Genesis Commentary
Genesis Chapter 1
Gen 1:1
“In the beginning.” The word “the” is not in the Hebrew text, so that leaves Genesis 1:1 open for some debate about how the verse should be translated and what it means. The absence of the definite article, along with the different ways some of the words can be structured or translated has given rise to a few different ways of translating—and ways of understanding—Genesis 1:1. These include, “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth” (KJV, ESV); “When God began to create the heavens and the earth” (CEB); “At the beginning of God’s creating of the heavens and the earth” (Fox, The Schocken Bible).
“In the beginning God.” The first verse of the Bible says, “In the beginning God….” The word “God” is translated from the Hebrew word elohim (#0430 אֱלֹהִים), and it refers to our one God.
The word elohim is always found in the plural form and is often called a uni-plural noun. A uni-plural noun is a word that appears in the plural form but is used for singular and plural subjects alike. “Deer” and “fish” are examples of uni-plural nouns in English. As with many Hebrew words, elohim carries more than one definition. When it is being used in a plural sense, it refers to “gods” or “men with authority.” When it is used in its singular sense, it can refer to “God,” or “a god,” or “a man with authority, such as a judge.” The Hebrew lexicon by Brown, Driver, and Briggs is considered to be one of the best available and it has as its first usage for elohim: “rulers, judges, either as divine representatives at sacred places or as reflecting divine majesty and power, divine ones, superhuman beings including God and angels, gods.[footnoteRef:1]” [1:  Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon, 43.] 

In referring to a plural subject, elohim is translated “gods” in many verses. Genesis 35:2 reads, “Get rid of all the foreign gods you have with you,” and Exodus 18:11 says, “Now I know that the Lord is greater than all other gods.” It is translated as “judges” in Exodus 21:6; 22:8 and 22:9 (KJV, HCSB, NET, NIV). It is translated as “angels” (KJV) or “heavenly beings” (NIV) in Psalm 8:5. Some Trinitarians teach that since the word elohim is plural it implies a compound unity when it refers to God. However, in its plural use, there is no evidence that elohim implied that these “gods” had some kind of plurality of persons within themselves.
Elohim is also translated as the singular “god” or “judge,” and there is no hint of any “compound nature” when it is translated that way either. Examples of this use are: Exodus 22:20, “Whoever sacrifices to any god other than the lord must be destroyed.” Judges 6:31: “If Baal really is a god, he can defend himself when someone breaks down his altar.” Exodus 7:1: God says that He has made Moses a “god” (elohim) to Pharaoh. In Judges 11:24, the pagan god Chemosh is called elohim, and in 1 Samuel 5:7, the pagan god Dagon is called elohim. It is not taught or believed that these pagan gods were made of some kind of “compound unity” just because they were called elohim, and we should not conclude that because our true God is called elohim that He is a compound unity. He is not.
Scholars have debated exactly how to translate elohim in 1 Samuel 2:25 as to whether elohim in the verse refers to a human judge or to God. The KJV says “judge.” The versions are divided between them, some translating elohim as a man, others as God Himself. The fact that the scholars and translators debate about whether the word elohim refers to a man or God shows vividly that the word itself does not have any inherent idea of a plurality of persons otherwise the choice would be easy and elohim could not be translated as “god” when referring to a pagan god, or as “judge” when referring to a man. Thus, the evidence in Scripture does not warrant the conclusion that the Hebrew word elohim inherently contains the idea of a compound nature.
The great Hebrew scholar Gesenius is considered a foremost authority on the Hebrew language, and He wrote that elohim occurred in a plural form for intensification and was related to the plural of majesty and used for amplification. Gesenius states, “That the language has entirely rejected the idea of numerical plurality in elohim (whenever it denotes one God) is proved especially by its being almost invariably joined with a singular attribute.”[footnoteRef:2] [2:  E. Kautzsch, ed., Gesenius’ Hebrew Grammar, 399.] 

Another interesting point that Gesenius makes is that the singular pronoun is always used with the word elohim. A study of the occurrences of elohim will show that the singular attribute (such as “He,” not “They,” or “I,” not “We”) is always used in conjunction with elohim. Furthermore, when the word elohim is used to denote someone else besides the true God, it is understood as either singular or plural (depending on the context), but never as a “uniplural.” God is not a “compound” being in any sense of the word. He is the “one God” of Israel in the true singular sense. Another example of elohim being used of a singular god apparently occurs in Ruth 1:15, where elohim refers to Chemosh. The NET text note on Ruth 1:15 says, “it is likely that Naomi, speaking from Orpah’s Moabite perspective, uses the plural of majesty of the Moabite god Chemosh. For examples of the plural of majesty being used of a pagan god, see BDB 43 s.v. אֱלֹהִים 1.d. Note especially 1 Kings 11:33, where the plural form is used of Chemosh.” Many scholars agree with this, and elohim is translated “god” in a large number of versions (cf. ASV, CJB, RV, JPS, NAB, NET, NJB, YLT).
In addition, when we study the history and the language of the Jews who spoke Hebrew, we discover that they never understood elohim to imply a plurality within God in any way. In fact, the Jews were staunchly opposed to people and nations who tried to introduce any hint of more than one God into their culture. Jewish rabbis have debated the Law to the point of tedium, and have recorded volume after volume of notes on the Law, yet in all of their debates, there is no mention of a plurality within God.
[For more on the grammatical plural being used of God and other people, see commentary on 1 Kings 1:43. For more information on elohim not referring to a “God in three persons,” see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son,” and see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?” Also see Graeser, Lynn, and Schoenheit, One God and One Lord: Reconsidering the Cornerstone of the Christian Faith, 412-14.]
“God created the heavens and the earth.” Although there are scholars who translate Genesis 1:1 as saying something to the effect that “God began creating the heavens and the earth,” there is more circumstantial evidence from the nature of God that He would have created everything perfect in the beginning—He certainly has the power to do that. Then, due to the war between God and Satan, the earth became without form and void (see commentary on Gen. 1:2).
Gen 1:2
“And the earth.” There seems to be much evidence for a much younger universe (and earth) than secular scientists believe. The Universe could be even in the range of thousands of years old, not billions or even millions.
However, it seems to make the most sense that there is a gap between Genesis 1:1 and 1:3, in which the world becomes without form and void, or, as the Hebrew says, tohu va bohu. E. W. Bullinger in The Companion Bible does a good job in showing that the world “became” without form and void.
Also, it is very important to take into account that Isaiah 45:18 says God did not create the world tohu. If He did not create it that way, and it became that way, then something happened to make it so. There is some evidence that “something” was the rebellion of Satan (Isa. 14; Ezek. 28). In Genesis 3, Satan is already against God. If Satan did not fall between Genesis 1:1 and 1:2, and there is a 6-day creation as many now teach, then he had to fall while Adam and Eve were in the Garden. That seems untenable. It seems it would have taken many years for the pride to so build in Satan’s heart that he would consider rebelling against God, and even more years for him to convince a third of the angels to join him.
It seems that history could have played out like Bullinger and others suggest, that after God created the heavens and the earth, in the following many years potentially allowed for in Genesis 1:1 before things became without form, there was plenty of time for pride to grow in Satan’s heart and a rebellion form. Then, that rebellion would be a clash of great powers, enough to disturb the earth and make it without form and void. It certainly seems that such a clash of titanic powers could have caused the devastation spoken of in Genesis 1:2, and that devastation is also a reason that it is unlikely that the fall of Satan could have occurred after Adam and Eve were created and they were in the Garden of Eden.
Taking all the evidence together, a very likely possibility of what happened is that there was the time of Genesis 1:1 when God created the universe and the angels. We do not know exactly how long ago that was, but even 20,000 years is long enough. Then pride grew in Satan’s heart and he convinced a third of God’s angels to join him in rebelling against God. There was a war in which the earth “became” without form and void, a time when God’s creation, which was not originally without form and void, became that way. Then God began to put things back in order by speaking order into the universe.
One book that covers the subject in much detail is Without Form and Void by Arthur Custance. Custance points out that the Hebrew text of Genesis 1:1 can be translated: “In a former state God created the heavens and the earth.” The entire book is on the opening verses of Genesis. As of this writing, this book may be found on the internet here.
Another book that had some insights was God at War by Greg Boyd. This book is not about Genesis, but contains evidence for the gap from his studies and from ancient myths which portray a great war between cosmic powers that destroy the earth.
“was formless and empty.” From the scope of Scripture, this could also be translated as “became formless and empty,” and there is evidence that that is exactly what happened.
“the spirit of God.” The “spirit of God” is God Himself, it is a way of describing God in action; His active power and presence. The Hebrew word translated “spirit” is ruach (#07307 רוּחַ), a feminine noun, and it can refer to a large number of things. The “spirit of God” in this context is not separate from God Himself, but is a way of speaking about His power in action. The phrase, “And the spirit of God was hovering over the face of the waters,” is difficult to interpret, and it is easier to get a “big picture” of what is going on than a specific interpretation. This is due in part to the broad range of meanings of “spirit” and even “spirit of God.” It is important in the study of God’s Word to become familiar with the large semantic range of ruach because it includes things such as God in motion; wind; breath; the gift of holy spirit God put upon some people in the Old Testament; good spirit beings, evil spirit beings, the natural life of our fleshly bodies that is sometimes referred to as “soul”; the life force that will animate resurrected bodies in the future; and the activities of the mind including people’s thoughts, attitudes, and emotions.
Here in Genesis 1, there are at least three main possible meanings that make sense in the larger scope of the Word. One is “the spirit of God” is used as a designation of God in action, i.e., God was acting, brooding, moving, hovering over, the waters, preparing to bring forth the earth as we know it.
Another meaning is the “wind of God” (cf. NAB, NJB, NRSV), and according to that use of ruach, God’s wind was moving on the face of the deep, again giving us the picture of God moving and about to bring forth the earth as we know it. The idea of God’s wind gets support from the records in which the wind of God helped accomplish God’s purposes, such as when a great wind parted the Sea during the Exodus and Israel crossed the Sea on dry land. Also, in Hebrew, the “wind of God” can mean a “mighty wind,” but that idea has less scholarly support.
Still a third possible translation would be that the “breath of God” was moving over the waters. That translation is supported by God’s then speaking the earth as we know it into being. In that scenario, God was breathing over the waters, as if studying them, and then He spoke and brought the earth as we know it into being. Sometimes “the spirit of God” and the “breath of God” are basically used as synonyms. For example, Job saw “the spirit of God” and “the breath of God” as the same thing when it came to bringing him into being: “The Spirit of God hath made me, and the breath of El Shaddai gives me life” (Job 33:4).
While scholars hotly debate the “correct meaning” of ruach in Genesis 1:2, it might not ever be possible to be absolutely certain which meaning God intended. In fact, it is likely that God did not have one specific meaning in mind but rather wrote in a way that revealed His loving attention to His creation. Genesis 1:2 could apply to God being in action, and His breath, and His wind moving over the face of the watery deep in preparation for His acts to come. One thing that can be learned from all three of these possible meanings is that God was moving and preparing to bring the earth as we know it out of the chaos of Genesis 1:2.
[For more on the usages of ruach, spirit, see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’” For more on “the spirit of God, see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
“hovering.” The Hebrew word is rachap (#07363 רָחַף), a feminine verb agreeing with the word “spirit,” which is a feminine noun in Hebrew. and here rachap means “to hover” with the implication of brooding over and cherishing. Some scholars and translators prefer the translation “moving.”
Gen 1:4
“And God saw the light, that it was good.” That the created world that God made was “good” was a sharp contrast between what God revealed to the Jews and what many ancient cultures felt about the world, that it was evil, tainted.
Gen 1:5
“And God called.” The Hebrew can be translated as, “And God named” the light “Day.”
“one day.” The Hebrew is literally, “one day.” Although many versions have “the first day,” that is not the Hebrew text.
Gen 1:11
“fruit trees of every kind on the earth.” The emphasis of the text is that God made many different kinds of vegetation (Gen. 1:11-12) and many different kinds of animals (Gen. 1:24-25) on earth.
It has been a long-believed tradition that Genesis 1:11-12 and 1:24-25, are setting forth the fact that plants and animals reproduce “after their kind” (ASV, KJV), or “according to their kind” (cf. CEB, CSB, ESV, NASB, NET, NIV, RSV). That belief, and the translation that supported it, has been a helpful support for Christians who believe in special creation and not evolution. If plants and animals reproduce according to their kind, then evolution did not occur. However, that traditional understanding of the text is not the meaning of the text. While there is scientific evidence that evolution did not occur, Genesis 1:11, 13, 21, 24, and 1:25 do not contribute to that debate the way most modern creationists think they do. They are not speaking about the fact that animals reproduce after their kind, even though they do. These verses in Genesis are saying that all the different plants and animals were directly created by God, and God’s special and varied creation is the emphasis in the text.
God is a loving and magnificent Creator. In creating earth for humankind, He could have made life quite uninteresting, even boring. He could have made humans see everything in black and white, or He could have made only a few varieties of birds, fish, and animals—just enough to keep our bodies alive. But because of His love for humankind, He created a tremendously varied heavens and earth, and thus has made life truly pleasurable and interesting, and that is the point of these verses in Genesis. The NRSV translates Genesis 1:11 as, “Then God said, ‘Let the earth put forth vegetation: plants yielding seed, and fruit trees of every kind on earth that bear fruit with the seed in it.’ And it was so” (cf. CJB, JPS Tanakh 1985, NABRE).
The same idea is found in Gen. 1:12: “The earth brought forth vegetation: plants yielding seed of every kind, and trees of every kind bearing fruit with the seed in it. And God saw that it was good” (NRSV). In fact, this same idea occurs in Genesis 1:11, 12, 21, 24, and 1:25. Evidence for this understanding of Genesis comes from Genesis chapter 1 as well as from other places in the Bible where the same basic Hebrew phrase is used, as we will see below. For example. the same idea occurs in Genesis 6:20 when God is speaking to Noah about the animals that will come to him to be taken on the ark. “Pairs of every kind” will come to Noah.
It helps to remember that at the time Moses wrote Genesis, the idea that animals and plants came about by an incredibly long period of unguided spontaneous development driven by mutation and adaptation (i.e., the modern concept of evolution) was not believed by God’s people. In fact, they would not have understood the concept even if Moses had written about it when he wrote the Torah, about 1,400 BC. It also seems clear that when William Tyndale translated Genesis from Hebrew in 1530—the first English Bible to do that—he was thinking about the great variety in God’s creation and not thinking about how things reproduced. The Tyndale Bible of Genesis 1:11 reads, “And God said: ‘Let the earth bring forth herb and grass that sow seed, and fruitful trees that bear fruit every one in his kind having their seed in themselves upon the earth.’ And it came to pass.”[footnoteRef:3] [3:  William Tyndale, Tyndale’s Old Testament, Yale University Press, 1992, 15.] 

We also see the phrase that is translated in Genesis 1 as “according to their kind,” does not refer to reproduction in the other places the Hebrew phrase is used. In Genesis 6:20, when God is bringing animals to Noah, it is “every kind” of animal that comes (cf. BBE, CEB, CJB, JPS, NAB, NIV, NJB, NLT), and even in versions like the KJV or NASB that uses “according to its kind” (or “after its kind”), it is clear that the text is not talking about reproduction, but rather that the animals were brought to Noah “according to their different kinds,” that is, every distinct “kind” was brought to Noah. That is repeated in Genesis 7:14, when “every kind” of animal and bird came to Noah and got on the ark.
Leviticus 11:13-19 is another place where we can see that the Hebrew phrase refers to “every kind.” God is telling the Israelites what kinds of birds are unclean to them and that they should not eat. They are not to eat birds such as the horned owl, screech owl, gull, and “every kind of hawk” (Lev. 11:16). Even when the King James Version says, “and the hawk after his kind,” we can see that what the text means is every kind of hawk. The verse is not speaking of hawks reproducing more hawks.
Leviticus 11:22 continues the context about what God allowed the people to eat, and it reads, “From these you may eat: any kind of locust, any kind of katydid, any kind of cricket, and any kind of grasshopper.” The King James Version reads, “And the owl, and the night hawk, and the cuckow, and the hawk after his kind,” but we can see that the phrase, “the hawk after his kind” refers to every sort of hawk. We see the same thing in Deuteronomy 14:13-15 (REV), which reads, 13“and the red kite, and the falcon, and any kind of kite, 14and any kind of raven, 15and the ostrich, and the owl, and the seagull, and any kind of hawk.” Again, God is speaking about what the people can and cannot eat, so He says not to eat any kind of the birds mentioned in those verses. Leviticus 11:29 then says not to eat “any kind of large lizard,” which He then describes as “the gecko and the monitor lizard, the wall lizard, the skink, and the chameleon” (Lev. 11:30). Ezekiel 47:10 also uses the phrase for the many different kinds of fish that will be in the river that flows from the Temple in Jerusalem in the Millennial Kingdom.
The Hebrew words here in Genesis 1:11 are mostly singular, but are a collective singular, so the REV and many other versions read “plants” instead of “a plant,” which makes the text easier to understand. Thus, one “plant” is representative of plants in general, all plants, etc.
Gen 1:12
“And God saw that it was good.” This is the second time on the third day that God saw something that was good. The third day is the only day out of the six when God saw “good” two times.
Gen 1:14
“Let there be lights.” On the fourth day of God’s making the heavens and earth as we know it, He made the sun, moon, and stars (galaxies are seen as “stars” in the sky). There was light before the fourth day. God had made light on the very first day (Gen. 1:3-5), but that was ambient light with no apparent source (it seems that ambient light will again be the kind of light in the next heavens and earth; Rev. 21:23). For today, God has structured the universe such that there were light givers in the sky that gave light to the earth.
However, the sun, moon, and stars did more than just give light. They reveal the glory of God and the work of God’s power, His “hands” (Ps. 19:1). Also, they mark out days, years, and seasons, and mark out “appointed times,” and are also for signs. Modern people are generally not as attuned to the sky as the ancients were. Between our modern indoor living, light pollution, electric lights that can make it like daylight at any time of the day, and “grow lights” that can artificially grow plants, we modern people usually do not need to pay attention to what is going on in the sky. However, ancient peoples usually paid great attention to the night sky, and many noticed “signs” in the sky that are lost to us today. For example, the Magi saw the “star” around the time of Christ’s birth, and that “star” was apparently a configuration of stars and planets that was a sign to the Magi but was not apparent to other people who did not know what to look for—Herod and the Jews, for example, did not see it (see commentary on Matt. 2:2).
The stars, planets, and comets that were visible in the sky did not “just happen.” They were created by God and He named all the stars (Ps. 147:4).
“seasons.” The Hebrew word translated as “seasons” is moꜥed (#04150 מוֹעֵד), meaning an appointed time or place. The timing of celestial events was much more important for the ancients than it is for us today, because today we build our calendars based on complex computer models instead of when we can see certain events in the sky. In contrast, the ancient Jews marked the start of a new month by the first sighting of the new moon. But that sighting could be delayed by things such as cloud cover. Nevertheless, the start of the month determined the dates of the Jewish feasts and celebrations. For example, the Passover was killed on the 14th day of Nisan. But if the first day of Nisan was delayed by cloud cover, then the Passover and Feast of Unleavened Bread were delayed too. So the sun, moon, and stars really did determine the appointed days for things on earth.
Gen 1:19
“And there was evening and there was morning.” The Hebrew day started with sunset instead of midnight like our Western days do, so evening starts the day and comes first in the list.
Gen 1:20
“living souls.” The Hebrew word translated as “soul” is nephesh (#05315 נֶפֶשׁ), and nephesh has a wide semantic range. One of those meanings refers to the life force that animates humans, land animals, and many sea creatures. It is the “soul” animating the person or animal that makes the difference between a living person or animal and a dead one. For that reason, nephesh is also used for the “life” of a person, as in, “do not take my life,” i.e., “do not kill me.” Nephesh is also used in the sense of “individual,” both of people and animals. Therefore, it sometimes gets translated as “creature” (CJB, HCSB, ESV, KJV), because the living individuals in the sea were “sea individuals” or sea creatures. It is not well recognized in Christianity that the same life force that animates humans animates animals. In large part that is due to the fact that the word nephesh is not translated as “soul” in most English Bibles when it comes to animals. Here in Genesis 1:20, the animals were given life and became living individuals, living souls. In Genesis 2:7, Adam became a “living soul,” a living individual, just as these animals had earlier.
[For more information on “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
“across the expanse of the heavens.” The Hebrew is more idiomatic: “upon the face of the expanse of the heavens,” as if the earth observer is looking upward and the heavens are the backdrop to the flying birds.
Gen 1:21
“living soul.” The Hebrew word “soul” is nephesh (#05315 נֶפֶשׁ), and in the Bible, nephesh often refers to the life force that animates humans and animals. It is also sometimes used of “individuals,” as it is here in Genesis 1:21, where “soul” (nephesh) refers to the individual animal and bird, which is why the text says God created “every living soul that moves.” Here, “soul” refers to the individual animals, which is why so many English versions translate nephesh as “creature” in Genesis 1:21. The “creature” is called a “soul” because it is animated by nephesh, soul. This is not well understood in the Christian world and it is often taught that animals do not have soul, but Genesis is clear that they do; they are animated by “soul” just as humans are, and when they die their life force, their “soul” is gone.
[For more information, see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
“And God saw that it was good.” This is in contrast to many ancient mythologies in which the creatures that lived in the seas were against God or were in chaos.
Gen 1:22
“And God blessed them.” This is the first use of “bless” in the Bible, and it will be a key concept in Genesis. Note that here the blessing is related to being able to bear young and reproduce.
“fill.” The Hebrew word is male' (#04390 מָלֵא), which means “fill.” God commanded that the animal life fill the earth.
Gen 1:24
“Let the earth bring forth every kind of living soul.” The process by which this happened is not described. It was likely how it happened with Adam when God pulled dirt from the earth together and then gave it life. Genesis 1:25 says God created the animals.
“living soul.” The Hebrew word “soul” is nephesh (#05315 נֶפֶשׁ), and nephesh is the life force that animates humans and animals, and it is also used of “individuals.” See commentary on Genesis 1:20.
[For more information, see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
“livestock.” In this context, this refers to domesticated animals. When God created the earth and humankind, and created the animals and birds to support, sustain, and beautify the earth, He made a distinction between the domesticated animals that would serve humans in various ways and the wild animals that generally cannot be domesticated, and today, thousands of years later, that distinction still holds true.
“creeping thing.” Or perhaps, “crawling thing.” This is very general and generally refers to small animals and reptiles. Apparently, it can also refer to insects, worms, etc., but that may not be its meaning here.
Gen 1:26
“Let us.” This “let us” is God speaking to His divine council, which is His council of spirit beings that God works with in ruling and running His creation. God’s divine council is an important but not commonly understood part of Scripture, so it deserves some explanation.
God is love. That simple statement explains why God created the universe as He did, and populated it with both spirit beings and human beings. God also gave those beings free will so that He could interact with them and they could serve Him and interact with Him because they chose to out of love. When God created the universe, and later when He created mankind and then the Church, He enlisted the help of His created beings to help Him govern creation. God does not rule over His created beings as a tyrant, making every decision by Himself and commanding His creation to carry out His wishes. Rather, God works with them and allows them to help Him govern His universe. There is evidence for this throughout the Bible.
For example, when God created the angels and other spirit beings, He created different categories and hierarchies among them so that there would be order as He worked with His creation. We see this in a number of different ways and places in Scripture. For example, when God created the angels, He created them with different abilities and in different positions. He made some of them to be “archangels” (archangelos; #743 ἀρχάγγελος) a word built from the Greek prefix archi (chief; highest; first) and the word angelos (messenger; “angel”). “Archangel” means “chief angel” or “ruling angel,” and the Christian world would have a much better grasp of the authority structures of the spirit world if the Greek word archangelos had been translated as “ruling angel” instead of transliterated as “archangel.”
The angelic world has a hierarchy, with some angels ruling over others. The ruling angel Michael is specifically called one of the “chief princes” (or “primary rulers”) in Daniel 10:13. Similarly, Revelation 10:1 and 18:21 mention “strong” angels who are more powerful than others. Not only do the angels differ in authority and power, there are also more kinds of spirit beings than just angels, such as cherubim and seraphim.
We also see different ranks of spirit beings in verses like Ephesians 6:12, which says that Christians wrestle against “rulers” (archē), “authorities” (exousia), and “world-rulers” (kosmokratōr) who are spiritual forces of evil. These are not just different words to describe the same spirit beings; these constitute different ranks of authority and power in the spirit world. Similarly, Colossians 1:16 mentions “thrones” (thronos), lordships (kuriotēs), rulers (archē), and “authorities” (exousia), and these are different positions in the Kingdom of God and the Church.
God rules over all the spirit beings of various ranks and powers, and they are called “gods.” Indeed, there are many “gods” (1 Cor. 8:5). That is why God is called the “Most High” God (Gen. 14:18)—because He is far greater than all the other gods. In fact, God is called the “Most High” God more than 50 times in the Old Testament, and nine times in the New Testament.
When God created mankind, He continued to allow the beings He had created to be rulers under Him. He gave Adam and Eve rulership over the animals (Gen. 1:28) and the responsibility of managing the Garden of Eden (Gen. 2:15). Later, as the human population on earth increased, God commanded that rulers and judges be appointed to help Him rule (Exod. 18:21-23; Deut. 16:18). Even in the future Messianic Kingdom God will have “under-rulers” who will help Him and the Lord Jesus to rule (Isa. 1:26; Jer. 3:15; 23:4; Ezek. 44:24; Matt. 19:28; 1 Cor. 6:2; Rev. 2:26). Of course, the greatest example of God allowing one of His beings to rule was when He gave His only begotten Son, Jesus Christ, “all authority in heaven and on earth” (Matt. 28:18), and set him at His own right hand, “far above every ruler, and authority, and power, and lordship, and every name that is named…and he [God] put all things in subjection under his [Jesus’] feet” (Eph. 1:21-22). God made His Son Jesus ruler of His creation (Rev. 3:14).
When the Christian Church started, God continued His pattern of enlisting the aid of His creation to rule, and so He, via the Lord Jesus Christ, set up ministries to rule and equip the Church. Christ gave the equipping ministries of apostles, prophets, evangelists, pastors, and teachers to help Him administer the Church and “to prepare God’s people for works of service” (Eph. 4:11-13 NIV84). This is why Paul speaks of the authority he has from the Lord as an apostle, which is the same authority that other called leaders have from the Lord (2 Cor. 10:8; 13:10; 1 Thess. 4:2; Titus 2:15).
Besides the fact that God rules the spiritual world through a council of spirit beings just as He rules the earth via earthly rulers and the Church through appointed ministers, there is good biblical evidence, and some extra-biblical evidence, that God has a ruling council of spirit beings with whom He consults. Of course, God would not need to have a divine council, He is certainly capable of doing things on His own, but having such a council is in harmony with His loving nature and His desire to work together with His creation.
When it comes to extra-biblical evidence that God has a ruling council of spirit beings with whom He consults, many cultures have recognized that there is some kind of divine council or “council among the gods.” The online encyclopedia, Wikipedia, notes: “The concept of a divine assembly (or council) is attested in the archaic Sumerian, Akkadian, Old Babylonian, Ancient Egyptian, Babylonian, Canaanite, Israelite, Celtic, Ancient Greek, and Ancient Roman and Nordic pantheons” (“Divine Council,” wikipedia.org/wiki/Divine_Council).
The testimony of these cultures is important because ancient myths often have a kernel of truth in them. Especially when they agree with the Bible on basic facts, such as in the ancient accounts of the Flood, these myths add credence to what the Bible says and show that God was at work in those ancient cultures, revealing Himself and His truth to them and demonstrating His love for all mankind.
Some of the biblical evidence for God having an inner council with whom He works is very clear. Psalm 89:7 mentions God’s divine council, and the word “council” is translated from the Hebrew word sōd (#05475 סוֹד), which refers to a “council, secret council, intimate council, circle of familiar friends, assembly,” and also sometimes to the results of the deliberation of a divine council. Other verses mention the divine council (sōd) of God. See commentary on Jeremiah 23:18, 22, and Job 15:8. The divine council of God shows up with varying degrees of clarity in a number of verses in the Old Testament. While God supplies the power for what He does, He works in concert with His creation. Also, there is some good evidence that God meets with His ruling council on “the mount of assembly” (see commentary on Isa. 14:13).
When it comes to Genesis 1:26, “Let us make man in our image,” many Trinitarians believe that “God” worked together with the other “Persons” in the Trinity when He created things, and they point to Genesis 1:26 as a proof text for their argument. However, many scholars acknowledge that this interpretation is erroneous. Recently, Michael Heiser, a Trinitarian theologian, wrote: “technical research in Hebrew grammar and exegesis has shown that the Trinity is not a coherent explanation. …Seeing the Trinity in Gen. 1:26 is reading the New Testament back into the Old Testament, something that isn’t a sound interpretive method….”[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Michael Heiser, The Unseen Realm, 39.] 

Although some theologians think this use of “us” in Genesis 1:26 could be the plural of majesty (also called the plural of emphasis), where God uses the plural “us” to magnify Himself, that is not the case here. Hebrew scholars point out that there is no other example of a speaker using the plural while addressing himself as the one being spoken to. More to the point, however, is the work of recent Hebrew scholars showing that the plural of majesty applies to nouns but not verbs. “The plural of majesty does exist of nouns…but Gen. 1:26 is not about nouns—the issue is the verbal forms.”[footnoteRef:5] In Genesis 1:26, the verb “make” in the phrase “Let us make” is plural, and so the “us” is not a plural of majesty; it is God speaking to others about making mankind. [5:  Heiser, Unseen Realm, 39.] 

The most common objection to the “us” in Genesis 1:26 referring to angels is that Scripture attests that God made mankind. But God could easily have headed up a council with whom He conferred, and afterward did the work they decided upon. In fact, it is likely that in God’s divine council, as with many councils and corporate boards, the members do not initiate or act as much as they support and give input, and also learn what is being done and why. This certainly seems to be the conclusion we draw from Daniel 4, where “the decree of the watchers” is also called “the decree of the Most High” (Dan. 4:17, 24. See commentary on Dan. 4:17).
The New Testament also shows us that God works with leaders to rule His creation. We have already seen that He gave “all authority” to Jesus Christ, and works through him to appoint and direct the leaders who run the Christian Church. Although the New Testament does not have verses that are as clear as the Old Testament verses on the divine spirit council of God, there are New Testament references that imply its existence. The New Testament continues the use of the term “Most High” or “Most High God” when referring to the true God (Mark 5:7; Luke 8:28; Acts 7:48; 16:17; Heb. 7:1), indicating that the New Testament writers acknowledged that there are other “gods” besides Him. Although it has been assumed by many Christians that the other “gods” are demons, there is no reason to assume that all of them must be, especially in light of the Old Testament references to a divine council of gods.
There is a lot of evidence that God works with an inner council of spirit beings in order to rule His creation. However, although there is ample scriptural support for God’s divine council, there is not an overemphasis on it in the Bible. An overemphasis on God’s divine council would detract from the honor due God. God is still the Creator, the Most High, and the One who should get glory from both spirit and human beings.
The information on God’s divine inner council is scattered throughout the Bible. For example, there are several more verses besides Genesis 1:26 in which God uses “us” or says “let us.” These include Genesis 3:22; 11:7; and Isaiah 6:8. Daniel 4 shows God working with a council of “watchers.” Daniel 7:10 and 7:26 show God working with a panel of spirit judges to judge the Antichrist, and it is likely that those judges are the same as the 24 elders in Revelation 4:4 and the judges in Revelation 20:4 (see commentaries on Dan. 7:10; Rev. 4:4 and Rev. 20:4).
[For more on the divine council, see commentaries on Job 15:8; Ps. 89:7; and Jer. 23:18. In addition to meeting with His inner divine council, God also sometimes meets with larger general assemblies of spirit beings. For more information on those assemblies, see commentary on Job 1:6. For more on the “watchers in Daniel, see commentary on Dan. 4:17. For more on the Devil being the ruler of the world, see commentary on Luke 4:6. For more on the Millennial reign over the earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
“make humankind in our image.” See commentary on Genesis 1:27.
“have dominion.” See commentary on Genesis 1:28.
“creeping thing that creeps.” There is a more specific word for “insect,” so these “creeping things” are more likely things that are close to the ground, things that “move” along the ground, like mice and other such animals.
Gen 1:27
“So God created humankind.” Genesis 1:27 is a summary statement. The details of the creation of humankind are in Genesis 2. The NET text note reads, “The Hebrew text has the article prefixed to the noun (הָאָדָם, haʾadam). The article does not distinguish man from woman here (“the man” as opposed to “the woman”), but rather indicates previous reference (see v. 26, where the noun appears without the article). It has the same function as English ‘the aforementioned.’”
“in his own image.” God both created and made humankind in His own image, in His likeness (Gen. 1:26, 27; 5:1; 9:6). There has been much discussion, and some disagreement, about what it means to be in the image of God, but a few things are certain. The immediately preceding context of Genesis 1 is God making the animals, which are not in the image of God. So being in the image of God involves things that are unique to mankind and different from the animals.
Furthermore, being in the image and likeness of God is not something that we humans “have,” it is something that we humans “are.” We are in the image and likeness of God because of the unique way God made us as humans distinct from animals. Thus, our being in the image and likeness of God is having many of the same qualities that God has, and this would include things like the desire and self-awareness to love and be loved, the desire to be part of a family, a sense of what is moral or godly, the ability to think abstractly, the desire to create, the ability to communicate at a very advanced and abstract level, and the capacity to worship God. God creating mankind in His image also expresses His intent that mankind would live forever together with him.
Something that helps us understand what it is to be in the image and likeness of God is that Genesis 1:26, which has both “image” (tselem, #06754 צֶלֶם) and “likeness” (demuth #01823 דְּמוּת), is also used in Genesis 5:3, which has both “image” and “likeness.” So whatever characteristics God gave Adam that gave him the image and likeness of God, Adam gave to his descendants. That made them in the image and likeness of Adam and thus also in the image and likeness of God. In fact, humans still have that image today in spite of their fallen nature (Gen. 9:6).
It is often said that since God is spirit, man must be a spirit being too. This has led to various false teachings, one of which is that every person is an eternal being and therefore intrinsically has everlasting life and will spend eternity in heaven or in hell. But when the Bible says that mankind is made and created in the image of God, it is not saying that mankind is like God in every way, and one of the ways we seem to be clearly different from God is that we are not “spirit beings.” God made mankind from the dust and then breathed into him the breath of life, making man a living soul. There is not a word in the creation record about mankind being, or even having, God’s nature of Holy Spirit. In that respect, we humans are very different from angels, who were made as spirit beings (Heb. 1:7 KJV, cf. NET, NIV, YLT).
There are some solid biblical reasons why mankind does not have to have holy spirit to be in the image of God. One is that after the Flood, which was more than 1600 years after Adam and Eve were created and long after the Fall, mankind was still said to be in the image of God (Gen. 9:6). Thus even in our fallen state, mankind is still in the image of God, and that is the reason why God says murder is wrong and why a murderer must be punished. To get the full impact of what God says about mankind in Genesis 9:6, we must note that in the context God had been talking about killing and eating animals. Animals were killed for their meat and for their skin, and this was acceptable, but God says it is not acceptable to kill a human being because “in the image of God has God made mankind” (NIV). Thus, humans, in their fallen state without holy spirit, still bear the image of God.
Similarly, 1 Corinthians 11:7 speaks of men being made in the image of God, and although the context is a Christian meeting, not everyone in such a meeting would of necessity be born again and have holy spirit. Even more to the point is James 3:9, which says that with our tongue we curse people, even though they are made in the image of God; but of course not every person we curse is saved and has holy spirit. The point James is making is that even in their fallen state humans deserve respect because they are made in the image of God.
Another reason we know that the image of God does not refer to spirit is that Jesus Christ is specifically said to be the image of God (2 Cor. 4:4; Col. 1:15; Heb. 1:3). But when the Bible says that, it is not saying that Jesus is the image of God because he had holy spirit. If that were the case, Jesus would not have been considered to be the image of God until his baptism, at which point he received the holy spirit (Matt. 3:16). Also, when the Bible says that Jesus is the image of God, it is not saying that since every human is the image of God, Jesus is just like everyone else.
The verses that say Jesus is the image of God are elevating him. So how is Jesus the image of God in a way that other humans, who are also the image of God, are not? The sin of Adam and Eve changed mankind, giving them a sin nature, which results in people sinning. The apostle Paul described how we humans live due to the Fall: “I do not understand my own actions, for I am not practicing what I truly want, but I am doing the very thing I hate” (Rom. 7:15).
Like every human, Jesus was the image of God because God created us in His own image. But Jesus was able to take the innate image of God in him and live it out in a way that other humans cannot attain due to their sin nature. Jesus perfectly reflected the image of God by the way he lived. Jesus’ image of God was so clear and complete that he said, “Whoever has seen me has seen the Father” (John 14:9). In contrast, humans are not so clearly the image of God. We are still in the image of God, but that image can be hard to see at times. The Fall did not keep people from being the image of God, but the Fall has “blurred” the image. It keeps us from living according to the image of God in which we were created. We struggle to be like Jesus, who always loved, always made the right moral choice, always communicated well, and so forth.
In spite of the fact that we humans do not live up to the image of God inside us, that image is still there and is clearly a reason why God wants us to be loving toward each other and honor each other. Murder is wrong because we are made in the image of God (Gen. 9:6). Cussing out each other is wrong because we are in the likeness of God (James 3:9). We humans don’t “have” the image of God, we “are” the image of God. Now our challenge is to live like it.
“Male and female.” Human sexuality is different from the sexual difference between animals. When God created the other animals, i.e., the “livestock and creeping thing and wild animal of the earth” (Gen. 1:24), He never specifically said anything about them being “male and female,” even though they were. Human sexuality is woven into the fabric of life and family life in unique ways that have to do with God’s purpose for men, women, and the family. The two sexes are necessary for reproduction and important for the building of a godly family and godly children. God says He hates divorce because He created the man and woman to become “one” and have “godly offspring” (Mal. 2:15). This explains why the Bible consistently deals so severely with sexual sins that destroy the family that God is trying to maintain and protect, for example, adultery.
Along the same vein, the animals and plants are specifically said to be created, and thus to naturally reproduce, “according to their ‘kind,’” where ‘kind’ is roughly equivalent to genus (Gen. 1:11-12, 21, 24-25). Animals and plants can be placed into “groups” (“kinds,” “genera”) that are very similar and can crossbreed. That is why Noah took animals onto the ark “according to their kinds” (Gen. 6:20). Noah did not have to take every species of animal onto the ark. Taking the “kinds” was enough to ensure the survival of the “kind,” and they crossbred and divided into different species after the Flood. In contrast to animals and plants, humans are not said to be created “according to their kind,” because there is no other “kind” like us. Human beings are created in the image of God and are unique.
“he created them.” Adam was created from the ground, and Eve was created from material from Adam. Adam and Eve were the first two human beings and from them came every human who has ever lived.
[For more on Adam and Eve being literal and the ones who began the human race, see commentary on Gen. 2:7.]
Gen 1:28
“fill the earth.” The Hebrew word translated “fill” is male (or spelled mala; #04390 מָלֵא or מָלָא), and in this context, it means “fill.” Other meanings include, “be full, fullness or abundance, to be ended or accomplished, to satisfy or fulfill.” Adam and Eve were the first humans, and God commanded them to fill the earth, something that has now been accomplished.
Although all the modern translations read “fill,” including the New King James Version, there is some confusion about the translation because some older versions have “replenish,” including the KJV (1611), Noah Webster Bible (1833), RV (1885), and the ASV (1901), but not including the Geneva Bible (1599); Young’s Literal Translation (1898), or Rotherham (1902).
The translation “replenish” has, among other things, contributed to the belief that there were humans or humanoids on earth that existed before the catastrophe that occurred in Genesis 1:2 when the earth “became” without form and void. There is a simple but not well-known explanation as to why some early versions like the King James read “replenish” when other versions just as old, such as the Geneva Bible, read “fill.” Up until recently, one of the meanings of the English word “replenish” was “to fill.” In fact, the very first definition of “replenish” in Webster’s 1828 English Dictionary is “To fill; to stock with numbers or abundance.” As the second definition of “replenish,” Webster has “To recover former fullness.” As time passed, the first definition of replenish, “to fill” fell out of use, and the second definition became the standard definition of the word.
One of the dangers of reading older versions of the Bible is that words in them may have changed meanings over time, and no longer convey the proper modern meaning. The King James Version is full of these. A few examples in the KJV are: “by and by” (Luke 21:9) means immediately; “carriages” (Acts 21:15) means something that had to be carried, or baggage; “conversation” (Phil. 1:27) meant conduct; “instantly” (Luke 7:4) meant earnestly; “naughty” (Jer. 24:2) sometimes meant worth naught, or worthless; “nephew” (Judg. 12:14) sometimes meant grandson; “sometimes” (Eph. 2:13) meant at one time, formerly. In the KJV, “sometimes” never means occasionally, as it does in today’s English.
“Replenish” in the KJV, ASV, RV, etc., falls into the category of words that have changed meanings over time. God told Adam and Eve to fill the earth, and up until recently, “replenish” meant “fill.”
“Have dominion.” God gave Adam and Eve dominion over the earth, but they transferred it to the Devil. In Genesis 1:28, God gave the dominion over the earth to mankind. One piece of evidence of that dominion is that God brought the animals He made to Adam so that he could give them names (Gen. 2:19). The whole situation changed, however, when Adam and Eve sinned against God by eating of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil (Gen. 3:6). When they followed the prompting of God’s arch-enemy the Devil and ate of the tree, they took on the crafty nature of the Devil, and also transferred dominion of the earth over to him. That is why the Devil told Jesus that the earth had been handed over to him and he could give it to anyone he wanted to (Matt. 4:9; Luke 4:6).
The fact that God gave Adam and Eve dominion over the earth not only displays God’s goodness and trust in humankind, but it reveals part of God’s purpose for humankind: to govern the earth on God’s behalf. We see this also in the fact that God placed Adam and Eve in the garden “to work it and to care for it” (Gen. 2:15).
[For more on God’s purpose for humankind, see commentary on Gen. 2:15. For more on Adam and Eve getting the crafty nature of the Devil, see commentary on Rom. 7:17. For more on the dominion of the earth being transferred over to the Devil, see commentary on Luke 4:6.]
Gen 1:29
“you.” The “you” is plural. God gave dominion and food to humankind, both men and women.
“They will be food for you.” The Hebrew subject is singular, literally “it” or “this,” but it refers to the plurality of plants and tree fruit, so we would say “they” in English. In the Garden of Eden, Adam and Eve ate plants.
Gen 1:30
“animal.” The Hebrew is more literally “living thing.”
“living soul.” The Hebrew word “soul” is nephesh (#05315 נֶפֶשׁ), and nephesh is the life force that animates humans and animals, and it is also used of “individuals.” Here it refers specifically to the life force in humans and animals. See commentary on Genesis 1:21.
[For more information on soul, see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
 
Genesis Chapter 2
Gen 2:1
“And.” To keep the flow of the context, this verse should have been numbered Genesis 1:32 instead of 2:1, because in it God continues the work of the first week of creation. To make the creation story easier to understand, Genesis 2:4 should have been Genesis 2:1, and started the new chapter with telling the story of creation from another point of view.
“with everything that was in them.” The Hebrew word is tsaba (#06635 צָבָא), and it refers to an army. God uses it to refer to the organized and vast army of the stars (Deut. 4:19; 17:3), as well as the army of angels (1 Kings 22:19; Psalm 148:2). In Isaiah 24:21 it refers to the army of fallen angels. But the Hebrew does not have to have a militaristic meaning. It can simply refer to a huge organized number like an army. Here it refers to all the organized things in the heavens and earth, which could include the “organized” numbers of animals, fish, stars, etc.
One thing this verse clearly indicates is that God created things with inherent organization. He did not just throw the stars in heaven and see where they stuck. He created the swarms on earth and the vast array of stars in heaven to work together in an organized fashion. All of God’s original creation, working together, was “very good,” and it worked together in harmony. Every part in some way affected every other part. This organization and intimate interrelation was seriously affected by the Fall of man.
Gen 2:2
“By the seventh day.” The text can also be understood to be saying, “On the seventh day,” or “In the seventh day.” Other verses in the Bible support that God worked six days and rested on the seventh day (e.g., Exod. 20:11; 31:17; ). Furthermore, several English Bibles read “by the seventh day” (e.g., Berean Study Bible, GW, LSV, NASB, NCV, NET 2nd ed., NIV, YLT). For centuries people have seen a potential problem with Genesis 2:2 saying both that God finished His work on the seventh day and also that God rested on the seventh day. The Septuagint, Samarian Pentateuch, and Syriac texts read that God finished His work on the “sixth day,” but that is not likely original. The better way to handle the apparent contradiction is to realize the semantic range of the Hebrew text and understand it as saying “By the seventh day” instead of “On the seventh day.”
“ceased.” The Hebrew word means “ceased” or “stopped.” It is the older use of “rest” which meant “stop,” like in the phrase, “Give it a rest,” meaning stop doing that. The NET text note reads, “The Hebrew term שָׁבַּת (shabbat) [related to the word “sabbath”] can be translated “to rest” (“and he rested”) but it basically means “to cease.” This is not a rest from exhaustion; it is the cessation of the work of creation.
“work that he had done.” The word “work” is a noun, and here it refers to what God had done, the things He had created; and also the activity that God had been involved in; as in His profession, His business. That is the reason that some versions read, “that he had made” and others read, “that he had done.”
Gen 2:3
“made it holy.” This is the first time that “holy,” or “set apart” is used in the Bible, and here the seventh day is set apart from the rest of the days. The seventh day is “holy.”
Gen 2:4
“This is the history of the heavens and of the earth when they were created.” This history is neither complete nor chronological. It focuses on the apex of God’s creation: humankind. First, God has to explain a little about how he prepared the earth for humankind by causing the earth to be watered so that there would be water to drink and plants for people (and animals) to eat. Then he explained how he made humankind—specifically Adam—and brought him to life. Then God made a Garden of Delight for Adam and put him in it. Then God provided wonderful plants for Adam, and made sure the garden was very well watered (in this case, the garden was watered so abundantly that the stream from it became four different rivers). Then God gave Adam guidance about the meaningful and valuable work that God had prepared for him to do and also gave him instructions about what to eat and what not to eat. Then God made great varieties of animals and birds to be a blessing to Adam and to serve him in his work and world. God gave dominion of the animals to Adam and demonstrated Adams dominion by bringing the animals to Adam so that he could name them (in the biblical culture, giving something a name was a way of exercising some amount of control or dominion over that thing; see commentary on Gen. 17:5). Then God provided a companion for Adam—Eve—a person whom he could be one flesh with, and at that point Genesis 2 ends, and then Genesis 3 picks up the history of the earth with the fall of Adam and Eve and an explanation of how the world that was so “good” became a harsh and evil place.
“history.” The Hebrew word translated as “history” is toledot (#08435 תוֹלְד֧וֹת), and it refers to generations, descendants, successors, or history.[footnoteRef:6] Here in Genesis 2:4, the best translation seems to be “history,” while in places where human families are involved “descendants” or “generations” is more appropriate (cf. Gen. 5:1; 6:9; 10:1; 11:10, 27; 25:12, 19; 36:1, 9; 37:2). Since the overwhelming use of toledot in the Old Testament refers to family histories and descendants, we could think that here in Genesis 2:4, God considered the heavens and earth (and all the inhabitants thereof) to be a large family (cf. Eph. 3:15). [6:  Ludwig Koehler and Walter Baumgartner, HALOT Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the Old Testament.] 

“in the day.” The Hebrew does not have the definite article, and “in day” is an idiom that refers to a period of time. God did not make the heavens and the earth in one 24-hour period. This is the same wording in the Hebrew text as in Genesis 2:17 (see commentary on Gen. 2:17). It could be translated as “when” Yahweh made the earth, and that is what the text means.
“Yahweh.” Genesis 2:4 is the first use of the personal name of God in the Bible. The Hebrew name of God consists of four consonants and no vowels, and there has been a long-standing debate about how to spell it in English and how to correctly pronounce it. The four Hebrew letters are yod he vav he (transliterated as YHVH). The REV uses the English spelling “Yahweh,” which is used by many scholars in their commentaries and in some English Bibles (cf. HCSB, LSB, NJB, The Jerusalem Bible, Rotherham’s Emphasized Bible, New European Version, The Complete Bible: An American Translation, The Expanded Bible, Ancient Roots Translinear Bible). No one knows exactly how YHVH was pronounced, and it seems that if God really cared that people pronounced it exactly correctly, then He would have done much more to make the pronunciation clear to us.
As for what the English versions do with the translation, most use the word “LORD” spelled with capital letters, but “LORD” is a title, not a name and the title takes the focus away from God’s use of His name since there are other Hebrew words properly translated “Lord.” The name “Jehovah” is used in some Bibles (cf. the 1901 ASV), but there is no “J” in Hebrew (although the early English translators used the English “J” for the Hebrew yod, and thus producing the English translations “Jerusalem,” “Joshua,” “Jeremiah” and such as that. Some modern scholars think that YHVH should be translated into English as “Yahowah” or something similar, but since the exact pronunciation of YHVH is unknown, and “Yahweh” is accepted in English versions and scholarly works, there is no compelling reason to use an unusual and seldom-used spelling for God’s name in the REV in an undocumentable attempt to be more correct.
Gen 2:5
“Before any shrub of the field was on the earth.” Genesis 2:5-6 tell us about the early earth. Two things seem to be especially important about what Genesis 2:5-6 is saying. The first is that Genesis 2:5 and 6 are one sentence and should be read and understood that way, and the second is that according to the verses, the springs that came up out of the earth watered the whole face of the earth, not just the Garden of Eden.
As for the first important thing, that the two verses are one sentence and should be read that way, it really would have helped people understand what Genesis is saying if the two verses were translated as one verse instead of two, as follows: “Before any shrub of the field was on the earth, and before any plant of the field had sprung up—because Yahweh God had not caused it to rain on the earth and because there was no man to till the ground— springs went up out of the earth and watered the whole face of the earth.”
Thus, Genesis 2:5-6 gives us two reasons why there were no shrubs or plants on earth yet: because there had not been any rain and because there was no human to till the ground. Genesis 1:11-13 says that the plants were made on the third day, but Adam and Eve were not made until the sixth day, so we see that Genesis 2:5 is correct when it says that when plants were made, there was no human to till the ground. God put the plants there first, before Adam and Eve, so that the earth would be ready for them to have wonderful things to eat and to look at. At that early time, God caused the subterranean water that was in the earth to bubble out of the ground as springs and water the entire earth, which is why the whole earth soon became covered with vegetation.
The second thing that it is very important to understand about Genesis 2:5-6 is that it is not speaking specifically about the Garden of Eden. Genesis 2:5-6 is speaking about how the whole earth was watered. The Garden of Eden will be introduced shortly, in Genesis 2:8.
At this early point in history, it had not yet rained on earth because this was the week when the earth was being reformed from its destruction (Gen. 1:2), and apparently there had not been enough time for the water cycle—evaporation, condensation, rain, and then more evaporation—to fully function on the earth, so there was no rain yet. Likely the first rains came in a few weeks or months after the first week of creation. Some Christians believe that there was no rain until the time of Noah, but there is no reason to believe that. Rain is a natural function of evaporation and condensation, and would have started very quickly. The context of Genesis 2:5 is the first week of creation, not the entire 1,656 years until the rain of Noah’s flood.
Gen 2:6
“springs went up.” To understand the early history of earth, it is important to understand that Genesis 2:5-6 are one sentence and to read them that way (see commentary on Gen. 2:5)
“springs.” The Hebrew word is singular, not plural, but it could easily be a collective singular, which is sometimes done in the Hebrew text. The Hebrew word translated as “springs” is ʾed (#0108 אֵד) and the meaning of ʾed is debated because the word is unknown in ancient Hebrew outside of the two uses in the Bible. Scholars have tried to pin down a meaning from cognate languages such as Akkadian, Sumerian, and Eblite, but without certainty. It is noteworthy that both the Septuagint and Latin Vulgate refer to ʾed as springs. That tells us that the Jews before Christ and the early Christians thought the word referred to springs.
The traditional English translation “mist” came from its use in Job 36:27, but that one use is not definitive here in Genesis. The translation of ʾed varies greatly in the English versions. The translation “mist” is traditional and is in many versions, but other versions say “springs” (e.g., Douay Rheims, NET, NLT); “stream” (CEB, LSB, NAB, NIV, NRSV, The First Testament[footnoteRef:7]); “underground water” (GW); “a flow” (JPS); “water” (HCSB, NJB); or “moisture” (REB). Part of the debate over the meaning of ʾed is due to the fact that mists do not come up from the earth, they come down from the atmosphere, but others have asked how “springs” could water the whole ground, and there is a much more common Hebrew word for “springs” that God could have used here. However, the idea of the text is that water came up from the ground and watered the whole face of the earth, so the translation “springs” seems appropriate. In any case, there is some uncertainty about exactly what the text is saying; i.e., in what form did the water come up out of the earth, did it come up as a mild spring or a more powerful stream? [7:  John Goldingay, The First Testament: A New Translation, 3.] 

Biblically and actually, all life depends on water: no water, no life. It would make sense in the grand scheme of God’s creation that He would start life in the Garden of Eden that He planted by having springs of water come up from the ground. The springs would come up from the great resources of underground water. Nahum Sarna writes, “The idea seems to be that the primordial, subterranean waters would rise to the surface to moisten the arid earth, thereby making it receptive to the growth and survival of vegetation and providing the raw material with the proper consistency for being molded into man.”[footnoteRef:8] That the springs would water the “whole face of the ground,” could very well first apply to the Garden of Eden, then where the rivers it produced flowed, then eventually there would be springs of underground water as well as rain over the earth and the whole earth would be watered. [8:  Nahum Sarna, The JPS Torah Commentary: Genesis, 17.] 

That the water of life on earth started out as springs or streams that came up in the land of Eden and then flowed through the Garden God planted in Eden (Gen. 2:10), and then the water flowed out from it over the earth. This is parallel to the life-giving water in the Millennial Kingdom and Everlasting Kingdom. In the Millennial Kingdom, there will be a stream of living water that will flow out from the Temple to the east and west and give life (Ezek. 47:1-12; Zech. 14:8; Joel 3:18). Also, in the Everlasting Kingdom, there will be a “river of water of life” that will flow out from the throne of God and will give life (Rev. 22:1-2). So it would fit God’s pattern of doing things for Him to water the Garden of Eden, the place of the start of human life on earth, by springs that came up from the ground there. The water from the springs watered the garden and then became four great rivers that flowed out to other parts of the earth (Gen. 2:10). However, Genesis 2:5 tells us that when the subterranean water first came out of the ground it came out all over the earth, which would be why on the third day, vegetation could spring up all over the earth (see commentary on Gen. 2:5). Eventually there was rain over the entire earth to water the ground.
It is likely that when Genesis 2:10-14 mentions the four rivers that flow out of Eden, it is making the point that God is the source of life-giving water, even though the whole earth was watered by springs from the ground. We certainly see that same kind of thing when the water flows out of the Millennial Temple to the east and the west. Those will not be the only two rivers flowing in Israel but they are the focus of the Bible because they are from the Temple of God and thus focus on the fact that God is the source of life. We learn that there are other rivers on earth, even in Israel, from verses such as Joel 3:18. What Joel said is very important because it lets us know that the two rivers that came from the Millennial Temple were not the only two rivers flowing in Israel and the rest of the world. They were simply the two most important rivers because they started in God’s temple and thus emphasized that God is the ultimate source of life.
Gen 2:7
“And Yahweh God formed.” This is the first time that the Hebrew word translated as “formed” occurs.
“man...ground.” The two words are closely related in Hebrew and make a play on words: “Adam” (man, person) and “adamah” (ground, dirt, earth.”) Perhaps an English phrase that could somewhat capture the wordplay would be, “God made the earthling from the dust of the earth.”[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Victor P. Hamilton, Genesis: Chapters 1-17 [NICOT], 156.] 

“formed man of dust from the ground and breathed.” The Hebrew could more literally be translated as, “formed man—dust from the ground—and breathed….” The human body was made from the elements in the earth, and God had already made those, so He just assembled them into a body. Genesis 3:19 says “You are dust.” As wonderful as human beings are, in the end, we are just dust that God has blessed and made alive.
“and man became a living soul.” This verse means that when God breathed life into the body of Adam that He had made, Adam came to life and became a living person, a living individual. Adam and Eve were the first two people, and the only two people that God created. They are the ultimate parents of every person on earth. There are people who believe in evolution that believe the Genesis record of Adam and Eve is not literal, and that the biblical record of Adam and Eve is just fanciful mythology, but the Bible says that God started the human race by creating Adam and Eve. God did something that no human can achieve: He made material substance come alive. Almost all discussion about evolution is about how one organism can evolve into another organism. But the far greater question, and the great proof that macro-evolution did not occur, is that there is absolutely no proof that nonliving material can organize itself, and somehow come to life. In fact, there’s not even a workable theory to explain that. That there are living organisms on the earth is a great proof of the existence of God.
There are also people, even some Christians, who add to the text of Scripture and assert that God created Adam and Eve, but also other people as well. However, there is no evidence for that. In fact, there is a substantial amount of biblical evidence against it. The Bible mentions Adam many times. Genesis has a very detailed record of the creation of Adam and Eve, and lists many of their descendants. 1 Chronicles gives a history of the human race beginning with Adam (1 Chron. 1:1). Job, who likely lived about 2,000 BC, spoke about Adam (Job 31:33). In his genealogy of Christ, Luke lists Adam as the first human (Luke 3:38). In Romans, Paul wrote about Adam being the cause of all people’s sin (Rom. 5:12-17, expounded on below). Paul wrote that “in Adam,” that is, in connection with Adam, everyone dies (1 Cor. 15:22), then he called Adam “the first man” (1 Cor. 15:45). Paul, agreeing with the Genesis record, wrote that Adam was created before Eve (1 Tim. 2:13). Jude also agrees with Genesis and with 1 Chronicles 1:1-3, and calls Enoch “the seventh from Adam” (Jude 1:14). So from the first book of the Bible, Genesis, until the second to the last book of the Bible, Jude, the Bible speaks of Adam and refers to him as the first human and the cause of sin in the human race.
Very notably, Romans 5:12-17 says that sin came into the world through “one man,” Adam. It is because of Adam’s sin that every person today has a sin nature and is led to do evil. Even Christians have a sin nature, and that sin nature fights against the spirit nature in Christians (Gal. 5:17). It is specifically because Adam sinned before having children that sin nature was passed on to all humankind, just as Romans says: “through one man sin entered the world and death through sin, and so death spread to all humankind…the transgression of Adam...many died through the transgression of one man...by the transgression of the one, death reigned through the one...through the one man’s disobedience the many were made sinners (Rom. 5:12, 14, 15, 17, 19). If God had created Adam and Eve, but other couples as well, the descendants of Adam and Eve would have sin nature because of the sin of Adam, but the descendants of any other people would not have sin nature from eating of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. That would mean that the people on earth today would be divided into people who had a sin nature and those who did not. Not only is that unbiblical, but it does not fit history. Every person struggles with sin and evil, and the reason for that is simple: everyone is a descendant of Adam.
“living soul.” Here in Genesis 2:7, God gives us details about Adam becoming a living individual, a “living soul,” whereas Genesis 1:27 makes the simple statement that God created Adam and Eve. Earlier, God had given the animals life and thus they became “living souls” before Adam did (Gen. 1:20). The “soul” is not a ghost-like thing that inhabits the body and lives on after the person dies. The “soul” is the animal life—the animating life—of the human body. With soul, the body of a human or animal is alive, without soul the body is dead.
[For more on “living soul,” see commentary on Gen. 1:20 and for a more complete explanation of soul, see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
Gen 2:8
“And Yahweh God had planted a garden.” Yahweh had to have planted the garden when He was creating and making things, before He “ceased” His work (Gen. 2:2-3). That is why, when God made Adam on the sixth day, there was a garden to put him and Eve in. So Genesis 2:8ff is going back in time and adding detail in the same way that Genesis 2:7 added detail about the making of Adam, an event that happened before Genesis 2.
For centuries people have looked for the Garden of Eden. All those efforts will likely be in vain for a number of reasons. One reason is that the garden would have been quite small, perhaps even only a few acres. Finding a tiny 6,000-year-old garden in the Middle East is almost certainly an impossible job. Furthermore, God told Adam “to work it and to care for it” (Gen. 2:15). Thus the garden was not just a place to relax, it was an actual garden that produced food. Before mechanical devices such as tractors, one or two people could only take care of a few acres of garden, so even if the garden was as large as ten acres, which would be difficult for Adam and Eve to take care of and guard, it would still be hard to find in the Middle East. Also, the Hebrew word translated in the REV as “to care for it” is shamar (#08104 שָׁמַר), which means “to keep, guard, watch, watch over,” and all those definitions apply here. As part of taking care of the garden, Adam and Eve would have to guard it from the animals, which at this time all ate plants (Gen. 1:30). There is every reason to believe that when Adam and Eve were ejected from the garden it was soon overgrown with all sorts of vegetation and also ravaged by all the plant-eating animals, and it soon disappeared.
Another reason to believe that it would be impossible to find the garden is that the earth’s geography has changed dramatically since the time of Adam and Eve. Apparently, in the time of Peleg, the continents separated and formed the pattern of oceans and continents we have today (Gen. 10:25). There is no way to tell how different that continental shift made the whole earth from the times of Adam and Eve. Then, after that, Noah’s Flood changed the geography of the earth again. Mountains arose and the deep oceans were formed. So at this time, there is no way to tell what the geography around Eden looked like. We know that at the time of Adam and Eve, the Garden of Eden was elevated above the surrounding geography because there were four rivers that flowed from it, and water flows downhill. In fact, if the Garden of Eden on earth paralleled the Garden of Eden in the spiritual world, it may well have been on the side of a mountain (cf. Ezek. 28:13-14). However, with all the changes in the geography of the Middle East, there is no way to tell if the land that used to be the Garden of Eden was still elevated.
Today we have the Tigris and Euphrates rivers, but there are important reasons not to equate them with the Tigris and Euphrates of Genesis 2:11-14. For one thing, they don’t fit the description in Genesis. Genesis 2 says that one headwater formed the four rivers, but the Tigris and Euphrates rivers today have totally different headwaters but the same basic confluence in the Persian Gulf. This is the opposite of what Genesis 2:10 says. That the rivers today have the ancient names of “Tigris” and “Euphrates” makes sense because when Noah got off the ark he would likely call things by the names he was already familiar with instead of inventing totally new names. This is common practice. For example, when the English came to America, they called part of it “New York” after the “York” in England. People tend to re-use names they are familiar with, and Noah seems to have done that same thing. There is probably nothing left of the Garden of Eden of Adam’s time that can be discovered today.
“planted a garden in Eden.” It is traditional to say, “the Garden of Eden,” and that can be a generalized name for the garden. But the more accurate understanding is that God planted a garden in the land of Eden. The Hebrew word eden (#05731 עֵדֶן) means “pleasure” or “delight,” and in this verse, “Eden” does not refer to a garden, but rather a place, a territory or piece of land, east of Israel: a delightful area. Thus the “Garden of Eden” is more properly a Garden in the area of Eden, which is a delightful place (see commentary on Genesis 2:15, “garden of Eden”). The Bible is written from the geographical perspective of Israel, so “in the east” likely means at a place east of Israel. Although “Israel” did not exist as a nation when God put man in Eden, it did exist when Moses wrote Genesis.
Gen 2:9
“Yahweh God had made every kind of tree.” The trees had been made in Genesis 1. Here in Genesis 2:9, God is just adding some detail about them.
“every kind of tree that is pleasant to the sight.” This is very literal and accurate. The concept is expanded and easier to understand in the NIV: “The LORD God made all kinds of trees grow out of the ground—trees that were pleasing to the eye and good for food.” God went to great lengths to make the earth a special place for humankind.
Gen 2:10
“A river went out of Eden to water the garden.” In Genesis 2:6, the Bible says that springs (or streams) came up out of the ground, out from the earth, and watered the earth. The water did not come out of the garden, but came out of the land of “Eden” (Paradise) and then went through the garden, as Genesis 2:10 indicates. After the garden, it went on to form four different rivers. For the rivers to flow through the garden and then break into four different rivers, the garden must have been elevated, on higher ground than the land the rivers flowed to.
“four headwaters.” The Hebrew literally reads, “four heads,” but the “head” of a river is called a “headwater” in English.
Gen 2:11
“one.” The Hebrew is literally “one,” just as it was with the days of the week, day “one.”
“Pishon.” The HALOT[footnoteRef:10] says, “it is hardly possible to make any identification with a particular river and all attempts to do so are disputed.” The location of the rivers mentioned in Genesis 2 is unknown. For one thing, Noah’s Flood was so destructive to the geography of the world that these rivers may not even exist any longer. Also, the splitting up of the continents after the Flood may have moved them around into unrecognizable locations. [10:  Koehler and Baumgartner, Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the Old Testament.] 

Gen 2:12
“Bedellium.” An aromatic resin much like myrrh. This may be a case where one aromatic resin is used as an example in place of different kinds of resin. It is unlikely that just one kind of incense is there.
Gen 2:13
“Gihon.” The Hebrew word transliterated as “Gihon” means “gusher.”
“Cush.” A biblical name for Ethiopia.
Gen 2:14
“Hiddekel.” The more common name of this river is the “Tigris.”
“it runs east of Assyria.” The modern-day Tigris actually flows through what was ancient Assyria, but there are parts of it that flow east of Assyria.
“The fourth river is the Euphrates.” There is almost no description of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers, perhaps because they were better known to the Israelite people than the other two rivers.
Gen 2:15
“garden of Eden.” The Hebrew word eden (#05731 עֵדֶן) means “delight, or pleasure.” When God created Adam and Eve, He loved them and so He put them in the “Garden of eden;” the “Garden of Delight” (Gen. 2:15). It is unfortunate that the translators decided to transliterate the Hebrew word eden as “Eden” instead of translating it as “Delight.” The phrase “Garden of Eden” does not mean anything to most English readers except that it was a physical place on earth. In contrast, had the translators decided to say, “Garden of Delight” instead of “Garden of Eden,” we would still know it was a place on earth, but God’s love and purpose in putting people in a wonderful place would have been revealed.
It is important to realize that the Bible does not use the term “the Garden of Eden,” even though that is likely a very good name for the garden. The Bible actually refers to it as “the garden that is in [the land of] Eden.” “Eden” was the name of the area (Gen. 2:8), and the garden was planted in that area. So then God put Adam and Eve in His garden that He planted in the land of Eden, a delightful place, a “paradise.”
It is also an unfortunate result of history that the Old Testament was written in a different language (Hebrew) than the New Testament (Greek) because it makes it much harder to see the flow of God’s original plan from Genesis to Revelation. God’s plan was to have a “paradise” for humankind, but that plan was derailed by sin. Nevertheless, God will not be thwarted, and eventually His plan will be fulfilled and the earth will be a paradise again (cf. Luke 23:43; 2 Cor. 12:4; Rev. 2:7). The Old Testament tells us that God originally put Adam and Eve into “Paradise” (Greek), into “Eden” (Hebrew) and the New Testament tells us that in the future God will rebuild “Paradise” on earth for all the saved people.
God put Adam and Eve in the Garden of Delight, which the Greek Old Testament, the Septuagint, translates as paradeisos (παράδεισος, pronounced par-a-'day-sos) which in English is “paradise.” Adam ruined “Paradise,” but Jesus Christ will restore it. He told the thief on the cross that he would be in “Paradise” (Luke 23:43). God showed the future Paradise to the apostle Paul (2 Cor. 12:4), and Christ will reestablish Paradise on earth, complete with the tree of life (Rev. 2:7) In the New Testament, “Paradise” was one of the terms used for the kingdom of Christ on earth; both his Millennial Kingdom and the Eternal Kingdom (Rev. 21-22).
Like many places in the Bible, the Garden of Eden is called by more than one name: it is also called “the Garden of Yahweh” (Gen. 13:10; Isa. 51:3).
[For more on Paradise and the Garden of Eden, see commentary on Luke 23:43. For more on the Millennial Kingdom, Christ’s 1,000-year kingdom on earth, which is described as “Paradise,” see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on how the future will unfold from this present age to the Millennial Kingdom to the Everlasting Kingdom, see commentary on Rev. 21:1.]
“to work it and to care for it.” God gave Adam and Eve dominion over the earth (Gen. 1:28), which not only displays His goodness and trust in humankind, but reveals part of God’s purpose for them: to govern the earth on God’s behalf. Here in Genesis 2:15, we see part of that purpose spelled out—Adam and Eve were to work the garden and care for it. Working the garden gave Adam and Eve something productive to do and allowed them to care for their own needs, which promotes maturity, self-respect, and mental health. Also, caring for the garden involved a lot of responsibility. For one thing, before the Fall, all the animals on earth ate plants (Gen. 1:30), and the most luscious plants on planet Earth would have been in Adam and Eve’s garden. So “caring” for the garden would have meant protecting it from all the animals wanting to eat it as well as other “caring” type functions.
The Hebrew word translated as “work” also means “serve,” or even, in a religious context, “worship.” In a very real sense, humans “serve” the land, and in so doing bless God and bless themselves with good food.
Also, the “Garden of Delight” that God planted for Adam and Eve would have had to have been very small, perhaps only a couple of acres, or maybe a little more if there was an area for fruit trees. God did not create Adam and Eve just so they could work every day from dawn to dusk taking care of a garden. Caring for the garden would have been a joy, not an onerous task. But the Garden of Eden was only a start and promise of the greater garden that God intended to come in the future—dominion over the whole earth and the earth itself being a wonderful garden for humankind. After all, God told Adam and Eve to be fruitful and have children and fill and subdue the earth (Gen. 1:28). So as Adam and Eve had children, and as those children had children of their own and humankind multiplied, the little Garden of Eden that God planted would not have been big enough for everyone. The progeny of Adam and Eve would have eventually spread out around the earth and turned it into a great big wonderful garden, which would fulfill God’s purpose that the earth be a blessing to humankind and be administered by them on His behalf.
However, due to the Fall of Adam and Eve, the world ceased to be a wonderful place, and life became difficult and dangerous. Nevertheless, the purpose of humankind to have dominion over the earth, which God placed in people’s hearts, is still there. Although people have struggled to get it done, much of the earth has been “subdued” by humankind. Sadly, because of the crafty (evil) nature in mankind (Gen. 8:21; Jer. 17:9), much of the work of taking dominion over the earth has been done in an ungodly way. For the most part, there has been little or no regard for really taking care of the earth and making it what it could be or what God designed it to be. Humankind has largely ignored the fact that we are just stewarding the earth for God, who owns it, and who will judge each of us for the job we have done in caring for His earth. Some of Jesus’ parables show God as the landowner who holds his servants responsible for how they steward His earth, its resources, and the profit that comes from it (cf. The Parable of the Vineyard Workers, Matt. 20:1-16; The Parable of the Wicked Tenants, Matt. 21:33-44, Mark 12:1-11, Luke 20:9-15).
The wonderful news is that God’s purpose for the earth and humankind will be restored. Jesus is going to come back to the earth, conquer it, set up his kingdom, and reign over the whole earth. Men and women who lived godly lives will help Jesus administer the earth, and it will be a wonderful and godly place, once again being a “Delight,” a “Paradise,” just as it was before the Fall. Under Jesus’ rule, humankind will have godly dominion over the earth and fulfill God’s original plan.
[For more on Christ reigning on earth in the future, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on the Garden of Eden being a paradise and the future earth being called “Paradise,” see commentary on Luke 23:43. For more on people who have lived godly lives in their first life helping rule the earth, see commentary on Jer. 23:4.]
Gen 2:16
“Yahweh God commanded.” This is the first time the Hebrew word “commanded” occurs. This was a serious demand and warning.
“eat, yes, eat.” The Hebrew text has the figure of speech polyptoton, which might be literally translated as “eating you may eat.” The Oxford English Dictionary defines polyptoton as: “A rhetorical figure consisting in the repetition of a word in different cases or inflections in the same sentence.” E. W. Bullinger gives it the English name, “Many Inflections” and says that it is “a repetition of the same noun in several cases, or the same verb in several moods or tenses.” According to Bullinger, the Greeks called this figure of speech, metagōgē (in essence, “to lead the same word through different inflections”), and the Romans referred to it as casuum varietas (a variety of cases). Bullinger says, “This figure, therefore, is a repetition of the same word in the same sense, but not in the same form: from the same root, but in some other termination; as that of case, mood, tense, person, degree, number, gender, etc.” Bullinger gives examples of polyptoton occurring in nouns, verbs, and adjectives.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Bullinger, Figures of Speech Used in the Bible, 267, “polyptoton.”] 

Here in Genesis 2:16, the last two words in the Hebrew text are “eat, eat.” However, the first verb is in one tense while the second one is in a different tense. This could be perhaps translated as, “eating you [may] eat.” That phraseology is hard to understand in English, but the translators pick up on the intent of what God is saying by using the translation, “you may freely eat.” While that translation gets the sense of what God is saying, some of the power and punchiness of what He said is lost, as is the emphasis on “eat,” which is clearly emphasized in the Hebrew text. To our knowledge, the Hebrew scholar Everett Fox[footnoteRef:12] is the first one to suggest a translation that repeats the words like the Hebrew text does, and include the word “yes” between them, as if God is giving his approval to the emphasis, which of course He is since He is the author of the Hebrew text. If God says to Adam, “you may eat, yes, eat,” we should be able to understand that God is saying Adam is free to eat of the fruit. [12:  Everett Fox, The Schocken Bible.] 

The very next verse has another polyptoton. In contrast to saying that Adam may eat, yes, eat, of the trees in the garden, God says that if Adam eats of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, he will “die, yes, die” (Gen. 2:17). The two polyptotons back to back add a force to the text that is very powerful and cannot be missed. In spite of that, however, when Eve is repeating to the serpent the statement God made to Adam about dying if they ate from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil (Gen. 3:3), she does not repeat the powerful figure of speech God used (Gen. 2:17), and thus loses the emphasis. In contrast, the serpent, in a bold move and perhaps because Adam was right there, said (if we use the same translating form): “No! You will not ‘die, yes, die.” Thus the serpent boldly and directly contradicted what God said, even almost exactly quoting his words.
There are occasions when the translation formula of two words with a “yes” in the middle is used with the figure of speech epizeuxis instead of polyptoton. For an example of this, and the use of epizeuxis, see the commentary on Genesis 7:19, “exceedingly, yes, exceedingly.”
[See Word Study: “Polyptoton.”]
Gen 2:17
“in the day.” The wording of the Hebrew text does not make it clear whether Genesis 2:17 is speaking of a single day or a period of time. The Hebrew word is more literally, “in day” (or “in a day”) because there is no definite article “the” in the Hebrew text. The Hebrew is just the prefix preposition “b” (the letter beth), which means “in,” combined with the word “day” (yōm), making the Hebrew word b-yōm, “in day.” The Hebrew does not have the definite article, “the,” in the phrase, but it could have had by making a change in the vowel associated with the beth, which tells us that the Massorites did not think the text was saying “the day.” The decision whether b-yōm means “in the day,” referring to that very same day, or whether it refers to a period of time, has to be made from the context. But in Genesis 2:17 the context is unclear as to whether God meant “in the day,” or “in a day” meaning at some later time.” The same Hebrew wording that is in Genesis 2:17 is in Genesis 2:4, which refers to a period of time and not in one day. Similarly, when the Hebrew text was translated into Greek starting around 250 BC, the Jewish scholars did the same thing in Greek as was in the Hebrew text; they used a phrase that could mean “in the day,” or could mean in a period of time (cf. Gen. 2:4; Exod. 32:34; Deut. 21:16; Ps. 102:2 (101:3 in LXX); Ezek. 33:12). In English, we also use “day” for a period of time.
So should the text be understood to say, “on the day” or “at some future time”? On the one hand, there seems to be evidence for the translation, “in the day.” For example, in most English versions, Genesis 2:17 ends with a phrase such as, “you will surely die” (NIV), and that is the translation of the Hebrew phrase, “dying you will die,” which is the figure of speech polyptoton, repeating the same root word for emphasis, in this case, to emphasize the fact that Adam would die.[footnoteRef:13] Having the polyptoton adjacent to b-yōm, “in day,” seems to validate the translation, “in the day.” There are also a large number of verses where b-yōm refers to the same day. [13:  Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 267, “polyptoton.”] 

On the other hand, however, Adam and Eve did not die the very day on which they ate of the fruit of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, but hundreds of years later, and that supports the translation of b-yōm as “on a day” (“someday,” “in a [future] time”). Further support for “a day” referring to a larger period of time comes from the use of b-yōm, in some other verses in the Old Testament. For example, Genesis 2:4 says “…in the day when Yahweh God made the earth and the heavens.” In that case, b-yōm clearly does not refer to one day, but to a period of time—the time it took God to create the heavens and the earth. There are also other verses where a period of time is a more logical understanding of b-yōm than one single day (cf. Gen. 35:3; Num. 3:1; Deut. 21:16, 31:17; 1 Sam. 3:2, etc.).
So the Hebrew text in and of itself is not clear whether Adam and Eve would die the very day they ate of the forbidden fruit, or simply at some future time. What is clear and uncontested in the text is that God told Adam that if he ate of the forbidden fruit, he would die. The text note in the First Edition of the NET Bible says it well: “The Hebrew text (‘dying you will die’) does not refer to two aspects of death (‘dying spiritually, you will then die physically’). The construction simply emphasizes the certainty of death….”
In the final analysis, we may never know exactly what God meant, whether it was “in the very day,” or “at some day in the future,” but we do know that Adam and Eve did not die the day they sinned, or for hundreds of years afterward. However, something did die that day—an animal. We know that because God clothed Adam and Eve with animal skins (Gen. 3:21).
From what the Bible tells us about animal sacrifice as a covering for sin, and from knowing that Jesus, the “lamb of God,” died for our sin, it seems logical to conclude that God postponed the death of Adam and Eve and sacrificed an animal in their place. The animal sacrifices that temporarily covered sin ultimately pointed to God’s great act of mercy in commuting the death sentence and granting everlasting life to everyone who accepted the death of God’s Son, Jesus Christ, in place of their own death. If the conclusion that God postponed Adam’s death and sacrificed an animal is correct, then it is also logical to conclude that the animal that was killed to provide skin-coverings for Adam and Eve was a lamb (or lambs), and it foreshadowed the sacrifice of the Messiah.
Properly understanding the Genesis record should clear up an incorrect belief that is held by some Christians who believe that God said that Adam would die that very day, so he must have died in some way that very day. Since Adam and Eve did not physically die that day, those Christians then conclude that Adam must have had holy spirit, and it was the spirit that “died” that day. However, that conclusion is based on faulty logic and evidence. For one thing, as we have seen from the Hebrew text, God did not necessarily say Adam had to die on the day he ate the forbidden fruit. Also, God said to Adam that “you” will die, He did not say, “a part of you will die.”
Actually, the Bible says nothing about Adam and Eve even having holy spirit before the Fall; that is just speculation that is generated by the assumption that God said Adam would die that very day, so therefore he had to die in some way. But since the Bible says nothing about Adam and Eve having or not having holy spirit, there are a lot of possibilities that have to be considered, and we will see that trying to introduce holy spirit into the Genesis record of Adam and Eve may not be the best one.
One possibility is that Adam and Eve never had the gift of holy spirit before the Fall. After all, the Bible says God made Adam’s body out of dust and breathed into it the breath of life, at which time Adam became a “living soul,” a living being. There is no mention of Adam and Eve having holy spirit, and they may not have needed it because God fellowshipped with them personally, like when He walked in the Garden (Gen. 3:8). Furthermore, while it is possible that God put His gift of holy spirit upon Adam and Eve after the Fall so that they could learn to live in a fallen world, just like He put it on Moses, Joshua, and the prophets, there is no verse that confirms that; it is just speculation.
Another possibility is that Adam and Eve had God’s gift of holy spirit upon them before the Fall, but that God did not take it from them when they sinned. The Old Testament prophets had holy spirit upon them, but God did not take it away from them every time they sinned. No verse says that Adam and Eve had spirit before the Fall, or that they lost it after they sinned, so speculation about it is not very helpful. On the other hand, studying the records of people who did have holy spirit upon them and lost it is helpful. For example, God took away His gift of holy spirit from Saul (1 Sam. 16:14), and also apparently from Samson (Judg. 16:20), because of the serious nature of their sin, but those men were not said to “die.”
There is no verse where God’s taking holy spirit from someone is called their death. The Church Epistles use the phrase, “dead in sin” (Eph. 2:1, 5; Col. 2:13), but that is referring to people who were never saved and who will die instead of living forever; it is not a direct reference to having or not having holy spirit—holy spirit is not mentioned in any of the verses that use the phrase “dead in sin.”
It is true that in the Church Age, after Pentecost, when a person gets “born again” they receive holy spirit, which is the guarantee of everlasting life. So in the Church Age having holy spirit and having everlasting life are tied together, but that was not the case before the Day of Pentecost. The majority of the people in the Old Testament did not have holy spirit upon them, but that did not mean they would not be saved at the Judgment.
In Romans 5 the apostle Paul gave us more evidence that God telling Adam, “in the day that you eat from it you shall surely die,” did not mean Adam would die that very same day. Paul explained why every human dies, and he did so by a brief retelling of the record in Genesis 3. Paul wrote: “…just as through one man [Adam] sin entered the world and death through sin, in this way death came to all mankind” (Rom. 5:12). Paul showed that it was because of Adam’s sin that death entered the world, and not only did Adam die, but so did all his progeny, all mankind.
When Paul said, “through one man sin entered the world,” he was speaking of Adam’s sin of disobeying God and eating the forbidden fruit. Then, when Paul continued his sentence and wrote, “and death through sin,” he was referring to the sentence of death that God had told Adam about, which was not something that happened that day, but many years later after Adam had children who also died, which is how “death came to all mankind.” Thus Romans helps us see that the meaning of b-yōm (in the day) in Genesis 2:17 refers to an indefinite time in the future, not the same day Adam sinned.
There are many lessons to be gleaned from the story of Adam and Eve. One is that we can be deceived by our five senses and our emotions; another is that if we disobey God, hurt and pain will be the result. However, it seems that the greatest lesson of the record of Adam and Eve is that God is so loving that even when we disobey Him, if we repent and return to Him, He will make a provision to cover our sin so that we can live forever with Him—and living forever with Him is what He wanted all along.
“die, yes, die.” This is a translation of the figure polyptoton (Many Inflections), that is in the Hebrew text. The Hebrew reads, “dying you will die.” The figure shows the certainty of Adam’s death if he ate from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
Gen 2:18
“I will make him a helper corresponding to him.” The translation “corresponding to him” occurs in some modern translations (CSB, NET). The NET text note says, “The Hebrew expression כְּנֶגְדּוֹ (kᵉnegdo) literally means “according to the opposite of him.” Translations such as “suitable [for]” (NASB, NIV), “matching,” “corresponding to” all capture the idea. (Translations that render the phrase simply “partner” [cf. NEB, NRSV], while not totally inaccurate, do not reflect the nuance of correspondence and/or suitability.) The man’s form and nature are matched by the woman’s as she reflects him and complements him. Together they correspond. In short, this prepositional phrase indicates that she has everything that God had invested in him.” Nahum Sarna writes, “Literally, ‘a helper corresponding to him.’ This term cannot be demeaning because Hebrew ‘ezer, employed here to describe the intended role of the woman, is often used of God in His relation to man.”[footnoteRef:14] S. R. Driver wrote about Genesis 2:18 in his commentary on Genesis and starts by quoting the King James Version, then comments about it. He writes, “an help meet for him. Better, corresponding to him, i.e., adequate to him, intellectually his equal, and capable of satisfying his needs and instincts.”[footnoteRef:15] [14:  Nahum Sarna, JPS Torah Commentary: Genesis, 21.]  [15:  S. R. Driver, The Book of Genesis, Westminster Commentaries, 2nd ed., 41.] 

Gen 2:19
“each living soul.” The animals are called living souls in other places as well (e.g., Gen. 1:20, 24, 30).
Gen 2:20
“there was not found.” There is some debate about the translation of the Hebrew. The Masoretic text could be translated as “Adam did not find,” but the majority of scholars think the passage should be a passive.
“corresponding to him.” This is the same Hebrew word as is in Gen. 2:18 (see commentary on Gen. 2:18).
Gen 2:21
“one of his ribs.” The Hebrew word translated as “rib” can refer to a rib, but it can also refer to the “side” of the man (cf. Exod. 25:12), so the versions vary. Quite literally, the Hebrew reads, “he [God] took one from his sides.” For example, the NET reads, “he [God] took part of the man’s side.” The word “one” is in the text and the word translated as rib (or “side”) is plural, so translations that have “God took one of Adam’s ribs,” or “took from one of Adam’s ribs,” are very possible.
Gen 2:22
“built the rib that he had taken from the man into a woman.” Adam was created from the ground, whereas Eve was “built” from material from Adam. Adam and Eve were the first two human beings and from them came every human who has ever lived. The name “Adam” is related to the earth, whereas the word “woman” more refers to a “person.” A male person is an ish, and a female person is an ishah (an ish with the “ah” feminine ending). This is the only time the Hebrew word translated as “built” is used in the creation account. In Genesis 1, the male and female were “created,” but in Genesis chapter 2 we have more detail about exactly how that “creation” occurred.
[For more on Adam and Eve being literal and the ones who began the human race, see commentary on Gen. 2:7.]
Gen 2:23
“This one at last.” When Adam saw Eve, he referred to her as “This” or “This one” (JPS, NET). He had seen hundreds of animals, but none of them were right for him. Now, at last, “This one” was the one for him. It is noteworthy that when Adam saw Eve is the first time he spoke in the Bible.
“will be called ‘woman,’ because she was taken out of man.” The phrase is more clearly understood when we see the Hebrew: “will be called ‘woman,’ [ishah] because she was taken out of man [ish]. The words ishah and ish, perhaps better “female” and “male” are here used of Adam and Eve, but they are used of animals too (Gen. 7:2). The animals that came on the ark were ish (male) and ishah (female).
Gen 2:24
“will leave his father and his mother.” The way God established the family, the relationship between a man and wife supersedes the relationship between the man and woman and their parents.
“and will join with.” The Hebrew word translated “join” is more like “stick on” or “stick with,” which is close to the New Testament word that gets translated as “joined to” but more literally means “glued to.” It is hard to reproduce the Hebrew and Greek exactly, but the meaning is that there is a bond like glue between the couple.
“wife.” The Hebrew translated as “his wife” is the same word as “woman” in Gen. 2:23, but with the masculine possessive ending, thus literally, “his woman.” We understand that to mean “his wife,” but it is important to realize that there is not a different word for “woman” and “wife.” They are the same.
“become.” The man and the woman were not “one flesh” on their own, but they “become” one flesh together. God designed humans to be in relationship with one another.
“one flesh.” The phrase “one flesh” has many implications and a very deep meaning. The most obvious way a man and woman become “one flesh” is in the act of sexual intercourse, as we learn from 1 Corinthians 6:16. However, God never intended the act of sexual intercourse to fulfill what He meant by “one flesh,” even though sex is one way the two become one.
God’s desire in a one flesh relationship is that the couple becomes unified in many ways, physically, emotionally, and spiritually. The two, together with God Himself, become a “threefold cord” (Eccl. 4:12).
One great lesson we learn from Genesis 2:22-24 is that it was God Himself who brought the man and woman together, and in doing so He both made, and defined marriage. Marriage is both a divine institution and a creation institution. It is not just for “believers,” or “God’s people,” but for all humans, and indeed, marriage is recognized by people groups of every historical time and culture.
Gen 2:25
“naked.” The Hebrew root word is arvm, which is a homonym—when two words are spelled the same but have different meanings, such as the “bark” on a tree and the “bark” of a dog. The two meanings of arvm that are important in Genesis are “naked” (Gen. 2:25) and “crafty.” Here, arvm means “naked,” but in Genesis 3:1 it means “crafty.”
[For more on arvm and why it is important to know it is a homonym, see commentary on Gen. 3:1. Mankind starts out naked, but becomes both “naked” and “crafty.”]
 
Genesis Chapter 3
Gen 3:1
“serpent.” The “serpent” is the Devil, Satan. Here in Genesis 3, the Devil is called the “serpent” (snake) by the figure of speech hypocatastasis (comparison by implication). Calling the Devil a serpent is similar to calling a sloppy person “pig,” or calling an overly cautious person “chicken” (for more on simile, metaphor, and hypocatastasis, the three main figures of comparison, see commentary on Rev. 20:2). Calling the Devil a “serpent” compares him with a serpent (snake), and assigns the characteristics of a serpent onto him, implying that he is an ambush killer who is sneaky, crafty, and deadly. We can correctly identify the “serpent” as the Devil here in Genesis 3 from 2 Corinthians 11:3 and Revelation 20:2.
Also, however, as we will see later in this study, the Hebrew vocabulary allows for the Devil to have actually appeared to Eve and Adam as a glorious “Shining One,” a glorious and powerful angel, yet still be called “the serpent” to portray his crafty characteristics.
The Bible never gives us the actual personal name of the Devil; the name he was given when God created him. We know the names of important angels such as Michael or Gabriel, but when it comes to the Devil, all the Bible gives us are appellatives and descriptions that let us know about his evil nature and his power. Many of the names in the Bible are given as “mini-portraits” of the person, and that is the case with the Devil. The “names” of the Devil portray him very well, names such as “Slanderer,” “Adversary,” “Opposer,” “Wicked One,” and “Dragon.”
Unfortunately, God calling the Devil the “serpent” here in Genesis has given rise to the tradition that the Devil came to Eve in the form of a snake, but that is highly unlikely. The name “the Serpent” is a fitting name for the Devil, and the sneaky, crafty way he approached Eve in the Garden of Eden made “serpent” the right name for him in that circumstance. Then, God gave references in other places in the Bible so readers would know “the serpent” was the Devil (Rev. 12:9 and 20:2).
There are a number of reasons for not believing that the Devil came in the form of a snake, but came as a powerful angel, a “Shining One.” For one thing, Genesis 3:1 says, “Now the serpent was more crafty than any animal of the field that Yahweh God had made.” The Bible does not say “a serpent” or “serpents,” as if snakes were more crafty than the other animals that God created, but “the serpent” (the Devil), was more crafty than any of the animals, including snakes, because this “serpent” was the Devil, the “anointed cherub” of Ezekiel 28:14, a gorgeous and powerful angel.
Also, it seems clear that snakes could not talk before the Fall just as they cannot talk now. Thus, especially since Adam was with Eve when they sinned (Gen. 3:6), they would have immediately recognized that a talking snake was an abnormality from God’s creation and been suspicious of this new creature. The Devil did not want to arouse suspicion, but on the contrary, would have wanted to acquire immediate acceptance and trust, so coming as a talking snake would have been a disadvantage. Also, why would a snake question God? At this time before the Fall of Adam and Eve, snakes were part of God’s animal creation and were “good.” Furthermore, no snake would have known that Adam and Eve would be “like God” if they ate of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. Thus the evidence is that the Devil did not appear in the Garden as a talking snake. In contrast to snakes before the Fall, the Devil was not good, already had characteristics that snakes would be known for after the Fall, and would have known things about the spiritual world that Eve and Adam would not have known.
So while it is possible that the Devil could have taken on the form of a snake, why would he? Since he would have been recognized by Adam and Eve as not being one of God’s created animals, why come as an animal at all? Adam and Eve knew about the angelic world, so it is much more logical that the Devil would come as the “Shining One,” an angelic being that lived in the realm of God and would have had knowledge that other animals would not have had,
E. W. Bullinger, the author of Figures of Speech Used in the Bible, recognized that the Devil did not actually come in the form of a snake, but as a shining, glorious being. He points out that the Hebrew word normally translated “snake” or “serpent” is nachash (#05175 נָחָשׁ), and that the “serpent” was in reality “the Shining One.” Bullinger writes: “The Hebrew word rendered ‘Serpent’ in Genesis 3:1 is Nachash (from the root Nachash, to shine), and means a shining one. Hence, in Chaldee it means brass or copper because of its shining. Hence also, the word Nehushtan, a piece of brass, in 2 Kings 18:4.”[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Cf. Bullinger, Companion Bible, Appendix 19, “The ‘Serpent’ of Genesis 3.”] 

The book of Corinthians gives us good evidence that the Devil did not come to Eve and Adam in the form of a snake, but as a glorious angel of light. 2 Corinthians 11:14 says, “And no wonder, for even Satan disguises himself as an angel of light” (ESV). But when in the Bible did Satan ever show up as an angel of light? He might have appeared that way to Jesus when he came to tempt him (Matt. 4:1; Luke 4:2). But it makes perfect sense that the Devil appeared to Eve and Adam as an angel of light, a “Shining One,” a glorious representative of the spiritual world, and as such he would have had immediate credibility and presumed authority when he spoke with Eve and Adam, and also in that form he certainly would have had knowledge of God and the spiritual world that Eve and Adam did not have.
So, Genesis 3:1 records an actual historical event. The Devil came to Eve and Adam as “the Shining One,” a powerful representative of the angelic world. But since in the Hebrew language, the word nachash (“shining one”) almost always means “snake, serpent,” God’s calling the Devil the nachash here in Genesis 3:1 both allows for the historical fact that the Devil appeared to Eve and Adam as a glorious “Shining One,” and is also represented in the text by the figure hypocatastasis as “the serpent,” the crafty and deadly ambush killer.
The Hebrew word translated in many English versions as “serpent” is translated as “snake” in some English versions (e.g., BBE, CEB, GWORD, NAB, NET, NJB). The Hebrew word means “snake,” but in English, both “snake” and “serpent” are generally synonymous. However, in English literature, “snake” most often refers to the literal reptile, while “serpent” carries overtones of evil, magic, or is used metaphorically, as it is being used here in Gen. 3:1. So, given its general use in literature, “serpent” is the better word to use here in Genesis 3:1, which is being used figuratively for the Devil who is evil.
[For a list of the names of the Slanderer, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
“crafty.” The Hebrew root word is arvm, which is a homonym (two words that are spelled the same but have different meanings such as the “bark” on a tree and the “bark” of a dog). The two meanings of arvm that are important for understanding Genesis are “naked” (Gen. 2:25) and “crafty” (Gen. 3:1).
The original ancient Hebrew text did not have any vowels except the Hebrew letters aleph and ayin, which are both “a.” The pronunciation and meaning of the original text had to be passed down accurately from generation to generation or much of it would be lost. Between the seventh and tenth centuries AD, a way of using little characters, which were mostly dots and dashes, and putting them before, after, over, under, and between the letters in the Hebrew text, was instituted to help people pronounce and remember the words. These characters are known as “vowel points,” and for generations now they have been in the standard Hebrew text known as the Masoretic Text.
If we illustrated the problem in English, an oversimplified example might be if the letters “HT” were in a manuscript. What is the correct way to put vowels with those letters to make words? In the case of the five English vowels, each of them can be used to make a different word: HAT, HATE, HIT, HOT, HUT. The words are totally different, even though the root, HT, is the same. Putting the vowels in the words helps us remember and properly pronounce the words.
Although the Masoretic vowel points are mostly undisputed, a lot of time passed between when Moses, Samuel, and others wrote the original autographs and when the vowel points were added; in some cases, more than 2,000 years. So the vowel points are generally, but not universally, agreed upon, and they are not considered to have divine authority. This is one reason scholars often debate the meaning of a Hebrew word or phrase, and why translations of the Old Testament sometimes differ in places.
In the case of Genesis 2:25 and 3:1, the root word arvm is pointed with an “ō” when it is translated naked (#06174 עָרוֹם arovm “naked”) and pointed with a “ū” when translated “crafty” (#06175 עָרוּם aruvm “crafty”). Although many scholars say these two words are built from different trilateral root words, the spelling of the root words in Genesis is the same: ARVM; ayin, resh, vav, mem; as any good lexicon will show.
Clear verses like Genesis 2:25 and 3:1 are not problematic; no one thinks that before they sinned Adam and Eve were “crafty” and the serpent was “naked.” But there are verses where it seems clear that both meanings—naked and crafty—are meant at the same time (Gen. 3:7, 10-11). In those situations, we can see the wisdom of God in authoring the text the way He did and choosing its vocabulary. By using a homonym like arvm, God can put both meanings into one verse in a way that the wise and studious will see it, but someone who is not deeply reading the text will miss it entirely. This is in line with Proverbs 25:2 (REV): “It is the glory of God to conceal a matter, but it is the glory of kings to search out a matter.”
When Adam and Eve sinned, they took on the character of the Devil: they became “crafty,” like the Devil. Furthermore, they knew they were arvm, both “naked” and “crafty.” Today we call our inner craftiness the “sin nature,” and it is why every human has to be saved. We do not know the mechanism by which Adam and Eve took on the crafty character of the Devil, but we see its effect immediately. They became afraid of God, and they lied to Him. The books of Romans and Galatians have a lot to say about our human sin nature and why we need salvation through Jesus Christ.
[For more on our sin nature, our “crafty” nature, see commentary on Rom. 7:17. For more on man becoming both naked and crafty, see commentary on Gen. 3:7.]
Gen 3:3
“You must not eat from it, nor are you to touch it.” In the Hebrew text the verbs are plural, “‘You all must not eat from it, nor are you all to touch it….” Eve thus understood that when God said not to eat it, “or” you all who ate it will die,” He meant it for everyone, not just Adam. Anyone who ate would die.
“or you will die.” The text is plural, “or you all will die,” That is, anyone who ate would die. The translation “or” is better than “lest.” In English, the word “lest” is generally about a possibility. “You might die.” The Hebrew is more like, “If you eat you will die.”
Gen 3:4
“You will not die.” The Hebrew text much more graphically shows the boldness of the serpent than do most English versions. Once the Devil knew that Eve was not clear on what God said, he blatantly and powerfully contradicted it, ending his sentence here in Genesis 3:4 with the same two verbs with the same verb tenses that God had used in His command in Genesis 2:17 when He said, “die, yes, die,” but the Devil changed God’s singular verbs to plural verbs to include both Adam and Eve and said that they would not “die, yes, die.” God used the figure polyptoton for emphasis in Genesis 2:16-17, and the Devil used it here to renounce what God had said. God said if they ate they would “die, yes, die.” The serpent basically quoted God but in the negative, saying, “You will not ‘die, yes, die.’”
The Devil’s lie, that Adam and Eve would not die, is still believed among many people today, that a person never actually dies. Many Christians believe that the “soul” (the real person) continues to live.
[For more on the figure of speech polyptoton, see commentary on Gen. 2:16. For more on death being actual total death, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.”]
Gen 3:5
“in the day.” The Hebrew text does not have the definite article. This is the same wording as Genesis 2:17 (see commentary on Gen. 2:17).
“you...your...you” The Hebrew is a plural “you,” like “you all.” The Devil is not saying, “the day that you, Eve, eat, your eyes will be opened,” but rather, “the day that ‘you all’ eat,” i.e., that “anyone” eats their eyes will be opened. Thus, a more liberal way of translating the Hebrew text to catch the meaning would be, “in the day that anyone eats, their eyes will be opened and they will be like God.” The Devil was making it sound attractive: anyone who ate would become like God.
“your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil.” Here in Genesis 3:5, we see the very first interaction between humans and the Devil, and from it, we learn a lot about how the Devil and his demons communicate with humans and feed them false information. Something that consistently occurs is that the demons give people a blend of truth and error. That makes sense because if everything that the Devil or a demon said by revelation, séances, or by divination was wrong, people would soon stop seeking information from those kinds of sources. But the Devil combines information that is true (like, “your eyes will be opened” and you will know “good and evil”), together with information that is false (like, “you will not die”). The Devil did the same to Jesus and said, “If you are the Son of God” which he knew was true, but then he quoted Psalms out of context, which would have resulted in Jesus’ death (Luke 4:9-11).
The constant mixture of truth with untruth means that people have to be diligent to know the truth and also be diligent to divide truth from error in what they hear. This can cause problems among church people because there are evil, Satanic ministers (cf. 2 Cor. 11:12-14), and there are also ministers who either do not know what the Bible really says or they do not have the courage to “go against the crowd” and speak the truth that they know, and so what they teach ends up being a blend of truth and error. In those situations, Christians who do know the truth and divide the truth from error when they listen to teachings are often accused of “being picky” or “not getting the heart of what they hear.” In spite of criticism, however, Christians are to be like Christ and divide truth from error, and not like Eve who did not or could not see the error in what she was hearing and ended up disobeying God and causing devastation for the human race.
“you will be like God.” The Hebrew word translated as “God” is elohim (#0430 אֱלֹהִים), and it can refer to God the Father, or “gods,” or “a god,” or to human or angelic representatives of God. It seems like the most natural meaning for elohim in this context is the true God, the same “God” that appears early in the verse. However, that meaning of elohim is debated, and some scholars feel that the Devil would not want to make Eve think she would be like her Creator, but that Eve would be more comfortable simply being like “a god.” The Septuagint reads “gods,” so there were Jewish scribes about 250 BC who felt that was the correct meaning.
Gen 3:6
“husband who was with her.” We might translate that more freely as, “who was right there with her,” because that is the likely implication of the Hebrew text. Everett Fox says Adam was “beside” Eve.[footnoteRef:17] However, the Hebrew text does not demand that Adam be right there, so we have to allow for the possibility that he was not right there. Adam failed in his duty as Priest and Protector. [17:  Fox, The Schocken Bible: The Five Books of Moses.] 

Gen 3:7
“knew.” This is the common word for “know” in Hebrew, yada (#03045 ידע), but in this case, it is being used in a full sense of both knowing and knowing the implications. It is not being used for simple intellectual knowledge, as if Adam and Eve were nude before but were somehow ignorant of it. They now knew all the implications of their nakedness, including the sin that had opened their eyes to their being naked, and so they were afraid and ashamed (Gen. 3:10).
“naked.” The Hebrew root word is arvm, a homonym, and it can mean “naked” or “crafty.” Adam and Eve were naked [arvm] in the Garden (Gen. 2:25), when the “crafty” [arvm] serpent came to them (Gen. 3:1). They disobeyed God and sinned, and knew they were arvm, but here in Genesis 3:7, should arvm be understood as “naked” or “crafty?” Actually, both, and the original unpointed Hebrew word can mean both. They knew they were naked (arvm), so they made fig-leaf coverings. If nakedness was their only problem, those coverings would have taken care of the problem, but it didn’t because Adam and Eve had also become arvm, “crafty,” and so they were also afraid and ashamed, which is why they hid from God—and their inner craftiness and serpent nature was a problem that would be with them until they died. Genesis 3 then goes on to show how both men and women are crafty, and how that shows up in human life. Adam blamed God for giving him Eve (Gen. 3:12), and Eve blamed the serpent when it was her own desire that caused her to sin (Gen. 3:13). After being ejected from the Garden of Eden, mankind continued to show its crafty nature—a nature that without God’s intervention, ends in everlasting death for each human. Paul wrote: “Wretched man that I am! Who will rescue me out of this body of death? Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord! (Rom. 7:24-25). Jesus Christ is the way to everlasting life.
[For more on Adam and Eve being naked and now naked and crafty, see commentary on Gen. 3:1. For more on the sin nature that lives in mankind, see commentary on Rom. 7:17.]
Gen 3:8
“They heard the sound of Yahweh God walking around in the garden.” This is one of the times in Scripture that God came into human form to fellowship with His creation, in this case, with Adam and Eve. Anyone who has walked in the woods knows the “sound” (not “voice” as in some translations) of someone walking. There is a distinct rustling and crunching sound. Adam and Eve, who lived in the garden, recognized the sound of God walking in it and hid. The fact that Adam and Eve recognized the sound God made as He walked shows that He came regularly to the garden to fellowship with Adam and Eve.
The translation “walking around” comes from the fact that the Hebrew verb “walk” is a Hitpael participle and therefore means more than just “walk,” it means more like “walking around” (cf. NAB, NLT), “walking to and fro” (Rotherham); “walking up and down” (YLT), or “moving about” (NET). The Garden of Eden was a small plot of land, small enough for Adam and Eve to care for it and protect it by themselves, and it is a wonderful picture that God would show up in person and walk around in the garden He created.
[For more on God coming in the form of a human being, see commentary on Acts 7:55.]
“at the time of the evening breeze.” The Hebrew text is more literally, “at the ruach (spirit, wind) of the day.” In the evening in Israel as the sun goes down and the air cools there is a breeze (ruach, “wind”) that blows over the land and it is a wonderful time to relax after the heat of the day. So after a hard day tending and guarding the Garden of Eden (all the animals ate plants so the garden had to be guarded), Adam and Eve would relax in the cooling “breeze of the day” and God would come and fellowship with them.
Gen 3:9
“Then Yahweh God called to the man and said.” People discuss and debate about the existence of God. Believers are far beyond that. Believers know that God exists, and also that He does much more than that. God is involved with His creation. He loves people and interacts with them. God does not just exist, He speaks, just as He did with Adam and Eve. And it is important to notice that God speaks and interacts with fallen people, not just “perfect people.” Adam and Eve had just sinned, and sinned egregiously. Yet even in their fallen state God shows up and interacts with them, teaches them, and guides them. That God is involved in the lives of His people is a foundational belief and comfort in the lives of believers, as it should be.
“Where are you?” Here in Genesis 3:9, the “you” is singular. God called specifically to Adam. This was likely because the command to not eat went to him, and also where Adam was, Eve was likely to be as well.
Gen 3:10
“naked.” The Hebrew root word is arvm, and it is a homonym that can mean “naked” or “crafty,” and in this context, it means both. See commentary on Genesis 3:7. Since Adam apparently had a fig leaf loincloth on he was not technically “naked,” but he was expressing his feelings of shame. He knew the leaves were inappropriate coverings and he also clearly realized that God had created them without shame.
Gen 3:11
“naked.” The Hebrew root word is arvm, and it is a homonym that can mean “naked” or “crafty,” and in this context, it means both. See commentary on Genesis 3:7.
Gen 3:12
“fruit from the tree.” The Hebrew text leaves out the word “fruit.” Adam just said, “she gave to me from the tree,” as if he were so aware and ashamed of his sin that he could not bring himself to say what it was he ate. In our fallen state we naturally have a very acute sense of our faults and failures, and generally don’t like facing them.
Gen 3:13
“The serpent deceived me, and I ate.” While it is true that the Devil, the “serpent,” lied to Eve, it is also true that in believing the serpent she disobeyed God’s commands. She should have known better. Lying is one of the Devil’s most original tricks, and the wise Christian knows that and obeys God even when others say that God is wrong. If Eve somehow doubted God and thought the Devil might be correct, she should have at least gone back to God and asked Him about the situation.
The word translated as “deceived” is not the most normal meaning of the word. Fox[footnoteRef:18] has “enticed,” which is likely included in the word’s meaning. Hebrew words can carry more than one meaning and sometimes more than one meaning gives a more accurate picture. The woman was “deceived,” but she was also “enticed” by what the Devil said. We get enticed into sin by our own desires (James 1:14-15). [18:  Everett Fox, The Schocken Bible.] 

Gen 3:14
“you are cursed.” The serpent is cursed. Eve is not “cursed,” and neither is Adam, but for Adam, the ground is “cursed.”
“on your belly you will go.” The serpent in the Genesis record is not a literal snake, it is the figure hypocatastasis for the Devil. In spite of that, however, God uses idioms that apply to a snake when talking to the Devil. Genesis 3:14 is a good example because the idiom “to crawl on your belly” is an idiom for oppression and humiliation, and even today that kind of idiom is used (Ps. 44:25). The only other use of this word for “belly” in the Bible is Leviticus 11:42.
[See commentary on Genesis 3:1, and also see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil,” under “serpent.”]
“you will eat dust.” This idiom refers to being defeated; “utter defeat.” We can see it being used in Psalm 72:9. We still use the same idiom for being defeated today, although usually in the context of being a loser in some kind of race or contest. The Devil, that “ancient serpent,” will always be defeated. He wins minor skirmishes, but he has been defeated over and over for thousands of years now, and eventually will be totally defeated and destroyed.
Gen 3:15
“your seed and her seed.” The Hebrew word for “seed” can be singular or can be used as a “collective singular,” a plural, like “seed” or “fish” in English. The same is true for the word “offspring,” as some translations have. Also, although technically the female has an egg while the male has sperm or “seed,” the Hebrew word “seed” was used for offspring in general, including the children, the “offspring” or the “seed” of a man or woman. For example, Genesis 16:10 mentions the “seed” of Hagar, Abraham’s concubine. Genesis 24:60 speaks of the “seed” of Rebekah, Isaac’s wife).
Many verses use “seed” to refer to children, descendants (e.g., Gen. 3:15; 4:25; 9:9; 24:60; 46:6; Ruth 4:12; Esth. 9:27). The singular “seed” (offspring) of the woman, which was of primary concern to God at this time, was Christ, who would ultimately defeat and destroy the Devil (cf. what God said to Abraham; Gen. 12:7; Gal. 3:16), although the general nature of the prophecy would have included those among Eve’s “seed” (offspring) who were godly people and who throughout history have opposed the Devil and his minions.
The “seed” (offspring) of the serpent is all his children. For more on the children of the Devil, see commentary on Matthew 12:31.
“I will put hostility.” Once the Devil knew that he would be destroyed by one of the offspring of the woman, he started an aggressive campaign against them. At first, it was against all people, and resulted in God rescuing humankind by Noah’s flood. As the people who would bring forth the Messiah narrowed, the intensity against the progenitors of the “seed” increased; thus, for example, came the aggressive attacks on the Jews.
“He will strike your head, and you will strike his heel.” The Hebrew text uses the same word, shup (#07779 שׁוּף), two times, and so it is translated as “strike” in both places in the REV and many other English versions (some versions use “crush,” but that meaning is less likely). The fact that the Hebrew text uses the same verb for both what the serpent (the Devil) does to the seed of the woman and what the seed of the woman does to the serpent points to a genuine and hard-fought battle between good and evil. The Messiah will come and conquer the serpent, but it will not be an easy battle. Both sides will be focused and determined, and both will suffer from the battle. God revealed more and more about this battle as the books of the Bible, and ultimately in the book of Revelation, were written, so Bible readers eventually learned from the text that Jesus suffered torture and death but was raised from the dead and healed by God, whereas the Devil will be destroyed in the Lake of Fire.
Some versions translate the word shup differently, for example, the NIV says, “he will crush [shup] your head, and you will strike [shup] his heel,” but there is no justification in the Hebrew text for having two different translations of shup.
Victor Hamilton writes: “Presumably we should translate the verb the same way both times, there being no evidence in the Hebrew text to support divergent readings…. It seems unwise to translate the first shup as ‘crush’ and the second as ‘strike at,’ as is done in the NIV and JB. For this creates the impression that the blow struck at the serpent is fatal—its head is crushed—while the blow unleashed by the serpent against the woman’s seed is painful but not lethal—it comes away with a bruised heel. …The precedent for translating shup in two different ways is the Vulgate rendering. While the LXX [the Septuagint—the Greek Old Testament] chose to translate shup both times with [the Greek word] tereō, ‘to watch, guard,’ the Vulgate uses [the Latin word] conterero, ‘to crush, grind, bruise’ the first time, but shifted to insidior, ‘to lie in wait, to lie in ambush, to watch,’ in the next phrase.”[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Hamilton, The Book of Genesis: Chapters 1-17 [NICOT], 197.] 

The Latin version known as the Vulgate was translated by Saint Jerome in the late 300s AD. Hamilton points out that it was because the Vulgate translated the Hebrew word shup in two different ways that scholars started suggesting that the verbs in the Hebrew text should be understood differently. Once the Roman Catholic Church adopted the Vulgate as its official Bible, there was a lot of pressure to understand the Hebrew text the way Jerome understood it. In fact, today some scholars suggest that the two uses of shup in Genesis 3:15 come from different verbal roots, in spite of the fact that there is no evidence for that being the case. Genesis 3:15 points to a titanic battle between the “seed of the woman” and the serpent, and that battle was described in more detail in later books of the Bible.
A noteworthy subtheme in the wording of the Hebrew text of Genesis 3:15 is that the word “heel” is part of the name of Jacob. There is good evidence that the original meaning of “Jacob” was “heel snatcher” or “heel grabber,” and the Hebrew can also mean “supplanter.” Genesis 25:23-26 speaks of the birth of the twins Esau and Jacob, who were born to Rebekah, and verse 26 says, “And after that [i.e., after Esau was born], his brother came out, and his hand was grasping Esau’s heel, so he was named ‘Jacob.’” The Devil has bruised the heel of the seed of the woman for generations, culminating with bruising the Messiah himself.
“his heel.” The Hebrew text uses the masculine singular here, indicating that the one who would be struck on the heel was a singular man, whom the ancient Jews properly understood to be the Messiah. He would be bitten too, but he would strike—lethally—the serpent’s head.
Gen 3:16
“increase, yes, increase.” The idea of “increase” is intensified by the figure of speech polyptoton, in which the verb “increase” occurs twice, the first time in the infinitive form and the second in the imperfect form. Most versions do not double the verb as the Hebrew text does but translate the double verb as something like “greatly increase” or “greatly multiply. The doubling of the verb intensifies the meaning but also catches the attention of the reader and brings emphasis to the text by so doing.
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16, “eat, yes, eat.”]
“I will increase, yes, increase your pain and toil in childbirth.” The Hebrew word translated as “pain and toil” is atsabon (#06093 עִצָּבוֹן), and it has several meanings, including “pain, labor [toil], hardship, anxiety.” The problem with bringing Genesis 3:16 into English is that when God told the woman that she would give birth in atsabon, and that in atsabon the man would get his food from the soil, the word atsabon combined the different meanings. The woman would give birth in pain, and it would be hard work [toil] and there would also be anxiety involved. Similarly, the man would work hard to make the ground grow food, and there would be pain, and toil, and anxiety. The Hebrew does a marvelous job at using just one vocabulary word and showing all the pain, work, and anxiety that goes into childbirth and growing crops, but a single English word does not seem to do the job, thus the translation “pain and toil.” One interesting thing is that both Adam and Eve disobeyed God, and both had the consequences of “pain and toil” as a result of that disobedience—the woman in childbirth and the man in feeding his family.
Eve had broken God’s command for the sake of her earthly enjoyment and as a consequence, she now would have pain and anxiety in her pregnancy and childbirth. God had always intended that women would give birth, but now there is an unexpected consequence added because of Eve’s sin. In Eve and in all women we see that the sin nature in the body not only gives people a predisposition to sin, but weakens and sickens the physical body as well. In a sense, the single word “pain” is an understatement because the pain and danger associated with childbirth threaten both the life of the child and the life of the mother herself. There is a sad but important lesson we learn from Eve: that disobeying God for momentary earthly pleasure can result in long-term unpleasant consequences, not just for the one who sinned, but for others as well.
“Your desire will be for your husband. ” God had created Eve to be a “helper corresponding to” Adam (Gen. 2:18), and God’s desire was that the two of them would work together and build a life, family, and society. But now, due to the sin of Eve and then Adam, the relationship between them was changed and perverted. Here in Genesis 3:16, God told Eve about the consequences of her sin and how the sin nature she had acquired by following Satan instead of obeying Him would show up in life. God described the consequences of Eve’s sin in two parts: the woman’s desire concerning her “man,” and that he would rule over her (in both Hebrew and Greek, the word “husband” is just one of the words for “man”).
The Hebrew word translated “desire,” teshuqah (#08669 תְּשׁוּקָה), occurs three times in the Hebrew Bible (Gen. 3:16; 4:7; Song of Solomon 7:10). Although it refers to a “desire,” the evidence in the text is that it has two different meanings, both of which are true. One meaning is “desire for,” which is the way most versions translate Genesis 3:16, e.g., “your desire will be for your husband” (NASB). That seems to be the way the woman in Song of Solomon 7:10 is using it when, speaking of her lover, she says “His desire is toward me.” Understood that way, Genesis 3:16 is speaking of the woman’s desire for a man in her life for any of a number of different reasons (some are mentioned below). However, a second meaning that teshuqah (“desire”) can have is a desire for control. We see that only 15 verses later than Genesis 3:16, when sin has a “desire for” Cain, that is, a desire to control Cain. It is important to note that the Hebrew phrase “desire for” is the same in both Genesis 3:16 and 4:7 except for the change in person and gender (The Hebrew of Song of Solomon is a little different). If the meanings of the Hebrew text in Genesis 3:16 and 4:7 are the same, which seems reasonable given both the Hebrew text and the way couples have interacted since the Fall, then the text is implying that the woman, who has a fallen nature, has a desire to control her man. This idea is represented in versions such as the ESV, NET, and NLT. “Your desire shall be contrary to your husband” (ESV), and, “And you will desire to control your husband” (NLT; cf. NET). Both meanings of teshuqah, “desire for” and “desire to control,” will be covered below. It is quite likely that God authored the Bible the way He did to allow the one statement about Eve’s “desire” to be understood both ways, and both are true.
When it comes to the normal use of “desire,” scholars have suggested many ways that Eve could have desired Adam and women in general desire men, especially focusing on the desire for sex and the desire for security and provision. Since the desire mentioned in Genesis is specifically a result of the fallen nature of Eve (and thus all women), the desire would be a craving or longing that was intensified by the woman’s sin nature. C. F. Keil writes: “she was punished with a desire bordering upon disease (from תְּשׁוּקָה שׁוּק to run, to have a violent craving for a thing).”[footnoteRef:20] Certainly there are exceptions, but in general, women have a strong desire to have a man in their life in spite of the fact that throughout most of history that meant being domineered and often mistreated. Also, especially until very recently women needed men in their lives because life was labor-intensive and dangerous, and it was important for a woman to have men in her life who could deal with much of the heavy work and who also could protect the family. Men desire women also, but due to a generally different mindset and their greater size and strength, they are less susceptible to abuse. [20:  Keil and Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament: The Pentateuch, 103, emphasis the author’s.] 

As was stated above, the second way that the Hebrew phrase can be understood is that the woman would have a “desire for” her husband, that is, a desire to control him, a desire that is contrary to him. The NET text note gives reasons why sexual desire is not likely the meaning of “desire” in Genesis 3:16, and then notes that “desire” in Genesis 4:7, “refers to sin’s desire to control and dominate Cain. …In Gen. 3:16 the LORD announces a struggle, a conflict between the man and the woman. She will desire to control him, but he will dominate her instead. This interpretation also fits the tone of the passage, which is a judgment oracle.”
Susan T. Foh writes about a woman’s desire for her husband: “These words mark the beginning of the battle of the sexes. As a result of the fall, man no longer rules easily; he must fight for his headship. Sin has corrupted both the willing submission of the wife and the loving headship of the husband. The woman’s desire is to control her husband (to usurp his divinely appointed headship), and he must master her, if he can. So the rule of love founded in paradise is replaced by struggle, tyranny, and domination.”
In the same article, Foh gives reasons why that interpretation is sound. She writes: “It is consistent with the context, i.e., it is judgment for sin that the relation between man and woman is made difficult.” She also notes that understanding the text that way allows for a consistent understanding of the Hebrew word “desire,” and it recognizes the parallel between Genesis 3:16 and 4:7.[footnoteRef:21] [21:  Susan T. Foh, “What is the Woman’s Desire?” Westminster Theological Journal 37 (1975): 376-83.] 

It is also worth noting that the genuinely harmonious marriages that we would expect to be almost universal since God created man and woman to be together are in fact hard to find. Divorce is common and unhappiness in marriage is just as common. The fallen nature of humankind has made having a truly harmonious marriage difficult. The Apostle Paul, penned, “those who do marry will have trouble in the flesh” (1 Cor. 7:28) and the reason for that goes back to the sin of Adam and Eve and the consequences of that sin that God spoke about in Genesis 3:16. Marriages can work, but it takes truly spiritually mature men and women working together to make it work.
“and he will rule over you.” Another part of the consequence to women due to Eve’s sin was being ruled by the men in her life. Throughout history, men have generally ruled over women because they are bigger and stronger and also because many women spent most of their youthful years pregnant or nursing or caring for children. The fact that many men harshly domineered their wives was not a consequence intended by God or brought about by Him but rather was a consequence of the sin nature in men showing up in their dominating women due to their greater size and strength.
It is worth noting that in Genesis 3:16, just as “desire” can be an unhealthy desire for a man and even a desire to control a man, it was also a consequence that man would “rule” the woman. But godly headship of the man was already part of the male-female relationship, as is stated in the New Testament (1 Cor. 11:3; Eph. 5:23-24), so “rule” in Gen. 3:16 must include ruling in an ungodly way. So just as the woman “desires” in an ungodly way, the man “rules” in an ungodly way, rather than being a self-sacrificing leader as the New Testament directs (Eph. 5:25).
The consequences of sin that Adam and Eve received were not the design or desire of God, who warned them not to sin, nor were they prescriptive, they were descriptive. That is, what God told Adam and Eve were not commands about how to live but were descriptions of what would happen in life. For example, Eve was not commanded to desire her husband and let him rule her; instead, God gave her a description of how things would be in the now-fallen world. Those descriptions let Adam and Eve know what would happen as the sin nature outworked itself in them. Similarly, Adam was not commanded to work hard in order to eat; he was told that as a consequence of his sin, he would have to work hard to eat.
Interestingly, the consequences that both Adam and Eve received as a result of their sin related in some way to the sin itself. Eve sought pleasure in eating the forbidden fruit but got pain as a result. Also, she led Adam into sin, and as a consequence, she would now have an unnatural desire for her husband who would lead and rule over her, often harshly. Adam ate of the fruit he was forbidden to eat instead of the fruit he could freely eat, and now, because of his sin, eating would not be easy, but it would require hard work to produce food for himself and the family.
Thankfully, one day the Fallen World and sinful humankind will be redeemed by Jesus Christ, who will restore the earth to its Edenic state and restore humankind to mental and physical wholeness.
[For more on the coming Kingdom of Christ on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Gen 3:17
“To Adam he said.” This is the first time in the Bible the man is called by his name, “Adam.”
“cursed is the ground because of you.” It is important to notice that the Bible just says, “cursed is the ground,” it does not say who cursed the ground. Although many people say God cursed the ground, that does not fit with God’s character. It is the Devil and his followers who come to steal, kill, and destroy (John 10:10), and who oppresses people (Acts 10:38). The translation “because of you” can be found in other English versions besides the REV (e.g., CEB, CSB, ESV, JPS, LSB, NAB, NET, NJB, NIV, NLT, NRSV, RSV). God gave the dominion over the world to Adam (Gen. 1:26, 28) and by sinning, Adam transferred the dominion of the world to the Devil, who said that dominion had been handed to him, and who then stated he could give it to anyone he wanted to (Luke 4:6). The Devil is now the ruler of the world (see commentary on Luke 4:6).
Gen 3:18
“It will produce thorns and thistles for you.” These plants cause hardship and take up ground that the edible plants would have taken up. The word translated “produce” is the same word translated “spring up” in Genesis 2:9. The now cursed ground will “spring up” thorns and thistles.
“and you will eat the plants of the field.” Up until this point, Adam and Eve enjoyed eating the plants in the Garden of Eden, but now they are driven out of the garden and will have to eat the plants of the “field.” The Bible is not specific as to whether or not all the plants of the garden will grow in the field, but we can be sure that the quality of the plants in the field is not the same as the plants in the Garden of Eden, and also the plants in the field will take much more work to grow, in part because the “field” will now be controlled by the Devil (see commentary on Luke 4:6).
Gen 3:19
“face.” The Hebrew word translated as “face” is not the normal one for “face,” but it refers more specifically to the region of the nose, and is used for “face.”
Gen 3:20
“Eve.” The Hebrew word translated as “Eve” is related to the word “life,” and in the Septuagint, the Greek word is zōē, “life.”
Gen 3:21
“Yahweh God made tunics of skin for Adam and for his wife.” God had told Adam that when he ate of the fruit of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil he would die (Gen. 2:16-17). Adam and Eve did not die the day they ate from the tree, but something did die; animals. The animals were most likely sheep or lambs—we will assume that for the purpose of this commentary—and God used their coats to clothe Adam and Eve. Everything in the Garden of Eden ate plants at that time (Gen. 1:29-30), so no animal was being killed for its meat (humans did not eat meat until after Noah’s Flood; Gen. 9:2-3). The sacrifice of the animals here in Genesis 3:21 was likely twofold: to provide Adam and Eve with proper coverings and also to make a substitutionary sacrifice that would atone for their sin before God, just as the later Levitical sacrifices atoned for sin (Lev. 1:4; 4:31, 35).
From what the Bible tells us about animal sacrifice as a covering for sin, and from knowing that Jesus, the “lamb of God,” died for our sin, it seems logical to conclude that God postponed the death of Adam and Eve and sacrificed an animal in their place to atone for their sin. Had Adam and Eve died the day they sinned, then God’s plan for a human race would have come to an end, so it makes sense that God would have planned for a way to save the human race and point to the Redeemer of the human race both at the same time, which an animal sacrifice did. The animal sacrifices that temporarily covered sin ultimately pointed to God’s great act of mercy in commuting the death sentence and granting everlasting life to everyone who accepted the death of God’s Son, Jesus Christ, in place of their own death.
More evidence that at least part of the reason God killed the sheep was as a sacrifice to atone for sin is that the godly practice of sacrifice had to start somewhere, and the most likely place would be God’s example in the Garden of Eden. We see by Genesis 4:4 that Abel brought a sacrifice to God from his flock, but what kind of sacrifice could an animal be at a time when people did not eat meat? It almost certainly would have been some kind of burnt offering, which would have been burnt on the altar (cf. the burnt offering; Lev. 1:5-9). It is hard to imagine that the practice of godly sacrifice could start any other way than God establishing the practice Himself. After all, it would not seem logical that a sinful person could be made right in the eyes of God by killing an innocent animal. It is not logical that someone would think, “I have sinned, but I can become right in God’s eyes by killing an animal.” How could the death of an innocent animal atone for the sins of a human being? The idea of animal sacrifice to atone for human sin had to start with God. God would have known His long-term plan and that He would redeem humankind from sin by the death of a sinless human being. Thus, God would have seen the value of setting forth an example of how the death of one (an animal or sinless person) could atone for the sin of another person; and God made that example concrete by setting forth the practice of animal sacrifice. But no human would have known God’s plan of redemption, and no human would have thought that the death of an animal would atone for human sin.
Given that the idea of sacrificing an animal to atone for human sin had to start with God, it is likely, but unstated, that after God sacrificed animals for Adam and Eve, that they themselves then presented offerings and sacrifices to God, and that is where Cain and Abel would have learned about it. It is unlikely that God started the idea of a proper sacrifice with Cain and Abel, or that God had somehow personally or through an angel taught them about sacrifice and the proper way to do it. The idea for a sacrifice that would atone for human sin via the death of a sinless Savior was already in the mind of God before Cain and Abel were born (Gen. 3:15; 1 Pet. 1:18-20; Rev. 13:8), and He started the idea when Adam and Eve sinned and they would have passed the idea down to their children, which would include Noah. The fact that Noah practiced animal sacrifice (Gen. 8:20) explains why almost every ancient culture practiced animal sacrifice, although as time passed the practice became quite perverted in many cultures.
It needs to be pointed out that the Hebrew can be understood to say, “God made tunics for the skin of Adam and for his wife,” and if this was the understanding of the text then what the tunics were made from is unspecified. This is a more difficult translation and is not as likely as the common understanding.
[For more on the death of the animals atoning for the sin of Adam and Eve, see commentary on Gen. 2:17, “in the day.”]
Gen 3:22
“has become like one of us.” God is speaking to His divine council of spirit beings, pointing out that Adam, like them, now has full knowledge of good and evil. The council would have become very aware of evil when the Devil sinned and rebelled.
[For more information on God’s divine council, see commentary on Gen. 1:26.]
“knowing.” The Hebrew word translated “know” is the common Hebrew word for “know,” yada (#03045 ידע). It means to know something intellectually and it is also used of knowing something experientially, and it is also used idiomatically. The context determines the meaning for any given occurrence.
Here in Genesis 3:22, “knowing” does not refer to intellectual knowledge, that is, mentally comprehending what good and evil are. Adam and Eve intellectually knew the difference between good and evil when they were created, because they knew it was wrong (and thus “evil”) to eat from the tree that God had commanded them not to eat from. So before they sinned they “intellectually knew” good from evil, but now that they sinned they both intellectually knew and experientially knew good from evil.
Genesis 3:22 also lets us know that someone can experientially know good from evil by experiencing it through the words and actions of someone else. Before they sinned, Adam and Eve were innocent. They had never experienced evil in any form. But how could God say to His divine council that the humans had now “become like one of us, knowing good and evil”? How could God and His top angels experience evil? They had experienced it in the Devil and the angels that rebelled against God (cf. Isa. 14:12-16; Ezek. 28:12-19).
Besides intellectual and experiential knowledge, “know” is often used idiomatically. For example, it can mean “to care about,” “to act lovingly toward.” Thus, Psalm 144:3 (YLT 1862/87/98) says, “what is man that Thou knowest him,” while the NIV(2011) translates that in a way that recognizes the idiom: “what are human beings that you care for them?” Similarly, Proverbs 12:10 (YLT) says, “The righteous man knoweth the life of his beast,” while the NIV(2011) has, “The righteous care for the needs of their animals.” When a word like “know” is used with a more expansive meaning than just its dictionary definition, scholars sometimes say it has a “pregnant sense.”
The word “know” is also used idiomatically for sexual intercourse. For a man to have sexual intercourse with a woman was to “know” her experientially, and often deeply intellectually as well (see commentary on Matt. 1:25). Many words in the Bible are occasionally used with an idiomatic or pregnant sense, for example, “remember,” “look” and “watch” (see commentary on Luke 23:42).
“knowing good and evil.” The fact that humans have an inherent knowledge of good and evil is very important in understanding the responsibility that humans have toward God. God holds people responsible for finding Him and then showing love and honor to Him by serving Him.
The knowledge of good and evil can move from the inherent to the intellectual via some very basic things: for example, we know that it hurts if people steal from us so we know not to steal from others. We know that it hurts when people lie about us, so we know not to lie to others. The basic understanding of good and evil is why law codes from all ages and all cultures have a deep similarity—although it happens that people and leaders can become so hard and selfish that their conscience becomes cauterized and they follow a path of hurt and pain (1 Tim. 4:2). The inherent knowledge of good and evil is why even children know quickly if a person is good and kind or selfish and hurtful. The inherent and internal basic knowledge of good and evil is why God says that people can do “by nature” the things in the Law that He gave from heaven: “indeed when Gentiles who do not have the law do by nature the things of the law, these, not having the law, are a law to themselves” (Rom. 2:14).
As a person is honest about life and follows their natural knowing of good and evil, they will become more aware of the world around them, how small and weak they are, and how big the world and universe are around them, and there is an instinctive knowing that a power bigger than themselves created the world. God says this plainly in Romans 1:20: “For since the creation of the world his invisible attributes—his eternal power and divine nature—are clearly seen, being understood through the things he has made, so that they are without excuse.” The fact that people have a natural, internal knowledge of good and evil, and a natural knowledge that there is a Creator is why God can righteously judge every human on the Day of Judgment. People instinctively know there is a power that is not human and that is bigger and wiser than themselves. That is why throughout the ages people have defied or ignored the direction of other humans but sought direction and guidance from a star, stone, stick, statue, crystal, or otherworldly apparition. Even atheistic cultures that supposedly deny God have hundreds of different superstitions in which invisible forces somehow affect what happens in life, so although they deny God intellectually, their actions testify that they bow to “invisible forces” that influence the world.
So although many proud and intellectual people deny it, human beings instinctively know good from evil at a basic level, and also know there is a creator. From that basic understanding, God expects people to use the wisdom He gave them and grow in their understanding and knowledge of Him. God said, “Wisdom is the principal thing, so get Wisdom” (Prov. 4:7), and He expects us to follow His direction and get wisdom. As we do, Wisdom says, “I will die.” Honest Curiosity asks, “What will happen when I die?” Then Logic suggests, “The Creator who created me in the first place likely has a plan for me after I die—another life. Otherwise, what was the point of my life in the first place?” At that point, often in many seemingly unlikely and impossible ways, the words of Jesus Christ come true: “Keep asking, and it will be given to you; keep seeking, and you will find; keep knocking, and it will be opened to you! For everyone who keeps asking receives, and the one who keeps seeking finds, and to the one who keeps knocking it will be opened” (Matt. 7:7-8). God is powerful, imaginative, creative, and ingenious, and if a person truly and honestly seeks answers and seeks their Creator, and so keeps asking, keeps seeking, and keeps knocking, then the God of Truth will find them, and they will gain everlasting life.
“so that he does not reach out his hand and also take of the tree of life.” Adam and Eve now had a fallen nature, so God did not want them to eat of the tree of life. In the phrase “also take of the tree of life,” the “also” is important because Adam and Eve had just eaten from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, so God did not want them to “also” eat of the tree of life. The same root word translated “reach out” here is translated as “sent out” in the next verse, Genesis 3:23.
“and eat, and live forever….” God stops in mid-sentence, which is referred to as the figure of speech aposiopesis. The sentence and the thought are never completed. The consequences of living forever in a fallen state are too horrific to try to express.
[For more on aposiopesis, see commentary on Luke 19:42.]
Gen 3:23
“sent him out.” The verb is intensive, and in this form, the verb—given the context—shows that Adam and Eve did not leave on their own. God made them leave. For a similar use in context, see Numbers 5:3-5, where lepers were “sent out” of the camp of Israel. The lepers did not have a choice, they were forced to leave. Note that in Genesis 3:24, God “drove out” Adam and Eve from the garden.
Gen 3:24
“stationed.” The Hebrew word is more literally, “caused to dwell.” The cherubim were not just guarding the garden for a few hours or even a few days. They were “caused to dwell there” as long as there was a need. We do not know how long that was. Eventually, the garden likely became eaten by animals and overgrown with thistle plants.
“cherubim.” The Hebrew word “cherubim” is plural. There was not just one “cherub” guarding the garden, but at least two.
At this point in the biblical narrative, we know almost nothing about cherubim other than that God uses them as powerful guards. We learn more as we read the Scripture. For example, we learn they have wings in Exodus and also in Kings and Chronicles where they are associated with the ark of the covenant, no doubt at least in part to represent God’s guarding it (cf. Exod. 25:20; 37:9; 1 Kings 6:27; 2 Chron. 3:11, 13). However, it is not until Ezekiel 1 and 10 that we have a more complete description. They are said to be living creatures, they have four faces on their heads and four wings each, and arms and hands like human hands under their wings. They would then grasp the flaming sword mentioned in Genesis with their hands. Their powerful fast bodies, faces that looked in every direction, and ability to carry weapons made them formidable beings indeed.
“with the flaming sword.” The Hebrew reads “and a flame of the sword,” but it is clear that the cherubim are holding and wielding the swords and the swords were what we would refer to as “flaming swords,” hence the translation in the REV.
 
Genesis Chapter 4
Gen 4:1
“knew.” The word “know” is the common idiomatic word used for sexual intercourse. Sexual intercourse gives the most intimate and personal “knowledge” of the other, so “know” was used throughout the biblical world as an idiom for sexual intercourse (cf. Gen. 4:1, 17, 25; 24:16; Matt. 1:25), which even included rape (Gen. 19:5; Judg. 19:25). Other idioms for sexual intercourse are, “go into” (2 Sam. 3:7), and “go near; approach” (Exod. 19:15 ESV), “uncover the nakedness” (Lev. 18:12); and sometimes “see the nakedness” (Lev. 20:17).
[For more on “know,” see commentary on Matt. 1:25.]
“I have gotten a man.” The Hebrew word translated “gotten” is qanah (#07069 קָנָה), and it has a very large semantic range. Many of these occur in the different English versions, thus, “I have gotten” (KJV); “I have acquired” (CJB, NJB); “I have obtained” (GNV); “I have produced” (NAB); “I have created” (NET); “I have brought forth” (NIV); and “I have gained” (TNK). It is impossible to determine exactly what Eve thought from the Hebrew text, but it is noteworthy that she understood that God had a part in her being able to give birth. It is also worth noting that she did not mention Adam’s role, although it seems certain that she knew it.
Gen 4:2
“shepherd of flocks.” The Hebrew word for “flocks” here is tson (#06629 צֹאן also spelled צְאוֹן; Ps. 144:13). The Hebrew is a collective singular, “flock,” and can be a flock of sheep or of goats or a mixed flock of sheep and goats, which is the most likely here. This is not the word for “sheep,” although tson is often used for sheep in the Bible. The context determines the meaning of the word.
Gen 4:3
“And at the end of the appointed days.” The Hebrew is literally, “and it happened at the end of days.” The NET text note correctly states, “The clause indicates the passing of a set period of time leading up to offering sacrifices.” E. W. Bullinger writes: “The time as well as place and offering probably appointed,”[footnoteRef:22] The text does not specifically say this, but there clearly seems to have been a set time and place that a person would bring offerings to God, because both Cain and Abel “brought” offerings to Yahweh. [22:  Bullinger, Companion Bible, 8.] 

Also, however, the use of “days,” plural, in the Hebrew text usually refers to a period of time. Thus it is likely that this was not the first time that Cain and Abel had offered sacrifices and they had likely been doing it for a while. This may explain Cain’s defiant and irreligious attitude and action; he had grown tired of doing things “God’s way.” Thus he was like the priests who became weary of the sacrifices they had to make (Mal. 1:6-13).
Cain and Abel would have learned the when, where, and how of sacrifices from Adam and Eve, and would have participated in making them as they grew up. Now fully grown, they are responsible for their own sacrifices and spiritual well-being. It is suggested by some scholars that sacrifices arose spontaneously from people’s thanksgiving to their gods, but that seems highly unlikely.
“Cain brought an offering to Yahweh from the fruit of the ground.” The “fruit” of the ground is the “produce” of the ground; it is not necessarily literally “fruit.”
It is sometimes taught that the reason that Abel’s offering was accepted and Cain’s was not was that Abel brought a blood offering while Cain brought grain. But that is not the reason that Cain’s offering was not accepted. It is logical that an important part of the offerings made to God was the grain offering because grain, not meat, was the staple food of the biblical world. The Law of Moses makes it clear that if you grow grain, a tithe of your grain is accepted (Deut. 12:7; 14:23). Furthermore, often a grain offering was offered with the sacrifice (cf. Lev. 9:3-4, 17; 14:20; Num. 6:17). Specifics about the grain offering are given in Leviticus 2:1-16, 6:14-23, and 7:9-10.

 
Gen 4:4
“of their fat portions.” The reading in the REV seems to be the most likely meaning of the Hebrew text, given that it is supported by the sacrifices that were commanded by the Law of Moses. But the Hebrew could also be understood as reading the “firstborn” and the “best” of the flock.
The NET text note reads, “Two prepositional phrases are used to qualify the kind of sacrifice that Abel brought: ‘from the firstborn’ and ‘from the fattest of them.’ These also could be interpreted as a hendiadys: ‘from the fattest of the firstborn of the flock.’ Another option is to understand the second prepositional phrase as referring to the fat portions of the sacrificial sheep. In this case, one may translate, ‘some of the firstborn of his flock, even some of their fat portions’….”
The English versions read both ways. For example, the NET reads, “But Abel brought some of the firstborn of his flock—even the fattest of them. In contrast, the CSB reads, “And Abel also presented an offering—some of the firstborn of his flock and their fat portions.” Similarly, the NASB2020 reads, “Abel, on his part also brought an offering, from the firstborn of his flock and from their fat portions.”
Although it seems likely that the offering Abel brought would have been similar to what God required in the Mosaic Law, there is no way to prove from the text exactly how Abel offered his sacrifice here in Genesis 4:4.
“Yahweh had regard for Abel and his offering.” Many commentators think that the way Cain and Abel knew that Abel’s offering was acceptable was that it was consumed by fire from Yahweh (e.g., Lev. 9:24; Judg. 6:21; 1 Kings 18:38; 2 Chron. 7:1).
Gen 4:5
“and the expression on his face fell.” Cain was not just angry, he was upset in many different ways. The literal Hebrew is, “Why has your face fallen,” and it is an idiom for being downcast, dejected. We might say, “Why are you so downcast?”
Gen 4:6
“face fallen.” The literal Hebrew is, “Why has your face fallen,” and it is an idiom for being downcast, dejected. We might say, “Why are you so downcast?”
Gen 4:7
“good...good.” The Hebrew word is yatab (#03190 יָטַב), and it means to be good, to do well, to be pleasing, to make glad.[footnoteRef:23] There is a profound but unstated truth here in Genesis 4:7, and that truth is that God is the creator of the heavens and the earth, and humankind, and He makes the rules. It is God who defines and determines what is “right” or “good” and what is “bad” or “evil.” Arrogantly, humans and human society often act like they can set the rules of life; that they can determine what is good and what is bad. But humans are fallen creatures in a fallen world and are not righteous like God, but are basically selfish, egotistical, meanspirited, and ungodly. History has proved this over and over. Every generation sees the outworking of the evil in humankind in the fact that every generation faces war, crime, and people mistreating other people. [23:  BDB, s.v. “יָטַב”] 

Furthermore, and importantly, although humans can often exercise somewhat effective control over other humans, they cannot control the earth or the spiritual battle that rages behind the scenes between godly forces, such as God and angels, and evil forces, such as the Devil and demons. It is demonic forces that cause natural disasters, famines, floods, plagues, and such evils. Only God’s blessing can mitigate those disasters, and the Bible shows us over and over that His blessing comes when people are obedient to Him (cf. commentary on Lev. 18:25).
Also, in the final analysis, a person’s life here on earth is short but what is coming in the future is everlasting. Coming in the future is Judgment Day, when each person will stand before the God who created them and be judged either as righteous or unrighteous according to His standards, not the standards of any human society. The righteous will be granted everlasting life, while the unrighteous will be thrown into the Lake of Fire and suffer everlasting destruction. So here in Genesis 4:7 is a simple and profound statement of truth: if a person does “well” according to God’s rules, they will be accepted. If a person does not do well, they will fall prey to sin, and the wages of sin is death (Rom. 6:23), so they will be burned up in the Lake of Fire (Rev. 20:11-15). God gives people the choice to do good or evil—it is up to the person (cf. Deut. 30:19). Given the choices before us, the decision should be easy: obey God; it is profitable in this life and the next.
[For information on how to get saved, see commentary on Rom. 10:9. For more on the destiny of the unsaved, which is annihilation in the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.” For more on the spiritual battle raging between Good and Evil, see commentary on Luke 4:6.]
“will you not be accepted.” The Hebrew text is idiomatic and basically says: “will it not be lifted up?” The idiom refers to one person coming to a superior with their face looking down towards the ground out of shame or respect. At that point, the superior would lift up the face of the person so that they were looking eye-to-eye. The lifting up of the face was a sign that the superior had accepted the person. Cain’s face fell when God rejected his offering (Gen. 4:5), but if he did God’s will his face would be lifted up—God would accept him. But the idiom is not easily understood in English, so many versions, including Young’s Literal Translation, put the meaning of the idiom in their translation instead of a literal translation, as does the REV.
“accepted.” The Hebrew words can be used for forgiveness.
“sin crouches at the door.” The Hebrew word “sin,” usually a feminine noun, is constructed with the masculine participle “crouches” here. Thus sin is personified as a real thing, an animal or demon of the male gender, and may in this case even be a reference to the masculine noun, “serpent,” which occurs in Genesis 3. That sin is some kind of crouching creature, waiting to spring on its victim, is well portrayed by Everett Fox. He translates verse 7, “If you intend good, bear-it-aloft, but if you do not intend good, at the entrance is sin, a crouching demon, toward you his lust—but you can rule over him.”[footnoteRef:24] [24:  Everett Fox, The Schocken Bible: The Five Books of Moses.] 

The NIV Study Bible text note on Genesis 4:7 says, “The Hebrew word for ‘crouching’ is the same as an ancient Babylonian word referring to an evil demon crouching at the door of a building to threaten the people inside.” Although the Devil and demons are always on the alert to be able to afflict people who turn away from God and godliness, there is an important truth in the Sin-Demon being at the door. Godly people can cleanse their houses of demonic materials and faithfully pray for the holiness and protection of their house, and that can keep demons from being able to enter, but demons may sometimes “wait at the door,” hanging around and waiting to find ways to afflict the inhabitants. God warned Cain about his sin and what could happen if he did not repent, but Cain ignored God’s warning and turned to the Devil for support and became “of that wicked one” (1 John 3:12). Cain committed the unforgivable sin, which is why he could not be forgiven, and he knew it (Gen. 4:13). When a concept like sin is portrayed as an animal, that is the figure of speech zoomorphism.
[For more on zoomorphism and personification, see commentary on Prov. 1:20. For more on the unforgivable sin, see commentary on Matt. 12:31.]
“Its desire is for you.” See commentary on Genesis 3:16.
Gen 4:8
“Nevertheless, Cain said.” The “nevertheless” is important because it connects Genesis 4:7 with Genesis 4:8. In Genesis 4:7 God told Cain that if he did good, then He would accept Cain, but if he did evil, sin was right at the door waiting to capture him. In spite of that advice, Cain acted purposely and did evil by murdering his brother Abel. The Bible does not let us know how much time passed between Genesis 4:7 and 4:8; it could have been a little or a lot.
“Let’s go out into the field.” The phrase, “Let’s go out into the field” was dropped out of the Hebrew text by copyists, and does not appear in many versions. It has been properly restored in many modern versions from the Septuagint and Aramaic (cf. BBE, CEB, HCSB, NAB, NET, NIV, NJB, NLT, NRSV, RSV). There is a good chance that in his parable about the good and bad seed (Matt. 13:24-30, 36-43), Jesus took the illustration that “the field is the world” (Matt. 13:38) from the fact that Cain murdered Abel in the field.
“Cain rose up against Abel his brother.” Cain, the first son of Adam and Eve, was the first person to commit the unforgivable sin (Matt. 12:31-32) and become a child of the Devil. Cain became a child of the Devil by committing blasphemy against God in the time between Genesis 4:7 and 4:8. In Genesis 4:2-6, Cain had not given his best to God, and as a result, his sacrifice was not accepted. However, in Genesis 4:7, God told Cain that he could be accepted if he did “well,” i.e., did what God and wisdom directed. God also warned Cain that sin was close by, ready to pounce if given an opportunity. By portraying sin as a creature ready to pounce on Cain, God did His best to warn Cain, and us, of the Enemy that is always present and trying to turn us away from Him.
As late as Genesis 4:7, Cain could have repented and come back to God, but he did not. Instead of recognizing his sin and humbling himself to God, he arrogantly turned to the Devil as his god. After Genesis 4:7 God never again told Cain that there was a door of forgiveness and acceptance available to him. The New Testament lets us know that Cain became a child of the Devil: “Not as Cain, who was of that wicked one, and slew his brother. And wherefore slew he him? Because his own works were evil, and his brother’s righteous” (1 John 3:12 KJV). Thus, Cain was a child of the Devil when he murdered Abel, and murder is one of the things children of the Devil do to people who oppose them. The High Priest and his henchmen were children of the Devil and they wanted to murder Jesus Christ (John 8:37, 44).
Cain premeditated his murder of Abel, which is why he invited Abel into the field to get him away from the protection of the family (Gen. 4:8). Then, after murdering Abel, Cain lied to God about it and said he did not know where Abel was (Gen. 4:9), and lying is another one of the Devil’s primary traits; in fact, the word “Devil” means “slanderer,” and the Devil is the “father of lies” (John 8:44).
Cain was the first child of the Devil and the first person to commit what we now refer to as the “unforgivable sin.” Perhaps it was because he understood perfectly that he turned away from the true God and turned to the Devil to be his god that he knew that his sin could not be forgiven (Gen. 4:13).
[For more on the unforgivable sin, see commentaries on Gen. 4:9, 10, 11, 13, 14, 15; and Matt. 12:31.]
“and killed him.” This is the first human death in the Bible, and it is worth noting that it is not a death from natural causes.
Gen 4:9
“I do not know.” Cain is now a bold-faced liar and is even blind to the fact that God can see right through his lie. This kind of blindness, and lying and murder, are characteristics of the Devil and his children (see commentary on Gen. 4:8). No wonder Jesus said that the children of the Devil were not really even able to say anything good (Matt. 12:34).
“Am I my brother’s keeper?” Children of the Devil prey on others and feel absolutely no responsibility toward them. The hate and indifference of the Devil and his children toward other people is completely in contrast to the love that God and his children have for others. Children of the Devil are notoriously interested in themselves rather than others. This explains why there is no biblical record of the religious leaders, some of whom were children of the Devil, rejoicing when Jesus healed or delivered someone. They invariably found some reason to disparage what he had done, even when he made the blind to see or raised the dead. There is no love for mankind among the children of the Devil, and Cain was one of them.
Gen 4:10
“your brother’s blood.” This verse reveals the horror of the sin of murder. Today there is so much bloodshed in movies, TV, video games, and day-to-day life that our culture has become insensitive to the terrible sin of murder. We must make no mistake: human life is priceless, and murder is a grave sin in the eyes of God, and it pollutes the land spiritually (Num. 35:33; Ps. 106:38).
Abel’s blood is personified here and is said to be calling out to God. In Genesis 4:10, the word “blood” is in the plural in the Hebrew text, which reads, “bloods.” This plural is the “plural of emphasis” to show the great seriousness of the crime of murder. There are quite a few times in the Hebrew text a noun is pluralized for emphasis.
[For more on the figure of speech personification, see commentary on Prov. 1:20.]
Gen 4:11
“now you are cursed.” People who make the Devil their god and become children of the Devil are cursed just as the Devil himself is. Genesis 4:11-12 reveals some of the terrible consequences that those who choose to become children of the Devil suffer in this life. For one thing, Cain and subsequently all children of the Devil, are cursed when it comes to the ground. This is explained in Genesis 4:12: the ground will not produce good crops for them. We see this truth played out in the life of Cain because he started out as a tiller of the soil (Gen. 4:2), but after becoming a child of the Devil the soil would no longer produce abundantly for him, which is why he built a city (Gen. 4:17). Godly men can live off the soil, but children of the Devil have to live off the production of others. It is no coincidence that Cain was the first city builder. Nimrod, a mighty hunter against God and whose very name means “Rebel,” was the second city builder (Gen. 10:9-12). Big cities have always been known for being centers of human depravity.
Another thing revealed in Genesis 4:12 about the children of the Devil is that they cannot be “at home” on the earth because they are by nature unsatisfied. They wander, sometimes from place to place, or from job to job, or from activity to activity, or from what they have to wanting more and more. Sadly, they also usually wander from victim to victim as they prey on others. Proverbs 4:14-16 says that the wicked cannot even sleep unless they are doing evil and hurting others.
“the ground that opened its mouth.” The ground here is personified.
[For more on the figure of speech personification, see commentary on Prov. 1:20.]
Gen 4:12
“give its strength.” The strength of the ground is the crops it produces, and they in turn give us strength.
“a restless wanderer.” The Hebrew text uses two synonyms.
Gen 4:13
“My sin is too great to be forgiven.” When the context and scope of Scripture are considered, this verse is best understood as, “My sin is too great to be forgiven,” rather than “My sin is greater than I can bear.” Cain knew he had committed a sin that could not be forgiven, and he did end up having to bear his sin, even though it was very great. The Hebrew word translated “forgiven” in the REV is nasa (#05375 נָשָׂא), and it can mean “to bear, carry,” “to lift up, be exalted,” or “to carry away, take away, forgive.” In Genesis 4:13 it is best translated as “forgiven,” even though it can be translated as “bear.” E. W. Bullinger in the text note[footnoteRef:25] translates this phrase as a question (“Is my iniquity too great to be forgiven?”), but there is no contextual reason to translate the verse as a question, and besides that, Cain never asked for forgiveness; he tried to hide his sin and say he did not know where Abel was. Furthermore, at no further point in the text does Cain seem to want forgiveness or to have a close relationship with God. George Lamsa translates the phrase as, “My transgression is too great to be forgiven,”[footnoteRef:26] and that seems to catch the primary meaning of the text. [25:  Bullinger, Companion Bible, 9n13.]  [26:  Lamsa, The Holy Bible from Ancient Eastern Manuscripts.] 

The Septuagint, the Greek Old Testament produced about 250 BC, renders the phrase “My crime is too great for me to be forgiven.”[footnoteRef:27] Also, the original translators of the 1611 King James Version put “forgiven” as a marginal reading in their Bible, which they did when they were not sure how to accurately translate a text. Although the actual 1611 KJV read (spelling as in 1611): “My punishment is greater, then I can beare,” the marginal note read (spelling as in 1611), “Or, my iniquite is greater, then that it may be forgiven.” The Thomas Nelson 1611 Bible[footnoteRef:28] is a word-for-word reprint of the first edition of the Authorized Version, and in 1611, “then” had the meanings of both “then” and “than,” and the context revealed which sense it had. As the English language developed over the centuries and the word “than” came into common use, revisors went through and corrected the KJV so that it was easier to understand. [27:  Lancelot L. Brenton, The Septuagint Version of the Old Testament, Gen. 4:13.]  [28:  The Holy Bible: 1611 Edition, Thomas Nelson Publishers, Nashville, TN.] 

That Cain clearly stated he could not be forgiven is further supported by what he continued to say—four more statements of fact showing that he understood what he had done and its consequences, as we see in Genesis 4:14 (see commentary on Gen. 4:14).
It is worth noting that in Hebrew, the word for “sin” can also be understood to refer to the punishment for sin and thus in some contexts “punishment” is an appropriate translation. Nahum Sarna writes: “Hebrew ‘avon means both sin and its penalty because in the biblical world view the two are inseparable, the latter inhering in the former. For this reason, the text contains an ambiguity.”[footnoteRef:29] So the primary meaning of the phrase from the context and scope of Scripture is “My sin is too great to be forgiven.” Another lesser meaning of the text seems to be “My punishment is greater than I can bear,” reflecting Cain’s feelings that his punishment is severe and unavoidable. [29:  Nahum Sarna, The JPS Torah Commentary: Genesis, 34.] 

In choosing the Devil and his ways over God and His ways, Cain was the first child of the Devil and the first person to commit what is sometimes referred to as the “unforgivable sin.” Perhaps it was because he understood perfectly that he turned away from the true God and turned to the Devil to be his god that he knew that his sin could not be forgiven.
[For more on the unforgivable sin, see commentaries on Gen. 4:9, 10, 11, 13, 14, 15; and Matt. 12:31.]
Gen 4:14
“Behold.” Of Cain’s four statements in Genesis 4:14, the first three are true. First, he was indeed driven from the “face” of the ground. The word “face” represents intimacy, a closeness of relationship. Scripture had told us earlier that the soil would not produce well for him. Second, Cain was hidden from the “face” of God, i.e., from an intimate relationship with Him. Many of the Devil’s people have a lot of “head knowledge” about God, but they do not really know Him and they cannot be intimate with Him. This explains why there are religious leaders in Christ’s time as well as throughout the ages who seem to have theological knowledge but whose hearts are far from God. Third, Cain became a vagrant on the earth, someone who could not make a home on it and live a satisfied life.
Given the truth of the first three sentences, there is every reason to believe that Cain’s fourth statement, that he would be killed, would have also proven true if God had not intervened. But God did intervene, and Cain was able to go on living. Cain said, “whoever” found him would kill him. In these early generations after the Fall, mankind was not specifically commanded to police each other, as they were after the Flood, starting with Genesis 9:6. Nevertheless, people recognized good behavior and evil behavior, just as they do now. The sin of becoming a child of the Devil and having to prey on other people was so heinous that it would elicit a kind of vigilante action, by which good people would kill Cain due to the evil actions that would flow out of his evil nature. God intervened so that Cain and people like him would have a choice between good and evil, between God and the Devil, not that there is no justice for evil acts, but people are not executed simply for following the Devil (see commentary on Gen. 4:15).
“face.” The Hebrew is literally, “face,” and it means “surface.” Cain’s relationship with the ground has now changed. Cain was a worker of the soil, the ground, but now he has become evil and God will not bless the ground for him. Cain will no longer be able to farm as profitably as before. So Cain built a city so he could take advantage of the work of others.
“and whoever finds me will kill me.” The only “whoever” on the earth are the descendants of Adam and Eve, so it seems like Cain is saying that because he murdered Abel, any descendants of Adam and Eve would have the right to kill him as a matter of justice and blood vengeance.
Gen 4:15
“Not so.” These words were apparently omitted from the Hebrew text in a copyist’s error, but they are preserved in the Septuagint, Aramaic, and Vulgate versions. Some English versions, including the REV, include them (cf. Douay-Rheims, ESV, NIV, NLT, NRSV, Rotherham, RSV).
“he will be avenged seven times.” Although it is not clear exactly how this is to be.[footnoteRef:30] [30:  Nahum M. Sarna, JPS Torah Commentary: Genesis, 35.] 

“appointed a sign for Cain.” The “mark” on Cain has been very misunderstood. Taking time to examine specific words in Genesis 4:15 will help us understand what it is saying. Cain would have been killed for his high treason against God, but God intervened so that he would not be killed, and said, “Not so” (the words “Not so,” in many English versions are taken from the sense of the Hebrew text—see the note in Bullinger’s Companion Bible—and from the Septuagint, Aramaic, and Vulgate versions.)
To ensure His statement would come to pass, God established a pledge or sign on Cain’s behalf so that he would be protected from the immediate wrath of God and people, a wrath Cain deeply deserved. To understand that God established a sign or pledge for Cain, we must carefully examine the Hebrew text of Genesis 4:15. Many versions read, that God “put a mark on Cain,” but that is not the proper translation. For one thing, the word “put,” should, in this context, be translated “appointed” or “established.” The Hebrew word is sim (#07760 שִׂים) and it occurs more than 550 times in the Old Testament. It has a large semantic range and is translated more than 30 different ways in the KJV. Its meanings include “appoint,” “ordain,” and “establish,” and in the context of the “mark” on Cain it is best understood as “appoint” or “establish.” God did not “put” a mark on Cain, but rather “established” a sign or pledge for him.
Also, the word usually translated “on,” should be “for,” meaning that God established a sign for Cain, i.e., on his behalf to keep him from being killed. The Hebrew prefix translated “on” in the phrase “mark on Cain” (NIV) is the Hebrew letter “L,” a prefix so flexible that the BDB[footnoteRef:31] devotes eight and a half pages to defining it. Nevertheless, the first definition they give is, “to, towards, for,” and that is its meaning in this verse. It was a pledge or sign to or for Cain, i.e., to him and on his behalf. [31:  Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon.] 

Also, the word “mark” is not a physical mark. The Hebrew word is oth (#0226 אוֹת), and it means a sign, pledge, or token, not a physical mark like a tattoo or something. For example, the stars in the heavens are to be for “signs,” that is, they are to point to times and seasons (Gen. 1:14), they are not “marks” in heaven. If God had meant to say there was a physical mark on Cain, the Hebrew text would have employed the word tav as it does in Ezekiel 9:4 (“Go through the midst of the city…of Jerusalem, and set a mark (tav) on the foreheads of the men that sigh”) or perhaps kethobeth, an imprinted writing (Lev. 19:28). The Septuagint, the Greek translation of the Old Testament done about 250 BC, supports the fact that this was not a “mark.” The Greek word is sēmeion, which means a sign, token, or indication by which something is known. So, for example, when Jesus turned the water into wine at Cana, it was referred to as a “sign” (John 2:11; sometimes mistranslated as “miracle”), because it pointed to him as Messiah. Had the translators of the Septuagint thought the “mark” on Cain was physical, they would have used charagma, a physical mark or impression, like the “mark” of the beast (Rev. 13:17).
No physical mark would keep Cain from being killed. Even if the mark were self-explanatory, like a sign saying, “Do not kill,” there would be no guarantee people would obey it. Furthermore, the “mark” would not only have to keep Cain from being killed by others, but it would have to protect all those who throughout the ages would follow “the way of Cain” (Jude 11) and become children of the Devil. Finally, if the “mark” on Cain were a physical mark it would be easy to tell those people who were children of the Devil—just look for the mark on them!
Properly rendered, the Hebrew text should be translated, “And the LORD established a pledge for Cain (i.e., on Cain’s behalf), or perhaps, “And the LORD appointed a sign for Cain,” (as per the English Revised Version). The Bible does not tell us exactly what the sign or pledge that God established is, but it kept Cain and others who committed the unforgivable sin from being killed by all who met them.
It is very important that we understand why God interceded for Cain. If Cain’s act of taking the Devil as his lord was worthy of death, why would God delay that judgment and justice? The answer is that God has given mankind genuine freedom of will, and He allows people to choose how and whom they worship, even if those choices are evil. God’s fairness allows people who choose not to worship Him to continue to live. If everyone who chose not to worship God was executed, then God would in essence be saying, “You have two choices: worship Me or die.” Then many who “chose” to worship God would be doing so out of fear of punishment instead of love for Him. God wants people to worship Him out of their love for Him, not because they are afraid that if they do not worship Him then they will suffer horrible consequences. God is love, and love is righteous and just, so He allows people to turn away from Him even if in doing so they support His archenemy. Of course, there will be a Day of Judgment when everyone will be rewarded or punished for what they have done, but the wicked are so arrogant that they are content to remain wicked, denying their wickedness, and/or denying the Judgment.
“strike him down.” The Hebrew word translated here as “strike…down” is nakah (#05221 נָכָה), and it means “to strike, to hit, to strike down (or “kill”).” The context determines whether it means simply to strike or to “strike down,” i.e., “kill.” Here in Genesis 4:25, it refers to killing.
Gen 4:16
“Nod.” This word is related to “wandering,” and could be symbolic. There is no other occurrence of this place in the Bible, so the place is unlocated except it is east of Eden. However, Eden is also unlocated so the direction “east” does not help.
Gen 4:17
“knew.” The word “know” is the common idiomatic word used for sexual intercourse. See commentary on Genesis 4:1.
“Cain knew his wife.” According to Genesis, Adam and Eve were the first two humans created, and Cain was the first son, so the question often arises, “Where did Cain’s wife come from?” The answer is that Adam and Eve had many children, and in those early years, and actually for many years after that, people married their siblings, their brothers and sisters, or married close relatives. The same thing happened after Noah’s Flood, and interfamily marriage still occurs today in some isolated family clans.
Genesis 5:4 says that Adam “became the father of sons and daughters,” and since those sons and daughters were the only people on earth in those early days, they married each other. The early chapters of Genesis spend a lot of time on genealogies and who gave birth to whom, and that in part explains where the people groups that populated the earth before the Flood, which we know little about, came from. The same emphasis on who gave birth to whom occurs again after the Flood when only Noah’s family was left on earth (Gen. 10:1-32; 11:10-30). Even Abraham, who lived more than 300 years after the Flood, married his half-sister. It was not until the Law of Moses was given to the Jews that God stated that people should not marry their close relatives, and the reason for that law was because people were in fact marrying their close relatives (Lev. 18:6; 20:17).
It is also important to note that when Genesis 4:17 says that Cain had a wife, there is no mention of the amount of time that had passed between Cain killing Abel and living in the land of Nod, and his taking a wife. In the days before the Flood people lived for hundreds of years, and so many years could have passed before Cain married. In fact, women have always married early in the biblical world, and given that fact, if Cain was 100 before he married, he could have married a woman that was five or more generations removed from Adam. That would have not been necessary, of course, Cain could have married a daughter of Adam and Eve that was closer to his age—the Bible just does not say.
A principle of correct Bible Interpretation is that if something was commonly done, or if logic and wisdom lead to a specific conclusion, then that conclusion is usually valid. For example, there are generally no references in the Bible to anyone going to the bathroom, but that did not mean they didn’t, it just means that it was so logical and necessary that there was no need to specifically mention it, and that same principle applies to a myriad of ordinary customs that were not written about.
Genesis is clear that Adam and Eve were the first two humans and they had sons and daughters who then married. In those early generations, they married their relatives for the simple reason that there was no one else to marry. Over 2,000 years after God created Adam and Eve, He commanded in the Mosaic Law not to marry a close relative. There is no need to speculate and invent all manner of unbiblical ideas about other races on earth at the time of Adam and Eve, which contradicts the clear and simple Genesis account. Cain married his sister or a close relative, as did everyone else in those early years after creation. This is so logical that it is not specifically mentioned, just as it is not mentioned for the grandchildren of Noah.
“Enoch.” There is an “Enoch” in Cain’s genealogy and in Seth’s genealogy. Also, there is a Lamech in both genealogies.
Gen 4:18
“Irad fathered Mehujael.” The word “fathered” is the same as the word “begot” or “begotten” in some English versions. The word just means to become the father of someone.
Gen 4:19
“Adah...Zillah.” The meanings of the names are not certain. Two possible meanings are “Dawn” and “Dusk,” but that seems less likely, and something like “Jewel” and “Song” (or Melody), which is more likely. It would be unusual for a person to marry two women whose names just happened to be “Dawn” and “Dusk” unless they were sisters, which does not seem to be the case here.[footnoteRef:32] [32:  Nahum Sarna, The JPS Torah Commentary: Genesis, 37.] 

Gen 4:20
“father.” In the biblical world and according to biblical custom, the word “father” had many meanings. Of course, it could refer to a man who was the literal father of a child. Also, because neither Hebrew nor Aramaic had a word for “grandfather” or “great-grandfather,” the word “father” was used of any ancestor. That is why the Bible speaks of “our father Abraham.” He is an ancestor.
The word “father” was also used of a person who was a father figure, mentor, or guide. Thus, Joseph said he had become a “father” to Pharaoh (Gen. 45:8). In the book of Judges, first Micah of Ephraim, and then people of the tribe of Dan, asked a Levite to be a “father” to them, that is, be their spiritual guide (Judg. 17:10; 18:19). The prophet Elisha referred to the elder prophet Elijah as his “father” (2 Kings 2:12), and the servants of the Syrian commander, Naaman, referred to him as “father” because he was a mentor and guide (2 Kings 5:13). The king of Israel referred to the prophet Elisha as his “father,” his spiritual mentor and guide (2 Kings 6:21). Job had been a wealthy man and said he had been a “father” to the poor (Job 29:16).
Closely aligned with the use of “father” as a guide and mentor, “father” was used of someone who headed something up, a leader. Thus the leader of a caravan was referred to as its “father.” Also, if someone had a distinguishing characteristic, he was often referred to as the father of that characteristic. James Freeman points out that a man with a long beard might be called, “the father of a beard,” and he wrote, “Dr. Thompson was once called by the mischievous young Arabs, ‘the father of a saucepan,’ because they fancied that his black hat resembled that culinary utensil.”[footnoteRef:33] [33:  Freeman, Manners and Customs of the Bible, #1.] 

The word “father” was also used of someone who was the originator of something. In Genesis 4:20-21, Jabal is the “father” of those who live in tents and travel with their livestock, and Jubal is the “father” of those who play the harp and pipe. Satan is called “the father of lies” (John 8:44), while God is called “the Father of mercies” (2 Cor. 1:3). Jesus, who will start the Coming Age after the Battle of Armageddon, is called “the father of the coming age” in Isaiah 9:6 (which is almost always mistranslated as “Everlasting Father”).
[The word “son” also has many different uses. For more on the use of “son,” see commentary on Matthew 12:27.]
“of those who dwell in tents and have livestock.” It is interesting that things that greatly influence society come out of the genealogy of Cain but not out of the genealogy of Seth, the genealogy that led to Christ. Out of Cain’s line came shepherding and herding (Gen. 4:20), music from both stringed instruments and wind instruments (Gen. 4:21), and metalworking (Gen. 4:22). Yet Cain’s genealogy was totally wiped out in Noah’s Flood. Nevertheless, the lessons learned by Cain and his descendants were passed on to Noah and his family, and in that way survived the Flood.
Gen 4:21
“His brother’s name.” The implication is that Jubal was also Adah’s son.
“harp and pipe.” The words “harp” and “pipe” are a synecdoche for stringed instruments and wind instruments. Thus the “harp” represents all stringed instruments, and the “pipe” represents all wind instruments.
Gen 4:25
“knew.” The word “know” is the common idiomatic word used for sexual intercourse. See commentary on Genesis 4:1.
“Seth...appointed.” In Hebrew, “Seth” and “appoint” come from the same root.
“seed” Here Eve’s “seed” leads to “the seed,” who is Christ (cf. Gal. 3:16, 19).
Gen 4:26
“Then he began to call on the name of Yahweh.” This sentence has generated much discussion and a number of possible meanings. It seems unlikely that the traditional translation, “Then men began to call on the name of the LORD,” is accurate because people had been calling on Yahweh since Adam and Eve (e.g., Gen. 4:1). Some scholars have proposed that people of this early time called upon “God” but not upon “Yahweh,” citing Exodus 3:13-15 and 6:3, but is much more likely that Adam and Eve, who knew God very intimately would have known his name and thus what the verses in Exodus refer to is God revealing Himself more fully than He had before.[footnoteRef:34] [34:  Victor Hamilton, The Book of Genesis: Chapters 1-17 [NICOT], 243.] 

Because the Hebrew word chalal (#02490 חָלַל), which is translated as “began” in most versions, can also mean “pollute, profane,” some commentators understood the verse to have the meaning that it was in the time of Enosh the people began to “pollute” the name of Yahweh in various ways. Thus, E. W. Bullinger, in The Companion Bible text note on Genesis 4:26, says, “here, ‘began to call upon [their gods] the name of Jehovah,’ or ‘began to profanely call upon the name of the Lord.’” The translation of the Jewish scholar and rabbi Rashi is, “then it became common to call by the name of the Lord,” and Rashi comments that the Hebrew “is an expression of…profaneness: to name people and idols with the name of the Holy One.”[footnoteRef:35] That translation makes sense here because it was long before the Flood that people began to build idols and worship them as if they were the true God. Kenneth Matthews writes, “The Jewish targums...rendered the Hebrew ‘began’ but also took it as the verb ‘pollute.’ Thus the verse referred to the defilement of the name of Yahweh by the making of an idol and giving it the sacred name. Enosh then was viewed not as the paradigm of antediluvian godliness but the beginning of moral degradation.”[footnoteRef:36] [35:  The Complete Jewish Bible, https://www.chabad.org/library/bible_cdo/aid/8168/showrashi/true, accessed 3/31/2023.]  [36:  Kenneth Matthews, Genesis 1:1-11:26 [NAC], 292.] 

A third and possible translation comes from the Septuagint and the Latin Vulgate. Kenneth Matthews writes, “The LXX has…(‘This one [Enosh] hoped [i.e., ‘trusted’] to call upon the name of the Lord God’), and the Vulgate has (‘He [Enosh] began to invoke the name of the Lord’).” This translation is also possible and can be derived from the Hebrew text without much difficulty. For one thing, the word “men,” which is in many English versions, is not in the Hebrew text. Also, the verb translated “began” is singular, not plural, and also, strangely, it is a passive verb. Given the fact that the previous verses were all about Cain’s descendants, the fact that Adam and Eve’s grandson through Seth began to call upon the name of Yahweh makes some sense.
Of the above three readings, the second and third make the most sense, but which one was intended by the text is uncertain.
 
Genesis Chapter 5
Gen 5:1
“record.” The literal Hebrew is “scroll,” but this was not just one literal scroll, but was a record or a history that would have been kept on scrolls or tablets.
“man.” Here the word “man” refers to both men and women; humankind. The word “him” is singular.
Gen 5:2
“Adam.” In this context, the name “Adam” encompasses both men and women.
Gen 5:3
“fathered.” The KJV says “begat,” which just means “fathered.”
Gen 5:24
“and he was no more.” The literal Hebrew text is that Enoch “was not.” As we will see, Enoch was a prophet who pleased God and whom God moved from one location to another in order to save his life.
The situation with Enoch is debated, and many details of what happened and why are not in the Bible. The traditional Christian teaching about Enoch is that God took him to heaven, where he continues to live to this day. However, there are a number of problems with that belief. A major one is that if Enoch could go to heaven before Jesus Christ died to pay for his sins, then anyone could go to heaven before Christ paid for their sins, so then Christ did not need to die for people’s sins in order for them to be saved and live forever in heaven. But that goes against the entire teaching of Scripture. Jesus had to die to pay for people’s sins so they could have eternal life. Also, John 3:13 says “no one has gone up to heaven, but he who came down from heaven, the Son of Man.” So, if at the time of Christ, no one had yet gone up into heaven except Jesus, then Enoch had not gone up to heaven either. Still more evidence that Enoch died comes from the “heroes of the Faith” listed in Hebrews 11. Along with Abel (Heb. 11:4), Noah (Heb. 11:7), Abraham (Heb. 11:8), and Sarah (Heb. 11:11), Enoch is listed (Heb. 11:5), and then Hebrews 11:13 says, “All these people were still living by trust when they died.” So Hebrews testifies that Enoch, like the others in the list, died.
The biblical evidence is that Enoch did not go to heaven to be with God, but rather that Enoch died, and he likely lived 365 years, because Genesis 5:23 says, “All the days of Enoch were 365 years.” Throughout Genesis 5 there is the same wording about the number of years a person lived. For example, Genesis 5:5 says, “All the days that Adam lived were 930 years, and he died.” Then Genesis 5:8 says, “All the days of Seth were 912 years, and he died.” Then Genesis 5:11 says, “All the days of Enosh were 905 years, and he died.” Then Genesis 5:14 says, “And all the days of Kenan were 910 years, and he died,” and that same wording is used for Mahalalel (Gen. 5:17), Jared (Gen. 5:20), Methuselah (Gen. 5:27), and Lamech, the father of Noah, (Gen. 5:31). Similarly, Genesis 5:23 says, “And all the days of Enoch were 365 years,” so it would seem that the natural implication is that Enoch lived 365 years before he died. However, there is another possibility: Enoch could have lived 365 years and then God moved him to keep him from being killed, and then Enoch would have died years later without the Bible saying how many years he actually lived.
The Book of Hebrews adds a lot of information about Enoch that is not in the Old Testament. Hebrews 11:5 says, “By trust Enoch was moved so that he would not see death, and he could not be found, because God moved him, for before he was moved he obtained the testimony that he pleased God.” We know Enoch had an intimate relationship with God because Genesis says that Enoch “walked with God,” a phrase that indicates an intimate relationship. In fact, the Bible says that Enoch “walked with God” two times (Gen. 5:22 and 5:24).
So at some point in his life, God moved Enoch, as Hebrews 11:5 says. Enoch was a prophet (Jude 1:14), and it seems clear from what we know about the times Enoch lived in, which were very ungodly, that at some point God had to move Enoch from one place to another so Enoch would not “see death,” i.e., be killed. A number of scholars unwittingly acknowledge this when commenting on Genesis 5:24.
For example, Gordon Wenham writes: “‘and was not’: Enoch disappeared from the earthly scene. Sometimes the phrase is a poetic euphemism for death, e.g., Ps. 39:14 [13]; Ps. 103:16; Job 7:21; 8:22. But here it stands in contrast to the usual phrase “then he died,” which shows that Enoch did not experience a normal death. This is confirmed by the final remark, “because God took him,” a phrase used of Elijah’s translation to heaven in a chariot of fire (2 Kings 2:1, 5, 9, 10).”[footnoteRef:37] [37:  Gordon Wenham, Genesis 1-15 [WBC], 128.] 

It is important to note that the wording that God took Enoch is also used of Elijah, because Elijah was also moved from one place to another (see commentary on 2 Kings 2:11), and so was Philip the evangelist (Acts 8:39-40). The point is that although Genesis 5:24 says Enoch was “no more” and “God took him,” that does not have to mean that Enoch died or that he went alive and bodily into heaven. It can simply mean that God moved Enoch from one place to another, which then makes Genesis 5:24 and Hebrews 11:5 and 11:13 fit together nicely.
Bruce Waltke writes about Enoch being taken and says: “was no more because God took him away. This describes a sudden and mysterious disappearance. Of all recorded Old Testament saints, only Enoch and Elijah are represented as not experiencing physical death (2 Kings 2:1-12; Heb. 11:5). The expression ‘took him’ (lāqah) differs radically from to take the life of someone, referring to an untimely death (cf. Jon. 4:3) or ‘to take from’ (lqh min), referring to depriving someone of life (cf. Ezek. 24:16). Schmidt rightly renders ‘took him’ in Gen. 5:24 and 2 Kings 2:3, 5 as ‘to rapture.’”[footnoteRef:38] In this context, the word “rapture” refers to moving someone from one place to another, exactly what Enoch experienced according to Hebrews 11:5. [38:  Bruce Waltke, Genesis: A Commentary, 115.] 

Kenneth Matthews writes about Genesis 5:24 and says: “… unlike the normative pattern, the phrase ‘and then he died’ is absent. His disappearance is simply but obscurely expressed: ‘he was not’ or ‘he did not exist’ (’êninnû). The explanation for Enoch’s disappearance is equally veiled by the text, ‘God took him away’ (v. 24). ‘Took’ (lāqah) is a common Hebrew term having a variety of meanings, the simplest being ‘to take, fetch.’ It may refer to death, where one’s life is ‘taken’ (1 Kings 19:10, 14), or the opposite, where one’s life is ‘snatched’ from death (Ps. 49:15[16]). …The writer to the Hebrews clarifies the meaning of ‘taken’ by adding ‘so that he did not experience death’ (Heb. 11:5).[footnoteRef:39] [39:  Kenneth Matthews, Genesis 1-11:26 [NAC], 1A:314.] 

So when we put all the evidence together from both the Old and New Testaments, we see that Enoch was a prophet who walked with God, and like many prophets, his life was threatened by the evil people around him, so God moved him so that he would not be killed. The biblical evidence leans towards Enoch’s life being 365 years, but it is possible that he lived 365 years before God moved him and then an unspecified number of years after God moved him.
“for God took him.” Traditional Christianity teaches that Enoch was taken to heaven alive, but that cannot be the case. If Enoch could go to heaven before Christ paid for his sins then anyone could go to heaven without Christ’s death, and the death of Christ would have been unnecessary. The phrase can simply mean that God took Enoch from one place on earth to another, which is what Hebrews 11:5 says.
[For more on the dead being dead, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.”]
Gen 5:29
“pain and toil.” This is the same Hebrew as in Genesis 3:16 and 3:17. Jewish tradition says that Noah provided comfort by being the first one to invent the plow to work the soil or the first one to invent wine with its soothing effects. God said the ground was cursed in Genesis 3:17.
Gen 5:32
“fathered​ Shem, Ham, and Japheth.” Although Genesis 5:32 seems to say that all of Noah’s sons were born when he was 500 years old, only the oldest son, Japheth, was born at that time. This can be clearly seen by studying all the scriptures on the subject (see commentary on Gen. 10:21). Japheth is said to be the oldest brother in Genesis 10:21. Also, Ham is said to be the youngest son in Genesis 9:24, where the word “younger” is better translated as “youngest.” Shem is listed first in this list because of his spiritual priority in being the line to the Messiah. Ham is apparently listed second because of the relationship between the descendants of Ham and the descendants of Shem in the Bible. For example, the Egyptians and Canaanites were descendants of Ham, and they consistently interacted with the descendants of Shem.
The flood came when Noah was 600 (Gen. 7:11-12). Since Genesis 11:10 states that Shem was 100 years old two years after the flood, Shem could not have been born when Noah was 500, because then Shem would have been 102, not 100, two years after the flood. It was Japheth that was born when Noah was 500, then, the year of the Flood Japheth was 100 and Shem was 98, then Shem was 100 two years after the Flood (see commentary on Gen. 10:21).
 
Genesis Chapter 6
Gen 6:2
“sons of God.” The phrase “son of God” is a very specific phrase that refers to the beings that God has directly created, such as angels and cherubim. Here in Genesis 6, the Hebrew is ben ha Elohim (בְנֵי־הָאֱלֹהִים), thus including the Hebrew definite article ha. However, the phrase occurs both with the Hebrew definite article ha (Gen. 6:2, 4; Job 1:6; 2:1) and without the definite article simply as ben Elohim (Job 38:7; בְּנֵי אֱלֹהִים). It is also sometimes ben el (“son of God” using El instead of Elohim for God (Ps. 29:1; 89:6). It appears in the Aramaic in Daniel 3:25 as bar Elohim (the Aramaic bar and Hebrew ben both mean “son”). In the New Testament the equivalent phrase, “son of God,” is used of Adam who was a direct creation of God (Luke 3:38), of Jesus Christ who was “the Son of God,” and of Christians, who are “born again” into God’s family when God creates holy spirit in them, which makes them “new creations” (2 Cor. 5:17). Every time the phrase “son of God” appears in the text, it refers to a direct creation of God.
Genesis 6:2 is telling us in very straightforward terms that created beings of God, which we learn in this case (partly from Jude 1:6) are fallen angels (demons), took human women and by an act of genetic manipulation created a race of fallen people, the Nephilim. Although it seems from the vocabulary that the fallen angels took on a concrete form and had sexual intercourse with the women, they could not have had children by that means and produced the Nephilim; instead, the demons manipulated the genetics of the women to produce the fallen race. They had already successfully manipulated the genetics of many things in God’s creation, such as the plants that they changed so they would produce thorns. We learn from the Bible and from science that the egg of a female can be stimulated to produce offspring without being specifically fertilized by a male sperm.
Some critics say that these “sons of God” are not divine beings, and that the word “son” is also used of people who are in relation to God and who are not direct creations of God. It is true that the biblical and cultural use of the Hebrew word “son” is very broad, including natural children, disciples, and people who are dear to you. However, the specific phrase “son of God” is very different than simply the word “son,” and it only occurs eight times in the Old Testament and all of them refer to spirit beings—direct creations of God.
We can also see that these “sons of God” are spirit beings by how they show up in the Bible. Here in Genesis 6:2 and 6:4, these “sons of God” took any of the daughters of men they chose. Fathers have always been protective of their daughters, and if these sons of God were humans, they could not have had any woman they chose. They could do so only because they were spirit beings. In Job 1:6 and 2:1, the “sons of God” come into the presence of God in heaven, and in Job 38:7, they were around when the earth was created. This shows they are spirit beings. Psalm 29:1 is a summons for the divine beings to exalt Yahweh. In Psalm 89:6 the “sons of God” are in heaven, in the sky. In Daniel 3:25, Nebuchadnezzar sees a divine being “like a son of God” (or perhaps to him, “a son of the gods”) walking in the fire. From the scriptural evidence, we conclude that the “sons of God” in Genesis 6:2 and 6:4 are divine beings, and from the context and scope of Scripture, we can see that the ones mentioned here in Genesis 6 are fallen angels.
[For more on the “sons of God” being spirit beings, see commentary on Gen. 6:4, “Nephilim.” For more on “fallen angels,” see commentary on Rev. 12:9.]
“desirable.” The context in Genesis 6 is fallen angels (who are called “sons of God”) wanting human women so they could produce a fallen race—the Nephilim. The Hebrew word we translate “desirable” is tov (#02896 טוֹב), which has a large semantic range. Generally, it refers to things that are “good,” “pleasant,” “beneficial,” “valuable,” “appropriate,” “right,” “happy,” etc. While it is true that tov is used in some contexts as “beautiful,” that is not its primary meaning here. The fallen angels did not come to the women because they were so beautiful they could not be resisted, but because the demons had an ulterior motive.
Although tov certainly may have overtones of “beautiful” or “attractive” here, its more appropriate contextual meaning is “desirable” [to bring about a specific end]; “beneficial,” or “good” [for the desired purpose]. We see this meaning a few chapters earlier in Genesis in the record of Eve in the Garden of Eden. Eve saw the fruit was “good (tov) for food,” that is, it was beneficial for her purpose. The fruit was also “pleasing to the eye,” or “attractive,” but that is the Hebrew word ta’avah (#08378 תַּאֲוָה), not tov.
Ancient mythologies have stories about gods seeing human women and coming down and seducing or raping them, and that, together with our natural romantic inclination, leads us to want to think that the “sons of God” (God’s created beings) saw that human females were beautiful and sexually attractive, so out of lust they came and took the ones they chose. However, the context and scope of Scripture, and also human history, militate against that interpretation.
It is doubtful that human women are attractive to angels and demons in the way that humans are attracted to each other. For one thing, there does not seem to be any way a spirit being can actually get some kind of what we know as sexual fulfillment by being with a human being. Furthermore, in the thousands of years since the last outbreak of Nephilim after Noah’s Flood, there have not been any more incidents of demons producing Nephilim by human women. This points to the fact that the demons were with the women only for the purpose of producing the Nephilim, not because they were so sexually attracted to them.
In the context, we see that the fallen angels had the ulterior motive of producing the “Nephilim,” or “Fallen ones,” a mutant race so evil that in a very short time “every intention of the thoughts of his heart was only evil continually.” It would not have taken the Nephilim too long to destroy the genetically pure descendants of Adam and Eve and destroy any hope mankind had of producing the Savior, Jesus Christ, so God saved the human race by destroying the earth, including all the Nephilim, in the Flood. Noah’s Flood did not deter the Devil from his plan to prevent the Savior from coming, and so after the Flood, more demons produced more Nephilim, which is why Genesis 6:4 says, “and also after that,” i.e., after the Flood. But those Nephilim were killed off, and all the demons who produced the Nephilim were imprisoned in Tartarus, the Greek word that refers to a prison for the gods (2 Pet. 2:4; cf. 1 Pet. 3:18-20).
The Devil has continually tried to keep God’s Messiah from saving mankind and destroying him. He tried destroying the Christ-line and Israel many times; he tried having Jesus killed as a baby and stoned as an adult. The Nephilim were just one more plan the Devil tried, but it, too, failed.
Gen 6:3
“man” This is a collective singular referring to humankind. The collective singular takes the singular pronouns “he” and “his.”
Gen 6:4
“Nephilim.” “Nephilim” is a transliteration of the Hebrew word nephilim, which is the plural form of the word nephiyl (#05303 נְפִיל), from the Hebrew root word naphal, “to fall.” The word nephilim means “fallen ones,” and it is translated that way in Young’s Literal Version of the Bible. The Nephilim were a mutant humanoid race produced when fallen angels genetically manipulated human females. Because this race of mutant humans was a totally new species, the REV, as well as many other English versions, transliterate “Nephilim” directly into the English text rather than having a translation such as “fallen ones.” All humans are sinful and “fallen” in nature, but not all humans are demonically genetically mutated to be Nephilim.
There are a few English Bibles that translate nephilim as “giants,” and there are some lexicographers who accept that as the meaning of the Hebrew word, but the evidence is against it. However, the Septuagint uses the Greek word gigantes, “giants,” as the translation of the Hebrew word nephilim, and that is no doubt at least partly why some English versions, especially early ones like the Geneva Bible, King James, and Douay-Rheims, say “giants.” But it is also possible that the Septuagint translators used the word gigantes because the Bible says that at least some of the Nephilim were huge people, even giants.
It is worth noting that some scholars say that the Greek word gigantes should not be translated as “giants” in verses that refer to the Nephilim, because the Greek mythology, taken from Hesiod’s Theogony, depicts the races of giants—including the Hundred-handers, Titans, and Cyclopes—as the descendants of Uranus, and Gaia (the goddess personification of “Earth,” from ge, “earth” or “land”), and therefore gigantes should be rendered “earthborn.” Although that etymology of gigantes is likely not correct, it is worth noting that in Greek mythology various races of giants came from the gods, and biblically that would include the Nephilim.
The Nephilim were “Fallen Ones,” that is, “fallen” creatures made by demons, and they were made the same way the Devil and his demons made God’s wonderful plants into thorny plants and God’s wonderful animals into dangerous animals. The Devil has the ability—which we humans now have to some extent as well—to change the genetics of a plant or animal and mutate it into something different than its original state. When the Devil gained control over the earth after Adam and Eve sinned, one of the things he did was manipulate the genetics of things so that they became evil. This is not directly stated in the Bible, but the reason for that is at least twofold: the people on earth at that time were not knowledgeable about genetics and would not have understood the concepts and also the conclusion can be deduced logically, and God expects us to think logically when reading the Bible. God would never have made His wonderful, “very good” Eden-world into the harsh and dangerous place it is today, and Adam did not have the ability to do it. Only the Devil had both the power and motivation to turn God’s paradise that He loved into a place of thorns, poisons, and danger. The Devil genetically altered God’s creation and then the genetically altered plants and animals reproduced after their kind so that the whole earth is now covered with these dangerous and poisonous plants and animals.
No one knows exactly what the Devil did to manipulate the genetics of the plants and animals, but it is clear that he did it. He did it to plants and animals, and he did it to human beings. So the Bible says that Satan’s demons, the “sons of God,” married human females and produced a race that the Bible calls the Nephilim. The Bible does not use the terminology or vocabulary that a modern geneticist would use to describe what the demons did to the human women so that they gave birth to the Nephilim. Instead, Genesis 6:2-4 uses simple terminology that the people of the time could understand: the “sons of God” (fallen angels) took the human females as wives, and “came into them,” (the standard biblical vocabulary for sexual intercourse), and the women “bore” children to them. But the “children” were not demons, nor were they “normal” humans—the way Adam had been created by God. They were a mutant human race: the “fallen ones.” They were completely fallen in their very nature, genetically engineered to be evil, and they were not capable of being godly or being saved. There is little doubt that the demons came into human form and had sex with the women. They still do that today. A demon that comes into concretion as a male and has sex with women is called an “incubus,” while a demon that comes into concretion as a woman and seduces a man is referred to as a “succubus.” Although many think that the existence of an incubus or succubus is just mythology, demons are real and that they come into human form is well documented just as it is stated here in Genesis 6, and most of the time they do we know them as “ghosts.” But the key to understanding Genesis 6 is realizing that a human woman’s egg cannot be fertilized by a demon. A demon is an angel and angels do not even marry (Matt. 22:30), and furthermore, God designed things to reproduce after their kind. So while a demon might have sex with a human woman, he could not impregnate her, but he could alter her genetics (or the genetics of a fertilized egg inside her) so that she gave birth to a genetically altered baby—a Nephilim.
God created mankind in His image. The Devil had the Nephilim made in his image: evil. He knew that the Messiah who was foretold to destroy him would be a human, so he tried to keep the Messiah from coming by producing the Nephilim. Then they could destroy all of the humans who had not been genetically altered and keep the Messiah from being born. Quite a few ancient sources say the Nephilim were the offspring of fallen angels and human females, including references in the Dead Sea Scrolls, the Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, and the writings of Josephus. This position was also believed by early Church Fathers such as Tertullian and Lactantius, who was an advisor to Emperor Constantine. In fact, in his book, The Genesis Record, Henry Morris wrote: “Apparently the first Christian writers to suggest the Sethite interpretation [that the “sons of God” were humans] were Chrysostom and Augustine.”[footnoteRef:40] [40:  Henry Morris, The Genesis Record, 166.] 

When we understand who the Nephilim were and where they came from, we can solve some of the perplexing questions many people have about God and the Bible. Two of those difficult questions are: “If God loved the world, why did He cause the Flood and kill everyone?” And, “If God is a loving God, why did He command the Israelites to totally destroy the inhabitants of the Promised Land, including the children?” (Deut. 7:1-6; 20:16-18). The answer is that God had to protect the human race from Satan’s race of “Fallen Ones” that were not genetically like God’s original humans. The problem was in the genetics of the Nephilim, so their “race” had to be killed off.
The Nephilim were well-positioned to destroy humans on earth. They were very wicked and at least some of them were very large and powerful. For example, Og, one of the Nephilim, had a bed that was over 13 feet (four meters) long and six feet (two meters) wide (Deut. 3:11). Goliath of Gath was over nine feet (three meters) tall (1 Sam. 17:4). There have been a number of archaeological discoveries and ancient drawings of very large people. Many anthropologists have assumed that when a very large person is depicted next to smaller humans, the picture was not meant to be an accurate depiction, but rather to show that the larger person was a king or one of the gods. However, that conclusion is an assumption and may well be wrong: the picture may be accurate and the larger person may actually be one of the Nephilim.
The Nephilim were the result of demonic genetic manipulation, so there was no way to teach or train them to be godly. Furthermore, when the Nephilim reproduced, they made more of their kind, just like when the genetically changed thorns and thistles reproduced, they made more thorns and thistles, and when poisonous snakes reproduced they made more poisonous snakes. Because of their size and strength, and the demonic power behind them, before Noah’s Flood, the Nephilim were both reproducing themselves and also killing off humans who were not Nephilim, and this resulted in more and more of the earth’s population being Nephilim. The abundance of Nephilim on the earth explains why the Bible says that shortly before the Flood, mankind got to the point that “every intention of the thoughts of his heart was only evil continually” (Gen. 6:5).
In fact, there is evidence that right before the Flood the only genetically pure line of humans left on earth was Noah’s line. Genesis 6:9 says that Noah was “blameless” in his generation. But the Hebrew word translated “blameless” is tamiym (#08549 תָּמִים), which means “whole, sound, complete or entire, innocent, having integrity,” and it is mainly used of animals that are without defect and therefore could be used for sacrifice. It is likely that in Genesis 6:9 the Bible is saying that “in his generation,” Noah was “without defect” genetically, as well as saying that Noah obeyed God.
The fact that mankind was completely wicked before the Flood is good evidence for the existence of the Nephilim. There are only 1,656 years from the creation of Adam to the Flood, but we can see that mankind became totally wicked in much less than that time because the Nephilim did not come along until people really began to multiply on the earth (Gen. 6:1). In contrast, it has now been more than 4,000 years since the Flood, and there are many good and loving humans on earth. This shows that humans do not become totally wicked on their own as a function of human genetics. It took demons genetically changing humans into a mutant race of “fallen ones” to make everyone so evil that every intention of their hearts was evil all the time.
Some people deny that the Nephilim were a mutant race of humans produced by demons, for three major reasons. Some say the Devil and demons do not exist, but we reject that argument and assert that the Bible makes it plain that they do. Others say that the vocabulary in Genesis 6 does not support the interpretation that demons somehow mated with humans and that the phrase “sons of God” can refer to descendants of Adam through Seth. However, a study of the phrase “sons of God” in the Hebrew text will show that it always refers to beings created directly by God, such as Adam, Jesus Christ, and angels (this must be a study of the exact Hebrew phrase, not the general idea of “son” of God, because, for example, Israel is referred to as God’s “son.” But the exact Hebrew phrase used in Gen. 6 of the “sons of God” is only used of God’s directly created beings).
There are many other lines of evidence besides the meaning of the phrase “sons of God” that show that the Nephilim were not ordinary humans. One is that the “sons of God” could take any human female they wanted, which is not normal human-to-human behavior, whereas demons would have the power and evil nature to take any human female they desired. Also, the blame for the evil “marriages” between the sons of God and daughters of men was never placed on the women, which would make sense if the women were forced into these unions by demons, but not if they had married evil husbands by choice. Also, the offspring of the “sons of God” and “daughters of men” are called “Fallen Ones.” But both godly and ungodly humans are “fallen,” so the specific designation, “Fallen Ones,” shows that these “children” were fallen in a different sense than just the regular fallen state of all humans. Also, many of the Nephilim were giants, but a marriage between a believer and an unbeliever does not produce children who are giants. To produce the giant Nephilim, one of the “parents” was not a normal human.
Lastly, the offspring of these “sons of God” and human women were extremely wicked, so much so that every thought of their heart was evil, and in not too much time the whole earth was populated by beings who were this way. But even if the children of believers and unbelievers turn from God, rarely if ever is it true that every thought they have is wicked—that is not normal human behavior. All these facts together show that the Nephilim were the genetically manipulated progeny of humans and demons, engineered to be evil.
A third reason people say that fallen angels could not produce offspring by human women is because God made things to reproduce after their own kind (cf. Gen. 1:11, 21, 24, 25). While it is true that in a natural environment, things reproduce after their own kind, plants and animals (including humans) can be changed so that they reproduce in a way that does not follow their natural family or genus. Mutations and genetic changes can occur. Today, humans are doing many different kinds of genetic manipulation on plants and animals, and those genetically changed things then reproduce after their kind—and that is exactly what the Devil did to plants, animals, and even humans after the Fall. But the Bible warns against trying to crossbreed species: “You must not crossbreed two different kinds of your livestock” (Lev. 19:19 HCSB).
God responded to the Devil’s making of the Nephilim in two ways: He dealt with the demons who produced the Nephilim and He dealt with the Nephilim themselves. As for the demons who produced the Nephilim, God shut them up in Tartarus (2 Pet. 2:4), in the Abyss (Luke 8:31; Rev. 20:1), in “gloomy darkness” (Jude 1:6), so they were not free to do evil on earth anymore. As for the Nephilim themselves, they were mortal and were killed off.
There were two times in history the demons produced Nephilim; before and after Noah’s Flood. In the first outbreak of Nephilim before Noah’s Flood, God killed them all off in the Flood. In the second outbreak of Nephilim after the Flood, people killed them off, just as God told Israel to do.
In spite of the fact that God put the demons who produced the Nephilim who lived before the Flood into Tartarus, it was not long after the Flood that the Devil again tried to stop the Messiah by producing more Nephilim. However, it seems the Devil had become aware that demons who participated in making the Nephilim would be imprisoned in Tartarus, so in the second outbreak of Nephilim there were only a limited number of them, and they seemed to be mostly concentrated in Israel, the Promised Land. However, there is evidence that there were also some Nephilim in other parts of the world. The Bible tells us that the Nephilim were the famous men who lived in ancient times (Gen. 6:4). Although many histories and ancient mythologies have been lost, distorted, or exaggerated, there are ancient records and mythologies that claim that “gods” cohabited with women and produced leaders and heroes such as the Greek heroes Perseus and Hercules, who were indeed famous. So even this second outbreak of Nephilim, although more limited in number, could have been widely spread.
That second outbreak of Nephilim occurred shortly after the Flood. We know that because when Abraham entered the land of Canaan, about 400 years after the Flood, “the Canaanite was already in the land” (Gen. 12:6). These “Canaanites” were Nephilim. We know that because, by Genesis 14:5, some of the inhabitants of Canaan were being called “Rephaim,” and the Rephaim were Nephilim, and were descendants of “Rapha.”
Like humans, the humanoid Nephilim had names, and the Bible gives us the names of some of them. “Rapha” was one of the names (Rapha apparently lived in the Philistine country in or near Gath, because his descendants were from around there, and some joined the Philistines and fought against Israel, including Ishbibenob, Saph, and two others who are unnamed, one of whom was Goliath’s brother and the other is called “a man of great size” (2 Sam. 21:15-22; 1 Chron. 20:6-8). Also, one of the Nephilim was “Anak” (Num. 13:33), and the descendants of Anak were the Anakim. Anak’s father was Arba (Josh. 15:13), which shows us that the child of a Nephilim was also a Nephilim. It is likely that Arba and Rapha were the names of two of the Nephilim who were, or were close to, the first generation “progeny” of fallen angels and human women.
After the Exodus, when the Israelites came out of Egypt, Moses sent spies into the Promised Land. The spies encountered Nephilim in the Promised Land and returned to Moses and the Israelites in the wilderness. The spies reported: “And we saw the Nephilim there (the sons of Anak come from the Nephilim), and in our own sight we seemed like grasshoppers, and we seemed that way in their sight” (Num. 13:33 REV). The report of the spies shows they knew what the Nephilim were and that the Nephilim were very large people, even “giants.” Moses told Israel to conquer Canaan and not to be afraid of the Nephilim. Moses said, “Hear, O Israel: you are to cross over the Jordan [River] today, to go in to dispossess nations greater and mightier than you, cities great and fortified up to heaven, a people great and tall, the sons of the Anakim, whom you know, and of whom you have heard it said, ‘Who can stand before the sons of Anak?’” (Deut. 9:1-2 ESV). Thus in Numbers and Deuteronomy Moses referred to the Canaanite nations as being “Anakim,” descendants of Anak, which meant they were Nephilim (Num. 13:33).
Joshua and the Israelites conquered the Promised Land and killed off the Nephilim—except for the ones who lived in the southwest seacoast area bordering the Mediterranean Sea. That area was inhabited by the Philistines, whose capital cities were Gaza, Gath, Ashkelon, Ashdod, and Ekron (Josh. 13:3; 1 Sam. 6:17). “At that time Joshua proceeded to exterminate the Anakim from the hill country—Hebron Debir, Anab—all the hill country of Judah and of Israel. Joshua completely destroyed them with their cities. No Anakim were left in the land of the Israelites, except for some remaining in Gaza, Gath, and Ashdod” (Josh. 11:21-22 HCSB). So the cities that still had Nephilim after Joshua conquered Canaan included the city of Gath, and that is where Goliath, one of the Nephilim, came from.
The Nephilim that Joshua left in the Philistine cities were killed off by David, who had war after war with the Philistines. But whereas Joshua referred to them as “Anakim” because they were descendants of Anak (Josh. 11:22), in other places they are referred to as Rephaites or Rephaim because some of them descended from Rapha (1 Chron. 20:4, 6, 8). We should not be confused about the Nephilim in Israel sometimes being called Anakim and sometimes being called Rephaites or Rephaim because it is likely that descendants of Anak married descendants of Rapha. After all, both Anak and Rapha were Nephilim and lived and had children in the same general area, so in a few generations, some of those children would be both Anakim and Rephaites.
Some of David’s wars with the Philistines specifically mention fights with descendants of Rapha. In one war, Sippai the Raphaite was killed; in another war, Lahmi, the brother of Goliath, was killed (which is how we know that Goliath was one of the Nephilim; if his brother was, so was he), and in still another war a huge man who was a descendant of Rapha, who had six fingers on each hand and six toes on each foot, was killed. These men were all descendants of Rapha (2 Sam. 21:16-22; 1 Chron. 20:4-8. In many English Bibles, “Rapha” is not transliterated as a name but translated as “giant.” He would have been a giant, but it helps us to follow the mutant race of Nephilim if he is called “Rapha”).
Scripture connects the Anakim and Rephaim, showing that they were both Nephilim. They were both huge in size and very wicked, and lived in the same area, and Deuteronomy 2:10-11 connects them, adding another twist: there are other names for these Nephilim. For example, Deuteronomy 2:11 says that the people of Moab called them “Emim,” which means “Terrors,” and Deuteronomy 2:20 tells us the Ammonites called them, “Zamzummim” (the meaning of Zamzummim is disputed, but E. W. Bullinger says it means “Noisy Ones.”[footnoteRef:41] Among them, we can be sure that all of the nations of Canaan had Nephilim intermixed with them. For example, Genesis 15:18-20 lists the Raphaim among other nations of Canaan; the Kenites, Kenizzites, Kadmonites, Hittites, Perizzites, Amorites, Canaanites, Girgashites, and Jebusites. The Bible gives other lists that include these nations, sometimes leaving some nations out and including others (cf. Exod. 3:8, 17; 23:23; Deut. 7:1; 20:17; Josh. 12:8). [41:  Bullinger, Companion Bible, Deuteronomy 2:20n, “noisy ones.”] 

Once we understand that the gene pool of the Canaanites had been corrupted by the Nephilim, a mutant race that was evil and unable to be saved, we can see why God commanded Moses and Joshua to wipe them out, including the children. The baby of a Nephilim could not be trained to be godly any more than a baby rattlesnake could be trained not to have venom. Their behavior is influenced by their genetics.
God allowed the Israelites to marry women from the nations around the Promised Land (Deut. 20:10-15) because they had not been intermixed with Nephilim. But when it came to the nations in the Promised Land, the Israelites were to kill them off (Deut. 7:1; 20:16-18). God said if the Israelites allowed the Canaanites to remain alive, “they will teach you to follow all the detestable things they do in worshiping their gods” (Deut. 20:18 NIV84). God never said a word about Israel being able to convert the Canaanites to being godly, because they could not be. The Devil had Nephilim made to destroy the human race and prevent the Messiah from coming, and God had to save the human race by having the Nephilim killed off. So God was not being unloving when He caused the Flood or told Joshua to kill the inhabitants of Canaan. He was being loving; determined to bring forth the Messiah and save the human race.
[For more on the meaning of the phrase “sons of God,” see commentary on Gen. 6:2. For supporting information on demons producing offspring via human women, see commentary on Jude 1:6 and 1:7. For more information on Tartarus, the “god prison,” see commentary on 2 Pet. 2:4. For more information on the first outbreak of Nephilim occurring in the time before the Flood, see commentary on 1 Pet. 3:20. For more information on the Abyss, see commentary on Rev. 20:1.]
“those days.” “Those days” were the “days,” or “time,” actually a period of years, when mankind was increasing on the earth and demons were at work producing the Nephilim. The earth was becoming a very evil place and the genetically pure humans were becoming scarcer, so God instructed Noah to build the ark and prepare for the Flood. In that context, the phrase, “and also after this,” means after that time before the Flood, i.e., after the Flood. Thus the Bible lets us know that the Nephilim were on earth after the Flood as well as before it.
“the mighty men who were of old, the famous men.” The Nephilim were big and powerful and rose to the top of many societies. Nephilim like Og became kings (Deut. 3:11), and men like Goliath were renowned warriors. These people were some of the famous people of the ancient legends. No doubt most of those ancient legends have been lost. One reason for that is that ancient societies fought one another and the losing towns were often burned, just like the great libraries of Alexandria in Egypt and Ephesus in the Roman province of Asia were burned.
In spite of that, we still have records of some Greek heroes who seem to have been Nephilim. For example, Hercules was the son of Zeus and the mortal woman Alcmene; Perseus, who beheaded Medusa, was the son of Zeus and the mortal woman Danae; Helen of Troy was the daughter of Zeus and Leda; Minos, the son of Zeus and the mortal woman Europa, was the king of Crete and the first one to build a navy; Achilles, hero of the Trojan War and greatest warrior in Homer’s Iliad, was the son of the nymph Thetis and Peleus; and Odysseus (better known by his Latin name, Ulysses), was the hero of Homer’s Odyssey and a great-grandson of Zeus. The ancient mythologies are likely distorted, exaggerated, and somewhat fabricated, but the Bible says that some of the people who were the heroes of the ancient legends were actually Nephilim, “heroes” of old time.
Gen 6:5
“great.” The Hebrew text implies that the extent of the evil was not only great but was increasing.
Gen 6:6
“And Yahweh regretted.” This is one of the many verses of Scripture that shows the feelings of God, and that He is affected by what people do. Far from being the “unmoved mover” of some theological systems, a straightforward reading of Scripture shows that our God is an emotional God, who changes His mind and course of action in response to what people do. Many verses testify to this (cf. 1 Sam. 15:11, 35; Jer. 15:6; 18:1-11). See commentary on Jeremiah 18:6.
Gen 6:9
“blameless.” The word is used of animals used for sacrifice, that they are “without blemish,” “unblemished.” When applied to humans it took on the meaning “blameless.”
Gen 6:10
“Shem, Ham, and Japheth.” This is not the birth order of the sons, but the order of their importance in the Word of God. Shem was the son whose lineage led to Christ; Ham was the son from whom the Canaanites and Egyptians came, who constantly interacted with Israel, and Japheth was the son from whom the Greeks and other nations west of Israel came.
Noah can be seen as a kind of second Adam. Both Adam and Noah were to populate the earth and both had three sons, one of whom turned out to be evil.
[For more information on the chronology of the sons of Noah, see commentary on Gen. 5:32; 10:21; and 11:10.]
Gen 6:14
“Make an ark.” We do not know how long it took Noah to build the ark. It is often taught that it took Noah 120 years, but that is not correct. Noah’s sons were grown and married when God told him to build the ark, and Shem, Noah’s middle son, was 100 years old two years after the flood. So if we assume that Shem was around 20 years old when God told Noah to build the ark and get on board with his family, including his sons’ wives, then Noah would have been building the ark for less than 80 years, but it could have been considerably less than 80 years, the Bible does not say how long it took.
[For more on the chronology of Noah and his sons, see commentaries on Gen. 5:32; 10:21; and 11:10.]
“gopher wood.” The identity of gopher wood (“gopher” is transliterated directly from the Hebrew text) is unknown, although guesses and suppositions about exactly what kind of wood it is have been made. Since we do not know all the kinds of trees that existed before the Flood, and do not have Noah’s ark from which we could examine a sample, it is best to just leave the text “gopher wood.”
“and cover it.” The covering of pitch would seal the ark and make it waterproof.
“pitch.” The Hebrew is more literally, “a covering,” and that covering was likely bitumen. It would be confusing in English to say “cover it with a covering” because that sounds like Noah would have used a tarp or something.
Gen 6:15
“cubits.” This is using the shorter cubit of roughly 18 inches, which most scholars believe is the cubit Noah used.
Gen 6:16
“an opening.” This is a “window” for daylight and air. There would probably have been many on the ark, but the text just mentions one.
Gen 6:17
“breathe its last.” The Hebrew verb gava (#01478 גָּוַע) refers to dying and is fundamentally synonymous with the verb “die,” muth (#04191 מָוֹת), although it seems to refer to breathing and can refer to stopping breathing (see commentary on Gen. 25:8, “breathed his last”). The CEB has “Everything on earth is about to take its last breath.” Darby used “expire” (meaning “out-breathe”). John Goldingay has “Everything on earth will breathe its last.”[footnoteRef:42] [42:  John Goldingay, The First Testament, 6.] 

Gen 6:18
“establish my covenant.” This is the first time the word “covenant” occurs in the Bible. The text is unclear whether this is the confirmation of an older covenant or a brand new covenant that God is making with Noah. In Genesis 9:9 the same language is used of the new covenant that God made with Noah.
Gen 6:19
“two” The Hebrew word is “two,” but in this context, it can be understood as a “pair.” Gordon Wenham translates Genesis 6:19: “At the same time you shall bring into the ark to stay alive with you some of every living thing, some of all flesh, pairs of everything: they shall be male and female.”[footnoteRef:43] Some other English versions use “pairs” instead of “two” as well (cf. CEB; NLT). The designation “pair” is clear from the last phrase in the verse: “they are to be a male and a female,” and also from Genesis 7:2-3, which makes it clear that there were to be seven pairs of the clean animals and the birds on the ark. The fact that there were seven pairs of clean animals and birds on the ark also explains how Noah could get off the ark and sacrifice some of the clean animals and birds and still have animals and birds to reproduce the species (Gen. 8:20). [43:  Gordon J. Wenham, Genesis 1-15 [WBC], 149.] 

Gen 6:20
“From every kind of bird.” Every kind of bird and animal was to be kept alive. None were to perish. The wording of the REV is similar to the wording of other versions. For example, the NAB (revised edition) says, “Of every kind of bird, of every kind of animal, and of every kind of thing that crawls on the ground, two of each will come to you, that you may keep them alive.”
[For more on the translation “every kind,” see commentary on Gen. 1:11.]
“pairs” See commentary on Genesis 6:19.
“will come to you.” Noah did not have to engage in a huge animal hunt to round up all the animals to put on the ark. God brought the animals He wanted on the ark to Noah. This ensured that the animals on the ark were healthy and genetically sound, with as much potential for genetic diversification as possible. We must also remember that before the Flood, all the animals ate plants (Gen. 1:30), so they were not dangerous to Noah and his family.
Gen 6:21
“and gather it to yourself.” The living creatures would come to Noah, but the food he and his family had to go out and gather. This indicates that at that time before the Flood, all the food that animals and birds ate grew fairly close to the ark. Noah did not have to travel the world to gather up different kinds of food.
 
Genesis Chapter 7
Gen 7:1
“your household.” The Hebrew is just “your house,” where “house” refers to “household,” the immediate family.
Gen 7:2
“seven pairs.” The Hebrew text of Genesis 7:2 simply repeats the number seven twice, and literally reads, “seven seven,” which in this context means “seven pairs” (cf. CJB, HCSB, NAB, NIV, NJB, NLT, NRSV, RSV). What the “seven seven” means is clarified by the words that follow. The Hebrew text reads more literally, “seven seven, a male and his mate.” So Genesis 7:2 should be understood to mean “seven males, seven females; a male and his mate.” Thus, there were to be seven males and seven females of each clean animal on the ark. There were also to be seven pairs of the different kinds of birds on the ark (Gen. 7:3). The tradition that the animals went on only in twos comes from misunderstanding Genesis 6:19, which says that “two” of each animal was put on the ark, but in that context, the word “two” refers to “pairs,” not just “two” animals. See commentary on Genesis 6:19, “pairs.” The fact that there were seven pairs of clean animals and birds on the ark also explains how Noah could get off the ark and sacrifice some of the clean animals and birds and still have animals and birds to reproduce the species (Gen. 8:20). However, it seems that the unclean animals were only taken on board as “two,” that is, one pair. The word “two” is not repeated the way that “seven seven” is.
“the male and his female.” The Hebrew is different here than in Genesis 7:3. A more literal reading of Genesis 7:2 would be “a man and his wife,” (or a man and his mate), whereas in Genesis 7:3 it is literally “a male and female,” more specifically referring to the sexes.
Gen 7:3
“to keep seed alive.” To keep descendants alive on earth.
Gen 7:4
“In seven days I will cause it to rain on the earth for 40 days and 40 nights.” Noah and his family were on the ark for a year and ten days. They entered the ark on the seventeenth day of the second month of Noah’s six hundredth year (Gen. 7:11, 13) and left the ark on the twenty-seventh day of the second month (Gen. 8:14-19) of the six hundred first year (Gen. 8:13). We must keep in mind, however, that Noah and Israel used a lunar year, which is only 354 days, not 365 days, so a year and ten days lunar year is 364 days, or almost one solar year, which is the year that is used in most of the world today.
A common misunderstanding of this time period comes from not seeing that there was a seven-day period before Noah entered the ark during which the loading of animals took place. Genesis 7:4 says, “In seven days I will cause it to rain,” and then Genesis 7:10 records “after seven days.” During the seven-day period, Noah was loading the ark as God had instructed in Genesis 7:1-4. Anyone who has moved can appreciate the seven-day period it took for Noah to load the ark. Noah started loading the ark on the tenth day of the second month, and went in himself on the seventeenth day.
Because God told Moses to make Nisan the first month of the year, and since it seems that Adam and Jesus would have been “born” on the same day, the calendar from Adam to the Exodus would have been based on a Tishri year system. Therefore, the second month would be the month after Tishri, which is Marcheshvan (called “Bul” in 1 Kings 6:38).
“Every living thing.” The Hebrew word translated as “living thing” is quite unique and refers to things that are in existence.
Gen 7:5
“Noah did according to all that God commanded him.” This is parallel to Genesis 6:22.
Gen 7:9
“by pairs.” The Hebrew is more literally, “two two,” meaning pairs.
Gen 7:10
“the seven days.” God had said there would be seven days (Gen. 7:4).
Gen 7:11
“windows.” This is not the normal Hebrew word for “window,” but it is used for windows (Eccl. 12:3).
Gen 7:12
“The rain fell on the earth.” The Hebrew is more literally, “and the rain was on the earth,” but we would say the rain fell on the earth.
Gen 7:13
“On that same day.” That is, the same day the rain started. Matthew 24:38-39 also indicate that Noah and his family entered the ark the day it started to rain.
Gen 7:14
“every kind.” The Hebrew phrase is referring to “every kind” of animal and bird coming to Noah to the ark, just as Genesis 6:20 is.
[For more on the translation “every kind,” see commentary on Gen. 1:11.]
“of wild animal.” In contrast with the livestock, the Hebrew almost certainly refers to wild animals in the same way that Genesis 1:24-25 seems to. It is not referring to “all animals,”
“every chirping bird.” The Hebrew word is related to the word “chirp,” and this seems to be pointing to basic differentiation among the birds.
Gen 7:15
“pairs.” The Hebrew is literally, “two two,” referring to a pair.
Gen 7:16
“and Yahweh shut him in.” The Hebrew is perhaps more literally, “and Yahweh closed [the door] behind him” (or “on his behalf”). Noah did not close out the people outside the ark, Yahweh did.
Gen 7:18
“floated.” The ark had no means of steering or propulsion, it just floated.
“the surface of the waters.” The Hebrew is more literally, “on the face of the waters.”
Gen 7:19
“rose very very high upon the earth.” By repeating the word “very” (or “greatly”), the Hebrew text emphasizes the way the water covered the earth. Noah’s Flood was not a local event, as some people would have us believe. The Bible is clear that the water covered all of the earth that was under heaven. Besides, if the flood was local, God would have just had Noah and his family move away. That would have taken much less time and effort than building the ark.
The verse gets emphasis from the figure of speech epizeuxis. If a word is repeated in a sentence in exactly the same form, as it is in the Hebrew text here, it is the figure of speech epizeuxis.[footnoteRef:44] In fact, if the words are repeated right next to each other as these are, Bullinger refers to it as a subset of epizeuxis called geminatio. If the root word is repeated but the word is inflected differently, that is the figure of speech polyptoton. [44:  Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 189, 491, “epizeuxis”; Oxford English Dictionary.] 

[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
[See Word Study: “Polyptoton.”]
Gen 7:20
“15 cubits.” This is 22.5 feet.
Gen 7:21
“took its last breath.” The Hebrew verb gava (#01478 גָּוַע) refers to dying and is fundamentally synonymous with the verb “die,” muth (#04191 מָוֹת), although gava can imply a violent death (see commentary on Gen. 25:8, “breathed his last”).
“every swarming thing that swarms on the earth.” The same word “swarm” is in Genesis 1:20, where things swarm in the water.
Gen 7:22
“dry land.” The Hebrew text is specific to dry land. It is possible that some sea creatures that breathe air could have survived if this was the only verse on the subject.
Gen 7:24
“150 days.” Scripture says the waters prevailed for 150 days. There are commentators who assert that the 150 days proves that there is something they call a “prophetic month” of 30 days. They claim that prophetic times in Scripture are calculated on a premised 30-day month. However, there is no traditional source for such a thing—it seems to be a concept built to accommodate their calculations. The Jews based their month from the moon, and there is no Jewish concept of a straightforward 30-day month. That concept is being read back into history, but is not a part of it. Some of the authors who try to defend the 30-day month use for their first proof that the flood year with the statement of the seventeenth of the second month, when the rains started, to the rain’s end, the seventeenth of the seventh month, is listed as 150 days. So, they say from the seventeenth of Marcheshvan to the seventeenth of Nisan (of course, counting the first of the year being Tishri, as it was supposed to be in remote antiquity) is the 150 days, counting months as having 30 days. This would seem to be so, since counting that time as lunar months should come out to 147 days or so.
The first volume of “The book of Genesis” under the series “Books of the Bible” published by the Judaica Press contains the Hebrew text, their own translation, and extensive commentaries taken from Rashi, Rambam, Eben Ezra, and others.[footnoteRef:45] What they say is that the “seventh month” means not the month on the calendar, but the seventh month, counting from when the rain started. Their calculation goes: [45:  A. J. Rosenberg, The Book of Genesis, Books of the Bible Series.] 

Kislev —three days (after the 40 days of rain beginning in the “second month” Marcheshvan, leaving three days in Kislev)
Tevet 29, Shevat 30, Adar 29, Nisan 30, Iyar 29, = 150
These are Jews commenting on their own Scripture and we would give them more than a little weight on this issue.
 
Genesis Chapter 8
Gen 8:1
“remembered.” The word “remember” is used in the Semitic language in both a straightforward and idiomatic sense. For example, one place where “remember” is used in a straightforward sense in the Bible is when Pharaoh’s cupbearer did not remember Joseph, but forgot him. “Remember” is also used to mean “to keep in mind” (Ps. 103:14).
The word “remember” is also used in the Semitic languages, and thus in the Bible, in an idiomatic way. This is sometimes referred to by scholars as the “pregnant sense” of the word because it means more than “remember,” it means to act upon one’s previous knowledge. While the idiomatic sense of “remember” usually occurs in a positive sense, i.e., “to act favorably on one’s behalf” (Gen. 8:1; 1 Sam. 1:11), it can also refer to “remember and then act against the person,” (1 Sam. 15:2; 3 John 1:10 (“call attention to”); Rev. 18:5). The idiomatic sense of “remember” is part of the idiom of the Semitic languages, and is used by both God (Gen. 30:22; Exod. 2:24; Judg. 16:28; 1 Sam. 1:11) and people (Gen. 40:14; Deut. 16:12; Judg. 8:34). “Remembered” is used in its idiomatic way many times in the Bible; just a few examples are: Genesis 19:29; 30:22; Judges 8:34; 16:28; 1 Samuel 1:11, 19; Nehemiah 6:14; 13:31; Psalm 106:4; and Hosea 8:13.
The idiomatic use of “remember” also occurs in the New Testament. For example, the malefactor on the cross asked Jesus to “remember” him, which meant pay favorable attention to him (Luke 23:42; but they would have been speaking Hebrew or Aramaic. But see Gal. 2:10; Col. 4:18; Heb. 13:3).
[Many other words are used in an idiomatic or “pregnant sense,” including, “know,” “foreknow,” “look,” “watch,” etc. For more on these idiomatic uses, see commentary on Luke 23:42.]
Gen 8:3
“The waters returned from off the earth, advancing and returning. At the end of 150 days the waters began to recede.” These two sentences make different points about the same thing. The waters rose over the earth for 150 days. The first statement makes the point that the waters are going to start to go down (to return below land level) but they would return by a kind of tidal motion, decreasing then increasing, then decreasing some more. The second statement makes it clear that this decreasing of the water did not occur until the water had been over the earth for 150 days. By Genesis 8:4, the waters had receded enough that the ark could touch down on Mount Ararat.
“advancing and returning.” The idea of the Hebrew text is that the water started to go down, but in a kind of tidal motion, going down then back up, then down further, then back up. (For the translation “advancing and returning,” see E. Fox, The Schocken Bible; cf. also YLT, Smith’s Literal translation, Douay-Rheims, and the Literal Standard Version). The NET text note says, “the waters returned…going and returning.”
Gen 8:4
“rested.” This is the same root word as the name “Noah.”
“in the seventh month, on the seventeenth day of the month.” This is the same day of the year that Jesus rose from the dead! The day that humanity was safe because Noah’s ark touched down safely on the land was the same day that Jesus rose from the dead and human life was safe and assured that there would be a resurrection to everlasting life.
It is difficult to see the parallel between Noah’s ark and Jesus for two major reasons: God changed the order of the months in the Hebrew calendar at the time of Moses, and orthodox Christianity teaches that Jesus died on Friday and got up Sunday morning, which makes seeing the parallel between Noah and Jesus impossible. We will look at both of these reasons.
At the time of Noah, the first month of the year was Tishri, and the seventh month of the year was Abib, also called Nisan. But at the time of Moses, God changed the calendar and made Abib the first month (Exod. 12:1-2), which made Tishri the seventh month. So at the time of Noah, the ark touched down on land in the seventh month, which was Abib at that time, and thus was the same month that Jesus died.
Furthermore, Genesis 8:4 tells us that Noah’s ark touched down on land on the seventeenth day of the seventh month. We know from the Law of Moses that the Passover lamb was killed on the fourteenth of Nisan (Exod. 12:3-6; Lev. 23:4-5). Also, Jesus taught that just as Jonah was three days and three nights in the belly of the fish, he would be three days and three nights in the heart of the earth (Matt. 12:40). The orthodox church has fudged the counting of the three days and nights and asserts that Jesus was buried on Friday at sunset and raised from the dead before sunrise on Sunday morning, and yet orthodoxy teaches that that short time period is three days and three nights. But Friday at sunset to before sunrise Sunday morning is simply not three days and three nights. Furthermore, if Friday was the day Jesus died and was buried and was the fourteenth of Nisan, then Sunday would be the sixteenth of Nisan, whereas Noah’s ark landed on the seventeenth of Nisan, and thus there would not be any parallel between Jesus’ resurrection and Noah’s ark.
When we study the Bible carefully, we see that Jesus was crucified on the morning of the fourteenth of Nisan and died at 3 p.m. later that day, the same time as the priests were slaughtering the Passover lamb in the Temple. Then Jesus was put “in the heart of the earth,” that is, in the tomb, close to sunset. The year Jesus died, the fourteenth of Nisan 14 was a Wednesday, and from Wednesday, Nisan 14 in the evening to the evening on Thursday, Nisan 15 was one day and one night in the heart of the earth. Then to Friday, Nisan 16 at evening was two days and two nights, and to Saturday, Nisan 17 at evening was three days and three nights in the heart of the earth, and it was Saturday evening when Jesus got up from the dead. Thus Jesus got up from the dead on the seventeenth of Nisan, the same day of the year that Noah’s ark landed.
In the Bible, going under water was sometimes symbolic of being dead, which is why in baptism a person goes under water and thus symbolically dies, and then comes up out of the water, symbolically being raised from the dead into new life. That symbolism is certainly part of the Noah’s ark record. The flood put humankind in danger of everlasting death—if every person on earth died then no Savior would ever be born and everyone would die and be dead forever. Furthermore, even while the ark was floating around in the water there was still a danger of it sinking and the eight people on board—everyone left on earth—dying. But when the ark touched down on the seventeenth of Abib humankind was safe—well, at least for the moment. But the Savior still needed to come and complete his work and fully conquer death in order for humankind to be truly safe from everlasting death. And Jesus’ conquest of death occurred on the evening of the seventeenth of Abib, when our Savior, Jesus Christ, rose from the dead and made everlasting life a true reality. When Jesus rose from the dead, it was obvious that humankind was truly safe.
Another parallel between Noah’s ark and Jesus Christ is that after the ark landed on the seventeenth day of the seventh month, Noah had to stay on the ark until the twenty-seventh day of the second month of the following year, a period of seven months and ten days, while he waited for the earth to dry up and be fit for human life. In a similar situation, like Noah waited on the ark, humankind is now waiting on earth with all its corruption and unrighteousness, waiting for Christ to return and set up his godly kingdom on earth, and at that time the earth will be truly fit for wonderful human life.
So the Noah’s ark record and the record of Jesus’ burial and resurrection have a wonderful parallel. The day that Noah’s ark touched down on the earth was the seventeenth of Abib, and the day Jesus rose from the dead was the seventeenth of Abib, and once again we can see the magnificent hand of God at work planning for the complete redemption of mankind and weaving the story of Jesus Christ through the Old Testament records.
[To see a much more complete explanation of the three days and nights between Jesus’ death and resurrection, and the fourteenth of Abib being on a Wednesday, see commentary on Matthew 12:40. For more on the chronology of the last week of Jesus’ life beginning with his arrest, see commentary on John 18:13, “first.” For more on Joseph of Arimathea and Nicodemus burying Jesus, see commentary on John 19:40. For more on Christ’s wonderful future kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Gen 8:16
“Go out of the ark.” God let Noah know that he could safely go out of the ark. God did not leave it up to Noah to guess if the time was right to disembark.
Gen 8:18
“with his sons, his wife and his sons’ wives.” This is the order in which they all got on the ark (Gen. 7:7). However it is not the order God suggested (Gen. 8:16).
Gen 8:21
“the imagination of people’s hearts is evil from their youth.” The Devil promotes the lie that in our fallen world people are basically good, but God says just the opposite, that people are basically evil. Experience should teach us this. Children need to be taught not to be selfish but to be polite. Adults have to constantly work at being godly but don’t have to put any effort into being angry or selfish. The Devil promotes the lie that people are basically good because it downplays the need for rules, regulations and laws that keep society godly and safe. Jesus will have laws and rules when he rules the earth. In fact, that Jesus will rule the future earth with a rod of iron is a well-established prophecy (Ps. 2:9; Rev. 2:27; 12:5; 19:15). If Jesus will need to have godly laws in his future kingdom on earth, then surely we need them now in our fallen world.
[For more on humans being basically evil, see commentary on Zeph. 3:1. For more on Jesus ruling over the earth in the future, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
“from their youth.” It is interesting that the text says, “from their youth” and not “from their birth.” There seems to be a period of innocence when a baby is first born.
Gen 8:22
“seedtime and harvest.” “Seedtime” in the Middle East was largely in the fall, when the “former rains” began to fall and soften the soil for planting. “Harvest” started in the spring (usually April) and lasted through most of the summer, with different crops ripening at differnt times, the grains first, then the vegetables and grapes, then the fruits last.
 
Genesis Chapter 9
Gen 9:1
“God blessed Noah and his sons and said to them.” God does not mention the women here, most likely because in the Bible the genealogy, and thus the family members, were traced through the men, not the women.
“Be fruitful and multiply.” This is the same command God gave Adam and Eve (Gen. 1:28).
“fill.” See commentary on Genesis 1:28, “fill the earth.”
Gen 9:3
“plants.” The Hebrew reads the singular “plant,” but it is a collective singular. Up until after the Flood, people were to eat plants (Gen. 1:29), but now God released them to eat animals and fish as well.
Gen 9:4
“But flesh with its life, its blood, you are not to eat.” The Jews understood that the blood had to be drained from any meat before it was eaten, and this commandment also forbids eating anything when it is still alive (cf. Lev. 17:11-14; Deut. 12:23).
Gen 9:5
“Surely I will require a reckoning.” Killing a human is a horrific sin in God’s eyes and will be punished. People who think they can “get away with murder” are only fooling themselves. God sees and makes note of everything (Eccl. 12:14).
“From the hand of a brother human.” For a human to kill a “brother human” is a horrific sin, in God’s eyes equivalent to a fratricide.
Gen 9:6
“by man his blood is to be shed.” The death penalty is commanded by God, and it is the responsibility of mankind to carry it out. It is in all five books of Moses, and in other books of both the Old and New Testaments as well. The first time it is mentioned, Genesis 9:6, is significant. Genesis 9:6 tells us what God expects. He gives people the responsibility to maintain a safe society by executing people who murder others. Both Scripture and history make it clear that, with a few exceptions, God will not kill evildoers in society. There have been a few exceptions, such as the Flood and the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah, but the exceptions are rare as any police officer or judge will testify. If humans do not police their own society, criminals run rampant. God’s rule, plainly spelled out in Scripture, is that if a person sheds the blood of another person, then it is by other humans that justice must be meted out.
Some people are against the death penalty, saying that mankind is the creation of God, and therefore a person does not have the right to take the life of another person. That may sound good, but it is contrary to Scripture. People have both the right and responsibility to execute murderers. God gave us that right and responsibility, and He will not take it back just because it is distasteful to us. God gave people the wisdom and ability to take care of their own society and its problems, and He tells us to do just that. People today are busy and overburdened, yet God is not running around among us mowing lawns, fixing broken appliances in the home, driving the children around from place to place, etc., and people do not expect Him to. We know that God will not go grocery shopping for us, so we do it ourselves. Similarly, we should know from all the crime in society that God will not get rid of the criminals among us; we must do it ourselves. God said that if a person sheds the blood of another person, then it is the job of the society to see that justice is done and avenge that bloodshed so that society will remain safe.
On the other hand, evil people in positions of power will put innocent people to death. This is a major reason that people should be very invested in voting and in getting the right people into office. The Bible has examples of ungodly leaders who put innocent people to death. One example is Jezebel, who framed Naboth and had him and his sons put to death (1 Kings 21:8-13; 2 Kings 9:26). Killing the innocent is mentioned in many places (e.g., Ezek. 13:19). God is not in control of human free will, and when people let evil people get into power God generally cannot stop the evil just because it would seem good if He did so. He has to honor the covenant He made with humankind via Noah, that in human society, people would put people to death.
[For more on the death penalty, see commentary on Exod. 21:12. For more on God not being in control of what happens on earth, see commentary on Luke 4:6.]
“in his own image.” For information on the image of God, see commentary on Genesis 1:27.
Gen 9:8
“God spoke to Noah and to his sons.” The Bible does not say how God spoke to Noah and his sons. There were no prophets alive on earth just after the Flood. It may have been through an angel or through an audible voice or in a vision of some kind.
Gen 9:10
“every living soul that is with you.” In this context, a “soul” was a living thing, including the birds, livestock, and animals of the earth.
Gen 9:11
“by the waters of a flood.” The Hebrew text reads, “the waters of the flood,” where “the flood” that just happened, a worldwide flood, will never happen again. Most English versions are like the REV and say “a flood” for clarity.
Gen 9:12
“every living soul.” Here meaning, “every living creature,” that is, every living creature that is alive because of the “soul” (life) in it. This is one of the verses that shows that animals are animated (made alive) by “soul,” just as people are.
Gen 9:13
“I set my bow in the cloud.” Although some versions read “rainbow,” the Hebrew word is the same as the “bow” of God that God uses in battle to fight His enemies and defend His people. In Psalm 7:12, God uses His bow to strike the disobedient. Lamentations mentions God shooting people with his bow (Lam. 3:12). God fights His enemies with bow and arrow (Hab. 3:9). Given the use of God’s bow in Scripture, and given the fact that God had just destroyed the earth with a Flood, it could well be that God set His bow in the clouds both as a sign that He would no longer flood the earth with water and that He was a God who avenged disobedience and sin.
“and the earth.” The whole earth. The land mass, the people, the animals, the birds—all were destroyed or marred in the Flood.
Gen 9:14
“bow.” See commentary on Genesis 9:13.
“and the bow is seen in the clouds.” The text does not promise that every time there are clouds that the bow (the rainbow) will be seen, but rather there are times when the bow will be seen in the clouds, and that is certainly the case. Scientifically, it takes water in the clouds and also sunshine refracted through that water to make a visible rainbow.
Gen 9:16
“remembering.” This reading, also in The Koren Tanakh, seems to catch the sense of the text well.
“between God.” God refers to Himself in the third person, seemingly for formality and due to the culture.
Gen 9:18
“Ham is the father of Canaan.” For the reason the text makes this specific point, see commentary on Genesis 9:22.
Gen 9:21
“He was uncovered.” The Hebrew can also read, “He uncovered himself inside his tent.” The versions and the commentators are pretty much split on the meaning.
Gen 9:22
“Ham, the father of Canaan, saw the nakedness of his father.” The record in Genesis about Ham, his son Canaan, and Noah has been a problem for Bible scholars for generations. Ham did something to Noah that resulted in Ham’s son, Canaan, being cursed, but what did he do? Genesis 9:22 says that Ham “saw the nakedness of his father,” but what does that mean? When we study the record and pay attention to the facts and the idioms, we discover that when Noah was drunk and incapacitated, Ham had sex with Noah’s wife, and she got pregnant from that encounter and gave birth to Canaan, to whom Noah later gave a prophetic curse.
One thing that jumps out of the Noah-Ham record is that although all of Noah’s sons had children, Genesis 9 specifically points out two times that Ham is the father of Canaan (Gen. 9:18 and 9:22), and the Bible states it four times (Gen. 9:18, 22; 10:6; 1 Chron. 1:8). But why would that fact need to be so clearly stated when it is not stated that often for any of the other children of Shem, Ham, or Japheth? After all, Shem had five sons (Gen. 10:22); Ham had four sons (Gen. 10:6); and Japheth had seven sons (Gen. 10:2). So why say four times that Ham was the father of Canaan, and why would Noah single out Canaan and curse him? After all, Ham was the one who sinned. As we study the record, we see that the Bible says four times that Ham was the father of Canaan because ordinarily if Noah’s wife gave birth, the logical assumption would be that Noah was the father. But in this case, Ham was the father, so the Bible clearly states that fact.
Also, if we study the vocabulary and idioms in the Bible, we see what it means when Genesis 9:22 says that Ham “saw the nakedness of his father.” It is important when studying subjects that use idioms that we read a more literal version of the Bible such as the King James Version, New American Standard Bible, or English Standard Version. For example, in this case, the NIV translates Leviticus 18:6 as: “No one is to approach any close relative to have sexual relations.” While that communicates the sense of the verse, unless the translators translate the idiom consistently (which they do not in the NIV and some other versions), the Bible student reading an English version cannot see the connection between Leviticus and Genesis.
Ham “saw the nakedness of his father,” and the text in Genesis starts to become clear when we understand that “nakedness” is often used idiomatically. According to BDB,[footnoteRef:46] the Hebrew word ervah (#06172 עֶרְוָה) means “nakedness” but it is used as “a euphemism for cohabitation,” and Leviticus 18:6 is cited as an example: “None of you shall approach to any that is near of kin to him, to uncover their nakedness: I am the Lord” (ESV). In other words, the Mosaic Law commanded that people were not to “uncover the nakedness”—have sexual intercourse—with a close relative. [46:  Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon.] 

A study of the idioms in the Bible shows that the phrase “to uncover the nakedness” of someone can mean to have sexual intercourse with that person, and more importantly for this study, often to “uncover the nakedness” or “see the nakedness” of a man was to have intercourse with the man’s wife—having sex with a man’s wife was “uncovering” (or “seeing”) the nakedness of the man himself. This becomes very clear when we read literal translations of Leviticus 18:6-18 and Leviticus 20:17-21. What is especially important for this study, however, is to realize that the Bible says that having sex with your father’s wife is uncovering your father’s nakedness.
· Leviticus 18:7 (ESV): You shall not uncover the nakedness of your father, which is the nakedness of your mother; she is your mother, you shall not uncover her nakedness.
· Leviticus 18:8 (ESV): You shall not uncover the nakedness of your father’s wife; it is your father’s nakedness..
· Leviticus 18:16 (ESV): You shall not uncover the nakedness of your brother’s wife; it is your brother’s nakedness.
· Leviticus 20:11 (ESV): If a man lies with his father’s wife, he has uncovered his father’s nakedness;
· Leviticus 20:20 (ESV): If a man lies with his uncle’s wife, he has uncovered his uncle’s nakedness;
· Leviticus 20:21 (ESV): If a man takes his brother’s wife, it is impurity. He has uncovered his brother’s nakedness;
· Deuteronomy 27:20 (ESV): Cursed be anyone who lies with his father’s wife, because he has uncovered his father’s nakedness.’
The above verses make it clear that to see the nakedness of one’s father was to have sex with his wife. Genesis 9:22 says that Ham “saw the nakedness of his father,” not “uncovered the nakedness of his father,” but as Leviticus 20:17 shows, the two idioms have the same meaning. Leviticus 20:17 (ESV): If a man takes his sister, a daughter of his father or a daughter of his mother, and sees her nakedness, and she sees his nakedness, it is a disgrace, and they shall be cut off in the sight of the children of their people. He has uncovered his sister’s nakedness, and he shall bear his iniquity.
Once we understand the idioms, “uncover the nakedness” and “see the nakedness,” and combine that with the text repeating that Ham was the father of Canaan, we can understand what happened in Genesis 9. Noah was drunk and apparently incapacitated, and Ham took advantage of that situation and had sexual intercourse with his mother, Noah’s wife, thus “seeing his father’s nakedness.” The result of that sexual encounter was that Noah’s wife got pregnant and gave birth to Ham’s son, Canaan. Knowing that Ham had intercourse with Noah’s wife who got pregnant and bore Canaan clears up perhaps the most difficult enigma in this record. According to Genesis 9:22, Ham sinned, yet in Genesis 9:25 Noah cursed Canaan, Ham’s son! At face value, this is not in harmony with the rest of the Word, because the Bible makes it clear that if a father sins a son is not to be punished, and if a son sins a father is not to be punished (Deut. 24:16; 2 Kings 14:6; 2 Chron. 25:4; Ezek. 18:20).
Ordinarily, Canaan would not suffer for the sin of his father, Ham. If, however, Canaan was born as a result of the intercourse between Ham and Noah’s wife, the enigma of his “curse” disappears. The curse of Noah is a prophecy of Canaan’s future, not a personal vengeance, in the same way that the “blessing” on Shem and Japheth is a prophecy of their future and not personal favoritism. Thus, Noah gave prophecies over his sons, just as Isaac prophesied over Jacob and Esau (Gen. 27:27-40), and Jacob gave prophecies over his sons (Gen. 49:1-28). However, likely because of Ham’s actions against Noah, Noah did not give a prophecy to Ham, but rather gave a prophecy to his wife’s last child, Canaan, and these prophesies occur in Genesis 9:24-27. Note that Noah’s prophecies to Canaan, Shem, and Japheth are all together, just as the prophecies of Jacob over his 12 sons are together.
Genesis 9:24-27 (ESV): 24When Noah awoke from his wine and knew what his youngest son had done to him, 25he said, “Cursed be Canaan; a servant of servants shall he be to his brothers.” 26He also said, “Blessed be the LORD, the God of Shem; and let Canaan be his servant. 27May God enlarge Japheth, and let him dwell in the tents of Shem, and let Canaan be his servant.”
As we see from the prophetic curse, Canaan, the result of incest, did not fare any better than Moab or Ammon who were also born as a result of incest. And, true to the prophecy, the Canaanites did not do well as a people group. Occasionally the prophecy of a father was not a wonderful blessing, and that was the case with Canaan just as it was later when Isaac prophesied over his son Esau (Gen. 27:39-40).
Obviously, Noah eventually found out what Ham had done. Although the Bible does not say how Noah found out, there are many ways he could have, none of them being hard to believe. He could have awakened from his drunken sleep long enough to know that Ham was with his wife, or it is possible that he woke up and heard Ham boasting to his two brothers outside the tent (Gen. 9:22). Also, Noah may have been able to tell what Ham did simply because he knew his wife well enough, after all, if he married her when he was 20, he would have lived with her some 580 years. It is even possible that she simply told Noah.
Upon hearing Ham’s boast, Shem and Japheth were very respectful of their mother, and not only did they not take advantage of her sexually, they even went backward into the tent and covered her up so that they would not “see her nakedness” literally or idiomatically.
It is important to make one last point in this study. It is still believed by some Christians (based on a teaching that has existed for generations) that the “curse” on Canaan caused the black races and that black people are inferior to other races and are cursed. That is not true. Ham had four sons, “And the sons of Ham: Cush, and Mizraim, and Phut, and Canaan” (Gen. 10:6). Canaan was the only son of Ham that Noah ever personally mentioned in Genesis. If the “curse” on Canaan was that he would be black and inferior, then only the Canaanites would have been black and not Ham’s three other children. But the Canaanites were not black, they were “olive-skinned,” as are other Mediterranean people, and they did not move to Africa, but lived in what is now Israel. Ham’s other three children, Cush, who founded Ethiopia, Mizraim who founded Egypt, and Phut who founded Libya, moved into Africa soon after the Flood. It was in Africa that the black races developed, a product of genetics, in the same way as the American Indians eventually became more reddish, the Orientals more yellow or the Europeans more fair-skinned. But even in Africa, the descendants of Mizraim (Egypt) were not black but were olive-skinned, as they are to this day. There is absolutely no truth in believing that black people are black because they are cursed. If anything, the Canaanites were the ones who were cursed, and they were not black and do not exist anymore as a discernable people group.
Gen 9:25
“Cursed be Canaan.” For why Canaan was cursed, see commentary on Genesis 9:22
Gen 9:26
“Blessed be Yahweh, the God of Shem.” The prophecy of Noah in Genesis 9:26-27 over two of his sons (Shem and Japheth) and his grandson (Canaan; see commentary on Gen. 9:22) infers that the Messiah will come out of Shem. It was known that there would be a Messiah who would strike the head of the Devil, which implied that the troubles that the Devil caused for humankind and the earth would be rectified. But now, after the Flood, there was only one family on earth, and it had three sons. Which son would be the line to the Messiah? Genesis 9:26-27 point to the line of Shem. God is blessed in Shem, and Japheth will live in the tents of Shem. Meanwhile, Canaan will be cursed.
 
Genesis Chapter 10
Gen 10:1
“descendants.” See commentary on Genesis 2:4.
“And sons were born to them.” Sons and daughters were born to them, but the genealogy focuses on sons.
Gen 10:4
“Dodanim.” 1 Chronicles 1:7 has “Rodanim,” and many modern versions go that way likely thinking it is connected to the Island of Rhodes. But the Masoretic Hebrew text might be right. The NET text note says, “Dodona is one of the most ancient and revered spots in ancient Greece.”
Gen 10:5
“each according to its own tongue.” Genesis 10 is before the Tower of Babel (Gen. 11) so this is a summary statement, indicating what happened over time. It is not strictly chronological or instantaneous. The separating of the nations took time. The word “tongue” is different from the word “language.” This could refer to the beginning of different dialects and the different use of words in groups that were separated from each other.
Gen 10:8
“He was the first to be a mighty one.” This likely means the first after the Flood. He founded the city of Babel, which became the center of the very ancient Babylon. A number of versions recognize that “the first” is the meaning of the text here (e.g., BBE, CEB, CJB, ESV, JPS, NAB, NJB, NLT, NRSV, RSV).
Gen 10:9
“Like Nimrod, a mighty hunter before Yahweh.” Nimrod did not live in Yahweh’s favor. In fact, the name “Nimrod” was almost certainly not his birth name, it was given to him because of his lifestyle of rebelling against authority and against God. “The Hebrew name Nimrod means ‘let us rebel,’ given by his contemporaries to Nimrod as one who ever had in his mouth such words to stir up his band to rebellion. Nimrod subverted the existing patriarchal order of society by setting up a chieftainship based on personal valor and maintained by aggression.”[footnoteRef:47] Given that, the Hebrew phrase “before Yahweh” has been understood by many scholars to have the sense of “in defiance of” Yahweh;[footnoteRef:48] or “against” Yahweh.[footnoteRef:49] Some scholars disagree with that and think that it means more like “a mighty hunter in the eyes of God” (NJB; cf. CEB, CSB). [47:  Fausset’s Bible Dictionary, s.v. “Nimrod,” 510.]  [48:  Bullinger, Companion Bible.]  [49:  C. F. Keil and Franz Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament, 1:105.] 

Gen 10:10
“Accad.” Accad is also spelled Akkad, and it is only mentioned here in Genesis 10:10 in the Bible. Its location is unknown, but it was a very important city. Akkad was apparently such an influential city that the Akkadian language is named after the city of Akkad, where Akkadian was spoken. Akkadian is now a dead language, known only to historians, but the fact that Akkad was part of Nimrod’s early kingdom is evidence that after the tower of Babel, one of the many languages God made for humans was Akkadian, and it was spoken in Akkad and the surrounding area. Eventually, however, the Akkadian language was spoken or understood in many places in the biblical world, because tablets with Akkadian writing are found in a vast geographical area: east to west from Iraq to central Turkey, and north to south from Iran to Egypt.
Gen 10:11
“Out of that land he went into Assyria and built Nineveh.” The Hebrew can also read that “Ashur” went out and built Nineveh and the other cities, but it makes more sense that it was Nimrod who was still expanding his empire.
Gen 10:14
“from whom the Philistines came.” The text is “from there the Philistines came.” In this case, the word “Casluhim” was used of both the people group and the country they lived in.[footnoteRef:50] Amos 9:7 says the Philistines came from Caphtor, so it is possible that both the Casluhim and the Caphtorim, who were sons of Mizraim and thus brothers, contributed to the Philistines. [50:  C. F. Keil and Franz Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament, p. 106] 

Gen 10:18
“Afterward.” The word “afterward” likely refers to after the Tower of Babel incident, but there is no way to prove that.
Gen 10:19
“Sidon.” In the far northwest of the land of Canaan. It was later part of Phoenecia.
“Gaza.” Gaza was in the southwest of Canaan.
“then going in the direction of Sodom.” Sodom and the other cities mentioned were in the far southeast of Canaan. So what is not listed in this verse is the eastern border of Canaan. We can assume that the territory of the Canaanites ended at the Jordan River.
Gen 10:21
“the brother of Japheth the elder.” The KJV and a few other versions read as if Japheth was the oldest, and he was (see commentary on Gen. 5:32). Most modern versions translate this as if Shem was the older brother of Japheth, but that is not correct and creates a contradiction in the Bible. Although given the construction of the sentence in the Hebrew text, Shem would ordinarily be the eldest, the fact that the Bible gives us clear information that Japheth is the oldest shows that the older versions such as the KJV and Darby’s Bible, which have Japheth as “the elder,” are correct.
The flood came when Noah was 600 (Gen. 7:11-12). Noah was said to have had children when he was 500 years old (Gen. 5:32), but he did not have all of them that year, only the oldest, Japheth. Since Genesis 11:10 states that Shem was 100 years old two years after the flood, Shem could not have been born when Noah was 500, because then Shem would have been 102, not 100, two years after the flood. It was Japheth that was born when Noah was 500. Then, the year of the Flood, Noah’s son Japheth was 100 and Shem was 98, and so Shem was 100 two years after the Flood. Martin Anstey writes: “We arrive at the age of Noah at the birth of Shem by means of an induction from the facts contained in Genesis 7:6 and Genesis 11:10. From Genesis 7:6 we learn that Noah was 600 years at the epoch of the Flood. From Genesis 11:10 we learn that Shem was 100 years old two years after the Flood. Therefore Shem was 98 years old at the Flood, that is, Shem was 98 years old when Noah was 600. Therefore Shem was born when Noah was 502.”[footnoteRef:51] [51:  Martin Anstey, Chronology of the Old Testament, 36.] 

Gen 10:25
“Peleg.” The name “Peleg” means “division.”
“for in his days the earth was divided.” This fact is important enough to be stated two times; here in Genesis 10:25 and also in 1 Chronicles 1:19. There are several possibilities as to what this phrase means. The geologic evidence is that at one time the continents of the earth were joined and there was just one single huge landmass. Then, through plate tectonics and continental drift the continents came apart and eventually positioned themselves where they are today, although they are still slowly moving. Although most scientists believe that process took millions of years, there is no reason or solid evidence for that. After the Flood of Noah, the continents could have separated very quickly into basically where they are now. That is one possibility for the meaning of the verse.
Another possibility that has been posited is that the “earth” is put for metonymy for the people of earth, and the verse is saying that it was during Peleg’s lifetime that the Tower of Babel event occurred and the people of earth were divided into different language groups and subsequently different areas of earth as well.
A third possibility is that both those things—the continents being divided and the people being divided due to the Tower of Babel incident—happened during the lifetime of Peleg.
Gen 10:26
“Joktan.” The sons of Joktan appear to have settled in the Arabian peninsula and in East Africa.
Gen 10:30
“Mesha.” Apparently in the northern part of Arabia.
“Sephar.” The location is unknown.
Gen 10:32
“the nations were separated on the earth after the flood.” This is a summary statement, and it anticipates the spreading of the people over the earth that is started in Genesis 11 with the tower of Babel. There are many summary statements in the Bible that omit details or are placed out of chronological order in order to make a major point (cf. Luke 5:11; 8:37; Acts 18:18).
 
Genesis Chapter 11
Gen 11:1
“The whole earth.” This is a metonymy, where the “earth” is put for the people of earth. All the people spoke one language, which initially was the language that Noah and his sons spoke.
“one language.” The Hebrew can also be “one lip,” but in Hebrew, one of the meanings of “lip” (and “tongue” as well) is “language.”
“one set of words.” The Hebrew text, which has “one” in the plural, refers to a limited vocabulary. The Schocken Bible has “one set of words,” as does the NET text note. The translation, “the same words” is used in several translations (e.g. the CEB, CJB, DBY, ESV, JPS, NAB, NASB). Compared to all the words in all the different languages, before the Tower of Babel event there was only one set of words.
Gen 11:2
“they traveled east.” The text does not specify who the “they” are until Genesis 11:5, “the children of men.” Thus the “they” refers to some of the people who descended from Noah who then decided to travel to the east. The text does not imply that all the descendants of Noah got off the ark and traveled east. The Hebrew words translated “east” do not have to mean “from the east” which does not make geographical sense, but can mean “eastward,” or as we would say, “east” (cf. Gen. 3:24; 12:8).
Gen 11:3
“let’s make bricks, and burn them with fire.” The Hebrew text is hard to reproduce. The words are both verbs and nouns, almost like “let us brick (verb) bricks (noun) and burn (verb) a burning (noun). But the sentence, “Let us brick bricks and burn a burning” would be difficult to understand, even though in the Hebrew it is perfectly understandable and very catchy to the eye and ear. A wonderful emphatic statement that communicates the mental energy and urgency that the people had to accomplish their task.
“bitumen.” The substance used as mortar was bitumen. Although the Hebrew word is sometimes translated as “tar” or even “asphalt,” the substance mentioned here is neither of those, it is bitumen. Bitumen is a naturally occurring sticky substance, which is one reason why it could readily be used as mortar for bricks.
Although bitumen, tar, and asphalt are all black and sticky there are distinct differences. For example, only bitumen is a naturally occurring substance and naturally occurs as a solid or semi-solid substance. In some places, like near the Dead Sea in Israel, it can be found bubbling out of the ground (cf. Gen. 14:10). In contrast, “tar” has to be distilled and thus only actually occurs as a liquid (but eventually becomes harder, but still melts when heated to about 115 degrees Fahrenheit). Asphalt is also man-made, and is made by combining bitumen with inert materials, and due to its composite nature is used in making road surfaces but has no other major use. Bitumen is more resistant to water and weathering than tar is and is less affected by changes in temperature than tar is, and thus it is more durable than tar, which makes bitumen better than tar for covering things like Noah’s ark, and although the Bible does not say what Noah covered the ark with, calling it only “pitch,” meaning a covering (Gen. 6:14), it was almost certainly bitumen. The water and weather that the ark would be exposed to, as well as the changes in temperature in the water and also the difference in temperature between the parts of Noah’s ark that were above the waterline versus below the waterline of the ark, made bitumen the best choice for a waterproof covering for the ark.
A search for “asphalt” on the Internet shows that bitumen and asphalt are often used interchangeably, but they should not be. The “asphalt” we use on roads today is not naturally occurring. Apparently, a primitive type of asphalt was made in the past when rocks or other materials were added to bitumen, but the refined asphalt we use today was invented in the 1800s.
Gen 11:4
“lest we become spread out over the face of the whole earth.” Yahweh had told the people to “fill the earth,” but here they resist that command.
Gen 11:6
“Yahweh said.” Yahweh was speaking to His divine council (see REV commentary on Gen. 1:26).
“they are one people, and they have all one language.” This is unity, but a good example of evil unity. Not all unity is good or godly.
Gen 11:7
“Come, let’s go down.” Genesis 11:1-9 is the record of the tower of Babel. God says, “let’s go down,” so no matter how high the humans build, it is still far below heaven.
The people building the tower of Babel were full of pride and evil desires. In response to their acting against His purposes, God said, “Behold, they are one people, and they have all one language, and this is only the beginning of what they will do. And nothing that they propose to do will now be impossible for them” (Gen. 11:6 ESV). God is speaking to His intimate divine council who supported Him. God would not have been speaking to all the spirit beings, which would have included the Devil and his demons, because those evil spirits supported the people’s rebellion against God.
In this verse, as in Genesis 1:26, the verb “go down,” which is associated with “us,” is plural, so this cannot be a plural of majesty. Since God often works with angels to accomplish His purposes, as He did at Sodom and Gomorrah (Gen. 19:13), we can see that the “us” is His divine council. From verses such as Genesis 1:26 and 11:7, we see that God’s divine council had something to do with ruling earth, but their exact role is not known, especially since verses such as Genesis 11:8 says Yahweh scattered the people—although it is well within linguistic boundaries that Yahweh acted through His agents, the spirit beings.
[For more information on God’s divine council and the plural of majesty, see commentary on Gen. 1:26. For more on God’s divine council, see commentary on Isa. 14:13.]
Gen 11:9
“Babel.” The NET text note reads, “Here is the climax of the account, a parody on the pride of Babylon. In the Babylonian literature the name bab-ili meant “the gate of God,” but in Hebrew it sounds like the word for “confusion,” and so retained that connotation.”
Gen 11:10
“Shem was 100 years old and fathered​ Arpachshad two years after the flood.” If Shem was 100 years old two years after the Flood, then he was born when Noah was 502 (see commentary on Gen. 10:21). Shem was the middle child of Noah, and the birth order of Noah’s children was Japheth, Shem, and Ham (see commentary on Gen. 5:32). It is sometimes taught that Noah was building the ark for 120 years, but that is not possible (see commentary on Gen. 6:14). Arpachshad seems to be the third son of Shem (Gen. 10:22), but was chosen to be the son in the line of Abraham.
Gen 11:11
“Arpachshad.” In Genesis 10:22, Arpachshad is listed as the third son of Shem, but here he is in the line of Abraham.
Gen 11:26
“and fathered Abram, Nahor, and Haran.” This is a case when the sons are listed out of birth order. Abraham was not the oldest son. The text does not mean Terah had triplets or that all three children were born when Terah was 70. We have to work the chronology in the Bible to find out when the children were born. Genesis 11:26 is similar to Genesis 5:32, which says, “Noah was 500 years old, and Noah became the father of Shem, Ham, and Japheth” (see commentary on Gen. 5:32). Only the eldest son was born when Terah was 70 years old. We have to discover which son was the eldest and at what time the other sons were born by studying the related scriptures. The son born to Terah when he was 70 years old is not stated in the Bible. It could have been either Nahor or Haran. Terah was 130 years old when Abram was born, so there were 60 years between the birth of Terah’s oldest son and Abram. Abram’s birth year can be calculated from Scripture. When Terah died, Abram left Haran to go to the Promised Land (Genesis 11:31; Acts 7:1-4), so the year Terah died was the year Abram left Haran for the Promised Land. Genesis 11:32 says that Terah died at 205 years old, and Genesis 12:4 states Abram was 75 when he left Haran. Thus 205 (Terah’s age) minus 75 (Abram’s age) equals 130, the age of Terah at Abram’s birth.
Gen 11:27
“Now this is the history of the descendants of Terah.” Little is known about the time from Adam to after Noah’s Flood. It is over 1,600 years, yet it only takes 11 chapters in the Bible. In contrast, the last 1,000 years of the Old Testament takes from 2 Samuel until the Gospels and the time of Christ. From Seth until the Exodus the Bible follows the development of one family that goes from Seth through Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, to Jacob’s 12 sons and their children, and ends with the Exodus. After the Exodus, God dealt with Israel as a nation (cf. Exod. 19:6).
The genealogy is important, in large part because it involves Abraham. As we see here in Genesis 11:27, Terah, whose wife is not named, fathered three sons: Abram, Nahor, and Haran. He also fathered at least one girl, Sarai (Gen. 20:12).
Abram married Sarai his half-sister (Gen. 20:12), who gave birth to Isaac. Abraham also fathered Ishmael through Hagar, Sarah’s slave (Gen. 16:15) and six sons by Keturah, his second wife (1 Chron. 1:32).
Nahor married Milcah (Gen. 11:29), the daughter of his brother Haran (and therefore his niece). Nahor and Milcah had a son Bethuel, who gave birth to Rebekah and Laban (Gen. 24:15, 24, 29, 47).
Abraham’s son Isaac married Nahor’s granddaughter, Rebekah. Rebekah gave birth to twins, Jacob and Esau (Gen. 25:24-26). So Jacob and Esau were the grandchildren of Abraham.
Jacob married Laban’s two daughters, Rachel and Leah, and between them and their slave-girls, had twelve sons who became the twelve tribes of Israel. So all of the children of Jacob were great-grandchildren of Abraham. But Reuben, Simeon, Levi, Judah, Issachar and Zebulun were direct descendants from Terah through Nahor, Bethuel, Laban, then Laban’s daughter Leah, while Joseph and Benjamin were direct descendants from Terah through Nahor, Bethuel, Laban, then Laban’s daughter Rachel (Gen. 29, 30; 35:16-18). So eight of the twelve tribes of Israel descended from Terah, six through Leah and two through Rachel, while the four tribes of Dan, Naphthali, Gad, and Asher were born to Jacob by concubines, and so they were descendants of Abraham, but they were not also descendants of Nahor, Abraham’s brother.
Gen 11:28
“Haran died before his father Terah.” This seemingly insignificant piece of historical information is actually quite significant. This is the first time in the Bible that a son is said to die before his father. The confusion and pain caused by sin are thus starting to be seen working through society. To many people, absolutely nothing in life is more painful than the death of one’s child.
“in the land of his birth, in Ur of the Chaldees.” So Haran died while the family was in Ur of the Chaldees. If Haran died while the family was in Ur, then Haran died before Abraham reached 75.
“in Ur of the Chaldees.” Some scholars locate Ur of the Chaldees in the same area as Haran. Besides the commonly accepted “Ur,” there is another Ur closer to Haran that is almost certainly the “Ur” of Abraham’s origin (see commentary on Gen. 11:31).
Gen 11:31
“Terah took Abram his son, Lot the son of Haran, his grandson, and Sarai his daughter-in-law, his son Abram’s wife.” It is noteworthy that Terah is not said to take his son Nahor with him, and this is evidence that supports “Ur” being the northern city of Ur (aka, “Urfa,” “Edessa”).[footnoteRef:52] [52:  See William Schlegel, Satellite Bible Atlas: Historical Geography of the Bible, map 2-1.] 

“Ur of the Chaldees.” This “Ur” (aka “Urfa,” “Edessa”) is in northwest Mesopotamia and is about 20 miles (32 km) north of Haran. It is commonly assumed that “Ur of the Chaldees” is the well-known city of Ur that is about 150 miles northwest of the Persian Gulf and deep in the Neo-Babylonian empire. But the evidence weighs against that interpretation. There is another “Ur” in the ancient Near East that much better fits as being the “Ur” of Genesis 11:31. But this northwestern Ur has not been given much attention by scholars until recently. For example, it is not even listed as “Ur” in the well-respected Oxford Bible Atlas but is listed under its modern name, Edessa, and then called by its archeological site name, Urfa. The third and fourth editions of the Oxford Atlas only have one map that has Urfa on it, but it is called “Edessa.”
We can understand why scholars gravitated toward asserting that the southeastern Ur was the Ur of Genesis. In the 1920s and 1930s, Sir Leonard Wooley excavated the southern Ur, and it was huge and impressive. Furthermore, it was associated with a flood layer that Wooley—wide-eyed and overexcited—claimed was evidence from Noah’s Flood (that claim has now decisively been disproven). Needless to say, the southwestern Ur got a lot of attention and so there was much popular pressure to claim that this now-famous Ur was the Ur of Genesis. That fact, combined with the limited knowledge about northwestern Ur and the many gaps in our understanding of the history of the area and the people who lived around Abraham’s time, the Arameans, Akkadians, and Babylonians, resulted in the basically unchallenged belief that the southeastern Ur was indeed the Ur of Abraham. But that has now changed. A number of scholars have reexamined the evidence and now assert—and we agree—that the northwestern Ur is the Ur of Abraham.
The Ur that is now Edessa (or Urfa) is about 30 miles north of Haran. Victor Hamilton[footnoteRef:53] gives seven good reasons that this northwestern Ur is actually the “Ur” in Genesis 11:31; the Ur of Abraham. Those reasons are summarized here: [53:  Victor Hamilton, The Book of Genesis, Chapters 1-17 [NICOT], 364-365.] 

1. The journey would have been incredibly long for a family to take at that time [and traveling through Haran was unnecessary to get to Canaan and added many miles].
2. There are hundreds of references to the famous Ur in the cuneiform texts, and not once is it called “Ur of the Chaldees.”
3. The famous “Ur” could not have been called “Ur of the Chaldees” because the Chaldees were an ethnic group that actually lived around where Urfa (Edessa) was, and did not migrate southeast until long after Abraham.
4. When Abraham wanted to get a wife for his son Isaac, he told his servant to go to his “country” and the land of his birth and get a wife (Gen. 24:4, 7). Yet the servant did not go to the famous Ur, but went to upper Mesopotamia where Haran and Urfa are (Gen. 24). When Genesis 24:10 mentions the city of Nahor as Aram-naharaim, the evidence supports that being the Ur in northwest Mesopotamia. The woman who became Isaac’s wife was Rebekah, and when she sent her son Jacob to get a wife, she sent him to her family in Haran (Gen. 27:43), not way down southeast to the famous Ur.
5. A tablet from Ebla refers to “Ur in Haran.”
6. The expression “Ur of the Chaldees” occurs four times in the Old Testament (Gen. 11:28, 31; 15:7; Neh. 9:7). Each time the Septuagint translates the word “Ur” with a word for land or region, so the translators of the Septuagint connected the Chaldeans with a region, an area.
7. Some of Abraham’s relatives had names that may be connected with sites in northern Mesopotamia.
It is worth expanding on point number four above that Victor Hamilton made, because it is quite decisive that the “Ur of the Chaldees” is the northern “Ur” (aka, “Edessa” and “Urfa”).
Terah, Abram’s father, had three sons: Abram, Nahor, and Haran (Haran fathered Lot, Abram’s nephew. Cf. Gen. 11:27). God called Abram out of Ur to go to Canaan (Gen. 11:31; 12:1). But at first, Abram and the family members who went with him only went as far as Haran, which was only about 30 miles south of the northern Ur (Gen. 11:31). When Abram left Ur and went to Haran, the only family he took was his father Terah, his wife Sarai, and his nephew Lot (Gen. 11:31). That meant that Abram’s two brothers, Nahor and Haran, did not leave Ur. The Bible says Haran died in Ur (Gen. 11:28) and Nahor stayed near Ur, married, and had children. Nahor married Milcah and had a son named Bethuel, who married and had Rebekah and Laban (Gen. 24:15, 24, 29, 47). All this becomes important many years later because when Abraham sought a wife for his son Isaac he sent his servant to “my country and to my relatives” (Gen. 24:4) to find a wife for Isaac. The servant went to “Mesopotamia to the city of Nahor” (Gen. 24:10). As we will see, the area that the servant went to in order to find Abraham’s relatives was the area of the northern Ur. The servant went there and found Rebekah and brought her back to Isaac (Gen. 24:1-67).
Rebekah married Isaac and gave birth to Jacob and Esau. Jacob stole Esau’s blessing, so Esau planned to kill Jacob (Gen. 27:42). To save Jacob, Rebekah said to him, “Arise, flee to Laban my brother in Haran” (Gen. 27:43). But Haran was not where Nahor was from if the Ur of Abraham is the southern Ur! The southern Ur is some 600 miles southeast of Haran. In contrast, as already stated, Haran was only about 30 miles from the northern Ur. So Rebekah sent Jacob to her brother Laban in Haran, which was very close to the northern Ur, where the family of Terah had originated. It is even quite likely that since Haran was the larger and more influential city, that Nahor or his son Bethuel, the father of Rebekah and Laban, had moved to the area of Haran. In any case, Rebekah would not have sent Jacob to Haran if her family was in the southern Ur.
Still another point that supports that the “Ur of the Chaldees” (Gen. 11:28) is the northern Ur is that when God told Abraham to leave (Gen. 12:1), He said, “Go from your country and from your relatives.” Haran would not have been Abraham’s country, nor would his relatives live there if the “Ur of the Chaldees” was the southern Ur that was some 600 miles from Haran. But Abraham’s country and his relatives would have lived in the area of Haran if “Ur of the Chaldees” was the northern Ur, only about 30 miles from Haran.
Although it has been suggested that the traditional Ur is to be preferred because of what Stephen said in Acts 7:2 about Abraham coming from Mesopotamia, there is no reason to believe that Stephen did not consider Haran to be in Mesopotamia, which reaches as far west as eastern Turkey.
“the land of Canaan.” This is the first use of “the land of Canaan” in the Bible. The land no doubt got its name from Canaan, the grandson of Noah (Gen. 10:1, 6). Apparently, Canaan and his descendants settled in the land we now know as “the land of Canaan.” In these relatively early years after the Flood, many parts of land were named after the person who settled there. So, for example, Edom was settled by Esau, who was also called Edom, Moab was settled by Moab, a son of Lot, and so forth.
“they went as far as Haran and settled there.” The distance Abram’s family ended up going from Ur (Urfa; Edessa) to Haran is about 20 miles (about 32 km). Terah’s son Haran is spelled differently than the city of Haran in Syria. According to Acts 7:2-4, God first called Abram when he lived in the city of Ur in Mesopotamia. Stephen, drawing upon the Old Testament and history that had been faithfully passed down through the generations, said: “The God of glory appeared to our father Abraham when he was in Mesopotamia before he lived in Haran, and said to him, ‘Get out of your land, and away from your relatives, and come into the land that I will show you.’ Then he came out of the land of the Chaldeans and lived in Haran. And when his father was dead, God removed him from there into this land in which you now live.”
That Abram was first called by God while he lived in Ur seems to be also clearly supported by Genesis 15:7 and Nehemiah 9:7. Yet Genesis 11:31 makes it seem like Terah, Abram’s father, was the one who took his clan from Ur to Haran. The apparent contradiction, and Abraham’s seeming disobedience to God in taking his family with him, can be explained by the strength of the cultural norms of the time. God told Abraham to leave his family (Acts 7:3), but he did not (although by “family” it is possible that God may have meant Abram’s more distant family members). Since Abram’s father Terah was going along, culture dictated that Terah, the father of the clan, was the de facto leader of the group. This explains the verbiage in Genesis 11:31, that even though it was Abram whom God called, the text says, “Terah took Abram his son…and Sarai his daughter-in-law…They went from Ur of the Chaldees.”
The Bible has nothing at all to say about the family’s stay in Haran. That should not surprise us, because God called Abram to go to the Promised Land, not go to Haran in Syria. In fact, the Bible does not even say why the family stopped in Haran, although we can set forth an educated guess—it was due to Terah’s age and declining health. From the call of Abram to the Exodus was 430 years (Exod. 12:40; Gal. 3:17), and Abram was called from Ur of the Chaldees. Also, Abram was 75 when he left Haran to go to the Promised Land (Gen. 12:4) and was 100 when Isaac, the “seed,” was born. Furthermore, we know that the length of time between Abram’s “seed” (Isaac) and the Exodus was 400 years (Gen. 15:13; Acts 7:6). But if there were 400 years from Isaac’s birth to the Exodus, and 430 years from Abram’s call to the Exodus, then the call had to predate the birth of Isaac by 30 years, five years before Abraham left Haran. That would mean that Abram was called to go to the Promised Land at age 70, when Terah was 200. The family traveled to Haran, at which point we can surmise that Terah was too weak to travel, so the family stayed in Haran for five years. When Terah died at 205, God called Abram again and he went into the Promised Land. Thus, the five years that Abram stayed in Haran was not something that God wanted but something that He accommodated, so He said nothing about it other than that it happened.
[For a more detailed account of the time periods between Abraham and the Exodus, see the commentary on Exod. 12:40.]
 
Genesis Chapter 12
Gen 12:1
“Now Yahweh said to Abram.” Yahweh’s call to Abraham is the beginning of the “chosen people of God.” Out of all the people on earth, God chose Abraham to go to the land that would later be Israel, and God gave that land to Abraham and his “chosen” descendants. Abraham had eight sons, but God chose Isaac to inherit the land. Isaac had two sons, but God chose Jacob, not Esau, to inherit the land. Jacob had 12 sons, and they became the 12 tribes of Israel, then the nation of Israel, and those 12 tribes of Israel were chosen to inherit the land. Thus “Israel” became the chosen people and the chosen nation.
In Genesis 12:3, as God continued to speak to Abraham, we learn the purpose of the “chosen people.” It was not just so they could be blessed by their special relationship to God, but also so that through them all the clans (or groups) of the world would be blessed. One way that the world would be blessed through Israel, if the peoples of the world would accept it, was through the laws and guidance that God gave to Israel. The civil and social laws that God gave Israel are truly exemplary, and many nations have been blessed by the guidance they provide. Another blessing of inestimable value is the knowledge that there is only one God, Yahweh. Abraham knew this (cf. Gen. 14:22) and he and his descendants could have brought that knowledge to the world if they would accept it—but they didn’t. In fact, sadly, even the direct descendants of Abraham other than Isaac, Jacob, and Jacob’s sons, abandoned Yahweh and turned to pagan gods. The world was awash with pagan gods, most of which ruled through threats and terror, and demanded things that degraded human life and society, such as ritual prostitution and human sacrifice. In contrast, the laws God gave were good.
Also, although God does not specifically state it in Genesis, as the Bible unfolds through the centuries, we learn that the greatest blessing to the world that came through Israel was the Messiah, Jesus Christ, who died for the sins of all humankind so that any person who desired to live forever could do so because Jesus died for their sins.
“Go.” In Hebrew this is emphatic, but it is difficult to reproduce in English. Everett Fox[footnoteRef:54] tries to reproduce it: “Go you forth,” but that is awkward in English. [54:  Everett Fox, The Schocken Bible.] 

“country.” The Hebrew is literally “land,” but the translation “your land” makes it seem like Abraham was a landowner in Haran, which he was likely not. He was a herdsman and shepherd. God’s command to “go from your country” makes more sense when we realize that the “Ur of the Chaldees” was only about 30 miles from Haran. So both Ur and Haran were in the area where he lived, and thus his “country,” his land.
“and from your relatives and from your father’s house.” Normally family would stick together, so this is an unusual request that God made of Abraham. The likely reason for it is that Abraham’s ancestors did not worship Yahweh. They worshiped pagan gods (Josh. 24:2). God did not want Abraham’s family taking their pagan gods with them into the Promised Land, so He told Abraham to leave his family behind. God wanted to start a line of believers that could be “His people,” and He decided to start it with Abraham, the Father of those who believe, so He told Abraham to leave his family behind, and Abraham obeyed.
Gen 12:2
“I will make of you a great nation.” God promised Abraham that his seed would be a great multitude on a number of different occasions (Gen. 12:2; 13:16; 15:5; 16:10 (via Hagar); Gen. 17:6; 22:17).
Gen 12:3
“treats you with contempt I will curse.” Although many English versions say that the person who “curses” Abraham, God will “curse,” the two words that are often translated as “curse” are different. The first word is qalal (#07043 קָלַל ), which means more like “to treat someone lightly,” or “treat someone with contempt.” The second word usually translated as “curse” is ʾarar (#0779 אָרַר), and ʾarar is commonly translated as “curse.” What we learn here in Genesis 12:3 is that a person does not have to “curse” Israel in the strict sense of the word to be “cursed” by God.
“clans.” The Hebrew word translated “clans” here is mishpechot (#04940 מִשְׁפָּחָה) a term that generally refers to a group larger than a “family” (a father, mother, and children) but smaller than a tribe. The point is that the blessing of the Messiah will be available for every family group, every clan.
“will be blessed through you.” This is a promise from God to Abraham that the Messiah would be one of his descendants. This is the first time that the Bible tells us that God told Abraham that the Messiah would come through him, but God repeated that to Abraham at various times and ways. It seems unlikely that Abraham would forget God telling him that the Messiah would be one of his descendants, but God no doubt told him that a number of times to bless him and because of the magnitude of the promise. Also, since it is repeated in the Bible, we are not likely to miss it either. This promise in Genesis 12:3 is repeated (and expanded) in Genesis 18:18 and 22:18, and referred to in Galatians 3:8. Peter referred to this promise in Acts 3:25.
[For more on the blessings that would come through Abraham, see commentary on Gen. 12:1.]
Gen 12:4
“Abram was 75 years old.” So Abram, who lived to be 175 years old (Gen. 25:7), was 75, which meant Sarah was 65 years old at this time (cf. Gen. 17:17).
Gen 12:5
“the souls whom they had acquired in Haran.” These are the male and female slaves that Abraham and Lot acquired.[footnoteRef:55] [55:  Kiel and Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament, p. 125] 

Gen 12:6
“Place of Shechem.” The Jews referred to their Temple in Jerusalem as the “Place” (see commentary on John 19:20). Here it refers to a holy site.
“At that time the Canaanites were in the land.” This is much more than just a statement telling us that the children of Ham via Canaan had settled in the Promised Land, although it does explain why Abram could not have the land at this time and God said He would give the land to Abram’s descendants (Gen. 12:7): the land was already occupied by Canaanites. Here in Genesis 12:6, the word Canaanite is being used generically to include all the different evil tribes that occupied Canaan. Later on, the word “Amorite” is used generically to refer to the Canaanites because the Amorites were the dominant tribe in the area where Abraham was (cf. Gen. 15:16).
In this case, the word “Canaanite” was being used as it will be used later in Joshua when the Canaanites were known to be a race that had been genetically marred by demons and had to be destroyed completely (cf. Deut. 7:1; 20:16-18). Genesis 6:4, along with evidence from many other verses, shows that Satan, in order to destroy the human race that could produce the Savior who would destroy him, created a humanoid race of evil people called the Nephilim, the “fallen ones,” who made the earth so corrupt that God had to save it via a worldwide flood. But by the time of Abraham, Satan understood that God had his eye on the land of Israel and Satan wanted to claim that land for himself and destroy God’s people. So Satan made a second attempt at creating the fallen race, and that is why there were Nephilim in the Promised Land when Moses got to the edge of it (Num. 13:33).
E. W. Bullinger writes: “It is evident that from Terah’s and Abraham’s call, Satan knew the line by which ‘the seed of the woman’ (Gen. 3:15) was coming into the world. In [Gen.] chapter 6 he aimed at the whole human race. Now he aims at Abraham and his land. Here is the second explanation of ‘after that’ in [Gen.] 6:4. He [Satan] preoccupies the territory ready to dispute the advance. The Canaanite ‘was then’ – ‘being already’ there (cf. Gen. 13:7). The progeny of the latter attempt to corrupt the race had to be destroyed by the sword of Israel, as those ‘in the days of Noah’ had been by the Flood.”[footnoteRef:56] [56:  Bullinger, Companion Bible, note on Gen. 12:6, 18.] 

Satan is crafty, ruthless, and deadly, and believers are ignorant of him and his devices at their peril. The Bible says Christians are not to be ignorant of Satan and his schemes (2 Cor. 2:11). Although Christians will never defeat Satan in this life, we are called to stand against him and those who follow him in the same way that Jesus did. Although many Christians try to avoid conflict (and it is generally difficult and distasteful), the world is a battleground between Good and Evil, and we are called to “wrestle” against evil (Eph. 6:12) and be good soldiers for the Lord (2 Tim. 2:3). In chapter after chapter in the Bible, in both the Old and New Testaments, believers take a stand against evil, and if evil is to be exposed and held in check, today’s believers must do the same.
[For more on the Nephilim, see commentary on Gen. 6:4.]
Gen 12:7
“And Yahweh appeared.” This is the first time that Yahweh appeared to Abraham.
“I will give this land.” This is the first time the Bible records God telling Abraham that his seed would get the Promised Land. The Hebrew text is future tense, “I will give.” Later, God will make this same basic promise in the past tense. God repeated the promise that He would give the land of Israel to Abraham and his descendants many times, and said it in slightly different ways. He told Abraham that he and his descendants would get the land (Gen. 12:7; 13:15-17; 15:7, 18; 17:8). He told it to Isaac (Gen. 26:3). He told it to Jacob (Gen. 28:13; 35:12; 48:4). Then over and over He told Israel about the promise or that He would give them the land (cf. Exod. 6:4, 8; 12:25; 13:5, 11; Lev. 14:34; 20:24; 23:10; 25:2).
[For more on the promise God made to give the land to Abraham and his descendants, see commentary on Gen. 15:18.]
“to your seed.” This can be a collective plural, meaning “offspring” or “children,” or it can be an actual singular and refer to just one person, one “seed.” Eventually, we learn that the “seed” is Christ (Gal. 3:16).
“So he built an altar there to Yahweh.” Abram built an altar here in Shechem, and in the next verse, he builds another altar between Bethel and Ai.
Gen 12:8
“having Bethel on the west and Ai on the east.” Bethel is slightly more than two miles to the west (actually somewhat northwest) of Ai, and Abraham pitched his tent and built an altar just to the east of Bethel and thus just west of Ai. Many years later, Joshua would stage his attack on Ai from almost exactly the same spot (Josh. 8:9). The locations of both Bethel and Ai may not be exactly known and are disputed by some archaeologists (although there is mainly agreement about the cities, especially Ai), but even if we today are not exactly sure where they are, Abraham did and so did Joshua, and Abraham’s camp and Joshua’s troops were in basically the same area.
“He built an altar to Yahweh there.” In Genesis 12:7, Abram built an altar at Shechem, and here in Genesis 12:8, he builds a second altar between Bethel and Ai. Abraham’s building these altars at Shechem and between Bethel and Ai was more than a simple act of worship. We know that fact because Abram traveled through much of the land but only built altars in a few places. The fact that Abraham took the time to build an altar of sacrifice to Yahweh at Shechem and also between Bethel and Ai in the heart of the Promised Land was an act of trust that God would make good on His promise that he had given the land to Abraham, even though Abraham was still a wandering sheik, traveling with herds and flocks.
“called on the name of Yahweh.” The phrase “call on the name of Yahweh” refers to prayer and supplication. Abraham and others called on Yahweh to get His help and support in life just as we do. It was certainly appropriate at this time, just as Abraham was entering the land and not knowing exactly what he would be facing, that He prayed to Yahweh for guidance and support.
Gen 12:9
“Abram traveled, going on by stages toward the Negev.” The Hebrew text is brief, and involves the custom that Abraham lived in a tent and traveled with it. A much more literal translation of Genesis 12:9 could be: “And Abraham journeyed, going on and journeying toward the Negev.” Or “And Abraham pulled up [his tent pegs], going on and pulling up [his tent pegs] toward the Negev.” The picture in the Bible is that Abraham traveled and as he did he pulled up his tent pegs and moved himself and his extended family from tent site to tent site, moving south toward the Negev in the south of Israel. Esau used the same terminology about pulling up tent stakes (Gen. 33:12).
Gen 12:10
“famine in the land.” There are a number of times in the Bible that Israel had a famine. God wants to bless the land we live on, and the Devil comes to steal, kill, and destroy (John 10:10). There is a war going on between Good and Evil, and, because of the sin of Adam and Eve, the Devil has control of much of what happens on the earth. That is why he is called the “god of this age” (2 Cor. 4:4), and the “ruler of this world” (John 14:30), and controls or influences everything that happens in it (1 John 5:19).
The Devil was occasionally able to cause a famine that affected the people of God, and at least for some of these famines, godly people left the land of Israel. Abraham left the land because of a famine (Gen. 12:10). So did Isaac (Gen. 26:1). So did Jacob, who went to Egypt (Gen. 45-46). So did Elimelech (Ruth 1:1). Was it the right thing to do for them to leave Israel? Life is difficult. God gave every one of us different ministries and we all have different levels of risk tolerance. Many things in life are not “right” or “wrong,” simply different. Some people prefer to stay where they are in hard times and “tough it out.” Other people see the wisdom in trying to mitigate difficult circumstances by doing different things, one of which is moving.
Although some Christians assert that moving out of the land demonstrates a “lack of faith,” that is not true. It was often the wise choice, and Proverbs tells us that “wisdom is supreme” (Prov. 4:7 NIV84, HCSB). It is wise to move from danger. Abraham and the others saved their flocks and fortune. Jacob moved out of Israel due to a famine, but then his descendants made the mistake of not going back when the famine was over, and eventually they became enslaved. Moving once saved them, if they had moved twice they would have been saved again.
Life is uncertain and there is danger everywhere. To do our best for God we have to be convinced that this world is not our home. We cannot become too attached to any property here. We have to be ready to move if the situation calls for it. Often we are not sure. For example, a believer standing alone without a fellowship faces a difficult decision. He or she can go to the trouble of moving to be near a fellowship, or he or she can stay and keep witnessing in the hope that there will be fruit and a fellowship will develop. What is the right decision? Often, we don’t know, we just make the best decision we can and pray for God’s blessings. In the same situation, someone else might make the opposite decision. One thing is certain in these difficult situations; what we need from other Christians is understanding and support, not criticism for the decision we have made.
Gen 12:11
“a beautiful woman.” The Hebrew text is more literally, “a woman of beautiful appearance.”
Gen 12:13
“Please say that you are my sister.” This record in Genesis 12:10-20 is the first time Abraham asked Sarah to lie about being his wife in order to protect his life. He did it again later, and the situation is explained in more detail there (Gen. 20:1-18).
“so that it will be well with me for your sake.” That is exactly what happened. Genesis 12:16 says, “And he [Pharaoh] treated Abram well for her sake, so that Abram came to have sheep, cattle, male donkeys, male slaves, female slaves, female donkeys, and camels.” Although the text does not specifically say so, it seems almost certain that Pharaoh treated Abram well and through his association with Pharaoh, Abram came to have a lot of wealth.
“so that my soul will live.” Here in Genesis 12:13, the word “soul” is nephesh (#05315 נֶפֶשׁ), and is being used to mean “I.” Abram was saying that “I will live because of you.”
[For more information on “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
Gen 12:15
“Pharaoh’s house.” Pharaoh’s “house” was the palace, but the palace was commonly called the “house” of the king.
Gen 12:16
“And he [Pharaoh] treated Abram well for her sake.” This is what Abram had asked for in Genesis 12:13, to be treated well. When Pharaoh took Sarai, he did indeed treat Abram well, and because of that, Abram came to have sheep, cattle, male donkeys, male slaves, female slaves, female donkeys, and camels. Although the text does not specifically say so, it seems almost certain that it was through his association with Pharaoh that Abram came to have a lot of wealth. In fact, some of, if not much of, that wealth may have come as a kind of bride price when Pharaoh took Sarai. However, as the supposed brother-in-law to Pharaoh, it is quite likely that a lot of people would have wanted to do business with Abram just to get into a closer or more influential relationship with a member of the royal family.
In any case, what we know is that Abram came into Egypt with some wealth (Gen. 12:5), but left Egypt with a lot of wealth (Gen. 13:2).
Gen 12:18
“Pharaoh called Abram and said, “What is this that you have done to me?” The Bible never says how Pharaoh found out that the plagues he was suffering were related to Abraham. It is enough for us to know that he did, and God likely did not put that in the text because Pharaoh would have discovered the reason for the disasters by revelation or some kind of divination. Throughout history, God energized many things that seem strange to us today, for example, the Urim and Thummim in the breastplate of the High Priest (Exod. 28:30); Gideon’s fleece (Judg. 6:36-40); and Jonathan’s declaration (1 Sam. 14:9-10).
Gen 12:19
“Why did you say, ‘She is my sister.’” In this context, it seems like Pharaoh is more godly than Abram. Abram assumed Pharaoh and the Egyptians would be ungodly, but that turned out to not be the case at all. We have to be very careful about making assumptions about people.
“so that I took her to be my wife.” The Bible does not say whether or not Pharaoh had sex with Sarai. Pharaoh was obviously upset. He simply said, “Take and go!”
Gen 12:20
“and they sent him away.” Pharaoh’s men sent Abram away, likely escorting him on his way out of Egypt.
 
Genesis Chapter 13
Gen 13:2
“wealthy.” The Hebrew is literally “heavy.” What Abraham had was indeed “heavy.” Abram came into Egypt with some wealth (Gen. 12:5), but left Egypt with a lot of wealth (Gen. 13:2; see commentary on Gen. 12:16).
Gen 13:3
“making and breaking camp.” Abraham had flocks and herds that had to eat and rest. He could not do a forced march from one point to another. The time he spent in any one place would vary depending on the pasture, water, people around, etc.
“between Bethel and Ai.” Abraham and Joshua’s army both camped there (see commentary on Gen. 12:8).
Gen 13:4
“earlier.” This is not the very first, but earlier, at the early stages of his travels.
Gen 13:5
“and tents.” The word “tents” here indicates that like Abram, Lot was the head of a small tribe of people. We soon later find out that both of them had numerous flocks and herds (Gen. 13:6-7).
Gen 13:7
“the Canaanite.” The Canaanites were descendants of Ham (Gen. 10:6), although in this context it means more than just that the descendants of Ham’s son Canaan settled there (see commentary on Gen. 12:6).
“Perizzite.” A tribe of unknown origin that by the time of Joshua lived in the hill country of Judah and Ephraim. See commentary on Joshua 9:1. The Canaanites and Perizzites were wicked people, and would have been a threat to Abraham. Also, this lets us know that if there were Canaanites and Perizzites in the land at the time of Abraham, when Israel crossed the Jordan River and entered the Promised Land some 400 years later they would have had time to multiply greatly, which they did.
“were living in the land at that time.” This use of “land” is more specific to the part of the land where Abram was at the time, not the whole area of the Promised Land.
Gen 13:9
“If you go to the left, then I will go to the right.” The Biblical world was oriented to the east. While we Westerners think of “up” or “ahead” as north, in biblical times “ahead” was east. So if Lot went “to the left,” that would mean north, while “to the right” would be south. Abraham and Lot were in the Negev at the time (Gen. 13:1), so practically speaking, if Lot went north he would go into central Israel. Instead, Lot went east.
Gen 13:10
“plain of the Jordan.” The Hebrew word translated as “plain” is kikkar (#03603 כִּכָּר), and its meanings include “round,” “circle” “talent” or in this context a flat valley. E. A. Speiser writes: “Plain. Not ‘circle’ as the Heb. is often translated, since ‘the circle of the Jordan’ would be difficult to justify topographically. The Heb. noun kikkār is used for the typical flap of bread, as well as the weight known as ‘talent.” Both shapes are round as well as flat. Here, however, it was evidently the latter feature that influenced the geographic application.”[footnoteRef:57] Although there was a lush “plain of Jordan” at the time Lot viewed the property, it seems that after Yahweh destroyed Sodom and Gomorrah the plain submerged and formed the southern part of the Dead Sea. The southern basin of the Dead Sea was shallow and quite flat, and one can easily imagine that at one time it was a fertile plain even though that is not the case today. [57:  E. A. Speiser, Genesis, 3rd ed. [AB], 96.] 

“Zoar.” The name “Zoar” means “Little” or “Small,” which did not mean the town stayed that way throughout history (cf. Gen. 19:20-22). This is almost certainly not the Zoar in Egypt, but the Zoar south of the Dead Sea, in the Jordan Rift. From where he was, Lot could see the plain of Jordan and it was well-watered in the direction of Zoar. Lot was looking east, and the Zoar of Egypt is southwest. More evidence that this Zoar is in the Rift Valley is in Genesis 14:2, 8, which lists the king of Zoar as fighting in the five-king coalition against the invading kings from Mesopotamia. Still more evidence that this Zoar is not the Zoar that is on the way to Egypt is that Lot wanted to hide there, but later thought better of it and went to the mountains (Gen. 19:20-22).
“all of it was well-watered...like the Garden of Yahweh.” The “Garden of Yahweh” is also known as the Garden of Eden, which was well-watered (Gen. 2:6, 10-14).
Gen 13:11
“So Lot chose the plain of the Jordan for himself.” We can give Lot the benefit of the doubt and say that perhaps at this time Lot did not know that the people of Sodom were exceedingly wicked, and he simply chose that area because he saw that it would be good for his herds and flocks. Plus, being in the Jordan Valley, although the summers would be hot, he would not be subject to the cold winters of the hill country of Judah, which was just to the west of him. On the other hand, in those times people stayed safe by being keenly aware of the people and tribes who lived around them. As wealthy as Abraham and Lot were, it is hard to believe that they would not have had some information about the wickedness of the people in the cities of the plain such as Sodom and Gomorrah.
In any case, if Lot did not know about the wickedness of the people of Sodom when he first moved there, he would have learned about it quite soon. Yet, even though he was a mobile shepherd like Abraham was, he refused to move. In 2 Peter, God comments about “righteous Lot, who was worn down by the unrestrained way of life of immoral people (for as he lived among them day after day, that righteous man kept tormenting his righteous soul by the lawless acts that he saw and heard” (2 Pet. 2:7-8). Lot could have and should have moved. Not only did the sinful behavior of the people of Sodom torment him, it almost cost him his life, both when the angels were in his house (Gen. 19:9) and again when the Mesopotamian kings carried him off as a captive (Gen. 14:12). Lot is an example of how being weak-willed and getting entangled with the world can cost a person dearly. Godly people avoid evil. Proverbs has a lot to say about avoiding evil: “A wise person is cautious and turns away from evil, but a fool is angry and is overconfident” (Prov. 14:16). Also, “A prudent person sees evil and hides, but the naïve continue on and are punished” (Prov. 22:3; 27:12).
Gen 13:13
“men of Sodom.” This is almost certainly the generic use of the word “men,” meaning “people,” because it seems clear that the women were unrighteous also. In fact, God said that if there were ten righteous people in the city he would not destroy it (Gen. 18:32), and since there would likely be close to the same number of men in the city as women, the women could not have been righteous either. However, as seems clear from Genesis 19:4-11, the men were certainly actively involved in wicked behavior.
“exceedingly wicked and sinful.” The Hebrew is written in such a way that the text means exceedingly wicked and exceedingly sinful. The wording of the text is emphatic.
Gen 13:15
“I will give to you.” This is the second time God told Abraham that his seed would get the “Promised Land,” and this time God clarified that the land would be given to “you” (Abraham) and “your seed.” The first time God spoke of giving the land, it was just to Abraham’s seed (Gen. 12:7). God repeated the promise that He would give the land of Israel to Abraham and his descendants many times, and said it in slightly different ways. He told Abraham that he and his descendants would get the land (Gen. 12:7; 13:15-17; 15:7, 18; 17:8). He told it to Isaac (Gen. 26:3). He told it to Jacob (Gen. 28:13; 35:12; 48:4). Then over and over He told Israel about the promise that He would give them the land (cf. Exod. 6:4, 8; 12:25; 13:5, 11; Lev. 14:34; 20:24; 23:10; 25:2). Also, in this context, the word “seed” can have a singular or plural meaning. In some contexts, the word is clearly plural, but here it can be either a plural meaning or a singular meaning, or both. Galatians 3:16 says, “Now the promises were spoken to Abraham and to his seed. It does not say, ‘And to seeds,’ as referring to many, but referring to one, ‘And to your seed,’ which is Christ.” As the promise stated, Abraham’s “seed,” Christ, will rule the land forever.
[For more on the promise God made to give the land to Abraham and his descendants, see commentary on Gen. 15:18.]
Gen 13:16
“like the dust of the earth.” The “dust of the earth” is the figure of speech hyperbole (exaggeration) for a huge number. God promised Abraham that his seed would be a great multitude on a number of different occasions (Gen. 12:2; 13:16; 15:5; 16:10 (via Hagar); Gen. 17:6; 22:17). This is the second time God told this to Abraham, and it is a clarification of what He had said to Abraham earlier, in Genesis 12:2. God also told Jacob his seed would grow in number to be like the dust of the earth (Gen. 28:14).
Gen 13:17
“I will give it to you.” See commentary on Genesis 13:15.
Gen 13:18
“And Abram moved his tent and went.” Abram had been living between Bethel and Ai, about ten miles north of Jerusalem (Gen. 13:3). Now he moves his tent to Hebron, about 30 miles south of Jerusalem.
“lived by the oaks of Mamre that are in Hebron.” Genesis 14:13 tells us that these are “the oaks of Mamre the Amorite, the brother of Eshcol and the brother of Aner; and these were allies of Abram.” It would not be uncommon for a person to own property with trees, or even just the trees themselves. Abraham would have been allowed to tent there because Mamre and Abram were allies. Some scholars believe that here in Genesis 13:18, “Mamre” is a reference to a geographical site close to Hebron, but the fact that this text says the oaks were “in” (or “at”) Hebron, plus the clarification about the oaks being “the oaks of Mamre the Amorite” in Genesis 14:13, argues against that being the case.
“and he built an altar to Yahweh there.” This is the third altar that Abraham built in the Promised Land. He built one at Shechem (Gen. 12:6-7), one between Bethel and Ai (Gen. 12:8), and now one at Hebron (Gen. 13:18). In Hebrew, the word “altar” is more literally “slaughter site.” When Abraham built an altar, he killed animals on it—that was what altars were for. The killing and burning of an animal was not just to please God, although it did, but when properly understood, it was an indication that an “innocent” animal would die in place of a sinful human, and the death of the innocent would cover the sin of the guilt party. That is why 2 Corinthians 5:21 says that Christ died as an offering for sin.
 
Genesis Chapter 14
Gen 14:1
“Amraphel king of Shinar.” “Shinar” was the name of the ancient homeland of Babylon, encompassing both Sumer and Akkad. It was west of the northwest section of the Persian Gulf.
“Arioch king of Ellasar.” “Ellasar” has not been positively identified. Scholars used to think it was the Babylonian town of Larsa, but that has been disproven. It seems to be located somewhere in the western part of Mesopotamia or just south of that.[footnoteRef:58] [58:  Victor Hamilton, The Book of Genesis: Chapters 1-17 [NICOT], 400.] 

“Chedorlaomer king of Elam.” Chedorlaomer was the leader of the coalition of these kings. Elam was north of the northwest end of the Persian Gulf.
“Tidal king of Goiim.” “Tidal” is a Hittite name, but Goiim is unlocated. If King Tidal was a Hittite, then this coalition of kings likely reached from what is today western Turkey eastward to the Persian Gulf, and the army they could have put together would have been formidable indeed.
Gen 14:2
“Bera king of Sodom.” The five kings who defended themselves against the Mesopotamian armies were minor kings; kings over cities, not countries, so they were outnumbered and lost the war. Four of the five kings are named. It is possible that the “names” were not given names, but names they were called in the culture, because “Bera is based on ra, ‘evil,’ and Birsha on resa ‘injustice,’ in symbolic censure of Sodom and Gomorrah.”[footnoteRef:59] [59:  E. A. Speiser, Genesis [AB], 101.] 

Gen 14:3
“Plain of Siddim.” The Hebrew word translated as “plain” is ꜥemeq (#06010 עֵ֖מֶק), and it refers to a valley. However, a “valley” in biblical thinking can be very different than what we Westerners usually think of as a valley. For example, the “Valley of Jezreel” is a flat plain over five miles (8 km) wide in some places. True, there are mountains to the north and south of the plain, but is a five-mile flat plain really a “valley” even if it does have mountains on both sides? We would normally say “No.” We would call it what it is: a plain with mountains on both sides. Similarly, is the south basin of the Dead Sea, which seems to also be the “Valley of Siddim” at the time of Abraham (Gen. 14:3), really a “valley” when it is some five miles wide? We would normally refer to it as the “plain of Siddim.”
Although the “Plain of Siddim” has never been specifically located, that is very likely because it is where the southern basin of the Dead Sea is now, just as Genesis 14:3 indicates. The southern basin of the Dead Sea is shallow (mostly 20-30 feet deep) and mostly flat, and in historical periods has not been covered in water. E. A. Speiser writes about the Valley of Siddim: “Apparently the authentic name of the area at the southern end of the Dead Sea, which was later submerged.”[footnoteRef:60] [60:  E. A. Speiser, Genesis [AB], 101.] 

“that is, the Salt Sea.” The “Salt Sea” is another name for the Dead Sea. Genesis was penned by Moses. Moses lived long after the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah, so what was a well-watered plain at the time of Abraham and Lot (cf. Gen. 13:10) was the southern basin of the Dead Sea at the time of Moses.
Gen 14:4
“They served Chedorlaomer for 12 years.” Although there were four northern kings that formed the coalition that attacked Israel and the Transjordan, the mention of Chedorlaomer in this context strongly indicates that he was the instigator and leader of the coalition. The Bible does not tell us how the southern kings “served” the Mesopotamian king Chedorlaomer for 12 years, but it likely meant making payments of flocks and herds and other things as well. Lot would have been part of this subjugation to Chedorlaomer because Lot lived near Sodom (Gen. 13:12) and was likely a subject of King Bera of Sodom (Gen. 14:2).
Gen 14:5
“Chedorlaomer came, and the kings who were with him.” Victor Hamilton writes about the route that these northern kings took through the Transjordan:
“The geographical exactness given to the description of the route followed by the invaders (Ashteroth-karnaim, Ham, Shaveh-kiriathaim, Seir/El-paran, En-mishpat, Hazazon-tamar) is striking. Equally striking is that the place names which are identifiable are all to be found along the central mountain range of Transjordan, which, according to Deut. 1-3, is the route followed in the opposite direction by the Israelites after they left Sinai for Palestine. This route is the ‘kings highway’ (Num. 20:17), which was the one that caravans and military expeditions followed between Syria in the north and the Dead Sea in the South.”[footnoteRef:61] [61:  Victor Hamilton, The Book of Genesis: Chapters 1-17 [ NICOT], 402.] 

“struck down.” The devastation produced by these strong Mesopotamian kings and their armies was huge, and had an effect that lasted for centuries.
Nelson Glueck wrote about the devastation: “Centuries earlier [than the Babylonian Captivity] another civilization of high achievement had flourished between the twenty-first and nineteenth centuries B. C., till it was savagely liquidated by the Kings of the East. According to the Biblical statements, which have been borne out by archaeological evidence, they gutted every city and village at the end of that period from Ashtaroth-Karnaim in southern Syria through all of Transjordan and the Negev to Kadesh(-barnea) in Sinai (Genesis 14:1-7). From then on, for hundreds of years, till the establishment of the kingdoms of Edom and Moab and Ammon in the thirteenth century B. C., there was a great gap in the history of permanent, sedentary settlement. Bedouins roamed freely throughout the length and breadth of most of Transjordan. With a few notable exceptions in the area of Ammon, the central and southern parts of the land knew no sound of the carpenter’s hammer and the ring of the stonemason’s chisel no more. Systematic agriculture became a thing of the past. Commerce ceased. There are no pottery remains of this period other than at several isolated places to testify of civilized activity….”[footnoteRef:62] [62:  Nelson Glueck, Rivers in the Desert, [JPS], 11.] 

The devastation caused by the Mesopotamian kings and their armies allowed Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob more freedom to roam and pasture their flocks than they otherwise might have been able to do. In a sense, this devastation was similar to what Samson did when he killed all the leadership of the Philistine kingdom (Judg. 18:27, 30), something that disabled that enemy of Israel during a time when they were establishing their first king and were truly becoming a united kingdom instead of a confederacy of independent tribes.
“the Rephaim in Ashteroth-karnaim, and the Zuzim in Ham, and the Emim in Shaveh-kiriathaim.” The reason these three “beings,” the Rephaim, the Zuzim, and the Emim, are specifically named in this context is that they were Nephilim, large and powerful beings who were incurably wicked and due to their size and strength generally rose to leadership in the areas they lived (see commentary on Gen. 6:4).
“Ham.” This is not the same word as “Ham” the son of Noah—the names are spelled differently in Hebrew. The location is unknown, but it is likely in Gilead in the Transjordan.
Gen 14:6
“Seir.” “Seir” was a Horite, and the one whom Mount Seir is named after (cf. Gen. 36:20). By the time of Moses, the descendants of Esau had attacked and conquered the Horites, the people of Seir, and driven the Horites out. Thus at that time “Mount Seir” was Edom (cf. Deut. 2:4-5, 12, 22). However, at this time of Abraham, Seir the Horite and his descendants lived in the hill country south of the Dead Sea, in the area that was later called “Edom.”
“El-paran...by the desert.” It seems that “El-paran” is another name for the port city of Elath, or it could be a place in the desert (or wilderness) of Paran. This wilderness/desert area is west of Edom.
Gen 14:7
“En-mishpat (that is, Kadesh).” The fact that Genesis 14 has a mix of older and more modern names for the same places is a mark of its authenticity. If it had been written much later for a different audience, the older names would not have been necessary.
This “Kadesh” is the well-known Kadesh-barnea in the northern Sinai Peninsula, just south of the Negev. Genesis 14:7 is the first reference to Kadesh in the Bible. The area of Kadesh-barnea had four springs, so it had plenty of water, which made it an ideal place to stop and camp, or even to live. Traveling south from Israel, when one reached Kadesh-barnea, the main north-south road split into three. The main road continued south to Egypt, while one road turned west and followed the Wadi El-Arish to the Mediterranean Sea, and another road went southeast to the Gulf of Aqabah. Kadesh-barnea was the point at which Moses stopped short of the Promised Land and sent spies into it (Num. 13:26; Deut. 1:19-24). Also Moses’ sister Miriam died and was buried at Kadesh-barnea (Num. 20:1). Joshua conquered Kadesh-barnea (Josh. 10:41).
“struck down all the territory.” The Hebrew text uses the idiom: “struck down the whole field of the Amalekites.” The territory or “field” is being put by metonymy for the people who live there. The northern kings conquered the territory all the way down to the Red Sea.
“Hazazon-tamar.” “Hazazon-tamar” is one of the names of En-gedi, on the western shore of the Dead Sea (2 Chron. 20:2).
Gen 14:8
“Plain of Siddim.” See commentary on Genesis 14:3.
Gen 14:10
“Plain of Siddim.” See commentary on Genesis 14:3.
“bitumen pits.” For more information on bitumen, see commentary on Genesis 11:3.
“as the kings of Sodom and Gomorrah fled.” It was not just the two “kings” who fled, but they and their armies. The Bible does not explicitly say these five kings were defeated, but we can see that they were defeated.
“some people hid themselves in them.” It is commonly believed that the kings of Sodom and Gomorrah “fell” (i.e., died) in the bitumen pits, and the Hebrew word sometimes translated as “fell” can refer to being killed or dying. But that meaning does not make good sense in this context. The kings and their armies who were from the area were well acquainted with the bitumen pits. Are we to believe they somehow accidentally fell in the pits and died as if in quicksand, or jumped into them to hide but then realized they were stuck in the bitumen and could not get out and so died there? Or that the presence of the pits slowed their escape so they were overtaken by the enemy and killed? Those explanations do not make good sense. Furthermore, they do not fit with the immediate or remoter context. For example, it seems apparent that the king of Sodom did not die because he appears again in Genesis 14:17. Also, we must remember that the kings—along with some of their army—were never actually said to die in the pits, that is simply assumed by translators. Also, they were never said to be killed by the enemy. The evidence of the text is that the men in the bitumen pits continued to live, just as the ones who fled to the hills did.
When we read the whole sentence of Genesis 14:10, we find that it is speaking about the people who did not die but instead escaped the northern invaders. It reads, “Now the Plain of Siddim was full of bitumen pits, and as the kings of Sodom and Gomorrah fled, some people hid themselves in them, and the rest of them fled to the hill country.” It was not just the two men, the king of Sodom and the king of Gomorrah, who hid in the bitumen pits, but some of their army; in fact, the two kings may not have been among the men who hid in the bitumen pits. The NIV expresses this fact well: “when the kings of Sodom and Gomorrah fled, some of the men fell into them and the rest fled to the hills.” The bitumen pits made good places to hide because they could not be easily seen from a distance. They were depressions in the ground and someone had to be quite close to them to see down into them or even know they were there.
There were two categories of people who escaped being killed by the northern army: those who hid in bitumen pits and those who fled to the mountains.
The idea that the kings or their army “fell” into the pits or “fell” (i.e., “died”) in the pits is not what the verse is speaking about. Victor Hamilton translates the phrase about the bitumen pits as, “they hid out in them, while the rest fled to the hills.”[footnoteRef:63] He goes on to write: “Some commentators (e.g., Westermann) have registered surprise that the story would have the kings of Sodom and Gomorrah falling (so AV, RSV, NIV, etc.) into the bitumen pits (and as a result perishing) only to have the king of Sodom reappear later in Genesis 14:17. But this apparent problem disappears once it is remembered that nāpal may also refer to a voluntary lowering of oneself. For example, Gen. 24:64 refers to Rebekah who “lowered herself [lit., “fell”!] from her camel.”[footnoteRef:64] [63:  Victor Hamilton, The Book of Genesis: Chapters 1-17 [NICOT], 397.]  [64:  Hamilton, The Book of Genesis: Chapters 1-17 [NICOT], 403.] 

A few commentaries and versions have picked up on what really happened as the southern armies fled. For example, the CJPS version reads, “and the kings of Sodom and Gomorrah, in their flight, threw themselves into them, while the rest escaped to the hill country.” E. A. Speiser (The Anchor Bible) translates Genesis 14:10, “The kings of Sodom and Gomorrah flung themselves into these [bitumen pits] in their flight.”[footnoteRef:65] Then Speiser comments, “flung themselves. Literally, “fell”; but the Heb. stem (npl) often carries a reflexive connotation, notably in the phrase “to fall on one’s neck” (Gen. 33:4; 14:14; 46:29), which describes a voluntary act; see also Gen. 17:3).”[footnoteRef:66] Nahum Sarna agrees, and says, “Hebrew root n-f-l often has this meaning [of a voluntary “falling”]”[footnoteRef:67] Henry Morris, in The Genesis Record, does not mention people dying in the bitumen pits, but instead says that they were “possibly hiding in the asphalt pits.”[footnoteRef:68] [65:  E. A. Speiser, Genesis [AB], 99.]  [66:  Speiser, Genesis [AB], 103 (Speiser uses Roman numerals; the REV commentary converts these to Arabic numbers).]  [67:  Nahum Sarna, The JPS Torah Commentary: Genesis, 107 (note that Sarna uses an “f” while Speiser uses a “p.” Hebrew systems of transliteration differ).]  [68:  Henry Morris, The Genesis Record, 315.] 

We can understand why the Hebrew text uses the word nāpal, “fell,” or “threw themselves.” The men were fleeing the enemy and wanted to get out of sight as quickly as possible, so they hurriedly got into the pits, where they hid. The southern armies, which included the armies of the kings of Sodom and Gomorrah, were defeated and fled to save their lives. Some of the men hid in bitumen pits, while others fled to the mountains.
“fled to the hill country.” The Jordan River Valley, which runs north and south, has very high mountains on both the east side and the west side. The Bible does not say which side the army fled to, but since the invading army was coming down the Transjordan side, it would be logical that the defeated army fled west.
Gen 14:11
“They took all the possessions of Sodom and Gomorrah.” The “they” here refers to the four northern kings.
Gen 14:12
“the son of Abram’s brother.” Lot was Abraham’s nephew, the son of the brother of Abraham.
“who lived in Sodom.” Lot had moved from “near” Sodom to “in” Sodom (cf. Gen. 13:12).
Gen 14:13
“the Hebrew.” This is the first use of “Hebrew” in the Bible.
“was living.” Abraham lived in a tent and had many servants who watched his flocks and herds, and they would have also lived in tents with him, so this was a typical Bedouin tent encampment, with dozens of tents. Genesis 12:16 says that Abram had flocks, herds, donkeys, camels, and both male and female servants (more likely a mixture of slaves and servants. The Hebrew word can be used of either a servant or a slave, so readers have to tell from the context whether “servant” or “slave” is meant). We learn from Genesis 14:14 that Abram had 318 men who were fighting age who had been “born in his house,” that is, as part of his household of slaves and servants, so he had a huge camp. Thus Abram was a powerful Bedouin chief. As the weather changed and grazing needs changed, the camp would move. This way of life is almost gone today, although a few Bedouin tribes that camp are left.
“of Mamre the Amorite.” “Mamre” was the name of a person and a place (Gen. 13:18). It is possible and even likely that the place was named after its early owner, Mamre.
Gen 14:14
“he led out his trained men, born in his house, 318.” Genesis 14:14 mentions the 318 men who were born in Abraham’s house, but it seems clear that there were other allies of Abraham who fought in the war. Genesis 14:13 says that Mamre the Amorite and his brothers Eshcol and Aner were allies of Abram, and according to Genesis 14:24, those three men (and the men who would have been with them) also got a share in the spoils, indicating that they had fought in the war against the Mesopotamian kings. So the Bible does not tell us how large Abraham’s army was, but it would have taken a lot of courage to go against the Mesopotamian kings who had been so successful. It is also very likely that when Abraham’s army attacked, the men who had been taken as slaves by the Mesopotamian kings joined Abraham’s army in helping to defeat the northern invaders.
The word translated as “trained men” occurs only here in the Bible. It could very likely refer to slaves since they were born in Abraham’s “house,” that is, in the extended camp over which he was the “father,” the leader, but it could also refer to servants or even, as some lexical evidence suggests, “retainers.” For more uses of “born in his house, see commentary on Genesis 17:12.
“Dan.” At the time of Abraham, and later when Moses wrote Genesis, the town was called “Laish” (Judg. 18:7, 27), but when the Danites conquered it they changed the name to “Dan” (Judg. 18:29). So it seems that an editor during or after the time of Judges edited the name in Genesis to “Dan” to clarify the location for later readers.
The phrase “pursued as far as Dan” can be confusing because the next verse, Genesis 14:15, says he pursued them to Hobah north of Damascus. Abraham pursued Chedorlaomer and his allies as far as Dan and fought an initial battle with them there, but when Chedorlaomer’s army retreated north, Abraham and his allies pursued them as far as Hobah, north of Damascus (Damascus was about 45 miles northeast of Dan).
Gen 14:15
“Hobah.” This site has not been located.
“north of Damascus.” The Hebrew is literally, “on the left hand.” In our Western culture, we ordinarily turn our maps to point north, and think of East as “to the right” of north. In the biblical culture, everyone thought of East as “straight ahead” because it was where the sun rose, and the sun was a blessing from God. So, for example, the Tabernacle and Temple had their entrances to the East. The Messiah is called, “the Rising Sun from on high” (Luke 1:78) because when he comes he will dispel these dark times. So the “left hand of Damascus is north of Damascus. It is important that the student of Scripture keep in mind that the biblical world was oriented to the East; it comes up in a number of verses.
Gen 14:16
“the women and the people.” Since Genesis 14:16 specifically mentions “women,” “the people” refers to the men. Since most of the men of fighting age either died in the war or were among the escapees (cf. Gen. 14:10), these “people” would have generally been older men and boys.
Gen 14:17
“the king of Sodom.” The king of Sodom is Bera (Gen. 14:2). That he was here to meet Abraham is evidence that he and others did not die in the bitumen pits, but only hid in them (see Gen. 14:10).
“the Valley of Shaveh (that is, the King’s Valley).” The “Valley of Shaveh” is generally believed to be about where the Hinnom Valley and Kidron Valley meet, just south of Jerusalem.
Gen 14:18
“Melchizedek.” “Melchizedek” is perhaps more easily understood if it is spelled as a hyphenated word, “Melchi-zedek” (“My king is righteousness”). It is noteworthy that at this point during the time of Abraham, “Salem” (Jerusalem) was ruled by a godly king, but when Joshua entered the land some 450 years later, Jerusalem was ruled by Adoni-zedek (“My lord is righteousness”) who was a very ungodly king and organized a confederation of armies to attack Gibeon, which had made peace with Joshua (Josh. 10:1-5).
[For more on Melchizedek, see Heb. 7:1-17.]
“Salem.” “Salem” is apparently the oldest and original name of Jerusalem, and this is the first time it occurs in the Bible. “Salem” means “peace,” (related to shalom, “wholeness, peace”). The first time the city is recorded as being called “Jerusalem” is Joshua 10:1, and the king at that time was Adoni-zedek. When the Jebusite city of Jerusalem was finally conquered by David, the king of the city was not named, although the city was called “Jebus” as well as Jerusalem (2 Sam. 5:6-9; 1 Chron. 11:4-7).
“bread and wine.” This would not have ordinarily been any kind of grand reception in the biblical world; in fact, it is so ordinary that to a man of Abram’s wealth and stature, it would have been an insult. The bread and wine are mentioned because they prefigure the death of Jesus Christ, as he showed us at the Last Supper. It is likely that with, or after, the bread and wine that other food was brought out. We know that Abram knew about the coming Messiah, and in fact, would begin to offer his son in a way that pictured the Messiah (Gen. 22:1-18). This verse shows that Melchizedek also knew much about the coming Messiah.
“a priest.” The Hebrew text does not read “the priest,” even though many English versions have that reading. The Hebrew text is “a priest,” and that is almost certainly the case. At this early time before Israel existed and thus before God chose Israel to be His chosen people, the people who believed were God’s people, and there is little reason to doubt that some of those people acted as priests to God, not just Melchizedek. It may well have been to one of those other priests or prophets that Rebekah went when she needed to ask Yahweh about the children in her womb (Gen. 25:22).
“of God Most High.” In Hebrew the translation “God Most High” is very literal; the phrase means “the Most High God” (cf. NET) and that is the phrase that occurs in the New Testament.
Gen 14:19
“Blessed be Abram.” The Hebrew text does not have a verb, it is simply “Blessed...Abram.” That construction can be, and should be, interpreted many different ways at the same time. It would normally be taken to mean “Blessed is Abram,” (e.g., CSB, GW), but it can also imply that Abram will be blessed, or it can be a desire, “May Abram be blessed” (e.g. BBE). Furthermore, the genitive phrase “of God Most High” can refer to Abram being a godly person, or it can be instrumental and mean “blessed by God Most High.
“creator.” The HALOT[footnoteRef:69] says “creator” for Genesis 14:19, and creator is a legitimate meaning of the Hebrew word qanah (#07069 קָנָה), which has a fairly wide semantic range and so, for example, can mean “create, possess, acquire, get.” Also, the Septuagint reads “creator,” not possessor. However, the Hebrew word can also mean “possessor.” It is difficult to choose whether to put “creator” or “possesser” in the REV text when the Hebrew word can have both definitions. A native Hebrew reader would see both meanings in the word at the same time. [69:  Koehler and Baumgartner, Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the Old Testament.] 

Gen 14:20
“a tenth of all.” This is the first time in the Bible that a “tenth,” a “tithe” is mentioned. However, it was not the same as the tithe required by the Mosaic Law (Lev. 27:30-32). The tenth “of all” that Abraham gave was a tenth of the spoils of war he was bringing home from the defeat of Chedorlaomer and the kings who were with him (Gen. 14:17). Abraham had fought them close to Damascus in Syria (Gen. 14:15) and was on his way back home close to Hebron (Gen. 14:13), which was about 30 miles south of Jerusalem. So to get from Damascus home, Abraham had to pass by Jerusalem (called “Salem” at the time), where Melchizedek was, and as Abraham was passing by Salem, Melchizedek came out and blessed him, and so Abraham, in recognition of the blessing and in the knowledge that Melchizedek was a priest of Yahweh, the Most High God, gave him a tenth of all the spoils of war he had taken. Abraham’s tenth was a one-time offering (it is never again recorded that Abraham gave a tenth—or any amount at all—to anyone else in recognition that they represented Yahweh, so Abraham’s tenth cannot be compared to the regular tithe commanded by the Law that was given every year. It was at the time of the Exodus, about 400 years after Abraham gave his tenth to Melchizedek, that God told Moses to establish the regular tithe.
The regular tithe in the Law was necessary because God established the Tent of Meeting (Tabernacle), which eventually became the Temple, and it needed lots of manpower and sacrifices to maintain it. So God commanded that the Levites could not own any land (Num. 18:20-24; Deut. 10:9-10), and their portion was to be the part of the tithes and offerings given to Yahweh by the other Israelites. Then, to sustain the Levites, God commanded that the other 11 tribes of the Israelites give a tenth of all they produced. Before the Tent of Meeting and the separation of the Levites, there was no regular tithe. That brings us to today in the Church Age. There are no more Levites, and the Body of Christ is the sanctuary. In that light, we can see why God changed from no regular tithe before Moses to a regular tithe when the Tent of Meeting and its regulations were established, and then changed back to giving from the heart as each person decided after the Levites and the Temple were made unnecessary by the death of Christ (2 Cor. 9:7). The New Testament Epistles encourage people to give to the poor (Rom. 15:26; Gal. 2:10), to the Lord’s people who needed it (1 Cor. 16:1-2; 2 Cor. 8:14), and to those who serve the Lord (1 Cor. 9:6-14; 1 Tim. 5:17-18). God loves a cheerful giver, and will reward people for the gifts and good deeds they do today (2 Cor. 9:6-8).
Gen 14:21
“Give me the people.” The Hebrew is literally, “Give me the ‘soul,’” (with “soul” being a collective noun for “souls”) meaning the people. The Hebrew word nephesh (#05315 נֶפֶשׁ), often translated as “soul,” has many meanings, including a person himself or herself; the life force in a person, the person’s thoughts and emotions, and more.
[For more on nephesh and ‘soul,’ see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
Gen 14:22
“lifted up my hand.” One way a person swore a solemn oath was to raise his hand and swear. We still raise a hand and swear in our courts of law today, so this custom, thousands of years old, still survives in various forms. We see the custom of lifting up your hand to swear an oath in many places in Scripture (Gen. 14:22; Deut. 32:40; Ezek. 20:5, 6, 15, 23, 28, 42; 36:7; 44:12; 47:14; Rev. 10:5). Another ancient way of swearing was to hold the genitals of the one to whom you were swearing (see commentary on Gen. 24:2).
“creator of heaven and earth.” For the translation, see commentary on Genesis 14:19.
Gen 14:24
“share of the spoil.” It is an ancient custom that if men risk their life and go into battle that they get a share in the spoils of war. This included the arms and armor of anyone they personally killed. Abram recognized that the men who fought with him risked much, and wanted to make sure they got their reward for their bravery.
 
Genesis Chapter 15
Gen 15:1
“the word of Yahweh came to Abram in a vision.” God can communicate His revelation to humans in many different ways (see commentary on Gal. 1:12). In this case, Abraham saw a vision. The Bible does not say what the vision was, but it was likely much like the vision that Jacob got when he saw Yahweh at the top of the staircase (Gen. 28:13). Abraham would have seen Yahweh, and Yahweh would have spoken His message to Abraham.
Genesis chapter 15 appears to be some visionary and some in real time and space. For example, Genesis 15:1-6 seems to be a vision, and God showed Abraham the stars at night in that vision, because Genesis 15:17, apparently much later, says the sun was just going down. Then, after Abraham fell asleep God again revealed truth to him in a dream-state vision (Gen. 15:12-21). Another possibility is that God appeared to Abraham in a vision on one day (Gen. 15:1-6) and then spoke to him about the land on another day (Gen. 15:7-21). In any case, the text does not give us the times these things occurred, making them part of a greater single experience between Abraham and God.
[For more on people seeing Yahweh, see commentaries on Gen. 18:1 and Acts 7:55.]
“I am your shield.” Abram needed a shield. From the time he left his homeland, Abram had been in danger. The Middle East has always been a lawless place, where tribes were constantly at war and travelers were attacked and robbed, or killed, or enslaved. Abraham openly feared that happening to him when he went to Egypt (Gen. 12:10-12) and again when he was in the southwestern area of the Negev near the town of Gerar (Gen. 20:1-18), and it likely happened in more places besides those two that are specifically mentioned (cf. Gen. 20:13). While Abram was living in the Promised Land, kings from Mesopotamia swept down on both the Transjordan and the Land of Israel and destroyed cities and carried away captives and material goods. So, for example, Lot was taken captive and only rescued because of Abram (Gen. 14).
“your reward is exceedingly great.” This seems to be the best and most logical translation of Genesis 15:1, and can be found in a number of English versions (e.g., AMP, BBE, CEB, CJB, CSB; ESV, JPS, NAB, NASB, NET, NJB, NLT, NRSV, RSV, and YLT). An older translation is, “Fear not, Abram: I am thy shield, and thy exceeding great reward” (KJV). However, that translation has been rejected by most modern translations because it does not seem to make sense. How can Yahweh be Abram’s reward in any meaningful way? That would have to be some kind of shorthand statement for some way in which Abram’s relationship with God would be his reward. But nothing like that is ever mentioned again in the entire record of Abraham, which is chapters long. On the other hand, God promises Abraham that he will have innumerable descendants, which was something Abram wanted (Gen. 15:2-6), and God also promised Abram and his descendants the land, the Promised Land. So for his faithfulness, Abraham’s reward would indeed be very great.
Gen 15:2
“But Abram said.” Abraham is replying honestly to God. Genesis 15:2 should start with a “but,” not an “and” (e.g., CEB, CSB, ESV, JPS, NASB2020, NET, NIV, NLT, NRSV, RSV). Nahum Sarna writes: “For the first time Abram speaks to God. In unquestioning obedience to the divine command, he had broken his ties with his family and become a wanderer in a strange land. Life had been repeatedly in danger. The years had rolled by and the promises of progeny had not materialized. Through it all Abram maintained his silence. Now the measure of recurring disappointment and prolonged frustration had reached its limit. The bonds of restraint are broken, and the patriarch bears the bitterness of his soul in a brief, poignant outburst bordering on utter despair.”[footnoteRef:70] [70:  Nahum M. Sarna, The JPS Torah Commentary: Genesis, 112-113.] 

Genesis 15:2 shows us the open and honest relationship that Abram had with God. God wants us to speak with him openly and honestly, and Abram does that here (cf. Heb. 4:16).
“what will you give me.” Abram was wealthy (Gen. 13:2), so he did not need money or “things,” but even if he had been poor, the feeling of the value of having a family in biblical times was so strong that Abram’s sentiment would have been the same. If a man lived and died without children to enjoy and inherit the work of his years, he was considered cursed. Nothing was as valuable as a family. Abram would die having had eight sons. Ishmael, Isaac, and six by Keturah (Gen. 25:1-2).
“childless.” Abraham did not have any children yet, and at this point in Sarah’s life she was still barren, and therefore not naturally expected to have any children. Nevertheless, God had told Abram that he would have heirs (Gen. 12:2, 7; 13:16).
“Eliezer of Damascus.” Nothing is said of him other than what is in this verse (some assume that he is the chief servant mentioned in Gen. 24:2, and although that may be the case, there is no way to know for certain). This has led many scholars to think that the text has been corrupted or needs to be amended, but that would not have to be the case. Abraham was a powerful Bedouin sheik, with hundreds in his household (see commentary on Gen. 14:14), and he would have no doubt had powerful political and financial connections. It is likely that at that time, before Abram had children, he had made arrangements for this Eliezer to take over his household if he died. The fact that we know nothing else about Eliezer makes sense. He just comes up in a frank and intimate conversation between Abraham and God, and once Abraham had a male child Eliezer would no longer inherit the estate.
Gen 15:3
“you have given no seed to me.” The Hebrew text pulls “to me” to the front of the phrase for emphasis.
“a member of my household is my heir.” The Hebrew text reads more literally, “a son of my house” is my heir. The Hebrew text, translation, and customs are in question here, and the scholars are divided. It is most likely that Eleazar was actually one of the members of Abraham’s extended household, born in Abraham’s extended family or clan. He was not a literal son of Abraham, because the names of Abraham’s eight sons are known (Ishmael, Isaac, and the six sons of Keturah, who were Zimran, Jokshan, Medan, Midian, Ishbak, and Shuah (Gen. 25:1-2)). As such, Eleazar was a servant who currently resided in Damasus, which was a major finance and cultural center at that time. If that was the case, then Abraham seems to be considering a custom of the Near East at that time, which was an adoption procedure whereby Eleazar could inherit Abraham’s estate. However, God intervenes here and assures Abraham that he will father his own son who will then be the legitimate heir.
Gen 15:5
“So your seed will be.” God promised Abraham that his seed would be a great multitude on a number of different occasions (Gen. 12:2; 13:16; 15:5; 16:10 (via Hagar); Gen. 17:6; 22:17).
Gen 15:6
“He believed Yahweh.” Genesis 15:6 is quoted in Romans 4:3, Galatians 3:6, and James 2:23. Interestingly, although the Septuagint usually translated Yahweh as kurios (lord), here it translates Yahweh as theos (God).
In this context, the statement that Abraham “believed Yahweh” means much more than just that Abraham “believed in God.” It means that Abraham believed what God said. The text could even be translated as “Abram trusted God.” Many people today “believe in God” in the sense that they believe that God exists, but they do not believe what God actually says (many through ignorance of what God actually says). Abraham believed what God said about him having more descendants than the stars he could see in the sky. Although there certainly seem to be a lot of stars in the night sky, astronomers estimate that a person can see with the naked eye 2,000-10,000 stars on a clear night. Abraham was over 75 years old and still childless when God told Abraham that he would have more descendants than the stars he could see in the sky, yet Abraham believed—really believed—what God said, and God counted Abraham righteous because of that. Abraham now has millions of descendants, far more than the stars he could see in the sky that night.
“and he credited it to him as righteousness.­­­” This statement teaches us a lot about what it means to be declared righteous in God’s sight due to trust, which is very important for people to know and understand because today people are saved—are granted everlasting life—because of their trust in Jesus Christ (Rom. 3:22, 26-31). All Abraham had to do to be declared righteous in God’s sight was to trust what God said (cf. Rom. 4:1-5). All we have to do to be saved today is trust that Jesus Christ died for our sins, was raised from the dead, and now is our Lord (Rom. 10:9).
Through the centuries, many well-meaning teachers have wrongly taught that trust (“faith”) in Jesus Christ is not enough to be saved. Many things have been added by various teachers or denominations to the simple truth that all a person had to do to be saved was trust in Jesus; that he died, was raised, and is Lord. Some of those wrongly added things include: being water baptized, confessing one’s sins, believing in the Trinity, going to church regularly, not sinning after “getting saved,” and not committing a “mortal” sin.
But in Abraham we see the Old Testament foreshadow of the New Testament salvation that is so clearly articulated in the New Testament Epistles. God declared Abraham righteous based only on his trust in God. Trust, nothing more. Abraham was declared “righteous!” before he was circumcised, which occurred after God declared him righteous (Abraham was circumcised in Gen. 17). Furthermore, Abraham was never water baptized. In fact, the kind of baptism practiced by John and Jesus does not seem to have been practiced by the Jews until after the Temple was destroyed by the Babylonians in 586 BC, well over 1,000 years after Abraham. Furthermore, exactly when and under what circumstances the New Testament form of baptism came into existence is not known. When John started baptizing, the practice of baptizing had already begun in some form. The religious leaders did not ask John, “What is this that you are doing?” They asked him “Why are you baptizing?” (John 1:25).
Also, Abraham sinned after God declared him righteous and there is no hint that Abraham was no longer saved because of that, he was clearly under the grace of God. For example, on two different occasions, Abraham told the lie that his wife was his sister, resulting in Sarah being taken into other men’s harems (Gen. 12:10-20; 20:1-18). While Sarah was in fact Abraham’s half-sister, that does not change the fact that he lied about her and allowed her to be taken into another man’s harem just to ensure his own safety. What about her safety and well-being?
It is due to the example of Abraham, and some other Old Testament verses and examples as well (cf. Ps. 40:6-8; Ps. 51; Hos. 6:6), that Romans says that salvation, being righteousness by trust, does not nullify the law but instead upholds the law (Rom. 3:31), and also that the Law and the prophets (i.e., the books written by the prophets, e.g., Isaiah, Jeremiah, etc.) testify to “a righteousness from God apart from the law” (Rom. 3:21).
Salvation through trust in Jesus Christ is a major theme throughout the New Testament Epistles, but in Romans it is a very prominent theme and is stated in different ways through the book (cf. Rom. 1:17; 3:22, 28, 30; 4:2-3, 6, 9, 11, 13, 16, 22-24; 5:1; 9:30; 10:4, 6, 9). It is a great blessing from God, and a great comfort, to know that because God gave his only begotten Son to die in our place (Rom. 5:8), we can simply accept God’s gift and gain everlasting life because we trust in Jesus. God saves sinners, not “perfect people,” and He saves them because they trust that Jesus died for their sins, was raised from the dead, and now is Lord. While it is true that God expects saved people to work on living righteously in obedience to God, a process generally called “sanctification,” it is also true that everyone struggles with sin differently, and sin does not stop a person from being saved.
[For more on “faith” being “trust,” see Appendix 2: “‘Faith’ is ‘Trust.’” For more on Mark 16:16, which seems to say that a person must be baptized to be saved, not being in the original text of Mark, see commentaries on Mark 16:9 and 16:16.]
Gen 15:7
“to give you this land.” For notes on God promising the land to Abraham and his descendants, see commentary on Genesis 15:18.
Gen 15:8
“how will I know.” Perhaps the literal Hebrew is “by what,” making it somewhat clearer that Abraham was asking for some proof of God’s promise. To Abraham, God had promised children years earlier (Gen. 12:2, 7; 13:16), but Abraham had no children. Now God promises the land, which was occupied by pagan tribes, so we can see why Abraham would ask how he could know that God’s promise would come to pass.
Gen 15:9
“a heifer...a female goat...a ram...a turtledove, and a young pigeon.” These animals represented the animals that were offered for sacrifice: “cows, goats, sheep (a ram), turtledoves, and pigeons.”[footnoteRef:71] [71:  Keil and Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament, 136.] 

“three years old.” A three-year-old animal was considered full grown. However, why God specified that, especially in contrast with a “young pigeon,” is not explained in the text.
Gen 15:10
“cut them down the middle.” There were many different ways of making a blood covenant in the ancient world—although there were always some similarities, the exact way the covenant was made differed somewhat from place to place and through time. One of the ancient ways to make a blood covenant was to cut the animals in half, after which the parties making the covenant would walk between the bloody pieces (or, in the case of birds, between the bloody animals). This method was obviously practiced in the time of Abraham, and it was still in practice over 1,000 years later (Jer. 34:18). This particular covenant God made was unique because ordinarily, both parties to the covenant would walk between the pieces, but in this case, God put Abraham to sleep and made a covenant with himself; it was just a smoking firepot with a flaming torch, symbols that represented God, that went between the halves of the sacrifice. Thus, in effect, God made the covenant with Himself and so did away with the possibility of “human error.” In other words, by making the covenant with Himself, God was guaranteeing that Abraham and his descendants would get the Promised Land (cf. Gen. 15:8). God did not want Abraham’s descendants breaking any terms of the covenant and forfeiting the right to the Promised Land.
Gen 15:12
“a deep sleep fell on Abram.” Abram fell asleep, and while he was asleep, in a prophetic dream God revealed terrible things about the future of the descendants of his that would come through Isaac and later become the Israelites.
“terror and a great darkness fell on him.” This would have been some kind of nightmare Abram experienced as God revealed some things about the painful future of Abram’s descendants. God said, “Know, yes, know that your offspring will live as sojourners in a land that is not theirs (and will serve them and they will afflict them) 400 years.” The information was certainly horrible to hear, and the presence of God in that situation was likely disturbing as well. Many times the acute presence of God produces fear in people, even godly people (e.g., Adam (Gen. 3:10); Jacob (Gen. 28:17); Moses (Exod. 3:6), and the Israelites themselves (Exod. 20:18).[footnoteRef:72] C. F. Keil writes about Abram’s sleep and prophetic dream-vision: “A deep sleep produced by God had fallen upon Abram…. The vision here passes into a prophetic sleep produced by God. In this sleep there fell upon Abram dread and darkness…. The reference to the time is intended to show ‘the supernatural character of the darkness and sleep, and the distinction between the vision and a dream’ (O. v. Gerlach). It also possesses a symbolical meaning. The setting of the sun prefigured to Abram the departure of the sun of grace, which shone upon Israel, and the commencement of a dark and dreadful period of suffering for his posterity, the very anticipation of which involved Abram in darkness.”[footnoteRef:73] [72:  Victor Hamilton, The Book of Genesis: Chapters 1-17 [NICOT], 434.]  [73:  C. F. Keil, Keil and Delitzsch Commentary on the Old Testament, 1:138.] 

Gen 15:13
“400 years.” The time of the sojourning of the children of Israel from the time of the weaning feast of Isaac (Gen. 21:8-13) until the Exodus from Egypt and giving of the Law was 400 years. Israel was not enslaved in Egypt for 400 years, as most people believe. See commentary on Exodus 12:40.
“know, yes, know.” This is the figure of speech polyptoton, emphasizing that Abraham was to absolutely know this information. The phrase means “know for certain.”
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
[See Word Study: “Polyptoton.”]
Gen 15:15
“good old age.” The Hebrew text uses an idiom: “good gray hair.”
Gen 15:16
“In the fourth generation they will come here again.” This is not the fourth generation from Abraham, because from the promise to the Exodus was 430 years. It is the fourth generation that Israel was in Egypt. Those four generations are Levi (Joseph’s half-brother who went down to Egypt), and Levi’s descendants, Kohath, Amram, and Moses.
[For a more detailed account of the time periods between Abraham and the Exodus, see the commentary on Exod. 12:40.]
“for the iniquity of the Amorites is not yet full.” The wickedness of the Amorites continued to increase until God judged their nation for its sin by the conquest of the Israelites when they entered the land.[footnoteRef:74] C. F. Keil correctly states that in this context “Amorite” is “used here as the common name of all the inhabitants of Canaan, just as in Josh. 24:15.”[footnoteRef:75] Nahum Sarna writes: “The history of all mankind is under the moral governance of God. The displacement of the native population of Canaan by Israel is not to be accounted for on grounds of divine favoritism or innate superiority (cf. Deut. 9:4-6). The local peoples, here generically called ‘Amorites,’ (see Comment to 10:16), have violated God’s charge. The universally binding moral law has been flouted and the inhabitants of Canaan have been doomed by their own corruption, as texts like Leviticus 18:24f. and 20:23f. explicitly aver. Yet God’s justice is absolute. The limits of His tolerance of evil—four generations—have not been reached, and Israel must wait until God’s time is ripe. Divine justice is not to be strained—even for the elect of God, even though its application relates to pagans.”[footnoteRef:76] [74:  See text note in Fox, The Schocken Bible.]  [75:  Keil and Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament, 1:138.]  [76:  Nahum Sarna, The JPS Torah Commentary, 117.] 

The wickedness of the Amorites (the Canaanites) was full by the time Israel conquered the land (cf. Deut. 9:4-5). The same was true of Sodom and Gomorrah. God owns the earth, and He expects His created beings to live according to His laws and standards. When people greatly transgress the laws of God, there is a time when God works to get rid of them off the earth. That was the case with Sodom and Gomorrah, and it was the case for the Canaanites in the Promised Land.
Gen 15:17
“a smoking firepot.” The Hebrew word usually means “oven,” but our modern ovens are so different from the ancient ones that “oven” would not make sense to most people today. To better understand the ancient oven, imagine a large clay jar with a flat side. Then to cook, the jar was set on its flat side so that the hole of the jar was facing the side instead of the top. Then a fire was built inside the pot until the clay sides became very hot. Then the bread dough, which had a consistency ranging between our modern pancake batter and our modern unbaked bread dough, was put on the outside of the pot and left there until it cooked, at which point it was peeled off of the pot and eaten. A lot of breads are still cooked that way today in parts of the Middle East; this author has seen that kind of baking in Jordan.
So when a “smoking firepot” passed by, imagine a jar on its side with a fire and smoke inside passing between the pieces of the animals.
“a smoking firepot and a flaming torch.” Fire often represents the presence of God, and here in Genesis 15:17, God, representing Himself in two different ways, passes between the pieces and so makes a unilateral covenant. In a sense the covenant is with Abraham, because Abraham is the beneficiary of the covenant, but the actual covenant was unilateral and did not involve Abraham, who was asleep at the time. God wanted to make sure that this particular covenant could not be broken, so he made it with himself so that no human could break it or invalidate it.
Gen 15:18
“I have given this land.” We would say, “I will give this land,” because the promise will be fulfilled in the future. The Hebrew text and translation use the Hebrew idiom of the prophetic perfect, which occurs when something that is future is spoken of as if it is in the past in order to emphasize the certainty that it will happen. God was absolutely going to give the land to the descendants of Abraham, so He said He had already given it to them. This prophecy was fulfilled in part at times in Israel’s history, but it will be ultimately and completely fulfilled only in Christ’s Millennial Kingdom on earth.
God repeated the promise that He would give the land of Israel to Abraham and his descendants many times, and said it in slightly different ways. He told Abraham that he and his descendants would get the land (Gen. 12:7; 13:15-17; 15:7, 18; 17:8). He told it to Isaac (Gen. 26:3). He told it to Jacob (Gen. 28:13; 35:12; 48:4). Then over and over He told Israel about the promise or that He would give them the land (e.g., Exod. 6:4, 8; 12:25; 13:5, 11; Lev. 14:34; 20:24; 23:10; 25:2). This fact was also stated by the Psalmist (Ps. 105:8-10).
[For more on the prophetic perfect idiom, see commentary on Eph. 2:6. For more on the Millennial Kingdom on earth during which time God’s promise will be completely fulfilled, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
“from the river of Egypt.” This is not the Nile, but the Wadi El-arish in the Sinai (cf. Num. 34:5; Josh. 15:4).[footnoteRef:77] [77:  See Nahum M. Sarna, JPS Torah Commentary: Genesis, 115.] 

Gen 15:19
“the land of the Kenites, the Kenizzites, the Kadmonites.” There are various lists of the tribes that were located in the land of Canaan both before and after Joshua’s conquest of much of the land, but this is the most complete one. Interestingly, however, the Hivites, who appear in some other lists are not listed in this list. Furthermore, the three tribes listed here, the Kenites, Kenizzites, and the Kadmonites, along with the Rephaim (Gen. 15:20), are not listed in the other lists (e.g., Exod. 3:8, 17; 13:5; 23:23, 28; 33:2; Deut. 7:1; Josh. 3:10; 24:11; 1 Kings 9:20; 2 Chron. 8:7). All these tribes or clans are sometimes referred to collectively as “Canaanites,” or “Amorites.”
 
Genesis Chapter 16
Gen 16:2
“Yahweh has prevented me from bearing.” In that ancient culture, if a woman did not have children it was commonly believed that Yahweh had prevented the pregnancy.
“go in to my slave.” The literal Hebrew text has “go to,” an idiom for sexual intercourse (Gen. 30:3; 38:8). It was a common practice in the ancient Near East that a woman who could not get pregnant would have children through a surrogate mother that was a slave. From a man’s point of view, if he wanted children he could just take a second wife, but then the first wife would not have control over those children; they would belong to the second wife. However, if the surrogate mother was the wife’s slave girl, the wife would have control over the children. Although this practice may seem strange to us today, in a time when there was no police force to protect people, and no government that would support people in their old age, having a large family, especially sons, was the best way to assure having protection and support (cf. Ps. 127:3-5).
Hagar apparently got pregnant very quickly. Abraham came into the Land when he was 75 (Gen. 12:4), and had lived in the land ten years when he had intercourse with Hagar (Gen. 16:3), so he was 85 years old. The following year, when Abraham was 86, Hagar gave birth to Ishmael (Gen. 16:16). Sarah was ten years younger than Abraham (Gen. 17:17), so Sarah was 75 when she gave Hagar to Abraham so she could have a child. Since she had been so many years without a child, at her age asking to have one by her slave girl seemed like a reasonable request. At the time this request did not seem like it was breaking any promise God made to Abraham. God said Abraham would have children, but in the biblical culture of the time, this was a way to have children, and Ishmael was indeed Abraham’s son. It was only later that God said specifically that Sarah would have a son (Gen. 17:16), and when He did tell that to Abraham, it is likely that Abraham thought that meant Ishmael would die or be killed, because he said, “Oh, that Ishmael might live before you!” (Gen. 17:18). As it turned out, both boys grew and founded nations, but the Messiah came through Isaac, Sarah’s child.
Gen 16:4
“in to.” An idiom for sexual intercourse (see commentary on Gen. 16:2).
“mistress.” In biblical times, a “mistress” was the wife of a slave’s master. The meaning of “mistress” has changed over time and now one of the primary meanings is a woman who is having an adulterous relationship with another woman’s husband.
“insignificant.” Hagar now looked upon Sarah as “insignificant,”[footnoteRef:78] of little worth, and had contempt for her. Once Hagar conceived, it was abundantly clear that Sarai, not Abram, was the problem, and besides that, now Hagar had Abram’s child. [78:  Koehler and Baumgartner, HALOT.] 

Gen 16:5
“abuse.” “Abuse” is the REV translation of the Hebrew word chamas (#02555 חָמָס), and it means “violence,” “wrong,” or “abuse,” and in this case “abuse” seems the better term.[footnoteRef:79] The abuse and violence that Sarah was speaking about was the way she was now being treated with contempt by her slave girl. This blaming Abraham for what is happening is a very human outcome of a difficult and emotional situation. Since Hagar got pregnant very quickly, it was now more than apparent that Sarah’s not getting pregnant was not due to Abraham, but to her, and that would have had a huge emotional impact on Sarah. It is even possible that Sarah did not think Hagar would get pregnant, which would have somewhat freed her from feeling responsible that the family did not have children. [79:  Cf. Jonathan Sacks, ed., The Koren Tanakh.] 

This is also a case of an all-too-human lack of foresight and planning for a changing situation, or as we know from life, sometimes when we change things there are unintended consequences. No doubt Sarah wanted a child, but she did not think through how Hagar would react to her if she got pregnant when Sarah could not. Sarah was likely so excited about the prospect of having a child that she did not take the time to even consider how getting pregnant and having a child would change Hagar.
Pregnancy did change Hagar, and somewhat for the worse: she now looked down on Sarah. That, combined with the shame and guilt that Sarah felt for not being able to get pregnant led Sarah to blame Abraham for the situation. We must keep in mind that in the biblical culture, for a woman to have children, especially sons, was of utmost importance, and not having them was considered a curse and shameful. God created women in part to have children, so a barren woman was considered accursed and abandoned by God—and it was public, not a family secret that could be hidden. The very first woman, whose name in English is “Eve,” is Hawwa in Hebrew and Heua in Greek, but the Greek “H” is only pronounced, there is no actual Greek letter “H,” so it is written as Eua, and thus we get the English “Eve.” Eve’s Hebrew name is derived from the Hebrew word hayya, to “live,” and thus even the name of the first woman showed that part of her purpose was to give life. Adam knew this, and named his wife accordingly: “Adam called his wife ‘Eve,’ because she was the mother of all living” (Gen. 3:20).
Sarah blaming Abraham for the situation is very human. It is in part blame-shifting, a common human failure that goes all the way back to the sin of Adam and Eve in Eden, when Adam blamed Eve and Eve blamed the serpent. Sarah’s blaming Abraham is also no doubt in part due to the fact that since Sarah had given Hagar to Abraham as a “wife” (more technically a concubine), she felt that he was responsible for helping curb Hagar’s impudent behavior and supporting Sarah better. This explains Sarah’s concluding remark that Yahweh needed to judge between Abraham and her as to who was really at fault.
Abraham dealt with the situation (Gen. 16:6) by reminding Sarah that Hagar was still her slave and Sarah could deal with her however she wanted. Sarah responded to that in a surprising way when you consider how important having a child seemed to Sarah shortly before. She treated Hagar so harshly that even though Hagar was pregnant, she left and headed toward her homeland, Egypt. As we learn from Genesis 16:7-10, an angel met Hagar and told her to return to Sarah, which she did.
“into your bosom.” This is a euphemism for sex.
Gen 16:6
“Look, your slave is in your hand.” This is idiomatic. The essence is, “Look, your slave is under your authority.”
“so she ran away from her.” The Hebrew is more literally, “so she ran away from her face (or “presence”).
Gen 16:7
“angel of Yahweh.” This is the first time “the angel of Yahweh” appears in the Bible. The phrase “angel of Yahweh” is translated as “the angel of the Lord” in most English versions. It appears more than 60 times in the Bible and appears to be an angel who is high ranking in God’s hierarchy of angels, however, that is never clearly stated and so it could be that “angel of Yahweh” refers to an angel who was on special assignment from God at that time. It is believed by some Trinitarians that in the Old Testament “the angel of the Lord” is Jesus Christ before he supposedly “incarnated” as a human. That point is disputed, and with good reason. There is not a single verse that actually says that Jesus Christ is the angel of the Lord. The entire doctrine is built from assumptions. Why then, if the doctrine is not stated, do so many people believe it? The reason is that it is very awkward for Trinitarians to believe that Jesus is co-equal and co-eternal with God from the beginning of time, and yet he never appears in the Old Testament. Since Jesus Christ plays a very active role today as Head of the Church, it does not seem likely that he could have been around throughout the entire Old Testament and yet he never got involved with people. Therefore, many Trinitarians assume that “the angel of the Lord” is Jesus Christ.
However, Biblical Unitarians assert that the very fact that the text uses the phrase “angel of Yahweh” is very strong evidence that it is actually an angel who is being talked about, and that Jesus Christ did not yet exist during the Old Testament. The biblical evidence is that Jesus began his life when God impregnated Mary (Matt. 1:18). Furthermore, very strong evidence that the angel of Yahweh is not Jesus comes from Hebrews 1:1-2, which says that in old times God spoke through prophets, but in these end days God spoke through His Son. But if Jesus was the angel of Yahweh in the Old Testament, then Hebrews 1:2 is misleading at best and is actually wrong. If Jesus was the angel of Yahweh, then God had spoken through His Son in both the olden times and in these last days.
Exactly what are the reasons Trinitarians say that the angel of the Lord is Jesus? Trinitarians differ on the points of evidence (which is to be expected when working from assumptions), but the standard reasons are: he seems superior to other angels; he is separate from Yahweh; he is able to forgive sins (Exod. 23:21); he speaks with authority as though he were God; his countenance struck awe in people; he was never seen after Jesus’ birth, and, most importantly, he is addressed as God himself. All these points will be considered, but the fact that this angel is addressed as God will be considered first.
A study of the appearances of the angel of the Lord reveals that sometimes he is addressed as the angel and sometimes he is addressed as “the Lord” or “God” (see Gen. 16:13 and Judg. 6:16). The Jewish law of agency explains why this is so. According to the Jewish understanding of agency, the agent was regarded as the person himself. This is well expressed in The Encyclopedia of the Jewish Religion:
Agent (Heb. Shaliah): The main point of the Jewish law of agency is expressed in the dictum, “a person’s agent is regarded as the person himself” (Ned. 72b; Kidd. 41b). Therefore any act committed by a duly appointed agent is regarded as having been committed by the principal, who therefore bears full responsibility for it with consequent complete absence of liability on the part of the agent.[footnoteRef:80] [80:  R. J. Zwi Werblowsky and Geoffrey Wigoder, Encyclopedia of the Jewish Religion, 15.] 

In the texts in which the angel is called “God” or “the Lord,” it is imperative to notice that he is always identified as an angel. This point is important because God is never called an angel. God is God. So if a being is called “God,” but is clearly identified as an angel, there must be a reason. In the record in Genesis quoted above, the angel is clearly identified as an angel four separate times. Why then would the text say that “the Lord” spoke to her? It does so because as God’s agent or messenger, the angel was speaking for God and the message he brought was God’s message. The same basic idea is expressed when “God” is said to “visit” His people, when actually He sends some form of blessing (see commentary on Luke 7:16). God Himself does not show up, but someone unfamiliar with the culture might conclude from the wording that He did. Also, some of the people to whom the angel appeared, clearly expressed their belief he was an angel of God. Gideon exclaimed, “I have seen the angel of the Lord face to face!” (Judg. 6:22).
There is conclusive biblical evidence that God’s messengers and representatives are called “God” (see commentary on Heb. 1:8). This is important because if representatives of God are called “God,” then the way to distinguish God from His representative is by the context. We have already seen that when the angel of the Lord is called “God,” the context is careful to let the reader know that the agent is, in fact, an angel.
Another piece of evidence that reveals that the angel of the Lord is an angel and not a “co-equal” member of the Trinity is that he is under the command of the Lord. In one record, David disobeyed God and a plague came on the land. “God sent an angel to destroy Jerusalem” (1 Chron. 21:15). We learn from the record that it was the angel of the Lord afflicting the people, and eventually “the lord was grieved because of the calamity and said to the angel who was afflicting the people, ‘Enough! Withdraw your hand.’ The angel of the Lord was then at the threshing floor of Araunah the Jebusite” (2 Sam. 24:16). These verses are not written as if this angel was somehow God himself. There is no “co-equality” here. This is simply the Lord giving commands to one of His angels.
Another clear example showing that the angel of the Lord cannot be God in any way is in Zechariah. Zechariah was speaking with an angel about a vision he had. The Bible records, “Then the angel of Yahweh replied, ‘O Yahweh of Armies, how long will you not have mercy on Jerusalem and on the cities of Judah, against which you have had indignation these 70 years?’ Yahweh answered the angel who talked with me with good words, comforting words.” (Zech. 1:12-13). The fact that the angel of Yahweh asked Yahweh for information and then received comforting words indicates that this “angel of Yahweh” is not a co-equal member of the Trinity with the same power and knowledge as Yahweh God. It is unthinkable that God would need information or need comforting words. Thus, any claim that the angel of Yahweh (“the angel of the LORD”) is the preincarnate Christ who is in every way God just cannot be made to fit what the Bible actually says.
It is interesting that two pieces of evidence that Trinitarians use to prove that the angel of the Lord must be the preincarnate Jesus are that the Bible clearly states that he is separate from God and that he speaks with God’s authority. Biblical Unitarians assert that the reason the Bible shows that he is separate from God is because he is separate from God and he is exactly what the text calls him, an angel. Furthermore, he speaks with authority because he is bringing a message from God. The prophets and others who spoke for God spoke with authority, as many verses affirm. Also, the angel of the Lord speaks about God in the third person. For example, in Genesis 16:11 the angel says, “Yahweh has heard and paid attention to your affliction.” The angel does not say, “I have heard of your misery,” as if he were God. In Genesis 22:12, the angel said, “Now I know that you fear God,” and not “Now I know you fear me.” In Judges 13:5, the angel says Samson will be “a Nazirite to God,” not “a Nazirite to me.” So although the text can call the angel God, which is proper for a representative of God, the angel never said he was God and even referred to God in the third person.
Also, if Jesus were the angel of the Lord who spoke to Moses at the burning bush, then he did not say so in his teaching. Mark 12:26 records Jesus speaking with the Sadducees and saying, “...haven’t you read in the scroll of Moses, in the passage about the burning bush, how God spoke to him, saying, ‘I am the God of Abraham and the God of Isaac and the God of Jacob?’” If Jesus had been the angel in the bush, and was openly proclaiming himself to be “the preexistent God,” he would have used this opportunity to say, “I said to Moses.” The fact that Jesus said it was God who spoke to Moses shows that he was differentiating himself from God. In accordance with the Jewish custom of Author-Agent, we can see that it was an angel speaking for God and representing Him who is called “God” in Exodus 3:4. Importantly, Stephen clearly identified the one who spoke to Moses as an angel (Acts 7:30), and if Stephen knew that the “angel” was Jesus, and he was trying to convince the unbelieving Jews in his audience that Jesus was the Christ, it seems that his speech to them would have been a good time to say it. The simple reason that Stephen said it was an angel who appeared to Moses is that it was an angel.
That the angel of the Lord seems superior to other angels is no reason to assume he is somehow part of the Trinity. Many scholars agree that angels differ in power and authority. The Bible mentions archangels in 1 Thessalonians 4:16 and Jude 9, and an “archangel” is a ruling angel (see commentary on Jude 1:9). It would not be unusual that this angel would be one with greater authority. Neither is the fact that the angel of the Lord can forgive sins any reason to believe that he is God. God’s agents can forgive sins. God gave Jesus the authority to forgive sins, and then Jesus gave the apostles the authority to forgive sins (See commentary on Mark 2:7).
Although it is true that the countenance of the angel of the Lord occasionally struck awe in people, that is no reason to assume he is God. A careful reading of the passages where he appears shows that sometimes the people did not even realize that they were talking to an angel. For example, when the angel of the Lord appeared to Samson’s mother, she returned to her husband Manoah with this report: “A man of God came to me. He looked like an angel of God, very awesome. I didn’t ask him where he came from, and he didn’t tell me his name” (Judg. 13:6). Note that angels had a reputation for having an awe-inspiring countenance, and the woman thought this “man of God” did too, but she still did not believe he was an angel. When Manoah met the angel of the Lord and the two of them talked about how to raise Samson, Manoah did not discover he was an angel until he ascended to heaven in the smoke of Manoah’s sacrifice. Therefore, just because someone’s countenance may be awesome, he is not necessarily God.
It is also argued that Jesus is probably “the angel of the Lord” because those words never appear after his birth, and it seems reasonable that this angel would appear right on through the Bible. The fact is, however, that the angel of the Lord does appear after Jesus’ conception, which seems inconsistent with the premise that the angel of the Lord is the “preincarnate Christ.” The record of Jesus’ birth is well-known. Mary was discovered to be pregnant with Jesus before she and Joseph were married, and Joseph, who could have had her stoned to death, decided to divorce her. However, “an angel of the Lord” appeared to him in a dream and told him the child was God’s. Matthew 1:24 states, “When Joseph woke up, he did what the angel of the Lord had commanded him and took Mary home as his wife.” Two conclusions can be drawn from this record. First, Jesus was already in Mary’s womb when the angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph. From this we conclude that “the angel of the Lord” cannot be Jesus because Jesus was at that time “in the flesh” inside Mary. Second, it should be noted that in the same record, this angel is known both as “an” angel of the Lord and as “the” angel of the Lord. This same fact can be seen in the Old Testament records (cf. 1 Kings 19:5, 7).
There are many appearances of “an” angel of the Lord in the New Testament (cf. Acts 5:19; 8:26; 12:7, 23). From this, we conclude that it is likely that the same angel who is called both “the” angel of the Lord and “an angel” in the Old Testament still appears as “an angel of the Lord” after Christ’s birth. When all the evidence is carefully weighed, there is good reason to believe that the words describing the “angel” of the Lord are literal, and that the one being referred to is an angel, just as the text says.
[For more on the custom of the Author-Agent, see commentary on Matt. 8:5. For more information on God coming into concretion, see commentary on Acts 7:55. For more information on Jesus being the fully human Son of God and not being “God the Son,” see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.” For more information on “the Holy Spirit” not being a third Person in the Trinity, see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
“spring on the road to Shur.” Water was a vital part of life in the Middle East, and the need for water for humans and animals dictated that roads and caravan routes went where there was water. Thus it seems sure that the spring of fresh water dictated where the road went, and not that there was a road and someone dug a spring next to it. “Shur” is a desert area just before reaching Egypt proper, in northwest Sinai (cf. Gen. 20:1).
Gen 16:8
“I am running away from my mistress Sarai.” The Hebrew is more literally, “running away from the face (or “presence”) of my mistress Sarai.”
Gen 16:9
“The angel of Yahweh.” See commentary on Genesis 16:7, “angel of Yahweh.”
Gen 16:10
“The angel of Yahweh.” See commentary on Genesis 16:7, “angel of Yahweh.”
“I will make.” Here in Genesis 16:10, we see Yahweh’s angel speaking in the first person, as if he were Yahweh. This is a good example of the Jewish custom of author-agent, where the agent of a principal can act or speak as the principal himself. This occurs quite often (e.g., Exod. 3:6; Isa. 7:10).
“I will make your seed many.” This is actually a continuation of the promise to Abraham that his seed would be like the stars in the sky.
“many, yes, many.” The Hebrew text has the figure of speech polyptoton, “to increase I will increase.” God was promising Hagar that her descendants would be great in number, and He did that by using the word “increase” (rabah; #07235) twice, in effect, “increase increase.” God had promised Abraham that his seed would be very numerous on a number of different occasions, but this promise is specifically of the offspring that would come through Hagar (Gen. 12:2; 13:16; 15:5; 16:10 (via Hagar); Gen. 17:6; 22:17).
[For more on polyptoton and translating it as many, yes, many, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
Gen 16:11
“The angel of Yahweh.” See commentary on Genesis 16:7, “angel of Yahweh.”
“Ishmael.” “Ishmael” means “God hears,” but in the Hebrew idiom, “hear” is often used in the pregnant sense of hearing and doing something about the situation. Very often the Bible saying God “hears” is not just a statement of fact, after all, He hears everything, but rather it is a statement that God hears and will act. We conflate the REV text to reflect that point.
Gen 16:12
“a wild donkey of a man.” This “description” has both positive and negative connotations. Desert donkeys were tough and survivors. On the other hand, they were stubborn and contentious. Throughout history, the Arab tribes have been both.
“nearby.” This phrase in Hebrew has two meanings. It is literally more like, “over against,” and it means either “in close proximity to,” or “in hostility to,” or both. It seems from history that both meanings are meant, and that is certainly the way the history of the Arab tribes has played out. They usually live quite close to each other, and they have been at war off and on throughout history (cf. commentary on Gen. 25:18).
Gen 16:13
“You are a God who sees me,” This translation seems to be the meaning of the text, and other versions agree (e.g., Douay, GNV, KJV, NAB, NASB2020, NET, NIV, NLT, YLT).
“Here I have seen the one who sees me!” The Hebrew text is admittedly obscure, and there are several translations that have been suggested by scholars. The REV translation works, (cf. NET), and seems to fit with the way Hagar would be feeling. After having been belittled and harshly treated by Sarai even though she was the mother of Abraham’s child, here at last is God who sees her as she is and supports her and sees value in her. Another translation suggested by scholars is basically, “Am I still alive after seeing him,” and while that could be a legitimate understanding of the Hebrew text, it does not seem to fit the situation and context as well as what is in the REV.
Gen 16:14
“Well of the Living One Who Sees Me.” Some versions leave the Hebrew: Beer-lahai-roi.
Gen 16:15
“Abram called the name of his son.” The angel gave the name Ishmael to Hagar, so Abram must have listened and believed Hagar and named the boy Ishmael. In naming the child himself, Abram legitimatized the birth of Ishmael. “Ishmael” means “God hears.”
Gen 16:16
“And Abram was 86 years old.” So Abram had been in the land for 11 years when Ishmael was born (cf. Gen. 12:4).
 
Genesis Chapter 17
Gen 17:1
“Yahweh appeared to Abram.” It is common for modern Christians to think of God as “everywhere present,” but even a brief overview of the Bible shows that this is not a very common concept of God in the ancient cultures or in the Bible. Although God sees and knows all, the implication in Scripture is that this occurs because God has spirits that are all over the earth that report to him (although there are also verses that say that God fills the heavens). However, many Scriptures indicate that God is in a single location. For example, throughout the Bible, God appears in human form to people where they are. He appeared in human form to Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden (they heard His footsteps, Gen. 3:8). God also appeared to Abraham (Gen. 12:7; 15:1; 17:1; 18:1); Isaac (Gen. 26:2); Jacob (Gen. 28:13); Moses and the elders of Israel (Exod. 24:9-11); Moses (Num. 12:8); Samuel (1 Sam. 3:10); Solomon (two times: 1 Kings 3:5; 9:2; 11:9); Micaiah (1 Kings 22:19-22); Isaiah (Isa. 6:1-5); Ezekiel (Ezek. 1:26-28); Daniel (Dan. 7:9-14); Amos (Amos 7:7); Stephen (Acts 7:56); and the Apostle John (Rev. 5:1-8). Although God’s human form may only be a form God generated for people to see so we can relate to Him, and He actually does fill the universe, the way the ancients perceived Him was the way He portrayed Himself.
The Bible has dozens of examples of God portraying Himself as being in a single location. For example, God is said to be “in heaven” (e.g., 2 Chron. 20:6; Dan. 2:28). At the tower of Babel, He was in heaven or on earth, but not both at once (Gen. 11:5, 7; cf. Eccl. 5:2). Also, when Yahweh wanted to deliver Israel from Egypt, He came down from heaven (Exod. 3:8), and when Yahweh met with Israel, He came down from heaven to the top of Mount Sinai (Exod. 19:18). Later, Yahweh went into the Tabernacle that the Israelites built for Him (Exod. 40:34; Lev. 1:1). Then God dwelled in the Temple Israel built for Him (Ps. 68:29). Then, Israel’s sin caused God to leave the Temple and eventually leave Jerusalem entirely (see REV commentary on Ezek. 8:4). God portrays Himself getting from one place to another by riding on cherubim (2 Sam. 22:11; Ps. 18:10). God also rides on a chariot-throne powered by cherubim (Ezek. 1:22-28; and read the REV commentary on those verses). God holds meetings for the spirits He created in specific places (Job 1:6; 2:1; 1 Kings 22:19). God was seen on a throne in a Temple in heaven (Isa. 6:1-4; Rev. 11:19). That the ancients believed that God lived in one place explains why Jonah got on a boat to leave Israel so he could get away from Yahweh, who lived in Israel (Jonah 1:1-3). Also, Naaman the Syrian wanted to worship Yahweh, but he did not think he could do that in Syria, so Naaman took some of the land of Israel back with him to Syria and worshiped Yahweh on the dirt from Israel (2 Kings 5:17). Other examples could be added to this list, but the point should be made that the ancients had ample reason, even from the Bible, to believe that God was generally in one place or another, not “everywhere at once.”
“El Shaddai.” Genesis 17:1 is the first use of “El Shaddai” in the Bible, and God is referred to as “Shaddai” 48 times in the Hebrew Old Testament. As we will see below, “El Shaddai” means “God, the One of the Mountain.”
God is sometimes referred to in Genesis (and in Exodus 6:3) as “El Shaddai,” but after Exodus 6:3, starting with Numbers 24:4, God is just called “Shaddai” through the rest of the Old Testament. However, the REV adds “El” in italics to help the English reader. Although many Christians are familiar with “El Shaddai” being a name of God, they are not as aware that “El” means “God” and that “Shaddai” is God’s actual title.
Although it is common for English versions to translate “Shaddai” as “the Almighty,” there is no “the” in the Hebrew text. Furthermore, there is reason to believe that the translation “God Almighty” is not correct and is even somewhat misleading. The NET Bible text note on Genesis 35:11 explains some things about the name “El Shaddai,” and it reads:
“‘El Shaddai’ has often been translated ‘God Almighty,’ primarily because Jerome [AD 342-420] translated it omnipotens (‘all powerful’) in the Latin Vulgate. There has been much debate over the meaning of the name. ...Shaddai/El Shaddai is the sovereign king of the world who grants, blesses, and judges. In the Book of Genesis, he blesses the patriarchs with fertility and promises numerous descendants. Outside Genesis, he both blesses/protects and takes away life/happiness. The patriarchs knew God primarily as El Shaddai (Exod 6:3). While the origin and meaning of this name are uncertain, its significance is clear. The name is used in contexts where God appears as the source of fertility and life.”
It seems that Jerome did not know the meaning of “Shaddai.” There is no evidence he had access to the ancient Akkadian language or texts, and the Akkadian language, written in cuneiform script, was not deciphered until the mid-1800s. Jerome translated “Shaddai” by the Latin word omnipotens because it made sense to him, and that translation became an accepted tradition that still influences translators today. The NET Bible text note on Genesis 17:1 adds more detail about “Shaddai.” A very important point it makes is that perhaps the best meaning we have today is related to the word “mountain.” That meaning is likely seen in an Akkadian cognate word meaning “mountain,” and thus it seems that “God, the one of the mountain” is the meaning of the title “El Shaddai.” The New Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible concurs, and notes that “the most widely accepted [belief] is that shadday is related to the Akkadian shadu, ‘mountain,’ and hence, el shadday would mean ‘El, the One of the mountain(s).’”[footnoteRef:81] It is also worth noting that in Genesis 49:25, “there is an obvious wordplay between Shaddai and shadayim [breasts].”[footnoteRef:82] Although there is no evidence of it in the Bible, we can imagine both a wordplay and a mental image in juxtaposing Shaddai related to “mountain” and the female breast. [81:  Katherine Doob Sakenfeld, gen. ed., The New Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible, 2:592.]  [82:  Nahum Sarna, The JPS Torah Commentary: Genesis, 344; see also Victor Hamilton, The Book of Genesis: Chapters 18-50 [NICOT], 685.] 

The majority of the occurrences of “Shaddai” occur in Hebrew poetry or poetic books such as Job. This is noteworthy because poetry often uses older vocabulary or reflects ancient meanings. Nahum Sarna writes: “The overwhelming appearance in poetic contexts points a priori to a venerable tradition, for Hebrew poetry tends to preserve or consciously to employ early forms of speech. The remarkably high incidence of Shaddai in Job is of particular importance in light of that book’s patriarchal setting. …The Great Antiquity of the name and its obsolescence in Israel in the Mosaic period explain why there are no consistent traditions as to its meaning and why the ancient versions have no uniform rendering. The Septuagint variously has ‘God,’ ‘Lord,’ ‘All powerful,’ and ‘The Heavenly One,’ among others, as well as the transliteration shaddai. The Vulgate has ‘Omnipotens,’ whence the English tradition ‘Almighty.’ The Syriac has ‘The Strong One,’ ‘God,’ and ‘The Highest,’ along with [the transliteration] shaddai. The Greek rendering hikanos, ‘He that is Sufficient,’ found in the versions of Aquila, Symmachus, and Theodotian, reflects a rabbinic suggestion…. The modern conjecture that has gained widest currency connects shaddai with Akkadian sadu, ‘a mountain,’ often used as a divine (and royal) epithet. The name would originally have meant, ‘The One of the Mountain,’ probably referring to a cosmic mount or corresponding to the divine epithet, ‘The Rock.’”[footnoteRef:83] Claus Westermann points out that the word “mountain” was often used in connection with divinities. Westerman wrote: “‘the One of the Mountain,’ This word is often used in connection with divinities, and so such a meaning [i.e., “the One of the Mountain”] is probable.”[footnoteRef:84] [83:  Nahum Sarna, The JPS Torah Commentary: Genesis, 384-385.]  [84:  Claus Westermann, Genesis 12-36 [CC], 258.] 

It also makes sense that the title El Shaddai would mean “God, the One of the Mountain,” because, as the NET text note quoted above pointed out, the mountain is “connected to the source of fertility and life.” In some ancient myths and also in the Bible, the place of God’s dwelling is the source of the water that gives life to the earth. For example, Clifford notes that “In the Ugaritic texts which describe the dwelling of El, El’s dwelling is at the “sources of the Two Rivers.”[footnoteRef:85] Similarly, in Ezekiel 47:1-9, and Zechariah 14:8, during the the future millennial reign of Christ on earth, water will flow out from God’s dwelling and give life to the land, and in the New Jerusalem described in Revelation 21 and 22, water will flow from God’s throne, which will be at the top of the city, and water the earth (Rev. 22:1). [85:  Richard J. Clifford, The Cosmic Mountain in Canaan and in the Old Testament, 159, cf. 191.] 

Knowing that “Shaddai” was used in Akkadia and Mesopotamia as a name of God, we can see why Abraham knew God by that name because upper Mesopotamia was where Abraham lived when God called him (see REV commentary on Gen. 11:31). This helps explain why, one time when God appeared to Abraham in Canaan, God introduced Himself by saying, “I am El Shaddai” (Gen. 17:1). The name “El Shaddai” continued to be used as a name for God, mainly in the years before the Exodus. Thus, when Isaac blessed Jacob, he said, “May El Shaddai bless you” (Gen. 28:3). Later, when Jacob was returning from Padan-aram, in northwest Mesopotamia where Akkadian was a primary language, God spoke to Jacob, saying, “I am El Shaddai” (Gen. 35:11). The most occurrences of “Shaddai” in the Bible are in the book of Job—31 occurrences—and Job lived about the same time as Abraham.
While it might be confusing to us today that God would refer to Himself as having a title meaning “the One of the Mountain,” that title made perfect sense to the ancients. Many ancient Near Eastern peoples believed that many of the gods lived on mountains and ruled from there. This was certainly a belief in ancient Akkadia, and then Mesopotamia. “In the ancient civilizations from Egypt to India and beyond, the mountain can be a center of fertility, the primeval hillock of creation, the meeting place of the gods, the dwelling place of the high god, the meeting place of heaven and earth, the monument effectively upholding the order of creation, the place where God meets man, a place of theophany.”[footnoteRef:86] “Among the Canaanites, the high god was thought to dwell in a temple or tent on the holy mountain.”[footnoteRef:87] The god Baal was said to live on Mount Zaphon, a well-known mountain far north of Israel. Richard Clifford writes: “The Ugaritic tablets found at Ras Shamra since 1929 have enabled us to see more clearly the religious beliefs of the people of Syria-Palestine regarding the mountain. In contact with these people, Israel lived out her faith. The Canaanite storm-god, Baa-Hadad, lives on Mount Zaphon. Much of the lore concerning Ugaritic [Mount] Zaphon is found to apply to Mount Zion as well.”[footnoteRef:88] “Gods are regularly shown in Hittite art standing on mountains.”[footnoteRef:89] Also, the major Greek gods and goddesses were believed to live on a mountain; Mount Olympus in Greece. [86:  Clifford, The Cosmic Mountain, 5.]  [87:  Clifford, The Cosmic Mountain, 177.]  [88:  Clifford, The Cosmic Mountain, 4.]  [89:  Clifford, The Cosmic Mountain, 32.] 

Understanding that many ancients believed gods lived on a mountain helps explain why the Old Testament portrays God ruling from a mountain, the “mountain of God.” In Isaiah 14:13, Satan is recorded as having said, “I will sit enthroned on the Mountain of Assembly; on the heights of Mount Zaphon! Also, In Ezekiel 28:14, God said of Satan, “You were the anointed guardian cherub, and I placed you there. You were on the holy mountain of God.” Then God goes on and says in Ezekiel 28:16, “you have sinned; therefore I have cast you out of the mountain of God as a defiled thing.” So the Bible reveals that there is a spiritual mountain—a mountain in the spirit world—where God and the ruling spirits meet and rule the world. Furthermore, the Bible and mythology reveal both God and Satan (with his false gods) as living and ruling from a mountain in the heavens. Satan would lie in what he revealed to people, but God would not. Yahweh was the chief ruler on the mountain, truly “the One of the Mountain” and also “the Most High God,” because His seat would be the highest in both rank and position. Thus it makes sense why God is referred to as the “Most High” some 50 times in the Bible. Also, when Satan, a powerful angel, was expelled from God’s heavenly mountain of assembly, he and his demon leaders took up residence on mountains here on earth and revealed themselves that way to the people of earth, which is why so many ancient myths feature gods ruling from mountains.
When we understand that the title “Shaddai” refers to the ruler on the mountain, and that many ancients believed that the gods (and for the Jews, “God”) lived on a high mountain (or high in the air on something that to them would have been a solid floor), then some of the things that we see in the Bible make more sense. God wanted His “house,” the Temple, to be built on the top of Mount Zion, and in the Millennial Kingdom the Temple will be built on Mount Zion, which at that future date will be a “very high mountain” (Ezek. 40:2), and, in fact, lifted up to be the highest mountain (cf. Isa. 2:2; Mic. 4:1, Ezek. 20:40). Also, it would make sense that Satan, who wanted to rule on the mountain of God, would portray the gods that represented him, as ruling from a mountain.
The best explanation for the almost universal belief that God and/or the gods lived “up” or on a mountain must have come from revelation and revelation visions of God and gods ruling on mountains and appearing in the air. The Syrians may likely have had some knowledge of the belief that Israel’s god was a mountain god, because in planning an attack on Israel, they said, “Their god is a god of the mountains…let us fight against them in the plain and surely we will be stronger than they” (1 Kings 20:23).
Also, when God met with humankind, or humankind wanted to meet with God, it was often on a mountain. God met Israel on Mount Sinai, and God met with Moses on top of Mount Sinai (cf. Exod. 19:16-18; see the REV commentary on Exod. 19:3). After Elijah fled from Jezebel, God met him on “Horeb, the mountain of God” (1 Kings 19:8). It is common in the Bible that people went up onto mountains to worship God and the gods. Psalm 121:1 says, “I will lift up my eyes to the mountains; where does my help come from?”
From what the Bible tells us, it seems that the spiritual world, though invisible to us, is similar to our physical world in many ways. There are mountains in the spiritual world just as there are mountains in our physical world. And partly because God and spirits of all kinds revealed themselves as living on mountains, many mountains became spiritually important places in the religious life of the ancient people of the Near East. Since God portrayed Himself ruling from a mountain, and eventually chose Mount Zion to be the place of His “house” (the Temple), it seems that the ancient title for God, “The One on the Mountain,” is correct, and the linguistic and cultural evidence supports that meaning. God rules from His mountain, and has the highest place there, so He certainly is “the Most High God.” Given that, it seems that the best course of action for translators is to leave the transliteration “El Shaddai” in the English text or else translate it as “the One of the Mountain.”
[For more on God ruling on a mountain, specifically Mount Zaphon, see commentary on Isa. 14:13. For more on God appearing as a person, see commentary on Acts 7:55]
Gen 17:2
“exceedingly exceedingly much.” The Hebrew text repeats the word “exceedingly twice in succession at the end of the verse. This is the figure of speech epizeuxis, and emphasizes “greatly.” We might say something like, “exceedingly greatly.”[footnoteRef:90] The word “much” comes from the word “increase.” [90:  See Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 189, 491, “epizeuxis.”] 

God is speaking about Abram’s descendants, but the “increase” could include other things as well, like wealth, power, and fame.
This kind of historically verifiable prophecy is one of the reasons that we know the Bible is true. The Bible is the only holy book with any clear and unmistakable prophecy that has been shown in history to come true. Unlike the Greek oracles which were generally so obscure that they had to be fit to the facts after the event, the Bible says over and over—in very clear language—what will happen in the future, but that future is past to us today so we can verify the prophecy. Who would have thought that about 4,000 years ago a man with a barren wife would have so many descendants and become so famous that the majority of the people on planet Earth knew his name? Only the true God can foretell like that.
Gen 17:3
“Abram fell on his face.” This was a standard posture of worship. Upon hearing that God would make His covenant with Abram and multiply his descendants, Abraham immediately worshiped God.
Gen 17:4
“my covenant is with you.” This is idiomatic for, “I have made my covenant with you.” This is a clarification and expansion of Genesis 15:18, and an expansion of what God said in Genesis 12:3, “I will make of you a great nation.”
“multitude.” The Hebrew word is hamōn (#01995 הָמוֹן) and it means “murmur, roar, rush, tumult, confusion, crowd, multitude.” It often refers more to the sound a crowd or multitude makes than the number of the crowd, although a large number is certainly implied. This is a good description of the multitude of nations that would come from Abraham, and a very accurate prophecy. Far from being friends and similar in culture and custom, Abraham’s descendants are very different and sadly, often even enemies.
“nations.” Genesis 17:4, “You will be the father of a multitude of nations.” is quoted in Romans 4:17, where it includes the Gentile nations who trust in God (Rom. 4:16)
Gen 17:5
“but your name will be Abraham.” God changed Abram (“Exalted father”) to Abraham (“Father of a multitude). It was a fairly common custom in the Bible that when a powerful person gained control or fealty from a less powerful person, he changed the name of the less powerful person (Gen. 17:5, 15; 41:45; 2 Sam. 12:25; 2 Kings 23:34; Dan. 1:7). In the biblical culture, the name by which a person was known often said something about the person. It may be about the person’s character, or past, or destiny, but it often (but not always) revealed something about the person. Thus Jacob was “heel snatcher.” Esau was “hairy” and Edom was “red.” Elijah was “My God is Yahweh.” Jesus was “savior.” Abraham was “father of a multitude,” and so forth. Not every name had significance, but most did.
“I have made you.” God speaks of Abraham becoming a crowd of nations as if it had already happened. This is a Hebrew idiom we call the prophetic perfect. By speaking of a future event as if it were past, God promises it will come to pass.
[For more on the prophetic perfect, see commentary on Eph. 2:6.]
Gen 17:6
“exceedingly exceedingly.” These are the same words God spoke in Genesis 17:2, so God is reconfirming what He said there, and retaining the emphasis in that verse. God promised Abraham that his seed would be a great multitude on a number of different occasions (Gen. 12:2; 13:16; 15:5; 16:10 (via Hagar); Gen. 17:6; 22:17).
“kings will come out from you.” If nations are going to come from Abraham, then it is only logical that kings would come from him. Otherwise, it would not be that nations would come from him, but only people who live in nations. For nations to come from him, then the leaders of those nations would come from him too. When David was first crowned king in Hebron, he would likely have been very close to where Abraham was buried, and at that time David may well have thought of this prophecy (2 Sam. 2:1, 4).
It is possible, and even likely, that Abraham did not tell this to Sarah right away, perhaps due to a limiting time factor. Genesis 17:1-16 could be one single conversation between Abraham and God. If Abraham could have told Sarah what God said here in Genesis 17:6 before God said what he did in Genesis 17:16 about Sarah having a baby boy but did not tell her, that would have likely been because she was already disappointed about not having children and the promise to Abraham in Genesis 17:6 that he would become nations did not yet include Sarah. It included her later, in Genesis 17:16.
Gen 17:7
“I will establish my covenant.” The Hebrew word translated as “establish” is qum (#06965 קוּם), and it has a semantic range that includes “establish,” “confirm,” “maintain,” “fulfill,” and more. Different English versions use “establish,” “confirm,” and “maintain” here in Genesis 17:7 (e.g., KJV, NET, and NAB). “This covenant with Abraham is something God initiates, something he maintains, and something he brings to fulfillment.”[footnoteRef:91] [91:  Victor Hamilton, The Book of Genesis: Chapters 1-7 [NICOT], 465.] 

There are many ways that God establishes and maintains His covenant with Abraham and his “seed.” One thing he did was to say it to different people: For example, He told Abraham that he and his descendants would get the land (Gen. 12:7; 13:15-17; 15:7, 18; 17:8). He told it to Isaac (Gen. 26:3). He told it to Jacob (Gen. 28:13; 35:12; 48:4). Then over and over He told Israel about the promise or that He would give them the land (cf. Exod. 6:4, 8; 12:25; 13:5, 11; Lev. 14:34; 20:24; 23:10; 25:2).
Another way God established and maintained His covenant was that He did many things to help Israel inherit and keep the land, such as helping them in wars.
[For more on the promise God made to give the land to Abraham and his descendants, see commentary on Gen. 15:18.]
Gen 17:8
“give to you...the land.” God repeated the promise that He would give the land of Israel to Abraham and his descendants many times, and said it in slightly different ways. He told Abraham that he and his descendants would get the land (Gen. 12:7; 13:15-17; 15:7, 18; 17:8). He told it to Isaac (Gen. 26:3). He told it to Jacob (Gen. 28:13; 35:12; 48:4). Then over and over He told Israel about the promise or that He would give them the land (cf. Exod. 6:4, 8; 12:25; 13:5, 11; Lev. 14:34; 20:24; 23:10; 25:2).
[For more on the promise God made to give the land to Abraham and his descendants, see commentary on Gen. 15:18.]
“everlasting.” The Hebrew word is olam (#05769 עוֹלָם), and here and elsewhere it can mean “everlasting” or “age enduring,” or “of long duration.” The Hebrews did not have a word that meant “forever” like English does. English time words are very specific: “forever” means forever, while “of long duration,” or “for a long time,” means for a long time but not forever. However, the Hebrew word olam can mean forever or it can mean “for a long time.” In this case, the whole earth will be changed when the New Jerusalem comes from heaven (Rev. 21:1-2), and the land we now know will cease to exist. But it has been 4,000 years since Abraham, and the Millennial Kingdom will add 1,000 years to that, so God’s promise will certainly qualify as being “for a long time.”
Gen 17:10
“every male among you is to be circumcised.” Circumcision was a requirement to be included in the covenant God made with Abraham. That is one reason that the Jews at the time of Paul were so insistent upon it. But the New Testament makes it clear that circumcision was not a requirement for Christians (Acts 15:1, 19-21; 1 Cor. 7:18; Gal. 6:12-15; Col. 3:11).
The reason Christians do not have to become circumcised to be “Abraham’s seed, and heirs of what was promised” is that we are completely in union with Jesus Christ. This means that in the eyes of God, we were crucified when Christ was crucified (Rom. 6:6), we died with Christ (Rom. 6:8), we were buried with Christ (Rom. 6:4); and we were made alive and then raised with Christ (Eph. 2:5-6). So too, we were circumcised with Christ, as Colossians says: “In him you were also circumcised with a circumcision made without hands” (Col. 2:11 REV). But, much better than ordinary human circumcision, which removes only the unnecessary flesh of the foreskin, when Christians are “circumcised,” God removes our whole dead-flesh body! Christian “circumcision” is “a circumcision made without hands, consisting of the removal of the body of flesh, by the circumcision of Christ” (Col. 2:11 REV).
It is worth noting that the Hebrew text can be translated to say “every male shall be circumcised by you,” and that is the translation given by Victor Hamilton.[footnoteRef:92] However, that would be literally impossible because Abraham did not live long enough to circumcise all his descendants. The translation preferred by English versions is “every male among you,” with the “you” referring back to “you and your seed after you.” [92:  Victor Hamilton, The Book of Genesis: Chapters 1-17 [NICOT], 467.] 

[For more on being in union with Jesus Christ, see commentary on Rom. 6:3.]
Gen 17:12
“born in your house.” This phrase is generally used to refer to slaves who are born in the household, and this is especially true when it is combined with the phrase, “or bought with money.” Any child of a slave was also a slave. Also, the “house,” or “household,” can refer to a tent encampment. “Born in your house” does not mean that the slave was literally born in the exact house (or tent) that the owner lived in, but rather that the slave mother was part of the extended household of the owner. A Medieval king might have a castle big enough for his immediate and extended family, as well as servants and even some guards and soldiers. However, a Bedouin sheik like Abraham lived in a tent with a wife and her children (if a man had two or more wives, it was customary for the other wives to have their own tents that the husband would visit when he wanted), while the extended family, slaves, and hired servants lived in tents encamped around him (we refer to Abraham as a “Bedouin sheik” in the sense that he was a nomad or wanderer, moving around from place to place while caring for flocks and herds, rather than staying in one place and farming the soil).
God’s point to Abraham is that any of his descendants, or any slave born under his authority or bought with his money, could be circumcised and be part of the covenant. What a great blessing to a slave! They were often not treated well by other humans, but they were treated like family by God.
Genesis 17:12-13 shows the inclusive love and largeness of God, “who wants everyone to be saved and to come to a knowledge of the truth” (1 Tim. 2:4 REV). God’s covenant with Abraham was not just for the actual physical descendants of Abraham, as if they were the only ones who would inherit the land, rather it was for everyone who aligned themselves with Abraham and wanted to be part of God’s covenant. This is still true in the New Testament times, because people who take Christ as their Lord and become Christians, become Abraham’s seed, his descendants, and thus heirs of what God promised him: “Now if you are Christ’s, then you are Abraham’s seed, and heirs of what was promised” (Gal. 3:29 REV).
Many Jews tended to be exclusive, as we see in the New Testament, and did not seem to have a heart that was open to include everyone, but that is never God’s heart. For example, if a foreigner wanted to join Israel and eat the Passover, he could, he just had to become part of the covenant with Abraham first, which involved getting circumcised (Exod. 12:48). Furthermore, in the Millennial Kingdom of Christ on earth, God’s Temple will be open to everyone who loves God and obeys His commands (Isa. 56:6-7).
Other places that refer to slaves who are “born in the house” are Genesis 14:14; 17:23, 27; Leviticus 22:11; and Ecclesiastes 2:7.
[For more information on the Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on why Christians do not have to be circumcised, see commentary on Gen. 17:10.]
Gen 17:13
“He who is born in your house.” From the context, we can determine that this phrase refers to the children of slaves. Children of slaves were slaves themselves, and just like members of the immediate family, the children of slaves were to be circumcised. Both slaves who are “born in your house” and slaves who are “bought with your money” are considered part of the wider household, and are to be circumcised. This would be much harder on slaves who are bought because most of them would be older and the circumcision would be much more painful.
“circumcised, yes, circumcised.” This is the figure of speech polyptoton for emphasis.
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
Gen 17:14
“The uncircumcised male who is not circumcised.” Unlike in English where “uncircumcised” and “circumcised” are related words, in Hebrew, “uncircumcised” and “circumcised” are two completely different words. A more literal translation might be, “A foreskinned male who is not circumcised.” The Hebrew word translated as “uncircumcised” in the REV is arel (#06189 עָרֵל), and it refers to having a foreskin. Everett Fox translates this as “a foreskinned male.”[footnoteRef:93] In contrast, the Hebrew word translated as “circumcised” in the REV is mul (#04135 מוּל), and it means “circumcised.” [93:  Everett Fox, The Schocken Bible.] 

Nahum Sarna adds, “his foreskin. That is, his own foreskin. Where the father fails to fulfill his duty, the responsibility falls upon the individual himself when he reaches maturity.”[footnoteRef:94] [94:  Nahum Sarna, The JPS Torah Commentary, 126.] 

“will be cut off from his people.” People who broke the covenant were often “cut off” by God.[footnoteRef:95] The verse is not saying that the believing community would go execute the person. [95:  Sarna, The JPS Torah Commentary, 126.] 

Gen 17:15
“Sarai, for her name will be Sarah.” Both Sarai and Sarah mean the same thing, “princess” or “queen.” It is even possible that “Sarah” is simply a “modernizing” of the ancient spelling “Sarai.”[footnoteRef:96] [96:  Nahum Sarna, The JPS Torah Commentary, 126.] 

Gen 17:16
“she will become a mother of nations. Kings of peoples will come from her.” This verse is parallel to what God told Abram in Genesis 17:6: “I will make nations from you, and kings will come out from you.”
“Kings of peoples.” The meaning could be that kings of different people groups would come from Sarah, or kings who reign over different people groups would come from her. These different people groups would not just be Israelites; the sons of Esau were not Israelites. Kings would come from Abraham as well, but those kings would be potentially much more diverse than the kings from Sarah, because Abraham had eight children whereas Sarah only had Isaac (Gen. 17:6).
Gen 17:17
“Then Abraham fell on his face and laughed.” It is interesting that the Bible does not tell us why Abraham laughed. Joy? Doubt? Surprise? Or maybe a mixture of emotions… In any case, it is interesting that God did not question Abraham about it as He did Sarah even though they both laughed to themselves, not out loud (Gen. 18:12).
“him who is 100.” The Hebrew is idiomatic: “to the son of 100 years.” The same is said of Sarah: “a daughter of 90 years.”
Gen 17:18
“live.” This is the full or “pregnant” sense of “live,” meaning live and be blessed now, and have everlasting life in the future as well. It seems that when God told Abraham that he would have a son by Sarah, Abraham may have thought that Ishmael might die.
[For more on the full sense of “live,” see commentary on Luke 10:28.]
“before you.” This is in the culture and the meaning would be “in front of you,” a place where God’s watchful eye was on him, where Ishmael would also participate in the blessings of Abraham.
Gen 17:20
“heard.” This is the full sense of the verb “heard,” where it means to hear and to pay attention and respond to what was said. God did more than “hear,” He responded. God’s answer, “I have heard you,” makes a wordplay with Ishmael, which means “God hears.”
“exceedingly exceedingly.” The Hebrew word means “exceedingly” or “greatly,” and the Hebrew text has the figure of speech epizeuxis, where a word is repeated twice in succession to emphasize the “exceedingly.”
[For more on epizeuxis and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
“He will become the father of 12 rulers.” This prophecy was fulfilled and the 12 sons of Ishmael are listed in Genesis 25:12-16.
Gen 17:21
“at this set time.” Compare 2 Kings 4:16, which uses the same vocabulary. The time of life in human pregnancy is nine months. The phrase does not mean the pregnancy would begin immediately, but within a few months at least.
Gen 17:22
“God departed from Abraham.” The Hebrew text is literally, “went up from Abraham,” but “went up” is a common idiom for “left,” “departed from” (e.g. 2 Sam. 23:9; 1 Kings 15:19; 2 Kings 12:18; Jer. 21:2). There is no real proof that God literally “went up” to heaven from Abraham.
Gen 17:23
“born in his house.” This phrase refers to Abraham’s slaves, a point that is made very clear by being put with “bought with his money.” The child of a slave was a slave.
[For more on “born in his house,” see commentary on Gen. 17:12.]
“all the slaves who were born in his house and all who were bought with his money.” So even when the Abrahamic covenant started, many people who were not physical descendants of Abraham were included. It seems that throughout history, even though the descendants of Ishmael were circumcised they did not benefit from the covenant in the same way the Jews did.
Gen 17:25
“Ishmael, his son, was 13 years old when he was circumcised in the flesh of his foreskin.” So Ishmael was part of the covenant God made with Abraham, but God established the covenant through Isaac (Gen. 17:19, 21). Even today Muslims are circumcised, but they are circumcised at different times. Some groups circumcise at age 7, some at puberty or age 13.
Gen 17:27
“born in the house.” This phrase refers to Abraham’s slaves, a point that is made very clear because it is combined with “bought with his money.” The child of a slave was a slave.
[For more on “born in the house,” see commentary on Gen. 17:12.]
 
Genesis Chapter 18
Gen 18:1
“Yahweh appeared to him.” These verses pose a problem for Christians who have been taught that no one has ever seen God. The Hebrew text clearly says that Yahweh appeared to Abraham in the form of a man, and He was with two angels, who also took on human appearance. This should not be a problem for us to understand. God created humankind so He could intimately fellowship with us. It is reasonable that He would occasionally become visible and take on human form to be intimate with His creation. In fact, Scripture records a number of people to whom God appeared: Adam and Eve (they heard His footsteps, Gen. 3:8), Abraham (Gen. 12:7; 15:1; 17:1; 18:1), Jacob (Gen. 28:13), Moses and the elders of Israel (Exod. 24:9-11), Samuel (1 Sam. 3:10), Solomon, twice (1 Kings 3:5; 9:2; 11:9), Micaiah (1 Kings 22:19-22), Isaiah (Isa. 6:1-5), Ezekiel (Ezek. 1:26-28), Daniel (Dan. 7:9-14), Amos (Amos 7:7), Stephen (Acts 7:56) and the apostle John (Rev. 5:1-8).
A study of Genesis 18:1 in Christian commentaries reveals that most theologians do not believe that Yahweh can appear in the form of a man. Before we examine why they say that, we must remember that, difficult to believe or not, that is exactly what the text says. Many theologians who do not believe what the text literally says have postulated other explanations. The standard explanations of the verse are: it was a dream and not real; it was the preincarnate Christ who appeared; it was an angel who appeared carrying the name of Yahweh.
Some theologians teach that the record of Genesis 18:1ff was a dream because of the circumstances, i.e., it was the heat of the day and the time for naps. However, the Bible never says it was a dream, and there certainly was no time in the record when Abraham “woke up.” Furthermore, what happened next with Yahweh and the angels, which was the record of Sodom and Gomorrah, was certainly not a dream. The angels left Abraham and went to the city of Sodom where they rescued Lot and his daughters from God’s judgment. There is just no solid Scriptural evidence that Yahweh’s appearance was a dream. Neither would this record being a dream explain the many other times Yahweh appears.
Many Trinitarian theologians say that Genesis 18:1 is an appearance of the preincarnate Christ. The evidence they give for their conclusion is twofold: Yahweh is invisible and no one has or can see Him, so it cannot be God Himself, and also the record clearly says it is Yahweh, so it must be the preincarnate Christ since they assert that Christ is a member of the Trinity. however, if it could be shown that Yahweh does indeed occasionally appear in the form of a man, then there would be no reason not to take the Bible literally. Furthermore, the fact that Scripture never says that the one appearing is Christ is strong evidence that this is not Christ, but the strongest evidence that the “preincarnate Christ” did not appear is that there is no such being as the preincarnate Christ. Besides, there are at least two occasions where Yahweh and Christ appear together (Dan. 7, in future prophecy, and Rev. 5). This seems to us to force the conclusion that Yahweh cannot be Christ.
The major reason to make the “Yahweh” of this record into an angel is the same as the reason to make the record a dream or to make Yahweh into the preincarnate Christ. It comes from the preconceived idea that Yahweh just cannot appear in human form. Therefore, the temptation here is to make Yahweh of necessity a dream, an angel or Christ. Even though in other records angels are called God, this record is different. We have seen from other verses that angels are occasionally called “God” (See commentary on Gen. 16:7). However, a study of the records where the angel of the Lord is called “God” shows that he was always clearly identified as an angel, and it was clear that he was bringing a message from God. This record and the others mentioned above in which Yahweh appears are decidedly different. The “man” identified as Yahweh is among other angels, and the entire record identifies Him as Yahweh. And while other records show the angel of the Lord carefully avoiding the use of the first-person pronouns, “I,” “me” and “my,” referring to God, the “Yahweh” in this record uses the first person over and over.
Most Christians have not been taught that God can appear in a form resembling a person. They have always heard, “no one has seen God at any time.” In Don’t Blame God, the language of that phrase is examined and explained. John 1:17-18 states: “For the law was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus Christ. No one has ever seen God….” The authors write:
Please note that truth, in its fullness, came not with Moses, but with Jesus Christ. It was he who for the first time in history made God truly understandable. It is not that the Old Testament believers knew nothing of God, but rather that their knowledge and understanding of Him were quite limited (“veiled”). Since truth came by Jesus Christ (“For the law was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus,”), we believe that the first part of John 1:18—“no man hath seen God at anytime”—means that no man had “known” God [as He truly is] at any previous time. It is Jesus Christ who reveals, or makes known, God to man.
In many languages, “to see” is a common idiom for “to know.” In the Hebrew language, one of the definitions for “see” (Hebrew = ra’ ah) is “see, so as to learn, to know.” Similarly, the Greek word translated “see” in verse 18 (horao) can be “to see with the eyes” or “to see with the mind, to perceive, know.” Even in English, one of the definitions for “see” is “to know or understand.” For example, when two people are discussing something, one might say to the other, “I see what you mean.”
The usage of “see” as it pertains to knowing is found in many places in the New Testament. Jesus said to Philip, “Anyone who has seen me has seen the Father” (John 14:9). Here again the word “see” is used to indicate knowing. Anyone who knew Christ (not just those who “saw” him) would know the Father. In fact, Christ had made that plain two verses earlier when he said to Philip, “If you really knew me you would know my Father as well” (John 14:7).[footnoteRef:97] [97:  M. Graeser, J. Lynn, and J. Schoenheit, Don’t Blame God, 59-60.] 

Further evidence that “see” means “know” in John 1:18 is that the phrase “no man has seen God” is contrasted with the phrase “has made Him known.” The verse is not talking about “seeing” God with one’s eyes, it is saying that the truth about God came by Jesus Christ. Before Jesus Christ came, no one really knew God as He truly is, a loving heavenly Father. Jesus Christ made that known in its fullness. Our study has led us to conclude that verses seeming to say that no one has ever “seen” God are either using the word “seen” as meaning “to know,” and thus referring to knowing Him fully, or they are referring to seeing Him in all His fullness as God, which would be impossible. We agree with the text note on John 1:18 in the NIV Study Bible, which says, “Since no human being can see God as He really is, those who saw God saw Him in a form He took on Himself temporarily for the occasion.”
Another point should be made about the word “seen” in John 1:18. If Trinitarians are correct in that Jesus is “God incarnate,” “God the Son” and “fully God,” then it seems to us that they would be anxious to realize that “seen” means “known” because it makes no sense to say that no man has seen God with his eyes and then say Jesus is God. Theologians on both sides of the Trinitarian debate should realize the idiom of “seen” meaning “known” in John 1:18.
The Bible also calls God “the invisible God.” This is true because God’s natural state is invisible to us. However, that does not prevent Him from occasionally becoming visible. Angels and demons are also naturally invisible to us, but they become visible at certain times. If angels and demons can become visible, then God certainly can too. It is worth remembering that the Bible plainly says, “Yahweh appeared to Abraham,” and to others as well.
It is often stated that the people could not have really seen Yahweh because a person will die if he sees God. This idea comes mainly from the conversation Moses had with God. Moses asked to see the glory of God, and God responded, “You cannot see my face, for no one may see me and live” (Exod. 33:20). The context indicates that the “face” of God was the “glory” of God, because that is what Moses asked to see. It is certainly the case that human beings are not equipped to comprehend God in all His fullness, but God created humankind so He could fellowship with us, and the human-like form that He has sometimes assumed in order to be near us is not His fullness.
There are two records very important to this subject because they describe God and also show Jesus Christ with Him. The first is a revelation vision of the future that Daniel the prophet had.
Daniel 7:9, 10, 13-14
(9) As I looked, thrones were set in place, and the Ancient of Days took his seat. His clothing was as white as snow; the hair of his head was white like wool. His throne was flaming with fire, and its wheels were all ablaze.
(10) A river of fire was flowing, coming out from before him. Thousands upon thousands attended him; ten thousand times ten thousand stood before him. The court was seated, and the books were opened.
(13) In my vision at night I looked, and there before me was one like a son of man, coming with the clouds of heaven. He approached the Ancient of Days and was led into his presence.
(14) He was given authority, glory, and sovereign power; all peoples, nations, and men of every language worshiped him. His dominion is an everlasting dominion that will not pass away, and his kingdom is one that will never be destroyed.
The “Ancient of Days” is Yahweh and He is described as being in the form of a man. Into his presence comes “a son of man” who is given authority and dominion. It is quite universally agreed among Christians that the “Ancient of Days” is God the Father, and the “son of man” is Jesus Christ, who receives his authority from God. Note that in this passage there is no hint of the Trinity. There is no “Holy Spirit” and no indication that the “son of man” is co-equal or co-eternal with the Father. On the contrary, while God is called the “Ancient of Days,” a title befitting His eternal nature, Christ is called “a son of man,” meaning one who is born from human parents. This prophecy is one of many that shaped the Jewish belief about their Messiah: he was not foretold as “God in the flesh,” but rather a man like themselves who would receive special honor and authority from God. For our purposes in understanding Genesis 18:1, these verses in Daniel demonstrate very clearly that God can and does appear in human form. And because in Daniel’s vision He is with the Messiah when He takes the form of a human, there is no reason to assume that the other times He appears it is actually Jesus Christ.
The other very clear record is Revelation 4-5. The length of the record keeps it from being printed here, but the reader is encouraged to read those two chapters. They portray God sitting on a throne surrounded by elders and creatures who repeat, “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord God Almighty.” God is holding in His right hand a scroll that is written on both sides but sealed shut with seven seals. An angel calls out to summon those who could open the scroll, but no one was worthy. As John began to weep, an angel comforted him with the words, “Do not weep! See, the Lion of the tribe of Judah, the Root of David, has triumphed. He is able to open the scroll.” Then “a Lamb” (the context makes it clear it is Jesus Christ) “came and took the scroll from the right hand of Him who sat on the throne.” At that point, the creatures and the elders fell down before the Lamb and started singing a “new song.”
The record is clear. God is described as sitting on a throne and even holding in His hand a scroll that Jesus comes and takes from Him. This record again shows that God can and does occasionally take on human form so that we can better identify with Him.
This record and the others like it show a glimpse of what Christians have to look forward to. God loves us and created us to have a deep and abiding relationship with Him. He will not always remain as distant as He now sometimes seems. The Bible tells of a time when “the dwelling of God is with men, and He will live with them. They will be his people, and God himself will be with them and be their God” (Rev. 21:3).
[For more information on God coming into concretion, see commentary on Acts 7:55. For more information on Jesus being the fully human Son of God and not being “God the Son,” see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.” For more information on the angel of the Lord not being Jesus Christ, see commentary on Gen. 16:7.]
Gen 18:2
“he lifted up his eyes and looked.” When Yahweh appeared to Abraham, Abraham saw “three men.” For an explanation on God appearing as a “man,” see commentary on Genesis 18:1.
“bowed down to the ground.” A common way of bowing before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body to the earth. See Word Study: “Worship.”
Gen 18:3
“Lord.” The Hebrew is vowel pointed in the way that refers to Yahweh, thus the capital “L.” The NET text note says, “The MT [Masoretic Hebrew text] has the form אֲדֹנָי (ʾadonay, “Master”) which is reserved for God. This may reflect later scribal activity. The scribes, knowing it was the LORD, may have put the proper pointing with the word instead of the more common אֲדֹנִי (ʾadoni, “my master”).” (See also Genesis 19:18, where the same thing happens with “Lord”).
Gen 18:4
“and rest yourselves under the tree.” The text does not tell us why Abraham did not invite the men into his tent. Likely it was more comfortable under the tree, where the air moved more freely.
Gen 18:5
“piece of bread.” Abraham got more than a “piece of bread.” It was a biblical custom to take excellent care of guests and feed them well, both as a blessing to them and as a sign that God had blessed your house with all you needed. This custom was why Jesus could tell the parable of the man who had a guest come but had no bread, and so made the effort to wake up a neighbor even though it was late at night (Luke 11:5-10). But you must take care of your guest without making it seem like you are going to any trouble, even though you are. So Abraham, acting like it was no problem, told his guests to please take time to rest, wash their feet, and he would get them a piece of bread to eat.
Abraham would have taken good care of any guest. But in this case, Abraham knew he was feeding God, who had come to his house in human form, so he wanted to take especially good care of Him. He had Sarah get 3 seahs (about 21 quarts, or over 5 gallons [22 liters]) of fine flour for bread, and biblical “bread” was flatbread, like a pita or pancake. It usually takes about ¼ cup of flour to make a good-sized pancake, so at ¼ cup per flatbread, Sarah could have made over 250 loaves of bread with the amount of flour Abraham said to get (a full flatbread is referred to as a “loaf” in many Bible versions).
Then Abraham selected a tender young calf (the Hebrew uses an idiom and reads, “a son of the herd”) and hurried to prepare it. Generally, that preparation would have been to butcher the calf and then boil it, making a kind of stew that could then be eaten using pieces of the bread as spoons. People did not use forks and spoons as eating utensils in the biblical world of the Old Testament. By Roman times, the common people of Israel would have maintained the ancient custom of eating with the hands, using bread as a spoon, but many of the Romans used at least some utensils to eat. The spoon was the most prevalent utensil, then the knife, then, and rarely, a kind of fork (most of the time, if meat needed to be stabbed, the knife would do double duty).
Abraham had made it seem to his guests that feeding them was no problem to him and no inconvenience to the guests: just a piece of bread, a little rest, and they could be on their way. In reality, things were much different (and usually both parties understood that). Making the huge amount of bread would have taken some time; as did killing, butchering, and boiling the calf. No doubt at least a couple hours had gone by before Abraham was ready to set the feast before them, and then he acted like a household servant and stood watching over their needs while they ate, ready to pass them what they needed, get more of anything that needed to be replenished, and pour water over their hands when they were done to cleanse their hands (cf. 2 Kings 3:11).
Having a host stand and wait on the “table,” which for tent dwellers was usually a cloth spread on the ground, while you, the guest, ate, would make any modern guest uncomfortable, but the people of the time understood the special treatment that guests received, and so there was no protest from the three guests when Abraham stood and watched as they ate.
“refresh yourselves.” The Hebrew is more literally “strengthen your heart.” But that could be misunderstood in English.
“For that is why you are passing by your servant.” As a part of his hospitality, Abraham makes it seem like the reason that the three men have come that way is so that they can honor Abraham by letting him take care of them. The verb translated as “pass” or “pass by” occurs twice in the verse, once in the first sentence and then once in the second.
Gen 18:6
“three measures.” The Hebrew is three seahs, which was about 21 quarts, over 5 gallons (about 20 liters). See commentary on Genesis 18:5.
“loaves.” The Hebrew word is not technically “bread” but refers to the round “loaf” of bread that is essentially like a pancake today; round and flat.
Gen 18:8
“curds.” The Hebrew is a term for a milk product, but exactly which product is not known. English versions have “curds” (NET, NIV, RSV); “butter” (ASV, CEB); “thick and sweet milk” (DBY); and “yogurt” (NLT).
Gen 18:9
“Where is Sarah, your wife?” It is almost certain they knew where Sarah was, but they would be polite.
Gen 18:10
“return, yes, return.” This is the figure of speech polyptoton, where the verb “return” is repeated twice but in different cases, emphasizing that God will return. Another English translation might be “absolutely return,” or “surely return,” but those miss the poetic beauty of “return, return.” God is assuring Abraham that Sarah will indeed have a son.
[For more on polyptoton and the emphasis it brings, as well as the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
“at this time next year.” The Hebrew text is perhaps more literally, “according to the time of life” but that is considered an idiom referring to the revival of that same time the following year, although it may be more literal and refer to the time of pregnancy (see commentary on 2 Kings 4:16).
Gen 18:11
“The way of women had ceased to be for Sarah.” Sarah was no longer having her menstrual periods.
Gen 18:13
“Why.” The Hebrew has a demonstrative pronoun (“this, such”) after “Why,” as if to say, “Why this laughter,” or “Why such laughter.” Thus the Hebrew expresses God’s astonishment that Sarah would laugh, after all, He created the heavens and the earth. So, with Sarah listening, God expresses his astonishment to Abraham and says in essence (as it is well expressed in the NET text note): “Why on earth would Sarah laugh?” Once we see God’s expression of astonishment we can better see why Sarah was afraid and denied it, especially after God goes on to say, “Is anything too hard for Yahweh?”
Gen 18:14
“hard.” The Hebrew is pala (#06381 פָּלָא), and it means to be marvelous, wonderful, surpassing, extraordinary, to be beyond one’s power. Thus “hard” is an acceptable translation, especially in light of the fact that “wonderful” in Hebrew had the connotation of hard or beyond one’s ability, but it does not carry that overtone in English. Nevertheless, “hard” and “wonderful” are both conveyed in the Hebrew in this verse: Sarah’s getting pregnant is not too hard for Yahweh, and it is indeed “wonderful.”
“at this time next year.” The Hebrew text is perhaps more literally, “according to the time of life” but that is considered an idiom referring to the revival of that same time the following year, although it may be more literal and refer to the time of pregnancy (see commentary on 2 Kings 4:16).
Gen 18:16
“toward Sodom.” The Hebrew is idiomatic: looked down toward “the face of Sodom.” The concept of “face” was important in the Hebrew culture because it expresses so much and was visible to all. In this case, the part of the city they could (possibly) see from the highlands of Judah was the walls and/or buildings that “faced” them, or the face of the city. Most translations ignore it because the expression can be confusing, but it is an important cultural concept.
Gen 18:17
“what I am about to do.” The Hebrew text indicates that the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah is imminent; it will occur very soon. So, for example, the NET text note says, “The active participle here refers to an action that is imminent.”
Gen 18:18
“become, yes, become.” The verb is repeated twice in different forms. This is the figure of speech polyptoton, and it magnifies the fact that Abraham will become a great nation.
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
“all the nations of the earth will be blessed through him.” This is a clarification and an expansion of what God had said to Abraham in Genesis 12:3. There, all the “clans” (or extended families) of the earth would be blessed, while here in Genesis 18:18, all the “nations” of the earth will be blessed through Abraham. This could only happen if the Messiah would come through Abraham, then he would be a blessing to all nations. This prophecy is then expanded and clarified in Genesis 22:18, where the nations of the earth are foretold to be blessed through Abraham’s “seed,” and the primary meaning of “seed” is said to be singular and refer to Christ (Gal. 3:16).
Gen 18:19
“chosen.” The Hebrew is “known,” but this is the pregnant sense of “known,” where “known” is idiomatically used to mean that Yahweh has much more than just “known” Abraham, but has “known” him to the end that He has acted in his favor and “chosen” him.
“house.” This is the common use of “house” for those who live in the house, or the household.
“Yahweh.” Yahweh speaks of Himself in the third person.
Gen 18:20
“outcry.” Sodom had many innocent victims. Chapter 19 lets us know that the whole male population of Sodom willingly participated in raping visitors to their city, and so the crimes of the city must have been that and much more. The cries for help and justice came up before God, who, in the case of Sodom, answered with divine justice of burning fire and sulfur from heaven. God’s executing such rare justice in this life, and not the next, was meant to be a warning for all people that God will judge them for what they do—and people who defy God will die in the Lake of Fire (Jude 1:7; Rev. 20:14-15).
Sadly, people completely ignore the account of Sodom and Gomorrah as if it were some kind of fictional story. Worse, there are many Christians who believe that because God is “love,” that He will overlook people’s sin, and not destroy them in the fire, so they do not make any effort to warn people about the Judgment to come. But that misses the point of God being love. God loves the victims of sin, and since sinners make the free will choice to hurt their victims, the way God has set life up to stop sin is to stop the sinners—and they will be finally stopped in the Lake of Fire. The time to stop sinning is now, as Christ said that even if your right eye causes you to sin, gouge it out and throw it away so that you don’t end up in Gehenna because of it (Matt. 5:29).
“grievous.” The Hebrew text reads kabad (#03513 כָּבַד), literally, “heavy,” used of something that is heavy, or serious, grievous, grave, hard; but also rich, honored, glorious, etc. To best understand this verse it is important to know that biblically, sin is often thought of as a weight. Furthermore, forgiveness is thought of as lifting off, or carrying off and away, that weight.
Gen 18:21
“go down.” Yahweh is with Abraham in the hill country of Judah and Sodom is to the east down by the Dead Sea, thousands of feet below them, so “go down” is literal here.
Gen 18:22
“The men turned from there and went toward Sodom.” From Genesis 19:1 we learn that of the three “men,” two of them walked toward Sodom.
“Abraham remained standing before Yahweh.” There is good evidence the original text read that Yahweh stood before Abraham. However, in the Hebrew culture that wording generally indicated that Abraham was greater than Yahweh, so the scribes changed the Hebrew text to read in a way that seemed more acceptable, which was to say that it was Abraham who stood before Yahweh.
Gen 18:26
“spare.” The Hebrew is nasa (#05375 נָשָׂא, or נָסָא nacah ), and it means to lift, to bear or bear up, to carry or carry away and thus also to take, support, sustain, forgive, and in this case, to “spare.” This is to be seen in light of the fact that the sin of Sodom was “heavy” (see commentary on Genesis 18:20), so it has to be lifted and carried away. This is a common way of depicting sin: it is a weight that must be carried, and eventually “forgiven,” (carried away).
Gen 18:28
“because of five.” Although many English versions have the word “lack” here, it is not in the text.
 
Genesis Chapter 19
Gen 19:1
“was sitting in the gate.” This is more than just a “fact,” it reflects a biblical custom and part of the culture. Kings, judges, and local elders sat in the gate. The phrase, “in the gate” is usually accurate. Many of the towns that had a gate had a “double gate” for protection. An enemy would have to break down the first gate to get to the second, but then could be attacked from above. Archaeological excavations have revealed some very well-fortified double gates. The text is telling us that Lot has taken a position of authority in the city, which is why the people said he appointed himself as a judge (Gen. 19:9). The reason Wisdom can be found at the city gates is the city elders and judges were there (Prov. 1:21; cf. Deut. 21:19; 22:15; 25:7; Josh. 20:4; Ruth 4:11; Lam. 5:14).
“bowed down.” The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body and face to the earth, as we see here.
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
Gen 19:2
“my lords.” This is the use of “lord” as a customary greeting of respect, like we would say, “Sir,” when we do not know the person.
“city square.” The open place associated with the gate complex of the city, if the city was a walled city, which Sodom was since it had a gate. It would be customary for these strangers to not accept such an invitation immediately, but to wait until they were pressed upon to accept.
Gen 19:3
“pressed...strongly.” Lot pressed the angels to come into his house. Later in the story, the men of the city would “press strongly” (same words in Hebrew) to get to the men. The double use of the word in these two contrasting situations highlights the different motives of the men involved.
“banquet.” The Hebrew word can mean “drinking bout,” and it generally refers to a meal with wine.
Gen 19:4
“all the people to the last man.” The word “outskirts” is the Hebrew for “end, extremity,” and some translators think it means, “to the last man” (ESV, NAB), while others think it means “to the end of the city” (CJB, NASB, NET, NIV, YLT). In either case, this verse explains why God could not find ten righteous people in the city, especially after Lot and his family left Sodom (Gen. 18:32).
Gen 19:5
“know.” This is the common idiomatic use of “know” for sexual intercourse. Sexual intercourse gives the most intimate and personal “knowledge” of the other, so “know” was used throughout the biblical world as an idiom for sexual intercourse, including rape, as here and in Judges 19:25 (Gen. 4:1, 17, 25; Matt. 1:25).
Gen 19:7
“my brothers.” This is polite speech. Lot is trying to win the people. They are not “brothers,” they are Canaanites.
Gen 19:8
“not known a man.” Idiomatic: have not had sexual relations with a man. See commentary on Genesis 19:5.
“what is good in your eyes.” An idiomatic phrase meaning whatever seems good to you.
Gen 19:9
“sojourner.” The Hebrew word translated as “sojourner” is toshav (#08453, spelled תּוֹשָׁב or תֹּשָׁב), and it has a range of meanings but generally refers to a temporary resident or a resident alien (see commentary on Gen. 23:4).
“and he is behaving like a judge.” Lot demonstrated this when he sat in the gate of the city (cf. Gen. 19:1; Prov. 1:21).
Gen 19:11
“blindness.” This is a kind of mental blindness, although there may have been some kind of physical blindness as well—that the men just could not see what was before them. Mental blindness manifests itself in different ways. A bribe “blinds” the mind of a judge so he cannot think clearly (Exod. 23:8; Deut. 16:19). Similarly, a person bent on following false doctrine is “blind” to the truth. He cannot see it (Isa. 6:10; 43:8; Matt. 15:14). There are two cases in the Word of God where the blindness is not physical, it is mental, but it is a different quality of mental blindness than simply being blind to the truth of something.
Here in Genesis 19:11, and in 2 Kings 6:18, people were struck with a kind of blindness that blinded them to their physical surroundings. The blindness was not physical, for in that case in both Genesis and 2 Kings the people would have been so debilitated that they would have discontinued what they were doing. Instead, the blindness was a kind of mental confusion such that they continued what they were attempting to do, but completely without success or any real awareness of what they were actually doing.
The blindness of these men of Sodom here in Genesis, and the Aramean soldiers in 2 Kings, is somewhat similar to what is referred to as “highway hypnosis.” Highway hypnosis occurs when a person is so stupefied by driving for a long time without a break, or so mentally distracted, that he drives right past the place he wanted to go and never “saw” it. Usually in the case of highway hypnosis, after a while, the person “wakes up” mentally and notices that something is wrong, and then has to figure out where he is and what has happened. Although the Bible never specifically says the men of Sodom came out of their stupor before being consumed in the fire, the Aramean soldiers “woke up” and realized they were actually in the city of Samaria.
“both young and old.” This is likely what the text is referring to (cf. Gen. 19:4, which uses different vocabulary than here in verse 11, but likely with the same meaning). The Hebrew is “great and small,” and while that can be speaking of class differences in the society, it is probably speaking of age. Although it seems like every male in the city participated in the potential gang rape, that is a hyperbole for the greater number. There would be men who were too old, or too young, or sick, or even Lot’s sons-in-law, who would not have participated.
Gen 19:13
“For we are about to destroy this place.” God owns the earth, and He expects His created beings to live according to His laws and standards. When people greatly transgress the laws of God, there is a time when God works to get rid of them off the earth. That was the case with Sodom and Gomorrah, and it was the case for the Canaanites in the Promised Land (cf. Deut. 9:4-5; cf. Gen. 15:16).
Gen 19:14
“who were takers of his daughters in marriage.” The Hebrew is ambiguous as to whether or not the daughters in this verse were married or just pledged to be married. The rabbis and scholars argue about it. There are two possibilities and the text is unclear about it. One is that Lot had two daughters and they were pledged to be married to men in town but had not gone through the marriage ceremony yet. Nevertheless, in the custom of the people, an engagement was so strong it had to be broken by a divorce. The other scenario is that Lot had several daughters, and some were married to men in Sodom and two were young and were still at home. There is not enough information in the text to tell which of those scenarios is correct.
The Septuagint reads in a way that indicates those translators thought this verse referred to two daughters who were married to men in Sodom, and thus two other unmarried daughters at home. The better play in understanding this verse is to not pick sides, but acknowledge the two possibilities.
Gen 19:15
“because of the iniquity of the city.” This is quite literal. Many versions say “the punishment of the city,” but that is really taking the word “punishment” as a metonymy, the result (punishment) being put for the cause (iniquity).
Gen 19:16
“merciful.” The Hebrew word is chemlah (#02551 חֶמְלָה), and it means “mercy, pity, compassion.”
“and left him outside the city.” For the meaning “left him,” see HALOT.[footnoteRef:98] The angels got Lot outside of Sodom, but not far enough away from the city that his life was completely out of danger, as we learn from Lot’s wife, who lingered behind and was caught up in the conflagration. There is an important lesson in this: Many times God gets us moving in the right direction, but it is up to us to do what it takes to completely fulfill His will and be safe. God does His part, but we have to do ours. [98:  Koehler and Baumgartner, Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon.] 

Gen 19:17
“one of them.” Literally, “he,” referring to one of the angels.
“look.” The word “look” in this verse does not refer to a passing glance, but rather to a fixed gaze. Given Lot’s hesitation to leave, the angels were warning the family not to stop and take time to longingly look back; after all, they were leaving their home and possessions.
“do not stop anywhere in the plain. Escape to the hill country.” It was apparently God’s plan to wipe out the entire plain around Sodom, some of which is the lower part of the Dead Sea now. But Lot begged to stay in the plain and apparently God honored Lot’s request (Gen. 19:18-21).
Gen 19:18
“Lord.” Lot spoke to the two angels, thus the word “them.” The word “Lord” is plural, but it is the plural of majesty. The word “Lord” in the Hebrew text is vowel-pointed with the points from the word for God, and not for the plural “lords” (angels). It seems that Lot is speaking to God through the messengers, the angels. The scholars disagree on exactly what is happening here, and so some versions have “lords,” some have “Lord,” and some have “lord.” The same thing occurs in the text in Genesis 18:3.
Gen 19:19
“your servant...your eyes...you have shown.” The “you” is singular, indicating that Lot is speaking to God when he is speaking to the angels (see commentary on Gen. 18:3 and Gen. 19:18).
“overtake.” The Hebrew is more literally, “cling to, stick to, cleave to.” The essence is that Lot will not be able to escape the destruction and it will cling to him and destroy him too.
Gen 19:20
“Look, this city is close enough to escape to.” It seems like Lot convinces the messengers to scale down the foretold destruction.
“my soul will live.” The meaning is, “my life will be spared. The rhythm of the verse suggests the begging nature of Lot’s request. This is a good example of “soul” referring to the life of the person.
Gen 19:21
“I will grant you this request too.” The Hebrew is more literally, “I have lifted up your face,” but the meaning is a request that will be granted. The Hebrew language is very concrete and graphic, and this is a perfect example. Lot was sad and hurt over the destruction of his city and his house, and the loss of the men who were engaged to his daughters. His face was downcast and sad. The angels, in granting his request, “lifted up his face,” a beautiful idiom. The simple meaning is, “I have granted your request.”
Gen 19:22
“Zoar.” The Hebrew means “little, tiny” and perhaps “insignificant.”
Gen 19:23
“sun had risen over the earth.” Genesis 19:15 says it was dawn when the angels told Lot to leave, so it was an hour or perhaps a little more before the sun came up. When Lot and his daughters reached Zoar, the sun was up upon the earth. Thus Lot had indeed hurried and Zoar was quite close to Sodom, so God did spare Zoar in His mercy. The sense of the sun “just” rising over the earth is in the structure of the Hebrew text, which reads more literally, “The sun, he had gone forth over the earth; Lot, he had reached Zoar.”
Gen 19:24
“Then Yahweh rained.” (Rotherham) “And, Yahweh, rained, upon Sodom and upon Gomorrah, brimstone and fire,—from Yahweh, out of the heavens.” Some Trinitarians say this verse proves that “Yahweh” is a compound God made of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. It does not. Yahweh is the one God of Israel, and the form of the verse is typically Semitic in saying something two different ways for clarity and emphasis. The fire and sulfur came from Yahweh. This verse is similar to 1 Kings 8:1 (Rotherham) “Then, did Solomon call together the elders of Israel, and all the heads of the tribes, chiefs of the fathers of the sons of Israel, unto King Solomon in Jerusalem.” “Solomon” is mentioned twice for emphasis (see also 1 Kings 1:53).
The text says “Yahweh rained...sulfur and fire,” but the angels said they came to destroy the place (Gen. 19:13). The angels were the agents of God, but the plan and power were from Yahweh.
Gen 19:25
“he overthrew.” The verb is masculine singular, referring to Yahweh. Yahweh overthrew the cities but the angels were His agents, authorized and empowered by God for the mission to destroy the cities (Gen. 19:13).
Gen 19:26
“But his wife.” We know nothing about Lot’s wife. We don’t know when, where, or who he married.
“looked back from behind him.” It was customary for the woman to walk behind her husband, so it is quite possible that Lot never noticed that his wife was not following, but had stopped to reminisce over all they had left behind, and she was caught up in the destruction.
“pillar.” This is the only time in the Bible that this word is translated as “pillar.” Otherwise, it refers to a soldier, representative, overseer, governor, or even a “garrison.” This is not the normal word for “pillar.” So in the context of a military aspect, like a soldier or a non-military context like “representative,” it would be possible that she was a pile of salt, a “witness” to what happens when you ignore the warnings of God. The suggestions that she suddenly became a statue of salt seem incorrect. The “statue” idea comes from the word “pillar,” but that translation is more than suspect, as we saw above.
Gen 19:27
“the place where he had stood before Yahweh.” This was in Genesis 18:22.
Gen 19:28
“toward Sodom and Gomorrah.” The Hebrew is idiomatic: “toward the face of Sodom and Gomorrah” (see commentary on Gen. 18:16).
“the smoke of a kiln.” The Hebrew refers to a “kiln,” not a “furnace.” We generally think of a furnace being used to heat a house, but that is not what the text is referring to. There were kilns for making bricks, making pottery, blowing glass, and for working with metals (see commentary on Exod. 9:8).
Gen 19:29
“God remembered Abraham and sent Lot out of the midst of the overthrow.” This shows that the life and commitment of a righteous person can save the lives of other people. Lot had made many mistakes and does not appear to be that godly of a person, especially compared to Abraham. Genesis 19:29 shows us that God saved Lot because of the relationship that He had with Abraham, not because Lot was such a godly person.
Gen 19:30
“for he was afraid to live in Zoar.” The Bible does not tell us why Lot was afraid to live in Zoar.
“lived in a cave.” Southern Judea is hilly and has many caves, and Lot chose one rather than build a house. The Bible never says why he did not rejoin Abraham, who had haggled so earnestly so that he would be spared. Lot’s life and wealth went downhill from the time he decided to live in Sodom. Now apparently his flocks and herds were gone too. The angels told Lot to leave Sodom with his wife and two daughters (Gen. 19:15-16).
Gen 19:31
“not a man on the earth.” The daughter uses hyperbole (exaggeration) to make it seem like she and her sister were being forced to have incest. Her exaggeration is a lie. At a time when a man could have multiple wives, the city of Zoar that they had just left no doubt had men. Furthermore, there were many other men available, such as in Abraham’s camp, which was not very far away—perhaps about a day’s journey. Life in Sodom had apparently skewed the daughter’s morality. “Do not be deceived: ‘Bad company corrupts good morals.’” (1 Cor. 15:33).
“come into us.” The graphic but common way of speaking of sexual intercourse.
Gen 19:37
“Moab.” Or Mo-ab; sounds like “From [my] father.”
“of today.” That is, at the time Moses was writing.
Gen 19:38
“Ben-ammi.” “Son of my people.”
 
Genesis Chapter 20
Gen 20:1
“Abraham traveled from there toward the land of the Negev.” Abraham traveled south from the area of Hebron down to the Negev and then south of it. Then, he goes back north to Gerar, in the Negev. So Genesis 20:1 shows how Abraham traveled with his flocks and herds; back and forth from north to south then back north. It seems that Genesis 20:1 is giving us a couple of years of Abraham’s life and how he traveled around.
“and dwelt between Kadesh and Shur.” So apparently Abraham traveled back and forth in that area, likely camping where the grazing was best for all the animals (for more on Kadesh, see commentary on Gen. 14:7).
“Shur.” This is the wilderness of Shur in northwest Sinai.
“Gerar.” The well-known Gerar is in the southwest Negev. There are no other known cities of Gerar.
Gen 20:2
“Abraham said about Sarah his wife, ‘She is my sister.’” This is the second time Abraham lied about Sarah and let her be taken into another man’s harem in order to protect his life (cf. Gen. 12:10-20).
Gen 20:4
“come near.” Idiomatic for approach sexually; i.e., have sexual intercourse with.
“will you kill a nation.” It is likely that Abimelech had heard of the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah, and did not question the ability of God to destroy a nation, but it seems He would not “kill” a righteous nation.
“righteous.” The Hebrew is “righteous,” here used for “blameless” or “innocent.”
Gen 20:6
“I also kept you from sinning against me.” Committing adultery with a man’s wife is not just sinning against the man, but against God as well.
Gen 20:7
“Indeed.” Many translations have the particle as causal, “for” instead of assertive, “indeed,” as the NET does, but “for” does not seem to be the heart of the meaning here. God does not want Sarah returned because Abraham is a prophet, but because she is married.
“prophet.” This is the first use of “prophet” in the Bible.
“die, yes, die.” An emphatic translation of the Hebrew, which uses the figure of speech polyptoton[footnoteRef:99] and repeats the word “die” in different tenses. [99:  Bullinger, Figures of Speech Used in the Bible, 267, “polyptoton.”] 

[For more on polyptoton and the emphasis it brings, as well as the way it is translated in the REV, see commentaries on Gen. 2:16 and 2:17.]
Gen 20:8
“in their ears.” This is an idiom for “in their hearing,” i.e., in a way that they could all hear.
Gen 20:10
“went on asking.” The Hebrew is “said to Abraham,” but the word “said” is in the imperfect tense, which is important in this context; the verse could have been translated, “went on saying to Abraham,” but since Abimelech was asking questions, “asking” is a good translation here. This was not a short conversation. Abimelech was a righteous man, and Abraham’s fearful action put him and his kingdom in danger. He wanted to know what caused Abraham to act the way he did, and he was genuinely interested both for himself and his kingdom, if anything needed to be changed, and for Abraham, if he could help Abraham in any way. Abraham was a great man, but great men have faults. Godly people help others to grow in the Lord (cf. Heb. 10:24).
“see.” An idiomatic way of asking, “What was your reason” (NIV). The idiom has been freely translated into English in many different ways. “Whatever could have caused you” (CJB); “What did you have in mind” (NAB); “What prompted you” (NET); “What did you foresee” (E. Fox, The Schocken Bible).
Gen 20:11
“said to myself.” The Hebrew just has “said,” but it is clear from the context that this was what Abraham said to himself—what he was thinking, which he then told Sarah to get her to lie too. The conversations we have with ourselves are very important and they can be very wrong. That is one reason the Bible tells us there is safety in a multitude of counselors (Prov. 11:14). Everyone needs honest and godly people with whom they can confide.
Gen 20:13
“God had me wander.” The verb “wander” is plural, and the NET text note catches that and says, “The Hebrew verb is plural. This may be a case of grammatical agreement with the name for God, which is plural in form. However, when this plural name refers to the one true God, accompanying predicates are usually singular in form. Perhaps Abraham is accommodating his speech to Abimelech’s polytheistic perspective. (See GKC 463 §145.i.) If so, one should translate, “when the gods made me wander.” That explanation also fits Abraham’s use of “wander.” Abraham is downplaying God’s purpose in bringing him to the “Promised Land.” It would not have been wise for Abraham to tell Abimelech that God had promised him the land, land that Abimelech thought he owned.
Gen 20:15
“seems good in your eyes.” A Hebrew idiom that means wherever it seems good to you.
Gen 20:16
“your brother.” Abimelech here calls Abraham “your brother” as a sarcastic rebuke to both Abraham and Sarah.
“a covering of the eyes.” The 1,000 pieces of silver “covered the eyes” of the people with Sarah. The idiom and custom are difficult, but the essence is that the gift was to make it seem like no one saw what happened to Sarah, or if they saw what happened to her, they also saw that she was compensated for it, and thus she was vindicated or set right before all the people.
Gen 20:18
“closed, yes, closed.” This is the figure of speech polyptoton, where “closed” is repeated twice in the Hebrew text, but the word is inflected differently.
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
 
Genesis Chapter 21
Gen 21:1
“Now Yahweh visited Sarah.” This same verb is in 1 Samuel 2:21 when Hannah, Samuel’s mother conceived.
Gen 21:3
“whom Sarah bore to him.” This is in the text as emphasis that Sarah did indeed give birth to Abraham’s son.
“Isaac.” The Hebrew means, “he laughs.”
Gen 21:4
“eight days old.” The Hebrew text is idiomatic: “a son of eight days.” The commandment to circumcise on the eighth day is Genesis 17:12.
Gen 21:6
“laugh.” Laugh with joy. Sarah had been considered cursed and a cloud hung over her head. Now she was vindicated and had the joy of a baby boy.
Gen 21:8
“banquet.” The Hebrew word can mean “drinking bout,” and it generally refers to a meal with wine. This would have been a huge meal with lots of wine and likely beer as well.
“on the day Isaac was weaned.” Children were weaned late in the biblical world, sometimes at two, but sometimes as late as five. Infant mortality was high in biblical times, but if a baby lived long enough to be weaned, it had survived a very dangerous period of life, which was a cause for great celebration. For a wealthy man like Abraham, especially given that Isaac was a God-given miracle baby, this feast was a feast indeed. It may have even gone on for days.
Gen 21:9
“laughing.” The Hebrew is the participle form of the word “Isaac.” The context would indicate that Ishmael was laughing in mockery.
Gen 21:10
“Send away.” Abraham is not being harsh to Hagar, as “Cast out” indicates. He is simply sending her away from the family.
“this slave woman and her son!” Note that the reason for this is so that Ishmael will “not be heir with my son.” It seems that the inheritance law at the time was if the slave and her son were thrown out of the family, they lost their right to an inheritance. Sarah seems to be concerned that Ishmael would take some of Isaac’s inheritance.
Gen 21:11
“the matter.” Sarah’s demand caused Abraham great distress. He loved Ishmael, who was 14 when Isaac was born (Gen. 16:16; 21:5), and now, at Isaac’s weaning, may have been as old as 19. The Hebrew text translated as “matter” is dabar (#01697 דָּבָר), which is the common word for “word,” but also, like the Greek word logos, it had a wide range of meanings, including “thing,” “matter.”
“distressing.” The Hebrew word, raa (#07489 רָעַע), is more commonly “bad,” but has a wide semantic range, thus the English translation varies quite a bit. To Abraham, Sarah’s demand was “bad,” “wrong,” “hurtful,” “distressing,” “difficult,” “displeasing,” etc. All these accurately express what Abraham felt and was going through in facing sending away his son, whom he would never see again. In the next verse, we see that our gracious God spoke to Abraham and helped him deal with his emotions and the situation.
Gen 21:12
“it is through Isaac that your seed will be called.” This is God’s promise that the Messiah will come through Isaac. God’s promise in Genesis 12:3 was much more broad, that all the nations of the earth would be blessed through Abraham—a promise of the Messiah coming through him. Here God narrows the situation and says the Messiah will come through Isaac. Genesis 12:21 is quoted in Romans 9:7 and Hebrews 11:18.
Gen 21:14
“took bread and a skin-bottle of water.” These seem to be very skimpy provisions for Hagar to try to make it to Egypt (but she never got that far, Ishmael grows up in the wilderness of Paran). The skimpy provisions may be to emphasize that Ishmael was to get no inheritance from Abraham.
“skin-bottle.” A “bottle” or container made from animal skin. The Hebrew word only occurs three times and only in this chapter, so although “skin bottle” is a good guess, the actual container might be something different.
[For more on skin-bottles, which were usually made from the skins of goats, see commentary on 1 Sam. 10:3.]
“gave her the child.” According to the custom of the biblical world, the child of a slave born in a master’s house belonged to the master (Exod. 21:4), so Abraham had to give Hagar her son in order for it to be hers in the eyes of the culture.
“wandered in the wilderness.” This could mean “wander” like Abraham did, or it can refer to getting lost. Although there was a road to Egypt, Hagar may still have gotten lost or disoriented somehow.
Gen 21:15
“placed.” For contextual reasons, the verb should be understood as “placed” or “left,” not “threw,” or “cast.”[footnoteRef:100] Ishmael was now at least 16 and may have been as old as 19 (Ishmael was born when Abraham was 86; Gen. 16:16), but it expresses Hagar’s desperate action to keep her son in the shade and alive a little longer. It is likely that Ishmael was weak and dehydrated and had grown faint, and Hagar was distressed and did not know what else to do, thus her action is somewhat hopeless desperation. She put him in the shade under a bush and walked a distance away to separate herself from her son. Indeed, it is likely that they both would have died without divine help at that time. [100:  Victor Hamilton, The Book of Genesis: Chapters 18-50 [NICOT], 76, 83.] 

There is likely an intentional parallel between Abraham with Ishmael and then Abraham with Isaac (Gen. 22). In both cases, the child is on a journey to an unknown place; then the child is on the edge of death; then an angel of God intervenes, calling out from heaven; then the parent sees a way out (for Hagar, the water; for Abraham, the ram in the thicket); and then there is a promise of future blessing.[footnoteRef:101] [101:  Everett Fox, The Five Books of Moses, 88.] 

“she placed the child under one of the shrubs.” It seems Ishmael was too weak to go on. The rabbis suggest that he was sick.
Gen 21:16
“about a bow shot.” About 100 yards (100 meters), more or less. Far enough to be near her son, but not see him from where she was.
“lifted up her voice and wept.” An idiomatic way of saying she cried loudly and uncontrollably. She had lost her home, the father of her child, and now was on the verge of watching her son die and likely herself as well. Hagar began to cry uncontrollably.
Gen 21:17
“What troubles you.” The Hebrew is an idiom, literally, “What to you?” It means, what troubles you, what is the matter, what is wrong.
“Hagar.” The angel more or less introduces himself by calling Hagar by her name and having knowledge of her trouble; things a stranger would not have known.
“voice of the boy.” Hagar was the one who was crying loudly and uncontrollably, but Ishmael also must have called out for help to God. He had been raised by Abraham for at least 16 years, and more likely 19, and he surely would have come to know, and to some extent rely on, Abraham’s God, Yahweh. The angel said to Hagar that God heard the voice of the boy, not her voice, not because God did not love Hagar, but in part to get Hagar’s focus off herself and also because God had promised that Ishmael would become a great nation (Gen. 17:20), and He would do what it takes to fulfill His promises.
“in the place where he is.” This phrase can have a broad meaning, and likely includes both his physical location and his situation. Thus, the HCSB has, “from the place where he is,” and the NAB has, “in this plight of his.” Both meanings likely apply. God knows both where we are and our situation.
Gen 21:18
“hold him tightly with your hand.” The reference is to holding him up or supporting him because he was so weak at this point.
Gen 21:20
“God was with the boy.” This points out that Ishmael would do well and prosper.
“an archer.” More literally, “a shooter of a bow.” So Ishmael lived off the land as a hunter, not a shepherd.
Gen 21:21
“wife...Egypt.” It was the custom that the parents of the man (or teenager; most boys married in their mid to late teens) negotiated the marriage and its details with the parents of an available woman (who was usually a young teen). Thus it was according to custom that Hagar got a wife for Ishmael. She was an Egyptian, and she got an Egyptian wife, so she may have gotten a relative of hers or a contact from a relative. Samson had his parents get a wife for him, even though he knew the girl he wanted to marry (Judg. 14:2-3).
Gen 21:22
“Abimelech.” The king of Gerar, where Abraham had set up his tent camp (cf. Gen. 20:1-2).
“Phicol.” The commander of Abimelech’s army.
Gen 21:23
“swear to me.” Although both Abimelech the king and Phicol his general (and likely others are there with Abraham too), it is King Abimelech who speaks. The reason that Abimelech wants Abraham to swear to be honest with him is because Abraham lied to him about Sarah.
“and the land.” Abraham and his extended family group was growing in size and power, and Abimelech was concerned that his own land rights would be protected. It seems there was a kind of a land grab going on between Abraham’s group and Abimelech’s group (Gen. 21:25).
Gen 21:25
“complained.” The Hebrew word more often means “reprove,” or “rebuke,” but that seems a little strong here. Abimelech and Abraham were friendly enough to enter into a covenant, so “complained” seems the better choice.
Gen 21:26
“I don’t know.” Given Abimelech’s honest and upright behavior throughout his dealings with Abraham, this is an honest answer.
Gen 21:27
“sheep and cattle.” It was customary in the making of a covenant that gifts would be exchanged.
“cut a covenant.” Although the term “cut a covenant” is sometimes used as a general term for making a covenant even when it is not a blood covenant, it is likely that Abraham and Abimelech made a blood covenant at this time. However, the form of the covenant is not known. For example, instead of cutting themselves, they may have killed animals and walked between the pieces (cf. Gen. 15:10, 17; Jer. 34:18).
Gen 21:28
“seven.” This is the same Hebrew root as “oath,” so Abraham likely took the seven lambs as a visual statement about the oath he took with Abimelech.
Gen 21:30
“so that it will be a witness.” The whole process of taking the lambs is a witness, not just the lambs themselves. There were often customs such as this taking of lambs that made it clear that a deal had been made and finalized and both parties agreed to it. When it comes to covenants and agreements, it is easy to forget who agreed to what, and written contracts were rare, so customs developed such that everyone knew the deal had been made. In some cases, a sandal was given by one party to the other party (e.g., Ruth 4:7).
Gen 21:32
“into the land of the Philistines.” It is worth noting that Beer-sheba is not technically in the land of the Philistines, but Abraham has a well there.
Gen 21:33
“planted a tamarisk tree.” The tamarisk could grow in very arid regions, such as the Negev, and provide shade. There is no indication that Abraham planted the tree as some kind of religious act or dedication to God, but it is likely that there was some thinking about it. It is more likely that he intended to stay there in Beer-sheba, or have a place where, as he tented from place to place, he could return and have shade. Preparing for the future and providing for others are hallmarks of a wise and godly person.
It is also likely that Abraham planted the tree in the area of the well he had dug and thus had water rights to as a kind of gesture to himself, and perhaps his family as well, that God had promised him the land. That he would have a tree and a well could point to him having a stake in the land that would later belong to him and his descendants.
 
Genesis Chapter 22
Gen 22:1
“God tested Abraham.” The Hebrew word translated “tested” in Genesis 22:1 is nasah (#05254 נָסַה), and its meanings include “to test” and “to tempt.” It is helpful in biblical study to know that in both Hebrew and Greek, the same word can be either “test” or “tempt,” depending on the motivation of the one doing the testing or tempting. In a “test,” the most common idea is that the test would help the person in some way and result in success. In contrast, in a temptation, the motivation is that the person will fail. When it comes to nasah referring to a “test,” there are different uses of “test” in the Bible: people test God (Judg. 6:39); people test other people (1 Kings 10:1; Dan. 1:12, 14); people test things (1 Sam. 17:39), and God tests people (Gen. 22:1; Ps. 26:2). Understanding temptations is a little more challenging because people “tempt” God on their part (cf. Exod. 17:7; Num. 14:22), but God is not tempted by what they do, nor does God tempt anyone (James 1:13).
God’s “tests” are meant to strengthen the person in their walk with Him, and also accomplish His purposes. That is certainly the case here with Abraham. But it is important to understand that God testing Abraham is not unique because there are many times in the Bible that God “tested” people by asking them to do things for His purposes that the person did not want to do, but the word “test” is not in the text. Actually, on the most basic level, every person is tested by God. God commands people to do things, such as live a godly life, with the intention that people will obey and pass the “test,” and that is the basic idea behind verses that say God tests the heart (cf. 1 Chron. 29:17; Ps. 7:9; 26:2; Jer. 11:20; 17:10).
However, beyond God’s test to every person as to whether or not they will obey Him, God sometimes has specific jobs for people to do that severely test them because the job is unpleasant, a lot of work, or even dangerous. For example, God told Jeremiah not to marry (Jer. 16:1-4), not to go into a house where people were mourning the dead (Jer. 16:6-7), and to make a yoke with straps and crossbars and wear it around (Jer. 27). God had Ezekiel act out a number of prophecies; for example, to draw the city of Jerusalem on a tile and lay siege to it (Ezek. 4:1-3). Also, to lie on his left side for 390 days, then on his right side for 40 days (Ezek. 4:4-8). Also, to eat very little and drink very little, and bake his food over dung (Ezek. 4:9-17). God also told Ezekiel to shave his head and beard (Ezek. 5:1-13), and to leave Jerusalem as if going into exile (Ezek. 12:2-6). God told Hosea to marry a prostitute (Hos. 1:2-3). God told Amos, who was from Judah, to go into Israel and prophesy against it, a very dangerous assignment (Amos 7:10-17), and similarly, God told Jonah to leave Israel and prophesy against Assyria, which was also a very dangerous assignment (Jon. 1:1-2). The point is that although God’s asking Abraham to sacrifice Isaac was no doubt very challenging, it was not completely out of line with what God has asked of other people, especially since God knew He was going to stop Abraham before he killed Isaac.
In Genesis 22:1-18 God tested both Abraham and Isaac, although the text only uses the word “test” of Abraham. Abraham had to be willing to sacrifice his son, and Isaac had to be willing to die at the request of his father. Both tests were difficult, and both were necessary. God did not test them “for fun.” The prophetic picture produced by the willing participation of Abraham and Isaac produced the clearest depiction in the whole Bible of the willing sacrifices made by God the Father who gave His Son and Jesus Christ the Son as he willingly gave his life. Abraham’s love and obedience to God and Isaac’s love and trust in his father is an example that has now shown brightly down throughout some 4,000 years of human history. That clear example no doubt helped Jesus Christ understand his role in the salvation of all who would believe, and has helped many better understand the singular sacrifice of Christ as well as the difficult sacrifices we must sometimes make in this fallen world in order to help others.
Once we understand that God does “test” people the way He tested Abraham and many of the prophets, we are better prepared mentally for whatever the Lord may have for us to do. Actually, some of the things that God asks of every Christian, such as sharing their faith with others, can severely test some people, but God wants us to succeed and we should want to participate in His plan to save every person on earth.
Gen 22:2
“your son, your only son, whom you love, Isaac.” The fourfold mention of Issac as Abraham’s “son...only son...whom you love...Isaac,” establishes the intimate relationship between Abraham and his son, which is especially the case since Abraham’s first son, Ishmael, had been sent away years before. Abraham’s hope lay in Issac because he knew the promise was that the Messiah would come through Isaac. Also, the fact that God acknowledged that Isaac was loved by Abraham—“your only son, whom you love—precluded any idea that the reason that Abraham would be willing to sacrifice Isaac was that he did not really care about Isaac in the first place and was a selfish and cold-hearted man.
“your only son.” This is not an error in the Hebrew text or a contradiction in the Bible. Genesis tells us clearly that Abraham had another son, Ishmael, by Hagar (Gen. 16:4-16). God calls Isaac the “only son” as a point of emphasis to draw our attention to Isaac because he is the son of the promise, the son in the line of the Messiah (Gen. 21:12). If Isaac dies, humanity is lost because God’s promise of a Messiah through Isaac will go unfulfilled and there will be no Messiah to save mankind from death. In the line of the Messiah, and as the Hope of mankind, Isaac was the “only son.”
The offering of Isaac in Genesis 22 is a multifaceted portrait of the Messiah in which Isaac is a type of Christ and Abraham is a type of our Heavenly Father. No doubt Jesus himself received great inspiration and courage from it.
The multifaceted portrait includes: Abraham being the father who is willing to give his only son, while Isaac is the “only son” who is willing to give up his life. While it is often portrayed that Isaac is a small child, that is not the case. Isaac was a strong young man, as we can see by the fact that he carried the wood for the burnt offering on his back for three days, and that would have been quite a lot of wood (Gen. 22:5). Given the typology in Genesis 22, that Isaac was a type of Christ, and the fact that God was the One who spoke to Abraham and thus set the timing of this event, it makes sense that Isaac would have been around 30 or a little older when this happened, just as Christ was about 30 or a little older when he died. Furthermore, Isaac was 40 years old in Genesis 25:20, when Abraham sought a wife for him and he married Rebekah.
If Isaac had not allowed Abraham to bind him, then Abraham, likely around 130 years old, would not have been able to do it. Isaac was willing to die simply because Abraham told him it was the will of God.
Isaac and Abraham traveled for three days, during which time Isaac was as “good as dead” (Gen. 22:4), while Jesus was dead for three days and nights (Matt. 12:40). Isaac carried the wood he was to be offered on (Gen. 22:6), and Jesus carried the wood he was to be crucified on (John 19:17). Isaac was bound before he was offered (Gen. 22:9), Jesus was bound before he was offered (Matt. 27:2).
Also, Abraham and Isaac were both blessed with great blessings after they obeyed. Abraham was told his seed would become many—like the sand on the seashore; Isaac was told he would inherit the gate of his enemies (Gen. 22:17). Similarly, God and Jesus were both blessed after Jesus obeyed: God was blessed to have a huge family to live with Him forever, while Jesus will rule the earth as king, and indeed, inherit the gate of his enemy.
Still another parallel between God and Abraham is that Abraham was so confident in the promise of God that the Messiah would come through Isaac that he believed God would raise Isaac from the dead (Heb. 11:19). However, offering Isaac would still have been difficult for him—it would never be easy to kill your own son even if you knew things would be okay in the end. Similarly, even though God knew He would raise Jesus from the dead and make him ruler over His creation, that did not make it easy for God to watch His only Son suffer and die.
“go.” This form of the verb only occurs here and in Genesis 12:2. In Genesis 12, Yahweh told Abraham to “go” and it involved giving up his past (his father), whereas here, Yahweh tells Abraham to “go” and it seems he will have to give up his future (his son).[footnoteRef:102] [102:  Everett Fox, The Schocken Bible: The Five Books of Moses, 92.] 

“Moriah.” The name “Moriah” is composed of three elements. The prefix Hebrew letter mem, in this context, referring to “the place,” the Hebrew verb ra’ah (#07200 רָאָה), and “Yah,” indicating “Yahweh.” When used in the passive voice, the verb ra’ah means “to see,” while when it is used in the active voice it means more “to provide.” Thus the connotation of “Moriah” in this context would include both “the place where Yahweh sees,” and “the place where Yahweh provides.” The word ra’ah occurs throughout the record, showing God’s constant watchfulness and provision (Gen. 22:4, 8, 13, 14; and also as part of “Moriah,” v. 2). The word Moriah only occurs here in Genesis 22 and in 2 Chronicles 3:1 in the context of Solomon building the Temple on Mount Moriah
“burnt offering.” Although this was about 400 years before God gave the Law to Moses, the burnt offering was an indication of complete surrender to the will of God. Human sacrifice was forbidden by the Law (Lev. 18:21; 20:2-5; Deut. 12:31), and there is no indication that God condoned it in any way before the Law. In fact, when people engage in human sacrifice it is to demons, not God (Ps. 106:37-38).
God telling Abraham to sacrifice his son Isaac is a unique prophetic picture in which Isaac was a type of Christ, and beyond that, God knew ahead of time that He would not allow Abraham to kill his son. Sadly, the record of Abraham and Isaac has been widely misunderstood. Some people have doubted that God really asked Abraham to offer his son as a burnt offering—to kill him and burn him. However, it is clear from Hebrews 11 that Abraham understood God correctly and acted out of his genuine trust in God, and thanks to Abraham’s trust and action, Isaac became a very clear type of Jesus Christ. Soren Kierkegaard[footnoteRef:103] is one famous person who misunderstood the Abraham-Isaac record. He wrote four scenarios about Abraham and Isaac, none of them correct. In the first scenario, Abraham lies to Isaac and acts like killing Isaac is his own idea trying to protect Isaac’s faith in God. In the second, Abraham’s trust in God is shaken because of God’s request and so he sacrifices a ram instead of Isaac. In the third scenario, Abraham decides not to kill Isaac and prays to God to forgive him, and in the fourth scenario Abraham cannot bring himself to kill Isaac but Abraham’s lack of trust in God causes Isaac to doubt his own faith. [103:  Soren Kierkegaard, Fear and Trembling, xi-xii, 7-11.] 

But God did ask Abraham to sacrifice Isaac as a burnt offering and the Abraham-Isaac record in Genesis 22 is a vital piece of redemption history. Certainly, it is the clearest picture in the Bible of the father who is willing to give his son and the son willing to die according to the will of the father. But more than just picturing the willing father and son, it must have helped Jesus Christ on many levels. We know from Jesus’ prayer in the Garden of Gethsemane that he did not want to die and yet he prayed, “not my will, but yours be done” (Luke 22:42). So Jesus was prepared to die; prepared to do what God wanted no matter what it involved. The fact that Jesus knew that some 2,000 years earlier a real flesh-and-blood son, Isaac, had been willing to die simply because his father Abraham said it was necessary would have helped Jesus “set his face like a flint” (Isa. 50:7) and suffer what he had to suffer to accomplish redemption. No doubt that Jesus had reflected on the Abraham-Isaac record many times throughout his life, starting at a very early age.
Also, although God asking Abraham to sacrifice his son is unique and to some people even seems cruel, it is not completely out of the ordinary for God to ask very difficult things of His prophets. Also, the text of Genesis 22 reveals, not the confused and anxious angst of a caring father, but the calm resoluteness of a prophet of God who had personally met God on numerous occasions, who had been asked to do challenging things before, and who had always been protected and blessed by God. There is no hint of Abraham having confusion and anxiety in the text, instead, he figured that God would raise Isaac from the dead. Indeed, “he who had gladly received the promises was offering up his only begotten son…He reasoned that God was able to raise him up, even from among the dead, from which, as a parable, he did receive him back” (Heb. 11:19).
The prophetic picture of the father willing to offer his son and the son willing to die at the request of the father was a vital one to help people grasp what needed to happen with the Messiah in order to pay for the sins of mankind and make salvation available to anyone who wanted it. The record of Abraham offering Isaac is certainly historical, and no doubt it greatly helped Jesus, and it clearly teaches us that there may be things God asks us to do that we do not fully understand, but it is still important for us to obey God.
[For more on the times God appeared personally to Abraham, see commentary on Gen. 18:1.]
“one of the mountains.” The place where the Temple was built was Mount Moriah, but that does not mean Isaac was sacrificed on it, as is commonly assumed. Note that God told Abraham to “go into the land of Moriah” and sacrifice Isaac on “one of the mountains” there. God never said to sacrifice Isaac on Mount Moriah itself. There is a huge controversy over the location of the place where Jesus was crucified, but there is good evidence that it was on the Mount of Olives. If that is the case, then it is very likely indeed that the mountain that Abraham was about to sacrifice Isaac on was the Mount of Olives.
[For more information about Jesus being crucified on the Mount of Olives, see commentary on Matt. 27:33.]
“I will tell you of.” The Hebrew is slightly awkward when literally translated: “of which I will tell you.” The meaning is, “that I will show you,” or “that I will point out to you.”
Gen 22:3
“saddled his donkey.” Actually, put a blanket on his donkey. The saddle of the biblical world was just a cloth or blanket. The true saddle with stirrups may have been invented during the late first century, perhaps during the lifetime of the apostle John, but was not even around at the time of Christ.
Gen 22:4
“on the third day.” Abraham was traveling from Beer-sheba. A three-day trip would give Abraham plenty of time to consider what he was doing, and in spite of any misgivings he might have had he was faithful to obey God.
Genesis 22:4 is an important part of Isaac being a type of Christ. Jesus spent three days and three nights in the grave, dead (Matt. 12:40). This is the third day that Isaac has been as good as dead, Abraham intending to kill him but thinking that God would somehow raise him back up (Heb. 11:19).
Gen 22:5
“Stay here with the donkey.” This is one of the clear indications that Abraham was acting on revelation from God; acting by faith (Heb. 11:17). Ordinarily, Abraham would have taken the donkey, which already had the wood on it, to the place where he was going to sacrifice Isaac. But in this case, he left the donkey behind and loaded the wood on Isaac, a seemingly senseless thing to do. But today, with 20/20 hindsight, we can see that Isaac—the type of Christ—carried the wood he was to be offered on (Gen. 22:6), just as Jesus carried the wood he was to be crucified on (John 19:17). God was directing Abraham in ways that would build a very clear picture of the sacrifice of Christ without Abraham understanding the fullness of what he was doing and that two millennia later Jesus would in a sense replay what Isaac had already done.
“bow down.” The Hebrew word is shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), and it literally means “to bow down,” or “to prostrate oneself.” It was used of bowing down in homage or worship before a superior, and thus in the Bible, we see people bowing down before other people, angels, pagan gods, and God. Usually, translators use “worship” when the person bows before the true God, and “bow down,” “prostrate themselves,” etc. when bowing before people and pagan gods. While this may be an acceptable translation practice, it can give the English reader the wrong impression that only God was “worshiped.” The same Hebrew word is used of bowing down in homage before God and people. This is not meant to degrade God in any way; it simply points to how people showed respect to those superior to them by bowing down or prostrating themselves.
[For more on shachah and its referring to bowing down, prostration, or “worship,” see Word Study: “Worship.”]
“then come back to you.” This is an intriguing statement because God had just told Abraham that he would go and offer Isaac as a burnt offering (Gen. 22:2), so why would Abraham say here that both he and the boy would come back? Is Abraham a bad listener, not able to comprehend that he is about to lose Isaac? No. Abraham is displaying his faith and “reasoned that God was able to raise him up, even from among the dead” (Heb. 11:19). Abraham believed that both he and Isaac would come back, even if he went through with the sacrifice, he believed that God could even raise Isaac from the dead.
Gen 22:6
“knife.” This is not the most common word for knife, but generally refers to a larger knife.
Gen 22:7
“My father!” This address is the only spoken dialogue recorded between Isaac and Abraham in the entire Bible.
Gen 22:8
“see to providing.” The Hebrew more literally reads: “will see for himself.” The phrase is meant to bring the word “see” into the account, which emphasizes God seeing and providing. The Hebrew phrase means “to see to it,” or “to provide.” Later in the record (Gen. 22:14), Abraham will name the mountain, “Yahweh sees.”
Gen 22:9
“And...and...and.” The word “and” occurs five times in this sentence, running forward from one point to the next. It is as if the text is telling us that Abraham hurried through this action, which was no doubt difficult for him, even though he believed that God would raise Isaac from the dead after he sacrificed him (Heb. 11:19).
Gen 22:10
“Abraham reached out his hand.” This is a statement of purpose and drama. Abraham had not been just holding on to the knife, he had to purposely “send out his hand” (as per the Hebrew text) and take the knife. At this point in the story, you can “cut the tension with a knife” so to speak.
Gen 22:11
“called to him from heaven.” There are two places in the Bible where angels call to a specific human from heaven, and both of them involve an angel interceding for a child of Abraham. Here the angel protects Isaac, on the other occasion the angel protected Ishmael (Gen. 21:17).
Gen 22:14
“Yahweh Will Provide.” The Hebrew is “Yahweh yireh”(better known as “Jehovah jireh” from earlier versions such as the King James and ASV), more literally, “Yahweh will see,” the Hebrew word “see” is the common word raah (#07200 רָאָה), but in this case, the verb “see” also has the idiomatic or pregnant sense of “provide,” because God does not just “see,” He sees the need and then acts; He provides.
[For more on the idiomatic or “pregnant” sense of the word “see” or other words such as “remember” or “know,” see commentary on Luke 23:42.]
“On Yahweh’s mountain it will be provided.” Here again, as earlier in the verse, “provided” is more literally “seen.” In this context of Genesis, the translation in the REV and many other English versions—that Yahweh will “provide” on the mountain—is the primary emphasis of the verse. But the last phrase in the verse can also be translated as “on this mountain Yahweh is seen.”[footnoteRef:104] This use of raah here is no doubt a very purposeful choice of words on God’s part and an amphibologia (double meaning)[footnoteRef:105], because the mountain on which Abraham offered Isaac in a figurative sense (Heb. 11:19), is very likely the mountain on which Jesus was crucified. So it is very true that God “provided” on that mountain: He provided a ram for Abraham and years later He provided His Son for all of mankind so we could be saved. Also, however, just as we can “see” Abraham for who he is by the selfless way he showed his love for God by being willing to offer his son Isaac, so too we can “see” God for who He is and see His great love and compassion for humankind by the selfless way that He offered His Son for us on the mountain. God is truly “seen” on Calvary. In truth, the loving God and the obedient Son are both clearly seen for who they are on that holy mountain. [104:  Cf. David H. Stern, The Complete Jewish Bible.]  [105:  Bullinger, Figures of Speech Used in the Bible, 804, “amphibologia.”] 

It is worth noting that in the Hebrew text, the phrase “it will be provided (or “seen”)” could also be translated “he will be provided (or “seen”).” Thus the verse can both refer to the immediate provision of “it,” the ram Abraham needed, and also the “he” in the sacrifice of Christ that humankind needed for salvation.
[For more on the evidence that Jesus was crucified on the Mount of Olives and the sacrifice of Isaac was on the Mount of Olives, see commentaries on Matt. 27:33 and Gen. 22:2.]
Gen 22:15
“And the angel of Yahweh called to Abraham.” Genesis 22:15-17 is an excellent example of the Jewish principle of agency, where the agent is treated and referred to as the one who sent him. In this case, the Bible tells us it was an angel who spoke to Abraham, but he used the first person as if he were Yahweh himself: “And the angel of Yahweh called to Abraham a second time out of heaven and said, ‘I have sworn by myself,’ says Yahweh, ‘because you have done this thing and have not withheld your son, your only son, that I will bless, yes, bless you, and I will make your seed many, yes, many, like the stars of the heavens and like the sand that is on the seashore. And your seed will possess the gate of his enemies.” Note that the angel uses “I” as if he were Yahweh.
[For more on the Jewish custom of agency, see commentary on Matt. 8:5.]
Gen 22:16
“I have sworn by myself.” Hebrews 6:13-18 makes Genesis 22:16 clear. People swear oaths by people or things greater than themselves, but there is none greater than God, so He swore by Himself, making a promise and an oath “so that by two unchangeable things, in each of which it is impossible for God to lie, we have strong encouragement” (Heb. 6:18).
Gen 22:17
“bless, yes, bless you.” The Hebrew text has the figure of speech polyptoton, using “bless” twice in the sentence but inflected in different ways. A more literal translation might be, “in blessing I will bless you.”
“make your seed many, yes, many.” This is the second occurrence in this verse of the figure of speech polyptoton. A more literal translation of this phrase might be, “in increasing I will increase your seed.” The double polyptoton in this verse powerfully emphasizes the blessing of God on Abraham and extending to his offspring. This blessing was not due to anything Abraham could have done on his own, but was in the plan and purpose of God to have a family and save that family through the man, Jesus Christ. God promised Abraham that his seed would be a great multitude on a number of different occasions (Gen. 12:2; 13:16; 15:5; 16:10 (via Hagar); Gen. 17:6; 22:17).
[For more on polyptoton, and the emphasis it brings, as well as the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
“like the sand that is on the seashore.” This is the first time and only that God uses the seashore analogy to describe the number of Abraham’s seed, and this verse is quoted in Hebrews 11:12. The analogy is used several times in describing Israel’s enemies (e.g., Josh. 11:4; Judg. 7:12).
“And your seed will possess the gate of his enemies.” This is referring to Israel’s conquest of the Promised Land in the time of Joshua and extending forward in time. In the time of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob no gated cities were conquered. But Joshua, David, and other kings of Israel and Judah did. The fact that Abraham’s seed would conquer gated cities testifies to the military strength Abraham’s seed would one day have with Yahweh’s help.
Gen 22:18
“by your seed.” This is a clarification and an expansion of what God had said to Abraham in Genesis 12:3 and 18:18. In Genesis 12:3 all the “clans” (or extended families) of the earth would be blessed. That prophecy was expanded in Genesis 18:18, which states that all the “nations” of the earth will be blessed through Abraham. This could only happen if the Messiah would come through Abraham, then he would be a blessing to all nations. That prophecy is then expanded again and clarified in Genesis 22:18, where the nations of the earth are foretold to be blessed through Abraham’s “seed,” and the primary meaning of “seed” is said to be singular and refer to Christ (Gal. 3:16).
“all the nations of the earth will be blessed.” This is another promise from God to Abraham that the Messiah would be one of his descendants. It is similar to Genesis 12:3 (see commentary on Genesis 12:3).
Gen 22:20
“sons.” Below this, twelve sons are listed. Uz, Buz, Kemuel, Chesed, Hazo, Pildash, Jidlaph, Bethuel, Tebah, Gaham, Tahash, and Maacah. It is unlikely that Nahor did not have any daughters, but they are not listed.
Gen 22:21
“Uz.” The land of Uz (cf. Job 1:1) was almost certainly named after him. The exact boundaries of Uz are unknown, but the area was east of the Jordan River and seems to include some of Edom to the south and extend all the way north into Aram (called Syria today).
“Buz.” The land of Buz was also near Edom, but like Uz, the exact boundaries are unknown. Jeremiah 25:23 puts it close to Tema and Dedan. Elihu in the book of Job was a Buzite (Job 32:2). The Assyrian records of King Esar-haddon show he invaded Bazu and Hazu, and Bazu might be the “Buz” of the Bible. The Assyrian records show Bazu was full of snakes and scorpions, which would fit the desert territory near Edom (and also fit with the fact that when the Israelites were traveling through Edom the people were bitten by venomous snakes; Num. 21:4-9).
Gen 22:22
“Chesed.” Chesed is the likely ancestor of the Chaldeans,[footnoteRef:106] located in the northwestern area of Mesopotamia (see commentary on Gen. 11:31). [106:  Nahum Sarna, The JPS Torah Commentary, 155.] 

“Hazo.” Likely settled in northern Arabia.[footnoteRef:107] [107:  Sarna, 155.] 

Gen 22:23
“Rebekah.” She became the wife of Isaac (Gen. 24:15).
Gen 22:24
“Tebah, and Gaham, and Tahash, and Maacah.” These are all boys. No girls are mentioned.
“Reumah.” Likely from the area of middle Syria or northern Transjordan.[footnoteRef:108] [108:  Nahum Sarna, The JPS Torah Commentary, 156.] 

“Tebah.” Likely settled in what became southern Syria.[footnoteRef:109] [109:  Sarna, 156.] 

“Tahash.” Likely settled in the area between Damascus and the Orantes River.[footnoteRef:110] [110:  Sarna, 156.] 

“Maacah.” Likely settled in the northern Transjordan.[footnoteRef:111] [111:  Sarna, 156.] 

 
Genesis Chapter 23
Gen 23:2
“Kiriath-arba.” “Kiriath-arba” means “the town of Arba,” who was one of the Nephilim.
[For more on Arba and Kiriath-arba, see commentaries on Josh. 14:15 and 15:13. For more on the Nephilim, see commentary on Gen. 6:2.]
“and Abraham came to mourn for Sarah.” The Bible does not say where Abraham came from. It could have been from short or far. If Sarah had had a sickness that was causing her to go downhill, it seems Abraham would not have been far away. If she got sick quickly, he could have been away. The Bible just does not say.
Gen 23:3
“rose up from before his dead wife.” The Bible does not give the details of Sarah’s death, but both Abraham and the Hittites would have been close by, because the custom was to bury a person the same day that they died. Abraham, who had been mourning beside his wife of what was almost certainly over 100 years, stood up and spoke to the Hittites, who had likely come to pay their respects to Abraham when they heard that Sarah had died. Abraham was a good and godly man, and there is no indication in the text that Sarah’s death was a surprise, so no doubt Abraham’s request for the cave of Machpelah was well thought out.
“sons.” The Hebrew word is “sons,” but often it is translated “children.” In this case, it means descendants, but the ones Abraham would have negotiated with would have been the men of the tribe.
Gen 23:4
“sojourner.” The Hebrew word translated as “sojourner” is toshav (#08453, spelled תּוֹשָׁב or תֹּשָׁב), and it has a range of meanings but generally refers to a temporary resident or a resident alien. Although Abraham lived in the land of Canaan, he was not a landowner and so he referred to himself as a “sojourner.” The meanings of toshav (sojourner) and ger (foreigner) often overlap, and in some contexts can be almost synonymous.
“foreigner.” The Hebrew word translated as “foreigner” is ger (#01616, spelled גֵּר or גֵּיר), and it generally refers to someone who has had to leave his place of residence, his village or tribal area, and thus is in another place, but for how long is left open. Often the translation “stranger” applies well, because he is a stranger in the area and not known there.
“Give.” In this case, “give” is idiomatic for “sell,” and that was well understood.
“for a tomb.” The Hebrew word translated “tomb” is the same word as the word “tomb” in Genesis 23:6. The Hebrew word can mean “burying place,” but since Abraham did not have a family tomb, he would have wanted one. Therefore, the request, “give me property for a tomb,” is logical. There is no indication that Sarah died suddenly, and even if she had, there is every reason to believe that Abraham had thought about a tomb where she and he, and even their child Isaac, could be buried. In Genesis 15:15, God had told Abraham that he would die in his old age, but at 137 he was old, and Sarah was old at 127. It was the custom to bury families together whenever possible, and it is very likely that Abraham considered that fact when he bought the cave that would be his tomb. The fact that he knew exactly what cave he wanted to buy and where it was located is an indication that he had even looked around for a suitable tomb location. As we now know, Abraham and Sarah, Isaac and Rebekah, and Jacob and Leah were all buried in that tomb, which is located in Hebron. Abraham asked for the “cave of Machpelah.” The word “Machpelah” means something like “double cave” or “split cave,” so it had the potential to be a large multi-room tomb. So this either was a tomb or it had the potential to be a tomb that could hold multiple people (cf. Gen. 23:9).
It is noteworthy that Abraham prepared for his death. Many people are frightened of death and so they refuse to think about it, which then leaves their family in chaos and a mess when they die. Abraham knew he would die, but he knew the Messiah was coming and he would be resurrected to a wonderful life (John 8:56; Heb. 11:10).
“bury my dead from before me.” Sarah’s dead body needed to be buried. Abraham was asking for a place where she could be properly buried. “Bury my dead from before me” was simply a way of saying that Sarah’s body needed to be buried; it could not be just left out in the open.
Gen 23:6
“Hear us, my lord.” This use of “lord” is polite address, like we might say “sir.”
“mighty ruler.” The Hebrew uses the word elohim here like an adjective, which is a standard idiomatic use in Hebrew. Thus the literal Hebrew phrase, “ruler of God,” means ruler with God-like characteristics, or “mighty ruler.” It does not seem that the Hittites would have recognized Abraham’s God as “the” God, or in this case even “a” god, but they might have. “Ruler” (often translated “prince,”) likely refers to a tribal chief. Abraham was indeed a mighty tribal chief among them. His encampment likely numbered in the hundreds.
“Bury your dead in the best of our tombs.” The local Hittites may have prepared places (tombs) for burial in the same way that Joseph of Arimathea had prepared the tomb that Jesus ended up being placed in, or it is possible that they used the word “tomb” to indicate places where tombs could be built. If the cave of Machpelah had already been prepared in some way to be a family tomb, that would help explain why it would be worth 400 shekels of silver. David paid 600 shekels for the top of Mount Zion where the Temple was later built (1 Chron. 21:25).
Gen 23:7
“Abraham rose up.” It seems to be the custom that negotiations were normally carried out while sitting down, perhaps because they normally took so long (Gen. 23:10; Ruth 4:1-2). The fact that Abraham “rose up” before he started to speak likely signifies the fact that he thought of this negotiation as of particular importance. He was asking for a permanent possession of land in the Promised Land. He would have sat back down again after making the request.
“bowed down.” The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body and face to the earth, as we see here. This is the same word that is translated as “worship” when the subject is God.
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
“sons of Heth.” Genesis 10:15 tells us that Heth was a son of Canaan, so it makes sense that he and his descendants would settle in the land of Canaan. It is possible that these Hittites are related to the Hittites of Asia Minor that we today know as Turkey, but it is also possible that the name is the same but the people are not related.
Gen 23:8
“willing.” The Hebrew is nephesh (#05315 נֶפֶשׁ), often thought of and translated “soul,” but very often used in the Old Testament for the person himself or herself. In this case, nephesh is used for the activity of the mind: one’s thoughts and emotions. In this verse, it could be translated “If it is how you feel,” or “If you are thinking that,” or even, as some versions, “If you agree.”
[See Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
“intercede with Ephron the son of Zohar for me.” We learn from the context that Ephron was sitting right there with Abraham and the elders of the Hittites (Gen. 23:10), but culture and custom directed that it was wise for Abraham to use intermediaries. When someone of lesser status, power, or influence (in this case, Abraham), wanted something from someone of greater position (in this case, Ephron, who owned the land), the best way to move forward in the biblical culture was to secure an intermediary or intermediaries who had influence with the one from whom the favor was desired. Thus Abraham, instead of looking at Ephron and saying, “I want to buy your cave,” asked the Hittite elders to entreat Ephron to sell the cave. As we see from other records in the Bible, sometimes these intermediaries, or “agents,” even spoke in the first person to the one they were negotiating with as if they were the principal person himself.
[For more on the use of intermediaries and the Jewish custom of agency, see commentary on Matt. 8:5.]
Gen 23:9
“the cave of Machpelah.” The word “Machpelah” means something like “double cave” or “split cave,” so it had the potential to be a large multi-room tomb. So this either was a tomb or it had the potential to be a tomb.
“that he owns.” Abraham, an astute businessman, is making sure that Ephron does indeed own the field and thus has the right to sell it. It is amazing how many real estate transactions occur and the buyer later finds out that the person who “sold” the land did not have clear title. Anyone buying or selling land can learn things from Abraham.
“which is at the edge of his field.” Abraham is making it clear that he does not want to buy all of Ephron’s land, only the cave.
“full price.” The Hebrew is “full silver,” and reflects the custom of trading using precious metals by weight. Coins had not been invented yet. Abraham is also making sure the Hittites know he is buying the land as a permanent possession, he is not just using the cave to bury Sarah.
“in your presence.” That is, with you sitting there as witnesses. It was important in cases like this to have witnesses who could testify to the transaction that occurred.
“property.” God had promised Abraham the land, and so he knew that someday it would be his and his descendants, but how that would happen had not yet been revealed. Nevertheless, Abraham takes a stake in the Promised Land by buying a burial site for his property. See commentary on Genesis 23:4.
Gen 23:10
“in the hearing.” The Hebrew text is idiomatic: “in the ears of the sons of Heth.” The elders of the Hittites were there to witness the negotiations between Abraham and them for a piece of the land owned by whichever one of them had the land that Abraham wanted. The witnessing of this event is repeated using “eyes” instead of “ears” in Genesis 23:18.
“all those who come to the gate of his city.” This idiomatic expression means more than simply, “those who go in and out of the city,” it refers to the “elders at the gate,” the important people and decision-makers in the city. Obviously, the whole city was not present for the negotiations between Abraham and Ephron, but the important people of the city were all there. The gate of the city was not just a door, it was a “gate area,” usually with an inner and outer gate, and places for sitting inside the gate area. So even at this early date, around 2,000 BC, Hebron was a walled city, and part of the city wall from this time has been discovered by archaeologists. This same phrase is used in Genesis 23:18.
[For more information on the elders at the gate, and that a person could seek wise advice there, see commentary on Prov. 1:21.]
Gen 23:11
“I give you the field.” It is unclear exactly what Ephron is saying here (and it may have been unclear to Abraham too). It may be that he is going back to the original Hittite position in Genesis 23:6, that Abraham was welcome to use the cave and the field as well, but Ephron was reluctant to sell it; or it may have been that Ephron was using an oriental custom of giving something away in full knowledge that custom would dictate that Abraham then would have to make certain gifts or concessions back to Ephron, and Ephron knew Abraham was rich and powerful. What is clear from oriental custom is that Ephron was not simply giving Abraham the field and cave. Abraham was not deterred by this unclear negotiation, and clearly insisted on paying for the cave, at which point Ephron decided upon what he considered a fair price and Abraham paid it.
“Before the eyes of the sons of my people.” The people could see the transaction and be witnesses.
Gen 23:12
“bowed down.” The same Hebrew verb, shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), is translated as both “bow down” and “worship;” traditionally “worship” if God is involved and “bow down” if people are involved, but the verb and action are the same, the act of bowing down is the worship.
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
Gen 23:13
“in the hearing of the people of the land.” Abraham, the wise negotiator, makes the deal in a loud enough voice that everyone can hear it.
“price.” The Hebrew is “silver.”
“Accept it from me.” Abraham knows the deal is not done until Ephron takes the silver. Then everyone knows the cave is sold. It is always good in negotiations if something physical changes hands; that avoids misunderstandings and “he said she said” later. The wisdom of the transfer of something physical was passed down in the culture and we see in the time of the Judges, over 500 years later, that one person gave the other his sandal (Ruth 4:7-9).
Gen 23:15
“400 shekels.” If the shekel of Abraham’s time is the same as later shekels, it was 11 or 11.5 grams, or about .4 ounces. So 400 shekels would be about 10 pounds or 4.5 kilograms. This seems to be a lot of money for the field, but we don’t know how big it was.
[For more on the shekel, see commentary on Gen. 24:22.]
Gen 23:16
“according to the current merchants’ rate.” In those early times there was no universal system of weights and measures, and different locations had slightly differing standards. In this case, the shekel that Abraham used was according to a standard in that location. When God put the Mosaic Law in place, the priests and Levites were in charge of assuring that there were standard weights and measures for Israel.
Gen 23:17
“to the east of Mamre.” The Hebrew text is literally, “before Mamre” (e.g., ASV, DBY, KJV, NKJV, YLT), but the biblical world was oriented to the east, in the direction of the rising sun. So from the standpoint of east, the field of Ephron was “before” one got to Mamre. A number of English versions read, “to the east” of Mamre (e.g., AMP, ESV, NCV, NRSV, RSV, NEB.)
“all the trees.” When someone buys a field today it is understood that he is buying the trees in it too, but that was not necessarily the custom in ancient times. The trees, especially any kind of fruit or olive trees, were very valuable in producing a cash crop every year, so they had to be clearly included in the price. One of the reasons that Israel was so denuded before the British took over after WWI was that the Turks who possessed the land since the 1500s taxed not only the land, but every tree, so many landowners cut down all their trees to save tax money. After that, the goats foraged the land and kept more trees from growing up. Worse, the weather over the centuries washed away much of the topsoil and left the country of Israel looking like a rocky desert. When the Jews regained possession in 1948 they started planting trees and controlling the goats and the land is slowly recovering.
Gen 23:18
“were deeded over ‘to Abraham as a possession.’” Genesis 23:17-18 is the beginning of the fulfillment of God’s promise to Abraham that he would get the land of Israel, the land that God promised to Abraham (thus the “Promised Land”). God promised the land to Abraham at different times and in different ways. God promised it just to Abraham (Gen. 13:17; 15:7-8), to Abraham and his “seed,” i.e., his descendants (Gen. 13:15; 17:8), and to Abraham’s seed (Gen. 12:7; 15:18; 22:17). The beginning of the fulfillment of that repeated promise starts here, but in a very common and undramatic way: Abraham simply bought the land—but it was not much land. Hundreds of years later we see from the Bible and history that Israel got the Promised Land by fighting for it for hundreds of years, from Joshua (c. 1400 BC) through David (c. 980 BC). There is a great lesson in all of this. Just because God says He will give you something does not mean that you will not have to work hard for it and even fight for it. For example, God may tell you that He is giving you a specific ministry or position in the Church, but that does not mean it will just easily fall into your lap, so to speak. A lot of prayer, patience, and work will likely go into obtaining that position.
There is another lesson about the Promised Land and the promises of God that we learn from the Bible, but it is not here in Genesis. God may give you something, but you may lose it through sin and disobedience. Israelite blood was shed winning the Promised Land, but then because of sin and disobedience, Israel lost the land. Solomon, and then his son, Rehoboam, sinned greatly, and so they lost the United Kingdom of Israel, which split into a northern kingdom called “Israel,” and a southern kingdom called “Judah” (1 Kings 11:11-13, 29-37; 12:16). Jeroboam, a man from the tribe of Ephraim (1 Kings 11:26) was the first king of the Northern Kingdom of Israel. But then, due to sin and disobedience, that kingdom was conquered by Assyria and thus lost the land to the Assyrians (2 Kings 17). Then, years later, the Southern Kingdom of Judah was conquered by Babylon and the land of Judah was lost to the Babylonians (2 Kings 24:1-25:21; 2 Chron. 36). Since those times no part of the Promised Land has been ruled by a Judean king, and it will not be until Jesus Christ returns and conquers the land and rules it and the world from his palace in Judea.
“before the eyes of the sons of Heth.” The elders heard and witnessed the negotiations according to Genesis 23:10, now they see the negotiations with their eyes.
“all those who come to the gate of his city.” The ones who “come to the gate of the city” are the elders of the city. This same phrase is used in Genesis 23:10.
Gen 23:19
“east of Mamre.” See commentary on Genesis 25:9.
 
Genesis Chapter 24
Gen 24:2
“his servant.” Despite the elevated status of this servant, he is not named. The importance of continuing the line of descendants from Abraham is thus magnified.
“the senior one.” The Hebrew text can refer to the oldest in age or the most senior in authority (or both).
“put your hand under my thigh.” This is a euphemism for “take hold of my genitals.” The word “thigh” was used in the biblical culture as a euphemism for the genital organs (cf. Gen. 24:2, 9; 46:26; 47:29; Exod. 1:5; Num. 5:21, 22, 27). The taking of solemn oaths in the ancient world took many forms. Perhaps the most common one we are aware of was raising a hand (Gen. 14:22; Deut. 32:40; Ezek. 20:5, 6, 15, 23, 28, 42; 36:7; 44:12; 47:14; Rev. 10:5). Also, another common form of oath was to hold a sacred object that was somehow related to the oath or to the god of the person who was making the oath. “Gestures accompanying oath-taking are universal in the ancient world. Most frequently, they involve the raising of a hand, as in Genesis 14:22, and/or the holding of a ritual object. In later times, a Torah scroll, phylacteries, or a Bible might be held for such a purpose.”[footnoteRef:112] [112:  Nahum Sarna, The JPS Torah Commentary: Genesis.] 

Although a few scholars have asserted that Abraham asked his servant to take hold of his genitals as part of a curse that would be brought upon the servant if he did not follow through with his words, there is no evidence of that. Instead, parallels in ancient culture show us that it was a part of an oath that involved the descendants of Abraham, so grasping the genitals was deemed appropriate due to the seriousness and magnitude of the situation: after all, Isaac’s wife would be continuing the line to the Messiah.
In Genesis 47:29, Jacob requests that Joseph to hold his genitals and swear an oath to take Jacob’s body to the Promised Land and bury it. Although that certainly seems to have less to do with Jacob’s immediate descendants than in the case of Abraham’s oath, given the fact that God also promised Jacob the Promised Land (Gen. 28:13; 35:12; 48:4), and Jacob believed that he would have many descendants and then be resurrected and live among them, it makes sense that Jacob would also have Joseph swear on his genitals in that situation. Those are the only two occurrences of that practice in the Bible, and the purpose for it does not occur in ancient literature, so while swearing on the genitals was certainly not unknown, we believe it was not common, either.
The English word “testicle” is derived from the Latin testis, which ordinarily means “witness,” and does, rarely, refer to the testicles. Some people assert that the word testis, or “witness,” and its association with “testicle” comes from the practice of placing one’s hands on the genitals and swearing on the “little witnesses.” However, there are both lexical and anthropological reasons for denying that.
From a lexical basis, although we do not know why the Latin word testis means “witness,” that is the case for most words in every language: the words, or their ancient roots, came from the Tower of Babel—the vocabulary came from God to mankind and we don’t know why most words mean what they do. And how testis came to refer to both a witness and a testicle is unknown; assumptions may be thrown around, but the fact is that we do not know.
The study of ancient Roman customs is more definitive. We have literally hundreds of ancient Latin documents about or involving oaths, and none of them refer to making an oath while holding genitals; there is simply no evidence that was done in the Roman world, which is quite good evidence that the Latin word testis for witness did not come from the custom of swearing on a person’s genitals.
Gen 24:7
“the land of my birth.” The Hebrew can also be translated as “the land of my relatives” (see “relatives” in Genesis 24:4).
“who has spoken to me, and who has sworn to me.” God was not just an idea or theology to Abraham. The Creator of the heavens and the earth had spoken to him about his descendants, and he had no doubt about God’s purposes and the success God would give him. The line to the Messiah was at stake.
“I will give this land to your seed.” In this case, Abraham makes the point that the land is to be given to his “seed,” Isaac, and that is why he does not want Isaac to go back north to the land of Abraham and his relatives.
Gen 24:9
“under the thigh.” The servant took hold of Abraham’s genitals and swore to him. See commentary on Genesis 24:2.
“of Abraham his lord.” The Hebrew is literally, “his lords;” which is the grammatical plural, a plural of emphasis.
Gen 24:10
“lord’s...lord’s.” Both uses of “lord’s” are the grammatical plural, the plural of emphasis.
“ten camels.” This is one of the records where a lot of the details are left unsaid so that the central point of the record gets the attention. It would be unheard of for Abraham to send off his servant with so much wealth in livestock and material goods without an escort or armed men, and the Bible tells us that the servant had some of Abraham’s men with him in Genesis 24:59. Besides, if the journey was a success, Abraham would have wanted to ensure that the bride-to-be for Isaac would get back from the long journey safely. So we know that the servant had Abraham’s men with him, but just how many is not stated. We can well assume more than just a few. The camels, now empty of their load, became the transportation for Rebekah and her ladies (Gen. 24:61).
“with him.” The Hebrew text is idiomatic, literally, “in his hand,” i.e., under his authority.
“Aram-naharaim.” This name does not occur anywhere else in Genesis. Although some English translations have “Mesopotamia” (e.g., ASV, BBE, ESV, KJV, NASB, RSV), that is not correct. Nahum Sarna explains, “The Greek translation [the Septuagint] took the second element [naharaim] to be a dual form, ‘two rivers,’ and so arose ‘Mesopotamia,’ the land ‘between the two rivers.’ This term was misunderstood to refer to the entire territory between the Tigris and the Euphrates, or between the Euphrates and its tributary, the River Balikh. The Targums, however, with their ‘Aram which is on the Euphrates,’ have preserved a better tradition, for the name naharaim really means ‘the land along the river’ or ‘the land within the river.’ It is the territory bounded on three sides by the Great Bend of the Euphrates, within which lay the Kingdom of Mitanni.”[footnoteRef:113] [113:  Nahum Sarna, The JPS Torah Commentary: Genesis, 163-164.] 

Literally translated, “Aram of the Two Rivers.” This is the upper (northwest) Euphrates River. It is not technically “Mesopotamia,” which lies further to the southeast. The Tigris River, which is the second river of the two rivers that are the boundaries for “Mesopotamia,” does not extend nearly as far to the northwest as does the Euphrates River.
Gen 24:11
“camels kneel.” This is exactly according to custom. Camels are made to kneel down when they are stopped and resting, and people mount and dismount from that position.
“outside the city by the water well.” William Thompson who was a missionary for over 40 years in Syria and Palestine, and traveled extensively in the East in the 1800s and wrote about biblical customs, wrote:
“The place is said to have been by a well of water, and this well was outside the city. In the East, where wells are scarce, and water indispensable, the existence of a well or fountain [spring] determines the site of the city. The people build near it, but prefer to have it outside the town, to avoid the noise, dust, and confusion always occurring at it, and especially if the place is on the public highway. It is around the fountain that the thirsty traveler and the wearied caravan assemble; and if you have become separated from your own company before arriving at a town, you need only inquire for the fountain, and there you will find them or hear of them. It was perfectly natural, therefore, for Eliezer to halt at the well. The time was evening; but it is further stated that it was when the women go forth to draw water. True to life again. At that hour the peasant returns home from his labor, and the women are busy preparing the evening meal, which is to be ready at sunset. Cool fresh water is then demanded, and of course there is a great concourse around the well. But why limit it to the women? Simply because such is the fact. About great cities men often carry water, both on donkeys and on their own backs, but in the country, among the unsophisticated natives, women only go to the well or the fountain; and often, when traveling, I have seen long files of them going and returning with their pitchers, at “the time when women go out to draw water.”[footnoteRef:114] (Thomson assumes Abraham’s servant is Eliezer, and that may be, but there is no way to be sure). [114:  William Thomson, The Land and the Book, 260-61.] 

The Bible confirms Thomson’s observation that culturally it was the job of women, particularly young women, to draw water (cf. Gen. 24:11, 13, 43; 1 Sam. 9:11; John 4:7).
Gen 24:12
“O Yahweh, the God of my lord Abraham.” This is the first specific prayer in the Bible for personal guidance in which the prayer itself is recorded (or partially recorded—the servant’s actual prayer was likely much longer than Genesis records). Other people had prayed (cf. Gen. 20:17; cf. Gen. 12:8; 13:4; etc.), but what they actually said is not recorded in the Bible. We can learn a lot from this prayer. It was directed specifically to Yahweh. It gave credit to the man, Abraham, who had mentored this servant in the ways of Yahweh. The prayer was not a “formula” that was learned and repeated, the prayer was spontaneous, specific, and from the heart. Also, the servant asked for what he needed so that others, in this case especially Abraham and Isaac, could be blessed. The prayer of this servant is superb evidence that God looks on the heart when we speak and act, and He is not interested in “does the prayer use the right words and does it sound fancy.” Also, the servant’s prayer is wonderful evidence that “the prayer of a righteous person is very powerful in its effect” (James 5:16). God heard the prayer and answered it. People should not think that the prayer of a priest or pastor is somehow more effective than their own prayer. A heartfelt prayer is a heartfelt prayer, and that gets God’s attention.
“deal faithfully with my lord Abraham.” The Hebrew word translated as “faithfully” is hesed (#02617 חֶסֶד), a word that cannot be easily translated into English. Hesed is rooted in relationship and the concept of covenant and relates itself to the faithfulness that God shows in keeping His covenants and His promises. Hesed wraps up in one Hebrew word many of the wonderful qualities of God: covenant faithfulness, lovingkindness, mercy, grace, and loyalty. Hesed is thus impossible to translate by the same word in all of its contexts; the translator/reader must understand the semantic range of hesed and use the meaning that best fits the context. However, since hesed is, on its most basic level, a relationship word, and when it comes to Israel and the Israelites it is a covenant word, it is good to try to use “covenant faithfulness” or something such as that when translating hesed if the context warrants it, which it often does when hesed is referring to the relationship actions between God and Israel.
Abraham’s servant was asking Yahweh to honor His covenant with Abraham and thus deal with Abraham in a faithful manner that befitted the covenant relationship that God and Abraham had between them.
[For more on hesed, see commentary on Ruth 2:20.]
Gen 24:14
“let down.” The young woman would have already filled the water jar and put it on her shoulder or on her head to return home, so to give this stranger a drink she would have had to take her water jug down.
“Drink, and I will also give your camels a drink,’—let her be the one.” This was an impressive “test” to find the woman who would be the wife of Isaac. Abraham’s servant knew he had ten camels, and if they were thirsty from the journey each camel could drink as much as 30 gallons of water. Assuming the jug a woman would carry on her shoulder would hold 2-3 gallons, it could mean the woman would make something like 100 trips back and forth to the well to get water for all the camels. We don’t know how much the jug that Rebekah was carrying held or how thirsty the camels were—and she didn’t know how thirsty they were either—but her willingness to help this stranger from out of town revealed her heart to help others. It is also noteworthy that what the servant was asking was too large a task for him to ask of a stranger. He could not politely say, “And could you also water my camels?” The woman would have to volunteer to do that, and Rebekah did.
“faithfulness.” See commentary on Genesis 24:12.
Gen 24:16
“had known her.” The word “know” is the common idiomatic word used for sexual intercourse. Sexual intercourse gives the most intimate and personal “knowledge” of the other, so “know” was used throughout the biblical world as an idiom for sexual intercourse (cf. Gen. 4:1, 17, 25; 24:16; Matt. 1:25), which even included rape (Gen. 19:5; Judg. 19:25).
Gen 24:17
“a sip, a little water.” The word translated “sip” is more literally “swallow,” (gama, #01572 גָּמָא, “to swallow; to drink), but was also used of taking a drink, nevertheless, it implied a little one, which Abraham’s servant makes clear in the last part of the verse: “a little water from your water jug.” Notice how what he says to the young woman is much more polite than the conversation he had with himself in his head, which is in Genesis 24:14. He was likely very thirsty, but he is asking a stranger for a favor, and it is polite and godly to be kind and understate the case, and it allows the woman room to be truly generous and not just give in to a demand. Kindness and respect are fundamental to a polite, fun, and godly society. His kindness and tact are likely part of the reason he was head over Abraham’s household. The young woman responds with equal kindness and says for him to “drink,” using a different Hebrew word (shatah, #08354 שָׁתָה, to drink), and implying he can drink freely (Gen. 24:18). Also, unstated but certainly true, was that the men who were accompanying Abraham’s servant would need water too (cf. Gen. 24:32). No man would travel alone all the way from southern Judah to the area of Haran, well over 400 miles, with camels and valuables without a hefty group of men who would act as helpers and bodyguards. This was so prevalent in the culture that it is unmentioned except for Genesis 24:32.
Gen 24:19
“until they have finished drinking.” This is an amazing act of care and hospitality to a stranger. A thirsty camel can drink up to 30 gallons (about 115 liters) in about 15 minutes. Given that Abraham’s servant had ten camels with him, that would have required a lot of effort of pulling water up out of the well, not to mention the time it would have taken. This verse gives us a wonderful look into Rebekah’s character.
Gen 24:22
“shekel.” The exact weight of a biblical shekel is disputed, it seems to be roughly .4 ounces (11.4 grams). It is important to keep in mind, however, that in actual transactions, there was no effective way to make sure that the shekel that anyone used as a standard was exactly that—all the weights at the time were handmade, and most were of stone although some (but very rare) could have been made from metal.
“nose ring.” This “ring” was a nose ring (Gen. 24:47). Although some versions (cf. KJV) say “earring,” Genesis 24:47 makes it clear that the ring was a nose ring. Besides, if it was an earring, it would have been plural for two earrings but this is just one ring. It was not well-known at the time that versions such as the King James Version (1611) were written that women in the biblical culture customarily wore nose rings, which explains the translation “earrings” in the early versions. It was the custom in biblical times for women to wear nose rings rather than earrings because the women not only had long hair but also often wore head coverings, and those things covered any earrings such that they could not be seen. So women customarily wore nose rings for personal decoration (Isa. 3:21; Ezek. 16:12; cf. Prov. 11:22).
Gen 24:25
“yes.” Everett Fox[footnoteRef:115] translates the particle gam (#01571 גַּם), which can mean “also, moreover, yes” as “yes” in this context because Rebekah is answering the question that Abraham’s servant asked, and confirming that he is welcome to stay. She is not just making a statement about the provisions her family has, but is graciously and enthusiastically extending hospitality—which is clearly demonstrated by the triple “yes.” [115:  Fox, The Schocken Bible: The Five Books of Moses.] 

Gen 24:26
“kneeled down and worshiped.” The kneeling preceded bowing down to the ground. The two actions, kneeling and then bowing to the ground blended into one act of homage or worship. The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body and face to the earth. Also, instead of “kneeled down and worshiped,” the text could be translated “kneeled and bowed down,” with “kneeling” being understood as part of the process of bowing down, and “bowing down” was the act of worship. The same Hebrew verb, shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), is translated as both “bow down” and “worship;” traditionally “worship” if God is involved and “bow down” if people are involved, but the verb and action are the same, the act of bowing down is the worship.
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
Gen 24:27
“relatives.” The Hebrew word is “brothers,” but “brothers” was used loosely in Hebrew for any relative, in the same way we call a good friend or fellow member of a group a “brother,” for example, in the army close friends are called “brothers.” If the English word “brother” was used here it might confuse many readers.
Gen 24:28
“things.” The Hebrew text is dabar (#01697 דָּבָר), which is the common word for “word,” but also, like the Greek word logos, it had a wide range of meanings, including “thing,” “matter.” Thus the translation might well read, “These matters,” or “These things.” The semantic range of words used in the Bible is the reason translators cannot use the same English word to translate the same Hebrew or Greek word. The meaning of the Hebrew or Greek word must be understood in its context and then the proper English word can be chosen as a translation. In this case, Rebekah did not just tell her family about Abraham’s servant’s “words,” but about all that transpired.
“mother’s house.” This is most likely referring to the women’s part of Bethuel’s home, where the women lived with privacy from the men. Women had their own quarters even if the family lived in a tent. It is quite possible that in that society a woman would refer to where she lives as her mother’s house, as we see in Song of Solomon 3:4 and 8:2.[footnoteRef:116] [116:  Nahum Sarna, The JPS Torah Commentary, 166.] 

There are a number of reasons that Rebekah would have gone to her mother in the women’s quarters. As a young woman, she might have felt intimidated to go to the men in her family with such earthshaking news, and would have felt more comfortable going to her mother. Also, marriages were generally arranged by the parents, so it would have been natural for her as a woman to go to her mother.
Also, there were likely to be men around her father to whom she was not closely related. Her grandfather Nahor not only had Milcah as a wife, he had a concubine named Reumah who bore him four sons, who would have therefore been Rebekah’s half-uncles and who could easily have been with Bethuel or in the general vicinity because families often stayed quite close in those times. Under the circumstances, we can see why Rebekah would have gone to her mother. Although her mother’s name is never given in the Bible, she was clearly alive (see commentary on Gen. 24:38).
Gen 24:29
“Laban.” The Hebrew word means “white,” like the color white.
Gen 24:30
“nose ring.” This “ring” was a nose ring (Gen. 24:47). This is supported by the fact that Laban could see the ring. The nose ring was common in the biblical culture because the woman’s hair and/or head covering hid any earrings that she wore (cf. Isa. 3:21; Prov. 11:22).
Gen 24:31
“Come, O blessed of Yahweh!” Laban’s greeting, “O blessed of Yahweh,” shows that Abraham did the right thing in getting a wife for Isaac from among his relatives who believed in Yahweh. It might have been difficult on Isaac if Rebekah had been an idol worshiper. Esau married Hittite wives, and they caused grief to Isaac and Rebekah (Gen. 26:34-35).
Gen 24:32
“Laban.” The Hebrew text reads “he,” but that is very confusing in this verse, so Laban was put in for clarity.
“the men who were with him.” Here we learn that Abraham’s servant did not travel alone with all that wealth. No doubt he had a healthy accompaniment of able men to help safely transport the treasure north, and women south.
Gen 24:38
“my father’s house.” Abraham had asked his servant to get a wife for Isaac from among his relatives, and Rebekah qualified. Terah fathered Haran, Nahor, and Abraham (Gen. 11:27). Nahor married his niece Milcah, Haran’s daughter (Gen. 11:29). Milcah bore eight sons, one of whom was Bethuel, so Bethuel was Abraham’s nephew through Nahor and his great-nephew through Milcah. Rebekah was both Abraham’s great-niece and great-great-niece through her father. Interestingly, Rebekah’s mother is never named and is unknown. That might possibly be because she was not related to Abraham in any way and would not have helped fulfill Abraham’s request about a wife. However, she was alive when Abraham’s servant arrived and asked to take Rebekah home with him, because she was given gifts (Gen. 24:53).
Gen 24:41
“oath.” The Hebrew word often refers to a curse, and in effect, an oath becomes a curse if it is broken. Breaking the oath results in a curse being upon the person who took the oath. In The Schocken Bible, Everett Fox translates the word as “oath-curse.”
Gen 24:47
“I put.” It is not likely that Rebekah would let this stranger touch her, but rather he gave her the nose ring and bracelets and she put them on, but because they came as a gift from him, in conversation he said he put them on her.
“wrists.” The Hebrew text reads “hands,” and this is an example of how the Hebrew word “hand” often includes the wrist.
Gen 24:48
“kneeled down and worshiped.” The kneeling preceded bowing down to the ground. The two actions, kneeling and then bowing to the ground blended into one act of homage or worship. The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body and face to the earth. Also, instead of “kneeled down and worshiped,” the text could be translated “kneeled and bowed down,” with “kneeling” being understood as part of the process of bowing down, and “bowing down” was the act of worship. The same Hebrew verb, shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), is translated as both “bow down” and “worship;” traditionally “worship” if God is involved and “bow down” if people are involved, but the verb and action are the same, the act of bowing down is the worship.
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
“my lord’s brother’s daughter.” “My lord” refers to Abraham. Abraham’s brother is Nahor, and Nahor’s “daughter” (actually granddaughter—but there is no Hebrew word for granddaughter) was Rebekah. Rebekah is Abraham’s great-niece.
Gen 24:50
“Then Laban and Bethuel answered.” The word order is somewhat confusing. Ordinarily, the father, Bethuel, would be first. But Laban seems to be making all the decisions, so it is assumed that Bethuel was weak, sick, or very elderly. Note that Bethuel is absent from many parts in the record (e.g., Gen. 24:29, 53, 55).
“We cannot speak to you bad or good.” In this context, “bad” and “good” are two polar opposites, and juxtaposing them when speaking is the figure of speech polarmerismos, where two opposite ends are put for the whole. So, for example, the phrase, “when you lie down and when you rise up” in Deuteronomy 11:19 is the figure polarmerismos where lying down at night and rising up in the morning are put for the whole of life. In the same manner, not being able to speak good or bad means that nothing at all can be said. The matter was from Yahweh and the only thing left to do was obey.
[For more on polarmerismos, see commentary on Josh. 14:11.]
Gen 24:51
“lord’s.” In the Hebrew text, “lord’s” is a grammatical plural, literally, “lords’”
Gen 24:52
“bowed down.” The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body and face to the earth.
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
Gen 24:59
“the one who had nursed and raised her.” The Hebrew is simply “her nurse,” but that would be confusing today. The wet nurse not only nursed and cared for the baby, but also often played a large part in raising the child. We learn later that this nurse was called “Deborah,” and she was with Rebekah for her whole life (Gen. 35:8).
Gen 24:60
“may your seed possess the gate of those who hate him.” The word “seed” is singular but it can be a collective singular, but the word “him” is singular. This is very similar to the promise God made to Abraham (Gen. 22:17). The phrase “may your seed” is an imperfect verb, and could also be translated “your seed will” (cf. Gen. 22:17). But this is Rebekah’s family speaking, so their speech is more likely a “may” than a “will.”
Gen 24:61
“her young women.” Rebekah had her own young female slaves who attended to her, as well as Deborah, who had nursed and raised her, as an advisor.
Gen 24:62
“Beer-lahai-roi.” The Hebrew is, “the well of the Living One who sees me.” It was on the way to Egypt and was where Sarah’s slave Hagar met an angel (Gen. 16:14).
Gen 24:63
“stroll.” The Hebrew is uncertain and quite unique. It may also mean to relax, or to walk, and some translations have “meditate,” but due to the modern meaning of meditate, that seems like a poor translation in this case. It seems he was taking a stroll, relaxing, thinking, praying.
Gen 24:64
“So she got down from the camel.” A sign of respect. Achsah dismounted before Caleb (Josh. 15:18), as did Abigail in the presence of David (1 Sam. 25:23). This shows Rebekah’s humility and general respect for the custom of the time. She did not yet know the man was Isaac, her future husband.
Gen 24:65
“took her veil and covered herself.” The custom of women veiling their faces was not common in the biblical culture except in times of special modesty, such as when a young woman would meet her future husband, as is the case here. The custom of veiling became common in the Muslim world, but we must not read that custom back into the biblical period. The ancient Egyptian and Assyrian monuments do not show women veiled, and the Greek and Roman monuments, mosaics, and statues do not either.
Gen 24:67
“the tent of Sarah his mother.” According to Eastern custom, this could refer to the “women’s quarters” in Abraham’s tent, but that seems less likely than Sarah having her own tent like Leah did (cf. Gen. 31:33).
“and took Rebekah.” Often there was no formal marriage ceremony in these early times. The marriage had been arranged and financial arrangements had been taken care of, so Isaac simply took Rebekah as his wife and consummated the marriage. It is often taught in books on customs of the Bible that a marriage ceremony looked a certain way and had certain specific elements. Although there were certainly similarities in many cases, there were also huge differences as well, and that is especially true given the different languages and cultures, the long span of years the Bible covers between Genesis and the New Testament, and even variations in taste and feelings of what was appropriate. Isaac was 40 years old at this time (Gen. 25:20).
“after his mother’s death.” The Hebrew text is simply “after his mother,” but many English versions add “death” for clarity.
 
Genesis Chapter 25
Gen 25:1
“Abraham had taken another wife.” The chronology is not specifically stated here. It seems that this marriage would have been after Sarah died, but before Isaac married Rebekah, but it is possible that Abraham married Keturah before Sarah died. Genesis 25:6 and 1 Chronicles 1:32 refer to Keturah as Abraham’s “concubine,” so it is quite possible that she was with Abraham before Sarah died.
Gen 25:4
“The sons of Midian.” The Midianites were likely a confederation of the descendants of the sons even as Israel was a confederation of the sons of Jacob.
Gen 25:6
“the concubines.” These concubines, lesser wives, were Hagar and Keturah.
“to the land of the east.” Grammatically this could also be a proper noun, “to the Eastland,” but is likely simply referring to the east.
Gen 25:7
“175 years.” Abraham came into the Promised Land at age 75 (Gen. 12:4), so he lived in the land for 100 years.
Gen 25:8
“breathed his last.” The Hebrew verb translated “breathed his last” is the single word gava (#01478 גָּוַע), and it refers to dying. The NIDOTTE says that it refers to “natural death as in the case of Abraham (Gen. 25:8), Ishmael (Gen. 25:17), Isaac (Gen. 35:29), Jacob (Gen. 49:33), and Aaron (Num. 20:29). Usually, however, the suggestion is that of violent and/or untimely death.” It also says that fundamentally it is synonymous with the Hebrew verb “die,” muth (#04191 מָוֹת).[footnoteRef:117] [117:  VanGemeren, New International Dictionary of Old Testament Theology and Exegesis.] 

The Complete WordStudy Dictionary says that the word is used for the death of humans and animals, but adds, “The word [gava] is apparently from a root meaning to breathe out. …Sometimes the context of the word refers to the root meaning of breathing out (Job 34:14; Ps. 104:29).”[footnoteRef:118] The fact that gava is related to breathing out, and thus breathing out one’s last breath and dying, is why a number of English versions translate the verb as “breathed his last” (CJB, ESV, NAB, NASB, NET, NIV, NJB, NKJV, NRSV, Rotherham, RSV; cf. “took his last breath” CEB, CSB). It would be quite accurate to simply translate verses such as Genesis 25:8 as “Abraham breathed out and died,” but that does not communicate as well as “breathed his last.” Some translations simply use the word “expire” and say, “Abraham expired and died” (DBY, YLT), and that is very accurate and also uses one English word “expired” to represent the one Hebrew word gava. Lexically it would be a good choice to use “expired” for gava because etymologically “expired” comes from the Latin “ex,” meaning “out” and “spirdre,” meaning “breathe,” thus “expire” means “to breathe out,” and that is exactly what the Bible is describing that happens when a person dies, they breathe out. Nevertheless, most English versions do not use the word “expire” because it is not common to use the word “expired” when speaking of a person’s death; it is more common to use “expire” to show that something is out of date or no longer in force, for example, “the warranty on the car has expired,” or we say that canned food “expires” after a time and should no longer be eaten. [118:  W. Baker and E. Carpenter, The Complete Word Study Dictionary.] 

From verses such as Genesis 25:8, we see that the Bible says that even great men like Abraham simply breathed their last breath and died. No one goes to heaven, “Hell,” or any other place when they die. The dead body is usually buried or cremated, and the “person” goes to Sheol, the Hebrew word for the state of being dead (see commentary on Rev. 20:13). Yet, because of Church tradition, most people believe that when the body dies the “soul” (or “spirit”) lives on in an immaterial form, for example, as a ghost.
Early versions of the Bible helped spread the false teaching that when a person died their “soul” lived on as an immaterial being. For example, many early versions of the Bible translated the Hebrew word gava, and the New Testament words ekpneō (#1606 ἐκπνέω; cf. Mark 15:37, 39; Luke 23:46), and ekpsuchō (#1634 ἐκψύχω; cf. Acts 5:5, 10; 12:23), which basically refer to “breathing out” or “breathing out one’s life,” as “gave up the ghost.” In 1534, William Tyndale used “gave up the ghost” in his English Bible, and Myles Coverdale used the phrase in the Coverdale Bible of 1535. Then it kept being used in later versions, such as the Geneva Bible of 1599, and the King James Version of 1611.
In the 1800s some versions got away from the phrase “gave up the ghost,” and these included Darby’s Bible (1884/1890), Rotherham’s “Emphasized Bible” (1902), the Moffatt Bible (1913/1924) and the Bible by Goodspeed and Smith (1923/27). However, the Bibles used by mainstream Christianity kept using the phrase, including the English Revised Version of 1881/1885, the Douay-Rheims Bible of 1899, and the American Standard Bible of 1901. All these important Bibles helped support the tradition that dead people were actually alive and when people died the person actually lived on as an immaterial being and even as a “ghost.”
The Revised Standard Version of 1952 was the first Bible intended for mainstream Christianity to not use “give up the ghost,” and it used “breathed his last” in the Old Testament and “died” in verses such as Acts 12:23. Then the modern versions followed the RSV in not using the phrase “gave up the ghost,” including the New King James Version (1982), which uses “breathed his last.” Those modern versions include the 1984 NIV, 1985 NJB, 1989 NRSV, 1991 NAB, 1996 NET and NLT, 1998 CJB, 1999 HCSB, and 2001 ESV. So the Bible’s testimony about even great men like Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob is that they simply took their last breath and died. They were then in Sheol, the state of being dead awaiting the resurrection.
“and was gathered to his people.” This is the first use of the phrase “gathered to his people” in the Bible, and it refers to going to be with one’s ancestors, in this case in the state of death. As great as Abraham was, at the end of his life the Bible just says that he died and was “gathered to his people” (Gen. 25:8). The phrase “gathered to his people” is significant in the study of what happens at death. The phrase shows that the Bible is consistent in saying that all people, good or bad, are in the same place when they die, which is simply that they are dead (see commentary on Job 3:13). Abraham’s ancestors, and thus the “people” he was gathered to be with, worshiped gods other than Yahweh (Josh. 24:2). Because Abraham’s ancestors were idol worshipers, it is likely that on Judgment Day some of them will be saved while others will not be. But where could all of Abraham’s ancestors be dead together? There is only one place where all of Abraham’s ancestors, good or bad, can be, and that place is the grave, Sheol, the state of being dead. Abraham is not alive somewhere. He is dead along with his ancestors, and all of them are awaiting the resurrection.
[For information on the dead being dead until the resurrection, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.” For more on “Sheol” referring to the state of being dead, see commentary on Rev. 20:13. For more on the resurrections, see commentary on Acts 24:15. For more on the soul not being immortal but dying when the person dies, see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
Gen 25:9
“before Mamre.” The Hebrew culture was oriented to the East, not the North like the Western culture is. So for the cave of Machpelah to be “before Mamre,” it was east of Mamre.
Gen 25:11
“Beer Lahai Roi.” This is in the far south of the Negev, south of Beer-sheba. The site is where the angel talked to Hagar, who was running away from Sarah (Gen. 16:14).
Gen 25:13
“Nebaioth.” Nabaioth could be an early progenitor of the Nabitean people, who came to prominence in the centuries before the time of Christ. The Nabiteans displaced the Edomites, who were attacked by Babylon.
Gen 25:16
“and by their encampments.” The Bedouin usually lived in large camps and could pick up their whole group and move from place to place according to the weather and the food and water available.
“twelve rulers according to their tribal groups.” These twelve rulers fulfilled the prophecy given in Genesis 17:20.
Gen 25:17
“breathed his last.” The Hebrew verb translated “breathed his last” is gava (#01478 גָּוַע), and it refers to dying (see commentary on Gen. 25:8, “breathed his last”).
Gen 25:18
“And he settled.” The text uses the word “he” to point to Ishmael, not specifically to his descendants. God made promises about Ishmael that He had to honor (cf. Gen. 17:20; 21:18). In fact, that explains part of why this section on Ishmael is in the Bible. If God would fulfill His promises about the lesser son, Ishmael, then He certainly will fulfill His promises of the Messiah, the Promised Seed. The point of telling us where the descendants of Ishmael settled is more than just a geographical fact, it is to assure us that when Abraham sent his other children away from Isaac that they really did settle down away from him, and in that manner, Isaac’s line to the Promised Seed was separated from theirs.
“east of Egypt.” The Hebrew reads, “before Egypt,” and if the word “before” is used in a specific context it can indicate anything the person is “before” (in front of), but when used standing alone it means “east;” the biblical custom was that people were oriented to the east just as in our Western world we are oriented to the north, and all our maps are made with north at the top. So for the people to settle “before Egypt” meant that they settled east of Egypt.
“as you go toward Asshur.” This is the Asshur that is in the southern Negev or northwest Sinai peninsula. It does not refer to the “Assyria” that later conquered Israel (2 Kings 17), even though some English translations have “Assyria.” This is the Asshur that is mentioned in Genesis 25:3 (Asshurites), and it is almost certainly in the northern Sinai, which is why it is mentioned as being East of Egypt. The description “from Havilah to Shur” is the same phase that is mentioned in 1 Samuel 15:7, when Saul fought the Amalekites. It is also mentioned in 1 Samuel 27:8 in the context of David fighting with enemies in the south.
“And he lived near all his brothers.” The Hebrew phrase is more literally, “he fell upon the face of all his brothers.” This phrase is brief and no doubt purposely ambiguous. The Hebrew text can mean to settle down and live in a place, but it is also used of raiding and thus being hostile to others, and it was a matter of convenience that most intertribal raiding was done to the tribes that were close by. This phrase is an amphibologia (double entendre), and both meanings—living near and living in hostility to—are true and no doubt intended. Actually, this is a fulfillment of the prophecy about Ishmael in Genesis 16:12: “He will be a wild donkey of a man. His hand will be against every man and every man’s hand will be against him. He will live nearby all of his brothers.” Like this verse, the last phrase in Genesis 16:12 can also mean he will live alongside of his brothers, but the wording of 16:12 makes the hostility more apparent.
Given the two different meanings of Genesis 25:18, we can see why different English versions went with different translations. For example, “they pitched camp alongside their various kindred” (NAB); and “he settled near all his kinsmen” (CJB); are in contrast to, “he lived in opposition to all his brothers” (HCSB); “they lived in hostility toward all their brothers” (NIV). Genesis 25:18 does seem to be a partial fulfillment of the prophecy of Genesis 16:12 because it was a general practice to raid the tribes close by. However, translating the verse in a way that pointed out that the tribes lived close to each other seemed the more important translation and it is certainly helpful in understanding both the history of the Middle East and the Old Testament, which mentions many different tribes and people groups. To anyone who knows the history of the various tribes in the Middle East, the fact that they regularly raided each other is well-known.
[See Word Study: “Amphibologia.”]
Gen 25:19
“descendants.” See commentary on Genesis 2:4.
Gen 25:20
“the Aramean.” Older versions such as the KJV have “the Syrian.” Biblical Aram is in large part the area of Syria today, but it was called Aram.
Gen 25:21
“answered his prayer.” The Hebrew has the same root word as in the phrase “Isaac prayed” earlier in the verse.
Gen 25:22
“struggled.” The Hebrew word is actually to crush or oppress, and it suggests a mighty struggle. Rebekah knew what was going on inside her was not normal so she sought Yahweh about it.
“If it is so, why am I this way.” The meaning of the Hebrew phrase in this context is uncertain. The literal is basically, “If so, why I this,” which is idiomatic and fleshes out to more like “If this is so, why am I this way? But what Rebekah meant by that idiomatic phrase in this context is debated. One suggestion is, “If it’s going to be like this, why go on living” (CJB). But that meaning is extremely doubtful. Another suggestion is, “If it is going to be like this, I’m not so sure I want to be pregnant” (NET). That translation seems to be a modern sentiment erroneously moved back into the biblical era. Pregnancy and having a child in that culture was so important to a woman (and these were her first children) that it is unlikely that she would have not wanted to be pregnant. To us, a much more likely meaning in the context is “Why is this happening to me” (HCSB, NIV; cf. ESV). It makes sense that Rebekah, after asking herself why this was happening to her, went and sought Yahweh for an answer. In seeking an answer from Yahweh, Rebekah is a good example to us. Too many people wonder what is going on in their life but never diligently ask the Lord for an answer.
Gen 25:23
“And Yahweh said to her.” It seems that when Rebekah went to inquire of Yahweh, she went to a recognized location where Yahweh had appeared or was regularly worshiped. Then when Yahweh “spoke” to her, it was almost certainly through a priest or prophet. There are a number of times in the Bible when a prophet or an angel who is representing God speaks in the first person as if he were God (see commentary on Matt. 8:5). Also, there were likely a number of priests and prophets that Rebekah could have gone to, including perhaps Melchizedek (see commentary on Gen. 14:18).
“will be divided.” This is a great example of how sometimes when we seek God for an answer, we really have to think and pray about the answer He gives. Although it may seem like God is saying that the two nations will be divided from Rebekah’s body when she gives birth, that is not the meaning of the text. The NRSV gets the sense of what God is saying: “Two nations are in your womb, and two peoples born of you shall be divided.” This is an early prophecy of the future of Israel and the Arab tribes and how they will be divided and struggle with each other.
The two children were Jacob and Esau, and one of the two had to be greater, and the prophecy stated that the elder, who turned out to be Esau (who became the Edomite nation), would serve the younger, Jacob (who fathered the tribes of Israel). It was God’s choice to bring the Messiah through Jacob, although Esau and his descendants would have been blessed if they had obeyed Yahweh and stayed faithful to Him. Sadly, Rebekah did not believe that God could bring about His purposes in an honest manner (and she may have forgotten this prophecy), and worked with Jacob to deceive Isaac when he was blind so that Jacob could have his father’s blessing (Gen. 27:1-45). Her deceit cost her greatly because then her favorite son had to leave the country to escape Esau’s vengeance, and she died before seeing him again. Rebekah’s actions and consequences teach us that we need to remember what God said and trust it even when it does not look in the flesh as if God can bring His purposes to pass.
“and the elder will serve the younger.” This is a very important prophecy because it subtly points to the fact that, of the two sons, the younger would be the child in the genealogical line to the Messiah. Jacob was the last born and the younger of the two sons (Gen. 25:26). This prophecy is repeated in part in Romans 9:12.
Gen 25:25
“reddish.” The Hebrew reader already gets a peek at what will become of Esau. The word “reddish” is admon, which is a pun with Edom, the nation he would father.
“Esau.” The name Esau sounds close to the Hebrew word for “hair” but is is also closely related in sound and spelling (letters) to the Hebrew word “make,” as if Esau came out “fully made,” as if his hair made him look older than he was. Exactly what “Easu” means is unknown.
Gen 25:26
“his hand was grasping Esau’s heel.” The Hebrew word translated as “grasping” is ʾochezet (#0270 אֹחֶ֙זֶת֙), and it generally refers to holding firmly, grasping, gripping.
“He was named Jacob.” For an overview of the chronology of Jacob, see commentary on Genesis 47:9.
“Isaac was 60 years old when she bore them.” Jacob was born when Isaac was 60 years old (Gen. 25:26), and lived 147 years (Gen. 47:28). The key to dating the events of Jacob’s life is that Jacob was 130 years old when he stood before Pharaoh (Gen. 47:9). This was the second year of the famine (Gen. 45:6 and 45:9). Joseph would have been 39 years old that same year. Thus the age of Jacob at Joseph’s birth was 91 years. Joseph was born in the last year of Jacob’s 14-year service for Laban (Gen. 30:25-26). So Jacob was 77 years old when he started working for Laban and 84 years old when he married Leah and Rachel. He was 97 when he returned from Haran to the land of Judah (Gen. 31:38-41). Given that Jacob had two wives and two concubines, he had 11 of his 12 sons in just seven years.[footnoteRef:119] [119:  Cf. Keil and Delitzsch Commentary on the OT: The Pentateuch, 292.] 

Gen 25:27
“a man of the field.” In this case, it seems that the word “field” represents more than just the outdoors that Esau hunted in. Cain said to Abel, “Let’s go out into the field” just before he murdered Abel. (Gen. 4:8). Also, in the Parable of the Good and Bad Seed, Jesus spoke of the field and then explained, “the field is the world” (Matt. 13:38). God would likely use the word “field” in this context with the same general meaning, so saying that Esau was “a man of the field” meant more than just that Esau liked hunting outdoors, but he was a worldly person as well.
“quiet man.” The exact meaning of the Hebrew word is debated, but it apparently refers to someone who is quiet, well-behaved, without sin (meaning not unruly, out of control), wholesome. English Bibles describe Jacob with words like “quiet, plain, simple, peaceful, mild, civilized, and even-tempered.” Jacob and Esau were very different indeed.
“staying among the tents.” The Hebrew is more literally, staying “in” the tents, but that is unclear in English. There would have been a considerable number of tents in Isaac’s encampment, and instead of ranging out into the world like Esau did, Jacob stayed among the tents, close to the tents, working the soil and no doubt helping with the animals.
Gen 25:28
“loved.” This is a good biblical example of when the word “love” is used in the cultural and idiomatic sense of “liked more,” or “preferred.” Both Isaac and Rebekah loved their children, but Isaac favored Esau while Rebekah favored Jacob.
“because he had a taste for his wild game.” This translation in the REV captures the sense of the Hebrew text, which is very idiomatic. The literal Hebrew is more like, “because game was in his mouth.” Isaac loved the wild game that Easu brought to him. The Schocken Bible by Everett Fox has, “Yitzhak [Isaac] grew to love Esav [Esau], for (he brought) hunted-game for his mouth.”
Gen 25:29
“exhausted and hungry.” The Hebrew word is ayep (#05889 עָיֵף), and it means exhausted, weary, but it can also refer to exhaustion from hunger. In this context, it means exhausted both from effort and from hunger, which is why the versions are divided between “exhausted, weary” and “famished, hungry.” Both the word “exhausted” and the word “hungry” are important to the record, so the REV reads “exhausted and hungry,” like the NLT, which reads that same way.
Gen 25:30
“gulp down.” The Hebrew for “gulp down” is not any of the regular words for eat, such as appears in Genesis 25:34, but rather laat (#03938 לָעַט), which is to gulp down, swallow greedily, devour. It is used in later Hebrew for the way animals eat. “Gulp down” seems to catch the meaning and intensity very well (cf. CJB, NAB), especially in comparison to translations such as “let me eat,” or “feed me,” which don’t seem to properly catch the desperation that Esau was feeling, and that Jacob picked up on and thus asked such a high price for a meal.
“that red stuff, that red stuff.” Esau’s desperation is easily seen in the desperate and emphatic way he expresses himself, and also in his willingness to sell his birthright. The Hebrew for “that red stuff” is one word in the Hebrew text repeated two times with the same meaning, making this the figure of speech epizeuxis, repetition for emphasis. We might say the same kind of thing if we came home from work very hungry and said to a family member: “I’m starving; starving!”
“exhausted and hungry.” See commentary on Genesis 25:29.
“Edom.” “Edom” means “red.”
Gen 25:31
“First.” The Hebrew reads “today,” but Jacob means right now, before you eat. Most versions render this as “first.” The Schocken Bible[footnoteRef:120] renders it “here and now.” [120:  Everett Fox, The Schocken Bible.] 

Gen 25:32
“I am about to die.” The Hebrew text could also be translated, “I am going to die” as Young’s Literal Version has. The statement is an obvious exaggeration, but people exaggerate all the time. Hyperbole is common in every language. What really should grab the reader’s attention in this context is that Esau is willing to give up his birthright for some stew. The birthright gave the oldest son a right to twice as much inheritance as any other son received, but apparently that did not mean much to Esau. He was not interested in the things like flocks and herds that Isaac could pass down to Jacob, even though it had come as part of the inheritance that God gave to Abraham, who passed it to Isaac (Gen. 25:5). However, when Jacob got the blessing that Esau coveted, he was angry and bitter and wanted to kill Jacob (Gen. 27:41).
Gen 25:34
“ate, drank, got up, and went off.” The Hebrew verbs are all joined by “and,” portraying a quick and “businesslike” succession of events. That would be awkward in English, so the REV uses commas. Jacob and Esau were rivals, which is why Jacob demanded such a high price for some lentil stew when under ordinary family circumstances we would think Jacob would have seen Esau coming in tired and hungry and gladly offered to feed him and be kind to him. There was no friendly family chat at this meal.
 
Genesis Chapter 26
Gen 26:2
“Live in the land where I will tell you.” There was a famine in the land and Isaac was apparently about to leave.
Gen 26:3
“I will give all these lands.” Here God promises the land to Isaac and his descendants. God repeated the promise that He would give the land of Israel to Abraham and his descendants many times, and said it in slightly different ways. He told Abraham that he and his descendants would get the land (Gen. 12:7; 13:15-17; 15:7, 18; 17:8). He told it to Isaac (Gen. 26:3). He told it to Jacob (Gen. 28:13; 35:12; 48:4). Then over and over He told Israel about the promise or that He would give them the land (cf. Exod. 6:4, 8; 12:25; 13:5, 11; Lev. 14:34; 20:24; 23:10; 25:2).
[For more on the promise God made to give the land to Abraham and his descendants, see commentary on Gen. 15:18.]
Gen 26:4
“all the nations of the earth will be blessed.” It is grammatically possible that the word blessed can be reflexive, “bless themselves” (CJB, JPS, NJB), but that does not seem to be the intent of the text here, even though God gave people freedom of will and people can choose to do what leads to a blessing or they can ignore becoming blessed.
Gen 26:5
“listened to.” In this case, the Hebrew word shama (#08085 שָׁמַע), which fundamentally means “to hear, to listen to,” also has the fuller sense of “to obey,” as it does in many places. But since that is clear in this context, and all obedience starts with listening, we thought it best to retain the basic meaning of “listen to” in this verse. Far too many people never obey God because they don’t listen to Him in the first place.
“my requirements, my commandments, my statutes, and my laws.” The essence of this, mentioning all these things, is to say that Abraham obeyed in everything.
Gen 26:6
“Gerar.” Gerar is in Philistine country.
Gen 26:8
“Isaac was caressing Rebekah.” The Hebrew is a wordplay on “Isaac.” Almost literally it could be “Isaac was Isaacing Rebekah.” But “Isaac” means “laughter,” so the indication is that Isaac was with Rebekah and they were laughing and likely touching each other. They were acting like husband and wife.
Gen 26:9
“Because I said.” It is understood from the context that Isaac said this to himself, which is why some translations have, “I thought,” instead of “I said.”
Gen 26:10
“brought guilt on us.” In this record, Abimelech, the Philistine king of Gerar, shows himself to be much more godly than Isaac. Godliness is an individual matter and also can vary from circumstance to circumstance. Some people who come from the “right family” are ungodly or do horribly sinful things, and some people who come from the “wrong people” are wonderfully godly, or do great acts of kindness. Later in the Bible, the Philistines were known for their ungodliness, but that is not the case here.
Gen 26:11
“touches.” The word “touch” is used in the idiomatic sense of “harm, mistreat, or molest,” including sexual mistreatment.
“death, yes, death.” The English phrase “put to death” is the translation of one verb in the Hebrew text and that verb is repeated twice. The first verb is an infinitive verb and the second verb is an imperfect verb. Repeating the verb twice in succession is the figure of speech polyptoton and it is used for emphasis, in this case highlighting both the seriousness of the sin and the penalty for it. The Hebrew text is more literally translated as “put to death, yes, put to death,” and it occurs quite a few times in the Bible, always emphasizing the enormity of the crime and the punishment for it.
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16, “eat, yes, eat.” Also, see the Word Study: “Polyptoton.”]
Gen 26:12
“and reaped in that same year a hundredfold.” In Genesis 26:2 Yahweh told Isaac to stay in the land, so Isaac did and Yahweh blessed him greatly.
Gen 26:13
“great.” The word “great” in this context primarily refers to wealth, but because wealth brought power and influence, “great” is appropriate.
Gen 26:14
“servants.” The Hebrew word can refer to slaves, and it is quite likely that a large number of the people were slaves, not just servants.
Gen 26:15
“the Philistines stopped up and filled with dirt.” The Philistines were envious of Isaac, and they wanted to make him less prosperous and also they wanted him to move further away from them.
Gen 26:16
you are much stronger than we are.” The implication is stronger in number and therefore in the number of fighting men.
Gen 26:17
“encamped in the valley of Gerar.” Isaac was in Gerar, and now it seems he moved east up the Valley of Gerar. However, archaeologists are not certain where the town of Gerar actually was.
Gen 26:19
“running water.” The Hebrew text reads “living water,” which is water that is running on its own like a spring, creek, or river.
Gen 26:20
“Esek.” Esek means “quarrel” or “contend.”
Gen 26:21
“Sitnah.” “Sitnah” means “strife, accusation.” The word sitnah is the same root as “Satan,” the Adversary.
Gen 26:22
“Rehoboth.” Rehoboth refers to wide places. Now there was wide space, or room, for everyone.
Gen 26:23
“he went up.” Beer-sheba was higher in elevation than where Isaac was.
Gen 26:24
“for I am with you.” God can be “with” people in many different ways. In this case, God was with Isaac to bless him and make him successful.
“will bless you and multiply your seed for my servant Abraham’s sake.” At this point there is no revelation from God as to whether Isaac’s “seed” (the Messiah) would come through Jacob or Easu.
Gen 26:25
“So he built an altar there.” Years later it seems likely that his son Jacob came to that place and sacrificed on the altar that Isaac had built (Gen. 46:1).
“pitched his tent there.” The Hebrew is more literally, “spread out his tent there.”
 
Gen 26:28
“oath.” The Hebrew word translated as “oath” is ʾalah (#0423 אָלָה), and it refers to an oath, but it also refers to a curse. Everett Fox translates the word as “oath-curse.” The point is that it was an oath, but if someone broke the oath, then it became a curse and had consequences.
“and let us cut a covenant with you.” Although this record in Genesis 26 never explicitly says that Isaac and the Philistines made the covenant, Genesis 26:30 says they made a feast together, and it was the custom to eat together when an important covenant was made, so we can safely assume that Isaac made a covenant with the men of Gerar.
Gen 26:29
“so that you will do us no harm.” The Hebrew is idiomatic and reads like the start of an oath-curse formula, something like, “If you ever deal badly with us….” However that would be confusing in English, so most versions avoid the literal.
“not touched you.” This is idiomatic for “hurt” or “harmed.” It is also used that way in Joshua 9:19 and Ruth 2:9.
Gen 26:30
“banquet.” The Hebrew word implies a drinking feast in which there is a lot of wine or other drinks. Everett Fox (The Schocken Bible) has “drinking feast.”
Gen 26:33
“Shibah.” “Shebuah” is related to the word “oath,” but “shibah” is more related to “seven,” looking backward to the oath that Abraham made. Both shebuah and shibah are from the same Hebrew root.
Gen 26:34
“When Esau was 40 years old.” So Issac would have been 100 years old. He was 60 when the twins were born.
Gen 26:35
“a source of bitterness.” The Hebrew text is literally, “a bitterness of spirit.” This is the use of “spirit” (Hebrew: ruach #07307 רוּחַ) that refers to the activities of the mind: the thoughts, attitudes, and emotions. Esau’s Hittite wives caused bitter thoughts and attitudes in Isaac and Rebekah.
[For more on the uses of “spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’” Usage #13 concerns thoughts and emotions.]
 
Genesis Chapter 27
Gen 27:2
“I am old.” Here in Genesis 27:2, when Isaac says he is old and does not know when he will die, it seems that Isaac was 135 or close to that age. He died decades later, at 180 years old (Gen. 35:28). The age of Isaac in Genesis 27, when Jacob stole Esau’s birthright, can be roughly determined from the life of Jacob. Isaac was 60 when Jacob and Esau were born (Gen. 25:24-26). Jacob was 130 in the second year of the famine in Egypt (Gen. 45:6; 47:8-10). Joseph would have been 39 that year (Joseph had been sold into slavery in Egypt when he was 17 (Gen. 37:2); he started serving Pharaoh when he was 30 (Gen. 41:46); then there were seven years of plenty, and Jacob came to Egypt in the second year of the famine (Gen. 45:6). So if Joseph was 39 when Jacob was 130, then Joseph was born when Jacob was 91.
The 60 years of Isaac’s life before Jacob, and the 91 years after Jacob was born until Joseph was born would make Isaac 151 when Rachel gave birth to Joseph up in Padan-aram. Jacob stole Esau’s birthright before he went to Padan-aram and stayed with Laban, his mother’s brother, and met Rachel and Leah. Jacob served Laban for twenty years in Padan-aram (Gen. 31:41). So even if Joseph was born in the last year that Jacob was with Laban in Padan-aram, Isaac would have been 131. But Rachel had given birth to Joseph before the end of the 20 years and Jacob stayed with Laban after that (Gen. 30:25-27, 43). Thus it is more likely that Joseph was born perhaps after Jacob had been in Padan-aram for 15 years in Padan-aram, which would make Isaac around 135 years old here in Genesis 27:2.
“I do not know the day of my death.” That people did not know when they were going to die was much more true in biblical days than today. Today, even people who have heart attacks or strokes often can recover and live very active lives. Also, today there are lots of medications and surgeries that prolong life. In the biblical world, when a person became old, death often came quite suddenly, and often even if it didn’t, people being infirm for years generally did not happen like it does today when older people have things like COPD, or heart arrhythmia that goes on for years.
Gen 27:3
“quiver.” This is the only use of this word in the Bible, so its exact meaning is unknown. It comes from the word “hang,” so quiver makes sense because it hangs down from the body.
“wild game.” This word for game comes from the same root as the word “hunt” earlier in the verse. Originally in English, “venison” referred to any wild game taken in hunting, but eventually “venison” came to refer only to deer meat. But here in Genesis it simply refers to wild game.
Gen 27:4
“my soul will bless you before I die.” This concept of being blessed is a theme in Genesis 27, and occurs in Genesis 27:4, 10, 19, 23, 27, 31, 33, 35, 36, 38, and 27:41. The blessing given to children by a father is a very powerful thing and can add meaning and joy to any child. This is even more the case if the father is walking by the spirit of God and his words include revelation words from God.
Note that Isaac was the first to speak of blessing his son (Gen. 27:4). Then Rebekah desired that blessing be given to Jacob (Gen. 27:10). Then the blessing was important enough that Jacob got it from his father Isaac by trickery (Gen. 27:19), but Esau wanted it (Gen. 27:31) and felt so betrayed by Jacob who “stole” it from him, that he decided to kill Jacob (Gen. 27:41) and he begged Isaac to bless him too (Gen. 27:38). On his part, when Isaac realized Jacob had tricked him, he trembled greatly (Gen. 27:33).
Gen 27:10
“so that he will bless you before his death.” Rebekah’s well-meaning act, to get her favorite son blessed, is a good example of how we humans can mean well but cause trouble for ourselves and others when we walk by the flesh and not by the spirit. Isaac’s blessings upon Jacob and Esau came from God, not from Isaac; Isaac was just the speaker. Jacob’s disguise may have fooled Isaac, but it did not fool God, who gave the message in the prophetic blessing. There is no reason to believe that the blessings on Jacob and Esau would have been substantially different if Jacob had not disguised himself but had simply gone to Isaac for a blessing, and it would have prevented a lot of heartache. Jacob’s deceitful act broke up any brotherly love between Esau and Jacob, and Jacob had to flee for his life to Haran, where he stayed for some 20 years, and after Jacob left, Rebekah died without ever seeing her favorite son again. For His part, God made a lemonade out of Rebekah’s and Jacob’s lying lemon by giving Jacob the correct prophetic blessing and also blessing him in Haran with the children who became the founding fathers of the tribes of Israel—something he no doubt would have done if Jacob had simply married wives properly, just as his father Isaac had married Rebekah.
Note that when Jacob blessed Joseph’s two sons, Ephraim and Manasseh, God guided Jacob in the blessing (Gen. 48:13-20). Joseph started to interfere, based on what he saw in the flesh, but Jacob held to what God was showing him, and the prophetic blessings came to pass just like God showed Jacob by revelation. Life is murky and uncertain, and believers need to be patient, pray, and walk by the spirit to keep from messing things up by making hasty fleshly judgments.
This concept of being blessed is a theme in Genesis 27, and occurs in Genesis 27:4, 10, 19, and 27:31 (see commentary on Gen. 27:4).
Gen 27:12
“In his eyes I will be a deceiver.” At this point in his life, Jacob is more concerned with the potential consequences of being caught his deceit than in doing what is morally right. That is so like many people! They would do wrong if they could just guarantee that they would not get caught. Believers need to do what is right just because it is right.
Gen 27:16
“on his hands.” The “hands” in this case would include up the arm to at least the elbow.
Gen 27:19
“so that your soul will bless me.” This concept of being blessed is a theme in Genesis 27, and occurs in Genesis 27:4, 10, 19, and 27:31.
Gen 27:20
“Yahweh your God.” Jacob was lying to Isaac, and he used Yahweh to make his lie believable. Although there is no specific consequence for this in the Genesis record, it displeases God to lie and greatly displeases Him to implicate Him in the lie. Those who honor God should never do that.
Gen 27:23
“(He did not recognize him….” This is a summary statement to explain why Isaac went ahead and blessed Jacob. It was because he did not recognize Jacob.
Gen 27:24
“I am.” Throughout his talking with his father Isaac, Jacob is really economizing his words so his father will not discover his identity. The Hebrew is not “I am, “ it is simply “I.”
Gen 27:25
“wine.” Shepherds usually do not have a lot of wine. The family likely traded with local farmers for the wine they had.
Gen 27:27
“of his clothing.” The clothing was Esau’s clothing.
Gen 27:28
“new wine.” This is not the same Hebrew word for wine as was used a few verses earlier in Genesis 27:25. This “new wine” refers to unfermented grape juice which then can be consumed or turned into wine or wine vinegar.
Gen 27:29
“let peoples serve you.” This prophetic blessing in Genesis 27:29 covers both the peoples and nations that are not related to Jacob and also Jacob’s “brothers” (actually going back to Abraham, Jacob’s “brothers,” in this context meaning “relatives”). When Christ rules the earth from Jerusalem in the Millennial Kingdom, it will be from Jerusalem surrounded by the tribes of Israel (cf. Ezek. 48).
[For more on Jesus ruling over the earth during his Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
“master.” The Hebrew word only occurs twice in the OT, and it comes from the root “strength,” “prevail.” Jacob was to be the “strong one” among his brothers.
“over your brothers.” In this context, “brothers” does not only refer to just Esau. It refers to relatives going back at least as far as Abraham’s descendants, including nations like Moab and Ammon that came from Lot. The nation of Edom, which was comprised of descendants of Esau, was subjugated to Israel in the time of David (2 Sam. 18:14).
“bow down.” The common biblical way of bowing down before someone was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body to the earth.
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
Gen 27:30
“gone, yes, gone out.” This is the figure polyptoton (see commentary on Gen. 2:16).
Gen 27:31
“in order that your soul will bless me.” This concept of being blessed is a theme in Genesis 27, and occurs in Genesis 27:4, 10, 19, now in Genesis 27:31.
Gen 27:34
“Bless me, me also, father!” This event is mentioned in Hebrews 12:17.
Gen 27:36
“He took away my birthright...now he has taken away my blessing.” Nahum Sarna points out the interesting double entendre in the Hebrew text, because the root of the word translated “take away” can mean to “take away” and also “to purchase.”[footnoteRef:121] Jacob “bought” the birthright, but stole, “took away,” the blessing. [121:  Nahum Sarna, JPS Torah Commentary: Genesis, 194.] 

Gen 27:37
“all his brothers.” In this context, “brothers” refers to relatives. Esau was Jacob’s only blood brother.
Gen 27:38
“And Esau lifted up his voice and wept.” Esau sought the blessing with tears (Heb. 12:17).
Gen 27:39
“far from the fatness of the earth will be your dwelling place, and far from the dew of heaven above.” This meaning of what Isaac said is debated because the Hebrew can mean two different things. The Hebrew “from” is a preposition that can mean “from” or it can be partitive, “far from.” If it is taken as a simple “from,” then it seems like Esau is sharing in Jacob’s blessing, i.e., that Esau will live off the fatness of the earth and the dew of heaven. If the preposition is taken in its partitive sense, then Isaac is saying that Easu will live “far away from the fatness of the earth and far away from the dew of heaven.
From Esau’s reaction and desire to kill Jacob, it seems to partitive sense, “far from” is the more dominant meaning. Although Edom, where Esau settled, has enough vegetation and game to sustain life, it is a hard life, and Edom does not enjoy the heavy dews that Israel does, which sustains the vegetation in the dry season. Thus, where Esau ended up making his home was far from the fatness of the earth and far from the dew of heaven. English versions that favor “far from” include the Amplified Bible, CSB, CEB, CEV, ESV, GNT, LSB, MSG, NAB, NASB, NIV, NLT, NRSV, and RSV.
 
Gen 27:40
“By your sword will you live.” This likely includes raiding caravans, as well as protecting itself from other hostile tribes. Nahum Sarna writes about that prophecy: “Edom shall subsist, not from pastoral or agricultural pursuits, but from violence and pillage, raiding its neighbors and plundering the caravans that pass through its land.”[footnoteRef:122] [122:  Nahum Sarna, The JPS Torah Commentary: Genesis, 194.] 

“you will shake his yoke from off your neck.” Edom was subjugated to Israel for many years, and tried to revolt and break free of their dominion several times. Finally, during the reign of Jehoram, king of Israel, they successfully revolted against Israel and were never under Israelite control after that (2 Kings 8:20-22). It is noteworthy that Isaac, who was so blind that he could not tell Jacob from Esau, was not blind spiritually, and his prophetic words were razor sharp.
Gen 27:41
“held a grudge.” Although “hated” is the more common meaning for the Hebrew word, in this context, “held a grudge” seems to be the better way to translate the verb (e.g., CSB, JPS, NAB, NASB, NET (Full-Notes), NIV).
Gen 27:43
“obey my voice.” Twice in this record, Rebekah tells Jacob to obey her voice. Once, when she tells him to trick Isaac to get the blessing (Gen. 27:8) and now, when she tells him to flee to her brother to avoid Esau’s wrath for stealing his blessing.
Gen 27:44
“A few days.” No doubt Rebekah purposely understated the amount of time she expected Jacob to be gone in order to make it easier for Jacob to leave and to make the absence of her favorite son easier for her to bear. What neither of them could have foreseen is that Jacob was in Haran with Rebekah’s brother Laban and his daughters Leah and Rachel for twenty years (Gen. 31:38, 41). During that time, Rebekah died, so Rebekah and Jacob never saw one another again. However, Jacob did see his father Isaac, and when Isaac died, both Jacob and Esau buried him (Gen. 35:27-29).
Gen 27:45
“Why should I be bereaved of you both in one day?” Rebekah is thinking about the fact that if Esau kills Jacob, a relative, an avenger of blood, would then kill Esau.
Gen 27:46
“And Rebekah said to Isaac.” Rebekah has to figure a way to get Isaac to send Jacob away, and she does that by complaining to Isaac about Esau’s wives. Thus her request that Jacob be sent back north to Haran to Rebekah’s family.
These are the last words of Rebekah recorded in Scripture. Her death and burial are not recorded. She told Jacob to be gone for “a few days” (Gen. 27:44), but he was gone for 20 years, and during that time Rebekah died.
“the daughters of Heth.” An idiom that refers to Hittite women, specifically in this context the women that Esau married (Gen. 26:34).
 
Genesis Chapter 28
Gen 28:2
“Take a wife from there from the daughters of Laban.” The Bible does not tell us how Isaac knew that Rebekah’s brother Laban had daughters. Although it is possible that Isaac and Rebekah visited Laban, or that Laban had visited them, that is not likely. Much more likely is that Isaac got his information from merchants and traders that traveled through.
Gen 28:3
“El Shaddai.” “El Shaddai” is the name of God that is commonly translated as “God Almighty” (see the REV commentary on Gen. 17:1).
Gen 28:4
“the land that God gave to Abraham.” It is noteworthy that when Isaac was sending Jacob out of “the land that God gave to Abraham” and back to the land of Abraham’s ancestors, Isaac blessed Jacob with a blessing that demanded that Jacob come back into the land of Israel. So in essence Isaac was saying “Leave this land that God gave Abraham and go back to the land of Abraham’s ancestors and get a wife from there, and then come back here.” And that is exactly what Jacob did, except he came back with two wives and two concubines instead of “a wife.”
Gen 28:9
“Nebaioth.” Nebaioth is the firstborn son of Ishmael (Gen. 25:13).
“Mahalath.” In Genesis 36:2-3, Mahalath is called “Basemath.”
Gen 28:11
“He arrived at a certain place.” The Hebrew text makes it clear that Jacob had not predetermined the spot, it just happened to be a good place to stop for the night after the sun had set.[footnoteRef:123] However, after God met Jacob there, the spot, known as “Bethel” (house of God), became famous. [123:  Victor Hamilton, Genesis [NICOT], 238.] 

Gen 28:12
“the angels of God were ascending and descending on it.” This is one of the places where angels appear in the form of people. If they had wings they would not be walking up and down the staircase. Jesus seems to have alluded to this in John 1:51 (see REV commentary on John 1:51). It is worth noticing that the angels are first mentioned as ascending up the staircase, as if they were reporting back to God.
Gen 28:13
“the God of Abraham your father.” God’s promise to Jacob here is the continuation of the covenant that God made with Abraham. It is noteworthy that God chose to continue His covenant through Jacob, and not through Esau, Jacob’s older brother.
“land…I will give it.” Here God promises the land to Jacob and his descendants. God repeated the promise that He would give the land of Israel to Abraham and his descendants many times, and said it in slightly different ways. He told Abraham that he and his descendants would get the land (Gen. 12:7; 13:15-17; 15:7, 18; 17:8). He told it to Isaac (Gen. 26:3). He told it to Jacob (Gen. 28:13; 35:12; 48:4). Then over and over He told Israel about the promise or that He would give them the land (cf. Exod. 6:4, 8; 12:25; 13:5, 11; Lev. 14:34; 20:24; 23:10; 25:2).
[For more on the promise God made to give the land to Abraham and his descendants, see commentary on Gen. 15:18.]
Gen 28:14
“the dust of the earth.” This hyperbole is also in Genesis 13:16; see commentary on Genesis 13:16.
“the clans of the earth.” For the translation “clans,” see REV commentary on Genesis 12:3.
Gen 28:15
“for I will not leave you until I have done what I have promised.” God comforted Jacob by telling him that he would be successful in Aram and that God would not leave him up there, out of the Promised Land. This verse is not saying, nor does the Hebrew text imply, that God will leave Jacob after bringing him back to his home in the Promised Land. Jacob was leaving home for a place where he had never been, and apparently needed the comfort of knowing that God would not ask him to go there and then just abandon him there.
Gen 28:16
“and I, I did not know it.” The Hebrew text emphasizes the word “I.” This is quite a statement of humility by Jacob. He had just seen Yahweh and admitted that he did not know that Yahweh was in that place, which is somewhat astounding because that land had been promised to Abraham and his seed by Yahweh who made a covenant to that fact (Gen. 15:7-21). It seems Jacob did not really understand that, but this dream/revelation was part of Jacob’s growth in the Lord.
Gen 28:17
“This is none other than the house of God.” The Hebrew text does not have the word “the,” and so properly it should be translated, “a house of God.” But we don’t really know what Jacob thought about God at this time in history. It is possible, and perhaps even likely, that he thought God would have more than one “house,” one place to dwell and so he said it was “a house” of God.
Gen 28:18
“set it up as a standing-stone.” Jacob set up four standing-stones. His first was a small one here at Bethel (Gen. 28:18.) His second was when he made a covenant with Laban (Gen. 31:45). His third was when he went back to Bethel after being gone to Syria where he married and had children (Gen. 35:14). He erected a fourth standing-stone over Rachel’s grave, no doubt as a memorial for her (Gen. 35:20).
The Hebrew word translated “standing-stone” is matstsebah (#04676 מַצֵּבָה) and matstsebah can refer to a standing-stone or to a garrison or army, but it almost always refers to a standing-stone (some 34 times in the Old Testament). It was a quite common practice in the ancient Near East to set up stones to commemorate events or to represent gods or goddesses. Sometimes the stones were worked or shaped, but many times they were simply natural stones that happened to be somewhat cucumber-shaped and were simply stood up on end, as Jacob did here in Genesis 28:18. However, in specific contexts, matstsebah can refer to a specific type of standing-stone, such as an obelisk (Jer. 43:13). Hundreds of standing-stones have been discovered by archaeologists and historians, and they range from little stones that are only a few inches tall to huge monolithic stones that are several yards high.
If the standing-stone is carved or shaped at all, some of them face east, and some of them have little hollows or shelves for small offerings. Standing-stones are often found in a cultic setting, for example, in or near temples or sanctuaries, and they are often found with altars, benches, and basins close by. Also, there are often two, three, or more standing-stones set up close to each other. When a number of standing-stones are found grouped together, they may have represented known groups or families of gods. Also, when the stones are grouped together there are bigger and smaller ones set in close proximity and it is theorized that this may represent more powerful and less powerful gods, and similarly, when there are two stones side by side and one is wider and the other narrower it is theorized that the broad one represents a god and the narrower one represents a goddess, but we do not know for certain.
Sometimes the meaning of the standing-stone would not be apparent, which would be the case here in Genesis with the one that Jacob set up to commemorate his encounter with Yahweh, and then people had to be prepared to pass down the reason for the stones from one generation to the next (cf. Josh. 4:6, 21). However, there were times when the location or shape of the standing-stone might indicate its purpose, for example, if it represented a specific god.
A standing-stone could be a godly thing or an ungodly thing depending on its purpose. Many godly people set up standing-stones as memorials or witnesses. Jacob seems to especially have liked setting up memorial standing-stones, and set up four of them. He set his first one up to commemorate his meeting with Yahweh (Gen. 28:16-22; 35:14-16), and it would have been quite small because he had used it as a pillow (Gen. 28:11, 18). He set up his second standing-stone as a witness to the covenant that he had made with Laban (Gen. 31:45), and his third when he returned from Syria to Bethel, which was the second one that he set up at Bethel (Gen. 35:14). He set up his fourth on Rachel’s grave as a memorial (Gen. 35:20).
Moses erected twelve standing-stones at the foot of Mount Sinai where God made the Old Covenant with Israel, one stone for each of the tribes of Israel (Exod. 24:4-8). Joshua erected a standing-stone as a memorial and a witness of the covenant that he made with Israel in Shechem (Josh. 24:26). Samuel erected a standing-stone that he named “Ebenezer” (“Stone of Help”) as a memorial that God helped Israel defeat the Philistines (1 Sam. 7:12). These memorial standing-stones helped people remember their history and the great works of God. Isaiah 19:19 says that in the future Kingdom of Christ on earth, the Egyptians will erect a standing-stone to Yahweh on their border.
In contrast to the godly standing-stones that were set up mainly as memorials, the majority of standing-stones were set up to worship pagan gods. Standing-stones often represented specific deities, and sometimes it was even thought that the deity resided inside the stone. That is why Israel was strictly commanded not to set up those kinds of standing-stones (Lev. 26:1; Deut. 16:22).
Also, there may have been many more standing-stones in Israel due to its Canaanite past, but God commanded that Israel destroy the pagan standing-stones (Exod. 23:24; 34:13; Deut. 7:5; 12:3) and some of the kings obeyed that command (Joram of Israel, 2 Kings 3:2; Jehu of Israel, 2 Kings 10:26-27; Hezekiah, 2 Kings 18:4 and 2 Chron. 31:1; Josiah, 2 Kings 23:14; ). However, when the worship of Baal and other pagan gods grew in Israel, sometimes kings of the people set up standing-stones for those gods (1 Kings 14:23; 2 Kings 17:10).
It is likely that there was a large standing-stone at Gibeon (2 Sam. 20:8), although nothing is said about who set it up or when. Gibeon was a Hivite city (Josh. 11:9) so the standing-stone was likely set up long before Israel invaded the Promised Land.
Although many versions translate these standing-stones as “pillars,” that translation can give the wrong impression. We usually think of a “pillar” as something man-made, sculpted, and tall. In contrast, most standing-stones were not shaped much if at all. Some of them can be seen at archaeological sites today, for example, there is still a broken standing-stone at the site of the temple of Baal-berith at Shechem. Tel Gezer also has impressive standing-stones.
“and poured oil on top of it.” This is the first standing-stone that Jacob erected (Gen. 28:18), and since he did it alone it must have been fairly small. This first one was a small one at Bethel, and he did not erect an altar along with it. That likely would have required more time and effort than he could afford, although when he erected his third standing-stone, which was also here in Bethel, he built an altar with it. His second standing-stone was when he made a covenant with Laban (Gen. 31:45). Then his third he erected back in Bethel (Gen. 35:14), and although the Bible does not describe it, it almost certainly would have been larger than the first one he erected there because he had his sons and servants with him to help with it. He also built an altar at that time (Gen. 35:7). He erected a fourth standing-stone over Rachel’s grave, no doubt as a memorial for her (Gen. 35:20).
Gen 28:19
“but the name of the city was Luz at the first.” Nothing is said about the city of Luz, and if it was not mentioned here in Genesis 28:19; 35:6, and Judges 1:22-25, we would likely not know it even existed. It is clear from the context and from Judges that Luz was a Canaanite city. Jacob would not have put his standing stone, and then an altar, in the middle of a Canaanite city, so he must have found some ground nearby where he could sleep safely and then set up the standing stone.
Gen 28:21
“in peace.” The Hebrew is shalom, which means more than just “peace.” Shalom means more like “wholeness,” or “wellness,” but if you are well and whole, you are also generally at peace.
Gen 28:22
“will be a house of God.” That is, a place of worship. True to his word, many years later Jacob did build an altar to God at Bethel (Gen. 35:1-7). Jacob would have sacrificed on the altar even though the text does not specifically say so, because sacrifice was what altars were built for.
“a tenth, yes, a tenth.” This is the figure of speech polyptoton, which occurs when the same word occurs in succession in a sentence but the word is inflected in different ways. It is unclear exactly how, or to whom, Jacob would give a tenth of what God gave him.
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16, “eat, yes, eat.”]
[See Word Study: “Polyptoton.”]
 
Genesis Chapter 29
Gen 29:1
“went on his journey.” The translation is idiomatic. The literal translation of the Hebrew is that Jacob “lifted up his feet.”
“the land of the children of the east.” In this context, this refers to the people of the northern Euphrates River.
Gen 29:4
“My brothers.” In this context, “my brothers” is a friendly opener, much like if we meet someone and say “Hey friend,” when they are not actually friends yet, and may never be. Jacob did not know whether these men were relatives.
Gen 29:6
“And look, here comes Rachel his daughter with the sheep.” The timing of Rachel showing up when Jacob was there is one of the many examples of God’s invisible hand guiding and directing things on earth. Humans cannot make that kind of “godly coincidence” happen, which is why believers need to be faithful in prayer. James says, “You do not have because you do not ask” (James 4:2), so believers need to be faithful in asking for God’s guidance and help.
Gen 29:7
“He said to the shepherds.” The NET amplifies but also clarifies the meaning of the verse. “Then Jacob said, ‘Since it is still the middle of the day, it is not time for the flocks to be gathered. You should water the sheep and then go and let them graze some more.”
It seems strange that Jacob would just arrive in the area as a stranger and outsider and yet tell the shepherds from the area that they were gathering the sheep too early. Jacob was used to herding sheep since his father Isaac had flocks and herds (Gen. 26:14), nevertheless, it seems presumptuous of him to tell the local shepherds how to manage their flocks. It seems that Jacob really wanted to have time alone with Rachel and so he was trying to get rid of the shepherds, who obviously would have been interested in any conversation between this stranger and the young girl Rachel.
Gen 29:8
“We can’t do that until all the flocks are gathered together.” Since Jacob himself rolled the stone off of the mouth of the well (Gen. 29:10), the fact that the shepherds said, “we can’t” did not refer to their physical ability, but apparently to some previously agreed upon reason that all the flocks should be there when the stone was rolled away. However, no one seemed to be upset when Jacob rolled it away to water Rachel’s flocks.
Gen 29:9
“for she was a shepherdess.” It was not totally uncommon in the ancient Near East that women would be shepherdesses. Jethro’s daughters were shepherdesses (Exod. 2:16-19).
Gen 29:10
“his mother’s brother.” The threefold repetition of “his mother’s brother” in Genesis 29:10 is awkward in English, but it demonstrates the importance of family and extended family in biblical times. There was no police force back then, and no one to keep people safe in a “might makes right’ society except for family and clan. So for this stranger to suddenly appear and be found as one of the family was very welcome.
Gen 29:11
“lifted up his voice and wept.” The weeping would have been part from joy and part from relief from anxiety. When Jacob left for Haran, there was no guarantee that he would find his relatives, or if he did, if they would believe him and accept him. But now, upon arriving, here is his mother’s niece and his cousin right at the same well where he was.
Gen 29:12
“her father’s relative.” Here, the literal Hebrew “brother” is used in the wider sense of relative. In Semitic languages, words like “brother” have a wide range of meanings, so the meaning in any given context must be determined by that context. Here it means “relative,” specifically “nephew,” and Jacob was a cousin to Rachel and Leah.
Gen 29:14
“Surely you are my bone and my flesh.” What Jacob said convinced Laban that Jacob was indeed Rebekah’s son.
Gen 29:17
“Leah’s eyes were weak.” The Hebrew word we translate as “weak” is rak (#07390 רַךְ), and it is unclear in this context how to translate it. It can mean “weak,” and describe Leah in a bad light, or it can mean “tender, soft” and describe at least one nice thing about her. Nevertheless, she was overshadowed by her gorgeous sister Rachel. The translations differ: “weak; ordinary” (CJB, HCSB, ESV, NAB, NASB, NIV); “tender; delicate” (ASV, KJV, NET, YLT). Of the two choices, we went with “weak.” Women were modestly dressed in the biblical culture and did not have much open contact with men, but before any marriage, the women of the family of the prospective groom would get to sit with and inspect the prospective wife, and in this case, it seems obvious that Leah’s family was anxious to avoid that and get Leah married, which they did by deceiving Jacob. This turned out to be difficult for both Leah and Jacob.
“Rachel was beautiful in form and attractive.” The Hebrew phrase is used twice in the Bible, once of Rachel and once of Joseph, and the translation is adapted for the male and female; Rachel is said to be “beautiful in form and attractive” (Gen. 29:17), while Joseph is said to be “well-built and handsome” (Gen. 39:6).
Gen 29:18
“I will serve you seven years for Rachel.” This seems like a very long time to serve someone for a wife.
Gen 29:20
“Jacob served seven years.” Jacob was 77 years old at the start of this seven-year period.
[For an overview of the chronology of Jacob, see commentary on Gen. 47:9.]
Gen 29:22
“banquet.” The Hebrew word can mean “drinking bout,” and it generally refers to a meal with wine. This would have been a huge meal with lots of wine and likely beer as well.
Gen 29:23
“he went to her.” An idiom for sexual intercourse (cf. Gen. 29:23; 30:4; 38:2, 18; Judg. 16:1; Ruth 4:13; 2 Sam. 12:24).
Gen 29:24
“Laban gave her Zilpah his slave; he gave her to his daughter Leah as a slave.” The Hebrew is quite choppy. The repetition may have something to do with formality in transferring the ownership of a slave.
Gen 29:25
“Why have you deceived me?” This seems ironic coming from the mouth of Jacob, whose very name can mean “Deceiver,” and he certainly deceived many people in his life. But now that someone deceives him, he is very upset about it (which is understandable in the situation). Nevertheless, it is noteworthy that people who deceive others are generally very upset when they are deceived.
Gen 29:26
“to give the younger before the firstborn.” The text does not explain why Laban could not have found a husband for Leah in those seven years.
Gen 29:27
“Fulfill the bridal-week of this one.” “This one” is Leah, and “the other” is Rachel. Laban told Jacob to be with Leah for a week and then he could marry Rachel, for whom he would then serve Laban for another seven years. This activity predates the Mosaic Law. Once the Mosaic Law was given, marrying a woman and her sister was disobedience to the Law and a sin (Lev. 18:18).
Gen 29:28
“and fulfilled her bridal-week.” The Hebrew is more literally, “and fulfilled the bridal-week of this one,” but the “this” is feminine in Hebrew, indicating Leah, but in English “this” has no gender, so the sentence would be unclear.
“Then he gave him Rachel his daughter as wife.” After Leah’s bridal-week, Laban gave Rachel to Jacob as a wife. Jacob was tricked and first had sex with Leah, thus consummating a marriage to her. But he was only married to her for a week when he married Rachel, and then he served another seven years for her. Thus Jacob served Laban for 14 years for his two wives.
Gen 29:30
“So Jacob also went.” The Hebrew text reads “he,” but that makes the sentence unclear in English, so a number of English versions replace the pronoun “he” with the name “Jacob”
Gen 29:31
“Leah was hated.” In Hebrew and Greek, the word “hate” has a large range of meanings, from actual “hate” to simply loving something less than something else, neglecting or ignoring something, or being disgusted by something. In this context, “hate” refers to being less loved. Jacob did not “hate” Leah in the usual modern sense of “hate,” he simply loved her less than Rachel and thus tended to ignore her.
[For more on “hate,” see commentary on Prov. 1:22.]
Gen 29:32
“Reuben.” The Hebrew means “See, a son!”
Gen 29:33
“Simeon.” The Hebrew is the diminutive of the word “to hear.”
Gen 29:34
“my husband will be joined to me.” The Hebrew word translated as “joined” can mean that, or it can have the meaning of “attached to” in the sense that a husband and wife can be “attached to” each other.
“Levi.” The exact meaning of “Levi” is debated, but the name comes from a Hebrew word that sounds like the word translated as “joined.” Some say it basically means “joiner.”
 
Genesis Chapter 30
Gen 30:1
“or else I will die.” The exact meaning of this phrase spoken by Rachel here in Genesis 30:1 is not known, and it likely had several meanings in her mind. No doubt she was expressing her great disappointment about not having children and her feeling that she might as well be dead than live without children. Also, although she almost certainly did not mean that she would die quickly, she might have had her future in mind. She knew that Jacob was many years older than she was, and so she was likely concerned that she would not have anyone who would take care of her in her old age. Also, she could have had in her mind that without children her line and her memory would die away into nothingness. For a young woman without children who was married to an older man, all those thoughts would likely be floating around in her mind, and contribute to the outburst, “Give me children or else I will die.”
Gen 30:3
“build a family by her.” See Gen. 16:2.
Gen 30:4
“Jacob went in to her.” An idiom for sexual intercourse (cf. Gen. 29:23; 30:4; 38:2, 18; Judg. 16:1; Ruth 4:13; 2 Sam. 12:24).
Gen 30:6
“God has judged me.” The word “judged” is used in the sense of “vindicated,” or “judged in my favor.” Rachel had felt betrayed by God, but now that she had a surrogate son she felt vindicated. Leah’s love for God showed up in the names of her children, whereas Rachel’s bitterness shows up in the names of her first two sons. Sadly, Rachel died while giving birth to Benjamin (whom she named “son of my sorrow,” but Jacob called him Benjamin, “son of my right hand”). It is possible that a life of bitterness and idolatry (Gen. 31:19, 34-35) contributed to her death.
“and has given me a son.” Rachel’s statement gives us a window into the laws and thinking of the ancient Near East. If a woman was childless but had a slave girl, a child by the slave girl could be claimed as a child of the woman herself. Sarah took advantage of the same law (Gen. 16:2).
Gen 30:8
“mighty wrestlings.” The Hebrew is idiomatic and is more literally, “With wrestling of elohim [God].” In the biblical culture, the word elohim [God] can be used when something was extreme in some manner. It is possible that the verse should be translated more like the CSB: “‘In my wrestlings with God, I have wrestled with my sister and won,’ and she named him Naphtali.” If the CSB has captured the correct nuance of the text, it indicates that Rachel felt God had kept her from childbearing and she had wrestled with Him about it. It is likely that the Hebrew phrase meant both things to Rachel: that she wrestled mightily and also wrestled with God over childbirth.
Gen 30:11
“How fortunate.” The marginal reading is more like, “Good fortune has come.” Although some versions have a translation such as “a troop is coming” (cf. KJV) the evidence is although “troop” is a related word, that is not the meaning here (see commentary on Gen. 49:19).
Gen 30:13
“for the daughters will call me happy.” Jacob did not yet have any daughters. In this context, the “daughters” are the women in the area. Women understood how important it was for them to have children that would grow up to strengthen the family and the clan, and to provide for their parents in their old age. The men wanted children, but were generally not as exuberant about them as the women, so it was the “daughters” who would call Leah happy.
Gen 30:14
“In the days of wheat harvest.” This would typically be May and June.
“mandrakes.” The mandrake plant has large leaves that spring from the root, so there really is no stalk per se, and the mandrake plant has violet flowers and yellow fruit that is about the size of a tomato. The Hebrew word translated as “mandrakes” is very close to the word “love,” such that even today the fruit is popularly called a “love apple.” Everett Fox[footnoteRef:124] refers to them as “love-apples” in his translation, and the Amplifed Version puts “love apples” in brackets after “mandrakes.” The CEB reads “erotic herbs” instead of “mandrakes.” However, there is no known scientific connection between eating mandrakes and getting pregnant. [124:  Everett Fox, The Schocken Bible.] 

Gen 30:18
“Issachar.” The root of Issachar is the same as the word “reward” (or “hire”) in the verse. Thus Issachar means something like “man of hire,” or “man who is my reward.”
Gen 30:20
“will honor me.” The English versions differ, and usually vary between “live with me” or “honor me” (or “exalt me”). The difference is due to a difference in the Hebrew root word, some scholars choosing one and some the other.
“Zebulun.” In the context, the name Zebulun seems to be related to honor, exaltation.
Gen 30:22
“Then God remembered Rachel.” The verb “remembered” here has the meaning of show favor to (see commentary on Luke 23:42).
Gen 30:24
“Joseph.” The name “Joseph” is related to the Hebrew word for “add.”
“May Yahweh add another son to me.” In naming Joseph, Rachel prays that God would add another son to her. In that sense, Joseph’s name is almost a prayer.
Gen 30:27
“If I have found favor in your eyes…for I have learned.” This is the figure of speech aposiopesis (sudden silence).[footnoteRef:125] The figure occurs when the full sentence is not expressed for some reason. In this case, had Laban fully expressed his desire, he would have said, “If I have found favor in your eyes, keep working for me, for I have learned by divination….” However, Laban did not want to be so bold as to ask Jacob directly to keep working for him, so he implied it by the sudden silence. The figure aposiopesis is often employed effectively by parents who are trying to control their unruly children. A mother might say through the door to her unruly child, “Don’t make me come in there…!” She is implying “Don’t make me come in there or you will be punished” in some unstated way. [125:  Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 151-54, “aposiopesis.”] 

“learned by divination.” The Bible does not tell us what kind of divination Laban used, but in this case, it seems clear that God used it to convince Laban that He had blessed Jacob.
Gen 30:30
“increased.” It is hard to capture the forceful nuance of the Hebrew word, which means “to break out.” It is not just that Laban’s wealth had increased, it had “broken out” into abundance. Laban was now very wealthy.
“wherever I turned.” The Hebrew is idiomatic, more literally, “according to my foot.” We might render it, “wherever I stepped,” but “wherever I turned” is good too. Rotherham’s Emphasized Bible has “at my every step.” The NLT, which is more paraphrased, has “through everything I’ve done,” which catches the sense well.
Gen 30:33
“in the future.” The Hebrew is idiomatic: “in a day of tomorrow.”
“my wage that is in front of you.” Jacob’s “wage” was the flocks and herds that he culled because of their appearance, such as having spots. Laban could see the flocks and herds, so they were “in front of” him.
Gen 30:35
“he removed the male goats.” In the context, the “he” is Laban. Laban is interested in promoting his own wealth, not Jacob’s wealth, so he removes the spotted and dark animals and gives them to his sons to care for so that Jacob, who is caring for Laban’s flocks, will have little chance of producing spotted and dark sheep since he is only caring for the normal sheep.
“gave them into the hand of his sons.” This is idiomatic. He gave the animals to be under the authority of his sons. Jacob’s sons would have been on the verge of being too young to care for the sheep by themselves. Jacob’s oldest at this time was likely only 13.
Gen 30:37
“oriental plane tree.” A tree that grows in wet or swampy places, whose bark is easily peeled.
Gen 30:38
“And they bred when they came to drink.” It is possible that there was something in the wood that caused the sheep and goats to be more sexually active.
Gen 30:39
“the flocks gave birth.” The Hebrew word “flocks” is feminine here.
Gen 30:40
“set them in the direction of the streaked.” Jacob set his flock apart in the direction of Laban’s flock. The Hebrew is idiomatic, and reads that Jacob “put the faces of the flocks toward” Laban’s flocks.
Gen 30:41
“in order that they would conceive by the branches.” Although the common understanding of this verse is that the flocks conceived “by” or “nearby” the rods, The Complete Jewish Bible has “Jacob would place the rods in the troughs, before the eyes of the animals, [in order] to bring them into heat by [means of] the rods” (brackets theirs).[footnoteRef:126] It is believed by some that Jacob knew that there were chemicals in the plants that would speed up conception and increase his chances of building his own flocks and herds. That has never been proven scientifically, but it is a possible meaning of the Hebrew text. [126:  The Complete Jewish Bible, https://www.chabad.org/library/bible_cdo/aid/8225, accessed 11-22-2023.] 

Gen 30:42
“an animal of the flock or herd.” The Hebrew text only has one word, basically equivalent to “flock,” so “herd” is in italics. Just having “flock” in the REV might cause a problem because in the understanding of the ancient Hebrews, the flock animals included sheep and goats, whereas in modern English we refer to a group of sheep as a “flock” and a group of goats as a “herd.” Having “flock or herd” in the text helps the reader understand the situation. Jacob was caring for sheep and goats.
“was feeble.” The Hebrew word translated in the REV as “feeble” can also refer to being slow or delayed. Thus, the Complete Jewish Bible reads, “But if the animals would delay, he would not place them, so that the ones that delayed were Laban’s, and the ones that bore their first became Jacob’s.”[footnoteRef:127] In either case, the idea was that the feeble or slow normal-colored sheep would not breed while the stronger ones bred quickly, so over time Laban’s flock became more and more feeble, while Jacobs became stronger and stronger. Furthermore, Rabbi Rashi comments: “But if…would delay: Heb. וּבְהַעִטִיף, a term denoting delay, as the Targum renders וּבְלַקְשׁוּת, but Menachem (Machbereth Menachem p. 132) associated it with (Isa. 3:22): ‘the tunics and the wraps (וְהַמַּעִטָפוֹת),’ a term denoting a wrap, meaning that they enwrapped themselves in their skin and their wool, and they did not desire to come into heat through the males.”[footnoteRef:128] [127:  The Complete Jewish Bible, https://www.chabad.org/library/bible_cdo/aid/8225, accessed 11-22-2023.]  [128:  The Complete Jewish Bible, https://www.chabad.org/library/bible_cdo/aid/8225/showrashi/true, accessed 11-22-2023.] 

 
Genesis Chapter 31
Gen 31:1
“Jacob has taken away all that was our father’s.” This is an exaggeration. When people are upset they typically exaggerate, as Laban’s sons do here. The Bible accurately shows how people act in stressful situations. However, in this case, the exaggeration was an accusation against Jacob, and believers must be careful when they are upset not to falsely accuse other people. False accusations are sin, and often are breaking the 9th commandment (Exod. 20:16).
Gen 31:2
“his attitude toward him had changed.” This is more idiomatic in Hebrew, that Laban’s face “was not toward him as before.”
Gen 31:3
“relatives.” The Hebrew word can also refer to a place, usually your birthplace or where your relatives live (cf. JPS, NAB, NJB).
Gen 31:7
“and changed my wages ten times.” This is likely hyperbole, an exaggeration, although it is possibly literal. At this time, Jacob had worked for Laban for 20 years (Gen. 31:38, 41), so Laban could have changed Jacob’s wages ten times.
“but God didn’t allow him to hurt me.” Jacob likely meant this statement in several ways. Laban could have attacked Jacob or his young family and physically or mentally hurt them. Also, by changing Jacob’s wages, Laban tried to limit the size of Jacob’s flocks and herds. However, he was unsuccessful, and so did not end up hurting Jacob from a prosperity point of view.
Gen 31:10
“mated with.” The Hebrew is literally, “went up on” the flock.
Gen 31:12
“that mate with the flock.” The Hebrew is more literally, “all the he-goats that are going up on the flock,” referring to mating.
Gen 31:13
“I am the God of Bethel.” Genesis 31:11 tells us that this was an angel speaking, so this is likely the Jewish custom of agency, where the agent, the angel, is speaking as if he were God.
“where you anointed a standing-stone.” Jacob set up and anointed a standing-stone to commemorate the place where God appeared to Jacob in a dream (Gen. 28:18).
[For more on standing-stones, see commentary on Gen. 28:18.]
Gen 31:14
“Is there any portion or inheritance left to us in our father’s house?” This is a rhetorical question, with the answer being “No,” as we see in the next verse, Genesis 31:15.
Gen 31:15
“For he has sold us.” Laban did in fact “sell” his daughters for Jacob’s 14 years of service, but that was not their complaint. Victor Hamilton explains: “Their complaint that Laban sold them and devoured what was due them indicates that in early Israelite society, the father enjoyed the fruits of the bride price only for a while. The money, in whole or in part, was to revert to the daughter at the time of succession, or if she were impoverished by her husband’s death. Laban’s sons have displaced Laban’s daughters. Financially, they were abandoned. Because Jacob paid for his wives with service instead of money, they feel they are entitled to the equivalent of his service in money.”[footnoteRef:129] [129:  Victor Hamilton, The Book of Genesis: Chapters 18-50 [NICOT], 289.] 

“our money.” This refers to the bride price. In the 20 years that the women were married to Jacob, their father Laban alienated his daughters by his selfishness.
Gen 31:16
“God has taken away.” “Taken away” is the same verb as in Genesis 31:9.
Gen 31:17
“his sons.” The phrase “his sons” is used generically here for all his children, including his daughter Dinah.
Gen 31:19
“Rachel stole.” Rachel was a beautiful woman in appearance (Gen. 29:17), but her heart was dark, which shows up in several places. Proverbs 11:22 well applies to Rachel: Like a gold ring in a pig’s snout, so too is a beautiful woman who turns aside from good judgment. The idea in Rabbi Rashi’s commentary, that Rachel wanted to separate her father from idolatry doesn’t ring true.[footnoteRef:130] Since Laban was an idolator, he would simply replace the teraphim. [130:  The Complete Jewish Bible, https://www.chabad.org/library/bible_cdo/aid/8226/showrashi/true, accessed 11-22-2023.] 

“teraphim.” Teraphim were household gods. There is some evidence they were connected with dead relatives, and also that they had something to do with the authority in the house. It has been suggested that Rachel stole them to take authority from Laban and transfer it to her husband Jacob, but there is no solid proof of that, she might well have stolen them because she used them for some kind of divination. Teraphim were used in divination, which makes sense if they somehow represented dead ancestors, because then asking of a teraphim would be like asking a dead relative (cf. 1 Sam. 15:23; Ezek. 21:21; Zech. 10:2). Teraphim were idol gods, and as such, they were an abomination to God. Josiah got rid of them in Judah in accordance with the Law (2 Kings 23:24).
Believers need to recognize that trying to get information from idols or occult practices is a lose-lose situation. When idols are consulted or divination is used, it is not God who answers the person; it is demons. If the demons think they can get away with giving evil and harmful advice, they do, and cause trouble for those who ask for answers from them (cf. Zech. 10:2). On the other hand, if the demons give good advice, then people trust them and are pulled deeper into idolatry and disobedience to God, which always has bad consequences.
“stole.” Stealing now becomes a keyword in the rest of the chapter, occurring seven times in the chapter.
Gen 31:20
“concealed” The Hebrew is idiomatic, and reads, “Jacob stole the heart of Laban.” The meaning of the idiom is debated. Suggestions include “concealed” (REV, CJB);[footnoteRef:131] “stole away unawares” (ASV, KJV, Rotherham; cf. BBE, NKJV); “deceived” (CEB, CSB, NASB); “outwitted” (CJB, NJB, NLT); “would not confess” (Douay-Rheims); “tricked” (ESV); “kept Laban in the dark” (JPS); “hoodwinked” (NAB). In biblical culture, the heart was thought to be related to knowledge, so that Jacob stole the heart of Laban likely means that he did something that Laban did not know about, which supports the translations such as the REV, ASV, KJV, and JPS. While it is true that Jacob tricked Laban, that is likely not the primary meaning of the text. [131:  The Complete Jewish Bible, https://www.chabad.org/library/bible_cdo/aid/8226, accessed 11-22-2023.] 

“flee.” The word “flee” would be too strong for the circumstances if Laban had just cheerfully allowed Jacob to leave with his wives, children, and belongings, but that is unlikely. Laban was so selfish that he would have made it very hard for Jacob to leave, and even after Jacob was on the road, Laban would not have been as kind to Jacob as he was if God had not personally intervened and warned Laban to not harm Jacob.
Gen 31:21
“crossed over the River.” This is the north-western area of the Euphrates River.
“hill country of Gilead.” Gilead is slightly southeast of the Sea of Galilee, in the Transjordan. This is a similar route to the one that Abraham took years before when he left the area of Padan Aram and traveled into Israel.
Gen 31:22
“on the third day.” It likely took a day to realize that Jacob had actually left, and a couple days to reach Laban with the news.
Gen 31:23
“a seven days’ journey.” Many scholars have noted that the seven days is almost certainly not literal, but perhaps a number that reflects completeness: the full journey up to that time. If Laban made the journey to Jacob in seven days, then Jacob had been traveling for that seven-day period plus his three-day head start, for a total of ten days. But the journey from Padan-Aram to Gilead would have been close to 400 miles, and perhaps even longer, depending on where in Gilead he was. But in order to cover that distance, Jacob would have had to have averaged traveling about 40 miles a day with his wives, concubines, young children, servants, and flocks and herds, which would have been impossible. Armed nomads on camels barely make 50 miles a day, and that from hard riding. So, asking flocks and herds to make 40 miles a day would almost certainly be impossible.
Gen 31:24
“a dream at night.” The Hebrew is literally, “a dream of the night.” So this was not a vision, it was a revelation dream.
“from good to evil.” The Hebrew text means that God told Laban not to threaten Jacob with any harm. Although many English versions have the phrase, “either good or bad,” that would mean that God was forbidding Laban from speaking to Jacob at all, which is not what happened. The Hebrew is idiomatic and meant that Laban was not to threaten Jacob. Victor Hamilton writes: “That Laban is forbidden from threatening Jacob with any harm (lit., ‘lest you speak with Jacob from good unto evil’) does not mean that Laban is not allowed to speak ‘any word at all’ against Jacob. Silence is not imposed on him.”[footnoteRef:132] Young’s Literal Translation of the Bible reads, “Take heed to thyself lest thou speak with Jacob from good unto evil. [132:  Victor P. Hamilton, The Book of Genesis: Chapters 18-50 [NICOT], 299.] 

Gen 31:25
“nailed down his tent.” Jacob and Laban “nailed” down their tents. The Hebrew word translated as “nailed” is taqa (#08628 תָּקַ֤ע) and it is not the normal word used for pitching a tent. The word taqa is commonly used of blowing a trumpet (as in war), supposedly because the sudden blast on the horn was somewhat like the sudden hit of a mallet on the tent peg. The Hebrew word is also used for “driving” a tent peg into the ground or thrusting someone through with a sword or weapon. So interestingly, a Hebrew word associated with battle and fighting is used here of both Jacob and Laban, who were at odds with one another and “thrust” their tent pegs into the ground. Nahum Sarna writes, “...the choice of this unusual verb here is intended to convey something of the hostile atmosphere that pervades the scene.”[footnoteRef:133] [133:  Nahum Sarna, The JPS Torah Commentary: Genesis, 217.] 

Gen 31:26
“concealed your plan.” This is the same Hebrew idiom as we find in Genesis 31:20 (see commentary on Gen. 31:20).
“carried away my daughters.” Note that Laban refers to Leah and Rachel as “my daughters” and not “your [Jacob’s] wives.” They were Laban’s daughters, but they were now Jacob’s wives.
“captives taken by the sword?” The Hebrew text is more literally, “captives of the sword,” which means “captives taken by the sword,” which would generally refer to captives taken in war. For Laban to use the vocabulary that Jacob “carried away,” “my daughters,” and “captives of the sword” strongly indicates that Laban did not consider that Leah and Rachel left with Jacob willingly, and even more than willingly, they wanted to leave. Laban was focused on himself, as usual, and did not consider that his daughters actually wanted to go with Jacob, which is why he likely would have harmed Jacob if God had not intervened in a dream and told Laban not to harm Jacob.
Gen 31:27
“conceal it.” The Hebrew is more literally, “stole me.” This is slightly different from Genesis 31:20, 26, where the text is “stole my heart” (see commentary on Genesis 31:20).
“so that I could have sent you away with joy and with songs, with tambourine and with harp.” Laban makes it sound like he would have joyfully sent Jacob back home to Israel, but actually, that was very unlikely. Laban was selfish and self-centered and would likely have put up a huge fuss about them leaving, and in fact, might have prevented it altogether. Jacob realized this and said his piece about how Laban would have really sent him away (Gen. 31:42).
Gen 31:28
“grandchildren.” The Hebrew text is “sons,” but “sons” can be used generically of “children,” which would be the case here because Leah had a daughter Dinah.
Gen 31:29
“the God of your father.” The word “your” is plural in Hebrew, so Laban knows that Yahweh is more than just Jacob’s God, but the God of his children as well.
Gen 31:30
“went, yes, went...longed, yes, longed.” Laban employs the figure of speech polyptoton, in which a Hebrew word is repeated twice, for emphasis (see commentary on Gen. 2:16).
Gen 31:31
“for I thought.” The Hebrew word “thought” is literally “said,” but it is used of saying to oneself, or thinking. The phrase “said to myself” could have been used as well.
Gen 31:32
“he will not live.” This is likely generic for both men and women rather than Jacob thinking that the women were above suspicion.
Gen 31:33
“Laban went into Jacob’s tent.” This was a huge insult and indicated that Laban actually thought that Jacob could have been the one to steal his teraphim. No wonder Jacob was upset with Laban when the teraphim were not found.
“into Leah’s tent…and entered Rachel’s tent.” In the biblical culture, when a man had more than one wife, each woman had her own tent. The idea that the man would have both women in bed with him is erroneous. Furthermore, as the women had children, they would identify with their birth mother rather than think of themselves as “one big happy family.”
Gen 31:34
“teraphim.” Teraphim were household gods (see commentary on Gen. 31:19).
“the camel’s saddle-cushion.” The Hebrew word conveys the meaning of something like a fluffy cushion, which well could have been used as the camel’s saddle to soften the ride.
“Laban felt around the whole tent.” The Hebrew has that Laban “felt” around the whole tent, which is likely true. There would be things to feel underneath.
Gen 31:35
“Let my lord not become angry.” The Hebrew is idiomatic: “Let it not be hot in the eyes of my Lord….”
“the way of women is upon me.” Rachel told her father that she was having her period and could not rise up. This may or may not be true. Rachel may have been lying, knowing she had to use desperate measures to keep the teraphim from being discovered. However, if Rachel was on her period, then sitting on the household gods would show great disrespect for them, even though it would have kept them from being discovered. It is unlikely that Rachel would have purposely disrespected the gods, after all, she seems to have stolen them because she believed in their helpful power.
Gen 31:36
“Then Jacob was angry and argued with Laban.” At this point, thinking he had been falsely accused, the twenty years of trickery, oppression, and hardship that Jacob had suffered at the hands of Laban came out with a vengeance. He spoke harshly with Laban, and then helped build a spiritual dividing wall that would keep them apart. He did not want any further association with Laban, and he didn’t have any. When they parted here in the hill country of Gilead, they never saw one another again.
“Jacob answered and said.” The phrase, “answered and said” is an idiom, but it has a literal overtone behind it. The phrase can be confusing because it is often used when no one asked a question, which is the situation here in Genesis 31:36. The person who “answered and said” may not have been answering a direct question from someone, but they were answering and addressing the situation that was presenting itself before them (see commentary on Matt. 11:25).
Gen 31:37
“that they may judge between the two of us.” The Hebrew word translated as “judge” usually means “decide,” but in this context, the meaning “judge” is justified. Although it won’t happen, Jacob is calling for a tribunal of the relatives that they may judge and decide who is the real thief, and who has stolen from whom. For example, in Genesis 31:39, Jacob bore the loss of animals that were killed by predators, even though that was against Eastern custom.
Gen 31:38
“Your ewes.” The Hebrew is “your rachels,” because “rachel” refers to a young female sheep. Was Jacob purposely using “rachel” to make a point with Laban?
“miscarried.” The Hebrew is literally, “cast their young.”
“I haven’t eaten the rams of your flocks.” Since one ram could impregnate a lot of sheep, it was quite common to eat a ram once in a while. Jacob could have done that and still preserved the flock, but he did not even do that.
Gen 31:39
“What was torn by wild animals, I didn’t bring to you.” Usually, as long as a shepherd could prove he did not sell or eat the animal, the owner of the flock would absorb the cost (see commentary on Amos 3:12).
“stolen.” The same Hebrew word as in “You must not steal.” This is likely referring to animals stolen by people.
Gen 31:40
“parching heat.” The Hebrew word can mean “heat” or “drought.” In both, the shepherd usually did not get enough to drink and endured thirst. English versions differ in their translations, each having some truth (e.g., “drought” (ASV, KJV, YLT); “heat” (CSB, ESV, JPS ); “dry heat” (CEB); “thirst” (CJB)).
“piercing cold.” The Hebrew word can mean “ice,” “frost,” or by extension, “cold.”
Gen 31:41
“you have changed my wages ten times.” Given the heated emotion of the moment, this may be a generalization. However, knowing how selfish Laban was, in the twenty years Jacob worked for Laban it is possible that it is a correct number or even an understatement.
Gen 31:42
“the Fear of Isaac.” One of the names of God. Also in Genesis 31:53.
“surely now you would have sent me away empty-handed.” This is the real situation: Laban would have sent Jacob away empty-handed, not with all the joy and festivities that Laban portrayed (Gen. 31:27).
Gen 31:43
“The daughters are my daughters, the children are my children, the flocks are my flocks, and all that you see is mine.” This statement reveals the dark and selfish heart of Laban very clearly. The statement is a lie and a total misrepresentation of the facts. The daughters were Jacob’s wives whom he had worked for, the children were Jacob’s children, and flocks and other things were Jacob’s that he had worked very hard for.
“And what can I do this day for these my daughters.” Exactly what Laban means is unclear. But that would not be unusual in this context. Laban was so caught up in exaggeration and lies that he himself might not have known exactly what he was trying to say.
As it is translated in the REV and some other versions, it may mean that Laban thinks he is now so poor he cannot bless his family in a way he would want to. Or, he may be saying, as in the CEB, “But what can I do now about my daughters and about their sons?” In that case, he may be saying that he thinks Jacob has stolen everything, but he cannot do anything about it now. Exactly what Laban was thinking in that dark heart of his is not exactly expressed. The confusion in the wording reflects the confusion in Laban’s heart.
Gen 31:45
“set it up as a standing-stone.” In this case, Jacob set up the standing-stone to be a witness to the agreement that he had made with Laban. This is the second standing-stone that Jacob erected. His first was a small one at Bethel (Gen. 28:18.) This second one was when he made a covenant with Laban (Gen. 31:45). His third one is again in Bethel (Gen. 35:14). He erected a fourth standing-stone over Rachel’s grave (Gen. 35:20).
[For more on standing-stones, see commentary on Gen. 28:18.]
Gen 31:46
“And Jacob said to his relatives.” Although the Bible does not specify who these “relatives” (literally, “brothers”) are, it is almost certain that they included people who Laban brought with him. This may be why in Genesis 31:51 Laban claimed that he was the one who built the heap of stones. Heaps of stones were sometimes used as witnesses to some event (e.g. Josh. 4:7; 24:27).
Gen 31:47
“Jegar-sahadutha.” This is Aramaic. This is the only Aramaic in the Pentateuch. Both the Aramaic and Hebrew mean something like “Witness heap.”
Gen 31:48
“Gal-ed.” It is most likely that the whole area was named after this: Gilead.
Gen 31:49
“Mizpah.” The Hebrew word refers to a lookout spot; a high place from which people could see quite far. It can refer to a man-made watchtower, although often a mizpeh is not man-made. The reason the place was called “mizpah” was that Laban and Jacob would “watch” for one another and make sure neither crossed over into the other person’s territory.
“Yahweh watch between me and you.” Laban and Jacob did not trust each other, so they stated that Yahweh would keep watch between them such that they would not harm each other (cf. Gen. 31:52). In an ironic misuse of the sentence, “Yahweh watch between me and you, when we are out of sight of each other,” modern Christians have engraved that line onto a piece of jewelry that one person would give to a friend to symbolize their friendship—that when they were absent from one another God would watch over them. But in its proper context and as it was spoken by Laban, the sentence is a curse, saying that Yahweh will keep watch and avenge any harm that one party does to the other. That Laban and Jacob were not to cross over the boundary established by the standing-stone and the heap of stones with harmful intent is made quite clear in Genesis 31:52.
Gen 31:50
“or if you take wives besides my daughters…!” Laban does not complete his threat, which lets the imagination of the listeners run. It is common in emotional situations to not complete a sentence, and is grammatically a figure of speech called aposiopesis in Greek, and reticentia in Latin.[footnoteRef:134] [134:  E. W. Bullinger, Figures of Speech Used in the Bible, 151, “aposiopesis.”] 

[For more on aposiopesis, see commentary on Luke 19:42.]
Gen 31:51
“the standing-stone.” This standing-stone was a witness to the covenant that Jacob and Laban had made together (Gen. 31:44).
[For more on standing-stones, see commentary on Gen. 28:18.]
“cast up.” The Hebrew uses a word for “throw,” which seems unusual. Laban once again shows his selfishness by claiming “this heap and the standing stone that I have cast up.” Jacob set up the standing stone, and had the idea for the heap of stones (Gen. 31:45-46). Victor Hamilton writes that Laban, “falsely claims for himself (as in v. 43a) what is Jacob’s.”[footnoteRef:135] [135:  Victor P. Hamilton, The Book of Genesis, Chapters 18-50 [NICOT], 315.] 

Gen 31:52
“standing-stone.” For more on standing-stones, see commentary on Genesis 28:18.
Gen 31:53
“May the God of Abraham and the God of Nahor, the God of their father.” There are at least two different “gods” here in Genesis 31:53. The verb “judge” is plural, so Laban is asking that the god of Abraham, and also the god of Nahor and Terah—so there are two different “gods”—to judge (plural) between Laban and Jacob. Terah was an idolator (Josh. 24:2, 15), and from this verse, it seems that Terah and his son Nahor worshiped the same pagan god. Thus it is logical that Nahor’s son Laban worshiped that same god too. We know that Laban was a polytheist; for example, he considered his teraphim to be gods (Gen. 31:30). Although the Bible does not name the gods that Terah, Nahor and Laban worshiped, at the time they lived and in the area they lived, Nannar (Semitic: “Sin”), the moon god, was the principal deity, so it seems very likely that he would have been at least one of the gods that Terah, Nahor, and Laban, worshiped.
“the God of their father.” The father of Abraham and Nahor was Terah (Gen. 11:27). The genealogy is Terah, then his son Nahor (a brother of Abraham), then Nahor’s son Laban.
“judge between us.” As the dealings of Laban and Jacob draw to a close, Laban intensifies his desires. In Genesis 31:44 and 48, the stones were a “witness” of the statements and covenant that Laban and Jacob made, and God was to keep watch between them. But now Laban, who believes he is in the right, states, “may” the gods “judge” the situation.
“Then Jacob swore by the Fear of his father Isaac.” While Laban swore by the unnamed gods of Terah and Nahor, Jacob swore by the “Fear of Isaac,” which was Yahweh. We now say that “The Fear of Isaac” is one of the many designations for Yahweh (cf. Gen. 31:42).
Gen 31:54
“and called his relatives to eat bread.” This would include Laban and the people with him. Generally, part of a covenant was eating a meal together. Laban is there with the whole family in the next verse, Genesis 31:55.
Gen 31:55
“and kissed his grandchildren and his daughters.” The Hebrew is literally, “kissed his sons and his daughters,” but biblical Hebrew has no word for “grandson,” and the word “son” is sometimes used generically for “children” (as in “the children of Israel,” which is literally “the sons of Israel”). Laban kissed his grandchildren, the children of Jacob, and he kissed Leah and Rachel, his daughters.
 
Genesis Chapter 32
Gen 32:1
“angels.” Angels are the “messengers” of God, and the Hebrew word translated as “angel” is also translated as “messenger,” as we see in Genesis 32:3 when Jacob sent out “messengers.” The Hebrew word is the same in Genesis 32:1 and 32:3, but the translation is different to fit the context. These were angels, not just human messengers.
Gen 32:2
“This is God’s camp.” This is a wonderful example of how God can work to comfort us in difficult times. Meeting the angels should have been very comforting to Jacob, who was already on edge about meeting Esau. God had told Jacob to return to the land of Israel (Gen. 31:3, 13), and then God sends a band of angels to show Jacob that He was with him and protecting him. But even after being told by God to go back to the land and even meeting God’s army, Jacob was afraid when he heard Esau was coming with 400 men (Gen. 32:6-7).
“Mahanaim.” Mahanaim means “two camps,” or “double camp.” Many geographical words have a dual form, and Jacob refers to it as “this,” a singular. Although the reason for the name is not specifically explained, it can be surmised. Jacob and his people had just left Laban and his people, and the two groups, who met up with each other in the hill country of Gilead (Gen. 31:25), were two hostile camps. He then moved deeper into Israel and met a band of angels, at which point he exclaimed that he must be at the camp of God, the place where God’s army camps, and he named the place “Two Camps” because there was the angels’ camp and his camp.
Gen 32:3
“territory.” The Hebrew actually reads “field.” In English in this kind of context, “country” refers to a political entity, but that is not its meaning here.
“to Esau his brother in the land of Seir.” From where Jacob was, north of the Jabbok River, to the territory of Edom was a long way, about 90 miles, depending on where in Edom the messengers were headed.
Gen 32:5
“in order to find favor in your eyes.” This is a peaceful gesture. Jacob is indicating that he is coming in love, not to pick a fight.
Gen 32:6
“The messengers returned.” There would have been a passage of quite a few days for Jacob’s messengers to get to Esau and then return, a total distance of likely 180 miles or so. We can assume that more than a week had passed, and perhaps close to two weeks.
“and there are 400 men with him.” This would have been a round number, not an exact one. Many years later, David took “400 men” to avenge the wrong done to him by Nabal (1 Sam. 25:13).
Gen 32:7
“distressed.” The word can mean “pressed.” The CEB translation reads, “felt trapped.” We can see how Jacob felt trapped from both sides. He could not retreat to the north back to Laban, and he did not know what would happen when Esau showed up from the south.
“flocks.” Likely “flocks” of sheep and goats.
Gen 32:9
“And Jacob said, “God of my father Abraham.” This prayer of Jacob in Genesis 32:9-12 shows a huge shift in the heart of Jacob, and tremendous growth from the Jacob of earlier records. It is a model prayer in very many ways. It is honest, humble, simple, and straightforward. It recognizes God’s faithfulness to Jacob’s ancestors, shows Jacob’s acknowledgment of God’s promises, and demonstrates a deep humility that Jacob only has what he has because of God’s blessing. Jacob’s prayer also contains a bold and desperate request—that he be delivered from his brother Esau—but not just for himself, as a younger Jacob might have asked, but for his wives and children as well.
The prayer is also based upon God’s covenant promise about Jacob’s seed multiplying as the sand in the sea for multitude. Although when God talked to Jacob, He had said “the dust of the earth” (Gen. 28:14), in this prayer Jacob goes back to covenant roots that are based in Abraham (Gen. 22:17), showing that Abraham had passed the promises of God down to his offspring.
Did it take being afraid for his life and the lives of his family to congeal in Jacob’s heart that he needed God, could not succeed without God, and would succeed only with God? Many soldiers testify that it was only when they thought they were going to die in battle that they got serious about God, and that is certainly the source of the saying, “There are no atheists in foxholes.” That certainly may be the case with Jacob. However, we must not discount that it is more likely that Jacob had been maturing in his heart for years. The threat of death may have congealed Jacob’s trust in God, but the foundation of his relationship with God had been building over the years. However, God, in His grace, did not allow this newly formed sincerity in Jacob to exist without burning it into Jacob’s life. God sent an angel whose interaction with Jacob no doubt left a deep and life-long impression—even if that impression was helped along by Jacob’s newly caused limp.
One sure thing we can learn from this prayer is that a powerful prayer is one that is bold and honest, and spoken from the heart. Long, flowery prayers may seem impressive, but bold and honest prayers touch God’s heart.
“and I will do good things for you.” The Hebrew text is causative, more like, “I will cause good things to happen for you.”
Gen 32:10
“faithfulness.” The Hebrew is in the plural, but it is the plural that reflects essence, and should be translated as a singular, as in the REV. Here, “faithfulness” is the translation of chesed (#02617 חֶסֶד), which is often understood to mean “covenant faithfulness.” It is usually “faithfulness” that is based on a covenant or mutual understanding about something.
“steadfastness.” The Hebrew word translated as “steadfastness” is emeth (#0571 אֱמֶת), which more often has the meaning of “truth,” but in many contexts, it has the meaning of faithfulness, steadfastness, or even covenant loyalty.
“faithfulness and all the steadfastness.” The English versions differ greatly as to how the two Hebrew words should be translated in this context. The differences in the versions in part reflect the wide semantic range that the Hebrew words have. Examples include “lovingkindness, truth” (ASV); “loyal, truthful” (CEB); “kindness, faithfulness” (CSB, NAB, NIV); “steadfast love, faithfulness” (ESV, NRSV). “mercies, truth” (KJV); “lovingkindness, faithfulness” (NASB).
Gen 32:12
“But you yourself said.” Here Jacob uses what God said as a basis to get what he is praying for.
“good...yes, good.” The Hebrew text has the figure of speech polyptoton (see REV commentary on Gen. 2:16).
Gen 32:15
“their calves.” The Hebrew reads “with their sons,” but in this context “sons” would refer to both male and female calves. The young offspring of a camel is referred to as a “calf,” just as with cows.
Gen 32:16
“each herd by itself.” The word “herd” is being used in a general sense here because the groups of animals are mixed, so neither “flock” nor “herd” is a perfect description. Some English versions use “drove” but that is not a perfect fit either.
“Cross over.” This is a key to where Jacob was, which was on the north side of the Jabbok River gorge, which is a little over halfway down between the Sea of Galilee and the Dead Sea on the east side of the Jordan River (cf. Gen. 32:23). Thus he told the people with him to “cross over” the Jabbok River ahead of him.
“put a space between herd and herd.” An examination of the text seems to show that Jacob made a total of three groups. The first contained the animals and his two concubines, then the second group had Leah, and the last group had Rachel (Gen. 33:1-2).
Gen 32:17
“To whom do you belong?” Esau would assume, and correctly in this case, that any group that was first in line to meet an approaching band of men would be servants and slaves, so they “belonged” (or, “were connected to”) to some lord or master.
“To whom do these herds ahead of you belong?” This would be referring to the animals, which would have been being driven ahead of the first group of people but would belong to Jacob.
Gen 32:18
“He himself is behind us.’” Even the servants in the first group were to let Esau know that Jacob was close behind them.
Gen 32:19
“This is how you are to speak to Esau.” The Hebrew is more literally, “According to this word are you to speak to Esau.”
“when you come upon him.” The Hebrew is more literally, “when you find him,” but that is idiomatic. The groups would meet Esau, they would not “find” him.
Gen 32:20
“I will appease him.” Jacob anticipates that the presents he is sending to Esau will change Esau’s angry face into a peaceful face. The intimacy and idiomatic language in this section is meant to grab our attention. The word “face” occurs four times in the verse. More literally it says, “I will cover [the anger of] his face with the present that goes ahead of my face; and afterward, I will see his face. Perhaps he will lift up my face.” Furthermore, the use of “face” continues in the context and occurs in Genesis 32:21 and 32:30, and Jacob’s name for the spot, “Peniel,” means “face of God.”
“that goes ahead of me.” This is idiomatic. It is more literally “that goes ahead of my face.” The use of “face” was common in the culture as we see here in Genesis 32:20, where, in this verse alone, in the Hebrew text the word “face” occurs four times.
“accept me.” “The Hebrew is an idiom, “lift up my face.” To lift up someone’s face was to accept them: the person was downcast or bowed down in your presence, and by lifting up the face the person knew they were accepted.
Gen 32:22
“two female slaves.” This refers to Bilhah, Rachel’s slave girl who she gave to Jacob to have children (Gen. 30:1-8), and Zilpah, Leah’s slave girl who she gave to Jacob to have children (Gen. 30:9-12). The two slave girls had four of Jacob’s 12 sons.
“and crossed over the ford of the Jabbok.” The text is not completely clear about Jacob’s crossing the Jabbok. Here in Genesis 32:22, it seems Jacob crossed over with his wives and children, while in Genesis 32:24, “Jacob was left alone.” It does seem that Jacob did cross the Jabbok, but then sent his family on ahead of him, although why he would do that is unclear. In any case, Jacob was alone when an angel showed up and wrestled with him.
Gen 32:23
“stream.” This is not the normal word for river. “Stream” is a good translation here, especially when we know the actual geography of the place.
“and brought across whatever he had.” It seems that Jacob was going back and forth over the stream, going first with one group and then taking another across.
Gen 32:24
“a man.” We learn from Hosea 12:4 that the “man” was an angel.
“wrestled with him.” The angel “wrestled” with Jacob. This wrestling is not described in the text, but wrestling involves grabbing, holding, and tussling back and forth. The Hebrew word for “wrestle” has the same stem as “dust,” such that “wrestling” is “getting dusty,” and the fact that the angel asked Jacob to let him go (Gen. 32:26) indicates that Jacob and the angel had been physically wrestling.
“until the coming of dawn.” This is no doubt a literal statement; the daylight was beginning. However, statements about light and darkness sometimes involve a double entendre and indicate a mental or spiritual condition. For example, when Judas left the Last Supper to betray the Lord, the text says “and it was night” (John 13:30). While it was literally “night” when Judas left the Last Supper, the interjected phrase “it was night” seems to also include the idea that it was night in Judas’ soul and also “nighttime,” a time when evil is more prominent. Similarly, Genesis 32:24 seems to have a double meaning. While it is true that the day was dawning physically, a new light was dawning in Jacob; the “heel grabber” was now “Israel,” the one who would recognize and submit to God’s fighting on his behalf.
The angel wrestled with Jacob “until the coming of dawn.” Although the text is not precisely clear, it seems that the angel left Jacob in that dawn time when the sky was getting brighter but the sun had not risen yet, so it was still quite dark. It is almost like the angel did not want Jacob to be able to see him clearly.
Gen 32:25
“And when he saw that he did not prevail against him.” The commentators generally agree that “he (the angel) saw that he (the angel) did not prevail against him (Jacob). Exactly what is going on here is mysterious. Of course, an angel could defeat Jacob, so from God’s perspective this is some kind of symbolic battle.
“the socket of his hip.” In this battle, though the “man” could not seem to prevail against Jacob, at the same time he showed Jacob he could win the contest whenever he wanted. The word translated as “hip” is more literally “thigh” in Hebrew, but the “thigh” does not have a socket, the hip does. The socket of the thigh refers to the hip socket.
“was strained.” Although many versions say “dislocated,” that is not likely because then Jacob would not have been able to walk at all. The reading “strained” (JPS, TNK) or “wrenched” (NIV) is much more likely. It is extremely difficult to put a dislocated hip back in place, and it seems unlikely that Jacob could have done it.
Gen 32:26
“I won’t let you go unless you bless me.” This is not all there is to the story. Jacob was afraid for his life and the life of his family when this ordeal with the angel started, and now, faced with the opportunity to ask a favor of an angel of God, he “wept and sought his favor” (Hos. 12:4). Jacob stole the blessing from Esau, and now he wants one from this angel. That the angel blessed Jacob is a confirmation of the patriarchal blessing upon Jacob.
Gen 32:27
“And he said, “Jacob.” When Isaac asked Jacob who he was, Jacob lied (Gen. 27:18-24), but here when the angel asks for his name, Jacob tells the truth and says, “Jacob.”
Gen 32:28
“Israel.” The meaning of the Hebrew word is debated, and that is because the root of the word is debated. It can be more “rule” or more “strive.”
“because you have struggled with God and with men.” What the angel said was certainly true. Jacob had struggled through life, making many of his own decisions and forging his own way. He stole Esau’s blessing and had an uncomfortable relationship with Laban that had lasted twenty years. And Jacob did prevail. He was now wealthy and had two wives and eleven sons and a daughter.
Jacob had “struggled with God” in the way he lived his life, but now he would struggle with God in a more personal manner (see commentary on Gen. 32:30).
Gen 32:29
“Why is it that you ask for my name?” There was an ancient custom, preserved in folklore, that to know a person’s name was to have power over him. We all have a certain sense of this when a stranger calls us by name and we get an uneasy feeling and ask, “How did you know my name?” Jesus Christ has a name that no one knows but he himself (Rev. 19:12). This angel’s answer is somewhat similar to the angel’s answer in Judges 13:18.
“And he blessed him there.” This blessing must not be underrated. This is not just a “God bless you,” or a mere verbal statement that God was somehow pleased with Jacob. In this context, the blessing had meat and meaning. It meant that Jacob would now have God’s blessing on his life and he would be successful in what he did. And indeed, although Jacob’s life continued to have difficulties, he was blessed. He lived to a very old age and yet was survived by all 12 of his sons, and lived to see his family united and prospering in Egypt.
Gen 32:30
“Peniel.” The word means “face of God.”
“I have seen God face to face.” Jacob knew he had not literally seen “Yahweh,” the creator of the heavens and earth, but rather that he had seen a representative of Yahweh, in this case, an angel (Hos. 12:4). The angel was God’s representative, and so in the culture and language of the Bible, God’s representative could be referred to as “God.” This is the custom of the “author-agent” (see REV commentary on Matt. 8:5).
“and yet my life has been spared.” There was an ancient Near-Eastern custom that seeing God would kill a person, which is why Jacob said what he did (cf. Judg. 13:22).
Gen 32:31
“The sun rose on him.” This was literally true, but it is put in the text as an indication of the blessing of God on Jacob’s life. The sun shining upon a person generally indicated a state of blessing.
“as he crossed by Penuel.” Jacob had come to Mahanaim from the east. He had come south from Padam-aram and then turned west toward the Jordan River and he was south of the Jabbok River when he came to Mahanaim. So now he turns north, following the geography and easy route, and crosses the Jabbok River from south to north, and then heads east to Succoth.[footnoteRef:136] [136:  Adrian Curtis, Oxford Bible Atlas, 72. Also, Bill Schlegel, Satellite Bible Atlas, 25.] 

Penuel is spelled differently in the Hebrew text of Genesis 32:30: Peniel, but the place is the same. The name of the place is also “Penuel” later on in the text.
Gen 32:32
“the tendon of the thigh.” Jewish tradition identifies this with the sciatic nerve, but that may just be tradition.
 
Genesis Chapter 33
Gen 33:3
“He himself advanced in front of them.” Jacob had sent the groups ahead of him, but as he got close to Esau he moved ahead of his family.
“bowed down.” The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body and face to the earth. Interestingly, when Jacob stole Esau’s blessing, part of Isaac’s blessing was that Jacob’s mother’s sons would bow down to him (Gen. 27:29). But now Jacob bows down before Esau.
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
Gen 33:4
“hugged his neck.” The Hebrew text is idiomatic, more literally, “fell on his neck.” It means to hug the neck.
Gen 33:6
“the female slaves.” That is Bilhah and Zilphah.
Gen 33:7
“Joseph came near with Rachel.” At this point, before Benjamin was born, Rachel only had the one child, Joseph.
Gen 33:12
“begin our journey.” The Hebrew more literally is, “let us pull up [our tent stakes] and go,” (see the commentary on Gen. 12:9).
“and I will accompany you.” The Hebrew can also read, “and I will go ahead of you,” but Genesis 33:14 makes it clear that Esau had asked to go with Jacob, but Jacob wants Esau to go on ahead of him.
Gen 33:13
“My lord knows.” This is one of the many verses that show that the word “lord” was used as a title of respect for anyone who was superior to the person speaking.
“young.” Jacob’s children were young, the oldest likely being 12 or 13 at best. Jacob says the children are “soft,” “weak,” or “tender” but that was because they were quite young.
Gen 33:14
“livestock.” The Hebrew word can be used of livestock, but it normally refers to work or to objects. In this case, it likely refers to, or includes, the livestock who would then go at their own “pace.” The Hebrew word does not normally mean “livestock,” so the English versions differ as to how to translate it (e.g., “cattle” (ASV); “animals” (CEB); “herds” (NET); “flocks (NJB); “droves” (NIV84); “work” (YLT)).
“toward Seir.” The Hebrew reads “toward Seir” or “in the direction of Seir.” The Hebrew is not “in” Seir or “at Seir,” although many English versions read that way. Jacob never fully commits to going with Esau to Seir, but only with him “towards Seir.” It seems like in this case, that “Jacob,” that trickster, is here being more like the Jacob of old, and is purposely being unclear so that he does not have to go to Seir. Jacob was likely playing on Esau’s assumption that Jacob would come to Seir to be with him, but in fact, Jacob never went to Seir but went into Canaan proper, eventually going to Beer-sheba, many miles from Seir.
According to Obadiah 1:21, Seir will one day be ruled from Mount Zion.
Gen 33:15
“My lord has already been kind enough to me.” The Hebrew text is more literally, “Let me find favor in the eyes of my lord,” but that is too idiomatic to be clear in English. Jacob is refusing Esau’s request in a polite manner, and from the context, we see Esau respects Jacob’s request and leaves with his men.
Gen 33:17
“Sukkoth…shelters...Sukkoth.” The Hebrew word means “booth,” “shelters,” or “tabernacles,” and it occurs three times in the verse. When the text says that Jacob traveled to “Sukkoth,” the city had not yet been named that. It was named that because Jacob camped there. However, the record was written down after Jacob encamped there, so by the time the record was written, the name of the town was Sukkoth. So, when Moses penned Genesis long after Jacob lived, people knew the town as Sukkoth, so that is what Moses called it for his readers.
“and built himself a house.” The Hebrew word translated as “house” is bayit (#01004 בַּיִת), which means “house.” It is not the Hebrew word for “tent,” even though it seems that Jacob had been living in tents until that time. So, Genesis 33:17 either is some kind of metonymy or hyperbole for “tent,” or else Jacob spent some time there, enough time to build and live in a house. So this verse clearly indicates that Jacob stayed for some time in Sukkoth, but we don’t know how long.
Gen 33:18
“Jacob came safely.” The Hebrew word translated as “safely” is literally the adjective “peace.” Jacob had prayed to Yahweh and made a promise in Gen. 28:20-21: “And Jacob vowed a vow, saying, ‘If God will be with me and will watch over me in this way that I am going, and will give me bread to eat and clothing to wear, so that I come again to my father’s house in peace, then Yahweh will be my God….’” Jacob was good for his vow, and Yahweh was his God.
Gen 33:20
“erected an altar.” In this case, the Hebrew does not use the normal word for “built.” There is some evidence to show that when this Hebrew word is used in combination with “altar,” the altar was normally used as some kind of memorial or statement of faith; it was not used for sacrifice.
“El Elohe Israel.” This phrase could well be translated as “God, the God of Israel” or “The God of Israel is God” or, less likely, “The God of Israel is mighty.” Jacob had just recently been named “Israel,” and there was no nation of “Israel” yet, just some young sons of Jacob/Israel. So here in Genesis 33:20, “Israel” refers to Jacob’s name, and thus a way of understanding what Jacob said is, “God, the God of Jacob.”
 
Genesis Chapter 34
Gen 34:1
“the daughters of the land.” Women are often called “daughters,” whether they are young or old. Genesis 34:1 is not implying that Dinah only went out to see the young women. The women generally were found together, not in groups separated by age.
Gen 34:2
“and lay with her by force.” The Hebrew verb translated as “lay with her by force” is ꜥanah (#06031 עָנָה), and in this context, it means “to rape.”[footnoteRef:137] Shechem raped Dinah. However, afterward, he loved Dinah. That is unusual, because generally after a man rapes a woman he denigrates and rejects her. However, Shechem loved Dinah and made a diligent effort to marry her. Although the Hebrew verb does not have to mean “rape” and can mean to have sex in unfavorable circumstances, it is most unlikely that Dinah would have willingly had sex with Shechem without the permission and support of her family. Dinah’s brothers were furious at the circumstances and exacted revenge on the whole tribe of Shechem (Gen. 34:24-26). [137:  Cf. Koehler and Baumgartner, HALOT.] 

The circumstances of Dinah being raped are not disclosed in the Bible. Initially at least, Dinah would have been with other women. However, those women may have felt powerless to say or do anything against Shechem, the son of Hamor, the ruler of the land. In any case, we do not know the circumstances that led to Dinah being raped.
Gen 34:3
“was strongly attached.” The Hebrew verb indicates a strong attachment, and its meanings include “stick to, cling to, hold to.”[footnoteRef:138] This is very unusual in a rape situation. Usually, after a man rapes a woman he rejects her (cf. Amnon with Tamar; 2 Sam. 13:1-15), but that is not the case here. [138:  Cf. Koehler and Baumgartner, HALOT.] 

“and spoke tenderly.” The Hebrew text is idiomatic: he “spoke to the heart” of the young woman, meaning that he spoke tenderly and lovingly to her.
Gen 34:4
“girl.” Here in Genesis 34:4, when Shechem is speaking to his father, he calls Dinah a “girl,” a yaldah (#03207 יַלְדָּה). However, when he is speaking about Dinah to Jacob and his sons, he calls her a naꜥarah (#05291 נַעֲרָה, Gen. 34:12). Although yaldah and naꜥarah overlap in meaning and are sometimes used synonymously, it seems that here there is a difference because Shechem is the speaker both in Genesis 34:4 and 34:12, and he describes Dinah by these two different words. Technically, a yaldah (girl) is usually younger than a naꜥarah, a “young woman,” and thus the word naꜥarah carries more respect than yaldah, which would explain why Shechem referred to her as a naꜥarah when he was speaking to Jacob and his sons. However, the biblical text also refers to Dinah as a naꜥarah (Gen. 34:3), so she was certainly of marriageable age. Although we do not know her age when this event occurred, she could have been in her early teens because she was born after Leah had all six of her sons (Gen. 30:20-21), but almost certainly would have been born before Rachel gave birth to Joseph.
Gen 34:5
“his sons were with his livestock in the field.” The Hebrew text does not tell us how far away Jacob’s sons were. In this case, it seems like they were only a few miles away, but it could have been many miles. For example, in Genesis 37:12, when Jacob sent Joseph to check on his sons, Jacob thought they were in Shechem, some 50 miles from Hebron where Jacob was, but as it turned out, the sons were in Dothan, even further away than that. Although the text does not say so, it seems natural that Jacob sent a messenger to his sons, but the text would not have to tell us that because it would have been the natural thing for him to do.
Gen 34:7
“against Israel.” At this point in history, “Israel” was not even a nation, much less a land area, a country. “Israel” was the name the angel gave Jacob (Gen. 32:28). If the translation “in Israel” is correct, it is a historical anachronism, likely introduced when Moses wrote the Torah so that the idea was plain to the reader. However, it is possible that “Israel” here is being used as the name of Jacob, and Shechem had done something foolish “to Israel,” i.e., to Jacob, by lying with Israel’s daughter Dinah. Some English versions translate the text as “to Israel” (cf. AMP, EXB, NCV2005). or “against Israel’s family,” which would seem to be using “Israel” to refer to the man, Jacob (cf. GW, NLT).
Other translations read “against Israel” or something similar, which could be referring to “Israel” (Jacob) the man, or could be referring anachronistically to “Israel” as a confederation of all the tribes or to Israel as a nation (cf. CEB, CJB, CSB, NET(2nd ed), NJB, YLT).[footnoteRef:139] Thus it seems by translating the Hebrew as simply “against Israel,” the translations are not forcing a decision about whether “Israel” refers to the man or the nation. Furthermore, the man Jacob often embodied the idea of him and his children, the tribes of Israel. [139:  Andrew Steinmann, Genesis [TOTC], 323.] 

Gen 34:8
“Hamor spoke with them.” In the negotiations for a bride for Shechem, Hamor speaks first. This is according to custom. The marriages were arranged. Shechem would not speak first, and at no point did anyone ask Dinah what she thought. The negotiations are between Hamor and Jacob and his sons, and Shechem only speaks up after the negotiations have been started. Interestingly, at no point in the narrative does Hamor or his son Shechem admit to doing anything wrong, but culturally what Shechem did was very wrong.
“as a wife.” The translation “as a wife” is better than “as his wife” because as the grown son of a ruler, it was not only possible but likely that Shechem already had at least one wife. In that case, Shechem, like many rulers after him including David, was building his harem with women he was attracted to.
Gen 34:9
“Make marriage alliances.” The Hebrew word means more than just to marry, it generally refers to making an alliance by marriage. The NET text note reads: “This includes the idea of becoming allied by marriage.”
Gen 34:10
“and acquire possessions in it.” The Hebrew verb means “to grasp, to take hold of” and although some English versions read “get property,” the idea of the text seems to be much more inclusive than that. The “possessions” that Jacob and his sons would acquire would include land, livestock, and other possessions.
Gen 34:11
“ask.” The Hebrew word is actually “say,” thus, “whatever you say to me,” but in this context the better English is “ask.”
Gen 34:12
“the bride-price and the marriage-gift.” Although scholars differ on this point, there seem to be two gifts being offered by Hamor and Shechem: the “bride-price” and the “marriage gift.” It is difficult to determine exactly what these gifts were and who they were paid to, in part because the ancient evidence is scanty, but also because customs differed in different places and in different time periods. Generally speaking, the bride-price was fixed by custom, although in this case, it seems to be negotiable. That the groom paid a price for the bride is mentioned in Exodus 22:16 and 1 Sam. 18:25. The “marriage-gift” was an extra gift that was given to the bride’s family,[footnoteRef:140] although perhaps it was given to the bride herself.[footnoteRef:141] [140:  Nahum Sarna, The JPS Torah Commentary: Genesis, 235.]  [141:  H. C. Leupold, Exposition of Genesis, 903.] 

“whatever you ask.” In Hebrew, the “you” is plural, thus Shechem is speaking to Jacob and his sons, and is including them in the negotiations.
“the young woman.” See REV commentary on Genesis 34:4.
Gen 34:13
“The sons of Jacob answered Shechem and Hamor his father deceitfully.” The Bible does not explain why Jacob’s sons answered Hamor and Shechem deceitfully. Yes, Shechem had defiled their sister, Dinah, but unless they were already plotting a way to exact revenge, one might wonder why they just didn’t say that they were going to leave. An answer might be that Dinah appears to still have been with Shechem in the city of Shechem, and Jacob’s sons might have thought if they said they were taking Dinah and leaving that the Shechemites may not have let her go.
Interestingly, the deceitful talk seemed to be coming from both parties. Jacob’s sons were deceitful, but so were Hamor and Shechem. They fully intended that if Jacob and his family stayed in the area, eventually they would be absorbed into the city and local population, and all “their possessions and all their animals” would become the Shechemites’ (Gen. 34:23).
Gen 34:17
“then we will take our sister.” From this phrase we can assume that Dinah had never returned to Jacob’s family, and that is confirmed by Genesis 34:26.
Gen 34:19
“household.” The Hebrew is simply “house,” but in this context, it stands for “household.”
“he was the most respected of all the household of his father.” This phrase is likely included because he was able to influence the men of the city to become circumcised. We might well wonder, if Shechem forced himself upon Dinah and had sex with her, why was he the most respected person in his father’s household? It is possible that they did not really know him, but it is just as likely that, being Canaanites, none of the household was very godly.
Gen 34:20
“went to the gate of their city.” The gate of a city was the great meeting place for the people of the city and it was where the elders of the city sat and gave advice and judged the people (see the REV commentary on Ruth 4:11). At the ancient tell of Shechem, two gates have been discovered that are almost certainly from the Bronze Age, this time period. One of those would likely have been the gate where this gathering took place.
Gen 34:23
“Won’t their livestock and their possessions and all their animals become ours?” Hamor and Shechem thought that Jacob and his household would be absorbed into the Shechemites, so they were being deceitful just as Jacob’s sons were (see the REV commentary on Gen. 34:13).
Gen 34:24
“All who went out of the gate of his city.” This phrase is repeated at the beginning and end of the verse, and has a specialized meaning in this context. Every inhabitant of the city went out of the gate at one time or another, and that mixed crowd of men, women, and children was not who Hamor and Shechem had to convince, nor were they all circumcised.
In this context, “all who went out of the gate of the city” refers to the able-bodied men, especially those who were influential and those who would be able to go out of the city to fight an enemy. Some versions read “men” or “males,” while other versions are more specific (cf. “able-bodied” men (CEB, REB, HCSB, NEB), “the men who assembled at the city gate” (NET), “all the citizens of the town” (NJB), “all who go out [to war] from the gate” (Schocken Bible)). All the able-bodied men of the city were circumcised.
Gen 34:25
“Simeon and Levi, Dinah’s brothers.” Jacob’s wife Leah had five children, Reuben, Simeon, Levi, Judah, and Dinah. So two of Dinah’s full brothers, Simeon and Levi, killed the able-bodied men of Shechem, all who had been circumcised.
This is an interesting record with lots of unanswered questions. Why did only Simeon and Levi participate in killing the able-bodied men of Shechem? Where were Reuben and Judah, Dinah’s other two full brothers? Also, while circumcision certainly makes a person sore, how is it that two men could kill the male population of an entire city, even if it was small? There seems to be information missing as to how Simeon and Levi pulled off this massacre. For example, did they also have slaves or servants from Jacob’s camp that helped them? The Bible does not say; the important point is not how they did it, but that they did it.
“came upon the unsuspecting city.” The way the Hebrew text should be translated is unclear, so the English versions are divided. The Hebrew word translated in the REV as “unsuspecting” is betach (#0983 בֶּטַח), which more literally means “secure, undisturbed, quiet.” In this context, it can refer to the city as being “secure, quiet,” thus “unsuspecting (CEB, CSB, NAB, NET, NIV), or feeling “secure” (ESV). Or the Hebrew word betach can refer to the two men, and how they came into the city securely, thus “boldly (CJB, KJV, REB, Rotherham); “confidently” (YLT); “unopposed” (NJB, cf. NLT); “unmolested” (JPS); or “unawares” (NASB, NRSV, RSV).
There are no conclusive arguments on either side, and frankly, it is quite possible that the Hebrew text is purposely written in a way that allows for two interpretations, and that both interpretations are true: the city was “unsuspecting” and the two men were “feeling secure” in the success of their attack. In that case, this verse is the figure of speech amphibologia, where one statement is made but it can legitimately be understood in two different ways, both of which are true.
Gen 34:26
“the mouth of the sword.” Used to show great or utter destruction, as if the sword were eating its victims (see commentary on Josh. 6:21).
“and took Dinah out of Shechem’s house.” Dinah was being kept in Shechem’s house, and that could be a reason why Simeon and Levi decided to attack the city and kill the men so that they could get Dinah back.
Gen 34:27
“they had defiled their sister.” The text is making it clear that Jacob and his sons attributed the guilt of defiling Dinah to more than just Shechem. The text says that “they” (i.e., the people of Shechem) had defiled Dinah. No one in the city protected her, so in a sense the whole city was guilty.
Gen 34:28
“and...and...and...and. The repetition of “and” in the Hebrew and English text is the figure of speech polysyndeton, “many ands.” Putting an “and” before every thing in a list emphasizes each thing in the list. Jacob and his family cleaned out the whole city. They even took the wives and children (Gen. 34:29). That they could manage all the captives and the material goods they took reveals something about the size of the group that was with Jacob. He had more than just himself and his eleven sons, he had slaves as well.
Gen 34:29
“They took captive all their little ones and their wives.” That Jacob and his sons took all the children and women of the city of Shechem captive means that the city became deserted. The wives and children would have been taken as slaves and eventually become part of Jacob’s extensive extended household. Exactly how Jacob and his sons could have controlled what must have been dozens of women and children is not explained. It is worth noting that when Genesis 46:8-27 gives the names of the people who went down to Egypt with Jacob, none of Jacob’s four wives are mentioned, and neither are his extended household which would have included many of these people, who were taken as slaves and servants, and Jacob had more slaves and servants than these. So when Genesis 46:27 says that Jacob’s family that went down to Egypt was 70 people, the true number was larger—perhaps much larger—than that.
[For more on the people who went down to Egypt with Jacob, see commentary on Gen. 46:27.]
“in the houses.” In the Hebrew text, the word “house” is singular, but in this case, it is a collective singular referring to each “house” in Shechem, so for clarity in English, the REV and other English versions read “houses” (e.g., CJB, CSB, ESV, JPS, NAB, NASB, NET, NJB, NIV, NKJV, NLT, NRSV).
Gen 34:30
“and I will be destroyed.” Jacob does not mention that it was highly possible that if Jacob’s camp was attacked by the Canaanites and Perizzites, some of the people he had just taken captive would turn against him and join the Canaanites and fight against him. That would depend on whether or not the Shechemites hated the Canaanites and Perizzites, or whether they were allies with them.
Jacob does not seem to be just exaggerating, but rather his fear has caused him to focus on himself instead of relying on the promise of God that he had been given.
 
Genesis Chapter 35
Gen 35:1
“go up to Bethel.” Although there is a sense of pilgrimage in the phrase “go up,” in this case from the heart of Shechem to Bethel is an increase in elevation, so “go up” is geographically as well as culturally accurate.
“God who appeared to you.” God appeared to Jacob in a revelation dream (Gen. 28:12-16).
Gen 35:2
“household.” The Hebrew text is more literally “house,” but it is used for the “household,” which is what it means here.
“purify yourselves.” The exact means of ritual purification for believers before the Mosaic Law is not described. We can surmise it likely involved washing with water, but we cannot be sure. In any case, God told them to purify themselves and Jacob must have known from the culture how to do that.
“change your clothing.” The Hebrew does not mean “wash your clothing,” it means “change” your clothing. The idea is that the sin of bloodshed and the sin of idols had stained the very clothing Jacob and his family were wearing, so God told them to change it. Ostensibly this means to get rid of the old clothing, but that is not specifically stated. It does, however, seem unlikely that the family was to simply put on different clothing for a day or so and then put on the old clothing.
There is likely a spiritual lesson here. Demons are attracted to pagan symbols and symbols and drawings of idols and other ungodly things. If the clothing that Jacob and his family were wearing had those kinds of things, then it seems they would be destroyed, and that may have been what happened.
Gen 35:3
“go up to Bethel.” Although there is a sense of pilgrimage in the phrase “go up,” in this case from the heart of Shechem to Bethel is an increase in elevation, so “go up” is geographically as well as culturally accurate.
“on whatever road I traveled.” The idea of “road” here is idiomatic. The meaning is, “in whatever happened to me.”
Gen 35:4
“and the rings that were in their ears.” So the earrings must have had pagan symbols on them or had been dedicated to pagan gods.
“Jacob hid them under the oak.” It is unclear why Jacob did this. No doubt Jacob “hid” them by burying them, but why bury them and not destroy them? Some scholars have guessed at reasons, but there is no definitive answer in the text or culture. One thing is clear. That kind of behavior is a boon to archaeologists, who consistently find things that were buried in the ground ages before.
Gen 35:7
“El Bethel.” The phrase means “God of the house of God.” The word “beth” means “house” (e.g. Bethlehem means “house of bread”) and “el” means God, so El Beth-el means “God of the house of God.”
“because the divine beings were revealed to him.” The Hebrew word elohim can refer to divine beings as well as “God,” “a god,” or “gods,” and Jacob saw divine beings, both God and angels, in his revelation dream (Gen. 28:10-16). The verb, translated as “were revealed” in the REV, is plural, and thus the phrase can refer to when Jacob had his vision and saw angels and God at the top of the stairway. Nahum Sarna writes, “Atypically, the Hebrew has the verb in the plural, suggesting that, as in 3:5, elohim means here ‘divine beings” and refers to Jacob’s dream of angels ascending and descending.”[footnoteRef:142] Victor Hamilton writes that the Masoretic Hebrew text “could be translated ‘for there the gods [or angels? or divine beings?] revealed themselves to him.” [footnoteRef:143] [142:  Nahum Sarna, JPS Torah Commentary: Genesis, 241.]  [143:  Victor Hamilton, The Book of Genesis: Chapters 18-50 [NICOT], 377n5.] 

The NET text note makes the point that the Hebrew text may not actually refer to “God” being revealed, but could be that “divine beings” were revealed to Jacob. The NET note has “revealed themselves,” and adds, “The verb נִגְלוּ (niglu), translated ‘revealed himself,’ is plural, even though one expects the singular form with the plural of majesty. Perhaps אֱלֹהִים (ʾelohim) is here a numerical plural, referring both to God and the angelic beings that appeared to Jacob.”
The NET takes the Hebrew verb “revealed” as a reflexive, “revealed themselves,” but a verb in the Niphal aspect can also be a passive form, thus, “were revealed,” which seems to make more sense here; i.e., that the divine beings were revealed to Jacob, which was the case. Of course “revealed themselves” fits also, because God and angels are normally invisible, so if Jacob saw them, that fact alone means they revealed themselves.
Although some Trinitarians take Genesis 35:7 as supporting the Trinity, there is no reason to do that, and the evidence weighs against it.
Gen 35:8
“Deborah.” Deborah had been with Rachel most of her life, and was with Isaac’s wife Rebekah before that (Genesis 24:59). The NET text note correctly says, “This woman had been Rebekah’s nurse, but later attached herself to Jacob. She must have been about 180 years old when she died.” Her many years of faithful service explain why her burial place would be called the “oak of weeping.” She started serving Rebekah when she was still in Syria and traveled with Rebekah to where Isaac lived. She got back to Syria to be with Jacob, but the text does not tell us when that occurred. It could be Rebekah sent her back when Jacob got married, or perhaps Isaac sent her back when Rebekah died.
“its name was called Allon-bacuth.” The name “Allon-bacuth” means “the oak of weeping.”
“she was buried below Bethel.” The town of Bethel was on a hilltop, so Deborah was buried below that, likely on a slope near Bethel.
Gen 35:9
“God appeared to Jacob again,” It seems that this is a second time God appeared to Jacob after leaving Padan-aram. The first occurred at the Jabbok River, and this event then occurred at Bethel.
Gen 35:10
“Your name will not be Jacob anymore, but your name will be Israel.” This is a second time, and a confirmation, that Jacob’s name was said to be changed from “Jacob” to “Israel.” Nahum Sarna suggests that the reason this confirmation was needed was that the first time Jacob’s name was changed, near the Jabbok River, it was an angel who told Jacob about his new name, and so that needed to be confirmed by God Himself.[footnoteRef:144] [144:  Nahum Sarna, The JPS Torah Commentary: Genesis, 242.] 

Gen 35:11
“El Shaddai.” “El Shaddai” is the name of God that is commonly translated as “God Almighty” (see the REV commentary on Gen. 17:1).
“even many nations.” The phrase “even many nations” (cf. NLT) seems to be the meaning of the text. Other phrases for the nations, i.e., “assembly of nations,” “company of nations,” and “community of nations,” seem to imply more order and complicity than the text is actually saying.
“kings will come from your loins.” The Hebrew means that nations and kings will be your “physical” descendants, therefore this verse is not speaking about children adopted from non-Israelites, although that happened later in Israel’s history that non-Israelites were considered Abraham’s seed (cf. Gal. 3:29).
Gen 35:12
“the land that I gave.” This is the second time God promises the land to Jacob and his descendants; the first was Genesis 28:13. God repeated the promise that He would give the land of Israel to Abraham and his descendants many times, and said it in slightly different ways. He told Abraham that he and his descendants would get the land (Gen. 12:7; 13:15-17; 15:7, 18; 17:8). He told it to Isaac (Gen. 26:3). He told it to Jacob (Gen. 28:13; 35:12; 48:4). Then over and over He told Israel about the promise or that He would give them the land (cf. Exod. 6:4, 8; 12:25; 13:5, 11; Lev. 14:34; 20:24; 23:10; 25:2).
[For more on the promise God made to give the land to Abraham and his descendants, see commentary on Gen. 15:18.]
“Abraham and Isaac.” Even though the Bible says God gave the land to Abraham and Isaac, neither of them, nor Jacob, ever possessed it. But they will in the Millennial Kingdom (see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth”).
Gen 35:14
“set up a standing-stone.” This is the third standing-stone that Jacob erected. His first was a small one at Bethel (Gen. 28:18.) His second was when he made a covenant with Laban (Gen. 31:45). Now his third he erects back in Bethel, and although the Bible does not describe it, it almost certainly would have been larger than the first one he erected there. He had poured oil on the first standing-stone he had erected (Gen. 28:18) and he did that again with this third standing-stone. He erected a fourth standing-stone over Rachel’s grave, no doubt as a memorial for her (Gen. 35:20).
[For more on standing-stones, see commentary on Gen. 28:18.]
Gen 35:18
“as she was dying.” The Hebrew is more literally, “for as her life (Heb. nephesh) was going out.”
“Benoni.” More literally, “son of my affliction,” or “son of my suffering.”
“Benjamin.” Literally, “son of right hand,” where the right hand symbolized strength or power (the “my” is in “Benoni,” but not in “Benjamin”). The idea of the “right hand man” is more modern and was not in Jacob’s thinking.
Benjamin is the only son of Jacob who was born in the Promised Land.
Gen 35:19
“So Rachel died and was buried on the road to Ephrath (which is Bethlehem).” There is a long tradition that Rachel was buried near Bethlehem in Judah, and there is a traditional monument there in honor of Rachel. However, Wikipedia notes that the earliest records of that tradition seem to have been from the early 500s AD, and Wikipedia also notes, “the site is considered by some scholars as unlikely to be the actual site of the grave.” [footnoteRef:145] [145:  Wikipedia, “Rachel’s Tomb,” accessed February 26, 2024, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rachel%27s_Tomb.] 

Bill Schlegel, author of The Satellite Bible Atlas, writes: “The traditional location of Rachel’s burial is near Bethlehem of Judah. However, the Biblical record indicates that Rachel was buried in the territory of Benjamin, north of Jerusalem (1 Sam. 10:2; Jer. 31:15). The Ephrath/Bethlehem associated with Rachel’s burial must be the Bethlehem of Benjamin, not Judah (Gen. 35:21; Ezra 2:21). Linguistically, the name Ephrath is preserved at the Parat/Parathon spring, which Jacob may have been heading towards to avoid Canaanite cities and to water his flocks. A black point on the map suggests a location of Rachel’s burial. Tombs from the Canaanite period were found here, still known as ‘the tombs of the Sons of Israel.’”[footnoteRef:146] [146:  Bill Schlegel, The Satellite Bible Atlas, 24. The map referenced is “Jacob and Joseph,” 25.] 

Gen 35:20
“Jacob set up a standing-stone on her grave.” This is the fourth standing-stone that Jacob set up. His first was a small one at Bethel (Gen. 28:18.) His second was when he made a covenant with Laban (Gen. 31:45). His third was when he went back to Bethel (Gen. 35:14). He erected a fourth standing-stone over Rachel’s grave, no doubt as a memorial for her (Gen. 35:20). The standing stone was still there many hundreds of years later (1 Sam. 10:1-2).
[For more on standing-stones, see commentary on Gen. 28:18.]
“marking Rachel’s grave to this day.” So when Moses penned Genesis, the standing stone was still on Rachel’s grave. The location of Rachel’s grave was still known centuries later, and it is likely that the standing-stone set up by Jacob was still there (1 Sam. 10:2).
Gen 35:21
“Migdal-eder.” The Hebrew means “tower of the flock,” and it was a fairly common name for places that had built a sturdy watchtower from which to guard the flocks of sheep and goats—there were many places that would have been called “the Tower of the Flock.” In Micah 4:8, Jerusalem is compared to a tower that could watch over and protect the sheep, and the lame and scattered sheep were coming to it. The picture is appropriate because in the End Times, the Lord will gather his flock to the Promised Land.
Gen 35:22
“Reuben went and lay with Bilhah.” Bilhah was Rachel’s slave, and Rachel had just died. Nahum Sarna suggests that the verbs “went and lay” indicate that this was an intentional act, not just an act of misplaced attraction.[footnoteRef:147] Sarna also suggests that Reuben purposely had sex with Bilhah to establish some kind of authority among his brothers. Because Bilhah was the slave of Rachel, Jacob’s favorite wife, and was Jacob’s “concubine” (the only time she is called “concubine”), Reuben, by having sex with her, was likely trying to show that he was supplanting Jacob as the most important man in the family. We see this same kind of thing when Absalom had sex with David’s wives on top of David’s palace so everyone could see (2 Sam. 16:21-22), thus showing that he had supplanted David as the most important and powerful man in the kingdom. [147:  Nahum Sarna, The JPS Torah Commentary, 245.] 

Reuben’s plan backfired, and instead of being blessed like he should have been as the firstborn son of Jacob, he received unwanted consequences (Gen. 49:3-4). Joseph, the firstborn son of Rachel, got the double blessings (both his children, Ephraim and Manasseh, inherited tribal land in Israel), and Judah, the fourth son of Leah, was the son in the genealogy of Jesus Christ. One might say that the first three sons of Leah disqualified themselves (Gen. 49:3-7).
Gen 35:26
“These are the sons of Jacob who were born to him in Paddan-aram.” The reader is expected to know that Benjamin was not born in Paddan-aram (Gen. 35:16-20). The text is making a general statement, and perhaps the details were collapsed to make the record shorter and thus more punchy.
Gen 35:27
“Kiriath-arba.” This means, “City of Arba.” Arba was one of the Nephilim. Abraham’s wife Sarah died in Kiriath-arba (Gen. 23:2).
[For more on the Nephilim, see commentary on Gen. 6:4.]
Gen 35:29
“breathed his last.” The Hebrew verb translated as “breathed his last” is gava (#01478 גָּוַע), and it refers to dying (cf. Gen. 6:17; 25:8, 17; see commentary on Gen. 25:8 “breathed his last”).
“and was gathered to his people.” See the REV commentary on Genesis 25:8.
[For information on the dead being dead until the resurrection, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.” For more on “Sheol” referring to the state of being dead, see commentary on Rev. 20:13. For more on the resurrections, see commentary on Acts 24:15. For more on the soul not being immortal but dying when the person dies, see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
 
Genesis Chapter 36
Gen 36:1
“Now these are the descendants.” For the REV translation, see the REV commentary on Genesis 2:4.
Genesis includes many more genealogies than just the genealogy that led to Jesus Christ. There are several reasons that these genealogies would be included. They explain how many of the tribes and peoples that Israel had to deal with, especially after coming out of Egypt, came to be (e.g., we get the start of the Amalekites in Gen. 36:12). It shows how the cultures developed quickly, more quickly than Israel becoming a nation (cf. Gen. 36:31). It shows what happened to Esau, who received a divine blessing from Isaac (Gen. 25:23; 27:39-40), and how that blessing was fulfilled. Like Jacob, Esau too had rulers and kings as descendants. It also reveals the Canaanite origin of many of the descendants (cf. Gen. 26:34; 36:2) that Israel had to deal with and sometimes conquer.
In Edom’s later history, it was displaced by the Nabateans, and the Edomites were driven west into southern Israel and became known as the Idumaeans (cf. Mark 3:8).
Gen 36:2
“Esau took his wives from the daughters of Canaan.” The three wives of Esau in Genesis 36 are Adah the daughter of Elon, Oholibama the daughter of Anah, and Basemath, the daughter of Ishmael (the women have different names in different records, which is not unusual in the genealogies in the Bible). This would have been a little clearer if Genesis 36:2 and 36:3 were one verse that included all three wives and not two separate verses.
“and Oholibamah the daughter of Anah and the granddaughter of Zibeon the Hivite,” The genealogy is Zibeon, and his son Anah, and the daughter of Anah, who was Oholibamah. The genealogy is less clear in Hebrew than the REV translation in English, because Hebrew does not have a word for “granddaughter.” Hebrew only has “daughter.” So the Hebrew text literally reads, “Oholibamah the daughter of Anah the daughter of Zibeon the Hivite.” In English, that makes Oholibamah the daughter of Anah, who, as the “daughter” of Zibeon, is a woman. But Anah is not a woman, he is the son of Zibeon. This would be somewhat easier to see in Hebrew than it first appears because Anah is a man’s name. Nevertheless, a literal rendering of Genesis 36:2 would leave the English reader with the wrong idea about the genealogy.
Gen 36:6
“and went into a land away from his brother Jacob.” Eventually, Esau settled in what we now know as the territory of Edom.
Gen 36:7
“their possessions.” The Hebrew is singular, but it is a collective singular for all that they owned.
“were too great for them to dwell together.” There was plenty of room in Israel for the two of them, because many other tribes lived in Israel. But there was not enough room for them to live together as a family.
Gen 36:12
“Timna.” Timna was a Horite (Gen. 36:21-22).
“Eliphaz.” Eliphaz was the son of Esau and Adah.
“and she bore Amalek.” The son of Eliphaz and Timna was Amalek, who was the progenitor of the Amalekites, a major enemy of Israel.
Gen 36:13
“The grandsons.” The Hebrew text just has “sons,” but Hebrew has no word for “grandson.” The REV reads “grandsons” for clarity.
Gen 36:15
“chiefs of the sons of Esau.” The Hebrew word refers to the chief or leader of a family clan, part of a tribe.
Gen 36:20
“Seir the Horite.” Mount Seir is named after him, and later it was conquered by Esau and his descendants, the Edomites (Deut. 2:12, 22). The word “Horites” seems to come from the word for “cave,” and the original Horites were cave dwellers. There are plenty of caves in the area of Mount Seir (Edom).
Gen 36:24
“the hot springs.” The meaning of the Hebrew words is unknown. The current reading comes from the Latin Vulgate, but has no actual support. The Jews have a tradition that it refers to breeding mules, but that too is just a tradition. The fact is that what the text is saying is not known.
Gen 36:31
“before any king reigned over the children of Israel.” The pagan tribes developed political structure very early, whereas God’s intent for Israel was that He would rule over them, and local elders and judges, along with the priests and Levites, would maintain order in the community and give God’s laws and directives to the people. That did not work too well, as is attested in the Book of Judges: “In those days there was no king in Israel; every man did what was right in his own eyes” (Judg. 21:25). The people sinned and many of the judges were corrupt. On the other hand, Israel did not do very well when they had kings, either.
Gen 36:35
“Midian.” A descendant of Abraham (Gen. 25:2).
Gen 36:37
“by the river.” This is most likely the Zered River, that divided Edom in the south from Moab to the north. Today the river is called the “Wadi Hasa” (or sometimes spelled Hesa). The River Arnon gorge is the northern border of Moab.
Gen 36:39
“His wife’s name was Mehetabel.” Interestingly, the ancestry of Hadar (or “Hadad” as per Chronicles, some Hebrew manuscripts, the Samaritan Pentateuch, and the Syriac) is not given, but the ancestry of his wife is. She must have come from a very distinguished family, but the records of it are lost today.
Gen 36:40
“according to their places.” In this list, the “names” are the names of places, not people.
 
Genesis Chapter 37
Gen 37:1
“Now Jacob lived in the land.” By this time Jacob seems to have moved to Hebron (Gen. 35:27).
Gen 37:2
“These are the descendants of Jacob.” See the REV commentary on Genesis 2:4.
“Joseph, being 17 years old.” Joseph was 17 years old when he was sold into slavery in Egypt (Gen. 37:2). He was 30 years old when he became second in command in Egypt (Gen. 41:46). The Bible does not say how those 13 or 14 years in slavery were divided up between being in Potiphar’s house (Gen. 37:36; 39:1) and being in prison (Gen. 39:20). After Joseph was taken from prison and elevated to second in command over Egypt there were seven years of plenty and seven years of famine. Joseph was 44 when the famine ended. Joseph died at 110 years old (Gen. 50:22). Jacob and his family traveled to Egypt in the second year of the famine (Gen. 45:6; 47:8-9), and Jacob lived there 17 years, dying at age 147 (Gen. 47:28).
“working together with the sons of Bilhah and Zilpah.” It is not stated why only the sons of Bilhah and Zilpah are mentioned, and not the six sons of Leah. While it is possible that Joseph was only working with Dan, Naphtali, Gad, and Asher, the sons of Bilhah and Zilphah, it seems more likely that he was working with all of Jacob’s sons except Benjamin. If he was not working with the sons of Leah, it was perhaps they did not like him because they saw him as more of a potential rival since he was the son of Jacob’s favorite wife, Rachel. But it seems more likely that when Joseph gave a bad report about “them” to his father Jacob, that he would have been referring to all his brothers, not just four of them. In any case, shortly, all ten of his older brothers hated him.
“his father’s wives.” Here Bilhah and Zilpah are elevated from being the slaves of Leah and Rachel, to being the wives of Jacob. They were still slaves, but the fact they are called “wives” shows that they had born children to Jacob and were considered Jacob’s legitimate children by the family.
Gen 37:3
“because he was the son of his old age.” The real son of Jacob’s old age was Benjamin, but at this point, Benjamin is likely still too young to carry out the duties of a mature man in the family, thus Jacob turns his attention to Joseph. It is also possible that Rachel being the birth mother of Joseph had something to do with Jacob’s increased affection for Joseph.
“a multi-colored tunic.” The Septuagint and Vulgate have a coat “of many colors.” The Hebrew seems more like “a striped tunic,” but actually the meaning of the Hebrew word is not known, which is why the English versions differ, e.g., “coat of many colors” (ASV, ESV, KJV); “long coat” or “long robe” (BBE, CEB, ); “long-sleeved robe” (CJB, CSB); “ornate robe” (NIV); “decorated tunic” (NJB); “special tunic” (NET). Different material had different colors, and also strips of material could be dyed different colors and then sown together, and that seems to be the most likely choice for the tunic that Jacob made for Joseph.
Gen 37:4
“more than all his brothers.” This phrase is likely repeated because “all his brothers” came from three different wives of Jacob.
Gen 37:7
“we were binding sheaves.” Harvesting grain was a process. After being planted and given time to grow, the grain was first cut down (referred to as “reaping”) and just allowed to lay in the field. Then harvesters walked through the field and gathered the cut grain into small bundles, called “sheaves” which they tied together by wrapping some grain stalks around the bundle. After being wrapped, the sheaf was just dropped back onto the ground until more harvesters could come and pick up all the sheaves and take them off to be threshed and winnowed on the threshing floor.
In his dream, Joseph saw himself and his brothers picking up the cut grain and tying it into bundles, thus “binding sheaves.” But the sheaf that Joseph had bound rose up off the ground and stood upright, and the sheaves the other sons were tying encircled Joseph’s sheaf and “worshiped” it by bowing down to it.
“bowed down.” The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body and face to the earth. The Hebrew word is also translated as “worship.” The dream pictured Joseph as the ruler and the others as giving him homage.
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
Gen 37:8
“reign, yes, reign...rule, yes, rule.” The brothers repeat the verbs twice in different inflections for emphasis. This is the figure of speech polyptoton. “Reign” and “rule” are two different Hebrew words. The verse could well be translated as “Will you reign as king, yes, reign as king over us? Or will you rule, yes, rule us?” They were very upset at the dream.
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
“hated him even more.” The Hebrew is more literally that they “added” more hate to him.
Gen 37:9
“the sun, and the moon, and 11 stars.” The meaning was well understood by Jacob, and thus we know that the “sun” represented Jacob, the “moon” Jacob’s wife (wives), and the 11 stars were Joseph’s brothers (Gen. 37:10).
“bowing down.” The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body and face to the earth. The Hebrew word is also translated as “worship,” and the text could read, “were worshiping me.”
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
Gen 37:10
“come, yes, come.” Jacob repeats the verb twice in different inflections for emphasis revealing that he is upset and perhaps offended. This is the figure of speech polyptoton.
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
“I and your mother.” Joseph’s mother was dead (Gen. 35:19). We know she was dead at this point because Joseph is surrounded by 11 brothers, which would have included Benjamin, and Rachel died giving birth to Benjamin. So, in this case, “your mother” is either a general reference to the three: Leah, Bilhah, and Zilphah, who would have helped take care of Joseph and Benjamin, or it is a reference to Bilhah, Rachel’s slave, who would have taken over the care of Rachel’s children when Rachel died.
“bow down.” The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body and face to the earth. Jacob expresses his exasperation at the dream by using the full expression, “bow down to the ground,” instead of just saying, “bow down.”
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
Gen 37:11
“but his father kept the matter in mind.” The Hebrew word translated “matter” is dabar (#01697 דָּבָר), which is the common word for “word,” but also, like the Greek word logos, it had a wide range of meanings, including “thing,” and “matter.” Thus the translation might well read, “The matter,” or “The thing” as well as “the word” (i.e., the message; what was said).
While Joseph’s brothers completely discounted what Joseph said, Jacob, who loved and trusted Joseph, kept what Joseph dreamed in mind and likely wondered what it meant. While it certainly seemed fantastic to him, he would have wondered in what way it might have truth to it.
Gen 37:12
“to pasture their father’s flock in Shechem.” Jacob and his family were shepherds, and they wandered the Promised Land as the seasons changed, looking for the best pastures for their flocks. Genesis 37:12 reveals something of the range of that wandering. Jacob was living in Hebron (Gen. 37:14), and Shechem was about 50 miles north (over 80 km), and even more as one wandered over the hills and through the valleys. The great distance between Hebron and Shechem has raised a question among scholars as to why the brothers would have gone so far from their home but no reason other than to find pasture has ever been discovered.
Gen 37:14
“And he said to him.” We see from the context that Jacob was talking to Joseph. The Hebrew text uses pronouns, whereas the average English reader would like more clarity on who is talking to whom. The text is written in a way that forces the reader to pay attention and use their mind to make sense of the record.
“and bring back word to me.” Joseph’s round trip of over 100 miles would have taken at least four days, and likely more. This whole record brings up lots of unanswered questions. Why did the brothers go so far away to find pasture? Why did they go to Shechem where there had been trouble between them and the native population (cf. Gen. 36)? Didn’t Jacob know that Joseph’s brothers hated him and likely might harm him? What exactly did Jacob think Joseph could do if it was not “well” with the brothers and the sheep? If there were problems then Joseph would have ended up in the middle of them. Who is the unnamed man, “the man,” who knew that Joseph’s brothers had gone some 15 more miles north of Shechem to Dothan to pasture their flocks? These are challenging questions that are not answered in the text.
“the Hebron Valley.” The Hebrew word translated as “plain” is ʿēmeq (#06010 עֵ֖מֶק), and it refers to a valley. However, a “valley” in biblical thinking can be very different than what we Westerners usually think of as a valley. For example, the “Valley of Jezreel” is a flat plain over five miles (8 km) wide in some places. Thus the translation “valley” here can be a little misleading, because it can refer to a very wide valley that we would likely refer to as a “plain.” Practically speaking, Hebron is not in a valley, but in fact, it is surrounded by mountains, although most of them are quite far away.
[For more on “valley,” see commentary on Gen. 14:3.]
Gen 37:15
“he was wandering in the countryside.” The Hebrew “countryside” usually refers to a “field,” but it is not like Joseph was in some field near Shechem wandering aimlessly back and forth. He was walking the countryside around Shechem trying to see where his brothers might be pasturing their flocks. This would have had to have been a frustrating time for Joseph. The area around Shechem is very hilly, and the brothers and their flock could have been very close but on the other side of a hill and Joseph could have missed them completely. No wonder it looked like he was “wandering.” The Complete Jewish Bible by Stern has the translation “countryside” as well.
Gen 37:16
“Please tell me.” Joseph assumed that the man was a local, and because a large flock being brought into the area would have caught the attention of the locals and been a subject of discussion, Joseph also assumed the man might know where they were. Amazingly, the man knew about them and even that they had gone on to Dothan, about 15 miles to the north.
“pasturing their flock.” The words, “their flock” are added to Genesis 37:16 for clarity. In the Hebrew language and culture, the word “pasturing” would be enough because everyone would know that they were pasturing their flock, but in English and in a non-agricultural society, just saying “pasturing” might be unclear. English versions that add “flock” are divided, some saying “flock” and some saying “flocks.” Genesis 37:12 has “flock” in the Hebrew text in the singular, so the REV carries that forward in verse 16. However, it is quite possible that each son had a separate “flock” inside the huge flock that was said to be their father’s flock.
Gen 37:17
“Dothan.” This verse reveals some of the travel that was involved with shepherding large flocks and finding water and good pasture for them. The brothers had started in Hebron (Gen. 37:14), then went to Shechem (Gen. 37:12, 14), about 50 miles north, then traveled about 15 more miles north to Dothan. Sheep do not move very fast, so this journey would have taken many days if made at one time.
[For more on shepherds and their travels, see commentary on Exod. 3:1.]
Gen 37:18
“conspired.” In this context the Hebrew word means to plot or plan with cunning or deception, thus some English versions read that they “plotted” to kill Joseph.
Gen 37:19
“master of dreams.” The Hebrew word translated as “master” is “baal,” but here it does not refer to the god Baal. Rather, it carries the meaning of “lord,” “master,” or “owner.” The brothers did not believe Joseph’s dreams and mocked him, referring to him as a “master of dreams.”
Gen 37:20
“throw him into one of the cisterns.” A “cistern” was a man-made pit that could hold water. Many of them were quite deep and if a person fell in they could not get out on their own without help. Joseph’s brothers were developing their plan as they talked. As we see, being thrown into the cistern did not kill Joseph. On the other hand, he would eventually die in the cistern, but they had to have something to say to their father, thus the part about the wild animal. Actually, cisterns like that in the deserted areas can be quite dangerous. It has happened quite a few times that the hole of a cistern gets covered by brush or debris and cannot be seen, and an unsuspecting person traveling alone falls into it and cannot get out and eventually dies in it.
“a wild animal.” The Hebrew uses the word “evil,” but the brothers were not ascribing evil motives to an animal, they were describing the wild animal as “evil” in the sense that it was wild and dangerous. Given that, the translation “wild animal” is better than “evil animal.”
Gen 37:21
“Reuben.” It is not likely that Reuben loved Joseph more than his brothers but rather that as the oldest son he was feeling responsible for the care of the whole family. Reuben would be the clan head when Jacob died, and with Jacob very old and the brothers many days walk away from Hebron, Reuben had to be prepared for that at any time.
“delivered him out of their hands.” In this context, that Joseph was delivered “out of their hands” is idiomatic for the fact that they were going to murder Joseph.
“We must not take his life.” The Hebrew is not cohortative, “Let us.” It is a simple imperfect, “We are not.” The phrase is idiomatic, and more like, “We must not strike the soul,” with nephesh (soul) here meaning Joseph’s physical life. Reuben was distressed when he discovered what had happened to Joseph (Gen. 37:29-30). We can see this sentiment of Reuben repeated in the next verse, Genesis 37:22.
Gen 37:22
“that is here in the countryside.” The Hebrew word translated in the REV as “countryside” is midbar (#04057 מִדְבָּר). The word midbar, is one of the Hebrew words for which there is no really good English translation. Midbar is traditionally translated either as “wilderness” or “desert,” depending on the context and English version used. However, neither of those words captures the real meaning except in certain specific contexts. For example, the area that is east of Moab is, for the most part, a desert, and so in Numbers 21:11, using “desert” as a translation of midbar is quite accurate. But the area around Dothan is neither a “wilderness” nor a “desert,” it is simply uninhabited countryside, but the Hebrew word is still midbar, because the land is uninhabited land with natural fields that have different varieties of weeds, grasses, and thistles.
“do not lay your hands on him.” In this context, “do not lay your hands on him” refers to killing Joseph.
“so that he could deliver him.” The sentence is incomplete and moves to the reason in the sentence, which is the important part: “so he could deliver him.” A more complete sentence would have been, “Reuben said this so that he could deliver him….”
Gen 37:24
“threw him into the cistern.” The phrase “threw him into the cistern” is almost certainly idiomatic. Cisterns were dug to hold water for the dry season, so most of them were quite deep and quite large. However, they normally had only a small opening at the top, a couple of feet across at most, in order to limit evaporation and make the cistern easy to cover. Given those parameters, there is little chance that Joseph was “thrown” into the cistern. Instead, the word “thrown” is being used idiomatically to express the callous treatment that the brothers gave Joseph.
“no water was in it.” The most likely reason the cistern was empty was that it was the dry season, likely late summer. This would also explain why the brothers had traveled from Hebron and gone some 65 miles north to Dothan looking for pasture for their flocks.
Gen 37:25
“Then they sat down to eat their food.” That the brothers sat down to eat continues to reveal their callous hearts toward Joseph. They heard his cries now and as they sold him, and ignored them (cf. Gen. 42:21).
“a caravan of Ishmaelites coming from Gilead.” The city of Dothan was right beside a major trade route between Damascus and Egypt. These Ishmaelite traders would have left Damascus and traveled south through the area of Gilead east of the Jordan River, then crossed the Jordan and traveled west up the Jezreel Valley, then headed south by Dothan, then west again until they intersected the “Way of the Philistines” and taken that major route down into Egypt. The position of Dothan on that major route explains why a caravan of Ishmaelites traveled by. Although the Bible does not tell us how many camels were in the caravan, considering the valuable goods they were carrying, and the wild and lawless country they had to travel through, several thousand camels would not be unusual, because there was strength in numbers.
“spices and balm and myrrh.” The actual identity of the three things is debated, but “spices and balm and myrrh” are very likely what the merchants were carrying. These were apparently things that were greatly valued in Egypt, because later, when Jacob wanted to send a present to the “the man” who was in charge of Egypt (who was Joseph, but they did not know it), three of the gifts Jacob sent were spices, balm and myrrh (Gen. 43:11).
Gen 37:26
“and cover up his blood.” Judah uses “cover” or “cover up” in the same way police do today. To “cover up” the blood was to conceal what really happened to Joseph, not to literally cover his blood with dirt or something.
Gen 37:28
“Midianite men who were merchants passed by.” The Midianite men were in a camel caravan. If the camel caravan was several thousand camels long, which is very likely, it could have been passing by for quite a while. Caravans were large for safety, and the more camels the better, in fact, caravans often had thousands of camels, and camel caravans with 10,000 to 20,000 camels were not unknown in history (see commentary on Matt. 2:1, “arrived”).
It seems this caravan had been organized by Midianite merchants, who had gathered men from other nations to travel along with them. This caravan had Midianite men and also Ishmaelites. Midian and Ishmael were half-brothers, both descendants of Abraham (Gen. 25:1-2). That they would caravan together would not be uncommon, The Midianites descended from Abraham and came from Midian, which was in western Arabia. The Ishmaelites were descendants of Abraham’s son Ishmael. Ishmael had twelve sons (Gen. 17:20; 25:12-18), and although exactly where they settled is debated, it can be documented that they were somewhat scattered and settled in the Sinai and western Arabia, and in the Transjordan. So it makes sense that a caravan organized in Midian would have Ishmaelite traders in it as well, likely picking up some of the Ishmaelites as they traveled north from Midian through the territory where Ishmaelites lived.
In this case, the caravan must have traveled north from Arabia to where spices were sold and sold their wares from Arabia and bought spices to trade in Egypt. The traders were now heading back south to Egypt, where the spices, balm, and myrrh were greatly valued.
Some scholars who believe in the documentary hypothesis try to prove their view is correct by using Genesis 37:28 as support. The documentary hypothesis is that the books of Moses were actually written in parts and by different people, and then later scribes worked to patch the pieces together to get what we have today. Scholars say that in Genesis 37, one scribe wrote that the traders were Midianites and one wrote they were Ishmaelites, and that is why the verse seems contradictory. But Genesis 37:28 is not contradictory at all. If we understand how ancient caravans were put together, and how large they were, and also realize how close the Midianites and some Ishmaelites lived, it makes sense that they were traveling together, but also would generally be together as separate groups in the caravan.
“and the brothers pulled him up.” The text reads “they” pulled him up, but that is confusing in English and seems to refer to the Ishmaelites, whereas it is referring to Joseph’s brothers.
“and sold Joseph...for 20 pieces of silver.” According to some ancient texts, this was an average price for a slave (cf. Lev. 27:5). The Israelites and the Ishmaelites were not so distant relatives, both groups coming from Abraham, and so it is sadly ironic that the Ismaelites would buy an Israelite and sell him in Egypt as a slave just to make a profit. It is very unlikely that they were unaware that Joseph had been a free man and had only been captured by force. In light of that, we can imagine that Joseph did not try to escape from Egypt and get back home to Israel because he was angry and bitter about the treatment he got from his family.
Gen 37:29
“When Reuben returned to the cistern.” This makes it clear that Reuben was not with the other brothers when Joseph was sold to the Ishmaelites, but the Bible does not say where he was. A likely possibility is that he was with the sheep.
Gen 37:30
“where am I to go.” This idiom has the force of “what do I do now?” As the oldest son, Reuben had the responsibility for protecting the family, but what could he do now? How could he tell his father Jacob what had happened?
Gen 37:31
“and slaughtered a male goat.” A male goat was less valuable than a female goat which would give birth to more goats and also give milk.
Gen 37:32
“your son’s tunic.” The brothers distanced themselves from Joseph.
Gen 37:33
“A wild animal has devoured him.” Jacob deceived his father Isaac with the skin of two goats (Gen. 27:9-16), and now Jacob’s sons deceive him with the blood of a goat.
Gen 37:34
“Jacob tore his clothes.” Tearing the clothes was an ancient and widely practiced custom. A person would tear his clothes as a sign of grief, mourning, or anguish. It occurs here in Genesis, and it was still being practiced during the early Church (Acts 14:14). When it came to the High Priest in Israel, his clothing was considered sacred, so he was not allowed to tear his clothes (Lev. 21:10). At the trial of Jesus Christ, the High Priest became so enraged at Jesus saying he was the Messiah that he ignored God’s command and tore his clothes (Matt. 26:65).
Although there was no set way to tear one’s clothing, in the last couple centuries missionaries to the Middle East reported seeing people grab the top of their garment and tear it (or cut it with a knife) a handbreadth. So apparently tearing the clothes was more of a symbolic act and did not involve tearing the garment from top to bottom. Tearing one’s clothing is mentioned many times in the Bible (Gen. 37:29, 34; 44:13; Num. 14:6; Josh. 7:6; Judg. 11:35; 1 Sam. 4:12; 2 Sam. 1:2, 11; 13:19, 31; 15:32; 1 Kings 21:27; 2 Kings 5:7; 6:30; 11:14; 18:37; 19:1; 22:11; Ezek. 9:3; Esther 4:1; Job 1:20; 2:12; Isa. 36:22; 37:1; Jer. 41:5; Matt. 26:65; Acts 14:14).
“and mourned for his son many days.” The Bible does not say how long, but from the fact that his children tried to comfort him but he rejected it tells us that it was longer than customary.
Gen 37:35
“all his daughters.” The Bible only records Jacob having one natural daughter, Dinah, so it is likely that this refers to his sons’ wives, and perhaps granddaughters.[footnoteRef:148] [148:  Nahum Sarna, JPS Torah Commentary: Genesis, 262n.] 

“I will go down to Sheol.” Jacob correctly understood that when he died he would be dead, not alive in heaven or anywhere else. Although some scholars think Jacob did not understand the afterlife and thought he would go to some kind of underworld place, there is no reason to assume that Jacob, who had personally met God, did not know the truth. It is Christian tradition that is wrong about the afterlife, not Jacob.
[For information on the dead being dead until the resurrection, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.” For more on “Sheol” referring to the state of being dead, see commentary on Rev. 20:13. For more on the resurrections, see commentary on Acts 24:15. For more on the soul not being immortal but dying when the person dies, see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
Gen 37:36
“Meanwhile, the Midianites.” While Jacob was mourning over his supposedly dead son, the Midianites were selling the living Joseph into slavery. This contrast and irony is brought out much more graphically in the Hebrew text than in English. In the Hebrew text, “father” is the last word in Genesis 37:35, while Genesis 37:36 reads, “and the Midianites.” The Hebrew text is even more compressed than the English can make it, because the “and” and “the” become attached to the word “Midianites.” So the Hebrew text reads, “and wept for him his father and the Midianites sold him.”
“sold him in Egypt.” Joseph was sold into slavery in Egypt when he was 17.
[For more on the chronology of Joseph, see commentary on Gen. 37:2.]
“to Potiphar.” That Joseph was sold to a man like Potiphar shows God’s invisible hand of blessing at work. Potiphar was a man of position and power, and Joseph would have learned a lot from him. Considering all the people in Egypt who could have bought Joseph, Joseph’s being sold to Potiphar was a blessing.
“the captain of the guard.” The translation “captain” is not meant to be a title here, but rather a position, the top man. The Hebrew could also be translated as “leader,” “ruler,” “commander,” “captain,” or whatever fits the context best.
The literal Hebrew of the word translated as “guard” is “slaughterer,” which can fit many different contexts. A “slaughterer” can be a cook (butcher), soldier, executioner, or bodyguard. Or the word can simply be a title that does not exactly fit the meaning of the word. A modern example would be the title “secretary,” which often does not mean “secretary” in the common sense of the word (e.g., the “Secretary of Defense”).
Thus, the meaning of the Hebrew phrase is debated. English translations include “captain of the guard” (ASV, CJB, NET, NIV) “commander of the royal guard” (CEB), “captain of the bodyguard” (NASB), “captain of the soldiers” (Douay), “chief steward” (JPS, NAB), “head of the executioners” (LSV, Rotherham, cf. YLT),
Given all the different uses of the phrase in the Bible, the title “captain of the guard” is sufficiently broad to capture the meaning. That Potiphar was the top man in the guard would have meant that he was almost certainly known by Pharaoh.
 
Genesis Chapter 38
Gen 38:1
“And at that time.” Genesis 38 interrupts the Joseph narrative, the main part of which goes from Genesis 37 until Genesis 45, with the exception of Genesis 38 about Judah and Tamar. One of the important things that Genesis 38 shows (with ancillary evidence from earlier chapters in Genesis), is that without intervention, the tribes of Israel could have been easily assimilated into the Canaanite nations. Jacob had twelve sons, and not one of them is said to have married an Israelite wife. Here too, in Genesis 38, Judah, in the Christ-line, marries a Canaanite (Gen. 38:2), who has three sons by Judah (Gen. 38:3-5). The other sons of Jacob had children by their non-Israelite wives as well (Gen. 46:8-27). It seems it would not have taken much for the tribes of Israel to be absorbed into the Canaanite nations by intermarriage. But then, changing the situation completely, Jacob and his sons go down into Egypt. In Egypt, the Israelites intermarry among each other and multiply, and eventually become the rootstock of the nation of Israel. The Egyptian culture was quite xenophobic and the Egyptians seem to have stayed very separate from the Israelites (cf. Exod. 1:8-12). This separation allowed the tribes of Israel to grow into a large and separate people group, who then left Egypt as a group at the Exodus, and who, as a group, conquered Canaan, and replaced the Canaanites.
“Judah went down.” Jacob’s 12 sons were wild and crazy, and there no doubt could have been many stories recorded about them, but this record about Judah is especially important and makes it into the Bible because Judah was Jacob’s son in the genealogy of Jesus Christ, and so was Judah’s son Perez whose mother was Tamar (and see commentary on Gen. 38:2).
“and visited a certain Adullamite, whose name was Hirah.” The Bible never says why Judah took that general time, when Joseph was being sold as a slave in Egypt, to visit Hirah. Hirah was an Adullamite, that is, he was from the town of Adullam, which was about 12 or so miles northeast of Hebron. Judah could have taken that time because things at home were uncomfortable. Jacob was in mourning, and Judah was part of the big lie that the brothers had told their father Jacob.
Gen 38:2
“a daughter of a certain Canaanite.” In the record of Judah we never learn the name of his wife, who died long before he did (Gen. 38:12).
“He took her.” This is idiomatic for marriage, and some versions actually have marriage in their translations. For example, the CEB has, “and he married her” (cf. BBE, CSB, JPS, NET, NIV, NKJV, NLT, NRSV, RSV). This is one of the verses showing that in these early times before the Exodus there was no prohibition against marrying women from other cultures, pagan cultures.
“went in to her.” An idiom for sexual intercourse (cf. Gen. 29:23; 30:4; 38:2, 18; Judg. 16:1; Ruth 4:13; 2 Sam. 12:24).
Gen 38:5
“And it was at.” The Hebrew reads more literally, “and he was at,” but the text can be read as a neuter, “it” (e.g., CSB, NASB, NIV). Many versions read “she,” following the Septuagint, but the Hebrew text does read “he,” which could be “it” or “he” meaning Judah. The ESV and Geneva Bible put “Judah” in their translation to clarify the pronoun “he.”
“Chezib.” “Chezib” seems to be another name for the more common name, “Achzib,” in Judah, which is only a few miles west-southwest of Adullum.
Gen 38:6
“Tamar.” “Tamar” means “date” or “date palm.”
Gen 38:8
“the duty of a brother-in-law.” If a man died before his wife had children, the man’s brother was supposed to marry the wife and raise up children that would then be considered as the original husband’s children (Deut. 25:5-10). But this custom started way before the Mosaic Law. The technical term for a brother-in-law marrying his dead brother’s widow is a “levirate marriage,” from the Latin word levir, “husband’s brother.” It is widely believed that the origin of the custom was that the woman had been purchased by marriage and therefore was part of the dead husband’s estate, thus remaining the property of the clan after her husband died. Remaining part of the family clan assured the woman of protection and provision.[footnoteRef:149] [149:  Nahum Sarna, The JPS Torah Commentary: Genesis, 266.] 

Gen 38:9
“he wasted his semen on the ground.” Onan would withdraw from Tamar before ejaculating to prevent impregnating her. The Bible does not tell us what Er did that was so evil, or why Onan decided not to support his brother’s memory by having sex with his widow.
Gen 38:11
“Remain a widow in your father’s house.” Judah sends Tamar back to her own home.
Gen 38:12
“after many days.” This is an idiom; in this case, it would have been a number of years that Tamar had obediently waited, because Shelah was now grown up.
“When Judah was comforted.” In this context, Judah being “comforted,” meant that the official period of mourning had passed. Some English versions translate that right into the text. So, for example, the CEB reads, “after a period of mourning,” while the CSB reads, “When Judah had finished mourning” (cf. JPS, NAB, NASB, NLT, NRSV).
“Timnah.” “Timnah means “allotted portion,” and there are two cities called “Timnah” that are potential candidates for the Timnah in Genesis 38. The most likely one is Khirbet Tibneh, which is about two miles south-southwest of Beth-shemesh.[footnoteRef:150] A major reason for thinking the more eastern Timnah is correct is the Bible says Judah went “up” to Timnah, and from where Judah was, the more eastern Timnah would have been “up,” while the more western Timnah would have been “down,” and the Bible is usually quite accurate when it comes to directions. [150:  Victor P. Hamilton, The Book of Genesis: Chapters 18-50 [NICOT], 439.] 

Gen 38:14
“the clothes she wore as a widow.” Many cultures have special clothing that widows wear, and apparently that was true in the ancient Near East as well. Tamar would have been wearing those clothes for a long time, which seems unusual, but perhaps she wore them as a reminder that she should have been given in marriage to Shelah, but had not been.
Gen 38:18
“Your seal and your cord and your staff that is in your hand.” Tamar was very wise. She knew Judah did not like her and would have liked nothing better than for her to die or somehow be out of his life. So Tamar likely knew that if she showed up pregnant that Judah would order her death, which indeed he did (Gen. 38:24). So she asked that she be given in pledge things that no one could deny belonged to Judah himself: his personal seal, cord, and staff.
The seal would have been a ring, stamp, or cylinder on a cord worn around his neck, and the cord would have been handmade and unique. Given that Judah had lived in Mesopotamia for many years, his “seal” was likely a cylinder seal. Also, his staff was the staff of the patriarch of the tribe and would have been widely recognized. Ordinarily, Judah would never have handed these over, but in this case, he was so overconfident that this prostitute would give him his things back because they would have been basically useless to her that he gave them to her.
[For more on signet rings and cylinder seals, see commentary on Gen. 41:42.]
“and went in to her.” An idiom for sexual intercourse; the Hebrew is more literally “he went to her,” but it can also mean that he went “into” her, that is, he had sexual intercourse with her. This idiom occurs in a number of verses (cf. Gen. 29:23; 30:4; 38:2, 18; Judg. 16:1; Ruth 4:13; 2 Sam. 12:24).
“and she conceived by him.” This is one of the many times in Scripture that we see the invisible hand of God guiding history. It is normally unlikely that a woman gets pregnant by having sexual intercourse only once. Also, she herself would not have known it for at least a few weeks.
Gen 38:25

“the seal.” This would have most likely been a cylinder seal, but it could have been a signet ring on a cord.
[For more on signet rings and cylinder seals, see commentary on Gen. 41:42.]
“cords.” Here the word “cords” is plural, while in Genesis 38:18 it is singular. It is likely that the “cord” was made up of a number of cords woven together and was unique and beautiful, aiding the identification as Judah’s cord.
Gen 38:26
“But he knew her again no more.” That is, Judah did not have sex with Tamar again. The word “know” is sometimes used idiomatically for sexual intercourse (see commentary on Matt. 1:25).
Gen 38:29
“Perez.” The word means, “a breach,” “a breaking out or through,” so in essence the name means, “he who breaks out.” While being the oldest son has not come to mean much in modern culture, in the biblical culture being the first son had a lot of honor and responsibility. The Hebrew text has the verb and the noun: “What a breach [noun] you have breached [verb] for yourself.” The idea seems to be, “What a breaking out [to life] you have broken out [to life] for yourself.
Gen 38:30
“Zerah.” The Hebrew root is related to the word “shine.”
 
Genesis Chapter 39
Gen 39:1
“Joseph was brought down to Egypt.” Joseph was sold into slavery in Egypt when he was 17.
[For more on the chronology of Joseph, see commentary on Gen. 37:2.]
Gen 39:2
“Yahweh was with Joseph.” This is a theme in the Joseph record (e.g., Gen. 39:2, 3, 21). Yahweh was with Joseph, and that originally set up Joseph himself, and his family when they came to Egypt, for success.
“lord.” The Hebrew text uses the grammatical plural, literally, “lords.”
“he was in the house of his lord the Egyptian.” Here again in the Joseph record we see the invisible hand of God guiding and blessing Joseph. Potiphar was apparently rich, and had a house and fields (Gen. 39:5). Joseph could have easily ended up a field worker, but God blessed him and he worked in Potiphar’s house, where Potiphar got to see him work.
Gen 39:3
“lord.” The Hebrew text uses the grammatical plural, literally, “lords.”
“made all that he did successful.” The Hebrew text is more idiomatic: “Yahweh made all that he did to prosper in his hands.”
Gen 39:4
“And Potiphar made.” The Hebrew uses the pronoun “he” instead of Potiphar, but that is confusing when brought into English. Some other English versions make that change for clarity (cf. NIV).
Gen 39:6
“Joseph was well-built and handsome.” The Hebrew phrase is used twice in the Bible, once of Rachel and once of Joseph, and the translation is adapted for the male and female; Rachel is said to be “beautiful in form and attractive” (Gen. 29:17), while Joseph is said to be “well-built and handsome” (Gen. 39:6).
Gen 39:7
“lord.” The Hebrew text uses the grammatical plural, literally, “lords.”
“cast her eyes on Joseph.” The Hebrew text reads, “lifted up her eyes toward Joseph,” meaning that she saw him and desired him. The Bible does not say why Potiphar’s wife wanted to have sex with Joseph, but marriage problems have been an almost universal problem, occurring in every time and culture.
Gen 39:8
“lord’s.” The Hebrew text uses the grammatical plural, literally, “lords” (the second use in the verse is not a grammatical plural).
Gen 39:14
“to mock us.” The Hebrew word translated as “mock” is tzachaq (#06711 צָחַק). It primarily means “to laugh at,” “make fun of,” or “joke with,” but it also has sexual overtones, “to dally with, fondle,” and it is used of conjugal caresses. Potiphar’s wife thus implies that Joseph was laughing at the Egyptians and had sexual intentions with Potiphar’s wife. The Schocken Bible has the translation “play around with us,” which also has sexual overtones in English.
Gen 39:16
“lord.” The Hebrew text uses the grammatical plural, literally, “lords.”
Gen 39:17
“whom you have brought to us.” That Potiphar’s wife added this cutting phrase is indicative of the marital problems between them, and why she likely wanted to have sex with Joseph in the first place. Potiphar brought Joseph into the house to help manage it, and he was a good judge of character: Joseph was doing an exceptional job.
Gen 39:18
“I raised my voice.” Inside a town, a woman’s defense against rape was to cry out as loudly as she could (cf. Deut. 22:24-27).
Gen 39:19
“lord.” The Hebrew text uses the grammatical plural, literally, “lords.”
“his anger flared up.” Potiphar was likely angry at the situation. His wife was unloving and unfaithful and he likely suspected it; Joseph was honest and capable but naive. He knew Potiphar’s wife wanted to have sex with him, and he let himself get trapped. Potiphar was in a no-win situation. He had to support his wife, but the evidence indicates he did not believe her. If he had, he likely would have had Joseph executed.
Gen 39:20
“lord.” The Hebrew text uses the grammatical plural, literally, “lords.”
“and put him into the prison.” In Hebrew, the word translated as “prison” is “round house” (lit. “house of roundness”) an interesting phrase that only occurs in the Joseph record. Perhaps it refers to a structure that was originally some kind of fortress; the scholars are not sure.
Joseph was 17 years old when he was sold into slavery in Egypt. He was 30 when he became second in command in Egypt (Gen. 41:46). The Bible does not say how those 13 or 14 years in slavery were divided up between being in Potiphar’s house (Gen. 37:36; 39:1) and being in prison (Gen. 39:20).
“the king’s prisoners.” It is interesting that in the record of Joseph, Pharaoh is sometimes called “the king” and sometimes “Pharaoh.”
Gen 39:21
“Yahweh...gave him favor.” That Yahweh gave Joseph favor is a major theme in Genesis 39, occurring in Genesis 39:2, 3, 21, and 39:23.
“extended.” The Hebrew word translated as “extended” means to stretch out or reach out, as if God is stretching out His hand toward Joseph to help him.
“covenant faithfulness.” In the context of Genesis 39:21, “covenant faithfulness” is a good translation of the Hebrew word hesed (#02617 חֶסֶד) because God was blessing Joseph in part because of His covenants and promises to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.
[For more on hesed, see the commentary on Ruth 2:20.]
“warden.” The Hebrew word translated as “warden” is a word that has a wide semantic range and has meanings that include “ruler, leader, official, and officer.” In the context of a prison, the translation “warden” is appropriate.
Gen 39:23
“under Joseph’s hand.” The Hebrew text reads “his hand” instead of “Joseph’s hand,” but many English versions read “Joseph’s hand” for clarity.
 
Genesis Chapter 40
Gen 40:1
“cupbearer.” The cupbearer (and “cupbearer” seems to be the correct translation of the Hebrew word) and baker were two very important positions in the ancient world because a major way of killing well-protected people who were in high positions in a kingdom was to poison them. So the cupbearer and baker were normally trusted servants.
“committed an offense.” The Hebrew text uses a word that is normally translated “sinned,” but in this social context “committed an offense” is more appropriate.
“lord.” The Hebrew text uses the grammatical plural, literally, “lords.”
Gen 40:4
“many days.” The Hebrew just has “days” in the plural. The implication is that it was for many days, but the text does not say how many.
Gen 40:5
“And they both dreamed a dream.” Genesis 40 starts a reversal of the fortunes of Joseph. In Genesis 37, Joseph had dreams that led to his downfall and a downward spiral in his life. Now, people have dreams (the cupbearer, the baker, and Pharaoh) and those dreams led to Joseph’s exaltation.
Gen 40:6
“troubled.” The Hebrew word translated “troubled” is zaaph (#02196 זָעַף), and it has a wide semantic range, including to be troubled, sad, vexed, perplexed, in bad humor, angry, and enraged. Thus, English translations include: sad, upset, distraught, troubled, disturbed, dejected, depressed, gloomy, and morose. It is likely that the cupbearer and baker felt a mix of emotions including being sad and troubled, and likely somewhat depressed.
Gen 40:7
“lord.” The Hebrew text uses the grammatical plural (a grammatical plural possessive), literally, “lords’.”
Gen 40:10
“And as soon as it was budding.” The vine grew with supernatural speed. It budded, blossomed, and had ripe grapes almost simultaneously.
Gen 40:12
“the three branches are three days.” Joseph’s interpretations were revelation from God.
Gen 40:14
“kindness.” The Hebrew word is hesed, often translated “covenant faithfulness,” but that translation is not appropriate here. “Kindness” is a better choice.
“place.” The Hebrew word is “house,” but the prison was not literally a house, so “place” seemed a better translation here.
Gen 40:15
“I was stolen, yes, stolen.” Joseph repeats the verb “stolen” twice for emphasis, using different forms of the verb (an infinitive and then a perfect tense). This is the figure of speech polyptoton, and it greatly emphasizes Joseph’s assertion that he was in prison unjustly.
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
[See Word Study: “Polyptoton.”]
“from the land of the Hebrews.” The phrase, “the land of the Hebrews” would have identified Canaan to the cupbearer, even if there were not many Hebrews there, which there were not.
“dungeon.” The Hebrew word is more literally “pit.” The prison was not literally a “pit,” but it may have seemed that way to Joseph, who at this point had been there a long time. Joseph likely had memories of his brothers putting him in the “cistern” (Gen. 37:20), which is the same word, “pit,” in Hebrew. In a sense, Joseph thought of himself as going from one pit to another.
Gen 40:20
“banquet.” The Hebrew word can mean “drinking bout,” and it generally refers to a meal with wine. This would have been a huge meal with lots of wine and likely beer as well.
 
Genesis Chapter 41
Gen 41:1
“the Nile.” That is, the Nile River.
Gen 41:2
“fat.” The Hebrew is more literally, “fat of flesh.”
“came up out of the Nile.” The Nile River was the source of all of Egypt’s prosperity.
Gen 41:3
“thin.” The Hebrew is literally, “thin of flesh.”
Gen 41:6
“scorched by the east wind.” In Egypt, the east wind would have come off the great Arabian Desert and been very hot and dry.
Gen 41:8
“spirit.” Here the word “spirit” is being used of Pharaoh’s mental state; his thoughts and emotions.
[For more on all the various uses of “spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
Gen 41:9
“faults.” The Hebrew is literally, “sins,” but the cupbearer would refer to them as “faults.”
Gen 41:14
“dungeon.” The Hebrew word is “pit.”
“He shaved.” The Egyptians were clean-shaven, in contrast to the Hebrews who wore beards. Interestingly, when the Egyptians were in mourning, they let their beards grow, but when the Hebrews were in mourning, they sometimes shaved their beards (Isa. 15:2). It would have been offensive to Pharaoh for Joseph to appear before him unshaved, so even though Pharaoh’s summons was urgent, Joseph took the time to shave and thus make himself acceptable. It is very important to make a favorable impression and not needlessly offend people or cause them concern: “An offended brother is harder to be won than a strong city” (Prov. 18:19).
It is universally true that people feel comfortable around other people who think and act like they do. We say our modern culture is tolerant and accepting of individuality, but that is more a facade than a reality. You can be “different” as long as your particular difference is acceptable, but a lot of differences, especially conservative Christian ones, are not at all acceptable among many “liberal” people who say they respect individual differences. Christians should be more interested in winning people to Christ than showing off their individual preferences.
Gen 41:16
“a favorable answer.” The Hebrew uses the word shalom, which refers to well-being.
Gen 41:19
“cows.” The Hebrew text uses the pronoun “them,” referring to the cows. The REV adds “cows” for clarity.
Gen 41:21
“eaten them up.” The Hebrew text is idiomatic: “come into their midst,” that is, the thin cows had eaten up the fat cows such that the fat cows had “come into their midst,” i.e., the fat cows were inside them.
“you would not know that they had eaten them.” More literally, you would not know “they were inside them.”
Gen 41:32
“The dream was doubled to Pharaoh.” It was common in the Semitic culture to double things, often by saying them in different ways, to emphasize and establish what was said. Although this practice can be seen throughout the Old Testament, it can easily be seen in Proverbs, where many times something is said twice in different ways so that the point is emphasized (e.g., Prov. 1:8, 15, 18, 20; 2:3, 4, 16, 21). Pharaoh had two different dreams with the same basic message, and Joseph explained that, and the dreams, to Pharaoh.
Gen 41:33
“now let Pharaoh look.” Although the Bible does not say so, it is very likely that as Joseph came to understand the situation he was in, he expected Pharaoh to choose him as the “discerning and wise man.” After all, Joseph had the dream about his father, mother, and all his brothers bowing down to him (Gen. 37:9-11), and being second-in-command to Pharaoh would easily fulfill that dream.
Gen 41:34
“collect one-fifth.” There is no individual verb in the phrase. The verb “collect” comes from the one verb that the REV translates as “collect one-fifth.” The Hebrew is more literally, “one-fifth of the land of Egypt.”
Gen 41:35
“keep it under guard.” The Hebrew word translated as “keep it under guard” is shamar (#08104 שָׁמַר), which means “to keep, guard, watch, watch over.” Some English versions have “keep” and others have “guard,” but in this context it seems like both words are appropriate. The grain had to be kept in store for the years of famine, but it also had to be guarded from hungry people. The translation “keep it under guard” seems appropriate (cf. The Schocken Bible by E. Fox).
Gen 41:37
“his servants.” In the authority structure of the ancient world, everyone was a “servant” of the king. In this context, the “servants” of Pharaoh are his high officials.
[For more on the word “servants” being used for people of high position in the kingdom, see commentary on 2 Sam. 11:1.]
Gen 41:38
“the spirit of God?” This “spirit” is the gift of holy spirit that God put upon certain people in the Old Testament so that they could do His work. This is the first time in the Bible that someone is said to have “the spirit” of God. Daniel was another person who was said to have the spirit of God (Dan. 5:14).
[For more on the usages of “spirit” in the Bible, and the use of “spirit” in this context, see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit,’” particularly section 6, “Pneuma is used of the gift of holy spirit that God put upon certain believers, such as prophets, before the day of Pentecost.” It would also be helpful to see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
Gen 41:40
“Over My House.” This is a title (see commentary on 1 Kings 4:6). It generally referred to the person who was in charge of the palace, but here in Genesis, Joseph was given more wide-ranging authority than just Pharaoh’s palace.
“by your command.” More literally, “by your mouth,” with “mouth” being put by metonymy for what comes from it, the words and commands.
[See Word Study: “Metonymy.”]
“be ruled.” The Hebrew text is literally, “kiss.” Thus, “by your mouth will all the people kiss.” The idiomatic use of “kiss” here most likely refers to being obedient and submitting to rule (cf. Ps. 2:12), but it could also refer more directly to paying homage to Joseph and then by extension obeying him. Thus the NASB translation: “and according to your command all my people shall do homage.”
Gen 41:42
“signet ring.” The signet ring was a ring that was engraved with special letters and/or characters that identified the owner of the ring. The signet ring was used to sign official documents much like a notary public has a special seal that he or she uses in signing and sealing official documents. Anyone who had Pharaoh’s signet ring was authorized and delegated by Pharaoh to “sign,” (by sealing with the signet) his name. “The title ‘Royal Seal-Bearer’ was well-known in Egyptian bureaucracy.”[footnoteRef:151] [151:  Nahum Sarna, The JPS Torah Commentary: Genesis, 286.] 

Signet rings and other ways of “signing” and sealing documents were well-known in the ancient world. Signet rings occur in a number of places in the Bible (e.g., Gen. 41:42; Exod. 35:22; Num. 31:50; Esther 3:10; 8:2, 10; Isa. 3:21; Jer. 22:24; Dan. 6:17; Hag. 2:23). Also, the word “seal” often referred to a signet ring, cylinder seal or scarab seal (Gen. 38:18, 25; Exod. 28:11, 21, 36; 39:14, 30; 1 Kings 21:8; Job 38:14). The signet rings, scarab seals, and cylinder seals were usually made of stone and the characters or symbols were carved into the stone like a gem cutter cuts stone (cf. Exod. 28:11).
Particularly common in Egypt was the scarab seal, a stamp-seal that was carved in the shape of a scarab beetle, with a flat bottom that had the name or special characters of the owner carved into it. Small scarab seals often had holes bored through them so they could be worn around a person’s neck. A common type of seal that was especially popular north of Israel in Mesopotamia was the cylinder seal. As the name implies, this type of seal was a cylinder that had letters and/or characters on it, that when rolled over soft material like clay left a distinct impression that served as the owner’s name or position. Thousands of cylinder seals have been found all over the Middle East. Many of them had holes bored through them so that they could be worn around a person’s neck.
Judah likely had a cylinder seal and gave it to the woman he thought was a prostitute in return for her services. Tamar, in disguise as a prostitute, asked to be given “Your seal [i.e. “signet”] and your cord and your staff that is in your hand.”(Gen. 38:18). When she later turned up pregnant, she used those things to prove who the father was, saying, “By the man to whom these belong I am pregnant.” (Gen. 38:25). Judah could not deny that the seal and other things belonged to him, they were, after all, very personal.
Gen 41:43
“the chariot.” This is the first use of “chariot” in the Bible. However, chariots could have been in use much earlier than this record.
“Bow the knee.” The meaning of the word that appears in the Hebrew text is debated. It would seem to be an Egyptian word, but even so, its meaning is debated. “Bow the knee” or “kneel” are favored possibilities, although “Make way” (BBE, NEB, NIV) and “Attention” (CEB, CSB) are also possibilities.
Gen 41:45
“Pharaoh called Joseph’s name Zaphenath-paneah.” In the biblical culture, changing a person’s name was a way of exercising some kind of control or dominion over the person (see commentary on Genesis 17:5).
Genesis 41:45 shows some of the depth of Egyptian worship and belief in the gods. For example, Zaphenath-paneah means “the god speaks and he (the newborn child) lives.” “Asenath” means “belonging to Neith” (an Egyptian goddess). The name Potiphera means “he whom Ra gave” (Ra being the sun god). “Potiphar,” the man who bought Joseph, is a shorter form of that name. “On” is another name of Heliopolis, where the chief temple of Ra, the sun god, is located. “On” is mentioned in Genesis 41:45, 50; 46:20, and Ezekiel 30:17.[footnoteRef:152] [152:  New American Bible text note on Gen. 41:45.] 

Gen 41:46
“Joseph was 30 years old when he stood before Pharaoh.” In this context, the idiom, “stood before” Pharaoh, means to serve as an officer or official of Pharaoh. Joseph was 17 years old when he was sold into slavery in Egypt (Gen. 37:2). He was 30 when he became second in command in Egypt (Gen. 41:46). The Bible does not say how those 13 or 14 years in slavery were divided up between being in Potiphar’s house (Gen. 37:36; 39:1) and being in prison (Gen. 39:20).
[For more on the chronology of Joseph, see commentary on Gen. 37:2. For more on sitting or standing before the king, see commentary on Isa. 14:13, “sit.”]
Gen 41:47
“the land produced abundantly.” The Hebrew text is idiomatic. The Hebrew is more literally, “the land produced by handfuls.” In the ancient world, a “handful” was a large amount, but in modern English a “handful” might be considered only a small amount, so the REV and many other English translations use words like “abundantly” or “bountifully,”
Gen 41:51
“Manasseh.” The name Manasseh means “making forget.” Joseph had put his past behind him and was moving on. During the seven years of plenty, he did not ever even ask about his birth family. He must have been quite bitter about what happened to him, and he seems content to simply forget his past. But God had plans for Israel and would bring it all back to him when his brothers arrived.
Gen 41:52
“Ephraim.” The name means “fruitful” or perhaps “made me fruitful,” but the word is a dual masculine form, leading some scholars to believe the word means “doubly fruitful,” which may be the case.
“affliction.” This same word is used of the affliction of the nation of Israel in Egypt (e.g., Exod. 3:7, 17; 4:31).
Gen 41:56
“sold.” The Hebrew word can also mean “provide,” indicating that Joseph was not taking advantage of the Egyptians, but providing for them by selling them what they needed.
 
Genesis Chapter 42
Gen 42:1
“Why are you looking at one another?” In other words, “Why are you standing here doing nothing?”
Gen 42:6
“one in power.” The text uses a rare Hebrew word for one who is in power. The word could almost be translated as a title, “the one-in-power” (cf. Eccl. 10:5).
“bowed down.” The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body and face to the earth, as we see here.
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
Gen 42:8
“but they did not recognize him.” This is part of the parallel between Joseph and Christ. Joseph’s brothers did not recognize him, and Jesus’ brothers, fellow Israelites, did not recognize him.
Gen 42:9
“Joseph remembered the dreams” The dreams are recorded in Genesis 37:5-10.
Gen 42:19
“for your hungry households.” The Hebrew is choppy and more literally, “carry in grain the famine of your houses.” Many versions have smoothed that out for the English reader.
Gen 42:21
“we saw the distress of his soul.” Some of the pain Joseph went through is in Psalm 105:18.
“distress...distress.” Joseph’s brothers apparently believed that God would pay back equally what a person had done, so their distress was payment for the distress they caused Joseph.
Gen 42:22
“Reuben answered them.” This is the first time Joseph would have learned that Reuben tried to prevent what happened to Joseph. Reuben wanted to save Joseph (Gen. 37:21-22, 29-30).
Gen 42:23
“for there was an interpreter between them.” Joseph had been in Egypt for some 22 years or so since he had been sold into slavery in Egypt, and in that time he had learned the Egyptian language. He was sold at age 17 (Gen. 37:2), and stood before Pharaoh at age 30 (Gen. 41:46), then there were seven years of plenty and now this is apparently the first year of the famine.
Gen 42:24
“He stepped away.” The Hebrew is more literally, “he turned away,” but it is not just that Joseph turned his head away, he turned himself away and left, as we can see from the context. The CEB has, “he stepped away.”
Gen 42:25
“money.” The Hebrew word translated as “money” is actually “silver,” and it likely referred to something like silver nuggets that could be weighed. Genesis 42 occurred before coins for money were invented, which occurred during the time of the Greeks. At this early time, much trade was by barter, and silver and gold were weighed out. We don’t know the form of the silver that Jacob’s sons had.
The word “money” (literally, “silver”) is very prominent in the Joseph record, occurring seventeen times (Gen. 42:25, 27, 28, 35 (twice); Gen. 43:12 (twice), Gen. 43:15, 18, 21 (twice), Gen. 43:22 (twice), Gen. 43:23; 44:1, 2, 8). The brothers sold Joseph for 20 pieces of silver (Gen. 37:28), and now silver is seemingly emphasized in the Joseph record.
Gen 42:27
“sack...pack.” This is two words for the same thing, the pack or sack in which was the grain. But the money would have been in a smaller bag to keep it separate from the grain.
“money.” Literally, “silver.” See commentary on Gen. 42:25.
Gen 42:37
“Reuben spoke.” This is the last time that Reuben, Jacob’s oldest son, speaks in the Bible.
“You may kill two of my sons if I do not bring him to you.” Reuben had four sons (Gen. 46:9). What Reuben said sounds completely stupid. If Jacob is worried about losing another son, how could killing two of his grandsons help in any way? Reuben was just trying to make the point about how diligent he would be about getting Benjamin back to Jacob safely.
Gen 42:38
“and he alone is left.” Jacob is using hyperbole. Benjamin was the only remaining son of Jacob’s favorite wife, Rachel.
 
Genesis Chapter 43
Gen 43:3
“warned, yes, warned.” This is the figure of speech polyptoton, which is used for emphasis (see commentary on Gen. 2:16).
Gen 43:7
“asked, yes, asked...known, yes, known.” These are the figure of speech polyptoton, which are being used for emphasis (see commentary on Gen. 2:16).
Gen 43:9
“You may hold me responsible for him.” The Hebrew is idiomatic and hard to understand when translated literally. More literally the text reads, “of my hand you will require him.” Judah pledged himself to be responsible for Benjamin, and later he was good for his word. When Joseph threatened to jail Benjamin, Judah offered himself to be Joseph’s slave instead of Benjamin (Gen. 44:32-34).
“all my life.” Literally, “all the days.”
Gen 43:11
“a little balm, a little honey, spices, myrrh, nuts, and almonds.” These things must have been lacking in Egypt, because the Midianite traders who took Joseph to Egypt also had spices, balm, and myrrh (Gen. 37:25).
Gen 43:12
“money.” The Hebrew is “silver” (see commentary on Gen. 42:25).
Gen 43:14
“El Shaddai.” “El Shaddai” is the name of God that is commonly translated as “God Almighty” (see the REV commentary on Gen. 17:1).
Gen 43:16
“butcher an animal.” Egypt had a very hot climate and there was no effective refrigeration in ancient times, so animals were butchered right before they were eaten. The butchering, preparation, and cooking of the animal would take time, so this meal was not eaten right away, but likely a couple hours later. The fact that this meal was prepared as the noon meal shows that Joseph’s brothers had appeared before him quite early in the morning. It was common for the business of the day to start early in ancient times, and often official business ended early as well.
Here in Genesis 43:6, the Hebrew word translated as “butcher” is singular, hence the translation “an” animal. If the Hebrew word had been plural, the translation would have likely been “some animals.”
Gen 43:17
“The man…the man.” The text repeats “the man” twice, likely so that the reader knows that at this stage Joseph worked with his brothers through intermediaries.
Gen 43:18
“along with our donkeys.” This verse shows the value of donkeys in that culture. To us today, the value of the donkeys was insignificant in comparison to being personally taken as slaves. But in the biblical culture, the donkeys were valuable, so the men were concerned about them.
Gen 43:20
“came, yes, came.” This is the figure of speech polyptoton, repeating the verb twice for emphasis (see commentary on Gen. 2:16).
Gen 43:22
“brought down.” This is literally true. Egypt is lower in elevation than Canaan.
Gen 43:26
“bowed down.” The Hebrew word translated as “bowed down” shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), and it literally means “to bow down,” or “to prostrate oneself.” The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body and face to the earth.
The Hebrew uses the same word for bowing down before people as for “worship” when the subject is God. Thus, the verse could be translated, “and worshiped him.”
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
Gen 43:27
“He asked them how they were doing.” The Hebrew text is idiomatic. More literally, what Joseph said was “how is your peace (shalom).”
Gen 43:28
“kneeled and bowed down.” This kneeling preceded bowing down to the ground. The two actions, kneeling and then bowing to the ground blended into one act of homage or worship. The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body and face to the earth. Also, instead of “kneeled and bowed down,” the text could be translated “bowed down and worshiped,” with “kneeling” being understood as part of the process of bowing down, and “bowing down” was the act of worship. The same Hebrew verb can be translated as both “bow down” and “worship;” traditionally “worship” if God is involved and “bow down” if people are involved, but the verb and action are the same. The act of bowing down is the act of worship.
[For more information, see Word Study: “Worship” and the REV commentary on 1 Chron. 29:20.]
Gen 43:30
“overcome by affection.” The Hebrew is idiomatic. The Hebrew word translated as “affection” uses a word that refers to the insides, gut, or womb (see commentary on 1 Kings 3:26), but here refers more to the emotion associated with the womb or guts, “compassion” or “affection.” The verb translated as “overcome” is more literally, “to grow warm.” Joseph’s emotions heated up and he looked for a place to weep. He was in his palace, but it would have been huge, and he wanted a private place.
“He went into a room and wept there.” Joseph was going through some serious emotional changes at this time. He had been bitter about his family, and even though he ruled Egypt for seven years during the time of plenty, he never bothered to send someone to find out if his family was even alive. He seems to have written them off. But now they show up as honest men, even bringing back the money that they thought got returned to them by accident, and they brought Benjamin and said Jacob was still alive. Family love welled up inside Joseph, but he was certainly conflicted. His older brothers had abandoned him for years, and he did not know that his father and Benjamin thought he was dead. How could he move forward from here? He decided to keep his identity secret and give the family another test. How honest were they really, and how much did they care about each other? Would they sacrifice themselves for Benjamin and to bless their father Jacob?
Gen 43:31
“He controlled himself.” In this situation, when Joseph was with his brothers, he was able to control himself and maintain his ruse. However, in their next meeting, Joseph was not able to control himself (Gen. 45:1).
“Serve the food.” The Hebrew word translated as “serve” is more literally “put” or “place,” and the Hebrew word for “food” is more literally “bread,” but it is used of other food as well. The range of possible translations explains the variation in the English versions: “Serve the meal” (CSB); “Set on bread” (Darby); “Place bread” (LSV); “Set out the food” (NET).
Gen 43:32
“and the Egyptians who ate with him by themselves.” The Egyptians were very xenophobic and generally did not like foreigners. “On account of Egyptian beliefs about racial and religious superiority, and their contempt of foreigners (i.e. Hebrews), who were regarded as unclean, Joseph’s Egyptian royal staff were segregated, eating by themselves.… Likewise, it was abhorrent to Egyptians to engage with shepherds (Genesis 46:34). …Finally, the Greek historian Herodotus writes in The Histories that the cow was taboo to the Egyptians but eaten by the Greeks. He further reports that no native Egyptian would kiss a Greek, use his kitchen utensils, or even eat the flesh of an ox that had been cut with the knife of a Greek.”[footnoteRef:153] Egyptians did eat bulls, but not the cows, which were sacred to Isis. [153:  Hayim ben Yosef Tawil and Richard J. Rinberg, Let There Be Light - Genesis, 292.] 

The Bible does not tell us if Joseph provided different food for his brothers, just that Joseph, his staff, and his brothers all ate separately.
[For more about how the Egyptians being xenophobic helped form the nation of Israel, see commentary on Gen. 45:7]
Gen 43:33
“and the men were astonished.” Joseph’s brothers, and likely his Egyptian staff, were astonished that Joseph could seat the brothers in birth order.
Gen 43:34
“from his table.” This is the meaning of the text. The Hebrew is more literally, “from before his face,” but that would refer to his table, and the idiom would not be clear to the English reader.
 
Genesis Chapter 44
Gen 44:8
“Why would we steal silver or gold.” The question is a good one. The brothers had just brought back silver (translated as “money”) to Egypt that they thought had been mistakenly returned to them. If they felt they needed silver, they could have just kept the silver they had. They were confident that no one had taken any silver from Joseph’s house.
“lord.” This is a grammatical plural, literally, “house of your lords.”
Gen 44:9
“let him die, and we also will be my lord’s slaves.” The brothers are so confident that no one has stolen from Joseph’s house that they propose a very harsh sentence if the object is found to be with them.
Gen 44:10
“Now also let it be according to your words.” The Egyptian over Joseph’s house says that the punishment will be “according to your words,” but then ignores that and gives a different punishment. What is going on? Victor Hamilton explains. “The difference on [the] suggested penalty may be due to more than mercy on the steward’s part. A unique feature of Egyptian law (in contrast to cuneiform law), is that both witnesses and the accused were allowed to propose their own punishment for perjury or the crime in the form of an oath (as in verse 9). The steward knows that if the cup is found in Benjamin’s sack (or anybody’s sack for that matter) their suggested punishment will be binding, and thus Benjamin will be condemned to death. To circumvent that possibility, the steward deliberately ignores or mishears them, and accepts only that portion of their self-imposed sentence that will be acceptable to Joseph.”[footnoteRef:154] [154:  Victor Hamilton, The Book of Genesis: Chapters 18-50 [NICOT], 563.] 

Joseph’s brothers had stated a very severe penalty, but the Egyptian deliberately ignored it because he knew the cup was in Benjamin’s sack, so he restated the penalty so that it would be acceptable to Joseph.
Gen 44:13
“Then they tore their clothes.” At the thought of losing Benjamin, the men tear their clothes. Jacob tore his clothes when he thought he had lost Joseph (Gen. 37:34).
Gen 44:14
“Judah and his brothers.” Judah now steps to the front because he was the one who made the oath to Jacob and guaranteed Benjamin’s safety (Gen. 43:8-10).
Gen 44:16
“justify.” The Hebrew verb is more technically, “to be righteous,” but in this context, it means “justify,” i.e., show ourselves to be righteous concerning the cup we supposedly took.
Gen 44:21
“see him.” The Hebrew is literally, “set my eyes on him.”
Gen 44:29
“from me.” The Hebrew is literally, “from before my face.”
Gen 44:32
“For your slave pledged to be security.” Judah had promised Jacob that he would be security for Benjamin to ensure Benjamin’s wellbeing (Gen. 43:9). Here he shows that he really meant what he said, and this no doubt affected his feelings toward his brothers. They sold him, Joseph, into slavery, but they would not let Benjamin be taken into slavery. They seem to be changed men.
Gen 44:33
“let your slave stay instead of the boy.” Judah was the one who suggested that Joseph be sold into slavery (Gen. 37:26-27). Now he offers himself to be the slave of the one he said to sell into slavery. The story has come full circle. What Judah suggested for Joseph he now suggests for himself.
Gen 44:34
“come on.” The Hebrew is idiomatic; literally “find my father.” But evil is not looking for Judah’s father Jacob, the Hebrew is simply an idiomatic way of speaking.
 
Genesis Chapter 45
Gen 45:2
“The Egyptians heard.” In the ancient world, there was very little actual privacy. There were no effective glass windows, and big buildings might have had some doors, but the expectation of total privacy did not really exist. Besides, Joseph would have had guards who would have stayed close enough to hear if he needed help.
We can imagine that the Egyptians were very puzzled as to why Joseph wanted to eat with these people from Canaan. The Egyptians were very xenophobic when it came to other nationalities, and to them, there was nothing special about these people from Canaan that would be of interest to Joseph.
“the house of Pharaoh heard.” News about Joseph would have been “big news” in Egypt, so it is not surprising that news of what was happening with Joseph reached Pharaoh very quickly.
Gen 45:3
“dumbfounded.” The Hebrew word can refer to being afraid or being in shock, dumbfounded. No doubt there were both emotions present.
Gen 45:7
“God sent me ahead of you to preserve for you a remnant on the earth.” Joseph continued and told his brothers, “So now it was not you who sent me here, but God” (Gen. 45:8). Although we generally think of the time of slavery in Egypt as a terrible time and tragedy, it also likely saved the nation of Israel.
By the time Joseph was ruling Egypt, the other sons of Jacob had married, and some of the sons had apparently taken multiple wives (see commentary on Gen. 46:27). However, as far as we can tell from the biblical record, none of Jacob’s sons married Dinah, Jacob’s daughter (who she married is unstated in the Bible) and none of the wives of Jacob’s sons were descendants of Isaac. Esau, Isaac’s other son, married and took his family far away from Jacob and his family (Gen. 36:6). It is possible that some of the wives of the sons of Jacob were descendants of Abraham through Hagar (i.e., daughters of Ishmael) or through Abraham’s last wife, Keturah (i.e., daughters of her sons; Gen. 25:1-4), but the Bible does not attest to that. It seems if that had happened, the Bible would have said something about it in Genesis or 1 Chronicles, or somewhere.
The implication in the Bible is that the sons of Jacob married girls in the local Canaanite population. That was certainly the case with Jacob’s son Judah. He married Shua, a Canaanite, and had three sons by her (Gen. 38:2-5). Then he took a Canaanite wife named Tamar for Er, his firstborn son. As history turned out, Judah himself ended up having sons—Perez and Zerah—by the Canaanite woman Tamar, and Perez was in the genealogy to Christ. Given the pagan wives that Jacob’s sons and grandsons married, it would have been likely that if the extended family of Jacob continued to live in Canaan, they would have been assimilated or partially assimilated into the Canaanite culture. In contrast, going to Egypt saved them from assimilation into a pagan culture, and molded them into the Israelite nation.
Henry Morris writes: “Although Egypt was, if anything, even more polytheistic in its religion than Canaan, there was not the danger of assimilation that perpetually confronted them in Canaan. The Egyptians felt themselves racially superior and were reluctant to mix and intermarry with foreigners, especially shepherds (Gen. 43:32; 46:34). …Thus, although they [the Israelites] could profit much, both financially and culturally by associating with the Egyptians, they would be forced to dwell apart by themselves, developing their own peculiar culture, and in particular, learning to center their lives around the God of heaven and earth rather than the gods of the nations. All of this would forge them into a distinct and unique people, ready to receive and promulgate the laws of God and the great plan of God.”[footnoteRef:155] [155:  Henry Morris, The Genesis Record, 629.] 

The sojourn in Egypt was actually a “circumstantially mandated separation,” which was essential for the people of Israel to become the “nation” of Israel before going to the Promised Land. God knows human nature and human tendencies so well that He knew that the Israelites could not stay separate from the pagan nations, but that separation was essential if they were to become a separate and (supposedly) holy nation until the coming of the Messiah.
Consider the number of times in the OT Israel was commanded to “separate yourselves” from the pagans. The people of Israel just could not seem to do that. Even after the return from the Babylonian Captivity, when they really should have known better, they intermarried with the pagans in the vicinity (this enraged Ezra and Nehemiah, cf. Ezra 9-10; Neh. 13:23-31). So, in the sojourn in Egypt, we see the brilliance of God, once again finding a way to see His will accomplished without violating man’s free will or His own character. A great irony in Israel’s sojourn in Egypt is that the Egyptians felt themselves racially superior and so they would not intermarry with the Jews! The Israelite men would have married their women in a heartbeat, but the Egyptians would not consider it.
Yes, Israel did suffer when in Egyptian servitude, but even in those circumstances they prospered, and they wanted to return to Egypt when the going got tough in their wilderness wanderings (Num. 11:4-6; 14:3). The alternative of never forging an identity as a people and holy nation, and thus not being a people among whom the Messiah could be born and raised would be eternally catastrophic. The circumstances that led to Israel being in Egypt and the events that led up to the Exodus were a back-and-forth chess game in which Good and Evil faced off and human free will decisions were a factor. The events fit with the character of God and the plan and drama of redemption.
So it seems that while the sojourn in Egypt was a personal tragedy for many, it was a national victory for God. It was in Egypt that the basis of the “nation of Israel” was formed, although they still often acted as disparate tribes even under King Saul and King David.
“and to save you alive by a great deliverance.” Some scholars also argue for a translation like the ESV, “keep alive for you many survivors.” It is possible that both meanings are correct, because the deliverance of Joseph from slave to second-to-pharaoh was great, and also that there would be many survivors in Jacob’s family because of Joseph and what he accomplished for Jacob’s extended family and descendants.
Gen 45:8
“So now it was not you who sent me here, but God.” See the commentary on Genesis 45:7.
“father.” Here used as “mentor” and “guide.”
[For more information on the uses of “father” in the Bible, see commentary on Gen. 4:20. For information on the disciples of a Rabbi being called his “sons,” see commentary on Matt. 12:27. For information on the disciples of a Rabbi being called “orphans” if the Rabbi died or left the area, see commentary on John 14:18, “orphans.”]
Gen 45:9
“God has made me lord of all Egypt.” Joseph is a type of Christ in many ways. In Acts 2:36, the same idea of God and Christ is expressed; that God made Jesus both Lord and Christ.
Gen 45:10
“in the land of Goshen.” Goshen was in the eastern delta of the Nile River. It was closer to Israel and not right in any of the metropolitan areas in Egypt, which allowed the Israelites to stay somewhat separate from the Egyptians.
Gen 45:13
“my glory in Egypt.” The Hebrew word translated as “glory” is kabod (#03519 כָּבוֹד), and kabod has a broad semantic range. It can mean glory, splendor, honor, distinction, reputation, importance, essence, power, and even heaviness or burden, depending on the context. In this context, “glory” seems to fit very well, because Joseph certainly had a lot of glory in Egypt. He had honor and splendor as well, but “glory” seems to capture the sense both physically and emotionally.
Gen 45:14
“He fell on his brother Benjamin’s neck.” This is idiomatic, but a common idiom. Joseph hugged Benjamin closely and wept, and Benjamin wept as well.
Gen 45:15
“Then he kissed all his brothers and wept on them.” Joseph was weeping over his brothers, starting with Benjamin, and he wept and hugged each one. At that point, Joseph no longer needed to keep his distance from them, so he talked with his brothers up close.
Gen 45:16
“his servants.” In this context, the “servants” of the king are his high officials (see commentary on 2 Sam. 11:1).
Gen 45:19
“Now you are commanded.” The “you” is singular. So this is Pharaoh giving orders to Joseph to relay to his brothers.
Gen 45:20
“Do not let your eye look with regret.” This is an idiomatic way of saying, “Do not concern yourself with your things.”
Gen 45:24
“Do not quarrel on the way.” We can well imagine that once Joseph’s brothers got on the road back home they would have broken into quarreling over a number of issues, such as whose idea was it to sell Joseph and what they would tell their father Jacob. After all, they had lied to him about what happened to Joseph and kept up that ruse for some 22 years (Joseph was 17 when he was sold, 30 when he stood before Pharaoh, then seven years of plenty and two years of famine all add up to 22 years). They had a lot of explaining to do.
An alternate translation of the Hebrew renders what Joseph said as “don’t be overcome with fear” (e.g., NET). However, although that is lexically possible, it does not seem very likely and is rejected by most translators.
Gen 45:26
“His heart went numb.” The Hebrew is hard to express because the emotions that Jacob was feeling are difficult to express simply in English. Jacob heard what his sons said, but could not really even take it in. He was “numb” (ESV, JPS); “stunned” (CJB, CSB, LSB, NASB, NIV); “shocked” (EXB, NCV); “overcome” (BBE), “confounded” (NETS). Jacob “did not believe them,” not because he thought they were lying, but because he could not mentally grasp all the implications of what it meant to believe them. Of course, he quickly saw the physical evidence and believed them, but the Bible leaves out the details of this encounter. Jacob would have been angry with his sons, but overjoyed that Joseph was alive. We can only imagine the hundreds of different conversations that occurred among Jacob’s family in the next couple of days between his sons, his daughter, the wives of the sons, the children of the sons, and many more people of the extended household. There would be conversations about the past and what had happened, and conversations about the future and what would happen.
Gen 45:28
“I’m convinced!” The NIV catches the sense of the Hebrew text with the translation “I’m convinced!” The Hebrew is more literally something like “Enough!” However, “enough” can have a negative meaning in English, which is not the case here.
 
Genesis Chapter 46
Gen 46:1
“all that he had.” This included people, not just stuff.
“Beer-sheba.” At Beer-sheba, Jacob comes full circle. It was at Beer-sheba that he had tricked his father Isaac and gotten the blessing that his brother Esau coveted, and had to flee for his life from Esau. So he left Beersheba as an unmarried man and headed for Haran, the home territory of Abraham, his grandfather (Gen. 28:10). On the journey northward to Haran, God appeared to him and told him that He would bring Jacob back to the land. And so it was that, many years later, with two wives, two concubines, twelve sons, and a daughter, he came back to the land. Now here in Genesis 46, towards the end of his life, Jacob is again at Beer-sheba and again leaving the Promised Land, the land that God had promised to Abraham, and to Isaac, and to Jacob himself. And God appeared to Jacob again—for the last time in the Biblical record—and told him not to fear going down to Egypt, and that He, God, will ensure that Jacob will again come back to the land (Gen. 46:3-4). Jacob did come back to the land, but this time as an embalmed corpse. But he was buried as he wanted, in the tomb with Abraham and Sarah, Isaac and Rebecca, and his first wife, Leah.
“offered sacrifices.” It is most likely that Jacob offered sacrifices on the altar that his father Isaac built (Gen. 26:25). It seems that Jacob took this opportunity to worship Yahweh and build family recognition of Yahweh and family unity at the same time. Many of the people in the group going to Egypt with Jacob did not come from a family whose God was Yahweh (aka El Shaddai), and since when Jacob worshiped Yahweh as the family head and patriarch, generally the others would have participated as well.
Gen 46:2
“God spoke.” This is the last time God speaks to any of the patriarchs until God speaks with Moses. The Bible records God appearing to Jacob eight times (Gen. 28:13, 31:3, 11; 32:1, 30; 35:1, 9; 46:2).
“Israel…Jacob.” Both “Israel” and “Jacob” are used throughout this chapter and in the Jacob narrative in general. Although there are certainly times when the names seem to be used synonymously, there are likely purposeful differences. “Jacob” points to Jacob’s given name, and seems to place more emphasis on his humanity, along with all its faults and failures. In contrast, “Israel” points to the man as the national head of the nation that God is calling out and building to be His people.
Gen 46:3
“I am God, the God of your father.” God identifies Himself as the God of Isaac, Jacob’s father.
“because I will make you into a great nation there.” What God said came true, but not in a “nice” way that some would have liked. The approximately 200 years that Israel spent in Egypt started out wonderfully but ended up being many years of bitter slavery (see commentary on Exod. 12:40). Nevertheless, when Israel came out of Egypt, and especially when they fought together to conquer Canaan, they acted like a nation. That was finally solidly the case when Saul was anointed king over Israel.
Gen 46:4
“bring you up, yes, up.” God uses the figure of speech polyptoton for emphasis, repeating the same verb in different conjugations. God spoke to Jacob in an emphatic way that would have left him no doubt that going to Egypt at this time was the will of God. It is noteworthy that although God clearly stated that He Himself would be with Israel in Egypt, during their slavery they did not feel that way. That is such a life lesson because so often when a person is going through a difficult time in life it feels to them as if God has left them. God did eventually bring Jacob back into the Promised Land, but sadly, it was as a corpse. Jacob died in Egypt, but Joseph made sure he was buried in the family tomb of Abraham in Hebron, so Jacob was buried with Abraham and Sarah, Isaac and Rebecca, and with his first wife, Leah.
[For more on polyptoton and the form of translation, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
“Joseph will close your eyes.” It often happens when people die that they die with their eyes open, and then someone has to touch their eyelids and close their eyes. There is no Scripture that confirms that Joseph closed Jacob’s eyes after he died, and it is possible that he did, or possible that Jacob died with his eyes closed. It seems that what God meant to communicate to Jacob when He said, “Joseph will close your eyes,” was that Joseph would be there with Jacob when he died, and that seems to be the case (Gen. 49:33).
Gen 46:7
“his daughters, and his sons’ daughters.” With rare exception, these daughters of Jacob’s sons are not mentioned in the list of the 70 people who went to Egypt (Gen. 46:8-27). Nevertheless, this is an important part of figuring out how it was that the children of Israel multiplied into a nation while they were in Egypt: the descendants of Jacob in Egypt married each other. There is a good possibility that if Jacob and his family had stayed in Canaan, eventually they would have been absorbed into the local population (see commentary on Gen. 45:7).
Gen 46:8
“These are the names of the sons of Israel who came into Egypt.” This is exactly the way that the Book of Exodus starts. The list of the names of the people who went into Egypt are almost all sons; there were only three daughters, two named and one assumed. It is highly unusual that of the 69 people who are listed (or assumed), there were apparently only three daughters. In fact, we know there were more than that, likely many more (Gen. 46:7). Jacob’s wives are not counted in the number 66 or 70. Furthermore, any children of the women who had been incorporated into Jacob’s extended household, which included slaves and servants, would not have been counted either (for some who were likely with Jacob but not counted, see Gen. 34:29). The people named are “children of Israel,” i.e., children and grandchildren of Jacob.
The list of people, which begins here in Genesis 46:8, begins with the sons of Leah (Gen. 46:8-15). Then come the sons of Jacob by Zilpah, Leah’s slave (Gen. 46:16-18). Next come the sons of Rachel (Gen. 46:19-22). Last come the sons of Jacob by Bilhah, Rachel’s slave (Gen. 46:23-25).
“Jacob and his children.” There is no word in Hebrew for “grandson” or “granddaughter.” They are just called “sons” and “daughters.” Similarly, there is no Hebrew word for “grandfather” or “grandmother.” They are simply called “father” and “mother.” This can cause confusion in the text and calls for careful reading to get the order of descendants correct.
Gen 46:10
“and Shaul the son of a Canaanite woman.” We can conclude from Genesis 46:10 and Exodus 6:15 that Simeon had at least two wives, because Shaul was the son of a Canaanite woman. The other wife (or wives) are not spoken about.
Gen 46:13
“Job” The Masoretic Hebrew text reads “Job” here, but the Septuagint reads yashub, “Jashub,” and so does Numbers 26:24 and 1 Chronicles 7:1. It is possible that the Hebrew text was corrupted, but it is very possible that “Job” was called by two different names. Many people were.
Gen 46:15
“his sons and his daughters were 33.” The number given is 33, but the number in the list of the “sons” and “daughters” (i.e., descendants) of Jacob is only 32. So we can surmise that there had to have been another daughter who for some unexplained reason is not named in the list. Some people try to make Jacob himself the 33rd person, but that does not work for two reasons: the list is of the “sons and daughters” of Jacob, which would not include Jacob, and secondly, Jacob is part of the four people who are added to the 66 people (Gen. 46:26) to make 70 people (Gen. 46:27). The four added to the 66 are Jacob, Joseph, and Joseph’s two sons. Since there are a number of people who went to Egypt with Jacob who are not named, it is not unreasonable that there would be an unnamed daughter in the list.
Gen 46:20
“Asenath.” Asenath is the only wife of any of the sons of Jacob who is named.
Gen 46:26
“who came out of his thigh.” The “thigh” is euphemistic for the genital organs, and the idiom “came out of his thigh” refers to his direct descendants (see commentary on Gen. 24:2).
[For more information on sexual euphemisms, see commentary on Isa. 47:2.]
“not counting Jacob’s sons’ wives.” Neither Jacob’s four wives, nor his son’s wives, were counted in the list (and all of his sons were married and had children; and some of his sons likely had more than one wife, like Abraham and Jacob themselves did). The reason for this is not given in the Bible.
“all the souls were 66.” So Jacob had 66 people who were his direct descendants go with him into Egypt. That number did not include Jacob’s four wives, nor his son’s wives, because they were not descendants of Jacob. Nor did the number include any of Jacob’s slaves or servants (see the REV commentary on Gen. 46:27). However, it did include the daughters Dinah (Gen. 46:15) and Serah (Gen. 46:17), because they were direct descendants of Jacob. What we can conclude is that the number of Jacob’s extended household in Egypt numbered quite a few more than 70. The wives alone (including Joseph’s wife) would have taken the number to at least 86, but even that number is likely low because it seems some of Jacob’s sons may have had more than one wife (see commentary on Gen. 46:27).
Gen 46:27
“All the souls of the house of Jacob who came into Egypt were 70.” The number 70 comes from the 66 people in Genesis 46:26, then adding Jacob himself, and Joseph, and Joseph’s two sons. Those four, plus the 66 people in Genesis 46:26, equals 70.
It is worth noting that Genesis 46:27 saying “all the souls of the house of Jacob” who went to Egypt is 70 is not strictly true. “All the souls” who went with Jacob were not counted. For example, none of the four wives of Jacob are counted in the list, and neither are any of the wives of Jacob’s sons counted in the list, and that would have been at least 11 more wives for a total of 15 people that, strictly speaking, should have been added to the number 70. All 11 of Jacob’s sons who stayed with him in Canaan had at least one wife, since they all had children, and the biblical and chronological evidence indicates that at least some of Jacob’s sons had more than one wife. For example, Benjamin was young when Joseph was sold into Egypt, yet according to Genesis 46:21, when Benjamin went down to Egypt he had ten sons (Gen. 46:21). Although it is possible that Benjamin married young and that his wife had ten sons in a short amount of time, that seems highly unlikely. It is more likely that Benjamin had children by more than one wife. Also, it seems clear that Simeon had more than one wife (Gen. 46:10; Exod. 6:15). If any of Jacob’s sons had more than one wife, those wives would add even more people to the 85 people that included the 70 people plus the wives of Jacob and his sons.
But there would have been more people than that! Besides the wives of Jacob’s sons in Jacob’s family not being counted, none of the servants and slaves of Jacob and his family were counted, although there may well have been a lot of them, and technically, they were part of Jacob’s “house.” For example, Jacob’s extended household would have grown quite a bit when he and his sons captured all the women and children from Shechem (see the REV commentary on Gen. 34:29). In fact, since in the biblical culture men claimed for themselves women who were captured in battle, it would be almost certain that some of the unnamed wives in the Genesis 46 list of the souls who went to Egypt would have been women who were captured from Shechem. For example, Genesis 46:10 says Simeon married a Canaanite woman, but she would not have been the only non-Israelite wife. Until Jacob’s descendants had daughters, there were no Israelite women to marry except Dinah, so all the wives would have been non-Israelite, even if the young men married them while Jacob was with Laban in Padan-aram.
As for the number 70 given in Genesis 46:27, see the counting below. But in fact, the actual number of people who went with Jacob into Egypt is not known, but was no doubt larger—perhaps quite a bit larger—than 70. The number 70 is in some sense figurative, and is used as a general term. The specifics of the calculation differ (cf. Exod. 1:5; Deut. 10:22).
Genesis 46:8 says, “These are the names of the children of Israel [aka, “Jacob”] who came into Egypt.”
Gen. 46:9, 5 people
Gen. 46:10, 7 people
Gen. 46:11, 4 people
Gen. 46:12, 6 people
Gen. 46:13, 5 people
Gen. 46:14, 4 people
Gen. 46:15, 1 person (Dinah)
Plus (assumed) 1 unnamed daughter
SUMMARY: Gen. 46:15 (Gen. 46:8-15, the descendants of Leah) = 33 people
Gen. 46:16, 8 people
Gen. 46:17, 8 people (including Serah, Asher’s daughter)
SUMMARY: Gen. 46:18 (Gen. 46:16-18, the children of Zilpah) = 16 people
Gen. 46:19, 2 people.
Gen. 46:20, 2 people.
Gen. 46:21, 10 people.
SUMMARY: Gen. 46:22 (Gen. 46:19-21, the children of Rachel) = 14 people
Gen. 46:23, 2 people.
Gen. 46:24, 5 people
SUMMARY: Gen. 46:25 (Gen. 46:23-24. the children of Bilhah) = 7 people
SUMMARY: Gen. 46:26. The above in Genesis 46:8-27 add up to 70 people. But Genesis 46:26 gives the number as 66. That is because the summary statement in Genesis 46:26 limits the number of people by saying that the 66 people included all the people who came “with Jacob” into Egypt (not counting the wives of the sons). So Jacob himself is omitted because the list is the people who “came with Jacob.” Also, Joseph and his two sons are not counted in the 66 because they were already in Egypt. So the number of people who came “with Jacob” to Egypt after Joseph sent people to get Jacob and his household from Canaan is 66 (Gen. 46:26). In contrast, Genesis 46:27 gives the whole number of people in Jacob’s family who ended up in Egypt, which was 70. The four people who make the 66 into 70 are Jacob, Joseph, and Joseph’s two sons.
As stated in Genesis 46:26, neither the number 66 nor the number 70 includes Jacob’s son’s wives. But nor does it count any of the servants or slaves they had with them, and it seems they would have had a lot (see commentary on Gen. 34:29). When Jacob went down to Egypt, he took “all that he had” (Gen. 46:1), which certainly indicates his extensive family group, and he would have needed help with all his flocks and herds (Gen. 46:6, 32). It is possible that the reason they are not numbered is that most, if not all of them were slaves, but that does not explain why none of Jacob’s wives nor his son’s wives were counted in the 70 in Egypt.
SUMMARY: Gen. 46:27: The 66 people from Genesis 46:26 plus four more people, Jacob, Joseph, and Joseph’s two sons = 70 people
It is worth noting that the Septuagint says “75,” not “70.” The explanation of that is that for some reason the Greek translators of the Old Testament ignored the list of names here in Genesis 46 and added to the number the grandchildren of Joseph: Ephraim had three sons and Manasseh had 2 sons, for a total of five. Those five, added to the 70 in the list of Genesis 46:8-27, equals 75, the number in the Septuagint. Stephen was obviously using the Septuagint when he was speaking of the history of the Jews to the people in Acts 7:14.
Gen 46:28
“He sent Judah.” Jacob sent Judah ahead.
“to give notice before his arrival at Goshen.” The Hebrew text is unclear at this point, and numerous scholars have tried to piece together what it said or meant. The wide difference among the English versions reveals the lack of clarity in the text. Although a number of English versions have settled on the translation, “to show the way,” that does not seem like it would be correct. For one thing, there would have been a number of Egyptians who came along with Joseph’s brothers to make sure that they and all the valuable provisions they were carrying arrived safely in Canaan, and then that Jacob and his household and possessions got safely back to Egypt. If the group needed someone to “show the way” to Egypt, people who would have been qualified to do it would have been Egyptians, not Judah.
It is because the Hebrew is unclear that the English translations of the Hebrew phrase are so varied (e.g., “to direct him” (AMP); “to guide him” (NASB2020); “to get directions” (Berean); “to lead the way” (NRSV); “to get word from Joseph” (BBE); “so that Joseph could explain the way” (CEB); “to prepare for his arrival” (CSB); “to give notice before he came” (Darby); “so that he might meet him in Goshen” (NAB); “to see Joseph” (NCV); “to accompany him” (NET); “to advise him that he was on the way” (REB).
However, if we read the verse in its context and understand the history and geography of the time, the meaning of the verse becomes clearer. Joseph had sent a large group of wagons, provisions, and lots of food to get Jacob and the extended family (Gen 45:19, 21-23). Jacob became convinced that Joseph was alive and he and his family traveled to Egypt. Joseph knew that the Egyptians did not like foreign shepherds, so he arranged for his family to live in the land of Goshen, which was to the northeast of the larger cities of Egypt. This would keep the Egyptians and Israelites fairly separate. But Joseph did not live in Goshen, he would have lived further to the southwest, presumably in one of the capital cities. In order for Joseph to meet his family on the road and escort them to Goshen, he had to be made aware of when they were arriving. That is what Judah and some of the Egyptians who would have traveled with him, were doing. They went ahead of the big group and got to Joseph and told him the group was arriving in Goshen. Then Joseph prepared his chariot and went and met his family and escorted them to Goshen (Gen. 46:29).
Gen 46:32
“These men are shepherds because they have always been keepers of livestock.” In the ancient world, most men followed in the footsteps of their father and did the same job their father had done, and that was considered honorable. So Joseph presented his family as shepherds from generations of shepherds.
Gen 46:34
“because every shepherd is an abomination to the Egyptians.” It is unclear why shepherds were an abomination to the Egyptians. A few possible ideas have been set forth. One is that it was only foreign shepherds that were an abomination. Another is that, although the Egyptians did have flocks and herds, they were mostly vegetarians, whereas families of shepherds ate a lot of meat in comparison.
 
Genesis Chapter 47
Gen 47:1
“with their flocks.” It is better to translate the Hebrew text as “flocks,” and not “sheep.” The flocks of Jacob and his sons would have been composed of both sheep and goats. For example, at the time of the Exodus, the Passover “lamb” could be a sheep or a goat (Exod. 12:5).
Gen 47:3
“shepherds.” The Hebrew is singular, “shepherd,” but it is a collective singular.
Gen 47:4
“We have come to sojourn in the land.” The word “sojourn” means to stay somewhere temporarily, and that is an accurate representation of what the children of Israel intended to do. Some translations have “to live as foreigners,” but that is not as accurate in this context because it does not communicate the intended temporary nature of the stay, and it also seems like they did not intend to settle peacefully among the Egyptians but intended to stay separate. They did intend to stay separate, which suited the Egyptians well, but they would not have stated that that was their intention.
Gen 47:6
“put them in charge of my livestock.” The Hebrew uses the word sar (#08269 שַׂר), which refers to a ruler and depending on the context can mean “leader,” “ruler,” “chief,” “commander,” etc. This is why the KJV, which is quite literal, has, “make them rulers over my cattle.” The phrase, “put them in charge of my livestock” catches the sense, although the word “ruler” speaks more strongly that this was an official position of authority.
Gen 47:8
“How many are the days of the years of your life?” This is idiomatic for, “How old are you?”
Gen 47:9
“The days of the years of my sojournings are 130 years.” Jacob was born when Isaac was 60 years old (Genesis 25:26), and lived 147 years (Genesis 47:28). The key to dating the events of Jacob’s life is that Jacob was 130 years old when he stood before Pharaoh (Gen. 47:9), which was in the second year of the famine (Gen. 45:6, 9). There had been seven years of wonderful harvest in Egypt, and now there had been two years of famine. Joseph was promoted by Pharaoh when he was 30 (Gen. 41:46) so now, when Jacob was 130, Joseph would have been 39. So if Jacob was 130 when Joseph was 39, Jacob would have been 91 years old when Joseph was born, which was the last year of the 14 years of service that Jacob owed Laban as a dowry for marrying Leah and Rachel. So Jacob would have left Israel and fled to Haran and become betrothed to Rachel (although it turned out to be Leah) when he was 77 years old.
Joseph was born the last year of Jacob’s 14-year service for Laban (Gen. 30:25-26), and Jacob could not leave Haran until the 14 years of service were over (the fact that Jacob had eleven sons in seven years is not impossible because he had two wives and two concubines, all of which had children).
The wording of Genesis 30:25-26 shows us that Joseph was born that fourteenth year, when Jacob was 91.[footnoteRef:156] That means that Jacob was 77 years old when he started working for Laban and 84 years old when his first seven years of dowry-service were over and he was allowed to marry Leah and Rachel (Gen. 29:19, 26-30). After Joseph was born, Jacob stayed six more years in Haran, working for Laban and building his wealth of flocks and herds (Gen. 31:38, 41). So Jacob was 97 when he returned from Haran to the land of Judah (Gen. 31:38-41). Rachel died in childbirth when Jacob and his family were back in Israel, but they had not yet reached Bethlehem (Gen. 35:16-19). [156:  Cf. Keil and Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament.] 

“Few and hard.” The Hebrew word translated as “hard” is ra (#07451 רַע), which is the standard word for “evil,” and it can mean “evil” in a moral sense (as in, “that person is evil”) or it can be evil simply meaning “bad.” In this case, Jacob was pointing to the years of his life and saying they had been “hard,” “difficult.” or even “very hard.” In any case, it is not that the days had been morally evil, they were just “hard.” The Bible teaches us that life in this fallen world is hard (Gen. 3:17-19; John 16:33; Acts 14:22).
“sojournings.” Jacob and his ancestors were shepherds and herdsmen, and so they traveled from place to place to feed their flocks, so “sojournings” is very accurate.
Gen 47:10
“went out from the presence of Pharaoh.” The Hebrew is more literally that Jacob went out from the face of Pharaoh.
Gen 47:11
“in the best of the land, in the land of Rameses.” That the Bible mentions “the land of Rameses” is thought by many to be a historic anachronism and as such shows that later editors changed the Mosaic text. There is good biblical evidence that when it comes to Egypt, the standard dating used by most archaeologists is incorrect. Most archaeologists do not believe in Noah’s Flood, and thus date the start of the Egyptian chronology earlier than it actually could have started. Furthermore, the Pharaohs of Egypt are misplaced chronologically. Although a standard belief is that Rameses II is the pharaoh of the Exodus, that cannot be for several reasons. A major one is that the pharaoh of the Exodus died in the “Red Sea” (Lit. “Reed Sea”) (Exod. 14:9, 22; 15:19) but we have the mummy of Rameses II. That excludes him from being the pharaoh of the Exodus.
The name “Rameses” means “Born of Ra” (the Sun god). It is possible that so common a name existed before Rameses’ dynasty (19th Egyptian Dynasty, ca. 1290-1190 BC). There is no specific reason that the name Rameses would not have been used before the well-known Rameses dynasty. The Bible testifies that the name was used early. Modern scholars are quick to discount the Bible and claim that the evidence they find is true. But every year there is more and more evidence that supports the Bible as being historically accurate. Furthermore, there are modern historians who agree with the Bible and deny the “late” chronology of the Exodus.
[For more information on the Israelites in Egypt and the time of the Exodus, see David Rohl, Pharaohs and Kings]
Gen 47:12
“according to the number of their little children.” Joseph provided so much food for his family that every little child in the family was well fed. This seems normal to us today, but in ancient biblical society, sometimes it seems that the little children were not well cared for; the men and older children got cared for first.
Gen 47:13
“the land of Egypt and the land of Canaan.” This likely suggests that at this time Egypt exercised considerable influence over Canaan. It also shows that if Jacob and his family had stayed in Canaan, they would have been in serious trouble.
Gen 47:14
“money.” The Hebrew word is literally “silver,” which was the standard word for “money” in the ancient Near East. This was centuries before coins were invented, so ordinarily the silver was weighed out in scales.
“that was in the land.” The Hebrew text is idiomatic: literally, “the money that was found in the land.” However, that makes it seem that the only money that Joseph collected was money that was “found” by people, and that misses the sense entirely. People did not have to “find” their money, but “find” is sometimes used in the ancient Hebrew almost as “existed.” It would not be far off the mark to translate the verse that Joseph collected all the money that existed in Egypt,” but that overstates the situation; the meaning is that he collected the money in Egypt.
“And Joseph brought the money into Pharaoh’s house.” Joseph was an honorable and godly man, and he brought the money to Pharaoh, he did not take any for himself.
Gen 47:16
“livestock.” The people had not yet eaten their livestock, which they had also managed to keep alive. This gives some credence to the historians who say the ancient Egyptians were for the most part vegetarians.
Gen 47:17
“horses.” This is the first time horses are mentioned in the Bible.
“he helped them survive.” The normal use of the Hebrew word that is translated as the phrase “helped them survive” is “to guide, to lead.” That fits in the context when we realize that the way it is used is generally in the context of “guiding” sheep to water or pasture or guiding animals to food. Joseph “guided” Jacob’s extended household to food by providing the food. Thus the expanded translation is that he “helped them survive” by the food he provided.[footnoteRef:157] [157:  Victor Hamilton, The Book of Genesis: Chapters 18-50 [NICOT], 614.] 

Gen 47:18
“for my Lord.” The Hebrew is more literally, “before the face of my Lord,” and it refers to the fact that the Egyptians had given all they had; money and livestock, so there was nothing left of theirs before Joseph that he could see. The essence of what they said was that there was nothing left “for my lord” but the people themselves (cf. CEB, CSB, NASB, NJB, NIV).
“our bodies.” The Hebrew word for “bodies” here is the normal word for a “corpse.” All they had left to give was their flesh body.
Gen 47:21
“he made them servants.” This is the reading of the Septuagint, which is almost certainly correct. The Masoretic Hebrew text reads, “he moved them to the cities,” but the Hebrew text could easily have been miscopied at this point. A number of English versions besides the REV follow the Septuagint reading (e.g., BBE, CJB, CSB, ESV, NAB, NCV, NET, NJB, NLT, NIV, NRSV, RSV).
The reading that Joseph made servants (slaves) of the people fits with what the people had said, that they would be servants (Gen. 47:19), It also fits with Genesis 47:23-24, in which the people work the land and give a fifth part of the produce to Pharaoh. If the people had been moved to cities they would not have been on the land to work it. So the Masoretic Text reading does not fit the context of the chapter, but the Septuagint reading does. This section of Genesis does not appear in the Dead Sea Scrolls.
[For more detail on how the Masoretic text could have been miscopied, see Victor Hamilton, The Book of Genesis: Chapters 18-50 [NICOT], 616.]
Gen 47:27
“and were fruitful and multiplied exceedingly.” This was a partial fulfillment of what God had stated earlier in other places (e.g., Gen. 17:6; 35:11).
Gen 47:28
“Jacob lived in the land of Egypt 17 years.” It is noteworthy that Jacob lived with Joseph for 17 years before Joseph was gone, having been sold into slavery (Gen. 37:2). And then, at the end of Jacob’s life, he got to spend another 17 years with Joseph before he died.
“were 147 years.” For an overview of the chronology of Jacob, see commentary on Genesis 47:9.
Gen 47:29
“The days drew near for Israel to die.” Jacob was getting old, so the time when he would die was drawing near. Although some versions say, “must die,” that is not what the Hebrew text says. In the Hebrew text, “to die” is an infinitive.
“put your hand under my thigh.” This is a euphemism for “take hold of my genitals,” and it was done as part of the oath Jacob wanted Joseph to swear to him.
[For more on the practice of swearing an oath while holding the genitals, see commentary on Gen. 24:2.]
Gen 47:30
“sleep.” The Hebrew verb is more literally, “lie down,” but it is a euphemism for lying down in death. Note that Jacob did not expect to “go to heaven.” He expected to die and be dead. He did not say, “When my body lies down,” but when “I” lie down.
“bury me.” Jacob, the whole person, was buried when he died. At death, the body is lifeless and the soul (and/or “spirit”) is gone also. Jacob was under no illusions that “he” would still be alive in some form but his body would be dead. He did not say, “bury my body,” he said, “bury me.”
[For more information on the dead being actually dead and not alive in any form, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.”]
Gen 47:31
“He said, ‘Swear to me,’ and he swore to him.” Joseph swore that he would bury Jacob in Canaan in the cave with Abraham and Sarah, Isaac and Rebekah, and where Jacob had buried his first wife Leah, and Joseph kept his word (Gen. 50:13).
“bowed down.” The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body and face to the earth. Here Jacob would likely just bow his upper body down on the bed. It may have been at this time or a little earlier that Jacob was also using his staff for support (Heb. 11:21). This bowing is an expression of Jacob’s trust in God, that God, via Joseph, would fulfill his promise that Jacob would return to the Promised Land (cf. Gen. 46:3-4).
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
 
Genesis Chapter 48
Gen 48:1
“your father is sick.” This is the first time in the Bible that someone is recorded as being sick.
“So he took with him his two sons, Manasseh and Ephraim.” It is important to keep in mind that these children were born in Egypt before Jacob arrived. In fact, Joseph was married nine years before Jacob arrived. Also, Jacob had now lived in Egypt for 17 years. If the boys were born fairly shortly after Joseph was married, say within the first four years after Joseph was married, then at this point they would have been in their early 20s when they stood before Jacob. They were not small children, they were full-grown and likely assisting Joseph in his work. In the biblical world, most sons followed in their father’s occupation.
Gen 48:3
“El Shaddai.” “El Shaddai” is the name of God that is commonly translated as “God Almighty” (see the REV commentary on Gen. 17:1).
“appeared to me.” Here Jacob recalls the very first time God appeared to him when he was fleeing from his brother Esau and going to Haran. The record is Genesis 28:10-19, and Luz is mentioned in Gen. 28:19. Luz was the old name, Jacob renamed it Beth-el (or Bethel) “the house of God.”
Gen 48:5
“Now your two sons...are mine.” This is highly unusual; Jacob must have made this statement by revelation from God. As it turned out, Ephraim and Manasseh each got a tribal land area in the Promised Land just as if they had been birth sons of Jacob. Also, however, Joseph gave up his birth-possession, because he did not get a tribal area in Israel, but was displaced by his sons.
In order for Jacob to pass a tribal name and possession to his grandsons, he would have had to formally adopt them into his family as his sons. Although that ceremony is not described in detail here in Genesis, there are enough clues that we can tell that must have been what happened.
“Ephraim and Manasseh.” Ephraim and Manasseh received prime real estate in central Israel.
Gen 48:6
“Your offspring whom you father after them.” This is hypothetical. There is no evidence that Joseph had other sons besides Ephraim and Manasseh, even though he may have had sons after Ephraim and Manasseh. If Joseph did have any sons after Ephraim and Manasseh, they would have had to become part of the tribe of either Ephraim or Manasseh by location or association.
Gen 48:7
“on the road, when there was still some distance to come to Ephrath.” There is evidence that is likely correct that Rachel’s tomb is some distance north of where the traditional tomb is located (see commentary on Gen. 35:19).
Gen 48:8
“Who are these?” There are a couple of suggestions as to why Jacob would say this. Nahum Sarna suggests that Jacob would have known his two grandsons, whom he had been near for the last 17 years, and what is happening here is part of the formal adoption process, in which Jacob adopted Ephraim and Manasseh as his own sons. Part of that process was a formal recognition of who it was that was being adopted.[footnoteRef:158] There is a good possibility that Sarna is correct, and that is the reason, or part of the reason, for Jacob’s statement, “Who are these.” [158:  Nahum Sarna, JPS Torah Commentary: Genesis, 327.] 

Many scholars suggest that Jacob asked for the identity of those who were before him because Jacob’s vision was so poor that he could not recognize Ephraim and Manasseh. While that may have been the case and part of the reason that Jacob asked who was before him, it is also possible that he had flashback memories of when his father, Isaac, was old with failing vision (Gen. 27:1), and thus he was able to trick his father into blessing him instead of his brother Esau.
Given the fact that Jacob seemed to know that Joseph was standing before him, it is doubtful he thought he was being tricked, and it seems that Nahum Sarna’s suggestion has merit.
Gen 48:9
“so that I can bless them.” The NET text note explains the translation: “The cohortative with prefixed vav (ו) indicates purpose after the imperative.”
Gen 48:10
“and he kissed them and embraced them.” It is important to keep in mind that these children were born in Egypt before Jacob arrived. In fact, Joseph was married nine years before Jacob arrived. Also, Jacob had now lived in Egypt for 17 years. If the boys were born fairly shortly after Joseph was married, then at this point they likely would have been in their early 20s when they stood before Jacob.
Gen 48:12
“from beside Israel’s knees.” This is the meaning of the text, not “from between his knees.”[footnoteRef:159] Ephraim and Manasseh were born before Jacob entered Egypt, and Jacob had now lived there for some 17 years, so the “boys” were likely 20 years old or a little older. They would not have been “between” Jacob’s knees, but beside them. [159:  Victor Hamilton, The Book of Genesis: Chapters 18-50 [NICOT], 635.] 

“he bowed down.” Joseph bowed down. The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body and face to the earth, as we see in this verse.
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
Gen 48:13
“and brought them close to him.” In Genesis 48:12, Joseph took his sons from beside Jacob and moved them toward himself. Now he moves them back to where Jacob can easily reach them so Jacob can bless them.
Gen 48:15
“The God in whose presence.” The literal Hebrew is “before whose face,” and the ultimate sense is likely picked up in the JPS, “in whose ways” my fathers lived.
Gen 48:16
“the angel.” This is agency. God blesses them, but does so through the angel. This is one of the places where a plural subject takes a singular verb (cf. Exod. 4:29, “Moses and Aaron went (the went is singular). Judges 5:1, “saying” is singular. 1 Kings 1:34, “anointed” is singular. 1 Kings 22:29, “went up” is singular; 2 Kings 10:23, “went” is singular but Jehu and Jehonadab went). It sometimes happens that a plural subject takes a singular verb. Gesenius says, “As in other languages, so also in Hebrew, the predicate, in general, conforms with the subject in gender in number...there are, however, exceptions to this fundamental rule.”[footnoteRef:160] [160:  Wilhelm Gesenius, Gesenius’ Hebrew Grammar, para. 146.] 

“bless the young men.” Joseph’s sons would likely be in their early 20s. The verb is singular. This has caused some theologians to say that God is a Trinity because here God and the angel are spoken of with a singular verb, “bless.” But there is much wrong with that logic. For one thing, it occurs a number of times in the Bible that a plural subject is paired with a singular verb (cf. Exod. 4:29 (“went”); Exod. 8:8; 10:3; Josh. 8:3; etc.). Also, in this case, the angel may have been representing God in this context, as angels often do; there is no “and” before “the angel,” so the angel could be representing God, and this would be a case of divine agency. That would make this verse about the representative of God, just like the angel who wrestled with Jacob and changed his name to Israel.
“and let my name be named on them.” Jacob was acting as the adoptive father and claiming Ephraim and Manasseh as his sons (cf. Gen. 48:5).
Gen 48:17
“it displeased him.” The Hebrew is literally, “it was bad in his eyes.”
Gen 48:20
“By you.” The “you” is singular, so by that, Jacob sets Ephraim first and puts the emphasis on him.
“make you like Ephraim and like Manasseh.” In the blessing, Ephraim is first, before Manasseh. When Moses set the tribes around the Tabernacle, Ephraim had a more exalted place. In Ruth 4:11, Rachel is placed first, before Leah, although Leah had Jacob’s first four sons, one of which was Judah.
Gen 48:21
“and bring you again to the land.” This prophecy was fulfilled at the Exodus, when the Israelites took Joseph’s mummified body out of Egypt and buried it in the territory of Manasseh.
Gen 48:22
“I have given to you.” Jacob is speaking to Joseph. Joseph gets two portions in the Promised Land; a double inheritance. The eldest son gets two portions, and Joseph was the oldest son of Rachel, whom Jacob intended to marry first.
“with my sword and with my bow.” There is no record of this.
 
Genesis Chapter 49
Gen 49:1
“and I will tell you what will happen.” Interpreting the prophecy of Jacob is not at all straightforward. For example, in many cases, the Hebrew words in the prophecy have multiple meanings and so what the prophecy is actually saying is unclear. That is especially true when one phrase or sentence has more than one word with multiple meanings, and thus the phrases can be translated in several different ways. This lack of clarity can be seen in the various English translations, which often differ widely in how they read.
“in the future.” The phrase refers to the future without a precise delineation, i.e., exactly when in the future these prophecies are to apply and be fulfilled is not stated. Nahum Sarna writes that the meaning is “simply ‘in the future’ without definition. In the Torah the phrase is used in a context of historical time, but in prophetic literature the phrase became a technical term for the ‘end time’ (eschaton), when the historical process would reach its culmination and God’s grand design for the human race would be fulfilled.”[footnoteRef:161] As it turned out, most of Jacob’s prophecy was fulfilled in the time after Joshua when Israel conquered the Promised Land, but some of it does refer to the actual End Times. [161:  Nahum Sarna, JPS Torah Commentary: Genesis, 332.] 

Gen 49:4
“Uncontrollable.” The Hebrew noun translated as “uncontrollable” in some English versions only occurs here in the Bible and so there is disagreement among the scholars as to how to translate it. Translations that occur in other versions include “boiling over” (ASV); “wild” (CEB); “unstable” (CJB); “turbulent” CSB; and “destructive” (NET).
“you will not excel.” This prophecy certainly came to pass. The tribe of Reuben was the southernmost of the tribes of Israel that settled in the Transjordan, and they settled on the northern border of Moab, with Ammon to their east. They never had a position of influence in the tribes of Israel located in the Promised Land and they disappeared from history when Assyria conquered Israel and the Transjordan in 722 BC. Also, the evidence supports the birthright that would have been Reuben’s was passed down to Judah, the fourth son (Simeon and Levi were passed over also, due to their sin, as mentioned in Jacob’s prophecy).
“you went up on your father’s bed.” Reuben had sex with Jacob’s concubine wife Bilhah (Gen. 35:22).
“He went up on my couch.” The Hebrew text reads “he.” Some English Bibles follow the Septuagint, Syriac, and Aramaic Targum in reading “you” but pronouns are known to shift quickly in the Hebrew text and the reading “you” is likely a scribal emendation to the original.
Gen 49:5
“their agreements are weapons of violence.” The Hebrew text is very unclear here. The Hebrew word translated “agreements” is mᵊḵērâ (#04380 מְכֵרָה), and it is a very rare word, only used here in the Old Testament. Victor Hamilton gives seven different interpretations given by scholars as to what the word means.[footnoteRef:162] There are a number of versions that translate the verse in a way that points to the conspiracy that Simeon and Levi made when they planned to kill the men of Shechem (Gen. 34:13, 24-25). So, for example, the BBE has “secret designs.” The NJB has “their malicious plans.” The REB has “their counsels.” Rotherham has “their agreements,” The agreement, or conspiracy, that Levi and Simeon made between themselves also fits with the continuation of Jacob’s prophecy, which speaks of being part of their “council” and “assembly” (Gen. 49:6). Jacob wanted no part of the evil plans of Levi and Simeon. [162:  Victor Hamilton, The Book of Genesis: Chapters 18-50 [NICOT], 648-649.] 

Gen 49:6
“and hamstrung an ox.” What this phrase refers to is debated. It could easily be literal, that in their anger Levi and Simeon went amuck and killed both the men of Shechem and hamstrung an ox or two. However, that does not seem to make sense.
The Hebrew word translated as “ox” is singular, although most English versions take it as a collective singular and translate it as “cattle” or “oxen.” However, there is no reason to make the noun plural here, and a good reason not to. When Levi and Simeon killed all the men of Shechem, they took the women, the children, and the livestock as plunder (Gen. 34:27-29). Presumably, when Levi and Simeon took away from the people of Shechem “their flocks and their herds and their donkeys” (Gen. 34:28), that would include the cattle as part of their herds.
As for the cattle, there are two primary reasons that hamstringing the cattle does not make sense. One reason is that cattle were valuable, and there would have been no reason for Simeon and Levi to hamstring the cattle because then they could not lead them away as plunder; they would have had to leave them in Shechem lame or kill them. And even if they killed an ox or two to eat while they were there, they would not have taken the time to hamstring the cow first.
The other reason that hamstringing the cattle does not make sense is that there was simply no reason to do it. Levi and Simeon killed the men of Shechem and took away the women and children. There was no one left in town. So why hamstring the cattle and just leave them there? If Levi and Simeon did not want the cattle, and did not want anyone else to have them, then just kill them, don’t take the time (and risk) to hamstring them. Given the reasons why the phrase “hamstrung an ox” does not make sense, we can see why what it refers to is debated.
Interestingly, there is a possibility that “an ox” is being used by metonymy for the leader of the city. So, for example, both the YLT and the LSV read that they “eradicated a prince.” That could make sense. Levi and Simeon would have killed the men of the city and made sure that the leader of the city was dead too. However, it must be said that scholars do not favor that reading.
Another possible reading, one found in the KJV and a few other versions, is that the men “digged down a wall.” Although that reading is grammatically possible, the scholars do not favor it and there does not seem to be any reason the men would do that.
Gen 49:7
“I will divide them in Jacob and scatter them in Israel.” This prophecy came true. The Levites served the Tabernacle and were scattered in Israel, being given cities in each of the 12 tribal areas. Simeon was not given a specific tribal area like the other 11 tribes that got land, instead, they inherited in the tribal area of Judah and eventually became more or less consumed by Judah.
Gen 49:8
“on the back of the necks of your enemies!” As if they were fleeing away and were caught. There is a better word for neck if God wanted to use it.
“bow down.” The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body and face to the earth.
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
“Your father’s sons will bow down before you.” This was fulfilled in the Davidic dynasty in Israel, and will be ultimately fulfilled when everyone bows before Jesus Christ, who was from the tribe of Judah and thus a direct descendant of Judah and David.
Gen 49:9
“like a lion.” The lion eventually became the symbol of the Kingdom of Judah.
“lion...lion.” The Hebrew uses two different words for “lion.” In the second colon, the word that in the KJV and other English versions is translated as “lioness” is not feminine, and furthermore, it is followed by the pronoun “him.” It is assumed that Jacob juxtaposed “lion” with “lioness” because lionesses fiercely protect their young, but that does not seem to be a solid enough reason to ignore the masculine noun and seemingly ignore the following pronoun, “him.” It is very common in Hebrew to juxtapose two words that mean basically the same thing for clarity and emphasis.
Gen 49:10
“The scepter will not depart from Judah.” This particular prophecy of Judah is not well understood. It points to the coming of the Messiah but seems to say that the tribe of Judah would have the leadership until that time, which it did not. Although the tribe of Judah did take a leading role at times in Israel’s history, the leaders after Jacob, including Moses and Joshua were not from the tribe of Judah. Once Israel settled in the Promised Land there were judges that in a sense took the leadership role, but only a couple of the Judges were from Judah, most were not. Then, when a king was finally appointed over Israel, the king was Saul from the tribe of Benjamin instead of being someone from the tribe of Judah. When David became king and the Davidic dynasty of Judah finally began, it only lasted a shade over 500 years before Judah was destroyed by Babylon, and after that, the appointed leaders governing Judah were subjects of Babylon, then Persia, then Greece. After Greek domination came the Hasmonean Dynasty, but its leaders were from the tribe of Levi, not Judah. Then the Romans controlled the Promised Land (King Herod ruled by the grace of Rome) and did so until years after Jesus Christ came on the scene. So it is not really understood by scholars how the prophecy that the scepter would not depart from Judah until the Messiah came was fulfilled. It may be that in the context of Jacob’s prophecy, it meant that no other tribe would have the rule of Israel except Judah, but even that does not really work because many of the Judges were not from Judah, nor was King Saul. So this prophecy in the Old Testament is not well understood.
“until he comes to whom it belongs.” The NET text note points out that there are four major translational possibilities, and many variations of the four. As listed in the NET note, the four possibilities are: “1) Some prefer to leave the text as it is, reading “Shiloh” and understanding it as the place where the ark rested for a while in the time of the Judges. (2) By repointing the text others arrive at the translation “until the [or “his”] ruler comes,” a reference to a Davidic ruler or the Messiah. (3) Another possibility that does not require emendation of the consonantal text, but only repointing, is “until tribute is brought to him” (so NEB, JPS, NRSV), which has the advantage of providing good parallelism with the following line, “the nations will obey him.” (4) The interpretation followed in the present translation, “to whom it [belongs]” (so RSV, NIV, REB), is based on the ancient versions. Again, this would refer to the Davidic dynasty or, ultimately, to the Messiah.”
Another prophecy that is quite similar to Genesis 49:10 that God will give the Messiah the kingdom is Ezekiel 21:27.
Gen 49:11
“Binding his foal to the vine, his donkey’s colt to the choice vine.” The act of tying the donkey to the vine meant war was over; it was a time of peace. More than one thousand years after Jacob’s prophecy, the prophet Zechariah foretold that the Messiah would ride into Jerusalem on a donkey, bringing “salvation” (Zech. 9:9). At the time Zechariah wrote, “salvation” usually meant physical deliverance, but could include everlasting deliverance.
Jacob’s prophecy about Judah in Genesis 49:8-12 is incredibly accurate. The first two verses, Genesis 49:8-9, portray both leadership—even kingship—and conflict. Then Genesis 49:10 points to the kingship being from Judah. Then Genesis 49:11-12 point to a time of peace. The donkey is tied to a vine. A mature vine indicates a time of lasting peace (cf. the Messianic times portrayed in Mic. 4:4; Zech. 3:10). Furthermore, there will be an abundance at that time, in fact, so much abundance that a person could wash their clothes in wine, showing that wine would be so abundant it would be treated as if it were water.
So the picture portrayed in Genesis 49:8-12 is one of the ascendency of the tribe of Judah mixed with conflict until the Messiah comes, then he comes and rules, then there is peace and abundance in the land. That mini-description is a good overview of the past and what is still future.
“will wash his clothing in wine.” The Hebrew is an example of the prophetic perfect idiom, speaking of a future event as if it were past. That “Judah” would wash his garments in “the blood of grapes” is a picture of abundance, but also almost certainly of the coming Messiah’s conquest of the earth. The Battle of Armageddon is referred to as the “winepress” because of all the blood that is spilled in that battle. There will be millions of people killed at that time, and their blood will splash onto Christ’s garments (Isa. 63:3; cf. Rev. 19:13). The Battle of Armageddon is also referred to as “the winepress” in Isaiah 63:2-3; Joel 3:13; Revelation 14:19-20 and 19:15 (see commentary on Rev. 19:15).
That Judah would wash his clothing in wine may also be a kind of hint about what territory God would assign to Judah. The hill country that the tribe of Judah inherited by lot in the time of Joshua was well-known for its grapes.
[For more on the prophetic perfect idiom, see commentary on Eph. 2:6.]
“the blood of grapes.” A graphic and poetic way to write about abundant grape juice. The phrase is first used here in Genesis 49:11 in Jacob’s prophecy to his son Judah, but also used in Deuteronomy 32:14.
Gen 49:12
“His eyes, darker than wine.” The translation of this verse is disputed. The translation can be something like, “Darker, his eyes than wine; whiter, his teeth than milk.” Or it can be similar to the NET Bible: “His eyes will be red from wine and his teeth white from milk.” Having eyes darker than wine and teeth whiter than milk describes ideal beauty in the ancient biblical culture, and that translation would imply that Judah would be a beautiful people blessed by God. On the other hand, having eyes red from wine and teeth white from milk implies that Judah would have an abundance of good things. That fits the context well because Genesis 49:11 indicates that wine will be so abundant in the tribe of Judah that it will be treated like water and used to wash clothes. Although the REV follows the interpretation in the NET (cf. ASV, BBE, DBY, GNV, KJV, NASB, NJB, RSV, YLT), it is quite possible that this is an amphibologia (double entendre) and that both meanings are true and intended in the text: Judah will be blessed with beauty and abundance. To fully understand that, in the biblical culture of the Old Testament, having eyes red from wine did not imply the person was a drunkard and sinner, but rather that he had an abundance of good things.
We must remember that this is a prophecy, but it turned out to be very accurate. When Jacob gave this prophecy, the tribal locations for the tribes of Israel had not been assigned by Joshua. Judah got their inheritance in the Promised Land some 150 years later when it was conquered (cf. Joshua 13-18). But when Judah got their inheritance Jacob’s prophecy was shown to be extremely accurate. C. F. Keil writes, “The soil in Judah produced the best wine in Canaan, near Hebron and Engedi...and had excellent pasture land in the desert by Tekoah and Carmel, to the south of Hebron.”[footnoteRef:163] So Judah did have an abundance of wine and milk. [163:  Keil and Delitzsch, Biblical Commentary on the Old Testament, 1:402.] 

In the context, Genesis 49:12 flows well with the situation in Judah when the Messiah reigns; there will be an abundance of blessings (see commentary on Gen. 49:11).
Gen 49:13
“His border will be at Sidon.” Zebulun and Issachar are mentioned in Jacob’s prophecy after Reuben, Simeon, Levi, and Judah because those are the children of Leah, the first and most legitimate wife of Jacob, who had six sons. This prophecy of Zebulun is confusing. When Joshua divided up the Promised Land, the tribal area of Zebulun did not touch the Mediterranean Sea, nor was it close to Sidon, nor were there any ships in Zebulun, because the tribe was landlocked. Asher to the west bordered the sea and came close to Sidon, while Naphtali to the east reached the Sea of Galilee. The prophecy of Zebulun puzzles scholars. It may be that the prophecy over Zebulun did not come to pass because of something that happened between the time Jacob gave the prophecy and when the territory was being given out in Joshua 19. But we just do not know.
Given the fact that up to this point Jacob’s prophecy mentioned the sons of Jacob in Leah’s birth order, we would expect that Issachar would come before Zebulun, but Zebulun is mentioned before Issachar. Perhaps that is because Issachar’s future of being a bearer of burdens and servant to others was not as glorious as Zebulun’s prophecy.
Gen 49:14
“strong-boned.” The Hebrew word is simply “bone,” a “bone donkey,” but the phrase indicates that the donkey was very strong.
“campfires.” The meaning of the Hebrew word is debated and the English versions differ (e.g., “sheepfolds” (ASV); “village hearths” (CEB); “saddlebags” (CSB); “borders” (Douay Rheims); and “burdens” (KJV)). For the translation “campfires,” see Word Biblical Commentary[footnoteRef:164] on Judges 5:16, the only other place this Hebrew word is used. [164:  Trent C. Butler, Judges [WBC].] 

Gen 49:15
“and became a servant doing forced labor.” There were likely several times in the history of Issachar that the people were forced into labor. A likely one is in Judges 4, when Jabin, king of Canaan, “severely oppressed” the Israelites (Judg. 4:3).
Gen 49:16
“Dan.” Dan is the first son of one of Jacob’s concubines to be mentioned in Jacob’s prophecy (Reuben, Simeon, Levi, Judah, Zebulun and Issachar were from Jacob’s wife Leah), but he was considered equal to the other tribes of Israel even though the son of a concubine.
“Dan will judge his people.” It is not clear exactly how this prophecy will be fulfilled. It well may have been partially fulfilled when Samson was a judge over Israel (Judg. 13-16; cf. Judg. 16:31).
“the tribes of Israel.” This is the first use of the phrase, “the tribes of Israel” in the Bible. By the time Jacob gave this prophecy, the descendants of Jacob were so numerous that the descendants of his sons had grown into tribes. As the history of Israel developed, sometimes the tribes acted very independently, and sometimes they acted with unity. Israel became a kingdom under their first king, Saul, but became truly powerful and unified under David.
Gen 49:17
“Dan will be a serpent on the road.” The Danites left the tribal area allotted to them by Joshua and moved north to the area of Laish (Judg. 18. Later Laish was renamed Dan). That northern move placed the tribe of Dan as the first tribe to be attacked when armies came from the north, and come they did. The Syrians, Assyrians, Babylonians, Greeks, and Romans all came into Israel from the north. It is possible that over time every living descendant of Dan was killed off. That might explain why there are no representatives from the tribe of Dan listed among the 144,000 people of Israel sealed as servants of God in Revelation (Rev. 7:5-8. In that list “Joseph” represents Ephraim).
Gen 49:18
“your salvation.” This exclamation is in the midst of a host of future prophecies, so it is most likely that the salvation Jacob has in mind is eschatological salvation; salvation to everlasting life.
Gen 49:19
“Gad.” The name “Gad” refers to good fortune (see commentary on Gen. 30:11). However, there are closely related words that refer to a raiding troop or a military troop.[footnoteRef:165] Jacob uses a wordplay to associate “Gad” with “raiding band,” which is the appropriate comparison in this prophecy. [165:  Cf. BDAG.] 

Because of the revelation that Jacob receives from Yahweh about the future of the tribe of Gad, Jacob disassociated the meaning of “Gad,” “good fortune,” from the name that the boy was given at birth. Thus, instead of “Good Fortune,” Jacob uses a play on words and associates the name “Gad” with a closely related word that refers to a raiding band or troop. Kenneth Matthews writes: “He [Jacob] reverses the favorable meaning of Gad received at birth (‘What good fortune!’...) to the misfortune brought on by a ‘band’...of invading marauders. But he [Gad] is resilient, ‘attacking’...those who ‘attack’ him. That Gad strikes at the heel...shows that the enemy is in flight, vulnerable from the rear. Gad, located in the region of Gilead,...was vulnerable to encroaching forces. ...Along with Reuben and the half-tribe of Manasseh, Gad was sandwiched between the Moabites to the south, the Ammonites to the east, and the Arameans to the northeast. As a consequence of their wars for survival, the Gadites became renowned warriors (e.g., 1 Chron. 5:18; 12:8, 12).[footnoteRef:166] [166:  Kenneth A. Matthews, Genesis 11:27-50:26 [NAC], 901.] 

So, because of Jacob’s wordplay, “Gad” (“Good Fortune”) becomes associated with “raiding band,” a meaning that fits the prophecy of the future of the tribe of Gad.
Gen 49:20
“Asher’s food will be rich.” The tribe of Asher was assigned one of the most fertile areas in Israel, so this prophecy certainly came to pass. The word translated as “rich” in the REV is more literally “fat,” but “fat” has a positive connotation in ancient culture. However, in modern times “fat” has come to have a derogatory meaning so most English translations avoid it.
Gen 49:21
“Naphtali is a doe set free.” The prophecy about Naphtali is difficult to interpret since so little is known about that tribe. However, it has much flat land and thus horses and chariots could run free for miles, which is how King Jabin who reined in Hazor oppressed Israel for 20 years (Judg. 4, 5).
The meaning of the Hebrew vocabulary in Genesis 49:21 is not clear, mostly due to the fact that the vocabulary used can have more than one meaning. This has resulted in a couple of different endings of the verse appearing in the English versions. The NET text note reads, “Almost every word in this verse is difficult.” While the REV and other versions have “who bears beautiful fawns,” other translations have something like “he gives beautiful words” (NASB), and “he puts forth antlers of beauty” (Rotherham).
Gen 49:22
“son...son” The word “son” is ben in the Hebrew text. Similarly, the word translated as “daughters” is bat in the Hebrew text. Some scholars have assumed that Joseph is being illustrated as a vine with branches, but there is no need to translate the text that way.
Gen 49:24
“by the name of.” The Hebrew verb needs to be reverbalized, as the NET text note points out. The Hebrew text is “‘from there,’ but the phrase should be revocalized and read ‘from [i.e., because of] the name of.’”
Gen 49:25
“El Shaddai.” The Masoretic Hebrew text only has “Shaddai” without the “El,” but that seems to be a scribal omission. Some Hebrew texts, along with the Samaritan Pentateuch, Septuagint, and Syriac, all have “El Shaddai,” and that fits with the name for God that Jacob had used before.
[For more on the title of El Shaddai and its meaning, see the REV commentary on Gen. 17:1.]
Gen 49:28
“All these are the twelve tribes of Israel.” This is the first mention of “the twelve tribes of Israel,” and it points to the national unity that was developing: “Israel” as a distinct group or nation among the nations. All twelve sons are individually mentioned in this blessing, and Joseph instead of Ephraim and Manasseh.
“He blessed each according to his own blessing.” Each of Jacob’s twelve sons received their own blessing appropriate to them.
Gen 49:29
“about to be gathered to my people.” An idiom for dying, and a reason that in the culture, people had family burial plots—people wanted to be buried with their family. The participle indicates the proximity of the event, hence the translation “about to be.”
“Bury me with my fathers in the cave that is in the field of Ephron the Hittite.” The fact that Abraham and Sarah, Isaac and Rebekah, and Jacob and Leah were all buried in the cave of Machpelah emphasizes the fact that the promise of God about inheriting the land was firmly believed by them.
Gen 49:30
“facing Mamre.” The Hebrew text has the word for “face,” and “facing Mamre” is a good translation (e.g. JPS, The Schocken Bible). The idea is that Mamre (likely “Hebron”) was close to the cave Abraham bought.
“which Abraham bought.” The record of Abraham’s purchase of the field and cave is in Genesis 23:2-20.
Gen 49:32
“our property.” The cave and the field that Abraham bought would have been passed down to Isaac, and then Jacob would have inherited the field and cave from Isaac; Esau apparently gave up his interest in it and moved southeast. Now that Jacob is on his deathbed, the ownership of the property would have been sorted out once Jacob was dead. As it turned out, when Joshua divided up the land, the area that the field and cave were in was in the tribal allotment of Judah.
Gen 49:33
“gathered up...was gathered.” The Hebrew verb is the same, but the first is active voice and the second is passive voice. Jacob acted and gathered his feet, but he “was gathered” to his people. His life ran its course and he died.
“breathed his last.” The Hebrew verb translated “breathed his last” is gava (#01478 גָּוַע), and it refers to dying (see commentary on Gen. 25:8, “breathed his last”).
 
Genesis Chapter 50
Gen 50:1
“Joseph fell on his father’s face.” This is idiomatic. What likely happened is that Joseph lay on Jacob’s body and hugged it.
Gen 50:9
“It was a very great company.” The Hebrew is more literally, “camp,” not “company,” but in this case “camp” is not the best translation and “company” makes good sense. The word “camp” has a military overtone, and that is purposeful. The chariots and horsemen went for security reasons.
Gen 50:10
“the threshing floor of Atad that is beyond the Jordan.” The threshing floor of Atad has not been located. The Bible does not give a reason why the company would travel to east of the Jordan River when a straight march up the Way of the Patriarchs through Beersheba and northward would have been much shorter. Perhaps it was for security reasons. We just do not know.
Gen 50:11
“Abel Mizraim.” Meaning, the “mourning of Egypt.”
Gen 50:15
“saw that their father was dead.” Now that Jacob was dead, the reality of the situation struck Joseph’s brothers, who were not the most godly people, and they misread Joseph’s character and thought that he might take revenge on him.
“What if.” The brothers have a fear based on their false read of Joseph’s character, and so they come up with a plot to save themselves.
“repays, yes, repays.” The word “repay” is repeated twice for emphasis in the Hebrew text making the figure of speech polyptoton (see commentary on Gen. 2:16).
Gen 50:17
“forgive.” The word here means “to carry away.” The brothers ask to be released from the burden and debt of their sin.
“Joseph wept when they spoke to him.” The brothers “speak” through the messenger.
Gen 50:18
“His brothers themselves went.” They sent a messenger earlier (Gen. 50:16).
Gen 50:20
“planned.” The Hebrew word is chashab (#02803 חָשַׁב). The TWOT says: “The basic idea of the word is the employment of the mind in thinking activity. Reference is not so much to ‘understanding’ (cf. bi^n), but to the creating of new ideas. …Six clear variations of the basic thought of this root can be distinguished in the OT. The most frequently used is that of ‘planning,’ ‘devising.’ This variation is employed in reference to both man and God…. In one verse, Gen. 50:20, there is reference to both man and God, as Joseph uses the word twice; first in saying that his brothers ‘meant’ (planned) evil in their earlier treatment of him, but that God ‘meant’ (planned) it for good.”[footnoteRef:167] The translation “planned” occurs in some other modern versions besides the REV (HCSB, GW, NJB, Rotherham, Schocken Bible). Many versions use the word “intended,” such that the verse reads his brothers “intended” to do harm but God “intended it” for good, and others read “meant” and read “meant evil” and “God meant it for good.” To us those readings make it seem like God had a hand in the brothers’ evil planning, which He didn’t. God did not plan for Joseph’s brothers to do evil. They did that on their own by their own free will, and then God planned around their evil plans. [167:  Harris, Archer, and Waltke, Theological Wordbook of the Old Testament, 1:330, no. 767.] 

What we see in Genesis 50:20 is people planning to do harm, and God working with the situation to bring good out of it. Although some people read into this verse that God plans for people to do evil so He can make good come from it, that is not what the verse says. It simply says that people planned evil, but God planned for good. God gives us free will, and we have the ability to make good or bad choices. If we make bad choices, sometimes God can work with those choices and still bring about a good result. Thus, as people plan to do evil, God counter-plans ways to redeem the situation. Sadly, God has to respect some of the bad choices humans make, even though they end up being to their detriment. For example, if a person chooses not to be saved and have everlasting life, God has to honor that choice and allow them to die in the Lake of Fire (Rev. 20:11-15).
We can be sure that in biblical history many people were unjustly kidnapped and sold into slavery who then lived miserable lives and died lonely deaths. In Joseph’s case, God worked powerfully to position him to be able to save the nation of Israel. Man planned evil, but God planned for good, although man’s evil still meant people had to pay a price for that evil: Joseph was enslaved and imprisoned and separated from his family; Jacob was heartbroken for years; and Joseph’s brothers lived with the daily guilt of seeing their father and family suffer. Sin has a price, even when God can redeem the situation.
Gen 50:23
“were born on Joseph’s knees.” This phrase implies formal adoption (see Sarna and NET text note).
Gen 50:24
“brothers.” This is not all his literal brothers. He was the second youngest son of Jacob and he lived 110 years. So in this case, “brothers” refers to the wider family of Jacob, the grandsons, etc., of Jacob.
“visit, yes, visit you.” In this context, God’s visit was to bless Israel. The phrase “visit, yes, visit” is the figure of speech polyptoton (see commentary on Gen. 2:16).
[For more on “visit,” see commentary on Exod. 20:5.]
Gen 50:26
“a coffin.” This is the only place in the Old Testament where a coffin is mentioned.

Exodus Commentary
Exodus Chapter 1
Exd 1:1
“the names of the children of Israel who came into Egypt.” This opening line in Exodus connects the Exodus account with Genesis, and especially the patriarchs in Genesis: Abraham, Isaac, and “Israel” (Jacob). A more complete list is in Genesis 46:8-27.
Exd 1:5
“thigh.” An idiom. The “thigh” is euphemistic for the genital organs, and the idiom “came out of his thigh” refers to his direct descendants (see commentary on Gen. 24:2).
[For more information on sexual euphemisms, see commentary on Isa. 47:2.]
“70 souls.” Exodus 1:5 is a summary statement, and the number 70 is not exact, but is representative. The numbers are laid out more clearly in Genesis 46:8-27 (see the REV commentary on Gen. 46:27), and there Jacob is part of the 70. Deuteronomy 10:22 is also a summary statement that says “70.”
Exd 1:7
“land.” The translation is more “earth” than “land,” and that the “earth was filled with them” is a hyperbole.
“multiplied.” God’s design for people and animals was that they would multiply and fill the earth (cf. Gen. 1:22, 28). However, this multiplication applied specifically to God's chosen people, Israel. We would expect them to multiply before they were oppressed as Exodus 1:7 says. However, the blessing of God is clearly upon Israel and shows up because they multiply even while being oppressed (Exod. 1:12). This was a fulfillment of God’s promise to Abraham (Gen. 12:2; 13:16; 15:5).
“strong.” The Israelites were not strong in a military sense, but in number, which translated into strength.
Exd 1:8
“a new king arose over Egypt.” Exodus used the word “king” here (melekh; #04428 מֶלֶךְ), not “Pharaoh.” Furthermore, this pharaoh is not named even one time in the Exodus record or anywhere else in the Bible. That fact shows us that Pharaoh, although he was a real person, is being used as a type of ungodly leaders. We learn from studying him what ungodly leaders are like. The characteristics that we see in Pharaoh are the same characteristics that show up century after century in ungodly leaders.
Thomas J. White writes, “...human beings are also capable of wanting to be like God in ways that transcend the authentic scope of their nature and that are morally distended and unjust.”[footnoteRef:168] We see that desire to be like God in Pharaoh in that he thought he had the right to lord it over other free people, enslave, and mistreat them. [168:  Thomas J. White, Exodus, Brazos Theological Commentary on the Bible, Kindle edition, 26-27.] 

Exd 1:9
“too many and too strong for us.” Scholars assert that Israel could not have outnumbered the people of Egypt, so this is almost certainly an exaggeration that comes from fear and a desire to control.[footnoteRef:169] Some scholars believe Pharaoh was making an excuse to enslave Israel. George Bush suggests that perhaps Pharaoh had a specific area in mind in which Israel was more numerous than the Egyptians.[footnoteRef:170] In any case, there were not more Israelites than Egyptians in Egypt, and Pharaoh did apparently want to enslave them or he would have just asked them to leave Egypt, and when they did want to leave he would not let them go. It is also possible that the Hebrew text should be understood as, “too many and too mighty for us” (ESV, JPS, RSV; cf. CJB, NIV, Rotherham, The Interpreter’s Bible), which would be a statement made from fear, but not as clearly an exaggeration. [169:  Keil and Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament, 1:421; Lange’s Commentary on the Holy Scriptures.]  [170:  George Bush, Commentary on Exodus.] 

Exd 1:10
“wisely.” The Hebrew is chakam (#02449 חָכַם), and it is a common word for wisdom, to be wise. The Bible makes a distinction between godly wisdom (1 Cor. 1:21) and “worldly wisdom” (1 Cor. 1:20; 3:19). Worldly wisdom may succeed for a while on earth but in the end, it will fail; at the Judgment if not before then.
Exd 1:11
“oppress.” The Hebrew is anah (#06031 עָנָה), and it means to make someone busy with something, oppress, afflict, to be bowed down or put down, made low, made humble, depressed, downcast. Thus the NLT has “to wear them down.” Pharaoh was worldly wise. The slave drivers did not just give the Israelites work to do, they oppressed them, wore them down, and worked to break their spirits. No wonder Egypt was called “the iron furnace” (Deut. 4:20; Jer. 11:4) and the “house of bondage” (Deut. 5:6; 6:12; Josh. 24:17 KJV).
Exd 1:12
“the Egyptians.” The Hebrew text simply reads “they,” but to avoid confusion, the word “Egyptians” is supplied for clarity.
“dread.” The Hebrew word has two meanings: “dread” and “dislike, loathing.” In this case, both meanings apply. The CEB conflates the text and reads, “the Egyptians started to look at the Israelites with disgust and dread,” and that catches the meaning of the text well.
Exd 1:14
“serve as slaves.” The Hebrew is abad (#05647 עָבַד) and it means to serve, to work, to serve another. In this context it means to serve as a slave (cf. ESV).
Exd 1:17
“did not do what the king of Egypt commanded them.” For more on civil disobedience, see commentary on Exodus 1:19.
Exd 1:19
“and give birth before the midwife comes to them.” This statement is a lie, an untruth. It has been debated for generations as to whether telling a lie is always wrong or whether there are times when telling a lie is acceptable to God. The philosopher Immanuel Kant believed that telling a lie was always wrong, while the Christian pastor and philosopher Dietrich Bonhoeffer believed that God supported people telling lies in certain situations. The biblical evidence is that Bonhoeffer was correct. God has always allowed people to defend themselves, their families, and other people. Self-defense is a basic tenet of God’s justice and biblical truth. For example, the general biblical tenet is to not kill, but killing is allowed if that killing is in self-defense. It would be incongruous for God to allow for killing in self-defense but not allow a person to lie in self-defense in order to defend their life or the lives of others. There are many times when evil governments would kill good people, such as we see here in Egypt, and those good people are often saved by untruths that people tell to the government or its representatives.
There are quite a few records in the Bible of people telling untruths to protect themselves or others. Here in Exodus 1:15-20 is the record of the Hebrew midwives. In Joshua 2:1-6 is the record of Rahab telling an untruth to the leaders of Jericho, who would have killed the men from Israel if they had found them, and she was blessed by God, marrying into the genealogy of Jesus Christ and being personally mentioned in Matthew 1:5. In 1 Samuel 19:11-18, David’s wife Michal lied to King Saul to save David’s life then her own. In 2 Samuel 17:15-20, a woman lied to the men of Absalom about young men who were hiding in her well and in so doing likely saved David’s life. In Genesis 38:11-19, Tamar acted out a lie and pretended to be a prostitute in order to avoid being kept from marrying and having the blessing of children by her selfish stepfather Judah, and God blessed her with a child in the genealogy of Jesus Christ and she herself is mentioned in Matthew 1:3. There are other records besides these where people misrepresented the truth to evil governments and leaders, and did so without any condemnation from God. In fact, in this record in Exodus, the Bible is very clear that the midwives who lied to Pharaoh were blessed by God: “And because the midwives feared God, he gave them families” (Exod. 1:21).
Civil disobedience to protect one’s life and the lives of others is throughout the Bible because evil governments are throughout the Bible and history. Moses’ parents hid him when he was born rather than kill him like Pharaoh ordered (Exod. 2:1-2). When Jezebel was killing the prophets of Yahweh, the palace administrator Obadiah hid 100 of the prophets and saved their lives (1 Kings 18:1-4). The apostles defied their evil Jewish government and continued to spread the word about Jesus even though they had been ordered not to speak about him (Acts 5:27-32).
Misrepresenting the truth to one’s government is serious, and it is an individual matter and an individual decision, and there are no “blanket policies” that cover every situation. But Scripture is clear that lying in self-defense can be acceptable to God in certain situations.
Exd 1:21
“for them.” That is, for the Israelites. The “them” is masculine, and refers to the Israelites, not the midwives. Exodus 1:20 and 1:21 should be one sentence, not two. The record of the midwives in Exodus is a great example of how a small group of people can bring a blessing upon an entire nation. The midwives feared God, and would not kill the baby boys, and that resulted in the nation of Israel continuing to build its numbers and its strength.
Exd 1:22
“the Nile.” The Hebrew text has “Nile.”
 
Exodus Chapter 2
Exd 2:2
“that he was good.” The literal meaning of the words in the Hebrew text of Exodus 2:2 is not debated. Moses is said to be tov (#02896 טוֹב), which means “good.”
What is debated by scholars is what “good” means in this context. Some commentators say it means “healthy” or “robust” (cf. NET). But M. Kalisch correctly writes: “Rashbam [Rabbi Shmuel Ben Meir] justly refutes the usual translation…“goodly child”…for Jochebed, the mother, would have been perfectly as anxious for the preservation of her child, had it been less fine or less strong. That interpretation would, indeed, almost remind us of the barbarous custom of the Spartans, who killed their children if they did not appear to them sufficiently robust (Plut. Life of Lycurgus).”[footnoteRef:171] [171:  M. Kalisch, A Historical and Critical Commentary on The Old Testament, 22.] 

Other commentators say tov means “beautiful” here in Exodus 2:2, but the same objection should be made to the translation “beautiful” (cf. CSB, NASB) as was made about “healthy.” Every baby is beautiful to the mother, and that is as it should be. If all Exodus is saying is that Amram and Jochebed, Moses’ parents (Exod. 6:20), saved Moses because he was “healthy” or “beautiful” they surely would have been afraid of being found out. But Hebrews 11:23 says they were not afraid, and that was because they were acting upon guidance from God.
Exodus 2:2 is a place where spiritual discernment and a knowledge of God’s plan should be brought into consideration for the understanding and translation of the Hebrew text, especially because the New Testament adds information to the Old Testament that would have been in the mind of Amram and Jochebed. The NLT translates Exodus 2:2 as “a special baby,” and that catches the sense of the verse. Moses was special because God said he was.
Stephen read the record of Moses’ birth and said that Moses was “beautiful before God” (Acts 7:20). Stephen was not translating the Hebrew text, rather he was giving the meaning of the text. Reflecting Stephen’s interpretation back into the Old Testament, we should realize that Amram and Jochebed knew the things that Stephen knew, which was that Moses was special (“good”) to God, and that is why they risked their lives to hide him.
At the birth of Moses, the Israelites were in slavery in Egypt and were looking for a deliverer. Hundreds of years before Moses was born, God told Abraham that He would bring the Israelites out of Egypt in the fourth generation of their being there (Gen. 15:16). Now, with the birth of Amram’s children, Miriam, Aaron, and Moses, the fourth generation had been reached. The four generations who were in Egypt were Levi (Joseph’s half-brother), Kohath, Amram, and Moses (Gen. 46:11; Num. 26:58-59; 1 Chron. 6:1-3). Given that the fourth generation had arrived, it should not surprise us that God—who acts to bring His promises to pass—would have acted in some way to bring His words to pass. We should note that from a fleshly perspective, there is no reason that Amram and Jochebed would have believed that their second son would be the way God would bring the Israelites out of Egypt. God said “fourth generation” to Abraham, and Joseph spoke of the deliverance coming (Gen. 50:24), but there was no prophecy about how that was going to be accomplished. So the most logical way that Amram and Jochebed knew to protect Moses and that he was special to God was that God spoke to them in some way about Moses and it was at that point that Jochebed saw that Moses was special and “beautiful to God.”
Hebrews 11:23 confirms that Amram and Jochebed knew from God that Moses was special. To best understand Hebrews 11:23 it is important to realize that Hebrews chapter 11 is about people who heard from God or knew what God had said and obeyed Him. They acted “by trust” (“by faith”) on the words of God. This was the case with Abel (Heb. 11:4), Enoch (Heb. 11:5), Noah (Heb. 11:7), Abraham (Heb. 11:8, 17), Isaac (Heb. 11:20), Jacob (Heb. 11:21), Joseph (Heb. 11:22), and with Amram and Jochebed (Heb. 11:23). All those people acted “by trust,” which means they trusted God and acted on what He said. Guidance from God is why Amram and Jochebed hid Moses instead of killing him, and their trust in the guidance of God is why they defied Pharaoh’s command and how they could do that and yet “they were not afraid of the king’s [Pharaoh’s] commandment” (Heb. 11:23). To say that Amram and Jochebed kept Moses alive and hid him and were not afraid of Pharaoh’s command simply because Moses was “healthy” or “beautiful” misses the mark. It misses God’s love for Israel and that He kept His promise and acted “in the fourth generation,” which is when He said He would act; it misses the interaction between God and Moses’ parents such that they understood how special Moses was; and it misses how committed to God Amram and Jochebed were that they listened to Him and then acted “by trust” on what He said.
Exd 2:3
“a papyrus ark.” This is the same Hebrew word as in Noah’s ark (see commentary on Exod. 2:5).
“bitumen.” For more information on bitumen, see commentary on Genesis 11:3.
“laid it in the reeds by the river’s bank.” Moses’ mother did not float Moses in a basket down the Nile like many stories and movies portray. Moses’ mother knew that the only chance for his survival was if he were found and pitied by a member of the royal family, so she used great care and wisdom when placing Moses in the reeds at the bank of the Nile. The point was not to hide Moses, the point was to have him found by the right people; which thankfully is what happened.
This should be a great lesson for us. Too many people think that “God is in control” and we can just roll the dice and let God determine the outcome. Thankfully, Moses’ mother did not think or act that way, or she would have floated Moses to his death, perhaps in the gut of some Nile crocodile. God is not “in control” in the way many people think He is. Furthermore, God says, “Wisdom is the principal thing” (Prov. 4:7 KJV). If we want to be successful in life we have to use wisdom, make deliberate decisions, and take decisive action. Moses’ mother also had Miriam watch over Moses, because if he was not quickly found he would need to be fed. God’s people need to be like Moses’ mother: make a bold, wise plan, and be deliberate and decisive in carrying it out.
Exd 2:4
“his sister.” Moses’ sister was Miriam.
“to know what would be done to him.” This would have been a tense moment. Whoever found Moses might well have just thrown him into the Nile as Pharaoh had ordered.
Exd 2:5
“bathe at the Nile.” It is unlikely that Pharaoh’s daughter would bathe in the Nile River itself, because the Nile is always changing and could well be dangerous because of currents and the wildlife that lives there. It is much more likely that the Egyptians had carved out a place close to the Nile more like a large swimming pool where Pharaoh’s household could bathe.
“ark.” Baby Moses was placed in an “ark,” the same Hebrew word as Noah’s ark, but different from the “ark of the covenant.” Just as Noah’s ark saved humankind, Moses’ ark will eventually lead to the establishment and salvation of Israel.
“among the reeds.” The ark with baby Moses was not floating down the Nile, it was specifically placed among the reeds where someone would see it (cf. Exod. 2:3).
Exd 2:6
“child.” The Hebrew noun is masculine, and since children are either male or female, since the word is masculine it refers to a boy. If the child had been a girl the noun would have been feminine.
“boy.” The Hebrew word puts an emphasis on the gender of the child.
“children.” The Hebrew noun is masculine, making it clear that the child was a boy.
Exd 2:7
“his sister said to Pharaoh’s daughter.” Moses’ sister Miriam was able to approach Pharaoh’s daughter. The Bible does not say why; it is possible that it was due to Miriam’s young age, and/or to God acting in the situation.
“Should I go and call for you a woman who is nursing from among the Hebrew women.” This would not have seemed strange to Pharaoh’s daughter because many women had had their baby boys killed due to Pharaoh’s decree to kill the male babies, so many women would have been producing milk but not had babies to feed. Some English versions use the phrase “wet-nurse, which is an older term for a woman who is lactating and can nurse a baby (cf. Darby, NEB70, REB). Other English versions just say “nurse,” but the term “nurse” today is used of a professionally trained person who helps the sick, not a nursing mother.
Exd 2:8
“and called the child’s mother.” It is an amazing miracle of God that Jochebed, Moses’ mother, got to nurse Moses until he was weaned. Moses could not have had a healthier early childhood.
Exd 2:9
“and I will give you your wages.” A mother’s love is such that Jochebed would have paid any amount of money she had to get to nurse her own baby, and yet in the grace of God she gets paid to do what she would have gladly paid to do. Furthermore, she no doubt had other benefits because Pharaoh’s daughter no doubt would have made sure the baby had royal protection and other needs met as well.
Exd 2:10
“And the child grew.” Moses would have been taken into Pharaoh’s house after he was weaned. Weaning was done late in the ancient world, sometimes as old as five, but that is unlikely here. Three years old is more probable.
“she brought him to Pharaoh’s daughter.” There is so much heart, emotion, hope, and commitment in this short and unassuming phrase in Exodus 2:10. Pharaoh’s daughter had no idea that the woman who had been nursing the baby for likely at least three years (nursing went on much longer in the biblical culture than it does in ours today) was the baby’s real mother, Jochebed (Exod. 6:20). But now it was time for Jochebed to trust the revelation she received about Moses when he was born, which is why she had determined to hide him from Pharaoh’s death command. Now Moses was older, and so Jochebed “brought him to Pharaoh’s daughter,” perhaps to never see him again, hoping and praying that he would be the one to deliver Israel from slavery in Egypt.
The Bible never says Moses ever saw his parents again. He stayed in Pharaoh’s house for 40 years, then went to “see” his fellow Hebrews, but very quickly ended up fleeing for his life from Egypt and living in the land of Midian, where he stayed another 40 years before returning to Egypt. Given the difficulties of the hard bondage in Egypt, it is probable that his parents died during that 80-year period.
What a sterling example of a true believer Jochebed is to us! Life is full of difficult choices, and few people handle them as well as Jochebed did. She could not let on she was Moses’ mother; she could not ask for visitation rights; she could not run away with the baby. It is likely that she cried herself to sleep for many nights missing her lovely boy, and she no doubt spent much time in prayer, likely with her husband Amram too, praying that their boy would be treated well in Pharaoh’s house and would get the training he needed to be the one to deliver Israel.
As the years went by and Moses passed age 20, then 25, then 30, if Jochebed and Amram were still alive, it is likely that they said to each other, “Maybe this will be the year we go free.” Alas, it was not until Moses was 80 that he came to deliver Israel, and since the Bible mentions both Moses’ older sister Miriam and his older brother Aaron, but never mentions his parents, it is likely they had both passed away by the time he returned to Egypt.
Handling life’s difficulties in a godly way is not “natural” and never easy. It is the result of years of working to be Christ-like and many times of self-examination. God gave us examples like Jochebed, so we know it can be done.
“and he became her son.” There is no mention in the text of a formal adoption process, and there likely was none. But the fact that the Bible says, “and he became her son” tells us that he was taken into the royal household as an equal.
“Moses.” The meaning of Moses is “He-who-pulls-out.”[footnoteRef:172] The name is part of other Egyptian names as well. The name also seems to fit Moses’ destiny, that he “pulled out” the people of Israel from Egypt. The phrase, “of the water” is commentary, but not technically part of the name “Moses.” We know of other Egyptian names that have “mose” as part of it, e.g., Thutmose and Ramose. [172:  Everett Fox, The Schocken Bible: The Five Books of Moses, 264. Cf. Wikipedia, “Moses,” note 43, accessed October 3,2024, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Moses.] 

Exd 2:11
“when Moses had grown up.” When he was 40 years old (Acts 7:23).
“brothers.” The word “brothers” is being used in the idiomatic sense, meaning one of his own people, a Hebrew.
“forced labor.” The Hebrews were slaves, so the work they did was forced labor.
“striking.” This is the same root word as in Exodus 2:12 when Moses “struck down” the Egyptian.
“one of his brothers.” By this time when Moses was 40 years old, he knew that his “brothers” were the Israelites. But the Bible does not tell us how he knew this.
Exd 2:12
“struck down.” The Hebrew is just the word “struck,” nakhah (#05221 נָכָה), but in this context, the word means to “strike down” or to kill. It is used that way often in Joshua and Judges (e.g., Josh 7:5; 8:21; Judges 3:29:31). The word “strike” is used several times in the context. The Hebrew does not tell us whether or not Moses intended to kill the Egyptian. It is possible that he did not intend to kill him but he died in the fight. It is quite likely that Moses, who was royalty, had some kind of weapon with him, even if it was only a staff. The Hebrew word is not the same as the word “kill.”
Exd 2:13
“to him who was in the wrong.” The Bible does not tell us how Moses knew who was wrong and who was right, but obviously, there had been discussion about it and the facts of the situation had become known.
“fellow Hebrew.” In this context, a “fellow,” was a fellow Israelite. For more on “fellow” see commentary on Leviticus 19:18. Although some translations use the word “neighbor” or “companion,” those terms give a meaning in English that is not in the text. The man may not have been a neighbor or companion, but he was a fellow Israelite.
Exd 2:14
“Who made you a ruler and a judge over us?” The man who was in the wrong responded in a way that is typical for people who are wrong but not humble and apologetic about it: he rejected Moses’ authority. People who are evil and are bullies are rarely humble about it. They already reject the moral and often civil law by their actions, so rejecting the authority of someone who represents the law is a natural reaction for them. God gave people free will, so there is no way to take that from them such that they behave in a godly manner unless they really want to change, which they rarely do. That is why the law must be strict and powerful. When Christ comes back, he will not try to reform the wicked—they are wicked. He will kill the wicked (e.g., Isa. 11:4; Matt. 25:41-46; Rev. 19:19-21). One of the reasons that the next life will be so different from this one, and so joyful, is that wicked people will not be there.
“Surely this matter has become known!” The man who Moses rescued from the Egyptian who was beating him no doubt went and told others how Moses, a man of the royal household, had rescued him and killed the Egyptian oppressor.
Exd 2:15
“he sought to kill Moses.” Much more could have been said here about Pharaoh than is in the text. When he heard that Moses had killed an Egyptian he likely felt greatly betrayed and was angry—furious! The Egyptians had extended every courtesy and privilege to Moses, and he responded by killing an Egyptian for beating a Hebrew slave, to them, hardly a valuable person in the kingdom. To the Egyptians, what Moses did was incomprehensible and inexcusable.
“face.” The Hebrew can be translated “face” or “presence.” Here “face” makes sense.
“And he sat down by a well.” Although the text does not specifically say that this event occurred when Moses first got to Midian, the flow of the text implies that. It seems that Moses, fleeing from the Egyptians, traveled into Midian and on his journey came to a well and sat down by it. The fact that Moses “sat down” implies that he stayed a while. and anyone familiar with the countryside understands why: it is hot, dry, and travel is difficult. Upon coming to a well of cool water, almost any traveler would sit and spend some time there.
Exd 2:17
“Some shepherds.” The Hebrew is more literally “the shepherds,” but, as the NET text note points out, this is the generic use of the definite article and should be understood as “some” in this context.
“and drove them away.” In the Hebrew text, the phrase “drove them away” is one word, garash (#01644 גָּרַשׁ), and it is masculine plural. This seems to clearly indicate that these seven women were accompanied by at least two men who would have been charged with protecting the girls. That a couple of men would have been with the girls fits with the ancient culture and custom. However, the men were not able to keep the shepherds from driving them all off and taking advantage of the water they had drawn. The rule of the open desert is a might-makes-right situation. That situation changed when Moses, 40 years old and well-trained in battle as any royal son would be, rose up and defended the girls from the shepherds.
“saved them.” The word “saved” is yashaʿ (#03467 יָשַׁע), and no doubt it is purposely used here in Exodus 2:17. Forms of the word are used in many places, such as in the name “Jehoshua” (Joshua), “Yahweh saves.” Moses is destined to save (rescue, deliver) the disadvantaged and oppressed, and here he “saves” the daughters of the priest of Midian from oppressors just as he saved the Israelite who was being oppressed and will later save the Israelites from the oppressive slavery of Egypt. This event reveals more about the character of Moses. He could have just sat there and watched the shepherds bully the girls, but he was not that kind of person. He got involved to help the oppressed.
Exd 2:18
“Reuel.” “Reuel” is the family name of the father of Zipporah, Moses’ wife, and thus is the name of Moses’ father-in-law, while “Jethro” is the man’s priestly name (see commentary on Judg. 4:11).
“How is it that you have come home so early today?” The question seems to suggest that mistreatment at the hands of shepherds or others was a regular thing. If so, what a miserable life, knowing that regularly you would be mistreated and the efforts of your labor would be stolen from you! If that was indeed the case, there are many questions to ask, for example, why wouldn’t Reuel enlist more men to help the women so they would not be so mistreated? Or, why wouldn’t the women go at a different time of the day when the men were still working? It may well be that the women were continually afflicted by the shepherds until Moses came on the scene, and thus that these women were an illustration—a type—of the Israelites themselves, who were continually afflicted by the Egyptians until Moses went and saved them.
It is also possible, but seems much less likely, that Moses helped the women water the flock and get it home much earlier than usual.
Exd 2:19
“drew, yes, drew.” The Hebrew text uses the figure of speech polyptoton, doubling the verb for emphasis; the first is a qal infinitive and the second is a qal perfect (see commentary on Gen. 2:16).
Exd 2:20
“Why is it that you have left the man?” The question is more rhetorical than serious. The daughters would not have been free to invite a stranger, an Egyptian, into their father’s home without asking his permission, and he would have known that. Thus Reuel’s question is actually an invitation to call the man to enjoy the hospitality of Reuel’s house, and the girls followed through with their father’s invitation.
Exd 2:21
“Moses was willing to remain with the man.” Moses agreed to live in the tent encampment of Jethro. As could be expected when marrying into a shepherd family, Moses became a shepherd.
Exd 2:23
“And during that long period of time.” Moses was a shepherd in Midian for forty years. He no doubt learned valuable life lessons in that time that he could not have learned as royalty in Egypt, lessons about hard work, long days, and dealing with the daily problems of life that royals would have just assigned to slaves. He did not know it while tending sheep, who tend to be stupid, but watching over the rebellious and recalcitrant Israelites was every bit as challenging, in fact, more challenging.
Exd 2:24
“And God heard.” Whatever made the timing right for God to act powerfully had now come to pass. Exodus 2:24-25 shows God interested and poised to act: “God heard...God remembered...God saw...God knew.” Then, in Exodus 3, God acts.
“remembered.” The word “remember” is used in the Semitic language in both a straightforward and idiomatic sense. Here it is used in the idiomatic sense, where “remember” means to pay attention to something and act. See commentary on Genesis 8:1.
“his covenant with Abraham.” God had made a covenant with Abraham to give him and his seed the Promised Land, but the Israelites had been in Egypt for over a century now (not 400 years; see commentary on Exod. 12:40). That God remembered His covenant with Abraham meant God had in mind to bring the Israelites out of Egypt and into the Promised Land.
Exd 2:25
“and God knew.” The word “know” is used in the Semitic language in both a straightforward and idiomatic sense. The exact nuance is determined by the context. Here in Exodus 2:25, it is used in the idiomatic sense, and “know” means to pay attention to something, plan, and act. In the previous verse, Exodus 2:24, the word “remembered” is used in an idiomatic sense.
The sentence breaks off, leaving us to wonder how God was going to act on His knowledge. When a sentence breaks of in mid-speech, it is the figure of speech aposiopesis, or “sudden silence.” The figure occurs when the speaker cuts off the sentence before it is completed, letting the audience complete the sentence in their mind.
That God “knew” the situation of the Israelites, and what He planned to do about it, shows the intimate relationship that God has with His people.
[For more on aposiopesis, see commentary on Luke 19:42.]
 
Exodus Chapter 3
Exd 3:1
“Jethro, his father-in-law, the priest of Midian.” “Jethro” is the priestly name of Reuel, the father-in-law of Moses (see commentary on Judg. 4:11).
“and he led the flock to the west side of the wilderness.” The biblical culture was oriented to the east. The Hebrew text more literally reads that Moses went “behind” the wilderness, which would mean the sunset or west side of the wilderness. In this context, it is not so much where any “wilderness” (desert) area ended, but where the territory of Midian ended.
It was not uncommon for shepherds to take their flock many miles from their home base. For example, Jacob’s sons traveled over 60 miles from home with their sheep (Gen. 37:17), and it is possible that Moses went at least that far. In 1855 Horatio B. Hackett wrote about the travel of shepherds that he encountered and heard about: “Another peculiarity of the desert is that, though the soil is sandy, it rarely consists, for successive days together, of mere sand; it is interspersed, at frequent intervals, with clumps of coarse grass and low shrubs, affording very good pasturage, not only for camels, the proper tenants of the desert, but for sheep and goats. The people of the villages on the borders of the desert are accustomed to lead forth their flocks to the pastures found there. … The shepherds not only frequent the parts of the desert near their places of abode, but go often to a considerable distance from them; they remain absent for weeks and months, only changing their station from time to time, as their wants in respect to water and herbage may require.[footnoteRef:173]” [173:  Horatio B. Hackett, Illustrations of Scripture, chap. 1, para. “Pastures of the Desert,” Kindle.] 

“to the mountain of God.” Here in Exodus 3:1, Mount Sinai is called the “mountain of God.” When Moses penned Exodus, Mount Sinai was well-known to be the mountain of God, but there is no evidence that it was known as the mountain of God before Moses encountered God there. So here in Exodus 3:1, the mountain is called the “mountain of God” so that the readers would know which mountain was being spoken about.
Exd 3:3
“why the bush is not burning up.” At this point, there was nothing special about the bush or the fire in the bush. What was special was that the bush was not burning up, and that caught Moses’ attention. There were several reasons a bush may catch fire in the wilderness. One of them is that the area has some quartz crystal that can act like a magnifying glass in the sunlight and catch the bush on fire. Notice that the fact that the bush was on fire was not what caught Moses’ attention; he did not say, “Wow. A burning bush. Never seen that before!” Gathering wood for the family fire in a place such as where Moses lived was no doubt a daily task and quite challenging, so if there was some kind of bush or wood that would burn a long time without burning up that would have been of particular interest to Moses, and he wanted to know more about it.
Exd 3:4
“God called to him out of the midst of the bush.” We learned in Exodus 3:2 that it was an angel who appeared to Moses. Yet this verse says “God called.” God called via His agent, the angel. It often occurs in Scripture that God acts through his agents and the Bible says that God was the one who acted. However, it is also possible that at some point in the record, God did speak audibly to Moses, but that is less likely because of the switch from “Yahweh” early in the verse and “God” [Elohim] later in the verse. It seems that “Yahweh” saw Moses and could see his heart, and so He commanded the angel representing Him, who was in the bush, to speak to Moses on His behalf.
[For more information on the author (God) and agent (the angel) relationship, and why the angel can speak in the first person as if he were God, see the REV commentary on Matt. 8:5.]
“Here I am.” This is an idiom. Moses is not telling God that he is there; this is the equivalent of answering God’s call with “Yes,” or “It is me.”
Exd 3:5
“Do not come near here.” Even though God initiated the contact between His representative, the angel, and Moses, Moses could not just walk up to him. God was still too holy to casually approach. Like Aslan the Lion,[footnoteRef:174] God is just and righteous, but He is not safe. The “fear of God” is more than just simple “respect for God.” Treating God and the things of God in a casual way is not wise. Jesus taught that if you are going to be afraid of anything on earth, God should be at the top of the list (Matt. 10:28). Once Moses understood who he was dealing with, he hid his face (Exod. 3:6). [174:  C.S. Lewis, The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe.] 

“Take your sandals off.” In the biblical culture, it was the custom in a holy place to leave your head covering on and take your shoes off. In the Western culture, we leave our shoes on and take our hats off.
Exd 3:6
“I am the God of your father.” This is actually an angel speaking. This is a good example of the Jewish custom of author-agent, where the agent of a principal can act or speak as the principal himself (for more examples, see the REV commentary on Matt. 8:5).
“father.” We would normally think that the word should be plural, “fathers.” But in this case, the word is singular to emphasize the covenant that God made individually with Abraham and then reconfirmed with Isaac and Jacob (see commentary on Gen. 17:8). The word “father” here does not refer to Amram, Moses’ actual father (Exod. 6:20), but rather to the “fathers of the Faith,” i.e., Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. It is also possible, but less likely, that “father” is a collective singular and is being used for “fathers” but expressed as a singular because God confirmed His covenant with all of them.
Exd 3:7
“seen, yes, seen” God repeats the word “seen” twice for emphasis, using different aspects of the verb. This is the figure of speech polyptoton, and it might be translated more literally, “seeing I have seen.” That God repeats the word “seen” twice shows that He is very concerned about the Israelites in Egypt and wants to do something about it.
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16. Also, see Word Study: “Polyptoton.”]
Exd 3:8
“I have come down.” In the Old Testament God usually represents Himself as being in one single place rather than being omnipresent, and that is certainly what most of the people thought about Him (see commentary on Gen. 17:1).
“spacious land.” We normally do not think of Israel as a “spacious land,” since it is small compared to other countries, but at this time in Egypt’s history, the only fertile land in Egypt was within a very short distance from the Nile River; all the rest was desert. So the Egypt that was livable south of the Nile Delta was only a few miles wide, and compared to that, Israel was “spacious.”
“honey.” Although this may refer to date syrup, or “date honey,” archaeologists have recently discovered solid evidence that bees were cultivated for their honey in the ancient world.
Exd 3:10
“from Egypt!” God here reveals to Moses that His ultimate goal was to get the Israelites out of Egypt. The Hebrew text can be translated as an imperative here, and it seems that God did speak firmly to Moses in this situation.
It is noteworthy however, that when Moses first went to Pharaoh he did not ask for the release of Israel, but that they would be allowed to go three days journey into the wilderness to worship Yahweh (Exod. 3:18; 5:3; 8:27). In the slave culture of the ancient world, Pharaoh owned the Israelites, and so for Moses to ask Pharaoh to simply let them go would have been unreasonable even though it was God’s goal and desire. However, God’s goal would be met just by asking Pharaoh to let the Israelites go and worship in the desert for three days because Pharaoh even refused that, and his refusal eventually led to the Israelites being completely free.
Exd 3:11
“But Moses said to God.” At this point, Moses begins to make excuses about going to Egypt to deliver the Israelites. Something completely missing in the biblical record is why Moses would do that. Moses had been willing and eager to deliver the Israelites earlier (cf. Exod. 2:11; Acts 7:23-25). What has happened to Moses that he no longer seems to care what happens to Israel in Egypt? Although there are likely many contributing factors, such as that he now has a family in Midian, we must remember that at this point in time Moses did not know that he would be with Israel in the wilderness some 40 years. His “job assignment” from God should have taken much less time than that.
A very probable reason is that Moses had been heartbroken and disappointed 40 years earlier when neither the Israelites nor God seemed to support his efforts. How could he trust them now? It can be very hard to get over a heartbreaking situation. Horse lovers know that if you fall off a horse you have to get right back on it or you can lose your desire to ride. In the church world, many Christians who go through a painful church split end up not going back to church, and if they do, and there is a second painful split, the percentage who do not go back to church rises dramatically. Moses had lost his desire to get involved with helping the Israelites, and so he asked God to send someone else (Exod. 4:13). God had to make a huge effort that took the greater part of two chapters (Exod. 3 and 4) to get Moses to go back to Egypt.
There is a great lesson in this record for Christians who desire to help other Christians who have been hurt and are on the sidelines of life as a result. If it took a huge amount of effort for God Himself to get Moses “back in the game,” so to speak, then other helpers/encouragers will also need wisdom, patience, persistence, and prayer in their efforts. Most people who have been hurt need outside help, so God’s encouragers need to know that they need to lovingly insert themselves (intrude) into the lives of those who are hurt to get them moving again in a positive direction.
“Who am I.” This is Moses’ first excuse to not go to Egypt. This excuse seems totally normal, but it is just an excuse. Moses did not really want to go, as we learn in Exodus 4:13. But saying “Who am I” can seem reasonable. We often underestimate our abilities, especially when it comes to things that God wants us to do. But God would not ask if we could not do what He wanted. Successful believers need to see themselves as God sees them.
Exd 3:12
“you all.” The singular “you” is used the first four times that “you” is in Exodus 3:12, when the angel is speaking directly to Moses. Then the “you” changes to the plural “you” in the fifth and last use in the verse, and that change is brought out by the English phrase “you all.”
“this will be the sign for you...you all will serve God on this mountain.” At first glance, it seems strange that the sign that God sent Moses was that they would eventually serve God on Mount Sinai, but in God’s mind that was the important sign. What Moses could not have known was that God would eventually gather all Israel at the foot of Mount Sinai and then come down in their sight on top of the Mount with fire, smoke, and darkness, and shout the Ten Commandments down to them (see commentary on Exod. 20:1), which would be an amazing sign. In consideration of that, the more immediate signs, like the Nile becoming blood, were not as important and may not have been perceived by everyone as signs from God at all, but people may have believed that the “signs” were natural disasters or could have been from one of the Egyptian gods and not Yahweh.
Exd 3:13
“if I go.” The Hebrew is written in a way that expresses Moses’ reservations about going back to Egypt. In short, he is saying, “Suppose I do all this….” The word we use to express that feeling is “If.”
“What is his name?” We are used to the name of God just being a meaningless name, but in the ancient world names usually meant something, and not just random things, but things that said something about the god (or person). For example, the evidence is that “El Shaddai” means “God, the One of the Mountain” (see commentary on Gen. 17:1). The Israelites would have wanted to know the name of God so they would know something about Him.
Exd 3:14
“I Will Be Who I Will Be.” The Hebrew verb translated as “will be” is an imperfect verb, not a present tense verb. The imperfect verb in Hebrew is usually a future tense. Note that in Exodus 3:12, just two verses earlier, God told Moses, “I will be with you,” translating the verb as “will be.” But then, two verses later, Exodus 3:14 has the same verb but is translated as “am.” The verb also occurs in other places where it is translated as “will be” (e.g., Exod. 4:12, 15; Deut. 31:23; Josh. 1:5). The verb can also be translated as “I will become what I will become.”
The standard theological explanation for why the verb “will be” is generally translated as “am” is that God always is, and He inhabits the past, present, and future. However, that is debatable. In any case, the proper translation of the Hebrew is not “am” but “will be.”
This “name,” “I Will Be Who I Will Be,” is clearly related to the proper name of God, Yahweh, (actually YHVH) because it is derived from the trilateral root (H-V-H), which is from an earlier root (H-Y-H) “to be.” Even that does “double duty,” because it can both refer to God, who is Eternal and who “is,” and it can refer to what He will become and do.
When God says He will be who He will be, one of the obvious meanings is that God will become what His people need Him to become for them: the provider, the deliverer, the comforter, etc. On the other hand, God will become what He Himself “will become,” apart from human condition or desire. He is God and Creator, and He is not subject to the will and whims of humans. He will become what He will become according to His plan, wisdom, and desire.
God’s proper “name” is Yahweh, but when asked His name, He did not say, “Yahweh,” He said, “I Will Be Who I Will Be.” This shows us that God’s name, Yahweh, is intrinsically connected to His character, which is multifaceted, and cannot be simplified into a simple name or concept, such as “God is love.” While He is love, He is much more than that.
Although almost all English versions have “I am that I am” as the translation of Exodus 3:14, a number of versions have “I will become [or “be”] what I will become” as an acceptable translation and put in a marginal note to that effect (cf. CEB, HCSB, ESV, NAB, NET, NIV, NLT, NRSV). There are other sources that support the reading “I will be” as well. For example, Theodotion and Aquila’s Greek Translations of the Torah (130-150AD) have, “I will be who I will be” (“εσομαι ὅς εσομαι;” esomai hos esomai). So, they certainly capture the future tense of the Hebrew.[footnoteRef:175] Also, the Aramaic Targums of Onkelos and Neofiti preserve the future tense “will be” of אֶֽהְיֶ֑ה in Exodus 3:14.[footnoteRef:176] Also, William Propp’s Translation in the Anchor Bible series of Exodus 3:14 is, “Then Deity said to Moses, “I will be who I will be.” And He said, “Thus you will say to Israel’s Sons: ‘”I-will-be” has sent me to you.'”[footnoteRef:177] [175:  Frederick Field, Origen Hexapla, 1:85.]  [176:  B. Grossfeld, translator, Aramaic Bible Vol. 7: Targum Onkelos to Exodus.]  [177:  William Propp, Exodus 1-18 [AB], 181.] 

It is likely that some of the pressure to preserve the translation “I Am” in English Bibles comes from the belief in the Trinity and that supposedly Jesus claimed to be God in John 8:58 by saying that he was the “I am,” but that is not the case.
[For more on the meaning of John 8:58, see commentary on John 8:58. For more on the Trinity being only a tradition, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.”]
Exd 3:15
“Yahweh.” This is one of the verses that shows that the name “Yahweh” was known by the people of God from the earliest times. Some scholars assert that God’s name Yahweh (it may have been pronounced differently) was a later development, but it is used in the records in Genesis from earliest times. Words such as Elohim and El Shaddai are not names, they are titles. “Yahweh” is the only actual name of God in the Bible.
What is about to happen is that Moses, who has been gone from Israel for 40 years, is about to go back to Egypt and try to convince the Israelites that the God they have been crying out to for many years has now heard them, met with Moses, and sent him back to deliver them. If Moses comes in the name of some strange god that was not the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, it could well be that Israel would have rejected him. Moses must come in the name of God that Israel is familiar with, and with signs to prove that Yahweh has indeed met with him and empowered him to deliver Israel from Egypt. When Moses did come back to Egypt in the name of Yahweh and with signs, the Israelites welcomed him. But Moses thought that the Israelites might say, “Yahweh has not appeared to you” (Exod. 4:1).
“Abraham...Isaac…Jacob. God made His covenant with Abraham, and reconfirmed it with Isaac and Jacob. The reason God mentions them in this context is that it emphasizes the covenant that God made with the “Fathers,” which included giving them the land of Israel, so the Israelites would have to be delivered from Egypt for the covenant to be fulfilled.
“I am to be remembered.” The Hebrew is a noun, and it is related to memory. It is a way we are to remember and think about God (cf. Ps. 135:13). He is Yahweh.
Exd 3:16
“I have visited, yes, visited you.” The Hebrew text doubles the word “visited” for emphasis, which is the figure of speech polyptoton (see commentary on Gen. 2:16). When God “visited” someone, He intervened in their life, and He could intervene for the better or for the worse. The exact meaning of the Hebrew perfect tense of the verb here in Exodus 3:16 has been debated, and it could be a perfect of intent (“I have decided to intervene”), an instantaneous perfect (“I will now intervene”), or prophetic perfect (“I will intervene in the future”). However, it seems best, given the situation, that the perfect tense should be taken as literally meaning that God had already, in the past, started the process of delivering the Israelites from Egypt, which indeed He had and, in fact, had already foreseen that Egypt would have to be smitten for that to happen (cf. Exod. 3:20). No doubt the Israelites, who wanted to be free from their slavery in Egypt, remembered that Joseph had prophesied that God would visit Israel and bring them from Egypt to the Promised Land (Gen. 50:24-25).
[For more on “visit,” see commentary on Exod. 20:5.]
“what is being done to you in Egypt.” The verb is present tense, and some English versions pick up on that (e.g., CJB, JPS, NAB).
Exd 3:17
“the land of the Canaanite.” God lists six nations that inhabit the Promised Land. In Deuteronomy 7:1 and some other places, He lists seven nations. The missing nation in this list is the Girgashites. At the time of Moses and Joshua, the Promised Land was occupied by pagan nations. God told Israel to drive out those pagans and take possession of the land. God had the right to give the land to the Israelites. For one thing, He is the creator of the heavens and the earth and the earth belongs to Him (Ps. 24:1; 1 Cor. 10:26). Also, as the Creator of all human beings, He sets the moral standards by which people are to live. In this case, the pagan nations who inhabited the Promised Land were very ungodly and besides ignoring God’s ordinances and worshiping deities that were enemies of God and who did not lead people to everlasting life, they practiced such things as ritual sex and human sacrifice and thus deserved God’s judgment. People may have the right to disobey God, but they cannot escape the fact that they cannot ignore their Creator like that and not have consequences. Sometimes those consequences only really show themselves on Judgment Day, while sometimes the consequences occur in this life also.
“and...and...and...and ...and.” God uses the figure of speech polysyndeton (“many ands”) to emphasize each individual tribe. God intends to give all their land to Israel.
Exd 3:18
“the God of the Hebrews, has met with us.” God did not meet with the elders of Israel the way He met with Moses, but by the time they went to Pharaoh, He had met with them. God met very personally with Moses, and Moses, representing God, met with the elders of Israel. Also, although the signs that God gave Moses for the elders and for Pharaoh are spoken about later in Moses’ conversation with God, in actuality, they would have happened before the elders met with Pharaoh. Thus in a very real sense before Moses and the elders went to Pharaoh, God would have met with them and demonstrated His power.
“let us go three days’ journey into the wilderness.” It was always God’s intention that the children of Israel would leave Egypt and go into the Promised Land (cf. Exod. 3:10), but that is not what He wanted Moses to ask for. That Pharaoh would deny the Israelites three days to go and worship their God revealed the hard and cruel heart of Pharaoh. To him, he owned the Israelites and they were just like cattle to him; they had no rights as human beings. God never had to ask Pharaoh to actually let Israel go entirely, Pharaoh would not let them even go away for three days. It was in not even granting this lesser request that God was clearly given leave to have the Israelites depart from Egypt entirely.
Exd 3:19
“I know that the king of Egypt will not give you permission to go.” God knew both the heart of Pharaoh and the culture of the time, so it made sense to Moses that God would know Pharaoh would not let his slaves go just because Moses asked him to. God knew there would have to be a power showdown between He and Pharaoh, but it was still Pharaoh’s free will choice to not let the Israelites go when Moses started displaying the power of God. God started demonstrating His power very gently, with no loss of life of man or beast. Only as Pharaoh continued to harden his heart did the plagues get really damaging.
“not unless he is compelled by a strong hand.” The Hebrew phrase is difficult, and most translations do what the REV has done and clarify the text by adding words about Pharaoh being compelled or forced to let Israel go.
However, it is also possible to translate the Hebrew text differently, saying that Pharaoh would not let the Israelites go even by a strong hand. So, for example, the NET Bible reads, “But I know that the king of Egypt will not let you go, not even under force” (cf. ASV, KJV, CSB). But although that is a possible translation of the Hebrew text, it does not seem to be the best translation because even though Pharaoh refused to let Israel go through plague after plague, eventually God’s power did force Pharaoh to let Israel go. Nevertheless, God’s statement to Moses warned him about how difficult it would be to get Pharaoh to let Israel go. The ten plagues would have taken at least a year to complete.
Exd 3:20
“he will send you away. The Hebrew is stronger than simply saying “he will let you go,” even though most English Bibles read that way (cf. ASV, CJB, CSB, ESV, NASB). The Hebrew reads that Pharaoh will “send away” the Israelites (cf. LSV, REV, NET text note, REB, Rotherham, Septuagint, Young’s Literal Translation). And Pharaoh and the Egyptians did send the Israelites away (Exod. 12:31-33).
Exd 3:22
“any woman who is staying in her house.” The women who were staying in another woman’s house were Egyptian women who were staying in the house of the Israelites on a temporary basis. We know it refers to Egyptian women because the Israelite women were to ask them, along with other Egyptians, for articles of silver, gold, etc. It was likely because the Israelites lived in a tight-knit community rather than a community of mixed people groups that the Egyptian women sometimes lived in the Jew’s houses rather than had their own house built in among the Israelite’s houses. It is not clear why Egyptians living in Israelite houses was so common it gets mentioned here.
When it comes to getting the articles of silver, gold, and clothing, instead of “ask” for the articles, some English versions have the word “borrow,” as if the Israelites were going to “borrow” the articles and then return them later (cf. JPS, KJV, Tyndale). The Hebrew text clearly has the word “ask,” shaʾalah (#07592 שָׁאֲלָ֨ה), which can also mean “demand.” There is a different Hebrew word for “borrow.” The Israelites were not dishonest, disingenuous, or immoral. They asked the Egyptians for things and the Egyptians gave them to the Israelites. At the time they asked, everyone knew the intention of the Israelites was to leave Egypt, so nothing was “borrowed.”
Here in Exodus 3:22, God tells the Israelites what to do to get the valuable articles from Egypt, and in Exodus 12:35-36 the Israelites act on what God told them to do.
 
Exodus Chapter 4
Exd 4:1
“they will not believe me.” This statement reveals the deep level of distrust and discouragement that Moses had due to his past experience. God said that the Israelites would listen to Moses (Exod. 3:18), but Moses does not believe that.
[For more on the depth of Moses’ doubt and the reason for it, see commentary on Exod. 3:11.]
Exd 4:3
“And Moses fled from it.” The Hebrew is more literally, “fled from its face (or presence). Moses likely saw snakes regularly while watching the sheep, and no doubt knew that there were poisonous and non-poisonous snakes. That Moses ran from this snake is good evidence it was one he recognized as poisonous.
Exd 4:4
“and take it by the tail.” Here we see God building Moses’ trust in Him. Any snake, poisonous or not, is picked up behind the head. That Moses obeyed God at this point shows that in his heart he believed God and wanted to follow Him.
Exd 4:6
“inside your cloak.” The Hebrew can also be understood as “on your chest,” but that does not fit with the context here.
“white as snow.” Referring to the color white fits with the description of the leprosy in Leviticus 13:3. Although some commentators think the idea should be “flaky” as snow, that does not fit as well with Leviticus.
Exd 4:8
“the voice of the first sign.” The Hebrew word translated “voice” here in Exodus 4:8 is qol (#06963 קוֹל, also sometimes spelled קֹל), and it primarily means “sound” or “voice.” The text is worded such that the signs have a voice and speak a message, and God does indeed make signs that have a voice and speak a message. Signs do not “just happen.” God makes them with a purpose and they have a “voice” and speak for Him.
Exd 4:10
“Please.” The Hebrew text has a particle that is used when entreating another and asking to speak. It is sometimes translated “please” (cf. NASB).
“I am not eloquent.” The Hebrew is literally, “I am not a man of words.” Most scholars have taken this to be referring to eloquent and convincing speech, such as a leader needs. However, there have been other suggestions as well, such as that Moses stuttered, but there is no solid evidence of that. The phrase, “slow of speech” seems to refer to not being eloquent. It does not seem that Moses stuttered or had a speech impediment. However, Moses does say he is a man with “uncircumcised lips” (Exod. 6:30), and what that means is unclear. Some scholars have suggested that it refers to speaking as if one had something covering the lips and making the speech unclear, but that is an assumption. We don’t actually know what the idiom “uncircumcised lips” means.
Exd 4:11
“Who made man’s mouth?” God is pointing out that He is fully aware of Moses’ abilities and shortcomings, and has chosen him for this task, so Moses should not question God’s choice.
Exd 4:12
“I will be with your mouth.” This is an indication that Moses will speak what God tells him to.
Exd 4:13
“Please...please.” Moses really does not want to go, but ends up doing the will of God. Great people obey God no matter what the cost. Jesus Christ was in a similar situation in the Garden of Gethsemane when he asked God if there was another way besides death on the cross (Matt. 26:39). There is no shame in asking God if there is another way. Sometimes there is and God will change His assignment. He did for Ezekiel (Ezek. 4:10-15).
“Send, please, someone else.” The Hebrew is somewhat more literally, “send by the hand you will send,” which is a roundabout, and therefore “more tactful and polite” way of saying, “send someone else.” It seems that Moses did not want to directly and clearly tell God that he did not want to go.
Exd 4:14
“speak, yes, speak.” God uses the figure of speech polyptoton here doubling the word “speak,” in order to magnify that Aaron can speak well.
[For more on polyptoton, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
Exd 4:15
“I will be with your mouth and with his mouth.” Many times in Scripture God tells people what to say or write (e.g., Jer. 36). Jesus himself said that what he spoke came from God (see commentary on John 8:28).
“you both.” The text here is plural, referring to both Moses and Aaron.
Exd 4:16
“he will be a mouth for you, and you will be God to him.” When God told Moses that he would be “God” to Aaron, it is understood that God is making a comparison that Moses would be “God” to Aaron because he would tell Aaron what to say and do. So just as God speaks to Moses who is His mouth and speaks to the people, now Moses will be “God” and Aaron will be the mouth and speak to the people. In Exodus 7:1, Moses is God to Pharaoh. In every case like this, Moses is actually the agent of God, but in the biblical culture, the agent is so fully empowered that he is sometimes called by the name of the one who sent him.
[For more on the custom of agency, see commentary on Matt. 8:5.]
Exd 4:18
“brothers.” In this context, the word “brothers” refers to Moses’ relatives. Moses would have had general information from traders traveling through, but likely no information about his specific extended family.
“Jethro.” “Jethro” is the priestly name of Reuel, the father-in-law of Moses (see commentary on Judg. 4:11).
Exd 4:20
“set them on a donkey.” It is possible the children were small enough that they could sit with their mother on one donkey, or the word “donkey” could just reflect the custom of putting the wife on a donkey if possible—Moses would have had the financial means to afford donkeys—and in that case, the word “donkey” would be a collective singular. Some English versions have “donkeys” (e.g., AMP, CEV, ISV).
Although the text is written as if Moses went alone with his wife and children back to Egypt, there would have been other men with them as well, even though those men are not mentioned. In the biblical world, people traveled in groups for protection and support, something that shows up several times in Scripture. We know that Aaron went back with Moses even though he is not mentioned here. Also, after the circumcision incident recorded in Exodus 4:24-26, Moses sent Zipporah and his sons back to Midian where they stayed until Moses and the Israelites left Egypt (Exod. 18:1-5). Moses would never have let his wife and young sons travel alone in that culture; there would have been men with her to protect her. Similarly, when Abraham sent his servant to get a wife for Issac, we would never have known anyone traveled with the servant except for Genesis 24:32, which makes it clear that he did have men traveling with him.
“staff of God.” The fact that the staff is called “the staff of God” points to the authority of God that the staff represented. One of the details of the biblical culture that is so common it is not generally spoken of in the Bible is that most men had a staff and took it with them when they traveled anywhere. For example, Moses had a staff with him when he shepherded sheep in Midian (Exod. 4:2). The magicians of Egypt also carried staffs (Exod. 7:12). Also, we would not know Jacob’s son Judah traveled with a staff except Tamar asked for it (Gen. 38:18). Balaam had a staff with him when he traveled from Mesopotamia to Moab (Num. 22:27). David carried a staff when he traveled and thus had it with him when he fought Goliath (1 Sam. 17:40, 43), but it is not mentioned anywhere else. The disciples of Jesus traveled with their staffs, and that shows up in a couple of different places in the Gospels (Mark 6:8; cf. Matt. 10:10; Luke 9:3).
A person’s staff was often unique to the person in the way it looked or the way it was decorated and thus it could be recognized. Tamar used that fact to her advantage to prove Judah had been with her (Gen. 38:25). Moses’ staff is called the staff of God because it represented God’s authority and was used as such (e.g., Exod. 7:9, 17; 8:5, 16; 9:23; 10:13; 14:16).
Exd 4:21
“I will harden his heart.” This is an example of a widely recognized Semitic idiom, often referred to as “the idiom of permission.” In the Semitic languages, an active verb can be used in a permissive sense. In other words, if anything God has done has contributed to Pharaoh’s hard heart, then God can be said to have hardened Pharaoh’s heart even though it was Pharaoh who hardened his own heart.
In the case of Pharaoh in Exodus, God asked Pharaoh to let the Israelites go. At that point, Pharaoh could have said, “Okay,” and let them go, and he and Egypt would have been unhurt, and even blessed for obeying God. But God’s demand forced Pharaoh to make a choice: he could either let God’s people go, or he could harden his heart and say, “No,” which is what he did. As Pharaoh continued to say “No,” time after time, God put more and more pressure on him in the form of plagues that affected the land and people of Egypt. As the intensity of the plagues increased and there was more and more damage to Egypt and the Egyptians, Pharaoh’s heart had to become harder and harder in order for him to keep saying “No” to God’s request to release the Israelites. But God was not the problem; Pharaoh was the problem. However, because God was the one making the request and putting the pressure on Pharaoh, the Semitic idiom of permission is expressed by the phrase “God hardened Pharaoh’s heart.” It simply means that God acted in such a way that Pharaoh had to harden his heart to resist God. God did not harden Pharaoh’s heart, Pharaoh hardened his own heart because he did not want to obey God’s request.
We use the same kind of idiom in English. If a person does something that upsets us, we might say to them, “You made me mad.” But the person did not actually “make” us mad; anger was our personal response to what the person did to us. Someone else may have the same thing happen to them as happened to us but not get angry at all. So, when we say, “You made me mad,” we are using an idiom that expresses that anger was our response to what someone else did. A trained psychologist would not say, “You made me mad,” they would say, “I responded with anger when you did what you did.”
It was due to his understanding of the Semitic idiom of permission that Joseph Rotherham, in his Emphasized Bible, translated Exodus 4:21 as, “I will let his heart wax bold,” rather than “I will harden his heart.” The literal truth of what was going on with Pharaoh is stated in Exodus 9:34, that he hardened his own heart. God is love. He does not do evil. But because He created people with free will, and because He set laws and norms in place that require people to live righteous lives, when people do evil it is often, via the Semitic idiom of permission, spoken of as if God was the one who did the evil.
In the account of Israel’s exodus from Egypt, the Hebrew text uses three different words to express the hardening of Pharaoh’s heart. It uses chazaq (#02388 חָזַק) which most often means “to strengthen or make strong,” but can mean things such as “firm, courageous, hard.” It uses kabad (#03513 כָּבַד), which refers to being heavy or weighty in either a good or bad sense, and thus can mean “heavy, hard, grievous, burdensome, insensitive, stubborn, unyielding, unresponsive, dull, rich, honorable, glorious.” Also, it uses qashah (#07185 קָשָׁה) which means to be hard, difficult, severe, fierce, harsh, stiff (used in “stiff-necked”), stubborn, obstinate.
The pattern in Exodus is as follows: God is said to harden Pharaoh’s heart ten times:
· Chazaq (Exod. 4:21; 9:12; 10:20, 27; 11:10; 14:4, 8, and in Exod. 14:17 God hardens the Egyptians, but Pharaoh and the leaders are in mind).
· Kabad (Exod. 10:1).
· Qashah (Exod. 7:3).
Pharaoh is said to harden his own heart, or his heart is said to be hard, ten times:
· Chazaq (Exod. 7:13, 22, 8:19 (this is Exod. 8:15 in some versions), Exod. 9:35).
· Kabad (Exod. 7:14; 8:15 (this is Exod. 8:11 in some versions), Exod. 8:32 (this is Exod. 8:28 in some versions); Exod. 9:7, 34).
· Qashah (Exod. 13:15)
The three different words reflect some differences in what was happening in Pharaoh’s heart, sometimes simply letting the reader know that it was hard, sometimes emphasizing that it was stubborn or unresponsive to what was happening in Egypt.
There is another reason that we should be able to comprehend that God was not making Pharaoh’s heart hard so that he would disobey God. We are all like Pharaoh to a degree, because we all have some pride, some stubbornness, and some resistance to doing the whole will of God, and thus all of us disobey God from time to time. Sometimes our disobedience is out of stubbornness or just being insensitive and unresponsive to God’s desires, and in those times it is not God “making” us disobey, it is our weak and sinful human nature, likely intermixed with a lack of focus on God and too much focus on what we ourselves want, that causes us to disobey.
God is love, and He loved the Egyptians just as much as He loved Israel. He did not want to hurt Egypt, but neither was He going to stand by while the Egyptians hurt His people and defied His will. But God did not take away Pharaoh’s free will and harden his heart; He gave Pharaoh choices. Pharaoh decided to harden his heart and defy God, but that was Pharaoh’s own doing.
It is very important to understand the Semitic idiom of permission in order to understand the Bible because the idiom occurs many times. However, there are times when God does intervene in human affairs and punishes the guilty or acts powerfully to protect His people from His enemies. A good example of this is when He helped the Israelites conquer the Canaanites and threw hailstones down from heaven upon them (Josh. 10:11). Another example is when He caused Noah’s Flood to protect humans from the overpowering wickedness of the time. Sometimes, however, there are events in the Bible when it is not clear whether or not God is directly acting or if the event is the idiom of permission. Those times require study and prayer, and we must not be in a rush to determine the correct answer, but sometimes must be content to sit in uncertainty. Generally, however, if God is said to be afflicting and killing His people, the Jews, it is the idiom of permission, but there are exceptions to that.
It is also important to note that calling the idiom, “the idiom of permission” is misleading, since God does not actively give His permission for evil to happen. It is not as if Pharaoh asked God if he could harden his heart and God said, “Yes.” The name of the idiom, “the idiom of permission” was primarily given by theologians who thought in a Calvinistic way that everything that happens is God’s will, so if evil happens then God must “permit” it. But Scripture does not teach that everything that happens is God’s will. Quite the opposite! There is an active war between Good and Evil, between God and the Devil, that is going on in the spiritual world and the physical world. Many times the will of God is not done. God wants all people to be saved, but most will not be (cf. Matt. 7:13-14), and there are thousands of other things that God wants to happen that do not happen.
There are many examples of the “idiom of permission” in the Bible (e.g., Exod. 4:21, 24; 32:35; Num. 21:6; Deut. 29:4; Josh. 11:20; Judg. 3:12; 9:23; 2 Sam. 24:1; 2 Kings 24:2; 1 Chron. 10:14; Isa. 6:10; 45:7; Jer. 36:3; 42:10; Ezek. 14:9).
[For more detail on the idiom of permission, see commentary on Rom. 9:18. For more on God not having to give His permission for the Devil to act, see commentary on Luke 4:6.]
Exd 4:22
“Israel is my son.” This is one of the many places that support that God is not a Trinity. Trinitarians assert that because Jesus is the “son” of God, that he is also God. But in actuality, if someone is a son of God, that is proof positive that he is not God. Adam was a son of God (Luke 3:38), and here Israel is said to be a son of God, and neither Adam or Israel is, or could be, God. Here in Exodus 4:22, the word “son” is being used metaphorically, because in a metaphorical sense God “gave birth” to Israel. The word “son” also describes the closeness God felt to the Israelites; in the idiom of the biblical culture they could be said to be His children, so to speak.
[For more on there not being a Trinity and Jesus not being God, see Appendix 6, “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.” The word “father,” like the word “son,” was sometimes used in a cultural idiomatic way; see commentary on Gen. 4:20.]
“my firstborn.” When God said that Israel was His “firstborn son,” He was opening the door for others besides Israel to be accepted into His family. We see this to a small degree in the Old Testament when Gentiles become an important part of Israelite society (cf. Rahab the Canaanite, Ruth the Moabitess, Uriah the Hittite), and Jesus Christ spoke of it too: “And I have other sheep that are not of this fold. I must bring them also, and they will listen to my voice. And there will be one flock with one shepherd” (John 10:16). But the door was fully opened after the Day of Pentecost when God made “one new person” out of both Jews and Gentiles (Eph. 2:11-14).
Exd 4:24
“on the road.” This record in Exodus 4:24-26 is one of the records in the Word of God that reminds us how important it is to obey God’s commands. Only when we obey God can we stand legally under his protection and blessing. This is especially true for leaders. The spiritual warfare that rages around God’s leaders makes it imperative that they do their best to obey God.
Many years before Moses lived, God had made it clear to Abraham that if a person was going to be included in the covenant he must be circumcised, and that anyone, even those people who were bought to be slaves, were to be circumcised (Gen. 17:9-14). Any uncircumcised male was considered to have broken the covenant (Gen. 17:14). Children were to be circumcised when they were eight days old (Gen. 17:12). This was the responsibility of the parents, and culturally that responsibility fell upon the father.
Moses had not circumcised at least one of his sons (perhaps both of them), because Zipporah is said to only circumcise one of them (Exod. 4:25). The Bible does not tell us why Moses did not circumcise his son, so we do not really know. One possibility is that it could have been due to a request by his Midianite wife. Perhaps if he did circumcise his oldest son there was an inordinate amount of suffering and so she resisted circumcising their second son. What is clear is that Moses did not circumcise at least one of his sons, and in doing that he opened himself and/or his son up to the attack of the Adversary. The text is also not clear how Zipporah figured out that the attack was related to their son not being circumcised, but she did figure it out.
The Hebrew text says that once the child was circumcised, God “let him go.” Even though it saved the life of her husband or son, Zipporah’s disgust with the whole situation is clear. She took her son’s foreskin “and threw it at Moses’ feet” (Exod. 4:25 NASB). Some commentators argue that she just “touched” his feet with it, but given the vocabulary and the obvious emotion in the text, “threw” is no doubt what happened. Also, although the Hebrew text does not say “Moses’ feet,” but rather “his feet,” the context and the fact that she then spoke to Moses, makes it clear that it was Moses’ feet and not her son’s feet.[footnoteRef:178] Zipporah’s disgust is also communicated effectively by her words, “You are indeed a bridegroom of blood to me” (Exod. 4:25 NASB1995). Although exactly what she meant is not explained, the fact that she had to shed her son’s blood and cause him (especially at his now older age) significant pain and suffering caused her to call Moses “a bridegroom of blood.” [178:  Cf. Keil &amp; Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament: The Pentateuch, 460.] 

As stated above, this record of the incident reminds us of the importance of keeping God’s commands and the seriousness of disobeying them, but it also no doubt indelibly impressed the same lesson in Moses’ mind. He was guilty of a grave sin in the eyes of God, which the Adversary was not just going to overlook. The Hebrew text says that “Yahweh met him and sought to put him to death,” but we know from the scope of Scripture as well as the Semitic way of speaking that this is no doubt the idiom we refer to as the “idiom of permission” where the active verb “met” is used in a permissive sense, “allowed him to be met.” Moses’ sin in not circumcising his son meant that Yahweh could not effectively protect the family, which allowed the Adversary entry into their lives. God does not desire to put people to death even when they sin. In direct contrast, the Adversary always looks for openings to “steal, kill, and destroy” (John 10:10), and he had every reason to try to kill Moses or his son.
To Moses, the importance of the lesson did not revolve around “who” was trying to kill him, but rather “why.” If someone is outside the covenant or the will of God, that person is exposed to a death sentence, and that can be especially true of leaders. This is a very important lesson, and became very apparent in the coming years both in Egypt, where many died due to disobedience, and in the Wilderness Wanderings, when Aaron’s two sons, and leaders such as Korah, Dathan, and Abiram, died due to their rebellion (Lev. 10:2; Num. 16:25-33).
The Hebrew text makes it clear that Zipporah performed the circumcision with a flint knife. Far from being barbaric, microscopic studies of the edges of flint and steel knives reveal that the edge of a well-knapped flint knife can be actually sharper than surgical steel, and a freshly knapped edge is completely sterile, protecting anyone who is cut with it from infection.
Another thing that is not specifically stated in the record, but can be gleaned by reading about Moses in Egypt and Exodus 18:2 is that after this incident, Moses sent Zipporah and his sons back to her father, Jethro the priest of Midian, where she stayed until after the Exodus from Egypt, many months later.
[For more on the idiom of permission, see commentary on Exod. 4:21.]
“Yahweh met him and sought to put him to death.” The Hebrew text is ambiguous here, and does not tell us who the “him” is. The Jewish scholars usually say it is Moses’ son, while the Christian scholars generally say it is Moses.
Exd 4:25
“and touched his feet.” Although some English versions and the Jerusalem Talmud say that Zipporah “threw it at his feet,” the Masoretic Hebrew more literally reads that she “touched his feet.” It is unclear who the “his” refers to, Moses or the son. Also, the reason for her touching the feet of Moses or the boy is unclear. It may be to identify the blood with Moses or the boy, and it may even be some kind of precursor of the Passover celebration and the protection the Passover blood provided. The same Hebrew verb, translated “touch” is used here and in Exodus 12:22 when the blood from the Passover lamb was “touched” to the doorpost of the house. The closest thing to a doorpost in the human body is a leg.
Exd 4:26
“At that time she said, ‘a husband of blood.’” Sometime after this event, and before Moses entered Egypt, Zipporah took her children and returned to her father in Midian (cf. Exod. 18:1-5).
Exd 4:27
“and kissed him.” This is the standard oriental kiss of greeting, a kiss on the cheek, which often involved kissing both cheeks.
Exd 4:28
“that he had sent him to say.” The Hebrew text is more literally, “with which He has sent him, and all the signs with which He has charged him” (LSV), but that can be somewhat confusing in English.
Exd 4:30
“and he did the signs.” The “he” is ambiguous and could be Moses, but sometimes Aaron was the one who acted to make a sign occur (Exod. 7:9-10). The word “signs” is plural and probably refers to turning a staff into a snake and making the hand leprous (cf. Exod. 4:8).
Exd 4:31
“had visited the children of Israel.” God had remembered the Israelites and had started the process of their deliverance. This was promised by Jacob (Gen. 50:24-25). The fact that the Israelites believed is evidence that at this point the Israelites accepted the leadership of Moses and Aaron (see commentary on Exod. 3:16).
“kneeled and bowed down.” This kneeling preceded bowing down to the ground. The two actions, kneeling and then bowing to the ground blended into one act of homage or worship. The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body and face to the earth. Also, instead of “kneeled and bowed down,” the text could be translated “bowed down and worshiped,” with “kneeling” being understood as part of the process of bowing down, and “bowing down” was the act of worship. The same Hebrew verb is translated as both “bow down” and “worship;” traditionally “worship” if God is involved and “bow down” if people are involved, but the verb and action are the same, the act of bowing down is the worship.
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
 
Exodus Chapter 5
Exd 5:5
“and you have caused them to cease.” The Hebrew text is causative. Pharaoh is clearly blaming Moses for the fact that the Israelites, who did not want to be slaves anyway, had slacked off of their work.
Exd 5:11
“none.” The text is literally, “nothing,” but in this context it means “no part.”
Exd 5:14
“the foremen of the children of Israel.” The Egyptians appointed certain Israelites as foremen over the rest of the Israelite slave labor force. While there may have been certain advantages to this, it no doubt caused a division among the Israelites, as those foremen would become resented and hated by the rest of the Israelites, much as the Jewish tax collectors acting as agents of Rome were hated by the Jews in Jesus’ time. “Divide and conquer” has been a successful strategy for millennia.
Exd 5:20
“When they came out from Pharaoh.” The foremen had been in with Pharaoh, talking to him about the heavy load that had been placed on them (Exod. 5:15). When they saw Moses and Aaron standing there waiting to see how things went with Pharaoh, the foremen confronted them.
“they confronted Moses and Aaron.” The Hebrew word “confronted” is translated from the Hebrew word pagaʿ (#06293 פָּגַע), which usually just refers to meeting someone. However, in this case, the meeting was not just a friendly exchange but a “confrontation” (e.g., CSB, LSB, NLT, Schocken Bible; cf. NAB “assailed”).
Exd 5:21
“the smell of us stink in the eyes of Pharaoh.” This idiomatic statement is graphic even though it seems disjointed to us in English because we don’t “stink” in the “eyes,” we “stink” in the nose. The idiom basically means “You have made us contemptible to Pharaoh.”
Exd 5:22
“Moses returned to Yahweh.” This had to be in prayer, there was no Temple or “place” that Moses would go back to.
Exd 5:23
“to speak in your name.” The phrase means “to speak on your behalf” or “to speak as your representative.”
 
Exodus Chapter 6
Exd 6:1
“by a strong hand.” This is idiomatic for “by force.” The strong hand is a forceful hand. In this case, the force was ten plagues.
Some scholars believe the strong hand is the strong hand of Pharaoh, so for example the NAB translates the last part of the verse, “For by a strong hand, he will let them go; by a strong hand, he will drive them from his land.” However, that does not seem to be the correct understanding of the verse. By the time Pharaoh finally let Israel go, his country was considerably weakened. In contrast, Yahweh’s plagues were getting more and more powerful.
Exd 6:3
“El Shaddai.” “El Shaddai” is the name of God that is commonly translated as “God Almighty” (see the REV commentary on Gen. 17:1).
“but by my name Yahweh I was not known to them.” The Patriarchs knew the name of Yahweh and used it (cf. Gen. 12:8; 13:4; 16:13; 21:33; 22:14; 26:22, 25; Exod. 8:8; 9:27; etc.). However, they likely did not know the full significance of the name. Nahum Sarna writes that Exodus 6:3 “cannot, therefore, reflect the introduction of a new name. On the contrary, precisely because the bearer of the name is well-known, and its mention evokes such emotions as awe, reverence, honor, and fear, its use as the source and sanction of a law or edict reinforces its authority and encourages compliance. …In the ancient Near Eastern world names in general, and the name of a god in particular, possessed a dynamic quality and were expressive of character, or attributes, and potency. The names of gods were immediately identified with their nature, status, and function, so that to say ‘I did not make myself known to them by my name YHVH’ is to state that the patriarch did not experience the essential power associated with the name YHVH. The promises made to them belonged to the distant future. The present reiteration of those promises exclusively in the name of YHVH means that fulfillment is imminent. … Support for the understanding that ‘knowing the name of YHVH’ means witnessing or being made to experience the display of divine might is found in several biblical passages”[footnoteRef:179] [e.g., Isa. 52:6; Jer. 16:21]. [179:  Nahum Sarna, JPS Torah Commentary: Exodus, 31.] 

[For more on “Yahweh,” see commentary on Genesis 2:4.]
Exd 6:4
“the land of their sojournings in which they lived.” The Hebrew text is more literally, “the land of their sojournings in which they sojourned,” thus using both the noun and the verb for “sojourn,” but that does not read well in English. God promised the patriarchs that He would give the land of Israel to Abraham and his descendants many times, and said it in slightly different ways. He said it to Abraham (Gen. 12:7; 13:15-17; 15:7, 18; 17:8), to Isaac (Gen. 26:3), and to Jacob (Gen. 28:13; 35:12; 48:4).
Exd 6:5
“and I have remembered my covenant.” This phrase means a lot more than God just “remembered.” This is the idiomatic or “pregnant” sense of “remembered,” and it means that God remembered the covenant and intended to act on it.
[For more on the idiomatic sense of “remembered,” see commentary on Luke 23:42.]
Exd 6:6
“forced labor.” See commentary on Exodus 2:11.
Exd 6:7
“you will know that I am Yahweh.” It seems this phrase would almost be better translated as “you will experience that I am Yahweh.” The phrase occurs some 70 times in the Old Testament. Nahum Sarna writes about the Hebrew word translated as “know,” which is yada (#03045 יָדַע):
“It is a key term in the Exodus narratives, occurring over twenty times in the first fourteen chapters. The usual rendering, ‘to know,’ hardly does justice to the richness of its semantic range. In the biblical conception, knowledge is not essentially or even primarily rooted in the intellect and mental activity. Rather, it is more experiential and is embedded in the emotions, so that it may encompass such qualities as contact, intimacy, concern, relatedness, and mutuality. Conversely, not to know is synonymous with disassociation, indifference, alienation, and estrangement; it culminates in callous disregard for another's humanity.”[footnoteRef:180] [180:  Nahum Sarna, The JPS Torah Commentary: Exodus, 5.] 

The translation “you will know that I am Yahweh” can be confusing to English readers who have a Western mindset, because Yahweh says over and over “you will know that I am Yahweh,” but Israel does not “know” (mentally acknowledge and remember) that Yahweh is God. They forgot Him, ignored Him, and defied Him over and over. Thus, in most contexts, the translation “you will experience that I am Yahweh” makes more sense because Israel did in fact experience that “I am Yahweh your God” by experiencing His power and authority even if they were not impacted enough by that experience to remember and obey Him.
We can see the value of understanding that “you will know” usually refers to “you will experience” when we see the phrase used of others besides Israel. For example, God told Moses, “The Egyptians will know that I am Yahweh when I stretch out my hand against Egypt” (Exod. 7:5). The Egyptians did not intellectually know or understand what there was to know about Yahweh as the Most High God and creator of the heavens and earth, but they certainly experienced Yahweh’s power and thus His authority as God.
Exd 6:8
“I lifted up my hand in an oath.” It is a common practice in many cultures to raise a hand when swearing or saying an oath. It is done in the courts of the USA today.
“give it to you as a possession.” In this context, the word “possession” can also refer to an “inheritance” (e.g. ASV, BBE, CJB, KJV, NJB, RV, TLV, WEB). God repeated the promise that He would give the land of Israel to Abraham and his descendants many times, and said it in slightly different ways. He told Abraham that he and his descendants would get the land (Gen. 12:7; 13:15-17; 15:7, 18; 17:8). He told it to Isaac (Gen. 26:3). He told it to Jacob (Gen. 28:13; 35:12; 48:4). Then over and over He told Israel about the promise or that He would give them the land (e.g., Exod. 6:4, 8; 12:25; 13:5, 11; Lev. 14:34; 20:24; 23:10; 25:2). This fact was also stated by the Psalmist (Ps. 105:8-10).
Exd 6:11
“let the children of Israel go.” This phrase (“let the children of Israel go,” or “let my people go”) occurs in various contexts throughout the record of Israel in Egypt. The Hebrew is more literally like the Literal Standard Version (LSV) translates the text: “and he sends the sons of Israel out of his land.” In the context of Exodus, the phrases are basically equivalent.
Exd 6:12
“I who am of uncircumcised lips?” The meaning of the idiom “uncircumcised lips” is debated. Some scholars believe it refers to having a “foreskin,” a blockage on the lips, and thus the idiom refers to having some kind of speech impediment. On the other hand, scholars such as George Bush believe that in the Hebrew culture, circumcision represented perfection and writes:
“As among the Jews, the circumcision of any part denoted its perfection, so on the other hand, uncircumcision, was used to signify its defectiveness or inaptitude to the purposes for which it was designed. Thus the prophet says of the Jews, Jeremiah 6:10, that ‘their ear was uncircumcised’ and adds the explanation of it, ‘because they cannot hearken.’ Again, in Jeremiah 9:26, he tells us that ‘the house of Israel were uncircumcised in heart,’ i.e., would not understand and learn their duty. In like manner, ‘uncircumcised lips’ in the passage before us [Exod. 6:12] must mean a person who was a bad speaker and wanting eloquence.”[footnoteRef:181] [181:  George Bush, Commentary on Exodus, 86.] 

Exd 6:15
“Shaul, the son of a Canaanite woman.” Simeon had multiple wives (see commentary on Gen. 46:10).
Exd 6:18
“Amram.” Moses was the son of Amram, the grandson of Kohath, and the great-grandson of Jacob’s third son, Levi (Exod. 6:18, 20; 1 Chron. 2:1). So the genealogy of Moses and Aaron was: Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Levi, Kohath, Amram, Moses and Aaron.
As Levites, the job of Kohath and his descendants was to carry the Tabernacle and the things that went with it whenever the Tabernacle moved (Num. 4:15). However, when Aaron was anointed as High Priest (Lev. 16), then his line of Levites became the priests, and they had different duties than the rest of the Kohathites and the rest of the Levites.
Exd 6:20
“Jochebed.” Jochebed is the first name in the Bible with a “Yo” prefix, the shortened form of Yahweh.
Kohath, the son of Levi, was the father of Amram (Gen. 46:11, Exod. 6:18), and Jochebed was Amram’s aunt. Therefore Jochebed was either Kohath’s sister (and also a daughter of Levi), or she was Kohath’s sister-in-law. However, the text does not give us the exact genealogy in this case. It is also worth remembering that children could be born many years apart from each other, and so it is quite possible that Jochebed was Moses’ age or even younger.
Exd 6:21
“Korah.” Korah was one of the main organizers who stirred up rebellion against Moses (Num. 16:1-3).
Exd 6:23
“Elisheba, the daughter of Amminadab, the sister of Nahshon.” There is a sense in which this marriage foreshadows the blending of the priesthood and kingship that the earth will experience when Jesus Christ, the Messiah, rules the earth. Aaron was the High Priest, and he married Elisheba, who was from the tribe of Judah. Nashon, her brother, is in the genealogy of Christ (Matt. 1:4; Luke 3:32-33).
Exd 6:25
“Phinehas.” Phinehas is an Egyptian name. The Israelites had been in Egypt long enough that they picked up some of the Egyptian language and names.
Exd 6:26
“by their military divisions.” The Hebrew is hard to translate accurately because the Israelites were not an army, they were an assembly of tribes with the same ancestry: Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. But leaving Egypt and while they were in the wilderness they camped and traveled in military-like formations, and that practice started when they left Egypt. It would have also helped them in organizing as tribes, with elders and leaders, which was beneficial to them when they eventually settled in the Promised Land in separate tribes.
Exd 6:30
“I am of uncircumcised lips.” See commentary on Exodus 6:12.
 
Exodus Chapter 7
Exd 7:1
“I have made you God to Pharaoh.” The versions are divided as to whether the verse should read “a god to Pharaoh” or “God to Pharaoh.” The Hebrew can read either way. But God granted authority to Moses to be “God” to Pharaoh, in the sense of the custom of agency (see commentary on Matt. 8:5).
The biblical languages, including Hebrew, Aramaic, Greek, and Latin, used the word “God” with a much broader meaning than we do today. In ancient cultures and languages, “GOD” was a descriptive title applied to a range of authorities, including angels and demons, lesser gods, great people, rulers, and people acting with God’s authority. We see this here in Exodus 7:1, different translations bring the Hebrew into English in different ways: “See, I have made you God to Pharaoh” (Darby). Or, “See, I have made you a god to Pharaoh” (BBE, KJV). Or, “See, I have made you like God to Pharaoh” (HCSB, ESV, NET, NIV, NRSV). A New Testament reference to the flexible meaning of “God” is John 10:33, when the Jews challenged Jesus and said he was claiming to be “a god” (mistranslated in most versions as “God”; see the commentary on John 10:33), and he answered them pointing out that in the Old Testament, people to whom the Word of God came were called “GODS.”
Moses was God to Pharaoh because what Moses commanded would come to pass, and Moses would have power over Pharaoh.
Exd 7:2
“let the children of Israel go out of his land.” The phrase “let the Children of Israel go” occurs in various contexts throughout the record of Israel in Egypt. The Hebrew is more literally “send the children of Israel out” (see commentary on Exod. 6:11).
Exd 7:3
“stubborn.” The Hebrew is qashah (#07185 קָשָׁה); see commentary on Exodus 4:21.
Exd 7:4
“and bring out my armies.” When the Israelites were coming out of Egypt and when they were in the wilderness, they were organized as separate army divisions (see commentary on Exod. 6:26).
“by great judgments.” The “judgments” are the plagues that struck Egypt.
Exd 7:5
“the Egyptians will know that I am Yahweh.” This is better understood as, “the Egyptians will experience that I am Yahweh” (see commentary on Exod. 6:7).
Exd 7:9
“It will become a serpent.” The word translated as “serpent” means “snake,” but in this context of magic, “serpent” is the better choice in English (see commentary on Gen. 3:1).
Exd 7:11
“Pharaoh also called for the wise men and the sorcerers...that they also would do the same.” Many English versions are translated as if the sorcerers of Egypt did their magic right then and there. But actually, Exodus 7:11 is just Pharaoh summoning the sorcerers so they can do their magic, and then they actually do it in Exodus 7:12, as that verse says: “[the sorcerers] each cast down their staff and they became serpents.” (Other translations that are like the REV include The Schocken Bible, LSV, and YLT.) The verb translated in many versions as “did” is in the imperfect tense, and does not mean did, but refers to what will happen.
“magic arts.” The Devil has real power, and witches and people who align themselves with him, even if they do not fully realize who he is and worship him as a pagan god or deity, or just a “power” that can be tapped into, can bring his power to bear. People who do not believe in the supernatural dismiss and discredit records such as Exodus 7:11 by saying that the whole record was made up, or the sorcerers had various tricks to make it look like their rods became snakes (a common explanation is that the Egyptians could put a snake in a coma-like state and then revive it—but there is no actual evidence for that and it does not fit the context). However, people who believe in the Bible should pay careful attention to this record and others like it because it shows the kind of evil power that genuine sorcerers who are in league with the Devil do have.
The Bible says that Aaron’s staff became a snake by the power of God, and the text says that the magicians “do the same by their magic arts.” In other words, the sorcerers also changed their staffs into snakes, but by their secret arts. That does not mean that the sorcerers (or the Devil) had the power to make dead wood into a living snake, but it means that the Devil could teleport the staffs away and teleport live snakes to replace them, or in some other powerful manner get the staff to become a snake. But then, like snakes sometimes do, Aaron’s snake ate the sorcerers’ snakes, showing the superiority of God over the Devil.
Skeptics often scoff and say that if the Devil was that powerful, we should see things like that today. To a degree we still do, and reports of powerful magic come out of Africa, India, Haiti, and places where belief in the supernatural is still strong and every other person doesn’t have a video camera. However, the Devil is crafty, and adopts his methods to the situation and culture in which he is operating. His best tactics include secrecy and misinformation, so coming out in the open for everyone to see is not in his best interest. The disbelief and doubt of the skeptics only assist him in staying hidden and aid his evil purposes. He controls people from behind the scenes, as he has always done. The End Times will see a huge increase in manifestations of the Devil’s power, and when the Antichrist is alive on earth he will be accompanied by “all kinds of power and counterfeit signs and wonders” (2 Thess. 2:9).
The wise Christian believes the words of Paul: “For we do not wrestle against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the world-rulers of this present darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places” (Eph. 6:12).
Exd 7:13
“Pharaoh’s heart was hardened.” See commentary on Exodus 4:21.
Exd 7:14
“unyielding.” The Hebrew word is kabad (#03513 כָּבַד), meaning unyielding, hard, insensitive, stubborn, unresponsive, dull. See commentaries on Exodus 4:21 and 10:1.
Exd 7:19
“Nile-streams.” The Nile River broke into many different streams in the delta, where many Egyptians lived. Those Nile-streams turned to blood just as the main Nile River turned to blood.
Exd 7:22
“The magicians of Egypt did the same with their magic arts.” The Devil is very powerful and can do many powerful miracles, but he is not more powerful than Yahweh and thus although he can duplicate some of what Yahweh does, he cannot undo what Yahweh does. This must have frustrated Pharaoh immensely because he did not understand the nature of Yahweh or the nature of the Devil, whose power his magicians were using. Nevertheless, that his magicians were able to duplicate what Yahweh did was enough for him to harden his heart.
“Pharaoh’s heart was hardened.” See commentary on Exodus 4:21.
Exd 7:25
“Seven days passed.” Exodus 7:25 fits better at the beginning of chapter 8 rather than the end of chapter 7.
 
Exodus Chapter 8
Exd 8:1
“Let my people go.” The phrase “let tmy people go” occurs in various contexts throughout the record of Israel in Egypt. The Hebrew is more literally “send my people out” (see commentary on Exod. 6:11).
Exd 8:3
“on your bed.” Ancient beds were much closer to the ground than some of our modern beds are. It would not have been difficult for a frog to jump onto an Egyptian bed.
“into the houses of your servants.” In this context, Pharaoh’s “servants” were his high officials and military officers (see commentary on 2 Sam. 11:1).
Exd 8:5
“Nile-streams.” The Nile River broke into many different streams in the delta, where many Egyptians lived. Those Nile-streams turned to blood just as the main Nile River turned to blood.
Exd 8:7
“The magicians did the same with their magic arts.” This must have been incredibly frustrating to Pharaoh, who wanted less frogs, not more frogs.
Exd 8:9
“I give you the honor.” The Hebrew is an idiom, more literally, “glorify (or “beautify”) yourself over me.” The difficulty in bringing this idiom into English is why the English versions differ so much: e.g., “Have it your way” (CEB). “You may have the honor of choosing” (CSB). “Be pleased to command me” (ESV). “Glory over me” (KJV). “Beautify yourself over me” (LSV). “You are the one to gain by it” (NJB).
Exd 8:13
“the frogs died out.” The death of the frogs left a huge mess. The frogs did not hop back into the Nile and swim away, they died where they were and the people still had to clean up the mess (Exod. 8:14).
Exd 8:14
“heaps upon heaps.” The Hebrew text just doubles the noun heaps for emphasis: “They piled them up—heaps, heaps—and the land stank.”
Exd 8:15
“unyielding.” More literally, “he made his heart heavy.” Pharaoh talked himself out of keeping his word and doing what he said he would do. The Hebrew word is kabad (#03513 כָּבַד), meaning unyielding, indifferent, insensitive, stubborn, unresponsive, dull. See commentary on Exodus 4:21 and 10:1.
This verse contains a good example of why sometimes the Hebrew cannot be translated literally. In English, a “heavy heart” refers to a sad heart, but that is not the situation here. In the Hebrew idiom, a “heavy heart” is a stubborn, insensitive, unresponsive heart.
Exd 8:16
“gnats.” The exact identity of the insect is not agreed upon. Most scholars and modern translations think “gnats” is the correct translation. It does seem that the description of the plague fits flying insects better than “lice” does, because lice can only get from one host to another by actual physical contact, whereas gnats could get basically everywhere. Furthermore, they were a real plague; their bite was painful and therefore very hard to ignore, whereas people can have lice and not even know it. The translation “lice” was made very early and appears in the early English versions (e.g., Tyndale, Geneva, King James) and so the translation “lice” has the power of tradition behind it. However, early translators were working with limited resources and knowledge compared to what is available today, which in some cases led to inaccurate translations.
The plague of gnats is a very good example of the plagues being against the gods of Egypt as well as Pharaoh and the people. God said that He would bring judgments upon the gods of Egypt (Exod. 12:12) and this is an example. Biting insects were a real plague, not just an annoyance. Egypt was one of the countries that had a god that was supposed to protect from the insects. So, for example, the Bible mentions Beelzebub, “Lord of the flies.” That god should have protected Egypt from the gnats, but of course that “god” (a demon) was powerless against Yahweh, the true God.
Exd 8:17
“All the dust of the earth became gnats.” Obviously a hyperbole for emphasis.
Exd 8:18
“tried by their magic arts to produce gnats.” The Hebrew is idiomatic and literally reads, “the magicians did so by their magic arts,” but in the Semitic languages, sometimes trying to do something is simply expressed by doing that thing, especially if the context shows the true meaning, which it does here. However, it is also possible to read the text as “the magicians did the same—smote the ground with their staffs to produce gnats by their magic arts, but could not produce them.”
“but they could not.” This is a new development in the spiritual war between God and the Devil, and God’s agents and the Devil’s agents. In the first two plagues, the magicians were able to reproduce the effects that Moses and Aaron produced—the blood and the frogs. But now the sorcerers are not able to do what the power of God did.
Exd 8:19
“This is the finger of God.” The Hebrew can also be translated to read, “This is the finger of a god” (cf. The Schocken Bible). It is hard to say whether the magicians were specifically talking about the God of the Jews here or just generically about “a god.”
“The finger of God” is an idiom that refers to the power of God (Exod. 8:19; 31:19; Deut. 9:10; Luke 11:20), however, it also points to the incredible power of God, because He can do amazing feats with just his “finger.”
“Pharaoh’s heart remained hard.” See commentary on Exodus 4:21.
Exd 8:20
“behold, he will go out to the water.” Moses had met Pharaoh in this same way earlier (Exod. 7:15-16). The Hebrew is literally, “he goes out to the water,” but it refers to an event that is to happen in the future.
Exd 8:21
“insects.” The Hebrew comes from a word that means “mixed,” but what is mixed is left open. Fox has “insects” (cf. Nahum Sarna). The fact that the Hebrew comes from “mixed” likely indicates that there was more than one type of creature. Some interpreters have taken the term to refer to a mixture of wild animals[footnoteRef:182] but Robert Alter explains that is unlikely because these creatures were a bother much more than a danger.[footnoteRef:183] [182:  Nahum Sarna, JPS Torah Commentary: Exodus, 42.]  [183:  Robert Alter, The Hebrew Bible: The Five Books of Moses, 1:245.] 

“the ground on which they live.” The Hebrew is more literally, “the ground on which they are,” but it is speaking about where the Egyptians live. Worded differently, the sentence would read like this: “And the houses of the Egyptians and the ground on which they live will be filled with a mixture of insects.”
Exd 8:22
“I will set apart the land of Goshen.” This fourth plague was the first plague in which the children of Israel were protected by God from the plague so that only the Egyptians experienced the plague. The vast majority of the Israelites lived in the area of Goshen, so it was relatively easy for God to protect the Israelites from that plague.
Exd 8:23
“division.” The Hebrew word translated as “division” can also be understood as “redemption” (Ps. 111:9).
Exd 8:24
“a thick mixture.” The Hebrew is more literally “heavy,” but it was heavy because the insects were in a dense swarm.
Exd 8:25
“Go! Sacrifice to your God in the land!” During this fourth plague—mixed insects—is the first time that Pharaoh has said that he would let the children of Israel go and sacrifice. But as per the common saying, “The Devil is in the details.” Pharaoh’s offer is a compromise. Moses had told Pharaoh that God wanted them to go and sacrifice “in the wilderness,” not in the land of Egypt (Exod. 5:1; 7:16).
Many times in life Christians are asked to compromise their Faith and what God commands, but it is not wise to do so. The Bible makes it clear that every person will stand before the Lord’s judgment seat on Judgment Day (2 Cor. 5:10), and what God is looking for in the lives of His people is that they seek to obey Him first of all (Matt. 6:33). Here in Exodus, Moses models for us how a true believer walks without compromise, and Moses rejects Pharaoh’s offer.
Exd 8:26
“the offerings we sacrifice to Yahweh our God are an abomination to the Egyptians.” The animals that the Israelites sacrificed, such as bulls, were deities to the Egyptians, and it would be an abomination to sacrifice the image of a god.[footnoteRef:184] [184:  George Bush, Commentary on Exodus, 110.] 

“will they not stone us?” This was very likely true. Sadly, history is full of examples of how traditional or religious people can be very narrow-minded and afraid of change or offending the gods. In those situations, many innocent people can be hurt or killed. Moses had a good understanding of the common people of Egypt and likely correctly assessed the mental state of the people and recognized if the Israelites offered animal sacrifices that in Egypt were thought to embody gods, the Israelites would be stoned.
Exd 8:27
“as he has commanded us.” God said the Israelites were to go into the wilderness to sacrifice (Exod. 5:1; 7:16).
Exd 8:28
“I will let you go.” Pharaoh went from offering a compromise to Moses (Exod. 8:25), to lying to Moses about letting Israel go. It is even possible that in the moment, Pharaoh thought he would let Israel go, but reconsidered when the plague ended. However, Ecclesiastes 5:6 says, “Do not let your mouth cause your body to sin.” The Bible has a lot to say about not being quick to speak and being wise about what we say. The bottom line is that Pharaoh told Moses he would let the Israelites go worship, and then he did not follow through with what he said.
“you must not go very far away.” The Hebrew doubles the word “far” for emphasis: “you are not to go far, far.” It is hard to say what Pharaoh had in mind here by what was “far.” The Israelites had children and animals, and could not walk very far in the three-day journey they were asking Pharaoh to allow them.
Exd 8:32
“unyielding.” The Hebrew word is kabad (#03513 כָּבַד), meaning unyielding, hard, insensitive, stubborn, unresponsive, dull. See Exodus 8:15 and the commentary on Exodus 4:21 and 10:1.
 
Exodus Chapter 9
Exd 9:3
“the hand of Yahweh.” Earlier, the Egyptian magicians used the phrase “the finger of God,” while here the phrase is “the hand of Yahweh.” The “hand” represents much more power and authority.
“will be.” The Hebrew is a very rare present tense verb, which in this case is a prophetic present (see commentary on Eph. 2:6).
“the camels.” As more and more archaeological work is done in the Middle East and Egypt, there is an increasing amount of evidence that camels were well-known in Egypt, even if they were fairly rare.[footnoteRef:185] [185:  Nahum Sarna, JPS Torah Commentary: Exodus, 44.] 

Exd 9:4
“Yahweh will make a distinction between the livestock of Israel and the livestock of Egypt.” As with the fourth plague, here in the fifth plague there will be a distinction between Israel and the Egyptians, and Israel will be spared the plague.
Exd 9:7
“unyielding.” The Hebrew word is kabad (#03513 כָּבַד), meaning unyielding, hard, insensitive, stubborn, unresponsive, dull. See commentary on Exodus 4:21 and 10:1.
Exd 9:8
“from a kiln.” The Hebrew refers to a “kiln,” not a “furnace.” We generally think of a furnace being used to heat a house, and that is not what the text is referring to. The nature of the kiln that Moses got the soot from is not stated, but there were kilns for making bricks, making pottery, blowing glass, and for working with metals. It would certainly be poetic justice if the soot came from a brick kiln. In that case, Pharaoh troubled God’s people by forcing them to make bricks, and God troubled Pharaoh by the soot from a brick kiln becoming boils on the Egyptians.
Exd 9:9
“throughout all the land of Egypt.” Although it is not clear here in Exodus 9:9, this sixth plague, the boils, was just on the Egyptians and not on the Israelites (Exod. 9:11), following the pattern of the fourth and fifth plagues in which the Israelites were spared.
Exd 9:12
“hardened the heart of Pharaoh.” See commentary on Exodus 4:21.
Exd 9:14
“against your heart.” In general, the “heart” is used for Pharaoh’s person, thus “against you,” and many versions translate the verse that way (e.g., CEB, CJB, CSB, ESV, JPS, NAB, NASB, NJB, NIV, NRSV). However, the Bible could have easily said “against you,” but instead the text says, “against your heart.” To the people of the Old Testament, the “heart” was the organ of the activities of the mind, i.e., thinking, planning, imagining, etc. What God seems to be saying by “against your heart” is that up until now the plagues had been upon the outer man, plagues of the flesh. But now the plagues will intensify and affect both the outer man and the inner man; the mind and the spirit. They will demoralize Pharaoh and the Egyptians and will forcibly lead to them letting Israel go.
Exd 9:22
“every plant of the field.” The NET text note reads, “The noun refers primarily to cultivated grains. But here it seems to be the general heading for anything that grows from the ground, all vegetation and plant life, as opposed to what grows on trees.” That note makes sense because it would be hard for the hail to destroy only the grains without destroying all the vegetation in the field.
Exd 9:23
“And Moses stretched out his staff.” This plague of hail, the seventh plague, is the first plague in which Moses was the one to stretch out his staff. The staff was not used in every plague, but before this, every time the staff was used, it was Aaron who held it. For three plagues, the seventh plague of hail, the eighth plague of locusts, and the ninth plague of darkness, Moses was the one who held up the staff, which then brought the plague (Exod. 9:23; 10:12; 10:22). The tenth plague, the death of the firstborn, was God’s doing, Moses and Aaron were not involved (Exod. 12:29).
Exd 9:27
“I have sinned this time.” Pharaoh is correct, he had sinned. He knew the will of God, and he defied it. God is the creator of the heavens and the earth and He makes the rules that humankind is to live by. When we humans ignore or defy God, that is sin, and there are consequences for it. Sometimes those consequences don't show up until the Day of Judgment, but there are consequences for sin. Pharaoh will again say he sinned later, during the plague of locusts, but then as now he does not do what he says and he does not let Israel go (Exod. 10:16).
“the righteous one.” The Hebrew has the definite article so the word “righteous” is being used as a substantive, “the righteous one,” and the same is true with “the guilty ones.”
[For more on substantives, see commentary on Matt. 5:37.]
Exd 9:28
“God’s thunder.” The word “thunder” is the common word for “voice” or “sound,” but it is also used for “thunder.” However, sometimes the word “God” can be used as a superlative, such as “mighty thunder” (e.g., ASV, AMPC, CJB, KJV, NET, NLT). Also, the verse can be understood as the “voice of God” rather than the more common “thunder of God” (e.g., LSV).
Exd 9:30
“servants.” In this context, it refers to Pharaoh’s officials and top army officers (see commentary on 2 Sam. 11:1).
“you are not yet afraid of Yahweh God.” The Hebrew is more literally, “you are not yet afraid of the face [or “presence”] of Yahweh God.
Exd 9:31
“the barley were struck down because the barley was in the ear.” The barley, now “in the ear” (almost fully formed) was destroyed. The barley would have been “in the ear” in late March or early April, so that gives us the time of the year of the seventh plague. At that late stage of development, the barley could not recover, whereas a couple months earlier it might have been able to be salvaged. Egypt lost its entire barley crop that year. Also, the flax was flowering. Barley is the first grain crop to mature in the Middle East, with flax shortly behind it. In Egypt, the barley was mature or almost mature, and the flax was flowering, so the Egyptians lost both those crops that year.
Exd 9:34
“unyielding.” The Hebrew word is kabad (#03513 כָּבַד), meaning unyielding, hard, insensitive, stubborn, unresponsive, dull. See commentary on Exodus 4:21 and 10:1.
“he sinned again.” This is the first time that the text says that Pharaoh sinned by hardening his heart and thus rebelling against God. Earlier, Pharaoh had said he sinned but he likely did not mean it (Exod. 9:27). In this case, however, he knew both the will of Yahweh and the power of Yahweh, and he ignored both of those things and actively defied Yahweh. He actively sinned. This is a very important point for us in being able to understand God’s justice and judgment that will be meted out on Judgment Day. God created humans, and He created us to serve and worship him, and bless and be a blessing to each other. We did not create ourselves, we cannot provide for everything we need without God’s help, and we cannot raise ourselves from the dead. These things are self-evident. The selfish and arrogant people who live for themselves and make their own rules and who ignore God’s guidance and commands are sinning, and the wages of sin is death (Rom. 6:23).
“his servants.” In this context, “servants” refers to the officials who serve the Pharaoh, not his household servants. The HSCB nuances this to “officials,” which is not literal but is very clear.
[For more on the word “servants” being used for people of high position in the kingdom, see commentary on 2 Sam. 11:1.]
Exd 9:35
“the heart of Pharaoh remained hardened.” The Hebrew text “remained hardened” is about a state of being, not a specific action. Pharaoh’s heart had been hard about letting the children of Israel go, and even after a severe plague, it remained hard.
[For more on God hardening Pharaoh’s heart, see commentary on Exod. 4:21.]
 
Exodus Chapter 10
Exd 10:1
“unyielding.” The Hebrew word is kabad (#03513 כָּבַד), meaning unyielding, hard, insensitive, stubborn, unresponsive, dull. Pharaoh’s heart was hard and unresponsive to God’s request, insensitive to both the Israelites and Egyptians, and dull such that it could not see where his refusal of God’s request would lead. See commentary on Exodus 4:21.
“so that I set these signs of mine in their midst.” God understood the position of Pharaoh’s heart—that Pharaoh would not let the Israelites go. So God designed consequences, the plagues, that would serve multiple purposes. For example, the plagues revealed God’s mercy, His power, and His dominance over other gods and goddesses. As just stated, one purpose of the plagues was to show God's mercy. God is merciful, and so He did not simply destroy Egypt right away and just have the Israelites leave Egypt. He cared for the Egyptian people as well as His own people and He wanted the Egyptian people to change their minds instead of being destroyed. In light of that, the plagues, although a hardship, were not totally destructive and over the months they escalated in severity to continue to reveal His mercy and give the Egyptians time to repent. At the same time that the sequence of the plagues revealed God’s mercy, another purpose of the plagues was to reveal His power and point to the fact that eventually, Egypt would have to relent and let Israel leave Egypt. Also, a third purpose for the plagues and the specific nature of each plague was to reveal that the gods of Egypt were powerless against Yahweh, the God of the Israelites. The plagues were designed to be a judgment against Egypt’s gods, just as Yahweh had said: “against all the gods of Egypt I will execute judgments: I am Yahweh” (Exod. 12:12).
Yahweh’s power over the gods of Egypt was very specific. Some of the gods who oversaw the Nile River were the god Hapi and the goddess was Anuket, and they could not protect the Nile from turning into blood. Similarly, the goddess Hequt was a frog-headed goddess who influenced fertility and birth, including the growth of the barley crop, but she could not keep the frogs from plaguing Egypt. The gods Serapia and Khepri, and the goddesses Wadject and Iusaaset were not able to protect Egypt during the third and fourth plague of insects and the eighth plague of locusts. Serapia was a locust-headed god who was supposed to protect from locusts, while Khepri was represented by a scarab beetle, and Wedjet and Iusaaset were supposed to help protect from flies and insects, but they were all powerless against Yahweh. The fifth plague was the death of the livestock in the field, and the sixth plague was boils on humans and animals. A widely worshiped goddess in Egypt was Hathor, who was often portrayed as a cow, and the well-known god Apis was often represented as a black bull, and one of the things he influenced was fertility. Mnevis and Buchis were also Egyptian gods who were portrayed as bulls. Yet those deities could not protect the Egyptian livestock. The ninth plague was the darkness that could be felt, and it is well-known that Ra, the sun god, was the primary god in Egypt. Yet Ra could not overcome Yahweh’s plague and give light to the nation of Egypt. Other gods and goddesses could be mentioned, because there were well over 1,000 gods and goddesses in the Egyptian pantheon, although not all were worshiped in every place and throughout all of Egpyt’s history. Still, there was enough diversity among the plagues that an amazing number of Egyptian gods and goddesses were shown to be powerless against Yahweh. The plagues in Egypt and the power of God were displayed so righteously and plainly that they became a very important part of the history of Israel, and God repeated to Israel many times that He was the God who brought Egypt out of slavery. The Jews spoke about that at the Passover celebration that occurred every spring.
In light of how openly God displayed that the Egyptian gods were powerless against Him, it shows the stubbornness and defiance in the human heart that within a couple of months of leaving Egypt, the Israelites made and worshiped a golden calf god just as they had in Egypt, and one wonders how much the sex that was attached to the worship of that god was part of the reason the people chose that bull god over Yahweh (cf. Exod. 32:6; 1 Kings 12:28).
Exd 10:2
“I made a mockery of Egypt.” The Hebrew is more than just, “what I did.” The Hebrew word can refer to mockery and this seems to be the case here (e.g., JPS, NAB, NASB, NET, NJB, NLT(2nd ed), RSV).
Exd 10:3
“How long will you refuse to humble yourself before me?” This verse highlights the free will that God gave humankind. God gave angels and humans free will so they could worship Him by choice and not because they were forced to. Many spirit beings and human beings use their free will to defy God and stand against His desire and will. Nevertheless, although God gave angels and humans the free will ability to defy Him, He did not give that to last forever without consequences. That is a good thing because genuinely evil people will not choose to repent or to die, so if they could, they would go on living and tormenting the rest of God’s creation forever. So God set life up such that people, by conscious mental choice of by their actions, make their own choice as to whether they will live or die (cf. Deut. 6:19-20; Ezek. 18:23; 33:11). The wages of sin is death (Rom. 6:23), and on Judgment Day every human will be judged and will either be granted everlasting life or be thrown into the Lake of Fire where they will eventually die.
[For more on free will, see Appendix 9: “On Calvinism and Predestination.” For more on dying in the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
Exd 10:5
“they will cover the surface of the earth.” The Hebrew uses the idiomatic phrase, they will cover the “eye” of the land. This phrase also occurs in verses such as Exodus 10:15, and Numbers 22:5, 11. The “eye” of the earth likely refers to the faculty of seeing, and thus visibility. The people could not see the land, the ground, and the ground could not “see” them because of the dense numbers of locusts that covered the ground.
Exd 10:6
“he turned and went out.” This statement is harsher than what we have seen in the past.
Exd 10:7
“Egypt has perished.” This is a hyperbolic statement because Egypt had not actually “perished.” On the other hand, however, Egypt was in bad shape, so in their desperation to communicate that fact to Pharaoh they exaggerated the situation, but understandably so. In emotional situations we humans tend to exaggerate.
Exd 10:8
“But who—who is going?” Although most English versions try to smooth out the English, cf. “But exactly who will be going” (CSB), both the Literal Standard Version (LSV) and Young’s Literal Translation (YLT) double the “who” like the Hebrew text does. Pharaoh did not want to let the Israelites go, but the power of God was forcing him to. So he is getting this declaration to let the Israelites go pulled out of him against what he really wants to do, and his hesitation and lack of desire produce what amounts to a stuttering statement.
Exd 10:10
“See, evil is before your faces.” This statement is ambiguous, and the scholars and English versions are divided on it. The majority of the scholars think that it refers to Moses and the Israelites having an evil plan (ESV, NASB). But other scholars believe that it refers to Pharaoh warning Moses, not to push him too hard or there would be consequences (cf. CSB, NET). However, it is possible that Pharaoh was purposely ambiguous, and meant the statement to be understood both ways.[footnoteRef:186] [186:  George Bush, Commentary on Exodus, p. 123-124] 

Exd 10:13
“an east wind.” An east wind would come from the Arabian desert across the Sinai peninsula and into Egypt. A strong east wind, which would normally bring sand and dust, now brought locusts.
Exd 10:15
“surface.” The Hebrew is “eye.” See commentary on Exodus 10:5.
“darkened.” The land was likely darkened in two different ways. When locusts swarm in the air, sometimes the swarm is so thick that the light of the sun is blocked out. Also, when the locusts land on the ground, they cover the ground so thickly that it is darkened.
Exd 10:16
“I have sinned.” See commentary on Exodus 9:27, when Pharaoh said the same thing.
Exd 10:17
“once more.” Pharaoh had said he had sinned earlier, when he wanted the seventh plague, the plague of hail, to stop, and although the text doesd not specifically say he asked forgiveness for his sin, in effect he did, because the plague stopped (Exod 9:27). Other English translations have the idea “once more” as well (cf. CSB, Douay Rheims, NIV).
“this death.” Here the word “death” is put by metonymy for that which was causing death, the locusts. But using “death” here is punchy and powerful, and the meaning is clearly understood.
Exd 10:20
“Yahweh hardened Pharaoh’s heart.” See commentary on Exodus 4:21.
Exd 10:22
“total darkness.” The Hebrew text uses two different words for darkness, e.g., “darkness, darkness,” but the second word also suggests fear and terror. The translation “total darkness” attempts to bring out that fear factor a little bit. The Shocken Bible has “gloomy darkness” apparently trying to pick up that sense as well. The same two words for darkness appear in Joel 2:2 and Isa. 59:9.
Exd 10:23
“They did not see one another.” This miracle of “darkness darkness” seemed to extinguish even oil lamp and torch light. No one could see anyone else.
Exd 10:26
“We do not know how we are to serve Yahweh until we arrive there.” This would be true. The revelation about how to properly sacrifice to God did not come until later when God gave the Law and the instructions for the sacrifices, which are mostly in Leviticus.
Exd 10:27
“Yahweh hardened Pharaoh’s heart.” See commentary on Exodus 4:21.
Exd 10:28
“Get away from me!” This is how the confrontation ended after the ninth plague, the plague of darkness. In the at least six months since the plagues started (and it could well have been much longer than that), there had been increasing animosity between Pharaoh and Moses. In the first plague, which was the water turning to blood, Pharaoh simply walked away (Exod. 7:23). In the second plague, the plague of frogs, the text says Moses simply “went out” from Pharaoh, and that vocabulary was also used in the fourth plague, the plague of insects, and the seventh plague, the plague of hail (Exod. 8:12; 8:30; 9:33). In the eighth plague, the plague of locusts, Moses “turned and went out,” which was an escalation of emotion and action (Exod. 10:6), and later on, Pharaoh drove them away from his presence (Exod. 10:11). Now, here in Exodus 10:28, we see Pharaoh’s final dismissal, which is harsh and is accompanied by a threat.
Exd 10:29
“I will never see your face again.” The Bible never says Moses left Pharaoh’s presence right after this. He is still speaking to Pharaoh in Exodus 11:8.
 
Exodus Chapter 11
Exd 11:1
“drive, yes, drive.” This is the figure of speech polyptoton (see commentary on Gen. 2:16).
Exd 11:4
“midnight.” The Hebrew is “half.” The night went from 6 PM to 6 AM, so at midnight the night was “half” over.
“I will go out into Egypt.” Many English versions have the word “midst,” but the Hebrew text does not have to be translated that way (e.g., BBE, CEB, Douay-Rheims, NRSV). Yahweh said to Moses, “I will go out,” but God went through an agent, an angel.
Exd 11:5
“all the firstborn in the land of Egypt will die.” This was the firstborn male children, as per Exodus 13:15. If a girl was the firstborn child, she did not die, but her firstborn brother did.
“Pharaoh who sits on his throne...the firstborn of the female slave who sits behind the handmill.” Although the second word “sits” is added, the idea for it is brought forward from Pharaoh who “sits.” Both Pharaoh and the slave girl who grinds grain with a handmill sit while they work. “From Pharaoh to the slave” is a graphic picture of the totality of society, from the most powerful male to the lowliest slave girl—no one would escape the death of their firstborn male child. In fact, many of the firstborn males in Egypt at the time were likely in powerful positions in the kingdom and would be Pharaoh’s army officers, high officials, and even some of his magicians. We can be sure that in many families, a grandparent, parent, and grandchild all died that night.
“all the firstborn of the livestock.” God smote the firstborn of the animals because many of them were worshiped by the Egyptians, and the plagues were judgments against the Egyptians and against their gods (Exod. 12:12).
Exd 11:6
“There will be a great cry.” Middle Eastern people are known for being very expressive of their feelings of both joy and grief, and weep and wail loudly when disaster hits. The death of every firstborn male in Egypt in one night would raise a cry of grief unlike anything that had been experienced in Egypt (and likely on earth) before.
Exd 11:7
“growl against.” The Hebrew text is an idiom, literally, “no dog will even sharpen its tongue against.” This is hyperbole, but well put because dogs can be dangerous. “Sharpen its tongue” is an obscure idiom. It likely means “bark against,” or “growl against,” or something very similar. In other words, as Israel left Egypt, Israel would not be threatened. But this only lasted for a short time. Soon the Egyptian army was after them.
Exd 11:8
“All these your servants.” This is an example of the word “servants” referring to the army officers and officials of Pharaoh (see commentary on 2 Sam. 11:1).
“will come down to me.” It was customary for Pharaoh to sit on an elevated platform so that he was above the people who were “below” him (both physically and socially). Solomon also had a throne that was above all the people (1 Kings 10:18-20). Pharaoh would have his most senior officials with him on the platform, and Moses said that when this last plague hit Egypt, Pharaoh’s officials would come down off the platform and bow before Moses and tell him to get out of Egypt.
“bow down.” The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body to the earth. It is the same Hebrew word as “worship.”
“He went out from Pharaoh in hot anger.” This was likely due to Pharaoh threatening to kill him.
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
Exd 11:9
“Yahweh had said to Moses.” Exodus 11:9-10 are a summary statement, briefly recapping how Egypt and Israel had gotten to where they are now.
Exd 11:10
“Moses and Aaron had done all these wonders before Pharaoh.” This summarizes why there had to be a tenth plague—the other plagues did not convince Pharaoh to let the Israelites go.
“Yahweh hardened Pharaoh’s heart.” See commentary on Exodus 4:21.
 
Exodus Chapter 12
Exd 12:2
“This month is.” The verb in the sentence should be in the present tense.
“the beginning of months for you.” This is important to understand the accurate chronology of Israel. From Adam to the Exodus, over 2,500 years, the first month of the year for God’s people had been Tishri and the seventh month had been Abib (also called Nisan). Now, here at the time of the Exodus from Egypt, God reverses things. The first month of the new religious year became Nisan and the seventh month Tishri. The effect of that change was that God made a religious calendar and a civil calendar. The civil calendar started with Tishri, which is why Tishri 1 is called “Rosh Hashana” (literally, the “The head of the year” from rosh, “head”). The first month of the religious calendar was Nisan. Ordinarily, the Bible counts via the religious year, which is why the Bible recognizes Rosh Hashana (Tishri 1), but says it is in the seventh month (Lev. 23:24). God continued to count some things from Tishri, for example, the Sabbath years were counted from the month Tishri, not the month Nisan.
Technically, the Hebrew is “the new,” but it was a word that in a calendar context referred to the new moon, or month. It is possible that the very day that God said this to Moses was the actual first day of Nisan, because they would not select a lamb until the tenth of the month, which was still future, and the Passover was the 14th of the month and they left Egypt the next day, the 15th of Nisan, and by that time they had had time to pack up their stuff and ask the neighbors for precious things. So when God said that this new moon was the beginning of the year, He could have picked Nisan 1 to say that.
Israel uses a lunar month, which is shorter than a solar month which we Westerners use, so the dates on the Israel calendar are not the same every year on our calendar, they shift. Nisan usually falls in our April, while Tishri usually falls in our September.
Exd 12:3
“on the tenth day of this month.” The Israelites crossed the Jordan River on the tenth day of the first month exactly 40 years later (Josh. 4:19).
“everyone among them.” As one reads, it becomes clear that “everyone” means every man who is the head of a household. Generally, men married by age 16, so from a cultural point of view, “every man” did lead a household. However, there would be some exceptions, and those men would be part of their father’s household.
Exd 12:4
“according to the number of people.” The Hebrew is more literally, “according to the number of person souls,” a rare wording.
“according to what everyone can eat.” Since nothing could be left over, it was important to eat as much of the lamb or goat as possible. Also, the lamb was to be eaten in one place (Exod. 12:46).
Exd 12:5
“Your lamb must be without blemish, a male a year old.” The Passover lamb was one of the great types of Christ in the Old Testament. Like the Messiah, it had to be a male without blemish. Jesus had no “blemish,” he was without sin.
“You are to take it from the sheep or from the goats.” We regularly speak of the “Passover lamb,” but the animal could be a “Passover goat.” Both the lamb and goat were Levitically clean animals.
Exd 12:6
“keep it safe.” The Hebrew word means to keep it safe, not just “keep” it.[footnoteRef:187] Animals hurt each other or are hurt by predators, so once the lamb was picked, it was important to protect it so it would stay without blemish until it could be sacrificed. [187:  Cf. HALOT, Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon.] 

“in the evening.” The Hebrew text literally reads, “between the evenings,” which is when the Passover lamb was sacrificed (Exod. 12:6). In the biblical culture, “evening” was used in two different ways. It was “either from our three to six o’clock p.m., …or from our six o’clock p.m. to the beginning of night.”[footnoteRef:188] [188:  Joseph Thayer, Thayer’s Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament, 471, Strong’s number 3798.] 

That the people in the biblical culture thought of evening in terms of an early evening and a later evening explains verses in the Hebrew text that use the phrase “between the evenings” (e.g., Exod. 12:6; 16:12; 29:39, 41; 30:8; Lev. 23:5; Num. 9:3, 5, 11; 28:4, 8. See YLT, LSV, and Rotherham’s Emphasized Bible). The early evening began about 3 PM, when the sun was noticeably beginning to go down, while the later evening began about 6 PM and lasted until darkness noticeably began.
The cultural use of “evening” beginning at 3 p.m. also explains why the daily afternoon sacrifice, which was killed around 3 p.m., was called “the evening sacrifice.” Jesus had died at 3 p.m., and according to biblical culture, “evening” had come.
Exd 12:9
“its head with its legs and its inner parts.” The Bible does not command that all of the animal be eaten, just that it is all roasted. However, some of the inner parts may have been eaten, but if they weren’t, they were destroyed the next day. That the whole animal was roasted is part of the Passover lamb being a type of Christ (1 Cor. 5:7).
Exd 12:10
“if any of it remains until morning you must burn it with fire.” The Passover lamb was to be eaten in one day, part of the typology between the Passover lamb and Christ. Christ was crucified and died the same day. He did not hang on the cross overnight.
Exd 12:11
“with your belt on your waist, your sandals on your feet.” The Passover was eaten in haste, and the people were to dress as if they were ready to leave quickly. That is what happened in Egypt, the people packed and left in a hurry.
“and your staff in your hand.” In the culture of the times, almost every male would have a staff that he walked with. It served multiple purposes: stability, defense, and even on occasion carrying things. Having a staff was so common that it is mentioned here without comment.
Exd 12:12
“I will go through the land of Egypt.” Yahweh goes through Egypt through His agent, called the destroyer (Exod. 12:23). For more on the custom of agency, see commentary on Matthew 8:5).
“on that night.” The Passover lamb (or goat; Exod. 12:5) was to be killed “between the evenings” on the 14th of Nisan (Exod. 12:6). The meal would last into the night, and thus into the 15th of Nisan (the new day began at sunset). This meant that the firstborn in Egypt died on the 15th of Nisan, and the Egyptians drove Israel out of Egypt that very night (Exod 12:29-37). Thus the Exodus from Egypt began on the 15th of Nisan.
“and will strike down all the firstborn.” The “firstborn” refers to the firstborn males, not the females (see commentary on Exod. 11:5).
“against all the gods of Egypt I will execute judgments. I am Yahweh.” Although some of the “gods” of Egypt may have been just figments of someone’s imagination, most of them would not have been. Demons can take on many shapes and sizes, and would definitely appear as “gods” to ancient people. As witches can testify, when spirits (demons) come into concretion they can talk and they would become the gods of the ancient world. Apparently, Egypt had many “gods” that directed and controlled much of what went on in the country, and in doing what He did, Yahweh executed judgments against those “gods” of Egypt.
Exd 12:13
“a sign for you.” The blood on the doorpost was a sign for the Israelites, marking their belief in God’s power and promise to protect and deliver them.
Exd 12:14
“This day will be a memorial for you.” For more information and a list of the feasts and sabbaths in Israel, see commentary on Leviticus 23:2.
Exd 12:15
“Seven days you must eat unleavened bread.” The Feast of Unleavened Bread was a seven-day feast, like the Feast of Booths (less accurately called the “Feast of Tabernacles”), but in time an eighth day was added to the Feast of Booths so that it became in effect an eight-day feast; note that also in Nehemiah 8:18, and that eighth day is the “great day” of the feast (John 7:37).
“that soul will be cut off.” This same phrase occurs in Exodus 12:19 (see commentary on Exod. 12:19).
Exd 12:16
“that alone may be prepared by you.” The Jews were not to make a fire on the Sabbath (Exod. 35:3), but they could keep one going from the day before. The Law allows for a person to mix up and heat the food that is eaten on the Sabbath. The Jews had hot food on the Sabbath, and could keep a fire going from the day before to cook and to stay warm if it was cold outside.
Exd 12:17
“for in this same day I brought your armies out.” This is referring to the day that Israel started out of Egypt. It took Israel a much longer time to actually leave the national territory of Egypt.
“I brought your armies out.” The orderly way that Israel gathered themselves and marched, and camped, was a major reason to refer to Israel as an “army.” This verse is not referring to an actual “army” formed out of the fighting men of Israel.
Exd 12:19
“will be cut off.” The Hebrew can be translated as “will be cut off” or “must be cut off,” and the scholars disagree as to the meaning. If the translation is “must,” then it is up to humans to execute this judgment. However, if it is “will be,” then the execution of the sentence is left up to God and His action and timing (cf. Nahum Sarna, JPS Torah Commentary).
“whether he is a sojourner or one who is a native of the land.” The scholars and the versions are divided over what Exodus 12:19 means. Some think that the “sojourner” is a “foreigner” who is living in Israel and translate the Hebrew text that way. Other scholars feel the “sojourner” is a Jew who is traveling outside of Israel and may, for that reason, think that he does not have to participate in a Passover celebration. Douglas Stuart says this verse pertains to both those possibilities at one time, which is most likely correct.
Stuart writes: “These verses reword and expand slightly on v. 15, adding mainly the clarification that ‘whoever’ applies to everyone ‘whether he is an alien or native-born,’ and that the law has no spatial or geographical limitation (‘Wherever you live, you must eat unleavened bread’). Thus future generations of God’s people were not to make the mistake of excluding relative newcomers who wanted to show their covenant loyalty to their (newly accepted) Lord merely because those persons were not yet accepted as Israelite citizens; neither was anyone to feel entitled to an exemption from full observance because he or she was far away from the land of Israel, proper or living in isolation from other Israelites.”[footnoteRef:189] [189:  Douglas K. Stuart, Exodus [NAC], 2:286.] 

Exd 12:20
“in all your dwelling places.” That is, inside or outside of Israel.
Exd 12:21
“kill the Passover.” In this context, “the Passover” is being used by metonymy for the Passover sacrifice. Many English versions supply an object, such as “kill the Passover lamb,” or “kill the Passover animal,” but the sacrificial animal is so intimately tied to the Passover that here the animal is called “the Passover.”
Exd 12:22
“a bundle.” The hyssop did not need to be tied into a bundle. The text just means something like “a handful.” Many English translations say “a bunch,” but in vernacular English that means “a whole lot,” and implies too much. The person only needed a few pieces of hyssop to dip into the blood.
“the lintel.” The lintel is the bar on top of the two sideposts of the door that supports the roof above the door.
Exd 12:27
“kneeled and bowed down.” This kneeling preceded bowing down to the ground. The two actions, kneeling and then bowing to the ground blended into one act of homage or worship. The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body and face to the earth. Also, instead of “kneeled and bowed down,” the text could be translated “bowed down and worshiped,” with “kneeling” being understood as part of the process of bowing down, and “bowing down” was the act of worship. The same Hebrew verb, shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), is translated as both “bow down” and “worship;” traditionally “worship” if God is involved and “bow down” if people are involved, but the verb and action are the same, the act of bowing down is the worship.
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
Exd 12:29
“And at midnight.” The 14th of Nisan became the next day, the 15th of Nisan, at sunset, so this event occurred on the 15th of Nisan. Here the record changes from instruction to historical event. Exodus 12:1-28 had occurred before the tenth of Nisan (the first month) and were instructions of what Israel was to do: select a lamb or goat on the tenth (Exod. 12:3, 5), kill it on the 14th and put the blood on the doorposts (Exod. 12:6-7), and Yahweh would pass through on the 15th (Exod. 12:12; the fifteenth started at sunset). Exodus 12:29 switches to the 15th of Nisan and Yahweh moving powerfully against Egypt.
“struck down all the firstborn.” The “firstborn” refers to the firstborn males, not the females, and was also stated in Exodus 12:12 (see commentary on Exod. 11:5). Years earlier the Egyptians had killed all the male children of Israel and families wept; now the Egyptian families were weeping. The firstborn male in any family is usually especially honored, and so the weeping and wailing would have been intense.
“midnight.” The Passover Lamb was killed on the 14th day of the month Nisan, and at sunset, the 14th day changed to the 15th day, (the Jewish day started at sunset; in most of the Western World the new day starts at midnight) so the Israelites left Egypt on Nisan 15. Israel had a lunar calendar, and the 15th day of the lunar month was always a full moon, so the Israelites had plenty of light to travel by when they left that night.
“all the firstborn of the livestock.” God smote the firstborn of the animals because many of them were worshiped by the Egyptians, and the plagues were judgments against the Egyptians and against their gods (Exod. 12:12). This had been stated earlier (cf. Exod. 11:5).
Exd 12:34
“along with their kneading troughs.” Kneading dough is essential in making bread, and bread was such a staple and foundational food among the Israelites that when they left Egypt, the Bible says they took their kneading troughs with them. “Kneading troughs” is historically more accurate than “kneading bowls,” because the dough was usually kneaded in a trough-shaped wooden vessel; it was rectangular and longer than it was wide. Making a kneading trough out of hardwood was a lengthy process, so they were expensive and very valuable to the family.
Exd 12:36
“Thus they plundered Egypt.” This is what God commanded in Exodus 3:22.
Exd 12:37
“thousand.” The word may not mean a thousand here, but may refer to family groups or clans. The evidence is divided. Some translations seem to favor 600,000 men, and some seem to favor 600 army groups of fighting men, which if a group was 20 men, would be 12,000 men. In any case, the group seems to be a subdivision of a tribe (see NET text notes on Exod. 12:37 and Num. 1:21).
The word for “thousand” in Hebrew is aleph, but it can refer to a unit smaller than 1000. For example, in reference to Gideon, aleph referred to his family or clan, a number certainly smaller than 1000 (Judges 6:15; cf. 1 Sam. 10:19). Also, aleph can have military associations because it stems from the verb “to train.” This probably originated in connection with training oxen, but in a military context, it would have referred to training for battle. In modern Hebrew, an aluph is a military general. Just as with “clan,” in a military context, aleph likely represented a smaller number than 1000 and simply referred to a military unit.
How many Israelites were in the Exodus from Egypt? In several places, the Bible seems to suggest that the Israelites involved in the Exodus and Conquest numbered well over two million people (e.g., Ex. 12:37; Num. 1:46; Num. 26:51). Exodus 12:37 mentions “about 600 aleph, but does aleph mean 1000 here? Or, could aleph designate military units of fighting men? The Hebrew text reads more literally, “about 600 aleph feet of [fighting] men.” There are some reasons, including biblical reasons, for understanding that the number of Israelites that came out of Egypt was much smaller than 600,000 fighting men. The reasons include that all evidences of population in the Ancient Near East, including Canaan, are of lower numbers. A migration of over 2 million people does not fit with what we know of the history of the situation in the Middle East. Also, fortified sites like Jericho would not even be a bump in the road to a fighting force of 600,000 soldiers.
Also, the Bible says that Israel was smaller than the peoples populating the land of Canaan. For example, in Exodus 23:29-30 God says, “I will not drive them [the Canaanites] out from before you in one year, lest the land become desolate and the animals of the field multiply against you. Little by little I will drive them out from before you until you have increased in number and taken possession of the land.”
Also, Deuteronomy 7:1 reads, “When Yahweh your God brings you into the land that you are entering to take possession of it, and he clears away many nations from your presence, the Hittite and the Girgashite and the Amorite and the Canaanite and the Perizzite and the Hivite and the Jebusite, seven nations greater and mightier than you….” Also, Deuteronomy 7:7 says, “Yahweh did not set his love on you and choose you because you were more in number than any other people, because you were the fewest of all peoples.” Then, Deuteronomy 9:1 confirms that and says, “Hear, O Israel! Today you are to cross over the Jordan to go in to dispossess nations greater and mightier than you.”
How big a human army did God want or need for Israel to drive out nations that were larger in number than they were? One of the evidences that God was with Israel and was bringing them into the Land of Canaan was that Israel was smaller in number than the nations it was defeating. The smaller army chased out the larger just as God had said: “Five of you will chase 100, and 100 of you will chase 10,000; and your enemies will fall before you by the sword” (Lev. 26:8).
God made it plain to Israel that it was going to be by His power that Israel would defeat its enemies (Deut. 4:37-38; 7:1-2). That Israel, the smaller nation, defeated many larger nations made it plain to everyone that a powerful God was with Israel. Humanly speaking, an army of 600,000 would not need God’s help to defeat the nations in Canaan.
The Israelites in the Book of Exodus are presented as a nation of slaves whom God delivered from Egypt and then enlisted into His army. That might explain why the Israelites are counted by families as if in military units. If we assume a standard military unit/aleph of 12-24 per unit, that means 600 aleph would be between 7,200-14,400 fighting men. That would likely make the total number of Israelites—men, women, and children—coming out of Egypt between 30,000-60,000 people; not an insignificant number, but not two million people. However, in spite of the likelihood of aleph referring to a small military unit, the bottom line is that we do not really know.
Exd 12:38
“A mixed multitude went up also with them.” The Israelites were accompanied by a number of non-Israelites when they left Egypt. This “mixed multitude” would have included Egyptians. However, due to its power and prestige, Egypt attracted a lot of people of different backgrounds, and so it is quite certain that this “mixed multitude” was truly mixed, and it also almost certainly included slaves—people who had been enslaved in Egypt—and took advantage of the situation to escape. The Bible does not tell us if the people who left Egypt with the Israelites believed in Yahweh or not. Surely some of them did, but some of them may have just wanted to leave Egypt and so went out with the Israelites. The miracles that were being done by Moses may not have convinced Pharaoh, but they no doubt convinced a lot of people that the God of Moses was truly powerful, and that would have been attractive to many people.
Although the non-Israelites could get circumcised and follow Israelite laws and customs, there were some non-Israelites who through the years caused trouble for Israel (e.g., Num. 11:4).
Exd 12:39
“cakes.” The bread in biblical times was baked in round, flat loaves, very much like the modern pancake.
Exd 12:40
“was 430 years.” Many people read this verse and think that the Israelites spent 430 years in Egypt, but this is not the case. Furthermore, they did not spend 400 years as slaves in Egypt, even though many people think Genesis 15:13 says that. The total length of time from the year when God called Abraham out of Haran until the year of the Exodus when God made the “Old Covenant” with Israel, was 430 years. This “hard date” is set in Galatians 3:16-17 which says there are 430 years from the promise to Abraham until the Law, which was given the year of the Exodus from Egypt. In light of that, there is no way Israel spent 400 years in slavery in Egypt, as many people believe. The 430-year period from the promise God made to Abraham (Gen. 12:2-3) until the Exodus included Abraham’s life until Isaac was born, Isaac’s life until Jacob was born, Jacob’s life until Joseph was born, Joseph’s 110-year life; and the slavery in Egypt. As we will see, the slavery lasted no longer than 139 years. It is worth noting the Septuagint says that the time the children of Israel spent “in Egypt and Canaan” was 430 years.
The chronology of the Old Testament has been confused by many things. For one thing, too many scholars rely on the accepted Egyptian chronology to guide them in understanding biblical chronology despite the fact there is very good evidence that the accepted Egyptian dates are wrong.[footnoteRef:190] Also, the way some of the verses in the Hebrew text are written, it is easy to get the wrong impression from them unless one takes the time to study the specifics of the chronology of the Old Testament to see how they fit with the scope of Scripture. Genesis 15:13 and Exodus 12:40 are some of the verses that can be confusing. [190:  Besides its contradiction of the biblical dates, see David Rohl, Pharaohs and Kings; Donovan Courville, The Exodus Problem and Its Ramifications.] 

Genesis 15:13 and Acts 7:6 say that the length of time between Abraham’s “seed” and the Exodus is 400 years, and this supports the 430-year number as being the time between God’s promise to Abraham (Gen. 12:2-4) until the Exodus. It is good that God repeats the number 400 a couple of times because at first glance it seems wrong. If the total time between God’s promise to Abraham and the Exodus was 430 years, and the time between Abraham’s “seed” and the Exodus was 400 years, then the time between the promise and the “seed” is 30 years. But God made the promise to Abraham when he was 75 (Gen. 12:4), but Isaac was born when Abraham was 100 (Gen. 21:1-5), which is only 25 years, not 30. How do we get the extra five years?
In this case, the counting of the years of the “seed” of Abraham that would inherit the promise does not start with the birth of Isaac, but the weaning of Isaac. Abraham had two sons, Ishmael and Isaac, and until Isaac was weaned, Ishmael, the elder of the two, seemed to be legitimately in line to inherit the promise. But at the weaning feast of Isaac, God made it clear that Ishmael was to be sent away and Isaac was established as the real “seed” of Abraham (Gen. 21:8-13). Thus the counting of the “seed” of Abraham, i.e., when Isaac was established as “the seed,” starts at Isaac’s weaning feast when God told Abraham, “it is through Isaac that your seed will be called” (Gen. 21:12).
Admittedly, there is no verse that gives Isaac’s age as five years old when he was weaned and Abraham put on the weaning feast. But God expects us to use wisdom and knowledge in interpreting Scripture, and there are several places in the chronology of the Old Testament where God gives us outside parameters and expects us to fill in some of the details from the scope of Scripture. This is one of those cases, and a number of competent biblical scholars have noted that Isaac would have been five when God told Abraham that he was the heir.[footnoteRef:191] [191:  See E. W. Bullinger, Companion Bible; Martin Anstey, Romance of Bible Chronology; Floyd N. Jones, The Chronology of the Old Testament.] 

In summary: God appeared to Abraham when he was in Mesopotamia before he dwelt in Haran and told him to go “into the land which I shall show thee,” but there is no record that God gave Abraham a promise at that time (Gen. 11:31; Neh. 9:7; Acts 7:2-3). When Abraham was 75 and living in Haran, God made a promise to him that he would inherit the land (Gen. 12:2-3), and Abraham got up and went into the land of Canaan, the Promised Land (Gen. 12:4-5). Isaac was weaned 30 years after God promised the land to Abraham, and at the weaning feast, God told Abraham that his seed would be called in Isaac. Thus there are 400 years from the “seed” to the Exodus (Gen. 15:13; Acts 7:6). So we see that the length of time between the promise to Abraham and the Exodus was 430 years (Exod. 12:40; Gal. 3:16-17). Also, the length of time between Abraham’s seed—the weaning of Isaac—and the Exodus was 400 years (Acts 7:6; Gen. 15:13).
Summary of the Chronology of the 430 Years from the Promise to the Law
· Isaac was weaned 30 years after Abraham was promised the land (so 30 years for Abraham, between the Promise and “the seed”).
· Isaac was 60 years old when Jacob was born. (Gen. 25:26) (so 60 years for Isaac + 30 for Abraham = 90 total years from the promise).
· Jacob was 91 years old when Joseph was born. That is calculated from: 
· Genesis 41:46 – Joseph was 30 when he stood before the pharaoh.
· Genesis 41:53 – the seven years of plenty had ended (= seven years).
· Genesis 41:54; 45:6 – the second year of famine had set in (= two years).
· Genesis 47:9 – Jacob was 130 years old when he stood before the pharaoh (Jacob died at 147; Gen. 47:28).
· So: Jacob is 130 when Joseph is 39 (30 + 7 + 2), so Joseph was born when Jacob was 91 (so 91 years for Jacob + the 90 years for Abraham and Isaac = 181 total years from the promise).
· Joseph lived for 110 years (Gen. 50:26) (so 110 years for Joseph + 181 years = 291 total years from the promise to Joseph’s death; that is, 30 + 60 + 91 + 110 = 291 total years).
· If Israel was enslaved the same year Joseph died (which did not happen), there would have been 139 years of slavery (430 total years - 291 years from the promise to the death of Joseph = 139 years of slavery at most). This 139 years is certainly less than the 400 years that most Christians think the slavery lasted. But Israel being enslaved by Egypt would have happened some years after Joseph’s death, not the year he died or even only shortly after it. A new Pharaoh had to arise who did not know Joseph (Exod. 1:8), and it was he who enslaved Israel.
· How long were the Israelites slaves in Egypt? The Bible does not give us an exact number of years, but we can make an educated guess. There is a gap of years between the death of Joseph and the birth of Moses, and Israel’s slavery started in that gap, which we will see is 59 years. There are 139 years from the death of Joseph to the Exodus, so 139 is the absolute maximum that Israel could have been in slavery. Moses was 80 at the Exodus (Exod. 7:7), and was born in slavery, so the maximum years of slavery (139 years) minus the 80 years of Moses’ life gives us 59 years as the gap years between Joseph’s death and Moses’ birth, and it was during that gap that Israel’s slavery started. But the slavery did not start the year Joseph died, nor did it start the year Moses was born. Sometime in the 59 years between Joseph’s death and Moses’ birth Israel was enslaved. So how long after Joseph died did the slavery start? The Bible does not say, but it does say that the Pharaoh who knew Joseph died, and a new Pharaoh that did not know Joseph came to the throne, became fearful of Israel, and then enslaved them. If we assume Pharaoh’s death and replacement took 30 years, then that would mean Israel was enslaved for 29 years before Moses was born, so we can add that 29 years to the 80 years of Moses’ life in slavery, which would make Israel’s slavery in Egypt 109 years. Or, if we say the death of Pharaoh and replacing him took 20 years, then Israel’s slavery would have been 119 years. Given the parameters, perhaps a period of slavery of 100-120 years would be a good appropriate estimate, and that is still a long time to be in slavery and for Israel to remember their hard slavery in Egypt.
In the calculations above, we see the actual chronology of the time between God’s promise to Abraham and the Exodus and the giving of the Law to Moses. To fully understand Exodus 12:40, it is imperative that we translate it accurately. The KJV translates it as: “Now the sojourning of the children of Israel, who dwelt in Egypt, was four hundred and thirty years.” To properly interpret the verse, we must understand that the phrase, “who dwelt in Egypt,” does not describe the 430-year period, but rather is a description of the children of Israel—they are the ones who lived in Egypt.
Exodus 12:40 should not be interpreted to mean that the children of Israel spent 430 years in Egypt. Instead, it can be translated as: “Now the time of the sojourn of the children of Israel (who lived in Egypt) was 430 years.” Read that way, it is the “sojourn” of the children of Israel that was 430 years; it was not Israel’s time in Egypt that was 430 years. The sojourn of the children of Israel started when God promised Abraham the land and so he went into it (Gen. 12:1-4). God stopped counting the years of the sojourn at the Exodus, at which time He began to count the years of another great period of Israel’s history, the 480 years from the Exodus until Solomon started building the Temple (1 Kings 6:1).
Genesis 15:13 should be read and understood in the same basic way as Exodus 12:40 in that there is a parenthesis in the verse. Genesis 15:13 (REV): “And he said to Abram, ‘Know for certain that your seed will live as foreigners in a land that is not theirs (and will serve them and they will afflict them) 400 years.” As with Exodus 12:40, this verse is not, indeed, cannot be, saying that Israel will be enslaved for 400 years. It is saying the people of Israel will live in a land that is not theirs for 400 years, and at some time during that period, they will serve and be enslaved. And that is what happened. God promised Abraham and his descendants the land, and then Abraham traveled there. But he did not get to take possession of it, and neither did his descendants. They lived as “foreigners” there and in Egypt until after the Exodus when Joshua conquered the land.
As they are commonly (but mistakenly!) understood to read, Genesis 15:13 contradicts Exodus 12:40. That is because if Israel lived in Egypt for 430 years as Exodus 12:40 seems to say in most versions, but they were enslaved for 400 years as Genesis 15:13 seems to say in most versions, then the period of slavery would be too long and Genesis 15:13 and Exodus 12:40 would contradict each other. Here is why: if the people of Israel lived in Egypt for 430 years (Exod. 12:40), and were enslaved for 400 years (Gen. 15:13), that leaves only 30 years when the Israelites were not slaves. But Joseph was 30 when he was taken before Pharaoh and given rule over Egypt (Gen. 41:46), and then there were seven years of plenty and two years of famine when Jacob and the people of Israel came into Egypt; Joseph would have been 39 (Gen. 45:6). Then Joseph’s family lived with him in Egypt until he died at 110 (Gen. 50:26). But that means they lived with Joseph for 71 years before he died (110 - 39 = 71), so even if the slavery started that very year, the longest the slavery could have been was 359 years (430 - 71 = 359). But we know it took some time after Joseph died for Israel to be enslaved. If it took only ten years, that would leave only 349 years of slavery. But the common reading of Genesis 15:13 is that the slavery was 400 years—so the traditional reading of Genesis 15:13 does not even fit with the traditional reading of Exodus 12:40.
The study of biblical chronology is detailed and involved, and many scholars have worked on it for centuries, one scholar building upon the work of another. The study of the internal chronology of the 430 years from the call of Abraham to the Exodus is one of the more complex issues in biblical chronology. But then, so is the internal dating of the 480 years from the Exodus to the year Solomon started building the Temple. The dating of the Hebrew kings is also very complex, as is the dating of the post-exilic period. In dealing with biblical dating, it is a wise practice to tread slowly and carefully, and check the work of scholars who have spent years in study.
Exd 12:41
“to the very same day.” Exodus 12:41 seems to be saying that Abraham entered the land of Israel on the 15th of Nisan 430 years earlier. On that day, Israel started their journey out of Egypt. Actually leaving the national territory of Egypt took more time than just a day.
“all the armies of Yahweh.” The Jews are referred to as “armies” because of the way they were organized when they left. There also may be a bit of irony in the statement because this band of slaves, with God's help, becomes His army.
Exd 12:42
“It is a night of keeping-watch to Yahweh.” The night of the Passover meal, Yahweh watched over Israel so that they were protected from the angel of death. Now God wants Israel to keep the Passover and keep it as a night to obey and watch over Yahweh. Today many Orthodox Jews stay up until midnight in order to keep this ordinance.
Exd 12:43
“no foreigner is to eat of it.” In this context, the “foreigner” is someone who is not from Israel but happens to be in Israel but has no commitment to Yahweh or His laws. Over time the rabbis expanded the meaning of the word to include those people who they declared had apostatized from Israel and thus did not deserve to be called “Israelite” (or “Jew”), but that is just more of the entrance of demonic laws into the body of Jewish “laws” (actually, “traditions”) that were ungodly and a burden to people (cf. Matt. 15:9; Luke 11:46).
[For more information on who could eat the Passover, see commentary on Exod. 12:45.]
Exd 12:45
“A sojourner.” In this context, a “sojourner” is someone who is temporarily in Israel. For example, the person may be a merchant, or he may have come to Israel to escape his native country for some reason (like Naomi moved to Moab to escape a famine), and thus the person has no commitment to Yahweh or to the laws of Israel. The hired servant would be in the same position. They may have been hired from a foreign country or from a tribe or clan even within the territorial boundaries of Israel but they had no commitment to Yahweh or His laws. Similarly, a person who was a “foreigner,” a non-Israelite who happened to be in Israel, could not eat the Passover (Exod. 12:43).
If a person was part of the Israelite society by choice, like a slave who had agreed to be circumcised (Exod. 12:44) or like Rahab the prostitute who recognized Yahweh and married an Israelite man, or apparently like Uriah the Hittite who was one of David’s mighty men, they could eat the Passover (Num. 9:14).
So, the sojourner, the hired servant, and the foreigner could not eat the Passover, but the resident alien or circumcised slave who recognized Yahweh and wanted to live in Israel could eat the Passover.
Exd 12:46
“It is to be eaten in one house.” The Passover lamb was not to divided into pieces but kept as a whole lamb. If a family was so small it could not eat the entire lamb or afford to buy a lamb, and they shared it with another family (Exod. 12:4), then the two families would decide whose house was going to be the place where the Passover was to be eaten. The lamb was not to be cut in half with each family getting to eat a half in their own home. This is part of the typology of the Passover. Jesus, the “lamb of god,” suffered and died in one place as one whole individual. He was not cut apart.
“you are not to break any of its bones.” This is stated in the context of not dividing the lamb into parts, which would usually involve breaking a bone.
Exd 12:48
“sojourner.” The Hebrew word translated as “sojourner” is toshav (#08453, spelled תּוֹשָׁב or תֹּשָׁב), and it has a range of meanings but generally refers to a temporary resident or a resident alien (see commentary on Gen. 23:4).
Exd 12:51
“And the very same day.” See commentary on Exodus 12:41.
 
Exodus Chapter 13
Exd 13:2
“Whatever opens the womb among the children of Israel, both of man and of animal, it is mine.” God had claimed the firstborn of Israel from the time of the Exodus (Exod. 13:2). But in Exodus 13:13; 22:29; and 34:19-20, God clarifies the command of Exodus 13:2 and says it applies to just the firstborn males, not the females. However, He changed this command and decided to take the Levites instead of all the firstborn males (Num. 8:16).
Exd 13:3
“by a strong hand.” The Hebrew text is literally, “by strength of hand,” which refers to God’s mighty power or a show of strength.
“No leavened bread is to be eaten.” This is the figure of speech ellipsis. The word “bread” or “food” is not in the text, which places an emphasis on “leavened.” The Israelites were not to eat anything that had been leavened.
Exd 13:4
“the month Abib.” Abib is also and more frequently called Nisan, and it is the first month of the year. It usually falls in the month of April.
Exd 13:5
“that he swore to your fathers to give you.” God promised the land to the “fathers” of Israel; Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. God repeated the promise that He would give the land of Israel to Abraham and his descendants many times, and said it in slightly different ways. He told Abraham that he and his descendants would get the land (Gen. 12:7; 13:15-17; 15:7, 18; 17:8). He told it to Isaac (Gen. 26:3). He told it to Jacob (Gen. 28:13; 35:12; 48:4). Then over and over He told Israel about the promise or that He would give them the land (cf. Exod. 6:4, 8; 12:25; 13:5, 11; Lev. 14:34; 20:24; 23:10; 25:2).
Exd 13:12
“all that opens the womb.” The other verses on the subject show that this refers to firstborn boys, not girls (cf. Exod. 13:13).
“And every firstling.” The Hebrew word translated as “firstling” is related to the Hebrew word for “cast” or “drop,” like the animal “drops” the firstling from the womb.
Exd 13:13
“firstling...firstborn.” The Hebrew text uses two different words. The “firstling” is pitrah (#06363 פִּטְרָה), and the “firstborn” is bekhor (#01060 בְּכוֹר). The “firstborn” (bekhor) generally refers to the firstborn of humans, and when humans and animals are included together, then bekhor is generally used as well.
“And every firstborn male among your sons you must redeem.” It seems to be generally understood by the scholars that Exodus 13:12-13 go together, and that to be a true “firstborn” son, the son had to be the very first child born to the mother. According to Exodus 13:12 and 13:15, the “firstborn” opened the womb. So, if the mother’s first baby was a boy, then it had to be redeemed with money. But if the firstborn child was a girl, then the first boy she gave birth to was not actually the “firstborn,” and the boy did not have to be redeemed by a payment of money.
“then you must break its neck.” In the case where livestock was redeemed, the priest got a lamb and then got to eat part of it. If the man would not redeem his donkey, then he had to break its neck to kill it. Although not expressly stated in the text, the idea seems to be that if the priest did not get any profit from the birth of the donkey, then the owner could not get any use from it either. The rabbis teach that the donkey had to be killed by a blow to the neck, not by cutting the throat because death from cutting the throat was reserved for animals that were then used as sacrificial animals.
Exd 13:15
“stubbornly refused.” The Hebrew is qashah (#07185 קָשָׁה), see commentary on Exodus 4:21.
“that opens the womb.” This is an idiom for being the firstborn. The firstborn “opens the womb.”
“but all the firstborn of my sons I redeem.” The firstborn male children could not be offered as sacrifices, so they had to be redeemed—bought back from Yahweh with money. The redemption price is not given in Exodus, but is given in Numbers 18:15-16 as five shekels of silver.
Exd 13:16
“symbols.” The Hebrew word is rare and in later Hebrew was used to refer to the phylacteries (the little boxes attached to leather bands that some orthodox Jews wear on their foreheads and wrists). Some modern versions actually use the word “phylactery” (e.g., LSB, NASB), but they were unknown at the time of Moses. It is possible, however, that they had begun to be worn by some Jews by the time of Christ.
Exd 13:17
“the road through the land of the Philistines.” The road through the land of the Philistines was the major coastal road that ran along the Mediterranean Sea from Egypt, through Israel, and on to Damascus and points north. The Romans called it the Via Maris, “the Way of the Sea.” It is mentioned in Matthew 4:15 (see commentary on Matt. 4:15).
“change their minds.” The Hebrew word translated “change their minds” is nacham (#05162 נָחַם); see commentary on Jeremiah 18:8.
Exd 13:18
“the road of the wilderness of the Red Sea.” The Hebrew is difficult to translate because there are no prepositions between the nouns.
Exd 13:19
“swear, yes, swear...visit, yes, visit.” This is the figure of speech polyptoton (see commentary on Gen. 2:16).
“God will visit, yes, visit you.” Joseph had foretold that God would deliver Israel from slavery and directed the Israelites to carry his bones from Egypt to the Promised Land. (See Gen. 50:25 and commentaries on Gen. 50:24; Exod. 3:16).
Exd 13:20
“on the edge of the wilderness.” So the Israelites had reached the edge of inhabited Egypt.
 
Exodus Chapter 14
Exd 14:2
“in front of.” That is, in front of as they were approaching it.
“Pi-hahiroth...Migdol...Baal-zephon.” These are Semitic names not Egyptian names, which shows some of the Semitic influence in the border areas of Egypt.
Exd 14:3
“They are wandering in confusion.” The text does not tell us how Pharaoh knew where the Israelites were traveling, but when God told them to turn back so they could go more to the east instead of north up the Mediterranean coast, Pharaoh thought they were just confused and lost and would make easy prey.
Exd 14:4
“I will harden Pharaoh’s heart.” See commentary on Exodus 4:21.
“And they did so.” This phrase refers back to Exodus 14:2. “speak to Israel, that they turn back.” Israel obeyed God and did what He said.
Exd 14:5
“the hearts of Pharaoh and of his servants were changed.” In the Semitic culture of the ancient Near East, the “heart” was thought to be the organ of mental activity; they did not know what the brain really did. So the way this verse would be understood in the ancient Israelite culture would be “Pharaoh and his officials changed their minds,” which is the way the NIV2011 reads.
“What is this we have done.” It is amazing that the Egyptians had forgotten so quickly the devastation that Yahweh had brought upon Egypt. This is like a national spiritual blindness. It is likely that the demons in Egypt blinded the minds of the people so that they forgot the pain that they had been in. Great national movements are very often spiritually generated.
“released Israel from serving us?” The word “serving” is the same word as is used in the phrase “serving” Yahweh. Israel had been serving the Egyptians, but God set them free to serve Him.
Exd 14:8
“Yahweh hardened the heart of Pharaoh.” See commentary on Exodus 4:21.
“with a high hand.” The scholars differ as to exactly what that idiom implies, and the translations vary (e.g., “confidently” (CEB); “boldly” (CJB); “defiantly” (CSB); “going out in triumph” (NAB)). The meaning likely combines the thoughts of a couple of these translations, and likely refers to some amount of confidence and some amount of defiance and a “good riddance” attitude.
Exd 14:9
“as they were encamping.” Israel was on the move and heading for the Promised Land, so they did not try to fully set up camp and settle down. By the time the Egyptians caught up with them, they were in the process of setting up camp for the night. God had told them to set up camp close to Pi-hahiroth (Exod. 14:2).
Exd 14:11
“What is this that you have done to us.” The Israelites were as blind as the Egyptians. The Egyptians were pursuing because they had forgotten how terrible the plagues had been, and now the Israelites had forgotten how powerful God is. These are examples of tremendous spiritual blindness caused by demon spirits, and it is one reason why the believers in a nation have to pray diligently for that nation.
Exd 14:12
“than to die in the wilderness.” It would be better to live in Egypt than die in the wilderness, but it would be much better to live as free people in Israel. The Israelites forgot how great and powerful God is.
Exd 14:14
“and you—quiet down.” The Israelites had been crying out in fear (Exod. 14:10), but Moses is instructing them to quiet down and be calm and trust God for deliverance. It is possible to translate this verse as more of a promise than an imperative, more like, Yahweh will fight for you and you will be quiet.
Exd 14:16
“Lift up your staff and stretch out your hand.” Doing God’s work on earth is a cooperative effort. We cannot just sit back and let God work; we have to participate.
Exd 14:17
“I will harden the hearts of the Egyptians.” See commentary on Exodus 4:21.
Exd 14:23
“The Egyptians pursued them.” This would have included Pharaoh, in contrast to the Ten Commandments movie by Cecil B. DeMille in which Pharaoh stays on the shore while his army dies. That the Pharaoh of the Exodus died in the Red Sea means that if we have an Egyptian sarcophagus with a mummy in it, then that mummy cannot be the Pharaoh of the Exodus.
Exd 14:24
“during the morning watch.” So this happened between 2 a.m. and 6 a.m. It is important to note that the text does not say “in the morning,” but rather “during the morning watch.” The way that the Hebrews counted time was “hours” during the day and “watches” during the night. The “night” was divided into three watches of about four hours each, and the Hebrew day began at sunset, so the three watches of the night started the new day, and when the watches were over the “hours” began. The first watch was 6 p.m. to 10 p.m. (even though it sometimes was not dark at 6 p.m.), the second watch was 10 p.m. to our 2 a.m., and the third watch, called “the morning watch” because it often ended about when the morning light came, was about 2:00 to 6:00 a.m. The Hebrew text literally reads, “the watch of the morning,” making it clear that this is referring to the “morning watch” and not just “the morning.” Although it was dark at this time, it was the fourteenth day of the month so there was a full moon that people could see by.
“in the pillar of fire and of cloud.” That the angel (sometimes called “Yahweh” by the custom of agency) was “in” the fire and cloud agrees with Exodus 13:21. The ESV and NRSV read similarly to the REV. Both read, “At the morning watch the LORD in the pillar of fire and cloud looked down upon the Egyptian army.”
“army.” Or, “camp.” The word is the same here as in Judges 4:15.
“threw…into a panic.” See commentary on Joshua 10:10.
Exd 14:25
“bound.” The Hebrew can be “turned,” “loosened,” or “bound,” depending on the root word. “Bound” fits the context and is the way the LXX, Syriac, and Samaritan Pentateuch read. A definition in HALOT is to turn or turn aside, in which case the Egyptians could not make the chariots go where they wanted them to.
“with difficulty.” This is the reading suggested in the HALOT and is reflected in English versions such as the ESV. If the verse reads “turned aside” instead of “bound,” the idea would seem to be that something happened to the chariots so that they were hard to drive and could not be properly steered.
“I will flee.” The Hebrew is literally, “I will flee,” indicating that the Egyptians are speaking with one voice. They all agree that they had better flee.
Exd 14:29
“walked on dry ground.” One of the miracles of the Red Sea crossing was that when God drove the waters back with a strong wind, He also dried up the bottom of the sea so crossing it was easy. God did the same thing for Israel when they crossed the Jordan River into the Promised Land (Josh. 3:17).
Exd 14:30
“and Israel saw the Egyptians dead on the seashore.” There is something very final about seeing the dead body of an enemy. It gives closure to the situation. When the Israelites saw the dead bodies of the Egyptians, then they knew the danger was over. They could feel safe and they had closure. There are a number of times in Scripture when people see the dead bodies of the enemy (e.g. Exod. 14:30; Isa. 37:36; 66:24).
Exd 14:31
“and the people feared Yahweh and put their trust in Yahweh and in his servant Moses.” The people’s trust in Yahweh and Moses did not last very long. That the Israelites vacillated so often and so quickly between belief and unbelief is a characteristic of the fallen nature of people.
 
Exodus Chapter 15
Exd 15:1
“triumphed, yes triumphed.” In the Hebrew text, the verb translated as “triumphed” is repeated twice for emphasis, the first being an infinitive verb and the second an imperfect verb. This is the figure of speech polyptoton (see commentary on Gen. 2:16).
“he has thrown into the sea.” Yahweh’s victory over Egypt is celebrated, and the Bible uses three different Hebrew words for God throwing the Egyptians into the sea (cf. Exod. 14:27; 15:1, 4). The reason for the repetition and emphasis has to do with the incredible victory of Yahweh over His enemies. It was humanly impossible for the Israelites to protect themselves against the mighty Egyptian army, but God stepped in and defeated, soundly defeated, the undefeatable foe. This kind of event was replayed in Israel’s conquest of the Promised Land, and in Israel’s wars against her enemies, and it will be gloriously replayed in the Final Battle when God defeats Satan and his demons and casts them into the Lake of Fire (Rev. 20:9-10).
Exd 15:3
“Yahweh is a man of war.” The simple understanding of Exodus 15:3 is that Yahweh has enemies that have to be dealt with, and the Bible has many battles and wars, major and minor, that Yahweh engages in. This simple verse contradicts the understanding of many theologians who say that everything that happens is God’s will. Yahweh has to be a warrior because everything that happens is not His will. God gave humans free will, the ability to decide whether to obey God or not, and when people decide not to obey God, then God has to deal with that. That people can decide not to obey God is why there is evil in the world.
“man.” The Hebrew word translated as “man” is ish, and in this context, it is a reference to the character of the person. The verse is not using ish ontologically, that is, saying that Yahweh is a “man.” It is saying that Yahweh is an “individual” who has the character of a warrior.
[For more on the battle between Good and Evil, see the REV commentary on Luke 4:6.]
Exd 15:4
“his chosen officers.” In this context, Pharoah’s “chosen officers” are his elite commanders, his most capable officers. The most knowledgeable, capable, and best-equipped humans are no match for Yahweh; the elite officers joined the fight against Him and ended up dead.
“sunk in the Red Sea.” This is graphic and no doubt accurate. The chosen officers would generally have been dressed in better armor than the average Egyptian soldier, and they would have sunk in the sea under the weight of the armor they were wearing.
Exd 15:6
“your right hand, Yahweh, smashed the enemy.” When the Israelites were obeying God, God fought with them and smashed the enemy, as we see here in Exodus 15:6. But when Israel sinned, the enemy “smashed” Israel (Judg. 10:8). Disobedience to God opens the door for the Devil to afflict people.
Exd 15:7
“you overthrow those who rise up against you.” This is a universal truth, although sometimes it does not happen quickly or in this life. Nevertheless, eventually all of God’s enemies will be overthrown.
“stubble.” This is the same word as “stubble” in Exodus 5:12. The Israelites worked hard for the Egyptians, gathering stubble to build with; now the Egyptians are like stubble to the Israelites.
Exd 15:8
“By the wind from your nostrils.” Occasionally the Hebrew word “nostrils” is used for “anger” due to the fact that when a person gets angry their nostrils often flare open. That, combined with the fact that God’s “nostrils” is an anthropomorphic expression, explains why some English translations read “anger” instead of “nostrils,” e.g., “with the blast of thy anger the waters were gathered” (Douay-Rheims, cf. LSV, REB, YLT).
Exd 15:9
“desire.” The Hebrew is the word nephesh, for “soul,” here put for what the soul wants.
“take possession of them.” Although almost all the English versions have “destroy” or an equivalent word, the Hebrew text has the word yarash (sometimes spelled yaresh; #03423 יָרַשׁ), which almost always means “take possession of” (especially by force), “dispossess,” or “inherit.” George Bush gives the possible translation, “‘my hand shall repossess them;’ i.e. take them back to slavery.”[footnoteRef:192] [192:  George Bush, Exodus, 188.] 

Although Pharaoh was very angry with Israel, there is no indication that he wanted to kill them all. After the death of the firstborn males in Egypt, Pharaoh told the Israelites, “Get up; get out” (Exod. 12:31). But then Pharaoh and his leaders repented that they had let Israel go because the Israelites were their slaves. They said, “What is this we have done, that we have released Israel from serving us?” (Exod. 14:5). They were upset they had let their slaves go and they wanted them back. There are several good Hebrew words that mean “kill” or “destroy,” but yarash is not one of them. While it is likely that in recapturing the Israelites, the Egyptians would have killed a lot of the fully grown men, they would not likely have killed the women and children.
Exd 15:12
“the earth swallowed them.” Here the word “earth” is not used of the land, but rather is used of the “earth” in the sense of the land and sea.
Exd 15:13
“You have guided them.” This is a prophetic perfect for “you will guide them.” This is Moses and the people of Israel expressing their confidence that God will bring them into the Promised Land and dispossess the Canaanites there.
Exd 15:14
“The peoples.” This refers to the Canaanites and other “ites.”
“has taken hold of.” Possibly a prophetic perfect (see NET text note).
“of the inhabitants of Philistia.” If the Israelites decided to turn west and go into the Promised Land by the western route, then Philistia would be one of the first areas attacked by Israel.
Exd 15:15
“Edom...Moab...Canaan.” If Israel took the eastern route to go into Canaan from Egypt, which they did, then Edom, Moab, and Canaan would be encountered in that order, and they were. Edom (Num. 20), Moab (Num. 21).
“were dismayed...took hold...have melted.” The verbs are prophetic perfects, projecting something that will happen as if it had already happened. The CSB translates the idiom out of the text and catches the meaning: “Then the chiefs of Edom will be terrified; trembling will seize the leaders of Moab; all the inhabitants of Canaan will panic.”
[For more on the prophetic perfect idiom, see commentary on Eph. 2:6.]
“mighty men.” The Hebrew word translated by the phrase “mighty men” is literally “rams,” the powerful male leaders of the flock. “Trembling takes hold of the rams of Moab.” The same figure is used in the Masoretic text of 2 Kings 24:15 and Ezekiel 17:13.
Exd 15:16
“they are as still as a stone.” The inhabitants of the land do not martial their forces and attack. However, the Israelites attacked countries in the Transjordan.
“passed by.” This could refer to passing over the Jordan River or it could be that they passed by other nations on their way to the Promised Land.
“you have created.” “Created” is a meaning of the verb here, and it also fits with Deut. 32:6. God created the nation of Israel out of a bunch of separate but related tribes. Although many versions use “purchased” or “acquired,” in this context “created” seems to be a much better historical fit. Also, it fits with God creating Israel for His purpose of bringing forth the Messiah from Israel.
Exd 15:17
“on the mountain of your inheritance.” In this case, the “mountain” of God’s inheritance is not a single mountain, but a hilly country, Israel. God Himself will have His temple on Mount Zion, but the people will inhabit the country. We get the same basic idea when central Israel is called “Mount Ephraim” or when the whole range of Hermon is called “Mount Hermon.” “Mount Hermon” is a range of mountains that runs for over 40 miles (70 km).
Exd 15:21
“triumphed, yes triumphed.” Exodus 15:21 repeats some of what Moses said in Exodus 15:1.
Exd 15:22
“they went out into the wilderness of Shur.” The wilderness of Shur was beyond the traditional boundary markers of Egypt, so in going there they did what they had asked Pharoah for, which was to go three days into the wilderness (e.g. Exod. 5:3; 8:27).
“And they went three days in the wilderness.” The fact that the people went three days without water and then ended up in a very difficult situation and murmured against Moses and Aaron is the origin of the modern rabbinic teaching that a person must not go three days without hearing the Torah. So there is torah reading in synagogues on the Sabbath (Saturday), Monday, and Thursday.
Exd 15:25
“directed him.” This is more literal than “showed,” which is what many English versions have.
“tree.” The Hebrew word is generic and can mean “tree, wood, log, stick, or plank.” In this case, it seems to make sense that God showed Moses a tree that could heal the water and Moses threw part of the tree into the water and it became drinkable.
“sweet.” This is an idiom meaning good to drink, not sweet as if sugar was added to it. This is a miracle. There is no wood that a person can throw into such a large volume of bitter water that will turn the bitter water sweet to drink so that all Israel can drink it. God healed the water.
“Yahweh made a statute.” The Hebrew text literally reads “he,” not “Yahweh,” but the REV and some other English versions add “Yahweh” for clarity.
Exd 15:26
“listen, yes, listen.” This is the figure of speech polyptoton (see commentary on Gen. 2:16).
 
Exodus Chapter 16
Exd 16:1
“the wilderness of Sin.” The location of the wilderness of Sin is not known for sure, but scholars believe that it is south of the midpoint of the western side of the Sinai Peninsula.
“the fifteenth day of the second month.” The Israelites left Egypt on the fifteenth day of Nisan (Exod. 12:12), which was the first month of the year (Exod. 12:2), so by the fifteenth day of the second month they had been traveling one month. The Israelite months were lunar months and thus were 29 or 30 days depending on the sighting of the new crescent moon, which event started a new month.
Exd 16:2
“And the whole congregation of the children of Israel murmured against Moses and against Aaron.” It would have taken a few days or weeks to rile up the whole congregation of Israel, so this murmuring could well have been a little after the Israelites arrived in the wilderness of Sin. Or, if the murmuring started while they were traveling that first month, the murmuring could have come to a crescendo when they camped in that wilderness.
Exd 16:3
“when we sat by the meat pots, when we ate bread until we were full!” This is not the way other verses describe the slavery in Egypt, which was bitter slavery (e.g., Exod. 1:14, which describes Israel’s plight even before Moses, and Exod. 6:9). This murmuring would have started with a few people and spread through the congregation. The people who started it are called a “root of bitterness” (Heb. 12:15), and leaders are to watch out for them. The Bible does not tell us who started the murmuring, but some people are just bitter about everything, some people would have had higher positions in Egypt and were likely bitter about losing those elevated positions, and some people may have been afflicted by lying spirits (demons) and were like the false prophets in Israel who could simply not see the truth of the situation. In any case, the assembly of Israel became infected with bitterness and delusion.
It is quite possible that Korah and his company started this murmuring, but even if he didn’t, he started the next round of it, and here in Exodus 16:3 the accusation against Moses is very similar to the accusation of Korah and his company that is recorded in Numbers 16 (Num. 16:1-3, 13). At that time, God took His own advice and removed Korah and the men with him from the congregation (Num. 16:28-33).
“For you have brought us out.” The Israelites had to be thoroughly deluded by this time in order for them to ignore all the great works and power of Yahweh and suddenly believe that “you” (Moses) brought the people out of Egypt. Moses did not manufacture the plagues on Egypt and in fact, it was Yahweh who told him what the plagues were going to be.
Exd 16:4
“I will rain bread from heaven for you.” This is idiomatic. The manna did not literally come down like rain, it appeared on the ground after the layer of dew evaporated (Exod. 16:14). This concept and idiom is used in several places in the Bible. For example, when Malachi says that if the Israelites will tithe then God will open the windows of heaven and pour out a blessing, the blessing does not literally come down like rain, it appears in the lives of those who are blessed in many different ways (Mal. 3:10).
“bread.” Although the Hebrew word most literally means “bread” it can also refer more generally to “food,” and some English versions read that way (GW, NLT). The manna was not literally “bread,” but it was food.
“follow my instructions.” The Hebrew text is more literally, “walk in my Torah,” but “walk in” in this context is idiomatic for “live according to,” or “follow.” Also, “Torah” means “instruction,” not literally “law,” and although “Torah” is singular in the Hebrew, here it is a collective singular and refers to not just one single “instruction,” but instructions in general.
Exd 16:5
“And on the sixth day, they are to prepare what they bring in.” On the sixth day of the week, the people had to prepare the food they would eat on both the sixth and seventh day because the seventh day was the Sabbath and there was no work allowed (Exod. 20:8-11).
Exd 16:6
“In the evening you will know.” The Hebrew text is quite short and punchy: “Evening you will know,” and in Exodus 16:7, “and morning you will see.” If we read the text as one sentence, as it is in Hebrew, it is punchy and impacting: “Evening you will know...and morning you will see.” The Israelites experienced the presence of Yahweh every morning and evening, because during the day there was a pillar of cloud before them, and at night it turned into a pillar of fire. But this evening was special because Yahweh brought quails for the Israelites to eat (Exod. 16:13). The next morning was also special because the manna appeared for the first time and then would appear 6 days a week for the next 40 years and sustain the Israelites, and furthermore, the brilliant glory of God appeared in the pillar of cloud (Exod. 16:10).
Exd 16:7
“and in the morning, you will see the glory of Yahweh.” The Hebrew text is punchy and short: “and morning you will see” (see commentary on Exod. 16:6). The Israelites did see the glory of Yahweh that next morning when God revealed His presence among them, appearing in His cloud of glory inside the pillar of cloud (Exod. 16:10).
“the glory of Yahweh.” The “glory” of Yahweh was the bright cloud, sometimes called the “shekinah” or “shekinah glory” that surrounded God and veiled His presence so that people could not see Him directly. That brilliant cloud of light that surrounded God and, for example, filled Moses’ Tent and Solomon’s Temple, was so bright that the priests could not minister there (Exod. 40:34-35; 1 Kings 8:10-11; 2 Chron. 5:13-14; 7:1-3). Thus, when “the glory of Yahweh appeared in the cloud” (Exod. 16:10), that is, the cloud that was traveling ahead of the Israelites, the cloud shone with extraordinary brilliance, and the people knew that Yahweh Himself was present in their midst in the cloud (see commentary on Exod. 16:10).
The “glory of Yahweh,” God’s manifest presence, appeared in the cloud to support and protect Moses and the leaders with him. In spite of all the evidence that God was leading, guiding, and protecting Israel, the people still murmured against Moses. The cloud of God’s glorious presence showed irrefutably that Moses was not in charge, God was, and murmuring against Moses was murmuring against God.
[For more information about the “glory of Yahweh” and the bright cloud that surrounds God, see commentary on Ezek. 1:28.]
“because he hears your murmurings against Yahweh.” When people murmur against the leaders that God has set in place, they murmur against God Himself. While not every “leader” is appointed by God—there certainly are many evil and ungodly leaders—murmuring against God’s leaders is murmuring against God.
Exd 16:8
“meat to eat in the evening and in the morning bread to the full.” The meat in the evening was the quail, and the bread, or “food” in the morning was the manna (Exod. 16:13-15).
Exd 16:9
“Come near before Yahweh.” The people could not come near Yahweh at the Tabernacle because it had not been set up yet (Exod. 40:2, 17, 33). Exodus 16:1 lets us know that the Israelites had been traveling for a month and then came to the wilderness of Sin. The people may have already been able to go to a special tent that Moses had set up by then (see commentary on Exod. 33:7), but before Moses set up that early tent it seems the people likely went near the pillar of cloud where they saw the presence of Yahweh (Exod. 16:10).
Exd 16:10
“they looked toward the wilderness.” They looked forward toward the wilderness where the pillar was leading them. They did not look back toward Egypt.
“the glory of Yahweh appeared in the cloud.” The “glory” of Yahweh was the bright cloud that surrounded God and veiled His presence so that people could not see Him directly (see commentary on Ezek. 1:4 and 1:28). Thus, when “the glory of Yahweh appeared in the cloud” (Exod. 16:10), the cloud shone with extraordinary brilliance and the people knew that Yahweh Himself was present in their midst in the cloud. Moses had told the Israelites they would see the glory of Yahweh (Exod. 16:7), and now they were seeing it. Of the glory of Yahweh in the cloud, Nahum Sarna writes: “that is, the luminous cloud that symbolizes God's active, dynamic, indwelling Presence in Israel during the wilderness period,” and Sarna translates the latter part of the verse: “and there, in the cloud, appeared the Presence of the LORD.”[footnoteRef:193] [193:  Nahum Sarna, The JPS Torah Commentary: Exodus, 88.] 

Exd 16:12
“In the evening.” The Hebrew text literally reads, “between the evenings,” which is when the Passover lamb was sacrificed (Exod. 12:6). In the biblical culture, “evening” was used in two different ways: from about 3 p.m. when the sun was beginning to noticeably go down til about 6 p.m., and then from about 6 p.m. until darkness (see commentary on Exod. 12:6).
“you will eat meat...filled with bread.” Moses had already told the Israelites this once (Exod. 16:6-7) but now that they are assembled, Yahweh tells him to tell the Israelites that again.
Exd 16:14
“surface.” The Hebrew word is more literally “face.”
Exd 16:15
“What.” The Hebrew word for “what” is man (#04478 מָן), and the Hebrew phrase, man hu, is literally, “what it?” or as we would normally say in English, “What is it?” or “What is that.” The Israelites called it “man,” literally, “What.” The name “manna” comes from the Greek, not the Hebrew. It is not clear why English Bibles changed from the Hebrew man to the Greek manna. John Wycliffe’s Bible, translated in the late 1300s, reads “man.” William Tyndale’s Pentateuch, done in 1530, also reads “man.” The Geneva Bible, done in 1599, also reads “man.” However, the King James Version of 1611 reads “manna.” It seems likely that the translators used the Greek manna because calling it “man” might be confusing to some English readers who might think there was some kind of connection between the man that was bread from heaven and human man, adam (#0120 אָדָם) who was created from the earth in Genesis. The Israelites named the manna “What?” because they did not know what it was (Exod. 16:31).
Exd 16:16
“An omer a head; according to the number of your people.” The Hebrew word translated as “head” is more literally “skull,” and refers to a person. Each person was to get an omer to eat. A number of English versions make the verse easier to read by leaving out the “head” or “skull.” For example, the NRSV reads, “an omer to a person according to the number of persons,” but the word “person” is not repeated twice. There is a “skull count,” and each skull (person) gets an omer of manna.
“omer.” The NET text note reads, “The omer is an amount mentioned only in this chapter, and its size is unknown, except by comparison with the ephah (Exod. 16:36). A number of recent English versions approximate the omer as “two quarts” (cf. NCV, CEV, NLT); TEV ‘two litres.’” However, the text note in the 2020 NASB says three quarts.
Exd 16:17
“and some gathered more, some less.” God had estimated an omer for each person, but some gathered more than an omer and some people gathered less.
Exd 16:19
“No one is to leave any of it until the morning.” The manna would spoil overnight, and since people could gather it every day, there was no need to try to save any of it for the next day—except before the Sabbath, when they were instructed to gather enough for two days. God reinforced the idea that people were to work for the food they ate. The Israelites had to gather it every day if they wanted to eat every day.
Exd 16:20
“some of them left some of it until the morning.” We can understand the natural tendency to want to have plenty to eat, especially after being in Egypt and then in the wilderness, but God had spoken and so now was the time to trust and obey God.
Exd 16:21
“and when the sun grew hot, it melted.” The manna was free for the taking, but it did not encourage laziness because it melted when the sun got hot, which occurred quite early in the morning. People needed to get up and get to work gathering it if they wanted food for the day.
Exd 16:23
“a holy Sabbath.” This is the first time in the Bible that the word “Sabbath” is used, and so God has to describe it as a “day of rest.” Although the REV capitalizes “Sabbath,” it is possible that the better choice would be to simply have “sabbath” in this verse because the formal weekly “Sabbath” was just being put in place. This is the first time a regular weekly rest was mentioned, then in the Ten Commandments, “the Sabbath” became clarified and set forth as part of the Old Covenant and Mosaic Law.
[For more on the Sabbath, see commentary on Exod. 20:10.]
Exd 16:29
“Yahweh has given you the Sabbath.” The Sabbath was a gift to humankind. Especially in the ancient world when daily life required so much hard work, having a day to rest was a wonderful gift indeed!
Exd 16:31
“manna.” Scholars have sought for years to find a naturally occurring substance that could be the manna, and have suggested all kinds of things from tree sap to something from insects. The fact that it appeared and the Israelites did not know what it was, and then it disappeared forty years later never to be seen again, should tell us it was a unique creation of God to feed His people. We will not find it in nature.
“wafers.” This is the only occurrence of this Hebrew word. The manna tasted like something mixed with, or cooked in, honey. So the manna was good tasting and not bitter or hard to get used to. God made a food that everyone would like.
Exd 16:32
“Let a full omer of it be kept throughout your generations.” This is another miracle associated with manna. Regularly it could not be kept even overnight without breeding worms and stinking. But on the Sabbath it lasted two days. But here, one special omer of manna is to last for generations. However, we know that the manna did not last, it disappeared without a trace. By the time of Solomon there was nothing in the ark but the two tablets with the Ten Commandments on them (1 Kings 8:9). Knowing the curiosity and disobedience of the Israelites, it is likely that in the generations after the Israelites crossed into Canaan many Israelites wanted to “have just a small taste” of the manna, and in the almost four centuries between Moses and Solomon the manna was eaten up.
Exd 16:34
“so Aaron placed it before the Testimony.” Exodus 16:34-35 had to have been written after Moses died
Exd 16:35
“until they came to a settled land.” Exodus 16:35 had to have been written after Moses died, because when Moses died, Israel was still east of the Jordan River and the manna had not stopped yet. The “settled land” was land that was appropriate to settle in and raise all kinds of trees and crops. Israel had been in the “wilderness” (or “desert”) for 40 years, and most of the native people who lived there were shepherds and nomads. Moses would not have experienced the manna stopping.
Exd 16:36
“omer.” The omer is mentioned only here in Exodus 16:36, and it is a different measure from the “homer,” which is mentioned in Ezek. 45:11-15. Saying the omer is one-tenth of an ephah is not as helpful as it might seem, because the ephah is a dry measure of an unknown amount, and the estimates of how much it was vary tremendously. So, since we do not know how much the ephah was, we do not know how much the omer was.
However, we do know that an omer of manna was enough to feed someone for a day (Exod. 16:16, 18, 22). An ephah of barley would then be able to feed a person for about ten days. So if an omer could feed a grown man for a day, it could have been around 2 quarts of manna, which would make an ephah around 2 ½ gallons.
 
Exodus Chapter 17
Exd 17:1
“in stages.” The journey from the Wilderness of Sin to Rephidim was not a one-day journey, but took many days and was done in stages; traveling and camping then traveling and camping.
“there was no water for the people to drink.” The Bible does not say why there was no water there. It is possible that because they were in the territory of the Amalekites, the Amalekites had plugged up or disguised any wells that were there.
Exd 17:6
“I will stand in front of you there on the rock in Horeb.” This is likely one of the occurrences of God appearing in human form to His people (see commentary on Acts 7:55). It is possible, but not stated anywhere, that God appeared in the person of an agent of His, which would have been an angel, just like it was an angel that called to Moses out of the burning bush (see commentary on Exod. 3:4). Evidence that it was not an angel is that it was later in Israel’s journeys that God said He would send an angel to go before the Israelites and guide them (Exod. 23:20; 32:34). Whether what appeared to Moses was God or angel, he was invisible to the people who were with Moses. All they saw was the water coming out of the rock.
“in the sight.” Literally, “before the eyes” of the elders of Israel. Moses did this miracle while the elders of Israel watched. That did not keep them from distrusting him and turning against him later.
Exd 17:7
“Is Yahweh among us, or not?” This sentiment, “Is Yahweh among us, or not,” is very human. It is far too typical that as long as things are going well, people believe in God and think God is blessing them. But as soon as things get tough in life—sometimes very tough—people doubt God’s love or even God’s existence. In most instances, it is because people have no idea what God will or will not do, or can or cannot control, that gets people doubting God. For example, people believe “God is in control” in a micromanaging sense. But a good look at the world around us shows us that the world is much more like the Devil than God, and sure enough, 1 John 5:19 says the Devil holds sway over the world and Hebrews 2:14 says the Devil holds the power of death. People need to base their theology on what the Bible says about God, not what tradition says about Him.
[For more on the Devil being responsible for much of what happens on earth, see the REV commentary on Luke 4:6.]
Exd 17:9
“Joshua.” This is the first time Joshua is mentioned in the Bible. There is no introduction or explanation, Joshua simply appears on the scene.
Exd 17:12
“steady.” The Hebrew is more literally “faithful,” but in this context it means “steady.”
Exd 17:13
“the mouth of the sword.” Used to show great destruction, as if the sword was eating its victims (see commentary on Josh. 6:21).
Exd 17:14
“blot, yes, blot.” This is the figure of speech polyptoton (see Gen. 2:16).
Exd 17:15
“Yahweh is My Banner.” The Hebrew word translated as “banner” can be “sign” or “evidence” or “reminder.” (cf. Sarna).
Exd 17:16
Lit. “Hand upon the throne (or “chair”) of Yah.”[footnoteRef:194] [194:  See George Bush, Commentary on Exodus; Keil and Delitzsch.] 

 
Exodus Chapter 18
Exd 18:1
“Jethro.” “Jethro” is the priestly name of Reuel, the father-in-law of Moses (see commentary on Judg. 4:11).
Exd 18:3
“Gershom.” The name means something like, “sojourner there.”
Exd 18:4
“Eliezer.” There is almost nothing about him in the Bible. We don’t even know when in the life of Moses he was born.
Exd 18:5
“the Mountain of God.” Mount Sinai was called “the Mountain of God” because that is where Israel camped and where God met Israel and made a covenant with them that we today often refer to as “the Old Covenant” (Exod. 24:1-8, esp. v. 8).
Exd 18:7
“bowed down.” The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body to the earth. It is the same Hebrew word as “worship.”
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
“Each of them asked about the other’s welfare.” “Greeting” people you met on the road was a standard practice and custom in the ancient Near East and these greetings could be long and involved. That custom explains why Elisha told his servant Gehazi not to greet anyone on the road (2 Kings 4:29) and why, when Jesus sent out the 72 disciples, he told them not to greet anyone on the road (Luke 10:4).
Exd 18:11
“than all gods, because of the issue in which they acted.” When the text says, “because of the issue in which ‘they’ acted insolently,” the “they” refers back to the “gods,” who were influencing the Egyptians who followed their guidance. There was a war going on in the spiritual world between the gods of Egypt and Yahweh (Exod. 12:12). The “gods” of Egypt, which were manifestations of the Devil and his demons, and who were represented on earth by the ungodly Egyptian leaders, fought against Yahweh, represented by Moses, Aaron, and the Israelites. Jethro may have had the Egyptians in his mind when he said “they acted,” but God knew the real truth, which appears in the Bible. The ones “acting insolently” were the gods of Egypt, who were guiding the Egyptians. The order and the substance of the plagues were overt attacks on the gods of Egypt (see commentary on Exod. 10:1).
“against Israel.” The Hebrew text is literally “against them,” but the “them” refers to Israel. The word “Israel” is supplied for clarity.
Exd 18:12
“brought a burnt offering and sacrifices for God.” In this context, “God” is Yahweh, whom Jethro had just spoken of in the previous verses (e.g., Exod. 18:10-11). The Mosaic Law with its specifics about sacrifices had not been given yet, and so Jethro would have relied upon ancient custom when he offered sacrifices.
Exd 18:15
“Because the people come to me to inquire of God.” Here in this context in Exodus 18:15-16, Moses stands between the people and God, and represents God’s voice to the people. But just a few verses later, in Exodus 18:19, Moses represents the people to God and brings their issues to God. Thus we see that Moses acted as the mediator between God and people, and represented both sides. In that, Moses was a type of Christ, who today is the mediator between God and people (1 Tim. 2:5).
Exd 18:16
“and his laws.” The Hebrew word translated as “laws” is torah, and in this context, it might well have a broader meaning than just “laws”; it likely means “instruction” as well.
Exd 18:17
“This thing.” The Hebrew is literally, “the thing.” Some English versions read “What you are doing,” which also catches the sense of the statement.
Exd 18:18
“worn out, yes, worn out.” This is the figure of speech polyptoton (see commentary on Gen. 2:16).
“this people.” The Hebrew is singular and saying “this people” rather than “these people” magnifies the singularity of the group.
“You will not be able.” The Hebrew verb is in the imperfect aspect which often expresses a future action. In this case, the future tense agrees with the first part of the verse, “you will become.”
Exd 18:21
“hating unjust gain.” The most common “unjust gain” attained by leaders was bribes. The ESV even translates the phrase as “hate a bribe.”
Exd 18:23
“If you will do this thing.” That is, if Moses will delegate the responsibility of judging to others. Many leaders have a very difficult time letting go of power and delegating to others.
“this people also will go to their place in peace.” If people’s complaints and issues were settled in a godly fashion to their satisfaction, they would go back to their tents in peace and the issue would be over with.
Exd 18:26
“They brought the hard issues to Moses.” In Exodus 18:22, the issues were called “major” and “minor.” Here in Exodus 18:26, we see the “major” issues are the “hard” issues, and the minor issues are still referred to as minor issues.
Exd 18:27
“Moses let his father-in-law depart.” The Hebrew is more literally that “Moses sent his father-in-law away” (LSV, YLT, cf. NET), but that translation reads too harsh in English. However, an alternative translation that appears in the REV and other English versions is that “Moses let his father-in-law depart” (ESV, Geneva, KJV, cf. CJB, CSB, NRSV, RSV), however, that translation can be misunderstood as well. The problem is caused by the custom of begging people to stay when they really feel it is time to leave. Custom (and sometimes love) dictates that the person who is trying to leave is begged to stay, and so often they give in and stay. But usually after a while (often days, not hours) even the host realizes that the visitor must go, and so they “send them away” or “let them leave.” The words just mean that the host said goodbye to them and saw them off with good wishes.
 
Exodus Chapter 19
Exd 19:1
“In the third month after the children of Israel...on that same day.” The reference seems to be that the children of Israel came into the wilderness of Sinai “on that day” of the month, meaning the same day of the month that they left Egypt. The Passover lamb was killed on the 14th day of the first month, Nisan, and the firstborn males of Egypt died after sunset that day and therefore on the 15th day of the first month. Israel left that same day, the 15th of Nisan. So now this was the same day of the month, meaning the 15th day in the third month, so Israel had been traveling for two months.
Exd 19:2
“the mountain.” The mountain is called “the mountain of God” and “Horeb” in Exodus 3:1. The mountain is not called “Mount Sinai” until Exodus 19:11.
Exd 19:3
“Moses went up to God.” After the Exodus, Moses went up and down Mount Sinai seven times, and they all are recorded in the book of Exodus. Moses “went up to God.”
· 1st time up: Exod. 19:3. 1st time down: Exod. 19:7.
· 2nd time up: Exod. 19:8. 2nd time down: Exod. 19:14.
· 3rd time up: Exod. 19:20. 3rd time down: Exod. 19:25 [it was right after Moses’ third trip down the Mountain, when Moses was down with the people, that God spoke the Ten Commandments audibly to the people, see commentary on Exod. 19:9].
· 4th time up: Exod. 20:21. 4th time down: Exod. 24:3.
· 5th time up: Exod. 24:13-15. 5th down Exod. 32:15 [Between Moses’ fourth and fifth trips up Mount Sinai, he had taken some leaders of Israel part way up the mountain (Exod. 24:1-2, 9-10). On this fifth trip, Moses was on the Mountain 40 days and nights. During that time he received the revelation about the Tabernacle, and also the Ten Commandments on stone. He had the tablets of stone with him when he went back down, but he broke them when he saw the golden calf (Exod. 32:19)].
· 6th time up: Exod. 32:31. 6th time down: Exod. 32:34.
· 7th time up: Exod. 34:4. 7th down: Exod. 34:29 [this 7th time on Mount Sinai, Moses was again with Yahweh for 40 days and nights (cf. Exod. 34:28), and he came down with a new set (the second set) of the Ten Commandments, and his face radiated].
On Moses’ second trip up Mount Sinai, God told Moses to put boundaries around the Mountain so no one would touch the mountain. Then on his third trip up the Mountain, God again told Moses to warn the people about not touching the Mountain. Thus, Exodus 19:25 says that Moses went down Mount Sinai to the people (third trip down), and that is where he was, at the bottom of Mount Sinai with the people, when God spoke the Ten Commandments audibly, in a loud voice so everyone could hear (cf. Exod. 19:19; 20:1-2). It was later, on his fifth trip up the Mountain, that he got the first set of the Ten Commandments on stone.
When the people heard the voice of God shouting out the Ten Commandments, they were terrified and asked that they not hear the voice of God anymore (cf. Exod. 20:19). God honored that request and after that time spoke to Moses, who then communicated the Torah to Israel.
[For more on God speaking directly to Israel with a loud voice from the top of Mount Sinai, see commentary on Exod. 19:9.]
“Say this to the house of Jacob and tell the children of Israel.” “The house of Jacob” and “the children of Israel” are the same. Saying the same thing twice in different ways for clarity and emphasis is common in Hebrew. God was making it very clear to Moses that what He said to Moses was to be spoken to the Israelites.
Exd 19:4
“how I carried you on eagles’ wings.” In the biblical culture, the eagle was the strongest and most regal of birds. God was using the eagle to illustrate how powerfully and decisively He acted in bringing Israel out of Egypt.
“and brought you here to me.” God spoke here as if Mount Sinai was his earthly dwelling. God met Moses on Mount Sinai, and now He brought Moses and the Israelites back to Him. From this time on for centuries God traveled with the Israelites in a tent. There at Mount Sinai, He had Israel construct a tent, the Tabernacle, and then He traveled in it with the Israelites. God dwelled in a tent from the second year after the Exodus, which was when the Tabernacle was constructed, until Solomon built the Temple. The time from the Exodus to when the Temple began to be built was 480 years (1 Kings 6:1).
Exd 19:5
“if you will listen, yes, listen to my voice.” In a context like this, the word “listen” can also be used idiomatically and have the meaning “obey,” and many versions translate it that way (cf. ASV, CEB, ESV, KJV, NASB, NIV, NRSV). Some scholars refer to this as the “pregnant sense” of the word. Here in Exodus 19:5, “listen” has the meaning “listen to and obey.” Many Hebrew words are used with an idiomatic or pregnant sense (see commentary on Luke 23:42).
In this verse, the word “listen” occurs twice, “listen listen,” but the two words are in different forms, an infinitive verb and an imperfect verb. That form of doubling the verb is the figure of speech polyptoton and is done for emphasis, so that the meaning of the text is “really listen” or “listen intently.” God is very serious about having Israel listen to Him and obey Him, and that lesson carries over for us today. God wanted Israel to listen to Him, and He wants us to listen to Him.
[For more on the figure of speech polyptoton, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
“for all the earth is mine.” This is stated in another way in Psalm 24:1. However, in this case God is stating how much He loves Israel. The whole earth—all the people on the earth—are God’s, but out of them all, Israel is God’s special treasure. The reason for that is simple and straightforward: out of Israel was to come the Messiah, the Savior of the world. God needed a holy people to be the cultural incubator for His promised Messiah, and Israel was to be that source and incubator. Therefore they were God’s special possession.
“you will be my treasured possession.” The idea of a “treasured possession” is a very valuable treasure.
Exd 19:6
“a kingdom of priests.” When Israel got to Mount Sinai, God called Moses up onto the mountain and spoke with him (Exod. 19:3-6). God told Moses it was His intention to make Israel a kingdom of priests to all the other nations (v. 6), which meant that God intended for Israel to minister to the other nations and lead them to Yahweh. But God’s statement was conditional upon Israel obeying Him, and started out with “if you will listen.” God said, “if you will listen, yes, listen to my voice and keep my covenant, then you will be my own possession from among all peoples—for all the earth is mine—and you will be to me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation” (Exod. 19:5).
Things started out well. Moses led the people of Israel to the base of Mount Sinai (Exod. 19:17), and then God spoke the Ten Commandments in a loud voice from the top of the mountain (Exod. 20:1). The voice scared the people and they told Moses they did not want to hear God’s voice anymore, and that Moses could talk with God and then they would listen to Moses (Exod. 20:18-22). So God gave Moses the laws that are recorded in Exodus 21-23, and in Exodus 24:3-8, Moses told Israel what God had said. Then Moses followed that up by writing down the words God had said and he read them to the people. Israel twice stated that they would obey God (Exod. 24:3, 7), and they made a blood covenant with God that they would obey Him. Animals were sacrificed and the blood was caught in basins, and half the blood was put on God’s altar (Exod. 24:6), and half the blood was sprinkled on the people as a testimony of the covenant that they had made (Exod. 24:8). This covenant is the “Old Covenant,” usually called the “Old Testament.”
Sadly, it was only about a month later that Israel broke the first two of the Ten Commandments and all the laws God had given them about not worshiping pagan gods. They made a golden calf god and claimed it had brought them out of Egypt (Exod. 32:1-6). God and Moses were furious, and Moses called out, “Whoever is on Yahweh’s side, come to me!” At that point, “All the sons of Levi gathered themselves together to him” (Exod. 32:26). The Levites were bold in their defense of the worship of Yahweh and killed about 3,000 idolaters that day (Exod. 32:28).
The result of the unfaithfulness of the people of Israel was that God did not make them a kingdom of priests like He had intended, while the result of the faithfulness of the people of the tribe of Levi is that God chose them to minister as priests and Levites to Him (Num. 1:47-53).
[For more on God speaking the Ten Commandments directly to the Israelites, see commentary on Exod. 19:9. For more on Moses’ seven trips up and down Mount Sinai, see commentary on Exod. 19:3.]
“and a holy nation.” After Israel left Egypt, God stopped dealing with them as a family, the descendants of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, and began dealing with them as a nation, as He says here. Little is known about the time from Adam to after Noah’s Flood. It is over 1,600 years, yet it only takes 11 chapters in the Bible. In contrast, to cover the last 1,000 years of the Old Testament it takes all the books of the Bible from 2 Samuel through the Four Gospels and the time of Christ. From Seth until the Exodus the Bible follows the development of one family that goes from Seth through Abraham (Gen. 11:10-32), then Isaac and Jacob, then to Jacob’s 12 sons and their children, and ends with the Exodus. After the Exodus, God dealt with Israel as a nation (cf. Exod. 19:6).
Exd 19:7
“So Moses went.” This is referring to Moses going back to the camp of Israel at the foot of Mount Sinai. This is Moses’ first trip down Mount Sinai. He went up in Exodus 19:3.
[For more on Moses’ seven trips up and down Mount Sinai, see commentary on Exod. 19:3.]
Exd 19:8
“Then Moses brought the words of the people back to Yahweh.” Yahweh was on the top of Mount Sinai, and so this was Moses’ second trip up Mount Sinai, in which he brought the words of the people back to Yahweh. God gives Moses more instructions for the children of Israel, and Moses takes those instructions to Israel when he goes back down Mount Sinai on his second time down (Exod. 19:14).
[For more on Moses’ seven trips up and down Mount Sinai, see commentary on Exod. 19:3. For more on God speaking directly to Israel with a loud voice from the top of Mount Sinai, see commentary on Exod. 19:9.]
Exd 19:9
“thick cloud.” The Hebrew text uses two different words that both mean “cloud” here. In essence, a literal translation would be “I come to you in a cloud cloud,” which most likely means a thick cloud.
“so that the people will hear when I speak with you.” It is commonly taught that the first time Israel got the Ten Commandments was when Moses came down Mount Sinai with them, but that is not correct. The first time Israel got the Ten Commandments was when God personally spoke them in a loud voice from Mount Sinai to the people of Israel at the foot of the mountain (Exod. 20:1-17). Then, after that, Moses went up on Mount Sinai and got the commandments on stone tablets—but Moses broke those first tablets (Exod. 24:15-18; 31:18; 32:19). Then Moses went up again to the top of Mount Sinai with a second set of stone tablets that God commanded Moses to make, and then God wrote the Ten Commandments again on that second set of tablets (Exod. 34:1-4; cf. Deut. 9:10-11, 15-17; 10:1-5).
God spoke the Ten Commandments in a loud voice to the Israelites between Moses’ third and fourth time up Mount Sinai. It was later, on Moses’ fifth trip up Mount Sinai, that God wrote the Ten Commandments on stone and gave them to him, but Moses broke those tablets. It was on Moses’ seventh and final trip up Mount Sinai that Moses got the Ten Commandments that he then put in the ark of the covenant.
The Bible says in a number of places that the children of Israel heard the Ten Commandments spoken by God (cf. Exod. 20:22; Deut. 4:10-13, 15, 36; 5:4-6, 22-27; 18:16; Neh. 9:13; Heb. 12:18-21). God spoke audibly to people on a number of occasions. He spoke to Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden (Gen. 3:9ff), and He often spoke audibly to Moses (Num. 7:89). He also occasionally came into human form and appeared to people (see commentary on Acts 7:55).
The voice of God frightened the Israelites, so they asked that God not speak directly to them anymore, but that He would speak to Moses and Moses then could tell them what He said (Exod. 20:19-21). So it was that the rest of the Law of Moses was given by God to Moses who then told the people.
[For more information on Moses’ seven trips up Mount Sinai, see commentary on Exod. 19:3.]
“so that they will also trust.” The “so that” is distributed from the earlier part of the sentence.
Exd 19:10
“and make them holy today and tomorrow.” “To make holy” is “to set apart [for God],” and it is often translated as “sanctify.” The people had been in Egypt and traveling. Now God wants the people to prepare themselves to be in His presence. In essence, what God says here is “Take today and tomorrow and make the people holy so they can meet with me.” And then God will meet with them on the third day (Exod. 19:11). So the people will take two days to make themselves holy and on the third day they will meet with God.
The process of Israel sanctifying themselves—making themselves holy in God’s sight—took two days because many of the people were unclean for various reasons and both they and their clothes had to be washed and made clean and thus “holy” before God.
“have them wash their garments.” This may have taken a while because there was apparently not an abundance of water.
Exd 19:12
“set boundaries for the people all around the mountain.” The boundary was around the mountain, as Exodus 19:23 says.
“death, yes, death.” The Hebrew text contains the figure of speech polyptoton.
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
[See Word Study: “Polyptoton.”]
Exd 19:13
“When the shofar sounds a long blast, they are to come up to the mountain.” The people were not to even touch the mountain until Yahweh invited them. Then, when He invited them with a loud shofar blast, they were to come a little ways up the mountain (Exod. 19:17).
“shofar.” The ram’s horn trumpet, not the metal trumpet.
“they are to come up.” The Hebrew can also be understood as “they may come up,” but the Hebrew seems stronger than just “may” (cf. ASV, AMP, Darby, ESV, Geneva, KJV. Cf. “they must go up” NJB). So, God told Israel that when they heard the shofar sounding a long blast, they were to cross the boundary and come up to the mountain.
Exd 19:14
“So Moses went down from the mountain.” This is Moses’ second time down Mount Sinai, and he brought more instructions from Yahweh down to the people. He had gone up for a second time in Exodus 19:8. Moses’ next (and third) trip up Mount Sinai is in Exodus 19:20.
[For more on Moses’ seven trips up and down Mount Sinai, see commentary on Exod. 19:3. For more on God speaking directly to Israel with a loud voice from the top of Mount Sinai, see commentary on Exod. 19:9.]
Exd 19:15
“Prepare yourselves.” The verb is in the Niphal tense which can sometimes be reflexive (cf. CEB) but the REV puts the “yourselves” in italics because it is not clearly in the text although it is implied.
“do not have sexual relations with a woman.” The Hebrew text uses an idiom: “do not touch a woman” (cf. Ruth 2:9; 1 Cor. 7:1). Having sex made the man and woman levitically unclean in the sight of God (Lev. 15:16-18), and these days were a time of ritual cleansing.
Exd 19:16
“dense cloud.” Literally, “heavy cloud.”
“shofar.” The ram’s horn trumpet, not the metal trumpet.
“trembled.” This is the Hebrew word charad (#02729 חָרַד), which means “trembled.”
Exd 19:17
“and they stood on the lower part of the mountain.” At this point, the people had crossed the boundary and had gone a little ways up Mount Sinai.
Exd 19:19
“shofar.” The ram’s horn trumpet, not the metal trumpet.
Exd 19:20
“Yahweh called Moses to the top of the mountain.” Yahweh had come down in fire, and He came to the top of the mountain.
“and Moses went up.” Exodus 19:20 is Moses’ third trip up Mount Sinai. On this trip, Yahweh has warnings for the Israelites, which Moses brought back to Israel when he went down Mount Sinai for the third time (Exod. 19:25). Moses goes up Mount Sinai for the fourth time in Exodus 20:21. He apparently was not gone long that time, and he got the laws referred to as “the Book of the Covenant” on that fourth trip (see commentary on Exod. 20:21).
[For more on Moses’ seven trips up and down Mount Sinai, see commentary on Exod. 19:3.]
Exd 19:21
“so that they do not break away from the congregation.” Most English Bibles translate Exodus 19:21 similarly to the ESV: “warn the people, lest they break through to the LORD.” That makes it seem like Moses is going to warn the whole congregation so that they don’t break through the barrier (or the cloud) to see Yahweh. But the Hebrew word translated as “break through” usually does not have that meaning. It has more the meaning of tear something down, ruin, or break away, although HALOT does give “break through” as the definition here but nowhere else. It seems like the whole congregation would never try to break through to see God, they were usually more cautious or even frightened than that. It seems that God is warning the congregation so that the ones who would be tempted to try to see God up close would not do that. Furthermore, that explains why only “many” of them would perish. If they all saw God, ostensibly all of them would perish, but if only some of them broke through, only those people would perish.
Rabbi Rashi catches the meaning of the verb. It means to “break,” that is, break off a part from a whole. A part of the people would break away from the congregation to see Yahweh and they would die. Rashi writes: “lest they break their position [i.e., their ranks] because of their longing for God, to see [Him], and they move too close to the side of the mountain. Every [expression of] הִרִיסָה [denotes] the separation of the collection of [the parts of] the building. Likewise, those who separate from the position of people break up that position.”[footnoteRef:195] [195:  The Complete Jewish Bible, https://www.chabad.org/library/bible_cdo/aid/9880/showrashi/true, accessed October 22, 2024.] 

“many of them perish.” The people who would disobey Moses and break away from the rest of the congregation to get close and see Yahweh would die, which is why the text would end with, “and MANY of them—not ALL the congregation, but only the ones who left the congregation to see Yahweh—would perish.”
“perish.” The Hebrew is literally “fall,” but it means “perish,” “die.”
Exd 19:25
“So Moses went down to the people.” This is Moses’ third time down Mount Sinai. He had gone up to speak with God in Exodus 19:20, and now at Exodus 19:25 he went back down the mountain to bring God’s warning to the people. This trip down Mount Sinai puts Moses down with the people when God spoke the Ten Commandments off Mount Sinai with a loud voice. Moses did not go back up Mount Sinai until Exodus 20:21.
[For more on Moses’ seven trips up and down Mount Sinai, see commentary on Exod. 19:3. For more on God speaking directly to Israel with a loud voice from the top of Mount Sinai, see commentary on Exod. 19:9.]
 
Exodus Chapter 20
Exd 20:1
“Then God spoke.” The Ten Commandments were audibly spoken by God from the top of Mount Sinai to the people between Moses’ third and fourth trip up Mount Sinai. The fact that the text says that “God [Elohim] spoke,” and not “Yahweh spoke” points to the fact that these commands were to be applicable to all people, not just the Israelites, who had a covenant relationship with God. The people were frightened by the voice of God and asked that He not speak to them anymore (Exod. 20:19, 22; Deut. 5:4, 22-27).
It is commonly taught that the first time Israel got the Ten Commandments was when Moses came down Mount Sinai with them, but that is not accurate. Israel personally had the Ten Commandments spoken to them directly by God (Exod. 20:1. Cf. Exod. 20:22; Deut. 4:10-13, 15, 36; 5:4-6, 22-27; 18:16; Neh. 9:13; Heb. 12:18-21). It was more than a month later that Moses went up on Mount Sinai and got the commandments on stone—and even then Moses broke those first tablets (Exod. 24:15-18; 31:18; 32:19). The second set of stone tablets was made by Moses but written on by God (Exod. 34:1-4; cf. Deut. 9:10-11,15-17; 10:1-5).
At this time, when Yahweh spoke the Ten Commandments to Israel, Moses was down at the foot of the Mountain with the people. He had come down (his third trip down) in Exodus 19:25, and he did not go back up for his fourth time up until Exodus 20:21, and he came back down with an important part of the Law in Exodus 24:3.
[For more on God speaking the Ten Commandments directly to the Israelites, see commentary on Exod. 19:9. For more on Moses’ seven trips up and down Mount Sinai, see commentary on Exod. 19:3.]
Exd 20:2
“I am Yahweh your God.” The First Commandment of the Ten Commandments is two verses long (Exod. 20:2-3). The Ten Commandments occur here in Exodus 20 and also in Deuteronomy 5.
Exd 20:3
“You must not.” Exodus 20:3 is part of the first commandment and is the closing part of the sentence started in Exodus 20:2.
The “you” is singular and is derived from the imperfect verb, which is singular. The Hebrew is more literally, “Not will be to you.” The word “must” in the REV translation comes from the imperfect verb and the context and scope of Scripture. The NET (First Edition) text note reads, “The negative with the imperfect [verb] expresses the emphatic prohibition; it is best reflected with ‘you will not’ and has the strongest expectation of obedience.”
The concern about the English translation, “you will not,” is that, while it is accurate and in Hebrew expresses an emphatic prohibition, in English, it expresses a future prohibition and one that could be confusing because it often turned out not to be factually true, such as when Israel worshiped pagan gods. The problem with the translation “You shall not” or “You shall have no” (ESV, NASB) is that it uses English that is almost never used anymore and can be unclear. Years ago the first-person use of “shall” referred to a future event while the second-person and third-person use of “shall” expressed strong determination, but now “shall” is used interchangeably with “will” and can express a prohibition or refer to a future event according to the context, but few people know that. The translation, “Do not have” (HCSB) is good, but perhaps does not express the emphatic nature of the command, whereas the translation, “You must not have” (NLT) was clear and also captured the emphatic nature of the command. The Ten Commandments are not just “good ideas,” they are God’s emphatic commands.
The impact of the singular instead of the plural in God’s commands cannot be overstated. The “you” is singular, and referred to Israel as a singular group, a “family,” a community. God was speaking to all of the Israelites: they all heard His voice speaking the Ten Commandments. But the singular “you” also can carry the idea that God’s commandments were meant to be believed and acted upon individually by each person, and they continue to echo down through the ages in that same way. Each person decides for themself if they will keep God’s commands or ignore or defy them, and each person will stand before Christ on the Day of Judgment and be acquitted or condemned based on their obedience or disobedience to God. An expanded, but somewhat awkward, translation of Exodus 20:3 might be: “Each of you must not have any gods besides me,” or perhaps, “None of you is to have any other God besides me.” That same idea goes for all Ten Commandments. Each of us must honor our parents. Each of us must not murder. Each of us must not steal, and so forth.
“gods.” Although Elohim can be “god” or “gods,” in this case the word “other” is plural, so Elohim in this context is plural and means “gods.”
“besides me.” In the phrase, “besides me,” the word “besides” is translated from the Hebrew preposition al, and the Hebrew phrase is al panai (עַל־פָּנָיַ), more literally, “before my face” or even “upon my face.” The preposition al, like many prepositions, has many meanings and many nuances that apply in different contexts. The meanings and nuances of al include “on, upon, in front of, before, upon, over, above, beside, on the side of, on account of, concerning, according to, against, towards,” and more.[footnoteRef:196] The various meanings allow for various ways of understanding the text, which in part explains the protracted discussions that rabbis and scholars have over the meaning of the text. [196:  See Koehler and Baumgartner, HALOT Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the Old Testament.] 

Often a given verse has several meanings that are all true to some extent. In the context of Exodus 20:3, the primary meaning is that Israel was to have no other God or gods besides Yahweh. Maxie Dunnam writes: “No other ancient law code has been found that prohibits worship of other gods. This commandment—belief in one God—sets the Israelite religion apart from all other Ancient Near East religions and was responsible for shaping the monotheistic faith of Israel. The call is for undivided allegiance, total commitment. ‘Before me,’ literally translated, is ‘against my face,’ and the phrase expresses God’s insistence that he is to be the only God of Israel.”[footnoteRef:197] [197:  Maxie Dunnam, Mastering the Old Testament: Exodus.] 

Possible translations of the Hebrew phrase include, “before me,” “before my face,” “in my presence,” and “upon my face.” Verses such as Exodus 20:3 (cf. Deut. 5:7), Deuteronomy 6:4-5 (the “Shema”), and many other verses warning about worshiping “other gods” show that God absolutely did not want the worship due to Him alone going to other gods.
Although understanding Exodus 20:3 as saying “upon my face” is not common, it is a possible meaning, and could be a secondary meaning to the verse. If so, it would refer to the idea of putting a “false face” on God, putting a mask on Him, so to speak, and thus worshiping Him in a false way and attributing to Him erroneous things (cf. 2 Kings 17:9).
Sadly, the worship of “other gods” disguised itself and migrated into Christianity in different forms that still had the same effect as the idols: taking glory and attention away from the One True God. In the ancient world, people worshiped pagan gods to get the blessings that those gods promised, or to get protection from harm. It was not beyond the pagan gods (actually, the demons represented by the gods) to hurt the people who refused to worship them, or worship them properly. For the most part, modern Christians don’t worship pagan gods, but they have often replaced the worship of pagan gods with other practices that steal the glory that should be given to God. For example, having “lucky” objects to influence what happens, having protective amulets or objects, or participating in practices that supposedly bring blessings or ward off evil, such as knocking on wood, having sage in the house, throwing salt over one’s shoulder, wearing a “Saint Christopher” medallion, or putting prayer hands in your car.
“Lucky” objects, or things that ward off evil, have existed in Christianity since the very beginning. For whatever reason, God’s people just do not let go of them. Early Christians used lucky objects and amulets just like the pagan Romans did. There is evidence that some Christian ministers spoke out about those practices, but other ministers participated in the practices and some ministers in the older denominations still do. In his article “Christian Amulets—A Bit of Old, a Bit of New,” Theodore de Bruyn of the Department of Classics and Religious Studies at the University of Ottawa says that the advent of Christianity did not put an end to the pagan practice of wearing protection amulets. De Bruyn writes: “Rather, the new faith [i.e., Christianity] brought an adaptation of the existing pagan practice.”[footnoteRef:198] Indeed it did. We no longer sacrifice to Baal to gain blessings and protection, now we knock on wood or throw salt or do something else. All those superstitious practices that steal glory from God can be replaced by a strong Faith and prayer life, and by occasionally saying a quick prayer right when it seems needed. “Where does my help come from? My help is from Yahweh, the Creator of heaven and earth. He is their help and their shield” (Ps. 121:1-2; 115:11). [198:  Theodore de Bruyn, “Christian Amulets—A Bit of Old, a Bit of New,” Biblical Archaeological Review, September/October 2018.] 

Exd 20:4
“Do not make for yourself a carved image.” Exodus 20:4-6 is the Second Commandment of the Ten Commandments, and the Second Commandment is three verses long, Exodus 20:4-6. The verb “make” is in the second person singular, but it is a collective singular and refers to Israel as a singular group, a “family,” a community. God was speaking to all of the Israelites: they all heard His voice speaking the Ten Commandments. But the singular “you” also can carry the idea that God’s commandments were meant to be believed and acted upon individually by each person, and they continue to echo down through the ages in that same way (see commentary on Exod. 20:3, “you”).
“carved image.” In the biblical culture, this would include any image carved out of wood or stone. In its larger sense, it would also include images made in other ways as well. That is similar to Ephesians 5:18 which says not to be drunk on wine, but filled with the spirit. It is not like getting drunk on wine is forbidden but getting drunk on vodka is not. The wine is representative, and here in Exodus, the “carved image” is representative of other things that get worshiped. Leviticus 26:1 mentions other forbidden objects.
Exd 20:5
“bow down.” The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body to the earth. It is the same Hebrew word as “worship.”
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
“jealous.” God is a jealous God, not an envious God. Although in some languages the English words “jealousy” and “envy” are translated from the same word, envy and jealousy are not the same thing. “Envy” is when I don’t have something that someone else has and I want it, so I am envious. In contrast, “jealousy” is when I have something and I am afraid someone else will take it from me, so I am jealous. That is why we speak of a “jealous” husband; he is married to the wife but is afraid another man will lure her away from him. God is a “jealous” God in the sense that He is the God and Lord of people, but other gods and other interests are working to take His people away from Him. Interestingly, the cognate word to the Hebrew word for jealous here in Exodus 20:5 refers to being “red,” and we can picture God becoming hot—red-faced—with emotion when some other god tries to steal His people.
“visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the children.” The Hebrew verb translated “visiting” is paqad (#06485 פָּקַד), and it often describes a divine intervention for blessing or cursing; the coming of good or evil. The NET text note on Genesis 21:1, when God “visited” Sarah, points out that when God “visits” that it “indicates God’s special attention to an individual or a matter, always with respect to his people’s destiny. He may visit (that is, destroy) the Amalekites [1 Sam. 15:2]; he may visit (that is, deliver) his people in Egypt [cf. Exod. 3:16]. …One’s destiny is changed when the LORD ‘visits.’” Here in Exodus 20:5 (cf. Exod. 34:7; Num. 14:18), God “visits” the iniquity of the parents on the children.
The Bible has many examples of people being “visited” for good or for harm. For example, in Genesis 21:1, God visited Sarah and she got pregnant (cf. 1 Sam. 2:21). In Genesis 50:24-25, Joseph said God would visit Israel and bring them out of Egypt. In Exodus 3:16, God said he had visited the Israelites in slavery in Egypt, meaning He had seen their circumstances and had begun the process of delivering them. In Ruth 1:6, God “visited” Israel by ending the famine so there would be food. In Psalm 106:4, the psalmist asks to be “visited” with deliverance.
People can be visited for harm as well as for good. In Psalm 59:5, the psalmist asks God to “visit” (punish) the nations, and in Psalm 89:32, God said he would “visit” with a rod because of people’s transgression. Proverbs 19:23 says the person who fears God will not be visited with evil. Isaiah 26:21 speaks of God coming to punish (“visit”) the inhabitants of the earth for their iniquity (cf. Jer. 50:27). God often “visits” to punish, and so “punish” is one of the meanings of paqad.
“third and fourth generation.” This seems unreasonable to us today, but that is in part due to the fact that for most of us, our grandparents are over 50 and our great-grandparents are dead or close to death by the time we are born. That was not the case in the biblical world. It was quite common for a woman to have a child by 15, and thus become a grandparent at around 30, a great-grandparent at about 45, and a great-great-grandparent around 60. Also, in contrast to today, in the biblical world families generally either lived together or in very close proximity. So if a person truly hated God and was sinful, hateful, and devilish, the sin he would commit and the effects of that sin would affect everyone in his family for generations.
Parents can sin in such a way that their houses are afflicted by demons and their children are cursed. Furthermore, although those curses can be broken, they still adversely affect the children while they are in place. Also, it is common that children pick up the habits of the parents and members of the household such that the children end up participating in the evil of the parents and thus bring the consequences of their own sin upon them.
Ezekiel 18:20 says that the sons will not suffer punishment for the sins of the fathers, but that promise does not cover every sin. For one thing, we all know children who have suffered due to their parent’s sin. The context of Ezekiel 18:20 is everlasting life or everlasting death, and it is true that a parent’s sin and rejection of salvation will not keep a child from being saved. In contrast, one reason that parents should avoid sin and ungodliness is that it can harm the children, just as Exodus 20:5 says.
Exd 20:6
“to the thousandth generation.” This is hyperbole, meaning the blessing goes on and on.
Exd 20:7
“Do not misuse the name of Yahweh” This is the Third Commandment, and it is just one verse long. The verb in the first phrase is a collective singular (see commentary on Exod. 20:4).
“misuse the name of Yahweh.” God’s name is holy, and people should treat it with respect. This command is often taught as if it meant, “Do not cuss using the name of God (or Jesus),” but it means much more than that. In fullness, it means that people are not to use God’s name for any useless, ungodly, or frivolous purpose. This would of course refer to using God’s name as a cuss word or obscenity, but it would also include many other useless or ungodly purposes. For example, no one is to use God’s name falsely in an oath. In the courtrooms in the USA, people swear on a Bible that they will tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth “so help me God,” but some of the people who swear that oath then lie. That is misusing the name of Yahweh. Historically many people have sworn in court using God’s name so they seem sincere and hope to avoid getting caught. But the last half of the verse should weigh heavily upon them—“for Yahweh will not hold anyone guiltless who misuses his name”—because God always knows who misuses His name, and it is a serious sin. It shows the disregard that people have for God, that they are more afraid of being caught in a crime by a human court than by God Almighty.
The command not to misuse the name of God was also important because in both ancient and modern times it was common practice to recite the name of God (or a god) as a part of the practice of magic, sorcery, or divination (sometimes the names were spelled or pronounced backwards). That is a terrible misuse of God’s name because God abhors the practice of magic and divination (Deut. 18:9-14).
In its larger sense, the “name” of God also includes the other designations by which He is known other than just “Yahweh.” We are not to misuse “names” such as El Shaddai, Elohim, the Holy One of Israel, etc. Isaiah 8:13 shows us the proper attitude we are to hold toward God: “Yahweh of Armies is who you must respect as holy. He is the one you must fear. He is the one you must dread.” The New Testament tells us to regard Jesus Christ that same way: “but in your hearts, set the Lord Christ apart as holy” (1 Pet. 3:15). Christians are not to use obscenity (Eph. 5:4), but are to speak the truth in love (Eph. 4:15).
[For more on not using obscenity, see commentary on Eph. 5:4.]
“Yahweh will not hold anyone guiltless who misuses his name.” This is an understatement, a tapeinosis. Something is understated in order to magnify it. Thus the intended meaning is that God will hold guilty anyone who misuses His name (see commentary on Exod. 23:7).
Exd 20:8
“Remember the Sabbath day.” This is the Fourth Commandment, and it is four verses long, Exodus 20:8-11. In Deuteronomy 5:12 the Hebrew text reads, “guard the Sabbath.”
It can be quite easy to lose track of which day of the week it is and to accidentally ignore the Sabbath, or to get so pressed with things to do that it just does not seem as important to obey the Sabbath as to get that “important” work done. People face that kind of thing all the time when they ignore some things in order to do “more important” things. In God’s eyes, Israel keeping the Sabbath was one of the things they had to remember and take time to do.
There are people who try to use the word “remember” to assert that the Sabbath had been a regular institution far back into the past, but there is no evidence for that and no reason to take the word “remember” that way. If a mother tells a child, “remember to take your vitamins,” it does not mean he or she has been taking vitamins for a long time. In this case, since the Ten Commandments were given in the third month after leaving Egypt (Exod. 19:1) and the Sabbath was introduced one month after Israel left Egypt (Exod. 16:1), then Israel had only kept something like six Sabbath days.
[For more on the Sabbath, see commentary on Exod. 20:10.]
Exd 20:9
“You.” The “you” is singular from the singular verbs. See commentary on Exodus 20:4.
Exd 20:10
“the seventh day is a Sabbath to Yahweh.” The word “Sabbath,” shabbat (#07676 שַׁבָּת) almost certainly comes from a Hebrew word for “rest, cease, stop,” shabbaton (#07677 שַׁבָּתוֹן), and both words appear in Exodus 16:23: “Tomorrow is to be a day of rest [shabbaton], a holy Sabbath [shabbat]” (NIV84); “Tomorrow is a time of cessation from work, a holy Sabbath” (NET). Some English versions use the word “sabbath” twice (cf. NASB: “Tomorrow is a Sabbath observance, a holy Sabbath”) but having “Sabbath” twice is more confusing than clarifying because although the Hebrew words are related, they are different, and furthermore, the Sabbath as a regular institution and day of rest for Israel had not been established yet.
When God created the world as we know it, He rested on the seventh day, which was a Saturday. In the biblical reckoning of time, Sunday is the first day of the week and Saturday is the seventh, which is why the Jewish Sabbath is on Saturday. The origin and inculcation of the seven-day week in ancient cultures have been lost in history, but there is little doubt that it came from God and was passed from Adam and Eve to their descendants, even though some cultures abandoned it. Adam lived more than 900 years and would have passed on the information about creation to his descendants.
Evidence that God established the seven-day week comes from the fact that it does not seem to come from anywhere else and it is humanitarian in its effect—as it was originally given by God it was a blessing to people. The seven-day week is not tied to the planets or planetary motion, or the motion or phases of the moon, or from a solar or sidereal year (a sidereal year is a year based on the motion of the stars). Furthermore, it is the nature and tendency of rulers to overwork the people they rule, and thus the very nature of the Hebrew Sabbath is against the natural inclination of all but the most godly of rulers. There is no good reason to reject what the Bible clearly states: the Sabbath came from God.
Although the word “sabbath” is not used in Genesis chapter 2 (Gen. 2:2 uses shavath, #07673 שָׁבַת, a closely related word), God gives the fact that He “stopped” working and “rested” on the seventh day of creation as the reason for His choosing the seventh day as the day the people of Israel were to cease from working (Gen. 2:1-3; Exod. 20:11). Nevertheless, there is no biblical account of anyone recognizing a weekly day of rest until after the Exodus, when God commanded it for Israel. So even if it was known that God rested on the seventh day of creation, that information did not influence how people behaved in their daily lives. Exodus 16:23 is when God introduced the idea that the seventh day, Saturday, was to be a regular day of rest for His people.
As we examine God’s commanding a regular Saturday Sabbath for Israel, it is helpful to see at least three different important aspects. The Sabbath was not a regular institution for the people of God until God commanded it for Israel; it was specifically given to Israel; and it was given to Israel to help them remember the harsh slavery they were subjected to in Egypt, which did not have any regular rest days, and thus ostensibly so they would not treat anyone as they were treated in Egypt.
The regular Saturday Sabbath was not observed by anyone in the Bible before God gave it to Israel after the Exodus. This should speak very loudly to people who assert it is the will of God for everyone to keep the Sabbath today. Conservative scholars agree that Adam and Eve were created about 4,000 BC, and the Exodus was about 1,450 BC. That means that God did not give any commands concerning a Sabbath or day of rest for the first 2,500 years of human life on earth—more than half of the time of the Old Testament. This shows that people having a regular day of rest was not of great concern for God in contrast to other things about which God did give specific commands. People knew the difference between good and evil at the time of the Fall, and God expected people to do good (Gen. 3:22). God gave commands about sacrifices and offerings as early as Cain and Abel (Gen. 4:3-7). People knew about “clean” and “unclean” animals before Noah’s Flood (Gen. 7:2), and God commanded people not to eat blood right after the Flood (Gen. 9:4). Furthermore, it was right after the Flood that God said that people had the right and responsibility to punish criminals (Gen. 9:6). But in that entire 2,500-year period, God never said a word about keeping a regular day of rest. It was only after the Exodus that He commanded Israel to observe a regular day of rest, and that command was one of the Ten Commandments, part of the Law of Moses.
The fact that the Sabbath was not a regular day of rest until after the Exodus explains what we see in the text in Exodus 16. For one thing, it explains why God introduces the day of rest the way He does. It is quite obvious in the text that God did not expect the people to be already keeping the Sabbath. For example, He did not say, “Hey, tomorrow is the Sabbath, so you need to prepare the manna for two days just like you do your regular food, remember, no cooking on the Sabbath!” Instead, God explains the Sabbath by saying, “Tomorrow is a day of rest,” and then He calls it “a holy Sabbath.” Also, that the people were not used to keeping a Sabbath explains why even though God told them it was a day of rest and that manna would not appear on the ground, “some of the people went out to gather” (Exod. 16:27). God got upset with the people for that, but nothing like what happened some years later, after the Sabbath had been firmly established as one of the Ten Commandments. Years after the Sabbath was established as one of the Ten Commandments, a man who gathered wood on Sabbath day was stoned to death (Num. 15:32-36).
Another thing about the Sabbath is that it was given specifically to Israel. God introduced it to Israel when He first gave manna (Exod. 16:23-30), but at that time there is no indication that the people understood that the Sabbath was to be a perpetual ordinance, nor is there any indication the Israelites knew anything about the extent of it, for example, that it even applied to a stranger who was in Israel (Exod. 20:10).
Although God said He chose the seventh day of the week to be the Sabbath because that was when He rested from His work, He did not explain why He decided that Israel should keep the Sabbath until He explained it in Deuteronomy. In Deuteronomy 5:15 God said that He gave the Sabbath so that Israel would remember that they were slaves in Egypt and God delivered them, “therefore Yahweh your God commanded you to keep the Sabbath day.” So Deuteronomy 5:15 makes it clear that God did not command people to keep the Sabbath Day before the Exodus. It also makes it clear that the Sabbath was commanded to “you,” Israel, and furthermore, it makes it clear that part of the purpose of the Sabbath was so Israel would remember that it was Yahweh who delivered them from slavery so they, and their families, servants, and visitors, could enjoy a day of rest rather than constantly be working as they likely had been doing as slaves in Egypt.
Once we understand the Sabbath, including when and to whom it was given, we are in a better position to understand the Sabbath and the Christian Church. The regular seventh-day Sabbath was part of the Mosaic Law and was given to the Jews. It was not a “universal” regulation given to all people, nor is there any indication it was to extend beyond the time Jesus fulfilled the Law. There is no verse in the writings to the Christian Church (Acts-Jude) that indicates a Christian has an obligation to keep the Sabbath. In fact, the argument from silence on this point is shouting very loudly, because no Christian in Acts or the New Testament Epistles is ever said to have kept the Sabbath. On the Sabbath day, Paul and others went into synagogues and places where people were worshiping, but that is because that is when and where the people they wanted to speak to were gathered; there is no statement about Paul or others going to the synagogue in order to keep the regulations of the Sabbath. For example, there is no statement in Acts or the Epistles that Paul did not travel on the Sabbath day, when Jewish Sabbath law would have limited him to only going about two-thirds of a mile. Furthermore, in the great church council in Acts 15, men of the Pharisees claimed that Gentile Christians needed to be circumcised and “keep the Law of Moses” (Acts 15:5), but even Peter said that was not the case (Acts 15:6-11). The conclusion of the council was that the Gentiles should abstain from idols, sexual immorality, and defiled meat and blood, but not a word was said about them keeping the Sabbath (Acts 15:24-29). This is very important when we realize that as Gentiles in the Roman world, they would have partaken of all of those activities; idols, sex, and defiled meat, and also would not have kept the Sabbath. So if there was a need for believers to keep the Sabbath it seems it would have been mentioned, but the fact that it is not mentioned fits with what the New Testament Epistles say about the regulations of the Law and specifically the Sabbath.
In Colossians 2:16-17, Paul wrote to the Church at Colossae and told them not to let anyone judge them about what they ate and drank or with respect to special days or the Sabbath, and he pointed out that those things were a “shadow” of the things to come but the reality was Christ. So the Sabbath was a shadow that pointed to the reality of the “Sabbath-rest” that we all have in Christ, of which the best is yet to come.
Occasionally people who think God still commands believers to keep the Sabbath assert that the word “Sabbath” in Colossians does not refer to the Jewish Sabbath, but it does. The Greek word is sabbaton (#4521 σάββατον), and it is the same word that is used for the Jewish Sabbath in the Septuagint and the New Testament to refer to the Sabbath. In fact, in the New Testament, the word sabbaton occurs almost 70 times and it is only used two ways: firstly, for the weekly Sabbath or a special Sabbath, and secondly in its idiomatic use to mean “a week,” and it is only used to refer to a week about a dozen times, and in the majority of those uses “sabbath” is plural, “sabbaths” (cf. Matt. 28:1; Mark 16:2; Acts 20:7). There is no place in the New Testament where sabbaton is used of some kind of general “rest.” Thus there is no lexical or contextual reason to say that in Colossians 2 the word “Sabbath” does not include referring to the regular weekly Sabbath.
Can a person keep the Sabbath or a special day if they want to? Certainly. Paul wrote, “One person judges one day to be above another day, while another judges every day alike. Each person must be fully convinced in his own mind” (Rom. 14:5).
Despite the fact that Christians do not need to keep the Sabbath Day, the Sabbath contains many important lessons and principles. One is that people do need to rest. God rested, and studies show that it is healthy for people to regularly take some time to rest and disengage from the pressures of life. Another lesson is that it is not good or godly to expect people to work every day without a day of rest. People are not slaves to the “god of production.” Having a regular time to dedicate to God and family is the heart of our Father God, and the Sabbath made sure that happened.
“On it you must not do any work.” At first glance, this list seems very inclusive, but it leaves out “wives.” This is in contrast to the tenth commandment, Exodus 20:17 about coveting, which mentions not to covet your neighbor’s wife. The list seems purposely inclusive, mentioning “you, your son, your daughter, your male servant, your female servant, and the ‘stranger who is inside your gates,’” but then it leaves out “your wife.” Although the text leaves out wives, it does not explain why. However, it seems likely that wives are left out because caring for babies and small children is a lot of physical work and there is no “day off” for mothers of babies and young children. We can see that if wives were included in the list, they might be confused and conflicted about the work they have to do to raise their small children. Although we might tend to think, “Well, it is common sense that mothering small children requires work on the Sabbath,” it is amazing how “religious” and unreasonable some people can be about godly commandments.
“sojourner.” The Hebrew word translated as “sojourner” is toshav (#08453, spelled תּוֹשָׁב or תֹּשָׁב), and it has a range of meanings but generally refers to a temporary resident or a resident alien (see commentary on Gen. 23:4).
Exd 20:12
“Honor your father and your mother.” This is the fifth of the Ten Commandments, and it is one verse long. The verb “honor” is singular, but it is a collective singular (see commentary on Exod. 20:4).
Exd 20:13
“Do not murder.” This is the sixth of the Ten Commandments.
“murder.” The Hebrew word translated murder in the REV, but “kill” in the King James Version, is ratsach (#07523 רָצַח) and it can mean “kill” or “slay,” either on purpose or accidentally. Ratsach, like many other words, has a wide semantic range, and thus its meaning in a particular verse must be determined from both the immediate and remoter contexts. Thankfully, the Bible has a lot to say about murder, manslaughter, the execution of criminals, and killing in war, and it is easy to tell by studying all the verses on the subject that the Sixth Commandment means not to take a life unjustly. In this context, ratsach should be translated “murder,” and it is in most modern versions (cf. CJB, HCSB, ESV, NASB, NET, NIV, NKJV, Rotherham, YLT).
Thankfully, most Bible commentators are not confused by the sixth commandment even when it is translated as “You shall not kill.” Maxie Dunnam wrote about the Sixth Commandment, “According to Genesis 9:6, this commandment did not prohibit the death penalty. It is obvious in the Old Testament that this [Sixth Commandment] was not a prohibition against all killing, only unauthorized killing.”[footnoteRef:199] [199:  Maxie Dunnam, Mastering the Old Testament: Exodus, 263.] 

Since killing in criminal execution, in self-defense, and in war are condoned in Scripture, it is hard to see how “You shall not kill” is an acceptable translation of ratsach in the Sixth Commandment. There is no question that the average reader gets the wrong idea from “you shall not kill,” and instead of correctly concluding that accidental killing and suicide are being included with murder, the modern reader wrongly concludes that self-defense, the execution of criminals, and killing in war are forbidden by God.
[For information on murder, manslaughter, and the death penalty for murder, see commentary on Exod. 21:12. Other verses that speak about murder and manslaughter include Exod. 20:13; 21:12, 28-30; Deut. 5:17; and Num. 35:9-34.]
Exd 20:14
“Do not commit adultery.” This is the seventh of the Ten Commandments.
Exd 20:15
“Do not steal​.” This is the eighth of the Ten Commandments.
Exd 20:16
“Do not give false testimony against your neighbor​.” This is the ninth of the Ten Commandments. For more on giving false testimony, see Exodus 23:1-3. If a person is a false witness, that person is to receive the punishment that the accused person would have received if the false witness had not been discovered (Deut. 19:16-21).
Exd 20:17
“Do not covet​.” This is the tenth and last of the Ten Commandments. There is nothing wrong with desiring to have something one does not have, or desiring to better one’s life. But in this context, “coveting” is desiring to have something that you have no right to. The examples given refer to things that already belong to your neighbor.
Exd 20:18
“All the people saw the thunderings, the lightnings, the sound.” The people also heard the sound of God’s voice as He loudly spoke the Ten Commandments from the top of Mount Sinai. It is commonly taught that the first time Israel got the Ten Commandments was when Moses came down Mount Sinai with them, but that is not correct. The first time Israel got the Ten Commandments was when God personally spoke them in a loud voice from Mount Sinai to the people of Israel at the foot of the mountain. The Bible says in a number of places that the children of Israel heard the Ten Commandments spoken by God (cf. Exod. 20:22; Deut. 4:10-13, 15, 36; 5:4-6, 22-27; 18:16; Heb. 12:18-21). Then, after that, on his fifth time up Mount Sinai, Moses was given the Ten Commandments on stone tablets—but Moses broke those first tablets (Exod. 24:15-18; 31:18; 32:19). Then, on his seventh and last time up Mount Sinai, Moses got a second set of stone tablets (Exod. 34:1-4; cf. Deut. 9:10-11, 15-17; 10:1-5).
God spoke the Ten Commandments in a loud voice to the Israelites between Moses’ third and fourth time up Mount Sinai, and at that time Moses was down at the base of Mount Sinai with the people. The voice of God frightened the Israelites, so they asked that God not speak directly to them anymore, but that He would speak to Moses and Moses then could tell them what He said (Exod. 20:19-21). So it was that the rest of the Law of Moses was given by God to Moses who then told the people.
Exodus 20:18 is an example of the figure of speech zeugma, which occurs when there is a verb before nouns that don’t all match the verb. The people could “see” the lightning, but they could not see the thunder or the sound of the shofar.[footnoteRef:200] E. W. Bullinger comments, “And by the omission of the second verb, ‘heard,’ we are informed that the people were impressed by what they saw, rather than what they heard.”[footnoteRef:201] [200:  Umberto Cassuto, A Commentary on the Book of Exodus, 252.]  [201:  E. W. Bullinger, Figures of Speech Used in the Bible, 135.] 

[For more on God giving the Ten Commandments in a loud voice, see commentary on Exod. 19:9. For more on God coming in the form of a human so he could directly relate to people, see commentary on Acts 7:55.]
“shofar.” The ram’s horn trumpet, not the metal trumpet.
“they moved back and stood at a distance.” The Hebrew word translated as “moved” is nua (#05128 נוּעַ) and in this context it refers to moving around, specifically moving back, away from Yahweh. The people who had earlier gone close to Yahweh (Exod. 19:17) now “moved” back and stood further away from Him. The KJV gets the sense: “when the people saw it, they removed, and stood afar off.” The NAB reads that the people “took up a position farther away.” The JPS reads, “when the people saw it, they fell back and stood at a distance.” Although many English Bibles read that the people “trembled,” the meaning here is not “trembled,” but “moved away.” The Hebrew text has a different word for the people “trembling” in Exodus 19:16.
Exd 20:19
“They said to Moses.” The people did not come as a mass to Moses, they were represented by their leaders, as Deuteronomy 5:23 makes clear. Many times in Scripture, “the people” or “Israel” is said to do something but it is the leaders who actually act, representing the people.
“do not have God speak.” The people knew Moses was speaking with God, so they told him not to have God speak to them. Some English versions read, “do not let God speak to us,” but Moses did not have the authority to “let” or not let God speak, so “have” is the better translation.
Exd 20:20
“upon you.” The Hebrew is more literally, “upon your faces.”[footnoteRef:202] The meaning is that the fear of Yahweh will be constantly present with the people. [202:  The Complete Jewish Bible, https://www.chabad.org/library/bible_cdo/aid/9881. Accessed October 22, 2024.] 

Exd 20:21
“and Moses drew near to the thick-darkness where God was.” This is Moses’ fourth time up Mount Sinai. God had spoken the Ten Commandments directly to Israel from the top of Mount Sinai after Moses went down for the third time (Exod. 19:25). God’s loud voice, combined with the dark cloud, fire, thunder, and shofar blast, had frightened the Israelites and they asked that God not speak to them again (Exod. 20:1, 18-19; cf. Deut. 5:22-27). So Moses went back up to God and got more laws for Israel to live by (Exod. 21-23). Those initial laws were called “The Book of the Covenant” (Exod. 24:7), and they, along with the Ten Commandments, were the laws that Israel agreed to obey when they made the Old Covenant, which many today call the “Old Testament” (cf. Exod. 24:3-8). The New Covenant was ratified when Christ died on the cross.
“thick-darkness.” This is one word in Hebrew. Interestingly, the Hebrew word is used in “dark” times, that is, dangerous times. Thus there is likely an overtone of danger when approaching the cloud that surrounded Yahweh. At this point Moses only drew close to the cloud that surrounded God, he did not go into it.
[For more on Moses’ seven trips up Mount Sinai, see commentary on Exod. 19:3.]
Exd 20:23
“Do not make gods of silver to be with me, and do not make for yourselves gods of gold.” The Masoretic text puts the pause in the sentence “Do not make with me. Gods of silver and gods of gold you shall not make for yourselves.” This pointing was to emphasize that no idol was to be made to be with God, then avoiding the misconception that as long as you did not make an idol god out of silver or gold that was okay. However, that vowel pointing (in this case determining punctuation) makes the text seem awkward.
Exd 20:24
“Make an altar of earth.” This could be understood as dirt because the next verse mentions stone. Or, this could be inclusive of dirt and stones, with Exodus 20:25 specifying stones, which was the most common altar material. Building an altar of dirt would have been much harder in those days than it is now because good sturdy shovels were not common, whereas picking up stones and building an altar with them and some dirt to stabilize the altar would have been much easier.
Exd 20:25
“If you make me an altar of stone, you must not build it of cut stones.” Any altar built for Yahweh was to be made of plain, unshaped fieldstone, stones that He created. It was not to be beautified in any way. An altar was not to be something of beauty that people admired in any way. The Hebrew word for altar is related to “slaughter,” and is more properly a “slaughter site.” An altar was only necessary because human sin separated humankind from God, so killing an animal was one of the few acceptable ways to approach him (see commentary on Lev. 1:2), and killing an animal was not to be glorified in any way. It was a bloody but necessary atonement for sin.
No one went to the effort of building an altar but then not killing an animal and burning it on the altar. So altars were bloody, stinky places that required a lot of work. Even just gathering the wood necessary to burn an animal to ashes was a lot of work, and that was one of the reasons the Bible speaks of “serving” God and the pagan gods. It was a lot of work to “serve” God or the pagan gods and keep their worship going. There was the killing, skinning, and butchering of the sacrifice, getting water to wash it and the men who killed the sacrifice and now had blood on them, gathering the wood used to burn the sacrifice to ashes, carrying the ashes to a designated place, etc.
Exd 20:26
“so that your nakedness is not exposed on it.” God commanded that altars built for His sacrifices and offerings had ramps, not steps, that went up to the top of the altar. This was so that as the men walked up to the top of the altar their clothes did not expose their “nakedness.” Exodus 28:42 spoke about the length of the robes the priests were to wear when in the Tabernacle serving God: “You are to make them [the priests] linen undergarments to cover the flesh of their nakedness. They must reach from the waist even to the thighs.”
The modesty required of Jewish priests is in contrast to the situation in many pagan religions. Nahum Sarna writes: “The altar must be so designed as to permit access to it with suitable propriety. This contrasts with many scenes in ancient Near Eastern art that feature priests officiating in the nude. Ritual nudity is a phenomenon known to many religions. It is symbolically associated with both death and rebirth, and it also has a variety of magical uses.”[footnoteRef:203] [203:  Nahum Sarna, JPS Torah Commentary: Exodus. Note on Exod. 20:26.] 

 
Exodus Chapter 21
Exd 21:2
“If you buy a Hebrew slave.” Many Israelite slaves became slaves by selling themselves or their children into slavery to pay off a debt. It is interesting that after the Ten Commandments, the first major topic God covered was slavery. One of the reasons for that may have been that the Israelites had just been slaves in Egypt and so understood from experience that slavery was to be handled in a humane and godly way. The slave was still a human being and had rights.
“in the seventh he is to go out free.” “Slavery” under the Mosaic Law among Jews was completely different from the slavery in the other ancient countries and the slavery in more modern times such as the slavery of black people in America. The difference is ownership. In slavery among Israelites according to the Mosaic Law, the master of the slave did not own the slave. God owned the people—all the people no matter what their circumstances were. If it happened that an Israelite man fell into bad circumstances or was a criminal and fell into slavery, he served six years and was released in the seventh. Furthermore, when the slave was released, the master had to give the former slave supplies that would allow him to get started again in life. Since a significant percentage of people had fallen into slavery to pay a debt, or were criminals because they were poor, if they were released with no supplies to start over with they would end up back in slavery very soon. So in His love and mercy, in Deuteronomy 15:14 God commands the slave master, “you are to supply, yes, supply him from your flock and from your threshing floor and from your winepress; as Yahweh your God has blessed you, you are to give to him” (cf. Deut. 15:12-15). The figure polyptoton, “supply, yes, supply” emphasizes that the master is to liberally supply the freed slave with things he needs to get a fresh start.
It should also be remembered that with the general exception of the kings of Israel, which came hundreds of years after this, there was no police force and no jails. So people who speak disparagingly of God’s slavery system have a modern slavery system of their own: prison. A person in prison is a kind of slave. They are told what to wear, what to eat, where to go, and when to go there, and they are not “free” to do much on their own at all. And our modern prison slavery is not for six years, often it is for much more and sometimes it is for life. Furthermore, when people are released from prison they are not supplied with enough goods to get a good new start in life, and many of them are back in jail very quickly. So God’s slavery system is much more godly and merciful than our modern system, yet because we don’t refer to our prisoners as slaves, even though in fact that’s basically what they are, we think the ancient Jews were barbaric but we are not. Perhaps looking down from heaven, God thinks we are barbaric and He is not.
Also, a master could not kill a slave, and if he did, the master was punished, ostensibly by the local Levites and elders who were charged with enforcing the Law (Exod. 21:20). And if a master hit a slave and caused him to lose an eye or a tooth the slave was to be set free (Exod. 21:26-27). In contrast, in today’s prison/slave system, if a prison slave is wounded in jail he or she is not set free but has to remain in that dangerous environment. We have created this modern prison problem because we refuse to completely obey God’s justice system, which commanded capital punishment for society’s egregious criminals and corporal punishment and temporary slavery for lesser criminals. While it would be almost impossible to return to God’s justice system today, nevertheless, we should not speak disparagingly of it because it is from God and therefore certainly better than what humankind has constructed today, which is cruel and a failure in many ways.
“in the seventh.” The Mosaic Law is unclear about the exact time the slave is released. Exodus 21:2 says “in the seventh year” (cf. Deut. 15:12). But Jeremiah 34:14 says that the slaves are to be released at the end of the seventh year. There have been several attempts to explain the difference, but none completely satisfactorily. It is quite possible that in the more than 800 years between Moses and Jeremiah, the slave owners kept releasing the slaves later and later “in the seventh year” until by Jeremiah’s time, the phrase “in the seventh year” was interpreted to mean at the end of the seventh year. It would not be beyond the greedy slave masters to interpret the Law in their favor like that.
Exd 21:3
“if he is married.” That is, if he was married when he became a slave and both he and his wife became slaves together, then in the seventh year they go out together.
Exd 21:4
“the wife and her children will be her master’s, and he must go out by himself.” This may seem harsh at first, but it actually reflects the heart of the Law, which is personal responsibility. When an Israelite became a slave, which was usually due to debt or criminal activity, he knew he would be freed after six years of service (see commentary on Exod. 21:2). He would also understand that if the master provided him with a wife he would have to leave her with the master at the end of the six years. So it was up to the slave what he would choose. We don’t think that our modern laws are harsh if we sentence an unmarried man or woman to ten years in prison during which time they cannot freely date or be in circumstances where they can find a mate, so why would we consider this Mosaic law harsh? The man can wait six years if he decides to. Jacob served Laban for seven years for his first wife and then seven more for his second, and while we don’t generally consider Jacob’s service years as slavery, he worked more or less as hard as any Israelite slave would.
Our modern society is one in which a considerable portion of the people don’t take personal responsibility for any of their choices or the consequences of those choices, but that is not the Mosaic Law. God, through His law, tries to teach and enforce that people make good decisions and take responsibility for the decisions they make.
“master.” Both times in this verse “master” is a grammatical plural, literally, “masters.” This is a plural of emphasis, an honorific plural.
Exd 21:5
“says, yes, says.” The Hebrew is emphatic and is the figure of speech polyptoton; it repeats the word “says,” more literally, “says says.” In The Schocken Bible, this is translated as “says, yes, says.” The idea is that if the servant emphatically says that he does not want to go out free, then there are steps he can take to stay with the master.
[See the REV commentary on Gen. 2:16 and the Word Study: “Polyptoton.”]
Exd 21:6
“master.” Two times in the verse the word “master” is literally “masters,” a grammatical plural, a plural of emphasis.
“the judges.” The word “judges” is translated from the Hebrew word elohim (#0430 אֱלֹהִים). Elohim is a plural noun in its grammatical form. Elohim does not have a singular form, it is always grammatically plural, and as such Elohim can mean “God,” a “god,” “gods,” or a representative or representatives of God such as a judge or judges (see commentary on Gen. 1:1). The context reveals which meaning is meant in the biblical text, and almost always that is an easy choice. However, in some cases which meaning is meant can be more difficult to determine. In this case, the logical choice seems to be that “elohim” refers to the local judges. They were the representatives of God, and the place where the slave would go to get his ear pierced, especially during the wilderness wanderings, would be the Tabernacle. During the period of the wilderness wanderings, it would be easy for someone to go to the Tent of Meeting where God was. But if this regulation was also intended to be in force once Israel got settled in the Promised Land, which seems to be the case since this law was not changed later, then it would not be convenient for a slave and master to travel to Jerusalem for this ceremony and so they would likely go to the nearest Levitical city where Levites and judges who represented God lived. Also, although the “door” or “doorpost” is not specifically indicated here, it would likely have been a post in the Tabernacle during the wilderness wanderings, and after that, it could be a door in the location where the judges lived.
That elohim in this verse refers to “judges,” the representatives of God, and not “God” Himself is supported by Exodus 22:9 by the phrase, “he whom the judges condemn.” In that phrase, the word elohim (judges) is followed by the verb “condemn,” which in the Hebrew text is a plural verb. When elohim is being used for “God,” the one true God, the verb associated with it is singular. That in this case “condemn” is plural supports the meaning “judges,” the representatives of God, in this section of the Law of Moses.
Another reason that elohim refers to the judges is that in the context of Exodus 22:8-9, things that were given to a person for safekeeping, or that were lost and later disputed, needed impartial judges to hear each person’s case and make a decision. If a person would steal from a neighbor, then he would also lie about it, so saying that the people involved would take an oath before God and that would be sufficient was not an acceptable solution. In contrast, local judges usually knew the character of the people involved and also might have known if someone suddenly and inexplicably gained property, livestock, or money. Godly local judges were often the best solution for solving problems in a community.
“and he will serve him “forever.” The word “forever” in this case means for a long time because according to Jewish law and rabbinic interpretation, the servitude ended in the year of the Jubilee (Lev. 25:39-41) or when the master died.
Exd 21:7
“she is not to go out free as the male slaves do.” Men who were sold into slavery were released in the seventh year (see the REV commentary on Exod. 21:2). However, women who were sold into slavery were not released. It was the cultural norm that the master or someone in the master’s family would marry the girl (Exod. 21:8), and she would become a permanent part of that family.
Exd 21:8
“If she is unpleasant in the eyes of her master.” The Bible does not give a reason why the woman would be “unpleasant” (the literal Hebrew is “bad” or “evil”) in the eyes of her master. There could be many things he was displeased with. In any case, he designated her for himself when he bought her, and now that he is no longer interested in her he must allow her to be bought back by her family or by another Israelite.
“master.” The Hebrew is a grammatical plural, “masters.” It is a plural of majesty or emphasis.
“who has designated her to himself.” The NET text note on Exodus 21:8 reads: “The verb יָעַד (yaʿad) does not mean ‘betroth, espouse’ as some of the earlier translations had it, but ‘to designate.’ When he bought the girl, he designated her for himself, giving her and her family certain expectations.”
The girl may have been “designated” because she was still very young, or the master was planning to marry another woman (Exod. 21:10), or there may have been other reasons the master did not marry the girl from the start.
“then he must let her be redeemed.” If the master married a girl who was sold into slavery, but she did not please him, then the master was to let her birth family buy her back. He could not sell an Israelite girl to a non-Israelite, a foreigner. However, what usually happened was the master would simply take another wife along with the unloved wife (concubine), but since wives cost money and time, he might simply sell the unloved woman back to her family.
Exd 21:9
“rights of daughters.” In this context, “daughters” refers broadly to women, because every woman was someone’s daughter. In the culture and according to the law of Moses, women had rights in the marriage. We see some of those rights in the next verse, Exodus 21:10.
Exd 21:10
“food.” The Hebrew word is sheʾer (#07607 שְׁאֵר), which means “flesh, meat.” The point that the Law is making is that the wife, even if loved less than another wife, is to be well-fed. She is to get meat just like the other wife and eat what the rest of the family eats; she is not to just be given vegetables and leftovers. The Mosaic Law was very clear that a husband was to take good care of his wife—every wife he had.
“clothing.” In this context, “clothing” also included housing whenever possible. Truly poor people often had to sleep outdoors in their clothing (Exod. 22:25-26), which then were both their clothing and their shelter. In this context of a man providing for his unwanted wife, he could not just give her clothing but not shelter if he could afford it—that would never be God’s heart in providing for the woman—so “clothing” here includes clothing and a sheltered place to sleep at night.
“conjugal rights.” The Hebrew word is `onah (#05772 עוֹנָה) and it occurs only here in the Old Testament, which has generated some scholarly debate about its meaning. However, from ancient times it has been understood to mean the sexual intercourse that occurs in marriage and was considered a wife’s right, and there is no solid lexical or logical reason to doubt that conclusion. Sexual intercourse with her husband was the only way a woman could have children, and children were absolutely necessary for a blessed life in the biblical world. The only reliable plan for old age and for protection in the biblical world was to have a large family (Ps. 127:4-5). This was so much the case that a barren woman was considered cursed.
Children were extremely important to women in the biblical world and the ancient world in general. Abraham’s wife Sarah was so upset about being barren that she told Abraham to have intercourse with her slave girl so she could have children through her (Gen. 16:2). When Jacob’s wife Rachel was barren she expressed her feelings to Jacob and said, “Give me children or else I will die” (Gen. 30:1). When Naomi’s husband and two sons died, she told the people not to call her Naomi (“Pleasant”) but to call her “Mara” (“Bitter”). When Samuel’s mother Hannah was barren before giving birth to Samuel, she refused to eat, wept, was bitter in her soul about it, and her husband’s second wife provoked her about it (1 Sam. 1:2-10). Part of the blessings pronounced upon Israel if they would obey God and His law was that no one would be barren (Deut. 7:14). One of the great reasons for praising God was that He makes barren women become “the joyful mother of children” (Ps. 113:9). As we see in Exodus 21:11, if a husband refused to have sexual intercourse with a wife, God allowed her to leave him.
In the ancient world, death was often quick and unexpected. A woman with lots of children (and a husband if a wife died) could pretty much expect to be taken care of in her old age if her husband died, and security in one’s old age and protection from thieves and bullies were important reasons to have lots of children. There was no police force or 911 numbers in the ancient world—a large family was one’s best protection against many societal ills.
Exd 21:11
“she can go free, without paying any money.” Exodus 21:10-11 is very important for a proper understanding of marriage, marriage duties, and divorce. It is often taught in Christian circles that the only reason for divorce is adultery, and that opinion is based on verses such as Matthew 19:3-9. But there has been a lot of work done on the cultural debate about marriage at the time of Christ, and many competent scholars have shown that the debate about divorce was between competing rabbinic schools and involved a disagreement over the reasons that a man could divorce a woman (Matt. 19:3). Jesus addressed that to a point, but also said that he had not come to destroy the law but to fulfill it (Matt. 5:17-18).
Jesus never addressed all the conditions under which a woman could leave a man, and there is no reason to assume that he changed the Mosaic Law of Exodus 21:10-11 on that point. Many Christians today feel trapped in their marriage because even though their spouse is mentally or physically abusive, or does not provide for them, or their marriage is loveless and sexless, because the spouse has not committed adultery the abused one does not feel free to leave. Marriage is a covenant made in good faith that both partners will fulfill their proper roles, and if that does not happen the covenant is broken, just as Israel broke their covenant with God. Adultery is not the lone “key” to a door leading out of marriage, as we see here in Exodus. God gave divorce as a way out of an abusive marriage because humans sometimes sin horribly against each other.
Was divorce God’s intention for unhappy marriages? Certainly not. God desires change and reconciliation, which is why He pleaded over and over with Israel to change her ways. Furthermore, there is no verse in the Bible that says a couple has to divorce. Many seemingly unredeemable marriages are saved by counseling, forbearance, and forgiveness. Nevertheless, sometimes divorce is the most redemptive way out of a terrible relationship, and even God eventually divorced Israel because of her sin, hard-heartedness, and worship of other gods (Isa. 50:1; Jer. 3:8), and Jesus was certainly not condemning his heavenly father for that. God hates divorce (Mal. 2:16), but hardness of heart gets involved between people (Matt. 19:8), and there are times when divorce can be a viable choice, just as it was for God Himself.
It should be said that although God allowed for a woman to leave a man for abuse and non-support, in actual practice it apparently must have been very uncommon for a woman to be able to leave. As often happens with biblical law, God’s law is righteous but people do not obey it. Women in the biblical world often had little or no control over their lives. Thankfully, that has changed in many parts of the modern world.
When the text says that the woman, “may go free, without paying any money,” it refers to the fact that she came into the marriage as a slave, so it is likely that she or her family owed money and she was the payment or part of the payment. She had been sold to her master (Exod. 21:7), so theoretically then, she should have had to pay her master for her release. But this situation is actually different because the master married her, so now the situation is not about a slave buying her freedom, but rather a wife getting to leave an unworkable marriage because her husband is denying her food, clothing (and shelter, because often one’s clothes were their shelter) and sex. If the husband denies his wife these things, from God’s perspective she is free to leave.
Exd 21:12
“must be put to death, yes, death.” The world today has a tremendous amount of evil and unjust killing, kidnapping, rape, and more. The world would be a better place if the people committing heinous crimes in society were stopped, but how is that to be done? One of the biblical solutions to violent crimes is the death penalty. The Bible supports the death penalty in both the Old and New Testaments. In fact, according to Scripture, the death penalty is perhaps the most important key to having a fair and just legal system and a safe society. The death penalty was not invented by humans to solve a social problem. It was God who commanded the death penalty so that men, women, and children could live better and safer lives.
It is common to hear people say that the death penalty is demeaning to human life, but the opposite is the case. The death penalty actually affirms the value of life. It is demeaning to human life when someone who murders another person then “pays” for their crime with a penalty less than the death sentence. The message sent by giving a light sentence to a murderer is that a human life is not worth much, something that most criminals believe already. The death penalty sends the clear message that life is very valuable and if a person takes the life of another, the only viable compensation is the criminal’s own life.
The death penalty is an integral part of the Old Testament Law and is in all five books of Moses (Genesis-Deuteronomy), and in other books of the Old Testament as well. Furthermore, the New Testament supports it. The most common reason why people believe the Bible does not support the death penalty is that the King James Version and a few other English versions of the Bible translate the Sixth Commandment as “Thou shalt not kill” (Exod. 20:13; Deut. 5:17). But the Hebrew word translated “kill” in those English versions is better translated “murder,” which is the way it is translated in almost all modern English versions of the Bible. The Sixth Commandment is not forbidding the death penalty; it is a command not to murder or kill another man unjustly.
The death penalty is so integral to a safe society and establishing the value of human life that it is mentioned many times in the Law of Moses (cf. Exod. 21:12-14, 16, 28-29; Lev. 24:17, 21; Num. 35:16-21, 31; Deut. 19:11-13, 16-21; 24:7). Besides those doctrinal statements about putting criminals who commit capital crimes to death, many of the great leaders in the Bible put criminals to death. In Leviticus 24:10-23, Moses oversaw the execution of a man who had blasphemed. In Numbers 15:32-36, a man was executed for violating the Sabbath. In Exodus 32:25-29 and Numbers 25:1-15, people were executed for idolatry. Joshua executed Achan, who selfishly stole goods from Jericho and caused the death of about 36 people (Josh. 7:1, 5, 11, 12, 19-26). Samuel executed Agag, the Amalekite king, for “making women childless” (1 Sam. 15:33). David executed Rechab and Baanah for murdering Ish-bosheth (2 Sam. 4:5-12). Solomon, often called the wisest man who ever lived, had his brother executed for trying to steal the kingdom from him (1 Kings 2:25), and had Joab executed (1 Kings 2:29), and had Shimei executed for breaking the law (1 Kings 2:46). So great men of God like Moses, Joshua, David, and Solomon did not think that the death penalty was ungodly or inappropriate for capital crimes.
The New Testament also supports the death penalty. 1 Timothy 1:8-10 says that the law is good if a person uses it properly, such as for murders. When something is clearly established in the Old Testament as the will of God, it does not need to be repeated in the New Testament so we will know that it is still the will of God. When God wants to change something, like His laws concerning animal sacrifice or circumcision, He tells us. The proper way to interpret Scripture is to believe that God’s will is constant unless He tells us He has new rules for us. In the case of capital punishment for murderers, kidnappers, etc., God does not change His mind about those things, but instead, He confirms what He had said in the Old Testament (cf. 1 Tim. 1:8-10; see also Rom. 7:12). That is why when Paul was accused of causing riots, he said that if it could be proven he did those things he did not refuse to die (Acts 25:11).
There are some verses of Scripture that people have used to try to say that the death penalty is wrong, such as “Judge not lest you be judged” (Matt. 7:1) or the idea of “turn the other cheek” (Matt. 5:39) but those verses have not been correctly understood or rightly applied to the death penalty. Similarly, people have said the death penalty is not loving, but God is love and He gave the death penalty commands, so they reflect His love by keeping people free from fear and safe from harm.
Many people say the death penalty is harsh, but James Jordan comments on that: “Perhaps to our modern ears they may seem harsh, but we must be careful not to accuse God of sin. He gave these laws, and regardless of whether or not we should keep them today, surely they reflect His goodness. Doesn’t this harshness serve to show us that we have too lax a view of sin? Also, have our modern loose laws done us any good? Modern humanistic law is soft on the criminals and harsh on the innocent. Biblical law is harsh on criminals and thus protects the innocent, the widow, the orphan, the poor, and the law-abiding.”[footnoteRef:204] [204:  James Jordan, The Law of the Covenant, 27-28.] 

Also, there are people who say we should not have a death penalty because so many witnesses lie in court. That may be true today, but that is because we fail to do what God says. The Bible says that if a person is caught lying in court, they are to get the punishment that the person they lied about would have gotten if their lie had not been discovered (Deut. 19:16-19). We don’t follow that guidance today. If a person gets caught in perjury, usually all that happens is a relative slap on the wrist in comparison to the punishment they intended the other person to get. The result of that lax kind of justice is predictable: a lot of people lie in court. If we would actually obey what God says to do, there would be hardly any perjury in court.
In the future, when Jesus Christ sets up his kingdom on earth, there will be natural people there who still have a sin nature and would sin if left to themselves, just as people do today. How will Jesus Christ keep order in his kingdom? He will rule with a “rod of iron” (Ps. 2:9; Rev. 2:27; 12:5; 19:15). Jesus’ rod of iron will ensure that the people in his kingdom will be safe and be able to live without fear. We could have a much more pleasant life on this earth today if we would deal with capital criminals the way the Bible says to and the way that Jesus will in the future.
Jesus himself affirms the value of the death penalty for unrepentant evil people. When he comes to earth he will kill the wicked people so they will not enter his wonderful kingdom on earth. Isaiah 11:4 says that when he comes, “with the spirit from his lips he will kill the wicked” (cf. Isa. 63:2-4; Matt. 25:31-46). Eventually, God will put to death all the wicked people because of the harm they have done and also so they will not harm other people (Rev. 20:11-15).
[For information on murder, manslaughter, and the death penalty, see commentary on Exod. 21:12. For more on the death penalty being love, see commentary on Zech. 5:3. When he comes, Jesus will kill the wicked (Isa. 11:4). For more on Jesus’ future reign on earth, see Appendix 5: Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
“put to death, yes, death.” God emphasizes that the criminal must be put to death by repeating the verb that gets translated “put to death” twice. Thus, a somewhat more literal rendition of the verse might be “Anyone who strikes a person so that he dies must die, be caused to die. Repeating the verb twice with different inflections for emphasis is the figure of speech polyptoton, and the reader should not miss that God is emphasizing the fact that murderers must be put to death.
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
Exd 21:13
“But if it was not premeditated.” In this case, the aggressor did strike the man, but he did not mean to kill him. This is a case of manslaughter, in which the aggressor is guilty but not of premeditated murder, which is punishable by death. The place where the killer can flee is a city of refuge (Num. 35:9-15). The killer had to remain in that city until the death of the High Priest (Num. 35:25-32).
Exd 21:14
“to be put to death.” The Hebrew text is more literally, “to die,” but that phrase alone could be confusing to the English reader and might be thought to mean that a person taken from God’s altar would die on their own. That is not the meaning. The altar of God was ordinarily a place of refuge, but if a person was a cold-blooded murderer, God provided no protection for him.
Exd 21:15
“put to death, yes, death.” The English phrase “put to death” is the translation of one verb in the Hebrew text and that verb is repeated twice. The first verb is an infinitive verb and the second verb is an imperfect verb. Repeating the verb twice in succession is the figure of speech polyptoton and it is used for emphasis, in this case highlighting both the seriousness of the sin and the penalty for it. The Hebrew text is more literally translated as “put to death, yes, put to death,” and it occurs quite a few times in the Bible, always emphasizing the enormity of the crime and the punishment for it.
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16, “eat, yes, eat.” Also, see the Word Study: “Polyptoton.”]
Exd 21:16
“and sells him, or if he is found in his hand.” Although the verse is put in the masculine, the law applies equally to women. Anyone who kidnapped a man or woman, boy or girl, was to be put to death.
If the modern world would apply this law of God today the world would see a drastic drop in the sex trade. The world is not serious enough about protecting victims, instead, we are overly concerned about treating criminals “fairly” (see commentary and quotation by James Jordan in the commentary on Exod. 21:12).
Exd 21:17
“treats his father or his mother with contempt.” The Hebrew word translated as “treats...with contempt” is qalal (#07043 קָלַל ), which means more like “to treat someone lightly,” or “treat someone with contempt,” although it can certainly refer to cursing someone. However, the more common word that means “curse” is ʾarar (#0779 אָרַר), which is not used here. The word qalal opens the door to more meanings and a wider range of insults and contempt than just the word “curse” does. English versions that do not read “curse” include the JPS (“insults his father or mother”), the LSV, YLT (“he who is reviling his father or mother”), the NET (“he who treats his father or mother disgracefully”), and the NLT (“anyone who dishonors father or mother”). The two words, qalal and ʾarar are both used in Genesis 12:3 and the difference in the words shows up quite clearly there (see commentary on Gen. 12:3).
Exodus 21:17 is very similar to Leviticus 20:9. Also, Exodus 21:17 is quoted in Matthew 15:4b and Mark 7:10, but the New Testament quotation follows the Septuagint more closely than it does the Hebrew text of Exodus.
“put to death, yes, death.” The English phrase “put to death” is the translation of one verb in the Hebrew text and that verb is repeated twice. The first verb is an infinitive verb and the second verb is an imperfect verb. Repeating the verb twice in succession is the figure of speech polyptoton and it is used for emphasis, in this case highlighting both the seriousness of the sin and the penalty for it. The Hebrew text is more literally translated as “put to death, yes, put to death,” and it occurs quite a few times in the Bible, always emphasizing the enormity of the crime and the punishment for it.
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16, “eat, yes, eat.” Also, see the Word Study: “Polyptoton.”]
Exd 21:19
“healed, yes, healed.” The phrase “healed, yes, healed” is the translation of the Hebrew text in which the verb “healed” is repeated twice. The first verb is an infinitive verb and the second verb is an imperfect verb. Repeating the verb twice in succession is the figure of speech polyptoton and it is used for emphasis, in this case emphasizing that the injured person was to be allowed to heal completely.
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16, “eat, yes, eat.” Also, see the Word Study: “Polyptoton.”]
Exd 21:20
“with a staff” Many men, perhaps even most men, carried a walking stick or staff. A man who lost his temper could easily strike a slave with it.
“he must be avenged, yes, avenged.” The Law said that if a man struck another man with an instrument of wood and he died, the aggressor was to be put to death (Exod. 21:12; Num. 35:18). That is the case here. A slave is a person with rights, including the right to life, and if someone takes that away then God says they are to be put to death as well.
The phrase “avenged, yes, avenged” is the translation of the Hebrew text in which the verb “avenged” is repeated twice. The first verb is an infinitive verb and the second verb is an imperfect verb. Repeating the verb twice in succession is the figure of speech polyptoton and it is used for emphasis, in this case emphasizing that the person who was killed was to be avenged by the death of the killer.
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16, “eat, yes, eat.” Also, see the Word Study: “Polyptoton.”]
Exd 21:21
“because the slave is his money.” The Hebrew text is more literally, “because he is his money,” but that can be confusing in English. The REV and some other English versions replace the “he” with “the slave” for clarity. The word “money” is literally “silver,” but it is used regularly for money. The idea is that the slave made the master money or certainly helped with daily work, so it does not seem to make sense the master willingly disabled him. If the slave recovers after a day or two, the master is not punished.
Exd 21:22
“If men fight and hurt a pregnant woman, such that her children come out.” One of the sections in the Bible that has been used in the abortion debate is Exodus 21:22-23. Before we begin a discussion on the verses themselves and their implications, it is very important to note that these verses are not directly speaking about abortion. Having an abortion is a purposeful act, the woman or parents are purposely trying to kill the baby. Here in Exodus, however, if the verse is speaking of a miscarriage, it was unintentional; the man who hit or pushed the woman did so in the midst of a fight with another man, and any miscarriage or premature birth was unintentional. So this verse does not speak directly to the abortion debate.
A study of the subject of abortion in the Word of God reveals that there is not any particular verse that clearly mentions the subject. There is simply no verse that says, “Abortion is always wrong” or “Abortion is occasionally acceptable.” What we need to know about God’s view of abortion must be gained from inference and deduction within the overall context of Scripture. One thing that we can see from history and the Bible is that abortion was practiced to some extent in the ancient world, and if God had wanted to make a clear statement about it He certainly could have. It is likely that the primary reason there is not a clear statement about abortion in the Word of God is that the biblical culture was generally agricultural, and large families were desirable. Lots of children meant the family would be protected from enemies, would have lots of helpers on the farm, and would be able to provide for the parents as they got older. Our American society, which is not primarily agricultural, has many fewer children per family and some problems as a consequence. For example, it is all too common that elderly people are alone and have no one to help or take care of them. Historically, large families were insurance against that happening, so they were desirable.
Another thing we need to be aware of is that the Hebrew text is not clear in its meaning in Exodus 21:22, and so it needs to be understood from the context and remote context, and thus both sides of the abortion debate claim that this section of Scripture supports their position. The two sides of the debate are portrayed in the contrast between the Amplified Holy Bible (AMP) and the New International Version (NIV), and as one can see from the lists below, the scholars and versions are very divided on the issue, with many proponents on both sides—however, there are more proponents for the idea that the verse is speaking about a miscarriage. It is also worth noting that there are versions, such as the King James Version, that use neutral language that does not take a position on whether the baby is born alive or dead; they just point out that the baby is born. That neutral way of translating the verse is the way the REV has translated it.
Exodus 21:22 (Amplified Bible; cf. BBE, CEB, CJB, JPS, NAB, NASB77, NEB, NET (Full-Notes), NJB, NRSV, REB, RSV, Rotherham, Schocken Bible, TNK): “If men contend with each other, and a pregnant woman [interfering] is hurt so that she has a miscarriage, yet no further damage follows, [the one who hurt her] shall surely be punished with a fine [paid] to the woman’s husband, as much as the judges determine.”
What the Amplified Bible calls a “miscarriage,” the New International Version calls a premature birth.
Exodus 21:22 (NIV; cf. CSB, ESV, LSB, NASB2020, NET, NLT, TLV): “If men who are fighting hit a pregnant woman and she gives birth prematurely but there is no serious injury, the offender must be fined whatever the woman’s husband demands and the court allows.”
In the Amplified Bible and other versions that say the woman had a miscarriage, the phrase “there is no further damage” refers to the woman, the mother, who was hit in the fight. The baby is born dead but the mother ends up okay. In contrast, in the versions that translate the verse as a premature birth, the phrase “there is no serious injury” could refer to the mother or the baby. The evidence of Scripture seems to support that of the two choices, the choice that the text indicates a miscarriage seems to have the most evidence to support it.
A good reason to believe that Exodus 21:22 is speaking of a miscarriage is that if the child were born prematurely, but healthy, and the woman was also okay, there would be no reason for the fine that the verse says should be paid to the family. Today we track pregnancies with a precise knowledge of when the baby will be born, and women who are only a couple months pregnant speak of their “due date” months away. However, this was not the case in the ancient world. For example, in Goddesses, Whores, Wives, and Slaves, the author, Sarah Pomeroy, notes that the exact period of gestation was not known in ancient times. Pomeroy writes, “Some Romans believed that children could be born seven to ten months after conception, but that eight-month babies were not possible.”[footnoteRef:205] Without a knowledge of the due date, there would be no sure way to tell if the “birth” was premature unless the baby was obviously underdeveloped and therefore unhealthy, but if that were the case then harm to the baby in the form of death or sickness would soon follow. If the baby was healthy, there would be no concrete reason to connect the delivery with the fight and no reason for the fine to be levied. For the fine to be reasonable there must have been a definite connection between the fight and the birth, and some kind of damage done. It is because of facts like this that the translators of the many versions mentioned above believe that the woman in Exodus 21:22 had a miscarriage. [205:  Sarah Pomeroy, Goddesses, Whores, Wives, and Slaves, 168.] 

If it is accepted that Exodus 21:22 is speaking of a miscarriage, which seems most likely, an important fact emerges that factors in the abortion debate: the punishment that God demanded for causing this miscarriage was not the punishment that God demanded for either murder or manslaughter. God had declared the death penalty for murder (Exod. 21:12; Lev. 24:17, 21; Num. 35:16-21, 30, 31; Deut. 19:11-13; see commentary on Exod. 21:12) and the punishment for manslaughter was that the convicted person had to stay in a city of refuge until the death of the high priest (Exod. 21:13, Num. 35:22-25, 32). So it seems that God did not consider causing a miscarriage to be either murder or manslaughter. We today would likely put the miscarriage in the category of manslaughter because the death of the baby was accidental, but God apparently does not do that, instead, the perpetrator paid a fine.
The fact that the person who hit the woman and caused the miscarriage had to pay a fine is evidence that the ancient world understood that the baby had been alive but was killed, and they took the death of a baby seriously. The debate about when the life of a baby began was not a normal part of the ancient world. Babies grew and kicked and moved in the womb, and so to ancient people that was evidence of life. Furthermore, the fact that the Bible says God knew people in the womb (Jer. 1:5) and babies in the womb could apparently hear and act (Luke 1:44), is evidence the baby in the womb was quite alive.
It is noteworthy that the fine that the perpetrator had to pay was levied at the amount the husband demanded and the judges allowed. This is important because the fine for causing a miscarriage was not a fixed rate, like 100 shekels or something, but instead the fine varied. This makes sense on several levels. One factor to consider was how culpable was the woman. Was she more of an innocent bystander, or was she trying to enter the fight and help her husband win? Also, the circumstances of the family were likely considered. Was this a first child, or a possible first son? Although those things might not matter as much in today’s world, they mattered very much in the biblical culture.
It is evident that God did not consider causing the miscarriage either murder or manslaughter, because if He had, He would have prescribed the penalty for those crimes. Instead, causing the miscarriage is placed in another category, because the punishment was a fine determined by the woman’s husband and enforced by the court. It is important that we notice that in this case involving an accidentally caused miscarriage, the family and the court worked together to determine the fine, there was not a set law or statute about it. This reveals God’s desire to have both the family and the court involved in deciding these family matters.
In conclusion, we have to be honest about the fact that the Hebrew text seems to lean toward Exodus 21:22 being about a miscarriage, but it might only be about a premature birth. Furthermore, if the verse is about a miscarriage, the accidental death of the baby is not considered to have the same weight as the accidental death (“manslaughter”) of a mature human. Nevertheless, the death of the baby is treated seriously; the baby was alive in the womb and now it is dead, and a fine must be paid.
[For more information on the death penalty, see commentary on Exod. 21:12.]
“fined, yes, fined.”
“fined, yes, fined.” The phrase “fined, yes, fined” is the translation of the Hebrew text in which the verb “fined” is repeated twice. The first verb is an infinitive verb and the second verb is an imperfect verb. Repeating the verb twice in succession is the figure of speech polyptoton and it is used for emphasis, in this case emphasizing that the person who caused the harm was not to just walk away saying “No harm done,” but was to be fined.
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16, “eat, yes, eat.” Also, see the Word Study: “Polyptoton.”]
Exd 21:24
“eye for eye, tooth for tooth.” Exodus 21:24 was quoted by Christ in the Sermon on the Mount (Matt. 5:38).
Exd 21:26
“he must let him go free because of his eye.” The master striking a slave in the face most likely occurred in an unplanned fit of anger, but that is no excuse for robbing a person of some of the blessings of life. God knows that the slave needs to get away from such an angry undisciplined person, and so the Law said that if a master permanently injured a slave the slave was to go free. The next verse, Exodus 21:27, mentions knocking out a tooth, but the eye and tooth are just examples showing that the slave is not to be permanently wounded or disfigured in any way. Human dignity requires humane treatment. The rabbis enumerated 24 things, including fingers, toes, and the tip of the nose that could not be injured or else the slave would go free.[footnoteRef:206] [206:  Nahum Sarna, JPS Torah Commentary: Exodus, 127.] 

Exd 21:28
“stoned, yes, stoned.” The phrase “stoned, yes, stoned” is the translation of the Hebrew text in which the verb “stoned” is repeated twice. The first verb is an infinitive verb and the second verb is an imperfect verb. Repeating the verb twice in succession is the figure of speech polyptoton and it is used for emphasis, in this case emphasizing that the dangerous animal must be killed no matter how valuable it was to its owner.
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16, “eat, yes, eat.” Also, see the Word Study: “Polyptoton.”]
Exd 21:29
“and its owner also must be put to death.” God has no tolerance for those people who keep dangerous animals and ignore the health and life of other people. God’s law is harsh on evil and godless people and in that way it protects innocent and godly people. Sadly, most modern nations fall short on obeying God’s laws, and many innocent people suffer and die because of it. Of course, there are sometimes extenuating circumstances, but those can be sorted out if a country has and enforces godly laws and has godly judges.
Exd 21:30
“ransom.” This is also used for “atonement.”
Exd 21:32
“30 shekels.” Roughly 12 ounces (340 grams). A shekel was roughly .4 ounces (11 or 11.5 grams). See commentary on Genesis 24:22, “shekel.”
“master.” The Hebrew is more literally “lord,” which the REV generally translates in these cases as “master.” Also, the Hebrew word is a grammatical plural, literally, “lords,” which is a plural of emphasis or majesty, an honorific plural.
Exd 21:33
“uncovers a pit.” Generally, a “pit” in this context would be a cistern.
Exd 21:34
“money.” The Hebrew word means “silver,” and is also used for “money.”
“owner.” In the Hebrew text, the word “owner” is a grammatical plural; a plural of majesty or emphasis; an honorific plural.
Exd 21:36
“owner.” The Hebrew word is plural. This is a grammatical plural, literally, “owners,” but it refers to the one owner of the aggressive bull.
 
Exodus Chapter 22
Exd 22:1
“five oxen for an ox, and four sheep for a sheep.” Here in Exodus 22:1, the Torah teaches us that not all property has the same value. We know this, of course. There are things that do not mean much to us, and other things that mean a lot and/or are more inherently valuable. According to God’s law, a thief who steals a more valuable thing is required to pay more.
In this example, an ox is more valuable than a sheep both inherently, and also because it is likely that the owner of the ox would have spent considerable time training it to pull carts and plow. Stealing is very harmful to a society, and God takes it very seriously. If a thief cannot repay the debt he now owes because he stole, then he is sold into slavery for six years and goes free in the seventh (Exod. 22:3; 21:2). Modern society also makes people a kind of slave: we put them in prison where their life is not their own. They do, wear, eat, and sleep, what they are told to, and when their sentence is up they go free. Sadly, modern society often does not take stealing seriously, and thieves get little or no meaningful punishment, which only encourages more stealing.
If the thief still has the thing that he stole when he is caught, he still has to compensate for the anxiety and effort of the person he stole from and the society he damaged. He must give back what he stole and add one to it, thus paying “double” (Exod. 22:4). For example, if the person stole a sheep, then he would give back the sheep and add one more sheep as well. Here in Exodus 22:1, the ox and the sheep are only examples of things that are more valuable and things that are less valuable. For example, stealing a horse is not specifically mentioned in Exodus, but it would be considered a more valuable asset and the repayment would be five horses. On the other hand, if a person stole a chicken, that would be considered a less valuable asset and the thief would only have to repay four chickens. Also, the penalty for stealing a person—kidnapping—was death (Exod. 21:16).
To understand some of the anxiety and effort caused by stealing, it helps us to remember that in ancient times there was no police force. If something was stolen from a person, that person had to track down the thief himself, which usually meant taking considerable time, and also enlisting the help of friends and neighbors. The thief then had to be forcibly brought—often no easy task since the thief knew what was coming—before the local judges who would make a decision about the matter and determine if there was really a theft and if so what was stolen. We can imagine that that decision was often not easy, and enforcing the penalty was also not easy. The best course people had then, and now as well, was to be diligent to protect their things in the first place.
Exd 22:2
“breaking in.” The Hebrew is more literally, “digging through,” which is how a thief might enter a house; he would dig through the mud brick wall. In English, we would say he was “breaking into” the house. Thieves might “dig through” a shelter for animals to steal animals or dig through a storehouse in order to steal grain. We must remember that there were no truly effective artificial lights in the ancient world so after the sun went down images were unclear at best. A person inside their house who saw that the wall was being dug through would not be able to properly assess the threat, and so killing the intruder was the only safe choice. However, as Exodus 22:3 says, if the sun is up and the intruder can be seen to be just a weaponless thief, then the thief was to be subdued and later taken to the city judges who would oversee the punishment.
Exd 22:3
“But if the sun has risen on him, there will be guilt for bloodshed incurred.” Exodus 22:2-3 is about the ability of a person or family to protect their life and property. When comparing Exodus 22:2 with Exodus 22:3, it can be deduced that Exodus 22:2 is about a thief or someone coming into the house at night. In those days before lights, that could be a very dangerous situation, and the people in the house had to assume the intruder was dangerous, and that they needed to do whatever they could to defend themselves, which sometimes involved killing the intruder. In contrast, in Exodus 22:3 the sun was up and so it could be seen who the intruder was and if they were dangerous or not. Of course, if an intruder was dangerous and of evil intent then a homeowner could lawfully defend himself, but if it could be seen that the intruder was no real danger but the homeowner killed him anyway, then the homeowner would be judged for his action.
“A thief.” The Hebrew is literally, “he,” but that might cause confusion in the flow of this context. It refers to the thief.
“If he has nothing, then he is to be sold because of his theft.” Although this verse is speaking of theft, we must remember that “Torah” means “instruction” (not “law”) and that the Torah gave general guidelines about how to run a godly society. There are many ways to “steal” from others. Exodus 22 names some of them: stealing property, having your animal eat other people’s grain, being careless with your fire and letting it burn the property of other people, etc. The general principle is that if you take or destroy something that belongs to someone else, you have to pay for the damage you have done.
Exd 22:4
“If what was stolen is found, yes, found in his hand alive.” In Exodus 22:1, if a man has killed or sold the animal he stole, then he has to pay five oxen for an ox and four sheep for a sheep (see commentary on Exod. 22:1). However, in this case the stolen animal is found alive, so the thief has to return it.
“he must pay double.” The rabbis have explained for years that “double” referred to giving back the living animal and along with it one more like it. For example, Rabbi Umberto Cassudo writes: “he shall pay double, that is, what he has stolen and another like it. The law of twofold payment for the theft of chattels is referred to incidentally later on [in Exodus 22:6].”[footnoteRef:207] [207:  U. Cassuto, A Commentary on the Book of Exodus, 283.] 

Exd 22:5
“he is to make restitution.” The law of Moses protects victims. There have always been evil people and bullies who take advantage of others. The court system is supposed to protect victims from those selfish people. In this case, if a man’s animals ate another man’s field, the animal owner would have to pay for the loss. If he could not pay, he was sold into the seven-year slavery system to pay for his debt (see commentary on Exod. 22:3).
Exd 22:6
“If fire breaks out.” God’s laws written in the Bible protect victims and hold people responsible for their actions, including “accidents.” The phrase, “if fire breaks out” is a perfect example of an “accident.” In the biblical period, people cooked over fires, so the fires always had to be carefully watched. With the unpredictable winds in the Middle East, and so many flammable things such as fields and houses, any fire had to be watched very carefully. We can feel sorry for the person whose fire accidentally got out of control, but we need to be more sorry for, and treat justly, the person who suffered loss due to someone else’s fire.
“the shocks of grain or the standing grain.” A “shock” of grain is a self-standing group of grain stalks that have been cut and tied together in such a way that they stand up so they can dry. This is ancient technology and is only done today when primitive harvesting practices are being done, perhaps in a setting such as by the Amish people. In contrast to the grain that has been cut and is standing up in shocks, the “standing grain” had not been harvested yet.
“the one who started the fire.” Accidents happen, but they will happen a lot less if the person who “accidentally” did not prepare for, pay attention to, or control what he was doing was held responsible for the accident. Obviously, there are times when accidents cannot be helped and no one is genuinely responsible, but in this case, the person purposely lit a fire, and if it is not properly prepared for and watched over, a fire can get out of control. The point is that there are kinds of accidents where it is reasonable to hold a person responsible for the accident. If societies were more diligent about doing this, there would be fewer “accidents.”
“is to make restitution, yes, restitution.” The Bible uses the figure of speech polyptoton for emphasis (see commentary on Gen. 2:16). In this case the emphasis is on full restitution. If a person cannot afford to make restitution, they are to be sold into the seven-year slavery system to pay their debt (see commentary on Exod. 22:3).
Exd 22:7
“he must pay double.” That is, “he,” the thief, must pay double. He must pay back what he stole and the same amount again (see commentary on Exod. 22:4).
Exd 22:8
“owner.” The Hebrew is baal, which is better translated as “owner” in this case.
“judges.” See commentary on Exodus 21:6.
Exd 22:9
“judges condemn.” The Hebrew verb “condemn” is a plural verb, which is good evidence that translating the Hebrew word elohim as “judges” in this context is correct. When elohim refers to the one true God, the verbs associated with it are singular (see commentary on Exod. 21:6).
Exd 22:10
“or is carried away.” The Hebrew text is more literally, “captured.” We can tell from the scope of Scripture, especially Exodus 22:13, that this refers to predatory animals such as the lions that lived in the ancient Middle East (the lions and other big cats went extinct in the Middle East during the Roman period because the Romans caught them and used them in gladiator games). The predatory animals would capture and carry away sheep, goats, calves, etc. If the donkey or sheep was carried off when no one saw it, which would have often been because predatory animals hunted at night, then the person who was supposed to be keeping the animal would swear he did not take it, and that oath was to be sufficient so that no restitution was required (Exod. 22:11).
Exd 22:11
“owner.” The word “owner” is a grammatical plural. An honorific plural; a plural of majesty.
“its owner must accept it.” A major theme in the Torah, God’s “instruction book,” is personal responsibility. The point of Exodus 22:10-11 is that everyone is responsible for their own possessions. If a person is unable to watch over his possessions for a time, then he (or she) must be very careful in picking someone to watch his stuff, because if it somehow disappears the one who said he would watch over the stuff only has to swear he did not take it himself, and the matter is settled. The stuff is gone somehow, but there is no retribution required. The lesson in this is that each person is responsible for his own things. If you must leave something with someone, you should pick someone who you trust and who is a responsible person who will be diligent in keeping it safe. But even then, if your stuff gets lost, you lose what you own. No one is ultimately responsible for your things but you.
But there is an exception that involves risk for the one who agreed to keep watch over the things. If anything is stolen, the one who agreed to watch the things must pay back for what was stolen. He does not have to pay the owner double, but he has to make good the loss (Exod. 22:12). Part of the lesson here is that you do not want to agree to watch over someone else’s things unless you have clear boundaries (“How long will I have to watch this?”) and are quite sure you can indeed keep the goods safe.
Exd 22:12
“But if it was stolen, yes, stolen from him.” This seems to contradict Exodus 22:10, which says that if the animal was taken but nobody saw it, the person who was keeping the animal does not have to pay restitution. But in this case the animal was “stolen,” that is, by human thieves, and the person who was keeping the animal must have been negligent in some way. If the person keeping the animal knew he could not keep the animals safe, then he should never have agreed to keep the animals in the first place.
“owner.” The word “owner” is a grammatical plural. An honorific plural; a plural of majesty.
Exd 22:13
“torn, yes, torn to pieces by wild animals.” The “by wild animals” added in the REV in italics is implied in the verb. The doubling of the verb “torn” is the figure of speech polyptoton, used for emphasis to show the totality of the tearing. In other words, this animal was torn to pieces, not just wounded or hurt.
If a lion or other animal kills a domestic animal like a cow, donkey, sheep, or goat, there is almost always some evidence of what happened, and the person in charge of the animal would bring pieces of it to the owner as evidence the animal had been killed and eaten by predators (e.g., Amos 3:12).
Exd 22:14
“its owner not being with it.” Borrowing things is risky. God’s law and God’s heart are that if anyone is kind enough to loan you something you don’t have or cannot afford, that person should not take the loss if you lose or break what you borrowed. God tells people to take responsibility for their lives and what they do, and that includes what they borrow. Too many people today just say “I’m sorry” and think that is all they have to do if they can’t return something they borrowed. But God’s heart is to protect the people who are kind enough to allow others to borrow their things, so the responsibility of the person who borrows is to return what was borrowed, and if it is broken or lost, to replace it.
“owner.” The word “owner” is a grammatical plural. An honorific plural; a plural of majesty.
Exd 22:15
“owner.” The word “owner” is a grammatical plural; an honorific plural; a plural of majesty.
“the loss is covered by its rent.” The Hebrew text is very abbreviated and thus unclear in English. The Hebrew text is simply, “it came for its hire.”
Exodus 22:15 has two sentences and covers two possible situations. The first sentence covers that if a person borrowed something (likely an animal (Exod. 22:14)) but for some reason he thought the animal might be hurt or die while it was being borrowed. In that case, he could make sure the owner of the animal was there at the time so that the owner could see that the animal was being properly cared for and not abused, and therefore the injury or death was unavoidable. In that case, with the owner present, the person who borrowed the animal (or the thing) did not have to make restitution to the owner.
The second sentence in the verse, “If it was rented, the loss is covered by its rent,” explains what happens when a person rents something or an animal but the thing or animal is broken, hurt, or dies while it is rented. In that case, the owner who rented out the animal knew there was some possibility that the thing or animal might be hurt, broken, or dead while it was rented out, but he was willing to accept that risk in return for the rent money he was paid. So if the thing is hurt or dies while it is rented out, the owner gets the rent money but nothing more, and the needy person who paid the rent money loses the rent money even if the animal did not finish the job it was hired to do.
These verses provide instruction for us today as to how to live godly lives in society. For example, if a person needed to borrow a lawn mower to mow his grass because his mower was temporarily broken, he can simply borrow a mower and take the chance that it will be fine doing the job and he will just return it once his own grass is mowed. But if in that situation the lawnmower he borrowed broke for some reason, he would have to pay to get it fixed or to get a new one to give to the man who loaned him the lawnmower. But if the man who needed to borrow the mower suspected that something was wrong with the lawnmower he wanted to borrow, he could absolve himself of responsibility for it by having the owner come over and watch him mow the grass (perhaps offer to have the owner come over on a Sunday afternoon and have a beer and watch the ballgame while you mowed your lawn). Then the owner would know that the borrower did not “do something wrong” and break the mower. In that case, if the mower broke while the owner was there with it, the borrower was absolved of responsibility and did not have to pay for the mower.
Similarly, if the man who needed to borrow the mower thought that something might go wrong with it while he was borrowing it, he could offer to rent it from the owner. Then, if something did go wrong with the mower, the owner got the rent money and the borrower did not have to pay more than the rent amount that he agreed to pay to borrow the mower.
Exd 22:16
“pay a bride-price.” It seems that custom set the bride-price, or “dowry” at 50 shekels of silver (Deut. 22:29). “Pay a bride price” is one word in the Hebrew.
“he must pay, yes, pay a bride-price for her to be his wife.” The unspoken expectation is that if a man seduces a virgin, he is to marry her, and that includes paying the bride-price to her father. The standard bride-price was 50 shekels of silver (Deut. 22:29).
“pay, yes, pay.” In the Hebrew text the word “pay” is repeated twice for emphasis, which is the figure of speech polyptoton (see commentary on Gen. 2:16).
Exd 22:17
“refuses, yes, refuses.” In the Hebrew text the word “refuses” is repeated twice for emphasis, which is the figure of speech polyptoton (see commentary on Gen. 2:16). The meaning here is “absolutely refuses.”
“pay money.” The Hebrew is literally, “weight out silver” according to the bride-price.
Exd 22:18
“sorceress.” A “sorceress” is a woman who seeks to control things in the natural world by summoning or controlling supernatural forces. It is recognized in law codes from different nations that some magic was intended to harm and some magic was intended for a supposedly good cause. The Bible makes no such distinction. Magic was about control, and sorcerers and sorceresses sought to exert control above the will of God. Also, God knew the “forces” that the sorcerers were enlisting to help them were demonic, and any assistance given by demons will end badly. Exodus 22:18 mentions sorceresses, not sorcerers, males, because there were many more females involved in witchcraft than males. The norms of ancient society were one reason for that. While men could often dictate their choices and destiny, women in the ancient world were generally at the mercy of the men in their lives. There was almost nothing they could do without getting some man to allow it or make it happen. So it was more natural for them to seek the help of invisible supernatural forces to get what they wanted. There were male sorcerers also, and by extension, this law would apply to them too; the masculine form of the word occurs in Deuteronomy 18:10.
The Hebrew phrase “not…to live” is unusual and is therefore especially forceful. The more normal expression in the Hebrew text is “put to death,” which occurs in Leviticus 20:27. The sorcerer was to be put to death because of their intimate involvement with demons, who are the avowed enemies of God and are hurtful to all of God’s creation. There are only two ultimate supernatural sources: God and the Devil. Anyone who is working with supernatural powers that are not from God is working with God’s enemy and is genuinely harmful to God’s creation. There is no such thing as “good” witchcraft. Demons do come as angels of light, “helpful” angels (cf. 2 Cor. 11:14) but in the end, they always turn “good” into evil.
In the times of the Old Testament, the average believer did not have the gift of holy spirit that was poured out upon every believer on the Day of Pentecost (Acts 2) and so they had to deal with spiritual wickedness in a physical way, by putting the evil person to death. Today every believer has the gift of holy spirit (Eph. 2:13-14) and so we wrestle against evil forces with spiritual weapons (Eph. 6:10-20).
A lesson we can learn from Exodus 22:18 is that it is very dangerous for a person to disobey God and get involved with the demonic realm to get information and power instead of turning to God for information and power. Not only does it help the Enemy, but it also harms the person in many ways, particularly from a Day of Judgment perspective. Christians who work with the Enemy mar themselves and the Church, and will be marred for it (1 Cor. 3:17).
[For more on God’s prohibitions about working with demons in different ways, see commentary on Deut. 18:9-14. For more specific information about sorcery, see commentary on Deut. 18:10.]
Exd 22:19
“Whoever has sex with an animal.” Sex with animals is forbidden by God, but it was apparently common in the ancient world so it is mentioned several times in the Mosaic Law (Exod. 22:19; Lev. 18:23; 20:16; Deut. 27:21). It is important to notice that any sex with any kind of animal was forbidden by God because in the cultures around Israel that was not the case. For example, according to Hittite law, sex with some kinds of animals was allowed while sex with other animals was forbidden.[footnoteRef:208] [208:  Umberto Cassuto, A Commentary on the Book of Exodus, 290-91.] 

Rabbi Umberto Cassuto writes: “These despicable practices were sometimes connected with magic, and there are many references to them in pagan mythology. In Ugaritic poetry, it is narrated that Baal had intercourse with a cow in order to be saved magically from death that awaited him as a result of the devices of Mot, the king of the netherworld; and in the epic of Gilgamesh, there are references to the relations of the goddess Ishtar with various animals.”[footnoteRef:209] A Roman statue found at Pompeii is of the god Pan having sex with a goat.[footnoteRef:210] [209:  Cassuto, A Commentary on the Book of Exodus, 290. Hebrew spellings have been adjusted for clarity in English.]  [210:  Michael Grant, Eros in Pompeii, 94-95.] 

Leviticus 18:23 says that sex with animals “is a perversion.” The Hebrew word translated as “perversion” also means “confusion” and “disgrace” (HALOT). For a person to have sex with an animal is a perversion of God’s created order. We can see this beginning in Genesis 2:18-25, when God created all the animals and Adam, but Adam was still alone and needed another human to be with him. It is also echoed in Romans 1:26, when a man having sex with a woman is referred to as “natural sexual relations.”
“death, yes, death.” In the Hebrew text the word “death” is repeated twice for emphasis, which is the figure of speech polyptoton (see commentary on Gen. 2:16).
Exd 22:20
“He who sacrifices to the gods.” The word “gods” is elohim, and it can refer to God, gods, a god, or a representative of God such as a judge (see commentary on Exod. 21:6). Here in Exodus 22:20 the meaning is almost certainly “gods,” referring to pagan gods, but it would be possible that it would also include representatives of God, such as judges (elohim is used of judges in Exod. 21:6; 22:8, and 22:9). Although the Israelite culture did not generally include sacrificing to great men, pagan cultures did (e.g., Dan. 2:46). Thus it is possible that God worded the Hebrew text the way it is to forbid both possibilities: sacrificing to any god or human except Yahweh.
“devoted to destruction.” In this context, the phrase means executed (see commentary on Josh. 2:10 and 6:17).
Exd 22:21
“foreigner.” The Hebrew word is most often translated as “sojourner,” but in this context “foreigner” seems to make better sense, and it is within the semantic range of the Hebrew word.
Exd 22:22
“mistreat.” The Hebrew word translated in the REV as “mistreat” is ʿanah (#06031 עָנָה), and it has a very wide range of meanings as can be seen by the large number of different translations that appear in the English versions (e.g., “afflict” (ASV), “do no wrong” (BBE); “abuse” (CJB), “mistreat” (CSB), “hurt” (Douay), “wrong” (NAB), “oppress” (NASB2020), “take advantage of” (NIV2011), “exploit” (NLT)). There were countless ways that a widow or orphan could be mistreated, abused, and exploited in the ancient world, and the best defense against that was a large and mutually supportive family.
“fatherless child.” Many English versions translate the Hebrew as “orphan,” but the Hebrew word can refer to either a fatherless child or an orphan. Sadly, in the ancient world there was often little difference. In practice, women were not allowed to defend themselves in court or inherit land. Thus a child without a father was quite helpless and could end up in endless servitude or slavery. God expected families to help each other, but sometimes they did not. Similarly, God commanded people to be good to the widow and fatherless, but often they were not.
Exd 22:23
“mistreat, yes, mistreat...cry out, yes, cry out...hear, yes, hear.” The repetition is the figure of speech polyptoton, which occurs when the same verb appears twice in succession in a sentence but the verb is inflected in different ways. Here in Exodus 22:23, in all three pairs of verbs, the first verb is an infinitive verb and the second verb is in the imperfect tense.
The fact that this sentence has three pairs of verbs for emphasis would surely have caught the attention of anyone reading the Hebrew text. God is being very emphatic that He does not want the widow and the fatherless child, who have a hard enough life as it is, to be badly treated by people, and will deal harshly with anyone who takes advantage of the widow or defenseless child.
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16, “eat, yes, eat.”]
“hear, yes, hear.” In this context, “hear” means much more than just “hear,” it means to hear and do something about the situation. This is the “pregnant” or idiomatic sense of the verb (see commentary on Luke 23:42, “remember me”).
Exd 22:24
“I will kill you with the sword.” This is the idiom of agency. God will not literally pick up a sword and kill the offender, but someone who is acting as His agent will do it (for more on agency, see commentary on Matt. 8:5).
Also, in this context “kill with the sword” is a form of synecdoche where one part is put for many parts, in this case, one way of killing is put for many (or all) ways of killing. The text is not saying that an abuser will always die by the sword, but he will die in some way, one of which would be the sword.
[See Word Study: “Synecdoche.”]
Exd 22:25
“nor are you to charge him interest.” The command to not charge interest on a loan to a fellow Israelite occurs in several places in the Torah (cf. Exod. 22:25; Lev. 25:35-38; Deut. 23:19-20; see commentary on Deut. 23:19 and 23:20).
Exd 22:26
“take, yes, take.” The Hebrew text repeats the same verb twice, the first use being an infinitive form, and the second use being an imperfect form of the verb. This is the figure of speech polyptoton and it is used for emphasis (see commentary on Gen. 2:16).
“take as collateral.” The Hebrew text only uses one verb, used twice in succession, and it means “take as a pledge” or “take as collateral.”
“you must return it to him before the sun goes down.” This is a command and it reflects the mercy of God and also how people who lend things based on collateral have to trust God that even if what they lent gets broken or somehow is not returned, they will be made whole somehow by God—they do not get to keep the collateral if the borrower needs it to live. The lender has to be the “bigger person” and absorb the loss if what they lent is not returned. To keep what someone needed to survive would be cruel, and that behavior is never sanctioned by God.
Exd 22:27
“for that is his only covering.” In the biblical time, clothing and blankets were hand-made, and therefore it was common for people, even people who were not considered “poor,” to only have one outer cloak, which they would use as a blanket and covering at night. God is so merciful that He commands that if such a person has to give his cloak as collateral for a loan of some kind, even if something unexpected happens and he cannot repay the loan by nightfall, his cloak must be returned to him so he can have a restful night’s sleep. But it is likely that the man would have to give the cloak back to the lender again the next day as security for the loan—the loan is not forgiven just because the poor man could not pay it back immediately.
As part of the Torah, God’s “instruction book,” this record should teach us that God cares for the poor and needy and that just because a person cannot repay a loan or debt does not mean that we should not give the person extra time to repay the loan.
Exd 22:28
“revile God.” This is a case where the two stanzas in the verse may be saying basically the same thing. The word translated as “God” is elohim, which can refer to God or a representative of God (see commentary on Gen. 1:1). Actually, this is a likely case of the figure of speech amphibologia, where one thing is said but it can refer to two things, both of which are true.[footnoteRef:211] God forbids reviling Him and reviling His agents and representatives, such as the judges (e.g. Exod. 22:8, 9). [211:  See E. W. Bullinger, Figures of Speech Used in the Bible, 804-06, “amphibologia.”] 

The word translated as “revile” has a semantic range that includes “curse,” “speak contemptuously of,” and “make light of.” God wants Himself and His representatives to be respected and held in honor.,
Exd 22:29
“You must not delay offering.” God wanted the Levites and priests to get the tithe of the Israelites right away. Farmers might have a tendency to delay for a number of reasons, one being the time it took to get the tithe to a Levitical city to give it to the Levites there. But grain and grape juice change dramatically over time, and can be ruined if not handled quickly after being harvested, so God commanded that the tithes and offerings be taken quickly to the Levites and priests.
“You are to give the firstborn of your sons to me.” God had also said this in a less specific way in Exodus 13:2. But here in Exodus 22:29 and also in Exodus 34:19-20, God clarifies the command of Exodus 13:2 and says it applies to just the males, not the females. However, He changed this command and decided to take the Levites instead (Num. 8:16).
Exd 22:30
“you are to give it to me.” They gave the cattle and sheep to God by sacrificing them.
Exd 22:31
“you are to throw it to the dogs.” Dogs were considered unclean in the biblical world and were not generally kept as pets, but roamed the streets and ate garbage and whatever else they could find, including dead bodies. In fact, the dogs that roamed the cities and countryside of the ancient world were a major reason that dead bodies usually disappeared fairly quickly. The Bible has a number of verses about dogs eating dead bodies (cf. Exod. 22:31; 1 Kings 14:11; 16:4; 21:19, 23, 24; 22:38; 2 Kings 9:10, 36). For example, dogs ate the body of Queen Jezebel after Jehu had her thrown down from an upper window (2 Kings 9:10, 36-37). The shepherds, and some farmers, often kept dogs to help herd and protect the sheep, but that was generally an exception in the culture.
[For more on dogs eating dead bodies, see commentary on Jer. 14:16.]
 
Exodus Chapter 23
Exd 23:1
“Do not join your hand with the wicked to help them by being a malicious witness.” God wants human society to be peaceful and kind, and that means standing against wickedness. Wicked people want and usually need the support of others, and pressure people to help them. The righteous must resist giving that support; people who help the wicked to do evil are evil themselves, and God warns that no matter how many handshakes and agreements are made between the wicked, they will all be punished. “Though hand join in hand, the wicked shall not be unpunished” (Prov. 11:21 KJV).
Exd 23:2
“go along with the majority in perverting justice.” This translation is the most likely meaning of the verse, but the Hebrew text allows for another, but seemingly less likely meaning, a meaning that is represented in a few Bible versions. For example, the LSV reads, “to turn aside after many to cause [others] to turn aside” (Young’s Literal Translation reads similarly). Understood that way, the verse is saying that if one person turns aside [from justice] it can cause others to follow and also turn aside from justice.
The Hebrew word translated as “perverting” is also used in Exodus 23:6. It is not the most common word for “pervert”; that word is used in Exodus 23:8.
It is possible that the verse is worded the way it is in the Hebrew text to allow for both understandings: a person is not to follow a majority and pervert justice, and a person should be aware that if he turns aside [from justice] that other people might be influenced by his actions and turn aside too. Truth and justice are very important to God, and each person has the responsibility to be truthful and just in what they do. In a world ruled by evil forces, there can be consequences for following truth, but there is a Day of Judgment coming when people who follow truth will be richly rewarded, while those who abandon truth for personal comfort and safety will be punished.
Exd 23:3
“Do not favor a poor man in his lawsuit.” God is righteous, and He does not tolerate evil and injustice. To some people it seems the right thing to do to favor a poor person in a lawsuit just because he or she is poor and the other party “can afford it.” But that is injustice, and God is against it. Courts have to be right and righteous in their dealings. In contrast, Exodus 23:6 says not to deny justice to a poor person who cannot defend himself in court (see commentary on Exod. 23:6).
Exd 23:4
“you must return, yes, return it to him.” This command of God has mostly been forgotten in our modern world. People who find lost things usually act as if they have a right to keep what they find. They do not! In fact, the person who finds the lost item has a responsibility to try to find out who lost it and return it to that person. That may not be a convenient thing to do. In the case of a lost ox or donkey, the animal may have wandered miles away from home, and returning it might be a serious inconvenience, but that is what God says to do. In order to have a godly society, the people in that society must be willing to make the sacrifices that it takes to obey God.
Exd 23:5
“one who hates you.” Exodus 23:4 and 23:5 fit together and speak of two very realistic possibilities in the ancient world: animals that wander off and animals that are overloaded and fall down. The verses mention “your enemy” and “one who hates you,” and thus cover a lot of people you would not “want” to help. But the Law speaks of loving your “neighbor,” and Jesus showed in the Parable of the Good Samaritan that your “neighbor” could be any fellow human being. Part of being loving to others and obedient to God is helping people even if you don’t like them and helping people when it is inconvenient to do so.
“do not refrain from raising it, you must raise, yes, raise it up with him.” The Hebrew word translated as “raise” in the REV is ʿazav (#05800 עָזַב), and it occurs three times in Exodus 23:5, and it has caused translators and commentators a lot of problems. The idea for the translation “raise” comes from the meaning of the word in Nehemiah 3:8, where the walls of Jerusalem were “restored,” or raised. The JPS translation reads that you “would refrain from raising it, you must nevertheless raise it with him.” The Douay-Rheims version concludes the verse with the translation that you “shall lift him up with him,” that is lift the donkey up with the one who hates you. The word “raise” makes perfect sense in the context because the donkey had fallen down, and it needed to be raised back up so it could continue its work.
Exd 23:6
“pervert.” This same word is used in Exodus 23:2. The idea of the Hebrew text is that what is due poor people can be “stretched out” or “twisted” to the point that the poor people do not get a fair hearing in the court system. Exodus 23:3 and 23:6 cover both sides of justice for the poor and needy. Exodus 23:3 says not to favor a poor person just because he is poor, and Exodus 23:6 says not to deny the poor person justice and take advantage of him just because he does not have the means to defend himself in court.
There is a more common Hebrew word that means “pervert” that is not used here, but is used in Exodus 23:8.
Exd 23:7
“and do not kill the innocent and righteous.” There are many ways of killing innocent people besides outright murder, but God sees them all, and sees the heart and intent of anyone who would kill an innocent person by any means. David killed Uriah by putting him on the front lines of a battle, and that angered God.
“for I will not justify the wicked.” This is actually the figure of speech tapeinosis, or understatement, where something is understated in order to magnify it.[footnoteRef:212] The meaning is thus, “I will condemn the wicked.” The same figure occurs in Exodus 20:7. [212:  E. W. Bullinger, Figures of Speech Used in the Bible, 159-164.] 

[See Word Study: “Tapeinosis.”]
Exd 23:8
“a bribe blinds those who have sight.” This is a metaphorical statement. The words “blinds” and “sight” do not refer to literal physical sight, but to mental blindness and mental sight. A bribe blinds a person so that they cannot “see” what is right and just and fair—they are blind to what is the righteous and godly thing to do. Sadly, and more consequentially, a bribe blinds a person to the future Judgment Day, when God will judge people for how they lived, and on that day it will be too late to say “I’m sorry.” The judgment on Judgment Day will be irreversible and final, and depending on how the person has lived, the sentence may be death in the Lake of Fire (Rev. 20:11-15). When God says, “Do not take a bribe,” He is deadly serious.
“perverts.” This is the more standard word for “perverts,” to pervert or twist. A less common word is used in Exod. 23:2 and 23:6.
Exd 23:9
“foreigner.” The Hebrew word is most often translated as “sojourner,” but in this context “foreigner” seems to make better sense, and it is within the semantic range of the Hebrew word.
“you know how a foreigner feels.” The Hebrew is more literally, “you know the ‘soul’ (or “life,” the way of life) of a foreigner,” or, using the Hebrew word, “you know the nephesh (#05315 נֶפֶשׁ) of a foreigner.” The Hebrew word nephesh, often translated as “soul,” has many meanings, including a person’s thoughts and emotions, which is its meaning here. God is in essence saying, “You know the life of a foreigner,” that is, how challenging it can be.
[For more on nephesh and “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
Exd 23:10
“produce.” The Hebrew word means “produce (i.e., what it produces), yield.” Each person is to sow their land for six years and take what it yields, but let the land go fallow in the seventh year, as per Exodus 23:11.
Exd 23:11
“let it rest.” This is a technical use of the Hebrew word.
“so that the poor of your people may eat.” During the harvest season, the poor people would glean behind the reapers, just as Ruth did (Ruth 2:2-3). However, in the seventh year, the land was to be left alone and not plowed or planted, so there was no formal harvest. Even so, there would be food for the poor people. The farming practices of the ancient world were not completely efficient. It often happened as a harvester was cutting grain with a scythe or sickle that the blow to the grain stalk would dislodge some grains of the wheat or barley or whatever the crop was, and those grains would fall to the ground and then germinate and grow. Poor people depended on that for food. In contrast to the grain, the vineyards and olive trees would produce fruit as normal, but only the poor and needy were to harvest that fruit.
Exd 23:12
“rest...refreshed.” The animals “rest” physically, but the people are “refreshed” in both their mind and body.
“the son of your slave girl.” The Sabbath was for everyone. Here the “son of your slave girl” is mentioned because he would be among the lowest people in the extended family system, and it would be likely that if anyone was told to work on the Sabbath he would be a likely choice. In fact, it might be possible that he was so lowly in the family system that some people might have tended to think God did not mean for him to rest like the others did. But God shows His love for all people by mentioning this otherwise potentially overlooked person.
Exd 23:13
“invoke.” Although the Hebrew word can be translated as “mention,” that seems incorrect here; even the prophets “mentioned” the names of other gods, such as Baal. For example, Baal is mentioned by prophets (e.g., Jer. 2:8; Hos. 2:8; Zeph. 1:4), and so is Chemosh (Jer. 48:7) and so is Molech (Jer. 32:35). Other English versions also use “invoke” (e.g., CJB, CSB, NIV, NRSV, REB. The CEB and NLT say not to “call on” the names of other gods).
Exd 23:14
“celebrate a feast to me three times a year.” There was to be a pilgrimage feast three times a year in Israel’s religious calendar (“Pilgrimage feast” is one word in the Hebrew, meaning a feast that people would travel to.). These three pilgrimage feasts are listed in Exodus 23:14-17 and are the Feast of Unleavened Bread (Exod. 23:15), the Feast of Harvest (aka, the “Feast of Weeks” and “Pentecost;” Exod. 23:16), and the Feast of Ingathering (aka, the “Feast of Booths,” sometimes more popularly called the Feast of Tabernacles; Exod. 23:16).
These three pilgrimage feasts are the heart of Israel’s religious calendar. All three feasts are anchored in the soil and thus the production of the food that stabilized Israel. So all three pilgrimage feasts, the Feast of Unleavened Bread, the Feast of Harvest, and the Feast of Ingathering, were all celebrations of God’s abundant provision for Israel. All three feasts focused on a harvest. The Feast of Unleavened Bread focused on the barley harvest, the Feast of Harvest focused on the wheat harvest, and the Feast of Ingathering focused on the completion of all the harvests of the year. Thus these three feasts were to be times of tremendous thanksgiving to God.
These three feasts are mentioned again in Exodus 34:18-23, Leviticus 23:6-8, 15-22, 33-43; and Deuteronomy 16:1-17
“three times a year.” The importance of the three core pilgrimage feasts is emphasized by the fact that God says on several occasions that every Israelite male was to appear before Him at these three feasts (Exod. 23:14, 17; 34:23-24; Deut. 16:16). Of course if all the men left their homes and traveled to wherever the Tabernacle was set up, and later to Jerusalem after the Temple was built, that would leave their lands and families in a very vulnerable position. But God promised that He would protect the Israelites if they would obey Him and go to the three Feasts each year (Exod. 34:24).
For more information and a more complete list of the feasts and sabbaths in Israel, see commentary on Leviticus 23:2.
Exd 23:15
“Abib.” The first month of the religious year at this time (the first month of the civil calendar was Tishri). Abib was later also called Nisan.
“And no one is to appear before me empty-handed.” When a person came to the Tabernacle/Temple for one of the pilgrimage feasts, he was to bring an offering. Although what was to be offered is not specified in the Torah, through the centuries the rabbis described different offerings that were to be brought.
Exd 23:16
“And the Feast of Harvest, the firstfruits...And the Feast of Ingathering at the end of the year.” There are two feasts in this verse, and both are harvest feasts, one called the “Feast of Harvest” and the other called the “Feast of Ingathering.” The Feast of Harvest here in Exodus 23:16 is also called the “the Feast of Weeks” (Exod. 34:22; Deut. 16:10) and the “Day of Firstfruits” (Num. 28:26), and in the New Testament it was called “Pentecost” (Acts 2:1).
The Hebrew word translated “harvest” is qatsiyr (#07105 קָצִיר), which means “harvest,” whereas the Hebrew word translated “ingathering” is 'aciyph (#0614 אָסִיף), and it means “ingathering” or “harvest.” The two words are synonyms in that they both refer to harvests, but it is helpful to follow the Hebrew text and translate them as two separate English words.
Traditionally, the Feast of Harvest (Pentecost) ended the wheat harvest, and wheat was the last of the grains to be harvested in Israel; it was harvested later than barley and millet. The “Feast of Harvest” was called the “Day of Firstfruits” because it was a one-day feast, in contrast to the Feast of Unleavened Bread which was a seven-day feast, and the “Feast of Booths” which was a seven-day feast but to which an eighth day was added.
The second feast here in Exodus 23:16 is the “Feast of Ingathering,” which is also called the “Feast of Booths” in other places in the Bible (often less correctly known by the name “Feast of Tabernacles”). It ended up being an eight-day feast that went from Tishri 15-22.
“at the end of the year.” The end of the harvest, in the month Tishri, the seventh month, was not the “end of the year.” It was the end of the regular harvest season. There were still technically five more months until the end of the calendar year, which ended in the month of Adar.
Exd 23:17
“Three times in the year all your males are to appear before the Lord.” The importance of the three pilgrimage feasts is emphasized by the fact that God says several times that every Israelite male was to appear before Him at these three feasts (Exod. 23:14, 17; 34:23-24; Deut. 16:16), (see commentary on Exod. 23:14).
Exd 23:18
“Do not offer the blood of my sacrifice with leavened bread.” Exodus 23:18 needs to be understood in light of its context, which is the three pilgrimage feasts: the Feast of Unleavened Bread, the Feast of Harvest, and the Feast of Ingathering (see commentary on Exod. 23:14). The rabbis understood this command to be about the Passover and Feast of Unleavened Bread. No one who was participating in any way with the Passover sacrifice was to have any leaven or leavened bread in their possession before the Passover Lamb was killed. Thus there was no leaven or leavened bread around when the blood of the Passover Lamb was shed.
In the original Passover, which occurred in Egypt, people sacrificed the Passover lamb (or goat) in their own houses. But that stopped when God chose a place to be worshiped. Then people sacrificed at the Tabernacle/Temple. The families could accompany the men if they could and wanted to, but otherwise, the Passover was celebrated by the men who traveled to the Tabernacle/Temple. However, that changed again, not by God’s command but by popular action, when the Temple was burned and people were exiled to foreign lands. Then, once again, people started sacrificing the Passover in their homes. But that apparently stopped again, or mostly stopped again, when the Temple was built in Jerusalem.
“nor is the fat of my feast to remain all night until the morning.” This is a more specific restatement of what God said in Exodus 12:10, that none of the Passover Lamb was to be allowed to remain until morning. Any part of it that was not eaten was to be burned up. Exodus 23:18 continues to clarify what God wants, which is that even the fat was to be burned up, even though the fat was not generally eaten anyway (Lev. 3:17).
“feast.” This is the Hebrew word that refers to a pilgrimage feast.
“remain all night.” This phrase is one verb in the Hebrew texts. In Exodus 12:10 none of the Passover lamb or goat (Exod. 12:5) was to remain through the night.
Exd 23:19
“The best of the firstfruits of your ground you are to bring.” God started giving His laws to Israel in Exodus 20:2, and Exodus 23:19 is the last law that He gave in this first set of laws, and these laws were written in a book called “the Book of the Covenant” (Exod. 24:4, 7).
The “firstfruits” are mentioned earlier, in Exodus 23:16.
“into the house of Yahweh.” At this point neither the Tabernacle nor the Temple existed, so this verse anticipates the building of them. Israel did not plant or harvest during the wilderness wanderings, they lived off manna, so there were no “firstfruits of the ground” to bring to God.
“You must not boil a young goat in its mother’s milk.” This phrase occurs three times in the Torah (Exod. 23:19; 34:26; and Deut. 14:21). Umberto Cassuto writes: “...you shall not boil a kid in it its mother’s milk according to the heartless custom that they [the Canaanites] practice on their festival of first-fruits. Maimonides already conjectured that the prohibition of boiling a kid in its mother’s milk was intended to keep the Israelites away from the idolatrous customs, but he had no proof that the Gentiles actually practiced such things. Now we know from the Ugaritic texts that the Canaanites prepared such a dish, particularly at festal ceremonies pertaining to the fertility of the soil.”[footnoteRef:213] [213:  U. Cassuto, A Commentary on the Book of Exodus, 305.] 

The fact that God repeated this command three times shows the influence that the Canaanite culture that surrounded Israel had on them. To remain godly, the Israelites had to have soft hearts that were obedient to God. That turned out to be easier said than done. The Israelites were led into the pagan worship of other gods, which involved many hard-hearted practices, including things like child sacrifice (e.g., 2 Chron. 28:3).
Exd 23:20
“Behold, I am going to send an angel.” God gave to Israel His law and regulations (Exod. 20:2-23:19), and now He gives them promises and warnings connected with obeying the law, which will then be in force when Israel agrees to the law and makes a covenant with God to be faithful to Him and keep it, which they do (Exod. 24:3-8).
That God sent an “angel” is disputed by some scholars (particularly the Jewish rabbis), because the word for “angel” is also the word for “messenger.” But there seems to be good evidence in the text that this was an angel, not a human messenger. This angel was going to bring Israel into the Promised Land, which Moses did not (Exod. 23:23). Also, the angel cannot be Moses, because the angel was to go ahead of Moses (Exod. 32:34). There is no other human messenger that is mentioned in the text that could lead Israel and be followed by Moses, so the best understanding is that this “angel” is in fact an angel.
Exd 23:21
“my name is in him.” This is a common idiom, where “name” refers to authority. We baptize or pray in the “name” of Jesus Christ, meaning in his authority. God had given this angel authority to carry out his task and rebellion against the angel was rebellion against God.
Exd 23:22
“listen, yes, listen.” This repetition of the verb in two different inflections is the figure of speech polyptoton, which is used for emphasis. In this case, the first verb “listen” is an infinitive and the second verb is an imperfect verb. The emphasis could be understood as saying, “If you will really listen.” Some versions translate the verb as “obey,” because that is the meaning of the verb in many contexts because really listening results in obeying.
“listen, yes, listen to his voice.” The “his voice” refers to the voice of the angel that will go before Israel in their travel (cf. Exod. 23:20-22).
“do all that I speak, then I.” God is speaking in the first person.
Exd 23:23
“the Amorite.” The word is singular, referring to the whole nation of the Amorites, and the same goes for the other pagan nations. The nations that inhabited the Promised Land and the Transjordan are often listed in different ways, with different numbers. For example, in Deuteronomy 7:1, God lists seven nations. Six of them are here in Exodus 23:23, and the nation that is left out of this list is the Girgashites.
“wipe them out.” See 2 Chron. 32:21.
Exd 23:24
“bow down.” The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body to the earth. It is the same Hebrew word as “worship.”
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
“nor serve them.” Gods require a lot of work and attention. There is usually an altar that requires a supply of wood, washing things that require water to be carried (lots of water!), animals to tend, things to clean, rituals to attend, and much more, including, if the god required ritual sex, there was ritual prostitution. The Levites took care of the work for God’s Tabernacle, but it would be easy for Israelites to get caught up in the worship of other gods. After all, if you really believed in them then you could feel especially good about yourself because of all the work you were doing in serving the god or goddess..
“but you must tear, yes, tear them down.” God has no tolerance for idols. The idols are to be torn down. They are harmful in many different ways. See commentary on Deuteronomy 7:5.
“sacred standing-stones.” It was a common practice, especially among the Canaanite cultures, to take stones, natural or with some shaping, and set them upright as a part of the recognition and worship of a god, or to set them up as a cultic memorial of some event. God commanded Israel to destroy those stones, but given all the ones that have been uncovered by archeologists, apparently often that did not happen.
[For more on standing-stones, see commentary on Gen. 28:18. For more on idols being harmful, see commentary on Deut. 7:5.]
Exd 23:25
“he will bless.” This seems to refer to the angel who will go ahead of Israel in their marches (Exod. 23:20).
Exd 23:26
“I will fulfill the number of your days.” This is an idiomatic way of saying that people will not die of untimely deaths, but will live long lives.
Exd 23:27
“I will send my terror before you.” This is an idiomatic way of saying that God would find ways to terrify the Canaanites so that, when Israel arrived in the Promised Land, the Canaanites would turn and flee from them.
“throw into a panic.” See commentary on Joshua 10:10.
Exd 23:28
“I will send the hornet before you.” Although there may have been some hornets, considering that there is no mention of any literal hornets in Joshua or Judges, it is more likely that “hornet” is being used idiomatically for something that people are afraid of. In that sense, “hornet” is like the word “terror” in the previous verse, Exodus 23:27.
Umberto Cassuto writes: “The hornet, which is also mentioned in Deuteronomy 7:20 and Joshua 24:12, is nothing but unreasoning dread, panic, synonymous with the word for terror (a repetition of the thought in different words…). This is apparently the correct interpretation of hornet, for the Arabs to this day call panic resulting in mass flight by a word signifying ‘hornet.’”[footnoteRef:214] [214:  U. Cassuto, A Commentary on the Book of Exodus, 308.] 

Exd 23:29
“desolate.” In this context, the Hebrew word refers to being uninhabited by people. The fact that the animals could multiply and be a danger to the Israelites shows that the lions and bears that were in Israel at the time of David (and likely leopards and such as well), were there earlier, for example in the time of Joshua. The lions were made extinct in Israel by the Romans, who captured them and used them in gladiator games.
Exd 23:30
“increased in number.” The Hebrew for this phrase is more literally, “become fruitful.” Scholars generally take this as a reference to becoming more numerous. For example, the CSB reads, “I will drive them out little by little ahead of you until you have become numerous….”
“inherited the land.” The Hebrew word translated “inherited” is nachal (#05157 נָחַל), and it can refer to taking possession of something or inheriting something. The two meanings are related because a person has to take possession of something that he has inherited. However, for our modern understanding, it seems better to say “inherited” than “possessed” because “possessed” may imply that the land was not Israel’s and they just took it by force, which is not the whole story. As the psalmist says, “The earth is Yahweh’s, and all it contains; the world, and those who dwell in it” (Ps. 24:1). God created the earth, and He gave the Promised Land, Israel, to Abraham for him and his descendants, including the Messiah. Tribes of people who did not worship God took control of the land, but it was God’s and He gave it to Israel. However, because of the tribes who were living there and that they did not recognize God’s sovereignty, Israel had to “inherit” the land by force and take it from the Canaanite tribes.
Exd 23:31
“I will give the inhabitants of the land into your hand, and you are to drive them out before you.” This is a wonderful example of how God and His people have to cooperate in bringing God’s will to pass. God would give the land to Israel, but they still had to fight to inherit it. God gives gifts and callings to people, but they still have to exert an effort to bring those gifts and callings into fruition.
Exd 23:32
“make a covenant with them.” God said this several times (see commentary on Deut. 7:2). This verse graphically shows that the “gods” of the pagan nations were not just idols of wood and stone, but they represented and were likely occasionally inhabited by the “gods” (the demons) that they represented. In some cases, the demons would come into concretion in various forms. Witches and psychics report seeing spirits in various forms, and a sizeable percentage of people on earth today believe in “ghosts,” and many people claim to have actually seen a spirit or a ghost.
Folk legends tell of people “making a deal with the Devil.” That is actually a reality, not a legend; people do “make a deal” (a covenant of sorts) with the Devil. It happens today, and it has happened for millennia. So when the Bible says, “Do not make a covenant...with their gods,” those are not “empty words,” they are a stern warning not to get involved with the demons who are represented by the pagan gods. The Devil and his minions only come to steal, kill, and destroy (John 10:10) and nothing good ever comes from getting involved with them.
Exd 23:33
“Indeed, you will serve their gods.” It is a sad testimony about God’s people that many of them willingly participate in activities that involve other gods. Sometimes people take a “both-and” approach and worship Yahweh and other gods, and sometimes people turn away from God completely. In any case, God knows human nature so well He said that if you let these pagan idols hang around, then eventually you will worship them, and that is exactly what happened.
 
Exodus Chapter 24
Exd 24:1
“He said to Moses, “Come up to Yahweh.” If not read carefully in context this verse can be confusing because it sounds like God is calling Moses to go up Mount Sinai. But Moses is already up Mount Sinai; he went up for the fourth time in Exodus 20:21. So this command here in Exodus 24:1 came during Moses’ fourth time up Mount Sinai to be with Yahweh (see commentary on Exod. 20:21). God is telling Moses to come up again, but only part way, and bring Aaron, Nadab, and Abihu, and 70 of the elders of Israel along too. But those men were down at the foot of the mountain, so Moses had to go down again to get those men and bring them part way up with them. So Moses went back down to get them (Exod. 24:3) and brought them partway up Mount Sinai as God asked him to do (Exod. 24:9).
That Moses was still up on Mount Sinai when God told him to bring Aaron and the other men part way up the mountain would have been much clearer if Exodus 24:1 had not been made into a new chapter. This is one of the many places in the Bible where the chapter division is put in a place that makes the Bible difficult and confusing to read. The chapter divisions and verse divisions were added to the Bible by people who lived many hundreds of years after the Bible text itself was written down.
[For more on Moses’ seven trips up Mount Sinai, see commentary on Exod. 19:3.]
“Aaron, Nadab, and Abihu.” That is, Aaron and his two oldest sons. For an unstated reason, Aaron’s. younger sons, Eliazar and Ithamar, did not go up.
“bow down.” The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body to the earth. It is the same Hebrew word as “worship.”
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
Exd 24:3
“Then Moses went down.” Exodus 24:3 is Moses’ fourth time down Mount Sinai. Moses came down Mount Sinai to the camp of Israel at the foot of the mountain and told all the people what God said, which was all the laws and commandments God had given from Exodus 20:21, when he had gone up Mount Sinai to speak with God (his fourth time up Mount Sinai) until this fourth time down the mountain (Exod. 24:3). Moses wrote down all the things that God had said during his fourth time on the mountain, (Exod. 24:4), and that scroll of laws that God gave to Moses was called “The Book of the Covenant” (Exod. 24:7). Moses went back up Mount Sinai for the fifth time in Exodus 24:13. It was on the fifth time up that Moses got the first set of the Ten Commandments written upon tablets, but he broke them.
[For more information on Moses’ seven trips up Mount Sinai, see commentary on Exod. 19:3.]
“and told the people all the words of Yahweh and all the ordinances.” God had said a lot in the 40 days that Moses was up on Mount Sinai for the fourth time (Exod. 20:21-24:3). Moses wrote down the laws and ordinances that God had spoken (Exod. 24:4), and called that scroll, “The Book of the Covenant” (Exod. 24:7) because those laws were the ones the Israelites agreed to keep when they made the covenant with God that we refer to as the “Old Covenant” (or the “Old Testament”).
The laws in the Book of the Covenant, which was what God had said from Exodus 20:22-23:33, are very valuable moral and legal directives on many different aspects of life, and if followed would keep any nation and its people holy before Yahweh and well-positioned to have rewards in the next life. There are parts of it that seem very harsh to us today, but we must remember that on the Day of Judgment, we humans will not make the laws by which we will be judged, God made those laws. There is a spiritual war going on between Good and Evil, and the Devil’s goal is to steal, kill, and destroy God’s people (John 10:10). Most ungodly people today conveniently don’t believe in the Devil and his agenda to make people and nations unholy to God, but their unbelief does not make the Devil disappear, it only distorts their perception of how life really works and what is important. What people believe will not change what God will do on the Day of Judgment. Also, although we may not have to enforce every one of the laws in the Book of the Covenant today, we must realize that only a few of the people of Israel had God’s gift of spirit (cf. Num. 11:16-17, 24-29). Therefore, the most reliable way to keep Israel holy before Yahweh was to give people clear laws on how to live holy before God and get the truly unholy people out of Israel because their evil influence would make it unholy to God and also jeopardize the everlasting life and rewards that people could have in the future. Any Israelite who did not like God’s laws was free to leave Israel and go to another country, but if they were stubborn and stayed in Israel they would be subject to God’s laws, just as any foreigner who wanted to live in Israel became subject to God’s laws (Num. 15:15-16).
[For more information on Moses’ seven trips up Mount Sinai, see commentary on Exod. 19:3.]
Exd 24:4
“Moses wrote all the words of Yahweh.” Moses wrote down all the laws and regulations that God had spoken from Exodus 20:2-23:19. He would have included the Ten Commandments because God had not written them on tablets yet. Moses wrote a fairly small scroll, which was called “the Book of the Covenant” (Exod. 24:7), and it contained all the laws and regulations that God had spoken in Exodus 20:2-23:19. These laws were what Israel agreed to obey when they made their first covenant (the “Old Covenant”) with God. It was a blood covenant, and half the blood was put on God’s altar and half was sprinkled on the people (Exod. 24:6-8).
“at the foot of the mountain.” The Hebrew text literally reads, “under” or “beneath” the mountain, but it means “at the foot of.” Saying “under the mountain” would be unclear in English. Here in Exodus 24:3-8, at the foot of Mount Sinai, the Israelites made a blood covenant with God that He would be their God and they would be His people and obey Him. But then just 40 days later Moses broke the tablets that had the Ten Commandments on them in the same place that Israel made the covenant only 40 days earlier (Exod. 32:9). The tablets with the Ten Commandments represented the covenant Israel made with God, and when Moses saw how openly and boldly Israel broke their newly-made covenant with God, he broke the tablets that represented the covenant.
“standing-stones.” It was a common practice to take a very large, long stone and set it upright as recognition of memorial of some event.
[For more on standing-stones, see commentary on Gen. 28:18.]
Exd 24:5
“sacrificed peace offerings.” The regulations for a peace offering are mainly given in Leviticus 3:1-17 and Leviticus 7:11-21. When a peace offering was made, the priests and people got to eat the meat, while the fat and some other innards were burned on the altar. The priests got the breast and the right thigh (Lev. 7:15, 31-34), which left the rest of the meat for the people who brought the sacrifice. Eating the meat of the sacrifice there at the site of the Tabernacle/Temple while God was consuming part of the sacrifice (burned up on the altar) was having a fellowship meal with God and was a graphic way of worshiping God (or the god or gods) and showing your connection to Him (or them). Eating fellowship meals like that was part of the worship of both Yahweh and many pagan gods.
“of bulls.” The Hebrew word translated as “bull” is par (#06499 פַּר or פָּר). It gets translated as “bull” (or “oxen”) in some English versions, and “young bulls” in some other English versions, especially the older versions. There does not seem to be any solid evidence that these animals were “young” bulls. The Brown, Driver, Briggs, Hebrew-English Lexicon, done in 1906, has “young bull” as a definition, but the much more modern HALOT Hebrew-English lexicon does not. Interestingly, the NASB 1977 and 1995 editions had “young bulls” but the updated NASB2020 just has “bulls.” So it appears that as the corpus of literature that contributed to our understanding of the Old Testament grew, it became more apparent that “bulls” was a better translation than “young bulls.” Also, the word “bulls” can include both younger and older bulls.
Exd 24:6
“he threw on the altar.” The Hebrew verb translated as “threw” is zaraq (#02236 זָרַק), which means “to toss or throw (in a volume), scatter abundantly, disperse.”[footnoteRef:215] It does not seem that Moses sprinkled the blood. There is a common Hebrew word for “sprinkle,” and it is not used here, but is used in other contexts (e.g., Exod. 29:21; Lev. 4:6). It is likely what he did was more like splattered the blood on the people. In any case, exactly how Moses got the blood on the people is not known. Did he use just his hand or did he use something like a hyssop branch? The Bible does not tell us that, so apparently it was not important to God that we know that. What was important to know is that the blood was put on the people, and it would have stained their clothes and been a reminder of the covenant they had made with Yahweh. [215:  Brown, Driver, Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon, s.v. “זָרַק.”] 

Exd 24:7
“Book of the Covenant.” The Scroll of the Covenant, often called “the Book of the Covenant” was the initial part of what we today refer to as “the Old Covenant” or “Old Testament.” It included the Ten Commandments that God had spoken in a loud voice to the people (Exod. 20:1-17) and all the various laws God had Moses write down that God had spoken to Moses in Exodus 21-23. Thus the whole “scroll of the covenant” basically covered the laws in Exodus 20-23, or about four chapters. It was this scroll of the covenant that was read to the people of Israel, which they agreed to obey when they made the “Old Covenant” and were sprinkled with the blood of the sacrifices (Exod. 24:5-8). Later, as Exodus-Deuteronomy was given by God and written down, what we know as the Torah, the Law (more accurately, “the Instruction”) expanded beyond those four chapters, but those four chapters capture a good part of the heart and reason for the Law.
The scroll of the covenant contains the very essence of the “Law,” which is torah in Hebrew (hence it is often referred to as the “Torah”). It is somewhat unfortunate that the Hebrew word torah became translated and generally understood as meaning “law,” because actually, it means “instruction.” Anyone who has been to a legal library in the United States knows that it contains thousands of volumes of “laws.” There is no way that all the individual laws of a society could be written in so few pages as the Law of Moses. The “Law” of Moses is not actually all the “law” of Israel, it is only a small portion of laws, but they act as “instruction” for how to model the laws of a society. The Ten Commandments and Exodus 21-23 are a very solid basis for how to build a godly society.
Because the people agreed to obey the words of Yahweh, and because the other commandments in the Mosaic Law were based upon what was written in the scroll of the covenant, the other commandments in Law are also considered part of the Law and the Old Covenant. The Rabbis teach that the Mosaic Law has a total of 613 commandments.
It is worth noting that when Israel made the “Old Covenant” with God, the Ten Commandments had been spoken by God audibly and written down by Moses. Only after Israel made the Old Covenant with God did Moses go up Mount Sinai and get the Ten Commandments on stone (Exod. 31:18).
“be obedient.” The Hebrew text has the word shama, (#08085 שָׁמַע), which means “hear, listen, obey.” It is the same word that occurs in the Shema (Deut. 6:4), “Hear, O Israel, Yahweh is our God, Yahweh alone.” Whether the best translation of shama is “hear” or “obey” depends on the context.
Exd 24:8
“threw it on the people.” “The people” here refers to the representatives of the people, not all the millions of Israelites. Nevertheless, there would have been lots of people involved. This was the blood part of the blood covenant that we know as the “Old Covenant,” usually, but less accurately, known as the “Old Testament.” God expected the people to know and follow the covenant that they had agreed to, and here we can see one reason why. When the people agreed to obey God, and entered into a covenant with Him, animals were killed, and their blood was sprinkled on both God and the people (Exod. 24:6, 8). This would have been a very memorable event, and it is likely that the bloodstains of that covenant were on the clothes of many people for a long time. Furthermore, this event was then to be spoken of from generation to generation, which is why, many hundreds of years later, the prophets were still reminding the Israelites about the covenant (cf. Isa. 24:5; Jer. 11:10; Ezek. 44:7; Hos. 8:1).
“This is the blood of the covenant.” There are times in the Old Testament when this covenant, which is commonly known as “the Old Covenant” is implied to be a marriage covenant. That shows up in different ways in the Old Testament. For example, in Jeremiah 31:32, God says that because He made that covenant with Israel, He was a “husband” to them. Also, Israel’s worship of other gods besides Yahweh is referred to as adultery (cf. Jer. 3:8; Hos. 1:2), and when God finally leaves Israel, He speaks of giving her a bill of divorce (Isa. 50:1; Jer. 3:8). Also, there seems to be a parallel between Exodus 32:20 and Numbers 5:11-31. In Numbers 5, a wife suspected of being unfaithful has to drink water mixed with dust from the floor of the Tabernacle, and in Exodus 32, Moses ground the golden calf to powder, mixed it with water, and made Israel drink it.
Here in Exodus, the blood was shed to make a new covenant (see commentary on Luke 22:20).
Exd 24:9
“and 70 of the elders of Israel went up.” Moses and some of the main leaders of Israel went partway up Mount Sinai. They did not go all the way up the mountain, only far enough to see that God was indeed on the mountain (Exod. 24:1-2, 9-11). They went up in obedience to God’s command in Exodus 24:1 (see commentary on Exod. 24:1 and 24:3).
[For more information on Moses’ seven trips up Mount Sinai, see commentary on Exod. 19:3.]
Exd 24:10
“They saw the God of Israel.” The Hebrew word “saw” is the common verb ra'ah (#07200 רָאָה), to see with the physical eye. This is different from the word for “saw” in the next verse, Exodus 24:11. There “beheld” refers to seeing with the mental eye (see commentary on Exod. 24:11).
“lapis lazuli.” The deep blue color of lapis lazuli—a stone that was well-known in the ancient Near East—was often associated with God and his throne (Exod. 24:10; Job. 28:16; Isa. 54:11; Ezek. 1:26; 10:1). The majority English translation, “sapphire,” is almost certainly wrong (see commentary on Ezek. 1:26). It has been suggested that the lapis lazuli represented the blue sky, and symbolized God sitting on the sky above. It is an interesting suggestion, but there's no way to verify it.
“like the skies for purity.” The Hebrew word translated “purity” is ṭōhar (#02892 טֹהַר), and it can refer to something being clear or pure. Although many English versions have “clearness” or “clarity,” that does not seem to be the best translation in this context. Lapis lazuli is not “clear” (neither are most blue sapphires), but it can be a pure dark blue in the same way that the sky on a cloudless day is a beautiful pure light blue. We can be assured that the stones that God used around His throne were “pure,” without occlusions or discolorations.
Exd 24:11
“lay his hand on.” This is an idiom meaning “to harm.” God did not harm these leaders even though they saw him.
“they beheld God.” The Hebrew word “beheld” is the verb chazah (#02372 חָזָה), to see, but often to perceive, to see with the mental eye. When contrasted with Exodus 24:11, chazah means more to mentally perceive. The leaders of Israel saw Yahweh with their eyes (Exod. 24:10) and understood what they saw (Exod. 24:11).
“and ate and drank.” The mention of eating and drinking is important and sets some biblical precedents. One thing it shows is that God is a God of abundance, and He will care for His people. He feeds people here in the wilderness. Similarly, there will be banquets and plenty of food when Christ sets up his kingdom on earth and rules the earth (e.g. Isa. 25:6; Matt. 8:11; Rev. 19:9). It also reflects the fact that when a person worshiped a god and sacrificed to the god there was often a fellowship meal that accompanied the sacrifice; part of the meat of the sacrifice was eaten by the people (cf. Lev. 7:15-20; 1 Sam. 1:4-5; Prov. 7:14). In this case, although these men had not brought a specific sacrifice, God provided the food for a fellowship meal with Him. In this case, and very importantly, this fellowship meal was eaten while the people were genuinely fellowshipping with God—the God they saw right there, not some representation or idol or “empty Tabernacle room” where God was supposed to dwell. These people “saw God” and ate and drank freely and safely in His presence. This prefigures the future time when God’s people will live safely in His presence and freely drink of the water of life (Rev. 21:3-6). Also, this experience should have put to rest the superstition that if a person saw God they would die (e.g., Judg. 13:22), but it did not.
Exd 24:12
“and remain there.” We know from Exodus 24:18 that Moses was there on Mount Sinai for 40 days and 40 nights, and that was when he got the revelation about the building and services of the Tabernacle.
Exd 24:13
“and Moses went farther up onto the mountain of God.” Moses was already part way up the mountain with Aaron, Nadab, Abihu, and 70 of the elders of Israel, but they all went back down while Moses went farther up the mountain and could not be seen by the people at the base of Mount Sinai.
Exd 24:14
“Wait for us until we return to you.” This did not mean “Wait here on the mountain.” It meant, “Keep the camp here at Mount Sinai until we return.” Moses did not want the Israelites packing up and leaving the area. We know the men all went back down because Aaron participated in the making of the golden calf, which happened at the base of the mountain.
Exd 24:15
“And Moses went up on the mountain.” This is Moses’ fifth time up Mount Sinai to be with God. First, he walked up close to the cloud that covered the mountain, then after six days of waiting there, he walked into the cloud where God was (Exod. 24:13-18). This fifth time Moses was on Mount Sinai lasted 40 days and 40 nights (v. 18), and it was during that time that God gave Moses all the detailed revelation about how to build the Tent of Meeting (the “Tabernacle”). Moses did not come down the mountain until Exodus 32:15, so God gave Moses more than seven chapters of detailed information about the Tent of Meeting. But even those seven chapters are not all the information God gave Moses, because there is not enough detail in those chapters to completely construct Moses’ Tent of Meeting, and archaeologists and architects have been arguing about exactly how it should be constructed for years.
In general, there is so much focus on the fact that Moses got the Ten Commandments on stone tablets on this trip up Mount Sinai that no one pays attention to the real reason Moses made this trip and was gone so long—which was to get the details of the Tent of Meeting! The people already had the Ten Commandments and more than three chapters of laws from God. What they did not have was a proper dwelling place for God to live among them, and the Tent of Meeting provided that. But the Tent of Meeting provided so much more than just a “tent” where God could live and meet the people of Israel. Everything about the Tent of Meeting was redemptive, symbolic, or taught a lesson. The size, the shape, the colors, the material and metals used—everything was important. Furthermore, much of the symbolism pointed to the work of Christ and the need for his life and work. The very fact that the walls and curtains of the Tent of Meeting separated God from the people showed the great need for the work of Christ to reconcile God and people back together. The people could not see over the tall outer courtyard curtains that enclosed the Tent of Meeting and the things in its courtyard, and curtains in front of the Holy Place and Holy of Holies ensured that the people never could see the dwelling place of the Most High God. Indeed, without the work of Christ, humankind would never see God or be redeemed and as a race would be doomed to everlasting death. No wonder God was so picky about every detail of the Tent of Meeting—those details pointed to His Son and the eventual restoration of the human race that God created and loved.
[For more information on Moses’ seven trips up Mount Sinai, see commentary on Exod. 19:3. For more on God speaking directly to Israel with a loud voice from the top of Mount Sinai, see commentary on Exod. 19:9.]
Exd 24:16
“The glory of Yahweh settled on Mount Sinai.” God was in the middle of the glory, which is why He called out from the middle of “the cloud,” which was not a normal cloud, but the cloud of light that surrounded God. This “cloud” covered the Tabernacle and was inside it (Exod. 40:35-36) and also filled the Temple (1 Kings 8:10-11; 2 Chron. 5:13-14). This “cloud” around God was similar to what Ezekiel saw (Ezek. 10:4; see commentary on Ezek. 1:4). In this context, “the glory of Yahweh” was the glorious light that surrounded Him.
[For more on “the glory of Yahweh,” see commentary on Ezek. 1:28.]
“and the cloud covered it six days.” No specific reason is given for why God waited on Mount Sinai for six days before calling Moses into His presence in the cloud. The cloud of God’s presence covered Mount Sinai and Moses went into the cloud, into the presence of God (Exod. 24:19). This is parallel in some ways to the Transfiguration of Christ (Matt. 17:1-9; Mark 9:2-9; Luke 9:28-36). In the Transfiguration, Jesus was on the mountain with Peter, James, and John, and was transformed with them watching, and a “bright cloud” (Matt. 17:5) formed over them (Mark 9:7; Luke 9:34). That cloud indicated God’s presence, and God spoke to them out of the cloud, just like God spoke to the Israelites out of the cloud on top of Mount Sinai and God spoke to Ezekiel out of the cloud of brightness that surrounded Him (Ezek. 1:4, 27-2:1).
Exd 24:18
“And Moses was on the mountain 40 days and 40 nights.” On this fifth trip up Mount Sinai, Moses was there for 40 days and nights, and he was there 40 days and nights again on his seventh trip up the mountain (Exod. 34:28). Both times he was on the mountain for 40 days and nights were the times he got the Ten Commandments written on stone tablets.
 
Exodus Chapter 25
Exd 25:4
“scarlet.” This is a scarlet, a variation of the color red (sometimes referred to as a “worm,” see commentary on Ps. 22:6).
Exd 25:5
“rams’ skins dyed red.” The Hebrew text is more literally, “rams’ skins made red.” The versions are divided on exactly how the skins are “made red.” Some of the English versions read “dyed red,” which is possible (e.g. ASV, CEB, CSB, KJV, NAB, NASB, NET, NIV), and some of them read something such as “tanned rams’ skins” (e.g., CJB, ESV, JPS, NLT, NRSV, REB), because the process of tanning made the skins more reddish.
“dugongs.” Dugongs are very similar to manatees but live in the Red Sea and Gulf of Aqaba (cf. HCSB: “manatee skins”). The Hebrew word is tachash (#08476 תַּחַשׁ), and the meaning is disputed. Likely possibilities include leather from Egypt, seal skins, and the skin of dugongs. We favor dugongs for several different reasons.
God gave the instructions to Moses when they were near Sinai, so they would have been in the desert, but the Red Sea and Gulf of Aqaba were fairly close by. In order not to have to piece an immense number of skins together, the leather pieces would have had to be of large size. An adult dugong is about 10 feet long (over 3 meters), and fat around, so a single skin would cover a lot of area. This may also explain why the Tent of Meeting, which was very large, was to be covered by a number of skins (the word tachash is plural in Exod. 25:5, 26:14, 36:19; 39:34), but apparently, it only took one skin to cover the ark of the covenant and the articles of the Tent of Meeting such as the table of the Bread of the Presence (the word tachash is singular in Num. 4:6, 8, 10, 11, 12 and 4:14. It is also singular in Num. 4:25, but in that case, it refers to the single large covering made of skins, not a single skin).
Another reason for favoring the dugong is that Ezekiel 16:10 mentions sandals made of that skin, and historians and customs experts tell us that the dugong “was once plentiful in the Gulf of Aqaba and until early in the last century its skin was the standard material for making sandals in the E. Sinai peninsula.[footnoteRef:216]” [216:  Merrill Tenney, The Zondervan Pictorial Encyclopedia of the Bible, s.v. “Badger,” 451.] 

Another reason for thinking that the dugong is what the word tachash refers to is that the other possibilities seem to eliminate themselves. Although older translations say “badger’s skins,” that does not seem possible and almost no modern translation (the NKJV excepted) goes with that translation. Some translations say “goatskins,” but there is a more natural word for goatskins that it seems God would have used in the Bible if He meant goatskins, and besides, it would have taken an immense number of goats to cover the Tent of Meeting, and furthermore, a single skin could not cover the ark of the covenant or the other furniture in the Tent of Meeting.
Some translations say “seal skins,” “dolphin skins,” or “porpoise skins,” but those animals were hard to catch and therefore were rarely caught, they did not have large skins, and they were not regularly used for sandals. In contrast, the dugongs were abundant, were social and traveled (swam slowly) in groups, and were easy to hunt because they could not move fast. That leaves the second most likely possible meaning for tachash to be some kind of leather from Egypt, but although that is possible, it seems less likely to us than the skin of the dugong, in part because of the way God uses the singular and plural when referring to the skins that would cover the Tent of Meeting and the items such as the ark of the covenant.
Exd 25:6
“the fragrant incense.” The special incense that was to be used on the golden incense altar is described in Exodus 30:34-38.
Exd 25:7
“the ephod.” The ephod is described in more detail in Exodus 28:6-14 and Exodus 39:2-7.
“the breastplate.” The breastplate is described in more detail in Exodus 28:15-30 and Exodus 39:8-21.
Exd 25:8
“They are to make a holy place for me.” God had just made a blood covenant with Israel (Exod. 24:5-8) and they had agreed to obey Him, so it makes sense that He now wanted to live among them. To do that He needed them to make a holy place where He could dwell, and that dwelling place was the “Tabernacle.”
The word “tabernacle,” is a translation of the Hebrew word mishkan (#04908 מִשְׁכָּן), which means “dwelling place,” the place where one dwells or lives. In fact, it could be argued that “Dwelling Place” would be a more informative translation of mishkan than “Tabernacle” (The CEB, NJB, and Everett Fox[footnoteRef:217] translate mishkan as “Dwelling,” but since the English word “dwelling” can be a noun or a verb depending on the context, “Dwelling Place” seems clearer). The “Tabernacle” is also called the “tent” (see commentary on Exod. 26:9), and the “Tent of Meeting” (the 'ohel mo'ed) because it was the place where people met with God (see commentary on Exod. 27:21). [217:  Everett Fox, The Schocken Bible.] 

This “holy place” in Exodus 25:8 is translated as “sanctuary” in most English versions, but the Hebrew can be translated “holy place” which seems clearer in English (cf. BBE). It is also called a “sacred tent” (NIrV) and “holy sanctuary” (NLT).
“and I will dwell among them.” God chose Israel out of all the nations of the earth (Exod. 19:5-6) and made a blood covenant with them (Exod. 24:5-8), and so it makes sense that here in Exodus 25:8, God told the Israelites to build a holy place for Him so that He could live among them. This was an amazing privilege that Israel never really understood or appreciated. They liked it when God blessed their land and helped them win wars, but they refused to worship Him as He demanded or deserved, and in fact, time after time they turned away from Him and worshiped idols.
The history of Israel involves many twists and turns. The ark and the “Dwelling Place” (the Tabernacle) got separated (1 Sam. 4:3-11) and never got back together. King David brought the ark to Jerusalem but did not get the Tabernacle and ark back together but instead put the ark in a tent he made for it (2 Sam. 6:15-17). The tent David made was eventually replaced by the Temple that Solomon built. But eventually, the sin of Israel became so great that God abandoned His Temple (see commentary on Ezekiel 8:4), and shortly after that, the Temple was burned to the ground by the army of King Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon.
Exd 25:9
“I show you...you are to make it.” The first “you” is singular, the second “you” is plural, i.e., “you all are to make it.”
“the pattern of the tabernacle.” This is the first time the “Tabernacle” is used in the Bible. The word “tabernacle,” is a translation of the Hebrew word mishkan (#04908 מִשְׁכָּן), which means “dwelling” or “dwelling place,” the place where one dwells or lives. In fact, it seems that “Dwelling Place” is a more informative translation of mishkan than “Tabernacle” (the CEB, NJB, and Everett Fox[footnoteRef:218] translate mishkan as “Dwelling,” but since the English word “dwelling” can be a noun or a verb depending on the context, “Dwelling Place” seems clearer). The English word “tabernacle” comes from the Latin tabernaculum, which means “tent.” The Hebrew word mishkan means “dwelling place,” and the place where God chose to “dwell” was a “tent” among His people, which in English we call the “Tabernacle.” [218:  Everett Fox, The Schocken Bible.] 

In Exodus 25:8 God said that Israel was to make a holy place for Him so that He could dwell among them, and that place was the “mishkan,” the “Dwelling” (the “Tabernacle”). Israel had gone down into Egypt as a large family, the family of Jacob, but many years later they came out of Egypt as a nation. God chose Israel out of all the nations of the earth (Exod. 19:5-6) and made a blood covenant with them (Exod. 24:5-8) that they would be His people and He would be their God. Since God was going to be Israel’s God and Israel was going to be God’s special people, He told them to build a holy place for Him so He could live among them (Exod. 25:8). Then God spent seven chapters (Exod. 25-31) giving Israel various details about how to build His “Dwelling Place” (the Tabernacle) and how the priests were to serve Him.
Many of the details of how the Tabernacle was constructed are in the Bible, but some seemingly important ones are not. For example, the Bible never specifically says how long and how wide the tabernacle itself was (see commentary on Exod. 26:1).
The “Tabernacle” is also called the “tent” (see commentary on Exod. 26:9), and the “Tent of Meeting” (the 'ohel mo'ed) because it was the place where people met with God (see commentary on Exod. 27:21).
“furnishings.” In this context, “furnishings” is an inclusive word. It includes the furniture, such as the table of the Bread of the Presence, and also the things that were necessary to carry out the ministry of the Tabernacle, such as containers for oil, etc.
Exd 25:10
“ark.” The very first thing God talks to Moses about building for His “Dwelling Place” (the Tabernacle; the Tent of Meeting) is the “ark of the covenant,” also called “the ark of the testimony” (Exod. 25:22; 26:33; 30:6; etc.). The ark is called those names because inside it were the tablets on which God had personally written the Ten Commandments, which were the heart and essence of the covenant between Israel and God. Without that covenant agreement, God did not have a special relationship with Israel—they would have been like any other nation on earth, just doing whatever they wanted. The covenant relationship between God and Israel was thus the very basis of everything else the Tabernacle represented, so it had to be mentioned first, before any other part of the Tabernacle was spoken about.
Although technically the “ark” was a box of wood that had been covered in gold, it had a lid referred to as the “mercy seat”
The ark of the covenant was placed inside the Tabernacle of Moses and then inside Solomon’s Temple (1 Kings 8:6). However, there will not be an ark of the covenant in the Millennial Temple because during the Millennium believers will have the law written on their hearts of flesh, not tablets of stone (see commentary on Jer. 3:16).
[For more on God wanting a “Dwelling” among Israel, see commentary on Exod. 25:8. For more on the names of the Tabernacle and what they mean, see commentary on Exod. 25:9.]
“cubits.” The cubit used for Moses’ Tabernacle was roughly 18 inches (45.72 centimeters). When the centimeters are given in the footnotes or text, the decimal points are usually rounded up or down depending on the fraction. For example, 45 inches, the length of the ark, is more exactly 114.3 centimeters, but the footnote gives the measure as 114. So the ark of the covenant was roughly 45 inches long, 27 inches wide, and 27 inches high.
[For more information about the cubit used in the Tabernacle, see commentary on 2 Chron. 3:3.]
“and its height a cubit and a half.” The ark was not just a box that sat on the ground. Apparently adding to its height was some kind of leg or “foot,” because the gold rings that were used to carry the ark were attached to the feet (Exod. 25:12). It is not known, however, whether the 1½ cubit height of the Ark included the height of the legs or not. That detail is not discussed.
Exd 25:11
“a gold molding around it.” As well as adding some width to the altar and being decorative, the “molding” almost certainly rose up above the top of the ark and thus acted as a kind of rim that helped keep anything that was placed on top of the ark from falling off. Everett Fox (The Schocken Bible) translates this molding as a “rim,” and it may have added a rim to the Ark.
Exd 25:12
“and put them on its four feet.” Although most pictures of the ark show it just as a rectangular box that sat on the ground, it apparently had feet that kept its bottom off the ground. It is not clear whether these feet were included in the calculation of the height of the ark. Robert Alter writes: “One may infer that there were actually small carved feet at the four corners so that the Ark would not rest directly on the ground.”[footnoteRef:219] [219:  Robert Alter, The Hebrew Bible: The Five Books of Moses, 2004 ed, 462.] 

“side.” This word is the same word that is translated as “rib” in some English Bibles in Genesis 2:21 (Adam’s “rib”).
Exd 25:15
“they are not to be taken from it.” Since the ark was the only thing in the Holy of Holies, there was no danger of tripping over the poles when taking care of the Tabernacle. The poles that were used to carry the pieces of furniture in the Holy Place—the menorah, the golden altar of incense, and the table of the Bread of the Presence—were taken out of the rings once those pieces of Tabernacle furniture were in place.
Exd 25:16
“the testimony.” The two tablets of stone on which were written the Ten Commandments. Called “the testimony” because it was a major part of the stipulations of the Old Covenant.
“that I will give you.” God had not given the tablets with the Ten Commandments to Moses yet; He gave them to Moses later (cf. Exod. 31:18).
Exd 25:17
“atonement cover.” This is the first use of “atonement cover” in the Bible. The “atonement cover” was the solid gold cover, or “lid,” of the Ark of the Covenant. The cherubim were on top of the atonement cover and permanently attached to it—in fact, it seems that the atonement cover and the cherubim were made from one single piece of gold. The atonement cover exactly fit the Ark of the Covenant. The ark was 2½ cubits long and 1½ cubits wide (Exod. 25:10), and so was the atonement cover. Also, although the atonement cover was the cover for the ark, it had its own purpose and is described apart from the ark—it is a separate piece of furniture (cf. Exod. 31:7; 35:12; 39:35; 40:20; 1 Chron. 28:11).
The traditional translation of the Hebrew text is “mercy seat,” but that is not the best translation of the Hebrew. The translation “mercy seat” is very old. Apparently, William Tyndale was the first translator to use it in an English translation, and he used it in his English translation of 1530 AD. Earlier, Martin Luther had used it in his translation (c. 1523), but Luther’s translation was in German. Early Bibles, such as Matthew’s Bible (1537), the Great Bible (1539), and the Bishops’ Bible (1568) followed Tyndale. So did the popular Geneva Bible that was used by the Pilgrims (1599), and so did the still widely used King James Version. With that history, the translation “mercy seat” became firmly embedded in the Protestant tradition and a number of modern Bibles still use that translation. However, as translators’ knowledge of Hebrew grew, along with a willingness to depart from tradition, other translations began to appear in English Bibles. For example, “cover” (BBE, CEB, CJB, JPS, NAB, NLT, NRSV2021), “propitiatory” (Douay-Rheims, NET2014), “propitiatory covering” (LSV), “purgation cover” (Schocken Bible), “atoning cover” (NASB2020; the 1977 and 1995 versions of the NASB had read “mercy seat”), “atonement lid” (NET), and “atonement cover” (NIV, TLV). Nahum Sarna, writes, “Nevertheless, ‘mercy-seat’ is not a satisfactory translation of [the Hebrew word] kapporet, since the aspect of ‘mercy’ is an interpretation and is not inherent in the word.”[footnoteRef:220] [220:  Nahum Sarna, The JPS Torah Commentary: Exodus, 161.] 

The translation “cover” is based on solid lexical evidence, which is why so many modern versions simply have “cover.” However, the word “atonement” is also related to “cover.” The phrase “atonement cover” is formed from the same root word as the Hebrew word “cover.” “Cover” and “atonement” are related words, and thus lexically “to atone” for sin is to “cover” it. The English word “atonement” was a made-up word from “at-one-ment,” and the idea of “atonement” was to cover sin and thus bring sinful humans back into a good relationship with God. The “atonement cover” was a place where the High Priest made atonement by sprinkling animal blood on the mercy seat on the Day of Atonement (Lev. 16:14-16). So although “atonement cover” is a bit of a nuance and expansion from the Hebrew verb “cover,” in light of how the lid on the Ark of the Covenant functioned, “atonement cover” seems to be an acceptable translation that also helps the reader understand its purpose, which was more than to just be a lid for the ark, it was to be a place where atonement for sin was made.
The atonement cover had cherubim on the top, and God dwelt above the atonement cover between the cherubim.
Exd 25:18
“you are.” The “you” is singular, referring to Moses. Of course, Moses would use craftsmen to do the work, but he would oversee it.
“hammered work.” The Hebrew is one noun, “hammered-work.”
Exd 25:19
“From one piece with the atonement cover.” The NASB puts the words “one piece” in italics, indicating that is not actually in the text but it seems to be implied. The “one piece” is implied from the verses about the Menorah, which uses the same Hebrew wording (Exod. 25:31; cf. Exod. 25:36, which actually has the word “one”).
Exd 25:20
“cherubim.” This is the second time we see cherubim in the Bible. They first appeared as guards in the Garden of Eden, and now they are associated with the ark of the covenant, ostensibly to represent God’s presence and protection. They are associated with the ark both in the Tent of Meeting and the Temple (cf. Exod. 25:20; 37:9; 1 Kings 6:27; 2 Chron. 3:10, 11, 13). Here in Exodus, we learn that cherubim have wings, but it is not until Ezekiel 1 and 10 that we have a more complete description of them. They are said to be living creatures, they have four faces on their heads and four wings each, and arms and hands like human hands under their wings (see commentary on Ezek. 1:5). The hands allowed them to grasp the flaming sword mentioned in Genesis. Their powerful fast bodies had faces that looked in every direction, and their ability to carry weapons such as the sword they have in Genesis 3:24 make them formidable beings indeed. We have to remember that the description of the cherubim given in Exodus, Kings, and Chronicles was not complete, but the way God described them for us in those contexts. Ezekiel’s description was a much more detailed description of them.
“are to spread out their wings upward.” Many artists’ renditions of the Ark of the Covenant have the cherubim stretching their wings forward, toward one another. In contrast, the Bible says they spread out their wings upward, as if to God. Furthermore, their faces looked down, toward the atonement cover, as if in recognition of the importance and necessity of atonement for sin.
Exd 25:21
“the testimony.” In this context, “the testimony” refers to the tablets with the Ten Commandments.
“that I will give you.” God had not given the tablets with the Ten Commandments to Moses yet; He gave them to Moses later (cf. Exod. 31:18).
Exd 25:22
“I will meet with you there.” This is the major reason that the Tabernacle is also referred to as “the Tent of Meeting” (e.g., Exod. 27:21; 28:43; 29:4; 30:16; 31:7).
“from above the atonement cover—from between the two cherubim.” Yahweh met the people, and spoke to them, from above the atonement cover on the ark (traditionally translated as “mercy seat”) and between the cherubim. The Hebrew prepositions “above” and “between” are in the Hebrew text.
“I will speak to you.” God’s voice came from between the cherubim over the atonement cover. Numbers 7:89 says, “he [Moses] heard Yahweh’s voice speaking to him from above the atonement cover that was on the ark of the testimony from between the two cherubim” (see commentary on Num. 7:89).
Exd 25:23
“You are to make a table of acacia wood.” The table of the Bread of the Presence was placed on the north side of the Tabernacle, which, because it faced east, was on the right side of the Tabernacle as you entered it from outside (Exod. 26:35).
“two cubits.” That is, 36 inches (91 cm). The cubit of the Tabernacle and Temple was most likely roughly 18 inches (46 cm).
[For more information about the cubit used in the Tabernacle, see commentary on 2 Chron. 3:3.]
Exd 25:24
“gold molding.” See the commentary on Exod. 25:11.
Exd 25:30
“the Bread of the Presence.” The “Bread of the Presence” was 12 huge cakes of bread that were placed on a table in the Tabernacle or Temple every week (for more on the table, see Exodus 25:23-30). The Bread of the Presence showed God’s blessing of food for His people. The Hebrew phrase is more literally, “bread of [the] face,” but the word “face” was often used to indicate one’s personal presence. An abundance of food was one of the hallmarks of God’s presence and favor. There was plenty of food in the Garden of Eden, there will be plenty of food in Christ’s future Millennial kingdom on earth, and God promised Israel that there would be an abundance of food if they obeyed Him (cf. Deut. 28:4-5, 11-12). These extremely large cakes of bread symbolized God’s blessing of food.
The Bread of the Presence in the Tabernacle consisted of 12 huge cakes of bread, like huge pancakes. Each cake was made from two-tenths of an ephah of flour. An ephah is a dry measure that is about 23 quarts (5.6 gallons; 22 liters). So two-tenths of an ephah is roughly four and a half quarts, or a little over a gallon of fine flour. So these would have been very large wheat cakes. The cakes were stacked up on the table in two separate stacks of six cakes each. (Lev. 24:5-9). The cakes were replaced every Sabbath day (Lev. 24:8; 1 Chron. 9:32), and the old bread was eaten by the priests (Lev. 24:9).
From the perspective of God looking out eastward from the inner room (the Holy of Holies) of the Tabernacle, the table with the Bread of the Presence was on the left side (the north side) of the outer room of the Tabernacle (the Holy Place). There were three articles in the Holy Place. As you entered from outside, the table with the Bread of the Presence was on your right, the menorah with its seven oil lamps was on your left, and the golden altar of incense was ahead of you in front of the curtain that led to the Holy of Holies that had the ark of the covenant in it.
[For more on Christ’s Millennial Kingdom and the blessings associated with it, including an abundance of food, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Exd 25:31
“You are to make a menorah of pure gold.” The menorah was to be placed on the right side of the Holy Place, which, because the Tabernacle faced east, was to the south (Exod. 26:35).
Exd 25:32
“There are to be six branches extending out from its sides.” The menorah in the Tabernacle had seven places for oil lamps and thus seven oil lamps that went with it. Technically, a menorah is a lampstand, and the Hebrew menorah is translated as “lampstand” in many English versions. In the Tabernacle, the menorah (the “lampstand”) had seven oil lamps that were set on its six branches and its center “trunk.” The lamps were to burn from dusk to dawn every night, and part of the job of the priests was to make sure the lamp burned all night every night.
Exd 25:37
“seven lamps.” The menorah is a lampstand, and the “lamps” are oil lamps that sit on the branches and top of the menorah and give light to the Holy Place. The Holy Place was the larger room—the front room—in the Tabernacle that had the menorah and also had the table with the Bread of the Presence (called the “shewbread” in the KJV), and the golden altar of incense.
The oil lamps were lit at night and snuffed out in the morning (Exod. 27:21). The text says “they give light to the space in front of it” because the menorah was close to the south wall of the Tabernacle (the left side as you walk into the Tabernacle), so the main space that was lighted by the menorah was “in front of it,” not behind it.
Exd 25:38
“tongs.” The meaning of the Hebrew word is debated. These “tongs” are associated with the oil lamps, so “tongs” makes sense because sometimes a coal or wick needed to be handled.
“firepans.” There were firepans associated with the Menorah that were made of gold (Exod. 25:38), and firepans (same Hebrew word) that were made of bronze that were associated with the altar (Exod. 38:3). The firepans that were associated with the Menorah could have held coals that were used for lighting the wicks of the oil lamps, and also might have been where burning or smoldering wicks were placed (see commentary on Leviticus 10:1).
Exd 25:39
“The menorah.” The Hebrew text just reads “it,” but that can be confusing in the context, so “the menorah” was substituted for clarity. Since the whole menorah, including its branches and the utensils that went with it, was made of pure gold but only weighed about 75 pounds, it could not have been very large, perhaps only a couple of feet high.
“a talent of pure gold.” A “talent” was a measure of weight, and it varied, usually with the empire. For example, the Israelite, Babylonian, and Roman talents were all different. The Israelite talent was approximately 75 pounds (34 kg).
 
Exodus Chapter 26
Exd 26:1
“you are to make the tabernacle.” The Tabernacle, God’s dwelling place, was to be made of wood which was covered on the inside by skillfully woven tapestry, and on the outside by much more durable material.
The Tabernacle had four coverings. The innermost covering was of fine linen, which was to be of different colors—blue, purple, and scarlet—woven together. Also, it was to have cherubim woven into the cloth coverings. This fine linen with cherubim was what the priests could see when they were in the Tabernacle. On top of that linen covering was a covering of goat hair (Exod. 26:7). Goat hair was black, and it would have helped ensure that the inside of the Tabernacle was dark. The third covering was of rams’ skin that was either dyed red or tanned to be a reddish color (Exod. 26:14), and the fourth covering was to be of dugong skin (Exod. 26:14).
The Tabernacle was built in a way that pictured the Messiah, and the four coverings are a good example of that. The innermost covering, of material woven from blue, purple, and scarlet thread, with cherubim embroidered on it, represented Christ’s royalty as the Son of God. The second layer, of goat hair, represented Christ's humanity and service—that he was fully human and had to serve God and deal with life just like everyone else (e.g., Heb. 4:15). The third layer, of ram’s skin dyed red, represented his death and shed blood for the sins of humankind. The outer layer, of dugong skin, represented the fact that he would not stand out because of some special appearance, because, as Isaiah says, “When we see him, there is no beauty that we should be attracted to him” (Isa. 53:2). Actually, all the parts of the Tabernacle reflected the person, life, and work of the Messiah in one way or another, although sometimes the lesson God is showing us is not as easy to see as it is in the four coverings of the Tabernacle.
Interestingly, the outer dimensions of the Tabernacle are never given in the Bible. The measurements of Solomon’s Temple are given in 1 Kings 6:2 as 20 cubits wide by 60 cubits long, and that seems to be twice as big as the Tabernacle, which would then be 10 cubits wide and 30 cubits long. Also, the sides of the Tabernacle were to be made of 20 boards one and a half cubits wide, which would make the Tabernacle itself 30 cubits long (Exod. 26:16-18). The west side of the Tabernacle (the back side) was made of six boards one and a half cubits wide, which would seem to make the Tabernacle 10 cubits wide (Exod. 26:22). However, there is some scholarly debate about that because it is not known exactly how the 20 boards were connected to one another—the Bible does not say. The “cubit” used to make both Moses’ Tabernacle and Solomon’s Temple seem to be the short cubit of about 18 inches (about 45.7 cm).
[For more on the cubit, see commentary on 2 Chron. 3:3.]
“ten curtains.” These “curtains” are the sheets of material that cover the Tabernacle. The Hebrew word translated as “curtains” is yeriʿah (#03407 יְרִיעָה), and it was used of curtains in a tent that acted as outer walls or were used for privacy. Here in Exodus, the two innermost coverings of the Tabernacle are referred to as “curtains.”
There are separate Hebrew words for the different fabrics and coverings of the Tabernacle. As we see here in Exodus 26:1-6 and also in Exodus 36:8-13, the innermost covering is referred to as a “curtain.” It was made of finely twisted linen with blue, purple, and scarlet material with cherubim embroidered into it, and it would have been beautiful to look at. This inner linen curtain would not have been much of a cover against the rain or snow, so it is called a “curtain,” not a “cover.”
The second covering of the Tabernacle was made of goats’ hair and was also referred to as a “curtain” (Exod. 26:7-13; 36:14-17), and it is also referred to as a “tent” (e.g., Exod. 26:7, 9, 11-14; 36:14, 18, 19). Goat hair was the standard material from which tents were made, and goat-hair tents provided protection from the sun and weather, so this “tent” provided some protection for the Tabernacle. Also, because goat hair was generally black, the goat hair covering helped the inside of the Tabernacle be dark even on the brightest days.
The two outer layers of the covering over the Tabernacle, the first of rams’ skins dyed red and the outermost covering, which was of dugong skin, are referred to as “coverings” (Exod. 26:14; 36:19). A dugong is a “sea cow” that is very similar to a manatee but lives in the Red Sea and Gulf of Aqaba. The Hebrew word translated as “coverings” is mikhseh (#04372 מִכְסֶה). The outer coverings were to protect the Tabernacle and its contents, and the outermost covering of dugong skin would have been mostly waterproof.
Inside the Tabernacle was a veil that separated the Holy Place from the Holy of Holies. It is never called a “curtain,” but is referred to by the Hebrew word porekhet (#06532 פֹּרֶכֶת), which is translated as “veil” (Exod. 26:31-35; 36:35).
The courtyard of the Tabernacle was formed and enclosed by a linen cloth wall, and the linen wall was referred to by the Hebrew word qela (#07050 קֶלַע), which is generally translated as “hangings.” The linen “wall” of the courtyard was hung from pillars and was 5 cubits high (7.5 feet; 2.28 m. Exod. 27:18; 38:18). The first use of “hangings” and part of the description of the outer wall is Exodus 27:9.
There were two “screens” that kept people from seeing inside the Tabernacle. The only entrance to the courtyard of the Tabernacle was on the east side, and there was a “screen” (the Hebrew word is masakh; #04539 מָסָךְ), that separated the courtyard from the outside world (Exod. 27:16). Similarly, the only entrance to the Tabernacle itself was on the east side, and that entrance was also covered with a curtain referred to as a “screen” (Exod. 26:36-37). The two screens—the outer one that formed the entrance from the outside world into the Tabernacle courtyard and the second screen, the inner one that formed the entrance from the Tabernacle courtyard into the Tabernacle itself, were made of fine linen with blue, purple, and scarlet material. Thus the two screens were made like the innermost covering of the Tabernacle and the veil that separated the Holy Place from the Holy of Holies, which were also made of fine linen with blue, purple, and scarlet material.
The Hebrew words that described the different parts of the Tabernacle were used quite accurately so that the reader could usually immediately know which part of the Tabernacle was being described by the specific words that were used.
“finely twisted linen.” The yarn (or thread) that the Tabernacle was to be made from was to consist of different colored threads—usually blue, purple, and scarlet as we see in Exodus 26:1—that were woven together to make a multi-colored type of yarn, that was then woven into the cloth of the Tabernacle itself. It was grand and very beautiful. The cloth of the ephod, breastplate, and waistband worn by the High Priest was to be of fine linen and have blue, purple, and scarlet, but added gold (Exod. 28:6, 8, 15). The gold was beaten into thin plates and then cut into thin wires or strands that were woven into the cloth (Exod. 39:3). The curtains of the courtyard of the Tabernacle that separated the outside world from the Tabernacle courtyard were just said to be of “finely twisted linen,” and so its natural color would have been white, but the curtain at the entrance to the courtyard of the Tabernacle was made of finely twisted linen and blue, purple, and scarlet, so the entrance to the Tabernacle courtyard would have really stood out and been like the Tabernacle curtains themselves.
“purple.” Purple dye was rare and very expensive (see commentary on 2 Chron. 3:14).
Exd 26:2
“The length of each curtain is to be 28 cubits.” The length of the innermost covering, the linen covering, was to be 28 cubits. The length of the other coverings was 30 cubits (Exod. 26:8).
“all the curtains.” That is, all the curtains in the same layer were to have the same measurement.”
Exd 26:3
“and the other five curtains should be joined to one another.” So there are two sets of five curtains joined to each other. The individual sets are sewn together, and then the two sets of five are coupled together.
Exd 26:4
“You are to make loops of blue on the edge of the end curtain.” The inner roof curtain of the Tabernacle was fine linen with cherubim. That was the roof layer that could be seen by the priests working in the Tabernacle. That roof curtain was in two pieces, apparently for ease of assembling and disassembling the Tabernacle when it was moved.
Exd 26:6
“50 clasps of gold.” The clasps for the inner curtains, the ones of fine linen with cherubim on them, were to be made of gold (Exod. 26:6). The clasps of the next layer, the goat hair clasps, were to be made of bronze (Exod. 26:11).
Exd 26:7
“curtains of goats’ hair.” The standard goat in biblical times in the Middle East had black hair, so most tents were black (cf. Song 1:5). One of the unique attributes of goat hair that made it excellent tent material is that when it is dry, it shrinks, so it breathes well and can be quite cool, but when it gets wet it swells and if tightly woven can become quite water repellent. It was for that reason that most tents, such as the ones Abraham would have lived in, were made of goat hair.
“as a tent.” The Hebrew is just “tent,” but that can give the wrong impression. The outer coverings were not to be a “tent” over the Tabernacle as if the Tabernacle had a huge tent over it, they were to be a tent-like covering, in other words, a protective covering. The fine linen base covering was delicate and certainly not waterproof. It was for beauty and meaning. The outer three coverings were for protection.
“you are to make 11 curtains.” The goat hair covering was to be larger than the covering underneath it, which was made of fine linen. The inner covering of fine linen was to be of ten pieces, each 28 cubits long (Exod. 26:1-2). The covering on top of that linen covering was to be of 11 pieces, each 30 cubits long (Exod. 26:7-8). This ensured that the delicate inner covering was completely protected.
Exd 26:9
“into one set...into another set.” The Hebrew text is more literally, “by themselves,” that is, into one set by themselves, and the other six curtains into a set by themselves.
“at the front of the tent.” Exodus 26:9 is the first time in the Bible that the Tabernacle is called a “tent,” and it is called that six times in this chapter alone (Exod. 26:9, 11, 12, 13, 14, and 26:36). The Hebrew word translated as “tent” is 'ohel (#0168 אֹהֶל), which is the common word for tent. This “tent” is commonly referred to as the “Tabernacle,” which is a translation of the Hebrew word mishkan (#04908 מִשְׁכָּן), which means “dwelling place,” the place where one dwells or lives. In fact, it could be argued that “Dwelling Place” would be a more informative translation of mishkan than “Tabernacle” (The CEB and NJB translate mishkan as “dwelling,” but since the English word “dwelling” can be a noun or a verb depending on the context, “Dwelling Place” is clearer).
The Tabernacle (“Dwelling Place”) is also referred to as the “Tent of Meeting.” The Hebrew phrase is 'ohel mo'ed, in which 'ohel (#0168 אֹהֶל) means “tent,” and is followed by mo'ed (#04150 מוֹעֵד or מֹעֵד) which means a “meeting” or a “place for a meeting.” Thus the 'ohel mo'ed is the “Tent of Meeting,” because it was the place where people met with God. The phrase 'ohel mo'ed was translated as the “tabernacle of the congregation” in the King James Version, but that translation does not bring out the meaning of the Hebrew text very well. Exodus 27:21 is the first place the Tabernacle, the “Dwelling Place” is referred to as the “Tent of Meeting”
Exodus 26:9 uses the word “tent,” and at that time, tents had a sloped roof (or top) to shed rain. However, most of the modern drawings of the Tabernacle show it with a flat roof, which is largely due to scholars trying to fit the coverings that are described in Exodus onto the Tabernacle. But there is no compelling reason to believe the roof was flat, and since rain would have fallen on it, especially once Israel settled in the Promised Land, it is more reasonable to assume that this “tent” had a normal tent shape, even if the roof was only slightly sloped.
Exd 26:11
“50 clasps of bronze.” The clasps for the inner curtains, the ones of fine linen with cherubim on them, were to be made of gold (Exod. 26:6). The clasps of the next layer, the goat hair clasps, were to be made of bronze (Exod. 26:11).
Exd 26:12
“the half curtain that remains.” Although it is not stated, it is assumed that the extra curtain length was to be split. Half of the 4 cubits was to be doubled in the front of the Tabernacle, and two cubits was to hang down over the back of the Tabernacle.
“the tent…the tabernacle.” The Hebrew word translated as “tent” is 'ohel (#0168 אֹהֶל), which is the common word for tent, and the word translated as “Tabernacle” is mishkan (#04908 מִשְׁכָּן), which means “dwelling place,” the place where one dwells or lives (see commentary on Exod. 26:9).
The shape of the Tabernacle has been a subject of debate for many years. Most scholars think that it had a flat roof because that seems to fit the coverings better than a sloped roof. However, the Tabernacle is called a “tent” many times in Scripture, and tents had sloped roofs, even if they were not too steeply sloped.
Exd 26:14
“covering.” The outer two coverings over the Tabernacle are superficially said to be “coverings.” The Hebrew word for those coverings is mikhseh (#04372 מִכְסֶה). The outer coverings were to protect the Tabernacle and its contents. In contrast, the inner veil of fine linen is called a “veil,” and the Hebrew word is porekhet (#06532 פֹּרֶכֶת).
“make a covering for the tent.” The second layer of the roof of the Tabernacle was goat hair, and that covering is referred to as a “tent,” likely because tents at that time were made of goats’ hair (Exod. 26:7-13). So, in this context, “a covering (mikhseh) for the “tent” was a covering over the goats’ hair layer of the roof of the Tabernacle.
“rams’ skins dyed red.” The Hebrew could also mean tanned rams’ skins (see commentary on Exod. 25:5).
“dugong.” A mammal quite like a manatee that lives in the Red Sea and Gulf of Aqaba. See commentary on Exodus 25:5.
Exd 26:15
“You are to make the boards for the tabernacle.” These boards would give the Tabernacle strength and stability, and they were covered on both the inside and the outside with coverings; finely woven cloth on the inside, and durable skins on the outside. The boards made the walls of the Tabernacle very solid so they would not billow in and out with the wind like a standard tent would.
Exd 26:16
“The length of each board is to be ten cubits.” Ten cubits is 15 feet (4.57 meters), which would make the Tabernacle quite an imposing structure. The average tent that people lived in would be barely high enough for a man to stand inside, and thus perhaps around six or seven feet or less (and the Israelites were not generally as tall as people in Western society are now). Although the Tabernacle was behind the white curtains of the courtyard, at 15 feet (4.57 m) high, the people could still see the top of the Tabernacle standing up higher than the outer curtain, the outer “hanging.”
Exd 26:17
“two projections.” The Hebrew word translated as “projections” is yad (#03027 יָד), meaning “hands.” These “hands” were some kind of projection that stuck out of the bottom of the wall boards of the Tabernacle and joined with the bases that were on the ground under the wall boards. The boards were each about 18 inches wide, so the two “hands” (projections) would have been on the bottom of each board toward the ends—thus almost 18 inches apart—of the boards for maximum stability.
Exd 26:19
“under one board...under the next board.” The wording is somewhat awkward for us. We would say something like, “you are to make 40 bases of silver under the 20 boards; two bases are to be under the first board for its two projections, and two bases are to be under the next board in the wall for its two projections, and so forth for each board in the wall.”
Exd 26:20
“the second side.” The Hebrew word translated as “side” is the same as the word often translated as “rib” (Adam’s “rib”) in Genesis 2:21.
Exd 26:22
“the west side.” The Tabernacle and Temple were set up so that the opening in the front faced east, the direction of the rising sun. Light often symbolized God’s righteousness and truth, so it was symbolic that the light of the rising sun always shone into the Tabernacle and Temple.
Exd 26:23
“as the corner-structures.” There were two corner structures.
Exd 26:24
“They are to be separated at the bottom and joined at its top to one ring.” What the Hebrew text means is not explicit in the text. The boards were to be “twins,” but what that meant is not described. The two major interpretations are the boards were to be “doubled” (ASV, CJB, CSB, KJV, NAB, NASB, NIV, ) or “separated” (CEB, ESV, LSB, NRSV, RSV). Since the twinning of the boards seems to be for stability, it seems that the end boards were spread into an “A-frame” for the stability of the structure. Although the wording could refer to the corner boards being doubled due to the pressure put on the corners of the structure from the wind.
Exd 26:25
“There are to be eight boards total.” That is, the back wall of the Tabernacle was to have eight boards total. Six were to be placed side by side, and the end boards on the back wall were to be double, either in an A-frame configuration for stability, or doubled for strength (see commentary on Exod. 26:24).
Exd 26:26
“You are to make bars of acacia wood.” The Tabernacle had horizontal bars on the inside that strengthened and stabilized it. The bars were for the north, south, and west sides but the east side, the entrance, did not have bars.
Exd 26:28
“The middle bar is to be in the center of the boards.” Since the wall boards of the Tabernacle were to be ten cubits high (15 feet; 4.5 meters), the middle bar was halfway up the wall, or 7:5 feet (2.28 meters) from the ground.
Exd 26:31
“You are to make a veil of blue and purple and scarlet.” This was the curtain that separated the Holy Place (the outer room of the Tabernacle) from the Holy of Holies (the innermost room of the Tabernacle). This inner curtain is called a “veil,” the Hebrew word is porekhet (#06532 פֹּרֶכֶת). This is different from the other “covers,” for example the covering of goat hair. The Hebrew word for those coverings is mikhseh (#04372 מִכְסֶה).
[For more on the curtain and finely twisted linen, see commentary on Exod. 26:1.]
Exd 26:33
“the veil will separate the Holy Place from the Holy of Holies.” This “veil” was hung vertically between the Holy Place and the Holy of Holies, and separated the Tabernacle into two rooms. The larger, outer room had the menorah, the table of the Bread of the Presence, and the golden altar of incense. The smaller inner room had the Ark of the Covenant with the cherubim on top.
Exd 26:34
“atonement cover.” Traditionally called the “mercy seat” (see commentary on Exod. 25:17).
“the ark of the testimony.” This is the ark of the covenant, here called “the ark of the testimony” because it held the tablets with the Ten Commandments written on them, which testify to the covenant God made with Israel when God promised to be Israel’s God and the Israelites promised to obey God (Exod. 24:3-8; cf. Exod. 19:3-6).
Exd 26:35
“place the table.” This is referring to the table with the Bread of the Presence on it.
“outside the veil.” That is, “outside” (east of) the veil that separates the Holy Place from the Holy of Holies.
Exd 26:36
“For the entrance of the tent.” Here the Tabernacle is referred to as a “tent.” This is important because it seems the Tabernacle had to have some “tent-shape” to it so rain and snow would flow off. The most common depictions of the Tabernacle show it having a flat roof, but that would leak in times of continual rain or snow. Exodus 26:36 is evidence that the Tabernacle was shaped like a tent, even if the slope of the roof was quite shallow.
“you are to make a screen.” There were two screens that kept people from seeing inside the Tabernacle. There was a screen on the east side of the Tabernacle courtyard that kept people from seeing into the courtyard (Exod. 27:16) and there was a screen on the east side of the Tabernacle itself that kept people who were in the courtyard from seeing into the Tabernacle (Exod.26:36-37).
The screen that is mentioned here in Exodus 26:36-37 is the screen in front of the Tabernacle itself that kept people from seeing into the Holy Place, the eastern room of the Tabernacle. The Hebrew word that is translated as “screen” for both of the screens is masakh (#04539 מָסָךְ), which is simply a word for cover or curtain, but it is not the same word as is used for “curtain” in Exodus 26:1-6.
The front of the “Tent,” the Tabernacle, was to be covered with a screen so that people could not see inside it. So the Tabernacle was built with curtains all around it, and then outside it was a courtyard, that had the bronze altar of sacrifice and the laver for washing, and the courtyard was surrounded by linen curtains, whose natural color would have been white (see Exod. 27:18). Covering the entrance of the Tabernacle courtyard was a “screen” that kept outsiders from watching what happened inside the courtyard, including the sacrifices and offerings.
[For more on the screen and finely twisted linen, see commentary on Exod. 26:1.]
 
Exodus Chapter 27
Exd 27:1
“You are to make the altar of acacia wood.” The altar was the first thing a person came to when they entered the Tabernacle courtyard. The burnt offerings and sacrifices were to be burned on it. The priests, not the Levites, were to burn the sacrifices on the altar (Num. 18:5). The fire on the altar was to be kept burning; it was never to go out (Lev. 6:12-13).
“The altar must be square.” As we read the description of the great altar of sacrifice, we see that it was a hollow square built out of wood covered with bronze, and the altar had a bronze grate inside it on which the wood and sacrifices were placed. The altar was set up in the courtyard of the Tabernacle.
Exd 27:2
“Its horns.” The “horns” on the altar are projections on the four corners to keep wood and other things from falling off the altar. They were not well understood until archaeologists began uncovering various altars and incense altars that had the “horns” intact.
Exd 27:4
“You are to make a grate for it, a network of bronze.” The bronze mesh grate would allow air to circulate from under the wood and sacrifices on the altar so that the fire would burn hot and burn the sacrifices and offerings completely. The grate would allow the ashes to fall to the bottom of the altar and it was placed halfway up the inside of the altar so there would be room for the ashes below and the sacrifices above. The bronze grate would have to be very thick to withstand having a fire on it day after day.
The Bible does not tell us how the ashes were removed. The fire on the altar was not to go out (Lev. 6:9, 12-13) because God lit the fire when the altar was first built (Lev. 9:24), and that special fire from God was to be kept going. It seems very unlikely that the grating would be lifted up to get to the ashes below while the fire was still going, and thus it is much more likely that there was an open place in one or more sides of the altar that allowed people to shovel the ashes out from under the fire. Associated with the altar were shovels that would have been used to remove the ashes, and pots that were used to take the ashes away.
Exd 27:7
“sides.” This is the same word as is translated “ribs” in many English versions of Genesis 2:21-22 (Adam’s “rib”).
Exd 27:8
“You are to make it hollow, out of planks.” The altar of sacrifice was to be a hollow square, made from acacia wood planks covered in bronze (Exod. 27:1, 2, 8), with a bronze grate in it on which to put the wood and sacrifices. The Hebrew word translated as “planks” is the same word translated as “tablets,” in the tablets of stone with the Ten Commandments. The word refers to the shape, i.e., “plank shaped.” Although the altar was to be made of wooden planks covered in bronze, the fire on the altar must have been kept away from the planks so that they did not burn up.
Exd 27:9
“hangings.” The “walls” of the Tabernacle courtyard were made of linen that was hung from pillars that surrounded the Tabernacle. The linen wall was referred to by the Hebrew word qela (#07050 קֶלַע), which is generally translated as “hangings.”
The coverings over the top of the Tabernacle are referred to as “coverings” (see commentary on Exod. 26:1). In contrast, Exodus 27:9 is referring to the cloth walls of the Tabernacle courtyard, and those cloth walls “hung” down and made it impossible for outsiders to see what the people inside the Tabernacle courtyard were doing.
Exd 27:10
“with their 20 pillars and their 20 bases.” The north and south courtyard cloth outer walls were 100 cubits long[footnoteRef:221] with 20 pillars and bases on each wall. That means that the space between the pillars was to be 5 cubits.[footnoteRef:222] The cloth back wall, the west wall, was to be 50 cubits[footnoteRef:223] and have ten pillars and bases, so the west wall also had pillars spaced 5 cubits apart (Exod. 27:12). The east courtyard wall also totaled 50 cubits (Exod. 27:13), but was made differently. Looking from the east at the Tabernacle enclosure, the east side had two “shoulders,” each 15 cubits wide, one “shoulder” on the north side and one on the south, with a 20-cubit screen in the middle so priests and Levites could enter the Tabernacle courts. However, how the screen was placed so people could enter the Tabernacle courtyard is not described in the Bible. There are a number of details on how the Tabernacle was built that are left out of the Bible, so although we can get a general idea of what the Tabernacle looked like, an exact model is impossible to build. [221:  150 feet; 45.72 meters]  [222:  7.5 feet; 2.28 meters]  [223:  75 feet; 22.86] 

“The hooks of the pillars and their bands are to be of silver.” There are a lot of details missing from the description of the Tabernacle. In this case, the exact function of the hooks and bands is not given. We can assume that a band went around each pillar and that the hooks attached to the bands and the curtains were hung from the hooks; that would be a likely guess and would make sense.
Exd 27:12
“there are to be hangings of 50 cubits.” For a more complete description of the hangings, see commentary on Exodus 27:10.
Exd 27:13
“the width of the courtyard is to be 50 cubits.” The west end of the Tabernacle courtyard was 50 cubits (75 feet; 22.86 m), and the “wall” was formed from cloth hangings. In contrast, the east “wall” of the courtyard was made up of three sets of hangings, two identical hangings, each 15 cubits wide (22.5 feet; 6.86 m)—one on the right side and one on the left side. In between those two sets of hangings was a hanging “screen” of fine linen woven with blue, purple, and scarlet that was 20 cubits wide (30 feet; 9.14 m). So the east side was 50 cubits wide like the west side was, but the middle part was a 20-cubit screen that allowed people in and out of the courtyard but kept outsiders from seeing into the courtyard (see commentary on Exod. 27:10).
Exd 27:14
“to the side of.” The Hebrew word translated as “side” is “shoulder,” and the phrase is literally, “on the shoulder of.” Looking from the east at the outer “wall” of the Tabernacle courtyard, the east side cloth wall of the Tabernacle was 50 cubits (Exod. 27:13), just as the west cloth outer “wall” was 50 cubits (Exod. 27:12). However, the way the east wall was constructed was unique because the only entrance to the Tabernacle and the Tabernacle courtyard was on the east. The east outer cloth wall was composed of two “shoulders,” each 15 cubits (22.5 feet; 6.85 m) wide, and a screen that was 20 cubits wide (30 feet; 9.14 m) in between the two “shoulders.” The shoulders were white linen (Exod. 27:9), while the screen in the middle was multi-colored (Exod. 27:16). Thus, looking at the east courtyard “wall” from a distance, a person would see a 15-cubit wide wall of white linen on the left (south) side, then a 20-cubit wide middle “screen” of “finely twisted linen of blue and purple and scarlet” (Exod. 27:16), and then a 15-cubit wide wall of white linen on the right (north) side. The white linen walls on the north and south were called “shoulders” here in Exodus 27:14.
The two shoulder pieces of white linen were each 15 cubits wide and were held up by three pillars on three bases (Exod. 27:14). The middle cloth screen was 20 cubits wide and was held up by four pillars and bases (Exod. 27:16). The only way that 10 pillars could hold up 50 cubits of cloth spaced 5 cubits apart was for one pillar of one of the “shoulders,” the side pieces, to also hold up one end of the screen in the middle. However, exactly how that was done is not described in the Bible.
Exd 27:16
“for the gateway of the courtyard there is to be a screen.” The entrances to the Tabernacle itself and the Tabernacle courtyard were both on the east side. The screen between the Tabernacle courtyard and the Tabernacle itself is described in Exodus 26:36-37. The entrance from the outside world into the Tabernacle courtyard is described here in Exodus 27:16, and it was called a “gate” or “gateway,” and it was a screen 20 cubits wide (30 feet; 9.14 m). It was held up by pillars on bases, so it did not open and shut like a door on hinges. Exactly how people got from the outside to behind the screen and into the courtyard is not described in the Bible. It is possible that the “screen” was offset somehow such that people could walk around it, or perhaps people entering the courtyard had to push the curtain aside and walk through it.
“finely twisted linen.” The curtains of the courtyard were just made of finely twisted linen, whose natural color would have been white. In contrast, the entry screen (the curtains) that one had to go through to get from the outside world into the Tabernacle courtyard were finely twisted linen with blue, purple, and scarlet, so the entry screen to the Tabernacle was made like the veil that covered the Tabernacle.
[For more on the curtain and finely twisted linen, see commentary on Exod. 26:1.]
Exd 27:17
“All the pillars of the courtyard are to be banded with silver.” The pillars of the Tabernacle courtyard were set in bases of bronze, and near the top, they had bands made of silver that had silver hooks, and the curtains that composed the walls of the Tabernacle courtyard were hung from the hooks.
Exd 27:18
“the width 50 cubits throughout.” The Hebrew is more literally, “fifty by fifty,” but it means the whole courtyard was to be 50 cubits wide in every place.
“the height is to be five cubits.” That is a height of 7.5 feet, which is not terribly tall, but it is tall enough that no one could look inside, especially since the average Israelite was not as tall as the average Westerner today. Thus the curtain around the Tabernacle set a strong boundary between that which was holy and that which was common. The “regular Israelites” were not to go inside the curtain and into the courtyard without an approach offering (see commentary on Lev. 1:2).
“finely twisted linen.” The curtains that separated the outside world from the Tabernacle courtyard were to be of fine linen, and the natural color would be white. These were not like the curtains of the Tabernacle itself, which had linen of blue, scarlet, and purple yarn (see commentary on Exod. 26:1).
Exd 27:19
“All the accessories of the tabernacle used in all its service.” This is speaking of the accessories used in the courtyard, for example, in tending the altar of sacrifice (e.g., Exod. 27:3). The accessories used inside the Tabernacle, in the Holy Place, were to be of gold (Exod. 25:29, 38).
“and all its tent pegs and all the pegs of the courtyard.” The tent pegs that held up the Tabernacle and the pegs and ropes that held up the long curtain that formed the courtyard around the Tabernacle are mentioned several times in Exodus. Tent pegs and ropes to hold up the Tabernacle itself and the curtains that formed the courtyard were absolutely necessary, just as they still are with modern tents.
Exd 27:20
“they bring to you pure oil of pressed olives for the light.” One of the responsibilities of the people of Israel was to bring olive oil to the priests at the Tabernacle so it could be burned every night. In this context, “regularly” does not mean all day every day, but continually in the sense of every night, night after night (see Exod. 27:21; 30:8; Lev. 24:3).
“so that the lamp burns regularly.” This is one rendering of the Hebrew text. It could also be that the “lamp was kindled regularly,” that is, that the Levites lit the lamp regularly due to the olive oil that was the fuel.
Exd 27:21
“the Tent of Meeting.” This is the first time the Tabernacle (the “Dwelling Place”) is called “the Tent of Meeting.” The Tabernacle is referred to in different ways. It is simply called the “tent” (see commentary on Exod. 26:9). It is called the “Tabernacle,” perhaps more properly, the “Dwelling Place.” And it is called “the Tent of Meeting.” The Hebrew word translated as “tent” is 'ohel (#0168 אֹהֶל), which is the common word for tent. This “tent” is also commonly referred to as the “Tabernacle,” and “Tabernacle” is a translation of the Hebrew word mishkan (#04908 מִשְׁכָּן), which means “dwelling place,” the place where one dwells or lives. In fact, it could be argued that “Dwelling Place” would be a more informative translation of mishkan than “Tabernacle” (The CEB, NJB, and Everett Fox[footnoteRef:224] translate mishkan as “Dwelling,” but since the English word “dwelling” can be a noun or a verb depending on the context, “Dwelling Place” seems clearer). [224:  Everett Fox, The Schocken Bible.] 

The “tent,” the “Tabernacle” (“Dwelling Place”) is also referred to as the “Tent of Meeting,” as we see here in Exodus 27:21. The Hebrew phrase is 'ohel mo'ed, in which 'ohel (#0168 אֹהֶל) means “tent,” and is followed by mo'ed (#04150 מוֹעֵד or מֹעֵד) which means a “meeting” or a “place for a meeting.” Thus the 'ohel mo'ed is the “Tent of Meeting,” because it was the place where people met with God. The phrase 'ohel mo'ed was translated as the “tabernacle of the congregation” in the King James Version, but that translation does not bring out the meaning of the Hebrew text very well.
[For more on the Tabernacle, also called the “Tent,” also called the “Tent of Meeting,” see commentary on Exod. 25:9.]
“the veil that is in front of the testimony.” This “veil” is the fine linen veil that separated the Holy Place from the Holy of Holies (Exod. 36L31-35).
“the testimony.” One of the names of the ark of the covenant that was in the Holy of Holies in the Tabernacle was “the testimony,” because the ark of the covenant contained the Ten Commandments that the Israelites agreed to obey. In the Tabernacle, the ark of the covenant was in the innermost room, called the Holy of Holies. A “veil,” a linen curtain, separated the inner room of the Tabernacle, called the Holy of Holies, from the outer room of the Tabernacle, called the Holy Place. The Holy Place had the golden altar of incense, the table with the Bread of the Presence on it, and the menorah (“lampstand”) with seven oil lamps on it.
“Aaron and his sons are to tend it from evening to morning before Yahweh.” The priests—Aaron and his descendants—kept the menorah lamps burning all night. They lit them in the evening and snuffed them out in the morning. It was the priests who tended to the things in the Holy Place: the menorah, the Table of the Bread of the Presence, and the golden altar of incense.
 
Exodus Chapter 28
Exd 28:1
“Nadab and Abihu.” Shortly after this, Nadab and Abihu offered illegitimate fire before Yahweh and died (Lev. 10:1-2), and the line of the High Priest continued through the line of Eleazar.
Exd 28:2
“for glory.” This is the same word for “glory” as in the phrase, “the glory of Yahweh.” The High Priest was a primary representative of God, and as such was to be a reflection of His glory on earth.
Exd 28:3
“priest.” By implication, this is the High Priest. After Aaron died, his son Eleazar took the position of High Priest.
Exd 28:4
“These are the garments that they are to make.” Here in Exodus 28:4, six of the nine pieces of the clothing of the High Priest are mentioned: the breastplate, the ephod, the robe, the checkered tunic, the turban, and the sash. The other three pieces, the gold plate with “Holy to Yahweh” that went on the turban (Exod. 28:36-38), and the linen underwear (Exod. 28:42-43), and the waistband (Exod. 28:8) are mentioned later in the chapter. The Bible does not say why all the clothing was not described in one place.
“sash.” There are separate words for “sash” and “waistband,” and they are two different articles of clothing (Lev. 8:7).
Exd 28:5
“They are to use the gold.” The garments that the High Priest wore had gold thread interwoven with the blue, purple and scarlet material. This set him apart from the other priests (Exod. 28:3). It also set him apart from other materials in the Tabernacle: the innermost covering of the Tabernacle, the veil of the Tabernacle, and the screens of the Tabernacle, all of which had blue, purple, and scarlet thread but not gold (Exod. 26:1, 31, 36). The gold thread was made by pounding the gold into thin plates and then cutting them into thin thread-like wires (Exod. 39:3).
When we closely examine the garments of the High Priest and things like his breastplate of judgment and the gold medallion on his turban, we can see that the High Priest was distinctly set apart from the other priests, the other materials used in the tabernacle, and the common people. That the high priest was distinctly set apart from the rest of the priests and Tabernacle is a reflection of his exalted position as representative of God on earth and a judge and mediator between God and people. It was also a reflection of the exalted position the Messiah would one day have, because the Messiah would one day be the sinless and everlasting judge and mediator between God and people.
Exd 28:6
“They are to make the ephod.” The ephod is not well understood, and for good reason. Lots of different characteristics are ascribed to an ephod. Here in Exodus 28:6, the ephod seems to be something like a smock that was worn by the High Priest, although its exact size, length, and shape are not described. Gideon made an ephod out of gold that became a snare to him and to Israel because it became an object of worship (Judg. 8:27). When Samuel was a young boy, he wore an ephod (1 Sam. 2:18). Not just the High Priest wore an ephod, because in David’s time a number of priests wore them (1 Sam. 22:18). In fact, David, who was not a priest, wore one himself when he came into Jerusalem (2 Sam. 6:14). Also in David’s time, there was an ephod in the Tabernacle behind which was the sword of Goliath (1 Sam. 21:9). Sometimes the ephod was not worn, but was carried in one’s hand (1 Sam. 23:6).
“finely twisted linen, of gold.” The High Priest’s garments were interwoven with gold (see commentary on Exod. 28:5). For more on the finely twisted linen, see commentary on Exodus 26:1.
Exd 28:7
“corners.” The Hebrew word can be translated as “edges” or “corners,” such as in the REV. Although the word “upper” is not in the text, the shoulder straps had to be attached to the upper corners or else the ephod would flip upside down.
Exd 28:8
“gold.” The High Priest’s garments were interwoven with gold, which set him apart (see commentary on Exod. 28:5).
“finely twisted linen.” For more on the cloth and finely twisted linen, see commentary on Exodus 26:1.
Exd 28:9
“onyx stones.” While chemically there were several stones that were referred to as onyx, that does not help us much when it comes to color. Onyx is usually banded, or striped, but the stone can be almost translucent to black, and color variations include red, brown, tan, black, and blueish-white and white. The stone is quite soft and is engraved quite easily.
“the names of the sons of Israel.” In this context, the “sons of Israel” are the sons of Jacob, the twelve of them. The sons in their birth order are given in Genesis 29:31-30:34, and Genesis 35:23-26.
Exd 28:10
“in the order of their birth.” The birth of the twelve sons of Jacob is recorded in Genesis 29:31-30:24, and Genesis 35:23-26. The names in order (with their mothers) are Reuben, Simeon, Levi, Judah, (all four from Leah), Dan (Bilhah), Naphtali (Bilhah), Gad (Zilpah), Asher (Zilpah), Issachar (Leah), Zebulun (Leah), Joseph (Rachel), and Benjamin (Rachel).
Exd 28:11
“as a gem cutter engraves a seal.” The “seal” would be a signet ring, cylinder seal, or scarab seal. These were very common in the ancient world and identified the owner. There were to be twelve stones on the breastplate of the High Priest, and each stone was to have the name of a tribe cut into it, just like a seal has a name or title cut into it.
[For more on seals and signets, see commentary on Gen. 41:42.]
Exd 28:13
“You are to make gold filigree settings.” These settings are the settings that are mentioned later, to which the gold rope-chains were attached (Exod. 28:25). It also seems that these settings are the settings in which the onyx stones are set on the shoulder pieces of the ephod that the High Priest wore (Exod. 28:11).
Exd 28:15
“a breastplate of judgment.” The Hebrew word translated as “breastplate” is choshen (#02833 חֹשֶׁן), and that word is only used of this particular article of clothing. It was a “breastplate” by which judgments were given. The “breastplate” was made of cloth and was basically a large pocket that had the Urim and Thummim in it, two stones that, by drawing out one or the other, gave the judgment of God (see commentary on Exod. 28:30).
“finely twisted linen.” The breastplate had gold thread like the other garments of the High Priest (see commentary on Exod. 28:5).
[For more on the cloth of finely twisted linen, see commentary on Exod. 26:1.]
Exd 28:16
“and folded double.” The double fold created the pocket that the Urim and Thummim were in.
Exd 28:17
“mount on it settings.” The Hebrew word translated “mount” and “settings” is the same root word, the first being a verb and the second a noun. The noun and verb are both singular, but the noun is a collective singular, so the translation “settings” is appropriate. That the two words are the same explains why Young’s Literal Translation has “set in it settings.” Although that is a very accurate translation grammatically, it can be confusing because the stones were not just “set” on the breastplate, they were firmly mounted on it so they would not fall off.
“carnelian, topaz, and emerald.” The exact identity of some of the stones on the breastplate of the High Priest is not known, and scholars have differing opinions about what they are, and this uncertainty accounts for the differences in the identities of the stones in the various English translations. The translation “carnelian, topaz, and emerald” occurs in several versions (e.g., CEB, CJB, CSB). Although some English versions have “ruby” as one of the stones, in over 150 years of archaeological excavations in Israel, no actual ruby or diamond has been found, so they are almost certainly not the stones in the breastplate of the High Priest.
Exd 28:18
“lapis lazuli.” The deep blue color of lapis lazuli—a stone that was well-known in the ancient Near East—was often associated with God and his throne (Exod. 24:10; Job. 28:16; Isa. 54:11; Ezek. 1:26; 10:1). The majority English translation, “sapphire,” is almost certainly wrong (see commentary on Ezek. 1:26).
Exd 28:21
“Like the engravings on a seal.” The “seal” was usually a signet ring, cylinder seal, or scarab seal. Since the Israelites had just come out of Egypt they would have been very familiar with the scarab seal, which was common in Egypt. The seals were usually made of stone and had letters and/or characters engraved on them so that when they were pushed into something soft like clay they left a distinct impression, as distinct as a signature.
[For more on seals and signets, see commentary on Gen. 41:42.]
Exd 28:25
“the two settings.” The two settings are mentioned in Exodus 28:13-14, and by implication they are on the shoulder straps of the ephod.
Exd 28:26
“you are to put them on the two bottom ends of the breastplate.” The two bottom rings attach to the two lower rings on the ephod so that the breastplate does not flap on the belly of the High Priest.
Exd 28:28
“bind the breastplate by its rings to the rings of the ephod.” There were rings on the ephod and rings on the breastplate, and these two rings were tied together to keep the ephod from bouncing on the chest of the High Priest.
“so that it will be above the skillfully woven waistband.” The breastplate is “above,” i.e., “higher up than,” the waistband.[footnoteRef:225] [225:  Umberto Cassuto, A Commentary on the Book of Exodus, 378.] 

“does not swing out from the ephod.” The breastplate of the High Priest, which held the Urim and Thummim, was to be securely fastened to the ephod, the garment he was wearing, so that it would not bounce in and out on his chest.
Exd 28:29
“breastplate of judgment.” The breastplate with the Urim and Thummim is called the “breastplate of judgment” because it was used to judge the people and situations so the people would know the will of God.
Exd 28:30
“the Urim and Thummim.” The “Urim” and “Thummim” were two stones that were in the breastplate of the High Priest and he would draw one or the other out of the breastplate to find the decision of God on a matter. The two stones apparently felt the same to human touch, so the High Priest could not tell by touch which stone was which and thus cheat to get his own way, and that gave the people confidence that the decision made by the Urim and Thummim was made by God. Proverbs 16:33 says, “The lot is cast into the lap, but each of its judgments is from Yahweh.” When a decision was made by the Urim and Thummin, it was considered a decision by “lot.” Many issues were settled by lot, that is, by drawing a stone out of the breastplate and seeing what the decision of Yahweh was.
For example, the land areas for the tribes of Israel were assigned areas by “lot,” that is, by the stones—the Urim and Thummim—that were in the breastplate of the High Priest (Josh. 14:2). The High Priest would draw out a stone which would indicate the decision of Yahweh (cf. Exod. 28:30; Lev. 8:8; Num. 27:21; Deut. 33:8; Josh. 21:4; 1 Sam. 28:6; Ezra 2:63; Neh. 7:65). The exact process, which was well-known at the time and thus was not described any detail in the Bible, is not well understood today. In Joshua 21:4, the “lot,” i.e., the stone, “came out,” that is, came out of the pocket on the front of the breastplate of the High Priest and indicated that the Kohathites were to be the first to be assigned cities in the Promised Land.
In Joshua 7:14-19, we see a good example of how the Urim and Thummin were used to discover the will of God. Yahweh “captured” (“took”) by lot using the Urim and Thummin the man, Achan, who stole things from Jericho and caused the defeat at the city of Ai (see commentary on Josh. 7:14). The same process was used to decide who the first king of Israel would be, and Saul “was taken,” that is, was taken by lot (1 Sam. 10:20-21).
[For more on the “lot” and the Urim and Thummim, see commentary on Exod. 28:30.]
“And Aaron is to carry the judgment of the children of Israel on his heart.” The translation” judgment” is correct. In this context, it seems to have multiple meanings. Some translations expand “judgment” to “means of judgment,” as if “judgment” was a metonymy for the means of judgment. The meaning “means of judgment” seems to be in the text, but it is not the only meaning. The High Priest also carried the “responsibility for judgment” upon his heart. It was his responsibility to remain holy in the eyes of God so that the judgments that were given by the Urim and Thummim (the stones in the breastplate) were correct. Also, the meaning of the word “judgment” likely includes the weight of feeling the judgments that the Israelites would incur if they sinned. For example, the “judgment” that Achan and his family received for stealing from Jericho meant the death of Achan and his family (Josh. 7:1-26). They deserved the death penalty because their sin caused the death of 36 people, but to execute a family even if they deserve it is still a weight on one’s heart.
Exd 28:31
“robe.” This is not a robe that has a slit up the middle to put on like a standard bathrobe, but is to be one piece and pulled over the head, like a pull-over sweatshirt (Exod. 28:31).
Exd 28:32
“of a coat of mail.” The meaning of this Hebrew word is uncertain, which is reflected in the different readings of the English versions. In any case, the people understood this to be some kind of weaving around the neck-hole that kept it from tearing. However, if you really pulled hard it would tear, just as the High Priest tore his robe at the trial of Jesus (Matt. 26:65).
Exd 28:33
“pomegranates of blue and of purple and of scarlet.” The pomegranates on the robe were made of linen material (Exod. 39:24). Just like the real pomegranate fruit has shades of different colors, the pomegranates on the robe of the High Priest were to have different colors instead of being one solid color.
“all around its hem.” The pomegranates and bells went all the way around the robe. The robe was not split, but was one piece around the body. How the arms came out is not described. It might have just had arm holes, but some kind of sleeve may have been sewn on.
Exd 28:35
“Holy Place.” What this “Holy Place” is, is not described (the Hebrew text simply reads, “goes into the Holy”). It was likely any room of the Tabernacle. Because the Hebrew text is so unclear, there are many different interpretations about the meaning of the text. Perhaps the most well-known is that the High Priest wore the bells so people could hear that he was still alive in the Holy of Holies, but that is tradition. A simple reading of the text seems to say that the sound of the bells is respectful to God and the High Priest wears them as he serves in the Tabernacle in general.
Exd 28:36
“like the engravings of a seal.” The “seal” would be a signet ring, cylinder seal, or scarab seal. These were very common in the ancient world and identified the owner.
[For more on seals and signets, see commentary on Gen. 41:42.]
Exd 28:38
“will bear the guilt.” The Hebrew word translated “bear” can mean “to carry or bear something,” or “to take away, remove” something. The idea of carrying the guilt was to carry it away, so the ideas are connected. If Aaron carried the guilt, he did it so that it would be taken away, atoned for.
“offer as holy.” The Hebrew has one word that the REV and Schocken Bible translate as “offer as holy.”
“so that they are accepted before Yahweh.” The Hebrew text is ambiguous here, and the scholars are divided as to what it means. Does “so that they are accepted” refer to the people who are doing the offering being accepted (CEB, NLT), or does it refer to the offerings themselves being accepted by God (BBE, CJB, GW, Rabbi Rashi)? Most English versions leave the text ambiguous, as does the REV. Also, however, this may be an amphibologia, where both meanings are true, and God has left the text ambiguous because the people are accepted before God, and thus so are their sacrifices.
Exd 28:40
“You are to make tunics.” The color of the garments of the ordinary priests is disputed by scholars. The Bible never specifically says, so some scholars say that material was made of the blue, purple, and scarlet thread, while other scholars say they were made of white linen.
“caps.” The translation “caps” is inexact, and does not necessarily carry the meaning of the Hebrew text, but the problem is that English does not have a word that exactly describes the headpiece that the priests wore. It was not a “headband” like athletes wear, and it was not a “hat,” “cap,” or “turban,” in the common way Westerners use those words, although it could be argued that “turban” is somewhat better than “cap.” The NET text note reads that the “cap” was “...a band of linen wrapped around the head, forming something like a brimless convex cap, resembling something like a half egg. It refers to the headgear of ordinary priests only.”
Exd 28:41
“anoint them.” The priests were to be anointed with God’s special anointing oil that was only used for God’s special holy things (Exod. 30:22-33)
“ordain.” The Hebrew text is an idiom. The JPS Torah commentary says, “The Hebrew idiom milleʾ yad literally means “to fill the hand.” It is most frequently used in the sense of installing persons into priestly office.”[footnoteRef:226] The commentary then goes on to suggest that the origin of the idiom was probably some concrete situation, such as a ceremony, in which some meaningful object was actually placed in the person’s hand, but through time the ceremony was discontinued and the phrase simply became an idiom. Since the ceremony was used for installing priests into office, the word “ordain” is appropriate, although the English word “ordain” can carry connotations that would not apply to the ancient priesthood, and vice-versa. [226:  Nahum Sarna, The JPS Torah Commentary: Exodus, entry on Exod. 28:41, accessed in Accordance Bible Software.] 

Exd 28:42
“linen.” This is a different word than the other word that does mean linen.
“cover the flesh of their nakedness.” Here, their “nakedness” refers specifically to their genital area, thus the garment went from the waist to the thigh. In fact, the word “nakedness” usually referred to the genital area.
Exd 28:43
“the Tent of Meeting.” Here the Tabernacle (the “Dwelling Place”) is called “the Tent of Meeting.” The Hebrew word translated as “tent” is 'ohel (#0168 אֹהֶל), which is the common word for tent. This “tent” is commonly referred to as the “Tabernacle,” which is a translation of the Hebrew word mishkan (#04908 מִשְׁכָּן), which means “dwelling place,” the place where one dwells or lives. In fact, it could be argued that “Dwelling Place” would be a more informative translation of mishkan than “Tabernacle” (The CEB and NJB translate mishkan as “dwelling,” but since the English word “dwelling” can be a noun or a verb depending on the context, “Dwelling Place” is clearer).
The “tent,” the “Tabernacle” (“Dwelling Place”) is also referred to as the “Tent of Meeting,” as we see here in Exodus 28:43. The Hebrew phrase is 'ohel mo'ed, in which 'ohel (#0168 אֹהֶל) means “tent,” and is followed by mo'ed (#04150 מוֹעֵד or מֹעֵד) which means a “meeting” or a “place for a meeting.” Thus the 'ohel mo'ed is the “Tent of Meeting,” because it was the place where people met with God. The phrase 'ohel mo'ed was translated as the “tabernacle of the congregation” in the King James Version, but that translation does not bring out the meaning of the Hebrew text very well. Exodus 27:21 is the first place the Tabernacle, the “Dwelling Place” is referred to as the “Tent of Meeting.”
“or when they come near to the altar.” From the word “or” it seems that this is the great altar of sacrifice in the Tabernacle courtyard.
 
Exodus Chapter 29
Exd 29:1
“This is what you are to do to them to set them apart as holy to serve me as priests.” The actual ceremony is described in Leviticus 8, and much of the vocabulary is the same.
Exd 29:2
“smeared with oil.” The Hebrew word can mean “anointed,” and it is used many times that way. However, it can also mean “smear.”[footnoteRef:227] In this case, it does not seem that the wafers were any more special than the bread and cakes, so “smeared” seems to be the better translation to get the meaning of the text. The purpose of the oil is not stated in the text, but the oil often signified the presence of God or the blessing of God. [227:  HALOT Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the Old Testament.] 

“fine wheat flour.” The Hebrew word for “flour” indicates that it is finely ground flour.
Exd 29:4
“the entrance of the Tent of Meeting.” Aaron and his sons were to come to the entrance of the Tabernacle itself. That was close to the presence of God Himself, because He was enthroned above the ark of the covenant.
“the Tent of Meeting.” The “Tabernacle” (“Dwelling Place”) is also referred to as the “Tent of Meeting” because it was the place where people met with God. The Hebrew phrase is 'ohel mo'ed, in which 'ohel (#0168 אֹהֶל) means “tent,” and is followed by mo'ed (#04150 מוֹעֵד or מֹעֵד) which means a “meeting” or a “place for a meeting.” Thus the 'ohel mo'ed is the “Tent of Meeting” (see commentary on Exod. 27:21).
Exd 29:6
“the holy crown.” In this context, the “holy crown” is the medallion with “Holy to Yahweh” inscribed on it (cf. Exod. 39:30).
Exd 29:7
“the anointing oil.” This is the special anointing oil (Exod. 30:22-33).
Exd 29:9
“caps.” These “caps” were “a band of linen wrapped around the head, forming something like a brimless convex cap” (see commentary on Exod. 28:40).
“ordain.” For the translation “ordain,” see commentary on Exodus 28:41.
Exd 29:11
“before Yahweh.” The courtyard of the Tabernacle was “before Yahweh” because Yahweh was dwelling in the Tabernacle (cf. Exod. 25:22; Num. 7:89).
Exd 29:12
“the altar … the altar.” This “altar” is the great altar of sacrifice in the courtyard of the Tabernacle.
Exd 29:13
“and the appendage on the liver.” The Hebrew word translated as “appendage” is yoteret (#03508 ֑יתֶרֶת), and according to the HALOT Hebrew-English lexicons it refers to an “appendage of the liver.” HALOT explains that this appendage is found in cows, sheep, and goats but is not in humans.
“burn them into smoke.” The phrase “burn them into smoke” is the translation of the Hebrew verb qatar (#06999 מֻקְטָר), a verb that can refer to smoke, smell, or steam. The verb can mean “to make a sacrifice, burn a sacrifice, burn a sacrifice into smoke, burn incense or burn incense into smoke (thus, offer incense), fill something with fragrance.”[footnoteRef:228] The exact translation in any given verse is determined by the context. The verb was used in a cultic context to refer to burning a sacrifice or burning it all the way into smoke, or to burning incense. For example, here in Exodus 29:13, the Common English Bible uses the phrase “burn them up in smoke” (cf. CJB, JPS, NASB, NRSV). [228:  Koehler and Baumgartner, HALOT Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon; Holladay, Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon.] 

The smoke was a sweet smell to God. It is not that God likes the smell of smoke, but rather that the smoke of the sacrifice was supposed to represent the love and commitment of the person doing the sacrifice, and from God’s perspective the sacrifice also looked forward to the sacrifice of His Son for the sins of humankind. Given that, in some contexts, the translation of the verb qatar could be expanded in a paraphrased or amplified Bible to “turn them into sweet smoke,” which is the reading in the margin of the NET First Edition Bible. The same Hebrew verb, qatar, was used for burning incense which produced a sweet smell (cf. Exod. 30:7). The smell of the burning is called a “soothing aroma to Yahweh” (cf. Lev. 1:9, 13,17; 3:16; 4:31; etc.). Given that the smoke was to be a soothing aroma to God and in that it was similar to the smoke of incense, here in Exodus 29:13, the YLT has that the priest made “perfume on the altar,” and Rotherham’s Emphasized Bible says, “burn as incense on the altar.”
That the smoke of the sacrifice or the smoke and smell of the incense was a blessing to God was based on the obedience and heart of love of the person doing the offering. When God’s people were disobedient, arrogant, sinful, and worshiped idols, the smell of the sacrifices and of the incense offended God (Isa. 1:11-13).
[For more information about the sacrifices of wicked people being of no value, see commentary on Amos 5:22.]
Exd 29:14
“you are to burn them with fire outside of the camp.” Students of Scripture are well aware that the Tabernacle and Temple had two altars: the golden altar of incense inside the Holy Place (Exod. 30:1-10; 37:25-28) and the large altar of sacrifice in the courtyard of the Tabernacle/Temple (Exod. 27:1-8; 38:1-7). However, there was a third altar associated with the Tabernacle and Temple that was “outside of the camp,” that is, it was outside of the area of the Tabernacle/Temple. It was on this third altar that things that were often considered unclean, such as the bodies of sin offerings, were burned (cf. Exod. 29:14; Lev. 4:12, 21; 8:17; 9:11; 16:27). This altar is associated with the death of Jesus Christ (Heb. 13:10; see commentary on Heb. 13:10).
“it is a sin offering.” Ordinarily, a sin offering was not completely burned up as this sin offering was. The regulations for the offerings were very complex, and the rules for any offering, such as the sin offering, varied according to who sinned and what the occasion was for the offering, such as, was it a “regular” offering or was it on a Sabbath or on the Day of Atonement. In some cases the parts of the animals were burned, as seems clear here in Exodus 29:4, but then in other cases the priests got to eat part of the sin offering (Lev. 6:24-30; 10:16-20).
Exd 29:15
“the first ram.” One of the two rams that were mentioned in Exodus 29:1.
Exd 29:16
“throw.” The Hebrew word translated as “throw” is zaraq (#02236 זָרַק), and although it has been traditionally translated as “sprinkle” (e.g., Geneva, KJV, ASV), it seems like “throw” is a more natural meaning. Most of the modern versions are going with a translation that involves an action that is more like throwing the blood on the altar than sprinkling it, e.g., “throw” (AMPC, CEB, ESV, and RSV); “Splash” (CJB, LSB, NAB, NET, and NIV); “Splatter” (CSB and NLT); “Dash” (JPS and NRSV).
Exd 29:18
“Then you are to burn the whole ram into smoke on the altar.” The burnt offering was to be completely burnt up except for the skin of the animal, which was given to the priests (Lev. 7:8). This was different from the other animal sacrifices such as the sin offering or fellowship offering because the person who offered that sacrifice got to eat some of the meat.
[For more on “burn...into smoke,” see commentary on Exod. 29:13.]
Exd 29:19
“the second ram.” The word “second” can also be translated as “other.” The second ram is a “ram of ordination,” and the priests got to eat some of the meat; it was not a whole burnt offering like the first ram was (cf. Exod. 29:18).
Exd 29:20
“lobe.” The Hebrew word is very rare and the English translations vary. It likely refers to the lobe of the ear. The lobe of the ear was pierced for service (even though “lobe” is not specifically designated in Exodus 21:6).
“right ear…thumbs of their right hands...big toes of their right feet.” Although there have been various suggestions as to why the ear, thumbs, and big toes are anointed, there is some agreement that the ear is anointed to emphasize that the priest must hear and obey the words of God, the thumb is anointed to emphasize that the priest must work the work of God, and the big toe was anointed to emphasize that the priest must walk the walk of God, that is, to live a holy and obedient life. Also, it has been suggested that the ear is the topmost visible part of the body, the hands are generally in about the middle of the body, and the toes are at the bottom of the body, and thus the three of them together suggest that the priest’s entire body and life be dedicated to the work of God.[footnoteRef:229] [229:  Douglas K. Stuart, Exodus [NAC], 624.] 

Exd 29:21
“some of the blood that is on the altar and of the anointing oil.” There would not have been enough blood taken from the sides of the altar to be able to sprinkle Aaron and his sons, so the blood from the altar was mixed with the anointing oil to make enough to
“sprinkle.” The Hebrew word translated as “sprinkle” in Exodus 29:21 is nazah (#05137 נָזָה), and in this context it means “sprinkle.” This is not the same Hebrew word as zaraq (#02236 זָרַק), which it traditionally translated “sprinkle” in verses such as Exodus 29:16 (see commentary on Exod. 29:16). For a more complete explanation of the mixing of blood and oil, see The New American Commentary on Exodus.[footnoteRef:230] [230:  Cf. Douglas K. Stuart, Exodus [NAC], 625.] 

Exd 29:22
“the appendage of the liver.” See commentary on Exodus 29:13.
“ordination.” The Hebrew is more literally “filling,” as in the idiom for ordination, “fill the hand” (see commentary on Exod. 28:41, “ordain”). Here “ordination” is a noun in the Hebrew text, referring to the ceremony, not the act itself, in contrast to the verb in Exodus 28:41. The ram is called a ram for ordination again in Exodus 29:31.
Exd 29:23
“one loaf.” In Exodus 29:2 there was no mention of how many loaves of bread, or cakes, or wafers there were, but this verse shows there had to be more than one of each.
Exd 29:25
“into smoke.” See commentary on Exodus 29:13.
“offering.” This is a general word for offering, not a specific word for a specific kind of offering.
Exd 29:27
“set apart.” Part of the meat for the ordination offering was to be set apart for Aaron and his sons, the priests.
Exd 29:29
“ordained in them.” This is the idiom “to fill the hand” (see commentary on Exod. 28:41).
Exd 29:32
“At the entrance of the Tent of Meeting.” The wording of the Hebrew text is ambiguous as to whether the basket of bread was at the entrance of the Tent of Meeting, or whether Aaron and his sons were to eat at the entrance of the Tent of Meeting. However, the scope of Scripture seems to clearly indicate that the second option is the correct one.
Exd 29:33
“ordain them.” The Hebrew is an idiom, “to fill the hand” (see commentary on Exod. 28:41).
“unauthorized person.” In this context, that refers to a non-priest.
“they are holy.” The “they” refers to the offering. The Common Jewish Bible glossed the reading to “this food is holy.”
Exd 29:34
(verse 26)
Exd 29:35
“ordain.” (see commentary on Exod. 28:41)
Exd 29:36
“Every day you are to offer a bull as a sin offering for atonement.” This is a separate sin offering and separate ceremony from the ceremony in which a bull was offered for the priests (Exod. 29:10-14).[footnoteRef:231] [231:  Cf. Douglas K. Stuart, Exodus [NAC], 628.] 

Exd 29:37
“most holy.” The Hebrew repeats the word “holy” twice; the first is singular and the second is plural. The repetition is for emphasis.
“Whatever.” The Hebrew can be translated as “whatever” or “whoever.” “Whatever” is more inclusive, including people and things, whereas “whoever” excludes things.
Exd 29:39
“in the evening.” See commentary on Exod. 12:6.
Exd 29:43
“it will be made holy.” This refers to the Tabernacle, where God was.
“by my glory.” In this context, God’s “glory” was the brilliant light that surrounded Him and indicated His presence. God was in the middle of the glory, which is why He spoke out of the cloud. This “cloud” covered the Tabernacle and was inside it (Exod. 40:35-36) and also filled the Temple (1 Kings 8:10-11; 2 Chron. 5:13-14). This “cloud” around God was similar to what Ezekiel saw (Ezek. 10:4; see commentary on Ezek. 1:4). In this context, “the glory of Yahweh” was the glorious light that surrounded Him. Nahum Sarna understood that in this context the “glory” was the glorious, brilliant light that surrounded God, and so his translation of the verse is: “and there I will meet with the Israelites, and it shall be sanctified by my Presence.”[footnoteRef:232] [232:  Nahum Sarna, The JPS Torah Commentary: Exodus, 192.] 

[For more on “the glory of Yahweh,” see commentary on Ezek. 1:28.]
 
Exodus Chapter 30
Exd 30:1
“You are to make an altar to burn incense on.” This altar is the golden altar of incense that was inside the Tabernacle, in the Holy Place (the outer room of the Tabernacle). West of the golden altar of incense was the veil that separated the Holy Place from the Holy of Holies, which was the inner room in which was the Ark of the Covenant. Incense was to be burned on the golden altar twice every day (Exod. 30:7-8).
“incense.” The incense for the golden altar of incense in the Holy Place (the outer room of the Tabernacle) was to be specially made, and made only for burning on the golden altar of incense. The incense is described in Exodus 30:34-38.
Exd 30:2
“Its horns must be of one piece from it.” This is similar to the way the atonement cover with cherubim was made (Exod. 25:19, and cf. Exod. 25:31).
Exd 30:6
“put it in front of the veil near the ark of the testimony.” Put the altar of incense “in front of” (i.e., “to the east of”) the veil that separates the Holy Place from the Holy of Holies. That veil is “by” or “close to” the Ark of the Covenant. The veil is “in front of” the Ark of the Covenant, which had the Atonement Cover over it—and the Atonement Cover had the cherubim on it—and that is where Yahweh said he would meet with Moses and Israel (Exod. 25:22).
“the testimony.” This is another name for the Ten Commandments, which were on tablets of stone inside the Ark of the Covenant.
“atonement cover.” Traditionally called the “mercy seat” (see commentary on Exod. 25:17).
“over the testimony where I will meet with you.” God met with Moses (and Israel) over the Atonement Cover and between the cherubim that were on the Atonement Cover (see commentary on Num. 7:89).
Exd 30:7
“burn.” This word occurs twice in the verse, and more literally it means “turn into smoke,” or even “turn into sweet smoke,” but it refers to burning. See commentary on Exodus 29:13.
“Morning after morning.” The Hebrew text repeats the word “morning” with a prefix twice, literally, “by morning by morning.” It means morning after morning—the incense was to be burned every morning, and every evening as well (Exod. 30:8).
“tends the lamps.” The “lamps” are the oil lamps that sit on top of the arms of the Menorah. The oil lamps had to be refilled with oil and the wicks needed to be trimmed. The Hebrew is literally, “to make good.” Aaron “makes the lamps good,” i.e., he tends them for the day.
Morning and evening were busy times at the Tabernacle and Temple. The menorah lamps had to be tended and snuffed out every morning and tended and lit every evening. At around those same times, incense had to be burned on the golden altar of incense. Meanwhile, outside the Tabernacle at around those same times, the morning and the evening sacrifice had to be offered, and on the Sabbath, there were two lambs burned in the morning and two in the evening (Num. 28:9-10).
Exd 30:8
“lights.” The Hebrew is more literally, “causes to go up.” When the lamps are lit, the flame and smoke go up.
“in the evening.” The Hebrew is literally, “between the two evenings.” The early evening started around 3 p.m. when the sun began to noticeably go down. This was the time of the evening sacrifice. The second evening is what Westerners would normally call evening, the sun was just setting until just after sunset when it was still light out.
“he must burn it.” More literally, “he must turn it [the golden incense altar] into smoke,” that is, he must burn the incense on it and so cover it with smoke, at which time the Holy Place would be filled with the wonderful smell of the incense. When it was time to trim and light the oil lamps for the evening, the priests were also to burn incense on the golden incense altar.
“a regular incense.” Incense was burned extensively in the ancient world, because, frankly, the ancient world smelled terrible (see commentary on Matt. 2:11).
Exd 30:10
“atonement on its horns once a year.” Aaron (or the High Priest) was to put blood on the horns of the incense altar on the Day of Atonement (Lev. 16:18).
Exd 30:12
“take a census.” The Hebrew is literally, “lift up the head.” That the “head,” rosh (#07218 רֹאשׁ) is the word related to counting or census may be part of the reason that the place on top of the Mount of Olives was the “place of the skull” (see commentary on Matt. 23:36, point #6).
Exd 30:13
“half a shekel. Roughly .2 ounces. A shekel was roughly .4 ounces (11 or 11.5 grams). See commentary on Genesis 24:22, “shekel.”
Exd 30:14
“from 20 years old and over.” Twenty years old was considered to be of military age; able to go to war and fight.
Exd 30:16
“appoint it for the service of the Tent of Meeting.” The money (which was silver) was used to make the silver bases for the Tabernacle and veil (Exod. 38:27). It seems this was to be a one-time offering to build the Tabernacle. However, later on in Israel’s history, this was taken to refer to annual dues (perhaps from 2 Kings 12:4, and perhaps substantiated in Matt. 17:24). However, that did not seem to be the intent of the law as it was given in Exodus.
“the Tent of Meeting.” The “Tabernacle” (“Dwelling Place”) is also referred to as the “Tent of Meeting” because it was the place where people met with God. The Hebrew phrase is 'ohel mo'ed, in which 'ohel (#0168 אֹהֶל) means “tent,” and is followed by mo'ed (#04150 מוֹעֵד or מֹעֵד) which means a “meeting” or a “place for a meeting.” Thus the 'ohel mo'ed is the “Tent of Meeting” (see commentary on Exod. 27:21).
Exd 30:18
“You are to also make a basin of bronze and its base of bronze.” The large bronze basin for washing and its base were made from the mirrors of the women who served at the entrance of the Tabernacle (Exod. 38:8).
“for washing.” Interestingly, nothing is said about how to go about washing or if there were towels or anything for wiping off the water. Given how hard it would be to change the water in the bronze basin, it seems likely that all the washing was done by using a ladle to get water from the basin and pour it on the people or the sacrifice.
“You are to put it between the Tent of Meeting and the altar.” This meant that the first thing anyone entering the Tabernacle courtyard encountered would be the altar of sacrifice.
Exd 30:20
“go into the Tent of Meeting.” When the priest went into the Tabernacle (the Holy Place) to minister, for example, to tend the menorah or table of the Bread of the Presence, he needed to wash with water. Similarly, even if he ministered at the altar of sacrifice in the Temple courtyard he had to wash with water.
“burn.” More literally, “to turn into smoke.” See commentary on Exodus 29:13.
Exd 30:23
“shekels.” A shekel was roughly .4 ounces (11 or 11.5 grams). See commentary on Genesis 24:22, “shekel.”
“fine-grained myrrh.” Myrrh is a tree sap that runs as a liquid out of the tree but then quickly hardens. But God did not want lumps of myrrh in the incense, He wanted the incense to be mixed well, so the clumps of myrrh would have to be ground up into fine-flowing granules.
Exd 30:26
“the ark of the testimony.” The Ark of the Covenant held the Ten Commandments, so it was also referred to as the “ark of the testimony.”
Exd 30:27
“the table.” That is, the table on which was the Bread of the Presence.
Exd 30:28
“the bronze basin with its base.” This is the large bronze basin that was in the courtyard of the Tabernacle and was used for washing (cf. Exod. 30:18; 38:8).
Exd 30:30
“serve me as priests.” There is no specific word for “serve” in the Hebrew text, the concept comes from the verb.
Exd 30:32
“unauthorized man.” The word “man” is accurate. The anointing oil was specifically for the priests, who were all men. The Hebrew is more literally, “the flesh of man,” but when considered in the context, the only men who could be anointed were the priests, every other man was unauthorized. That becomes clear when reading the two verses, Exodus 30:32-33, together.
“you must not make anything like it in its composition.” We learn from neuroscience that smell is very specific and can trigger powerful memories. God wanted the smell of the Tabernacle and the priests to be very specific and bring memories and associations of God and the Tabernacle/Temple to the minds of the people when they smelled that very specific smell. This same thing was true of the holy incense (Exod. 30:37).
Exd 30:33
“unauthorized.” In this context, the Hebrew word translated as “unauthorized” referred to anyone who was not specifically authorized to mix the special anointing oil or be anointed with it. There were several things about the Tabernacle, and later the Temple, that were restricted to authorized people only.
Exd 30:34
“onycha.” The NET text note reads, “This may be a plant, or it may be from a species of mollusks; it is mentioned in Ugaritic and Akkadian; it gives a pungent odor when burnt.”
“galbanum.” The HALOT Hebrew English lexicon says, “foul-smelling resin from three species of the genus Ferula.”
Exd 30:36
“grind.” Spices were ground with a mortar and pestle. There was a grinding/beating action that turned the spices into the powder that could be mixed with food or burned as incense.
“in front of the testimony.” The ark of the covenant with the tablets containing the Ten Commandments was sometimes referred to as “the testimony” because it testified to the covenant that God and Israel made with each other (Exod. 24:3-8). The incense was to be burned “in front of the testimony,” that is, in the golden altar of incense that was in front of (east of), but close to, the veil that separated the Holy Place from the Holy of Holies.
“where I will meet with you.” God would meet with Israel between the cherubim over the Atonement Cover, which was the lid over “the testimony” (cf. Num. 7:89).
Exd 30:37
“you must not make for yourselves using this same composition.” See commentary on Exod. 30:32.
 
Exodus Chapter 31
Exd 31:3
“the spirit of God.” This is the third occurrence of “the spirit of God” in the Bible. It is clear from this verse that the “spirit of God” is not a “Person” in the Trinity, but is spirit (the nature of God) that God puts on certain people in order for them to be able to serve God more efficaciously. The NET text note reads, “The expression in the Bible means that the individual was given special, supernatural enablement to do what God wanted done. It usually is said of someone with exceptional power or ability.”
[For more information on the spirit of God and the difference between “Holy Spirit” and “holy spirit” see Appendix 7, “What is the Holy Spirit.”]
Exd 31:7
“the Tent of Meeting.” The “Tabernacle” (“Dwelling Place”) is also referred to as the “Tent of Meeting” because it was the place where people met with God. The Hebrew phrase is 'ohel mo'ed, in which 'ohel (#0168 אֹהֶל) means “tent,” and is followed by mo'ed (#04150 מוֹעֵד or מֹעֵד) which means a “meeting” or a “place for a meeting.” Thus the 'ohel mo'ed is the “Tent of Meeting” (see commentary on Exod. 27:21).
“atonement cover.” Traditionally called the “mercy seat” (see commentary on Exod. 25:17). Although the Atonement Cover is the lid of the Ark of the Covenant and is usually listed with it, it is treated as a separate piece of the Tabernacle furnishings, and not as part of the Ark of the Covenant.
Exd 31:8
“the table.” This is the table of the Bread of the Presence.
Exd 31:9
“the bronze basin with its base.” This is the large bronze basin that was in the courtyard of the Tabernacle and was used for washing (cf. Exod. 30:18; 38:8).
Exd 31:10
“the garments for officiating.” This phrase is only used four times in the Old Testament: Exod. 31:10; 35:19; 39:1, 41.
Exd 31:11
“the anointing oil.” This was the special anointing oil that was to be used to anoint the priests and the Tabernacle with its furnishings (Exod. 30:22-33).
“the incense of fragrant spices for the Holy Place.” This incense is the special incense that was burned on the golden altar of incense in the outer room of the Tabernacle, the Holy Place (Exod. 30:34-38).
Exd 31:13
“However, you are to keep my Sabbaths.” Here God commands the people to keep the Sabbath. The work in building the Tabernacle was important, but it was not as important as keeping the Sabbath. The work on building the Tabernacle was to stop on the Sabbath. The Jewish rabbis used this command in Exodus 31:13 to define which work was important enough to continue to be done on the Sabbath, and which work was to be stopped on the Sabbath. Thus the rabbis had what amounted to a list of work that could be done on the Sabbath and work that could not be done on the Sabbath.
God rested on the seventh day in Genesis 2:1-3, but He did not command that anyone follow His example and rest on the seventh day until Exodus 16, when He gave the manna from heaven, and even then He did not fully explain the Sabbath. The Sabbath became part of the Law and the Old Covenant when it was given as part of the Ten Commandments (Exod. 20:8-11).
[For more on the Sabbath, see commentary on Exod. 20:10.]
Exd 31:14
“defiles.” The Hebrew means “to treat as ordinary or common.” If a person treated the Sabbath as an ordinary day, that defiled the Sabbath. The Complete Jewish Bible has, “Everyone who treats it [the Sabbath] as ordinary must be put to death.”
“death, yes, death!” This is the figure of speech polyptoton (see commentary on Gen. 2:16).
Exd 31:15
“a Sabbath of complete rest.” The Hebrew is shabbath shabbathon, more literally, “a Sabbath of Sabbath observance.”
[For more information, see commentary on Lev. 25:4.]
“death, yes, death!” The Hebrew text has the figure of speech polyptoton. For this translation of the Hebrew text, see commentary on Genesis 2:16.
Exd 31:16
“The children of Israel.” The Sabbath was part of the covenant God made with Israel, so the Sabbath was for the Israelites, not for the Gentiles.
“keep.” The Hebrew word also means “to guard.” The Israelites were to guard the Sabbath from being defiled. No work was to be redefined such that it encroached on the holiness of the Sabbath.
Exd 31:17
“refreshed.” This is not “refreshed” in the sense that God was tired from all the work He had done. This use of refreshed has the sense of the good feeling and satisfaction that a person has after a job well done. Yahweh made the earth in the six days described in Genesis 1:3-31). When God finished His work he saw that it was very good. That kind of accomplishment gives one a very satisfied feeling. The BBE reads, that “he [God] took his rest and had pleasure in it,” and that catches the sense of the passage well.
Exd 31:18
“he gave to Moses the two tablets of the testimony.” This is Moses’ fifth time up Mount Sinai. Moses went up and down Mount Sinai seven times (see commentary on Exod. 19:3). Moses got the first set of tablets with the Ten Commandments on them on this fifth time up Mount Sinai, but he broke them when he saw the golden calf. The second set of the Ten Commandments was acquired on his seventh and last time up Mount Sinai.
 
Exodus Chapter 32
Exd 32:1
“Moses delayed to come down from the mountain.” Moses was on the mountain for 40 days and 40 nights (Exod. 24:18), so this must have been close to the end of that time, because the verse says that Moses “delayed” to come down from the mountain. The NET text note says, “The meaning of this verb is properly “caused shame,” meaning cause disappointment because he was not coming back.” Everett Fox translates the phrase, “when the people saw that Moshe was shamefully late in coming down.” The people thought, with some good reason,” that Moses would take them out of Egypt and into a land flowing with milk and honey. But now that Moses was not coming down Mount Sinai, the people thought something must have happened to him.
“the people gathered together to Aaron.” We learn from 1 Corinthians 10:7 that “the people” refers to only some of the people, not all of them.
In this kind of context, the Hebrew can also be translated as “gathered together against Aaron.” Aaron, as Moses’ brother, was keeping the children of Israel to the commitment they had made to keep the Ten Commandments and the other commandments given in Exodus 21-23 (cf. Exod. 24:3, 7). Yet there were evil people in the congregation, as we see from the other records of the Wilderness Wanderings, and those evil people resisted God and His laws, and of course, the leaders who supported those laws. It is a sad reality that genuinely evil people exist, and those people stand against God and his people and will take advantage of any weakness in God's leaders. With Moses gone, the people gathered against Aaron, no doubt at the instigation of the evil people in the congregation.
“gods.” The Hebrew word translated as “gods” is elohim and it can be translated as “gods” or “a god.” However, the accompanying verb “will go” is plural, so it is best to understand elohim here in Exodus 32:1 as a plural noun. Thus, it seems that the people wanted to have a number of gods to be with them, but Aaron started by making just one god. However, the people certainly had other gods with them that they brought from Egypt (Josh. 24:14; Ezek. 20:7-8).
The gods the Israelites brought with them out of Egypt would likely have been made of silver and gold because, when Israel left Egypt, they took much of the wealth of Egypt with them. There would have been plenty of gold for things like this golden calf, as well as the gold that went into building the Tabernacle.
“that will go before us.” Here we learn the “reason” that evil people could stir up the congregation to stand against Aaron and disobey God’s commandments: Moses had promised to take the people to a land “flowing with milk and honey,” but said nothing about camping without moving for over a month (cf. Exod. 13:3-5). The people wanted the easy life that Moses had spoken of, and were anxious to get going. Moses, for a reason unknown to them, went up Mount Sinai but never came down. So if Moses and elohim (or Yahweh) were not going to take them to the Promised Land, then they wanted Aaron to make a god for them that would “go before” them into the land.
“we do not know what has happened to him.” Very true. The people did not know what happened to Moses. Furthermore, they had never expected him to be gone so long. And beyond that, they had been frightened by God (Exod. 19:16; 20:18-20) and could have well thought that Moses was dead. In the ancient world, gods were not considered safe. They could help people, but they could also turn on people and hurt them. That fact is clearly expressed in the way the Hebrew text of the Old Testament is written, and in spite of the teaching of the New Testament, many people today still feel that God often causes problems for people.
Exd 32:2
“Take off.” It may be that Aaron was hoping the people would not want to give up their personal jewelry and would therefore not go forward with their demand to make an idol of gold, but that is conjecture. What is not conjecture is that Aaron should have never given in to the people’s demands. He should have stood firmly on the covenant agreement that the Israelites had made with God only about a month earlier (Exod. 24:2-8). Making an idol god was a sin that Aaron should have never let the people commit, and it eventually had deadly consequences. For one thing, about 3,000 people were killed as part of the fallout from that sin (Exod. 32:28).
The verb translated as “take off” is not the normal word for taking off something, but implies urgency and even some rash action. So, for example, the ASV has “break off,” the CJB has “strip off,” and the LSB has “tear off.” However, those words may imply a rough action that is more than the text is indicating. The text is likely trying to communicate that the action was to be done quickly, without hesitation, for example, “take off quickly, right now.”
“that are in the ears of your wives, of your sons and of your daughters.” The people had a lot of gold that they gave to build the Tabernacle, and it seems likely that quite a few of them would have had some gold without having to use the gold of their earrings. It seems Aaron could have simply said, “Everyone bring some gold to me.” It is possible that Aaron thought that by this request for their gold earrings, there would be such a large outcry and complaint that the people would be dissuaded from their goal to make a god. If so, the ploy did not work. In any case, the fact that Aaron did not stand more strongly against the people and went ahead and made an idol god made Yahweh very angry and could have led to Aaron’s death, but Moses prayed for him (Deut. 9:20).
Exd 32:3
“the people took off the golden rings that were in their ears.” Ordinarily, people would be very attached to their personal dress and jewelry, but it was likely that they were being strongly persuaded to make a god that would go ahead of them and thus lead them into the easy life in the Promised Land, and it was their desire for an easier life that led them to comply with Aaron’s request so quickly. It helps to remember that the people had been slaves in Egypt and lived a hard life there, and now were in the desert, which was likely a challenging life as well. In that light, trading your jewelry for an easy life does not seem to be that difficult a decision.
Exd 32:4
“engraving tool.” The exact nature of this tool is not known, and the translations vary, e.g., “engraving tool" (CSB), “graving tool” (ESV), “chisel” (Darby), “melted it down in a mold” (NJB; cf. NRSV). There is no way to tell from the Hebrew text whether the calf was made of pure gold or was simply gold leaf over a wooden idol. However, the fact that Aaron fashioned it with a tool and the fact that Moses burned it provide some support that it was gold leaf over a wood frame.
“made it into a metal calf.” The Hebrew word translated “calf” simply means “young bull,” but how young is not implied in the noun. In any case, the word “calf” may imply that what Aaron made was very young, but that did not need to be the case.
Animals were worshiped in Egypt (Exod. 8:26), and it seems the bull was a symbol of strength and virility. This calf did not have to be very big, in fact, it likely could not have been very big because it would have weighed too much to easily be made to “go ahead” of the Israelites. This would have been a small statue symbolic of the god.
“These are your gods.” The Hebrew word translated as “god” is elohim, which is always plural, so whether it should be translated as a singular “god” (or God) or a plural, as “gods,” is often determined by the verb that is associated with the noun elohim. In this case, the verb “brought up” is plural, so the word elohim should be translated as a plural.
That the Israelites would say, “these are your gods,” while looking at the golden calf can be confusing, but it is what the text says. Rabbi Umberto Cassuto explains: “Scripture does not attribute to the children of Israel the foolish idea that it was the calf that had just now been fashioned that brought them up from the land of Egypt; they could not possibly have forgotten what Moses had caused them to see and hear in the name of the Lord. The meaning of this proclamation is that they regarded the calf as an emblem of the Lord, and they considered this emblem itself worthy of divine honor, thus making the calf partner, as it were, of the Lord. Hence the plural.[footnoteRef:233] On the other hand, however, Keil and Delitzsch assert that the plural is a plural of majesty, and thus the meaning is “This is your god, O Israel.”[footnoteRef:234] But the work of recent Hebrew scholars point out that is not the case because the plural verb, not the noun, determines that this is indeed a plural meaning (see commentary on Gen. 1:26, “us”). [233:  Umberto Cassuto, A Commentary on the Book of Exodus, 413.]  [234:  C. F. Keil and F. Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament, 466.] 

In stating “These are your gods,” while referring to the golden calf, Aaron was breaking the first of the Ten Commandments: “I am Yahweh your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of a house of slavery, you must not have any other gods besides me” (Exod. 20:2-3; Deut. 5:6-7). So, if Aaron was saying that this god is not Yahweh but it is the god—or a helper god—who brought the people out of Egypt, then Israel does indeed have another god besides Yahweh.
If, on the other hand, Aaron was claiming that this calf god was in fact Yahweh, the Yahweh that brought Israel out of Egypt, then he is still breaking the first commandment, but in another way—he is calling an idol god “Yahweh.” That is also forbidden in the first commandment (see commentary on Exod. 20:3, “besides me”).
In this incident, we see one of the desires of the Devil, which is to pervert the worship of the One True God. At this early date, soon after the Exodus, the people likely could not forget the fact that it was Yahweh who brought them out of the land of Egypt. So the Devil could not expunge Yahweh from their minds. However, he could introduce the image of a calf and instigate people implying that the idol calf was the God—Yahweh—that brought Israel out of the land of Egypt. The Devil is still doing the same thing today. When he cannot get rid of God, he changes the image or character of God in the minds of the people so that people have a false conception of God.
“O Israel.” This is evidence that it was the Israelites who were pressuring Aaron to make them gods, not the mixed multitude of Gentiles among them,
Exd 32:5
“he built an altar in front of it.” Aaron purposely built an altar on which to sacrifice animals in front of the golden calf idol. It is only by the mercy of God that he lived (cf. Exod. 22:20; Deut. 9:20). The Tabernacle, with its courtyard and altar, had not been built yet. This was the first year of the Wilderness Wanderings, and the Tabernacle was set up on the first day of the first month of the second year of the wilderness journey (Exod. 40:1).
“Tomorrow will be a feast to Yahweh.” Why would Aaron say this? The golden calf was not Yahweh, and Aaron was breaking the first of the Ten Commandments (see commentary on Exod. 32:2 and 20:3).
Sadly, throughout history people have made “God” to be what they wanted Him to be. In the Bible, God says who He is, how He is to be worshiped, and what a person is to do to be obedient to Him. But people do not read the Bible. Instead, they do what they want to and say they “love God” and believe in Him. People can get away with that on this earth today, but there is a Day of Judgment coming when people will be judged by God’s actual standards, not by the man-made standards that people call God’s standards. That will be a bad time for a lot of people.
Exd 32:6
“They rose up early on the next day.” The people would have had to have gotten up early anyway to gather the manna before the sun got hot when it melted (Exod. 16:11-35), so why say this? It was to show the eagerness with which the children of Israel desired to participate in the activities associated with their sacrifices, which included eating and drinking, and sexual frolicking afterward.
“the people sat down to eat and to drink.” The people sacrificed the animals and ate the meat the animals provided. The rules from God to Moses as to what sacrifices and what part of the sacrifices the people got to eat had not yet been given, but were mainly given later in Exodus and in Leviticus. So at this point, the people were merely following ancient custom.
“to play.” The Hebrew word is general and can refer to different types of play, including singing and dancing, but the context almost certainly involves sexual play as well, which was standard in the worship of a fertility god. Sexual revelry broke out later in the wilderness wanderings as well (Num. 25:1-15). It seems if all the people did was dance before the idol, the text would have used a more specific word, and besides, the Israelites could sing and dance before Yahweh if all they wanted to do was to sing and dance. But in contrast to an Egyptian bull god that would have encouraged all kinds of sexual activity, God, in the Book of the Covenant that the Israelites had just agreed to, was very pure when it came to sex. Marry, do not commit adultery, do not covet your neighbor’s wife, etc.
The golden calf idol no doubt came from the many years Israel had spent in Egypt, and the worship of the bull god Apis was very popular in Egypt, although the bull gods of Mnevis and Buchis were also worshiped. The bull was a symbol of fertility and strength, and was also linked with the afterlife. The fact that the Israelites made a calf god is more good evidence that sex was a prime motivator in the making of this particular god and that the worship of it would have involved sexual activity.
Exd 32:7
“Go, get down!” The Hebrew text has two imperative verbs. Deuteronomy 9:12, recounting the incident, adds “quickly.” It was a hike down the mountain, and Moses needed to act as quickly as possible before things got worse.
“For your people who you brought up out of the land of Egypt.” God distances Himself from Israel by saying that they were Moses’ people and he brought them up from Egypt.
“wrought corruption!” The people had “wrought corruption.” It was not just themselves that they corrupted (or “ruined”), it was themselves, and the covenant, and their relation with God, and so much of what had been accomplished since the Exodus. Many English versions add a verb, such as “acted corruptly” (cf. CSB, NAB, NASB2020, NET, NRSV), but the text points to things being corrupted or ruined. Similarly, the translation “corrupted themselves” is not as good, because even though the people had corrupted themselves, there was more that they corrupted.
Exd 32:8
“They have turned aside quickly.” Quickly indeed! It had been about a month since they had made a blood covenant to obey God (Exod. 24:3, 7).
“bowed down.” The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body to the earth. It is the same Hebrew word as “worship.”
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
“these...brought you up.” This is one plural pronoun and one plural verb (“brought you up”) in the Hebrew text, which sets the context that elohim should be plural.
Exd 32:9
“I have seen this people.” God is expressing to Moses that He knows what the Israelites are like. He has been watching them for a long time. Thus, when He describes them as “stiff-necked,” He knows what He is talking about.
The Hebrew uses singular nouns and verbs. The nation of Israel was a singular people, and “it” is stiff-necked.
“they are a stiff-necked people.” The idiomatic expression, “stiff-necked,” seems to come from the agricultural life the people lived, and the fact that many animals became stiff-necked and self-willed and would not submit to the yoke of their owners but were determined to do whatever they wanted and to go their own way. This is the first use of “stiff-necked” in the Bible.
Exd 32:10
“leave me alone.” In saying “leave me alone,” Yahweh gives Moses the key to saving Israel. If Moses will not leave God alone, but will pray and ask for the people of Israel to be spared, then God will not destroy them, and that is what happened. This is one of the many verses that speak to the power of prayer. What God is doing here is asking for Moses to pray and intercede for Israel. This is also a kind of test for Moses, to reveal his character.
“and I will make you become a great nation.” God could have built a numerous nation from Moses, who could still have children, but if He destroyed Israel He could not have fulfilled the prophecies about the Messiah coming from the line of Judah (Gen. 49:8-12).
We do not normally think of God as having emotional outbursts, but Exodus 32:7-10 seems to be just that. This is more of God expressing Himself in ways that help us understand Him, for example, that He really does have feelings and emotions. God really does expect us to love Him for all He does, has done, and will do, and when we turn our backs on Him it genuinely hurts Him. We are created in God’s image, and that includes having emotions.
Exd 32:11
“Moses soothed the face of Yahweh.” The Hebrew text is idiomatic, and uses language that refers to Moses calming Yahweh down. His face was angry against Israel, but Moses calmed Him down. English versions typically translate the Hebrew idiom into more common English, but in this case the Hebrew idiom is clear enough to be left in the English translation.
“why does your wrath burn hot against your people.” At first, this question seems somewhat nonsensical because God had just told Moses why He was angry: Israel had quickly turned away from God and made an idol and called it “Yahweh” and worshiped it. But Moses’ point is more subtle than that. God had told Moses that He knew the people (“I have seen this people”) and knew that they were stiff-necked. So God should have known that the people would be hard to work with and it would take great patience, love, and mercy to work with them and eventually bring the Messiah from them. So Moses begins to soothe God, first by reminding Him that Israel is His people and He brought them out of Egypt. Then Moses gave God other reasons to forebear His judgment, including that the Egyptians would speak against God, and God would not be able to fulfill the promises He made to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. Moses’ intercession worked, and God changed His mind about what He would do to Israel.
Exd 32:12
“change your mind about.” The Hebrew word translated “change your mind” is nacham (#05162 נָחַם), and here it refers to God changing His mind. God interacts with people and will sometimes change His mind and course of action if people have a change of heart and action (see commentary on Jer. 18:8; cf. CEB, GNV, NAB, NASB, NLT, NRSV).
Exd 32:13
“to whom you swore by your own self.” God swears by His own self when He wants His purpose to be immutable and carried out fully (Gen. 22:16-18; cf. Heb. 6:13). Moses’ words were very powerful in this context because Israel had just made a blood covenant with God to keep His commandments and broke that covenant in just over a month.
Exd 32:14
“changed his mind about.” The Hebrew word translated “changed his mind” is nacham (#05162 נָחַם), and here it refers to God changing His mind. God interacts with people and will sometimes change His mind and course of action if people have a change of heart and action (see commentary on Jer. 18:8; cf. CEB, CJB, GNV, NAB, NASB, NLT, NRSV).
Exd 32:15
“Then Moses turned.” It seems that Moses was facing into the mountain and into God’s presence on it when he was conversing with God, and so now he turned around to face away from the mountain and out over the Israelites.
“and went down from the mountain.” This was Moses’ fifth time down Mount Sinai.
[For more on Moses’ seven trips up Mount Sinai, see commentary on Exod. 19:3.]
“with the two tablets of the testimony in his hand.” God had told Moses much earlier that He would give Moses tablets with the commandments (referring to the Ten Commandments) written on them (Exod. 24:12). That is why the text can say, “the” two tablets. These are the tablets God spoke of earlier.
Exd 32:17
“the sound of the people as they shouted.” The Hebrew treats the nation as a singular: “the sound of the people (singular) as it (singular) shouted.” There would have been people in the camp who did not agree with what the majority of the people were doing in worshiping the golden calf, but Israel as a whole had made a covenant with God, and now God treats them as one whole group. It is a sad fact that many people on earth suffer because of the ungodly people around them. It is especially the case that if the leadership of a nation or group is ungodly, the people suffer. Many verses in this section treat Israel as a singular group (e.g., Exod. 32:17, 21, 22, 25).
“The sound of war is in the camp!” This is a natural reaction to the tumult in the camp. It never would have occurred to a godly man like Joshua that the people, being led by Aaron, would so completely turn from the covenant they had made only just over a month earlier and that they had made an idol and were having something that resembled an unruly feast complete with sexual misconduct.
Exd 32:18
“Moses said.” The Hebrew text is “he said,” but since the last one to speak was Joshua, using “he” would have been confusing. The REV and a number of other English versions substitute “Moses” for “he” here in Exodus 32:18.
Exd 32:19
“Moses’ anger burned.” An idiom for the fact that Moses became very angry. When someone gets very angry their skin flushes and they get physically hot.
In a way, it is ironic that Moses had just calmed God down when God was going to destroy the people for their sin, and now Moses is so angry he smashed the tablets with the Ten Commandments and then commanded that people who were being unruly be killed, and about 3,000 men were killed (Exod. 32:27-28).
“and he threw the tablets out of his hands.” This record of Moses is very human and gives us an example of how human emotion often works. God had already told Moses that the people had made a gold calf god and were worshiping it (Exod. 32:7-8), so Moses knew intellectually what the people were doing. But there is a big difference between “head knowledge” and actually experiencing something. In this case, although Moses knew the people had made a gold calf god and were worshiping it, when he actually saw what the people were doing he was filled with emotion and threw down the stone tablets God had made and broke them. In the same way, most everyone has examples of times in life when we know about something that is bad or evil and yet can “keep it together” and not become overly emotional, but then when we come face to face with the bad thing we are overcome with emotion. That is a typically human trait.
We can understand why Moses would feel the way he did and break the tablets. The very first two commandments were “I am Yahweh your God...You must not have any other gods besides me. You must not make for yourself a carved image...you must not bow down to them and you must not serve them….” (Exod. 20:2-5). The people of Israel agreed to those commandments and made a covenant with God that they would obey them, and got sprinkled with covenant blood (Exod. 24:7-8). Furthermore, God had shown the leaders of Israel that He was on the mountain with Moses (Exod. 24:9-11). But now, after only a month or so of Moses being gone the Israelites completely abandoned the commitment they had made to God and turned to idols (Moses was gone for 40 days, but it would have taken a while to convince Aaron to make the calf god and then to actually make it and begin worship ceremonies, so it was likely a month or even less that Moses was gone when the process started).
There is also strong evidence that sexual activity that God would never tolerate was a prime motivator in the people making a calf god, which means that the people not only ignored the commandments they had agreed to about not making idols, they also ignored God’s commands about sexual purity (see the commentary on Exod. 32:6). In any case, when Moses actually saw for himself what the people were doing and realized that the people had broken many of the commandments that they had agreed to and some of which were written on the very tablets Moses was carrying, he was furious and broke the tablets because at that moment it must have seemed to Moses that the covenant was pointless.
“at the foot of the mountain.” The Hebrew text literally reads, “under” or “beneath” the mountain, but it means “at the foot of.” Saying “under the mountain” would be unclear in English. Moses broke the tablets with the Ten Commandments, which represent the covenant Israel made with God in the same place that Israel had made that covenant with God some 40 days earlier (Exod. 24:4).
Exd 32:20
“the surface of the water.” The Hebrew text literally reads, “the face of the water,” but in this context the word “face” means surface. The surface of the water is called the “face” of the water because that is the part that we see, just like when we look at a person the part we see is the face, not what is behind it.
“and made the children of Israel drink it.” There seems to be an intentional parallel here between the “adultery” that Israel committed against Yahweh by worshiping a pagan god, and the punishment of a woman suspected of adultery in Numbers 5:11-31. In Numbers 5, there is a strange procedure in which a woman who is suspected of adultery has to drink some water that is mixed with dust from the “floor” (the ground) of the Tabernacle, and how that drink affects her reveals if she committed adultery or not. Here in Exodus 32, Israel had openly committed adultery against Yahweh and made a golden calf, and Moses ground the gold to powder and scattered it on the water and made Israel drink it—although the effect that drink had on the people is not spoken about in the text.
One thing that the parallel between Exodus 32:20 and Numbers 5:11-31 reveals is that the nature of the covenant that God made with Israel at Mount Sinai was a marriage covenant. That fact shows up in different ways in the Old Testament. For example, in Jeremiah 31:32, God says that because He made that covenant with Israel, He was a “husband” to them. Also, Israel’s worship of other gods besides Yahweh is referred to as adultery (cf. Jer. 3:8; Hos. 1:2), and when God finally leaves Israel, He speaks of giving her a bill of divorce (Isa. 50:1; Jer. 3:8).
Exd 32:21
“What did these people do to you.” Moses expected that the people must have threatened Aaron with some horrible fate for Aaron to give in to such a great sin. Moses did not expect Aaron to be so weak. We just don’t really know what is in people until they have been tested. When Aaron was tested, he failed.
“these people…them.” Here again, the people of Israel are considered together as a single group in the Hebrew text, which reads, “this people...it” (see commentary on Exod. 32:17).
“a great sin.” The Hebrew text ends with “great sin,” giving it some emphasis (although the grammar of the Hebrew text is normal and puts the adjective last, literally, “sin great.” Some sins are more serious than others (see commentary on Exod. 32:31).
Exd 32:22
“You yourself know this people.” Even with the threat of the people gone now that Moses was present, Aaron is still weak-minded. He will not own his failure, and instead, he blames the people.
“set on evil.” The Hebrew text is literally, “they are in evil.” The Hebrew text is likely pointing to more than simply that the people were prone to evil. We know from other verses that the people had idols with them when they came out of Egypt. So in one sense they may have already been involved in the evil of idolatry and Aaron would say you know the people that they are in evil.
“they are.” The Hebrew text reads “it is” (singular), showing that Aaron thought of the people as a single group with a singular purpose (see commentary on Exod. 32:17).
Exd 32:24
“and out came this calf.” This is a bald-faced lie but a strange one. Why would Aaron say such a thing? For one thing, it got the pressure off of Aaron, after all, he did not make the calf, it made itself! Is it possible that Aaron said that to indicate that maybe the calf was a god after all? We just don’t know why Aaron said what he did.
Aaron’s answer to Moses reveals how weak humans can be, especially if they are unexpectedly caught doing something they know is wrong. Aaron was normally a good man, but he had given in to the crowd and made an idol, and now Moses was trying to get him to admit it, not to shame him (although it would cause shame), but to get him to confess and repent. Sadly, at this time Aaron’s sin was still so fresh that he could not admit it. Moses realized that and moved on. It is likely, but never stated, that Moses revisited this issue with Aaron at a later time.
Aaron’s actions were human; Moses’ action was wise. It is not wise to press a person on an issue at a time when they just cannot mentally handle it. Deal with the problem later, like Moses did.
Exd 32:25
“that they were running wild.” The exact meaning of the Hebrew word translated as “running wild” is difficult to determine, and the versions vary. English translations include “broken loose” (ESV, RSV); “had gotten out of control” (CEB, CSB, JPS, NASB, NIV), “running wild” (NAB, NET, NRSV); “were unrestrained” (TLV). The idea is that the people had broken loose from the moral and ethical restraints that mature people are supposed to respect and so they were out of control and running wild. It is the responsibility of leadership to put boundaries and consequences in place so that people are safe and orderly.
The Hebrew text treats the people as a singular group, more literally reading, “that it was” instead of “that they were.”
“for Aaron had let them run wild.” This is the hard truth of the situation. The people were out of control because Aaron had let them get out of control. Leaders must learn to lead with a strong hand when it is necessary. A strong hand was needed at this time in Israel, and for whatever reason, Aaron did not exercise that strong hand.
“resulting in their being a laughingstock.” The Hebrew verb only occurs here in the Bible, so the English translations vary greatly, and the exact meaning is debated. The sin of Israel made Israel, and seemingly Yahweh as well, a laughingstock and an object of derision among their enemies.
Exd 32:26
“Moses stood at the entrance of the camp.” The Bible does not describe which entrance, and the camp seems to have had at least four, one on each side. Logically, it would have been the side between Mount Sinai and the camp of Israel, but which side that was is not known.
“And all the sons of Levi gathered to him.” This is how the Levites got to be in charge of the things of God such as the Tabernacle and Temple.
Exd 32:27
“He said to them, ‘This is what Yahweh, the God of Israel, says.’” This command to kill the idolaters came from God, not from Moses’ anger.
“Every man kill his brother...neighbor...relative.” The repetition of “every man,” and the people who are to be killed for breaking the blood covenant, the brother, friend, and neighbor, emphasizes the horror and the seriousness of the situation. Modern sensibilities might be horrified and offended at this killing, but this was not done just because Moses was angry. Moses had interceded for Israel before and would in the future. Exodus 32:27 makes it clear that this killing was done at the command of God. More clearly than anyone else, God realized that at this early stage of the formation of Israel as a nation made up of confederate tribes, if people were allowed to worship idols and openly engage in sin, defying God’s commands, there would be a huge toll on human life on the Day of Judgment. Many people who could have lived forever would be thrown into the Lake of Fire. Sadly, the bloody solution was to kill the rebels and work to maintain the purity of the people in the eyes of God.
Although we today, in the Administration of Grace and the New Covenant, do not kill people who openly defy God, the world is not better off because of that. Huge numbers of people are led into sin by overt teaching and examples. Only the Day of Judgment itself will show how many people who might have taken God seriously and gotten saved if they had good examples to follow, were led away from God and Christ by the open disobedience of others and will suffer everlasting death because of it.
Exd 32:29
“you have been ordained to Yahweh.” The Masoretic Hebrew text reads more like, “Ordain yourselves,” but the Septuagint and Vulgate seem to be correct, and they put the event in the past as “you have been ordained,” and the REV follows that reading. Beyond that, the Hebrew uses the idiom, “fill your hand,” thus, “You have filled your hand to Yahweh.” Worded that way, the idiom generally refers to putting your heart into doing something, so in this context “ordain” seems to be a good translation (see commentary on Exod. 28:41).
In Malachi, the Bible says that God had made a covenant with Levi (Mal. 2:4), and this seems to be the place that he did that.
[For the translation, “you have been ordained,” see Umberto Cassuto.[footnoteRef:235]] [235:  Umberto Cassuto, A Commentary on the Book of Exodus.] 

Exd 32:30
“You have sinned.” The Hebrew text is emphatic. Moses places the blame and responsibility squarely upon the people. This is not to unnecessarily shame them, but to get them to take responsibility for their actions so they can be forgiven. If they deny their sin they will never honestly confess it and ask for forgiveness—and then be forgiven.
“a great sin.” Some sins are more serious than others (see commentary on Exod. 32:31).
“Perhaps I will be able.” The people had broken the blood covenant they had made with God just 40 days earlier, and so it was possible that God would not forgive that sin or maintain His relationship with Israel. People who sinned unintentionally could do a sacrifice and be forgiven, but people who sinned on purpose could not simply offer a sacrifice and be forgiven, they were to be cut off from the people (Num. 15:27-31).
Exd 32:31
“So Moses returned to Yahweh.” This is Moses’ sixth trip up Mount Sinai, and he went to ask God to forgive the sin of the children of Israel.
[For more information on Moses’ seven trips up Mount Sinai, see commentary on Exod. 19:3.]
“sinned a great sin.” All sin is sin, and any sin has to be atoned for if the sinner is to have everlasting life. However, there are sins that are worse than others. In this case, the sin of the people has led to the death of many of the people, and that, along with breaking a number of the commandments that they had agreed to obey, was a “great” sin.
Exd 32:32
Yet now, if you would only forgive their sin…! Moses cannot finish his sentence. This is the figure of speech aposiopesis, where a person speaking does not finish their sentence for any of a number of reasons.[footnoteRef:236] Moses knows that Israel has sinned purposely and egregiously, and he cannot quite bring himself to end his sentence by saying something like, “I know they will do better” or “things will be fine, you’ll see,” because he knows the Israelites may simply continue to complain and sin, which they did. Rather, by not finishing his sentence he simply relies on the mercy of God, which God graciously gave. [236:  See E. W. Bullinger, Figures of Speech Used in the Bible, 151, “aposiopesis.”] 

But if not, please blot me out of your book that you have written.” This is a very powerful statement. For one thing, it lets us know that it was common knowledge in the culture that God had a “Book of Life,” and the names written in it were the names of those who on Judgment Day would be granted everlasting life (in the next verse, Exod. 32:33, God admits to having that book, and it is mentioned again in Malachi ). The Bible never says how God’s people knew there was such a book, it just lets us know that the people knew there was such a book. Of course, it makes sense that God’s people knew that some people would obey God and be granted everlasting life while other people would ignore or defy God and not be granted that life. God created people so He could have a family who loved Him and who He could love in return, and so it is perfectly logical that in the more than 2,500 years since Adam, God had revealed to people who obeyed Him that they would have everlasting life.
Exodus 32:32 also reveals Moses’ great love for Israel, even though they exhausted and exasperated him at times. He may have been exaggerating, but his heart was that if the Israelites were not going to live forever because of their sin, then he did not want to live forever without them. It was that kind of love that kept Moses going for 40 years in the wilderness with the Israelites, who seemed to complain or fall short in almost everything they did.
Exd 32:33
“him will I blot out of my book.” God’s answer is direct and important. The person who sins (the “him” is singular) will not be granted everlasting life. God will not let love or sentimentality keep righteous people from living forever. God knows that people who are resurrected to life will at that time have a clear understanding of who has been granted everlasting life and on what basis that life was granted. In this life, a person may feel that he or she does not want to live forever without people they love being there too, but in the resurrection, people will have a clear understanding of personal choice and responsibility, and also, the Bible promises that saved people will have joy, not sorrow, in the life to come.
Exd 32:34
“Now go, lead the people.” This points to Moses’ sixth trip down Mount Sinai, which is not expressly stated in the Bible but which we know happened because Moses shows up with the people who are down at the base of Mount Sinai.
[For more information on Moses’ seven trips up Mount Sinai, see commentary on Exod. 19:3.]
“my angel will go before you.” God, in His mercy, apparently to some extent restores the situation that existed before Israel sinned: God’s angel will go ahead of Israel and will lead them into the Promised Land (Exod. 23:20-23). However, God Himself would not go with them because their sin might cause Him to destroy them (Exod. 33:3).
“in the day when I visit, I will visit their sin upon them.” God forgave the sin of the Israelites, but it still had consequences. In the war between Good and Evil, between God and the Devil, when God’s people sin it opens up the door for the Devil to afflict them, and he did. The text uses the common idiom of permission and words the text as if God did the punishing.
When God “visited” someone, He intervened in their life, and He could intervene for the better or for the worse. God is a righteous God, and He holds people accountable for their actions. Although the word “visit” could be translated “punish” here, and many versions do that, the word “visit” shows that God does not just “punish,” He visits and evaluates the situation and then acts accordingly. In this case, however, “I will visit their sin upon them” means that God will punish people for their sin.
[For more on “visit,” see commentary on Exod. 3:16 and 20:5. For more on the idiom of permission, see commentary on Exod. 4:21.]
Exd 32:35
“And Yahweh sent a plague on the people.” This is the idiom of permission. Yahweh did not personally strike the people, instead, their sin opened the door for the Devil to afflict the people. However, because God put the laws in place that the people broke, in the Hebrew idiom He is held responsible.
The Hebrew word translated as “struck” is also used for a plague, which is why some Bible versions say that Yahweh “plagued” the people, and the REV and some other translations say that Israel was struck with a plague. Since Israel was not attacked by an enemy army at this time, that Israel was struck with a plague is the most logical explanation of what happened, especially since “struck” can mean “struck with a plague.”
[For more on the idiom of permission, see commentary on Exod. 4:21.]
“they made the calf, the one that Aaron made.” This sounds a little strange to us in English, but it expresses a powerful truth, especially when we understand the history of the golden calf. Moses had been gone for some time, and so the people came to Aaron, who was in charge, and told him to make them gods, ostensibly to “go before us,” and thus lead us into the Promised Land (Exod. 32:1). However, given the thousands of gods of Egypt, it was no accident that a calf god, a fertility god, was chosen, because the worship of it then involved the people in sex, which they almost certainly wanted anyway (see commentary on Exod. 32:6, “play”).
From God’s perspective, it was the people who pressured Aaron into making the calf, and they are responsible for that. Thus, they “made the calf.” However, Aaron was actually the one who took the gold from the people and fashioned a metal calf from it. The Hebrew text is written in such a way that both parties are guilty of the sin of making an idol.
 
Exodus Chapter 33
Exd 33:6
“from Mount Horeb on.” The Bible does not say how long it was before people put their jewelry back on, but it seems that eventually they did, even if it was at the end of the wilderness journey.
Exd 33:7
“Now Moses used to take a tent and pitch it outside the camp.” This tent is not the Tabernacle, which had not been built or set up yet. This was a regular tent where Moses and the Israelites met with God before the Tabernacle was set up. However, the Bible does not tell us how early in the year Moses set up this first “Tent of Meeting.” But in any case, since the Tabernacle was set up on the first day of the first month of the second year of the wilderness wanderings, this tent could not have been used very long. The Tabernacle, with its furniture, menorah, priests and Levites, was set up in the first month of the second year of the wilderness wanderings (Exod. 40:2, 17, 33).
“the Tent of Meeting.” The “Tabernacle” (“Dwelling Place”) is also referred to as the “Tent of Meeting” because it was the place where people met with God. The Hebrew phrase is 'ohel mo'ed, in which 'ohel (#0168 אֹהֶל) means “tent,” and is followed by mo'ed (#04150 מוֹעֵד or מֹעֵד) which means a “meeting” or a “place for a meeting.” Thus the 'ohel mo'ed is the “Tent of Meeting” (see commentaries on Exod. 25:9 and 27:21).
Exd 33:10
“bowed down.” The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body to the earth. It is the same Hebrew word as “worship.”
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
Exd 33:11
“Yahweh spoke to Moses face to face as a man speaks to his friend.” In John 8:40 Jesus said that he was a man who told the truth the he heard from God. Centuries earlier, as we see here in Exodus 33:11, Moses did the same thing.
“Joshua...would not leave the Tent.” After God and Moses were done talking, Moses would return to the camp of Israel but Joshua would stay behind to guard the Tent. When the Tabernacle was set up and the Levites were assigned their specific duties, the Levites and priests would guard the Tabernacle.
Exd 33:12
“Moses said to Yahweh.” At this point, Moses was at the Tent of Meeting outside the camp speaking with Yahweh.
“have known you by name.” The Hebrew verb is a perfect tense, “have known.”
Exd 33:13
“this nation is your people.” Moses reminds God that the nation of Israel is His people, not Moses’ people.
Exd 33:14
“My presence.” The Hebrew for “presence” is “face,” but “face” is often used idiomatically for the presence of the person.
“will go.” Moses’ intercession for Israel has been effective. God will go with Israel into the Promised Land.
“I will give you rest.” In this context, the “rest” that God gave Moses was rest from the worries, anxiety, and pressures of feeling he was on his own, trying to lead the Israelites into the Promised Land. Later in the text, the phrase “rest” often referred to being in the Promised Land, and although that may have been a secondary meaning here in Exodus 33:14, it was not the primary meaning in the context.
Exd 33:16
“I and your people.” Moses emphasizes that Israel is God’s people, and he wants to be assured that the people are included in God’s plan.
Exd 33:17
“I will do what you have asked.” God is persuaded by Moses, again showing Moses’ mediatorial role.
Exd 33:19
“in front of you...before you.” The Hebrew is idiomatic: “in front of your face...before your face.”
Exd 33:21
“stand ​​​​​there.” This could have the meaning of “stand over there,” or perhaps Moses had been sitting at the time, he had been there for 40 days.
“rock.” The Hebrew word refers to a big rock, even a cliff face. The HALOT Hebrew-English lexicon suggests “rocky hill, mountain.” God is telling Moses to stand at a specific place on Mount Sinai.
Exd 33:22
“rock.” See commentary on Exodus 33:21. The idea of a cleft in a mountain is also in Isaiah 2:21, where sinners are hiding from the majesty of God.
 
Exodus Chapter 34
Exd 34:4
“went up on Mount Sinai.” This was Moses’ seventh and final time up Mount Sinai before Israel left the area. On this trip, Moses took two stone tablets that he had chiseled out of stone to replace the ones he had broken that God had made. God wrote on the tablets (Exod. 34:28), but Moses had to chisel them out of rock and bring them to God.
As with Moses’ fifth time up Mount Sinai, Moses was there for 40 days and 40 nights (Exod. 34:28), but this time when Moses was gone the Israelites at the bottom of the mountain obeyed God and waited patiently for Moses to come down. Then, when Moses finally did come down, his face radiated (Exod. 34:29).
[For more information on Moses’ seven trips up Mount Sinai, see commentary on Exod. 19:3.]
Exd 34:5
“he called.” The subject abruptly changes from Yahweh to Moses. Moses called upon the name of Yahweh. The Hebrew is a common form of “call on the name of Yahweh” or “call upon the name of Yahweh,” when a person or people call upon the name of Yahweh (cf. Gen. 4:26; Ps. 105:1; 116:13; Joel 2:32; 2 Kings 5:11; 1 Chron. 16:8).
In the next verse, Exodus 34:6, Yahweh speaks about His name and characteristics.
However, the Hebrew is somewhat ambiguous, and the verse could be referring to Yahweh as the one “calling out in the name of Yahweh.”
Exd 34:7
“clear, yes, clear.” This is the figure of speech polyptoton (see commentary on Gen. 2:16).
“visiting the iniquity of the fathers.” See commentary on Exodus 20:5.
Exd 34:8
“kneeled and bowed down.” This kneeling preceded bowing down to the ground. The two actions, kneeling and then bowing to the ground blended into one act of homage or worship. The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body and face to the earth. Also, instead of “kneeled and bowed down,” the text could be translated “bowed down and worshiped,” with “kneeling” being understood as part of the process of bowing down, and “bowing down” was the act of worship. The same Hebrew verb, shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), is translated as both “bow down” and “worship;” traditionally “worship” if God is involved and “bow down” if people are involved, but the verb and action are the same, the act of bowing down is the worship.
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship” and the REV commentary on 1 Chron. 29:20.]
Exd 34:9
“let the Lord go.” Moses addressed Yahweh in the third person, being very respectful and polite.
“our iniquity and our sin.” Here we see the love that Moses had for the Israelites and considered himself part of that group. To Moses, the sin of the Israelites was his sin too.
Exd 34:10
“Behold, I cut a covenant.” This is not a brand new covenant, because the people are not asked to enter into a new covenant with Yahweh. Rather, God is establishing the covenant He made on Sinai in Exodus 24 and stating that it is still valid even though the Israelites technically broke the covenant when they made the golden calf. In this we see God’s mercy and forgiveness. He forgave their sin and continued in relationship with them.
“created.” The Hebrew uses a word that is only used of God. Only God can “create” in the way He does.
“created in any land or in any of the nations.” The Hebrew could also be “in all the earth and in all the nations.”
“with you.” God works along with Israel to accomplish His work. Although some modern translations say “for you” instead of “with you,” that is not the plain meaning of the Hebrew text and there is no clear reason to make the change.
Exd 34:11
“I am driving out.” There is a proleptic sense to the participle “driving out” that God was going to drive the Canaanites out of the Promised Land, but there is likely also a sense in which God is already working in getting the Canaanites driven out. So, for example, when the Israelites got to Jericho, the Canaanites had already heard of Yahweh and were afraid of Him.
“the Amorite, the Canaanite, the Hittite, the Perizzite, the Hivite, and the Jebusite.” All of these tribes except the Perizzites are descended from Ham’s son Canaan, and are thus included when “Canaanites” is used in its wider sense (and even then the Perizzites might be generally included as inhabitants of the land of Canaan. Genesis 10 says, “Canaan became the father of Sidon (his firstborn)[thus the Phoenicians], Heth [thus the Hittites], the Jebusite, the Amorite, the Girgashite, the Hivite, the Arkite, the Sinite, the Arvadite, the Zemarite, and the Hamathite” (Gen. 10:15-18).
“Perizzite.” A tribe of unknown origin that, in the time of Joshua, lived in the hill country of Judah and Ephraim. See commentary on Joshua 9:1.
Exd 34:13
“break down.” The Hebrew word is used for the first time here, and it can mean “break down,” “tear down,” “pull down,” “demolish,” etc. The REV generally translates it “break down.”
“dash in pieces their sacred standing-stones.” Standing-stones would often be set up as part of the worship of pagan gods. But God has no tolerance for idols. They are harmful in many different ways. They are to be destroyed.
[For more on standing-stones, see commentary on Gen. 28:18. For more on idols being harmful, see commentary on Deut. 7:5.]
Exd 34:14
“worship” A common way of worship was to bow down before the god. Thus, the Hebrew word for this bowing down, shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), was also the word translated as “worship.” Often, “prostration” was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body to the earth, such bowing was an act of worship.
[For more on prostration, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
Exd 34:16
“then they will make your sons prostitute themselves.” God speaks as if this will absolutely happen, and although some men may be able to resist, some will not. Solomon did not, and Samson also gave in to a woman’s nagging.
Exd 34:17
“metal gods.” In this context, this “metal god” would have an immediate reference to the metal calf that the Israelites had recently made. For the translation “metal,” see Exod. 32:4 and 32:8, where “metal” is used.
Exd 34:19
“All that opens the womb is mine.” It was understood by the Jews that this referred to the firstborn male child and did not refer to female children. Thus there seem to be two conditions for giving a firstborn male animal to God: it had to be the mother’s firstborn child and it had to be male. If a female child or animal was born first, then the second born was not given even if it was male. In modern Judaism, if the firstborn son is born by caesarian section, then the baby boy is not given to God because he did not technically “open the womb.”
“the firstborn.” The Hebrew is more literally the one “that opens.” Exodus 34:19 is hard to translate into English due to nouns and verbs that do not come over exactly. The Schocken Bible by Everett Fox has “breacher among oxen and sheep.”
Exd 34:20
“empty-handed.” The Hebrew text is just “empty,” but in this context, it means without an offering or “empty-handed.”
Exd 34:22
“Feast of Weeks.” That is the Feast of Pentecost.
“Feast of Ingathering.” That is the Feast of Booths, often called the Feast of Booths or the Feast of Tabernacles. Today it is often referred to as “Sukkot” (alternatively spelled “Succoth”).
Exd 34:23
“Three times in the year all your males are to appear before the face of the Lord.” The importance of the three pilgrimage feasts is emphasized by the fact that God says several times that every Israelite male was to appear before Him at these three feasts (Exod. 23:14, 17; 34:23-24; Deut. 16:16), (see commentary on Exod. 23:14).
“Lord Yahweh.” This is a rare use of names for God because adon (“Lord”) is singular here and used without being the honorific plural adonai. There are many uses of adonai Yahweh in the Bible. This rare use, adon Yahweh, is also used in Exodus 23:17. A few English versions (CJB, NLT, Schocken Bible) have “Lord, Yahweh, the God of Israel,” but it is unclear if that is a correct understanding of the text.
“the God of Israel.” This phrase here establishes that the covenant relation between Yahweh and Israel is intact. Yahweh is “the God of Israel.”
Exd 34:24
“No man will covet your land when you go up to appear before Yahweh your God three times in the year.” This was an important promise God made to the Israelites. God commanded the men to appear before Him at the three pilgrimage feasts held each year: the Feast of Unleavened Bread, the Feast of Harvest (aka, the Feast of Weeks, or Pentecost), and the Feast of Ingathering (aka, the Feast of Booths), (see commentary on Exod. 23:14). This would leave the men’s land and families very vulnerable to all kinds of dangers. But here God says that if the Israelites will obey Him, He will protect their land, and unspoken but understood, also protect their families who live on the land.
Exd 34:27
“Write these words.” God wrote on the stone tablets that Moses carved (Exod. 34:1). Thus the “these words” that God told Moses to write were not the Ten Commandments, but were part of the covenant that God made with Israel. The commands that God told Moses to write are the commands given by God in Exodus 34:10-26. Those commands were about such things as the Canaanites being driven out of the Promised Land (cf. Deut. 7:1-2; 20:16-18), destroying pagan idols, not making covenants with the people in the land, not making idols, keeping the Sabbath, keeping three feasts every year (Feast of Unleavened Bread, Pentecost, and Feast of Booths), and offering the firstborn of humans and animals to God. Some of these were things God had already said and which had been written in the Book of the Covenant (Exod. 24:7).
Exd 34:28
“ten commandments.” The Hebrew text is “the ten words,” using “words” like we do for a sentence or message (cf. Deut. 4:13; 10:4).
Exd 34:29
“when Moses came down from Mount Sinai.” This was Moses’ seventh and last time down Mount Sinai. He had been up on the mountain with God for 40 days and nights (Exod. 34:28), the second time he had spent 40 days and nights on Mount Sinai (cf. Exod. 24:18). After this seventh time on Mount Sinai, Moses assembled all the material for the Tent of Meeting and had it set up, and it was set up on the first day of the first month in the second year of the wilderness journey, so Israel had been in the wilderness for just short of a year when it was set up (they had left Egypt on the fifteenth day of the first month of the year before).
[For more information on Moses’ seven trips up Mount Sinai, see commentary on Exod. 19:3.]
 
Exodus Chapter 35
Exd 35:3
“You are not to light a fire.” The people could have a fire, they just were not supposed to light one. That was especially important for people who lived in the hill country where it got really cold during the winter. Furthermore, you could not gather sticks on the Sabbath, so wood had to be close to the fire and ready to burn (Num. 15:32-36). However, if you had the fire going and all the food ready to prepare, you could prepare the food, cook it, and eat it (Exod. 12:16).
Exd 35:7
“rams’ skins dyed red.” The Hebrew could also mean tanned rams’ skins (see commentary on Exod. 25:5).
“dugong.” A mammal quite like a manatee that lives in the Red Sea and Gulf of Aqaba. See commentary on Exodus 25:5.
Exd 35:12
“atonement cover.” Traditionally called the “mercy seat” (see commentary on Exod. 25:17).
Exd 35:13
“table...Bread of the Presence.” For information on the table and Bread of the Presence see Exodus 25:23-30 and commentary on Exodus 25:30.
Exd 35:14
“its oil lamps.” The “lamps” are the seven oil lamps that were placed on the menorah and lit for light (Exod. 25:31-40, esp. v. 37, and Exod. 27:20-21).
Exd 35:16
“the bronze basin and its base.” This is the large bronze basin that was in the courtyard of the Tabernacle and was used for washing (cf. Exod. 30:18; 38:8).
Exd 35:21
“the Tent of Meeting.” The “Tabernacle” (“Dwelling Place”) is also referred to as the “Tent of Meeting” because it was the place where people met with God. The Hebrew phrase is 'ohel mo'ed, in which 'ohel (#0168 אֹהֶל) means “tent,” and is followed by mo'ed (#04150 מוֹעֵד or מֹעֵד) which means a “meeting” or a “place for a meeting.” Thus the 'ohel mo'ed is the “Tent of Meeting” (see commentary on Exod. 27:21).
Exd 35:22
“signet rings.” A signet ring was a ring that was engraved with special letters and/or characters that identified the owner of the ring.
[For more on signet rings and cylinder seals, see commentary on Gen. 41:42.]
Exd 35:23
“rams’ skins dyed red.” The Hebrew could also mean tanned rams’ skins (see commentary on Exod. 25:5).
“dugong.” A mammal quite like a manatee that lives in the Red Sea and Gulf of Aqaba. See commentary on Exodus 25:5.
 
Exodus Chapter 36
Exd 36:8
“finely twisted linen.” For more on the curtain and finely twisted linen, see commentary on Exodus 26:1.
“Bezalel made them.” The verb is singular and would normally be simply “he” but the name Bezalel is added for clarity. The phrase “made them” is ambiguous, and may refer to the curtains as a whole, or to just the cherubim that were woven into the curtains.
Exd 36:14
“as a tent.” (Cf. Exod. 26:7).
Exd 36:19
“rams’ skins dyed red.” The Hebrew could also mean tanned rams’ skins (see commentary on Exod. 25:5).
“dugong.” A mammal quite like a manatee that lives in the Red Sea and Gulf of Aqaba. See commentary on Exodus 25:5.
Exd 36:35
“finely twisted linen.” For more on the curtain and finely twisted linen, see commentary on Exodus 26:1.
Exd 36:38
“He overlaid their capitals and their bands with gold.” The capitals and bands were not mentioned in the pattern of the Tabernacle in Exodus 26:37, but the Exodus verse mentions “hooks” that hold the screen up, which are not mentioned in Exodus 36:38.
 
Exodus Chapter 37
Exd 37:6
“atonement cover.” Traditionally called the “mercy seat” (see commentary on Exod. 25:17).
Exd 37:23
“seven lamps.” The seven oil lamps that were placed on the menorah and lit at night to give light in the Tabernacle.
“firepans.” See commentary on Leviticus 10:1.
 
Exodus Chapter 38
Exd 38:3
“firepans.” These firepans were for the altar, so they are made of bronze. See commentary on Leviticus 10:1.
Exd 38:8
“He made the basin of bronze, and its base of bronze, out of the mirrors.” The glass mirror that we use today was not invented for many centuries after this event (the first archaeological evidence of a glass mirror was in the third century AD). In biblical times and right up into the Roman empire, mirrors were made of bronze. The bronze was highly polished so that people could see a kind of reflection of themselves, but it was not a very good reflection. This is why 1 Corinthians 13:12 says that people see in a mirror, but “darkly.” The image in a bronze mirror was both dark and indistinct.
“the Tent of Meeting.” The “Tabernacle” (“Dwelling Place”) is also referred to as the “Tent of Meeting” because it was the place where people met with God. The Hebrew phrase is 'ohel mo'ed, in which 'ohel (#0168 אֹהֶל) means “tent,” and is followed by mo'ed (#04150 מוֹעֵד or מֹעֵד) which means a “meeting” or a “place for a meeting.” Thus the 'ohel mo'ed is the “Tent of Meeting” (see commentary on Exod. 27:21).
Exd 38:9
“hangings.” The Hebrew text uses the word qela (#07050 קֶלַע), which is generally translated as “hangings.” When it comes to the Tabernacle, the Bible usually used different words for the different parts of the Tabernacle, just like the word qela is used for the “hangings,” the outer cloth wall of the Tabernacle courtyard (see commentary on Exod. 26:1).
Exd 38:14
“hangings for the one side of the gate.” The “gate” was the 20-cubit “screen” of beautiful material of blue, purple, and scarlet. It had 15-cubit white walls on each side—each “shoulder”—of it (see commentary on Exod. 27:14).
Exd 38:15
“On this side.” The Hebrew translated as “side” is literally, “shoulder,” (cf. Exod. 27:14-15, which uses “shoulder” also, see commentary on Exod. 27:14).
Exd 38:16
“hangings.” The hangings made the outer cloth wall around the Tabernacle courtyard (see commentary on Exod. 26:1).
Exd 38:18
“The screen for the gate of the courtyard.” The Hebrew word translated as “screen” is masakh (#04539 מָסָךְ), and there were two “screens” used as gates in the Tabernacle. One as the gate between the outside world and the Tabernacle courtyard, and one between the courtyard and the Tabernacle itself (see commentary on Exod. 26:1).
“finely twisted linen of blue, purple, and scarlet.” Although the curtains surrounding the courtyard of the Tabernacle were made of just fine linen, whose natural color would have been white, the entrance to the Tabernacle courtyard was made of the same material as the Tabernacle itself, linen with blue, purple, and scarlet threads, so it would have really been beautiful and stood out from the rest of the curtains of the courtyard. It would not have been difficult to spot the entrance of the courtyard of the Tabernacle.
[For more on the finely twisted linen cloth, see commentary on Exod. 26:1.]
“the hangings of the courtyard.” These are the cloth walls of the Tabernacle courtyard (see commentary on Exod. 26:1).
Exd 38:19
“Their pillars.” That is, the pillars associated with the different panels that were fastened together and made up the screen that was the gate to the Tabernacle courtyard from the outside world.
Exd 38:20
“All the tent pegs.” The Tabernacle was a big tent, and like any tent, it was held up by tent pegs and ropes, and the courtyard cloth walls were also held up by tent pegs and ropes.
Exd 38:25
“1,775 shekels.” That is roughly 44 pounds (20 kg). A shekel was roughly .4 ounces (11 or 11.5 grams). See commentary on Genesis 24:22, “shekel.”
Exd 38:26
“who crossed over to those who were counted.” That is, to those men who crossed over from the group of men who had not been counted to the group that had been counted.
Exd 38:27
“The 100 talents of silver were for casting the bases of the sanctuary and the bases of the veil.” Although the bases for the courtyard curtain were made of bronze, the bases for the Tabernacle itself, the boards that gave it strength and stability, were made of silver (Exod. 26:21). In this context, the “veil” was the veil that separated the Holy Place from the Holy of Holies. The bases of the pillars that held it up were made of silver (Exod. 26:32).
“a talent for each base.” The bases for the boards of the Tabernacle and the pillars of the Tabernacle courtyard weighed a talent each, or roughly 75 pounds (34 kg). So between the 75-pound bases and the tent pegs and ropes that held the Tabernacle and the courtyard curtains in place, it would have taken an incredibly strong wind to blow it over.
Exd 38:29
“70 talents.” Seventy talents is roughly 5,250 pounds (2,381 kg), so adding the talents and the shekels made the weight over 2.5 tons of silver.
[For more on the talent weight, see commentary on Exod. 25:39.]
“2,400 shekels.” That is roughly 60 pounds (27 kg). A shekel was roughly .4 ounces (11 or 11.5 grams). See commentary on Genesis 24:22, “shekel.”
Exd 38:31
“the tent pegs...the pegs.” The Tabernacle and the courtyard curtain had to be strongly supported by tent pegs and rope just like any tent or cloth structure in the desert. The desert winds could be quite strong at times, so these pegs had to be quite large and sturdy.
 
Exodus Chapter 39
Exd 39:1
“serving in the holy place.” In this context, the “holy place” seems to refer to the entire Tabernacle: the courtyard and the Tabernacle itself.
Exd 39:2
“gold, blue, purple, scarlet, and fine twisted linen.” The High Priest’s garments were interwoven with gold, which set him apart (see commentary on Exod. 28:5).
[For more on this cloth, see commentary on Exodus 26:1.]
“purple.” Purple dye was rare and very expensive (see commentary on 2 Chron. 3:14).
Exd 39:4
“corners.” See commentary on Exodus 28:7.
Exd 39:6
“the sons of Israel.” That is, the 12 sons of Jacob.
Exd 39:8
“of gold, of blue, purple, scarlet, and fine twined linen.” The High Priest’s garments, including his breastplate, were interwoven with gold, which set him apart (see commentary on Exod. 28:5).
Exd 39:9
“They made the breastplate folded double.” The breastplate was folded double into a pouch that was roughly nine inches (23 cm) square. Into the pouch were put the Urim and Thummim that the High Priest used to get the judgment of God, so the breastplate was sometimes referred to as the breastplate of judgment (Exod. 28:15, 29, 30).
[For more on the Urim and Thummim see commentary on Exod. 28:30.]
Exd 39:11
“lapis lazuli.” The deep blue color of lapis lazuli—a stone that was well-known in the ancient Near East—was often associated with God and his throne (Exod. 24:10; Job. 28:16; Isa. 54:11; Ezek. 1:26; 10:1). The majority English translation, “sapphire,” is almost certainly wrong (see commentary on Ezek. 1:26).
Exd 39:14
“like the engravings of a seal.” The “seal” would be a signet ring, cylinder seal, or scarab seal. These were usually made of stone and had a name or title engraved on them. These were very common in the ancient world and identified the owner. The stones on the breastplate of the High Priest were to have the names of the tribes of Israel engraved on them.
[For more on seals and signets, see commentary on Gen. 41:42.]
Exd 39:23
“The opening of the robe in its middle.” The hole in the middle of the robe was the neck hole (cf. Exod. 28:32).
Exd 39:28
“caps.” These “caps” were “a band of linen wrapped around the head, forming something like a brimless convex cap” (see commentary on Exod. 28:40).
Exd 39:30
“the holy crown medallion of pure gold.” This medallion is mentioned in Exodus 29:6.
Exd 39:34
“rams’ skins dyed red.” The Hebrew could also mean tanned rams’ skins (see commentary on Exod. 25:5).
It is noteworthy here that there are only two of the four Tabernacle coverings mentioned, and both notably pictured the Messiah (see commentary on Exod. 26:1).
“dugong.” A mammal quite like a manatee that lives in the Red Sea and Gulf of Aqaba. See commentary on Exodus 25:5.
“the veil as the screen.” This was the veil that was to be hung between the Holy Place and the Holy of Holies.
Exd 39:35
“atonement cover.” Traditionally called the “mercy seat” (see commentary on Exod. 25:17).
Exd 39:36
“the table.” That is, the table on which the Bread of the Presence was placed (see Exod. 25:23-30).
“the Bread of the Presence.” The Bread of the Presence was large cakes of bread that were in the Tabernacle and Temple (see commentary on Exod. 25:30).
Exd 39:38
“the screen for the entrance of the Tent.” This is the screen at the entrance of the Holy Place of the Tabernacle, and the Levites had to pass through this outer curtain to enter the Holy Place to tend the lamps of the menorah and do the other duties inside the Tabernacle. The curtain screened the Holy Place so that the inside of the Tabernacle could not be seen from the courtyard. The screen that was between the Tabernacle courtyard and the outside world is mentioned in Exodus 39:40. So there were three curtains, or screens, that kept people from seeing further than that screen. These three were: the outermost curtain or screen that was between the outside world and the Tabernacle courtyard; the curtain at the entrance of the Tabernacle between the courtyard and the Holy Place, and the curtain that was between the Holy Place and the Holy of Holies.
Exd 39:39
“the bronze basin and its base.” This is the large bronze basin that was in the courtyard of the Tabernacle and was used for washing (cf. Exod. 30:18; 38:8).
Exd 39:40
“the hangings.” These are the cloth walls of the Tabernacle courtyard (see commentary on Exod. 26:1).
“the Tent of Meeting.” The “Tabernacle” (“Dwelling Place”) is also referred to as the “Tent of Meeting” because it was the place where people met with God. The Hebrew phrase is 'ohel mo'ed, in which 'ohel (#0168 אֹהֶל) means “tent,” and is followed by mo'ed (#04150 מוֹעֵד or מֹעֵד) which means a “meeting” or a “place for a meeting.” Thus the 'ohel mo'ed is the “Tent of Meeting” (see commentary on Exod. 27:21).
 
Exodus Chapter 40
Exd 40:2
“On the first day of the first month.” This is the first day of the first month of the second year of Israel’s wilderness wanderings (Exod. 40:17). Israel left Egypt on the 15th day of the first month of the first year (Exod. 12:29), so Israel had been wandering in the wilderness for almost a full lunar year at this time, likely 339 days (a lunar year is usually 354 days).
“the Tent of Meeting.” The “Tabernacle” (“Dwelling Place”) is also referred to as the “Tent of Meeting” because it was the place where people met with God. The Hebrew phrase is 'ohel mo'ed, in which 'ohel (#0168 אֹהֶל) means “tent,” and is followed by mo'ed (#04150 מוֹעֵד or מֹעֵד) which means a “meeting” or a “place for a meeting.” Thus the 'ohel mo'ed is the “Tent of Meeting” (see commentary on Exod. 27:21).
Before the Tabernacle was set up, Moses set up a tent he referred to as “the Tent of Meeting.” He met with Yahweh at this special tent until the Tabernacle was set up (see commentary on Exod. 33:7).
Exd 40:3
“screen the ark with the curtain.” This curtain is the curtain between the outer room of the Tabernacle, the Holy Place, and the inner room, the Holy of Holies.
Exd 40:4
“the table.” That is, the table on which the Bread of the Presence was placed.
Exd 40:5
“and put up the screen for the entrance to the tabernacle.” This is the curtain that was the entrance to the first room of the Tabernacle, the Holy Place, and it divided the Holy Place inside from the courtyard outside.
Exd 40:7
“the bronze basin.” This is the large bronze basin that was in the courtyard of the Tabernacle and was used for washing (cf. Exod. 30:18; 38:8).
Exd 40:8
“The the screen of the gate of the courtyard.” The screen of the gate of the courtyard was the beautifully woven curtain that was the entrance to the courtyard of the Tabernacle from the outside world.
Exd 40:15
“for an everlasting priesthood throughout their generations.” Being a priest or Levite was passed from father to son, and being a priest or Levite was a matter of genealogy, being born one. There was no way to be a priest or Levite if you were not born one.
Exd 40:17
“And in the first month in the second year, on the first day of the month.” The Israelites left Egypt on the fifteenth day of the first month of the year, and the Tabernacle was set up on the first day of the first month of the second year, so Israel had been out of Egypt for just short of a full year—14 or 15 days short, depending on the moon—when the Tabernacle was set up.
Exd 40:20
“the testimony.” The tablets of the Ten Commandments are here called “the testimony” because they testify to the covenant that God made with Israel, which included the laws that Israel agreed to obey (Exod. 24:3-8).
“atonement cover.” Traditionally called the “mercy seat” (see commentary on Exod. 25:17).
Exd 40:21
“and screened the ark of the testimony.” The curtain between the Holy Place, the outer room of the Tabernacle, and the Holy of Holies, the inner room, screened the ark of the covenant from being seen. Only the High Priest could go in the Holy of Holies, and even he could only go in on the Day of Atonement, and on that day he would go in two times (Lev. 16:1-28). This screening and limited entry showed and protected the holiness of the Holy of Holies and the presence of God.
Exd 40:22
“on the north side of the Tabernacle.” The Tabernacle faced east, so the north side was the side on the right as you entered the Tabernacle from the courtyard. The table and the Bread of the Presence were on the north side of the Holy Place, and the menorah was on the left side, the south side.
“outside of the veil.” That is, on the east side of the veil that separated the Holy Place from the Holy of Holies. The Table of the Bread of the Presence, the menorah, and the golden altar of incense were all in the Holy Place of the Tabernacle, the outer room of the Tabernacle.
Exd 40:24
“on the south side of the tabernacle.” The Tabernacle always faced east, so the south side was always the left side as you were walking into the Tabernacle.
Exd 40:25
“and he lit the lamps.” This is a summary statement to show that Aaron did “as Yahweh commanded Moses.” The text is not saying that Aaron lit the oil lamps on the menorah at that very time when the Tabernacle was set up. The lamps were lit in the evening.
Exd 40:26
“in front of the veil.” The golden altar was in the Holy Place in front of the veil that was between the Holy Place and the Holy of Holies, where the ark of the covenant was.
Exd 40:27
“burned.” See commentary on Exodus 29:13.
Exd 40:28
“at the entrance to the tabernacle.” This curtain separated the Tabernacle—the outer room, the Holy Place—from the courtyard of the Tabernacle.
Exd 40:29
“He set the altar of burnt offering at the entrance of the tabernacle.” The altar of burnt offering was set between the entrance to the Tabernacle courtyard and the Tabernacle itself, but enough in the middle so that neither the courtyard curtains nor the tent cloth of the Tabernacle were caught on fire by sparks. Then, between the altar and the Tabernacle was the bronze laver for washing, and it was likely off to the side a little so that priests did not have to walk around it or the priests who might have been using it in order to get from the altar to the Tabernacle.
Exd 40:30
“the bronze basin.” This is the large bronze basin that was in the courtyard of the Tabernacle and was used for washing (cf. Exod. 30:18; 38:8).
Exd 40:34
“Then the cloud covered the Tent of Meeting.” When the Tabernacle was completed (Exod. 40:17, 33), the pillar of cloud that had been going before Israel moved to over the Tabernacle. Occasionally paintings of the Tabernacle show the pillar of cloud over it.
“and the glory of Yahweh filled the tabernacle.” The “glory of Yahweh” was the bright cloud of light, sometimes called the “shekinah” or “shekinah glory” that surrounded God and veiled His presence so that people could not see Him directly. The glory of God was so bright that Moses could not be in the Tabernacle when God’s glory was shining (Exod. 40:35).
[For more information about the “glory of Yahweh” and the bright cloud that surrounds God, see commentary on Ezek. 1:28.]
Exd 40:36
“When the cloud was taken up from over the tabernacle, the children of Israel went onward.” This is further described in Numbers 9:15-23.


Leviticus Commentary
Leviticus Chapter 1
Lev 1:1
“spoke to him out of the Tent of Meeting.” This happened a number of times and is better described in Numbers 7:89. The “Tabernacle” (“Dwelling Place”) is also referred to as the “Tent of Meeting” because it was the place where people met with God. The Hebrew phrase is 'ohel mo'ed, in which 'ohel (#0168 אֹהֶל) means “tent,” and is followed by mo'ed (#04150 מוֹעֵד or מֹעֵד) which means a “meeting” or a “place for a meeting.” Thus the 'ohel mo'ed is the “Tent of Meeting” (see commentary on Exod. 27:21).
Lev 1:2
“approaches with.” The Hebrew word is qarab (#07126 קָרַב), often translated “brings,” but in this context, the point is that the person “approaches” God with an offering when without it God would be unapproachable. It can be hard for the modern Christian to really understand the relationship that the average Israelite had with God because it is so different from the relationship believers have with Him today. One huge difference is about being “far” from God or “near” Him. The concepts of “far” and “near” are huge in the Old Testament but often veiled by translation. With no long-range communication in the biblical world such as telephones, getting to be “near” someone so that you could see them, hear them, and get access to them was a privilege and honor, and this was true of people and of God.
For the most part, the average Israelite was kept “far” from God, separated from Him by space and curtains (or walls), and anyone who violated those walls and spaces died (cf. Num. 1:51; cf. Num. 4:20; 8:19). The average Israelite could only regularly “come near” to God with an offering or sacrifice. However, in most English Bibles it can be hard to see the relationship between “coming near” to God and having an offering or sacrifice because Leviticus 1:2 usually reads that people “bring” an offering to God: “When any man of you brings an offering to the LORD…” (NASB). But the word “bring” can be translated “come near” and the verse could be translated “If any man of you comes near with an offering.” So even the average Israelite was kept “far” from God by curtains, walls, and spaces. The curtains surrounding the courtyard of the Tabernacle were seven and a half feet high (2.3 meters), which was too high for the Israelites to see over (Exod. 27:18). They could only enter the courtyard when they brought an approach offering.
This distance between people and God meant that people thought and felt differently about God than we do today. Now, because of the work of Christ, non-Jews who were “far” from God are brought “near” (Eph. 2:13), and every believer—Jew and Gentile—can go right up to God and be “near” Him; indeed, everyone can approach the throne of grace and be “near” to God (Heb. 4:16).
“approach offering.” The Hebrew is qorban (#07133 קֹרְבָּן). Qorban began as the verbal noun derived from the verb qarab, and thus qorban derives its basic meaning from the word qarab, “to bring, to approach with.” This is why E. W. Bullinger called the qorban an “admittance offering.” Bullinger writes: “It is the present brought to this day in the East in order to secure an audience, or to see the face of the superior, and find access to his presence. Hence called today, ‘the face-offering.’ …Hence, Korban is essentially an admittance offering; securing the entrée.”[footnoteRef:237] [237:  Bullinger, Companion Bible, Appendix 43, “Offer” and “Offerings.”] 

Although qorban is usually simply translated “offering,” and indeed that is the simple meaning of the word that developed over time, the fact that it developed as a verbal noun from qarab, “bring, approach,” and the fact that God had to be approached with an offering, is good evidence that God’s original intent was that the qorban was an approach offering, allowing the offeror to come near to Him. “In the OT the noun qorbān, which belongs to the jargon of the priestly cult, probably derives much of its semantic content from the verb qārab/hiqrib.”[footnoteRef:238] [238:  G. J. Botterweck, H. Ringgren, and H. Fabry, Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament, 13:155.] 

The word qorban was clearly associated with approaching God in His Tabernacle/Temple because it occurs 40 times in Leviticus, 38 times in Numbers, and 2 in Ezekiel (Ezek. 20:28 referring to Israel offering at a High Place, and Ezek. 40:43 referring to offerings at the Millennial Temple).[footnoteRef:239] So out of 80 occurrences in the Bible, 78 of those are in Leviticus and Numbers. Hebrew lexicons tell us that qorban is the least specific Hebrew word for an offering, which is logical because being able to approach God was part of every offering. Although it is perfectly acceptable, and no doubt in some cases even preferred, to translate qorban simply as “offering,” doing so disassociates the offering from the reason that the offering was brought in the first place, which is found in the root word qarab: the qorban allowed the offeror to approach God, and come near to Him without danger of death. It is because of the clarity of “approach offering” that the REV translation usually has “approach offering” when qorban is in the Hebrew text. [239:  Theological Dict. of the Old Testament, 13:153.] 

[For more information and a more complete list of the feasts and sabbaths in Israel, see commentary on Lev. 23:2.]
Lev 1:6
“He is to skin the burnt offering.” The burnt offering was to be completely burnt up except for the skin of the animal, which was given to the priests (Lev. 7:8). This was different from the other animal sacrifices such as the sin offering or fellowship offering because the person who offered that sacrifice got to eat some of the meat.
Lev 1:9
“burn all of it into smoke​.” The skin of the burnt offering was not burned, but was given to the priest who offered the offering (Lev. 7:8).
[For more on “burn into smoke,” see commentary on Exod. 29:13.]
 
Leviticus Chapter 2
Lev 2:2
“burn...into smoke.” See commentary on Exodus 29:13.
Lev 2:11
“yeast…honey.” Yeast and honey were two things that would cause the grain to ferment, so God forbids them.
“burn...into smoke.” See commentary on Exodus 29:13.
Lev 2:12
“you may offer them.” A person may offer grain with yeast or honey to Yahweh, which the priests would then get a share of, but grain with yeast or honey was not to be offered on the altar.
Lev 2:13
“the salt of the covenant.” This refers to the ancient salt covenant, which was a binding covenant made by sharing salt in some way, usually eating it. The idea of having the salt covenant as part of the sacrifices and offerings, even the grain offerings, was to ensure the sincerity of the worshiper. God is not a God who wants people to “just go through the motions” of worshiping Him without being sincere. He makes that clear in a number of places in the Bible.
[For more on the salt covenant, see commentary on 2 Chron. 13:5. For more on God wanting a person’s heart to be right with Him before making sacrifices and offerings, see commentary on Amos 5:22.]
“With all your approach offerings you are to offer salt.” This command here in Leviticus 2:13 made it clear that it was not just the grain offerings that had to be offered with salt, but every offering. The phrase, “all your approach offerings” is literal and means “all,” and there were many different “approach offerings.” The salt emphasized the covenant of the Law that God made with Israel (Exod. 24:3-8) and emphasized the sincerity of the person making the offering, and that was important for every person and every sacrifice and offering. No offering was in and of itself sufficient to cover for sin. The offering had to be done in sincerity of heart, with trust (faith) in God that He would accept the offering and make atonement. David understood that fact well, and expressed it in Psalm 51: “Behold, you desire faithfulness in the inward parts. For you do not delight in sacrifice, or else I would give it. You have no pleasure in a burnt offering. My sacrifice, O God, is a broken spirit. A broken and contrite heart, O God, you will not despise” (Ps. 51:6, 16, 17). Sacrifices without trust in God and obedience to Him were not acceptable to God, a point that the Bible makes clear in many places.
[For more information about the sacrifices of wicked people being of no value, see commentary on Amos 5:22.]
Lev 2:16
“burn...into smoke.” See commentary on Exodus 29:13.
 
Leviticus Chapter 3
Lev 3:2
“the Tent of Meeting.” The “Tabernacle” (“Dwelling Place”) is also referred to as the “Tent of Meeting” because it was the place where people met with God. The Hebrew phrase is 'ohel mo'ed, in which 'ohel (#0168 אֹהֶל) means “tent,” and is followed by mo'ed (#04150 מוֹעֵד or מֹעֵד) which means a “meeting” or a “place for a meeting.” Thus the 'ohel mo'ed is the “Tent of Meeting” (see commentary on Exod. 27:21).
Lev 3:4
“the appendage of the liver.” The Hebrew word apparently refers to an appendage that is on cows, sheep, and goats but not humans (see commentary on Exod. 29:13).
Lev 3:5
“burn...into smoke.” See commentary on Exodus 29:13.
Lev 3:10
“the appendage of the liver.” The Hebrew word apparently refers to an appendage that is on cows, sheep, and goats but not humans (see commentary on Exod. 29:13).
 
Leviticus Chapter 4
Lev 4:1
“Yahweh spoke to Moses, saying.” Here Yahweh speaks about the sin offering. The sin offering is talked about in Leviticus 6:24-30 and Numbers 15:22-31.
Jesus Christ was a sin offering for us (2 Cor. 5:21; see REV commentary on 2 Cor. 5:21).
Lev 4:2
“unintentionally.” The sin offering and trespass offering were for unintentional sins. If a person sinned on purpose, willfully, defiantly, he was to be “cut off” from his people (Num. 15:30-31). That is why we sometimes see the wrath of God fall on people in the Old Testament, such as on Aaron’s sons who disobeyed God about the offerings (Lev. 10:1-2), or when the ground opened up and swallowed Korah and the rest of the leaders who rebelled against God and Moses (Num. 16:1-2, 31-35).
If a person sinned intentionally, and had no intention of repenting, then their life was in danger from God, the Devil, or people. However, we all sometimes sin intentionally, and God is gracious and so often there are no immediate consequences for that sin; but there certainly will be on the Day of Judgment unless the person repents and God accepts their asking for His forgiveness (cf. 1 John 1:9 and note the record of the tax collector in Luke 18:13).
Lev 4:3
“sin offering.” The Hebrew word translated as the short phrase “sin offering” is chatta'ah (#02403 חַטָּאָה or חַטָּאת). The Hebrew word can either mean “sin” or “sin offering,” depending on the context. Here it means “sin offering.” The Greek word in used in the Septuagint is hamartia (#266 ἁμαρτία), and it, too, can be understood to be “sin” or a “sin offering” according to the context. Here in Leviticus 4:3, 8, 21, 24, 25, 29, 32, and 4:33, the Hebrew word chatta'ah and the Greek translation hamartia are properly translated into English as “sin offering” in the various English versions.
Leviticus 4 should have set the pattern for Christ being our sin offering, and 2 Corinthians 5:21 should have read in most English versions that Christ was a “sin offering” on our behalf, and thus paid the penalty for our sin. There is no textual or typological reason for 2 Corinthians 5:21 to be translated as Christ became “sin” for us. He did not become “sin,” he became our sin offering.
[For more on Christ being our “sin offering,” see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:21.]
Lev 4:4
“to the entrance of the Tent of Meeting, before Yahweh.” The “Tabernacle” (“Dwelling Place”) is also referred to as the “Tent of Meeting” because it was the place where people met with God. The Hebrew phrase is 'ohel mo'ed, in which 'ohel (#0168 אֹהֶל) means “tent,” and is followed by mo'ed (#04150 מוֹעֵד or מֹעֵד) which means a “meeting” or a “place for a meeting.” Thus the 'ohel mo'ed is the “Tent of Meeting” (see commentary on Exod. 27:21).
The entrance of the Tent of Meeting was the entrance to the Holy Place, the first room of the Tabernacle, where the menorah, Bread of the Presence, and the golden altar of incense were. God dwelt in the Tabernacle, so to bring the bull to the entrance of the Tent of Meeting, before Yahweh, was to bring the bull into the Tabernacle courtyard but not into the Tabernacle itself.
Lev 4:5
“bring it into the Tent of Meeting.” The priest was to bring the blood “into” the Tent of Meeting. Although the Hebrew text can be either “to” or “into,” the priest was already before the Tent of Meeting, so in that context, the Hebrew means “into.” The priest slaughtered the bull in the courtyard of the Tabernacle, then went into the Holy Place and sprinkled the blood before Yahweh, before the curtain to the Holy of Holies (Lev. 4:6).
Lev 4:6
“the veil of the Holy of Holies.” This is the veil of fine linen that separated the Holy Place from the Holy of Holies (Exod. 26:31-35). Yahweh came to Israel between the cherubim (see commentary on Num. 7:89) that were on the Atonement Cover, which was the cover over the Ark of the Covenant (Exod. 25:22).
Lev 4:7
“the altar of sweet incense before Yahweh that is in the Tent of Meeting.” After sprinkling the blood toward the Holy of Holies, the priest is to put blood on the horns of the golden altar of incense.
“Then he is to pour out all of the rest of the blood of the bull at the base of the altar of burnt offering.” So, the process of the sin offering involves the priest slaughtering the animal in the Tabernacle courtyard, then going into the Holy Place, the first room of the Tabernacle, and sprinkling the blood toward the Holy of Holies, then putting blood on the horns of the golden altar of incense, then going back out into the Tabernacle courtyard and pouring out the rest of the blood at the base of the altar of sacrifice. Then the priest deals with the parts of the animal that are burned on the altar as an offering to God (Lev. 4:8-10), then the priest deals with the parts of the sacrifice that must be burned outside the camp (Lev. 4:11-12).
Lev 4:9
“and the appendage on the liver.” The Hebrew word translated as “appendage” is yoteret (#03508 ֑יתֶרֶת), and according to the HALOT Hebrew-English lexicons it refers to an “appendage of the liver.” HALOT explains that this appendage is found in cows, sheep, and goats but is not in humans (see commentary on Exod. 29:13).
Lev 4:10
“burn...into smoke.” See commentary on Exodus 29:13.
Lev 4:12
“And and burn it on wood with fire.” Students of Scripture are well aware that the Tabernacle and Temple had two altars: the golden altar of incense inside the Holy Place (Exod. 30:1-10; 37:25-28) and the large altar of sacrifice in the courtyard of the Tabernacle/Temple (Exod. 27:1-8; 38:1-7). However, there was a third altar associated with the Tabernacle and Temple that was “outside of the camp,” that is, it was outside of the area of the Tabernacle/Temple. It was on this third altar that things that were often considered unclean, such as the bodies of sin offerings, were burned (cf. Exod. 29:14; Lev. 4:12, 21; 8:17; 9:11; 16:27). This altar is associated with the death of Jesus Christ (Heb. 13:10, and see commentary on Heb. 13:10).
Lev 4:21
“carry the bull outside the camp and burn it.” There were three altars associated with the Tabernacle and Temple: the golden altar of incense, the bronze altar of sacrifice, and a third altar east of the camp where certain parts of sacrifices were burned, and that altar is closely connected to the death of Christ (see commentary on Heb. 13:10).
Lev 4:27
“one person.” The Hebrew text is “soul” (nephesh) but here it refers to the person.
“the common people.” The Hebrew text is literally “the people of the land,” but this is one of the places where a literal translation could be confusing. The “people of the land” are the common, ordinary people who live in Israel. The phrase does not refer to farmers, and certainly not to “landed people” like we think of land owners in Europe.
“by doing one of the things​.” Even breaking one commandment is breaking the Law and is sin. The Hebrew word “one,” echad, is in the text and should not be played down in translation. James 2:10 says that breaking one of the commandments makes a person guilty of breaking the whole Law.
Lev 4:31
“burn...into smoke.” See commentary on Exodus 29:13.
Lev 4:33
“sin offering.” The word translated as “sin offering” occurs twice in the Hebrew text of Leviticus 4:33, but only once in the Septuagint.
 
Leviticus Chapter 5
Lev 5:1
“If anyone sins.” Leviticus 5:1-13 continues the rules given in chapter 4 about the sin offering. It would have been less confusing for the reader if Leviticus 5:1 had not been a new chapter but instead had been numbered as part of Leviticus 4. That would have made Leviticus chapter 4 have 48 verses instead of 35, but then all of chapter 4 would have been about the sin offering and then Leviticus 5 would start a new subject and be about the trespass offering. As it is, the first part of Leviticus 5 continues the information about the sin offering, and a new subject, the trespass offering, starts in the middle of chapter 5 (Lev. 5:14).
Lev 5:6
“his offering for his guilt.” The Hebrew word asham (#0817) in this context refers to the penalty for the guilt the person incurred due to their sin, so it is translated as “offering for guilt.”
Lev 5:12
“burn...into smoke.” See commentary on Exodus 29:13.
Lev 5:15
“unfaithfully, yes, unfaithfully.” God uses the figure of speech polyptoton for emphasis (see commentary on Gen. 2:16). To sin ignorantly is still to be unfaithful and trespass against God.
[See Word Study: “Polyptoton.”]
 
Leviticus Chapter 6
Lev 6:9
“This is the law of the burnt offering.” The burnt offering was to be completely burnt up except for the skin of the animal, which was given to the priests (Lev. 7:8). This was different from the other animal sacrifices such as the sin offering or fellowship offering because the person who offered that sacrifice got to eat some of the meat.
Lev 6:12
“burn...into smoke.” See commentary on Exodus 29:13.
Lev 6:16
“the Tent of Meeting.” The “Tabernacle” (“Dwelling Place”) is also referred to as the “Tent of Meeting” because it was the place where people met with God. The Hebrew phrase is 'ohel mo'ed, in which 'ohel (#0168 אֹהֶל) means “tent,” and is followed by mo'ed (#04150 מוֹעֵד or מֹעֵד) which means a “meeting” or a “place for a meeting.” Thus the 'ohel mo'ed is the “Tent of Meeting” (see commentary on Exod. 27:21).
 
Leviticus Chapter 7
Lev 7:4
“and the appendage on the liver.” The Hebrew word translated as “appendage” is yoteret (#03508 ֑יתֶרֶת), and according to the HALOT Hebrew-English lexicons it refers to an “appendage of the liver.” HALOT explains that this appendage is found in cows, sheep, and goats but is not in humans.
Lev 7:5
“burn...into smoke.” See commentary on Exodus 29:13.
Lev 7:31
“burn...into smoke.” See commentary on Exodus 29:13.
Lev 7:34
“waved breast and the heaved thigh.” When someone offered a peace offering, the fat and some other parts were burned on the altar, but the meat was eaten by the people. However, the priests got the breast and right thigh, which were waved before Yahweh. Apparently the breast was waved back and forth, and the thigh was waved (or “heaved” because it was so heavy) up and down.
 
Leviticus Chapter 8
Lev 8:3
“the Tent of Meeting.” The “Tabernacle” (“Dwelling Place”) is also referred to as the “Tent of Meeting” because it was the place where people met with God. The Hebrew phrase is 'ohel mo'ed, in which 'ohel (#0168 אֹהֶל) means “tent,” and is followed by mo'ed (#04150 מוֹעֵד or מֹעֵד) which means a “meeting” or a “place for a meeting.” Thus the 'ohel mo'ed is the “Tent of Meeting” (see commentary on Exod. 27:21).
Lev 8:11
“And also the bronze basin.” This is the large bronze basin that was in the courtyard of the Tabernacle and was used for washing (cf. Exod. 30:18; 38:8).
Lev 8:13
“caps.” These “caps” were “a band of linen wrapped around the head, forming something like a brimless convex cap” (see commentary on Exod. 28:40).
Lev 8:16
“and the appendage on the liver.” The Hebrew word translated as “appendage” is yoteret (#03508 ֑יתֶרֶת), and according to the HALOT Hebrew-English lexicons it refers to an “appendage of the liver.” HALOT explains that this appendage is found in cows, sheep, and goats but is not in humans.
“burn...into smoke.” See commentary on Exodus 29:13.
Lev 8:17
“burned with fire outside the camp.” There were three altars associated with the Tabernacle and Temple: the large bronze altar of sacrifice, the golden altar of incense, and a third altar east of the camp where certain parts of sacrifices were burned, and that altar is closely connected to the death of Christ (see commentary on Heb. 13:10).
Lev 8:20
“burn...into smoke.” See commentary on Exodus 29:13.
Lev 8:21
“burned the whole ram into smoke.” The burnt offering was to be completely burnt up except for the skin of the animal, which was given to the priests (Lev. 7:8). This was different from the other animal sacrifices such as the sin offering or fellowship offering because the person who offered that sacrifice got to eat some of the meat.
Lev 8:23
“ear...thumb...big toe.” Symbolizing hearing the words of God, doing the work of God, and walking the walk of God (see commentary on Exod. 29:20).
Lev 8:33
“entrance of the Tent of Meeting.” This is the courtyard between the Tent of Meeting and the main entrance to the Tabernacle complex.
“ordination.” For the translation “ordain,” or “ordination,” see commentary on Exodus 28:41, and in this sentence, “ordination” is simply the word meaning “filling,” which then fits together with the Hebrew for “ordain.”
 
Leviticus Chapter 9
Lev 9:10
“and the appendage on the liver.” The Hebrew word translated as “appendage” is yoteret (#03508 ֑יתֶרֶת), and according to the HALOT Hebrew-English lexicons it refers to an “appendage of the liver.” HALOT explains that this appendage is found in cows, sheep, and goats but is not in humans (see commentary on Exod. 29:13).
“burned into smoke.” See commentary on Exodus 29:13.
Lev 9:11
“he burned with fire outside the camp.” There were three altars associated with the Tabernacle and Temple: the golden altar of incense, the bronze altar of sacrifice, and a third altar east of the camp where certain parts of sacrifices were burned, and that altar is closely connected to the death of Christ (see commentary on Heb. 13:10).
Lev 9:13
“and he burned them into smoke upon the altar.” The burnt offering was to be completely burnt up except for the skin of the animal, which was given to the priests (Lev. 7:8). This was different from the other animal sacrifices such as the sin offering or fellowship offering because the person who offered that sacrifice got to eat some of the meat.
Lev 9:19
“and the appendage on the liver.” The Hebrew word translated as “appendage” is yoteret (#03508 ֑יתֶרֶת), and according to the HALOT Hebrew-English lexicons it refers to an “appendage of the liver.” HALOT explains that this appendage is found in cows, sheep, and goats but is not in humans (see commentary on Exod. 29:13).
Lev 9:23
“The glory of Yahweh appeared to all the people.” In this context, “the glory of Yahweh” was the glorious light that surrounded Yahweh. God is not absent from His glory; often when God is said to be present, He is surrounded by a glorious cloud of brilliant light. The people saw the glory and knew Yahweh Himself was present with them. Then, in the next verse, Leviticus 9:24, fire comes out from God’s presence, out from the cloud, and lights the fire on the altar of the Tabernacle.
[For more on the glory of God, see commentary on Ezek. 1:28.]
Lev 9:24
“fire came out from the presence of Yahweh.” The phrase, “the presence of Yahweh” could also be translated “from the faces of Yahweh,” where “faces” would be a plural of emphasis or majesty, pointing to the greatness of God.
This event is God lighting the fire upon the altar of sacrifice that was in front of the Tent of Meeting, the Tabernacle. God indicated His acceptance of the offering that the children of Israel were making by burning it up with fire that came from Him. After that, the priests were never to let that fire go out. The perpetual fire on the altar is the fire of God (Lev. 6:9, 12, 13). Albert Barnes wrote: “The very ancient Jewish tradition has been widely adopted that the sacred fire of the altar originated in this divine act, and that it was afterward preserved on the altar of the tabernacle until the dedication of the temple, when fire again “came down from heaven.” 2Ch 7:1. But according to the sacred narrative [the Bible] the altar-fire had been lighted in a natural way before this occasion.”[footnoteRef:240] (See Lev. 8:16; 9:10; 9:12-13, Exod. 40:29). [240:  Albert Barnes, Barnes Notes.] 

God accepted Gideon’s offering with divine fire (Judg. 6:21). Elijah’s sacrifice was accepted by fire from heaven (1 Kings 18:38), as was David’s (1 Chron. 21:26). God also lit the fire on the altar of the Temple with fire from heaven (2 Chron. 7:1-3). On the Day of Pentecost (Acts 2), the Jewish people who were in the Temple understood all this and had the opportunity to see that God (and His Messiah) accepted the apostles when tongues like fire came down over them (Acts 2:3).
 
Leviticus Chapter 10
Lev 10:1
“firepan.” These were likely long-handled pans that could scoop coals from the altar that incense could then be placed on. They were almost portable altars for the burning of incense because the incense was actually burned in them.[footnoteRef:241] There were firepans associated with the Menorah that were made of gold (Exod. 25:38), and firepans (same Hebrew word) that were made of bronze that were associated with the altar (Exod. 38:3). The firepans that were associated with the Menorah could have held coals that were used for lighting the wicks of the oil lamps and also might have been where burning or smoldering wicks were placed. Here, Nadab and Abihu used the firepan to scoop burning coals from an unauthorized fire to put their incense on. [241:  John Walton, Victor Matthews, and Mark Chavalas, IVP Bible Background Commentary: Old Testament, 127.] 

“and offered unauthorized fire before Yahweh.” The fire that was to be used on the altars in the Tabernacle was to be specifically authorized by God—God Himself lit the fire and commanded that that fire be kept burning perpetually. It is not clear what sin Nadab and Abihu had committed. Many scholars likely correctly postulate that it was because they did not take the fire that God had ignited on the great bronze altar, but that is not clearly commanded in Scripture except for the High Priest on the Day of Atonement. So, while that could have been the sin they committed, there is no way to prove that from Scripture. Keil and Delitzsch say, “This might be called ‘strange fire’ if it was not offered in the manner prescribed in the law, just as in Exod. 30:9 incense not prepared according to the direction of God is called ‘strange incense.’”[footnoteRef:242] One thing we can be sure of is that God could have told us exactly what the sin of Nadab and Abihu was, and the fact that He did not tells us that He wants us to focus on the importance of obedience, not get distracted by analyzing the sin the men committed. [242:  Keil and Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament: The Pentateuch, 351.] 

There is no explanation in the text for this action of Aaron’s sons. God’s way is to be explicit about how He wanted things to be done in a way that pleased Him, so it seems that, even though we do not know the exact sin, we can see that the motive for the men’s actions could only be pride and arrogance, not a simple mistake. The fact that Aaron was silent about the death of his sons (Lev. 10:3) shows that he understood that his two sons had sinned against Yahweh in an egregious manner. If they simply had made a mistake, surely Aaron would have said something about it, and both he and Moses made mistakes in trying to lead Israel.
There are a number of important lessons that we can learn from this incident. One is that God has told us how to do things in a way that pleases Him, and it is important to love God enough and be humble enough to do things God’s way. To ignore God’s way of doing things and go our own way and make up our own rules is dangerous. For example, today people get saved by taking Christ as Lord and believing God raised him from the dead (Rom. 10:9). There are many people who ignore that and say, “I am a good person; I believe God will save me.” But that belief is deadly because none of us are “good enough” to be saved. We all need a Savior from sin.
Another lesson in this record is that to whom much is given, much will be required. Nadab and Abihu were the very first generation of priests, and Nadab was in line to become the High Priest (Exod. 6:23). They had a lot of responsibility and influence. Their example of ignoring God’s commands and doing things their own way would almost certainly have been very harmful to Israel, especially in the first couple of years after leaving Egypt. Furthermore, how would Nadab act after he became the High Priest? The fact that he was serving as a priest meant he was at least 30 years old, and it seems that at his age his attitude toward the things of God would not have changed much or even changed for the worse if given the position of High Priest, which had even more power and responsibility than he already had. It is a general principle that people in the believer community who have lots of responsibility are held to a higher standard than the average believer, and every leader needs to be aware of that (James 3:1).
“which he had not commanded them to do.” This is the figure of speech tapeinosis, or understatement.[footnoteRef:243] Tapeinosis occurs when something is graphically understated in a way that actually emphasizes the opposite. It was not that God had not commanded Nadab and Abihu to offer unauthorized fire, instead, God had strictly forbidden unauthorized fire to be used (Exod. 30:9). A “normal” reading of the text without the figure of speech would have been, “which God commanded them not to do.” [243:  E. W. Bullinger, Figures of Speech Used in the Bible, 159, “tapeinosis.”] 

Lev 10:2
“consumed them.” The Hebrew word is ʾakhal (#0398 אָכַל), and it more literally means “ate.” Here the word is used hyperbolically, because the fire did not consume them, it killed them. However, the text uses the word “consumed” deliberately. The word “consumed,” is the same word used in the previous chapter when fire came from Yahweh and “consumed” the sacrifices (Lev. 9:24; cf. Num. 16:35). The fire of Yahweh consumed the sacrifices, indicating He accepted them, but He also consumed people who attacked His holiness and authority as God, showing that He was the Creator and was to be respected and obeyed.
In a very real sense, Nadab and Abihu, and the 250 men who rose up against Moses (Num. 16:35) were types of every person who does not accept God on His terms—they will eventually be destroyed by fire when they are thrown into the Lake of Fire (Rev. 20:14-15). Romans 10:9 tells how to accept God on His terms today: confess Jesus Christ as your lord and believe that God raised him from the dead.
[For more on annihilation in the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
Lev 10:4
“Uzziel the uncle of Aaron.” Uzziel was one of the brothers of Amram, the father of Moses and Aaron (Exod. 6:18, 22), so he was Aaron’s uncle, and his sons were Aaron’s cousins but not priests.

“your brothers.” In this context the word “brothers” means relatives.
Lev 10:5
“in their tunics.” The Hebrew text can also read "by their tunics," and the English versions are divided. In any case, the fact that the tunics were not burned up shows that the fire that killed the two men did not kill them by burning them up. It is possible that the fire that came from Yahweh was more like a lightning strike.
Lev 10:6
“go loose.” The idea was to not let their hair just hang loosely as if it was not taken care of.
Lev 10:14
“you are to eat in a clean place.” The “clean place” is different from the “holy place” where the priests were to eat. Leviticus 10:14 included the sons (who would have been priests) and the daughters (who would not have been priests). Although the text allows for the meat to be eaten in any “clean place,” a natural one would have been the houses of the priests, which they would have kept ritually clean so they could serve in the Tabernacle without having to go through a cleansing ritual.
Lev 10:17
“by making atonement for them before Yahweh.” The sin offering took away the sin of the congregation “by making atonement for them.”[footnoteRef:244] [244:  For the translation “by making atonement,” see John Kleinig, Leviticus [ConcC], 227.] 

 
Leviticus Chapter 11
Lev 11:20
“that walk on all fours.” The scholars suggest that this is a generalization for many insects, such as the fly, bees, wasps, etc. They have six legs, not four, but they move forward like animals that have four legs. Thus, the phrase “walk on all fours” refers simply to moving in a forward direction on their legs.
Lev 11:22
“and any kind of grasshopper.” For the translation “any kind,” see commentary on Genesis 1:11.
Lev 11:23
“that have four feet.” Insects have six legs, but here, “four feet” is used as a generality for those things that walk on their legs, (see commentary on Lev. 11:20).
Lev 11:24
“until the evening.” The new day started at sunset, so if a person was unclean until the evening, then he or she was unclean the rest of that day until the new day started in the evening at sunset.
Lev 11:29
“any kind of large lizard.” For the translation “any kind,” see commentary on Genesis 1:11.
Lev 11:35
“stove.” This seems to refer to some kind of platform that could hold two pots. The oven and stove would have been made of baked clay and could be easily broken in pieces.
Lev 11:43
“any creeping thing that creeps.” The Hebrew can also be rendered “any swarming thing that swarms.” The Hebrew word refers to things that “creep” on the ground and can be found in “swarms” or groups (cf. Lev. 11:44). This is not introducing a new kind of forbidden animal, but is further clarifying creatures that make people unclean.
Lev 11:44
“make yourselves holy.” The people were to do what it took to make themselves holy in the sight of God. The Bible In Basic English (BBE) gets the idea of the verse in translating the phrase, “for this reason, make and keep yourselves holy.” The translation, The Scriptures, done by the Institute for Scripture Research, South Africa), has: “you shall set yourselves apart.”
[For more on “make yourselves holy,” see commentary on Josh. 3:5.]
 
Leviticus Chapter 12
Lev 12:2
“children of Israel.” The literal Hebrew is, “Speak to the sons of Israel,” but in this case, although “sons” referred mainly to the men to whom Moses would speak directly, the term “sons” is somewhat inclusive and so women were included as well, thus the phrase, “the children” of Israel referred to both men and women. So, Moses would speak to the men and tell them what Yahweh said, but women would be included in the application of what he said.
Lev 12:4
“the holy place.” In this context, the “holy place” is the courtyard of the Tabernacle. Even if the woman was born into a family of priests or Levites, she would not be allowed into the Tabernacle itself.
Lev 12:5
“But if she bears a female child.” There is no explanation in the Bible for why giving birth to a baby girl makes a woman unclean for twice as long as when she gives birth to a baby boy. Scholars have postulated a few different reasons, but none of them are completely satisfying. Perhaps the most satisfying answer so far has been that God wants to make a clear separation between the sexes. In the Old Testament law women were treated differently than men. So, for example, in Leviticus 27:2-7, when a person made a vow, the law demanded less payment for women than for men, but there is no explanation for that either. It is just a statement in the law that we pay attention to.
Lev 12:6
“a sin offering.” The reason for the sin offering is not specifically stated, but the text indicates that it is due to the blood that is shed during childbirth (Lev. 12:7). It seems clear that the act of sexual intercourse was not a sin (cf. Lev. 15:16), nor was the act of conception or birth. Also, it is worth noting that the animal required to expiate the sin was the least expensive of the acceptable blood sacrifices: a pigeon or dove. It seems that the sin because of the shedding of blood and contact with blood was what made the mother unclean and prevented her from entering the courts of the Temple during her uncleanness. That is likely. But we must recognize that any kind of ritual uncleanness prevented people from entering into the holy place, the courtyard of the Tabernacle or Temple, And that included the common act of sexual intercourse, which also prevented both the man and woman from entering the Temple but was cleansed by bathing in water, not by a sin offering (Lev. 15:16-18). However, in this case, it seems that because blood is mentioned in the immediate context several times (Lev. 12:4, 5, 7), it is the blood that makes the woman unclean and causes the need for the sin offering.
It is apparent from the scope of Scripture that mankind has an inherent sinfulness, indeed, a sin nature that has been passed down from Adam, that must be atoned for. Thus, we see times in the Law when there was not a specific sin, but rather some sort of outward manifestation that in some way showed or recalled the innate sin of humankind that called for a sin offering. For example, a sin offering had to be made for the priests before they were anointed to serve as priests, not because of any specific sin, but simply to be clean in the eyes of God (Lev. 8:14). Here in Leviticus 12:6, the act of childbirth recalls the sin and curse of Genesis 3:16, that a consequence of Eve’s sin was that women would have travail in childbirth, and thus the travail and blood of childbirth manifests the human sin nature, so that is also a possible reason, or a contributing reason, that God commanded that a sin offering be given.
Lev 12:7
“a woman.” The Hebrew is literally “her” (or “she”) but that is somewhat awkward in Εnglish.
 
Leviticus Chapter 13
Lev 13:2
“disease.” The Hebrew noun is nega (#05061 נֶגַע), and it most literally means a stroke or stripes (related to “to strike or hit”), but it was used metaphorically of a plague, disease, or mark, and can be used that way depending on the context. The large semantic range explains the many different translations in the English versions.
“leprosy.” The Hebrew word is tsaraath (#06883 צָרַעַת), and it refers to any seemingly infectious or spreading skin disease, not just the disease “leprosy.” The term “leprosy” has been used from the earliest English versions. William Tyndale used the word leprosy in his Bible in 1530, and the Geneva Bible (1599) and King James Bible (1611) used it as well. The word “leprosy” continued to be used in some Bibles in modern times (cf. NASB, 1977), but there was a trend to get away from the word “leprosy” and use “skin disease” or something similar.
Skin diseases, including classical leprosy, were used typologically of sin in the Old Testament. Of course, not much was known about disease and there was concern the disease might be contagious, but beyond that, it made a person ritually unclean before God.
Lev 13:13
“if the leprosy has covered all his flesh...It has all turned white.” If the person who had the disease no longer has any sores that are oozing or open or has scales falling off, but his body is an even color all over, then the person is not contagious and is to be considered clean before God.
Lev 13:22
“spread, yes, spread.” The text uses the figure of speech polyptoton for emphasis (see commentary on Gen. 2:16).
[See Word Study: “Polyptoton.”]
Lev 13:30
“a scall.” The exact identity of this disease is not known, which explains the different translations in the different English versions (cf. “scall” ASV; “scabies” CEB; “crusted area” CJB; “scaly outbreak” CSB; “leprosy” JPS; “leprous disease” ESV). It appears to be some sort of scale on the skin, and could be something like psoriasis.
Lev 13:44
“unclean, yes, unclean.” This is the figure of speech polyptoton, where the verb is repeated twice for emphasis, but the verb is in different cases.
[For more on polyptoton and the emphasis it brings, as well as the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
Lev 13:46
“where he lives must be outside of the camp.” Israel was living in a tent camp at that time since they had just come out of Egypt. Once Israel was settled in the Promised Land the people with skin diseases had to live outside of town.
 
Leviticus Chapter 14
Lev 14:5
“living water.” “Living water” was water that was used for ritual cleansing from sin and impurity. Living water came from God, and thus included rainwater, well water, and water from a flowing river or stream. Water that sat in a cistern was not living water.
[For more on living water, see commentary on Num. 19:17.]
Lev 14:14
“ear...thumb...great toe.” Symbolizing hearing the words of God, doing the work of God, and walking the walk of God (see commentary on Exod. 29:20).
Lev 14:21
“cannot afford so much.” The Hebrew is idiomatic: “his hand cannot reach.” The same idiom is in Leviticus 14:22, 31 and 14:32.
Lev 14:48
“enters, yes, enters.” The text uses the figure of speech polyptoton for emphasis (see commentary on Gen. 2:16).
Lev 14:50
“living water.” “Living water” was water that was used for ritual cleansing from sin and impurity. Living water came from God, and thus included rainwater, well water, and water from a flowing river or stream. Water that sat in a cistern was not living water.
[For more on living water, see commentary on Num. 19:17.]
 
Leviticus Chapter 15
Lev 15:2
“has a discharge from his body.” This is often assumed to be a discharge from the penis, but the text is not sufficiently clear to make that assertion (cf. Lev. 15:7). The context changes in Leviticus 15:16, and that is about emission of semen from the penis.
Lev 15:13
“living water.” “Living water” was water that was used for ritual cleansing from sin and impurity. Living water came from God, and thus included rainwater, well water, and water from a flowing river or stream. Water that sat in a cistern was not living water.
[For more on living water, see commentary on Num. 19:17.]
Lev 15:16
“and be unclean.” According to Levitical law, when a man and woman had normal sexual intercourse it made them “unclean.” This is not saying that sexual intercourse is somehow frowned upon by God. Saying that would be like saying that if a loved one died, God frowned upon any of His people touching the dead body or giving it a decent burial because that made the people involved unclean. God wants us to understand that there is a difference between His holiness and our common earthly life, and there are things in this life that made people “unclean” in the sight of God but were simply part of this fallen world. People were to have such respect for God that they recognized that He is somehow set apart from their daily earthly life, and although He is intimately involved with people on a minute-by-minute basis, when they “come into His courts” to worship, there is a holiness there above one’s simple daily routine.
However, when the Christian Church started on the Day of Pentecost (Acts 2), the Church became the Temple of God (1 Cor. 3:16), and the physical Temple and sacrifices stopped being performed by Christians (although that took some time). Today, because of the work of Christ, Christians have a different relationship with God than the Jews of the Old Covenant had, and there is no rule saying a Christian should not enter a church building if he or she has engaged in sexual intercourse.
An Israelite man or woman who was unclean because of normal sexual intercourse could perform almost all of the normal tasks of the day. The major thing being unclean prevented was going into the court of the Tent of Meeting or the Temple. We can see the pattern of sexual intercourse making someone unclean in verses such as Exodus 19:15 when Israel was about to meet God, and Leviticus 16:29-31, which is about people’s ritual purity on the Day of Atonement (cf. Lev. 12:4 about uncleanness due to childbirth).
One very important result of God’s separating His holy precincts of the Tent of Meeting and the Temple from uncleanness due to sexual intercourse was it effectively forbade the practice of temple prostitution. Cultic prostitution was a pagan practice that existed in many parts of the ancient world at various times in which female and male “prostitutes” were part of, or somehow associated with, the worship of a pagan god (some modern scholars rename “temple prostitution” as “sacred sex” due to the fact that the “prostitute” may not have been paid. The name is not important, but we would point out that there was some sort of payment, even if it was to procure the favor of a god or king). The Mosaic Law specifically forbade temple prostitution or sacred sex (Deut. 23:1-18), but saying that someone who had sexual intercourse was “unclean” was another way to ensure that it never became part of the worship associated with God’s Temple.
Lev 15:19
“from her flesh.” Here, “flesh” is used euphemistically for her vaginal area (cf. “flesh” for the penis; Ezek. 16:26).
 
Leviticus Chapter 16
Lev 16:1
“when they drew near before Yahweh and died.” Nadab and Abihu offered unauthorized fire before Yahweh and died (Lev. 10:1).
Lev 16:2
“Holy Place.” This holy place behind the inner veil of the Temple is often called “the Holy of Holies,” (cf. Exod. 26:33).
“the veil in front of the atonement cover.” The “veil” is the veil of fine linen that separated the Holy Place from the Holy of Holies (Exod. 26:31-35). Yahweh came to Israel between the cherubim that were on the Atonement Cover, which was the cover over the Ark of the Covenant (Exod. 25:22).
“appear in the cloud.” The bright glory that surrounds God was often described as a cloud. The cloud indicated God’s personal presence. It is not as if the cloud would appear on its own without God in it. Here we have the accurate description: “I will appear in the cloud” (see commentary on Ezekiel 1:28).
“over the atonement cover.” The Atonement Cover is traditionally called the “mercy seat” (see commentary on Exod. 25:17). God said He would appear, and speak, from “over” the Atonement Cover and “between” the cherubim (see commentary on Num. 7:89)
[Leviticus 16 is about the Day of Atonement. For more information and a more complete list of the feasts and sabbaths in Israel, see commentary on Leviticus 23:2.]
Lev 16:6
“and for his house.” In this context, Aaron’s “house” refers to his household and dynasty, all the other priests.
Lev 16:7
“set them before Yahweh at the entrance of the Tent of Meeting.” So the goats would be in the courtyard of the Tabernacle, at the entrance to the Holy Place in the Tabernacle, and at that place they would be “before Yahweh,” who was in the Holy of Holies.
Lev 16:8
“Azazel.” This is almost certainly a name of the Devil, and many scholars believe it likely means “Mighty Goat.” “Mighty Goat” would fit the Hebrew etymology well, and also fit with both experiences from the spiritual world and with the teachings of the Bible. Practitioners of the black arts, such as Satanists, have long known that Satan is worshiped in the form of a goat or goat man being, and also that demons sometimes manifest themselves as goats or goat men (cf. the “Goat of Mendes,” “Baphomet,” “Sabbatic Goat,” etc.). This is very ancient and also is true across many cultures.
The different theories for what Azazel means are discussed at length in many commentaries on Leviticus, but the most common ones are: that “Azazel” is a basically combination of “goat” and “go away,” and thus the “scapegoat,” or “goat that is sent away.” Or, as many Jewish commentators believe, “Azazel” is the name of a place and the goat for the sin offering is sent away to the place called Azazel. However, most commentators now lean toward the interpretation that Azazel is the proper name of the Devil (some say a ruling demon of the desert), and that it comes from the word for “goat” combined with the Hebrew word el, or “mighty,” such that the name means “Mighty Goat” (see text note on Lev. 16:8 in the NET Bible; First Edition).
The term “Mighty Goat” would fit with what we see in the spiritual world and also what the Bible says. The Devil would be the “Mighty Goat.” Some of his demons would appear and be represented in art, and be worshiped as goat demons, even as they were in the ancient world (Lev. 17:7; 2 Chron. 11:15). Evil leaders would be known as “he-goats” (Isa. 14:9; Zech. 10:3), and unbelievers are known as “goats” (Matt. 25:33).
[For more on goats and ungodly leaders being called he-goats,” see commentary on Isa. 14:9.]
Lev 16:10
“Azazel.” See commentary on Leviticus 16:8.
Lev 16:12
“and bring it inside the veil.” The “veil” is the veil of fine linen that separated the Holy Place from the Holy of Holies (Exod. 26:31-35). Yahweh came to Israel between the cherubim that were on the Atonement Cover, which was the cover over the Ark of the Covenant (Exod. 25:22; Lev. 16:2; see commentary on Num. 7:89). The censer with the incense would produce a large amount of smoke and hide the ark and mercy seat from sight. The spices that made up the incense are described in Exodus 30:34-38.
Lev 16:13
“atonement cover.” Traditionally called the “mercy seat” (see commentary on Exod. 25:17).
“the testimony.” That is, the ark of the covenant, which was sometimes called “the testimony” by metonymy because the ark held the tablets with the Ten Commandments, to which the people of Israel had testified that they would keep them.
[See Word Study: “Metonymy.”]
Lev 16:14
“in front of the atonement cover.” So after sprinkling blood on the atonement cover itself, the High Priest would sprinkle blood on the ground in front of the atonement cover.
Lev 16:15
“and bring his blood inside the veil.” This is the second time the High Priest is entering the Holy of Holies. The “veil” is the veil of fine linen that separated the Holy Place from the Holy of Holies (Exod. 26:31-35). Yahweh came to Israel between the cherubim that were on the Atonement Cover, which was the cover over the Ark of the Covenant (Exod. 25:22; Lev. 16:2; see commentary on Num. 7:89).
Lev 16:16
“that dwells with them in the midst of their uncleanness.” God does not like sin, but He understands human weakness and sin, so here we see the text making the point that God, who dwells in the Tent of Meeting over the ark of the covenant between the cherubim, lives in the midst of His people in spite of their sin. People should never feel that God abandons them because of their sin and weakness. Sin can cause God to limit His interaction with us, and continued purposeful sin can cause Him to withdraw from us, but His arms are always open to welcome us back to Him if we want to come back to Him. It is sometimes taught that God had to forsake Jesus because he “became sin,” but that is not accurate (see REV commentary on Matt. 27:46). One of the comforting messages in Scripture is that God loves people and continues to love and support us in spite of our sin and shortcomings.
Lev 16:21
“a man appointed for the job.” The Hebrew text could also be understood to mean a man who was waiting, or a man who was ready for the task. But the man did not just happen to be ready, he had been appointed to do that job and take the goat into the desert.
Lev 16:23
“and is to leave them there.” That is, leave them there in the Tent of Meeting, not in the Holy of Holies.
Lev 16:25
“burn into smoke.” See commentary on Exodus 29:13.
Lev 16:26
“Azazel.” See commentary on Leviticus 16:8.
Lev 16:27
“must be carried outside the camp, and they must burn their skins, their flesh, and their dung with fire.” There were three altars associated with the Tabernacle and Temple: the golden altar of incense, the bronze altar of sacrifice, and a third altar east of the camp where certain parts of sacrifices were burned, and that altar is closely connected to the death of Christ (see commentary on Heb. 13:10).
Lev 16:29
“forever.” The Hebrew word olam (#05769 עוֹלָם), often translated “forever,” could mean “forever” or it could simply mean for a long time. We now know that it means for a long time, but the Israelites did not necessarily know that at the time.
“afflict your souls.” This was an idiomatic phrase that, when used in the context of the Day of Atonement, meant to fast, to go without food. On the Nisan Calendar of Israel, the seventh month was Tishri and the tenth day of the seventh month was the Day of Atonement. It was on that day, and that day only, that the High Priest was commanded to go into the Holy of Holies, which he did twice that day. The first time he went in to make atonement for himself, and the second time he went in he made atonement for the people (Lev. 16). God commanded the people “afflict their souls” that is, afflict themselves on that day by not eating. This was so strictly observed in Israel that the Day of Atonement was simply referred to as “the Fast” (cf. Acts 27:9).
Lev 16:31
“It is a Sabbath of complete rest.” The Hebrew is shabbath shabbathon, more literally, “a Sabbath of Sabbath observance.” As with any regular Sabbath, the affliction of the Day of Atonement was to last from sunset one day to sunset the next (cf. Lev. 23:32).
[For more information on shabbath shabbathon, see commentary on Lev. 25:4.]
“you are to afflict your souls.” In the context of the Day of Atonement, which was the tenth day of the seventh month (Nisan calendar) the primary meaning of the phrase “afflict your souls” is to go without food, to fast (see commentary on Lev. 16:29).
 
Leviticus Chapter 17
Lev 17:3
“Any man.” The Hebrew is idiomatic: “a man, a man,” meaning “any man” (cf. Lev. 17:3, 10, 13; 18:6).
“kills.” That is, kills as a sacrifice, not just to eat. This is made clear in the context. This command elevated God because only He could accept the sacrifice, so it had to be made in His presence, and it prevented people from sacrificing to pagan gods in other places. But the Israelites regularly disobeyed this command and sacrificed animals to pagan gods anyway.
Lev 17:6
“burn...into smoke.” See commentary on Exodus 29:13.
Lev 17:7
“goat demons.” Demons have associated themselves with goats and appeared as goats or goat men from very ancient times, and biblically, unbelievers are referred to as “goats” (Matt. 25:33). The ancient peoples understood there were many types of demons. Psalm 106:37 mentions demons that were associated with human sacrifice.
[For more on Azazel and goat demons, see commentaries on Lev. 16:8 and Isa. 14:9.]
Lev 17:10
“I will set my face against that soul who eats blood.” As far as historians know, the prohibition against eating blood was uniquely practiced by Israel. It seems that since God forbade eating blood right after the Flood (Gen. 9:4; although admittedly that command is somewhat unclear) many cultures would have forbidden eating blood, but that does not seem to be the case.
Lev 17:11
“the life of the flesh is in the blood.” This general statement is true and was important in the sacrificial system of Israel. We know that the individual cells in the bodies of humans and animals are all alive, and “cellular death” is well understood in modern medicine. Nevertheless, the meaning of the phrase, “the life of the flesh is in the blood” is well understood, particularly as it applied in biblical times. The blood was necessary for life and without it, the person or animal died, and that is as true today as it was in biblical times.
God had stated that the life was in the blood hundreds of years before Leviticus was penned. God had told it to Noah right after the Flood, when God first allowed humans to eat animals and not just plants (compare Gen. 1:29-30 with Gen. 9:3-4). The fact that the life of the flesh (the body) is in the blood made blood an acceptable substitute for the life of a person who deserved to die because of sin. The blood of the animal clearly depicted “a life for a life.”
“I have assigned it.” The Hebrew word translated “assigned” is literally “given,” but as John Hartley points out, when God is the subject as He is here, it “means ‘appoint, assign.’”[footnoteRef:245] See also HCSB, NET, TNK). In making provision for covering people’s sin, God assigned the blood of an animal to be able to make atonement for people because the blood was the life of the flesh. But because of the importance of the blood in the sacrificial system, and particularly because it could cover for the deserved death of a human, God forbade eating animal blood. C. F. Keil writes: “God appointed the blood for the altar, as containing the soul of the animal, to be the medium of expiation for the soul of men, and therefore prohibited its being used as food.”[footnoteRef:246] The point is that the life in the animal was poured out to cover, and thus preserve, the life of the person who sacrificed the animal. This is a case of “a life for a life,” although we know from the scope of Scripture that the death of the animal was only a temporary covering. It took the death of the Lord Jesus Christ to actually fully atone for the sins people commit. [245:  Hartley, Leviticus [WBC], 262.]  [246:  Keil and Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament: The Pentateuch, 410.] 

“the life it has.” The addition, “it has” makes the text clearer to the English reader, but also narrower in scope. In total, the blood does not just “have” life, it supports and sustains life. Thus, the Hebrew, “because of the life,” is more complete than the English in the REV, but the more literal Hebrew is quite unclear and confusing to the reader.
 
Leviticus Chapter 18
Lev 18:5
“live by them.” That is, he will live a full life now and an everlasting life later.
Lev 18:6
“to uncover their nakedness.” This is an idiom for sexual intercourse. Up until the Mosaic Law, there was no regulation or law about marrying a close relative, and with good reason. After God created Adam and Eve, and they began to have children (Gen. 5:4), the only persons available for someone to marry were a sibling or close relative. Furthermore, that same situation occurred again after Noah’s Flood. Also, people lived in family and clan groups, and so often most of the people in the group were related. Thus, for example, Abraham married his half-sister Sarah (Gen. 20:12). However, by the time this Law was given about marrying close relatives many centuries had passed since the Flood, and there was no need to marry a close relative.
Lev 18:8
“your father’s wife.” This would not necessarily be your mother. Also, since many men married much younger women, your father’s wife might be more the age of the father’s son than the father himself.
Lev 18:18
“You are not to take a wife to be a rival wife to her sister.” In other words, a man was not to marry a woman and her sister.
“uncovering her nakedness.” This is idiomatic for having sexual intercourse with her.
Lev 18:19
“impure by her uncleanness.” That is, unclean by her monthly period.
Lev 18:21
“children.” The Hebrew is literally “seed,” here referring to children.
Lev 18:22
“You are not to lie with a man as with a woman.” God created the human race with two sexes, male and female (Gen. 5:2), and designed them to be together and to have families, and the family was designed to be the stable center of God’s human society. The “natural use” sexually of the man is with a woman and vice versa (Rom. 1:26). Homosexual and lesbian relationships are sinful in the eyes of God, as are adultery and other acts that defy, ignore, or destroy the centrality of the God-designed human family.
[For more on homosexuality, see commentary on 1 Cor. 6:9.]
Lev 18:23
“You are not to lie with any animal.” Sex with animals was strictly forbidden and was punishable by death. For a person to have sex with an animal “is a perversion,” in that it is against the natural way that God created the earth and the people and animals on it (see commentary on Exod. 22:19).
Lev 18:24
“in all these things.” The Canaanite culture that Israel was to conquer and displace was very sexually perverse, as stated here.
Lev 18:25
“and the land has become defiled.” One of the great lessons of the Bible is that the behavior of people affects the land that they live on. The land that we humans live on is not “neutral territory,” unaffected by what the people do. The land and weather are affected by God and by demons, and demons work to make the land unproductive and life on the land harsh, frustrating, and challenging. Every farmer knows how frustrating and hurtful it is to plant crops and then have them die from lack of rain. But rain in its season and productive soil are promises of God for the people who live on the land if they live godly lives (cf. Deut. 28:1-2, 8, 11-12), and if people abandon God then demons come in and make the weather destructive and the land unproductive, as we see here in Leviticus 18:25.
People want good weather with regular, gentle rains, plenty of sunshine, and no destructive weather such as hurricanes or tornados, and certainly no famines, so they should live godly lives. Furthermore, although a godly person living in a sinful land can be protected to some extent, if there is a hurricane or famine, even the godly person will be affected. That is why Christians must stand up against those who promote ungodly behavior, and why a nation must have godly laws and leaders if it is to do well. This lesson about people’s behavior affecting the land is throughout the Old Testament (cf. Deut. 11:13-17; 28:1, 12, 15, 22-25, 38-40; Lev. 18:24-25; Ps. 107:33-34; Jer. 3:2-3; 9:10-14; 12:4; 23:10; Amos 4:6-10).
“I have visited its iniquity upon it.” The word “visit” can also in some contexts be translated “punish,” and so the sentence could also be translated as it is translated in the CSB: “The land has become defiled, so I am punishing it for its sin.”
[For more on the meaning of “visit,” see commentary on Exod. 32:34.]
 
Leviticus Chapter 19
Lev 19:4
“idols.” The Hebrew text has the word 'eliyl (#0457 אֱלִיל), more literally “Worthless Ones” or “worthless things,” a sarcastic name for “idols” (see commentary on Habakkuk 2:18, “Worthless Ones”).
Lev 19:7
“eaten, yes, eaten.” God uses the figure of speech polyptoton for emphasis (see commentary on Gen. 2:16).
[See Word Study: “Polyptoton.”]
Lev 19:9
“you are not to entirely harvest the corners of your field​.” God has great concern for the poor and disadvantaged. He commands to leave food for the poor in several places (cf. Lev. 19:9-19; 23:22; Deut. 24:19).
Lev 19:14
“but you are to fear your God.” God cares for the hurt and disadvantaged, so to offend them is to offend God. The person who fears God takes care of the needy.
Lev 19:16
“endangers the life of your neighbor.” The Hebrew text reads that a person is not to “stand on the blood of your neighbor.” The exact meaning of the phrase is unclear, although the point is not. The verse before, Leviticus 19:15, is about a court of law, while the verse after, Leviticus 19:17, is about not hating your “brother,” i.e., a fellow Israelite. The idea is that people should not endanger others or stand idly by while another person is being taken advantage of or endangered (the context indicates that, for example, that would include being a witness on their behalf). These meanings are reflected in the different English translations. For example, the NIV reads, “Do not do anything that endangers your neighbor’s life,” while the NET reads, “You must not stand idly by when your neighbor’s life is at stake,” and the NRSV reads, “you shall not profit by the blood of your neighbor.” The Hebrew text can encompass all these meanings.
Life is messy and evil, and many people are hurt or taken advantage of in many different ways in life, and there is a tendency for others around them to take the position, “I don’t want to get involved.” While there are some situations where that may be the correct position to take, too many times people who could and should get involved and help the disadvantaged person do not get involved. Proverbs 19:17 says that the person who helps the poor (or disadvantaged) “lends to Yahweh,” and Yahweh will repay them. The point of the life of a Christian is not to see how many messes they can avoid or how clean and simple they can keep their life, but rather, when, where, and how is God calling them to be the salt of the earth, the light of the world, and a help and blessing to others. Helping others can get messy, but what we give we “lend to the Lord,” and he will repay that effort many times over in the future.
Lev 19:17
“rebuke, yes, rebuke.” There is a polyptoton in the Hebrew text and God uses the figure of speech polyptoton to emphasize that people are to “strongly rebuke” others who are sinning. Not helping a neighbor avoid or get out of a sinful situation is a sin to the one who could and should have helped. Some sins are sins of commission, what we do, and some sins are sins of omission, what we do not do that we should have done. Ignoring the sin and distress of others is a sin of omission.
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
Lev 19:18
“bear a grudge.” Although almost all English translations have “bear a grudge,” the Hebrew text is very inclusive and could be read as Fox[footnoteRef:247] has translated it: “retain anger.” Normally we think of bearing a grudge as holding on to anger for a very long time, but the text does not force that meaning. The Word of God is just to not maintain your anger, and thus agrees with Ephesians 4:26: do not let the sun go down on your anger. [247:  Everett Fox, The Schocken Bible.] 

“but you must love your neighbor as yourself.” Although this is not one of the Ten Commandments, it was well-known to be the second greatest commandment in the Torah, the Law, and it is quoted a number of times in the New Testament (cf. Matt. 5:43; 19:19; 22:39; Mark 12:31; Luke 10:27; Rom. 13:9; Gal. 5:14; James 2:8).
“neighbor.” The Hebrew word is rea’, sometimes spelled reya (#07453 רֵעַ or רֵיַע pronounced 'ray-ah). HALOT says of its meaning that it, “includes a wide range of related meanings which are more closely defined by their respective contexts. …the general sense may be summarized thus: רֵעַ, without expressing a particular legal relationship, means those persons with whom one is brought into contact and with whom one must live on account of the circumstances of life….”[footnoteRef:248] Thus, depending on the context, it can mean “neighbor” (and it is used that way in the non-technical sense of someone you should be friendly with), friend, companion, fellow, another person. [248:  Koehler and Baumgartner, Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the Old Testament.] 

The Law has a lot to say about how we should treat our “neighbors.” In fact, it is the basis of Jesus’ parable of the Good Samaritan (Luke 10:25-37). For more on how to treat neighbors, see Exodus 20:16-17, 21:14, 18, 35; 22:7-11, 14, 26. The Jews had differing opinions on who was a “neighbor.” Jesus answered this question. See commentary on Luke 10:27.
Lev 19:31
“those who have familiar spirits.” See commentary on Deuteronomy 18:11.
Lev 19:35
“dishonest standards.” Here the REV follows the translation in the NIV and NLT. The Hebrew is more literally, “unrighteousness in judgment.” But we would say that someone who cheats in business is “dishonest,” while the biblical concept is more naturally, “unrighteousness.” The “judgment” was based on “standards.” God is saying not to cheat in business by using dishonest measures.
Early in history, weights and measures varied from town to town and region to region. It was the desire for trade that put pressure on the development of standardized systems of measurement across wider areas, but that was only partially successful. The weights and measures from the Middle East that have been discovered by archaeologists vary quite a bit. Early measurements were related to common things such as the width of a hand, the length from the elbow to the tip of the middle finger, a bowshot, or how far a person could walk in a day. Eventually, it was the job of the Levites to keep accurate weights and measures that could be used to standardize the ones being used by merchants in Israel (1 Chron. 23:27-29).
[For more on using different weights and measures, and using the balance in trading, see commentary on Prov. 11:1.]
 
Leviticus Chapter 20
Lev 20:2
“stone him with stones.” The standard method of killing a criminal was to stone them with stones (cf. Lev. 20:2; 24:23; Num. 15:35; Deut. 13:10; 21:21). Some people have asserted that the Jews just dropped one huge stone on the person, but there is no evidence for that in the Bible. Also, stoning with stones was how Achan and his family were killed (Josh. 7:25), and how the Jews killed Stephen (Acts 7:58-60). It was important for the ceremonial cleanliness of Israel that the criminal be stoned to death outside the camp, and when Israel was settled in the Promised Land, outside the city or village. Touching a dead body made a person unclean, so executions were carried out outside the camp or city, and graves were dug outside the city (cf. Lev. 22:4, 6; Num. 19:11-16, 22). In fact, it was because graves were normally dug outside a city that the burials of King David and some other kings of Judah were so special because they were dug inside the city of David, inside Jerusalem (1 Kings 2:10).
Lev 20:6
“person.” The Hebrew is more literally “soul,” standing for the person themself, and it occurs twice in this verse.
“those who have familiar spirits.” See commentary on Deuteronomy 18:11.
Lev 20:7
“make yourselves holy.” The people were to do what it took to make themselves holy in the sight of God (cf. Lev. 11:44).
[For more on “make yourselves holy,” see commentary on Josh. 3:5.]
Lev 20:9
“everyone who treats his father or his mother with contempt.” The Hebrew verb that occurs twice here in Leviticus 20:9 and is translated as “treats...with contempt” is qalal (#07043 קָלַל ), which has a range of meanings that include “to treat someone lightly,” or “treat someone with contempt,” although it can certainly refer to cursing someone. However, the more common word that means “curse” is ʾarar (#0779 אָרַר), which is not used here (see commentary on Exod. 21:17).
Lev 20:13
“If a man lies with a male as with a woman, both of them have committed an abomination.” Homosexual behavior is also covered in Leviticus 18:22.
[See commentaries on Leviticus 18:22 and 1 Corinthians 6:9.]
Lev 20:16
“they must be put to death, yes, death.” Sex with animals was strictly forbidden and was punishable by death (see commentary on Exod. 22:19).
The phrase “put to death” is one verb in the Hebrew text and it is repeated twice, the first time being an infinitive verb and the second time an imperfect verb. Repeating the verb twice in succession is the figure of speech polyptoton and it is used for emphasis, highlighting both the seriousness of the sin and the penalty for it.
Lev 20:27
“who has a familiar spirit.” See commentary on Deuteronomy 18:11.
“death, yes, death.” The Hebrew text repeats the verb for “put to death” twice, thus using the figure of speech polyptoton for emphasis.
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
 
Leviticus Chapter 21
Lev 21:7
“for the priest is holy.” The text reads, “for he is holy,” abruptly changing from the plural “they” to the singular “he,” but the reading is confusing in English because it reads as if the divorced husband is holy which is not what the text is saying. The point of the singular is to emphasize that every priest is holy.
Lev 21:10
“ordained.” For the translation “ordained,” see commentary on Exodus 28:41.
Lev 21:17
“the food.” The Hebrew text is more literally, “bread,” but “bread” stood for food in general, and since there were meal offerings of grain, in this context “food” is the preferable translation. No priest who had a blemish was to make the sacrifices and offerings.
Lev 21:21
“No man of the seed of Aaron.” That is, no man who is a priest. The “seed,” or offspring, of Aaron were the priests.
Lev 21:22
“He may eat the food of his God.” This shows how much God cares for His people. The priest with a defect is not to approach God and offer sacrifices and offerings, respecting the holiness of God, but he may still eat of the holy things that were offered.
 
Leviticus Chapter 22
Lev 22:4
“Whoever touches anything that is unclean by the dead.” When it comes to understanding being Levitically unclean because of the dead, it is important to understand the difference between what Numbers 19 and Leviticus 22 are saying. When Leviticus 22 says, “Whoever touches anything that is unclean by the dead...the person that touches any such will be unclean until the evening” (Lev. 22:4, 6; Num. 19:22), it is speaking of touching anything that is now unclean because it touched the dead body. However, if a person directly touches a dead body, then they are unclean for seven days (Num. 19:11-16).
Lev 22:11
“born in his house.” This phrase refers to slaves, a point that is made especially clear when it is combined with “bought with his money.” Slaves could be bought, but also, the child of a slave was a slave who was “born in the house.”
[For more on “born in his house,” see commentary on Gen. 17:12.]
 
Leviticus Chapter 23
Lev 23:2
“the appointed festivals of Yahweh.” Yahweh divided up the year by many feasts and Sabbaths (days of rest), and these were designed to help people remember Yahweh and His provision and blessing upon His people. The Hebrew calendar was full of special days, and there were three feasts in which all the males (meaning the males of fighting age; Exod. 23:14, 17; 34:23-24; Deut. 16:16) were to appear before Yahweh (these three feasts are underlined). Although these sabbaths and feasts are mentioned many times in the Bible, below are some important scriptures that describe some requirements of each feast.
Daily Offerings: These were to be offered every day of the year (Num. 28:1-8). When there were other feasts or offerings, the daily offerings were in addition to them.
Weekly Sabbath: This was to be done every Sabbath in addition to the daily offering (Exod. 16:23-29; 20:8-11; 31:13-17; 35:2-3; Lev. 23:3; Deut. 5:12-15.). The specific Sabbath offerings are described in Numbers 28:9-10.
New Moon: This was done at the first sighting of the new moon, indicating a new month (Num. 10:10; 29:6; Ps. 81:3). The specific new moon offerings are stated in Numbers 28:11-15.
Passover: This feast occurs on the fixed date Nisan 14 (Exod. 12:3-11, 43-45; 34:25; Lev. 23:4-5; Num. 9:14; Deut. 16:1-7). The special offering of Passover was the Passover lamb (or goat) itself.
Feast of Unleavened Bread: This feast occurred on Nisan 15-22, directly following Passover (Exod. 12:15-20; 23:15; Lev. 23:6-8; Deut. 16:1-8). The special offerings during the Feast of Unleavened Bread are listed in Numbers 28:17-25.
Pentecost: Pentecost was a one-day feast and it was 50 days after the first regular Sabbath after Passover (Acts 2:1; 20:16; 1 Cor. 16:8). It was also called the “Feast of Harvest” (Exod. 23:16) and the “Feast of Weeks” (Exod. 34:22; Num. 28:26; Deut. 16:10, 16; 2 Chron. 8:13). The special offerings for Pentecost are given in Leviticus 23:15-21 and Numbers 28:26-31.
Rosh Hashanah: The Hebrew “Rosh Hashanah” literally means “head of the year” (from the Hebrew rosh, “head”). This one-day feast occurred on Tishri 1, the beginning of the civil new year (Lev. 23:24-25; Num. 29:1-6). The religious new year began on Nisan 1. The first day of the month Tishri was considered the first day of the year for over 2,500 years, from Adam until the Exodus. At the Exodus, God changed the Jewish calendar and switched it by six months. The seventh month, which had been Nisan (also called Abib), became the first month (Exod. 12:2). That change made the first month (Tishri) become the seventh month (see commentary on Exod. 12:2). Rosh Hashanah was to be a special day of rest and memorialized by blowing shofars, the ram’s horn trumpet, so it became known as the “Feast of Trumpets,” although that name is not in the Bible.
Day of Atonement: Also known as Yom Kippur, this day was on Tishri 10 (Lev. 23:26-27; 16:1-34; esp. v. 29). The specific offerings for this day are given in Numbers 29:7-11. In time, the Jews made this a day of fasting, calling it “The Fast” (Acts 27:9).
Feast of Booths: Also known as the “Feast of Tabernacles” or the “Feast of Ingathering” (Exod. 23:16; 34:22), this feast occurred on Tishri 15-22—it was an eight-day feast. Special sacrifices for the Feast of Booths are given in Numbers 29:12-28.
The Feast of Dedication: Also known as “Hanukkah” and “The Festival of Lights” (John 10:22). This was an 8-day festival starting on the Kislev 25 and going into the month Tevet (the fourth month from Tishri). It normally falls in our December. It was instituted by Judas Maccabaeus in 167 BC.
Feast of Purim: This feast was celebrated on Adar 14, the last month of the Jewish year (Esther 9:26-32). It was established in Persia during the Babylonian Captivity (c. 500 BC) and normally falls in March.
Lev 23:3
“a Sabbath of complete rest.” The Hebrew is shabbath shabbathon, more literally, “a Sabbath of Sabbath observance.” For more information, see commentary on Leviticus 25:4.
God rested on the seventh day in Genesis 2:1-3, but He did not command that anyone follow His example and rest on the seventh day until Exodus 16, when He gave the manna from heaven, and even then He did not fully explain the Sabbath. The Sabbath became part of the Law and the Old Covenant when it was given as part of the Ten Commandments (Exod. 20:8-11).
[For more information on the Sabbath, see commentary on Exod. 20:10.]
Lev 23:5
“In the first month.” Here in Leviticus 23:4-8 the Bible mentions both the Passover and the Feast of Unleavened Bread. This is similar to Deuteronomy 16:1-8, where God treats Passover as if it were part of the Feast of Unleavened Bread. Although technically, the Passover was killed on Nisan 14 and the Feast of Unleavened Bread started on Nisan 15, the Passover meal was eaten the evening of Nisan 14 and would typically be a long ceremony and meal that would last past sundown, and sundown started Nisan 15 and the Feast of Unleavened Bread. Thus, in actual practice, the Passover and the Feast of Unleavened Bread melded together.
“between the two evenings.” The Passover lamb was killed about 3 p.m. in the afternoon of the fourteenth of Nisan. In Jewish reckoning of days, there were two evenings. There was an early evening when the sun was noticeable as falling in the western sky. In modern terms we today would call that “afternoon,” not “evening.” The later evening was what we today would generally call evening, that is, in the late afternoon but still before sunset. The Passover lamb had to be killed before sunset to be killed on the fourteenth of Nisan because the new day, the fifteenth of Nisan and the Feast of Unleavened Bread started at sunset. So the Passover lamb was killed after the early evening and before the later evening, which traditionally became about 3 p.m.
Lev 23:6
“On the fifteenth day of the same month.” The first month of the Hebrew calendar is Nisan (also sometimes called “Abib”). The 14th day of Nisan is Passover, but the Passover lamb was not killed until mid-afternoon (the Hebrew text is “between the evenings;” see commentary on Exod. 16:12). The Passover meal took a while to eat and so it was usually eaten from late that afternoon into the evening and even on into the night. However, when the sun set, the new day started, which was the 15th of Nisan (the first day of the Feast of Unleavened Bread). The Feast of Unleavened Bread then lasted seven days.
Lev 23:10
“then you are to bring the sheaf of the firstfruits of your harvest to the priest.” The rabbis disagree on the meaning of this phrase. However, the most likely meaning seems to be that this firstfruits sheaf was brought to the priests at the Tabernacle/Temple the day after the first regular Sabbath that occurred during the Feast of Unleavened Bread. That also seems to be the day that Jesus appeared in the Temple after his resurrection (see commentary on John 20:17).
Lev 23:22
“You are to leave them for the poor.” God has great concern for the poor and disadvantaged. He commands to leave food for the poor in several places (cf. Lev. 19:9-19; 23:22; Deut. 24:19).
Lev 23:24
“In the seventh month.” The first day of the month Tishri was considered the first day of the year for over 2,500 years, from Adam until the Exodus. At the Exodus, God changed the Jewish calendar and switched it by six months. The seventh month, which had been Nisan (also called Abib), became the first month (Exod. 12:2). That change made the first month (Tishri) become the seventh month (see commentary on Exod. 12:2). The Hebrew “Rosh Hashanah” literally means “head of the year (from the Hebrew rosh, “head”).” This feast occurred on Tishri 1, the beginning of the civil new year (Lev. 23:24-25; Num. 29:1-6). The religious new year began on Nisan 1. Rosh Hashanah was to be a special day of rest and memorialized by blowing shofars, the ram’s horn trumpet, so it became known as the “Feast of Trumpets,” although that name is not in the Bible.
“a memorial.” Some scholars say the shofar blasts and sabbath is so God will remember the people and look favorably upon them, while others say it is for the people to remember God. It is likely for both: the people remember God, and He looks favorably upon their obedience to Him.
“shofar.” The ram’s horn trumpet, not the metal trumpet.
Lev 23:27
“on the tenth day of this seventh month is the day of atonement.” The seventh month is Tishri, and it was originally the first month of the year (see commentary on Exod. 12:2, also see Lev. 23:24).
“you are to afflict your souls.” In the context of the Day of Atonement, which was the tenth day of the seventh month (Nisan calendar) the primary meaning of the phrase “afflict your souls” is to go without food, to fast (see commentary on Lev. 16:29).
Lev 23:32
“a Sabbath of complete rest.” The Hebrew is shabbath shabbathon, more literally, “a Sabbath of Sabbath observance.”
[For more information, see commentary on Lev. 25:4.]
“In the ninth day of the month at evening, from evening to evening.” Sunset on the ninth day of the month Tishri started the tenth day of Tishri and the Day of Atonement (Yom Kippur), which went to sunset the next day. Thus the Day of Atonement went from sunset on the ninth of Tishri to sunset on the tenth of Tishri, one full 24-hour day.
Lev 23:36
“Seven days you are to offer an offering made by fire to Yahweh. On the eighth day is to be a holy assembly.” The Feast of Booths (also commonly known as “the Feast of Tabernacles” or among the Jews as “Succoth”) was a seven-day feast. However, because the eighth day was a special Sabbath when people could not work or travel, in effect the feast became an eight-day feast.
Lev 23:37
“Offerings...burnt offerings...grain offerings, sacrifices.” In the Hebrew text, these are singular, for example, “an offering, a sacrifice.” But they are collective singulars, and in this context, they refer to categories of offerings, not just a single offering. This is best represented in English by plurals, which the REV and many other English translations do.
Lev 23:40
“the fruit of majestic trees.” In this case, the “fruit” (produce) of majestic trees are its branches and boughs.
 
Leviticus Chapter 24
Lev 24:2
“regularly.” In many English versions, the Hebrew text is translated as “continuously,” but in this context that gives the wrong impression. The oil lamps burned continuously in the sense that they continued to be burned night after night, every night of the year, year after year, but they were not burned 24 hours per day, they were only burned at night (Lev. 24:3). Given that fact, “regularly” catches the sense of the text better than “continuously.”
Lev 24:3
“the veil of the Testimony.” The “veil of the Testimony” was the veil that hung between the Holy Place and the Holy of Holies, where the ark of the covenant was. The ark of the covenant was sometimes called “the Testimony” because it contained the tablets with the Ten Commandments, which Israel vowed to obey and thus they were a “testimony” to what Israel had committed themselves to.
“keep it in order from evening to morning.” The Bible says that the menorah was to be lit for the night and the lamps put out in the morning. However, Jewish tradition usually teaches that the center lamp was burned continually, day and night. Josephus even says that three lights were allowed to be kept burning. When these later traditions developed, and if they were strictly adhered to, is not known.
Lev 24:4
“He must tend the lamps on the pure gold menorah.” The menorah was a lampstand, and on it were set seven oil lamps that were burned from evening until morning every day. In this context, “continually” does not mean that the oil lamps burn continually, but rather that there is a continual tending of the lamps, day after day. The lamps were to burn every night of the year.
Lev 24:5
“12 cakes.” The Bread of the Presence was to be baked in a round form, like a huge pancake.
“two-tenths of an ephah.” An ephah is a dry measure that is about 23 quarts (5.6 gallons; 22 liters). So two-tenths of an ephah is roughly four and a half quarts, or a little over a gallon of fine flour. So these would have been very large wheat cakes, and they would have been stacked up on the table in two separate stacks. An ephah was one-tenth of a homer (Ezek. 45:11).
Lev 24:9
“It will belong to Aaron and his sons, and they are to eat it.” So when the old bread was replaced by new bread on the Sabbath, the priests who were serving got to eat the bread that had been on the table since the last Sabbath.
Lev 24:15
“Anyone, anyone.” “Anyone” is repeated in the Hebrew text for emphasis, but that emphasis does not occur in most English translations. The text is clear that no one is excluded from the consequences of their actions.
“who curses his God.” This could also be understood in a more general manner: “Whoever curses his god will bear his sin.” In that case, “god” could refer to other things besides the God of Israel (cf. Fox[footnoteRef:249]). [249:  Everett Fox, The Schocken Bible.] 

Lev 24:16
“death, yes, death...stone, yes, stone.” The Hebrew text uses the figure of speech polyptoton for emphasis. God makes the point very clearly and powerfully: anyone who blasphemes the name of Yahweh was to be executed.
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
[See Word Study: “Polyptoton.”]
Lev 24:17
“And if a man takes the life of any human being.” The Hebrew text is more idiomatic than the English translation reflects, and reads more like, “And if anyone strikes down the soul of a human being….” In this case, “strikes down” means “kill” and “soul” refers to the human life. The essence of the verse is “Anyone who takes another person’s life must be put to death” (NLT). Modern societies have abandoned this law of God, even though He created people and ostensibly should know how to run a society. Generally, modern societies let murderers go after some prison time, or keep them alive and house, feed, clothe, and medically care for them until they die, which is often decades, and during that time they often cause much harm and danger to society. But have our “modern sensibilities” made society any better or safer? No. Instead, we are a very unsafe society and have a horrible prison problem. The Bible commands that murderers be put to death.
[For more on the death penalty, see commentary on Exod. 21:12.]
Lev 24:18
“life for life.” This is one of the verses in the Bible that shows that animals have the same life force (nephesh or “soul”) that humans do. It is often taught that humans have a soul but animals do not. That is not correct. The Bible shows us that the invisible life force in animals is the same as the invisible life force in humans. The Bible usually refers to it as nephesh (Hebrew), and psuchē (Greek), and those words often get translated as “soul,” although sometimes when they are used of animals they are not translated as “soul” because of human theology. In a context like this, the nephesh, the “soul,” is the life of the animal.
[For more on “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
Lev 24:21
“He who kills an animal is to make restitution.” This verse settles an issue that has come up in these modern times. There are environmentalists who state that animals are just as important as humankind. That is not what the Bible says. Animals are not made in the image of God, and many of them are specifically stated to be a source of food (cf. Gen. 9:3) and of domestic blessings. Biblically, the life of an animal is not valued as highly as the life of a human being.
[For more on the death penalty, see commentary on Exod. 21:12.]
Lev 24:23
“stoned him with stones.” The standard method of killing a criminal was to stone them with stones (cf. Lev. 20:2; 24:23; Num. 15:35; Deut. 13:10; 21:21). Some people have asserted that the Jews just dropped one huge stone on the person, but there is no evidence for that in the Bible. Also, stoning with stones was how Achan and his family were killed (Josh. 7:25), and how the Jews killed Stephen (Acts 7:58-60).
[For more on stoning people to death, see commentary on Lev. 20:2.]
 
Leviticus Chapter 25
Lev 25:4
“Sabbath of complete rest.” The Hebrew is shabbath shabbathon, more literally, “a Sabbath of Sabbath observance.” This is to be understood as a Sabbath in which there is Sabbath observance, or a Sabbath of complete rest (cf. “complete rest” CJB, HCSB, NAB, NET, NLT). This Hebrew phrase occurs six times in the Bible: Exodus 31:15, 35:2; Leviticus 16:31; 23:3, 32, and here in Leviticus 25:4.
God rested on the seventh day in Genesis 2:1-3, but He did not command that anyone follow His example and rest on the seventh day until Exodus 16, when He gave the manna from heaven, and even then He did not fully explain the Sabbath. The Sabbath became part of the Law and the Old Covenant when it was given as part of the Ten Commandments (Exod. 20:8-11).
[For more on the Sabbath, see commentary on Exod. 20:10.]
Lev 25:5
“from your harvest.” This is a very accurate statement because the grain was not harvested until it was ripe, and during the act of cutting the grain and carrying it to the threshing floor some of the grain would be knocked off the stalk and fall to the ground, where it would grow. That “volunteer grain” was not to be harvested in the Sabbath year.
Although this seems somewhat harsh, it taught the people to rely on God and not be sneaky about it. If people could eat the volunteer grain on the Sabbath year, then they would almost certainly give in to the temptation to “allow” more than just accidental grain to fall to the ground the year before the Sabbath year. In fact, quite a bit of grain would likely be “accidentally knocked off the stalk,” by people as they harvested, in full knowledge that it would grow and be food during the Sabbath year. God wanted to avoid such dishonesty and teach the people to rely on Him.
Lev 25:6
“for…for…for…for…for.” This is the figure of speech anaphora, where successive sentences or phrases begin with the same word or words. Anaphora emphasizes each individual item in the list.[footnoteRef:250] God is making it clear that everyone, yes, everyone, living in Israel obeys His law about the Sabbath. [250:  Cf. Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 199, “anaphora.”] 

[See Word Study: “Anaphora.”]
Being a resident alien did not exempt a person from God’s law. If a person did not want to live under the laws of God, Israel was only a small country, not even 200 miles long and 100 miles wide, and a person was free to leave.
Lev 25:9
“shofar.” The ram’s horn trumpet, not the metal trumpet.
Lev 25:36
“Take no interest from him, or profit.” The command to not charge interest on a loan to a fellow Israelite occurs in several places in the Torah (cf. Exod. 22:25; Lev. 25:35-38; Deut. 23:19-20; see commentary on Deut. 23:19 and 23:20).
Lev 25:40
“he may serve with you until the Year of Jubilee.” Israelites who were slaves served for six years and go free in the seventh year (Exod. 21:2; Deut. 15:12). But if an Israelite slave does not want to be set free, then he or she goes through a ceremony where his or her ear is pierced, and then the slave serves “forever” (Exod. 21:5-6; Deut. 15:16-17). But here in Leviticus we learn that “forever” just refers to what could be a long time, the time until the Jubilee year when all Israelite slaves were allowed to return to their tribe and family area. However, it is questionable how many slaves actually did that and went free if they wanted to be with the household they were serving in when they could have been set free years earlier.
Lev 25:50
“according to the time period of a hired servant is it to be with him.” This law reflects the wonderful justice in the Mosaic Law. If a man sold himself to another man and the buyer knew that the one who sold himself was going to go free on the year of Jubilee, then the price the person sold himself for would depend on how long it would be until the Jubilee. So similarly, if the man is going to be bought back from the buyer, the price would depend on how long until the Jubilee. The man who is selling back the man who sold himself will have to hire a worker to replace him, so the cost of the worker from date of sale until the Jubilee would be the price the man (or a kinsman-redeemer) would have to pay to buy him back.
Note that the cost of buying the man back is not calculated based on how much the man originally sold himself for. People who are poor and desperate may agree to sell themselves for a lot less than they are worth just to have food and shelter. But if a man sold himself for less than he was worth, that does not change the fact that the one who bought him will now have to hire a man to replace him, so the cost of buying the man out of slavery may end up being more than the man originally sold himself for, but that is not the original buyer’s problem. The slave originally sold himself of his own free will for an agreed-upon price, and now it will cost him the amount of hiring a man to replace him to buy him back.
 
Leviticus Chapter 26
Lev 26:1
“idols.” The Hebrew text has the word 'eliyl (#0457 אֱלִיל), more literally “Worthless Ones” or “worthless things,” a sarcastic name for “idols” (see commentary on Hab. 2:18, “Worthless Ones”).
“a standing-stone.” Although some standing-stones were set up as memorials, most standing-stones were set up as part of the worship of pagan gods, and that is the context here. God has no tolerance for idols. They are harmful in many different ways. They are to be destroyed.
[For more on standing-stones, see commentary on Gen. 28:18. For more on idols being harmful, see commentary on Deut. 7:5.]
“bow down.” The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body to the earth. It is the same Hebrew word as “worship.”
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
Lev 26:8
“your enemies will fall before you.” We see this played out many times in the Bible. When the people of God obeyed God, there were miraculous victories (see commentary on Josh. 11:8).
Lev 26:16
“and make your soul to pine away.” The Hebrew word nephesh, often translated as “soul,” has many meanings, including a person’s attitudes, thoughts and emotions, which is what it means in this context. Because of their disobedience, the lives of the people would be so difficult that they would lose their energy for life; they would just waste away.
[For more on nephesh and “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
Lev 26:26
“staff of bread.” “Bread” was a common idiom for food. “Bread” came to be used by metonymy for food in general because bread was the main food in the culture and a staple of life. Bread was indeed the staff upon which the people leaned for food, and in literature it is sometimes referred to as the “staff of life.” Here it is the “staff of bread” (cf. Ps. 105:16; Ezek. 4:16; 5:16).
[See Word Study: “Metonymy.”]
Lev 26:30
“your pagan shrines.” In this context, the shrines of the disobedient Israelites were clearly pagan and had altars and idols on them.
[For more on shrines, see the REV commentary on Num. 33:52.]
Lev 26:34
“make up for.” In certain contexts, the Hebrew verb ratsah (#07521 רָצָה) means to “make up for,” “pay for,” “expiate,” and this is one of those cases. The land was supposed to rest every seven years, but Israel never did fully keep that command and allow the land to rest, which built up a debt that had to be made up for, satisfied, or paid off. A number of modern versions have “make up for” (cf. HCSB, NAB, NET, JPS). The CJB has “repaid,” and Rotherham has “pay off.” This same word occurs in Isaiah 40:2, that the iniquity of Israel has been “paid off,” and thus pardoned, because she received from Yahweh “double” for all her sins. This verse in Leviticus is an early example showing that sin was sometimes thought of in terms of a debt, something that was much more fully developed during and after the Babylonian Captivity and during New Testament times.
[For a more complete understanding of sin, see commentary on 1 John 1:7, “sin.”]
Lev 26:39
“because of.” The Hebrew is literally “in,” but it is the iniquity that is causing the people to rot away. Sin is harmful on many levels.
Lev 26:41
“pay the penalty.” This is the same word as “make up for” in Leviticus 26:34.
Lev 26:43
“pay the penalty.” This is the same word as “make up for” in Leviticus 26:34.
 
Leviticus Chapter 27
Lev 27:3
“50 shekels.” That is roughly 1.25 pounds (567 grams). A shekel was roughly .4 ounces (11 or 11.5 grams). See commentary on Genesis 24:22, “shekel.”
Lev 27:4
“30 shekels.” Thirty shekels is roughly 12 ounces (340 grams). A shekel was roughly .4 ounces (11 or 11.5 grams). See commentary on Genesis 24:22, “shekel.”
Lev 27:5
“shekels.” Twenty shekels is roughly eight ounces (227 grams) and ten shekels is roughly four ounces (113 grams). A shekel was roughly .4 ounces (11 or 11.5 grams). See commentary on Genesis 24:22, “shekel.”
Lev 27:6
“shekels.” Five shekels is roughly 2 ounces (56.5 grams) and three shekels is roughly 1.2 ounces (34 grams). A shekel was roughly .4 ounces (11 or 11.5 grams). See commentary on Genesis 24:22, “shekel.”
Lev 27:7
“shekels.” Fifteen shekels is roughly six ounces (170 grams) and ten shekels is roughly four ounces (113 grams). A shekel was roughly .4 ounces (11 or 11.5 grams). See commentary on Genesis 24:22, “shekel.”
Lev 27:16
“shekels.” Fifty shekels is roughly 1.25 pounds (567 grams). A shekel was roughly .4 ounces (11 or 11.5 grams). See commentary on Genesis 24:22, “shekel.”
Lev 27:32
“passes under the owner’s rod.” This was the custom of how the tithe of animals was collected. The animals that had been born that year were rounded up and then driven through a narrow place and counted. Each tenth animal was marked, and it was given to Yahweh as the tithe. If a man had just begun building his herd or flock, and less than ten of that kind of animal had been born that year, the man did not have a tenth animal to give and so did not have to tithe that year. Next year his herd or flock would likely be bigger, and he would tithe then. God never meant the tithe to impoverish the people or keep them from having an abundance.
[For more on the tithe, see commentary on Deut. 14:22.]


Numbers Commentary
Numbers Chapter 1
Num 1:1
“wilderness.” The Hebrew word can also be translated as “desert,” which is why some versions read that way.
“the Tent of Meeting.” The “Tabernacle” (“Dwelling Place”) is also referred to as the “Tent of Meeting” because it was the place where people met with God. The Hebrew phrase is 'ohel mo'ed, in which 'ohel (#0168 אֹהֶל) means “tent,” and is followed by mo'ed (#04150 מוֹעֵד or מֹעֵד) which means a “meeting” or a “place for a meeting.” Thus the 'ohel mo'ed is the “Tent of Meeting” (see commentary on Exod. 27:21).
“first day of the second month in the second year.” Israel came out of Egypt on the 15th day of the first month (Nisan) in the first year of their wilderness wanderings. So by the time of Numbers 1:1 they had been wandering for just over a year: a year and half a month (the Jewish year is a lunar year of 354 days, so that plus half a month is a little more than our Western solar year of 365 days).
Num 1:2
“Take a census.” This census was taken just over a year after Israel left Egypt (Num. 1:1). Moses took a second census in the 40th year of the wilderness wanderings (Num. 26:1-51). The Levites (which included the priests) were not counted in either census. The census only counted the number of Israelite males over 20 years old (Num. 1:3; 26:2). Women and children under 20 years old were not counted, which was because the “census” was actually a tabulation of the military strength of Israel, as was stated in Numbers 1:3 and 26:2, “all who are able to go out to war.” Israel was directed to conquer the “Promised Land,” the land God promised to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob (see commentary on Gen. 12:7). The number of fighting men in Israel stayed amazingly consistent over the 40 years of wilderness wandering. There were 603,550 men in the first census (Num. 1:46) and 601,730 men in the second census (Num. 26:51).
Num 1:10
“Of Ephraim...Of Manasseh.” Ephraim and Manasseh were the two sons of Joseph, and each became a separate tribe and each got land area when Joshua divided the land. Here they are both listed in the list of those counted for war, and the tribe of Levi is not included, so there were 12 tribes of Israel that got land and 12 tribes that went to war, and Levi was excluded.
Num 1:18
“on the first day of the second month.” Israel left Egypt on the fifteenth day of the first month (“Nisan;” “Abib”) of the year, and this is now the first day of the second month (“Iyyar”), so Israel had now been walking in the wilderness for a year and half a month, or roughly a year and 14 or 15 days. However, a standard biblical year was a lunar year of 354 days, not a solar year of 365 days, and lunar months differed, some being 29 days and some being 30 days, so a year and half a month was likely 368 or 369 days, or just a few days longer than our regular solar year. Figuring out the exact time periods in the Bible according to our Western calendar cannot be done because the new month started when the first crescent of the new moon could be physically seen by the people, so sometimes the start of the month was delayed by cloud cover. Also, every few years a thirteenth month had to be added to the calendar so the crops would correctly correspond to the feast calendar, but that extra month could be sooner or later than regularly expected because cooler than normal weather could delay the crops while warmer than expected weather could ripen them unusually early.
Num 1:51
“The unauthorized person.” The Hebrew word is zar (#02114) and although it usually is used in the context of someone being a non-Israelite, a foreigner, in this context the “stranger” is the person who has not been authorized by Yahweh to be around the Tent of Meeting. The English translations handle it in different ways: “anyone else” (CJB, NIV, RSV); “unauthorized person” (HCSB, NAB, NET, NJB); “outsider” (ESV, NRSV); “common man” (JPS); “layman” (NASB). People who were not Levites were not allowed to approach God without a sacrifice or offering, but the offering allowed the person to enter close to the presence of God (cf. Lev. 1:1ff).
 
Numbers Chapter 2
Num 2:2
“the Tent of Meeting.” The “Tabernacle” (“Dwelling Place”) is also referred to as the “Tent of Meeting” because it was the place where people met with God. The Hebrew phrase is 'ohel mo'ed, in which 'ohel (#0168 אֹהֶל) means “tent,” and is followed by mo'ed (#04150 מוֹעֵד or מֹעֵד) which means a “meeting” or a “place for a meeting.” Thus the 'ohel mo'ed is the “Tent of Meeting” (see commentary on Exod. 27:21).
 
Numbers Chapter 3
Num 3:4
“unauthorized fire.” See commentary on Leviticus 10:1.
Num 3:7
“before the Tent of Meeting.” This could be translated and understood as “in the presence of the Tent of Meeting,” that is, inside the curtain wall that surrounded the Tent of Meeting. The Levites were to minister inside the curtain wall, doing all the tasks necessary to keep the whole Tabernacle system going. There was incense to burn, bread to bake and change out, firewood to bring in and stack, water to draw, and many more such tasks.
Num 3:8
“service.” Or “work.”
Num 3:10
“The stranger who comes near must be put to death.” The priests, the descendants of Aaron, were authorized to do the work inside the Tent of Meeting itself. God’s holiness was to be protected, and so any unauthorized person was to be put to death.
Num 3:39
“all the males from a month old and older.” The Israelites from the other tribes were counted from 20 years old and older because those were the men who were considered able to go to war. The Levites did not go to war, so they could be counted from a month old and older. Many babies died in the first month of life, so counting them after they were a month old made sense.
“were 22,000.” This is a round number. The actual number is 22,300. The number of Levites increased, but not by much, while Israel was in the wilderness. At the end of the 40 years of wilderness wanderings there were 23,000 Levites in Israel (Num. 26:62).
Num 3:47
“shekels.” Five shekels is roughly 2 ounces (56.5 grams). A shekel was roughly .4 ounces (11 or 11.5 grams). See commentary on Genesis 24:22, “shekel.”
Num 3:50
“1,365 shekels.” 1,365 shekels is roughly 34 pounds (15.4 kg). A shekel was roughly .4 ounces (11 or 11.5 grams). See commentary on Genesis 24:22, “shekel.”
 
Numbers Chapter 4
Num 4:4
“concerning the most holy things.” The Hebrew text uses language that usually refers to the Holy of Holies, the innermost room of the Tabernacle. However, the context seems more to refer to all the holy objects in both rooms of the Tabernacle; in the Holy of Holies and in the Holy Place. Numbers 4 is confusing because it uses the word “holy” to refer to both the Tabernacle itself (the “sanctuary”) and to the things in the Tabernacle, the holy objects (see commentary on Num. 4:15). Scholars and English versions differ as to what the “holy” refers to in any given verse or phrase.
Num 4:5
“his sons.” Aaron’s “sons” eventually were his descendants, who were the priests. Hebrew has no word for “grandson” or “grandfather.” There were just fathers and sons; ancestors and descendants.
“the veil that is the screen.” The veil that was the screen between the Holy Place and the Holy of Holies was used to cover the ark of the covenant when it was time to move the Tabernacle.
[For more on the veil, see Exod. 26:31-35.]
Num 4:6
“dugong.” A mammal quite like a manatee that lives in the Red Sea and Gulf of Aqaba. See commentary on Exodus 25:5.
Num 4:7
“the regular bread.” The Bread of the Presence was put on the table regularly, every week, so here it is called the regular bread. The Bread of the Presence was large cakes of bread that were in the Tabernacle and Temple (see commentary on Exod. 25:30).
Num 4:8
“dugong.” A mammal quite like a manatee that lives in the Red Sea and Gulf of Aqaba. See commentary on Exodus 25:5.
Num 4:9
“snuffers.” The oil lamps on the menorah were to be put out at daylight.
Num 4:10
“dugong.” A mammal quite like a manatee that lives in the Red Sea and Gulf of Aqaba. See commentary on Exodus 25:5.
Num 4:11
“dugong.” A mammal quite like a manatee that lives in the Red Sea and Gulf of Aqaba. See commentary on Exodus 25:5.
Num 4:12
“dugong.” A mammal quite like a manatee that lives in the Red Sea and Gulf of Aqaba. See commentary on Exodus 25:5.
Num 4:14
“dugong.” A mammal quite like a manatee that lives in the Red Sea and Gulf of Aqaba. See commentary on Exodus 25:5.
Num 4:15
“the sanctuary and all the holy things.” The English versions are divided as to how to translate Numbers 4:15, and with good reason. The meaning of the Hebrew phrase that the REV translates as “the sanctuary and all the holy things,” and the exact way to translate the Hebrew phrase, is unclear, so the meaning and the way to translate the verse into English is debated. The first part of the verse has been understood in two primary ways: the text is referring to the sanctuary itself (the Tabernacle) and the holy objects inside the sanctuary” (cf. ASV, CEB, ESV, KJV, NET, NLT, NRSV, REV, RSV, YLT); or the text is referring to different holy objects inside the sanctuary (the Tabernacle), and means something like “the holy furnishings and the holy objects” inside the sanctuary (cf. CJB, CSB, JPS, NASB, NIV, NJB, TNK).
“so that they do not touch the holy things and die.” The Hebrew text can be translated as “touch the sanctuary” (cf. ASV, CEB, RV); that is, the Tabernacle itself, or as “touch the holy objects” (cf. CSB, DRA, ESV, KJV, NAB, NASB, NIV, TNK).” There are also translations that are worded such that “the holy things” can refer to any holy thing, including the sanctuary or its objects (cf. BBE, CJB, ESV, JPS, NET, NRSV, RSV), and that could well be the best understanding of the verse.
The Levites who were Kohathites were in the most danger in their work because they carried the objects that were inside the Tabernacle and out of sight of all the Israelites but the priests, the descendants of Aaron. That is why the warnings to the Kohathites were so strict in comparison to what the other Levites were told. Touching or seeing the holy objects could mean death.
Num 4:16
“the lamp.” That is, the menorah.
Num 4:18
“Do not cut off the tribe of the families of the Kohathites.” The meaning of this is that Aaron and his sons are to do a very thorough job of covering the sanctuary and its furnishings so that the Kohathites, the Levites who carry the articles of the Tabernacle, will not die seeing or touching them.
Num 4:19
“when they approach the Holy of Holies.” The Hebrew is the common phrase for “Holy of Holies,” and note that this verse did not mention “touching” the Holy of Holies, but approaching it. The Kohathites would have to go into the Holy of Holies to get the cherubim and ark, but they could do so without dying when they went in to move them. The holy objects had to be covered before the Kohathites could go in where they were.
Num 4:20
“holy things.” The Hebrew text simply says “holy,” and leaves some ambiguity as to whether it refers to the holy sanctuary itself (cf. Num. 4:15) or whether it refers to the sanctuary (the Tabernacle) as a whole. The English translations are divided.
“a moment.” The Hebrew is an idiom, more literally, “a swallow.” It refers to a very brief time, the time it takes to swallow, and the Levites were not to even briefly glance at the holy things. Job was bothered by the constant attack of his supposed friends and said, “Will you not leave me alone long enough to swallow my spit?” (Job 7:19). In his commentary on Job 7:19, John Hartley references the Arabic expression “let me swallow my spittle” which means “wait a minute.”[footnoteRef:251] [251:  Hartley, The Book of Job [NICOT], 152.] 

Another way to take the Hebrew word “swallow” is the way the NET translation and JPS Torah Commentary take it, that the Kohathites were not to see the holy things being “swallowed,” that is covered up. However, the majority of the commentators support the reading, “for a moment,” which was the reading of the Septuagint as well.
Num 4:25
“dugong.” A mammal quite like a manatee that lives in the Red Sea and Gulf of Aqaba. See commentary on Exodus 25:5.
 
Numbers Chapter 5
Num 5:2
“a dead person.” The Hebrew text just reads “soul” is nephesh (#05315 נֶפֶשׁ) which often means a person, an individual, but here is clearly refers to a corpse. This is a good example of a place where context determines the meaning of a word.
[For more information on nephesh, see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
Num 5:6
“and that soul is guilty.” The Hebrew can also be understood to say something such as, “and that soul realizes their guilt,” and some versions translate the verse that way.
“unfaithfully, yes, unfaithfully.” The Hebrew text contains the figure of speech polyptoton, doubling “unfaithfully” for emphasis.
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
[See Word Study: “Polyptoton.”]
“unfaithfully against Yahweh.” In this case, as we can see from the context, one person has sinned against another, but that sin is said to be “against Yahweh” because such sin is rebellion against God.
Num 5:10
“are to be his.” That is, is to be the priest’s.
Num 5:12
“unfaithful, yes, unfaithful.” The Hebrew text contains the figure of speech polyptoton, doubling “unfaithful” for emphasis (cf. Num. 5:6). The woman’s sin is considered very serious in the sight of God in part because of the importance of keeping the lineages in Israel known.
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
Num 5:14
“the spirit of jealousy.” The word “spirit” in this context can mean a demon, or a revelation from God, or just a “feeling” the husband has. The word ruach (“spirit”) has a very wide range of meanings.
[For more on the meanings of ruach, see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
Num 5:15
“no oil.” This approach offering was not to have oil or frankincense because it was a bitter occasion when a man suspected his wife of adultery. There was not to be anything mixed with the offering that made it have a sweet smell.
Num 5:16
“and have her stand before Yahweh.” In this context, the woman would “stand before Yahweh” by standing in the Tabernacle courtyard before the priest, who represented Yahweh in this matter.
Num 5:18
“water of bitterness.” So called because the whole process was bitter and if the woman was guilty her judgment was bitter.
Num 5:21
“cause-for-oath.” The Hebrew is “oath,” but in this context, the woman does not become an oath, but the reason that the oath exists; to root out evil.[footnoteRef:252] [252:  Cf. Everett Fox, The Schocken Bible.] 

“your thigh fall away and your body swell.” The meaning of this Hebrew phrase is not understood, and there have been many suppositions set forward as to what it means. It is fairly clear that “thigh” is used here as a euphemism for the woman’s genital organs. The “thigh” was used euphemistically for the genital organs, (see commentary on Gen. 24:2).
[For more information on sexual euphemisms, see commentary on Isa. 47:2.]
Num 5:23
“wash them off into.” The Hebrew is more literally, “blot them into.” Exactly how that was done is not known, but the point is clear: the curses were somehow washed into the water of bitterness, and then the woman drank the water which had the curses.
Num 5:24
“for bitterness.” The exact meaning of this phrase is unknown, and the English versions render it differently, trying to bring out its meaning. The point is clear, however, that if the woman is guilty the water will cause bitter things to happen to her.
Num 5:26
“burn...into smoke.” See commentary on Exodus 29:13.
Num 5:28
“children.” Literally, “seed.”
 
Numbers Chapter 6
Num 6:2
The term “Nazirite” is derived from the Hebrew word nazir, which means “separated” (“Nazirite” should not be confused with “Nazarene,” which refers to a person who comes from the town of Nazareth).
Ordinarily, a person makes the Nazirite vow for themselves and sets the duration of the vow, and during that time the person commits to being “separated,” or especially holy to God (Num. 6:8). Although there are incidences when a parent makes the vow for the child such as Hannah apparently did with Samuel (1 Sam. 1:11), those would be rare. The phrase “all the days of his separation” (Num. 6:4; cf. Num. 6:4-6) indicates the limited time of the vow.
According to the book of Numbers, the Nazirite vow required the man or woman who made the vow to observe the following:
· Abstain from wine, beer, wine vinegar, grapes (of things from grapes such as seeds), grape juice, or raisins (Num. 6:3).
· Do not cut your hair but allow it to grow (Num. 6:5).
· Do not touch a dead body (Num. 6:6).
If the Nazirite breaks the vow, he or she must shave their head and do sacrifices (Num. 6:9-11). When the period of the vow is over, there is a lot to be done, including bringing a year-old male lamb as a burnt offering; a year-old female lamb as a sin offering; and a ram as a fellowship offering; and unleavened bread and a drink offering (Num. 6:12-21).
In spite of the fact that the Nazirite is supposed to be separated from sin and holy to God, at the end of the time of the vow the person is to bring a sin offering. This had led to serious discussion among the rabbis—is the person holy or a sinner—but it likely simply points to the fact that Ecclesiastes is correct when it says, “Surely there is not a righteous person on earth who does good and does not sin” (Eccl. 7:20). Despite our best human efforts to be holy, we often sin.
Num 6:3
“vinegar made from wine.” This refers to any drink made from wine that has been allowed to sour or ferment.
“fermented drink.” This would include beer, which was a common drink.
“nor eat fresh or dried grapes.” In the hot climate of the biblical world (and the grape harvest was usually in July), grapes would begin to ferment and produce alcohol very quickly, so no grapes could be eaten.
Num 6:9
“his dedicated head of hair.” Literally, “the head of his separation.”
Num 6:11
“the dead person.” The Hebrew just has “the nephesh,” that is, the “soul” or the “person,” but the context makes it clear it was the dead person. In Hebrew just as in English, a dead “person” is still referred to as a “person” even after they are dead. They will be raised from the dead and judged at one of the resurrections.
Num 6:12
“his days as a Nazirite.” Or, perhaps, “the days of his separation” [as a Nazirite].
Num 6:14
“a peace offering.” The Hebrew form of the word is always plural (thus some English translations, “peace offerings”), but it was a single sacrifice and should be understood as “a peace offering.”
Num 6:15
“loaves.” In the biblical world, a “loaf” of bread was like a pancake, not like a modern loaf of bread.
Num 6:16
“approach with them.” The verb is the same as “approach” in the approach offering (Num. 6:14; Lev. 1:2). The priest would offer the sacrifices on the altar in front of the Tent of Meeting (the “Tabernacle”). However, he was to “approach” (or “come near to”) God with the approach offering that gave him entre to Yahweh, the Holy One of Israel. We now approach God boldly and freely due to the “approach offering” of Jesus Christ.
Num 6:20
“may drink wine.” This is a permission, not a command. The Nazirite may drink if he or she wants to.
Num 6:21
“he can provide.” The Hebrew is more idiomatic: “whatever else his hand can reach.”
Num 6:24
“keep you.” The blessing is for divine protection and that Yahweh would protect, guard, watch over, and care for Israel.
Num 6:26
“peace.” The Hebrew word “shalom” means much more than just “peace.” It refers to being healthy, prosperous, and whole.
 
Numbers Chapter 7
Num 7:13
“shekels.” 130 shekels is roughly 3.25 pounds (1.5 kg), and 70 shekels is roughly 28 ounces (794 grams). A shekel was roughly .4 ounces (11 or 11.5 grams). See commentary on Genesis 24:22, “shekel.”
Num 7:85
“2,400 shekels.” 2,400 shekels is roughly 60 pounds (27 kg). A shekel was roughly .4 ounces (11 or 11.5 grams). See commentary on Genesis 24:22, “shekel.”
Num 7:86
“120 shekels.” 120 shekels is roughly three pounds (1.36 kg). A shekel was roughly .4 ounces (11 or 11.5 grams). See commentary on Genesis 24:22, “shekel.”
Num 7:89
“he heard Yahweh’s voice speaking to him.” Moses heard Yahweh’s voice speaking to him. This is one of the verses that shows that Yahweh spoke directly to Moses. Yahweh can speak to us in many ways, one of them being in an audible voice, and that is how Yahweh spoke to Moses in the Tent of Meeting.
“from above the atonement cover...from between the two cherubim” The “atonement cover” is traditionally called the “mercy seat” (but see commentary on Exod. 25:17). God spoke to Moses from “above” the Atonement Cover and “between” the cherubim. Both the Hebrew words “above” and “between” are in the Hebrew text of Numbers 7:89, thus giving the reader a very clear picture of how God was communicating to Moses and Israel. Exodus 25:22 says, “I [Yahweh] will meet with you there, from above the atonement cover—from between the two cherubim that are on the ark of the testimony.” Numbers 7:89 then says that Yahweh spoke, and Moses, “heard Yahweh’s voice speaking to him from above the atonement cover that was on the ark of the testimony, from between the two cherubim.” A number of English versions say, in various places, that God met with Moses “above” or “over” the cherubim, but the text says that God was “between” the two cherubim.
In Leviticus 16:2, God said, “I will appear in the cloud over the atonement cover,” which would also be “between” the cherubim (cf. Exod. 30:36).
 
Numbers Chapter 8
Num 8:2
“the seven lamps are to give light in front of the menorah.” The “menorah” was a lampstand in the Tabernacle, and later in the Temple (Exod. 25:31-40). The text says “the seven lamps are to give light in front of the menorah” because the menorah was close to the south wall of the Holy Place in the Tabernacle (the left side of the large outer room as you walk into the Tabernacle), so the main space that was lighted by the menorah was “in front of” the menorah, not behind it.
Num 8:10
“The children of Israel are to lay their hands on the Levites.” Obviously, all of the Israelites could not lay their hands on the Levites; that would be done by representative leadership.
Num 8:13
“wave them as a wave offering.” It is unclear how the Levites are going to be waved as a wave offering, but it likely involved some kind of ceremony that included motion. A regular wave offering was waved back and forth in the Tabernacle courtyard, and there was likely some kind of back-and-forth motion among the Levites that was symbolic of them being offered to Yahweh.
Num 8:16
“Instead of all who open the womb, the firstborn of all the children of Israel, I have taken them.” God had claimed the firstborn of Israel from the time of the Exodus (Exod. 13:2). But in Exodus 22:29 and also in Exodus 34:19-20, God clarifies the command of Exodus 13:2 and says it applies to just the males, not the females. However, He changed this command and decided to take the Levites instead of all the firstborn males (Num. 8:16).
Num 8:19
“the Holy Place.” The “Holy Place” is the Tabernacle.
 
Numbers Chapter 9
Num 9:1
“in the first month of the second year after they had come out of the land of Egypt.” Israel left Egypt in the first months of the first year. It is now the first month of the second year, so Israel had been out of Egypt for one year at this point. When we calculate the chronology, the Book of Numbers takes about 38 ½ years of the 40 years of wilderness wanderings.
Num 9:2
“The children of Israel are to keep the Passover.” It would be appropriate for God to tell Moses this at this time because Passover was to be celebrated (the lamb or goat killed) on the 14th day of the first month of the year, and it was now the first month. Furthermore, this was only the second time Passover was celebrated and it was the first “regular” Passover celebration. The first one had been in Egypt just before the Israelites packed up and left Egypt.
Num 9:14
“a resident alien lives among you.” A resident alien who is not genealogically a part of Israel but has chosen to live among the Israelites may eat the Passover. The “resident alien” must be carefully distinguished from the “foreigner,” the “sojourner,” and the “hired servant” who are not allowed to eat the Passover (Exod. 12:43, 45). Also, a slave who had agreed to be circumcised could eat the Passover (Exod. 12:44).
[For more information on who could eat the Passover, see commentary on Exod. 12:45.]
 
Numbers Chapter 10
Num 10:10
“at the new moon.” Some versions read “at the beginning of your months,” that is, at the new moon. There was an established New Moon feast, just as there were other feasts and special days.
Num 10:11
“in the second year, in the second month, on the twentieth day of the month.” Israel left Egypt on the fifteenth day of the first month, so at this point, they had been traveling for one year and one month and five days.
Num 10:29
“Hobab, the son of Moses’ father-in-law, Reuel the Midianite.” “Reuel” (also called “Jethro”) is the father-in-law of Moses, and Hobab is Moses’ brother-in-law (see commentary on Judg. 4:11).
 
Numbers Chapter 11
Num 11:3
“Taberah.” “Taberah” means “burning” in Hebrew.
Num 11:4
“mixed multitude.” When Israel left Egypt, referred to as “the Exodus,” so many Egyptians and people of other nationalities had been impressed by Israel and Israel’s God, Yahweh, that they left Egypt too and went with the Israelites (Exod. 12:37-38). These non-Israelite people were referred to as the “mixed multitude.”
“a lust, yes, a lust.” This is the figure of speech polyptoton, where a word is repeated for emphasis. It means a great lust.
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
“wept again.” The Israelites had murmured and wept several times since leaving Egypt.
Num 11:6
“appetite.” The Hebrew word is nephesh (#05315 נֶפֶשׁ), often translated “soul.” Here it is being used for a working of the soul inside mankind, our “appetite.”
[For more on nephesh, see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
Num 11:17
“I will take some of the spirit that is on you and will put it on them.” This verse is not saying that God would take some holy spirit away from Moses so that he would end up with less of it. It is saying that God would take “some of” the kind of spirit that was on Moses and give it to the other elders. Similarly, for example, let’s say you had a house that was painted yellow and white with accents of blue, and you also had an old shed. Then one day you said, “I am going to take some of the colors on the house and paint the shed.” You would not be saying that you would somehow strip the colors off the house and put them on the shed, you would be saying that the kinds of colors that were on the house, such as yellow and white, would be used to paint the shed. Similarly, Moses had the kind of holy spirit God gave to people before the Day of Pentecost, and He was going to give that to some of the elders of Israel as well.
God gave His gift of holy spirit to some people in the Old Testament to empower them. Then God gave a different gift of holy spirit to the Christian Church.
[For more on the difference between the gift of holy spirit God gave in the Old Testament and the gift of holy spirit that Christians have today, see commentary on Eph. 1:13. For more on the difference between holy spirit and “the Holy Spirit,” see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit.”]
Num 11:18
“make yourselves holy.” The people were to do what it took to make themselves holy in the sight of God (cf. Lev. 11:44).
[For more on “make yourselves holy,” see commentary on Josh. 3:5.]
Num 11:29
“I wish that all Yahweh’s people were prophets, that Yahweh would put his spirit on them!” This wish was fulfilled on the Day of Pentecost, when every believer in Christ got born again of God’s spirit (cf. Acts 2:38)
 
Numbers Chapter 12
 
Numbers Chapter 13
Num 13:2
“You are to send a man from every tribe.” The number of men sent was 12, each man representing a tribe. However, although at this point the Bible speaks of 12 tribes of Israel, de facto there were 13. At this time and in the future the “tribe” of Joseph had been developed into two tribes: Ephraim and Manasseh (note Num. 13:4-15). The tribe of Levi was not counted among the other 12 tribes, it was given the care of the Tabernacle and the things of God, and was not to go and fight like the men of the other 12 tribes.
“every one among them is to be a leader.” The men who Moses sent to spy out the Promised Land were to be leaders, godly and valiant men. That would be necessary because the mission was dangerous. The tribes inhabiting the Promised Land were not necessarily friendly.
Num 13:3
“from the wilderness of Paran.” Specifically, from the town of Kadesh-barnea (Num. 32:8).
Num 13:8
“Hoshea.” Moses changed Hoshea’s name to Joshua (Num. 13:16).
Num 13:16
“Moses renamed Hoshea the son of Nun, ‘Joshua.’” Moses added the “Je” prefix to Hoshea indicating the presence of God in the person and relationship.
Num 13:20
“the time of the first-ripe grapes.” This would be mid to late July, depending on the weather that year. At this point, the Israelites had been traveling in the desert for about a year and four months. They left Egypt on the fourteenth day of the first month, Nisan (Nisan is usually our April). They built the Tabernacle and set it up almost one year later on the first day of Nisan (Exod. 40:17). Then God gave them the instructions in Leviticus, and then on the first day of the second month of the second year of their wanderings He told them to take a census of the people (Num. 1:1-2; that was likely May of that second year, so they had been traveling 1 year and 1 month at that time). Then, on the twentieth day of the second month of the second year of their wanderings (so still in May of that second year) God started moving and they went from place to place until they came to the Desert of Paran (Num. 10:12), more specifically the town of Kadesh-barnea (Num. 13:26). It was from Kadesh that Moses sent out the 12 spies, and they were gone for 40 days (Num. 13:25). Numbers 13:20 tells us the spies were in Caanan at the time of first-ripe grapes, which is mid to late July, so the spies left the camp of Israel in June and came back in July, likely late July. So when the spies got back to the camp of Israel, Israel had left Egypt about one year and four months earlier.
Num 13:22
“the sons of Anak.” Anak was one of the Nephilim, the “Fallen Ones,” just as Numbers 13:33 says. Anak, was one of the sons of Arba, who was either the founder of Hebron or a very important person there (Josh. 15:13-14).
[For more on the Nephilim, see commentary on Gen. 6:4.]
Num 13:23
“the Valley of Eshcol.” The location of the Valley of Eshcol is unknown. The word “Eshcol” means “cluster,” and the Israelites named it after the cluster of grapes they took from there. But there are many valleys and lots of vineyards in the area, so the exact valley is unknown. Scholars assume it was somewhere around Hebron, perhaps north of Hebron.
Num 13:24
“the Valley of Eshcol.” The word “Eshcol” means “cluster” and “cluster of grapes” is implied.
Num 13:26
“Kadesh.” This is Kadesh-barnea, just south of the Negev in the northern Sinai Peninsula (for more on Kadesh, see commentary on Gen. 14:7).
Num 13:28
“the children of Anak.” Anak was one of the Nephilim, the “Fallen Ones,” just as Numbers 13:33 says.
[For more on the Nephilim, see commentary on Gen. 6:4.]
Num 13:29
“The Amalekites.” The Hebrew text reads “Amalek”; the man Amalek is being put by metonymy for the nation he founded, the “Amalekites.”
Num 13:33
“the sons of Anak.” Anak was one of the Nephilim, the “Fallen Ones,” just as Numbers 13:33 says.
[For more on the Nephilim, see commentary on Gen. 6:4.]
 
Numbers Chapter 14
Num 14:9
“they are bread for us; their protection has departed from over them.” This is more literally, “they are bread for us, their shade has turned aside [or “departed”] from over them.” It is possible that Joshua and Caleb were making an allusion to the bread that Israel ate every day, manna, because when the sun came up and the shade was gone, it melted away (Exod. 16:21).
Num 14:10
“the glory of Yahweh appeared.” In this context, “the glory of Yahweh” was the glorious light that surrounded Yahweh. The people saw the glory and knew Yahweh Himself was present and obviously supported Moses.
[For more on the glory of God, see commentary on Ezek. 1:28.]
Num 14:11
“Yahweh said to Moses.” Sometimes when Yahweh spoke to Moses the people could hear (Exod. 19:9), but this was not one of those times. On this occasion, Moses had to tell the people what Yahweh told him (Num. 14:39).
Num 14:14
“right before their eyes.” The Hebrew text is literally “eye in eye,” which is an idiom for “right before your eyes.” The only other occurrence of “eye to eye” in the Bible is Isaiah 52:8, which speaks of how the watchmen in Jerusalem will shout for joy when Yahweh returns to Zion, which He does by sending the Messiah, His Son.
[For more on the idiom, “eye in eye,” see commentary on Isa. 52:8]
Num 14:18
“visiting the iniquity of the fathers.” See commentary on Exodus 20:5.
Num 14:21
“all the earth will be filled with the glory of Yahweh.” There will be a time in the future when God Himself will be with all His people and the glorious light of God will be everywhere present (Rev. 21:3, 23).
[For more on the glory of God, see commentary on Ezek. 1:28.]
Num 14:25
“by the road to the Red Sea.” The Hebrew could also be translated as something like, “by the route to the Red [“Reed”] Sea,” or even “by the Red Sea Road.” There was a major travel route going south southeast from Kadesh Barnea where the Israelites were to the Gulf of Aqaba connecting to the Red Sea.[footnoteRef:253] [253:  Herbert May, ed., Oxford Bible Atlas, 3rd ed., 59.] 

Num 14:29
“all who were numbered of you according to your whole number, from 20 years old and upward who have murmured against me.” This verse says things that differ from what is preserved in the Christian tradition. Numbers 14:29 makes it clear that not all the Israelites except for Joshua and Caleb died in the wilderness, as is often taught.
The people who died in the wilderness are specified by three clauses: all who were numbered; all who were 20 years old and older; and all those who murmured. The Bible is clear that the “whole congregation” murmured (cf. Exod. 15:24; 16:2, 41; 17:3; Num. 14:2). However, there were many people who left Egypt who were not yet 20 years old, and lastly, not every Israelite was numbered in Moses’ census.
It is very clear from reading the book of Numbers that the Levites were not numbered with the other men (cf. Num. 1:47-54). That explains why God specifically spoke to Aaron and Moses about their dying in the wilderness, and why Moses thought he should be allowed in. Note that it was because God was angry with Moses that he was not allowed into the Promised Land, not because he was older than 20 when Israel left Egypt (Num. 20:12; 27:12-14; Deut. 1:37; 3:23-27).
It is also possible that the women of the generation that left Egypt were allowed into the Promised Land, because the only ones numbered were the men. However, the Bible is silent about that and does not say one way or the other.
Num 14:40
“the ridge of the hill country.” Kadesh-barnea is in the lower lands of the Sinai Peninsula, and north of it the topography begins to rise sharply into the hill country of Judah where God originally wanted the Israelites to go but they refused. Now, in a second disobedience to God, they wanted to go there as if they could force God to help them. He did not, and they were defeated by the Canaanites who lived there.
 
Numbers Chapter 15
Num 15:4
“a tenth part of an ephah of fine flour mixed with the fourth part of a hin of oil.” The exact amounts are difficult to determine, but it is likely that it amounted to about two quarts of fine flour mixed with about one quart of oil.
Num 15:30
“does anything.” The context is sin. The person who sins any sin.
“defiantly.” The Hebrew uses an idiom: “with a high hand,” meaning defiantly, deliberately, “a conscious and willed transgression of the law.”[footnoteRef:254] There were sin offerings for unintentional sin (Lev. 4:2, 13-14, 22, 27; Num. 15:22-29), but if a person knew the commands of God and simply defied them and showed contempt for them, there was no sin offering for them (Num. 15:30-31). That fact is then emphasized in the text by the example of a man who gathers wood on the Sabbath rather than keeping it holy and not working on the Sabbath, and that man was cut off from the congregation and killed (Num. 15:32-36). [254:  Cf. Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon.] 

The limitations of the sin offering in the Mosaic Law serve to point out that Jesus Christ was a much more complete sin offering than the sin offerings described in the Law. When Jesus came it became clear that his death would atone for both intentional and unintentional sin. The person who humbly confesses sin is forgiven of all sin and unrighteousness (1 John 1:9). Christ was the sin offering who died in place of sinners and because of his sacrifice believers are declared righteous in the sight of God (Rom. 5:6-11).
“soul.” In this context, “soul” means an individual person.
[See Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
Num 15:31
“cut off; cut off.” The Hebrew text doubles “cut off” for emphasis and effect.
Num 15:35
“stone him with stones outside the camp.” The standard method of killing a criminal was to stone them with stones (cf. Lev. 20:2; 24:23; Num. 15:35; Deut. 13:10; 21:21). Some people have asserted that the Jews just dropped one huge stone on the person, but there is no evidence for that in the Bible. Also, stoning with stones was how Achan and his family were killed (Josh. 7:25), and how the Jews killed Stephen (Acts 7:58-60). It was important for the ceremonial cleanliness of Israel that the criminal be stoned to death outside the camp, and when Israel was settled in the Promised Land, outside the city or village. Touching a dead body made a person unclean, so executions were carried out outside the camp or city, and graves were dug outside the city (cf. Lev. 22:4, 6; Num. 19:11-16, 22).
[For more on stoning people to death, see commentary on Lev. 20:2.]
Num 15:38
“tassels.” Today these tassels with a blue strand are put on the ends of the prayer shawls used by the orthodox and ultra-orthodox Jews, but that was not the command in the Law. The Law of Moses commanded that the tassels be on the outer garments of the Jews so they could be seen. The tassels were put on the prayer shawl and worn underneath the outer clothing during the Roman period, when the Jews outwardly displaying their faith was outlawed. Sadly, when the Jews could once again openly display their faith, the fringes were not put back on the outer garments. However, there is a small movement today to do that for both men and women.
“A cord of blue.” It is from verses like this that we learn that blue is the color of the Law and reminds us to do the Law, whereas red is the color of love and sacrifice, purple is the color of royalty and leadership, and white is the color of righteousness and purity.
 
Numbers Chapter 16
Num 16:1
“Now.” In Numbers 10:11 the Israelites had been traveling for just over one year and one month. The spies were sent to see the Promised Land in the season of first-ripe grapes (Num. 13:20) so that would have been late July or early August, when Israel had been out of Egypt for about one year and five months. This event was after that, but how long after is not known. However, the nature of the event is such that this rebellion likely happened quite early on in the wilderness wanderings.
“Korah the son of Izhar, the son of Kohath, the son of Levi.” Korah was a Levite, but not a priest, and it is possible that he felt slighted when Moses’ brother Aaron, also a Levite, and Aaron’s sons, got to be priests.
“Dathan and Abiram...On.” These men were descendants of Reuben. The Bible does not say why they joined Korah’s rebellion, but it is possible that because they were descendants of Reuben, who was Jacob’s firstborn son, they felt that the Reubenites should have had special treatment of some kind; first sons usually do.
Num 16:3
“since all the congregation are holy.” Korah wanted more power and authority in the congregation, but he needed support to do it. Many, even perhaps all, of the 250 leaders that Korah had gathered as supporters were not Levites and certainly not priests, so Korah’s declaration that “all the congregation” was holy—holy enough to approach God—was an obvious attempt to garner the support of non-Levites.
“Why then do you lift yourselves up.” This is a total denial of history. God chose Moses and commissioned him to go to Egypt and deliver the Israelites from Pharaoh. Moses commanded the plagues and led the Israelites out of Egypt. It was Moses who lifted his staff and split the Reed Sea (aka “Red Sea”) so that the Israelites could cross over (Exod. 14:21), and then stretched it out again so the waters of the sea flowed over the Egyptians and drowned them (Exod. 14:26). Evil and prideful people conveniently forget history when it does not support what they want.
Num 16:4
“When Moses heard this, he fell on his face.” Moses was the most humble person on the face of the earth (Num. 12:3) and his first reaction to this rebellion was to pray. God’s response was to give Moses revelation as to what to do next, as we see from Numbers 16:5.
Num 16:5
“In the morning Yahweh will show who are his.” When confronted with a rebellion, Moses prayed (Num. 16:4) and God gave him a revelation about what was going to happen next, so Moses knew that God would somehow act the next morning.
“he will cause him to come near to him.” The ones who were to come near to God were the priests, so this was a way of saying that in the morning Yahweh will show who are the real priests.
Num 16:7
“the man whom Yahweh chooses, he will be holy.” In this case, this man who is “holy” is qualified to stand in the presence of Yahweh and thus be a priest.
“you sons of Levi!” Although all the rebels were not from the tribe of Levi, this statement by Moses makes it clear that the Levites were behind the rebellion.
Num 16:10
“And would you seek the priesthood as well?” Actually, the priesthood is exactly what the rebels wanted: the power and prestige of the priesthood. Power-hungry people, prideful and arrogant, only think of the power and prestige they will have as leaders. They do not recognize, nor do they want to be, genuine servants to the people they lead.
Korah and those who were with him did not see the great privilege of being a Levite, they were blinded by their avarice and only could see that there seemed to be a more important office that they would like to attain.
Num 16:11
“And Aaron, who is he that you murmur against him?” Korah and the Levites would have murmured against Aaron and his sons because Aaron and his descendants were the priests and they had duties that were different and could well have been considered more privileged than the duties of the Levites. This could well have made Korah envious, because Korah was a Levite, one of the descendants of Kohath (Num. 16:1), and Aaron and his descendants were descendants of Kohath as well, but they were chosen to be the priests. But the statement, “who is he” makes the point that even Aaron did not choose himself to be the High Priest, the whole priestly system was by revelation from God. So don’t murmur against Aaron, murmur against God.
The genealogy was Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Levi, Kohath. Then, both Aaron the priest and Korah the Levite were grandsons of Kohath, but from different sons of Kohath and thus different fathers. Kohath’s sons were: Amram, Izhar, Hebron, and Uzziel (Exod. 6:18; Num. 3:19; 1 Chron. 6:2). Amram fathered Aaron, Miriam, and Moses (Num. 26:59), while Izhar fathered Korah, Nepheg, and Zichri (Exod. 6:21; cf. Num. 16:1).
Num 16:12
“Dathan and Abiram.” They were descendants of Reuben, the first son of Jacob, and may have thought that because of that they should have some kind of say in the leadership of Israel.
“We will not come up.” The idea of going “up” can be up in elevation or up to a higher authority. Since they were complaining against Moses who to them seemed to be setting himself above the people, the thought in the text is almost certainly “up” to a higher authority. Dathan and Abiram were not going to go “up” to Moses as if in acknowledgment of his higher authority.
Num 16:13
“you have brought us up out of a land flowing with milk and honey.” Once again we see the blindness and convenient memory loss about the Israelite slavery in Egypt. They were in hard labor, and there is never any mention of milk and honey in Egypt.
“make yourself the ruler over us.” The Hebrew is intense and therefore sarcastic, perhaps even bringing up the accusation that Moses was trying to be the ruler like he had been in Egypt when he was a member of Pharaoh’s household. But the whole line of reasoning is a lie. God chose Moses, Moses did not choose himself. If it had not been for God’s intervention and commissioning of Moses, he would have died of old age as a shepherd in Midian. There is no indication during Moses’ 40 years as a shepherd, husband, and father in Midian that he considered going back to Egypt to lead Israel, and when God called him to do it, he made excuse after excuse not to go, finally saying to God, “Pardon, O my Lord. Please send someone else” (Exod. 4:13).
Num 16:14
“you have not brought us into a land flowing with milk and honey.” Again, we see the convenient loss of memory about what happened only a little while before this. Moses told the people to go and conquer the Promised Land (Deut. 1:21). But the people wanted to send spies to search out the land first (Deut. 1:22). Moses agreed and the spies were sent (Num. 13:1-2; Deut. 1:24). But the spies brought back a bad report and so the Israelites did not want to go into the Promised Land (Num. 13:26-33; Deut. 1:26). The Israelites actually wanted to go back to Egypt (Num. 14:4).
So when the facts are examined, Moses wanted the people to go into the Promised Land, but the people did not want to go. Evil and satanic people will always bend the facts and distort what really happened.
“Will you gouge out the eyes of these men?” These leaders are accusing Moses of blinding people with promises that never come to pass.
Num 16:15
“Do not respect their offering.” The Hebrew is an idiom: “Do not turn your face to their offering.”
“I have not taken one donkey from them.” In the ancient world, it was common for leaders to take tribute from the people they led. Moses is saying that even as a leader he had not exercised that privilege (cf. 1 Sam. 8:11-17).
Num 16:16
“You and all your company.” This company would include the 250 men who supported Korah.
Num 16:19
“Korah assembled all the congregation against them.” The slander and lies about Moses and Aaron had penetrated through the whole congregation, and Korah gathered them against Moses and Aaron, likely believing that by just the strength of numbers he could overpower Moses and Aaron. But Yahweh is the Most High God, and since He was the one who appointed Moses, He would back Moses up.
“the glory of Yahweh appeared.” In this context, “the glory of Yahweh” was the glorious light that surrounded Yahweh. The people saw the glory and knew Yahweh Himself was present and obviously supported Moses.
[For more on the glory of God, see commentary on Ezek. 1:28.]
Num 16:21
“Separate yourselves from among this congregation, so that I may put an end to them in a moment!” God had had quite enough of the Israelites, and was ready to put an end to them and start over with Moses and Aaron, but because of his love for the people, Moses interceded for Israel.
Num 16:22
“the God of the spirits of all flesh.” Although the meaning of the phrase “the God of the spirits of all flesh” is not explained, it likely is using “spirits” in the same way “soul” is often used, of the life force empowering the flesh. So acknowledging that God is the God of the life of all flesh is acknowledging God’s power to give or take away life. Moses acknowledges that God could indeed kill the whole congregation, but is petitioning Him not to do that.
This shows the amazing love and compassion that Moses had for the people. Moses and Aaron could well have been on the point of death if the congregation had swarmed them and beaten them or stoned them. In that situation we could hardly blame Moses for approving of God killing the congregation, but that was not Moses’ heart, which was one of the reasons he was so well qualified to lead Israel; he loved the people even though they were fickle and often ungodly.
Num 16:25
“and the elders of Israel followed him.” The text is not clear who these elders are. They may have been some elders who did not agree with Korah, or they could have been elders who followed Korah but went with Moses to see what would happen.
Num 16:26
“these wicked men.” Despite what unbelievers and ungodly people say, God is the One who defines what is good and what is bad. When a person goes against one of God’s chosen leaders, that is wicked behavior and the people who wholeheartedly participate in it are wicked.
“touch nothing of theirs.” It is tempting to take material things from condemned people, but that is never a good idea. God can supply what we need without taking things from the wicked.
Num 16:27
“with their wives and their sons and their little ones.” When a leader sins and his family is consumed, it seems unnecessary to us, and even cruel. But in the collective society of the ancient world, families were considered, and considered themselves, unified and followed the leader, the head of the household. Thus we often see in the ancient literature and the Bible that the family followed the head of the house no matter where he led, and often followed him to destruction.
Num 16:30
“then you will know that these men have had contempt for Yahweh.” The congregation seems not to have known who to believe at this time, Korah or Moses, and they did not seem to know who really followed Yahweh, Korah or Moses. That the ground would swallow up Korah and his companions would show Israel once and for all who followed Yahweh and who was misrepresenting Yahweh and held Yahweh in contempt.
It is also telling that Moses did not end his sentence with, “then you will know that I, Moses, am the proper leader.” To Moses, this argument was never about Moses, it was always about Yahweh’s will and honor, and saving the people of Israel.
Num 16:32
“the earth opened its mouth and swallowed them up.” This is a beautiful example of the figure of speech personification. It is as if the earth itself is an angry person, angry at Korah and his lies and rebellion, and defends the honor of God by simply opening its mouth and swallowing God’s enemies whole.
[For more on the figure of speech personification, see commentary on Prov. 1:20.]
Num 16:35
“Then fire came out from Yahweh.” The Bible does not say where exactly the fire came from. It may have come from the altar in front of the Tabernacle, or it may have come from the censors the men were holding.
“and consumed the 250 men.” See the commentary on Leviticus 10:2, “consumed.”
Num 16:40
“burn.” See commentary on Exodus 29:13.
“as Yahweh spoke to him.” Moses spoke with his mouth, but the words were Yahweh’s.
“by Moses.” The Hebrew text is literally, “by the hand of Moses,” an idiom referring to Moses’ power and authority.
Num 16:41
“You have killed.” The people completely missed the truth of the situation. Yahweh killed the rebellious leaders, as is clear in the text. It is because the congregation is often wrong that God needs strong, godly leaders to lead His people.
“the people of Yahweh!” The congregation is wrong again. The leaders who died from the fire were not “the people of Yahweh,” they were against Yahweh and were “the people of Korah.”
Num 16:42
“the glory of Yahweh appeared.” In this context, “the glory of Yahweh” was the glorious light that surrounded Yahweh. The people saw the glory and knew Yahweh Himself was present and obviously supported Moses.
[For more on the glory of God, see commentary on Ezek. 1:28.]
Num 16:46
“for wrath has gone out from Yahweh!” This is worded as if “wrath’’ is an independent force or person, and indeed, it is possible that this “wrath” could be an angel of wrath like the angel who killed the firstborn of Egypt on Passover night.
 
Numbers Chapter 17
Num 17:10
“the Testimony.” Short for “the ark of the testimony” (cf. Num. 4:5).
Num 17:12
“die.” The Hebrew verb gava (#01478 גָּוַע) refers to dying and is fundamentally synonymous with the verb “die,” muth (#04191 מָוֹת), although gava can imply a violent death (see commentary on Gen. 25:8, “breathed his last”).
Num 17:13
“perish.” The Hebrew verb gava (#01478 גָּוַע) refers to dying and is fundamentally synonymous with the verb “die,” muth (#04191 מָוֹת), although gava can imply a violent death (see commentary on Gen. 25:8, “breathed his last”).
 
Numbers Chapter 18
Num 18:5
“and the duty of the altar.” The job of offering offerings upon the bronze altar of sacrifice was given to the priests, not the Levites.
Num 18:7
“inside the veil.” The “veil” is the veil of fine linen that separated the Holy Place from the Holy of Holies (Exod. 26:31-35). Behind the veil was the Ark of the Covenant and the Atonement Cover that had the cherubim on it. Yahweh came to Israel between the cherubim that were on the Atonement Cover, which was the cover over the Ark of the Covenant (Exod. 25:22; Lev. 16:2; see commentary on Num. 7:89).
Num 18:15
“Everything that opens the womb of all flesh that they offer to Yahweh, both of man and animal.” The opening of the womb, the firstborn, refers to males only, not females. this is more clearly presented in Exodus 13 (cf. Exod. 13:2, 12). The clean animals were sacrificed and the unclean animals were redeemed or killed, and the baby boys were redeemed.
“redeem, yes, redeem.” This is the figure of speech polyptoton, where the word “redeem” is repeated twice in the Hebrew text, but the two occurrences are inflected differently. The double use of “redeem” is for emphasis, which some translations express by saying something such as, “You shall surely redeem.”
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
Num 18:16
“five shekels.” Five shekels is roughly 2 ounces (56.5 grams). A shekel was roughly .4 ounces (11 or 11.5 grams). See commentary on Genesis 24:22, “shekel.”
Num 18:17
“burn...into smoke.” See commentary on Exodus 29:13.
Num 18:19
“covenant of salt.” Like the blood covenant, the covenant of salt was an ancient custom that was recognized all over the Middle East and even in other countries. The offerings of the Lord were to be offered with salt as a symbol of the covenant and a reminder of the commitment people made to keep the covenant (Lev. 2:13).
[For more on the salt covenant, see commentary on 2 Chron. 13:5.]
 
Numbers Chapter 19
Num 19:2
“red heifer.” As we see here in Numbers 19:1-22, the Red Heifer was a sin offering (Num. 19:9), and it was completely burned (Num. 19:5) and its ashes were used to cleanse people from sin. The Red Heifer was a type of Christ, who died outside the camp and whose sacrifice was necessary for people to be cleansed from sin. Although it is not stated, the red color of the heifer suggests blood, and the fact that the heifer was of red color all over seems clearly to point to Jesus Christ and the fact that by the time he was crucified, he was covered with blood.
The reason that this special sin offering was a heifer is also not mentioned, but it is very possible that it portrayed Christ in the fact that while most sin offerings were bulls (cf. Lev. 4), a heifer would never be thought of as a symbol of strength and power. Jesus was “like a lamb before his shearers,” but there are no red lambs. But a red heifer would also portray the gentle nature of Christ as he obeyed his Father’s word all the way to his death on the cross. The Red Heifer is also specifically mentioned in Hebrews 9:13.
[For more on the Red Heifer, see commentary on Heb. 13:10.]
Num 19:3
“​she is to be brought.” The “red heifer” is a heifer, a female cow.
“in his presence.” Literally, “before his face,” i.e., while he watches.
Num 19:4
“toward the front of the Tent of Meeting.” Numbers 19:1-10 describes some about the sacrifice of the Red Heifer, and Numbers 19:4 says, “and Eleazar the priest is to take some of her blood with his finger and sprinkle her blood toward the front of the Tent of Meeting seven times.” The fact that the priest sprinkles the blood “toward the front of the Tent of Meeting” shows that the Red Heifer was sacrificed on the east side of the Tabernacle/Temple. Jacob Milgrom writes about the phrase “toward the front of the Tent of Meeting” in the JPS Torah Commentary, and says, “toward the front. According to the rabbis, the front, that is, the entrance of the Tent [the Tabernacle], must be seen. Hence if the wind blows the Tent flap shut, the sprinkling is invalid. During Second Temple times, the High Priest performed the ceremony atop the Mount of Olives, which afforded a view of the entrance to the Temple building.”[footnoteRef:255] [255:  Jacob Milgrom, JPS Torah Commentary: Numbers, 159.] 

The slaughtering of the red heifer east of the Tabernacle/Temple prefigured the death of Christ east of the Temple, on top of the Mount of Olives (see commentaries on Heb. 13:10 and Matt. 27:33).
Num 19:5
“before his eyes.” That is, while he watches.
Num 19:6
“cedar wood and hyssop and scarlet material.” Although the reason that these three things are added to the burning of the Red Heifer is not stated, we can assume that the scarlet somehow portrays the blood of Christ. The adjective “scarlet” does not have an object in the Hebrew text, but the word obviously referred to some kind of material, yarn, or thread that was dyed scarlet. The missing object puts the emphasis on the color, scarlet, and thus topologically emphasizes the role of the blood of Christ on the cross. Also, it is possible that the cedar wood foreshadowed the wooden cross on which Jesus was crucified.
Num 19:9
“A man who is ritually clean.” This is the third person that it takes to do the Red Heifer sacrifice. The priest, who becomes unclean by touching the blood of the dead animal, the man who burns the animal who becomes unclean by touching the dead body of the animal, and this third person who becomes unclean, apparently by touching the ash pile and gathering the ashes. This seems to be quite a paradox: the clean priest and two clean people are made unclean by the sacrifice, but others are cleansed by the ashes of the sacrifice mixed with water and sprinkled on them.
Num 19:11
“Whoever touches the dead body of any person will be unclean for seven days.” When it comes to understanding being Levitically unclean because of the dead, it is important to understand the difference between what Numbers 19 and Leviticus 22 are saying. When Leviticus 22 says, “Whoever touches anything that is unclean by the dead...the person that touches any such will be unclean until the evening” (Lev. 22:4, 6; Num. 19:22), it is speaking of touching anything that is now unclean because it touched the dead body. Touching something that has touched a dead body makes a person unclean until sunset, i.e. the rest of the day. However, if a person directly touches a dead body, then they are unclean for seven days (Num. 19:11-16).
Num 19:12
“purify himself with water on the third day, and on the seventh day he will be clean.” The water was sprinkled on the third and seventh day (cf. Num. 19:19).
Num 19:17
“they are to take.” That is, the priests are to take some of the ashes of the Red Heifer.
“the burning of the sin offering.” The Red Heifer is the sin offering meant here in Numbers 19 (see Num. 19:9).
“living water.” “Living water” is a term used in the Bible for water that was from heaven or had been flowing. For example, rainwater was living water, as was water from a well, spring, creek, or river. Water that had been standing in a pot or had been collected and had been standing in a cistern was not considered “living water” and could not be used for cleansing from sin. That “living water” was to be used for cleansing from sin and impurity is clear from the verses in Leviticus and Numbers (cf. Lev. 14:5-9, 48-53; 15:13; Num. 19:17). However, Jesus understood the symbolism of cleansing from sin much more deeply, and knew that the reason for cleansing from sin was to be able to be “right” before God and be able to receive everlasting life. Thus, Jesus spoke of “living water” springing up to everlasting life (John 4:10-14, esp. v. 14).
As we see here in Numbers 19:17, living water could be put in a vessel or a cleansing mikvah and it would still be considered “living water” (a “mikvah” is a special cistern that people were “dunked” or baptized in to get ritually clean). The Law of Moses was not clear about how long the living water could remain in the vessel or mikvah before it was considered to no longer be “living water.” Eventually, the Jews taught that some living water could be added to the water in a mikvah or vessel and then all the water was considered “living water,” a convenient regulation that saved people a lot of work but may or may not have been godly since God had not given any regulations about it.
Some English translations read “living water” (cf. Jer. 17:13 CEB, CJB, CSB, ESV, NASB, NIV, NLT), while other translations say “living waters” (ASV, JPS, KJV, NAB, YLT). The reason for the difference is that in Hebrew the word “water,” mayim (#04325 מַיִם), is always plural, there is no singular form of the noun (this is true of a number of Hebrew nouns, Elohim and “heavens” being two examples). But although the Hebrew word is plural, Hebrew people did not think of it that way. They literally say, “Please give me a glass of waters,” but they mean a glass of water. When it comes to translation into English, some versions prefer to retain the plural form “waters,” while others go with the more standard meaning, “water.”
Also, although some English translations say “fresh water,” that is not completely accurate because some cistern water is quite “fresh,” whereas some rainwater might not be considered “fresh” today. Similarly, the translation “running water” is not quite accurate either, because water from a well was living water but it would not normally be considered “running water.” This is a case where learning the Jewish custom in the Bible and learning the meaning of “living water” seems to be the best course of action for the Bible student.
“is to be added to them in a vessel.” To make the water of cleansing from sin, the ashes of the Red Heifer were added to living water that had been put in a vessel and then the ashes and water were mixed together and used to sprinkle the unclean person. The Red Heifer was a type of Christ, who died outside the camp and whose sacrifice was necessary for people to be cleansed from sin (see commentary on Heb. 13:10).
Num 19:18
“the slain, or the dead.” The slain are those who had been killed, while the dead refers to those who died of natural causes.
 
Numbers Chapter 20
Num 20:1
“in the first month.” That is, the first month of the fortieth year of wandering.
Num 20:3
“died.” The Hebrew verb gava (#01478 גָּוַע) refers to dying and is fundamentally synonymous with the verb “die,” muth (#04191 מָוֹת), although gava can imply a violent death (see commentary on Gen. 25:8, “breathed his last”).
Num 20:6
“the glory of Yahweh appeared.” In this context, “the glory of Yahweh” was the glorious light that surrounded Yahweh. When the glory of Yahweh appeared, then Yahweh Himself was there.
[For more on the glory of God, see commentary on Ezek. 1:28.]
Num 20:8
“while they watch.” The Hebrew is more literally, “before their eyes,” but the phrase means while they watch.
Num 20:11
“Moses lifted up his hand and struck the rock twice with his staff.” In hitting the rock, Moses disobeyed God and at the same time broke a “type” of the Messiah that God had been developing for years. That explains why the consequences of Moses’ actions led to God telling him that he could not go into the Promised Land (Num. 20:12).
Moses disobeyed God because God had said, “speak to the rock while they watch, and it will pour out its water” (Num. 20:8), but instead Moses struck the rock twice. The type of Christ that God had been trying to develop was that the rock was a metaphor for Christ, as 1 Corinthians 10:4 says, “the rock was Christ.” Two times during Israel’s wilderness wanderings, God brought water out of a rock. The living water from the rock symbolized the living water that would come to people from Christ. Christ told the people to come to him and drink (John 7:37). He also included drinking when he said he was the bread of life. He said, “I am the bread of life. Whoever comes to me will never ever hunger, and whoever believes in me will never ever thirst” (John 6:35). To have the fullness of the blessings that come from Christ he had to come two times. The first time Christ came he was beaten (and crucified) like the first rock that gave water to the people (Exod. 17:6).
Num 20:29
“breathed his last.” The Hebrew verb translated “breathed his last” is gava (#01478 גָּוַע), and it refers to dying (see commentary on Gen. 25:8, “breathed his last”).
“Israel wept for Aaron for 30 days.” In biblical Israel, it was customary that people were allowed to weep and mourn for 30 days when someone died (cf. Deut. 34:8).
 
Numbers Chapter 21
Num 21:1
“Atharim road.” The Hebrew reads, “road of atharim” (often translated “way of atharim” where “way” refers to a path or road). The meaning of atharim is debated, but it most likely means “spies.” It was likely a caravan route to and from Egypt.
Num 21:5
“this miserable bread.” That is, the manna. By now they had been eating manna for almost 40 years.
Num 21:6
“So Yahweh sent fiery serpents.” This is the idiom of permission (see commentary on Exod. 4:21). God had told Israel that He would protect them if they obeyed Him, but they did not obey, so He could not protect them from the snakes in the territory, which may have also been induced to be more aggressive due to demonic influence. But since God had said that bad things would happen to the people if they were disobedient, the idiom is worded as if God sent the snakes.
Num 21:13
“the other side of the Arnon River.” Israel was traveling from south to north, so the “other side” of the Arnon was the north side.
Num 21:23
“came to Jahaz.” The location is not known.
Num 21:24
“the mouth of the sword.” Used to show great destruction, as if the sword was eating its victims (see commentary on Josh. 6:21).
“from the Arnon to the Jabbok.” Israel conquered the Amorite kingdom of Sihon, king of the Amorites (Num. 21:21-31). From the Arnon Valley on the south (which was the northern border of Moab; Num. 21:13) to the Jabbok River Valley on the north, which was the southern border of the territory of Og of Bashan.
Num 21:28
“for a fire has gone out of Heshbon.” Numbers 21:28-29 is very similar to Jeremiah 48:45-46, which was written many hundreds of years later (see commentary on Jer. 48:5).
“Ar of Moab.” “Ar” means “city,” and Ar was apparently a notable city in Moab, but its location is unknown. Although usually an enemy of Israel, when Israel was passing by the area in its journey from Egypt to the Promised Land, Ar sold food and water to the Israelites (Deut. 2:29).
“the lords of the high places of the Arnon.” This Hebrew phrase has been interpreted in various ways. The Hebrew word translated as “lords” is baal, meaning “lord, master, owner, or husband, and is the same as the name of the god Baal, but that is not its meaning here. If the Hebrew word bamot here in Numbers 21:28 refers to pagan shrines, as it sometimes does (see commentary on Num. 33:52), then this could refer to the priests or influential people at the pagan shrines in Moab. It would be normal for a large city like Ar to have shrines to pagan gods.
Or, because of its association with Ar, an important city in Moab, bamot may simply refer to the towns and villages on the high places, of which there were many around the Arnon Gorge. In that case, the phrase could simply refer to the rulers, the “lords,” of those high places. Or it is very possible that bamot could be used in a general way that incorporated all its meanings, and thus it could refer to God’s vengeance on Moab, including its pagan shrines, its high cities, and its proud heights overlooking Israel.
Num 21:33
“They turned and went up by the road to Bashan.” The Israelites moved north from the Amorite kingdom of Sihon to the Amorite kingdom of Og, which included the territory of Bashan.
 
Numbers Chapter 22
Num 22:1
“encamped in the plains of Moab.” As per Numbers 21, the Israelites had just conquered the Transjordan almost as far north as Damascus, the kingdoms of Sihon and then Og. Now they turn south and camp in the plains of Moab right next to the Jordan River because the area was wide and was right across from Jericho, which was to be their first conquest in the Promised Land.
“beyond the Jordan.” In this context, this refers to the east side of the Jordan River.
Num 22:5
“Pethor.” Pethor was a town in Mesopotamia (Deut. 23:4).
“Euphrates River.” The Hebrew text simply reads, “the river,” but in the culture of the time, the Euphrates was such a dominant river that it was simply known as “the River.” Many modern versions do what the REV does and add “Euphrates” for clarity. In this case, we know “the river” is the Euphrates because Deuteronomy 23:4 says that Balaam came from Pethor in Mesopotamia, and “the river” in Mesopotamia was the Euphrates.
It is important to note that Baalam was from Mesopotamia, because he referred to God as “Most High,” and as “Shaddai,” a title of God that was used in Mesopotamia (cf. Num. 24:16 and see the REV commentary on Gen. 17:1).
“the surface of the earth.” The Hebrew uses the idiomatic phrase, they cover the “eye” of the earth. This phrase also occurs in verses such as Exodus 10:5, 15; and Numbers 22:11. This may be related to the fact that there were so many people covering the earth that it could not “see” because of all the people.
Num 22:6
“curse this people for me.” Historically there have always been people who are attracted to spiritual power and are good at tapping into it. That applies not only to God’s prophets and leaders but, in the black arts, to witches and warlocks. Job mentioned people who were effective at cursing things (Job 3:8) and the magicians of Egypt tapped into spirit power to do miracles (Exod. 7:11-12, 22; 8:7). Deuteronomy 18:10-11 has a list of black arts that are an abomination to God.
“and that I can drive them out of the land.” King Balak was scared of the people of Israel, but he had no need to be. They were not going to attack him. God had told Israel not to harass Moab (Deut. 2:9). That territory had been given to Moab the son of Lot the nephew of Abraham. If Balak had simply waited a month or so they would have crossed the Jordan and left Moab. Proverbs 28:1 says, “A wicked person flees when no one is pursuing, but the righteous are confident like a lion.” Balak was a wicked and frightened man.
“for I know.” Balaam’s reputation was well-known for hundreds of miles.
Num 22:7
“fees for divination.” The Hebrew text just reads “divinations” (plural), but it is a metonymy for the fee that the divination will cost.
Num 22:9
“Who are these men with you?” When God asks a person a question, it is not because He wants to know the answer. God knew who the men were. God asks because He wants the person to consider and honestly answer the question. In this case, Balaam did not honestly answer the question. It was true, as Balaam said in Numbers 22:10-11, that the men were from Balak. But what Balaam did not say was that he would be paid a lot of money for cursing Israel and he was greedy for that money.
It also seems that Balaam was trying to hide information from God. He told God that he was being hired to curse a “people that has come out of Egypt” (Num. 22:10-11). But it seems certain that Balaam knew who those “people” were. Forty years earlier the most powerful nation on earth at that time, Egypt, had been destroyed by these people and their God, Yahweh. Pharaoh, his army, and the land and people of Egypt had been decimated by Yahweh and the descendants of Jacob. Balaam had to know he was being hired to curse those people, and he would have known that Yahweh was their God. Rahab the Canaanite prostitute knew of Yahweh, and so did the Canaanites in the Promised Land (Josh. 2:9),
Balaam was in, what was to him, a difficult situation. If he went to Moab and cursed Israel, like he was hired to do, he would be enriched with silver and gold. However, to do that he would have to disobey Yahweh. This should not have been a difficult choice. Obeying Yahweh leads to everlasting life, while disobeying Him eventually leads to everlasting death. This choice was only difficult because Balaam was greedy. Nevertheless, it is amazing how many people choose having wealth, power, and fame in this life over having everlasting life. Cain chose Satan over Yahweh, and many people do. God’s challenge in this situation was to work with Balaam so that he would bless Israel instead of curse them, and winning over Balaam to bless Israel was the reason for the donkey incident.
[For more on everlasting death in the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
Num 22:11
“the people that has come out of Egypt.” It seems like Balaam is “playing dumb” here and trying to hide things from God, because it is almost certain that he would have known who “the people” were (see commentary on Num. 22:10).
“the surface of the earth.” The Hebrew text uses the idiomatic phrase, they cover the “eye” of the earth. This phrase also occurs in verses such as Exodus 10:5, 15; and Numbers 22:5.
Num 22:12
“You are not to go with them. You are not to curse the people.” This should have set the standard for what Balaam was to do: he was not to go to Moab and he was not to curse the Israelites. If Balaam had obeyed this simple directive from God, the whole Balaam incident would not have occurred. Balaam started out doing what was right, as we see in Numbers 22:13, but when Balak renewed his offer with more money and honor, Balaam gave in to his greed. With the greater offer, Balaam became determined to go (Num. 22:15-21), so God had to deal with Balaam’s free will choice and work with him so he would bless Israel instead of curse them. God worked with Balaam through the donkey and angel incident, which, when Balaam realized how close he was to being killed, resulted in him blessing Israel.
Num 22:15
“Then Balak sent officials back again.” We cannot expect that what we tell people will be respected the first time; people have to be prepared to keep their boundaries and stick to their decisions and what they know is right. Balaam said “No” to the emissaries from Moab, and that was the right and godly decision, but King Balak did not respect his decision and pressed harder for Balaam to come to Moab and Balaam, fueled by his greed, gave in.
“the first.” The Hebrew is more literally “these.”
Num 22:17
“honor, yes, honor.” The Hebrew verb “honor” is repeated twice for emphasis, literally, “honor honor,” but the first verb is an infinitive, the second is an imperfect verb. This is the figure of speech polyptoton and it is used for emphasis, the meaning being “greatly honor” (see commentary on Gen. 2:16). In this context, the great honor would be paid in the form of wealth; silver and gold and such as that.
Num 22:18
“less or more.” The Hebrew is more literally, “small (or “little”) or great.” This is the figure of speech polarmerismos, where two extremities are put for the whole (see commentary on Josh. 14:11). The meaning is, “I cannot go beyond the word of Yahweh to do anything at all.” Balaam makes this statement, which was true and sounded so godly, but then he followed up in the next sentence with “But.” Balaam should have stopped after what he said in Numbers 22:18 and sent the emissaries from Moab home, but he gave in to his greed.
Num 22:19
“so that I can find out what else Yahweh will say.” Balaam had no reason to think that Yahweh would change his mind about Israel, but he went back to God anyway. God, seeing that Balaam had his heart set on going to Moab, began to work with Balaam so that in going to Moab he would do what God wanted done, which was to bless Israel.
Num 22:20
“If the men come to call you.” That is a big “if,” because apparently the men did not come to call Balaam before he got up and joined them to go to Moab with them (see commentary on Num. 22:21).
Num 22:21
“But.” The Hebrew text begins with the letter “vav” (sometimes spelled “waw”) which can be translated as “but,” “and” (KJV) “so” (CEB), “when” (CSB), and other ways as well, or in many situations it may be omitted in the translation (NJB).
Unlike many pagan gods, which are fickle and unpredictable, God is righteous and loving, and is consistent in how He acts. Yahweh cannot tell Balaam to go with the men from Moab (Num. 22:20: “If the men come to call you, rise up, go with them”), and then in Numbers 22:22 be angry with Balaam for going with them (“So God’s anger was kindled because he went”). There has to be some mitigating circumstance that caused God to be angry when Balaam went with the men of Moab, and that circumstance seems to be that God said, “If the men come to call you,” and apparently for whatever reason they did not come but Balaam was so desirous for the wealth that he would get for going that he got up and left with the men without them first coming to get him.
“Balaam rose up.” There is no indication that the men of Moab had come to Balaam before he went to them. This shows that Balaam was likely so intent on personal enrichment that without the intervention of the angel, he would have ignored his own statement that he could not go beyond the word of Yahweh and would have said whatever it took to get Balak to give him the money and honor he wanted. He had no personal love for Israel, as we see in the record of his life. For example, Balaam played a part in the Moabite women leading the Israelites into sin (Num. 25:1-5; 31:8, 16).
“saddled.” The modern saddle will not be invented for over 1,000 years. At this time people tied a blanket over the donkey in order to ride it (see commentary on 1 Kings 13:13).
Num 22:22
“as an adversary.” If God had really wanted to kill Balaam, He could have. The fact that He did not, and that the angel miraculously appeared to the donkey, shows that God was just trying to impress upon Balaam the seriousness of the situation and the need to speak only what God told him to speak (cf. Num. 22:35).
“and his two servants were with him.” Balaam went with the emissaries from Moab (Num. 22:21) and took his two servants (likely slaves) with him. This would have been the common practice. The high officials of Moab would never have been expected to serve Balaam's regular needs during the long journey from Mesopotamia to Moab, and not even his needs while he was in Moab. By mentioning the two servants, the text tells us how Balaam gets personal help during his journey and stay.
Num 22:23
“The donkey saw the angel of Yahweh.” Numbers 22:23 begins a long 13-verse interplay between Balaam, his donkey, and the angel of Yahweh. Balaam was determined to go with the officials of Moab, and so God had to work with Balaam so that when he arrived in Moab he would obey God and bless Israel and not curse them. There are a number of miracles in this interplay: the donkey seeing the angel, the donkey talking, and Balaam seeing the angel (angels are normally invisible).
Num 22:27
“with his staff.” In the ancient biblical culture, almost every man traveled with a staff (see commentary on Exod. 4:20). Balaam hit his donkey with his staff.
Num 22:28
“Yahweh opened the mouth of the donkey.” God has the power to give human speech to animals. In the future, an eagle will give the earth warnings from God (Rev. 8:13).
Num 22:29
“Then Balaam said to the donkey.” It is amazing that God had the donkey talk to Balaam, but perhaps more amazing that Balaam talked back to the donkey. There are seemingly two most possible explanations for this. One is that Balaam was so angry and blinded by his greed for the money King Balak would give him for cursing Moab that he momentarily overlooked that a donkey was talking to him. However, the most likely explanation seems to be that the prophet Balaam was used to spiritual experiences that to us would be highly unusual. Balaam seems to have had one foot in the demonic world and one foot in God’s spiritual world, and there are wild things that happen in both. In the black arts, demons regularly do highly unusual things including apparitions, things appearing and disappearing, unusual or unexpected feelings and sounds, hot and cold spots, and things moving around. God does unusual things too, such as angels talking from burning bushes, writing on the wall of Belshazzar’s palace, food mysteriously multiplying, etc. In light of the totally unusual things that Balaam might have seen in his years as a prophet, perhaps a talking donkey, though unusual, did not seem beyond possibility.
Num 22:31
“and Balaam kneeled.” The Hebrew text reads “he,” not “Balaam,” but the REV has “Balaam” to avoid any confusion about who the “he” refers to.
“kneeled and bowed down.” This kneeling preceded bowing down to the ground. The two actions—kneeling and then bowing to the ground—blended into one act of homage or worship. The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body and face to the earth. Also, instead of “kneeled and bowed down,” the text could be translated “bowed down and worshiped,” with “kneeling” being understood as part of the process of bowing down, and “bowing down” was the act of worship. The same Hebrew verb, shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), is translated as both “bow down” and “worship”; traditionally “worship” if God is involved and “bow down” if people are involved, but the verb and action are the same, the act of bowing down is the worship.
At this time Balaam realized the danger he was in. He was on the path to disobey God, and realized that God might well kill him for it. That apparently shocked Balaam enough that he decided to say what God wanted said and not risk his life for money, and so he ended up blessing Israel, which is what God wanted.
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship” and commentary on 1 Chron. 29:20.]
Num 22:32
“your way is perverse before me.” Balaam finally really gets this and decides to speak what God wants him to speak.
Num 22:36
“which is on the extreme northern edge of the territory of Moab.” Here King Balak shows eagerness and hospitality to the prophet Balaam by going as far north in Moab as he could get and still be in Moab.
Num 22:37
“urgently send.” The Hebrew text is the figure of speech polyptoton, where the verb “send” is repeated twice in a row, the first verb being an infinitive and the second verb being a qal perfect (for more on polyptoton, see commentary on Gen. 2:16).
“Am I really not able to honor you?” In this context, “honor” means to honor someone by giving them wealth, which could be in the form of silver, gold, jewels, livestock, etc. When King Balak says, “Am I really not able to honor you,” he is saying to Balaam something like, “Why would you doubt that I can greatly honor you,” i.e., by giving you great wealth.
Num 22:38
“but am I now able to speak just anything?” Balaam forewarns King Balak that he cannot speak whatever Balak wants said, but must speak the words that God gives him to say. But King Balak is so blinded by what he strongly desires that he does not hear what Balaam says.
Num 22:39
“Kiriath-huzoth.” The Hebrew means “city of streets,” but the site is unknown.
Num 22:40
“Balak sacrificed cattle and sheep and sent to Balaam, and to the officials.” We do not know enough about the sacrificial practices of Moab to be sure about what these sacrifices were. However, since people generally got to eat some of the meat from sacrifices, many scholars conclude, and likely rightly so, that the animals were sacrificed both to procure the blessings of the gods and to have fresh meat for a royal welcome for Balaam. These sacrifices were not part of Balaam’s ritual to procure the favor of God.
Num 22:41
“Bamot-baal.” The Hebrew can mean “the high places of Baal” or “the shrines of Baal.” This would have been a height in the mountains of Moab that overlooked at least part of the camp of Israel, and there would be shrines to the god Baal there. There would have been some kind of temple or shrine there for it to be called “the high places (or “shrines”) of Baal,” so Baal would have been one of the gods worshiped there.
[For more on the Hebrew word bamot being translated as “shrines,” see REV commentary on Num. 33:52.]
“the extremity.” The Hebrew text is unclear as to whether “the extremity” refers to the whole nation of Israel or just one end of the nation of Israel. The situation and context seem to favor it referring to all the people of Israel. It seems Balak would first take Balaam to a place where he could see, and thus curse, the whole nation of Israel (NET, NKJV, REB), and when Balaam did not do that, later take Balaam to a place where he could only see some of the people of Israel (Num. 23:13). In spite of that, a number of versions say something such as “some of the people” or “a portion of the people” (e.g., AMP, CEB, CJB, ESV, NASB, NLT, NRSV). The text is not totally clear. What we do know is that Balaam could see Israel, and Balak wanted him to curse them.
 
Numbers Chapter 23
Num 23:1
“seven altars...seven bulls...seven rams.” The number seven has special significance to God and His people, but also in the area of magic arts in general. Even in the Harry Potter movies the number 7 is referred to as the most powerful magic number. God tied the number seven into creation when he created the world in six days and rested on the seventh, thus making the seven-day week. Also, the seventh month was especially holy, as was the seventh year, the “year of release.” Here Balaam apparently tries to tap into the spiritual power of seven with his altars and offerings.
Num 23:4
“and Balaam said to him, ‘I have prepared…’” It seems like Balaam was trying to follow some specific formula that would please God and get His attention and favor.
Num 23:7
“saying.” The Hebrew word generally refers to something that is said, especially a poem, proverb, or simile. In this case, it refers to Balaam saying what God told him to say.
“harm Israel.” The Hebrew word in this context, paired with “curse,” means to harm or injure.[footnoteRef:256] [256:  Timothy Ashley, The Book of Numbers [NICOT], 470.] 

Num 23:9
“and does not consider itself to be among the nations.” Israel would not consider itself to be just one of the nations due to its special relationship with Yahweh and the laws and practices it lived by.
Num 23:10
“Let me die the death of the righteous!” Balaam is not wishing to die, but making a profound statement. The everlasting future of a righteous person is everlasting life in Christ’s kingdom. The future of an unrighteous person is death in the Lake of Fire. Balaam wants, rightly so, to die as a righteous person and have his “last end,” his death and everlasting future, be like that of the righteous person.
Num 23:11
“blessed, yes, blessed.” The verb translated as “blessed” is repeated twice for emphasis. The first verb is a perfect, the second is an infinitive. The repetition of the verb this way is the figure of speech polyptoton (see commentary on Gen. 2:16). The repetition catches the attention of the reader and strongly emphasizes the word “blessed.” Thus the meaning is something like, “I brought you here to curse my enemies, but behold, you have BLESSED them!”
Num 23:12
“But Balaam answered.” The text is literally “he” answered, but it refers to Balaam.
“Don’t I have to be careful to speak only what Yahweh puts in my mouth?” This is a very important lesson that everyone who prophesies or interprets what he or she has just spoken in a tongue must learn. The words people speak in those situations are to come from God, not from what the person thinks they should say. Today, the message that comes in prophecy or interpretation comes from God or the Lord Jesus Christ and needs to be spoken accurately and faithfully as the Lord gives the message.
Num 23:13
“Come with me to another place.” The Bible does not say why King Balak thought Balaam might be able to curse Israel from another place, but a possible explanation is that in ancient times, many people thought that “gods” were territorial, and had powers in certain land areas (see commentary on 1 Kings 20:23). So it would make sense to Balak that if Balaam’s god would not let him curse Israel from one place, he might allow it in another.
Num 23:14
“the field of Zophim.” This field is unlocated. “Zophim” is likely the man’s name who owns the field, but “Zophim” is related to watching, or a look-out, so it could also be something like “the field of the Watchers,” a well-known place where people went to look for omens and such.
“seven altars and offered up a bull and a ram on every altar.” The pattern of seven bulls and seven rams occurs several times in the chapter (Num. 23:1, 14, 29). The number seven was thought to have special power. That may go all the way back to God creating the earth in six days and resting the seventh day, thus making the seven-day week.
Num 23:15
“while I meet Yahweh over there.” The Hebrew text does not have an object to the verb, and reads, “while I meet over there.” The REV supplies “Yahweh” from the similar passage in Numbers 23:3. Most English versions supply a word like “LORD” or “God” as an object to the verb for clarity of English reading.
Num 23:16
“and put a word in his mouth.” This is a way of saying that God gave Balaam revelation. God gave Balaam the words to say.
Num 23:17
“What has Yahweh spoken?” This is the first time Balak mentions Yahweh, the God of Israel. It does not seem, however, that Balak could truly realize the fullness of what he was saying, because if he had, he would not have expected Yahweh, Israel’s God, to curse Israel. We must remember that in the ancient world, the pagan gods were capricious and unpredictable, and would afflict the people who worshiped them for almost any reason or no reason at all. One only needs to read the myths about the Greek and Roman gods to see this. So it is likely that Balak thought that with the right formulas, incantations, and sacrifices, Yahweh could be enticed to curse Israel.
Num 23:18
“Rise up, Balak.” Balak was already standing, so in this context, the imperative phrase means more like, “Pay attention!”
“Listen to me, O son of Zippor.” Balaam told King Balak to listen, but Balak did not listen. He knew what he wanted, which was for Balaam to curse Israel, and he did not “hear” anything that Balaam spoke to the contrary. God gave great gems of wisdom and knowledge to Balaam, who spoke them to Balak and those with him and now, through the Word of God, to the whole world. Amazingly, if King Balak had really listened to Balaam, and went and made peace with Israel, who had no fight with Moab, Balak and the Moabite nation would have been blessed (cf. Gen. 12:3; Num. 24:9).
Num 23:19
“God.” Here in Numbers 23:19 the Hebrew word is “El.”
“human being.” The Hebrew does not specifically refer to a male, but rather to a human being. The word is masculine singular, but it still refers more to an “individual” or “human” than to a “man.”
“that he would lie.” The Hebrew verb translated as “lie” is kazab (#03576 כָּזַב) and its most common meaning is “lie.” However, in the piel aspect of the verb, which it is in Numbers 23:19, kazab can also mean to fail.[footnoteRef:257] This opens the door for the verse to be read two different ways, both true (this is the figure of speech amphibologia).[footnoteRef:258] It is true that God is not a man and He does not lie. [257:  HALOT , s.v. “כָּזַב.”]  [258:  E. W. Bullinger, Figures of Speech Used in the Bible, 804-06, “amphibologia.”] 

Timothy Ashley writes: “God is definitely not a man. He is the Creator, not a creature. Of the many predications that could have been chosen here, [God is not a man] that he should fail points to a very basic distinction between the Creator and a creature. Although the translation ‘lie’ is common, the context shows that the primary thought is not that God does not utter untruths (although that is true), but that his purposes are utterly true and reliable, and that his nature does not disappoint or fail, as is the case with human creatures.”[footnoteRef:259] [259:  Timothy Ashley, The Book of Numbers [NICOT], 477.] 

The idea of God not failing in what He sets out to do is reflected in the next verse, Numbers 23:20, in which Balaam says, “He [God] has blessed, and I cannot reverse it.” God will not fail in His purposes, so Balaam has no power to change what God had decided to do.
“change his mind.” The Hebrew word translated “change his mind” is nacham (#05162 נָחַם). This verse has been considered difficult by some people because it seems to contradict what God has said in other places. For example, a number of verses say that God did change his mind (cf. Exod. 32:14; Jer. 18:8; Amos 7:3, 6; Jon. 3:10). But the resolution to the apparent contradiction is to realize that Numbers 23:19 (and similarly, 1 Sam. 15:29) is spoken in a specific context, it is not a general statement. God changes his mind and adapts to people, who He is committed to work with, but He does not change His mind when it comes to His purposes for the earth and the creatures on it, including people. The context here in Numbers is Balaam the prophet telling Balak the king of Moab that God will not change His mind about His purpose for Israel and that therefore God will not allow Balaam to curse Israel, no matter how badly Balak wants Him to.
[For more on God changing His mind, see commentary on Jer. 18:8.]
Num 23:20
“reverse it.” The Hebrew word translated as “reverse” is shuv (#07725 שׁוּב), and it means to revoke, cancel, countermand, reverse, turn back. Balaam cannot reverse or revoke what God has said.
Num 23:21
“He has not beheld iniquity in Jacob, nor has he seen perversity in Israel.” The Hebrew words translated in the REV as “iniquity” and “perversity” both have quite a wide range of meanings and so the English versions vary considerably. They can refer to either misfortune/disaster and trouble/harm in a physical sense or, as the REV is translated, iniquity/evil and wrongdoing/perversity in a moral sense. A number of English versions read “iniquity” and “perverseness” (e.g., ASV, AMPC, RV, KJV, LSV, YLT) leaning toward the meaning of the verse being more a moral issue. God had not seen iniquity or perversity in Israel, so He had no reason to curse them.
“acclaimed as a king among them.” The Hebrew word sometimes translated as “shout” (ASV, ESV, KJV) refers to a loud cry that can be a battle cry, a cry of rejoicing, or, in this case, a cry of “jubilant homage for the king” (HALOT). Like the REV, some other English versions have “acclaimed as king” or something similar (e.g., CEB, CJB. CSB, JPS, NET, NLT, NRSV).
By the time of the events in Numbers 23, when Israel was encamped on the eastern edge of the Jordan River across from Jericho, the forty years of the wilderness wanderings were almost over and most of the older unbelieving generation of Israelites had died. The generation that was left, along with Joshua who was about to take over the leadership of Israel, had some trouble but mostly followed Yahweh as their God and acclaimed Yahweh as their true king. God acknowledged that and so overlooked their other problems and would not curse them.
Num 23:22
“God is bringing them out of Egypt.” Although the 40 years of wilderness wanderings were almost over, they were not completely over. God was still in the process of bringing Israel out of Egypt.
“horns.” The exact meaning of the Hebrew word in this context is unknown. Many scholars usually think it refers to “horns,” where horns would refer to the strength or power of the wild ox, thus most English translations have either “horns” or “strength.”
“wild ox.” Timothy Ashley writes that the “wild ox (re’ēm) is equivalent to Akkadian rîmu and Ugaritic. r’um, evidently a large, fierce, powerful wild bovine...the now-extinct ancestor of modern cattle (cf. Num. 24:8; Deut. 33:17; Isa. 34:11; Job 39:9; Ps. 22:22 [Eng. 21]; 29:6; 92:11 [Eng. 10]). It is probable that the wild ox was already extinct in the Middle Bronze Age [when Abraham lived], and that the allusions in the Bible are derived from long-transmitted stories about it.”[footnoteRef:260] [260:  Timothy Ashley, The Book of Numbers [NICOT], 474.] 

Num 23:23
“against Jacob...against Israel.” There are two ways to understand the Hebrew text. One is like the REV reads, “no magic curse against Jacob.” The other way the Hebrew text can be understood is “no magic curse among Jacob,” meaning the people of Israel are not involved in practicing magic and divination. In this context, the first meaning seems to be the correct one for two reasons: the context is Balaam attempting to curse Israel, so it would be appropriate for Yahweh to say to him that there is no magic curse against Israel. The second reason is that there did seem to be some amount of magic arts practiced among Israel, and God had to warn them about it (Deut. 18:9-14). Israel was never able to totally divest itself of the worship of pagan gods and the practices that went along with that worship.
There was quite a lot of “sympathetic magic” in the worship of pagan gods. The concept of sympathetic magic is that people on earth can do something that invokes or inspires the gods to act in a similar fashion, or something in the spiritual world can be affected by something in the physical world that it is somehow connected to, or represents. For example, some of the ritual sex that was involved with pagan worship was supposedly done to invoke and inspire the gods to fertilize the earth and bring forth the crops. Supposedly the gods would see the sex act and then act in a way that fertilized the earth. Another common example of sympathetic magic occurs in voodoo and some witches’ curses when a symbol of something physical on earth is stabbed, stuck with a pin, or otherwise harmed and the gods are supposed to get the idea and then harm the intended victim. Curses and curse texts of different kinds were common in the ancient world, and so similarly, as if in defense, protective amulets, charms, and symbols were just as common. Almost every culture has charms of some kind to protect people from harm, and so there are literally hundreds of different kinds that have been used through history and many “defensive charms” are still being used today.[footnoteRef:261] God considers all those symbols, amulets, charms, and “things that protect” to be a distraction from Him and His ability to protect. Believers need to be diligent to cleanse their lives from things that detract from the glory and power of the one true God. [261:  Desmond Morris, Body Guards: Protective Amulets and Charms.] 

“See what God has done!” The Hebrew text is just “What God had done,” but the meaning is “See what God has done!”
Num 23:24
“like a lion.” Israel was sometimes portrayed as a lion, projecting strength and power. In this case, the idea is that Israel is invincible and will win the conflict. The lion analogy is used here in Numbers 23:24 in Balaam’s second prophecy, and it is used again in Balaam’s third prophecy (Num. 24:9).
Here again, it is helpful to remember that God had told Israel not to harass Moab (Deut. 2:9), and if Moab had simply left Israel alone, the Israelites would have passed by them without incident. But Balak’s unnecessary fear caused him to act in a way that harmed his own people. Irrational and causeless fear has harmed many people and nations. The Bible encourages believers not to be anxious or afraid.
Num 23:25
“Neither curse them at all nor bless them at all!” Balak is so frustrated that he has an emotional outburst. He did not actually mean it, however, and continues to try to get Balaam to curse Israel.
Num 23:27
“Perhaps it will be right in the eyes of God.” Balak has already taken Balaam to two places, and the message from Yahweh has been consistent that He will not let Israel be cursed. Balak must have been overcome with blind fear of Israel combined with pride to think that Yahweh would somehow change His mind and decide to energize a curse upon Israel.
“curse them for me from there.” Balak had moved Balaam before, perhaps based on the notion that gods were territorial and might do in one place something that they might not do in another place (see commentary on Num. 23:13)
Num 23:28
“the top of Peor.” “Peor” seems to be the name of one of the peaks in the mountain range that is in western Moab, looking to the west over the Jordan Valley where Israel was camped. Thus, from the top of Peor, Balaam could see part of the camp of Israel. The exact site of Peor is unknown. It likely had a sacrificial site dedicated to Baal, because the Baal that is worshiped there is referred to as Baal-peor (i.e., the Baal of Peor) in a few different places in the Bible (e.g., Num. 25:3, 5; Deut. 4:3; Hos. 9:10).
Num 23:29
“seven altars.” The number seven was thought to have some sort of magical power (see commentary on Num. 23:1).
 
Numbers Chapter 24
Num 24:1
“to make use of divinations.” The Hebrew text is more literally “to encounter (or, “meet with”) divinations,” and in this context that probably means to use the normal practices used in divination. What those practices were is not described, likely because they were the normal practices associated with divination.
There were distinctive differences between this third time that Balaam heard from God and the previous two times that he went to meet with God. For one, Balaam did not use divination techniques, as he previously had. Furthermore, as we see also here in Numbers 24:1, Balaam “did not go out” away from Balak and his officials when he sought to hear from God, but stayed with them. Also, significantly, “the spirit of God came upon him,” like it did on other prophets of God, and then he spoke his message (e.g. Num. 11:25-29; Judg. 3:10; 6:34; 11:29; 1 Sam. 16:13; 2 Kings 2:9; 2 Chron. 15:1; 20:14).
“he set his face toward the wilderness.” In this context, the wilderness is the Judean wilderness to the west, where Balaam could see the wilderness and part of the tribes of Israel (see Num. 24:2).
 
Num 24:2
“and the spirit of God came upon him.” God can put His holy spirit upon people in the Old Testament as He chooses, and different phrases in the Bible describe the spirit coming upon the person. God generally put His holy spirit upon godly people and prophets (Num. 11:17, 25-26; Judg. 3:10; 6:34; 11:29; 1 Sam. 10:10; 16:13; 1 Chron. 12:18; 2 Chron. 15:1).
False prophets and evil people generally are possessed by evil spirits, demons, and prophesy via them. Thus, some of the false prophets in the Old Testament prophesied “by Baal” (Jer. 2:8; 23:13). The woman who followed Paul and prophesied had a “spirit of divination” (literally a “python spirit”) and Paul cast it out of her (Acts 16:16-18).
While God does not usually put His gift of holy spirit upon false prophets and evil people, He can do so if He chooses and sees a profit in it. A strange example of this is in 1 Samuel 19:18-24. King Saul was trying to kill David and sent messengers to capture him, but the spirit of God would rush upon them and they would prophesy, and that happened to Saul himself.
Num 24:3
“whose eye was closed.” This “eye” is the eye of one’s understanding. Balaam did not understand, but now he says he does. He did not realize how unique and valuable to God the Israelites were, but now he realizes it, at least to some extent. He certainly foretells the coming of the Messiah (cf. Num. 24:17).
Num 24:4
“God.” The Hebrew word here is “El,” an ancient name for God. It was used by the Canaanites for one of the highest gods in their pantheon, and it is used as a name of God in the Bible. Interestingly, there are four different words for God used in Balaam’s last two oracles, and three of them were ancient names that were also used in the ancient Akkadian, Canaanite, and Ugaritic myths about God. Numbers 24:2 uses Elohim (“the spirit of Elohim”). Numbers 24:4 uses El (“the words of El”), a very ancient name for God that is found in the Canaanite, Akkadian, and Ugaritc mythology. It also uses Shaddai (“the vision of Shaddai”). Numbers 24:16 uses three ancient names for God: El, Elyon (“Most High”), and Shaddai (the “One of the Mountain;” see commentary on Gen. 17:1).
“falling.” What is happening here is not well described and is debated. Some commentators simply see this as Balaam recognizing the revelation he is receiving from God and falling prostrate as a sign of humility and submission, which would be quite similar to what Balaam did when God opened his eyes and he saw the angel with a sword who was positioned to kill him (Num. 22:31), and also how Daniel reacted when the angel appeared in a vision and spoke with him (Dan. 8:17). However, others see this falling down as a result of the overcoming power of the visionary experience that was happening to Balaam, in which case this is similar to what Daniel experienced at a different time (Dan. 10:9). For example, Robert Alter writes: “‘Prostrate’ (literally ‘falling’) most likely refers to the state of ecstasy in which the seer is flung to the ground.”[footnoteRef:262] The text does read, “falling and having his eyes uncovered,” so Timothy Ashley writes: “...it is clear that in this ‘fallen’ state Balaam’s eye of perception was ‘uncovered’ by God. The word uncover (gala) is used of divine revelation.”[footnoteRef:263] The text is not clear on exactly what happened, and so we cannot be sure, but it does seem that his falling and his seeing the vision happened at basically the same time. [262:  Robert Alter, The Hebrew Bible: The Five Books of Moses, 567.]  [263:  Timothy Ashley, The Book of Numbers [NICOT], 489.] 

“having his eyes uncovered.” The Hebrew word translated as “uncovered” is galah (#01540 גָּלָה), and the first definition in the HALOT Hebrew-English lexicon is “uncover, to lay bare.” Although it gets translated as “opened” in many versions, the translation “uncovered” is more accurate because it refers to “uncovering” divine secrets by revelation. Balaam had the spirit of God, and by revelation, God “uncovered” things that Balaam would not have otherwise known and revealed them to Balaam. Quite a few English versions read “uncovered” (CEB, CSB, ESV, LSV, NASB, NRSV, RSV, and YLT), or, “unveiled” (JPS, NAB).
When God gives powerful revelation to the mind, the regular activity of the mind is superseded by the revelation vision (or voice, or taste, or touch), and what the person “sees” is the vision that God is giving to him or her. “The cessation of all perception by means of the outer senses, so far as self-conscious reflection is concerned, was a feature that was common to both the vision and the dream, the two forms in which the prophetic gift manifested itself (cf. Num. 12:6)….”[footnoteRef:264] [264:  C. F. Kiel, Kiel and Delitzsch Commentary on the Old Testament: The Pentateuch, 779.] 

Num 24:5
“Jacob...Israel.” The two names refer to the same people but do not carry the same emphasis. The name “Jacob” looks back to the origin of the tribes and places more emphasis on family unity, while the name “Israel” looks forward to the destiny of God’s chosen people and places more emphasis on the nation and covenant community and the destiny of that community.
Num 24:6
“Like valleys they are stretched out.” When Israel was encamped, they pitched their tents in an orderly fashion so that from far away they looked like valleys or like trees by rivers.
“aloes.” The species of plant is not known. Scholars have educated guesses, but they are just guesses.
“cedar trees.” Tall and stately trees, highly valued for their wood.
Num 24:7
“Water will flow from his buckets.” Israel is personified here as a man carrying buckets of water. Water was essential for life and especially valued in the ancient Near East where it was often scarce. In this case, Israel is portrayed as being a source of life for themselves and others. The “water” that flows from Israel will be both physical and spiritual. When Israel was walking with God, the weather was good and the rain came in its season, and in the future living water will flow from the Millennial Temple and heal the land (Ezek. 47:1-12). Also, however, the “water” is a metaphor for the spirit and the life that the spirit produces and energizes (cf. John 7:37-39).
“his seed will be in many waters.” This second clause in the sentence has no verb, which has led to different ideas and translations as to what the clause means. The two most likely possibilities are that the verb “flow” is distributed from the first clause to the second: “and his seed will flow in many waters,” or, the “to be” verb is meant: “his seed will be in many waters.” The “to be” verb is sometimes left out in Hebrew. Most scholars assert that the text is saying that in the future the “seed” of Israel, the progeny of Israel, will be abundantly supplied with what they need to flourish and grow. That was certainly the case in the immediate future and will be the case in the ultimate future, but sadly for much of its history Israel turned away from God, their source of supply, and suffered consequences for it.
“His king will be higher than Agag.” “Agag” was the name of an Amalakite king in Samuel’s time (1 Sam. 15:8). Although there is no evidence of an Amalakite king from the time of Moses and Joshua being named “Agag,” we can assume from the reliability of the Bible that either there was a king named Agag or that “Agag” was a title for kings of the Amalekites in the same way that “Jabin” was a title of the king of Hazor (Josh. 11:1). It is well-known that personal and dynastic names were repeated in the genealogies in the ancient Near East and the biblical culture. At this time in history, the Amalekites were one of the stronger nations that inhabited the Promised Land, and they were one of the reasons that the Israelites were afraid to try to conquer Canaan (cp Num. 13:29).
Num 24:8
“God is bringing him out of Egypt.” At the time Balaam spoke this prophecy, God was still bringing the Israelites out of Egypt. He said He would bring them into the Promised Land, and He was still in the process of doing that.
Num 24:9
“as a lion, as a lioness.” Israel was sometimes portrayed as a lion, projecting strength and power. The lion analogy was used in Balaam’s second prophecy (Num. 23:24), and here in Numbers 24:9 it is used again in Balaam’s third prophecy.
“Everyone who blesses you is blessed.” This prophecy of Balaam harkens back to Genesis 12:3, in which God said to Abraham, “I will bless those who bless you, and the one who treats you with contempt I will curse, and all of the clans of the earth will be blessed through you.” Abraham had eight sons, and as it turned out, the primary focus of this pronouncement that God made to him was his son Isaac, through whom the Messiah would come. Years later, Isaac said to Jacob, “Cursed be everyone who curses you. Blessed be everyone who blesses you.” True to form, Isaac had two sons, but the Messiah would come through Isaac’s son Jacob. Balaam’s prophecy did not reveal which tribe of Israel the Messiah would come through, but was a more general prophecy that people who blessed Israel would be blessed and people who cursed Israel would be cursed.
“curses...cursed.” Here in Numbers 24:9, the word translated as “curses...cursed” is ʾarar (#0779 אָרַר), and ʾarar is commonly translated as “curse” (see commentary on Gen. 12:3).
Num 24:10
“and he clapped his hands together.” Balak clapped his hands together out of emotion, anger, and frustration. Although most translations say that Balak “struck” his hands together, we use the translation “clap,” suggested in HALOT. Most people know what it is to be so frustrated with something that we clap our hands together, and that is what Balak did.
“blessed, yes, blessed.” The verb “blessed” is repeated twice for emphasis, which is the figure of speech polyptoton (see commentary on Gen. 2:16). In this case, the first “blessed” is a perfect verb and the second is an infinitive. In Hebrew an emphatic infinitive can be used to “highlight the certainty of the verbal action”[footnoteRef:265] or to emphasize the verb. This is the case here. It would be kind of like how we use capitalization in modern English to emphasize a word. Instead of Balak saying, ‘You did the opposite of what I asked!” he emphasizes his point by repeating the verb. In more colloquial English this would be, ‘You did the OPPOSITE of what I asked!” [265:  Gary Practico and Miles Van Pelt, Basics of Biblical Hebrew Grammar, 3rd ed., 231.] 

Num 24:11
“run back to your place!” Balak wants no more of Balaam, he just wants him to leave, and leave quickly. Some English versions have the word “flee” but that does not seem appropriate here. We usually flee from danger, but Balak was not threatening Balaam, he just wanted him to go back home.
“honor, yes, honor you.” The verb “honor” is repeated twice for emphasis, which is the figure of speech polyptoton (see commentary on Gen. 2:16). In this case, the first verb is an infinitive and the second is an imperfect verb. The meaning of the emphasized phrase is “greatly honor,” and it referred to a large payment for an effective curse.
“but behold, Yahweh has kept you back from honor.” It is amazing how God has been blamed for all kinds of evil and misfortune, and has been blamed for them through the ages and still today. In this case, all Yahweh did was continue to fulfill the promise he made to Abraham centuries earlier, and be consistent in his blessings upon Israel. It was Balaam’s choice to obey the voice of Yahweh and not try to disobey God and curse Israel, which would only have resulted in harm to him. Today, Christians blame God for all kinds of evil that is actually due to the Devil’s workings and/or people’s sin (see commentary on Luke 4:6).
Num 24:13
“from my own mind.” The Hebrew is more literally, “from my own heart,” but in the ancient Hebrew culture, the heart was thought of as the place where thoughts and emotions originated, so in this context and given our modern Western culture, the translation “mind” is good, while the translation “heart” could well be misleading.
Num 24:14
“in the future.” This phrase is used in Genesis 49:1 (see commentary on Gen. 49:1).
Num 24:15
“the man whose eye was closed says.” See commentary on Numbers 24:3.
Num 24:16
“God...the Most High...El Shaddai.” It is important to note that here in Numbers 24:16, Balaam refers to God by three different ancient names: “El,” “Elyon” (“the Most High”), and also as “Shaddai.”
“El” was one of the primary gods in the Mesopotamian and Canaanite pantheons, and appears in Akkadian, Ugaritic, and Canaanite mythology. The name “Elyon” means “Most High,” a fitting title because Yahweh was the “most high” God on the holy mountain of assembly (Isa. 14:13; Ezek. 28:14, 16). “Shaddai” means “the One of the Mountain.” “Shaddai” was a name for God used in Akkadia and thus also in Mesopotamia and Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob knew God by the name “Shaddai.” Balaam came from Mesopotamia and would have been very familiar with all three of those names for God and uses them all here in Numbers 24:16 as well as the name Yahweh (Num. 22:5; Deut. 23:4).
It is worth noting that Akkadian, Ugaritic, and Moabite—ancient languages that have much similar vocabulary to Hebrew and shed light on the meaning of the Hebrew text—had not been translated and understood before the mid-1800s, and Ugaritic before the 1930’s. Thousands of tablets have been discovered in those languages since 1928, and so today we have a much better understanding of many Hebrew words, including the ancient names for God such as “Shaddai,” than we had even just 100. years ago. Thus today we have a much better understanding of the ancient religious beliefs that we had even when English versions such as the American Standard Version of 1901 were translated. That is one reason why, for those who really want to understand the Bible, reading modern versions of the Bible is a better choice than reading older versions, especially versions done before 1950.
[For more on the name Shaddai (the One of the Mountain), and also the mountain being referred to, and also that God is referred to as the “Most High” because He is the highest God on the mountain, see commentary on Gen. 17:1].
“having his eyes uncovered.” The Hebrew phrase is used earlier in the chapter (see commentary on Num. 24:4).
Num 24:17
“I see him, but not now. I behold him, but not near.” These words of Balaam about the coming Messiah are very accurate. We know that many Old Testament greats like Abraham (John 8:56; Heb. 11:8-10) and Moses (Heb. 11:24-26) looked forward to the Messiah, but here Balaam accurately foretold that he was not “now,” not “near,” and indeed the Messiah did not come until 1,400 years after Moses.
“A star will come out of Jacob.” It is agreed upon by conservative Christian scholars and many ancient rabbis that the “star” is the Messiah.[footnoteRef:266] So here in Numbers 24:17, the Gentile prophet Balaam foretold that the Messiah would be an Israelite, and would not come on earth for a long time. As it turned out, it was around 1,400 years later that Jesus was born. [266:  Alfred Edersheim, The Life and Times of Jesus the Messiah, Book 4, Appendix 8, “List of Old Testament Passages Messianically Applied in Rabbinic Writings,” 714.] 

“forehead.” The Masoretic text reads “corners,” but it has been pointed out by some scholars that “corners” can refer to the corners of the head, meaning the forehead. Furthermore, the Septuagint, Vulgate, Peshita, and some targums read “forehead,” so there is quite good evidence that either the original text read “forehead,” or that was the understood meaning of the Hebrew text. The HALOT[footnoteRef:267] notes that the forehead of Moab refers to the rulers of Moab, and that is a good possibility. The rabbi Rashi says the forehead refers to the temples, which were the spiritual head of Moab. In any case, Balak the king of Moab hired Balaam to curse Israel, but instead, Moab was the country that was eventually destroyed. [267:  Koehler and Baumgartner, Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the Old Testament.] 

“and the crown of the head.” The Masoretic Hebrew text reads “break, devastate,” but the Samaritan Pentateuch reads “crown of the head” and that seems to be confirmed by Jeremiah 48:45.
“all the sons of Seth.” This is an expansion of the prophecy. The first part was just about Moab, but “all the sons of Seth” expands the prophecy to the whole earth. Since Seth was the son of Adam and Eve that led to Noah, and Noah’s flood killed everyone on earth except his line, “all the sons of Seth” would be everyone on earth. The Messiah will subdue everyone on earth, and everyone will submit to him, either willingly or unwillingly.
Here, as well as in the last clause, “the crown of the head” can refer to the temples and gods, and this could well be a prophecy that not only the people, but the gods of those people will be subdued by the Messiah.
Num 24:18
“Edom...Seir.” In many contexts, “Edom” refers to the people and “Seir” to the territory (Gen. 32:3), but in this case “Seir” is referred to as “his enemies,” so it also is being used for the Edomites. So here in Numbers 24:18 Edom and Seir are being used synonymously. Technically, when Jesus comes and conquers the earth, all the nations and territories will be his (cf. Ps. 2:8; Dan. 2:35; 7:14).
Num 24:19
“from the cities.” In the Hebrew text, the word translated as “cities” is singular, but it seems to refer to a collective singular, and is thus translated as “cities” in some English versions (e.g. ESV, GW, RSV, Tyndale). Some English versions take the Hebrew to be the name of a specific city and thus have “Ar” or “Ir.” Although the text may be speaking of the Messiah, destroying the remnants of the Edomites out of one specific city, it makes more sense that he would be destroying the Edomites out of any city in which they lived. In a context like this, the “Edomites” would stand for people who were enemies of Yahweh and stood against God’s Messiah.
Num 24:20
“He saw Amalek.” Balaam “saw” Amalek by revelation, just as he “saw” the Messiah (Num. 24:17).
“Amalek was the first of the nations.” C. F. Kiel and H. Delitzsch write: “Amalek is called the beginning of the nations, not ‘as belonging to the most distinguished and foremost of the nations in age, power, and celebrity’ (Knobel)—for in all these respects this Bedouin tribe, which descended from a grandson of Esau, was surpassed by many other nations—but as the first heathen nation which opened the conflict of the heathen nations against Israel as the people of God (see at Exod. 17:8-16). As its beginning had been enmity against Israel, its end would be…falling into destruction….”[footnoteRef:268] [268:  C. F. Kiel and F. Delitzsch, Kiel and Delitzsch Commentary on the Old Testament: The Pentateuch, 784, 785.] 

“but his latter end will come to destruction.” The Amalakite nation was defeated by Saul and Samuel (1 Sam. 15:1-3) and by David (1 Sam. 27:8; 30:1-31) and disappeared after Hezekiah (1 Chron. 4:41-43), but it seems that Haman the enemy of the Jews was a descendant of the Amalakite kings (Esther 3:1), and met his end during the time of the Persian control of Israel.
Num 24:21
“the Kenites.” The Kenites were portrayed as somewhat friendly toward Israel (Judg. 1:16; 5:24; 1 Sam. 27:10; 30:29) yet the prophecy is that they will be destroyed. The reason for the prophecy is unclear. Perhaps it was because they were friendly with Israel that they were possibly carried away by Assyria.
Num 24:22
“Kain.” This is a name for the Kenites.
“Asshur.” Scholars debate who “Asshur” refers to. There are two most likely possibilities. One is Assyria, which is commonly called “Asshur,” and Assyria conquered the area where the Kenites lived. The other is the Canaanite tribe known as the Asshurim (Gen. 25:3). It seems most likely that the Assyrians are the ones spoken of in the prophecy, and they did often carry their captives away from their homeland and settle them in other areas, which is what they did to Israel and to other people that they conquered and resettled in Israel (2 Kings 17:6, 24)
Num 24:24
“But ships will come from the coast of Kittim.” This refers to ships coming to the Middle East from the west. However, no such known invasion occurred during the time of the Assyrian Empire. However, the people of Assyria were still there centuries later even if their empire was not, so this prophecy could be speaking of a future that was distant to Balaam, when the Greeks (or less likely, even the Romans), came from the west and invaded and conquered the Middle East. Eventually, they too were destroyed.
“Asshur.” See commentary on Numbers 24:22.
“Eber.” It is not clear who the text is referring to, and the scholars are too divided about it to make a probable guess.
Num 24:25
“Balaam rose up and went and returned to his place.” Balaam apparently returned to his home in Mesopotamia (Num. 22:5). However, it seems that at some point, Balaam returned to Midian and was killed by the Israelites in Midian. Exactly what Balaam was doing in Midian is not described in the text (Num. 31:8, 16).
 
Numbers Chapter 25
Num 25:1
“While Israel was staying in Shittim.” Shittim was a place in the plains of Moab where Israel was encamped. Joshua sent the spies into the Promised Land from Shittim (Josh. 2:1; 3:1). So Shittim was technically in the country of Moab.
“began to prostitute themselves with the daughters of Moab.” “Prostituting themselves” would involve both physical sex and also being pulled into the worship of pagan gods, and in fact the phrase “prostitute themselves” is used with both physical prostitution and spiritual prostitution with pagan gods. The pagan worship in Moab and the Canaanite culture in general involved ritual sex, which is why the text refers to the Israelites becoming yoked to Baal-peor (Num. 25:2-3). Numbers 25:1 refers to “the daughters of Moab,” but in this context, the word “daughters” does not refer to young women, but women in general. All the women in Moab were “daughters” of Moab, just as any woman alive is a daughter of someone no matter how old she is. So some younger and some older women would have been involved in the ritual sex just as they were involved with the other worship practices of the pagan gods.
Although Numbers 25:1 only mentions the daughters of Moab, there were women of Midian who were included in the pagan worship. Israel was encamped in the Plains of Moab adjacent to the Dead Sea when this incident about Baal-peor occurred, so there were likely more Moabite women than Midianite women involved in seducing the Israelite men, which would explain why only Moab is mentioned in Numbers 25:1. However, other verses mention Midianite women, and Israel went to war with Midian over the incident, and Balaam the prophet was killed in that war (Num. 25:6, 17, 18; 31:7, 15, 16).
Num 25:2
“they invited the people of Israel to the sacrifices of their gods.” The worship of the pagan gods involved ritual sex, as we see from Numbers 25:1. That was a major reason it was so attractive to the Israelite men. The verb “they invited” (more literally, “they called”) is a feminine plural verb, so the text indicates that it was primarily the women who invited the men of Israel to the sex and sacrifice.
“and the people ate.” That is, they ate of the sacrifices that were offered to the pagan gods, thereby participating in the worship of those pagan gods, and they bowed down to them, that is, they gave them the reverence that should have been Yahweh’s alone. This was a huge affront to God and included breaking the covenant and promises they had made with God. Technically, in that biblical and ancient culture, what the people of Israel did was worthy of death, which is indeed what we see in the following verses: the leaders were executed and a plague killed some 24,000 Israelites.
“bowed down.” The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body to the earth. It is the same Hebrew word as “worship.”
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
Num 25:3
“yoked.” A very unusual word occurring only here and Psalm 106:28. The word likely has a specific cultic meaning in this context, but that meaning is lost in history. The major sin involved in the worship of Baal-peor (the Baal of Peor) was partly sexual, as the Bible makes clear. Philip Budd writes: “Clearly some formal recognition by the Israelites of the Baal localized at Peor is implied. Baal was widely recognized in Canaan as the fertility god.”[footnoteRef:269] [269:  Philip J. Budd, Numbers [WBC].] 

“Baal-peor.” The text could be translated “Baal of Peor.” Baal was the god and Peor was the place. The worship, rituals, and beliefs about the gods could differ from place to place even if the name of the god, and much about him, were generally the same. The specific beliefs and rituals about Baal of Peor are not known. However, the fact that the god was related to Baal shows the kinds of evil acts that were likely involved, such as human sacrifice and ritual sex.
Num 25:4
“leaders.” The Hebrew is simply “heads,” referring to the top men, but saying “the heads of all the people” could be easily misunderstood.
“hang them up.” This would usually be done by impaling the person on a tree, not by hanging by a rope. A branch would be cut off and the person would simply be impaled on the cut branch. Sometimes the person was executed first and then the dead body was hung up. The text is unclear as to how the “hanging” was done in this case.
“broad daylight.” The Hebrew is more literally, “in front of the sun,” but it means when the sun is shining on them, thus, “in broad daylight.”
Num 25:6
“brought to his brothers a Midianite woman.” This is a serious escalation of the evil associated with Baal-peor. In the phrase “brought to his brothers,” the word “brothers” most likely refers to his fellow Israelites. However, since Israel camped according to their tribes, when the man brought the woman to his tent, he also brought her to his fellow tribe members, the Simeonites.
It was bad enough that Israelites went to the worship sites of Moab to participate in their idolatrous worship and ritual sex (Num. 25:1-2). But now an Israelite man—Zimri, a ruler in the tribe of Simeon (Num. 25:14)—brings a Midianite woman into the camp of Israel and has sex with her, even while many people in Israel were at the Tabernacle weeping over Israel’s sin. Furthermore, the woman—Cozbi, the daughter of Zur, a leader in Midian (Num. 25:15)—would have had access to the advice and guidance of Balaam the prophet about seducing the Israelite men and leading them into pagan worship and ritual sex (Num. 31:16). Zimri and Cozbi came boldly into the camp of Israel, which had laws from Yahweh about worshiping Yahweh only and laws about proper sexual behavior, and they flaunted their ungodliness in front of everyone. So Phinehas, who had just seen leaders who had led Israel into idolatry executed (Num. 25:3-5), took it upon himself to execute these two as well, even apparently as they were in the act of having sexual intercourse.
Num 25:7
“Phinehas the son of Eleazar, the son of Aaron the priest saw it.” That Phinehas was a priest partly explains the bold action that Phinehas took. The priests were in charge of making sure the camp was righteous and ritually pure in God’s eyes, and an Israelite having sex with a pagan in the middle of the camp of Israel was an issue that the priests had to deal with. Other leaders who had broken their covenant with Yahweh had been killed and hanged, and now Phinehas executed Zimri and Cozbi.
Num 25:8
“the inner part of the tent.” The inner part of the tent was the part that was partitioned off so the women would have privacy. The only males allowed in the women's part of the tent were the husband and boys who were small children. The fact that this man took a Midianite woman into the women’s quarters of his tent was prima facia evidence that he considered her his wife or concubine and willfully disobeyed the Mosaic law about marrying people from that pagan culture.
Num 25:11
“zealous with my zeal.” The same Hebrew phrase can be “jealous with my jealousy.” Everett Fox (The Schocken Bible) translated it such that Phinehas was zealous with God’s jealousy, which makes sense because God is the jealous God because His Israel, with whom He had a covenant, was being won over by a pagan god, and Phinehas was zealous to defend God’s honor. Fox wrote that Phinehas was “being zealous with my [God’s] jealousy.”
Num 25:13
“it will be to him and to his seed after him the covenant of a perpetual priesthood.” Phinehas did become the High Priest (Judg. 20:28). The office of the High Priest went from Aaron to Eleazar to Phinehas.
“of a perpetual priesthood.” This is a good example of when “perpetual,” or “age-lasting” does not actually mean “last forever.” Although many versions translate the Hebrew as “everlasting,” (and it does mean “everlasting” in some contexts), that is not its meaning here. So, for example, we know the office of the High Priest will be taken by Jesus Christ, who was from the tribe of Judah. But thousands of years before that, the sin of Eli and his sons caused God to take the priesthood away from the descendants of Eleazar and Phinehas and transfer it to the descendants of Ithamar (Exod. 6:23; 1 Sam. 3:11-14).
Num 25:15
“a father’s house.” That refers to an ancestral house, a house with “fathers” that went back for generations.
 
Numbers Chapter 26
Num 26:2
“Take a census.” Although these italicized words do not appear in the Masoretic Hebrew text, they, or words like them, are added to most English versions for clarity. Moses took a census of the fighting men of Israel in the second year of the wilderness wanderings, and here he takes a census in the last year of the wanderings (see commentary on Num. 1:2).
Num 26:3
“in the plains of Moab across from Jericho.” This describes exactly where Israel was encamped when Moses left to go up Mount Nebo where he died, and the place from which Joshua sent out the spies and from where Israel began its cross over the Jordan River bed. Israel was encamped east of the Jordan River in the flat plains just west of the steep mountain inclines that lead up the mountains on the east side of the Jordan Valley, which is part of the Great Rift Valley that leads from north of Israel all the way down into Africa.
Num 26:51
“601,730.” This is very close to the number of fighting men who were counted in Numbers chapter 1. A year after leaving Egypt there were 603,550 fighting men. The men under 20 years old, the women, and the Levites were not included in the census. Now, almost 40 years later, there are 601,730 (see commentary on Num. 1:2).
Num 26:55
“fathers.” In this context, the “fathers” are the ancestors of the individual tribes (e.g., Reuben, Simeon, Judah, Zebulun, etc.). The “fathers” of Israel are usually considered to be Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.
 
Num 26:58
“the family of the Libnites.” Not all the sons of the three founding families from Levi—Kohath, Gershon, and Merari (Num. 3:17)—are mentioned here, apparently only the sons who had descendants that formed a family. For example, “the family of the Libnites” descended from Gershon, but Gershon had two sons, Libni and Shimei (Num. 3:18) but only the family of Libni is mentioned. Although no reason is given for not listing the family of Shimei, we can quite safely assume that Shimei did not have descendants that grew into a family. Shimei may not have had any children, or they all died young, or some other tragedy may have occurred. A detailed study will show some other missing descendants as well, but this is a list of the Levite families that existed to go into the Promised Land.
Num 26:61
“Nadab and Abihu died.” The record of that incident is Leviticus 10:1-7.
“unauthorized fire.” See commentary on Leviticus 10:1.
 
Num 26:62
“were 23,000.” The number of Levites increased while Israel was in the wilderness, but not by much. Near the start of the 40 years of wilderness wanderings there were 22,000 Levites in Israel (Num. 3:39), but that was a round number. Now there were 23,000 (which may also be a round number. See commentary on Num. 1:2).
Num 26:65
“They will surely die in the wilderness.” After the spies who spied out the Promised Land came back with an evil report and the people believed them, God swore that none of the generation who were over 20 when they left Egypt would go into the Promised Land except for Joshua and Caleb; the people would die in the wilderness (Num. 14:28-38). It does seem, however, that the tribe of Levi was exempt from that curse. They were not counted in the census of Numbers chapter 1, and furthermore, none of the spies that Moses sent into the Promised Land were Levites (Num. 13:4-15).
 
Numbers Chapter 27
Num 27:3
“in the company of Korah.” Korah fomented a rebellion against Moses and Yahweh and he and his co-conspirators were destroyed (Num. 16:1-35). The point that the daughters of Zelophehad are making is that their father had not rebelled against Moses or Yahweh even though some people might have thought so since he had five daughters but no sons.
Num 27:14
“because you rebelled against my word.” The record of Moses’ rebellion against the word of Yahweh is recorded in Numbers 20:8-13.
Num 27:21
“the judgment of the Urim.” The Urim was a stone in the breastplate of the High Priest.
[For more on the “lot” and the Urim and Thummim, see commentary on Exod. 28:30.]
 
Numbers Chapter 28
Num 28:5
“a tenth of an ephah.” The amount of the ephah is unknown, but a tenth part of an ephah may likely be around two quarts (see commentary on Exod. 16:36).
“a hin.” The biblical liquid measure of a hin was likely around 1 ½ gallons, or six quarts, so a fourth of that would be about a quart and a half.
Num 28:6
“instituted.” The Hebrew is simply “made,” but in this case “made” would not carry the full connotation of the event, so “instituted” fits much better (cf. JPS, NET, NIV, NLT). The CEB has “begun,” and the CSB has “established,” both of which carry the intention of the Hebrew text well. Some English versions have “ordained,” but most people think of ordination as referring to a person, not an event.
Num 28:7
“the fourth part of a hin.” The biblical liquid measure of a hin was about 124 fluid ounces. There are 128 fluid ounces in a gallon, so a fourth part, or a quarter, of a hin was a tiny bit less than a quart, but basically a quart.
Num 28:9
“On the Sabbath day offer two male lambs.” This is along with the regular daily offering of two lambs, so the Sabbath Day offerings were double the offerings done on regular days.
Num 28:11
“In the beginnings of your months.” This could also be translated “at your new moons” (cf. JPS, TNK). Each month was dedicated to God with special sacrifices as we see here in Numbers 28:11-15, and with the blowing of trumpets (Num. 10:10; Ps. 81:3). Although God did not specifically designate it in the Law of Moses as a national feast or day of rest, in time that came to be the accepted practice.
Numbers 28 and 29 contain a list of the occasions when sacrifices and offerings were offered to God, and these included the daily sacrifices and offerings (Num. 28:1-8), the Sabbath offerings (Num. 28:9-10), the new moon offerings (Num. 28:11-15); the Passover and Feast of Unleavened Bread (Num. 28:16-25); the Feast of Weeks also called the Day of Pentecost (Num. 28:26-31); the Feast of Trumpets (Num. 29:1-6); the Day of Atonement (Num. 29:7-11); and the Feast of Tabernacles (Num. 29:12-38).
The new moon, with its sacrifices and then later with its additional trappings of being a feast day and a day of rest, shows up a number of times in Scripture (cf. 1 Sam. 20:5, 18, 24; 2 Kings 4:23; 1 Chron. 23:31; 2 Chron. 2:4; 8:13; 31:3; Ezra 3:5; Neh. 10:33; Isa. 1:13; 66:23; Ezek. 45:17; 46:1; Hos. 2:11; Amos 8:5; Col. 2:16).
[For more information and a more complete list of the feasts and sabbaths in Israel, see commentary on Lev. 23:2.]
Num 28:18
“On the first day.” The Passover lamb was killed on the 14th of Nisan and eaten on the evening of the 14th and past sunset, which started the new day, the 15th day of Nisan. The 15th day of Nisan was the first day of the Feast of Unleavened Bread, which was a seven-day feast. That first day, the 15th of Nisan, the day after the Passover lamb was killed, was to be a special Sabbath no matter what day of the week it fell on. So, like many of our Western holidays, it fell on different days of the week in different years. That meant that in the seven-day Feast of Unleavened Bread there could be three Sabbaths: the regular Saturday Sabbath and the two special Sabbaths associated with the Feast of Unleavened Bread. The first day, the 15th, was a special Sabbath, and the last day, the 21st of Nisan, was a special Sabbath.
 
Numbers Chapter 29
Num 29:1
“In the seventh month.” The first day of the month Tishri was considered the first day of the year for over 2,500 years, from Adam until the Exodus. At the Exodus, God changed the Jewish calendar and switched it by six months. The seventh month, which had been Nisan (also called Abib), became the first month (Exod. 12:2). That change made the first month (Tishri) become the seventh month (see commentary on Exod. 12:2). The Hebrew “Rosh Hashanah” literally means “head of the year (from the Hebrew rosh, “head”).” This feast occurred on Tishri 1, the beginning of the civil new year (Lev. 23:24-25; Num. 29:1-6). The religious new year began on Nisan 1. Rosh Hashanah was to be a special day of rest and memorialized by blowing shofars, the ram’s horn trumpet, so it became known as the “Feast of Trumpets,” although that name is not in the Bible.
[For more on the feasts and Sabbaths of Israel and their order in the calendar, see commentary on Lev. 23:2.]
“on the first day of the month.” The first day of the month was the new moon, and there were special sacrifices and offerings done on every new moon that dedicated the new month to God (Num. 28:11-15; 10:10). But the first day of the seventh month was the holiday of Rosh Hashanah, literally, the “head (rosh) of the year.” On Rosh Hashanah there were additional sacrifices and offerings, a sabbath day, and a day when Shofars (Ram’s horn trumpets) were blown.
“shofar.” The ram’s horn trumpet, not the metal trumpet.
Num 29:6
“in addition to the burnt offering of the regular new moon and its grain offering .” Each new moon, the new month, was dedicated to God by special offerings and blowing of trumpets (Num. 28:11-15; Num. 10:10). But the seventh month, the month Tishri, was to be especially holy. Besides the Day of Atonement and the Feast of Tabernacles occurring in that month, the first day of the month, the new moon, was to be dedicated with special offerings in addition to the regular offerings of the new moon and the regular offerings at the Tent of Meeting, above and beyond what was offered at the regular new moon.
Num 29:7
“On the tenth day of this seventh month.” This is the Day of Atonement (Lev. 16; 23:26-32).
“you are to afflict your souls.” In the context of the Day of Atonement, which was the tenth day of the seventh month (Nisan calendar) the primary meaning of the phrase “afflict your souls” is to go without food, to fast (see commentary on Lev. 16:29).
Num 29:12
“On the fifteenth day of the seventh month.” This is the Feast of Tabernacles (Lev. 23:33-44). The Feast of Tabernacles had a different order of sacrifices and offerings on each of the seven days.
 
Numbers Chapter 30
 
Numbers Chapter 31
Num 31:2
“you will be gathered to your people.” A customary phrase that means you will die. Moses was 120 years old. He had spent 40 years in Egypt early in his life, 40 years as a shepherd in Midian, and 40 years with the Israelites wandering in the wilderness.
Num 31:4
“From each tribe.” At this time there were actually 13 tribes of Israel, according to the way the Israelites were counted for war, because the men from 12 tribes went to war but the men from the tribe of Levi did not. (Num. 1:47-50). Even at this early time, before Israel conquered the Promised Land, Ephraim and Manasseh, the two sons of Joseph, were counted as separate tribes (Num. 1:32-35), and when Joshua conquered Canaan, Ephraim and Manasseh each got their own land area.
Num 31:6
“they and Phinehas the son of Eleazar the priest went to the war.” The phrase means, “they” [the Israelite warriors] and Phinehas the son of Eleazar the priest went to the war. The Bible specifically mentions that Phinehas went to the war because according to God’s command in Numbers 1:47-50, the Levites were not to go out to fight wars like the men of the other tribes. So normally we would not think that Phinehas the priest would have gone to war with the other men, but in this case he did go, and he brought the holy trumpets from the Tabernacle with him (see commentary on Num. 31:4).
“the utensils of the sanctuary, that is, the trumpets for the signaling.” In this case, the “utensils” of the Tabernacle were the trumpets, which were used for various purposes, but in this case for “signaling” (more literally “sounding” or even “clamoring”). The trumpets would sound the battle cry and likely start the charge. The phrase “that is” is normally translated “and” but in this case “that is,” or “even” is the meaning.[footnoteRef:270] Phinehas the priest and the holy trumpets from the sanctuary went to this battle because it was a holy war to avenge what the Midianites had done to Israel. [270:  C. F. Kiel and F. Delitzsch, Kiel and Delitzsch Commentary on the Old Testament.] 

Num 31:8
“Zur.” It is extremely likely, but cannot be conclusively proven, that this Zur is the father of Cozbi, the woman who went boldly into the camp of Israel to have sex with Zimri, a man from the tribe of Simeon (Num. 25:6-15). If Zur was the father of Cozbi, that would help explain why she felt so entitled as to go into the camp of Israel and have sex in an Israelite man’s tent—she had likely been raised with money, power, and privilege all her life, in short, she was likely a spoiled brat.
“they also killed Balaam the son of Beor with the sword.” What Balaam was doing in Midian is not described in the Bible, but he was killed by the Israelites.
Num 31:11
“all the spoil and all the prey.” The “spoil” is the material goods, while the “prey” refers to the living things, both people and animals.
Num 31:12
“captives and the prey and the spoil.” In Numbers 31:11, the things taken from Midian were divided into two classes: material things, the “spoil,” and living things, the “prey.” Now they are further divided. The material things are still the “spoil,” but the living things are divided into “captives,” i.e., the people, and the “prey,” i.e., the animals.
Num 31:16
“Behold, these, on the advice of Balaam, caused the children of Israel to trespass against Yahweh in the matter of Peor.” The record of the sin at Baal-peor is Numbers 25:1-5. Balaam had apparently coached the Moabites on how to lead the men of Israel into sin, and it ended up costing Israel a lot of people: leaders, men, and some 24,000 people in a plague (Num. 25:4, 5, 9).
“there was a plague among the congregation.” Israel’s sin in participating in the worship of Baal-peor cost Israel dearly. Many leaders were executed for breaking the covenant they had made with God (Exod. 24:3-8) and for their idolatry (Num. 25:3-5), and there was a plague among the congregation that killed some 24,000 people (Num. 25:9).
Num 31:36
“sheep.” The Hebrew word can include both sheep and goats, which it almost certainly does here.
Num 31:50
“signet rings.” A signet ring was a ring that was engraved with special letters and/or characters that identified the owner of the ring.
[For more on signet rings and cylinder seals, see commentary on Gen. 41:42.]
Num 31:52
“16,750 shekels.” 16,750 shekels is roughly (a little less than) 42 pounds (19 kg). A shekel was roughly .4 ounces (11 or 11.5 grams). See commentary on Genesis 24:22, “shekel.”
 
Numbers Chapter 32
 
Numbers Chapter 33
Num 33:52
“destroy all their stone idols.” God has no tolerance for idols of any kind. They are harmful in many different ways. They are to be destroyed (see commentary on Deut. 7:5).
“shrines.” The Hebrew word translated “shrines” is bamah (#01116 בָּמָה), the plural, “shrines,” is bamot. The Hebrew word bamah should not be confused with the Greek word bēma (#968 βῆμα), because the Greek word bēma mostly refers to a judgment seat (cf. Matt. 27:19; John 19:13; Acts 18:12, 16, 17; 25:6; Rom. 14:10; 2 Cor. 5:10), whereas the Hebrew word bamah generally refers to a place of worship, a shrine.
Although the Hebrew word bamah can refer to a hill or a place of high ground, when it is used in a cultic context the word bamah usually refers to a raised platform on which a statue or representation of a god or gods, and often an altar, would be placed. That is why bamah/bamot gets translated “shrine” in some English versions. Sometimes the raised area would be large and there would also be some kind of temple or temples there too. The fact that the platform was usually raised up above ground level explains why it was called a bamah, i.e., an area that was high or lifted up. The worship of various gods and variations of gods (even Yahweh) was common in the cities and towns, so many of them had a bamah, a shrine. For example, after Israel split into the two kingdoms of Judah and Israel, there were many cities in Samaria (Israel) that had shrines, and Judah had them also (1 Kings 13:32; 2 Kings 17:9; 23:5).
There is no single English word that exactly captures the cultic meaning of bamah, so the English versions differ in the way they translate it, e.g., “high places” (CSB, ESV, KJV, NIV); “shrines” (CEB); “places of worship” (GNT, GW, ICB, NOG); “pagan shrines” (NLT); and “cult places” (TNK). Also, the English versions are not consistent in the way they translate bamah due to the different contexts in which it occurs.
Although many English versions use the translation “high place,” in some contexts that translation can be misleading because often the bamah, the shrine, was inside the town rather than being outside of town on some nearby hill, and often where the shrine was in the town was not on a hill or height at all, but was simply a place that had been built up a little above the surrounding ground. For example, Solomon’s Temple was not just built at ground level, but a platform, a raised area (a “high place”) was built and then the Temple was built on that platform, that “high place,” but Solomon’s Temple was not outside the city on a hill somewhere.
The shrines were usually built and maintained by a family or families in town who were attached to the shrine because they believed in the gods associated with them, or because of family sentiment (“My grandfather built that shrine!”). Knowing that fact helps explain why so many good kings could not seem to get rid of the bamot, the shrines (cf. 1 Kings 15:14; 22:43; 2 Kings 12:3; 14:4; 15:4, 35; 2 Chron. 15:17; 20:33). The people liked them and often protected them. Often, if the shrines were torn down they were soon rebuilt (2 Chron. 33:3). Good evidence that the bamot were not always on a hill is in Jeremiah, where he accuses people of building bamot, shrines, in the Valley of Hinnom, which was the valley just south of Jerusalem. Thus the bamot that Jeremiah referred to were leveled out places in the valley, and the hills around the valley were much higher than the valley. So the Valley of Hinnom south of Jerusalem is a good example of how a “high place” (a bamah) could actually be much lower than the area around it. A study of the various uses of bamah shows that the shrine could be inside a town or in a place close to the town, whether on a hill or in a valley (Jer. 7:31; 32:35).
 
Numbers Chapter 34
Num 34:5
“the Brook of Egypt.” This is not the Nile River, but the Wadi El-arish. which drains central Sinai westward out to the Mediterranean Sea.
Num 34:6
“Great Sea.” The common Old Testament name for the Mediterranean Sea.
 
Numbers Chapter 35
Num 35:7
“All the cities that you will give to the Levites will be 48 cities.” The Levites did not get a tribal land area in Israel as the other tribes did. They were given the tithe of the Israelites to eat and live from (Num. 18:21, 24), and the service of Yahweh to do (Num. 18:23). That the Levites were not given a tribal land area but instead got the service of Yahweh is important and is stated a number of times in the Bible (e.g., Num. 18:23-24; 26:62; Deut. 18:2; Josh. 13:14, 23; 14:3).
The Levites were given their 48 cities when Joshua conquered the Promised Land (Josh. 21:1-43, esp. v. 41). Of those 48 cities, 6 were cities of refuge for the killer (Num. 35:6, 9-15, 22-25), and 13 were to be for the priests, the descendants of Aaron (Josh. 21:13-19).
Num 35:16
“put to death, yes, put to death.” The Hebrew text doubles the verb for emphasis, using the figure of speech polyptoton, and this figure occurs five times in this chapter (Num. 35:16, 17, 18, 21, 31).
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
Murderers are to be put to death.
[For information on murder, manslaughter, and the death penalty for murder, see commentary on Exod. 21:12. Verses that speak about murder and manslaughter include Exod. 20:13; 21:12, 28-30; Deut. 5:17; and Num. 35:9-34.]
Num 35:19
“avenger of blood.” The ancient world did not have a police force to keep people safe. The best personal safety came from being a member of a large and powerful family, clan, or tribe that would seek revenge if anything happened to one of their members. If a family member was harmed, the person who avenged that family member was called “the avenger of blood” (cf. Num. 35:19-29; Deut. 19:6-12; Josh. 20:2-9).
The problem with the system was that, as has often happened in trials throughout the millennia, different people feel very differently when someone is killed. To some the killing was justified, to others, it was unjustified murder. So one person would kill another. Then the avenger of blood from the dead man’s family would kill the killer. Then an avenger of blood from the family of the man just killed would kill that person. And so the pendulum would swing back and forth with people killing one another, and “blood feuds” would often last many generations.
In a case that made it before the king, like in the case of the woman in 2 Samuel 14:1-11, the king could command the killing to stop, but that was only marginally effective because the king’s command did not stop the animosity, which could erupt at any time.
Num 35:21
“put to death, yes, put to death.” The Hebrew text doubles the verb for emphasis, using the figure of speech polyptoton.
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
“The avenger of blood.” The avenger of blood was usually a family member or close relative (see commentary on Ruth 2:20, “kinsman-redeemer”).
 
Numbers Chapter 36


Deuteronomy Commentary
Deuteronomy Chapter 1
Deu 1:6
“Horeb.” This is another name for Sinai. Moses is referring to where the Ten Commandments were given.
Deu 1:7
“the Shephelah.” The Shephelah is the region of low rolling hills between the flat and narrow coastal plain and the inner hill country of Judah and Ephraim (see commentary on Josh. 9:1).
Deu 1:28
“the sons of the Anakim there.” Anak was a “Fallen One,” one of the Nephilim. His father was Arba (Josh. 15:13), and his descendants were the Anakim. The term “Anakim” comes from Anak, the son of Arba, and Deuteronomy 1:28 is the first use of “Anakim” in the Bible (cf. Deut. 2:10, 11, 21; 9:2; Josh. 11:21, 22; 14:12, 15).
[For more on the Nephilim, see commentary on Gen. 6:4.]
 
Deuteronomy Chapter 2
Deu 2:1
“circled around.” This is the literal Hebrew, and it refers to the fact that the Israelites traveled around the area of Edom.
“Seir.” This is Edom.
Deu 2:4
“your brothers.” The Edomites were distant relatives of the Israelites. Both Esau (Edom) and Jacob (Israel) were children of Isaac and grandchildren of Abraham.
Deu 2:6
“buy water.” In the ancient Near East, and even until recent times, wells were owned by the people who dug them. When Israel was traveling through desert lands they would have had to pay for the privilege of getting water from any wells dug there.
Deu 2:7
“known your walking.” This is the idiomatic sense (or “pregnant sense”) of the word “known,” meaning that God knew Israel and cared for Israel. It has the implication of, “I took care of you while you walked” in the wilderness.
[For more on the pregnant sense of a word, see commentary on Luke 23:42, “remember.”]
Deu 2:10
“the Anakim.” Anak was a “Fallen One,” one of the Nephilim, and his descendants were the Anakim. The Emim were also Nephilim, as we see here and in Deuteronomy 2:11.
[For more on the Nephilim, see commentary on Gen. 6:4].
Deu 2:11
“the Anakim.” The Anakim were descendants of Anak, who was one of the Nephilim (Num. 13:33), and thus they were related to the Rephaim, the descendants of Rapha (Joshua left some in the Philistine country (Josh. 11:22), cf. 2 Sam. 21:16, 18, 20, 22).
[For more on the Nephilim, see commentary on Gen. 6:4.]
Deu 2:12
“just as Israel did.” This is referring to the tribes of Gad and Reuben, who conquered land in the Transjordan and lived there, and that happened in the last year of the wilderness wandering before Israel crossed the Jordan River into the Promised Land.
Deu 2:13
“cross over the brook Zered.” The “brook Zered” (more properly, “the Wadi Zered”) feeds into the south end of the Dead Sea and was considered the northern border of Edom and the southern border of Moab.
Deu 2:14
“The days in which we came from Kadesh-barnea until we had crossed over the brook Zered were 38 years.” This shows that the book of Numbers covers 38 years of the 40 years of the wilderness wanderings of Israel. The wanderings started when Israel refused to go into the Promised Land (Num. 13:1-14:4). The book of Deuteronomy only covers the last month of Moses’ life and the 30 days of mourning over his death, a period of only two months. When Israel refused to enter the Promised Land, God swore that all the mature men of that generation would perish in the wilderness (Num. 14:20-33).
Deu 2:20
“Rephaim.” These were descendants of Rapha, and were Nephilim.
[For more on the Nephilim, see commentary on Gen. 6:4.]
Deu 2:21
“the Anakim.” The Anakim were descendants of Anak, who was one of the Nephilim (Num. 13:33), and thus they were related to the Rephaim, the descendants of Rapha (cf. Deut. 2:11. See also 2 Sam. 21:16, 18, 20, 22).
Deu 2:29
“Ar.” “Ar” means “city,” and Ar was apparently a notable city in Moab, but its location is unknown. It is mentioned several times in the Old Testament.
Deu 2:31
“begin to possess it so that you inherit his land.” The tribes of Reuben, Gad, and Manasseh wanted land in the Transjordan (east of the Jordan River) and conquest of Sihon and the Amorite lands was part of the agreement that they made with Moses to settle in Transjordan (Num. 32:1-42).
Deu 2:34
“Devoted to destruction.” The Hebrew text is just “devoted,” but the context shows that it means “devoted to destruction” (see commentary on Josh. 6:17).
“devoted to destruction...including the women and the little ones.” The Canaanite nations had been genetically corrupted by Nephilim, and could not be godly or redeemed. They had to be destroyed. This is also stated in places such as Deuteronomy 7:2 and 20:16-18.
[For information on the Nephilim, see commentaries on Gen. 6:2 and 6:4.]
 
Deuteronomy Chapter 3
Deu 3:8
“beyond the Jordan.” “Beyond the Jordan” can refer to either east (Deut. 3:8) or west (Deut. 3:20) of the Jordan River depending on the context or the location of the speaker. In this context, it is east of the Jordan River.
Deu 3:17
“the Sea of Chinneroth.” This sea is better known as the Sea of Galilee. The Hebrew word Chinnereth means “harp,” and the Sea of Galilee is shaped like a harp, hence the name. The Sea of Galilee is actually a quite small lake about 700 feet (215 meters) below sea level, and the entire lake can be seen from the cliffs on both the east and west sides of the lake, so the shape can be easily seen. The Hebrew text has “Chinnereth” here, the singular form, but it is changed to the plural form “Chinneroth” here in the REV so that all the Old Testament references to it are spelled the same for ease of identification with its other uses (singular: Num. 34:11; Deut. 3:17. plural form: Josh. 11:2; 12:3;
“Pisgah.” A mountain (a peak in a mountain range) east of the Dead Sea.
Deu 3:20
“beyond the Jordan.” “Beyond the Jordan” can refer to either east (Deut. 3:8) or west (Deut. 3:20) of the Jordan River depending on the context or the location of the speaker. In this context “beyond the Jordan” means on the west side of the Jordan River.
 
Deuteronomy Chapter 4
Deu 4:3
“all the men who followed Baal-peor, Yahweh your God has destroyed them.” The book of Deuteronomy has a large number of verses in which God warns Israel that if they forsake Him and turn to pagan gods they will be destroyed. The need for the large number of warnings in Deuteronomy comes from the historical situation: This is the last two months of the Wilderness Wanderings before Israel crossed the Jordan River, and Israel was camped on the Plains of Jordan, across the Jordan from Jericho. In just a couple of months, they would encounter the Canaanites in the Promised Land and the gods they worshiped. Sadly, the Israelites did not follow God’s warnings. They worshiped Baal and other pagan gods and were eventually conquered and carried into captivity; the Kingdom of Israel by Assyria (2 Kings 17), and the Kingdom of Judah by Babylon (2 Kings 24-25). There are many warnings in Deuteronomy about pagan gods (cf. Deut. 4:3; 6:14-15; 7:4; 8:19-20; 11:16-17; 17:2-5; 29:25-28; 30:17-18; 31:16-18).
Deu 4:10
“I will make them hear my words.” The very first time that the Ten Commandments were given, God spoke them audibly to Israel from the top of Mount Sinai. It was later they were written on stone tablets.
[For more on God speaking the Ten Commandments directly to the Israelites, see commentary on Exod. 19:9.]
Deu 4:19
“the sun and the moon and the stars, all the army of heaven.” In this context, the “army of heaven” refers to the stars and planets (also thought of as “stars”) which appeared organized and thus were referred to as an “army.”
“bow down.” The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body to the earth. It is the same Hebrew word as “worship.”
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
Deu 4:25
“making him angry.” The NET text note on Deuteronomy 4:25 gets the sense of the text correctly when it says, “The infinitive construct [in the Hebrew text] is understood here as indicating the result, not the intention of their actions.” Although many English versions use the word “provoke,” the Israelites did not worship idols with the intention of provoking God. But the result of their idolatry was that God was angered. In everyday English, “provoke” means to do something to intentionally upset someone, and that is not what was happening with Israel’s idolatry.
Deu 4:26
“perish, yes, perish...destroyed, yes, destroye​d.” These are two examples of the figure of speech polyptoton. God is making it very clear that if people turned away from Him and served idols they would perish.
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
Deu 4:28
“There you will serve gods.” Slaves and captives could be forced to “serve” gods even if they did not believe in them or worship them. The worship practices of ancient gods required a lot of work. Wood had to be gathered and kept in store for the altar fires, water had to be kept and kept clean for washing, animals had to be kept so they were available for the sacrifices. Special garments had to be kept for the priests or special services. The temples and holy sites had to be maintained—there was simply a lot of “service” that had to be performed to keep the worship of ancient gods, including Yahweh, going as prescribed.
Deu 4:30
“listen to his voice.” In a context like this, the word “listen” can also be used idiomatically and have the meaning “obey.” Some scholars refer to this as the pregnant sense of the word. Many Hebrew words are used with an idiomatic or pregnant sense (see commentary on Luke 23:42).
Deu 4:35
“There is no one else besides him.” The Bible has many verses that say there is only one God, “Yahweh.”
[For more on this, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son,” point 11, and the REV commentary on Deut. 6:4.]
Deu 4:36
“Out of heaven he made you to hear his voice.” This refers to God giving the Ten Commandments from Mount Sinai.
[For more on God speaking the Ten Commandments directly to the Israelites, see commentary on Exod. 19:9.]
“on earth he made you to see.” God spoke from heaven (the cloud above the mountain), and the people on earth heard the words and saw the fire.
Deu 4:37
”your fathers.” In most contexts, as here, the “fathers” of Israel are Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, to whom God promised their seed would inherit the land of Israel.
Deu 4:39
“There is no other.” Yahweh alone is God. There is no other God (see commentary on Deut. 6:4).
Deu 4:49
“sea of the Arabah.” The Dead Sea.
“Pisgah.” The mountain range on the western edge of Moab that overlooks Israel. Mount Nebo where Moses died is a peak in that range.
 
Deuteronomy Chapter 5
Deu 5:4
“Yahweh spoke with you.” Yahweh spoke the Ten Commandments audibly to Israel from Mount Sinai.
[For more on God speaking the Ten Commandments directly to the Israelites, see commentary on Exod. 19:9.]
Deu 5:6
‘I am Yahweh your God.” This is the first of the Ten Commandments, and it takes two verses, Deuteronomy 5:6-7. The Ten Commandments occur here in Deuteronomy 5 and in Exodus 20.
Deu 5:7
“besides me.” This verse can say that the Israelites are to have no other gods except for Yahweh, and it can also say that Israel is not to call any other god by the name “Yahweh.” Both ways to take the verse are true, and both are to be obeyed (see commentary on Exod. 20:3, “besides me”).
Deu 5:8
“Do not make.” This is the second of the Ten Commandments. The verb is singular, but it is a collective singular (see commentary on Exod. 20:4).
Deu 5:9
“bow down.” The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body to the earth. It is the same Hebrew word as “worship.”
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
Deu 5:11
“Do not misuse.” This is the third of the Ten Commandments. The Hebrew text is more literally, “You do not take up the Name of your God Yahweh for a vain thing (i.e., for an empty matter). The verb in the first phrase is a collective singular (see commentary on Exod. 20:4).
“misuse the name of Yahweh.” See commentary on Exodus 20:7.
Deu 5:12
“Observe the Sabbath day to keep it holy.” This is the fourth of the Ten Commandments.
Deu 5:15
“therefore Yahweh your God commanded you to keep the Sabbath day.” God rested on the seventh day in Genesis 2:1-3, but He did not command that anyone follow His example and rest on the seventh day until Exodus 16, when He gave the manna from heaven, and even then He did not fully explain the Sabbath. The Sabbath became part of the Law and the Old Covenant when it was given as part of the Ten Commandments (Exod. 20:8-11).
[For more on the Sabbath, see commentary on Exod. 20:10.]
Deu 5:16
“Honor your father and your mother.” This is the fifth of the Ten Commandments. The verb is singular, but it is a collective singular (see commentary on Exod. 20:4).
“in the land.” That is, in the land of Israel. Israel, the “Promised Land,” was the land God was giving to the Israelites.
“is giving you.” Some versions have “is about to give you,” and the Hebrew can have that meaning, and also that was mostly true since Israel had not crossed the Jordan River yet, but by Deuteronomy, the process of God giving the Promised Land to Israel had begun. For one thing, the Canaanites had heard that Israel was coming and were afraid of them, which gave Israel an advantage (Josh. 2:9).
Deu 5:17
“Do not murder.” This is the sixth of the Ten Commandments. The verb is singular, not plural (see commentary on Exod. 20:4).
[For information on murder, manslaughter, and the death penalty for murder, see commentary on Exod. 21:12. Verses that speak about murder and manslaughter include Exod. 20:13; 21:12, 28-30; Deut. 5:17; and Num. 35:9-34.]
Deu 5:18
“Do not commit adultery.” This is the seventh of the Ten Commandments. The verb is singular, not plural (see commentary on Exod. 20:4).
Deu 5:19
“Do not steal.” This is the eighth of the Ten Commandments. The verb is singular, not plural (see commentary on Exod. 20:4).
Deu 5:20
“Do not give false testimony.” This is the ninth of the Ten Commandments. The verb is singular (see commentary on Exod. 20:4).
Deu 5:21
“Do not covet.” This is the tenth and last of the Ten Commandments. The verb is singular (see commentary on Exod. 20:4).
Deu 5:22
“These words Yahweh spoke to all your assembly.” This refers to God Himself speaking the Ten Commandments in a loud voice from Mount Sinai, which occurred between Moses’ third and fourth time up Mount Sinai.
[For more on God speaking the Ten Commandments directly to the Israelites, see commentary on Exod. 19:9.]
“And he wrote them on two tablets of stone.” God wrote the Ten Commandments on stone on Moses’ fifth trip up Mount Sinai.
[For more on Moses’ trips up and down Mount Sinai, see commentary on Exod. 19:3.]
Deu 5:24
“God has shown us his glory.” In this context, the “glory of God” is the brilliant light that surrounded God like a cloud, and was often referred to as a cloud (see commentary on Ezek. 1:4 and Ezek. 1:28). In the case of Israel, God did show his glorious cloud of light on Mount Sinai, and the people heard his voice from the cloud (see commentary on Exod. 20:1), and Moses, accompanied by more than 70 people (there were 70 elders) went up Mount Sinai and visually saw God, just as others had done both before and after them (Exod. 24:9-11, and see commentary on Acts 7:55).
 
Deuteronomy Chapter 6
Deu 6:1
“these are the commandments.” The Hebrew is a collective singular, the Hebrew is more literally, “this is the commandment” but the phrase refers to all the commandments.
“obey them.” That is the idea of the more clipped Hebrew text, “to do” them (cf. NET ). Other translations are: “observe” them (TNK, NRSV); “you must obey them” (NLT); “follow them” (HCSB). Using the word “may” or “might” (KJV, HCSB, ESV, NASB) gives the wrong impression in English because God did not give His commands so that we “might” keep them, but so that we “would” keep them. When it comes to obeying God, it is important that the English translation conveys the meaning of the text very well.
“are crossing over.” Israel was about to cross over the Jordan River and then fight and possess the Promised Land.
Deu 6:2
“fear Yahweh your God by keeping.” “Fearing God” (which includes both fear and reverence) is integrally tied to obeying God. The person who says, “I revere (reverence, love) God” but does not keep His commands is fooling himself. Jesus taught, “If you love me, you will keep my commandments” (John 14:15); “Whoever has my commandments, and is keeping them, that is the one who loves me” (John 14:21); “If anyone loves me, he will keep my word” (John 14:23); and “Whoever does not love me does not keep my words” (John 14:24). Peter Craigie translates the phrase: “fear the Lord your God by keeping all his statutes and commandments,”[footnoteRef:271] and the JPS Torah Commentary has the comment: “Literally, ‘revere...by following.’” Everett Fox has, “in order that you may hold YHWH your God in awe, by keeping all his laws and his commandments….”[footnoteRef:272] People who reverence God obey God. [271:  Peter Craigie, The Book of Deuteronomy [NICOT], 167.]  [272:  Everett Fox, The Schocken Bible.] 

“and so that your days may be prolonged.” The primary meaning of this phrase is that when the people of Israel obey God then the country (the “your” in the verse is plural) will be blessed by God and so the people will live long and blessed lives. However, in cases like this, although the primary emphasis is on Israel as a community, there is also an unstated secondary meaning that the people will live forever because they loved and obeyed God.
Deu 6:4
“Hear, O Israel! Yahweh is our God, Yahweh alone!” Deuteronomy 6:4 says that Israel has only one God, Yahweh, Yahweh alone. Furthermore, that there is only one God—Yahweh—is a fundamental truth in the Bible. In fact, it is so fundamental that it is part of the two great commandments in the Law (cf. Mark 12:28-32). As we would expect with any fundamental truth in the Bible, that there is only one God is mentioned a number of times and in different ways (e.g., Deut. 4:35, 39; 6:4; 2 Sam. 7:22; 1 Kings 8:60; 2 Kings 19:15; 1 Chron. 17:20; Neh. 9:6; Ps. 18:31; 86:10; Isa. 37:16; 43:10; 44:6, 8; 45:5, 21; 46:9; Hos. 13:4; Joel 2:27; Zech. 14:9).
It is believed by some Trinitarians that the Hebrew word 'echad (#0259 אֶחָד), “one,” that is used in Deuteronomy 6:4 and other verses indicates a “compound unity.” Concerning the use of the word echad, Anthony Buzzard writes:
“It is untrue to say that the Hebrew word echad (one) in Deut. 6:4 points to a compound unity. A recent defense of the Trinity argues that when “one” modifies a collective noun like “bunch” or “herd,” a plurality is implied in echad. The argument is fallacious. The sense of plurality is derived from the collective noun (herd, etc.), not from the word “one.”Echad in Hebrew is the numeral “one.” “Abraham was one [echad]” (Ezek. 33:24; “only one man,” NIV). Isaiah 51:2 also describes Abraham as “one” (echad; “alone,” KJV; “the only one,” NJB), where there is no possible misunderstanding about the meaning of this simple word.”[footnoteRef:273] [273:  Buzzard and Hunting, The Doctrine of the Trinity: Christianity’s Self-Inflicted Wound, 25.] 

In the Old Testament, there is no reference to the word “one” as indicating a plurality of any kind. A study of its uses in the Old Testament will reveal its simple meaning and the truth it conveys. It is used of “one” in number, “the first” in a series, “one” in the sense of “the same” or “alone,” and “one” in the sense of “each” or “a certain one.” It is used as “alone” in verses like Deuteronomy 6:4, and “first” in verses like Genesis 1:5 when God made light on the “first” day. The whole earth spoke “one” language before Babel (Gen. 11:1). Hagar cast her child under “one” of the shrubs (Gen. 21:15). In Pharaoh’s dream, there were seven ears of grain on “one” stalk (Gen. 41:5). In the plague on Egypt’s livestock, not “one” cow died of the Israelites’ livestock (Exod. 9:6). Exodus 12:49 says that Israel shall have “one” law for the citizen and the foreigner. The examples are far too many to list for this frequently used word, which appears more than 950 times in the Old Testament, and there is no hint in any Jewish commentary or lexicon that it somehow implies a “compound unity.”
The history of Jewish thought is well-known. They were famous in the ancient world for being downright obnoxious when it came to defending their “one God” against the polytheistic views of other civilizations. God chose the Jews as His people, and He chose to communicate to them in the Hebrew language. The Jews debated their writings to the point of tedium and argued over almost every word in the Law, yet there is no evidence that any of them thought that their word for “one” implied a compound unity. That assumption did not develop until Christians needed evidence for the Trinity in the Old Testament; it is a late and invalid assumption with no solid evidence behind it.
Deuteronomy 6:4, “Hear, O Israel! Yahweh is our God, Yahweh alone,” where echad is translated “alone,” is one of the strongest texts against the Trinity. The Bible affirms that God is “one,” not “three-in-one” or some other plurality. This has been the rallying cry of Jews down through the ages who have stood aggressively against any form of polytheism or pantheism. Although it is commonly believed that Deuteronomy 6:4 (known as the Shema) is a statement of “monotheism” and thus the “compound unity” of God, that is not what the verse is saying. Of course, it is certainly a statement about monotheism (that there is one God), but that is not its primary emphasis.
In addition, it is not a statement about the compound unity of God for a number of reasons. For one thing, the compound unity of God does not appear in Scripture. Also, the Old Testament was given by God to the Jews so they could know and obey Him, and never in the more than 3500 years since the Shema was written have the Jews understood it to refer to a compound unity in God—quite the opposite. They took it to mean that there was only one God, and they fiercely fought against polytheism throughout their history. So if the Shema was God’s attempt to reveal a compound unity in Himself, the attempt was an epic failure. It makes much more sense that God gave the verse to the Jews and intended it to mean what the Jews say it means. Furthermore, the Jews did not take the Shema as their primary statement of monotheism because many other verses in Hebrew Scripture made that point just as clearly.
Also, the context of the Shema in the Old Testament and where it is quoted in the New Testament indicate that the Shema is not saying “God is ‘one,’” but rather is saying that Yahweh “alone” is God. The context of Deuteronomy 6:4 is using the Hebrew word echad (#0259 אֶחָד; “one, only, alone”) in the primary sense of “only” or “alone,” in contrast to the number “one,” and Mark 12:28-34 confirms this. Note how Deuteronomy 6:4-5 flow together and thus make a major—and logical—point: “Yahweh is our God, Yahweh alone! And you must love Yahweh your God with all your heart, all your soul, and all your strength.” It is because Yahweh “alone” is God that we can worship him with “all” our heart, “all” our soul, and “all” our might. If we had more than one God, our worship would have to be divided between all the gods we served, and each god would get only “part” of our heart, soul, and strength. In fact, that is what happens with Trinitarians today: they divide their worship of God into the worship of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. But that division of worship is what is expressly forbidden by Deuteronomy 6:4 and Mark 12:29.
Also, the connection between Deuteronomy 6:4 and Zechariah 14:9 shows that echad means “alone,” not “one” in the sense of a compound unity. Deuteronomy 6:4 was the heart of the first and great commandment, and it said to Israel that Yahweh “is our God,” (Israel’s God), yes, “Yahweh alone.” But in fact, although Yahweh was “alone” in the sense that He was the true God and Creator, that was not the way it was lived out in day-to-day life because Yahweh was not worshiped as “God alone.” There were always other gods among the people of God, and of course, the pagan world was filled with all kinds of pagan gods. Jacob had to tell his family to put away their pagan gods (Gen. 35:2). Joshua told Israel to put away their pagan gods but they never did (Josh. 24:23). Israel served Baal and pagan gods throughout their history in Israel (cf. Judg. 2:11-13).
Thankfully, the prophet Zechariah foretold a time when “In that day Yahweh will be echad” (Zech. 14:9). That is the same basic message as is in Deuteronomy 6:4, and echad cannot mean “one” in the Trinitarian sense of a compound unity because Zechariah was speaking about something new, that Yahweh “will be” echad. The nature of God does not change, so what will change in the future so that God “will be” echad in a way that He was not echad before? “In that day,” the day when Christ reigns as king over the earth, Yahweh will finally be echad, “alone,” in a realized sense among the people. There will be no other gods on earth in Christ’s kingdom. When Jesus is finally king on earth there will be no pagan idols, pagan altars, or pagan worship. Finally, Yahweh “will be” “alone” as the God who is worshiped on earth. God had always wanted to be God “alone” among His people, but He never was—the people always had other gods in the picture. But in the Millennial Kingdom, what God longed for and stated in Deuteronomy 6:4 will be finally actualized on earth: Yahweh alone will be God!
What should be clear is that Deuteronomy 6:4 is a statement about our personal relationship with God. He “alone” is God, so He is to be our only God and we must worship Him with all that we are and have. Deuteronomy 6:4 is not primarily a statement about monotheism, it is a statement about relationship. Stated another way, Deuteronomy 6:4 is not about the nature of God, it is about our relationship with God. Monotheism is important, and God had established that there was only one God earlier in the book of Deuteronomy. Only about 50 verses before the Shema, God had twice stated that He was the only God. Deuteronomy 4:35 says, “Yahweh is God. There is no one else besides him.” Four verses later Deuteronomy 4:39 reiterates that truth again and reads, “Yahweh is God in heaven above and on earth below. There is no other.” After establishing that there is only one God, Deuteronomy 6:4 then takes that truth and makes it personal: Yahweh who alone is God is to be “our” God, and we are to worship Him with all “our” heart, soul, and strength. Furthermore, after Deuteronomy 4:35, 39, and 6:4 have established that there is only one God, and thus Yahweh alone is to be “our God,” Deuteronomy 6:13 then says that we should fear and serve Him, and swear oaths in His name.
Furthermore, Jesus quoted Deuteronomy 6:4 as part of the first and great commandment: “Hear, O Israel! The Lord our God is Lord alone” (Mark 12:29). It is quite inconceivable that Christ would be promoting some form of the doctrine of the Trinity while at the same time quoting Deuteronomy 6:4 to a Jewish audience who then would have surely misunderstood him. According to the use of echad in Scripture, it is more reasonable to believe that Jesus was simply affirming that if we are to love God with all our heart we must be certain who He is—God alone for there is no other.
In conclusion, the Bible says that the proper name of God is “Yahweh” (Exodus 3:15) and it is used over 5,000 times in the Old Testament. Furthermore, “Yahweh” is clearly said to be “God” in over 1,100 verses in the Old Testament, which can be seen by anyone with a good concordance (e.g., Gen. 17:1; 21:33; 24:3; Exod. 5:3; 20:2; 34:14; Lev. 19:2; Num. 15:41; Deut. 4:35; 10:17; Josh. 22:22; 2 Sam. 7:28; Ps. 18:31; 33:12; 88:1; 99:5; 100:3; Isa. 43:3). Furthermore, Yahweh is said to be the “father” (e.g. Deut. 32:6; Ps. 2:7; Isa. 63:16; 64:8; Mal. 1:6; cf. Ps. 103:13; Prov. 3:12). Furthermore, Yahweh says in many verses that He is the only God, and there is no God besides Him (e.g., Deut. 4:35, 39; 6:4; 2 Sam. 7:22; 1 Kings 8:60; 2 Kings 5:15; 1 Chron. 17:20; Neh. 9:6; Ps. 18:31; 86:10; Isa. 37:16; 43:10; 44:6, 8; 45:5, 21; 46:9; Hos. 13:4; Joel 2:27; Zech. 14:9). So clearly in the Old Testament “God” is Yahweh, the Father, and is the only God, “there is no other” (Deut. 4:39).
Given those clear Scriptures, there would have to be very clear Scriptures in the New Testament that say Jesus is also God, but those scriptures do not exist. “The Son” is never called “Yahweh” or the Father anywhere in Scripture.
[For more information on the correct interpretation of Deut. 6:4, see the REV commentary on Mark 12:29. For more information on Jesus being the fully human Son of God and not being “God the Son,” see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son,” and that appendix also contains a list of books for further reading on God not being a Trinity. For more information on “the Holy Spirit” being one of the designations for God the Father and “the holy spirit” being the gift of God’s nature, see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?” For more on the Millennial Kingdom when Jesus reigns as king over the earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Deu 6:5
“Therefore you are to love Yahweh your God with all your heart.” There is only one God, so people are to worship Him with all their heart, soul, and strength. If there was more than one God, or if “God” was a plurality of “persons,” then the worship of Yahweh, the Father and Creator, would be divided between all the gods or “persons.” But that clearly is not what is supposed to happen. “Yahweh” is to get “all” the worship. Note that the word “all” is repeated three times for emphasis. The text could have said, “Love Yahweh with all your heart, soul, and strength,” but it does not read that way. Instead, the word “all” is repeated for emphasis and clarity.
When we understand that believers are to love Yahweh with “all” their heart, soul, and strength, we can understand more clearly why Yahweh does not want Israel to worship other gods—they would (and did!) divide the hearts of the believers. God forbids the worship of other gods in many verses (see commentary on Exod. 20:3).
Deu 6:6
“in your heart.” The words of God are to be “in (or “on”) your heart,” that is, they are to be so well-known that they are more than just memorized by mechanical repetition, although that is often a good start, but also they are to be understood to the end that they make sense as the foundation and guiding principles of one’s life. God loves people, His creation, and His words to us are an expression of that love. However, many people think and act as if God’s commands are restrictive and oppressive, but that only shows that many people are self-willed, prideful, and defiant toward God. In the Garden of Gethsemane, Jesus clearly demonstrated what godly humility looks like: “Not my will but your [God’s] will be done.” Each person must decide who is the most important one in their life. The right choice is always God. As our Creator, He deserves first place in our lives, but more than that He is also the One who can grant us everlasting life. God creates and sets up the rules: everlasting life or everlasting death. We have the privilege of making the choice.
Sadly, many people who think they are following God and have memorized and learned what they think are God’s commandments, have actually only learned the commandments of other humans. Since Genesis, people have been making up rules for others to follow and historically many leaders have been successful in passing off their doctrines as the commandments of God. Jesus spoke about that and said to the religious leaders of his time, “And he [Jesus] said to them [the religious leaders], ‘Isaiah prophesied rightly of you hypocrites, as it is written, The People honor me with their lips, but their heart is far from me. But in vain do they show devotion to me, teaching as their doctrines the commandments of men. You leave the commandment of God, and hold on firmly to the tradition of men.’ And he said to them, ‘You have a fine way of rejecting the commandment of God in order to keep your tradition...thus making void the word of God by your tradition that you have handed down. And you are doing many things like that’” (Mark 7:6-9, 13). People are responsible for doing their best to make sure that the commandments they follow are indeed the commandments of God and not just human tradition.
Deu 6:7
“repeat them over and over.” The Hebrew word is shanan (#08150 שָׁנַן), and it is the piel aspect. HALOT has, “to repeat...to speak, or to recite again and again (Deut. 6:7).”[footnoteRef:274] The CSB has “Repeat them to your children;” the NAB has “Keep repeating them to your children;” and the NLT has “Repeat them again and again to your children.”[footnoteRef:275] [274:  Koehler and Baumgartner, Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the Old Testament.]  [275:  Cf. Everett Fox, The Schocken Bible.] 

Children learn by repetition, and parents have the responsibility to make sure their children have a knowledge of what God expects from them. The world acts as if children have the wisdom to make up their own minds about right and wrong, good and evil, and so worldly people want to make it a crime to try to direct the way children are to go in life, but the world will not be the Judge on Judgment Day, and parents who ignore the command of God to teach their children the ways of God are disobeying God. The Bible is clear that children are an inheritance from Yahweh (Ps. 127:3 ), and “a child who is left to itself puts his mother to shame” (Prov. 29:15). Adults and children need direction. Adults should have gotten some godly direction from their parents, but many never did and have to learn from the Bible, others, and the hard knocks of life. Children should have the advantage of learning about life and God from their parents, and God holds parents responsible for giving that godly direction.
Deu 6:8
“bind them for a sign on your hand.” This verse is the basis for the wearing of phylacteries, little boxes that contain Scripture that the ultra-orthodox Jews tie on the back of their hands and also tie on their foreheads. However, God did not mean for Deuteronomy 6:8 to be taken literally that way, which we can tell from the fact that this rule is for all Israel, and the nature of daily life in ancient Israel would not accommodate it. By saying to bind them to your head and hand He was emphasizing that the Word of God should be near their thoughts (head) and in what they do (hands).
The pure nature of this command of God was occasionally perverted by religious superstition, as we can see by the very word “phylactery,” which comes from the Greek word phulassō (#5442 φυλάσσω) which means to guard, to keep watch, to protect you from a person or thing, to keep safe. Thus the very thing that God said to assure that people would keep His Word and keep people from wandering from it occasionally became an object of superstition, complete with all the rules and regulations about exactly how to tie it on, when and where to wear it, etc.
[For more information, see commentary on Matt. 23:5.]
Deu 6:13
“You are to fear Yahweh your God.” Deuteronomy 6:13 is quoted in Matthew 4:10 and Luke 4:8.
Deu 6:14
“Do not go after other gods, any gods of the peoples who are around you.” The book of Deuteronomy has a large number of verses in which God warns Israel that if they forsake Him and turn to pagan gods they will be destroyed. The need for the large number of warnings in Deuteronomy comes from the historical situation: This is the last 2 months of the Wilderness Wanderings before Israel crossed the Jordan River, and Israel was camped on the Plains of Jordan, across the Jordan from Jericho. In just a couple months they would encounter the Canaanites in the Promised Land and the gods they worshiped. Sadly, the Israelites did not follow God’s warnings. They worshiped Baal and other pagan gods and were eventually conquered and carried into captivity; the Kingdom of Israel by Assyria (2 Kings 17), and the Kingdom of Judah by Babylon (2 Kings 24-25). There are many warnings in Deuteronomy about pagan gods, and the phrase “other gods” occurs over 60 times in the Old Testament (cf. Deut. 5:7; 6:14-15; 7:4; 8:19-20; 11:16-17; 17:2-5; 29:25-28; 30:17-18; 31:16-18).
Deu 6:16
“Do not tempt Yahweh your God.” This phrase in Deuteronomy 6:16 is quoted in Matthew 4:7 and Luke 4:12.
Deu 6:25
“every one of these commandments.” This translation of Deuteronomy 6:25—“every one of these commandments”—tries to capture the fact that “commandments” is singular in the Hebrew text. A more literal translation of the Hebrew is “all this command,” but that phrase is not very clear in English, so the REV has “every one of these commandments.”
The point the Hebrew text is making is vital to grasp in order to understand how God considers His Word and His commands. God does not look at the Law as a bunch of commandments and if a person does most of them they are more righteous than if they do some of them. God looks at the whole law as a giant single command, and to fulfill the Law a person would have to do “all this command,” i.e., the whole Law without breaking a single commandment. Thus, Moses says that a person will be considered righteous in the eyes of God if they do “all this command,” but humans with sin nature cannot accomplish that, hence righteousness cannot come through the Law (Gal. 2:21; 3:21). In fact, we learn from Romans 4:3 and Galatians 3:6 that Abraham was righteous by trusting God before the Law, and David echoed the same thing under the Law (Rom. 4:6-8). It was by being humble and trusting God that people were declared righteous before God even under the Law (Ps. 51:16-17; Mic. 6:8). Furthermore, there were signs all through the Law that being humble and trusting were what was important. For example, every sacrifice made was to contain salt, “the salt of the covenant” (see commentary on Lev. 2:13). The point of the salt was to reaffirm the covenant and one’s commitment to it, and to make it clear that no one could be righteous in God’s sight by just “going through the motions” of what God commanded in the Law.
 
Deuteronomy Chapter 7
Deu 7:1
“the Hittite and the Girgashite and the Amorite and the Canaanite and the Perizzite and the Hivite and the Jebusite.” All of these tribes except the Perizzites are descended from Ham’s son Canaan, and are thus included when the word “Canaanites” is used in its wider sense (and even then the Perizzites might be generally included as inhabitants of the land of Canaan). Genesis 10 says, “Canaan became the father of Sidon (his firstborn)[thus the Phoenicians], Heth [thus the Hittites], the Jebusite, the Amorite, the Girgashite, the Hivite, the Arkite, the Sinite, the Arvadite, the Zemarite, and the Hamathite” (Gen. 10:15-18). By the time of Deuteronomy and the book of Joshua, these tribes had become quite large, as Deuteronomy 7:1 says.
The nations that inhabited the Promised Land and the Transjordan are often listed in different ways, with different numbers. For example, here in Deuteronomy 7:1, God lists seven nations. However, in Exodus 23:23 there are only six nations listed, and the nation that is left out is the Girgashites. Then, in Exodus 23:28, the only nations listed are the Hivite, the Canaanite and the Hittite, but that list seems to be purposely shortened since the longer list was only five verses earlier.
“Girgashite.” The Girgashite nation is listed here, but is not included in some other lists of the pagan nations that Israel was to displace (e.g., Exod. 23:23).
“Perizzite.” A tribe of unknown origin that by the time of Joshua lived in the hill country of Judah and Ephraim. See commentary on Joshua 9:1.
“seven nations greater and mightier than you.” Verses such as Deuteronomy 7:1 are part of the logic that there were not 600,000 men who left Egypt, which with the addition of women and children would have made Israel easily number two million and realistically likely three million or more. The testimony of archaeology and history is that the Canaanite tribes were much smaller than that (see commentary on Exod. 12:37).
Deu 7:2
“devote them to complete destruction​.” The Canaanite nations had been genetically corrupted by Nephilim, and could not be godly or redeemed. They had to be destroyed. This is also stated in places such as Deuteronomy 20:16-18.
[For information on the Nephilim, see commentaries on Gen. 6:2 and 6:4.]
Deu 7:5
“break down their altars and dash their standing-stones in pieces.” God has no tolerance for idols. They are harmful in many different ways. They take away focus and worship from the one true God, which hurts a person’s relationship with God and can cost them salvation and everlasting life, or rewards in the future kingdom.
Furthermore, the worship that idols are given attracts demons. Demons crave worship, and are attracted to items that receive worship whether or not what is being worshiped was designed to be worshiped or not. For example, an idol, image of a god, or an amulet or something that supposedly has inherent power to protect, bring good fortune, etc., is designed to be worshiped or venerated, whereas “regular items” are certainly not designed for that purpose. But if a person begins to worship or venerate a “regular object” for some reason, and attributes invisible power to that object and gives it special attention (which is veneration), say a “lucky hat” or something, that veneration can attract a demon, and demons always work to destroy people’s lives, and they can work. There is nothing good or redeeming in an idol, they are to be destroyed, something God says often in the Bible (cf. Exod. 23:24; 34:13; Num. 33:52; Deut. 7:5, 25; 12:2-3). Godly kings like Josiah obeyed the command of Yahweh (2 Kings 23:6-15). Idols and images of gods often are quite valuable because they can be made from valuable materials such as gold, silver, precious stones, or even valuable or beautiful wood, or those valuable things can be part of the object. The wise believer who knows how the spirit world works does not hesitate to destroy those idols and objects of veneration because no amount of worldly wealth or beauty is worth hurting one’s relationship with God and giving demons access to one’s life because those demons only cause terrible harm.
[For more on standing-stones, see commentary on Gen. 28:18. For more on the coming Kingdom of Christ on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on rewards in Christ’s future kingdom, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10, “good or evil.”]
Deu 7:6
“your God has chosen you.” There was only going to be one Messiah, Savior, and Son of God, and he had to come through one genealogical line, and God, for His reasons, chose that line to be through the nation of Israel. This fact defines what God means by setting His love on Israel (Deut. 7:7). In this context, to “love” means to give special care and attention. God is love, and He loves every person, but for His purposes, some people get more protection and care than others, which can be described as His “love” for them. Once God decided to bring the Messiah through Israel, the Devil especially focused on them and they were subject to spiritual pressure and attacks that other nations were not, and thus if the Messiah was going to be born at all, Israel needed God’s special attention and support.
Deu 7:7
“set his love.” See commentary on Deuteronomy 7:6.
Deu 7:16
“your eye must not pity them.” A Semitic idiom that means, “you are not to pity them.” In the culture, the “eye” reflected the character or attitude of the person, so for a person’s eye to pity someone was for the person to have an attitude of pity, which would then lead to having mercy and sparing the people. God’s command seems harsh, but God knew the hearts of the Canaanites, and we know the history of Israel. Israel did not obey God and thus did not destroy all the Canaanites. But the Canaanites did not become thankful and they did not convert to believing in Yahweh. Instead, the Canaanites led the Israelites into idol worship which led to misery and slavery for Israel and certainly everlasting death for many Israelites, who favored Baal and the other Canaanite gods over Yahweh and thus did not attain salvation.
[For more on idioms involving the eye, see commentary on Prov. 22:9.]
Deu 7:25
“burn the carved images of their gods.” Most idols and images of gods were made from wood or stone and could be burned in a fire. Much of the stone in Israel is limestone and is reduced to powder when it is heated very hot. Also, the ancients used to take the harder stone such as basalt or granite and heat it up, and then pour water on it to break it up.
[For more on what God said about idols, see commentary on Deut. 7:5.]
Deu 7:26
“a thing devoted to destruction.” If a person stole something that had been “devoted” for destruction, then that person became devoted to destruction as well. This is what happened to Achan and his family (Josh. 7:1-26; cf. Josh. 6:18).
[For more on things “devoted” to Yahweh and devoted to destruction, see commentary on Josh. 6:17.]
“detest, yes, detest it...abhor, yes, abhor.” Deuteronomy 7:26 uses a double polyptoton for emphasis. The figure of speech polyptoton is when a word occurs in two different forms set against each other for emphasis. In this case, the Hebrew words translated “detest” and “abhor” each occur first as an infinitive and then as an imperative verb, thus the Hebrew more literally reads something such as, “you are to detest, detest! You are to abhor, abhor!
[For the English translation of doubling the verb with “yes” between them, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
[See Word Study: “Polyptoton.”]
 
Deuteronomy Chapter 8
Deu 8:3
“every word.” Deuteronomy is quoted in Matthew 4:4 and Luke 4:4. The Hebrew is “all” or “everything,” but because it comes out of the mouth of God, “every word” is meant, and that is the way Jesus quoted it and the way the Septuagint reads (Matt. 4:4).
Deu 8:14
“becomes lifted up.” In this context, this refers to becoming proud.
Deu 8:15
“fiery snakes.” The word “fiery” describes the intense fiery pain a person would feel if bitten by a snake or stung by a scorpion. To this day parts of the desert wilderness through which the Israelites traveled for 40 years are infested with poisonous snakes and scorpions.
In 1855 Horatio Hackett wrote: “the serpents which infested the Israelites were among the evils from which they suffered. In ‘that great and terrible wilderness were fiery serpents and scorpions,’ as Moses reminds them in his last instructions (Deut. 8:15). They still abound in the same and similar places. A few weeks later than the time of my journey they are said to be so numerous as to expose the traveler to great danger. It requires special caution, in arranging the bed at night, to guard against their attacks. One day we saw in our path an asp, a foot long, coiled up in the attitude of springing; which the Arabs killed, saying that it was exceedingly venomous. A few hours later on the same day, in turning up an old garment on the ground, they found another reptile, of a different species, but also malignant. The feet and legs, not only of the men, but of the animals which they ride, are liable to be bitten under such circumstances. We see the force here of Jacob’s language in describing the subtle character of the tribe of Dan. ‘He shall be a serpent in the way, an adder in the path, that biteth the horse’s heels, so that his rider shall fall backward’ (Gen. 49:17).”[footnoteRef:276] [276:  Horatio B. Hackett,  Illustrations of Scripture, Chap. 1, para. “Terrors of the Desert,” Kindle.] 

Deu 8:19
“bow down.” The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body to the earth. It is the same Hebrew word as “worship.”
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
Deu 8:20
“you would not listen.” In a context like this, the word “listen” can also be used idiomatically and have the meaning “obey.” Some scholars refer to this as the “pregnant sense” of the word. In this verse, it has the meaning “listen to and obey.” Many Hebrew words are used with an idiomatic or pregnant sense (see commentary on Luke 23:42).
 
Deuteronomy Chapter 9
Deu 9:1
“Today.” This is not literal; the Israelites did not cross the Jordan for some number of days after this. “Today” in this context means at this general time.
Deu 9:2
“the sons of Anak.” Anak was one of the Nephilim, the “Fallen Ones,” just as Numbers 13:33 says.
[For more on the Nephilim, see commentary on Gen. 6:4.]
Deu 9:18
“making him angry.” The NET text note on Deuteronomy 4:25 gets the sense of the verse correctly when it says, “The infinitive construct [in the Hebrew text] is understood here as indicating the result, not the intention of their actions.” The Israelites would not do what they did in worshiping idols with the intent to provoke God, but the result of their idolatry was that God was provoked. In English, “provoke” is usually used when someone intentionally does something that upsets the other person, and that is not what happened with Israel’s idolatry.
 
Deuteronomy Chapter 10
Deu 10:3
“having the two tablets in my hand.” From this description, and from what we know about stone and clay tablets that have been uncovered by archaeologists, the traditional picture of Moses having two huge stone tablets with the Ten Commandments on them is almost certainly wrong. Tablets with writing on them were sometimes very small, only a couple inches square, to as large as 12 inches by 12 inches, but the usual size was more like 4x6 inches, and that could well be the case here.
Deu 10:4
“that Yahweh spoke to you on the mountain.” It is not well-known that the first time the Ten Commandments were given God spoke them to the people in a loud voice from Mount Sinai, but that is how they were first given. It was over a month later that he wrote the Ten Commandments on stone (see commentary on Exod. 19:9).
“on the day of the assembly.” God wanted all Israel to hear the Ten Commandments, so He had Moses gather all the people of Israel to the base of Mount Sinai. Then He spoke the Ten Commandments in a loud voice that all the people could hear. The day the people gathered at the base of Mount Sinai and heard the voice of God is referred to as “the day of the assembly.”
Deu 10:6
“Beeroth Bene-jaakan.” The phrase means, “the wells of the sons of Jaakan.” Some scholars take this phrase as the proper name of the place, “Beeroth Bene-jaakan,” but it is likely that even if it is a name, it originated because it was literally the wells of the sons of a man named “Jaakan.” The location is not known.
“and Eleazar his son ministered in the priest’s office in his place.” Aaron had two living sons, Eleazar and Ithamar. They were both priests, as were their descendants, but of the two it was Eleazar who became the High Priest after Aaron.
Deu 10:9
“no portion nor inheritance.” This refers to an inheritance of land. The tribe of Levi did not get a land area assigned to them. Instead, they lived in many different cities throughout the tribes of Israel and were supposed to minister to the people, teach them the law, and act as judges. The cities the Levites and priests were to inhabit are set forth in Joshua 21.
Deu 10:10
“40 days and 40 nights, like I did the first time.” The first time Moses got the Ten Commandments written on stone he stayed on Mount Sinai for 40 days and nights (Exod. 24:18), and this second time he got the Ten Commandments written on stone tablets he was on the mountain for 40 days and nights again (Exodus 34:28). Here in Deuteronomy, he is telling about getting the second set of tablets.
Deu 10:11
“the land that I swore to their fathers to give to them.” In this context, “the fathers” are Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. God had told each of them the land would be given to them and their descendants (see commentary on Gen. 15:18). God repeated the promise that He would give the land of Israel to Abraham and his descendants many times, and said it in slightly different ways. He told Abraham that he and his descendants would get the land (Gen. 12:7; 13:15-17; 15:7, 18; 17:8). He told it to Isaac (Gen. 26:3). He told it to Jacob (Gen. 28:13; 35:12; 48:4). Then over and over He told Israel about the promise or that He would give them the land (cf. Exod. 6:4, 8; 12:25; 13:5, 11; Lev. 14:34; 20:24; 23:10; 25:2).
Deu 10:12
“what does Yahweh your God require of you but to fear Yahweh your God.” There are several times in the Bible when God lists things He wants people to do, as He does here in Deuteronomy 10:12-13, and they are sometimes quite similar, but the heart is the same (see commentary on Mic. 6:8).
Deu 10:14
“Behold, to Yahweh your God belongs heaven and the heaven of heavens, the earth with all that is in it.” This is restated in a number of places (e.g., Ps. 24:1-2; 50:12; 89:11).
Deu 10:15
“yet Yahweh set his affection on your fathers to love them.” In this context, the idea is that God’s setting His affection and love on Israel more than on other nations is due to God’s plan to bring the Messiah through Israel. There would only be one Jesus Christ, and so there could only be one genealogy from Adam to Christ, and one nation in which that genealogy lived and thrived, and God chose and planned for the nation to be Israel. Of course, the Devil soon figured that out also, and so through the generations, there was a spiritual war that raged around Israel, with the Devil trying to destroy it and kill the people, and God giving special care to Israel, including His laws, to keep them holy and safe.
Deu 10:17
“who does not show partiality nor takes a bribe.” God is completely just and fair in His dealings with people. He does not show special favor to one person above another and He cannot be bribed. In the biblical society the rich and powerful often got special treatment, while in our modern society the poor and disadvantaged often get special favor because the rich “can afford it” (of course there are times when the rich and powerful get special treatment today as well). But giving special treatment for any reason is a miscarriage of justice and God does not work that way. On Judgment Day, every person will get what they deserve, and that is the way God expects judges to act in this world.
Deu 10:22
“70 persons.” Deuteronomy 10:22 is a summary statement, and the number 70 is not exact (see the REV commentary on Gen. 46:27). Exodus 1:5 is also a summary statement that says “70.”
 
Deuteronomy Chapter 11
Deu 11:1
“Therefore you are to love Yahweh your God.” Deuteronomy 11:1 is connected logically with Deuteronomy 10:22: “Your fathers went down into Egypt as 70 persons, and now Yahweh your God has made you as numerous as the stars of heaven.” It would have been totally unexpected that Jacob’s family would go to Egypt as 70 people but then multiply into a numerous nation in spite of being in hard and bitter forced slavery. That amazing thing could only have happened because God had watched over Israel and protected it, so now God says that Israel is to respond to God’s love by loving God and keeping His commandments.
Deu 11:2
“I am not speaking to your children.” The people of Israel murmured against God and rebelled against Him over and over, so when they refused to go into the Promised Land (Num. 13-14), God said that every man who was over 20 years old when they left Egypt would die in during the 40 years of wilderness wanderings (Num. 14:29). Deuteronomy 11:2 is in the eleventh month of the fortieth year and on the verge of going into the Promised Land with Joshua as their leader, and God gave a message to the people of Israel about obeying Him, and He reminded them that there were people among the multitude who had seen his great miracles such as the parting of the Red Sea and the destruction of the Egyptian army.
Deu 11:4
“to this day.” The Hebrew text literally reads, “to this day.” The destruction of the army of Egypt was 40 years earlier, but they were so completely destroyed that in 40 years they had not regained their strength.
Deu 11:6
“Dathan and Abiram.” The record of the death of Dathan and Abiram, and how the earth swallowed them up, is Numbers 16:1-35.
Deu 11:10
“watered it with your foot.” This seems to be a reference to a way that water was drawn up out of the Nile River by means of a treadmill-like machine that lifted the water out of the river and dumped it into trenches on the ground that carried the water out into the fields.
Deu 11:14
“I will give the rain of your land in its season.” One of the great lessons of the Bible is that the behavior of people affects the land that they live on. This lesson is throughout the Old Testament (cf. Deut. 11:13-17; 28:1, 12, 15, 22-25, 38-40; Lev. 18:24-25; Ps. 107:33-34; Jer. 3:2-3; 12:4; 23:10; Amos 4:6-10). (See commentary on Lev. 18:25).
“former and latter rain.” There was one rainy season in Israel, and it usually started in mid to late October and ended in April. The rains at the start of the season got the planting going, and were called the “former” rains. The rains at the end of the wet season allowed the grain to come to maturity and were called the “latter” rains. For more on the rainy season and the former and latter rain, see commentary on James 5:7.
Deu 11:16
“bow down.” The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body to the earth. It is the same Hebrew word as “worship.”
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
Deu 11:19
“when you lie down and when you rise up.” The phrase, “when you lie down and when you rise up” is an example of the figure of speech polarmerismos, where two opposite things are juxtaposed such that they refer to a complete whole. Here in Deuteronomy 11:19, lying down at night and rising up in the morning are put for the whole of life.
[For more on polarmerismos, see commentary on Josh. 14:11.]
Deu 11:24
“the western sea.” The Mediterranean Sea.
Deu 11:25
“on all the land.” This is a metonymy for all the people of the land. It is the people of the land who will be afraid of the Israelites.
[See Word Study: “Metonymy.”]
Deu 11:27
“the blessing if you will listen to the commandments of Yahweh.” In a context like this, the word “listen” can also be used idiomatically and have the meaning “obey.” Some scholars refer to this as the “pregnant sense” of the word. In this verse it has the meaning “listen to and obey.” Many Hebrew words are used with an idiomatic or pregnant sense (see commentary on Luke 23:42).
Deu 11:30
“beyond the Jordan.” The phrase “beyond the Jordan” can refer to either east (Deut. 3:8) or west (Deut. 3:20; 11:30) of the Jordan River depending on the context or the location of the speaker. Here in Deuteronomy 11:30, the Israelites were east of the Jordan River, so “beyond the Jordan” in this context meant west of the Jordan River.
“the Canaanites who live in the Arabah opposite Gilgal.” The Arabah is the part of the Great Rift Valley that is around the Dead Sea and north of it for 15 miles or so. It is mostly desert and scrub wilderness. The Canaanites lived “opposite Gilgal,” that is, west of Gilgal and up into the mountainous area in central Israel, and that is where Mount Ebal and Mount Gerizim are. The name “Gilgal” was added by a later editor, because the site was not called “Gilgal” until the time of Joshua (cf. Josh. 5:9).
“the road of the going down of the sun.” We would more normally say, “beyond the western road,” but exactly which road Moses had in mind is not stated and is debated. Some say it is the road just west of the Jordan that ran north-south through the Jordan Valley, while others suggest that it was the well-known road that ran north and south from Syria to Egypt.
 
Deuteronomy Chapter 12
Deu 12:2
“destroy, yes, destroy.” The Hebrew text uses the figure of speech polyptoton for emphasis.
[See commentary on Genesis 2:16 for more on polyptoton.]
Deu 12:3
“break down their altars and dash their sacred pillars in pieces.” Sacred standing-stones were often set up as part of the worship of pagan gods, and pagan altars were a central part of pagan worship. But God has no tolerance for idols. They are harmful in many different ways. They are to be destroyed.
[For more on standing-stones, see commentary on Gen. 28:18. For more on idols being harmful, see commentary on Deut. 7:5.]
Deu 12:4
“act that way.” The Israelites were not to worship Yahweh the way the pagans worshiped their gods.
Deu 12:5
“to the place that Yahweh your God will choose...even to his habitation you must seek, and there you must come.” From Adam until the Exodus, people worshiped God wherever they were, just as Abraham did when he traveled and set up altars in different places. Then, as Israel wandered in the wilderness for 40 years, the people worshiped Yahweh right where they were because the Tabernacle was traveling with them from place to place. Now, here in Deuteronomy 12:5, and in other places in Deuteronomy, God makes it clear that things are going to change. God said that people would have to come to the place where He was to worship Him. We now know from history that the First Temple, Solomon’s Temple, was still some 500 years in the future, but God was preparing His people for His personal presence at a singular place of worship, a place where people could go and be with God more intimately.
Ultimately, God was not going to be worshiped by different people who were in different places but all worshiping at the same time (although that is the way worship is done today, in the Administration of Grace in which we live; cf. Eph. 3:2). Ultimately, God wanted everyone to come to where God was making His presence known. Historically, this first place was where the ark of the covenant and the High Priest were with the Tabernacle, and the “place” that God chose was the place where the Tabernacle was. Next, God’s presence was at Solomon’s Temple in Jerusalem (but the sin of the people eventually drove God away from there and the Temple was burned to the ground), then Ezra’s Temple (later remodeled by Herod the Great), then, in the Millennial Kingdom, God’s presence will be in the Millennial Temple and also via the presence of God’s Son, Jesus Christ. Finally, in the Everlasting City, God Himself will live with his people (Rev. 21:3). The fact that the people had to come to where God was in order to honor Him with their tithes and offerings elevated God. After all, He is the creator of the heavens and the earth, and people, and it is proper that people go to God rather than just casually worship Him from wherever they happen to be. The idea of going to where God has chosen to place Himself to worship Him is introduced heavily in Deuteronomy (cf. Deut. 12:5, 11, 14, 18, 21, 26; 14:23, 24, 25; 16:2, 6, 7, 11, 15, 16; 17:8, 10; 18:6; 26:2; 31:11).
To better understand why God wanted “worship” to be at the place He would choose we have to have a good understanding of what “worship” meant to the ancient believer. It was not prayer, singing, and learning about God. That was all valuable, but that was not generally considered “worship.” For ancient believers, “worship” involved bowing down or prostrating oneself before God, offering a sacrifice or offering, and in some cases, such as with the Passover lamb or the sin offering, eating a fellowship meal there where God was. This could only be done where God was.
[For more on biblical worship, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
[For more on the Millennial Kingdom and Temple, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Deu 12:11
“to the place that Yahweh your God will choose.” Israel did not know it at this time, but that place turned out to be Jerusalem, and specifically the Temple Mount where eventually the Temple was built.
[For more on the “place that Yahweh your God will choose,” see commentary on Deut. 12:5.]
Deu 12:12
“because he has no portion nor inheritance with you.” The Levites were not allowed to have land; they were given the service of Yahweh and His Tabernacle/Temple as their inheritance, so the rest of the tribes of Israel were to share with them. When the people brought offerings and vows, with the exception of some sacrifices, Yahweh got a portion that was burned on the altar, the priests and Levites (and every priest was also a Levite, a descendant of Jacob’s son Levi) got a portion, and the people got to eat a portion. That made offering sin offerings and such a time of rejoicing, as we see here, and the ones bringing the offering were to share with the Levites as we see here in Deuteronomy 12:12 (cf. also Deut. 12:27).
Deu 12:14
“in the place that Yahweh will choose.” From Adam to the Exodus, people worshiped God wherever they were. Then, shortly after the Exodus, during the wilderness wandering, the Jews worshiped at the Tent of Meeting (the “Tabernacle”), but during that time the people went where the Tent went, so worshiping there was both logical and convenient. Starting in Deuteronomy, which was in the eleventh month of the fortieth and last year of the wandering, God began to make it clear that He would choose a place on earth where people were to go to worship Him. We now know that during the life of David that place came to be Jerusalem, but at this time God did not reveal that to the people.
[For more on the “place that Yahweh your God will choose,” see commentary on Deut. 12:5.]
Deu 12:15
“inside all your gates.” That is, inside your towns, the towns that the people lived in all over Israel. People could eat their regular food and hunted meat right in the town where they lived, but their tithes and offerings were to be eaten in “the place that Yahweh chooses,” i.e., Jerusalem, but it would be hundreds of years in the days of Solomon, before the choice was clear. Before that time, the place was wherever the ark of God and Tabernacle were set up.
Deu 12:18
“in the place that Yahweh will choose.” From Adam to the Exodus, people worshiped God wherever they were. Starting in Deuteronomy, which was in the eleventh month of the fortieth and last year of the wandering, God began to make it clear that He would choose a place on earth where people were to go to worship Him. At first that “place” was wherever the Tent of Meeting (the “Tabernacle”) was, but during the life of David that place came to be Jerusalem, but at this time, before Israel crossed the Jordan River, God did not reveal that to the people.
[For more on the “place that Yahweh your God will choose,” see commentary on Deut. 12:5.]
Deu 12:19
“Be careful that you do not forsake the Levite as long as you live in your land.” Sadly, the people were greedy and often kept all their food instead of sharing with the Levites, and also did not regularly go to the place where the Tabernacle and later the Temple, were placed (just like many Christians do not go to a church or fellowship of some kind where they can worship God with other Christians). That the people often did not share with the Levites or make their sacrifices at the Tabernacle put the Levites and priests in a tough position because according to the Mosaic Law, they could not own land. So to make a living and support their families the Levites and priests had to go outside their calling and profession and find whatever work they could find. We see that, for example, in Judges 17 (esp. Judg. 17:8), when the Levite took a wage to become a priest to Micah and the pagan gods he had set up, and later became a priest to the pagan god at Dan. He would not have felt the need to do that if the people were properly supporting him.
Deu 12:25
“You must not eat it so that it will go well with you and with your children who come after you.” The phrase “so that it will go well with you” can also be translated “so that it may go well with you.” Sometimes this life does not go well with people who obey God, and that is covered by the conditional nature of the phrase. But it also can mean “so that it will go well with you,” and that is the more salient point here because it will always go well on Judgment Day for people who obey God, and the everlasting life they will enjoy in the future make obedience in this life always worth it even if things don’t go well here and now on earth (cf. Deut. 12:28: “that it will go well with you and your children after you forever”).
Deu 12:26
“vows.” That is, the offerings that go with the vow. This verse is not saying that a person should not make a vow unless he or she is in the place God chooses, it must be understood that the thing that showed the seriousness of the vow and in a sense validated it was the offering or sacrifice that went with the vow, and that offering had to be made at the place God chose, which up until the Temple was built by Solomon was where the Tabernacle and the ark of the covenant were. Later, in Deuteronomy 14:24, God allowed people who lived far away to sell their sacrifices and offerings at home and then travel with the money to Jerusalem, where they could buy the animals needed to do the sacrifice or fulfill the vow.
Deu 12:27
“And the blood of your other sacrifices is to be poured out...but you may eat the flesh.” The reason for adding the word “other” is to make it clear that if the burnt offering was an animal it was to be wholly burnt except for the skin. The skin of the burnt offering was not burned, but was given to the priest who offered the offering (Lev. 7:8). The rest of the burnt offering was completely burned on the altar (Lev. 1:8-9, 12-13). Birds were treated a little differently (Lev. 1:14-17).
Deu 12:28
“listen to.” The Hebrew text is literally “hear,” or “listen to,” but “hear” was often used idiomatically as “obey” (some scholars refer to this as the “pregnant” sense of the word). In this context, the full sense of the word is “listen to and obey,” which is why some English versions have “listen to,” while others have “obey.” This verse teaches a great lesson. If people want things to go well with them, especially in the next life, they must listen to and obey God. Sadly, the “listen to” part often gets skipped because most people do not carefully read, and read over and over for understanding and depth of meaning, the Bible, the Word of God. Then, with the “listen to” part being skipped, the people often don’t really know what or how to obey, so they end up disobeying in ignorance.
[For more on the idiomatic sense, the “pregnant sense” of some biblical words, see commentary on Luke 23:42.]
Deu 12:29
“where you are going in to dispossess them.” The place they were “going in to dispossess them” was the land of Israel, the Promised Land.
Deu 12:30
“I will do the same.” This may seem illogical to us today, but we must remember that back at that time, and for many centuries to come, it was generally believed that certain gods lived in certain places and controlled what happened in that place. Yahweh tried to make it clear to His people that He was the God over all the earth, but that was not a generally held belief. So if the Israelites moved into Canaan and had trouble with the weather, or animals, or almost anything at all, they would be tempted to try to discover the “god” that was supposed to control that area and appease him (or her). That led Israel into the worship of pagan gods. Of course, that attraction was exacerbated by the fact that much pagan worship had sex and ritual prostitution attached.
The belief that certain gods controlled certain places is actually real in the battle between God and the Devil, because God is universal, but demons are local and live in specific places and did, and still do, exert some control over those places.
[For more about gods living in specific locations, see commentary on 1 Kings 20:23.]
Deu 12:31
“burn their sons and daughters.” The Canaanites were intermixed with the Nephilim, who were heartless and evil to the core, which is why God said to destroy them. Human sacrifice is horrific, and the thought of burning children to death is so evil there are no words to express how evil it is. Sadly, it even occasionally occurred among the Israelites (e.g. 2 Kings 21:6).
[For more on the Nephilim, see comments on Gen. 6:4.]
Deu 12:32
“Whatever thing I command you, that you must be careful to do; do not add to it or take away from it.” The Jews regularly disobeyed this, and added all kinds of traditions and regulations that they then forced upon the people as being as binding as the Law itself. Jesus Christ challenged them about that and called them hypocrites (cf. Matt. 15:1-9).
 
Deuteronomy Chapter 13
Deu 13:2
“not known.” This does not mean “not known about,” as if it were a new god that no one had been exposed to, but rather “not worshiped,” using “known” for having a relationship with.
Deu 13:3
“you are not to listen to the words of that prophet.” This is a huge and important point. Most people who read the Bible say that if a prophet foretells a sign or wonder and it comes to pass then he is a true prophet of God, but that is not the case. The signs and wonders of many false prophets come to pass. The people are to know the Word of God well enough to discern whether or not what the prophet said is godly or not from God. It is the Word of God that tells whether a prophet is true or false, not whether the sign or wonder comes to pass. 1 Corinthians 14:29 says that when a prophet speaks others are to judge what is said, and 1 John 4:1 says not to believe every “spirit” (prophecy) but to test them to see if they are from God, because many false prophets are in the world.
[For more on the word “spirit” sometimes referring to a prophecy, see commentary on 1 Cor. 14:12.]
“for Yahweh your God is testing you.” This does not mean that God sent the false prophet so He could test the people. It means in God’s eyes the everyday situations in life in which people are tempted to turn from the true God and His commands and follow their own desires or the ungodly advice of others are tests that God wants us to pass and which demonstrate our love for Him. Life is full of tests that demonstrate our love for God. God says to pray. Do we? God says to help the poor and needy. Do we? God says people live by every word of God. Do we read and learn the Bible, or do we neglect and ignore it and not know what it actually says? God says not to have other gods. Do we obey that, or do we “help” God out by having “lucky” objects, and/or protective amulets, wearables, statues, etc., things that then end up taking some of God’s glory? Do we fully follow God’s commands, or if a modern “prophet” (a prophet, teacher, counselor, leader) tells us it’s okay to do something contrary to God’s Word do we follow the words of that “prophet?” There will be a Day of Judgment, and the wise person knows that and so obeys the words of God, not their own desires that are conditioned by the ungodly society around them or the words of others that lead them from God.
Deu 13:5
“must be put to death.” This may seem a little harsh, but we must realize what is at stake here. If a false prophet leads the people away from the worship of Yahweh and away from obeying His Laws, and leads them into false worship, those misled people could very well lose their everlasting life and be doomed in the Lake of Fire (cf. Ezek. 33:12-15). God never wants that to happen. Evil people who would lead others away from Yahweh are “wicked” (Deut. 13:6-11, esp. 11) and unrighteous and will die in the Lake of Fire anyway, so taking their life now does not take away much and it protects God’s people two ways: first, by getting rid of the immediate problem and threat, and second, because other false prophets who hear about it will think twice before they start telling people to forsake Yahweh and worship other gods (Deut. 13:11).
[For more on dying in the Lake of Fire (cf. Rev. 20:11-15) see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
Deu 13:8
“your eye is not to pity him.” This is a Semitic idiom that means, “you must not pity him.” In the culture, the “eye” reflected the character or attitude of the person, so for a person’s eye to pity someone was for the person to have an attitude of pity, which would then lead to having mercy and sparing the person. But God knew that idolaters in the camp of Israel would eventually lead many people away from God and to everlasting death, so He commanded the death penalty for such people. If someone wanted to turn away from Yahweh and worship idol gods, they were free to leave and go live among the pagans, but they were not free to stay in the camp of Israel and influence people to turn from Yahweh.
The New Testament tells us that when a person in the congregation acts or teaches in such a way that they overthrow the faith of other believers, they are to be put out of the congregation (cf. 1 Cor. 5:9-13; 1 Tim. 1:20; Heb. 12:15).
[For more on idioms involving the eye, see commentary on Prov. 22:9.]
Deu 13:9
“kill, yes, kill.” The Hebrew uses the figure of speech polyptoton for emphasis. The Hebrew reads, somewhat more literally, “but killing you are to kill him,” repeating the word “kill” twice with the two verbs inflected differently.
[For more on this translation and polyptoton, see commentary on Gen. 2:16, “eat, yes, eat.”]
Deu 13:10
“stoned him to death with stones.” The standard method of killing a criminal was to stone them with stones (cf. Lev. 20:2; 24:23; Num. 15:35; Deut. 13:10; 21:21). Some people have asserted that the Jews just dropped one huge stone on the person, but there is no evidence for that in the Bible. Also, stoning with stones was how Achan and his family were killed (Josh. 7:25), and how the Jews killed Stephen (Acts 7:58-60).
[For more on stoning people to death, see commentary on Lev. 20:2.]
Deu 13:13
“sons of Belial.” This is a designation of sons of the Devil.
[For more on sons of Belial, see commentary on 1 Sam. 2:12. For more on the unforgivable sin and children of the Devil, see commentary on Matt. 12:31.]
Deu 13:15
“the mouth of the sword.” Used to show great destruction, as if the sword was eating its victims (see commentary on Josh. 6:21).
Deu 13:17
“to cling to your hand.” A graphic way of saying that no one was to steal any of the things that were devoted to destruction.
[For more on things “devoted” to Yahweh and devoted to destruction, see commentary on Josh. 6:17.]
Deu 13:18
“listened to.” In a context like this, the word “listen” can also be used idiomatically and have the meaning “obey.” Some scholars refer to this as the “pregnant sense” of the word. In this verse it has the meaning “listen to and obey.” Many Hebrew words are used with an idiomatic or pregnant sense (see commentary on Luke 23:42).
 
Deuteronomy Chapter 14
Deu 14:1
“between your eyes.” Although the literal Hebrew is “between your eyes,” we must remember that people back in those times had no easy way to cut hair, and so often men had longer hair and the hair on the front of their head could hang down like bangs and end up “between the eyes.” One way that some ancients would mourn the dead was to cut a bald spot just above the forehead where it could be easily seen, in which case there would be no hair to droop down between the eyes. Here in Deuteronomy 14:1, God does not want people marking themselves or disfiguring themselves for the dead. This was in part because life is ahead, not behind us, but also because many people, both ancient and modern, think that dead people are alive in some form, which opens those people to demons who impersonate the dead as ghosts or in seances. Those demons work to win the confidence of people and get them to believe they really are speaking to people “on the other side,” and at that point, the demons can give people a lot of false information, the most basic of which is that dead people are actually alive in some form somewhere. The Bible is clear: dead people are dead, and that is what makes this life so incredibly valuable.
[For more on dead people being dead in every way and not alive anywhere or in any form, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.]
Deu 14:13
“any kind.” That is, any kind of falcon or kite, but also including eagles, vultures, etc., from the verses above. Basically, no kind of bird of prey was clean to eat. For the translation “any kind,” instead of “according to its kind,” see commentary on Genesis 1:11.
Deu 14:14
“any kind of raven.” That would include crows, which are a kind of raven-like bird.
Deu 14:19
“you are not to eat them.” God did not want people eating flies, gnats, butterflies, and such. He does say that the locust can be eaten, however (Lev. 11:22).
Deu 14:22
“tithe, yes, tithe.” This is the figure of speech polyptoton, where the word “tithe” is repeated twice in the Hebrew text, but the two occurrences are inflected differently. The double use of “tithe” is for emphasis, which some translations express by saying something such as, “You are to surely tithe.”
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
The Law of Moses commanded people to give a tenth of the grain they grew and the other vegetable harvests such as grapes and olives (Lev. 27:30; Num. 18:21; Deut. 14:22; Mal. 3:8-12). Animals were tithed also, but differently (Lev. 27:32). There was no formal tithe in the over 2500 years from Adam to the Mosaic Law. The reason for the institution of the tithe was that God commanded that the tribe of Levi could not own land and was to do the work of the Temple, as well as other duties that required their attention. As long as the people of the other 11 tribes of Israel paid their tithe, there was money for the Levites. When the Law of Moses was fulfilled and the physical Temple was no longer the true Temple, the tithe was no longer a legal requirement (the Body of Christ is the Temple today—see commentary on 1 Cor. 3:16).
Since there is no legal requirement to give a tenth today, the Bible says that Christians are to give as they purpose in their heart (2 Cor. 9:7). However, they are still to give, and giving generously is always God’s heart. Christians are to give to those who minister the Word of God within the Body of Christ (1 Cor. 9:11-14). They are also to give to those in need (cf. Phil. 4:10-14), and are to keep in mind that those who sow generously will reap a generous reward for it (2 Cor. 9:6).
Deu 14:23
“in the place that he will choose.” In Deuteronomy God heavily introduces that in the future people will have to come to where He is to worship (see commentary on Deut. 12:5).
Deu 14:26
“and you may spend the money on whatever your soul desires, for cattle or for sheep or for wine or for beer.” Bringing money instead of animals was done a lot by the Jews while the Tabernacle and later the Temple existed. Animals traveled slowly and were cumbersome to herd along, so it made much more sense to sell the animal in one’s hometown and just carry money. Sadly, by the time of Christ, the greedy priests made the regulation that the “unclean money” of other nations could not be used in the Temple to buy animals for sacrifice, and so the priests established moneychangers who changed the foreign coinage into “proper Jewish coinage” that the people could use to buy animals to sacrifice. Of course there was usually no exact way to evenly trade the foreign money for the Jewish money, so in the trade, the priests, who controlled the system, always made out ahead and the people lost money in the exchange.
Jesus Christ knew that the whole system was bogus and only established to further enrich the priests, who were generally already rich, which is why when he went into the Temple at Passover time he turned over the moneychangers’ tables, drove the animals away, and called the place where they were “a den of robbers” (Mark 11:15-18; John 2:13-17). Those evil priests and Levites, and any person who behaves like them and takes advantage of others will not do well on the Day of Judgment.
 
Deuteronomy Chapter 15
Deu 15:1
“At the end of every seven years you must make a release.​” In this context, the seventh year was a fixed time, and tracked by the priests. So as the year of release approached people were less likely to lend because they would be less likely to be fully repaid. While that makes monetary sense, it was not God’s heart and He reproves it. The poor need the money (or whatever they borrow) now, not in a couple years when a new cycle of seven begins, and God says He will bless Israel if they will take care of the people.
The seventh year was different for cases where a person was forced (often by debt) to serve another. In those cases, the guilty party did serve seven years (cf. Deut. 15:12).
Deu 15:4
“However there will be no poor among you.” This statement is based in the context of Israel obeying all the commands of God, which they never did. A few times in history they may have gotten close, but as a whole, they never did keep all the commands of God. So Deuteronomy 15:11, that there would always be poor people in the land, is much more realistic and is in fact what happened historically in Israel.
Deu 15:7
“close your hand.” An idiom meaning to be selfish to.
Deu 15:8
“open, yes, open...lend, yes, lend.” The Hebrew text emphasizes the fact that the richer person must be willing to lend to the poorer person by using the figure of speech polyptoton, where the same verb is repeated but in two different tenses (see commentary on Gen. 2:16).
[See Word Study: “Polyptoton.”]
Deu 15:9
“the seventh year, the year of release.” According to the Law of Moses, every seventh year was a year of release. On the seventh year, slaves had to be released, and they could not be sent away empty-handed, they had to be given enough to start their life again (Exod. 21:2; Deut. 15:12-15), the land had to be released from its labor and not cultivated (Exod. 23:11; Lev. 25:4-7; Neh. 10:32), and any debt that was owed to a brother Israelite had to be forgiven (Deut. 15:1-3; Neh. 10:32).
The “seventh year” was fixed on the calendar. For example, if you lent money to someone, the “seventh year” was not seven years later, but when the “seventh year” came up, which might have been the very next year. Here in Deuteronomy 15:9 God warns the Israelites not to be stingy and have an “evil eye” against their fellow Israelite and to lend to the needy even if the year of release was near and the chances of being repaid were slim.
“your eye be evil.” The “evil eye” is a Semitic idiom for being greedy and stingy. God is telling people not to be stingy, but to give to their needy brother even if the year of release, the seventh year, is close and it does not look like the needy one will be able to pay you back before his debt is released. Biblically, an evil eye is greedy or stingy; while a “good eye,” or a “single eye,” is generous.
[For more on idioms involving the good eye, see commentary on Prov. 22:9. For more on the idiom of the evil eye, see commentary on Prov. 28:22.]
Deu 15:10
“give, yes, give.” The Hebrew text repeats the verb “give” twice, the first as an infinitive, the second as an imperfect. This is the figure of speech polyptoton, and emphasizes that the person is to give generously.
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
Deu 15:11
“Because the poor.” The opening word is more properly, “for,” but here it has more the force of “because” (cf. NASB, and note the NIV).
Jesus also taught that there would be poor people among the more wealthy people (cf. Matt. 26:11; Mark 14:7; John 12:8). It is good to give to the poor, but that is all the Bible says to do—help them survive and get back on their feet. There is no justification for the idea that society is responsible for raising the poor up to the economic level of everyone else so everyone has the same things in life. There are many different reasons that the poor are poor, and trying to get them to be equal with everyone else in society only hurts the people in society who are diligent and plan and thus have enough and some to share, and taking their money from them by force of law only results in hurting the whole society. Note that whenever Jesus told a parable about people being given money and stewarding it, any money the person who hid or lost his money had left was taken from him and given to the one who had been the wisest with the money he had been given (cf. Matt. 25:28-29; Luke 11:20-24).
When it comes to helping the poor, the Bible sets some wonderful examples. First, Proverbs makes it clear that parents are to teach their children to plan ahead and plan for their future. Failure to do that can result in someone having a very difficult life, so parents need to be diligent about teaching their children to prepare for the future. Also, Proverbs says that godly parents and grandparents should plan their lives so they can leave an inheritance to their children, which can be a huge help to the children (Prov. 13:22). Then, after being helped and supported by the immediate family, God intended that the extended family was to watch out for each other and support each other in times of trouble. This was part of the idea behind the concept of the “kinsman-redeemer,” and we see that in cases such as when Boaz helped out Naomi and Ruth. God designed the family and clan to be the primary support system for people all throughout their lives, from babies to when people are elderly and in need of help.
Also, people are wise to be a part of a mutually loving community of believers who help and support each other. This is usually the Church, and being part of a loving congregation is very valuable. Acts 6:1 and 1 Timothy 5:16 are two verses that show the Church helping the poor among them, and many churches are very good about helping the poor, and also the people in the church are often very helpful in helping and supporting one another. Church is to be more than a place to go to sing and worship God, it is a place to build friendships and community among the believers, who can then be mutually supportive of each other.
Christians are also to realize that if they help the poor, God will reward them for it on Judgment Day. Proverbs 19:17 says that the person who shows favor to the poor lends to Yahweh and Yahweh will repay them for the help they give. That repayment might not happen in this life, but it certainly will in the next. So for a Christian to notice a poor person and extend some help to them is supposed to be part of every Christian’s life.
It is important to realize also, however, that there are things that poor people can do to help themselves, and God expects people to do what they can to support themselves. In biblical times people who could not work went to public places and begged, and God often blessed that effort. That may not be available or safe today, but that does not mean that there are not things that poor people can do for themselves to get back on their feet or get further ahead in life. James says that people have not because they ask not, and someone working to have enough or get out of poverty should be diligent to pray and to ask God for help and also for ideas as to how to get help.
“open, yes, open.” The Hebrew text repeats the verb “open” twice, the first as an infinitive, the second as an imperfect. This is the figure of speech polyptoton, and it emphasizes that the person is to give generously.
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
Deu 15:14
“supply, yes, supply.” God wants people to give the ones who have served them a good chance to make it in the world and not end up back in debt, so He emphasizes that point by repeating the verb “supply” twice, an infinitive pared with an imperfect, and thus using the figure of speech polyptoton. In this case, the meaning of the figure is to supply him with plenty so he can get a good start.
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
[See Word Study: “Polyptoton.”]
Deu 15:15
“you are to remember that you were a slave in the land of Egypt.” The “you” and “slave” are singular. Each person is to remember the past, and the hardships Israel went through in Egypt.
Deu 15:16
“If he tells you.” The “he” is accurate. The men were set free in the seventh year (or at least they were supposed to be; some cruel masters would not release their slaves). In contrast, the women slaves who were single were married into the family and were therefore not released (cf. Exod. 21:7-11).
Deu 15:17
“and he will be your servant forever.” The word “forever” in this case means for a long time, because the servitude ended in the year of the Jubilee (Lev. 25:39-41).
“Also to your female servant you are to do likewise.” The women slaves who were not married did not go free like the men did, they became part of the household of the family they were sold to (cf. Exod. 21:7-11). So this must refer to female slaves who were married when they became slaves.
Deu 15:18
“for double of the hire of a hired hand he has served you six years.” If the master had hired a worker instead of having the slave for six years it would have cost him twice as much.
Deu 15:19
“All the firstborn males that are born of your herd and of your flock you are to dedicate to Yahweh your God.” The firstborn of the herd and flock would be clean animals and so they were able to be sacrificed to Yahweh. God said, “You are to dedicate them,” which in this case means dedicate them or “make them holy” by sacrificing them. So the firstborn male of every flock or herd animal was to be sacrificed to Yahweh, as Deuteronomy 15:19-23 makes clear. Note also, however, that blemished animals could not be sacrificed; and also, any time a firstborn animal was sacrificed, the family who brought it got to eat some of the meat.
Deu 15:20
“in the place that Yahweh will choose.” Here once again as has occurred a number of times in Deuteronomy, the people are to elevate God by going to where He is instead of just doing what they want wherever they are.
Deu 15:22
“the unclean and the clean alike may eat it.” That is, people who are ceremonially clean and people who are not clean may eat of the firstborn animals that are sacrificed to Yahweh.
“as if it were a gazelle or a deer.” When someone hunted a gazelle or deer and the whole family or clan ate it, both the people who were ceremonially clean and the people who were “unclean” could eat it. Things that made people Levitically unclean in the eyes of God were having an issue of blood, having touched a dead body, and having had sex that day. So here in Deuteronomy 15:22, God says that the firstborn male of the herd or flock that is sacrificed to Him may be eaten by anyone, clean or unclean.
 
Deuteronomy Chapter 16
Deu 16:1
“Observe the month.” Here in Deuteronomy 16, God lays out the pattern for the three major festivals in the Hebrew calendar: Passover and the Feast of Unleavened Bread, the Feast of Weeks (also called “Pentecost”), and the Feast of Booths (also less correctly called the “Feast of Tabernacles”), although there are details that need to be learned from other chapters about these feasts, for example, some of the other names they are called. Leviticus 23 lays out the Hebrew festive calendar in more detail.
Here in Deuteronomy 16:1-8, God treats Passover as if it were part of the Feast of Unleavened Bread. Although technically, the Passover was killed on Nisan 14 and the Feast of Unleavened Bread started on Nisan 15, the Passover meal was eaten the evening of Nisan 14 and would typically be a long ceremony and meal that would last past sundown, and sundown started Nisan 15 and the Feast of Unleavened Bread. Thus, in actual practice, the Passover and the Feast of Unleavened Bread melded together.
“Abib.” Abib was the first month of the Hebrew religious calendar and it was also called Nisan. It typically fell sometime in April. It must be remembered that Israel used a lunar calendar of 354 days, not a solar calendar of 365 days as is common today. That meant Israel’s year was shorter than our year by 11 days, so if their Abib started the same time our May started on one year, the next year their Abib would start 11 days earlier, or April 20. However, the years were adjusted forward about every three years so that the barley crop could be harvested in Abib as the Feast of Passover and the Feast of Unleavened Bread required. That adjustment was made by adding a thirteenth month, a second month of Adar, which was the twelfth month, to some years. So some years had Adar 1 and Adar 2 to catch the lunar calendar up with the times the crops would be ready.
[For more on the Jewish calendar and God changing the first month from Tishri to Nisan, see commentary on Exod. 12:2. For more information and a more complete list of the feasts and sabbaths in Israel, see commentary on Lev. 23:2.]
Deu 16:2
“of the flock and the herd.” The Law said the “Passover lamb” could also be a goat (cf. Exod. 12:5).
“You are to sacrifice the Passover to Yahweh your God of the flock and the herd in the place that Yahweh will choose to cause his name to dwell there.” This command was why people eventually went to the Temple at Jerusalem to sacrifice their Passover lambs. ​In Deuteronomy God heavily introduces that in the future people will have to come to where He is to worship (see commentary on Deuteronomy 12:5).
Deu 16:3
“bread of affliction.” Unleavened bread, that is, bread made without yeast, is not particularly good tasting, so it is called the “bread of affliction.” When Israel left Egypt they took bread with them, but they did not have time to let the yeast cause the bread to rise and become tasty, they had to hurry out of Egypt so the bread they had with them was unleavened.
Deu 16:6
“you must sacrifice the Passover at evening, at the going down of the sun.”​ In this context of the sacrifice of the Passover, the “evening” is the start of the early evening, when the sun is starting to noticeably go down. The traditional time is 3 p.m. Leviticus 23:5 has the phrase “between the two evenings.” In Jewish culture, there was an early evening when the sun was first noticeably falling in the sky, and that “evening” traditionally was 3 p.m. Then there was the second evening, much like our western evening, the time of waning daylight that just preceded sundown and by Jewish reckoning of time the start of a new day.
Deu 16:10
“the Feast of Weeks.” This feast is also called the “Feast of Harvest” (Exod. 23:16), and “Pentecost” in the New Testament (Acts 2:1).
Deu 16:13
“Feast of Booths.” This feast is also called “the Feast of Tabernacles,” but technically “booths” is the correct translation. The Feast of Booths is a harvest feast, and at the time of the harvest, it was typical for farmers to build temporary shelters out in their fields and stay there to protect the harvest from animals, birds, and thieves. The Feast of Booths and the people living out in booths for one week a year served to remind Israel of when they lived in the wilderness in tents and booths immediately after they left the slavery they experienced in Egypt, and also served to remind Israel that God was the source of their bountiful harvest.
Deu 16:16
“Three times in the year all your males are to appear before Yahweh.” The importance of the three pilgrimage feasts is emphasized by the fact that God says several times that every Israelite male was to appear before Him at these three feasts (Exod. 23:14, 17; 34:23-24; Deut. 16:16), (see commentary on Exod. 23:14).
Deu 16:18
“You are to put in place judges and officers.” The Hebrew word translated as “put in place” is natan (#05414 נָתַן), and it has a range of meanings that include “give, set, place, consecrate, dedicate, appoint, make.” The YLT reads, “Judges and authorities thou dost make to thee within all thy gates.” The King James Version says, “Judges and officers shalt thou make thee in all thy gates.” The LSB reads, “You set for yourself judges and authorities within all your gates.” The NASB reads, “You shall appoint for yourselves judges and officers in all your towns.” The people were to make judges and rulers for themselves. These were not chosen by God but by the people, in other words, the people of a town got together and decided, thus voted upon, who would be the local leaders over them.
This is basically an election of judges and officers, except the people who got together and appointed the judges were very limited. Technically they were to be male citizens of the congregation of Israel, but also men who were not blemished by having their testicles damaged in some way (see commentary on Deut. 23:1). In other words, they were to be men who had a vested interest in the heritage of Israel and passing that heritage on to their own children. The system could have worked if everyone was humble and honest, but that seldom seems to be the way things are in politics, and so many elders and judges were corrupt.
Some Christians today say that Christians should not get involved in politics, and admittedly politics can be dirty and messy, but that is because the stakes are so high. Ungodly people scrap and fight for power, and then control others and keep them from living a godly and prosperous life. Christians should do what they can within the confines of the law to keep such ungodly people out of office.
Deu 16:20
“Justice! Justice.” The Hebrew text starts by repeating the word “justice” twice for emphasis, and that is translated different ways in the different English versions. Technically it is the figure of speech repetitio (“repetition”)[footnoteRef:277] and it is used for emphasis. Rulers, judges, and teachers—leaders—will be judged more strictly on the Day of Judgment than “regular believers” will (cf. James 3:1). Christ taught that to those who were given more, more would be required (Luke 12:48), and here in Deuteronomy 16:20 God places special emphasis on the fact that leaders are to desire justice, not personal gain. [277:  See E. W. Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 263, 394, “repetitio.”] 

Deu 16:22
“a standing-stone.” Standing-stones were set up for various reasons, some of them being godly memorials, but here the context is pagan worship. Standing-stones would often be set up as part of the worship of pagan gods, and God has no tolerance for idols. They are harmful in many different ways and are to be destroyed.
[For more on standing-stones, see commentary on Gen. 28:18. For more on idols being harmful, see commentary on Deut. 7:5.]
 
Deuteronomy Chapter 17
Deu 17:3
“bowed down.” The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body to the earth. It is the same Hebrew word as “worship.”
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
“the sun or the moon or any of the army of heaven.” In this context, the “army of heaven” refers to the stars and planets (also thought of as “stars”) which appeared organized and thus were referred to as an “army.”
Deu 17:5
“to your gates.” The gate of the city was the most public place in the city. That the offender was taken to the gate of the city to be stoned showed that this was to be a public execution, and everyone could see what would happen to a person who bowed down to other gods and thus worshiped them. Thus the stoning of the offender was more than an execution, it was a very graphic illustration and instruction to everyone else that God was very serious about following Him and not false gods. It seems very likely that in most cases a person in the Old Testament times who turned away from Yahweh to the worship of pagan gods would not only lose their life here and now, but would forfeit their everlasting life as well, so turning from God to pagan gods was very serious indeed. Sadly, given the fallen nature of humankind and the often corrupt political systems on earth, this system of stoning was rarely used for actual offenders and sometimes used for political purposes (cf.Naboth, 1 Kings 21:7-13).
Deu 17:8
“between blood and blood.” Blood feuds become very entangled and difficult to sort out, and they are complicated by emotion and the concept of honor and who is gaining or losing honor by the way something is done or decided. Blood feuds have been known to go on for centuries in the ancient Near East, and even today they can be a problem. The problem of blood feuds was exacerbated in biblical times because there was no police force, so if someone killed another person, it was the job of the family or relatives of the dead person to avenge the death of their family member by killing the killer. The one who kills the killer is referred to in the Bible as “the avenger of blood” and regulations governing how that vengeance is to be carried out are in Numbers 35:9-29 and Deuteronomy 19:1-13.
Deu 17:9
“the Levitical priests.” The Masoretic Hebrew text reads, “the priests the Levites,” and this phrase is correct since every priest was also a Levite, but it can be confusing so many versions and commentaries read “Levitical priests,” as does the REV.
[For more on the Levitical priests, see commentary on 2 Chron. 30:27.]
Deu 17:10
“that place that Yahweh will choose.” ​In Deuteronomy God heavily introduces that in the future people will have to come to where He is to worship, and “that place that Yahweh will choose” is the place where God says he is present (i.e., the Tabernacle, then the Temple). The High Priest and other priests were serving there, and they would give the word of Yahweh to the people (see commentary on Deut. 12:5). The High Priest was the ultimate “Supreme Court” of Israel, and he would be where the ark of the covenant was, representing God. His decision was final.
Deu 17:12
“the priest.” In this context, “the priest” would generally be the High Priest.
Deu 17:14
“set a king over me.” Here God speaks about Israel putting a king in place over them to rule them instead of being ruled by an invisible God and His laws. God knew the people would eventually want a king and gave Israel commands about how the king was to behave and obey God even though it would be over 400 years before Israel finally decided to have a king. God spoke again about the king in Deut. 28:36.
Deu 17:15
“set, yes, set.” Deciding to have a human king instead of God directly ruling over the people through elders, which had been the way things had been done since the Exodus, was a huge move to make, and God emphasized that they were to use His choice for a king, not theirs, and He emphasized that with the figure of speech polyptoton, repeating the same verb twice in a row but in different cases.
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
“you are not to put a foreigner over you.” A non-Israelite king would not have the interest in the success of Israel as a nation and the care of the Israelite people in the same way that an Israelite king would have. God was interested and invested in the continuance of Israel.
Deu 17:16
“acquire many horses.” A king would acquire many horses out of pride and in order to have a strong chariot force as part of the army, but God wants His people to rely on Him, not on the weapons of the flesh. Besides, a strong army does not guarantee victory, as history and the Bible show over and over (cf. Deut. 20:1; Ps. 33:17; Prov. 21:31).
Deu 17:17
“silver and gold.” The king was not to accumulate large amounts of silver and gold. It is a temptation to do that out of pride and because it could be used to hire mercenaries if the kingdom was ever attacked, and for other reasons as well. The king was supposed to put his efforts into making the kingdom strong and prosperous by doing things that helped ensure the people obeyed Yahweh and had what they needed to be individually prosperous. Those things would include things like better roads for travel and commerce, especially roads to Jerusalem so people could obey God and attend the Feasts, more strongly fortified cities to discourage foreign attack, especially on the borders of Israel, and such things as that. The king was not just to build a central treasury with a lot of valuables and consider himself rich.
Deu 17:18
“write for himself a copy of this law.” It was vital for the prosperity of the kingdom (and the everlasting life of the king personally) that he obey the Law of Moses and that he was instructed from the Law in what his people were to do so that they obeyed God. Having his own personal copy of the Law in his own handwriting ensured that he had the Law handy to read and review at all times. Of course, handwriting a copy of the Law of Moses would take months, but it was that important to God that the king know the Law. Sadly, there is no record that any king of Israel ever did that, and many things the kings did can be seen to be in ignorance of, or disobedience to, the Law. Christians today are not commanded to write a personal copy of the Bible to have for themselves, but Christians would be much better off if they read the Bible every day, learned what it said, and made a diligent effort to obey it.
“the Levitical priests.” The Masoretic Hebrew text reads, “the priests the Levites.” Every priest was also a Levite.
[For more on the Levitical priests, see commentary on 2 Chron. 30:27.]
Deu 17:20
“he and his sons.” If the king diligently obeys the Law of God, and does his best to ensure the people of his kingdom do too, he will prolong his days in the kingdom and his dynasty, the reign of his sons after him, will be prolonged also.
 
Deuteronomy Chapter 18
Deu 18:1
“the Levitical priests.” The Masoretic Hebrew text reads, “the priests the Levites.” Every priest was also a Levite.
[For more on the Levitical priests, see commentary on 2 Chron. 30:27.]
Deu 18:2
“no inheritance of land.” All the other tribes got an inheritance of land, but the Levites got the service of Yahweh and food from His sacrifices and offerings, and they got 48 cities to live in (see commentary on Num. 35:7).
Deu 18:3
“sheep.” The Hebrew word can refer to a sheep or a goat.
“belly.” This would refer in general to the inner parts. The 2011 NIV reads “internal organs,” which catches the sense.
Deu 18:8
“the sale of his ancestral property.” The Hebrew text simply reads the sale of his “fathers” (i.e. “ancestors”), but it refers to what has come down to him from his ancestors. This would not include land because the Levites could not own land, but could refer to other possessions that his ancestors might have gained.
Deu 18:9
“you are not to learn.” The so-called “black arts” and magic arts and pagan worship are not instinctively understood by humans, but are learned. God’s people are to stay away from all activity that is not a glory to God. Witchcraft and the black arts can fascinate the senses and their power can be attractive to the flesh, but those abominable and demonic practices and also the physical things that are associated with them such as wands, crystal balls, Ouija boards, etc., are to be completely avoided. The power that they have comes from God’s arch-enemy, the Devil, and if a person, and especially a believer, chooses the Devil over God he or she will have terrible consequences.
“the abominable things that those nations do.” The Devil is always trying to lure people away from God, and has many ways to do it. One of them is by getting people to look to him for information instead of looking to God. This section in Deuteronomy 18 gives us a list of some of the practices that God calls “abominable.” The Devil was effective in getting those practices inculcated into the pagan culture of the ancient world, and many of these practices are still going on today despite the fact that they are an abomination to God. The “nations” in the verse specifically refers to the various Canaanite nations, including the Ammonites, Amorites, Girgashites, Hittites, Hivites, and Jebusites.
People generally want more information than God wants to give them. God wants people to act wisely, make decisions for their own lives, and accept the consequences of the decisions they make. However, that takes a lot of wisdom, time, and risk, and many people are unwilling to do that. Besides, all the human wisdom in the world cannot tell us many of the things we would love to know: will a boyfriend/girlfriend make a good life partner; will a certain investment work out; will changing jobs help or hurt me in the long run; will my child turn out to be a good person; and many more questions like those. But God is comfortable with us not knowing those things.
God knows that we live in a fallen world, and that we are not going to be able to fix it or to “make everything right” in our lives. He wants us to trust Him on a day-to-day basis and have confidence that our next life will be wonderful, and sorrow and death will be no more. For the mature Christian, the fact that life is hopelessly broken and things go wrong in people’s lives is evidence that Adam’s sin ruined the world, and it leads us to recognize how horrible sin is, and how important it is that we make a genuine effort to obey God. The brokenness of life forces us to trust in God’s support, and it builds our desire for the restored world in the future.
Understandably, however, many people are not satisfied with being part of the consequences of Adam’s sin, and they don’t want to wait for the Millennial Kingdom for things to improve in their lives. People want to be “right” and do not want to take the risks inherent in making their own decisions. The Devil takes advantage of that, and he also takes advantage of the fact that many people are content to hand off their decision-making to “invisible forces” they believe are somehow more knowledgeable than themselves. Thus, the Devil supports many different ways of telling the future and influencing people to make decisions based on the information that he provides.
Providing different ways of dispensing information supports the Devil’s agenda in many ways. It weakens people’s resolve to obey God; it weakens people’s emotional growth in making, then taking responsibility for, their own decisions; it gives evidence, false evidence, that God is not important to people’s lives because they can get the information they want from other places; it provides an avenue for the Devil to feed people false and misleading information; it enriches disobedient people such as diviners and sorcerers with both money and influence; and, by engendering people’s disobedience and the devaluing of God, it hinders the unsaved in getting saved and hinders believers from building up rewards in the future Kingdom of God.
The list of practices in Deuteronomy 18:10-11 is not exhaustive, but it is indicative of the way culture will go if the people do not know God and the truth He provides about the visible and invisible world. There is a lot of overlap in the practices listed below, and that is understandable because although different demonic arts have specific differences, there is a lot of overlap, just as in English, concepts like “magic,” “sorcery,” and “witchcraft,” have a lot of overlap. The point of the list is that it gives us enough information to be clear that God wants to be our only God and our only source of supernatural information. Getting information from the Devil always in some way ends in harm, and God knows that.
[For more on the Messiah’s future kingdom on earth, the Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on how the future will unfold from this present age to the Millennial Kingdom to the Everlasting Kingdom, see commentary on Rev. 21:1.]
Deu 18:10
“makes his son or his daughter to pass through the fire.” The reference to passing children through the fire is widespread in the Old Testament but is not well understood (cf. Lev. 18:21; 2 Kings 16:3; 17:17; 21:6; 23:10; Jer. 32:35; Ezek. 16:21; 20:26, 31; 23:37). At least three times it is associated with the god Moloch (Lev. 18:21; 2 Kings 23:10; and Jer. 32:35), and twice it is associated with divination (2 Kings 17:17; 21:6). It is quite possible that the practice varied in different times and cultures.
Passing a child through the fire appears here in Deuteronomy along with other types of divination for guidance or gaining knowledge of the future. That fact argues strongly that at least sometimes the practice was used as part of a ceremony to determine the future. However, it is also possible that it was a sacrifice designed to appease the gods and bring about a favorable future. That certainly seems to be the case in 2 Kings 3:26-27 when the king of Moab sacrificed his son because he was losing the battle. In any case, the scope of Scripture, including verses such as Leviticus 18:21 and Ezekiel 16:21, as well as supporting evidence from archaeology, conclusively support the fact that passing children through the fire was not just some harmless means of prognostication that somehow involved children, it either sometimes or always involved actual child sacrifice.
“who practices divination.” The Hebrew doubles the root word for emphasis, and the phrase in the Hebrew text is qosem qesamim (קֹסֵ֣ם קְסָמִ֔ים). It is difficult to accurately bring that Hebrew phrase into English that reads smoothly because qosem is a participle and qesamim is the noun. A very wooden translation would be “divining divination,” but that is hard to understand in English. The essence of the phrase is picked up in many versions that translate it as one who “practices divination.” That translation reads well in English and catches the sense of the phrase, but it loses the emphasis provided by the doubling of the root word.
Divination is the process of acquiring supernatural knowledge by various means, and there are literally hundreds of different ways of divining, depending on the time and culture. Some are specifically mentioned in the Bible, such as looking at the liver of an animal (Ezek. 21:21), using a stick (Hos. 4:12), or casting lots (Esther 3:7). The Bible allowed for certain ways to cast lots, so we must not consider all lot casting to be ungodly, but some of it certainly is).
“tells fortunes.” Although “tell fortunes” brings to mind pictures of Gypsy palm readers, there are many ways people try to tell the future. The exact Hebrew word in the text is meonen (מְעוֹנֵ֥ן) from the root word anan (#06049 עָנָן). The meaning of meonen is debated, which we can see by the different ways it is translated in the English versions: “augury” (ASV); “soothsayer” (CJB, NAB, NRSV); “tell fortunes” (HCSB, ESV); “observer of times” (KJV); “practices witchcraft” (NASB); “an omen reader” (NET; cf. NIV); and “use sorcery” (NLT).
Merrill Unger wrote about meonen: “But the precise etymology of the Hebrew term is uncertain. Some would derive it from the root anan (‘to cover’), ‘one who practices hidden or occult arts.’ This explanation, though, has no real support from usage. Others would connect the word with anan (‘cloud’), ‘one who observes the clouds with a view of obtaining an oracle.’ Still others would make it a denominative from ayin (‘eye’), ‘one who smites with the evil eye.’ But nothing in the context would suggest any of those views. The most likely explanation is that the expression is from the Semitic root meaning ‘to emit a hoarse nasal sound’ …such a sound as was customary in the reciting magical formulas (Lev. 19:26; 2 Kings 21:6).”[footnoteRef:278] Isaiah 8:19 speaks of mediums and people who try to get information from the spirit world who “chirp and mutter” as part of the practices they engage in. [278:  Merrill Unger, Biblical Demonology, 131.] 

HALOT has “to interpret signs, soothsayer.”[footnoteRef:279] It is likely that in this context meonen refers more generally to those who engage in various magical arts to determine the future rather than those who actively practice magic and other “black arts” with the intent of influencing the future. There are many different ways people attempt to “tell someone’s fortune,” including Ouija boards, Tarot cards, and palm reading; and the list goes on and on. Many of those people do in fact speak or chant as they practice their art, and that could have been ridiculed in Isaiah as “chirp and mutter.” [279:  Koehler and Baumgartner, Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon.] 

“interprets omens.” The Hebrew verb is nachash (#05172 נָחַשׁ), and it referred to interpreting omens and divining by means of them. In Genesis 44:5 and 15, Joseph was said to be able to use his cup to divine (which is the same Hebrew word: interpreting omens), but it is also possible that he never did so, but used that as a ruse. There is no biblical record of Joseph actually interpreting omens or using any type of divination except by the revelation he got from God.
“practices sorcery.” The Hebrew verb is kashaph (#03784 כָּשַׁף). For our purpose, a sorcerer is “one who practices magic by using occult formulas, incantations, and mystic mutterings…it is evidently commonly employed to include the whole field of divinatory occultism.”[footnoteRef:280] A sorcerer is one who seeks to control things in the natural world by summoning or controlling supernatural forces. Scholars have not been able to exactly pin down the ancient understanding of the difference between a “witch” and a “sorceress,” and the words may in fact have been basically synonymous. There seems to be very little difference between our understanding of a “witch” and a “sorcerer,” and although older versions such as the KJV use “witch,” the modern versions almost universally use “sorcerer,” which might be due to the fact that the word “witch” in our modern times usually, but not always, carries the idea of an old woman who lives alone with black cats, big pots, all kinds of weird ingredients, and who casts spells that turn people into frogs and such. That is not a true image of what witches or sorceresses are like. Actually, the modern definitions of “witchcraft” and “sorcery” given in different sources vary greatly and are often contradictory. For example, some sources say witchcraft usually involves doing good while sorcery involves doing evil, while other sources say witchcraft deals with doing evil too. But call it witchcraft or sorcery, the real problem is that they both deal with demons. [280:  Merrill Unger, Biblical Demonology, 153.] 

God commanded that sorcerers and sorceresses were to be put to death (Exod. 22:18; cf. Lev. 20:27). That was because of their intimate involvement with demons, which are the avowed enemies of God and righteousness, and are hurtful to all of God’s creation. There are only two ultimate supernatural sources, God and the Devil, and anyone who is working with supernatural powers that are not from God is against God. The idea that there is “good witchcraft” is a falsehood foisted upon people so the Devil can gain a larger foothold on the person and society.
The existence of spiritual forces, both good and evil, has been known since God created humankind. The Devil appeared to Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden (Gen. 3:1), and the Devil and his demons have continued to appear to people throughout the ages. In fact, it was demons appearing in various forms that gave rise to the polytheistic theologies and mythologies in the ancient world. Just as demons appear to people today as different spirits and ghosts, the evidence indicates that demons appeared to people in the ancient world as different gods and goddesses of all kinds of shapes and sizes. Furthermore, the gods appeared in different ways that revealed a hierarchy among them (as indeed there was a hierarchy in the demonic world), and also it was clear to the ancients that different gods were at war with each other, which is reflected in the ancient mythologies and is also a part of modern portrayals of spiritual forces such as we see in so many books and movies today.
Given the fact that demons appeared to people in different forms, it would be natural for the ancient people to turn to them for supernatural power and help, and thus the interaction between demons and humans was the driving force behind the widespread practice of divination and magic. So, for example, the list of demonic practices in Deuteronomy 18:9-11 was not some invented list. When Moses penned Deuteronomy, the activities mentioned in chapter 18 were actually being practiced by the peoples who were occupying the Promised Land (Deut. 18:9), and Joshua and his army would be in that land less than three months after Deuteronomy was written. So for Joshua and his army, Deuteronomy 18 was “hot off the press” and extremely important if they wanted God’s help in conquering the Promised Land.
So what we see in Deuteronomy is that when God separated the nation of Israel from the other nations and made them “His people,” He forbade them to deal with the demonic world in any and every form. The Israelites were not to get involved with supernatural power such as divination and sorcery; they were not to deal with demons (even though they did not know the forces were demons). Furthermore, they were to put to death anyone among them who got involved in working with the supernatural other than that which was knowingly from Yahweh.
The necessity to put to death Israelites who dealt with demonic spiritual forces was due to the fact that in the time of the Old Testament, the average believer did not have the gift of holy spirit. That gift was poured out upon every believer on the Day of Pentecost (Acts 2), but before Pentecost, the people had to deal with spiritual wickedness in a physical way, by putting the evil person to death. Today every believer has the gift of holy spirit (Eph. 2:13-14) and so we wrestle against evil forces with spiritual weapons (Eph. 6:10-20). Sadly, most Christians are taught little or nothing about demons and about how to wrestle against them, which is like being in a war and having a closet full of guns and grenades, but not knowing what they do or how to use them, or frankly, even being aware that there is a war going on. Christians need to wake up to the spiritual battle, and if any Christian is involved in any of the activities in this list in Deuteronomy, they need to immediately quit, repent, and ask for God’s forgiveness.
Deu 18:11
“or one who casts spells.” The Hebrew phrase is chover chaver (חֹבֵ֖ר חָ֑בֶר), using the same root as a participle and then a noun. A much more literal rendering would be something like, “a binder of bands,” or perhaps, “one who ties ties” (the BDB[footnoteRef:281] mentions “tie a magic knot”). In older English, magic spells were equated with “charms,” and thus some sources might speak of a “charmer who charms.” The root idea is that the person who can “bind with a band” can cast a spell or make magic that binds a person in some way. We can see why Rotherham’s Emphasized Bible has: “who bindeth with spells.” In Psalm 58:6 the verb refers to a snake charmer, in Isa. 47:9 and 47:12 the noun refers to magic spells. [281:  BDB, Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon.] 

“one who inquires of spirits or of a familiar spirit.” The Hebrew is shoel ob (שֹׁאֵ֥ל אוֹב). The word “ob” referred to a pit or hole in the ground and then by extension to spirits that lived there (another meaning of the Hebrew word is “skin-bottle,” and some lexicons only give that meaning, which can be confusing to people trying to study this subject). Thus, the phrase refers to one who asks or inquires of spirits, particularly the so-called spirits of dead people. This would include mediums, necromancers, and others who try to contact the spirit world. Mediums and people who consulted familiar spirits (demons) were to be put to death (Lev. 20:27).
The phrase “familiar spirits” is from the Hebrew word yiddoniy (#03049 יִדְּעֹנִי), from the root yada (#03045), “to know,” and thus refers to “a knower,” or one who has a “familiar spirit.” The phrase “familiar spirit” is found in many Bibles and comes into English from the Latin word familiaris, which meant “of the family,” but which was used, among other things, to describe household slaves and servants. The idea is that mediums and spiritists usually have some particular spirits or “spirit guides” (demons!) who “know” things and with whom they are regularly in touch and who serve them.
“necromancer.” The Hebrew is more literally, “one who inquires of [or consults with] the dead.” The Devil successfully supports the belief that dead people are not really dead by the appearance of ghosts, apparitions, and other types of visitations by “dead people,” which are actually demons impersonating the dead. Demons have the power to manipulate matter to make visible figures appear with more or less clarity. Some “ghosts” appear as real as in real life, while other ghosts or apparitions appear in very vague or unclear ways, such as a dim figure in a smoky haze.
Necromancy is the term for the practice of contacting the dead, and many people, for many various reasons, want to contact those who have died. The desire to contact the dead is so strong that it goes on even among Christians despite the fact that it is specifically stated to be an abomination to God. Sadly, traditional Christian doctrine feeds the practice of necromancy by teaching the unbiblical doctrine that when a person dies, only the body dies and the “soul” (or “spirit”) lives on. But death is the absence of life, and it is an enemy (1 Cor. 15:26). When a person dies, they are totally dead, lifeless in every way, and will be that way until Jesus Christ raises them from the dead. That is why our hope is in the return and appearing of Jesus Christ (Titus 2:13; 1 Pet. 1:7), not in our own death, and it is why the Judgment occurs at his appearing and not at our death (2 Tim. 4:1). When a person “contacts the dead,” they are actually in touch with demons that impersonate the dead and who only have a hurtful, demonic agenda no matter how “nice” what they communicate seems to be.
The Devil has a multi-faceted agenda for making people think that dead people are not dead. For one thing, it makes physical death itself seem much less horrible. The thought of dying and being totally dead in every way, gone from life and loved ones, is very unsettling to many people and they willingly find reasons to believe that is not what happens. But being dead is what the Bible says happens. The first death is temporary, and people will be resurrected on their Day of Judgment, but for those who are unsaved, death via the Lake of Fire will follow the Judgment and be a permanent “second death” (Rev. 20:13-15).
Another reason the Devil has for getting people to believe the dead are alive is so that through mediums, apparitions, ghosts, etc., the Devil can communicate erroneous and hurtful information to the living. Of course, if everything being communicated from the spirit world was hurtful, people would see through the delusion, and because of that, much of what the demons communicate is either temporarily helpful or neutral. But the Devil does have an evil agenda, which is why any “communication with the dead” is an abomination to God.
[For more information on what happens when we die, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.”]
Deu 18:13
“You must be blameless before Yahweh.” The way to be blameless before Yahweh is to know God’s commands and obey them. It is a major fault among believers that they do not generally truly know the Word of God. They simply do not spend the time learning the Bible and God’s commands the way they should.
Deu 18:14
“does not allow you to do so.” In the Hebrew text, the verb translated “allow” is perfect tense (past tense) but the effect is present and thus carries the meaning “does not allow.” God does not allow His people at any time to get involved with things associated with demons such as witchcraft and divination.
Deu 18:15
“Yahweh your God will raise up to you a prophet.” It is important to connect Deuteronomy 18:15 with Deuteronomy 18:11-14. In verses 11-14 God tells His people what not to do to get information from the spirit world—don’t use divination or seek omens or try to talk to the dead. But God does not leave His people without information, after telling people what not to do, He tells them what to do, which is go to the prophets of God and get information from them.
Deu 18:16
“in Horeb in the day of the assembly.” Here in Deuteronomy 18:16, Mount Sinai is called “Horeb,” and the “day of the assembly” was the day when Moses brought all Israel to the base of Mount Sinai to hear the words of Yahweh, and He spoke the Ten Commandments in a loud voice from the top of Mount Sinai. The record is in Exodus 19:16-20:21.
“Let me not hear again the voice of Yahweh my God.” This refers to God Himself speaking the Ten Commandments in a loud voice to the Israelites from Mount Sinai, which occurred between Moses’ third and fourth time up Mount Sinai. It was later, on Moses’ fifth trip up Mount Sinai, that God wrote the Ten Commandments on stone and gave them to him.
[For more on God speaking the Ten Commandments directly to the Israelites, see commentary on Exod. 19:9.]
Deu 18:19
“I will require a reckoning from him.” The Hebrew text is simply, “I will require from him,” and it leaves us to imagine and consider what God would require from any person who did not listen to the words of Yahweh spoken by His prophet. We can be sure that anyone who ignores the words of God will receive severe consequences, but those consequences are unstated in this verse.
Deu 18:20
“will die.” It is a common Christian teaching that if a prophecy is given but does not come to pass, the one who gave the prophecy is a false prophet and, at least in Old Testament times, would have been put to death. That teaching is in error. We must remember that God is love, and prophecy is just one expression of that love. Therefore, many prophecies are actually just warnings of what will happen in the future if things do not change, but if they do change then the prophecy will be changed or will simply not come to pass as spoken. So, many prophecies are conditional and change if the conditions change. God says specifically in His Word that if He says something to a person, but the person changes, the outcome will be different from what He originally said (Ezek. 33:13-16). He says the same thing in Jeremiah about whole nations. If God speaks disaster to a nation, but it repents, He will not bring the disaster, and vice versa (Jer. 18:7-11).
Walter Kaiser, Jr. writes: “In Scripture at large, there is always a suppressed or an expressed ‘unless,’ or even a conditional ‘if,’ to all God’s predictions., except those attached to his promised salvation in the Edenic protoevangelium of Gen. 3:15, the Abrahamic covenant of Gen. 12:1-3, the Davidic covenant of 2 Sam. 7, the new covenant of Jer. 31:31-34, the Noahic covenant with the seasons in Gen. 8:21-22, and the promise of the new heavens and the new earth in Isa. 66. All other promises or predictions of God’s promised mercy depend on repentance, or judgment for failure to respond (for example, Lev. 26:40-45; Ezek. 18:5-29; Luke 13:3, 5; Rev. 2:5, 16, 21-24; 3:3, 19-20), always directly teaching or implying that the blessing or the judgment will be called off if there is a reversal of the nation’s actions resulting in sincere repentance. This passage [Jer. 18:5-10] is significant because it demonstrates that even when God gives a direct threat of judgment, even without mentioning explicitly any conditions, they are still implied from the whole teaching of Scripture….”[footnoteRef:282] [282:  Walter Kaiser, Jr, Walking the Ancient Paths: A Commentary on Jeremiah, 232.] 

Thus, for example, Samuel was not a false prophet when he told Saul he would be king over Israel (1 Sam. 10:1) and then circumstances changed and God took the kingship away (1 Sam. 13:14; 15:26). Nathan was a true prophet of God and prophesied that David would have peace in his kingdom (2 Sam. 7:11). But then David sinned by having Uriah killed and committing adultery with Bathsheba, so the prophecy changed, “Now, therefore, the sword will never depart from your house” (2 Sam. 12:10). Nathan also told David that God would establish his kingdom (2 Sam. 7:12). But when David turned from God that prophecy was nullified. God later said that He would tear the kingdom away from Solomon (1 Kings 11:11).
Rehoboam, Solomon’s son, was not a godly person, and the prophet Shemaiah told Rehoboam that God would abandon him to Shishak, Pharaoh of Egypt (2 Chron. 12:5). But Rehoboam and the leaders of Judah repented, so God said that instead of destroying them, He would deliver them (2 Chron. 12:7). Isaiah was not a false prophet even though he told Hezekiah he would “die, and not live,” but Hezekiah prayed and humbled himself, and God gave him more years (2 Kings 20:1-6). Elijah was not a false prophet just because what he said to Ahab did not come to pass—the circumstances changed when Ahab humbled himself before God (1 Kings 21:20-29).
Josiah was a godly king, so God sent Huldah the prophetess and told him he would be gathered to his grave in peace (2 Kings 22:20). But Josiah became proud and involved himself in a war he had no business being in, and was killed in the war (2 Chron. 35:23-24). His circumstances changed so the prophecy did not apply. Zedekiah was similar to Josiah in that he did some godly things, so God sent Jeremiah with the prophecy he would die peacefully (Jer. 34:5). But then Zedekiah gave into the pressure of ungodly men, and God pointed out that he and the leaders of Judah disobeyed Him (Jer. 34:17-21). Eventually, Zedekiah’s children were killed while he watched, then he was blinded and taken in chains to Babylon, where he died—hardly a “peaceful” death (Jer. 52:11). Jonah prophesied that Nineveh would be destroyed in 40 days, but the people of Nineveh repented and God did not bring the prophecy to pass. But Jonah was not a false prophet simply because what he said did not come to pass—everyone knew the circumstances changed (Jon. 3:4-10).
Also, it seems clear that prophets were not considered false prophets if they spoke the word that God gave them about the End Times and it did not come to pass. If that were the case, most of the “minor prophets,” John the Baptist, Paul, and others would be false prophets. God has the timing of the End Times under His control, and He seems to keep putting it off. About 800 BC, Joel said the End was near; close at hand (Joel 1:15; 2:1; 3:14). More than 700 years before Christ, Isaiah said the End was near, in “a very short time,” and it draws near speedily (Isa. 13:6; 29:17-18; 51:3-6). Around 600 BC, Zephaniah said the End was near and coming quickly (Zeph. 1:7, 14, 15), and about that same time Ezekiel said the same thing (Ezek. 30:3). Obadiah (late 500s BC?) said the end was near (Obad. 1:15), and Haggai, around 520 BC, said the End was “in a little while.” John the Baptist said it was near (Matt. 3:2). Paul said “the time is short,” the End is “almost here,” “near,” and “soon” (Rom. 13:12; 16:20; 1 Cor. 7:29; Phil. 4:5). James said the coming of the Lord was “near” and the Lord was “standing at the door” (James 5:8-9). Peter also said it was near (1 Pet. 4:7), and 1 John 2:18 says that “this is the last hour” (1 John 2:18). Hebrews says it is in a little while (Heb. 10:37), and Revelation says the End will happen soon and is near (Rev. 1:1, 3; 22:6, 20). It has now been thousands of years since those words were spoken, and theologians have tried many creative ways to make the “time problem” go away by saying things like, “Since the End for you is the day you die, it is always ‘near.’” But those explanations are not convincing because not one person in the audience that the prophets were speaking to thought the prophet said, “the Day of the Lord is near,” but really meant, “You are going to die soon.” The biblical prophets were not “false prophets” because their prophecies about the timing of the End Times did not come true. God, for His own reasons, kept pushing back the time of the End—He kept changing the circumstances. The point is that just because a prophecy does not come to pass does not mean the prophet was a false prophet; there are many reasons prophecies don’t come to pass.
Biblically, a false prophet is a person who gets information from a demonic source and/or leads people away from the true God, and the Old Testament said to put those people to death (Deut. 13:1-5). In fact, Deuteronomy clarifies what a false prophet is by specifically pointing out that even though the prophecy given by the false prophet comes to pass (which most people think would qualify him as a “true” prophet) the false prophet must be executed. Deuteronomy makes it very clear that simply giving a prophecy that comes to pass does not make someone a true prophet of God (Deut. 13:1-5).
It is important to realize that false prophets are not “false” because what they say is wrong. They are “false” because they do not represent the “true” God. Balaam was a prophet who stood against God, yet everything the Bible records him prophesying was true (Num. 22:1-24:25). The Devil knows the facts of a situation and is not shy about using his prophets to reveal it. The woman with the spirit of divination spoke the truth about Paul and his companions, which would make her a true prophet in some people’s eyes, but she was a false prophet and spoke via a demon, ultimately turning people away from Paul and the truth he presented (Acts 16:16).
Deuteronomy 18 contains a significant section about prophecy. Unfortunately, many translations add to the text to supposedly help clarify it, but what they add actually is not the truth of what God is trying to say. For example, the NIV84 says that a prophet who presumes to speak in God’s name things God did not command him to say “must be put to death.” However, the Hebrew text does not say he is to be “put to death,” the Hebrew text is much better translated as the KJV, NASB, Rotherham, and some other translations say it: “shall die.” The translation, “must be put to death” is not what the Hebrew text says, but rather is an assumption about what it means.
The words, “shall die” do not indicate the means of death. A study of the phrase reveals that sometimes it means, “shall be put to death,” as the NIV84 translators assume it means, but it can also mean, “shall die” in a purely factual sense. There are many examples showing the two ways this phrase can be translated. For instance, Deuteronomy 17:12; 22:25 and 24:7 are uses of the phrase when it clearly means “execute” or “put to death,” and 1 Samuel 2:34; 1 Kings 14:12 and Proverbs 15:10 and 19:16 are places where it simply means to die (every human “shall die,” so the obvious meaning is that the false prophet shall die before his natural time. There is, however, also the overtone of everlasting death, because false prophets will not be in the Resurrection of the Righteous). Since the phrase “shall die” is not conclusive, we must study the context and scope of Scripture to discover what meaning it has in any given verse.
Also, to determine what God says about prophets whose prophecies do not come to pass, we need to read the text carefully—especially because prior false teaching may have prejudiced our mind as to what the text says. Note carefully what Deuteronomy says to do when a prophecy does not come to pass: “If what a prophet proclaims in the name of the Lord does not take place or come true, that is a message the Lord has not spoken. That prophet has spoken presumptuously. Do not be afraid of him” (Deut. 18:22 NIV84). If a prophet speaks something that does not come to pass, the people should simply “not be afraid of him.” When we put verse 22 together with Deuteronomy 13:5 and 18:20, an interesting picture develops. If a prophet speaks to people with the intent of leading them away from God, he “must be put to death.” On the other hand, if a prophet speaks in the name of the Lord and the prophecy does not come to pass, perhaps it is conditional. How would the people know? In any case, the people should not be afraid of him and, if he is a false prophet, he “shall die.”
The Bible has examples of prophets who spoke prophecies that were not from God and who died. One is in the book of Jeremiah. Nebuchadnezzar’s army had attacked Judah and taken people and material goods back to Babylon. Jeremiah had foretold that the Babylonian Captivity would last 70 years (Jer. 25:11-12). However, another prophet, Hananiah, challenged Jeremiah and said that the captivity would be two years or less (Jer. 28:3). How were the people going to know the truth? As it turned out, Hananiah died that year, while Jeremiah lived and his prophecy came to pass (Jer. 28:15-17).
Hananiah turned out to be the false prophet, and he died before the two-year time period ended. He died, fulfilling the words of Deuteronomy that he “shall die,” but he was not executed by the people. Eli and Amaziah were priests, but it can reasonably be assumed from the culture and their position that they prophesied at least occasionally, and both of them also died of unnatural causes without being executed (1 Sam. 4:18; Amos 7:17).
It is very important when considering this subject of true and false prophets to realize that the Bible does not have even one example of a prophet being executed when his prophecies did not come to pass. That, combined with the fact Deuteronomy does not require a prophet whose prophecy did not come to pass to be executed, is very strong evidence that just because a prophecy does not come to pass does not mean the prophet was a “false prophet” or should have been executed under Old Testament law.
On the other hand, the Bible does have examples of prophets who were put to death when they led the people to worship other gods. Elijah had the 450 prophets of Baal put to death, and Jehu had the prophets of Baal executed (1 Kings 18:40; 2 Kings 10:18-31).
It is worth mentioning that true prophets were sometimes executed or imprisoned because they challenged the political system of the time. John the Baptist was imprisoned and eventually executed for telling the truth to a king who did not want to hear it. Jeremiah foretold the destruction of Jerusalem and was imprisoned for speaking against the city (Jer. 26:11). Micaiah was imprisoned when he spoke against the king of Israel long before it was known whether what he said was right or wrong (1 Kings 22:27). Asa, king of Judah, threw Hanani the prophet in prison for reproving him (2 Chron. 16:7-10). Amaziah, king of Judah, threatened to kill a prophet if he did not stop his prophetic reproof (2 Chron. 25:15-16), and there were other leaders, such as Jezebel, who killed the prophets of God for political reasons of their own (1 Kings 18:13).
From the evidence in Scripture, it is wrong to conclude that if a prophecy does not come to pass, the prophet is a false prophet. True prophets can speak prophecies that do not come to pass for a number of reasons: because of the conditional nature of prophecy; because the people who receive the prophecy do not do what is required for it to be fulfilled; or because a prophecy sometimes focuses more on the “take-home message” than specific details, so sometimes details do not work out exactly as the prophet stated (as in the prophecy of Agabus; Acts 21:10 versus Acts 22:22-24; 26:21).
In contrast, Scripture reveals that false prophets can give prophecies (and do signs and wonders) that are accurate and do come to pass. However, false prophets will ultimately lead people away from God and His written Word whether what they say comes to pass or not. Psychics and mediums do this consistently. They are “spiritual” people, but they are not spiritual in the godly sense of the word. They are in contact with demons, but usually they, and the people they advise, do not know it. This is just one more reason why each Christian needs a good understanding of the Bible. When we know the truth set forth in the Bible, we know when we are being led away from it. If we do not know it, we can ignorantly be led away from God and into sin.
The student of prophecy who understands the above information realizes the complexity of prophecy. Both false prophets and genuine prophets can speak prophecies that are factually correct and/or come to pass. Similarly, both false prophets and genuine prophets can speak prophecies that are not factually correct or do not come to pass. Therefore, looking at whether or not a prophecy comes to pass is not the ultimate test of a true prophet. It is an indicator, especially over time, but it is not conclusive. By having an understanding of how prophecy works, we will not fall into the trap of castigating or ostracizing a true prophet who had a prophecy not come to pass, or accepting into our Christian ranks a false prophet whose words have come true.
Deu 18:21
“word.” Here, as in many places in the Bible (and indeed, in Christian speech), the word “word” is used in the sense of a message.
 
Deuteronomy Chapter 19
Deu 19:3
“the distances.” The Hebrew is literally “the roads,” but in this context, the “roads” are measured to determine the distances in the territory of Israel.
Deu 19:4
“in time past.” The Hebrew is idiomatic and more literally, “from yesterday and the day before.”
Deu 19:6
“avenger of blood.” A member of one’s family or clan that would kill anyone who killed someone in the family (see commentary on Num. 35:19 and commentary on Ruth 2:20, “kinsman-redeemer”).
“while his heart is hot.” The avenger of blood has just lost a relative and almost certainly a friend, and he is filled with emotional anger even though the killing was an accident.
“in time past.” The Hebrew is idiomatic and more literally, “from yesterday and the day before” (cf. Deut. 19:4).
Deu 19:9
“indeed, you are to keep all this commandment that I command you this day by doing it.” God adds this phrase about obeying Him in the middle of His command to have cities of refuge where a person who killed accidentally. The reason for this addition is to sternly remind the people that the one who loves God obeys His commandments even when he does not want to or does not feel like it. Someone who has just lost a good friend to an accidental killer may not want to let the killer live, but that is the command of God and it must be obeyed or the avenger of blood will bring bloodguilt upon himself and perhaps even on those around him who support what he did.
Deu 19:12
“so that he dies.” Murderers are to be put to death.
[For more on the death penalty, see commentary on Exod. 21:12.]
Deu 19:14
“You must not move your neighbor’s boundary marker.” Sadly, it was common for the wealthy and powerful to increase their land by moving the ancient boundary markers that were set up in the first one or two generations after the land of Israel was conquered. That was a common way that the wealthy took advantage of the poor and weak in the land. The rich stole land from the disadvantaged and added it to their own by moving the boundary marker. It was cold-hearted and stealing to do that, and brought consequences upon Israel, and will bring serious consequences upon the man himself on Judgment Day (cf. Eccl. 12:13-14).
Deu 19:17
“before Yahweh, before the priests and the judges.” The fact that the people who have the dispute have to stand before Yahweh, before the priests, tells us that the people with the controversy were to go to “the place that Yahweh chooses to put His name there,” that is, where the Tabernacle or Temple and the High Priest were, which was eventually at Jerusalem. Although making judgments that settled controversies was one of the jobs of the priests, especially the High Priest, as the kingdom of Israel developed it happened that more and more of the judgment was done by the king. However, as a practical matter, it turned out that many controversies were settled in people’s hometowns by the elders at the gate of the city rather than people going to Jerusalem or where the king was.
Deu 19:19
“then you must do to him as he had planned to do to his brother.” The way God deals with perjury is righteous, and if implemented would go a long way toward eliminating perjury in courtrooms. People who lie in court do great damage to the justice system as a whole and also great damage to the individuals whom they lie about. But in most cases, the sentence for perjury is very light if there is any sentence at all, so there is a great temptation to lie in court to further one’s own agenda. The Bible has examples of people who lie in court and thus we can see that it is not only in modern times that society ignores this command of God about what to do with perjurers, this command seems always to have been ignored. For example, what happened to the false witnesses at the trial of Jesus who could not even agree with each other? They testified with the intention of having Jesus executed but Jesus was not condemned at that trial based on anything they said but rather what Jesus himself said to the High Priest. So, by this command of Deuteronomy 19:19, they should have been tried and discovered as false witnesses and executed. But were they? It’s very likely they walked out of the trial as free men, and that is what happens far too often today as well.
Believers must make up their minds that if they want God’s justice in the land then they must learn what God’s justice is and work to ensure that it is then carried out. But as we see here, carrying out God’s justice takes great resolve. Will we really execute a person who lies at the trial of a person accused of a capital crime? Most people do not have the resolve to see that justice carried out, even though word would get around about how perjurers were being dealt with and then witnesses at trials would be much more likely to tell the truth to avoid severe consequences and then true justice could be done. Thankfully, on Judgment Day, God will have the resolve to carry out true justice on those who have done evil throughout their lives, so believers will be able to see true justice done even if they don’t have the resolve to do it themselves.
 
Deuteronomy Chapter 20
Deu 20:8
“heart melt.” This is an idiom for a person losing courage.
Deu 20:13
“All its males.” The Hebrew uses the word for “male” here, not “man,” which can mean “person; human.”
“the mouth of the sword.” The idiom, “the mouth of the sword” is used to show great destruction, as if the sword was eating its victims (see commentary on Josh. 6:21).
Deu 20:16
“you are not to leave alive anything that breathes.” The inhabitants of the Promised Land, Israel, were genetically corrupt in a way that made them evil and they could not be healed in any way, nor could they be saved. All that they could do was promote evil, so God commanded that they be killed off (see commentary on Gen. 6:4).
Deu 20:17
“Devote them to destruction, yes, destruction.” God commanded that the nations inhabiting Canaan be completely destroyed, and He emphasized that fact by using the figure of speech polyptoton, where a verb is repeated twice but with different inflections, in this case, the verb “devote to destruction.” The Canaanite nations had been genetically corrupted by Nephilim, and could not be godly or redeemed. They had to be destroyed.
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
[For information on the Nephilim, see commentaries on Gen. 6:2 and 6:4.]
Deu 20:18
“so that they do not teach you.” Note that there is no consideration that the Israelites would teach the Canaanites about Yahweh. As a group, they were genetically evil, although there were some of them that were not genetically tainted, such as Rahab the prostitute and her family.
Deu 20:19
“you must not destroy its trees by swinging an axe against them because you can eat from them.” This is logical and kind. Also, after the conquest, the people who then inhabit the city will still be able to eat from those trees. Fruit trees take many years to be truly productive, so cutting down fruit trees takes away food from people for many years after the siege.
 
Deuteronomy Chapter 21
Deu 21:1
“If a corpse is found on the soil that Yahweh your God is giving you.” Deuteronomy 21:1-9 is an important section of Scripture because it shows that just because a person or a town did not actively sin or commit a crime does not mean that they did not have any responsibility for a sin or crime done near them. Far too often people want to ignore something that they think they had no part in (and in fact did not have an active part in) when in fact their sin, or lack of aggressive obedience to God, helped to open the door for the sin or crime that was committed. The Bible says that God will bless the land and people if they obey Him, but have they been truly obedient? Have you, or the people of your area or town, really obeyed God? Are you and the town steadfast in prayer like God says to be? Do you obey the commands of God like He says to? Did you put the right leaders in place who guide the people in righteousness? All these kinds of things are actually participation in the great war between God and the Devil, between Good and Evil, and they affect the amount of demonic activity in your life and in your community. So when a town falls short of genuinely obeying God it does have some culpability in sinful activities that occur in and around it, and that is why God commanded that if there was an unsolved murder, the elders of the town had to do a sacrifice of atonement to have the sin forgiven. That is also why people in the Bible pray for themselves and the people of the land (cf. 2 Chron. 6:14-42; Neh. 9:32-38).
Deu 21:3
“a heifer.” A heifer is a young female cow that has not yet had a calf.
Deu 21:7
“answer and say.” “Answer and say” is a common idiom. There is no question spoken, it is an answer or statement about the situation.
Deu 21:12
“into the midst of your household.” Biblical households were large and usually the family was large and the extended family lived next to, or even with, a person. So a young woman—likely no older than 15—whom a man brought home as a wife was not just alone with the man, but was with his entire family and extended family. At that point, depending on how well the girl was accepted by the family and treated by them, her life could be a good one or a living hell. No doubt many girls in that situation got treated as slaves by the family.
Deu 21:13
“take off the clothing of her captivity.” There is much more to this than we might generally expect. In those ancient days when clothes were handmade and families were large it was quite common that the only clothes a person had were the clothes they had on, and that clothing was usually traditional to the family or clan that the person belonged to. So to take off one’s clothing and put on the clothing of another nation, clan, or family was to abandon one’s family and one’s nation and become a member of another nation, clan, or family, which could be very difficult emotionally. A modern example might be a tried and true Ohio State University alumni having to wear a University of Michigan Jersey all the time. Another example from history was when the Barbary Pirates, who were Muslims, captured European ships and made slaves out of their captives. They made them wear Muslim clothing and the European slaves complained bitterly about it because they felt it betrayed their identity as Christians. For the young captive girl, as difficult as leaving her old family identity might be, the way to peace and success for her was to move forward and become part of the family she now belonged to. That was true for the captive girls from any country. After all, it was a common custom to kill the men and take the women captive.
“weep for her father and her mother a full month.” The Law made sure that men who captured a girl to take home and marry gave the girl a full month to adjust to her new situation before the man who captured her had sex with her. To fulfill the Law the man must show some restraint and respect for the girl, not just basically rape her. The Hebrew text is idiomatic and reads “a month of days,” which means a full month. The fact that the girl wept for her father and mother—who were likely dead—for a full month was in keeping with the custom of allowing a full month for mourning someone’s death (see commentary on Deut. 34:8).
Deu 21:16
“make the son of the beloved the firstborn.” According to the way God commanded that inheritance be handled, the firstborn son got twice as much as any other son. So if a man only had two sons, the elder would get two-thirds and the younger one one-third. This could be difficult to do. We can well imagine that that wife who was loved would put tremendous pressure on her husband to honor her son by giving him the right of the firstborn. Daughters were not considered for inheritance as they would be part of the family into which they married.
Deu 21:19
“elders...gate.” In the biblical culture of the Old Testament, it was the custom that the elders and judges of a city would sit at the city gate (Gen. 19:1, 9; Deut. 21:19; 22:15; 25:7; Josh. 20:4; Ruth 4:11; 1 Sam. 4:18; Esther 2:19, 21; 3:2; Lam. 5:14; Dan. 2:49).
[For more on the elders at the gate, see commentary on Prov. 1:21.]
Deu 21:21
“Then all the men of his city are to stone him with stones so that he dies.” There is no investigation as to the accuracy of the parents’ accusation. The fact that parents would come forward to have a child executed is all the evidence needed, but beyond that, the child lived in the community and his reputation would be well-known. Also, it was the men of the city who stoned the child, the women were excused from that action.
Deu 21:22
“and he is put to death and you hang him.” This is not talking about putting a person to death by hanging. The person is killed and the dead body is hung on a tree as a lesson and warning to others.
“tree.” The Hebrew word can also allow for this to be a wooden stake. What was actually used in any given case would have been determined by what resources were in the area.
Deu 21:23
“his body is not to remain all night on the tree, but you are to surely bury him the same day.” It is amazing that this command in the Law was fulfilled in Jesus Christ even though that fulfillment was not done intentionally. It usually took people two or three days to die on a cross in Roman crucifixion, and since Roman crucifixion was done in part to terrorize the people into submitting to Rome, the Romans had no reason or intention to take Jesus’ body down from the cross in a way that fulfilled the Mosaic Law. Similarly, when the religious leaders shouted “Crucify him” to Pontius Pilate and gave Jesus to the Romans to be crucified, they had no specific intention of having the Law of Moses fulfilled in Christ. But by God’s design, it was the Passover when Jesus was crucified, and the scrupulously religious Sadducees and Pharisees did not want any human body, not just Jesus’ body, hanging on a Roman cross during their feast day (John 19:31). So they directed that Jesus and the people crucified with him be treated in a way that would assure they would all die so the dead bodies could be taken down that day (John 19:32). Jesus, for his part, gave up his life, the others died by the purposely accelerated process of crucifixion. The end result was that, although Jesus had no control over it, and neither the Romans nor Jews intentionally planned it, even in his death on the cross as a sin offering (2 Cor. 5:21) and a curse on our behalf (Gal. 3:13), Jesus fulfilled the Law. His dead body was taken from the cross before sunset—he did not remain all night on the cross.
 
Deuteronomy Chapter 22
Deu 22:1
“and hide yourself from them.” This verse is similar to Exodus 23:4. In this context, “your brother” is your fellow Israelite. If you see someone’s animal wandering off, you are not to pretend you did not see it, but you are to take it back to them. This command of God shows God’s concern for personal selflessness and the importance of helping others even if it inconveniences you. Note that God did not say, “take the animal back if you are not busy doing something else.” The fellow Israelite whose animal is wandering may well live several miles away, and rounding up their animal and taking it back to them could take half a day or even more (for animals that have wandered many miles, see Deut. 22:2). Making an effort like that is simply what it takes sometimes to obey God, live a sacrificial life, and build a true community that gives everyone peace and joy.
It is easy to see how to apply this command today. People may not have animals that wander off, but it is common for people to leave things behind when they go places, and many times with a little investigation you can find out who left something and be able to return it to them. Finding something that someone left behind and keeping it is not “finders keepers losers weepers,” it is disobeying God and often even stealing, and it will be brought up in the records on the Day of Judgment.
Deu 22:2
“near to you.” In the context of the ancient world when everyone usually walked everywhere, “near to you” was not just a few miles away, but many miles away. A wandering cow or donkey could wander many miles looking for food and water or other animals to mate with.
“into the midst of your house.” This could well be understood as “into the midst of your household.” It was common for families to live together in houses that were attached or were very close together, almost like a family compound. The verse is not saying bring the animal into your house, like we might have a dog or cat in the house, although very often that was done for the safety and protection of the animal, especially at night. The person who found the animal was to bring it home to where he lived.
Deu 22:3
“you are not to hide yourself from them.” The verse is saying that you are not to ignore lost items that you could return with a little effort. It is noteworthy that the Bible does not even mention stealing. It does not say, for example, “you are not to hide yourself from them and you are not to keep them for yourself.” Stealing was so wrong and so evil it is not even considered in this context, but sadly it is the common sentiment today, “If you leave it and I find it, it’s mine.” No its not! And you do not want that being brought up on Judgment Day. If you have stolen and now cannot return the item, repent and confess your sin so that it is forgiven, and if there is anything you can do to make restitution, do it.
Deu 22:4
“lift, yes, lift.” This verse is similar to Exodus 23:5. God is so concerned with people helping and supporting one another that in this example in Deuteronomy 22:4 He uses the figure of speech polyptoton to emphasize how important it is to help each other. In the Hebrew text the verb lift is repeated twice, “lift lift,” but the verb has different cases, such as “lifting lift.” The idea is “you are to surely help him lift” the animal up again. Too often in our modern world we ignore people in need because we “don’t want to get involved,” or “we are too busy.” That is not to be the attitude of the one who follows Christ and God’s commands, we are to extend ourselves to help others.
[See Word Study: “Polyptoton.”]
Deu 22:5
“There is not to be.” This verse has been mishandled when it comes to application in our modern culture. It has sometimes been said to refer to “pants” and “dresses,” which is not the case. In the biblical culture, both men and women wore robes, although the length and colors were different—even though some of those differences would be hard for us today to distinguish at first glance. Beyond that, the men wore “things,” such as weapons, that a woman was not to wear, and the women wore “clothing” that the men were not to wear—there was a difference between the clothing, etc., that was worn by the different sexes.
The point of the verse is that God created the two sexes, and the difference between them was to be understood and respected, and was also to be reflected in the way people dressed. C. F. Keil writes about “the divine distinction of the sexes, which was kept sacred in civil life by the clothing peculiar to each sex…The immediate design of this prohibition was not to prevent licentiousness, or to oppose idolatrous practices…but to maintain the sanctity of that distinction of the sexes which was established by the creation of man and woman, and in relation to which Israel was not to sin.”[footnoteRef:283] [283:  Keil and Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament: The Pentateuch, 409.] 

Our modern culture does not have strict norms on style of dress like the Israelites had, and men and women wear much of the same clothing. Nevertheless, Deuteronomy 22:5 shows us that God wants us to know and honor the distinction between men and women, and to reflect that honor of His creation in the way we dress. There are clearly ways to dress that are more male or more female, and to purposely dress in such a way as to obscure the distinction in the sexes is, as the verse says, “an abomination to God.”
“a man’s things.” The first half of the verse, about “man’s things,” is more than just clothing, but anything that in that culture would specifically pertain to a man, such as a weapon. In contrast, the second phrase is specifically about woman’s clothing.
Deu 22:7
“set free, set free.” In the Hebrew text, the verb translated “set free” is repeated twice for emphasis because the tendency of people would be to take all the birds because people traveling on the road were generally hungry and any fresh food was welcome.
“do this so that it will be well with you.” Cultivating and practicing compassion in one’s life makes life much more of a blessing than being hard hearted, and also God is able to bless people who have compassion for people and animals in many unseen ways. Also, letting the mother go free helps ensure that there will be many birds for future generations. If it is early enough in the nesting season, most mother birds whose nests are destroyed simply build another and lay more eggs.
Deu 22:8
“make a railing for your roof.” Almost all houses in the ancient Near East had flat roofs and it would be easy for people to accidentally fall off, so in the Mosaic Law, God commanded that people put railings on the roof. This “law” was part of the Torah (the “instruction.” “Torah” does not technically mean “law,” it means “instruction”). God gives us this instruction about roof railings to guide us, and in doing so shows that if something is inherently dangerous, people should take steps to protect others from the danger. As such, this command in the Torah to build a railing is also God’s instruction to do many other things that keep people safe. This instruction in the Bible legitimatizes building codes and other codes that keep people safe. Of course, society sometimes goes too far with the codes they put in place, but in general, having building codes and other safety codes is godly and has saved many lives. Early in the industrial revolution when there were no safety codes many people in America died on the job due to conditions and machines that were inherently unsafe.
Deu 22:9
“be forfeited as holy.” This is a regulation against cross-breeding and trying to change God’s created order, even though it now is part of a fallen world. The plants of anyone who is trying to crossbreed are to be forfeited as holy, and thus taken to the Tabernacle or Temple and burned as an offering so they will not reseed and thus continue to grow. Today this command is regularly ignored, and at some point, it will be clear that God’s people and His creation are worse off for it.
Deu 22:10
“Do not plow with an ox and a donkey together.” Although this command directs one to have a respect for God’s created order, it is also about having care and concern for the health and safety of animals. The ox and donkey are mismatched. One would pull harder than the other, shouldering more of the work, and the difference in the height of the animal and the length of the stride means they would not be working together which would make the yoke rub harder on both the animals.
Deu 22:12
“You are to make yourselves tassels on the four corners of your cloak.” This law was a repetition and thus an emphasis on the more specific command that God gave in Numbers 15:37-40, which was that the Israelites were to make “tassels,” twisted cloth tassels that had a strand of blue in them, and sew them on the four corners of their outer garments so that they would see the blue tassels and remember to do the Law. It has been said that this command was obeyed by Jews up until their revolt against the Romans, at which time the Romans forbid the outward show of people being a Jew. The Jews responded by making prayer shawls that they wore under their clothing and they put the tassels on those prayer shawls, where they still are to this day.
There is, however, a modern movement by some Jews to put the tassels back on the outer garment that they are wearing as the Law commands. However, that is much more difficult to do today than it was when the command was originally given. In Moses’ day, most people had very few clothes and usually only one outer cloak or robe, so putting a tassel on “the four corners of it” was quite easy (not that the robe had corners, but rather that one can imagine four corners; right front and back and left front and back). Today, however, people often have dozens of articles of outer clothing that they wear depending on the weather, if they work inside or outside, and what they are doing, so trying to put four tassels on the outside garment of everything they wear would be close to impossible. Thus we can see why just putting the tassels on the prayer shawl and wearing that makes practical sense, and is usually what is done by orthodox and ultra-orthodox Jews today.
Deu 22:13
“hates.” In Hebrew and Greek, the word “hate” has a large range of meanings from actual “hate” to simply loving something less than something else, neglecting or ignoring something, or being disgusted by something. In this context, “hate” could refer to being disliked, ignored, or simply loved less, depending on the man and the relationship he had with his wife.
[For more information on “hate,” see commentary on Prov. 1:22.]
Deu 22:14
“when I came near to her.” To “come near” a girl was an idiom for sexual intercourse.
Deu 22:15
“elders at the gate of the city.” In the biblical culture of the Old Testament, it was the custom that the elders of a city would sit at the city gate (Gen. 19:1, 9; Deut. 21:19; 22:15; 25:7; Josh. 20:4; Ruth 4:11; 1 Sam. 4:18; Esther 2:19, 21; 3:2; Lam. 5:14; Dan. 2:49).
[For more on the elders at the gate, see commentary on Ruth 4:11; and for Wisdom being at the city gate, see commentary on Prov. 1:21.]
Deu 22:17
“spread the cloth.” This is the cloth from the girl’s first night of sexual intercourse, which had blood on it. Especially when girls married young and had protected themselves as they grew up it was common for a girl to bleed during her first intercourse, and it was common in some cultures for the parents of the girl to get the sheets on which that first intercourse occurred and keep them as proof that their daughter was a virgin when she married. Today girls usually marry much later, and things like riding a bike or horse (young women used to ride “side saddle” to protect themselves but they no longer do that), or many other activities that girls now participate in break the hymen such that they do not bleed when they first have sexual intercourse.
Deu 22:19
“100 shekels.” 100 shekels is roughly 2.5 pounds (1.13 kg). A shekel was roughly .4 ounces (11 or 11.5 grams). See commentary on Genesis 24:22, “shekel.”
Deu 22:22
“If a man is found lying with a woman married to a husband.” In the biblical culture, adultery was punishable by death. Adultery destroys the family unit, which God designed to be the central piece and very foundation of human society, and so it is a very grievous sin. Although the wife often could not divorce her husband, the man had no excuse for adultery. The Law allowed him to divorce his wife or take a second wife. One of the Ten Commandments is to not commit adultery, but it does not give a punishment if one does commit adultery (Exod. 20:14; Deut. 5:18).
Deu 22:24
“the girl because she did not cry out in the city.” In the biblical world, houses were very close together, even touching one another, and there were no windows, so what happened in one house could usually be clearly heard in the nearby houses. In fact, it was common in the culture for neighbors to know most of the business of their neighbors. Also, families were large and between older parents who stayed at home and a large number of children, some of whom were usually home, it was difficult indeed to have any privacy in the biblical world, and people grew up expecting none. So, for example, while modern couples might be embarrassed to have their children hear them having sex at night, in the biblical world where the whole family slept together in the main room of the house (which was often the only room), to the children, Dad and Mom having sex at night was just an annoying sound they made. Also, the girls were usually married and out of the house at 14 or 15, and the boys at 16 or so. So any girl who was approached by a man to rape her could just cry out and she would have lots of help in just seconds.
Deu 22:29
“50 shekels.” Fifty shekels is roughly 1.25 pounds (567 grams). A shekel was roughly .4 ounces (11 or 11.5 grams). See commentary on Genesis 24:22, “shekel.”
 
Deuteronomy Chapter 23
Deu 23:1
“may not enter into the assembly of Yahweh.” “The assembly of Yahweh” was the voting members of the Israelite community. God is invested in the future, and a man who cannot have children is likely to be concerned for himself and his generation and not the future generations, so he is not allowed to vote in the assembly.
Deu 23:2
“A son born from a forbidden union is not to enter the assembly of Yahweh; even to the tenth generation.” The Hebrew text says more literally, “A forbidden union one,” but voting members of the assembly were all men, thus the translation, “a son.” A forbidden union would be adultery or incest. It may seem harsh to forbid a man born of adultery from voting in the assembly of Israel, but such a person is likely to be much less inclined to strictly keep the Law of Moses because they look on their own situation and want to make allowances for it. The idea of the tenth generation is that memories were long in biblical times and generations were short, it was common for girls to give birth by age 16, so the stain of an adulterous birth would be remembered and affect the family for many generations. Some scholars believe that ten generations is just an idiomatic way of saying “forever,” based on the way it is used in the next verse, Deuteronomy 23:3.
Deu 23:3
“An Ammonite or a Moabite is not to enter the assembly of Yahweh.” The reason that Moabites and Ammonites were forbidden from entering the voting congregation of Israel is due to the fact that those nations were hostile to Israel when Israel came out of Egypt, and they ended up being defeated in battle. Feelings are strong in the biblical culture and last a long time, so there was a very good chance that a Moabite or Ammonite would harbor prejudices against Israel that would hurt Israel at some point. Some commentators think that the prohibition of Moabites and Ammonites entering the congregation of Israel applied only to Ammonite or Moabite males, not females. This would better explain how an Israelite man, Boaz, married Ruth (see also Ruth 1:4).
“even to the tenth generation...forever.” It seems that in this context “the tenth generation” was a cultural way of saying “forever,” which becomes clear when we see the way the verse ends and also when we compare it with Deuteronomy 23:6.
Deu 23:4
“they hired against you Balaam the son of Beor from Pethor of Mesopotamia to curse you.” The three-chapter record of Balak, king of Moab, hiring Balaam to curse Israel is Numbers 22-24. Also, Balaam came back to the area and was killed in the Israelite conquest of Midian. He had coached the women of Midian on how to entice the men of Israel into pagan worship (Num. 31:8, 16).
Deu 23:8
“The sons of the third generation who are born to them may enter into the assembly of Yahweh.” Because of the blessings of God upon Israel when they were being obedient to God, and because of the righteous laws that obedient Israelites lived by, and because the Israelite culture was kind and did not have things such as human sacrifice, Israel always had people from other cultures living among them (note the mixed multitude of people who came out of Egypt with Israel; Exod. 12:38). Also, foreigners were allowed to become circumcised and join with Israel in things such as keeping the Feasts of Yahweh (cf. Exod. 12:48). So foreigners from certain countries who lived for generations in Israel and were circumcised were allowed to join the assembly of Israel. Thus not all the people of Israel were pure descendants of Jacob even though over time it surely happened that descendants of foreigners who joined with Israel would intermarry with genetic Israelites (note Rahab, Ruth, and Uriah the Hittite).
Deu 23:10
“because of what happens to him by night.” That is, because of a nocturnal emission of semen, which made a person ritually unclean for the day and until he performed the cleansing ritual. The man was not to go back into the camp until he was ritually clean. The idea behind this was the fact that God was holy and would not dwell among people who were not clean. God was invisibly among the people in the army camp of Israel, blessing and protecting them, but if they allowed sin and uncleanness in the camp then God would leave and they would be defeated by their enemies. Any emission of semen made the man unclean, and if he had sex with a woman she was unclean too (Lev. 15:16-18).
Deu 23:11
“sunset.” This could be translated “evening,” but since the word “evening” was used to describe both the early evening of about 3 p.m., and the later evening around sunset, the word “sunset” is both accurate and more precise.
Deu 23:12
“a place outside the camp.” People had bowel movements outside the camp and buried their poop, which kept the camp much more sanitary and liveable. This was true of the Israelite army when they went to fight and true of the Israelite tent camp as they wandered in the wilderness for 40 years. One of the things that set the Israelites apart from other nations was that they had sanitary laws such as this one that kept human waste outside of where people lived and the children played, and this kept the Israelite people much more healthy than other nations generally were. The people knew nothing of germs or what actually caused disease, so God did not try to explain that. Instead, He said that He walked in the camp among the people, and being a holy God, He did not want to encounter any human waste—we might go so far as to say that God did not want to step in any poop (Deut. 23:14). This made sense to the Israelites, who understood that Yahweh occasionally took on human form to better fellowship with his creation (see commentaries on Acts 7:55 and Gen. 18:1). God walked in the Garden of Eden with Adam and Eve (Gen. 3:8), and He said He walked in the camp of Israel, so the people kept their camp clean for Him. Today we know about germs, bacteria, viruses, and such and understand much more about how disease spreads and why proper sanitation is important to a healthy society, so just like the Israelites of thousands of years ago, we put sanitation laws in place.
Deu 23:15
“Do not deliver to his lord a slave who has escaped from his lord to you.” The wording of Deuteronomy 23:16-17 seems to be such that it is referring to a runaway slave from a foreign nation who is running to Israel for asylum. Virtually every country in the ancient Near East had extradition treaties such that runaway slaves would not be harbored but would be returned to their owners. However, Israel was not to return such runaway slaves but allow them to live in Israel. It is likely that this is an outward expression of the holiness and mercy of God, who showed His characteristics through His law as it was lived out by His people.
“lord.” The word “lord” in this verse is a grammatical plural, “lords” but it is referring to one lord and is translated that way in the versions. It sometimes happens in Hebrew that a singular word like “lord” is pluralized, and that is done for different reasons, although the reasons may not be immediately apparent.
Deu 23:17
“no cult prostitutes.” Verses such as Deuteronomy 23:17 are one of the reasons that so many modern nations make prostitution illegal. God did not want there to be cult prostitutes or even prostitutes (Lev. 19:29) in Israel. A major reason for that was that it damaged the value of the family unit, which God designed to be the center and stability of human society. Also, cult prostitutes in particular made the worship of pagan gods more attractive to men, who were often drawn to the sex (cf. Num. 25:1-3).
Deu 23:18
“the wages of a dog.” The fact that male prostitutes had anal intercourse and were entered from the back like dogs have sex with one dog on the back of the other led to male prostitutes being referred to as “dogs.”[footnoteRef:284] This verse is not about an actual dog, although there are some scholars who think that it is. The wages of “the two of these,” the wages of both the male and female prostitute, were an abomination to Yahweh and were not to be given as an offering to Him. Money made in ungodly ways is unacceptable to God, just as prayers prayed by people engaged in ungodly activities are not acceptable to God (see commentary on Amos 5:22). [284:  Cf. Keil and Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament: The Pentateuch, 416.] 

Deu 23:19
“your brother.” Here meaning fellow Israelite; this is made clear by the next verse (see Deut. 23:19-20).
“interest on money that you lend, interest on food, or interest on anything.” Israelites were not to charge interest on anything they loaned to a fellow Israelite, period. No interest on money, food, or anything else. The underlying reason is that all Israel was part of a covenant community that was promised the blessing of God if they obeyed God. So, if anybody needed anything it must be some sort of crisis, and to loan with interest in a crisis rather than freely helping out in the crisis only makes the matter worse and does not help the collective community be strong in the things of God. Also, not freely lending to help a fellow Israelite in a time of need is to deny that we have what we have only because of the blessing of God. Especially in an agricultural community, the saying is true that “There, but for the grace of God, go I.” Sadly, this regulation was not followed by many in Israel, and it was common for wealthy people to lend with interest. However, Jeremiah told God that he did not (Jer. 15:10). This command in Deuteronomy 23:19 was stated earlier in the Torah (cf. Exod. 22:25; Lev. 25:35-38). Christians could well apply this law to themselves and fellow Christians as part of the general guidance in the New Testament: “let us do good to all people, but especially to those who are of the household of the faith” (Gal. 6:10).
Israelites were allowed to charge interest to non-Israelites, however (Deut. 23:20).
Deu 23:20
“to a foreigner you may charge interest, but to your brother you must not charge interest.” The command to not charge interest on a loan to a fellow Israelite occurs in several places in the Torah (cf. Exod. 22:25; Lev. 25:35-38; Deut. 23:19-20).
Deuteronomy 23:19-20 became a pivotal part of the debate about money in Europe in the Middle Ages. During the Middle Ages, the Church stated that a Christian could not charge interest to another Christian based on this verse and the others that say the same thing, so nations set up banks and lending institutions run by Jews, who could then charge interest to Christians. In that way, wealthy Christians and institutions avoided the rule established by the Chuch and continued to charge interest through their Jewish intermediaries, and the Jews became the bankers and money lenders throughout Europe and became wealthy themselves. It was the wealth and power of the Jews in charge of the money that was often one of the reasons the Christians hated them, and Jews became the primary bankers and were associated with various activities having to do with money for centuries.
Sadly, as often happens, the ungodly and immoral rules established by the Christian Church and enforced by the state about Christians not charging interest to other Christians deepened the divide between Jews and Christians, and their mutual distrust and the apparent financial advantages to being a Jew no doubt hindered any efforts to evangelize Jews. It is also worth noting that Deuteronomy 23:19-20 has been used as evidence that Jews hate non-Jews, but that is misreading the Bible. It is not morally wrong to charge reasonable interest on a loan of money or for the use of property. So it is not morally wrong for Jews to charge interest to non-Jews. Rather, it is a blessing and a show of support and unity that a Jew would not charge interest to another Jew. A Jew charging interest to a non-Jew but not to a fellow Jew is not hating the non-Jew, it is showing great love and support for the fellow Jew.
God hates the bondage of debt, and if one Jew can help a fellow Jew be prosperous by not charging interest on a loan, then that is a godly thing to do. Leviticus 25:35-38 explains more about the purpose for not charging interest: it is to support the poor people. “If your brother has become poor and his hand cannot support him among you, then you are to uphold him” (Lev. 25:35). These verses bring up a moral issue for Christians who want to make money by making loans with interest. If we are really interested in having a strong Christian community instead of being individually wealthy, we should apply these verses to fellow Christians. However, that can be difficult to do for various reasons, including the fact that the Christian community is not as homogenous and distinct as the Jewish community was; some people borrow money and then waste it; some people borrow money for “wants” and not “needs,” and the list goes on. On the other hand, however, there are clearly times when fellow Christians are in need and it is a good and godly thing to help support them.
Deu 23:21
“require, yes, require.” Vows to God are serious, and God expects people to follow through with what they vow. He emphasizes that point by the figure of speech polyptoton, doubling the verb “require.” Ecclesiastes 5:4-5 says a very similar thing to what is said about vows in Deuteronomy.
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
“counted as a sin to you.” If a person vows a vow to God but then does not pay it, his vow was a lie, and lying is a sin. Also, generally in those times, a legitimate vow was much more formal than just making a statement into the air. It would begin with a statement into the air, but would often be formalized with some kind of sacrifice or offering to God making it clear to everyone that if God does what I am asking, then I will do (whatever his vow is) in return. So although the stated vow may have been private, a vow with a sacrifice or offering was not.
Deu 23:22
“it will not be a sin.” It is never a sin not to vow, so if you are considering making a vow, consider it carefully. If you vow, you are required to fulfill the vow.
Deu 23:24
“When you come into your neighbor’s vineyard.” Although the Law allowed for someone to go into the crops of their neighbor, it is obviously just as a matter of passing through, and the law was mainly meant for travelers, who might not be able to carry all the provisions they needed for the journey. This law is not saying that you did not have to plant your own crops because you could just go eat from your neighbor’s crops. This is an example where the Law had to be applied in a common-sense manner.
“your soul.” Many versions have something like “appetite” or “desire,” and in this context, these are legitimate translations of nephesh, ”soul.”
Deu 23:25
“pluck the ears with your hand.” A person walking through a grain field may eat some grain as he walks, but he is not to actually harvest the grain; it was planted and cared for by someone else. God allows travelers to eat as they travel because God says that if Israel will take care of one another that He will bless the yield of the crops and there will be plenty for everyone. Also, the farmers are to have care and concern for fellow Israelites as they travel and be concerned that they are not hungry and weak from lack of food.
 
Deuteronomy Chapter 24
Deu 24:1
“he is to write her a bill of divorce.” A woman in this situation may be forced to leave with little except what she was wearing. She has no parental rights; any children belong to the family of the husband, and the physical possessions of the household do too. A woman got to leave with what she was wearing, and that was a major reason that it was customary for a woman to wear a lot of jewelry and even use silver and gold pieces as jewelry. That money could give her a start in life. Jesus Christ referred to this law of divorce in Matthew 5:31 and 19:7.
Deu 24:3
“second husband.” More literally, the “following” husband.
Deu 24:4
“may not take her again.” Divorcing a wife was easy in the biblical world, as we see from Deuteronomy 24:1-3, which could lead to men divorcing their wife in the heat of passion, but then wanting to reconcile later. This law, that if he divorced his wife and she married again, that she could not later go back to her first husband, would have given husbands a reason not to divorce a wife in the heat of passion. Ahasuerus divorced his wife Vashti when he was drunk and angry, and seems to have regretted it later (Esther 2:1). Thus this law may have helped save many marriages that would have otherwise ended in divorce.
“after she has been made unclean.” Sexual intercourse made a person ritually unclean, so the fact that the woman had married another man made her unclean to her former husband. However, interestingly, she could marry a third man whom she had never been with before.
Deu 24:5
“and bring happiness to his wife.” The wife would be happy to have her new husband with her at home, but beyond that, there is a good chance that in that year she would become pregnant, and it was a blessing to the woman and to the whole family for her to have a baby.
We must keep in mind that in the biblical culture most people lived in clans and in very close proximity to their relatives. Also, it was the custom that a woman left her family and joined the clan of her husband’s family. Genesis 2:24 says a man leaves his father and mother and is joined to his wife, but that is not what happened in the physical world, it was the woman who left her family and joined the husband’s family and clan. Since it was typical for a girl to be married around 12-14 years of age, we can see that it would be very unsettling and even scary for a girl of 12-14 years of age to be pulled from her family and taken to live in another clan that might someday travel from her own clan. Furthermore, there was no easy communication in those days, and especially for women, it was not common for them to travel outside the village where they lived. That meant that for a young wife to see any familiar family member could be rare or even basically never, and even more so once she started having children which would certainly restrict any travel she might have once been able to do. So in order to allow the young wife to become acclimatized to her new social environment the Law of Moses provided for the husband to stay home with her the year after they were married and thus provide some stability, protection, and love for her. During that first year, the man would have his regular job, but he would not be away from the house engaged in war or doing things involved with public duty.
Deu 24:6
“hand mill…upper millstone.” It was the custom in biblical times to make bread every day, which is one reason Jesus prayed, “Give us this day our daily bread” (Matt. 6:11; Luke 11:3). The women, or slaves, ground the grain into flour, and the most common way they did that was with a hand mill made of two circular stones, one set on top of the other. The lower stone did not move while the upper stone turned and the weight of the upper stone put pressure on the grain and ground it. Most often two women would sit across from one another and turn the upper stone together, which is why Jesus said that two women would be grinding at the mill when one was taken and the other left (Matt. 24:41; Luke 17:35). The upper stone was lighter than the lower stone, but still quite heavy, and Abimelech, one of Gideon’s sons, received a deadly wound when he was attacking a city and got too close to the wall and a woman threw an upper millstone that hit him in the head (Judg. 9:53). Pictures of these hand mills can be found in most books on the customs of the Bible.
Bread was the staple of life for most people, and the Bible refers to it as the “staff” upon which people lean to sustain them (see commentary on Lev. 26:26). That is why here in Deuteronomy the Law of Moses did not allow a person to take a millstone as security for a debt or pledge. People had to be allowed to live even if something happened and they could not repay a debt or return what they borrowed. Almost every house ground grain daily, so the sound of the hand mill was a joyous sound in a village and signaled that life was normal and good. When Babylon attacked Judah and burned the Temple, Jeremiah portrayed the extent of the destruction by saying that the sound of the millstones would be heard no more (Jer. 25:10), and centuries later the apostle John portrayed the destruction of “Babylon” the same way (Rev. 18:22).
Grinding grain was always the work of the women of the house or of slaves, and that custom is highlighted in a few different verses in Scripture. For example, when Job was professing his innocence to his three friends, he said that if he had committed adultery, “then let my wife grind for another, and let others bow down upon her,” referring to his wife being with another man (see commentary on Job 31:10).
When the Philistines captured Samson and blinded him, they made him grind grain like a woman to heap indignities on him and break his spirit (Judg. 16:21). Some pictures portray Samson pushing a huge grain mill like the kind normally turned by animals, but that is not at all what happened. First, Samson had lost his strength and would not have been able to turn the commercial grain mills; they were just too heavy. Second, Samson ground grain, “in the prison house,” and there would not have been a commercial grain mill in the prison. Lastly, the Philistines were not interested in testing Samson’s strength, they were interested in demoralizing him and breaking his spirit by making him do women’s work. The Babylonians did the same thing to the young men they deported from Judah when they captured Judah and sacked and burned Jerusalem; they made the young men use the hand mills and grind the grain (Lam. 5:13). Also, Isaiah foretold that when the Persians conquered Babylon, they would make the highborn women grind grain (see commentary on Isa. 47:2).
If a person lived in a larger city, there likely would have been a baker with a large commercial grain mill. The commercial mills had very large stones that were turned by donkeys or oxen. The commercial mills had upper and lower stones like the small hand mills used by the women. The bottom stone did not move and looked sort of like a huge stone ice cream cone turned upside down, except it did not come to a sharp tip, but was rounded off. The upper stone was like another ice cream cone that fit over the top of the bottom stone, but it too was rounded off and had a hole in the top. The grain was poured into the hole in the top of the upper stone, and as the animal turned the mill, the grain was ground and sifted down through the stones and was collected at the bottom. The large commercial mills ground the grain much more finely than the small hand mills used by the women, and the miller was paid for grinding by taking a percentage of the flour. Commercial millstones weighed many hundreds of pounds, and they were the millstones that are mentioned by Jesus Christ when he spoke of having a millstone tied around the neck (see commentary on Mark 9:42; cf. Matt. 18:6).
Deu 24:7
“then that thief must die.” The death penalty for kidnapping is also found in Exodus 21:16.
Deu 24:10
“to get the thing that he has pledged.” That is, to get whatever it was the person pledged to give as security for the loan. The fact that the wealthy person was going to lend something to the poor person did not give the wealthy person the right to bully the poor man and act like he had a right to his life and property. The poor man may have been poor, but his home was still his home and not property that the wealthy man had a right to invade, and just go right in and take what the poor man said he would give as security for the loan. God respects and protects the rights and property of the needy, as we see from this law in Deuteronomy 24:10. The person may be needy, but they are still God’s creation and His people and He loves them and honors them for who they are, and everyone else should too.
Deu 24:12
“you must not sleep in his pledge.” If the person was truly destitute it would be likely that the only thing that he owned that was of value would be his outer robe, which was both a protection from the weather during the day and the blanket that kept him warm at night.
Deu 24:13
“return, yes, return.” This is the figure of speech polyptoton, in which the verb is doubled for emphasis. God wants to be very clear that the robe taken as a pledge on the loan will be given back by sundown so the poor person has something to sleep in. Note that the most important thing in the verse is not the wealthy person getting a return on what he has lent, but for him to act righteously before God. On the Day of Judgment, the rewards from God for living righteously will far outweigh any material thing that could be gained here on earth in this life.
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
Deu 24:14
“You are not to oppress.” The context makes it clear that the specific type of oppression being spoken of in this verse is not paying a hired servant at the end of the day. Poor people depended on getting paid at the end of every day, and then they could buy their “daily bread” with the money. Not paying them was a cruel oppression. However, although the context is about not paying the worker daily, the vocabulary, “do not oppress,” refers to all the other types of oppression as well. God’s command is to love others, and anything short of that is evil in God’s eyes.
Deu 24:15
“you are not to let the sun to go down on him.” In the biblical world, workers worked until sundown but not past that time because once it became dark life became difficult and dangerous. There were no truly effective lights to give light to what people were doing or where they were walking, so to make a worker work until dark was cruel and put the worker in danger and thus was a sin.
Deu 24:19
“it is to be for the foreigner, for the fatherless and for the widow​​.” God has great concern for the poor and disadvantaged. In several places in Scripture He commands people to leave food for the poor (cf. Lev. 19:9-19; 23:22; Deut. 24:19). The blessing of God on one’s life for caring for the widow, orphan, and disadvantaged far outweighs any extra money one could earn by being stingy and keeping everything that grew in the field, or every dime that you earn (cf. Prov. 28:22).
Deu 24:20
“beat the olives off your olive tree.” This refers to the biblical custom of harvesting the olives off the olive tree by beating the branches of the tree with long poles until the olives fell off. This custom was common around the biblical world, and is illustrated on Greek vase paintings; in fact, it was in use in some places until very modern times. Sheets of cloth were spread under the tree to collect the olives. Sadly, when the olive tree is beaten, some of the new tender shoots that would produce olives the next year are damaged, and so it often happens that olive trees only yield a good crop every other year.
Deu 24:21
“you are not to glean it.” To “glean” a field, fruit tree, or vineyard was to go back after the harvest and look for any remaining grain or fruit. There would almost always be some produce remaining, and it was to help feed the disadvantaged. It is worth noting, however, that the disadvantaged were expected to glean for themselves and thus make some effort to provide for themselves. The farmer was not responsible for gleaning the harvest and then giving it to the disadvantaged. God designed people to work (cf. Gen. 2:15), and so working for what one has instills a pride and purpose in life that is very important for one’s overall well-being, and it would be good if societies would figure out how to help the disadvantaged provide for themselves rather then just give them things. Of course, there are people who cannot work at all, and they have to be provided for differently.
 
Deuteronomy Chapter 25
Deu 25:1
“guilty.” The Hebrew word translated “guilty” also can be translated “evil.” Thus the sentence can legitimately be translated, “and declare evil the evil one,” but in this context or a court of law the evil one is “guilty.”
 
Deu 25:2
“in his presence.” The Hebrew text is more literally, “before his face,” but the meaning of the English phrase “be beaten before his face” is unclear. The person convicted as guilty was to be beaten in the presence of the judge who oversaw the punishment.
“and by number.” The number of lashes is determined by the crime of the guilty person. The maximum number of lashes allowed by the Mosaic Law was 40 (Deut. 25:3). In time the custom of the Jews was not to give a person more than 39 lashes because if there was a miscount it would be breaking the Law to give more than 40.
Deu 25:3
“then your brother would be contemptible in your eyes.” The guilty person may be guilty of a crime, but he or she is still a human being to be respected. Even if the person is disliked, that does not give the one dealing out the punishment the right to treat them in an ungodly manner. Corporal punishment such as whipping can be very effective in deterring crime even though its use is generally condemned today, but there is a limit after which it is simply cruel. That is why God said give no more than 40 lashes.
Deu 25:4
“You are not to muzzle the ox when it treads out the grain.” This is an example of the Mosaic Law instructing people in compassion. After the grain harvest, the grain (wheat, barley, etc.) needed to be threshed to get the kernels of grain separated from the stalk so that it could then be winnowed and eventually ground into flour. One common way to thresh the grain was to put the grain on the stalk into a huge pile and let a cow or cows walk over it again and again, and their hooves would knock the grain off the stalk. But the grain harvest was usually April through June, and it was often very hot in Israel at that time of year and the cattle would be hungry, so the compassionate thing to do was to let the cows graze on the grain stalks as they worked. The cows would eat very little compared to the work they saved their owners if the owners had to thresh the grain another way. A godly person takes care of their animals (Prov. 12:10). This lesson in compassion is meant to extend far beyond cattle to all animals and people, but the cattle are given as an example.
Deu 25:5
“If brothers live together.” This does not mean in the same house. It was common for families to live very close together, including in a family compound. Or if the family lived in tents, the tents would be very close together.
“The duty of a husband’s brother.” The “duty of a husband’s brother” was to ensure that the dead brother had a son who could then inherit the dead brother’s land and keep the land in the family. It is noteworthy that keeping the land of Israel in the families to whom it was allotted was more important socially than the potential happiness of the widow who might not have particularly liked her husband’s brother. But in any case, she would stay in the extended family that she had been a part of and was accustomed to.
Deu 25:7
“gate of the city to the elders.” In the biblical culture of the Old Testament it was the custom that the elders of a city would sit at the city gate (Gen. 19:1, 9; Deut. 21:19; 22:15; 25:7; Josh. 20:4; Ruth 4:11; 1 Sam. 4:18; Esther 2:19, 21; 3:2; Lam. 5:14; Dan. 2:49).
[For more on the elders at the gate, see commentary on Ruth 4:11; and for Wisdom being at the city gate, see commentary on Prov. 1:21.]
Deu 25:9
“in the presence of the elders.” The Hebrew text is more literally, “before the eyes of the elders,” that is, while the elders watch.
“answer and say.” The original text of the Old and New Testaments has the phrase, “answered and said” or “answer and say” more than 100 times in the Bible, and it can sometimes be confusing because “answered and said” is often used when no one asked a question. The phrase is an idiom, so it gets its meaning from the cultural use and not the specific meanings of the words in the phrase. The person who “answered and said” may not have been answering a direct question from someone, but they were answering and addressing the situation that was presenting itself before them. For example, in this case, the widow answered the situation she was in with her brother-in-law, and spoke to him.
“house.” This is one of the places where “house” clearly means “household,” i.e., the family.
Deu 25:11
“brother.” In this context, a “brother” is a fellow countryman, usually a fellow Israelite. It does not mean a family member although it could be; fights between members of the extended family were not uncommon.
“genitals.” The Hebrew word is from the root “shame,” and literally means “that excites shame” (or perhaps “that elicits shame”). Common translations are “genitals,” “private parts,” and “secret parts.”
Deu 25:12
“cut off her hand.” This seems harsh, but children were the safety and security of the family, and a woman who grabbed a man by the testicles endangered him and his wife, and perhaps his entire household. Women understood this and there is no record in the Bible of a woman ever grabbing a man’s testicles when men were fighting.
Deu 25:13
“differing weights.” The literal Hebrew is “a stone and a stone.” This command was understood in the Old Testament culture. The command is not saying a traveling merchant cannot have different weights in his bag, i.e., a one-shekel weight, a five-shekel weight, a 20-shekel weight, etc. What it is forbidding is having differing weights but claiming they are the same weight. Unscrupulous merchants often kept stones of different weight in their bag that only they could easily tell apart; stones that were a little heavier for buying and stones that were a little lighter for selling, so that they bought a lot and sold a little. But that kind of dishonest dealing is an abomination to Yahweh (Lev. 19:35). Cheating in buying and selling has been around for thousands of years, but God sees and will repay. It is better to have a little less in this life and more in the next than more in this short life but less in the next.
[For more on trading using honest balances, see commentary on Prov. 11:1.]
Deu 25:14
“differing measures.” The Hebrew is literally, “an ephah and an ephah” (an ephah was a dry measure, equal to about 23 quarts (22 liters)). This is the same kind of command as in Deuteronomy 25:13. An unscrupulous homeowner who bought and sold grain might have two ephah measures that looked very similar; a larger one for buying and a smaller one for selling.
Deu 25:18
“lagging behind you.” The Hebrew word “lagging” contains the idea that the people were weak, unsteady, feeble. The weaker among the Israelites were lagging behind, and the Amalekites attacked them, not the stronger warriors up in the group who could more readily defend themselves. For that cowardly act, God declared war on the Amalekites.
 
Deuteronomy Chapter 26
Deu 26:2
“you are to take of the first of all the fruit of the ground.” From reading the whole chapter we see that the person was to take the firstfruit of his tithe to the Tabernacle/Temple after he had distributed the tithe in his city and had given it to the disadvantaged; the widow, orphan, foreigner, and Levite (see commentary on Deut. 26:13).
Deu 26:5
“A wandering Syrian was my father.” The “Syrians” were more properly called “Arameans,” and “father” refers to “ancestor.” In this case, the ancestor is Jacob, who was a shepherd and thus wandered the land. Jacob was the one who went down to Egypt with his family. The reference to being a “Syrian” is unclear, but may be due to the many years he spent there and the fact that the two women he married, Rachel and Leah, and their female slaves that he had children by, were all Syrian. The word “wandering” is translated from the Hebrew word primarily meaning “lost,” but it is possible that in this context it refers to Jacob’s old age and ailing state, that he was ailing and close to death. Jacob was an old man of 130 when he went to Egypt (Gen. 47:9), and died not long after he got there (Gen. 45:28; 46:30). Thus, for example, Young’s Literal Translation reads, “a perishing Aramaen is my father.”
Deu 26:10
“that you, O Yahweh, have given me.” When the ground produces a crop of any kind, we should always recognize the blessing of God in making that possible. Without God’s blessing, humanity would starve to death. We live in a fallen world and between direct demonic activity to thwart our work, bad weather, disease, and animals and insects that would eat what we are trying to grow, no crop would ever come to harvest. God’s blessing and holding off evil is why human effort to grow a crop is at all fruitful, and people should recognize that.
“bow down.” The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body to the earth. It is the same Hebrew word as “worship.”
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
Deu 26:12
“within your gates.” That is, inside your cities. The disadvantaged were not to be badly treated and kept out of the city as if they were lepers or something deplorable. They were to be pitied and helped.
Deu 26:13
“in the presence of Yahweh.” This is somewhat confusing because at first reading it seems the person has traveled with his tithe to where the Tabernacle or Temple is (Deut. 26:2), and thus where the ark of the covenant, the High Priest, and Yahweh were, but yet he had to distribute his tithe to the people that were in his city (Deut. 26:12). A closer reading reveals that before traveling to the place where the Tabernacle/Temple was with the firstfruit of his tithe, the man had distributed all of the tithe except the firstfruit to the disadvantaged people in his city. Then he traveled to where the Tabernacle/Temple was with the firstfruit of his tithe and set that before Yahweh. That is why when he got to where the Tabernacle/Temple was he could say that he had already given the tithe to the disadvantaged.
“the holy portion.” The “holy portion” is the tithe. The man is saying that he has not kept any of what he was supposed to tithe, but has given it all to Yahweh by giving it to the disadvantaged.
“commandments.” The Hebrew text is singular, “command,” but it is a collective singular and thus translated “commandments.”
Deu 26:14
“nor have I removed any of it while I was unclean.” If an unclean person touched any food, that food would then be unclean also, and the unclean person would then eat it (or get rid of it some other way) while he or she was unclean. An unscrupulous person could “accidentally” touch some of the tithe while they were unclean and then the unclean food would have to be eaten instead of being given to the disadvantaged.
“nor given any of it for the dead.” It was customary for family and friends to gather and have a funeral meal together after burying someone who had died. It could happen that someone who wanted to save his own food could use the excuse that the people at the funeral meal had been disadvantaged by the sudden loss, and so he could use the food that was supposed to be given to the widows, orphans, etc. and feed it to those gathered for the funeral.
“I have listened to the voice of Yahweh my God.” In this context, the word “listened” also has the meaning “obeyed.” The man listened to and obeyed the commands of Yahweh, which is certainly the wise way to live.
Deu 26:15
“Look down from your holy habitation, from heaven, and bless your people.” This is a short but heartfelt and powerful prayer. People should regularly pray for God to bless the land they live on and the people of the land.
Deu 26:17
“Today you have declared Yahweh to be your God, and that you will walk in his ways.” The wording of Deuteronomy 26:17-19 shows that what has now happened that day in the camp of Israel is that the people have renewed their covenant with God. The disobedient and grumbling generation that came out of Egypt had died off, and God was now dealing with a new generation that would soon be under Joshua’s leadership because Moses would die this month. In this renewal of the covenant God made at Sinai (Exod. 24), God restates that He will bless the people and set Israel above the nations, and Israel will be a treasured possession to Him; and the people of Israel restated that they will listen to and obey the Law, the words of Yahweh. That Israel renewed their covenant with God that day explains the “today” language in this chapter and the next (cf. Deut. 27:9), and is said to be a cutting of a covenant in Deuteronomy 29:1.
“and listen to his voice.” The word “listen” also means “obey,” the Hebrew word has both meanings. The people of Israel declared that they would listen to God and obey Him, and believers today should do the same.
Deu 26:19
“and in name.” The word “name” refers to reputation and fame. If Israel will obey the commands of God, He will bless them in such a way that everyone else will see it and thus hopefully be drawn to Him too.
“as he has spoken.” Some versions have “as he has promised,” because generally when God says something about what He will do in the future, His statement has the force of a promise because He never lies. However, what He says is often conditional depending on how the other party involved acts. In this case, we see that God intended to elevate Israel, but she behaved so wickedly that for most of history He abandoned those plans.
 
Deuteronomy Chapter 27
Deu 27:1
“Moses and the elders.” The phrase “Moses and the elders” is unusual because Moses usually speaks to the people by himself in Deuteronomy, but now he teams up with the elders to tell the people to keep the commandments. The shift is subtle but important. Moses will die before Israel crosses the Jordan, and it will then be the responsibility of the elders to ensure that the people keep God’s commandments, and this is especially true as Israel scatters and lives in different cities in the Promised Land. As we see from history, the elders did not do a good job at that, and shortly after Joshua died the people turned to the idols of the land.
Deu 27:2
“on the day.” The phrase “on the day” is quite literal but is idiomatic for “when” or “at the time.” It does not literally mean on that day, but within a reasonable time.
Deu 27:3
“when you have crossed over.” That is, crossed over the Jordan River. At this time, Israel was camped in the plains of Jordan, east of the Jordan River and east of Jericho.
Deu 27:5
“you are not to wield an iron tool on them.” The altar was to be built according to God’s direction for altars (see commentary on Exod. 20:25).
Deu 27:6
“burnt offerings.” The sacrifice of the burnt offering is spoken of in Leviticus 1 among other places.
Deu 27:7
“you are to eat them there.” When people offered peace offerings or sin offerings, they got to eat a large portion of the meat of the sacrifice. The people generally did not eat much meat because there was no way to keep any leftovers without them spoiling, so even though offering a sacrifice was usually due to sin or a feeling of separation from God, it was also a time of rejoicing and having a wonderful meal. Also, since no one could eat that much meat alone, it was common for family and friends to be there. For example, when Elkanah went yearly to offer a sacrifice to Yahweh, his extended family went with him and he gave portions of meat to everyone (1 Sam. 1:3-4). God commanded that the meat from the sacrifice had to be eaten that day or the next, but any meat still left on the third day had to be burned (Lev. 19:6).
Deu 27:8
“write very clearly.” Hebrew has a lot of letters that if not written carefully can be confused, so writing very clearly was important if people and future generations were to be able to understand what was written.
Deu 27:9
“the Levitical priests.” The Masoretic Hebrew text reads, “the priests the Levites.” Every priest was also a Levite.
[For more on the Levitical priests, see commentary on 2 Chron. 30:27.]
“This day.” Israel had just renewed their covenant with God (see commentary on Deut. 26:17). Israel had wandered for 40 years in the desert wilderness and the generation that came out of Egypt had died off after 40 years of complaining and disobedience. Now this next generation of people renewed the covenant with God and so God declared them to be His people, and it was with that elevated status that they would cross the Jordan River under Joshua’s leadership within the next month or so.
Deu 27:12
“these tribes are to stand on Mount Gerizim to bless the people.” Moses had spoken to the people about Mount Ebal and Mount Gerizim earlier (Deut. 11:29).
Half of the twelve tribes of Israel were to stand on Mount Gerizim to bless the people, and half the tribes were to stand on Mount Ebal and speak the curses of Law. The priests and the ark of the covenant, which held the tablets with the Ten Commandments of the Law that Israel had sworn to obey, were in the valley in the middle. The meaning is clear enough: people either obeyed the Law and were blessed, or they disobeyed the Law and were cursed. There is no middle ground or fence to sit on. A person was either obedient to God or disobedient.
Deu 27:15
“a carved image or a cast image.” That is, an idol carved from wood or stone or an idol cast from metal.
“and sets it up in secret.” If a person made an idol in public, his sin is already covered under the Ten Commandment and his punishment is covered in the Law. So this law in Deuteronomy 27:15 goes further. If a person makes an idol in secret, the Bible is saying that it is still a sin in God’s eyes and the person will be cursed.
This should be a stern warning to the people today who have an idol, which can be an object in their house or which they wear on their body, a statue, “lucky object,” amulet that wards off an evil eye, or any kind of thing to which they ascribe the power to help or bless them and which receives special attention due to that fact. An idol does not have to be a statue of a known god or goddess to be an idol. In God’s eyes, an idol is anything that is somehow paid homage to by receiving special attention and ascribed spiritual power. Those objects steal the honor and power that should be ascribed to God alone, and besides that, they can attract demons into one’s life because the demons crave the honor being given to the object. God says the person with a secret idol will be cursed, and believers should take that very seriously and do what 1 John 5:21 says: “guard yourselves from idols.”
Deu 27:16
“dishonors.” The Hebrew word translated “dishonors” can also mean “shows contempt for,” or “insults.” All those meanings would be wrapped up in that word. This is the opposite of the fifth of the Ten Commandments: “honor your father and mother.”
Deu 27:17
“Cursed is the one who moves his neighbor’s boundary marker.” The fact that the command not to move someone’s boundary marker is stated twice in Deuteronomy (Deut. 19:14; 27:17) shows that it was a temptation to do but also that it was a very serious sin in God’s eyes. Stealing someone’s land is a crime and serious sin. Also, see commentary on Deuteronomy 19:14.
Deu 27:18
“Cursed is anyone who leads a blind person astray on the road.” Although this command is very specific, we must remember that it is part of the “Torah,” the “Instruction,” and therefore has both specific application and wider application. In this context, the wider application is that handicapped people are not to be mistreated “for fun” or for profit. For example, a person can steal from the purse of a blind man and not worry about being identified in court or chased down the road, but just because there is no specific law about stealing from the blind does not mean that it is not a serious sin in God’s eyes (there is, of course, a command in the Law about not stealing).
Deu 27:19
“Cursed is anyone who denies the justice due to the foreigner, fatherless, or widow.” This command is similar to the one in Deuteronomy 24:17, but comes with a curse. This verse highlights the justice of God and the concern that people should have about how they will fare on Judgment Day when each person is judged by God because it was often the case that the disadvantaged did not do well when they tried to bring wealthy and powerful people to court and get justice. The courts were often biased, and besides that, powerful people could cause trouble in many ways. The disadvantaged often found it easier and/or safer to try to live with the problem rather than to take it to court, and that may be the reality in human courts. However, on Judgment Day, when people stand before God, people will get what they deserve, so it is wise for a person to obey God now so that they will be blessed by Him later (see commentary on Ps. 62:10 and 2 Cor. 5:10).
Deu 27:20
“Cursed is anyone who lies with his father’s wife.” Deuteronomy 27:20-23 are four verses that deal with sexual sin, and the sins mentioned would normally be done in secret. So often these sins would not be discovered by people, but if they are left unconfessed and unatoned for, they will be revealed and have consequences on Judgment Day (see commentaries on Ps. 62:12 and 2 Cor. 5:10). An important point to make in this context is that God designed the family, a father and mother with children, grandchildren, parents and grandparents, to be the center and stability of human society, and acts that tear the family unit apart are abhorrent to Him. This is not just a section of rules to make people “be good,” it covers situations that disrupt God’s design and purpose for the human family.
Deu 27:21
“Cursed is anyone who lies with any kind of animal.” Sex with animals was strictly forbidden and was punishable by death (see commentary on Exod. 22:19).
Deu 27:22
“Cursed is anyone who lies with his sister, the daughter of his father, or the daughter of his mother.” This is also covered in Leviticus 18:6.
Deu 27:23
“Cursed is anyone who lies with his mother-in-law.” This is also stated in Leviticus 18:17.
Deu 27:24
“Cursed is anyone who strikes down his neighbor in secret.” Up until quite recent times, it could be relatively easy to kill someone and not get caught. But the murderer should not think that he or she would get away with it. God sees everything, and the person is cursed by God, which in the end is considerably worse than being caught by man.
Deu 27:25
“Cursed is anyone who takes a bribe to kill an innocent person.” Murder, or purposely putting someone’s life in danger such that they are killed is a serious crime and is punishable by death. People have the right to live in a safe society, and murderers make it unsafe, so God says to put them to death. There is a lot about murder and the punishment for it in the Bible.
[For information on murder, manslaughter, and the death penalty for murder, see commentary on Exod. 21:12. Verses that speak about murder and manslaughter include Exod. 20:13; 21:12, 28-30; Deut. 5:17; and Num. 35:9-34.]
Deu 27:26
“Cursed is anyone who does not uphold the words of this law by doing them.” Deuteronomy 27:26 is quoted in Galatians 3:10. It is a summary verse that includes all the other verses about keeping the Law and pronounces a curse upon the people who do not keep the Law, which is everyone. Paul quotes Deuteronomy 27:26 in Galatians 3:10, and quotes Leviticus 18:5 in Galatians 3:12, to show that no one can be righteous in God’s sight by keeping the law, a point Paul makes in Galatians 3:11. No one can be righteous in God’s sight by keeping the Law because no person with a sin nature—and all humans since Adam and Eve have a sin nature except Jesus—can keep the Law. So everyone is cursed, and the wages of sin is death, so everyone is destined to die unless God has some remedy for it, which thankfully He does. God sent His Son Jesus to be a curse for us (Gal 3:13) and to die in our place for our sins (Rom. 5:6-11, 18-19). So anyone who accepts Christ dying in their place by confessing Jesus as Lord and believing that God raised him from the dead will be saved and live forever (Rom. 10:9-10).
Here in Deuteronomy 27:26, the Hebrew word translated “uphold” could also be translated “fulfill” or “confirm.”
 
Deuteronomy Chapter 28
Deu 28:1
“listen, yes, listen.” In a context like this, the word “listen” can also be used idiomatically and have the meaning “obey.” Some scholars refer to this as the pregnant sense of the word. Many Hebrew words are used with an idiomatic or pregnant sense (see commentary on Luke 23:42). Here in Deuteronomy 28:1, God repeats the verb “listen” twice in a row, with the verb in different cases, which is the figure polyptoton. The double use of “listen” is for emphasis, and thus means “listen intently” and then obey.
[See Word Study: “Polyptoton.”]
“Yahweh your God will set you on high above all the nations of the earth.” In the Old Testament the Jews were not commanded to evangelize like Jesus’ disciples were (Matt. 10:5-7; Luke 10:1-10), and believers in the New Testament are (cf. Acts 1:8; 2 Cor. 5:20). Instead, God said He would bless Israel as a nation and that would draw people to God. God designed Israel as a whole nation to be a “holy nation” (Exod. 19:6). If Israel obeyed the commandments of God the whole country would be blessed with rain in its season, abundant crops, no disease, and victory over its enemies (Deut. 28:1-14). Then people of other nations would notice and be attracted to Yahweh and His laws and way of doing things. At that point, if a person of another nation wanted to come to Israel and live among the Jews they could do that, and if they wanted to be assimilated into the Jewish population and be able to participate in the voting congregation and in the feasts such as Passover, with the exception of a couple enemy nations, they could do that too (Exod. 12:48).
The situation changed for believers after the resurrection of Christ. God does not work anymore through a “holy nation” like the Jews and Israel. Instead, God and the Lord Jesus Christ work in every believer individually to evangelize the whole world. Believers are to evangelize non-believers (Acts 1:8; 2 Cor. 5:20), and have the ministry of reconciling others to God and Christ and the message to do it with (2 Cor. 5:18-19). Today believers live in every country and are to evangelize there, and every believer is blessed and equipped with the gift of holy spirit (Acts 2:38; Eph. 1:13-14) and has “Christ in them” (Col. 1:27). Due to the New Birth believers are guaranteed salvation and thus have a wonderful future hope to look forward to. That salvation, gift of holy spirit, and hope, combined with the blessings of God one gets when living an obedient life, is designed to make Christians so peaceful, joyful, and thankful that other people are drawn to them and then through them learn about Jesus Christ and the wonderful gift of salvation. In a very real sense, a major purpose for every believer is to make God and Christ look good so that people are drawn to them and accept Christ as Lord and get saved and have everlasting life.
[For more on the shift between the Old and New Testaments when it comes to evangelism, see commentary on Acts 1:8. For more on a Christian’s salvation, see Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation.” For more on the New Birth, see commentary on 1 Pet. 1:3. For more on how to get saved and how easy it is, see commentary on Rom. 10:9.]
Deu 28:3
“Blessed.” Here in Deuteronomy 28:3-6, God emphasized the word “blessed” by putting it first in the sentence just like Christ did in the Beatitudes (Matt. 5:3-11). Starting a sentence in the same way over and over is the figure of speech anaphora, and it is done for emphasis.[footnoteRef:285] God wanted Israel to know and clearly understand that if they would obey Him they would be blessed, in the same way that Christ wanted people to know that if they were humble and obeyed God they would be blessed. However, in the next verses, God uses the figure anaphora to emphasize to Israel that if they did not obey God they would be cursed (Deut. 28:16-19). It is worth noting that God pronounces seven blessings and six curses. Seven is the number of spiritual perfection, whereas six is the human number and is the number of imperfection and failure and thus the number of the antichrist is 666, the fullness of imperfection.[footnoteRef:286] [285:  See E. W. Bullinger, Figures of Speech Used in the Bible, 199, “anaphora.”]  [286:  E. W. Bullinger, Number in Scripture, “Six hundred and sixty six,” 282.] 

[See Word Study: “Anaphora.”]
Deu 28:5
“kneading bowl.” The kneading bowl was the bowl in which dough was placed and kneaded to make bread. The blessing is that if Israel obeyed God they would have an abundance of food, and bread was the staple of their diet.
Deu 28:6
“when you come in...when you go out.” This is the figure of speech polarmerismos, and it occurs when two opposite things are juxtaposed such that they refer to a complete whole. For example, a person gets up in the morning and goes out to do daily work, then comes in at night, so the phrase is an idiomatic way of referring to the totality of living life. In this case, “come in” (into your house or tent) at night is juxtaposed with “go out” in the morning, likely because the Hebrew day started and ended at sunset, not at midnight like our Western day does. So a person started their actual day by going in to where they lived and then went out of it the next morning.
[For more on polarmerismos, see commentary on Josh. 14:11.]
Deu 28:7
“by seven roads they will flee before you​.” The opposite of this will happen if Israel disobeys God (Deut. 28:25).
Deu 28:13
“listen to.” The Hebrew word “listen to” is often used idiomatically for “obey.” Here it means “listen to and obey” (see commentary on Luke 23:42). God says over and over again that His blessing upon Israel was conditional upon their being obedient to Him.
Deu 28:16
“Cursed.” Deuteronomy 28:16-19 has six phrases that start with “cursed,” which is the figure of speech anaphora and is done for emphasis (see commentary on Deut. 28:3). The city and the open field are really the only two places a person could be, so saying “city” and “field” together like this refers to being cursed where ever you are, thus there will be a continual curse upon you.
Deu 28:19
“when you come in...when you go out.” This refers to going into one’s house or tent at night, and going out of it in the morning. “Coming in” goes before “going out” because the Hebrew day started at sunset, so on any given day a person came in at night before they went out in the morning, which is the opposite of what we do in modern Western society. Here, “coming in” and “going out” is the figure of speech polarmerismos, where two opposite things are juxtaposed such that they refer to a complete whole. Some people in the southern United States use the expression, “That is the long and short of it,” meaning that is all of it, which is also polarmerismos. In effect, what God said was “You will be cursed throughout your whole life.” This text and others like it are the very words of God and need to be taken seriously because God was certainly serious when He said them.
[See Word Study: “Merismos.”]
Deu 28:20
“Curse, Confusion and Rebuke.” The Hebrew text treats these three words as if they were real things, not just concepts. The JPS Torah Commentary notes, “all three terms are reified with the definite article, which can be expressed in English by capitalization.” The JPS commentary uses the uncommon word “reified,” which means to consider something abstract as a material or concrete thing.[footnoteRef:287] Everett Fox[footnoteRef:288] capitalizes the three words as if they were real entities, not concepts, and The JPS Torah Commentary does too. That Curse, Confusion, and Rebuke are treated as real entities may be as simple as that they were made to be real by the figure of speech personification in the same way that “Wisdom” and “Folly” are made out as real entities in Proverbs. However, it is also possible that Curse, Confusion, and Rebuke, refer to real demons who have those names or titles and they attack and afflict the people who ignore or disobey God. [287:  See also, S. R. Driver, Deuteronomy [ICC], 307.]  [288:  Everett Fox, The Schocken Bible.] 

Furthermore, God draws the attention of the reader to these three words because they rhyme. When an author purposely puts rhyming words together to catch the reader’s attention and/or to emphasize something, that is the figure of speech paronomasia. In Hebrew, the words are “ha-me’era, ha-mehumah, ha-mig’eret” (transliteration in the JPS commentary).
[For more on the figures of speech personification and zoomorphism, see commentary on Prov. 1:20. For more on the figure paronomasia, see E. W. Bullinger.[footnoteRef:289]] [289:  Bullinger, Figures of Speech Used in the Bible, 307, “paronomasia.”] 

[See Word Study: “Paronomasia.”]
“Rebuke.” The Hebrew word means a rebuke, which is basically telling the person they did something wrong or can’t do what they want to do. In other words, people are being told “no” to what they want to do. The NRSV, NAB, and ESV translate the word as “frustration,” which is certainly what being rebuked produces.
Deu 28:23
“The heavens that are over your head will be bronze, and the earth that is under you will be iron.” This is a graphic way of saying that there will be no rain from the sky and the earth will become hard as rock and unproductive.
Deu 28:24
“Yahweh will make the rain of your land powder and dust​.” One of the great lessons of the Bible is that the behavior of people affects the land that they live on. This lesson is throughout the Old Testament (cf. Deut. 11:13-17; 28:1, 12, 15, 22-25, 38-40; Lev. 18:24-25; Ps. 107:33-34; Jer. 3:2-3; 12:4; 23:10; Amos 4:6-10). (See commentary on Lev. 18:25).
Deu 28:25
“by seven roads you will flee before them​.” This is the opposite of what God said in Deuteronomy 28:7. We see this played out many times in the Bible. When the people of God obeyed God, there were miraculous victories, but when they disobeyed there were stunning defeats (see commentary on Josh. 11:8).
Deu 28:26
“Your dead body will be food for all birds of heaven and for the animals of the earth.” In a culture where family tombs were common and family and community ties were strong, to not have family or friends bury one’s dead body was considered a terrible curse. In fact, many people believed (falsely, but it was a very widely held belief) that a proper burial was important for a comfortable existence in the afterlife. Thus the threat of not being buried but having one’s dead body eaten by animals and birds was a horrifying threat of unspeakable loneliness and rejection, both on this earth and in the afterlife.
[For more on the curse of not being buried, see commentary on Jer. 14:16.]
Deu 28:27
“festering rash.” The exact meaning of the Hebrew word in this context is unknown. Suggestions include “festering rash,” “festering sores,” and “scabs.” Whatever it is, it is not good.
Deu 28:28
“madness.” That is, insanity.
“blindness.” In this context, “blindness” likely refers to mental blindness. Not seeing the things that you need to see and understand in life. However, some scholars think that insanity, physical blindness, and confusion are symptoms of diseases that will come upon Israel if they disobey God. It has been suggested that people might have syphilis, the symptoms of which include insanity, blindness, and confusion, but those symptoms could be from other things as well, or as seems more likely, the blindness could be mental blindness, not physical blindness.
Deu 28:30
“lie with her.” Although it is not directly stated, these three curses are the opposite of what exempts a man from having to go to war, and therefore they strongly imply that this curse relates to being defeated by an enemy, especially in light of the next verse, which mentions the enemy taking and killing livestock (Deut. 28:31). According to Deuteronomy, a man was excused from having to go to war if he had built a new house but not yet lived in it, planted a vineyard but had not yet gotten to enjoy its fruit, or was pledged to marry a woman but had not yet gotten to consummate the marriage (Deut. 20:5-7). But this curse is exactly what would happen if Israel was attacked and conquered by another country. Ordinarily, the women would be raped and the men killed or captured and taken away into slavery. Israel had a choice: they could obey God and be abundantly blessed, or they could disobey Him and suffer terrible curses that were in many cases the opposite of the blessings.
Deu 28:32
“but your hand will have no power to do anything.” The Hebrew text is idiomatic, and more literally, “but your hand is not to God,” where “God” is used for strength or power. The phrase means you are powerless, in this case, powerless to do anything about the situation.
Deu 28:33
“all your days.” The text is more literally, “all the days,” and depending on whether or not the people repent and obey God, this oppression could be multigenerational.
Deu 28:35
“knees and thighs.” The specific reference to knees and thighs seems to be sexual and related to sex and childbearing. Although the reference to knees is somewhat obscure, the knees did have something to do with childbearing (cf. Gen. 30:3), and the “thigh” was commonly used as a euphemism for the sexual organs (see commentary on Gen. 24:2). So these boils were not just painful and “inconvenient,” they stopped one from having sex and bearing children, which may have something to do with why God calls them “evil.”
“evil.” Although the Hebrew is not often translated “evil” in the English versions, it is the Hebrew word “evil,” and if they prevented people from having children the boils were truly evil.
“from the sole of your foot to the crown of your head.” After saying the boils are on the knees and thighs and thus likely prevent childbearing, God says the boils will actually be over the entire body.
Deu 28:36
“you and your king whom you have set over you.” God anticipates that the people will decide to put a king over them, which they did, but not for over 400 years. It is a sad fact about fallen human nature that many people would rather have someone make decisions for them than make the decisions themselves, so the fact that Israel would one day want a king over them instead of an invisible God was predictable. God saw it coming and spoke of the day Israel would have a king. God spoke more about the king in Deuteronomy 17:14-20.
“and there you will serve other gods of wood and stone.” There is so much evil behind that statement. The people of Israel would turn away from Yahweh, who is loving and righteous, and follow “gods” of wood and stone, which are not gods at all but just man-made idols. But those lifeless idols have demons associated with them, demons that are very real and very evil, and so the idol gods are evil and cruel, and demand such things as human sacrifice and obedience to rules and regulations that are anything but righteous.
Deu 28:44
“He will lend to you, but you will not lend to him.” So the foreigners living in Israel will prosper and do well while the people of Israel will do poorly and have to borrow from the foreigners among them.
Deu 28:46
“they will be for a sign and for a wonder.” In Deuteronomy 28:1-14, God told Israel some of the many ways they would be blessed if they obeyed God. So it is appropriate that now He tells them that if they disobey Him and are experiencing the curses and problems that are mentioned in Deuteronomy 28:15-68, those curses and problems are to be signs to them that they are being disobedient and need to return to Him. Many times people disobey God in ignorance and do not realize they are disobeying God, so God tells Israel that if they are having the problems mentioned here in Deuteronomy, they should examine the Word and examine their lives and find out what they are doing that all these curses should be happening to them.
Deu 28:50
“will not respect the elderly.” The Hebrew text is idiomatic, and more literally, “will not lift up the face of the elderly.”
Deu 28:52
“in all your gates.” Here, “gates” is put by metonymy for the cities that have the gates, so the meaning of the text is “It [that enemy nation] will besiege you in all your cities.” Many English versions have “cities” or “towns” even though that translation is not literal. It is appropriate to put “gates” for “cities” in this context because the gate was the weakest point in any fortified city and was a major focus of any siege.
[See Word Study: “Metonymy.”]
Deu 28:54
“his eye will be evil.” The “evil eye” is a Semitic idiom for being greedy and stingy. Deuteronomy 28 is revealing how the people of Israel will be cursed if they do not keep God’s Law. There will be such shortages that even the man who is tender among the Israelites will have an evil eye toward his family, that is, be stingy and selfish when it comes to even them. Biblically, an evil eye is greedy or stingy; while a “good eye,” or a “single eye,” is generous. This verse shows us that terrible times can cause people to turn against their families, and in the siege, the man will be stingy and will withhold good from his family and keep it for himself, which is the fallen human nature at its worst.
[For more on idioms involving the good eye, see commentary on Prov. 22:9. For more on the idiom of the evil eye, see commentary on Prov. 28:22.]
Deu 28:58
“this book.” The “book” is actually a scroll, and the Hebrew word means “writing, what is written, document.”
“awe-inspiring.” The Hebrew word is related to “fear” (the same word for “fear” used earlier in the sentence), and can mean “awe-inspiring” or “fear-inspiring.” The two concepts are related, and a good part of one’s awe for God should come from one’s recognition of God’s power, holiness, and righteousness, and that He is not to be trifled with but treated with some level of fear, much like electricity.
Deu 28:62
“few in number.” The implication in the Hebrew text is “few men” in number, meaning the strength and defense of the nation is gone.
Deu 28:63
“plucked up from the ground.” God uses vocabulary that compares disobedient Israel to an unwanted plant, a weed, that is plucked up from the ground and destroyed.
Deu 28:66
“hang in doubt.” People’s lives will be uncertain and hang in suspense as to what will happen next and what will happen to them. There will be constant anxiety and distress.
“night and day.” The Jewish day started at sunset, so “night and day” is how the Jewish day went.
Deu 28:68
“in ships.” The Hebrew vocabulary as we understand it today does not make any sense because Israel left Egypt and went overland to the land of Israel. The area is mostly wilderness and desert, and so it is not possible for Israel to return to Egypt the way they came out “in ships.” There is no water. It has been suggested that the text may be referring to sailing back to Egypt from the coast, but that would not fulfill the Scripture because Israel did not come out of Egypt that way. There is some evidence from the Ugaritic that the word may mean “at ease” or “casually,” and thus voluntarily, and that would make sense and certainly be a curse, but at this time there is no way to confirm that.[footnoteRef:290] [290:  Cf. Peter Craigie, The Book of Deuteronomy [NICOT].] 

29:1. In the Hebrew Bible the verse that is numbered Deuteronomy 29:1 is numbered Deuteronomy 28:69, and it is more logical that it is the end of chapter 28 because it points back to the covenant God made with Israel and the covenant promises. Also, the verse that is Deuteronomy 29:2 in the English versions is most naturally the start of a new subject.
 
Deuteronomy Chapter 29
Deu 29:1
“These are the words.” In the Hebrew Bible this verse, which is numbered Deuteronomy 29:1, occurs in Deuteronomy 28, and is numbered 28:69. That placement at the end of chapter 28 is more logical than making the verse Deuteronomy 29:1, because the verse points back to the covenant God made with Israel and the covenant promises. Also, the verse that is numbered Deuteronomy 29:2 in the English versions is most naturally the start of a new subject, and would have been more logically numbered as Deuteronomy 29:1.
“the covenant that Yahweh commanded Moses to make with the children of Israel.” This was not a new covenant, but a renewal of the covenant made when Israel first left Egypt (Exod. 24).
Deu 29:4
“but Yahweh has not given you a heart to know, and eyes to see and ears to hear, until this day.” This verse is using the Semitic idiom of permission (cf. Exod. 4:21). It is not that God somehow blinded the people’s minds so they could not know what He was asking or hear His commands until this very time. For the 40 years of the wilderness wandering He had begged and pleaded with Israel to obey Him, and His commands were clearly communicated. In the same way that Pharaoh hardened his heart when he heard God’s commands, the people of Israel hardened themselves against God’s commands and did not want to know or obey them, and in the Semitic idiom that is stated as if God had not given them a heart to know Him. But now, at the end of the 40 years of wandering, this next generation that was about to go into the Promised Land was more willing to hear and obey, although many of them still held on to some idols and ungodly practices.
Deu 29:5
“I have had you walk for 40 years in the wilderness.” The Hebrew text is causative, and perhaps could even be translated “I made you walk.” Young’s Literal Translation is “I cause you to go.” Once God realized that the generation who came out of Egypt was not mentally prepared to go into the Promised Land, God had them live in the wilderness where He sustained them with manna until that generation died off and a new generation arose (Num. 13:1-14:38).
Deu 29:6
“bread...wine...beer.” Israel has not existed in the wilderness for 40 years on the ordinary staples in people’s diet, but on the manna that God has provided.
Deu 29:7
“this place.” Not that exact location in the plains of Moab where they were currently camped, but the Transjordan, east of Israel where Sihon and Og had their kingdoms.
Deu 29:9
“So you are to keep.” The connection between Deuteronomy 29:8 and 29:9 is not very obvious, but is that Sihon and Og were ungodly so they were struck down, “so you are to keep” God’s words or you will be struck down also. Sadly, over the years, Israel did not keep the covenant and they were eventually struck down.
Deu 29:10
“You are stationed here today.” The Hebrew is not the normal word for “stand,” but a more formal word that means “stationed,” meaning more like formally placed. Israel is where it is, stationed in the plains of Moab after having conquered much land in the Transjordan and now poised to enter the Promised Land because Yahweh is with them and has fought battles for them. They are not where they are by their own power, but by the power of God, and now they are stationed and ready for conquest. Note the formal mention of Israel’s society: “heads,” tribes, elders, officers, and men.
Deu 29:11
“from the one who cuts your wood to the one who draws your water.” The foreigners who left Egypt with Israel and some who may have joined them along their journey were allowed to be with Israel and enjoy their protection and the manna they ate, but they were given the more menial tasks to do. However, no matter how menial the task was, the foreigner was still there and still was going to go over the Jordan with Israel and get to enjoy the covenant blessings of the Promised Land. The foreigners may have menial tasks to do, but they made the right choice by going with Israel and getting to know Yahweh.
Deu 29:12
“for you to cross over into the covenant of Yahweh.” This seems to be strange wording about crossing over into the covenant, but it is tying together the crossing over the Jordan River into the Promised Land with the covenant that God made with Israel. The covenant and oath included that God would be Israel’s God and Israel would be His obedient people, and God would bring them into the Promised Land. In this case, the “covenant” and “oath” are what God promised as part of the covenant and oath that He made with Israel; “covenant” and “oath” are a metonymy for what was promised in the covenant and oath. The word “cross over” figures prominently in the book of Joshua, especially the early chapters (cp Josh. 1:2), and it shows up here almost as a primer to what is coming (see commentary on Josh. 1:2).
[See Word Study: “Metonymy.”]
Deu 29:13
“and that he can be for you a God, as he spoke to you.” This is a very deep statement because that Yahweh “can be a God” for Israel implies all the things that God (or even a god) is supposed to do for His people, for example, all the blessings in Deuteronomy 28. Being a God for people is certainly no figurehead position.
Deu 29:15
“and also with the one who is not here with us today.” This phrase is not referring to people who are not physically with the congregation of Israel that day due to physical uncleanness or temporary absence. It is referring to the future generations of Israel who will be affected by what this generation does. In the same way that that very generation was affected by what their fathers and mothers had done and had to grow up in the wilderness because of their parents’ disobedience to God, many future generations would be affected by what they did. For example, those future generations got to live in the land that they conquered, but those future generations also had to battle with the pagan peoples that they did not conquer for one reason or another. Every person is affected by what their ancestors did, and every generation affects some of what happens in the generations after them. Thus, living a godly and wise life is very important to God and to people.
Deu 29:18
“a man or woman or clan or tribe.” Due to the fallen nature of humankind, sin can spread if it is not checked, and what begins with one person can spread to an entire tribe.
“lest there be among you a root bearing poisonous fruit and wormwood.” Here the congregation is to watch out for people among them who ignore the covenant and worship idols. In Hebrews 12:15 the leaders are to watch for bitter roots among the congregation and deal with them, while here the congregation is to do that. The curse in Deuteronomy 28 is a curse on the whole nation, and it could be that some people could sin but if the rest of the congregation does not that the sinner would get the blessings of the congregation while personally living in sin. However, if enough people do that and sin, then the scales would start to tip and Israel would begin to experience some of the curses of Deuteronomy 28, so the congregation is warned to watch out for people who personally sin.
Deu 29:19
“This will lead to the sweeping away of well-watered land and the dry.” This is an idiomatic phrase that means that when part of the congregation sins and brings the curse of God on the congregation, that the innocent and guilty will both be swept away.
Deu 29:20
“Yahweh will not pardon him.” A person who sins and remains unsaved in the midst of an obedient nation may receive the blessings that the nation gets in this life, but will still be judged by God on Judgment Day and at that time he will be annihilated in the Lake of Fire and have his name blotted out of existence.
[For more on unsaved people being annihilated and not tortured forever see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
“will crouch upon him.” In this verse, the curse is portrayed as a crouching animal, just as it is in Genesis 4:7 when sin is portrayed as an animal crouching at the entrance of Cain’s tent. Portraying the curse or sin as an animal is the figure of speech zoomorphism. Actually, this zoomorphism can be much more accurate than a simple figure of speech because disobedience to God’s commands can open the door for demons who then come upon the sinner and afflict them.
[For more on the figures of speech personification and zoomorphism, see commentary on Prov. 1:20.]
Deu 29:21
“the curses of the covenant.” In the Hebrew text, the word “curse” is singular, but it is a collective singular where all the curses of the covenant are considered to be one giant curse and not a lot of different and unconnected curses. When a person breaks one part of the Law he is considered to have broken the whole Law.
Deu 29:23
“Admah and Zeboiim.” These are cities that were close to Sodom and Gomorrah and that were destroyed when Sodom and Gomorrah were destroyed (cf. Gen. 10:19; 14:2, 8; Hos. 11:8).
Deu 29:26
“bowed down.” The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body to the earth. It is the same Hebrew word as “worship.”
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
“and that he did not assign to them.” This is the figure of speech tapeinosis (“belittling” or “deprecation”).[footnoteRef:291] Although it is mainly used today for calling a person or thing by a derogatory name, classically tapeinosis was used to make a negative statement in order to magnify or intensify the opposite. A good example is Romans 3:3, which says, “What if some did not believe?” The truth is the opposite. Only “some” did believe, the majority did not believe. The understatement catches our attention and thus magnifies the actual situation. Here, it is not that God did “not assign” Israel pagan gods to worship, He absolutely forbade the worship of pagan gods, and the tapeinosis catches our attention and causes the reader to pause and consider the truth of the situation, thus magnifying it. [291:  See Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 159, “tapeinosis.”] 

[See Word Study: “Tapeinosis.”]
Deu 29:29
“The secret things belong to Yahweh our God.” The context of this verse is the Law, and how obedience or disobedience to it will affect the future of the nation of Israel and individually the people in Israel. Exactly how the future will play out—the secret things—will be determined by Yahweh, but the things that are revealed—the Law and how to obey it—are the responsibility of the people of Israel.
 
Deuteronomy Chapter 30
Deu 30:2
“listen to his voice.” In this context, the word “listen” also includes the idea of “obey.” If the people don’t obey, then they have not really listened.
[For more on this idiomatic sense of “listen,” see commentary on Luke 23:42.]
“you and your children.” In other words, each whole family; and since the “you” is plural, the whole nation of families. We will see as the history of Israel develops, especially in books such as Judges, that the elders often obeyed God but the children, the younger descendants, did not, and evil came upon them. God wants every entire family, and thus the entire nation, to obey Him.
Deu 30:3
“restore your fortunes.” The Hebrew is more literally, “turn your captivity,” but it is idiomatic and refers to restoring the blessings or fortunes of the people. Some English versions are more literal while some have the idiom.
Deu 30:5
“your fathers.” That is, your ancestors.
Deu 30:8
“But you, if.” The “if” is not in the text but is supplied from the context.[footnoteRef:292] [292:  Cf. E. Fox, The Schocken Bible: The Five Books of Moses.] 

Deu 30:15
“I have set before you this day life...and death.” The choice to live forever or die forever is a choice that God gives to every person. God is being genuine here. He has no reason to lie or trick people. God created people with free will and the choice is ours. Wise people humble themselves before God and choose life. There are times when God gives us this choice and it is more immediate; between living and dying on this earth (e.g., Jer. 21:8).
“life.” In the scope of Scripture, this is both “life” (a blessed, successful life) now and everlasting life later. Deuteronomy 30:15 is an example of the word “life” having two meanings—life now and life later. When a word has two or more meanings, or a meaning that is much more expansive than just the common dictionary definition (such as often happens when a word is used idiomatically) such as “life” and “good” have here, or “life” and “death” do in Deuteronomy 30:19, scholars sometimes refer to the word as having a “pregnant sense,” as if the word could have a baby that was like itself. In this case in Deuteronomy 30, the words “life,” “good,” and “death” have a pregnant sense in that they all refer to the here and now as well as the next life, the hereafter.
[For more on the pregnant sense of some of the words in the Bible, see commentary on Luke 23:42.]
“good.” “Good” in this context primarily refers to success and prosperity now, although it would include salvation and everlasting life later.
“death.” In the scope of Scripture, this is both a short life here on earth and everlasting death later.
[For more on “death” being actual death, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
“evil.” “Evil” in this context primarily refers to evil or bad things happening in this life: suffering and adversity and “bad things” of every kind, although it would also include everlasting death.
Deu 30:16
“in that I command you this day.” This phrase and the verse show how God has set before each person life, good, death, and evil. God sets life and death before us by giving us commandments and showing us how to live a godly life, and we choose what happens by either walking in God’s ways and obeying His commands or rejecting God’s ways and being rebellious against Him. Deuteronomy 30:15-16 are integrally connected, although many English versions break them into two sentences. God does not just say that He sets before us life and good and death and evil. He tells us He has done that by commanding us to love Him, walk in His ways, and follow His commands. Then the way we choose to live is the choice we make either to live or die. In a few verses (Deut. 30:19), God makes it explicit that we choose life or death (“I have set before you life and death, the blessing and the curse; therefore choose life”). On the Day of Judgment no one will be able to say, “I never made a choice,” because the way a person lives is their choice. In essence, Deuteronomy 30:15, 16, and 30:19 say, “Today I have set before you life and death in that I command you to love God, walk in his ways and keep His commandments—so choose life.”
In this same general context, Deuteronomy 30:19-20 says the same basic thing as Deuteronomy 30:15-16: that each person chooses life and blessing by making the decision to obey God.
Deu 30:17
“bow down.” The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body to the earth. It is the same Hebrew word as “worship.”
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
Deu 30:19
“witnesses against you.” The heavens and earth were not witnesses in a trial that very day, but rather, the heavens and earth were called to hear what God had done for Israel and to be willing to be witnesses against Israel should they ever accuse God of not giving them a choice between life and death, and of not encouraging them to choose life. In Ezekiel 33:11 God declares that He does not have any pleasure when wicked people die, and he urges the wicked to turn from their evil ways and live. On the Day of Judgment there will surely be some wicked people who are facing annihilation in the Lake of Fire who will accuse God of never giving them the choice to live forever.
The heavens and the earth will be around forever in one state or another, so they are a good witness for God—they won’t be absent on the day of the trial. Furthermore, God speaks to them about what He does (Deut. 32:1; Isa. 1:2) and says to the people that the heavens and earth will be His witnesses against them (Deut. 4:26; 30:19; 31:28). Moreover, the very nature of the heavens and earth point to a creator. There is more and more evidence for intelligent design in the creation around us, and Romans 1:20 says that God’s power and divine nature can be understood from what He has made. That, combined with the innate ability that mankind has to know good from evil (Gen. 3:22), means that a person should know to find God and then obey Him. If a person chooses to ignore God, that is his choice and God will honor that choice, but it is a poor choice and will result in the person’s death.
The idea that inanimate things that would be around for a long time could be witnesses to an oath was common in the culture and occurs at different times in the Bible (cf. Gen. 31:52; Josh. 24:27; Mic. 6:2).
[For more on annihilation in the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
“choose life so that you will live—you and your seed—.” This is very similar to Deuteronomy 30:15-16 in that Deuteronomy 30:19-20 are one sentence and God asks each person to “choose life,” which we do by living a godly lifestyle and obeying God. Note that the sentence reads, “choose life so that you will live—you and your seed—by loving Yahweh your God, by obeying his voice and by holding fast to him.” God tells us exactly how to live a successful life here and now and have everlasting life later: love God, obey God, hold fast to God.
Deu 30:20
“by loving.” The Hebrew can be translated “by loving,” which makes very good sense in English (cf. CEB, Geneva Bible (1599), NAB, NASB, NRSV, TNK, The Schocken Bible). Deuteronomy 30:20 tells us how to make the choice to live (see commentary on Deut. 30:16; 30:19).
“for he is your life.” The parenthetical reminder is that Yahweh is the true source of life. No one should think that if they keep a certain set of rules and regulations they will live successfully here on earth and live forever later. All life comes from God, and obeying God and walking in His ways is not to be a rote mechanical process, but the outward demonstration of a living and loving relationship with the Living God. In Jesus’ day, the Pharisees kept the commandments of the Law but did not understand the heart behind the Law and thus omitted things that represented the heart of the Law such as love, mercy, and justice (Matt. 23:23; Luke 11:42).
The Hebrew text can also be translated “for THAT is your life,” instead of “for he is your life,” which makes the verse say that loving Yahweh, obeying Him, and holding fast to Him is the source and purpose of life. Although a number of English versions and commentators support that reading (NASB, NLT, NRSV, RSV), and although it is certainly possible that the Hebrew text was written such that it could have—and indeed might have—both meanings, it seems that the primary meaning is that God is the source of life and blessing. Omitting the relationship with God from obeying God can lead to Pharisaical behavior; just doing the action without the relationship. The parenthetical statement keeps God in the picture, and the YLT is another version that has the parenthesis.
“the land that Yahweh swore that he would give to your fathers—to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob.” God repeated the promise that He would give the land of Israel to Abraham and his descendants many times, and said it in slightly different ways. He told Abraham that he and his descendants would get the land (Gen. 12:7; 13:15-17; 15:7, 18; 17:8). He told it to Isaac (Gen. 26:3). He told it to Jacob (Gen. 28:13; 35:12; 48:4). Then over and over He told Israel about the promise or that He would give them the land (e.g., Exod. 6:4, 8; 12:25; 13:5, 11; Lev. 14:34; 20:24; 23:10; 25:2; see commentary on Gen. 15:18).
 
Deuteronomy Chapter 31
Deu 31:2
“go out and come in.” This is an idiom meaning live life. Technically, this is the figure of speech polarmerismos, where two extremes are put for the whole. A person “goes out” of his tent in the morning and “comes back in” at night, so the phrase referred to life throughout the whole day, from going out in the morning until coming back in at night. Now at 120 years old, Moses could no longer live like he used to and oversee all the children of Israel.
[See Word Study: “Merismos.”]
Deu 31:9
“Moses wrote down this law.” Moses would most likely have written the Law on vellum (leather). He could have used papyrus, but it is not as likely that he had some papyrus since he would have had to have brought it along with them from Egypt and papyrus is quite brittle and likely would have broken up in the wilderness wanderings. Leather was much more durable than papyrus. Moses would not have written the Law on clay tablets. They would have been too heavy and clumsy in all the traveling Israel had to do.
“gave it to the priests.” This act quite officially designated the priests as “teaching priests.” The priests were not just to safeguard the scrolls, they were to teach them to the people so the people would know the Law and thus know what God wanted them to do to obey Him. The elders were also given the Law to communicate to the people.
Deu 31:10
“the Feast of Booths.” The Feast of Booths (Lev. 23:23-43; Deut. 16:13-17; also commonly known as the “Feast of Tabernacles” or among the Jews as “Succoth”) was a seven-day feast. However, because the eighth day was a special Sabbath when people could not work or travel, in effect the feast became an eight-day feast (Lev. 23:36).
Deu 31:11
“appear before Yahweh your God in the place that he will choose.” It would be a few hundred years, but that place would eventually be Jerusalem (see commentary on Deut. 12:5).
“in their hearing.” The Hebrew text is literally, “in their ears,” which is an idiom for in a way that they could hear it. Knowing the Law was so important that God commanded that it be read in its entirety to Israel, and read in a manner that they could hear it. Although there is no record in Scripture of this being done, it likely was even if all Israel did not gather to hear it. Getting to hear the Law would have gone a long way to getting Israel to think the same way about God and His commands, and also helped people know what to do to obey God and thus be blessed in this life and blessed with rewards on Judgment Day. It is sad in a sense that there is no such command for Christians, and many Christians go their whole lives without once reading the Law of Moses or the New Testament, and that is to their detriment. Not that “just reading it” is enough; if a Christian is to love God with all their heart, soul, mind, and strength then they should learn His book and understand what it says, which takes some instruction and study.
Deu 31:14
“the Tent of Meeting.” The “Tabernacle” (“Dwelling Place”) is also referred to as the “Tent of Meeting” because it was the place where people met with God. The Hebrew phrase is 'ohel mo'ed, in which 'ohel (#0168 אֹהֶל) means “tent,” and is followed by mo'ed (#04150 מוֹעֵד or מֹעֵד) which means a “meeting” or a “place for a meeting.” Thus the 'ohel mo'ed is the “Tent of Meeting” (see commentary on Exod. 27:21).
Deu 31:16
“and will forsake me.” Although this statement is prophetic, it is more that God knew the hearts of the people and that for the most part they had never followed Him and loved Him with all their heart, soul, mind, and strength, but instead went after gods they could see and touch, and that offered things that appeased their fleshly desires.
Deu 31:18
“hide, yes, hide.” God warns Israel that if they sin He will not be among them and many evils will happen to them. God emphasizes that point with the figure of speech polyptoton, repeating the verb “hide”
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
Deu 31:19
“for yourselves.” This likely refers to Moses and Joshua, who were with God and apart from the children of Israel at this time.
Deu 31:23
“about which I swore to them.” Moses is speaking, but he is speaking something God would have said, and did later say (cf. Josh. 1:5; 3:7), something Joshua would have known.
Deu 31:29
“corrupt, yes, corrupt.” For emphasis, God doubles the verb “corrupt,” using the figure of speech polyptoton to emphasize the fact that the Israelites would utterly corrupt themselves in their turning to other gods.
[For more on the use of polyptoton, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
“making him angry.” The NET text note on Deuteronomy 4:25 gets the sense of the text correctly when it says, “The infinitive construct [in the Hebrew text] is understood here as indicating the result, not the intention of their actions.” Although many English versions use the word “provoke,” the Israelites did not worship idols with the intention of provoking God. But the result of their idolatry was that God was angered. In everyday English, “provoke” means to do something to intentionally upset someone, and that is not what was happening with Israel’s idolatry.
“by what your hands have made.” The Hebrew text is more literally, “through the work of your hands,” but the idea is that the idols were what the peoples’ hands had made, and the idols angered God.
Deu 31:30
“Moses spoke in the ears of the assembly.” The connection between Moses speaking the words of the song to the assembly and the song itself would have been easier to understand if Deuteronomy 31:30 had been the first verse of Deuteronomy 32 rather than the last verse of Deuteronomy 31. The words of God are God-breathed, but the punctuation and chapter and verse divisions are man-made and occasionally misplaced, and this is an example of a chapter division that could have been better placed.
 
Deuteronomy Chapter 32
Deu 32:1
“And hear, O earth, the words of my mouth!” “The context indicates the imperative form of the verb.”[footnoteRef:293] The heavens and earth are good witnesses because they have been around to see the very start of humankind, and will still be around on Judgment Day. [293:  Peter Craigie, The Book of Deuteronomy [NICOT].] 

Deu 32:2
“like the raindrops.” The exact meaning of the Hebrew word translated “raindrops” is not known, which explains the large variation among the English translations.
“grass.” The Hebrew word eseb (#06212 עֵשֶׂב), translated “grass” is hard to bring into English. It was the general word for the weeds that naturally grew in any field. The biblical world did not have “grass” as we know it today. It just had areas of weeds. Sometimes those weeds were long and thick, like a weedy field today, while in other areas people’s sheep, goats, and cows, kept the weeds eaten down, but they were still just weeds.
[For more on “grass” see commentary on Prov. 19:12.]
Deu 32:8
“When the Most High gave to the nations their inheritance.” Some scholars propose that Deuteronomy 32:8-9 teaches that there is another God, the Most High, who is above Yahweh. That is not true.
[See commentary on Deut. 32:9 for more information.]
“he set the bounds of the peoples.” When God chose Israel, He gave them a land with set boundaries.
“sons of God.” The Masoretic Hebrew text reads “sons of Israel,” but the Septuagint reads “sons of God,” and there is evidence from the Qumran Scrolls that that is the correct reading.[footnoteRef:294] What Deuteronomy 32:8 seems to be saying is that when the nations formed, their boundaries were determined by God, the different nations were somehow kept separate by the spiritual powers associated with them. [294:  Cf. Peter Craigie, The Book of Deuteronomy [NICOT].] 

Deu 32:9
“Yahweh’s portion is his people.” Some scholars propose that Deuteronomy 32:8-9 teaches that there is another God, the Most High (Deut. 32:8), who is above Yahweh, and who gives Yahweh Israel as his portion. That is not true for a number of reasons.
Firstly, the Scriptures are clear that Yahweh is God alone (Deut. 6:4), and that there is no other God except him (Isa. 44:6). So, there cannot be another God, the Most High, above Yahweh. Secondly, Yahweh is explicitly identified as the Most High (#05945 עֶלְיוֹן֙ Elyon) in multiple places in the Old Testament (Gen. 14:22; 2 Sam. 22:14; Psa. 7:8, 17). For example, Genesis 14:22 says, “Abram said to the king of Sodom, ‘I have lifted up my hand and sworn to Yahweh, God Most High, creator of heaven and earth...’” Thus, Yahweh is not a different being from the Most High, the Most High is Yahweh.
Thirdly, the text can be understood perfectly fine without making the Most High into a different God. God has many names, and “Most High” is one of them. The name for God, “Most High,” comes from the fact that on the holy mountain of God in the spiritual world, God sits in the highest place. He is literally, “the Most High,” with all the other spirits on the mountain below him (see commentary on verses in Isa. 14:12-15 and Ezek. 28:13-16). The name “Most High” is related physically to the name “El Shaddai,” which according to most modern scholars means something like, “God, the One of the Mountain.” Again, God is said to be on a mountain, which made perfect sense to the ancient people who understood the spirit world (see commentary on Gen. 17:1). Being the highest one on the mountain, God was indeed “the Most High God.
Deuteronomy 32:8-9 teaches that the Most High (Yahweh) set the boundaries of nations based on the number of angels (See commentary on Gen. 6:2 for more information on angels being called “sons of God”). In other words, He put angels in place over each nation. Now, whether these are all righteous angels or perhaps some are fallen angels and some are righteous angels who were given dominion over certain nations, that is unclear. Yet, the point is that angels were given other nations as an inheritance. But for Israel, Yahweh himself is over them. Israel is his inheritance. So, Yahweh saw such significance and importance in the people of Israel that He himself is their overseer, there is no “son of God” or “angel” given this job.
Therefore, there is not another God, the Most High, above Yahweh, but Yahweh himself is the Most High God who sees His people Israel, and all those who are saved, as a prized possession (Psa. 135:4).
“Jacob is the lot of his inheritance.” Land areas were often divided up by casting lots, and in this verse, God is using that metaphor to show how He got Israel. Although God did not cast lots for Israel, expressing how He chose Israel in this way makes the point that what God did was legitimate.
Deu 32:10
“pupil of his eye.” The Hebrew is idiomatic: “the little man of the eye.” The pupil of the eye is referred to in Hebrew as “little man” of the eye. Historically, the “little man” got translated “apple,” but over time the meaning of the English idiom “apple of the eye” changed from meaning the pupil to meaning something that was very important, so the idiom “apple of the eye” no longer is accurate here.
Deu 32:13
“honey from the rock.” Historically it has been thought that this honey was date-honey (date syrup), but recently archaeologists have found evidence of ancient beekeeping in Israel, and honey from bees is mentioned in a number of places in the Old Testament, such as when Samson found honey in the carcass of a lion. So this could well refer to honey from bees.
“oil from the flinty rock.” The soil of Israel had a lot of flint, and olive trees do very well in the soil. So olive oil comes from the flinty rock.
Deu 32:14
“breed of Bashan.” Bashan was the area just east of the Sea of Galilee that was perfect for herds and flocks.
“the blood of the grape.” A graphic and poetic way to write about abundant grape juice. The phrase is first used in Jacob’s prophecy to his son Judah (Gen. 49:11).
Deu 32:15
“Jeshurun.” This is the first of four occurrences of Jeshurun, which C. F. Keil[footnoteRef:295] translates as “Righteous-nation” (“Jeshurun” occurs in Deut. 32:15; 33:5, 26; and Isa. 44:2). Although the exact meaning of Jeshurun is debated, the general idea is not. “Jeshurun” is a term of endearment for Israel, translated as “beloved one” in the Septuagint. Here it is used in irony. Israel was God’s righteous nation, His beloved one, but they did not love God back and were not thankful for what He did for them. In Deuteronomy 33:5 it is used in a positive sense, but here it is used in irony. [295:  Keil and Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament, 474.] 

C. F. Keil translates Jeshurun as “Righteous-nation” and says, “so much is certain concerning Jeshurun, that it was an honorable surname given to Israel; that it is derived from yashar, and describes Israel as a nation of just or right men… Because Jehovah, who is just and right (Deut. 32:4), had called it to uprightness, to walk in his righteousness, and chosen it as his servant (Isa. 44:2). … The epithet Righteous-nation, as we may render Jeshurun, was intended to remind Israel of its calling, and involved the severest reproof of its apostasy.”[footnoteRef:296] The JPS Torah Commentary adds, “The epithet ‘Jeshurun’ (Heb. yeshurun, ‘the Upright,’ from yashur, ‘upright’) alludes to ‘Israel’ (yisra’el) and sounds something like it. …here it is used ironically, underscoring how Israel has failed to live up to its expected character.”[footnoteRef:297] So God gave Israel the name Jeshurun, the Righteous-nation, but when used in the same sentence in which God says that Israel has kicked against Him and forsaken Him, it is irony and reproof, contrasting the glorious calling God gave Israel with the fallen and debauched state of Israel currently. [296:  Keil and Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament, 474-75.]  [297:  Jeffrey Tigay, JPS Torah Commentary: Deuteronomy, 306.] 

“rejected.” The Hebrew verb can mean “reject, scorn, treat lightly, “treated like a fool.”[footnoteRef:298] The semantic range explains the variation in the English Bibles. [298:  Cf. Everett Fox, The Schocken Bible.] 

Deu 32:17
“not to God.” The Hebrew word Elohim, which is a plural form and can mean “God,” “god” or “gods,” makes determining the exact meaning of this phrase difficult. It can mean “not to God,” as in the REV, or it could mean more like “They sacrificed to demons—no gods—to gods they did not know,” (cf. ESV), basically saying that the demons were not actual “gods” in the positive sense of being aligned with the God of Israel, they were “no gods.”
“did not fear.” There is a debate among scholars as to the meaning of the Hebrew word translated “fear” and whether it basically means “fear” (i.e., worship) or “know,” and the English versions are divided. However, both meanings are true. Israel’s ancestors did not know or worship these new gods. Given that, why should Israel turn to them? Part of the answer is that these new “gods” were actually demons, and demons have a lot of power to manipulate people who have not made up their mind to follow God. We see that with Eve. She was unsure of the command of God and willing to satisfy her fleshly desires, so she was easily manipulated by the Devil. If believers are going to stay faithful to God they need to know who He is and what He wants and they must make up their minds to be faithful to Him. This verse is not saying that these gods were not around when Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob lived in the land of Israel, but rather that those people did not “know” those gods the way Israel was now getting to know them, by getting involved in worshiping them.
Deu 32:18
“birthed you.” The Hebrew word contains the idea of being in labor and giving birth. This is not just a factual statement that God gave birth to Israel, it communicates that God went through labor and pain in giving birth to the nation of Israel. Peter Craigie translates the phrase that God “delivered you in pain.”[footnoteRef:299] A lot of good people like Moses went through a lot of hardship in the birthing of Israel, in large part because of Israel’s stubborn disobedience. But instead of being thankful for what God had done, Israel forgot Him and ignored His commandments. This verse reminds us that although God is almost always associated with male imagery, occasionally He is described as having female characteristics. [299:  Peter Craigie, The Book of Deuteronomy [NICOT].] 

Deu 32:21
“made me angry.” The NET text note on Deuteronomy 4:25 gets the sense of the text correctly when it says, “The infinitive construct [in the Hebrew text] is understood here as indicating the result, not the intention of their actions.” Although many English versions use the word “provoke,” the Israelites did not worship idols with the intention of provoking God. But the result of their idolatry was that God was angered. In everyday English, “provoke” means to do something to intentionally upset someone, and that is not what was happening with Israel’s idolatry.
“a foolish nation.” That is, a nation that does not recognize God, the creator of the heavens and the earth, and is therefore foolish.
Deu 32:22
“in my nostrils.” When a person gets angry, their nostrils flare. Here God indicates His anger by flaring nostrils.
Deu 32:24
“crawling things of the dust.” The Hebrew words of this description could fit snakes as well as things like scorpions, biting ants, etc.
Deu 32:26
“I will cut them to pieces.” This whole phrase is one verb in Hebrew, but it only occurs here and its meaning is uncertain, which explains the large variation in the English translations, as translators grapple with how to translate it.
Deu 32:27
“Our hand is exalted.” this is idiomatic for “our power has done this.” Israel’s enemy might gloat at Israel’s destruction and think that they had the power to destroy Israel, but it was because Israel abandoned Yahweh that they would have been destroyed.
Deu 32:30
“How could one chase 1,000.” This refers to Israel being defeated by their enemies after they sinned and Yahweh would not fight for them.
Deu 32:31
“even though our enemies think so.” The meaning of the Hebrew is uncertain, and the way most English versions translate the verse is implausible. For example, the NIV reads, “as even our enemies concede.” But the enemies had just defeated Israel, so they certainly did not concede that Yahweh was better than their god. The JPS Torah Commentary says that a translation like that “does not fit the context: it is implausible that the enemy, having just routed Israel, would consider its own gods unequal to Israel’s.” Everett Fox translates the verse as: “For not like their rock is our Rock, though our enemies so-assess-it.”[footnoteRef:300] The NRSV recognizes the problem and simply translates the uncertain phrase as “our enemies are fools.” [300:  Everett Fox, The Schocken Bible: The Five Books of Moses.] 

Deu 32:33
“serpents.” The Hebrew does not use the standard word for “snakes,” but a word used for sea monsters and dragons, which is why some versions say “dragons.”
Deu 32:36
“vindicate.” The Hebrew word is “judge,” but here it means “judge in favor of,” or “vindicate.” A number of English translations have “vindicate” (cf. CSB, ESV, NASB, NIV, NRSV, RSV).
“none remaining to help.” There have to be people remaining, or else there would be no one for God to have compassion on. The JPS Torah Commentary gives evidence that the Hebrew idiom “has to do with power or help and means ‘neither supporter nor helper,’ as the Peshitta and the Talmud render it.” Especially in the context, which says, “their power is gone,” it makes sense that, rather than being no people at all, there were no people who could help.
“slave or free.” The Hebrew is unclear. Different scholars have different opinions about exactly what that means, and so the English versions differ in their translations. Given the culture, and the fact that slaves were restrained or confined by their circumstances while free people were “loose,” the translation “slave or free” made sense. However, the more usual meaning of the second noun, often translated “free” more generally means “abandoned,” “forsaken.” The verse may mean that no one was left to help Israel, not even the slaves or abandoned people were left to help Israel.
Deu 32:38
“ate the fat of their sacrifices.” This is a powerful word picture using a kind of personification, picturing the pagan gods, who were made of metal, stone, and wood, as if they were alive and ate the sacrifices made to them and drank the drink offerings. God is mocking them and the people. Basically, God is saying, “They ate your food and drank your wine and oil, why aren’t they helping you?”
Deu 32:39
“There is no god with me.” God is not saying that no other “gods” exist. Many verses in the Bible attest to the fact that they do. God is saying there is no other being who is His equal, and specifically in this context, God has no other god “with” Him in what He does, helping Him out. God wants people to love Him with all their heart, soul, mind, and strength and does not want the worship due to Him being divided up among He and other gods. He alone is the creator and source of everything, and desires and deserves singular recognition. The entire Old Testament is filled with admonitions for God’s people not to worship other gods, and 1 Corinthians 8:5 says there are many “gods.” Of course, it is also the case that a number of so-called “gods” do not exist, but that is not the point of this verse.
“I kill and I make alive.” This is a general statement about God’s power to give and take life, and statements like this occur at other places in the Bible. However, they intrinsically also point to God’s ultimate power to raise the dead into everlasting life. What is the point of God giving life if it always only leads to death? Thus, for example, C. F. Keil writes: “These words do not refer to the immortality of the soul, but to the restoration of life of the people of Israel, which God had delivered up to death (so 1 Sam. 2:6; 2 Kings 5:7; cf. Isa. 26:19; Hos. 13:10; Wisd. 16:13; Tobit 13:2).”[footnoteRef:301] Isaiah 26:19 and Hosea 13:10 in Keil’s list are very clearly about the resurrection from the dead at the Resurrection of the Righteous. If the Sadducees had paid closer attention to the Pentateuch and the purposes of God, they would not have come to the sad and purposeless conclusion that there was no resurrection from the dead (Matt. 22:23-33; Mark 12:18-27; Luke 20:27-38). The Old Testament has a number of verses about God raising the dead in the future (cf. Deut. 32:39; Job. 19:25-27; Ps. 71:20; Isa. 26:19; 66:14; Ezek. 37:12-14; Dan. 12:2, 13; and Hos. 13:14). [301:  Keil and Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament: The Pentateuch, 489-90.] 

[For more about the Sadducees and the resurrection, see commentary on Matt. 22:23.]
Deu 32:40
“lift up my hand.” One way a person swore a solemn oath was to raise his hand and swear. See commentary on Genesis 14:22.
Deu 32:43
“O heavens, together with him; bow down to him, all you sons of God.” This is the reading of a Qumran manuscript of Deuteronomy, and the Septuagint agrees with much of it.[footnoteRef:302] The Masoretic Hebrew text reads, “Rejoice, O nations, with his people.” This is a less likely reading because the adversaries on whom God will take vengeance are from the nations. The fuller text of the Septuagint reads, “Rejoice, you heavens, with him, and let all the sons of God worship him; rejoice, you nations, with his people, and let all the angels of God strengthen themselves in him.” The fact that Hebrews 1:6 agrees closely with the Qumran manuscript is good supporting evidence that it is original. [302:  Cf. Abegg, Flint, and Ulrich, The Dead Sea Scrolls Bible.] 

This is one of the texts that shows that it is not just humans who are affected by evil and whose lives are made uncomfortable by it, but God’s faithful spirit beings as well. Angels rejoice along with humans when God takes vengeance on His enemies and brings them to justice.
“you sons of God.” The “sons of God” in this context are the created spirit beings of God. This includes angels but also other spirit beings God has created, so the translation “angels,” while getting people to think in the right direction about the text, is too limited. When Hebrews 1:6 refers to this verse, the “sons of God” are referred to as “angels.”
[For more on the meaning of “sons of God,” see commentary on Gen. 6:2.]
“He will repay those who hate him.” This line is not in the Masoretic Hebrew text but is in both the Septuagint and the Qumran text.
“and will make atonement for his land and for his people.” The Hebrew word translated “make atonement for” is kaphar (#03722 כָּפַר), and its meanings include, make an atonement, make reconciliation, cover, purge, cleanse, purify, etc. The English versions reflect this range of meanings, e.g., “make atonement for” (CJB, NET, NIV); “atone for” (NASB); “cleanse” (CEB, ESV, NLT); “purify” (CSB, NJB); “purge” (NAB); and “makes expiation for” (ASV, JPS, RSV).
The exact meaning of kaphar here in Deuteronomy 32:43 is likely a combination of the above definitions. For example, God will “purify” the land and people, and He will do that by making atonement for them, so both “purify” (or “cleanse”) and “make atonement for” are accurate.
Deu 32:44
“Hoshea.” “Hoshea,” was Joshua’s name before Moses changed it (Num. 13:16). It is unclear why the text uses it here.
Deu 32:46
“Take to heart.” The Hebrew expresses the idea differently: “Set your heart,” but we would say “take to heart.”
Deu 32:49
“this mountain of the Abarim range.” Moses was down in the area of the Jordan River in the plains of Jordan across from Jericho, but God did not want him to die there, but in a place from which Moses could see the Promised Land. God told Moses to go up the Abarim Range to Mount Nebo to see the land. “Abarim” basically means “regions beyond” or “regions across,” and it was across the Jordan from the Promised Land. Abarim refers to the high plateau region of the Transjordan, which was over 3,000 feet above sea level and the highest elevation of which is Mount Pisgah (also referred to as “Nebo”).
Deu 32:50
“Aaron your brother died.” Aaron, Miriam, and Moses died the same year, the last year of the wilderness wandering (Deut. 10:6). Miriam died in the first month of the year (Num. 20:1).
 
Deuteronomy Chapter 33
Deu 33:1
“This is the blessing with which Moses the man of God blessed the children of Israel.” In Genesis 27:27-40, Isaac blessed his sons, Jacob and Esau, with a prophetic blessing. In Genesis 49, Jacob blessed his twelve sons with a prophetic blessing. Here Moses acts as the father of Israel and blesses his “children” with a prophetic blessing. Interestingly, in this blessing the tribe of Simeon is left out, the tribes of Ephraim and Manasseh are blessed together under “Joseph,” the actual son of Jacob. Simeon may have been left out because historically he more or less disappeared, having taken his territory inside the territory of Judah. Eventually, Judah swallowed up Simeon.
It may be because Moses started to father Israel in Egypt that this chapter of blessing opens with God coming from Sinai to deliver Israel, and Moses became the leader (or “father”) of the people at that time. Also, while Jacob fathered twelve tribes, it was in the wilderness and under Moses’ leadership that God made a covenant with Israel and they became a nation of His people.
Deu 33:2
“Yahweh came from Sinai.” This verse is poetically describing Yahweh coming to deliver Israel when they were slaves in Egypt. They met him on Mount Sinai after coming out of Egypt (Exod. 19:1-2), so this verse describes God as coming from Sinai and the area of Edom to deliver them from slavery.
“At his right hand there was flaming fire for them.” The meaning of the Hebrew text is uncertain, and the versions differ greatly. “At his right hand was a fiery law for them” (ASV); “his warriors were next to him, ready” (CEB); “with flaming fire at his right hand” (ESV); “at his right hand advanced the gods” (NAB); “At His right hand there was flashing lightning for them” (NAS); “from the south, from his mountain slopes” (NIV); “At His right hand are springs for them” (YLT). Whatever the text means, it is clear that it refers to God supporting and fighting for Israel, His people.
Deu 33:3
“All his holy ones are in his hand.” The Hebrew is more literally, “All his holy ones are in your hand.” Some versions leave the literal Hebrew while others make the pronouns the same, either “his” or “your.”
Deu 33:5
“Let there be a king in Jeshurun.” Peter Craigie explains the translation: “The translation here assumes a simple waw plus verb (as is normal in poetry), rather than a waw consecutive.”[footnoteRef:303] God was to be the king in Israel, but sadly over time, God was rejected by the people. [303:  Peter Craigie, The Book of Deuteronomy [NICOT], 392.] 

“Jeshurun.” “The Upright,” or “Righteous-nation.” This is a reference to Israel that also occurs at the end of the prophecy (Deut. 33:26).
[For more on Jeshurun, see commentary on Deut. 32:15.]
Deu 33:6
“Let Reuben live.” Moses’ prophetic blessing starts with Reuben, Jacob’s oldest son, just like Jacob’s prophetic blessing over his children began with Reuben (Gen. 49:3). Jacob’s blessing began in birth order: Reuben, Simeon, Levi, and Judah. In contrast, Moses begins with Reuben, but then has Judah, then Levi, and then, interestingly, leaves Simeon out completely, likely because they were more or less assimilated into Judah.
“but let his men be few in number.” This is a strange but true prophetic blessing. The tribe of Reuben is foretold that it will not die off even though its men will be few in number. Also, however, the prophecy that his men would be few in number may refer to how they would participate in Israel. Although they did survive and are mentioned in the book of Revelation, we see very little of them in the text of Scripture. They are not mentioned much in Scripture, and, for example, they did not participate in the war in Judges when they could have helped defeat the Canaanites (Judg. 5:15-16). This all accords with Jacob’s prophecy over Reuben, that he would not excel (Gen. 49:4). Some translations have “nor let his men be few,” but that does not seem to be the meaning of the text.
Deu 33:8
“About Levi he said.” In Moses’ blessing of Levi here in Deuteronomy 33:8-11, Levi’s role as priest to Israel is clearly set forth. Having the priesthood was a new development for Levi that occurred at the incident of the golden calf, and so this blessing is decidedly different from the blessing on Levi that Jacob gave (Gen. 49:5-7).
“Thummim and Urim.” These were stones in the breastplate of the High Priest by which the judgment of God was determined.
[For more on the Urim and Thummim, see commentary on Exod. 28:30.]
“your godly one.” This could be translated as “your pious one.” It referred to the High Priest. He was the only one who had the Urim and Thummim.
Deu 33:9
“I have not seen them.” The Levites were to keep the Law of God and guard His covenant even when it meant turning away from their fellow Israelites who turned away from the Law.
Deu 33:10
“in your nose.” The literal Hebrew, “in your nose,” is very graphic and may well allude to the fact that the golden altar of incense is immediately in front of the Holy of Holies where God dwells and thus the smoke and smell of the incense goes right up God’s nose, so to speak. The Levites have the privilege of being that close and intimate with God, while the other tribes are not allowed into the Holy Place, the room before the Holy of Holies.
Deu 33:12
“The beloved of Yahweh.” Although the text does not state why Benjamin was called the beloved of Yahweh, and there may be several reasons for it, it is noteworthy that when God assigned the tribal territories, the territory of Benjamin was in central Israel and the place that God chose to dwell and set up the Temple was in the territory of Benjamin.
Deu 33:13
“by the deep waters crouching beneath.” The reference seems to be to the deep waters below the ground that were the source of springs, rivers, and that filled wells. So Joseph would get the rain and dew from heaven and water from the earth to grow crops and sustain life.
Deu 33:15
“best.” The Hebrew word translated “best” is literally ro'sh (#07218 רֹאשׁ), which means “head” and usually when used of a mountain means “top” or “summit.” The JPS Torah Commentary says, “The translation ‘best’ is suggested by the parallel ‘bounty.’ Ro'sh has this meaning in the idiom ro'sh besamim, ‘finest spices,’ but it is not a common idiom…it may have been chosen here to form a double entendre. Some think the clause is elliptical for ‘with the bounty of the tops of the ancient mountains.”[footnoteRef:304] [304:  Jeffrey Tigay, The JPS Torah Commentary: Deuteronomy.] 

Also, much of the tribal areas assigned by Joshua to Ephraim and Manasseh, the two tribes descended from Joseph, were mountainous, adding weight to the idea that Moses’ prophecy about Joseph getting the “best” (“top”) of the ancient mountains is likely a double entendre. That Moses would prophesy about the area given to the tribes of Joseph being mountainous is one more piece of evidence of God’s authorship of Scripture. No human can foretell the future like that.
Deu 33:16
“the good will of him who dwelt in the ​burning bush.” The reference is to God meeting Moses in the burning bush and telling him to go and bring the Israelites out of Egypt (cf. Exod. 3:1-10). It is worth noting that before the vowel points were added to the Hebrew text, in the old consonantal Hebrew text, the word translated “bush” could have been understood as “Sinai,” and the verse could read that Joseph had the favor of the one who dwelt at Sinai, where Israel met God (Exod. 19, 20). In this poetic prophecy, Joseph is blessed, and that blessing comes from God.
Deu 33:17
“The firstborn of his herd, majesty is his.” Deuteronomy 13:17 must be read and understood in the context of the whole verse and history. Joseph’s firstborn son was Manasseh, who was never as prominent as his second son, Ephraim. Here, the “firstborn” is used of Ephraim in poetry, not based on birth order, but based on prominence, as is clear from the end of the verse. The ten thousands of Ephraim that will gore the enemies refer to the military might of Ephraim.
Deu 33:18
“Zebulun...Issachar.” The tribes of Zebulun and Issachar were given small tribal areas next to each other to the southwest of the Sea of Galilee. They are mentioned together in other places, for example, in the blessing of Jacob (Gen. 49:13-15) and in Deborah’s song (Judg. 5:14-15).
Deu 33:19
“for they will draw out the abundance from the seas, the hidden treasures of the sand.” Although neither Zebulun nor Issachar were by the Mediterranean Sea, and the tribal territory of Asher was between them and the sea, it seems that they still somehow got abundance from the sea, perhaps by going there to fish, and by trade. The phrase “hidden treasures of the sand” could just be a poetic way of referring to the wealth of the sea, or it could refer to things like the dye made from shellfish.
Deu 33:20
“and tears the arm, yes, ​and the crown of the head.” The tribe of Gad got its territory in the Transjordan, east of the Jordan River, and fought for its territory and also helped the other tribes of Israel conquer the Promised Land. Apparently good warriors, they tore the arm of the enemy making him unable to fight, and even the crown of the head (which may also include a veiled reference to killing the enemy leaders).
Deu 33:21
“best.” This is more properly a first part, premier part, but it can be understood in this context as the “best” part.
Deu 33:22
“Dan is a lion’s cub that leaps out from Bashan.” Dan is compared to a lion’s cub, meaning he is powerful but immature and learning. Joshua assigned Dan a territory in central Israel, but the tribe failed to displace the Canaanites there, and much of the tribe decided to move north (Josh. 19:40-48) and became the northernmost tribe of Israel. That turned out to be a very poor decision for them because they became the first tribe attacked by every army that came from the north: Syria, then Assyria, then Babylonia, then Persia, then Greece. They were effectively wiped out by the Assyrians around 725 BC, and archaeological surface surveys of the Galilee show very little organized occupation for many years after the Assyrians came through.
The analogy to “a lion’s cub that leaps out from Bashan” must be understood from the natural geography. Dan never controlled Bashan, the area to the east of the Sea of Galilee, and did not attack Laish from there to gain its northern territory. Rather, Dan is compared to the lions that live in Bashan, because Bashan is mountainous and had many lions during Old Testament times. C. F. Keil writes, “...the regions of eastern Bashan, which abound with caves, and more especially in the woody western slopes of Jebel Hauran, many lions harboured, which rushed forth from the thicket, and were very dangerous enemies to the herds of Bashan.”[footnoteRef:305] Lions are mentioned many times in the Old Testament and were abundant in Israel until Roman times when they were captured and used in gladiator arenas. Lions disappeared from Israel during the time the Romans controlled Israel. [305:  Keil &amp; Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament: The Pentateuch, 510.] 

Deu 33:23
“take possession of the sea and the south.” The Hebrew word for “sea” (or “lake”) is yam (#03220 יָם), which literally means “sea,” but was also the word used in the Bible for “west” because west of Israel was the Mediterranean Sea. Thus, yam came to mean “sea” or “seaward” (west). In Moses’ prophecy here in Deuteronomy 33:23, yam seems to mean “sea” rather than “west” because Naphtali was not on the west side of Israel and did not have a border on the Mediterranean Sea, but had its territory in north-central Israel and included the west and south side of the Sea of Galilee. If the Hebrew text does mean “west” and “south,” then it would refer to Naphtali having the territory west and south of the Sea of Galilee.
Deu 33:24
“Most blessed of sons is Asher.” Leah’s slave Zilpah gave birth to Asher, who was Jacob’s eighth son (Gen. 30:12-13). The word “Asher” means happy, which is related in meaning to “blessed.” Although the KJV and a few other versions have the translation, “Let Asher be blessed with children,” that is not the meaning of the Hebrew.[footnoteRef:306] [306:  Cf. Keil &amp; Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament: The Pentateuch, 511.] 

“Let him be favored among his brothers.” That is, favored by God.
“Let him dip his foot in oil.” The territory assigned to the tribe of Asher by Joshua (Josh. 19:24-31) was very fertile and also had many olive trees. That Asher would “dip” its foot in oil is a hyperbolic reference to the large amount of olive oil produced in the region.
Deu 33:25
“Your bars will be iron and bronze.” The “bars” refer to the bars that keep the gates of the city closed to the enemy. This is a prophecy of secure cities. For Asher to enjoy the prosperity God spoke of, the people would have to enjoy peace and security.
Deu 33:26
“Jeshurun.” “The Upright,” or “Righteous-nation.” This is a reference to Israel that also occurs at the beginning of the prophecy (Deut. 33:5).
[For more on Jeshurun, see commentary on Deut. 32:15.]
“who rides through the heavens to your help.” It is not known if the Israelites had any clear concept of how God flew through the heavens. By the time of David, more than 400 years later (c. 1000 BC), God revealed Himself as riding on a cherub (2 Sam. 22:11; Ps. 18:10). However, by the time of Daniel and Ezekiel (c. 600 BC), Scripture gives us a much more complete description of cherubim, and shows them powering God’s chariot-throne (Ezek. 1:4-28). Given the fact that God reveals more and more about Himself through the Scriptures, it is likely that the more complete description of God riding on His chariot-throne through the sky is what Deuteronomy 33:26 is referring to, even though it seems that was not revealed to Israel at the time Moses wrote. In Daniel 7:9, Yahweh is sitting on a throne that has wheels, and it could possibly be the same chariot-throne that is in Ezekiel.
Deu 33:27
“He thrust out the enemy from before you and said, ‘Destroy!’” Deuteronomy 33:26-27 shows God riding through the heavens to help Israel, and fighting for Israel, but it also shows by the word “destroy” that God expects Israel to fight for themselves, using His support to bring them victory. When we pray for God’s help, we should not think that life will be easy after that. We should not think that our problems will just go away when God helps us. God was there to help Israel conquer the enemy in the Promised Land, but the Israelites still had to fight, and fight hard to win it, and in some cases, they did not have the mental resolve to complete the job God gave them and drive the enemy from their land. Even with God’s help and support, believers should still be prepared to fight hard in the spiritual battle.
Deu 33:29
“you will trample on their high places.” The Hebrew word bamah (#01116 בָּמָה, the plural is bamot) can refer to a literal high place or to a local shrine. Because cities and their associated shrines or holy places were often located on hills, in this context bamot likely refers to both.
In ancient times, “high places” gave the ones who controlled them a distinct advantage in war. They were generally secure and hard to attack. Cities were built on high places whenever they could be, as were Jerusalem and Samaria, the capital cities of Judah and Israel. For Moses to include in his blessing that Israel would trample on the high places of the enemy was a way of expressing that no enemy would be able to withstand them.
The cities built on the heights also usually had shrines to pagan gods that would have an altar, idols or representations of the gods, and sometimes a temple. In God’s victory, He would trample on the hilltop cities, and also trample on the pagan shrines and the gods there that the people worshiped. The pagan gods could not protect the people from the wrath of Yahweh. The double meaning of bamah here in Deuteronomy 33:29 as a high city and as a pagan shrine is why the Amplified Version puts both meanings in the verse by using brackets: “And you will tread on their high places [tramping down their idolatrous altars].”
When reading the blessings in Deuteronomy 33, the reader is expected to understand that they are conditional on Israel obeying God and worshiping Him. They are not “unconditional blessings” that would occur with or without God’s blessing and help. If Israel wanted to be blessed, they would have to understand that they were being blessed by God, who expected obedience and worship from them, which was part of their covenant agreement. Sadly, Israel did not fully obey God, and as a result, did not fully receive many of the blessings promised in Deuteronomy.
[For more on bamah referring to shrines, see the REV commentary on Num. 33:52.]
 
Deuteronomy Chapter 34
Deu 34:1
“the Pisgah range.” In this context, “Pisgah” with the definite article most likely means “the range” or the “ridge” (sawtooth ridge). Thus the text can be understood to be saying that Moses went “to the summit (top, highest point—thus Mount Nebo) in the sawtooth range opposite (across from) Jericho.”
Deu 34:2
“and all the land of Judah to the western sea.” From Mount Nebo it is impossible to see in detail the places listed here in Deuteronomy 34:1-3. God could have shown Moses all that land by augmenting what Moses saw by revelation, or what Moses saw was the horizons of those places, where they were generally located in the Promised Land across the Jordan from where Moses was. While it is true that the atmosphere would have been clearer in Moses’ time than it is now, the western mountains in the Promised Land would have blocked the view of the territory that was beyond them.
Deu 34:3
“City of Date Palms.” The palm trees in Israel were date palms, not coconut palms or other varieties of palm trees. Jericho was also known as the “City of Date Palms,” especially after it was destroyed by Joshua.
Deu 34:4
“but you will not cross over there.” Moses was mentally prepared for this because God had told him that before (cf. Deut. 3:27; 4:21-22; 32:52). We can understand that Moses was as willing as he was to obey God’s command about not crossing the Jordan because he so strongly held the Hope of resurrection and being in the land in the future when the Messiah ruled the earth. Eighty years earlier he had refused his position as the son of Pharaoh’s daughter because he had such a strong hope (Heb. 11:24-26), and now Moses, the willing servant of God, did as God commanded.
[For more on Christ’s Millennial Kingdom and his rule on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Deu 34:5
“Moses the servant of Yahweh.” Here God honors Moses with the title “the servant of Yahweh” because he truly was that, even to his death. Moses willingly gave up his life, the text makes it clear that he did not die of disease or because his body wore out, even though he was 120 years old.
Deu 34:6
“He buried him.” God Himself buried Moses; and no human knows where. Moses truly was a servant of Yahweh, and Yahweh had watched over him and directed him from an early age. Moses’ life is a testimony that doing the will of God and living a righteous life does not guarantee that life will be easy. Moses’ life was anything but easy. But doing the will of God and living righteously will guarantee great rewards in the future.
Deu 34:7
“vigor.” This is usually understood to refer to his sexual force, which was taken as a sign of full health.
Deu 34:8
“The children of Israel wept for Moses...for 30 days.” In biblical Israel, it was customary that people were allowed to weep and mourn for 30 days when someone died (cf. Num. 20:29; Deut. 21:13). However, there is a difference between a time of mourning prescribed by custom, usually when normal work would stop, and the time a person would personally mourn the loss of a loved one: there is no time given in the Bible for that, and different people process loss differently (see commentary on Rom. 12:15).
Deu 34:12
“great terrifying deeds that Moses did.” The Hebrew text is more literally, “the great terror that Moses did,” but in this context, “terror” is put by the figure of speech metonymy for the deeds that cause terror, or “terrifying deeds.” The Hebrews and others were afraid of many of the powerful works that Moses did. Also, the word for “terror” can also refer to “awe-inspiring,” and some translations go that way, for example, the NIV 2011 has “awesome deeds,” and the GW has “awe-inspiring deeds.” However, often the Israelites were more afraid of the powerful acts of God than inspired by them, so “terrifying deeds” seems the better choice here.
[See Word Study: “Metonymy.”]
“in the sight of all Israel.” The Hebrew is more literally, “before the eyes of all Israel.”


Joshua Commentary
Joshua Chapter 1
Jos 1:1
“the servant of Yahweh.” This is emphasized in Joshua chapter 1, and Moses is referred to as Yahweh’s “servant” five times in this one chapter (v. 1, 2, 7, 13, 15). The phrase is not that common, and Hebrews 3:5 may have had this in mind when it says that Moses was a faithful “servant.” However, other people are also referred to as “the servant of Yahweh” (cf. Joshua (Josh. 24:29; Judg. 2:8), although mostly by the phrase “my servant” (cf. Abraham (Gen. 26:24); Caleb (Num. 14:24); David (2 Sam. 3:18); Job (Job 1:8); Isaiah (Isa. 20:3); etc.).
“Yahweh spoke to Joshua.” The Bible does not say how God “spoke” to Joshua, but it could well have been in an audible voice.
Jos 1:2
“this Jordan.” Israel was camped just east of the Jordan River. The Israelites had already heard about the Jordan River when God described the boundaries of the land.
“cross over this Jordan, you and all the people, to the land that I am giving to them.” In a very real sense, the book of Joshua is a fulfillment of the promises of God to give Israel the land (cf. Josh. 1:6; 21:45). The book of Joshua is typological of Jesus and his work in many ways. One of them is that, although God made available the Promised Land, the people had to cross over the Jordan to get it. Similarly, God has made salvation through Christ and the future Promised Land available, but people must act to receive it.
Crossing over the Jordan and inheriting the Promised Land is a major theme in Joshua.
Jos 1:4
“From the wilderness.” Or “desert,” the desert that they had just been on to the south of Israel. So this is a description of the land from south to north, and the western border of the Mediterranean Sea. These boundaries are very general. More detailed descriptions are given in other places (cf. Num. 34:3-12).
“the river Euphrates.” This is not the full length of the Euphrates that goes all the way to the east and turns southeast through Babylon to the Persian Gulf, but it is the northwestern branches of the Euphrates that are in Syria (biblical Aram) (cf. Num. 34:7-15).[footnoteRef:307] [307:  See W. Schlegel, Satellite Bible Atlas, 37.] 

“all the land of the Hittites.” This is not the Hittite lands in central Turkey, but in Israel and in the northwestern part of the Euphrates River in Syria. The Hittites were scattered at this time and had settled in different areas.
“Great Sea.” The Mediterranean Sea.
Jos 1:5
“No man will be able to stand before you.” No one, none of the enemy, will be able to stand against Joshua all the days of his life (cf. Deut. 7:24).
Jos 1:6
“you will cause.” God works through people. God supplied much, but the work Joshua did was still important for success. God and His human agents work together to accomplish His purposes. As Paul wrote, “we are God’s fellow workers” (1 Cor. 3:9). There are times when God says He would cause the people to inherit the land (cf. Josh. 1:11), and there are times such as here when God says His human agents do that (Deut. 31:7; Josh. 14:1).
“to inherit.” The Hebrew term for “inherit” is from a root word that is the same root word for “valley.” To get an inheritance was to get land.
“I swore.” God swore to give the land. He promised. Thus the land is the “Promised Land.” One of the many themes in Joshua is that God keeps His promises, and thus He is giving the “Promised Land” to Israel because He swore to the “fathers” (primarily referring to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob) that He would give it to their descendants.
Jos 1:7
“very courageous.” The “very” could also be put before “strong” such that the phrase read, “be very strong and courageous.” But since in the Hebrew text the word “very” is before “courageous,” most translations read that way.
“Law.” The word “Law” is “Torah.” Here we see that the book of Joshua, the first book in the Prophets in the Hebrew Bible, begins with a reminder to be anchored in the Torah. Studying the Torah, the first five books of the Bible, is essential to learn how to think and reason the way God does.
[For more on the meaning of Torah, see commentary on Prov. 1:8.]
“have success.” The verb can mean “have success”[footnoteRef:308] but commonly it has to do with having understanding or prudence; and that gives good decision-making ability, which leads to success. [308:  Koehler and Baumgartner, HALOT Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the Old Testament.] 

Jos 1:8
“This scroll of the Law must never cease being spoken out of your mouth.” In this sentence, the “scroll of the Law” is put by metonymy for the words that are on the scroll of the Law.
[See Word Study: “Metonymy.”]
“meditate.” The translation “meditate” here in Joshua 1:8 is okay if it is understood, but it is not a perfect match with the meaning of the Hebrew word. If it is not properly understood in the biblical culture and context, it can lead to misunderstanding. The Hebrew word is hagah (#01897 הָגָה), and when used of humans its basic meaning is to utter a sound. Thus, it can mean to mutter, moan, utter, speak. It can mean to read out loud in an undertone. Its extended or applied meanings can include to recite, muse, imagine. In any case, what it does not mean is to think about in silence, like the silent monks. God wants us to read, recite, think about, and dwell on His Word and works, especially out loud. The idea is to memorize it, if not word for word, to certainly get to the point we know what God’s Torah says and means. The HCSB may get the sense of the Hebrew better than “meditate” when it says, “you are to recite it day and night.” The NET paraphrases the meaning when it says, “You must memorize it.” The Torah is not a “meditation” in the yoga sense of the word. We are to repeat it over and over, including out loud, until we know it. If Joshua was going to be truly successful, not only as a warrior but as the one who, after conquering the Promised Land would establish the foundation of a godly society, he had to know the Torah, God’s “instruction book” and guide to godly thinking.
Both Joshua 1:7 and 1:8 make the important point that if we want to be successful and prosper in this life—from God’s point of view, not necessarily the world’s point of view—we must know and act on the Word of God.
Jos 1:9
“for Yahweh your God is with you.” This does not mean God would be physically with Joshua, but that He supports him; God’s spirit was upon Joshua (Num. 27:18; Deut. 34:9), and God was working in and through him (cf. Josh. 1:17; 3:7; God was “with” Jesus, Acts 10:38). Note that here God changes to speaking about Himself in the third person. That technique in conversation can sometimes add emphasis, and it likely did for Joshua.
Jos 1:11
“provisions.” This would be food, but the Hebrew word includes more than food, it means “provisions,” whatever the people would need.
“three more days.” One of the parallels between the life of Joshua and Jesus. Joshua was in the wilderness, and then in three days he would go into the Promised Land; Jesus was figuratively “in the wilderness” of death for three days and nights, and then entered the Promised Land of his resurrected body.
“cross over.” “Cross over” is a major theme and key phrase in Joshua. The Hebrew word here translated “crossed over” is abar (#05674 עָבַר) and it occurs in Joshua over 70 times, 12 times in Joshua 4. Abar comes up many times, sometimes of crossing over the Jordan River, sometimes of other crossings. Also, it does have a number of other meanings, and thus does not always mean “crossed” or “crossed over.” Nevertheless, “crossed over” is important in the typology of Joshua, because Israel’s crossing over the Jordan into the Promised Land is a type and shadow of believers crossing over from this life to Paradise, the Kingdom of Christ on earth (cf. Heb. 4:8-11).
[For more on Christ ruling the earth in the future, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on how the future will unfold from this present age to the Millennial Kingdom to the Everlasting Kingdom, see commentary on Rev. 21:1.]
“the land that Yahweh your God gives you.” There are times, such as here in Joshua 1:11, when God says He gives the Promised Land to Israel, and there are other times, such as Joshua 1:6, when God says His human agents give the Promised Land to Israel. God and the believers who work with him work together as a team (see commentary on Josh. 1:6).
“possess.” This word occurs two times in the verse, and can have the meaning “inherit” as well as “possess.” God owned the land, and He was giving it to the Israelites.
Jos 1:13
“Remember the word that Moses.” “Remember” is an infinitive absolute in Hebrew and is idiomatic for “keep remembering,” or “keep in mind.” It is not a one-time remembering, but a keeping in mind (cf. Exod. 13:3). The tribes of Reuben, Gad, and half of Manasseh had livestock, and when Israel conquered the area east of Israel that was east of the Jordan River, those tribes came to Moses and asked not to cross the Jordan River, but to be able to settle where they were, on the east side of the Jordan, because that was good grazing land. Moses allowed them to do that on the condition that the men of those tribes would cross the Jordan with the other Israelites and fight to conquer the Promised Land, and they agreed to that (Num. 32).
“this land.” Joshua is referring to “this land,” the land they were all standing on, on the east side of the Jordan River. God said the tribes of Reuben, Gad, and half of Manasseh could stay on the land east of the Jordan, called the land “beyond the river.” But the men had to help the rest of the Israelites conquer the Promised Land west of the Jordan River.
Jos 1:14
“beyond the Jordan.” That is, beyond the Jordan River. Maps in the Western world have north at the top, and we Westerners orient to the north. That was not true in biblical times: people oriented to the east, where the sun rose. The Old Testament is focused on the Promised Land, Israel, and if you are in the Promised Land and look east, the land God gave to the tribes of Reuben, Gad, and half of Manasseh is to the east and “beyond the Jordan River.” So the land east of the Jordan was called the land beyond the river, even if you were standing on it, as these men were.
Some scholars see this as evidence of a later author or reviser who wrote from the perspective of being on the west side of the Jordan, but that is unnecessary. The people of Israel knew their inheritance was west of Jordan, so they could already speak of the “other side of the Jordan” as land that was east of the river. Furthermore, the geography is clarified in Joshua 1:15.
“before your brothers.” The Hebrew can mean “ahead of,” or it can mean in such a way as your brother Israelites can see them, “in the presence of” the other Israelites. It could well have both meanings here.
Jos 1:15
“beyond the Jordan toward the sunrise.” The phrase “beyond the Jordan” in this context means to the east of the Jordan River; on the east side of the Jordan River. Joshua was speaking to the children of Israel as if they were already west of the Jordan River, in the land promised to Abraham. In that context, “beyond the Jordan” meant east of the Jordan River, even though when Joshua spoke these words, he himself was still “beyond the Jordan.” This phrase occurs in Joshua 12:1 (and other places), but at that time Israel was west of the Jordan River, and “beyond the Jordan” meant east of the Jordan River. The Bible uses the phrase “Beyond xxx” quite a few times, and to understand it, one must understand the geography in the context of each use. For example, sometimes, “beyond the Jordan” means east of the Jordan River, as in Joshua 1:15, but sometimes it means west of the Jordan River.
Jos 1:16
“All that you have commanded us we will do.” This is similar to Exodus 24:7, but the people did not follow through on what they said. The generation of Joshua did better than the wilderness generation, but even so, did not conquer the whole Promised Land, and some of them still held on to their pagan gods (cf. Josh. 24:23).
Jos 1:17
“listened.” The Hebrew word is “listened” (or “heard”), but in this context, it includes the idea of “obey,” which is why some versions have “listened” and some have “obeyed” (cf. HCSB, ESV, NASB).
Jos 1:18
“he will be put to death.” Although this seems harsh, it was appropriate. The fighting men of the tribes of Reuben, Gad, and the eastern half-tribe of Manasseh were going to go into battle in the Promised Land at the head of the army (Josh. 1:14) and therefore were involved in the heaviest fighting. To succeed the people had to be motivated and follow orders. If anyone became negative, obstinate, and rebellious he would not only endanger his own life but the lives of others as well. There is a good reason why, in armies throughout the centuries, deserters were executed. High morale is essential to success in an army.
 
Joshua Chapter 2
Jos 2:1
“secretly sent two men.” Joshua sent the spies secretly, without telling the Israelites what he was doing. Some 40 years earlier, when Moses sent spies into the Promised Land, all Israel knew they were going. But when they came back they brought an evil report and discouraged the people (Num. 13). The result of that evil report was that the people of Israel grumbled about Moses and spoke of stoning him, and finally God intervened and said He would not let that generation go into the Promised Land, which is why Israel wandered in the desert for 40 years (Num. 14). Joshua did not want any kind of a repeat of that event, so he sent the spies secretly, not telling the people of Israel he had sent them.
It is possible to translate the Hebrew that Joshua “had sent” the spies out, which might make the timing of the three days easier to understand.
“out from Shittim.” The name “Shittim” means “Acacias,” and it is also called Abel-shittim (Num. 25:1, 33:49, Acacias Meadow). The biblical city of Shittim is almost certainly the archaeological site of Tel el-Hamman, the site of a huge Canaanite city (cf. Num. 25:1; 33:49). It is in the plains of Moab across from Jericho.
“the house.” The fact that the men from Israel went right into her house indicates that her house also was a local inn, and that fits with Rahab being a prostitute. It was common in the ancient world, and widely practiced in New Testament Greece and Rome, that one of the services provided by inns was the availability of a prostitute. Often he or she was a slave who had little or no choice in the matter.
“a prostitute whose name was Rahab.” Although Rahab was a Canaanite, she believed in Yahweh (Josh. 2:9-13) even if she believed in her own gods as well. Rahab is praised in the New Testament in Hebrews 11:31 and James 2:25. Because she hid the spies from Israel, she and her family were saved from the destruction of Jericho (Josh. 6:22-25), and she then married Salmon of the line of Judah and became part of the genealogy of Jesus Christ (Ruth 4:20-21; Matt. 1:5). The fact that Rahab went from Canaanite prostitute to an ancestor of Jesus Christ shows how God can redeem and elevate people’s lives if they trust Him.
“they lay down there.” The spies rested in Rahab’s house. The Hebrew text uses ambiguous vocabulary that can sometimes mean to have sex with, but that is not its meaning here. The vocabulary pulls you into the story.
Jos 2:2
“king of Jericho.” The “kingdom” of the king of Jericho would not have been very large; just the city of Jericho itself and perhaps some small towns in the local area. Nevertheless, the “king” would oversee the city, make judicial decisions, and command a small army of the local men.
“was told.” Even though it was after dark (cf. Josh. 2:5), an important event such as men from Israel entering the city was serious enough to interrupt the king. Good leaders know the importance of good and timely intelligence and encourage their people to get that information to them.
“search.” The Hebrew word is “dig.” The idiom “dig out the land” referred to uncovering what was there. The Hebrew language uses very concrete language. However, the language that the woman spoke would have almost certainly not been Hebrew. It might have been that these two men were chosen because they knew some of the local language.
Jos 2:3
“So the king of Jericho sent to Rahab.” Apparently, the king did not come himself, but sent representatives. This occurred after dark (cf. Joshua 2:5).
“all the land.” That the king of Jericho knew the mission of Israel, to conquer the Promised Land, shows that news of Israel, including who they were and what they wanted had been spread around.
Jos 2:4
“I did not know where they came from.” Rahab lied to the leaders of Jericho, but to those leaders, what Rahab the prostitute said was a plausible statement. Jericho was on both a major north-south trade route and a major east-west route, so it is likely that lots of men came through, and Rahab would not know a lot about many of them, especially if they were not fluent in the local language.
This verse and others like it (cf. Exod. 1:15-20) reveal an ethical standard for what is a “lie,” or at least that there are times when lying is acceptable. God does not require us to give the accurate facts (“the truth”) to someone who will use them to harm us or God’s people. It is certainly good to give accurate facts when we can. Furthermore, this concept can and does get abused because there are times when people’s intentions are not clear, the circumstances are not easily discerned, or people just lie to protect themselves when they ought to tell the truth and deal honestly with the situation they are in. However, there are clear cases, such as here, where a “lie” is the will of God.
[For more on lying as a means of self-defense and more on civil disobedience see commentary on Exod. 1:19.]
Jos 2:5
“for you will catch up with them.” Jericho was a little over five miles from the Jordan River, and the paths were well-traveled and mostly quite level, so once again Rahab’s statement seemed plausible.
Jos 2:6
“the stalks of flax that she had spread out on the roof.” Flax was cut, dried, and eventually pounded into fibers which were then woven into clothes, oil lamp wicks, etc. The flax stalks were cut and then laid out in the sun to dry, usually for a few weeks, but less if the air was dry and the sun was hot, and a perfect place to do that was on top of a flat roof where the sun would dry them quickly. The fact that Rahab could hide men under the flax on the roof showed that Rahab had been very diligent in gathering a lot of it and likely made clothing for her and her household from it, and may have sold some as well (cf. Prov. 31:13, 34).
Jos 2:7
“to the Jordan.” The fords of the Jordan across from Jericho are about five miles (8 km) from the ancient city.
“to the fords.” Many places in the Jordan River were too deep to cross easily, but the Jordan did have natural fords where people and animals could cross more easily. The roads in the region led to those fords. If a country controlled the fords, they controlled the east-west travel. When the Israelites fought the Moabites, they captured the fords of the Jordan and then were able to kill all the Moabite soldiers trying to get back to Moab (Judg. 3:28-29).
Jos 2:8
“the spies.” This is the spies from the camp of Israel. The Hebrew simply reads, “them,” the words “the spies” is added to the English for clarity.
Jos 2:9
“I know that Yahweh has given you the land.” Because the Devil and his followers have always infiltrated the highest levels of religion, it often happens that “regular people” and even those considered outwardly less godly are people who trust God. Jesus recognized this, and said to the religious leaders of his day, “Truly I say to you, that the tax collectors and the prostitutes will get into the Kingdom of God before you” (Matt. 21:31).
“melt away.” That fear had “fallen” on the Canaanites, and they “melted” brings up the way God spoke in prophecy about the Canaanites. Exodus 15:15-16 speak of fear “falling” on the Canaanites, and them “being melted away.” In the last two months of the wilderness wanderings, God said the fear of the Israelites would fall on the people who heard the reports about Israel, and thus about what God did for them (Deut. 2:25).
Jos 2:10
“we have heard how Yahweh dried up the water of the Red Sea before you.” Rahab had heard of the Red Sea (the Hebrew reads “Reed Sea”) drying up before the Israelites, an event that had occurred 40 years earlier. Nearly every book of the Old Testament mentions the Exodus in one way or another, giving strong evidence that it was a historical event.
“devoted to destruction.” The Hebrew word translated “devoted” is cherem and means a thing that is “devoted.” It can be “devoted” to Yahweh in the sense of being set apart to Him and therefore being His and holy, or it can be a thing “devoted” to Him in the sense that it is an abomination to Him and thus it will be destroyed; in that case, “devoted to destruction” is the meaning. Generally, this specific phrase was used when the city and its inhabitants were destroyed, and the booty was taken, especially the metals, to the Tent of Meeting (Tabernacle). There is no record of Israel taking spoil or of dedicating it to Yahweh in the Sihon/Og battles, so they may or may not have. We only know from the text that Israel dispatched the people and possessed the land. It is likely that Rahab knew more than we do. The word has entered English as “harem” a group of women set apart for one man.
[For more on “devoted,” see commentary on Josh. 6:17.]
Jos 2:11
“rise up any more spirit.” The Hebrew word translated “spirit” in the REV is ruach (#07307 רוּחַ), and ruach has a huge semantic range and can refer to a large number of things. In this instance, the word “spirit” is used of a person’s mental state including their attitude and emotion. No more haughty or confident attitude (“spirit”) rose up in any Canaanite when they heard about what Yahweh had done for Israel. They became discouraged and downhearted.
[For more on the uses of “spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
“Yahweh your God, he is God in heaven above and on earth beneath.” Rahab heard of the great works of God and acknowledged that Yahweh was God in heaven and on earth, and then she acted in a way that showed she respected and would serve that God. In fact, right away she risked her life by hiding the Israelite spies, not because she somehow loved Israel, but because she recognized that their God was the real “God” in heaven and on earth. Rahab is a model for how people should react when they hear about God.
Jos 2:12
“give me a reliable sign.” All the men could really give was their word on the matter, which they did (Josh. 2:14), and that did turn out to be enough. Also, they told her to tie the rope out the window so they could tell which house was hers in the attack. The fact that Rahab’s house was in the wall and the rope was left out the window during the attack is good evidence that the entire wall did not fall down.
Jos 2:13
“lives.” The Hebrew word “life” is nephesh (#05315 נֶפֶשׁ), often translated “soul” (the word is plural here). Nephesh has a number of meanings, including “life” (as here in Josh. 2:13), the “individual,” the life force that animates humans, land animals, and many sea creatures.
[For more information, see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
Jos 2:14
“faithfully and reliably with you.” Rahab had used “faithfully” and “reliably” in her talk with the spies (Josh. 2:12), and now they use the same words back to her, no doubt on purpose to show the seriousness and sincerity of their intention.
Jos 2:15
“and she lived in the wall.” Many of the ancient walls were not solid but had spaces in them. One such construction is called a casemate wall, and there is an excellent example of one at Masada.
Jos 2:16
“Go to the hill country.” The mountainous area rises up quickly very quickly just about one-half mile from Tel Jericho. The pursuers would have naturally thought that the men from Israel would have headed back east toward the Jordan, about five miles (8 km) away.
“three days until the pursuers have returned.” It would not take the pursuers three days to go the five miles to the Jordan, but if the pursuers did not find them on the path, they would likely think that either the spies had made it to the Jordan and crossed over to the camp of Israel, or that they had hidden in the brush by the Jordan. Since it was night, there would have been a good chance that the spies would not have crossed the Jordan in the dark since it was at flood stage and unfamiliar to them, and instead had hidden themselves in the brush waiting for sunrise. So it is logical that the men from Jericho might have searched for them here for a couple of days. While hiding for three days may seem excessive, the spies wanted to be sure they would not encounter the men from Jericho on the path to the Jordan.
Jos 2:17
“that you have made us swear….” This is an anacoluthon, an unfinished sentence. The spies do not spell out what has to happen such that they will be guiltless until the next sentence.
[See Word Study: “Anacoluthon.”]
Jos 2:18
“Tie this cord of scarlet thread.” The Hebrew is abrupt; the directions were short and clear. There was no room for error in this communication, it meant life or death. The cord was made of scarlet thread, and is called a “scarlet cord” in Joshua 2:21. It is interesting and unexplained as to how Rahab happened to have a scarlet-colored cord in her house. However, we know from the flax she was drying that she may have made clothes, and scarlet was a common color worn by women, so it does make sense that she could have had scarlet cord in her house.
The Hebrew word translated “cord” is tiqvah (#08615 תִּקְוָה), which has two meanings, and both are appropriate here. The two meanings are “cord, line” and “hope.” In Rahab’s case, she was to tie a “cord” of scarlet thread, which was also her “hope” of being delivered from death, into the window so the Israelite warriors could see it.
Jos 2:19
“out of the doors of your house, outside.” The Hebrew does not use the word for “street” although many versions read that way based on the likely correct assumption that outside the house was the street.
“if any hand is on him.” This is idiomatic for “if anyone harms him.”
Jos 2:20
“we will be guiltless of your oath.” To anyone who fears God, taking an oath is a very serious business. God expects people to keep their word, and even more so if it is an oath (cf. Ps. 15:4; Eccl. 5:1-6).
Jos 2:21
“cord.” The Hebrew is both “cord” and “hope.” See commentary on Joshua 2:18.
Jos 2:23
“that had happened to them.” The Hebrew is idiomatic: the spies “told all that found them.” This idiom occurs in a number of places (cf. Judg. 6:13).
Jos 2:24
“Yahweh has given into our hands all the land.” These two spies, like Caleb and Joshua almost 40 years earlier, were confident, having a secure trust in the work of Yahweh in bringing them into their land inheritance. Years earlier, Moses had sent out 12 spies (Num. 13:1-20), and 10 of them fearfully reported that they could not conquer the land, saying, “We are not able to go up against the people, for they are stronger than we are” (Num. 13:31-32). In contrast to those ten, Joshua and Caleb had confidently reported that Israel could conquer the land (Num. 14:6-9). There is little doubt that when Joshua heard the confident report of the spies that he had sent to Jericho that he remembered what he and Caleb had reported to Moses those many years before. It is quite likely that he thought about what his life would have been like if all the spies Moses sent into Israel had been like he and Caleb and these two brave men. He could have spent his life in the Promised Land rather than marching around the desert and eating the same manna day after day for 40 years. Every life has its “What if…,” but it is not healthy to dwell on that. There is much to do for God here and now, and believers have eternity to look forward to because we will be in a wonderful place with a wonderful new body surrounded by wonderful people. Joshua understood that and wisely focused on the task at hand and prepared for crossing the Jordan and the attack on Jericho.
“melt away.” This also occurs in Joshua 5:1.
 
Joshua Chapter 3
Jos 3:1
“And Joshua rose up early in the morning.” Chapters 3 and 4 describe the miraculous entrance of Israel into its inheritance, the Promised Land, including the stopping and drying up of the waters of the Jordan River just as had happened with Moses at the Red Sea. Joshua 5:1 then describes the effect of the Jordan crossing on the local inhabitants. Just as the crossing of the Red Sea melted the hearts of Canaanites (Rahab’s testimony), so the stopping of the Jordan did the same to the Amorites in the Hill Country and the Canaanites on the coast; they had no spirit anymore (cf. Josh. 2:11; 5:1).
“before they crossed over.” The Hebrew word abar (#05674 עָבַר), here translated “crossed over” is a major theme in Joshua because the man Joshua is a type of Christ and the book of Joshua typologically portrays people crossing over from this mortal life into the “Promised Land” of everlasting life (see commentary on Josh. 1:11).
Jos 3:3
“the priests, the Levites.” Every priest was from the tribe of Levi, but the priests were descendants of Aaron, the brother of Moses, who were from the tribe of Levi.
“the ark of the covenant of Yahweh.” The ark represented the very presence of Yahweh Himself, and as such is mentioned ten times in Joshua 3 alone (Josh. 3:3, 6 (2x), Josh. 3:8, 11, 13, 14, 15 (2x), and Josh. 3:17). And the fact that the ark is in the Jordan while Israel crosses over into the Promised Land showed Israel that it was Yahweh Himself who was holding back the water of the Jordan River, and so it was “Yahweh of Armies” that was fighting for Israel even as they enter the Promised Land. The fact that the ark of the covenant went first into the Jordan is a picture of the God of Israel leading His people to victory. The name, “the ark of the covenant of Yahweh” occurs five times in Joshua (some 30 times in the Bible) and is one of several names that describe the ark. For example, it is called “the ark of the testimony” a number of times, including Joshua 4:16, and nine times in Joshua it is simply called the “ark of Yahweh” (Josh. 3:13; 4:5, 11; etc.). The name here in Joshua 3:3, “the ark of the covenant of Yahweh your God” may emphasize the king-vassal covenant in which Yahweh, the people’s God, is leading His people to victory in battle.
“and the priests, the Levites, carrying it.” In the wilderness wanderings, God put a pillar of cloud over the Tabernacle by day and a pillar of fire by night (Exod. 40:38), and when the cloud over the Tabernacle moved, the children of Israel moved and followed it (Exod. 40:34-38). The Bible never mentions when the pillar of cloud and fire disappeared, but it had by this time and the people were now to follow the priests carrying the ark, not the pillar of cloud. In fact, the 2,000 cubit distance between the priests and the rest of the Israelites was so that the Israelites could tell where the priests were going and then follow them (Josh. 3:4).
Jos 3:4
“2,000 cubits.” Scholars estimate that a standard cubit was about 18 inches, so 2,000 cubits would be about 3,000 feet (about 1,000 yards; 914 meters; .57 miles, or just over half a mile).
“before.” The Hebrew text uses an interesting idiom, and literally reads, “yesterday and three days ago.” It means, “before, formerly, in the past,” and gets translated “before” in many English versions. So in the idiom, the current day would be day one, “yesterday” would be day two, and “three days ago” would be day three, and the idiom would then use that to refer to “before.”
Jos 3:5
“Make yourselves holy​.” The people were to do what it took to make themselves holy in the sight of God. This involved ritual purity, for example, doing what it took to restore physical purity in the sight of God, such as by washing or doing a necessary sacrifice, and abstaining from sex (cf. Exod. 19:15; Num. 11:18). However, more importantly, it involved “turning the heart to God, in faith and trust in His promise, and in willing obedience to His commandments, that they [Israel] should lay to heart in a proper way the miracle of grace which the Lord was about to work in the midst of them and on their behalf on the following day.”[footnoteRef:309] Thus, “making yourself holy” involved both outward and inward obedience to the commandments of God, and it is a key to God actively being in the midst of His people and working powerfully. [309:  Keil &amp; Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament: Joshua, Judges, Ruth, 41.] 

Jesus Christ said it this way: “Whoever has my commandments, and is keeping them, that is the one who loves me. And whoever loves me will be loved by my Father, and I will love him, and will reveal myself to him...If anyone loves me, he will keep my word, and my Father will love him, and we will come to him and make our home with him” (John 14:21, 23). God and Jesus are gracious and full of mercy, and there are many times when they move powerfully in the lives of people who have not been obedient or faithful. However, experience has proven over and over that, if people want to have a consistent and powerful relationship with God and the Lord, their being purposely obedient, that is, “making themselves holy,” is a vital key to that happening.
Everett Fox translates the phrase, “Make yourselves holy”[footnoteRef:310] (cf. BBE, CEB). The most common English translation, “Sanctify yourselves” is good if you understand what “sanctify” means, but to most readers the phrase is unclear. [310:  Everett Fox, The Schocken Bible.] 

The translation, The Scriptures, done by the Institute for Scripture Research, South Africa, has “set yourselves apart.” While that translation captures the meaning of the word “holy” as something that is set apart, the idea of being “set apart” in this context was being set apart from the world and the unclean and ungodly things in it by obedience and dedication to God, which may not be clear to readers. Nevertheless, the translation “set yourselves apart” shows that it was something the people could do in obedience to God.
The people were to make themselves holy—purify themselves—to be able to enter into God’s presence. Yahweh is a warrior (Exod. 15:3), and for Israel to fight alongside God in the battles, they must be holy.
“for tomorrow Yahweh will do wonders among you.” This is a prophecy and promise that Yahweh would do miracles among the people. That generation had seen many miracles, including manna appearing on the ground six days a week, and the pillar of cloud and fire over the Tent of Meeting (Tabernacle). Now they would see some new miracles.
Jos 3:6
“cross over.” “Cross over” is a theme and key phrase in Joshua (cf. Josh. 1:11).
“before the people.” The Hebrew can mean “before” in the sense of “ahead of,” or it can mean “before” in the sense of “in the presence of,” that is, in the presence of the people such that the people can see the ark and gain courage from it. Actually, the Hebrew text could well have both meanings here (cf. Josh. 1:14).
Jos 3:7
“I will begin to make you great.” God and the Devil both empower people so that they are great in the eyes of others, but being elevated by the Devil brings only short success and then a very heavy price, while being elevated by God brings blessings now and in the future. That the text states that it is God who makes Joshua great is part of Joshua’s being a type of Christ, because Christ did the works of God and was magnified by God (cf. Acts 10:38).
“so that they will know.” A part of the reason that God elevated Joshua in the eyes of Israel the way He did was so that Israel would know that God was with Joshua. Similarly, the works that Jesus did testified that he was sent by God (John 5:36; 10:25; 14:10-11). When God is obviously working in someone’s life but scoffers deny and denigrate it, that is sin (John 15:22-24).
Jos 3:9
“Draw near and hear the words of Yahweh your God.” Joshua spoke the words of God to the people. In this, we see the continued typology between Joshua and Jesus. Joshua, a type of Christ, spoke the words of God to the people just as Jesus spoke God’s words, not his own words (John 12:49; 14:10).
Jos 3:10
“the living God.” The Hebrew is el hai (אֵ֥ל חַ֖י), and the el, “God” is singular. (cf. Hos. 1:10; Ps. 42:3; 84:3). The Hebrews did not see “God” as a plurality of “Persons.” Also, Yahweh is active and alive; He intervenes in human affairs. In this case, He is going to intervene by driving the Canaanites out from before Israel.
“drive out, yes, drive out.” God uses the figure polyptoton for emphasis (see commentary on Gen. 2:16).
“the Canaanite and the Hittite and the Hivite and the Perizzite and the Girgashite and the Amorite and the Jebusite.” These are seven nations spoken of in the Mosaic Law (Deut. 7:1). The fact that the people groups were not a unified front helped Israel fight these nations. The geography of Israel is such that it divides people into people groups. The groups are all connected by “and,” the figure polysyndeton, to emphasize each individual group and not lump them together.
[See Word Study: “Syndeton.”]
Jos 3:11
“is crossing over before you.” The ark of Yahweh did not completely cross over before the people, but it started its crossing over first.
Jos 3:13
“coming down.” The Hebrew words are related to the name of the Jordan itself: the “coming down one.” For most of its journey, the Jordan River descends very rapidly.
“heap.” The Hebrew word is used in Exodus 15:8 when there were “walls” of water when the Red Sea split (cf. Ps. 78:13).
Jos 3:14
“moved from their encampment.” Although the Hebrew might be more literally, “moved from their tents,” that makes it sound like they left their tents behind on the east side of the Jordan, which is not what they did. They moved from where they had been tenting to across the Jordan.
Jos 3:15
“the Jordan overflows all its banks.” Israel entering the Promised Land occurred in the spring and the rains had swollen the Jordan River, which has now flooded the area. This does not deter God at all, but shows His power more dramatically. Also, the Canaanite god Baal was a storm and rain god, and the fact that Yahweh entered Baal’s territory by stopping the Jordan River and drying up the river bottom when the Jordan was at flood stage was a demonstration that Baal would be powerless against Yahweh.
Jos 3:16
“a great way off, at Adam.” Adam is about 25 miles (40 km) north of the Dead Sea. The Israelites would not have needed such a long stretch of dry ground to cross over, so perhaps God did that for such a long way so many Canaanites could see for themselves the power of God.
“the Sea of the Arabah, even the Salt Sea.” This is the Dead Sea.
“Then the people crossed over opposite Jericho.” The Israelites must have crossed over Jordan close to where the modern Allenby Bridge is, which leads into Jericho today. “Crossed over” is a major theme in Joshua because the man Joshua is a type of Christ and the book of Joshua typologically portrays people crossing over from this mortal life into the “Promised Land” of everlasting life (see commentary on Josh. 1:11).
Jos 3:17
“in the midst of the Jordan.” That is to say that there was water all around where the priests were, but they were not in the “middle” of the Jordan, which would have been the very middle of the riverbed.
“on dry ground.” The fact that God not only divided the water but dried up the ground is an important part of the miracle of the crossing of the Jordan (and the crossing of the Red Sea; cf. Exod. 14:21-22). The God who can split the waters can also dry up the land so the riverbed was dry to cross over. This is the same word as when Elijah struck the Jordan and Elijah and Elisha crossed over on dry ground (2 Kings 2:8; cf. also Gen. 7:22).
“the nation.” The Hebrew word goy is rarely used of Israel. E. Fox says: “Its usage here suggests that the crossing of the Jordan is an act of nation-founding.”[footnoteRef:311] There was also a “mixed multitude” with Israel, and this may indicate that in the Promised Land they would become more integrated with Israel, and indeed, even some Canaanites, such as Rahab, joined the nation of Israel. [311:  Everett Fox, The Schocken Bible.] 

During the seven years of famine that came over Egypt and Palestine, Joseph sent for his family and brought them to Egypt. Jacob must have had some concern about leaving the land God promised to Abraham and even to Jacob (Gen. 48:3-4) because God spoke to Jacob as he was starting the journey to Egypt and said, “I am God, the God of your father. Do not be afraid to go down into Egypt, for there I will make of you a great nation” (Gen. 46:3). So God promised to make Jacob a great nation in Egypt, and that came to pass. Now they enter the Promised Land as a nation.
 
Joshua Chapter 4
Jos 4:1
“crossed over the Jordan.” The Hebrew word abar (#05674 עָבַר), here translated “crossed over” is a major theme in Joshua because the man Joshua is a type of Christ and the book of Joshua typologically portrays people crossing over from this mortal life into the “Promised Land” of everlasting life. “Crossed over” the Jordan occurs 12 times in Joshua 4 (Josh. 4:1, 5, 7, 8, 10, 11 (2x), Josh. 4:12, 13, 22, and 4:23 (2x)).
[For more on “cross over,” see commentary on Josh. 1:11.]
Jos 4:3
“and make them cross over with you.” The stones were taken from the edge of the Jordan River where the feet of the priests stood in the water, so just as Yahweh was making the Israelites cross the Jordan, the Israelites were making the stones cross over the Jordan. It is as if the stones also were obeying God and going into the Promised Land. The fact that the stones themselves came from the other side of the Jordan adds to the effect of them being a witness of the crossing.
Jos 4:4
“Then Joshua called the twelve men.” One of the themes in Joshua is Joshua’s obedience to God. We see it here in Joshua 4:3-4. God says, and Joshua obeys. See commentary on Joshua 4:16.
 
“one man from each tribe.” The Hebrew is idiomatic: “one man, one man from a tribe.”
Jos 4:5
“Cross over.” Since the Jordan was at flood stage, and the priests were on the east side, standing where their feet had touched the water, that these men might be carrying these stones a mile or even more.
“in front of.” The Hebrew word “before” has the meaning of “in front of,” and also “in the presence of.” These men had to pass in front of the ark to get the stones, and were “in the presence of” Yahweh as He held back the Jordan River.
“the midst of the Jordan.” That is, into the dry river bed.
“each of you take up a stone onto your shoulder.” This gives some indication as to the size of the stones set up as a memorial. They were large enough that they had to be hoisted up onto the shoulder, but small enough that one man could carry one of them.
Jos 4:6
“in time to come.” The Hebrew is the word “tomorrow,” being used idiomatically for the future.
Jos 4:7
“And these stones will be for a lasting reminder for the children of Israel.” There can be great value to memorials that remind future generations of great things that have happened. The King James version reads, “these stones shall be for a memorial unto the children of Israel for ever.” The word “forever” is often used in English versions, but is not literally accurate.
The Hebrew word that many English versions translate “forever” is olam (#05769 עוֹלָם), and it is often translated “forever,” but that is quite often misleading in English because olam generally refers to only a long period of time or an indefinite period of time. The word olam occurs more than 400 times in the Hebrew Old Testament and exactly what it means, or how long a period of time it refers to, must be determined from the context and from the scope of Scripture. For example, olam can refer to a long time in the future, as here in Joshua 4:7, or a long time in the past as in Habakkuk 3:6, or a long time (or forever) in both the past and future. Olam can mean a long time with no specific end in sight. C. H. Dodd correctly and succinctly states: “The [Hebrew] word עוֹלָם [olam; #05769], with αἰών [#165 aiōn ] as its [Greek] equivalent, denotes properly a period of time of which the beginning or the end are both out of sight, an indefinitely long, rather than strictly an infinite period.”[footnoteRef:312] [312:  C. H. Dodd, The Interpretation of the Fourth Gospel, 144.] 

For example, in 2 Chronicles 33:7, most versions say that God would put His name in the Temple in Jerusalem “forever” (olam) but we know that in the Eternal City that comes from heaven there will not even be a temple (Rev. 21:22), so “forever” is not correct. We could say in English that “forever” was a hyperbole, an exaggeration, but that misses the point. No native Hebrew speaker would understand olam to mean “forever” and be a hyperbole, the definition of olam was just a long undetermined amount of time, although in some contexts that undetermined time could indeed be forever. At the time Chronicles was written, saying that the Temple would last “olam” was accurate because there was no specific end in sight for the Temple even though at some point the Temple would be no more.
Translating the Hebrew word olam and the Greek word aiōn can be very difficult because English really does not have words that are equivalent to them. The English word “forever,” is not a good translation, because “forever” has no end, whereas olam and aiōn can come to an end—the end is just out of sight, a long time away. However, because there really is no good English word for olam, the word “forever” gets used most of the time, even though it is misleading. Some more accurate translations might be: “age-abiding,” “age-long,” “for ages,” “for eons,” etc.
Olam can also refer to a long period of time that is now over. For example, Isaiah 63:9 refers to God carrying Israel “in the day of old” (olam). It would be wrong to translate olam as “forever” in that verse because then the verse would not be accurate. (Other verses that have that meaning for olam include Gen. 6:4; Deut. 32:7; Isa. 44:7; 63:11; Amos 9:11; Mic. 5:2; 7:14; Mal. 3:4). Some other times olam refers to a long period of time include Psalm 143:3 and Lamentations 3:6, referring to people who have been dead a long time.
Olam can be used to define a specific period of time that does not have a definite end until that end arrives. For example, a human life. According to the Law, a person who volunteered to be a bond slave would be a slave “forever” (olam), meaning the life of the person, however long that ended up being (Deut. 15:17; cf. Exod. 21:6; 1 Sam. 1:22; 27:12; Job 41:4). In Exodus 40:15, olam refers to the priesthood of Aaron, which, while lasting a long time, is not “forever.” In Joshua 4:7 it refers to a heap of stones that were to be a memorial but are gone today and therefore were not “forever,” even though when they were built no one knew exactly how long the pile of stones would last. In 1 Samuel 1:22, olam refers to the term of Samuel’s service at the Tabernacle.
Olam can be used of things that will seem to last indefinitely, and some, like God, will indeed last “forever.” God is forever (Gen. 21:33; Isa. 40:28).
[For more on olam and especially as it compares to the Greek aion, see Appendix 1: “Life in the Age to Come.” For a more complete definition of olam with more examples, see BDB.[footnoteRef:313]] [313:  Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon, s.v. “עוֹלָם.”] 

Jos 4:8
“And the children of Israel did that.” One of the themes of the early part of Joshua was the people’s obedience to Joshua, who himself obeyed Yahweh. The act of setting up the stones from the Jordan is ascribed to “the children of Israel” even though only the twelve men actually carried and set up the stones because the men acted on behalf of the whole nation. In Joshua 4:9, “Joshua” is said to have set up the stones because he was causing and overseeing the whole event. There is no record of what happened to these stones, but the pile would likely have been dismantled by the enemies of Israel during the time of the captivities of Israel in the period of the Judges, or perhaps even later during Israel’s subjugation by Assyria, Babylon, Persia, etc. In any case, the pile is not there now.
Jos 4:9
“And Joshua also set up twelve stones in the middle of the Jordan.” Not only was there a heap of stones on the bank of the Jordan to mark the crossing spot where Israel crossed the Jordan, but Joshua also had a memorial of stones placed in the Jordan where the priests stood. The REV adds the word “also” to make it clear there was a second set of stones, as do some other versions (cf. CEB, CJB, CSB, GW, JPS, NET, NLT). While the stones for the monument set up where the people lodged were taken from the place where the priest’s feet stood, this second monument was set up where the priest’s feet stood. This could have been a monument that in some way commemorated the role that Yahweh, via his ark and priests, played in drying up the Jordan. Also, since the pile was placed where the priest’s feet stood at the edge of the Jordan, since the Jordan was at flood stage, it almost certainly meant that this second pile of stones was on the east bank of the Jordan most of the year (Josh. 3:12-13, 15.) Predictably, however, since the Jordan flooded every year, it would not have lasted too long before it started to break down, get covered in mud, and/or wash away. Perhaps a few decades.
“they are there to this day.” So when the account that is recorded in Joshua 4 was written, the stones in the Jordan were still there. They would have been very large stones, and the top of the pile was almost certainly visible late in the dry season when the Jordan River ran very low. Of course, over time they would have washed away.
Jos 4:10
“in the midst of the Jordan.” In this case, the “midst” means “in,” not “in the middle of.” The priests stood near the east edge of the Jordan River. The priests and ark had led the way “into” the water, but then stood somewhere just inside the water (Josh. 3:15, 17).
“and the people hurried and crossed over.” When Israel crossed the Red Sea 40 years earlier, the people were being chased by the Egyptians. Although they were not being chased by an enemy now, they hurried to cross over even though there was no danger and no command from Joshua to do so. The reason they hurried was likely due to them being uncomfortable with the Jordan being supernaturally dried up and a basic fear of being in the riverbed of the Jordan during its annual flood stage without really knowing at that time what happened to the water.
Jos 4:11
“when all the people had completely crossed over.” There had to be people assigned to make sure that everyone was accounted for. There are almost always stragglers when any group moves from one place to another, and the leaders in the front would not be able to tell if anyone was still on the east bank of the Jordan. In this case, there was a clear picture of God taking care of His people: The ark went first into the water and stopped the water, then it stayed in the riverbed holding back the water while everyone crossed over, then it crossed over last to be sure everyone else was safely over the river. “Yahweh is my shepherd….” (Ps. 23:1).
Jos 4:12
“And the children of Reuben.” The fighting men of the tribes of Reuben, Gad, and the half-tribe of Manasseh who had wanted land on the east side of the Jordan now made good on their promise to fight along with the rest of the tribes of Israel until the Promised Land was conquered (Num. 32, Josh. 1:12-18).
Jos 4:13
“ready and armed for war crossed over.” The people from Reuben, Gad, and half the tribe of Manasseh made good on their promise and crossed over Jordan to help the rest of Israel claim their inheritance (Josh. 1:12-18).
“in the presence of Yahweh.” The ark, representing God, was in the Jordan River when the people crossed over.
“to the plains of Jericho.” The “plains of Jericho” is the flat land in the Arabah, the Jordan Valley, just north of Jericho. The Hebrew word for “plains” comes from the word “mixed.” The area might well have been known as “mixed” because there are patches of gray, brown, and green, in part due to the agriculture and vegetation there from springs, streams, and the Jordan itself.
Jos 4:14
“Yahweh made Joshua great.” Just as Yahweh had promised Joshua (Josh. 3:7). One of the most defining characteristics of God is that He keeps His promises.
“stood in awe of him.” The Hebrew can be “feared him,” but in this context, the word “feared” is better translated “stood in awe.” There is an element of fear in awe, but not enough for the translation to read “feared.”
Jos 4:15
“Then Yahweh spoke to Joshua.” There are a number of ways God could have spoken to Joshua. It seems most likely that this would have been through the holy spirit that God had put upon Joshua (Num. 27:18; Deut. 34:9). But God spoke in various ways (Heb. 1:1).
Jos 4:16
“Command the priests.” One of the themes of the book of Joshua is that Joshua obeyed the word of Yahweh. We see that in Joshua 4:16-17. God tells Joshua to command the priests (v. 16) and Joshua commands the priests (v. 17). This theme occurs elsewhere in Joshua, and helps us see the type of Christ in Joshua (cf. Josh. 4:3-4; 5:2-3; 6:2-6; 7:14-16; 8:18; cf. Josh. 5:15).
Jos 4:17
“So Joshua commanded the priests.” God commands (Josh. 4:16) and Joshua obeys (Josh. 4:17). The exact obedience of Joshua is part of the motif of Joshua as a type of Christ, who always did the will of the Father (cf. John 8:29).
Jos 4:18
“when the priests...had come up out of the midst of the Jordan.” The exact timing of the priests leaving the Jordan River and the water returning at that same time is more evidence that this is a great miracle of Yahweh and that He is able to control things that happen on earth. The gods of the Canaanites could not do that. Also, this verse gives evidence that “midst” does not always mean “middle,” but just somewhere “in” something, in this case, the ark was close to the edge of the Jordan, not in the middle.
“separated from the ground.” When the feet of the priests stepped off the dry riverbed of the Jordan River, Yahweh let the water flow back down the riverbed and over the banks as it had been flowing before. The riverbed had been made “dry” by God, so the verse is not primarily saying that when the feet of the priests stepped “onto” the dry ground, but rather when the priest’s feet “separated from” the dry ground of the riverbed that the water returned. In Joshua 3:17 the feet of the priests stood firm on the dry ground, and here the feet of the priests are separated from that dry ground and the water then returned. The HALOT[footnoteRef:314] gets the sense of the separation of the priest’s feet from the riverbed correct because it says, “be raised from the ground,” that is, the feet of the priests were “raised from the ground” of the riverbed, not “set down” on the bank of the Jordan River. [314:  Koehler and Baumgartner,  Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon.] 

“the Jordan returned.” The Hebrew verb “returned” is the same as when Yahweh held back the waters of the Red Sea and then the sea “returned” upon the Egyptian army (Exod. 14:26, 28). It is clear in both the Exodus record and here in Joshua that it is Yahweh who has the power to split the sea and stop the river.
Jos 4:19
“the tenth day of the first month.” The tenth day of the first month, Nisan, is the day that the Passover lamb is selected (Exod. 12:3). That means it had been almost 40 years to the day that Israel left Egypt, because they left on Nisan 15, 40 years before (Exod. 12:29-40).
“on the east side of Jericho.” No evidence for this camp has ever been found.
Jos 4:21
“in times to come.” The Hebrew is idiomatic: “tomorrow,” meaning “in the future.”
“What do these stones mean?” The literal Hebrew is “What are these stones,” but the idiomatic meaning is, “What do these stones mean?” In the biblical culture, “remember” was not nostalgia that led to good feelings, but rather memory that helped people recall the deeds of Yahweh so people could know who He was and what the relationship was between Him and people. Then the memories led to good theology (“God acts this way.”) and then to right actions. If you have no memory, if you forget, you will eventually not know how to relate to God, which will result in bad theology, bad relationship, and a bad life (Deut. 6:12; 8:11, 18; Judg. 3:7).
Jos 4:22
“to make known to your children.” This translation may be a little weak. The Hebrew is causative; make them know. It is a parent’s responsibility to teach their children about God. The assumption of Scripture is that children are curious and will ask questions, such as “What do these stones mean” (Josh. 4:21). At that time parents are to “make them know” the great deeds of Yahweh. Parents today often express that they want their children to “make up their own mind.” That will happen naturally. Eventually, every person makes up their own mind as they grow and mature. But it is the parents’ responsibility before God to raise their young children in the nurture and admonition of the Lord. In reality, the children do not belong to the parent, they belong to God; the parents are simply the wards of the children until they mature, and so the parents are responsible for raising the children as the Heavenly Father would have them raised. To not teach children about God early on puts them at a serious disadvantage because they learn to live without thinking about God even though every breath of air they breathe is from God. Eternal life and eternal death are not things to take a chance on. Every parent should give their children the best chance to live forever. “...a child who is left to itself puts his mother to shame” (Prov. 29:15).
“dry ground.” The Hebrew is also used of the dry seabed of the Red Sea (cf. Exod. 14:22, 29).
 
Joshua Chapter 5
Jos 5:1
“beyond the Jordan.” The phrase “beyond the Jordan” can refer to either east (Deut. 3:8; Josh. 24:8) or west (Deut. 3:20; 11:30; Josh. 5:1) of the Jordan River depending on the context or the location of the speaker. In this context, “beyond the Jordan” refers to the west side of the Jordan River.
“westward.” Or, “toward the Mediterranean Sea.”
“that their heart melted, nor was there spirit in them anymore.” Exodus 15:15-16 speaks of fear “falling” on the Canaanites, and them “being melted away.” The word “spirit” here refers to their attitude, courage, etc., and when God dried up the Jordan the Canaanites lost all their courage.
Jos 5:2
“flint knives.” Freshly knapped flint knives are sharp as scalpels and sterile. They are perfectly suited for circumcision.
“knives.” The Hebrew word in the text of Joshua 5:2 and 5:3 is chereb (#02719 חֶרֶב), which is used over 400 times in the Old Testament and almost universally means a “sword” but does not mean a “knife.” The English Bibles almost all read “knives,” because knives were used for circumcision, and also a sword cannot be made out of flint: the flint rock is not suitable for making a long blade and the weapon would be far too brittle to be used in battle. There are Hebrew words for “knife,” but God does not use them here, instead the text uses the word for “sword,” as some commentators point out.[footnoteRef:315] Although some lexicons give “knife” as a definition of the Hebrew word chereb, that is questionable because Joshua 5:2 and 5:3 are the only times chereb is translated “knife” in the Old Testament. [315:  Cf. David Howard, Joshua [NAC].] 

There is no doubt that the text uses the word “sword” on purpose. In telling Joshua to make “swords” and circumcise the Israelite men who had been born in the wilderness and who had never been circumcised, God was graphically pointing out and symbolically saying that we must make war on certain things that are lacking in our life—the enemy inside—before engaging the enemy outside and around us. God had said that an uncircumcised man was not in God’s covenant (Gen. 17:9-14; Exod. 12:43-49; Lev. 12:3). The Bible never says why Moses did not make sure that the male babies of Israel were circumcised on the eighth day after they were born as the Law said (Lev. 12:3), but Moses did not even circumcise his own boys; his wife Zipporah had to do it (Exod. 4:24-26). In any case, the men who were born during the 40 years of wilderness wanderings were not circumcised, and so God let Joshua know that before he could fight the Canaanite enemy he had to deal with “the enemy in the camp,” which was Israel’s situation of not being in the Abrahamic Covenant. It is common to hear about the “wars of Joshua” and the 31 kings he defeated (Josh. 12:9-24) but it seems that from God’s perspective, the wars of Joshua included the “war” he fought among his own people to bring them into alignment with the Abrahamic Covenant.
God’s command to circumcise the men also took an act of trust on the part of Joshua and Israel. It takes some time to heal from circumcision, and it is very difficult to fight right after being circumcised. Jacob’s sons took advantage of that fact when they killed the men of Shechem (Gen. 34:13-25). From a military standpoint, it would have made a lot more sense to circumcise the men of Israel before they crossed the Jordan River than to cross the Jordan and then circumcise the men, because west of the Jordan they would be much more vulnerable to an attack from the Canaanites. By getting Israel to cross the Jordan and then circumcise the men, God was keeping up His demonstration that He was Israel’s key to victory, not their army or weapons.
“Yahweh said to Joshua.” Joshua 5:2-3 is another verse couplet that shows Joshua’s obedience to Yahweh (cf. Josh. 4:16-17).
Jos 5:3
“So Joshua made.” The Hebrew text has the redundant pronoun, “Joshua made himself,” but that idiomatic Hebrew, if translated literally, makes the English unclear. The text is worded as if Joshua did all the work himself, but it is simply a way of expressing that Joshua was the leader and was overseeing the work. Here again in Joshua 5:2-3 we see the theme in Joshua of Joshua quickly and exactly obeying Yahweh (see commentary on Josh. 4:16).
Jos 5:4
“the people...the males.” God clarifies “the people” as being the men, and “the people” continues in the next verse.
Jos 5:5
“in the wilderness on the way as they came out of Egypt.” This phrase shows that from God’s perspective, the whole forty-year wandering was part of coming out of Egypt. It was never God’s intention that the Israelites would wander in the desert for 40 years, so their wandering was part of their coming up out of Egypt.
Jos 5:6
“perished.” This is the same word that is used in Joshua 5:8 for the people being “finished” circumcising, but that is almost impossible to bring out in English. Perhaps one could say that the men of war “were finished [dead] in the wilderness,” and then in 5:8 that the people were “finished” circumcising, but that may make Joshua 5:6 too unclear in English.
“perished, because they did not listen to the voice of Yahweh.” God tells people what to do to live a prosperous life and live forever, and people who do not listen to the voice of Yahweh bring about their own death. God says over and over to listen to His voice (cf. Jer. 11:7-8). In a context like this, the word “listen” can also be used idiomatically and have the meaning “obey.” Some scholars refer to this as the “pregnant sense” of the word. In this verse it has the meaning “listen to and obey.” Many Hebrew words are used with an idiomatic or pregnant sense (see commentary on Luke 23:42).
“honey.” It has recently been discovered that the ancients cultivated beekeeping.
Jos 5:7
“their children whom he raised up.” God said He would bring the children into the Promised Land (Num. 14:31).
“in their place.” The word “place” is the same Hebrew word in Joshua 5:7 and 5:8. This is likely a double entendre, the figure of speech amphibologia (a word or phrase that has two meanings, both of which are true). In English, if someone is “in the place” of another person, they are there instead of them. However, in this case, while that is true, it is also true that the physical “place” that God had wanted Israel to occupy in the land was not being occupied by the men who came out of Egypt because they had died, but the “place” God prepared for them was now being occupied by the children of those men, which is clear in Joshua 5:8.
Jos 5:8
“until they were living again.” The Hebrew is literally “until their living” [“their living again”]. Although it does refer to the men being healed, and most English versions have “healed” or a similar word, the Hebrew text is communicating more than that, because there are other words that specifically mean “healed” that God could have used here but did not. Although there is a sense in which a sick or hurt person was not really “living” in the full sense of the word, there is a greater truth here, because now, being circumcised, the men of Israel were back in the covenant of God and back being obedient to the Law, and were not “cut off” from life and the nation. Genesis 17:14 says, “The uncircumcised male who is not circumcised in the flesh of his foreskin, that soul will be cut off from his people. He has broken my covenant.” Trent Butler correctly observes, “The new generation receives new life.”[footnoteRef:316] [316:  Trent Butler, Joshua 1-12 [WBC].] 

Jos 5:9
“reproach.” The Hebrew refers to reproach, scorn, mocking, taunt. Jacob and his descendants were the people of Yahweh, the creator of the heavens and the earth, but they were slaves to the Egyptians, and this certainly was a cause of reproach, scorn, and mocking.
“Gilgal.” “Gilgal” means “rolled away.”
Jos 5:10
“encamped at Gilgal.” The exact site of Gilgal has not been located, but given the size of the Israelite camp, “Gilgal” might have been properly the place where the Tent of Meeting and ark of God camped, with Israel camped around it as they did in the wilderness. Gilgal had not been a city, it was the place where Israel camped.
“on the fourteenth day of the month at evening.” The Hebrew day started at sunset, making this 40 years to the day of when the children of Israel ate the Passover and then left Egypt after midnight. (Exod. 12:29-37).
Jos 5:11
“produce.” This is a rare word, used only here and in Joshua 5:12 of the “produce” of the land. The word is related to the word “cross over,” which is one of the major themes of Joshua 1-5. Now the Israelites are eating food that they did not plant because they crossed over the Jordan River.
“on the day after the Passover.” The day after the Passover is the 15th day of Nisan (also called “Abib”), and that day, the 15th of Nisan, started the Feast of Unleavened Bread. Joshua 5:11 says that the Israelites ate the produce of Canaan on the 15th of Nisan, and then Joshua 5:12 says that the manna stopped on the next day, which would be the 16th of Nisan. So, the 14th of Nisan was the Passover, the 15th of Nisan was the first day of the Feast of Unleavened Bread and when the Israelites ate the produce of Canaan, and the 16th day of Nisan there was no more manna.
Jos 5:12
“And the manna ceased on the day after they ate of the produce of the land.” The day that there was no more manna was the 16th of Nisan (see commentary on Joshua 5:11).
Jos 5:13
“when Joshua was by Jericho.” The chronology is general; God does not tell us exactly when this happened.
“And Joshua went to him.” God had told Joshua not to fear, and Joshua shows no fear in this situation. Also, it must have been clear to Joshua that this “man” was not a Canaanite, but Joshua apparently did not recognize the dress or appearance.
Jos 5:14
“Neither.” While confusing at first glance, the angel’s answer makes perfect sense. Joshua asked whether he was “for us” or “for” the enemy. The correct answer is “Neither.” God is not “for us,” as if He were following our lead and our agenda. We must be “for Him.”
“the commander of the army of Yahweh.” Here, the angel is the commander of the army of Yahweh, and in 2 Kings 5:1, Naaman is the commander of the army of the king of Syria. The wording about being the commander is the same.
“worshiped.” In the biblical culture, showing respect or “worship” was done by an action, usually prostration or bowing low, and that action was itself considered worship. Here in Joshua 5:14, Joshua prostrates himself before the angel as an act of worship. Because prostrating oneself was the action that was considered worship, some English versions say “worship” (cf. KJV, ESV, CSB) and some say “bow,” “bow down,” or “bow low” (cf. NASB, NET). Commonly, the act of “bowing down” was to fall on one’s knees and then bow the upper body and face to the ground as the Muslims do in the mosques today, although in some cases a person would lie completely flat on the ground.
The problem with bringing the Hebrew into English is that the bowing down was itself representative of worship. But if the English version reads “worship” the reader misses the fact that the worship was in fact the act of bowing to the ground, but if the version reads, “bow down,” the reader misses the fact that the bowing was worship. This angel was a messenger and agent of God, but was not God. Also, the use of “lord,” here, adoni, (the specifically inflected Hebrew word, not the root word) shows that Joshua did not consider the one he was talking with to be God. See Word Study: “Lord” for the meaning of adoni.
[For more on shachah (“worship”) and that it is referring to prostration, bowing, or “worship,” see Word Study: “Worship.”]
Jos 5:15
“Take your sandals off of your feet.” This is hearkening back to Exodus 3:5 when the angel said the same thing to Moses. Joshua is now standing in Moses’ place as the leader of Israel.
“And Joshua did so.” This short statement continues the theme of Joshua as the obedient servant of Yahweh. He obeyed what Yahweh said, and he obeyed what Yahweh’s messengers said (see commentary on Josh. 4:16).
 
Joshua Chapter 6
Jos 6:2
“Behold, I have given Jericho into your hand.” The fall of Jericho was a miracle of God. Attempts to make what happened to Jericho some kind of purely natural phenomenon have never rung true. Even if God caused the walls to fall by an earthquake, it was a strange earthquake indeed, both in its timing and in the very particular destruction it caused. For example, it was strong enough to knock down the strong mud-brick walls of Jericho but did not knock over a single marching Israelite. This was no “natural earthquake.” Jericho stands as an example to believers that God’s help is essential to success. Wise people obey God and follow God, and see good success in their lives, and a promise of everlasting life in the future.
Jericho was a key to the confidence that Israel had in God and in Joshua. God had said the Israelites were to conquer the Promised Land, but how would they know they could do it? Jericho was certainly one of the strongest, if not the strongest, fortified city in Israel. Yet that did not deter Yahweh in the least, and through the fall of Jericho, He showed that with His help the Israelites could take the Promised Land just as He had said. The fall of Jericho gave the Israelites great confidence in moving ahead with the conquest of Israel.
When Jericho was excavated by Garstang in the 1920s, he discovered that the physical remains at Jericho fit the biblical account in Joshua completely. Jericho was excavated again in the 1950s by Kathleen Kenyon, who stated that the walls of Jericho were destroyed before Joshua got there. Although she confirmed that everything that she found at Jericho fit the biblical account, she based her dating on what she did not find at Jericho, especially Cypriot-ware pottery. But Kenyon’s dating and logic are faulty, and the pottery that is found there could easily date from the time of Joshua. The only ancient record of the fall of Jericho is the Bible, there are no Egyptian records of it, or records from any other ancient civilization. Furthermore, the accuracy of the Bible when it comes to recording other historical accounts is a strong argument against the commonly accepted explanation for the biblical account of the fall of Jericho, which is that the Israelites made up the story to give themselves a glorious history. The godly men and women of Israel were believers who would not have had any more reason to invent a lie than the apostles would have lied about seeing the resurrected Christ. The men and women who are truly God’s people have always valued truth. Also, there is no explanation of who could have destroyed Jericho if the Israelites did not, because not only did the walls fall down, but there was a very deep destruction layer, sometimes a few feet deep, on top of the fallen rubble. Furthermore, Jericho was in a very valuable location. Many cities that were destroyed in the various wars in Israel were rebuilt right where they were, for example, there are over 20 such layers at Megiddo. Why would Jericho have been destroyed but then abandoned for centuries? The logical explanation is that the Israelites controlled the area and the city was under a curse (Josh. 6:26).
Jos 6:3
“you are to march.” The verb is plural. In the phrase, “Do this six days,” the verb is singular; God is addressing Joshua as the leader because he was the one to make sure everyone obeyed.
Jos 6:4
“shofar.” The ram’s horn trumpet, not the metal trumpet.
Jos 6:5
“shofar.” The ram’s horn trumpet, not the metal trumpet.
“the wall of the city will fall down underneath itself.” This is a very literal rendering of the Hebrew text and a very real picture of what happened at Jericho. The excavations of Jericho both by Garstang in the 1920s and Kenyon in the 1950s show that the walls of Jericho were stone walls with a strong mud-brick wall on top of the stone wall. What happened in the destruction of Jericho was that the mud-brick wall collapsed and fell mainly on the outside of the stone wall and to the foot of it (thus “beneath” it), spreading out and up the stone wall and actually forming a kind of ramp up the stone wall. Thus, the text of Joshua is very accurate when it says that the people “will go up” and straight into the city. The Israelite warriors had to run “up” the newly formed mud-brick ramp, over the stone wall, and into the city, which they then conquered and burned.
“every man straight before him.” This is not “straight and level” but “straight ahead,” up and over the collapsed wall.
Jos 6:6
“So Joshua.” Here again we see the theme of God commanding something and Joshua obeying (see commentary on Josh. 4:16).
Jos 6:7
“Go forward...go forward.” This is the same Hebrew word (used twice in Joshua 6:7) that is translated “cross over” in the phrase, “cross over the Jordan.” From God’s perspective, no territory in the Promised Land had been conquered yet, so the process of crossing over into the Promised Land was still going on. The army was to “cross over and march around” Jericho, and the front troops were to “cross over” ahead of the ark. The army was to “cross over” and begin the actual conquest of the land.
“the people.” In this context, the Hebrew text, “the people,” means the army that is marching around Jericho (cf. Josh. 6:3, 10).
Jos 6:8
“just as Joshua had spoken.” The emphasis here is that the priests and people did “just as” Joshua had spoken (cf. ESV, RSV, NJB). A major theme in Joshua is Joshua obeying Yahweh, and then the people obeying Joshua (see commentary on Josh. 4:16).
“went forward.” Literally, “crossed over” (see commentary on Josh. 6:7).
Jos 6:9
“and the priests continued to blow.” The emphasis in the text is the continual blowing of the shofars, not the priests who were blowing them. The victory belongs to Yahweh.
Jos 6:15
“in the same way.” Although “in this manner” is possible, the phrase could also be more literally, “according to this judgment (or decision),” that is, that the people were obeying God in the way in which He told them to conquer Jericho.
Jos 6:17
“devoted.” The Hebrew word translated “devoted” is cherem (#02764 חֵרֶם or #02763 חֶרֶם ), and means a thing that is “devoted.” It can be “devoted” to Yahweh in the sense of being set apart to Him and therefore being His and holy (cf. Lev. 27:21, 28, 29; Num. 18:14), or it can be a thing “devoted” to Him in the sense that it is an abomination to Him and thus it will be destroyed; in that case, “devoted to destruction” is the meaning. Thus when something is “devoted” it can be “devoted to Yahweh” for sacred use, or “devoted to destruction,” and the context determines what “devoted” means in any given occurrence. However, even if a city, such as Jericho in this context, was “devoted” to destruction, the metal articles in it were to be brought into the Tabernacle treasury (Josh. 6:19). It is worth noting that the Arabic word “harem” comes from the root word for “devoted” and refers to a part of a palace or house that is “devoted” (set apart for special use) and used for the women.
The majority of the time that cherem is used in the Bible, it is used of the enemies of God and animals that are “devoted” to destruction and are killed (cf. Josh. 2:10; 6:20-21). If a person took something that was devoted, that person became devoted (Josh. 6:18) and would be put to death. That is why the Mosaic Law said that if a person becomes “devoted,” then they were to be put to death (Lev. 27:29). That is what happened to Achan and his family (Josh. 7).
Jos 6:19
“all the silver and gold and articles of bronze.” No doubt Israel obeyed this command, and it is significant that no objects of metal were found among the ruins at Jericho. Plenty of pottery, but no metal objects.
Jos 6:20
“So the people shouted, and the priests blew the shofars.” This first sentence is a summary; then the verse continues with more particulars on the situation.
“the wall fell underneath itself so that the people went up into the city.” See commentary on Joshua 6:5.
“every man straight in front of him.” Every soldier climbed the collapsed wall ramp and ran straight into the city (see commentary on Josh. 6:5).
Jos 6:21
“the mouth of the sword.” This is the first occurrence of the phrase “mouth of the sword” in Joshua. E. W. Bullinger lists “the mouth of the sword” under the figure of speech pleonasm[footnoteRef:317] (the use of more words than necessary), because the Bible could have just said, “the sword” instead of “the mouth of the sword,” but the amplification is not just decoration: it indicates that the sword “devoured” its victims. There is a sense in which the figure could also be the figure of speech personification, as if the sword was alive, human, and hungry and was eating up its victims. The phrase occurs a number of times in the Bible, and occurs when there is a great slaughter, and seems to be used more when, in an attack, only people are killed without the city they live in being destroyed, although there are exceptions to that, Jericho being one of them. [317:  Bullinger, Figures of Speech Used in the Bible, 405, “pleonasm.”] 

Jos 6:23
“the young men.” Perhaps specified as “young men” as representative of the new, young generation that obeyed God.
“Rahab and...and...and...and.” The text uses the figure of speech polysyndeton, “many ands” to emphasize that God honored everything that had been promised to Rahab. Her whole family was spared.
[See Word Study: “Syndeton.”]
“all her relatives.” Rahab was obviously a very caring woman, and made sure that all her relatives were safe as well as her immediate family.
Jos 6:24
“they burned the city with fire.” There is a huge burn layer at Jericho, sometimes up to a meter or so thick. Also, there is good evidence that some of the grain jars were burned with the grain in them, which would certainly not be a normal practice—the conquerers would eat the grain in the city. But in this case, God commanded that everything in the city was His, it would be devoted to destruction, and so even valuable grain would be burned. Joshua burned only three cities in the conquest of Canaan; Ai, Jericho, and Hazor (Josh. 6:24; 8:28; 11:11).
“the silver and the gold...and...and.” The figure polysyndeton, which places an “and” before every article, emphasizes the fact that God got all the spoils of war. This was the firstfruits of the Promised Land, and God got all the spoils of this war.
[See Word Study: “Syndeton.”]
“the treasury.” The Bible is not clear where this “treasury” was: inside the Tabernacle (it does not seem there would have been enough room) or some kind of special tent in the courtyard.
“the house of Yahweh.” At this time in history, the “house” of Yahweh was the Tent of Meeting (the Tabernacle).
Jos 6:25
“She has lived in the midst of Israel to this day.” Rahab eventually married Salmon and gave birth to Boaz, who fathered Obed, who fathered Jesse, who fathered David, who was the famous ancestor of Jesus Christ. Rahab is in the genealogy of the Christ (Matt. 1:5). The phrase “to this day,” indicates this text was written not long after the events took place.
Jos 6:26
“Cursed before Yahweh.” That is, cursed in Yahweh’s presence. The NLT gets the sense of the verse: “May the curse of the LORD fall on anyone who tries to rebuild the town of Jericho.”
“rebuilds.” The Hebrew word for “rebuild” here can be “build” or “rebuild” depending on the context. Here it is more properly “rebuilds.”
“this city, Jericho.” The Hebrew text places an emphasis on both “this city” and “Jericho.”
“will he lay its foundation…will he set up its gates.” After a miraculous victory and destroying the city of Jericho, Joshua spoke a curse over the destroyed city: “Cursed is the man before Yahweh, who rises up and builds this city, Jericho. With his firstborn son will he lay its foundation, and with his youngest son will he set up its gates.” That curse, which was also a prophecy, was fulfilled over 500 years later when Hiel the Bethelite rebuilt Jericho and offered his oldest and youngest sons as foundation sacrifices.
[For more information, see commentary on 1 Kings 16:34.]
Jos 6:27
“And Yahweh was with Joshua.” This was literally true, but also supports the type-antitype in the Bible between Joshua and Jesus. Joshua 6:27 says Yahweh was with Joshua, and in Acts 10:38 God was with Jesus.
“fame.” The text reads “his name,” representative of his fame. Similarly, the fame of Jesus spread as well (cf. Matt. 4:24; Mark 1:28).
 
Joshua Chapter 7
Jos 7:1
“But...” The main theme of this chapter is the covetous sin of Achan, which affected all Israel. Israel was to be individually and corporately set apart, holy, to Yahweh. The one person’s sin affected the whole camp. The severity of the judgment upon Achan and his family may seem shocking to modern ears, but it must be remembered that the sin of Achan and his family (because they all knew about it) caused the death of 36 people! Most modern legal systems do not, in practice, acknowledge that the only thing as valuable as a life is another life, and that is the logic of God’s law. Achan’s sin involved a disobedience and covetousness which claimed a right to ownership of the spoils, and therefore the land, apart from God. But the land and what is on it belongs to Yahweh, and He gives it to His people, who are separate from the world. If Israel was to become like the Canaanites, they would, like the Canaanites, be destroyed.
“the children of Israel were unfaithful.” The family of Achan was unfaithful, but from God’s perspective, the nation as a whole was unfaithful. There is a community aspect to life, and in the Middle East people were not so much thought of as an individual as they were as part of a community. Often we see the king of Israel represent the whole nation.
“unfaithful, yes, unfaithful.” The figure of speech polyptoton for emphasis (see commentary on Gen. 2:16).
[See Word Study: “Polyptoton.”]
“the son of Zerah.” Judah and Tamar had more than one son. The Christ-line came from Perez, but this is a line of Judah that did not lead to Christ (cf. Gen. 46:12; 1 Chron. 2:4).
“the anger of Yahweh burned.” The Hebrew is idiomatic: “the nose of Yahweh burned.” When we are angry our nose gets red and hot.
Jos 7:2
“Joshua sent men from Jericho to Ai.” Joshua and the Israelites were camped at Gilgal, near Jericho (Josh. 5:10). They would not have camped in the ruined city of Jericho because it was cursed (Josh. 6:26) and because having just been burned with fire it would not have been habitable. But the large and strongly fortified city of Jericho controlled the whole area, so it is called “Jericho” here, especially since Gilgal was not a city, it was simply the place where Israel was camped.
“east of Bethel.” Bethel was an eventual target, and no doubt highly desired because of its association with Abraham and Jacob (e.g. Gen. 12:8).
“Go up.” This is literal. In making the simple statement that “Joshua sent men from Jericho to Ai,” we must understand that Jericho was about 900 feet (c. 275 meters) below sea level while Ai was about 2,500 feet (c. 750 meters) above it, so the men made an uphill march of some 3,500 feet (c. 1,000 meters).
“and spy out the land.” Compare this to Numbers 13:17, when Moses told men to go and spy out the land. In that case, the men came back and said that the people of the land were too many and too strong to conquer. This time the spies come back and say that not all the men of Israel are required to conquer Ai, and they would not have been except for Achan’s sin.
“the land.” In this context, the city and the area around it.
Jos 7:3
“Do not make all the people toil up there.” The hike from Gilgal to Ai was over 3,000 feet uphill.
Jos 7:5
“Shebarim.” Shebarim means “broken.” It may be a place in the valley where the rocks or banks are broken, but it fits here because Israel was symbolically “broken.”
“the hearts of the people melted.” This was supposed to happen to the Canaanites, but here it happens to Israel (cf. Josh. 2:11; 5:1).
Jos 7:6
“fell to the earth on his face before the ark of Yahweh.” After the miraculous conquest of Jericho, the fact that the Israelite army was defeated by the men of Ai showed that God’s favor was no longer on Israel, but why? That is what Joshua needed to find out.
Jos 7:7
“across, yes, across.” This is the figure of speech polyptoton for emphasis (see commentary on Gen. 2:16).
“this people.” This seems to be poor English grammar (we would say “these people”) but the Hebrew is singular, “this,” here again pointing out that God considered Israel to be a single people, not a collection of independent persons.
“into the hand of the Amorites.” Joshua knew that the people in the hill country of Judah, Benjamin, and Ephraim were Amorites. He had acute political awareness.
“to destroy us?” Here Joshua is very honest and frank in his prayer, as we should be.
Jos 7:8
“turned their backs.” The Hebrew word translated “back” is the back of the neck, and it is the word used when Israel is called “stiff-necked” people.
Jos 7:9
“all the inhabitants of the land...will surround us.” Joshua understood that the inhabitants of the land would form a coalition to defend themselves, which they did. Joshua was no doubt hoping to come against the people city-kingdom to city-kingdom, but that made no difference to God.
“And what will you do for your great name?” Here, Joshua is interceding like Moses (cf. Exod. 32:11-14, 32-35; Num. 14:13-19). Joshua understood the fact that when Yahweh chose Israel and made a covenant with them that He was binding Himself to Israel, and Joshua used that connection as leverage when he prayed. Joshua has a genuine concern for both Israel and Yahweh.
Jos 7:10
“Get up.” Joshua had been very frank and honest with God in his prayer; now God is frank and honest with Joshua in His response.
“Why have you fallen on your face?” In the next verses, God tells Joshua the reason for Israel’s defeat. Nevertheless, He asked Joshua the question because He had a reasonable expectation that Joshua was spiritually aware and mature enough to realize that since God had promised Israel success if they obeyed Him, if Israel was defeated then there must have been some failure on the part of Israel. At that point, it was Joshua’s job as the leader of Israel to do the hard work of finding out where the failure was. As it turned out, God gave Joshua an idea of the problem, but Joshua still had to ferret out the whole truth and deal with it.
Too often people blame God for a bad situation when the problem is entirely a human failure.
Jos 7:11
“and also they have...and also they have...and also they have.” This is the figure of speech anaphora (the same beginnings), and the force of the figure is to emphasize each individual point. Every part of Achan’s transgression was important to God.
[See Word Study: “Anaphora.”]
Jos 7:12
“devoted for destruction.” For more on things “devoted” to Yahweh and devoted to destruction, see commentary on Joshua 6:17.
Jos 7:13
“Make yourselves holy.” The people were to do what it took to make themselves holy in the sight of God (cf. Lev. 11:44).
[For more on “make yourselves holy,” see commentary on Josh. 3:5.]
Jos 7:14
“you must draw near.” This is the terminology for drawing close to the Tent of Meeting, where the ark (and thus God) was.
“tribes...family...household...man.” Israel was in Egypt for four generations (Josh. 7:1, 18; Gen. 15:16), and descending from Jacob there were first tribes, then families, then households, then individuals.
“Yahweh captures by lot.” The High Priest would use the Urim and Thummim in his breastplate to “take” or “reject” the thing in question (cf. Exod. 28:30; Lev. 8:8; Num. 27:21; Deut. 33:8). The word “capture” (cf. Fox[footnoteRef:318]) is a strong word in Hebrew. Israel was to “capture” Ai after “capturing” Jericho (Josh. 8:19; 10:1; 11:12-16), but they could not because Achan stole the devoted thing and made the camp of Israel devoted to destruction. So now the Israelites must “capture,” by use of the Urim and Thummim in the High Priest’s breastplate, the one who was causing the problem, and they “captured” Achan and his family. [318:  Everett Fox, The Schocken Bible.] 

[For more on the “lot” and the Urim and Thummim, see commentary on Exod. 28:30.]
Jos 7:16
“So Joshua rose up early.” Here again we see the theme in Joshua of Joshua obeying the words of Yahweh (cf. Josh. 7:14. See commentary on Josh. 4:16).
“was captured by lot.” For more on the “lot” and the Urim and Thummim, see commentary on Josh. 7:14 and Exodus 28:30.
Jos 7:19
“give glory to Yahweh.” In this context, giving glory to Yahweh was acknowledging that Yahweh directed the process in finding Achan, and then confessing his sin and telling what he had done without hiding anything. It was an idiomatic way of expressing an oath to tell the truth (cf. John 9:24).
“Do not hide it from me!” In many ways, this parallels the record of Peter with Ananias and Sapphira in Acts 5:1-11. Both Achan and Ananias and Sapphira were trying to hide the fact that they lied and kept things for themselves, in both cases the facts were not hidden from God (cf. Heb. 4:13), and in both cases, it was early in the formation of the community. Here in Joshua 7, Israel had just crossed the Jordan and was forming a nation, and in Acts 5 the early Church was still forming as a believer community.
Jos 7:21
“shekels.” 200 shekels is roughly five pounds (2.26 kg) and 50 shekels is roughly 1.25 pounds (567 grams). A shekel was roughly .4 ounces (11 or 11.5 grams). See commentary on Genesis 24:22, “shekel.”
“bar of gold.” The Hebrew is literally, “tongue of gold.” When the gold was poured out, it usually came out in an oblong or “tongue” shape.
Jos 7:22
“they ran to the tent.” There is an urgency to this event.
Jos 7:23
“brought them to Joshua and...poured them out before Yahweh.” The articles were brought to Joshua, who took them before the ark of God so Yahweh could see them.
“poured them out.” This is the standard vocabulary for the pouring out of the drink offering. Here, the stolen articles were poured out on the ground as if they were a drink offering to Yahweh. The English is somewhat awkward, but the Hebrew text is trying to make a point that should not be lost in the English translation. Jericho had been an offering to Yahweh, it had been devoted, and this was part of the spoils of Jericho.
Jos 7:24
“the Valley of Achor.” The word Achor means “disaster” or “trouble,” and the valley was named “the Valley of Disaster” after the incident with Achan and because of it (cf. Josh. 7:25-26).
Jos 7:25
“brought disaster.” Not only had 36 men died, but the hearts of the Canaanites, realizing the weakness in Israel, could well have been strengthened, and they could have attacked Israel en masse.
“Yahweh will bring disaster upon you...And all Israel stoned him.” This is one of the verses where Yahweh is said to act, but He does so through the actions of His people.
“All Israel stoned him with stones.” This may seem harsh, but about 36 men were dead because Achan and his family could not control their lust, and we must make no mistake, Achan’s whole family was in on the deception. Justice demanded the death penalty. The only thing as valuable as a human life is another human life, which is why God commanded the death penalty for murderers (Exod. 21:12-16). To demand less than the death penalty, though that is done regularly today, is to send the message that one life is more valuable than another; the murderer’s life is more valuable than the life of the one he or she murders.
Achan knew that if he stole something devoted to destruction, he would also be devoted to destruction because that is what the Law said (Deut. 7:26). Achan was a fool. He and his family took a chance that they could enrich themselves with things from Jericho, and it cost 36 innocent people, and then they themselves, their lives.
The standard method of killing a criminal was to stone them with stones (cf. Lev. 20:2; 24:23; Num. 15:35; Deut. 13:10; 21:21). Some people have asserted that the Jews just dropped one huge stone on the person, but there is no evidence for that in the Bible. Also, stoning with stones was how Achan and his family were killed (Josh. 7:25), and how the Jews killed Stephen (Acts 7:58-60).
[For more on things that are “devoted” to God, see commentary on Josh. 6:17. For more on stoning people to death, see commentary on Lev. 20:2.]
 
Joshua Chapter 8
Jos 8:1
“Yahweh said.” Joshua 8 gives the longest description of any conquest battle. Yet, the chapter is really about how Israel is restored to the right relation with Yahweh after the covenant was breached by Achan. Yahweh gives instructions on how to deal with Ai, and Joshua and Israel follow those instructions. The instructions also relate to faithfully following the Torah of Moses, especially Deuteronomy. The last verses of the chapter, Joshua 8:30-35, may seem like an interruption in the conquest account but they fit the theme of the reestablishment and confirmation of the covenant relationship between Israel and Yahweh. The God of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Moses is the God of the people of Israel, and God will fulfill His promises. The wise believer listens to God and believes and obeys Him.
“Do not be afraid or be dismayed.” This must have been huge comfort to Joshua and it can be huge comfort to believers today. Joshua had just lost 36 men in his battle with Ai, and had reason to be concerned about another battle. But God is a God of forgiveness and restoration, and when Israel repented and took measures to restore their covenant relation with Yahweh, He assured them that He would be with them.
“the king of Ai and...and...and.” This is the figure of speech polysyndeton. The repetition of “and” emphasized each part. God made it clear that Joshua would conquer the king and his kingdom.
[See Word Study: “Syndeton.”]
Jos 8:2
“take as plunder.” Although the English phrase is translated as a verb and noun for clarity, the Hebrew is just a plural verb that means to take as plunder. Unlike at Jericho when the livestock and supplies were destroyed, in the case of Ai and most other cities the Israelites could take them for themselves.
“Set for yourself.” The verb and noun are singular. Thus, Yahweh is either speaking directly to Joshua (which is likely from the context) or Yahweh is speaking of Israel as a singular body (which is not as likely in the context but often was the way God considered Israel as a singular body of people).
Jos 8:3
“Joshua and all the people of war rose up.” The verb “rose up” is singular. This is one of the examples of a singular verb being used with a plural subject (see commentary on Gen. 48:16).
Jos 8:7
“take possession of the city.” The Hebrew word has the idea of “inherit” in it. The city of Ai, like the rest of the Promised Land, was Israel’s inheritance from God.
Jos 8:8
“set the city on fire.” Ai was one of the only three cities that God commanded that Israel burn after conquering it: Ai, Jericho, and Hazor (Josh. 6:24; 8:28; 11:11).
“You are to do according to the word of Yahweh.” Simple and straightforward. Humans are to obey God. This is one of the themes of Joshua: obeying God.
Jos 8:9
“on the west side of Ai.” Archaeologists believe that Bethel is slightly more than two miles to the west (actually somewhat northwest) of Ai. Joshua’s army camped just west of Ai between Bethel and Ai, which is basically right where Abraham had pitched his tent and built an altar hundreds of years earlier (cf. Gen. 12:8). In the almost 500 years since Abraham had built his altar there, the local Canaanites had multiplied and solidified their control of the area. One wonders if there was anything left of Abraham’s altar. There well could have been, even if people could not recognize it for what it was.
The 30,000 men had come up from Jericho to the east, so they would have had to have gone around Ai from east to west at some distance from the city to keep from being seen or heard, and then drawn close to Ai from the west side. The way the valleys are around Ai, the ambush force would have probably gone around Ai to the south, but there is no way to know for sure their exact route.
“but Joshua stayed among the people that night.” Joshua did not go with the ambush force, but stayed with the main group of fighting men. The ambush force was sent out at night to get ready for the battle.
Jos 8:10
“before the people to Ai.” Joshua and the elders were in the lead, and the rest of the people could see them and be encouraged by their example.
Jos 8:11
“in front of the city.” The point of Joshua and his troops was to be seen, so they marched in front of the city. Then they camped to the north of the city, which may or may not have been in front of the city. There are a couple of geographical locations that are possible ruins of the city of Ai. The main one is Et-tell, but the other possibility is Kirbet Maqatir.
“there was a ravine between him and Ai.” That is, between Joshua and Ai. If the archaeologists and historians are correct that the biblical city of Ai is et-Tell today, then this ravine is today called the Wadi Jaya.
Jos 8:12
“on the west side of the city.” So the attack is the main army on the north of Ai, with the ambush force on the west of it.
Jos 8:13
“And Joshua went that night.” This is Joshua and his army. Many times only the leader is mentioned when it means the leader and those with him. The king of Ai is watching, and sees Joshua move his camp, supposedly getting ready to attack Ai in the morning.
“of the plain.” This is the plain, a flat place, not a “ravine” between Joshua and Ai (cf. NJB, “plain”). Just to the east of Ai there is a very flat area on which an army can assemble but also be clearly seen from Ai. It is not really a “valley,” although in the Hebrew geographical terms a “valley” can be a bottom, usually between ridges or mountains, and can be quite flat and very wide, so wide in fact, that the Hebrew word can even mean “plain.” It seems that Joshua moved from behind the protection of the ravine on the north to the flat plain on the east of Ai, making it obvious to the people of Ai that he was going to attack from there. When Joshua faked his retreat, he faced and fled east (Josh. 8:14-15).
Jos 8:14
“the appointed place.” Some English versions read, “appointed time” instead of “appointed place,” but it was the place of the battle that was appointed, as Joshua had planned.
“the Arabah.” The rift valley through which the Jordan River flows. The main body of the battle flowed to the east, which makes sense because Joshua’s men would have pretended like they were running back to their camp at Gilgal in the Jordan Valley, and the ambush came in from the west.
Jos 8:15
“by the road to the wilderness.” More literally, “the road of the wilderness.” There was a road leading down a little valley then down a ridge from close to Ai down into the Arabah, and that valley is today called the Nahal Zeboim, and there is a very good chance that Israel made as if they were fleeing down that road and heading back east to their camp at Gilgal.
Jos 8:16
“All the people.” This is a good example of culturally how “all the people” does not refer to the women and children (cf. Josh. 8:17).
Jos 8:17
“They left the city open.” This was overconfidence. The king should have made sure there was some protection in the city. The men did not close the city gate when they left. This certainly made it easier for Joshua’s ambush to take the city. It is possible that this advantage was unexpected.
Jos 8:18
“Stretch out...so Joshua stretched out.” Here again in Joshua 8:18 we see the emphasis on Joshua’s quick and exact obedience to God, which has been a theme in Joshua (see commentary on Josh. 4:16).
“javelin.” The exact weapon the Hebrew word refers to is debated. It is traditionally a spear, but it could also be a short, curved sword. That seems to be the use in the Qumran material and short curved swords have been found by archaeologists from Joshua’s time, but there is also a long time between the time of Joshua and the Qumran writing, so the word is debated.
Jos 8:19
“and they captured it.” “Captured” is the same Hebrew word used when Achan was “captured” by lot and discovered as the one whose sin caused the defeat of Israel and the death of 36 men (Josh. 7:16-18). Israel could not capture Ai because of the sin of Achan. Then Achan was “captured” by lot and dealt with, and then Ai could be captured. Although we all sin, to see the fullness of God’s blessing, especially those who are mature believers need to be serious about dealing with their sin.
“set the city on fire.” It is not clear as to why God commanded to burn Ai. God had said Israel would get to live in cities they had not built (Deut. 6:10), and Israel only burned Jericho, Ai, and Hazor. It is possible that because word might have spread among the local nations that Israel had been defeated at Ai that God knew that indigenous people could see the smoke from Ai burning many miles away and would again fear Israel. It certainly discouraged the men of Ai, as we see in the following verses.
Jos 8:20
“they had no ability to flee.” The Hebrew text is idiomatic and very concrete: “they had no hands to flee,” because a person’s power was expressed through their hands. It means they had no power or ability to flee.
“the people who had been fleeing.” That is, the troops of Israel who had been pretending to run away.
Jos 8:24
“the mouth of the sword.” Used to show great destruction, as if the sword was eating its victims (see commentary on Josh. 6:21).
“and struck it with the mouth of the sword.” The Israelites returned to Ai and killed all those who had not joined the army of Ai in the battle.
Jos 8:26
“Joshua did not draw back his hand.” The text indicates that Joshua held his hand out so people could see the command he was giving them, and did not pull it down until the battle was over. Keil and Delitzsch note that “the general did not lower the war-signal till the conflict was to cease.”[footnoteRef:319] The Bible does not explain how Joshua could hold up his hand for so long; perhaps he had help, like Moses before him had (Exod. 17:10-12). [319:  Keil and Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament: Joshua, Judges, Ruth, 89.] 

Jos 8:27
“only the livestock and the spoil.” God said that Israel could plunder Ai and take the livestock and other plunder (Josh. 8:2), but they could not, and did not, take captives, they only took the other spoil.
“according to the word of Yahweh that he commanded Joshua.” The obedience of Joshua to the word of Yahweh is a theme of the book of Joshua.
Jos 8:28
“so Joshua burned Ai.” Joshua burned only three cities in the conquest of Canaan; Ai, Jericho, and Hazor (Josh. 6:24; 8:28; 11:11).
“a mound of ruins.” The Hebrew is a “tel,” which is a mound of ruins, not just a “heap.” When cities were destroyed, the ruins were a pile that was higher than the surrounding landscape. Over time, the ruins sometimes piled up and became quite high. Any city of the Israelites that turned to idolatry was to be made a “mound of ruins” too (cf. Deut. 13:16), but that never happened even though cities in Israel did turn to idolatry, e.g. Dan.
Jos 8:29
“And he hanged the king of Ai on a tree.” From Deuteronomy 21:22-23. In the Old Testament, the person was killed then the dead body was put on a tree (or a stake; the Hebrew can mean either) for display.
“raised over it a great heap of stones.” This would serve as a warning, and bring to mind what happened to people who defied Yahweh. Israel had done the same thing to Achan, who sinned against Yahweh and caused the death of 36 men (Josh. 7:26).
Jos 8:30
“built an altar to Yahweh...on Mount Ebal.” Both the topic and location shift quickly. Moses had commanded building the altar on Mount Ebal (Deut. 27:1-8). It was about a 20-mile trip from Ai to Mount Ebal. A puzzle is why nothing is mentioned of Shechem and what happened to the Canaanites there. Shechem is not one of the city-kingdoms conquered by Joshua (Josh. 12). Some scholars have suggested that this account comes after the account of Gibeon (Josh. 9) and that the people of Shechem were among the people around Gibeon who made peace with Israel. The account may have been moved to where it is in the text to emphasize Joshua’s obedience to what Moses commanded to do.
Jos 8:31
“the book of the Law of Moses.” The revelation that God gave to Moses had already been collected and was being used for guidance as to how to obey God and live life (cf. Exod. 24:4; Deut. 31:9). Many people assert that the laws and records of ancient Israel were passed down from generation to generation as part of an oral tradition before they were written down, but that is just an assumption, there is no proof that occurred. The Bible records that things were written down pretty much as they occurred, and then, like here in Joshua, people checked the writings and obeyed them.
“an altar of uncut stones.” This was commanded in Deuteronomy 27:4-6. The phrase “uncut stones” is “complete stones,” whole stones, in the Hebrew text, that is stones that have not been cut down and formed. The altar was not to be a thing of beauty, but a place of atonement for sin, and sin and death are not pretty or to be admired. The word “altar” in Hebrew means “slaughter site” or “sacrificing place.” It was a place of death, but death that pointed to atonement.
Jos 8:32
“he wrote upon the stones a copy.” Commanded in Deuteronomy 27:46. A very public and permanent copy of the Law. This is almost certainly not the entire Torah from Genesis through Deuteronomy, but a representative of the most important laws. This could include the Ten Commandments and the blessings and curses from Deuteronomy 27-28.
“the Law of Moses.” The Hebrew is “the torah of Moses,” where “torah” is much more than “law.” The torah involves instruction in many different ways (see commentary on Prov. 1:8).
“which he had written in the presence.” That is, which Moses had written in the presence of the children of Israel. The prepositional phrase, “in the presence of the children of Israel” can also be placed after the words “he wrote” at the beginning of the sentence which would change the meaning of the verse, but in the Hebrew text the prepositional phrase comes at the end of the verse and it makes sense there.
Jos 8:33
“stood on opposite sides of the ark.” The Israelites were about to divide into two groups, one to stand in front of Mount Ebal and one to stand in front of Mount Gerizim, and here the ark divides the two groups.
“the foreigner and citizen alike.” It is interesting that this was a mixed group. The “citizens” were the Israelites, although the Hebrew word does not exactly mean “citizen.” That is why the English translations differ: “citizen,” “home-born,” “native,” “native-born.”
“in front of Mount Gerizim and half of them in front of Mount Ebal.” They were not way up the slopes of the mountains, but in front of them, fairly close together, which allowed the people to hear each other well.
“to bless.” The subject of the verb shifts from the people to whoever is doing the blessing, who is left out of the sentence. It might be Yahweh, the priests, or even Joshua (cf. Josh. 8:34).
Jos 8:34
“he read all the words of the law, the blessing and the curse.” The blessing and curse read at Mount Ebal and Gerizim were Deuteronomy 27:9-28:68. The “blessing” and “curse” are singular because they were considered one blessing and curse, not many. If a person obeyed they would be blessed in many ways, and if they disobeyed they would be cursed in many ways. The “law” is the torah, which is more than just “law” (see commentary on Prov. 1:6).
Jos 8:35
“before all the assembly of Israel, and the women.” This is a good example of the cultural exclusion of women in the culture. The women were often included but not spoken of as if they are included. In this case, “all the assembly of Israel” did not include the women.
“and the foreigners who walked in their midst.” The foreigners were included. The phrase “in their midst” has the word “near” in it, and the Bible makes a difference between foreigners who were “near” and those who were “far away.”
[For more on “near” and “far” see commentary on Lev. 1:2 and Eph. 2:13.]
 
Joshua Chapter 9
Jos 9:1
“beyond the Jordan.” In this case, west of the Jordan River.
“the Shephelah.” The Shephelah, also sometimes referred to as the Judean Foothills, is one of the geographic regions mentioned in the Bible. The geography of Israel, for much of its length, is divided into four geographical zones: the coastal plain by the Mediterranean Sea; the Shephelah, which is the area of rolling hills east of the coastal plain and between the coastal plain and the hill country; the hill country, which is the inner country that is quite mountainous; and the Jordan Valley, much of which is very arid and referred to as the Arabah. The Shephelah is a transition zone between Israel’s western coastal plain on the Mediterranean Sea and the high Judean hill country.
The Shephelah is a small geographical area, about 35 miles (56 km) long and 8 miles (9 km) wide. It is a fertile area of gently rolling hills, and as such has been an excellent location for cities, some agriculture, and herding. 1 Kings 10:27 and 1 Chronicles 27:28 mention the abundance of trees that grew in the Shephelah, and 2 Chronicles 26:10 mentions the livestock kept there. It has well-known cities and sites such as the Valley of Elah where David fought Goliath, Azekah (where the Philistines camped when David fought Goliath; 1 Sam. 17:1), Lachish (mentioned over 20 times in the Old Testament), and Beth Shemesh (mentioned 20 times in the Old Testament; it was the town the Ark of the Covenant first went after the Philistines captured it; 1 Samuel 6). The hill country to the east of the Shephelah has important cities such as Jerusalem, Bethlehem, and Hebron.
The entire Shephelah is divided by a series of valleys that have streams that run during the rainy season. For example, from north to south, the valleys include the Valley of Aijalon (Josh. 10:12), the Valley of Sorek (Judges 16:4), the Valley of Elah (1 Sam. 17:2, 19), the Guyrin Valley, and the Lachish Valley (the names of these valleys can be seen in Map 1-10 and 11 in the Satellite Bible Atlas by William Schlegel,[footnoteRef:320] and also in the third edition of the Oxford Bible Atlas[footnoteRef:321] [320:  William Schlegel, The Satellite Bible Atlas, Map 1-10 and 11.]  [321:  Herbert May, Oxford Bible Atlas, 49. (The names of the valleys appear in the 1st, 2nd, and 3rd editions of the Oxford Bible Atlas, but not in the 4th edition, edited by Adrian Curtis).] 

“shore of the Great Sea.” This referred to the coastal plain, the shore of the Mediterranean Sea (the Mediterranean Sea was sometimes called “the Great Sea” in the Old Testament).
“the Hittite, the Amorite, the Canaanite, the Perizzite, the Hivite and the Jebusite.” All of these tribes are actually “Canaanites.” Genesis tells us that “Canaan became the father of Sidon (his firstborn)[thus the Phoenicians], Heth [thus the Hittites], the Jebusite, the Amorite, the Girgashite, the Hivite, the Arkite, the Sinite, the Arvadite, the Zemarite, and the Hamathite” (Gen. 10:15-18). The only name in the list in Joshua that cannot be traced to Canaan the son of Ham is the Perizzites.
“Perizzite.” The Bible mentions the Perizzites in the land of Israel as early as the time of Abraham (Gen. 13:7), and as late as after the Babylonian Captivity, although the reference to Perizzites in Ezra may have been a historical reference since it is in a list of the native people in the Promised Land before Joshua’s conquest (Ezra 9:1-2; cf. Exod. 34:11; Deut. 7:1). According to the book of Joshua, the Perizzites were in the hill country of Judah and Ephraim (Joshua 11:3, 17:15), and they were still in the land at the time of Solomon, who put them to forced labor (1 Kings 9:10-21). Nothing is known of their origin. It has been suggested that the name “Perizzites” means something like “country people,” “rural people,” so they may be offshoots from other people groups who started out by living in rural areas, or they could be an amalgam of different people groups and who started to associate and build a clan soon after the flood, certainly as early as Abraham. It is also possible that they have no stated human origin because they were, at least in part, part of the Nephilim, the fallen race created by demons (see commentary on Gen. 6:4). That may be the reason that the hill country of Ephraim was known as “the land of the Perizzites and of the Rephaim” (Josh. 17:15).
Jos 9:2
“they gathered themselves together to fight with Joshua.” These tribes were not always friendly among themselves, and there is evidence of occasional wars between them. This is a good example of “the enemy of my enemy is my friend.”
“under one command.” The Hebrew is literally, “one mouth.” The enemy was composed of different armies, but they fought as one (cf. 2 Chron. 18:12).
Jos 9:3
“But when the inhabitants of Gibeon heard.” The contradictory responses of the peoples of the land are highlighted in Joshua 9. Some hear and take offense and attack, while others hear and figure out how to join Israel.
Jos 9:4
“cunning.” The Hebrew word can have a negative or positive meaning: crafty or prudent. Here there is an element of both. They did act deceptively, but it was to save their lives.
“wineskins.” A “bottle” or container made from animal skin. The Hebrew reads, “torn and tied up.” It is likely that the skins had torn on an extremity and then that tear was tied up.
[For more on skin-bottles, which were usually made from the skins of goats, see commentary on 1 Sam. 10:3.]
Jos 9:6
“camp at Gilgal.” Joshua maintained his camp at Gilgal, and returned there. Thus the Gibeonites went down into the Jordan Valley to meet with Joshua (a downhill journey of about 3,400 feet or so).
“a far country.” They had come less than 20 miles from Gibeon to Gilgal. Deuteronomy 20:10-11 gives Israel direction about how to treat people who were “near” versus people who lived far away. Israel could offer peace to a far city. Also, the people of Gibeon offered to be servants, which is also in Deuteronomy. Also, the Gibeonites specifically asked for a covenant, which Israel was not to cut with any of the people of the Promised Land (Deut. 7:1-2). This opens the question, did the Gibeonites somehow know something about what the Torah of Moses said, or did they just assume that since God was making a way for Israel to come into the land that if they said they did not live in the land they would be treated differently.
Jos 9:7
“living here among us.” That is, living in the land promised to Israel, even though it has not been conquered yet. The “us” in the Hebrew is literally “me,” singular, and thus the phrase is more literally, “Perhaps you are living within me.” In this case, Israel is a collective group and considered as one. Also, the Hebrew has the word “near” in the phrase “among us,” it is more literally, “near us,” but it has a much deeper meaning than just “near” in proximity.
“we cut.” The verb is singular, “I cut.” Israel is one nation and acting as one.
Jos 9:8
“They said to Joshua, ‘We are your servants.’” The Hebrew word for “servant” can also mean “slave,” so it is hard to tell exactly how humble the Gibeonites were being here except that they wanted to make a covenant to serve Israel.
Jos 9:9
“have come from a very far country.” Joshua asked, “Who are you and where do you come from,” and the Gibeonites did not answer Joshua’s question. They lied—they had come less than 20 miles—but even their lie was an “unclear answer.” Joshua and the elders unwisely did not press the point. The fairly large amount of trading that went on in the ancient Middle East meant that lots of “distant” countries would have been familiar to Joshua and the leaders of Israel; there were trading caravans mentioned in Genesis and Job (Gen. 37:25; Job 6:18-19). We can learn a good lesson from this record. A direct and clear question should get a direct and clear answer. If the answer is not direct or clear, the wise believer should be cautious because something dishonest or disadvantageous is likely going on. Politicians are usually masters at not giving clear simple answers to direct questions, and there is usually something dishonest and/or disadvantageous going on.
“we have heard of his fame, all that he did​.” People are affected when they hear what God does. This emphasizes the importance of believers talking about the good things that God does in their life. Romans says, “And how are they to believe in him of whom they have not heard? And how are they to hear without someone to declare it?” If believers will tell the good things that God does it will draw people to God. It is also noteworthy that the Gibeonites gave credit to Yahweh for all that “he did.” Even the Gentiles can recognize the work of God if they will open their hearts and minds to the possibility.
Jos 9:10
“beyond the Jordan.” Here meaning on the east side of the Jordan.
“and all that he did to the two kings of the Amorites who were beyond the Jordan.” If these people were from a far country, as they said, then they would not have heard of Israel’s conquest of Jericho and Ai, and so they did not mention those conquests or it would have given them away.
Jos 9:11
“Now then, cut a covenant with us.” These Gibeonites seemed to know that if Israel would cut a covenant with them, then they would keep it, which turned out to be correct.
Jos 9:14
“took of their provisions.” This may or may not have been part of a communal meal, where the Israelites and Gibeonites shared food together. The text does not communicate any suspicion here, although the Israelites could have had some. It seems, however, especially given the context, that Israel was simply accepting the provisions and story of the Gibeonites.
“did not ask counsel from the mouth of Yahweh.” Literally, “did not ask the mouth of Yahweh.” The literal “ask the mouth” is a metonymy, with “mouth” being put for asking for what comes from the mouth, that is, advice.
[See Word Study: “Metonymy.”]
Jos 9:15
“and cut a covenant with them to let them live.” The covenant that Israel made with the Gibeonites shows that sometimes one thing in the Law is greater than other points. The Law said to kill the people of the land, but Joshua made a covenant with them, and that direct covenant was more binding than commandments such as Deuteronomy 7 in the Law. This kind of thing is how case law is established. “To let them live;” Joshua did not cut a covenant with that purpose, since he thought they came from far away he was not commanded to kill them, but it was the result of the covenant that Joshua made.
“swore an oath.” The verb means to swear an oath.
Jos 9:16
“three days.” There is a sort of theme of three days in Joshua (cf. Josh. 1:11; 2:16, 22; 3:2; 9:16).
“their neighbors and that they lived among them​.” The words “neighbors” and “among” are both from the root word “near.” A translation that might pick that up somewhat might be “they were from nearby and lived near him [Israel].” The double use of the “near” words adds to the shock of Israel when they realized they had been lied to and deceived, and the Gibeonites were not from a far country as they had said, but not even from 20 miles away, in the heartland of Israel.
Jos 9:17
“Beeroth.” The word means “cisterns,” and it is the only one of the towns that has not been positively identified today.
“on the third day.” Again we see here the theme of three days (see commentary on Josh. 9:16). Israel could reach Gibeon in one day, because the army of Israel went from Gilgal to Gibeon in one night (cf. Josh. 10:9). However, this trip in Joshua 9:17 was much less rushed. Furthermore, Israel was going into the heart of enemy country and did not want to be ambushed, so they took time to prepare to leave and took time in the journey, and likely kept sending scouts ahead of the people to report on the situation.
“Gibeon, Chephirah, Beeroth, and Kiriath-jearim.” All of these cities except Beeroth have been positively identified (and Beeroth is likely known). They are not quite 10 miles northwest of Jerusalem in the tribal area of Benjamin, and lie in a line that runs basically from Gibeon southwest to Kiriath-jearim.
Jos 9:18
“strike them.” The word “strike” is an idiom for “kill.”
Jos 9:19
“We ourselves have sworn to them by Yahweh.” The leaders did not want to take the name of Yahweh in vain and make a false oath (cf. Exod. 20:7; Lev. 19:12; Deut. 6:13; 10:20).
“touch.” Idiomatic for “harm.” The Israelites were supposed to kill the Canaanites (cf. Josh. 9:26), but they cannot harm the Gibeonites. “Touch” is used for harm (including rape) in Ruth 2:9. The leaders took the oath they had made very seriously, so seriously that it superseded the command of Yahweh in the Torah about what to do with the people who lived in the land. This is a good example of one law in the Torah being greater than another, and there are no clear directions from God as to what to do when that occurs (generally because the situation occurs, as it did here, with human error). The leaders must have considered that Scriptures such as Leviticus 19:12, and Deuteronomy 6:13 and 10:20 superseded God’s command to destroy the Canaanites. It would be interesting to know if Rahab’s family being among them had any influence on that decision—but there is no way to know that.
Jos 9:20
“so that wrath will not be on us.” The leaders knew that disobeying God could bring His wrath on Israel, as it did when Achan and his family sinned (Josh. 7).
Jos 9:21
“woodcutters and drawers of water.” This would be the punishment that people who lived far from Israel but surrendered to them would be subject to (cf. Deut. 20:10-11). The REV follows the reading of Robert Alter. The last phrase, “as the rulers had said concerning them,” points to the discussion that the rulers would have had among themselves when they found out that the Gibeonites lived in the Promised Land. The rulers were in a vice between keeping their covenant with the Gibeonites and obeying Torah concerning the peoples in the land. By making the Gibeonites woodcutters and water carriers the elders were at least keeping the part of the Torah about non-Israelites that they could in this situation.
Jos 9:22
“far...near.” This is an example of how the concepts of being “far away” or “near” to someone were important in the biblical culture. With no long-range communication, getting to be “near” someone was a privilege and honor. This shows up with God but is often veiled in translation. For example, when it comes to God, people were to mainly “come near” to Him with an offering or sacrifice. For example, Leviticus 1:2 could be translated “If any man of you comes near with an offering” because the word usually translated “brings” means to approach or come near. Because of the work of Christ, people who were “far” from God are brought “near” (Eph. 2:13).
[For more on coming near to God, see commentary on Lev. 1:2.]
Jos 9:23
“never cease to be.” The Hebrew “cease” is the same word as “cut” in “cut a covenant.” The people of Gibeon cut a covenant with Israel and now some of them will never be “cut off” from being a slave and serving in the Tabernacle or Temple. However, some would consider it a blessing to be a non-Jew and get to serve like that in the presence of God.
“to the house of my God.” The Gibeonites became slaves to Yahweh and also served Israel (Josh. 9:27). They were alive because of the commands of Yahweh.
Jos 9:24
“told, yes, told.” The Hebrew text doubles the word “told” for emphasis in the figure of speech polyptoton. The fact that the Gibeonites knew what they did about Israel shows how well information could travel, usually by merchants and traders, but also by herdsmen, hunters, etc. This causes more questions as to why Joshua and the elders did not know where the Gibeonites came from and that they lived only some miles away.
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
“how Yahweh your God commanded.” The Gibeonites had a knowledge of Israel’s history. They also appeared to acknowledge Yahweh as a god that has very real power and so were afraid for their lives that it was Yahweh who commanded “His servant Moses” to give the land to Israel and kill the inhabitants. It seems that the Gibeonites had a lot of knowledge and humility when it concerned Yahweh and Israel.
Jos 9:25
“in your hand.” The phrase “in your hand” is an idiom for “in your power” or “under your authority.”
Jos 9:27
“to this day.” This is a theme that is important to the author. He often explains a present situation by events in the past. In this case, by the time the book of Joshua was written, the Gibeonites were servants who cut wood and drew water for the Tabernacle and Joshua 9 explains how that come to be. It can be important to know history. The phrase “to this day” occurs 15 times in Joshua.
“the place.” God had not chosen Jerusalem yet. Thus the text still speaks of “the place” that Yahweh would choose.
“Yahweh would choose.” The Hebrew reads, “he,” not Yahweh (“he would choose”), but in this English sentence it would seem that the “he” referred to Joshua, which it does not.
 
Joshua Chapter 10
Jos 10:1
“Adoni-zedek.” “Adoni-zedek” is a typically Semitic name, and it means “My lord is righteousness.” Interestingly, Adoni-zedek ruled Jerusalem just as Melchi-zedek (“My king is righteousness”), who is better known as “Melchizedek” ruled Jerusalem some 450 years earlier. Adoni-zedek is called, along with the other kings, an Amorite (Josh. 10:5). They probably had tribal connections as well as geographical ones. The Hivites (some of whom lived in Gibeon) were “cousins” to the Amorites. Ham fathered Canaan (Gen. 10:6), and Canaan then fathered his firstborn, Sidon, then Heth (the Hittites come from Heth), the Jebusites (who lived in and around Jerusalem), the Amorites (who generally lived in central Israel, in the hill country; cf. Num. 13:29, Deut. 1:7, 19, 20, 44; Josh. 5:1, 7:7), the Girgashites, the Hivites, the Arkites, the Sinites, the Arvadites, the Zemarites, and the Hamathites (Gen. 10:15-18). Over time, “the clans of the Canaanites were spread abroad” and populated a lot of the Promised Land (Gen. 10:18).
The presence of Adoni-zedek in Jerusalem is likely more than a coincidence, and demonstrates the war going on between good and evil. During the time of Abraham, it became clear that God wanted the land of Israel for His people, so the Devil went after it too. At the time of Abraham, the Canaanites were already living in Israel (Gen. 13:7) but Melchizedek was a godly king. But by the time of Joshua the native Canaanite population had become so wicked and infiltrated by the Nephilim that God commanded to kill everyone that breathed (Deut. 20:16-17; Josh. 10:40; 11:11, 14).
[For more on the Nephilim and why God commanded that all the people in the Promised Land be killed, see commentary on Gen. 6:4, “Nephilim.”]
“king of Jerusalem.” This is the first time in the Bible that “Jerusalem” was called by that name. Although the name “Jerusalem” is said to mean “City of Peace,” (the ancient meaning of the name Jerusalem has been lost in history and today its meaning is debated by scholars), through the millennia, Jerusalem has been anything but a city of peace. There have been long successions of ungodly rulers and war after war in which Jerusalem is involved.
Jos 10:2
“they were greatly afraid.” The verb is plural, but the sentence starts with the singular person, Adoni-zedek. This is just one of the many examples in the Bible where a leader is representative of all his people.
Adoni-zedek, king of Jerusalem, was likely “greatly afraid” of Gibeon’s covenant alliance with Israel because Gibeon sits on a hilltop, or plateau, about 5 miles north of Jerusalem, and is a good staging ground for an attack on Jerusalem. Adoni-zedek knew that a foreign, antagonistic group on his north was dangerous. But his fear, although logical, was misplaced. He feared the humans to his north, but he was not afraid of Yahweh, even though it was Yahweh that did the great miracles that had been behind the great successes of Israel and the defeat of Israel’s enemies ever since the plagues on Egypt. Christ warned us not to fear the wrong party; he said not to fear humans who can only kill the body, but fear God who can destroy one’s life in Gehenna (Matt. 10:28). In Joshua 10:8 God confirms that it is He who gives the victory.
“the royal cities.” At this time, the larger city-kingdoms.
Jos 10:3
“Hebron.” With the exception of Hebron which is in the hill country of Judah, all the rest of the towns in Joshua 10:3 are in the Shephelah, the lower country toward the Mediterranean Sea.
Jos 10:4
“Come up to me.” Jerusalem was higher in elevation than the other kings were, so “come up” is geographically accurate.
Jos 10:6
“Do not withhold your hand from your servants!” An idiomatic way of saying, “Do not abandon your servants,” but in this case retaining the idiom in the text seems to be preferable because the meaning is clear in English.
“save us.” That is, rescue us; deliver us.
“that live in the hill country.” This is a hurried communication and not precisely accurate. Lachish, for example, is not usually considered as being in the hill country, but that would be a minor consideration under these circumstances.
Jos 10:7
“went up from Gilgal.” This is geographically correct: from Gilgal in the Arabah (c. 900 feet below sea level) to Gibeon in the hill country of Benjamin (c. 2,400 feet above sea level) was quite an uphill hike.
Jos 10:8
“And Yahweh said.” Yahweh encouraged Joshua in the battle. Joshua 10:8 is a great example of how people work together with God. 1 Cor. 3:9 says, “For we are God’s fellow workers.” In most cases, victory takes human effort combined with God’s willingness and power.
Jos 10:9
“marched up.” More literally, “having gone up,” but in this case “marched” catches the sense in English (cf. HCSB, ESV, NIV, NJB, RSV). The uphill march is between 15 and 20 miles depending on the route they took, and uphill in elevation some 3,400 feet. This is just one example in the Bible where doing the will of God is not easy. Sometimes Christians teach that if something is the will of God then it will be easy or go smoothly, but this is just one example that shows that is not always the case. Not only did Joshua march uphill all night, then he fought all day; then he stopped the sun from going down and fought even more (Josh. 10:12-13). Like the prophecy of the Messiah in Isa. 50:7, sometimes we have to set our faces like a flint in order to do the will of God. The march uphill from Gilgal at the Jordan River to Gibeon in the hill country would likely take an army in good shape seven to eight hours.
Jos 10:10
“threw them into a panic.” Or perhaps, “threw them into confusion.” God often fought for Israel by causing the enemy to panic, be confused, and begin to act in a panicked way such as killing each other or madly running away. This often gave Israel an opportunity to kill them, as we see here in Joshua 10. Yahweh defeated Egypt (Exod. 14:24-25) and the Canaanites (Judg. 4:15) the same way.
“the ascent of Beth-horon...as far as Azekah and as far as Makkedah.” The “ascent of Beth-horon” is a well-known road on a ridge that runs from the hill country of Benjamin down into the Shephelah. A person can travel that ridge without having to go down into valleys, making that road an important and well-traveled one. The retreating Amorites ran down the ridge to their towns into the Shephelah. The descent down the road to Beth-horon leads to the Shephelah, and there the road splits, with one road going toward Azekah, and one going toward Makkedah. Thus the text is telling us that the fleeing enemy was in panic and people were trying to get away or get home and as they got down out of the hill country into more level ground they went different ways, so the fighters of Israel would have had to divide up too, and chase them down.
Jos 10:11
“large stones from heaven.” Joshua 10:11 goes on to clarify that these were hailstones. God occasionally used weather as a force against His enemies. The hailstones in Revelation 16:21 will be about 100 pounds (45 kilograms) each. The Bible does not give us the size of these hailstones in Joshua. The work of God can certainly be seen in this hailstone attack because Israel was not far behind the Amorites so the hail had to fall only on the enemy and not on Israel. God can be a sniper when He wants to. The fact that Joshua 10:11 first says they were “stones” and only later clarifies that they were hailstones speaks to the hardness of the ice balls—they were as if God was indeed throwing “stones” from heaven.
“There were more who died from the hailstones than who the children of Israel killed.” It is a consistent theme in Joshua that God will give Israel the victory if they are obedient to Him. That is true for all believers, although sometimes we have to have an eternal perspective to see that fulfilled because it does not always happen in this life.
Jos 10:12
“Then Joshua spoke to Yahweh.” Although the Bible does not say “Joshua prayed to Yahweh,” that is what this is; Joshua prayed to Yahweh. Prayer consists mainly of two things: requests and praise. This is a request to God, it is a prayer. Prayer makes a difference, and the Bible says that God’s people should pray much: “Pray without ceasing” (1 Thess 5:17).
“Sun, stand still at Gibeon.” This is clearly a miracle. The God who placed the sun and moon in the heavens is fighting for Israel. As if the sniper-like hailstones were not enough, these additional cosmic signs are evidence that Yahweh fought for Israel (Josh. 10:14). We should also see in this miracle a defeat of the Canaanite religious system, which included the worship of the sun and the moon. For example, “Jericho” means “moon,” while “Beth-shemesh,” originally a Canaanite town, means “House of the Sun.” Thus the objects that the Canaanites worshiped to elicit their help were actually objects that Yahweh created and controls. So as with Egypt during the plagues, Israel’s conquest of Canaan was not only a victory over the Canaanites themselves, but over their false religious systems as well.
 
Jos 10:13
“the book of Jashar.” This is spelled “book of Jasher” in the King James Version. The word “Jashar” means “upright, straight, correct,” and thus perhaps it should be translated rather than transliterated, and read, “The scroll of the Upright” (“books” as we know them did not exist until after the time of Christ). The “book of Jashar” also occurs in 2 Samuel 1:18.
It is a lost work, but the way it is referred to makes it seem that it was likely some kind of epic poem or record of Israel’s history. The most common belief among scholars is that the real book of Jashar was composed over time. The fact that some events of the time of Joshua were in it, then much later material from the time of 1 Samuel was also in it indicates that it was a compilation of material, some of which corroborated the biblical account, as we see here and in 2 Samuel 1:18. Exactly what it was and what it covered is unknown because the book has been lost. Sadly, the uncertain nature of the book, and the fact that it was lost, has led to a number of attempts to fake and forge a “Book of Jashar” and publish it. One of the last “Book of Jashar” made was a Jewish publication in very good Hebrew that covered the time from Adam to the Judges. But it was written long after the time of Christ and is certainly not the book of Jashar mentioned in the Old Testament. The fact is the real book of Jashar is lost and so we really do not know much about it.
“in the middle of the sky.” So Joshua stopped the sun in the middle of the day.
Jos 10:14
“no day like that before it or after it, when Yahweh listened to the voice of a man.” This verse is not saying that this was the only time Yahweh ever listened to a person, because God and Jesus listen to our prayers, and those prayers affect what they do (see commentary on John 14:13).
Jos 10:15
“And Joshua returned.” Joshua does not return at this time in the battle, but this is a summary statement mirroring Joshua 10:43. This summary is following the statement that Yahweh fought for Israel.
Jos 10:16
“hid themselves in the cave.” In part because of the hailstones. The Shephelah has many caves and hollowed-out places, both natural and done by man; caves in the limestone and chalk rock.
Jos 10:19
“Pursue your enemies and attack them from the rear.” God did not say, “Attack their rear,” as if the slowest of the enemy was what God was concerned with. Israel was to “attack them,” starting with the first ones of the enemy they could reach; the men in the rear of the retreat. But God was clear that Israel was not to let the enemy get back into their walled cities. For some reason, Joshua himself stayed at Makkedah, but the reason is not clear (cf. Josh. 10:21).
Jos 10:21
“in peace.” The Israelite warriors went back to Joshua “in peace” because there was no one left in the open to kill.
“No one moved his tongue against any of the children of Israel.” The Hebrew translated “moved his tongue” is literally, “sharpened his tongue.” This same idiom is used in Exodus 11:7 in the context of Israel not feeling the least bit of threat as they were leaving Egypt, and the idiom has the same basic meaning here in Joshua 10:21: God and Israel were moving with such power (and obvious supernatural power) that no one moved against them and Israel felt no threat from the Canaanites at this time. In Exodus 11:7, not even a dog sharpened his tongue, while here no human did.
Jos 10:24
“Come near, put your feet on the necks of these kings.” This seems harsh, but war is harsh and definite: someone is going to die, and if Israel’s warriors were not determined enough, it would be them. This was not something that Joshua did regularly, so there had to be a reason to encourage the men and give them a clear idea of what God was doing in their midst as they were determined enough to get the job done. Sadly, Israel was not always determined to get the job done, and as we see in Judges 1, the Israelites did not always have the determination to obey God when it came to the hard work of taking possession of the land (Judg. 1:21, 27-35). That disobedience cost them dearly both in not having a completely Israelite country and in later wars that had to be fought, for example in the time of David.
“They came near and put their feet.” The theme in Joshua that Joshua obeyed God is picked up here as the commanders obey Joshua.
Jos 10:26
“put them to death and hanged them on five trees.” The hanging on the tree was a public declaration that the person had been cursed by God. As practiced by Israel, being hung on a tree was not torture because the person was already dead. Other cultures hung criminals up for public display (Gen. 40:19). The idea of crucifying a living person likely started with the Assyrians. The Assyrians “hung” people on stakes by impaling them when they were still alive, but generally, they would have died very quickly. The Assyrians portray impaling in their bas-relief sculptures. Impaling was then used by the Babylonians and much more widely by the Persians. Alexander the Great (356-323 BC) brought it to the eastern Mediterranean countries, and the Phoenicians introduced it to Rome in the third century BC. The Romans used crucifixion for torture, execution, and to cause public fear for 500 years until it was abolished by Constantine I in the fourth century AD.
“five trees.” The Hebrew word ets (#06086 עֵץ) has a couple of meanings and this could be “trees” or it could be five poles or upright stakes. It is similar to the Greek word xulon in that it could mean a tree or a stake.
“sunset.” Literally, “the going of the sun,” which is sunset. In this, Joshua fulfilled the Law (Deut. 21:22-23). Joshua’s action showed that these kings committed a sin worthy of death (cf. Gen. 15:16).
Jos 10:27
“that remain to this very day.” The stones were still there when the book of Joshua was written, evidence that it was written fairly close to the time Joshua lived.
Jos 10:28
“And Joshua took Makkedah.” Joshua had camped outside it earlier (Josh. 10:21).
“the mouth of the sword.” Used to show great destruction, as if the sword was eating its victims (see commentary on Josh. 6:21).
“devoted to destruction.” To “devote to destruction all the souls who were in it” was simply to kill the people in the city. The “soul” was the person themselves. They were killed. There was no idea that the “soul” was an immaterial thing that lived on after death; that was introduced into Christianity by the Greeks (sometimes by way of the Jews).
[For more on things “devoted” to Yahweh and devoted to destruction, see commentary on Josh. 6:17. For more on dead people being dead and not living on after death, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.” For more on the soul, see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
“as he had done to the king of Jericho.” What Joshua did to the king of Jericho is not specifically stated, but that Joshua killed him is implied (cf. Josh. 8:2).
Jos 10:29
“crossed over from Makkedah to Libnah.” The Hebrew text uses the same verb for “crossed over” that is used when speaking of Joshua and Israel crossing over the Jordan River into the Promised Land, and it uses that verb a number of times in this section. It seems that the verbs are being used purposely to tell people that the process of “crossing over” into full possession of the inheritance, the land, is still in process.
Jos 10:30
“He struck it.” The “He” is purposely ambiguous. The third-person masculine singular could be Yahweh, it could be Joshua as the leader of the army, or it could refer to Israel as a collective fighting group. Actually, all were involved.
“the mouth of the sword.” Used to show great destruction, as if the sword was eating its victims (see commentary on Josh. 6:21).
Jos 10:31
“Libnah to Lachish.” Lachish and Libnah are only a little more than five miles apart and were both captured by the Assyrians (c. 700 BC) and are mentioned in the Assyrian annals as well as the Bible (cf. 2 Kings 18:17; 19:8).
Jos 10:32
“He captured it on the second day.” Lachish was a large and well-fortified city. That Joshua and his army could conquer it on the second day is a testimony of how many of the fighting men of Lachish had been killed in the earlier battles. The Assyrians had a very efficient and powerful army, and they had to take the time to build siege ramps to conquer Lachish.
“the mouth of the sword.” Used to show great destruction, as if the sword was eating its victims (see commentary on Josh. 6:21).
“all the souls.” That is, all the people. In the Hebrew text, the word “soul” is singular, “all the soul.” This could be understood as “all the life that was in it,” but the context and scope of the conquest are about people; the animals were booty, and so the translation “all the life” could be confusing in English. “All the soul” in this case means all the life that is in all the people.
Jos 10:33
“Then Horam king of Gezer came up to help.” The people of Gezer were probably Canaanites (1 Kings 9:16), a more distantly related, different tribe from the Amorites of the hill Country. Gezer sits at a strategic sentinel intersection of main routes from the Mediterranean coast up into the hill country. Horam the king of Gezer tried to help the Amorites because he knew that Israel’s successes were a threat to him.
“but Joshua struck him and his people.” There is no record that Joshua and his army went to Gezer to fight it, but Joshua 12:12 says that Joshua did kill the king of Gezer as we see here. It is somewhat of a puzzle that while Joshua struck Gezer’s king and his people, the Israelites did not settle in Gezer until Solomon’s time (1 Kings 9:16). Here, Joshua just kills the men of Gezer who came to help Lachish.
Jos 10:35
“captured it on that day.” The reason the sieges of walled cities went so fast now was that the fighting men of the Canaanites had been killed in the earlier battle.
“the mouth of the sword.” Used to show great destruction, as if the sword was eating its victims (see commentary on Josh. 6:21).
Jos 10:36
“went up from Eglon to Hebron.” Going from Eglon, which was toward the Mediterranean Sea, to Hebron, was uphill; Hebron was in the hill country of Judah.
Jos 10:37
“They captured it.” The conquest of Hebron is repeated in the book of Judges, but in more detail. Here in Joshua is the overview history of the conquest of the Promised Land, while in Judges the emphasis is more on how the city was later ruled by judges and leaders (cf. Judg. 1:10-20). Hebron was a very important biblical city. Abraham and Sarah, Isaac and Rebekah, and Jacob and Leah are buried there, and it was where David was first acknowledged as king of Israel.
“the mouth of the sword.” Used to show great destruction, as if the sword was eating its victims (see commentary on Josh. 6:21).
Jos 10:38
“turned back to Debir.” Debir is somewhat west and south of Hebron, so Joshua had to turn back toward the shephelah and seacoast to fight Debir after fighting Hebron. The translations that say Joshua “returned” to Debir are incorrect; Joshua had never been to Debir. “Debir” in Joshua 15:49 is called “Kiriath-sannah,” and “Kiriath-sepher” (Josh. 15:15; Judg. 1:11). The war of Joshua against Debir is also recorded in more detail in Joshua 15:16-17; Judges 1:11-13.
Jos 10:39
“the mouth of the sword.” Used to show great destruction, as if the sword was eating its victims (see commentary on Josh. 6:21).
Jos 10:40
“and the slopes.” Joshua 10:40 is a brief summary of the areas where the majority of the Canaanites lived and where Joshua conquered. The summary is from the hill country west, and omits the Arabah, but the only major city omitted by that is Jericho. “And the slopes” refers to the area between the “hill country,” which is much more mountainous, down into the Shephelah, which is much flatter but not as flat as the coastal plain.
“the Shephelah.” The Shephelah is the area of rolling hills east of Israel’s coastal plain and between the coastal plain and the hill country (see commentary on Josh. 9:1).
“devoted to destruction all that breathed.” In obedience to Deuteronomy 20:16 (see commentary on Deut. 20:16 and Gen. 6:4).
Jos 10:41
“from Kadesh-barnea even as far as Gaza​.” This is the southernmost reaches of Israel’s conquest in Joshua 10. The southern border of Judah was south of Kadesh-barnea, which is in the deep south of the Negev, and is where Moses and Israel were camped when Moses sent the spies to spy out the Promised Land (Num. 13:1-25; 32:8). Gaza is about 60 miles almost due north of Kadesh-barnea, but is on the Mediterranean Coast of Judah. Kadesh-barnea to Gaza defined the southern extent of Joshua’s conquest. However, Joshua is never said to have conquered Gaza; it is not listed in the cities he conquered in Joshua 12:9-34. It is likely that his army chased men as far as Gaza.
“Goshen.” This is not the Goshen in Egypt, but most likely the Goshen of Joshua 15:51, a town in the hill country of Judah. It is possible that it is a site in northern Judah/Benjamin from which a line could be drawn similar to the line drawn “from Kadesh-barnea even as far as Gaza.” In that case, Joshua 10:41 would be drawing two lines delineating the southern and northern borders of the conquest described in Joshua 10. Another suggestion that has been made by scholars is that the “land of Goshen” is the southern slopes toward the Negev south of Hebron, near Debir. A ruin called Khirbet Tatrit has been suggested. If so, “Goshen to Gibeon” would delineate “the Hill Country (of Judah)”
“Goshen even as far as Gibeon.” Gibeon was where this battle for the southern part of Israel started (Josh. 10:10).
Jos 10:42
“one time.” Meaning, in one military campaign, not on the same day or week. This was a huge campaign that started in Joshua 10. Furthermore, some of these cities were recaptured by the Canaanites. From Joshua 10:43 we learn that the army of Israel returned to Gilgal, and that opened the door for the Canaanites to return to their cities. The army of Israel did not disband and thus begin to settle in the cities they had conquered until the whole land was conquered. Note that in Joshua 10:43 the army returns with Joshua to Gilgal after the battle; it does not split up and occupy the cities that it just conquered.
“Yahweh the God of Israel fought for Israel.” Yahweh’s fighting for Israel and thus giving them the land is one of the themes in Joshua.
Jos 10:43
“returned...to the camp at Gilgal.” The army returned to Gilgal next to Jericho in the Jordan Valley. At this point in the conquest, the camp of Israel was at Gilgal, and that was where the Israelites who were not part of the army—the women, children, and elderly—stayed while the fighting men went to conquer the land. As we see here, after the battles the men went back to their families.
 
Joshua Chapter 11
Jos 11:1
“when Jabin king of Hazor heard.” The emphasis on the sentence is on “heard.” Many people in the book of Joshua “heard,” and how they respond when they hear reveals their heart (cf. Rahab (Josh. 2:10); kings of the Amorites (Josh. 5:1; 9:1); the Gibeonites (Josh. 9:3); Jabin (Josh. 11:1)). Also, when people hear, what do they do? The Gibeonites “sent” to Joshua a delegation to seek peace, while others, such as Jabin here, “sent” to form an army and fight.
“Jabin.” A dynastic name held by more than one king. “Jabin” was not a title, but a name held by more than one person in the dynasty. This is similar to “Herod” in the New Testament (“Herod the Great;” “Herod Antipas;” “Herod Agrippa I,” Acts 12, “Herod Agrippa II, Acts 25; etc.). This Jabin is different from the one in Judges 4 and 5.
“Hazor.” The largest Canaanite tel in Israel; over 200 acres. That is much bigger than Jerusalem up until at least the Roman period, certainly bigger than Jerusalem in the Old Testament.
“Jobab king of Madon.” Besides Jabin, Jobab is the only other king in the northern coalition who is named. Perhaps this indicates he was better known for some reason.
 
Jos 11:2
“Arabah.” The Jordan River Valley. The Arabah is part of the Great Rift Valley that goes from Africa north into Syria.
“the Sea of Chinneroth.” The “Sea of Chinneroth.” is better known as the Sea of Galilee. However, the name is plural here in Joshua 11:2, and so some scholars believe that Chinneroth refers to a town by that name although most scholars do not agree with that. For more on the name, see commentary on Deuteronomy 3:17.
“Dor in the west.” The city of Dor is on the Mediterranean coast, on the coastal plain.
Jos 11:3
“Canaanite...Amorite...Hittite...Perizzite...Jebusite.” All these tribes except the Perizzites were descendants of Noah’s son Ham via Ham’s son Canaan. Genesis says, “Canaan became the father of Sidon (his firstborn)[thus the Phoenicians], Heth [thus the Hittites], the Jebusite, the Amorite, the Girgashite, the Hivite, the Arkite, the Sinite, the Arvadite, the Zemarite, and the Hamathite” (Gen. 10:15-18).
“on the east and on the west.” This refers to Canaanites who lived in the Promised Land, but some toward the east and some toward the west. The Canaanites are described as being in the plains (cf. Num. 13:29; Josh. 5:1; 17:16), and there are plains to the west, the coastal plains or the Mediterranean Sea, and plains to the east that are in the Jordan Valley area.
The picture being painted here in Joshua 11:1-3 is that this is a large coalition, including armies from north to south, and from east to west. It was a unified front of human forces from the various inhabitants of the Promised Land, coming together to stop the Israelites. But the smaller forces of Israel defeated them because Yahweh was fighting for Israel.
“Perizzite.” A tribe of unknown origin in that by the time of Joshua lived in the hill country of Judah and Ephraim. See commentary on Joshua 9:1.
Jos 11:4
“many people even as the sand that is on the seashore.” To the five senses, this is a very dangerous force, but to Yahweh they are no threat.
“with very many horses and chariots.” The enemy had a well-equipped army, but God had told Israel not to accumulate horses (Deut. 17:16), without God’s help, they were not what won the battle (Ps. 33:17). Pharaoh’s chariot force did not bring him victory over Israel either (Exod. 14:17-28). Yahweh’s help brings victory and safety (Ps. 127:1). God commanded Israel to burn the chariots and make the horses ineffective for battle (Josh. 11:6). This would prevent Israel from trusting too much in physical things.
Jos 11:5
“at the waters of Merom.” The Canaanites left their cities and went to the area of Merom (the exact location is unknown; in the upper Galilee or in the Hulah Valley), likely to better use their chariot forces against Israel.
Jos 11:6
“Do not be afraid because of them.” Fear would be understandable given the size of the alliance against Israel.
“I will make them all slain ones before Israel​.” The Israelites had to do the fighting, but the victory was due to God’s work in the situation (cf. Josh. 11:8). The Hebrew text uses the word “give,” and reads more like “I will give them slain before Israel.” God gives the victory, which is why it is so vital for believers to serve and obey God if they want to be truly successful.
“You are to hamstring their horses.” God knew that the human tendency of a person with horses and chariots was to trust them rather than Him, so He commanded the horses be hamstrung and the chariots burned (cf. Ps. 20:7).
Jos 11:7
“came against them suddenly.” The journey from Gilgal to the waters of Merom is not described, but by the time Yahweh spoke encouragement to Joshua the Israelite army was already in the north. There is no way Joshua could make it from Gilgal to Merom in one day.
“fell on them.” Idiomatic for “attack them.”
Jos 11:8
“And Yahweh gave them into the hand of Israel.” Ultimately, Yahweh gives the victory. To really understand this, we must remember that the world is a spiritual place, not just a physical one. Satan and his demons are invested in certain results and work behind the scenes to bring those results to pass. The Bible makes the point that “the race is not to the swift, nor is the battle to the strong” (Eccl. 9:11), sometimes by chance but sometimes because of the invisible spiritual forces are at play. When Israel obeyed God, and He could fight for them, He said, “Five of you will chase 100, and 100 of you will chase 10,000; and your enemies will fall before you by the sword” (Lev. 26:8; cf. Deut. 28:7; 32:30). But when Israel disobeyed God, then He could not intervene and things went terribly for Israel: “Yahweh will cause you to be struck before your enemies; you will go out one way against them and will flee seven ways before them” (Deut. 28:25). The earth is a war zone between good and evil, between God and the Devil, and the way humans behave often determines which spiritual side has the upper hand in any given conflict (see commentary on Luke 4:6). We can see the effects of both obedience and disobedience in the wars of Joshua. When Israel obeyed God, miraculous victories, like the victory at Jericho, happened. When Israel disobeyed God, stunning defeats, like the defeat at Ai in Joshua 7 occurred. Although the Bible has many examples of when things did not go well for individuals who obeyed God—Job and Jeremiah are two good examples—generally things go much better when people obey God.
“as far as great Sidon.” Sidon was on the border of the tribe of Asher (Josh. 19:29), but the Israelites were never able to conquer and hold the Phoenician coast.
Jos 11:9
“did to them as Yahweh had said to him.” Joshua obeyed God. It is certainly likely that there would have been people in the army that thought Israel should have kept the horses and chariots for future wars, and God’s leaders must learn to be strong and resist giving in to people who advise against following the commands of God. God’s commands do not always seem the best from a fleshly point of view, but they always are the best.
Jos 11:10
“Joshua turned back at that time.” Joshua’s battles had taken him north of Hazor, now he turns back south and attacks and captures the city.
Jos 11:11
“every soul.” This is the use of “soul” as an individual. The Hebrew text uses a collective singular, “all the soul” for “every soul.”
[For more on “soul” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
“There was not one left who breathed.” Joshua was obeying the command of Yahweh in Deuteronomy 20:16-17. This is repeated in Joshua 11:14 for emphasis.
“And he burned Hazor with fire.” Joshua burned only three cities in the conquest of Canaan; Ai, Jericho, and Hazor (Josh. 6:24; 8:28; 11:11). In this last phrase, the pronoun and verb change from plural to singular. Joshua was in charge and he gave the order (cf. Josh. 11:13).
Jos 11:13
“the cities that stood on their mounds.” This refers to the cities that were built on (“stood on”) the ruins, the mounds, of the previous cities. So by Joshua’s time the Canaanites had fought each other and destroyed and rebuilt their cities, building cities on top of the ruins of the city underneath. The reason for building one city on top of another in the same spot was that to be a successful and prosperous city, it needed defensibility, water, and being near a trade route. If a city had those three things, the location was favorable and cities would be built on top of one another. Many of the tels in Israel were well along by the Middle Bronze Age.
“Israel burned none of them, except Hazor only.” Jericho, Ai, and Hazor, were the only three cities that Israel burned in the conquest of the Promised Land, but Joshua 11 is about the northern conquest and Hazor was the only northern city that Israel burned so Hazor is the only city mentioned in this context to have been burned. Israel was to live in cities and houses that they did not build (Deut. 6:10-12), so in general, they did not destroy the buildings of the towns they conquered. This challenges archaeologists to be careful in trying to find evidence for the Israelite conquest of Canaan because the burn or destruction layer that is often found when one culture conquers another is often not present in the Israelite conquest of Canaan.
Jos 11:14
“the mouth of the sword.” Used to show great destruction, as if the sword was eating its victims (see commentary on Josh. 6:21).
“They did not leave any who breathed.” Joshua followed God’s command (cf. Deut. 20:16-17; see commentary on Deut. 20:17).
Jos 11:16
“all the land of Goshen.” This is not the “land of Goshen” in Egypt, but is in the hill country of Judah; the exact area being described is not known. The word “Goshen” has no known meaning.
“the Arabah.” The Arabah is the rift valley area through which the Jordan River runs.
Jos 11:17
“Mount Halak.” This could be a mountain on the south border of the Promised Land, but that is an educated guess. But this is in the south of the Promised Land. To go from Mount Halak to Seir, you have to go down and then back up.
“even to Baal-gad in the valley of Lebanon under Mount Hermon.” This is in the far north of the Promised Land. Baal-gad has not yet been conclusively identified, but it must be up in the Baka Valley (of Lebanon). It is mentioned three times (Josh. 11:17; 12:7; 13:5), each time to mark the northwestern boundary of the land of Canaan.
Jos 11:18
“war a long time.” The wars of Joshua lasted seven years (Josh. 14:7-10). Besides that, the full conquest was little by little (Exod. 23:29-30; Deut. 7:22). This in part explains how it was that when Joshua conquered a city but then he and his army left the area, Canaanites moved back into the cities. Evidence from the testimony of Caleb shows that the conquest lasted seven years. Caleb was 40 years old when he spied out the Land, spent 38 years in the wilderness (until age 78), and 85 when he was given his inheritance at Hebron. Seven years of being on the march and in war after war is a very long time.
“a long time.” The Hebrew is literally “many days.”
Jos 11:19
“They took all the cities in battle.” The Hebrew simply has, “They took all in battle,” and leaving the object noun out emphasizes the word “all.”
Jos 11:20
“to harden their hearts.” God allows people to harden their own hearts, but because God’s action is the cause of it, by the Semitic idiom of permission God is said to do it. God did not actively harden the hearts of the Canaanites any more than He hardened Pharaoh’s heart. God would have been happy to see every Canaanite follow the example of Rahab the prostitute and accept that the God of heaven had given the land to Israel and anyone who wanted to could live under God’s rule in Israel. But the Canaanites refused to acknowledge Yahweh and rebelled against Him, so God’s people were forced to go to war against them to inherit the Promsed Land, which was God’s to give to whomever He wanted.
[For more on the idiom of permission, (see commentary on Exod. 4:21.]
“that they would have no mercy.” The Hebrew text is ambiguous and can mean that the Canaanites would receive no mercy, or that Israel would show them no mercy. However, the pronouns favor the primary meaning being that the Canaanites would receive no mercy.
“as Yahweh commanded Moses.” Here we see Moses giving the command of Yahweh. Yahweh speaks and acts through His agents.
Jos 11:21
“Joshua came at that time, and cut off the Anakim from...Hebron.” This attack is recorded in Judges 1:10.
“Anakim.” The Anakim were descendants of Anak, who was one of the Nephilim, as Numbers 13:33 says.
[For more on the Nephilim, see commentary on Gen. 6:4.]
“all the hill country of Judah and from all the hill country of Israel.” The division of Israel and Judah could easily come from the fact that Joshua fought his first battles in or close to Judah, and knew he would have to conquer the land given to the rest of Israel after that. It is possible but less likely that a later editor added the distinction for clarity.
“devoted them to destruction.” For more on things “devoted” to Yahweh and devoted to destruction, see commentary on Joshua 6:17.
Jos 11:22
“the Anakim.” The Anakim were descendants of Anak, who was one of the Nephilim (Num. 13:33), and thus they were related to the Rephaim, the descendants of Rapha (cf. Deut. 2:11. The fact that Nephilim remained in the Philistine area explains why Goliath of Gath was there during David’s time (cf. Josh. 11:22; 2 Sam. 21:16, 18, 20, 22).
[For more on the Nephilim, see commentary on Gen. 6:4.]
Jos 11:23
“according to all that Yahweh spoke to Moses.” One of the purposes of the book of Joshua was to show that God kept His covenant promise to the patriarchs to give the land of Canaan to their descendants. God told Abraham that he and his descendants would get the land (Gen. 12:7; 13:15-17; 15:7, 18; 17:8). He told it to Isaac (Gen. 26:3). He told it to Jacob (Gen. 28:13; 35:12; 48:4). He told others as well (see commentary on Gen. 15:18). Not one of God’s promises to Israel failed (Josh. 21:45).
“Joshua gave it for an inheritance.” This is a wonderful example of the principle of author-agent as it was used in the Semitic languages. In many places the Bible says Yahweh gave the land to Israel, but here it says Joshua did it. Joshua was God’s agent. (Lev. 25:6; Deut. 1:8; Josh. 1:6, 11, 13; 5:6). In a similar way, Jesus is said to do some things that God is also said to do. Both Joshua and Jesus were agents of God and did His work (cf. John 5:30).
“And the land had rest from war.” From God’s perspective, “the land” had rest from war. The phrase, “and the land had rest from war” is also in Joshua 14:15, when Caleb received Hebron in Judah as his inheritance. War does not just disrupt the lives of people, the land and everything on it is hurt by war (cf. Isa. 14:7). Nevertheless, because the enemies of God do not willingly submit to Him, it sometimes occurs that war is necessary to bring about the peace that God wants. Jesus himself will fight and win the Battle of Armageddon (cf. Isa. 63:1-6; Rev. 19:11-21).
 
Joshua Chapter 12
Jos 12:1
“Now these are the kings of the land whom the children of Israel struck.” Joshua 12 contains a summary of the conquests of Israel. The description is divided into two parts, the east of Jordan, then the west of Jordan. The repetition of the word “king” over and over is emphatic and suggests the subjugation and removal of human kings and human rule and government when the inheritance is given to Yahweh’s people. The men that humans call kings are removed. Eventually, all over the earth man’s kings and rulers will be removed and Yahweh will give authority to His Son.
“beyond the Jordan toward the sunrise.” The phrase “beyond the Jordan” in this context means to the east of the Jordan River; on the east side of the Jordan River. Israel was now west of the Jordan River, in the land promised to Abraham, so “beyond the Jordan” meant east of the Jordan River. The phrase “beyond the Jordan” gets used both to mean the east side of the Jordan and to mean the west side of the Jordan; the reader must determine the perspective of the writer in any given context. Joshua 12:1-6 describes the territory that Israel inherited east of the Jordan River, while Joshua 12:7-24 describes the territory that Israel inherited west of the Jordan River.
Jos 12:2
“edge of the Arnon River valley.” The city of Aroer is south of Heshbon and on the north side of the Arnon River valley (which often is more of a canyon than what we normally think of as a valley, which is wider and does not necessarily have steep sides).
“and half of Gilead (as far as to the Jabbok River valley).” This is to the north. So Joshua 12:2 describes Sihon’s territory to the south first, then to the north. The Jabbok River goes eastward from the Jordan River but then swings southward to Rabbah, the ancient capital of the Ammonites.
“the border of the children of Ammon.” The Ammonites were descended from Abraham’s nephew Lot, and God gave the territory of the Ammonites to them and did not allow Israel to attack or try to conquer it (Deut. 2:19).
Jos 12:3
“Sea of Chinneroth.” The Old Testament name for the Sea of Galilee. The name is plural here in Joshua 12:3. For more on the name, see commentary on Deuteronomy 3:17.
“sea of the Arabah, even the Salt Sea.” The Arabah is the rift valley through which the Jordan River runs. The Sea of the Arabah is the Salt Sea, the Dead Sea, but the “Dead Sea” is never called the Dead Sea in the Bible. Rather, it is referred to by a characteristic that was more identifiable at the time, and called the “Salt Sea” or the “Sea of the Arabah.” The surface of the Dead Sea is the lowest place on the face of the earth, about 1300 feet below sea level.
“Beth-jeshimoth.” Beth-jeshimoth is below and west of Mount Nebo close to the north part of the Dead Sea.
“on the south under the slopes of Pisgah.” Sihon did not rule as far south right at the Dead Sea as he rules further east, on the plateau, where he rules to the Arnon River valley.
Jos 12:4
“lived.” The Hebrew is literally “sat,” and it can refer to living in a place or ruling there, sitting on a throne. Here it likely means both.
“Og king of Bashan, of the remnant of the Rephaim.” The king of Bashan, Og, was one of the Rephaim, the descendants of Rapha, who was one of Nephilim, the “fallen ones” of Genesis 6:4. The conquest of Og and his kingdom is in Deuteronomy 3.
[For more on the Nephilim, see commentary on Gen. 6:4.]
Jos 12:5
“Salecah.” A city quite a distance east of the Jordan.
Jos 12:6
“Moses the servant of Yahweh.” This phrase is repeated twice in close proximity to show that the inheritance was from Yahweh and Moses was being obedient to Him.
Jos 12:7
“These are the kings of the land.” The book of Joshua now switches its attention from the territory east of the Jordan River to the territory west of the Jordan River, the land promised to Abraham west of the Jordan River. Joshua 12:1-6 described the territory that Israel inherited east of the Jordan River, and now Joshua 12:7-24 describes the territory that Israel inherited west of the Jordan River.
“Joshua and the children of Israel struck.” Like Moses was on the east side of the Jordan, Joshua is now Yahweh’s representative, and ultimately it is Yahweh who gives the land to Israel (cf. Num. 14:8, Joshua 1:2, 11, 8:1, etc.). Some of these places were conquered and lived in. Others were just conquered but Joshua’s army moved on and the Israelites were not able to occupy them at the time, and sometimes in those cases the Canaanites moved back into the cities and they had to be conquered again later.
“westward.” The Hebrew can also be understood as “toward the (Mediterranean) Sea.”
“from Baal-gad in the valley of Lebanon even to Mount Halak that goes up to Seir.” Baal-gad is in the north part of Israel, while Mount Halak is in the far south of Israel (cf. Josh. 11:17).
“Joshua gave it.” The “it” is the land, as is clear from the context.
Jos 12:8
“the Shephelah.” The Shephelah is the area of rolling hills east of Israel’s coastal plain and between the coastal plain and the hill country (see commentary on Josh. 9:1).
Jos 12:9
“the king of.” The repetition of the phrase “the king of” over and over is the figure of speech anaphora (“the same sentence (or phrase) beginnings”) and it emphasizes each individual phrase as well as in this case emphasizing the human kings that Joshua removed, which is a foreshadowing of the work of Christ who will remove all human kings and reign from Zion over the whole earth as Yahweh’s sole king and agent.
[See Word Study: “Anaphora.”]
Jos 12:10
“king of Jerusalem.” Jerusalem was not conquered by Israel until the time of David, so it seems that the king of Jerusalem must have come out of the city but been defeated in a battle in the field.
Jos 12:17
“Tappuah.” Along with Tirzah in Joshua 12:24, the only other site listed that is in Samaria Hill Country.
Jos 12:19
“king of Hazor.” A number of cities in this list were apparently conquered by Joshua, but because the army of Joshua stayed together and traveled together to conquer city after city they had no occupation force to occupy the cities they conquered, and after a while, the Canaanites moved back in. In this case, Hazor was again a Canaanite stronghold in Judges 4-5, and there is no indication that the Canaanites had to reconquer the city from Israel.
Jos 12:23
“in Gilgal.” This is not the Gilgal that was Joshua’s camp, but must be another Gilgal.
Jos 12:24
“Tirzah.” Along with Tappuah, Tirzah is the only other city in the hill country of Samaria that is listed (cf. Josh. 12:17).
 
Joshua Chapter 13
Jos 13:1
Joshua 13. The main divisions of this chapter: Joshua 13:1-7 is a general description of the land that remained to be possessed by Israel. Joshua 13:8-14 are the general borders of the territory east of Jordan. Also, at the end of the chapter, this section ends by describing that the Levites received no specific territory for an inheritance, only cities and fields around the cities. Joshua 13:15-33 describes the territory that was inherited by tribes of Israel in the Transjordan (the land east of the Jordan River). Joshua 13:15-23 describes the inheritance of the tribe of Reuben: the plateau. Joshua 13:24-28 describes the inheritance of the tribe of Gad, which was south-Gilead and the Jordan plain to the Sea of Galilee. Joshua 13:29-33 describes the inheritance of the half-tribe of Manasseh, which was north-Gilead and Bashan.
well advanced in years.” An idiom. The Hebrew is “come in days.” The same phrase occurs in Joshua 23:1. . Joshua died at 110 years old (Josh. 24:29, Judg. 2:8).
 
Jos 13:2
“the land that remains.” This is the land that remains to be conquered. This needs to be clear because some of the territory they did conquer they did not yet occupy, and in the years it was empty the Canaanites resettled it and it had to be reconquered.
all the regions of the Philistines and all the Geshurites. The next verses that speak of the land left to conquer are mainly speaking of the coastal areas of Israel, but in this verse, the area of the Philistines and the area of the Geshurites are not close together. The Philistines are on the southern coast of Israel, while Geshur is quite a bit north of the Sea of Galilee. This is the first mention of the Philistines in the book of Joshua. The Philistines descended from Ham via Mizraim, Canaan’s brother.
Jos 13:3
“the Shihor.” This is some kind of body of water. It could be a river, or Fox calls it a lagoon. Because here it seems to be a southern border of Israel, some scholars think that Shihor is another name for the Wadi El-arish, the “river of Egypt” (Gen. 15:18; Num. 34:5; Josh. 15:4, 47), and this might be the case. Some scholars think it could be an eastern branch of the Nile. The Shihor is mentioned four times in the Bible (Josh. 13:3; Isa. 23:3; Jer. 2:18 (translated “Nile”); 1 Chron. 13:5), the precise identification is uncertain.
“which is counted as Canaanite.” The Philistines were not Canaanites, but the area they moved into was broadly considered Canaanite.
“the Gittites.” The inhabitants of Gath were referred to as “Gittites” (cf. Josh. 13:3; 2 Sam. 15:18). The Philistines had five ruling cities, and here in Joshua 13:3 we quite clearly see four of them, Gaze, Ashdod, Ashkelon, and Ekron, but the inhabitants of Gath are referred to as “Gittites,” not Gathites.
“the Avvim.” Inhabitants of the southern Philistine coastal plain, but a group that was not Philistines themselves. They were the early inhabitants of the south coastal region who were displaced from some of their holdings by the people of Caphtor (Deut. 2:23), but who continued to live south of the Philistines in the time of the conquest (Josh. 13:3).[footnoteRef:322] [322:  Cf. Freedman, Anchor Yale Bible Dictionary, s.v. “Avvim”] 

Jos 13:4
“and Mearah that belongs to the Sidonians.” Sidon is in the north of Israel; Mearah is unlocated, but would be somewhere between Tyre and Sidon.
“to Aphek.” The Hebrew word “aphek” means “source, spring,” so there is more than one site called Aphek (cf. 1 Sam. 29:1). This is likely the Aphek up north, just south of Acco. The Amorites did have a northern presence. North of the Amorites at this time could even be the Hittites.
Jos 13:5
“the land of the Gebalites.” This territory is on the coast. From here the verse moves to the east.
Jos 13:6
“even all the Sidonians. I will drive them out from before the children of Israel.” Israel never really gained any control of this northern land by Tyre and Sidon, and there is no record that they really ever attempted to conquer it.
“only allot it to Israel for an inheritance.” When it comes to the remaining land that Israel had not yet conquered, God told Joshua to divide it up and allot it to Israel and that they would have to possess it later.
Jos 13:7
“divide this land.” Joshua divided the land by lot, by the Urim and Thummim in the breastplate of the High Priest.
“to the nine tribes and the half-tribe of Manasseh.” These are the tribes that settled in the land of Israel west of the Jordan River. The tribes of Reuben and Gad, and half of the tribe of Manasseh, settled in the Transjordan, east of the Jordan River and the Promised Land.
Jos 13:8
“the other half of the tribe of Manasseh.” The Hebrew text simply reads “him,” and the reader is supposed to understand from the context and the history of Israel that the “him” is the half-tribe of Manasseh that opted to stay on the east side of the Jordan River. The REV explains the “him” for clarity.
“beyond the Jordan toward the sunrise.” That is, beyond the Jordan and eastward.
Jos 13:9
“from Aroer.” This verse is about the tribes east of the Jordan River.
“all the plateau.” This is actually a high plain, a plateau. The Hebrew comes from the word for “flat,” and from the context, it refers to a high flat plain; a plateau.
“Dibon.” A city just north of the Arnon River gorge. It is where the Mesha Stele was found.
Jos 13:12
“dispossessed.” This is the same word as “drive them out” (Josh. 13:6, 13), but here, because Moses struck down the people, it has a slightly different emphasis and thus means he dispossessed them; he took over their land.
Jos 13:13
“drive out.” This is more than just “drive out.” God told Israel to kill the Canaanites, not just make them run away, but some of them did run away.
“Geshur.” An area in the north of Israel east and southeast of the Sea of Galilee. The land was given to Manasseh, but Manasseh did not drive out the inhabitants of Geshur or Maacath. Centuries later, David married Maacah, a princess of Geshur, and she bore David’s son Absalom (2 Sam. 3:3).
“Maacath.” Maacath was to the immediate south of Geshur in the tribal land given to Manasseh. During the reign of David, the king of Maacath sent 1,000 soldiers to help the Ammonites fight against David (2 Sam. 10:6-8; 1 Chron. 19:6-7).
Jos 13:14
“no inheritance.” All the other tribes got an inheritance of land, but the Levites got the service of Yahweh and food from His sacrifices and offerings, and they got 48 cities to live in (see commentary on Num. 35:7).
Jos 13:20
“the slopes of Pisgah.” The slopes of Pisgah lead westward down to the Dead Sea.
“Beth-jeshimoth.” A site down in the Arabah east of the Jordan River.
Jos 13:22
“the one who practiced divination.” In Numbers 22-24 Balaam gave some amazing and accurate prophecies. However, he was fixated on personal enrichment and eventually resorted to using divination against Israel, and ended up being killed by the Israelites.
Jos 13:23
“was the bank of the Jordan.” The Reubenites got a little piece of the bank of the Jordan River; the rest of their western border was the Dead Sea.
Jos 13:24
“tribe.” The Hebrew is more literally, “staff.” The leader of the tribe had a staff, and here that staff is put by metonymy for the tribe itself.
[See Word Study: “Metonymy.”]
Jos 13:25
“Aroer.” This is a different Aroer from the one mentioned that is on the southern side of Reuben’s territory (Josh. 12:2; 13:16; Deut. 2:36). Aroer is the name of a plant that grows in the desert, and so a few different arid towns were named “Aroer.”
“that is before Rabbah.” From Gad’s perspective, Rabbah is east of Gad’s eastern border. The Israelites were told they could not have the territory of Moab or Ammon. The Ammonites would have normally taken the land west to the Jordan River, but the Amorites kept them to the east.
Jos 13:26
“Ramath-mizpeh.” This could be the Mizpeh where Laban and Jacob made their covenant to peace (Gen. 31:49; spelled slightly differently in Genesis but only because of a vowel point that was added later). Ramath-mizpeh means, “the viewing height.” It was a high place on the north bank of the Jabbok River.
Jos 13:27
“and in the valley.” This refers to the east side of the Jordan Valley. For some reason, the tribe of Gad had a strip of land that ran from the main portion of their tribal area east of the Jordan River all along the Jordan River Valley all the way north to the Sea of Galilee. In contrast, the half-tribe of Manasseh did not have any land along the Jordan River. There is no explanation given for why the land was divided like this.
“Beth-haram, Beth-nimrah.” Beth-haram and Beth-nimrah are some five or a little more miles north of the Dead Sea. This means that the territory Reuben had in the Rift Valley was quite small. Eventually, Gad intermixed and even took over some of the towns originally allotted to Reuben on the Plateau.
“Sea of Chinneroth.” This is better known as the Sea of Galilee. The word “Chinnereth” means “harp,” and the Sea of Galilee is shaped like a harp, hence the name. The Sea of Galilee is small, actually, it is a lake, and the entire lake can be seen from the cliffs on both the east and west sides of the lake, so the shape can be easily seen (see commentary on Deut. 3:17).
Jos 13:30
“from Mahanaim.” Mahanaim was on the Jabbok River and was the south border of the half-tribe of Manasseh that was on the east side of the Jordan River.
“all the towns of Jair.” Jair is the son of Manasseh whose clans inherited the northern towns within the territory of the half-tribe of Manasseh (Num. 32:40-41)
Jos 13:31
“were for the children of Machir the son of Manasseh.” The clan of Machir, the son of Manasseh, inherited the towns in the southern part of the inheritance of the half-tribe of Manasseh. Machir was the eldest of Manasseh’s two sons (Gen. 50:23; cf. Num. 32:39-40, Deut. 3:15; Josh. 17:1, 3).
“even for the half of the children of Machir.” Some of the descendants of Machir lived on the west side of the Jordan.
Jos 13:32
“in the plains of Moab beyond the Jordan.” Moses alloted the land east of the Jordan to the Transjordan tribes while he was still alive. The event is not recorded in Scripture, but Moses was in the plains of Moab (Num. 26:3; 31:12; 33:49-50).
“beyond the Jordan, east of Jericho.” This tells us that Moses was encamped in the plains of Moab north of the Dead Sea, and east from Jericho.
Jos 13:33
“to the tribe of Levi Moses gave no inheritance.” The Levites got towns to live in, but no tribal territory as an inheritance like the other tribes. Furthermore, the towns of the Levites were scattered throughout all the tribal areas of Israel.
“Yahweh the God of Israel is their inheritance.” This is a powerful statement, almost as if Yahweh belongs to the Levites instead of the Levites belonging to Yahweh.
 
Joshua Chapter 14
Jos 14:2
“Their inheritance was by lot.” The “lot” was the Urim and Thummim that was in the breastplate of the High Priest. So the decision was by Yahweh, and that ended any potential quarrel and subsequent tribal warfare (cf. Prov. 16:3; 18:18).
“by the hand of Moses.” An idiom, meaning by the authority of Moses; Moses passed on the decision to divide the land by lot.
Jos 14:3
“beyond the Jordan.” That is, on the east side of the Jordan River; the Transjordan.
“no inheritance.” All the other tribes got an inheritance of land, but the Levites got the service of Yahweh and food from His sacrifices and offerings, and they got 48 cities to live in (see commentary on Num. 35:7).
Jos 14:5
“The children of Israel did as Yahweh commanded Moses.” Finally, the children of Israel did as Moses commanded instead of grumbling and disobeying. This was likely because they were getting something, but at least there is no mention of them fighting over what they received.
Jos 14:6
“When the children of Judah drew near.” The chronology of this is unsure; the Israelites were still encamped at Gilgal when this happened.
“Caleb the son of Jephunneh.” Caleb was from the tribe of Judah (Num. 13:6; 1 Chron. 4:15).
Jos 14:7
“sent me from Kadesh-barnea to spy out the land.” Cf. Numbers 13:1-25, especially verse 6.
“as it was in my heart.” This is idiomatic, and means that the report Caleb gave was his understanding of the situation. The report was fully consistent with the way he felt. It does not mean that it was his heart to report what he saw.

 
Jos 14:8
“my brothers.” Here, “brothers” refers to fellow Israelites, all of whom were descended from Jacob.
“made the heart of the people melt.” An idiom for frightened the people.” Some versions say, “made the heart of the people melt with fear,” but the emotions the people felt would not just be fear, but would be a mixture of fear, discouragement, etc. The word “heart” is singular and is a collective noun expressing how the people as a group felt.
“Yahweh my God.” Yahweh is Caleb’s God. There is no mention or implication of any God besides the singular and simple Yahweh.
[See Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.”]
Jos 14:9
“forever.” The Hebrew can also refer to a long period of time, not necessarily “forever.”
Jos 14:11
“to go out and to come in.” The phrase “to go out and to come in” is an idiom and the figure of speech polarmerismos. The figure polarmerismos occurs when two opposite things are juxtaposed such that they refer to a complete whole. For example, the “long and short” of an argument is a way of referring to and summarizing the whole argument, and “to go out and come in” refers to all the daily activities of life. A person gets up in the morning and goes out to do daily work, then comes in at night, so the phrase is an idiomatic way of referring to the totality of living life.
The translation in NICOT catches the sense: “I have the same vigor now as I had then for warfare and for daily duties.”[footnoteRef:323] Solomon used the same basic idiom when he was telling God that he did not know how to live as a king: “I do not know how to go out or come in” (1 Kings 3:7). The figure polarmerismos is used a number of times in the Bible, both in the Old Testament and the New Testament (e.g., Deut. 11:19; 28:6, 19; 31:2; Josh. 14:11; 2 Sam. 3:25; 1 Kings 4:20; 2 Kings 11:8; Lam. 3:63; John 10:9; Acts 9:28). [323:  Marten Woudstra, The Book of Joshua [NICOT], 229.] 

Jos 14:12
“So now give me.” Caleb expected, and asked for, the land that he was due as a reward for his faithful service to God. Caleb sets a wonderful example for believers, who should expect a reward for their faithfulness and good works, and should not be embarrassed about it as if that was somehow greedy or unloving. It is God’s good pleasure to reward those who serve Him (cf. Matt. 5:12; 2 Cor. 5:10; Col. 3:23-24).
“the Anakim.” The Anakim were descendants of Anak, who was one of the Nephilim (Num. 13:33), and thus they were related to the Rephaim, the descendants of Rapha (cf. Deut. 2:11. See also 2 Sam. 21:16, 18, 20, 22).
“It may be that Yahweh will be with me and I will drive them out.” The book of Joshua says that Hebron had already been conquered. Caleb seems here to be recalling what he and Moses said at the time of the spying out of the land. Caleb and his nephew are described as conquering Hebron in Joshua 15:13-19, but he certainly would have been in the war against Hebron in Joshua 10:36-37. This also explains how it can be that the land had rest (Josh. 11:23 and Josh. 14:15). Most commentators think that Caleb is saying that Hebron has not yet been fully conquered, but that does not seem to be the case, especially in light of Joshua 14:15, which says the land had rest from war. If Caleb still had to conquer Hebron, that verse would not be accurate.
Jos 14:15
“Kiriath-arba.” This means, “City of Arba.” Arba was one of the Nephilim. Abraham’s wife Sarah died in Kiriath-arba (Gen. 23:2).
[For more on the Nephilim, see commentary on Gen. 6:4.]
 
Joshua Chapter 15
Jos 15:1
“lot.” Although many versions read “allotment,” the Hebrew word is “lot” and the territories were distributed by lot, and the lot was the decision by Yahweh, and the word “lot” makes that clear.
The first allotment to be described in Israel’s inheritance in Canaan, the Promised Land, is of the tribe of Judah. This is the most detailed description of any inheritance given to any of the tribes of Israel, which implies and foreshadows the importance of Judah, from whom the line of David and eventually the Messiah would come. However, the chapter ends on a negative note, that Jebus (Jerusalem) was not possessed by Judah, but this in itself is somewhat strange since Jebus is actually in the tribal territory of Benjamin, not Judah, although admittedly it is on the extreme southern border of Benjamin and thus on the northern border of Judah. Nevertheless, the mention of Jebus and Judah sets up the story of the conquest of Jebus by David.
“the border of Edom, which is the wilderness of Zin.” So at this time in history, Edom controlled the territory south of the wilderness of Zin in the Sinai Peninsula.
Jos 15:2
“the Salt Sea.” This is the Dead Sea.
“the bay that looks southward.” This is the south bay of the Dead Sea. The Hebrew is literally, “turns southward,” but that is unclear in English, so English versions do not use it.
Jos 15:3
“Zin.” This can be the wilderness of Zin, but more specifically the reference is to the wadi of Zin that runs through the Wilderness of Zin.
“south of Kadesh-barnea.” Thus Kadesh-barnea is included in the tribal territory of Judah.
Jos 15:4
“the brook of Egypt.” This is the Wadi el-Arish in the Sinai. This wadi drains the middle of the Sinai into the Mediterranean Sea. This same border is described in Numbers 34:1-5.
“ended at the sea.” The Mediterranean Sea.
Jos 15:5
“The east border was the Salt Sea.” The east border of the tribe of Judah is easy to delineate. Although any ownership of the Dead Sea would have had to have been negotiated with Moab and Edom, there is no indication that was ever a problem since the water was not drinkable or useful for irrigation, nor did it have any fish.
“The border of the north side.” Judah’s north border is basically the same as Benjamin’s south border as described in Joshua 18.
Jos 15:6
“The border went up to Beth-hoglah.” This border is running west, and the phrase “up to” here refers to the fact that the border is now running west and uphill into the Judean hill country from the Jordan River Valley. Beth-hoglah was a border town, and based on this record may have had Judeans and Benjamites in it, but technically it belonged to Benjamin (Josh. 18:21).
“Bohan the son of Reuben.” This only occurs here and in Joshua 18:17. It was apparently well-known at the time of Joshua, but lost in history now.
Jos 15:7
“the valley of Achor.” The Valley of Achor (“Achor” means “trouble” or “disaster”) was named because that is where Achan and his family were stoned to death after bringing disaster to Israel in their defeat at Ai (Josh. 7:24-26).
“the ascent of Adummim.” This is the ridge that can be walked on the south side of the Wadi Kelt.
“the south side of the valley.” This valley is the Wadi Kelt, which runs from the hill country of Judah down toward the Dead Sea.
“ended at En-rogel.” This is in the Kidron Valley east of Jerusalem. It is mentioned in 1 Kings 1:9.
Jos 15:8
“the Valley of the son of Hinnom to the south side of the Jebusite hill (which is Jerusalem).” The “Valley of the son of Hinnom” is better known as Ge-hinnom, or Gehenna, sometimes poorly translated as “hell.” The Hebrew word “ge” means “valley,” and Hinnom was the man’s name who first owned or occupied it. When Hinnom died, his sons inherited the land and the valley became the Valley of the sons of Hinnom.
[For more on the Valley of Hinnom, Gehenna, see commentary on Matt. 5:22.]
“which is at the north end.” The Rephaim Valley angles north as it nears Jerusalem. From Jerusalem, it runs south and west toward the Mediterranean Sea, and as it nears the sea it runs westward. This description of the border of Judah fits very accurately with the geography around Jerusalem. The sites are quite close together, giving a very accurate and detailed description of the border of Judah. People doubt the Scriptural record when it comes to history, but no one doubts the Scripture when it comes to geography. But the people who so accurately described the geography would have also accurately described the history. Also, only someone who knew the geography intimately could have written with such accuracy.
Jos 15:9
“cities of Mount Ephron.” The biblical Mount Ephron is the modern city of Mevasaret Zion. The word “cities” is accurate, because more than one city is close together on the top of the mountain.
Jos 15:10
“crossed over.” There is a deep valley there that needs to be crossed.
“Chesalon.” Chesalon is a city on the top of Mount Jearim.
“went down to Beth-shemesh.” This is geographically accurate. Beth-shemesh is downhill about 1,000 feet, and to the west, toward the Mediterranean Sea, from Chesalon.
“and passed along by Timnah.” These border descriptions really help modern Bible geographers find the ancient sites. The modern Tel Batash has been determined to be the ancient city of Timnah, and this lines up well with this description of it being west of Beth-shemesh.
Jos 15:11
“shoulder that is north of Ekron.” The shoulder that is north of Ekron refers to the hills that are on the south side of the Valley of Sorek, which is north of Ekron. These accurate border descriptions help us locate the biblical sites.
Jos 15:12
“Great Sea.” The common Old Testament name for the Mediterranean Sea.
Jos 15:13
“Caleb the son of Jephunneh.” Caleb was from the tribe of Judah, and he and Joshua were the two spies who remained faithful to God when Moses sent a man from each of the tribes to spy out the Promised Land (Num. 13:1-33; 14:6-9). Yahweh rewarded Caleb with his own city in the Promised Land and did the same for Joshua (Josh. 19:49-50).
“Kiriath-arba.” “Kiriath-arba” means “the city of Arba.” Arba was one of the Nephilim, and the father of Anak. The term “Anakites” comes from Anak, the son of Arba. Abraham’s wife Sarah died in Kiriath-arba (Gen. 23:2).
[For more on the Nephilim, see commentary on Gen. 6:4.]
Jos 15:14
“the three sons of Anak.” Anak was one of the Nephilim, the “Fallen Ones,” just as Numbers 13:33 says. This event is recounted in Judges 1:10. Also, the three sons of Anak, Sheshai, Ahiman, and Talmai, are specifically mentioned three times in Scripture (Num. 13:22; Josh. 15:14; Judg. 1:10; see commentary on Judg. 1:10).
[For more on the Nephilim, see commentary on Gen. 6:4.]
Jos 15:15
“Kiriath-sepher.” “Kiriath-sepher” means, “city of the book,” and it was likely where many Canaanite records were kept. Joshua 15:15 is almost exactly the same as Judges 1:11.
“Debir.” Debir is about 10 miles southeast of Hebron and is just off the road from Hebron to Beer-sheba.
Jos 15:17
“Othniel the son of Kenaz.” Othniel was obviously a fierce and competent warrior. Later, Othniel would become the first judge in the book of Judges (cf. Judg. 1:13; 3:9-11).
Jos 15:18
“It came to pass.” Joshua 15:18 is worded exactly the same as Judges 1:14.
“arrived.” The Hebrew is an idiom: literally, “came to” him. In this context, it might mean, and some scholars think it means, to marry, thus, “came to in marriage,” but this is reading quite a bit into the text (cf. NLT, “when Acsah married Othniel”).
Jos 15:19
“Negev.” The Hebrew negev can refer to the Negev in Israel, or “south,” or “dry” (arid).
“pools of water.” These are not “springs” (the Hebrew word for “spring” is different), but “pools.” They could have come from a very slow seeping spring, or been pools that collected a lot of water during the rainy season.
Jos 15:20
“This is the inheritance.” The next verses break down the allotment of Judah into five geographical zones: the Negev, the Shephelah, the coastal plain, the hill country; and the wilderness.
Jos 15:23
“Hazor.” Not the town also called Hazor in the north of Israel in the tribal area of Naphtali which has been located and is well-known (cf. Judg. 4:2), but an unlocated town in the tribal area of Judah. “Hazor” means “fortified” or “enclosed,” and because there were a lot of fortified towns there were a lot of potential towns named “Hazor.”
Jos 15:33
“Shephelah.” The Shephelah is the geographic area in Israel between the low, flat coastal plain of the Mediterranean Sea and the inner hill country which is hilly and even mountainous. The Shephelah generally has low rolling hills and some flat valleys, and descends westward toward the sea (see commentary on Josh. 9:1).
Jos 15:45
“daughter-towns.” The Hebrew text is just “daughters,” referring to small towns that are close to and supported by a “mother” town, which was generally a large and well-fortified town. E. Fox[footnoteRef:324] uses the translation “daughter-towns,” which catches the meaning well and is clear in English. In 2 Samuel 20:19, the city of Abel is referred to as a “mother.” Quite a few verses use the word “daughter” to refer to “daughter-towns” (cf. Josh. 15:47; 17:11, 16; Judg. 11:26; 1 Chron. 2:23; 7:28; 8:12; 2 Chron. 13:19; Ezek. 26:6). [324:  Everett Fox, The Schocken Bible.] 

Jos 15:47
“daughter-towns.” The text is just “daughters,” referring to small close-by towns that are supported by a “mother” town, a large and normally well-fortified town (see commentary on Josh. 15:45).
“Great Sea.” The common Old Testament name for the Mediterranean Sea.
Jos 15:48
“Socoh.” This is a different city than Socoh in the Shephelah (Josh. 15:35). The Hebrew word socoh means fence or hedge, and many cities might be named that for various reasons.
Jos 15:49
“Kiriath-sannah (which is Debir).” Debir was also called Kiriath-sepher (Josh. 15:15).
Jos 15:51
“Goshen.” This is not the same Goshen as the Goshen in Egypt. The meaning of the name Goshen is not known, although there is some evidence it might mean “cultivated” or perhaps “inundated.”
Jos 15:56
“Jezreel.” This is the “Jezreel” of Judah, not the Jezreel in the Jezreel Valley. This Jezreel is in the hill country, not in the Jezreel Valley. This Jezreel is in south-central Judah, not far from Maon, Ziph, and Carmel (cf. Josh. 15:56; 1 Sam. 25:43; 27:3; 30:5; 2 Sam. 2:2; 3:2).
Jos 15:63
“the children of Judah could not drive them out.” The Jebusites lived inside the walled city, while the Judeans lived in the surrounding area. Interestingly, the city of Jerusalem was in the tribal territory of Benjamin, not Judah, but barely so. Jerusalem was on the far southern border of Benjamin. Later in Samuel, David conquered the Jebusite city of Jerusalem for his capital city.
 
Joshua Chapter 16
Jos 16:1
“The lot came out for the children of Joseph.” Joshua 16 and 17 describe the inheritance of Joseph, the son of Jacob and Rachel (Gen. 30:22-24) as it is represented by his two sons Ephraim (Josh. 16) and then Manasseh (Josh. 17). Joseph is the firstborn of Jacob through Rachel, his first and beloved wife (although he was tricked out of being with her at first) which may be one reason Joseph received a double portion via Ephraim and Manasseh (cf. Deut. 21:15-17).
When Moses sent spies to search out the Promised Land (Num. 13:1-25), Joshua was the spy from the tribe of Ephraim, and he and Caleb (from Judah) were the two spies who believed that with God’s help Israel could conquer the Promised Land (Num. 14:6-9). As with Judah (Josh. 15:1), there was a “lot” involved in giving the inheritance. So the territory was Yahweh’s decision.
Joshua 1:1-4 describes the southern border of Ephraim. Joshua 1:5-10 describes the other borders, but in general, the descriptions for Ephraim seem more haphazard and are less detailed than the description of the border of Judah. In describing the border of Ephraim, large territories or distances are covered in a short phrase (cf. the northern border of Benjamin; Josh.18:12-14).
“the waters of Jericho on the east.” This is almost certainly referring to the spring at Jericho, now called Ein es-Sultan, that was later healed by Elisha (2 Kings 2:19-22).
“going up from Jericho into the hill country of Bethel.” This is a fairly nondescript border, covering some 15 miles between points. This border is probably following a wadi, most likely the Wadi Auja.
Jos 16:2
“from Bethel to Luz.” This description is somewhat strange because in every other place where Luz is mentioned in the Bible it says that Bethel was formerly called Luz (cf. Bethel is/was Luz; Gen. 28:19; 35:6; 48:3; Judg. 1:23; and even the apocryphal book of Jubilees 27:19, 26). “Luz” means nuts, like walnuts. Another way to understand this might be “Bethel-luz.”
“the border of the Archites.” Hushai, David’s trusted counselor was an Archite (2 Sam. 15:32; 16:16; 17:5, 14; 1 Chron. 27:33)
Jos 16:3
“went down westward.” This is correct. The border is now described as going down in elevation from the top of the watershed to the Mediterranean Sea.
“Japhletites.” This is another smaller tribe or clan on the southern border of Ephraim, which is the northern border of Benjamin.
“and on to Gezer.” Again, this description, “from Gezer to the Sea” is fairly vague. Perhaps it more or less followed the Aijalon Valley/Nahal.
That the tribe of Ephraim was given the city of Gezer is geopolitically significant since Gezer controlled the main highway route to Jerusalem and thus access to that important city which would later become the capital of the monarchy under David and Solomon.
“the sea.” That is, the Mediterranean Sea.
Jos 16:4
“inheritance.” Perhaps more literally, their “hereditary-property” (E. Fox), the property they received by lot as their inheritance.
Jos 16:5
“the border of their inheritance.” The author now goes back and very briefly describes the southern border of Ephraim, which borders Benjamin and has already been described in more detail in Joshua 16:1-3 (in the next verse, Josh. 16:6, the northern border is being described; the border with the tribe of Manasseh). Why the author goes back and redescribes the southern border is not known.
Jos 16:6
“Michmethath.” Joshua 16:6 can be confusing because the author starts in the middle of the northern border of Ephraim, on the watershed at Michmethath, and goes west then east from Michmethath. He first briefly mentions that the border goes west toward the Mediterranean Sea but does not actually describe that border until Joshua 16:8. He first describes the northern border going east from Michmethath.
Jos 16:7
“It went down.” This is the northern border of Ephraim going toward the east, toward the Arabah and Jordan River.
“to Ataroth.” This has to be a different Ataroth than on the south of Ephraim (Josh. 16:2, 5; 18:13), which is Ataroth-addar. The word “Ataroth” means “crown,” and there are at least three of them in the Old Testament.
Jos 16:8
“From Tappuah the border went along westward.” The author has now gone back up to the north-central border of Ephraim very close to Michmethath and is describing the northern border as it goes to the west. Tappuah (or En-tappuah; the spring of Tappuah) is mentioned as being on the southern border of Manasseh in Joshua 17:7-8. The northern border is easy to follow at some places because it followed the valley of the “brook of Kanah,” which flows toward the Mediterranean Sea.
“the sea.” This is the Mediterranean Sea.
Jos 16:9
“in the midst of the inheritance of the children of Manasseh.” Some of the border cities seem to be in territories that technically belonged to other tribes (cf. Josh. 17:11 where Manasseh had towns in Issachar and Asher).
Jos 16:10
“did not drive out the Canaanites who lived in Gezer.” This happened in other cities in Israel as well (cf. Josh. 15:63; Judg. 1:21, 27-36).
 
Joshua Chapter 17
Jos 17:3
“Noa.” Although some versions have “Noah,” the Hebrew is very different from the Noah of Noah’s ark fame.
Jos 17:4
“Yahweh commanded Moses to give us an inheritance.” This record is in Numbers 26:33; 27:1-7.
“according to the commandment of Yahweh, he gave them.” The “he” here in Joshua 17:4 refers to Moses. Moses gave them the inheritance, and Joshua carried out the command of Yahweh by Moses. The Hebrew text reads, “according to the mouth of Yahweh,” where “mouth” is put by the figure of speech metonymy for what comes from the mouth, in this case, the commandment.
[See Word Study: “Metonymy.”]
Jos 17:5
“Ten.” If you take the men in Joshua 17:2 (minus Hepher who was the father of Zelophehad), and the five daughters, there are ten children who inherited land.
“measured-areas.” The Hebrew refers to a piece of land that could be measured with a rope or cord. E. Fox[footnoteRef:325] uses “measured-areas,” which captures the meaning well. [325:  Everett Fox, The Schocken Bible.] 

“fell.” The exact way the lot was cast, or pulled from the breastplate of the High Priest, is not known, but the lot was Yahweh’s decision as if it “fell” from Him.
“beyond the Jordan.” That is, in this context Joshua is in the Promised Land, so “beyond the Jordan” is east of the Jordan River.
Jos 17:7
“Michmethath, which is near Shechem.” Michmethath is about four miles south of Shechem. Michmethath is on the northern border of the tribe of Ephraim (Josh. 16:6).
“to the south.” The Hebrew reads, “to the right hand,” but looking east, the “right hand” is to the south.
“to the inhabitants of En-tappuah.” The use of this language, “the inhabitants of,” likely indicates that the people there were not from Manasseh, but were from Ephraim (Josh. 17:8).
Jos 17:9
“brook of Kanah.” This is a perennial stream, even if at the end of summer the water is only a trickle. The brook of Kanah had very steep sides on both sides and the canyon was hundreds of feet deep in places. The brook runs in a deep canyon and is a clearly definable geographic feature, which is why it makes such a good border, there was no mistaking it. And the canyon runs all the way out to the Mediterranean Sea.
“belonged to Ephraim among the cities of Manasseh.” It seems that people from Manasseh leaked over into what was technically Ephraim.
Jos 17:10
“They reached to Asher on the north.” “They,” the borders, reached (and touched) the border of the tribe of Asher on the north and the tribe of Issachar on the east.
“east.” Actually, Issachar is northeast of Manasseh, but it is “east” from Asher.
Jos 17:11
“daughter-towns.” The Hebrew text is just “daughters,” referring to small close-by towns that are supported by a “mother” town, a large and normally well-fortified town (see commentary on Josh. 15:45).
“the third city is Napheth.” The town of Dor is also called Napheth-dor (cf. Josh. 11:2; 12:23). Another possibility is that Napheth refers to “three heights,” but that would be very obscure because there does not seem to be heights related to the last three cities in the list.
Jos 17:12
“Manasseh could not drive out the inhabitants of those cities.” This is also in Judges 1:27.
Jos 17:13
“completely dispossess them.” The Hebrew text uses the figure of speech polyptoton (“many inflections”) for emphasis, using the word “dispossess” twice but in different forms. E. Fox translates the phrase “but dispossess, they could not dispossess them,”[footnoteRef:326] which is quite literal but awkward in English. Often the REV would put the word twice with “yes,” and read, “dispossess, yes, dispossess them” (see commentary on Gen. 2:16), but in this case, the negative “dis” followed by “yes” causes an incongruity and so “completely dispossess them” was the chosen translation. [326:  Everett Fox, The Schocken Bible.] 

The fact that the children of Israel did not completely conquer and dispossess the Canaanites shows a failure on their part to trust God and care enough about His agenda and what He wanted for them to carry out His commands completely. Typically human, the Israelites took enough land to comfortably (or mostly comfortably) settle in it and have flocks and farms, and think that was “good enough.” Many believers today act the same way, and ask God to help them until they get comfortable and then that is good enough for them. It does take a lot of effort to fully carry out God’s desires on earth, but for those who will go all the way with God and not stop when they are comfortable, there is great reward.
Jos 17:14
“Why have you given me just one lot.” Joseph got only one lot (Josh. 16:1), but it was huge and included territory on both sides of the Jordan River. Furthermore, it was divided into two parts, one for Ephraim (Josh. 16:5-10), and one for Manasseh (Josh. 17:1-13). It was called one lot only to emphasize that “Joseph” was the original child of Jacob, while Ephraim and Manasseh, Joseph’s sons, were Jacob’s grandchildren. The huge area given by Yahweh to Ephraim and Manasseh was bigger than many of the other tribal inheritances put together. In fact, if the inheritances of Dan, Benjamin, Asher, Zebulun, Issachar, and Reuben were put together, they would not be quite as big as what “Joseph” got. This puts what the people of Ephraim and Manasseh said to Joshua in perspective. They did not need more land., they needed to trust God and conquer the inheritance God had given them. The complaint of Ephraim and Manasseh is even more grievous when we pay attention to the land areas that they inherited. Almost all of Ephraim was only a day’s travel to Jerusalem, making it easy for the Ephraimites to get to the feasts that were held close to their territory at the time of Joshua and would still be close when David conquered Jerusalem. For its part, Manasseh inherited land both on the Jordan River and the Mediterranean Sea, and the very fertile Jezreel Valley as well. Neither Ephraim nor Manasseh had a reason to complain, and the fact they did highlights the fact that people who are complainers complain, even when there is really nothing to complain about. Negative people are negative, and negative people are not changed by others giving in to them and giving them what they seem to want. They will just continue to complain, but about other things. The believer’s responsibility is to “do all things without grumbling or arguing” (Phil. 2:14) and “be thankful” (Col. 3:15).
It is a valuable lesson to see how Joshua handled the complaining descendants of Joseph. He did not give in to them or acknowledge that they needed more land (another lot). Instead, he told them to clear the mountainous land they had and also to drive the Canaanites out of the good land, the valleys and fertile areas that they lived in. In other words, quit complaining and take what God has given you. Don’t ask for more land when you refuse to obey God and take advantage of what He has given you (Josh. 17:17-18).
Jos 17:15
“go up to the forest.” The Promised Land was not a desert, but a well-watered piece of land. However, even by the Roman period, the clearing of the land was quite extensive. It was during the Roman control of Israel that the lions disappeared from Israel because so many of them were used in gladiator games.
“clear land.” The word “land” is not in the text, the Hebrew is simply “create” or “make,” bara (#01254 בָּרָא), so the translation could well be, “make room,” or “make space,” as well as “clear land.” The idea is that the people wanted more room, so Joshua said go and make some in the land you have not taken possession of yet.
“Perizzite.” A tribe of unknown origin in that by the time of Joshua lived in the hill country of Judah and Ephraim. See commentary on Joshua 9:1.
“if the hill country of Ephraim is too narrow.” The allotment came from God, and Joshua is not going to say it is not good enough, so he uses “if” the hill country.
Jos 17:16
“the land of the valley.” In this context, the word “valley” refers to a very flat valley bottom.
“daughter-towns.” The Hebrew text is just “daughters,” referring to small close-by towns that are supported by a “mother” town, a large and normally well-fortified town (see commentary on Josh. 15:45).
Jos 17:17
“You will not have only one lot.” Joshua is not saying that the tribes of Ephraim and Manasseh will have more land, another lot; but rather that if they take the land that they have been given it will be enough for two lots, as indeed the division of the land into the tribes of Ephraim and Manasseh showed. Basically what Joshua is saying is, “If you take the land you have and fully possess it, you will not have just one lot.”
Jos 17:18
“for the hill country can be yours.” The hill country could give Ephraim and Manasseh more land if they would take it; God had given that land to them as part of their inheritance already. Joshua is not giving the tribe of Ephraim and Manasseh any more land than they had been allotted, but if they clear what they inherited they can possess it to the furthest border. The land, when cleared, “will be yours,” that is, you will be able to live there. The text would have been easier to understand if Joshua 17:17 and 18 had been divided up differently and the last part of 17 was in verse 18.
“For you can also drive out the Canaanites.” Another way that the tribes could have more land would be to drive out the Canaanites, which they were supposed to do anyway.
 
Joshua Chapter 18
Jos 18:1
“Shiloh.” The camp of Israel is now said to be in Shiloh, whereas it was in Gilgal. There is no mention of when or how the move took place.
When Joshua crossed the Jordan River into the Promised Land, the Israelites camped temporarily at Gilgal, and the Tabernacle was with them. But later the Tabernacle with the ark of the covenant was set up at Shiloh (Josh. 18:1, 8, 10; 19:51; Judg. 18:31; 21:19; 1 Sam. 1:3, 24; 3:21; 4:4; Jer. 7:12). The Tabernacle stayed at Shiloh for so long that it seems to have been modified somewhat into a more permanent structure and is actually called a “temple” (1 Sam. 1:9; 3:3). The ark of the covenant was taken from the Tabernacle when Israel fought with the Philistines, and it was captured by the Philistines (1 Sam. 4:3-11). That was the last time the Tabernacle and ark were together, because after the ark was returned to the Israelites, David took it to Jerusalem (see commentary on 1 Chron. 16:1). At some point, and for an unstated reason, the Tabernacle (which did not have the ark in it) was taken to Nob (1 Sam. 21:1-9). Two possibilities are that the Israelites may have felt the Tabernacle was not safe at Shiloh due to the Philistines, or it may have been moved after Saul became king, and Nob is much closer to Gibeah of Saul than Shiloh is. However, after King Saul killed the priests at Nob (1 Sam. 22:11-19), the Tabernacle was taken to Gibeon (1 Chron. 16:39). It was there at Gibeon until Solomon finished the Temple in Jerusalem, at which time it was placed in storage in the Temple.
[For more on Shiloh and the Tabernacle, see commentary on Jer. 26:6, “Shiloh.”]
“the Tent of Meeting.” The “Tabernacle” (“Dwelling Place”) is also referred to as the “Tent of Meeting” because it was the place where people met with God. The Hebrew phrase is 'ohel mo'ed, in which 'ohel (#0168 אֹהֶל) means “tent,” and is followed by mo'ed (#04150 מוֹעֵד or מֹעֵד) which means a “meeting” or a “place for a meeting.” Thus the 'ohel mo'ed is the “Tent of Meeting” (see commentary on Exod. 27:21).
“since the land was subdued before them.” There is a subtle parallel here to Genesis 1:28, where God said to be fruitful and multiply and “subdue” the earth. Now Joshua and his army had “subdued” the Promised Land.
Jos 18:5
“divide it among themselves.” The verb is reflexive, and it indicates a degree of participation and agreement among the representatives from each tribe.
“Judah is to remain...Joseph is to remain.” Judah and Joseph had already received their territories at this time, and they were to remain in them and not expect a change of border.
Jos 18:6
“here.” In Shiloh where the Tent of Meeting was at the time.
“cast lots.” The Hebrew is “throw a lot,” but the singular verb is likely a collective singular. By using the lot, the decision about which tribe got which land area was up to Yahweh (cf. Prov. 16:33).
Jos 18:11
“fell.” The lot “fell” between Judah and Joseph.
Jos 18:13
“Luz (which is Bethel).” It is important that the border of Benjamin went on the south side of Bethel because Bethel was in Ephraim, just to the north of Benjamin.
“Lower Beth-horon.” Lower Beth-horon lies just to the west of Upper Beth-horon and a mountain lies just to the south and between them. This is very easy to see if one is in the land of Israel.
Jos 18:14
“forming the west side.” When the border turns south, it forms the west side border of the tribe of Benjamin.
“near.” Literally, “upon the face,” which in this context means “near” (cf. NET Bible).
“and ended at Kiriath-baal.” The west border of Benjamin ended on the north side of Kiriath-baal, which means “the city of Baal,” which was probably a center of Baal worship.
Jos 18:15
“The south side.” That is, the south side of the tribe of Benjamin.
“went out to the spring.” The border is now traveling east (a little southeast).
“spring of the Waters of Nephtoah.” This spring is just on the outskirts of the modern city of Jerusalem. This description, that the border of Benjamin goes from the Waters of Nephtoah to Kiriath-jearim is exactly the opposite of the description of the north border of Judah, which runs from Nephtoah to Kiriath-jearim (Josh. 15:9)
Jos 18:17
“Geliloth.” This is called “Gilgal” in Joshua 15:7.
“in front of the ascent of Adummim.” Geliloth/Gilgal is “in front of” the ascent of Adummim. The meaning of the Hebrew is not clear, and thus “in front of” can here mean to the east of or to the south of Gilgal. The location of this Gilgal is uncertain. This could be a different Gilgal than the one where Israel had its camp near Jericho.
“Bohan the son of Reuben.” See Joshua 15:6.
Jos 18:18
“Beth-arabah.” Mentioned in Joshua 15:61 and Joshua 18:22, and called Beth-arabah in both places. Beth-arabah is in Judah, but so much on the border that the city was listed as part of Benjamin (Josh. 18:22).
Jos 18:19
“Beth-hoglah.” This is a city in Benjamin (cf. Josh. 18:19), but the border of Judah was close (Josh. 15:6).
“north bay.” This refers to the north basin of the Dead Sea.
Jos 18:21
“Emek-keziz.” The location of Emek-keziz is unknown, and the name only occurs here.
 
Joshua Chapter 19
Jos 19:5
“Beth-marcaboth.” Meaning, “house of chariots.”
“Hazar-susah.” Means, a fenced area for horses.
Jos 19:9
“in the midst of Judah’s inheritance.” The Hebrew is “in the midst of their inheritance,” but in English, it then reads like Simeon had an inheritance inside their own inheritance, which is not what the text is saying. Simeon’s inheritance was inside Judah’s inheritance. Over time it seems that Simeon was absorbed into Judah, because at the split of the United Kingdom of Israel into the two smaller countries of Israel and Judah, “Judah” is said to consist only of the tribes of Judah and Benjamin, but Simeon would have been in Judah.
Jos 19:10
“Zebulun.” Zebulun was the sixth son of Leah (Gen. 30:19-20).
“Sarid.” The city of Sarid is in the Valley of Jezreel just below the Nazareth ridge. That makes it the southwest corner of the territory of Zebulun.
Jos 19:11
“went up westward to Maralah.” That is, the border went up westward from Zarid (cf. Josh. 19:10).
Jos 19:12
“Chisloth-tabor.” This literally means, “the Slopes of Tabor.” This is almost certainly the modern Arabic town of Exaloth, a town just to the south of the Nazareth ridge and west of Mount Tabor.
Jos 19:13
“Gath-hepher.” Jonah was from Gath-hepher (2 Kings 14:25). Gath-hepher was just over 4 miles (about 6.5 km) north-northeast from Nazareth, and about 3.5 miles (about 5.5 km) southeast of Sepphoris.
Jos 19:15
“Bethlehem.” This is the northern town of Bethlehem, and it is in the tribe of Zebulun.
Jos 19:17
“Issachar.” Issachar was the fifth son of Jacob’s wife Leah (Gen. 30:18).
Jos 19:18
“Jezreel.” This is the town of Jezreel, in the Valley of Jezreel.
Jos 19:22
“Tabor.” That is, Mount Tabor.
“Beth-shemesh.” This means, “House of the Sun.” This is not the Beth-shemesh of Judah.
Jos 19:24
“the children of Asher.” Asher was the second son of Leah’s slave Zilpah. “Gad” was Zilpah’s first son (Gen. 30:10-13).
Jos 19:25
“Helkath.” This city is likely known, close to the Kishon River in the Valley of Jezreel. In this context, Joshua is using Helkath as a city of departure, as he did when speaking of the territories of other tribes. From Helkath, the territory goes west (Josh. 19:26). Also from Helkath it goes eastward (northeastward) (Josh. 19:27).
Jos 19:26
“On the west.” This is also the southwest, but it is west of the other cities that had been mentioned.
“Shihor-libnath.” This is likely Haifa on the Mediterranean Sea.
Jos 19:27
“It turned toward the sunrise to Beth-dagon.” Joshua gets his reference point from Helkat (Josh. 19:25-26. See commentary on Josh. 19:25).
“the valley of Iphtah-el.” In Joshua 19:14, “the valley of Iphtah-el” is the north border of Zebulun, and here it is the south border of Asher.
“on the left.” Some versions have “north,” and “the left hand” is usually north, but in this case, it seems clear that the border of Asher went north with Cabul on the left.
Jos 19:28
“great Sidon.” Also occurred in Joshua 11:8.
Jos 19:30
“Ummah also, and Aphek and Rehob.” These are not border cities, but cities included in Asher.
Jos 19:32
“Naphtali.” “Naphtali” means “wrestling,” and he was the second son of Bilhah, the slave of Rachel (Gen. 30:7-8).
Jos 19:33
“the Jordan.” The Jordan River.
Jos 19:34
“The border turned westward to Aznoth-tabor.” It seems clear that Joshua is doing what he has done for other tribal measurements: picking a city as a starting place and going out from there. The city is likely Heleph (Josh. 19:33), and from there he went east to the Jordan, and now he is describing the border in a westerly direction. It seems clear that since the first city is Aznoth-tabor (the “ears of Tabor”), that Heleph is near Mount Tabor, likely slightly east of Mount Tabor because he went west to Aznoth-tabor.
“as far as Zebulun.” That is, as far as the tribal territory of Zebulun.
“and to Judah at the Jordan.” This is not the tribal area of Judah, but a town called “Judah” on the Upper Jordan (north of the Sea of Galilee). The location is unknown.
Jos 19:35
“Chinnereth.” The same name as the Sea of Chinnereth (the Sea of Galilee), but it refers to a city on the northwest side of the sea.[footnoteRef:327] There is archaeological evidence at Chinnereth that dates to the time of Joshua. [327:  David Howard, Joshua [NAC].] 

Jos 19:37
“Kedesh.” This became one of the cities of refuge (Josh. 20:7; Num. 35:9-34; Deut. 19:1-13).
Jos 19:40
“Dan.” Dan was the first son of Bilhah, the slave of Jacob’s wife Rachel. Dan was the full brother of Naphtali. (Gen. 30:5-6).
Jos 19:41
“Ir-shemesh.” Almost certainly another name of Beth-shemesh.
Jos 19:46
“Me-jarkon.” The name means “waters of the Yarkon,” the Yarkon River. This would be a city near the source of the Yarkon River. The Yarkon River flows powerfully from Aphek to the Mediterranean Sea.
Jos 19:47
“But the territory of the children of Dan was lost to them.” The real story is given in Judges 1:34. The Danites could not, or would not, defeat the Amorites who lived in the territory assigned to Dan, so the Danites went north and conquered Laish, which they renamed “Dan.” That turned out to be a very poor decision for them because they became the first tribe attacked by every army that came from the north: Syria, Assyria, Babylonia, Persia, Greece, and Rome. They were effectively wiped out by the Assyrians around 725 BC, and archaeological surface surveys of the Galilee show very little organized occupation for many years after the Assyrians came through.
The Hebrew text plays with the words to make the action of the children of Dan stand out. The text says that “the territory of the children of Dan ‘went out’ from them,” and also that the “children of Dan ‘went up’ and fought.” The words, “went out” and “went up” have been used to describe the direction of the borders or the tribes, but now Joshua uses them to describe the people of Dan.
“Leshem.” Called Laish in Judges 18.
“the mouth of the sword.” Used to show great destruction, as if the sword was eating its victims (see commentary on Josh. 6:21).
“their father.” Here “father” is used commonly of “ancestor.”
Jos 19:50
“in the hill country of Ephraim.” Joshua was from the tribe of Ephraim (Num. 13:8) so the city he received as an inheritance was in the tribal area of Ephraim. Joshua and Caleb were the two faithful spies who searched out the Promised Land when Moses sent out the 12 spies from the wilderness of Paran (Num. 13:3), and each of them got a city as a reward for their faithfulness (cf. Caleb’s city; Josh. 15:13). Joshua is a type of Christ, and the inheritance that he received as the reward for his faithfulness foreshadows the special land-reward that Jesus will get in the Millennial Kingdom for his faithfulness (cf. Ezek. 48:21).
Jos 19:51
“the Tent of Meeting.” The “Tabernacle” (“Dwelling Place”) is also referred to as the “Tent of Meeting” because it was the place where people met with God. The Hebrew phrase is 'ohel mo'ed, in which 'ohel (#0168 אֹהֶל) means “tent,” and is followed by mo'ed (#04150 מוֹעֵד or מֹעֵד) which means a “meeting” or a “place for a meeting.” Thus the 'ohel mo'ed is the “Tent of Meeting” (see commentary on Exod. 27:21).
 
Joshua Chapter 20
Jos 20:2
“the cities of refuge.” “Refuge” has the meaning of “shelter,” and in modern Hebrew, it is used of shelters and bomb shelters. Every one of the cities of refuge is a Levitical city, so the elders of the city (Josh. 20:4) are all Levites.
“of which I spoke to you by Moses.” Moses spoke about the cities of refuge (Num. 35:6; 9-34; Deut. 19:1-13). The literal is “by the hand of Moses.” Yahweh spoke to Israel “by (“by way of” or “through”) Moses.”
Jos 20:3
“strikes down any person.” More literally “strikes down any soul,” where “soul” is used of the person, and indicates the whole person.
“unintentionally.” The translation “unintentionally” means without premeditation. The Hebrew is literally, “without knowledge,” and includes without premeditation, but it would also include doing something that someone died from but you did not even know the person had died. For example, someone walking on a mountaintop might kick a stone that rolls down into a wadi below and hits and kills someone, and the person who loosed the rock might not even know about it.
“avenger of blood.” A member of one’s family or clan that would kill anyone who killed someone in the family (see commentary on Num. 35:19). However, there was a procedure. There had to be two witnesses, etc.
The word translated “avenger” is the word for “redeemer.” The “avenger,” the “redeemer,” provides justice.
Jos 20:4
“gate...elders.” In the biblical culture of the Old Testament, it was the custom that the elders of a city would sit at the city gate (Gen. 19:1, 9; Deut. 21:19; 22:15; 25:7; Josh. 20:4; Ruth 4:11; 1 Sam. 4:18; Esther 2:19, 21; 3:2; Lam. 5:14; Dan. 2:49).
[For more on the elders at the gate, see commentary on Ruth 4:11; and for Wisdom being at the city gate, see commentary on Prov. 1:21.]
Jos 20:5
“unintentionally.” Literally, “without knowledge” (cf. Josh. 20:3).
“hate him previously.” A Hebrew idiom: more literally, “yesterday or three,” but the meaning is “previously,” “before,” “in times past.”
Jos 20:7
“Kiriath-arba.” This means, “City of Arba.” Arba was one of the Nephilim. Abraham’s wife Sarah died in Kiriath-arba (Gen. 23:2).
[For more on the Nephilim, see commentary on Gen. 6:4.]
Jos 20:8
“they assigned Bezer.” The city of Bezer was more or less east of Jericho.
“Golan.” “Golan” is the name of a city in the modern Golan Heights, but the ancient name for the area was Bashan.
 
Joshua Chapter 21
Jos 21:2
“by Moses.” Literally, “by the hand of Moses.” God commanded by way of telling Moses.
Jos 21:4
“The lot came out.” The tribes were assigned areas by “lot,” that is, by the stones—the Urim and Thummim—that were in the breastplate of the High Priest. The High Priest would draw out a stone which would indicate the decision of Yahweh. The exact process, which was well-known at the time and thus was not described in any detail, is not well understood today (cf. Exod. 28:30; Lev. 8:8; Num. 27:21; Deut. 33:8; 1 Sam. 28:6; Ezra 2:63; Neh. 7:65). In this case, the “lot,” i.e., the stone, “came out,” that is, came out of the pocket on the front of the breastplate of the High Priest and indicated that the Kohathites were to be the first to be assigned cities in the Promised Land.
[For more on the “lot” and the Urim and Thummim, see commentary on Exod. 28:30.]
Jos 21:8
“by Moses.” Literally, “by the hand of Moses.” God commanded Moses that 48 cities were to be given to the Levites (Num. 35:1-8; see commentary on Num. 35:7).
Jos 21:9
“he called.” The Hebrew text is a singular active verb, “he called.” It is quite possible, and even likely, here that the “he” is Yahweh, who commanded that cities be given (Josh. 21:8). The parallel in 1 Chronicles 6:65 does read the plural “they,” “they gave,” but here the verb is singular.
Jos 21:10
“for the descendants of Aaron, of the families of the Kohathites who were of the children of Levi.” One of Jacob’s 12 sons was Levi, who became the ancestor of the Levites and priests. One of Levi’s sons was Kohath, who fathered Amram, who fathered Aaron (and Moses), and Aaron became the first High Priest and all his descendants were the priests of Israel.
“theirs was the first lot.” The priests got the first lot because of their elevated status.
Jos 21:11
“Kiriath-arba, (Arba was the father of Anak), which is Hebron.” Abraham’s wife Sarah died in Kiriath-arba (Gen. 23:2). “Kiriath-arba” means, “The City of Arba,” and Arba was the father of Anak (cf. Josh. 14:15; 15:13). Arba was one of the Nephilim. “The City of Arba” was renamed “Hebron,” and it and the pasturelands around it were given to some of the priests.
[For more on the Nephilim, see commentary on Gen. 6:4.]
Jos 21:12
“and its villages.” The little towns around Hebron. Caleb was given Hebron (Josh. 14:6-13; Judg. 1:10), but when it came up as a Levitical city, Caleb gave it up to the Levites, but still had the smaller towns around Hebron.
Jos 21:18
“Anathoth.” The home of Jeremiah, who was a Levite.
Jos 21:25
“Gath-rimmon.” The Hebrew of Joshua 21:25 says Gath-rimmon, but Joshua 21:24 also had Gath-rimmon. Some scholars simply say there were two towns named Gath-rimmon, while others take the reading of the Septuagint, “Ibleam,” and say the doubling of Gath-rimmon was a copyist’s error.
Jos 21:27
“Ashtaroth.” This town occurs in 1 Chronicles 6:71. This is likely a center of worship of the Ashtaroth. This was also one of the main towns of Og, king of Bashan.
Jos 21:35
“Dimnah.” 1 Chronicles 6:77 reads “Rimmon,” which is likely the name here too, but the “D” and “R” in Hebrew got confused.
Jos 21:41
“48 cities with their surrounding pasturelands.” This fulfilled the word of Yahweh to Moses, that the Levites (and priests) were to get 48 cities to live in (Num. 35:1-8).
Jos 21:45
“of all the good things.” The Hebrew is more literally, “of all the good word,” but it is using “word” as a collective singular to refer to the “things,” “matters” that Yahweh had spoken about.
 
Joshua Chapter 22
Jos 22:3
“these many days to this day.” This does not mean the men of the Transjordan tribes never went home to see their families, but they did what it took to help the other tribes of Israel conquer their territory.
“kept the requirement.” The literal is more like, “kept the keeping,” or “guarded the guarding,” which is idiomatic for keeping the requirement of the commandment of God.
Jos 22:4
“beyond the Jordan.” In this context, Joshua was on the west side of the Jordan River, so “beyond the Jordan” was east of the Jordan.
Jos 22:5
“to do the commandment.” Joshua’s command to the tribes in the Transjordan is specific and complete: do the commands, love Yahweh, walk in His ways, keep His commands, hold fast to Him, and serve Him. Sadly, they, like Israel in the Promised Land on the west side of the Jordan, forgot God.
Jos 22:6
“went to their tents.” The people of the Transjordan (the tribes of Reuben, Gad, and the half-tribe of Manasseh) had flocks and herds, so although some of them lived in houses, many lived in tents.
Jos 22:7
“beyond the Jordan, to the west.” That is, on the west side of the Jordan.
Jos 22:9
“out of Shiloh.” The camp of Israel had moved from Gilgal to Shiloh (cf. Josh. 18:1).
“which is in the land of Canaan.” The Bible is not embarrassed to say this was the land of Canaan but now God has driven them out and given the land to Israel.
“to go to the land of Gilead.” The majority of the tribes in the Transjordan would have gone to Gilead, and the tribe of Reuben might have traveled east to Gilead and then south to their own tribal land.
“according to the commandment of Yahweh by Moses.” The Hebrew is very concrete, and is literally, “by the mouth of Yahweh by the hand of Moses.”
Jos 22:10
“that is in the land of Canaan.” The altar built by the Reubenites, Gadites, and the eastern half-tribe of Manasseh may have been on the west side of the Jordan River in the tribal area of west Manasseh. However, the vocabulary of Joshua 22:10-11 has so many meanings that the altar could have been on the east side of the Jordan as well as the west side. It is very difficult given the different meanings the Hebrew words can have to determine where the altar was built, and arguments can be made for both sides.
Jos 22:11
“an altar opposite of the land of Canaan, in the region of the Jordan, across from the children of Israel.” The scholars are divided, and the translation can differ considerably. If the altar was on the west side, the translation would read that the altar “at the frontier of the land of Canaan, in the region about the Jordan, on the side that belongs to the people of Israel” (Josh. 22:11 ESV).
Jos 22:12
“at Shiloh.” Where the Tent of Meeting was (Josh. 18:1).
Jos 22:14
“Phinehas.” The Hebrew reads “him,” referring to Phinehas.
Jos 22:16
“the whole congregation.” That is, the whole gathering of Israel. It is a covenant word; this is the covenant community.
Jos 22:17
“Peor.” In Numbers 25:1-9, the Israelites got involved with the worship of Baal at Peor, and participated in the sexual sin and pagan worship of Baal. The result of that was the death of the head-men of Israel and some 24,000 other Israelites (Num. 25:9). Phinehas himself had to spear two flagrant sinners to death (Num. 25:6-8).
“which we have not yet cleansed ourselves from to this day.” This is a very startling and important statement. The sin of Peor occurred in Numbers 25, which was toward the end of Israel’s 40 years of wandering in the wilderness, so many of the people who experienced the sin at Peor would still be alive, since the event at Peor was likely only a decade or so earlier than Joshua 22. Phinehas was an astute priest, and sensitive to the people and the spirit of God, and he realized that what happened at Peor was still having an effect in Israel. It seems the attraction of the sex involved with the worship of Baal-peor and the promises made by pagan gods still pulled Israel toward paganism, and surely enough, as we see popping up in Joshua and Judges, pagan worship and worship practices did indeed pull Israel away from Yahweh.
Jos 22:18
“he will be angry with the whole congregation of Israel.” People do not realize that when a people group, clan, or nation relies on God for help or says they will follow God, that God holds them to that commitment. Satan wants everyone to forget that people are connected together with God in communities and that if people in the community sin, the whole community can suffer the consequences of that sin. Not paying attention to the fact that a whole community can suffer if a segment of that community sins allows Satan to spread an “each person for themselves” mentality, and also a “You should not care what I do by myself” mentality. But that mentality denies the way that God has created the earth and its inhabitants and can lead to immense suffering. Wise leaders know the problems that sin in the community can cause and work to keep it in check.
Jos 22:20
“unfaithful, yes, unfaithful.” The Hebrew has the figure of speech polyptoton for emphasis (see commentary on Gen. 2:16).
“die.” The Hebrew verb gava (#01478 גָּוַע) refers to dying and is fundamentally synonymous with the verb “die,” muth (#04191 מָוֹת), although gava can imply a violent death (see commentary on Gen. 25:8, “breathed his last”).
Jos 22:22
“The Mighty One, God, Yahweh; the Mighty One, God, Yahweh.” This could be translated “Yahweh is God of gods; Yahweh is God of gods.”
Jos 22:23
“burnt offerings or grain offerings.” The Hebrew is singular; a collective singular expressed in English as a plural.
“from following after Yahweh.” People follow Yahweh in the same sense that students follow the Rabbi.
“let Yahweh himself examine it.” The Transjordan tribes had nothing to hide and were willing to prove it. If the altar was in rebellion, Yahweh’s wrath would be upon them.
Jos 22:24
“In the future.” The literal Hebrew is an idiom, “tomorrow,” meaning, “in the future.”
“What do you have to do with.” The literal Hebrew is, “What to you and to Yahweh, the God of Israel.”
Jos 22:25
“You have no portion.” That is, no inherited portion of land associated “in” Yahweh. It is almost as if a person had land from Yahweh they had a right to a share of Yahweh.
“So your children might make our children cease fearing Yahweh.” Good parents know the value of fearing God and do what they can to make sure their children love and reverence God.
Jos 22:27
“carry out the service of Yahweh.” The Hebrew is more literally, “serve the service” (or even, “work the work”) and it refers to worship. The worship of Yahweh was not with hollow words, but with work. The worship of God, as dictated by the Torah, involved the making of sacrifices and offerings, which was a lot of work.
“in his presence.” The Hebrew is literally, “before him,” but it means “in his presence,” and God is in the Tent of Meeting which at this time in history was at Shiloh. The people of the Transjordan tribes knew they would have to go to the Tent of Meeting to serve him. The NIV adds specificity to the text and says, “at His sanctuary.”
Jos 22:29
“Far be it.” A single word in Hebrew that is an idiomatic expression and therefore difficult to bring exactly into English. Some scholars would go with “God forbid.”
“before his tabernacle.” The altar of burnt offering was in front of, to the east of, the Tabernacle.
Jos 22:31
“Today we know that Yahweh is in the midst of us because you have not committed this unfaithfulness.” If the Transjordan tribes had committed an act of unfaithfulness against Yahweh, then He would not be in their midst, and the hand of Yahweh would have been against Israel. The leaders of Israel sensed that Yahweh was still present with them.
Jos 22:34
“A Witness Between Us that Yahweh is God.” A long name for an altar was not uncommon (cf. Exod. 17:15; Judg. 6:24).
 
Joshua Chapter 23
Jos 23:1
“well advanced in years.” The same phrase is used in Joshua 13:1. This is a type of inclusion, that the wars of Joshua were basically over and it was after those wars that Joshua divided up the land.
“when Yahweh had given rest to Israel.” The “rest” that Yahweh gave to Israel is a type of the full rest that Jesus will give to his people (cf. Heb. 4:8).
Jos 23:2
“all Israel.” “All Israel” was not there, but is represented by the leaders.
Jos 23:4
“Great Sea.” The common Old Testament name for the Mediterranean Sea.
Jos 23:5
“drive them out.” This has the meaning (as at many other places as well) of dispossessing the native population and living where they had lived.
Jos 23:6
“the book of the Law.” This is more good evidence that the Law was written down and not just passed on in oral tradition (cf. Josh. 8:31, 32, 34).
“the Law of Moses.” The Hebrew is “the torah of Moses,” where “torah” is much more than “law.” The torah involves instruction in many different ways (see commentary on Prov. 1:8).
Jos 23:7
“mix with.” Literally “come into.” In some contexts, “come into” is idiomatic for sexual intercourse, but that may be going too far in this context (cf. Josh. 23:12, which uses the same phrase).
“nor serve them.” This refers to the work of worship.
“bow down.” The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body to the earth. It is the same Hebrew word as “worship.”
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
Jos 23:8
“as you have done to this day.” At first, this seems to contradict the fact that the Israelites had foreign gods among them (cf. Josh. 24:14, 23). However, it shows that although there was some worship of foreign gods among the people, they had not wholly deserted Yahweh as later generations of Israelites would. Thus, the situation is likely similar to Christians today who love God but also practice astrology, have “lucky” objects, etc.
Jos 23:9
“numerous.” That is, full of people; well populated.
Jos 23:11
“watch yourselves.” This could be “watch your souls,” or even guard your souls, where “your soul” means yourself. The text is telling us that it takes a certain amount of diligence to love Yahweh. There are many forces against it: our own sin nature and the pull of the ungodly society around us.
[For more on the biblical use of “soul” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
Jos 23:12
“turn away, yes, turn away.” The Hebrew uses the figure of speech polyptoton for emphasis (see commentary on Gen. 2:16).
“hold fast.” In Joshua 22:5 and 23:8, Israel was instructed to “hold fast” to Yahweh.
“make marriages.” The verb is accurately translated, and does not mean simply “marry.” In the biblical culture, the father (usually with the advice of the mother and other female family members) arranged for the marriage of his daughters, so he “made marriages” with others. Marriages were usually treated quite seriously because they often involved forming family alliances, and that would be the case here; a marriage alliance between Israel and the pagans near them.
“mix with.” Literally, “come into them” (see commentary on Josh. 23:7).
Jos 23:13
“out from before you.” That is, out of your presence. This explains why some versions read “out of your sight.”
“a whip for your sides.” The image is most likely that of whipping the side of a horse (cf. Prov. 26:3; Nah. 3:2).
“thorns in your eyes.” There were so many thornbushes and thistles in Israel that it occasionally happened that someone would get a thorn in their eyes. In Numbers 33:55, the thorn would be in the side, but a “barb” in the eyes (although the Hebrew in Numbers is really a different Hebrew word for “thorn”).
Jos 23:14
“going the way of all the earth.” An idiom for dying. But Joshua does not die that day, but later on.
“not one word has failed of all the good things.” The Hebrew has “not one word (dabar; word, thing, matter) has failed of all the good things (dabar: word, thing, matter), that Yahweh” spoke.
Jos 23:16
“transgress.” The Hebrew uses the word “cross over” where to cross over the covenant is to go beyond it, to transgress its boundaries.
“you will perish quickly from off the good land.” This is also stated in Deuteronomy 11:17.
“bow down.” The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body to the earth. It is the same Hebrew word as “worship.”
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
 
Joshua Chapter 24
Jos 24:1
“and they presented themselves before God.” They seem not to be in front of the Tabernacle, because it was at Shiloh (Josh. 18:1). So they were before God in the sense that they were before the representatives of God, Joshua, and likely the priests.
Jos 24:2
“served.” The Hebrew means “to work for, to serve.” The worship of pagan gods (and Yahweh) often required quite heavy work, such as getting water, wood, and sacrifices.
“other gods.” The fact that Abraham’s ancestors did not worship Yahweh is at least part of the reason that when God called Abraham to go to the Promised Land, He said, “Get out of your country and from your relatives and from your father’s house and go to the land that I will show you” (Gen. 12:1). God did not want Abraham’s family taking their pagan gods with them into the Promised Land, so He told Abraham to leave his family behind.
Jos 24:3
“from beyond the River.” That is, from the other side of the Euphrates River.
“led him throughout all the land of Canaan.” Indicative that God was going to give “all the land” to Abraham and his descendants.
“and multiplied his seed.” Abraham fathered eight children: Ishmael by Hagar the Egyptian, Isaac by Sarah, and six children by Keturah after Sarah died, Zimran, Jokshan, Medan, Midian, Ishbak, and Shuah (Gen. 25:1-2).
Jos 24:4
“and I gave Mount Seir to Esau.” Mount Seir is the biblical name for the mountainous area stretching between the south end of the Dead Sea and the north end of the Gulf of Aqabah. It is not all of biblical Edom, but the northwest part of it. It was originally controlled by a Horite name Seir (Gen. 14:6; 36:20), but Esau and his descendants conquered it and took it from the Horites and then lived in the area (Deut. 2:12, 22).
“but Jacob and his children went down into Egypt.” It is interesting that God gave Esau the area of Mount Seir, Edom, and Esau became a nation there. But the spiritual battle around the Promised Land was such that although Jacob had been given the land of Israel, the Israelites did not become a nation there, but were made into a nation while they were slaves in Egypt, and came out and traveled and fought as one nation although composed of different tribes.
Jos 24:5
“and afterward.” That is, after the plagues.
Jos 24:6
“with chariots and with horsemen.” Even after the plagues, the Egyptian military was intact, and then God dealt with them in the Red Sea.
Jos 24:7
“he put darkness.” Joshua switches from God in the first person to God in the third person, “he.”
“between you and the Egyptians.” Although most of the people with Joshua were dead, some were likely under 20 at the time of the Exodus and thus alive with Joshua, having seen the plagues and the Exodus. Also, the Jewish people tend to see themselves as part of the Exodus.
“And your eyes saw what I did.” There are many examples in history of the power of God and the futility of fighting against Him. The wise believer submits to God and obeys Him. Even if it is hard at first due to our sin nature and human stubbornness, in the end, there is true peace in following God. In contrast, the end of standing arrogantly against God is destruction.
Jos 24:8
“the Amorites that lived beyond the Jordan.” The phrase “beyond the Jordan” can refer to either east (Deut. 3:8; Josh. 24:8) or west (Deut. 3:20; 11:30) of the Jordan River depending on the context or the location of the speaker. In this case, the Amorites lived on the east side of the Jordan, in the Transjordan (Num. 21:21-35).
“I gave them into your hand.” An idiom meaning that God put them under the power (“hand”) of Israel.
“I destroyed them.” Israel did the fighting, but the battle was fought with God’s power and God gave the victory.
Jos 24:9
“Then Balak the son of Zippor, king of Moab.” The army of Israel traveled around Moab and then conquered the territories north of it; the Amorite kingdoms of Sihon and Og. Then they turned south again and camped just east of the Jordan River and across from Jericho in the plains of Moab (Num. 22:1).
“arose and fought against Israel: he sent.” Balak “fought against Israel,” but initially the fighting was in the spiritual world; curses against Israel.
“called Balaam the son of Beor to curse you.” This record starts in Numbers 22:1-6.
Jos 24:10
“blessed, yes, blessed.” The Hebrew uses the figure of speech polyptoton for emphasis.
[For more on polyptoton and its translation, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
Jos 24:11
“leaders of Jericho.” The Hebrew word translated “leaders” is Baal, which was used of lords, leaders, landowners, and occasionally of free citizens. The men of Jericho fought as well, but the people were represented by the leaders.
“Amorite, the Perizzite, the Canaanite, the Hittite, the Girgashite, the Hivite and the Jebusite.” These are the seven nations mentioned in Deuteronomy 7:1 that Israel was commanded to destroy when they got into the Promised Land (see commentary on Deut. 7:1).
Jos 24:12
“I sent the hornet before you.” There is no mention of literal physical hornets in the text, but it may represent that God was working to give Israel the lands that were not immediately visible to Israel (Exod. 23:28; Deut. 7:20). Also, the hornet can be a metaphor for fear, and the fear of Israel did go ahead of the Israelites and caused the Canaanites to panic or lose heart.
Jos 24:13
“cities that you did not build.” When Israel conquered Canaan they generally did not destroy the cities, but moved into them intact and began living in them (cf. Deut. 6:10-12; Josh. 11:13). Joshua burned only three cities in the conquest of Canaan; Ai, Jericho, and Hazor (Josh. 6:24; 8:28; 11:11).
Jos 24:14
“beyond the River.” That is, beyond the Euphrates River, where Abraham came from. It is possible that some of the gods of Mesopotamia were still hanging around the people after hundreds of years, or, more likely, the gods of the Canaanites were the same as some of those Mesopotamian gods.
Jos 24:15
“if it seems evil.” In this context, “evil” does not mean morally evil, but “unprofitable,” somehow hurtful. Joshua is saying that if the people see no value in serving Yahweh, then they should choose who they will serve.
“the gods that were beyond the Euphrates River.” The gods go with the land, and influence what happens in their domain.
Jos 24:16
“Far be it from us.” See commentary on Joshua 22:29.
Jos 24:17
“house of slavery.” The Hebrew is literally, “house of slaves,” where the genitive points to quality, it was a house of slavery.
Jos 24:18
“the Amorites.” The Amorites were prominent enemies.
“We also will serve Yahweh, for he is our God.” This is the first of three times that the people of Israel say they will serve God. The Law stated that a matter was settled with two or three witnesses. After they stated it a second time (Josh. 24:21), Joshua says they are witnesses against themselves, which they agree to (Josh. 24:22). Then, in Joshua 24:24 Israel says they will serve God a third time.
Jos 24:19
“You will not be able to serve Yahweh.” Joshua is not saying the people cannot serve Yahweh. But Joshua is saying that as things are, and especially as time goes on and years and years go by, the people will have a hard time serving Yahweh. As we know, even as Joshua was telling people to serve Yahweh, he was also having to tell them to get rid of their other gods. Joshua also knew the predictions of Moses, that Israel would turn away from Yahweh (Deut. 29:16-28; 32:4-33). So given the present situation and Moses’ statements about Israel’s future, Joshua understood only too well that Israel would not be able to serve only Yahweh as God unless they had a change of heart toward the pagan gods and made an extreme effort to keep themselves pure in the eyes of Yahweh.
“He will not forgive your disobedience.” God forgives sin, but in this context, after the Israelites had ignored God’s holiness and stirred up His jealousy, there would be consequences that could not just be “wished away.” Many times when people sin they can confess their sin and be forgiven on a spiritual level, but the consequences in the physical world still occur. King David is a good example. He confessed his sin to Nathan the prophet who told him his sin was forgiven but the child born of adultery would still die ( 2 Sam. 12:13-14).
Jos 24:21
“we will serve Yahweh.” This is the second time Israel says they will serve Yahweh (see commentary on Josh. 24:18).
Jos 24:22
“You are witnesses.” The people have now twice said they will serve Yahweh.
“We are witnesses!” The Hebrew text expresses the emotion and determination of the people, who simply said, “Witnesses!”
Jos 24:23
“stretch out your heart to God.” Joshua is using a strong active verb to encourage the people. They must put away their pagan gods, to which they would have certainly been attached for various reasons, and then stretch out their hearts to Yahweh. We often speak of people having to “stretch themselves” when they are doing something unfamiliar or difficult, and that is the case here. The people had not been single-hearted toward Yahweh, and now they must stretch themselves to be that way.
Jos 24:24
“We will serve Yahweh our God.” This is the third time that Israel said they would serve God (see commentary on Josh. 24:18).
“we will listen to his voice.” In this context, “listen” has what is sometimes called the pregnant sense, and means “obey.”
Jos 24:25
“set down for them a statute and a judgment.” Joshua wrote these in the book, as per Joshua 24:26.
Jos 24:26
“the sacred precinct.” Although many versions say “sanctuary,” the Hebrew word can refer to a holy place, which Shechem surely was, going back to the time of Abraham. The NIV reads “holy place,” while the TNK reads “sacred precinct.” There is no evidence that the Tabernacle was moved from Shiloh (Josh. 18:1) to Shechem for this event.
“took a large stone and set it up there.” There is still a huge stone (although some of it has been broken off) in an ancient cultic site in Shechem, that seems to have ruins associated with it, or near it, that date from this time or earlier. There is no way to tell for sure, but that could well be the very stone that Joshua had set up. This standing-stone that Joshua set up was to be a memorial and a witness of the covenant that he made with Israel concerning the worship of Yahweh.
[For more on standing-stones, see commentary on Gen. 28:18.]
Jos 24:27
“this stone will be a witness against us.” The idea that inanimate things that would be around for a long time could be witnesses to an oath was common in the culture and occurs a couple of different times in the Bible (cf. Gen. 31:52; Deut. 30:19). This does not mean the people thought that inanimate objects were alive and could talk, but rather that as part of God’s creation they represented Him.
Jos 24:31
“had known.” This is the use of “know” that means more than knowledge, it means to experience.
Jos 24:32
“in the parcel of ground that Jacob bought from the sons of Hamor the father of Shechem for 100 qisitah.” This transaction is recorded in Genesis 33:19. The Septuagint took the qisitah (a unit of money the value of which is no longer known) as the value of a lamb, but there is no way to verify that.
“and they became.” This likely refers to the bones of Joseph. Some commentators say that the plural “they” actually refers to the plot of land (singular), but the Hebrew text is plural. The bones of famous people were highly regarded and thought of as important property which is why places such as the burial plot of Abraham is still known to this day. There is no specific textual reason to ignore the plural “they” in the Hebrew text.
Jos 24:33
“the hill of Phinehas his son.” The location of this hill is unknown.


Judges Commentary
Judges Chapter 1
Jdg 1:1
“asked of Yahweh.” Likely by going to the priests or the High Priest.
“go up for us first.” That is, who will lead the charge. The text is not saying that Judah will attack and the other tribes hang back, but rather that the troops of Judah will be up front in the battle. God chooses Judah to take the lead, and this is somewhat typological of Judah’s lead over the tribes, especially in light of the Messiah being from Judah. We see this again in Judges 20:18-19 when Judah is chosen to go first but all the tribes of Israel participate in the battle.
Jdg 1:2
“And Yahweh said.” Yahweh would have “spoken” through a mediator of some kind, such as a priest or the Urim and Thummim, but an important thing to consider is that Yahweh was with Israel.
Jdg 1:3
“Judah said to Simeon his brother.” Judah and Simeon were both from Jacob, but more than that, they were full birth brothers from Jacob and Leah.
Jdg 1:4
“Yahweh gave the Canaanites and the Perizzites into their hand.” We see the hand of Yahweh in the victory. Yahweh is the ultimate cause of victory, and trying to be successful in life without Yahweh is difficult at best.
Jdg 1:5
“Bezek.” Likely an unknown town somewhere in Judah, not the Bezek in Samaria far north of Judah.
Jdg 1:6
“cut off his thumbs and his big toes.” This humiliates a person and disables them very effectively.
Jdg 1:8
“the mouth of the sword.” Used to show great destruction, as if the sword was eating its victims (see commentary on Josh. 6:21).
Jdg 1:9
“the Shephelah.” The Shephelah is the area of rolling hills east of Israel’s coastal plain and between the coastal plain and the hill country (see commentary on Josh. 9:1).
Jdg 1:10
“Judah went against the Canaanites who lived in Hebron.” Specifically, Caleb of the tribe of Judah attacked the city of Hebron, but he would have had at least some other Judeans with him, and perhaps some warriors from other tribes as well (Josh. 14:6-15; 15:13-16). The verb can be read that Judah “had gone up.” This seems to be a description of what had happened in Joshua 15:14.
“Kiriath-arba, and they struck Sheshai and Ahiman and Talmai.” “Kiriath-arba” means, “The City of Arba,” and Arba was the father of Anak (cf. Josh. 14:15; 15:13). Arba was one of the Nephilim. “The City of Arba” was renamed “Hebron,” and it and the pasturelands around it were given to some of the priests.
The reason that these three men, Sheshai and Ahiman and Talmai, are specifically mentioned is that they were Nephilim, part of the race of “fallen ones,” which means they were likely huge in stature and incredibly evil (Num. 13:33). Hebron was called “Kiriath-arba,” which means “the city of Arba,” and Arba was one of the Nephilim and the father of Anak (Josh. 21:11).
Sheshai, Ahiman, and Talmai were obviously very powerful and influential, because they are specifically mentioned three times in Scripture (Num. 13:22; Josh. 15:14, and Judg. 1:10). They were destroyed by Caleb and the Judean men who fought with him (Josh. 15:14, Judg. 1:10). Caleb was given Hebron as his personal inheritance because he had been faithful to Yahweh, especially because he and Joshua were the two faithful spies who Moses sent out from Kadesh-barnea to spy out the Promised Land (Num. 13:1-33).
Abraham’s wife Sarah died in Kiriath-arba (Gen. 23:2).
[For more on the Nephilim, see commentary on Gen. 6:4.]
“struck.” In this case, “struck” means “killed.”
Jdg 1:11
“he went against the inhabitants of Debir.” The war against Debir is also in Joshua 10:38-39). The account in Judges is not a second battle but a record of the battle recorded in Joshua, but with more detail. Joshua 15:15 is almost exactly the same as Judges 1:11, the verb “went” is different.
Jdg 1:14
“It came to pass.” Judges 1:14 is worded exactly the same as Joshua 15:18.
Jdg 1:15
“She said to him.” This is paralleled in Joshua 15:19.
Jdg 1:16
“And the children of the Kenite.” That is, the Kenite people. They went with the people of Judah and it seems they were at least to a certain extent assimilated into Judah.
“City of Date Palms.” The palm trees in Israel were date palms, not coconut palms. The City of Date Palms is Jericho.
“which is in the Negev of Arad.” A powerful town in the Negev of Judah. The “wilderness of Judah” was large and in several geographic regions of Judah, so it makes sense that the text would specify the wilderness of Judah in the Negev.
“lived with the people.” That is, the Kenites lived with the people, Israel, but specifically the people of Judah.
Jdg 1:17
“Zephath.” The location of this city is unknown.
“devoted it to destruction.” For more on things “devoted” to Yahweh and devoted to destruction, see commentary on Joshua 6:17.
“And they called.” The Hebrew is literally, “and he called,” with the “he” being the collective tribes. This is a case where a plural subject, Judah and Simeon, is paired with a singular verb, “he called” (cf. Gen. 49:16).
“Hormah.” The city name means “destruction.”
Jdg 1:18
“Judah captured Gaza.” The verse says that Judah captured Gaza, but there is some doubt about that. The Septuagint says that Judah did “not” capture these cities. which seems to accord with Joshua 13:2-3. Also, in Joshua 12 these cities are not listed as having been conquered. If they were captured, for some reason they did not hold it long. The Philistines quickly inhabited it (Judg. 6:4).
Jdg 1:19
“and he drove.” The “he” refers collectively to Judah.
Jdg 1:20
“the sons of Anak.” Anak was one of the Nephilim, the “Fallen Ones,” just as Numbers 13:33 says.
[For more on the Nephilim, see commentary on Gen. 6:4.]
Jdg 1:21
“but the Jebusites live in Jerusalem among the children of Benjamin to this day.” The Jebusites lived in Jerusalem, which was in the tribal territory of Benjamin, so the Benjamites lived all around the Jebusites.
Jdg 1:22
“and Yahweh was with them.” So Yahweh had been with Judah, and He also was with the house of Joseph, the tribes of Ephraim and Manasseh, but likely here the emphasis is on the tribe of Ephraim (Judg. 1:27). Bethel is in the tribal area of Ephraim. And Yahweh was with Ephraim too!
Jdg 1:24
“scouts.” More literally “watchmen” or “guards,” but these were the watchmen of the Israelite invasion force.
“we will deal mercifully with you.” The verb hesed is hard to translate here. It can have the meaning of mercifully, especially in light of the fact that the rest of the city was destroyed. It can also mean faithfully, meaning that the man would not be double-crossed after showing the people how to enter the city.
Jdg 1:25
“And he showed them the entrance into the city.” This would be a concealed small entrance into the city. The man did not show them the main city gate.
“the mouth of the sword.” Used to show great destruction, as if the sword was eating its victims (see commentary on Josh. 6:21).
Jdg 1:26
“into the land of the Hittites.” This is likely ancient Anatolia, eastern Turkey.
Jdg 1:28
“completely dispossess them.” The Hebrew text uses the figure of speech polyptoton (“many inflections”) for emphasis, using the word “dispossess” twice but in different forms. The same construction occurs in Joshua 17:13. See commentary on Joshua 17:13.
[See Word Study: “Polyptoton.”]
Jdg 1:30
“in their midst.” The Hebrew is “in his midst,” portraying the tribe of Zebulun as one person.
Jdg 1:32
“but the Asherites lived in the midst of the Canaanites.” This is a change from the more usual statement that the Canaanites lived among the Israelites. Apparently, when it came to the tribe of Asher there were more Canaanites in the area than Asherites.
Jdg 1:35
“but the hand of the house of Joseph prevailed so that they became subject to forced labor.” It seems that once most of the Danites left their assigned territory and went north, people from the tribe of Ephraim did what the Danites could not do; they moved into the area. However, instead of killing off the Amorites as Moses and Joshua commanded, they put them to forced labor.
Jdg 1:36
“the ascent of Akrabbim.” Literally, the ascent of the scorpions” (cf. Num. 34:4; Joshua 15:3). This is likely a slope out of the Zin Valley in the Negev southwest of the Dead Sea, going north.
“the rock.” This may be the name of a town in Edom.
 
Judges Chapter 2
Jdg 2:1
“And an angel of Yahweh went up from Gilgal to Bochim.” This is an interesting statement because it shows that there are spiritual realities and spiritual necessities that are not apparent to humans at the time they occur. Even if a person saw this angel on the road walking from Gilgal up to Bochim, they would not have known it was an angel. It was only at a later point in time that it became known that the angel traveled from Gilgal to Bochim. Most scholars believe that Bochim is the town of Bethel which is 15 miles to the west and uphill from Gilgal, and it was given the designation “Bochim,” meaning “Weepers,” because of the weeping that occurred there. It is also possible, however, that this “angel” is a human messenger of Yahweh, in that case likely a Levite (cf. Mal. 2:7).
The town of Gilgal is significant because of all the things that happened there and because it was Israel’s first base camp in the Promised Land after Joshua crossed the Jordan River. It seems that by his lonely uphill walk, the angel was making a bold statement about where Israel had been under Joshua when they first crossed the Jordan River compared to where they were now in the period of the judges after Joshua was dead.
When Israel first crossed the Jordan River and camped at Gilgal the men were circumcised and God rolled away the reproach of Egypt from off them. The Promised Land was before them and the future looked bright indeed. God’s angels were directing them, and God provided miracle conquests, such as at Jericho. But by Judges 2, the Israelites had rejected the covenant and disobeyed God, and so the angel announced that God would not be with them as before, which is why the people wept at “Weepers.”
So, even though no one saw it at the time, in obedience to God the angel walked from Gilgal, where the future of Israel looked so bright, to Bochim, where the present was ungodly and the future was looking bleak and difficult. What the angel did was not noticed in the physical realm at the time, and some people might argue that the journey was just show and had no real effect. But it would be shortsighted to think that way, because God does not give His angels busywork with no real purpose. In the battle between good and evil, spiritual realities are just as important, and likely more important, than physical realities. We are in no position to gauge what happened in the spiritual world, and perhaps later in the physical world, because of that uphill hike. There is always a benefit to obeying God, even if we do not see it in the physical world, and God likely put this little sentence in His Word about what angels do behind the scenes to remind us of that fact.
“And he said, ‘I brought you up out of Egypt and I led you to the land.’” The idea that God brought Israel up out of Egypt and led them into the Promised Land occurs a number of times in Scripture, but in this case, the wording is different, While in other places the verb translated “brought” is a past tense verb, here in Judges 2:1 the verb “brought” is in the imperfect tense and could well be translated as a future verb: “I will bring you up out of Egypt.” This is difficult to bring into English because it would confuse the reader, but the implication is profound. It makes the sentence read more as if it were saying, “I said I will bring you up out of Egypt, and I led you into the land I promised to give….” In other words, God is making the point that He said he would do something, then He did it. God is faithful to His word. In contrast, Israel said they would serve God, and then they did not do it. We learn from Judges that Israel broke the covenant and worshiped and served pagan gods. Against the backdrop of God’s faithfulness, Israel’s unfaithfulness stands out very clearly.
Jdg 2:2
“But you have not listened to my voice.” That might include the covenant with the Gibeonites.
Jdg 2:3
“but they will be thorns in your sides.” See Joshua 23:13.
Jdg 2:5
“they sacrificed there to Yahweh.” They either built an altar or there was one there from an earlier time. Offering a sacrifice is an appropriate response to their sin.
Jdg 2:6
“Now when Joshua had sent the people away.” This is a summary statement; Joshua had already been recorded as having died.
Jdg 2:9
“Timnath-heres.” The city is called Timnath-sereh in the book of Joshua (Josh. 19:50; 24:30).
“north of the mountain of Gaash.” The sense is that Joshua was buried to the north (but likely close to) the mountain of Gaash. The burial would never be in the city because touching a tomb made a person unclean.
Jdg 2:12
“made Yahweh angry.” What Israel did made God angry. It is somewhat of an overstatement to use the word “provoke,” which usually contains intent, “to stir up purposely.” The people did not set out to make God angry; nevertheless, what they did angered God.
“bow down.” The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body to the earth. It is the same Hebrew word as “worship.”
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
Jdg 2:13
“Ashtaroths.” The word “Ashtaroths” is a plural feminine noun, usually understood to be fertility goddesses. It is possible in this context that the singular god Baal is paired with the Ashtaroths, feminine goddesses because in that culture it was common for a powerful man to have more than one wife.
Jdg 2:14
“sold them into the hands of their enemies.” The fact that God “sold” Israel portrays them as slaves. Israel served Yahweh, who brought them out of Egypt, and so when they were not happy with Him as a “master,” He sold them to other masters, as if they might be happy with them, but of course they never were.
Jdg 2:15
“for evil.” Here, “evil” is describing bad things, disaster.
“as Yahweh had spoken.” God had said that if Israel forsook God they would be destroyed (cf. Deut. 6:15; 7:4).
Jdg 2:16
“But Yahweh raised up.” Judges 2:16-23 starts a new section of Judges and basically describes the cycle that goes throughout the rest of the book. Israel sins, Israel is defeated and enslaved; Israel cries out to God for help; God raises up a judge to deliver Israel; Israel ignores the judge and gets caught up in sin again; and the cycle repeats.
“judges who saved them.” In this verse, it is the judges who saved Israel, but in other verses, Yahweh is said to save the people. Both statements are true: Yahweh and the judges worked together to save Israel.
Jdg 2:17
“obeyed.” The Hebrew is “listened to,” but it means “obeyed.”
Jdg 2:18
“and saved them.” Here in Judges 2:18, it is Yahweh who is saving Israel, while Judges 2:16 it was the judge who saved Israel. The judge and Yahweh worked in concert.
Jdg 2:19
“they turned back.” They turned back from following the judge to their evil ways.
Jdg 2:23
“neither did he give them into the hand of Joshua.” God had said He would not give the Promised Land all at once to Joshua, and would not drive out the inhabitants quickly. God had various reasons for that, for example, Israel did not have enough people to occupy the entire land and God did not want the dangerous wild animals to multiply (Exod. 23:29-30; Deut. 7:22).
 
Judges Chapter 3
Jdg 3:1
“known.” In this case, “known by experience.”
Jdg 3:3
“Mount Baal-hermon.” This is Mount Hermon. There must have been some form of Baal worship happening on Mount Hermon.
Jdg 3:6
“and they took their daughters as wives for themselves.” The Israelites were warned against this in Joshua 23:12.
Jdg 3:7
“forgot Yahweh.” It is not as if Israel forgot who Yahweh was. They “ignored” Yahweh.
Jdg 3:8
“Aram-naharaim.” This could be Aram of the two rivers, often thought of as Mesopotamia. But that could be a copiest error for an area much closer to Israel.
Jdg 3:9
“raised up a savior.” There are many “saviors” in the Bible. God is the savior, and He often works through human saviors.
“Othniel the son of Kenaz, Caleb’s younger brother.” Although the reading of the text can be confusing, it is saying that Kenaz was Caleb’s younger brother, and Othniel was the son of Kenaz, and therefore Caleb’s nephew. Caleb was the son of Jephunneh (Num. 13:6), so the natural understanding of the text would be that Kenaz was also the son of Jephunneh (although sometimes “brothers” had the same mother but different fathers if a father had died). So from the information in the text, we can discern that Caleb and Kenaz were brothers and Othniel was Caleb’s nephew.
Jdg 3:11
“And the land had rest.” The land itself is said to be “quiet,” “peaceful,” “at rest.”
“40 years.” This is the total time of Othniel, including the eight years of slavery.
Jdg 3:12
“And the children of Israel again did what was evil in the eyes of Yahweh.” The account of Ehud and the Israelites against Eglon and the Moabites and their allies has many unusual and even humorous things, and so some more liberal scholars feel it was an invented account and not historical. But there is no evidence for that opinion at all, and the record shows that God, the masterful Author, has a sense of irony and humor when looking at many human interactions.
“And Yahweh strengthened Eglon...against Israel. This is what many scholars refer to as “the idiom of permission.” Yahweh did not directly strengthen Moab against Israel. Israel disobeyed the commandments that Yahweh had given, and in doing that, Yahweh, the righteous God, could not protect them from themselves or their enemies. Their disobedience to Yahweh allowed demonic forces to come against them in various ways, including motivating the Moabites to attack Israel.
The attack and subjugation of Israel by Moab was unwarranted and evil, and reveals the evil and unrighteousness of the Devil, who certainly was the motivation behind the Moabite attack. When Israel left Egypt and headed to the Promised Land, Yahweh forbade Israel from attacking Moab (Deut. 2:8-9). Also, Moab enlisted the help of the Ammonites and Amalekites, two historical enemies of Israel, and Yahweh had forbidden Israel from attacking Ammon when they came out of Egypt (Deut. 2:19).
[For more on the idiom of permission, see commentary on Exod. 4:21.]
“Eglon the king of Moab.” The name “Eglon” is a diminutive form of the word for “bull,” thus meaning something like “bull calf.” This may be the actual name of the historical character, but also it is not beyond God to assign people names that add to the storyline. A great example of that is Delilah, the woman who deceived Samson. “Delilah” means “wasting away; pining away,” and that is exactly what happened to Samson after he met her. It is unlikely that parents would name a new baby girl “wasting away,” but when we read in Judges 16:4 that Samson loved “Delilah,” we get a quick snapshot of what will happen to Samson after that. Given that, Eglon, the “bull calf” ended up being a sacrifice to Yahweh, and in fact, there are a number of Hebrew words in the record of Ehud and Eglon that relate to sacrifices (see “tribute” in Judg. 3:15; “fat” in Judg. 3:17).
Jdg 3:13
“City of Date Palms.” The palm trees in Israel were date palms, not coconut palms.
“children of Ammon.” So the Moabites and Ammonites, both from Abraham’s nephew Lot, align together against Israel.
“possessed the City of Date Palms.” The city of Jericho, now called the City of Date Palms, was the first city taken by Israel in the Promised Land. Now they begin to lose their inheritance and Jericho is the first city lost to the pagan enemies.
Jdg 3:14
“served Eglon the king of Moab 18 years.” The Israelites had voluntarily served pagan gods, so now they will be made to serve pagan kings. Although the Bible does not describe the severity of the service, we can surmise that much was demanded of Israel in tribute and resources, and with thousands of Moabite soldiers in Israel (cf. Judg. 3:28-29), no doubt the people were personally attacked and abused as well.
“18 years.” Eighteen years is not a long time historically, but it is a long time if you are suffering, which the Israelites were. The Bible does not tell us when in that 18-year period the Israelites began to cry out earnestly to Yahweh, but we can safely surmise that it would have been in the first few years. That makes an important spiritual point: if you willingly disobey God and have troubles because of it, often you cannot just say “I’m sorry” to God and have those troubles vanish. Sometimes the spiritual and physical consequences of sin take time to reverse, and sometimes, as we see here in Judges 3, it also takes courage and sacrifice to reverse those consequences.
Jdg 3:15
“And the children of Israel cried out to Yahweh.” The Bible does not tell us exactly what the Israelites said as they cried out to God, but no doubt many asked for forgiveness. God does not generally deliver people just because they don’t like the circumstances they are in.
“so Yahweh raised up a savior for them.” Here we see God’s grace and mercy in raising up a savior to a mostly unthankful and undeserving people. It is records like this that should give all of us hope that even if we don’t deserve it, if we cry out to God for help and mercy, He hears us and will respond.
It is also important to notice that when God raises up people to do His work it is not all fun, glory, and fame. Most of God’s work is costly, and this refers to God’s real work, not the glitzy ostentatious religious stuff that so many T.V. evangelists and others like them tout as God’s work. God’s work is fighting the Devil and his evil systems and it tasks courage and means making sacrifices. The Apostle Paul described his life as “in frequent journeys, in danger from rivers, in danger from robbers, in danger from my own people, in danger from the Gentiles, in danger in the city, in danger in the open country, in danger at sea, in danger among false brothers; in labors and struggles, in many sleepless nights, in hunger and thirst, often without food, in cold and without adequate clothing” (2 Cor. 11:26-27). No wonder God promises rich rewards to his faithful servants!
“Ehud the son of Gera.” The name “Ehud” means “Where is the splendor?” or “Where is the majesty” and thus “reflects the despondency of the times.”[footnoteRef:328] Given the name, it is quite likely that Ehud was born early on in Israel’s subjugation to Moab and named from the circumstances that he was born into. [328:  Daniel I. Block, Judges, Ruth [NAC], 160.] 

“a left-handed man.” The Hebrew is an idiom, a man who was limited (or “bound”) in his right hand. It likely is the standard idiom for “left-handed,” although there is a small but unlikely possibility that Ehud was somehow crippled in his right hand. The idiom is clearly used in Judges 20:16.
“The children of Israel sent by his hand.” It is with some irony that Ehud was a “Benjamite” (“Benjamin” means “son of my right hand”), but he was left-handed. Ehud is the only man in the Bible who is named who is left-handed. It is more irony that the text says the Israelites sent a tribute to Eglon “by his hand.” Why not just say that Israel sent the tribute by Ehud? And why send a tribute by a left-handed man? The record abounds with irony and subtle humor. In this section of Scripture, we see how the work of God can do what the work of humans cannot do. The Israelites sent a tribute to Eglon, but that would not have ended their subjugation, if anything it would have extended it. However, God used that human effort to give an opportunity to Ehud, who had the spirit of God, to open a relationship with the Moabite king, Eglon, and eventually get close enough to him to kill him and begin the deliverance of Israel.
“tribute.” The Hebrew word translated as “tribute” is minchah (#04503 מִנְחָה), and it is another word in the record of Ehud and Eglon that points to Eglon being a type of sacrifice to Yahweh. While minchah can mean a gift, present, or tribute, and that is its primary meaning here, it also was the word used for the grain offering that was offered with animal sacrifices (e.g., Num. 28:18-20), and that meaning subtlety points to Eglon being the meat sacrifice and the “tribute” being the grain offering that was offered along with him (for more on the sacrificial language in this record, see commentary on Judg. 3:12).
Jdg 3:16
“had two edges.” The Hebrew is literally, “two mouths.” The sword “ate” in both directions. The weapon was actually a long dagger, and the fact that it had two edges is important because a double-edged dagger can more easily be thrust straight ahead into a body. While stabbing can be done with a single-edge blade, a double-edged weapon cuts both sides of the wound (and can be wiggled side to side for even more damage) and thus causes much more bleeding than a single-edged weapon. If the dagger pierces the heart, the issue is moot, but Ehud had no guarantee that he would land a blow that killed quickly—many stabbing victims die because they bleed out, and so Ehud gave himself the best advantage he could when selecting the weapon.
“gomed.” A “gomed” is likely just shorter than a cubit. Likely 16 inches or so.
“he strapped it under his clothing on his right thigh.” The fact that Ehud was left-handed may have really helped him here. It is quite likely that Eglon’s guards would have thought that Ehud was right-handed and thus would not have looked very hard at his right side, but would look more closely at his left side to see if there were any signs of a weapon.
Jdg 3:17
“He offered the tribute.” More literally, “He brought near the tribute.” The text is using sacrificial language.
“a very fat man.” Eglon is the only man who is named and specifically called “fat” in the Bible (although the High Priest Eli is called “heavy,” 1 Sam. 4:18). And Ehud is the only man in the Bible who is named and called “left-handed.” So this is a conflict between two unique men: lefty versus fatty. Looked at another way, being left-handed was a terrible cultural disadvantage and considered a curse, while the fact that Eglon was fat showed that he had the best of life: a sedentary lifestyle and loads of food. So this record subtly shows that being disadvantaged but with God is always better than being worldly advantaged but without God.
It is worth noting that although the Hebrew word translated as “fat” here in Judges 3:17 is occasionally applied to humans (Ps. 73:4; Dan. 1:15) it is primarily used of animals (e.g., Gen. 41:2-4, 18, 20; 1 Kings 5:3; Ezek. 34:3, 26; Zech. 11:16). That Eglon was “very fat” reminds us of the “fatted calf,” a calf that had been purposely fattened up for slaughter (Luke 15:23, 27, 30). Thus that Eglon is specifically called “very fat” adds to the motif of sacrifice to God that permeates the Ehud-Eglon record (see commentary on Judg. 3:12). Daniel Block writes: “Eglon is portrayed as a fattened calf going to the slaughter.”[footnoteRef:329] [329:  Daniel I. Block, Judges, Ruth [NAC], 158.] 

It is also worth noting that the word “fat” is used of the minds of people who are stubborn, stupid, or unresponsive to truth (e.g. Isa. 6:10), and although the word “fat” is not specifically used of the minds of Eglon and his men, that was certainly the case. For example, Eglon was mentally “fat” (stupid) when he dismissed his bodyguard with Ehud in the room, and, frankly, the bodyguard was stupid to leave or go far away.
Jdg 3:18
“he sent away the people who had carried the tribute.” The tribute given to the king of Moab would have been quite large and required many men to carry it. Beyond that, however, it was often the custom to employ more men than really necessary to carry a tribute to royalty to give the impression that the king was really getting a lot of tribute and a tribute carried by 100 men was considered more honorable than a tribute carried by 50 men even if the tribute was the same but each individual load was smaller.
That Ehud gave the tribute bearers time and space to escape if his plan failed shows that Ehud really cared about others. He did not have a guarantee that his plot to kill Eglon would succeed; it was risky. And if it failed he did not want to have other people die with him. Killing Eglon was a one-man job and he did it alone.
Jdg 3:19
“turned back from the carved idols.” It is possible that Ehud acted as if he had received an oracle (a revelation) from the idol gods, and that made Eglon willing to listen to his “secret message.”
“that were near Gilgal.” This was early in the Judges period, and so not long after the death of Joshua (likely less than 75 years), and yet already Gilgal, which had been Joshua’s headquarters for years, had now become a place of pagan worship. The Devil is aggressive and persistent, and he works to promulgate ungodliness in every place and in every aspect of life. If believers are not diligent to be and stay godly, the Devil will always replace the godly with the ungodly, and sooner rather than later.
“I have a secret message for you.” Here we see Ehud deceive the king by using language that has a double meaning. The words “secret message” can also be understood to mean “hidden thing,” and indeed Ehud had a “hidden thing” for the king, the hidden dagger. Of course, King Eglon would not have expected or seen the double meaning in Ehud’s words, but took them in a straightforward manner. King Eglon was more likely to believe Ehud because he had just presided over bringing the king a large tribute.
“The king said.” The Hebrew text just has the pronoun “he,” but it refers to the king.
“And all who were standing by him went out from him.” This was the work of God and as good as Ehud could have hoped for. He could not have made this happen, only prayed that it would happen. It turned what otherwise would likely have been a suicide mission into a great victory for God. The fact that the bodyguard left the room, and seemingly moved out of range of easily being able to hear any disturbance in the room, is a reflection of how “fat” (stupid, unaware) their minds were. Who would leave the king alone with an enemy? Beyond that, the king was clearly overconfident in sending his bodyguard out of the room. It seems like Eglon had been expecting something important to happen for him to act that way, but exactly what it was we have no knowledge of.
Jdg 3:20
“I have a message from God to you!” Ehud did or said something that made Eglon stand up, which opened him up to attack.
Jdg 3:21
“And Ehud reached with his left hand.” The fact that Ehud reached with his left hand may have caught Eglon off guard. He likely had not noticed before that Ehud was left-handed, and so Ehud’s left-handed reach may have bought Ehud the few extra seconds he needed to grab the dagger and kill Eglon with it.
Jdg 3:22
“and the handle also went in after the blade.” So the dagger did not have a hilt, which would have kept the dagger handle from going into Eglon. Actually, it was a smart move not to put a hilt on the dagger because it could have easily gotten entangled in Ehud’s robe when he was drawing it from his right thigh, which would have spoiled the attack. Ehud did not try to take the dagger out, which was a wise move. For one thing, he was vastly outnumbered by the guards anyway, and would have almost assuredly lost a fight if one got started. But beyond that, there would have been no easy way to get the dagger out of Eglon and clean it without getting blood on his clothes, and any blood would have alerted anyone he passed that something was very wrong. He did the right thing by just leaving the scene as quickly as possible but without looking hurried.
“and the feces came out.” It is not an uncommon occurrence that when someone dies their bowels relax and their excrement comes out. That apparently happened in this case, as various commentators point out.[footnoteRef:330] This is bolstered by the fact that when the guards came to check on the king, they thought he was having a bowel movement, no doubt because of the smell of the feces, and given the fact that Eglon was very fat, we can assume that his excrement had a very strong odor that was very recognizable. [330:  See Daniel I. Block, Judges, Ruth [NAC], 168; Barry Webb, The Book of Judges [NICOT], 174; George F. Moore, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on Judges [ICC], 97.] 

Jdg 3:23
“and locked them.” In order to lock the door, Ehud would have had to have the key, which he would have taken from the king.
Jdg 3:24
“cool inner room.” This is a different word for “room” than the “upper room,” and may refer to an inner bathroom, or it may simply be another way of describing the cool upper room.
“covering his feet.” An idiom and euphemism for having a bowel movement, in the process of which a person covers their feet with their body. Saul did the same thing (1 Sam. 24:3).
Jdg 3:25
“waited anxiously.” A rare use from a word that means to tremble, dance, or writhe. The servants waited anxiously. That the servants waited without bursting in is part of ancient Eastern life. Even with the lack of things that today give us privacy in our houses such as glass windows and easily closed doors, the people of the ancient Near East were very private and proper about some things. Because of that, in the Bible we have no graphic descriptions of how people went to the bathroom, what women did when on their period, the stages of labor, how a mother cleaned up after her baby, or a host of other ordinary yet private things. Historians wish we had records of those things, but we do not. Here in Judges 3:25 we see how the servants, even though anxious, did not want to intrude on the privacy of the king.
“were embarrassed.” “Embarrassed” or “ashamed.”
“lord.” In the Hebrew text, the word is a grammatical plural, “lords.” This is a plural of emphasis.
Jdg 3:26
“Seirah.” The word means “hairy,” and the location of it is unknown. It seems to be in the hill country of Ephraim (Judg. 3:27). The location was likely referred to as “hairy” because of the trees there.
Jdg 3:27
“shofar.” The ram’s horn trumpet, not the metal trumpet.
“in the hill country of Ephraim.” Ehud was from the tribe of Benjamin (Judg. 3:15), but in this record, he went to rally an army from Ephraim. Ephraim was a stronger and more prominent tribe than Benjamin, and that may have been why. Also, we do not know for certain when the war between Benjamin and Israel occurred in which most of the men of Benjamin were killed (Judg. 19-21). If it was before this, then the Benjamites would not have been able to muster an army.
“and he was before them.” Ehud still needed to take the lead and give the people confidence in what they were doing. Good leaders know when to lead and when to encourage others to lead. Ehud was a great leader and he went before his men to encourage and inspire them, and to set an example for them to see.
Jdg 3:28
“for Yahweh has given your enemies the Moabites into your hand.” Ehud, the courageous yet humble warrior, gives the glory of the victory to Yahweh, and does not draw attention to himself. Beyond that, however, here we see Ehud as not only a physical warrior, but as a spiritual leader. Israel had been under servitude to Moab precisely because they did not glorify Yahweh and obey Him. Here, by Ehud’s bold declaration that it was Yahweh who delivered Israel, hopefully some Israelites will recommit themselves to serving Yahweh.
“the fords of the Jordan.” The British explorers in the 1800s apparently discovered five fords in the Jordan River close to the area of Jericho. Since most ancient Israelites and Moabites did not live near water there was no opportunity for them to learn to swim, and so flowing water like the Jordan River posed a real danger to them. Thus, the safe way to cross was to go to a fording place where the water was not very deep. So to kill the Moabite soldiers the Israelites did not have to guard the whole Jordan River, but only the fords.
Jdg 3:29
“and no one escaped.” The Israelite victory was complete. It is worth noting that the Israelites did not take any prisoners, they killed the enemy; all of them. For one thing, there were no prisons in ancient Israel. People who were worthy of capital punishment—for murder, kidnapping, rape, etc.—were executed, and people who were only guilty of lesser crimes were fined or punished in some other way. These Moabites had cruelly oppressed the Israelites for 18 years, and no doubt there had been murders, rapes, and other crimes worthy of death, not to mention that this was war, not just an internal civil action.
[For more on the death penalty and the execution of criminals, see commentary on Exod. 21:12.]
Jdg 3:30
“So Moab was subdued.” Israel got free from slavery under Moab. In the battle, however, there is no indication that Israel’s troops crossed the Jordan and went after the heartland of Moab. Israel was free from Moab but did not conquer Moab. The Moabites would soon crown another king.
“The land had rest: 80 years.” The chronology of the Judges period fits into the general chronology of the Old Testament. Men like Ivan Panin worked hard for years on the chronology and discovered that when it came to the formula in Judges, “the land had rest: 80 years,” the key to making the whole period of the Judges work was to include the years of slavery or subjugation into the full period of 80 years. Thus the period of Ehud was not 18 years of subjugation and then 80 years of peace, but a total of just 80 years. When the Judges chronology is worked like that, it fits perfectly into the 480 years between the Exodus and the start of the foundation of Solomon’s Temple (1 Kings 6:1).
Jdg 3:31
“struck down of the Philistines.” This is the first battle in the Bible that was specifically with the Philistines. Some Philistine cities like Gaza were mentioned, but not the Philistines themselves.
“oxgoad.” A long pointed stick that may have had a metal point on the end.
[See commentary on Acts 26:14.]
 
Judges Chapter 4
Jdg 4:2
“Yahweh sold them into the hand of Jabin.” The fact that God “sold” Israel portrays them as slaves. Israel served Yahweh, who brought them out of Egypt, and so when they were not happy with Him as a “master,” He sold them to other masters, as if they might be happy with them, but of course they never were.
“Jabin king of Canaan.” This is obviously not the “Jabin” of the book of Joshua (Josh. 11:1). “Jabin” is apparently a dynastic name. Family names were passed down generation after generation.
“Harosheth-hagoyim.” That is “Harosheth of the Gentiles.” This is likely because this was a city that Israel had not conquered and so Gentiles lived there. “Harosheth” has to do with plowing a field, so this was likely a fertile spot in the Jezreel Valley and perhaps at the foot of Mount Carmel (but the exact location is not precisely known).
Jdg 4:3
“severely oppressed.” The Hebrew is more literally, “strongly oppressed.”
Jdg 4:4
“wife of Lappidoth.” It has been suggested that since Lappidoth means “torches,” the phrase should be translated “a fiery woman,” rather than “the wife of Lappidoth.” However, although that is semantically a possibility, as Everett Fox points out, “the form [of the Hebrew] here generally calls for a proper name.”[footnoteRef:331] [331:  Fox, The Schocken Bible, Vol. 2, The Early Prophets.] 

Also, it would be rare indeed for a woman in that culture to not be married, so much so that a woman without children was considered cursed. Far from being any kind of detraction, saying that Deborah was the wife of Lappidoth would give her standing and credibility in the culture, and also likely a good deal of personal satisfaction. That the Bible does not say anything else about her family is not unusual since she herself is the focus. Moses’ sister Miriam was a powerful woman, and yet we know nothing of her husband or children, and that is also true of other women in the Bible who powerfully served God. It is apparent from the biblical record that Deborah, whose name means “bee” in Hebrew, was a determined and fiery woman, but that fact does not need to be specifically pointed out.
Jdg 4:5
“sitting as judge.” Kings and judges “sat,” that is, ruled or judged. The Bible would not be saying that she lived under a palm tree. That is where Deborah held court, if you will.
“between Ramah and Bethel.” Ramah is in the tribal area of Benjamin and Bethel is in Ephraim, so Deborah was judging quite close to the southern border of Ephraim.
“for judgment.” Deborah was known to have the spirit of God upon her, and so the “judgments” she made involved all kinds of things people would want to have God’s direction about.
Jdg 4:7
“I will deploy against you.” This is Yahweh speaking (Judg. 4:6, “Has not Yahweh commanded you saying…..”). Yahweh will cause the Canaanites to be drawn out against Israel.
Jdg 4:8
“If you will go with me.” Barak’s statement is not an act of cowardice, although it does show that he did not have confidence that he would not need further information once the battle was near. Deborah was a prophetess and it was customary for the king to have prophets, seers, diviners, etc., with him at the sight of battle to keep him informed. And Deborah did go with Barak to the battle (Judg. 4:9), and she told Barak when to start the attack (Judg. 4:14).
Jdg 4:9
“go, yes, go,” This is the figure of speech polyptoton for emphasis.
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
“but it will not be your glory...because.” This prophecy of Deborah to Barak is not a rebuke to Barak, but rather a prophetic warning to him to protect his heart from being overly disappointed when he did not get to kill Sisera. God’s plan was to give Sisera, who had been cruel to so many women and families, into the hand of a woman.
“your glory.” This was an idiomatic phrase that might be used here because sometimes when a warrior killed another warrior and took his armor and weapons, they were considered “his glory.” Even though Barak’s army defeated Sisera’s army, Deborah told Barak, in terms he would clearly understand, that he would not have the opportunity to kill Sisera, the commander of the Canaanite army.
Jdg 4:10
“and 10,000 men.” In Judges 3, the Israelites defeated 10,000 Moabites with the help of God. Now, with the help of God, 10,000 Israelites defeat the Canaanites.
“went up at his feet.” This is an idiom. In this case, it means behind him.
Jdg 4:11
“the brother-in-law of Moses.” When Moses lived in Midian he married Zipporah, but there is some confusion in the text about who Moses’ relatives are. In many English versions, the names Reuel, Jethro, and Hobab are all used for Moses’ father-in-law. There are several scholarly ideas as to how to sort this out, but there is no need to delve into all the different opinions. Instead, the Bible student simply needs to know the situation and the easy solution. As we will see, Reuel and Jethro are different names for the same man, while Hobab is Moses’ brother-in-law, not his father-in-law.
Moses’ father-in-law is called “Reuel” (Exod. 2:18; Num. 10:29), but he is also called “Jethro” (Exod. 3:1; 4:18; 18:1, 2, 5, 6, 9, 10, 12). We get some help as to why that is from Exodus 3:1 and 18:1, where the man is called, “Jethro, the priest of Midian.” The easy solution is that Reuel and Jethro are the same man, and “Jethro” is Reuel’s priestly name, because it is twice used with the description, “the priest of Midian.” Also, although “Jethro,” like most Hebrew words, can have more than one meaning, it is significant that it means “excellent, excellence,” and thus the name/designation “Jethro” (“Excellence”) fits with his position as the priest of Midian.
In most English versions, however, “Hobab” is also said to be the father-in-law of Moses (Judg. 4:11). However, we get help from Numbers 10:29 because it says that Hobab is the son of Reuel: “Hobab, the son of Moses’ father-in-law, Reuel the Midianite.” If Reuel and Jethro are the same person, and Hobab is the son of Reuel, then Hobab is Moses’ brother-in-law, not his father-in-law.
Obviously, Hobab cannot be both the father-in-law and brother-in-law of Moses, but there is an easy solution to this apparent contradiction. Hebrew is a consonantal language and originally it only had two vowels, aleph and ayin, both of which are pronounced as a variation of the letter “A.” The rest of the Hebrew alphabet is consonants. Many centuries later, after the time of Christ, “vowel points,” little markings, were added to the Hebrew text to help people pronounce and understand the text, which was very important since fewer and fewer people spoke Hebrew regularly. In Hebrew, the words for “father-in-law” and “brother-in-law” are based on the same consonants, and the vowel points that distinguish the two words in the current Masoretic text were added by interpreters. So the Hebrew root words are the same and the distinction between “brother-in-law” and “father-in-law” has to be concluded from the context. Since the Bible tells us that Hobab is the son of Reuel, we know that Hobab and Reuel are not the same person and Hobab is Moses’ brother-in-law.[footnoteRef:332] [332:  Cf. Gaebelein, Expositor’s Commentary: Deuteronomy, Joshua, Judges, Ruth, 1 &amp; 2 Samuel, 3:405.] 

A number of English translations have corrected Judges 4:11 to read that Hobab is the “brother-in-law” of Moses rather than his “father-in-law” (cf. ASV, BBE, RV, NIV, NLT).
“as far away as the oak.” Because of bandits and raiders, it was not generally considered safe for someone to pitch their tent away from the main encampment of their tribe. We do not know how far the oak of Zaanannim by Kadesh was from the main Kenite camp, but it was far enough away that it was specifically mentioned, and Sisera was able to approach Jael’s tent without being intercepted by any other men of the Kenite tribe, which would never have happened had Heber’s tent been in or close to the outskirts of the Kenite camp.
“Kadesh.” The word “kadesh” means separated, and is from the same root as kodesh (or qodesh), meaning “holy.” There were a number of cities named Kadesh in the Bible; at least 3. For Heber to be as far north as Kadesh (the one near the Sea of Galilee, south of what would be Tiberias; not the Kadesh adjacent to the Hulah Valley north and west of Lake Hulah) is very unusual, because the majority was in the area of Judah (Judg. 1:16).
Jdg 4:13
“chariots of iron.” The chariots would not have been totally made of iron, but would have had iron protective plates, iron rims on the wheels, etc.
“brook Kishon.” The brook Kishon runs on the south side of the Jezreel Valley, and is seasonal. It does not run year around, but during and for a while after the rainy season.
Jdg 4:15
“into a panic.” This is what Yahweh did to the Egyptians; the Hebrew uses the same word for panic (Exod. 14:24-25).
“army.” Same word as in Exod. 14:24 with the Egyptian army.
“the mouth of the sword.” Used to show great destruction, as if the sword was eating its victims (see commentary on Josh. 6:21).
“got down from.” The chariots were supposed to give the Canaanites an advantage, but with God’s intervention, they became a liability.
Jdg 4:16
“edge.” The word “edge” is literally, “mouth.” The sword is being personified here as if it had a huge mouth and was devouring the enemy.
Jdg 4:17
“Sisera fled away on foot to the tent of Jael the wife of Heber.” It is noteworthy that Sisera’s army fled west toward home, but Sisera fled east, in the opposite direction of his army. The fact that he fled “to the tent...of Heber” meant he knew Heber was there and was intending to hide there. Also, it is almost certain that the ultimate goal of Sisera was to reach Hazor, which was well fortified and had many soldiers there to protect King Jabin.
“To the tent of Jael.” It is possible, even likely, that Heber had more than one wife, each of whom, according to custom, would have their own tent. For an unstated reason, Sisera went to Jael’s tent. It would have been Heber’s tent, but the tent used by Heber and his wife Jael, and therefore referred to in the text as Jael’s tent.
“for there was peace.” The word translated “peace” is the Hebrew word shalom, and it indicates much more than just the Heber and Jabin (and thus Sisera) were not at war; they very likely had covenants of peace and protection between them.[footnoteRef:333] [333:  Jack Sasson, Judges 1-12 [AB], 264.] 

Jdg 4:18
“Turn aside.” Jael spoke politely, as if Sisera was walking by and had somewhere to go and she was asking him to stop and rest awhile. This was a polite way of inviting people to you (cf. Gen. 19:2; Ruth 4:1).
“blanket.” The Hebrew word refers to a thick coverlet, like a thick blanket. Although thick cloth was used for rugs, the translation “rug,” which appears in many English versions, is misleading and hardly warranted. The ground in the Galilee is dirt, not sand, and covering the commanding general of the kingdom in which you live with a dirty rug would have been an insult and totally unacceptable. Jael would not have done it, and Sisera would not have accepted it.
Jdg 4:19
“skin-bottle.” A “bottle” or container made from animal skin.
[For more on skin-bottles, which were usually made from the skins of goats, see commentary on 1 Sam. 10:3.]
“skin-bottle of milk.” Showing hospitality and going above and beyond what was asked. There may also be a kind of mother image going on, because in Judges 5, Deborah is referred to as a mother and Sisera’s mother is waiting for him to come home.
Jdg 4:22
“So he went in to her tent, and behold, Sisera lay dead with the tent peg in his temple.” The word “tent” is not in the Hebrew text, but it is implied in the context and is thus in many English versions (e.g., BBE, CJB, Douay, KJV, ESV, Geneva, NET, NJB, NLT, NRSV, RSV).
The way this record is written in the Hebrew text, why Jael killed Sisera is unclear. She treated him as an honored guest but then killed him. Many scholars assume she was duplicitous, and simply lied to Sisera and killed him when the opportunity presented itself. But there are a few lines of argument that militate against that opinion. A major one is that the text indicates that in the war between the Canaanites and Israel, Heber and his family sided with the Canaanites against Israel (Judg. 4:12). Judges 4:17 says there was “peace” (Heb. “shalom”) between Heber and the Canaanite king, Jabin, and that was no small matter. That meant there was a pledge and likely a covenant between them for military support and mutual security (see commentary on Judg. 4:17). Given that, it seems that Jael would not have suddenly turned against Sisera, especially without her husband’s knowledge and approval. Breaking an agreement like that could lead to her death or clan warfare and blood feud.
Also, Sisera was a seasoned warrior. He would not have gone into the tent of an enemy, especially when he was very tired and knew he was going to get some sleep. Heber or other family members might have shown up and killed him. The evidence is that he went there on purpose when fleeing from the battle and heading to Hazor, the Canaanite capital city. The fact that Sisera went into Heber’s tent when he was very tired showed he expected to be protected. Furthermore, Sisera asked Jael to lie for him, and if anyone came to the tent she was to tell them that no man was there (Judg. 4:20). Had Heber and Jael been enemies, that would have been an unexpected and unreasonable request.
Also, the ancient custom was that if someone came to your tent you were to protect and care for them. Books on the ancient customs of the Middle East show that people protected their sworn enemies because of that custom. But if Sisera had expected to be protected by the custom of hospitality while in the tent, he could not have expected that from the Israelites when he left, so he likely would not have gone to Heber’s tent for protection if Heber was an enemy. But beyond that, if Jael did not have the best of reasons for killing Sisera when he was in the tent, due to the law of hospitality, she herself may well have been killed or dragged into a blood feud that could last for years, sometimes even generations, for violating that law.
Scholars who believe that Jael was duplicitous and lied to Sisera either say she was justified because God moved her to do it, or, like C. F. Kiel, believe that she acted out of a love for Israel but on her own (but the Bible indicates that she was a friend of the Canaanites, not the Israelites). Kiel writes that Jael’s act “…was not morally justified, either by this prophetic announcement [Judg. 4:9] or by the fact it was commemorated in the song of Deborah in ch. 5:24ff. Even though there can be no doubt that Jael acted under the influence of religious enthusiasm for the cause of Israel and its God. …her heroic deed cannot be acquitted of the sins of lying, treachery, and assassination, which were associated with it. …For Jehovah, the God of Israel, not only abhors lying lips (Prov. 12:22), but hates wickedness and deception of every kind. …It is true, He punishes the ungodly at the hands of sinners; but the sinners whom he employs as the instruments of his penal justice…are not instigated to the performance of wicked deeds by an inward and secret impulse from Him. …divine purpose did not justify Jael in giving to the enemy of Israel a hospitable reception into her tent, making him feel secure both by word and deed, and then murdering him secretly while he was asleep. Such conduct as that was not the operation of the Spirit of God, but the fruit of a heroism inspired by flesh and blood….”[footnoteRef:334] [334:  C. F. Keil and F. Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament: Joshua, Judges, Ruth, 306.] 

F. Kiel is correct that God would never inspire someone to lie and commit murder in circumstances such as Jael was faced with. But yet it is clear that God was blessed with Jael’s action. Deborah the prophetess pronounced a blessing over her, saying, “Most blessed of women is Jael, the wife of Heber the Kenite, most blessed of women in the tent” (Judg. 5:24). So the evidence is that Jael was a friend of the Canaanites and Sisera could expect protection from her, and yet she killed him. Why? There is a very good likely reason that Jael killed Sisera. The family tents were divided by a curtain into the main living area and a private area where women stayed private and protected from men. That is almost certainly where Sarah was when Abraham entertained strangers (Gen. 18:9). Sisera was afraid for his life, and it is very likely that while Jael kept watch for him, he crept behind the curtain into the women’s quarters of the tent where no strange man was allowed, knowing that any Israelite searching for him would never violate a woman’s privacy and look for him in the woman’s part of the tent. But that would have been lethally problematic for Jael if her husband Heber came home. If Heber found Sisera sleeping in the women’s quarters he would have been obligated by custom to at least divorce her and very likely might have killed her. By sneaking into the women’s quarters, Sisera broke the most sacred rule of hospitality and endangered Jael’s life. He left her little choice but to kill him, which she did.
Barbara Bown writes about the record of Jael and Sisera, and says, “This [record] is very, very difficult for a Western mind to understand. In imagination let us make a visit to the camp of some Bedouins and learn of their strange manners and customs.… To these people, nothing would be more natural than Jael’s action. We must remember two things. First, there is an unwritten law, yet one that even the most unprincipled would never dare violate, the duty of entertaining strangers. You could not possibly pass an encampment of Bedouins without their coming out and inviting you in to rest and using almost the same words to you as used by Jael, ‘Come in, my lord, come in and rest.’ Secondly, no strange man is ever permitted to enter the woman’s part of the tent. They have another unwritten law that such an offender is worthy of death…. If a woman allowed a stranger to enter the woman’s part of the tent, she, too, would be worthy of death. [Sisera] no doubt, pushed his way into the woman’s section of the tent against Jael’s wishes, for entering here was the greatest insult and exposed her to dishonor and also death. If she ordered him to leave, he would likely have killed her to save his own life, while to allow him to stay would have exposed her to the anger of her husband, who would at once condemn her as unfaithful, and stone her to death as the common law provided. …Jael is called blessed in Judges 5:24, not because she committed murder, but because while defending her own character and her life too, she was ridding the Israelites of a very cruel tyrant.”[footnoteRef:335] [335:  Barbara M. Bowen, Strange Scriptures that Perplex the Western Mind, 102-03.] 

The book, Eastern Manners and Customs Described and Illustrated says, “Among the customs peculiar to the East, and utterly opposed to the habits of the West, is that of excluding the females of the Mohammedan families from the common intercourse of life. … Even tents, we have seen, are divided with a view to the sequestering of the females. …into which [private women’s area] it was death to penetrate, even in the quest of transgressors. …We know, moreover, that Sisera in his flight sought safety in the retirement, or women’s portion, of Jael’s tent (Judg. 4:18).”[footnoteRef:336] [336:  Eastern Manners and Customs Described and Illustrated, 19-20, author unknown.] 

In understanding this record in Judges 4, it is also worth noting that in the Ancient Near East, the women put up and took down the tents. This seems strange to Westerners today because it seems to be a man’s job, but at that time the women set up the tents. So Jael had handled a hammer and tent stake ever since she was a little girl and had no problem positioning the tent stake above Sisera’s head and driving it through his head with one blow of the hammer, thus killing Sisera and saving her honor.
It may be helpful to answer one more question, and that is, why is this not explained in more detail in the biblical record? It is common in the Bible not to explain or expound upon things that are “ordinary” or standard operating procedure. There are dozens of things about ordinary daily life in biblical times that we would love to know, but they are not described because they are just ordinary life and everyone knew them. To people familiar with the life of the tenting nomads, what Jael did was completely understandable and could be seen from the events themselves.
Jdg 4:23
“before the children of Israel.” That is, right in the presence of the children of Israel, who had an involvement in the work of God.
Jdg 4:24
“pressed harder and harder against Jabin.” The Israelites did not destroy Jabin right after killing Sisera and his army. The full destruction of Hazor took some time after Sisera and his army were killed.
“destroyed.” The Hebrew is more literally “cut off” Jabin, but in this context, it means destroyed.
 
Judges Chapter 5
Jdg 5:1
“Deborah and Barak the son of Abinoam sang.” The verb “sang” is a feminine singular verb even though Deborah and Barak are two people. This a one of the many cases where a plural subject takes a singular verb. The verb is likely feminine because Deborah is mentioned first and the women are emphasized in Judges 4 and 5.
“sang.” It is hard to know exactly how they “sang.” The word for “song” and “poem” are the same word in Hebrew. Whether they “sang” or “spoke” the words is not known.
Jdg 5:3
“sing...sing praise.” The Hebrew uses two different words for “sing.”
Jdg 5:4
“went forth out of Seir.” The poet is calling people’s attention to what God had done around the time of the Exodus and compares it to His mighty deeds in the Judges period (cf. Deut. 33:2).
“field of Edom.” See Genesis 32:3. The Hebrew there is “field,” as here in Judges.
Jdg 5:5
“quaked.” Some scholars see the Hebrew word as being “flowed,” meaning “melted,” as if saturated by rain.
Jdg 5:7
“Village life.” The word implies unwalled, open villages. The word is singular but implies the people who live in the villages.
Jdg 5:8
“Israel chose.” The text is literally “He chose,” but often “Israel” is used as a collective singular, and would take the pronoun “he.” It is also possible that “God” [Elohim] is the subject of the sentence and then it would read, “God chose new, then war was in the gates,” and “new” would be an adjective describing “new” leaders, such as Deborah, who then went to war (cf. NET). However, the fact that God consistently warned Israel that idolatry would lead to war and enslavement, and that is a major theme of Judges, is support for the traditional translation: “Israel chose new gods; then there was war in the gates” (cf. Deut. 32:17, “new gods”).
“Was there a shield or spear seen among 40,000 in Israel?” The Canaanites had oppressed Israel for 20 years, and they disarmed Israel. This is still a tactic of the enemy today. A disarmed people is a weak and controllable people.
Jdg 5:9
“leaders.” The Hebrew is more literally, “decree makers; lawmakers.” It apparently refers to people in every level of any organization who make the rules and decrees.
“offered themselves willingly.” Some versions translate the Hebrew as “volunteered,” but the meaning is the same.
“Bless Yahweh!” Deborah is excited and thankful that there has been a change of heart in Israel and that people are willing to take a stand against evil.
Jdg 5:10
“you who ride on white female donkeys.” This refers to the wealthy. The poorer people walked on the road, as Judges 5:10 says. The color could be “white” or simply “light-colored” (NET).
“rich carpets.” The Hebrew word is used only here, and is related to the word “measure,” and carpet material was measured and sold even as carpet is sold by its measurements today.
“you who walk on the road.” After Deborah and Barak defeated the Canaanites, the roads were once again occupied.
Jdg 5:11
“righteous acts.” The Hebrew word is more literally, “righteousnesses” (a noun), but it refers to what we would call His righteous acts.
“went down to the gates.” They gathered at the gates of the cities for war, to support Deborah and Barak.
Jdg 5:12
“Get up, get up, Deborah!” Although most other English versions say “Awake,” Deborah was not asleep, nor even mentally “asleep.” She was waiting for guidance from Yahweh and, especially given the tense time, would have been wide awake both physically and mentally. When she got the revelation from Yahweh to move forward, then she needed to move quickly and decisively, thus the imperative fourfold exhortation to “get up.” Using a different Hebrew word, Barak was told to “stand up” and get moving.
“speak forth a song.” This is recounting the events before the battle, so Deborah is not rousing herself to action just to sing a cheerful melody. In this case, her “song” was most likely either her prophetic call to Barak to gather an army against the enemy (Judg. 4:6-7) or her final call to start the battle (Judg. 4:14), or perhaps even both.
“capture your captives.” This was a refrain commonly spoken by women as their men returned home from a battle with loot and possible captives (cf. Ps. 68:18).
Jdg 5:13
“for me.” Who the “for me” refers to is unclear, and scholars have suggested Deborah, Barak, and Yahweh. In any case, in the end, it is all for Yahweh.
Jdg 5:14
“whose root was against Amalek.” The Hebrew can be translated that way, and it is true that the root of Ephraim was against Amalek. Joshua was from the tribe of Ephraim and as early as the wilderness wanderings with Moses, Joshua led the battles against the Amalekites (Exod. 17:8-13). The idea that Ephraim’s root was “in Amelek” is “strange,”[footnoteRef:337] and forces people to say that Amalek must have controlled some of the territory inherited by Ephraim, but that is unlikely and without any proof. But even if it were the case, that would not make Ephraim’s root Amalek. [337:  Trent C. Butler, Judges [WBC].] 

Since the Amalekites were not in this battle, one might ask why they even come up in Deborah’s poem. Apparently, they come up because they were the quintessential enemies of Israel. They were the first ones to attack Israel after Israel left Egypt (Exod. 17:8) and God said He would make war on them continually (Exod. 17:16). So here in Judges 5, although the Canaanites were the ones who oppressed Israel for 20 years (Judg. 4:3), Deborah mentions them in her poem for effect and emphasis.
“After you, Benjamin, among your peoples.” This is not a complete sentence in English, and it is not a complete sentence in Hebrew. In fact, the versions are divided as to what it means and how to translate it. The two primary interpretations are that it is saying that Benjamin followed Ephraim into battle ( CJB, HCSB, NIV, NJB), and that Ephraim followed Benjamin into battle (ESV, NASB, NET, NLT). Judges 5 is Hebrew poetry, and like most poetry, some sentences are incomplete and vocabulary words are used in unusual ways, making this chapter difficult to understand in a precise way. The text is simply unclear about who followed who into battle.
“the officer’s staff.” The Hebrew text is unclear because the phrase is used only here, and so the English versions translate it in many different ways, including “the pen of the writer” (KJV); “census-counter’s staff” (Fox); and “staff of office” (NASB). Zebulun was in the heat of the battle (Judg. 5:18), so they apparently were taking some form of leadership or forward role in the fighting, so “officer’s staff” seemed logical and was similar to many other English versions.
Jdg 5:15
“the plain.” The Jezreel Valley at the foot of Mount Tabor is actually a wide plain, and the Hebrew word can mean “valley” or “plain.”
“behind him.” The Hebrew is more literally, “at his feet,” using the same idiom as in Judges 4:10.
“Among the divisions.” The Hebrew word translated “divisions” can refer to the divisions of a tribe, thus “clans,” and it can also relate to streams of water, such as “by the watercourses.” The Transjordan tribal area of Reuben was divided by deep valleys that had water running through them, and those natural valleys may have divided the people of Reuben into different clans or groups. It seems that the word was purposely used to portray the different groups in Reuben.
“deliberations of heart.” There is some manuscript discrepancy, and some manuscripts read “searchings,” but the Masoretic Text is more difficult and likely to be original. Furthermore, Judges 5:16 has “searchings,” and it is common in Hebrew poetry that the same fact is stated in two different ways. In this case, “deliberations” would be in verse 15 and “searchings” is in verse 16. The people of Reuben thought about the situation and the plight of their fellow Israelites but did nothing about it.
Jdg 5:16
“campfires.” The meaning of the Hebrew word is debated. For “campfires,” see Word Biblical Commentary[footnoteRef:338] for Judges 5:16. The only other place this Hebrew word is used is Genesis 49:14. [338:  Trent C. Butler, Judges [WBC].] 

“the playing of pipes.” The Hebrew word can also be “whistle,” but that does not make as much sense here. A shepherd might whistle for the flock to follow or come, but he would not normally be sitting, he would be up and moving and getting the attention of the sheep.
Jdg 5:17
“Gilead.” There is no tribe of Gilead, so this may be a circumlocution for the tribe of Gad. The tribe of Dan was located in the Transjordan, east of the Jordan River.
“ships.” The original allotment of Dan had access to the Mediterranean Sea.
“harbors.” The Hebrew word is only used here in the Bible, and it has the connotation of being a place that is protected from the force of the ocean and used as a landing place for boats. It could be translated “bay,” since it is naturally occurring and not man-made. Asher was in north Israel, and the Mediterranean coast of Asher had many more bays and jetties than did the lower coast of Israel.
Jdg 5:19
“at Taanach, by the waters of Megiddo.” Taanach and Megiddo are both on the southern side of the Jezreel Valley; Taanach is more southeast and Megiddo is more southcentral. The cities are about five miles apart.
“They took no plunder of silver.” This is an ironic and perhaps even humorous way of saying the Canaanites lost the battle.
Jdg 5:21
“brook...brook...brook.” There is an irony here. Ordinarily, the “brook” Kishon was no threat to the Canaanite chariots, but with God’s involvement, even a small “brook” helped Israel. This battle also highlights the spiritual battle between Yahweh and Baal, the storm god. Who is in charge of the water? The Canaanites would say Baal is, but in this record, Yahweh shows, as He did when he covered the Egyptians with the sea, that He was stronger than the pagan gods and in ultimate control of the water. Although Baal is not mentioned in this record, he is in the next record in which God empowers Gideon. Gideon’s family lived in the area and had an altar to Baal.
“O my soul, march on in strength.” The Hebrew text is poetry, and therefore very difficult to assign only one meaning. The verse can also legitimately mean something such as, “O my soul, trample on the strong.” Both meanings are true and both apply here, so this verse is a good example of a double entendre (the figure of speech amphibologia).
[See Word Study: “Amphibologia.”]
Jdg 5:22
“Then the horse.” Although some scholars see this verse as the Canaanite army trying to desperately escape, it seems to be more of a summary of the attack, with the hoofs hammering the ground in the attack. By the time of the escape, the ground was soaked and there would not be the hammering of the ground. The word “then” at the start of the sentence does not demand strict chronological order.
“hammered.” There is a wordplay here with the word “hammer” because it is the same root as in Judges 5:26 with the hammer that Jael used to kill Sisera.
“because of the galloping.” The galloping caused the hoofs to hammer the ground.
“mighty ones.” This word could refer to the horses, or the riders, or the combination of the horse and rider as a “mighty one.” Most scholars think it just refers to the horses, but there are verses in Scripture where the mighty ones are people.
Jdg 5:23
“Meroz.” If this is a location, the location is unknown.
“Curse, yes, curse.” This is the figure of speech polyptoton for emphasis (see commentary on Gen. 2:16). There is also a sharp contrast between Judges 5:23 and 5:24 in that this verse starts with “curse,” while Judges 5:24 with “bless.”
“the mighty.” This refers to people, whereas “mighty ones” in Judges 5:22 is different and does not have to refer to people.
Jdg 5:24
“women in the tent.” The text describes women in terms of their major domestic sphere in the ancient biblical world.
Jdg 5:25
“She brought near to him curds.” The Hebrew word translated “brought near” is qarab (#07126 קָרַב), and it is used in Leviticus 1 of “bringing near” an offering to God; “approaching” God with an offering (see commentary on Lev. 1:2, “approaches with”). There are other Hebrew words for the simple act of bringing, or giving, something to someone, so it seems that this is the author’s deliberate use of qarab in a way that adds to the irony of the whole situation between Jael and Sisera. Jael “brought near” the curds as if bringing a sacrifice or offering to Sisera, but as the record continued, Sisera himself became the sacrifice.
“curds.” The Hebrew is difficult to exactly reproduce in English. It is milk that is in the process of souring, but it is not really “curds” in the true sense of the word, although that is close, nor is it “butter” (KJV), “curdled milk” (HCSB); “cream” (DBY, NKJV); or “yogurt” (NLT). In the hot climate of the ancient Near East, “milk” did not stay milk for very long, so it was always in the process of becoming something more cheese-like.
Jdg 5:26
“She reached out her hand.” This verse has five verbs in quick succession, showing the determination of Jael and the quick succession of what happened in the event. Sisera was a strong and experienced warrior, and Jael had to move quickly and decisively when the opportunity arose. Hesitation could have cost her her life. The are times in life when slow and thoughtful action is important, and other times when quick decisive action is necessary. The wise person knows the difference and knows how to act in both situations.
Jdg 5:27
“Between her feet.” The idea is “between her legs,” and the inference is clearly sexual. In this case, there is a difference between biblical idioms and modern ones that puts the translator in a dilemma. Judges 5:27 is such a case, because although the Hebrew text says “between her feet,” the modern reader would better understand the Bible if it said, “between her legs.” Nevertheless, it seems better to translate the Hebrew literally as “between her feet” and teach the English reader that it referred to the man’s position in sexual intercourse. Although some English versions read “at her feet,” the reading “between her feet” gets the right meaning, and many modern versions have that reading (e.g., CSB, DBY, Douay, ESV, NASB, NET, NJB, YLT).
Judges 4 and 5 are the record of the Canaanite oppression of Israel and Israel’s deliverance by Deborah and Barak. The Canaanite oppression lasted 20 years and involved things that were common in Canaanite culture, such as sexual oppression of all types, including rape and the kidnapping and enslaving of women. The oppression and subjugation of women by the Canaanites are reversed by God in Judges 4 and 5, because Deborah and Jael, two women, are the major players in the destruction of the Canaanites, and it makes sense that the sexual repression under the Canaanites is represented in an ironic and reversed way in Judges 4 and 5: there are a lot of sexual terms and innuendo in those two chapters. For example, when the text says, “Between her feet,” there is a clear sexual innuendo, but also irony. Usually when a warrior invades the tent of another man’s wife and is “between her feet,” the woman is being raped—but not in this case. Here, Jael is the dominant one and Sisera has been penetrated by a tent peg.
The idioms, innuendos, and the fact that Judges 5 is Hebrew poetry and therefore often does not use prose-like sentences makes literal translation difficult, and the English reader is forced to learn some of the idioms to best understand the text. For example, the Hebrew, the word “feet” was a clear sexual reference, but not so much in English. There are a number of references in the Bible that show that “feet” often represented or were associated with the genital area. In Ezekiel 16:25, the wanton woman “spread her feet wide to everyone who passed by.” In Isaiah 7:20, the cruel Assyrian captors would “shave the hair of the feet” of the Jewish captives, a reference to shaving their pubic hair as a sign of domination designed to embarrass and fulfill sexual lust. Sadly, in Isaiah 7:20 many English versions have “shave the hair of the legs,” which misses the point of the Hebrew text entirely, and gives a false and meaningless interpretation in English. Then, the Assyrians led their shamed and oppressed captives away “naked and barefoot” and “with buttocks bared” (Isa. 20:4).
In 2 Kings 18:27 and Isaiah 36:12, the Hebrew phrase for urine is, “the water of the feet.” In Deuteronomy 28:57, the woman gives birth “between her feet.” That seems to be the proper idea also in Genesis 49:10, which foretells that the scepter will not depart from Jacob, or a “ruler” “from between his feet” until the Messiah comes. In other words, Judah’s descendants would rule until the Messiah, and indeed, Judah’s line was traced to the Messiah, as we see from the genealogies in Matthew and Luke. The word for “ruler” can also be scepter or “ruler’s staff,” as many translations have, but commentators have struggled trying to explain why the scepter would be between the ruler’s feet. The better explanation seems to be the common one, that rulers would be descendants of Judah.[footnoteRef:339] [339:  Cf. Gordon Wenham, Genesis [WBC].] 

Any Hebrew reader clearly got the sexual reference in the phrase, “between her feet” in Judges 5:27 (especially because it is unlikely that Sisera was actually between her feet when she killed him, she likely stood beside him), but the English reader may not understand the sexual reference because we use “legs,” not “feet,” and speak of the man being “between her legs.” Although sexual idioms used the word “feet,” other words were used idiomatically for the genitals as well. For example, Jeremiah 13:22 uses “heel” and says her “heel” was violated, speaking of the woman being raped. The word “thigh” was also used for the genitals (see commentary on Gen. 24:2).
“bowed down.” This is a word that is used of submission. It is not to bow down in worship, but to bow down or bend the knee in submission. This is irony. For 20 years the oppressed Israelite women “bowed down” to Sisera, no doubt unwillingly, but now he unwillingly bows down and submits to a woman.
“destroyed!” This is more irony in the text. The Hebrew word is shadad (#07703 שָׁדַד), and it is not the standard word for “dead.” It means more like “ravished, ruined, destroyed,” and can have sexual overtones and in some contexts refer to rape. Sisera had ravished many women, and now he is ravished, despoiled, ruined, destroyed, by a woman.
Jdg 5:28
“so shamefully late.” The Hebrew word translated “long” in some versions is related to shame. Fox (The Schocken Bible) has “shamefully-late,” and Rotherham’s Emphasised Bible has “ashamed to come.”
“the hoofbeats from his chariots delayed?” The Hebrew word can refer to the sound of the chariots (NIV) or the sound of the horse’s hoofs (NASB). It usually involves the sound of footsteps, so the hoofbeats of the horses seems likely correct.
Jdg 5:29
“her ladies.” In another context, this could be “princesses,” but her son was not a king, so “ladies” is better here.
Jdg 5:30
“woman.” The Hebrew word is “womb,” which highlights the sexual nature of the Canaanite oppression of Israel. Sexual perversity in life and worship was part of the Canaanite lifestyle, and even Sisera’s mother expected him to come home from the battle with a “womb” or two—slave women for his pleasure. It was fitting in this time of Canaanite oppression, which brought suffering upon the women, that Deborah would arise as the prophetess who would engineer the defeat of the Canaanites, and Jael the wife of Heber would kill Sisera, the Canaanite commander.
“for the necks as spoil?” This is a very difficult phrase in Hebrew, but it is poetry. The idea seems to be that the garments were taken as spoil (cf. ESV). However, it could be that the garments were on the necks of the spoil (the women), or even that the garments were for the necks of the spoilers, but that involves a change to the text.
Jdg 5:31
“O Yahweh.” The sentence changes abruptly from direct address to speaking of God in the third person.
 
Judges Chapter 6
Jdg 6:2
“the dens.” This is the only time this word occurs in the Old Testament. It may refer to longer dens, such as tunnels. Or it may refer to secret hiding places for things as well as people.
Jdg 6:3
“them.” The Hebrew is singular and refers to Israel, but the word “them” is clearer in English.
Jdg 6:4
“them.” The singular changes to plural here, and refers to Israel as “them.”
Jdg 6:6
“brought very low.” This is a purposely vague phrase and no doubt refers to the physical state of poverty and neediness, as well as the mental state of discouragement and despair.
Jdg 6:11
“oak.” This is not the normal word for “oak,” and it may be a terebinth, but in any case, it would have been a big tree with cultic significance.[footnoteRef:340] [340:  Koehler and Baumgartner, HALOT Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the Old Testament.] 

“Ophrah.” Within Manasseh, but the location is not exactly known. Some say the modern city of Afula in the Jezreel Valley, but that is not certain.
“to hide it.” The Hebrew is more literally, “to cause it to flee from the Midianites.” The idea was to hide it, but the Hebrew is graphic and poetic: even the wheat had to flee from the Midianites.
Jdg 6:12
“angel of Yahweh appeared to him.” The angel was sitting under a tree. The idiom “appeared to him” likely does not mean that he popped in close to Gideon, but rather that Gideon noticed him. At this point Gideon did not know it was an angel, he thought it was a prophet sent by God. He discovered it was an angel when it burned up the offering and disappeared (Judg. 6:21-22).
Jdg 6:13
“Oh, my lord.” Gideon did not know this was an angel at this time. Gideon uses “adoni” here, meaning “my lord,” a title for other humans. As the record moves on, Gideon’s knowledge of the situation changes. For example, in Judges 6:15, Gideon refers to this “person” as Adonai, generally used of an angel or God.
“why then has all this happened to us.” A quite common idiom. Literally, “why then has all this found us?” (cf. Josh. 2:23).
Jdg 6:14
“And Yahweh turned.” This is Yahweh in the person of His representative.
“Go in this your might.” The phrase “this your might” seems to indicate that Yahweh is supplying Gideon strength.
“save Israel.” The judges were called “saviors.”
Jdg 6:15
“O Lord.” This is the Hebrew Adonai, and it is stronger than the word for Lord in Judges 6:13. Gideon’s recognition of who he is dealing with is deepening and that is reflected in the way he addresses the messenger of Yahweh.
“how can I save Israel?” Moses started the same way, with much doubt and God had to say that He would be with Moses (cf. Exod. 3:10-12).
“least.” This could refer to the least significant or even to the youngest member of the family.
Jdg 6:16
“as one man.” In other words, “just as if they were only one man.” There are hoards of them, but Gideon will strike them just as if they were only one man.
Jdg 6:17
“Please.” Gideon is polite, unassuming, even perhaps doubtful, as if he might be turned down.
“show me a sign.” Gideon is not yet really trusting that he has Yahweh’s support. God had to give Moses signs too, and the signs had a “voice” as if they themselves spoke (Exod. 4:1-8). The Jews demand signs (1 Cor. 1:22).
“that you are speaking with me.” This is almost idiomatic. Gideon is not as much speaking to the messenger as he is speaking directly to Yahweh, although he might be looking at the messenger.
Jdg 6:18
“gift.” The Hebrew “gift” is used quite a bit with sacrifices. The offering is almost like Passover: a goat and unleavened bread (the Passover lamb could be a goat). There is something going on in Gideon’s mind that he will be more certain that this messenger represents Yahweh if Gideon gets to bring an offering.
“sit.” The Hebrew word usually means “sit,” but it can mean “live” or “dwell,” or also “wait.” In this case, it may mean “wait,” but it could also have its most common meaning of “sit,” and it may indicate that the angel had never gotten up from sitting under the tree (see Judg. 6:11).
Jdg 6:19
“So Gideon went.” Gideon went away, but the text does not say where. We do not know how far away he went, but that is likely why he made sure the stranger would stay and wait for him.
“a young goat.” A huge sacrifice for Gideon since meat was scarce.
“a young goat and unleavened bread.” This seems to make an allusion to Passover, with its unleavened bread and goat. But the unleavened bread may have been because Gideon was in a hurry.
“an ephah of flour.” This is almost 8 gallons (over 23 quarts; 22 liters). This is a huge amount of flour and shows the extreme sacrifice Gideon was willing to make to please God and win His favor.
“under the oak.” The angel was still sitting under the oak.
Jdg 6:20
“And he did so.” No doubt Gideon knew hungry people who would have loved to have had the meat and broth, and he could have argued with this stranger, but the fact he obeyed showed his heart to please God even if the request was difficult.
“lay them on this rock.” In this case, the rock became an altar. The word for “rock” indicates a larger rock, not a small one. Fox (Schocken Bible) has “boulder,” but that may be too big.
Jdg 6:21
“staff.” This is a staff for leaning on, a walking stick. Men usually traveled with a staff (see commentary on Exod. 4:20).
“departed out of his sight.” The Hebrew is “went from his eyes.” So the angel disappeared.
Jdg 6:22
“Because I have seen the angel of Yahweh face to face.” Gideon remembered what God said to Moses, that no one could see Him and live (Exod. 33:20). But Gideon had been seeing this angel of God all along and had not died, so why would he die now? For one thing, this was not God Himself, but an angel. More to the point, however, was that even at the time of Moses people knew that God had appeared in human form to Adam and Eve (they heard His footsteps, Gen. 3:8), Abraham (Gen. 12:7; 15:1; 17:1; 18:1), Jacob (Gen. 28:13), and Moses and the elders of Israel (Exod. 24:9-11), and they had not died. What God told Moses was couched in that specific context and involved a human seeing God in a fuller way than God’s appearance in human form communicated.
There may be other thoughts going through Gideon’s mind as well as the idea that seeing God could be fatal. Gideon may think that God might be upset that Gideon did not recognize who he was speaking to earlier in the conversation, and also Gideon may have had in mind that there were times when angels came to destroy, such as at Sodom and Gomorrah, the angel of death in Egypt at the Passover, the angel who opposed Balaam the false prophet (Num. 22:23); the angel who could have destroyed Jerusalem (2 Sam. 24:16); the angel who destroyed the Assyrian army (Isa. 37:36); and the angel who killed Herod (Acts 12:23).
[For more on God appearing in human form, see commentary on Gen. 18:1 and Acts 7:55.]
Jdg 6:23
“You will not die.” This may have also comforted and encouraged Gideon as he moved forward in his ministry and destroyed the altar of Baal.
Jdg 6:24
“Yahweh is Peace.” This is likely the main meaning of the phrase “Yahweh-shalom.” However, it could have other implied meanings as well, such as “Yahweh sends peace,” or “Yahweh is at peace with me.”
“To this day it is still in Ophrah of the Abiezrites.” When Judges was written that altar was still in place.
Jdg 6:25
“the Asherah.” From the context we can see it was a wooden pole goddess.
Jdg 6:26
“and build an altar.” This is one of the few occasions when God told someone to build an altar that was not together with the Tabernacle.
Jdg 6:27
“ten men of his servants.” That Gideon had more than ten servants (he took ten of his servants) shows that he was not as poor as he portrayed himself to be. To run a large household he had to have leadership skills, and was the mighty warrior, at least potentially, that the angel said he was (Judg. 6:12).
“and did as Yahweh had spoken to him.” Gideon’s obedience to God was a key to his victories.
Jdg 6:30
“He must die because he has broken down the altar of Baal.” This is exactly the opposite of what the Mosaic Law said, which said to execute people who abandoned Yahweh and led the people of Israel after pagan gods (Deut. 13:1-13; 21:18-21).
Jdg 6:31
“Will you contend for Baal? Or will you yourselves save him?” It is supposed to be the god who protects the people, not the other way around. The word for “contend” is yerub (the imperfect jussive verb), “let him contend,” and that is where “Yeru-baal” comes from, using the “b” that ends yerub as also the “b” that begins “Baal.” The Hebrew verb translated “contend” is reeb (#07378 רִיב), related to the noun, #07379, cf. Hos. 4:1). It has a wide semantic range, including both legal and non-legal meanings. It can mean to conduct or decide a legal case or carry on a legal dispute with, or it can simply mean to struggle, strive, or quarrel with. Here in Judges 6:31 it has legal overtones. Joash is saying something akin to, “will you contend for Baal in a court, will you open a legal case and dispute for him?” He is not making the simple statement, “Will you fight for Baal?” Joash goes on to say that if Baal is really a god then he can defend himself if someone has destroyed his property and his honor.
“Let the one who will contend for him, be put to death by morning.” Understood the way it is translated in the REV, Joash is saying that if someone is going to defend Baal then he should be executed because if Baal is really a god he will defend himself and needs no human intervention. However, the same Hebrew sentence can be translated, “The one who contends against him will be put to death before morning,” meaning that if Baal is really a god, then he will defend himself quickly and the offending party, in this case, Gideon, will die very quickly. So the two meanings of the sentence are: that if Baal is a god he needs no defense and anyone who suggests he does should be put to death; and if Baal is really a god he will defend himself and put the guilty party to death very quickly.
Joash is in a tough spot. He wants to support Baal and not overly offend the people of the city (after all, the altar of Baal was on his property), but he also wants to defend his son and keep him from being killed. The ambiguous way he spoke was a delicate way of supporting both positions. They both allow for Baal to be recognized as a god and they both have the end result of protecting Gideon. Also, if Baal is angry and wants to defend himself, that option is open to him.
“let him contend for himself.” This same idea, and the same verbal root, is in Psalm 74:22 when the psalmist asks God to plead His cause. Also, in Psalm 35:1, David asks God to contend against the people who contend against David.
Jdg 6:32
“he named him.” That is, Joash named Gideon.
“Jerubbaal.” The name is ambiguous and Baal could be the subject or object of the verb, and thus “Jerubbaal” could mean “Baal contends against,” but also perhaps “Contender against Baal” since Gideon broke down the altar of Baal.
Jdg 6:34
“the spirit of Yahweh clothed Gideon.” This same terminology is used here and in 1 Chronicles 12:18 of Amasai, and in 2 Chronicles 24:20 of Zechariah son of Jehoiada the priest.
“shofar.” The ram’s horn that was blown to call assemblies, or call people to worship or to battle.
Jdg 6:35
“messengers.” This is the same Hebrew word as in Judges 6:11, where the “messenger” was most likely an angel. But angels were “messengers” of God, and occasionally it is difficult to tell whether the messenger is a human or angelic messenger.
“to meet them.” That is, to meet the ones that were already gathered.
Jdg 6:39
“make a test only one more time with the fleece.” Gideon is looking for a sign that God is involved in the battle and will give victory to Gideon. A secondary motive for the second test might be that since Baal was the storm and rain god, to make absolutely sure that God was more powerful or more in control than Baal, Gideon asks twice.
 
Judges Chapter 7
Jdg 7:1
“the camp of Midian.” There were 135,000 Midianites (Judg. 8:10). Gideon, with God’s help, defeated them with 300 men (Judg. 7:7).
“by the hill of Moreh in the plain.” The “plain” is part of what we know as the Jezreel Valley, but it is so broad it is really a plain at this point. Gideon’s men were about a mile away from the Midianites.
Jdg 7:3
“Whoever is fearful and trembling.” God told Israel not to be fearful going into battle (Deut. 20:1-9). If part of the army is fearful, it can ruin the morale of the rest of the army.
“from Mount Gilead.” The Ein Harod spring is at the foot of Mount Gilboa, whereas “Gilead” is in the Transjordan. It is possible that here the Hebrew word “Gilead” is translated from a root that can mean “afraid,” and that this is related somehow to being afraid. There are other possibilities as well, one being that there was a mountain referred to as Gilead that was close by but which is now unknown.
Jdg 7:4
“separate them.” This is a word used in the refining of metals.
Jdg 7:8
“So they took the people’s food.” Gideon’s 300 men took the shofars and food of the other men, who returned to their tents.
“all the men of Israel.” This is a hyperbole for the vast majority. Gideon sent home 9,700 men of the 10,000.
“was beneath him in the plain.” So at some point, Gideon and his army climbed Mount Gilboa.
Jdg 7:9
“go down against the camp.” In other words, go and attack the camp.
Jdg 7:10
“go down with Purah your servant to the camp.” It is unfortunate that Judges 7:10 breaks here, because the whole sentence is: “But if you are afraid to go down and attack, you go down with Purah your servant to the camp and hear what they say; and afterward your hands will be strengthened to go down against the camp.” The text is playing “go down” against itself. Gideon could “go down” and attack, but if he is too afraid to do that, then he can “go down” and hear what the people are saying. The verse breaks were added centuries after even the text of the New Testament was written.
Jdg 7:12
“as the sand that is on the seashore for multitude.” It was Abraham’s descendants that were to be as numerous as the sand on the seashore, but due to the sin of Israel the situation is reversed and the enemy is that numerous (Gen. 22:17; 32:12).
Jdg 7:13
“turned it upside down.” The Hebrew is related to the tumbling of the barley bread loaf. The loaf tumbled and the tent tumbled.
Jdg 7:15
“interpretation.” The Hebrew is “breaking,” like the police “breaking” a case; discovering the truth of it. “Interpretation” catches the sense in this case.
“bowed down in worship.” Gideon was so struck by the power and providence of God that he bowed down right there on the spot. The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body to the earth. It is the same Hebrew word as “worship.”
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
Jdg 7:18
“shofar.” The ram’s horn trumpet, not the metal trumpet.
Jdg 7:19
“just set the watch.” The Hebrew uses the figure polyptoton to emphasize that the watch was newly set. They set, set the watch.
[See Word Study: “Polyptoton.”]
Jdg 7:20
“for Yahweh and for Gideon.” This can also be translated, “of Yahweh and of Gideon,” which has more emphasis on Yahweh’s part in the battle.
Jdg 7:21
“They each stood in his place.” Gideon’s godly men stood firm and the enemy did not, they cried out and ran away.
Jdg 7:22
“the army fled.” They are fleeing to the east, as we would expect; heading toward home.
Jdg 7:23
“The men of Israel.” The Hebrew is “the man of Israel.” The warriors of Israel were together like one man.
“out of Naphtali and out of Asher.” A lot of these warriors were likely among the men who were sent home. Where are the men of Zebulun? We would expect them in this list.
Jdg 7:24
“fords.” The Hebrew is literally “waters,” but in this case, it refers to the fording areas used for crossing the Jordan.
Jdg 7:25
“Oreb.” Hebrew means “Raven.”
“Zeeb.” Hebrew means “Wolf.”
“beyond the Jordan.” This refers to the west side of the Jordan River. Judges 8:4 shows that Gideon was west of the Jordan.
“And they pursued Midian, and they brought the heads.” The Hebrew text is difficult to exactly translate, which explains the numerous English translations. It seems that Ephraim joined the battle with new energy and defeated Oreb and Zeeb and continued the chase of Midian while sending the heads of the commanders to Gideon as evidence of what they had accomplished.
 
Judges Chapter 8
Jdg 8:1
“contended.” The verb is the same root word as is in Gideon’s new name, “Jerub.”
Jdg 8:2
“What have I done now in comparison with you?” This exemplifies Proverbs 15:1, that a soft answer turns away wrath.
“gleaning of the grapes.” (cf. Jer. 6:9; 49:9).
Jdg 8:3
“God has given into your hand.” This is a continuation of Gideon’s soft answer in Judges 8:2. He is saying that God supported Ephraim.
Jdg 8:4
“came to the Jordan and passed over.” Gideon pursued the Midianites over the Jordan River eastward.
“he and the 300 men.” This would be the original 300 men chosen by God to fight Midian.
Jdg 8:5
“Sukkoth.” A town at the mouth of the Jabbok River, the exact location is unknown (Gen. 33:17).
Jdg 8:6
“palm...hand.” The Hebrew text uses two different words for hand. There was a practice in the ancient Near East and Egypt of cutting off the hand of the dead enemy to count the number of defeated men. It may be in this case that the leaders of Sukkoth were saying that Gideon had not yet defeated the Midianites and cut off their hands. In any case, the leaders of Sukkoth were afraid that Gideon would not succeed in putting an end to Zebah and Zalmunna and were afraid of their revenge for supporting Gideon.
Jdg 8:8
“up from there to Penuel.” Gideon is going up in elevation into the hills of Gilead. Penuel was a site named by Jacob, where he wrestled with the angel of Yahweh (Gen. 32:31).
Jdg 8:9
“this tower.” Towns often had a strong tower in them that was used as a last-ditch defense against attackers.
Jdg 8:10
“about 15,000 men,” Although Gideon had killed many, he was still outnumbered fifty to one.
“those who had fallen.” That is “fallen” in battle; that is, were killed.
Jdg 8:11
“the Road of the Tent Dwellers.” Or, the Road of the Nomads. This was likely a main north-south road on a ridge, and the Midianites were headed south, back toward their homeland.
“for the army was feeling secure.” The Midianites had covered so much ground that they would have thought that no one would follow them that far without giving up the pursuit.
Jdg 8:12
“threw the whole army into a panic.” Gideon had killed the two commanders and captured the two kings, so the army “trembled,” that is, were in a panic.
Jdg 8:13
“the Ascent of Heres.” The location is unknown.
Jdg 8:15
“He came to the men of Sukkoth.” That Gideon came to Sukkoth before Penuel indicates that after the battle with Zebah and Zalmunna, Gideon came back a different way than he had gone.
Jdg 8:16
“he taught.” Some modern versions amend the Hebrew text by one letter so that “taught” reads “threshed,” which matches Judges 8:7, but “taught” makes sense also (see NET text note).
Jdg 8:17
“tore down the tower of Penuel.” Tearing down the tower meant demolishing the last defense of the city and leaving the people of the city defenseless. To reach Penuel from Sukkoth, he had to go back to the east and uphill again. Gideon did not say he would kill the men of Penuel, but they likely put up a fight and were killed.
Jdg 8:21
“the crescent-shaped ornaments.” Crescent-shaped ornaments, like the crescent moon, were sometimes used to ward off evil spirits. Arabs today still often put chains with moon-shaped ornaments around the camels’ necks, but sometimes that is just decoration to attract attention or because it has been passed down as tradition. Also, it was quite common for women, especially young women, to wear the crescent moon as an apotropaic amulet to provide protection from evil and evil spirits (Isa. 3:18).
Jdg 8:22
“Then the men of Israel.” This was more likely a group of local men, not all of Israel.
“Rule over us...for you have saved us out of the hand of Midian.” Israel wanted kings to provide military victory. These men were suggesting a dynastic rule, one that extends from father to son. That was the kind of rulership that they understood.
Jdg 8:23
“Yahweh will rule over you.” Gideon is a prime example of so many people who worship God but then don’t realize how they let “other gods” into their lives, something that God abhors. God wants to be the one and only God and object of worship in each person’s life, and furthermore, bringing “other gods” into one’s life opens the door for Satan to come in in various ways. Just after saying that Yahweh will rule over the people, Gideon made an idol of gold, which became a snare to him and to Israel. God does not need any help from idols, “lucky” things, or anything like that. The first commandment is “You must not have any other gods besides me,” and the Shema of Israel is “Hear, O Israel! Yahweh is our God, Yahweh alone” (Deut. 6:4). God does not want to compete with any other gods or object for a person’s love and attention, and each believer has to be diligent to keep those things out of their life.
The Hebrew can also be taken in a jussive sense: “Let Yahweh rule over you.”
Jdg 8:24
“earring.” The Hebrew is just “rings,” but the rings were typically not of the kind worn on the finger but in the ears or nose, however, we cannot rule out that some of the rings came from people’s fingers.
“Ishmaelites.” There were different tribes that were descendants of Ishmael (Gen. 17:20).
Jdg 8:25
“give, yes, give.” This is the figure of speech polyptoton, used for emphasis
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
“onto it.” The Hebrew text is “there.” They threw the earrings there, on the blanket.
Jdg 8:26
“1,700 shekels.” 1,700 shekels is roughly 42.5 pounds (19 kg). A shekel was roughly .4 ounces (11 or 11.5 grams). See commentary on Genesis 24:22, “shekel.”
“purple.” Purple dye was rare and very expensive, so the purple clothing was on the kings of Midian. See commentary on 2 Chronicles 3:14, “purple.”
“chains.” Or “collars,” but even if “collars” is correct, it is not the tight-fitting collar worn by modern dogs, but a loose collar, often of leather with decorations or even bells on it.
Jdg 8:27
“ephod.” Exactly what this “ephod” is, is unknown. Exodus 28:4-8 describe it as part of the garments the High Priest wore, and it was part of the garments that allowed the High Priest to get God’s decision on a matter (1 Sam. 23:9). Although an “ephod” might also be some kind of idol that was used for divining or finding the will of God, it is also possible that here in Judges, Gideon fashioned some kind of image or statue shaped like an ephod or even a gold garment that would go over a wood or stone statue of some kind, and then that “ephod” would be used to divine the will of God. That would well explain how the ephod would be a snare to Gideon and Israel because they would seek answers from it and not only offend God but often be led astray.
“prostituted themselves by going after it​.” Israel was married by covenant to God, but now they were committing adultery with an ephod idol.
Jdg 8:30
“thigh.” An idiom. A euphemism for the genitals.
[For more information on sexual euphemisms and “thigh,” see commentary on Isa. 47:2.]
Jdg 8:31
“concubine.” Generally, a “concubine” was a lesser wife; a wife of lesser status to the husband, often given as a gift or bought as a slave.
“Abimelech.” That Gideon would name his son Abimelech shows that although he had said to the people that he would not rule over them but Yahweh would rule over them (Judg. 8:23), his heart was changing. “Abimelech” is “Abi” (“my father”) and “melech” (“king”), and “Abimelech” means “my father is king.” It is also possible that Gideon was simply referring to God as “father” here, in the sense of “My God is king.” However, it certainly suited Abimelech’s purposes to later assume that Gideon meant to refer to himself as a king because the son of a king, Abimelech” was a king, which is what Abimelech aspired to be.
Jdg 8:33
“It came to pass when Gideon died.” This starts another section of Judges, after Gideon died. It would have been helpful to start chapter 9 with this verse.
“the children of Israel turned back.” (cf. Judg. 2:19).
“Baal-berith.” More literally, “Baal of the Covenant.” It likely means that the people who worshiped this Baal made a covenant with him, or the local people made a covenant with him. Of course, this is a direct insult to God, who had made a covenant with Israel (Exod. 24).
Jdg 8:34
“remember Yahweh.” In this case, the word “remember” has an idiomatic sense, a meaning that some scholars refer to as the “pregnant sense” of the word. Idiomatically, “remember” often means to act upon one’s knowledge. In this case, to “remember Yahweh” means to obey, worship, serve, etc.
[For more on the idiomatic sense of “remember,” see commentary on Luke 23:42.]
 
Judges Chapter 9
Jdg 9:2
“leaders of Shechem.” The Hebrew word translated “leaders” is Baal, which was used of lords, leaders, landowners, and occasionally of free citizens (cf. Josh. 24:11).
Jdg 9:4
“70 pieces of silver.” It is as if the men of Shechem are giving Abimelech 1 piece of silver for each person they will murder (except Abimelech was excepted).
“the house of Baal-berith.” The “house” is the temple, and “Baal-berith” means “Baal of the covenant” or “Lord of the covenant.” So the people of Shechem had a temple to Baal and called him the Lord of the covenant. No wonder they did not mind supporting Abimelech in the murder of Gideon’s sons.
Jdg 9:5
“to Ophrah.” For Abimelech to murder all of Gideon’s sons right in Ophrah near Gideon’s house is incredibly coldhearted.
“70 men.” This is the number of all the sons of Gideon, 70 men (Judg. 8:30). Two were not killed. Abimelech instigated the murder and Jotham escaped, so there were 68 men murdered.
“on one stone.” The fact that 68 men were executed on one stone shows they were not killed while defending themselves, but were captured and then sacrificed, almost certainly to Baal. Occasionally human sacrifice was made to Baal. A sacrifice of this nature reveals how ruthless and cold-hearted Abimelech was.
Jdg 9:6
“leaders.” The Hebrew is baal, in this context likely the leaders or landowners.
“Beth-millo.” Beth-millo could be another site location nearby Shechem, or it could possibly be another area of Shechem, such as a specially built-up or fortified area of Shechem.
“oak of the pillar.” The “pillar” seems to be something “set up,” and associated with a place, not just a single pillar. So the oak of the pillar would have been in the general area of the pillar, or thing that had been set up.
Jdg 9:8
“One day the trees went out.” Jotham starts this poetic fable as we would start a story, “One day,” except we often say, “Once upon a time.” Jotham’s fable is short but powerful, and is about the trees wanting a king (Judg. 9:8-15).
In this fable, the trees are the common people, and this is different from the metaphorical use of trees in many other places in the Bible where the trees are the leaders, the powerful people in the kingdom (see commentary on Luke 3:9). The common people are often referred to as “sheep,” but not here. In this case, Jotham correctly points out that the common people often do not want to participate in governing themselves or take much responsibility for how their lives are governed (even today a significant percentage of the population of the USA does not vote, and few of those who do vote make much effort to find out much about the candidates). Thus, the trees seek out a leader and are persuaded by boastful talk and big promises, and do not recognize “bramble-people” and work to keep them from gaining power in the kingdom.
The trees’ desire to have a king is parallel to the people of Shechem wanting a king (Judg. 9:2-6). Later, Israel would want a king and anointed Saul (1 Sam. 10:1; 11:15). However, in rejecting God as king, the men of Shechem and later all Israel caused themselves great pain. Part of that pain is due to the kind of people who often get into politics, although thankfully there are exceptions. Usually, good and godly people see the value in productive work, like the olive tree, fig tree, and grapevine did, and get fulfillment from that work (Judg. 9:9-13). In contrast, “bramble people” enjoy the attention of others and lording it over others, and we see that in the demands of the bramble (Judg. 9:15).
The productive trees had no interest in reigning over others, and called it “swaying back and forth,” which was a sarcastic reference that gives the correct impression of a lot of movement and show, but without anything of value being accomplished, and that is often what ungodly leaders are about. They create a lot of drama, but not valuable production. People involved in godly and valuable production tend to realize it, and have no desire to leave their production to go get involved with a lot of show, glamor, and controlling behavior. In contrast, “bramble people” love the attention of others and will give up much to be “in the limelight” and in control of others.
Like the bramble itself, “bramble people” do not produce good things for life. Furthermore, the demand of the bramble to “come and take refuge under my shade” is at best a useless, stupid demand that the other trees don’t need to obey to do well, and at worst a self-delusion. Although we do not know exactly what the “bramble” is (the exact identification of the bush or tree called atat in Hebrew is not known), it seems certain that the atat plant does not produce a lot of shade that the other trees could take refuge in. But being arrogant and overly self-important, the bramble leader threatens the other plants (people) that if they don’t obey they will be burned up. The bramble says that if you won’t come to it for refuge, “let fire come out of the bramble and devour the cedars of Lebanon” (Judg. 9:15). The bramble is so self-important and deluded that it deems itself far more important than others, including those that would be usually well-known to be important, such as the cedars of Lebanon, and therefore bramble people, like the bramble itself, see no problem with destroying others. Abimelech was a bramble person and one way he demonstrated that fact was by murdering his brothers so he could be king.
James Jordan correctly observes that the bramble ruler “is oriented toward tyrannical rule. He represents the ungodly man who builds up a society based on taking what other people have labored to produce. His is a socialistic society, based on the massive confiscation of the wealth of other people, their hard-earned savings and capital. His is an imperialistic society, based on the conquest of weaker people and of their production. His is a slave society, based on the forced labor of other people. The bramble society is indeed the society of the curse. True to his unregenerate nature, the bramble man is a man of wrath. If things don’t go his way, he intends for fire to consume those who obstruct his plans.”[footnoteRef:341] [341:  James Jordan, Judges: God’s War Against Humanism, 165.] 

Sadly, societies are full of people who are like Abimelech: self-important murderous “kings” who want to control others, dictate what they do, and take what they have earned (for a “good cause” of course). Furthermore, just as sadly, because of the demonic power behind them, they will exist and thrive until Christ comes and conquers the earth. The very good news is that when Jesus Christ comes he will destroy the bramble people and set up rulers who will be wonderful. The prophecy is that the rulers that Christ will appoint in the next life will be “like a shelter from the wind,” like “a refuge from the storm,” “like streams of water in a dry land, like the shade of a great rock in a weary land” (Isa. 32:2). What a blessing it will be to live with that kind of government.
[For more on the future reign of Christ on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on how the future will unfold from this present age to the Millennial Kingdom to the Everlasting Kingdom, see commentary on Rev. 21:1.]
“to anoint a king.” The first time in the Old Testament the anointing of a king is mentioned. Although there was not yet a king in Israel, there would have been in other nations.
Jdg 9:13
“new wine.” The joy that the new wine brings is more the joy of the harvest than the joy of inebriation.
“that cheers God.” There were wine and oil offerings to God, but more likely than that, God is joyful at the abundance His creation produces to bless humankind. Although the Hebrew can read “God” or “gods,” and some versions go with “gods,” that seems less likely here because Jotham was a godly man, and mentioning offerings to the “gods” seems out of his social context.
Jdg 9:15
“the cedars of Lebanon.” The best of the best are destroyed by the vindictive acts of bramble people.
Jdg 9:17
“life.” The Hebrew is nephesh, “soul,” here referring to one’s life.
“risked his life.” An idiom; more literally, “he threw his soul aside.”
Jdg 9:18
“his female servant.” This is even more derogatory than “concubine,” which while a wife of lesser status, is still a wife. Jotham seems to be being purposely derogatory.
Jdg 9:20
“may fire come out.” The Hebrew can also be translated, “Let fire come out,” and also, “fire will come out.” If translated the last way, Jotham’s words are a prophecy.
Jdg 9:21
“went to Beer.” The word “Beer” means well or cistern, and there were lots of them. The location of this Beer is unknown.
“away from the face of Abimelech his brother.” That is, away from Abimelech’s anger. Some versions nuance the text to, “for fear of Abimelech,” and that is the basic idea in the verse. The Hebrew can also be translated, “because of the face of Abimelech his brother.”
Jdg 9:23
“Then God sent an evil spirit.” This is the idiom of permission. God does not send evil spirits to afflict people, especially when both sides of the conflict are ungodly. Neither Abimelech nor the leaders of Shechem were godly, and both came under the influence of evil spirits, which were responsible for the conflict, devastation, and loss of life, which is what the Devil and his henchmen are always trying to do (cf. John 10:10). Both Abimelech and the leaders of Shechem disobeyed God’s commands, which is why the Bible says “God sent” the evil spirit—God gave commands in His law, which then forced the Jews to either obey or disobey. They chose to disobey God, and the consequence of that was being afflicted by an evil spirit. However, since God gave the law which forced the choice and ultimately resulted in an evil consequence, God, via the idiom of permission, was said to send the evil spirit.
[For a more complete explanation of the idiom of permission, see commentary on Rom. 9:18.]
Jdg 9:26
“Gaal.” Related to “to abhor, to loathe.” This would not have been his birth-name, but a name he earned by how he lived.
“Ebed.” Ebed means “servant, slave.” Thus Gaal son of Ebed can mean something like “Loathsome, son of a slave.”
“with his brothers.” This use of “brothers” means relatives, extended family.
“moved into Shechem.” Or they “crossed through” Shechem, but the fact that they are there for a while seems to indicate they moved in, even if just temporarily (cf. ESV).
Jdg 9:27
“trod the grapes.” The grape harvest is typically in July (it may be a little later, but July is later).
“the house of their god.” That is, the temple of their god.
“and reviled Abimelech.” Although the Hebrew word is used for “cursed,” it can also have the idea of “reviled”[footnoteRef:342] or “made light of.”[footnoteRef:343] Since we have a record of what they said in Judges 9:28, “reviled” is a good translation. [342:  R. Alter, The Hebrew Bible: A translation with commentary.]  [343:  Everett Fox, The Schocken Bible.] 

Jdg 9:28
“Who is Abimelech, and who are we of Shechem that we should serve him?” The emphasis here is “WHO is Abimelech, and WHO ARE WE of Shechem, that WE should serve HIM (HE should be serving US!).
“the son of Jerubbaal.” “Jerubbaal” is Gideon, and Gideon was not from Shechem, so the point that Gaal is making is that Abimelech was not really from Shechem.
“Serve the men of Hamor the father of Shechem!” The verb “serve” is an imperative, and Hamor the father of Shechem goes back to the time of Jacob, which predates the founding of Israel. Whether or not the men of Shechem were Israelites who moved there or a mix of Israelites and native Canaanites, they were worshiping the local god Baal-berith and identified themselves more with Hamor, an early ruler of Shechem than with the Israelites who came into the land from Egypt. So Gaal is telling them to not serve Gideon’s son Abimelech but to serve him, he apparently being a native of Shechem.
“Why should we serve him.” The rhetorical question gets people to say, “Yes, why indeed?” and rebel against Abimelech.
Jdg 9:29
“were under my hand.” An idiom (more literally, “in my hand”), meaning under my care and command.
“And he said to Abimelech.” Gaal may have spoken into the air because Abimelech was not there, but Gaal was speaking as if he were.
“Increase your army.” In other words, do your best to gather and enlarge your army.
Jdg 9:31
“secretly.” The idea of “secretly” is in the LXX and may well be in the Hebrew. However, some scholars think the Hebrew refers to a place name. But the name here is somewhat different than the place name in Judges 9:41, and it seems that if this was a place it would be the same here as in Judges 9:41. The Hebrew word translated “secretly” only occurs here in the entire Bible, so scholars have suggested different meanings for it such as “secretly,” “deceitfully,” “treacherously,” etc.
Jdg 9:36
“You are seeing the shadow.” The mountains around Mout Gerizim and Mount Ebal cast shadows that move with the sun, and Zebul uses that fact to distract Gaal and give Abimelech more time in his attack.
Jdg 9:37
“navel of the land.” This seems to be a reference to a specific spot, just as the “oak of Meonenim.” is a specific oak.
Jdg 9:41
“and his brothers.” This use of “brothers” means relatives, extended family (cf. Judg. 9:26).
Jdg 9:46
“the stronghold of the house of El-berith.” Apparently, the temple of El-berith (“God of the Covenant”) had an especially fortified area known as the stronghold of the temple, and the people fled into it for safety. This tower may not have been in the city of Shechem, but close by Shechem.
“underground chamber.” This could have been an underground chamber under the tower. In 1 Sam. 13:6 the word refers to a cellar or cave.
Jdg 9:48
“Mount Zalmon.” Mentioned here and in Psalm 68:14.
“tree branches.” The Hebrew word translated “branches” is uncommon and seems to refer to smaller clusters of branches, which would burn fast and hot. The word “trees” is plural.
Jdg 9:50
“went to Thebez.” Thebez has not been positively located; there are some likely candidates.
“and captured it.” This would refer to the outer city, not the fortified tower in the city.
Jdg 9:54
“his armor-bearer.” Abimelech was killed by his armor-bearer, and King Saul asked his armor-bearer to kill him (1 Sam. 31:4).
Jdg 9:55
“to his home.” More literally, “to his place,” but here “place” is used idiomatically for home.
Jdg 9:56
“to his father.” Abimelech’s father is Gideon.
“his 70 brothers.” That is, Abimelech’s brothers. It is interesting that the evil that Abimelech did in killing his own brothers is considered an evil against Gideon, the father, who was dead at the time. Today we would consider the evil to be done against the brothers, which is also true.
 
Judges Chapter 10
Jdg 10:2
“in Shamir.” Tola was from the tribe of Issachar, but he was buried in Ephraim, in the town of Shamir.
Jdg 10:4
“donkey’s...cities.” The words in Hebrew are a wordplay, being very close. E. Fox (The Schocken Bible) picks up the wordplay by saying that the men rode on burros and lived in boroughs.
“Havvoth.” Related to a tent encampment.
Jdg 10:6
“the Baals and the...and the...and the..and the.” The figure polysyndeton (“many ands”) emphasizes all the different pagan gods. Note that the gods are all plural, the many gods of the pagans, and the sharp contrast with the singular “Yahweh,” the one God of Israel and the singular pronoun “him.”
[See Word Study: “Syndeton.”]
Jdg 10:12
“the Maonites.” Who these people are is not clear. The Septuagint has “Midianites,” and that could be possible.
Jdg 10:13
“Yet you have forsaken me.” Amazing that the people would forsake God who had done so much for them for so long.
“not continue to save you.” This phrase captures the thought of the Hebrew text. It is not that God says He will never again save Israel, but in these circumstances, He will not continue to save them.
Jdg 10:14
“that you have chosen.” Here again, we see that God gives people the free will to choose who they will worship and serve.
“distress.” In this case, the Hebrew word “distress” is due to an outside force.
Jdg 10:16
“was exasperated over the misery of Israel.” The Hebrew has an ambiguity that needs to be brought into English. Is God exasperated with the trouble Israel is causing Him by not worshiping Him or fulfilling His purposes, or is God exasperated with the trouble that Israel is in? The Hebrew text can be read both ways, and frankly, both are likely true, but the fact that God sends a deliverer in the person of Jephthah shows He was still willing to help Israel. Nevertheless, God is not fooled. He knows that Israel’s “repentance” was not a real change of heart, but only a way that they could get what they wanted at the time. That fact showed up in the fact that shortly after Israel was out of trouble they returned to their evil ways (Judg. 13:1).
This record is an important lesson for God’s people. Too often believers act like these Israelites. We make promises to God to get what we want or to get relief from problems, and often because of His love and mercy, God grants our requests. But just because it seems that God has heard our pleas and given us what we want does not mean that He is fooled into thinking we have had a heart change and a genuine commitment to worship and obey Him. God has a long-term point of view and knows that there is a Day of Judgment coming in which people will be righteously judged. Believers should know that too, and not try to get short-term benefits from God apart from a genuine change of heart and a long-term commitment to serve God.
Jdg 10:17
“Then the children of Ammon.” Judges 10:17 begins a new episode in the history of Israel; the Ammonite attack in the Transjordan. Chapter 11 should have started here, and Judges 10:17 should have been Judges 11:1.
“were gathered together.” The leaders of Ammon gathered the people. At this point, the Ammonites had the advantage of effective leadership, while the Israelites did not, and so they haphazardly “assembled themselves together,” and the leadership did not direct the men, but instead spoke to one another about finding a leader (Judg. 10:18).
“encamped in Gilead.” The Ammonites were pressing into Gilead, Israelite territory in the Transjordan (east of the Jordan River).
“in Mizpah.” Likely the place where Jacob and Laban parted company (Gen. 31:49). Mizpah is a common name for a place, and the word “mizpah” means “lookout,” so it is a place with a wide view for protection.
Jdg 10:18
“He will be head over.” There is no mention of “king,” but the “head” might be the equivalent of a king, but the Abimelech episode may have caused people to avoid any idea of a king.
 
Judges Chapter 11
Jdg 11:1
“Now Jephthah.” Judges 11:1 is the direct continuation of Judges 10. The immediate context of Judges 11:1 is Judges 10:17, so for the best understanding, start reading the Jephthah record with Judges 10:17.
“was a valiant warrior.” Judges 11:1-3 are almost parenthetical and introduce Jephthah. He was a valiant warrior, something that had to have been demonstrated over time by his leadership and success in raids and skirmishes, nevertheless, he is a social outcast, which is explained in these verses. Judges 11:4 then picks up where Judges 10:17 left off, with the war between Israel and Ammon.
Jdg 11:2
“have an inheritance.” In this context, the inheritance involves land.
Jdg 11:3
“the land of Tob.” The identity of this area is uncertain, but it is most likely just out of Gilead to the north or northeast in the area of Bashan. Ironically, the area is called “Tob” (or Tov), “good,” but it was apparently not normally a good place to live, being adjacent to pagan lands and open to attacks and marauders. In spite of his circumstance, and in some respects due to them, Jephthah learned to rely on Yahweh and sharpened his fighting skills. He could fight off enemies and also attack to the north, east, or south without attacking Israel and fighting Israelites. The “worthless fellows” he gathered around him may have been worthless from the world’s point of view, but they became an excellent fighting force.
“empty men.” The meaning of the Hebrew is unclear and debated. It is literally, “empty men,” but that could easily mean that they were men like Jephthah himself, who had no good name and no land. This very much anticipates the men who joined David (1 Sam. 22:1-2). This does not mean that the men were ungodly or unprincipled. The men who followed David were in debt, discontented, etc., and could be referred to as “empty” from a social point of view. David also went out on raids when he was in the same situation.
“went out with him on raids.” This is where Jephthah would have gotten his reputation as a warrior. He could well have been raiding the enemies of Israel.
Jdg 11:8
“That being so.” In other words, “We agree we did that, so now we ourselves have come to get you and make you commander.”
“head over all the inhabitants of Gilead.” This is more than a military leadership position, but a permanent position in the leadership of the people.
Jdg 11:9
“bring me back.” That is, back to Gilead.
Jdg 11:10
“be a witness.” The Hebrew is more literally, “be a hearer between us,” in other words, Yahweh is listening and will hold their words against them and judge them if they are not telling the truth.
Jdg 11:11
“and Jephthah spoke all his words before Yahweh in Mizpah.” There is a certain aspect of a covenant between Jephthah and the men of Gilead here (cf. Judg. 11:10), and their words were spoken “before Yahweh,” with Yahweh as the witness.
Jdg 11:12
“Then Jephthah sent messengers.” Why Jephthah sent messengers is unclear. It may have to do with dignity and propriety, and perhaps also not wanting to be personally confrontational. It also keeps Jephthah safe from harm.
“What is there between me and you.” An idiom. The idiom has a wide semantic range, and so the context sets the meaning, but in this case, that is difficult. Jephthah could have been trying to make peace, saying, “What is the reason you are doing this,” or it may be more aggressive, “Why is there a fight between us?” It might be like in English, “What’s the problem here?” The idiom is used in 1 Kings 17:18; 2 Kings 3:13; 2 Chron. 35:21).
Jdg 11:13
“Israel took away my land.” This is revisionist history. Israel did no such thing. At the time of the Exodus, the Amorites controlled the land that Israel conquered, as Jephthah pointed out to the king of Ammon (Judg. 11:15-26). The record of Israel’s conquest of the Amorite territory east of the Jordan River is in Numbers 21:21-35 and Deuteronomy 2:24-36; 3:1-11. God specifically told Israel to not invade the Ammonite territory (Num. 21:24; Deut. 2:19, 27). The king of Ammon defined the land that Israel supposedly took by three rivers, the Arnon to the south, the Jabbok in the north, and the Jordan River on the west.
Often people lie when they want something, and the wise person is aware of that. Sadly, some people are so convinced of their lie (or greedy for what they want) that it leads to conflict, and the godly person must be prepared to enter into that conflict to protect his name, rights, and property. Evil will enlarge its boundaries unless people stand against it.
“when he came up out of Egypt.” The “he” represents Israel as a corporate entity, a singular. The text does not read “they.” Also, it is noteworthy that the king of Ammon acknowledges that Israel came up out of Egypt, something that many historians do not want to acknowledge today.
Jdg 11:16
“Kadesh.” That is, Kadesh-barnea.
Jdg 11:17
“Then Israel sent messengers to the king of Edom.” This is described in Numbers 20:14-29.
Jdg 11:18
“and circled around the land of Edom and the land of Moab.” Israel had wanted to travel on the King’s Highway but ended up having to go quite far east to go around Edom and Moab through the Arabian desert.
“the east side of the land of Moab.” The Hebrew is more literally, the side of the rising of the sun.
“they camped on the other side of the Arnon.” The Israelites came out of the wilderness from the southeast, crossed the Arnon River into the territory of the Amorites, and camped there. South of the Arnon is Moab, so Israel did not camp in Moab.
Jdg 11:19
“And Israel sent messengers to Sihon king of the Amorites.” This event is described in Numbers 21:21-35.
“Heshbon.” The capital city of the Amorites, where Sihon lived.
“let us pass through your land to my place.” In this sentence, Israel is both a lot of people (let ‘us’) and a collective singular, (“my” place).
Jdg 11:21
“Yahweh, the God of Israel, gave Sihon and all his people into the hand of Israel.” It is almost like Jephthah is reviewing the history of the area as warning to the Ammonites. Israel had fought for this territory before, against the Amorites, and Yahweh had given them victory, so are you Ammonites sure you want to fight over it? Yahweh will again fight for Israel.
Jdg 11:22
“and from the wilderness.” That is, from the wilderness (desert) that is the east part of what is now the country of Jordan.
Jdg 11:23
“Yahweh the God of Israel has dispossessed.” Jephthah gives credit to where credit is due: Yahweh. Israel did not conquer the Amorites by their own strength. Verses like this are good evidence that Jephthah was a godly man.
Jdg 11:24
“Chemosh your god gives you.” Chemosh is normally viewed as a Moabite god, but it is conceivable that he was worshiped by Ammonites as well. It is highly unlikely that Jephthah recognized Chemosh as a legitimate god. Jephthah almost certainly said what he did about Chemosh to avoid an argument about the Ammonite god, and also to get agreement that if a god gave territory to you, then it was indeed your territory. If the king of Ammon agreed with that statement, then he would have to agree that the land he was invading belonged to Israel because it was given to them by Yahweh.
“your god.” The Hebrew text uses the plural, literally, “your gods,” but it is a grammatical plural, not that Chemosh was a plurality of gods.
“whatever.” The “whatever” includes the land and anyone on it.
Jdg 11:25
“better, yes better….contend, yes contend...fight, yes, fight​.” The Hebrew text uses the figure polyptoton for emphasis, repeating the words “better,” “contend,” and “fight”
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
“Balak the son of Zippor.” The record of Balak the king of Moab starts in Numbers 22. Jephthah may be saying to the Ammonite king, “Balak king of Moab fought against Israel and lost; do you think you are better than he was?”
Jdg 11:26
“daughter-towns.” The Hebrew text is just “daughters,” referring to small close-by towns that are supported by a “mother” town, a large and normally well-fortified town (see commentary on Josh. 15:45).
“300 years.” Jephthah’s point should be well taken, because if the Ammonites did not try to take their supposed territory back from Israel in 300 years, maybe that was because it was never theirs in the first place.
“rescue them.” This is tongue-in-cheek. Jephthah is making the situation more obvious by using irony. The towns did not need rescuing because they were not Ammonite in the first place.
Jdg 11:27
“Yahweh the Judge, judge.” This is the figure of speech antanaclasis for emphasis; using the same verb, judge, with different meanings. Also, here again, we see the godliness of Jephthah and his reliance on Yahweh. Also, we see that Jephthah recognized that Yahweh is the real “Judge,” and any earthly judge is at best a servant and representative of Yahweh. For earthly judges to act as if they are the final authority is nothing less than treason against the One who gives humans any authority at all. That Yahweh is “the Judge” behind the scenes shows that the book of Judges is not a haphazard collection of stories of the trials, tribulations, and occasional victories of Israel, but rather of God working to demonstrate His power and righteousness through frail and fallible human judges, whom He entrusted with His holy spirit to lead and protect others.
[For more on the figure of speech antanaclasis, see commentary on 1 Sam. 1:24.]
Jdg 11:29
“and he passed through Gilead and Manasseh.” Jephthah is moving toward the south, and we know he was also recruiting men to fight with him. In fact, the people of Ephraim were upset he did not call them (Judg. 12:1).
“Mizpeh of Gilead.” Likely the Mizpeh that Jacob named, but the location is not exactly known now, but some likely places have been suggested.
Jdg 11:30
“And Jephthah vowed a vow.” It seems that Jephthah vowed this vow when he was passing through Manasseh.
Jdg 11:31
“whatever.” This is masculine. It is likely that Jephthah did not even consider one of the women coming out to meet him. More likely a slave or servant. Jephthah was not expecting his daughter to come out of his house, but he was expecting someone or something to come out.
“and I will offer it up as a burnt offering.” We agree with E. W. Bullinger,[footnoteRef:344] J. V. McGee,[footnoteRef:345] and C. F. Keil[footnoteRef:346] that Jephthah did not burn his daughter to death upon the altar, but rather dedicated her to the Lord to serve at the Tabernacle, in much the same way as Samuel’s parents dedicated him to the Lord and he served at the Tabernacle (1 Sam. 1:22-28). [344:  Bullinger, The Companion Bible.]  [345:  J. V. McGee, Thru the Bible.]  [346:  Keil and Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament: Joshua, Judges, Ruth, 385-86.] 

There are many reasons to come to this conclusion; nevertheless, a large number of scholars think that Jephthah did indeed burn his daughter as a human sacrifice. Those scholars generally cast Jephthah as an ungodly and crafty man who lived on the east side of the Jordan and was influenced by the Ammonite and Moabite cultures that engaged in human sacrifice. But that opinion is at odds with the biblical text, which portrays Jephthah as a man of prayer and faith, and a hero of the faith (Heb. 11:32). Also, that ungodly portrayal of Jephthah is also at odds with the character of God, who called Jephthah one of the “judges” of Israel (Judg. 12:7) and supported him by putting His spirit upon him to empower him in war (Judg. 11:29).
Interestingly, scholars who assert that Jephthah dedicated his daughter to the Lord without killing her have reached that conclusion by two different ways. Scholars such as E. W. Bullinger see the Hebrew vav, usually translated “and,” as being an “or” instead of an “and.” In that case, Judges 11:31 would read, “…shall be Lord’s or I will offer it up as a burnt offering. Bullinger writes:
“The Hebrew vav is a connective particle, and is rendered in many different ways. It is also used as a disjunctive, and is often rendered ‘or’ (or, with a negative, ‘nor’)…Here, Jephthah’s vow consisted of two parts: (1) He would either dedicate it to Jehovah (according to Lev. 27); or (2) if unsuitable for this, he would offer it for a burnt offering. He performed his vow, and dedicated his daughter to Jehovah by perpetual virginity (Judg. 11:36, 39, 40); but he did not offer her as a burnt offering because it was forbidden by Jehovah and could not be accepted by Him.”[footnoteRef:347] [347:  Bullinger, Companion Bible, 343.] 

Scholars such as C. F. Keil see the vav as an “and,” but conclude that Jephthah was using “burnt offering” in a way that refers to total dedication, not actually an offering that was burned upon the altar, and we believe that is more likely the case. There is biblical evidence that just as Samuel was given to the Lord to minister to Him, certain women were also given to the Lord (Exod. 38:8; 1 Sam. 2:22). Also, Keil correctly points out that we cannot expect every custom in the Bible to be spelled out for us in the text; we often have to be sensitive to the context to get the full picture of what is going on in Scripture.
Of the two alternative translations for the vav, “and” and “or,” the stronger case is for “and” because Jephthah’s saying, “whatever comes out of the doors of my house to meet me when I return,” would normally have been spoken of a person. Even animals that were brought into the house at night for safety were outside during the day. In contrast, Jephthah’s servants in the house would have been looking for him to return, and he would have expected one of them to come out to meet him.
The evidence in Scripture is that Jephthah was a godly man and would have followed the Law of Moses. Although he lived on the east side of the Jordan, that does not mean he would not have known or obeyed Yahweh. Scripture never finds fault with Jephthah, and, as was previously stated, he is listed in Hebrews 11:32 as one of the heroes of faith. God put His spirit upon him to empower him, and Yahweh gave the Ammonites into his hand (Judg. 11:32). Many commentators state that Yahweh would have given him victory over the Ammonites without him vowing, and that may be the case, but it misses the point: the reason that Yahweh put His spirit upon Jephthah was certainly due to his godliness. Besides, when Israel sinned, they were often defeated, as Joshua found out the first time he attacked Ai (Josh. 7:1-11), and as God had said they would be (Deut. 28:25).
Also, God specifically called Jephthah one of the “judges” in Judges (Judg. 12:7). Only nine other people in Judges are called “judges,” and they were all people who had human weaknesses but walked with God. In contrast, there was a ruler in Judges who was not godly and ruled without the spirit of God. Earlier in Judges, Abimelech, a son of Gideon, was a crafty, deceitful man who “ruled” Israel for three years (Judg. 9:22) but is never said to have “judged” Israel, and never said to have had the spirit of God come upon him. Thus, the internal evidence in the book of Judges is that Jephthah was a godly man who walked with God.
Jephthah showed a very good knowledge of Israel’s history (Judg. 11:15-27) so we can assume he would have known the Law also, especially commandments such as “Do not murder” (Exod. 20:13) and the many commandments that forbid human sacrifices (Deut. 12:31; cf. Lev. 18:21; 20:2-5; Deut. 18:10). If God would “look the other way” when a man murdered someone in his household whom he had authority over, such as a child or slave, just because he had made a vow, that would have opened the door to much evil. Also, Jephthah was obviously very upset at the consequence of his vow and did not want to have to give his daughter to the Lord, and it seems from that, if Jephthah was the crafty, conniving man that many commentators paint him to have been, he would have figured out a way to get out of his vow. But instead, he saw the importance of keeping his vow to God even though he did not want to (Judg. 11:35). In fact, keeping one’s vows even when it hurts is the mark of a godly person (Ps. 15:4).
Also, although some commentators claim Jephthah made a “rash vow,” there is no actual indication of that in the text. He was not in a war at the time, and the fact that he tried to negotiate a peace treaty with the Ammonites rather than fight a war shows he was not arrogant or uncaring. He made his vow before he ever entered the war, just as Gideon had bargained with God using a fleece before he entered a war (Judg. 6:36-40). It is more reasonable to believe that Jephthah understood what his vow meant than to say he made a rash vow, but we can see he was caught off guard when his daughter was the first one out of his house—he almost certainly expected it to be one the servants who was charged with caring for and protecting the house.
As to the accusation that Jephthah was just a rough man living among rough men and so he would not have been bothered by human sacrifice, we point out that Jephthah was very upset that his daughter was the first to meet him; and besides, his life seems to parallel the life of David when David had to take to the woods when his society rejected him, and David did not become ungodly just because he was rejected, lived in the land of the unbelieving Philistines, and was accompanied by a band of malcontents.
Also, Jephthah fulfilled his vow; he “did to her according to the vow that he had vowed” (Judg. 11:39). But there are a couple things about that phrase that are very revealing. For one thing, if “burnt offering” meant an actual human sacrifice to Yahweh (Judg. 11:31), that would mean the girl would have had to have been sacrificed by the Levitical priests at the Tabernacle, which they would have never agreed to. So, Jephthah would have then had to sacrifice her on some other altar and the priests would not have been Levites. But if that were the case, it would not have been a sacrifice to Yahweh at all. If Jephthah had been a crafty, manipulative person, and had burned his daughter as a human sacrifice on some unholy altar somewhere in the Transjordan with either non-Levitical priests or with himself acting as a priest, his sacrifice would not have qualified as being a sacrifice to Yahweh.
Furthermore, the very way the phrase is written, that Jephthah “did to her according to the vow that he had vowed,” seems somewhat supportive of the act, not the condemnation of it that we would expect if he had performed a human sacrifice. That sacrifice would have been a huge sin, and the book of Judges is not easy on people’s sin. For example, the sin of the people is pointed out over and over (cf. Judg. 2:11; 3:7, 12; 4:1; 6:1; 10:6; 13:1), and when Gideon, a judge and hero, sinned and made an idol, the text points out the sin and says “it became a snare” to him and Israel (Judg. 8:27). It seems that if Jephthah had really performed a human sacrifice, which would have been the first human sacrifice in the history of Israel, there would have been some kind of condemnation of it rather than the text simply telling us that he did what he vowed to do.
We also can see that Jephthah did not burn his daughter to death when we study the verses about her. Jephthah’s daughter saw the importance of Jephthah keeping his vow, but she asked for two months so she could “weep over my virginity” before being given to Yahweh (Judg. 11:37). That point alone should have told commentators that she was not going to be put to death. If she was going to die in two months, it does not seem reasonable that she would want to be with her friends and weep about dying as a virgin. She would have wept over dying.
Furthermore, the phrase in Judges 11:39, “and she knew no man” would be superfluous; of course she did not have sex if she was killed! The point was that she was dedicated to Yahweh, and so she never married, which is why she wanted two months to weep over her future life as a virgin never to be married and bear children.
Also, we can understand why she would want to go to the mountains for two months (Judg. 11:37). It would take some time for a young woman to adjust to the fact that instead of being a wife and mother, she would be a virgin her whole life. She needed some time to get used to her future and work through her emotions, and it would be proper to do that alone with friends, not in town where everyone could hear, which would make it seem that she was dishonoring her father’s vow. Furthermore, it would have dishonored both her father and her God if she showed up at the Tabernacle without having worked through the many emotions she would have been feeling. She needed to show up ready to serve. The tears she would shed would explain why she wanted to get away from people and go to the mountains for two months (Judg. 11:37).
Furthermore, after Jephthah’s daughter was given to Yahweh, it became a custom for the women of Israel to go to the Tabernacle four days a year to “recount” or “retell” the story of the experience of Jephthah’s daughter, which would have been done with her present (Judg. 11:40). Since Jephthah’s daughter was alive and serving at the Tabernacle, she would have had great wisdom and encouragement that she could have given the women who came to see her and talk with her. The word translated “recount” is the rare Hebrew word tanah (#08567 תָּנַה), and it means “recount,” “rehearse,”[footnoteRef:348] “recount,”[footnoteRef:349] It also occurs in Judges 5:11, where it is also translated “recount.” Many English translations, assuming that Jephthah’s daughter was dead, translate tanah as “lament,” but that translation is based upon an assumption and is incorrect. There would be no need to mourn her death yearly, and especially for four days, and there certainly would be no need to take four days to retell the story if the girl’s death were due to a rash vow made by a hard man. [348:  TWOT; BDB Hebrew and English Lexicon.]  [349:  Koehler and Baumgartner, HALOT Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon.] 

Jephthah made a vow to God without taking into account every possible outcome, but kept his vow even though it cost him dearly. Many people find themselves in that situation when unexpected things happen. Psalm 15 says the kind of person who can live on God’s holy mountain is a person “who keeps an oath even when it hurts, and does not change his mind;” (Ps. 15:4). Jephthah was such a person.
Jdg 11:33
“and as far as Abel-keramim.” This area from Aroer to Abel-keramim is known as the Medaba plateau because Medaba is the major town on the plateau.
Jdg 11:34
“came out to meet him.” The verb is feminine, whereas in Judges 11:31 Jephthah used masculine verbs.
“she was his only child.” So Jephthah had no designs on starting a dynasty. At least a daughter could have provided an heir, and that was not to be for Jephthah.
Jdg 11:35
“Alas, my daughter!” What a jolt to Jephthah’s daughter this must have been! She was so excited to see her father and greet him with music and dancing, only to hear that she was a cause of trouble and sorrow for him because of what she did. Life is so fragile and fickle; it can change in an instant.
“brought, yes, brought.” The Hebrew text uses the figure of speech polyptoton for emphasis.
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
Jdg 11:37
“virginity.” The word is plural in Hebrew, referring to an abstract idea, not a historical fact. Gesenius refers to this as a plural of the abstract of quality.[footnoteRef:350] [350:  Wilhelm Gesenius, Gesenius’ Hebrew Grammar, 396.] 

Jdg 11:39
“And it became a custom in Israel.” This is one of the places where the verse break is clearly in the wrong place. The final phrase of Judges 11:39 should be the first phrase of Judges 11:40.
Jdg 11:40
“retell.” The Hebrew can mean to retell,[footnoteRef:351] recount, rehearse. [351:  E. Fox, The Schocken Bible.] 

 
Judges Chapter 12
Jdg 12:1
“And the men of Ephraim.” This is like Judges 8:1. The men of Ephraim were prickly and jealous, but they often wait until the real fight is over to make their complaint.
“Zaphon.” The location is unknown; it also occurs in Joshua 13:27. It is in the Transjordan.
“We will burn your house over you with fire.” Jephthah has received a serious threat here in Judges 12:1, and one that is totally unwarranted, but it should serve as an important lesson for those people who want to serve God. Jephthah had just fought off the Ammonites, a serious enemy “from outside the camp,” outside the people of Israel (Judg. 11:32-33). One would think that the people of Israel would be thankful and would want to show their appreciation. But no, an unidentified voice “called together” the people of the tribe of Ephraim to attack Jephthah for the “crime” of not having them participate in the war. But that isn’t even the truth of the situation. We learn from the next verse that Jephthah had called Ephraim, but they did not come to fight when they were called.
What likely happened in this situation was some tribal elders got upset that Ammon had been beaten in war, and they felt dishonored that they had not been part of the victory. Their feelings were entirely unjustified, but jealousy and envy move people to do very evil things, and this is an example of that.
The “camp of God,” which today is the Christian Church, has many people who are not truly godly, but instead are full of jealousy, pride, envy, and strife, and yet somehow rise to powerful positions in the Church. Too often the people of God who are moving powerfully for Him get attacked by those people in the Church, when we would expect the Church to applaud the work of godly people. In this situation, Jephthah can be a great example for us. He fought the enemy outside the camp, the Ammonites, then as the situation arose, he fought the enemy inside the camp, the tribe of Ephraim, and won that battle also.
Although we can be certain that fighting with fellow Israelites was not something that Jephthah wanted to do, it needed to be done and he did it. The record is very factual. There is no hint that Jephthah gloated as he killed his fellow Israelites, and similarly, there is no hint of him being depressed or feeling guilty about it. It was a distasteful task that had to be done and he did it.
Powerful Church leaders need to be aware that what happened to Jephthah was not rare or unusual. The Adversary has people both inside and outside God’s “camp,” and the wise leader is mentally prepared to deal with both, and move forward with the things of God, rather than be discouraged and give up the good work of the Lord.
Jdg 12:3
“and crossed over against the children of Ammon.” This is not crossed over the Jordan but simply to move from one place to another.
Jdg 12:4
“in the midst of.” That is, “in the territory of.”
Jdg 12:5
“took the fords of the Jordan.” A good military strategy. The army of Ephraim had been scattered, and individual soldiers were trying to get home, which meant they had to cross the Jordan River from east to west. Jephthah’s army captured the fords and killed the enemy as they tried to get back to Ephraim, which would keep them from regathering and mounting a counter-attack.
Jdg 12:6
“42,000.” This number is too large, and the Hebrew could mean 42 fighting units. Perhaps around 420 men or such as that.
Jdg 12:7
“was buried in one of the cities in Gilead.” The LXX has “in his city in Gilead,” but that may not be as likely. Four different readings have been recorded for this difficult line, for how can Jephthah be buried in “cities.”[footnoteRef:352] However, it has been suggested that “buried” may refer to burial ceremonies held in different cities in his honor. [352:  Cf. Trent Butler, Judges [WBC], 297.] 

Jdg 12:8
“Bethlehem.” Almost certainly the Bethlehem in Zebulun (Josh. 19:15).
Jdg 12:12
“Elon...Aijalon.” In Hebrew his name, Elon, and “Aijalon” are the same, there is only a vowel that is different.
Jdg 12:13
“Abdon.” The text does not give the tribe that Abdon was from, but from where he was buried we can assume he is from Ephraim.
 
Judges Chapter 13
Jdg 13:1
“The children of Israel again did what was evil in the eyes of Yahweh.” The story of Samson begins, like so many other records in Judges, with the failure of the Israelites to obey God and the consequence of that disobedience. Samson is given more text in Judges than any other judge—he gets four chapters (13-16). Gideon gets a lot, but not nearly as much as the Samson record.
Samson was also the first judge who died before Israel’s oppressors were defeated. All the judges who lived before him defeated Israel’s oppressors before they died, but Samson died when he knocked down the Temple he was in and it fell and killed him. Even though the rulers of the Philistines died too (Judg. 16:30), the Philistine oppression of Israel continued as we see in the book of Samuel.
There are lessons that we can learn from Samson.
· Sometimes we have to go it alone with God; we don’t have friends or supporters. It isn’t the best but it is doable.
· Samson had a sense of humor. It helped, but he overdid it to his own hurt. Realize when a strength becomes a weakness.
“and Yahweh gave them into the hand of the Philistines 40 years. What we would expect shortly after this statement would be a statement such as, “and the people of Israel cried out to Yahweh for help.” In the previous oppressions that is what had happened (cf. Judg. 3:9 (Othniel); Judg. 3:15 (Ehud); Judg. 4:3 (Deborah); Judg. 6:6 (Gideon); and Judg. 10:10 (Jephthah)). It is possible that the text simply does not mention it (perhaps because the judge, Samson, did not end the oppression), or it is possible that Israel was so beaten down that they had no hope for Yahweh’s help.[footnoteRef:353] What we can learn from this is that Yahweh is always trying to help His people, and can and does act sometimes even if they do not ask for it. [353:  Barry Webb, The Book of Judges [NICOT], 350.] 

Jdg 13:2
“family.” The family of the Danites is the tribe of Dan.
“his wife was barren and had not given birth.” The point is stated twice, apparently for emphasis.
Jdg 13:3
“And the angel of Yahweh appeared to the woman.” The Bible does not tell us where the woman was when the angel appeared to her and Manoah was not there, but the natural assumption would be that she was somewhere around the house and Manoah was out working some distance away. Manoah apparently could not see or hear the angel. The next time the angel appeared to Manoah’s wife the text specifies that she was out in the field.
“you will conceive and will give birth to a son.” There are many parallels between Samson and Jesus Christ. For example:
· There was a divine prophecy of both of their births.
· An angel announced to both mothers that they would get pregnant.
· Samson’s name is related to “sun,” and Jesus was the “Sun of Righteousness” (Mal. 4:2).
· Samson began to deliver God’s people from their enemy (Judg. 13:5). Jesus Christ started the process, and will finish it in the future.
· God began to stir Samson up against the enemy (Judg. 13:25); at the beginning of Christ’s ministry, God drove him into the wilderness where he met with the Devil.
· The people did not understand Samson’s actions (Judg. 14:2-3); Jesus’ family did not understand his actions (Mark 3:21).
· Both Jesus and Samson died in about the same basically cruciform position, legs down and with one arm out to the right and the other to the left (Judg. 16:29).
Jdg 13:4
“Do not drink wine or beer.” This would have been part of a Nazirite vow, but Samson’s mother was not a Nazirite. This command may be to emphasize the holiness of the child, or it may be because a pregnant woman drinking alcohol can affect the child, or it may well be both.
“and do not eat any unclean thing.” Ordinarily it would seem to be unnecessary for the angel to say this, since we would naturally assume that Manoah and his wife would have been Jews who were obedient to the Levitical laws. However, in extenuating circumstances they might eat things that were unclean, for example, if there was a scarcity of food or if they did not have ready access to a good source for the specific laws of Leviticus, such as if there was no teaching priest within a reasonable distance. It is highly unlikely that Manoah would have owned his own copy of the Torah.
Jdg 13:5
“he will begin to save Israel out of the hand of the Philistines.” This is a very important statement, because from before Samson was even born it was known that he would not complete the deliverance of Israel from the Philistine oppression. Samson would BEGIN to save Israel. This is also a sad statement, because it indicates that Samson’s life would end and the Philistines oppression would not have ended. It does not indicate how Samson’s life would end, but we might assume that because he was a special child who would begin to save Israel from the Philistines that he might die a violent death in a conflict with the Philistines, which is in fact what happened. In any case, Samson’s mother realized that the angel was telling her about Samson’s death, and in relating what the angel said to her, she reported to Manoah that “the child will be a Nazirite to God from the womb to the day of his death” (Judg. 13:7).
Jdg 13:6
“an angel of God.” This is the same construction in the Hebrew text as the phrase “a man of God” earlier in the sentence. Manoah’s wife would not have thought in terms of “the” angel of God, but rather in terms of one of many of God’s angels, thus, “an angel of God.” It is also possible that because the woman did not know it was an angel yet, that she spoke of how awe-inspiring a man of God walking by the power of God, such as Elijah, looked. Unfortunately, we do not have enough information to know exactly what she meant by the statement.
Jdg 13:8
“and teach us what we should do for the child.” This request makes perfect sense. The “man of God” (the angel) had told Manoah’s wife what to do, but had not spoken of what the couple should do for their son, so it would be natural for Manoah to want to know if there were special instructions for him just as there had been instructions for his wife.
Jdg 13:9
“and the angel of God came again to the woman.” The natural expectation after Manoah’s prayer for the man of God to return is that the angel would have returned to Manoah or to the couple when they were together. Statements like this, and like the one in Judges 13:11, that “Manoah arose and went after his wife,” instead of the wife following her husband, and the statement in Judges 13:24, that the mother named the child, seem to indicate the primacy of the wife in the Samson record, although no specific reason is given for that. Furthermore, as Samson grows up, it is “his father and his mother” who are active in raising him, something that is especially noteworthy in a culture in which as boys grew up they followed their father much more closely, almost always going to work with him and learning the family trade from him. But what we see in the text is “his father and his mother” in Judges 14:2, 3, and 14:4, ostensibly until Samson is older and more on his own. However, the father is the one involved in the marriage negotiation (Judg. 14:3), which would have been normal in that culture. It is possible, as Barry Webb suggests, that Samson’s active “father” is God, who blessed and guided Samson as he grew up (Judg. 13:24-25).[footnoteRef:354] [354:  Barry Webb, The Book of Judges, NICOT, p. 355] 

Jdg 13:11
“Are you the man who spoke to the woman?” This statement was not a slight to Manoah’s wife in any way, but a common way of speaking in the culture. Similarly, it was not a slight to Mary when Jesus addressed her as “woman,” (John 2:4).
“I am.” The Hebrew text has just the pronoun, “I,” but it is commonly used as the personal identifier, meaning “I am,” or “I am he,” or “I am the one.”
Jdg 13:15
“Please let us detain you.” This kind of hospitality was normal for the culture of the ancient Near East.
Jdg 13:18
“Why do you ask about my name, since it is wonderful?” To understand both Manoah’s question and the angel’s answer, you have to understand the customs about names in biblical culture. Knowing someone’s name was very important for several reasons.
First, a person’s name revealed something about his character. Thus Jacob was “heel snatcher.” Esau was “hairy” and Edom was “red.” Elijah was “My God is Yahweh.” Jesus was “Yahweh saves.” Abraham was “father of a multitude,” and so forth. Not every name had significance, but many did. Also, knowing a person’s name was believed to give people some amount of power over the person (we experience the same thing when someone shouts our name and we stop what we are doing and look, or if spoken to in the first person by a stranger we get suspicious and ask, “Do you know me?”). It is also why Jesus has a name that no one knows but Jesus and God (Rev. 19:12). It was also why when a person had power over someone else, he changed the person’s name (Gen. 17:5, 15; 41:45; 2 Sam. 12:25; 2 Kings 23:34; Dan. 1:7). The angel would not tell Manoah his name, commenting only that it was “wonderful.” The Hebrew word (in the feminine form) is used in Psalm 139:6 to describe the knowledge of God, and that points us in the direction of thinking that the meaning of the word is related to something like “beyond understanding.”[footnoteRef:355] It is also quite possible that the angel’s name was in a language that Manoah did not know and could not comprehend the nature or meaning of, and it also could have expressed qualities about the angel that Manoah had no business knowing. In any case, the angel did not give his name to Manoah. [355:  Daniel I. Block, Judges, Ruth [NAC], 413.] 

Jdg 13:19
“on the rock.” This “rock” became an altar (Judg. 13:20).
“and he did a wonderful thing.” The “he” is ambiguous, and that ambiguity is in the Hebrew text. The Hebrew verb is masculine singular, but it could refer to Yahweh or the angel, who was acting as Yahweh’s messenger and agent. It is likely that we are meant to understand that the angel did wondrously, but was acting under Yahweh’s direction and wielding Yahweh’s power, and thus the native Hebrew reader would simply understand that the “he” was the angel as the agent and Yahweh as the one directing the angel. It is hard to make the English clear when the Hebrew is not clear without making the English say something that the Hebrew text does not say. For example, if we replace the “he” with “the angel,” as some versions do, we miss that the text likely includes Yahweh along with the angel.
Jdg 13:22
“We are going to die, yes, die, because we have seen God.” There was an ancient belief in the ancient Near-East that if a person saw God he would die (cf. Gen. 32:30).
“die, yes, die.” The Hebrew text has the figure of speech polyptoton for emphasis (see commentary on Gen. 2:16).
Jdg 13:24
“the woman bore a son and named him.” That Samson’s mother would name him is contrary to the culture, in which the father usually named the child, especially a son. But it follows the general trend of the record, in which Samson’s mother is given the primary role in the family (see commentary on Judg. 13:9).
“Samson.” The Hebrew word is related to the word “sun.” Things had been dark for Israel, now perhaps the sun would come out and Israel would be delivered from the Philistines.
Jdg 13:25
“stir him up.” The Hebrew word can refer to “troubling” someone, disturbing them, pushing them, or stirring them up. Many times God works via His spirit to trouble or bother someone in order to get them moving to do his work. In this case, the Bible does not say exactly how God worked via His spirit to stir Samson up, only that He did.
Many scholars write about this as if Samson had no idea that he was being moved and troubled by Yahweh. But there is no reason to think that. Although it can sometimes be easy for a person to miss when God, via His gift of holy spirit, is working in them, there are very many occasions where there is no doubt. We disagree with commentators like Daniel Block, who writes, “With brilliant irony the narrator describes [Samson as] a free spirit, a rebel driven by selfish interests, doing whatever he pleases without any respect for his parents and with no respect for the claims of God on his life, but in the process he ends up doing the will of God.”[footnoteRef:356] [356:  Daniel I. Block, Judges, Ruth [NAC], 426-27.] 

In contrast to that opinion, we assert that there is no genuine evidence that Samson was driven by selfish interests when he risked his life over and over trying to do the will of God, with little or no support from his fellow Israelites, who were too weak and cowardly (and steeped in idolatry) to challenge their oppressors, the Philistines. Furthermore, we assert that it is wrong to say Samson had no respect for his parents or God. It is more correct to say that his parents may have had less respect for God than they should have had because they willingly accepted Philistine rule over their lives (Judg. 14:4). Three-thousand Israelites were even happy to turn Samson over to the Philistines (Judg. 15:11-13), when it took only 300 men under the leadership of Gideon to defeat an army of 135,000 Midianites (Judg. 7:8-25). Why didn’t those 3,000 Israelite men join Samson and attack the Philistines? What was God (or Samson!) supposed to do in that situation? Samson seems to be the only person at that time that did respect God enough to try to free Israel from the Philistine rule. Did Samson have faults? Surely, but faults don’t disqualify a person from serving God. King David certainly had his faults, and we don’t doubt that David often knew when the hand of God was upon him. For example, it would be wrong to assume that David did not know that God was guiding him when he was writing the Psalms he is so famous for. Samson made mistakes, but it wasn’t like he had a lot of strong and godly people he could turn to for advice and support. He pretty much lived and fought alone, and whether or not we agree with his sexual activity, in every case they resulted in victories for God (in contrast to David and Solomon, whose sexual activities weakened Israel). Samson’s eventual death in the temple of Dagon not only killed him, but all five rulers of the Philistine nation, and that created confusion and a power vacuum among the Philistines that allowed the Israelites the space to anoint a king, Saul. Saul then continued the battle against the Philistines that Samson had begun, and David continued the fight after Saul. Although the Philistines are occasionally mentioned after David, their national threat was basically finished during the reign of David.
“Mahaneh-dan.” The Hebrew means “the camp of Dan,” but here it seems to refer to an actual place, not just a general statement.
“between Zorah and Eshtaol.” It is worth noting and appropriate that the place where God first began to really work in Samson was the place where this hero of the Faith was buried (Judg. 16:31).
 
Judges Chapter 14
Jdg 14:1
“And Samson went.” The original text had no chapter or verse breaks, and this sentence follows immediately after the line that God was stirring Samson, impelling him, troubling him (see commentary on Judg. 13:25). If Samson wanted a wife, why would he go to the Philistines to find one? The answer is that it was due to the stirring of the Lord inside him, and this fits with Judges 14:4. The phrase “went down” is geographically accurate, because Timnah is downhill from where Samson lived.
“down to Timnah.” The village of this Timnah (there is another one in the territory of Judah) is in the Valley of Sorek, just over 5 miles west of Zorah, the hometown of Samson. Timnah is about halfway between the Philistine town of Ekron and Zorah.
“and saw a woman in Timnah.” At this point in the record of Samson, there are three quite parallel records that take a lot of text. In the two longer records, the first and third of the records, Samson sees a woman, gets involved with the woman, is betrayed by the woman, and then ends up killing a large number of Philistines. In the second and shortest record (Judg. 16:1-3), Samson sees a prostitute in Gaza, avoids an ambush, and ends up destroying the defenses of a Philistine capital city by destroying its gate complex.
In the first of the records, Judges 14:1-15:20, Samson sees a woman in Timnath (the woman is never named in the record), then marries her, then is betrayed by her when she reveals his riddle to the Philistines, and then he ends up killing lots of Philistines when they kill his wife and her family. In the third record (Judg. 16:4-31), Samson falls in love with a Philistine woman named Delilah in the Valley of Sorek, then became so involved with her that he “told her all his heart” (Judg. 16:18), then she betrays him to the Philistines, then Samson ends up killing many Philistines and also kills himself in the process.
Jdg 14:4
“But his father and his mother did not know that this was from Yahweh.” Although Samson’s parents did not know that what Samson wanted was from Yahweh, it seems that Samson would have. After all, Yahweh was moving in him and he certainly recognized that. Things like the strength to tear a lion apart with his bare hands certainly did not come from Samson’s natural ability.
“he was seeking an opportunity against the Philistines.” This phrase cannot be overemphasized, and it frames Samson’s actions throughout his life. He did lots of things that seemed strange, but a common theme through all of them is that he was seeking an occasion against the Philistines.
Jdg 14:5
“and his father and his mother.” It is apparent from the record that they did not travel together.
“and came to the vineyards of Timnah.” Timnah was an ancient city that, unlike many other cities, was built in a valley and not on the top of a hill. The soil of the valley was well suited for vineyards.
“a young lion came roaring toward him.” The odds of this event happening “by chance” are slim. We know that the spiritual battle rages between God and the Devil, between good and evil, and that the Devil is always trying to thwart what God is doing. The Devil would have known that God was working in Samson, and so he would have wanted to kill Samson before his mission against the Philistines even got started. Thankfully, Samson was prepared to fight and God empowered him for the battle—a battle he handily won. Then God turned a potential lemon into lemonade: the carcass of the lion became occupied by honey bees. The bees would eventually provide the substance of a riddle that ended up with several stages of slaughter of the Philistines; first, thirty men, then his wife’s family, then a thousand or so Philistine men.
Jdg 14:6
“the spirit of Yahweh rushed upon him.” There are times when God energizes His spirit so suddenly and powerfully that there is no doubt what God wants done. This is one of those cases. Some scholars even doubt whether Samson even knew that God was working in him, but all the translators of the REV can say about that is that those scholars have never experienced the powerful working of the spirit in a person. When God moves that powerfully in a person, they do not doubt that it is God and not some kind of natural impulse.
“he tore it apart as one would tear apart a young goat.” Samson may have been a strong young man, but he was not that strong. This exploit required God’s strength flowing through the man, Samson.
Jdg 14:7
“she was right in Samson’s eyes.” This is idiomatic for the fact that she was pleasing to him.
Jdg 14:8
“After a while.” The Hebrew is an idiom, “from days,” and it means after a while (cf. Judg. 11:4).
“remains.” The Hebrew uses a word with the root of “fall.” It can refer to a ruin or an overthrow. The lion was fallen; Samson saw the ruins of it, the remains were there. And honey was in the carcass. With the fall of Israel’s enemies, there would be sweetness for Israel.
“there was a swarm of bees in the carcass of the lion, and honey.” This was not just by chance. Yahweh was behind it. God knew Samson’s wit, and He quite possibly inspired Samson to use the lion and honey incident in His continued war against the Philistines. So this is an example of the invisible hand of God working to bring His purposes to pass.
Jdg 14:9
“And he scooped it out into his hands.” The Bible does not give us any details about how Samson got the honey from the carcass of the lion. It is clear that there are many details that are not supplied, and as readers, we just get the “big picture.” For one thing, bees usually defend their hives quite fiercely. A good way to calm the bees (or drive them away) is to start a smoky fire near the hive and let the smoke drift over the hive; beekeepers have been using smokers for many years. It is unlikely that Samson just simply stuck his hand into the hive and got some honey. People have been stung to death that way. It is more likely that he took the time to build a fire that would give him access to the honey.
It is also unlikely that he scraped his hand along the carcass of the lion—directly touching the carcass—to dislodge the honeycomb and get the honey. That would have been unnecessary. He could have simply scooped through the honeycombs and they would have broken off. Also, it seems he would have taken the honey to his parents in the honeycombs. Out of the comb, honey is very runny, especially in the heat of the day in Israel. Although Samson could have had some kind of pot or jar, that seems unlikely, so the only way to get the honey from the hive to his parents without it all dripping to the ground would be if he kept it intact in the comb.
“he did not tell them that he had taken the honey out of the carcass of the lion.” The Bible does not tell us why Samson did not tell his parents that the honey came from the carcass of a lion. It might be that he was already formulating his idea of making a riddle about it, and there may have been other reasons as well, but in any case, the Bible does not say why he did not tell his parents. In any case, it came in very handy during his wedding feast, because Samson used the fact that he had not told his mother or father about it to show that just because he did not tell his wife about it did not mean he did not love her. He loved his parents and did not tell them.
Most scholars believe the honey was unclean because it came from the carcass of a dead animal, and that was why he did not tell his parents. While it is likely that if Samson thought that his parents believed the honey was unclean then he probably would not have told them, there is reason to doubt that the honey was unclean. Bees are unclean insects (Lev. 11:20; Deut. 14:19), and they are constantly touching the honey. So if the unclean bees do not make the honey unclean even though they directly touch it, then it is likely that the carcass of the lion would not make the honey unclean either, especially since the carcass would not have directly touched the honey, but only the base of some honeycombs.
Jdg 14:10
“banquet.” The Hebrew word can mean “drinking bout,” and it generally refers to a meal with wine. This would have been a huge meal with lots of wine and likely beer as well.
Jdg 14:11
“they brought 30 companions.” It is unclear whether 30 companions at a wedding was a common Philistine custom, or whether because Samson was an untrusted Israelite that the Philistines considered him some kind of danger to them and wanted protection from him.
Jdg 14:12
“tell you a riddle.” The Hebrew is “riddle you a riddle,” using “riddle” as a noun and verb. Samson had a good sense of humor, and that may be why it occurred to him to turn the lion and honey incident into a riddle (see commentary on Judg. 15:4).
“tell, yes, tell.” The Hebrew text uses the figure polyptoton and uses the verb “tell” in two different verbal aspects.
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Genesis 2:16.]
“30 linen garments and 30 changes of clothing.” The linen garments and “changes of clothing” made up a full set of clothes. The linen garments were the equivalent of underwear, and the “changes of clothing” were the outer garments. Both the inner and outer garments were commonly worn. At the crucifixion of Jesus, the soldiers divided Jesus’ outer garment among them but cast lots for his inner tunic, equivalent to the “linen garments” (John 19:23).
This is a very high wager, and Samson obviously made it on purpose as part of his mission to “seek an occasion against the Philistines.” It was common for many people to own just one outer garment, so to wager for 30 was a high-stakes game. Samson was not stupid, so we can assume that Samson made that wager and played that game knowing that he would win either way. If the Philistines could not guess the riddle, he would make a considerable amount of money. If they did guess the riddle, he would attack some unsuspecting Philistines and pay his debt with their clothes. It seems less likely that Samson thought the Philistines would threaten his wife and her family, but given the amount of the wager it seems he may have thought that through as well.
Jdg 14:13
“Tell us your riddle, that we may hear it.” The Philistines accepted the challenge to solve Samson’s riddle. It may be they thought that their collective minds could figure it out, but it is also almost certainly the case that if they did not accept the challenge it would be the equivalent of admitting that the Israelites were smarter than they were or better than they were, and they were ruling over Israel (Judg. 14:4). In the honor-shame society of the time, it would have been shameful and therefore unacceptable to turn down the challenge. So the Philistines were basically forced by their situation and the culture of the times to accept Samson’s challenge.
Jdg 14:15
“fourth.” Although the Masoretic Hebrew text reads, “seventh,” that creates a contradiction in the text with such verses as Judges 14:17. The Septuagint and some Aramaic texts read “fourth,” and there is every reason to believe that was the original reading of the Hebrew. There is only a difference of one letter between the Hebrew word for “fourth” and “seventh,” and that could have been made by an accidental scribal error.
“we will burn you and your father’s house with fire.” The intensity of the Philistines’ demand and threat show the value of 30 complete sets of clothing including the undergarment and the outer garment. It was significant enough an expense that the Philistines charged the woman and her family with colluding with Samson to take their belongings and thus enrich themselves.
“Have you all called us.” The verb is plural in Hebrew, thus meaning, “Have you all called us?” Because the sentence starts with the Philistines speaking to Samson’s wife, we would naturally assume that the “you” in the last phrase was singular, referring to just the wife. But it is plural, and indicates that at this point, the Philistine leaders thought that the Timnite woman had sided with the Israelites against them and that “you all” (she, Samson, and her family) had plotted together to take their property, and so they thought killing the Timnite and her family as national enemies was justified.
Jdg 14:16
“hate.” The word “hate” in the Bible does not always have the meaning it has in English, an intense feeling of animosity, anger, and hostility toward a person, group, or object. In Hebrew and Greek, the word “hate” has a large range of meanings, from actual “hate” to simply loving something less than something else, neglecting or ignoring something, or being disgusted by something. “Hate” can also mean “to ignore, to have nothing to do with; or to have a lack of love and kindly sentiment toward someone or something.” Especially in the context of “love” and “hate,” “hate” means you like something else better than the thing you “hate” (you ignore, you neglect). Samson’s wife was saying that Samson loved other things more than she, and was neglecting her.
[For more on the large semantic range of “hate” and its use in the Bible, see commentary on Prov. 1:22, “hate.”]
“to the children of my people.” The fact that Samson’s wife referred to the Philistines as “my people” reveals to us where her allegiance was, and thus it should not be unexpected that she told Samson’s secret to “her people.”
“and have not told it to me.” This is a battle of secrets. Samson has a secret, and it is the answer to his riddle. But Samson’s wife also had a secret, which is that she is really Samson’s enemy and secretly plans to betray him. Thus her words, that you, Samson, “do not love me” are hollow, because the truth is that it is she who does not love him. He loves her and tells her his secret; she hates him and betrays him to his enemies.
“I have not told it to my father or my mother, and should I tell you?” Samson denies the claim that he does not love his wife and points out that he has not told his parents, and he loves them just as much as he loves his wife.
Jdg 14:18
“plowed with my heifer.” This refers to the common custom of plowing with a goad, a sharpened stick that was used in training and directing the animal pulling the plow. The goad comes up several times in Scripture (Judg. 3:31; 1 Sam. 13:21; Eccl. 12:11; Acts 26:14). The word “heifer,” referring to a young female cow, was a term used of women, like a woman might be called a “chick” (or a “bird” in England). Cows were valuable and watched over, and the word “cow” is used of women in Amos 4:1. Thus, in essence, Samson was saying, “If you have not threatened my young woman with pain, you would not have found out my riddle.”
Some scholars assert that “plowed with my heifer” refers to having sex with Samson’s wife, but that is almost certainly not the case here.
Jdg 14:19
“the spirit of Yahweh rushed upon him.” It had done this in Judges 14:6 when the lion attacked him.
“and he went down to Ashkelon.” The geographical reference is accurate. Ashkelon was about 25 miles away to the southwest toward the coast of the Mediterranean Sea, and thus it was indeed “down.” Furthermore, the 25 miles was far enough away that it would have taken some time for news of 30 dead men stripped naked to get back to Timnah. It seems certain that over time the Philistines figured out who killed the 30 men. There is no indication in the text as to how Samson killed the men, but it does not seem that there was blood all over the clothing or that the clothes had knife cuts. Samson may well have strangled the men, or broken their necks. No matter how he killed the men, the clothing would have been distinctly Philistine, and the Philistines likely suspected where it came from and later confirmed that fact.
“And his anger was kindled, and he went up to his father’s house.” Ordinarily and according to common custom, we would have expected Samson’s wife to return to Samson’s home with him. However, it seems apparent that Samson was so upset and angry about being betrayed by his wife that he left for home without her (and her parents may not have let her go in those circumstances anyway). Samson needed some time to calm down—but he was still married to her, something that becomes important in the next verses.
Jdg 14:20
“But Samson’s wife was given to his companion.” This was done without Samson’s knowledge or agreement. While we can understand why this could have happened, it was a breach of protocol that no one went to Samson’s house to find out what his wishes were. Frankly, the Philistine family and the town were probably glad that Samson was gone, and likely hoped he would stay gone.
 
Judges Chapter 15
Jdg 15:1
“in the time of wheat harvest.” This is typically June. It may be in mid to late May, but the harvest would not be over until June.
“with a young goat.” Samson brings a friendship gift with the obvious intention of making a good impression on his “wife,” with little knowledge that she is not his wife anymore. She was now married to someone else.
“inner room.” In a regular house, this would just be an inner room. In a palace, it would be a bedroom, a specific room for sleeping.
Jdg 15:2
“I said to myself, I said.” The Hebrew almost seems awkward, but it is an awkward moment. Samson’s betrothed had been given away without his knowledge, and the father does not know what to say except to stumble through and try to explain that he did his best to think through the situation.
“hated, yes, hated.” The father tries to convey the intensity of the hatred Samson felt for his bride by using the figure of speech polyptoton, repeating the verb using different inflections. The woman’s father reasonably thought that if Samson hated her so intensely he would not come back for her, and he tries what ordinarily could have been a workable solution; give Samson the woman’s younger sister. That failed, likely not so much because it was not reasonable, but because Samson did not want to marry a Philistine woman because he loved her but because he was seeking an occasion against the Philistines.
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
“Isn’t her younger sister more beautiful than she? Please take her instead.” This shows the complete control that a father had over his family in that culture. The father does not consider the feelings of his daughter at all. He is apparently completely caught off guard by Samson’s showing up and is not taking time to think through the ramifications of having Samson as a son-in-law. His daughter would likely be very unhappy and the Philistines, and almost certainly his village of Timnah, would be incensed. He could well be ostracised or worse.
Jdg 15:3
“Samson said to them.” It seems that the woman’s father did not meet with Samson alone, but that other Philistines were with him. However, there are ancient texts that say, “Samson said to himself,” and that is reasonable and possible. It is actually unlikely that he would publically announce his intentions to “harm” the Philistines.
“This time I will be blameless.” The only other time that Samson attacked the Philistines was when he killed men to take their garments (Judg. 14:19), and it may be that Samson recognized that the Philistines he killed had not done anything against him that deserved death. However, “this time” he thinks he is justified in the “harm” he plans to do.
Jdg 15:4
“So Samson went and caught 300 jackals.” Samson apparently had a good sense of humor, which no doubt served him well in staving off some of the loneliness that surely accompanied his life. Here we see it in full bloom for the first time. If all Samson wanted to do was burn some of the fields and trees of the Philistines, that would have been a relatively easy task. Light some torches and run through the fields, vineyards, and orchards and throw the torches out here and there on a windy night. But that would not have been funny. In contrast, and in spite of the large amount of work it took, tying the jackals up tail to tail with torches, and letting them loose in different places around Timnah would have been a strange (and funny) sight to see. All the yelping and howling and growling; the zig-zag pattern of the jackals as they tried to escape the flames and each other; and the confused cries of anyone who might try to stop the damage without getting badly bitten would have been a most amusing sight to see.
We see Samson’s humor pop up over and over again in the record of his life. For example, when people asked him how he could be subdued, rather than simply saying he would not tell them, he kept everyone off balance by looking and sounding sincere while he was actually lying to everyone, and then making a mockery of them when the bonds did not work.
“jackals.” Jackals were common in Israel, but even so, it would have taken Samson a while to catch all of them and it would have been no small feat to tie them tail to tail and transport them to the grain fields of the Philistines. Although many English translations read “foxes,” that is almost certainly not the correct animal. The Hebrew word is the same for both animals, but foxes are shy, solitary animals, and catching 300 of them would have been very difficult, whereas jackals are pack animals and Samson would have taken much less time to capture packs of jackals.
Jdg 15:5
“the stacked grain and the standing grain.” This was the time of the wheat harvest (Judg. 15:1), so the grain was partially harvested. Some grain was already in stacks waiting to be threshed, and there was still standing grain in the fields that had not been cut yet. Vineyards and olive trees take a very long time to develop, and so the damage Samson did by his jackal antic was both extensive and devastating to the local economy around Timnath.
Jdg 15:6
“Then the Philistines said, “Who has done this?” Although the damage that Samson did was limited in scope, it was devastating, and it also revealed a weakness in the Philistine nation. If Samson could do this in one city and one area, he could do it in others. So it was “the Philistines” who asked, “Who did this,” and we can see that they were not locals because the answer given to them, that Samson was the son-in-law of “the Timnite” would have only made sense if the ones asking the question and getting the answer were not from Timnah. The people of Timnah would not have called Samson’s wife’s father “the Timnite,” because they were Timnites themselves.
“burned her and her father with fire.” The Philistines killed the Timnite and his whole family. To the Philistines, the Timnite and his family were a problem. There had already been a problem in Ashkelon when Samson killed 30 Philistines to have their clothes (Judg. 14:19), now the Timnites’ dealings with Samson had cost them that year’s wheat harvest as well as damaged vineyard and olive groves. So the Philistines killed the household of the Timnite. Although the accepted Masoretic text just reads, “father,” the Septuagint, Syriac, and a number of Hebrew manuscripts read “father’s house,” meaning the whole household, and that makes sense because the Philistines would not just execute the woman and her father but would get rid of the entire troublemaking family.[footnoteRef:357] [357:  Cf. Barry Webb, The Book of Judges [NICOT].] 

“So the Philistines came up and burned her and her father with fire.” The Philistines were in no mood to tease out all the details of why Samson had attacked a Philistine area, they had had enough trouble with Samson that was somehow related to this family, so they got rid of the problem by simply killing the family. In biblical times families were usually so closely knit that they were expected to act jointly or at least defend the honor of the family if it were wronged, and sometimes those blood feuds last for generations. Thus the cultural way to remove a problem in a family was to remove the whole family, as we see here. Why the Philistines chose to burn the family to death is not clear, but they had threatened it before (Judg. 14:15).
Jdg 15:7
“surely I will be avenged of you.” In true Eastern fashion, Samson saw the killing of his wife and her family as just cause for a blood feud. Even though his father-in-law told him that his wife had been given to another man, there is no indication he accepted that as moral or legal. It seems that to him, if the Philistines killed his wife and her family, then he was justified in avenging himself and her family.
Jdg 15:8
“leg on thigh.” This is an idiomatic phrase that occurs only here and has not been found in other ancient literature either, so the exact meaning is unknown. However, the sense has to be one of total slaughter.
“cave.” The word “cave” is not technically correct, but this is a case where the English has no word that exactly reproduces the Hebrew. The Hebrew refers to a cut, crack, or cranny in rock or a rocky place that has overhanging rock over it for shelter. Thus it is more like a cave than a “cleft” or “crack,” which has no overhanging shelter.
“Etam.” The exact location is unknown, however, the assessment in the IVP Bible Background Commentary seems correct. “There is a town near Bethlehem named Etam (2 Chron. 11:6), but it is too far east to be involved here, and Samson is not in a town. The most common identification is with Araq Isma’in in the vicinity of Samson’s hometown, Zorah, on the slopes of the Sorek Valley.”[footnoteRef:358] [358:  John Walton, Victor Matthews, and Mark Chavalas, IVP Bible Background Commentary: Old Testament, 268.] 

Jdg 15:9
“Lehi.” The Hebrew word “lehi” means “jaw” or “jawbone.” The name points toward the conflict and crisis. Samson would use a jawbone to defeat the enemy. The place was only named “Lehi” after Samson defeated the Philistines with a jawbone, so we do not know the name of the place, or even if it had a name, before this epic battle between Samson and the Philistine army (cf. Judg. 15:17). “Ramath-lehi” can be roughly translated as the “lifting up of the jawbone.”
Jdg 15:10
“Why have you come up against us?” The Israelites were ignorant of the escapades of their most capable man, and wondered why there was conflict with the enemy. This is a sad commentary on God’s people who are often ignorant of what God is doing among them. Sadly, this spiritual ignorance and lethargy are still abundant today. Many Christians think “God is in control” and so don’t think there is a real battle between Good and Evil and God and the Devil in the world today, and they don’t realize the very important part they play in fighting with and for God and His army. Prayer is a weapon; speaking the Word of God is a weapon, speaking up against evil is a weapon, and all of these weapons are part of our “wrestling” against evil. But many Christians abandon their posts. They don’t pray, they don’t share their Christian Faith with others, and they don’t read or understand the Bible enough to speak like Jesus did and say, “It is written,” and correctly apply the Word of God to a given situation.
Jdg 15:11
“Then 3,000 men of Judah.” What a sad day for God and for Israel when 3,000 men, ten times the number that Gideon had to fight the Midianites, go together to capture Samson, their best fighter, and hand him over to the enemy. So the army of Israel, 3,000 men, marches against Samson when they ought to turn west and march with Samson against the Philistines.
“the Philistines are rulers over us.” What blindness! Yahweh is the ruler of Israel, but the people of Israel have forgotten that.
“What then is this that you have done to us?” Basically, the Israelites are saying, “What have you done to us? You are upsetting our peace.” There is peace, perhaps, but it comes at a great price, the price of oppression. It is said that if you give up liberty to get safety, you get neither liberty nor safety. God told the Israelites to drive out the enemy, but they had forgotten that.
Jdg 15:12
“We have come down to bind you and to give you into the hand of the Philistines.” The Israelites were willing to betray Samson and hand him over to the Philistines, who most certainly would have put Samson to death, rather than stand with Samson and Yahweh and fight the Philistines. Sadly, it often happens to godly men and women that they are betrayed by their own family or clan. It happened to Jeremiah when he spoke against the idolatry in Judah (Jer. 11:21), and Jesus said it would happen to his followers (Matt. 10:21; Luke 21:16).
Jdg 15:13
“bind, yes, bind.” The text uses the figure of speech polyptoton for emphasis.
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
Jdg 15:14
“shouted.” The Hebrew word can mean just shout or cry out, but it often refers to a war cry, and that is its likely meaning here. Samson had killed many Philistines and they were hungry for revenge.
“the spirit of Yahweh rushed upon him.” The spirit from Yahweh powerfully worked in him, and Samson would have recognized it.
“flax that has been burned with fire.” Lamp wicks were often made with flax, and when it has been burned it is very fragile; a good comparison would be our candle wicks after they have been burned, they are very fragile and take no effort to break. Samson would have recognized that this was the work of Yahweh and that he was being helped by Yahweh.
Jdg 15:15
“fresh jawbone of a donkey.” The jawbone is the strongest bone in the body since it has to have the strength to stand up to the constant pounding of chewing. This was a “fresh jawbone,” so the animal would have recently died. That meant the bone was not dry and weak, but still strong, and likely had the donkey’s teeth still in it, which could cut. In fact, there is no reason to believe that the jawbone was not still in the corpse of the donkey. It is very unlikely that it was clean and white and half buried in the sandy dirt as many paintings show. It could easily have been mostly cleaned of flesh by birds and animals, but still have some flesh on it and still be attached by ligaments to the rest of the donkey skeleton.
“and struck down 1,000 men with it.” We should assume that 1,000 is an estimate, not an exact number. This war is a great example of cooperation between God and man. Samson needed God to empower him, but God needed Samson to engage in the fight and keep fighting. It would have been easy for Samson to look at the huge number of people coming at him and give up in despair, but he didn’t. He fought his best and trusted God to empower him as long as there were enemy men to defeat, and God honored that valor and continued to empower Samson until the enemies were defeated.
Jdg 15:16
“Then Samson said.” There is no one to hear what he is saying, so once again we see Samson using his humor to sustain himself, composing dark poetry about his exploit. Although he does not give God any credit in his short poem, he is very aware of God’s presence and calls out to God for help when he needs it (Judg. 15:18).
“heaps on heaps.” More literally, “a heap, heaps,” but the word “donkey” and the word “heap” are homonyms, and spelled the same in the ancient Hebrew (before vowel pointing). So the verse can be “a donkey, two donkeys.”[footnoteRef:359] [359:  Cf. Fox, Schocken Bible.] 

Jdg 15:17
“Ramath-lehi.” Quite literally, “Jawbone Height” or more idiomatically, “Jawbone Hill.”
Jdg 15:18
“called on Yahweh.” In his hour of need, Samson calls on Yahweh. He likely had before but without it being noted in the text.
“by the hand of your servant.” Samson, like many other great men and women of the Bible, recognizes that he is not a “self-made” man, but a servant of God and constantly helped by Him.
Jdg 15:19
“hollow place.” The Hebrew word translated as “hollow place” refers to a circular depression in the ground. God apparently split the bottom of it and water filled it and flowed from it.
“spirit.” In this case, “spirit” refers to both his physical energy and his attitude.
[For more on the meanings of “spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
Jdg 15:20
“And he judged Israel in the days of the Philistines 20 years.” This is an amazing statement—and basically repeated in Judges 16:31—given the fact that there is no record of the people of Israel ever looking to Samson as a leader or coming to him for judgments. In this statement, we see how God values people and His “judges,” His spiritual leaders. Samson had the spirit of God upon him, and did his best to rid Israel of the Philistines. Also, unlike some of the other judges (e.g., Gideon) there is no hint he ever wandered from the worship of Yahweh. In contrast, “The children of Israel...did what was evil in the eyes of Yahweh” (Judg. 13:1). That evil would have included idolatry and many other kinds of evil as well. What Israel did was so evil that “Yahweh gave them into the hand of the Philistines 40 years.” So, while Israel turned to idols, Samson worked to deliver Israel from Philistine oppression. No wonder God referred to Samson as the “judge” for his time.
The phrase, “in the days of the Philistines” shows that even though God had given the land of Israel to the children of Israel, they were not the top dog at this time. These were the “days of the Philistines,” when the Philistines were the controlling power in the coast and much of central Israel.
 
Judges Chapter 16
Jdg 16:1
“And Samson went to Gaza.” Judges 15 ends with the statement that Samson judged Israel, and as God’s man and God’s judge, he continued his war against the Philistines. Gaza was one of the five capital cities of the Philistines (Ashdod, Ashkelon, Ekron, Gath, and Gaza), and was the furthest south of all five. The Philistine nation was ruled by a council of five “lords” with each of the five capital cities contributing one lord to the ruling council. The people of Ekron—the northernmost of the five capital cities—had already heard plenty about Samson because Ekron was only about six or so miles down the Valley of Sorek from Timnah, where Samson had done a lot of damage, and only 10 or so miles from Zorah, where Samson lived and approximately where Samson had killed 1,000 men. But there is evidence that the leaders of the Philistine nation kept in touch with one another (e.g., 1 Sam. 4:1-11), and thus it is most likely that all Philistia had heard about Samson. Thus we see that Samson was well-known even in Gaza (Judg. 16:2). But that did not keep Samson from continuing God’s war with the Philistines and God’s desire to rid the Promised Land of pagan invaders.
By going to the capital city of Gaza, which was over 40 miles if he took the roads, which we can assume he did, Samson put the entire Philistine nation on notice that God would not make peace with them even if the idolatrous and cowardly Israelites would make peace. It would be naïve to think that Samson did not realize that by going to Gaza he was risking his life. He was strengthened by God, but he was not immortal. Some commentators say the text does not give us a reason that Samson went to Gaza. We disagree. Samson’s life had been dedicated to fighting against the Philistines and he continued that fight by going to Gaza. He certainly did not go there just to find a prostitute. There was no need for him to travel over 40 miles from home to a Philistine capital city just to find a prostitute. He could have found one locally. No, this was about God’s war with the Philistines. Furthermore, as we see as the record develops, he carried away the main gate of the city, leaving the city defenseless. This should have been a sign to the Israelites that God would help them win battles against the Philistines, but they were blind to the work of God that was happening in their midst. (This kind of blindness is quite common. For example, the religious leaders were blind to what Jesus was doing even though it was obvious to many of the common people).
“saw a prostitute.” Once again, Samson gets involved with a Philistine woman and ends up hurting the Philistines, showing the world that with God’s help, Israel could defeat the Philistines. But the Israelites were not listening.
[For more on Samson and the cycles of destruction that begin with him being with a Philistine woman, see commentary on Judg. 14:1]
“and went into her.” An idiom for sexual intercourse; the Hebrew is more literally “he went to her,” but it can also be that he went “into” her. In this case, there is a double meaning. Samson went into her house and then into her physically.
Jdg 16:2
“The Gazites were told, “Samson is here!” By this time the Philistines knew who Samson was and knew that he was an enemy. Samson had fought the Philistines and killed many of them and had a reputation among them. Judges 16:2 testifies to the fact that the Philistine cities, especially the five capital cities, had good communication between them. It is possible that Samson simply entered the city and “saw” a prostitute and knew her profession from the way she was dressed (cf. Gen. 38:14-15) and she or her friends recognized him, but it is also possible that he asked around and the person or some of the persons that he asked recognized him (if he was asking about a prostitute he was obviously not a local) and then told the leadership of Gaza about him.
“They surrounded the house.” The Hebrew text simply has the verb “they surrounded,” without supplying what they surrounded, but it seems clear that they did not surround their gate. The Philistines knew Samson was in the house with the prostitute, so they surrounded the house and also waited in ambush for him in the gate. They did not want to let Samson get away. Some English versions supply “the house” or “the place” (e.g., AMP, CJB, CSB, ESV, LSB, NSAB, NCV2005, NJB, NIV, RSV). One of the miracles of the Samson story is how Samson avoided this trap. He lay only until midnight and then crept out, and apparently between the darkness and the fact that the Philistines did not expect him until morning and so likely dozed off, Samson got away. However, there is some evidence that the verb translated “surrounded,” can in some contexts mean simply to gather. So it is possible that the Philistines simply “gathered” and then went to wait in the gate of the city.
Jdg 16:3
“and took hold of the doors of the gate of the city and the two posts, and pulled them up, bar and all.” In taking away the city gates, Samson leaves the city defenseless against its enemies. God was signaling to Israel that He would give them victory over the Philistines if anyone would bother to attack them, but no Israelite was listening.
The Bible wants us to know just how defenseless the Philistines were, so it goes into great detail about how the gate was dismantled and carried away. The gates would have been huge and heavy, and estimating their weight at a ton or more is not overly excessive. The gates of a city—especially a capital city—had to be extremely strong because they were always the main point of attack by any enemy.
Samson took the gates, but not just the gates. He pulled up the two side posts that anchored the gates. It would have taken an incredibly huge amount of strength to dislodge the two side posts and lift them. And he carried away the bar that held the gates closed. Uprooting all this and carrying it away was God’s work and God’s energy. If Samson had just wanted to leave Gaza, all he had to do was leave; walk away. So this action of Samson’s was not about getting away, it was God showing how defenseless the Philistines were against Him if the Israelites would only fight for the Promised Land like God commanded them to. And God showed the Israelites how defenseless the Philistines were. Samson did not just tear down the gates, he carried them away. In fact, he carried them close to Hebron, some 40 miles (64 km) to the east.
“the hill that faces Hebron.” That is, a hill that is west of Hebron. The implication in the text is that this hill was very close to Hebron. Why Hebron? At over 3,000 feet above sea level, Hebron was one of the highest, if not the very highest, city in all Israel, and it was famous. Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob and their wives were buried there. At this time in history, before David conquered Jerusalem, Hebron was a very important city, it could even be argued that it was the most important city in Israel. Not too many years after Samson, David would use Hebron as his first capital city of the Kingdom of Israel. Furthermore, Hebron was on the “Highway of the Patriarchs,” a well-traveled north-south trade route, so it would soon occur that much of Israel would hear about the gates of Gath being taken. But Israel was not paying attention to what God was doing among them. God (and Samson) were saying, “Look how vulnerable the Philistines are!” But Israel was not listening.
Jdg 16:4
“after this he loved a woman.” Once again, Samson gets involved with a Philistine woman and ends up hurting the Philistines, showing the world that with God’s help, Israel could defeat the Philistines. But the Israelites were not listening.
[For more on Samson and the cycles of destruction that begin with him being with a Philistine woman, see commentary on Judg. 14:1]
“Delilah.” Different meanings have been suggested for the name Delilah, but scholars have not reached any conclusion about it. However, one of the possible meanings of “Delilah” is “languishing” (“pining away,” “wasting away”). It was common for God to give people names that were related to the events they were involved with, thus, for example, “Job” basically means, “the attacked one,” and “Abraham” means “Father of a multitude.” Methuselah basically means, “When he dies it will come,” and he died the year of Noah’s Flood, likely even in the Flood. Given that, and given what happened to Samson, that “Delilah” would mean “wasting away” would fit the narrative because that is exactly what happened to Samson in his relationship with her.
Jdg 16:5
“see where his great strength lies.” Samson could have killed 30 men and taken their clothing with his own strength. He could possibly have even killed 1,000 men with his own strength. But he could not have pulled up the gates of Gaza and carried them almost 40 miles by his own strength. The Philistines knew that Samson was being supernaturally empowered, but how, and how could he be defeated? The Philistines were willing to pay a huge amount of money to find that out.
“and we will each give you 1,100 shekels of silver.” What we learn here is the corrupting power of money. In this case, Delilah was a Philistine and may not have had any real commitment to Samson at all. She likely would have betrayed Samson for far less money than she was offered. But the huge amount of money the Philistines offered her to betray Samson assured them of her cooperation. We see this all the time in the world around us when people take various kinds of bribes to do things they know are not moral or lawful. The godly person must know that the rewards for staying godly will be great on Judgment Day and that no bribe here on earth, no matter how large, is worth breaking God’s laws, even just moral ones.
The total amount of silver being offered to Delilah is 5,500 shekels. The word “shekels” is not in the text, but it can be safely assumed that it was shekels. There were five “lords” of the Philistines, one from each of the five capital cities of Ashdod, Ashkelon, Ekron, Gath, and Gaza, and so the 1,100 shekels times five is 5,500. This is a huge amount.
By comparison, Abraham paid only 400 shekels for the land and cave where he buried Sarah (Gen. 23:15, 19); David only paid 50 shekels for the land where the Temple was built (2 Sam. 24:24), Jeremiah bought property for 17 shekels (Jer. 32:9). For Delilah, 5,500 shekels of silver was far too much money to turn down; she was not that invested in Samson.
Jdg 16:6
“Please tell me where your great strength lies.” Delilah knows that Samson has a secret, and by asking Samson to reveal it to her she is asking him to prove his love for her by trusting her with his secret. What Delilah is doing here is similar to what his Timnite wife did to him earlier (Judg. 14:16).
Jdg 16:7
“If they bind me with seven fresh bowstrings.” The intestines of some animals were squeezed out and dried to make bowstrings, the strings of instruments, etc. Here Samson says if he were tied with bowstrings that had not yet been dried, so they would be very flexible and would shrink tighter when they dried, that he would be weak. Samson is lying to Delilah, toying with her, but it is a dangerous game and one that we know eventually leads to his capture and death. It is unwise to try to toy with the Devil.
The text does not say why Samson toyed with Delilah this way, but a possible reason is that he had drawn strength from his sense of humor before, such as when he used the jackals to burn up the Philistine crops. It is likely that here again he is having fun and drawing strength from that. However, once it became clear that Delilah was trying to have him captured, he should have left her. His unwillingness to do that was no doubt in part due to the fact that he had fought a lonely war for some 20 years now, and he was tired of being alone; he did not want to give in to Delilah’s demand, but neither did he want to give her up.
Jdg 16:9
“just as a string of flax is broken when it smells fire.” This is an idiomatic phrase, using the figures of speech personification and hyperbole. The “string of flax” is a reference to a lamp wick—lamp wicks were commonly made of flax. The statement is that when the lamp wick “smelled” fire, that is, when the fire got close to it, it weakened and was easily broken. The personification is giving the wick the ability to smell, which of course it does not have, and the hyperbole is that it is not actually when the fire gets close to the wick that it weakens, but only when the fire touches the flax and it catches on fire. However, the statement is effective in communicating how useless the bowstrings were in tying up Samson; he broke them as easily as he would have broken a burnt lamp wick.
Although a large number of English versions read that the flax “touches” the fire, “touch” is not the actual word in the Hebrew text. The HALOT[footnoteRef:360] has “smelled” as the definition of the Hebrew word and notes that in Judges 16:9 the wick “has come too close” to the fire, that is, close enough to smell the fire. [360:  Koehler and Baumgartner, Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon.] 

Jdg 16:11
“bind, yes, bind.” Samson uses the figure of speech polyptoton for emphasis, saying the word “bind” with different inflections in an attempt to convince Delilah he was serious.
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
Jdg 16:12
“new ropes.” The new ropes did not work in Judges 15:13 and they did not work this time either.
“The ambush was waiting in an inner room.” This “inner room” was almost certainly the private room for women that no man but the husband in the house would be allowed into. Hiding there would basically assure the Philistines that Samson would not look in that room and see them.
Jdg 16:13
“Tell me how you can be bound.” The Hebrew is more literally, “Tell me with what you can be bound.”
“the seven braids of my head.” Delilah is being persistent, and Samson is weakening in his resolve, and getting closer to the real source of his strength. He is toying with the Devil and beginning to lose the battle. He was not wise, and it is costing him. Eventually, it will cost him his life.
“in the web.” That is, in the web of fabric in the loom.
Jdg 16:16
“pressed him hard.” His wife had pressed him to learn his riddle (Judg. 14:17), and now Delilah pressed him to learn the secret of his strength. He gave in both times and both times ended up being hard on him and then hard on the Philistines.
“his soul.” Here the “soul” is used for himself with an emphasis on his mental activities; his thoughts and attitude.
[For more on “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Uses of ‘Soul.’”]
“was exasperated to death.” “Death” is exactly where Samson’s exasperation led. There is a very important lesson here for believers. Very few people are able to withstand the pressure of constant exposure to ungodliness or to constant nagging. It makes living life so horrible that even death is preferable. Even a strong man like Elijah got so worn down that “he requested that he might die, and said, ‘It is enough. Now, O Yahweh, take my life.’” (1 Kings 19:4).
When a Christian is in a situation that constantly makes them miserable, they need to take steps—drastic steps if necessary—to free themselves from the situation.
Jdg 16:18
“she sent and called for the lords of the Philistines, saying, “Come up this once.” The Philistines had tired of the cat-and-mouse game that Samson and Delilah had been playing and apparently thought that Delilah would never succeed in finding out the secret of Samson’s strength, so they had left. Now Delilah, realizing that Samson has given in and finally told her where his supernatural strength comes from, calls them back.
“and brought the silver in their hand.” Delilah, the dispassionate businesswoman, sees the money before she hands Samson over to the Philistines.
Jdg 16:19
“and she called for a man and he shaved off the seven braids of his head.” Delilah did not risk waking Samson by moving and trying to cut Samson’s hair by herself but called for a man to do it. A razor-sharp knife would have cut cleanly and silently.
“she began to humiliate him.” Delilah now begins the humiliation of Samson, a humiliation that involved being captured by the Philistines, being blinded, being made to grind grain like a woman, and being made a public spectacle in front of the Philistines. Delilah herself may have begun a specific humiliation by mocking him, laughing at him, or something like that, the text does not specifically state what she did.
“and his strength left him.” Having broken his covenant with God, Samson is now no longer empowered by God. There is an important lesson here: when people are in the covenant they are blessed with God’s grace, but when they leave it they are usually on their own.
Jdg 16:20
“that Yahweh had left him.” Yahweh left Samson in the sense that the spirit from Yahweh was no longer upon him. It had begun to stir him years earlier (Judg. 13:25), and had been with him year after year, but now it was gone. We cannot feel the spirit of God unless it is at work in us, so Samson had no idea that the spirit of God, that he had relied on so often, was now gone.
The teaching in this verse has an important New Testament application. Christians are “born again” and filled with the gift of holy spirit. That gives them the ability to manifest the spirit in the ways listed in 1 Corinthians 12:7-10. Yet many Christians do not realize the power of the New Birth and have no idea they can manifest the spirit, so they do not utilize it to its fullest. A person does not know if they have the gift of holy spirit by somehow “feeling” the spirit, but rather by operating the spirit.
[For more on the New Birth and the gift of holy spirit, see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’” Also see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
Jdg 16:21
“gouged out his eyes.” The act of blinding Samson would have made him easy to recapture even if his strength came back.
“brought him down to Gaza.” A capital city of the Philistines with a huge temple to Dagon.
“bronze chains.” The Hebrew is idiomatic: “double bronze.” The idea may be that each arm or leg was cuffed.
“he had to grind grain in the prison.” This was not the huge mill turned by oxen, as many works of art show; his strength was gone and the Philistines certainly had no interest in making him work in a way that might cause him to regain some confidence in his personal strength. This was the small hand mill that women used to grind the grain for the household. In the ancient biblical world, gender roles were highly segregated. Generally, there was work that only the men did, and work that only the women did. The Philistines humiliated Samson by making him do women’s work.
Jdg 16:22
“But the hair of his head began to grow again.” At this point in the story, we do not know the implications of this statement. We can assume that perhaps Samson’s strength will return, but ordinarily just because the hair of a Nazirite begins to grow after they have broken their vow does not reinstate the vow. What certainly can be happening is that the fact that Samson’s hair is regrowing may cause him to refocus on his mission and regain some confidence in who he is and what he can do. That may have led to his resolve to call out to Yahweh one more time and to decide to die with the Philistines.
There are things in life that are inspirational and lead a person to be a better person; a more godly person. It can be a good thing to have inspirational things in your life.
Jdg 16:23
“Now the lords of the Philistines.” The “lords of the Philistines” certainly included the five ruling lords, the rulers of Ashdod, Ashkelon, Ekron, Gath, and Gaza. But this was such a momentous event and such a great victory for the Philistines that in this context, the word “lords” may also refer to many of the “under lords,” the important people of the cities that helped rule Philistia. We know that there was a great power vacuum in Philistia after Samson’s death that gave room for Israel to anoint a king, Saul, without much opposition.
“Dagon.” Dagon was a chief deity of the Philistines, and he was worshiped throughout the Middle East. It used to be believed that the name “Dagon” came from the Hebrew word dag, fish, and it was believed that Dagon was a fish god. Today most scholars believe that Dagon comes from the word dagan, the main Hebrew word for grain, and that Dagon was a grain god and worshiped in connection with the grain and a bountiful harvest. “The discovery of a temple of Dagon at the pre-Israelite (14th cent.) site of Ugarit in northern Palestine has made the second of these two possibilities more likely to be the correct one.”[footnoteRef:361] The Bible mentions a couple of temples to Dagon (1 Sam. 5:1-7; 1 Sam. 31:10). [361:  Barry Web, The Book of Judges [NICOT], 409.] 

“god.” The word “god” here in Judges 16:23 is elohim in the Hebrew text, and elohim is always plural in form, but the associated verbs are all singular. Furthermore, although elohim is plural, the god Dagon was a singular god. Similarly, Elohim, the God of the Hebrews, is a singular God. The plural form does not make “God” into a plurality of persons whether it refers to Dagon or to Yahweh.
[For more on God not being a plurality of persons, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.”
“has given Samson our enemy into our hand.” The Philistines were wrong, but their sentiments reveal a couple of things. One certainly is that religious people tend to attribute things to God that are none of His doing, and also, the Philistines did understand that at some level the battle between them and Samson was fought on a spiritual level.
Jdg 16:25
“and he provided amusement for them.” What the amusement was is mercifully left out of the text. It obviously involved some form of torture or humiliation.
Jdg 16:26
“the boy who held him by the hand.” The once mighty Samson now was led by the hand by a boy due to his being blind.
“that support the house.” More literally, “on which the house is established,” but that is not as clear in English.
“that I may lean on them.” Samson acts as if he needs the pillars for support, but that was likely not the case.
Jdg 16:27
“Now the house was full of men and women.” Here we see the temple of Dagon called a “house,” which was a very common designation for a temple, the “house” of a god.
“about 3,000 men and women.” This large number shows us that this was a very large temple.
Jdg 16:28
“remember me.” This is the idiomatic sense of “remember” where it means “remember me and help me” (see commentary on Luke 23:42).
“only this once.” Samson knew what he wanted to do and was aware that he would die with the Philistines. So he pleads with God to empower him with strength just one more time.
Jdg 16:29
“the two middle pillars on which the house was supported.” This is the most complete description of the pillars and lets us know why, when they fell, the whole temple fell.
“the one with his right hand and the other with his left.” So Samson died in the same basic position as our Lord Jesus did, with one arm out to the right and the other arm out to the left (see commentary on Judg. 13:3).
Jdg 16:30
“And Samson said, ‘Let me die with the Philistines!’” This was not a defeat. Samson’s defeat was when he allowed himself to be so worn down by Delilah that he told her all his heart. This was a cry of victory. Samson was going to die—the Philistines would not have allowed him to live very long. So too, except for those who the Rapture saves from death (1 Cor. 15:51-52), every Christian will die. The real question is not “Will I die?” It is, “How will I die?” Christians should resolve to the best of their ability and circumstances, to die glorifying God in some way.
“So the dead that he killed at his death were more than those who he killed in his life.” Samson ended up doing what the angel had told his mother he would do: “he will begin to save Israel out of the hand of the Philistines” (Judg. 13:5). Samson killed so many of the rulers and leaders of the Philistines that it created a power vacuum in Philistia that lasted for years, and in that time Israel had time to anoint a king and begin to transform from a conglomeration of separate tribes into a nation. King David would make that nation the most powerful one in the Middle East during his lifetime.
Jdg 16:31
“Then his brothers and all the house of his father came down and took him.” Finally Samson’s family shows up. But from God’s perspective, it is a little too little and a little too late. Samson is dead and his leadership is gone. How much could they have done if they had supported him while he was alive? We will never know. They never understood the man or his mission. Similarly, Jesus’ brothers did not believe in him until after he was raised from the dead (John 7:5).
“and buried him between Zorah and Eshtaol.” It is appropriate that Samson was buried in the same place where Yahweh began to powerfully work in him (Judg. 13:25).
“in the burial site of Manoah his father.” This seems to indicate that Samson’s family at least honored some of what Samson had done and did not consider him to be an outcast.
“And he had judged Israel 20 years.” Judges 16:31 is basically the same as Judges 15:20, but the grammar is slightly different, hence the slightly different translation (see commentary on Judg. 15:20).
 
Judges Chapter 17
Jdg 17:3
“a carved image and a cast metal image.” The scholars are divided as to whether there were two images (idols), or whether the text is a form of hendiadys (two nouns meaning one thing) and there was just one idol that was made of metal and cast and then shaped, but Judges 18:18 seems to clearly indicate there were two idols.
[See Word Study: “Hendiadys.”]
Jdg 17:5
“A house of God.” That is, a temple. The Hebrew could read “a house of gods,” but it is very unlikely that Micah thought of himself as an idolater, worshiping pagan gods even if his temple had more than one god. The context indicates that he thought he was worshiping Yahweh.
“teraphim.” The word teraphim is plural and refers to household gods. The number, identity, size, and purpose of the household gods varied from person to person and from region to region, although the Bible shows that at least sometimes they were involved in divination and thus attempting to determine the will of God (or the gods). We have no knowledge of the number of teraphim that Micah had (see commentary on Gen. 31:19).
Jdg 17:6
“In those days there was no king in Israel, every man did what was right in his own eyes.” This sentence occurs in Judges 17:6 and 21:25, thus near the beginning and also the very last sentence of Judges, thus setting apart the last five chapters from the rest of Judges. Also, the statement that there was no king in Israel occurs in Judges 18:1 and 19:1, and thus that fourfold repetition of the fact that there was no king placed at the end of the book of Judges (but not the end chronologically) is a portent of the fact that very soon the people will demand and get a king.
Jdg 17:7
“Who was a Levite.” Bethlehem was not a Levitical city, so why the Levite was there is not described.
Jdg 17:10
“father.” Here used as “mentor” and “guide.”
[For more information on the uses of “father” in the Bible, see commentary on Gen. 4:20. For information on the disciples of a Rabbi being called his “sons,” see commentary on Matt. 12:27. For information on the disciples of a Rabbi being called “orphans” if the Rabbi died or left the area, see commentary on John 14:18, “orphans.”]
Jdg 17:12
“In the house of Micah.” That is, he became part of Micah’s extended household.
 
Judges Chapter 18
Jdg 18:1
“In those days there was no king in Israel.” This statement occurs in Judges 17:6, 18:1, 19:1, and 21:25, thus it appears near the beginning and also the very last sentence of Judges, thus setting apart the last five chapters from the rest of Judges (see commentary on Judg. 17:6).
“their inheritance had not fallen to them.” Joshua had given the Danites an inheritance, but they could not manage to dispossess the Amorite population from their territory. Instead of doing what it took to take their territory from the native Canaanite population, they left the area and went north and conquered Laish. There were, however, some cities in the area Joshua assigned to Dan that continued to be inhabited by Danites. Zorah, where Samson was from, was one of those cities, and Samson was a Danite. More about Dan is in Joshua 19:40-48 and Judges 1:34. So the inheritance had “fallen” to them in the sense the Danites had been given it, but it had not “fallen” to them in the sense that they had conquered and controlled it.
Jdg 18:2
“to spy out the land and to explore it.” This sounds like a good idea, but the better idea would have been to believe God’s original allotment to the tribe of Dan was the will of God, and they needed to fight for that instead of fighting and conquering the inhabitants of Laish and renaming it “Dan.”
Jdg 18:3
“at the house.” There would have been more than one “house” or living quarters at the “house” of Micah.
“they recognized the voice of the young man the Levite.” This is an amazing coincidence. But how would these five warriors from Dan recognize the voice of the Levite? As we learn from Judges 18:30, this young Levite was none other than the grandson of Moses, the genealogy being Moses, Gershom, then Jonathan, this young priest. When we examine the chronology, we can see how the men would have known this priest.
Moses fled from Egypt and went to Midian, where he married Zipporah, who bore Gershom (Exod. 2:22). It is most likely that Zipporah did not bear Gershom for a long time, because it seems he was still young when Moses went back into Egypt (Exod. 4:24-26). Even if Gershom was very young at that time, he would have spent 40 years wandering in the wilderness with the rest of the Israelites, and during that time he married, which we know because he had a son, Jonathan. The fact that Jonathan was a young man in this record in Judges 18 means that he had been born late in the 40 years of wilderness wanderings. But even if he had been born in the thirtieth year of the wanderings, he would have been ten when Israel crossed the Jordan and 17 by the time the wars of Israel’s conquest of the Promised Land were over, and then a little older by the time the Danites had settled in the inheritance given to them by God but had become dissatisfied with it and decided to move. Also, although the text refers to him as a young man, any age less than 30 would have been considered young for a priest.
During those final years in the wilderness, and during the wars of conquest, there were many times that the men of Israel gathered together with Joshua to ask the counsel of Yahweh, and no doubt as the son of Moses, Gershom would have been there with his son Jonathan. Also, these five warriors that came from Dan were valiant men, obviously seasoned warriors, who would have been with Moses and Israel in the camp in the wilderness in the last years of the wilderness wanderings and then with Joshua through the years of war. That means that they would have seen and heard this young man quite a few times, first in the wilderness and then with Joshua, and so now, in the house of Micah, they recognized his voice. His appearance was likely changed somewhat due to his age and now having a full beard, but his voice would not have changed.
Jdg 18:6
“Acceptable before Yahweh is your way on which you are going,” The Hebrew is “Before Yahweh,” and the text can have the meaning of Yahweh being ahead of the people and/or Yahweh being present with the people, and thus making their endeavor successful.
We should note that what the priest said is wrong. Yahweh had assigned an allotment to Dan, and they, by their inaction and lack of trust in Yahweh’s guidance, rejected it. Now they went to the far north of the allotted territory of Israel and as a result, were the first to be attacked by every army that came through. Furthermore, the roots of their new location were founded in idolatry. They started with a priest who set up idols instead of establishing the pure worship of Yahweh (Judg. 18:31).
Jdg 18:7
“Then the five men departed and came to Laish.” The Danites moved from the territory allotted to them by Joshua in west-central Israel, to the far north of Israel. They could not move just slightly north, or east, or south because those areas were inhabited by other tribes of Israel. They could have moved south, but that would have almost certainly involved a war with Egypt. So, far to the north seemed logical. Also, it likely helped their situation somewhat that they, as Danites, moved next to the tribal area of Naphtali, and Dan and Naphtali were the two full brothers who were born of Jacob and his wife Rachel’s slave, Bilhah (Gen. 30:1-8). That meant that there would have been less tension between Dan and Naphtali, than if Dan had moved next to another tribe, and Naphtali might have even been inclined to provide some help and support to Dan.
“lacking nothing that is in the earth and possessing wealth.” Other versions take the Hebrew text in a different direction. For example, the JPS has, “for there was none in the land, possessing authority, that might put them to shame in any thing.”
“with anyone.” Some Hebrew manuscripts read “Aram” instead of “Adam,” making the text say that the people of Laish had no dealings with the Syrians to the north.
Jdg 18:8
“What do you think?” The Hebrew uses an idiom: “What are you?”
Jdg 18:9
“And they said, “Arise, and let’s go up against them.” It would have been nice if the Danites had this much fervor in conquering the land God originally gave them.
“Do you stand still?” This can be a question or statement, depending on the intonation. Also, the word “still” can also be “silent,” such as “you are silent.” This may also indicate there were some Danites that were uncomfortable leaving their God-given inheritance.
Jdg 18:10
“the land is wide.” The Hebrew idiom is “wide of hands,” implying as wide as outstretched hands.
“for God has given it into your hand.” This was inaccurate. God would not give them new land that He had not given them via Joshua while not giving the land he originally gave them via Joshua. People who try to convince others to act often lie or bend the truth of the situation.
Jdg 18:11
“600 men of the family of the Danites.” Not all the Danites moved. For example, the family of Samson stayed. (The Samson record predates this move of the Danites.)
Jdg 18:12
“Mahaneh-dan.” See Judges 13:25.
“it is west of Kiriath-jearim.” The Hebrew text is “behind Kiriath-jearim,” but it means “west of.”
Jdg 18:13
“they passed from there to the hill country of Ephraim.” So the Danites are moving north through Judah and on into Ephraim.
Jdg 18:14
“in these houses.” The “house of Micah” consisted of houses for his family, “his house” (cf. Judg. 18:3).
“teraphim.” The word teraphim is plural and refers to household gods. The number, identity, size, and purpose of the household gods varied from person to person and from region to region, although the Bible shows that at least sometimes they were involved in divination and thus attempting to determine the will of God (or the gods).
[For more on teraphim, see commentary on Gen. 31:19.]
“a carved image and a cast metal image.” See the commentary on Judges 17:3.
Jdg 18:15
“and greeted him.” The Hebrew text is, “asking him about peace,” which is idiomatic still today and is a standard greeting in a similar fashion to the English, “How do you do,” although no one is actually asking about “how” or what the person is “doing.”
Jdg 18:16
“stood by the entrance of the gate.” This was likely a “gate” to some kind of outer enclosure around the houses. Although it is unlikely it was very strongly fortified, it would have at least kept animals in to keep them from being stolen (cf. Judg. 18:17).
Jdg 18:18
“engraved image, the ephod.” The Hebrew text is more literally, “the engraved image of the ephod,” suggesting that those two objects are somehow associated.
Jdg 18:19
“father.” Here used as “mentor” and “guide.” See commentary on Judges 17:10. Even today in some Christian denominations the priest is called a “father.”
Jdg 18:21
“goods” More literally, “heavy stuff,” but the “heavy” might refer to valuables as well as physical weight. The LXX refers to glorious things, which might indicate valuables as well.
Jdg 18:23
“the Danites.” The Hebrew is just “they,” but having “they” in the English could be confusing.
“that you have gathered yourselves together to fight.” The idea of the gathering together was to fight.
Jdg 18:25
“angry men.” The Hebrew is more literally, “men bitter of soul.”
Jdg 18:27
“and struck them with the mouth of the sword.” The Danites could conquer a city with 600 men, but they could not conquer the land that God had given them.
Jdg 18:29
“Dan their father, who was born to Israel.” That is, Dan their ancestor who was born to Israel (Jacob).
Jdg 18:30
“Moses.” The Hebrew scribes purposely changed the text from “Moses” to “Manasseh” to protect the reputation of Moses. It was embarrassing to them that the grandson of Moses would be an idolatrous priest. However, the scribes noted the change, which is how modern scholars know about it and many modern Bibles change “Manasseh” back to “Moses” like the REV does. A person can do their best to be godly, but each person decides for themselves whether they will obey God or not.
[For more on Jonathan being the grandson of Moses, see commentary on Judg. 18:3.]
“Jonathan...he and his sons were priests.” So Jonathan the young priest got married and had sons who followed in his footsteps.
“the day of the captivity of the land.” This could well refer to the time when the Philistines overran and controlled the land. The verse says nothing about the Israelites being exiled in the days of Assyria, although that is a common belief and may be true. This verse refers to the “land” being captured (or “uncovered”). There was a significant Philistine presence in the Promised Land in the days of Saul.
Jdg 18:31
“the house of God.” This refers to the Tent of Meeting (the Tabernacle). Solomon’s Temple was not built for many years to come.
 
Judges Chapter 19
Jdg 19:1
“there was no king in Israel.” This statement occurs in Judges 17:6, 18:1, 19:1, and 21:25, thus it appears near the beginning and also the very last sentence of Judges, thus setting apart the last five chapters from the rest of Judges (see commentary on Judg. 17:6).
Jdg 19:2
“was unfaithful to him.” It is possible, but less likely, that this could be translated “got angry with him” (deriving the Hebrew root for “to be angry, to hate” (see NET text note). The text does not give enough information to know exactly what happened between them.
“a period of four months.” The Hebrew text is idiomatic: “days: four months.”
Jdg 19:3
“speak to her heart.” An idiom meaning, “to speak tenderly” (cf. Isa. 40:1).
“he rejoiced at meeting him.” That the girl’s father would rejoice at meeting the man suggests some culpability on the part of the woman.
Jdg 19:5
“Strengthen your heart.” The Hebrew word translated “strengthen” can be related to strength, or even comfort (KJV); and the usage of “heart” is idiomatic. “Fortify yourself” (NRSV).
Jdg 19:7
“pressed him.” This is the same word for “pressed” as in the Lot record (Gen. 19:3, 9).
Jdg 19:10
“opposite Jebus.” The ancient road from Bethlehem to Jerusalem and north passed on the west side of Jerusalem. The walk from Bethlehem to Jerusalem was about seven miles, or likely under two hours, so by now, it would have been late evening.
Jdg 19:11
“the servant said to his lord.” The word “lord” is a grammatical plural, “lords,” but referring to the servant’s master or lord. This is the idiom, the plural of majesty.[footnoteRef:362] [362:  Cf. Wilhelm Gesenius, Gesenius’ Hebrew Grammar, 396.] 

Jdg 19:12
“We will not turn aside into the foreign city.” This Levite is apparently stuck on doing some things right, but does not mind giving his concubine to strangers to be raped.
Jdg 19:14
“Gibeah.” Many years later, King Saul came from Gibeah (1 Sam. 10:26). This fact has caused some scholars to say that this record in Judges 19-21 was invented and written later to try to discredit Saul because he was from Gibeah where the people had been so evil, but that is not the case.
“which belongs to Benjamin.” The town of Gibeah was in the tribal area of Benjamin.
Jdg 19:16
“from his work, from the field.” In the ancient Near East, and still in many places, people build houses close together for protection and support. That is the case here, and the old man had been outside the village working but was now coming back to town in the evening.
“and the man was from the hill country of Ephraim.” So this old man and the Levite were both from the tribal area of Ephraim.
Jdg 19:20
“only do not spend the night in the square.” The old man may have said this simply due to hospitality, but it is also likely that he knew the character of the people in the city and wanted to protect the men. This seems very similar to the story of Sodom and Gomorrah (Gen. 19:1-3).
Jdg 19:22
“sons of Belial.” This is a designation of sons of the Devil.
[For more on sons of Belial, see commentary on 1 Sam. 2:12. For more on the unforgivable sin and children of the Devil, see commentary on Matt.12:31.]
“owner of the house.” The word “owner” is “Baal,” here meaning owner, master.
“know.” The word “know” is the common idiomatic word used for sexual intercourse. Sexual intercourse gives the most intimate and personal “knowledge” of the other, so “know” was used throughout the biblical world as an idiom for sexual intercourse (cf. Gen. 4:1, 17, 25; 24:16; Matt. 1:25), which even included rape and homosexual intercourse (Gen. 19:5; Judg. 19:25).
Jdg 19:24
“whatever is good in your eyes.” Here, this is a problem. The Judges period was a time when every man did that which was right in his own eyes, but here we see that that kind of thinking and behavior can lead to very evil and ungodly acts.
“Abuse them.” The Hebrew word has more the meaning of “humble” or “humiliate,” not “rape,” so the man is understating what he knows would happen to the girl if the crowd gets ahold of her, and indeed they did rape her, in fact, raped her to death. There is a stronger word that means “rape” in Hebrew (cf. Isa. 13:16; Zech. 14:2), but the man did not use that word.
Jdg 19:25
“made her go out.” The Hebrew is that he caused her to go out. The versions handle this differently: “made her go out” (ESV); “pushed her out” (E. Fox). In any case, the old man did not want to go outside of the house because the crowd actually wanted the man, not the girl, so “brought her out,” as many versions have, is not correct. The man pushed the girl out of the house to the mob.
Jdg 19:26
“her lord.” This is a grammatical plural, “lords,” a plural of emphasis.
“until it was light.” This is not the full light of the sun, but very light, not just dim light.
Jdg 19:28
“but there was no answer.” A beautiful euphemism in the midst of this harsh and terribly tragic story. The woman had been raped to death.
Jdg 19:29
“And he came into his house.” Since he was from Ephraim, he likely arrived at his home later that day, even if it was much later. Also, it was the custom to bury (or do something with) the dead body that same day.
“laid hold.” This same Hebrew word is translated seized in Judges 19:25 when the old man seized the woman and pushed her out the door.
“limb by limb.” An idiomatic translation. The Hebrew is more literally, “by her bones,” but it means cut her limbs into distinct parts.
Jdg 19:30
“Consider it.” In Hebrew the “it” is feminine, so although “it” is the primary meaning, the phrase could also include, “Consider her.”
 
Judges Chapter 20
Jdg 20:2
“cornerstones.” Figurative language for the leaders of the people (cf. 1 Sam. 14:38).
Jdg 20:5
“the men of Gibeah.” The word for “men” is “baal,” and so it could be “leaders, lords, notables, landowners,” or it could just refer to men, which is most likely the case here.
“abused.” See commentary on Judges 19:24.
Jdg 20:7
“here.” The man is asking for advice and action “here and now.”
Jdg 20:9
“by lot.” That is, by allowing the High Priest to use his breastplate and draw the Urim or Thummim out of it and thus make decisions. The land of Israel was divided by lot in Joshua. This shows that the people were drawing God into the situation and allowing Him to make battle choices.
Jdg 20:10
“ten men of 100 throughout all the tribes of Israel.” Non-combatant jobs were vital to the success of the mission, but since those jobs involved much less danger, the people in those jobs were assigned by lot.
“come to Gibeah of Benjamin.” This could have the meaning, “come against Gibeah,” as many versions have, or the Hebrew text reads “Geba,” and not Gibeah. Although most commentators think that in this context Geba means Gibeah, the town of Geba was only three miles away (or even a little less) and this verse could be talking about using Geba as a supply town.
Jdg 20:12
“through all the tribe of Benjamin.” This would have taken some effort.
Jdg 20:13
“sons of Belial.” This is a designation of sons of the Devil.
[For more on sons of Belial, see commentary on 1 Sam. 2:12. For more on the unforgivable sin and children of the Devil, see commentary on Matt. 12:31.]
Jdg 20:18
“went up to Bethel.” The Tabernacle was at Bethel at that time (Judg. 20:26-27).
“Who is to go up first.” That is, who is to be at the front of the battle.”
Jdg 20:23
“Should I.” Israel considers itself as one.
“Go up against him.” The Hebrew is singular, “him,” a collective singular for the tribe of Benjamin.
Jdg 20:26
“the army.” The Hebrew text is just “the people,” but in this context, the people being referred to are the army of Israel (cf. Judg. 20:31).
“went up and came to Bethel, and wept.” Even though God told Israel to go against Benjamin, they were unsuccessful twice. The fact that Israel wept, and sat, and fasted, and offered offerings indicates that Israel had some sin in their camp, too, and that prevented them from having a quick, decisive victory.
“and sat there before Yahweh.” The people sat before whatever represented Yahweh, in this case, the ark of the covenant (Judg. 20:27), and therefore the Tabernacle was there at Bethel at that time.
Jdg 20:27
“the ark of the covenant of God.” So at this time the ark was at Bethel. It likely came from Shiloh (Josh. 18:1).
Jdg 20:28
“Phinehas the son of Eleazar, the son of Aaron.” Phinehas was alive when Israel was still in the wilderness, so this record has to be quite early on in the history of Israel in the Promised Land, during the judgeship of Othniel at the latest.
“stood before it in those days.” This phrase shows that at this time Phinehas was the High Priest. The office of the High Priest went from Aaron, to his son Eleazar, to his son Phinehas.
“Should I.” Here, Phinehas the High Priest represents the people of Israel.
Jdg 20:32
“to the highways.” There was more open country around the main roads.
Jdg 20:33
“all the men of Israel rose up out of their place.” This was the main body of the Israelite army.
“Maareh-geba.” The name means “Cave of Geba,” and it might be a cave.
Jdg 20:34
“evil.” Not moral evil, but “evil” in the sense of something bad happening; we might say “disaster.”
“the Benjamites.” The text is literally “they,” but that is confusing in English.
Jdg 20:36
“So the children of Benjamin saw that they were struck.” This sentence would have been better placed as the closing sentence in Judges 20:35.
Jdg 20:37
“the ambushers spread out and struck the whole city.” Upon entering the city, knowing that the fighting men had left, the ambushers spread out and went throughout the whole city killing the people there.
“the mouth of the sword.” Used to show great destruction, as if the sword was eating its victims (see commentary on Josh. 6:21).
Jdg 20:40
“the whole city was going up in smoke to the heavens.” The Hebrew text is literally that the whole city, “went up to heaven” (or “the heavens,” or “the sky”).
Jdg 20:42
“the way of the wilderness.” That is, the road to and through the wilderness toward the east.
“but the battle overtook them.” The Hebrew text is more literally, “but the battle stuck to them.” The Israelites were not letting the Benjamites escape the battle but were chasing them down. The NAB has that the battle “kept pace” with them.
“and those who were from the cities they destroyed in each city.” The Hebrew text can be read as “they destroyed in the midst of it.” The Hebrew text seems to be saying that the battle overtook the Benjamites who had come out of the city to fight, and then the Israelite army killed the rest of the Benjamites in the cities of Benjamin. E. Fox (The Schocken Bible) has, “whoever was from the town, they [the Israelites] brought him to ruin in its midst.” This explains how the tribe of Benjamin was reduced to only 600 men; the women and children had been killed. The Benjamite tribal allotment was small, and so there were not that many cities in Benjamin. Joshua 18:21-28 lists some 26.
Jdg 20:43
“Nohah.” There is scholarly debate about Nohah because it means “resting place.” So, some versions take “Nohah” as the name of a small town, such as the ESV: “Surrounding the Benjaminites, they pursued them and trod them down from Nohah as far as opposite Gibeah on the east.” However, some versions take nohah as “resting place,” such as the JPS: “They inclosed the Benjamites round about, and chased them, and overtook them at their resting-place, as far as over against Gibeah toward the sunrising.” The majority of the translations have Nohah as the name of a town, although a translation like the JPS may be correct. There is no way to tell for certain at this time. Perhaps in the future archaeologists will unearth something that helps us interpret this text. Versions such as the NASB take a different view and say that Israel pursued the Benjamites “without rest,” but although that translation would make sense, the word “without” has to be added to the text and there does not seem to be sufficient reason to make that addition to the Hebrew text.
“Gibeah.” The Hebrew text reads “Gibeah,” and if this is the case, then the Israelites chased the Benjamites to the east from Gibeah. But some scholars feel that “Gibeah” should actually be “Geba,” which is to the east of Gibeah. The NET text note says, “Gibeah cannot be correct here, since the Benjaminites retreated from there toward the desert and Rimmon (see v. 45). A slight emendation yields the reading ‘Geba.’” Evertt Fox (The Schocken Bible) also has “Geba” instead of “Gibeah.” One reason some people prefer Geba to Gibeah is that if the Benjamites were fleeing to the Rock of Rimmon, Geba is right on the way there. But Gibeah could be correct, and if so, then the verse would be saying something like the Israelites chased them “from Gibeah toward the sunrise,” that is, the battle moved eastward from Gibeah.
The Benjamites stopped at the Rock of Rimmon, which is northeast of Gibeah (Judg. 21:45).
Jdg 20:45
“they gleaned of them.” This is a powerful metaphor, portraying the stragglers among the Benjamites as grain or fruit that had escaped being harvested when the main crop was harvested. These Benjamites had escaped death in the main battle between Israel and Benjamin, but as they ran away on the road, they were “gleaned” (killed) by the Israelites who were making sure all the crop was harvested, that is, making sure all the Benjamite army was killed.
Jdg 20:48
“the mouth of the sword.” Used to show great destruction, as if the sword was eating its victims (see commentary on Josh. 6:21).
“they sent up in fire.” Burning an idolatrous city was according to the command of Deuteronomy 13:12-18. So the Israelites were keeping some parts of the Torah, but not other parts. Sadly, this is typical of many believers.
 
Judges Chapter 21
Jdg 21:10
“the mouth of the sword.” Used to show great destruction, as if the sword was eating its victims (see commentary on Josh. 6:21).
Jdg 21:11
“devoted to destruction.” For more on things “devoted” to Yahweh and devoted to destruction, see commentary on Joshua 6:17.
Jdg 21:12
“which is in the land of Canaan.” Of course Shiloh was in the land of Canaan! So this statement is giving us more than a simple fact, it is pointing to the fact that the Israelites are not behaving like God’s people but behaving like pagans and are abandoning morals for the sake of expediency. In Judges 21:5, the oath was that anyone who did not help out the cause of Israel would be put to death. But now they need virgins for the men of Benjamin (and they would not have needed those virgins if they had not, for some unexplained reason, decided to kill every last Benjamite in Benjamin). So for expediency’s sake, the Israelites now abandon their oath and kill all the people of Jabesh-gilead except for the young women. Many of the details of exactly what happened are left out of the record. The inhabitants of Jabesh-gilead killed everyone except the “young women” who were virgins. But how did the Israelite warriors discover who exactly had had sex? And what age qualified a “young woman?” Girls were often married by age 12, so were the female babies killed up to perhaps age eight? The text is vague, and the whole venture disgusting. The Devil moved in people on both sides of the war and ruined lives on both sides. This whole record, Judges 19-21, shows the importance of having godly leaders.
Jdg 21:15
“made a breach in the tribes of Israel.” Here God is speaking metaphorically of Israel being a wall, and now there is a breach in it.
Jdg 21:19
“a feast of Yahweh from year to year.” This could be Sukkoth, (the Feast of Tabernacles), or it could be another feast the locals invented for some reason. If this is a grape harvest festival, the time is late summer or early fall.
“which is on the north of Bethel.” It seems unusual that the text would have to describe where Shiloh was. The Tabernacle was first set up there (Josh. 18:1). It seems as if the worship of Yahweh had been neglected to the point that some people did not even know where Shiloh was. This is the kind of verse that helps archaeologists and historians locate the ancient cities. Shiloh was on the Road of the Patriarchs (just to the east of the road).
“Lebonah.” A well-known site on the Road of the Patriarchs, known because when traveling from south to north there starts a sharp decline in elevation.
Jdg 21:21
“Shiloh...Benjamin.” The town of Shiloh was in Ephraim, north of the tribe of Benjamin. Israel’s plan for Benjamin was that they leave the tribal area of Benjamin and go north to Shiloh in Ephraim, kidnap young girls and then hurry back to Benjamin.
Jdg 21:22
“Be gracious to them, because.” This sentence is very difficult in the Hebrew text, and scholars differ on how to translate it, which is why the English versions differ so much in their translations.
“in the battle.” That is, in the battle at Jabesh-gilead when wives were acquired for only 400 of the 600 men.
Jdg 21:23
“whom they carried off.” The Hebrew verb translated “carried off” is a strong word in Hebrew. It suggests that the women did not go willingly. The NRSV has “abducted.” E. Fox (The Schocken Bible), has “kidnapped.” The tribe of Benjamin grew in numbers, and although there were now no “purebred” Benjamites, where both the man and woman descended from Benjamin, some notable people did come from Benjamin, among them King Saul and the apostle Paul.
Jdg 21:24
“from there.” This may have been at Shiloh, where the elders of Israel had to explain themselves to the fathers and brothers of the kidnapped girls.
Jdg 21:25
“In those days there was no king in Israel; every man did what was right in his own eyes.” This sentence occurs in Judges 17:6 and 21:25, thus near the beginning and also the very last sentence of Judges, thus setting apart the last five chapters from the rest of Judges (see commentary on Judg. 17:6).


Ruth Commentary
Ruth Chapter 1
Rut 1:1
“there was a famine in the land.” This famine happened in the period of the book of Judges, and likely during one of the periods when Israel had abandoned Yahweh and was worshiping pagan gods because famine was one of the signs of the judgment of God (Lev. 26:19-26; Deut. 28:23-24, 38-42). When people abandon God they open themselves up to the cruel attacks of the Devil. Elimelech, like Abraham, left the land when there was a famine (see commentary on Gen. 12:10). It is very unusual that there would be a famine in Israel, especially around Bethlehem, and not in Moab, the border of which was only about 25 miles from Bethlehem. One of the many lessons in Ruth is that often righteous people suffer because of the sins of the people around them. Elimelech and Naomi were righteous people, but they suffered when God’s judgment fell on Israel. The fact that the righteous suffer along with the wicked when people abandon and defy God is a major reason godly people should be invested in making sure a nation has godly rulers and godly laws. A nation that defies God will suffer many hardships.
“Bethlehem in Judah.” Since “Bethlehem” means “house of bread,” there are a couple of Bethlehems in Israel, this Bethlehem is Bethlehem in Judah.
“went to live in the country of Moab.” The Hebrew text reads literally, “in the fields of Moab,” but Moab was referred to by the idiom, “the fields of Moab.” The central area of Moab was a high plateau that had fields. The NAB reads, “the plateau of Moab,” which is geographically correct. The Bible never gives the reason that Elimelech left Israel. Obviously, many other people did not leave but endured the famine. It is possible that Elimelech was so discouraged by the idolatry of the people of Israel during the Judges period that he thought God’s judgment would be on Israel for years to come, and upon hearing that Moab was not experiencing the famine simply decided to go there.
Rut 1:2
“Elimelech.” The name means, “My God is King.” Elimelech is the only person in the Bible with that name. It is worth noting that the name is also found in the El-Amarna letters (c. 1350 BC, very close to the time of Ruth), and in a pagan context can mean “El is Milku” but that is highly unlikely in Bethlehem.
“Naomi.” “Naomi” means “pleasant” or “my pleasure.”
“Mahlon and Chilion.” The meanings of the names Mahlon and Chilion are difficult to determine with certainty. However, it is likely that Mahlon is from malah, “to be sick, to be weak,” and Chilion is from kalah, “to come to an end” thus “to be frail.” It is possible that those were the names actually given to the children when they were named because they were weak and frail. Children were not named at birth. Male children were usually named when they were circumcised at eight days old. It is also possible that these “names” were given to them due to their characteristics as they grew up, in a sense like nicknames based on character and behavior. It is common that names in the Bible tell us about the character or circumstances of the person and was not the person’s given name. For example, “Job” basically means “attacked one,” and would not have been his given name but a name he was called after his horrible ordeal of losing his children, wealth, and health. In any case, the names point to the circumstances of the boys and so it was no surprise to the Hebrew reader that they died when very young.
“Ephrathites of Bethlehem in Judah.” That both Elimelech and Naomi were “Ephrathites” means they were locals. They were born and raised in the Bethlehem area. “Ephrath” (or Ephrathah, Micah 5:2) means “fruitful,” but exactly what it refers to is debated. It could be another name for Bethlehem (and was likely used that way), or the area around Bethlehem, or a small village very close to Bethlehem, or perhaps the name of a clan that lived in Bethlehem or the general area. Ephrath was often identified with Bethlehem (Gen. 35:19; Ruth 4:11; Mic. 5:2). We see from the book of Ruth that although Naomi was an Ephrathite, she lived in Bethlehem.
Rut 1:3
“Then Elimelech, Naomi’s husband, died.” We are not told how Elimelech died, even though we might wish to know it. This is the case with all the records in the Bible, for they are written in a way that gives the reader enough information to get the flow of the story, but not so much information as to burden down the reader with details. “They don’t tell us too much. They leave a lot of blanks….” (Eugene Peterson). The effect this has is to invite the reader into the story, to think about it, muse about it, reflect on it, and discuss it with others. The Bible is not designed for speed-reading, but for communing with God, the Creator of the Universe, who has hand-picked the records in the Bible to teach us about Him and about us. Indeed, as the reader grows and matures in their knowledge of the text and in their experiences in life, the Bible becomes richer, more enjoyable, more satisfying, more profound. The Bible encourages us to be imitators of God and Christ, but to truly imitate them one must know how they think and how life works. Those truths are in the Bible, which is why it should be read daily, and why God encourages us to discuss it and meditate on what it says. The Bible is to be a subject of thought and discussion “when you sit in your house and when you walk along the road, and when you lie down and when you rise up” (Deut. 6:7).
“And she was left.” The Hebrew verb translated “left” often refers to someone who is left after the death of another, and often is used in the context of surviving the wrath of God (cf. Lev. 26:36, 39; Deut. 4:27; 28:62; 2 Chron. 34:21; Ezek. 6:12; 9:8; Zech. 11:9.
Rut 1:4
“And they took wives for themselves of the women of Moab.” It is not until Ruth 4:10 that we learn that Mahlon married Ruth and Chilion married Orpah.
Rut 1:5
“Mahlon and Chilion both died.” See commentary on Ruth 1:2, “Mahlon and Chilion.”
Rut 1:6
“Then she arose.” Ruth 1:6-7 is dominated by the feminine singular. It is Naomi, now the matriarch of the family, who is making the decisions. Ruth and Orpah follow her lead. Although there certainly would have been discussions, Naomi made the final decision.
“Yahweh had visited his people.” Yahweh had intervened and blessed the people. How did God “visit”? Not by a personal presence of some kind, but rather by giving them bread, which the people understood as being from God.
[For more on God “visiting,” see commentary on Exod. 20:5.]
“by giving them bread.” “Bread” is a common idiom for food. “Bread” came to be used by metonymy for food in general because bread was the main food in the culture and a staple of life. Bread was indeed the staff upon which the people leaned for food, and in literature it is sometimes referred to as the “staff of life” (cf. Lev. 26:26; Ps. 105:16; Ezek. 4:16; 5:16). It is not clear how Naomi could have heard there was food in Israel at the start of the barley harvest, but there are several possibilities (see commentary on Ruth 1:22).
[See Word Study: “Metonymy.”]
Rut 1:8
“Go, each of you return.” Naomi directs the young women, who were likely in their early to mid-20s, to return. Girls in that culture were generally married around 12-14, and if they lived with their husbands for 10 years (Ruth 1:4), then Ruth was likely 22-24 years old. Naomi gave them three opportunities to return to their families (Ruth 1:8, 11-12, and 1:15). On the basis of the book of Ruth, modern Judaism gives potential converts to Judaism three chances to change their minds. The text does not say why Naomi waited until they were on the road back to Israel to tell the young women to return to their families. One possibility is that it was not until Naomi was actually on the road that it became clear to her that the better choice for the women was to go back to their own homes. But it is also possible that where Elimelech decided to settle in Moab was east of the villages where the girls lived and so as Naomi was heading west back to Israel she had to pass that area, and so it was close to their own villages that Naomi told them to return to their families.
“the house of her mother.” This phrase is very unusual and unexplained. It is normally, “to the house of your father,” which is so common that it is the reading of one of the Septuagint manuscripts, which was apparently altered to fit the culture. Elsewhere in the Bible, the “house (or “room”) of the mother had to do with love and marriage (cf. Song 3:4, 8:2) and Isaac consummated his marriage in his mother’s tent (Gen. 24:67), so it is possible that Naomi used “the house of your mother” as a subtle way of saying that the girls had her blessing to remarry.
“May Yahweh show faithful love.” Naomi had not lost her belief in Yahweh, and was not embarrassed about it, even though she had lived in Moab for ten years. The top god in Moab was Chemosh, and Naomi knew Chemosh, if he acted at all, would not deal kindly with people. Naomi may not have known the spiritual reality behind Chemosh, that he was a demon, but she knew by the way he was worshiped that he was not a kind god.
The Hebrew word translated “faithful love” is hesed (#02617 חֶסֶד), and it cannot be easily translated into English. It is rooted in the concept of covenant and relates itself to the faithfulness that God shows in keeping His covenants and His promises. Although hesed is rightly used of God because of His covenants and promises and behaviors associated with covenants and keeping them, it is also used by people in a more general way to indicate devotion, kindness, faithfulness, love, etc., depending on the context. The broad semantic range of hesed explains why when it is used in the Hebrew text the English translations differ so widely in exactly how to translate it. For example, when Boaz says that Ruth showed hesed (Ruth 3:10) some of the English translations of it are “devotion,” “kindness,” “faithful,” “loyalty,” “goodness,” “faithful love,” and “lovingkindness.”
[For more on hesed, see commentary on Ruth 2:20.]
It also seems clear that at this time in Israel’s history people freely spoke the name of Yahweh, which the Jews no longer do. Sadly, we do not know exactly how they pronounced the name.
Rut 1:9
“in the house of her husband.” In the times of the Old Testament, a woman on her own was unheard of and her life would have been extremely difficult, even impossible. A woman found “rest” i.e., safety and security, by being married and/or being a part of a large family.
Rut 1:11
“Go back, my daughters!” The imperative verb translated “Go back” (more literally, “return”) shows the emphatic nature of Naomi’s urging the women to go back home. She cares for them and genuinely thinks they will be better off in Moab, where they would either find protection with their family or be able to remarry. There are three emphatic statements that bring great emphasis to Naomi’s urging: “Go back, my daughters!” (Ruth 1:11, 12), and “No, my daughters!” (Ruth 1:13).
“Why would you go with me?” By this time in her life, Naomi was wrestling with bitterness against Yahweh and life. We see this when she asked that she be called “Mara” which means “Bitter,” instead of “Naomi,” which means “Pleasant” (Ruth 1:20), and also in the fact that in Ruth 1:20-21 she levels four accusations against Yahweh. Here in this exchange, two things show forth quite clearly: the anger and bitterness she was dealing with personally, and her love for Ruth and Orpah.
It is important to recognize that Naomi’s question, “Why would you go with me,” is a rhetorical one. Naomi is not actually asking Ruth and Orpah for reasons that they would want to go back to Israel with her, rather, she is making the statement that “It is silly (even stupid) for you to go back to Israel with me, you are much better off in your own country with your own family.”
“Do I still have sons in my gut that they could be your husbands?” We can see Naomi’s bitterness even more clearly in this statement. It is an absurd question, and one that comes from a bitter and angry heart, not a logical and loving mind. Ruth and Orpah were in their 20s, so how could they wait at least 15 or 20 more years for Naomi to marry and then have boys who could marry them? The suggestion is absurd.
Furthermore, Naomi reveals her bitterness when she speaks of sons in her “gut.” Naomi does not use the normal word for womb (rechem, #07358) or even “belly” (beten, #0990), which is often used for the womb, but reveals her anger by rhetorically asking if she has sons in her “gut.” The Hebrew word translated “gut” is me`eh (#04578 מֵעֶה), and it refers to the internal organs, bowels, intestines; the “gut.” Although me`eh is sometimes used non-specifically or euphemistically of a male’s reproductive organs (cf. Gen. 15:4; 2 Sam. 7:12; 16:11), the Bible never uses it that way of a female’s reproductive organs, and the English Bibles that translate me`eh as “womb” in Ruth 1:11 only translate it that way in this one verse. But the translation “womb” does not carry the proper emphasis of the Hebrew text, which is Naomi’s bitterness. She curtly asked if she had any more sons in her gut.
Rut 1:12
“I am too old to have a husband.” This statement, although possibly true in the sense that Naomi might have passed menopause, is not literally true. It is a hyperbole, an exaggeration displaying her perhaps justified emotion: her anger, frustration, and grief at her situation. In the biblical culture, just as today, men married women for more reasons than children. If Naomi married Elkanah by age 15 and had her sons by age 20, and if they married at 15 and were married 10 years, then Naomi would have been 45 or so, and even if she was closer to age 55, that was not too old to marry, and may not have even been too old for her to have children.
Especially in the biblical culture when both men and women died unexpectedly and quickly, remarriage was common. The woman the Sadducees made an example of to Jesus had married seven times (Matt. 22:24-27). Naomi’s statement misses the point entirely. Neither Ruth nor Orpah would have thought that Naomi would bear sons who could be their husbands. What they would have thought was that Naomi would look for husbands for them from among her and Elimelech’s relatives, which is in fact what happened to Ruth. Naomi’s frustration and anger were so acute at this point that she did not even mention the natural and proper course of action, which was to look for husbands for the women among her relatives.
Rut 1:13
“refrain.” The Hebrew word occurs only here in the Hebrew Bible. It is related to the word “anchor.”
“No, my daughters!” Naomi has just asked two rhetorical questions, the last being “Would you therefore refrain from having husbands?” Nevertheless, when she then says “No, my daughters,” it seems clear that she is not answering the questions she has just asked but rather is continuing in her urging Ruth and Orpah to return to their homes in Moab. She is saying, “No, my daughters, don’t come with me. Go home.” Ruth certainly seems to understand that that is what Naomi is saying because Ruth tells Naomi not to press her to go back to Moab (Ruth 1:16).
“too much for you.” Naomi knows that life for a widowed and unmarried young woman, especially with no family to take care of her, would be incredibly hard, and Naomi thinks that this is unfair and too much for the two young Moabite women. Naomi feels like her life has not gone well, and it is not the fault of the two young Moabite women, nor Naomi’s fault either, but Naomi does not want the difficulty of her life to become part of the life experience of the Moabite women she has come to love. There is likely some self-pity and bitterness in her words in that she thinks life has been unfair to her, which it had been. A lot of anger and bitterness that people feel in life is due to feelings that God should have somehow worked to make life better.
Rut 1:14
“They lifted up their voice and wept.” That is, they wept aloud. The CSB says, “they wept loudly,” which gets the sense.
“and Orpah kissed her mother-in-law.” That is, she kissed her to show her love and in saying “goodbye.” We should know that at no time in the text is Orpah criticized by the Author or by anyone else. Orpah had no promise from God that she would be well taken care of in Israel. Besides that, she likely had no real confidence in the goodness of Yahweh, Israel’s God. After all, in the thinking of the time, He was the reason for the famine in Israel and certainly did not protect her husband Chilion from dying. So she did the natural thing and went back to her mother’s house where in all likelihood she remarried.
“Ruth clung to her.” The word “clung” is the same word used in Genesis 2:24 for a man being joined to his wife. The text shows that Ruth’s bond with her mother-in-law was very strong.
Rut 1:15
”Naomi.” The Hebrew text reads “she,” but we substituted “Naomi” for clarity.
“and to her god.” Naomi’s statement is noteworthy. It is obviously true, but it reveals a kind of detachment from Yahweh that to the faithful and committed believer, is unsettling. It is as if Naomi sees no advantage to serving and worshiping Yahweh over serving and worshiping other gods; she certainly urged Ruth and Orpah to go back to Moab instead of going to Israel and worshiping Yahweh there. But then, it is likely that at this point in her life, Naomi did not see any advantage for the women to go to Israel and worship Yahweh. Naomi likely looked at herself as a good person, yet based on the evidence in her life she said, “the hand of Yahweh has gone out against me.” Given that, could she predict great blessings from Yahweh upon the young women? Also, because of the way Moab treated Israel, the command in Deuteronomy was that a Moabite was not allowed to enter the congregation of Yahweh (Deut. 23:3), so Ruth would not be allowed to worship at the Tabernacle. So to Naomi, the advantages of Ruth and Orpah going back to Moab outweighed the advantages of going to Israel with her.
The word “god” is elohim, which is grammatically plural. In the context of pagan worship, it is difficult to determine whether the translation should be “god” (ASV, CSB) or “gods” (ESV, KJV). In Judges 11:24 the singular Moabite god is referred to as elohim, grammatically plural (Judg. 11:24; cf. 1 Kings 11:33, which also uses elohim (plural) to refer to a singular god. The grammatically plural elohim, when used of the Hebrew God Yahweh, does not mean that there is a plurality of “Persons” in God any more than Chemosh has a plurality of Persons in him. The NET text note says, “it is likely that Naomi, speaking from Orpah’s Moabite perspective, uses the plural of majesty of the Moabite god Chemosh. For examples of the plural of majesty being used of a pagan god, see BDB 43 s.v. אֱלֹהִים 1.d. Note especially 1 Kings 11:33, where the plural form is used of Chemosh.”
[For more on elohim not referring to a plurality in God, see commentary on Gen. 1:1.]
Rut 1:16
“Do not press me to abandon you.” These are the first words in the book of Ruth solely attributed to Ruth, and they show her firmly, resolutely, and honestly dealing with her mother-in-law. First, Ruth lovingly demands that Naomi stop pressuring her to leave. The Hebrew word for “press me” (“urge me” in many English versions) is paga (#06293 פָּגַע) and it has a few different meanings, including “confront, assault, attack.” While paga can mean press or urge, it rarely completely loses its attachment to the idea of a confrontation, assault, or attack, and so while Ruth is in fact saying, “do not press me to abandon you,” buried in the Hebrew words she uses is her making it clear to Naomi that she feels that Naomi’s imperative pressure for Ruth to leave is an attack, and she answers with her own imperative vocabulary, “Don’t press (attack) me!” She had decided to go to Israel and support Naomi and has chosen Yahweh as her God and that is the end of the story.
What a powerful lesson we learn from Ruth. Yes, Naomi’s life had many unexpected disappointments. Yes, Naomi was angry and bitter. And there is a time to be very gentle and accommodating in such situations, but there is also a time to get gut-level honest and say what needs to be said, and that is exactly what Ruth did. She met Naomi’s frustration and bitterness head-on and told her in no uncertain terms that she, Ruth, had made up her mind that the Israelites were going to be her people and Yahweh was her God. But Ruth did not stop speaking to Naomi with this mild rebuke. She immediately confirmed her love for Naomi, saying she would go wherever Naomi went and be with her where she lived and where she died. Finally, Ruth ends her speaking to Naomi by demonstrating her sincerity by speaking an oath-curse over herself if she abandoned Naomi: “Yahweh do so to me, and more also, if anything but death parts you and me.” Ruth’s love for Naomi and her determination to be with her and help support her opened the door for her, a Moabite woman, to be part of the genealogy of Jesus Christ, showing that God cares for all people and looks on the heart, not on outward circumstances.
“your people are my people, and your God is my God.” Ruth 1:16 indicates that Ruth had already made up her mind who her people and her God were—she accepted Yahweh as her God—and so told Naomi not to press her to leave. Although most English versions have the future tense verb, “will be” in the verse, and thus read, “your people will be my people,” the Hebrew has a future tense verb but does not use it here. Generally in Hebrew when no verb is in the text—and there is no verb here in Ruth 1:16—then it is understood that the present tense verb is meant unless the context directs otherwise, which it does not seem to do. Young’s Literal Translation gets the sense correctly: “thy people is my people and thy God my God.”
The idea that Ruth is speaking of the future is imported in many versions from Ruth 1:17, where the future tense Hebrew verbs are used, but the events in Ruth 1:17, death and burial, are future events so future tense verbs would be used to describe those events. But here in Ruth 1:16, the reason Ruth told Naomi not to press her to leave was that she had already decided who her people and her God were, and that is reflected in the Hebrew text which would normally be translated with a present tense verb, as in the YLT and REV.
Ruth 1:16 is one of the profound verses in the Bible that shows that the attributes of Yahweh—His care and concern for people, and His fairness, grace, and mercy—are clearly displayed for anyone who cares to take the time and make the effort to get to know Him, and His arms are open to all who will come to Him. Ruth was openly accepted into the society of Israel, and God clearly accepted her, so she is in the genealogy of Jesus Christ.
Rut 1:17
“Yahweh do so to me, and more also.” This phrase is a curse formula. This let Naomi know that Ruth was extremely serious about her commitment to Naomi and Yahweh. Here in Ruth 1:17, we see that by using the name Yahweh the way she does, Ruth has taken Yahweh as her God. Her native god was Chemosh, but typical of pagan gods, he was cruel. According to the Jewish Encyclopedia,[footnoteRef:363] Chemosh was essentially of the same nature as Baal. As such, Chemosh was worshiped by ritual sex (cf. Num. 25:1-4), might demand human sacrifice, and demanded other such impure and ungodly things. Ruth found out enough about Yahweh that she not only clung to Naomi, but to Yahweh as well, saying to Naomi “your God is my God” (Ruth 1:16). [363:  Isadore Singer, ed., Jewish Encyclopedia, s.v. “Chemosh” by Morris Jastrow and George A. Barton.] 

Rut 1:18
“was determined.” The Hebrew verb is a participle and thus expresses persistence as well as determination. Ruth did not waver in her decision.
“she said no more to her.” After Naomi experienced Ruth’s determination to be with her and go to Israel, she said no more to Ruth about returning to Moab. Ruth 1:18 is the end of the dialogue between Ruth and Naomi, and the scene now changes to Bethlehem and the reaction and reception that Naomi and Ruth received at Bethlehem.
Rut 1:19
“the women said.” In the Hebrew, the word “said” is the feminine plural; it is the women of the city who asked. The women were curious and concerned about these two women who had come to their city, Bethlehem.
“Is this Naomi?” There is a lot of meaning in this phrase. There is the surface meaning, “Is this actually Naomi, or someone who sort of looks like her?” Yes, it was Naomi, but it was not the Naomi they had known. The “Ms. Pleasant” who had left ten years earlier had left with a husband and two sons and was in the prime of life. Now Naomi returns without her husband or her sons, but accompanied by a young Moabite woman. Furthermore, the years and the hardships of life had taken their toll on Naomi’s appearance, and almost certainly her posture as well—she did not look like the Naomi of ten years earlier. Naomi picked up on the nuances of the question, “Is this Naomi,” and responded that “Naomi” was no longer a fit name for her, that she was now “Ms. Mara,” the bitter woman.
Rut 1:20
“She said to them.” Naomi had not seen these women for ten years, and they had a lot to catch up on. This conversation could have lasted for hours with many women speaking in the conversation. Yet what the Divine Author wants to draw our attention to is Naomi’s four statements against Him, which reveal her bitterness; an understandable emotion given what Naomi has been through with the death of her husband and sons. It is very human to be bitter at God when things go wrong in life, but we should learn from the New Testament that there is a furious war going on between Good and Evil, and God does not cause harm to believers. The New Testament lesson is that it is wrong to blame God for evil and misfortune; those things come from the Devil (see commentary on Luke 4:6).
“Do not call me.” The verb is feminine plural, so it is the women of the city who Naomi is addressing.
“Call me Mara.” Although many names in the biblical world were like names today, just chosen because they sounded nice or the parents liked them, some names were significant. Some were used because they were long-standing family names, and other names were used because of the meaning of the name. We do not know why Naomi’s parents decided to name her “Pleasant” (“Naomi” means “pleasant”) but it fit until she lost her husband and sons, at which time her name no longer fit her circumstances and she did not want to be called “Pleasant.” Sadly, she wanted to be called “Mara,” “Bitter.” This reflects a difference between The Old Testament and the New Testament. The New Testament has exhortation to put away things like bitterness, anger, and rage (Eph. 4:31), whereas the Old Testament does not have that same exhortation, although it recognizes the value of joy and gladness.
“El Shaddai.” The Hebrew is Shaddai (also in Ruth 1:21). Naomi’s talk with the women revealed her bitterness, and the Author draws our attention to it by a beautiful introversion pattern, where Naomi speaks of (A) “El Shaddai” then (B) “Yahweh” then (b) “Yahweh,” and lastly (a) “El Shaddai.”
Rut 1:21
“I went out full and Yahweh has brought me home again empty.” Life is unpredictable. Jacob left the Promised Land with only his staff, and returned with much livestock, wives, and concubines, and many children (Gen. 32:10). Naomi left Israel with a husband and two sons, and in her estimation came back empty. It was the women of the town who pointed out to her that her daughter-in-law Ruth was better than seven sons (Ruth 4:15).
“Yahweh has testified against me.” The general thought of the time was that if a person lived righteously then Yahweh would bless them, and if they were evil then things would not go well with them. Based on that belief, Naomi said Yahweh had testified against her by way of the circumstances of her life.
The Old Testament did not reveal the Devil, nor the intensity of the war between Good and Evil, and that left a lot of questions unanswered. Even kings and prophets had a lot of unanswered questions when it came to the evil that occurs on earth (and people who read the Old Testament without realizing that it had been superseded by the teaching in the New Testament have those same questions). When Jesus revealed the Devil and demons to his disciples, he told them things never before revealed: “And turning to the disciples, he said privately, ‘Blessed are the eyes that see the things that you see, for I say to you, that many prophets and kings desired to see the things that you see, and did not see them, and to hear the things that you hear, and did not hear them” (Luke 10:23-24). Grace and “truth” came through Jesus Christ (John 1:17).
[For more on why bad things happen on earth, see commentary on Luke 4:6, that God is not in control of what happens on earth.]
“El Shaddai has afflicted me?” This statement reflects Naomi’s theology and belief, but we learn from the New Testament and the teachings of Jesus Christ that what Naomi believed is not accurate. God does not kill people (Naomi’s husband and sons) and cause pain and trouble to people like Naomi and Ruth just to bring about His ends. The greatness of God is that He works in the warzone between Good and Evil like a master chess player, working to bring good from the evil that the Devil and evil people do (cf. Rom. 8:28).
Rut 1:22
“So Naomi returned, and Ruth the Moabitess her daughter-in-law.” This is a summary statement, not a sequel. Summary statements are common in the Bible, and this one adds the information about the barley harvest.
“in the beginning of barley harvest.” This is the time of the Passover and the Feast of Unleavened Bread. It generally occurs in our month of April.
 
Ruth Chapter 2
Rut 2:1
“a relative of her husband.” Boaz took wonderful care of Naomi and Ruth even though Naomi was only related to him by marriage. The word “relative” here is not the same as “kinsman-redeemer.”
“a man of noble character.” The Hebrew can be translated a number of different ways, as we see in the various English versions. The Hebrew could refer to a military warrior, a man of wealth, a person of integrity, etc. The context shows that Boaz was wealthy, but that is likely not what the text is emphasizing here. He would have been a wonderful person for Ruth not because of his money, but because of his integrity and godliness. The major emphasis about Boaz in the book of Ruth is that he was a man of noble character.
“Boaz.” Boaz was the son of Rahab the prostitute. This helps us understand his moral qualities and lack of prejudice, and also helps us fit the book of Ruth into the chronology of the book of Judges. Boaz was not far removed in time from the conquest of Canaan. If Salmon married Rahab during the lifetime of Joshua, which is almost certain, then Boaz would have most likely been born at the latest during the time of the first Judge of Israel, Othniel, although Rahab and Salmon would have been quite old when Boaz was born. The meaning of “Boaz” is uncertain, but it may be related to strength. It was also the name of one of the pillars in Solomon’s Temple (1 Kings 7:21).
Although it often happened in the Bible that a son differed in his moral character from his parents, it is much more likely that the children followed in the way their parents thought and acted. So much of the parents-to-sons behavior that is portrayed in the Bible occurs in royal families that without careful thought it can skew the mind of the reader. Most royal children were raised in harems which were dangerous places both physically and morally. The women of the harem lived in a terrible and demeaning cultural context. For one thing, they lived a constant contest of who would be the king’s sexual favorite, and that changed often, and with it came shifting power struggles in the harem as favorites were often granted special favors. Also, they lived in constant fear of death. It was uncomfortably common that when the king died and one of the king’s sons became king, that new king killed all his half-brothers and often their mothers as well. Also, sons of the king had to be aggressive and self-willed to do well in growing up in the tense atmosphere of the harem and also do well if they got to be the new king or of the family of the new king. The harem fostered aggressive and ruthless behavior, and that shows up in the behavior of many sons of kings.
In contrast to harem life, life for regular families was much different, and the moral qualities of the parents were passed on to the children. That certainly seems to be the case with Boaz. As a Canaanite, his mother, Rahab, was a prostitute, but we do not know why or for how long. It seems certain that her circumstances and the Canaanite culture contributed greatly to that and in fact likely forced it upon her. However, we can see from the book of Joshua that she was a wise and god-fearing woman and stood out among her fellow Canaanites. Her life totally changed when she was taken in marriage by Salmon, a godly man from the tribe of Judah. It seems clear that the two of them settled in Bethlehem in Judah and quickly rose to some prominence, which, together with Boaz’s long life of diligence and wise choices, explains how Boaz got to be a powerful landowner.
Rut 2:2
“Please let me go.” Ruth asks Naomi’s permission to go glean, wanting to make sure that Naomi feels comfortable with Ruth being gone and very likely in some amount of danger from prejudiced neighbors.
“glean among the ears of grain.” The poor were supposed to be able to glean the leftover grain from anyone’s fields, but not every landowner obeyed that law (Deut. 24:19-22). The “ears of grain” were the heads of grain in the entire kernel cluster.
“behind him in whose eyes I find favor.” Although the Hebrew text does indicate a man, “him” who showed her favor, she was not thinking of Boaz at this point. The culture was that men were the landowners, not women, so what Ruth said about being in a man’s field was general and cultural. In fact, she was likely thinking that the owner of the field would be the one harvesting it, which was not the case with Boaz, who had hired workers doing the work.
Ruth’s concern, “behind him in whose eyes I find favor” was genuine. She was a Moabite, and many Israelites had reason to dislike Moabites at this time. Furthermore, the fact that Naomi left for Moab with a husband and two sons and came back a broken childless widow could only add to their suspicion and dislike. It is likely that Ruth expected to be chased out of many of the fields around Bethlehem even though technically the Law of Moses allowed her to glean.
[For more on the reasons people from Bethlehem would dislike Moabites, see commentary on Ruth 2:10.]
Rut 2:3
“And she happened to come.” The Hebrew seems to put an emphasis on the unseen hand of God and His interaction with what would have seemed to Ruth as simply chance. The Hebrew is hard to translate into English, because it is literally something like, “and her chance chanced upon the portion...” or perhaps “and her happening was to happen on the portion….” The meaning of the text is that Ruth did not know where to go to glean, and simply picked a field that she thought would work and it turned out to be Boaz’s field. From Ruth’s perspective, that she chose Boaz’s field was pure chance, but we can see the unseen hand of God in guiding this godly woman’s decision. A wonderful lesson here is that often we don’t know what decision to make, but if we are godly and pray and do our best to make a wise choice, more often than not we will have good success. Many times in life we must press ahead with a decision even though we are not sure of the outcome.
“the field belonging to Boaz.” There is some flat ground just east of Bethlehem where grain can be grown, and Boaz had to come out of Bethlehem to his fields. So Boaz’s encounter with Ruth likely happened east of Bethlehem.
Rut 2:4
“And behold.” The word “behold” alerts us to the “coincidence” of the timing of Boaz’s arrival when Ruth was reaping. Frederic Bush tries to bring out the emphasis with his translation, “And wouldn’t you know it.”[footnoteRef:364] [364:  Frederic W. Bush, Ruth and Esther [WBC].] 

“Boaz came from Bethlehem.” Farming was not done in the ancient Near East as it is done in the USA today. Today, farmers generally live in houses on their farmland, but that was not the case in the ancient world. All the houses were close together in a town or village, and the farmland was outside the city, and depending on the geography of the area could be quite a walk from the city. In Bethlehem, the best farming land was somewhat to the east. Here in Ruth 2:4, Boaz left the town of Bethlehem and went to his fields. After the harvest, shepherds would often be allowed, and even encouraged, to graze their sheep on the fields so the sheep could eat and naturally manure the fields.
“Yahweh be with you.” This warm greeting from Boaz to his workers suggests the quality of man that he is and that he has fostered a good work environment for his slaves and servants. It also indicates that at this early time in Israel’s history people freely spoke the name of Yahweh, which the Jews no longer do.
“Yahweh bless you.” This blessing may have a connection to the harvest (cf. Psalm 129:7-8, where this is connected with the harvest). There is no reason not to believe that these men used the name of Yahweh in their blessings instead of Adonay, etc.
Rut 2:5
“young man.” The Hebrew is “young man.” Although many English versions say “servant,” which the man certainly was, the translation “young man” indicates much about him.
“Whose young woman is this.” This statement reflects the culture very well. Boaz does not ask, “Who is this woman?” He asks, “Whose young woman is this,” that is, to whom does this young woman belong? To be safe and secure, a woman would always belong to some man or family. Also, the fact that Boaz refers to Ruth as a “young woman” even though she would have been in her 20s gives us a hint that Boaz is much older than Ruth is.
Rut 2:6
“The young man.” The Hebrew text is “young man.” The young man was likely a servant, but that is more of an interpretation than a translation of the Hebrew text (see commentary on Ruth 2:5).
“She is the Moabite woman.” There is no indication that the foreman who Boaz spoke with knew Ruth’s name at this point, but he did know Naomi.
Rut 2:7
“Please let me glean and gather among the sheaves.” Ruth was poor and was a widow, so technically she was allowed by the Mosaic Law to glean the fields, but not every Israelite kept the Law. That seems to be especially true in the period of the Judges when “every man did what was right in his own eyes” (Judg. 17:6; 21:25). Furthermore, there was a lot of prejudice against Moabites because of recent history. The Moabites had caused trouble for Israel when Israel came out of Egypt and was about to enter the Promised Land, and early in the Judges period, Eglon, king of Moab, had oppressed Israel for 18 years (Judg. 3:12-14). Historical memories are long in the Near East, and those things would not have been forgotten. Ruth wanted to be sure she was going to be allowed to glean without being run off, so she asked permission. The fact that Boaz’s foreman gave her permission is more evidence of the noble character of Boaz. Boaz treated people righteously, and in turn, his workers had that same attitude.
[For more on why the Moabites tended to be disliked by the Israelites, see the commentary on Ruth 2:10.]
“among the sheaves behind the reapers.” As the reapers went through the field and cut the grain, “reaped,” they would cut more than they could carry, so they would stand up little wrappings of grain, which were referred to as the “sheaves.” So the reapers left sheaves of harvested grain behind them. Ruth asked if she could glean among those sheaves that were left behind the reapers as they moved forward through the field (cf. Lev. 19:9-19; 23:22; Deut. 24:19).
“She has been sitting a little while in the shelter.” As worded, Ruth was in the shelter at that time. The NASB gets the sense as in the REV: “she has been sitting in the house for a little while” (Ruth 2:7 NASB). The fact is there is no consensus as to how to translate the Hebrew, which is very difficult, and some scholars consider the last phrase of Ruth 2:7 to be the most difficult line to translate in the book of Ruth.[footnoteRef:365] This explains the various translations: “except for a short rest” (ESV); “her sitting in the house has been little as yet” (DBY); “with scarcely a moments rest” (NAB); “without resting even for a moment” (RSV). So the scholars differ as to whether Ruth had rested, was now resting (cf. REV), or had not as yet rested. [365:  Daniel I. Block, Judges, Ruth [NAC], 657-58.] 

Rut 2:8
“Listen carefully, my daughter.” The Hebrew is literally “Have you not heard, my daughter? This is an idiom and basically means, “Listen carefully, my daughter” (cf. CSB, ESV, NAB, NASB, NET, NIV, NJB, NLT, NRSV). Frederic Bush writes: “Hebrew often uses a negative question in such a way as to be emphatically affirmative...the whole construction certainly has an exclamatory effect...The same idiom occurs in v. 9 and 3:1, 2.”[footnoteRef:366] However, it is possible that Boaz was not sure why Ruth was in his field of all the fields around Bethlehem and was asking her if she had heard from Naomi that he was a relative of hers. But that explanation seems less likely given the fact that it does not flow with the next phrase in the verse. [366:  Frederic Bush, Ruth and Esther [WBC], 119.] 

The addition of “my daughter” reflects the fact that Boaz already feels some affection and responsibility for Ruth because of her relation to Naomi, and also is a reflection of the age difference between them.
“Do not go to glean in another field.” Boaz now knew that Ruth was with Naomi and we can see that both as a godly man and a relative of Naomi’s he felt some responsibility toward her safety and also how well she did in gleaning. As a man from the area, Boaz likely knew that there was some general animosity toward Moabites and also some ungodly behavior toward young unattached women. Furthermore, if the story of Ruth falls chronologically during the time of the judgeship of Deborah (see commentary on Ruth 4:18), there was much sexual oppression, however more so in northern Israel. The fact that Boaz told Ruth not to glean in other fields shows the wealth of Boaz. He owned enough land that just gleaning from it alone would be enough for Ruth and Naomi.
“stay here close to my young women.” As a wealthy landowner, Boaz had both male and female servants working in his fields. The time of the harvest was critical so birds, mice, etc., did not eat the harvest, so it was important to harvest it quickly. Harvest time was usually an “all hands on deck” type situation. This was also why Ruth worked so hard during this time. Harvest was the one-time event that provided food for the whole rest of the year. The verb translated “stay here close” is a strong word and the same as we see in Genesis 2:24 where the man “joins” to his wife and also in Ruth 1:14 where Ruth “clung” to Naomi. Ruth would be better protected and would eventually develop friends in the village if she stayed close to Boaz’s young women.
Rut 2:9
“and go after them.” Ruth could not go with the young women, who were harvesting, but could follow after them and glean.
“touch.” A euphemism for harass, especially sexually. Ruth was an unmarried woman not protected by a father or brothers, so she was very vulnerable to being harassed and even raped. The word “touch” is used of sexual intercourse in verses such as 1 Corinthians 7:1, and it is used for “harm” in Genesis 26:29 and Joshua 9:19.
“and drink from that which the young men have drawn.” Although Boaz could have had a cistern somewhere around his field from which water could be drawn, it seems more likely that it would have been drawn from the well close to the gate at Bethlehem (2 Sam. 23:16) and then carried to the fields where the work was being done. In the biblical culture, it was usually the women who drew water (cf. Gen. 24:11). It is possible that the men actually drew this water, or it is possible that Boaz’s fields were far enough away from the well that the men carried the water there and Boaz spoke in general terms. In any case, the water was drawn by Boaz’s servants, and water was jealously guarded in the biblical culture, particularly during the dry season, which had started by the time of the barley harvest and would last from April until late October or so. That Boaz would offer his water to Ruth shows more of his noble character and kindness toward her.
Rut 2:10
“bowed herself down on the ground.” The Hebrew word for “prostrated herself” is shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), which can mean to prostrate oneself, or to bow down, or to “worship.” It can be confusing to the English reader, however, that in most English versions when one person bows before another person, “bow down” is used, while if a person bows before God, “worshiped” is used. That has led to the false teaching that people only “worship” God. The act of worship was the same before people, angels, and God; it was bowing down. It was the posture of the heart, not the action, that separated bowing before God or bowing before another human.
Daniel Block writes: “Overwhelmed by Boaz’s generosity, Ruth (literally) ‘fell on her face and worshiped him’...This verse illustrates the biblical understanding of worship. ...As the first clause, ‘and she fell on her face’...explains, fundamentally “worship” [Block uses the Hebrew word] denotes the physical gesture of prostration, that is, falling to one’s knees and bowing with face/nose to the ground before royalty or deity. But that gesture was also performed in less significant contexts as a secular greeting, mark of respect, or expression of gratitude.”[footnoteRef:367] [367:  Daniel I. Block, Judges, Ruth [NAC], 660.] 

[For more on shachah and its referring to prostration, bowing, or “worship,” see Word Study: “Worship.”]
“Why have I found favor in your eyes.” Ruth was not expecting to be as well received as she was, in fact, she likely expected to be resisted most everywhere she went, so her surprise and question are genuine.
“since I am a foreigner?” Ruth was not just a “foreigner,” she was a Moabite. That fact alone reveals the personal courage she had in coming with Naomi back to Israel, and it reveals her love for Naomi and for Yahweh, the God of Israel. She had no idea the kind of prejudice and persecution she might face in Israel, but she bravely did what she knew was right to do and was willing to face whatever challenges or difficulties presented themselves.
The Israelites had some good reasons for hating the Moabites. The Moabites descended from Abraham’s nephew Lot, and Lot’s son Moab was the son born from the incestuous relationship between Lot and his daughter (Gen. 19:30-38). Although the Dead Sea and the Arnon River in the Transjordan were general borders between the two countries that prevented what could have been general border problems such as happened between Israel and Syria, there certainly had been problems between Israel and Moab. For example, the Moabites had resisted Israel when they came out of Egypt and hired Balaam the prophet to curse Israel (Num. 22-24). Also, the Moabites attempted to lure Israel away from Yahweh to the worship of their gods via the sexual rituals tied to cultic prostitution, and that eventually led to the death of more than 24,000 Israelites (Num. 25:1-9). Also, Moab was so onerous to Israel that God commanded that they be excluded from the assembly of Yahweh (Deut. 23:3-4). And most recently to the time of Ruth, there had been the 18-year Moabite oppression of Israel, especially southern Israel where Bethlehem was, under the reign of Eglon, king of Moab (Judg. 3:12-14). So Israel had reasons for disliking Moabites, but that did not deter Ruth from supporting Naomi and going to where she could worship Yahweh.
The reasons for Israel to dislike Moab also show the quality of man that Boaz was. Boaz was an old man, so he almost certainly was alive during the oppression of Israel by Eglon king of Moab, and thus could have had his own personal reasons for hating Moabites. Yet he realized that people should be judged on their own merits and not be condemned because of the nation they came from.
Rut 2:11
“It has been told, yes, told to me all that you have done​.” Boaz understood the genuineness of Ruth’s question and explained why he is showing her such favor. The Hebrew text uses the figure of speech polyptoton, repeating the verb “told” in different forms for emphasis (the literal is, “being told it was told to me.” The NLT expresses the idea of the text in amplified language: “I also know about everything you have done for your mother-in-law since the death of your husband.”
Boaz’s answer is also a view into his soul, that he truly was a noble and humble believer. A proud and arrogant person would have thought, “That’s just the way I am, a great guy,” but that kind of thinking would never have even come into the mind of a wonderful believer like Boaz. He credits his treatment of Ruth as springing from her godly actions, not that he was so great.
Here we learn that Boaz had been told all about Naomi and Ruth before Ruth ever showed up in his field. He was not expecting Ruth in his field and did not know who she was when he saw her. So this tells us that Boaz was a wise man who kept abreast of the news and gossip in the village. Also, as a close relative of Elimelech, when he learned that Naomi had returned to Bethlehem and that Elimelech, Mahlon, and Chilion had all died, he would have known that he might have to step into the role of the kinsman-redeemer to help Naomi out, and that would have caused him to be even more interested in Naomi and Ruth than he might otherwise have been if it had been someone from another family who came to Bethlehem.
[For more on the form of the translation and the emphasis of the polyptoton, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
“how you have left your father and your mother and the land of your birth.” Many choices in life are very difficult, and the choice of leaving her father and mother may have been difficult for Ruth, but that is the choice she made. The fact that Boaz said, “you have left your father and mother” indicates that they were still alive. But Ruth had tasted the love and justice of Yahweh and decided that Israel was where she wanted to live and that Yahweh was the God she wanted to worship.
Communication was much more difficult in the ancient world than it is today, and we have no information about whether she ever saw her birth family again, but the chances are that she did not. When Christians make the choice to worship the God and Father of the Lord Jesus Christ, it often happens that they lose the close fellowship with their family that they once had, but making the choice to serve God is the right choice.
Rut 2:12
“May Yahweh repay your work and a full reward be given to you from Yahweh.” Although in this context Boaz would have meant that he desired for Ruth to be repaid in this life for all her kindness to Naomi and her service to God, he certainly would have known that it often did not happen, so he would have also had in the back of his mind that if people did not get repaid for their service to God in this life, they certainly would in the next life.
“from Yahweh, the God of Israel.” Boaz knew that Ruth was a Moabite, and no doubt said this on purpose to acknowledge to Ruth that he understood that she had made allegiance to Yahweh. However, there is also no doubt that Boaz believed in Yahweh himself. Boaz was not one of those Israelites who had forsaken Yahweh to serve Baal or some other pagan god, he was a believer in Yahweh, and his kind and generous actions came from that belief.
“under whose wings you have come to take refuge.” Boaz uses the metaphor of a bird that spreads its wings over the young chicks to protect them. (Technically Boaz used the figure hypocatastasis, see commentary on Rev. 20:2). Psalm 36:7, 57:1, and 91:4 mention taking refuge under God’s “wings.”
Rut 2:13
“because you have comforted me.” This was not just something nice for Ruth to say. Boaz’s words brought great comfort to Ruth. She no doubt started the day with palpable tension, wondering if she would be allowed to glean or be driven off people’s land and wondering if she would get enough grain to comfortably feed her and Naomi. Now she was comforted and could relax in the knowledge that she would be allowed to glean and would be able to get enough food for her and Naomi.
“speak to her heart.” An idiom often meaning, “to speak tenderly” (cf. Isa. 40:1), but here also having the meaning of speaking encouragingly.
“servant.” Here in Ruth 2:13, the word “servant” (which occurs twice in the verse) is a translation of the Hebrew word shiphchah (#08198 שִׁפְחָה). In Ruth 3:9 the word “servant” is a translation of 'amah (#0519 אָמָה). For the difference between the two words, see the commentary on Ruth 3:9.
“I do not have the standing of one of your female servants.” The literal Hebrew is “though I am not like one of your female servants,” but what Ruth meant was that she did not have the household standing of one of Boaz’s female servants.
Rut 2:14
“And at mealtime.” So there has been a time break between the last conversation between Boaz and Ruth and now.
“Come here.” As a Moabite and a poor gleaner, Ruth would have naturally kept her distance from Boaz and his workers. But Boaz intervened and made her part of the group. This may have made Ruth or some of Boaz’s workers uncomfortable, but if that was the case the Bible does not mention it. Any uncomfortable feelings would have been in the head and heart of the individual, not God or the godly man Boaz, so if they were there at all they are not mentioned. Those kinds of feelings need to be dealt with, but are usually up to the individual to deal with and overcome.
“in the wine vinegar.” This vinegar is a wine vinegar, not the apple cider vinegar that is common in the United States today. Dipping bread in wine vinegar is still done today, and often oil and perhaps some other spices are added to the vinegar. It is likely that the reason there was wine vinegar at the cross of Jesus was that some of the people or the soldiers had some to dip their bread in.
“So she sat beside the reapers and he.” The fact that Boaz, a wealthy landowner, would eat with his workers is still more evidence of the quality of man that he was. He could have afforded to eat a much better meal than just bread and roasted grain, and many wealthy men would not have eaten with the workers, but Boaz did not separate himself that way. While there is no evidence he tried to blend in as “one of the guys,” neither did he stay aloof from them.
“he passed roasted grain to her.” The Hebrew verb translated “passed” is only used here in the Hebrew OT, and its meaning is debated, which explains the diversity of the ways it is translated in the English versions (“reached her” ASV, JPS, KJV; “gave her” BBE, NLT; “served” CEB, NASB; “passed” CJB, ESV, NKJV, RSV; “offered” CSB, NIV; “handed” NAB, NET, TNK; “made a heap” NJB; “heaped up” NRSV). The word is used in modern Hebrew for “pinched,” and although the verb could have meant something different in ancient Hebrew, if modern Hebrew is a guide it might refer to some of the grain being “pinched” apart (perhaps “portioned out”) to her.
“and had some left over.” So Boaz gave her such a large portion that she could not eat it all. Boaz likely knew that ahead of time and was trying to help her, and that theme continues in the next verses.
Rut 2:15
“Let her glean even among the sheaves.” The sheaves were the bundles of grain that the reapers left as they went through the field cutting the grain and then wrapping it up into bundles. The reapers would go through the fields cutting and wrapping the grain into sheaves, then come back and gather the sheaves and put them in a cart if there was one available (cf. Amos 2:13). The fact that the sheaves were not gathered yet in Boaz’s field meant the harvesters had not finished in the field, and normally gleaners—the poor people and others who needed food—would not be allowed to glean until the field was fully harvested and the sheaves picked up. Since the sheaves were only held together by a few stalks of grain wrapped around a bundle of harvested stalks, some of the sheaves would come apart, and a gleaner would tend to act as if that grain was free for the taking when it was actually not. For Boaz to allow Ruth to gather even among the sheaves shows his great generosity toward her and Naomi. We see that generosity still more in Ruth 2:16 when he tells his reapers to leave some grain on purpose so Ruth can glean it.
“do not reproach her.” The Hebrew is more literally, “do not put her to shame.” In the Eastern culture, even today, being reproached or reprimanded in public causes a person to be ashamed, as the Japanese say, “to lose face.” Although the immediate context is Ruth gleaning among the sheaves without being reprimanded for it, Boaz’s general statement, “do not reproach her” (do not put her to shame) has a wider context as well. Prejudice can run deep in people and in cultures, and some of Boaz’s workers may have had animosity against Moabites (some of it well-deserved) and might well have made hurtful comments to her.
Rut 2:16
“pull out, yes, pull out.” The Hebrew text uses the figure of speech polyptoton, repeating the verb for emphasis.
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
Rut 2:17
“until evening.” There was no “five o’clock quitting time” in the ancient world. Working people worked while there was daylight to do it. Job 7:2 says “Like a servant who earnestly desires the shadow,” which means that the servant looks for the big shadow cast by the setting sun because that means the end of the day’s work.
“then she beat out.” Ruth did not carry the grain on the stalk back to Bethlehem, but threshed it right there by the field. She would have been tired from gleaning all day, but pushed herself to complete the work she had to do by beating the grain off the stalk.
Beating out grain referred to the process of separating the wheat from the stalk, also called “threshing” (cf. Judg. 6:11). Small amounts of grain were threshed by beating the grain by hand, which is what Ruth would have done. Although a very small amount might be threshed by simply beating the stalk on the ground, it was more common to beat the grain with a stick. Often some kind of flail was used. For example, although the origin of nunchaku (better known as “nunchucks”) is unclear, they were likely invented by Okinawan farmers as a flail for threshing rice, which had to be threshed off the stalk just as wheat and barley had to be threshed off the stalk. Although the Bible does not tell us the method Ruth used to thresh the barley she had, it is unlikely she carried a flail with her and therefore much more likely that she just beat the stalks of barley on the ground.
If the amount of harvested grain was large, one way that it was threshed was by having a cow or other heavy animal walk back and forth over the grain pile. When the animal walked over the grain pile, its hoofs separated the grain from the stalk. The Law of Moses forbid the animals to be muzzled while they were working, they got to eat as they worked: “You are not to muzzle the ox when he treads out the grain” (Deut. 25:4; cf. 1 Cor. 9:9; 1 Tim. 5:18). Another way that grain was threshed was by using a “threshing sled.” Threshing sleds were heavy wooden sleds with rocks or iron pieces driven into the wood on the bottom of the sled to cut the stalks of grain up and separate the grain from the stalk (Amos 1:3).
“about an ephah of barley.” There is serious disagreement about how much an “ephah” was. It was apparently between 30 and 50 pounds, or between two-thirds of a bushel and a bushel.
Rut 2:18
“picked it up.” This is a general term for the entire process of picking the grain up off the ground after threshing it and then picking it up to carry it home.
“saw what she had gleaned.” Naomi noticed how much Ruth had gleaned, and recognized at this point that someone had intentionally helped her, as we see from Ruth 2:19.
“what she had left over.” This is referring to what she had eaten earlier in the day (Ruth 2:14).
Rut 2:19
“Where have you gleaned today.” Communication was very limited in the biblical world. There were no cell phones or other means of easy communication. When Ruth walked out the door of where she and Naomi were staying in the morning, the only thing that Naomi knew was that Ruth was going to walk eastward toward the fields of grain there. But from the time Ruth walked out until when she walked back in there would usually not have been any news about her. Naomi no doubt had some amount of anxiety as to where Ruth would go, how she would be treated, and how much grain she could glean to sustain her and Naomi.
Naomi’s double question, “Where have you gleaned today...Where have you worked,” followed by her emphatic blessing, “May the one who took notice of you be blessed” expresses her great surprise at Ruth’s showing up with so much grain. The questions came rapid-fire, and were more expressions of surprise than actual questions, although they were questions and would be answered later. The scene is actually like Ruth walking in the door with over 30 pounds of grain and Naomi exclaiming, “Oh my goodness! Where on earth did you glean today? Where did you work that you could have gotten all that grain! Blessed is he who helped you!” Only after Naomi was over the shock and surprise at all the grain Ruth had was Ruth able to begin to tell her where she had worked that day.
Rut 2:20
“Then Naomi said to her daughter-in-law, ‘Blessed of Yahweh be the one.’” After hearing that Ruth “just happened” to go to the field of Boaz, a kinsman-redeemer, she spontaneously speaks a second blessing on Boaz and that he be blessed by Yahweh. Naomi may have been bitter against Yahweh, but she still believed in Him and could see His invisible hand in this “chance encounter” between Boaz and Ruth. Actually, this statement by Naomi marks a shift for the better in Naomi’s life and things get better and better for her through the rest of the book. Also, her statements mark a shift for the better in her attitude toward Yahweh. Although it would be wonderful if everyone would be like Job and have a positive attitude about God through good times and bad times, most people are like Naomi—when times are good people have a good attitude about God, and when times are bad they have a bad attitude toward God. Perhaps if Naomi had been in a better state of mind to begin with, she could have directed Ruth to start gleaning by going into fields that belonged to members of Elimelech’s family, but either she was too upset to see that possibility or after being gone from Bethlehem for ten years she did not know what fields belonged to family members.
“his covenant faithfulness.” The Hebrew word hesed (#02617 חֶסֶד) cannot be easily translated into English. It is rooted in relationship and the concept of covenant and relates itself to the faithfulness that God shows in keeping His covenants and His promises. Hesed wraps up in one Hebrew word many of the wonderful qualities of God: covenant faithfulness, lovingkindness, mercy, grace, loyalty—wonderful qualities that come from the heart. Hesed is thus impossible to translate by the same word in all of its contexts; the translator/reader must understand the semantic range of hesed and use the meaning that best fits the context. However, since hesed is, on its most basic level, a relationship word, and when it comes to Israel and the Israelites it is a covenant word, it is good to try to use “covenant faithfulness” or something such as that when translating it if the context warrants it, which it often does if hesed is referring to the relationship actions between God and Israel.
It is worth noting that different scholars understand hesed to have different meanings, and this is due to the wide semantic range of the word itself. The NIDOTTE says, “The concept of faithfulness, steadfast love, or more generally kindness, represented by hesed, has a strong relational aspect that is essential to any proper definition of the term. … The divine exercise of hesed is based on God’s covenantal relationship with his people; hesed is the ‘essence’ of the covenantal relationship.”[footnoteRef:368] [368:  Willem VanGemeren, New International Dictionary of Old Testament Theology and Exegesis, 2:211.] 

Scholars agree that hesed is grounded in the relationship between people and/or the relationship between people and God. So it is in understanding the relationship, and the spoken and unspoken promises and commitments that underpin that relationship, that are a vital part of hesed. It is because of the relationship, and the expectations of the relationship, that hesed exists and can be expected. For example, if God had hesed toward Israel, it is because of the relationship that exists between them. Depending on the context, that hesed can be expressed in many ways, “faithfulness, mercy, love, grace,” etc., but underpinning those things is the relationship (usually an expressed relationship or even a covenant) that exists between the two parties. Thus, when God moves in favor of Israel, His covenant with them is usually at play in some manner, and so in those cases “covenant faithfulness” is often a good way to understand God and why He does what He does.
Although hesed is rightly used of God because of His covenants and promises and behaviors associated with covenants and keeping them, it is also used by people in a more general way to indicate devotion, kindness, faithfulness, love, etc., depending on the context. For example, when Boaz says that Ruth showed hesed (Ruth 3:10), some of the translations of it in the English Bibles are “devotion,” “kindness,” “faithful,” “loyalty,” “goodness,” “faithful love,” and “lovingkindness.” Different scholars see the exact nuance of hesed in Ruth 3:10 differently, and thus the different translations. It is noteworthy that Naomi uses the word hesed in her blessing here in Ruth 2:20, because part of the covenant, the Mosaic Law, was that people show love and kindness to widows, which Boaz was doing.
“to the living and to the dead.” The “living” are Naomi and Ruth, who need Boaz’s help. The “dead” are Elimelech, Mahlon, and Chilion, who had the responsibility to care for Naomi and Ruth but could not fulfill it, whom Boaz has remembered and honored by taking some of their responsibilities upon himself.
“kinsmen-redeemers.” The Hebrew is the verb gaal (#01350 גָּאַל). In this context, it has both the idea of a family member and one who acts to restore and preserve the family. Daniel Block writes about the form of the Hebrew word and its meaning. “The participle form, גֹאֵ֖ל, functions as a technical legal term, related specifically to Israelite family law” (fn: More than half of its occurrences are found in four texts involving Israelite family matters: Lev. 25, 27; Num. 35 and Deut. 19). This is a kinship term denoting near relatives who were responsible for the economic well-being of other clan members.”[footnoteRef:369] Daniel Block lists five responsibilities of a גֹאֵ֖ל, a kinsman-redeemer: buy back hereditary property that had passed to people outside the clan (Lev. 25:25-31); buy and free people from the clan who had sold themselves into slavery due to poverty (Lev. 25:47-55); finding and executing murderers of near relatives (Num. 35:12, 19-27; cf. Deut. 19:6, 11-13. There was no police force in the ancient biblical world); receiving restitution money on behalf a deceased victim of a crime (Num. 5:8); and ensuring that there was justice in lawsuits that involved relatives (Job 19:25; Ps. 119:154; Jer. 50:34). [369:  Daniel I. Block, Ruth [ZECOT], 147.] 

It was also the responsibility of a blood brother of the dead husband to marry his brother’s widow and have children by her who would bear the name of the dead brother (Deut. 25:5-10). Although it is not explicitly stated in the Law that a relative should do what a blood brother was supposed to do, the fact that Naomi seemed to think that one of her relatives would marry Ruth indicates that in many cases a relative probably stepped up to marry the widow and be a kinsman-redeemer as if he were a blood brother. Boaz also said that by marrying Ruth he would raise up progeny to keep the name and inheritance of Elimelech and Mahlon alive, which is what a blood-brother kinsman-redeemer would do. However, what ended up happening in the biblical text was that when Boaz married Ruth who bore Obed, Obed became part of Boaz’s genealogy (Ruth 4:18-22; 1 Chron. 2:4-15; Matt. 1:3-6; Luke 3:31-33), and neither Elimelech nor Mahlon is ever mentioned again. The reason for that is not explained in Scripture, but it could easily have to do with the fact that Boaz is part of the famous genealogy that led from Adam to Jesus Christ, through King David, and that overshadowed the line of Elimelech.
Rut 2:21
“Ruth the Moabitess.” The fact that the text adds “Ruth the Moabitess” here reminds the reader of the cultural unlikelihood that anything could ever come of the relationship between a dedicated Israelite like Boaz (or one of his family members) and the Moabite woman, but in doing that it increases the reader’s awareness of the goodness and grace of God, and how He can make what seems impossible possible.
“You should stay close to my young men.” Boaz knew that without proper protection, Ruth was vulnerable to being harassed and perhaps even raped, so he acted to protect her. Naomi recognized Ruth’s vulnerability as well (Ruth 2:22). Boaz’s attitude toward this young Moabite woman demonstrates God’s heart for people who are “different from us.” All humans are descended from Adam and Eve. There is no room or reason for prejudice in God’s heart based on color or place of origin. What matters to God, and what should matter to us, is how people talk and act. There are ungodly, evil, and dangerous people, but that is not based on skin color, language, or place of origin.
Interestingly, what Boaz said was for Ruth to stay close to his “young women” (Ruth 2:8). Here Ruth said that he said to stay close to his “young men.” It is possible that he said both, or that Ruth interpreted him to mean his harvesters in general which would mean both his young men and young women. It is also possible that now that Ruth knows she will have food for her and Naomi that her primary interest shifts from her sustenance to her protection, and the fact that Boaz’s young men and women worked in close proximity meant that being close to the women also meant being close to the men who would protect her.
“finished all my harvest.” Not just the barley harvest, but all the harvest. Although in this context Boaz likely meant the grain harvest, depending on what he grew his complete harvest could go on through the spring and early summer grains, the summer vegetables and grapes, and the fall fruit trees.
Rut 2:22
“It is good, my daughter, that you go out with his young women.” This statement by Naomi reflects more of the change in her heart as she shifts away from being so bitter about God. Angry, bitter people focus on themselves, but in this statement, Naomi is only interested in Ruth’s welfare, not that she will have food for the year.
“so that others will not harm you.” See commentary on Ruth 2:21.
Rut 2:23
“in order to glean.” The Hebrew infinitive denotes purpose. Being in Boaz’s field close to his young women allowed her the safety and opportunity to glean through the whole harvest.
“until the end of barley harvest and of wheat harvest.” The barley harvest was associated with Passover and the Feast of Unleavened Bread, so it usually started in our April, while the wheat harvest was usually associated with Pentecost, which was often in our June, so Ruth’s gleaning was probably at least six weeks and more likely around two months. The importance of having a plentiful harvest and storing lots of grain cannot be overstated, because there was only one harvest all year and it had to feed the family for that whole next year. So there is little doubt that Ruth worked very hard for those couple of months.
 
Ruth Chapter 3
Rut 3:1
“should I not seek rest for you.” A polite way of saying, “Shouldn’t I be trying to arrange a marriage for you?” In the biblical culture, it was the role of the parents to find a spouse for a daughter or son. Since Ruth had no parents in a position to do that for her, it fell upon Naomi to try to see that Ruth would marry and be an accepted part of a family clan. Here again, we have evidence of the shift going on in Naomi’s heart and her being healed of her bitterness. Here she is interested in Ruth’s welfare and not solely focused on her own, even though she would have known that if Ruth was taken care of, she would also almost certainly be as well.
The book of Ruth has many wonderful lessons embedded in the text that show that if a person is going to do well in life, they need to get busy and start doing what they can, and this is one of those lessons. Naomi does not just sit back and tell Ruth that they should pray for a husband for Ruth; she takes the initiative and puts together a bold plan for Ruth to get married.
Rut 3:2
“Now, isn’t Boaz.” This is one of the many rhetorical questions in Ruth. Naomi could have just made the affirmative statement, “Boaz is our relative,” but framing the statement as a rhetorical question pulls the reader into action.
“whose young women you were with.” Naomi is hatching a bold and somewhat risky scheme to get Boaz to accept an invitation to marry Ruth. She is trying to get Ruth to buy into her plan by reminding Ruth that Boaz had been gracious to her in the past and made sure she was protected as she was gleaning, so why would he not offer her protection now by marrying her? What is completely missing from this section of Ruth, and is without explanation, is why Naomi would not have done what parents did in that culture when they wanted to give a son or daughter in marriage, ask the parents of the prospective spouse or, in this case, due to Boaz’s age and standing in the community, simply ask Boaz himself. No explanation is given for this glaring omission.
“our relative.” Not the same word as “kinsman-redeemer” that occurs elsewhere in Ruth, or in Ruth 3:9. Note how Naomi now intimately connects Ruth with her plan to get a husband for Ruth by calling Boaz “our relative,” not “my relative” or “my dead husband’s relative.” On the other hand, the fact that Naomi only refers to Boaz as “our relative” shows us that there was much more conversation between Ruth and Naomi about Naomi’s plan to get Boaz to marry Ruth than is written in the book of Ruth. In Ruth, Naomi’s instructions only take four verses (Ruth 3:1-4), and she calls Boaz “our relative,” but by the time Ruth is lying at Boaz’s feet at the threshing floor, Ruth asks Boaz to marry her “because you are a kinsman-redeemer.” The development of this plan between Naomi and Ruth very likely took hours but the meat of it is the four verses in Ruth. One of the amazing things about the Bible is the way the Author captures the essence and essentials of a conversation or event so the reader gets what is necessary to understand without having to read a lot of non-essential material.
“Look.” Naomi uses this interjection to catch Ruth’s attention.
“he is winnowing barley tonight.” Winnowing was done in the evening or early night when the winds blew and it was easier to separate the grain from the chaff. Generally, cool breezes blew from the west at night, from the Mediterranean Sea, and winnowers took advantage of both the cooler evening/nighttime and the wonderful breeze. In the process of winnowing, the piles of grain, stalk, and chaff that had been separated during threshing were thrown into the air. The round, heavy grain fell almost straight down, the pieces of stalk blew a little distance away, and the small chaff blew even further away. At that point, the grain could be more easily picked up to be sieved, which happened before it was ground into flour.
The fact that Boaz was winnowing barley shows that the barley harvest was over. But the barley harvest had just started when Naomi and Ruth arrived in Bethlehem (Ruth 1:22). So it was likely only a month or so that Ruth and Naomi had been in Bethlehem, and now Naomi was seeking a husband for Ruth. The age difference between Boaz and Ruth and the fact that Ruth and Naomi needed family support meant that it was understood that this marriage was not based on romantic interests but rather on personal necessity. Also, it was likely that Ruth would not be Boaz’s only wife unless his other wife had died and he had not remarried. In fact, there is no reason to assume that a wealthy man like Boaz only had one other wife, although that may have been the case. Also, it is very likely that Boaz had children by his wife or wives, but they are not mentioned for the same reason that the wives and children of Jesus’ twelve apostles are not mentioned, they are not germane to the biblical record or the points that the Author is trying to make.
“the threshing floor.” the threshing floor was a flat area where the stalks of wheat could be piled and then threshed and then winnowed. The smooth, flat surface allowed the grain to be better separated and collected.
Rut 3:3
“wash yourself, anoint yourself, put on your nice garment.” Ruth was going to propose that Boaz marry her, and so she made herself presentable for that occasion. It is questionable how much of Ruth’s somewhat elaborate preparations were recognized by Boaz, given the fact that Ruth approached Boaz in the dark. But if Boaz noticed even some of them, many years of living in that culture would have immediately and instinctively indicated to him that this was the behavior of a bride, and that alone would have made it quite obvious to him why Ruth was there at his feet and what she wanted, which soon she would explicitly ask for. There is no indication, however, that Ruth was in any way trying to seduce Boaz at this time (although some people have suggested that) and no indication on Boaz’s part that he would have agreed to such an encounter anyway. Frankly, given Boaz’s noble character, and given the history of Israel and the fact that during their wilderness wanderings the Moabite women used ritual sex to seduce the men of Israel to worship pagan gods (Num. 25:1-9), any hint that Ruth the Moabitess was trying to seduce Boaz would have almost certainly repulsed him and soured his relationship with both Ruth and Naomi (see commentary on Ruth 3:4, “uncover his feet”).
“go down to the threshing floor.” The grazing land to the east of Bethlehem was a little lower in elevation than the town of Bethlehem, so people had to “go down” to the threshing floor. Then people go “up” into the city (Ruth 4:1).
“until he has finished eating and drinking.” It was very common that at mealtime the men of a clan ate together and then later the women and children. Naomi’s advice that Boaz finish eating and drinking was not only so he would be relaxed, but also so Ruth, who was already being somewhat aggressive in asking for Boaz to marry her, would not appear desperate, and furthermore, she had to meet him alone, when he was away from all the other men.
Rut 3:4
“note the place where he is lying.” How exactly to note where Boaz had laid down would take some planning. Ruth could not just go and stand somewhere close to the threshing floor without being noticed. The grain harvest was very valuable and was always the target of thieves who were looking for an opportunity to swoop in and grab some grain and run off, so grain owners had a sharp eye out for people who were just “hanging around” the threshing floor. The Bible does not tell us how Ruth did it, but it would not have been easy.
“go and uncover his feet and lie down; then he will tell you what you are to do.” This is an amazing sentence describing boldness yet tact and humility, and it also leaves unspoken that which everyone knows had to be, and was, spoken. To begin with, we wonder why Naomi did not follow the ancient custom of advocating for Ruth. Although the Bible does not say why, it is likely that Boaz was very old, close to 90 anyway, and perhaps older, and Ruth was almost certainly in her early 20s (see commentary on Ruth 1:8 and 4:18). Given that, it may be that Boaz did not think it appropriate to ask Ruth to marry him, and also may have felt Ruth would have rejected him. The obvious solution was to have Ruth ask Boaz herself. Also, obviously, there had to be more to what happened than just Ruth lying at Boaz’s feet and then him telling her what to do. What is graciously left unspoken is that Ruth would have to ask Boaz to marry her. This was likely discussed in some detail between Naomi and Ruth, but is left out of the text, perhaps because that it happened was so obvious.
“Uncover his feet.” That Naomi told Ruth to uncover Boaz’s feet is an interesting tactic. It was not that Ruth was to uncover Boaz’s feet, lie down, and then cover the feet and herself again. Ruth was to uncover Boaz’s feet and lie down next to them. Naomi likely gambled—correctly in this case—that the cool night air would eventually make Boaz uncomfortable and he would wake up and find Ruth lying there, which is exactly what happened. About midnight Boaz trembled, ostensibly because of the cold, and woke up to find Ruth at his feet. Ruth’s lying at Boaz’s feet shows proper humility and tact, but still gets the point across that Ruth was desirous to serve Boaz, which was more or less the way women were thought of in that culture—not as equals but as servants; often beloved and honored servants, but as servants nevertheless.
Some of the vocabulary that is used in Ruth 3 to describe Naomi’s plan and Ruth’s actions can be used idiomatically and in some contexts have a sexual meaning, and this has led some commentators to assert that Naomi and Ruth plotted to have Ruth go to the threshing floor to seduce Boaz. For example, that Ruth would bathe herself and put on special clothes can be confused with the way a prostitute dressed, the verb “lie” and the phrase “lie down” can refer to sex (similar to the English word “sleep”), the word “feet” is sometimes used in the biblical culture for the genital organs, etc. For example, Jeremy Schipper suggests that Ruth did not uncover Boaz’s feet, but rather he applies the word “uncover” to Ruth and translates the phrase such that Naomi instructs Ruth to “undress at his feet and lie down” (Ruth 3:4). Schipper writes, “Naomi is probably instructing Ruth to undress and lie at Boaz’s feet, as Ruth does in the following verses (3:7, 8, 14). Nevertheless, exactly what type of activity Naomi implies and Ruth carries out remains unclear because in some of the references above, uncovering the body is used with the various forms of the root skb (“to lie down”) as a euphemism for sexual activity...Moreover, other verbs that Naomi uses in this verse (“know” and “enter”) derive from roots that are often used as euphemisms for sexual intercourse.”[footnoteRef:370] Many scholars admit that that vocabulary does not have to be taken to mean that Ruth went to the threshing floor to have sex with Boaz, but say that the way it is written, “the storyteller meant to be ambiguous and hence provocative” (Jack Sasson, Ruth (commentary on Ruth 3:4)). [370:  Jeremy Schipper, Ruth [AB], 143-44.] 

Frankly, suggesting that Naomi counseled Ruth to go to the threshing floor to try to seduce Boaz and that Ruth would agree to that scheme casts a dark cloud of doubt and worldliness over Naomi, Ruth, and even Boaz, which is against their character as it is generally portrayed in Ruth and against the social norms of how godly people live. However, such an overtly sexual portrayal of the three characters is very much in vogue with the modern and worldly outlook on life that tosses aside the value of genuine godliness and obedience to God (and even the existence of God itself) and makes almost everything about sex and related activities that the Bible would deem immoral and ungodly. Thankfully, many conservative scholars see that Ruth 3 is not about Ruth seducing Boaz. For example, Daniel Block agrees that in certain contexts some of the vocabulary used in Ruth can be euphemistic of sex, but notes that the words also have a non-sexual meaning. In his commentary, Block first defends the non-sexual meaning of the vocabulary in Ruth 3, and then writes, “Finally, rather than noting the restraint with which Naomi chooses her words, the overtly sexual interpretation exaggerates the significance of her instructions in v. 3, and disregards the narrator’s characterization of both her and Ruth in the story. How could he have Boaz, also a virtuous person, bless Ruth for her action (v. 10) and characterize her as supremely noble (v. 11) if she was acting like a prostitute? Neither Naomi nor Ruth expresses interest in sex or even progeny at this point. Naomi’s concern was to provide more security for Ruth than she, as mother-in-law, could offer. Only a husband could give the long-range protection and support she needed. Furthermore, an attempt at seduction would undermine the entire enterprise.”[footnoteRef:371] [371:  Daniel I. Block, Ruth [ZECOT], Ruth 3:3b-4g.] 

Although the readers of the book of Ruth are not told all the “whys and wherefores” in the record, we can see that Naomi is genuinely interested in Ruth’s welfare and Ruth is bold enough to carry out Naomi’s plan, which of course would also mean Ruth herself would be cared for.
Rut 3:5
“All that you say I will do.” Ruth understood the wisdom of what Naomi was telling her, and the need that she and Naomi provide a family for themselves.
Rut 3:6
“her mother-in-law commanded her.” So Naomi took charge of making sure Ruth would have a husband and be taken care of.
Rut 3:7
“he went to lie down at the edge of the heap of grain.” Landowners would often participate in the protection of their harvest, and that is the main reason Boaz would sleep by the grain pile. An ancillary reason was he would likely not want to make the walk back to Bethlehem at night. Although we are not told how large the heap of grain was, given how much grain Ruth gleaned in one day indicates that this was a very large grain pile.
Rut 3:8
“trembled.” The Hebrew is hard to exactly translate because it can have different meanings. It can mean “trembled” for some reason such as fear, but in this case, Boaz might have simply been chilled by the night air. Or Boaz may have in some sense felt something was wrong and trembled and turned, only to discover a person was there.
“behold, a woman was lying at his feet.” The word “behold” in this context indicates surprise and probably even shock. The presence of Ruth there at the threshing floor and there at his feet was a total surprise. It likely took him a moment to even figure out that it was a woman. The Bible is silent about how much light there was at that time from the moon, but judging by the fact that Ruth could leave without being well seen there would not have been a full moon that night.
Rut 3:9
“Who are you.” Boaz did not yet know who was there with him.
“I am Ruth your servant.” The Hebrew word used here in Ruth 3:9 and translated “servant” is 'amah (#0519 אָמָה), and it generally referred to a female servant or female slave, a maid or handmaid, a concubine. However, 'amah is a different word from the Hebrew word translated “servant” in Ruth 2:13, which is shiphchah (#08198 שִׁפְחָה). Although shiphchah also means female servant or female slave, maid, handmaid, or slave girl, shiphchah is considered by many scholars to refer to the lowest rank of the female slave, who was also often the female slave of the mistress of the house.
The words 'amah and shiphchah are often used synonymously, or seemingly without distinction in the Hebrew text, especially when they are used in Hebrew poetry. But sometimes, such as here in Ruth, the difference between the two words is important. When Ruth first meets Boaz in the field and he is unexpectedly kind and generous to her, she refers to herself as a shiphchah because that was how she was debasing herself and portraying herself, the Moabite girl, as the lowest form of servant girl. But here in Ruth 3:9, Ruth is about to ask that Boaz marry her, so referring to herself as the lowest possible slave would have been inappropriate. Thus, here in Ruth 3:9, Ruth calls herself an 'amah, a female servant who Boaz could marry. So Ruth portrays herself in two different ways using two different words, depending on her situation. The fact that she takes advantage of the words available to her and appropriate to each situation displays some of the wisdom and tact that Ruth had.
Unfortunately, today’s English language does not have a large vocabulary when it comes to the status of servants. In fact, the only English word that is well recognized and that mostly fits with what Ruth called herself is the word “servant,” and so most English Bibles use “servant” in both Ruth 2:13 and 3:9, even though the English text then loses some of the richness that can be found in the Hebrew text.
“the wing of your cloak over your servant.” The same idea occurs in Ezekiel 16:8, where God spread the corner of His garment over Israel when she was young. What Ruth said was picturesque and humble, but her meaning was unmistakable. Ruth epitomized boldness with humility and tact. The Hebrew word “wing” is used of the corner or end of the garment (cf. Deut. 22:12; 1 Sam. 15:27; 24:5-6, 11).
Rut 3:10
“May you be blessed by Yahweh, my daughter!” The Hebrew can also be translated as many versions do, “Blessed are you of Yahweh,” but it seems more likely that Boaz is not stating here that Ruth is blessed, but rather saying “May you be blessed.” Boaz’s statement allows the reader to breathe a sigh of relief and opens the door for marriage for Ruth and protection for her and Naomi. Boaz is obviously looking favorably upon Ruth and even if he doesn’t marry her he understands what she needs and will assist her in getting it. The other possibility (a very possible alternative, actually), was that Boaz would be scandalized at Ruth’s bold and unorthodox approach and would have driven her from the threshing floor. If that had occurred, the book of Ruth would read quite differently.
“You have shown more devotion at the end than at the beginning.” This powerful statement shows us that Boaz was not in some “I just woke up” muddled state of mind, but was thinking and analyzing very clearly. He immediately recognizes the boldness and risk Ruth was taking in what she was doing, and makes the statement that this act of hers took more “devotion” than what she had done “at the beginning,” most likely a referral to what Ruth had done in leaving her family and the land of her birth and coming to Israel with Naomi. The word translated “devotion.” is hesed, which is generally a covenant word that indicates the kind of faithful and loving behavior that people in a covenant relationship show.
[For more on hesed, see commentary on Ruth 1:8.]
“you did not go after young men.” This implies that Boaz was quite old. But even if old he was capable. He traveled back and forth to his fields, diligently cared for his land and crops, and was obviously still very clear-headed in his thinking.
Rut 3:11
“my daughter.” Boaz sees Ruth as young enough to be his daughter, but realizing her welfare is at stake is willing to marry her.
“do not be afraid.” Boaz understood perfectly that Ruth (and Naomi) had reasons to worry about their future, and Boaz speaks directly to that to calm Ruth’s mind.
“I will do for you all that you say.” This demonstrates true humility on the part of Boaz, even in making the statement the way he did. Doing “all that you say” is generally the role of the servant, listening to the master, but here Boaz understands the need that Ruth and Naomi have, he understands his kinship relation to them, and he understands the wisdom in Ruth’s being married to him, so he makes the simple and humble statement, “I will do for you all that you say.” A man with more insecurity and pride might have understood Ruth’s need but have spoken to her differently.
“for all the gate of my people knows.” The word “gate” is a metonymy for the people of the gate, both the gossips and the elders, and the elders at the gate were the authorities in many cities. We now know for sure what we might have expected earlier, that Ruth had been a topic of discussion around the whole town. If “all the gate,” the elders and the gossips, knew that Ruth was a woman of noble character, then she must have been discussed and debated at some length, and certainly with some people “for” her and some “against” this Moabite girl. But in the end, her faithful devotion to Naomi and her quiet and respectful way of being had won over the people of Bethlehem such that now “all” the people (likely a hyperbole for the vast majority) understood that she was a noble woman. Since it was just now the end of the barley harvest, and Ruth came to Bethlehem at the beginning of the barley harvest, it likely took four to six weeks for people to reach that opinion.
There is a great lesson in how Ruth behaved when she knew—and she would have known—that the town was talking about her. It can be very uncomfortable to know that people are talking about you, but that is often an unavoidable part of life for those who do anything noteworthy. Ruth sets a sterling example of what to do and what not to do in that situation. Ruth just kept on doing what she needed to do, working to support her and Naomi. She did not go around the town trying to run interference for herself and influence public opinion in her favor.
“you are a woman of noble character.” The word translated “noble character” is used here and in Proverbs 12:4 and 31:10.
Rut 3:12
“there also is a kinsman-redeemer nearer than I.” The Levitical Law was that if a woman’s husband died, the man’s brother would marry the widow and have children by her who would then bear the name of the dead brother (Deut. 25:5-10). In this case, Boaz was not even a descendant of Elimelech, but was a relative of his (Ruth 2:1). Given the fact that people at that time tried to have large families for mutual care and protection, it is not unusual that there would be someone in Elimelech’s family who was a closer kinsman-redeemer than Boaz. It is also worth noting that Elimelech did not have a blood brother that could be the kinsman-redeemer.
Rut 3:13
“Stay here tonight.” The reason that Boaz wanted Ruth to stay the rest of the night with him instead of going right home is unstated, but there are a couple of logical reasons why he might have said it. One reason is that it was more dangerous to travel in the middle of the night than it was when it was first getting light enough to see. Another reason could be that Boaz wanted Ruth to be close in case either of them thought of something that needed to be discussed about their plans for the next day. The suggestion that Boaz wanted that so he could have sex with her is out of place (see commentary on Ruth 3:4, “uncover his feet”).
“let him redeem you.” The phrase, “let him redeem you” could almost seem too casual or perhaps too matter-of-fact and heartless for this situation because it is Ruth’s life and the man she would be married to that is undecided. Ruth knows Boaz, but who is this other man who was a closer relative to Elimelech, and if he decides to redeem Ruth, what would her life, and Naomi’s life, be like then? But in spite of these unknowns, it is important to do things in an honest way. Boaz was a fair and honest man, and he did things in a right and honest way. That is the right way to live even if sometimes things do not turn out the way one expects them to. Psalm 15:4 says that the one who is qualified to live on God’s holy mountain is one “who keeps an oath even when it hurts, and does not change his mind,” and doing the right thing even when it hurts is God’s faithful way, and we certainly see that in the life of Jesus Christ.
Rut 3:14
“It must not be known that the woman came to the threshing floor.” This would protect both Boaz’s and Ruth’s reputations. In the same way that thieves would try to steal from a threshing floor (see commentary on Ruth 3:4), prostitutes knew that the men at the threshing floor were generally away from their families and could pay right away in grain. So it was not uncommon to see a prostitute at the threshing floor (Hos. 9:1), and neither Boaz nor Ruth needed that accusation hanging over their heads. The Hebrew text reads “the woman” while the Septuagint text reads “a woman.” It is possible that “the woman” is a copyist’s error, or it is possible that by “the woman” Boaz meant Ruth and that people had taken notice of his concern for Ruth and Naomi.
Rut 3:15
“cloak.” This particular word translated “cloak” is unusual, occurring only here and Isaiah 3:22.
“hold it.” The idea is to hold it tightly so the grain would not spill out. The Hebrew means to hold or grasp.
“measured six measures of barley.” This is likely about 60 pounds, but the exact measure is unknown. This shows the great concern that Boaz had for Naomi and Ruth. It also would have provided some protection for him had Ruth been seen and recognized; it would have looked like Ruth came early to see about getting some sustenance for her and Naomi.
“and he went into the city.” The Hebrew text reads “he.” Some late Hebrew manuscripts, and the Syriac and Vulgate, read “she,” and some English versions follow them and not the Hebrew text. Which reading is correct is a difficult choice because they both ended up going into the city of Bethlehem: Ruth to Naomi with the grain, Boaz to the city gate.
Rut 3:16
“How did it go, my daughter?” The Hebrew text is idiomatic, literally, “Who are you, my daughter.” The Hebrew text, while idiomatic, shows a deep grasp of humanity, because “who” we are changes with the circumstances of our life. If things are going well for us, then we are calm, peaceful, happy, and tend to be giving and forgiving. But if things are not going well for us, then we tend to be more self-centered and could be angry, unhappy, etc. Although it has been suggested that Naomi said “Who are you” because it was still dark and Naomi did not recognize her, that seems hardly credible. Naomi sent Ruth to be with Boaz, and now Ruth returns, and there is very little doubt that Naomi spent the night without sleep, waiting and worrying about the situation. She was looking for Ruth and would not have mistaken her. Even though the literal “who are you” is an idiom meaning something such as “how did it go,” the idiom arose out of the truth that people are different in different situations.
“all that the man had done for her.” The use of “the man” here is purposeful. Both Naomi and Ruth knew Boaz well by this time, and it seems natural that Ruth would have used his name. But at this point in the record, Ruth and Naomi need a “man” who can take them under his wing and make sure they are cared for, so in this sentence, it is more important to emphasize that a “man” had promised Ruth much, and emphasize his gender, than use his name and say, “Boaz.”
Rut 3:17
“to your mother-in-law.” Boaz was concerned for Naomi, and exemplified the heart of the Law (Deut. 24:17-21).
“Do not go empty-handed to your mother-in-law.” This is the second time the word “empty” occurs in Ruth, the first being Ruth 1:21, when Naomi said that she had left Bethlehem full, but that Yahweh had brought her back “empty.” It surely seems that Naomi’s situation is changing, and she is getting filled by people who love Yahweh.
These are the last words spoken by Ruth in the book of Ruth, and they show the same heart that Ruth has shown ever since she first came on the scene in chapter 1; her concern for others and especially Naomi. Surely this conversation between Ruth and Naomi was long and emotional, and the Author could have chosen many different statements to be Ruth’s last words. The fact that He chose them to be about Boaz taking care of Naomi is no accident, then the scene quickly changes to Ruth 4.
Ruth 4 is dominated by Boaz negotiating to be the kinsman-redeemer, comfort to Naomi, and the royal genealogy of King David. We know that Boaz married Ruth and that Ruth had the baby Obed, but more about Ruth than that is only speculation. Also, Boaz was much older than Ruth, he likely being at least 90 and her being in her mid-20s when they married, so we can only guess at what might have happened to Ruth after Boaz died.
If the book of Ruth occurred during the judgeship of Deborah as the genealogy in Ruth 4 suggests, Ruth would have been alive and Boaz likely dead when the Israelites rejected Yahweh again and were subsequently afflicted by the Midianites and Amalekites during the time of Gideon. At that time the Midianites and Amalekites, who came from the south and east but likely entered Israel north of the Dead Sea, “encamped against them [Israel] and destroyed the produce of the land as far as Gaza, and left no sustenance in Israel, and no sheep or ox or donkey” (Judg. 6:4). Gaza is southwest of Bethlehem, so while it is possible that the Midianites bypassed the central hill country of Israel and came down from the north through the Shephelah and coastal plain, it is quite possible that they went right through the breadbasket of southern Israel and thus would have devastated Bethlehem in their attacks. In any case, the Midianites and Amalekites so afflicted Israel that “Israel was brought very low because of Midian” (Judg. 6:6), so it could not have been a good time for Ruth, who would likely have been still alive but likely in her late 40s or older.
Rut 3:18
“Then she said.” These are the last words of Naomi in the book of Ruth, and they are factual but as comforting as she could be given the situation. Naomi does not give glowing words of hope about the future, but her confidence in Boaz is comforting. It often happens in life that people have to rely on one another, and being a reliable person is part of being a godly person, and God has a lot to say about being a faithful, reliable person (cf. Prov. 25:19).
“Sit still.” The Hebrew is just “sit,” but the idea is “sit still,” or “wait.”
“how the matter turns out.” A more literal translation would be “how the matter will fall,” which was her way of expressing how the matter will turn out. The source of the idiom is not known, and this is the only place in the Bible where the word “fall” is used to mean “turn out” or “result.” It is possible that the idiom came from the practice of using lots or dropping other things to determine the will of God (cf. Ezek. 21:21). This does not seem to be just helpless fatalism on the part of Naomi, but based on her telling Ruth to “sit still,” it seems to be based in Naomi’s perhaps newfound confidence that things will turn out well. Nevertheless, she expresses the situation well, because good outcomes are not guaranteed in life.
“for the man will not rest.” Naomi had picked up upon the concern that Boaz had for her and Ruth, and realized that he would deal with the matter of the kinsman-redeemer that day if at all possible.
 
Ruth Chapter 4
Rut 4:1
“Now Boaz.” The action shifts from Ruth and Naomi to Boaz (see commentary on Ruth 3:18).
“went up.” The town was higher in elevation than the fields around it (cf. Ruth 3:3).
“city gate.” In the biblical culture of the Old Testament, it was the custom that the elders of a city would sit at the city gate (Gen. 19:1, 9; Deut. 21:19; 22:15; 25:7; Josh. 20:4; Ruth 4:11; 1 Sam. 4:18; Esther 2:19, 21; 3:2; Lam. 5:14; Dan. 2:49). The fact that Bethlehem had a wall and a gate at this early time in its history shows that it was a town of some importance.
[For more on the elders at the gate, see commentary on Ruth 4:11; and for Wisdom being at the city gate, see commentary on Prov. 1:21.]
“And behold.” The word “behold” is to catch our attention, but here it adds an element of surprise. We see God’s hand at work in that the very man Boaz needed to meet with showed up at the city gate apparently not long after Boaz himself arrived.
“friend.” The Hebrew is purposely vague and does not give the man’s name even though Boaz would have known it and seems certain to have used it in this situation. A literal translation of the Hebrew text would be more like “Turn aside, such and such” or “Turn aside, certain one.” The NET goes so far as to call the man “John Doe.” The translation “friend,” done in many versions, is interpretive. Different reasons have been proposed for the book of Ruth not personally naming the man. Some have suggested personal embarrassment, although the man would have been long dead by the time the book of Ruth was written, but his clan would almost certainly been alive. Others have suggested that not naming the man may be a literary device to contrast the fact that he refused to keep the name of Elimelech’s son Mahlon alive by not marrying Ruth.
Rut 4:2
“ten men.” The Mosaic Law required two or three witnesses, but in getting ten, Boaz will make the conclusion to his case indisputable.
Rut 4:3
“is selling.” There is a huge amount of scholarly discussion about this piece of land. There are a number of possibilities based on the Hebrew text and the Law of Moses. The verb translated “is selling” is a perfect tense (past tense) verb, so one possibility is that the land had already been sold to someone outside the family because of Naomi’s situation, and now Naomi is appealing to have the land bought back by a kinsman-redeemer and brought back into the family. Another possibility is that the verb can also be taken as a participle in which case the sense would be that Naomi “has put up for sale” the land. There are some other possibilities as well. As readers, we really do not have enough information in the text to make a firm decision, and the reason is likely that the property was ancillary to the point of the record, which was about Ruth and getting her and Naomi well taken care of.
One question that remains unanswered is that the reader was more or less led to believe that Naomi was a needy widow who was being sustained through the harvest by Ruth, but could she have land to sell? And if so, how much and how much was it worth? Or, as the text can be read, it is possible that Elimelech sold the land before he left for Moab and now there is a chance to redeem it back to the clan.
“brother.” Here the word “brother” is used to mean a relative, not a literal brother from the same father or mother.
Rut 4:4
“to inform you of it.” The Hebrew text uses an idiom, “uncover your ear.”
“For there is no one to redeem it besides you.” What Boaz said must be understood in the social context. When Boaz said, “there is no one to redeem it besides you,” he meant that there was no relative closer in line to redeem it than that man he was speaking to.
What is going on at this time in Ruth is not specifically addressed in the Law. The Mosaic Law only spoke of the actual brother of the deceased man, and stipulated that a brother of the deceased would marry the widow. But it seems clear that neither Boaz nor the man he was talking to were actual brothers of Mahlon. It is therefore reasonable to assume that people understood the Law to mean that if no actual brother existed, then the next closest relative could act as the kinsman-redeemer unless, as in this case, he turned it down and another person acted as the kinsman-redeemer. Thus the door was opened for Boaz to be the kinsman-redeemer for Ruth, and Naomi would become taken care of as part of the family clan.
“I will redeem it.” Apparently, this unnamed relative was wealthy and interested in increasing his land holdings around Bethlehem.
Rut 4:5
“you buy it also from Ruth the Moabitess.” That makes sense because Ruth’s husband who died was the rightful heir, and Orpah had stayed in Moab and would likely have remarried and had Moabite children in Moab.
Rut 4:6
“serve as the kinsman-redeemer.” The verb “kinsman-redeemer” has no object in the Hebrew text, although many translations add one and read “redeem it.” The verb without the object is better translated to act or serve as the kinsman-redeemer.[footnoteRef:372] [372:  See Robert L. Hubbard, The Book of Ruth [NICOT].] 

Rut 4:7
“this was the custom in former times.” The custom that is described in Ruth 4:7 is quite similar to the custom described in the Mosaic Law (Deut. 25:5-10). It also apparently differs from the custom as it was commonly practiced at the time the book of Ruth was written down because the custom described here in Ruth 4 was the custom as it was practiced “in former times.” There were often customs such as this sandal custom that made it clear that a deal had been made and finalized and both parties agreed to it. When it comes to covenants and agreements, it is easy to forget who agreed to what, and written contracts were rare, so customs developed such that everyone knew the deal had been made. When Abraham made a covenant with Abimelech, king of Gerar, Abraham gave him seven lambs, which Abimelech accepted from Abraham (Gen. 21:28-32).
“sandal.” The custom of giving up a sandal when land is bought, sold, or exchanged likely comes from the idea that the right to walk on the land belonged to the person who owned the land, and when a person no longer had a right to walk on the land then he gave up a sandal as tangible proof the land was not his. It also was a clear proof that the deal was done. If someone had your sandal, then everyone knew you agreed to the deal.
Rut 4:8
“and he took off his sandal.” Grammatically, the Hebrew text is unclear as to who took off his sandal, Boaz or the other man, but it seems the one who had the right to walk on the land received the sandal from the other person.
Rut 4:9
“Boaz said to the elders and to all the people.” The city gate was a busy place, especially in small villages like Bethlehem which would have only had one gate. When Boaz gathered ten elders to be with him in the gate (Ruth 4:2), that would have gotten people’s attention and a crowd would have gathered at the gate, as we see here in Ruth 4:9, so there were “people” and “elders” who had gathered at the gate (for more on the elders at the gate, see commentary on Ruth 4:11).
“all that was Elimelech’s and all that was Chilion’s and Mahlon’s.” Although Chilion and Mahlon never had a chance to inherit from Elimelech, Boaz is old and wise and makes sure that everyone is clear about the fact that he is redeeming everything that belonged to Elimelech and his sons. No one is going to be able to come back later and say anything about the estate not belonging to Elimelech.
The text never mentions what might have happened if Orpah had decided to return with Naomi as Ruth did. Things certainly would have been more complicated, but this is a case, like so many in life, where speculation becomes a waste of time and energy.
Rut 4:10
“Ruth the Moabitess, the wife of Mahlon.” This is the first time in Ruth that we learn which man married which woman. Mahlon married Ruth, so Chilion married Orpah.
“I have purchased to be my wife.” Boaz “purchased” Ruth by way of redemption. She was not purchased in the same way a slave wife was purchased.
Rut 4:11
“All the people who were at the gate.” Once Boaz sat in the gate and gathered ten elders to sit with him, the people would have known something important was about to happen and a crowd gathered. Boaz took advantage of that situation and spoke to both the people and the elders (Ruth 4:9), and they all agreed. While the witness of the elders was important, in a small village like Bethlehem the agreement of the people was important as well.
“and the elders.” In the biblical culture of the Old Testament, it was the custom that the elders of a city would sit at the city gate so they could learn what was going on in the city and so they could give advice and judge disputes (Gen. 19:1, 9; 34:20; Deut. 21:19; 22:15; 25:7; Josh. 20:4; Ruth 4:11; 1 Sam. 4:18; Esther 2:19, 21; 3:2; Prov. 24:7; Lam. 5:14; Dan. 2:49; cf. Amos 5:10). Sometimes even the king of the land would sit at the gate of the city (2 Sam. 19:8; 1 Kings 22:10). Most cities had only one gate, and so everyone who went in or out of the city would have to pass through that gate. Furthermore, there was usually an open space just inside the gate so there was plenty of room for people to gather.
The elders at the gate were generally older, mature men who were the powerful men of the city. As elders and often acting as judges, they were supposed to be godly and wise, which is why “Wisdom” could be found at the city gates (cf. Prov. 1:20-21). However, it was sometimes the case that the powerful men of the city were self-centered or ungodly, in which case the advice they gave would be ungodly too. Proverbs, reflecting the wisdom of the time, advises people to get advice from a multitude of counselors, and often those wise counselors could be found at the city gate (Prov. 11:14; 15:22; 24:6).
The larger cities often had a “double gate” for security. A double gate was a gate complex consisting of an outer gate and an inner gate with a space between them. The idea behind the double gate was that if an enemy managed to break down the outer gate they would not be able to break down the inner gate because while they were trying to breach it the city defenders could shoot arrows and spears, or throw rocks, or pour boiling water or oil down on top of them from the city walls surrounding them. The Old Testament city of Lachish is a good example of that.
If the city had a double gate, sometimes the elders sat “in” the gate, in the shade between the walls. The Hebrew “in” can also usually be translated “at,” so whether the elders were “at” the gate or “in” it usually has to be determined from the archaeology of the city. For example, Bethlehem was not a big city so when it did have a wall during what archaeologists refer to as the First Temple period, it would have been a simple wall with just one gate, not a double gate, so the elders would have sat “at” the gate, not “in” it.
[For more information on the elders at the gate, and that a person could seek wise advice there, see commentary on Prov. 1:21, “at the head of noisy streets.”]
“We are witnesses!” The Hebrew is simply the one word, “Witnesses!” Both the elders and the people gathered around were united in saying they were witnesses to Ruth marrying Boaz and thus the land that had belonged to the family of Naomi (her husband and sons) would now belong to Boaz and his clan. The terse, emphatic answer emphasizes that the elders and people agreed that they were witnesses to the transaction that had just transpired.
“the woman who has come into your house.” This phrase indicates that upon marrying Boaz, Ruth was fully accepted into Israelite society.[footnoteRef:373] [373:  Robert Hubbard, The Book of Ruth [NICOT], 258.] 

“Rachel and like Leah.” The two wives of Jacob, together with their slaves Bilhah and Zilpah, gave birth to the twelve sons of Jacob who became the twelve tribes of Israel (cf. Gen. 29-30). The fact that Rachel is first seems unusual because Leah was the first and most dominant wife and also because the women speaking were from Bethlehem in the tribal area of Judah, and Judah was Leah’s son, not Rachel’s son. It may be due to the fact that the next verse, Ruth 4:12, focuses on the descendants of Leah’s son Judah.
“do worthily…be famous in Bethlehem.” The literal Hebrew is idiomatic: “do strength and call a name in Bethlehem.”
Rut 4:12
“May your house be like the house of Perez whom Tamar bore to Judah​.” The record of Judah, Tamar, and Tamar’s son Perez is in Genesis 38. Although one or more of the elders may have brought up the fact that Tamar bore Perez, it well could have been something added by the women in the crowd because it is part of the history of their clan and the union of Judah and Tamar produced a child that contributed greatly to their clan. Tamar was not only an important woman in Israel’s history, she was almost certainly, like Ruth, not an Israelite by birth. Other than the record of Ruth itself, the Judah-Tamar relationship is the most well-known Levirate-like sexual union in the Bible, although it is mainly well-known because of the human drama surrounding it: the selfishness, lies, and trickery. In any case, by mentioning Tamar, who was honored as an ancestor of the clan, the crowd and the elders may have also been making Ruth feel more welcome in the clan.
Boaz married Ruth in a Levirate-like marriage, and Tamar bore Perez to Judah in a Levirate-like situation (although Jacob did not know it at the time). As Genesis 38 records, Judah had three sons, Er, Onan, and Shelah. Er married Tamar and died before he had children. Onan should have had children by Tamar but did not want to, and he died also. Judah did not want to give Tamar to Shelah lest he die too, so he made excuses for her not to marry Shelah. Tamar then pretended to be a prostitute and had sex with Judah, got pregnant, and bore Perez. Perez’s descendants grew into a large clan, and Boaz and Obed his son by Ruth were Perez’s descendants and also, as we later learn, were in the genealogy of Christ.
“seed.” The Hebrew is literally “seed,” which speaks of the next generation, and it refers to offspring. The farmer needs seed from this year’s crop to continue farming.
Rut 4:13
“he went to her.” An idiom for sexual intercourse.
“and Yahweh gave her conception.” This conception was miraculous in the sense that Ruth had lived with her husband for ten years and not gotten pregnant (Ruth 1:4), but now she gets pregnant by the elderly Boaz.
Rut 4:14
“who has not left you this day without a kinsman-redeemer.” The wording of the text is set in the negative, that God “has not left you without” a kinsman-redeemer. We would expect something like, “Yahweh has given you a kinsman-redeemer” (cf. Solomon’s positive statement in 1 Kings 8:56). Perhaps the negative Hebrew text, which is more literally that Yahwah “has not stopped for you a kinsman-redeemer” is emphasizing that God is not against Naomi and has not stopped blessing her, in contrast to what Naomi expressed earlier (cf. Ruth 1:20-21).
The Hebrew verb translated as kinsman-redeemer is gaal (#01350 גָּאַל), the same word that has been translated as “kinsman-redeemer” in other places in Ruth. However, in this verse, the technical meaning of “kinsman-redeemer” is not being used (for the technical meaning, see commentary on Ruth 2:20). Here in Ruth 4:14, the women are not referring to Boaz but to the new baby, Obed. The women are referring to baby Obed as a kinsman-redeemer in the non-technical sense of one who can rescue the family from trouble, which Obed would do. This is a shift in the way gaal is used in Ruth, but an understandable shift since the women saw Obed as one who gave hope to Naomi and Ruth and would support Naomi in her old age. Daniel Block writes “The birth of this child was...viewed from a practical women’s perspective, the solution to Naomi’s concerns.”[footnoteRef:374] [374:  Daniel I. Block, Ruth [ZECOT]; see also F. Bush, Ruth and Esther [WBC]; David Jackman, Judges, Ruth, Mastering the Old Testament; de Waard and Nida, Translator’s Handbook on the Book of Ruth.] 

Several lines of evidence support the use of gaal as referring to baby Obed. The flow of Ruth 4:14-17 is all about baby Obed, Boaz is not even mentioned in those verses. Also, Ruth 4:13 and 14 are tightly connected, and when baby Obed is born, the women say that Yahweh has provided a kinsman-redeemer “this day.” Obed was born that day, but Boaz buying the field and acquiring Ruth as a wife had happened many months earlier. Also, Ruth 4:15 says that Ruth has given birth to “him,” which the context points to as being the gaal, the kinsman-redeemer. One has to unnaturally break Ruth 4:14 such that the first sentence segment refers to Boaz and the second segment to Obed to not apply Ruth giving birth to the redeemer to not make gaal refer to Obed, but there is no compelling reason to make that break. Also, the women say that this “kinsman-redeemer” will be a support to Naomi in her old age, but Naomi was likely only in her mid to late 40s when Obed was born, she was not in her old age and would not be for some time. Naomi likely had her sons in her teens (girls were typically married between 12 and 14), and boys were usually married in their mid-teens, so Naomi was likely only around 30 or in her early 30s when her sons were married, and they were married for ten years before they died (Ruth 1:4). So it is most likely that Naomi was only in her early 40s when Ruth married Boaz. Although 40 years old is not considered young, neither is it considered old. For example, according to the Mosaic Law, priests were not even allowed to serve until they were 30 years old (Num. 4:3, 30). So by the time Obed was in his teens and well able to marry and offer valuable support to family members, Naomi would be in her mid to late 50s, but Boaz would almost certainly have passed away (see chronology in commentary on Ruth 4:18). So Obed would be the one who could support Naomi in her old age.
“let his name be famous in Israel.” The “his” refers to the child who will be born (cf. Ruth 4:15).
Rut 4:15
“and sustain you in your old age.” Naomi was not yet in her old age (cf. commentary on Ruth 4:14), but as baby Obed grows up he will be able to sustain Naomi and his mother Ruth as they age.
“better to you than seven sons.” The value of sons to the family can be seen by this verse and 1 Samuel 1:8, in which Elkanah said to Hannah, “Am I not better to you than ten sons?”
Rut 4:16
“and became a nurse to it.” It is available for even women who have never given birth to nurse babies, although it may take some time and extra stimulation. In Naomi’s case, she had given birth and was almost certainly young enough to nurse a child. If she was married at 13 and had her children by age 16 or 17, and they were married at age 15 or so and were married for 10 years before they died, then Naomi would be in her early to mid-40s and well able to nurse a child. However, the word “nurse” in this context can also refer to simply taking care of the child. So the text is not clear as to whether Naomi participated in the breastfeeding of Obed.
Rut 4:17
“Obed.” The name means “servant.” In the biblical culture, the women did not usually name a child, but in this case, the women knew that Obed would be a sustainer of life to Naomi (Ruth 4:15), and thus named him Obed.
“the father of David.” The fact that the book of Ruth mentions David as having already been born shows that there was a long time between the time Ruth lived and when the book of Ruth was penned. Ruth could have been written by Samuel in his old age, or by another scribe such as the one who wrote down the book of Samuel. Samuel, however, could not have written even 1 Samuel because he was dead before the events at the end of 1 Samuel took place.
Rut 4:18
“Now these are the generations of Perez​.” Perez was a son of Judah by Tamar, and he is in the genealogy of Jesus Christ (Matt. 1:3; Luke 3:33). The genealogy of Perez has been considered incomplete by almost every scholar because the generations from Salmon to David, which are Salmon, Boaz, Obed, Jesse, and David, cover a long period of time. Those generations cover the last years of the book of Joshua, the time of the book of Judges, and the time in 1 Samuel until the birth of David. That time, from the year that Joshua crossed the Jordan and conquered Jericho, which was when Salmon would have likely married Rahab, until the birth of David, was a period of 365 years, which most scholars think is too long a time for only four generations to be born.
However, the genealogy is that of Jesus Christ, and it is given four times in Scripture and all four genealogies completely agree (Ruth 4:18-22; 1 Chron. 2:4-15; Matt. 1:3-6; Luke 3:31-33). While it is true that some genealogies in the Bible are incomplete, the genealogy in Matthew 1 being a famous example, no genealogy that is recorded in the Bible in exactly the same way in four different books had ever been shown to be incomplete. Furthermore, the genealogy in Luke has never been shown to be incomplete, so it seems that even if the other three genealogies were to skip some generations in David’s line, Luke would not. The reason that the genealogy of David has been assumed to be incomplete is based on the assumption that there is too much time between Salmon and David to bridge that gap in four generations. But while covering that time period in four generations seems unlikely, it is not impossible.
If we take the genealogy in Ruth, Chronicles, Matthew, and Luke as being accurate, then we have a huge key as to when the book of Ruth and other events occurred in the Judges period. Spanning the time gap in Judges requires that the fathering age of the men in the genealogy be between 90 and 100 years, which is not the norm, but neither is it impossible, especially when we consider that God was working behind the scenes to build the genealogy to Christ, which had already had divine intervention with Abraham, Isaac (Jacob was born when Isaac was 60), and Jacob (Jacob married Rachel and Leah at age 84, then started having children). The Bible names some people who, after the Flood, either fathered children at age 100 or older, or could have, for example, Shem (Gen. 11:10-11), Abraham (Gen. 21:5), and Moses (Deut. 34:7). Also, Caleb at age 85 said he was as strong as he was at age 45 (Josh. 14:10-11) and so it seems he could have fathered children then and for years to come.
The Bible implies that Boaz was an old man when he married Ruth (Ruth 3:10), and it says that Jesse was an old man while David was still very young (1 Sam. 17:12), so we have some solid biblical evidence that the men of those generations were very old. Also, it is generally the case that older men do not father children because their wives have stopped being able to bear children. But in the biblical culture older men often married much younger women, and that could have happened with at least three of the four men in this genealogy, and especially so since the men in this genealogy seem to be men of means. For example, we know that Ruth was young but married Boaz when he was an old man, and part of her reason for that was so she and Naomi could be well taken care of. Also, long life runs in families, and we already know that at least two of the four men were old when they had sons, so that makes it more likely that the other men in the genealogy could have had long fertile lives as well.
Salmon’s age when he married Rahab, and when Rahab gave birth to Boaz are not known, but Salmon would have normally had to have been 20 years old to be counted in the army (Num. 1:3), although in the case of the conquest of Canaan, younger men might have joined the fight. Men who fought would have the privilege of taking a wife of the women who were captive (Deut. 21:10-12). So Salmon could have been quite young when he married Rahab and not have fathered a son in the genealogy of Christ for many years.
The time span for the genealogy from Salmon to the birth of David can be calculated in part by knowing that there were 480 years from the Exodus to the fourth year of Solomon, when the Temple foundation was laid (1 Kings 6:1). So the time span would be 480 minus 4 years for Solomon, minus 71 years for David’s life and reign (he was born the year before he turned one year old), minus the 40 years wandering in the desert before crossing the Jordan and conquering Jericho, and that would equal 365 years. For that 365 years to be spanned by the life of Salmon, Boaz, Obed, and Jesse before their sons in the genealogy of Christ were born would mean that the average age of those men when their sons were born was 365 divided by 4, or an average of just over 91 years old. This is unusual, but not impossible.
A hypothetical but possible reconstruction of the 365 years could be that Salmon crossed the Jordan as one of Joshua’s soldiers at 20 years old and fathered Boaz 73 years later, at age 94, early in the judgeship of Ehud. Then Boaz married Ruth as an old man at age 96 and fathered Obed that same year in the judgeship of Deborah. Then Obed married and fathered Jesse at the old age of 98 during the judgeship of Jair. Then Jesse fathered David when he was 97. These numbers could be moved around somewhat with some men being a few years younger while other men would then be a few years older, for example, if one of the men got his wife pregnant when he was 115, then other men would not have had to have been as old to fill the time gap. The point is that the genealogy from Salmon to David that is recorded exactly the same way in four different books of the Bible can be the correct genealogy, and it makes more sense to believe what the Bible says in four different places than to doubt it simply because it seems unlikely.
“Perez was the father of Hezron.” The Hebrew uses an active verb, that Perez fathered Hezron.
Rut 4:20
“Salmon.” Salmon married Rahab the Canaanite prostitute who was spared from the destruction of Jericho (Matt. 1:5; see commentary on Josh. 2:1).


1 Samuel Commentary
1 Samuel Chapter 1
1Sm 1:1
“Now there was a certain man.” The book of 1 Samuel opens up in a way that reveals to us that this record, like the other records in the Bible, is not an invented, “Once Upon A Time” story. It is real history. It involves real people, real places, and a real God who is interested in, and involved with, people’s lives. The first verse of 1 Samuel opens by naming a place and setting it in a geographical location, and also by naming the man Elkanah and grounding him with four generations of ancestors and by saying he was from the tribe of Ephraim. Romans tells us that the records in the Old Testament were “written to teach us,” and we can understand how and why that is. The God who cared about the people of the Old Testament cares about us and is involved with our lives, and God does not change. In learning about the events and people in the Old Testament, especially as we study them through the lens of the New Testament, we learn about God, life, and ourselves.
“Ramathaim.” A dual name for the town of Ramah (cf. 1 Sam. 1:19 where Ramah is said to be Elkanah’s home, and 1 Sam. 7:17 where it is said to be Samuel’s home). But the town of Ramah was associated with at least three different hills which are right next to each other, so Ramah here could be expanded “Ramathaim.” The name zophim is related to Zuph, the man in the verse, such that Ramathaim-zophim could be the Ramah that was founded or occupied by the family descended from Zuph. Also, since Ramah was associated with different hills, it is possible that the descendants of one family, the Zuphites, primarily occupied one hill while other families occupied other places in Ramah. All this would have been well-known at the time of Samuel, but the details are lost to us now.
“Elkanah.” Likely a Levite living with the tribe of Ephraim, and he is in the priestly line in 1 Chronicles 6:27-28.
“an Ephraimite.” Elkanah was a Levite, but he lived in the tribal territory of Ephraim so here he is called “an Ephraimite.” However, the town of Ramah is not technically in Ephraim but in Benjamin. It is possible that since the tribe of Benjamin was reduced to 600 families, that people from Ephraim expanded south into the tribal area of Benjamin. In this early part of 1 Samuel, the action occurs in the central hill country of Israel. The Bible tells us that Elkanah was a Levite.
1Sm 1:2
“Hannah.” Her name means “grace” or “mercy.”
“Peninnah.” Her name means “pearl.”
1Sm 1:3
“worship.” The Hebrew verb is shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), and it is the same Hebrew word as “bow down.” The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body to the earth. Shachah is translated as both “bow down” and “worship;” traditionally “worship” if God is involved and “bow down” if people are involved, but the verb and action are the same, the act of bowing down is the worship.
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
“Yahweh of Armies.” 1 Samuel 1:3 is the first time in the Bible that the name of God, “Yahweh of Armies” is used. The Hebrew is translated “LORD of hosts” in many English versions, but very few people today think of a “host” in reference to an army, making that translation unclear at best. The English word “host” in the phrase “Lord of hosts” is derived from the Late Latin hostis “stranger; enemy” (same basic root as in “hostile”), and referred to an army or an orderly multitude. Thus, the “heavenly host” is the orderly army of spirit beings, and also the orderly “army” of stars in the sky, while “Yahweh of hosts” refers to God’s army of spirit beings and, in the Old Testament, Israel.
The word “host” is confusing because the English word “host” also means a person who entertains guests, but the Latin root of the entertainment type “host” is hospes, not hostis. It is too bad that both hospes and hostis developed into the English word “host,” but that is the situation. To properly understand the Bible, the student of Scripture must know that “Lord of hosts” does not refer to God’s entertainment of guests, but rather to His being the God of His “armies.”
Andrew Steinmann writes: “In military contexts, ‘armies’ in ‘Yahweh of armies’ can refer to Israel’s army (1 Sam. 17:45). The noun צָבָא [tsaba', “army”] is often used for the army of Israel or for an enemy army (e.g. 1 Sam. 12:9; 14:50; 17:55). In this phrase with יְהֹוָה [Yahweh], the noun is always used in the plural צְבָא֖וֹת. The plural is never clearly explained in the OT, but 1 Samuel 17:45 indicates its military significance by using another plural in parallel to it: David refers to “Yahweh of armies, the God of the battle lines of Israel”….The plural may denote that Yahweh commands a heavenly army (the angels; see BDB, s. v. צָבָא, 1 b; cf. 2 Kings 6:17) as well as an earthly one (Israel’s army). The stars and other heavenly bodies can also be called an ‘army’ (Gen. 2:1; Isa. 40:26; 45:12; BDB, 1 c). In that case, it probably refers to the apparent regimented alignment of the stars like the alignment of soldiers in the army’s ranks (i.e., the stars are grouped in constellations where each has its specific place and each appears in the sky in the proper season; see Gen. 1:14).”[footnoteRef:375] [375:  Steinmann, 1 Samuel, [ConcC].] 

Although the meaning of the name “Yahweh of armies” is not specifically stated in the Bible, that should not surprise us because we are not told the specific meaning of any of the names of Yahweh in the Bible, we learn their meaning from the vocabulary itself and the contexts in which the name is used. In this case, “armies” is a well-known word, and there is plenty of biblical context to understand that God has enemies and that He commands armies who fight for Him and with Him. For example, when the Israelites left Egypt, God referred to them as “my armies” (Exod. 7:4), and Exodus also says, “Yahweh is a man of war” (Exod. 15:3). When God came to help Israel leave Egypt’s control, He came with thousands of angels (Deut. 33:2). Also, the warfare between enemy angels, while not a major subject in the Bible, is nevertheless certainly present (Dan. 10:13; Jude 1:9), as is the warfare between God’s angels and God’s enemies on earth (Gen. 19:12-13; Josh. 5:13-14; 2 Kings 19:35). In fact, the angel who appeared to Joshua introduced himself as the commander of Yahweh’s army (Josh. 5:14). Furthermore, the Messiah, the Lord Jesus, will lead armies and destroy God’s enemies (Ps. 2:6-9; Isa. 11:4; 63:1-5; Rev. 19:19-21).
The fact that 1 Samuel 1:3 says that Elkanah went yearly to Shiloh to worship “Yahweh of Armies” tells us that although this is the first time we see that name for God in the Bible, it was not new in the culture. God may have revealed the name to some prophet in Israel, or it may be in the wars that Israel was fighting, God’s help and presence were so powerfully manifested that “Yahweh of Armies” was invented as a fitting name for Him. We can see that people were comfortable enough with the name “Yahweh of Armies” that it was used to directly address God in prayer, as Hannah did: “O Yahweh of Armies, if you will see…” (1 Sam. 1:11). Once it was introduced here in Samuel, the name “Yahweh of Armies” was commonly used in the Bible, occurring almost 250 times in the Old Testament.
God has enemies with whom He, His angels, His human armies, and His Messiah are at war. This is very solid evidence that God is not in control of everything that happens on earth. If God were in control of both sides of the conflict between good and evil, then His kingdom would be divided and would fall, just as Jesus said, “And if a kingdom is divided against itself, that kingdom is not able to stand” (Mark 3:24, cf. Matt. 12:25-26; Luke 11:17-18).
[For more on the war between God and the Devil, and that God is not in control of everything that happens, see commentary on Luke 4:6.]
“this man would go up...to worship...at Shiloh.” Shiloh was about 16 miles from Ramah as the crow flies, and a few more miles when traveling by roads, so the journey could be made in one day, although it would take most of the day.
1Sm 1:5
“gave a double portion.” The Hebrew is difficult, more literally “one portion of double faces (or “of double noses”) but what does that mean? Most commentators assume the two “noses” means a double portion and from the context and the fact he loved Hannah that may be correct. But following the Septuagint here, other versions focus on the word “one.” For example, the RSV reads, “although he loved Hannah, he would give Hannah only one portion, because the LORD had closed her womb.” But the context does seem to indicate that Hannah got special treatment in some way.
1Sm 1:6
“her rival.” Hannah’s rival was Penninah, Elkanah’s other wife. As we see in other places in the Bible (such as when Abraham took the slave Hagar as a concubine), and in history, the wives of a polygamous man often did not blend into “one happy family.” In fact, it was often the case that the two wives would each have their own tent, and the husband went back and forth between them.
“to irritate her.” The Hebrew is related to the word “thunder,” and Fox (The Schocken Bible) has “making her complain.” Penninah would purposely torment Hannah, making her complain; to irritate her.
1Sm 1:8
“Am I not better to you than ten sons.” Elkanah was trying to be helpful, but his question almost certainly did not help. So much of a woman’s social life was just among other women, and between feeling cursed by God and scorned by other women, Elkanah was not better than having sons. Elkanah’s ignorance of Hannah’s situation shows up in the fact that he does not even seem to be aware that Peninnah was cruel to Hannah.
1Sm 1:9
“the temple of Yahweh.” The word “temple” is being used generally, as the place of God’s residence. At this point in history, God lived in a tent, the “Tent of Meeting,” often referred to in Christian circles as “the Tabernacle.”
1Sm 1:10
“wept, yes, wept.” The verb is doubled for emphasis in Hebrew, and is the figure of speech polyptoton. Hannah “wept, yes, wept,” meaning she wept deeply, freely, bitterly.
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16, “eat, yes, eat.”]
1Sm 1:11
“see, yes, see.” The Hebrew text has the figure of speech polyptoton. Hannah wanted Yahweh to really see her and her situation and intervene on her behalf.
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16, “eat, yes, eat.”]
“remember me.” In this context, “remember” is being used idiomatically, meaning to act on one’s behalf. Hannah was not asking for God to simply mentally remember her, but to support her and act on her behalf.
[For more on the use of “remember,” see commentary on Gen. 8:1.]
“male child.” The literal Hebrew is “seed of men.” While “male child” may be the correct meaning in this context, there may also be a deeper meaning: the use of the word “seed” can indicate that Hannah wanted a child who could then reproduce other children down through the generations.
1Sm 1:12
“continued a long time praying.” The Hebrew text is more literally something such as, “as she multiplied (or ‘made many’) to her praying.” Hannah was desperate. This was not a short “said and done” prayer. She took a long time in petitioning Yahweh for what she so badly wanted. Godly men and women throughout the Scriptures pray a lot, and they realize their weakness and inability to accomplish their desire apart from help from God. There is no prideful “I can make it happen” attitude in Hannah, and no thought that if she “just had faith” she would gain her desire. Hannah knew what all Christians should know: she could not force God’s hand; she just had to rely on His grace and mercy. She came to God with humility, honesty, passion, and brokenness—a way that every Christian should pray. Her future was in the hands of God.
[For more on faith and trust, see Appendix 2: “‘Faith’ is ‘Trust.’”]
1Sm 1:13
“Eli thought she was drunk.” At first blush, we can see that Eli may have thought that Hannah was drunk because most people did not pray that long or move their mouth without discernably saying something when they prayed. Prayers in the ancient world were either said out loud, or said to oneself in the heart, they were not usually spoken in such a way as Hannah was doing. Nevertheless, it is a sad situation when the High Priest’s first thought is that Hanna was drunk. Eli had many faults, and here we see one of them: assuming the worst about someone before finding out the facts.
1Sm 1:14
“Put away your wine from you.” Eli was so quick to judge some people’s sins, but would do nothing about his own sons who committed horrific sins, and right at the Tent of Meeting itself! But so many people are that way—they excuse their own sins and/or the sins of their family and friends, but are harsh towards other people.
1Sm 1:16
“a daughter of Belial.” Being a son or daughter of Belial is to be a child of the Devil.
[For more on sons of Belial, see commentary on 1 Sam. 2:12. For more on the unforgivable sin and children of the Devil, see commentary on Matt. 12:31.]
“the abundance of my concern and my being provoked.” The concept of “abundance” is being distributed to both Hannah’s concern and her being provoked.
1Sm 1:18
“May your servant find favor in your eyes.” The High Priest represented Yahweh.
“So the woman went her way.” There is much in a seemingly unimportant sentence. The text does not name Hannah, but says, “the woman.” It was Hannah as a woman, a wife, and a potential mother that was at stake here, and she had just been blessed by the High Priest. As a woman, Hannah went forth, grasping onto the blessing of Eli as the Word of Yahweh that she would have a son, and she was no longer downcast. Hope had been given, joy had been restored.
1Sm 1:19
“worshiped before Yahweh.” That is, worshiped at the Tabernacle, almost certainly in the presence of the High Priest. In that sense, they did worship before (or “in the presence of”) Yahweh. This is the same word for worship as in 1 Sam. 1:3.
“Elkanah knew Hannah his wife.” An idiom for sexual intercourse. See commentary Matthew 1:25.
“remembered her.” “Remembered” is an idiom for “acted on her behalf.” See commentary on 1 Samuel 1:11.
1Sm 1:20
“in the course of time.” The Hebrew is an idiom, “at the revolutions (or “circuits”) of the days” and it is about the circuit of the days or the sun, or about a year later. The Hebrew idioms about the turning of days were a godly reminder of the “wheel of life”—birth, growth, death—that is the essence of life on earth (cf. James 3:6). Here, the days turn and Samuel is born. Eventually, he will grow, marry, and have children of his own, then age and die. Samuel’s godly mother Hannah also aged and died, but she is not mentioned again after 1 Sam. 2:21.
The context lets us know that here in 1 Samuel 1, the “course of time” (“circuits of days”) for Hannah to give birth was about a year, because the following year, when Elkanah and his family went to offer their yearly offering at the Tabernacle, Samuel was already born (1 Sam. 1:21). So it would have been very soon after Elkanah and Hannah got back to their hometown of Ramah that Hannah got pregnant, and when Elkanah took his family to the Tabernacle the following year, Samuel would have been only a few months old at best.
“Samuel.” There is much discussion on the name “Samuel.” Although in its present form in the Hebrew text it seems related to “God heard,” it is much more likely that it is related to the Hebrew shaal (“ask”) and el, God, thus “asked of God.”
1Sm 1:22
“…until the child is weaned.” Hannah’s sentence starts with “until,” which is more accurate than “after” or “once,” which many versions have. This is an emotional time. Hannah envisions herself giving up her beloved baby boy to the High Priest and then only seeing him again once a year. She does not speak in a complete sentence. She speaks in a plea, with her eyes, her tone of voice, perhaps with the shake of her head. She looks at her husband Elkanah, who had the authority in the house to force her to go, and silently asks, “Can I wait.” “Can I wait...until the child is weaned?” Elkanah, who loved her and no doubt saw her pain but understood her resolution to keep her commitment to give Samuel to be a Nazirite and serve God throughout his life, agreed to her request.
“appear before Yahweh.” The Hebrew is more literally, “appear before the face.” Hannah may have also had in mind Exodus 34:23, that the males appear before the face of Yahweh three times a year.
“stay there forever.” The Hebrew is the figure hyperbole, meaning for his lifetime.
1Sm 1:23
“may Yahweh fulfill his word.” In this case, the word of God refers to the blessing of Eli, the High Priest, who blessed Hannah, saying may God grant her request that she requested (1 Sam. 1:17), and also to the fact that what Hannah had requested was a boy, whom she would then give to God as a Nazirite to serve God throughout his life (1 Sam. 1:11). Here, Elkanah shows that he understands the promise that Hannah has made and that the High Priest blessed, and he reminds Hannah of her commitment as he left on his annual journey to Shiloh to worship. So Elkanah allowed Hannah to stay home but reminded her that there would soon come a time when she would not be able to stay home, but would need to fulfill her vow. Hannah, godly and faithful, did indeed fulfill her vow once little Samuel was weaned (1 Sam. 1:24).
“until she weaned him.” Women weaned later in ancient times than they generally do today. In part, because baby formula and other foods young children usually eat today were not available, so a weaned child generally had to eat whatever was available for the parents to eat. If 2 Maccabees 7:27 is any guide, weaning around three years old was common.
1Sm 1:24
“three bulls.” The Masoretic Hebrew text reads “three bulls,” but “three-year-old” is the reading of the Septuagint and the Qumran scroll, and many scholars think that is the correct reading and that the Masoretic text is corrupted. The fact is that either sacrifice, a bull or three bulls, was much more than the Law required for the redemption of a firstborn son (Lev. 12:6) and likely reflects the wealth of Elkanah. Gordon Wenham writes in support of there being three bulls: “One bull was for the burnt offering, one for the purification offering that was expected after childbirth (Lev. 12), and the third for the peace offering in payment for her vow. An ephah of flour (1 Sam. 1:24) is approximately three times the normal quantity of flour to be offered with a bull (Num. 15:9), which supports the idea that three bulls were in fact offered on this occasion.”[footnoteRef:376] However, something unexplained in Wenham’s argument is that a bull was not required after the birth of a child, but a year-old lamb was (Lev. 12:6). It has been suggested that Elkanah brought much more than the Law required because it would help offset the expense of caring for Samuel, after all, most families that offered sacrifices did not leave babies to take care of when they left the Tabernacle. [376:  Wenham, The Book of Leviticus [NICOT], 78-79n12.] 

“skin-bottle.” A “bottle” or container made from animal skin.
[For more on skin-bottles, which were usually made from the skins of goats, see commentary on 1 Sam. 10:3.]
“the child was a child.” This apparent tautology is actually the figure of speech antanaclasis (“word clashing”), in which the same word is used in a sentence (or in very close proximity) with different meanings, and the antanaclasis catches the reader’s attention and brings an emphasis to the text.[footnoteRef:377] Perhaps the most famous English example of antanaclasis was in the speech that Benjamin Franklin made to the early Continental Congress about the American Revolution in which he addressed the division among them and the danger of that division in the light of their treason against England: “Gentlemen, we must all hang together or most assuredly we shall hang separately.” Other examples could include: “We were driving all day in a driving rain,” and “I wait on tables while my customers wait on me.” There are many biblical examples of antanaclasis, for example, Matthew 8:22 says, “Let the dead bury their dead,” i.e., let the spiritually dead bury their physically dead relatives. Romans 2:12 says, “For as many as have sinned apart from the law will also perish apart from the law,” i.e., those people who sinned who did not have the regulations of the Law will perish but not because they were judged by the judgments in the Law. Romans 9:6 says, “For they are not all Israel, who are descended from Israel.” The meaning is that not every Israelite by birth is a part of the true believers of Israel who will be part of the resurrection of the Righteous and receive everlasting life. 2 Corinthians 5:21 (NASB) says, “He made Him who knew no sin to be sin on our behalf.” In this antanaclasis, the Greek word hamartia (#266 ἁμαρτία), which can mean “sin” or “sin offering,” is used with two different meanings, and the REV catches the sense: “He made him who did not know sin to be a sin offering on our behalf” (cf. CJB, NLT). Other examples of antanaclasis include Judges 11:27; Ezekiel 20:9. There are times when a word in a general context has different meanings but it is not the figure antanaclasis, it is simply the fact that most words have more than one meaning (see commentary on 1 Sam. 14:16, “multitude”). [377:  E. W. Bullinger has a number of biblical examples of the figure antanaclasis in his classic work, Figures of Speech Used in the Bible, 286.] 

Here in 1 Samuel 1:24, the word “child” has two different meanings, “the child (little boy) was a child (very young),” but the antanaclasis catches our attention and emphasizes that Samuel was very young when taken to the Tabernacle. This was a great sacrifice for Hannah, and showed her love for God and her dedication to Him.
[See Word Study: “Antanaclasis.”]
1Sm 1:25
“the bull.” The Hebrew reads the singular, “bull,” but it sometimes occurs that a singular noun is used in Hebrew as a collective singular (cf. Gen. 15:9-10, “bird” is singular in Hebrew). Or, since this bull is associated with bringing Samuel to Eli, it may be that this was the bull specifically associated with Hannah’s vow.
“and brought the child to Eli.” For Eli to have sons he would have had to have had a wife and likely daughters, and would have lived with a large family contingent, so there would have been women who would oversee the care of Samuel. Death frequently came so suddenly and unexpectedly in the ancient world that having a large extended family living together provided security and protection for all. That way, if a father or mother died, the family took care of each other.
1Sm 1:26
“as your soul lives.” This phrase occurs in other places as well (cf. 1 Sam. 17:55; 20:3; 25:26; etc). It was a way of placing yourself under an oath that you were telling the truth. The phrase, “as Yahweh lives” was very similar (cf. Judg. 8:19; Ruth 3:13; 1 Sam. 20:3; etc.).
1Sm 1:27
“request that I requested.” The Hebrew text uses the noun and the verb of the same word.
“requested from him.” The Hebrew is written in such a way as to indicate that what Hannah requested came from God’s supply of blessings. It could more literally be translated, “requested from with Him.”
1Sm 1:28
“And he worshiped.” This refers to Samuel and is a summary statement showing that Hannah’s prayer and promise had come to pass. This is the same word for worship as in 1 Sam. 1:3.
“lend...lent.” The Hebrew has a wordplay on “ask.” “Ask” is shaal, and “lent” is from the same Hebrew root. But “lend” or more accurately “lend on request,” contains the idea that what is “lent” was asked for, and that is why there is the lexical tie between “ask” and “lend,” and the Hebrew text picks up on the lexical tie between the two words. We do not normally think of “lending” a child to Yahweh, especially since Samuel was “lent” for his whole life (“as long as he lives”) so Hannah would never expect to get him back, but the idea was not to be accurate in that way but rather to emphasize the fact that via Hannah’s vow, Yahweh in a sense asked for Samuel. This may also help Elkanah’s statement to Hannah, “May Yahweh fulfill His word.” Also, if Hannah felt that Yahweh in some manner asked for the child, along with her vow, that may have helped her let go of Samuel at such a young age.
 
1 Samuel Chapter 2
1Sm 2:1
“Hannah prayed and said.” Hannah’s prayer is a wonderful example of a praise prayer. Although most prayers are asking for something, prayer can be praise as well.
“My horn is lifted high in Yahweh.” Hannah is using an animal metaphor (hypocatastasis; see commentary on Rev. 20:2), when an ox or other horned animal was feeling strong, free, and full of life their horn was lifted up.
“My mouth speaks boldly against.” The Hebrew is more literally, “my mouth is enlarged over my enemies.” Hannah had been derided for years because she was barren, now she can speak boldly against her enemies and rejoice in Yahweh’s deliverance.
“salvation.” This is not everlasting life salvation, but temporal salvation on earth; deliverance from her enemies.
1Sm 2:2
“There is no one other than you​.” The “you” is second-person singular. Yahweh alone is God. Hannah speaks of Yahweh in the first and third phrases, but to Him in the second phrase.
1Sm 2:3
“so high, so high and mighty.” The Hebrew is “so high, so high.”
“arrogance.” The word “arrogance” is a noun form in Hebrew. “Arrogance” means “arrogant speech.”
1Sm 2:4
“bows...are shattered.” This is a difficult sentence for a couple of reasons. Some versions say, “bow...is broken,” while other versions have “bows...are broken.” The reason for the difference is that the word “bow” is singular in Hebrew, while the verb translated “are broken” is plural. The noun-verb disagreement is likely a case where “bow” is being used as a singular because it is being used as the class of weaponry, i.e., “the bow,” and it is not being used as a single bow.
We should note that the meaning of the Hebrew word translated “broken” can also be “terrified, dismayed.” This verse could also be saying that the mighty bowmen are terrified while those people who used to be weak are armed with strength. C. F. Keil translates the verse, “Bow-heroes are confounded,” and writes, “The thought to be expressed is, not that the bow itself is to be broken, but that the heroes who carry the bow are to be confounded or broken inwardly.”[footnoteRef:378] [378:  Keil and Delitzsch, Biblical Commentary on the Books of Samuel, 9:32.] 

1Sm 2:5
“seven sons.” The word seven is masculine, indicating seven sons. The number seven is used in Hannah’s poetry to refer to a perfect number of sons. She herself had six children, Samuel and five other children (1 Sam. 2:21).
1Sm 2:6
“and brings up,” At face value, this is a reference to resurrection.
1Sm 2:7
“makes poor and makes rich.” The Hebrew uses causative verbs, so “makes poor” is one verb and “makes rich” is another.
1Sm 2:8
“refuse heap.” The Hebrew is a general reference to a refuse or garbage heap. Although the word gets translated “dunghill” in some older translations, there is no specific reference to “dung” in the word. The poor are scavengers and live off of things that the rich people don’t want. The same thing is true today in many third-world countries.
“For the pillars of the earth are Yahweh’s.” Yahweh upholds the physical earth and implied is that in the same way He upholds the moral and ethical standards on earth such that justice is eventually done for all.
1Sm 2:9
“the wicked will become silent in darkness.” The wicked will “become silent” (die) in darkness, the darkness of death and the tomb. This verse adds to the evidence that when a person dies they are dead in every way and not alive in any form. The wicked dead are not “suffering in Hell,” they are dead and silent. Eventually, they will be raised from the dead for the Day of Judgment and will be thrown into the Lake of Fire where they will burn up and be annihilated—silent and gone forever.
[For more on the dead being dead, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.” For more on annihilation in the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
“for no man will prevail by strength.” This likely refers to prevailing over death, but it can include the idea of prevailing in this life by human strength.
1Sm 2:10
“shattered.” The meaning of the Hebrew word translated “shattered” can also be “terrified, dismayed.” This fits well with the context that God thunders against them.
“his anointed one.” In Hebrew, the word “anointed” is “messiah.” Hannah looked forward to the future Messianic Kingdom, ruled by the Messiah. The reign of the Messiah was foretold even in Genesis and it would be glorious. Here in Samuel, Israel was not yet a kingdom, so Hannah is not ultimately looking forward to just another earthly king, but rather to God’s appointed king and Messiah. Nevertheless, she would have almost certainly known the prophecy of Moses in Deuteronomy 17 that there would be earthly kings of Israel before the Messianic reign, so she would have been anticipating an earthly monarchy, which we know to be the Davidic Monarchy. It is also likely that she also thought, due to the circumstances of her pregnancy, that her son would somehow play a role in that monarchy, which indeed he did, anointing first Saul and then David himself.
[For more on the “anointed one,” see commentary on 1 Samuel 12:3].
1Sm 2:12
“sons of Belial.” “Belial” is a name of the Devil and the “sons of Belial” are children of the Devil. There is much debate among scholars as to what “Belial” means. The Hebrew is beliya`al (#01100 בְּלִיַּ֫עַל). Recent scholars have placed the meaning in the category of “worthless.” However, it is recognized by the way the word is used in the OT that it refers to a person “whose activities include those that would quickly destroy the moral fiber of a society….”[footnoteRef:379] Although the etymology is debated, beliya`al seems to come from something related to Satan or the underworld. Some scholars argue that it comes from the word “Baal.” Other theories are that it comes from an Akkadian goddess of the underworld, or that it means “those who throw off the yoke [of God], or that it refers to those “without benefit,” or that it refers to a personified enemy. The Arabic cognate word has to do with being entangled or to harm, injure. In the Qumran texts and the Jewish pseudepigrapha, the word is used in a personified manner, which is the way that the NT uses a similar word, “Belial” (2 Cor. 6:15; “Beliar” in the Greek text).[footnoteRef:380] The phrase, “man of Belial” seems to be used in the OT of people who have a relation to Belial as an evil god, and it is also used to describe the attributes of those people (cf. Deut. 15:9). Thus, we can assert that a man of Belial is a man in league with the Devil, knowingly or unknowingly, as the children of the Devil are in the New Testament. [379:  Willem VanGemeren, Dictionary of Old Testament Theology and Exegesis, 662.]  [380:  J. Botterweck and H. Ringgren, Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament, 2:131-36.] 

The Bible never says when or why, but at some time in their lives, Eli’s two sons had made the Devil their god (most likely by making something that the Devil controls and offers, such as money or power, their “god”).
Although everyone sins, and some people sin horribly, the Bible shows that there is a difference between most sinners and some sinners who have actually made the Devil their god, and the Devil has become their “father.” Some of the religious leaders that Jesus dealt with had done that (John 8:44). Also, Elymas the sorcerer whom Paul dealt with was a “child of the Devil” (Acts 13:10). The children of the Devil reflect the nature of the Devil and are consistently evil and against God, and the Devil helps them and supports their evil work.
The phrase, “son of Belial” (also, “children of Belial;” “sons of Belial;” “man of Belial;” KJV) is a phrase the Bible uses to communicate the special relationship between the “father,” the Devil, and the “son” (or “child”). Although the Bible does not describe the exact nature of the relationship between the Devil and his children, we know from the scope of Scripture that it is a spiritual relationship and an unbreakable bond and that Jesus referred to it as the unforgivable sin (Matt. 12:31).
“Belial” occurs 16 times in the Old Testament (Deut. 12:13; Judg. 19:22; 20:13; 1 Sam. 1:16; 2:12; 10:27; 25:17; 25:25; 30:22; 2 Sam. 16:7; 20:1; 23:6; 1 Kings 21:10; 21:13 (2x); 2 Chron. 13:7). The Hebrew noun beliyaal is a name for the Devil and it means “worthless,” and also in Jewish literature, it was a name for the Devil. The New Testament also uses it as a name for the Devil: “What harmony is there between Christ and Belial?” (2 Cor. 6:15). Every “name” of the Devil has a meaning, and the names God gives the Devil are “mini-portraits” that show us what he “looks like” and reveal how he acts. The Devil is “Worthless,” and people who are children of the Devil are “worthless” to God; in fact, worse than worthless.
The Hebrew text of 1 Samuel 2:12 reads, “Now the sons of Eli were sons of Belial,” and some English versions read that way (cf. DBY, Douay-Rheims, KJV, WEB). However, because the Hebrew word beliyaal means “worthless,” many English translations miss the spiritual significance of “Belial,” and translate it as if it were an adjective describing a person’s character. Although it is grammatically possible to take the phrase “son of worthless” as a phrase describing a worthless person (cf. “Eli’s sons were wicked men” (NIV); or “Now the sons of Eli were worthless men” (NASB)), that is not the truth that the Word of God is trying to convey. The phrase “son of Belial” shows the special spiritual connection between the Devil and the person such that the person has become a child of the Devil, so when an English version takes the noun beliyaal as if it were simply an adjective, the reader misses the vital lesson the Bible is teaching about the kind of people that children of the Devil are and how they behave.
Jesus knew a lot about the Devil and his children, and he learned it from the Old Testament. The Old Testament shows that the sons of Belial are enemies of God and they reflect the Devil’s nature. Like Cain, they are envious, murderers, liars, and show no genuine godly concern for humankind (Gen. 4:8-9; 1 John 3:12). They lead people away from God and into idolatry (Deut. 13:13); they rape and murder (Judg. 19:22-28), and get people involved in ungodly wars that cost thousands of innocent lives (Judg. 20:11-14); they do not “know” God, but defame God and the things of God (1 Sam. 2:12-17); they can be involved in blatant and harmful sexual sin (1 Sam. 2:22); they resent godly leadership and work to weaken it (1 Sam. 10:27; 2 Sam. 20:1); they sow division (1 Sam. 30:22; 2 Chron. 13:7); they lie even when it results in the death of the innocent (1 Kings 21:10, 13), and they must be dealt with by spiritual power, not just the “hands” of the flesh (2 Sam. 23:6). The New Testament adds more to what the Old Testament says. They do the works of the Devil (John 8:44) and as the enemies of God they always try to pervert the ways of God (Acts 13:10). For example, they twist the words of God and make God’s ways hard to obey (Matt. 15:3-9; Luke 11:46).
God authored the Old Testament with the Messiah in mind, and Jesus gained insight from the Old Testament as to what kind of people he was dealing with when he encountered the children of the Devil. No wonder he told his disciples not to try to win over the Pharisees (Matt. 15:14). While he constantly spent time with “regular sinners” such as prostitutes and tax collectors and worked to turn them from error to truth, when it came to the religious leaders he was dealing with, he told his apostles, “Leave them alone! They are blind guides” (Matt. 15:14). What we see from the Bible is that the children of the Devil are unswervingly evil and have to be dealt with by force and the law, which is why it is important to have godly laws like the Law of Moses, such that much of what they do is illegal.
[For more on the children of the Devil and the unforgivable sin, see commentary on Matt. 12:31.]
1Sm 2:13
“Now the rule of the priests.” This “rule” had nothing to do with the Law of Moses, yet by this time it had become a custom. This is more evidence of priestly greed. The fork with three prongs could bring out a lot of meat.
“while the flesh was boiling.” It was the custom, and tied to the Mosaic Law, that when a person offered certain kinds of sacrifices, the fat was burned, the priests got a share, and the rest of the meat was eaten by the person who brought the sacrifice, who then most often would share the meat with others, particularly with his family if they were present (e.g., Lev. 7:15-20; 1 Sam. 1:4-5; Prov. 7:14)
1Sm 2:14
“All that the fork brought up the priest would take.” Now we see why the fork had three teeth, to be able to bring up more meat.
“This is what they did in Shiloh to all the Israelites.” The priests were taking advantage of the people.
1Sm 2:15
“burned...into smoke.” See commentary on Exodus 29:13.
1Sm 2:16
“Let the fat first be burned, yes, burned into smoke.” Many of the worshipers knew enough of the Law of Moses to know that what the priests were doing was not according to the Law, but the priests would have had a small army of priests and Levites at the Tabernacle and had the manpower to bully the worshipers. For the translation, “burned into smoke,” see commentary on Exodus 29:13.
1Sm 2:20
“Eli would bless Elkanah and his wife.” Eli was apparently thankful for Samuel and would bless Elkanah and Hannah when they came to the Tabernacle. Here, Elkanah’s “wife” is Hannah, not Peninnah.
“to his place.” This reflects the custom that it was the man who would own the property. The couple’s house was, in the culture, the man’s house.
1Sm 2:21
“Yahweh visited Hannah.” Yahweh had intervened and blessed Hannah so she got pregnant. It does not mean Yahweh was somehow personally present but rather that Yahweh “visited” through the circumstances of Hannah’s life.
[For more on God “visiting,” see commentary on Exod. 20:5.]
1Sm 2:22
“the women who served.” There were women who served at the Tabernacle (Exod. 38:8).
“at the entrance of the Tent of Meeting.” Which “entrance” this is, is not specified. It seems unlikely that the women would be allowed into the courtyard where the altar was, but perhaps they were; many other Laws were being broken. Or they could have been outside the Tabernacle enclosure helping people with their offerings, etc.
1Sm 2:25
“they did not listen to the voice of their father.” One of the problems with the Levitical system was that the priesthood was attained by heredity, not by being qualified for it. Eli’s sons were clearly not qualified to be priests because of the way they acted, but since the priesthood was hereditary, they could not be removed from it.
“therefore Yahweh desired to put them to death.” Although most versions translate the Hebrew ki in this verse as “because” (CJB, KJV), “since” (NAB, CSB), or “for” (ESV, NIV), the word “therefore” is to be preferred in light of the Scope of Scripture, which tells us that people can make free will decisions and that God then relates to them based on those decisions. The Bible is full of examples of this. Adam Clarke’s explanation for translating the ki as “therefore” accurately captures what we believe to be the meaning of this verse:
“The particle כי ki, which we [i.e. the KJV] translate because, and thus make their continuance in sin the effect of God’s determination to destroy them, should be translated therefore, as it means in many parts of the sacred writings. See Noldius’s Particles, where the very text in question is introduced: Sed non auscultarunt, &c.; IDEO voluit Jehova eos interficere; “But they would not hearken, &c.; THEREFORE God purposed to destroy them.” It was their not hearkening that induced the Lord to will their destruction.”[footnoteRef:381] [381:  Adam Clarke, Clarke’s Commentary, see note on 1 Sam. 2:25.] 

1Sm 2:26
“continued to grow in stature and in favor.” This is similar to Jesus (Luke 2:52).
1Sm 2:27
“a man of God.” The man is not identified, and as far as we can tell from Scripture he never is spoken of again. This makes a powerful point. God has many people who are “visible;” they are well-known and do a lot of very noticeable things for God. But God also has a lot of people, like the 7,000 who had not bowed the knee to Baal that Elijah did not know about (1 Kings 19:18), who are not well-known and are behind the scenes but are doing great work for God.
“reveal, yes, reveal.” The Hebrew text uses the figure of speech polyptoton for emphasis.
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
“to the house of your father when they were in Egypt in slavery.” God revealed himself to the ancestors of Eli (“the house of your father”) when they were still in Egypt, and that house included Amram, Moses, and Aaron; Eli was a descendant of Amram and his son Aaron, the first High Priest.
1Sm 2:28
“and choose him.” This most likely refers to Aaron, the first High Priest and lineal ancestor to Eli, the High Priest.
“the offerings that are made by fire.” This refers to the priest’s responsibility over all the offerings and sacrifices that were burned on the altar.
1Sm 2:29
“you all.” The “you” is plural. Eli and his sons.
“kick” This is idiomatic for “scorn, despise.”
“sacrifices and at my offerings.” The words are singular in the Hebrew text, but they refer to categories and not a singular sacrifice or offering, so we would use the plural for clarity (cf. CJB, CSB, ESV, NAB, NLT, NRSV).
“to make yourselves fat.” This was both figurative and literal, because Eli was fat (1 Sam. 4:18).
“the best.” The Hebrew is literally, “the beginning.” The priests got the first choices and therefore the best parts.
1Sm 2:30
“said, yes, said.” The Hebrew text uses the figure of speech polyptoton for emphasis, doubling the word “said.”
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
“would walk before me forever.” This seems to go back to the High Priestly line that came from Aaron.
1Sm 2:32
“You will see trouble in my habitation.” This “trouble” no doubt included having the ark of the covenant leave the Tabernacle, never to return there again. When it finally came to Jerusalem, David set up a special tent for it.
1Sm 2:35
“And I will raise up for myself a faithful priest.” This priest was not Samuel. Samuel was a priest, but there is no evidence that he ever did what most priests did, serving in their local areas, then serving in the Tabernacle under the High Priest during the annual Feasts of Israel such as Passover or Pentecost. The priest might be Zadok, who was not of the same priestly line as Eli. This change in the priesthood did not happen immediately, but it certainly was made more possible when Eli and his two sons, one of whom would have certainly followed Eli as High Priest, died.
“and in my soul.” The Hebrew translated “soul” is the word nephesh (#05315 נֶפֶשׁ), and nephesh has a wide range of meanings. Here it refers to God’s thoughts and desires, which is why many English translations say “mind.”
[For more on nephesh and soul see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
“he will walk in the presence of my anointed one.” The “he” is the priest, and he will live in the presence of “my anointed one,” i.e., the king. Here the prophet speaks about the future when God will set up a king over Israel. But at this time it would be many years before there was a king.
1Sm 2:36
“bow down.” The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body to the earth. It is the same Hebrew word as “worship.”
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
“loaf of bread.” A “loaf” of bread was quite like a pancake.
“piece of bread.” Cf. Judges 19:5.
 
1 Samuel Chapter 3
1Sm 3:1
“the word of Yahweh.” In this context, “the word of Yahweh” refers to direct revelation.
“visions were not frequent.” This refers to revelation, which was often given as a vision, but as we see in the context, audible revelation from God was also recognized, even by Eli, who likely had not gotten any in a while (1 Sam. 3:4, 6, 8). At this time in Israel’s history, due to the sin in the priesthood and among the people, revelation from God was rare and thus not frequent. However, there were still some prophets around (cf. 1 Sam. 2:27). We should also note that the Hebrew can be “not widespread” as well as “not frequent,” and both meanings are likely correct.
We should notice however that the reason that revelation was rare was due to the sin and disobedience of the people. God always wants to speak to His people and guide and bless them, yet sin separates people from God: “your iniquities have made a separation between you and your God, and your sins have hidden his face from you, so that he does not listen” (Isa. 59:2). Loving God involves working diligently to obey Him, and that will yield the wonderful benefit of being in greater communication with God.
1Sm 3:2
“at that time.” The Hebrew is literally, “on that day,” so the meaning could be “on that day that Eli was lying down,” but the word “that” (on that day) seems to refer to the time when visions were rare.
1Sm 3:3
“and the lamp of God had not yet gone out.” So it was very late in the night but not yet the morning, as we might say, “in the wee hours of the morning.” The menorah lamp in the Tent of Meeting (the “Tabernacle”) was lit every night and gave light until the olive oil ran out about morning (Exod. 27:21; 30:8; Lev. 24:2-3; 2 Chron. 13:11). So this tells us that God appeared to Samuel some time before dawn.
Since Eli’s eyes were growing dim (1 Sam. 3:2), it makes sense that Eli could not see at night and would call Samuel for assistance if he needed help, and old men often wake up at night for various reasons. So when Samuel heard his name being called, and never before having heard the direct voice of Yahweh, it makes perfect sense that he would assume that Eli was calling him (1 Sam. 3:4-8). Since it was fairly close to dawn it also makes sense that after Yahweh appeared to Samuel, he could not get back to sleep and lay awake until the dawn (1 Sam. 3:15).
“the temple of Yahweh.” Here, and in a few other places, the Tabernacle is referred to as a temple.
1Sm 3:10
“Yahweh came and stood.” This Scripture only causes confusion because people are taught that no one can see God, but that is not the case. God loves people and occasionally comes into concretion in human form to relate to His creation just as angels, who are normally invisible to us, sometimes make themselves visible. Just like we see God described as a person in Daniel 7:9-14, he comes into human form in other places as well. Here he came to Samuel in human form.
[For more on God appearing to people, see commentary on Acts 7:55.]
1Sm 3:11
“I am about to do a thing in Israel.” God’s message is spoken to Samuel but is about Eli. Much of the time a message for a person is spoken to that person, but there are times when others will bring a message from God to the person.
1Sm 3:13
“cursing God.” The sons of Eli, by their actions, were cursing God. However, the idea that God could be cursed was onerous to the early scribes, who changed the text to the current reading of the Masoretic Hebrew text. The text note in the NET explains what happened: “The MT seems to mean ‘they were bringing a curse on themselves’ (cf. ASV, NASB). But this meaning is problematic in part because the verb qll means ‘to curse,’ not ‘to bring a curse on,’ and in part because it takes an accusative object rather than the equivalent of a dative. This is one of the so-called tiqqune sopherim, or ‘emendations of the scribes.’ Why would the ancient copyists alter the original statement about Eli’s sons cursing God to the less objectionable statement that they brought a curse on themselves? Some argue that the scribes were concerned that such a direct and blasphemous affront against God could occur without an immediate response of judgment from God. Therefore they changed the text by deleting two letters א and י (alef and yod) from the word for ‘God,’ with the result that the text then read ‘to them.’ If this ancient scribal claim is accepted as accurate, it implies that the MT here is secondary. The present translation [the NET] follows the LXX (κακολογοῦντες θεόν, kakologountes theon) and a few MSS of the Old Latin in reading ‘God’ rather than the MT ‘to them.’”
“restrain them.” The Hebrew can be “rebuke.”
1Sm 3:14
“forever.” The word is used hyperbolically. Sometimes olam has a time limit.
1Sm 3:15
“and opened the doors of the house of Yahweh.” It seems that by this time in Israel’s history, there were more permanent buildings around the Tabernacle, and they would have had doors.
1Sm 3:17
“word.” The Hebrew dabar can mean “word, message, thing.”
“God do the same to you, and even more.” This is a form of a curse. The fact that Eli would call a curse over Samuel at this time only further reveals his weak character which tended to be evil, as this curse was. Eli knew Yahweh had spoken with Samuel, but he also knew that what God spoke to people could be a private message.
1Sm 3:18
“And he said.” That is, Eli said.
“He is Yahweh.” Eli is at least honest enough to admit that Yahweh spoke to Samuel. He did not try to explain away what Samuel heard as a dream or delusion. And Eli was well aware that Yahweh can and does speak audibly to people. Eli says, “He is Yahweh,” in essence, “He is God, so He can do whatever He wants.
“whatever is good in his eyes.” That is, whatever seems good to Him.
1Sm 3:19
“he let none of his words.” That is, God let none of Samuel’s words “fall to the ground,” that is, fail to come to pass. God called Samuel as a prophet, and a hallmark of a genuine prophet was that what he said comes to pass. So God supported Samuel by backing up what he said and making sure his words came to pass. This interpretation is also supported by 1 Sam. 3:20, because all of Israel knew that Samuel was a prophet. How? Because his words came to pass.
“fall to the ground.” An idiom for “go unfulfilled.” 1 Samuel 9:6 makes the point that Samuel’s words come to pass.
1Sm 3:20
“established.” The fact that Samuel’s words came to pass showed that he was established as a prophet. Interestingly, the word “established” can also mean “trustworthy,” and although that is likely not the primary meaning here, the fact that Samuel was trustworthy when the rest of the priests were not certainly set Samuel apart.
1Sm 3:21
“by the word of Yahweh.” Yahweh revealed Himself to Samuel “by the word of Yahweh,” so Yahweh revealed Himself by speaking His word. The words we speak reveal who we are, and God’s words reveal who He is, which is why it is so important to try to translate them as accurately as possible.
 
1 Samuel Chapter 4
1Sm 4:1
“And the word of Samuel came to all Israel.” This should have been the last sentence of chapter 3.
1Sm 4:3
“so that he will come among us and save us.” The Israelites understood that God dwelt over the ark between the cherubim (see commentary on Num. 7:89), and if they brought the ark, “He” would come too, and then He could save them. There is a breakdown in logic here on the part of Israel. If Yahweh struck them down, why would they want Him to be with them? It would seem they would want to distance themselves from Him. This is where superstition is not logical.
This also shows that God is not at our beck and call. He is God and we are His subjects and servants. God moves first and we follow. This is a very similar problem with the Word of Faith movement, which says “If I just have faith, God will do what I am having faith for.” Trusting God works if God gives the revelation and guidance first, but just “having faith” does not make God act just as bringing the ark of God into the camp did not make God act.
1Sm 4:4
“sits enthroned between the cherubim.” The Hebrew does not have the preposition “between” (or “on,” “above”), the text just says “sits cherubim.” However, “sitting” was associated with ruling, so many versions say “enthroned,” as the REV does. Yahweh dwelt (lit. “sits”) “between” the cherubim over the atonement cover of the ark of the covenant. Exodus 25:22 says, “I [Yahweh] will meet with you there, from above the atonement cover—from between the two cherubim that are on the ark of the testimony.” Numbers 7:89 then says that Yahweh spoke, and Moses, “heard Yahweh’s voice speaking to him from above the atonement cover that was on the ark of the testimony, from between the two cherubim.” Several English versions read “between the cherubim,” instead of “above” or “on” them (e.g., BBE, CSB, Geneva Bible, KJV, NET, NIV, NKJV, NLT). Although many English versions read “above” or “over” or “on” the cherubim, the word “between” is most accurate (see commentary on Num. 7:89).
1Sm 4:7
“For there has not been such a thing before.” Although the ark of the covenant had traveled with Israel, this was the first time the Philistines had to deal with it in battles with them.
1Sm 4:8
“with all kinds of plagues in the wilderness.” The Philistines seem to have their story mixed up. God did smite Egypt with plagues, but in Egypt, not in the wilderness. “All kinds of plagues” is literally in Hebrew, “every plague,” but “all kinds of plagues” gets the sense better in English.
1Sm 4:9
“you have to serve the Hebrews.” The word “serve” is a verb, it is not “servants.”
1Sm 4:11
“And the ark of God was captured.” The ark was “captured” (the Hebrew word is more literally “taken,” that is, it was taken away from the Israelites, but in this context “captured” is a clear translation (cf. CJB, CSB, ESV, JPS, NIV, NLT, NRSV). Reality reveals the powerlessness of superstition. The ark not only did not protect the army and give them victory, it was captured by the Philistines. Sadly, the influence of superstition is usually so great that even when the belief or ritual fails over and over, somehow excuses are made or blindness covers it over. For example, homes that are supposedly protected by statues of angels or saints, or have other protective symbols have just as many problems as those homes that have no such “protections,” but the belief in the protective power goes on in spite of that.
God and the power of God should be enough for people, even though God does not promise us health and happiness in this fallen world. But sadly He is usually not enough for most people and so they turn to fake advantages given by various superstitions and then ignore the fact that the superstitions do not really work.
“and the two sons of Eli, Hophni and Phinehas, died.” Thus fulfilling the prophecy of 1 Sam. 2:34.
1Sm 4:12
“and came to Shiloh the same day.” The run from the area of Aphek to Shiloh would basically be a marathon run, 26 miles, and mostly uphill. Thus the text adds, “the same day.”
1Sm 4:13
“And when the man came into the city.” The main entrance to the city of Shiloh was on the south. It seems that the messenger arrives at Shiloh and goes into the city, telling people as he went. Eventually, the man would reach Eli. The Tabernacle was likely on the north side, and since many people would be going to Shiloh to worship, the Tabernacle would have a road going to it, and Eli was sitting by that road.
1Sm 4:14
“the noise of the shouting.” Eli heard the noise of the shouting, but did not as yet know whether the news was good or bad.
“tumult.” This is the noun from the same root as the verb “shook” in 1 Samuel 4:5.
1Sm 4:15
“98.” It is noteworthy that Eli was 98, and still the High Priest, and he did not die of natural causes.
“had failed.” The Hebrew uses an idiom to express that Eli was now blind.[footnoteRef:382] Sometime earlier, in 1 Samuel 3:2, Eli’s eyes were dim. Now he is totally blind. [382:  Cf. Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon.] 

1Sm 4:18
“by the side of the gate.” The gate to the Tabernacle.
1Sm 4:19
“came suddenly upon her.” The Hebrew text reads more literally, “were turned upon her.” Her labor was brought on prematurely, apparently brought on by shock.
1Sm 4:20
“And about the time of her death.” So her son was born an orphan into a priestly family. Both his father and mother, and his grandfather also, died that day.
1Sm 4:21
“Ichabod.” The Hebrew can mean, “Where is the glory,” or it can mean, “No glory” [the glory has departed].
“departed.” The word means “exiled.”
 
1 Samuel Chapter 5
1Sm 5:2
“the house of Dagon.” That is, the temple of Dagon.
“Dagon.” Dagon shows up as a god in the ancient Near East long before he appears as one in the Bible, and his worship was quite widespread. Dagon is mentioned in Mari texts, was the chief deity of a pantheon of some 200 gods at Ebla, is occasionally mentioned in early Sumerian texts, had a temple at Ugarit, and is sometimes used in royal names in Mesopotamia. Dagon appears in Assyrian and Phoenician artifacts as well. In the Bible, Dagon is mentioned in Joshua, Judges, 1 Samuel, and 1 Chronicles, and figures prominently in 1 Samuel 5 and had a temple in Ashdod. It was once thought that Dagon was a fish god because a possible root of the name was related to the word “fish.” However, the name “Dagon” is more likely related to one of the words for “grain,” and Dagon was a god of agriculture and grain, and by extension fertility. The evidence is that Dagon was worshiped as a fertility god in Ebla, Assyria, Ugarit, and by the Amorites. The identification of Dagon as a fish god led to associating him with other gods such as Merman and Oannes that were sometimes portrayed as part fish but those associations may not be accurate.[footnoteRef:383] [383:  Cf. Wikipedia, “Dagon,” https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dagon.] 

1Sm 5:4
“Only Dagon’s torso remained.” Cutting off the head and hands was occasionally done to enemies killed in battle. The word “torso” comes from the Septuagint.
1Sm 5:5
“Dagon’s house.” The Temple of Dagon.
1Sm 5:6
“But the hand of Yahweh was heavy on the people of Ashdod.” The hands of Dagon had been cut off and he was powerless, but the hand of Yahweh was “heavy” (or glorious) upon Ashdod.
“tumors.” The scholarly consensus is that this disease could have been bubonic plague which involves swelling of the lymph nodes. The Septuagint adds that there were mice, and in the Bible there was an offering of mice, so mice may have been involved, adding to the idea that there was likely some kind of plague.
1Sm 5:10
“to us to kill us and our people.” The Hebrew is “to kill me and my people” The Ekronites saw themselves as one.
1Sm 5:12
“went up to the heavens.” The meaning of this idiomatic phrase is that the cry of the people reached God.
 
1 Samuel Chapter 6
1Sm 6:1
“territory” The Hebrew word is literally “field.” It refers to the territory. The writer likely saw the area as still belonging to Israel by God’s grant.
1Sm 6:2
“the priests and the diviners.” Note that the people now go to the religious people for answers. The “lords” of the Philistines made suggestions, move the ark from place to place, but that did not work out.
“What should we do.” This could also be translated, “What are we to do” (CJB).
1Sm 6:3
“return, yes, return.” The Hebrew text uses the figure of speech polyptoton for emphasis, repeating the root word “return.” The idea is to “be sure to” return the ark with a gift—don’t forget the gift.
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
1Sm 6:4
“they said, ‘Five gold tumors...’” This is the Philistine priests and diviners speaking and giving the solution. This seems like something they made up, there certainly is not anything in the Mosaic Law about it. The fact that the Philistines made gold mice is likely due to the fact that the plague that the Philistines were experiencing had something to do with mice (or rats). In fact, some of the early Greek translations include that the plague was carried by mice, although there is no such information in the Hebrew texts.
1Sm 6:5
“to give glory to the God of Israel.” This does not mean that the Philistines would start worshiping Yahweh. Rather, giving glory to God in this context is giving recognition of His power (cf. Rev. 11:13).
1Sm 6:6
“Why then do you harden your hearts.” There is a wonderful irony here as the pagan Philistine priests and diviners reprove the Philistine leaders for hardening their hearts against Yahweh. So the Philistines recognized Yahweh as a god, but not that he was one of their gods or a top god. It is noteworthy that the pagan Philistines remembered that Yahweh had delivered the Israelites from slavery in Egypt, while the Israelites, the people of Yahweh, forgot Him and turned to pagan gods and worshiped and served them. People do what they want to do and make up reasons for not doing what they don’t want to do. Yahweh required a kind of service that many of the Israelites apparently did not want to do, while the pagan gods offered things like ritual sex that was very attractive to many Israelites.
1Sm 6:8
“send it away, that it may go away.” This is the same basic language that was used of the Egyptians sending Israel out of Egypt (1 Sam. 6:6).
1Sm 6:9
“If it goes up to Beth-shemesh.” The Philistines are making very sure that what has happened to them was indeed the hand of Yahweh by even picking the city that the cows had to walk toward.
“the road of his territory.” That is, the road that is in Yahweh’s territory, as we see as the sentence develops.
1Sm 6:12
“lowing as they went.” This is perhaps God’s way of announcing His coming, using the cows as his trumpeters. It was common that a king would have people go ahead of him with trumpets and fanfare announcing his coming.
1Sm 6:13
“The people of Beth-shemesh.” The city of Beth-shemesh was a Levitical city (1 Sam. 6:15).
“reaping their wheat harvest.” So this is late May or June. If the ark of the covenant had been with the Philistines for seven months (1 Sam. 6:1), then the battle in which the ark was captured occurred in November or December, seven months earlier.
“in the valley.” The Hebrew could also be, “on the plain.” This was the Sorek Valley, which had a wide, flat plain in the valley. From Ekron to Beth-shemesh is up the Sorek Valley.
1Sm 6:15
“The Levites took down the ark.” Joshua 21:16 says that Beth-shemesh was a Levitical city, so the presence of the Levites would be expected.
1Sm 6:19
“70.” The Masoretic Hebrew text, which is normally used for the translation of the Old Testament, reads “fifty thousand, seventy,” but in this instance, as in some other places in the Old Testament, there was an obvious copyist’s error. Beth-shemesh was one of the Levitical cities scattered around Israel, and it was in the tribal area of Judah (Josh. 21:16). Today, Beth-shemesh is a seven-acre tel (a tel is an ancient city mound), so Beth-shemesh was not a large city; the entire population of Beth-shemesh did not number 50,000. When the ark showed up at Beth-shemesh, it was totally unexpected, and some of the men of the town were harvesting wheat (1 Sam. 6:13). The people of the town celebrated when the ark was recovered, and some of the men looked into the ark and subsequently died. Given the size of the town and the fact that its arrival in town was a surprise, 50,000 people could not even have come from the surrounding area.
Furthermore, there was no way a number as large as 50,000 people could reasonably look into the ark. It seems clear that it was 70 people who died. The original reading of “70” is preserved in a few Hebrew manuscripts. Some scholars have proposed that the original text read 70 men and 50 oxen, which was then misunderstood as 50,070 men, but there is no proof for that, even if it is a reasonable attempt to explain how 70 became 50,070.
It could perhaps be that the Hebrew, “70 men; 50,000 men” could possibly be an overall number of the people who died in the whole ark incident: 34,000 Israelite warriors (1 Sam. 4:2, 10), and obviously many Philistines died due to the war, plagues, and mice. So it is possible that in all, some 50,000 people were “struck” by Yahweh.
 
1 Samuel Chapter 7
1Sm 7:1
“took up.” That is, took it uphill from the Philistine country into the hill country of Judah. From Beth-shemesh to Kiriath-jearim is about ten miles.
1Sm 7:2
“Kiriath-jearim.” It is interesting that the ark stayed in Kiriath-jearim for so long since that city was one of the Gibeonite cities (Josh. 9:17).
“that a long time passed.” The Hebrew is literally, “the days multiplied.”
“For it was 20 years.” The ark was in Kireath-jearim for more than 20 years, but 20 years for Israel to lament and repent until Samuel spoke, then it stayed there longer until the time of David.
1Sm 7:3
“And Samuel spoke.” Samuel is now grown up. He was a child when the ark was captured, and it has been 20 years since that time.
1Sm 7:5
“Mizpah.” Mizpah is two miles north of Ramah.
“I will pray to Yahweh for you.” While Samuel was the mediator between God and Israel, Jesus Christ is the mediator between God and humans (1 Tim. 2:5).
1Sm 7:6
“and drew water and poured it out before Yahweh.” Although the exact significance of this water ritual is not known, it was tied to fasting. It is possible that it was a way of adding sincerity to their fast: that they did not eat food or drink water, and wanted to demonstrate that fact by pouring water on the ground before Yahweh.
“And Samuel judged the children of Israel.” Here we see Samuel acting as a judge; he was the last of the judges in the Judges period.
1Sm 7:10
“threw them into a panic.” See commentary on Joshua 10:10.
1Sm 7:11
“as far as below Beth-car.” That is, as far as west of Beth-car. The location of Beth-car is unknown, but the Philistines were retreating to the west, and the territory went downhill from Mizpeh to the coast, so “below” Beth-car is to the west of Beth-car.
1Sm 7:12
“took a stone and set it between Mizpah and Shen and called its name Ebenezer.” The location of “Shen” is unknown. “Ebenezer” means “Stone of Help” and this Ebenezer is a different place from the Ebenezer in 1 Samuel 4:1. This is more than Samuel just putting a stone there. Samuel set up a standing-stone as a memorial to remind Israel of the help that God gave them against the Philistines.
[For more on standing-stones, see commentary on Gen. 28:18.]
“Yahweh helped us here.” The Hebrew can refer to time or place, but place seems more logical given the fact that Samuel just set up a stone in that place.
1Sm 7:13
“the territory of Israel.” God gave the whole Promised Land to Israel, but the tribes such as Dan never conquered the seacoast, and this verse shows that there is now a kind of status quo where the Philistines are on the coast to stay.
1Sm 7:14
“from Ekron even to Gath.” These are the inland cities of the Philistines. These inland cities went back and forth between Israel and the Philistines.
“There was peace between Israel and the Amorites.” The Philistines were enemies to both Israel and the Amorites, but this was a peace that was never supposed to occur.
1Sm 7:16
“to Bethel.” Samuel would have started in Ramah.
“Gilgal.” This is likely the Gilgal by Jericho.
 
1 Samuel Chapter 8
1Sm 8:3
“his sons did not walk in his ways.” The institution of government by God’s judges and elders had lasted for hundreds of years, but now it comes to an end because of abuse of the system. Ungodliness and abuse can bring an end to many godly institutions. Thankfully, when Christ rules the earth, ungodliness will come to an end. Jesus said, “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness (i.e., justice and right living on earth) because they will be filled” (Matt. 5:6). This will start during Christ’s Millennial Kingdom.
[For more information on the Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
1Sm 8:4
“Ramah.” Samuel’s hometown. Called “Ramathaim” in 1 Sam. 1:1 (see commentary on 1 Sam. 1:1).
1Sm 8:5
“your sons have not walked in your ways. Now make us a king to judge us.” The Israelites wanted a king. There was a multifaceted reason for that. One, as stated in 1 Samuel 8:5, was that Samuel’s two sons were evil (1 Sam. 8:3). To put that in historical perspective, that fact only added to the evil done by the previous judge and High Priest, Eli, who also had two sons who were very evil and were referred to as “sons of Belial” (1 Sam. 2:12; see the REV commentary on 1 Sam. 2:12). With the leadership seemingly passing from father to son (although Eli’s wicked sons were killed in battle) we can see why the people likely did not want any more evil leadership.
As much or more than that, however, was the increasing presence of the Philistines in Israel. They were a very real danger. They were an advanced society in that time and were well-armed and aggressive. Without any central government, Israel did not seem to have an effective way to deal with them. The Philistines could attack the Negev, and the people of Ashur and Naphthali up north might say, “Well, that’s your problem, Judah.” But we see that when Saul was king, when the Ammonites attacked Jabesh-gilead in the Transjordan, Saul mustered all the tribes to fight the Ammonites and saved the city (1 Sam. 11:1-11). God had foretold that Israel would eventually have a king (Deut. 17:14-20). God had in mind the everlasting kingship of the Messiah and had spoken of a king from the tribe of Judah some 600 years before Samuel’s time (Gen. 49:8-10). It is likely only because the people pressed Samuel at this time, and from God’s perspective there was no one from the tribe of Judah positioned to become king, that God chose Saul the Benjamite to be king. Eventually David, from the tribe of Judah, did become king and the legitimate kings of Israel were his descendants, including Jesus Christ, who will one day sit on the throne of David (Luke 1:32).
1Sm 8:7
“Listen to the voice.” This is the “pregnant sense” of the word “listen,” meaning to listen to what they say and do it (cf. 1 Sam. 8:9, 22).
1Sm 8:9
“Listen to the voice.” This is the “pregnant sense” of the word “listen,” meaning to listen to what they say and do it (cf. 1 Sam. 8:7, 22).
“warn, yes, warn.” God repeats the verb warn twice, using the figure of speech polyptoton for emphasis. It means to emphatically warn.
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
“the way of the king.” The “way” of the king includes his way of being, the extent of his power and the rights he claims as king, the judgments he makes, etc.
1Sm 8:11
“he will take.” This so well reflects what happens with the government. They take. The word “take” is used much in the next few verses.
1Sm 8:12
“plow his ground.” The Hebrew uses the root of “plow” twice; “plow (verb) his plowed field (noun)” but it translates well as “plow his ground.” The same is true of “harvest” but “harvest” works well in English because it can be a noun or verb depending on its use in the sentence, so “harvest (verb) his harvest (noun)” makes sense in English.
1Sm 8:14
“even the best of them.” That is, even the best of them all, not just the olive groves.
“his servants.” This refers to the officers and officials of the king, not his household servants/slaves.
[For more on “servants” being used for people of high position in the kingdom, see commentary on 2 Sam. 11:1.]
1Sm 8:15
“officers.” Traditionally “eunuchs,” that is likely not its meaning here.
“his servants.” That is, the government officials. There is archaeological evidence of government officials referring to themselves as “servants” of the king (see commentary on 2 Sam. 11:1).
1Sm 8:17
“you yourselves.” The Hebrew can read “you” or “you yourselves,” but given the fact that this is Samuel’s warning to the people, “you yourselves” seems to be appropriate.
1Sm 8:20
“our king may govern us.” The Hebrew word translated “govern” is shaphat (#08199 שָׁפַט), and its most basic meaning is “to judge.” Its meanings include “to judge, to decide between, to settle disputes, to administer justice, to rule, to be in authority, to govern.” In this context, it has the meaning of “to govern” with likely an emphasis on settling disputes. The Israelites were prone to ungodly behavior, and no doubt the decisions rendered by the elders of any given town were political and ungodly. Sadly, having a king instead of local elders and tribal leaders would not remedy that. Throughout history, people have been willing to give up their freedom and personal responsibility for being governed by others.
“and go out before us and fight our battles.” The people wanted a warrior king, and they got Saul, who was apparently a valiant warrior. However, as we learn more and more about Saul we see that he was not a particularly godly man.
1Sm 8:21
“he spoke them into the ears of Yahweh.” This is the figure of speech anthropopatheia,[footnoteRef:384] giving God human characteristics, and it brings God closer to humankind and in this case places emphasis on the closeness of the relationship between Samuel and Yahweh. The figure “ears of Yahweh” occurs only here, but James 5:4 is very similar. [384:  Bullinger, Figures of Speech Used in the Bible, 871, “anthropopatheia.”] 

1Sm 8:22
“Listen to the voice.” This is the “pregnant sense” of the word “listen,” meaning to listen to what they say and do it (cf. 1 Sam. 8:7, 9).
 
1 Samuel Chapter 9
1Sm 9:1
“Kish.” Kish, the father of Saul, was the man described at the end of the verse as “a mighty man of valor.” So Saul had good breeding and likely some good training to be the king of Israel and do what the people wanted: “govern us and go out before us and fight our battles” (1 Sam. 8:20)
1Sm 9:2
“a handsome young man.” This section of Scripture is describing Saul’s outward characteristics.
1Sm 9:3
“were lost.” This was not uncommon. Donkeys would wander off if left untethered, this was common enough to be written about in the Law of Moses (Exod. 23:4).
1Sm 9:4
“but they were not found.” The switch from the singular pronoun “he” in the opening of the verse to the plural pronoun “they,” shows that the “they” refers to the donkeys.[footnoteRef:385] It is not that the pronouns are confusing, as some commentators claim. [385:  David Tsumura, The First Book of Samuel [NICOT], 266.] 

“Shalishah...Shaalim...the land of the Benjamites.” These locations have not been identified. Scholars have made some educated guesses, but that is all. Even the phrase “the land of the Benjamites” is only a possibility, because there are other ways to understand the Hebrew text. However, since Gibeah, Saul’s hometown, and Ramah, where Samuel was, are less than five miles apart, there is good reason to believe those names are names of specific local areas and thus Saul may have covered a lot of back-and-forth distance without going very far from his home.
1Sm 9:5
“the land of Zuph.” The “land of Zuph” is the name of a small territory in the vicinity of Ramah, where Samuel lived, but its exact boundaries are not known. It is because they ended their search in the land of Zuph near Ramah that they decided to see the prophet Samuel.
1Sm 9:6
“But he said to him.” But he [the servant] said to him [to Saul].
“Look, there is a man of God in this city.” The city that Samuel lived in was Ramah, so the city here in the record must be Ramah, also known as Ramathaim-zophim (1 Sam. 1:1).
“comes, yes, comes to pass.” The Hebrew doubles the word “come” for emphasis, thus using the figure of speech polyptoton.
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
1Sm 9:7
“But look, if we go, what can we bring the man?” In this early section that introduces Saul, we are shown that Saul is not very spiritually sensitive or really cares about it. He lives in Gibeah, which is only two miles from Ramah, the hometown of Samuel, the Judge of Israel, yet Saul seems to know little or nothing about him. A spiritually astute or caring man would have known a lot about him.
“gift.” The Hebrew word occurs only here and the meaning is not exactly known, but it seems to be related to a gift that opened the door for one to be able to see the prophet.
1Sm 9:8
“Look, I happen to have in my hand.” The servant takes the focus on himself; the Hebrew text reads more literally, “Look, there is found in my hand...” as if the silver somehow was just discovered in his hand without any explanation about how it got there. There is a lot in that phraseology. The servant did not want to make Saul look bad as if the servant was prepared for the journey and Saul wasn’t, but it is interesting that the servant is more prepared for the journey than Saul is. This theme will come up later in Saul’s kingship, where those who serve him are more godly or better prepared than he is. Also, because the wording is such that the silver seems to have just miraculously appeared in the servant’s hand and was “found” there, we see the hand of God behind the scenes as if He wants Saul to meet Samuel and is providing the means for that to happen.
“one-fourth of a shekel.” One-fourth of a shekel is roughly one-tenth of an ounce (2.8 grams). A shekel was roughly .4 ounces (11 or 11.5 grams). See commentary on Genesis 24:22, “shekel.”
1Sm 9:10
“Good idea.” The Hebrew is more literally, “Your word is good.”
1Sm 9:11
“the city.” The city where Samuel lived was Ramah, which means “height,” so it would have been on the top of a hill.
“young women going out to draw water.” It was culturally the job of women, particularly young women, to draw water (see commentary on Gen. 24:11).
1Sm 9:12
“for he has just come into the city today.” If Saul and his servant had been one day earlier they would have missed Samuel. As with so many records in the Bible, we see God’s invisible hand arranging the time and getting Saul to a feast that he did not know about even though God scheduled him to be the guest of honor.
“city shrine.” See commentary on 1 Samuel 9:13.
1Sm 9:13
“before he goes up to the shrine to eat.” The Hebrew word translated “shrine” is bamah (#01116 בָּמָה), and the plural, “shrines,” is bamot. The Hebrew word bamah should not be confused with the Greek word bēma (#968 βῆμα), because the Greek word bēma mostly refers to a judgment seat (cf. Matt. 27:19; John 19:13; Acts 18:12, 16, 17; 25:6; Rom. 14:10; 2 Cor. 5:10), whereas the Hebrew word bamah generally refers to a place of worship, a shrine. The Hebrew word bamah referred to a place that was built up so that it was a little higher than the ground around it and then leveled out and then various idols and objects of worship were placed on it. Larger shrines even had temples to various gods on them. Many of the towns had such shrines (see commentary on Num. 33:52). Many of the “high places,” the shrines, were used in the worship of pagan gods, and it is even possible that originally this one in Ramah was too, but at this time it was used in the worship of Yahweh, although exactly how that fits into the Mosaic Law is unclear; it may have been a case where God simply accepted human weakness and was thankful that people want to sacrifice to Him. In any case, Samuel would never have had a part in pagan practices.
In the case of Ramah, it is unclear whether the city shrine was located in the city or outside of it. Ramah was located on a hill (note that Saul had to walk uphill to get to Ramah (1 Sam. 9:11)). So the city shrine could have been at a high location in the city or at a location just outside the city. The area is such that if the shrine was located outside the city wall, it would not have been far away. However, the fact that the shrine had a banquet room (1 Sam. 9:22) is evidence that the shrine was likely inside the city wall.
“because he has to bless the sacrifice.” In this context, the people wait for Samuel to bless the sacrifice. This is an ominous foreshadow against Saul, who did not wait for Samuel (1 Sam. 13:8-13, cf. 1 Sam. 10:8). We can tell from the context that this sacrifice was not a burnt offering, because the burnt offering was entirely burned up. But with most sacrifices, at least part of the animal was eaten, and that is certainly the case here. Thirty people besides Samuel, Saul, and Saul’s servant were invited to eat.
1Sm 9:14
“behold.” In this word we see the invisible hand of God making sure that the meeting between Samuel and Saul happened at the right time.
“Samuel came out.” The Bible does not tell us what Samuel came out of, but it could have been a street in the city, or a house, or something else. But it was not “out of the city,” because Samuel met Saul and his servant while they were “in the midst” of the city.
“to go up to the shrine.” See commentary on 1 Samuel 9:13.
1Sm 9:15
“told Samuel in his ear.” The Hebrew is more literally “Yahweh uncovered the ear of Samuel.” This idiom is used several times in Scripture (cf. 1 Sam. 20:13, “make known” is “uncover the ear.” Also, 1 Chron. 17:25). This is a phrase that indicates a level of intimacy and personal attention. That Yahweh spoke into Samuel’s ear is different from Yahweh speaking to a group of people. This was literally, “for your ears only” from God to Samuel.
“a day before.” This is literal. Just the day before. The Hebrew text has the word “one,” as in “one day before,” but because “one day” in English idiom sometimes means “someday,” that phrase was avoided to prevent introducing ambiguity into the translation.
1Sm 9:16
“looked upon.” In this context, “looked upon” means to see and to help. The Hebrew word is more literally, “seen.”
1Sm 9:17
“who will restrain my people.” The Hebrew verb translated “restrain” is atsar (#06113 עָצַר), and it means to restrain, refrain, retain, withhold.” The meaning here in 1 Samuel 9:17 is “restrain,” “hold back”; cf. “He it is who shall restrain my people” (ESV); “this one doth restrain my people” (YLT); “This one shall keep rein on my people” (Schocken Bible). While the translation “restrain” may seem unusual, that is only because in our modern culture we do not usually think biblically about government and so we do not often express that a primary function of government is to “restrain” the people from lawlessness. We realize from the laws around us such as speed limit laws, hunting and fishing regulations, laws against indecent exposure, etc., that government makes laws that restrain the people, but we do not usually think of a primary role of government as “restraining” people.
During the Judges period, before Israel had a king, every person did that which was right in his own eyes (Judg. 21:25), but now the king would “restrain” them. Humans have a sin nature, and it is simply a fact that if there are no laws or no enforcement of the laws, people take advantage of others, hurt and oppress others, steal from others, enslave others, and more. A major role of rulers is to make and enforce laws that restrain the evil behavior of ungodly people, and that point is brought out here in the Hebrew text. It is unfortunate that so many English versions do not use the word “restrain” even though that is the primary meaning of the Hebrew word and is a primary responsibility of government. While it is true that kings “rule” (CEB, CSB, NASB, NET, NLT) and “govern” (CJB, NAB, NIV, TNK), that is not the emphasis of the text here, and it misses the teaching point that a primary responsibility of government is to restrain people’s ungodly behavior.
We should note, however, that the word “restrain” can have either a negative or a positive meaning depending on the ruler. If the ruler is evil, the “restraint” is oppressive and hurtful. If the ruler is godly, then the restraint helps the people stay safe and thrive. The ‘restraint” under King Ahab and Queen Jezebel was ungodly and oppressive. Rulers such as Saul and Solomon did a little of both kinds of restraint: they helped in some ways and were oppressive in others. In the future, when Christ is king over the earth, he will “rule with an iron scepter,” and restrain the people’s evil intents and actions (cf. Ps. 2:9; Rev. 2:27; 12:5; 19:15) and his Millennial Kingdom on earth will be a time of unprecedented peace and prosperity, as many biblical prophecies show.
It is not well-known among Christians that Jesus Christ will conquer and rule the earth for 1,000 years, but it is a very important part of understanding what will happen in the future.
[For more information on Jesus Christ’s 1,000-year reign on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on how the future will unfold from this present age to the Millennial Kingdom to the Everlasting Kingdom, see commentary on Rev. 21:1.]
1Sm 9:18
“in the gate.” This does not seem to be the outer city gate.
“Please tell me where the seer’s house is.” It is astounding that Saul did not know Samuel by face, even if he had never met him in person. Samuel had been the most powerful prophet in Israel for many years, and had been responsible for some notable miracles. For Saul not to know him points to the lack of spirituality in Saul’s life. At this point, we wonder why God would want such a person as king. The most probable answer is that Saul is the kind of king that the people wanted and thus he would be readily accepted by the people.
1Sm 9:19
“everything that you are thinking.” The Hebrew text reads, “all that is in your heart” but this is a case where a literal translation can lead the reader astray because the English phrase “all that is in your heart” does not mean what the phrase meant in Hebrew. The “heart” in Hebrew was the center of thinking, and that is its meaning here.
1Sm 9:20
“do not set your mind on them.” The Hebrew is more literally, “do not set your heart on them.” Here, as in 1 Sam. 9:19, “heart” refers to the mind.
“For on whom is all the desire of Israel.” Israel desired a king, and now all their desire was on that king whom they will soon find out is Saul.
“and on all your father’s house.” The people wanted a king to go out to war and lead them in battle, and the Benjamites were known for being fierce fighters, so even in that sense Saul and his family would make a good royal household.
1Sm 9:21
“Am I not a Benjamite of the smallest of the tribes of Israel.” Saul did not understand how Israel could desire him. At this time Benjamin was the smallest tribe in Israel because they had gone to war with the other tribes and lost, and most of their men were killed off (Judg. 19-21).
1Sm 9:22
“banquet room.” The Hebrew word refers to a room that is generally associated with the Temple.
1Sm 9:24
“for I said, ‘I have invited the people.’” To understand this we must see that Samuel said “to the cook” to set aside meat for Saul, because he had invited the people and they would have eaten it if it had not been kept by the cook.
1Sm 9:25
“shrine.” See commentary on 1 Samuel 9:13.
“into the city.” This could mean from outside the city into it, or from a further part of the city into the midst of it.
“on the roof.” The roofs of the houses were flat, and people talked and even slept at night on them.
1Sm 9:27
“make known to you.” The Hebrew is more literally, “cause you to hear.”
 
1 Samuel Chapter 10
1Sm 10:1
“Saul’s head.” The Hebrew text has “his head,” but the REV changes the pronoun to “Saul” here for clarity.
“Is it not that.” This is a rhetorical question. Samuel was explaining that he was anointing Saul because he was the new king of Israel.
1Sm 10:2
“meet two men.” The Hebrew is more literally, “find two men,” but that is misleading in English. In Hebrew, “find” can mean “meet,” and it does that here.
“by Rachel’s tomb.” Jacob set up a standing-stone on Rachel’s grave (Gen. 35:20), and it was likely still there in the time of Samuel and Saul, many centuries after Jacob set it up. However, Rachel’s actual grave is not likely in the well-known traditional location near Bethlehem of Judah (see commentary on Gen. 35:19).
1Sm 10:3
“three loaves of bread.” Biblically, a “loaf” of bread was like a thick pancake. It is not the standard loaf shape we have in the Western world today.
“skin-bottle.” The use of containers or “bottles” made from animal skins is a very ancient custom and was still practiced in the East until fairly recent times. The most common material that was used for skin-bottles was the skin of a goat or young kid. Bottles made from goatskin were used to hold wine, water, milk, and such.
It was important that the skin would not leak, so usually, the head of the animal was cut off, leaving as much neck as possible, and then the bones of the animal were sometimes broken so they would fit out the neck hole, and the animal was turned inside out with all the innards passing out through the neck hole. The animal was not cut open as is done when an animal is field dressed before being butchered. Once the animal was inside out, the skin was scraped so that the hide was clean and free from meat and fat. Also, the legs were cut off close to the hoof and then tied tight so fluid would not leak out through the leg hole, and the anus was sewn shut. Then usually the animal was turned hair-side out again and would hold fluid. Sometimes the hair was left on the animal skin, and sometimes it was scraped and coated with oil or grease so that it was thoroughly watertight, and also would not tend to dry out.
It was common with the smaller skins that the neck hole served as both the opening from which the skin-bottle was filled and the opening from which its contents were poured out. However, if a larger container was desired, even as large as a camel or ox, which were used as large containers and sometimes used on long journeys in the desert, often one leg was only tied shut with cord and that leg would provide the spout through which the fluid was poured.
It was common to keep the skin-bottles upright by tying a rope under the upper thighs of the animal and hanging it so it would not tip over, but sometimes a full skin could simply be set upright with the neck pointing up and tied shut. The rough and mobile life of many of the people of the East made skin-bottles a much better choice for liquids than earthenware pots, and they were much easier to seal. If a skin-bottle did get cut or tear, sometimes it could be repaired by sewing or tying it up (cf. Josh. 9:4).
When the skin-bottles were filled with wine, people had to be careful not to use old skin-bottles that had become hard and inflexible, because Eastern wine finished fermenting in the skin-bottles and would produce gasses that would cause the bottle to burst if it was sealed tightly. Jesus used that fact in his teachings (Matt. 9:17; Mark 2:22; Luke 5:37).
In 1855, Horatio Hackett wrote about skin-bottles, and how common they were.
“The use of skin bottles prevails still very extensively in all parts of western Asia…at Cairo I saw them at almost every turn in the streets, and on the backs of the water-carriers between that city and Bulak, its port on the Nile. After that I met with them [saw them] constantly, wherever I traveled, both in Egypt and Syria. They are made of the skins of animals, especially of the goat, and in various forms. They are more commonly made so as to retain the figure of the animal from which the skin is taken. The process is said to be this: they cut off the head of the goat, kid, or sheep, as the case may be, and then strip off the skin whole from the body, without cutting it except at the extremities. The neck constitutes the mouth of the bottle; and, as the only places that it needs to be sewed up are where the feet were cut off, the skin, when distended with water, is precisely the appearance or form of the animal to which it belonged. The bottles of this shape have been used in the Eastern countries from the earliest antiquity; that they were common in the days of the patriarchs and the Pharaohs, I had an interesting proof in one of the tombs near the Ghizeh pyramids. Among the figures on the walls I saw a goat-shaped bottle, as exactly like those now seen in Cairo as if it had been painted from one of them by a modern artist…Bottles are also made of leather, dressed for the purpose, and are of various sizes, from the pouch containing two or three quarts, which the traveler may sling over his shoulder, to the ox-hide in which caravans preserve their supplies of water on long journeys, when they meet with brooks or cisterns only at distant intervals.”[footnoteRef:386] [386:  Horatio B. Hackett, Illustrations of Scripture, chap. 1, para. “Skin and Leather Bottles,” Kindle.] 

In 1875, James Freeman wrote about skin-bottles, and included in his book a reproduction of Assyrian artwork in which a woman is giving fluid to her child from a skin-bottle, holding the skin by the forelegs and back and pouring out the fluid to the child through the neck hole of the skin.[footnoteRef:387] [387:  J. Freeman, Manners and Customs of the Bible, “Skin Bottles,” 354, para. 651.] 

1Sm 10:5
“Gibeah-elohim.” This could be translated “Hill of God,” like some versions do, but it was not a reference to just any hill, it was the name of a hill with a garrison and village. The Hebrew text actually reads “Gibeath” instead of “Gibeah,” but it is common for the Hebrew to spell names slightly differently in different places, and to keep the continuity and so the reader can more easily follow the events at Gibeah, we used “Gibeah” here. The town is Gibeah of Benjamin, the native town of Saul (which would explain why Saul was heading in that direction), and it was often called “Gibeah of Saul” because Saul was the king and lived there (1 Sam. 11:4; 15:34; 2 Sam. 21:6; Isa. 10:29). That Saul was from Gibeah and was home explains how the people there knew him and his family, and were surprised when he prophesied and said, “What is this that has happened to the son of Kish? Is Saul also among the prophets?” It seems likely that the town of Gibeah is called “Gibeah-elohim” (Gibeah of God) in this verse because of the town shrine in or near the town where people would go to worship.
“town shrine.” Gibeah of Saul was built on a hilltop, and it would be the case that somewhere in the city would have been a shrine—a raised and leveled area on which were placed holy things such as an altar, a small temple, and if the town had more pagan leanings, which many did, statues of a god or gods.
[For more on local shrines, see commentary on Num. 33:52.]
1Sm 10:6
“and will be turned into another man.” In the Old Testament, when God wanted to empower a person with spirit power, He would put His gift of holy spirit (usually just called “spirit”) upon the person (cf. Num. 11:17, 25-29). When that happened the person had a line of communication with God that they never had before, and they also could manifest spiritual power in various ways, and they were especially known for being able to hear from God and prophesy, like Saul did right after he got the spirit. The presence of God’s spirit upon a person was so powerful and profound that when a person got holy spirit on them they were a “different person” than they had been without the spirit. Samuel understood that, and told Saul that when he got spirit upon him he would be turned into another man. David knew that too, and after he disobeyed God by committing adultery with Bathsheba and setting her husband Uriah up to be killed in battle, he prayed for forgiveness and that God would not take the gift of holy spirit away from him because he did not want to lose that special connection with God (Ps. 51:11).
[For more on the gift of holy spirit, see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
1Sm 10:7
“whatever your hand finds to do.” This is an idiom, meaning, whatever the circumstances require; whatever you think is best in the situation. Once Saul had the holy spirit of God upon him and could receive revelation from God, he was in a position to deal with whatever circumstances life had in store for him.
1Sm 10:8
“You are to go down before me to Gilgal.” This event was to occur at some point in the future, not immediately. It happened later (cf. 1 Sam. 13:7-13).
1Sm 10:11
“What is this that has happened to the son of Kish?” The people are very surprised at the change in Saul. He had been more of a secular person before this.
1Sm 10:12
“Who is their father?” Although it is not completely clear why the man asked this question, it likely relates to the fact that perhaps Saul had been taken into the group of prophets by a recognized prophet that led the group, and was now in training to be a prophet. If people knew the “father” of the group, they could find out how Saul came to be prophesying among them. Since the men of the town knew Saul and his family, the word “father” is not being used literally, but instead is being used with the standard cultural meaning of “mentor” or “teacher.” In fact, the student-teacher relationship was usually so strong in the biblical culture that if the teacher died or went away, the disciples were referred to as “orphans” (John 14:18). The mature prophets often gathered disciples, who were known as the “sons of the prophets” (1 Kings 20:35; 2 Kings 2:3, 5, 7, 15; 4:1, 38; 5:22; 6:1; 9:1; Acts 3:25). Similarly, the “sons” of the Pharisees were not their real children, but their disciples (Luke 11:19).
1Sm 10:13
“local shrine.” The Hebrew word “shrine” is the Hebrew word bamot, and it referred to a place that was built up and leveled out and on which were generally placed various idols and objects of worship. Many of the towns had such shrines (see commentary on Num. 33:52). In this case, there is no context indicating what might have been on that local shrine. Historically, the people of Gibeah were wicked, and some were even sons of Belial (children of the Devil) (Judg. 20:5, 13) so there could have been pagan gods on that shrine, but there might not have been. In any case, the shrine would have been old and historic, and the “new Saul” might have gone there to worship Yahweh as best he could.
1Sm 10:16
“told, yes told.” The Hebrew text uses the word “told” twice for emphasis, using the figure polyptoton (see commentary on Gen. 2:16).
“Saul did not tell.” The Hebrew text reads, “he did not tell,” but the REV replaces “he” with “Saul” for clarity.
1Sm 10:17
“Mizpah.” Although there is more than one town called “Mizpah” in the Bible, this Mispah is almost certainly the one on the ancient north-south “Road of the Patriarchs,” that goes from Egypt north through Beer-sheba, Hebron, Bethlehem, Jerusalem, Ramah, Mizpah, Bethel, Shechem, and on to the north. It is in northern Benjamin, and when the United Kingdom of Israel split into the two kingdoms of Judah and Israel, it was close to the northern border of Judah and served to guard the road between Judah and Israel. Also, at this time, it was close to, and looked down to the west upon, the territory of the Philistines, and so it was a perfect site to introduce Saul, the new king of Israel because Saul was a Benjamite and also because the people wanted a king to lead them into battle against their enemies (1 Sam. 8:19-20), and from Mizpah, the enemy territory could be seen.
1Sm 10:18
“the kingdoms that oppressed you.” In this case, the word “kingdoms” is likely put for “kings,” understanding that it was various Egyptian “kings” that oppressed Israel.[footnoteRef:388] The Hebrew word “kingdoms” is feminine, but the word “oppressed” is masculine. It is also possible, however, that the verse is referring to kingdoms besides Egypt that oppressed Israel, such as Moab, Canaan, Midian, Ammon, and Philistia, all of which oppressed Israel during the Judges period. [388:  David Toshio Tsumura, The First Book of Samuel [NICOT], 297.] 

1Sm 10:19
“today.” This is the cultural use of the word “today” that we see in Luke 23:43, where “today” is being used for emphasis. It had been some time since the Israelites formally rejected God and asked for a king, they did not just reject God “today” (cf. 1 Sam. 8:6-21). In many languages, including Greek, Hebrew, and English, words that we normally think of as being “time words” are often used for emphasis instead of to accurately report time. This happens with the English word “now” all the time. A teacher might say, “Now class, make sure you sign your test.” The purpose of “Now” in that sentence is not time, but emphasis, and that can be the case in both Hebrew and Greek as well (cf. Luke 11:39, Acts 13:11; 15:10; 22:16; 1 Cor. 14:26; James 4:13).
In the Hebrew culture, the word “today,” or “this day” was used for emphasis, and it is used that way many times in the Old Testament. “I call heaven and earth to witness against you today,...” (Deut. 4:26); “know therefore today,...” (Deut. 4:39); “And these words, which I command thee this day,...” (Deut. 6:6). “I testify against you this day, that you shall perish” (Deut. 8:19). Similarly, Jesus used the word “today” for emphasis in Luke 23:43. A use that is very similar to Luke 23:43 is Deuteronomy 30:18, “I declare to you today, that you shall surely perish.”
[For more on the use of time words for emphasis, see commentary on Luke 23:43.]
“thousands.” The word may not mean a thousand here, but may refer to family groups or clans. In any case, it is a subdivision of a tribe.
1Sm 10:20
“was taken.” That is, Benjamin was “taken” by lot. This almost certainly involved the High Priest determining the will of God by means of the Urim and Thummim, stones that were kept in his breastplate pocket.
[For more on the Urim and Thummim and people being taken by lot, see commentary on Exod. 28:30.]
1Sm 10:21
“clans.” Although the Hebrew word can mean “families,” here it more likely means “clans.” Thus the tribe taken by lot was Benjamin, the clan was the clan of Matri, the family was the family of Kish, and then Saul was taken from the family of Kish. This long process of choosing by lot is abbreviated here in 1 Samuel 10:21. It seems most likely that Shimei was of the clan of Matri, as was the house of Saul (2 Sam. 16:5).
“when they looked for him, he could not be found.” It is noteworthy that the process of picking a specific person is so exact that it worked even when the person was not personally present. All the sons of Kish could have been asked about by the High Priest and all gotten a “No” from God, leaving only Saul, who then had to be the one God chose.
1Sm 10:22
“Yahweh answered, “Behold, he has hidden himself.” This kind of answer could not be given by the Urim and Thummim and by lot, so it had to be given by direct revelation from God. That revelation likely came to Samuel or to the High Priest.
“he has hidden himself among the equipment.” The Bible never gives us a reason that Saul hid himself. He knew that he was the one that was going to be chosen as king, because Samuel had told him that a while before (1 Sam. 10:1). Although there are likely a combination of reasons Saul hid, including not feeling ready to take on the responsibility to be king, this does give us some insight into the complex character of Saul. When he started out as king, he seemed to do a good job. He organized the tribes of Israel into a kingdom and put together an army. Then he successfully defended the town of Jabesh-gilead (1 Sam. 11), and attacked and defeated the Philistines and other enemies of Israel (1 Sam. 14:47-48).
In spite of that, however, throughout his reign, Saul showed signs of mental instability, insecurity, envy, and jealousy. Instead of maturing in his role as king, he allowed his doubts and fears to deepen and fester, and eventually he thus opened his mind up to an evil spirit, a demon (1 Sam. 16:14). The record of Saul should serve as a warning to all who aspire to leadership. Mental weakness and immaturity can lead to personal disaster and can destroy both one’s person and the people he or she is responsible for. We must recognize our weaknesses and work hard to overcome them and not let them dominate our thoughts.
1Sm 10:25
“regulations of the kingdom.” This is almost the same as in 1 Samuel 8:11, the “way of the king.” This is the “way of the kingdom,” but here it correctly applies to the regulations of the kingdom.
1Sm 10:27
“sons of Belial.” This is a designation of sons of the Devil.
[For more on sons of Belial, see commentary on 1 Sam. 2:12. For more on the unforgivable sin and children of the Devil, see commentary on Matt. 12:31.]
 
1 Samuel Chapter 11
1Sm 11:2
“that all of your right eyes be gouged out​.” The right eye was invaluable to the warrior because in order for the body to be protected in war the shield had to be mostly in front of the warrior, covering the left eye (the soldier held the sword in his right hand). If the right eye was blind, the warrior had to move the shield so far to the left to see to fight that the shield became essentially useless and the soldier would be vulnerable. In making his demand, Nahash was saying to the men of Jabesh-gilead that they would no longer be able to fight in battle and would be defenseless against any aggression.
1Sm 11:6
“his anger burned exceedingly​.” This is an idiom in Hebrew: his nose burned greatly.
1Sm 11:7
“they came out as one man.” This means the people had one singular purpose.
1Sm 11:11
“and struck the Ammonites.” The people of Jabesh-gilead never forgot this kind action of King Saul in rescuing them from the Ammonites, and years later risked their lives to take his body down from the wall of Beth-shean to keep it from being desecrated (1 Sam. 31:11-12).
“survived.” The Hebrew is more literally, “were left,” but the idea is “left alive” after the battle.
1Sm 11:14
“let’s go to Gilgal.” Gilgal was the first place Israel set up camp after they crossed the Jordan River (Josh. 5:9-10). So Gilgal was the first camp associated with Israel being a nation of united tribes possessing their very own land, the Promised Land. Up until then, they had not had a land of their own. Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob were all shepherds and wandered the land without actually owning it, and then Jacob took his children and clan and went to Egypt. So Israel first actually became a nation with land when they camped at Gilgal under Joshua’s leadership. Now, hundreds of years later, the united tribes of Israel will morph into an actual kingdom, so crowning Saul as king, with everyone recognizing him as such, is very much a new beginning for Israel and so it is very fitting that it should occur in Gilgal.
 
1 Samuel Chapter 12
1Sm 12:2
“the king walks before you.” The use of “before” here means both “ahead” of you, and “in your presence.”
1Sm 12:3
“before his anointed one.” In this context, Yahweh’s “anointed one” is Saul, the new king. The Hebrew word translated as “anointed” is mashiach (#04899 מָשִׁיחַ), which gets translated as “messiah.” It is an adjective, so the word can be translated as “anointed one,” the “one” being the implied noun that the adjective is modifying. Jesus Christ was the Anointed One, but there were other “anointed ones” as well. For example, as we have here in 1 Sam. 12:3 and in 1 Samuel 24:6, Saul is called God’s “anointed one,” His “messiah.” In 2 Samuel 19:21, David is called an anointed one, a messiah. In 2 Chronicles 6:42, Solomon is called an anointed one. In Isaiah 45:1, the Persian king Cyrus is called God’s anointed one, God’s messiah. There are other anointed ones as well. The point is that just because someone was referred to as an “anointed one,” a “messiah,” did not mean they were the one and only “anointed one” that people were looking for who would rule the earth and bring justice to the world.
Knowing these facts becomes important when it comes to describing Jesus Christ as “messiah.” Since there were a number of “messiahs” in the Old Testament, the word “messiah” was not enough to identify Jesus as the Savior the people were looking for. There had to be other indicators as well. So, for example, when the angel was speaking to Mary, he made his point clear by saying about Jesus that “the Lord God will give to him the throne of his father David,” and that his kingdom would last forever. By the time Mary lived, the throne of David had been vacant for well over 500 years, but God had promised David, “Your throne will be established forever” (2 Sam. 7:16). The fact that the angel said Mary’s son would sit on the throne of David during the time of King Herod, when the kingdom of Israel did not exist independently, but was a vassal of Rome, along with other things like Elizabeth getting pregnant, let Mary know that her son would be the messiah that she and every other Israelite believer was looking for.
1Sm 12:5
“his anointed one.” This refers to King Saul (see commentary on 1 Sam. 12:3).
1Sm 12:6
“brought your fathers up.” The singular verb in Hebrew shows that the reference is to Yahweh bringing the Israelites out of Egypt, not Moses and Aaron.
1Sm 12:8
“brought your fathers out of Egypt.” The verb “brought” is plural, so this is Moses and Aaron who brought Israel out of Egypt.
1Sm 12:11
“Barak.” The Septuagint has Barak and seems to preserve the original text here. The Hebrew text reads “Bedan,” but there is no such person anywhere else in Scripture.
1Sm 12:12
“even though Yahweh your God is your king!” Although some English versions read that Yahweh “was” the king, the Hebrew text is present tense and Yahweh still “is” king, it is just that now there is an earthly king under him.
1Sm 12:15
“mouth of Yahweh.” This is a metonymy for the commandments that come from the mouth of God, but in this case, the word “mouth” is both clear and graphic.
[See Word Study: “Metonymy.”]
“as it was against your fathers.” There is no compelling reason to follow the Septuagint here and have “king” instead of “fathers.” Saul was the first king, so the phrase “as it was against” makes little sense here.
1Sm 12:16
“great sign.” This was a sign that what Samuel said about Israel’s history and current rebellion against God is correct. The translation “great thing” has been avoided because rain in the harvest season could be hurtful to the farmers if the grain was lying on the ground already cut, so it was not “great” as we usually use “great” today. Drying out cut grain so that it would not mold would be quite an inconvenience. Also, a big thunderstorm in June in Israel is completely unexpected, and it seems that in this case it “came out of nowhere,” which from a natural sense it did. God made it happen as a sign.
1Sm 12:18
“thunder.” In Hebrew, “thunder” is plural, meaning that God sent a lot of thunders, which really got the attention of the people.
1Sm 12:21
“Empty-gods.” The Hebrew word is a noun that has many connotations, including “emptiness, worthlessness, uselessness, waste, formlessness (cf. Gen. 1:2), and confusion.” It was used as a derogatory word, title, or name for pagan gods. Fox (The Schocken Bible) translates the word “confusion-gods,” and that is certainly true also because demons are constantly causing confusion in the world.
1Sm 12:24
“in truth.” The Hebrew word can sometimes refer to faithfulness, thus, “serve Him faithfully” (cf. CSB; ESV).
“with you.” The Hebrew is “with you.” God works “with” His people; together with them.
1Sm 12:25
“evil, yes, evil.” The Hebrew text uses the word “evil” twice, using the figure of speech polyptoton for emphasis.
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
 
1 Samuel Chapter 13
1Sm 13:2
“2,000 were with Saul in Michmash.” Saul lost that hilltop to the Philistines, as we see by 1 Samuel 13:5. He retreated southeast to Gilgal (1 Sam. 13:4). Jonathan had to retake it (cf. 1 Sam. 14:5).
“and 1,000 were with Jonathan in Gibeah.” Verses such as this show that when Saul started to reign he was a mature man and had a fully grown son.
1Sm 13:3
“shofar.” The ram’s horn trumpet, not the metal trumpet.
“throughout all the land.” It is most likely that Saul sent messengers throughout Israel with the news of what had happened.
“Let the Hebrews hear!” The name “Hebrews” was more the name for the loose tribes of Israel before they became a nation, so it is an enigma that Saul is using it here.
1Sm 13:4
“all Israel heard that Saul had struck the garrison of the Philistines.” This seems to be a boast on the part of Saul. Although Jonathan did fight as part of Saul’s army, Jonathan was the crown prince and it seems he should have gotten the credit for what he had done.
“to Gilgal.” If Saul’s intent was to fight the Philistines, it is questionable as to why Saul went down to the Jordan River area to gather the troops.
1Sm 13:5
“3,000 chariots.” The Hebrew text reads 30,000, but it is well-recognized that this is a copyist’s error. A version of the Septuagint, and the Syriac version, reads 3,000, which is much more likely correct. Or it could be that the Hebrew word “thousand,” which can also refer to a fighting unit (“unit,” “squad,” “platoon”) could mean that here. In that case, the Philistines could have had 30 units of chariots. If there were ten chariots in a unit, there would be 300 chariots. One reason any chariots at all are in question is that the terrain between Gibeah and Michmash is hilly, rocky, very uneven, and basically impossible terrain for chariot warfare. This is foot soldier terrain.
“and people as the sand that is on the seashore in multitude.” God promised Abraham that his descendants would be like the sand on the seashore in multitude (Gen. 22:17), but here the unbelieving Philistines are that numerous.
“east of Beth-aven.” The Hebrew is idiomatic: “in front of Beth-aven.”
1Sm 13:7
“the Hebrews had crossed over.” The Hebrew text seems to include an intentional image of a reversal of God’s purpose for them. The word “Hebrew” and “cross over” come from the same root. The Hebrews were likely so named because they were the ones who “crossed over” into Israel from the east, and now the “ones who crossed over” are crossing back, reversing God’s plan for them.
“he was still in Gilgal.” Saul had gone to Gilgal by the Jordan River, abandoning the central hill country and leaving it to the Philistines.
“all the people.” That is, all the people who were with Saul, i.e., his army.
1Sm 13:8
“according to the time set by Samuel.” The time was set in 1 Samuel 10:7-8, but Samuel did come on the seventh day (1 Sam. 13:10). Saul was impatient and disobedient, very characteristic of him at this stage in his life.
1Sm 13:11
“you did not come during the appointed days.” Here Saul makes a weak attempt to explain away his error. As Robert Bergen notes, Samuel “did in fact arrive on the seventh day.”[footnoteRef:389] There are a number of incidents in Saul’s life before he was rejected as king (1 Sam. 15:23-28), that show Saul was unfit as king, and his lying about Samuel to cover up his weakness is one of them. [389:  Robert Bergen, 1st and 2nd Samuel [NAC], 150.] 

“and that the Philistines were assembling themselves together at Michmash.” This can be seen to be a hollow excuse, because Saul is at Gilgal in the Jordan Valley and Michmash is about 15 miles away and 3,000 feet up in elevation, so the Philistine “threat” was at least a day’s march away.
1Sm 13:12
“I have not asked the favor of Yahweh.” The Hebrew is idiomatic: “I have not made sweet the face of Yahweh.”
1Sm 13:14
“will not continue.” The Hebrew is more literally, “will not stand,” but it means “continue” in this context.
“you have not kept what Yahweh commanded you.” This almost certainly refers to much more than just that Saul did not wait for Samuel to offer the sacrifice. Saul had not had the heart of God for some years now.
1Sm 13:15
“and went from Gilgal to Gibeah of Benjamin.” Samuel left Gilgal and the Jordan River Valley and traveled westward into the hill country of the tribe of Benjamin. Samuel was apparently not afraid of the Philistine presence in the central hill country that Saul seemed to be so concerned about.
“And Saul counted the people.” This shows the hard-heartedness of Saul. There seems to be no remorse, repentance, or confession of wrongdoing at Samuel’s statement that Saul lost the kingdom.
1Sm 13:16
“stayed in Geba of Benjamin.” So between 1 Samuel 13:15 and 13:16, Saul and his men must have moved up from Gilgal by the Jordan River to Geba in the central hill country of Benjamin.
“the Philistines encamped in Michmash.” Michmash was a mile or so to the north (and slightly east) of Geba.
1Sm 13:17
“The raiding parties came out of the camp of the Philistines in three companies.” The Philistines were overconfident and arrogant. They had a large enough army to attack Saul’s camp, and if they killed him and much of his army the rest of Israel might have fallen to them. Instead, confident of their future victory, they decided to harass Israel and demoralize them with raiding parties.
“one company turned to the way that leads to Ophrah.” This raiding party headed north.
“land of Shual.” Literally, the “land of the jackal” (or “fox”) the Hebrew word is the same for both jackal and fox. The exact territory is unknown, but it would have been a region in the vicinity of Ophrah.
1Sm 13:18
“turned toward the road to Beth-horon.” This raiding party went westward, very likely to secure their supply line; and eventually, the route they took would be the way the Philistines escaped from the Israelite attack.
“the road of the territory that looks down on the Valley of Zeboim toward the wilderness.” This third raiding party traveled southeast, and from the heights in Ephraim, one could easily look down into the Jordan Valley and thus “down on the Valley of Zeboim.” The Valley of Zeboim” was the “valley” (at that point more of a plain, much like the broad “Valley of Jezreel”) in which the town of Zeboim had been located; the exact location is unknown. The “wilderness” or “desert” was the “Judean Wilderness,” the desert area associated with the proximity of the Dead Sea.
“Valley of Zeboim.” Literally, the “Valley of the Hyena.”
1Sm 13:19
“there was no blacksmith to be found.” The right to be able to defend one’s life, family, society, and property is a fundamental right and essential to peaceful life on earth. The Devil knows this, and disarming people so that they are subject to bullying and terror by tyrannical and ungodly overlords and governments has occurred over and over throughout time. In this case, Israel was subject to the raiding parties sent out by the Philistines, who no doubt murdered, raped, stole, and destroyed with little or no resistance from disarmed Israel. For the average Israelite, daily life under the subjugation of the Philistines would have been a horror. Inserted where it is here, this verse is pointing to the failure of Saul’s rule. Instead of leading attacks against the enemies of Yahweh, Saul has been subjugated by them.
1Sm 13:20
“sickle.” The REV follows the Septuagint. The Hebrew text has a copyist’s error and reads “plow blade” a second time. The error is a dittography.
1Sm 13:21
“two-thirds of a shekel.” The Hebrew word is “pim,” and it occurs only here in the Old Testament. Older versions took an educated guess at the meaning and some have “file,” (cf. KJV), but that has proven to be wrong. The verse is saying that the Philistines charged for the service of sharpening metal instruments, and the price was not cheap for those times. Archaeologists have now found stone weights marked pim in some excavations, and the weights are roughly equal to two-thirds of a shekel, roughly 0.26 ounces (7.4 grams).
“to set the goads.” That is, to set the metal points on the ox goads.
1Sm 13:22
“there was neither sword nor spear found in the hand of any of the people who were with Saul and Jonathan.” It has always been, and still is today, a tactic of the Devil to disarm people so that they cannot defend themselves against the governing force. Many countries today have disarmed their citizens, and none of those countries is the better for it. Death by firearm may have decreased, but government oppression, bullying, strong arm crime, and crimes like rape are rampant in those countries. As the End Times approach, violence, war, and random violence will increase. Jesus knew this and encouraged his men to have a weapon to defend themselves with (cf. Luke 22:36). In fact, smart people follow the advice Jesus gave his disciples in Luke 22:36 and have some cash on hand, some provisions, and a way to defend themselves in case there is some kind of emergency situation.
1Sm 13:23
“And the garrison of the Philistines went out.” It is likely that when the Philistines got news that Saul had gathered men together that they sent a group to guard the pass between Geba and Michmash and keep the roads open. It would not have occurred to them that the Israelites would attack them, but this is the garrison that Jonathan and his armorbearer attacked and defeated, leading to the rout of the Philistines described in 1 Samuel 14.
“the pass of Michmash.” A known pass that goes between Michmash and Geba (cf. Isa. 10:28-29).
 
1 Samuel Chapter 14
1Sm 14:1
“That same day.” The Hebrew vocabulary indicates that this is the day that the Philistine army came out to the pass at Michmash. Jonathan did not want the Philistine army to get dug in and become fortified.
“on the other side.” That is, on the other side of the deep valley that runs east to west between Geba and Michmash.
“But he did not tell his father.” It is possible that by this time Jonathan realized that Saul was making some very bad decisions and not getting guidance from God. In contrast, it is almost certain that at this point Jonathan was walking by the spirit and had revelation from God as to what to do. It is unlikely that he would have attacked an entire garrison of the Philistines on his own. There is a wonderful lesson here. It occasionally happens in life that someone who is in a higher position of authority (a leader, a boss) is not walking with God and is making bad decisions, and it takes great prayer and wisdom to go around them, so to speak, and do the right and godly thing. Believers must remember that the highest “boss” or “leader” is God, and that obeying Him takes precedence over obeying earthly leaders. There may be consequences in this life for obeying God, but that is the cost of living in a fallen world. The apostles defied the religious leaders of Israel and were whipped for it (Acts 5:40), but they had done the right thing and will be rewarded for their godly obedience in the next life. Jesus used this same kind of wisdom when he did things with some people and excluded others. He often took Peter, James, and John with him and left the others behind, and he sometimes made sure that others were not around when he did miracles, such as when he raised Jairus’ daughter from the dead (Mark 5:36-40).
1Sm 14:2
“sitting.” The Hebrew can also be translated as “staying,” but Saul was not camped out long-term on the outskirts of Gibeah, but he apparently regularly stayed there and performed his role as king, which seems to be indicated by the word “sitting’ That Saul was regularly there is likely, but in this case, it seems the emphasis is on the fact that Saul was “sitting” as king (cf. CEB, NAS, NET, NKJV). We see the same vocabulary in 1 Kings 22:10 when Jehoshaphat and Ahab sat on their thrones at the threshing floor outside the gate of Samaria (1 Kings 22:10), and Deborah sat as the judge under a palm tree (Judg. 4:5). Lucifer wanted to exalt his throne above the stars of God and “sit” (rule and judge) on the Mountain of Assembly (Isa. 14:13).
“under the pomegranate tree.” Likely mentioned to highlight Saul’s position as king, getting to sit in the shade while others would stand in the sun (cf. Judg. 4:5).
“at the threshing floor.” The traditional translation, “in Migron,” has always presented difficulty because it has never been located and besides, normally a town would not be located on the outskirts of another town. There is evidence that the meaning likely refers to a threshing floor. Threshing floors were usually large and flat, and thus a good place for a king to sit, and sometimes by the gate or outskirts of the city, as we see at Samaria (1 Kings 22:10). The translation “threshing floor” is espoused by David T. Tsumura and others.[footnoteRef:390] If the threshing floor was large, it would not be unusual to have trees nearby to provide welcome shade since the grain harvest was always in the hot summer, and the trees could even be close enough to encroach upon the threshing floor itself. [390:  Tsumura, The First Book of Samuel [NICOT].] 

“and the people who were with him.” That is, his soldiers.
1Sm 14:3
“Ahijah was wearing an ephod.” So Ahijah was the High Priest at this time, but this is somewhat ominous because Ahijah was a priest in the line of Eli whose descendants would lose the priesthood (1 Sam. 2:30-36), and they are serving a king who has lost his kingship. The genealogy of Eli to Ahijah is given here. Eli was the High Priest in 1 Samuel 1. He died in 1 Samuel 4:18 when he heard the news that in the war with the Philistines the ark of God had been captured. His sons were Hophni and Phinehas, and they died in that same war (1 Sam. 4:17). Phinehas’ son was Ahitub, as we see here in 1 Samuel 14:3, and Phinehas’ other son, who did not become High Priest, was Ichabod (1 Sam. 4:19-22). The son of Ahitub was Ahijah, as we see here in 1 Samuel 14:3. So the line of High Priests was Eli, Phinehas, Ahitub, Ahijah.
1Sm 14:4
“Between the passes.” There is one large pass, but it has some different options as to how exactly to cross the ravine.
“a tooth-shaped cliff on the one side.” This location is described in some detail in Josephus.
“Bozez, and the name of the other Seneh.” Bozez means “shining,” and Seneh means “acacia,” and still to this day the valley below is dotted with acacia trees.
1Sm 14:5
“in front of Michmash and the other on the south in front of Geba.” This is very specific geography. The valley, the ravine, between Geba on the south and Michmash on the north is so steep that if you are in the ravine there is a cliff in front of you to the north and a cliff behind you to the south.
1Sm 14:6
“It may be.” Jonathan knew that God wanted victory over the Philistines, and he was a skilled warrior, so at this point, he was willing to risk his life in an attempt to save the fledgling Kingdom of Israel. Very soon after he seems much more confident that Yahweh will give him victory (1 Sam. 14:10). God’s people must be bold and be willing to risk to accomplish the will of God. We see the same kind of attitude in Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego in Daniel 3:17-18. They knew God could deliver them, but they were not 100 percent confident He would.
In this record, we see part of the reason that Jonathan became so close to David. David was willing to risk his life for the kingdom too, and we see that when he fought Goliath (1 Sam. 17).
1Sm 14:10
“if they say this, ‘Come up to us!’ then we will go up, for Yahweh has given them into our hand.” Jonathan had to have revelation to say this because it would have been the natural thing for the Philistines to invite the Hebrews up to fight. The steep valley was apparently heavily wooded, which is why Jonathan and his armor-bearer had to “reveal” themselves to the Philistines, so the Philistines would not naturally descend the steep bank and lose the advantage of the high ground and also possibly risk being ambushed by other people hiding among the trees.
1Sm 14:11
“The Hebrews.” The Philistines use the term “Hebrews” because Israel was not yet thought of as a nation by the other nations around them. The “Hebrews” was more used for the group of associated tribes that descended from Jacob. It would take some time before the surrounding nations thought of “Israel” as a united nation.
1Sm 14:12
“teach you a lesson.” The Hebrew is idiomatic, and the difficulty of bringing the idiom into English is why the English versions differ so much. The Hebrew text is more literally, “make you know a dabar” (#01697 דָבָר); dabar means “word,” “matter,” or “thing”). Young’s Literal Translation has “cause you to know something.” This could be easily translated as “teach you something,” but given the idiomatic nature of the statement, “teach you a lesson” is a better way to translate what the overconfident and arrogant Philistines were saying (cf. CEB, CSB, NAB, NIV, NLT, TNK, NET), and is the way we would usually say it in English.
“Come up after me, for Yahweh has given them into the hand of Israel.” Jonathan certainly had revelation from Yahweh as to what to do by this time, and speaks with the calm assurance of one who knows the will of God. We see the same confident talk when David challenged Goliath (1 Sam. 17:45-47). But God’s revelation does not guarantee victory, it must be accompanied by trust in God and willingness to do the hard work at hand. Jonathan and his armor-bearer still had to risk their lives and fight to win the battle.
We can see the courage that Jonathan and his armor-bearer had to have in this situation because this was not a “sneak attack.” The enemy was better armed, larger in number, had the advantage of higher ground, and had invited the attack and was expecting it. So this is one more biblical example where the hand of Yahweh is obvious. People act and risk, but Yahweh gives the victory.
1Sm 14:13
“And they fell before Jonathan.” Jonathan would likely have killed many and mortally wounded others whom the armor-bearer would then finish off, although the armor-bearer no doubt killed his share of the enemy. The Philistines, overconfident and unprepared for this bold and aggressive attack, were caught off guard, but were still trained soldiers and so killing them required skill and determination. This is an important lesson for believers: even if we are doing the will of God, we must be prepared to be bold and aggressive about it. Occasionally some Christian teacher will say that all we need to do to have God’s victory is trust (“have faith”) and pray. But the many examples throughout the Bible like this one, which shows believers accomplishing the will of God by bold and aggressive (and sometimes risky) action, is the true picture of what it takes to see God’s will done on this fallen earth.
1Sm 14:14
“in, as it were, half a furrow length of a team of oxen plowing in a field.” The Hebrew text is idiomatic. Many English versions use the word “acre,” and the idea for that translation comes from the tradition that an acre of land was the amount of land that a team of oxen could plow in one day. Similarly, the Hebrew “furrow (“furrow’s length”) had the same basic idea; the length of a furrow that oxen would plow in a day if they went back and forth and plowed a plot of land. However, the exact area indicated by the Hebrew text is unclear because it is unknown how many times the farmer would go back and forth. If he went only a few times, the furrow could be quite long, while if he went back and forth many times the furrow would be shorter. So we really do not know the area in which Jonathan and his armor-bearer killed some 20 men, but it would not have been very large, and perhaps very close to half an acre.
1Sm 14:15
“and the earth quaked.” God helped Israel by adding an earthquake at the very time of Jonathan’s attack, which added to the fear and panic among the Philistines.
“it was a trembling from God.” This great trembling (the Hebrew can also mean “panic”) came from God, who was now actively fighting for Israel. Occasionally the word “God” is used in Hebrew to express something that is large, excessive, or superlative, which explains why some versions read something such as “an exceeding great trembling” (ASV) or “a very great panic” (ESV). However, in this context, it seems most logical that the text is letting the reader know why, not just the Philistine garrison that was attacked by Jonathan, but the whole Philistine army, was suddenly struck with great fear and ran away. God sent a great panic on the Philistines.
1Sm 14:16
“Gibeah of Benjamin.” Situated on a high point, the watchmen in Gibeah could see Michmash and the Philistines running away.
“multitude.” The Hebrew word translated “multitude” is hamon (#01995 הָמוֹן, sometimes spelled הָמֹן cf. Ezek. 5:7(, and it can refer to a crowd or abundance as it does in 1 Samuel 14:16, or what happens in a crowd such as tumult, confusion, or it can refer to a sound made from a crowd, an uproar, sound, or murmur, as it does three verses later in 1 Samuel 14:19, where many versions translate it “uproar,” “tumult,” or “noise.”
Just like in other languages, Hebrew words often have several meanings, so although when a word appears more than once in a context it usually has the same meaning, it is not uncommon that the meaning would be different. There are many other examples: “regret” and “repent” (see commentary on 1 Sam. 15:11).
“going back and forth.” The Philistines were so confused and panicked that they ran back and forth, not sure of which way to go.
1Sm 14:18
“Bring the ark of God here.” The Septuagint has “ephod” instead of ark, and many scholars think that is the correct reading and the Hebrew text was miscopied at some point. However, it is possible that Saul did ask that the ark be brought to where he was.
1Sm 14:19
“uproar.” The Hebrew word is the same for the multitude of people and the sound—the uproar—that the multitude makes (see commentary on 1 Sam. 14:16).
“Withdraw your hand!” The statement “Withdraw your hand” indicates that the priest was using the Urim and Thummin in his breastplate to determine what was going on and what to do about it. This process could take a while because the “lot” that came from the breastplate could only say “Yes” or “No,” so a person such as the king would have to be clear about the questions he would ask. Apparently, King Saul felt that they did not have time to clearly determine what to do next, and joining the battle was the logical move.
[For more on the Urim and Thummim, see commentary on Exod. 28:30.]
1Sm 14:20
“every man’s sword was against his fellow.” God so confused the Philistines that they began to kill each other. There are other battles in the Bible where God works such that the enemies of God kill each other. For example, when Gideon fought the Midianites (Judg. 7:22), and when Jehoshaphat fought the armies from the east (2 Chron. 20:23).
This was very helpful to Israel for a couple of reasons. For one thing, at that time the Israelites were not well armed, whereas the Philistines were (cf. 1 Sam. 13:19-22), and also the Philistines killing each other allowed the Israelites to arm themselves with the now available weapons and armor.
1Sm 14:21
“and who went up with them into the camp, they too turned around.” The Hebrew text is difficult here, and the English versions vary. The REV translation follows versions such as the BBE, CEB, ESV, NAB, NIV, and NRSV.
1Sm 14:23
“The battle crossed beyond Beth-aven.” Beth-aven was east of Michmash, and the main battle moved westward, the Philistines fleeing back to their cities on the coast (cf. 1 Sam. 14:31). Actually, the battle went much further west than Beth-aven. But from 1 Samuel 14:23 we learn that when the Israelites first attacked, the Philistines ran in lots of directions, even to the east.
1Sm 14:24
“distressed.” The Hebrew can also be “pressed, hard-pressed, oppressed.” All of these fit the situation. There is a great contrast here between Yahweh, who saved Israel (1 Sam. 14:23), and Saul who distressed Israel. At a time when Israel should have been rejoicing, they were distressed. The king and leader, Saul, made a very pious-looking but ungodly curse, which greatly hurt both the people and Israel’s cause in getting free from Philistine domination and reoccupying the Promised Land. Jesus said that we would know evil people and actions by their fruit, and Saul’s fruit was bad.
“I have avenged myself of my enemies.” Saul’s pride shines through and he does not give any credit to Yahweh.
1Sm 14:25
“all the people of the land.” The Hebrew text uses metonymy, “all the land” represents “all the people of the land.” When Saul put that oath-curse on the people it did not just affect a few people but the whole army who faithfully followed and obeyed him.
[See Word Study: “Metonymy.”]
“came into the forest.” Coming down from the hill country and going toward the coast there are areas of woods punctuated with fields and meadows. The Israelite army had entered one of those areas.
“honey on the open ground.” This would be incredibly rare and was likely a provision of God for the army that Saul, by his oath-curse, kept them from receiving.
1Sm 14:31
“from Michmash to Aijalon.” This is downhill to the west.
1Sm 14:32
“So the people rushed upon the spoil.” The sun had now set and the people could eat, but they did not wait to properly slaughter and cook the meat.
1Sm 14:33
“You have been unfaithful.” It is Saul who has abused his power as king and led Israel away from the Law, and yet he accuses Israel of unfaithfulness to the covenant. This is typical of ungodly people: they accuse others of doing what they are doing.
1Sm 14:35
“the first time he built an altar.” Saul’s ungodly boldness is increasing. Saul had been told that he would no longer be king. The Hebrew is difficult to bring into English. The word translated “first” is a verb, expressing a verbal idea.
1Sm 14:36
“take plunder from them.” The Hebrew just uses a verb, “plunder them,” but that is very awkward English, and the text means “take plunder from them.”
“But the priest said.” The Hebrew can be “And the priest said,” or “Then the priest said,” as well as “but.” However, in this context, it seems that Saul and the people were going to rush down on the Philistines and the priest interrupted their hasty plan, so the word “but” is warranted.
“Let’s draw near to God here.” The reason to “draw near” to God was to inquire of Him. Some of the English versions read, “Let us inquire of God.” While that is an interpretation and not a translation, it does accurately represent what the priest is saying.
1Sm 14:38
“all you “cornerstones” of the people.” The leaders were the “cornerstones” of Israel, guiding and supporting it (cf. Judg. 20:2). Jesus Christ, however, is the chief cornerstone.
“what sin has happened this day.” Saul did not know what sin had been committed.
1Sm 14:39
“die, yes, die.” See Genesis 2:16.
1Sm 14:43
“tasted, yes, tasted.” The word “tasted” is doubled for emphasis, using the figure of speech polyptoton. Jonathan emphasizes that he only tasted of the honey, it isn’t like he ate a full meal (see commentary on Gen. 2:16).
“here I am, must I now die?” The Hebrew can be taken as a fatalistic realization: “I will now die.” Or, as a question, “Must I now die.” Or, as sarcasm, “Here, I am about to die.” But the question seems to fit the best in this context.
1Sm 14:44
“God do so and more also.” Saul makes an incredibly emphatic statement here, showing he was totally blinded by religious zeal to the point of horrific ungodliness. First, he uses an oath-curse, “God do so and more also.” Then he uses the figure of speech polyptoton, repeating the word “die” in the same pattern as in Genesis 2:17.
[See commentaries on Genesis 2:16 and 2:17.]
1Sm 14:45
“But the people said.” Thankfully, the people of Israel intervened against the madness of King Saul. They emphasized their speech with a counter-oath to Saul’s oath, saying, “As Yahweh lives.” Then in an interesting blend of power and tact, they do not directly threaten the king, but speak in a way that firmly states their case without a specific threat. They say, “if one of his hairs falls to the ground….” This is technically the figure of speech aposiopesis, or “sudden silence,” when the speaker stops and lets the listener fill in the blank from their imagination. For example, if two children are fighting in the back seat of the car, the parent who is driving might say, “If I have to come back there…!” That is a threat of sorts, but it is unspecific so the children have to figure out what might happen if the parent had to stop the car and deal with them. Similarly, the people said to Saul, “if one of his hairs falls to the ground...,” leaving it up to Saul to imagine what might happen if Jonathan was harmed.
[For more on the figure of speech aposiopesis, see commentary on Luke 19:42.]
1Sm 14:47
“taken the kingship.” The Hebrew is more literally, “captured the kingship.” The emphasis seems to be on Saul’s work, not God’s gift.
“he was victorious.” This translation closely follows the Septuagint, but the Hebrew text can have the same basic meaning.[footnoteRef:391] [391:  Cf. D. Tsumura, The First Book of Samuel [NICOT], 382, n108.] 

1Sm 14:49
“Ishvi.” Also called Abinadab (1 Chron. 8:33).
1Sm 14:50
“Abner the son of Ner, Saul’s uncle.” Ner was Saul’s uncle and Abner was Saul’s first cousin and thus a very close relative. He was the commander of Saul’s army (1 Sam. 17:55).
1Sm 14:52
“he took him to himself.” That is, Saul drafted him into his army. Saul’s constant battles with the Philistines meant he had to keep his army manned and ready.
 
1 Samuel Chapter 15
1Sm 15:3
“devoted to destruction.” For more on things “devoted” to Yahweh and devoted to destruction, see commentary on Joshua 6:17.
1Sm 15:5
“to the city of Amalek.” Scholars are not sure which city this is.
“set an ambush.” This translation follows the Septuagint, as most English versions do. The Hebrew, “and he contended in the valley,” seems to have lost a letter which changed the meaning.
1Sm 15:7
“from Havilah.” The location of Havilah is unknown, however, “from Havilah to Shur” is the Ishmaelite territory given in Genesis 25:18, so Havilah would have had to have been in southern Israel, likely south of the Dead Sea. That also makes sense because the Amalekites who lived there would have been in a good position to know when Israel left Egypt and to attack them as they traveled from Egypt toward the Promised Land.
“Shur.” This is the region on the northwest corner of the Sinai peninsula, just before you enter the Nile delta and Egypt proper.
“next to Egypt.” The Hebrew is idiomatic: “upon the face of Egypt,” meaning right next to Egypt.
1Sm 15:8
“Agag the king of the Amalekites.” Saul did not kill all the Amalekites and not even all the descendants of Agag, as we see from the book of Esther (see commentary on Esther 3:1).
“devoted to destruction.” Saul and his army killed all the people.
[For more on things “devoted” to Yahweh and devoted to destruction, see commentary on Josh. 6:17.]
“the mouth of the sword.” Used to show great destruction, as if the sword was eating its victims (see commentary on Josh. 6:21).
1Sm 15:9
“the best of the sheep and the cattle and the fatlings and the lambs and all that was good.” Knowing Saul and the people, there was no intent at this time to sacrifice all these animals to Yahweh, even though that was what Saul said in 1 Samuel 15:15. The fact that Saul spared Agag showed he did not intend to keep the word of Yahweh; he certainly was not going to sacrifice Agag, and what would be the point of keeping him alive? By verse 15 Saul was just trying to make excuses for his disobedience. By that time he was just saying things that might convince others that he intended to fulfill the command of Yahweh even though that was not his real intention.
“devoted to destruction.” In this context, the phrase means “to utterly destroy.”
[For more on things “devoted” to Yahweh and devoted to destruction, see commentary on Josh. 6:17.]
1Sm 15:11
“I regret.” The Hebrew word translated “regret” is nacham (#05162 נָחַם), and here it refers to God changing His mind about something He had done and regretting it or being sorry He had done it. God interacts with people and will sometimes change His mind about something He has done if things do not work out as He had planned. There is an apparent conflict between 1 Samuel 15:11 and 1 Samuel 15:29; see commentary on 1 Samuel 15:29.
[For more on God changing His mind or having regret, see commentary on Jer. 18:8.]
“made.” The verb is more literally, “make king,” so the reading would be something such as “I regret that I have made King Saul to be king,” but that is somewhat awkward English.
1Sm 15:12
“Carmel.” This is the town of Carmel in Judah, not Mount Carmel. Carmel in Judah is about seven miles south of Hebron. Given this context, the monument was to commemorate Saul’s victory over the Amalekites. One wonders if this could have been the place where the first battle against them started. Or it may just have been because it was on the road that he and his army would have taken south to engage the Amalekites. Carmel in Judah was the town of Nabal and his wife Abigail who became the wife of David when Nabal died.
1Sm 15:14
“sound.” The Hebrew word translated “sound” is qol (#06963 קוֹל qowl, also sometimes spelled קֹל), and it primarily means “sound” or “voice.” Although we would normally think in terms of the “sound” that sheep and cattle make, it is possible that here in this context Samuel meant qol to mean “voice,” as if the sheep and cattle were signs that were speaking up and witnessing the fact Saul had disobeyed God. The signs of God speak up in support of Him (cf. Exod. 4:8-9 and see commentary on Exod. 4:8).
1Sm 15:15
“to sacrifice.” This was likely a lie. God’s “sacrifice” was to destroy the animals. There is no reason to assume that Yahweh would have been happier with one type of sacrifice than the sacrifice of devoting the animals to destruction. It seems that Saul invented this to save face.
“to Yahweh your God.” It is interesting in this record in 1 Samuel 15 that Saul repeats the phrase “Yahweh your God” (meaning Yahweh, Samuel’s God) three times in this chapter (1 Sam. 15:15, 21, 30). Saul never just says, “to Yahweh,” or “to Yahweh our God,” but always, “to Yahweh your God.” It is unclear exactly why Saul did that, but it seems like he is somehow distancing himself from Yahweh, as if to say, “Yahweh and His commands are between Yahweh and you, while I am king over the people and must take care of them.” In any case, it is clear that since Saul made the statement three times in the conversation, that he was distancing himself from Yahweh and his responsibility to do exactly what Yahweh commanded.
“devoted...to destruction.” That is, destroyed them all.
[For more on things “devoted” to Yahweh and devoted to destruction, see commentary on Josh. 6:17.]
1Sm 15:16
“Stop.” The verb is imperative. Samuel has had enough of Saul’s lies and excuses.
1Sm 15:18
“and Yahweh sent you on a mission.” The Hebrew word translated “mission” is derek (#01870 דֶּרֶךְ), the common word for “road” or “way.” The Bible has a lot to say about the “road” that we are to travel on; the straight road, without turning to the right or to the left. Yahweh sent Saul on a “road” for him to follow, in this case, a specific “mission,” but Saul turned off the road and went his own way. In this case, the word “road” is translated “mission” due to its being a specific “road” to take (cf. CJB, CSB, ESV, NAB, NASB, NIV, NLT). Some versions translate the Hebrew as “journey,” but that does not catch the meaning as well as “mission.”
“devoted to destruction.” That is, kill them all.
[For more on things “devoted” to Yahweh and devoted to destruction, see commentary on Josh. 6:17.]
1Sm 15:19
“but swooped down upon the spoils.” The Hebrew verb indicates a quick and greedy action, and has been brought into English in different ways: CJB “seize the spoil”; CSB “rush on the plunder”; ESV “pounce on the spoil”; KJV “fly upon the spoil”; NKJV “swoop down on the spoil.” The NET has, “you have greedily rushed upon the plunder!”
It is obvious from what Samuel said and the way he said it that he knew that Saul and his army had no intention of killing all the animals they took as a sacrifice to Yahweh. The implication of greed built into the verb shows that the people intended to keep the spoils, or at least a lot of it, for themselves.
1Sm 15:20
“But I have obeyed the voice of Yahweh.” It is unclear here whether Saul is just a stubborn liar who cannot bring himself to be humble before Yahweh and admit his guilt, or whether Saul is so spiritually blind and ungodly by this point that he actually believes he obeyed God. At some level, he does know that the word of Yahweh was not fulfilled, because in the next verse, he shifts the blame to the people.
“devoted...to destruction.” That is, killed them all.
[For more on things “devoted” to Yahweh and devoted to destruction, see commentary on Josh. 6:17.]
1Sm 15:21
“But the people.” Here Saul shifts the blame for not fulfilling the word of Yahweh from himself to the people, but even so he does not admit that what happened was wrong or disobedient. He is just acting as if instead of killing the animals where they were in the camps of the Amalekites, he was bringing them back to Israel to sacrifice them.
“to sacrifice to Yahweh your God in Gilgal.” Saul is making it seem like he is fulfilling the word of Yahweh, but not wanting to do it where the Amalekites were, he wanted to complete the sacrifice in Gilgal, which had a long sacred history. But it seems clear that Saul is just making things up as he goes.
1Sm 15:22
“to obey is better than sacrifice.” Obeying God from a humble heart is much more important in God’s sight than sacrifices and offerings. Sacrifices and offerings were never designed to make a person with an evil heart acceptable in the sight of God. An evil and arrogant person who has no real intention of obeying God cannot simply do a sacrifice, make an offering, or pray to God, and then be accepted by God. God is much more interested in obedience and a humble heart than in a person’s making sacrifices (1 Sam. 15:22; Ps. 40:6-8; 51:16-17; Jer. 7:22-23; Hos. 6:6 [quoted in Matt. 9:13 and 12:7]; Mic. 6:6-8).
The Bible says that when a person is evil and unrepentant, the sacrifices and offerings he makes, including prayers, are simply rejected by God. God’s favor is not for sale (cf. Prov. 15:8; 21:27; 28:9; Isa. 1:11-15; 58:1-8; Jer. 6:20; 14:10-12; Hos. 5:5-6; Amos 5:21-23; Mal. 1:10; 2:13-14; James 4:6. Verses that specifically mention prayer include: Job 35:12-13; Prov. 15:29; Isa. 59:1-2; Ezek. 8:17-18; Mic. 3:4; Zech. 7:12-13; James 4:3).
In this case in 1 Samuel, King Saul had flagrantly disobeyed God, then tried to make various excuses to cover his sin instead of humbly confessing his sin to God. God was not fooled by Saul’s excuses, and lost his kingdom because of his arrogance (1 Sam. 15:23). As we can see from v. 23, rebellion and being stubborn are very serious sins.
[For more on God being more concerned with love and obedience than sacrifices, see commentary on Matt. 5:24. For more on God not speaking much about sacrifices when Israel came out of Egypt, see commentary on Jer. 7:22.]
1Sm 15:23
“teraphim.” Teraphim were household gods, and were sometimes used for divination (see commentary on Gen. 31:19).
1Sm 15:24
“the commandment of Yahweh.” Literally, “the mouth of Yahweh.”
1Sm 15:25
“forgive.” The Hebrew is more literally, “carry away” my sin.
“bow down.” The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body to the earth. It is the same Hebrew word as “worship.”
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
1Sm 15:27
“edge.” The Hebrew word also means “wing” or “hem.”
“grabbed the edge of his cloak, and it tore.” This was a supernatural sign. The outer cloaks worn by the people were very sturdy and could not be torn just by grabbing it.
1Sm 15:28
“Yahweh has torn the kingdom of Israel from you.” 1 Samuel 15:28-29 shows us that there is sometimes a space of time between what God does in the spiritual realm and what happens in the physical realm. Although David’s age at this time is not stated and not exactly known, he was shortly anointed king of Israel. However, in the flesh, Saul remained the king until his death, which was likely some 15-20 years after this.
“this day.” God is merciful and forgiving, but when someone consistently ignores and defies Him, often there will come a point in time when God simply moves on from that person and moves forward with His plan in another way. In the case of King Saul, that day came after He disobeyed God’s command concerning the Amalekites and then lied about it to Samuel. That was the proverbial “straw that broke the camel’s back,” and God took the kingdom from Saul, even though Saul remained the king in a fleshly sense until his death some 15-20 years later.
1Sm 15:29
“change his mind.” The Hebrew word translated “change his mind” and later in the verse “changes his mind” is nacham (#05162 נָחַם). This verse has been considered difficult by some people because it seems to contradict what God has said in other places, but the resolution to that apparent contradiction is to realize that 1 Samuel 15:29 is spoken in a very specific context, the context of Samuel telling Saul that God does not change his mind—will not change his mind—about removing Saul from being the king of Israel.
It is important to see the specific context here in verse 29, because a few verses earlier, in 1 Samuel 15:11, God said He “regretted” making Saul king, and the Hebrew word translated “regret” is nacham, the same word that occurs here in verse 29. If we do not see the specific context of Samuel’s remark, then Samuel contradicts what God had said just a few verses earlier; God said He regretted making Saul king and changed His mind about it (nacham) in verse 11 but Samuel says God does not change His mind (nacham) in verse 29. Furthermore, there are other verses in the Bible where God says He changes His mind (cf. Exod. 32:14; Jer. 18:8; Jon. 3:10), and these would also contradict Samuel’s statement if it was a general one.
Although the apparent contradiction between 1 Samuel 15:11 and 15:29 would be easier to see if the English translation was the same as they are in the King James Version, which reads “repent” in all three places, most modern versions, including the New King James, translate nacham differently in verse 11 from the way it is translated in verse 29 because the context is different. Here in verse 29, Samuel is making a statement about God in the specific context of Saul being king and says that God does not change His mind because in that particular case, God was not going to change His mind; God’s decision was firm. However, there are many times when God’s decision is not firm, and He changes His mind when people have a change of heart and behavior. That is why God “regretted” (nacham) making Saul king and changed His mind (nacham) about other things as well.
[For more on God changing His mind, see commentary on Jer. 18:8.]
1Sm 15:31
“So Samuel went back with Saul.” Samuel changed his mind and went with Saul. The text does not explain why Samuel changed his mind. He may have had personal concerns about Saul, or he may have felt the need to show unity between Saul the king and Samuel the representative of Yahweh so that the people would have confidence in their leadership.
“Saul bowed down before Yahweh.” The Hebrew word translated “bowed down” is shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), which is ordinarily translated “worship” when used of bowing down to Yahweh. Shachah indicates an action, not a posture of the heart. Shachah means “to bow down,” and when done in a godly way, the action of bowing down indicates the posture of the heart, so the translation “worship” usually catches the sense correctly. However, there are times when people “bow down” to Yahweh but it is insincere, it is just a show to impress people, and this is one of those cases. To translate the text as “Saul worshiped Yahweh” might be acceptable from a translational point of view, but it gives the reader the wrong impression. Saul did not restore his relationship with God, he put on an act to impress the people. In 1 Samuel 15:30 Saul wanted to be honored before the people, and that is all that “bowing down” before Yahweh did: it impressed the people. It did not change Saul’s heart toward God and did not change God’s position that He had removed Saul from being king, which is why Samuel anoints David king in the next chapter, 1 Samuel 16.
[For more on bowing down and “worship,” see Word Study: “Worship.”]
1Sm 15:32
“Agag came to him confidently. Agag said, “Surely the bitterness of death is past.” This is one interpretation and the most likely interpretation of the Hebrew text. But the Hebrew text can also read that Agag came to Samuel “trembling,” saying “the bitterness of death has turned,” but does that mean “turned away,” or “turned to come near.”
 
1Sm 15:33
“slashed.” The Hebrew word is only used here and is very rare, so the meaning is uncertain. In modern Hebrew the word, if used with “throat,” means to cut the throat. It may refer to a one-stroke decapitation. Cutting off the head of an enemy is something that occurs in the Bible.
1Sm 15:34
“Ramah...Gibeah.” The two cities are only a few miles apart, but the two men do not visit one another. This is indicative of the rift between them.
1Sm 15:35
“regretted.” See commentary on 1 Samuel 15:11, “regret.”
“until the day of his death.” That is, until the day Samuel died.
 
1 Samuel Chapter 16
1Sm 16:2
“If Saul hears it, he will kill me.” This shows the depths of evil to which King Saul had fallen. He never overcame his character faults, and he had now come to the place he was evil and opposed God.
1Sm 16:5
“make yourselves holy.” The people were to do what it took to make themselves holy in the sight of God (cf. Lev. 11:44).
[For more on “make yourselves holy,” see commentary on Josh. 3:5.]
1Sm 16:6
“Yahweh’s anointed one.” The Hebrew word translated as “anointed” is mashiach (#04899 מָשִׁיחַ), which gets translated as “messiah.” It is an adjective, so the word can be translated into English as “anointed one,” the “one” being the implied noun that the adjective is modifying. Jesus Christ was the Anointed One, but there were other “anointed ones” as well.
“before him.” This is understood culturally as “in His presence,” that is, in God’s presence. Samuel saw Eliab and thought that surely because of his kingly characteristics he must be God’s choice for the next king.
1Sm 16:11
“flock.” Though this word is most often used of sheep, it can refer to a flock of sheep and goats.
1Sm 16:12
“with beautiful eyes and of good appearance.” God had just said not to look on the outward appearance, but apparently it can be helpful to have a nice appearance.
1Sm 16:13
“Then Samuel took the horn of oil and anointed him.” The Bible does not say how old David was when Samuel anointed him, but he was likely in his early teens. He is still called a “youth” when he fought Goliath (1 Sam. 17:33). After Samuel anointed David, David went back to tending sheep, which was natural since he was a shepherd. Then he was called into the service of King Saul (1 Sam. 16:17-23). So David was likely in his mid to late teens when he fought Goliath. The fact that he was still not married supports that as well.
1Sm 16:14
“terrorized​ him.” The Hebrew is baath (#01204 בָּעַת), and in this context, it means “to startle, to cause sudden terror.” It is not as if Saul was in constant terror, but the demon would come upon him and cause him sudden terror. This might be diagnosed as panic attacks today, and no doubt some panic attacks are caused by demons.
1Sm 16:20
“skin-bottle.” A “bottle” or container made from animal skin.
[For more on skin-bottles, which were usually made from the skins of goats, see commentary on 1 Sam. 10:3.]
1Sm 16:21
“and he became his armor-bearer.” It is possible that this is a summary statement that actually occurred later in David’s life. For one thing, the armor-bearer of the king needed to be an excellent fighter because he often carried a shield in front of the king, and also, when David fought Goliath, King Saul was not clear on who he was (1 Sam. 17:56), although it is possible that Saul had been so mentally exhausted from the stress of the war that he was just foggy-headed.
1Sm 16:22
“Let David stand before me.” That is, let David stay and remain in my service. In this context, the idiom, “stand before me” means to serve as an officer or official of the king (cf. Gen. 41:46; 1 Sam. 16:22).
[For more on sitting or standing before the king, see commentary on Isa. 14:13, “sit.”]
 
1 Samuel Chapter 17
1Sm 17:1
“Ephes-dammim.” A place about 16 miles (25 km) southwest of Jerusalem; the name means “Edge of blood” or “Edge of Dammim.”
 
1Sm 17:2
“at the Valley of Elah.” The Israelites were camped on the hills around the valley.
1Sm 17:3
“the hills.” Although the Hebrew word is singular, it can be used as a collective, and the armies were not just on the top of one “hill” but were spread out over the hills.
1Sm 17:4
“champion.” The Hebrew word is unique and idiomatic, and could be translated “man of the between.”
“the camps of the Philistines.” The Philistine army was spread out over the hill, and so is said to be in “camps.”
“six cubits and a span.” That is roughly nine feet, nine inches tall. We should note that the Septuagint, a Dead Sea Scroll, and Josephus say “four cubits” instead of six, but there is no reason to reduce the number in the Hebrew text.
1Sm 17:6
“greaves.” The technical term for armor that covers the lower leg, especially the shin. ​
1Sm 17:9
“then will we be your servants.” A hollow promise, because when David killed Goliath the Philistines ran away and remained enemies of Israel. Evil people make hollow promises, and the wise believer needs to be aware of that and not get fooled.
1Sm 17:11
“they were dismayed and greatly afraid.” The man the Israelites chose to lead them in battle is afraid.
1Sm 17:12
“that Ephrathite of Bethlehem in Judah.” That is, “that Ephrathite” was the one in chapter 16 whose son helped Saul.
1Sm 17:13
“the three eldest sons of Jesse.” Jesse had eight sons (1 Sam. 16:10-11; 17:12), but only the three oldest, Eliab, Abinadab, and Shammah are named in 1 Samuel 16:6-9. Since David, the youngest, was almost certainly in his mid-teens, all seven of his brothers were probably old enough to have fought in the war. Jesse may have felt his fourth through seventh sons were needed to protect the family flocks, or they may have been away with some of the sheep (shepherds traveled long distances with their flocks), or Jesse may have been afraid that his sons would be killed in the war.
“they had gone...had gone after Saul.” The Hebrew text doubles the verb “had gone” for emphasis. Jesse’s three oldest sons had gone to fight the Philistines and Jesse was worried about them so he sent David to find out how they were doing.
“and the names of his three sons.” In the Hebrew text, the word “name” is singular, and is distributive here in 1 Samuel 17:13, and refers to each of the three sons.
1Sm 17:15
“David went back and forth from Saul to shepherd his father’s flock.” From Bethlehem to the battlefield was about 14 miles, so David could have gone back and forth even in one day if he hustled, but it would be more likely that he took two days, one day there and one day back.
1Sm 17:17
“these ten loaves.” The Hebrew uses the collective singular: “this ten bread.”
1Sm 17:18
“bring these ten cut pieces of cheese to the leader of their 1,000.” This gift demonstrates both respect and wisdom. It is proper to respect those who risk their lives in battle and are responsible for others, for example, when and where to attack, and when to retreat and try to save lives. It is also wisdom because that leader would make decisions concerning his army and who fought where in the battle. David used his ability to direct the placing of soldiers when he had Uriah, the husband of Bathsheba, killed in the war against the Ammonites (2 Sam. 11:14-24).
1Sm 17:19
“because Saul.” 1 Samuel 17:19 is a continuation of Jessie’s talking with David.[footnoteRef:392] [392:  Cf. E. Fox, The Schocken Bible; David Tsumura, The First Book of Samuel [NICOT], 446.] 

1Sm 17:20
“a keeper.” The Hebrew word is related to “keep” or “guard.” The keeper was someone responsible for guarding the flock from harm and keeping it safe and healthy.
1Sm 17:23
“came forward from the army of the Philistines.” Goliath would leave the ranks of the Philistines and step forward toward the Israelite camp. Although many translations have “came up,” the Hebrew can also mean “come forward” or “advance.” The Philistines, like the Israelites, would have sought high ground for battle, so Goliath would not have been walking “up” when he came out of the Philistine army (cf. BBE, CJB, CSB, JPS, NIV, NLT).
1Sm 17:25
“Have you seen.” The “you” is plural, “Have you all seen…?”
“king will enrich him with great riches.” Saul now has to bribe people to fight, whereas warriors who trusted Yahweh would normally step forward on their own to defend Yahweh’s honor.
1Sm 17:27
“That is what.” This refers back to what had been said in 1 Samuel 17:25.
1Sm 17:28
“Why have you come down.” The geography is correct. Where the armies were in the Valley of Elah was lower in elevation than Bethlehem. From the inner hill country of Judah, where Bethlehem was, toward the Mediterranean coast, was downhill.
“that little flock.” This may well be a hyperbole. Eliab was angry and might have exaggerated. Although the flock David usually watched over may not have been huge, it may not have been very small either.
1Sm 17:29
“question.” The Hebrew is “word,” but here it refers to David’s asking a question.
1Sm 17:31
“and he sent for him.” The Hebrew is more abrupt and forceful; “and he took him.”
1Sm 17:34
“flock...flock.” The Hebrew uses two different words that mean “flock,” and can be a mixed flock of sheep and goats.
1Sm 17:37
“paw.” The Hebrew is just the word “hand.”
“Go, and may Yahweh be with you.” The Hebrew can also be, “Go, and Yahweh will be with you.”
1Sm 17:39
“he was not used to them…I am not used to them.” The Hebrew text is more literally that David had not “tested them,” but in English that makes it sound like the armor may have been faulty, which was not the case. David had not tested what it would be like to wear the armor, so we would say that he was not “used to” it (cf. BBE, CSB, NAB, NET, NIV, NLT, NRSV).
1Sm 17:40
“out of the brook.” Normally the “brook” that runs through the Valley of Elah is dry, so this is just a dry streambed.
“And he drew near to the Philistine.” Although the distance between David and Goliath was not known, it would have been quite close, perhaps 15-20 yards.
1Sm 17:43
“Am I a dog, that you come to me with sticks?” In the ancient world, dogs were often wild and untamed, and could even be dangerous. There were many reasons that men typically walked with a staff or walking stick, and wild dogs were one of them. When Jesus sent the apostles two by two, he told them to take a staff with them (Mark 6:8).
“And the Philistine cursed David by his gods.” It was common in the ancient world to use curses to harm an enemy (cf. Num. 22:6, 11; Josh. 6:26 and 1 Kings 16:34; Judg. 9:57) However, a righteous person living a righteous life does not have to fear being cursed, although sometimes a believer should pray against their effects (Prov. 26:2).
1Sm 17:44
“the birds of the air.” The Hebrew is literally, “the birds of the heavens,” but the Hebrew word “heavens” is always plural, there is no singular word “heaven” in Hebrew.
“and to the animals of the field.” In a culture where family ties were strong and family tombs common, to not have anyone bury your dead body was considered a terrible curse. In fact, many people believed (falsely, but it was a very widely held belief) that a proper burial was important for a comfortable existence in the afterlife. Thus the threat of not being buried but having one’s dead body eaten by animals, birds, and vermin was a horrifying threat of unspeakable loneliness and rejection, both on this earth and in the afterlife (see commentary on Jer. 14:16).
1Sm 17:45
“I come to you in the name.” The Hebrew text has “with,” using the same preposition as that Goliath came to David “with” physical weapons. David came to Goliath “with” the name of Yahweh, but in English we say “in” the name of Yahweh.
1Sm 17:46
“the birds of the air.” The Hebrew is literally, “the birds of the heavens,” but the Hebrew word “heavens” is always plural, there is no singular word “heaven” in Hebrew.
1Sm 17:47
“he will give all of you.” The “you” is plural. David is referring to all the Philistines.
1Sm 17:49
“and he fell on his face to the earth.” Goliath would not get into a posture of submission in his life, but he did so at his death.
1Sm 17:52
“Shaaraim.” Although its exact location is unknown, Shaaraim is likely a town about a mile northeast of Azekah. If that is the case, the road from Shaaraim went west and could be taken to either Gath or Ekron. Once David killed Goliath, the Philistines started to run back to their fortified cities, and the Israelites pursued them and struck them as far as Gath (about six miles) and Ekron (about seven miles).[footnoteRef:393] [393:  John Walton, Victor Matthews, Mark Cavalas, IVP Bible Background Commentary: Old Testament, 309.] 

1Sm 17:54
“and brought it to Jerusalem.” This is a summary statement; David did not go to Jerusalem for a while. At this time David had not even conquered the Jebusite city of Jerusalem yet. David was still mainly living in Bethlehem at this time.
“but he put his armor in his tent.” It was customary that if a soldier killed someone on the battlefield, the armor of the enemy was kept by the soldier who had been victorious (cf. 2 Sam. 2:21).
1Sm 17:55
“When Saul saw.” The Septuagint does not have 1 Samuel 17:55-58,
1Sm 17:56
“young man.” This is a rarely used word for a young man.
 
1 Samuel Chapter 18
1Sm 18:1
“when he had made an end of speaking to Saul.” Here we see that the love between Jonathan and David started while they were still in the Valley of Elah.
1Sm 18:2
“and did not let him return to his father’s house.” At this point, David becomes part of Saul’s troops and supporters in Gibeah, Saul’s hometown.
1Sm 18:4
“including his sword and his bow and his belt.” This is the clothing of the crown prince, and it likely is a way that Jonathan acknowledged that David was the actual king.
1Sm 18:6
“of the Philistine.” After killing Goliath in the Valley of Elah, the Israelite army chased the Philistines all the way to Gath. During that time, word of David’s victory over Goliath spread, and so when David and Saul returned to Gibeah, the women came out and sang and danced.
“musical instruments.” The Hebrew word is related to the word “three,” so this word may be referring to a specific instrument that has three strings, or a triangle with three sides.
1Sm 18:9
“that day.” “That day” is the day Saul and David returned to Gibeah of Saul.
1Sm 18:10
“on the next day.” The day after Saul was angry about what the women sang.
“the house.” In this context, the “house” is the palace. There are a number of verses in the Bible where the palace is called the king’s “house.”
1Sm 18:15
“even more afraid.” The Hebrew word translated “afraid” in 1 Samuel 18:12 is yare (#03372 יָרֵא), the most common word for fear, while the word used here in 1 Samuel 18:15 is guwr (#01481 גּוּר), an intense word that some translations even translate as “dread,” and the REV and some other versions translate as “even more afraid.” The point in the text is that as David’s reputation and successes grew, Saul became increasingly afraid of David. Saul knew from Samuel’s prophecy that he had lost the kingdom (1 Sam. 15:28), but what Samuel did not say was who would get the kingdom after Saul. To Saul, it was becoming increasingly clear that David would end up ruling the kingdom after Saul, and in the biblical culture that often meant that at some time David would kill Saul. There were other ways David could be king without killing Saul—Saul could die from all sorts of causes, or he could just abrogate the throne—but Saul did not consider them. Instead, he became insanely jealous of David and wanted to kill him, as if killing David would somehow change Samuel’s prophecy. Jealousy blinds the mind, and we see that here with Saul.
1Sm 18:17
“son of valor.” A “son of valor” was a Semitic way of saying a valiant man.
1Sm 18:18
“living relatives.” The Hebrew specifically refers to relatives that are alive. David does not say, for example, that he comes from a long line of heroes.
1Sm 18:19
“Meholathite.” The town of Meholah was Elisha’s hometown. Adriel shows up again in 2 Samuel 21:8, in tragic circumstances.
1Sm 18:20
“good.” The Hebrew is more literally, “right, straight, correct.” But the phrase “right in his eyes” could be easily misunderstood.
1Sm 18:21
“Through the second one.” The position of the words in the sentence favors this reading. In this case, the word “second” occurs later in the verse, not near the verb “said,”[footnoteRef:394] and it refers to the second daughter, Michal, and not that Saul “said a second time.” [394:  Cf. Robert Alter, The Hebrew Bible.] 

1Sm 18:29
“continually.” The Hebrew is literally, “all the days.”
 
1 Samuel Chapter 19
1Sm 19:1
“servants.” In the context of killing David, Saul’s “servants” are his chief military men (see commentary on 2 Sam. 11:1).
“they should kill David.” The Hebrew text does not use the common word for “kill,” it is more like “put David to death,” which might involve a plan or scheme.
1Sm 19:3
“whatever I find out.” The Hebrew is more idiomatic: “whatever I see.”
1Sm 19:5
“So why would you sin against innocent blood to kill David without a cause.” This is a Messianic theme and a parallel between David and Jesus Christ.
1Sm 19:7
“as before.” The Hebrew is idiomatic: “as yesterday and three days ago.”
1Sm 19:8
“from before him.” Or “from his face,” or “from his presence.” The idea is that they know David is there and they flee.
1Sm 19:9
“came upon Saul.” The literal is more like the evil spirit was “to Saul.” It came to him.
“in his house.” That is, in the palace. The “house” of the king was the palace.
“playing the harp with his hand.” Cf. 1 Samuel 16:16, 23; 18:10.
1Sm 19:10
“And Saul sought to pin David to the wall with the spear.” This event is similar to 1 Samuel 18:10-12. The Hebrew is more literally that Saul “sought to strike David and the wall,” that is that Saul wanted to throw the spear through David and into the wall, but that is not very clear in English. Saul wanted to pin David to the wall.
1Sm 19:12
“And he went, fled, and got away.” Likely David “went” out the window, and then fled and got away.
1Sm 19:13
“the teraphim.” “Teraphim” were household gods. It seems out of character for Michal, David’s wife to have teraphim in the house. The fact it, or they, were there is simply stated in the text, it is never explained. It is certainly possible that Michal was not a wholehearted follower of Yahweh, after all, her father Saul certainly was not. When David married Michal there is no indication that he loved her, but rather he married her to be part of Saul’s extended family. Michal loved David, but there is no indication he loved her, it seems like a marriage of convenience, which was very common in the biblical culture (cf. 1 Sam. 18:20-29).
[For more on teraphim see commentary on Gen. 31:19.]
“tangle of goats hair.” The Hebrew word kebyr (#03523 כְּבִיר), translated “tangle” in the REV only occurs here and in verse 16 in the Bible and what it referred to is not known. It is possible that Michal had some goat hair around because it was used in making tents and perhaps some clothing (cf. “tangle” NAB). It is also possible, as some translations suggest, that kebyr referred to a kind of blanket or quilt of goat’s hair. It was common in the biblical culture to cover your head when you slept, and so it would have been possible for Michal to take a kind of blanket and cover the teraphim such that no one could tell it was not David.
1Sm 19:14
“she said, “He is sick.” Michal lied to the men who came from King Saul, and in so doing may well have saved David’s life. God allows people to act in self-defense and in the defense of others, and sometimes that requires telling untruths to evil people.
[For more on lying and civil disobedience, see commentary Exod. 1:19.]
1Sm 19:18
“And David fled and escaped and came to Samuel to Ramah.” This escape from Gibeah of Saul begins a long and arduous journey for David as he runs from Saul from place to place. The Bible chronicles his travels, which lead him further and further south in his attempt to be safe from Saul.
David’s journey: David flees Gibeah of Saul and goes a few miles north to Ramah, the home of Samuel the prophet (1 Sam. 19:18). David sneaks back to Gibeah and meets with Jonathan (1 Sam. 20:1). David goes to Nob to Ahimelech the priest. The location of Nob is unknown, but it might be near the Mount of Olives (1 Sam. 21:1). David flees west to the Philistine capital city of Gath to seek shelter from Achish the king there (1 Sam. 21:10). David flees from Gath to the cave of Adullam, southeast of Gath (1 Sam. 22:1). David went to Keilah, which is about 8 ½ miles northwest of Hebron, to protect their harvest from the Philistines (1 Sam. 23:1-5). David flees from Keilah and travels about southeast of there looking for a safe place to be (1 Sam. 23:13). He then goes to the wilderness close to the Dead Sea (1 Sam. 23:19). David and his men then go to the wilderness of Maon. Maon is likely a town some 9 miles southeast of Hebron, and the “wilderness of Maon” is the Judean wilderness associated with it and to the southeast of it (1 Sam. 23:24). David travels east through the Judean wilderness to the strongholds of En-gedi, which is in the east of the tribal area of Judah and just west of the Dead Sea (1 Sam. 23:29). Samuel dies, and without his spiritual leader, David travels very far south out of Judah to the wilderness of Paran, to be sure to be away from Saul (1 Sam. 25:1). David goes back to the wilderness close to the Dead Sea, where he had been earlier (1 Sam. 26:3; cf. 1 Sam. 23:19). David returns, now with his army and family, to Achish, king of Gath (1 Sam. 27:1-2). Achish gave him the city of Ziklag, where David and his men lived for a year and four months (1 Sam. 27:6-7). David was in Ziklag when Saul and Jonathan were killed in battle (2 Sam. 1:1). He asked God where he should go, and God said “to Hebron,” so David went to Hebron where he was crowned king of Judah and he reigned from Hebron for seven years and six months before he conquered Jerusalem and made that his capital (2 Sam. 2:1, 7, 11).
1Sm 19:24
“he also stripped off his clothes.” Under the power of the spirit of God, Saul removes his royal robes. It is unclear how much of his clothing he would take off, but he probably would not have become totally naked.
 
1 Samuel Chapter 20
1Sm 20:1
“David fled from Naioth in Ramah.” For the details of David’s journeys once he started running from Saul, see commentary on 1 Samuel 19:18.
“said to Jonathan.” The Hebrew is literally, “said before Jonathan,” and that probably was to make it clear that David was in the presence of Jonathan and had not gotten a message to him through an intermediary.
1Sm 20:3
“swore again.” David apparently had sworn earlier, it may be part of the covenant of 1 Samuel 18:1-3.
1Sm 20:4
“desires.” The Hebrew verb is “says,” but it is sometimes used for desire.
1Sm 20:5
“the new moon.” Each new moon, the start of each month, was dedicated to God by special sacrifices and blowing of trumpets (see commentary on Num. 28:11).
1Sm 20:6
“notices, yes, notices” The verb “notices” is doubled in the Hebrew text for emphasis. It is the figure of speech polyptoton (see Gen. 2:16).
1Sm 20:7
“that evil has been decided by him.” In the Hebrew text, “evil” is the subject of the verb, so it is more like “evil has decided from (within) him.” Saul had decided upon an evil path so often that now the evil in him guides him in his decision.
1Sm 20:8
“So deal faithfully.” David refers back to the covenant between him and Jonathan and asks him to deal faithfully, according to the covenant.
1Sm 20:9
“Heaven forbid.” The Hebrew is an idiom, “Far be it from you,” that is, “This is far from you.”
1Sm 20:12
“make it known to you.” The Hebrew is an idiom: “uncover your ear.”
1Sm 20:16
“the house of David.” If David becomes king, “the house of David” will become enemies with “the house of Saul,” and so it seems that Jonathan did not want to be caught up in that clan conflict but wanted to clearly side with the house of David because he knew David was Yahweh’s choice for being king (see commentary on 1 Sam. 20:17).
“seek it from the hand of David’s enemies.” The Hebrew is obscure and idiomatic: “seek it from the hand.” The idea seems to be that Jonathan is making a covenant with David, knowing that David will be king because Saul has rejected Yahweh and thus become one of “David’s enemies.” David has not sought the kingdom for himself, but Yahweh has sought it from the hand of Saul to give it to David.
1Sm 20:17
“And Jonathan made David swear an oath.” The versions are divided as to whether David or Jonathan was the one to swear. However, it seems that Jonathan made David swear an oath. Jonathan knew that David was Yahweh’s choice to be king, and that Jonathan was not going to succeed his father Saul as king (1 Sam. 23:17). He also knew that once David was king there would be a lot of pressure on David to put his own people from the tribe of Judah into the important positions in the kingdom. Having David swear an oath was a way of cementing his relationship with David.
“the love that he had for him.” That is, the love that Jonathan had for David.
1Sm 20:18
“you will be noticed.” David will not be there, so it is actually his absence that will be noticed, and his place will be seen to be empty. There is no indication that people ate at tables and had “seats,” that is, chairs. But they did have “places” because the kingdom was very hierarchical. The king would be the center of attention, and then people would sit closer to him or further away depending on their position in the kingdom. David would have a set place and position at meals and festive gatherings, and if he was gone his “place” would be empty.
1Sm 20:23
“Yahweh is between you and me.” Their relationship with Yahweh was the foundation for their relationship with each other.
1Sm 20:24
“at the feast to eat.” The Hebrew is more literally, “to the bread to eat,” with “bread” put by the figure of speech metonymy for the feast. The new moon (when the moon is not visible in the sky) ended the month and the first sighting of the sliver of the moon as it’s crescent shape began to become more and more visible in the sky started the next month. There was a Sabbath and feast at the New Moon (Num. 10:10).
1Sm 20:25
“and Jonathan stood up.” This is the reading of the Hebrew text. Some scholars have taken “stood” to mean something like “stood still,” in other words, sat still at his place. Other readings have also been suggested, for example, based on the Septuagint the reading “sat opposite him” has been suggested. However, the reading “stood up” may have a basis in Jonathan showing respect for Saul, and he likely sat down later in the meal.
1Sm 20:26
“It is an accident.” The wording of the Hebrew text indicates that Saul thought what likely happened to David was accidental ritual uncleanness, which would usually involve not being able to join the congregation for that day. The wording “Something has happened to him” may suggest to some readers that David may have come to some kind of harm, which is not indicated in the Hebrew text.
1Sm 20:27
“empty.” This is the word “noticed,” but it was noticed as being empty.
“feast.” The Hebrew is more literally, “to the bread” (see commentary on 1 Sam. 20:24).
1Sm 20:28
“asked, yes, asked.” The Hebrew doubles the verb for emphasis, using the figure of speech polyptoton (see commentary on Gen. 2:16).
“to.” The Hebrew is “as far as.” This may be an attempt on Jonathan’s part to let Saul know that David did not have blanket permission to go anywhere and do anything, but he could go “as far as” Bethlehem.
1Sm 20:30
“You son of a perverse rebellion!” In this statement, the word “son” is idiomatic and communicates character. Saul is saying that a “perverse rebellion” would produce a rebellious son like Jonathan. Although many English versions read “son of a perverse and rebellious woman,” the idea of “woman” is imported into the text in many English translations primarily because the nouns are feminine, but there is no necessary reason to import “woman” and the word “woman” does not occur in the Hebrew text. Saul was saying Jonathan was a son of a perverse rebellion, meaning the rebellion against Saul that his paranoia had made up in his mind; there was no such rebellion. Also, it does not seem like Saul would slander his wife here, when he seems to honor her later in the same verse.
“to the shame of your mother’s nakedness.” The meaning is, “to the shame of your mother who gave birth to you.”
1Sm 20:31
“for he must die!” The literal Hebrew reads, “for he is a son of death,” and it refers to having the character of death, which in this case, meant he would die.
1Sm 20:33
“Then Saul hurled his spear at him to strike him down.” By this time the demon or demons inside Saul had driven him to the point of irrational anger and irrational behavior. Saul had allowed himself to think thoughts that were more and more evil, and now was out of control. God tells us to control our thoughts (2 Cor. 10:5), and engage in behavior such as forgiveness (Eph. 4:32) so that our thoughts do not spiral downward until we almost cannot stop from doing evil. 2 Timothy 3:13 warns us that people doing evil go from bad to worse.
1Sm 20:41
“of the stone Ezel.” The stone is mentioned in 1 Samuel 20:19.
“face to the ground.” The Hebrew is literally, “nose to the ground.”
“bowed down.” The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body to the earth. It is the same Hebrew word as “worship.”
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
 
1 Samuel Chapter 21
1Sm 21:1
“Nob.” The exact location is unknown, but it is likely on the northeast ridge of the Mount of Olives. So David had traveled south from Gibeah of Saul. Why the Tabernacle ended up at Nob is unknown. How the Tabernacle got there, and where it went from there, are not known.
[For the details of David’s journeys once he started running from Saul, see commentary on 1 Sam. 19:18.]
“to Ahimelech the priest.” Although the text does not say why David went to Ahimelech and the Tabernacle, it is likely because people brought both grain and meat offerings to the Tabernacle and David thought he could get food there. David would normally have been correct about that, but for some unstated reason, Ahimelech did not have any food. It is possible that Saul had gone so far from God that he had somehow interfered with people’s giving sacrifices and offerings, and also made it so that the priests did not want to be anywhere near him, which would explain why they moved the Tabernacle to Nob.
Saul had had trouble with evil spirits in the past, and those spirits would have been constantly trying to work through Saul to make things difficult for the priests and the Tabernacle. That may also have had something to do with why Ahimelech trembled at meeting David. Something was wrong. Ahimelech may not have known what, but different possibilities suggested themselves. Did David come from Saul to cause trouble for Ahimelech? Besides that, why was David, a very valuable man in Saul’s kingdom, traveling in a vulnerable state without a contingent of his army? Things did not add up, and David’s lies did not help any.
1Sm 21:4
“in my possession.” The Hebrew is idiomatic, “under my hand.”
“the young men.” Apparently, David had a few men with him, but so few that Abimelech referred to him as being alone (cf. Matt. 12:3-4). It is also possible but less likely that David acted as if he were going to take some food to his soldiers who were elsewhere.
1Sm 21:5
“When I set out, the vessels of the young men were holy,” David told the priest that when he “set out,” that is, came out of the town of Gibeah, Saul’s headquarters, the men were holy. In this context, the word “vessel” is used euphemistically and refers to the genitalia and thus the bodies of David’s men. Sexual intercourse made a person ritually unclean (Lev. 15), and Ahimelech was concerned that David’s men were clean before they ate the holy bread.
The evidence that “vessels” here refers to the bodies of the young men comes from the context and scope of Scripture. The priest wanted the men to be ritually clean, and there is no reason that David would then bring up weapons or equipment. Instead, David, lying, explains that the mission he was on was a “common journey,” meaning that there was no part of the mission that was supposed to require the men to be ritually clean, but now that he was at Nob being ritually clean was important. But, said David, it did not matter that he was on a common mission because as it turned out, the men were ritually clean even though that was not something they specifically intended, it just turned out that the men had not been with women for the last three days, so they were clean according to Leviticus.
There are problems with seeing “vessels” as weapons or provisions. For one thing, that makes no sense in the context. The priest was not concerned about any unclean provision or weapon, he was concerned about the men being ritually clean (1 Sam. 21:5). Furthermore, in order for “vessels” to refer to weapons or provisions, there would have had to have been some way that the weapons or provisions would have been ritually unclean that would have kept David and his men from being able to eat the holy bread, and it is unclear at best what that would have been. There is no reason to believe that David and his men, who were observant Jews, would have carried provisions that were ritually unclean, such as animal meat from an animal that died on its own (Lev. 7:24). Also, David’s argument that the “vessels” were holy when they left but would then be assuredly holy now was due to the fact that the men were supposedly on a mission and would not have been with women.
It is not unusual that a euphemism such as “vessel” would be used for the genitalia and by extension the body. The male and female sexual organs are often referred to euphemistically, for example, they are called “the thigh” (Gen. 24:2, 46:26), and “feet” (2 Kings 18:27; Isa. 7:20). Also, the human body is referred to as a “vessel” in the New Testament (cf. 1 Thess. 4:4; 2 Tim. 2:21; 1 Pet. 3:7).
1Sm 21:6
“the Bread of the Presence.” The Bread of the Presence was large cakes of bread that were in the Tabernacle and Temple (see commentary on Exod. 25:30).
1Sm 21:8
“with me.” The Hebrew is “in my hand.”
1Sm 21:10
“fled that day from Saul.” The Hebrew is that David fled “from the face of Saul,” and the idiom means that David fled from the presence and sight of Saul.
“and went to Achish the king of Gath.” For the details of David’s journeys once he started running from Saul, see commentary on 1 Samuel 19:18.
1Sm 21:12
“took these words to heart.” The Hebrew is idiomatic and is more like, “put these words to his heart,” but it means he took them to heart and thus took them very seriously.
“and was very afraid in the presence of Achish.” It was in association with this that David penned Psalm 56.
1Sm 21:13
“changed his behavior before them.” This event is mentioned in Psalm 34.
“before them.” The Hebrew is more literally, “in their eyes,” that is, while they watched.
 
1 Samuel Chapter 22
1Sm 22:1
“David left there and escaped.” That David “escaped” from Gath is good evidence of God’s protection and grace being on David at this time. It seems like the Philistines, especially the Philistines in Gath, the hometown of Goliath, would have killed David, especially when he showed up there alone and with Goliath’s sword. After all, David had killed Goliath and many other Philistines as well. Also, there is no explanation in the text as to why David would have chosen to go to Gath instead of another Philistine city or even just another city to the east or south, after all, he took his parents to Moab (1 Sam. 22:3). One possibility that has been suggested is that of the five capital cities of the Philistines, Ashkelon, Ashdod, Ekron, Gaza, and Gath, Gath was the closest to Bethlehem, but in actuality, we do not know why David went to Gath.
[For the details of David’s journeys once he started running from Saul, see commentary on 1 Sam. 19:18.]
“the cave of Adullam.” Adullam was a Canaanite town now identified with the unexcavated Tell esh Sheikh Madhkur, about midway between Jerusalem and Lachish, and not far from the Valley of Elah. Adullam was in the tribal area assigned to Judah and was in the Shephelah, the rolling hill country of western Judah, and it controlled one of the principal passes from the northern Shephelah into the hill country of Judah. It was important enough to be fortified by King Rehoboam of Judah (2 Chron. 11:7). Biblically, Adullam is best known for a cave close to it, “the cave of Adullam,” where David hid after he fled from Achish, King of Gath (1 Sam. 22:1). At this time in Israel’s history it was in a kind of a no-man’s-land, close to the hill country of Saul to the east and the territory of the Philistines to the west.
1Sm 22:2
“who was in debt.” The Hebrew is more literally, “everyone who had a creditor,” that is, they were in debt.
1Sm 22:3
“come out.” That is, come out of Judea.
1Sm 22:8
“conspired.” Or “banded together.”
“there is none of you who is sorry for me.” The Hebrew word translated “sorry” is challah (#02470 חָלָה), and its meanings include to be or become weak, sick, diseased, sorry, or grieved. In this context, “sorry” fits the context and scope of Saul’s life. Here in 1 Samuel 22:8 we see another aspect of Saul’s emotionally out-of-control life. We have seen him make rash decisions, such as when he made the rash vow that kept his army from eating and so they were weak and faint and could not fight the Philistines with the vigor they should have had (1 Sam. 14:24-31). We have seen Saul be overly religious, such as when he was going to execute his son Jonathan for breaking a vow that he did not even know about (1 Sam. 14:37-45). We have seen Saul be stubborn, disobedient, and rebellious against God, such as when he did not obey God and kill the Amalekites and then made things worse by making a number of excuses to cover his sin (1 Sam. 15:1-26). We have seen Saul tormented in various ways by evil spirits that his weak mind and ungodly behavior allowed to enter his life (1 Sam. 16:14, 23). We have seen Saul have terrible outbursts of anger that could have easily resulted in murdering another person, even his own son (1 Sam. 18:8-11; 19:9-10; 20:30-33). We have seen Saul have irrational fear (1 Sam. 18:12-15). Now here in 1 Samuel 22:7-8, we see another side of Saul, paranoia and self-pity. Instead of being his usual self, the angry, stubborn king, Saul is now feeling all alone with everyone against him, whining and wallowing in self-pity. People with no control over their emotions go from one extreme to the other and usually cause trouble for themselves and others, just as Saul did.
Saul was a pitiful man, but we learn some important lessons from his life. One of them is that the human heart is always changing; something the Bible says in quite a few places. It can change for the better, from ungodly to godly, or it can change for the worse as we see with King Saul. Wise Christians take the commands in the Bible very seriously, and when the Bible says to do things like forgive others or put away anger, they make a diligent effort to obey, which changes their heart for the better. The record of Saul also shows us that we have to be careful and watchful when we deal with people who are weak-willed, disobedient to God, and overly emotional, and particularly so if we know they have had problems with demons. They can be your best friend one minute and turn against you the next, so wise Christians do what they can to help those needy people but in a way that still affords them some personal protection. Far too many people in society run their lives based on how they feel at the moment, rather than using wisdom to guide them, but the Bible says that wisdom is the principal thing, and to be wise (Prov. 4:7).
1Sm 22:11
“and all his father’s house who were in Nob.” So all the priests who came to Saul from Nob were from the house of Ahitub, and were under the curse spoken over Eli (1 Sam. 2:30-34; 3:12-14)
1Sm 22:14
“commander over your bodyguard.” There is disagreement among scholars as to the phrase in the Hebrew text, and what the letters and vowel points should be, and thus what the text is saying. The result is that the Hebrew can read quite like the REV (cf. BBE, CSB, ESV, NAB, NASB, NET, NIV, NJB, NLT, RSV) or whether it means something more like the NKJV, “who goes at your bidding” (cf. CEB, CJB, JPS, KJV, NRSV).
1Sm 22:15
“Is today the first time that I have inquired of God for him?” Ahimelech picked up on the fact that Saul was accusing him of inquiring of God for David, and was astounded at the accusation. According to what he said, he had inquired of God for David many times before, which makes sense because David seems to have enquired of God before he went into battle. So from Ahimelech’s standpoint, the fact he inquired of God for David was common, but from Saul’s paranoid perspective it was a betrayal of trust.
“Be it far from me.” The Hebrew is an idiom: “Far from me.”
1Sm 22:16
“die, yes, die.” The verb die is repeated in the Hebrew text for emphasis, and is the figure of speech polyptoton, see commentary on Genesis 2:16.
1Sm 22:17
“guards.” The Hebrew word “guards” is more literally “runners,” but it was used of guards, which is its meaning here.
1Sm 22:18
“So Doeg the Edomite turned and attacked the priests.” Being an Edomite, Doeg would likely have had no particular feelings for the priests. Doeg likely thought that the whole “Yahweh thing” was just made-up religion. In fact, being an Edomite he may have even relished in the chance to help dismantle the religious system of Israel.
The enormity of Saul’s sin in killing the priests is hard to even calculate, and shows how evil a person can become. A man had to be born a priest to be one; he had to be born a lineal descendant of Aaron, the first High Priest of Israel. The fact that Doeg killed the priests of Yahweh (he was almost certainly helped by others), including women and children (1 Sam. 22:19), would have had an impact on what God wanted to accomplish through the priests for many generations to come.
1Sm 22:19
“the mouth of the sword.” Used to show great destruction, as if the sword was eating its victims (see commentary on Josh. 6:21).
 
1 Samuel Chapter 23
1Sm 23:1
“Keilah.” The town of Keilah was a fortified town about 8.5 miles (13.5 km) northwest of Hebron. It was in the Shephelah, and therefore much more exposed to an attack from Saul than where David was staying deep in the rough desert/wilderness of southeast Judah. It was an act of trust and bravery for David to take his men there knowing that Saul was hunting for his life. The people of Keilah should have repaid David for that with their faithfulness to him but they did not, they would have handed him over to Saul.
“robbing the threshing floors.” This tells us that this event took place in the late spring to early summer, because that is when the grain harvests were finished in Israel and the threshing floors were full. First came the barley harvest, which usually took place in our late April, the Israelite month of Nisan. Later came the millet and wheat harvests, the wheat harvest being concluded in late June or early July. The Bible does not tell us which grain harvest this was, but the Philistines waited until all the work of planting, caring for, and harvesting the crops was done then simply swept in to take the grain. That kind of attack was incredibly serious because if the Philistines were successful, it could well mean starvation for the people and animals in that area of Israel. Technically it was the job of King Saul to protect his people, and he had the army, but David loved the people and was in a position to help even though coming out into the open like that would expose him before Saul and could mean war and the loss of his men or even his own death. So he asked of God, and God told him to go and fight the Philistines, which he did.
Many times life presents believers with difficult choices like the choice David was faced with in this record. Should David stay in hiding and be safe, or should he expose himself to danger by coming into the open in order to help people? David did the right thing; he asked God and acted on God’s guidance, making the decision to help people. His men questioned his decision (1 Sam. 23:3), so in humility to the possibility that they were right, he asked God again (1 Sam. 23:4), but once he knew the will of God he led his men with boldness and confidence, and they trusted him and followed his leadership. David fought the Philistines and won, and saved the harvest in Keilah. Many leaders in Israel were not like David; even though they were told the will of God, they were too afraid to obey it (cf. King Zedekiah, Jer. 38:14-28).
Sadly, the people of Keilah would not have repaid David for his bravery and kindness, but had King Saul come to their city they would have betrayed David and revealed his presence (1 Sam. 23:12). The fact is that people are weak and they do in the moment what they think is to their best advantage no matter how it hurts or harms the people who have helped them. It is a real challenge for people, such as David, to not be bitter and unforgiving in those situations. After all, if someone risked a lot or gave a lot to help others it would be logical and godly that those people who were helped would then repay the one who helped them, but due to weak human nature and selfishness many times that does not happen. People who help others have to cast their cares on God and trust Him to deliver and prosper them, and not give in to feelings of bitterness. Believers who are thankful and forgiving always are victors in the long run, so it is important to just move on with life and keep a positive attitude like David did.
1Sm 23:5
“So David and his men went to Keilah.” For the details of David’s journeys once he started running from Saul, see commentary on 1 Samuel 19:18.
“led away their livestock.” Armies often traveled with some livestock so they could eat well and keep their strength up as they moved forward in battle, and that seems to be the case here. In the ancient world, it was typical for the larger army, the one most likely to win, to have a whole host of “camp followers” who would follow the army and try to take advantage of the situation. For example, “camp prostitutes,” people selling necessities, and slave traders who would try to capture weak, fleeing, or wounded people, are some of those who would typically follow an army that was expected to be victorious.
1Sm 23:7
“made him known.” The Hebrew uses a rare word and possibly a rare idiom.
“bars.” The “bars” were strong wooden beams that were placed behind the doors so they could not be opened and could withstand pounding from the outside without giving way. Those bars were the origin of the shout “Bar the doors!” when an enemy would approach.
1Sm 23:9
“planning.” The Hebrew word means to plow, as to plow ground, or to engrave, like one would engrave on metal. The point is that Saul is working hard at planning to kill David.
1Sm 23:10
“to bring ruin to the city.” Saul would kill the people just like he killed the priests at Nob. Saul would not likely “destroy the city,” as if he would knock the buildings down.
1Sm 23:11
“He will come down.” Here in 1 Samuel 23:11, Yahweh does not answer the full question of David, so David asks it again in verse 12.
1Sm 23:13
“and went wherever they could go.” David was not expecting the people of Keilah to betray him, so he had not thought through what to do if they did. In this case, he simply moved quickly out of the area to be safe, and formulated his plans on the run. It often happens in life that something unexpected occurs and people have to make decisions on a moment-by-moment basis, and in those situations, it is important to stay calm in order to stay clear-headed and make the best choice possible.
[For the details of David’s journeys once he started running from Saul, see commentary on 1 Sam. 19:18.]
1Sm 23:14
“in the strongholds.” These could be actual built structures or naturally occurring, easily defensible positions.
1Sm 23:15
“the wilderness of Ziph.” The location of Ziph is most likely the site of modern Tell Ziph, four miles southeast of Hebron, and so the “wilderness of Ziph” would be close to Ziph.
“at Horesh.” This is likely a proper noun, but the word refers to a grove of trees, and some scholars think that is what it refers to here. In any case, there were almost certainly trees there for David to take refuge in.
1Sm 23:16
“Jonathan, Saul’s son, arose and went to David.” The fact that Jonathan could find David, and Saul could not, shows us that there were people who knew Jonathan was trying to help David, and they fed him information that Saul and the rest of his men did not have.
1Sm 23:17
“and I will be second-in-command to you.” Sadly, this never happened. Jonathan died in battle with the Philistines (1 Sam. 31).
1Sm 23:18
“went to his house.” That is, back at Gibeah of Saul (see 1 Sam. 23:19).
1Sm 23:19
“Then some Ziphites.” The Ziphites were Judeans, and in their betrayal of David we see a potential type between David and Jesus in that they were both betrayed by their own people; the evidence is that Judas was from Judah.
“Jeshimon.” This is apparently the desert area in the east part of Judah going down to the Dead Sea. “Jeshimon” means something like “barren wilderness,” and it is possible that it is not a proper noun.
[For the details of David’s journeys once he started running from Saul, see commentary on 1 Sam. 19:18.]
1Sm 23:20
“hand him over.” The Hebrew is the same word that is translated “betray” in 1 Samuel 23:11-12.
1Sm 23:21
“taken pity on me.” Saul is in his depressed and self-pitying state (see commentary on 1 Sam. 22:8).
1Sm 23:22
“the place where his foot is.” This is an idiom, meaning where he is, but it is clear enough in English to have it in the translation. David had been moving deeper and deeper into the rough and rocky desert wilderness just west of the Dead Sea, and Saul had no desire to chase after David there without knowing more precisely where he was.
“crafty, yes, crafty.” The Hebrew repeats the verb “crafty,” using the figure of speech polyptoton for emphasis (see commentary on Gen. 2:16). This is the same word that God used to describe the Devil in Genesis 3:1. From Saul’s perverted, paranoid perspective, David was “crafty.” whereas from God’s perspective David was intelligent and wise in withdrawing from Saul. David did not want a civil war.
1Sm 23:24
“wilderness of Maon.” Maon is likely a city about 9 miles southeast of Hebron and the “wilderness of Maon” is the Judean Wilderness (or desert) close to Maon but in the Arabah “south of the desert,” that is, south of the large tract of desert from east of Jerusalem down past east of Hebron.
[For the details of David’s journeys once he started running from Saul, see commentary on 1 Sam. 19:18.]
1Sm 23:26
“on this side of the hill.” The area where David was hiding had very steep valleys that ran east-west and led from that area down to the Dead Sea. So there was a hill that had deep valleys on each side, and David and his 600 men were on one side, and Saul and his army were on the other side. This is only possible because of the unusual terrain in that part of Israel.
1Sm 23:27
“made a raid on the land.” It does not seem like the Philistines invaded the land as if they were going to stay there, but only made a raid to steal, destroy, and perhaps kidnap women and girls.
1Sm 23:29
“and stayed in the strongholds of En-gedi.” For the details of David’s journeys once he started running from Saul, see commentary on 1 Samuel 19:18.
 
1 Samuel Chapter 24
1Sm 24:1
“it was told to him.” The text is not telling us who told this to David in this instance.
1Sm 24:3
“to cover his feet.” The act of squatting and defecating covered the feet, hence the idiom.
1Sm 24:4
“the day of which Yahweh said to you, ‘Behold, I will give your enemy into your hand.” There is nothing like that saying in the biblical text, so it must not have been recorded.
“and secretly cut off the corner of Saul’s cloak.” It is possible that Saul had taken off his cloak and laid it down, or he might have been wearing it and preoccupied with his own thoughts and worries.
1Sm 24:6
“my lord, Yahweh’s anointed.” There were many “anointed” people in the Old Testament. In this case, the anointed one is King Saul. This verse could be translated as, “my lord, the messiah of Yahweh.”
[For more on the “anointed one,” see commentary on 1 Sam. 12:3.]
1Sm 24:8
“kneeled and bowed down.” This kneeling preceded bowing down to the ground. The two actions, kneeling and then bowing to the ground blended into one act of homage or worship. The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body and face to the earth. Also, instead of “kneeled and bowed down,” the text could be translated “bowed down and worshiped,” with “kneeling” being understood as part of the process of bowing down, and “bowing down” was the act of worship. The same Hebrew verb, shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), is translated as both “bow down” and “worship;” traditionally “worship” if God is involved and “bow down” if people are involved, but the verb and action are the same, the act of bowing down is the worship.
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship” and the REV commentary on 1 Chron. 29:20.]
1Sm 24:9
“harm.” More literally, “evil,” or “bad.”
1Sm 24:10
“Yahweh’s anointed one.” In this context, Yahweh’s anointed one is King Saul (see commentary on 1 Sam. 12:3).
1Sm 24:14
“After.” The purposeful repetition of “after” adds emphasis and technically is the figure of speech anaphora.
[See Word Study: “Anaphora.”]
1Sm 24:21
“and that you will not destroy my name from my father’s house.” This is coming from Saul’s paranoia.
 
1 Samuel Chapter 25
1Sm 25:1
“and lamented him.” The Hebrew word generally refers to the public crying and wailing that occurred when someone died (see commentary on 2 Sam. 11:26).
“the wilderness of Paran.” With Samuel dead and Saul aggressively seeking his life, David fled out of Judah and went far down south into the wilderness of Paran, the wilderness area that was inhabited centuries earlier by Ishmael and his descendants (Gen. 21:21). Paran is a broad central area in the Sinai Peninsula, but its exact boundaries are only generally described. The whole of Paran is some 23,000 square miles, and there is plenty of rough country to get lost in. Exactly where in the wilderness of Paran that David went is not described; the point was not so much exactly where David was as how far from Judah he went to get away from Saul. Despite being so far from Judah, David stayed in touch with people in south Judah, which is no doubt how he heard about Nabal and the sheep shearing that he was doing, which would have meant there was a lot of food available to David if Nabal was willing to help.
[For the details of David’s journeys once he started running from Saul, see commentary on 1 Sam. 19:18].
1Sm 25:2
“Carmel.” This is the town in south Judah, close to Hebron; it is not “Mount Carmel.”
“wealthy.” The Hebrew is “great,” but it refers to being great in wealth.
1Sm 25:3
“Nabal.” The name “Nabal” has more than one meaning. It is the strongest Hebrew word for “Fool,” but it can also refer to a musical instrument such as a harp, or it can refer to a container such as would contain wine. Some scholars suggest that no parent would name their child Nabal, the strongest Hebrew word for “fool” and that therefore it is a name assigned to Nabal by the Author to make a point. While that is possible, it is also possible that the parents had one of the other meanings in mind when they named him Nabal, but his wife certainly thought his name was “Fool,” so even if that was not the intended meaning for his birth name, it was the moniker by which he came to be known (1 Sam. 25:25).
Something the reader should keep in mind as they read the records of David is that in many ways David was a type of Christ and many of the records that God chose to include in the Bible about David are shadows of the life of Christ. That is certainly the case here in 1 Samuel 25, where one of the major characters is Mr. Fool who is selfish and worldly and spurns David and holds him in contempt. In contrast to Nabal, there is “Abigail,” which likely means “my father rejoices” or less likely, “my father is joy.”[footnoteRef:395] Thus, Abigail’s father—who is by extension God—rejoices in her, and we see why in the description of her and in the fact that she honored and supported David—by extension Christ—and is blessed for it, eventually becoming part of the royal family. So we see via the type of Christ that those people who spurn Christ will end up dead, obliterated from life itself, while those people who honor Christ will join the royal family and live forever. [395:  Cf. A. Steinmann, 1 Samuel [ConcC].] 

“of the house of Caleb.” This could also be translated, “And he was a Calebite,” but that is not as clear to the English reader as “of the house of Caleb” does. It seems most likely that what is being emphasized here is that Nabal was a descendant of Caleb, one of the two faithful spies that Moses sent into the Promised Land, and who was given Hebron as his inheritance (Num. 13:6; 14:5-9, 26-30; Josh. 14:13-14). This would explain why Nabal lived in the desert area near Maon, a town in the hill country of Judah (Josh. 15:48, 55) about nine miles south of Hebron. However, the word “Caleb” can have two other meanings, which, even if they are not the primary meaning of the word, come into play as we meet Nabal because a native Hebrew speaker would see all the potential meanings. “Caleb” can also mean “like his heart,” from the word leb, heart, in Hebrew, indicating that Caleb was a man who acted like his heart and thus was harsh and evil, and it is interesting in that light that when Abigail told him that she had given sustenance to David and his men, Nabal’s “heart died inside him,” and then following his heart, he died too. Also, “Caleb” can be pointed differently in the Hebrew than the proper name is, and mean “dog.” Thus, kaleb (#03612 כָּלֵב) is the man’s name and keleb (#03611 כֶּלֶב) means dog, but without the vowel points that were added many hundreds of years after Samuel’s time, the two words are the same. So “Caleb” can also literally mean, “like a dog,” making his name and description “Fool...like a dog,” and dogs were generally disliked in the biblical culture.[footnoteRef:396] Sadly for the house of Caleb, Nabal was not the good man that Caleb was. [396:  Cf. Hans Wilhelm Hertzberg, I and II Samuel [OTL], 199.] 

1Sm 25:8
“to your son David.” David humbles himself as if he were a son in need.
1Sm 25:9
“in the name of David.” Here we have the custom of agency. To speak in the name of David is as if David spoke.
1Sm 25:10
“Who is David? Who is the son of Jesse?” It is almost impossible that Nabal did not know about David—he would have known about him. David had been fighting the Philistines for years, was a commander in Saul’s army, and was the son-in-law of King Saul. Just from David’s killing of Goliath, David would have been known about around the kingdom. Also, Abigail, Nabal’s wife, knew all about David and that he was anointed to be the next king in Israel. So what we see in Nabal (“Mr. Fool”) is not ignorance, it is willful contempt. Nabal spurned God’s anointed ruler and would not help him in any way. Nabal thought he did not need God or His ruler.
It is also likely that what we see in Nabal is a willful blindness: he saw what he wanted to see. When he spoke about servants breaking away from their lords, he was referring to the way David was no longer with Saul—that David had “broken away” from King Saul—but Nabal turned a blind eye to why that occurred, which had nothing to do with sin or rebellion on David’s part. Also, the fact that King Saul was pursuing David deep into the wilderness to kill him showed that Saul had an intense interest in killing David, whereas he could have just dismissed him from service and let him go back to Bethlehem; so something was clearly wrong here. Furthermore, Nabal ignored not only the prophecies about David that Samuel had given that were likely well-known, but also ignored the ancient prophecy that the ruler of Israel would come out of the tribe of Judah. Nabal had no desire to submit to God or His anointed ruler, and so explained away his responsibility to do that.
This attitude of Nabal toward David is part of the scenario being set forth in the Bible of David being a type of Christ. Nabal is typical of people who are mean and selfish and who reject God and His Messiah, His anointed. They reject God because they are proud and arrogant and often think of themselves as self-sufficient, but like Nabal, their end will be death; death in this life and then everlasting death in the Lake of Fire (Rev. 20:11-15).
1Sm 25:14
“a greeting of blessing.” The Hebrew is just “bless,” but a blessing was used as a greeting.
“our lord.” This is a grammatical plural, literally “lords,” but it refers to a single “lord,” Nabal (see commentary on 1 Kings 1:43).
“he shrieked at them.” The noun form of “shrieked” is the name of a hawk. Thus the men bring in the idea that Nabal screamed at the men like a hawk would shriek at something. It’s never good to shriek at the anointed king of Israel, only trouble can follow.
1Sm 25:17
“lord.” The Hebrew “lord” is plural; a grammatical plural of emphasis or majesty.
“sons of Belial.” This is a designation of sons of the Devil.
[For more on sons of Belial, see commentary on 1 Sam. 2:12. For more on the unforgivable sin and children of the Devil, see commentary on Matt. 12:31.]
1Sm 25:20
“just as she rode.” God’s invisible hand is at work to bless both Abigail and David.
“under the cover of the mountain.” Abigail used the mountain in her area to get the supplies to David without being seen by her husband or the people who would report to him.
1Sm 25:21
“in vain.” The Hebrew word indicates a lie or falsehood. The idea is that it was a lie that David could treat Nabal well and be treated well back.
1Sm 25:22
“who pisses against a wall.” A crass idiom and cultural way of referring to the men.
1Sm 25:23
“bowed down.” The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body and face to the earth, as we see in this verse. The word translated “bowed down” is the same Hebrew word as “worship.”
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
1Sm 25:25
“Please do not let my lord.” Abigail addresses David in the third person out of respect.
“man of Belial.” This is a designation of sons of the Devil, although Abigail likely did not mean it that way; she would have meant it more as “worthless man,” or something like that.
[For more on sons of Belial, see commentary on 1 Sam. 2:12. For more on the unforgivable sin and children of the Devil, see commentary on Matt. 12:31.]
“Nabal.” The word “Nabal” means “fool,” but there are several different words for “fool” in Hebrew. The word “Nabal” refers to a committed, unrepentant fool.
“folly is with him.” This is a Hebrew idiom. Today we would say “He is a fool,” but in the Hebrew idiom, the phrase is “folly is with him” (cf. Job 12:13, 16).
1Sm 25:28
“a lasting house.” Perhaps more literally, “an established house,” but the idea in mind is that David would start a dynasty as well as that his own house would be established.
1Sm 25:30
“all the good that he has spoken concerning you.” There had to be wonderful prophetic words spoken to or about David that were well-known in the culture, which makes Nabal’s rejection of David even more stark in contrast to what Abigail knew.
1Sm 25:34
“who pisses against a wall.” An idiom and cultural way of referring to the men.
1Sm 25:35
“and have granted your request.” The idiom is, “I have lifted up your face,” meaning “I have looked upon you favorably,” or “I have granted your request.”
1Sm 25:36
“banquet.” The Hebrew is mishteh (#04960 מִשְׁתֶּה). It is a banquet with lots of wine. Everett Fox[footnoteRef:397] translates it “drinkfest.” [397:  Everett Fox, The Schocken Bible.] 

1Sm 25:37
“he became like a stone.” Nabal likely had a stroke.
1Sm 25:39
“Yahweh has returned the evildoing of Nabal.” Nabal returned evil for David’s good (1 Sam. 25:21), and here Yahweh returns Nabal’s evil for evil.
“Then David sent and spoke with Abigail.” David speaks with Abigail through mediators, the men he sent.
1Sm 25:41
“servant...servant...servants.” In her speech, Abigail uses three different words for “servants.” The first two refer to female servants, and Abigail refers to herself as a “servant.” The third, in the phrase “the servants of my lord,” is the common word for a male servant or slave. The first word translated “servant” in the verse is 'amah (#0519 אָמָה), and it generally referred to a female servant or female slave, a maid or handmaid, a concubine. The second “servant” in the sentence is shiphchah (#08198 שִׁפְחָה), which is considered by many scholars to refer to the lowest rank of a female slave, who was also often the female slave of the mistress of the house, although shiphchah can in some contexts simply refer to a female servant, maid, handmaid, or slave girl. However, the reader must be sensitive to the context because there are times when 'amah and shiphchah are used synonymously in the Hebrew text, especially when they are used in Hebrew poetry.
Sometimes, such as here in what Abigail said to David’s men, the difference between 'amah and shiphchah is quite important, and in this case reveals the complete humility of Abigail, and her wisdom in the way she begins to become part of David’s household. She accepts David’s offer with the words, “your servant ['amah] is a servant [shiphchah] to wash the feet of the servants of my lord,” which shows great humility, wisdom, and tact seeing that as the former wife of Nabal she could well have been the wife of the wealthiest and most powerful person in that general area of Judah and could have been quite conceited and haughty about it. After all, when she went to David she took five slave girls with her and rode on a donkey, a sign of wealth and influence. Thus, in reality, although she spoke of washing the feet of David’s servants, both as an owner of slaves and as the wife of David it is extremely unlikely that Abigail would ever wash anyone’s feet except perhaps those of her husband David at home.
Abigail somehow knew about the prophecies that David would be king and spoke to him as an anointed ruler, being truly humble and using great wisdom long before she knew there was a possibility of her being David’s wife (1 Sam. 25:30). Here in 1 Samuel 25:41 however, she is faced with the reality of becoming part of the family and royal dynasty that will define Israel into its future, as she herself said of David, “Yahweh will make, yes, make my lord a lasting house” (1 Sam. 25:28). It is difficult to know exactly what was going on in the mind of Abigail, but we can make some assumptions based on regular human life and experience. Abigail had been the wife of “Mr. Fool” (“Nabal” means “fool”) who was selfish and harsh, and although she would have had money and slaves and been somewhat privileged, life with Nabal must have been very difficult and distressing in many ways. Now, very unexpectedly, she is invited to be the wife of God’s anointed ruler, the future king of Israel, and thus to be a founding member of the royal house that we now know ruled Israel for many generations and eventually produced the Messiah himself. She would no doubt have been somewhat apprehensive about what her totally new life would be like, but that would be mixed with excitement, wonder, amazement, and other things as well, such as concern over the conflict between David and Saul that had not been resolved and had no easy resolution. But Abigail was a wise, strong, and determined woman and she saw the opportunity before her and moved forward into it with resolve. She married David and gave birth to Chileab, David’s second son (2 Sam. 3:3; called “Daniel” in 1 Chron. 3:1), who, sadly, apparently died as a child because he is never mentioned in all the goings-on in the royal household of David. Then, as is typical in biblical records, as the focus in David’s house moved to his kingship and conflict between his heirs, Abigail is no longer a focus of attention and is no longer mentioned in the Bible. However, based on the woman she was, we can assume she played an important part in David’s life and household, especially early on.
Keeping in mind that David was a type of Christ and things in the Old Testament are to teach us (Rom. 15:4), we see in Abigail’s dealings with David the right attitude and action that people are to have toward the Messiah, Jesus Christ: be genuinely humble, use wisdom, and act decisively.
[For more on 'amah and shiphchah see commentary on Ruth 3:9.]
1Sm 25:42
“five young women.” Although the Hebrew text uses the word for “young women,” in the culture they are “hers” and would have been slaves. The fact that Abigail took five slaves with her and rode on a donkey showed that she had wealth and influence. There is no mention of things she would have taken with her, this is assumed in the text because she would have taken things that would have allowed her some comfort, even in the wilderness with David.
“a wife to him.” Abigail was likely not David’s first wife. Michal was first, but Saul took her from David. Then David married Ahinoam from Jezreel, and Ahinoam is always mentioned before Abigail every time they are listed together and Ahinoam bore David’s first son, Amnon. Given that, staying more literal to the Hebrew and saying, “a wife to him” rather than shortening it to “his wife” seems to give the most accurate meaning.
1Sm 25:43
“Ahinoam of Jezreel.” This is the “Jezreel” of Judah, not the Jezreel in the Jezreel Valley. This Jezreel is in south-central Judah, not far from Maon, Ziph, and Carmel (cf. Josh. 15:56; 1 Sam. 25:43; 27:3; 30:5; 2 Sam. 2:2; 3:2; see commentary on Josh. 15:56).
“and the two of them were his wives.” The need for a royal heir who could continue the dynasty was such that most kings had more than one wife. In this case, David’s having more than one wife was important because Abigail’s only son, Chileab, David’s second son (2 Sam. 3:3), seems to have died as a child. He is never mentioned as being part of the life of the royal family. David married more wives later.
1Sm 25:44
“Saul had given Michal his daughter, David’s wife, to Palti.” This is just one more indication that by this time in his life Saul had turned away from God in his heart. Saul may have considered David his enemy, but he was still legally married to Michal and so Saul had no right under the Mosaic Law to give her away. It is clear that by this time in his life Saul had, and/or was influenced by, demons, and demons and demonic people are lawbreakers and defy God. We certainly see that in Saul.
“Gallim.” Gallim is somewhere just south of Gibeah, north of Jerusalem, in the tribal area of Benjamin.
 
1 Samuel Chapter 26
1Sm 26:1
“the hill of Hachilah, which is facing Jeshimon?” David is in the same area as he was in 1 Samuel 23:19.
1Sm 26:3
“while David was staying in the wilderness.” David was in what is called “the wilderness of Judah.” He had been in this general location earlier (cf. 1 Sam. 23:19).
[For the details of David’s journeys once he started running from Saul, see commentary on 1 Sam. 19:18.]
1Sm 26:10
“be swept away.” That is, Saul will die, perhaps having the overtone of a violent death (cf. Gen. 18:23).
1Sm 26:15
“Aren’t you a man?” That is, are you not a valiant man, a tough guy?
“your lord, the king.” The word “lord” is plural, but the word “king” is singular. Thus “lord” is a plural of majesty.
1Sm 26:16
“worthy of death.” Literally, “sons of death.”
1Sm 26:25
“So David went his way.” David knew Saul was too unstable to trust.
 
1 Samuel Chapter 27
1Sm 27:1
“perish.” The Hebrew could be translated “be swept away.”
 
1Sm 27:2
“So David arose and crossed over.” David moved from the hill country of Judah to the coastal plain controlled by the Philistines.
“to Achish the son of Maoch, king of Gath..” David had been in Gath earlier in his flight from King Saul (cf. 1 Sam. 22:1).
[For the details of David’s journeys once he started running from Saul, see commentary on 1 Sam. 19:18.]
1Sm 27:3
“Ahinoam the Jezreelitess.” This is the “Jezreel” of Judah, not the Jezreel in the Jezreel Valley. This Jezreel is in south-central Judah, not far from Maon, Ziph, and Carmel (cf. Josh. 15:56; 1 Sam. 25:43; 27:3; 30:5; 2 Sam. 2:2; 3:2; see commentary on Josh. 15:56).
1Sm 27:7
“was a year and four months.” The Hebrew is idiomatic: “was days and four news,” using “days” for a year and “news” for the new moons, or months.
1Sm 27:8
“as you go to Shur.” Elsewhere called “the wilderness of Shur.” This “Shur” is in the Sinai peninsula as you head south out of Israel into the Sinai. So David, whose home base is in Judah, was concerned about an attack from the south, and made a preemptive strike on the enemy nations there.
“inhabitants of the land who were of old.” The inhabitants of the land that David attacked had been there a long time. This vocabulary is used in Micah 5:2 as well.
 
1 Samuel Chapter 28
1Sm 28:1
“Now it came about in those days.” So this event is happening in the north-central part of Israel while David is making raids in the Negev in the south of Israel.
“the Philistines gathered their armies together into an armed force to fight with Israel.” This gathering occurred in Aphek (1 Sam. 29:1). From here, David was sent back to Ziklag (1 Sam. 29:10-11) and the Philistines marched north to Shunem in the Jezreel Valley (1 Sam. 29:4).
“know, yes, know.” The Hebrew text of 1 Samuel 28:1 uses the figure of speech polyptoton for emphasis.
[See commentary on Genesis 2:16.]
1Sm 28:2
“Then you will come to know what your servant can do.” David’s answer is purposely vague. If David went to war along with Achish and the Philistines, they would indeed learn what David could do, not because he would fight along with them, but rather because he would fight against them. This shows David’s bravery and his willingness to put his life on the line for Israel. To be among the Philistines and then begin fighting against them would almost certainly mean he and his men would be surrounded as soon as they began to fight. In those circumstances David could easily be killed, a risk he was willing to take to save Israel.
“I will make you my bodyguard​ from now on.” The Hebrew is more literally, “for all the days [to come].” Achish felt that if David went with him to war and fought against his own people, Israel, that he could be trusted to be the king’s bodyguard.
1Sm 28:3
“Now Samuel was dead.” Samuel’s death and the lamenting and morning that occurred are covered in 1 Sam. 25:1.
“Samuel was dead…and Saul had removed from the land those who inquired of spirits or had familiar spirits.” This sentence sets the stage for what Saul does in the following verses. When Samuel was alive, Saul could ask him what the will of God was, but now Samuel was dead and Saul was so ungodly that God would not answer his questions or respond to his inquiries. So Saul turned to the medium at En-dor to get an answer to his question. The Bible says that Saul had removed from the land mediums and people like the woman at En-dor who asked demons questions they could not otherwise get answers to, and biblically he was supposed to do that (cf. Lev. 20:27; Deut. 18:9-14; Lev. 19:31; Exod. 22:18). The godly King Josiah did (2 Kings 23:24). Nevertheless, the fact that there was a woman who lived at En-dor who was a medium and who was known to Saul’s servants reveals a couple of things: one is that Saul did not do a thorough job of removing mediums from the land, which, given his ungodly character and that fact that Saul himself had an evil spirit is not surprising. Also, however, it confirms what has been throughout the ages, that many people use mediums and “fortune tellers” of all kinds to get information, and will hide them from authorities and protect them. The land of Canaan had lots of people who dealt with demons before the Israelites started conquering Canaan (Deut. 18:9, 14), and some of them and their practices remained after Israel was in power.
[For more information on people with “familiar spirits,” see commentary on Deut. 18:11.]
1Sm 28:4
“and came and encamped at Shunem.” Shunem was a city in the Jezreel Valley (for the chronology, see commentary on 1 Sam. 29:1).
“and they encamped at Mount Gilboa.” This battle took place in the same basic area as when Gideon fought the Midianites. The fact that the Philistines were in the Jezreel Valley was a “do or die” situation for King Saul because if the Philistines could control that area they would cut off northern Israel from Southern Israel and control the major grain-producing area in Israel.
1Sm 28:6
“Yahweh did not answer him; not by dreams, nor by Urim, nor by prophets.” This sentence is a huge key in understanding 1 Samuel 28 and the appearance of the demon who impersonated Samuel (more about that in the commentary entries on the next verses). Many people think that the prophet Samuel actually appeared to Saul, but that is not what happened. Saul was so ungodly that, as 1 Samuel 28:6 says, God would not answer his questions. If God’s prophets who were alive would not give Saul an answer, then there is no way that Samuel the prophet would have answered him. When all true prophets prophesy, the “answer” they give is from God, and God was not talking to Saul. Yet many people think that Samuel would somehow answer Saul even though to do so was an abominable thing (Deut. 18:12), and Samuel’s working via a medium meant that she should have been put to death for acting the part of the medium (Lev. 20:27). The “Samuel” that appeared was a demon, and demons have no problem defying and disobeying God. Demons are very good at impersonating people, which is why people see “ghosts” that seem to be dead people.
[For more on dead people being dead, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.”]
“Urim.” A stone in the breastplate of the High Priest by which judgment was given.
[For more on the Urim and Thummim, see commentary on Exod. 28:30.]
1Sm 28:7
“familiar spirit.” The phrase “familiar spirits” is from the Hebrew word yiddoniy (#03049 יִדְּעֹנִי), from the root yada (#03045 יָדַע), “to know,” and thus refers to “a knower,” or one who has a “familiar spirit.” The idea is that mediums and spiritists usually have some particular spirits or “spirit guides” (demons!) who “know” things and are familiar with people and situations and with whom they are regularly in touch and who serve them (see commentary on Deut. 18:11).
“inquire.” The Hebrew is stronger than “ask” in 1 Samuel 28:6. So Saul asked more emphatically of the woman with a familiar spirit than he asked of God.
“En-dor.” En-dor is on the north side of the Hill of Moreh, so Saul had to do some travel, almost surely down to the east toward the Jordan Valley, then north, then back west to get around the Philistines and get to the woman at En-dor.
1Sm 28:8
“and put on different clothing.” That is, different from his usual royal robes.
“and bring up for me the one that I say to you.” Saul asked this female medium to bring up Samuel, as if she had the power to do it. Mediums will tell you that they cannot summon the dead at will, but the dead person must want to come to the meeting. In this case, the demons were more than happy to fulfill Saul’s request and be able to afflict Israel through his disobedience. Note the bad and fatalistic advice the demon gave Saul (1 Sam. 28:16-19).
People use 1 Samuel 28:8 as evidence that people do live on after they die, but the verse says no such thing. What the verse does establish is that many people believe that the “soul” or the “spirit” lives on after the body dies, and that it has some kind of “spirit form” and intellect. That belief has existed for millennia in many cultures around the world, and it existed in Israel and sadly, it exists among Christians today; many of them try to contact the dead against God’s very clear commands (Deut. 18:9-14).
[For more on why people think dead people are alive, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.”]
1Sm 28:9
“how he has removed from the land those who inquire of spirits or have familiar spirits.” Mediums were supposed to be executed (Lev. 20:27), but Saul did a poor job of it.
“familiar spirits.” See commentary on Deuteronomy 18:11.
1Sm 28:10
“As Yahweh lives, no punishment will happen to you for this thing.” Technically, the only person in the kingdom who could promise that the woman would not be punished for disobeying the king was the king himself. However, the woman, who did not know she was speaking to King Saul, does not seem to have thought about that. Interestingly, as soon as the demon “Samuel” appeared, she realized she was dealing with King Saul himself (1 Sam. 28:12). This could well be a case where the demons gave the medium revelation about the situation because she suddenly knew things that she did not know before. A major reason that mediums and fortune tellers have been around for millennia is that the demons know things and communicate some of what they know to the medium. If what mediums said was all just guesswork, the profession would have died out ages ago. Demons are real and they do communicate with people.
1Sm 28:13
“gods.” The noun elohim (God, god, gods) is plural (elohim is always plural, it is a plural noun), but the verb “coming up” is plural also. The woman likely saw many “gods”—actually, they were demons—coming up out of the earth, but one of them had a form that was mistaken for Samuel, whom she then describes to Saul. There are occasions when the Hebrew word elohim refers to people who act under the authority of God (cf. Exod. 21:6; John 10:34), so the woman may have seen some powerful-looking “men” coming up from the earth and called them “gods,” but even so, what she saw was demons. Demons are very good at appearing as people or even impersonating people (they usually do this as some form of “ghost”) and thus convince the gullible and/or unlearned that dead people are actually alive somewhere. It is a major part of the deception of the Devil to convince people that dead people are not really dead.
[For more on dead people being dead in every way, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.”]
1Sm 28:14
“And Saul knew that it was Samuel.” Saul was deceived. Here in 1 Samuel 28:14, what Saul saw was not Samuel, but a demon impersonating Samuel. It is well-known that ghosts and apparitions impersonate the dead, and that is the situation here.
The text says that Saul “knew” it was Samuel, but in this case, the Bible is telling us Saul’s state of mind, what was true for him even though it was not actually true. We see the same kind of thing in Genesis 3. Just before Eve sinned and ate from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, the text says, “When the woman saw that the tree was good for food….” But it was not “good for food!” What she “saw” was not real and it resulted in her and Adam’s death and the death of all humans after her. When the Bible says that Eve “saw” that the tree was good for food, it is giving us her point of view, not the truth, and that is what is happening in 1 Samuel 28:14.
There are many lines of evidence to support that Saul was deceived and that what he saw was a demon impersonating Samuel.
· The text says that God would not answer Saul’s questions by prophets (1 Sam. 28:6). Even Saul himself said, “God has turned away from me and no longer answers me” (1 Sam. 28:15). So why would God answer Saul through a dead prophet? He would not.
· Saul went to a medium to get answers (1 Sam. 28:7), which should alert us to the fact that what was happening is ungodly.
· God forbade people to communicate with the dead (Deut. 18:9-14). That was an abomination to Him. Samuel had been faithful to God throughout his life, so even if he were alive in some form, would he really disobey God now and do something “abominable” to God and appear to Saul to answer his questions? He would not.
· Getting information from mediums and people who dealt with familiar spirits was evil and defiled a person in the eyes of God (Lev. 19:31; 2 Kings 21:6). Godly kings like Josiah got rid of the mediums in Israel (2 Kings 23:24). Would Samuel participate in something that to God was evil and defiling? He would not.
· According to the Law of Moses, mediums and those people who dealt with spirits were to be put to death (Lev. 20:27). Would “Samuel” appear to Saul at the behest of this female medium and thus force her to do something which would, if the king and people followed the Law, mean she would be put to death? No, godly Samuel would not do that, but a demon certainly would.
· According to the Law of Moses, anyone who used mediums was to be “cut off” from the people. God said, “The person who turns to those who are mediums and to those who have familiar spirits to prostitute themselves after them, I will even set my face against that person and will cut him off from among his people” (Lev. 20:6). The godly prophet Samuel would not participate in something that would have such horrendous consequences for those involved, but a demon would.
· The “Samuel” that appeared to Saul was exactly what Saul would have expected to see, “an old man…covered with a cloak.” But does a disembodied soul (or spirit) have the shape and age of the person when they die? Is that what old and infirm Christians have to look forward to, something like “Samuel” apparently had, an elderly spirit body? Why would the soul of Samuel be old if the soul is immortal? And would that mean that the soul of an infant who died before he or she could walk or talk would be an infant-like soul forever? No, thankfully, no. In this case, the demon manifested itself in the form that the people would have been expecting so it could fool the people, and it worked. Saul and the medium were fooled. Sadly, that demon is still fooling lots of people who think that the prophet Samuel actually appeared and gave a prophecy to Saul.
· Still another reason that points to the fact that it was a demon and not Samuel that appeared to Saul was the terrible and fatalistic message that the demon gave. While it is true that Saul was an ungodly king, there are times when God helped other ungodly kings in war. Also, although there are times when God’s prophets deliver messages of doom, there is a difference here. One is that when Saul originally asked about the war and what to do, God would not answer him (1 Sam. 28:6). So similarly, God would not answer Saul now in a forbidden and “abominable,” “evil,” and “defiling” way. That God would not answer Saul when he first asked (1 Sam. 28:6), should have told Saul that he was on his own and that he should call a war council and make a sound decision about what to do. Options could have included retreating or hiring soldiers from other countries like some other kings did (cf. 2 Chron. 25:5-6). Had Saul done that, he and wonderful people like David’s friend Prince Jonathan could have lived. As it was, the fatalistic prophecy given by “Samuel” mentally devastated Saul and gave him no option but to fight the superior Philistine army, which, predictably, resulted in the death of many, including Saul and the royal family.
It has sometimes been objected that a demon could not have predicted the future the way that “Samuel” did when he appeared to Saul. But actually, demons have a lot of power and influence over future events, which is why people have gone to mediums and diviners for many thousands of years. If the mediums were mostly wrong, their profession would have died out long ago, but mediums and diviners are thriving today. Some events are hard to foresee, but if Saul went to war against the Philistines, his death, and the death of the royal family, were pretty much inevitable. But because the Devil is the “god of this age” (2 Cor. 4:4) and has considerable sway on earth (1 John 5:19), and because Saul had sinned so badly he and his troops were not being protected by God (Lev. 20:6), and because the Philistines had a larger, better-equipped army, it was not hard for the demon to predict that Saul and his sons, who would as a matter of custom be in the heat of the fight, would die in the battle the next day.
The prophecy given by the demon “Samuel” is in line with how demons communicate. They give enough truth to convince a person that they really know the situation and the future, but they mix it with lies and probability (see commentary on 1 Sam. 28:15).
Many centuries ago, the Church Father Tertullian (c. AD 155-220) realized that the “Samuel” who spoke to Saul was a demon, and he wrote: “God forbid, however, that we should suppose that the soul of any saint, much less of a prophet, can be dragged out of (its resting-place in Hades) by a demon. We know that ‘Satan himself is transformed into an angel of light’ (2 Cor. 11:14)—much more into a man of light—and that at last he will ‘show himself to be even God’ (2 Thess. 2:4), and will exhibit ‘great signs and wonders, insomuch that, if it were possible, he shall deceive the very elect’ (Matt. 24:24). He hardly hesitated on the before-mentioned occasion to affirm himself to be a prophet of God, and especially to Saul, in whom he was then actually dwelling. You must not imagine that he who produced the phantom was one, and he who consulted it was another; but that it was one and the same spirit, both in the sorceress and in the apostate (king), which easily pretended an apparition of that which it has already prepared them to believe as real—(even the spirit) through whose evil influence Saul’s heart was fixed where his treasure was, and where certainly God was not. Therefore it came about, that he saw him through whose aid he believed that he was going to see, because he believed him through whose help he saw. But we are met with the objection, that in visions of the night dead persons are not infrequently seen….”[footnoteRef:398] [398:  A. Roberts and J. Donaldson, “A Treatise on the Soul” (Tertullian), Ante-Nicene Fathers, chap. 57, 3:234.] 

Tertullian is correct. Saul saw a demon. The demon in the medium at En-dor did not have the power to raise the dead, but it, or other demons in the area, did have the power to impersonate the dead, which is what happened.
So in summary, we see that King Saul asked God about the future in several different ways and God would not answer him. So Saul went to a medium who dealt with familiar spirits. Saul was deceived and sinning in what he did, and God did not give in to his desperation; in fact, He could not since Samuel was dead. However, a demon gladly fulfilled Saul’s desire and appeared as Samuel the prophet and gave a prediction that Saul would die, which came to pass.
[For more information on the dead being genuinely dead and not alive in any form, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.” For more on the soul not living on after a person dies, see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’” For more information on the abomination of witchcraft, necromancy, using mediums, and other similar “black arts,” see Deuteronomy 18:9-14 and the commentary on those verses. For more information on this record of Saul and the medium at En-dor, see the commentary entries on the verses in the chapter.]
“kneeled and bowed down.” This kneeling preceded bowing down to the ground. The two actions, kneeling and then bowing to the ground blended into one act of homage or worship. The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body and face to the earth. Also, instead of “kneeled and bowed down,” the text could be translated “bowed down and worshiped,” with “kneeling” being understood as part of the process of bowing down, and “bowing down” was the act of worship. The same Hebrew verb, shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), is translated as both “bow down” and “worship;” traditionally “worship” if God is involved and “bow down” if people are involved, but the verb and action are the same, the act of bowing down is the worship.
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
1Sm 28:15
“Why have you disturbed me.” At this point, the demon begins to talk with Saul. The text does not tell us how this occurred and there are several ways that it could happen. One is that the demon could speak through the medium herself by using the woman’s body and vocal cords, but in many of those cases, the tone of voice itself is the demon’s, not the woman’s normal voice. It would also be possible, however, that the demon manifested itself more corporeally and actually spoke to Saul, demons have the ability to do that.
Typical of what demons say, what this demon said is a mixture of truth, error, and misleading information. The very first thing the demon does is put Saul on the defensive as if Saul is causing trouble. The demon asks, “Why have you disturbed me by bringing me up?” Saul wants an answer from Samuel, so he does not want to cause trouble, but that is the very first thing the demon accuses Saul of, “disturbing” Samuel. But that whole communication is a lie. The demon was not “disturbed,” and it did not “come up.” The demon knew Saul was in a very delicate and tenuous mental state, and he wanted to bully Saul so he would be defeated and compliant.
Then, in 1 Samuel 28:16, the demon went on to say, “why do you ask of me,” when the demon knew exactly why Saul was asking. Again, this is misleading and meant to make Saul think of himself as a troublemaker. By the way, if this was really Samuel the prophet, he would have known why Saul was asking. Then the demon went on and said, “Yahweh has turned away from you and has become your foe.” This is a perfect blend of truth and error. It was true that because Saul was so ungodly that God had turned away from him, but it is not true that God had actively become Saul’s foe. Given that Saul was on the eve of war with the Philistines, that was a deflating and fatalistic statement that presented only a future of doom.
In 1 Samuel 28:17, the demon again speaks the truth. It was historical truth and widely known, but it reinforced Saul’s fear. However, in 1 Samuel 28:18, we again see a blend of truth and misinformation. Saul did not obey God when it came to the Amalek situation, but the demon then says, “therefore Yahweh has done this thing to you this day.” The demon does not clarify what “this thing” is, which leaves Saul to imagine the worst thing possible. Ostensibly, “this thing” could refer to the distress Saul is in and the predicament about the Philistines, but even so, God is a merciful God and if Saul would repent even a little bit, God might be able to help him, after all, He helped wicked Ahab (cf. 1 Kings 21:20-29). The point is that the demon was not suggesting any way out to Saul, only defeat.
In 1 Samuel 28:19, the demon gives Saul the final fatalistic prophecy, that he and his family and the army of Israel would be killed. Of course, this is predictable if Saul actually went to war, which he did. So here again we see the ultimate desire of the Devil, which was to see Israel defeated and devastated. If Saul had been thinking logically, he would have told his army to retreat and saved them and his sons and himself from death and at least lived to see another day. At that point, he could have gone to God and/or his advisors and asked what to do to save his family, army, and country. Also, if this apparition really was Samuel the prophet, he would have fought to have Saul do something that would save Israel, not just tell Saul that he and the army of Israel would be killed. But this apparition was not Samuel the prophet, it was a demon.
In summary, Saul disobeyed God and got himself into a very difficult situation, and then tried to figure out how to get out of the situation by disobeying God even more and consulting a medium. The demon who spoke via the medium offered no help at all, and in fact worked to kill off Saul and the army of Israel, which is what happened.
[For more information on communication from the Devil and his demons being a blend of truth, error, and misinformation, see commentary on Gen. 3:5.]
“by bringing me up?” The record here in 1 Samuel 28 is consistent in saying that Samuel is being brought “up.” Samuel was not in heaven, he was dead, sleeping in the earth, and a demon impersonated him. But the fact is that Saul, the medium who conjured the demon, and the demon itself all agreed that Samuel came “up.” Since the people of the time thought the dead were somewhere in the earth, not in heaven, that the demon came “up” from the earth was part of the impersonation of Samuel that made the experience realistic to the medium, Saul, and others who were there. At the resurrection, when God raises the dead, at that time the people will indeed come up out of the earth (cf. Isa. 26:19; Ezek. 37:12-14; Dan. 12:2; John 5:28-29).
The Bible says that when a person dies they are dead in every way and not alive in any form or place, and they are awaiting the resurrection when God will again bring them to life.
[For more information on what happens when a person dies, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.” For more on the soul not living on after a person dies, see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
1Sm 28:16
“foe.” A rare Hebrew word, only occurring here and in Psalm 139:20.
1Sm 28:17
“Yahweh has done to you as he spoke by my hand. Yahweh has torn the kingdom out of your hand.” This was first spoken by Samuel in 1 Samuel 15:26-28.
1Sm 28:18
“you did not obey the voice of Yahweh and did not carry out his fierce wrath against Amalek.” This is recorded in 1 Samuel 15:9-19.
“this thing.” The demon does not clarify what “this thing” is in the text. Ostensibly it refers to the whole situation that Saul was in; all the fear, the impending battle, and the fact that God did not answer him. However, given the fact that the demon did not define what “this thing” was, that left it to Saul to imagine what it was, and given his mental state, he no doubt imagined the worst. Note that the demon is not giving Saul any hope at all, but was just leading him to defeat and death.
1Sm 28:19
“And Yahweh will give Israel.” For more on this prophecy, see commentary on 1 Samuel 28:14.
1Sm 28:20
“fell full length on the ground.” In the culture, there were various ways that one person would show reverence for another or reverence for God. The most common way was to fall to one’s knees and place one’s chest to the ground. However, it also occurred that a person would fall full length—fall prostrate—on the ground in front of the person or God. This was an act of utmost respect or reverence, and that is what Saul did when he thought he was in the presence of Samuel.
1Sm 28:23
“sat on the bed.” The reader must remember that in the ancient near-eastern world, a “bed” was like a thick blanket on the ground. It was usually rolled up during the day and stored against the wall of the house, and like that it was a comfortable place to sit. Saul would sit on the rolled-up bed and lean back on the wall.
1Sm 28:24
“in the house.” It was customary for people who just had a few animals like a donkey, cow, goat, or sheep, to keep them in the house at night. There was no police force in those days to keep valuable things from being stolen, so bringing valuable animals into the house was common. Also, especially on chilly nights, the presence of animals in the house helped keep the house warmer. It was common to have a manger in the house so the animals could eat and be calm, and the manger that Jesus was laid in was in the house (Luke 2:7).
 
1 Samuel Chapter 29
1Sm 29:1
“to Aphek.” According to 1 Samuel 28:4, the Philistines were already at Shunem in the Valley of Jezreel, which was more than 40 miles to the northeast of Aphek. The city of Aphek was in the coastal plain just north of the Plain of Philistia and much closer to the main Philistine cities than Shunem was, so why does 1 Samuel 29 have the Philistines back at Aphek when 1 Samuel 28 has them already in Shunem? Scholars have suggested different ways of resolving this apparent discrepancy and why the Bible places the gathering at Aphek after the gathering in the north at Shunem. One proposed solution is that there is another city named Aphek that was close to Shunem, but no such Aphek is mentioned elsewhere or has ever been found. A second solution that has been proposed is that this gathering at Aphek was a later contingent of the Philistine army that gathered at Aphek and then would head north to join the other Philistines who had gone north to Shunem earlier. However, that seems to be unlikely given the fact that in 1 Samuel 29 the ruling lords of the Philistines are mentioned (1 Sam. 29:2) and the commanders of the Philistines are mentioned (1 Sam. 29:4), and David and Achish are there with them (1 Sam. 29:2). It seems the only reasonable way that all the lords and the commanders and King Achish and David could have been together would have been before they marched off as a group to the north to fight against Israel. So the third, and most likely solution as to why 1 Samuel 29 has the Philistines southwest of where they were in 1 Samuel 28 is that the records are out of chronological order, and that the events recorded in 1 Samuel 29 occurred earlier than the troop movements recorded in 1 Samuel 28. But why reverse the chronological order of the chapters? To understand that, we must remember that in the original text there were no chapters or verses, and the focus of this part of Samuel is not on the Philistines, but on David. By moving the events in 1 Samuel 29 next to 1 Samuel 30, the Bible gives us a continuous narrative of events in the life of David. Thus, we see David not being allowed to fight alongside of the Philistines and being sent home to Ziklag in 1 Samuel 29, and then finding Ziklag burned down and the people there taken captive, pursuing and destroying the Amalekites, and then returning to Ziklag in 1 Samuel 30, at which point he was well-positioned to approach the elders of the tribe of Judah and be crowned king once it was known that King Saul had been killed in battle (1 Sam. 31:1-6; 2 Sam. 2:4).
“the spring that is in Jezreel.” There is a spring about 500 yards northeast of Tel Jezreel.
1Sm 29:3
“who has been with me now.” This phrase refers to David, not Saul, even though “Saul” is the person referred to closest to the phrase. So this is one example showing that the reader must pay attention to the context and that strict rules of grammar do not always apply (cf. 1 John 5:20).
1Sm 29:4
“adversary.” The Hebrew is satan, the “adversary.”
1Sm 29:5
“sang to each other.” The Hebrew is literally, “answering,” so some versions add “to one another,” because the singing was meant to memorialize something but also to remind and encourage one another about the event or person.
1Sm 29:6
“As Yahweh lives.” Achish uses the name of Yahweh, likely in recognition that the Hebrew God Yahweh had given David great success.
“Philistine lords.” The word translated “lords” here refers to the Philistine lords.
1Sm 29:8
“of my lord the king.” David is being ambiguous. His lord the king is still actually Saul.
1Sm 29:9
“like an angel of God.” What could David have done to make Achish feel that David was so good for him? One possibility is that David could have kept the Amalekites from attacking Philistine villages by his constant and successful raids against them.
1Sm 29:10
“the servants of your lord.” Achish refers to himself as David’s lord.
 
1 Samuel Chapter 30
1Sm 30:2
“both young and old.” The Hebrew is more literally, “little and big.”
1Sm 30:5
“And David’s two wives.” Although David will take more wives later, the text makes it clear that at this time he only had two wives.
“Ahinoam the Jezreelitess.” This is the “Jezreel” of Judah, not the Jezreel in the Jezreel Valley. This Jezreel is in south-central Judah, not far from Maon, Ziph, and Carmel (cf. Josh. 15:56; 1 Sam. 25:43; 27:3; 30:5; 2 Sam. 2:2; 3:2; see commentary on Josh. 15:56).
1Sm 30:6
“but David found strength in Yahweh his God.” This seems to be a turning point in the life of David. He had lost energy and resolve when he was being chased by Saul month after month, and finally became so discouraged that he went to the Philistine king Achish, king of Gath, and sought refuge in the Philistine country on the coast of Israel. In the year and four months he was there he had to hide how he felt and lie about his activities, which were bloody and merciless; killing every man, woman, and child in village after village, as he made raids from his base in Ziklag. Now Ziklag has been burned and the women and children have been captured by the Amalekites, and his own men—who were no doubt weary of the duplicitous and even shameful lifestyle they were living—spoke of stoning him. But David showed his true self and found strength in Yahweh, and things turned around for him. He and his men fought the Amalekites and got back all their stuff as well as all the plunder that the Amalekites had gotten from raiding. Then due to the timing of the death of Saul, went to Hebron and was crowned king over the Judeans. Then, after a two-year civil war, was crowned king over all Israel.
1Sm 30:8
“overtake, yes, overtake, and will rescue, yes, rescue.” The Hebrew doubles the verbs “overtake” and “rescue,” using the figure of speech polyptoton for emphasis. God’s answer to David’s question is emphatic, punchy, and to the point.
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
1Sm 30:9
“came to the brook Besor.” The brook Besor in the southern Negev is not a deep ravine or a deep stream, and it is easy to cross. However, it is a distinct boundary as one travels south, and the men who were exhausted felt they could go no further.
1Sm 30:10
“so faint.” The travel had no doubt been tiring, but in this context “faint” could also refer to physical exhaustion combined with mental discouragement. The men were already tired and mentally fatigued, and they had no idea how far the Amalekites had gone with their families or even if they were still alive, so they just could not muster the strength to go on.
1Sm 30:12
“a slice of pressed figs and two clusters of raisins.” David’s men were traveling light and fast through the arid regions of the Negev, and light fare such as raisins and pressed figs would have been the kind of food they had with them (cf. 1 Sam. 25:18; 2 Kings 20:7).
“for three days and three nights.” Without water in the Negev for three days and nights must have meant that this Egyptian was on the point of death. So it was a blessing from God for him to be found and saved, and a blessing from God for David and his men to find him and get help from him.
1Sm 30:13
“I am a young servant.” The young man was likely a slave.
1Sm 30:14
“Cherethites.” In this case, the “Cherethites” are people from Crete, in this case, the Philistines. The Philistines and Amalekites were enemies.
“the Negev of Caleb.” Caleb was given the city of Hebron, so the Negev of Caleb would be the Negev to the south of Hebron.
1Sm 30:17
“the evening breeze.” The Hebrew reads nesheph, the word for “breathe.” Here it refers to the late afternoon or evening “breath,” that is, breeze. The sun heats up the land during the day and the air begins to rise. By evening, there is a very regular breeze off the Mediterranean Sea, a breath of cool air, if you will. Here, David killed the Amalekites from the “breath” (the evening breeze) until the next evening. That must have been quite a feat and required dependence on God, because David and his men were already tired, and to fight for 24 solid hours takes a huge amount of willpower and endurance.
“400 young servants.” It is possible that these servants—likely slaves—got away on camels because they were made to watch over the camels while their Amalekite lords ate and drank. Also, David may well have let them go rather than pursuing them because he knew that they were servants or slaves and were not willingly a part of the Amalekite fighting force. Perhaps with the camels for collateral, these slaves could begin a new life for themselves out from under their Amalekite lords.
1Sm 30:18
“and David rescued his two wives as well.” The fact that the text says that David rescued all that the Amalekites had taken should have included his wives, so why are they specifically mentioned? Part of the reason would be that David has already been anointed king over Israel, and even though he has been a king in exile, he is still the anointed king. The wives of the king had to be carefully watched over because if they had children, those children could claim to be descendants of the king and try to usurp the throne, just as David’s son Absalom did. So specifically mentioning that David recovered his wives removes any doubt that any child of theirs would legitimately be David’s.
1Sm 30:20
“they drove them.” That is, David’s men drove them.
“the other livestock.” The “other livestock” seems to be the livestock that David and his men had originally.
“and they said, ‘This is David’s spoil.’” It is David’s men who recognize his leadership and what he has done for them and want him to take the flocks and herds that were the Amalekites as his own spoil, and they got their own flocks and herds back.
1Sm 30:21
“who were made to stay at the brook Besor.” The text is unclear if the people were made to stay behind at Besor by their exhaustion or by David. It is quite possible that David saw that they could not really effectively travel or fight and that they would be more of a liability than an asset and had them stay behind for their own good and the good of the army that was fit to fight.
1Sm 30:22
“men of Belial.” This is a designation of sons of the Devil.
[For more on sons of Belial, see commentary on 1 Sam. 2:12. For more on the unforgivable sin and children of the Devil, see commentary on Matt. 12:31.]
“me.” The text is singular, “me.” The men of Belial speak as if everyone were in agreement with them that those left behind would get nothing. This is a tactic of the Devil and his followers, to make it seem like “everybody” is doing something even if in reality it is only a small number. Inflating numbers and trying to include people to make the numbers seem bigger is a trick of the Devil to get people to feel bad if they are not “part of the crowd.” The Devil knows that people do not generally want to be alone or different, so he often falsely inflates numbers to get people to join his evil cause who would not join if they thought that others were not joining. No doubt there were many among the 400 men who went with David who thought that the spoil should be evenly shared, but the men of Belial ignored that fact and included them in the “me” without their permission. The desire to be part of a group rather than be alone, even if being alone is the right thing to do, is why God has in the Law of Moses, “You must not follow a crowd to do evil” (Exod. 23:2).
“so that he may lead them away and depart.” The men of Belial were happy to divide the group and send away those who were too exhausted to fight. The Devil is always trying to cause division and weaken the group. In this record, we see the heart of God exemplified in David, and the heart of the Devil exemplified in his children, the men of Belial. David fought to include the ones who had been left behind and keep the group together and respecting one another, while the men of Belial attempted to sow division, promote hard feelings and bitterness, and divide the group.
1Sm 30:26
“to his friends, to the elders of Judah.” David had made the elders of Judah his friends. The word translated “friends” can be very generic, and not refer to “friends” the way we do in English. It can simply refer to people around, “neighbors” or “fellows.”
1Sm 30:27
“Jattir.” A city of priests in southern Judah (Josh. 21:14).
1Sm 30:28
“Eshtemoa.” A city of priests in southern Judah (Josh. 21:14).
 
1 Samuel Chapter 31
1Sm 31:4
“torture.” Saul was apparently afraid of being tortured, not of dying, because he asked his armor-bearer to kill him, and when the armor-bearer refused, Saul killed himself. How the Philistines would have tortured Saul since he was already badly wounded is not expressed but was clearly in the mind of Saul.
“Therefore Saul took the sword and fell on it.” This is how Saul died: he took his own life. The story told by the Amalekite was a lie (see commentary on 2 Sam. 1:6). The text reads “the sword,” not “his sword.” It is possible that Saul used the sword of the armor-bearer; perhaps he had dropped his in the battle. If so, then the armor-bearer used the same sword (1 Sam. 31:5).
1Sm 31:6
“and all his men that same day together.” One lesson we learn from this record of the death of Saul and his army is the importance of having godly and wise leaders. The Bible shows us in many places, this being one of them, that when leaders make mistakes many other people get hurt as well. Saul was an ungodly leader, and his poor leadership and hatred of David, one of his best leaders and fighters, led to his death as well as the death of his sons and his army. The death of his army put Israel in a very vulnerable position militarily, and it was only David’s godliness and leadership skills that allowed him to rather quickly build an army that could defeat the armies of the nations around him and build and solidify his kingdom. The subjects of a nation should do whatever they can to assure they have godly leaders.
1Sm 31:7
“of the valley.” Likely the Harod Valley, a narrower section off of the main Jezreel Valley.
1Sm 31:8
“that they found Saul.” It seems that the archers did not know that they had severely wounded the king, so they did not know Saul was dead.
1Sm 31:9
“the house of their idols.” That is, the temple of their idols.
1Sm 31:10
“house of the Ashtaroth.” The temple of the Ashtaroth, which is likely in Beth-shean.
1Sm 31:11
“Now when the inhabitants of Jabesh-gilead heard.” Years earlier, when Saul had just become king, he rounded up an army and rescued the people of Jabesh-gilead from the Ammonites (1 Sam. 11:1-11). The people of Jabesh-gilead never forgot that kindness, and so went at the risk of their lives to keep Saul’s body from being desecrated. This is one of the great records of thankfulness and heroism in the Bible.


2 Samuel Commentary
2 Samuel Chapter 1
2Sm 1:1
“after the death of Saul.” When King Saul died, David’s time of fleeing from Saul ended, and he went and established his first capital city at Hebron, in southern Judah.
[For the details of David’s journeys once he started running from Saul, see commentary on 1 Sam. 19:18.]
2Sm 1:2
“paid homage.” The Hebrew word shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), refers to bowing down, falling prostrate, giving honor, and also worshiping.
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
2Sm 1:6
“happened, yes, happened.” The Amalekite uses the figure of speech polyptoton to emphasize that it was only mere chance that he was on the slopes of Mount Gilboa and came upon the wounded Saul. The Amalekite apparently hoped that would make his story more believable, since he had not been a part of Saul’s bodyguard.
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16, “eat, yes, eat.”]
This Amalekite made up a story about mercifully fulfilling Saul’s request and killing him quickly rather than letting the Philistines come upon him while he was still living, which might even lead to Saul’s being tortured. He apparently hoped to win David’s favor and likely wealth and fame along with it. But David had the Amalekite executed. The exact reason is not given. It is possible that David was not fooled by the man’s lie especially if the Amalekite, thinking that Saul was David’s enemy, showed signs of glee or satisfaction along the lines of, “I killed your enemy.” It is also possible that David thought if Saul could communicate so clearly then the Amalekite should have tried to rescue him. It is also possible that because the person was an Amalekite, he was immediately suspected of treachery, and David sought more information. In that case, even though the text does not say so, it is possible that David started hearing from others who came from the battle (not every Israelite was dead). In any case, the Amalekite said he killed Saul, Yahweh’s anointed, and was executed for it. 1 Samuel 31:3-5 tells us what actually happened, and this Amalekite was snared by his own words (Prov. 6:2).
2Sm 1:8
“I am an Amalekite.” Saul was supposed to kill the Amalekites. Now an Amalekite lied and said he killed Saul.
2Sm 1:9
“dizziness has seized me.” The meaning of the Hebrew word shabats (#07661 שָׁבָץ) is debated. It only occurs here in the Old Testament, but is related to “mix” or “interweave.” The meaning “dizziness” is derived from the Aramaic Targums, Peshitta, and Septuagint, and fundamentally agrees with Josephus, who says Saul was so “weak” he could not kill himself (Antiquities, Book 7.1.1). The NET reads, “I’m very dizzy.” Everett Fox (The Schocken Bible) has “for dizziness has come upon me.”[footnoteRef:399] [399:  Cf. P. Kyle McCarter, 2 Samuel [AB], 55.] 

In this story made up by this Amalekite, Saul’s wounds had made him so disoriented and confused he could not successfully kill himself. What really happened is told in 1 Samuel 31:3-5. Saul was wounded so he committed suicide.
2Sm 1:13
“sojourner.” That is, a temporary resident.
2Sm 1:15
“attack him!” The Hebrew, “fall on him,” is an idiom for killing him. Some modern versions (cf. CSB, CJB, ESV) translate the meaning of the idiom for easier English reading (cf. HCSB: “Come here and kill him!”).
2Sm 1:18
“the book of Jashar.” See commentary on Joshua 10:13.
2Sm 1:19
“Your splendor, O Israel.” What David said about Saul and Jonathan was the first elegy in the Bible, the longest being the book of Lamentations. An “elegy” is not to be confused with a “eulogy.” A “eulogy,” (from the Greek prefix eu, meaning “good” and logos, meaning “word”) is a “good word” that is spoken about someone who has died, and it is usually given at a funeral or gathering in honor of someone who has died. In contrast, an “elegy” is a poem of deep reflection, typically, not always, it is a lament for the dead. What David said about Saul and Jonathan was an elegy (2 Sam. 1:19-27), as is the book of Lamentations.
2Sm 1:20
“Gath…Ashkelon.” Two of the 5 capital cities of the Philistines, which were Gaza, Gath, Ekron, Ashkelon, and Ashdod (cf. Josh. 13:3; Judg. 3:3; 1 Sam. 6:16). It is almost certain that in this poem of David, Gath and Ashkelon are mentioned as a synecdoche of the part, the part (those two cities) being put for the whole (the whole area controlled by the Philistines). David did not want any Philistines anywhere to rejoice, not just in those two cities.
“the daughters of the Philistines.” The reference to the daughters is because when the men went out to war, the women would anxiously wait, hoping that their men would come home, and better, come home completely victorious. When the men did come home safe, there was great rejoicing. In this battle between Israel and the Philistines, the Philistines had a resounding victory and there would have been much rejoicing throughout the Philistine cities, and David laments that fact.
2Sm 1:21
“no longer anointed with oil.” Most shields had at least some leather, and that was rubbed with oil to keep it strong and flexible.
2Sm 1:24
“daughters of Israel.” Just as the daughters of the Philistines would rejoice when the men returned victorious (see commentary on 1 Sam. 1:20), the women in Israel would weep because their men did not return from the battle.
“who put ornaments of gold on your clothing.” Saul had won many battles (1 Sam. 14:47) and would have brought much booty back to Israel. This enriched the people of Israel, especially the families of the men of war, who shared in the spoils of war.
2Sm 1:26
“Your love to me was wonderful.” Jonathan and David had a deep friendship for one another. This was a true friendship based on godliness, honor, mutual respect, and compatible abilities and desires. It is the kind of friendship that everyone longs for but too few find. There was no jealousy although there certainly could have been room for it. Jonathan was the crown prince of the house of Saul, but he knew the will of God was that David would be king, and he was good with that, which shows tremendous humility and submitting to the will of God (1 Sam. 23:17). The Bible shows that Jonathan and David were very close (1 Sam. 18:1-4; 19:1-7; 20:1-42; 23:15-18), and they made at least three covenants together (1 Sam. 18:3; 20:16; 23:18).
Although it has been suggested by some, there is no hint of homosexual love in any of the records. David and Jonathan were comrades in arms.
2Sm 1:27
“How.” This is not an actual question, but is being used rhetorically to express emotion. It is almost like “Alas!” (See commentary on Lam. 1:1).
 
2 Samuel Chapter 2
2Sm 2:1
“To Hebron.” The town where the patriarchs were buried: Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.
2Sm 2:2
“Ahinoam the Jezreelitess.” This is the “Jezreel” of Judah, not the Jezreel in the Jezreel Valley. This Jezreel is in south-central Judah, not far from Maon, Ziph, and Carmel (cf. Josh. 15:56; 1 Sam. 25:43; 27:3; 30:5; 2 Sam. 2:2; 3:2; see commentary on Josh. 15:56).
“the wife of Nabal the Carmelite.” It is understood in the record that Nabal had died. David was not committing adultery here but the record is pointing out that Abigail had been married before (1 Sam. 25:37-42).
2Sm 2:4
“the House of Judah.” That is, the tribe of Judah. The other 11 tribes of Israel were being ruled by Saul’s son Ish-bosheth at this time (2 Sam. 2:8-9). The phrase, “the House of David” was found in the Tel Dan inscription and Moabite Stone inscription, so the phraseology was well-known.
2Sm 2:5
“shown covenant faithfulness.” The Hebrew verb translated “shown” is more literally, “done.”
2Sm 2:7
“and also the House of Judah has anointed me king over them.” David not only honored Saul, he was an astute leader. He knew that Abner, the commander of Saul’s army, had taken Ish-bosheth, Saul’s son, and gone to Mahanaim some distance up the Jabbok River Valley in the Transjordan. So David took advantage of being told about the men of Jabesh-gilead and sent them a blessing and included in that the fact that he had been anointed king by the tribe of Judah. No doubt David hoped the men of Jabesh-gilead would join forces with him, giving him followers both north and south of Ish-bosheth’s capital city.
2Sm 2:8
“But Abner the son of Ner, commander of Saul’s army,” Abner the son of Ner was Saul’s first cousin and thus a very close relative. He was the commander of Saul’s army. Although he was the commander of Saul’s army, he is not portrayed in a good light in Scripture, and sought power and position for himself. He certainly did not have a strategy for defeating Goliath even though he was the commander of Saul’s army at the time (1 Sam. 17:55). In the time that David was in Saul’s army, it was David, not Abner, who led the army in successful campaigns against the Philistines (1 Sam. 18:5, 13-16). Also, in the war with the Philistines in which Saul and three of his sons died, Abner somehow managed to escape. Also, although Abner knew David was God’s chosen king (2 Sam. 3:17-18), he decided to make Saul’s son king instead, which could only have been due to his desire for power and influence. He worked to gain influence in Ish-bosheth’s kingdom (2 Sam. 3:6-7), and when it looked like things would not go well and he was in open conflict with Ish-bosheth, he worked to shift the kingdom to David, likely hoping for a powerful position there (2 Sam. 3:9-21). His lack of military awareness was displayed and ended when he was killed by Joab. He had recently killed Joab’s brother (2 Sam. 2:18-23) and should have known that Joab would hold a grudge about it, but he seems to have been blissfully unaware of it and it cost him his life.
Looking at the career of both Saul and Abner, it seems Saul appointed Abner to be the commander of his army in large part because of his family relation to Saul. In the end, that turned out badly for Saul, Abner, and the people of Israel who all suffered because of it. Sadly, it is common for leaders or bosses to place others in jobs because of personal favoritism rather than actual qualifications. Leaders who do that knowingly, and thus cause others to suffer, will suffer for it themselves on Judgment Day, but in the meantime, believers can rest in the knowledge that when Jesus is king on earth the people in leadership positions will be qualified for them.
[For more about when Christ rules the earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
“Ish-bosheth.” This is the same person as Esh-baal, see commentary on 1 Chronicles 8:33.
“brought him over the Jordan to Mahanaim.” The location of Mahanaim is still debated, but it is agreed that it is east of the Jordan River and likely near the Jabbok River.
2Sm 2:9
“and made him king.” The political situation in Israel was very confusing and uncertain at this time. As the son of Saul, Ish-bosheth had a legitimate worldly claim to the throne of Israel, and Abner had installed him as king over the northern tribes of Israel. But Israel was God’s people and God had taken the kingship from Saul and given it to David. Of course, that was what the prophet Samuel had said, and it is likely that some people doubted Samuel while others were confused about it. Nevertheless, the people of the tribe of Judah recognized God’s choice and anointed David as their king.
There is a great lesson here. The kingdom of David was a shadow of the kingdom of the Messiah and so there are many parallels between the two kingdoms. Here at the start of David’s kingdom, we see that there was a rival kingdom, a worldly one, promoted by Abner, who was more interested in himself than in the truth (see commentary on 2 Sam. 2:8). The two kingdoms fought against each other, but eventually David’s kingdom won the war and covered all Israel and even more territory than that. Similarly, Jesus came as king but was not universally recognized. From his lifetime until now there has been a spiritual war going on between his followers and the followers of his rival, Satan. But just as David won and his kingdom covered Israel, Jesus Christ will win and his kingdom will cover the earth.
“Gilead and over the Asshurites, and over Jezreel, and over Ephraim, and over Benjamin and over all Israel.” This list is an interesting blend of geographical areas and tribal areas, but it is meant to communicate “over all Israel” and perhaps even more up north.
Gilead was east of the Jordan and in this context meant the territory of the tribes of Reuben and Gad. The term “Asshurites” is disputed and could refer to the Geshurites, those living in a territory in north Transjordan. Jezreel is the area of the Jezreel Valley (although the Philistines certainly controlled it after Saul’s death), and Ephraim and Benjamin were the two tribes in Israel directly north of the tribe of Judah.
2Sm 2:11
“the length of time.” The Hebrew is idiomatic and is literally, “the number of days.”
2Sm 2:12
“the servants of Ish-bosheth,” In this context, “servants” refers to men in the army.
“went out.” In this context, this phrase has a military connotation, such as “went out to battle.”
“to Gibeon.” Gibeon was in the tribal area of Saul, and it seems that in going to Gibeon, Abner wanted to shore up the southern border of the tribes that might well follow him and Ish-bosheth instead of David.
2Sm 2:14
“play.” The Hebrew word is sachaq (#07832 שָׂחַק), and it generally means “to laugh, play, mock” (older lexicons often have “make sport” when “sport” referred to laughing and playing). According to the HALOT,[footnoteRef:400] when combined with “in our presence” it means to struggle or fight. This was a fight or to-the-death contest in front of others. Although it has been suggested that it was some kind of winner-take-all battle, the context argues against that because that limited fight led to the larger battle (2 Sam. 2:17). Many different suggestions have been made for how to translate sachaq in this context: “fight” (NET); “fight it out” (CJB, NJB); “fight hand-to-hand” (NIV, NLT); “compete” (HCSB, ESV); “perform” (NAB); “hold a contest” (NASB); “play” (JPS, KJV, RSV); “make sport” (DBY, Rotherham). It may be that sachaq was used as a way for Joab to speak of the fight in a mocking and minimizing fashion even though lives were at stake, which they were. [400:  Koehler Baumgartner, Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the Old Testament.] 

2Sm 2:16
“seized his opponent by the head, and thrust his sword.” The verb “thrust” is left out of the text, such that the verb “seized” is with both the head and the side, likely indicating that the action was simultaneous; the opponents grabbed each other’s heads and thrust at the same time.
“Helkath-hazzurim.” The meaning of this is uncertain, which is one reason why most versions leave it untranslated. Various suggestions have been made, such as “Field of sides” (NAB), “Field of flints” (NET), and “Field of sword edges” (Schocken Bible).
2Sm 2:18
“three sons of Zeruiah were there.” Zeruiah was David’s sister (1 Chron. 2:13-16), so Joab, Abishai, and Asahel were David’s nephews.
“as swift of foot as one of the gazelles.” Asahel was a fast, smooth runner who could run long distances. People like that were valuable in the ancient world, which had no telephone or other quick method of long-distance communication. They often became royal runners.
2Sm 2:21
“take his spoil for yourself.” If one man killed another in battle, the victor could take the armor of the one he killed, and that was to his honor, showing his courage and ability in battle. Sadly, the young man Asahel greatly overestimated his ability. He was so brash and inexperienced that he followed too closely to Abner. Abner, a seasoned warrior and acquaintance of Joab, Asahel’s brother, did not want to kill Asahel and tried to get him to pick a fight with someone else that he might be able to beat. But when Abner could not dissuade Asahel from trying to kill him, because Asahel was so close, Abner was able to simply ram the back end of his spear through Asahel and kill him. The back of the spear was often pointed so it could be stuck in the ground and stay upright.
This is a sad record because Asahel was likely a good person but inexperienced and overconfident; Abner did not want to kill him, and later Asahel’s brother Joab killed Abner.
2Sm 2:24
“the hill of Ammah that lies before Giah.” Both locations are unknown. But they were “on the road to the wilderness of Gibeon,” so Abner and his army were heading east or northeast. So when Joab pursued Abner, the motion of those armies was to the east. Eventually, Abner will return to Mahanaim, across the Jordan River and to the north and east from the battle site.
2Sm 2:25
“the sons of Benjamin.” Abner was a Benjamite, so it makes sense that the men of Benjamin would form a group positioned to defend him. Tribal loyalty always runs very deep.
2Sm 2:26
“the end will be bitterness.” Hand-to-hand combat has always been a nasty business, and here we see how close the opposing armies were because Abner and Joab are so close they can speak to each other. Abner was right of course. Israelite killing Israelite would only end in bitterness.
2Sm 2:28
“shofar.” The ram’s horn trumpet, not the metal trumpet.
2Sm 2:30
“David’s servants.” David’s “servants” in this context are the men of his army.
2Sm 2:32
“Hebron.” The town of Hebron was 15 miles south of Bethlehem, so we can see why it took Joab and his army all night to get there. Hebron was David’s capital at this time in history, so Joab and likely a good part of David’s army lived there.
“went all night.” Soldiering has always been a physically demanding job. Here we see Joab and his army march all night to reach Hebron. But then, life is difficult and demands mental and physical toughness on the part of every human. The Devil is the god of this age and the whole world is under his influence, so of course life is difficult (2 Cor. 4:4; 1 John 5:19). It is easy to whine and complain about things, but that never changes the circumstances, it only makes the situation more difficult and intolerable. Mature people realize life is difficult and don’t whine about it, they just soldier on. The difficulty of this life should make our great Hope of paradise on earth shine even more brightly.
[For more on the wonderful future earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on how the future will unfold from this present age to the Millennial Kingdom to the Everlasting Kingdom, see commentary on Rev. 21:1.]
 
2 Samuel Chapter 3
2Sm 3:1
“And the war.” 2 Samuel 3:1 should have been the concluding summary verse of chapter 2. The war, started in chapter 2, went on for a long time.
“between the house of Saul and the house of David.” The war is not categorized as a full-fledged civil war between warring Israelite tribes, but rather is a power struggle for control of Israel between the house of Saul (his descendants and followers) and the house of David. Other Israelites would have certainly been pulled into the conflict, but it was a battle for the kingship of Israel between David and Saul’s house.
2Sm 3:2
“Now sons were born to David.” The Law of Moses warns kings not to take many wives (Deut. 17:17), and the fact that David started his kingdom with six is somewhat troubling. Although it was important for the wife of a king to have sons who could take over the kingdom, sons born by different wives to a king almost always meant trouble because each son would not only be supported and promoted by the mother, but by the whole clan, tribe, or kingdom from which the mother and son came. Thus it was common in the ancient world for the sons of kings to murder each other or otherwise be in conflict. David’s household was no different: Amnon raped his half-sister Tamar; Absalom murdered Amnon then later rebelled against David and was killed, and Adonijah was executed by Solomon for conspiring to take the kingdom. Not a happy family.
“his firstborn was Amnon, of Ahinoam the Jezreelitess.” Very quickly after being anointed king over the tribe of Judah (2 Sam. 2:4), David had six sons by six different women (2 Sam. 3:2-5). It is unlikely that all David’s wives had only sons, suggesting that this list is more to show the strength of the kingdom than to give a full representation of David’s family. Scripture had just said David’s house was getting stronger (2 Sam. 3:1), and a king having sons was one way that happened. The diversity of David’s harem supports the conclusion that he was marrying for political reasons. David had not yet gained control of all Israel and needed a broad base of followers and allies to succeed. “Ahinoam the Jezreelitess” was from the “Jezreel” of Judah, not the Jezreel in the Jezreel Valley. This Jezreel is in south-central Judah, not far from Maon, Ziph, and Carmel (see commentary on Josh. 15:56). So Ahinoam and Abigail were both from the hill country of Judah, which was David’s birth territory, and those marriages solidified his friend and family base in that area.
Another of David’s wives was Maacah the daughter of Talmai king of Geshur (2 Sam. 3:2). She was not an Israelite. Geshur was a territory just north of the territory conquered by the tribe of Manasseh in the Transjordan (east of the Jordan River). Geshur was not conquered by Israel during the time of Joshua and remained independent. Since Geshur was just north of the territory controlled by Saul’s son Ish-bosheth when he set up his capital in the Transjordan in Mahanaim (2 Sam. 2:8), David’s marriage to Maacah assured him that Ish-bosheth would not secure military allies from the region north of him. Years later, however, when Absalom, David’s son by Maacah, murdered his brother Amnon, Absalom fled to his grandfather Talmai king of Geshur who protected him (2 Sam. 13:37).
The fact that David married a non-Israelite for political and military reasons may have seemed wise at the time, and certainly seemed to pay off in his war with Ish-bosheth, but it certainly also may have set a bad precedent for his family. Solomon married a non-Israelite before he even became king. He married Naamah the Ammonite who gave birth to Rehoboam, and Rehoboam became the king of Judah after Solomon died (1 Kings 14:21). Solomon went on to marry many non-Israelite women, and they greatly contributed to his downfall in life (1 Kings 11:4).
2Sm 3:3
“Chileab, of Abigail the wife of Nabal the Carmelite.” Chileab had a second name, “Daniel” (1 Chron. 3:1).
Abigail had been the wife of Nabal, who was evil and whom David was going to kill, but Abigail interceded for her husband and household and kept David from killing Nabal (1 Sam. 25:2-35). Nabal died, likely of a stroke (1 Sam. 25:37-38), and then David sent and took Abigail as a wife (1 Sam. 25:39-42). Abigail’s son, David’s second son, was likely first named “Daniel” (thus the name in 1 Chron. 3:1). “Daniel” is a compound of “God” (el) and the verb “judge” and would have meant something like, “God has judged,” with the idea being, “God has judged me and found me innocent.” Thus, Daniel was likely given his name because David felt himself innocent in Nabal’s death and in the fact he had taken Nabal’s wife as his own. David noted as much when he said that Yahweh had pleaded his case in the death of Nabal (1 Sam. 25:39).
It is likely that in time “Daniel” was given the name “Chileab,” which means “like the father,”[footnoteRef:401] which would have happened if Chileab was known to be like his father in certain ways. Nothing is known about Chileab other than that he was David’s second son. He almost certainly died young. Neither Absalom, David’s third son, nor Adonijah, David’s fourth son, saw Chileab as being in the way in their bids for David’s throne, which Chileab would have been had he been alive. [401:  A. Berlin, M. Brettler, M. Fishbane, Jewish Study Bible: Tanakh Translation, Jewish Publication Society.] 

“son of Maacah the daughter of Talmai king of Geshur.” This was a marriage for political expediency, which seems to show a weakness on David’s part. Note that the Geshurites were not Israelites (Josh. 13:13). Geshur was a small kingdom on the east side of the Jordan River and north of where Ish-bosheth had established his capital at Mahanaim. There is no doubt that this marriage was one of political expediency. David wanted support north of Ish-bosheth so he could harass and attack Ish-bosheth from the north as well as the south. It is said that success is harder to handle than failure, and while David was running from Saul he had to rely on Yahweh. Now it seems he is leaning on his own human logic instead of just trusting that what God said would come to pass and making truly godly choices. His marriage to Maacah also produced Absalom, who ultimately was killed by Joab for treason and rebelling against David.
2Sm 3:6
“making himself strong.” Abner was “gaining strength” in the house of Saul, which the NET translates as “becoming more influential.” While that is no doubt true, the Hebrew verb can be reflexive, and many versions take it that way and for a good reason. It seems that Abner knew Ish-bosheth was a weak king, and so Abner was making moves to make himself stronger in the kingdom. We certainly see that in his having sex with one of Saul’s concubines (2 Sam. 3:7-8).
2Sm 3:7
“a concubine whose name was Rizpah.” It is possible that Saul had only one concubine, because she is the only one named, and it is not clear why she was called a “concubine” and not a wife. Was she a slave? It is possible that Saul did not formally marry her. In any case, she lived a very unfortunate life. She lost her husband and benefactor when Saul died, apparently did not develop any lasting relation with Abner (and in any case he died too), and then her two sons, both by Saul, were executed for Saul’s sin (2 Sam. 21:8).
“Ish-bosheth.” The name is added for clarity; the Hebrew text is just “he.”
“Why did you.” Ish-bosheth challenged Abner because in Eastern culture when a king was killed or deposed the successor claimed the right to his wives and concubines. Saul was dead and Abner had sex with Rizpah, one of Saul’s concubines. Ish-bosheth thought that Abner was positioning himself to claim the throne; and he may have been doing just that in case something happened to Ish-bosheth.
“go into.” In this context, this is an idiom for sexual intercourse.
2Sm 3:8
“Am I a dog’s head.” It is unclear why Abner used this expression. It may have simply been because dogs were unclean animals and known to be backbiters (and they were also sexually promiscuous) and they were looked down upon in biblical society (unlike today when dogs are loved and considered faithful companions). Some fanciful explanations have been made to try to explain the expression, but there is no good reason not to take it at face value and admit we do not know why Abner used it.
“loyalty.” The Hebrew word is checed (#02617 חֶסֶד), and it has a wide semantic range, but its basic meaning is covenant loyalty. However, it was also used of loyalty and the actions associated with loyalty, thus the translation “kindness” in many English versions. There is no indication in the text that Abner and Saul made a covenant together, so the REV simply has “loyalty” here.
Abner could have indeed transferred the whole kingdom to David, something he now tried to do, but he had not moved in that direction because of his loyalty to Saul, so he was greatly insulted that Ish-bosheth would basically accuse him of trying to take Saul’s throne by sleeping with Rizpah. It is not clear why Abner slept with Rizpah. It does not seem he was trying to take Saul’s throne by stealth, and he knew the prophecies that David would be king. Perhaps it was as simple as the fact that she was beautiful and available.
“have not delivered you into the hand of David.” Surprising words from the mouth of Abner! This shows that he knew about God’s condemnation of Saul and the promise that David would be king (1 Sam. 13:13-14; 15:26-28, and 1 Sam. 15:35-16:14), but why he had not acted on that earlier is unknown other than what he said was his loyalty to Saul. In any case, Ish-bosheth’s criticism of Abner changed his position and he began to work to turn the kingdom over to David.
This incident is a clear example in the Word of God showing the power of words. Because of this one reproof by Ish-bosheth, Abner’s direction in life changed. No wonder there are so many verses in the Bible about being careful with our words and what we say.
“this woman.” Abner does not mention Rizpah by name, but calls her “this woman,” which in this context is a reflection of the lower cultural status of women at the time, something that shows up in many verses in 1 and 2 Samuel.
2Sm 3:11
“Ish-bosheth.” The Hebrew text reads, “he,” but the name “Ish-bosheth” is inserted for clarity, as it is in many modern versions.
2Sm 3:12
“Whose is the land?” Exactly what Abner meant by that statement is debated, but the most likely explanation is that Abner knew Yahweh had given the land to David, which is why he wanted to cut a covenant with David, but Abner also knew that there was a lot of work to be done to bring the tribes of Israel firmly under David’s hand and so David would want to make a covenant with Abner. The terms of the covenant are never mentioned but it likely involved Abner having a position of power in David’s kingdom.
2Sm 3:14
“Give me my wife Michal.” This seems cruel since David had other wives and Michal seemed to be happy with the man Paltiel, but in the culture, once David became king over Israel he could not afford to have a wife (there had been no divorce) with any other man in the kingdom because if she had a child people could claim it was David’s and set up a rival to the throne. David knew this and so said he would not meet with Abner unless Michal was returned to him. Along with that, David’s being reunited with Michal reconnected him to the house of Saul and thus in one way legitimatized David’s rule over the Kingdom of Israel once ruled by Saul.
The Law of Moses forbade a man from marrying a woman, divorcing her, then remarrying her (Deut. 24:1-4). Since David does generally obey the Mosaic Law, the fact that David reunites with Michal is a strong indication that he never divorced her, but her father, King Saul, took her from David when he had the chance when David had to flee for his life (1 Sam. 19:14-18). Saul gave Michal to Paltiel, but she was not legally divorced from David at the time, a point specifically made in Scripture (1 Sam. 25:44). But at that time in his life Saul was ignoring and defying the Word of God in many different ways, and that was just one more way that Saul disobeyed God.
2Sm 3:15
“took her from her husband.” In a very real sense Paltiel brought trouble upon himself when he agreed to marry Michal. He had to know that she was married to David. Now that bad decision comes back to cause him (and everyone involved) trouble.
2Sm 3:16
“Bahurim.” Ancient Bahurim was just east of Mount Scopus, which is just north of the Mount of Olives and connected to it by a lower saddle between the mountains. Thus, Abner had given Paltiel plenty of time and miles to deal with reality and return back home. In another mile or so, immediately south of Jerusalem, Abner would leave the tribal area of Benjamin and be in the tribal area of Judah where the locals might not be so friendly, so he told Paltiel to go back home. Abner had another 30 miles or so to reach Hebron, so he was still more than a day’s march away from David.
“And he returned.” Paltiel would have been killed had he not left, and he knew that. Abner would never have let him jeopardize the reunification of the tribes of Israel, and besides, he was not legally married to Michal anyway.
2Sm 3:17
“elders of Israel.” These would have been elders from the various tribes of Israel who were recognized as leaders by their respective tribes.
“Even yesterday, even before.” Abner uses language that reminds the people that it was not that long ago they loved David and followed him (1 Sam. 18:16). The Hebrew text, which is idiomatic and choppy in English, is smoothed out in most English versions, but the way Abner speaks and the force of it seems important to present.
2Sm 3:18
“By the hand of my servant David.” There is no place in Scripture where this prophecy and promise was specifically stated, but the fact that the elders did not challenge it and agreed to follow David means that in essence, it was well-known.
“out of the hand of the Philistines.” There are likely many things that Abner said when he met with the elders of Israel, but it is clear from what is in Scripture that he spoke in terms of their interests and what they wanted, and they certainly wanted to be delivered from the threat of the Philistines, which David did when he became king.
2Sm 3:20
“banquet.” The Hebrew is mishteh (#04960 מִשְׁתֶּה). It is a banquet with lots of wine. Everett Fox (The Schocken Bible) translates it “drinkfest.”
2Sm 3:22
“Just then.” The Hebrew text reads, “And, behold,” but in this context it has the force of “just then.”
“the servants of David.” In this context, men of David’s army.
2Sm 3:23
“it was told to.” The person or persons is unnamed, which shifts the focus to the message and not the messenger.
2Sm 3:24
“gone, yes, gone.” The Hebrew text has the figure of speech polyptoton.[footnoteRef:402] [402:  See E. W. Bullinger, Figures of Speech Used in the Bible, 267, “polyptoton.”] 

[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
2Sm 3:25
“your going out and your coming in.” This is spoken as an idiom and technically is the figure of speech polarmerismos. Polarmerismos occurs when two extremes are used to represent a whole. Here, “going out and coming in” represents the two extremes of life, such as when a person goes out in the morning and comes back in at night. In this context, it means all that you are doing, which is doubled for emphasis in the last phrase of the verse: “know all that you are doing.” Joab was adamant that Abner only came to David to spy on what he was doing and gain an advantage in elevating Ish-bosheth to the throne over Israel.
[For more on polarmerismos, see commentary on Josh. 14:11, and for a similar use of polarmerismos, see 1 Kings 3:7.]
2Sm 3:26
“the well of Sirah.” According to ancient witnesses and modern historians and archaeologists, this is almost certainly a place about 2.5 miles northeast of Hebron. This means that when Joab came back from raiding and met David, Abner had just left, which is supported by 2 Samuel 3:22, which indicates that that is what happened. The fact that Abner did not get very far was likely one reason Abner agreed to go back to Hebron.
2Sm 3:27
“he died on account of the blood of Asahel his brother.” This gives us at least one reason Joab killed Abner; the ancient right of the avenger of blood and the blood feud. Although Abner killed Joab’s brother Asahel in a war, the fact still remains he killed Joab’s brother, and Joab would not forgive it.
2Sm 3:29
“may it fall.” More literally, “may it swirl around,” likely with the idea of a continuation, not a one-time action. And the “it” refers to the blood.
“and on all his father’s house.” David’s saying the bloodguilt for the death of Abner should alight on all Joab’s “father’s house” implicates Joab’s brother Abishai as well, and we learn from 2 Samuel 3:30 that Abishai was part of the plot to kill Abner. The Bible does not say what part Abishai played in Abner’s death; perhaps he was part of the delegation that brought Abner back to Hebron. David asks that the blood of Abner alight on all “his father’s house,” and he says that knowing that Joab’s mother is his sister, Zeruiah (2 Sam. 2:18; 1 Chron. 2:15-16), and therefore Joab and Abishai are his nephews.
“Let there not fail from the house of Joab.” This curse pronounced by David is very serious and is multigenerational. No doubt Joab committed murder, but does that warrant a curse upon his descendants forever such that they are sick, diseased, and hungry? This seems to be one of the places where David’s emotions overpowered his good judgment.
David pronounced a curse, but he did not move to execute Joab as a murderer, perhaps because of the ancient law of the avenger of blood, and that it could be argued that Joab acted as the avenger of blood for his brother Asahel. But it seems clear that Abner did not feel he needed protection from an avenger of blood because if he had then he would have gone to live in one of the cities of refuge in Israel, and apparently David did not feel that way either because if he had, he would not have had Abner come to Hebron to meet him.
“who holds a spindle.” The scholars debate whether this should be “crutch” or “spindle,” and the versions and commentaries are divided. Those who argue for “crutch” point out that it fits well in the context and there is lexical grounds for the translation (cf. CJB, JPS, NIV, NLT). Those who argue for “spindle” also say that it fits well in the context—a curse that Joab’s male descendants would not be warriors but would do women’s work—and also claim lexical support for their position (cf. HCSB, ESV, NET, NRSV). The decision is difficult, and what David meant is still uncertain. The REV went with “spindle.”
2Sm 3:30
“Joab and Abishai…killed Abner.” See commentary on 2 Samuel 3:29.
2Sm 3:33
“godless fool” The Hebrew noun translated “godless fool” is nabal (#05036 נָבָל). “The substantival adjective נָבָל, nabal, denotes the most extreme kind of ‘fool.’ Such fools reject the very existence of God and mock him as if he were powerless.”[footnoteRef:403] [403:  Andrew Steinmann, 2 Samuel [ConcC].] 

2Sm 3:36
“good in their eyes.” And idiom meaning it was good to them, it pleased them. What David did pleased the people.
2Sm 3:39
“weak.” More literally, “soft,” but here meaning “weak.”
“too hard.” The Hebrew is qasheh (#07186 קָשֶׁה), in this context, too hard, rough, severe; perhaps also cruel.
 
2 Samuel Chapter 4
2Sm 4:1
“his hands became feeble.” This is an idiom for him being discouraged and dismayed and as a result not really knowing what to do.
“troubled.” The Hebrew verb is bahal (#0926 בּהל), and it means to be disturbed, dismayed, anxious, or even terrified. It is hard to pick a single word in the translation because different people would have had different emotions. Some people would have been just disturbed, others dismayed, and others anxious, and many would have had different emotions at different times. In any case, the people were troubled at the death of Abner, one of the pillars of the kingdom.
2Sm 4:2
“commanders of raiding bands.” It is possible that these two men got to be leaders because they were from the tribe of Benjamin, the tribe of Saul, and Ish-bosheth. Because they were from Benjamin they should have been expected to have been especially loyal to the house of Saul, but obviously, they were not.
These men were part of the people of Benjamin who moved into Beeroth, which was originally a Gibeonite city (Josh. 9:17), but most of the Gibeonites moved out as 2 Samuel 4:3 says.
“Beeroth.” Originally a Hivite city, it became part of the tribal allotment of Benjamin.
2Sm 4:3
“until this day.” This lets us know that at the time 2 Samuel was written the original people of Beeroth were still living in Gittaim.
2Sm 4:4
“had a son.” This event about Mephibosheth seems to be inserted to assure the reader that the house of Saul had not been wiped out by the death of Ish-bosheth. Mephibosheth was still left. It also makes the point that David did not become king of all Israel by wiping out the house of Saul, because we learn later that David took care of Mephibosheth (2 Sam. 9:3-13).
The fact that Jonathan had a son also makes the point that he had a wife, and it is noteworthy that nothing at all is said about what happened to her. In much of the biblical record the wives are in the background, as in the record of Jonathan.
2Sm 4:7
“Arabah road.” Literally, “the road of the Arabah.” This is the road that ran from north to south along the Jordan River Valley. It was not close to the Jordan River itself because of all the dense growth there, but was on the edge of the growth. The two men would have been traveling north to south, and heading for Hebron where David was.
2Sm 4:8
“Yahweh has granted vengeance.” It is very common that people act on their own but attribute what they did as being the will of Yahweh when it is not.
2Sm 4:12
“cut off their hands and their feet.” This dishonored their bodies and graphically pointed to the parts of the body that participated in this great crime: the hands that killed and the feet on which the men walked to carry out their evil deed.
 
2 Samuel Chapter 5
2Sm 5:1
“tribes.” The Hebrew word is “staff,” with the staff representing the leader of the tribe and thus the tribe itself. Thus, the word “staff” means “tribe” in a number of verses. All the tribes came through their representative leaders; not everyone in Israel was present.
“Behold, we are your bone and your flesh.” That is, we are fellow Israelites.
2Sm 5:2
“In times past.” The Hebrew is idiomatic: “yesterday, even the day before,” meaning “in the past.”
“shepherd.” The verb “to shepherd” often meant “to rule” (see commentary on Jer. 2:8).
2Sm 5:3
“and they anointed David.” This was the third time David was anointed king. The first was by Samuel (1 Sam. 16:13), the second was in Hebron (2 Sam. 2:4), and this is the third time.
2Sm 5:6
“the blind and lame.” Much in the life of David foreshadows the life of the Greater David, the Lord Jesus Christ. There seems to be an interesting, but complicated, foreshadowing in this record of David capturing the Jebusite city of Jerusalem. According to the pagan Jebusites, the city was so well fortified that the blind and lame could prevent David from taking the city (2 Sam. 5:6). This was a hyperbolic belittling of David, and unrealistically arrogant of the Jebusites seeing that David had been leading armies and defeating enemies for years. As it turned out, the blind and the lame, and the best of the Jebusite army, could not keep David from capturing the city, and once he did, he made it the capital of Israel. After David captured Jerusalem, the phrase “the blind and the lame” became used to describe David’s enemies (2 Sam. 5:8).
The Jebusites’ use of the phrase “the blind and the lame” as a fighting force is unique and occurs only here in the Bible and in extant Eastern literature, but the phrase certainly seems prophetic of the situation that the Lord Jesus Christ encountered in Israel. According to biblical prophecy, the Messiah would heal the blind and the lame (Isa. 35:5-6, cf. Isa. 29:18). There certainly were a large number of blind and lame people in Israel at the time of the Messiah. Could they prevent Jesus from proving that he was the Messiah and keep him from taking his throne as the rightful king of Israel? Would their presence show that Jesus was not the Messiah? No. Just as David established himself as king in spite of the blind and lame, the blind and lame not only could not prevent Jesus from showing himself as the Messiah, Jesus healed them and thus demonstrated that he was the Messiah. When John the Baptist sent messengers to Jesus to ask if he were indeed the Messiah, Jesus answered, “Go and tell John the things that you hear and see: the blind receive their sight, and the lame walk” (Matt. 11:4-5; cf. Luke 7:20-22). In fact, in the Gospel of John the only miracles Jesus did in Jerusalem, besides raising Lazarus from the dead, which was technically in Bethany outside of Jerusalem, were healing the lame man (John 5:5-9), and healing the blind man (John 9:1-7), although other Gospels show that Jesus healed other blind and lame people in Jerusalem as well (Matt. 21:14). Jesus also healed other blind and lame people in other places (cf. Matt. 15:30; 20:29-34). Although Jesus did not heal every blind and lame person in Israel, what he did were certainly works that demonstrated he was the Messiah (John 10:25, 37, 38; 14:10-11). So the blind and lame could not keep David from being king in Jerusalem, and they could not keep Jesus from proving that he was the Messiah and rightful king of Israel.
“saying.” That is, saying to each other and even possibly shouting it over the wall to David and his men.
2Sm 5:7
“Nevertheless.” This event is in 1 Chronicles 11:5.
“the City of David.” Jerusalem and Bethlehem are both called “the City of David.” It refers to Jerusalem in the Old Testament, and Bethlehem in the New Testament (Luke 2:4, 11).
2Sm 5:8
“water shaft.” The Jebusite city was built on the south end of Mount Zion and its main water source was the Gihon Spring, a spring on the southeast end of the city, just outside the city wall. The Jebusites had a shaft leading down from their city to the spring, and Joab used that shaft to gain access to the city and conquer it.
“house.” The word “house” could refer to the house of the king, the palace, or the house of God, the Temple. The Jebusites were hated so they were not allowed into places where others could go.
2Sm 5:9
“David lived in the stronghold.” David lived in the original Jebusite city when he first conquered Jerusalem. Then, as 2 Samuel 5:9-11 indicate, Hiram of Tyre built him a palace and he moved into it, and it would have been north of the original Jebusite city (see commentary on 2 Sam. 5:11).
“supporting terrace.” The Hebrew is “the millo,” where millo is a Hebrew word that refers to fill, as in fill dirt. The city of David is built on a steep, narrow spur, which was why it was so defensible. But as David’s kingdom grew more land was needed on top, so terraces were built and strengthened to provide for more flat land on which to build.
“the house.” This is usually translated “inward,” but the Hebrew text gives more direction than that. The terracing “to the house” could refer to providing for more flat land for David’s house or possibly even to make room for the modifications that would allow for the Temple to later be built.
2Sm 5:10
“And David grew greater and greater.” This is a summary statement, and 2 Samuel 5:10-16 are a summary rather than a strict chronological development of David’s reign.
2Sm 5:11
“and they built David a house.” When David conquered the Jebusite city of Jerusalem, he lived in that stronghold and named it the “City of David” (2 Sam. 5:9). Then, some time later, Hiram king of Tyre built a palace for David (2 Sam. 5:11). But where? Evidence from the Bible, archaeology, and logic leads us to conclude that David built his palace just north of the original Jebusite city of Jerusalem.[footnoteRef:404] Kathleen Kenyon excavated around the ancient Jebusite city in the 1960s, and uncovered a massive public structure, and based on the pottery associated with it, dated it to the time of David and Solomon (the tenth century BC). [404:  Eilat Mazar, “The Undiscovered Palace of King David in Jerusalem,” Biblical Archaeological Review, Jan/Feb, 1997.] 

Kenyon did not consider that the structure she found could be associated with David because it was outside the original Jebusite city, and Kenyon thought David would have had to have built inside the city. But that would not have left much room for David’s palace, nor much room for the tent he set up for the ark of the covenant. Kenyon acknowledged this, and wrote, “David must have cleared a space within the Jebusite town, but the size of this residence is unlikely to have been great, for anything grandiose would have taken too much space within the restricted area of the Jebusite-Davidic city.”[footnoteRef:405] [405:  Kathleen M. Kenyon, Digging Up Jerusalem, 103.] 

But 2 Samuel 5:9 informs us that after David conquered Jerusalem, he enlarged it, and the most natural way to enlarge it was to build a section north of the original city. Besides, as Kenyon said, the original Jebusite city would have been very densely built up and would not have had room for an adequate palace for David. So David would have mainly expanded Jerusalem to the north because the Jebusite city had steep valleys to the east, south, and west, whereas there was room to the north for his palace and the tent he set up for the ark of the covenant. But the northern area would not have been as well fortified as the original city, which explains why David would have gone back “down” to the Jebusite stronghold, the old Jebusite city, when the Philistines were threatening to attack (2 Sam. 5:17).
Kenyon uncovered a huge stepped-stone structure on the east slope of Mount Zion, just north of the Jebusite city, and that structure has been discovered by later archaeologists, especially Eilat Mazar, to be the supporting wall associated with and supporting the huge building above it, which is almost certainly David’s palace.
It seems likely that this verse is not in exact chronological order but is inserted here to show that Yahweh has established David as king over Israel and that is even recognized by foreign powers.
2Sm 5:13
“And David took more concubines and wives in Jerusalem.” While having many wives and concubines is an evidence of kingship, it seems to be an ominous sign of bad things to come, considering the limitation in Deut. 17:17. The Bible does not even give us the names of these women, except for Bathsheba, which we learn from a later context. The mention of Solomon shows that these verses about David’s wives and sons are not chronological but are summary statements.
2Sm 5:14
“Shammua, and Shobab, and Nathan, and Solomon.” These sons of David were the sons of Bathsheba (1 Chron. 3:5). Nathan was the son of David from whom Joseph, the husband of Mary, was descended (Luke 3:31).
2Sm 5:17
“all the Philistines went up to search for David.” It is noteworthy that the Philistines did not attack David when he reigned as king over Judah and lived in Hebron, even though at that time his army would have been much smaller and more vulnerable than it was when David was king over all the tribes of Israel. It is likely that as long as the Philistines thought that there was a civil war between the south (David), and the north (Ish-bosheth and his successors) they were happy to have the two sides deplete their men and resources fighting each other, but when David united the twelve tribes the Philistines saw the need to go to war with Israel if they were ever to gain territory or even keep the territory they had gained from their battles with Saul.
“went down to the stronghold.” This is most likely in the Jebusite city.
2Sm 5:18
“the Valley of Rephaim.” One of the routes into Jerusalem, coming from the southwest. It has a wide bottom.
2Sm 5:19
“give, yes, give.” This is the figure of speech polyptoton, where “give” is doubled for emphasis (see commentary on Gen. 2:16).
2Sm 5:20
“like the breaking out of water.” The Valley of Rephaim has an area where there are springs that break forth out of the ground, and that could be the general area of the battle.
2Sm 5:21
“And they abandoned their idols there.” The Philistines wanted their gods to be with them at the battle so they could help them. The Israelites had done the same kind of thing earlier and brought the ark of God to their battle to help them (1 Sam. 4:3-4). But the Philistines’ gods did not help them in this battle and were abandoned on the battlefield.
“David and his men carried them away.” It was common that the important gods of a pagan culture would be decorated with silver, gold, and other precious things, so David carried the gods back to his headquarters where they were burned and the precious metals no doubt recovered. The record in Chronicles says David burned the idols (1 Chron. 14:12) which indeed he did, but he did not burn them on the battlefield. When we put Samuel and Chronicles together we can see he had the idols taken away and burned in such a way that the valuable things were recovered.
2Sm 5:23
“Circle around behind them.” The first time the Philistines attacked, David defeated them but apparently many of them escaped and went home (2 Sam. 5:17-21). For this second battle God told David to circle behind the Philistines, that is, get between them and their home area and attack from that direction, the southwest. This would cut off the main Philistine escape route and allow David and his men to more permanently rid themselves of the Philistines.
2Sm 5:24
“then go quickly.” When David heard the sound of God’s invisible army marching toward the Philistines, he was to attack them too. God’s command to David was to be ready to move when God moved, and that is an important lesson for believers to learn. We do not always know when God will move, but our hearts have to be ready to move when God moves.
2Sm 5:25
“from Geba all the way to Gezer.” This summary of David’s war against the Philistines shows that David did not just have one localized battle with the Philistines, but rather waged a campaign against them to drive them from the heart of Israel and back to the Mediterranean coast. Although the battle started in the Valley of Rephaim, to the southwest of Jerusalem, David’s army defeated them “to Gezer,” which was more than 20 miles west of Jerusalem, and also “from Geba” which was to the north of Jerusalem.
1 Chronicles 14:16 reads “Gibeon” instead of “Geba,” and the Septuagint does too, and that may have been the original reading. However, both cities are to the north of Jerusalem and only about five miles apart. It is even possible that both cities were points of attack for David. The point is that David drove the Philistines out of the heartland of Israel and thus opened the door for his reign over all of Israel, from the south to the north.
 
2 Samuel Chapter 6
2Sm 6:2
“Baale of Judah.” That is another name for Kiriath-jearim (1 Chron. 13:6).
“called by the Name.” The ark of God was never “called” “the Name” or called Yahweh. The phase here means called in a way associated to the Name.
“between the cherubim.” Yahweh dwelt between the cherubim that were on the atonement cover (traditionally “mercy seat”) of the ark of the covenant (see commentary on Num. 7:89). Although 2 Samuel 6:2 does not specifically use the word “between,” Numbers 7:89 does, so we learn from other verses that God appeared and spoke from over the Atonement Cover and between the cherubim.
2Sm 6:3
“that was on the hill.” The Hebrew “on the hill” is close to the word “Gibeah,” and the King James Version translates this as “in Gibeah,” but that is incorrect. Gibeah was miles to the northeast.
2Sm 6:5
“many branches of fir trees​.” There is no Hebrew word for “instruments” here, and the idea that there were musical instruments made from fir wood is an interpretation. When kings entered a city it was common to wave branches, just like the crowd did for Jesus (John 12:13; cf. Rev. 7:9), and here God Himself is going to enter Jerusalem, so it was appropriate to wave branches in celebration.
2Sm 6:10
“the Gittite.” The inhabitants of the Philistine city of Gath were referred to as “Gittites” (see commentary on Josh. 13:3).
2Sm 6:14
“danced.” The Hebrew word is unique and only occurs in 2 Samuel 6:14 and 6:16 in the Old Testament. It is connected to whirling around or spinning around.
“before Yahweh.” The lack of clarity in the Hebrew vocabulary leaves us without knowing if David was ahead of the ark, or just “in the presence of the ark.”
2Sm 6:15
“shofar.” The ram’s horn trumpet, not the metal trumpet.
2Sm 6:17
“the tent that David had pitched for it.” Why David did not take the ark and put it back inside Moses’ Tent of Meeting is not explained. See commentary on 1 Chronicles 16:1.
2Sm 6:20
“who uncovered himself today.” The text makes it clear that David was not naked, he was wearing a linen ephod (2 Sam. 6:14), but that was not what a king would ordinarily wear in public. Michal accused him of “uncovering” himself, which in her eyes meant not wearing the clothes that were appropriate for a king.
“one of the rabble.” A more literal translation might be “empty ones,” meaning the unlearned and undisciplined rabble.[footnoteRef:406] [406:  See Koehler and Baumgartner, HALOT Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon.] 

 
2 Samuel Chapter 7
2Sm 7:6
“since the day that I brought up Israel out of Egypt to this day.” This would have been a time period of very close to 450 years, and in that time the cloth of the Tabernacle would have needed refurbishing.
2Sm 7:7
“tribe leaders.” The Hebrew is simply “tribes,” put for the leaders of the tribes. The parallel record in 1 Chronicles 17:6 has “judges.”
2Sm 7:9
“I will make you a great name.” See commentary on 1 Chronicles 17:8.
2Sm 7:10
“I will appoint a place for my people Israel and will plant them, and they will live in their own place and not be disturbed any more.” After Christ fights the Battle of Armageddon and conquers the earth, he will divide up the earth and assign different people to different places. Israel will be given the land of Israel and it will be divided up among the tribes of Israel (Ezek. 47:13-48:29). That will be their homeland during Christ’s Millennial Kingdom.
“the sons of wickedness.” The phrase, “the sons of wickedness” is idiomatic for wicked people. “Sons” followed after their father, and “sons of” is a common idiom in the Bible. Sons of wickedness are evil people. When the Messiah comes evil people that are alive at the time will be killed (Isa. 11:4). Many of the wicked will be killed in the Battle of Armageddon, which is when Christ comes down from heaven and conquers the earth (Rev. 19:11-21). The rest will be rounded up and killed right after they are judged in the Sheep and Goat Judgment. Wicked people who died before Christ’s return will be in the Second Resurrection and will be judged and thrown into the Lake of Fire (Rev. 20:11-15).
[For more information on the Sheep and Goat Judgment and the order of end-times events, see commentary on Matt. 25:32. For more information on the different resurrections in the future, see commentary on Acts 24:15. For more information on Christ’s future Millennial Kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on how the future will unfold from this present age to the Millennial Kingdom to the Everlasting Kingdom, see commentary on Rev. 21:1.]
2Sm 7:13
“I will establish the throne of his kingdom forever.” It is important to notice that it is the “throne” (the rulership) of the kingdom that is established forever, and this promise is repeated in 2 Samuel 7:16. That is why the kings that sat on the throne did not reign forever but the throne passed from generation to generation until the Messiah, who will reign forever because he will live forever. When the angel came to Mary to tell her that she would give birth to the Messiah, he said, “the Lord God will give to him the throne of his father David” (Luke 1:32). That was one of the key things that the angel said that told Mary that her child would be more than just a remarkable child such as John the Baptist, but the actual Messiah himself. Old Testament prophecies showed that the Messiah’s kingdom would last forever (e.g. Dan. 2:44; 7:13-14; cf. Ps. 2, Ps. 110).
2Sm 7:14
“father...son.” This verse shows the father-son relationship in the biblical world, that a responsibility of the father was to disciple the son and raise him up to be a good and godly citizen.
2Sm 7:16
“Your house.” In this case, “your house” refers to your dynasty, the Davidic dynasty, which would culminate in the Messiah and be established forever. Many times the Messiah is referred to as “the Son of David” because he was descended from David and is the reigning king in the Davidic dynasty (see commentary on Matt. 1:1).
“before me.” Although the Masoretic text reads “before you,” the Septuagint, the Aramaic Peshitta, and some medieval Hebrew MSS read “before me,” and that makes more sense in the context because God would be the One who would be around forever to establish and support the Davidic dynasty.
“Your throne will be established forever.” See commentary on 2 Samuel 7:13.
2Sm 7:18
“my house.” David is not referring to his immediate household, but to the dynasty that would come from him and last forever.
2Sm 7:21
“you have worked all this greatness to make it known to your servant.” David is saying that God worked much greatness in his life which, combined with what Nathan said, made it known to David that he would indeed be the founder of a dynasty after him culminating in the Messiah.
2Sm 7:22
“For there is none like you.” The “you” is in the second-person masculine singular form. There is no Trinity here; if there were, the “you” would be plural. In this verse, Yahweh is God and there is no other God other than Yahweh (“you,” singular). So there are no other “Persons” in God.
“nor is there any God other than you.” The Bible has many verses that say there is only one God, “Yahweh.”
[For more on Yahweh being the only God, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son,” point 11, and the REV commentary on Deut. 6:4.]
2Sm 7:23
“whom God went forth to redeem.” The plural “Elohim” here could refer to God or God’s agents, the angels (or some Jewish commentators say it refers to Moses and Aaron).
2Sm 7:24
“and you, O Yahweh, became their God.” This is a reference to the covenant that Israel made with Yahweh at Mount Sinai when the people made a covenant that Yahweh would be their God (Exod. 24:1-4).
2Sm 7:27
“I will build you a house.” This is the use of “house” meaning a dynasty, “the house of David.” This does not refer to David’s physical house that he lived in.
 
2 Samuel Chapter 8
2Sm 8:1
“the bridle of the mother-city.” 1 Chronicles 18:1 says this refers to Gath and her daughters, that is Gath and the cities near her that were controlled by her. There is, however, no scholarly consensus that that is the correct meaning of the verse.
2Sm 8:3
“as he was going.” The “he” refers to Hadadezer, not David. Hadadezer was heading north to restore his control on the Euphrates, and David cut him off and struck him.
“to restore his control.” The Hebrew might mean, “restore his monument” (1 Sam. 15:12), where the monument was a symbol of his control.
2Sm 8:5
“When the Syrians of Damascus.” This is exactly the same as 1 Chronicles 18:5.
2Sm 8:6
“And Yahweh saved David wherever he went.” See commentary on 2 Samuel 8:14.
2Sm 8:7
“servants.” This is a clear use of the servants of the king being his officers and generals.
2Sm 8:9
“Toi.” In Chronicles the man’s name is spelled “Tou,” while in 2 Samuel it is spelled “Toi” (cf. 1 Chron. 18:9).
2Sm 8:10
“Joram.” In 1 Chronicles 18:10 he is called “Hadoram.” The Hebrew root words are the same.
“he had fought.” That is, David had fought against Hadadezer.
2Sm 8:12
“Edom.” This makes sense geographically and is the reading of some Hebrew manuscripts, the Septuagint, and the Syriac texts. The Masoretic Hebrew text reads “Syrian,” which does not fit the context or the geography, but is very close in Hebrew spelling to “Edom.”
2Sm 8:13
“David made a name for himself when he returned from striking down the Edomites.” This is a good example of the principle of “author-agent” (or “principal and agent”) in Scripture. Here in 2 Samuel, King David is credited with defeating the Edomites, while from 1 Chronicles 18:12 we learn that one of David’s generals, Abishai, was the one who actually led the battle and got the victory. It often happens in Scripture that a “principal” is credited with doing something that was actually accomplished by one of his agents. For example, God is sometimes said to do things that are actually carried out by His agents, but His agents are under His command.
“Edomites.” See commentary on 2 Samuel 8:12, “Edom.” Also, 1 Chronicles 18:12 says “Edomites.” Also, this fits with “Edom” in verse 14.
2Sm 8:14
“And Yahweh saved David wherever he went.” The Hebrew text is identical to 2 Samuel 8:6. Yahweh saved his anointed king in battle after battle and thus set the kingdom up for a wonderful reign of justice and righteousness. This is more evidence of king David being a type of the Messiah, the Greater David, who was saved in situation after situation by God, who thus set us all up for the wonderful future Kingdom of Christ.
2Sm 8:16
“recorder.” This is like a court historian, someone who has a good memory but mainly notes and records what is going on in the kingdom. For example, when the Bible mentions “the chronicles of the kings” (cf. 1 Kings 14:19, 29; 15:7, 23, 31, etc.) it would have usually been the recorder who wrote or dictated that so that it was written down. Pagan kings kept a chronicle of the goings on in the kingdom as well (Esther 6:1).
 
2 Samuel Chapter 9
2Sm 9:1
“Is there anyone who is still left from the house of Saul.” We can estimate the time that passed between the death of Saul and Jonathan and this point by noting that Mephibosheth, the descendant of Saul, was five years old when Saul was killed (2 Sam. 4:4). But now he is old enough to be married and have a child (2 Sam. 9:12). If we assume that Mephibosheth married at 15 and had a child the very next year, that would mean that 11 years had passed from the time Saul and Jonathan died until David sought out Mephibosheth, but it was likely a little longer than that.
“show.” The Hebrew is more “do” than “show,” but we say “show” in English meaning to do something.
2Sm 9:3
“he is crippled in both his feet.” Ziba likely added this to emphasize that Mephibosheth was not a threat to David; he could not effectively command an army.
2Sm 9:6
“paid homage.” The Hebrew word shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), refers to bowing down, falling prostrate, giving honor, and also worshiping.
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
2Sm 9:7
“show, yes, show.” The text has the figure polyptoton for emphasis, repeating the verb twice (see commentary on Genesis 2:16).
2Sm 9:8
“bowed down.” The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body to the earth. It is the same Hebrew word as “worship.”
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
“dead dog.” Cf. 1 Samuel 24:14.
2Sm 9:10
“20 servants.” The Hebrew can also be translated as “20 slaves,” and that could well be the correct meaning here.
2Sm 9:11
“the king’s table.” The Masoretic Hebrew text has “my table,” but that does not fit the context. The NET text note correctly points out that “The ancient versions are not unanimous in the way that they render the phrase.” The Septuagint reads, ‘the table of David,’ the Latin Vulgate has ‘your table,’ and the Syriac Peshitta has ‘the table of the king.’ The REV follows the Septuagint.
2Sm 9:12
“Mica.” Mica is mentioned in 1 Chronicles 8:34-35; 9:40-44.
 
2 Samuel Chapter 10
2Sm 10:3
“lord.” The word “lord” is plural in the text, which is the plural of emphasis.
2Sm 10:5
“Jericho.” This is the ruins of Jericho. The city had not yet been rebuilt and fortified, but was still sometimes called “Jericho.”
2Sm 10:6
“the children of Ammon sent and hired the Syrians.” This battle is given with different details in 1 Chronicles 19:6-7.
“the king of Maacah with 1,000 men.” The small kingdom of Maacah was south and east of the Sea of Galilee in the tribal area of Manasseh, but when Israel was conquering the land in the time of Joshua, the Manassites did not drive the people of Maacah or Geshur, which was to the immediate north of Maacah, out of the land (Josh. 13:13). Called “Aram-maacah” in 1 Chronicles 19:6.
 
2 Samuel Chapter 11
2Sm 11:1
“in the spring of the year.” The Hebrew reads, “at the return of the year,” a reference to springtime.
“his servants.” In this context, the word “servant” refers to the military officers and officials of the king. It does not refer to David’s household servants or slaves, or the rank-and-file men in the army, because those people would be part of “all Israel.”
In the ancient world, everyone serving the king was technically a “servant,” so the word “servant” was used for all kinds of officials of the king, both civil servants and military “servants.” This was commonly known in the ancient world and so the Bible was not confusing to people who lived in ancient times. However, we do not use the word “servant” that way today. We would never call the Vice President of the United States a “servant of the President,” nor would we call the captain of a battleship the “servant of the Admiral,” but that is the way those men would have been thought of in the ancient Near East.
If we are going to understand the Bible today, we must learn the jargon of the ancient world and pay attention to the context when the word “servant” is used. Sometimes it is clear from the context that “servant” refers to high civil officials (Gen. 41:37; Isa. 42:1); at other times it refers only to military officers (1 Sam. 19:1); and in some cases, “servants” encompasses both civil and military officers and officials. Often it can be difficult to determine the exact role of the “servants.” The Bible has many references to “servants” who are highly ranked officials and military officers (e.g., Exod. 9:30, 34; 1 Sam. 8:14; 2 Sam. 13:24; 1 Kings 20:6, 23; 22:3; Esther 3:2; Jer. 22:2; 37:18). In Job 4:18, high ranking spirit beings are referred to as God’s “servants.” Of course there are times when the “servant” is just a menial servant (or slave) in the modern sense of the word “servant” (e.g. 2 Kings 5:2).
“Rabbah.” The capital city of Ammon, now much bigger and renamed Amman.
2Sm 11:3
“Bathsheba.” The name means “daughter of an oath.”
“the daughter of Eliam.” Eliam was one of David’s mighty men (2 Sam. 23:34). Eliam’s father was Ahithophel (2 Sam. 23:34), who started out as one of David’s trusted counselors (2 Sam. 15:12; 16:23). However, after David committed adultery with Bathsheba and had Uriah killed, Ahithophel sided with David’s son Absalom against David (2 Sam. 15:31). There is no evidence, however, that Eliam also turned against David.
2Sm 11:4
“now she had just purified herself from her uncleanness​.” The Law of Moses required that a woman was unclean for seven days after her menstrual cycle ended (Lev. 15:19-33), and then she could lawfully have sex with her husband. At the end of those seven days of uncleanness she would wash herself and be clean. Bathsheba was washing herself at the end of her uncleanness. This also happens to be the time when a woman is very fertile, which seems to be the reason that this parenthesis is even in the text—it is letting the reader know that it would not have been unusual for Bathsheba to get pregnant from intercourse at that time of the month, which of course is what happened.
2Sm 11:5
“I am with child.” For the army of Israel to be fighting the Ammonites when David committed adultery with Bathsheba, and for them to still be in that fight when Bathsheba knew she was pregnant shows that David’s army had been in the field battling for weeks.
2Sm 11:11
“the ark.” Uriah’s statement shows us that the army carried the ark of the covenant to the battlefield with them, a seemingly precarious move. Given that the ark had been captured by the Philistines years earlier, one would think that David and his advisors would have left the ark in Jerusalem.
“staying in booths.” The Bedouin had tents and lived in them, but the army would not have had tents, they would have constructed temporary dwellings wherever they camped.
“encamped in the open field.” More literally, “are camping on the face (“surface”) of the field.” It seems most of the army simply laid on the ground at night.
2Sm 11:16
“where he knew that valiant men were.” The fortress in Aman Jordan has steep sides all around except on the north side. That would seem to be the natural point where the fighting would be the fiercest.
2Sm 11:21
“Jerubbesheth.” This is Gideon, “Jerubbaal” in Judges, but Jerubbesheth here in Samuel. “Jerubbesheth” means something like “shame will contend.” Due to the way Gideon ended his life, David referred to him as one with whom shame contended. This is ironic, because what David did was so shameful. Gideon’s sin was shameful, but David was in no position to point fingers.
“Didn’t a woman cast an upper millstone on him from the wall.” This record is in Judges 9:50-55.
2Sm 11:25
“Do not let this thing be evil in your eyes.” David’s words are ironic. What David and Joab did was evil. To an outsider who did not know the situation, the “evil” was the death of a good man in a battle with the enemy. But the real “evil” was the plot that David hatched and Joab carried out to kill Uriah. What David did was clearly evil in the eyes of God (2 Sam. 11:27).
“So you are to encourage him.” David tells the messenger to encourage Joab.
2Sm 11:26
“she lamented over her husband.” 2 Samuel 11:26 is saying that Bathsheba openly and publicly wept and wailed over her husband. The Hebrew word translated “lament” is saphad (#05594 סָפַד) and in general, it refers to the more public lamentation and crying and wailing than the word 'ebel (#060 אֵבֶל), which is used in 2 Samuel 11:27 and is translated “mourning.” Although the words may sometimes be used synonymously, generally saphad refers to the outward and public lamentation that occurred when someone died, while 'ebel refers to the longer and more personal mourning that occurs in a person’s mind and heart after someone dies, although especially with women in the biblical culture, it was common to wear clothing that indicated that the person was mourning the death of a loved one.
In the ancient biblical world there were women who were professional mourners, who would come to a funeral and loudly weep and wail, and often speak various laments (cf. Jer. 9:17). Those women helped draw the emotion of loss out of the people present. In the biblical world of the Jews, a person’s dead body was buried the same day the person died, and death often came quickly and unexpectedly. That meant that it often happened that there was no time to inform the extended family and gather them for the funeral, which could mean that some funerals did not have many family members present. But it was customary and considered important to make a loud weeping and wailing when someone died to demonstrate one’s feeling of loss and make a kind of tribute to the dead person. The professional mourners helped with the serious and sad tone of the funeral. Also, when other people at the funeral cried, it was easier for family members to feel the emotion and cry too. All this contributed to there being professional mourners, women, who would loudly cry and lament the death of the person. It also meant that the culture had a word for the loud, public lamentation at the funeral or announcement of someone’s death, and a different word for the internal mourning in the heart of a person who had lost a loved one. Here in 2 Samuel 11:26-27, we see both aspects: the lament and then the mourning. It is also worth noting that if there were musicians available that could help with the sad emotional tone, they might come to, as we see at the funeral of Jairus’ 12-year-old daughter (Matt. 9:23).
The crowd that came to the house of Jairus when his daughter died would have had professional mourners in it, and that is part of the reason that crowd could go from “crying and wailing loudly” (Mark 5:38) to laughing out loud (Mark 5:40) so very quickly (cf. Mark 5:38-40).
 
2 Samuel Chapter 12
2Sm 12:5
“deserves to die!” The Hebrew is literally, “is a son of death.” David said this in a flash of anger, even though the sin did not deserve the death penalty.
2Sm 12:6
“He must restore the lamb fourfold.” Repaying fourfold for stealing and slaughtering a sheep was demanded in the Mosaic Law (Exod. 22:1). There is little doubt that David knew the law, but being human he had a hard time keeping it and overcoming his personal weaknesses. Ironically, four of David’s sons are specifically said to have died. The baby of Bathsheba died. Then Absalom, David’s third son, killed his oldest son Amnon. Then Absalom revolted against David and was killed in the battle between the two sides. Then David’s fourth son, Adonijah, was killed by Solomon.
2Sm 12:7
“I myself anointed you king over Israel.” This is an example of the Jewish principle of agency with the Author-agent. Samuel actually anointed David as king over Israel, but Yahweh says He did it.
2Sm 12:8
“and your lord’s wives into your bosom.” David is never said to have slept with any of Saul’s wives, however, since Nathan made the statement it is possible that David did acquire Saul’s wives and had sex with them. That a conquering king would take the harem of the king he conquered was likely such a common occurrence that it simply was not mentioned in other contexts (cf. Jer. 6:12; 8:10). On the other hand, Nathan may have made the statement for effect, stating what David could have had if he wanted. There is no evidence in the Bible that Saul had more than two wives. Saul married Ahinoam (1 Sam. 14:50) and had four sons: Jonathan, Ishvi (also called Abinadab), Malchishua, and Esh-baal (1 Sam. 14:49; 1 Chron. 8:33). Saul also had a concubine named Rizpeh (2 Sam. 3:7), but there is no evidence that David married either one of them. The point of God’s bringing up Saul’s wives in Nathan’s rebuke seems to be to make the point that if David had wanted more wives he could have built his harem without doing it in such an ungodly way.
“many more such things.” The Hebrew is idiomatic and hard to translate, some versions have “such and such” things. The idea is “whatever else.”
2Sm 12:9
“my eyes.” The Masoretic printed text reads “his eyes,” but the notations of the Masorites says it should be read as “my eyes,” which makes more sense in the context because Yahweh is speaking.
2Sm 12:10
“for years to come.” The Hebrew word translated “for years to come” is olam (#05769 עוֹלָם), and it has a range of meanings about the past or future. It can refer to a future or past period of long duration, indefinite duration, or it can mean forever, everlasting, or perpetual. In terms of the past, it can mean from eternity past or simply mean old or ancient. In the context of David’s house and the problems it would experience, the meaning is “for a long time, for years to come,” and does not mean “forever” because in Christ’s kingdom those troubles will come to an end. The sword will not be part of David’s “house,” his dynasty, when the Messiah reigns on earth as king. Many English versions simply leave it untranslated.
2Sm 12:11
“to another.” the Hebrew word is often translated “neighbor,” but it can also have the meaning of “another” person, which is the meaning it has here. In this case, the “other” person was David’s own son, Absalom.
“in the sight of this sun.” An idiom meaning in broad daylight; in public view. This prophecy was fulfilled when Absalom slept with some of David’s wives on the roof of the palace in full view of the people (2 Sam. 16:21-22).
2Sm 12:13
“transferred.” The Hebrew word translated “transferred” here in 2 Samuel 12:13 is `abar (#05674 עָבַר) and the lexicons show that its most common meaning is to “pass over, pass through, cross over, move through,” and in its causative sense (hiphil form) it means to “pass on” or to “transfer.” The word `abar can have the meaning “put away,” and God certainly did put David’s sin away from him, but in a way we do not expect: He put it away by passing it on. That `abar means “transfer” or “pass on” in this context becomes clear when we see that God used `abar for David’s sin instead of using other common words for “forgive” that do not imply transferring the sin. For example, the Hebrew word salach (#05545 סָלַח), which means “forgive,” is often used for forgiving sins and does not imply passing the sin on (cf. 1 Kings 8:34; Jer. 31:34). Also, the Hebrew word nasa' (#05375 נָשָׂא), which means to “lift up” or “carry,” i.e., “carry away” (cf. Exod. 10:17; 32:32) is used for “forgive,” and so is the word kaphar (#03722 כָּפַר), which means “to cover, to purge, to make atonement” (cf. Deut. 21:8; Jer. 18:23). The point is that God had words for “forgive” that would have indicated that David’s sin would have been forgiven and covered at that time, but He did not use those words, instead, God used a word that indicated the sin—actually the consequences of the sin—would be passed on. Everett Fox (The Schocken Bible) translates the sentence, “As for Yahweh, he has transferred your sin—you will not die.”
That the sin of David was sometimes transferred to others is what we see when we read about the life of David. The immediate consequence of the sin of David being transferred was the death of his child, the “son of David.” Note that Nathan said to David, “You will not die,” but then added, “However…the child also who is born to you will die” (2 Sam. 12:13-14), and the child did indeed die. After David’s sin, a large number of terrible circumstances occurred in David’s house and kingdom. Four of his sons met untimely deaths (see commentary on 2 Sam. 12:6), one of his daughters was raped, his wives were raped by one of his sons while Israel watched, and there were other consequences as well. Nathan had said, “now the sword will not depart from your house” (2 Sam. 12:10), and that prophecy came to pass.
It would be wrong to think that the consequences of our sin are always passed on to others, especially now that believers are forgiven and cleansed in Christ. In both the Old and New Testaments we see sins being simply forgiven. However, there are times when the consequences of sins we commit are passed on to others, and that is uncomfortable and leaves some unanswered questions, but it does happen and even in the Ten Commandments God warns us that the sins people commit can affect others. God tells us that He is jealous, “visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the children, even on the third and on the fourth generation of those who hate me” (Exod. 20:5). Another record of someone’s sin being passed down is in 2 Samuel 21:1-14, and is the record of Saul sinning against the people of Gibeon, which then affected the weather and harvest in Israel many years later. Although we do not fully understand how it is that the sin of one person or generation can be passed on to another person or generation, we know that it happens and thus it should be one of the many things that motivate us to live a holy and obedient life.
Romans 6:23 tells us that the wages of sin is death, and that a consequence of sin is death leads to another important point that begs to be made about David’s sin being “transferred” to someone else. What God did for David, He did for all of us, because we all sin and there are consequences for that sin that have to be paid for. Ultimately, the sin of every human was transferred to Jesus Christ, “the Son of David.” God laid on Jesus Christ the sin of us all (Isa. 53:6; 2 Cor. 5:21), and Jesus died as the payment for sin so that those who believe in him could have everlasting life.
2Sm 12:14
“contempt, yes, contempt…die, yes, die.” The Hebrew text uses a double polyptoton for emphasis. David’s utter contempt for Yahweh had dire consequences. In this case, “die, yes, die,” is the same phrase as God used when speaking to Adam, except there God used the second person while here in 2 Sam. 12:14 the second verb is in the third person.
[For more on the figure of speech polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
“for Yahweh.” There is very good evidence that “Yahweh” was the reading of the original text and not “the enemies of Yahweh,” and so Yahweh (or “the LORD”) is the translation in a number of modern versions (BBE, CJB, HCSB, ESV, NAB, NET, NIV, NJB, NLT, NRSV, Rotherham, RSV). It occasionally happened that the ancient scribes desired to protect Yahweh or someone especially important, so they would alter the Hebrew text but make a notation they did so. E. W. Bullinger refers to these changes as “the emendations of the sopherim” and has an appendix in his Bible on the subject.[footnoteRef:407] P. Kyle McCarter, Jr. has a good explanation of the emendation.[footnoteRef:408] David showed utter contempt for Yahweh when he committed adultery and murder. [407:  E. W. Bullinger, Companion Bible, Appendix 33.]  [408:  P. Kyle McCarter, Jr., 2 Samuel [AB], 296.] 

2Sm 12:16
“fasted.” The Hebrew is more literally, “fasted a fast,” but that is idiomatic and means “fasted.”
“would go in and lay all night.” David did this for the days the boy lived. David really did what he could at this point to save the child’s life.
“on the ground.” David would have been in some room in the palace.
2Sm 12:18
“He may do some harm.” Although most versions translate “himself” into the text, thus having, “He may do himself some harm,” the word “himself” is not in the text. It is likely that the people had in mind more than David just harming himself, but doing things that would harm others as well.
2Sm 12:20
“worshiped.” The Hebrew verb is shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), and it is the same Hebrew word as “bow down.” The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body to the earth. Shachah is translated as both “bow down” and “worship;” traditionally “worship” if God is involved and “bow down” if people are involved, but the verb and action are the same, the act of bowing down is the worship.
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
2Sm 12:23
“I will go to him.” David knows that he will die too one day.
2Sm 12:24
“he called.” There is a Qumran manuscript that reads “she called,” but the Masoretic text reads “he called.”
“And Yahweh loved him.” It is rare for the text to point out an individual and say that Yahweh loved him, and it is an interesting parallel that this “son of David” was loved, just as the greater Son of David, Jesus Christ, was loved, “This is my beloved Son” (Matt. 3:17).
2Sm 12:25
“he sent a message.” That is, Yahweh sent a message to David via Nathan.
“by the hand of Nathan,” This is idiomatic and means that Yahweh used Nathan as His agent, Nathan’s “hand” was not involved, it was just part of the idiom.
“Jedidiah.” Jedidiah means “beloved of Yahweh.”
2Sm 12:27
“the city of waters.” Rabbah had water associated with it, so Joab is likely speaking of a precinct in the city such as the royal precinct or a precinct that controls the waters in the city.
2Sm 12:28
“and my name be called over it.” This is the literal translation of the Hebrew text. Although most English versions translate the phrase as if it said, “it will be called by my name,” that does not seem to be the meaning of the text; the city was not called “the city of David” when David captured it. What Joab is saying is that his name would be associated with the conquest of the city, not David’s name.
2Sm 12:29
“all the people.” In this context, the “people” are the fighters; the army and other able-bodied men.
2Sm 12:30
“a talent of gold.” Although the word “talent” was used in different cultures, the weight differed. An Israelite talent was 75 pounds, whereas a Babylonian talent was 66 pounds. Thus, this crown was 75 pounds. Although this seems too much for a head, there are actual statues from ancient Ammon that show men wearing huge crowns, although they would not have worn them very long.
 
2 Samuel Chapter 13
2Sm 13:1
“Tamar.” An important name in David’s family, going all the way back to Tamar, who was married to Jacob’s son Judah’s oldest son Er, but ended up having a child in David’s line by Judah himself (Gen. 38). David named his daughter Tamar, and Absalom named his daughter Tamar (2 Sam. 14:27).
“and Amnon the son of David fell in love with her.” This “love” was not actual love, but simply animal lust. Amnon, being the oldest son of David and the crown prince, was spoiled and could not control his desires. The rape of Tamar by Amnon was the start of the fulfillment of Nathan’s prophecy to David that the sword would not depart from his house and evil would arise from his own house (2 Sam. 12:10-11).
2Sm 13:2
“in the eyes of Amnon it seemed impossible​.” This may have been because Amnon could not think of any legitimate way to be with Tamar since the Mosaic Law forbid brothers and sisters, even half-brothers and sisters, from having sex with each other (Lev. 18:6, 9; 20:17). However, since Amnon ignored those Mosaic Laws, it may have also been due to the fact that the unmarried daughters of the king would be closely guarded because any child they gave birth to would be a potential heir to the throne. Amnon may have felt it impossible to get to Tamar without her guardians, which eventually led to his ruse and his directly going to king David to send Tamar to him, which got rid of the guards.
“to do anything to her.” In this context, the phrase is euphemistic for sexual contact.
2Sm 13:3
“a friend whose name was Jonadab.” Although Jonadab was Amnon’s cousin, in this context it was their friendship that was important. In fact, often in royal families, the cousins were rivals and more enemies than friends. This record emphasizes how important it is to choose friends wisely. This “friend” ultimately cost Amnon his life.
“Jonadab, the son of Shimeah, David’s brother.” In 1 Samuel 16:9, Shimeah is called Shammah, and was David’s brother, the third son of Jesse. So Shimeah is Amnon’s uncle and Jonadab is Amnon’s cousin.
“shrewd.” The Hebrew word is chakam (#02450 חָכָם), and it can mean “wise, experienced, shrewd, cunning, crafty, etc., depending on the context. Jonadab was all those things, but in this context, shrewd, cunning, or crafty would fit well. It is not godly or wise to give someone bad advice. Perhaps Jonadab thought if he could help Amnon get what he wanted then Amnon, who was David’s first son and thus was in line to be king when David died, would someday give him power and authority in the kingdom.
2Sm 13:4
“Tamar, my brother Absalom’s sister.” Amnon was Tamar’s half-brother. But Absalom, David’s third son (2 Sam. 3:3), was Tamar’s full sister. Nevertheless, Amnon is called Tamar’s brother in 2 Samuel 13:10 because he was her half-brother.
2Sm 13:6
“heartcakes.” The Hebrew is labiybah (#03834 לָבִיבָה), and the meaning is not just “cakes,” but heart-shaped cakes.[footnoteRef:409] Fox writes: “…others [have] simply ‘cakes,’ but the ‘heart’ (Heb. leiv, leivav) motif is central to the Avshalom [sic] stories, as I have argued…. Shaped foods were known in the ancient Near East.” Fox goes on: Amnon “pretends to be ill and requests that his half-sister make levivot, usually translated as ‘cakes,’ for him. …But as some interpreters have noticed, the homonym (levav) means ‘heart,’ and the verbal form of l-b-b (the biblical v and b are the same letter) occurs in the Song of Songs 4:9, ‘You have captured my heart’ (NJPS). So a word connected in love poetry with seduction is appropriate enough in the mouth of the lovesick Amnon, and on this and other grounds…we are justified in understanding levivot as something like ‘heartcakes.’” [409:  See Holladay, Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon; Everett Fox, The Schocken Bible: The Early Prophets.] 

Since Amnon would have had many people who could cook for him, it may have made more sense to David that Amnon asked for “heartcakes” specifically from Tamar, who may have been known for cooking them. In fact, it is possible that Tamar even brought her own pan to cook them in (see commentary on 2 Sam. 13:9, “pan”).
2Sm 13:9
“pan.” The Hebrew is a rare word, maserath (#04958 מַשְׂרֵת), only occurring here in the Old Testament but well attested in post-biblical Hebrew. There is no reason not to believe that shallow pans would have been available, especially among the king’s household, for specialty baking.
“and set it out.” The Hebrew text is unclear here. For one thing, there is no object to the verb, “it” is supplied. The act could be that she “set them out,” “poured them out,” “dished them out,” “set it [the pan] out” etc. What she actually did we cannot tell from the text. It is also possible that she is somewhat suspicious, because she seems to be keeping her distance and not feeding him with her hand, as he seemed to have wanted.
2Sm 13:10
“her brother.” Actually her half-brother.
2Sm 13:13
“you will be as one of the godless fools in Israel.” This is true, but it was also an attempt on Tamar’s part to get away from Amnon by getting him to stop what he was doing by realizing the consequences of what he was doing.
“for he will not withhold me from you.” It is very unlikely that Tamar was being serious when she said this, but was rather trying any tactic she could think of in the moment to escape Amnon. The Law of Moses forbid marriage between half brothers and sisters (Lev. 18:9; 20:17; Deut. 27:22), and thus it is unlikely that David would consent to Tamar being with Amnon, especially if Tamar did not want it.
2Sm 13:16
“Because this wrong.” Most versions smooth out the Hebrew text which is very choppy and reads more literally like Fox’s translation: “About this great evil—more than the other thing you did to me—sending me away…!” Kyle McCarter writes that the Masoretic Hebrew text “as it stands is unintelligible.”[footnoteRef:410] However, Everett Fox points out that the halting syntax of the Hebrew text may not be due to a defective text but rather to Tamar’s broken emotional state: she had just been raped.[footnoteRef:411] The NET text note seems to agree, saying, “Perhaps the broken syntax reflects her hysteria and outrage.” Tamar was likely speaking through sobs, and Amnon would have understood perfectly what she was saying in spite of her broken sentences. The beauty of the Hebrew text lies in its preservation of the emotional scene that was occurring between Amnon and Tamar, and Amnon’s coldness to Tamar’s situation continues a coldness and calculating determination that would continue throughout his life. [410:  P. Kyle McCarter, Jr., 2 Samuel [AB], 318.]  [411:  E. Fox, The Schocken Bible: The Early Prophets, vol 2.] 

2Sm 13:17
“Send this one outside.” This could even be translated, “Send this out.” Amnon speaks with great contempt. Many versions supply “woman,” but it is not in the Hebrew text; the word “this” is feminine, referring to Tamar. The word “send” is plural, and while it may be a plural of emphasis, it may also be that he expected Tamar to resist and made sure there were others who could help cast her out.
2Sm 13:19
“crying aloud.” It is possible that Tamar was even crying out that she had been raped. If a woman was raped in the city, she was supposed to cry out to get help, and while Tamar was likely too intimidated to do that when she was with Amnon, she may well have cried out after the incident (Deut. 22:22-29). By her actions, the torn robe, the ashes, and her crying aloud, Tamar is declaring that she has been raped as soon as she can.
2Sm 13:20
“been with you.” In this context, the phrase is a euphemism for sex.
“For now, my sister, be quiet​.” Absalom pretends to care for his sister, but in reality, he is using her as part of his plan to gain the throne. Amnon’s rape of Tamar will give Absalom, David’s third son, a chance at removing Amnon, David’s first son and apparent heir to the throne. David’s household was riddled with evil.
“Do not take this thing to heart.” This statement was “heartless” on Abaslom’s part. What was Tamar supposed to do?
“desolate.” The Hebrew word occurs almost 100 times in the Hebrew Old Testament and most often refers to land that is not farmed and is barren (cf. its first use, Gen. 47:19). Thus, when used of a woman it refers to her being unmarried and therefore without children. It occurs in Isaiah 54:1, where it is used of the northern country of Israel which has been carried away into exile by the Assyrians and is compared to a “desolate woman.” The prophecy in Isaiah that the desolate woman will have more children than the woman with a husband is a prophecy of the fruitfulness of Israel in every way in the future Millennial Kingdom. Tamar was unmarried, without children, and mostly isolated from others. The joy in her life was gone, and almost any contact with the family of David would have only reminded her of the crime of her half-brother Amnon who was the crown prince and likely heir to the throne of David. The Bible does not say if Tamar remained unmarried in her brother’s house for the rest of her life, we just don’t know because the record of Tamar ends here and we hear nothing more about her. Her brother Absalom died in his rebellion against David, and certainly after that, she likely would have had to move. She stayed in Absalom’s house for an unstated amount of time; it is possible that she even married and moved on with her life.
2Sm 13:21
“he was very angry.” The Septuagint adds to the text, and some English versions add the Septuagint addition to their English text. For example, the NRSV adds: “but he would not punish his son Amnon, because he loved him, for he was his firstborn.” Other English versions that add the Septuagint ending to the text include the BBE, CEB, Douay-Rheims, NAB, and NJB. The addition, while no doubt partly right in the reason why David did not deal with Amnon, was not likely in the original Hebrew text but was likely an explanatory note added in the Greek text. Most scholars have concluded that the original is preserved in the Hebrew text.
David was very angry but did nothing. Likely for many reasons. No doubt David’s own adultery played a part, as did the fact that Amnon was his firstborn son. However, one of David’s faults was his indulgent affection for his sons (but not for his daughters), something that shows up several times in the biblical narrative, and it shows up here. Sadly, David was like many parents who do not raise their children in both the “training” and “admonition” of the Lord (Eph. 6:4). David did not upset his children by reproving and correcting them (1 Kings 1:6), but reproof and correction, and putting up with the emotional pain that children feel when they are reproved, are a necessary part of good parenting.
David apparently had a totally different relationship with his daughters than he did with his sons. While David indulged his sons and was blind to their faults, even coming close to losing his own life due to his blindness, there is no indication that he felt the same way toward his daughters. This was in part cultural, for example, David’s sons are listed in Chronicles but only his daughter Tamar, and that almost certainly only because of the part she played in the eventual death of Amnon. Nevertheless, that daughters would be treated so differently from sons was certainly not God’s intention or what we tend to think about a “man after God’s own heart.” There is no indication in the text that David sought any kind of justice for Tamar, or even did anything to comfort her. In fact, not only are no other daughters of David named in the Bible, even Tamar is never called David’s daughter, only the sister of her brothers, David’s sons.
2Sm 13:23
“Baal-hazor.” This is a large hill just about four miles northeast of Bethel. Today there is a large Israeli military installation there. It is in the southern part of Ephraim, close to the border of the tribal area of Benjamin.
2Sm 13:24
“let the king.” Absalom addresses his father in the third person as a sign (to Absalom, likely a pretend sign) of respect.
“and his servants.” This would not refer to David’s household servants; that some of them would likely go with David did not need to be stated. The “servants” in this case are officials in David’s kingdom, which would include his military leaders.
[For more on “servants” being used for people of high position in the kingdom, see commentary on 2 Sam. 11:1.]
2Sm 13:25
“He pressed him.” In 2 Samuel 13:25 and 13:27, the REV follows the reading of the Dead Sea Scrolls (4QSam(a ), which reads “and he pressed” rather than the reading in the Masoretic text, “and he broke through.” The Qumran reading is likely original because it fits better with the context and agrees more with the readings in the Septuagint, the Syriac Peshitta, and the Latin Vulgate.
“but blessed him.” David blessed Absalom.
2Sm 13:26
“Why should he go with you?” David knew Absalom and Amnon were at odds, and in fact, Absalom was not speaking with Amnon (2 Sam. 13:22). The Bible does not tell us what Absalom said to convince David, but we might guess that perhaps Absalom said that being at a feast together might help heal the rift between the two men. In any case, David agreed to let Amnon go.
2Sm 13:27
“he let Amnon and all the king’s sons go with him.” That David did not suspect that something evil was being plotted when Absalom asked specifically that Amnon be allowed to go to his sheepshearing banquet (2 Sam. 13:26) is more of David’s blindness concerning his sons. Why didn’t David remember that Amnon had raped Absalom’s sister (and David’s daughter!) only two years earlier and now Tamar was living in Absalom’s house as a “desolate woman” (that is, unmarried and without children), and thus was a constant reminder and source of bitterness to Absalom? Especially given that in royal societies brothers were always trying to eliminate one another to gain power, especially the throne itself, and especially since Nathan had told David that one from his own house would lie with his wives (2 Sam. 12:11), which was a clear reference to someone trying to take the throne from him, it seems David would be more on the alert that there would be serious trouble from his sons. But David’s blindness when it came to his sons prevented him from seeing the danger and taking measures to prevent it.
“So Absalom made a banquet like a king’s banquet.” Although this sentence is missing from the Masoretic Hebrew text, it was almost certainly in the original and omitted due to a homoioteleuton (words that have the same ending, causing the copyist to skip words). The sentence can be found in the Septuagint, and also in the Old Latin. Also, there is evidence that it was in a Qumran manuscript (Dead Sea Scrolls book of Samuel taken from cave #4). Josephus (Antiquities, 7.8.2) mentions that Absalom threw a banquet and waited for Amnon to be weary from wine.[footnoteRef:412] [412:  Cf. P. Kyle McCarter, Jr., 2 Samuel [AB], 330, 333.] 

That Absalom would have a banquet like “a king’s banquet,” which meant it had lots of wine, would be natural and would help explain why Absalom would be so confident that Amnon would become “merry with wine.” Also, such a banquet would make sure the other sons of David would not be in a position to defend Amnon.
2Sm 13:28
“sons of valor.” The literal Hebrew is “sons of valor,” and it means “valiant.” A “son of” something often had the characteristics or attributes of that something. So a “son of disobedience” was disobedient. A person who was “bar mitzvah” was a “son of the commandment [law].”
2Sm 13:29
“mule.” It seems strange to see royalty, especially David and his sons, riding on mules since the mule is a crossbreed between a horse and donkey, and crossbreeding was against the Mosaic Law (Lev. 19:19). Nevertheless, the mule does seem to be the royal mount of choice at least during the time of David (no mule is mentioned in the Bible before David’s time; according to Judges 5:10, the wealthy rode on donkeys). David’s sons had them, as we see here, and Absalom rode one into battle (2 Sam. 18:9), and David had one (1 Kings 1:33, 38, 44). The mule was bigger than a donkey and sturdier on the steep hillsides and loose soil of Judea than a horse. It is possible the mules were not bred by the Jews, but imported (cf. 2 Chron. 9:24).
It may have been that since a mule is a sterile animal David was not concerned that they would breed and make more and thus infringe upon the Law. It may have been that David realized the practical value of the animal and kept them for that reason. We cannot be sure, but one thing is certain: no matter why David had them, he was not concerned about “setting a bad example” by having them.
2Sm 13:30
“a rumor came to David.” The Bible does not say how the news of what Absalom did reached David at Jerusalem before the king’s sons did, who were riding on mules. It is possible that someone at the feast had a horse and outran the mules, and if that is the case, it is also possible that the person left the feast immediately upon seeing Amnon in the process of being killed and rode away assuming that all the king’s sons would be killed the same way, and thus inadvertently started the rumor.
2Sm 13:32
“Jonadab.” We are introduced to Jonadab the son of Shimeah in 2 Samuel 13:3 when we learn he was Amnon’s “friend” and also a very shrewd, worldly-wise, person (Shimeah was one of David’s brothers and therefore Jonadab was Amnon’s and Absalom’s cousin). Jonadab was the person who hatched the plot for Amnon to be with Tamar, which ended up with her being raped (2 Sam. 13:5). Now, while Absalom is having a huge banquet, Amnon’s “friend” Jonadab is not only conspicuously missing from the banquet, but he is at the palace with David and also has inside information about what happened at the banquet even before accurate news about it reached David and his officials (2 Sam. 13:30-32). The Bible does not tell us how Jonadab knew what had happened at Absalom’s banquet, but it could well be that he noticed how angry Absalom was when Tamar was raped and ingratiated himself with Absalom in order to get more inside information about what was happening between the brothers. If he knew, and we can see from the text that he knew something, he was not really Amnon’s friend if he suspected harm would come to Amnon at the banquet but did nothing to help. It seems that because Jonadab had such accurate information about what happened at Absalom’s banquet that David would have started some kind of investigation into what happened and who knew about it. But David was too emotionally involved with his sons to deal with them in a righteous manner, and neither could he deal righteously with people who might have been involved with Amnon’s murder. The murder went unavenged, just as Tamar’s rape had been unavenged, and Absalom left the country.
2Sm 13:33
“take the thing to his heart.” In this context, “take...to heart” means to take it seriously, believe it.
2Sm 13:34
“But Absalom had fled.” Absalom would have known that people would have wanted to avenge the death of Amnon, and so would have planned an escape long before having Amnon killed.
2Sm 13:36
“wept bitterly.” The Hebrew says, “they wept a great weeping.”
2Sm 13:37
“and went to Talmai…king of Geshur.” Absalom fled out of Israel to his maternal grandfather, who had a marriage alliance with David and who protected him. The marriage of David and Talmai’s daughter is in 2 Samuel 3:3, but see commentary on 2 Samuel 3:2.
“David mourned for his son every day.” The Hebrew is “he mourned for his son,” but “David” is inserted for clarity. But what “son” is David mourning for, Amnon or Absalom? This is a difficult question because the word “son” is singular. David did miss Absalom (2 Sam. 13:39, 14:1).
2Sm 13:39
“and King David’s spirit for going out against Absalom was spent.” As the years passed, Amnon was long dead and the king tired of thinking of taking revenge on Absalom. The Masoretic Hebrew text reads, “and David longed to go out to Absalom,” but some scholars make a good case that the original text read “and the king’s spirit was spent for going out against Absalom,” in other words, David lost all enthusiasm for trying to do anything to Absalom. A number of things support that alternative reading. For one thing, the verb is feminine, not masculine, and so it would not naturally go with the name “David,” but would go with “spirit,” a reading that is found in the Dead Sea Scroll of Samuel (found in Cave 4), and in the Septuagint. Also, it seems like the context supports this alternative reading better, because when Absalom did return to Jerusalem, David flatly refused to see him, saying, “Let him return to his own house [in Jerusalem], but he is not to see my face” (2 Sam. 14:24). So although David agreed to have Absalom back in Jerusalem, he was still so upset about what Absalom had done that he refused to see him, which makes the reading, “and David longed to go out to Absalom” a bit of a contradiction.[footnoteRef:413] [413:  Cf. P. Kyle McCarter, Jr., 2 Samuel [AB], 344; Everett Fox, The Shocken Bible: The Early Prophets, vol. 2.] 

 
2 Samuel Chapter 14
2Sm 14:2
“wise woman.” The Hebrew word translated “wise” is translated “shrewd” in 2 Sam. 13:3.
2Sm 14:3
“put the words in her mouth.” This idiom means “told her what to say.” God puts words in the mouths of His prophets (cf. Deut. 18:18).
2Sm 14:4
“paid homage.” The Hebrew word shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), refers to bowing down, falling prostrate, giving honor, and also worshiping.
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
2Sm 14:5
“What is your trouble.” The Hebrew is an idiom: more literally, “What to you?” The “you” is second-person feminine, so “your trouble” is a good translation.
“I am a widow and my husband is dead.” This explains why the woman, and not her husband, is before David with the request.
2Sm 14:7
“and so we will eliminate the heir also.” The Syriac Targum says “they will eliminate” instead of “we will eliminate,” and some English versions adopt that reading (cf. CJB, ESV, RSV). But there is no need to amend the Hebrew text. The woman wants to make her pretend case to protect her son as strong as possible, so she includes that the avengers of blood knew that her only remaining son was the family’s only heir, which adds the possibility of greed to distant family members wanting the man killed, because then they could take the family land. She was hoping that added information would help get David’s support for her cause.
“so that we may kill him for the life of his brother whom he killed.” The ancient world had no police force, so it fell on the family of a person who was killed to find and kill the killer. The person who found the killer and killed him was called “the avenger of blood.”
[For more on the avenger of blood, see commentary on Num. 35:19.]
2Sm 14:9
“Then the woman of Tekoa said to the king.” There is a valuable lesson here about getting the right person to do the job you want done. Joab told the woman what to say, but at some point, Joab’s coaching did not work anymore because David did not make an immediate decision. At that point, the woman had to make up the story as she spoke, but being a wise woman was up to the task. She wanted an immediate commitment from David as to what he would do, and she pressed until she got it. If the woman was less wise or less confident, she would have gone back to Joab with no commitment from David and Joab would have had to wait and come up with another plan.
“and the king and his throne are clear of blame.” The Bible does not say why David would not make an immediate decision to help the woman out, but it may have been related to the fact that as the king and judge he had to make sure that justice was done in the case of a killing, and he may have felt that if he did not judge the case properly that he would be to blame and his authority would be questioned. It seems likely from what the woman said that that was the case, because she told David that she and her house would bear the guilt if her story did not properly represent the truth, and that thus the king and throne would be clear of blame.
2Sm 14:11
“invoke Yahweh.” Although there are other words for invoking God, the Hebrew text can mean “invoke” (cf. ESV, NET, NIV). The wise woman wanted a commitment on David’s part and invoking the name of Yahweh would be such a commitment, and she pressed David until he did invoke God, using the oath formula, “As Yahweh lives.” Once she got David to make the oath, then she changed her story and it became clear she was actually talking about David’s son Absalom.
“avenger of blood.” A member of one’s family or clan that would kill anyone who killed someone in the family (see commentary on Num. 35:19).
“increase the loss.” Literally, “from the multiplying of,” which is difficult to understand and translate. The meaning seems to be that death has already robbed the woman, and she does not want the loss multiplied (cf. HCSB).
“not one hair of your son will fall to the ground.” In its historical context, this is ironic. David says of this make-believe person that not one hair of his head would fall to the ground when the real story and ruse was about Absalom, who had beautiful, abundant hair (2 Sam. 14:25-26), which got stuck in a tree and who died without a hair touching the earth (2 Sam. 18:9-17).
2Sm 14:13
“against the people of God.” It is not specifically stated how David’s relationship with Absalom was “against the people of God,” but there are some possibilities. One likely one is that it was important for the stability of the kingdom that the king had many healthy sons who could be king if the king suddenly died. By this time in his life, David had almost certainly lost three sons, his eldest, his second eldest, and his son by Bathsheba. Some may have considered it a sin against the kingdom and God’s people that Absalom was banished when what he did was kill a rapist, which many would argue was his right as an avenger of blood anyway. In any case, David understood what the woman meant and seems to have agreed with it, at least up to a point, and he allowed Absalom to return to Jerusalem.
“the king is as one who is guilty, in that the king does not bring back his banished one.” The woman says that by making the judgment he made, David made himself to be guilty, because he did not bring Absalom home. But that David was convinced by this woman’s argument once again shows his blindness toward his own sons and his misplaced love for them. The case the woman brought to the king and what happened between Absalom and Amnon are totally different. According to the woman, her two sons got into a fight in a field and one killed the other in the fight. She never said the fight started as a plot on the part of one son to kill the other, so the killing could well have been unintended, especially at the start of the fight, in which case the law of manslaughter, not murder would apply (Exod. 21:12-13). David apparently never bothered to ask about the situation. In any case, what Absalom did to Amnon was clearly premeditated murder. Furthermore, beyond that, in the woman’s story, she had no other sons to carry on her heritage, and that was part of her argument that her son not be executed for killing his brother. But David’s situation was different. David had many sons, and if Absalom had been executed for the premeditated murder of Amnon, which according to the Law of Moses, he should have been, David would have still had sons to carry on his heritage and take over his throne when he died. David’s lack of justice toward Absalom nearly cost him his life and kingdom, because once Absalom’s murder was ignored and he was allowed back into the palace, he rebelled against David and tried to kill him and take the kingdom (2 Sam. 15).
2Sm 14:14
“die, yes, die.” This is the figure of speech polyptoton, which in this case repeats the same word twice but with different aspects: tense, gender, number, etc. Although it could be translated as “surely die,” or something similar, the repetition of “die” catches our attention and brings emphasis to the text. This is the same phrase as God used in Genesis 2:17, except the verb is singular in Genesis because God was speaking directly to Adam, whereas here it is plural.
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16, “eat, yes, eat.”]
“thinks of ways.” The Hebrew uses a noun and a verb for emphasis, more literally, “thinks thoughts.” Young’s Literal Translation has, “hath devised devices.”
2Sm 14:15
“servant...servant.” The Hebrew uses two different words for “servant” here that are difficult to represent in English because generally both are used of slaves or servants. The first is shiphchah (#08198 שִׁפְחָה), which refers to a slave or servant, and the second is amah (#0519 אָמָה), which refers to a woman who is not free in one sense or another, generally a female slave, but perhaps, for example, a concubine. Usually, the difference between them is so subtle that they are both brought into English as “slave” or “servant” depending on the context. Also, women would sometimes use these terms as an act of self-abasement to portray a humble attitude (cf. 2 Sam. 20:17).
However, the fact the woman of Tekoa uses them both here in the same sentence suggests that she is deliberately playing them off against one another. Although it may be the case that the sentence composition is just for style, as some scholars suggest, the NET text note is more likely correct in suggesting that a lord might have some level of obligation to the amah servant. This would explain why the woman used amah in the context of the king acting on her request. In the latter chapters of 2 Samuel, amah only occurs in 2 Sam. 14:15, 16; 20:17).
2Sm 14:16
“servant.” The Hebrew word is amah (#0519 אָמָה), which refers to a woman who is not free in one sense or another, generally a female slave, but perhaps, for example, a concubine.
“the inheritance of God.” That is, the land that her family inherited when the land was divided by lot (Josh. 14-19, esp. Josh. 14:1-2). Thus, the land her family got was recognized as the family’s inheritance from God. If a family died out without anyone to inherit its allotment, then the land went back to other members of the tribe.
2Sm 14:17
“for like an angel of God, so is my lord the king.” The woman knew that angels were messengers who represented God, and she sees David “like an angel” here, in the sense that what he says and does are representing God.
“good and bad.” The woman was almost certainly using “good and bad” to indicate the whole spectrum of life, “good and bad and everything in between.” Technically, that is the figure of speech polarmerismos.
[For more on polarmerismos, see commentary on Josh. 14:11.]
2Sm 14:19
“Is the hand of Joab with you.” That David immediately suspects Joab in this plot shows us that there is a significant backstory that is not in the Bible. David and Joab were close, and Joab certainly must have on occasion shown his desire for the royal family to be united. That would explain why David only asked about Joab and no one else; after all, Absalom had a number of friends and followers who must have wanted Absalom back, why suspect just Joab? He must have let David know he wanted Absalom back. “The hand of Joab” is a Semitism, and means “Did Joab tell you to do this?”
On her part, the woman would not have had much knowledge of the backstory. She had to be a woman David did not know or he would have known her tale of two sons was a lie. This explains why when David immediately suspected Joab, she said David had wisdom like an angel of God (2 Sam. 14:20), basically saying that because of his close relationship with God, David had access to secret knowledge such as the angels have.
2Sm 14:20
“to change the face of the situation.” This phraseology is more literal although more obscure in meaning. But the phrase is obscure. Some scholars suggest the idea is, “the appearance of the situation,” but others say, the “course” or “direction” of the situation. Both ideas are likely correct, and although the idea of changing the course of things was clearly Joab’s intent, the appearance of the situation needed to be changed too so that people would easily accept that King David changed his mind. No doubt there were many “offstage discussions” about King David’s decision that occurred throughout the kingdom that are not recorded in Scripture.
2Sm 14:21
“I will do this thing.” The Hebrew is the prophetic perfect, literally, “I have done this thing,” meaning that it is as good as done.
[For more on the prophetic perfect idiom, see the commentary on Eph. 2:6.]
2Sm 14:22
“Joab fell to the ground.” Joab was a very practical man; he did what he thought would be best for the king and the kingdom, and at this time he felt that Absalom showed the best promise of being a strong leader for the kingdom, so he supported Absalom. Later, when Absalom turned against David, Joab himself killed Absalom and reproved David for overly mourning his death.
“paid homage.” The Hebrew word shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), refers to bowing down, falling prostrate, giving honor, and also worshiping.
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
2Sm 14:26
“200 shekels.” Although scholars differ about the weight, most agree it is roughly 5 pounds (2.26 kg). This seems like an exaggeration, thus the addition of “according to the king’s weighing stone,” which speaks to the accuracy of the weight.
“according to the king’s weighing stone.” God wanted fair business dealings in buying and selling (Lev. 19:35; Deut. 25:13-16), and this required that weights and measures be standardized. It was the job of the Levites to maintain accurate weights and measures throughout the Israelite kingdom, but due to weights and measures being hand-produced and affected by use, accurate measures were hard to maintain throughout the kingdom. But the “king’s weighing stone” would be accurate, and the phrase was added to assure people that the weight of Absalom’s hair was not an exaggeration.
That addition of the information about Absalom’s hair is important because it adds to the credibility that Absalom could get caught in a tree by his hair when fighting David (2 Sam. 18:9).
2Sm 14:27
“three sons.” They apparently all died young (see commentary on 2 Sam. 18:18).
“Tamar.” A name in David’s family with a long history (see commentary on 2 Samuel 13:1). It is most likely that Tamar was also called “Maacah” (1 Kings 15:2; 2 Chron. 11:20), and she married Rehoboam the son of Solomon and gave birth to Abijah, the second king of the Southern Kingdom of Judah (2 Chron. 11:20-22). It would not have been uncommon for someone in the royal family to have a second name, and especially so since her living aunt was also named Tamar. The Septuagint translators thought so, and added this to the Hebrew text: “And she became a wife to Rehoboam the son of Solomon and to him she gave birth to him Abia [Abijah].” Thus Absalom, who so badly wanted to be king, never was, but his grandson became king of Judah (see commentary on 1 Kings 15:10).
It has been suggested, but it is much less likely, that the Maacah that Rehoboam married was the daughter of a different Absalom, but there is no other Absalom in the Bible and no reason another would be introduced into the narrative at this point without some kind of clarification.
“a woman who was beautiful in appearance.” Abraham used the same phrase when speaking of his wife Sarah (Gen. 12:11). Absalom’s sister Tamar was beautiful (2 Sam. 13:1), and his daughter, whom he named Tamar, was also beautiful. David himself was handsome (1 Sam. 16:12), and since royal wives were usually beautiful (cf. Esther 2:2-4), it makes sense that the women in royal families were usually beautiful.
2Sm 14:29
“he would not come.” That is, Joab would not come to see Absalom, which is surprising since it was Joab who wanted Absalom back in Jerusalem. He no doubt knew what Absalom wanted, and perhaps did not want to get involved.
2Sm 14:32
“and if there is iniquity in me, let him put me to death.” This can also be understood as, “If there is any guilt in me,” because the Hebrew word translated “iniquity” is avon (#05771 עָוֹן), and it can mean iniquity, perversity, depravity, or guilt, or it can refer to the consequence or punishment for iniquity. Although it does mean “guilt” in this context, it also includes the wider meaning of iniquity.
Absalom was so blind to his sin and avarice that he did not think he had any guilt or iniquity, even though he murdered his brother and in a few short verses would attempt to dethrone his father David and thus likely have to kill him. It is because many criminals are like Absalom that righteous people have to be hard on crime. It is naïve to think that criminals will see their own faults, feel badly, and correct them. A few do, but most do not and just continue from crime to crime until stopped by an outside force. Being soft on crime only allows criminals to hurt more and more innocent people. When Christ is king on earth, he will not be soft on crime and ungodliness, he will rule with a rod of iron (Ps. 2:9; Rev. 2:27; 12:5; 19:15).
Absalom was not serious when he said what he did about being put to death. Not only was he blind to his own sin, he knew that his father had done nothing to him for murdering Amnon, and had even brought him back from Geshur to Jerusalem. He was confident (overconfident, but correct!) that David would not do anything to him now. On their parts, David and Joab were both naïve, and Joab himself ended up having to kill Absalom to save David’s throne (2 Sam. 18:14-15).
2Sm 14:33
“bowed down.” The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body and face to the earth, as we see in this verse. The word translated “bowed down” is the same Hebrew word as “worship.”
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
“and the king kissed Absalom.” A sign of forgiveness and acceptance.
 
2 Samuel Chapter 15
2Sm 15:2
“dispute.” The Hebrew is rib (#07379 רִיב), and it has a wide semantic range including strife, controversy, dispute, quarrel, accusation, lawsuit, etc., depending on the context. In this case, “dispute” or “legal dispute” would be good translations because if a person was coming all the way to Jerusalem to the king to get his dispute settled, then it could not be settled by the elders in his hometown, which was usually an easier and quicker way to go.
[For more on rib, see commentary on Hos. 4:1.]
“the road leading to the gate.” The Hebrew is “the road of the gate.”
“one of the tribes of Israel.” In an actual conversation, the person would name the tribe, but this was just an example to show how Absalom was acting. The person may have been saying, “I am from a tribe in Israel and I am still not getting justice.”
2Sm 15:3
“but there is no one appointed by the king to listen to you.” It seems that for Absalom to make this claim it was likely true. One possibility for that may have been that earlier, when the United Kingdom was less organized and more tribal, David may have been able to hear the cases that came to Jerusalem himself, but as the United Kingdom became more organized and grew in its centralized power, that became more difficult. Or, David may have been able to hear many of the cases but Absalom quietly intervened. There are some other possibilities as well.
We have to wonder why David did not seem to know what Absalom was doing. It may be that, especially as Absalom gained popularity and strength, no one wanted to get involved and tell king David. If someone had informed about Absalom and David did nothing about it, Absalom would have been a formidable enemy. It is also possible that David did hear that Absalom was judging some cases, but he did not see any danger in it. David had a weakness for not seeing trouble when it came to his sons.
It is also worth asking how Absalom could tell someone their grievance was good and right without having witnesses and representatives of both sides present. It is possible that 2 Samuel 15:3 is just giving a kind of summary and there were times when Absalom adjudicated over complicated cases. Another possibility is that Absalom may have only really gotten involved with certain cases—those involving the state—and being able to subtly speak about the failures of the state would have undermined David while increasing his own popularity. The United Kingdom of Israel was brand new, and no doubt there were a number of unpopular moves being made on the state level: state incursions into what had formerly been tribal matters, issues with taxes, problems with recruiting manpower for state projects, conflicts about who got appointed to which positions in the kingdom, and much more. David’s attention had to be focused on building and defending the kingdom, changes that were necessary but that would have offended many people. The various changes affected the whole kingdom and in part explains how Absalom could have followers throughout all the tribes of Israel (2 Sam. 15:10). In contrast to David, Absalom did not actually have to make any of the hard choices and changes in the kingdom. He could simply propagandize and tell people that if he were king then things would be different; and over the four years he quietly undermined David, he stole the hearts of the people of Israel (2 Sam. 15:6-7).
2Sm 15:5
“and kissed him.” A kiss is the greeting of a friend, it does not mean love, but friendship.
2Sm 15:7
“four years.” The standard Masoretic Hebrew text has “forty,” but this has to be a scribal error for “four” because David’s entire reign was only 40 years, and this was the preparation time for Absalom’s rebellion. Some Hebrew texts read “four years,” and there are texts that say “forty days,” but the Lucianic Greek recension, the Syriac Peshitta, and the Latin have “four years.” Most modern English versions have “four years.”
“fulfill my vow.” This would be done by offering a sacrifice, in this case, a large sacrifice with lots of animals and thus lots of food to eat, which explains the invited guests in 2 Samuel 15:11. But how could he do that away from Jerusalem? That question is not answered. This was a ruse, there was no such vow, and the fact that it had supposedly gone so many years without fulfillment should have aroused David’s suspicion, but David would not doubt his sons, something that was the cause of much trouble. In this case, his naïveté nearly cost him his kingdom and his life.
“to Yahweh.” Absalom makes his lie more convincing by adding the name Yahweh.
“Yahweh in Hebron.” The text might be better translated “Yahweh-in-Hebron.”[footnoteRef:414] It seems like Absalom had made a vow to Yahweh as He was known and worshiped in Hebron, Absalom’s hometown, and he had to go there to fulfill his vow. Although some versions move “in Hebron” away from Yahweh, it appears as Yahweh in Hebron in the Hebrew text and seems to go there. [414:  See, P. Kyle McCarter, 2 Samuel [AB], 356.] 

Hebron was a long day’s journey south of Jerusalem. Absalom may have chosen Hebron for a number of reasons, but also there may have still been people there who were upset that David moved his capital city away from Hebron to Jerusalem.
2Sm 15:8
“If Yahweh will bring, yes, bring me back again to Jerusalem, then I will serve Yahweh.” This is such a godly-sounding vow! “I will serve Yahweh!” But Absalom had no intention of serving Yahweh, at least not as far as keeping God’s commands was concerned. So Absalom joins the hordes of people who throughout the centuries have used religious-sounding statements to fool people. Jesus taught us to not be fooled by what people say, but to look to what they did—their fruit—if we wanted to know who they really were (Matt. 7:15-20). If David had paid attention to Absalom’s fruit and to what he was doing, then David would have seen the trouble ahead. Christians should not be fooled like David was; we must obey Christ and look closely at people’s fruit so that we can mostly avoid being fooled by what people say.
The phrase “bring, yes, bring” is the figure polyptoton, where the vowel “bring” is repeated twice for emphasis, with the verb “bring” being in different conjugations. Absalom’s pretend desire is emphasized by the doubling of the vowel “bring.”
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
[See Word Study: “Polyptoton.”]
2Sm 15:9
“Go in peace.” We are not told why no one told David of Absalom’s behavior, and thus his potential threat to David. Also, it seems that David should have been suspicious of Absalom’s request, after all, Absalom had now been in Jerusalem for six years (four at least, if the four years of 2 Sam. 15:7 included the two years Absalom lived in his house in Jerusalem), which was plenty of time to pay a vow in Hebron, a day’s journey away.
“So he arose and went to Hebron.” The ancient city of Hebron was a good place for Absalom to start his rebellion. It is first mentioned in Genesis 13:18, when Abraham lived there and worshiped Yahweh there. David lived there and was even crowned king there, first over Judah and then over all Israel (2 Sam. 2:4; 5:3). Absalom himself had been born there, and given the fact that he started his rebellion there, it is likely that he had kept up with his contacts there through the years.
It is also very likely that at least some of the people of Hebron were unhappy with the fact that once David became king over all Israel he moved his capital city to Jerusalem. After all, Hebron was a city in the tribal area of Judah, and David was a Judean from Bethlehem. Furthermore, it was the Judeans who supported David in his rebellion against the house of Saul the Benjamite and anointed him king over Judah. Thus it is very likely they felt that David was ungrateful and had abandoned them when he moved his capital city from Hebron to Jerusalem, a city in the tribal area of Benjamin. Between Hebron’s ancient roots as a city of Yahweh, Absalom’s contacts in Hebron, and a likely dissatisfaction among some of the Hebronites with David, the city of Hebron was the perfect place for Absalom to start a rebellion, and Absalom’s rebellion almost succeeded.
2Sm 15:10
“secret messengers.” The Hebrew word is ragal (#07270 רָגַל), a word that describes a lot. It can mean to go on foot or walk about on foot; to be a slanderer or gossip; to go as a spy or scout. This range of meanings is the reason for the many different translations in the English versions: “watchers” (BBE); “spies” (CJB, JPS, KJV, NASB); “messengers” (HCSB); “secret messengers” (ESV, NIV, NLT, RSV); “couriers” (NJB); “agents” (TNK ); “spy-runners” (Schocken Bible).
Given the fact that these agents of Absalom were not “spies” in the traditional sense but were actually his agents who in this context were to deliver a message to Absalom’s contacts around Israel, “secret messengers” seemed to be a good translation, although the Tanakh’s translation “agents” is also very good.
“shofar.” The ram’s horn trumpet, not the metal trumpet. The shofar can be heard for a mile or more, but for the sound to cover all Israel, Absalom would have had to have had a network of shofar blowers.
“Absalom reigns as king in Hebron.” One thing that is conspicuously missing from Absalom’s claim to the throne is that David’s second son, Chileab (2 Sam. 3:3 but called “Daniel” in 1 Chron. 3:1), would have the claim to the throne over Absalom. This is quite certain evidence that Chileab had died since he is not mentioned in any of the records. In fact, Chileab likely died very young since nothing is ever said about him other than he was David’s second son (2 Sam. 3:3).
Absalom was killed in battle and never got to become king. However, his grandson Abijah did become king of Judah. Absalom’s wife gave birth to Maacah, who married Rehoboam the son of Solomon, and then the son of Maacah and Rehoboam was Abijah, who became the king of Judah (2 Chron. 11:20; 1 Kings 11:43; 14:31-15:1).
2Sm 15:12
“sent for Ahithophel.” Ahithophel had been David’s counselor, but apparently, he had become angry and bitter against David after David had sex with his granddaughter Bathsheba and arranged for her husband Uriah to be killed. Ahithophel was the father of Eliam (2 Sam. 23:34), and Eliam was the father of Bathsheba (2 Sam. 11:3), making Ahithophel the grandfather of Bathsheba. Absalom would have noticed that the relationship between Ahithophel and David had cooled, and likely had spoken with Ahithophel while they were both at the palace, and that is why he was confident enough to send for Ahithophel even though in the past Ahithophel had been very close to David. Now that David had a rival, Ahithophel sided with him. His anger and bitterness were his undoing, because when Absalom rejected his advice and took instead the advice of Hushai the Arkite (2 Sam. 17:1-14) he felt so rejected and dishonored that he took his own life (2 Sam. 17:23).
[For more on Ahithopehl see commentary on 2 Sam. 16:21 and 2 Sam. 17:1.]
“from Giloh.” Giloh was close to Bethlehem, to the west of it, and is mentioned in Joshua 15:51.
“and the people increased continually with Absalom.” We are not told why so many people chose to side with Absalom against David. No doubt some thought Absalom would make a better king than David. But it is also possible that some of the people who sided with Absalom at this point thought that David, who was getting older, must have appointed Absalom to be king. After all, Absalom was David’s third son and the first two were dead, making Absalom the crown prince.
2Sm 15:14
“the mouth of the sword.” Used to show great destruction, as if the sword was eating its victims.
[See commentary on Joshua 6:21.]
“and strikes the city with the mouth of the sword.” The city was very defensible, so the fact that David leaves it so quickly likely indicates that there were enemies in the city.
2Sm 15:15
“my lord the king.” The servants spoke with one voice, hence the word “my” and not “our.”
2Sm 15:16
“ten women who were concubines.” Although we tend to idealize David and hold him up as the model believer, when we really look deeply into his life we see things that are not good and some things that are even sinful. This should encourage us and help us realize that even the best of God’s people are still human, and God loves and works with sinners. The accounts of David’s wives and concubines are not David at his best. We learn from 2 Samuel 15:16 that David had quite a few wives and concubines (a concubine was a wife of lesser status, such as a slave girl who is given as a present to the king to curry his favor). The text does not say David left all his concubines, but that he left ten of his concubines, implying that David had more than ten. We also know that he had a number of wives. Early in his rule, while he was still in Hebron, he had six wives: Ahinoam the Jezreelitess, Abigail, Maacah, Haggith, Abital, and Eglah (2 Sam. 3:2-5). Then, when David moved to Jerusalem he took more wives and concubines (2 Sam. 5:13), but the Bible does not say how many more wives and concubines he took. Also, none of those later wives and concubines are named except Bathsheba, so it seems that neither they nor their children played a major role in the Davidic dynasty. In taking all these wives and concubines it seems that David was flirting with breaking the command of Deuteronomy 17:17, that the king of Israel was not to have many wives.
Also, we may well wonder why David left behind any concubines at all in Jerusalem, seeing that they would almost surely become Absalom’s sexual property, which they did. That they were left to care for the palace is an empty excuse; if Absalom took the palace, which with all the guards gone was a foregone conclusion, the women would not be allowed to take care of anything, certainly not the palace and perhaps not even themselves. Why leave the women behind when Nathan the prophet had foretold that David’s wives would be sexually violated by another man in public, which happened when Absalom had sex with David’s wives (concubines) on the palace roof before all Israel (cf. 2 Sam. 12:8, 11-12; 16:21-22)? David’s action in leaving the women behind seems quite uncaring for the fate of those women, who disappear from history after Absalom had sex with them. Given the Old Testament culture, we can be sure that after Absalom had sex with them that David would not have sex with them again, nor would those women have been allowed to marry anyone else since they had had sex with the king. If any of them had a child it would be a potential rival for the throne, and so they would have remained isolated as an unwanted concubine of the king for the remainder of their lives.
2Sm 15:17
“the Last House.” David had not yet crossed the Kidron Valley, and apparently, there was a house referred to as the “Last House” or “Far House” that was either just inside the east gate of Jerusalem, or just outside the gate. David stopped there, but if he had not crossed the Kidron yet he could only have gone a few hundred yards after leaving the palace before he stopped. He did not stop to spend the night, and perhaps he stopped there to let his group gather or to get an idea of who was with him and following him and who might have stayed and sided with Absalom.
2Sm 15:18
“Cherethites and all the Pelethites and all the Gittites.” All these are non-Israelites. Most are of Philistine stock, but the Cherethites are from Crete. The scholars are divided as to whether the “and” before “all the Cherethites” is a “that is,” or an “also.” However, given the fact that the record indicates that some Israelites did go with David, it seems that “also” is the correct meaning.
“the Gittites.” The inhabitants of Gath were referred to as “Gittites.” Here in 2 Samuel 15:18, we see the Gittites were from Gath (see commentary on Josh. 13:3).
2Sm 15:19
“the king.” David here speaks of Absalom as “the king,” but the text does not explain why. It has been suggested that Ittai was new enough to Jerusalem that Absalom would not think he was overly connected to David. David may have been trying to keep Ittai out of the fight between David and Absalom.
2Sm 15:20
“yesterday.” This could be literal or used idiomatically like we sometimes use it to mean a short time ago.
“and have your brothers return with you.” So when Ittai came, he brought people from his family or tribe with him; “brothers” may mean people from the same family or tribe in this context. There were quite a few people with Ittai (2 Sam. 15:22).
“faithfulness and truth be with you.” This could also be “faithfulness and truth are with you,” meaning that David would not hold Ittai responsible for feigning loyalty to Absalom.
2Sm 15:22
“cross over.” Although the statement may be general, the most immediate place to cross over is the Kidron Valley.
2Sm 15:23
“all the land.” Seemingly a hyperbole for all the people who were in the country who were aware of David and his followers leaving Jerusalem.
2Sm 15:24
“and Abiathar came up.” The apparent meaning, which is disputed by scholars, is that Abiathar came up to where the ark had been set down.
2Sm 15:25
“he will bring me back.” The Hebrew is more literally, “cause me to return,” but that is awkward in English. David told the priests to “return” the ark of God to Jerusalem, and said that if he found favor in God’s eyes then God would cause David to return also.
2Sm 15:26
“let him do to me as is good in his eyes.” David is not making an arrogant statement in disguise as a humble statement, he is speaking from his heart. David had good reason to believe that God might not be pleased with him, and so might not deliver him. Things certainly had not gone well for David since he committed adultery with Bathsheba and engineered the murder of her husband Uriah. His son raped his daughter and he did nothing about it (2 Sam. 13:1-21). His third son murdered his first son, the crown prince (2 Sam. 13:23-29), and then went to live with David’s father-in-law, Talmai, the king of Geshur (2 Sam. 3:3; 13:37). David was also somehow blind to the subterfuge that his son Absalom was doing in his kingdom that went on for years, and now in 2 Samuel 15 his son Absalom was in open rebellion against him. So David’s blindness led to war between the factions along with all the death and destruction that war brings. Also, David had left ten of his concubines in Jerusalem even though Nathan the prophet had foretold that an enemy would arise from his own household and publicly have sex with his wives (2 Sam. 12:11). So now, leaving Jerusalem and fleeing east toward the Jordan River, David had no assurance that God would give him victory against Absalom.
If there is comfort at all in this record for believers, it is that God did support David and did not abandon him because of his sin, even though some of it was grievous. David had many weaknesses, but at no time is there a record of his life where he made excuses for them. Like all of us, he needed God’s grace and forgiveness, and despite his sin, God forgave him and blessed him.
2Sm 15:27
“Are you a seer?” It is not clear what David is saying. Two good possibilities are that Zadok was a “seer,” a prophet, and could therefore navigate being in the city with Absalom. But it seems that the better possibility is that David meant more like, “Are you able to see” what is happening and then report to David. That is what David says in the next verse, 2 Sam. 15:28.
“your sons with you.” Both the “your” and the “you” are plural in the Hebrew.
2Sm 15:28
“fords.” The Hebrew text also has the reading “plains,” but “fords” fits the record better (cf. 2 Sam. 17:16).
2Sm 15:30
“David went up by the Ascent of the Mount of Olives, weeping as he went up.” King David wept on the Mount of Olives as he climbed it to leave Jerusalem in the hands of his ungodly son Absalom. About 1,000 years later Jesus wept when he saw the city of Jerusalem from the Mount of Olives because he knew they rejected him, which would mean his death and Jerusalem’s doom (Luke 19:41).
“Ascent of the Mount of Olives.” Apparently the name of a well-traveled path up the west slope of the Mount of Olives.
2Sm 15:31
“the conspirators.” The Hebrew text is more concrete: “those banding together” with Absalom.
2Sm 15:32
“where they worshiped God.” The Hebrew reads, “where he worshiped God,” but the singular form is often used generically, and would mean “they” or “people” here. Scholars are divided on this point, some saying that David did worship God at this spot.
The Hebrew verb translated “worshiped” is shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), and it is the same Hebrew word as “bow down.” The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body to the earth. Shachah is translated as both “bow down” and “worship;” traditionally “worship” if God is involved and “bow down” if people are involved, but the verb and action are the same, the act of bowing down is the worship.
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship” and the REV commentary on 1 Chron. 29:20.]
2Sm 15:37
“Hushai, David’s friend, came into the city.” It is likely that Hushai, coming from the east, entered Jerusalem through a different gate than Absalom, who was coming from the south.
 
2 Samuel Chapter 16
2Sm 16:1
“had crossed a little beyond the summit.” That is, a little beyond the summit of the Mount of Olives on his way east.
“loaded.” The Hebrew word means “bound up; tied up, or tied on.” The word does not mean “saddle,” and there were no saddles at this time in history; any “saddle” was simply a blanket that was tied on. They were a couple of donkeys that were bound up, and tied on them was all the food and wine, and once that was unloaded the donkeys had blankets on them which were tied on them.
“200 loaves of bread.” In the biblical culture, a “loaf” of bread was flatbread much like a modern pancake, but the Hebrew text simply says, “200 bread,” where “bread” is a collective plural.
“100 summer fruits.” The Hebrew omits the word “fruit” and just has “100 summer,” so the text does not tell us what Ziba brought other than that it grew in the summer, but the text does not tell us if the summer produce was fresh or, like the raisins, was dried. If it was dried, then what Ziba likely brought was 100 cakes of pressed fruit.
“skin-bottle.” A “bottle” or container made from animal skin. Ziba had enough food for quite a few people, and the skin-bottle could have been quite large in keeping with the rest of the food.
[For more on skin-bottles, which were usually made from the skins of goats, see commentary on 1 Sam. 10:3.]
2Sm 16:2
“household.” The Hebrew is simply “house,” but it means “household.”
2Sm 16:3
“your lord’s son.” The word “lord” is a grammatical plural, literally “lords” but meaning “lord.”
“for he said.” Ziba is lying, but supposedly quoting Mephibosheth saying that the kingdom would be restored to the house of Saul, in the person of Mephibosheth.” David should have figured out that this was a lie. Absalom did not, and never did, have any affinity for the house of Saul, and certainly would not have given up his kingship for Saul’s son, the crippled Mephibosheth. Ziba’s lie is so audacious that we are led to think that Ziba likely thought that Absalom would see Mephibosheth as a potential rival and kill him, and the truth would never become known. But Absalom did not kill Mephibosheth, who told David the truth, but even so, David did not punish Ziba for his lie and did not look deeply into the matter.
2Sm 16:4
“bow down.” The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body and face to the earth, as we see in this verse. The word translated “bowed down,” shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), is the same Hebrew word as “worship.”
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
2Sm 16:5
“Bahurim.” On a shoulder on the east side of the Mount of Olives.
2Sm 16:7
“man of Belial.” This is a designation of sons of the Devil.
[For more on sons of Belial, see commentary on 1 Sam. 2:12. For more on the unforgivable sin and children of the Devil, see commentary on Matt. 12:31.]
2Sm 16:8
“all the blood of the house of Saul.” This is a false accusation. David never touched Saul, much less killed him. The Philistines did that.
“your evil situation.” The Hebrew is simply “in your evil,” meaning in your evil situation, where “evil” is put by metonymy for an “evil situation.”
2Sm 16:12
“look on my affliction.” The NET note explains the variant English translations well: “The Hebrew text is difficult here. It is probably preferable to read with the LXX, the Syriac Peshitta, and Vulgate…(‘on my affliction’( rather than the Kethib of the MT…(‘on my wrongdoing’(. While this Kethib reading is understandable as an objective genitive (i.e., ‘the wrong perpetrated upon me’), it does not conform to normal Hebrew idiom for this idea. The Qere of the MT…(‘on my eyes’(, usually taken as synecdoche to mean ‘my tears,’ does not commend itself as a likely meaning.”
2Sm 16:13
“on the ridge of the hill close to him.” The geography is more “above” him, but he was close.
“throwing stones close to him.” Shimei likely knew that if he hit David with a stone he would be quickly killed, and so threw the stones close to him. The casting dust was symbolic and to make a scene.
2Sm 16:14
“arrived weary.” The LXX adds that they arrived at the Jordan River, and while that may be true, it is not in the Hebrew text. In 2 Samuel 17:22 David and the people crossed the Jordan, but that may be later.
2Sm 16:16
“May the king live! May the king live!” Hushai might well have been thinking of David here, not Absalom, but people would not think that.
2Sm 16:20
“both of you.” In the phrase “give advice, both of you” the “you” is plural, referring to Hushai and Ahithophel.
2Sm 16:21
“go in to your father’s concubines.” Ahithophel advised Absalom to have sex with David’s concubines. Culturally, this would make an absolute break between Absalom and David, and show that Absalom was taking David’s place as king. However, Ahithophel’s advice may have had another motivation: Ahithophel was the grandfather of Bathsheba, whom David basically raped, got pregnant, arranged for her husband Uriah to be killed, and then married. Ahithophel may have thought of Absalom having sex with David’s wives as a kind of revenge. (See commentary on 2 Sam. 15:12). The phrase “go in to” is clear enough, meaning to go in to where the concubines were and have sex with them. Ahithophel was not as graphic as saying, “go into” your father’s wives. The women were concubines, but for the purpose of humiliating David, they were his wives.
2Sm 16:22
“Absalom went in to his father’s concubines before the eyes all Israel.” This act of Absalom fulfilled Nathan’s prophecy that because David had taken another man’s wife and slept with her secretly (i.e., with Bathsheba), his wives would be taken by another man, who would sleep with them publicly (2 Sam. 12:11). The phrase “all Israel” tells us that many of the leaders of Israel were following Absalom at this time. The phrase “before the eyes of” is actually quite literal for the City of David. It was quite small, and people could see the palace roof quite clearly from most of the city.
 
2 Samuel Chapter 17
2Sm 17:1
“I will.” The three-verse speech of Ahithophel drips with personal animosity. Ahithophel is not a warrior, yet he speaks like one. He will choose the army himself, chase after David, come upon him while he is tired and weak, make him afraid, and kill him. Then he will bring the people back, and there will be peace. The energy for this speech is no doubt the personal animosity that Ahithophel has for David because David had sex with his granddaughter Bathsheba and arranged for her husband, Uriah, to be killed. See commentary on 2 Samuel 15:12.
2Sm 17:2
“exhausted.” The literal Hebrew is “weak (or slack) of hands” but here the idiom most likely means “exhausted.”
2Sm 17:5
“what he too says.” The Hebrew is idiomatic: “let us hear what is in his mouth too.”
2Sm 17:7
“advice that Ahithophel has given.” The Hebrew uses the noun and verb of “advice”: “The advice that Ahithophel has advised this time is not good.”
2Sm 17:10
“melt, yes, melt.” Hushai repeats the verb “melt” twice in different conjugations, thus using the figure of speech polyptoton for emphasis (see commentary on Gen. 2:16).
2Sm 17:11
“and that you go to battle in your own person.” Hushai advised Absalom to go in person to the battle, while Ahithophel advised that Absalom remain in Jerusalem while Ahithophel himself pursues David (2 Sam. 17:1, 3). Hushai likely rightly thought that if Absalom went into battle he would die there, which he did, and Absalom’s death would put an end to the rebellion.
2Sm 17:12
“there will not be left to him … even one.” Ahithophel’s advice included bringing the people back to Absalom, whereas Hushai’s advice was kill all the people who followed David. Since Absalom likely did not trust the people who followed David, getting rid of them all in one battle would seem appealing.
2Sm 17:14
“Yahweh had commanded to defeat the good counsel of Ahithophel.” Yahweh was actively participating in the defeat of Absalom and the victory of David.
“bring evil on Absalom.” That is, bring disaster on Absalom.
2Sm 17:16
“fords of the wilderness.” These fords would be somewhere in the vicinity of Jericho.
2Sm 17:17
“by En-rogel.” The spring of En-rogel is 300 yards south of the Gihon Spring.
2Sm 17:18
“young man.” The Hebrew word refers to a young man, but can in certain contexts refer to a servant. This young man could have been one of Absalom’s servants.
2Sm 17:20
“They have gone over the brook of water.” This woman lied to the men who came from Absalom, and in so doing may well have saved David’s life. God allows people to act in self-defense and in the defense of others, and sometimes that requires telling untruths to evil people.
[For more on lying and civil disobedience, see commentary Exod. 1:19.]
2Sm 17:23
“he saddled his donkey.” The “saddle” that we have today, complete with stirrups, was a late invention, after the time of Christ. People rode donkeys and horses on blankets like the American Indians did.
2Sm 17:27
“And when David had come to Mahanaim.” David was driven out of Jerusalem but was well received in the Transjordan, and in a similar way, the Jews of Jerusalem rejected Christ but accepted him in the Transjordan, where, for example, the feeding of the 5,000 occurred (John 10:40-42).
2Sm 17:28
“bedding.” Likely thick blankets, the normal bed and bedding for the people.
2Sm 17:29
“cheese of the herd.” The “herd” is cattle, so this would be cheese made from cows’ milk.
 
2 Samuel Chapter 18
2Sm 18:2
“the Gittite.” The inhabitants of Gath were referred to as “Gittites” (see commentary on Josh. 13:3; cf. 2 Sam. 15:18).
2Sm 18:4
“the people.” That is, the people who were going out to fight.
2Sm 18:6
“in the forest of Ephraim.” In the Transjordan; likely somewhere in the tribal area of Manasseh in Gilead.
2Sm 18:9
“mule.” See commentary on 2 Samuel 13:29.
“the great oak.” It is likely that after the incident with Absalom, this particular oak became well-known, so here the text refers to it as “the great oak.”
“his head caught hold of the oak and he was taken up between the sky and earth.” This is a bizarre record for a number of reasons. One reason is why was Absalom, the supposed new king, riding alone? He was going into battle! He should have had armor-bearers or some kind of guard with him. He was reckless and arrogant in his life, and now that contributes to his undoing. Also, his glorious hair became a fatal liability (cf. 2 Sam. 14:25-26). Ordinarily, Absalom would not have been so careless as to ride through the tangled brush and trees without paying close attention, but unexpectantly running into a group of David’s men when he was alone no doubt distracted him, and in his haste to get out of danger he entrapped himself in the tangled branches. Like so many times in Scripture, behind this incident we see the unseen hand of God, who was fighting behind the scenes to preserve the Davidic dynasty and defeat David’s enemies (cf. 2 Sam. 17:14).
2Sm 18:10
“I saw Absalom hanging in an oak.” This seems to be an indication that Absalom was under God’s curse (Deut. 21:22-23). This is the same Hebrew word for “hanging” that occurs in Deuteronomy.
2Sm 18:13
“his life.” The written Hebrew text says “his life,” but the Massorites suggested reading it “my life,” but “his life” makes sense.
2Sm 18:14
“arrows.” The Hebrew word translated “arrows” usually means “rod, staff, stick” or by extension, “tribe.” This is the only time in Scripture it is used of an arrow or arrow-like weapon. This seems to be an irony. Absalom wanted the “shepherd’s staff,” i.e., the leadership over Judah. He wanted to rule the “tribe.” So he got the “staff,” the “tribe,” right in the heart, but in a way that he did not expect and it killed him.
2Sm 18:16
“shofar.” The ram’s horn trumpet, not the metal trumpet.
2Sm 18:18
“the King’s Valley.” This is most likely the Kidron Valley, on the east side of Jerusalem, or where the Kidron Valley and the Hinnom Valley meet (cf. Gen. 14:17).
“I have no son.” According to 2 Samuel 14:27, Absalom had three sons, so apparently by this later time in his life they had passed away. While tragic, that would not have been terribly unusual. Naomi lost both her sons in their teenage years after they were married but before they could have children (Ruth 1:3-5). In the ancient world children often died from various causes that they would not die from today. Not only were things such as appendicitis deadly, but many people died of injuries and infections that are easily treated today.
“Absalom’s monument.” The Hebrew is idiomatic: “Absalom’s hand.” The word “hand” refers to what the person had done and memorialized it. The word “hand” is commonly used for memorials or monuments.
2Sm 18:19
“Then Ahimaaz the son of Zadok said, “Let me now run.” The request of Ahimaaz was logical because he had been assigned to take news of Absalom’s rebellion earlier (2 Sam. 15:36).
2Sm 18:20
“You are not to be the one to proclaim the news this day.” Although Joab’s refusal to let Ahimaaz take the news of Absalom’s death to David is not explained in the text, it is almost certainly because Joab wanted to protect the young man. Although Ahimaaz thought Absalom’s death was a great victory and blessing, which in a sense it certainly was, Joab knew that to David it would be tragic news, and Joab did not know exactly how David would take it. If Ahimaaz brought that news it would certainly cause David to have a bad memory of him, and might even endanger him. Joab would have well remembered that the last two messengers who brought David news of the death of a supposed enemy, one at the death of Saul and the other at the death of Saul’s son, Ish-bosheth, were both executed. Although Ahimaaz had nothing to do with Absalom’s death, his enthusiastic attitude about it may have enraged David and thus endangered Ahimaaz’s life. So Joab assigned an unnamed and unknown Cushite to tell David the news. We can tell from the record that Joab was not trying to hide things from David, because he instructed the Cushite, go and tell David what you have seen (2 Sam. 18:21).
2Sm 18:21
“the Cushite.” This foreigner was unnamed and is not known.
“bowed down.” The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body and face to the earth. The word translated “bowed down,” shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), is the same Hebrew word as “worship.”
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
2Sm 18:23
“the Road of the Plain.” Apparently a known road through the Jordan plain. This would be a little longer route, but much flatter and therefore faster to run. The word “plain” is more like “disk” or “oval,” and could refer to what would have been an ariel view, or it could refer to the flatness of the area.
“and outran the Cushite.” Ahimaaz and the Cushite likely took different routes.
2Sm 18:28
“bowed down.” The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body and face to the earth, as we see in this verse. The word translated “bowed down,” shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), is the same Hebrew word as “worship.”
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
“his face to the ground.” The Hebrew is more literally, “his nose to the ground.”
2Sm 18:29
“great commotion.” The Hebrew can also be “a great crowd.”
2Sm 18:32
“be as that young man is.” The Cushite uses great tact, not mentioning specifically that Absalom had died, but David got the message.
2Sm 18:33
“deeply moved.” The Hebrew can also mean “shaken,” or “trembling.” All likely apply. David was deeply moved, shaken to the core, and trembling.
“Oh that I had died instead of you.” David very likely assumes some responsibility for the death of Absalom. The whole downhill slope started with David’s adultery, and also that he did not discipline his sons. In fact, if he had dealt with Amnon when Amnon raped Absalom’s sister Tamar, Absalom might not have harbored such bad feelings about David.
 
2 Samuel Chapter 19
2Sm 19:3
“stole...steal.” People who flee from battle steal away from the battle and steal back into their city, and that is how the people were behaving now, sneaking into the city as if they were cowardly retreating there for safety instead of engaging in the battle.
2Sm 19:5
“and the lives of your concubines.” David had left ten concubines behind in Jerusalem, but had more, as this verse says.
2Sm 19:7
“to comfort your servants.” The Hebrew is more literally, “upon the heart,” but that is an idiom which means to speak kindly or to comfort someone (cf. Isa. 40:2).
2Sm 19:8
“sat in the gate.” It was customary for kings and officials to sit in the gate and judge the people of the city and conduct business (e.g., 2 Sam. 19:8; 1 Kings 22:10; 2 Chron. 18:9; Esther 2:21; Jer. 38:7; Dan. 2:49). The fact that David went and sat in the gate meant that he was in control as king and the city would get back to business and be “normal” and safe.
2Sm 19:12
“Why then are you the last to bring back the king?” This very likely has Messianic application, because eleven of the twelve apostles were Galileans, not Judeans, although Jesus was from Judah, and it is most likely that Judas Iscariot, who betrayed Jesus, was from Judah.
2Sm 19:13
“And say to Amasa.” David’s choice of Amasa, who had been the commander of Absalom’s army, over Joab who had been faithful to him, is shocking. It has been suggested that perhaps David thought that the people of Israel who supported Absalom would more readily support David if Amasa was his general, but what about the people who had been faithful to David in fighting Absalom? They would no doubt feel betrayed. This choice is hard to understand.
2Sm 19:14
“And he turned.” Who the “he” refers to is not stated in the text. It could be David or Amasa.
2Sm 19:15
“returned and came to the Jordan.” Interestingly, this path from north to south on the east side of the Jordan River was the same path Jesus took in his last journey from Galilee to Jerusalem, crossing at Jericho and then going up to Jerusalem.
2Sm 19:18
“And they crossed.” The Hebrew text has “and she crossed,” but that does not make sense in the context, and the Septuagint, Vulgate, and Aramaic Targum have “they,” which is almost certainly correct (cf. ESV, NASB, NET, NIV, RSV).
“as he was crossing over the Jordan.” Here it seems that the king and his household were crossing, and it would have been that as soon as David himself got across, and while his household was still crossing, Shimei quickly fell down before David to plead for his life.
2Sm 19:19
“impute sin...sinfully did.” The words “sin” and “sinfully” are from the same Hebrew root. Here, in an interesting way, Shimei asks David to not hold his sin against him, but at the same time admits that he sinned against David. Also, the word translated “impute” is more literally to think or consider. Shimei asks David not to consider him a sinner even though he admits he is one.
2Sm 19:21
“Yahweh’s anointed one.” In this context, Yahweh’s anointed one is King David (see commentary on 1 Sam. 12:3).
2Sm 19:22
“adversary.” This is the Hebrew word “satan” from which we get the name of the Devil: Satan.
2Sm 19:23
“You will not die.” David did not kill Shimei, but told Solomon to kill him once David was dead (1 Kings 2:8-9).
2Sm 19:24
“son of Saul.” Mephibosheth was the grandson of Saul, but Hebrew does not have a word for grandson.
2Sm 19:26
“saddled.” The “saddle” that we have today, complete with stirrups, was a late invention, after the time of Christ. People rode donkeys and horses on blankets like the American Indians did.
2Sm 19:27
“the king is as an angel of God.” This does not mean, like the American idiom, that David is sweet or nice. It means that David represents God and has wide ranging knowledge, so David would know the truth of what happened.
2Sm 19:29
“you and Ziba divide the land.” This record about Mephibosheth and Ziba is one of the enigmatic records in the life of David. It seems clear from the information we are given that Ziba lied, and yet David rewarded Ziba with half of what had belonged to Saul. There is more to this record than appears in the text, and we do not have all the details. It may be that David thought Mephibosheth could have made more of an effort to go with him, or that David felt a little indebted to Ziba for supporting him when he left Jerusalem.
2Sm 19:30
“Let him take it all.” Mephibosheth is speaking hyperbolically to honor the king, but will take half the land as David decided. See a similar hyperbole in Genesis 23:11 when Abraham was purchasing the burial cave for his wife Sarah.
2Sm 19:31
“Rogelim.” A city in the Transjordan. Here Barzillai shows his loyalty to David again (cf. 2 Sam. 17:27).
“to send him off at the Jordan.” Barzillai did not cross the Jordan himself, but sent David home across the Jordan.
2Sm 19:34
“are the days of the years of my life.” Barzillai seems to be counting every day.
2Sm 19:35
“Can I discern between good and bad?” This is a general statement and is clarified and elucidated in the next statements.
2Sm 19:36
“Your servant will just go a little way over the Jordan.” The Hebrew text can also be translated that Barzillai said that he could just barely get over the Jordan River. For example, the translation by Robert Alter is, “Your servant can just barely cross over the Jordan.”[footnoteRef:415] But given that he speaks of getting a reward from the king for what he is doing, the common translation is more likely correct. [415:  Robert Alter, The Hebrew Bible: A translation with commentary, vol. 3.] 

2Sm 19:40
“crossed over to Gilgal.” So David traveled down the east side of the Jordan until he was across from Gilgal, just as Jesus did before he went up the Jericho Road to Jerusalem in the weeks before he was crucified. The eastern side of the Jordan has more water to drink and is a little flatter than the western side of the Jordan.
“and also half the people of Israel.” This is an indication that not all the people of the northern tribes were excited about having David back as king, and sure enough, in the next chapter, 2 Samuel 20, there is another revolt against David among the northern tribes.
2Sm 19:41
“all the men of Israel.” That is, all the ones who were there.
2Sm 19:42
“is a close relative to me.” The men of Judah are speaking as one man, and saying “me.”
“eaten, yes, eaten.” The Hebrew text uses the figure of speech polyptoton, in which the word “eaten” is used twice (see commentary on Gen. 2:16).
2Sm 19:43
“I have ten shares.” Israel is speaking as one man, saying “I.” not “we.” Also, literally, “ten shares” is “ten hands,” but the meaning is ten shares.
 
2 Samuel Chapter 20
2Sm 20:1
“There had come there.” The place is Gilgal (2 Sam. 19:40).
“son of Belial.” This is a designation of sons of the Devil.
[For more on sons of Belial, see commentary on 1 Sam. 2:12. For more on the unforgivable sin and children of the Devil, see commentary on Matt. 12:31.]
“shofar.” The ram’s horn trumpet, not the metal trumpet.
2Sm 20:2
“went up.” The people were down at the Jordan by Gilgal, some 1,000 feet below sea level, and now the people of Israel go up out of the Jordan Valley into the hill country of Israel.
2Sm 20:6
“lord’s.” The Hebrew “lord’s” is plural, a grammatical plural, a plural of majesty. David is speaking of himself.
2Sm 20:8
“the great rock that is in Gibeon.” This is likely a large standing-stone that was set up there. However, the Bible does not say who set it up or when. The Gibeonites were Hivites (Josh. 11:19), and Joshua made a covenant with them to let them live (Josh. 9).
[For more on standing-stones, see commentary on Gen. 28:18.]
2Sm 20:11
“over him.” That is, over Amasa.
2Sm 20:14
“He went through all the tribes of Israel.” Sheba had gone through Israel trying to garner support but apparently did not get much.
2Sm 20:15
“They came.” The subject changes; this is Joab and his army chasing Sheba.
“rampart.” The Hebrew seems to be a technical term for part of a defensive wall system. It could be the top part, or the outer part, or an outer wall. In English, the “rampart” was the flat top of an outer wall or wall system with a walkway, but the Hebrew word may not mean that.
2Sm 20:17
“servant.” The Hebrew word is amah (#0519 אָמָה), which refers to a woman who is not free in one sense or another, generally a female slave, but perhaps, for example, a concubine.
2Sm 20:18
“ask, yes, ask.” The figure polyptoton (see commentary on Gen. 2:16).
2Sm 20:19
“mother.” Here in 2 Samuel 20:19, the “mother” can be either or both the “mother-city” or the wise mothers in Israel. A mother-city is a city that is strong and usually well fortified and supports the smaller villages and towns around it, which are sometimes referred to as “daughters” (see commentary on Josh. 15:45). In this case, the city of Abel was a “mother” in Israel.
2Sm 20:22
“shofar.” The ram’s horn trumpet, not the metal trumpet.
2Sm 20:26
“head administrator to David.” Cf. 2 Samuel 8:18.
 
2 Samuel Chapter 21
2Sm 21:1
“in the days of David.” The time of this famine is not given. Many commentators think that this is fairly early in David’s reign.
“the House of Bloodguilt.” “The House of Bloodguilt” is set in opposition to the “House of Saul,” and further describes it. Thus, in God’s eyes, “the House of Saul” was also “the House of Bloodguilt,” and Saul’s house certainly had much bloodguilt associated with it. Besides putting Gibeonites to death, something that is not recorded in the Word, Saul put to death an entire village of priests (1 Sam. 22:16-19); tried to kill David; tried to kill his own son and crown prince Jonathan (1 Sam. 20:33), and almost certainly put to death others who are not recorded in the Bible. Then again, when called upon to kill the Amalekite Agag, an enemy of Yahweh, Saul spared him and Samuel had to do it (1 Sam. 15:20, 33).
[For the translation “bloodguilt” see HALOT Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the Old Testament; The Schocken Bible by E. Fox; and the Keil and Delitzsch Commentary on the Old Testament.]
2Sm 21:2
“sworn an oath to them.” The oath and the circumstance of its being sworn between Israel and the people of Gibeon is in Joshua 9:1-15.
“zeal.” This is a great example of misplaced zeal which is sin in the eyes of God. There is both godly and ungodly zeal.
2Sm 21:3
“the inheritance of Yahweh.” In this context, the “inheritance of Yahweh” is both the land and the people on it.
2Sm 21:4
“nor is it for us to put any man to death in Israel.” The Gibeonites did not have the right to avenge themselves, but needed David, the king of Israel, to hear and approve their request.
2Sm 21:5
“destroyed us.” The Hebrew verb can also be used of an attempt. Saul tried to destroy the Gibeonites.
2Sm 21:6
“seven men of his sons.” The seven who were killed were Saul’s grandsons, but in Hebrew, the word “sons” includes all male descendants.
“Gibeah of Saul.” Gibeah was Saul’s hometown and capital city.
2Sm 21:8
“the two sons of Rizpah.” Rizpah is one of the many sad stories in the Bible and in life. She must have been born a beautiful but lower-class woman, or perhaps even a slave, because she was a concubine of Saul’s. Then when Saul died, Abner took her and slept with her (2 Sam. 3:7), but then Abner was killed also, and what happened to her after that is lost in history. Now her two sons, certainly the light of her life and her support in old age, were executed for something her ungodly husband king Saul had done.
“Merab the daughter of Saul.” Merab was the oldest daughter of Saul and was promised to David in marriage, but when it came time for the wedding Saul changed his mind and gave Merab to Adriel (1 Sam. 18:17-19). Now, in a terrible twist of fate, her five sons are sentenced to death for something their grandfather did. The Masoretic Hebrew text has an error in copying and says “Michal” instead of “Merab,” but there are ancient Hebrew texts that read “Merab,” including the Samaritan Pentateuch and an Aramaic Targum. Unless something unfortunate had happened to Merab, she would have been alive at this time and experienced this terrible tragedy.
2Sm 21:9
“they impaled them.” Although most English versions say “hanged” instead of “impaled,” this hanging was not like our Western idea of “hung by the neck” but was an act of impaling. We see this with Jesus, who the Bible says was “hung on a tree,” but he was actually nailed to it; thus impaled on it.
It was the general custom in the Old Testament that the person would be killed first, and then the dead body was impaled and hung up for public display. The Assyrians, who were a very cruel people, often impaled people on upright stakes while they were still alive, and the Romans modified the act of impaling such that it became the horrible torture of crucifixion. The translation “impaled” is used in the NRSV, Tanakh, and The Schocken Bible. Rotherham’s Emphasized Bible actually says, “crucified” here, but that is a historical anachronism when compared to Roman crucifixion.
“fell.” An idiom for died. Also, this may refer to the way they were killed before they were impaled. If they were stoned, which would have been customary, then they fell down after they were stoned to death.
“at the beginning of barley harvest.” So this would be very near the Feast of Passover.
2Sm 21:10
“until water was poured on them from heaven.” That is, until the autumn rains came. The barley harvest started in April, often mid-April, and the autumn rains started in late October or early November, and it was getting colder by then too. So Rizpah watched over her dead sons for at least six months. Some scholars believe that the famine was due to no rain and that therefore the rain that came was not the regular autumn rain but was special and ended the famine, but there is no indication of that in the text. There are lots of times famines occur for other reasons than there being no rain. According to the Mosaic Law (Deut. 21:27), dead bodies should be taken down from being impaled before nightfall. It seems these bodies were left on the stake, but we have no explanation as to why.
“the birds of the air.” The Hebrew is literally, “the birds of the heavens,” but the Hebrew word “heavens” is always plural, there is no singular word “heaven” in Hebrew.
“or the animals of the field by night.” Rizpah kept her vigil day and night, napping on the sackcloth on the rock, and thus she protected the bodies and bones of her beloved sons. This is one of the most profound acts of a mother’s love in the Bible. Eventually, the men’s flesh would decay and mostly waste away, leaving the bones. In the biblical culture, it was very important to protect and properly bury the bones of the deceased, and Rizpah no doubt wanted to see her sons get a proper burial. She had to keep vigil over the bones, which would have been taken by animals if not guarded. Her diligence and love paid off and eventually, her sons got an honorable burial.
2Sm 21:12
“the public square of Beth-shean.” This does not contradict 1 Samuel 31:10, which says the Philistines fastened Saul’s body to the wall. The public square was usually near the city gate (2 Chron. 32:6), and even could be outside it (Neh. 8:1). The Philistines would have wanted Saul’s body where everyone could see it, and on the wall near the public square would be the perfect place. The fact that the people would tolerate a rotting body near their public square shows how insensitive people of that time period were to what we today would consider intolerable stench.
2Sm 21:14
“at Zela.” This could be a place, or the Hebrew can refer to a side chamber in a tomb.[footnoteRef:416] [416:  E. Fox, The Schocken Bible.] 

“God allowed Himself to be entreated.” The verb is in the passive tense. The sense and translation should not be uncomfortable. We know from many Scriptures that sin separates God from people, and God opposes the proud (James 4:6; 1 Pet. 5:5) and turns his ear away from people’s prayers (see commentary on Amos 5:5). So when people repent and make amends for their sin, God then opens his eyes and ears to the people and thus allows Himself to be entreated by them. The same passive tense verb occurs in 2 Samuel 21:14; 24:25 and Isaiah 19:22.
2Sm 21:16
“Rapha.” Rapha was one of the Nephilim, the “Fallen Ones.” Rapha is mentioned four times in this chapter: 2 Samuel 21:16, 18, 20, and 21:22 and in other places in the Old Testament as well.
[For more on the Nephilim and the connection between them and Rapha, see commentary on Gen. 6:4.]
“spear.” The Hebrew word for “spear” is uncertain, but “spear” is a likely candidate for the word.
“300 shekels.” 300 shekels is roughly 7.5 pounds (3.4 kg). A shekel was roughly .4 ounces (11 or 11.5 grams). See commentary on Genesis 24:22, “shekel.” A spear point that heavy would make the spear very slow when used in battle unless the person was incredibly big and strong, which Ishbi-benob was.
“being armed with a new sword,” The Hebrew does not have an object, and the scholars are divided. Some say “sword,” others “armor,” and others mention other possibilities.
2Sm 21:18
“Hushathite.” Hush is a site just to the west of Bethlehem, on the ridge going down to the Valley of Elah.
2Sm 21:19
“Goliath the Gittite’s brother.” The word “brother” is supplied from the record in Chronicles (1 Chron. 20:5). Goliath was from the Philistine city of Gath (1 Sam. 17:4, 23) and the inhabitants of Gath were referred to as “Gittites” (see commentary on Josh. 13:3; cf. 2 Sam. 15:18).
2Sm 21:22
“by the hand of David.” Although David did not kill any of the four descendants of Rapha, he is credited with killing them along with his mighty men because of his leadership and the motivation he provided.
 
2 Samuel Chapter 22
2Sm 22:2
“even mine.” This does appear in the Hebrew text but is left out of almost every translation, being considered pleonastic. However, it does add a very personal touch to what David is saying. God is not just “a rock,” He is David’s rock, yes, David’s.
2Sm 22:3
“refuge...refuge.” The two Hebrew words are different but they are synonyms, and many translations have “refuge” in both places.
2Sm 22:11
“He rode on a cherub and flew.” This is most likely a way of expressing that God rode on His cherubim-powered chariot-throne, as He did when He came to talk to Ezekiel in Ezekiel chapter 1. It is not likely that God rode piggyback style on a cherub.
[For more on God’s cherubim-powered chariot-throne, see commentary on Ezek. 1:26. For a more complete understanding of cherubim, see commentaries on Ezek. 1:5 and 1:10.]
2Sm 22:13
“the brightness before him.” The brightness of God’s glory surrounded Him.
2Sm 22:16
“the sources of the sea appeared.” At the appearance of Yahweh, everything is laid bare before Him, the sources of the sea and the foundations of the earth. Nothing is hidden from Him, and nothing can resist Him.[footnoteRef:417] [417:  For “sources,” see David Tsumura, The Second Book of Samuel [NICOT].] 

2Sm 22:19
“confronted me.” The word means “to get in front of” and it includes confrontation in a harsh way.
2Sm 22:31
“tested.” The exact meaning of the word is uncertain, but it seems to have to do with the refining of metals. It could be “tested” in the sense of tested in the fire or it could mean more like the NJB, “refined in the furnace.”
2Sm 22:34
“sets me on my high places.” In ancient times, “high places” gave the ones who controlled them a distinct advantage in war. They were generally secure and hard to attack. Cities were built on high places whenever they could be, as were Jerusalem and Samaria, the capital cities of Judah and Israel. For Moses to include in his blessing that Israel would trample on the high places of the enemy was a way of expressing that no enemy would be able to withstand them.
2Sm 22:37
“You have enlarged my steps.” Here, “steps” are put by metonymy for the path that the person steps on.
[See Word Study: “Metonymy.”]
“feet.” Literally “ankles.” But customarily the ankle was thought of as part of the foot.
2Sm 22:42
“They cried out for help.” The Masoretic text reads, “they looked (around for help)” but some ancient manuscripts read “cried out for help” like Psalm 18:41 does, and that is almost certainly the original reading of the text.
2Sm 22:44
“strife among my people.” David ruled over divided tribes and divided loyalties, but was saved from being pulled to one side or the other.
“A people whom I have not known.” David is thinking wider than just the people of Israel here; he is thinking of his kingship and dynasty being over other nations as well.
2Sm 22:45
“submit themselves.” The verb only occurs here in the hithpael form, so the scholars differ somewhat on its meaning.
2Sm 22:46
“lose courage.” The translation “fade away” is more literal but harder to understand.
“strongholds.” The meaning of the Hebrew is debated, and could even mean “prisons,” which would be that the army of Israel shut up the foreigners in their own strongholds as if they were prisons until the people came trembling out of them.
2Sm 22:51
“to his anointed one, to David.” In this context, Yahweh’s anointed one is King David (see commentary on 1 Sam. 12:3).
 
2 Samuel Chapter 23
2Sm 23:1
“the sweet psalmist of Israel.” The Hebrew can be translated a few different ways as is represented in the various English translations.
“the anointed one.” In this context, Yahweh’s anointed one is King David (see commentary on 1 Sam. 12:3).
2Sm 23:6
“sons of Belial.” This is a designation of sons of the Devil. The idea here is plural, more than one, because the second stanza says “they” (plural).
[For more on sons of Belial, see commentary on 1 Sam. 2:12. For more on the unforgivable sin and children of the Devil, see commentary on Matt. 12:31.]
2Sm 23:7
“be armed.” The Hebrew idiom is “to fill the hand,” which is shortened here in the Hebrew text to “fill” [his hand], that is, be armed.
“They will be burned, yes, burned.” God uses the figure of speech polyptoton for emphasis, repeating the word “burned” with different inflections. Evil people will be burned up and annihilated (Rev. 20:11-15).
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see Gen. 2:16.]
“completely.” Depending on the trilateral root word that is chosen, the Hebrew can be read as “completely” or “to extermination” (cf. NAB, NJB, NLT), or “where they sit” (thus, “on the spot”). But the reading “on the spot” does not make sense, because wicked people will be burned in the Lake of Fire, not “on the spot” or “where they are.” But they will be burned up completely. They will be burned to ashes; completely burned up.
[See Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
2Sm 23:8
“the mighty men whom David had.” David did not do his great feats alone, he had help, and as a type of the Messiah, this points to the fact that even the Messiah had help and will have the help of great men and women in the future when he rules the earth.
“Josheb-basshebeth.” The name likely means, “the one who sits at the sitting,” which likely means “the one who sits at the judgment.”
“he wielded his spear.” Some Septuagint texts and a couple Hebrew manuscripts read this way, and it makes sense because the flow of the text is to give the name of a warrior and then speak of his mighty deeds. The Masoretic text reads more like, “the same was Adino the Eznite,” but that does not really make sense in the context.
2Sm 23:9
“had withdrawn.” The Hebrew is literally, “had gone up,” but the Philistines lived on the coast and were “down” from Israel, so for the Israelites to “go up” was to go back some ways into the hill country and thus to withdraw from the battle. They returned later (2 Sam. 23:10).
2Sm 23:11
“into a troop.” Some versions have “at Lehi,” transliterating the Hebrew into a place name, but the same word is used in 2 Samuel 23:13 as a troop.
2Sm 23:15
“David longed and said, ‘Oh that one would give me water to drink.’” Anyone who had drank the native water from the ground in different places knows that the water in different locations often has its own subtle taste. David grew up in Bethlehem drinking that water, and now the Philistines controlled the area. David did not desire that specific water because he had no water to drink but because the Philistines controlled his town and he had fond memories of it and the water he used to drink there. It never occurred to him that some of his men loved him enough to get him some of that water at the risk of their lives.
“the well of Bethlehem.” There is a well in Bethlehem near the Church of the Nativity that is now not used, and that could be the well David spoke of. No wall around Bethlehem has been found, but not much effort has been put into finding one either.
2Sm 23:16
“broke through the camp.” That is, broke through the outer perimeter and into the camp, where the well would have been.
“but he would not drink it, but poured it out to Yahweh.” The men did what they did in honor of David, but by his action in pouring out the water to Yahweh, he indicated that he was not greater than the men who risked their lives to get him the water he longed for. Had he drank of the water it would have validated that he was somehow worthy of the sacrifice of those men, which he knew he was not.
2Sm 23:39
“37 in all.” There are only 36 names in the list. This could be due to Joab being left out as so obvious he should be included in anyone’s mind, or it may be that one of the names in the list taken as a father is another mighty man.
 
2 Samuel Chapter 24
2Sm 24:1
“Again the anger of Yahweh was kindled against Israel.” What may have opened the door for Yahweh’s anger and Satan’s attack is Israel’s revolts against David, by Absalom and Sheba.
“he incited David against them.” God did not actively incite David against Israel. This is the Semitic idiom of permission. An idiom is “a phrase or expression whose meaning cannot be understood from the ordinary meanings of the words in it.” The idiom of permission is the reason why many verses in the Bible seem to attribute evil actions to God.
It is widely recognized by scholars that in Semitic languages the active verb can be used in a passive or “permissive” sense (although no active “permission” is given by God). For example, in The Emphasized Bible by Joseph B. Rotherham, the phrase often translated as “I will harden his [Pharaoh’s] heart” is translated as “I will let his heart wax bold” (cf. Rotherham, Exod. 4:21). Rotherham translates 2 Samuel 24:1 as: “…so that he suffered [allowed] David to be moved against them.” In other words, God was so angry against Israel that he could not protect them the way He would have liked, and thus allowed Satan to work through David to cause disaster in Israel (cf. 1 Chron. 21:1, which shows that it was actually Satan who moved David to count Israel).
[For a more complete explanation of the idiom of permission, see commentary on Exod. 4:21.]
2Sm 24:5
“the right side of the city.” The south side.
“valley of Gad.” Most probably the Arnon River Valley.
2Sm 24:10
“remove.” The Hebrew is more literally “transfer.”
2Sm 24:11
“When David rose up in the morning.” It is likely that David was reflecting about his actions at night and his heart struck him.
2Sm 24:16
“Yahweh changed his mind concerning the evil.” The Hebrew word translated “changed his mind” is nacham (#05162 נָחַם), and its semantic range includes to be sorry, repent, regret, change one’s mind, have compassion, be comforted, console oneself.[footnoteRef:418] Here in 2 Samuel 24:16, the word nacham has the force of both God changing His mind (CJB, NAB), and also backing off of the destruction, “relenting” of it (CSB, ESV, NASB, NET, NLT, NRSV). [418:  Strong’s Lexicon; BDB.] 

2Sm 24:18
“of Araunah the Jebusite.” Somehow Araunah managed to not be displaced when David conquered the Jebusite city of Jerusalem.
2Sm 24:20
“Then Araunah went out.” The threshing floor was outside, but it was a defined area, and may have even been surrounded by a small wall.
“bowed down.” The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body and face to the earth, as we see in this verse. The word translated “bowed down,” shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), is the same Hebrew word as “worship.”
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
2Sm 24:21
“removed.” The Hebrew is more literally like “stopped.”
2Sm 24:24
“buy, yes, buy.” This is the figure of speech polyptoton for emphasis (see commentary on Gen. 2:16).
“for 50 shekels of silver.” 1 Chronicles 21:25 says David paid 600 shekels for “the place,” which seems to be the whole mountaintop on which the Temple was built. That makes sense in light of the fact that Abraham paid 400 shekels of silver for the burial cave in which to bury Sarah (Gen. 23:15-16). 2 Samuel 24:24 says that David paid 50 shekels, but it was for “the threshing floor and the oxen.” The threshing floor would have only been a quite small piece of land, like toward the very top of the mountain. Fifty shekels is roughly 1.25 pounds (567 grams). A shekel was roughly .4 ounces (11 or 11.5 grams). See commentary on Genesis 24:22, “shekel.”
2Sm 24:25
“God allowed himself to be entreated.” The verb is in the passive tense. The sense and translation should not be uncomfortable. We know from many Scriptures that sin separates God from people, and God opposes the proud (James 4:6; 1 Pet. 5:5) and turns his ear away from people’s prayers (see commentary on Prov. 28:9). So when people repent and make amends for their sin, God then opens his eyes and ears to the people and thus allows Himself to be entreated by them. This same verb in the passive occurs in 2 Samuel 21:14; 24:25; and Isa. 19:22.


1 Kings Commentary
1 Kings Chapter 1
1Ki 1:1
“years.” The literal is “days,” but in this context we would say “years.”
1Ki 1:2
“stand before.” In this context, this is an idiom meaning “attend to,” “serve,” “care for.” It was a general custom for people to stand before the king (see commentary on Isa. 14:13).
1Ki 1:5
“Adonijah, the son of Haggith.” This formula, “person, the son of someone,” usually designates the son and who is their father, but David was Adonijah’s father; Haggith was his mother. David had a number of wives, and their children became rivals.
“chariots.” This could also be translated “a chariot” but it is likely a collective singular.
“he prepared chariots and horsemen for himself, and 50 men.” Similar to what his half-brother Absalom had done (2 Sam. 15:1).
1Ki 1:6
“His father had never rebuked him at any time.” The Hebrew word translated “rebuked” is atsab (#06087 עָצַב). The TDOT[footnoteRef:419] says that the root “indicates a state of mental or emotional distress.” Here it means to be hurt or grieved (NIDOTTE),[footnoteRef:420] or “pained” (BDB).[footnoteRef:421] The HALOT[footnoteRef:422] says “hurt,” but also says “rebuke,” which would be the cause of the emotional pain. David had never rebuked Adonijah and caused him emotional pain, but that was a failure on David’s part. It is a parent’s job to train a child and that means rebuking the child when it is appropriate. Rebuking a child usually causes some emotional pain, but it is necessary to bring the child to maturity. [419:  Botterweck, Ringgren, and Fabry, Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament.]  [420:  VanGemeren, New International Dictionary of Old Testament Theology and Exegesis.]  [421:  Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon.]  [422:  Koehler and Baumgartner, Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the Old Testament.] 

Throughout the record about David, there are indications that he was not a good disciplinarian as a father, and that his sons got away with a lot, which later led to trouble in the family. Poor parenting was one of the terrible consequences of the harem system and having multiple wives. It is hard to be a good Dad when your children live in a harem and every rival wife is jealous of any time you spend with a son who is not her son. In this verse we see that David had never corrected Adonijah, which eventually led to Adonijah being executed by Solomon (1 Kings 2:25). Furthermore, the fact that in many cases the son who became king killed off his brothers meant that every child in the harem was raised to be an enemy of every other child.
We see more consequences of David’s poor parenting that may well have contributed to disaster when he allowed Solomon to marry a pagan wife. Before he became king, Solomon married Naamah, an Ammonite woman, and had his son Rehoboam by her (1 Kings 14:21). The fact that David did not forbid that marriage may have contributed to Solomon marrying many foreign wives once he became king, and those wives turned his heart away from God (1 Kings 11:1-6), leading to the destruction of the United Kingdom of Israel.
David had other family troubles as well. His eldest son, Amnon (2 Sam. 3:2), raped Tamar, one of his daughters (2 Sam. 13:14). David was angry about it (2 Sam. 13:21), but did nothing. This led to David’s son Absalom, the full brother of Tamar, murdering Amnon (2 Sam. 13:28-29). Again David was angry, but after a few years, he forgave Absalom and allowed him back into his graces, at which point Absalom rebelled against David and tried to take over the kingdom, but Absalom was killed.
1Ki 1:7
“He conferred with Joab.” The Hebrew text is literally, “And his words were with Joab,” but that is not clear in English.
1Ki 1:11
“David our lord.” The word “lord” is a grammatical plural, “lords.”
1Ki 1:12
“give you counsel.” The Hebrew is more literally, “counsel you with counsel.”
1Ki 1:13
“Didn’t you yourself, my lord king, swear to your servant.” See commentary on 1 Kings 1:17.
1Ki 1:14
“and confirm your words.” The Hebrew is more literally “and fill up your words.”
1Ki 1:15
“inner room.” The Hebrew word refers to an inner room, which in this case would be the bedroom.
1Ki 1:16
“kneeled and bowed down.” This kneeling preceded bowing down to the ground. The two actions, kneeling and then bowing to the ground blended into one act of homage or worship. The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body and face to the earth. Also, instead of “kneeled and bowed down,” the text could be translated “bowed down and worshiped,” with “kneeling” being understood as part of the process of bowing down, and “bowing down” was the act of worship. The same Hebrew verb, shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), is translated as both “bow down” and “worship;” traditionally “worship” if God is involved and “bow down” if people are involved, but the verb and action are the same, the act of bowing down is the worship.
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
“What can I do for you?” The Hebrew is idiomatic: “What to you?” David recognizes that Bathsheba had some kind of petition.
1Ki 1:17
“you yourself swore by Yahweh your God to your servant.” That David said Solomon would reign on his throne is not recorded anywhere in Scripture. David must have said that privately to Bathsheba and anyone who was with her at the time. Furthermore, although Nathan did not mention David making such a promise to Bathsheba when he spoke to David (1 Kings 1:27), he did know about it when he spoke to Bathsheba (1 Kings 1:13). It seems that the reason that Nathan did not mention David’s promise to Bathsheba when he spoke to David is that David made the promise privately. Also, it is likely that Nathan wanted David’s decision to move quickly and crown Solomon king to come directly from David so no one could say that David was just doing what Nathan said. However, word of David’s promise to make Solomon king, though not public and thus not generally known, was known to some. For example, it would explain why Adonijah invited David’s other sons to his inauguration banquet but did not invite Solomon (1 Kings 1:9-10). In fact, the people who Adonijah did not invite to his inauguration feast is very telling, and lets us know that Adonijah knew he was not supposed to be king but, like Absalom before him, planned to take the throne by stealth and force. Years earlier when David’s son Absalom had rebelled against David, David was younger and his army more intact and loyal to him. Now David was close to dying and he had not gone out with his army in some time, and that fact may have emboldened Adonijah to act to try to take the throne.
The fact that David had not made any kind of public announcement about who would be king explains why so many people would come to Adonijah’s inauguration feast. Adonijah was David’s fourth son, and the first three sons were dead so Adonijah was next in line to be king. However, when they realized that David had just crowned Solomon king they had no motive for a coup against David and left the banquet (1 Kings 1:49).
Some scholars think that Nathan invented the story of David promising Bathsheba that Solomon would be king, and he worked to influence the old and supposedly senile king to crown Solomon, and Bathsheba was a willing participant in the plot simply to get her son on the throne, but that is unlikely. There is no evidence that after being a prophet who was faithful to God for many years that Nathan would suddenly become a deceiver, and furthermore, that good men like Zadok the priest and Benaiah the son of Jehoiada, and others, would go along with such a plot. Also, if Adonijah believed he was supposed to be king, then tell David and invite Solomon to the banquet.
1Ki 1:18
“but you.” The Masoretic Hebrew text reads “but now,” but many Hebrew manuscripts and the LXX, Syriac, Peshitta, and Latin Vulgate read “you,” which is almost certainly correct.
1Ki 1:20
“the eyes of all Israel are on you.” An exaggeration to get David to move forward quickly.
1Ki 1:21
“lies down with his fathers.” A euphemism for death.
“guilty.” That is, guilty of trying to usurp the throne, and therefore executed.
1Ki 1:23
“bowed down.” The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body and face to the earth, as we see in this verse. The word translated “bowed down,” shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), is the same Hebrew word as “worship.”
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
1Ki 1:25
“Long live King Adonijah!” The Hebrew is idiomatic, “May Adonijah the king live!”
1Ki 1:27
“who will sit on the throne of my lord the king.” See commentary on 1 Kings 1:17.
1Ki 1:31
“kneeled and bowed down.” See commentary on 1 Kings 1:16.
“Let my lord King David live forever!” This is an idiomatic blessing, and also points to a statement that the king will have life beyond the grave, thus pointing to the hope of the resurrection. In his physical body, David was very close to death.
1Ki 1:33
“mule.” See commentary on 2 Samuel 13:29.
“Gihon.” That is, the Gihon Spring, which was on the eastern side of the city, and it would have been surrounded by a large and well-fortified gate area. Also, this was only about 650 yards from En-rogel, which is on the southeast end of the city where Adonijah was proclaiming himself king. The two opposing groups could quite easily hear each other.
1Ki 1:34
“will anoint him.” The verb is singular, giving precedence to Zadok who will do that actual anointing. Translations that say “they are” to anoint him lose that clarity.
“shofar.” The ram’s horn trumpet, not the metal trumpet. The shofar would clearly be heard by Adonijah and his supporters.
1Ki 1:35
“come up after him.” That is, come up from the Gihon Spring into the city of Jerusalem.
1Ki 1:36
“So says Yahweh, the God of my lord the king!” God had spoken that Solomon was to be king, and now King David is setting Solomon on the throne. Here Benaiah is stating that putting Solomon on the throne is what God had already decreed.[footnoteRef:423] Translations such as the NIV, “May the LORD, the God of my lord the king, so declare it,” make it sound like now that David has said it, may God say it too. But that is misleading. God had already said it. [423:  Cf. YLT; Keil and Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament, 3:23.] 

1Ki 1:37
“make his throne greater than the throne of my lord King David.” Benaiah likely had in mind an expansion of the territory of Israel and also that there would be more peace in the kingdom; David had been a man of war.
1Ki 1:38
“went down.” The entourage went down from the city of Jerusalem to the Gihon Spring.
1Ki 1:39
“the tent.” The “tent” is not the Tabernacle, which was at Gibeon, but it was the tent that David had set up in Jerusalem for the ark of the covenant (see commentary on 1 Chron. 16:1).
“shofar.” The ram’s horn trumpet, not the metal trumpet.
1Ki 1:40
“All the people went up after him.” Solomon and the people return up the hill to Jerusalem after anointing Solomon.
“the earth split.” This is hyperbolic, describing the huge sound.
1Ki 1:41
“shofar.” The ram’s horn trumpet, not the metal trumpet.
1Ki 1:43
“lord.” This is a grammatical plural, “lords” in the Hebrew text, but for good reason, no translator takes this as a plural. Every English Bible says “lord.” The text in 1 Kings 1:43 and 1:47 is adonaynu (or adoneinu), “our lord,” a grammatical plural that is referring to one person, David. Nabal is also referred to with the grammatical plural but is accurately called “lord” in Bible versions (1 Sam. 25:14, 17). The exact same title, adonaynu, is used of Yahweh in Psalm 8:1, showing that Yahweh is not a plurality of persons or “lords.” (see also Ps. 8:1, 9; Ps. 135:5; Neh. 10:29, which also have the grammatical plural). The “grammatical plural” is often referred to by scholars as a “plural of majesty,” a “plural of emphasis,” or a “plural of excellence,” because the plural adds emphasis and/or majesty to an individual. It is important to understand that the grammatical plural is not a plural of number, as if there was more than one individual being referred to. The plural form of the noun is used, but it is used to add emphasis.
1Ki 1:47
“to bless.” In this context, the Hebrew can also mean “to congratulate” (NET, NIV).
“lord.” This is a grammatical plural, “lords” in the Hebrew text.
1Ki 1:49
“all those who were called.” Adonijah had called (invited) a great many people to the feast (1 Kings 1:9).
“and each one went his way.” It seems that most of the guests at Adonijah’s feast thought that David supported him being king, but when they found out that was not the case they simply left (see commentary on 1 Kings 1:17).
1Ki 1:53
“bowed down.” The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body and face to the earth. The word translated “bowed down,” shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), is the same Hebrew word as “worship.”
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
 
1 Kings Chapter 2
1Ki 2:3
“injunction.” An injunction is a judicial order that compels a person to carry out a certain act. God had given a specific injunction to kings (cf. Deut. 17:14-20).
“according to that which is written in the Law of Moses.” This verse shows that David and Solomon were aware of, and lived by, the Law of Moses.
1Ki 2:4
“your sons.” This refers to the “sons of David” who take the throne; David’s descendants. Jesus is rightfully called “the Son of David.”
1Ki 2:5
“on his belt.” That is, on Joab’s belt and on Joab’s shoes. Joab killed both Abner and Amasa up close with his sword.
1Ki 2:10
“and was buried in the City of David.” This was a first, because tombs made people “unclean,” so people were buried outside of cities so the inhabitants of the city would not become unclean by touching them. However, David was so honored and loved that they buried him inside the “City of David” which is the original Jebusite city below (south of) what is now the Temple Mount. There is good evidence that this tomb has now been found, but it was not recognized for what it was, and the limestone above it, including the roof of the tomb, was removed many centuries ago.
1Ki 2:12
“Solomon sat on the throne.” The Bible never says how old Solomon was when he became king, but for reasons why he seems to have been 20 or a little older, see commentary on 1 Kings 3:7. Also, it was common when a king began to reign that the Bible stated whether he did what was evil or what was right in the eyes of Yahweh (cf. 2 Kings 13:1-2, 10-11; 14:23-24; 1 Kings 15:11; 2 Kings 12:2; 14:1-3). However, the Bible does not say that about Solomon. It does say that Solomon disobeyed God concerning his material wealth and where he got it, and he also became an idolater later in his life (1 Kings 10:14-11:13). The Bible does say how long Solomon reigned: 40 years (1 Kings 11:42).
“and his kingdom was firmly established.” This is also stated in 1 Kings 2:46, and the two verses, 1 Kings 2:12 and 2:46, form a kind of inclusio, an enclosing envelope that surrounds and groups the accounts between them. Between the two verses are four accounts of Solomon dealing with potential enemies. He deals with his older brother Adonijah, an unfaithful priest Abiathar, Joab, one of David’s generals who supported his rival and not Solomon, and Shemei, a man from the tribe of Benjamin who showed up as a disobedient and threatening subject. On a macro scale, this inclusio seems to very much be a kind of type of the start of the Messianic Kingdom of Christ. When Christ conquers the earth and sets up his kingdom he will separate the “goats,” people who have not supported him or his people, from the “sheep,” people who have supported him, and have the goats thrown into the Lake of Fire for destruction (Matt. 25:31-46, see commentary on Matt. 25:31 and Matt. 25:32). One of the things that makes a kingdom safe and prosperous is getting rid of potential internal rebellion and strife, and Christ will do that and then rule his kingdom with a rod of iron.
1Ki 2:14
“I have something to say to you.” The Hebrew is more idiomatic: “I have a word for you.”
1Ki 2:15
“the kingship was mine and that all Israel set their faces on me.” This is a huge exaggeration to pressure Bathsheba.
1Ki 2:16
“Do not turn me down.” The Hebrew is idiomatic: “Do not turn my face.”
1Ki 2:17
“turn you down.” The Hebrew is “turn your face.”
1Ki 2:18
“Very well.” The Hebrew is simply, “Good.” We might idiomatically say “Okay.” Bathsheba knew Adonijah was a rival to Solomon, and almost certainly knew that her speaking to Solomon about Adonijah’s request would result in Adonijah’s death. She spoke to Solomon “about” Adonijah, not “on his behalf” as some versions say.
1Ki 2:19
“bowed down.” The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body and face to the earth. The word translated “bowed down,” shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), is the same Hebrew word as “worship.”
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
1Ki 2:20
“do not turn me down.” The Hebrew is, “turn me away.”
1Ki 2:23
“life.” The Hebrew word “life” is “soul” the animating life of the body.
1Ki 2:24
“made me a house.” That is, continued the Davidic dynasty through him, Solomon.
1Ki 2:25
“And King Solomon sent.” The text puts the death of Adonijah clearly as the will and responsibility of Solomon, who in this case dealt firmly and decisively with an enemy.
1Ki 2:26
“you are deserving of death.” The Hebrew is, “a man of death,” that is, a man who deserves to die.
1Ki 2:27
“Solomon expelled Abiathar from being priest to Yahweh.” Abiathar was the High Priest, and he was of the line of Ithamar, Aaron’s son. Aaron, the first High Priest, had four sons, Nadab, Abihu, Eleazar, and Ithamar (Exod. 6:23). Nadab and Abihu died (Lev. 10:1-2) and the high priesthood went back and forth between the line of Eleazar and Ithamar, although how or why that happened is not stated in Scripture. Eli, the High Priest at the time of Samuel’s childhood, was from the line of Ithamar, as were the next four High Priests after him, When Abiathar was High Priest, Solomon deposed him and replaced him with Zadok (1 Kings 2:27, 35), who was from the line of Eleazar, and descendants of Eleazar remained the High Priests for generations after that.
1Ki 2:33
“on the head of his seed forever.” This is a way of saying that the responsibility for the act of killing Amasa and Abner will be attributed to Joab’s house forever, and not David’s house.
1Ki 2:34
“in his own house in the wilderness.” So Joab owned a house somewhere in the Judean wilderness.
1Ki 2:35
“in Joab’s place.” The Hebrew is literally, “in his place,” meaning in Joab’s place as head of the army.
1Ki 2:37
“know, yes, know that you will die, yes die.” The repetition of the verbs “know” and “die” are the use of the figure of speech polyptoton for emphasis (see commentary on Gen. 2:16). Solomon may have mentioned the Wadi Kidron because Shimei would likely have crossed it to get back to his hometown in Benjamin.
1Ki 2:38
“Your word is good.” The Hebrew text is “The word is good.” Shimei was of the house of Saul, and he realized that his cursing and throwing stones at David (2 Sam. 16:5-7) warranted the death penalty. However, Solomon was willing to let him live in Jerusalem where he was not in much of a position to start a rebellion, and there was no prohibition against Shimei being visited by family members if they wanted to come. Solomon knew that the house of Saul was still a potential threat and did not want to have to keep tabs on Shimei; he was free to live in Jerusalem but not free to leave.
1Ki 2:44
“You knew all the wickedness that your heart knew that you did to David.” Although this reads in a seemingly unusual way, it makes perfect sense. It was three years earlier Shimei took the oath, and it was some years before that when he cursed David, which he would have known was wrong; you don’t curse God’s anointed king. So the text is saying, “You knew three years ago when you took the oath all the wickedness that your heart knew when you cursed David, but you cursed him anyway.”
 
1 Kings Chapter 3
1Ki 3:1
“made a marriage alliance with Pharaoh.” The Hebrew is more literally, “became a son-in-law to Pharaoh,” but in this context, it means to make an alliance via marriage.
“took Pharaoh’s daughter.” We should note that Solomon did not marry Pharaoh’s daughter because he loved her, this was a commercial and perhaps military alliance with Egypt that was sealed by marriage, which was a common custom at that time.
Thus, even though the Bible says at this time in his life Solomon loved God (1 Kings 3:3), he was demonstrating some behavior characteristics that would eventually lead to his downfall. He compromised on the Word of God for “good reasons,” for example, in this case, it seemed to him that an alliance with Egypt would be good for Israel. But his father David did not compromise that way; he made treaties without compromising the Scripture by marrying pagan women. But Solomon had already married at least one pagan woman and had a child by her. Before Solomon even became king he married Naamah, an Ammonite woman, and had a son (Rehoboam) by her (1 Kings 14:21).
As we follow Solomon’s life through Scripture, we can see he made a number of compromises and bad decisions. For example, he ignored God’s commands about who to marry. Solomon eventually had 300 concubines (a concubine is a “lesser wife,” a wife from a lower class who was likely given to him as a present to gain influence or perhaps a girl of particular beauty who he noticed and took into his harem) and 700 wives of royal birth who were likely given to him to gain influence with him or as part of an alliance just as Pharaoh’s daughter had been. Solomon’s pagan wives eventually turned his heart away from the true God, and he ended up doing evil in the eyes of God (1 Kings 11:4-6).
1Ki 3:2
“at the local shrines.” The Hebrew word “shrines” is bamot, which referred to a place that was leveled and built up and on which were placed various idols and objects of worship. Many of the towns had such shrines (see commentary on Num. 33:52).
1Ki 3:3
“burned incense into smoke.” See commentary on Exodus 29:13.
“at the local shrines.” The Hebrew word “shrines” is bamot, which referred to a place that was leveled and built up and on which were placed various idols and objects of worship. Many of the towns had such shrines (see commentary on Num. 33:52).
1Ki 3:4
“the most important shrine.” The shrine at Gibeon was the most important shrine in Israel because that is where the Tabernacle of Moses, with its bronze altar and other furniture of the Tabernacle, was located (1 Chron. 16:39). However, the ark of the covenant was not with the Tabernacle; David had taken it to Jerusalem (for more on the travels of the ark, see commentary on 1 Chron. 16:1).
“shrine.” The Hebrew word translated “shrine” is bamah (#01116 בָּמָה), and the plural, “shrines,” is bamot. The bamah, often translated as “high place,” referred to a place that was built up so that it was a little higher than the ground around it and then it was leveled out and sometimes paved. Then various objects of worship were placed on it, such as idols, and thus many of the shrines were used in the worship of pagan gods. Larger shrines even had temples to various gods on them. Many of the towns had such shrines (for more on the shrines, see commentary on Num. 33:52).
1Ki 3:5
“appeared to Solomon.” God personally appeared to Solomon on two different occasions (1 Kings 3:5; 9:2; 11:9). It seems they both were in a dream, but God showed Himself nevertheless; it was not a figment of Solomon’s imagination. But in spite of his personal and intimate experiences with God, Solomon turned away from Him and did evil in His sight. Solomon is one person who shows us that knowledge does not equal commitment. We can know a lot about God without being committed to him.
[For more on God appearing to people, see commentary on Acts 7:55.]
1Ki 3:7
“I am a young lad.” The statement, “I am a young lad,” while being true to a degree considering the culture, is in this context actually more of a hyperbole, an exaggeration, used to express how he felt. Solomon is one of the few kings in the history of Judah and Israel whose age when he began to reign is not given in Scripture (cf. 2 Sam. 2:10; 5:4; 1 Kings 14:21; 22:42; 2 Kings 14:1-2; 21:1, 19; 22:1; 23:31). The date Solomon came to the throne is debated. Some Jewish scholars say around 12 years old, and Josephus says at 14 (Antiquities, 8.7.8; but in the same sentence Josephus contradicts Scripture and says Solomon reigned 80 years and died at 94, cf. 1 Kings 11:42), but Solomon’s actual age was likely closer to 20.[footnoteRef:424] [424:  James Hastings, Dictionary of the Bible.] 

There are a number of reasons to believe that Solomon was about 20 or perhaps even a little older when he took the throne. He had already had at least one son (Rehoboam) by the Ammonite woman Naamah before he became king (1 Kings 14:21). Also, in his first year as king, he showed unusual maturity and decisiveness in the way he handled men who had become his adversaries. He executed his older brother Adonijah and also Joab the captain of David’s army, and he removed Abiathar from being the high priest (1 Kings 2:25, 27, 34). Also, there is no indication that he had any advisors or mentors help him run the kingdom, even from the very start.
Furthermore, Scripture says he reigned 40 years, but if he was only 12 or so when he started reigning as king, then he would have died at 52 or so. However, Scripture says, “when Solomon was old that his wives turned away his heart after other gods” (1 Kings 11:4). However, it seems clear that it took a number of years for Solomon’s heart to turn to other gods and for him to have time to build temples to Moloch, Chemosh, and other gods and establish sacrificial practices for them, which would involve the gathering and participation of at least some pagan priests (1 Kings 11:7-8). To be considered “old” in that culture it would seem Solomon would have had to have been at least 50.
“I don’t know how to go out or come in.” The phrase “I don’t know how to go out or come in” is the figure of speech polarmerismos. Polarmerismos occurs when two extremes are used to represent a whole. Here, “go out and come in” represents the two extremes of life, when a person goes out in the morning and comes back in at night. Thus, in this context, the idiom means, “live life.” Solomon could have said, “I am but a young lad, I don’t know how to live life as a king,” or, “I am too inexperienced to be king,” but he used the idiom.
[For more on polarmerismos, see commentary on Josh. 14:11.]
1Ki 3:9
“an understanding heart.” The Hebrew is literally, “a listening heart,” and the word “listening” can have the meanings of listening, understanding, and obeying, and likely all three meanings are in play here.
1Ki 3:15
“banquet.” The Hebrew word is literally, “to drink,” but it was used of a banquet with lots to drink.
1Ki 3:16
“Then.” Here meaning at some later time, not during the banquet. This would have likely been when Solomon was sitting on his throne and judging the people.
1Ki 3:26
“heart.” The Hebrew uses the word for insides, gut, or womb. Her insides were stirred up for her son (cf. Gen. 43:30).
1Ki 3:27
“the first woman.” The text just says “her;” “Give her the living child,” but Solomon could point, but it helps to make the written version more clear, and many English versions do that.
1Ki 3:28
“feared the king.” Here in 1 Kings 3:28, “feared” is the verb yare (#03372 יָרֵא), and in this context, it primarily carries the emphasis of “held in awe,” then “respect.” There would also be a subtle underlying sense of fear, since the King brought the judgment of God to the people.
[For more on the biblical use of “fear,” see commentary on Prov. 1:7.]
“the wisdom of God was in him to carry out justice.” The wisdom of God to judge justly is an attribute associated with the Messiah as well (Isa. 11:2-4; Acts 17:31).
 
1 Kings Chapter 4
1Ki 4:1
“over all Israel.” Thus emphasizing the centralized government of Israel as it moves out of a more tribal mentality.
1Ki 4:6
“Over the House.” This is a title. The king’s “house” was the palace, so the Hebrew phrase could also be translated “Over the Palace,” but “house” is more literal. Here in 1 Kings 4:6, Ahishar was the man who was the administrator over the palace of King Solomon and oversaw what went on there. The title “Over the House” also occurs in 1 Kings 4:6; 16:9; 2 Kings 10:5, 15:5; 18:18, 37; 19:2; Isaiah 22:15; 36:3, 22; and 37:2. Although the person who was “Over the House” changed, the title lasted year after year. For example, Ahishar was the one who was “Over the House” during the reign of Solomon (c. 975 BC). and Shebna and then Eliakim were “Over the House” during the reign of King Hezekiah of Judah (c. 725), some 250 years later. “Arza” was Over the House in the reign of King Elah of Israel (c. 895; 1 Kings 16:9).
The king would be too busy to oversee the palace staff and what was going on in the palace, as well as special events that were held there, and besides, the king was often gone, so the kingdoms of Israel and Judah had an administrator called “Over the House” to be in charge of the things that occurred in the palace. The office of “Over the House” was powerful and could be abused, and during the reign of Hezekiah, Shebna abused the office and was removed and replaced with Eliakim (Isa. 22:15-21). The evidence is that there was also an administrator who was referred to as “Over the City,” basically the mayor of the city (2 Kings 10:5).
1Ki 4:9
“Ben-deker in Makaz and in Shaalbim and Beth-shemesh and Elon-beth-hanan.” These cities are in the original tribal location of Dan, before the Danites moved north. The locations of Makaz and Elon-beth-hanan are unknown.
1Ki 4:10
”Arubboth.” The location of Arubboth is unknown, but Socoh and “the land of Hepher” (cf. Josh. 12:17) are in the territory of Judah. Thus it is very likely that the section that Ben-hesed was over was in Judah.
1Ki 4:11
“all the height of Dor.” Ben-abinadab had the section around Dor, a city on the Mediterranean coastal plain south of Mount Carmel.
1Ki 4:12
“below Jezreel.” That is, lower in elevation; closer to the Jordan River Valley.
1Ki 4:13
“bars.” The “bars” were strong beams that were placed behind the doors so they could not be opened and could withstand pounding from the outside without giving way. Those bars were the origin of the shout “Bar the doors!” when an enemy would approach.
1Ki 4:16
“Bealoth.” The name occurs in Josh. 15:24. The reading “Bealoth” is disputed.
1Ki 4:19
“the land.” The verse is problematic. The Septuagint adds Judah, which could have been dropped. It is hard to imagine Solomon’s officers being over “all Israel” but omitting Judah, and that surely would have caused bad feelings between the tribes if everyone but the Judeans had to provide for Solomon’s household. On the other hand, as the text now stands there are 12 officers, and if you add one there will be 13.
1Ki 4:20
“Judah and Israel were as many as the sand that is by the sea in abundance.” God made good on his promise to Abraham and Jacob about how numerous their descendants would be (Gen. 22:17; 32:12).
“eating and drinking and rejoicing.” Here in 1 Kings 4:20, “ate and drank” is used idiomatically as a kind of polarmerismos to express living life in general. The text could have said more literally, “the people lived their lives and were happy.” (Polarmerismos occurs when two extremes are used to represent a whole, such as in the southern expression, “that is the long and short of it,” meaning, “that is all there is.” We see the same figure in 1 Kings 3:7).
[See Word Study: “Merismos.”]
1Ki 4:21
“the River.” The Euphrates, but this is the upper Euphrates in Syria.
“the border of Egypt.” Most likely the Wadi el-arish in the Sinai.
1Ki 4:22
“30 cors.” The records of biblical weights and measures (especially measures) are not exactly known and somewhat disputed. At best we have rough estimates (estimates of the size of a cor range from 3.8 to 6.5 bushels, a huge difference, although the measure near 6 bushels seems to be more accurate; a bushel is about 9 gallons, or 36 quarts, or 34 liters). The evidence is that a “cor” is a very large measure and contained about 6 bushels (or about 54 gallons (205 liters). According to Ezekiel 45:14, the cor equaled the homer (and the word “homer” apparently referred to a donkey’s load). If a cor was about 54 gallons, then 30 cors is in the neighborhood of 1,620 gallons, so 1,620 gallons (6,132 liters) of fine flour. Similarly, then, “60 cors of flour” would be about 3,240 gallons of flour (12,264 liters). So the grain provided to Solomon for one day was about 4,860 gallons of grain (18,397 liters). It has been estimated that this amount of flour and grain could feed something like 20,000 people (although estimates range widely, for example, from 14,000 to 22,000 people). It is extremely unlikely that all these people were in Jerusalem. Solomon had staff and wives all over his kingdom that would have needed to be supported.
Thus, in a biblical lunar calendar year, which was 354 days, Solomon would provide 31,860 cor of grain for his household. Interestingly, according to 1 Kings 5:11, Solomon also provided 20,000 cor of wheat to Hiram king of Tyre for his household for a year. Given that the Israelite lunar year was 354 days, that would mean that Solomon provided about 56.5 cors of wheat per day to Hiram, quite a bit less than the 90 cors of grain he provided each day for his own household and extended kingdom staff.
1Ki 4:25
“every man under his vine and under his fig tree.” Saying that people were under their vine and fig tree was an idiomatic way of saying that people lived in peace and safety, and enjoyed abundance in their lives (see commentary on Mic. 4:4).
1Ki 4:26
“40,000 stalls of horses.” The Masoretic Hebrew text reads 40,000 stalls, but this could well be a copyist’s error. The truth may well be 4,000, which is what 2 Chronicles 9:25 says. Also, this is the number of “stalls,” the number of horses may have been less, but that number is not given. However, Solomon was not supposed to have many horses (Deut. 17:16) (see the REV commentary on 2 Chron. 9:25).
1Ki 4:28
“hay.” Although most versions read “straw,” typically straw was not fed to horses, but “hay,” which included the grain and the stalk, was.
1Ki 4:29
“depth of knowledge as vast as the sand on the seashore.” The Hebrew text is more literally, “width of heart like the sand that is on the edge of the sea.” Here in 1 Kings 4:29, “heart” refers to the contents of the mind, i.e., “knowledge,” and not what “heart” often means in the English spoken on the street, where “heart” often means more like “resolution,” or “courage,” or “character.”
[For more information on “heart,” see commentary on Prov. 15:21.]
1Ki 4:30
“the Children of the East and all the wisdom of Egypt.” The Children of the East would be the Assyrians and Babylonians, and perhaps the Arabs, those ancient eastern cultures, and Egypt was the wisdom of the West.
1Ki 4:31
“Ethan the Ezrahite.” Ethan wrote Psalm 89.
 
1 Kings Chapter 5
1Ki 5:5
“Your son whom I will set on your throne.” Cf. 2 Samuel 7:13.
1Ki 5:11
“20,000 cors.” A cor is about 54 gallons, so this would be 1,080,000 gallons of wheat each year (4,088,244 liters of wheat per year), somewhat less than Solomon provided for his own household (see commentary on 1 Kings 4:22).
1Ki 5:13
“numbered 30,000 men.” The Hebrew is more literally, “were 30,000 men.”
1Ki 5:18
“Gebalites.” From Gebal in Lebanon.
“carved them.” After the stones got to Jerusalem they had to be carved for the Temple.
 
1 Kings Chapter 6
1Ki 6:1
“In the four hundred eightieth year after the children of Israel had come out of the land of Egypt.” This is 975 BC according to the calculations done by Spirit & Truth, and 966 BC done by many other scholars (cf. NIV Study Bible text note). Thus, according to the STF chronology, the Exodus was in 1454 BC (the NIV chronology has 1446 BC). This is the early chronology based on biblical data. Many scholars reject the biblical chronology and date biblical events from an Egyptian chronology that has been constructed and thus have a later Exodus date of about 1250 BC, but there is good reason to reject the later chronology and accept the biblical chronology. A number of books have been written about this.[footnoteRef:425] [425:  Cf. David Rohl, Pharaohs and Kings.] 

“in the month Ziv, which is the second month.” The month Ziv is approximately our May. So Solomon started building just as the rainy season in Israel came to an end.
1Ki 6:2
“was 60 cubits long and 20 cubits wide and 30 cubits high.” The “house” is the Temple proper, consisting of the Holy Place and the Holy of Holies. The vestibule (which some translations call a porch or portico, but it was a room, with walls and a roof) was not part of the Temple proper. The Temple was roughly 90 feet (27.5 m) deep from front to back, 30 feet wide (9 m), and 45 feet (13.7 m) high. The REV is using the approximate measure of 18 inches for a cubit (see the commentary on 2 Chron. 3:3).
1Ki 6:3
“The vestibule at the front of the Holy Place of the house.” The Temple Solomon built had three rooms: the “vestibule” was the outermost room, and it was the first room a person entered when going into the Temple. As we see from 1 Kings 6:2, the vestibule was not considered part of the Temple proper. The Temple proper consisted of the Holy Place and Holy of Holies. After the vestibule were two more rooms: the Holy Place and the most inner room, which was the Holy of Holies. The Tabernacle of Moses only had the Holy Place and Holy of Holies; it did not have an outer vestibule, but Solomon’s Temple and Herod’s Temple had a vestibule, and so will the future Temple described in Ezekiel 40-43. 1 Kings 6:3 is giving the size of the vestibule. The “house” in 1 Kings 6:3 is the entire Temple, consisting of the three rooms.
Many English versions do not read “vestibule,” but that does seem to be the meaning of the word and that meaning is supported by many scholars. The problem with translating the sections of the Bible that speak of the Temple (including Ezekiel’s Temple) is that many of the terms are specific architectural terms, and it can be difficult to determine what they refer to, or if they are used in different ways in different contexts. To use a modern example, some buildings have “vestibules,” some have “lobbies” and some have neither; also, typically doors have “jambs” and many doors have a “lintel” (but if it is part of the frame it is more often called a “head jamb”). Buildings have specific terms with specific meanings, and the Hebrew text has architectural terms with specific meanings, but there is not an “Ancient Hebrew Dictionary of Architectural Terms” that scholars check, so they often disagree on the meanings of the words and build different models of the buildings based on their understanding of the terms. Many English Bibles translate the vestibule as “porch,” but that term does not seem accurate because a porch is typically open or has just a roof, but the vestibule had walls; it was a room.
“Holy Place.” The Hebrew word translated “Holy Place” is heykal (#01964 הֵיכָל), and in this context, it refers to the Holy Place, where the menorahs, the tables of the Bread of the Presence, and the golden altar of incense were. The Hebrew word heykal has at least three distinct meanings in the Bible: the palace of a king or ruler (2 Kings 20:18), the Tabernacle or Temple as a whole (1 Sam. 1:9; Jer. 7:4), and the Holy Place of the Temple, that is, the main room that had the menorah and the tables with the Bread of the Presence (1 Kings 6:3, 5; 7:50; Neh. 6:10). This main room, the Holy Place, is called a “nave” in some English Versions because the nave of a church is the main room in which the congregation sits during a church service, and the Holy Place is the main room in the Temple. However, there is enough difference between the “Holy Place” of the Temple and the “nave” of a Church that the word “nave” can be confusing, and furthermore, most Christians do not know what a “nave” is.
1Ki 6:4
“framed niches.” It is unlikely that these niches are “windows,” even though many versions read that way and the Hebrew word can mean “window.” However, there is no evidence that the Temple would have had windows that people might peer through. The Tabernacle certainly had no windows. These were likely some kind of window-size niches that were recessed and had frames, and the fact that they were described as being “shut” would indicate that the niche did not go all the way through the wall. Our Western culture loves windows because they let in light and make a room look larger, but the Temple was different. It was designed to keep God and the priests separate from the outside world. Any peering in from the outside would have been considered a great intrusion. Furthermore, the walls of the Temple had side rooms or stories all around it, and there would be no point in having a window in the Temple that looked out into a side room. However, we must allow for the possibility that the Temple had windows that were above the side rooms and thus more than 22 feet above the floor of the Holy Place (and therefore more than 12 feet above the floor of the Holy of Holies. Those windows could be covered, but then what would have been the purpose of having them to begin with?
For a window, there are “frames,” whereas for doors there is a “lintel” above the door (1 Kings 7:4).
1Ki 6:5
“he built stories all around.” There were side rooms on the north, west, and south sides of the Temple. These side rooms were built such that there were three levels or “stories” of side rooms. The Bible never says what they were used for, but they could have been for storage and also used as rooms for the priests who were serving in the Temple. Two times a year the priests served for one week, and they also served at all three of the major feasts, Passover, Pentecost, and the Feast of Tabernacles. Especially at the feasts, there would be very many priests and a great need for housing. As this verse says, the side rooms were against the outer wall of the Temple proper, the Holy Place and the Holy of Holies. They were not built against the wall of the vestibule at the front of the Temple.
[For more on the Holy Place, which is the heykal in Hebrew, see commentary on 1 Kings 6:3].
1Ki 6:6
“so that the beams would not have to be inserted into the walls of the house.” The Temple (the “house”) did not have outer walls that went straight up and down. The outer walls of the Temple stair-stepped upward with three stair steps or insteps, so the outer wall of the Temple at the top was three cubits thinner than the wall at the bottom. That meant that the side rooms that were against the outside wall of the Temple could be built one above another in stories against the outer wall of the Temple with the beams of the roof of the first story (which was also the floor of the second story) set on top of the stair-step wall of the Temple. Such a roof/floor structure could bear the weight of the stories above it, and the beams that were the roof of one story (and the floor of the next) did not have to be inserted into the wall of the Temple. The wall of the Temple itself was thick enough that even though the upper wall was three cubits thinner than the lowest section of the wall, the upper wall could still support the weight of the Temple roof.
The outer wall of the side rooms went straight up. That meant the rooms of each story had to be longer from the outer to the inner wall than the story below it. As the outer wall of the Temple stair-stepped inward, the beams that had to reach from the outer wall of the side room to the outer wall of the Temple had to be longer than the beams of the story below it. As the Temple wall stair-stepped in by one cubit with each story, the rooms in those stories had to be longer by a cubit too. That is why the first-story rooms were only 5 cubits from the outer wall to the inner wall, the second story was 6 cubits from wall to wall, and the third story was 7 cubits from wall to wall. As the Temple wall stair-stepped inward, the roof/floor beams and the rooms had to be made longer and longer.
So, the lowest part of the outer wall of the Temple was six cubits thick (9 feet), and the lowest story of side rooms that were outside that lowest part of the wall were five cubits (7.5 feet) from front to back (that is, from outside wall to inside wall). All the side rooms were 5 cubits high (7.5 feet) (1 Kings 6:10), so after going up for 5 cubits, the 6-cubits-thick outer wall of the Temple was stair-stepped inward by one cubit (so the Temple wall was now one cubit thinner), and was only 5 cubits thick. The beams that were both the roof of the first-story rooms and the floor of the second-story rooms rested on that one-cubit offset instead of having to be cut into the outer wall of the Temple. The one-cubit instep in the outer wall of the Temple made the second story one cubit longer from front to back, which was why the first story rooms were only 5 cubits from front to back but the second story rooms were 6 cubits from front to back. After the second story, the outer wall of the Temple was stair-stepped inward again by one cubit, so that the roof of the second-story rooms, which was the floor of the third-story rooms could be set on that offset. That offset made the outer wall of the Temple adjacent to the third story of the side rooms only 4 cubits thick, and it also meant that the roof beams of the second story, which were the floor beams of the third story, had to be seven cubits long and the third story room 7 cubits in length from front to back. Then the Temple wall stair-stepped inward a third time creating a third one-cubit-wide ledge. At that point, the outer wall of the Temple was only 3 cubits thick (4.5 feet), and the roof beams of that third story of the side rooms had to be eight cubits long and they were set on the ledge of the Temple that was created by that third stair-step inward.
This architecture created a very pleasing look. Looking from east to west, the Temple itself (a person would be looking directly at the vestibule) was 20 cubits (30 feet, 9 m) wide. Then there would be side rooms visible on both the north and south side of the Temple (the side rooms on the west side of the Temple could not be seen from the east). The side rooms went straight up and down and were 15 cubits high (22.5 feet. 6.8 m). One could not see from the outside that the outer wall of the Temple was stair-stepped inward to support the beams of the side rooms, nor could one see from the outside that each story of the side rooms was one cubit larger than the story below it.
1Ki 6:7
“was built of stone prepared at the quarry.” The stones for the Temple were quarried and then worked to an astounding degree of accuracy right where they were quarried. Then, when they were taken to the building site of the Temple they fit together perfectly; they were not “adjusted” to fit when they got to the building site.
1Ki 6:8
“The entrance.” It does not seem to make much sense that the three stories of rooms around the south, west, and north sides of the Temple would only have one entrance, which was on the south side, but that is what the text says and there does not seem to be any variation or reason to question the accuracy of the text. But it would mean that the only way to get to a room on the north side of the Temple would be to enter the entrance on the south and walk all the way around the Temple. Also, the Bible does not explain how a person could get to any individual room, and scholars debate about it. It does not seem at all likely that the rooms had doors in the sides and people had to walk through a room to get to the next one. There must have been some kind of hallway at each level, but whether that hallway was on the outside or inside of the rooms is not described.
“lowest side rooms.” Although the Masoretic Text reads “middle,” that is a scribal error as can be seen from reading the verse. The Septuagint and Aramaic Targum read “lowest,” and how “lowest” could have been miscopied into “middle” is explained in many commentaries.[footnoteRef:426] [426:  Cf. Walter Maier, 1 Kings 1-11, Concordia Commentary.] 

“right side.” The right side was the south side.
1Ki 6:9
“roofed the house.” The Temple roof, its “cover,” was cedar beams covered with cedar planks (for translations that use “roof,” cf. BBE, CEB, CJB, GW, NAB, NIV, NRSV).
“beams and planks of cedar.” In 1929 there was an earthquake in Jerusalem that caused great damage to the Al-Aqsa Mosque in Jerusalem, and there were dozens of huge cedar beams exposed, at least one of which was carbon-dated to as early as the First Temple period, the period of Solomon’s Temple. Since Solomon’s Temple and Herod’s Temple were both burned, it is quite unlikely that the beams in the mosque came from those temples, but they could easily have come from some of the other buildings of that time period. Pictures of those beams can be found on the Internet.
1Ki 6:10
“And he built the stories along the entire house.” The three stories of rooms have already been described in 1 Kings 6:5-8, except 1 Kings 6:10 gives the height of each story as five cubits. Also, “the entire house” does not include the east side, as is explained in 1 Kings 6:5. The three-story side rooms were only around the Holy Place and Holy of Holies, and on the north, west, and south walls of the Temple.
“five cubits.” Five cubits is 7 ½ feet, or about 2 ¼ meters. A 7 ½ foot ceiling is lower than a standard eight-foot ceiling today, but the average Israelite was shorter than the average American.
1Ki 6:14
“So Solomon built the house and finished it.” This is very similar to 1 Kings 6:9.
1Ki 6:15
“of the house.” The “house” is the Temple.
“to the rafters of the ceiling.” The Masoretic text reads, “to the walls of the ceiling,” but that is an apparent scribal error where “rafters” was miscopied to “walls,” which in Hebrew was an easy mistake. The Septuagint also reads rafters.
1Ki 6:16
“he built it on the interior of the Temple as an inner sanctuary.” So Solomon built a wall of cedar boards inside the Temple that separated the Holy Place from the Holy of Holies.
“an inner sanctuary; the Holy of Holies.” There are two names here for the Holy of Holies, the “inner sanctuary” (the debir, #01687 דְּבִיר), and the Holy of Holies (the qodesh ha qodeshim, #06944 קֹדֶשׁ). The “inner sanctuary” (the debir) is from the root DBR, which is related to the word speech or speaking (cf. dabar, “word”), thus the translation “oracle” in some English translations.
1Ki 6:17
“In front of the Holy of Holies.” The “front” of the Temple was the east side, so in front of, or east of, the Holy of Holies was the Holy Place. That is where the menorahs and the tables for the Bread of the Presence were. The Holy Place was 40 cubits (60 feet; 18 m) from front to back. The Hebrew word translated “Holy Place” is heykal (#01964 הֵיכָל), and it is called a “nave” in some English Versions because the nave of a church is the main room in which the congregation sits during a church service, and the Holy Place is the main room in the Temple.
[For more on the Holy Place, see commentary on 1 Kings 6:3.]
1Ki 6:19
“the inner sanctuary.” Also called “the Holy of Holies” (cf. 1 Kings 6:16).
1Ki 6:20
“The interior of the inner sanctuary.” The “inner sanctuary” is the Holy of Holies.
“and 20 cubits in its height.” The Temple was 30 cubits high (1 Kings 6:2), so if the Holy of Holies is only 20 cubits high, then either the ceiling is lower or the floor is higher. The floor height of both rooms may be the same and there may be upper chambers above the Holy of Holies (2 Chron. 3:9), or the floor of the Holy of Holies is ten cubits (15 feet) higher than the floor of the Holy Place. That would be quite a stairway up, but it would set the Holy of Holies apart as an especially holy place.
1Ki 6:21
“and he drew chains of gold across the front of the inner sanctuary.” If this reading is correct, the Holy of Holies was separated from the Holy Place by doors, a curtain, and gold chains. It is possible that the text could be saying something like, “and he passed chains of gold back and forth across the front of the inner sanctuary.”
1Ki 6:22
“that belonged to the inner sanctuary.” The golden altar of incense was just in front of the Holy of Holies (the inner sanctuary), and burned incense in honor of God. The altar could not have been in the Holy of Holies, or only the High Priest could have lit that altar and only on the Day of Atonement (see commentary on Heb. 9:4).
1Ki 6:23
“pinewood.” The Hebrew is not the normal word for “pine” or “pine tree,” but is more literally “oil tree.” However, an “oil tree” would fit the Allepo pine, which is a very good possibility for this tree. The Allepo pine is very sappy, which is why it might be called an “oil tree.” Furthermore, the wood of the Allepo pine would be much better for making the cherubim and the wooden doors of the Temple than olive wood would be. It is worth noting that the tree here in 1 Kings 6:23 is distinguished from the olive tree in Nehemiah 8:15, where this tree and the olive tree are two different trees. It should also be noted that while the wood of the olive tree is very beautiful, the olive tree is not large and is very twisty, so trying to make planks for doors or large carvings such as a 15-foot by 15-foot cherubim would be extremely difficult, whereas the wood from the Aleppo pine is much more fitting for that kind of woodwork.[footnoteRef:427] [427:  Mordechai Cogan, 1 Kings [AB], 244.] 

1Ki 6:27
“cherubim.” See commentary on Exodus 25:20 and Ezekiel 1:5.
1Ki 6:29
“he carved all around the walls of the house with carved figures.” Solomon carved figures of cherubim and palm trees and open flowers all over inside the wooden walls of the Temple, both in the Holy Place and Holy of Holies. Solomon carved (a verb) carved figures (nouns) on the Temple walls; the double use of “carved” in both the verb and noun forms emphasized the intricate work that went on in decorating the Temple. This work, especially in the Holy of Holies into which only the High Priest went and only one day a year and no one else could ever see, was clearly an act of worship and love for God.
“both the inner and outer rooms.” That is, both the Holy Place and the Holy of Holies.
1Ki 6:31
“pinewood.” See commentary on 1 Kings 6:23.
“the doorframes had five recesses.” See Yosef Garfinkel and Madeleine Mumcuoglu.[footnoteRef:428] Note also the CEB translation: “He made the doors of the inner sanctuary from olive wood and carved the doorframes with five recesses.” [428:  See Yosef Garfinkel and Madeleine Mumcuoglu, Solomon’s Temple and Palace: New Archaeological Discoveries, 129.] 

1Ki 6:32
“pinewood.” See commentary on 1 Kings 6:23.
1Ki 6:33
“And also he made door frames of pinewood with four recesses.” See Yosef Garfinkel and Madeleine Mumcuoglu.[footnoteRef:429] Note also the CEB translation: “He made the door of the main hall with doorframes of olive wood with four recesses.” [429:  See Yosef Garfinkel and Madeleine Mumcuoglu, Solomon’s Temple and Palace: New Archaeological Discoveries, 129.] 

1Ki 6:34
“pivoted on sockets.” Doors in the ancient world pivoted on sockets. Effective hinges were not invented yet. The door would have a pin at the top and bottom that fit into a socket, and the pins would turn in the socket as the door opened and shut. Some translators see these doors as folding doors, but how that would happen is unclear, and the archaeological and historical evidence favors there just being two doors that pivoted on pins and sockets.
1Ki 6:35
“palm trees.” The word for palm tree refers to smaller palm trees, likely shorter from top to bottom.
1Ki 6:36
“He built the wall of the inner court.” There was a wall around the inner court, but the height of that wall is never given. The inner courtyard would have the altar of sacrifice in it. The inner court is the “Court of the Priests,” and there was a larger court outside of it (2 Chron. 4:9).
“three courses of cut stone and a course of cedar beams.” The wall built like this would have to be large enough that people could not look over it. But we cannot tell from the text if the stones were thick, or if the three courses of stone and then a cedar beam repeated itself to get to the desired height.
1Ki 6:38
“So he was building it for seven years.” The time was actually seven and one-half years. Usually, a half year is rounded up to the next year, and we would expect the Bible to say Solomon was building the Temple for eight years. Why the number is rounded down is not explained.
 
1 Kings Chapter 7
1Ki 7:1
“his own house.” Solomon’s palace was made up of five different sections, and how they were connected and the pattern they formed is not known.
1Ki 7:2
“For he built the House of the Forest of Lebanon.” This is not a separate building, but a wing of Solomon’s palace; in fact, it is likely that it is the first entrance into the palace, which is why weapons and armor were stored there (cf. 1 Kings 10:16-17). It is much larger than the Temple, which was 60 by 20 cubits.
“four rows of cedar pillars.” It was because this building had four rows of cedar pillars, not stone pillars, that it resembled a forest and was known as the House of the Forest of Lebanon.
“cedar beams.” From recent archaeological discoveries, these are beams above the pillars.[footnoteRef:430] Christopher Eames wrote in the Aug. 21, 2023 report from the Armstrong Institute of Biblical Archaeology[footnoteRef:431] that professor Yosef Garfinkel, while excavating Khirbet Qeiyafa, discovered models of buildings, one of clay and one of carved stone, which had what archaeologists and architects refer to as “triglyphs.” These models are the earliest known triglyphs in the ancient world. Eames quoted the 2016 book Solomon’s Temple and Palace: New Archaeological Discoveries by Professor Garfinkel and Madeleine Mumcuoglu in his article: “The triglyph decoration in the temple model from Khirbet Qeiyafa predates the Greek temples several centuries; for example, it predates the Acropolis temples of Athens by about 500 years. Our new find revolutionizes the understanding of the development of public construction in biblical times and attests that it began as early as the late 11th-to-early-10th-centuries b.c.e. It also shows that architectural phenomena that developed in the East migrated and influenced Greek Classical architecture. Various scholars have pointed out the strong influences of the ancient Near East on elements of the culture of Classical Athens; we can now add triglyphs as one of these elements.” [430:  Yosef Garfinkel and Madeleine Mumcuoglu, Solomon’s Temple and Palace: New Archaeological Discoveries, 61.]  [431:  Christopher Eames, “The ‘House of the Forest of Lebanon,’ an Impossible Equation, and the Danger in Trying to ‘Fix’ the Bible,” Armstrong Institute of Biblical Archaeology, Aug. 21, 2023.] 

Quoting the book, Solomon’s Temple and Palace: New Archaeological Discoveries by Professor Garfinkel and Madeleine Mumcuoglu, the article says, “Now we see that the biblical tradition [describing the construction of the house of the forest of Lebanon] presents four architectural elements one of top of the other from bottom to top: columns, cedar capitals (krutot or kotarot), slaot (45 planks, 15 in each row) and a roof made of cedar beams. A schematic section of the structure shows how well the components fit together using this interpretation, and there is no need to change the number of rows of columns (from four to three or to any other number).”
It is very difficult to translate architectural terms because they usually only occur once or twice in the Bible and are not commonly found in other ancient literature. So having models that allow us to get an idea of what the terms might mean is very helpful.
1Ki 7:3
“roofed with cedar planks that were set on the roof beams.” The translation of 1 Kings 7:3 comes from new discoveries about ancient architecture.[footnoteRef:432] [432:  Yosef Garfinkel and Madeleine Mumcuoglu, Solomon’s Temple and Palace: New Archaeological Discoveries, 61.] 

1Ki 7:4
“opening.” The word comes from the word for “sight” or “light,” and apparently it was used as an opening that was a window (1 Kings 7:4) and an opening that was a door (1 Kings 7:5). The word only occurs in these two verses in the Old Testament.
1Ki 7:5
“and opening was opposite opening three times.” The house of the Forest of Lebanon was 150 feet long, and it seems to have had three doors on each end (or side), each door opposite the door on the other end (or side). Whether the doors were on the long side or the short side is not stated.
1Ki 7:6
“the Hall of Pillars.” This is another wing of Solomon’s palace.
“a vestibule​ in front of it.” The Hebrew is plural, “in front of them,” that is, in front of the pillars, but we think of the “Hall of Pillars” as a singular building, thus “it.”
1Ki 7:7
“Hall.” In other contexts the Hebrew word is translated “vestibule” in the REV, but we would not normally say, “the Vestibule of Judgment.” “Hall of Judgment” is clearer.
“from floor to floor.” The Hebrew text is clear but the meaning is unclear. The Syriac and Vulgate support the emendation, “from floor to [ceiling] beams” (cf. 1 Kings 6:16). However, that would make the verse about the wall covering, not the floor covering at all. The emendation may be the correct reading, but it is also possible that the Hebrew text is describing something that we do not yet clearly understand.
1Ki 7:9
“All these.” The three wings of Solomon’s palace: the Hall of Judgment, Solomon’s living quarters, and the house for Pharaoh’s daughter.
“inside and outside.” Both the inside wall of the buildings and the outside walls were cut with saws so that they were smooth.
“from the foundation to the coping.” The “coping” is the uppermost course of stone in a stone wall. The walls of Solomon’s buildings were smooth all the way from the foundation up to the very last course of stone, thus, to the roof.
“the great courtyard.” Exactly what the “great courtyard” refers to is not known, but it likely refers to the large enclosure around the entire palace complex. It is compared to the inner courtyard of the Temple (1 Kings 7:12).
1Ki 7:14
“bronze.” The same Hebrew word can mean copper (cf. Deut. 8:9).
“his works.” That is, Hiram did all his metalwork that he was skilled to make.
1Ki 7:15
“and the circumference was 12 cubits​.” The Aramaic Targum, the Syriac, and the Septuagint add, “It was hollow, and its thickness was four fingers.” Jeremiah 52:21 says the same thing. It is likely that this phrase was omitted in the copying of the Hebrew text.
1Ki 7:19
“four cubits.” This seems to be saying that the lily work went up four cubits, while the capital itself was five cubits (1 Kings 7:16).
1Ki 7:21
“Jachin.” This means, “He will establish.” This was the pillar on the south side. The names would honor God, and speak of the Davidic monarchy and establishing it.
“Boaz.” This means, “in Him is strength.” This was the pillar on the north side.
1Ki 7:23
“brim to brim.” The Hebrew is more literally, “lip to lip.”
1Ki 7:24
“gourds that encircled it, ten to a cubit.” The gourds were very delicate work. For there to be ten gourds to every 18 inches, the gourds could only be a little over an inch apiece.
1Ki 7:25
“west.” The Hebrew is “seaward,” that is, toward the Mediterranean Sea.
“east.” The Hebrew is “sunrise,” which is to the east.
1Ki 7:26
“held 2,000 baths.” This is about the amount of liquid that the tanker trucks that deliver gas to gas stations hold. The largest trucks can carry somewhere around 11,000 to 11,500 gallons. The record in 2 Chron. 4:5 is that the sea held 3,000 baths. Different people have given different explanations for the difference. One is that Chronicles was written later than Kings and the later “bath” measure was smaller. Another explanation is that when filled normally the sea held 2,000 baths, but if filled to the brim it would hold 3,000. The Bible does not explain the reason for the different measures.
1Ki 7:31
“And the opening of it was on the inside of the crown.” On top of the stand was a round projection that is called the “crown” because it was round like a crown. Into the crown went the basin, which was supported on the projections that came out from the legs of the stands.
1Ki 7:32
“the axle struts.” The Hebrew word is literally “hand.” The strut that connected the axle to the stand was part of the stand and “grabbed” the axle so that it stayed under the stand like an auto strut grabs the axle of a car so the wheels stay in place under the car.
1Ki 7:34
“There were four supports at the four corners of each stand.” If the supports held the basins in place, then the verse would likely read something like, “There were four supports for the water basins at the four corners of each base.” The basins would have weighed almost a ton (2,000 lbs) each, so there would have been a need for extra supports.
1Ki 7:39
“the right side of the house.” The “right side” is the south side in the biblical culture. The sea was placed east of the Temple and on the south side of it.
1Ki 7:40
“the pots.” Although the Masoretic text reads “basins,” there is good evidence that reading was miscopied and 1 Kings 7:40 is speaking of Temple implements that have not been mentioned earlier. For one thing, the Hebrew word for “basins” and the Hebrew word for “pots” are very close, the difference being only one letter that gets mistaken for the other.[footnoteRef:433] In fact, many Hebrew manuscripts, the Dead Sea Scrolls, the Septuagint, and the Vulgate all read “pots,” not “basins.” Also, the context reads like this is a new subject, and the “basins” had been discussed earlier, but the pots had not. Also, the parallel verse in 2 Chronicles 4:11 reads “pots,” not “basins,” and there does not seem to be a reason that there would be a contradiction between Kings and Chronicles when it comes to pots. Also, five verses later, in 1 Kings 7:45, the list clearly seems to be repeated, with “pots” and not basins. [433:  Cf. Walter Maier III, 1 Kings 1-11, Concordia Commentary.] 

1Ki 7:41
“two...two...two.” The repetition of “two” emphasizes the fact that there were two similar pillars in front of Solomon’s Temple.
1Ki 7:46
“The king cast them in the plain of the Jordan.” This is in the Transjordan. The location of Zarethan is debated but Sukkoth is north and east of where the Jordan enters the Dead Sea, so Zarethan would be close by. It is unclear why the implements for the Temple would have been cast in the Transjordan, east of the Jordan River. The alluvial soil east and west of the Jordan River is very similar since the Jordan flooded its banks and covered much of the rift valley floor almost every year (cf. Josh. 3:15). Getting heavy bronze articles up the more than 3,000-foot climb in elevation from the Jordan Valley to Jerusalem would be difficult enough, but getting the heavy articles across the Jordan River would seem to be a major problem. Any wheeled device would have almost certainly sunk in the mud of the river bottom unless a great effort was made to create some kind of road through the river.
“in the thickness of the ground.” The meaning of the Hebrew text is uncertain. The translation “in clay molds” is preferred in some translations (cf. CEB, CSB, NIV, NKJV, NLT). However, some translations have “in the clay ground” (cf. CJB, ESV, KJV, NASB, NRSV). But the translation “in the clay ground” is somewhat suspicious because the ground in the Transjordan is not known for having thick clay, and in fact, the soil on both sides of the Jordan River is very similar. Also, the soil is full of rocks of various sizes that have been deposited in it over thousands of years of flooding, so any clay that was used would have to be cleaned and screened for rocks before it could be used in making a mold.
The Hebrew “in the thickness of the ground” could refer to some kind of mold, but it also could refer to man-made furnaces that were in the ground. Furnaces were dug in the ground to keep them hot and unaffected by wind-blown sand and such. Air was blown into these furnaces by bellows to keep the fire as hot as needed. It is also possible that the Hebrew is referring to the whole process of smelting the metal and then making the molds and casting the vessels, but the text does not give us the details of the whole process.
“Sukkoth and Zarethan.” These towns are in the Transjordan, east of the Jordan River. The reason why Solomon would cast these heavy articles on the east side of the Jordan River and then have to bring them back across the river is not understood.
1Ki 7:48
“the Bread of the Presence.” The Bread of the Presence was large cakes of bread that were in the Tabernacle and Temple (see commentary on Exod. 25:30).
1Ki 7:49
“the menorahs, five on the right side and five on the left.” Moses’ Tabernacle had one menorah (Exod. 37:17-24). Solomon’s Temple had ten.
“before the inner sanctuary.” The lampstands (the “menorahs”) were in the Holy Place, before the inner sanctuary, the Holy of Holies.
“the lamps.” These were the oil lamps that were set on the menorahs. The menorahs were “lampstands,” but they did not have the lamp itself as a built-in part of them. The oil lamps had to be set on the menorahs.
1Ki 7:50
“panels.” The meaning of the Hebrew word is unknown. It is not part of the structure of the Temple, but goes inside the Temple. Although “hinges” or “sockets” are popular translations in the English Bibles, a hinge or door socket made of gold would not work at all, gold is simply too soft to be workable with the heavy doors of the Temple.
 
1 Kings Chapter 8
1Ki 8:2
“the feast in the month Ethanim, which is the seventh month.” The feast in the seventh month is the Feast of Tabernacles (also called “the Feast of Booths,” or Sukkoth).
1Ki 8:4
“the Tent of Meeting.” The “Tabernacle” (“Dwelling Place”) is also referred to as the “Tent of Meeting” because it was the place where people met with God. The Hebrew phrase is 'ohel mo'ed, in which 'ohel (#0168 אֹהֶל) means “tent,” and is followed by mo'ed (#04150 מוֹעֵד or מֹעֵד) which means a “meeting” or a “place for a meeting.” Thus the 'ohel mo'ed is the “Tent of Meeting” (see commentary on Exod. 27:21).
1Ki 8:6
“ark of the covenant.” The ark of the covenant that Moses made was placed in Solomon’s Temple. However, there will not be an ark of the covenant in the Millennial Temple (see commentary on Jer. 3:16).
“under the wings of the cherubim.” Even before Solomon’s huge cherubim, during the time of the Tabernacle of Moses, Yahweh dwelled “between” the cherubim that were on the atonement cover of the ark of the covenant (see commentary on Num. 7:89).
1Ki 8:8
“to this day.” This tells us that at least this part of 1 Kings was written before the Babylonians destroyed the Temple in 586 BC, because when this was written the Temple was still standing.
1Ki 8:9
“There was nothing in the ark except the two tablets of stone.” The manna was likely all eaten up (Exod. 16:32)
1Ki 8:10
“the holy place.” The context indicates that in this case “the holy” was the Temple itself, and the priests came out of the Temple and were in the courtyard.
“the cloud.” The “cloud” was the cloud of bright light that surrounded Yahweh and indicated His presence. The “glory of Yahweh” was the bright cloud, sometimes called the “shekinah” or “shekinah glory” that surrounded God and veiled His presence so that people could not see Him directly (see commentary on Ezek. 1:4 and Ezek. 1:28). That bright light was sometimes referred to as a “cloud.” The cloud of light that filled Moses’ Tent and Solomon’s Temple was so bright that the priests could not minister there (Exod. 40:34-35; 1 Kings 8:10-11; 2 Chron. 5:13-14; 7:1-3). It is noteworthy that both 1 Kings 8:10-11 and 2 Chronicles 7:1-3 describe what happened at the dedication of the Temple, and from comparing the two accounts it is clear that the “cloud” and the “glory of Yahweh” are closely associated. In that situation, the “cloud” is the glorious cloud of light that surrounds Yahweh and both expresses and veils His presence.
[For more information about the “glory of Yahweh” and the bright cloud that surrounds God, see commentary on Ezek. 1:28.]
1Ki 8:11
“because of the cloud, for the glory of Yahweh filled the house.” In this context, “the glory of Yahweh” was the glorious light that surrounded Yahweh, which is sometimes described as a “cloud.” The glorious brilliant light is called “the glory of Yahweh,” and it indicates the personal presence of Yahweh.
[For more on the glory of Yahweh and the cloud, see commentary on Ezek. 1:28.]
1Ki 8:12
“the thick cloud.” In this context, the cloud that Solomon referred to was the cloud of light that had just filled the Temple (1 Kings 8:10-11).
[For more on the “cloud,” the brilliant light that surrounded God, see commentary on Ezek. 1:4.]
1Ki 8:13
“built, yes, built.” This is the figure polyptoton for emphasis (see commentary on Gen. 2:16).
1Ki 8:19
“who will come from your body.” The throne of David was passed from physical father to physical son for generations, and it was Solomon, the physical son of David, who built the Temple.
1Ki 8:28
“Yet have respect for.” The literal Hebrew is “turn your face to,” but it is idiomatic for having respect for something, paying attention to something, having regard for something.
1Ki 8:29
“this house.” That is, the Temple.
“night and day.” The Jewish day started at sunset, so in Jewish reckoning, “night” came before “daytime.” Then, at sunset a new day started.
“pray toward this place.” This is literal. Once the Temple was built in Jerusalem, it became a custom to pray in the direction of the Temple (see commentary on 1 Kings 8:30).
1Ki 8:30
“when they pray toward this place.” Since God said he would dwell between the cherubim in the Holy of Holies (cf. Num. 7:89), it became customary to pray in the direction of the Temple. In this prayer, Solomon mentioned praying toward the Temple several times (1 Kings 8:29, 30, 35, 38, 42, 44, 48). Praying toward the Temple is also mentioned in Psalm 28:2 (cf. Ps. 5:7). Daniel prayed toward Jerusalem from Babylon (Dan. 6:10). James Montgomery wrote: “The custom is alluded to in the Mishna, Berak, iv, 5.6. Mohammed borrowed the custom from the Jews, and first made Jerusalem the kiblah, later Mecca; the Christians did not follow this example….”[footnoteRef:434] [434:  James Montgomery, Daniel [ICC], note on Dan. 6:10, 274.] 

“Yes, hear in heaven, your dwelling place.” Even at the dedication of the Temple, Solomon recognized that the true dwelling place of God was in heaven, not in the Temple he had just built.
1Ki 8:31
“If a person sins against his neighbor.” The Hebrew text is hard to understand because the pronouns are not clear as to who they refer to. But in any case, this seems to be a request for justice and for the guilty party to be punished and the innocent party to be vindicated (cf. 2 Chron. 6:22).
1Ki 8:32
“condemning the wicked person by bringing his way on his own head.” It is a consistent theme throughout Scripture that evil people bring evil upon themselves (see commentary on Prov. 1:18). The Hebrew word translated “way” is literally “road,” which is used here as an idiom for a person’s way of life.
1Ki 8:35
“because.” Here the people turn from their sin “because” God afflicts them. The people realized that what they were going through was no accident, but was due to their disobedience to God.
1Ki 8:38
“everyone who knows the affliction of his heart.” The promise in the Law of Moses was that if the people were obedient to God that they would be protected by Him. So the assumption behind Solomon’s statement is that the reason there are famines, plagues, and enemies afflicting Israel is that people are sinning. Then, the people who are sinning know in their hearts that they are sinning and so they repent and pray to God.
1Ki 8:44
“Yahweh...your name.” Solomon speaks to Yahweh in both the second and third person: “Yahweh...your.” The third-person reference is more respectful and the second-person usage is more personal and intimate.
1Ki 8:45
“hear in heaven.” The Hebrew text does not have a preposition, whereas 2 Chronicles 6:35 does.
“do what is right for them.” Israel was fighting its enemies; this is holy war, and Solomon prays that God will “do” justice for Israel, in this case by giving them victory.
1Ki 8:46
“for there is no person who does not sin.” Ecclesiastes 7:20 says basically the same thing (cf. Rom. 3:23).
1Ki 8:60
“There is no other.” The Bible has many verses that say there is only one God, “Yahweh.”
[For more on Yahweh being the only God, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son,” point 11, and the REV commentary on Deut. 6:4.]
1Ki 8:61
“as it is today.” There was a lot of emotion and devotion to God that day, and Solomon prays that it will last (he needed to pray more that it would last in him!).
1Ki 8:63
“the house of Yahweh.” See commentary on 2 Chronicles 7:5.
1Ki 8:64
“the middle of the court that was in front of the house.” This was the inner courtyard, the Court of the Priests (see commentary on 2 Chron. 4:9).
“the bronze altar that was before Yahweh was too little.” As large as it was, Solomon’s altar was too small to hold all the offerings at the dedication of the Temple.
1Ki 8:65
“from Lebo-hamath to the Brook of Egypt.” This is a reference to the borders of the Promised Land, and a fulfillment of God’s promise about the land. Lebo-hamath is at the northern end and the Brook of Egypt is at the southern end of Israel.
“seven days and seven more days; 14 days.” There were in effect two feasts, a first “feast” of seven days to dedicate the altar of sacrifice (this was not one of the normal “feasts” of Israel), then the seven-day Feast of Tabernacles, which had an eighth day added onto the end of it (cf. 2 Chron. 7:9). The Feast of Tabernacles started on the fourteenth day of the month and was celebrated for seven days, and then an eighth day was added. In 1 Kings 8:66 the “eighth day” is the last day of the Feast of Tabernacles (cf. Lev. 23:39).
 
1 Kings Chapter 9
1Ki 9:2
“appeared to Solomon.” What Yahweh said to Solomon is recorded in 1 Kings 9:2-9 and 2 Chronicles 7:12-22, and there is more information in Chronicles than in Kings. God personally appeared to Solomon on two different occasions (1 Kings 3:5; 9:2; 11:9; and see commentary on 1 Kings 11:9).
[For more on God appearing to people, see commentary on Acts 7:55.]
1Ki 9:3
“and my eyes and my heart.” The meaning of this is that God’s attention and love will be on the Temple.
1Ki 9:5
“a descendant on the throne.” The Hebrew is “a man,” but the promise was to David so the meaning is “a descendant.” The Hebrew text makes that more clear: “There will not be cut off from you a man from the throne of Israel.” That no one would be “cut off” from David points to the men on the throne being his direct descendants.
1Ki 9:6
“turn, yes, turn away.” The Hebrew text uses the figure of speech polyptoton for emphasis (see commentary on Gen. 2:16).
“worship.” The Hebrew verb is shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), and it is the same Hebrew word as “bow down.” The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body to the earth. Shachah is translated as both “bow down” and “worship;” traditionally “worship” if God is involved and “bow down” if people are involved, but the verb and action are the same, the act of bowing down is the worship.
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
1Ki 9:12
“they did not please him.” The Hebrew is idiomatic: the towns “were not right in his eyes.”
1Ki 9:13
“Cabul.” This could mean “good for nothing.”
1Ki 9:16
“dowry.” The Hebrew word is from the word “send,” a dowry is like a “send-off” gift that goes with the bride.
1Ki 9:17
“Gezer and Lower Beth-horon.” By fortifying the cities of Gezer, Lower Beth-horon, and Baalath (Kiriath-jearim), Solomon was protecting the main approach to Jerusalem from the west. Upper Beth-horon and Lower Beth-horon are on ridge routes leading from the west coast of Israel into the hill country, and Gezer was in the Shephelah along the approach to Jerusalem from the west that came from the Mediterranean Coast up the Vally of Aijalon.
Gezer was a Canaanite city (Josh. 10:33) and when Gezer was excavated by archaeologists some of the strongest Canaanite defensive walls and towers ever discovered were found there. God allotted the town of Gezer to the tribe of Ephraim (Josh. 16:3), but the Ephramites could not drive out the Canaanites who were there (Josh. 16:10; Judg. 1:29), and one of the reasons likely had to do with the strength of the defensive walls that intimidated the men of Ephraim. That Gezer was not conquered by Israel was problematic because Gezer had been allotted to be a city for the Levites (Josh. 21:21). Gezer remained unconquered for some 500 years until Pharaoh of Egypt recognized the value of Gezer to Solomon’s kingdom and conquered it and presented it to Solomon as a dowry when Solomon married Pharaoh’s daughter (1 Kings 9:16).
1Ki 9:18
“Baalath.” This is the other name for Kiriath-jearim. Here, 1 Kings 9:17-18 name three very important cities for the defense of central Judah and Jerusalem. Gezer, Lower Beth-horam, and Baalath (Kieriath-Jearim). These are three cities that are on important routes leading from the Philistine coast up into central Judah and to Jerusalem. It might be said that Gezer, the westernmost of the three, was an important way that Israel could “shine its light” to other nations because it was a large and important city on the main trade route from Egypt to points north such as Damascus.
1Ki 9:20
“the Perizzites.” A tribe of unknown origin in the hill country of Judah and Ephraim. See commentary on Joshua 9:1.
1Ki 9:21
“devote to destruction.” That is, kill.
[For more on things “devoted” to Yahweh and devoted to destruction, see commentary on Josh. 6:17.]
1Ki 9:22
“and his servants.” The word “servants” is the same as “slaves” in the first part of the sentence, but obviously it has a different meaning here.
1Ki 9:23
“550 men.” The record in 1 Kings 9:23 says “550,” while the record in 2 Chronicles 8:10 says “250.” There is a textual variant based on a scribal error, and which number is correct is not known.
1Ki 9:24
“came up out of the city of David to her house.” So the house Solomon built for Pharaoh’s daughter must have been north of the city of David, between the city of David and where the Temple was to be built.
1Ki 9:25
“burned incense into smoke.” See commentary on Exodus 29:13.
“thus Solomon gave completeness to the house.” The Temple was built so that people could worship God in a personal way, and so the offerings that Solomon offered gave a completeness to the Temple that it did not have without them.
1Ki 9:26
“Eloth.” Today this city is called Elat.
“Red Sea.” The Hebrew is “Reed Sea.” The designation “Red Sea” came from the Septuagint.
1Ki 9:27
“Hiram sent some of his servants in the fleet.” The Israelites were not seafaring people, but the Phoenicians were, so Hiram sent sailors to help Solomon’s men sail the Red Sea.
1Ki 9:28
“Ophir.” The exact location of Ophir is not known. Suggested ideas are east Africa or the Arabian peninsula.
“420 talents.” The Hebrew word translated “talent” is used to refer to a standard unit of weight, which in a context like this would generally be the “talent.” At this time in Israel’s history, the talent is estimated to be about 75 pounds (each pound being 16-ounces). So the 420 talents in 1 Kings 9:28 would be about 31,500 pounds of gold (15.75 tons), which is more than 14,000 kilograms.
 
1 Kings Chapter 10
1Ki 10:1
“Sheba.” The exact location of “Sheba” is not known and is debated by scholars. In Matthew 12:42, Jesus referred to her as “the Queen of the South.”
“difficult questions.” The Hebrew is “riddles,” but that has a different meaning in the Hebrew culture than it does in the Western culture. In the West, a “riddle” is something that I know the answer to and see if you can figure it out. In the biblical culture, a “riddle” is a difficult question, in this case, it would be things she did not know and wanted information about (cf. 1 Kings 10:2). This is a Gentile queen being drawn to the God of the Jews.
1Ki 10:4
“the house that he had built.” The Hebrew is ambiguous, however, the way 1 Kings 10:4-5 is worded, the “house” is more likely Solomon’s palace than the Temple.
1Ki 10:5
“the attendance of his waiters.” The word “attendance” is more literally, “standing.” Solomon’s officials sat at the table while the waiters stood and served.
“burnt offering that he offered up.” The Hebrew words regularly refer to a burnt offering. However, they could be taken as referring to the “ascent,” the stairway by which he went up to the house of Yahweh, but that is unlikely. Of all the great architectural wonders that might impress the Queen of Sheba, the stairway from Solomon’s house to the Temple would not seem to be one of them; it is not even mentioned in other verses.
“she was left breathless.” The Hebrew could also be translated as, “there was no more spirit in her,” but the meaning of that phrase would be unclear at best.
1Ki 10:6
“words and of your wisdom.” The Hebrew word for “words” can also be “matters” “situation,” and some versions go that way.
1Ki 10:12
“staircases.” The Hebrew word translated “staircases” is apparently an architectural term that only appears here in all of the known Hebrew literature, so the English versions differ as to what it refers to. 2 Chronicles 9:11 has a Hebrew word that can be more easily understood as being a staircase.
“no such almug wood.” The Hebrew text is ambiguous as to whether “no such almug wood” refers to the quality of the wood or the quantity of the wood, however, the parallel verse, 2 Chron. 9:11. seems to refer to the quality of the wood.
1Ki 10:13
“in addition to what Solomon gave her of his royal bounty.” 2 Chronicles 9:12 makes it clear that Solomon gave the Queen of Sheba more than she brought.
1Ki 10:14
“Now the weight of gold that came to Solomon.” 1 Kings 10:14-11:8 records an overview of the downfall of Solomon as he repeatedly disobeyed God. In Deuteronomy 17:14-20 God gave regulations for any king who would reign over His people. The king was not to amass silver and gold, or have many horses, or get horses from Egypt, or have many wives. And he was to write his own copy of the Law so that his heart would not be lifted up above his fellow Israelites. Solomon broke all of those commands. He amassed silver and gold (1 Kings 10:14-17, 21-23, 27). He gathered a large number of horses and chariots (1 Kings 10:26). He had horses brought from Egypt (1 Kings 10:28-29). He had a great many wives: 700 royal princesses and 300 concubines (1 Kings 11:1-3). Also, he made a huge elaborate throne of ivory that was elevated above the people (1 Kings 10:18-20). Beyond that, not only did he have many wives, in disobedience to God, but the women he married were foreign women, which was also against the will of God (Deut. 7:1-4). The conclusion of Solomon’s downhill slide was that he did evil in the eyes of Yahweh (1 Kings 11:6).
“666.” This is a clear indicator that Solomon’s heart had changed. The 666 figure shows us that Solomon had turned away from God and had gone over to “the dark side.” The number 666 is not a factual number; it is not the actual number of talents of gold that came to him, because 1 Kings 10:15 says that in addition to the 666 talents of gold that came to him, he also got gold from the taxes on the traders and the traveling merchants, and the taxes imposed on all the Arabian kings and the governors of the country. With all that extra revenue, Solomon would surely have gotten much more than one extra talent of gold, making it 667, or 668, or even 673 talents of gold. So for God to say Solomon got 666 talents in addition to such and such amount more, tells us God really wants us to see the number 666 in relation to Solomon here. As we read on in the chapter, God tells us openly that Solomon did evil in the sight of Yahweh (1 Kings 11:6).
1Ki 10:16
“600 shekels.” Six hundred shekels is roughly 15 pounds (6.8 kg). A shekel was roughly .4 ounces (11 or 11.5 grams). See commentary on Genesis 24:22, “shekel.”
1Ki 10:20
“lions.” The Hebrew text specifies male lions.
1Ki 10:27
“the Shephelah.” The Shephelah is the area of rolling hills east of Israel’s coastal plain and between the coastal plain and the hill country (see commentary on Josh. 9:1).
1Ki 10:28
“Kue.” Kue has been historically understood to be in what is central Turkey today.
1Ki 10:29
“600 shekels.” Six hundred shekels is roughly 15 pounds (6.8 kg), and 150 shekels is roughly 3.75 pounds (1.7 kg). A shekel was roughly .4 ounces (11 or 11.5 grams). See commentary on Genesis 24:22, “shekel.”
 
1 Kings Chapter 11
1Ki 11:1
“loved.” The word “loved” in this verse is not the true love between a devoted husband and wife, but rather “love” has the meaning “paid attention to.” Solomon paid attention to his pagan wives and listened to their requests.
“Moabites, Ammonites, Edomites, Sidonians, Hittites.” This list of pagan nations in 1 Kings 11:1 is not a complete list, but a sample list of some of the pagan nations. It is the figure of speech asyndeton, or “no ands.” In normal grammar, when a list occurs, an “and” is placed in front of the last item in the list. For example, we might say, “I am going to the store to buy milk, butter, bread, and eggs.” The “and” before “eggs” is normal grammar in most languages. However, normal grammar is modified to good effect in the figures of speech polysyndeton and asyndeton. The figure polysyndeton places an “and” between each item in the list and by that literary device emphasizes each thing in the list, and makes each item a thing to notice and ponder. Thus, when Jesus says to love God “with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and with all your strength,” he is specifically emphasizing each point in the list.
In contrast to polysyndeton and normal grammar, the figure asyndeton does not have an “and” in the list, not even the standard “and” between the last two items of the list. By doing that, the figure asyndeton does not place specific emphasis on any item on the list, but rather places the emphasis on the conclusion that will be drawn. The reader is to read through the list and notice what is there, but move on to the conclusion, which is where the asyndeton is leading and which is what God wants emphasized. Here in 1 Kings 11:1, God does not want the reader to focus on any particulars about the pagan nations, but rather to emphasize the conclusion, which is that God told the Israelites not to marry women from these pagan nations—a command that Solomon was simply ignoring.
Furthermore, in the figure asyndeton, the list is not complete—there are other things that could have been on it. For example, when God uses the figure asyndeton to list the fruit of the spirit in Galatians 5:22-23, the asyndeton tells us that there are fruit that are not on the list (humility is a good example). Here in 1 Kings 11:1, there were lots of pagan nations that were not on the list, which is obvious from the fact that if Solomon had 700 wives of royal birth, they did not all come from just five pagan nations; many more pagan nations contributed wives than just those five.
When studying asyndeton and polysyndeton, it is important to read the lists in the original Hebrew or Greek. It often occurs that translators “correct” the lists so that they fit the standards of correct grammar and for ease of reading, but that “correction” removes God’s emphasis from the text. Other examples of asyndeton in Scripture are Mark 7:21-23; Luke 14:13-14; 17:28-30; 1 Corinthians 3:12-13; and 2 Timothy 3:10-11. Examples of polysyndeton (when an “and” separates each item in a list and emphasized each one) include, Genesis 8:22; Joshua 7:24; 2 Kings 5:26; Haggai 1:11; Luke 14:21; 1 Corinthians 1:30; Ephesians 4:31; Revelation 6:15.
[For more on the figures asyndeton and polysyndeton, as well as other figures of emphasis, see E. W. Bullinger, Figures of Speech Used in the Bible.[footnoteRef:435]] [435:  E. W. Bullinger, Figures of Speech Used in the Bible, 137, “asyndeton”; 208, “polysyndeton.”] 

1Ki 11:2
“You are not to go among them, and they are not to go among you.” The law of Moses forbade marriage with the Canaanite women (Deut. 7:1-4), and that was expanded here in 1 Kings 11.
1Ki 11:4
“when Solomon was old.” The Bible does not tell us how old Solomon was, but no doubt his turning away from Yahweh to the worship of pagan gods was a process. God warns us that “Bad company corrupts good morals” (1 Cor. 15:33) but it is not an overnight process, it takes time. Over the years, Solomon’s pagan wives turned him away from Yahweh, which will have serious consequences on Judgment Day.
1Ki 11:5
“Milcom.” This is a different god than Molech (1 Kings 11:7), and very little is known about Milcom. The word is related to the word for “king” (melech).
1Ki 11:7
“mountain that is before Jerusalem.” That is, the Mount of Olives. In this context, the word “before” indicates “east of,” because the culture was oriented to the east, and the Temple of Yahweh faced east.
1Ki 11:9
“he had turned his heart away.” In the Hebrew text, the verb “turned” is active, not passive. It was Solomon who, by his thoughts and actions, turned his heart away from Yahweh. It was not that Solomon’s heart “was turned away” as if someone or something else had turned it; Solomon, by his thoughts, actions, and desires, turned his heart. God holds Solomon responsible for his turning away.
“appeared to him twice.” God personally appeared to Solomon on two different occasions (1 Kings 3:5; 9:2), but in spite of his personal and intimate experiences with God, Solomon turned away from Him and did evil in His sight. Solomon is one person who shows us that knowledge does not equal commitment. We can know a lot about God without being committed to him.
[For more on God appearing to people, see commentary on Acts 7:55.]
1Ki 11:11
“Since this is what was in your mind​.” The Hebrew is more literally, “Since this was with you,” but it seems to be referring to what Solomon had in his mind.
“tear, yes tear.” God uses the figure polyptoton for emphasis (see commentary on Gen. 2:16).
“servant.” Here “servant” is used of Jeroboam, one of Solomon’s officials (see commentary on 2 Sam. 11:1).
1Ki 11:13
“one tribe.” This is apparently the tribe of Judah (1 Kings 12:20), but it still does not answer the question as to why Yahweh said “one” tribe instead of two. Also interesting is that Benjamin was the full brother of Joseph, who became the two tribes of Ephraim and Manasseh, and yet the tribe of Benjamin sided with Judah in this split. It is interesting that there is no recorded response from Solomon. We do not know how he reacted to what Yahweh said to him, almost certainly through a prophet.
1Ki 11:14
“an adversary.” This is the regular use of the Hebrew word “satan,” adversary, where Satan gets his name, which means “Adversary.”
1Ki 11:18
“And they arose out of Midian.” So the group with young Hadad stopped in Midian for a short time.
1Ki 11:19
“great favor in the eyes of Pharaoh.” Pharaoh was likely covertly angry with Solomon for taking over some of his international business dealings, so Hadad, an enemy of Solomon, was favored by Pharaoh.
“the sister of Tahpenes the queen.” The word for “queen” is not the regular word, but one that more means “high queen.” Although some scholars assume this is the queen mother, that is highly unlikely. The queen mother is the mother of the king, in this case, the mother of Pharaoh. But Pharaoh would have been quite a bit older than Hadad, who was young, and Pharaoh’s mother would have thus been very much older than Hadad. It makes more sense that this refers to Pharaoh’s favorite wife.
1Ki 11:23
“another adversary to him.” That is, to Solomon.
“his lord.” This is a grammatical plural, “lords,” but it refers to a singular lord.
“Hadadezer.” An opponent of David that David defeated (2 Sam. 8:3-12).
“Zobah.” Zobah is north of Israel in the general area of Damascus.
1Ki 11:24
“Rezon.” The Hebrew text reads “he,” but the REV reads “Rezon” for clarity.
“and they ruled in Damascus.” The Hebrew is “they ruled.” Some scholars emend the translation to “he [Rezon] ruled,” but there is no justification for that. Rezon and his men ruled Damascus.
1Ki 11:25
“loathed.” He hated Israel; the Israelites loathed manna (Num. 21:5).
1Ki 11:26
“whose mother’s name was Zeruah, a widow.” It seems clear that Jeroboam was raised by a single mother, which may explain some of his work ethic. He likely had to start working very young to help his mom and the family.
1Ki 11:27
“lift up his hand.” Many English versions use “rebel” instead of translating the idiom literally, and thus read that Jeroboam “rebelled against the king.” The Bible does not tell us exactly why Jeroboam rebelled against Solomon. Certainly, the prophecy of Ahijah that God had given him a kingdom was the culminating motivation, but Jeroboam had to have been thinking about it already because Ahijah’s prophecy was immediately accepted and acted upon. One possibility is that Jeroboam was from the tribe of Ephraim and was over the brother tribes of Ephraim and Manasseh, and saw and disliked Solomon’s harsh policies (cf. 1 Kings 12:4).
1Ki 11:28
“someone who could get work done.” For the translation, see De Vries (WBC).[footnoteRef:436] Apparently, Jeroboam was not only a hard worker, but one who could manage others as well. There are many people who can work hard but cannot manage others, and the fact that Jeroboam could do both caught the attention of Solomon. We also see Jeroboam’s organizational skills in the way—sadly, the ungodly way—he organized and ran his kingdom. [436:  Simon J. De Vries, 1 Kings [WBC].] 

“the house of Joseph.” The “house of Joseph” is the two tribes that descended from Joseph: Ephraim and Manasseh.
1Ki 11:29
“met him on the road.” The Hebrew is more literally, “found him on the road,” and indicates that Ahijah was purposely looking for Jeroboam. But without more explanation, we would say that he “met” him on the road. To simply say in English that Ahijah “found” him on the road makes the meeting seem more like an accident. What is unstated but certain due to the language is that God had given Ahijah a prophetic word about Jeroboam, and so Ahijah went looking for him.
“the field.” The jump from the “road” to the “field” is easily explained by the fact that every road went through fields and open country at one time or another.
1Ki 11:30
“and tore it into 12 pieces.” Clothing was very valuable in the ancient world because it was all made by hand and took quite a bit of time to make, so the fact that Ahijah would tear up his new garment was very graphic and would have riveted Jeroboam’s attention to what Ahijah was doing and then saying.
1Ki 11:31
“for yourself.” So the word of Yahweh was for Jeroboam to be king, the tribes were to be “for” him, and would be given “to” him.
“I am about to tear.” The Hebrew is literally, “I am tearing,” and the present participle is quite often used to express an imminent event.
1Ki 11:32
“my servant David’s sake.” The word “sake” in this context refers to purpose or end. God had a plan and purpose for David’s descendants and a purpose for Jerusalem that Solomon’s sin could not undo; God’s plan and David’s dynasty would continue even though the United Kingdom of Israel would be divided into the two smaller kingdoms of Judah and Israel.
1Ki 11:33
“because that they have forsaken me and have worshiped Ashtoreth...Chemosh...and Milcom.” We would think that the message that Solomon lost the kingdom due to his idolatry would be so deeply burned into the soul of Jeroboam that when he was king he would not worship idols. But instead, he did worse than Solomon, and many of the idolatrous practices that he started lasted for some 250 years until Israel was conquered by Assyria and carried away from the Promised Land.
“worshiped.” The Hebrew verb is shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), and it is the same Hebrew word as “bow down.” The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body to the earth. Shachah is translated as both “bow down” and “worship”; traditionally “worship” if God is involved and “bow down” if people are involved, but the verb and action are the same, the act of bowing down is the worship. God’s people were bowing down before pagan gods.
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship” and the REV commentary on 1 Chron. 29:20.]
“goddess...god...god.” All three of these references to deity are grammatical plurals; literally “gods” The feminine “goddess” is understood from the fact that Ashtoreth is feminine.
1Ki 11:35
“kingship.” This is a different word than “kingdom” in 1 Kings 11:34. The “kingship” that Solomon had will be taken from his son, who will have a considerably smaller and less powerful kingdom, while “kingship” will be given to Jeroboam, even though two kingdoms from the twelve tribes was not God’s original plan.
1Ki 11:36
“one tribe.” The “one tribe” is Judah (1 Kings 12:20), but as we see from 1 Kings 11:37, Benjamin is considered to be with Judah. The reason for the preeminence of Judah seems to be that the Messiah will come out of Judah.
“so that there will be a lamp of David my servant.” The “lamp” is the man in the line of David who is ruling as king on David’s throne. The NET text note reads that the Hebrew text says, “‘so there might be a lamp for David my servant all the days before me in Jerusalem.’ The metaphorical ‘lamp’ symbolizes the Davidic dynasty. Because this imagery is unfamiliar to the modern reader, the translation ‘so my servant David’s dynasty may continue to serve me’ has been used” in the NET. In 2 Samuel 21:17, David’s men referred to him as the “lamp” of Israel, and so it makes sense that his descendants in the Davidic Dynasty are also referred to as lamps.
1Ki 11:38
“if you will listen.” In a context like this, the word “listen” can also be used idiomatically and have the meaning “obey.” Some scholars refer to this as the “pregnant sense” of the word. In this verse, it has the meaning “listen to and obey.” Many Hebrew words are used with an idiomatic or pregnant sense (see commentary on Luke 23:42).
1Ki 11:39
“because of this.” Because of Solomon’s disobedience.
1Ki 11:41
“the rest of the acts.” The Hebrew word translated “acts” is dabar, more commonly, “words” but also “things, matters,” and in this context, likely, “acts.” Dabar occurs twice in the verse. The breadth of meaning of dabar makes it hard to translate in this context; but it includes his words, acts, and things he was involved with.
 
1 Kings Chapter 12
1Ki 12:1
“Rehoboam went to Shechem.” That Rehoboam felt he should go all the way north to Shechem to be crowned king likely shows that he thought there was already trouble brewing between the north and south, and he was going to solidify his support in the north. But because of his harsh policies, any effort like this failed.
1Ki 12:7
“a servant to this people.” This is the real role of the king, to serve the people by leading them in a godly way. This is good advice from the elders. Jesus certainly felt that way (Matt. 20:28).
“always.” The Hebrew is literally, “all the days,” referring to all the days of your life.
1Ki 12:8
“the young men.” The Hebrew is more literally “children”; Fox (The Schocken Bible) has “youngsters.” These men and Rehoboam grew up together as children, but now they were older. Rehoboam was 41 when he became king (1 Kings 14:21), and so the men who grew up with them would have been about the same age. Given that, the fact that the Bible refers to them as “children” is clearly sarcasm, and is pointing out their mental immaturity.
1Ki 12:10
“My little thing.” The Hebrew is more literally, “my little,” and what it refers to is unstated. Tradition is that it refers to the little finger, but many scholars see this as a sexual euphemism for the penis. This seems likely for several reasons. These men are ungodly and arrogant, and it can be seen that they would talk that way; also, whatever this “little” was, it is associated with the waist, and also, when Rehoboam went back to the people he did not repeat this part of the conversation.
1Ki 12:20
“except the tribe of Judah only.” In this case, the tribe of Judah is mentioned likely because it was so dominant. But Benjamin is noted too (cf. 1 Kings 12:21).
1Ki 12:23
“and to the rest of the people.” These are the Israelites who have moved into the tribal areas of Judah and Benjamin (cf. 2 Chron. 11:3).
1Ki 12:25
“built up Shechem.” That is, he built more structures in the city and fortified it.
“Penuel.” Near the Jabbok River in the Transjordan. Jeroboam wanted an administrative center east of the Jordan River.
1Ki 12:26
“Now the kingdom will return to the house of David.” Jeroboam begins his reign by showing that he did not believe the prophecy of Ahijah the prophet (1 Kings 11:29-40).
1Ki 12:27
“turn again to their lord.” The word “lord” is a grammatical plural, “lords,” but meaning “lord,” i.e., Rehoboam.
“and they will kill me.” If the people did return to Rehoboam, then Jeroboam would be considered an enemy and would be killed.
1Ki 12:28
“two calves of gold.” We do not know the size of these calves, or if they were solid gold or gold covering wood or something else.
“Here are your gods, O Israel.” The Hebrew is very close to what people said when Aaron made a golden calf (Exod. 32:4). Jeroboam may have been trying to anchor his reign in the priesthood of the Exodus. He made calves of gold and named his sons the names of Aaron’s sons. The Exodus was over 500 years earlier than Jeroboam. Things such as the Passover celebration kept the idea of the Exodus clearly in the minds of the people.
“that brought you up out of the land of Egypt.” In stating “here are your gods, O Israel,” while referring to the golden calf, Jeroboam was breaking the first of the Ten Commandments (Exod. 20:2-3; Deut. 5:6-7).
If Jeroboam was saying that these calf gods were not Yahweh, but were the gods who brought the people out of Egypt, then Israel does indeed have other gods besides Yahweh. If, on the other hand, Jeroboam was claiming that these calf gods were in fact Yahweh, the Yahweh that brought Israel out of Egypt, then he is still breaking the first commandment, but in another way—he is calling an idol god “Yahweh,” which is also forbidden in the first commandment (see commentary on Exod. 20:3, “besides me”).
1Ki 12:29
“Bethel.” Originally a town in Benjamin (Josh. 18:22), but it was a border town and changed the tribal area it was originally assigned to. It apparently was taken over by Ephraim when the tribe of Benjamin was reduced to 600 fighting men (Judg. 20:47; cf. 1 Chron. 7:28). The fact it was on the border between the country of Judah and the new country of Israel made it a strategic place to put a worship center, and the fact that it had been a worship center since at least the time of Abraham (Gen. 12:8) gave it credence as a worship center. It is interesting that Jeroboam did not make three calves and put one in Shechem, which was his capital.
1Ki 12:30
“This thing.” This matter of idolatry, the sin of idolatry.
1Ki 12:31
“temple shrines.” The Hebrew text is more literally, “houses of bamot,” “bamot” being the plural of bamah, a cultic word for a raised platform on which a god or gods would be placed, and also likely an altar. The reference, therefore, is to temple areas. The Septuagint has “houses over the high,” where the “high” is the platform for the god. Jeroboam spread idolatry all over Israel. Sometimes some of the versions translate bamot as “shrine,” cf. 1 Kings 12:32 (CEB); “worship sites” (GW); “pagan shrines” (NLT).
[For more on the shrines, see commentary on Num. 33:52.]
“the people.” The people of Israel were called “the people,” and that is what this verse is referring to.
1Ki 12:32
“in the eighth month.” The Feast of Tabernacles instituted by Moses was in the seventh month (Lev. 23:34), so Jeroboam reordered the calendar.
“and he went up to the altar.” Jeroboam is acting as a priest and the king.
“shrines.” The Hebrew is bamot (see commentary on Num. 33:52).
 
1 Kings Chapter 13
1Ki 13:1
“out of Judah to Bethel.” In this context, “Judah” most likely refers to the Kingdom of Judah, which had stayed more faithful to the Law than Israel, the kingdom north of Judah. The man of God came from Judah, but would have had to travel through the tribal area of the tribe of Judah to get to Bethel. The town of Bethel originally was given to the tribe of Benjamin, but became part of Ephraim over time (see commentary on 1 Kings 12:29).
Bethel was a place of the perverted worship of Yahweh. Jeroboam had recently set up a golden calf there and manned its worship sites with priests who were not Levites (1 Kings 12:28-31). God called a man of God out of Judah to confront the false and perverted worship of Yahweh. That perverted worship was so new that it seemed logical that at least some of the people would return to Yahweh, and perhaps they did.
1Ki 13:2
“Josiah.” The Hebrew text uses the longer name of Josiah here: “Yoshiyyahu.”
“shrines.” The Hebrew word “shrines” is bamot, which referred to a place that was leveled and built up and on which were placed various idols and objects of worship. Many of the towns had such shrines (see commentary on Num. 33:52).
1Ki 13:3
“ash heap.” The Hebrew word is hard to translate into English because it is related to “fat” and refers to the ashes mixed with animal fat that clump up and collect at the bottom of the altar. Although “ash heap” is not exactly correct, it gives more of the idea of the chunks of ash, fat, and animal parts that end up on the altar.
1Ki 13:4
“Jeroboam stretched out his hand from the altar, saying, ‘Seize him!’” Jeroboam was an ungodly person at this point in his life, but an effective leader. He realized that if his leadership, decisions, and the worship he had initiated were allowed to be challenged that his kingdom, which was only a couple of years old at this point, would be in danger of collapsing, so he ordered the man from Judah to be arrested, but God intervened.
“but his hand dried up.” This is almost certainly the more inclusive use of “hand” that is allowed by the Hebrew language, which includes the hand and forearm at least up to the elbow. That is why the king could not draw his arm back to himself.
1Ki 13:8
“nor would I eat bread or drink water in this place.” To God, Bethel was an abomination, a place that turned people away from the worship of God and led them astray to the point that no doubt many of them would not be saved and live forever. What Jeroboam did at Bethel was a terrible sin in God’s eyes, incredibly evil, and God did not want to legitimize it in any way. So he commanded the man of God from Judah not even to drink water in Bethel. The man of God would have understood God’s command, a point that is made even clearer by the fact that this man of God is never named in Scripture, but instead is called the “man of God” 14 times in 1 Kings 13 alone. It is also clear that the man of God knew how serious in God’s eyes it would have been for him to stay and eat in Bethel because he said that even if Jeroboam would give him half his house, i.e., half his kingdom, he would not eat or drink in Bethel.
The man of God was clear about what God had commanded him to do. He told it to King Jeroboam (1 Kings 13:8-9), and he told it to the old man who lied to him (1 Kings 13:16-17). Yet in spite of the revelation that he received from God, he disobeyed it when the old man lied to him. The Bible does not explain why he did that, and it does not seem logical, but clearly, the man of God knew he was disobeying God when he returned to the idolatrous city of Bethel because when God gave the prophecy to the lying old man, he called what the man of God did “rebellion” against the mouth of God (1 Kings 13:21).
For a man of God to rebel against God is very serious. And that is particularly the case if that rebellion could possibly play a part in people not obeying God—in fact abandoning God—and thus not receiving everlasting life, which is the case in this record. By returning to the town of Bethel and eating and drinking in it, and especially sharing a meal with that old “prophet” who had apparently quit representing Yahweh years before, the man of God contributed to the legitimization of the idolatrous activities going on in Bethel. Bethel was not a very large town, and people would have known this old lying prophet and seen how he had not stood up against Jeroboam and his evil activities. So when the man of God from Judah went to his house and shared a meal with him, that would have seriously weakened the effect of the miraculous signs that God had done in Bethel and the prophecies the man of God has spoken. Furthermore, it would have made it seem like less of a sin to follow King Jeroboam in his idolatrous practices.
The rebellion of the man of God led to his death. The fact that it was a lion that killed the man of God, yet the lion did not eat the man of God or his donkey, sent a clear message to the people in Bethel—as it should to us today—that there are severe consequences for disobeying God. Sadly, the most severe consequence for disobeying God and abandoning God is not receiving everlasting life on Judgment Day, and that consequence cannot be seen in this life. But what often can be seen is that “the wages of sin is death” (Rom. 6:23), and the death of the man of God portrayed that, and hopefully some people learned a lesson about the seriousness of disobeying God from what happened to him and then took God and His commandments more seriously as a result.
1Ki 13:9
“the road.” The “road” would have been just a dirt road or path.
1Ki 13:13
“Saddle the donkey.” The Hebrew word translated as “saddle” is actually “tie” or “tie up.” This is one of the places in Scripture where translating the Hebrew literally would confuse the modern reader, because if the verse read that the man said to his sons, “Tie up the donkey for me,” we would think the donkey was loose and needed to be tied up. But that is not the case at all. In this time in history, donkeys and horses were ridden by putting a thick blanket on the back of the animal and tying it on with a rope, much like the American Indians did many years ago. So, “tie up the donkey” meant “put a blanket on it and prepare it for me to ride it.” The “saddle” that we have today, complete with stirrups, was a late invention, after the time of Christ, and likely even after the time of Paul. So, although the English translation “saddle the donkey for me” can give the wrong impression, it is better than “Tie up the donkey for me.” A possible suggestion to get away from the word “saddle” might be “Prepare the donkey for me to ride it,” but exactly what that would mean would not be clear to the reader, and words like “prepare” and “ride” are not in the Hebrew text.
1Ki 13:14
“an oak.” The Hebrew reads “the oak,” which could possibly refer to a well-known oak. The exact type of tree is debated. For example, the CJB has “pistachio” tree.
1Ki 13:24
“When he went, a lion found him on the road and killed him.” On the surface, this seems like too severe a consequence for disobeying God, but the sin of the man of God was very, very serious (see commentary on 1 Kings 13:8).
1Ki 13:28
“went...found.” The same two verbs are in 1 Kings 13:24.
1Ki 13:32
“all the temples at the shrines.” The Hebrew is more literally, “the houses of the shrines,” and it refers to the temples that were built at the local shrines (see commentary on Num. 33:52).
“come, yes, come.” The Hebrew uses the figure of speech polyptoton for emphasis (see commentary on Gen. 2:16).
1Ki 13:33
“shrines...shrines” The Hebrew word “shrines” is bamot, which referred to a place that was leveled and built up and on which were placed various idols and objects of worship. Many of the towns had such shrines (see commentary on Num. 33:52).
“ordained.” The Hebrew uses the idiom, “he filled his hand” (see commentary on Exod. 28:41).
 
1 Kings Chapter 14
1Ki 14:1
“Abijah.” The name seems both appropriate and ironic at the same time. Jeroboam turned away from Yahweh in many ways, and did evil in Yahweh’s sight, but he named his son “Abijah,” “My father is Yahweh.” As it turned out, however, Abijah was a godly person and was good in the eyes of Yahweh (1 Kings 14:13).
1Ki 14:4
“Ahijah...Ahijah.” In the Hebrew text the name is spelled two different ways, but they refer to the same person.
“his eyesight was gone.” The Hebrew is a strange idiom, literally, “his eyes stood up” because of his age. But it means he could not see.
1Ki 14:5
“request a word.” Jeroboam’s wife was coming to get a prophetic word about her son.
1Ki 14:6
“I am sent to you.” Although it was Jeroboam’s wife who came to Ahijah, Ahijah was sent by God with the hard message.
1Ki 14:9
“making me angry.” For this translation, see commentary on Deuteronomy 32:21.
1Ki 14:10
“I will cut off from Jeroboam everyone.” Ahijah the prophet foretold that the house of Jeroboam would be completely destroyed, and that occurred during the reign of his son Nadab. Baasha the son of Ahijah (not Ahijah the prophet; another Ahijah) from the tribe of Issachar killed the entire house of Jeroboam, who apparently was from either the tribe of Ephraim or Manasseh (1 Kings 11:28).
“who pisses against a wall.” A crass idiom and cultural way of referring to the men, but as we learn from the verse, the women were killed also.
“he who is slave or free in Israel.” The meaning of this phrase is debated because the words themselves have a range of meanings. There are six major ideas as to what the phrase means that have been set forward by scholars. The ideas are: “slave and free men;” “those who are still under taboo and the pure;” “the controlled (or obligated) and the liberated (or independent);” “the military conscript and the one whose duty has been deferred;” “the one under the protection of the family and the one deprived of such protection;” and “the one under the authority of the father and guardian and the one released from it,” i.e., “the minor and the adult.”[footnoteRef:437] Although the exact meaning of the phrase is not known, it is clear that it seems to refer to people who are restricted in some way and those who are not, and the point of the prophecy is that no male who is of the family of Jeroboam will escape being killed no matter what their circumstances in life. The same phrase is used in 1 Kings 21:21. See commentary on Deuteronomy 32:36. [437:  Cf. Walter Maier, 1 Kings 12-22, Concordia Commentary.] 

1Ki 14:11
“the dogs will eat.” In a culture where family ties were strong and family tombs common, to not have anyone bury your dead body was considered a terrible curse. In fact, many people believed (falsely, but it was a very widely held belief) that a proper burial was important for a comfortable existence in the afterlife. Thus the threat of not being buried but having one’s dead body eaten by animals, birds, and vermin was a horrifying threat of unspeakable loneliness and rejection, both on this earth and in the afterlife (see commentary on Jer. 14:16).
1Ki 14:13
“he only of Jeroboam will come to a tomb, because in him there has been found some good thing.” Occasionally it seems God could prolong a good person’s life but instead protects them from evil by not prolonging it (Isa. 57:1). In this case the premature death of the boy is said to be a blessing.
1Ki 14:14
“who will cut off the house of Jeroboam.” In this context, “house” means “dynasty,” and it refers to the reigns of Jeroboam and his son Nadab. This prophecy was fulfilled by Baasha of the tribe of Issachar (1 Kings 15:29).
[For more on the first three dynasties in Israel, see commentary on 2 Kings 9:9.]
1Ki 14:15
“he will root up Israel out of this good land that he gave to their fathers and will scatter them beyond the Euphrates River.” This amazing prophecy by Ahijah the prophet was spoken during the reign of Jeroboam I of Israel, and far enough into his reign that the evil set in motion by Jeroboam would have had some time to be ritualized and set in the culture. So this prophecy would likely have occurred somewhere around 930 BC, a full 200 years before Israel was finally destroyed by the Assyrians and carried away captive to parts of Assyria in 722 BC (2 Kings 17:6-23).
The Hebrew text just reads, “the river,” not the Euphrates River. In biblical times, the Euphrates was often just referred to as “the River,” and that is the case here. This prophecy of Ahijah was fulfilled when the Assyrians conquered the country of Israel and carried them beyond the Euphrates (2 Kings 17:1-23).
1Ki 14:17
“Tirzah.” The capital of Israel had moved from Shechem to Tirzah at this time.
1Ki 14:19
“Book of the Chronicles.” The Hebrew is idiomatic and literally reads, “the book of the events of the days” of the kings of Israel. The Schocken Bible reads, “the record of yearly events of the kings of Israel.”[footnoteRef:438] [438:  Everett Fox, The Schocken Bible.] 

1Ki 14:20
“Nadab.” Jeroboam named his sons the same as Aaron’s sons, Nadab and Abihu.
1Ki 14:21
“Now Rehoboam.” The text shifts from following the Northern Kingdom of Israel to the Southern Kingdom of Judah.
“Rehoboam was 41 years old when he began to reign.” The fact that Rehoboam was 41 when he became king the year Solomon died, and Solomon had reigned 40 years, means that Rehoboam was born before David died and Solomon became king. So Solomon already had at least one wife, Naamah, who was an Ammonite, before he married Pharaoh’s daughter (1 Kings 3:1).
“and his mother’s name was Naamah the Ammonite.” Naamah apparently had a very special relationship with Solomon, because she is the only wife of Solomon who is named in the Bible, and here in 1 Kings 14 she is listed twice (1 Kings 14:21, 31).
[For more information on Naamah, see commentary on 2 Chron. 12:13.]
1Ki 14:23
“shrines.” The Hebrew word “shrines” is bamot, which referred to a place that was leveled and built up and on which were placed various idols and objects of worship. Many of the towns had such shrines (see commentary on Num. 33:52).
“standing-stones.” Standing-stones were set up for various reasons, some of them being godly memorials, but here the context is pagan worship. Standing-stones would often be set up as part of the worship of pagan gods, and God has no tolerance for idols. They are harmful in many different ways and are to be destroyed.
[For more on standing-stones, see commentary on Gen. 28:18. For more on idols being harmful, see commentary on Deut. 7:5.]
1Ki 14:25
“Shishak king of Egypt came up against Jerusalem.” The attack by Sheshak is given in more detail in 2 Chronicles 12:2-9.
1Ki 14:26
“of the house of Yahweh and the treasures of the king’s house.” The house of Yahweh is the Temple, and the “king’s house” is the palace. Some of the treasures of the Temple went back to Egypt, which is ironic since some of those treasures may have come from Egypt at the time of the Exodus.
“he also took away all the shields of gold that Solomon had made.” This is quite an irony. Israel left Egypt with their gold because Pharaoh had hardened his heart against God, and now Rehoboam and Judah hardened their hearts against Yahweh and so the gold went back to Egypt. Pharaoh Shishak took away the gold weapons that were stored in the Temple, but he must have left the bronze ones because there were weapons from the time of David still in the Temple many years later at the time of Joash (2 Kings 11:10; 2 Chron. 23:9).
1Ki 14:27
“the guard.” The Hebrew is strange, literally, “the runners.” It may be that these guards ran with the message that there were people coming.
1Ki 14:29
“are they not written in the Book of the Chronicles.” That is, in 2 Chronicles 10, 11, 12.
1Ki 14:31
“Abijam.” He is called Abijah in 2 Chronicles 12:16.
 
1 Kings Chapter 15
1Ki 15:1
“Abijam.” In 2 Chronicles 12, Abijam is called “Abijah.”
1Ki 15:2
“Absalom.” The Hebrew text uses a variant spelling of the name, spelling it Abishalom, but it is the same person as Absalom (cf. 1 Kings 15:10 also).
1Ki 15:4
“for David’s sake.” God had made a promise to David that he would have descendants sitting on his throne in Jerusalem.
“God gave him a lamp.” The “lamp” is tied into the promises God made to David, that he would have descendants on his throne and Jerusalem would be established as the capital of his kingdom (see commentary on 1 Kings 11:36).
1Ki 15:6
“Rehoboam.” Rehoboam had died back in 1 Kings 14:31, and Abijah took his place as king. So why is Rehoboam mentioned here? Some Hebrew manuscripts and the Syriac text read “Abijam.”
1Ki 15:7
“There was war between Abijam and Jeroboam.” One of those wars is described in 2 Chronicles 13.
1Ki 15:9
“Asa became king over Judah.” The reign of King Asa is covered in 1 Kings 15:9-24, and 2 Chronicles 14:2-16:14.
1Ki 15:10
“mother’s.” The Hebrew text is “mother,” but “father” and “mother” were also used for grandparents and ancestors. Normally verses such as this tell us the name of the actual mother of the king (cf. 1 Kings 15:2; 2 Kings 8:26; 12:1; 14:2; 15:2, 33; 18:2; 22:1, etc.). The fact that this verse gives us the name of the grandmother shows the tremendous influence she held in the kingdom. But she was an idol worshiper and Asa removed her from her royal position (1 Kings 15:13).
1Ki 15:12
“male and female cult prostitutes.” There is little doubt that both male and female cult prostitutes were included, but the noun is masculine, so male prostitutes were involved.
Asa cleansed the land of Judah from much idolatry and evil (2 Chron. 14:2-5).
1Ki 15:13
“mother.” The Hebrew text is “mother,” but “father” and “mother” were also used for grandparents and ancestors.
“queen mother.” The Hebrew word translated “queen mother” is gebereth (#01404 גְּבֶרֶת), and in this context, the “queen mother” is the mother of the king.[footnoteRef:439] The queen mother was the most powerful woman in the kingdom, much more powerful than any of the wives of the king, who often did not have much real power at all. [439:  Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon.] 

1Ki 15:14
“shrines.” The Hebrew word “shrines” is bamot, which referred to a place that was leveled and built up and on which were placed various idols and objects of worship. Many of the towns had such shrines (see commentary on Num. 33:52).
1Ki 15:17
“Ramah.” Ramah was a city on the central ridge of the mountains leading to Jerusalem, about six miles north of Jerusalem.
“in order to prevent anyone from going out or coming in to Asa.” This would choke Judah in many ways. The main entrance to Jerusalem was from the north. In part this would stop defectors from Israel from going to Judah (cf. 2 Chron. 15:9). But it also hampered trade.
1Ki 15:18
“the king’s house.” That is, the palace.
1Ki 15:19
“There is a treaty.” There may have been a treaty between Asa and Ben-hadad. Or it may be his way of saying “Let there be a covenant,” but he says it in such as way as to make it happen.
“gift.” In the culture, a “gift” was a bribe.
“depart.” The Hebrew is literally “go up,” as if Baasha was a weight that needed to be lifted off of Asa.
1Ki 15:20
“Ijon and Dan and Abel-beth-maacah, and all Chinneroth.” The Syrians attacked from the north right down the Jordan Valley. “all Chinneroth” likely refers to the area around “Chinneroth,” the Sea of Galilee.
1Ki 15:21
“Tirzah.” Tirzah was the capital city of Israel. It had been the capital since the time of Jeroboam.
1Ki 15:22
“Geba of Benjamin, and Mizpah.” These are two sites in northern Benjamin and are accesses to Israel, the Northern Kingdom. By this act, Asa created a more permanent border between Judah and Israel.
1Ki 15:23
”the cities that he built.” The Hebrew can also mean, “the cities that he built up (or fortified),” and that is likely part of the meaning here, rather than referring to cities that Asa built from the ground up, although he might have built a few cities in strategic locations.
1Ki 15:25
“Nadab the son of Jeroboam became king over Israel.” Nadab reigned before Baasha, the king of Israel who warred against Asa, king of Judah. The record in 1 Kings can be confusing because in 1 Kings 15:24, Asa is recorded as dying, but then in 1 Kings 15:32-33, Asa is still king of Judah when Baasha is king of Israel. The solution to the apparent problem is realizing that 1 Kings 15 summarized Asa’s reign and death and then covers the reigns of Nadab and Baasha even though Asa reigned during the reigns of both Nadab and Baasha.
1Ki 15:27
“Gibbethon.” A city on the coastal plain of Israel, a few miles west of Gezer. The importance of that spot is that it is an entry point from the coast into Judah. Baasha may have also been looking for a way to attack the Philistines from the west.
1Ki 15:29
“as soon as he became king.” This is the natural understanding of the text. Baasha did not just kill all the descendants of Nadab, but all the descendants of Jeroboam. Baasha did not want any person who might be considered a legitimate ruler of Israel and who thus could be a rival to him to be left alive. The phrase “did not leave anyone breathing” indicates that Baasha killed off both the men and women who were descendants of Jeroboam.
“according to the word of Yahweh that he spoke by his servant Ahijah the Shilonite.” Ahijah gave that prophecy in 1 Kings 14:14.
 
1 Kings Chapter 16
1Ki 16:1
“Jehu.” Not the Jehu who would become king of Israel. This is the prophet Jehu (1 Kings 16:7) the son of Hanani, who was also a prophet (2 Chron. 16:7).
1Ki 16:3
“I will make your house like the house of Jeroboam.” The house of Jeroboam was totally destroyed.
1Ki 16:4
“The dogs will eat anyone belonging to Baasha who dies in the city.” In a culture where family ties were strong and family tombs common, to not have anyone bury your dead body was considered a terrible curse. In fact, many people believed (falsely, but it was a very widely held belief) that a proper burial was important for a comfortable existence in the afterlife. Thus the threat of not being buried but having one’s dead body eaten by animals, birds, and vermin was a horrifying threat of unspeakable loneliness and rejection, both on this earth and in the afterlife (see commentary on Jer. 14:16).
1Ki 16:7
”because he struck it down.” Baasha not only murdered Nadab the son of Jeroboam to become king (1 King 15:27), he went on to murder all the house of Jeroboam (1 Kings 15:29). But then, after killing all the dynasty of Jeroboam, Baasha went on to sin in the same way Jeroboam and Nadab sinned.
1Ki 16:9
“Over the House.” “Over the House” was the title of the palace administrator (see commentary on 1 Kings 4:6).
“who was Over the House in Tirzah.” “The House” was the palace in the capital city of Tirzah, and so Arza had the title of palace manager; “Over the House.” Like the “Chief of Staff” (cf. 1 Kings 4:6).
1Ki 16:11
“he struck down all the house of Baasha.” In this context, “the house of Baasha” is the dynasty of Baasha. Zimri did not kill Baasha, he had died earlier. Zimri killed Elah, Baasha’s son, but Zimri did not want any rivals to arise from Baasha’s descendants, so he killed them all and thus destroyed the house of Baasha. The dynasty of Baasha was the second dynasty to arise in Israel. The first was the dynasty of Jeroboam I, the second was the dynasty of Baasha, and the third was the dynasty of Omri, which is sometimes referred to as the dynasty of Ahab, Omri’s son, due to Ahab’s prominence (see commentary on 2 Kings 9:9).
“who pisses against a wall.” A crass idiom and cultural way of referring to the men. 1 Kings 16:11 seems to indicate that Zimri killed all the men related to or close to Baasha, but left the women alive.
“kinsman-redeemers.” A kinsman-redeemer could avenge Baasha’s death, so Zimri had them all killed.
1Ki 16:15
“seven days.” Zimri had the shortest reign of any of the kings of Israel or Judah.
1Ki 16:24
“built on the hill.” Omri fortified the hill and built his capital city, Samaria, there. It was so well fortified that when it finally fell to the Assyrians, it took the Assyrian army three years to siege it. Samaria so dominated the region that it became the name of the region itself as well as the name of the city.
“lord of the hill.” Here, “lord” is used of the landowner, and Shemer was the owner of the hill. The word “lord” is a grammatical plural, “lords,” but it refers to Shemer the lord.
1Ki 16:25
“Omri.” Omri was politically astute. He aligned with Judah and Phoenicia because his main enemy was Syria (Aram). He was also a great military strategist. His purchase of the hill of Shemer, which became named Samaria, was a powerful military position.
1Ki 16:29
“Ahab the son of Omri.” Omri is one of the kings of Israel whose tribe of origin is not mentioned; this lack of clarity would also be true of Ahab. However, it has been proposed that Omri came from the tribe of Issachar, but this has not been proven.
Ahab is one of the kings of Israel who is attested to in the secular records. For example, he is mentioned in the Assyrian records of Shalmanezer III, and he is also mentioned in the Mesha Stele.
1Ki 16:31
“the sins of Jeroboam the son of Nebat.” “Jeroboam the son of Nebat” is Jeroboam I, the first king of the northern kingdom of Israel (after Solomon died, the United Kingdom of Israel split into the kingdom of Judah in the south and the kingdom of Israel in the north). Jeroboam was ungodly and he rejected the Temple and the Laws of Moses and set up golden calf idols in the cities of Bethel and Dan, replaced the genuine Levites and priests with his own people, and modified the God-given religious calendar (1 Kings 28-32). His sins became the tradition in Israel; they were added to, like the worship of Baal in Israel, but they were never eradicated.
“worshiped.” The Hebrew verb is shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), and it is the same Hebrew word as “bow down.” The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body to the earth. Shachah is translated as both “bow down” and “worship;” traditionally “worship” if God is involved and “bow down” if people are involved, but the verb and action are the same, the act of bowing down is the worship.
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
1Ki 16:32
“temple.” The Hebrew is “house,” and the “house of Baal” is the temple of Baal. In the biblical culture, temples were commonly referred to as the “house” of the god (or God), and the Temple of God is often called the “house of God.” This was common knowledge in biblical times, but not well-known today. Good evidence of that fact is reflected in Christian tradition, which teaches that the experience of the tongues of fire on the Day of Pentecost happened in the upper room of a “house,” because Acts 2:2 says the sound filled the “house.” Thankfully, modern scholars are beginning to realize the “house” in Acts 2 is the Temple (see commentary on Acts 2:2). Ordinarily the REV would leave the word “house” in the text and not translate it “temple,” but in this case, the sin of Ahab is so egregious that it is important that the English reader understands that Ahab actually built a temple for Baal in his capital city.
1Ki 16:33
“the Asherah.” The Hebrew has the definite article and the direct object marker, and “the Asherah” may then refer to the well-known one in Samaria.
1Ki 16:34
“he laid its foundation…he set up its gates.” After a miraculous victory and destroying the city of Jericho, Joshua spoke a curse over the destroyed city: “Cursed is the man before Yahweh, who rises up and builds this city Jericho. With his firstborn son will he lay its foundation, and with his youngest son will he set up its gates” (Josh. 6:26). That curse, which was also a prophecy, was fulfilled over 500 years later when Hiel the Bethelite rebuilt Jericho and offered his oldest and youngest sons as foundation sacrifices.
Hiel lived during the time of Ahab and Jezebel, the king and queen of Israel, so it is helpful to know about them, because that is the environment Hiel lived in. Ahab did more evil than all the kings before him (1 Kings 16:30). He worshiped the golden calves that Jeroboam had made (1 Kings 16:31). He married Jezebel, who was the daughter of the King of Phoenicia (1 Kings 16:31 says king of Sidon, but that seems to be a general term for Phoenicians), and worshiped her gods, Baal and the Asherah, even making a Temple for Baal in his capital city (1 Kings 16:32). Jezebel was an idolater, witch (2 Kings 9:22), and murderer. She supported hundreds of prophets of Baal and the Asherah, and killed the prophets of Yahweh (1 Kings 18:4, 19), and would kill innocent families just to get a piece of land she wanted (1 Kings 21:1-16; 2 Kings 9:26. It is not well-known that Jezebel killed all of Naboth’s family, but she had to in order to get clear title to his land).
The god Baal was infamous for human sacrifice, especially child sacrifice, which is specifically mentioned in the Bible (Jer. 19:5), and in the reign of Jezebel and Ahab, Israel was permeated with the worship of Baal. Besides that, Hiel came from Bethel, which was one of the two centers of idol worship in Israel, a city where Jeroboam had set up his golden calves (1 Kings 12:29). So Hiel was almost certainly a worshiper of Baal, and the evidence is that he participated in child sacrifice.
We learn from archaeology and ancient texts that one of the most common types of human sacrifice was “foundation sacrifice,” where children or adults were executed and placed, sometimes in jars, under the walls and gates of cities. The British anthropologist and historian, Nigel Davies writes:
“Another very common form of human sacrifice was the rite of interring adults or children in the foundations of new buildings of under city gates or bridges. Foundation sacrifice springs from a primitive fear of anything new or doing an act for the first time. A new building is also a form of intrusion on the domain of the local spirit, whose anger may be aroused and who therefor has to be appeased. The buried person is not only a peace offering to this local spirit; his soul becomes a protective demon for the building. When the city of Tavoy in the extreme south of Burma was built, an eyewitness was able to testify that a criminal was put into each post-hole in order to become a guardian spirit. …Archaeology supports the Bible’s account of such foundation sacrifices [as that of Hiel the Bethelite]. In the sanctuary in Gezer were found two burnt skeletons of six-year-old children and the skulls of two adolescents that had been sawn in two. At Megiddo a girl of fifteen had been killed and buried in the foundations of a large structure. Excavations show that the practice of interring children and adults under new buildings was widespread and some were evidently buried alive.”[footnoteRef:440] [440:  Nigel Davies, Human Sacrifice in History and Today, 21,22,61.] 

The way the Hebrew text is worded, that “in [or “with”] Abiram his firstborn he founded her [Jericho], and with Segub, his youngest, he set up her gates,” makes it quite clear that Hiel did not have two tragic accidents while building Jericho, but rather sacrificed his sons to appease the gods and to become protective demons for his newly rebuilt Jericho.
In contrast to our Heavenly Father, who is loving and protects the innocent, the god of this world and his followers, even those who follow him out of ignorance, are blinded by their false religion and participate in terrible acts of cruelty and injustice. Jesus made it clear that we shall know evil by its fruit.
 
1 Kings Chapter 17
1Ki 17:1
“Elijah the Tishbite.” This is the first time Elijah is mentioned in the Bible. His ministry was in the late 800s BC.
“there will not be dew or rain these years except by my word.” Why would God call for a famine upon Israel? It caused a huge amount of hardship for the people. The answer is to be found in understanding how the people of Israel had turned away from Yahweh and were worshiping Baal. The word baal (pronounced baa-al) means “lord, master, owner, and husband,” and it is used many different ways in the Old Testament. As a god, “Baal” sometimes referred to a local god who was the lord of an area or people. However, here in 1 Kings, Baal refers to the great Canaanite storm god who controlled the rain, winds, and clouds, and thus fertility, and was known throughout the Middle East. A tablet found at Ras Shamra depicts Baal holding a lightning bolt.
Queen Jezebel obviously worshiped Baal, and supported 450 prophets of Baal with public funds (1 Kings 18:19). Also, apparently, many of the people of Israel worshiped Baal as well, and prayed to him for rain and abundant crops. So as long as the rain came and the crops grew, there would be no reason for the people to doubt Baal or turn away from him. The most effective way to get the people of Israel to turn away from Baal and turn back to Yahweh was to show that Baal did not have power over the rain and fertility, Yahweh did. Thus Elijah’s statement that unless he said so, there would be no rain or even dew. The reason for mentioning dew is that dew produced a lot of fertility in the dry months, from May until October. It was only when the people could clearly see that Baal was powerless to bring rain or fertility that their hearts were inclined to turn back to Yahweh and get rid of the prophets of Baal.
It is a sad commentary on humanity that often the only way God can get people to pay attention to Him is when the other things that people depend on for success or prosperity fail. However, that is the way life is, and because of that God’s prophets, like Elijah, sometimes had to pray for people’s idols to fail, so they would be humble and return to God. James 5:17 mentions the prayer of Elijah, and sin is mentioned both before it, in James 5:15, and after it, in James 5:19-20. Elijah’s prayer of trust caused a lot of temporary hardship, but it also caused many people to turn back from the error of their ways, and saved their souls from death. For more on God using problems to turn people from evil, cf. Deut. 4:25-30; Isa. 31:1-2, 6-7; Jer. 5:1-9 and 36:3.
1Ki 17:3
“east of the Jordan.” The literal Hebrew is “upon the face of the Jordan.” But what that means is unclear and debated, including if Elijah was to go east of the Jordan or stay west of it. It likely was a place east of the Jordan, thus the REV translation. The phrase “the face of the Jordan” has the idea of being near to the Jordan, connected to it, so it seems even if Elijah went east of the Jordan he was not far from where the Cherith Ravine ran into the Jordan River.[footnoteRef:441] [441:  See a discussion in: Walter Maier, 1 Kings 12-22 [ConcC].] 

“Wadi Cherith.” A “wadi” is an Arabic word (Hebrew is “nahal” #05158) that refers to anything from a deep canyon or ravine to a quite shallow riverbed. It likely most often refers to a valley or ravine that had a river or brook that ran wet during the rainy season but would dry out in the dry season.
1Ki 17:6
“bread and flesh.” The use of “bread and flesh” here in 1 Kings 17:6 is interesting wording in light of John 6, where Christ said that his followers would eat his flesh and drink his blood (John 6:53-58). God temporarily sustained Elijah with bread and flesh, but the bread and flesh of Jesus Christ results in everlasting life.
1Ki 17:9
“that belongs to Sidon.” Zarephath was in the territory controlled by Sidon. Here we see another parallel between Elijah and Jesus Christ, because Jesus went there (Luke 4:26).
1Ki 17:12
“Yahweh your God.” The woman would have known Elijah was an Israelite by the way he spoke and the way he was dressed. She may have also noticed more specific things than that as well.
“two sticks.” It was not necessary to have a huge fire to cook on—a couple of sticks would be enough wood to bake the little dough that she had.
1Ki 17:13
“loaf.” The “loaf” would have been like a small pancake—a piece of flatbread.
1Ki 17:14
“For this is what Yahweh the God of Israel says.” Yahweh may be the God of Israel, but His power extends over Phoenicia, the territory of Baal. Yahweh, not the storm-god Baal, sends the needed rain.
“until the day that Yahweh sends rain.” Here Yahweh speaks of Himself in the third person.
1Ki 17:15
“for many days.” The Bible does not give the amount of time, but it was likely quite a long time because it did not rain in Israel for over three years. It would have likely taken a year or perhaps—but less likely—even two for the Wadi Cherith to run dry, but that would still leave a year or more for the flour and oil to be multiplied.
1Ki 17:17
“there was no breath left in him.” A euphemism for the fact that the child died.
1Ki 17:18
“What have I to do with you.” An idiomatic phrase that in essence means “What do we have in common.” The woman now saw herself as very different from the man of God, who in her mind has brought the wrath of God upon her house.
“bring my sin to mind.” The specific sin or sins the woman had in mind is not important. The point is the humble people are aware of their sins and shortcomings, and this woman was too. Everyone sins, but humble people take responsibility for their sins and try to rectify them.
1Ki 17:20
“also.” Elijah loved Israel and was acutely aware of the pain and suffering there that the famine was causing, and now he is distressed by the death of the child of the woman with whom he was staying.
1Ki 17:21
“please let this child’s life return within him.” Elijah prayed for Yahweh to give the child life again. Elijah did not believe he had the authority of life and death, but knew that power came from God. The life had left the child’s body and he was dead. Elijah was simply asking for his life to return; for the boy to be alive again. When the child was dead he was dead in every way, he was not alive somewhere else in some incorporeal form.
[For more on dead people being dead in every way, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.” For more on “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
1Ki 17:22
“And Yahweh listened to the voice of Elijah.” Verses such as this show how important our prayers are. As the Bible says, believers are fellow workers with God.
1Ki 17:24
“Now indeed.” The Hebrew adds a word that can be translated “indeed,” and which indicated that although the woman had proof from the flour and oil that Elijah was a man of God, when he raised her son back to life she had even more proof, and definitive proof, that he was a man of God, and as the agent of God could raise a person from the dead.
 
1 Kings Chapter 18
1Ki 18:2
“Samaria.” This use of “Samaria” likely referred to the region around Samaria; it would not have referred to the city of Samaria. However, the horrific sin against Yahweh was headquartered in the capital city, Samaria, so the use of Samaria is well justified here.
1Ki 18:3
“Over the House.” Obadiah was the palace administrator. The word “house” was often used in more contexts in the biblical culture than it is today. The “house” of God was the Temple, the “house” of the king was the palace, and so the “household” was the palace and all the goings on there. “Over the House” was most likely a title for the person who was the palace administrator, like being the Chief of Staff in the White House today.
“Obadiah feared Yahweh greatly.” The great reverence that Obadiah had for Yahweh is that he hid the prophets of Yahweh and sustained them at the risk of his life. Had he been discovered he would have certainly been executed.
1Ki 18:4
“cut off.” Killed. Jezebel was a murderer. The Devil and his people hate truth, and will kill to suppress it. There is no freedom of religion with the Devil or his people. However, all kinds of witchcraft, superstitions, and hurtful beliefs are allowed. Jesus said we would know them by their fruit and that is certainly true with religion.
1Ki 18:5
“brooks.” The Hebrew is nahal (#05158 נַחַל), the wadi, the riverbed that can flow with water but is usually dry during the dry season.
“so that we do not have to slaughter some of the animals.” The Hebrew word translated “slaughter” is the same root as “cut off” in 1 Kings 18:4 when Jezebel “cut off” (killed) the prophets of Yahweh. Ahab knew if the animals were starving that they would slaughter them (cut them off; kill them) so that at least they could get meat from them rather than let them starve to death and be of no value to anyone. Although some versions read “lose” (“that we lose not all the beasts,” KJV), the idea in the text is not just that the animals would die, but rather that some of them would have to be slaughtered (cf. NAB: “and not have to slaughter any of the beasts.” See also NASB, NET, NIV, NJB).
1Ki 18:7
“Obadiah.” The Hebrew text reads “he,” but that could be confusing in this sentence, so we substituted the name for the pronoun.
“Is it you, my lord Elijah?” This is a rhetorical question. Obadiah recognized Elijah. This is more like, “Wow! Is it really you, here now? Now what?”
1Ki 18:8
“your lord.” The Hebrew is a grammatical plural, “lords.”
1Ki 18:10
“swear that they had not found you.” The nature of the imperfect verb, “find” in the Hebrew text is that Elijah had not been found, but if he were to be found in the future, the nation that found him would turn him over to Ahab. Finding Elijah was an international issue for Israel.
1Ki 18:11
“your lord.” The Hebrew is a grammatical plural, “lords,” but it refers to the singular lord, Ahab.
1Ki 18:14
“your lord.” The Hebrew is a grammatical plural, “your lords,” but referring to just King Ahab.
1Ki 18:15
“before whom I stand.” This is an idiom meaning “whom I serve.” The servants stood before their lord.
1Ki 18:20
“So Ahab sent.” Ahab offers no resistance to Elijah’s demand. He was overconfident of the power of Baal and his prophets.
1Ki 18:21
“leap.” This same word is used in 1 Kings 18:26 for the false prophets leaping on the altar they made.
“the two sides.” The Hebrew word can mean “branches” (YLT) or crutches made from branches (HALOT), which seems unlikely here. The ASV uses “two sides,” which makes sense. The idea seems to be the very concrete mind picture of a person leaping back and forth between two branches in a tree or two sides of an issue. One thing seems clear from the context, and that is that no one can support both sides because the sides are opposed.
“Baal.” The Canaanite god of rain and fertility. See commentary on 1 Kings 17:1.
1Ki 18:22
“I am left of the prophets of Yahweh.” This was not true, and no doubt Elijah knew that. For example, not long before this event, a servant of Ahab, Obadiah, hid 100 prophets in a cave and told Elijah about it (1 Kings 18:4, 13). Elijah’s statement could easily have been hyperbole (exaggeration), which was common in the culture, mixed with Elijah’s feelings that no other prophet of Yahweh was taking a stand against the king and queen like he was doing, so in that sense, he was the only prophet of Yahweh around. Also, however, and easily as likely, Elijah may have been purposely hiding what he knew about other prophets of Yahweh, knowing that if Jezebel knew that there were other prophets of Yahweh alive who had escaped her persecution she would try to find them and kill them. In that case, Elijah was only repeating what Ahab and Jezebel thought, that Elijah was the last prophet of Yahweh left, which would help to keep the other prophets safe.
1Ki 18:24
“the name of your god.” The word “god” is Elohim, a grammatical plural, and here it refers to the singular god Baal.
1Ki 18:25
“your god.” The word translated “god” is elohim, which can be translated as “god” or “gods,” but here, even though Elohim is a grammatical plural, the scholars realize that Elijah is referring to Baal, a singular god in the Canaanite pantheon, and so they translate it as “god” (see commentary on 1 Kings 18:27).
1Ki 18:27
“Either he is thinking.” The Hebrew can also mean, “he is in a discussion.” The Hebrew word can refer to thinking and also to discussing something.
“or he stepped out for a moment.” Some scholars take this as a euphemism for going to the bathroom, but that may be taking the text too far.
“he is a god.” Here we have the grammatical plural elohim with the singular pronoun “he.” The translators realize that this is referring to the singular god Baal, and so translate the phrase as “he is a god.”
1Ki 18:28
“cut themselves.” God made humans in His own image, and we are “fearfully and wonderfully made” (or “remarkably and wonderfully made,” Ps. 139:14 HCSB). It seems to be both logical and instinctual to protect one’s body and feel good and healthy, yet the Devil has been successful in getting humans to practice self-mutilation under a number of circumstances.
Self-mutilation is an attack on God’s love for people and a person’s relationship with God. It never makes a person more righteous or holy in God’s sight, and it does not bring His grace or favor to bear in any situation. Neither does God want people to somehow punish themselves for being “not good enough” or for any other reason. It is also important to keep in mind that in that culture, cutting oneself not only needlessly harmed the person, and from the Devil’s point of view defaced God’s wonderful creation, but it was a genuine danger because the people had no effective way to fight infection if the wound should become infected. Thus every cut was a very real danger to the person. The custom of cutting oneself for various “religious” reasons was so widespread that there can be little doubt that occasionally someone would get infected and die—a great coup for the Devil who comes to steal, kill, and destroy (John 10:10).
Self-mutilation is practiced in a number of religions, just as human sacrifice is, usually in the name of a god or as a demonstration of devotion or piety. Here in 1 Kings 18:28, the pagan priests used self-mutilation to get the attention of Baal and win his favor. Cutting oneself was also a pagan custom that was done as part of mourning for the dead (Jer. 16:6; 41:5; 47:5; 48:37; see commentary on Jer. 41:5), but God never wanted people to mourn that way and forbade it in the Law of Moses: “do not cut yourselves…for the dead” (Deut. 14:1).
The Devil works hard behind the scenes to get to the point that people call good “evil,” and evil “good” (Isa. 5:20). Often he gets “evil” to become embedded in the culture as something “good.” That is clearly the case with many superstitions, which honor him and take glory away from God. The wise Christian studies the Scripture to get to know the character of God and His commands, and thus can avoid participating in the evils the Devil has managed to embed in the culture. For example, Jesus knew the character and commands of God, so he did not keep the cultural dictate not to heal people on the Sabbath—he just ignored it (Luke 13:10-17).
The pagans, worshiping the Devil in disguise, had various religious reasons for cutting themselves. Sadly, the Jews did not understand the character of God and some of those pagan and demonic practices became part of the customs of Israel.
1Ki 18:29
“the evening offering.” The evening sacrifice and offering included the sacrifice of a lamb and a grain offering and also a drink offering (Exod. 29:38-42; Num. 28:3-8).
1Ki 18:31
“sons of Jacob.” God does not call them “the tribes of Israel” here. They are the “sons of Jacob;” Jacob, that “heel snatcher,” who was on and off for Yahweh and wavered just as his descendants were now doing toward Yahweh.
“to whom the word of Yahweh came.” God chose Israel as His people and guided them with His Word, which was a special blessing to those people (cf. the special blessing on people who received specific revelation (John 10:35; Jer. 1:2)).
1Ki 18:32
“and he built the stones.” In the Hebrew text, the “stones” are the direct object of the verb “built.”
1Ki 18:34
“a third time.” So he used twelve stones for the twelve tribes of Israel, and now he had used twelve jars of water, no doubt also pointing to the twelve tribes of Israel.
1Ki 18:40
“slaughtered.” The Hebrew word is usually used in a sacrificial sense, to kill as a sacrifice, although it is sometimes used for just “killing” people.
1Ki 18:41
“there is the sound.” At this point, there was not even a cloud in the sky, as we learn a couple of verses later (1 Kings 18:43), but God showed Elijah there was going to be an abundance of rain by making him hear the sound. This is audible revelation; revelation hearing.
1Ki 18:42
“So Ahab went up to eat and to drink.” Ahab shows no reaction to the fact that 450 prophets of Baal were just executed.
1Ki 18:45
“in a little while.” The Hebrew text is idiomatic, literally, “by then, by then,” referring to a little while.
1Ki 18:46
“And the hand of Yahweh was on Elijah.” This phrase indicates that Elijah was under the direction and empowerment of Yahweh.
“tucked his cloak into his belt.” The custom was to lift up the long robe one was wearing and tuck it into a sash of some sort to keep it up, and the shorter robe allowed the man to run (Luke 12:35; 1 Pet. 1:13).
“to the entrance of Jezreel.” This is a long run. It would have been at least 15 miles, and it could have been even more.
 
1 Kings Chapter 19
1Ki 19:1
“and above all.” As per Fox, following the ancient versions and not the Masoretic text.
1Ki 19:2
“life.” The Hebrew is often translated as “soul,” but here “soul” means “life.”
1Ki 19:3
“And he was afraid.” The reading “and he was afraid” is almost certainly the meaning of the original text. The Masoretic Hebrew Text is vocalized as “he saw,” meaning that the vowel points are put in the text (they were not in the original text) in such a way as to form the word “he saw.” However, there are ancient versions and medieval manuscripts that are vocalized differently, and thus read, “he was afraid.” This is a matter of vowel points, and not the way the consonantal Hebrew text—which all scholars agree on—reads. Thus understanding the context of 1 Kings 19:3 is the only way to tell whether a version such as the King James is correct, which reads “and when he saw…” or a version such as the NASB is correct, which reads, “and he was afraid.” Given that Elijah had just executed 450 of Jezebel’s prophets, and given that Jezebel had vowed to kill Elijah within one day, and given that Elijah ran for his life, the translation that is in many modern versions, that “he was afraid,” is almost certainly the original meaning of the text. Elijah was afraid and ran away.
“to Beer-sheba that belongs to Judah.” Elijah left Israel and went south into Judah.
1Ki 19:4
“he asked that he would die.” The literal text is, “he asked for his soul [his life] to die.”
“take my life.” The Hebrew uses the word for “soul,” meaning “life” in this context. Thus, the sentence could also be translated as, “Now, O Yahweh, take my soul, for I am no better than my fathers.”
1Ki 19:5
“an angel.” The Hebrew word translated “angel” can also refer to a messenger, and this could be a human being that God sent to help Elijah.
1Ki 19:6
“loaf.” The “loaf” would have been like a small pancake—a piece of flatbread. This is the same word as in 1 Kings 17:13. In fact, this “loaf” may have reminded Elijah of Yahweh’s provision that he had experienced earlier with the widow in Phoenicia.
1Ki 19:7
“too much for you.” That is, “too much for you in the condition you are in, not having eaten in so long.”
1Ki 19:8
“40 days and 40 nights.” The journey from south Judah to Mount Horeb would not have taken even close to 40 days and nights, but Elijah made the journey take that long. This could well be tying Elijah to Moses and Christ.
1Ki 19:9
“the cave.” The use of the definite article makes it sound like this was a specific cave that was known or known about. It is uncertain, but possible that this “cave” was the “cleft” or “hole” that Moses was in when Yahweh passed by (cf. Exod. 33:22).
“What are you doing here, Elijah?” The Hebrew is idiomatic, “What do you have here, Elijah?”
1Ki 19:10
“zealous, yes, zealous.” This is the figure of speech polyptoton for emphasis (see commentary on Gen. 2:16).
1Ki 19:11
“Go out.” Go out of the cave he was in.
“Yahweh passed by.” This is similar wording to Exodus 34:6 when Yahweh passed by Moses.
1Ki 19:15
“return on your way toward the wilderness of Damascus.” Elijah would have begun his journey north the way he came down, but then veered off to head toward Damascus. The phrase “wilderness of Damascus” is not clear in Hebrew. It could be more like, “toward the wilderness, toward Damascus,” meaning the wilderness and then on to Damascus. Hazael would have been in Damascus. Interestingly, the Douay-Rheims version (NT AD 1582; OT AD 1609) reads, “through the desert, to Damascus” which is likely what happened.
1Ki 19:16
“Abel-meholah.” About nine miles southeast of Beth-shean, on a ford of the Jordan.
1Ki 19:17
“he who escapes from the sword of Jehu.” This whole verse is ominous as to the coming judgment on the house of Omri. Jehoram (son of Ahab) and Jezebel were killed by Jehu, as well as the worshipers of Baal.
1Ki 19:18
“will preserve 7,000.” More than 7,000 people would be protected and remain alive in Israel, no doubt in part because these 7,000 had not worshiped Baal.
“every mouth that has not kissed him.” Kissing the feet of the statue of the god was an act of submission.
1Ki 19:19
“and found Elisha.” To some extent, Elijah would have had to look for Elisha. Elijah would have had a general idea of where he was, but since Elisha was plowing, he could have been in a number of places in the general vicinity.
“12 yoke of oxen before him.” For fellowship and protection, it was the custom for farmers to work together to get the farm work such as plowing done. Elisha was not driving 24 oxen. He was plowing with 11 other men, each of whom had a yoke of oxen.
1Ki 19:21
“using the oxen’s plowing equipment.” The “equipment” would include the plow, the yoke, the goad, and perhaps any threshing equipment Elisha might have owned. But even if Elisha burned all of those things, it would not have been nearly enough wood to cook an “ox” (which would have been male or female cows; they would not have been donkeys because donkeys were “unclean” and could not have been eaten by the people). So the point of saying Elisha burned his plowing equipment was to emphasize that Elisha totally gave up his previous life in order to follow Elijah as a full-time prophet.
 
1 Kings Chapter 20
1Ki 20:6
“of your servants.” This is a case where the exact meaning of “servants” is ambiguous, and it has been suggested that Ahab’s “servants” are the people of wealth and power in Samaria, i.e., military and political leaders, or it could refer to the people of the city of Samaria, all who were technically servants of the king. Given the context, however, and the fact that many of the people of Samaria would have been poor, there would be no reason to search all their houses.
[For more on “servants” being high officials, see commentary on 2 Sam. 11:1.]
1Ki 20:12
“at Sukkoth.” The Hebrew can, and likely should, be translated as a place name, Sukkoth. The Hebrew text has the definite article before “Sukkoth,” which is often indicative of a place name. Furthermore, as Everett Fox points out, the town of Sukkoth was just east of the Jordan River and was “used as a base of operations east of the Jordan.”[footnoteRef:442] It also makes sense because Ben-hadad, coming from Damascus in Syria, would likely encamp east of the Jordan, close to his home and not in the territory controlled directly by Samaria. Although most versions have “in tents,” these were armies in the field, so they would have been in tents, and likely would not have taken the time to build “sukkoth,” temporary shelters (“sukkoth” is the same word as “booths” in the “Feast of Booths” (“Tabernacles”). There is access to Samaria from Sukkoth. Robert Alter[footnoteRef:443] also sees “Sukkoth” as a place name, as does the JPS Tanakh. [442:  Everett Fox, The Schocken Bible.]  [443:  Robert Alter, The Hebrew Bible.] 

1Ki 20:15
“7,000.” Interestingly, this is the number of people that Yahweh told Elijah had not bowed the knee to Baal (1 Kings 19:18). It is highly unlikely that none of these 7,000 warriors were among the 7,000 that God mentioned, and their purity of heart to follow Yahweh may have been why God wanted them to participate in the battle.
1Ki 20:17
“Now Ben-hadad had sent out scouts.” This shows that Ben-hadad was not in sight of the city. The distance between Samaria and Sukkoth could have been covered reasonably quickly by horseback (cf. 1 King 20:20).
“out from Samaria.” “Samaria” is both the name of the capital city of Israel and the region the city is in, but here in 1 Kings 20:17 “Samaria” refers to the capital city of Israel.
1Ki 20:18
“take them alive.” The Hebrew uses a word that means “seize” or “grab.”
1Ki 20:20
“struck down.” That is, “killed.”
1Ki 20:21
“the horses and the chariots.” The Hebrew is a collective singular: literally, “the horse and the chariot.” This could be seeing the horse and chariot as one war weapon, or “chariot” could be a metonymy for the charioteer, or Israel could have destroyed the chariots as well as killed the soldiers.
“with a great slaughter.” The Hebrew is “with a great striking down,” so the verb “strike down” occurs three times in the verse for emphasis.
1Ki 20:22
“at the return of the year.” The exact time of the year that this phrase refers to is not known and is debated by scholars. However, both the prophet and King Ahab knew what the phrase meant.
1Ki 20:23
“servants.” In this context, “servant” refers to high officials and military commanders (see commentary on 2 Sam. 11:1).
“Their god is a god of the mountains.” The Hebrew word translated as “mountains” has a broad meaning and can refer to a hill or a mountain. However, the Syrians were attacking the city of Samaria, which is near the heart of the mountainous area of central Israel, and it is both surrounded by mountains and is on a mountain itself. The Syrians believed that Yahweh, the God of Israel, also called El Shaddai (“God, the One of the mountain”) was a mountain God. In contrast to Samaria in the mountains, Damascus, the capital city of Syria and where the leadership and much of the army likely came from, is on a plain. So it made sense to the Syrians that if they fought Israel in the mountains, Israel would be stronger, but if they fought them on a plain, they would be stronger.
The belief at the time, and throughout most of the Old Testament, was that the various gods lived in specific places on earth. This belief shows up in a number of different verses in the Old Testament, and was even believed by many Israelites, even though God revealed that He was the only true God, and God over the whole earth. The belief that the gods lived in specific places likely developed because demons do indeed live in different places and so when they manifest themselves or influence a culture, they influence that culture in their own particular place and way. Demons are not omnipresent, and they control different places in different ways. Furthermore, the demons are in a hierarchy, with some being more powerful than others. That was the way God arranged the angelic world, and when some of the angels fell (those we now often refer to as demons), they maintained their hierarchy. Daniel 10:12-14 reveals a powerful demon that resisted the angel who God sent to answer Daniel’s prayer.
The belief that Yahweh was the God of Israel and lived in Israel explains a number of Bible verses. For example, it explains why when Jonah got a revelation from Yahweh that he did not want to obey, he left Israel. Jonah thought that by leaving the land of Israel he could get away from Yahweh (Jon. 1:3). Also, Naaman the Syrian wanted to worship Yahweh, but how could he do that in Syria? Naaman’s solution was to take some of the land of Israel back with him to Syria and worship Yahweh on the dirt from Israel (2 Kings 5:17). Also, when the king of Assyria moved people into Israel they did not know how to please Yahweh and so had troubles (2 Kings 17:26). It was in large part because of the belief that certain gods lived in certain places and could affect the weather, crops, and animals in that place that Israel was often drawn to worship the ancestral gods of the lands that they conquered (see commentary on Deut. 12:30).
One unknown in this verse is what the Syrians thought about the “god” or “gods” of Israel. The Hebrew word elohim is a plural form, and in the Bible, it is used of “God,” “a god,” or “gods.” The debate between scholars as to how to understand the verse and translate it in this context has gone on for centuries. Did the Syrians recognize that Israel only had one God, or did they realize that in the Northern Kingdom of Israel the people worshiped Yahweh, Baal, Jeroboam’s golden calves, and other deities as well, in which case “gods” is more appropriate than “God” or “a god.” Because of the lack of clarity as to exactly what the Syrians were saying about Israel, some English Bibles have, “Their god is a god of the hills” (ASV, CEB); others have, “Their God is a God of the hills” (CJB, JPS); others have, “Their gods are gods of the hills, (ESV, CSB, DBY, KJV, NAB, NASB, NIV, NLT, NRSV); and still others have “Their God is a god of the mountains” (NET). The REV has “Their god is a god of the mountains,” which seems to fit best with what Yahweh said in 1 Kings 20:28.
1Ki 20:24
“commanders.” This is an Aramaic (or Assyrian) word for a person of authority. Technically a governor of some sort, but the title was applied to various kinds of leaders. These are Syrians speaking, which accounts in part for the different word for commanders.
1Ki 20:26
“Aphek.” There are three possible locations that have been suggested for Aphek. One is near Ein-gev on the Golan Heights, one is on the plain of Acco near the coast of Israel close to Phoenicia, and one is near the Yarkon River that runs through Tel Aviv. None of these locations is at the foot of Samaria, but are miles away from it.
1Ki 20:27
“two little flocks of goats.” The Hebrew is more literally, “two exposed (or “bare”) goats.” The word “flocks” is supplied from the Septuagint.
1Ki 20:28
“so that you may know that I am Yahweh.” This is the same phrase as occurs in 1 Kings 20:13. God gives people many chances to recognize who He really is: the One God of all the earth.
1Ki 20:31
“sackcloth around our waists and ropes on our heads.” The sackcloth around the waist would mean the upper body was exposed, as if they were stripped as prisoners, and because prisoners were usually tied with ropes, the ropes on their heads was an admission of defeat and being at the mercy of the Israelites. They removed all evidence of military clothing, showing that they were not in a position to fight, and had no desire to.
“go out to the king of Israel.” That is, go out to surrender.
1Ki 20:32
“He is my brother!” It seems that Ahab had wanted to have a tighter relationship with the Syrians, and saw this as his chance.
1Ki 20:33
“and they quickly picked it up from him.” The idea of the verse is that Ben-hadad’s men were looking for an omen or sign, and when Ahab said, “He is my brother,” they quickly picked that up as the omen they had been looking for. This translation also is quite close to the idea in the Septuagint.[footnoteRef:444] [444:  See W. Maier, 1 Kings 12-22 [ConcC].] 

“Then he said.” That is, Ahab the king of Israel said.
1Ki 20:34
“I will set you free with this covenant.” Here the text abruptly changes and King Ahab of Israel is speaking (at that point Ben-hadad was still a prisoner of war). Ahab set Ben-hadad free, and that is why he was confronted by the prophet in 1 Kings 20:41-43 for letting Ben-hadad go. It is not uncommon for the text to switch speakers suddenly and without informing the reader.
1Ki 20:35
“said to another one.” In this verse, one prophet says to another one that God said to strike him, but the other prophet refused.
1Ki 20:36
“have not obeyed the voice of Yahweh.” This is a good example of the Jewish law of agency. The prophet is speaking, but it is called “the voice of Yahweh” (cf. Isa. 7:10).
“a lion found him and killed him.” In 1 Kings 13, the prophet who disobeyed the word of Yahweh was killed by a lion.
“struck him down.” That is, killed him.
1Ki 20:37
“another man.” This would be another one of the prophets, not just any person.
1Ki 20:39
“to weigh out a talent of silver.” Silver was in bars and such, not coins, and had to be weighed. An Israelite talent at this time was about 66 pounds.
1Ki 20:40
“That is your sentence; you yourself have decided it.” In other words, “You agreed to this so you decided your own sentence.”
1Ki 20:43
“went to his house.” So Ahab returned to his palace in Samaria.
 
1 Kings Chapter 21
1Ki 21:1
“Jezreel.” Jezreel in the Megiddo Valley was the northern place of Ahab and Jezebel.
“next to the palace.” This is not the normal word for “palace,” which is just the word “house.” It is often used for a temple. However, 1 Kings 21:2 says “house.”
1Ki 21:3
“Yahweh forbid me from giving the inheritance of my fathers to you!” The Law of Moses forbids people from selling their land to others outside the family (Num. 36:7).
1Ki 21:4
“I will not give you the inheritance of my fathers.” The Mosaic Law forbid passing property from one tribe to another (Lev. 25:23; Num. 36:7). Although the Bible does not say what tribe Ahab was from, some scholars have proposed his family was from Issachar. In any case, because Naboth refused to sell his land to Ahab, it is certain that Ahab and Naboth were not from the same tribe, and Naboth’s family inheritance would go back to Joshua’s division of the land.
“So Ahab came into his house sullen and angry.” Ahab had the same emotional response to the word of the prophet (1 Kings 20:42-43) and what Naboth had said to him based on the Law. King Ahab was not humble and wanted to do things his way, not God’s way.
1Ki 21:5
“Why is your spirit so sullen.” Here we see the word “spirit” referring to one’s attitude and emotions.
1Ki 21:7
“Now you exercise your kingship.” This phrase can be a question or command, and a command seems to fit better with Jezebel’s personality. The tense of the verb is future, “Now you will exercise….” The word “kingship” is Ahab and Jezebel trying to prove they had dynastic authority, but their view of kingship was different than Yahweh’s. They were supposed to reign with humble obedience to Yahweh, but instead, they elevated themselves above Yahweh and did immoral and illegal things.
1Ki 21:8
“and sealed them with his seal.” The “seal” of the king of Israel would be a signet ring or cylinder seal that was personally identified with him in some way, by a symbol or letters. These signets were usually made of stone and had a name or title engraved on them. These were very common in the ancient world and identified the owner. If someone was given the signet of the king, they were authorized to do business in the king’s name. Here we see that Jezebel was, as was Joseph (Gen. 41:42), and Haman and then Mordecai (Esther 3:10; 8:2).
[For more on seals and signets, see commentary on Gen. 41:42.]
“to the elders and to the nobles who were in his city who lived with Naboth.” It is a sad testimony about people that they are so evil, or so fearful of authority, that they would support killing an innocent man and his sons (2 Kings 9:26) just so a ruler could take his property. These people were not the dregs of society, but the “elders and nobles” in the kingdom of Israel. But the truth is that these people seem to live in every society throughout history. With the Devil’s help, godless people (they may be very religious but they are God-less) rise to leadership positions in society and then control and afflict people.
[For more on the Devil being the ruler of the world, see commentary on Luke 4:6.]
“nobles.” The more literal meaning of the Hebrew word is “freemen,” but in this context, it refers to those free men who were higher up in society, who we could refer to as “nobles.”
1Ki 21:9
“Proclaim a fast.” It was common that if some kind of disaster was coming, or had come but the cause was unknown, or if there was some offense to God that had become known, rulers would proclaim a fast to seek the will of God and reconciliation with Him. Esther proclaimed a fast to avert the disaster that Haman’s proclamation would bring up the Jewish people (Esther 4:16). That Jezebel proclaimed a fast would get people thinking, “What have Jezebel’s prophets revealed to her about someone offending God or about an upcoming disaster in the kingdom?” Jezebel’s plan was very sly, because if Jezebel was asked why a fast was being proclaimed she only had to say, “It has come to my attention that someone has offended God, and I want to protect the kingdom from His wrath.” At that point, when two men accused Naboth of cursing God and the king, Jezebel, or her evil stooges, could point at Naboth and say, “He is our problem,” and have him executed.
1Ki 21:10
“sons of Belial.” This is a designation of sons of the Devil.
[For more on sons of Belial, see commentary on 1 Sam. 2:12. For more on the unforgivable sin and children of the Devil, see commentary on Matt. 12:31.]
“You cursed God and the king!” This is quite the irony. Jezebel accuses Naboth of cursing God and the king when in fact she is the one cursing God by her actions and words. Also ironic is the false witnesses’ use of the word “curse,” which is actually the Hebrew word “bless,” but is sometimes used euphemistically for “curse” as we see here,[footnoteRef:445] sort of in the same way that in today’s culture the word “bad” is sometimes used for something good, as in “O, that’s bad!” [meaning, “O that is very good.”] Also, to “bless” sometimes meant to send away, such as a person would send someone away from him with a blessing, so it can mean “dismiss” (or curse) and that is the underlying meaning it has here, Naboth supposedly cursed God and thus dismissed Him. The word “bless” is used to mean “curse” in other places in the Bible as well (cf. Job 1:5, 11; 2:5, 9). [445:  Cf. Koehler and Baumgartner, HALOT Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon.] 

1Ki 21:13
“Naboth cursed God and the king!” It was not just Naboth that was stoned, but his sons as well, because if only Naboth died his sons would inherit his property. So Jezebel murdered Naboth and his sons, but we don’t know how many sons Naboth had (2 Kings 9:26). The accusation was that Naboth cursed God and the king (see commentary on 1 Kings 21:10).
1Ki 21:19
“even yours.” Interestingly, the Septuagint has, “and the prostitutes will wash in your blood,” which is what happened (1 Kings 22:38), even though that phrase is not in the original text here.
1Ki 21:20
“you have sold yourself.” Ahab wanted certain things in the flesh, and he “sold himself” to get those things, and it also seems to have the connotation of having given himself totally to the flesh in the sense that he was “sold out” to the flesh.
1Ki 21:21
“will utterly burn up.” The Hebrew is more literally “burn up” meaning eradicate (cf. 1 Kings 14:10).
“those coming after you.” The Hebrew is literally, “burn up after you,” but the rest of the verse and the context indicates that those coming after are descendants and those who would have been part of the dynasty of Ahab. They were all killed.
“who pisses against a wall.” A crass idiom and cultural way of referring to the men.
“slave or free in Israel.” The meaning of this phrase is uncertain, and there are at least six different possibilities that have been postulated by scholars. The same phrase is used in 1 Kings 14:10 (see commentary on 1 Kings 14:10).
1Ki 21:22
“house.” In this context, “house” refers to the dynasty, not just the immediate household of Ahab.
“like the house of Jeroboam...and Baasha.” Both of those dynasties were wiped out by rivals (see commentary on 2 Kings 9:9).
1Ki 21:23
“Yahweh also spoke about Jezebel.” Yahweh spoke via the prophet (cf. 1 Kings 21:19). He did not speak directly Himself. This is a case of the Jewish custom of author-agent.
“The dogs will eat Jezebel by the rampart of Jezreel.” In a culture where family ties were strong and family tombs common, to not have anyone bury your dead body was considered a terrible curse. In fact, many people believed (falsely, but it was a very widely held belief) that a proper burial was important for a comfortable existence in the afterlife. Thus the threat of not being buried but having one’s dead body eaten by animals, birds, and vermin was a horrifying threat of unspeakable loneliness and rejection, both on this earth and in the afterlife (see commentary on Jer. 14:16).
“rampart.” In this case, the “rampart” was the outer wall of the city, often associated with a moat (cf. Darby and JPS, “moat”). Here it more likely just means outer wall. It makes sense that Jezebel would have her personal quarters in the outer wall of the city which would give her a good view of the area around the city, and when she was pushed out the window she would fall to her death at the base of the wall.
1Ki 21:24
“the dogs will eat.” In a culture where family tombs and burial plots were common and family and community ties were strong, to not have family or friends bury one’s dead body was considered a terrible curse. In fact, many people believed (falsely, but it was a very widely held belief) that a proper burial was important for a comfortable existence in the afterlife. Thus the threat of not being buried but having one’s dead body eaten by animals, birds, and vermin was a horrifying threat of unspeakable loneliness and rejection, both on this earth and in the afterlife.
[For more on the curse of not being buried, see commentary on Jer. 14:16.]
“the heavens.” In Hebrew, the word “heaven” is always plural, i.e., “heavens.” The birds “of the heavens” is perhaps more commonly stated in English as “the birds of the air,” but it is important to note that to the Hebrew mindset, any space above the earth was “the heavens.”
1Ki 21:26
“idols.” This is not the standard word for “idol” but a derogatory word related to dung.
“from the presence of the children of Israel.” Although most English versions say “before the children of Israel” that makes it sound like Yahweh removed the Amorites before the Israelites got there, which was not the case. The Israelites removed them from their presence by defeating them in battle and killing them off. In this verse, God uses the idiom of Author-agent by saying that Yahweh removed them when it was the Israelites, the agents of Yahweh, who defeated them in battle, with God’s help of course.
1Ki 21:27
“softly.” Ahab walked around “softly,” without pride or arrogance. Although nuances such as “depressed” and “dejected” have been suggested, and may be partially true, the Hebrew reads “softly” or “gently,” and indicates a meekness brought about by the prophecy of a terrible future.
1Ki 21:29
“Because he is humbling himself before me, I will not bring the evil in his days.” God responds to repentance even for the most egregious of sinners.
“but in his son’s days.” See 2 Kings 9.
“house.” In this context, “house” means “dynasty.”
 
1 Kings Chapter 22
1Ki 22:1
“they sat peacefully.” For three years Syria and Israel were at peace. The Hebrew text has the word “sat” (or “dwelt”) with the idea of it being a time of some peace; the idea being that when a country is not at war the people can sit and rest and take care of domestic necessities.
“there was no war between Syria and Israel.” Most scholars feel that this time was when Israel and Syria put aside their differences and fought against Assyria. Ahab is mentioned in the chronicles of Shalmaneser III, when he fought Syria and Israel.[footnoteRef:446] That chronicle is the most ancient text mentioning a king of Israel by name. [446:  James B. Pritchard, ANET, Ancient Near Eastern Texts Relating to the Old Testament, 278-279.] 

Apparently, it was during this time of peace that Jehoshaphat and Ahab made a marriage alliance (2 Chron. 18:1), but that marriage alliance is not mentioned in Kings.
1Ki 22:2
“Jehoshaphat, the king of Judah, went down.” The Bible does not give a reason why king Jehoshaphat of Judah would visit the wicked king Ahab. However, there is one very likely possibility. The annals of king Shalmaneser III of Assyria show that Ahab participated in a war that a coalition of 12 kings, including both Ahab of Israel and Ben-hadad of Syria, fought against Assyria at Qarqar on the Orontes River. Although the Assyrian records claim the victory, that is almost certainly not the case since the Assyrians withdrew. The northern victory over Assyria would give Jehoshaphat a reason to visit Ahab because stopping Assyria would have been in his interest too. If Assyria took Israel, Judah would be attacked next, which is actually what happened, but later on in history (2 Kings 17-18).
Jehoshaphat was reproved for joining this coalition (cf. 2 Chron. 19:1-3).
“the king of Israel.” This is Ahab (cf. 1 Kings 22:20).
1Ki 22:3
“his servants.” In this context, Ahab’s “servants” were his high officials, particularly the commanders in his army (see commentary on 2 Sam. 11:1).
“Ramoth Gilead is ours.” Ramoth Gilead was technically given back to Israel in the treaty of 1 Kings 20:34, but the Syrians never actually returned it. Now Ahab would have to fight for it, and was killed in the battle.
1Ki 22:4
“I am as you are.” This is the kind of answer we would expect from someone in a marriage alliance (2 Chron. 18:1). This is almost certainly political maneuvering because Jehoshaphat likely thought that in the future he would need Israel’s help against Syria or Assyria.
1Ki 22:5
“first.” The Hebrew is “today,” thus, “Please, today, seek the word of Yahweh.” The kings were not going to war that day, so the idea of “today” is before we go to war, or “first,” and many versions go with that translation.
1Ki 22:6
“the king of Israel gathered the prophets together, about 400 men.” These prophets claimed to speak for Yahweh even though they were not prophets of Yahweh (cf. 1 Kings 22:11, 12, 24). The chapter never says these were prophets of Baal, even though they likely were, because they lived in the kingdom of Ahab and Jezebel.
“Go up.” Ramoth-gilead was in the Transjordan and up on the heights of Gilead on the way to Bashan.
“Lord.” The prophets do not use the word “Yahweh,” but the more generic word “Adonai.”
1Ki 22:7
“another prophet of Yahweh.” Jehoshaphat does not challenge the claim of the false prophets to be prophets of Yahweh, even though he likely suspected they were not true prophets of Yahweh. Instead, he asked if there was another prophet of Yahweh who could ask Yahweh about the wisdom of going to war at Ramoth-gilead.
1Ki 22:10
“at the entrance of the gate of Samaria.” The iron age gate of Samaria has not been found. There is a large Hellenistic gate and it is possible that it was built where the earlier city gate was. It was customary for kings and officials to sit in the gate and judge the people of the city and conduct business (e.g., 2 Sam. 19:8; 1 Kings 22:10; 2 Chron. 18:9; Esther 2:21; Jer. 38:7; Dan. 2:49), so the fact that these two kings sat at the gate of Samaria was a gesture showing they were in charge.
1Ki 22:15
“Go up and succeed.” This is irony. The prophet Micaiah is mocking the false prophets who had been saying that (1 Kings 22:6, 12). What he really knew from God is in 1 Kings 22:17, which was a prophecy that the king would be killed in the battle (to understand that clearly, we have to know that culturally the king was referred to as the “shepherd” of the people, so for the people to have no shepherd meant the king had been killed; see commentary on Jer. 2:8). Micaiah’s prophecy came true, and Ahab was killed by an archer (1 Kings 22:34-35).
Verses like 1 Kings 22:15 require careful reading and an understanding of the context and the culture. The context reveals the irony to us because we cannot hear Micaiah’s tone of voice when he spoke. However, Ahab and Jehoshaphat did hear his voice and perhaps other gestures as well and immediately knew he was mocking the false prophets (1 Kings 22:16). Culturally, prophets did occasionally use irony to make their point emphatic (cf. Amos 4:4).
1Ki 22:17
“lord.” The Hebrew is literally “lords,” which is a grammatical plural, in this case, the idiom of the “plural of emphasis,” here used when speaking of the king. The king (singular) is the “shepherd” (singular) of the previous phrase.
1Ki 22:19
“all the army of heaven standing by him.” This scene in 1 Kings 22 depicts a large meeting of God’s spirit beings. The word “army” is translated from the Hebrew word tsaba’ (#06635 צָבָא) and it refers to an “army” or an “organized army.” Tsaba’ is used of an “army of angels” and also of other groups that are organized because an army is very organized, hence it is used to refer to the stars which are organized, and other large organized groups that are not necessarily a military army but are organized, and that is the case here—God’s assembly is an organized meeting.
In many cases, however, tsaba’, the “army,” does refer to, or emphasize, the military aspect of some group. In fact, God’s angelic “army” is, like the rest of His creation, in a war against evil. The world is a war zone. Ever since the fall of the Devil and his rebellion against God, Good and Evil have been at war. This verse in 1 Kings shows God in front of a huge assembly of spirit beings. God also has an intimate divine council with whom He works to govern His creation.
One thing worth noting is that God’s army of spirit beings is standing by God, they are not being dispatched to help Ahab and Jehoshaphat. As we know from the record, Ahab died fighting at Ramoth-gilead. Ahab had been against God for many years, and now he ignores God’s prophet and follows the advice of his false prophets which resulted in his death.
[For more on God’s divine council, see commentary on Gen. 1:26. For more on the larger assemblies that God holds with His spirit beings, see commentary on Job 1:6.]
1Ki 22:25
“that day.” In this context, “that day” is the day of battle.
1Ki 22:27
“the prison.” The Hebrew is more literally, “the house of confining.”
“only a little bread and water.” The Hebrew is literally, “the bread of oppression and the water of oppression,” which refers to meager amounts of bread and water, such as one would have if they were afflicted by a famine or a siege. In other words, do not give Micaiah much to eat.
1Ki 22:28
“return, yes, return.” Micaiah emphasizes that Ahab will not return from this battle by using the figure of speech polyptoton, in which the verb is repeated twice but in a different case, in this case, an infinitive paired with an imperfect.
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
1Ki 22:29
“went up.” The subject is plural but the verb is singular, this happens occasionally in Hebrew (see commentary on Gen. 48:16).
1Ki 22:30
“I will disguise myself and go into the battle.” See commentary on 2 Chronicles 18:29.
1Ki 22:34
“severely wounded.” The word “severely” is not in the Hebrew text but is expressed in the verb translated “wounded,” because that is a word that means “sick” or “diseased,” and is not the normal word for wounded or hurt.
1Ki 22:35
“to the bottom of the chariot.” There was so much blood from the wound that Ahab’s clothing did not absorb it all and it ran down to the bottom of the chariot.
1Ki 22:38
“the pool of Samaria.” When Samaria was excavated, a large pool (16 feet by 33 feet) was discovered inside the northwest corner of the wall by the palace. However, there is no way to say with certainty that that pool is the one being referred to in 1 Kings 22:38, but it could be. No other pool has been found. Today the pool is filled in and would only be noticed if one knew where to look.
“the prostitutes washed in it.” The Septuagint adds “in it,” but we are not told whether the “it” refers to the pool or the blood. However, it likely refers to the blood. It does not make much sense to define the pool by saying that it was the pool the prostitutes bathed in, because that pool would have had many uses given that it was in the capital city of Israel. It makes more sense that along with the dogs licking up Ahaz’s blood, the prostitutes bathed in it in some kind of act of superstition connected with the blood of the king.
“that he had spoken.” The referent could be Yahweh or Elijah. Elijah spoke the prophecy in 1 Kings 21:19.
 
1Ki 22:39
“the ivory house that he built.” The house was not built of ivory but was decorated with so much ivory that it was called “the ivory house.”
1Ki 22:41

“​Jehoshaphat.” Jehoshaphat is mentioned here in 1 Kings, and is spoken of in more detail in 2 Chronicles 17-20. In spite of many notable things that happened during his reign, there is no mention of him in any secular writings from the ancient Near East.
“in the fourth year of Ahab.” Ahab reigned 22 years (1 Kings 16:29), so Jehoshaphat was king of Judah for most of Ahab’s reign.
1Ki 22:43
“the local shrines.” The Hebrew word “shrines” is bamot, which referred to a place that was leveled and built up and on which were placed various idols and objects of worship. Many of the towns had such shrines (see commentary on Num. 33:52).
1Ki 22:44
“the king of Israel.” This would be Ahab for the first 18 years of Jehoshaphat’s reign. He is reproved by the prophet for it (2 Chron. 19:1-3).
1Ki 22:46
“male cult prostitutes.” The noun is masculine, but there is a possibility it is including both male and female cult prostitutes.
1Ki 22:47
“Now there was no king in Edom.” This is likely because Judah was ruling over Edom and would not allow it to have a king, but Jehoshaphat appointed a governor to reign over it.
1Ki 22:48
“at Ezion-geber.” Ezion-geber is most likely Eilat and Aquaba.
1Ki 22:51
“he reigned two years over Israel.” The Northern Kingdom of Israel used a non-accession counting system for their kings in which any part of a year was counted as a year (in contrast to the Southern Kingdom of Judah, which used an accession-year counting system, in which any part of the first year of a kings reign was not counted because it was counted as part of the final year of the previous king). Ahaziah reigned at least six months in his first year but likely only several months in his “second” year, making his total reign perhaps even less than 12 months, although it could have been a few more months than that.
1Ki 22:53
“worshiped.” The Hebrew verb is shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), and it is the same Hebrew word as “bow down.” The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body to the earth. Shachah is translated as both “bow down” and “worship;” traditionally “worship” if God is involved and “bow down” if people are involved, but the verb and action are the same, the act of bowing down is the worship.
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]


2 Kings Commentary
2 Kings Chapter 1
2Ki 1:1
“Now Moab rebelled against Israel after the death of Ahab.” Ahab was the second king of the Northern Kingdom of Israel in the Dynasty of Omri, which lasted four generations (Omri, Ahab, Ahaziah, Jehoram). Jehoram (also called “Joram”) was killed by Jehu (2 Kings 9:14-24). The Mesha Stele correlates with biblical history at this point.
2Ki 1:2
“Ahaziah.” At this time in history, the kings of Israel and Judah can be confusing. 2 Kings 1:2 is Ahaziah the son of Ahab, king of Israel, and his line is: Omri, Ahab, Ahaziah, Joram (also called Jehoram). In the nation of Judah, at almost the same time, the lineage was Asa, Jehoshaphat, Joram (also called Jehoram), and Ahaziah. As you can see, within the reigns of four kings of both Israel and Judah, two of the kings were called by the same name. It takes some diligence on the part of the reader to keep the kings straight.
“fell down through the lattice.” The latticework covered the window, so it seems that Ahaziah was leaning against the lattice to get a better look at something happening outside when the lattice gave way and he fell from his upper room to the ground below.
“Baal-zebub.” Baal-zebub means “lord of the flies.” It has been suggested for years that Baal-zebub is a purposeful corruption of Baal-zebul, “chief lord,” a god who is mentioned in Ugaritic literature as “lord of the underworld,” and that would make sense.
“the god of Ekron.” In this verse, and verses 3 and 6, the word “god” is a grammatical plural but refers to one singular god.
2Ki 1:3
“angel.” This is the same word as “messenger” in 2 Kings 1:2. So Ahaziah sends his messenger and Yahweh sends His.
“Elijah.” Interestingly, “Elijah” is spelled two different ways in 2 Kings 1; the shorter version, “Eliyya” (2 Kings 1:3, 4, 8, 12), and the longer spelling with “hu” on the end, “Eliyyhu” (2 Kings 1:10, 13, 15, 17). There is no known reason for the two different spellings in this chapter.
2Ki 1:4
“die, yes, die.” That Ahaziah would die from this injury is emphasized by the figure of speech polyptoton. This precise figure, “die, yes, die,” was used by God in Genesis 2:17 and by the Devil in Genesis 3:4.
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
2Ki 1:6
“A man came up to meet us.” The messengers, not recognizing Elijah, thought that one of the prophets from Ekron had heard—likely from their god, but possibly word about the king Ahaziah’s fall had gone out into the kingdom—and was on his way to see the king when he met the messengers and gave his message to them. Ahaziah recognized from the message that something different must have happened and inquired about the prophet and discerned that it was Elijah.
2Ki 1:7
“What sort of man.” This question may be unclear to us, but the messengers knew that the king was asking what the man looked like, and they described Elijah.
2Ki 1:8
“a hairy man.” The text reads “a hairy man,” and not “a man wearing a hairy robe,” but the fact that the “hairy man” went with the leather belt shows that when the servants said to the king, “he was a hairy man” it was understood that the reference was to the kind of outer robe the man was wearing. John the Baptist likely had the same kind of outer robe; a robe made of camel’s hair with a leather belt at the waist (Matt. 3:4).
2Ki 1:9
“He went up to him.” The captain with his 50 men went up to Elijah. He felt secure with his army with him and would have come quite close to Elijah. So when the fire fell, it fell very close to Elijah and it likely left a pile of charred bones. Yet Elijah did not leave where he was. He was a battle-hardened prophet, and had been in Good vs. Evil conflicts before, for example, when he faced off against the prophets of Baal on Mount Carmel.
2Ki 1:10
“let fire come down.” There is a kind of play on the phrase “come down” in this text. The commander orders Elijah to come down, but he doesn’t, but then Elijah commands the fire to come down, and it does. Exactly what this looked like is not known. It could be something like a lightning bolt, or it could be a blast of fire from heaven, but whatever it was it had to be fairly tight as a bolt because the soldiers would not have been very far away from Elijah.
2Ki 1:16
“And he said to him.” And Elijah said to the king.
“die, yes, die.” The figure of speech polyptoton is used for emphasis (see commentary on Gen. 2:16).
2Ki 1:17
“Jehoram his brother began to reign in his place in the second year of Jehoram.” King Ahaziah did not have any sons, so when he died his brother Jehoram began to reign over Israel (2 Kings 3:1). The words “his brother” were likely original but dropped by a copyist’s haplography from the Hebrew text. The phrase “his brother” is the Lucianic recensions of the Septuagint, the Latin Vulgate, and the Syriac OT.
At this time in history, the kings of Israel and Judah can be confusing. In the Northern Kingdom of Israel, King Ahab’s son was King Ahaziah, and the line of kings in Israel in the dynasty of Omri which lasted four generations was: Omri, Ahab, Ahaziah, and Ahaziah’s brother, Joram (also called “Jehoram” in the Bible). In the Southern Kingdom, Judah, at almost the same time, the lineage was Asa, Jehoshaphat, Joram (also called “Jehoram”), and Ahaziah. As can be seen, within the reigns of four kings of both Israel and Judah, two of the kings were called by the same name (Ahaziah and Jehoram of Israel and Ahaziah and Jehoram of Judah), and the two kings who were named “Jehoram” are also both called “Joram” in the Bible, making things very confusing indeed. It takes some diligence on the part of the reader to keep the kings straight.
At the time of 2 Kings 1:17, Joram (Jehoram), the son of Ahab and brother of the previous king, Ahaziah, was the king of Israel. At that same time, Joram (Jehoram) the son of Jehoshaphat was the king of Judah. Both kings are mentioned here in 2 Kings 1:17, and both kings have the same name, the longer one, “Jehoram,” in the Hebrew text.
2Ki 1:18
“Ahaziah.” This is Ahaziah, son of Ahab, king of Israel, he had no son, so his brother became king (see commentary on 2 Kings 1:17).
 
2 Kings Chapter 2
2Ki 2:1
“into the heavens by a whirlwind​.” It is worth noting that although almost all English translations read, “into heaven,” the Hebrew text does not have the preposition “into,” so a case could be made that the Hebrew text could be read to say, “by a whirlwind of the heavens.” Furthermore, when the Hebrew is indicating that something goes “to heaven,” it usually words it very clearly, which is not the case here. The Septuagint does supply the preposition “into” (eis), but it is not in the Hebrew text. Nevertheless, in favor of the idea of Elijah going “into the heavens” is the fact that in 2 Kings 2:2 and 2:4, when the text says “to Bethel” and “to Jericho,” there is no preposition “to” but it is clearly implied.
In any case, Elijah could not have been taken “into heaven,” meaning the place where God lives, because if Elijah could “go to heaven” before Christ died and paid for his sin, then any person could go to heaven without the death of Christ, and Jesus Christ would not have needed to come and die for the sins of humankind (see commentary on 2 Kings 2:11). If Elijah was taken “into heaven” it was “into the air,” because the air above the earth was referred to as “heaven” such as in the phrase “the birds of heaven” (which some modern versions translate as “birds of the air,” but the Hebrew text is “heaven”). So if the text says that Elijah was taken into the air, it refers to him being taken into the air so that he could be moved from one place to another on the earth, and thus taken from the oversight of the other prophets, making way for the ministry of Elisha. In the ancient culture, Elisha would never have taken over the place of a head prophet if Elijah was still around, so God moved him.
The prophets that were there did not believe Elijah was taken to heaven, and asked to go look for him, but since God moved him, there was no point to look for him.
2Ki 2:2
“As Yahweh lives, and as your soul lives, I will not leave you.” This seems to be some kind of test. Loyalty was greatly valued in the ancient culture, and here Elisha shows great loyalty by not leaving Elijah.
2Ki 2:3
“lord.” This is a grammatical plural; the Hebrew reads “lords,” but of course, it only refers to one “lord,” who is Elijah.
“from your head.” An idiomatic way of saying, “from being your leader.” ​
2Ki 2:5
“lord.” This is a grammatical plural like in 2 Kings 2:3.
2Ki 2:6
“for Yahweh has sent me to the Jordan.” The movement of Elijah is a reversal of Israel’s move into the Promised Land. Israel went from the Jordan, to Jericho, then up to Bethel. Elijah makes that journey in reverse. Then, just as Moses died but no one knows where he is buried, so it is with Elijah. We don’t know how long he lived after he was taken up in the whirlwind, but we know he died at some point and then, like Moses, we do not know where he was buried. It seems God would bury him like he buried Moses.
2Ki 2:10
“a difficult request​.” The “difficult request” does not refer to it being difficult for God to give a double portion of spirit to Elisha. God can give as much holy spirit to a person as He wants, and it was not hard for Him to give Elisha a double portion of the spirit that was upon Elijah.
The “difficult request” Elijah referred to was how “hard” it is to carry the responsibility of walking by the spirit. Having the gift of holy spirit comes with responsibility. A person who has the spirit is responsible before God to walk by the spirit—walk by revelation—and manifest the power of God. Often what God told His prophets to say or do was difficult or heart-wrenching. That is why the word of God to a prophet was often called a “burden” (see commentary on Mal. 1:1).
Many of the prophets were persecuted, and the tasks were very challenging. For example, it could not have been easy for Elijah to tell the king of Israel that there would be no rain or dew (1 Kings 17:1), because it inflicted hardship on the people of Israel, and Elijah loved the people, but was obeying God. By telling Elisha that he was asking for a hard thing, Elijah was warning Elisha that he was asking for something that would be mentally, emotionally, and sometimes physically difficult. It had been difficult for Elijah to walk as a prophet and obey God, and if Elisha had a double portion of the spirit on Elijah, then it would be even harder for him.
We should also reflect upon the fact that Jesus was given the spirit “without measure” (John 3:34). Jesus had a huge responsibility upon his shoulders to walk by the spirit and obey God, and in doing so set the standard for all mankind to follow.
The gift of holy spirit that was upon the Old Testament prophets is different from the gift of holy spirit that God gave to Christians. For more on holy spirit, see commentary on Ephesians 1:13.
2Ki 2:11
“and Elijah went up by a whirlwind into the heavens.” (See commentary on 2 Kings 2:1). Elijah and Elisha were walking together and were separated from each other by a chariot of fire, then Elijah was taken into the heavens by a whirlwind. There are numerous paintings that show Elijah riding to heaven in a chariot of fire, but that is not what the Bible says. He was taken up from the ground by a whirlwind.
It is often taught that because the Bible says that Elijah “went up by a whirlwind into heaven,” that he did not die but was taken bodily to heaven to be with God. However, that is not correct. That Elijah went “into heaven” in no way indicates that Elijah was taken up to where God lives, which we generally refer to as “heaven.”
The word “heaven” has several usages in Scripture and often simply means “the sky,” or the air above the earth. Phrases such as “the dew of heaven” (Gen. 27:39; Deut. 33:13), and “the birds of heaven” (Gen. 7:3; 2 Sam. 21:10) show “heaven” being used for the air immediately above the earth (the birds of heaven” is often translated as the “birds of the air” or the “birds of the sky” even though the Hebrew word is “heaven”). The phrase “the stars of heaven” show “heaven” being used for what we today would call “space,” but to the ancients, the stars were just in the sky above the earth. The ancients did not think the stars were up with God.
God’s moving Elijah was an act of great love and mercy. God (and Elijah) knew it was time for Elijah to step down as the head prophet and let Elisha take over that position. The work and pressure were getting to be too much for Elijah. Not long before He asked God to let him die (1 Kings 19:4). But culture and respect would never allow Elisha to take over as long as Elijah was around, so God removed him from where Elisha and the prophets were and moved him to another place on earth where he could live out his days.
Elijah was taken from the earth into “heaven,” i.e., into the sky, by a whirlwind and set down somewhere else. The other prophets understood this, and wanted to go look for Elijah (2 Kings 2:16-17). Elisha, however, knowing that God would have hidden Elijah, did not want them to look for him. 2 Kings 2:11 simply means that God supernaturally moved Elijah from one place to another, similar to what He did many years later when He moved Philip (Acts 8:39-40). Elijah was mortal, and so we know that at some point after he was moved by a whirlwind, he passed away.
Elijah could not have gone up to heaven to be with God before Jesus Christ paid for the sins of mankind by dying on the cross. Like every person, Elijah sinned, and if Elijah could go to heaven without having his sins paid for by Jesus Christ, then any person could go to heaven without Jesus having to die, and Jesus’ death would have been unnecessary. Elijah is now dead and buried, awaiting the resurrection from the dead.
Even though Jesus has been raised from the dead and it would be possible now for God to take believers into heaven because their sins have been paid for, the resurrection and Day of Judgment have not come, so no human is in heaven except Jesus. The Bible says, “No one has ascended into heaven except he who descended from heaven, the Son of Man” (John 3:13 ESV).
[For more on the resurrection of the dead, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.”]
2Ki 2:12
“my father.” Here used as “mentor” and “guide.”
[For more information on the uses of “father” in the Bible, see commentary on Gen. 4:20. For information on the disciples of a Rabbi being called his “sons,” see commentary on Matt. 12:27. For information on the disciples of a Rabbi being called “orphans” if the Rabbi died or left the area, see commentary on John 14:18, “orphans.”]
“he took hold of his clothes and tore them in two pieces.” Tearing one’s clothing can be a sign of mourning or death, and Elisha knew he would never see Elijah again.
2Ki 2:13
“at the bank of the Jordan.” The Hebrew is idiomatic: “on the lip of the Jordan.”
2Ki 2:15
“bowed down.” The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body and face to the earth. The word translated “bowed down,” shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), is the same Hebrew word as “worship.”
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
2Ki 2:16
“lord.” This is a grammatical plural; the Hebrew reads “lords,” but of course, it only refers to one “lord,” who is Elijah (cf. 2 Kings 2:3 and 2:5).
2Ki 2:20
“small bowl.” The Hebrew word is only used here and so the meaning is unclear. It seems to be a small bowl.
2Ki 2:21
“from there.” That is, from the waters of the spring.
2Ki 2:22
“the word of Elisha that he spoke.” Elisha spoke the words given to him by Yahweh (2 Kings 2:21).
2Ki 2:23
“some youths.” These were not young children, but young men who were undisciplined, ungodly, and dangerous. They started with mocking, but it would soon have been a very dangerous and even potentially lethal situation for Elisha. They knew who he was and in mocking him were knowingly mocking his God as well. Prophets are persecuted all the time, so this was no mere verbal persecution. Given the revelation God gave Elisha and his curse, Elisha would have almost certainly been killed.
2Ki 2:24
“and mauled 42 of those youths.” Elisha cursed the men and they were mauled by the bears.
2Ki 2:25
“Samaria.” This could be the region or the city; likely the region. It is unlikely that Elisha would go to the city of Samaria when Jehoram, an ungodly king, was reigning and Jezebel was still a powerful woman in the city.
 
2 Kings Chapter 3
2Ki 3:1
“Now Jehoram the son of Ahab began to reign over Israel.” The reigns of Jehoram (aka “Joram”) king of Israel and Joram (aka “Jehoram”) king of Judah need to be carefully tracked because both kings are called by both names, which can get very confusing indeed (see commentary on 2 Chron. 21:1).
2Ki 3:2
“removed.” Exactly what the king did with the standing-stone is unclear from the vocabulary. The text does not use a word for “destroyed,” Jehoram may have destroyed it or just moved it to a less prominent place.
“standing-stone.” Standing-stones were set up for various reasons, some of them being godly memorials, but here the context is pagan worship; the worship of Baal. Sometimes the stone represented the god, but sometimes the people believed the god actually inhabited the stone.
[For more on standing-stones, see commentary on Gen. 28:18. For more on idols being harmful, see commentary on Deut. 7:5.]
2Ki 3:3
“from them.” The Hebrew is singular, “from it,” bundling all the sins together as if they were one collective sin.
2Ki 3:4
“Mesha.” Mesha is mentioned in the Mesha Stele, also known as the Moabite Stone.[footnoteRef:447] The Mesha Stele was found in Dibon in 1868, and it describes Moab’s revolt in 35 lines on a black basalt stone (56 x 32 in.). The inscription is important for biblical historical geography and the study of ancient languages. In the inscription, Mesha boasts of conquering cities and territory on the Medeba Plateau north of the Arnon River. He “made the highway through the Arnon,” a route that connects the Plateau to Moab proper.[footnoteRef:448] Besides site names, Mesha mentions Omri king of Israel, Omri’s son, the tribe of Gad, the vessels of Yahweh, and the house of David. This is a significant reference to the Davidic dynasty, and by implication confirms that David was a real person. The inscription is one of only two known ancient extra-biblical references to David. The other reference is from the Tel Dan Inscription.[footnoteRef:449] Both inscriptions date to just after 850 BC, over 100 years after David lived. [447:  See W. Schlegel, Satellite Bible Atlas, map 6-4.]  [448:  James B. Pritchard, ANET, Ancient Near Eastern Texts Relating to the Old Testament, 320.]  [449:  Schlegel, Satellite Bible Atlas, map 6-5.] 

2Ki 3:7
“He went ahead and he sent.” Jehoram went ahead with his plans to attack Moab.
“I will go up.” Moab was up on a plateau to the east. Earlier King Ahab asked the same kind of thing and the battle ended in defeat (1 Kings 22:4).
2Ki 3:8
“And he said.” Who the “he” is here is ambiguous.
“The Road of the Wilderness of Edom.” This road runs north-south on the east side of Edom and Moab. At this time in history, Judah was controlling Edom (1 Kings 22:47), and it is possible that Moab was attacking Syria to the north and so their southern border was weak.
2Ki 3:9
“flanking movement.” The Hebrew word is related to “go around.” The idea was to get behind and to the east of Moab.
“that followed them.” The Hebrew text is idiomatic: “that was at their feet.”
2Ki 3:10
“For Yahweh has called.” Jehoram of Israel did not follow or obey Yahweh, but he somehow blames Him for Israel’s trouble.
2Ki 3:11
“Is there not a prophet of Yahweh here.” Very similar to 1 Kings 22:7.
“who poured water on the hands of Elijah.” Pouring water on the master teacher so he could wash his hands after eating was a humble act that showed the relationship between the two people.
2Ki 3:13
“Do not say that, because Yahweh has called.” Jehoram king of Israel is saying that it was Yahweh, Elisha’s God, who called for the war with Moab, even though Yahweh did not call the kings to war.
2Ki 3:14
“respect the presence.” This is idiomatic. The literal Hebrew text reads “lift up the face.”
2Ki 3:15
“But now bring me a musician.” The Hebrew word “musician” relates to someone who plays an instrument that has strings. Elisha had just boldly confronted the king of Israel, whose mother was likely Jezebel, the great enemy of Elijah, and the confrontation unsettled him. It is difficult to impossible to hear the gentle voice of God when you are upset or anxious, so Elisha apparently asked for a musician to play to calm him down. That apparently worked because right after that Elisha got the revelation about the water coming and making pools in the valley.
2Ki 3:16
“this valley.” Most likely this is one of the canyons going down from the heights of Edom down to the Rift Valley. Although most versions translate the verb as an imperative, “make this valley,” it is an infinitive, “the making of this valley into pools.” It would be very difficult to dig any kind of a trench or ditch in the canyons going down from the heights to the Jordan Valley because the rains washed most of the soil away and the bottom of the valleys are mainly rock. It makes much more sense that God is going to send water and it will pool up in places in the canyon.
“pools, many pools.” The word “pools” is repeated twice for emphasis and to show there would be a lot of them. The Hebrew text simply reads, “pools pools,” repeating the exact same word twice, which is the figure of speech repetitio, “repetition.”[footnoteRef:450] Canyons and valleys have many places where water pools up after a heavy rain. There apparently had not been much rain, because even the animals and people needed water, but now there would be lots of water and pools of water in the valley. [450:  See Bullinger, Figures of Speech Used in the Bible, 263, 394, “repetitio.”] 

2Ki 3:17
“livestock and your animals.” Livestock to eat and animals to carry burdens and to ride on.
2Ki 3:18
“light thing.” That is, an easy thing.
2Ki 3:19
“You will strike.” Here the prophet Elisha is foretelling what the Israelite, Judean, and Edomite armies will do, not what is the will of God for them to do.
2Ki 3:20
“about the time of offering the grain offering.” The fact that the water came at about the time that the grain offering was being offered at the Temple in Jerusalem was a sign that the water was from Yahweh and He was helping Israel and Judah win the war.
“from the direction of.” The Hebrew text is “by the way of Edom,” meaning from the east. It likely rained east of the army and the water ran down the valley from east to west.
2Ki 3:21
“on the border.” The southern border of Moab was the Arnon River valley.
2Ki 3:23
“slain, yes, slain.” The Hebrew text emphasizes the excitement of the Moabites at the thought that their enemies had destroyed one another by using the figure of speech polyptoton, the repetition of the verb but in different cases.
[See Word Study: “Polyptoton.”]
2Ki 3:24
“the land.” The Hebrew is more literally “her,” but the land or cities in the land are often referred to as “her” or “she.”
2Ki 3:25
“each man cast stones.” The Hebrew is singular: “each man cast his stone,” but “stone” is likely a collective singular for stones because it would not be logical that each man cast just one stone on each piece of property. We use the collective singular if we say, “My house is made of stone.” It is really made of lots of stones.
“Kir-hareseth.” This was the capital city of Moab.
“however, the men armed with slings went about it and struck it.” The capital city of Moab did not fall to Israel, but the Israelite slingers were able to kill some of the people in the city.
2Ki 3:27
“and offered him for a burnt offering on the wall.” This is a very clear case of human sacrifice, which was more common among the nations of the ancient Near East than is portrayed in the Bible. The gods of the pagan nations were demanding and cruel, which is what we would expect from demonically inspired idols. Mordechai Cogan and Hayim Tadmore write, “Classical sources report the frequent sacrifice of children in cities under siege in Phoenicia and its north African colonies.”[footnoteRef:451] [451:  Mordechai Cogan and Hayim Tadmor, II Kings [AB], 47.] 

“There was great wrath against Israel.” 2 Kings 3:27 is very difficult to understand. Mordechai Cogan and Hayim Tadmore write, “This clause is one of the most perplexing items in Scripture.”[footnoteRef:452] There have been many suggestions set forth as to what it means, but none are fully satisfying. It seems at first blush that because of the attack of Israel on Moab that there was great anger toward Israel, but how would that be connected to Israel returning to its own land, if in fact the two sentences are connected? We would expect that any country that was attacked and ruined would have great anger toward the aggressor nation, so why is that in the text here? There are no truly satisfying answers at this time. It does make sense that Israel would return to the land of Israel after they were through fighting Moab. After all, Yahweh told them that they could not have the land of Moab (Deut. 2:9). [452:  Cogan and Tadmor, II Kings [AB], 47.] 

 
2 Kings Chapter 4
2Ki 4:8
“a prominent woman.” The exact meaning of “prominent” is not clear. It could mean “wealthy,” but the woman could be prominent for other reasons.
2Ki 4:16
“according to the time of life.” The Hebrew text is literally, “according to the time of life” but that is considered an idiom, although it may be literal and refer to the time of pregnancy. Many scholars believe the phrase is an idiom and understand it to mean “next year,” but there is no universal agreement as to that being the meaning. Another potential meaning is in the spring of the year.
2Ki 4:18
“And the boy grew.” He was not yet old enough to work, so he was likely six or less.
2Ki 4:20
“lap.” The Hebrew is more literally “knees,” but it means “lap.”
2Ki 4:23
“All is well.” In the Hebrew text, the woman gives a one-word answer: shalom. “Shalom” means more than just “peace,” it means to be well, to be whole (and thus to have peace). It is really impossible to say exactly what the woman meant with so little context to go on. She could have meant “all is well” (ESV), or “it will be well” (NASB), or simply, “never mind” (NJB). Given the fact that the woman’s husband did not know the child was dead and the woman did not want to appear rude, the rendering “all is well” seems the most likely.
2Ki 4:24
“made ready.” The Hebrew word translated “made ready” is chabash (#02280 חָבַשׁ), and it means to tie, bind, bind on, bind up, saddle, restrain, bandage, govern. In the context of a camel, donkey, or horse it usually referred to putting something like a blanket in place so that it could be sat upon. Although the translation “saddle” is common in English versions, that is anachronistic and gives the wrong impression because the saddle even as a primitive saddle was not invented until much closer to the time of Christ, and the stirrup as we know it was not invented until after the biblical era.
2Ki 4:29
“Tuck your cloak under your belt.” This refers to the custom of a man tying up his long clothing so he could move more quickly. In the biblical culture of the Old Testament, both men and women wore long outer robes, with the man’s robe being slightly shorter than the woman’s robe. When men wanted to move quickly, they would take the bottom part of their robe and pull it up around their waist and secure it with a belt so that the bottom of the robe was a little shorter or longer than around the knees. This was called “girding up the loins.” 1 Peter 1:13 (KJV) says, “Wherefore gird up the loins of your mind,” basically meaning, “prepare for action.” The custom of girding the loins, or belting your cloak around your waist, can be seen in 2 Kings 4:29; 9:1; Job. 38:3; 40:7; Jeremiah 1:17; Isaiah 5:27; and 1 Peter 1:13 KJV).
“take my staff in your hand.” In this context, Elisha’s staff represented the authority and power of Elisha (see commentary on Exod. 4:20).
“do not greet him.” It was the common custom in the biblical world that greeting people and saying goodbye took a very long time, which is why when Elisha sent his servant Gehazi to heal a child, he told him not to greet anyone or return a greeting (2 Kings 4:29). It is also why, when Jesus sent his disciples out to evangelize, he told them not to greet anyone on the road (Luke 10:4). The ungodly religious leaders loved the elaborate greetings in the marketplaces (Matt. 23:7; Mark 12:38; Luke 11:43; 20:46).
2Ki 4:32
“the child was dead and had been laid on his bed.” It is worth noting here that the child was dead and on the bed. The child was not alive somewhere and only his body was on the bed. The “child” was dead.
[For more on the dead being dead and not alive anywhere in any form, see Appendix 3: “The Dead Are Dead.”]
2Ki 4:34
“He bent down over him.” The child was little, so Elisha could not stretch himself full length upon the child, but Elisha could get on his knees and bend the top half of his body over the child so that he matched the child more exactly, mouth to mouth, eyes to eyes, and hands to hands. The only other use of the word translated “bent down” is 1 Kings 18:42 when Elijah bent down and prayed to God to send rain on Israel.
2Ki 4:35
“and walked in the house back and forth.” The Hebrew uses the word “once,” but it is idiomatic, like “once here, once there,” in other words Elisha paced back and forth.
2Ki 4:37
“bowed down.” The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body and face to the earth. The word translated “bowed down,” shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), is the same Hebrew word as “worship.”
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
2Ki 4:38
“Gilgal.” This is likely the Gilgal that is just north of Bethel, not the one close to Jericho.
“there was a famine in the land.” This is the same phrase as in Ruth 1:1. Israel had abandoned God in the time of Elijah and Elisha and famine was one of the signs of the judgment of God (Lev. 26:19-26; Deut. 28:23-24, 38-42). When people abandon God they open themselves up to the cruel attacks of the Devil. A nation that defies God will suffer many hardships.
[For more on famines, see commentary on Ruth 1:1.]
2Ki 4:39
“but they did not know what they were.” Ordinarily, people would not put plants that they did not recognize into a stew for people to eat—some are poisonous while most others are simply not good tasting or nutritious. But this was a famine, so the man who gathered the gourds took a risk, thinking that at worst they would taste bad but would fill their stomachs. In this case, however, the man made a bad decision because the gourds were poisonous as we learn in 2 Kings 4:40.
2Ki 4:40
“there is death in the pot!” This is a case of God saving the lives of the prophets by giving them revelation that the food was poisonous. The stew may have tasted bad, but many things that taste bad are not deadly. To be sure that the stew was deadly, they would have had to have revelation from God. The phrase, “as they were eating” in this context means “as they began to eat.” It is not like halfway through the meal God finally told the prophets they were eating poisonous food. God told them just as they started to eat.
God is a God of grace and mercy, and we see that in this record. God’s mercy covered the prophets when the cook took a risk and put an unknown gourd into the stew, and God’s grace covered them when He told Elisha what to do to heal the stew and healed it by a miracle so that the prophets had food in the famine.
2Ki 4:41
“And there was nothing harmful in the pot.” This is a genuine miracle. God told Elisha what to do and Elisha obeyed so God healed the stew. Putting flour into a poisonous stew will not heal it without a miracle from God. The Hebrew word translated “harmful” is more literally “evil,” but in this case, it means “harmful.”
2Ki 4:42
“Baal-shalishah.” This is usually identified as a site in the Western Samarian foothills.
“and brought the man of God bread from the firstfruits.” It is noteworthy that this man brings the firstfruits of the grain harvest to Elisha and not to Bethel, which was the chief center of worship for Samaria. This man recognized that the way to honor God was to honor the true follower of God.
“20 loaves of barley bread.” This is possibly a sign the famine is breaking and more food was becoming available. A “loaf” of bread is about like a pancake, and 20 pancakes are not much for a hungry crowd of men.
2Ki 4:43
“They will eat, and will have some left over.” This parallels Jesus’ feeding of the 5,000 and the 4,000 because in both those times Jesus fed the multitude and there was some left over.
 
2 Kings Chapter 5
2Ki 5:1
“commander of the army of the king of Syria.” This is the same phrase as in Joshua 5:14, where it says “the commander of the army of Yahweh.”
“lord.” The Hebrew uses a grammatical plural, “lords.”
“because by him Yahweh had given victory to Syria.” This is a wonderful and inclusive statement because it shows that Yahweh will help others besides just Israel. We don’t know a lot about the personal lives of the people of Syria and how godly or ungodly they were; they certainly worshiped idols. But they were not under a covenant to obey God. In any case, here we see Yahweh helping the Syrians in their battles.
“but he was a leper.” It is interesting that Naaman was a leper but in full service to the king and in the army. According to the Mosaic Law, that would never be allowed in Israel. Lepers were isolated.
2Ki 5:2
“and she became a servant to Naaman’s wife.” The Hebrew is idiomatic: “she was before Naaman’s wife.”
2Ki 5:3
“cure.” This is not the normal word for “heal.” It is the normal word for “gather,” and the girl likely means it in the sense of “taking away” the leprosy.
2Ki 5:4
“told his lord.” Naaman’s “lord” was the king of Syria, as per 2 Kings 5:5. This is a grammatical plural, “lords,” but it means “lord.”
“Thus and so.” This is an American idiom for the Hebrew idiom, “Like this and like this,” which is an idiom for just communicating the sense of the message. Naaman told the essence of what the girl said to his lord the king of Syria.
2Ki 5:5
“Go now.” That is, go to Israel.
“a letter to the king of Israel.” Naaman and the king did not understand that the king of Israel did not have the power of Yahweh to heal, but the prophet of Yahweh did if he had the revelation to do it.
“ten talents of silver and 6,000 shekels of gold.” That is roughly 750 pounds (340 kg) of silver, and 150 pounds (68 kg) of gold. The word “shekels” is not in the text with the word “gold,” but the shekel was a standard measure for gold and would have been used here, so there was roughly150 pounds (68 kg). The large amount of silver and gold shows how important a man Naaman was in the kingdom of Syria.
2Ki 5:6
“the king of Israel.” Jehoram was reigning over Israel at this time (cf. 2 Kings 3:6).
“saying.” It was the letter that was “saying,” but the text assumes the reader understands that.
“cure.” See commentary 2 Kings 5:3.
2Ki 5:11
“I thought.” Many times what we think God will do stops us from receiving what God wants to do for us. That was almost the case with Naaman, but thankfully the officers in his army intervened.
“come out, yes, come out.” The verb is repeated twice for emphasis in the figure of speech polyptoton (see commentary on Gen. 2:16).
“the leper.” Naaman refers to himself in the third person.
2Ki 5:12
“Abanah.” A river that flows down from the Anti-Lebanon mountains through Damascus. The modern name is the Barada River.
“Pharpar.” A river that flows down from the Anti-Lebanon to just south of Damascus. The modern name is the Awaj.
2Ki 5:13
“his servants.” In this context, Naaman’s “servants” are the officers under him, just as earlier in the chapter Naaman himself was called the “servant” of the king of Syria.
“my father.” Here used as “mentor” and “guide.”
[For more information on the uses of “father” in the Bible, see commentary on Gen. 4:20. For information on the disciples of a Rabbi being called his “sons,” see commentary on Matt. 12:27. For information on the disciples of a Rabbi being called “orphans” if the Rabbi died or left the area, see commentary on John 14:18, “orphans.”]
2Ki 5:14
“seven times.” The revelation of the man of God was to wash seven times. Naaman would not have been healed until his obedience was complete. He was not a little healed the first time he dipped, and a little more the second time. He was not healed at all until he dipped the seventh time, then he came up totally healed. Expect God’s promises to be fulfilled when we have fully obeyed Him. Jesus referred to this healing in Luke 4:27.
2Ki 5:15
“stood before him.” Elisha was likely sitting. That Naaman stood before him showed respect and recognition of one of higher authority.
“a gift.” The Hebrew is literally “a blessing,” but it is used idiomatically for a gift.
2Ki 5:16
“before whom I stand.” Naaman stood before Elisha, but Elisha stood before God, the ultimate authority. In this context, “before whom I stand” means “whom I serve.”
“he urged him to take it.” Naaman would have been embarrassed to return to Syria without giving something for the healing he received, so he would have seriously urged Elisha to take it all, or at least something, but Elisha stood firm and took nothing.
2Ki 5:17
“two muleloads of dirt​.” The belief at the time was that the various gods lived in specific places on earth. That is why when Jonah got a revelation from Yahweh he did not want to obey, he left Israel. Jonah thought that by leaving the land of Israel he could get away from Yahweh. In contrast, Naaman wanted to worship Yahweh, but how could he do that in Syria? The answer was to take some of the land of Israel back with him to Syria and worship Yahweh on the dirt from Israel.
[For more on people believing that different gods lived in different places on earth, see commentary on 1 Kings 20:23.]
2Ki 5:18
“the house of Rimmon.” That is, the temple of Rimmon. The god Rimmon is the same as the Syrian god Hadad (cf. Zech. 12:11).
“worship...bow down...bow down.” The Hebrew word translated both “worship” and “bow down” in this verse is shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה).” Shachah is translated as both “bow down” and “worship;” traditionally “worship” if God is involved and “bow down” if people are involved, but the verb and action are the same, the act of bowing down is the worship. The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body and face to the earth. It is important to understand that “worship” in this context is to bow down, but bowing down does not indicate the posture of the heart. Many hypocritical Israelite kings bowed down like they were worshiping but had no intention of obeying God. This verse could, and even perhaps should, be translated, “when my master goes into the house of Rimmon to worship there and he leans on my hand and I worship in the house of Rimmon. When I worship in the house of Rimmon, may Yahweh pardon your servant in this thing.” A translation like that would help Bible students see that it was not the vocabulary word “worship” that made the worship sincere or just a motion without sincerity, but it was the posture of the heart that determined whether there was real “worship” or not. The act—the bowing down—could be done sincerely or insincerely, and it is up to the reader to be sensitive to the context and determine the posture of the heart of the person who bowed down. English versions differ in how they translate 2 Kings 5:18. There are some that have “bow down” in all three places (cf. NIV), but very few, if any, that have “worship” in all three places. Most have “worship” for the king of Syria but “bow down” for Naaman, trying to show that the king of Syria did worship but Naaman only bowed down without actually mentally worshiping.
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship” and the REV commentary on 1 Chron. 29:20.]
2Ki 5:19
“a little way.” This phrase only occurs here and in association with the burial of Rachel (Gen. 35:16; 48:7).
2Ki 5:20
“said.” That is, said to himself.
2Ki 5:21
“got down.” The Hebrew is literally, “fell down,” and has the implication that Naaman got down quickly.
2Ki 5:24
“fortified part of the city.” The Hebrew word is ophel (#06076 עֹפֶל), and it has a semantic range that includes a hill, mound, fort, stronghold, and citadel. Although most English versions read “hill;” other English versions have “elevated fortress” (CEB); “tower” (KJV); and “citadel” (NKJV, NLT, NRSV). In the Bible and other literature from the ancient Near East, there is an ophel in Samaria, the capital of Israel; in Jerusalem, the capital of Judah; and in Dibon (cf. the Moabite Stone). The noted Jewish archaeologist Yigael Shiloh defined ophel as an urban architectural term denoting the outstanding site of the citadel or acropolis.”[footnoteRef:453] [453:  M. Cogan and H. Tadmor, II Kings [AB], 66.] 

It makes sense that Elisha would live in the fortified part of his city, and that Gehazi would have the Syrian men put down their loads and Gehazi take them from that point on. If Syrian soldiers went into the fortified part of the city, word of that would get around and uncomfortable questions would be asked.
“and they departed.” The servants of Naaman who carried the silver and garments left to go back and rejoin Naaman as he traveled back to Syria.
2Ki 5:25
“lord.” The Hebrew is a grammatical plural, “lords,” but it refers to Elisha.
“Your servant did not go anywhere.” The Hebrew is more literally, “Your servant went neither here nor there.”
2Ki 5:26
“and olive groves, and vineyards, and sheep, and cattle.” These would have been purchased with the silver.
 
2 Kings Chapter 6
2Ki 6:1
“live before you.” The Hebrew is literally, “live before you,” and in this context “before you” means “under your oversight,” “under your charge,” etc., (cf. ESV). The reading “live before you” might be taken to mean that they lived close by where Elisha lived, and that meaning is not necessarily correct.
2Ki 6:5
“the log.” That is, the man was cutting down the tree that would become the log that the man wanted, so he was said to be cutting down the log he wanted.
“Oh no, my lord! It was borrowed!” This could also be translated, “Oh no! O my lord Elisha, it was borrowed!” We do not know exactly how the man said it.
2Ki 6:6
“whittled down a stick.” The Hebrew does not use the common words that mean “cut down” or “chop down” as if Elisha just chopped a branch off the tree and threw it in the water. He took a stick and whittled down the end so it would fit in the ax head and then threw the stick into the water. The miracle is that the stick went right into the hole in the ax head and stuck firmly enough that the stick with the ax head floated to the surface. The Bible does not give us a hint as to how far from the bank of the Jordan the ax head fell, but depending on how hard the man was swinging the ax it could have been quite a ways out.
There is possibly a shadow of comparison here in 2 Kings 6:6 between Moses and Elisha. After the Exodus, when Israel came to Marah, the water was too bitter to drink, so Yahweh showed Moses a stick to throw into the water so the water would be drinkable and help Israel out of a difficult situation (Exod. 15:25). Here Elisha throws a stick into the Jordan River to help one of the prophets under Elisha out of a difficult situation.
2Ki 6:8
“servants.” In this context, the “servants” are his top military commanders, just as Naaman was the servant to the king (2 Kings 5:6).
2Ki 6:9
“the king of Israel.” Jehoram was reigning over Israel at this time (cf. 2 Kings 3:6).
2Ki 6:10
“not once or twice.” The idiom means many times.
2Ki 6:14
“So he sent horses, chariots.” These horses and chariots are no match for the horses and chariots of fire sent by Yahweh (2 Kings 6:17).
2Ki 6:18
“blindness.” This is a kind of mental blindness. See commentary on Genesis 19:11. The word for “blindness” is more literally a “blinding light.”
2Ki 6:19
“Samaria.” Samaria was the capital city of Israel and was well fortified and had Israelite troops in it.
2Ki 6:21
“the king of Israel.” Jehoram was reigning over Israel at this time (cf. 2 Kings 3:6).
“My father.” Here used as “mentor,” “guide,” or perhaps better here, “authority.”
[For more information on the uses of “father” in the Bible, see commentary on Gen. 4:20. For information on the disciples of a Rabbi being called his “sons,” see commentary on Matt. 12:27. For information on the disciples of a Rabbi being called “orphans” if the Rabbi died or left the area, see commentary on John 14:18, “orphans.”]
“should I strike them down, should I strike them down?” The king of Israel is very excited here.
2Ki 6:22
“Would you strike down those whom you have taken captive?” Elisha is asking Jehoram if he would kill people he had taken captive, the obvious answer being “no.”
“bread and water.” This is an understatement for a meal or a feast (cf. 2 Kings 6:23).
“lord.” A grammatical plural; literally “lords” but meaning “lord,” i.e., the king of Syria.
2Ki 6:23
“the raiding bands of Syria stopped coming.” The actions of Elisha stopped the raiding parties that had come into Israel from Syria, but that did not long preclude full-scale war between the two countries, as we see in 2 Kings 6:24.
“lord.” A grammatical plural; literally “lords” but meaning “lord,” i.e., the king of Syria.
2Ki 6:25
“dove’s dung.” This is almost certainly not actual dove’s dung, but is idiomatic for something that no one would normally eat. The NET text note points this out: “Based on evidence from Akkadian, M. Cogan and H. Tadmor suggest that ‘dove’s dung’ was a popular name for the inedible husks of seeds.”[footnoteRef:454] The NIV follows this idea, and reads, “and a quarter of a cab of seed pods for five shekels.” The NJB has “wild onions” instead of “dove’s dung,” but that is an assumption. It has also been suggested that a “donkey’s head” was not the actual head of a donkey but was some other inedible thing, but there is less evidence for that than there is for the dove’s dung. [454:  M. Cogan and H. Tadmor, II Kings [AB], 79.] 

2Ki 6:26
“the king of Israel.” Jehoram was reigning over Israel at this time (cf. 2 Kings 3:6).
2Ki 6:28
“What is troubling you?” The Hebrew text is idiomatic, “What to you,” meaning, “What is your problem,” “What is wrong?” The idiomatic Hebrew explains why the English versions differ so greatly.
“Give your son, that we may eat him today.” Parents eating their children was part of the curse for disobeying Yahweh (Deut. 28:53).
2Ki 6:29
“another day.” Although most versions say “the next day,” the Hebrew word means “another.”
2Ki 6:31
“May God do so to me, and more also.” This is a curse formula. If literally fulfilled, Jehoram was saying that if Elisha was still alive at sunset, which was the start of the new day in Jewish time, then Jehoram should be executed. Of course, he never honored his statement.
“if the head of Elisha the son of Shaphat is left standing on him.” This is an abrupt turnaround from Jehoram’s behavior in 2 Kings 6:20-23, when king Jehoram listened and apparently honored Elisha. But Jehoram was an ungodly man who did evil in the sight of Yahweh (2 Kings 3:1-2), and he was the son of Ahab and Jezebel (2 Kings 3:1; 9:22), so idolatry ran deep in his family and heritage. Although when he started to reign he put a stop to some of the outright worship of Baal, by the end of his life his kingdom was rife with Baal worship, which Jehu tried to end (2 Kings 9:21-26; 10:18-28).
Jehoram seemed to have governed his life like his father Ahab did; weak-willed and emotionally unstable, he acted on the way he was feeling at the time rather than on well-thought-out principles and practices. He likely thought that if he had killed the army of Syria when he had the chance that this attack would not have happened, and since Elisha advised him not to kill them, this siege and famine was his fault.
2Ki 6:32
“the king.” The Hebrew text is literally just “he,” but “the king” is inserted for clarity in English.
“lord’s.” This is a grammatical plural, but the reference is to the king of Israel.
2Ki 6:33
“the messenger came down.” Some English versions read “the king came down,” which seems to make more sense, but the Hebrew text reads “messenger.” If it is the messenger, he speaks the words of the king.
 
2 Kings Chapter 7
2Ki 7:1
“a shekel.” A shekel was roughly .4 ounces (11 or 11.5 grams). See commentary on Genesis 24:22, “shekel.”
2Ki 7:2
“the officer.” The Hebrew is “the third,” which was a military term that applied to an officer, but exactly why they were called “the third” is not clear.
“on whose hand the king leaned.” Naaman apparently had this position sometimes (2 Kings 5:18).
2Ki 7:6
“the kings of the Hittites and the kings of the Egyptians.” The Hittites would have been attacking from the north while the Egyptians would have been attacking from the south, so God made the Syrians hear the sound of a large army coming from both north and south. So the Syrians headed east to the Jordan River so they could get across it and head back through the Golan Heights (biblical Gilead and Bashan) to get back to Syria. (2 Kings 7:15).
2Ki 7:7
“and their horses and their donkeys.” In their panic, the Syrians could not think straight and left their fastest way to escape tied up in the camp. Panic creates mental blindness. It is a mark of mental maturity and control that people in difficult situations control their emotions and their fear so that they think clearly.
“lives.” The Hebrew reads “life,” using the collective singular for all the Syrians, but we say “lives” in English.
2Ki 7:8
“it.” The Hebrew is singular referring to all the treasure as one pile of loot.
2Ki 7:9
“punishment will overtake us.” The Hebrew can also be translated even more literally as “iniquity will find us.” Sometimes the word “iniquity” referred to the punishment for iniquity, and the idea that evil would “find” the sinner was a common idiom. 2 Kings 7:9 shows that the lepers were conscious of not doing what was right by keeping all the food and goods for themselves. These lepers could have been bitter at God and the kingdom for their disease, but instead, they show good conscience and end up doing what is right.
“the king’s house.” That is, the palace, which would mean the king and those in it.
2Ki 7:10
“nor even the sound of a man.” The lepers could not find anyone, nor could they hear anyone.
2Ki 7:13
“in the city.” The Hebrew is simply “in it,” referring to in the city.
Some scholars think that there has been an accidental doubling of the Hebrew text through dittography, reading and copying a line twice. The NET text note says that the Hebrew text has been doubled. But the Masoretic Hebrew text may not have been doubled. It is different enough that it carries a different meaning.
2Ki 7:15
“Then the messengers returned.” It would have taken the men from Samaria a number of hours to reach the Jordan River and then return to Samaria. It was more than 20 miles (32 km) to the Jordan and depending on the route may have been 25 miles (40 km). Plus, although the trip from Samaria was downhill, the trip home to Samaria was a climb of over 2,000 feet (600 m). So due to the trip of over 40 miles, although it was night when the chariots left Samaria, it was almost certainly light when they arrived back, and at that time the people of the city would have been awake and, starving for food, would have charged out of the city to get food and goods from the Syrian camp.
2Ki 7:17
“just as the man of God had spoken, just as he had spoken.” This is a little awkward in English, but it emphasizes the point here, that it was the word of Yahweh that came to pass exactly as the man of God had spoken it.
 
2 Kings Chapter 8
2Ki 8:1
“the woman whose son he had restored to life.” This woman is the Shunamite woman (2 Kings 4:18-37).
“Arise and go, you and your household, and stay for a while wherever you can stay, for Yahweh has called for a famine.” It is not known exactly when Elijah said this to the woman, but it had to have been fairly early in the 12-year reign of King Joram of Israel (2 Kings 3:1).
“and it has now come on the land.” The famine that Israel was experiencing could well be the famine in the previous chapter. That would mean that the two chapters occur at the same time, but were written one after the other.
2Ki 8:2
“She went with her household and stayed in the land of the Philistines for seven years.” At first glance, this seems to be incongruous, that this woman would go to the Philistine territory. But there may have been some kind of alliance or loose alliance between Samaria and the Philistines. After all, when Ahaziah was sick, he sent to find out from Baalzebul, the god at Ekron, a capital city of the Philistines, if he would recover (2 Kings 1:2).
2Ki 8:3
“to cry out.” This phrase is used idiomatically here, and is used for supplication, such as when Israel cried out to God when they were slaves in Egypt.
2Ki 8:4
“Now the king was talking with Gehazi the servant of the man of God.” King Ahaziah of Israel died after reigning for only two years (1 Kings 22:51; 2 Kings 1:17), and his brother Jehoram (aka “Joram”) became king and reigned 12 years (2 Kings 3:1). Ahaziah was evil and worshiped Baal, just as his father Ahab had done. Jehoram also did evil (2 Kings 3:2). It was likely due to the evil that had been practiced in Israel for many years that there was a seven-year famine in Israel (2 Kings 8:1-6). Elisha warned the Shunamite woman to move to a different area and avoid the famine, and so for seven years the woman and her household moved west to the coast of Israel where the Philistines lived and then returned to Israel. The famine could have happened in the early years of Jehoram, in which case the record of the Shunamite woman coming to the king to get her land (2 Kings 8:1-6), could have, and must have come chronologically before 2 Kings 5, when Gahazi was struck with leprosy (2 Kings 5:27). As a leper, Gahazi would never have been allowed to get close enough to King Jehoram to have the conversation that is described in 2 Kings 3.
Interestingly, the timing of the events involving both Elijah and Elisha is not well recorded, even though it could have been. That tells us that God wants us to focus on what they did and not when they did it.
2Ki 8:9
“40 camel-loads.” The king of Syria was wealthy in the extreme, and it was customary to give a gift to a prophet when you asked for a prophecy or prediction of the future. Although Elisha refused the gift from Naaman (2 Kings 5:15-16), he apparently took this gift from the king of Syria, although no mention is made of what he did with it. A load of goods that required 40 camels to carry it, at several hundred pounds of stuff per camel, would have made Elisha fabulously wealthy if he kept it all.
“your son.” In this context, “son” is used idiomatically as a term of endearment, someone who respects the other. Ben-hadad, king of Syria, was not Elisha’s son, nor a disciple of Yahweh. He worshiped pagan gods, but he respected Elisha and knew of the power that he had shown.
2Ki 8:10
“live, yes, live’...die, yes, die.” The Hebrew text uses the figure of speech polyptoton for emphasis. The verbs “live” and “die” are each repeated twice but in different cases, the first verb is an infinitive and the second is an imperfect. The repetition emphasizes the irony here. Hazael is to tell king Ben-hadad that he will live, but in fact, he will die at the hands of Hazael himself, who will smother the king to death.
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
2Ki 8:11
“he was embarrassed.” The text is not clear as to who was embarrassed, Elisha or Hazael.
2Ki 8:12
“their little ones you will dash in pieces, and their pregnant women you will split open.” These are cruel and heartless acts.
2Ki 8:13
“you will be king over Syria.” Yahweh had told Elijah to anoint Hazael as king over Syria (1 Kings 19:15), but it is never recorded that Elijah got to follow through and do that.
2Ki 8:14
“lord.” The word “lord” in this verse is a grammatical plural, “lords” but it is referring to one lord and is translated that way in the versions. It sometimes happens in Hebrew that a singular word like “lord” is pluralized, and that is done for different reasons, such as emphasis or to magnify the person, although the reasons may not be immediately apparent.
“you will live, yes, live.” Hazael quotes Elisha (see 2 Kings 8:10).
2Ki 8:16
“Jehoram the son of Jehoshaphat king of Judah began to reign.” This is showing the co-reign between Jehoshaphat and Jehoram.
2Ki 8:17
“He was 32 years old when he began to reign.” This is parallel to 2 Chronicles 21:5.
2Ki 8:18
“just as the house of Ahab had done.” In this context, the “house” of Ahab is the dynasty of Ahab. One king after another worshiped idols and committed other sins. This is a terrible indictment of Jehoram, who was the son of a godly king.
“because he had the daughter of Ahab as a wife.” Athaliah was the granddaughter of Omri (2 Kings 8:26), and a daughter of Ahab (2 Kings 8:18), but Athaliah was likely not the daughter of Jezebel or it seems the text would have made that point, instead she was likely the daughter of one of the other wives of Ahab. As the mother of Ahaziah, when Ahaziah was killed by Jehu, Athaliah took control of the throne of Judah, the only break in the Davidic dynasty from David to Jehoiachin and the suspension of the throne of David. The Bible had warned that if a man married a pagan wife that his heart might turn from Yahweh (Deut. 17:17; 1 Kings 11:3
2Ki 8:19
“a lamp for his children.” The “lamp” is the man in the line of David who is ruling as king on David’s throne. The metaphorical ‘lamp’ symbolizes the Davidic dynasty. In 2 Samuel 21:17, David’s men referred to him as the “lamp” of Israel, and so it makes sense that his descendants in the Davidic Dynasty are also referred to as lamps (see commentary on 1 Kings 11:36). The “lamp” is a symbol of life and hope. In this context, David’s “children” refer primarily to the one who would be on the throne, but the whole royal family would be blessed by a Davidic ruler.
2Ki 8:20
“In his days Edom revolted.” Here the Author makes a point that unfaithfulness to Yahweh leads to political instability.
“under the hand of Judah.” An idiom for under the authority of Judah.
“enthroned a king over themselves.” The Hebrew is more literally something like, “they kinged themselves a king.”[footnoteRef:455] [455:  Cf. Fox, The Schocken Bible.] 

2Ki 8:21
“Joram.” The Hebrew text has “Jehoram,” a variant of Joram.
“Zair.” This is likely the town of Zoar that Lot fled to (Gen. 19:22).
“his army.” The Hebrew text reads “people” instead of army, but that becomes unclear in English. Joram’s “people” in this context is his army. Joram made an attack on Edom, but it was of limited success because his army deserted him and went back to Israel, and so Edom’s revolt was successful.
2Ki 8:22
“So Edom revolted from under the hand of Judah.” Joram had more problems than just Edom and Libnah. We learn from 2 Chronicles 21:16-17 that the Philistines attacked from the west and the Arabians from the east, and they even sacked Joram’s palace and took away captive his wives and children.
“Libnah.” Libnah was a Levitical city in the Shephelah of Judah (Josh. 10:29-39; 21:13). The exact location of the city is disputed. This could well be a revolt of Judeans who were not happy with the rule of Jehoram, king of Judah, and took advantage of the fact that he was occupied with trying to subdue Edom and rebelled against him. Then, given Joram’s continued problems with outside invaders such as the Philistines and Arabians, he never seems to have regained control over Libnah, which was a powerful fortified city in its own right. Libnah was significant enough that it is mentioned in 2 Kings 19:8 as being attacked by the Assyrian king, Sennacherib. Later in Judah’s history, Josiah’s wife Hamutal came from Libnah (2 Kings 23:31; 24:18).
2Ki 8:23
“the Book of the Chronicles.” This is recorded in 2 Chronicles 21.
2Ki 8:24
“Ahaziah his son reigned in his place.” Ahaziah reigned over Judah with his evil mother Athaliah, of the house of Ahab, being the apparent power behind the throne, and she took over when Ahaziah died. In Matthew’s genealogy from Abraham to Christ, Ahaziah and Joash were skipped, and the genealogy goes from Joram to Uzziah (Matt. 1:8).
2Ki 8:25
“Ahaziah the son of Jehoram king of Judah began to reign.” This Ahaziah is not the same as Ahaziah the king of Israel (cf. 1 Kings 22:51; 2 Kings 1:2). Also, this Ahaziah, king of Judah, is called Azariah in 2 Chronicles 22:6.
2Ki 8:26
“a granddaughter.” The Hebrew word is “daughter,” but she would have been one of the granddaughters of Omri. There is no Hebrew word for “granddaughter” or “grandson,” just simply “daughter” or “son.” The same with “grandmother” or “grandfather,” which is why the Bible speaks of “our father Abraham” when Abraham would have been a distant ancestor. When the text uses “father,” “mother,” “son,” or “daughter” the exact relationship has to be determined from the context.
Athaliah was the granddaughter of Omri (2 Kings 8:26), and a daughter of Ahab (2 Kings 8:18), but Athaliah was likely not the daughter of Jezebel or it seems the text would have made that point, instead she was likely the daughter of one of the other wives of Ahab. Nevertheless, although her mother was likely not Jezebel, as a girl growing up in the palace of Ahab and Jezebel she would have been schooled in evil and in the pagan ways of worship, and also schooled against Yahweh. This all played out when her son Ahaziah was killed and she took over as queen and killed off all of the royal family except for Joash (2 Kings 11:1-3).
2Ki 8:27
“He walked in the way of the house of Ahab.” In this context, the “house of Ahab” was the dynasty of Ahab, which actually started with King Omri (1 Kings 16:21-22). The lineage was Omri, then Ahab (1 Kings 16:28-29), then Ahaziah (1 Kings 22:40), then Ahaziah’a younger brother Joram (2 Kings 1:17; 3:1; 9:24). With the death of Joram (also called Jehoram), the dynasty of Omri came to an end and Jehu began to reign as king over Israel.
“house of Ahab.” Joram was Ahaziah’s younger brother. Athaliah, Jehoram’s wife, was the granddaughter of Omri (2 Kings 8:26), and a daughter of Ahab (2 Kings 8:18), but Athaliah was likely not the daughter of Jezebel or it seems the text would have made that point, instead she was likely the daughter of one of the other wives of Ahab. So Ahaziah’s mother was Athaliah of the house of Ahab.
2Ki 8:28
“Joram the son of Ahab.” That is, Joram the king of Israel.
2Ki 8:29
“at Ramah.” This is another name for Ramoth-gilead (2 Kings 8:28).
 
2 Kings Chapter 9
2Ki 9:1
“Elisha the prophet called.” Years before this, Elijah the prophet had been instructed to anoint Jehu as king of Israel (1 Kings 19:16). It was accomplished through his disciple and agent, Elisha.
“Tuck your cloak under your belt.” The literal Hebrew is “belt up your loins.” This refers to the custom of a man tying up his long clothing so he could move more quickly. See commentary on 2 Kings 4:29.
“go to Ramoth-gilead.” The combined armies of Israel and Judah were not able to conquer Ramoth-gilead, but they were fighting there, which is why Jehu, a commander in the army of Israel, was there. Joram was the current king of Israel, but the fighting over Ramoth-gilead had been on and off for years. A previous king, Ahab, had been mortally wounded there (1 Kings 22:35)
2Ki 9:2
“Jehu.” This name likely means “He is Yahweh.” Yahweh is announcing that He will bring an end to the idolatrous house of Omri. Jehu is famously mentioned and depicted on the Black Obelisk of Shalmaneser III, called “Jehu, the son of Omri.” Assyrian kings called Israel “Omri Land” because of his dominance and dynasty. Since Jehu killed the last member in the dynasty of Omri and became king, it seems appropriate that the Assyrians would call him “the son of Omri,” even though there was no blood connection between Omri and Jehu. Jehu was Yahweh’s agent of judgment against Baalism and the dynasty of Omri-Ahab. Nevertheless, the biblical text expresses reservations about him, and one reason for that was he still followed the sin of Jeroboam, namely, the worship of the golden calves at Bethel and Dan.
“Nimshi.” The name “Nimshi” has been found on two storage-vessel potsherds at Tel Rehov in the Beth-Shean Valley. They have been dated to approximately the same period as the biblical Jehu. Of course, there is no way to know if this is the same person as Jehu’s grandfather mentioned here in 2 Kings 9:2, but it shows that Nimshi was a known name at that time.
“an inner room.” The Hebrew is idiomatic: a room within a room.
2Ki 9:7
“You are to strike down the house of Ahab.” Ahab was long dead, so this is one of the places where “the house of Ahab” clearly refers to the dynasty of Ahab, which was more properly the dynasty of Omri, Ahab’s father. The revelation here goes back to Ahab and not Omri almost assuredly because of the attack of Ahab and Jezebel on the servants of Yahweh.
“lord.” The word “lord” in this verse is a grammatical plural, “lords” but it is referring to one lord and is translated that way in the versions. It sometimes happens in Hebrew that a singular word like “lord” is pluralized, and that is done for different reasons, such as emphasis or to magnify the person, although the reasons may not be immediately apparent.
“so that I avenge the blood of my servants.” God “avenges” his servants, He does not take “revenge.” To “avenge” is to serve the ends of justice and the motive is to vindicate the victim or visit merited justice upon the wrongdoer. To take “revenge” is to get satisfaction for an offense, to pay back someone who is thought to have done wrong or harm, and thus “revenge” may well overstep true justice.
2Ki 9:8
“who pisses against a wall.” A crass idiom and cultural way of referring to the men.
“him who is slave or free in Israel.” The same phrase is used in 1 Kings 14:10 and 1 Kings 21:21 (see commentary on 1 Kings 14:10).
2Ki 9:9
“I will make the house of Ahab like.” The “house” of Ahab refers to the dynasty of Ahab, although it was actually the dynasty of Omri, who started it. It is called the “house (dynasty) of Ahab” because Ahab was the most prominent king in the dynasty. Here in 2 Kings 9:9, the prophet Elisha prophesies that the dynasty of Ahab would be like the dynasty of Jeroboam and the dynasty of Baasha, which were both totally killed off. The house of Ahab lasted for four kings and was killed off by Jehu. The “house” (dynasty) of Ahab consisted of Ahab’s father Omri (1 Kings 16:23, to 1 Kings 16:26), Ahab (1 Kings 16:26, 29, to 1 Kings 22:40), Ahab’s son Ahaziah (1 Kings 22:51, to 2 Kings 2:17), and Ahaziah’s younger brother Joram (also spelled “Jehoram,” who became king because Ahaziah had no sons) (2 Kings 2:17, to 2 Kings 9:22). The dynasty of Omri/Ahab was killed off by Jehu (2 Kings 9:24, 30-33; 10:4-7, 11, 17).
“house of Jeroboam the son of Nebat.” The “house of Jeroboam” was the dynasty of Jeroboam I, the first king of Israel, which lasted for only two kings and consisted of Jeroboam himself (1 Kings 12:20, to 1 Kings 14:20), then Nadab his son (1 Kings 14:20; 15:25, to 1 Kings 15:28). The dynasty of Jeroboam was killed off by Baasha (1 Kings 15:27-30).
“house of Baasha the son of Ahijah.” The “house of Baasha” was the dynasty of Baasha, which lasted for only two kings and consisted of Baasha (1 Kings 15:28, 33, to 1 Kings 16:6), then Elah his son (1 Kings 16:6, 8, to 1 Kings 16:10). The dynasty of Baasha was killed off by Zimri who was a chariot commander under Elah (1 Kings 16:11).
2Ki 9:10
“As for Jezebel, the dogs will eat her.” In a culture where family ties were strong and family tombs common, to not have anyone bury your dead body was considered a terrible curse. In fact, many people believed (falsely, but it was a very widely held belief) that a proper burial was important for a comfortable existence in the afterlife. Thus the threat of not being buried but having one’s dead body eaten by animals, birds, and vermin was a horrifying threat of unspeakable loneliness and rejection, both on this earth and in the afterlife (see commentary on Jer. 14:16).
2Ki 9:11
“lord.” The Hebrew is a grammatical plural, “lords.” Jehu’s “lord” was Jehoram, king of Israel.
“Is it peace?” This is an idiom, meaning, “Is all well.” Ironically, the word “peace” is throughout this chapter, but the chapter is about war and bloodshed, there is no “peace.” The word “shalom,” the Hebrew word translated “peace” but more accurately refers to wholeness, wellness, or prosperity (which things usually result in “peace” or being peaceful) occurs nine times in this chapter (2 Kings 9:11, 17, 18 (2x), 2 Kings 9:19 (2x), 2 Kings 9:22 (2x) and 2 Kings 9:31).
2Ki 9:12
“This is what Yahweh says: I have anointed you king over Israel.” The context of this seems like Jehu is trying to play down what the prophet said. He did not walk out and tell the other commanders, “I am king.” Apparently, Jehu was still trying to wrap his head around what the prophet said and did, but the other commanders immediately recognized the need for his leadership and his ability and pronounced him king right then and there.
2Ki 9:13
“cloak.” The Hebrew uses a general word for a piece of clothing, but it would have almost certainly been the cloak or outer garment that the men laid down.
“shofar.” The ram’s horn trumpet, not the metal trumpet.
2Ki 9:14
“Joram.” The Hebrew text goes back and forth in the spelling of the king’s name, and gives no reason for it. Here in 2 Kings 9:14 he is called Joram, but in 2 Kings 9:15 he is “Jehoram” in the Hebrew text, but the English text spells it “Joram” for clarity.
2Ki 9:15
“Joram.” The Hebrew text uses his longer name here: Jehoram.
“your desire.” The Hebrew uses “soul” (nephesh) as “desire” here.
[For more on nephesh being used for a desire of the mind or a thought, see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
“to go to tell it in Jezreel.” At this time, both King Joram and Queen Jezebel were in Jezreel, and if they heard about Jehu they would form a quick response.
2Ki 9:16
“rode in a chariot and went to Jezreel.” This would not be an easy ride. Down from the Golan Heights, across the Jordan River, and into the plain of central Israel.
“had come down.” From Jerusalem to Jezreel was down in elevation.
2Ki 9:17
“on the tower in Jezreel.” This watchman would be on the east tower (or northeast corner tower) looking down the Harod Valley toward the Jordan River. Looking in that direction he could see Jehu coming up the valley from the east.
“Is it peace?” An idiom (cf. 2 Kings 9:11).
2Ki 9:18
“but he is not coming back.” The messenger was coming back, but as part of Jehu’s men.
2Ki 9:20
“furiously.” Or perhaps, “in a crazy way.”
2Ki 9:22
“Is it peace?” See commentary on 2 Kings 9:11.
“the prostitutions.” Jehu is referring to the idolatries of Jezebel. Jezebel’s many idols, and her enlistment of demons to do her evil work, which was her “witchcraft” (or “sorceries”), assured that there would be no peace in Israel for anyone who loved the true God.
2Ki 9:24
“Jehu drew his bow with his full strength.” The Hebrew text is idiomatic: “Jehu filled his hand with the bow.” The phrase means that Jehu took the bow and shot at Joram, whom he hit in the middle of the back. The arrow had enough force to go through King Joram’s robes and on through his heart, resulting in almost instant death.
2Ki 9:25
“pronouncement.” The Hebrew word can also mean “burden.” The word of the Lord can be a burden to the prophet, and then, when it is spoken, can be a burden to the people. It might have been more clear in English to say “burdensome message” instead of “burden,” but the Hebrew word is “burden.”
[For more information on “burden,” see commentary on Mal. 1:1.]
2Ki 9:27
“Ahaziah the king of Judah.” Both Joram and Ahaziah are mentioned on the Tel Dan Stele, which is a fragmentary Aramaic inscription on three pieces of basalt stone found in excavations of an Iron Age gate at Dan. The largest piece, 14.5 x 10 inches, was found in 1993. Two smaller pieces were found in 1994.
The inscription on the stele is an extraordinary parallel to the biblical narrative. Although the personal names of the kings of Judah and Israel are fragmentary, their titles are complete. The Aramean king (Hazael) boasts of killing both Jehoram…the king of Israel and Ahaziahu …of the House of David. The name of both kings are fragmentary: “[Jeho]ram son of [Ahab]” and “[Ahaz]iah son of [Jehoram]” (Heb. [יהורם] יהו בר[אחז] ,[אחאב] רם בר[יהו]. Although it was Jehu who actually killed these two kings, it is not without some justification that Hazael the king of Syria could take responsibility for the killing. Hazael’s successful attacks against Israel (2 Kings 10:32-33) allowed him to set up this stele and make his boast, and it was due to his fighting at Ramoth-gilead that Jehu had the opportunity to kill the kings. On the other hand, it was customary for ancient kings to greatly exaggerate what they accomplished, and this is an example of that.
Archaeological evidence, the language of the inscription, and the stele’s content help date the inscription to just after the purge of Jehu in 841 BC. At this time the king of Aram (Syria) could claim a victory over both the king of Israel (Joram) and the house of David (represented by King Ahaziah). Like the Moabite Stone, the Tel Dan Inscription takes on added significance since it mentions the house of David, furnishing extra-biblical evidence for the existence of the Davidic Dynasty.
“he fled.” So Ahaziah is fleeing south toward Samaria from the Jezreel Valley.
“Beth-haggan.” The word means “House of the Garden.” It is modern Jenin in the West Bank.
“Kill him too!” The Hebrew text is just “him too,” but it is in the context of killing the house of Ahab. Elijah had foretold the destruction of the house of Ahab, and the house of Ahab was tied by marriage to the house of Ahaziah. King Ahaziah of Judah had married Athaliah, who was a granddaughter of Omri and daughter of Ahab, kings of Israel, and thus some of Ahaziah’s sons were also related by blood to the house of Ahab, which was foretold to be destroyed (cf. 2 Kings 9:9).
“and he fled to Megiddo.” Once struck by the arrow, Ahaziah turned west and got to Megiddo where he could get help and protection, but he died there.
2Ki 9:28
“with his fathers.” Ahaziah’s ancestors were still in the tomb. It was not considered that they left.
[For more on the dead being dead and not alive in any form, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.”]
2Ki 9:30
“When Jehu came to Jezreel.” It is likely that Jehu chased Ahaziah and then returned to Jezreel.
“she prepared her eyes with eye makeup.” When Jezebel heard Jehu had come to Jezreel, she did her best to look pleasing. Although she may have done this to try to win his favor, she may also have wanted to look her best whatever her fate. She used eye makeup, which was common for women to do. Eye makeup occurs several times in the Bible (e.g., 2 Kings 9:30, Jer. 4:30; and one of Job’s daughters is called “Keren-happuch” which likely means “horn of eye paint” (Job 42:14)). Eye makeup was commonly used by women (and men in some cultures) to make the eyes look darker and larger.
The Hebrew phrase is difficult to bring into English because it involves actions and vocabulary that are more idiomatic than literal. A more literal translation of the Hebrew text is “and she set her eyes in the pnkh.” But “setting her eyes in” gives the wrong impression; it is idiomatic for her “putting on” her pnkh, her makeup. The word pnkh (#06320 פּוּךְ) is a noun that refers to a type of antimony-based eye makeup.
C. F. Keil writes that pukh “is a very favorable eye-paint with oriental women even to this present day.[footnoteRef:456] It is prepared from antimony ore…which, when pounded yields a black powder with a metallic brilliancy, which was laid upon the eyebrows and eyelashes either in a dry state as a black powder, or moistened generally with oil and made into an ointment, which is applied with a fine smooth eye pencil of the thickness of an ordinary goose-quill, made either of wood, metal, or ivory. The way to use it was to hold the central portion of the pencil horizontally between the eyelids, and then draw it out between them, twisting it round all the while, so that the edges of the eyelids were blackened all round; and the object was to heighten the splendour of the dark southern eye, and give it, so to speak, a more deeply glowing fire, and to impart a youthful appearance to the whole of the eyelashes even in the extreme old age. Rosellini found jars with eye-paint of this kind in the very early Egyptian graves…”[footnoteRef:457] [456:  I.e., in the late 1800s.]  [457:  C. F. Keil, Keil and Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament: 1 and 2 Kings, 1 and 2 Chronicles, 3:243. The ten-volume commentary was originally published between 1866 and 1891, which is apparent from the spelling and the illustration of the quill pen.] 

“and adorned her head.” There is general agreement among scholars that this refers to arranging her hair, but whether she added jewelry or other ornaments is unknown.
2Ki 9:31
“As Jehu entered the gate.” It is not known whether this is the outer gate to the city or some unlocated inner gate.
“Zimri.” Jezebel’s calling Jehu by the name “Zimri” is the figure of speech antonomasia, “name change,” where a person is called by a name other than his or her own name in order to import characteristics from that other person. Zimri killed the king to be king, but then only reigned for seven days (1 Kings 16:8-15). Jezebel called Jehu “Zimri” in an attempt to scare him into not killing her because of the implied threat of being killed soon himself. For more on antonomasia, see commentary on Matthew 17:10.
“of his lord.” The Hebrew is a grammatical plural, “lords,” but the plural is used for emphasis. Zimri killed his lord, the king, and Jezebel wanted Jehu to remember that.
2Ki 9:32
“eunuchs.” The word can mean “official,” but here it likely does mean eunuch, since eunuchs were used to guard the royal women.
2Ki 9:33
“some of her blood was sprinkled on the wall and on the horses.” For some of the blood to splatter on the horses Jehu had to be close to where Jezebel fell.
2Ki 9:34
“cursed woman.” The “curse” is likely referring to Elijah’s prophecy about her (1 Kings 21:23).
2Ki 9:36
“the word of Yahweh that he spoke by his servant Elijah.” See 1 Kings 21:23.
 
2 Kings Chapter 10
2Ki 10:1
“70 sons.” Some of these would be grandchildren, but still, Ahab had quite a harem.
“Samaria.” Samaria was the capital city of the country.
2Ki 10:2
“lord.” This is a grammatical plural, literally, “lords,” but made plural for emphasis (see also 2 Kings 10:3, 6).
2Ki 10:3
“lord.” Literally, “lords” (2x), see commentary on 2 Kings 10:2.
2Ki 10:5
“the one who was Over the House.” “Over the House” was the title of the palace administrator (see commentary on 1 Kings 4:6).
“the one who was Over the City.” That is, the mayor or governor of the city. This title would be similar to “Over the House.”
“and the guardians of the children​.” That is, those men and women who were charged with raising and teaching the royal children.
2Ki 10:6
“lord’s.” This is a grammatical plural, “lords’ sons.” See commentary on 2 Kings 10:2.
“and come to me at Jezreel by tomorrow.” Jehu was forcing the leaders in Samaria to act quickly. The journey from Samaria to Jezreel was some 20 miles, so to fulfill the terms of Jehu the leaders at Samaria did not have time to develop a plan for any kind of counterattack.
“prominent.” The Hebrew is “great,” which in this context is “great” in the sense of prominent.
2Ki 10:10
“For Yahweh has done what he spoke by his servant Elijah.” This prophecy was given by Elijah in 1 Kings 21:21-22.
2Ki 10:11
“Jehu struck down all that remained of the house of Ahab in Jezreel.” It is unclear whether Jehu killed all the male and female descendants of Ahab or just the men. He killed off Ahab’s descendants and close associates in Jezreel (2 Kings 10:11), then went to Samaria and killed off Ahab’s descendants there (2 Kings 10:17). But the text never specifically states if he killed both the men and women, and sometimes the women were left alive. The prophecy was that Ahab’s dynasty would be destroyed like the dynasty of Jeroboam and the dynasty of Baasha (cf. 2 Kings 9:9). When Baasha wiped out the dynasty of Jeroboam the indication is that he killed off all the men and the women who were descended from Jeroboam (1 Kings 15:29), but when Zimri wiped out the dynasty of Baasha, the indication of the text is that he only killed off the men (1 Kings 16:11). So it is unclear whether Jehu killed both the men and women of Ahab, or just the men.
[For information on the dynasties of Jeroboam I, Baasha, and Omri, see commentary on 2 Kings 9:9.]
2Ki 10:12
“Beth-eked of the Shepherds.” The versions are divided as to whether this is a place name, “Beth-eked,” or a description, more like, “when he was at the place that the shepherds tie the sheep [for shearing]….” The word “eked” refers to binding or tying up, and the sheep were tied up when they were sheared so they would not wiggle and get hurt. The weight of evidence seems to be that “Beth-eked” was the name of a place, but it would have gotten the name because it was the place where the sheep were shorn.
2Ki 10:13
“brothers.” In this context, “brothers” can mean, and probably does mean, relatives, not actual brothers.
“pay our respects.” The Hebrew is an idiom, literally, “seek the peace.” In this context it means to pay one’s respects or in that context, to visit with. These men were relatives of Ahaziah king of Judah, but because of the close ties between Judah and Israel at this time, they were going north to visit the relatives of King Joram of Israel and Jezebel, the queen mother.
“queen mother.” The Hebrew word translated “queen mother” is gebereth (#01404 גְּבֶרֶת), and in this context, the “queen mother” is the mother of the king.[footnoteRef:458] The queen mother was the most powerful woman in the kingdom, much more powerful than any of the wives of the king, who often did not have much real power at all. That relatives of King Ahaziah, king of Judah, were going to see Jezebel the queen mother shows how much power and influence Jezebel had in the Kingdom of Israel. [458:  Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon.] 

2Ki 10:14
“42 men.” It is no accident that the specific number 42 is given, and this is the same number as the number of the young men who accosted Elisha and were attacked by bears (2 Kings 2:24). The numbers loosely connect Elijah and Elisha with the fulfillment of the prophecy of the destruction of the house of Ahab, which was tied by marriage to the house of Ahaziah. King Ahaziah of Judah had married Athaliah, who was a granddaughter of Omri and daughter of Ahab, and thus some of his sons were also of the house of Ahab, which was foretold to be destroyed (cf. 2 Kings 9:9).
2Ki 10:16
“they had him ride.” The Hebrew text reads “they.” The Septuagint, Syriac, and Aramaic Targum reads “he,” but that may not be original. There were other people in Jehu’s party that would have wanted Jehonadab to ride with Jehu.
2Ki 10:17
“all who remained to Ahab.” The word of Yahweh is recorded in 1 Kings 21:21.
2Ki 10:21
“house of Baal.” That is, the temple of Baal, just as the “house of Yahweh” is the temple of Yahweh. This temple, as well as Ahab’s palace, sat on Samaria’s acropolis. Herod later built a temple to Augustus more or less over it. When the palace/temple area was excavated in the early 1900s, there was a building discovered that could well be the temple of Baal, but the practice was to fill in each area or strip excavated with the next strip, so the remnants of the Israelite palace/temple are now covered up again.
“the worshipers of Baal.” The Hebrew is technically “those serving Baal,” but the word has the meaning of to worship by serving.
“not a man left.” The culture would be that this worship would be men only, not a mixture of men and women.
2Ki 10:22
“And he said to the one who was Over the Wardrobe.” It is likely that “Over the Wardrobe” is a title and thus should be translated “Over the Wardrobe,” in the same way that the administrator who was over the king’s palace was called “Over the House” (see commentary on 1 Kings 4:6). Everett Fox (The Schocken Bible) translates the phrase “Over the Wardrobe.”
2Ki 10:23
“went.” The subject is compound, Jehu and Jehonadab, but the verb is singular (see commentary on Gen. 48:16).
“Then he said.” This refers to Jehu, who was in charge.
2Ki 10:25
“the mouth of the sword.” Used to show great destruction, as if the sword was eating its victims (see commentary on Josh. 6:21).
“cast them aside.” The guards did not take time to deal with the dead bodies other than to get them out of the way.
“went into the interior of the house.” The Hebrew word translated “interior” is the usual word for “city.” Although there is no other place that “city” is used for the interior of the temple, it is logical that it was. Just as the city was a place of life and business, the inner part of the temple was where much of the life of the temple occurred. For example, in the next verse, 2 Kings 10:26, it seems clear that there were standing-stones in the inner part of the temple
2Ki 10:26
“standing-stones.” Standing-stones were set up for various reasons, some of them being godly memorials, but here the context is pagan worship. Standing-stones would often be set up as part of the worship of pagan gods, and God has no tolerance for idols. They are harmful in many different ways and are to be destroyed. Although usually the standing-stones were made of stone, this may be a case when the Hebrew word is used but the “standing-stone” was a pillar made of wood. Or it is quite possible that the standing-stones were burned. Often the most effective way of destroying a standing-stone was to get it very hot in a fire and then pour cold water on it so that it would crack in pieces.
[For more on standing-stones, see commentary on Gen. 28:18. For more on idols being harmful, see commentary on Deut. 7:5.]
“the house of Baal.” The temple of Baal.
2Ki 10:27
“demolished the standing-stone.” Following the decree of Deuteronomy 7:5.
“the house of Baal.” That is, the temple of Baal.
2Ki 10:29
“the golden calves which were in Bethel and in Dan.” It seems that Jehu and others somehow connected the worship of Yahweh with the worship of the golden calves. Thus their worship was misplaced. Christians do the same kind of thing today when they worship traditional things that are not God or the Lord Jesus, for example, Mary.
2Ki 10:30
“your sons will sit.” The word “sons” here refers to descendants, not direct sons of Jeroboam. The four kings that followed Jehu were Jehoahaz (2 Kings 13:1), Jehoash (2 Kings 13:10), Jeroboam II (2 Kings 14:23), and Zachariah (2 Kings 15:8). Zachariah was killed by Shallum, who was not a descendent of Jehu and who was killed after only reigning one month (2 Kings 15:13-15). It is noteworthy that none of the four descendants of Jehu were said to worship Baal, whom Jehu destroyed from Israel, yet all of them were said to do evil in the eyes of God and follow the sins of Jeroboam I, just like Jehu did (2 Kings 10:31).
2Ki 10:32
“Hazael.” Hazael was the king of Syria. That Hazael struck Israel is the context of the Tel Dan inscription, an inscription found at Tel Dan by archaeologists as they excavated Dan, on which Hazael boasts victories over Israel. Syria was dominant over Israel for the next 40 years. Unlike Hazael of Damascus, Jehu had submitted to the Assyrian king Shalmaneser III (c. 841 BC). However, within a matter of a few years, Shalmaneser III became preoccupied with matters in the east of Assyria and was unable to keep pressure on Damascus. That meant that Hazael of Syria was free to harass Israel once again. Since he viewed Jehu as an Assyrian ally, Hazael conquered all of Israel’s territory in Transjordan, including Bashan, Gilead, and the Plateau as far as the city of Aroer on the edge of the Arnon River (2 Kings 10:32-33). Thus, the Israelite tribes of Manasseh, Reuben, and Gad in Transjordan came under Syrian occupation. While the book of Kings portrays Hazael as an instrument of Yahweh for disciplining Israel, the prophet Amos later contended that the Syrian kings were overly cruel in their conquests of Transjordan: “This is what Yahweh says: For three transgressions of Damascus, yes, for four, I will not turn away its punishment, because they have threshed Gilead with threshing instruments of iron” (Amos 1:3).
2Ki 10:34
“mighty acts.” The Hebrew just reads “might,” but it is a metonymy for the things Jehu did with his might, his “mighty acts.”
[See Word Study: “Metonymy.”]
2Ki 10:35
“they buried him in Samaria.” There have been some chambers found beneath the Israelite palace in Samaria.[footnoteRef:459] [459:  Cf. Norma Franklin, “The Lost Tombs of the Israelite Kings,” BAR, 33:4, 26-35.] 

 
2 Kings Chapter 11
2Ki 11:1
“Athaliah the mother of Ahaziah...set out to destroy all the royal seed.” Ahaziah the king of Judah had been killed by Jehu (2 Kings 9:27-29). Athaliah, the Queen-mother, took that opportunity to kill all the “royal seed,” which would mean all of Ahaziah’s children, but could include Ahaziah’s extended family as well, thus including brothers and sisters, nieces and nephews. Ahaziah’s wives are not mentioned, likely because Athaliah’s killing them would have been expected. After all, if Athaliah killed her grandchildren, she would have killed their mothers as well.
The horrific ungodliness of Athaliah can be seen in this one act, and there were surely many more. What grandmother murders all her own grandchildren just so she can have a position of power? No wonder the people of the land rejoiced when she was finally executed. This event is history, but in a sense it is not just ancient history but is also a lesson for us today because people like Athaliah are alive in every generation and they need to be dealt with harshly if society is going to be peaceful and safe.
2Ki 11:2
“Joash.” The Hebrew text uses both spellings of his name, “Joash” and “Jehoash.” Joash became the king of Judah.
“and hid them in a bedroom.” It is possible that Jehosheba hid Joash and his nurse in a bedroom in the palace until she could sneak him into a room in the Temple, or it is possible that this bedroom was one of the priest’s bedrooms in the Temple. Solomon’s Temple had three stories of side rooms along the sides of the Temple, and one of the things they would have been used for was to house the priests who came from out of town to serve in the Temple (1 Kings 6:5).
2Ki 11:3
“And he was with her, hiding in the house of Yahweh for six years.” Athaliah obviously had little or nothing to do with the Temple of Yahweh. She was likely a Baal worshiper and spent time at the temple of Baal (2 Kings 11:18).
2Ki 11:4
“the Carites.” The word “Carites” seems to be an alternative spelling of “Cherethites,” who were part of David’s army and were likely bodyguards. They may have been foreign mercenary soldiers, but their origin and identity are not known. What is known is that they were fiercely loyal to David, and were with him in times of crisis, for example, in Absalom’s rebellion (2 Sam. 15:18) and in Sheba’s rebellion (2 Sam. 20:7). They were also at Solomon’s anointing as king (1 Kings 1:38). Their leader was Benaiah son of Jehoiada (2 Sam. 8:18), who was also the leader of David’s bodyguard (2 Sam. 23:23). From 2 Kings 11:4 we learn that they apparently stayed as an intact group and as part of the army of the king long after David.
2Ki 11:5
“This is the thing that you are to do.” Exactly what Jehoiada commanded the priests to do is not clear, even though it was obviously well planned. The Hebrew text leaves some things unexplained, but it seems from 2 Kings 11:5-9 that Jehoiada had the priests that were coming on duty at the Temple divide into thirds and guard the palace (the king’s house) (2 Kings 11:5-6). Meanwhile, the priests who were coming off duty did not leave the Temple but stayed there and guarded the Temple (2 Kings 11:7-8). Jehoiada then armed the priests with weapons that were stored in the Temple so they could protect Joash, the seven-year-old descendant of David who was to be anointed king (2 Kings 11:10).
“the king’s house.” The palace. Jehoiada was coordinating protection for little Joash around both the palace and the Temple of Yahweh (2 Kings 11:7).
2Ki 11:6
“the Sur Gate.” The word “Sur” means to go out; to remove. In 2 Chronicles 23:5, this gate seems to be called the Foundation Gate. The Sur Gate and the gate behind the guards (called the Guard Gate in some versions) seem to be gates leading from the Temple to the palace. Athaliah would have had soldiers in the palace with her, and stationing guards at the Sur Gate and Guard Gate made sure they did not get into the Temple to harm the young king.
“to keep watch over the house to defend.” In this context, this “house” seems to be the Temple, because that is what these guards guarded (2 Kings 11:7-8, 11), although some scholars believe it refers to Athaliah’s palace.
2Ki 11:7
“the house of Yahweh.” The Temple. 2 Kings 11:5-6 were about the palace, while this verse is about the Temple, where the young King Joash was.
2Ki 11:8
“when he goes out and when he comes in.” An idiom and the figure of speech polarmerismos, where two extremes are put for all that comes between them. The idiom means “all the time.”
[For more on polarmerismos, see commentary on Josh. 14:11.]
2Ki 11:9
“going on duty...going off duty.” The Hebrew text is much more brief and expects the reader to understand the social context and that these were priests who served in the Temple. Thus, the Hebrew reads more like “those who were to go in on the Sabbath and those who were to go out.” But going in referred to going into the Temple to serve, in other words, going on duty to serve, while going out referred to leaving the Temple and going off duty. Many modern versions clarify this for the English reader.
2Ki 11:10
“the spears and shields that had been King David’s.” After Solomon died, during the reign of Solomon’s son Rehoboam, Pharaoh Shishak of Egypt attacked Judah and sacked it. He took all the gold weapons from the Temple (1 Kings 14:25-26). However, for there to be shields and spears from the time of David in the Temple at the time of Jehoiada, Pharaoh Shishak must have left them, likely because they were wood and bronze and not gold or silver.
2Ki 11:11
“from the south side of the house to the north side of the house.” The “house” is the house of God, the Temple, and the Temple faced east, so the right side was south and the left side was north. Thus the sentence is saying, “from the south side of the Temple to the north side of the Temple, on behalf of the king.”
“in front of the altar.” If the priests stood at the altar and the house, the altar would have been behind their protective wall of men, leaving the space between the Temple and the altar for Jehoiada to come out and present the king.
2Ki 11:12
“the testimony.” That is, the scroll of the Mosaic covenant.
“Long live the king!” The Hebrew text is idiomatic and contains an expression that can be loosely translated, “Let the king live.” This idiom gets translated into an English equivalent, “Long live the king.” Note that the King James Version, done in 1611, has an earlier equivalent phrase, “God save the king.”
2Ki 11:13
“in the house of Yahweh.” In this context, “in the house of Yahweh” meant in the outer court of the Temple. The “house of Yahweh,” in this context referred to the whole Temple complex. It included the Temple building itself and a courtyard that had the altar, the lavers, Solomon’s sea for washing, etc., and the whole complex was surrounded by a wall. Athaliah went through the outer gate into the Temple where the people were, but could not get behind the line of armed men to be where Jehoiada and the new king were.
2Ki 11:14
“the king stood by the pillar as the custom was.” The “pillar” in the Temple by which Joash stood would have been either Jachin or Boaz, but the exact custom is no longer known (1 Kings 7:15-22). The Hebrew word translated “custom” is more literally “law,” but this was a custom that became so fixed it was thought of as a law. Nevertheless, it was not a law of Moses or David, but was a custom that over time acquired the strength of a law.
“all the people of the land rejoiced.” It is obvious from this that Athaliah was not liked as a ruler. She must have been a terrible tyrant.
“Treason! Treason!” This is the ultimate hypocrisy. Athaliah became ruler because her son was dead and she was cunning and cruel enough to seize power and kill everyone she could find who could have been a legitimate ruler (2 Kings 11:1). She was the one who committed treason, but typical of evil and narcissistic people, she accused others of the treason that she herself committed. Jehoiada was a godly priest who protected the line of David and sought to restore the kingship to the rightful king.
2Ki 11:15
“Bring her outside of the Temple, to the ranks.” The priests/soldiers who were taking Athaliah out of the Temple were the “ranks” who would then execute her.
2Ki 11:16
“So they seized her.” The Hebrew reads, “So they laid hands on her,” but that can be misunderstood in English.
“and when she went through the way that horses enter the king’s house, she was put to death there​.” So Athaliah was put to death just outside the Temple, and likely near the gate that led inside her palace enclosure in Jerusalem. She would have been executed in the palace courtyard, not in the palace itself. Athaliah deserved the death penalty. At the very least she was guilty of the murder of the royal seed, the descendants of the king (2 Kings 11:1; cf. 2 Chron. 22:10).
2Ki 11:17
“between Yahweh and the king and the people.” In this covenant, “the king and the people” are one party of the covenant and Yahweh is the second party.
2Ki 11:18
“his altars.” So the temple of Baal had more than one altar to Baal.
“Jehoiada the priest.” The Hebrew text simply says, “the priest,” but in this context that refers to the head priest in this situation, Jehoiada.
“arranged for oversight of the house of Yahweh.” The word “oversight” is a feminine noun. Although it is translated as “officers” or “guards” in many versions, that is not its actual meaning. The New Jerusalem Bible captures the sense of the text: “The priest made arrangements for the security of the Temple of Yahweh.”
2Ki 11:19
“brought the king down from the house of Yahweh.” This is geographically accurate. The palace of the king is south and downhill from the Temple of Yahweh. Yahweh’s Temple faced east, so the palace and the king’s throne would be on the right hand of Yahweh (cf. Ps. 110:1).
“the throne of the kings.” This refers to the throne of the kings in the Davidic dynasty. In this instance, the use of the plural “kings” could refer to the essence of the kings, and so some versions translate it as “royal throne” (cf. NET, NIV, NLT).
2Ki 11:20
“quiet.” The Hebrew means, “quiet, at rest.” Athaliah’s reign of terror had kept everyone in a state of fear. Now people could live in peace. The New Testament directs believers to pray for their leaders so the people can lead peaceful lives (1 Tim. 2:2).
 
2 Kings Chapter 12
2Ki 12:1
“Jehu.” Jehu was reigning as king over Israel; Jehoash was now reigning as king over Judah.
“Jehoash.” Jehoash, king of Judah, is also called “Joash,” which is a variant of the name “Jehoash” (cf. 2 Kings 11:2). He was the son of King Ahaziah, who was killed by Jehu, king of Israel.
“his mother’s name was Zibiah of Beer-sheba.” Zibiah is only mentioned here and in Chronicles, where she is described as the mother of Jehoash. Nothing is known about her or how Ahaziah the king met her, but she would have been one of his wives. Since Jehoash and his nurse, not Jehoash and his mother Zibiah, were the two people hidden by Ahaziah’s sister Jehosheba (2 Kings 11:2), Zibiah would have been one of the royals who were killed by Athaliah when she grabbed the throne. Athaliah would not have allowed any of the wives of Ahaziah to live because any children they bore might have become a contender for her position as queen.
2Ki 12:2
“Jehoiada the priest.” Jehoiada lived to be 130 years old (2 Chron. 24:15).
2Ki 12:3
“the local shrines.” The Hebrew word “shrines” is bamot, which referred to a place that was leveled and built up and on which were placed various idols and objects of worship. Many of the towns had such shrines (see commentary on Num. 33:52).
2Ki 12:5
“treasurer.” The meaning of the Hebrew word is unknown, but something such as “treasurer” is suggested by the Ugaritic. The English versions vary greatly.
2Ki 12:9
“guarded the threshold.” An older term for guarding the gate.
2Ki 12:11
“carpenters.” More literally, “carvers of wood.” They were likely responsible for the decorative carvings on the Temple.
2Ki 12:12
“masons.” This is more literally, “wall builders.”
2Ki 12:17
“then Hazael set his face to go up against Jerusalem.” There is more detail in 2 Chronicles 24:18ff, explaining that this attack is due to Jehoram’s sin.
2Ki 12:18
“so that he went away from Jerusalem.” The writer of Kings did not mention that the Syrians killed all the leaders in Judah before they left (2 Chron. 24:23).
2Ki 12:20
“at Beth-millo.” This is someplace in or around Jerusalem, but the exact location is unknown, as is the identity and location of Silla.
2Ki 12:21
“his servants.” This would be the use of “servants” that refers to officers or officials. Jozacar the son of Shimeath and Jehozabad the son of Shomer killed Jehoash because he killed the son of Jehoiada the High Priest (2 Chron. 24:25).
“Amaziah.” Amaziah is also called “Uzziah.”
 
2 Kings Chapter 13
2Ki 13:4
“entreated the face of Yahweh.” Idiomatic for sought the favor of Yahweh.
2Ki 13:5
“Yahweh gave Israel a savior.” The Bible does not say who the savior is, and scholars have different opinions.
It is worth noting that this person is a “savior,” but is certainly not the Messiah. God “saves” Israel via different “saviors,” but they are human saviors.
“as before.” The Hebrew is idiomatic: “as yesterday and the day before.”
2Ki 13:6
“the house of Jeroboam.” The “house” of Jeroboam in this context is his dynasty.
2Ki 13:7
“For he did not leave to Jehoahaz.” The “he” refers to Yahweh (2 Kings 13:5). Yahweh did not fight for Israel so they were destroyed by the king of Syria.
“army.” The text reads “people,” but in this context, it refers to the people in the army, not the general population of the country.
2Ki 13:10
“Jehoash the son of Jehoahaz began to reign over Israel.” The book of Chronicles does not cover the kings of Israel, so Jehoash of Israel is not written about in Chronicles except in his war with, and defeat of, Amaziah, king of Judah (2 Chron. 25:17-28). However, Jehoash is mentioned again in 2 Kings 14.
2Ki 13:12
“are they not written in the Book of the Chronicles of the kings of Israel?” The event is 2 Chronicles 25:17-28, and also in 2 Kings 14:8-14. It is worth noting that Amaziah king of Judah lost the battle because he turned to pagan gods (2 Chron. 25:20).
2Ki 13:13
“Jeroboam.” This is Jeroboam II, not Jeroboam I, the Jeroboam who was the first king of Israel who reigned at the time of Solomon’s son Rehoboam (1 Kings 12:20).
2Ki 13:14
“Joash the king of Israel.” The text now goes back in time and captures an incident that occurred during the life of king Joash. It sometimes happens that events in the Bible are not in chronological order and that is the case here. Joash was recorded as dead in 2 Kings 13:13. It is somewhat ironic that Joash the king of Israel weeps over Elisha, but the king of Judah does not.
“in his presence.” The Hebrew is idiomatic. Literally, “wept over his face,” meaning Joash wept in his presence.
“My father, my father, the chariots of Israel and its horsemen!” King Joash recalled how Elijah was taken from Elisha (2 Kings 2:12). The Hebrew text is exactly the same for Elijah and Elisha.
2Ki 13:16
“mount on the bow.” Elisha uses the unusual term “mount” or “ride,” which is likely an allusion to the military victory Elisha would like Israel to have over Syria.
2Ki 13:17
“you have finished them off.” The Hebrew text has no “you,” so the text just says, “until an end to them.” So is it that “you” have put an end to them, or until “they are finished off?” The text is unclear and could really refer to both.
“the Syrians in Aphek.” Aphek is likely where the Syrians were headquartered at this time. Unfortunately, there is more than one “Aphek,” and the scholars debate which one is meant here.
2Ki 13:20
“And Elisha died, and they buried him.” It is interesting that the text does not give us the location where Elisha was buried. In that, Elisha is again like Elijah, because we do not know where Elijah was buried either.
“Now the raiding bands of the Moabites.” It would have made the text easier to understand if this sentence had been put as the first sentence of 2 Kings 13:21. This is a case of putting the verse break in the wrong place.
2Ki 13:21
“came alive.” The Hebrew is more literally, “lived.” “He lived and stood up on his feet.”
2Ki 13:22
“all the days of Jehoahaz.” This is going quite a few years back in time.
2Ki 13:23
“turned his face toward them.” This is an idiom for “showed concern for them.”
2Ki 13:24
“Ben-hadad.” This is Ben-hadad III, and this is about 800 BC.
2Ki 13:25
“Then Jehoash the son of Jehoahaz returned and took...Joash struck him three times and recovered the cities.” In this verse, the same king is called both Jehoash and Joash, the longer and shorter versions of the same name. There is no known satisfactory explanation for why the Hebrew text uses both names in the same context.
 
2 Kings Chapter 14
2Ki 14:3
“David his father.” This is the use of “father” as “ancestor.”
“He did according to all that Joash his father had done.” This sentence is expressing a positive thing about Amaziah, that he did what Joash his father did, but did not walk with God as perfectly as David had done. Thus, like with Joash, the local shrines were not taken away (2 Kings 12:2-3).
2Ki 14:4
“only the local shrines.” The Hebrew word “shrines” is bamot, which referred to a place that was leveled and built up and on which were placed various idols and objects of worship. Many of the towns had such shrines (see commentary on Num. 33:52). Amaziah, like his father Joash, did not remove the pagan shrines (2 Kings 12:2-3).
2Ki 14:6
“the Law of Moses.” The Hebrew is “the torah of Moses,” where “torah” is much more than “law.” The torah involves instruction in many different ways (see commentary on Prov. 1:8). The reference in the Law is Deuteronomy 24:16.
2Ki 14:7
“Joktheel.” The name means “the blessedness of El (God).”
2Ki 14:8
“Come, let’s look one another in the face.” In this context, this is an idiom and is an invitation to war (cf. 2 Kings 14:11). To fight the Edomites Amaziah hired fighters from Israel to join his Judean troops, but sent them home because of the guidance of a prophet. However, on the way home, the Israelite warriors attacked towns of Judah. In part because of that, and in part because of his pride after winning the war with Edom, Amaziah now wishes to attack Israel. It is doubtful he wanted territory; it is more likely he wanted money as retribution for the damage done to the towns of Judah. However, Amaziah had brought back pagan gods from Edom and was worshiping them (2 Chron. 25:14-16), and so the favor of Yahweh was no longer with him, and Israel defeated him in battle.
2Ki 14:13
“And Jehoash king of Israel captured Amaziah...the son of Jehoash, the son of Ahaziah.” Two kings in 2 Kings 14:13 have the same name. The first Jehoash is king of Israel, the second Jehoash is long dead but was the king of Judah.
“then he came to Jerusalem.” 2 Chronicles 25:23 says that Jehoash brought Amaziah with him back to Jerusalem.
“400 cubits.” This would be about 600 feet (183 meters), or two football fields long.
2Ki 14:14
“the hostages.” The Assyrians would take hostages of the royal family and leave the defeated king on his throne to rule his kingdom, but the hostages assured that the king would be obedient to the conquering king. The Bible does not specify who the hostages were, but it is likely they were from the royal family. They were taken as hostages, not “slaves.” The Hebrew word is rare, and occurs only here in the Bible, and in the parallel record in 2 Chronicles 25:24.
2Ki 14:16
“Jeroboam.” This is Jeroboam II, under whom Israel greatly expanded its territory.
2Ki 14:19
“made a conspiracy.” The Hebrew is more literally, “they conspired a conspiracy,” but that is awkward in English.
2Ki 14:21
“Azariah.” Azariah is sometimes called “Uzziah” (cf. 2 Chron. 26:1, 3). Also, in 2 Chronicles 22:6, King Ahaziah of Judah (2 Kings 8 and 9) is called “Azariah.” The names of kings can be confusing because sometimes the same king is called by different names in the Bible.
2Ki 14:22
“He built Elath.” The “he” refers to King Azariah, who is also in 2 Kings 15:1-7. There is much more about Azariah in Chronicles than in Kings (cf. 2 Chron. 26:1-23).
“after King Amaziah slept with his fathers.” Azariah built Elath after Amaziah died. Amaziah only reigned six or seven years before Azariah co-reigned with him, and Azariah did not build Elath and bring it back under Judah’s control until after Amaziah died.
2Ki 14:25
“He restored the border of Israel.” Jeroboam II, who reigned in the latter part of the eighth century BC, was a bold and powerful leader who lived at a unique time because the ancient enemy Syria had been destroyed by the Assyrians, but the Assyrians had entered a period of weakness and were not able to control Israel, and Egypt was also not able to advance into Israel at that time. So with Uzziah (Azariah) in a long and stable reign in Judah, Jeroboam brought prosperity and economic and territorial expansion to Israel.
“the sea of the Arabah.” That is, the Dead Sea. So for Jeroboam to restore the border of Israel in the Transjordan (east of the Jordan), he restored the traditional borders of the Transjordan tribes of Manasseh, Gad, and Reuben.
“Jonah.” This is the same Jonah as in the book of Jonah, so Jonah was a prophet from Gath-hepher in the Galilee, which was in the tribal area of Zebulun (Josh. 19:10-13). Gath-hepher was just over 4 miles (over 6 km) north-northeast from Nazareth, and about 3.5 miles (5.5 km) southeast of Sepphoris. Although the text acknowledges that Jeroboam restored the traditional border of Israel in the Transjordan, he does it “according to the word of Yahweh the God of Israel that he spoke by his servant Jonah,” so the real credit goes to the prophet and to God, whose unseen hand is at work to give the land of Israel back to His people.
There is a wonderful lesson here for God’s people: Jeroboam “did what was evil in the eyes of Yahweh” (2 Kings 14:24) and his reign was corrupt and moral decay during his reign was rampant and increasing, but in spite of that God did not abandon His people and worked to seek their welfare in many ways, including restoring tribal boundaries and sending prophets such as Jonah, Amos, Isaiah, Micah, and Hosea, who were all of that same basic time period, to call Israel back to Himself and avert disaster for Israel. Israel had a chance to repent and be a strong and godly nation, but they ignored the prophets and the Law of Moses, and ended up being carried away in that same century by the Assyrians in 722 BC.
2Ki 14:26
“for there was no one, slave or free.” See commentary on Deuteronomy 32:36.
2Ki 14:28
“Damascus and Hamath (which had once belonged to Judah) into Israel.” Cities as far north as Damascus and Hamath were conquered by David and Solomon, but then rebelled and were lost to Israel. Jeroboam II captured them back. David controlled Damascus (2 Sam. 8:6), while Solomon controlling Damascus is seen in 1 Kings 4:24. That 2 Kings 14:28 would go back in time to the days of David and Solomon magnified what Jeroboam did, almost like a restoration of the Solomonic Empire.
2Ki 14:29
“Zechariah.” In the Hebrew text, Zechariah is called “Zechariyahu.”
 
2 Kings Chapter 15
2Ki 15:1
“In the twenty-seventh year of Jeroboam.” There are eight kings mentioned in this chapter.
“Azariah son of Amaziah.” Azariah is also called “Uzziah” in the Bible.
2Ki 15:4
“at the local shrines.” The Hebrew word “shrines” is bamot, which referred to a place that was leveled and built up and on which were placed various idols and objects of worship. Many of the towns had such shrines (see commentary on Num. 33:52).
2Ki 15:5
“Yahweh struck the king so that he was a leper.” The reason is covered in 2 Chronicles 26:16-21.
“a separate house.” It is possible that the house can be “the Separate House,” the name people gave to the house the king lived in.
“Over the House.” That is, ruling over the palace and royal family. The fact that Jothan was judging the people of the land shows he was acting as king. The phrase “Over the House” was an official title (see commentary on 1 Kings 4:6). Jotham took over the ruling of the kingdom as co-regent when his father could no longer go out and be with the public.
2Ki 15:6
“written in the Book of the Chronicles.” See 2 Chronicles 26.
2Ki 15:10
“in the presence of the people.” There is an Aramaic term at this point in the Hebrew text for “in the presence of” (or simply, “before”), which some scholars find problematic and assume is a late addition to the text, and thus they prefer to follow Lucian’s Greek version and thus read “at Ibleam.” Although there is no clear reason why an Aramaic term might appear here in the text, there is no clear reason to think it was not original.
2Ki 15:12
“the word of Yahweh that he spoke to Jehu.” See 2 Kings 10:30 for the prophecy to Jehu.
2Ki 15:13
“one month of days.” The Hebrew text is more literally, “a moon of days.” There is no ambiguity about the length of the reign of Shallum, you can count the days. A lunar month was usually 29 days.
2Ki 15:14
“the son of Gadi.” This phrase may refer to him being from the tribe of Gad. Or “Gadi” might be the actual name.
“struck down Shallum the son of Jabesh in Samaria and killed him.” There is no doubt in the text that Gadi killed King Shallum.
2Ki 15:16
“Tiphsah.” This is a city in the far north, in Syria. This is unlikely, so many scholars suggest other, more likely cities. The Septuagint reads “Tappuah,” and some versions adopt that reading.
“and its territory.” A powerful town would control the territory around it, and draw support from the people in that territory. The ancient versions differ as to the names of the towns. For example, the Septuagint text has Tirzah instead of Tiphsah, and thus has Tirzah twice.
“and he split open all the women in it who were pregnant.” Tyrants are generally cold and heartless, and use horrific methods to produce fear in people and thus control them.
2Ki 15:19
“to hold the kingdom in his own hand.” To hold power in Israel at Menahem’s time was not easy, as we can see by the number of times the king was killed and replaced. So Menahem turned to Assyria to help him hold on to the kingdom. Also, Assyria itself was also a threat, so paying them money paid them off so they would not attack Manahem. Eventually, they attacked Israel anyway (cf. 2 Kings 17).
2Ki 15:20
“50 shekels.” Fifty shekels is roughly 1.25 pounds (567 grams). A shekel was roughly .4 ounces (11 or 11.5 grams). See commentary on Genesis 24:22, “shekel.”
“all the mighty men of wealth.” An idiom for all the very wealthy men. The Bible does not say how many men contributed money, but it was enough money to satisfy the king of Assyria and get him to leave.
2Ki 15:25
“in the stronghold of the king’s house.” This refers to the fortified part of the king’s palace.
“with Argob and Arieh.” Most likely two well-known warriors.
“with Argob and Arieh; and with him were 50 men of the Gileadites.” This was a well-organized conspiracy with anchor people coming from the Transjordan.
2Ki 15:27
“In the fifty-second year of Azariah king of Judah.” Azariah reigned 52 years, so this is his last year as king.
2Ki 15:29
“Tiglath-pileser, king of Assyria, came and captured.” This is the first verse that mentions the Assyrian attack on northern Israel. They came south into Israel from Baqa Valley which toward the south becomes the Hulah Valley.[footnoteRef:460] Eventually, the Assyrians left army contingents in cities that they captured. The Assyrians had their eye on controlling the trade routes to Egypt, and a later Assyrian king even had designs on conquering Egypt, and did conquer it into Upper Egypt.[footnoteRef:461] [460:  Cf. Bill Schlegel, The Satellite Bible Atlas, map 7-5, 95]  [461:  Schlegel, Satellite Bible Atlas, map 7-4, 93.] 

2Ki 15:30
“struck him down and killed him, and reigned in his place.” The fact that Tiglath-pileser, king of Assyria had conquered much of Israel but then went home validates what was written in the Assyrian annals from the time of Tiglath-pileser, that he placed Hoshea on the throne and took back to Assyria ten talents of gold and 1,000 talents of silver. Tiglath-pileser had Hoshea as a vassal king over Israel and received yearly tribute from him. This lasted through the reign of Tiglath-pileser, and then Hoshea revolted during the reign of the next king of Assyria, Shalmanezzar (2 Kings 17:3).
2Ki 15:33
“Jerusha.” Her name is spelled differently in 2 Chronicles 27:1.
2Ki 15:35
“the local shrines.” The Hebrew word “shrines” is bamot, which referred to a place that was leveled and built up and on which were placed various idols and objects of worship. Many of the towns had such shrines (see commentary on Num. 33:52).
“He built the Upper Gate of the house of Yahweh.” Jotham built the northern gate in the wall of the “house of Yahweh,” the Temple, which may have been also called “the gate of Benjamin” (Jer. 20:2; Ezek. 9:2) because being on the north of the Temple, it led out in the direction of the tribe of Benjamin. This was not the northern gate in the city wall, but the northern gate in the wall surrounding the Temple. It was called “the upper gate” because the Temple was not on perfectly flat ground, but the northern wall was a little bit higher up in elevation than the rest of the Temple.
2Ki 15:37
“In those days.” This is actually going back in history and is a summary statement, summing up some of the things that happened during the rule of the previous king. For example, Pekah was killed in 2 Kings 15:30.
“Pekah the son of Remaliah.” Pekah was the king of Israel, so at that time Israel and Syria were both attacking Judah. By the time of Ahaz, Syria and Israel were allies and were working together to fight Judah (Isa. 7:1).
“against Judah.” The attack of Syria and Israel against Judah occurred before Assyria attacked Israel, which is recorded in 2 Kings 15:29.
 
2 Kings Chapter 16
2Ki 16:1
“Ahaz the son of Jotham king of Judah began to reign.” The reign of Ahaz is also covered in 2 Chronicles 28.
2Ki 16:3
“made his son pass through the fire.” Ahaz practiced human sacrifice in the form of burning his children to death. Although the text here in Kings says “son,” Chronicles lets us know he sacrificed many of his children (2 Chron. 28:3).
2Ki 16:4
“at the local shrines.” The Hebrew word “shrines” is bamot, which referred to a place that was leveled and built up and on which were placed various idols and objects of worship. Many of the towns had such shrines (see commentary on Num. 33:52).
2Ki 16:6
“Elath.” Elath was a city on the northern tip of what is today called the Gulf of Aqaba. It was located near Ezion-geber.
“the Edomites came to Elath and lived there to this day.” There is some debate about whether the Syrians came to Elath. Although the Masoretic text is pointed as “Syrians,” the Jewish scribes understand the reading to be “Edomites.” The Septuagint text reads “Edomites,” which is almost certainly correct. The Hebrew word for “Syrians” (more technically, Arameans), is very similar to the word for “Edomites.” The Edomites lived in Elath at the time the book of Kings was written, in fact, when 2 Kings was written down, the Assyrians had destroyed Syria. Also, 2 Chronicles 28:17 records Edomite attacks on Judah.
2Ki 16:7
“I am your servant and your son.” Ahaz should be saying this to Yahweh, but instead he is saying it to Tiglath-pileser.
2Ki 16:8
“the house of Yahweh.” That is, the Temple.
“the treasuries of the king’s house.” That is, the treasures of the palace.
“as a gift.” This is not the normal Hebrew word for a free gift. The king of Assyria did not demand this tribute, so this “gift” is basically a bribe, and it was effective. That Ahaz took the treasures from the Temple of Yahweh to hire the Assyrians to attack Syria and Israel was why when he spoke to Isaiah the prophet he pretended to be so holy and not ask God for a sign that he would not be conquered by Syria and Israel (Isa. 7:11).
2Ki 16:9
“went up against Damascus and captured it​.” Damascus was the capital of Syria and the location of the palace of Rezin the king of Syria. The Assyrians conquered it in 732 BC.
“Kir.” The location of Kir is not known.
2Ki 16:10
“Urijah.” The name means “light of Yahweh” or “Yahweh is light,” but in any case, this is one example that shows that a person’s name did not always reflect his character.
“a likeness of the altar and its pattern.” Although many translations have “model,” this is less likely to be a model and more likely to be a sketch or drawing (cf. NIV).
2Ki 16:12
“the king approached the altar and offered on it.” There is nothing godly about this! There is a pagan altar in the Temple of Yahweh and the king is a Judean not a priest, yet he is offering on the altar.
“and offered on it.” The Hebrew can also be understood as, “he went up on it.” A conflation would be “he went up on it to offer sacrifices.”
2Ki 16:13
“burned...into smoke.” See commentary on Exodus 29:13.
2Ki 16:14
“The bronze altar that was in the presence of Yahweh.” Here Yahweh is represented as being in the Temple, and the bronze altar was in His presence.
“the north side.” That is the left side, the place of lesser honor. This shows the lack of respect that Ahaz had for God and the things of God.
2Ki 16:15
“will be for me to inquire by.” Perhaps to deliberately humiliate Yahweh, Ahaz uses his new altar to offer the offerings required by the Law of Moses, but uses the altar from Yahweh’s Temple to perform his acts of divination. Divination was strictly prohibited in the Mosaic Law (Deut. 18:9-14).
2Ki 16:17
“King Ahaz cut off the panels of the bases.” There is more detail on this in 2 Chron. 28:24. This was done “on account of the king of Assyria,” that is, it seems Ahaz used the bronze to help pay tribute to the king of Assyria.
2Ki 16:18
“The covered place.” The exact meaning of this word is unknown, but it seems to refer to some kind of covering or covered place. In modern Hebrew, the word is used for a garage for cars.
“because of the king of Assyria.” The covered pathway that was apparently made of bronze and perhaps other valuable things became part of the tribute Ahaz paid to the king of Assyria.[footnoteRef:462] [462:  See Koehler and Baumgartner, HALOT,  for the definition “removed.”] 

2Ki 16:19
“Now the rest of the acts of Ahaz that he did.” One of the notorious things that Ahaz did that is not mentioned in Kings is that he closed down the Temple of Yahweh and shut its doors (2 Chron. 28:24).
“the Chronicles of the kings of Judah?” See 2 Chron. 28. Ahaz takes the entire chapter.
 
2 Kings Chapter 17
2Ki 17:1
“In the twelfth year of Ahaz king of Judah, Hoshea the son of Elah began to reign.” 2 Kings 17 is about the destruction of the Northern Kingdom, Israel, by Assyria. There is no description of battle or heroism, just a very short description of Israel’s conquest, and then the exile of Israel. The reason the Bible gives for the disaster is clear: idolatry—Israel abandoned the true worship of Yahweh to follow pagan gods and pagan practices.
The fall of Samaria is a watershed event in the history of Israel. The Northern Kingdom had lasted over 200 years (c. 940-722 BC). Twenty kings from 10 dynasties sat on the throne of Israel, including Hoshea, all of whom did evil in the eyes of Yahweh. From a purely political point of view, Israel (and other nations in the Levant) was too weak to oppose Assyrian expansionist policies and military might. But from a theological point of view, which is God’s point of view, the prophets and the author of 2 Kings interpreted Israel’s downfall as a result of continued sin against Yahweh. Yahweh enabled His faithful servants to defeat powerful enemies, as we learn with the Exodus from Egypt and many other such records. But now Israel had abandoned God and in doing so abandoned their Deliverer. The book of Judges shows the Israelites behaving like the Canaanites but without a king and becoming enslaved. But now they had become like Canaanites with a king, but became exiled for their rejection of Yahweh.
Israel’s last king was Hoshea (c.731-722 BC). Biblical and Assyrian records show that he came to the throne as an appointee of the Assyrian king Tiglath-pileser III. When Assyria’s next king, Shalmaneser V, became preoccupied with rebellions in Babylon, Hoshea thought it was an opportune time to throw off the Assyrian yoke. He withheld tribute and appealed to So, Pharaoh of Egypt, for help (2 Kings 17:3-4).
Hoshea’s plan did not work. Shalmaneser V returned to restore order. Hoshea was captured and the city of Samaria besieged. The city withstood a long siege of three years, but fell in 722 BC. There is uncertainty about which Assyrian king was responsible for the capture of Samaria since Shalmaneser V died and was replaced by Sargon II in the same year that Samaria fell. We have no records from Shalmaneser, but Sargon took credit for the conquest even though Samaria may have already fallen by the time he came to the throne. In the Assyrian records, Sargon wrote: “I besieged and conquered Samaria, led away as booty 27,290 inhabitants of it…I installed over them an officer of mine and imposed upon them the tribute of the former king.”[footnoteRef:463] [463:  James Pritchard, Ancient Near Eastern Texts Relating to the Old Testament, 284-85.] 

2Ki 17:3
“Shalmaneser king of Assyria.” King Hoshea of Israel had become a vassal to Assyria when Tiglath-pileser (Tiglath-pileser III) ruled Assyria (see commentary on 2 Kings 15:30).
2Ki 17:4
“So king of Egypt.” The identity of the pharaoh referred to as “So” is debated by scholars.
2Ki 17:6
“the king of Assyria captured Samaria.” The “king of Assyria” who started the campaign against Israel and Samaria was Shalmanezzar V, but he died before the campaign was finished, and Sargon II took over as king of Assyria and completed the conquest of Israel and destruction of Samaria.
“and carried Israel away to Assyria.” In accordance with Assyrian policy, the population of Samaria was deported to various places throughout the Assyrian Empire. Also, the Assyrians transferred other conquered peoples into Samaria. The main purpose of the population transfers was to wipe out independence movements among the conquered peoples, but often another purpose was to create buffer zones between the heartland of the conquering nation and any enemy attacks from outside the empire.
The Assyrian deportation is the origin of the “ten lost tribes of Israel.” The author of Second Kings mentions three destinations of the deported Israelites: “Halah, and Habor, on the River of Gozan, and in the cities of the Medes” (2 Kings 17:6, 18:11). The book of 2 Chronicles notes similar destinations for earlier deportations from Transjordan (1 Chron. 5:26). Habor is probably the modern Habur River of the upper Euphrates, which flows 60 miles east of ancient Haran. Gozan is either a site, a river, or a region along this river. Halah is unknown, though some locate it in northern (Kurdish) Iraq. The cities of the Medes are quite a distance further east. The scattering of the tribes of Israel, which even to this day have not returned to the land of Israel, sets the stage for the fulfillment of the many prophecies that in the future, when Christ rules the earth, the tribes of Israel will be regathered (cf. Isa. 11:11-12; 27:13; 56:8; 66:20; Jer. 12:15; 15:15-17; 23:3-8; 29:14; 31:8; 32:37-38, 42-44; 33:10-13; Ezek. 11:17, 28:25; 34:11-13; 36:24; 37:21; 39:28; Hos. 1:11; Amos 9:14-15; Mic. 2:12; Zeph. 3:18-20; Zech. 8:7-8; 10:6).
The capture and deportation of Israel, and the Assyrians repopulating it with pagans, is completely missing from the record in Chronicles.
[For more on the future time when Israel will be regathered and Jesus Christ will rule the earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
“the Habor.” A tributary of the Euphrates River.
“the river of Gozan.” This could be another name for the Habor. This is close to Haran, where Abraham came from.
2Ki 17:8
“and in the statutes of the kings of Israel, which they had made.” Here God says that although the people had followed the statutes that their kings had made, because those statutes were against God’s laws, the people suffered the consequences of disobeying God. 2 Kings 17:8 shows that sometimes kings and rulers make laws that believers should not follow (see commentary on Rom. 13:1).
2Ki 17:9
“​attributed words that were not so to Yahweh their God.” Many English versions have a reading similar to the King James Version (AD 1611): “And the children of Israel did secretly those things that were not right against the LORD their God.” But the Hebrew word that is translated as “secretly” is chapha (#02644 חָפָא), and this is the only place it occurs in the Old Testament. Years ago, the translators were not sure of its meaning, and so, for example, the BDB,[footnoteRef:464] first published in 1906, has “do secretly” for its definition of chapha, and many modern Bibles still hold to that definition, even though it does not fit the context. Israel did not sin secretly, but openly, as the Bible says many times. [464:  Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon.] 

Modern Hebrew lexicons do not have “secretly” as a definition of chapha. The lexicon by Holladay (1972) has “attribute,” and HALOT (1994-2000), has “to ascribe, impute,” and that is its meaning in 2 Kings 17:9. Modern versions, especially independent modern versions, are picking up on the more newly understood meaning of chapha. For example, The JPS reads, “the children of Israel did impute things that were not right unto the LORD their God.” The NET Bible reads, “The Israelites said things about the LORD their God that were not right.” The NJB reads, “The Israelites spoke slightingly of Yahweh their God.” Everett Fox has, “the children of Israel had imputed things that were not so to Yahweh their God.”[footnoteRef:465] The First Testament by John Goldingay has, “the Yisraelites [Israelites] had imputed things that were not so to Yahweh their God.” The Koren Tanakh, done by Koren Publishers in Jerusalem, reads, “The Israelites ascribed falsehoods to the LORD their God.” Also, the Hebrew word translated “words” in 2 Kings 17:9 is dabar (#01697 דָּבָר), which is the common word for “word,” but also, like the Greek word logos, has a wide semantic range, including “word,” “thing,” and “matter.” Thus the verse might well be translated as “attributed words,” or “attributed things,” or even “attributed matters” that were not so to God. [465:  Everett Fox, The Schocken Bible.] 

This certainly happens today. Many people claim that God says things or does things that He does not do, and that is a serious fault in God’s eyes.
[For more on attributing to God things that are not so, see commentary on Exod. 20:3.]
“pagan shrines.” The Hebrew word “shrines” is bamot, which referred to a place that was leveled and built up and on which were placed various idols and objects of worship. The context indicates these shrines were pagan in nature (cf. NLT, “pagan shrines”). Many of the towns had such shrines (see commentary on Num. 33:52).
“from watchtower to fortified city.” This phrase is likely somewhat hyperbolic, describing the huge number of places of pagan worship. They were “in all their cities,” from any place that had a watchtower to the fortified cities in the land. This interpretation seems to be supported by the next verse, that there were also places of worship on every high hill and under every green tree. Israel was wholly given over to pagan worship. Although some scholars believe the verse is a way of describing the whole city, from the watchtower on the edge of the city to the most fortified part of the city, that interpretation does not fit the context well, nor does it fit well with the rest of the history of Israel as it is given in Kings, Chronicles, and the prophetic books.
2Ki 17:10
“standing-stones.” Most standing-stones were set up as part of the worship of pagan gods, and that is the context here. God has no tolerance for idols. They are harmful in many different ways, and God commanded that they be destroyed.
[For more on standing-stones, see commentary on Gen. 28:18. For more on idols being harmful, see commentary on Deut. 7:5.]
2Ki 17:12
“disgusting idols.” The word translated “idols” is gilluwl (#01544 גִּלּוּל or (sometimes shortenedגִּלֻּל gillul)). It is not the normal word for “idols,” but has a distinct negative aspect to it, and in fact, may be related to the word “dung.” Walter Maier writes that “the exact sense of this noun, for which the conventional translation is ‘idols,’ is uncertain. Some scholars think it comes from the verb…‘to roll,’ explaining that these idols have no life of their own but have to be rolled about from place to place. Other scholars suggest that it comes from a word meaning ‘dung’…Omanson and Ellington conclude that, ‘in any case, this Hebrew word has a strong negative aspect’ which is not fully captured by the English word ‘idols.’”[footnoteRef:466] [466:  Walter Maier, 1 Kings 12-22 [ConcC].] 

2Ki 17:14
“stiffened their neck.” An idiom for being stubborn and obstinate. The idea is that a person is going in a certain direction and when called to change, they stiffen their neck and refuse to look or move in a different direction. Animals on a leash often stiffen their neck when they don’t want to be led in a direction different than the one they want to go.
2Ki 17:15
“worthless idols.” The Hebrew is just the singular noun “empty” (or “worthless,” related to a breath or vapor), and perhaps could more literally be translated “worthlessnesses.” A number of English versions use “vain,” and although “vain” can mean useless or worthless, its more common meaning, “to have an excessively high opinion of one’s appearance, abilities, or worth,” seems to make it a poor choice, because that is not what is being said in the verse. In this context, it refers to idols, which from God’s perspective are indeed worthless. They certainly cannot keep a person from everlasting death. In that sense, the person who follows worthless idols becomes worthless themselves.
2Ki 17:16
“and made cast metal images for themselves—two calves.” These calves were made by Jeroboam I, the very first king of the Northern Kingdom of Israel, and he set one up in Bethel and the other up in Dan (1 Kings 12:28-30). The Hebrew vocabulary tells us that the cast images were not solid metal, but were hollow inside.
“worshiped.” Or “bowed down to.”
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
“and worshiped all the army of heaven.” In this context, the “army of heaven” refers to the stars and planets (also thought of as “stars”) which appeared organized and thus were referred to as an “army.” Worship of the stars was forbidden by God (cf. Deut. 4:19; 17:3).
2Ki 17:17
“used divination and interpreted omens.” See Deuteronomy 18:10.
“and sold themselves.” The idiom means to be totally dedicated, and may involve dedication to the point of self-enslavement.[footnoteRef:467] [467:  Koehler and Baumgartner, HALOT Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon.] 

2Ki 17:18
“removed them from his presence.” More literally, “removed them from before his face.” The idea of God removing Israel from before His face, that is, removing them from His presence, is emphasized here in 2 Kings 17, occurring in 2 Kings 17:18, 20, and 17:23, each written slightly differently. God’s presence was understood to be in Israel, especially in Jerusalem and in the Temple. God sent Israel, and much of Judah, away from Him to Assyria.
2Ki 17:19
“that Israel did.” The Hebrew can also be translated, “that Israel made.” No doubt some of the sins of Israel were picked up from the neighboring pagans, and some were invented within Israel itself.
2Ki 17:20
“cast them out of his presence.” More literally, “cast them from before his face.”
2Ki 17:21
“For he had torn Israel from the house of David.” This happened soon after the death of Solomon (cf. 1 Kings 11:11-13, 31).
“sin a great sin.” Some sins are more serious than others (see commentary on Exod. 32:31).
2Ki 17:22
“it.” The Hebrew text is singular, “it,” which is a collective singular. The sins together are an “it,” which adds weight to the idea that if you break one law and sin you break all the laws. All the sins are a “sin,” an “it.”
2Ki 17:23
“Yahweh removed Israel from his presence.” More literally, “removed them from before his face.”
2Ki 17:24
“Avva and from Hamath.” These are cities in northern Syria.
“and placed them in the cities of Samaria.” The policy of most of the conquering kings at that time was to not destroy the cities they conquered unless absolutely necessary, but rather it was to use the cities for their own purposes, and we see that here too.
2Ki 17:25
“so Yahweh sent lions among them.” This is the third time in the books of Kings that lions are an instrument of judgment (cf. 1 Kings 13:24; 20:36, and here in 2 Kings 17:25).
2Ki 17:26
“do not know the law of the god of the land.” It was commonly believed that different gods lived in different places, so if a person went to a different area they would have to learn how to please the god in that area.
[For more on people believing that different gods lived in different places on earth, see commentary on 1 Kings 20:23.]
2Ki 17:27
“and let him go.” Although the Masoretic Hebrew text has “them,” the Septuagint, Vulgate, and Syriac text read “him,” and in most of the rest of the verse and in 2 Kings 17:28 the priest is a singular person, but there are plural verbs (cf. “let go” and “live” there).
2Ki 17:28
“whom they had carried away from Samaria.” The priest who came from Samaria would have had a very warped idea of what it was to worship Yahweh, and there was a golden calf god at Bethel. Given that this priest, if he worshiped Yahweh at all, worshiped Him in a polytheistic setting along with golden calf gods and other gods, there is no way that he could have taught these newcomers the true worship of Yahweh. They would have been trained in a manner accepting of polytheism, and thus remained polytheistic themselves.
2Ki 17:29
“temples of the shrines.” The Hebrew is more literally, “the houses of the shrines,” and it refers to the temples that were built at the local shrines (see commentary on Num. 33:52). The temples in Samaria might have been empty if the gods of Samaria were covered in silver and gold and the Assyrians had carried them off when they carried away the people.
“each nation in their cities.” The nations brought into Samaria by the Assyrians around 720 BC remained in their own nation-groups. At first they did not intermingle among themselves, however, over time they intermingled and were very intermingled by the time of Christ. The process of intermingling was no doubt helped by the large number of conquests of that area. After the Assyrians placed people of different nationalities in the area of Samaria and the Northern Kingdom of Israel, that area was again conquered by the Babylonians, then the Persians, then the Greeks, and then the Romans. In each of those conquests there would have been shuffling and resettling, and with each of those conquests, the leadership of the area changed. For example, Ezra 5:3 mentions that one of the governors of the area during the Persian period was Tattenai. During the time of Nehemiah, Sanballat seems to be the governor of the area (Neh. 2:10), and secular literature attests to that fact.
2Ki 17:30
“The people from Babylon.” The city of Babylon was destroyed by Sennacherib (c. 689 BC) and the people were dispersed. Here we see that some of them were exiled to Samaria.
“Sukkoth-benoth.” This god is unknown except for here in the Bible.
“Nergal.” Nergal was a Babylonian god of the plague and god of the underworld.
“Ashima.” Ashima is unknown outside of the Bible.
2Ki 17:31
“the Avvites made Nibhaz and Tartak.” Avva is a city in Elam, near the Persian Gulf, and “Nibhaz” and “Tartak” are the gods known as Ibnahaza and Dirtaq.[footnoteRef:468] [468:  See Mordechai Cogan and Hayim Tadmor, II Kings [AB], 212.] 

“Adrammelech and Anammelech.” These gods do not appear outside the Bible and nothing is known about them.
2Ki 17:32
“shrines.” The Hebrew word “shrines” is bamot, which referred to a place that was leveled and built up and on which were placed various idols and objects of worship. Many of the towns had such shrines (see commentary on Num. 33:52).
“the temples at the shrines.” The Hebrew is more literally, “the houses of the shrines,” and it refers to the temples that were built at the local shrines (see commentary on Num. 33:52).
2Ki 17:35
“But Yahweh had cut a covenant.” This is the covenant that Yahweh made with Israel at Mount Sinai, commonly known as “the Old Covenant.”
“bow down.” The word translated “bowed down,” shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), is the same Hebrew word as “worship.”
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
2Ki 17:37
“Do not worship other gods.” The Hebrew text is “Do not fear other gods,” but in this case, “fear” is being used in the sense of “respect,” “awe” and “worship.” This is one of the places where a strictly literal translation of the original text could be misleading in English. The text is not saying, “Do not be afraid of pagan gods,” it is saying “Do not worship pagan gods.”
2Ki 17:41
“so they do to this day.” This tells us that 2 Kings was written before the Babylonian Captivity. Sometime during the Babylonian Captivity, and likely continuing after it, the people of Samaria gave up the worship of pagan gods and adopted a worship that was much more like we see in the Four Gospels, and they also became much more thoroughly mixed and homogeneous as a society. They believed a perverted version of the Law of Moses, but they had rid themselves of the overt worship of the various pagan gods. Also, they likely retained a historical memory of their ancient homes, much like we do today. Today many people in the United States (and other countries) think and act quite homogeneously, but if asked about their ancestry they can tell you if they are Irish, German, or French, etc., and we can expect that would have happened in the ancient world as well.
 
2 Kings Chapter 18
2Ki 18:2
“He was 25 years old when he began to reign.” God blessed Hezekiah in many ways, and one of them certainly was that although his father Ahaz had sacrificed some of his children in the fire, Hezekiah was not sacrificed when he was a baby (2 Kings 16:3; 2 Chron. 28:3).
“and his mother’s name was Abi.” In Chronicles, the mother’s name is “Abijah.”
2Ki 18:4
“the local shrines.” The Hebrew word “shrines” is bamot, which referred to a place that was leveled and built up and on which were placed various idols and objects of worship. Many of the towns had such shrines (see commentary on Num. 33:52).
“standing-stones.” Standing-stones were set up for various reasons, some of them being godly memorials, but here the context is pagan worship. Standing-stones would often be set up as part of the worship of pagan gods, and God has no tolerance for idols. They are harmful in many different ways and are to be destroyed.
[For more on standing-stones, see commentary on Gen. 28:18. For more on idols being harmful, see commentary on Deut. 7:5.]
“the bronze serpent that Moses had made.” The bronze snake that Moses made would now be about 700 years old (cf. Num. 21:4-9). The serpent may have been made of bronze or copper, the Hebrew is unclear.
“for in those days the children of Israel burned incense to it.” When the worship of Moses’ serpent began is not known. The idolatrous Judeans turned a priceless artifact of history into an idol, and that being the case, Hezekiah did the right thing and destroyed it. Too often believers are tricked into keeping things that have become idols, “protective amulets,” etc., just because those things have historical or family significance. But demons are attracted to the love, devotion, and even forms of worship that some objects receive, and so believers must be on guard to keep historical pieces and heirlooms as just that, and not begin to ascribe protective power, “luck” or any kind invisible power to them and thus turn them into idols, which only invites spiritual problems.
2Ki 18:5
“there was none like him.” Because of David and Josiah, this is likely hyperbolic.
2Ki 18:7
“he succeeded.” The Hebrew word translated “succeeded” has the idea that what Hezekiah did, he did wisely. The Douay-Rheims version has, “ in all things, to which he went forth, he behaved himself wisely.”
2Ki 18:8
“from watchtower to fortified city.” That is, all the towns from the least of them to the greatest (cf. 2 Kings 17:9).
2Ki 18:11
“and put them in Halah.” The information in 2 Kings 18:11 is also stated in 2 Kings 17:6.
“and in the cities of the Medes.” For more on the country of Media, see the REV commentary on Jeremiah 51:11.
2Ki 18:12
“They would not listen nor do it.” In Exodus 24:7 the Israelites said they would listen and obey what God said, and they made a covenant to that effect.
2Ki 18:13
“Sennacherib king of Assyria.” Sennacherib’s attack is recorded in 2 Kings 18; 2 Chronicles 32; and Isaiah 36.
2Ki 18:17
“Then the king of Assyria sent.” Sennacherib, the king of Assyria had accepted the gold and silver from Hezekiah (2 Kings 18:14-16), but did not withdraw as he had apparently promised, but instead attacked Jerusalem. Sennacherib was ruthless and a liar. Hezekiah knew that surrender to him meant the deportation of the people to foreign lands, as Assyria had already done to Israel, and Hezekiah was desperate that that did not happen.
“the highway of the Launderer’s Field.” That is, the highway by the field where cloth is washed and dried. Although many versions say “fuller’s field,” is it not well-known today that a person who washed clothing used to be called a “fuller.” This was the place where Isaiah had met Ahaz some years before and told Ahaz to ask for a sign from God that Judah would be delivered (Isa. 7:3), but Ahaz would not ask for a sign because he had already hired the Assyrians to attack Syria and Israel. Now that evil tactic bore evil fruit and the Assyrians were back.
2Ki 18:18
“when they had called for the king.” When the Assyrian leaders Tartan and Rab-saris and Rab-shakeh called out for Hezekiah, he sent his people to meet them and did not come himself.
“Eliakim the son of Hilkiah who was Over the House.” “Over the House” was the title of the palace administrator (see commentary on 1 Kings 4:6). Eliakim replaced Shebna, who nevertheless remained an important figure in the kingdom for a while anyway (cf. Isa. 22:15-21).
2Ki 18:19
“this trust in which you are trusting.” The first “trust” is a noun, an object of trust, while “trusting” is a verb. “What is the object of trust on which you are trusting?” Rab-shakeh asks the question and then gives what seem to be the two most obvious answers: Egypt or Yahweh. Although Rab-shakeh denigrates both answers (2 Kings 18:21-22), Hezekiah did trust in Yahweh and that trust was not in vain.
2Ki 18:22
“But if you say.” 2 Kings 18:22; 2 Chronicles 32:11-12, and Isaiah 36:7 are very similar.
“isn’t he the one whose shrines and whose altars Hezekiah has taken away.” Sennacherib was very well informed about what was going on in Judah, and it is almost certain that he had spies there and/or had other sources of information, after all, he had already conquered a large number of the cities of Judah and would have learned a lot from the people he captured (2 Kings 18:13). So what he said was not a guess. Hezekiah had taken away the high places and pagan altars (2 Kings 18:3-4), and told the people to worship in Jerusalem. Hezekiah had also told his people and his army that they were to trust in Yahweh (2 Chron. 32:8). Hezekiah’s reform was so extensive, and his life and actions so important, that 2 Chronicles has four chapters on Hezekiah (2 Chron. 29-32).
The ungodly and pagan acts of King Ahaz, Hezekiah’s father, would have penetrated the culture quite deeply in the 16 years of Ahaz’s reign. So when Hezekiah abruptly put an end to those pagan practices he would have upset quite a few people. That meant that the reforms of Hezekiah, although welcomed by the godly people of Judah, would have been hated and opposed by the ungodly people. This was one of those situations where the leader cannot please everyone. Hezekiah did what he knew was right, and did it in spite of the fact that it would have upset and angered many people, and so Hezekiah would have been pressured and perhaps even threatened because of his reforms.
Also, this verse reveals both that Sennacherib the king of Assyria misunderstood Hezekiah’s reform, and that there was syncretism and perversion of the worship of Yahweh going on in the cities of Judah. God had commanded that He was to be worshiped “in the place that Yahweh your God will choose” (Deut. 12:1-14), and He chose Jerusalem. But the people ignored that command and worshiped God in many different places—and “worshiped” meant that they sacrificed, performed rituals, etc., in many different places. Furthermore, much of that service and “worship” would have involved people who were not Levitical priests and also involved practices borrowed from the worship of pagan gods. The people may have thought they were worshiping Yahweh, but in reality, they were being disobedient and ungodly. Nevertheless, when Hezekiah put a stop to the ungodly worship, Sennacherib naturally concluded that Hezekiah was being tyrannical by insisting that everyone come to worship in the city where he lived, Jerusalem, and to the Temple where he worshiped. It is quite possible that Sennacherib thought that if he communicated directly with the people of Jerusalem that he could start a popular uprising against Hezekiah and take the city without a fight, and he tried that tactic (cf. 2 Kings 18:25-35). Thankfully, that tactic did not work.
“shrines.” The Hebrew word “shrines” is bamot, which referred to a place that was leveled and built up and on which were placed various idols and objects of worship. The context indicates these shrines were pagan in nature (cf. NLT, “pagan shrines”). Many of the towns had such shrines (see commentary on Num. 33:52).
“worship.” The Hebrew word translated “worship,” shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), is the same Hebrew word as “bow down.”
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
2Ki 18:23
“make a wager with my lord.” Rab-shakeh is taunting the Judeans.
2Ki 18:24
“my lord’s servants.” Here “servants” refers to commanding officers in the army. Basically, Rab-shakeh is saying, “So how will you Judeans be able to defeat even one captain—even an unimportant one—of the king of Assyria’s army officers?” The Assyrian army was indeed mighty from a five-senses point of view, and from that fleshly point of view, Rab-shakeh was probably correct. But Yahweh is mighty to save, and He did save Judah.
2Ki 18:25
“Have I now come up without Yahweh against this place to destroy it?” The Bible does not tell us why Sennacherib king of Assyria would say this. It is extremely unlikely that a prophet of Yahweh said that to him. The most likely explanation is that Sennacherib’s spies and contacts in Judah reported to him the words of Yahweh’s prophets to the Judeans that the Assyrians were going to come and attack Judah (cf. Isa. 8:7-8; 10:5-6).
2Ki 18:26
“Please speak to your servants in Aramaic, for we understand it.” The difference between the imperial Aramaic spoken in Assyria and the Judean, the Hebrew language spoken in Judea, was great enough that the average Judean could not understand the Aramaic spoken by the Assyrians.
“within earshot.” Literally, “in the ears.”
2Ki 18:27
“to your lord.” The Hebrew is a grammatical plural, literally, “to your lords,” but it refers to Hezekiah the king of Judah.
“urine.” Here in 2 Kings 18:27 and in Isaiah 36:12, the Hebrew text uses an idiom: “the water of the feet.” The word “feet” was sometimes used for the genital organs (see commentary on Judg. 5:27).
2Ki 18:29
“his hand.” That is, the hand of the king of Assyria.
2Ki 18:30
“rescue, yes, rescue us.” The Hebrew text repeats the verb for emphasis, using the figure of speech polyptoton.
[For more on polyptoton and its translation, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
2Ki 18:32
“a land of grain and new wine, a land of bread and vineyards, a land of olive trees and of honey.” This is not a total deception, but some of the places people were taken were not as abundant as promised.
2Ki 18:34
“Have they rescued Samaria from my hand?” Rab-shakeh is using abbreviated language. The people of Judah understood what he was saying. The NET expands the translation for clarity: “Indeed, did any gods rescue Samaria from my power?”
2Ki 18:37
“Eliakim the son of Hilkiah who was Over the House.” “Over the House” was the title of the palace administrator (see commentary on 1 Kings 4:6). During the reign of King Hezekiah, Eliakim replaced Shebna, who had been Over the House, but who nevertheless remained an important figure in the kingdom for a while anyway (cf. Isa. 22:15-21).
 
2 Kings Chapter 19
2Ki 19:1
“And when King Hezekiah.” 2 Kings 19 is almost the same as Isaiah 37.
“the house of Yahweh.” That is, the Temple.
2Ki 19:2
“Then he sent Eliakim.”​ Cf. Isaiah 37:2.
“Over the House.” “Over the House” was the title of the palace administrator (see commentary on 1 Kings 4:6). During the reign of King Hezekiah, Eliakim replaced Shebna, who had been Over the House, but who nevertheless remained an important figure in the kingdom for a while anyway (cf. Isa. 22:15-21).
2Ki 19:4
“his lord.” The Hebrew is a grammatical plural, literally, “his lords,” but referring to the king of Assyria.
“the remnant that is left.” Sennacherib had captured the fortified cities in Judah (2 Kings 18:13). According to the Assyrian records, Sennacherib captured 46 cities. Hezekiah rightly wanted prayer for everyone who was left.
2Ki 19:7
“I will put a spirit in him.” Due to the extreme flexibility of the Hebrew word ruach, the exact meaning of 2 Kings 19:7 and Isaiah 37:7 is difficult to determine. The Hebrew word translated “spirit” in the REV is ruach (#07307 רוּחַ), and it can refer to a large number of things. In this context, “spirit” may refer to the gift of holy spirit God put upon some people in the Old Testament; an evil spirit (by way of the idiom of permission), or a thought, attitude, or message given by spirit.
[For more on the usages of ruach, spirit, see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
“rumor.” Or “report.”
2Ki 19:8
“he had departed from Lachish.” Sennacherib, the king of Assyria had left Lachish and was attacking Libnah, so Rab-shakeh found him at Libnah. Although the exact location of Libnah is not known, archaeologists think that it is a tell only five or six miles from Lachish.
2Ki 19:9
“Sennacherib.” The Hebrew is “he,” but since the “he” in the immediately preceding sentence in 2 Kings 19:8 was Rab-shakeh, the “he” in this verse was replaced with “Sennacherib” for clarity.
2Ki 19:10
“Do not let your god in whom you trust deceive you.” Sennacherib does not deny Hezekiah’s “god,” or that Yahweh can direct Hezekiah. Sennacherib would have believed that Hezekiah’s god, like any god, could speak through prophets, dreams, visions, signs, divination, etc. But Sennacherib believed his gods and his army were more powerful than any force with Hezekiah.
2Ki 19:11
“devoting them to destruction.” That is, destroying them.
[For more on things “devoted” to Yahweh and devoted to destruction, see commentary on Josh. 6:17.]
2Ki 19:14
“Then he went up to the house of Yahweh.” This is geographically accurate. The Temple, the “house of Yahweh,” was north of Hezekiah’s palace and uphill from it. It is not clear where Hezekiah would have gone in the Temple to spread out the letter. Not being a priest or Levite, he would not have gone into the Holy Place or Holy of Holies, but would have gone into one of the side rooms where Temple business was carried out.
“and Hezekiah spread it out before Yahweh.” The letter would have been rolled up in scroll fashion, so Hezekiah unrolled it and held it open so Yahweh could read the entire letter. Hezekiah would have believed that Yahweh knew what was in the letter, but sometimes people need to do things that help them become more intimate and connected to their Creator, and this desperate time was one of those times.
2Ki 19:15
“Then Hezekiah prayed before Yahweh.” This is one of the many verses that show that great people in the Bible believed in the power of prayer. Hezekiah knew he did not have the military might to defeat Assyria; his only hope was in getting help from God. Hezekiah was in the Temple, and thus “before Yahweh” or “in the presence of” Yahweh.
“sits enthroned between the cherubim.” The Hebrew is more literally “sits of the cherubim,” but it was the custom for kings to sit on thrones, not just regular chairs, so translating according to the culture of the day, “enthroned” is a good translation and adopted by many English versions (CEB, CSB, ESV, NAB, NASB, NET, NIV, NJB, NRSV). That Yahweh sat “between” the cherubim is understood from Numbers 7:89, which says that Yahweh sits over the Atonement Cover and between the cherubim.
“you are the God, you alone.” The Bible has many verses that say there is only one God, “Yahweh.”
[For more on Yahweh being the only God, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son,” point 11, and the REV commentary on Deut. 6:4.]
“You have made the heavens and the earth.” Hezekiah correctly believed that Yahweh alone (the “you” is singular) made the heavens and the earth. He did not have help from other gods, nor did the universe “just evolve” somehow.
2Ki 19:16
“he has sent to defy the living God.” This statement is accurate. Sennacherib did not just send words “that defied Yahweh,” he sent words “to defy Yahweh.” Sennacherib knew Judah’s god was Yahweh, and knew that defying the Judeans and their king also meant defying their God, so what Sennacherib wrote, he wrote in part to defy and challenge Yahweh, Judah’s God. Sennacherib would have understood that conquering Judah meant conquering their god and showing that his gods were more powerful than Yahweh. In a similar vein, at the Exodus from Egypt, in order for Yahweh to give Moses power over Pharaoh, He had to execute judgments against the gods of Egypt (Exod. 12:12).
2Ki 19:17
“It is true, O Yahweh.” More literally, “Truly,” but we would commonly say, “It is true.” Hezekiah sets forth an important principle of prayer here, which is to be honest about the facts and the situation. God knows the situation, and it does not help our prayers to hide the truth from God. Sometimes Christians try too hard to “pray positive prayers,” and say positive things, and end up misrepresenting the situation. While it is important to work to keep a positive attitude, that is because it is a reflection of what we think about God and His delivering power, and the power of hope, and not because our words have any power in and of themselves. It is God who has the power, and we come to Him with honest and frank speech, asking for His help. The “positive” part of prayer in a desperate situation comes from stating our dependence upon God and our trust in Him, not from watering down the gravity of the situation with words that are overly optimistic.
Hezekiah’s prayer was honest, simple, and powerful. The Assyrians had indeed laid waste the nations and had attacked and captured many cities in Judah (2 Kings 18:13; according to the Assyrian annuls, Assyria captured 46 cities in Judah). God would have to help the Judeans at this point or Judah would be lost like Israel had been lost and carried captive to Assyria some years before. But God did hear Hezekiah’s prayer and He did rescue Judah.
2Ki 19:18
“and have put their gods in the fire.” This verse is repeated in Isaiah 37:19. People draw strength and hope from their gods, so destroying them was one of the tactics of demoralizing and controlling a conquered (or about to be conquered) people. Sometimes sanctuaries with gods and altars were outside the cities at holy sites, so an attacking army could destroy some of the gods before conquering the city.
“so they have destroyed them.” It was because the gods of the nations were not actually gods that the Assyrians could destroy them. In the future there will come a day of God’s vengeance against sin when on earth “and the idols will completely pass away…In that day, each person will cast away their idols of silver and their idols of gold that they made for themselves to worship, to the moles and to the bats” (Isa. 2:18, 20).
2Ki 19:19
“But now, Yahweh our God.” 2 Kings 19:19 is almost identical to Isaiah 37:20.
“so that all the kingdoms of the earth may know.” The acts of God give people a chance to see God’s greatness, but they do not guarantee that people will believe. Nevertheless, it can help if believers point them out to others to give them a better chance to see and believe.
2Ki 19:20
“Because you have prayed to me.” 2 Kings 19:20 differs from Isaiah 37:21 somewhat. We must not see 2 Kings 19:20 and Isaiah 37:21 as being a contradiction of what Isaiah said, any more than we should think that Hezekiah, in that desperate time, only prayed a prayer that was five verses long (2 Kings 19:15-19); Hezekiah would have prayed a much longer prayer than that. Almost always, what is recorded in the Bible is the core of what was said or done, and that gives us an understanding of the situation. There is no need for us to know every word that was spoken or action that was taken in these situations, in fact, that would be a distraction. In this case, 2 Kings and Isaiah give us an important picture of prayer: in 2 Kings, God lets us know that He hears what we pray (“I have heard”). In Isaiah, God lets us know that the fact that we do pray is important (“Because you have prayed to me”).
2Ki 19:21
“Daughter Zion.” The Hebrew is idiomatic for Zion itself, i.e., Jerusalem (see commentary on Isa. 1:8).
“Daughter Jerusalem.” The Hebrew structure and idiom is similar to that of “Daughter Zion” (see commentary on Isa. 1:8). Here in 2 Kings 19:21 (and also Isaiah 37:22), Jerusalem is referred to twice in the verse by two different names, “Daughter Jerusalem” and “Daughter Zion.” It is typical of Hebrew poetry to refer to the same thing in two different ways.
2 Kings 19:21 and Isaiah 37:22 are a good portrayal of God showing that with His help great feats can be accomplished and horrible and impossible-looking situations can be turned into great victories. Jerusalem is portrayed as a young woman, a virgin daughter, thus likely in her early teens, being approached by the “big, bad man,” Assyria, who is intent on raping and pillaging her the same way he raped and destroyed her sister, the Northern Kingdom of Israel. Yet with God’s help she defies him, ridicules him, and shakes her head at him. She trusts God, and God, her protector, steps in and takes care of the situation. Ultimately those who trust in God will always have the victory, even over death. “Thanks be to God, who gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ” (1 Cor. 15:57; cf. 1 Cor. 15:54-57).
2Ki 19:24
“I will dry up all the rivers of Egypt.” The king of Assyria had not yet ventured into Egypt (and historically never did), but he is boasting that the “rivers” of help for Israel that might flow out of Egypt would never materialize. But Assyria was wrong to assume that Israel’s only help and hope was Egypt, because the real help was Yahweh their God.
2Ki 19:25
“Long ago I made it and I formed it in ancient times.” What God is saying is that “long ago” He made and formed the principles that are the basis of the events that occur in life—in this case the principles and covenants that led to the trouble that Judah was in. God is not saying here that long ages before Hezekiah’s time He decided that the Assyrian army would lay waste many cities in Judah. If that was what He was saying, then why would He have sent prophets to tell the Judeans to repent and obey His commands? If He had already decided ages before that the Assyrians would destroy Judah (and Israel), then sending prophets to get the people to repent would have just been some sort of pretend game. For God to send a prophet to tell the people to repent when He already knew they would not repent would only be some kind of immature “I told you so” one-upmanship.
God was sincere when He sent the prophets to the people of Israel and Judah, and those people had a genuine chance to repent and not only avoid destruction but to live and prosper. But when God’s people rejected Him and the laws He gave them, then the principles that God had set in place long before influenced what happened on earth, and in this case, the Judeans suffered at the hands of the Assyrians.
2Ki 19:26
“weak.” An idiom. The literal Hebrew is “their inhabitants—small in hand.”
“like the plants of the field and like the green vegetation.” The ancient and powerful cities are here compared by the figure simile to the grass of the field and green vegetation, which is very short-lived.
“grass on the housetops.” The houses had flat roofs that were often surfaced with hardened mud, which grew weeds. But the weeds had no depth of earth and were not watered, so during the dry season, they were quickly scorched and died.
2Ki 19:27
“I know your sitting down.” That is, where you stay.
“your going out and your coming in.” That is, what you do, how you live. This is the figure of speech polarmerismos, where two ends or extremes are put for the whole. An English example is, “That is the long and short of it,” meaning the essence of the whole matter. A person would go out of his tent or house in the morning and go back in at night, so to know their going out and coming in was to know their life.
[See Word Study: “Merismos.”]
2Ki 19:29
“the sign to you, Hezekiah.” The “you” changes from Sennacherib to Hezekiah.
“what grows on its own.” It was too late to plant this year, and the year following there will not be enough grain harvested this year to sow like normal. Some will be sowed, but not like normal. People will still have to depend on the “volunteer” grain that grows of itself.
“and in the second year what springs up that same way.” One reason that they may not plant the second year is that second year might be a Sabbatical Year.
2Ki 19:30
“that has escaped.” See commentary on 2 Kings 19:4.
“take root downward and bear fruit upward.” That is, begin to get reestablished and to flourish. People will have food, water, and shelter, and families will begin to grow in number again.
2Ki 19:31
“Yahweh.” Some manuscripts read “Yahweh of Armies” (traditionally, “LORD of hosts”).
2Ki 19:34
“and for my servant David’s sake.” God rescued Jerusalem because of the promises God made to David, and the promises of the coming Messiah. Those things saved Jerusalem this time (Sennacherib’s campaign into Judah started in 701 BC), but it was also saved by the godliness of Hezekiah and the people he influenced. Sadly, after Hezekiah, although there were some godly kings, by about 608 BC there was a series of ungodly kings and the people turned to ungodly behavior, and in 586 BC the Temple and Jerusalem were burned by Nebuchadnezzar, and the Judeans were deported to Babylon.
2Ki 19:35
“And that night.” This verse is almost identical to Isaiah 37:36.
“And when they got up early in the morning.” The ones who got up in the morning were the Israelites, the Assyrians were dead. This verse is a good example of why reading the Bible requires logic and knowing the context. God expects us to read with care and build our background knowledge of His Word.
2Ki 19:36
“So Sennacherib.” Cf. Isaiah 37:37.
“Nineveh.” The capital city of Assyria.
2Ki 19:37
“And as he was worshiping.” This is repeated in Isaiah 37:38. The Hebrew word translated “worship,” shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), is the same Hebrew word as “bow down.”
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
“Adrammelech and Sharezer his sons.” There is ancient manuscript evidence for “his sons” here, and also in Isaiah 37:38.
 
2 Kings Chapter 20
2Ki 20:1
“In those days.” This chapter is out of chronological order. This sickness occurred before the Assyrian attack on Judah (2 Kings 18:13). This can be calculated from the death of Hezekiah, and also from what God says in 2 Kings 20:6.
“sick to the point of death.” The record of Hezekiah’s sickness and recovery is in 2 Kings 20:1-11; 2 Chronicles 32:24-26; and Isaiah 38:1-22.
2Ki 20:3
“And Hezekiah wept; it was a great weeping.” See commentary on Isaiah 38:3.
2Ki 20:5
“I have heard your prayer. I have seen your tears. Behold, I will heal you.” The record of the healing of Hezekiah is one of the most profound and obvious examples in the Bible about God answering prayer, and about how God reacts and adjusts when people obey Him and have intimate fellowship with Him. In this instance, God had told Isaiah that Hezekiah would die, but when King Hezekiah truly humbled himself and prayed, God changed His mind and healed Hezekiah.
[For more on God changing His mind, see commentary on Jer. 18:8.]
2Ki 20:9
“steps.” The Hebrew word can mean “degrees,” like degrees on a sundial, or it can mean “steps,” which can also apply to a sundial, but can also apply to a staircase. The scholars are divided, and the variations among the English Bibles reflect the lack of certainty on the part of the translators.
2Ki 20:11
“the sundial of Ahaz.” The Hebrew can refer to a sundial or to steps. E. Fox[footnoteRef:469] has “step-dial” in 2 Kings 20:11. [469:  E. Fox, The Schocken Bible.] 

2Ki 20:12
“Berodach-baladan.” He is called “Merodach-baladan” in Isaiah 39:1, and there are Hebrew, Greek, Aramaic, and Latin manuscripts that have that name here in 2 Kings as well. It may be a copyist’s error, or there may be an intentional change of the name here in 2 Kings.
“sent letters and a present to Hezekiah.” This event is also recorded in Isaiah 39:1-8.
2Ki 20:13
“Hezekiah listened to them and showed them all his treasure house.” Hezekiah’s actions are prideful but understandable. Historically, it seems that at this time Merodach-baladan was the king of Babylon and the son of an earlier well-known king named Baladan. It is understandable why the King of Babylon would send a present to Hezekiah. It was at Jerusalem that Babylon’s enemy, the Assyrians, were defeated and much of their army killed (2 Kings 19:35), and no doubt Merodach-baladan was trying to establish closer ties with Hezekiah that would lead to an ultimate defeat of Assyria and give Babylon control of Mesopotamia. Hezekiah was no doubt flattered by the attention of Babylon and could not have foreseen in 721 BC or so that by 586 BC it would be the Babylonians who would destroy Judah, burn the Temple down, and carry the Judean people captive to Babylon.
2Ki 20:18
“eunuchs.” The Hebrew word can refer to eunuchs or to court officials, and the English versions are divided as to the meaning in this context. Actually, it is likely that both meanings are true. Some men were likely made eunuchs while others rose to prominence in the kingdom.
2Ki 20:19
“trustworthy peace.” The Hebrew text is most likely a hendiadys where two nouns are stated but one is meant as an adjective. The literal text is “peace and truth,” but the idea seems to be that the “truth” is that the Assyrians that Hezekiah was concerned about would not conquer Jerusalem if the treasures and his family was going to still be there years later, and he had been guaranteed 15 years by the prophet Isaiah. So the “peace and truth” is “truthful peace” (we would say, “trustworthy peace”) based on the word of Isaiah, which Hezekiah trusted.
Hezekiah is encouraged by the word of Isaiah that Judah will survive the impending Assyrian attack, so even though there will be trouble later, for the present the word of Yahweh is “good.” Also, Hezekiah knew well from personal experience that the word of Yahweh could change if people changed, and so he likely also thought that he might be able to somehow change this problematic word from Isaiah by repentance and prayer in a similar manner to how the revelation about his death was changed and 15 years were added to him.
[See Word Study: “Hendiadys.”]
2Ki 20:20
“tunnel.” The Hebrew word is more properly a watercourse, conduit, or channel, but in this case the conduit was a tunnel.
 
2 Kings Chapter 21
2Ki 21:3
the local shrines.” The Hebrew word “shrines” is bamot, which referred to a place that was leveled and built up and on which were placed various idols and objects of worship. Many of the towns had such shrines (see commentary on Num. 33:52).
“worshiped.” The Hebrew word translated “worshiped,” shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), is the same Hebrew word as “bow down.”
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
2Ki 21:6
“pass through the fire, and he practiced sorcery and used enchantments, and made contact with spirits and familiar spirits.” These kinds of things are forbidden by God (cf. Deut. 18:10-11).
2Ki 21:7
“the house of which Yahweh said.” The “house” is the Temple.
2Ki 21:13
“the measuring line of Samaria and the plumb bob of the house of Ahab.” Here in 2 Kings 21:3, God uses instruments used in measuring and building to show that He will use the same standards of judgment on Judah that He had used on Israel.
“turning it over on its face.” That is, to turn the plate upside down. However, to “turn on its face” brings the emotion that the world of the plate was completely disrupted, and the world of Judah was about to be completely disrupted.
2Ki 21:15
“ever since the day their fathers came out of Egypt.” So Judah had been provoking God to anger for some 700 years.
2Ki 21:19
“Jotbah.” A town of this name is mentioned in Josephus and the annals of Tiglath-Pilesar III, but even so its location is unknown.
2Ki 21:23
“and put the king to death.” Exactly who “the servants” are who killed Amon and why they killed him are not known. Part of the obscurity of the assassination is the lack of clarity as to who Amon’s “servants” were. In the biblical culture, everyone in the kingdom was a “servant” to the king, from his highest officials, leaders, and military officers to the lowest slave in his kingdom (see commentary on 2 Sam. 11:1). This could have been a case where Amon’s “servants” (whoever they were) were happy that his father Manasseh had reformed and become a godly person and they were upset that Amon was returning to his father’s pagan ways and decided the best course of action was to obey the Mosaic Law and kill Amon. But if that were the case it seems the people of Judah would have been glad he was dead and thus not kill the conspirators. Or, perhaps the “servants” in this case were the actual palace servants who felt that Amon was treating them badly in some way and killed him out of anger. The Bible does not give us enough information to know the truth about what happened.
2Ki 21:24
“the people of the land.” This phrase is ambiguous, because sometimes it refers to the more wealthy landowners, and sometimes it refers to the countryfolk.
 
2 Kings Chapter 22
2Ki 22:1
“Bozkath.” In Joshua 15:39, a town by this name is located between Lachish and Eglon, and since it only occurs there and here that is likely the same town. If so, Bozkath is in western Judah.
2Ki 22:4
“house of Yahweh.” That is, the Temple.
“guards of the threshold.” More than just “doorkeepers,” these men guarded the Temple entrances and protected it and its contents.
“gathered from the people.” The record in 2 Chronicles 34:9 gives much more detail.
2Ki 22:8
“I have found the Book of the Law in the house of Yahweh.” Being the High Priest, it is possible that Hilkiah had access to areas of the Temple that others could not get to, or it is possible that Yahweh led him to it or he simply discovered it while in the process of repairing the Temple.
This is a very important statement because in general, liberal scholars say that this time of Josiah was when Deuteronomy was written. But it seems clear that the Law had been written and an ancient copy had been found at this time.
2Ki 22:9
“reported.” The Hebrew is idiomatic, more literally, “returned a word to the king.”
“emptied out the money.” The money had been collected and would have been put in some kind of chest or container, and now that container had been emptied out and the money—the silver—given to the workers. At this point in history, “money” was in the form of pieces of silver or gold, not in coin form.
2Ki 22:13
“listened to.” The Hebrew text is “heard” or “listened to,” but it also carries the connotation of “obeyed.”
2Ki 22:14
“keeper of the wardrobe.” It seems that this was a description and that the actual title was “Over the Wardrobe” (see commentary on 2 Kings 10:22, where this phrase is also used). The “keeper of the wardrobe” would be Shallum, and Huldah would have been his wife.
“in the second district.” This would be the western hill, west of the city of David. It would have been called “the second” district because it was an addition to the city of Jerusalem, added during the time of Hezekiah in the early 700s BC. The Hebrew text does not have the words “quarter,” “district,” or “section” like many English versions do. It just has “the second.”
2Ki 22:17
“making me angry by all the work of their hands.” This refers to the idols that the people had made. The NIV adds to the Hebrew text for clarity and reads, “and aroused my anger by all the idols their hands have made.” But the Hebrew text emphasizes that the idols were “the work of their hands.” God is understandably angry that Israel would ignore the One who created them to worship and serve something they had created.
2Ki 22:18
“the words that you have heard.” That is, the words of the scroll that the king heard when they were read to him.
 
2 Kings Chapter 23
2Ki 23:1
“The king sent, and they gathered.” This verse is very similar to 2 Chron. 34:29.
2Ki 23:4
“second rank.” That is, the rank just below the High Priest.
“and carried their ashes to Bethel.” The idea was to pollute Bethel and make it unclean (cf. 2 Kings 23:15).
2Ki 23:5
“shrines.” The Hebrew word “shrines” is bamot, which referred to a place that was leveled and built up and on which were placed various idols and objects of worship. Many of the towns had such shrines (see commentary on Num. 33:52).
2Ki 23:6
“on the graves of the common people.” This was not to defile the graves, for graves were already “unclean.” This was to show contempt for, and defile, the Asherah.
2Ki 23:7
“in the house of Yahweh.” The fact that Manasseh and Amon allowed cult prostitutes to live and serve in the Temple of Yahweh shows how far from God Judah had turned before Josiah’s reforms, and why, even after his reforms, the sins of Manasseh, which had become part of the culture of Judah, had dire consequences (2 Kings 24:3-4).
“coverings.” The word is difficult because it literally means “houses,” but the women did not weave houses. It could have been coverings that were used to “house” the Asherah from the elements, they could have been little enclosures to set the Asherah apart from the rest of the shrine, or they could have been coverings like clothing around the Asherah. The ancients sometimes decorated the statues of their gods and goddesses.
2Ki 23:8
“shrines.” The Hebrew word “shrines” is bamot, which referred to a place that was leveled and built up and on which were placed various idols and objects of worship. Many of the towns had such shrines (see commentary on Num. 33:52).
“Geba to Beer-sheba.” This phrase describes the heartland of Judah, with Geba on the north and Beer-sheba on the south.
“the shrines at the gates.” Archaeologists have uncovered shrines at some gates of the ancient cities.
“the gate of Joshua the governor of the city.” The exact city is unknown, but it is quite possible the city being referred to is Beer-sheba.
2Ki 23:9
“did not come up.” It is likely that these priests who had served the pagan shrines in their cities were not allowed to minister at the altar of Yahweh in Jerusalem.
“their brothers.” That is, their brother priests, not their biological brothers.
2Ki 23:10
“Topheth, which is in the valley of the sons of Hinnom.” The “valley of the sons of Hinnom” is the valley just south of the city of Jerusalem, which was called “Gehenna” in the New Testament. “Gehenna” is the Greek for the Hebrew word ge, meaning “valley,” and Hinnom, which was the name of the Israelite man who originally owned the valley (Josh. 18:16).
“Topheth” was the name of the place (cf. Jer. 7:32; 19:6, 11), or the “fireplace” itself, in the Valley of Hinnom where children were burned to death as sacrifices to pagan gods. It is associated with Moloch and Baal (Jer. 32:35).
“The name was probably derived from a word meaning ‘cook stove,’ ‘oven,’ pronounced tepāt but purposely perverted to Topheth by the substitution of the vowels of the Hebrew bst, cognate to Ugaritic btt, ‘shame,’ ‘abomination.’ The rabbinic etymology from Hebrew tp, ‘drum’ is farfetched. The name occurs only in the OT [Old Testament].”[footnoteRef:470] [470:  Merrill C. Tenney, The Zondervan Pictorial Encyclopedia of the Bible, “Topheth,” 5:779.] 

Jeremiah 19 contains the record of the prophet Jeremiah confronting some of the elders ruling Jerusalem and some of the ruling priests. First, Jeremiah buys a pot from a potter, then he takes the elders from Jerusalem into the Valley of Hinnom to the area of Topheth and confronts the elders about their pagan practices and about burning children to their gods. Then he smashes the clay jar in front of them and foretells that Jerusalem will be smashed as well, and that the area where they are standing will be so filled with dead bodies that there will be no room to bury them, and the birds and animals will eat the dead bodies. This prophecy was partially fulfilled when the Babylonians conquered Jerusalem, and it will be completely fulfilled when Christ comes back and fights the Battle of Armageddon (cf. Rev. 19:17-18, 21).
2Ki 23:11
“the horses.” It is unclear whether these were real horses or statues, but the fact that they were placed at the entrance of the Temple lends credence that these were statues. Josiah “put an end” to them; he likely destroyed them.
“Nathan-melech.” The name Nathan-melech appears only here in the Bible. It was announced in March of 2019 that a clay bulla (the impression in clay made by a stamp-seal) was found in the City of David inside the remains of a public building that had been destroyed in the Babylonian destruction of Jerusalem in 586 BC. The clay bulla read, “[Belonging to] Nathan-melech, servant of the king,” and it was written in ancient Hebrew script. While it is impossible to conclude that the Nathan-melech of the seal was the same Nathan-melech in the Bible, the dating and location of the find, and the status of the person himself, establish at least a very good possibility.
“colonnade.” The Hebrew word only occurs here and the meaning is uncertain, so the English versions vary greatly.
2Ki 23:12
“hastily removed them from there.” The Hebrew is debated by scholars and the English versions vary. The Hebrew phrase “from there” is clearly in the text, however.
2Ki 23:13
“south side.” The Hebrew is the “right hand,” which is to the south.
“Mountain of Corruption.” A derogatory term for the Mount of Olives, which had been defiled by the pagan temples that Solomon built on it (1 Kings 11:7).
“for Ashtoreth the abomination of the Sidonians and for Chemosh the abomination of Moab and for Milcom the abomination of the children of Ammon.” It is amazing that these pagan shrines on the Mount of Olives, which overlooked Jerusalem from the east, survived the reign of Hezekiah.
2Ki 23:14
“standing-stones.” Most standing-stones were set up as part of the worship of pagan gods, and that is the context here. God has no tolerance for idols. They are harmful in many different ways, and God commanded that they be destroyed.
[For more on standing-stones, see commentary on Gen. 28:18. For more on idols being harmful, see commentary on Deut. 7:5.]
2Ki 23:15
“he broke down that altar and the shrine.” This fulfilled the prophecy of the young prophet in the book of Kings (cf. 1 Kings 13:2-3).
2Ki 23:18
“along with the bones of the prophet.” The bones of the old prophets were buried with the bones of the young prophet (1 Kings 12:30-31).
2Ki 23:19
“all the temples at the shrines.” The Hebrew is more literally, “the houses of the shrines,” and it refers to the temples that were built at the local shrines. These “houses” were the temples of the pagan gods. A temple was often called the “house” of the god (see commentary on Num. 33:52).
“in the cities of Samaria.” So Josiah went through the territory of Israel as well as Judah destroying the pagan shrines.
2Ki 23:20
“slaughtered.” The Hebrew text uses the word that is used in animal sacrifice: “slaughtered,” or “sacrificed.”
“shrines.” The Hebrew word “shrines” is bamot, which referred to a place that was leveled and built up and on which were placed various idols and objects of worship. Many of the towns had such shrines (see commentary on Num. 33:52).
2Ki 23:21
“as it is written.” See Deuteronomy 16:1-6.
“the Book of the Covenant.” See commentary on Exodus 24:7.
2Ki 23:24
“eradicated.” The Hebrew word is “burned,” in this case figurative for totally removing them.
“had familiar spirits.” See commentary on Deuteronomy 18:11 (Deut. 18:10-12).
“and the teraphim.” Teraphim were household gods (see commentary on Gen. 31:19).
2Ki 23:25
“all his heart and with all his soul and with all his strength.” Cf. Deuteronomy 6:5.
“the Law of Moses.” The Hebrew is “the torah of Moses,” where “torah” is much more than “law.” The torah involves instruction in many different ways (see commentary on Prov. 1:8).
2Ki 23:26
“Yahweh did not turn from the fierceness of his great wrath.” This is not because God does not forgive sins, because He does. It was because the sin and idolatry in Judah ran so deep that Josiah’s reforms did not penetrate into the hearts of the people. As soon as Josiah was killed in battle, his three sons who were three of the next four kings of Judah, all did evil in the sight of Yahweh, and the fourth king, who was a grandson, did too (2 Kings 23:31-32, 36-37; 2 Kings 24:8-9, 17-19). In this verse, God piles on words for anger to express how angry He was because of the sins of His people, Judah, who had entered into a covenant with Him to obey Him. The “anger words” include: Aph (#0639 אַף 'aph) a noun, literally “nostril, nose, face” but used idiomatically of anger because of the way the face changes when someone is angry. Charon (#02740 חָרוֹן), a noun, “heat, anger.” Charah (#02734 חָרָה), a verb, “be hot, be burning, be angry.” Kaas (#03708 כַּעַס), a noun, “anger, vexation, provocation.” Kaas (#03707 כָּעַס), a verb, “to be angry, be vexed, be provoked.” All these words are used leaving the abundantly clear message that God was very angry with Judah because of their sins, especially the sins of King Manasseh, some of which are listed in 2 Kings 21:2-3.
2Ki 23:27
“and the house.” The “house” is the Temple.
2Ki 23:28
“the Book of the Chronicles.” The parallel chapters in Chronicles that cover Josiah are 2 Chronicles 34-35.
2Ki 23:29
“went up to help the king of Assyria to the river Euphrates.” Pharaoh Neco saw that Assyria was falling, and the king of Assyria was fleeing west to escape from Babylon. Pharaoh Neco saw that Babylon was getting stronger and stronger, so he traveled north to help the Assyrians because he foresaw that the real problem he would have in the future was with Babylon. Josiah likely felt that Assyria had been the historical enemy of Judah, and besides that, if the Assyrians were defeated there would have likely been a power vacuum in the Middle East, and Josiah likely thought that Egypt would be the natural power to fill that vacuum and take over territory in Judah. In any case, Josiah unwisely attacked Pharaoh Neco’s army and was defeated and killed. This record is also spoken of in Jeremiah 46:2.
Although a few English versions say that Pharaoh Neco was going up to the Euphrates River to fight against the Assyrians, that is not the case (cf. ASV, CEB, JPS, KJV, YLT).
“but Pharaoh Neco killed him.” The Hebrew text reads that “he killed him,” but the pronoun use is confusing so many English versions change the “he” to Pharaoh Neco for clarity. Josiah’s death is recorded as happening almost by accident because he disguised himself when he entered battle and was killed by archers (2 Chron. 35:20-25). Thus his death was somewhat similar to the death of wicked King Ahab of Israel (1 Kings 22:30-37).
“when he saw him.” In this case, “saw” means much more than just “to see,” it means to see and to engage in battle.
2Ki 23:30
“took Jehoahaz...and anointed him and made him king.” Cf. 2 Chron. 36:1. There is not a lot about Jehoahaz in the Bible. He is only mentioned in 2 Kings and 2 Chronicles, unlike the other last kings of Judah, Jehoiakim, Jehoiachin (also called Jeconiah and Coniah), and Zedekiah, who are not only written about in Kings and Chronicles, but are also written about in the prophets such as Ezekiel and Jeremiah.
2Ki 23:31
“Jehoahaz.” Jehoahaz is also known as Shallum (1 Chron. 3:15; Jer. 22:11).
“Hamutal the daughter of Jeremiah.” This is not Jeremiah the prophet, but someone else named Jeremiah. Hamutal is the mother of two of Josiah’s sons: Jehoahaz and Zedekiah, who was the last king of Judah to reign in Jerusalem.
2Ki 23:33
“Riblah.” A town in northern Syria.
“in the land of Hamath.” There is a town in northern Syria that was called Hamath and is now called Hama, and the area around Hamath is “the land of Hamath.”
“fine.” This is a penalty, so “fine” captures the meaning of the text very well.
“100 talents of silver and a talent of gold.” At this time in history, a “talent” was 75 pounds, with each pound being 16 ounces. Thus the fine leveled on Judah by Pharaoh Neco was 7,500 pounds of silver and 75 pounds of gold.
2Ki 23:34
“Eliakim.” The name means “God will raise up.”
“Jehoiakim.” The name means “Yahweh will raise up.”
2Ki 23:36
“Rumah.” Rumah is a city in the Galilee, but there are a couple of possible candidates for its location. If Josiah married a woman from the Galilee then we have an indication of how large his influence was in the ancient territory of Israel.
 
2 Kings Chapter 24
2Ki 24:1
“and Jehoiakim became his servant.” Jehoiakim had been appointed king of Judah by the Pharaoh Neco (2 Kings 23:34), but by now Nebuchadnezzar was more powerful and influential than Egypt.
2Ki 24:2
“And Yahweh sent against him.” This is the idiom of permission, where Yahweh allows something to happen because someone’s sins, or a nation’s sins, prevent Yahweh from righteously protecting the people. As we see from the scope and context (cf. 2 Kings 24:3), the sins of Manasseh had so infiltrated and involved the people of Judah, and the people of Judah were so sinful themselves, that Yahweh could not righteously protect them from demonic oppression and control.
“and he sent them against Judah to destroy it.” Although the verb translated “sent” at the beginning and end of the verse is the same, the last “sent” is more intensive than the first one. God had said He would send the foreign nations against Judah because of their sins (cf. Jer. 25:9; 35:11).
2Ki 24:3
“because of the sins of Manasseh.” Some are listed in 2 Kings 21:2-3.
2Ki 24:4
“the innocent blood that he had shed.” This is also mentioned in 2 Kings 21:16.
“and Yahweh was not willing to forgive.” God will forgive sin if people truly repent and confess, so this verse is not saying that God will not forgive the killing of innocent people. History is full of murderers who God has forgiven, including the apostle Paul. What this verse is saying is that the sins of Manasseh were still affecting the people of Judah over 30 years after Manasseh died, and so because of the ongoing sin God could not forgive Judah. By the time of 2 Kings 24:4, during the reign of Jehoiakim, it had been over 30 years since Manasseh died, and those 30 years included Josiah’s reform during which the Temple was repaired and the feasts kept. But as good and godly as Josiah tried to be, he never cleansed Judah of its deeply-rooted sin. What was really going on such that God could not forgive Judah was happening both in the spiritual and the physical realm.
On the physical level, people who had participated in the terrible sins of Manasseh were still around and still affecting Judah. Some of those people were likely in the royal family, some were likely high officials in the kingdom, and some were likely high-ranking military officers. These people would still be doing evil, even if it was not being done on a national level or very openly. On a spiritual level, the heinous sin opened the door for demons to infiltrate the kingdom and influence people’s thoughts and actions, as well as cause other types of disasters such as famines, floods, destructive weather, etc. When demons are empowered by sin to work in a family or kingdom, they work to get deeply rooted in it, and therefore do not leave just because a righteous ruler comes to power. It takes years and diligent work to clean a kingdom or family of the influence of demons, and stopping egregious sins such as murder and idolatry—and there are other such sins as well—is part of cleansing the kingdom in the sight of God.
The fact that a kingdom or nation can be adversely affected by sin and evil long after the primary sinner or sinners are gone is the same reason that God says in the Ten Commandments that if people are involved in idolatry that they will suffer the consequences of that idolatry to the third and fourth generation (Exod. 20:5). Although some idolatry is simply the result of ignorance, a lot of idolatry reveals the disdain and defiance that a person has for God, and that attitude is usually passed down in whole or in part from parents to children. Furthermore, the idolatry also allows demons to come into the family in various ways, including demon possession and oppression, and also direct demonic influences that cause destruction, sickness, and poverty.
The world is a war zone between Good and Evil, and when we humans are evil, God cannot protect us from the evil spirits that we allow into our lives through our ungodly behavior. Also, sadly, as in any war, there is collateral damage, and other people who are doing their best to be godly often get hurt.
2Ki 24:5
“Now the rest of the acts of Jehoiakim.” The book of Chronicles, and especially the book of Jeremiah, have a lot more to say about Jehoiakim, who was an evil king. Chronicles tells us that Nebuchadnezzar had Jehoiakim put in chains to bring him to Babylon, but he never made it there. From Chronicles and Jeremiah, we learn that Jehoiakim died in chains and was not even buried but was ingloriously thrown outside the gate of Jerusalem to rot and be eaten by vermin. That is the meaning of being buried with the burial of a donkey; donkeys were not buried (Jer. 36:30; Jer. 22:18-19). It is likely that Jehoiakim’s body was dragged into the Valley of Hinnom (Greek: “Gehenna”) just south of the city wall and left there to rot.
“the Book of the Chronicles.” Jehoiakim is mentioned in 2 Chronicles 36:4-8. However, there is much more about Jehoiakim in the book of Jeremiah (cf. Jer. 22:18-19) .
2Ki 24:6
“So Jehoiakim slept with his fathers.” This is a very understated way to describe the death of Jehoiakim, who was a very evil person. For example, he cut up the scroll of the Word of God and burned it in the fire (Jer. 36:19-25). Jehoiakim rebelled against Nebuchadnezzar (2 Kings 24:1), who put him in chains to take him to Babylon (2 Chron. 36:6). However, Jehoiakim died in chains, although the cause of his death is not given. Nebuchadnezzar then had his dead body thrown out of Jerusalem, where it lay to be eaten by the birds and vermin of the earth (Jer. 22:19; 36:30).
“Jehoiachin.” Jehoiachin in 2 Kings is known as Jeconiah in 1 Chronicles 3:16-17, and as Coniah in Jeremiah.
2Ki 24:7
“the Brook of Egypt.” This is the Wadi El-Arish, which runs across the Sinai and drains into the Mediterranean Sea.
2Ki 24:8
“Jehoiachin was 18 years old.” In 2 Chronicles 36:9, the Hebrew text says Jehoiachin was eight, not 18, but 18 seems correct.
2Ki 24:12
“went out in surrender to the king of Babylon.” Jehoiachin left the walled city of Jerusalem and surrendered to Nebuchadnezzar. This was 597 BC, and Ezekiel was in this captivity and taken to Babylon at this time (Ezek. 1:2).
“in the eighth year of his reign.” That is, in the eighth year of Nebuchadnezzar’s reign. Jehoiachin only reigned for three months (2 Kings 24:8).
2Ki 24:13
“the Temple of Yahweh.” The Hebrew text could also refer to the “Holy Place” in Yahweh’s Temple.
2Ki 24:16
“strong and apt for war.” It seems that these people who were carried as captives to Babylon became part of the war effort in Babylon, not as fighters, but more as people who would contribute to the machinery of war.
2Ki 24:17
“Mattaniah, Jehoiachin’s uncle, king in his place.” So “Mattaniah” was a son of King Josiah, who was killed in a battle with Egypt (2 Kings 23:29). Pharaoh Neco made Eliakim king and changed his name to Jehoiakim. Jehoiakim made peace with Nebuchadnezzar but then rebelled against him, so when Jehoiakim died, Nebuchadnezzar replaced Jehoiakim with his son Jehoiachin. But Jehoiachin rebelled against Nebuchadnezzar and so was taken captive to Babylon. Jehoiachin had no sons, so Nebuchadnezzar replaced him with one of his grandfather Josiah’s sons, Mattaniah.
“and changed his name to Zedekiah.” The fact that Nebuchadnezzar changed Mattaniah’s name to Zedekiah indicates that the two of them had made a covenant of peace, which is something that more powerful kings required of kings they conquered. The peaceful relationship that Zedekiah had with Nebuchadnezzar is why Zedekiah made a trip to Babylon in the fourth year of his reign (Jer. 51:59). It was sometime after that trip to Babylon that Zedekiah rebelled against Nebuchadnezzar, but the Bible does not say in which year of Zedekiah’s reign that rebellion started, and that is possibly because the rebellion happened in stages, with small and less noticeable disobedience at first and only later large scale rebellion.
2Ki 24:18
“Hamutal the daughter of Jeremiah of Libnah.” This is not Jeremiah the prophet, who was from Anathoth.
2Ki 24:20
“And Zedekiah rebelled.” The Hebrew of this phrase can be translated as a purpose clause like the KJV, “that Zedekiah rebelled,” or it can be translated like the REV (cf. CJB, ESV, NASB, NET, NIV), in which case Zedekiah’s rebellion is not “because of” God’s anger, but in spite of it. King Zedekiah ignored the revelation that would have saved his life, the lives of his family members, and the lives of many of his people.
Zedekiah was a weak king who was fully aware of the disasters that had happened to Judah, and was also aware that some prophets and Scripture said—although he did not act like he believed it—that sinning against Yahweh brought destruction while repenting and obeying Him would bring relief (although at this point it was likely too late for any real salvation of the Kingdom of Judah, but individuals could still be saved; cf. 2 Kings 23:27). At this point, sin and ungodliness had become so embedded in the culture and the people of Judah, and especially the leaders, that God was fighting against Judah, not for it (Jer. 21:3-7). Zedekiah was concerned about his safety and likely realized that he could not defeat the Babylonians, and therefore his best course of action was to surrender. However, he eventually gave into his fear of, and pressure from, the elite of Judah and false prophets (Jer. 38:19; 28:1-4). He rebelled against Babylon, and so the prophecies of Jeremiah about what would happen to him if he did that came to pass (Jer. 27:12-15; 38:18, 21-23; Ezek. 17:16-21). He was not executed, but died a captive in prison (Jer. 34:4-5), but it must have been a miserable captivity: the last thing he saw on earth was his sons being executed, then he was taken as a prisoner to Babylon where he died (Jer. 52:9-10).
Every leader has good advisors and bad advisors, and it is often the case that the bad advisors use fear and pressure to manipulate and get what they want. A good leader finds ways to ignore the advice of bad advisors and overcome the fears and trouble they predict. A good leader must have the strength and courage to do things God’s way, if not to make things better in this life, to make them better in the next. God no doubt tells us what He does about Zedekiah, and shows him to us as an example, so we can see the personal and social disaster that a weak and self-centered leader brings upon himself and those he leads. Zedekiah knew God’s will, but did not have the courage to obey it.
 
2 Kings Chapter 25
2Ki 25:1
“And in the ninth year of his reign.” This event and chronology are in 2 Kings 25:1-4 and in Jeremiah 39:1-2 and 52:4-5. The siege of Jerusalem took from the tenth day of the tenth month of the ninth year of Zedekiah (2 Kings 25:1; Jer. 39:1; 52:4) to the ninth day of the fourth month of the eleventh year of Zedekiah (2 Kings 25:2-3; Jer. 39:2; 52:6-7). So the siege of Jerusalem took about 18 months.
“and they built a siege wall around it.” This siege wall the Babylonians built around Jerusalem is mentioned in 2 Kings 25:1, Jeremiah 52:4, and Ezekiel 17:17. It was a common practice for an army to build a wall that surrounded the city that they were attacking if the city was well fortified and the siege would take a long time. This kept the enemy from escaping and thus being able to fight another day, and it also kept supplies and weapons from being smuggled into the city. In part because of this siege wall, there was a famine in Jerusalem (2 Kings 25:3). The siege wall that the Romans built around Masada is still very visible after nearly 2000 years, but the siege wall around Jerusalem has been dismantled over time.
2Ki 25:3
“On the ninth day of the fourth month.” The word “fourth” is supplied from Jeremiah 52:6.
2Ki 25:4
“Then a breach.” This verse is very similar to Jeremiah 52:7.
“the way of the gate between the two walls.” There were likely two walls on the east and west sides of the south end of the old city of David, but the gate Zedekiah and the people with him used was the gate on the east side, because the Bible says, “the gate...that was by the king’s garden, and the location known as the king’s garden was on the southeast end of Jerusalem. The Babylonians would have thrown up their siege ramps on the north walls of Jerusalem, because that would have been the easiest attack spot, so Zedekiah likely tried fleeing from the southern side of the city and headed east.
“Chaldeans.” The word Chaldeans here likely refers to people who came from the southeast part of the Babylonian Empire, the heart of ancient Babylon.
“by the road that led to the Arabah.” The Arabah in this context is the desert-like section of the Jordan Valley east of Jerusalem, so Zedekiah was fleeing east. His likely destination was Ammon or Moab, where it is likely that he thought he could find refuge from the Babylonians or go from there further east into Arabia or south into Egypt or Ethiopia.
2Ki 25:5
“But the army of the Chaldeans.” Cf. Jer. 52:8.
“the plains of Jericho.” That would be still on the west side of the Jordan River, before Zedekiah could cross the Jordan River.
2Ki 25:6
“Then they took the king.” Cf. Jeremiah 52:9.
“Riblah.” This is Riblah in Syria on the Orontes River. It is where Pharaoh Neco had taken Josiah’s son, Jehoahaz the king of Judah, and judged him (2 Kings 23:33). Riblah in Syria is about 200 miles north of where Zedekiah was captured, and the Bible never gives the period of time between his capture and when he was judged and punished by Nebuchadnezzar.
“and they pronounced judgment.” The “they” would be Nebuchadnezzar the king of Babylon and his advisors, but Jeremiah has “he” because the final decision would have been made by Nebuchadnezzar.
2Ki 25:7
“and then put out the eyes of Zedekiah.” The punishment of Zedekiah was especially severe because Zedekiah had sworn allegiance to Nebuchadnezzar in the name of God (2 Chron. 36:13; Jer. 52:10-11). It was commonly done by kings who ruled over large areas to have very severe punishments for rebellious kings; that was a major way that empire rulers kept their vassal kings from being rebellious.
“and he bound him in bronze chains.” The “he” is Nebuchadnezzar, who gave the order to bind Zedekiah.
“and carried him to Babylon.” Zedekiah was carried to Babylon and died in prison there (Jer. 52:11).
2Ki 25:8
“on the seventh day.” Jeremiah 52:12 says the tenth day. One of the two dates is a copyist’s error, but it is unclear which date is wrong. Some scholars have dated this to August 14, 586 BC (cf. NET text note).
2Ki 25:9
“the house of Yahweh.” Cf. Jer. 52:13. The house of Yahweh is the Temple, in this case, the Temple that Solomon had built. The burning of the Temple in Jerusalem by Nebuchadnezzar’s army is mentioned in 2 Kings 25:9; 2 Chron. 36:19, and Jeremiah 52:13.
“and the king’s house.” The king’s house is the palace, and the palace of the kings of Judah goes back to when Solomon spent years and much money to build his palace.
“every great house.” The “great houses,” the large and magnificent houses, are mentioned separately because they might normally be spared, especially if Nebuchadnezzar planned to have an administrative center in Jerusalem. The houses had been defiled by pagan worship. The people had been burning incense to Baal on the roofs of the houses (Jer. 32:29). The burning of Jerusalem was so horrific and widespread that there is archaeological evidence of that burning being found in Jerusalem to this day.
2Ki 25:10
“All the army of the Chaldeans.” Cf. Jer. 52:14, which is slightly different.
2Ki 25:13
“the stands.” The stands were the stands that all the washing basins were set in (1 Kings 7:27; cf. Jeremiah 52:17).
2Ki 25:15
“the sprinkling bowls.” Cf. 1 Kings 7:40.
“whatever was of gold, as gold, and whatever was of silver, as silver.” The idea was that whatever was of gold was taken away as gold, and the same with silver. So the Babylonians took away all the gold and silver before they burned Jerusalem to the ground. If they hadn’t, the gold and silver would have just melted into the ground. Compare the expanded list in Jeremiah 52:19.
2Ki 25:17
“the latticework.” Cf. 1 Kings 7:18.
2Ki 25:18
“Chief Priest.” This is the same position as the High Priest (cf. Jer. 52:24).
2Ki 25:19
“and five men.” Jeremiah 52:25 says “seven men,” and there is no known reason for the difference.
“Those Who See The King’s Face.” That is, the advisors to the king. Most people were not allowed to see the king close up, but his close advisors were allowed to (cf. Esther 1:14).
“present in the city.” The Hebrew text reads “found in the city,” but the use of “found” is idiomatic. The people were not necessarily hiding, they were still present in the city when the Babylonian officials came into the city.
2Ki 25:21
“struck them down and put them to death.” This is written in such a way that there is no mistake as to what happened to these men. Nebuchadnezzar killed the leadership so that there would be no possibility of an organized rebellion (cf. Jer. 52:27).
“Riblah.” This is Riblah in Syria.
2Ki 25:23
“Mizpah.” Thought to be the site about eight miles north of Jerusalem in the tribal area of Benjamin.
2Ki 25:24
“Do not be afraid to be servants of the Chaldeans.” The word “servants” is a noun (cf. Jer. 40:9. See also DBY, DRA, KJV, NET). This exhortation was important because the Jews were not supposed to be servants to a pagan king, but that seemed to be a necessity now because of their sin.
2Ki 25:27
“It came to pass in the thirty-seventh year of the captivity of Jehoiachin king of Judah.” There is a big jump in time between 2 Kings 25:26 and 25:27, about 25 years or so.
2Ki 25:29
“Jehoiachin.” The Hebrew text reads “he,” but it seems to point to Jehoiachin. It would be the lesser king who would eat “before” or “in the presence of” the greater king, the king of Babylon.


1 Chronicles Commentary
1 Chronicles Chapter 1
1Ch 1:1
“Adam.” Adam was created from the ground (Gen. 2:7), and Eve was created from material from Adam (Gen. 2:22). Adam and Eve were the first two human beings and from them came every human who has ever lived.
[For more on Adam and Eve being literal and the ones who began the human race, see commentary on Gen. 2:7.]
1Ch 1:4
“The sons of Noah.” This line is not in the Hebrew text, but is in the Septuagint. The line seems to be necessary because before it all the names listed are in a father-son relationship, but here in verse 4, Shem, Ham, and Japheth are the sons of Noah. Although people familiar with Genesis would know that, to someone new to Scripture the wording could be very confusing. The names are also in Genesis 10:1.
1Ch 1:5
“The sons of Japheth.” This is the same list as Genesis 10:2.
1Ch 1:6
“Riphath.” The reading of the Masoretic Hebrew text is Diphath. However, the person’s name in Genesis 10:3 is Riphath, and the LXX, Vulgate, and some other Hebrew manuscripts read Riphath. This list of names is in Genesis 10:3.
1Ch 1:7
“Elisha.” He was the founder of either ancient Cyprus or Sicily and southern Italy.
“Tarshish.” He was likely the founder of southern Spain.
“the Kittim.” The Kittim are a people group, not a person. The man was the “father” (founder) of a people group that lived on Cyprus.
“the Rodanim.” This was a people group that was likely on the Island of Rhodes.
1Ch 1:8
“The sons of Ham.” This is also in Genesis 10:6.
1Ch 1:9
“The sons of Cush.” This is also in Genesis 10:7.
1Ch 1:10
”Cush fathered Nimrod.” This information is also in Genesis 10:8.
“mighty one.” The Hebrew is only “mighty” but it seems to be a substantive and thus the translation “mighty one” is warranted. The Hebrew “mighty” often carries the connotation of mighty in battle, and that is likely here also, and that fits with Genesis 10:8-12.
1Ch 1:11
“Mizraim fathered the Ludites.” The Ludites and the rest of the list all refer to people groups, not individual men (cf. Gen. 10:13).
1Ch 1:13
“Canaan fathered Sidon...and Heth.” Sidon and Heth are both individual men. Sidon founded the city of Sidon on the Phoenician coast, and Heth was the father of the Hittites, whose major cities were in what is now Turkey but who had a presence in Canaan. Abraham bought the burial cave where he buried Sarah from a Hittite in what is now the city of Hebron. The rest of the list, starting with the Jebusites, are all people groups.
1Ch 1:17
“The sons of Aram: Uz and Hul and Gether and Meshech.” One Hebrew manuscript and some Septuagint manuscripts have “The sons of Aram,” which parallels Genesis 10:23. The phrase was likely added for clarity but is accurate.
1Ch 1:18
“Arpachshad fathered Shelah, and Shelah fathered Eber.” This information is in Genesis 10:24.
1Ch 1:19
“for in his days the earth was divided.” See REV commentary on Genesis 10:25.
1Ch 1:20
“Joktan fathered.” Joktan fathered 13 sons (Gen. 10:26-29). His son Ebal is called “Obal” in Genesis 10:28.
1Ch 1:24
“Shem, Arpachshad, Shelah.” The list of names in 1 Chronicles 1:24-27 is the genealogy from Shem, the son of Noah, to Abraham. This list is in Genesis 11:10-26.
1Ch 1:31
“Ishmael.” Ishmael, like Jacob, had 12 sons.
1Ch 1:32
“The sons of Keturah.” The Bible does not say much about Keturah, but Abraham married her and she bore him six sons (Gen. 25:1).
1Ch 1:33
“descendants.” The Hebrew reads “sons,” but Hebrew has no word for “grandson,” so “son” often refers to descendants.
1Ch 1:34
“Israel.” The son is here named “Israel,” not Jacob. That is likely due to the last date that Chronicles was written and the desire to consider “Israel” (all twelve tribes) as descendants of Abraham (cf. 1 Chron. 2:1).
1Ch 1:38
“The sons of Seir.” This Seir is likely pre-Edomite and where the name Mount Seir came from. There were people living in Seir before it was technically Edom (cf. Deut. 2:12).
 
1 Chronicles Chapter 2
1Ch 2:1
“Israel.” The son is here named “Israel,” not Jacob. That is likely due to the last date that Chronicles was written and the desire to consider “Israel” (all twelve tribes) as descendants of Abraham (cf. 1 Chron. 1:34).
1Ch 2:2
“Joseph.” In this list of the sons of Jacob, the tribes of Ephraim and Manasseh are not listed but the actual son of Jacob, “Joseph” is named.
1Ch 2:7
“Achar.” Achar is called Achan in Joshua 7:1. The name was likely changed in Chronicles because the name Achar is related to the Hebrew word for “trouble.”
1Ch 2:10
“leader of the children of Judah.” Nahshon was the leader of the tribe of Judah when the children of Israel came out of Egypt (Num. 1:7; 2:3).
1Ch 2:16
“Abishai and Joab and Asahel.” These men who were so important in David’s time were David’s nephews. The Bible does not tell us when Zeruiah and Abigail were born, but if they were among the first of Jesse’s children to be born, and David was the last, the children of Zeruiah and Abigail could have been very close in age to David. So although he was technically their uncle, the similar age could have easily made them more like cousins.
1Ch 2:17
“Amasa.” Amasa was a nephew of David but by Abigail.
1Ch 2:23
“daughter-towns.” The Hebrew text is just “daughters,” referring to small close-by towns that are supported by a “mother” town, a large and normally well-fortified town (see commentary on Josh. 15:45).
1Ch 2:24
“After Hezron’s death.” The REV translation follows the Septuagint. The Hebrew text is difficult, which is apparent from the many different English translations of the verse.
1Ch 2:35
“and she bore him Attai.” The children of Jarha were considered from the tribe of Judah, even though the father Jarha was an Egyptian. This shows that sometimes the lineage was not traced through the father, it could be traced through the mother.
1Ch 2:50
“the father of Kiriath-jearim.” Kiriath-jearim is a location about ten miles west of Jerusalem. In this context, the word “father” means “founder” or “leader,” or both.
1Ch 2:51
“father.” In this context, the word “father” means “founder” or “leader,” or both (cf. 1 Chron. 4:4).
1Ch 2:52
“father.” In this context, the word “father” means “founder” or “leader,” or both.
 
1 Chronicles Chapter 3
1Ch 3:1
“Daniel of Abigail the Carmelitess.” Daniel was the son of David and Abigail, and he had a second name, “Chileab” (2 Sam. 3:3).
[For more on Daniel, see commentary on 2 Sam. 3:3, “Chileab.”]
1Ch 3:2
“Talmai king of Geshur.” Geshur was north of the Sea of Galilee. Absalom went outside of the people of Israel to marry. It is possible that the marriage was arranged so that Talmai would have family in the royal family and even perhaps the future king of Israel.
1Ch 3:15
“Johanan.” In the book of Kings, he is referred to as Jehoahaz (cf. 2 Kings 23:30).
“Shallum.” This is apparently the given name of the king of Judah also known as Jehoahaz. He was captured and replaced by Pharaoh Neco and died in Egypt (2 Kings 23:30-34).
1Ch 3:16
“Zedekiah his son.” This phrase has confused scholars and there are different opinions about it. One thing that is clear is that King Josiah’s sons included Jehoiakim, his second son, and Zedekiah, his third son (1 Chron. 3:15). It was Josiah’s son Zedekiah that Nebuchadnezzar made king when he deposed Jehoiachin, who is also called Jeconiah and Coniah (2 Kings 24:8-17; 2 Chron. 36:9-10). The two most likely possibilities for the Zedekiah here in 1 Chronicles 3:16 are that he was a son of Jehoiachin born before he was made king but then carried away to Babylon by Nebuchadnezzar, or that the Masoretic Hebrew text was miscopied and Zedekiah here in 1 Chronicles 3:16 refers to Jehoiachin’s uncle Zedekiah. There are seven sons of Jehoiachin listed in 1 Chronicles 3:17-18, but Jehoiachin is called “Jehoiachin the captive,” so it is possible that Zedekiah was born before Jehoiachin was taken to Babylon as a captive and his other seven sons were born while he was a captive in Babylon.
Genealogies are complex, but what we know for certain is that Jehoiachin was removed from the throne by Nebuchadnezzar, who illegitimately replaced him with his uncle Zedekiah. But Jehoiachin outlived Zedekiah and was taken from prison in Babylon and set on a throne there (2 Kings 25:27-30; Jer. 52:31-34). After Jehoiachin, no descendant of David has sat as king on David’s throne in Jerusalem even until this day, and no legitimate king will sit there until Jesus Christ returns and takes his place on the throne of David (Isa. 9:6-7).
1Ch 3:20
“five.” It seems that these five are the sons of Shimei (1 Chron. 3:19).
 
1 Chronicles Chapter 4
1Ch 4:4
“a father of Bethlehem.” This is likely the city of Bethlehem, so in this context, the word “father” means “founder” or “leader,” or both (cf. 1 Chron. 2:51).
1Ch 4:5
“the father of Tekoa.” In this context, “Tekoa” is likely the city, and in this context, the word “father” means “founder” or “leader,” or both.
1Ch 4:12
“the father of Ir-nahash.” In this context, the word “father” means “founder” or “leader,” or both.
1Ch 4:14
“the father of Ge-harashim.” Ge-harashim means “Valley of Craftsmen.” In this context, the word “father” means “founder” or “leader,” or both.
1Ch 4:21
“the house of fine linen workers.” This likely referred to some kind of guild. For example, the CSB reads, “ the families of the guild of linen workers at Beth-ashbea.”
1Ch 4:24
“The sons of Simeon.” The list of the sons of Simeon is given in Genesis 46:10; Exodus 6:15; Numbers 26:12-14, and here in 1 Chronicles 4:24. The list here in Chronicles agrees with the list in Numbers but is different than the list in Genesis and Exodus, which agree with each other.
1Ch 4:39
“the entrance of Gedor.” The “entrance of Gedor” is the entrance of the territory of the city of Gedor, which is a town in the mountainous part of Judah, likely north of Hebron. The Simeonites did not multiply greatly, but they did multiply enough to move eastward into the hill country of Judah.
“the valley.” This valley is not described well enough to know which one it is. There are many valleys in the hill country of Judah.
1Ch 4:40
“rich.” The Hebrew word is literally “fat,” “fat and good.”
1Ch 4:41
“in the days of Hezekiah king of Judah.” In the days of Hezekiah, descendants of the tribe of Simeon had grown powerful enough to move east into the hill country of Judah and dispossess some of the native peoples that still lived there.
“devoted them to destruction.” That is, destroyed them.
[For more on things “devoted” to Yahweh and devoted to destruction, see commentary on Josh. 6:17.]
1Ch 4:43
“and then they lived there to this day.” It seems that some of the Simeonites lived in the area of northern Edom and they somehow managed to not be exiled to Babylon.
 
1 Chronicles Chapter 5
1Ch 5:1
“he defiled his father’s bed.” This is an idiom. What happened was Reuben slept with Jacob’s wife (Gen. 35:22). Reuben would not have had sex with his father’s wife on his father’s bed (“bed” being a pallet of blankets).
1Ch 5:2
“a prince.” The Hebrew text uses a word that is often used for the king. It can mean “leader, ruler, prince.” The translation “prince” is appropriate because God is the King so the ruler of Israel is a prince.
1Ch 5:6
“Tilgath-pilneser.” This is a different spelling of Tiglath-pileser III
1Ch 5:17
“Jotham.” Jotham was the grandfather of Hezekiah (2 Kings 15:32-38)
1Ch 5:20
“They were helped.” That is, the sons of Reuben and the Gadites and the half-tribe of Manasseh were helped by God to fight and win.
1Ch 5:23
“Baal-hermon.” This is a place near the summit of Mount Hermon, possibly one of the peaks of Hermon. In fact, the three places named here may possibly refer to peaks on Mount Hermon. The place on Mount Hermon called “Baal-Hermon” was almost certainly a place where the god Baal was worshiped.
“Senir.” This is often another name for Mount Hermon (Deut. 3:9). It is hard to say exactly how they distinguished Senir from Mount Hermon.
1Ch 5:24
“famous men.” The Hebrew is idiomatic: “men of names,” but the meaning is men whose names were popularly known.
1Ch 5:26
“the Reubenites and the Gadites and the half-tribe of Manasseh.” These are the tribes of Israel that settled in the Transjordan, that is, east of the Jordan River.
 
1 Chronicles Chapter 6
1Ch 6:1
The sons of Levi: Gershon, Kohath, and Merari. Cf. Gen. 46:11. The descendants of Levi became the Levites. Aaron was a descendant of Kohath, and the priests of Israel were descendants of Aaron.
1Ch 6:10
“in the house.” That is, in the Temple that Solomon built.
1Ch 6:23
“Elkanah his son, and Ebiasaph his son and Assir his son.” In constructing the genealogy here in 1 Chronicles 6, it seems that in this case, Elkanah, Ebiasaph, and Assir could be brothers and not “sons” in a genealogical line. If that is the case, the genealogy to Samuel would be Kohath, Aminadab (Amram?), Korah, Elkanah, Ahimoth, Elkanah, Zophai, Nahath, Eliab, Jeroham, Elkanah, Samuel.
1Ch 6:26
“Elkanah.” The Masoretic Hebrew text has Elkanah twice in this verse, but it was almost certainly added by a copyist’s error. It is omitted in the Septuagint, the Syriac, and in a few Hebrew manuscripts.
1Ch 6:27
“Samuel his son.” The name “Samuel” is omitted in the Masoretic text but included in some Septuagint texts, although not in all of them. Nevertheless, given what we know from other passages of Scripture, Samuel was the son of Elkanah and the father of Joel and Abijah (1 Sam. 8:2; 1 Chron. 6:28).
1Ch 6:28
“Samuel.” So Samuel is a Levite from the line of Gershom.
1Ch 6:31
“the service of music.” The Hebrew text is idiomatic and is literally, “the hand of song,” that is, the responsibility (or authority over) for song.
1Ch 6:32
“the tabernacle, the Tent of Meeting.” A protracted name of the tabernacle, here referring to the tent that David had set up (cf. Exod. 39:32; 40:2, 6, 29). It is called the “Tent of Meeting” because it was the place where people met with God. The Hebrew phrase is 'ohel mo'ed, in which 'ohel (#0168 אֹהֶל) means “tent,” and is followed by mo'ed (#04150 מוֹעֵד or מֹעֵד) which means a “meeting” or a “place for a meeting.” Thus the 'ohel mo'ed is the “Tent of Meeting” (see commentary on Exod. 27:21).
“and they carried out their service according to regulations.” (cf. 1 Chron. 6:33).
1Ch 6:33
“singer.” The Hebrew word can also relate to someone who composes music.
1Ch 6:38
“the son of Israel.” Here, “Israel” refers to the man, Jacob.
1Ch 6:39
“His brother Asaph.” Asaph’s “brother” (relative) was Heman (1 Chron. 6:33), but they came from two different family lines.
1Ch 6:44
“On the left hand.” When the Levites stood for the service of Yahweh, the sons of Merari were on the left hand of other Levites
“brothers.” In this context, “brothers” refers to relatives.
1Ch 6:50
“These are the sons of Aaron.” There were 480 years from the Exodus to the foundation of the Temple (1 Kings 6:1). Here in the list of High Priests from Aaron at the time of the Exodus until Ahimaaz at the time of Solomon were 12 priests, so that rounds out to about 40 years for each High Priest to serve, which makes sense because most High Priests would not start serving until they were older since the High Priest before them had to die before they could serve as High Priest. So if a High Priest started to serve at 40 and served 40 years, he would die at 80 and by that time his successor would be in his middle age as well.
1Ch 6:54
“to the sons of Aaron.” The descendants of Aaron were the priests in Israel. It is important to understand for the history of Israel that a person could not simply decide to be a priest. If you were born a male descendant of Aaron you were a priest, and if you were not born a male descendant of Aaron you could not be a priest. 1 Chronicles 6:54-63 gives the cities that were in the various tribal areas in Israel that were assigned by lot to be the cities for the priests. Other people could live there, but the city itself was given to the priests.
“for theirs was the first lot.” The tribes were assigned areas by “lot,” that is, by the stones—the Urim and Thummim—that were in the breastplate of the High Priest (Exod. 28:28-30). The High Priest would draw out a stone which would indicate the decision of Yahweh (cf. Exod. 28:30; Lev. 8:8; Num. 27:21; Deut. 33:8; Josh. 21:4; 1 Sam. 28:6; Ezra 2:63; Neh. 7:65). The exact process, which was well-known at the time and thus was not described any detail in the Bible, is not well understood today. In Joshua 21:4, the “lot,” i.e., the stone, “came out,” that is, came out of the pocket on the front of the breastplate of the High Priest and indicated that the Kohathites were to be the first to be assigned cities in the Promised Land.
1Ch 6:61
“the rest of the sons of Kohath.” The descendants of Kohath who were Levites but not priests were allotted cities in the Transjordan, east of the Jordan River, in the area that was allotted to the eastern half of the tribe of Manasseh. The Hebrew text is awkward, and many versions have simplified the translation. For example, the NIV simply says, “The rest of Kohath’s descendants were allotted ten towns from the clans of half the tribe of Manasseh.”
 
1 Chronicles Chapter 7
1Ch 7:13
“the sons of Bilhah.” Bilhah was the concubine wife of Jacob, the mother of Naphtali (Gen. 30:7-8).
1Ch 7:14
“the father of Gilead.” In this context, the word “father” means “founder” or “leader,” or both.
1Ch 7:24
“His daughter was Sheerah.” Sheerah was quite a powerful woman and a mover and shaker who made things happen.
“the lower and upper Beth-horon.” These are two towns, both called Beth-horon, and they are on the same ridge that goes from central Benjamin to the west. One Beth-horon was higher in elevation than the other.
1Ch 7:27
“Joshua his son.” This is the Joshua of the book of Joshua.
1Ch 7:28
“daughter-towns.” The Hebrew text is just “daughters,” referring to small close-by towns that are supported by a “mother” town, a large and normally well-fortified town (see commentary on Josh. 15:45).
“Naaran.” A town down in the Rift Valley, north of Jericho.
1Ch 7:29
“Beth-shean...Taanach...Migiddo...Dor.” These are technically all towns in the tribal area of Manasseh. So “by the borders” includes encroaching on the territory of Manasseh.
“daughter-towns.” The Hebrew text is just “daughters,” referring to small close-by towns that are supported by a “mother” town, a large and normally well-fortified town (see commentary on Josh. 15:45).
“the son of Israel.” Jacob is being called “Israel” in this verse, the name he was given by the angel (Gen. 32:28).
1Ch 7:38
“The sons of Jether.” “Jether” is probably Ithran in 1 Chronicles 7:37.
 
1 Chronicles Chapter 8
1Ch 8:8
“Hushim and Baara were his wives.” It seems that Shaharaim sent away Hushim and Baara and then fathered children by another woman.
1Ch 8:12
“daughter-towns.” The Hebrew text is just “daughters,” referring to small close-by towns that are supported by a “mother” town, a large and normally well-fortified town (see commentary on Josh. 15:45).
1Ch 8:28
“these lived in Jerusalem.” The list of Benjamite men who lived in Jerusalem lived there after David conquered it.
1Ch 8:33
“Esh-baal.” This is the same person as “Ish-bosheth” (2 Sam. 2:8, 10, 12, 15; 3:8, 14, 15; 4:4, 8, 12). Esh-baal means, “Man of Baal,” but at a time when “Baal,” which means “lord,” was used of God as well as other “lords.” Saul likely named his son, “Man of [the] Lord,” but then over time for various reasons, one of them likely being the house of Saul turning away from God, people began calling him “Ish-bosheth,” “Man of Shame.”
 
1 Chronicles Chapter 9
1Ch 9:2
“Now the first inhabitants who settled again in their possessions.” This is extra information that Ezra does not add about the return from Babylon. Although some commentators think that this refers to the first settlements in the Promised Land at the time of Joshua, the wording of 1 Chronicles refers to times after the Promised Land was settled by the Israelites.
“Israelites.” The people of the Northern Kingdom of Israel had not totally gone away with the Assyrian conquest. Israelites had been migrating into Judah for a long time before that, and the attacking Assyrians may have driven even more Israelites into Judah.
“the Temple servants.” These people, the “Nethinim” in Hebrew, were slaves that were serving the Levites in the work of the Temple. See commentary on Ezra 2:43.
1Ch 9:5
“Shilonites.” These are from the town of Shiloh.
1Ch 9:9
“ancestral.” The Hebrew is “father’s” but here it is used for ancestors. The men who were leaders followed their ancestry.
1Ch 9:11
“the ruler of the house of God.” Azariah was the High Priest, and thus ruler of the Temple (cf. 2 Chron. 31:13).
1Ch 9:21
“the entrance of the Tent of Meeting.” The “Tent of Meeting,” known as the Tabernacle, had one entrance and it was on the east side.
1Ch 9:22
“permanent positions.” This is a meaning of the Hebrew word, which refers to being “faithful,” “established,” or here “permanent.” The KJV has “set office,” which catches the idea. The Koren Tanakh has “permanent office.”
1Ch 9:25
“were to come in every seven days, in turn, along with them.” Every seven days the Levites who were on duty changed.
1Ch 9:27
“lodged.” These Levites left their villages and came to Jerusalem when their turn to serve came up, and they lodged at night in the vicinity of the Temple rather than go back to their homes.
“over the key for opening it.” The Hebrew text has the word “key,” and there is no reason not to think that is literal, although many scholars think it is simply a way to express that these Levites had the responsibility for opening the doors in the morning.
1Ch 9:28
“the accessories used in serving God.” These were probably the vessels made of gold or silver, because they had to be counted when taken in and out of the Temple. These expensive accessories were in contrast to the common accessories and the other “holy accessories” that were used but were not as valuable.
1Ch 9:30
“prepared the mixture of the spices.” Spices were blended for use in the Tabernacle and the Temple. See Exodus 30:23-25; 35:8.
1Ch 9:31
“over baking the flatbreads.” There were a number of grain offerings (cf. Lev. 6:19-23).
1Ch 9:32
“the Bread of the Presence.” The Bread of the Presence was large cakes of bread that were in the Tabernacle and Temple (see commentary on Exod. 25:30).
“prepare it.” This included setting it out in order on the table, not just preparing it by mixing it or baking it. The preparation included setting the cakes in stacks properly on the table in the Tabernacle or Temple.
1Ch 9:39
“Esh-baal.” This is the same person as “Ish-bosheth.”
 
1 Chronicles Chapter 10
1Ch 10:4
“because he was terrified.” The armor-bearer was afraid of God’s vengeance if he killed King Saul.
1Ch 10:6
“all his house.” This is a hyperbole because not “all” his house died, He still had a son and grandchildren left, but the point was the strength of his house was dead.
1Ch 10:7
“the army.” The Hebrew is literally, “they,” but that is confusing when read in English, and the “they” refers to Saul’s army.
1Ch 10:9
“sent into the land of the Philistines.” The text is unclear about whether or not Saul’s head and armor were sent around the land of the Philistines, or whether only messengers were sent, and the scholars are divided about it.
1Ch 10:10
“and fastened his head in the house of Dagon.” After the battle, Saul’s head and body were taken to different places. The “house of Dagon” was in Philistia, and according to 1 Samuel 5:1-7 was in Ashdod. Meanwhile, Saul’s body was put on the wall at Beth-shean (1 Sam. 31:10).
1Ch 10:14
“therefore he killed him.” Yahweh did not directly kill Saul. He told Saul what to do, but Saul disobeyed, thereby bringing consequences upon himself, including death. This is an example of the Semitic “idiom of permission.”
[For an explanation of the “idiom of permission,” see commentary on Exod. 4:21.]
 
1 Chronicles Chapter 11
1Ch 11:1
“Then all Israel gathered themselves to David at Hebron.” Chronicles says nothing about the long civil war between the house of Saul and the house of David that takes a few chapters in the book of Kings.
1Ch 11:8
“Joab restored the rest of the city.” The Hebrew is more literally, “Joab gave life to the rest of the city.” It is strange to speak of rebuilding as “giving life” and so two interpretations have been set forth by scholars. The first is that Joab rebuilt and restored it so that people could live there. However, it is possible that Joab allowed some Jebusites to live, and thus “gave life” to the city.
1Ch 11:15
“the cave of Adullam…in the Valley of Rephaim.” The Cave of Adullam is west of the Valley of Rephaim, so in this instance, the Philistines had managed to take the ground east of where David was.
1Ch 11:16
“the stronghold.” It is not described, but in this context, the stronghold is likely the Cave of Adullam.
1Ch 11:20
“chief of the three.” Cf. 2 Sam. 23:18. The Syriac reads “chief of the thirty.”
1Ch 11:21
“He was doubly honored above the three.” The Hebrew text is unclear. It seems to be contradictory as it stands, but there is no easy way to explain the text. Commentators explain that there may have been two sets of three men, or the word “three” in the Hebrew text could have been miscopied and “thirty” be original, or “doubly-honored,” as in the REV.
1Ch 11:22
“two lion-hearted men.” The meaning of the Hebrew text is unclear, and there have been many suggestions, but “lion-hearted” fits with the idea of a great exploit and also with “lion” in the next phrase.
1Ch 11:23
“a man of great stature.” This is similar in ways to 1 Sam. 17:7, the description of Goliath.
 
1 Chronicles Chapter 12
1Ch 12:1
“at Ziklag.” This was very early (1 Sam. 27:6-7), before the men of Judah anointed David king over the tribe of Judah (2 Sam. 2:4). It is important to note that many of the men who came over to David before he was anointed are not from Judah, and some were even from Saul’s tribe, the tribe of Benjamin (see commentary on 1 Chron. 12:23).
1Ch 12:2
“they were of Saul’s relatives from Benjamin.” These men were relatives of King Saul, but they followed David and supported him.
1Ch 12:4
“Ishmaiah the Gibeonite, a mighty man among the 30, and over the 30.” The leadership of the 30 changed over the years. 1 Chronicles 12:4 says that Isahmaiah was the leader.
1Ch 12:8
“Men from the Gadites went over to David to the stronghold in the wilderness.” Here we see more Israelite men defecting from Saul’s kingdom to support David even before David was anointed king over Judah.
1Ch 12:15
“went over the Jordan in the first month when it had overflowed all its banks.” The tribe of Gad was located in the Transjordan, east of the Jordan River, but they were so determined to support David that they crossed over the Jordan River even though it was at flood stage rather than waiting a couple of months for it to go into its smaller summer size when the crossing was much easier and safer.
“and they put to flight all those who lived in the valleys.” The Hebrew reads, “and they put to flight all the valleys,” in which “valleys” seems to be a metonymy for those people who lived in the valleys. This would naturally point to the fighting prowess of the men of the tribe of Gad who were joining David.
1Ch 12:16
“of the sons of Benjamin.” These men were defecting to David from Saul’s own tribe of Benjamin.
1Ch 12:18
“and he said,” This is a great example of God putting His gift of holy spirit upon someone who was not generally known as a prophet, who then gave a very powerful word of prophecy to David.
“helpers.” The Hebrew is singular, but it is a collective singular for all those who help. The Septuagint has the plural.
1Ch 12:19
“And some men from Manasseh defected to David.” These are more men defecting from King Saul to David even before David was anointed king over Judah.
“David.” The Hebrew text says “him,” but the REV added “David” for clarity.
“master.” This is a grammatical plural; the Hebrew text reads “masters,” but it refers to King Saul.
“He will defect to his master Saul at the cost of our heads.” It seems that the Philistine leaders thought that David would buy back his favor with King Saul by turning on the Philistines and killing them. There is no “if” in the sentence although many versions put it in the text.
1Ch 12:21
“the band of raiders.” This particular raiding band seems to be the group of Amalekites who attacked Ziklag (1 Sam. 30) or it could have been earlier when David was raiding the nomadic people in the Negev who themselves traveled in bands (1 Sam. 8-12).
1Ch 12:23
“who came to David at Hebron to turn the kingdom of Saul over to him.” 1 Chronicles 12 shows that David was God’s choice for the king of Israel by the support he got from every single tribe of Israel, not just from his own tribe of Judah. Before Saul died and while David was running away from Saul, David had already gotten support from the tribes of Benjamin (1 Chron. 12:2, 4), Gad (1 Chron. 12:8), Manasseh (1 Chron. 12:20), and very likely from other tribes as well (1 Chron. 12:22). Then, after Saul died, David moved to Hebron and was crowned king by the tribe of Judah (2 Sam. 2:4). However, he was challenged for the kingship of Israel by Saul’s son Ish-bosheth because after Saul died, Saul’s general, Abner, had taken Saul’s son Ish-bosheth and set him up as king over Israel in competition with David (2 Sam. 2:4-11).
Nevertheless, people from every tribe of Israel recognized that David was God’s choice as the true king of Israel and supported him instead of supporting Ish-bosheth. 1 Chronicles 12:23-38 lists tribes that had men who came to Hebron in support of David, and every tribe of Israel is specifically mentioned: The tribe of Judah (v. 24), Simeon (v. 25), Levi (v. 26), Benjamin (v. 29), Ephraim (v. 30), the western half-tribe of Manasseh (v. 31), Issachar (v. 32), Zebulun (v. 33), Naphtali (v. 34), Dan (v. 35), Asher (v. 36), Reuben (v. 37) Gad (v. 37), and the Transjordan half-tribe of Manasseh (v. 37). In showing this universal support for David, Chronicles is showing that David was truly God’s choice for the king of Israel and godly people knew it. We now know what at that time neither David nor the people knew: that David’s dynasty would lead to Messiah, and indeed, “the throne of David” is the throne of the legitimate king of Israel and would ultimately be given to the Messiah (cf. Ps. 2; 110; Isa. 9:7; 16:5). In fact, one way that the angel made it clear to Mary that the son she was going to give birth to was the promised Messiah was that he said to her, “the Lord God will give to him the throne of his father David.” At the time Mary lived, the “throne of David” had been vacant for over 500 years since the Babylonian Captivity, but it will be occupied one final time, by the Messiah himself, and he will reign forever.
“the mouth of Yahweh.” The word “mouth” is a metonymy for what is spoken by the mouth, a “word” or “command” or “decree.” It was God’s decree that David would be the true king of Israel (cf. 1 Sam. 15:28-29; 2 Sam. 3:17-21; 5:1-4).
1Ch 12:32
“who had understanding of the times to know what Israel ought to do.” In this context, this phrase simply seems to refer to the fact that these men knew that David was God’s chosen king.
1Ch 12:39
“for their relatives had made preparation for them.” These men who came to support David had brought provisions with them from their homes so they would have food to eat while they got settled around David. The Chronicler is making the point that even many of those Israelites who did not come to support David in Judah supported David from their homes in the way that they could by providing food (see 1 Chron. 12:40).
 
1 Chronicles Chapter 13
1Ch 13:2
“to the rest of our brothers.” There were Israelites and priests and Levites who had stayed home and not gone to bring the ark of the covenant back to Jerusalem, and David wanted to make sure that everyone knew about this great event and had a chance to be there.
1Ch 13:3
“let’s bring back the ark of our God to us.” This phrase should be taken not only spatially, that is, that the ark of God would be near them, but also taken relationally, that the ark of God would be “brought back” into the daily lives of the people of Judah.
“we did not inquire of it.” That is, God’s people did not inquire about God’s will in the presence of the ark. This points to Saul not being a very godly person.
1Ch 13:5
“from Shihor of Egypt.” This site is debated but the most likely thing is that it was a name for the Nile or a Nile tributary (cf. Isa. 23:3; Jer. 2:18), but it has been suggested that other rivers might be meant.
“Lebo-hamath.” This is in the far north of Israel. So “from Shihor of Egypt as far as Lebo-hamath” is the territory of Israel from the extreme south to the extreme north. Lebo-hamath is mentioned many times in the Bible.
1Ch 13:6
“who sits enthroned between the cherubim.” The Hebrew text is more literally “sits of the cherubim,” but it was the custom for kings to sit on thrones, not just regular chairs, so translating according to the culture of the day, “enthroned” is a good translation and adopted by many English versions (CEB, CSB, ESV, NAB, NASB, NET, NIV, NJB, NRSV). That Yahweh sat “between” the cherubim is understood from Numbers 7:89, which says that Yahweh sits over the Atonement Cover (traditionally “Mercy Seat”) and between the cherubim.
“who is called by the Name, Yahweh.” This is similar to 2 Samuel 6:2. Yahweh is taken from the middle of the verse and moved to the end.
1Ch 13:9
“threshing floor of Chidon.” Chidon is called “Nacon” in 2 Samuel 6:6. These are two names for the same man.
1Ch 13:11
“And David became angry.” This verse is almost the same as 2 Samuel 6:8.
1Ch 13:12
“to me.” That is, to me back home in Jerusalem.
1Ch 13:13
“the Gittite.” The inhabitants of Gath were referred to as “Gittites” (see commentary on Josh. 13:3; cf. 2 Sam. 15:18).
 
1 Chronicles Chapter 14
1Ch 14:1
“Hiram king of Tyre sent.” We left 1 Chronicles 13 with God blessing the house of Obed-edom, and now God’s blessings on David continue.
1Ch 14:3
“And David took more wives.” 2 Samuel 5:13 adds that David added concubines as well as wives.
1Ch 14:11
“struck them.” Or “struck them down.”
1Ch 14:12
“and they were burned with fire.” They were carried off the battlefield and burned later (see commentary on 2 Sam. 5:21)
1Ch 14:13
“in the valley.” This is identified as being the Valley of Rephaim in 2 Samuel 5:22.
1Ch 14:16
“from Gibeon as far as Gezer.” See commentary on 2 Samuel 5:25.
 
1 Chronicles Chapter 15
1Ch 15:1
“made houses for himself.” It seems that David took advantage of the men and materials that Hiram provided (1 Chron. 14:1), and the “houses” are likely attached quarters, for example for his harem. Solomon had different “houses” in his own huge house. The Hebrew uses the word “make” here, and not “build,” but it is unclear why. It may be because David was using Hiram’s men to do the building.
1Ch 15:4
“the sons of Aaron.” These are the priests, and they are different from the Levites.
1Ch 15:12
“make yourselves holy.” The people were to do what it took to make themselves holy in the sight of God (cf. Lev. 11:44). David understood the value of people who handled the things of God to make themselves holy in God’s sight. This is important for Christians to keep in mind too, because we handle the Word of God, the people of God, God’s money, etc. This is not to be done carelessly or in an ungodly way.
[For more on “make yourselves holy,” see commentary on Josh. 3:5.]
1Ch 15:20
“set to alamoth.” Exactly what “alamoth” means is unknown. It could be a style of music, or a pitch to which the instrument was tuned, or to something else.
1Ch 15:21
“leading with harps according to the sheminith.” Exactly what the “sheminith” is, is not known. It comes from the word for eight and may be related to musical octaves.
1Ch 15:22
“song...singing.” The Hebrew word translated “song...singing” is more properly “burden” in Hebrew, which has caused some commentators to relate it to prophecy. The meaning is uncertain, and might possibly even have something to do with singing that involved prophecy like so many of the psalms, which were praise but involved prophecy as well.
1Ch 15:25
“So David and the elders of Israel and the heads over thousands.” These are the dignitaries. 1 Chronicles 15:28 mentions everyone else.
1Ch 15:27
“David was clothed with a cloak of fine linen.” This is not the normal word for “clothed;” it means more like “wrapped.” Chronicles mentions both the clothing and the ephod, whereas 2 Samuel 6:14 only mentions the ephod.
1Ch 15:29
“she despised him in her heart.” The text does not give a specific reason for this, but it may have had something to do with David taking her from her previous husband.
 
1 Chronicles Chapter 16
1Ch 16:1
“in the midst of the tent that David had pitched for it.” David pitched a special tent in Jerusalem for the ark of the covenant (cf. 2 Sam. 6:17). This is enigmatic and unexplained in the Word of God. According to the Law of Moses, the ark of the covenant was to be in the Holy of Holies in Moses’ Tent of Meeting, the “Tabernacle” (Exod. 26:33-35). But at this time in David’s reign the Tabernacle and all the trappings, priests, and the services that went with it were in Gibeon (1 Chron. 16:39; 21:28-29; see commentary on 1 Chron. 16:39).
Moses’ Tabernacle (or “Tent of Meeting”) had been in Shiloh during the time of Joshua, the Judges, and the life of Samuel (Josh. 18:1, 8; 19:51; Judg. 18:31; 1 Sam. 1:3, 9, 24; 4:3-4), but before Saul became the king of Israel, during the life of Samuel, the ark was taken from the Tabernacle and captured by the Philistines (1 Sam. 4:11). The Philistines eventually returned the ark to the Israelites, but it never made it back into the Tabernacle. David took it from the house of Obed-edom and moved it to a special tent he had set up in Jerusalem (2 Sam. 6:12-17; 1 Chron. 16:1).
The Tabernacle, without the ark, was eventually taken to Gibeon (1 Chron. 16:39). Interestingly, the Word of God does not give any explanation for why David did not either take the ark and place it inside the Holy of Holies in the Tabernacle at Gibeon, or bring the Tabernacle from Gibeon to Jerusalem. It is possible that at that time in history, the priesthood was so corrupt that David wanted the blessing of the ark of God to be in Jerusalem but did not want all the corruption that came with the priesthood and Tabernacle to come to Jerusalem. After all, during Samuel’s life, Eli the High Priest had been corrupt and his sons were very corrupt (1 Sam. 2:12, 22-25, 27-34). During David’s reign, Abiathar, a descendant of Phinehas the son of Eli, was High Priest (but Zadok also seems to have functioned as High Priest), but Abiathar did not support David. In fact, when David’s son Adonijah rebelled against David, Abiathar sided with Adonijah against David.
It is also possible that the Tabernacle was associated with moving from place to place, and also with conquest, and that by setting up a different tent David was in a sense “rebranding” God, and showing Him to be planted in one place rather than moving from place to place. The moving and conquests were now over and done with. God would live in Jerusalem. That God would one day choose a single place and dwell there was foretold many times in Deuteronomy (see commentary on Deut. 12:5).
No doubt the fact that the ark of the covenant was in Jerusalem while the Tabernacle and the altar of sacrifice were in Gibeon caused confusion in the worship of Yahweh. How could the High Priest go into the Holy of Holies and sprinkle blood on the ark on the Day of Atonement (Lev. 16:14-15) if the ark was not there? And why offer burnt offerings and fellowship offerings on the great altar of sacrifice to be reconciled and connected to God if God was not even there residing between the cherubim over the mercy seat? The Bible offers no explanations for the difficulties having the Tabernacle in one place and the ark of the covenant in another place would have caused. It seems that at the time of David, there was a division between the worship of Yahweh before His ark in Jerusalem, and sacrifice to Yahweh for sin and for fellowship, which would have had to occur in Gibeon. For example, Solomon had to go to Gibeon to offer sacrifices at the time he started his kingdom (1 Kings 3:4). But David had Asaph and his brothers in Jerusalem, along with Obed-edom and men from his family, and they ministered before Yahweh in Jerusalem (1 Chron. 16:37-38).
There seems to be a powerful lesson in what David did and what God obviously not only allowed but seems to have blessed—and God did bless David because he was a man after God’s own heart and wrote many Psalms that are an important part of the Word of God. Also, later in the Word of God, the Messiah is called “David” by the figure of speech antonomasia (name-change), an obvious indication that in being like David, the Messiah would be a great king (see commentary on Ezek. 34:23).
The lesson seems to be that just as God Himself abandoned His own Temple (Solomon’s Temple) when the political and priestly system became corrupt (see commentary on Ezek. 9:3), and eventually even allowed it to be destroyed by the Babylonians (2 Kings 25:8-9), so too He understood when David abandoned Moses’ Tabernacle when it had become corrupt. But David recognized that the ark was the dwelling place of Yahweh, so he took it from the corrupt priests (who had no army and could not really stop him) and put it in Jerusalem where he could worship God in a way that was more pure in the eyes of God. We have to recognize that any religious place or institution can become corrupt in the eyes of God, and when that happens, no matter how ancient, traditional, or sentimental it is, God can and will abandon it, and when God leaves, His followers should leave also.
The problems caused by the ark being separated from the Tabernacle came to an end when Solomon built the Temple, because Moses’ Tent of Meeting was disassembled and taken to storerooms in the Temple, and the ark was placed in the Holy of Holies in the Temple (1 Kings 8:1-6; 2 Chron. 5:2-6).
1Ch 16:2
“he blessed the people.” See 2 Samuel 6:18.
1Ch 16:3
“loaf of bread.” See 2 Samuel 6:19.
1Ch 16:7
“Then on that day, for the first time.” David had just set up his tent and the ark in Jerusalem and had Levites to lead worship.
“and his brothers.” That is, his brother priests, not his physical brothers.
1Ch 16:8
“Give thanks to Yahweh.” This psalm of praise, which covers 1 Chronicles 16:8-36, is very similar to parts of other psalms. For example, 1 Chronicles 16:8-22 is almost identical to Psalm 105:1-15. Then, 1 Chronicles 16:23-33 is very similar to Psalm 96. Then, 1 Chronicles 16:35-36 is very similar to Psalm 106:47-48.
1Ch 16:16
“which he cut with Abraham.” Psalm 105:8-11 and 1 Chronicles 16:15-18 both speak of the covenant that God made (literally “cut”) with Abraham and the oath that He made with Isaac and confirmed with Jacob. The covenant with Abraham is recorded in Genesis 15:8-21; 17:4-14. God said he would establish the covenant with Isaac (Gen. 17:19) and spoke of the oath to him (Gen. 26:2-5), and the promise was confirmed to Jacob (Gen. 28:12-15; 35:9-12).
1Ch 16:17
“everlasting.” The Hebrew is more literally, “age-abiding.” The Hebrew does not necessarily mean “everlasting” but more like it lasts for ages.
1Ch 16:19
“and were foreigners in it.” This is referring to when the people of God were few in number and were foreigners in the Promised Land.
1Ch 16:22
“Do not touch my anointed ones!” In this context, Yahweh’s anointed ones are primarily His kings, such as King Saul (1 Sam. 12:3, 5) and King David (2 Sam. 19:21), and his prophets who were anointed with holy spirit.
[For more on “anointed,” see commentary on 1 Sam. 12:3.]
1Ch 16:23
“Sing to Yahweh, all the earth!” The parallel between 1 Chronicles 16:8-22 and Psalm 105:1-15 has ended, and now 1 Chronicles 16:23-33 parallels Psalm 96 (see commentary on 1 Chron. 16:8).
1Ch 16:26
“idols.” The Hebrew text has the word 'eliyl (#0457 אֱלִיל), more literally “Worthless Ones” or “worthless things,” a sarcastic name for “idols” (see commentary on Hab. 2:18, “Worthless Ones”).
1Ch 16:29
“in holy attire.” See commentary on Psalms 29:2.
“worship.” The Hebrew word translated “worship,” shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), is the same Hebrew word as “bow down.”
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
1Ch 16:33
“for he is coming to judge the earth.” This is similar to Psalm 96:13.
1Ch 16:34
“Give thanks to Yahweh for he is good.” 1 Chronicles 16:34 is the only verse in 1 Chronicles 16:8-36, David’s psalm of praise, that does not parallel another psalm, yet what it says, to give thanks to Yahweh and that His covenant faithfulness endures forever is a common theme in the Bible.
1Ch 16:35
“Say, ‘Save us, God of our salvation!’” Here, the parallel between 1 Chronicles 16:8-22 and Psalm 105:1-15 has ended, and now 1 Chronicles 16:35-36 is very similar to Psalm 106:47-48 (see commentary on 1 Chron. 16:8).
1Ch 16:37
“David.” The Hebrew text is “he,” so that is replaced in the REV by “David” for clarity of reading in English.
“there before the ark of the covenant.” That is, David left Asaph and his brother Levites in Jerusalem with the ark.
1Ch 16:39
“the tabernacle of Yahweh at the shrine that was at Gibeon.” Here we see that at some time, most likely during the reign of David, Moses’ Tent of Meeting (the “Tabernacle”) was moved from Shiloh to Gibeon. The Bible does not contain any information as to when or why that happened, and that is especially interesting because Gibeon was a Canaanite city. But it may have been moved there because even though the Gibeonites were Canaanites, they agreed in a covenant that if the Israelites spared their lives and allowed them to live, they would be water and wood carriers for the Tent of Meeting (Josh. 9, esp. Josh. 9:21, 27).
 
1 Chronicles Chapter 17
1Ch 17:5
“since the day that I brought up Israel to this day.” This would have been a time period of very close to 450 years, and in that time the cloth of the Tabernacle would have needed refurbishing.
“from tent to tent, and from tabernacle to tabernacle.” What this is saying is not exactly clear, but it likely refers to the fact that the tent (tabernacle) was made of cloth and would need to be refurbished, and also that it was moved from place to place as 2 Samuel 7:6 make clear.
1Ch 17:8
“I will make you a name.” The verb tense is the same in this phrase as in the first part of the sentence, and thus could well read, “I have made you a name,” but the sense of the text is future although the making of David’s great name had already started. Thus here the past tense can be both a past tense and a prophetic perfect, and thus be speaking of things that have already happened as well as things that will happen. Because this is Nathan speaking of David’s kingdom, the REV text has represented the verb as a future tense, as do most English versions.
1Ch 17:10
“a house.” In this context, a house is a dynasty.
1Ch 17:13
“the one that was before you.” This is referring to King Saul, who was the king before David. It seems that Chronicles did not want to give any legitimacy to Saul.
1Ch 17:14
“install him in my house and in my kingdom forever.” This is a promise of a continuing dynasty. It was well understood that Solomon was not the Messiah and would not live forever, so that did not need to be stated. It was David’s throne, now in the hands of Solomon, that would remain forever.
1Ch 17:16
“my house.” David is not referring to his immediate household, but to the dynasty that would come from him and last forever.
1Ch 17:20
“nor is there any God but you.” The Bible has many verses that say there is only one God, “Yahweh.”
[For more on Yahweh being the only God, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son,” point 11, and the REV commentary on Deut. 6:4.]
1Ch 17:22
“and you, O Yahweh, became their God.” (See commentary on 2 Sam. 7:24).
1Ch 17:25
“revealed.” The Hebrew text is idiomatic: “you have rolled back the ear of your servant.”
“house.” This refers to David’s dynasty.
“found the inspiration to pray.” The Hebrew is simply, “found to pray,” and the different English versions fill in the blank in many different ways.
 
1 Chronicles Chapter 18
1Ch 18:4
“1,000 chariots and 7,000 horsemen and 20,000 footmen.” 2 Samuel 8:4 has different numbers, but there is no explanation for the difference.
1Ch 18:5
“When the Syrians of Damascus.” This is exactly the same as 2 Samuel 8:5.
1Ch 18:9
“Tou.” In Chronicles the man’s name is spelled “Tou,” while in 2 Samuel it is spelled “Toi” (cf. 2 Sam. 8:9).
1Ch 18:12
“Abishai the son of Zeruiah struck of the Edomites.” This is a good example of the principle of “author-agent” (or Principal and agent) in Scripture. Here in Chronicles, one of David’s generals, Abishai, is credited with defeating the Edomites, while 2 Samuel 8:13 says that David conquered the Edomites (see commentary on 2 Sam. 8:13).
1Ch 18:16
“Shavsha.” 2 Samuel 8:17 says “Seraiah.” The person was known by two different names.
1Ch 18:17
“head administrators around the king.” The Hebrew is more literally the sons of David were “heads at the hand of David.”
 
1 Chronicles Chapter 19
1Ch 19:1
“Nahash.” The word means, “serpent, snake.”
1Ch 19:6
“Aram-naharaim.” The western part of Mesopotamia. It is the upper reaches of the Euphrates even more than between the Tigris and Euphrates rivers.
1Ch 19:7
“the king of Maacah and his people.” The small kingdom of Maacah was south and east of the Sea of Galilee in the tribal area of Manasseh, but when Israel was conquering the land in the time of Joshua, the Manassites did not drive the people of Maacah or Geshur, to the north of Maacah, out of the land (Josh. 13:13).
1Ch 19:9
“the gate of the city.” The city of Rabbah, the capital of Ammon. Here Joab battles the army. In the next chapter (1 Chron. 20:1) he captures the city.
1Ch 19:16
“who were beyond the river.” That is, the Euphrates River.
 
1 Chronicles Chapter 20
1Ch 20:1
“David stayed at Jerusalem.” This is when the event of David committing adultery with Bathsheba occurred (2 Sam. 11, 12).
1Ch 20:2
“David took the crown of their king from his head.” This record is also in 2 Samuel 12:30.
“a talent of gold.” Although the word “talent” was used in different cultures, the weight differed. An Israelite talent was 75 pounds, whereas a Babylonian talent was 66 pounds. Thus, this crown was 75 pounds. Although this seems too much for a head, there are actual statues from ancient Ammon that show men wearing huge crowns, although they would not have worn them very long.
“a precious stone.” The Hebrew text could also be understood as a collective singular for “precious stones.”
1Ch 20:3
“all the people.” That is, all the army and the workers who supported and supplied it.
1Ch 20:4
“the Rephaites.” The Rephaites were Nephilim, the “Fallen Ones.”
[For more on the Nephilim, see commentary on Gen. 6:4.]
1Ch 20:5
“Goliath the Gittite.” Goliath was from the Philistine city of Gath (1 Sam. 17:4, 23) and the inhabitants of the Philistine city of Gath were referred to as “Gittites” (see commentary on Josh. 13:3).
1Ch 20:6
“Rapha.” Rapha was one of the Nephilim, the “Fallen Ones.”
[For more on the Nephilim and the connection between them and Rapha, see commentary on Gen. 6:4.]
1Ch 20:8
“Rapha.” Rapha was one of the Nephilim, the “Fallen Ones.” His descendants were referred to as “Rephaim.” The Hebrew text has “the Rapha,” which is unusual and has prompted some translators to say “the Rephaim.”
[For more on the Nephilim and the connection between them and Rapha, see commentary on Gen. 6:4.]
 
1 Chronicles Chapter 21
1Ch 21:1
“Satan.” This is most probably Satan, but it could be “an adversary.” The Hebrew text does not have the definite article, “the.” The NET text note says, “The Hebrew word ...can refer to an adversary in general or Satan in particular. There is no article accompanying the term here, which suggests it should be understood generally.” If it was simply “an adversary,” they would have been forwarding Satan’s causes to destroy Israel.
1Ch 21:2
“to Joab and to the commanders of the people.” This was to Joab and to the commanders in the army (see 2 Sam. 24:2).
“Go, count Israel from Beer-sheba to Dan.” David may have wanted to count the people of Israel as a matter of self-reliance in war instead of relying on Yahweh no matter how large or small his army was.
1Ch 21:5
“All those of Israel were 1,100,000 men who drew the sword, and in Judah were 470,000 men who drew sword.” The numbers are different in 2 Samuel 24:9. The reason for the difference is not precisely known.
1Ch 21:6
“But he did not count Levi and Benjamin.” There is no explanation for why Joab would not count Benjamin. It has been suggested that Benjamin was already so small in number due to their rebellion in Judges that Joab did not want to risk them if David’s action brought a plague, which it did.
1Ch 21:12
“the angel of Yahweh destroying.” This is the same vocabulary as the destroying angel in Exodus 12:23, and he will appear again in 1 Chron. 21:15.
1Ch 21:14
“and 70,000 men of Israel fell.” The word “fell” means “died,” and the word “died” is used in 2 Samuel 24:15.
1Ch 21:17
“be against me and against my father’s house.” This is very inclusive. The “house” of David eventually included Jesus himself.
1Ch 21:21
“bowed down.” The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body and face to the earth, as we see in this verse. The word translated “bowed down,” shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), is the same Hebrew word as “worship.”
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
1Ch 21:25
“600 shekels of gold.” This seems different from 2 Samuel 24:24, which says that David bought the threshing floor and oxen for “50 shekels of silver.” But Chronicles says “the place,” which therefore would have included a lot more land than 1 Samuel 24:24 is speaking about. Six hundred shekels is roughly 15 pounds (6.8 kg). A shekel was roughly .4 ounces (11 or 11.5 grams). See commentary on Genesis 24:22, “shekel.”
1Ch 21:29
“the shrine at Gideon.” Before the ark of the covenant was captured by the Philistines, the Tabernacle was at Shiloh (1 Sam. 1:3, 9). While it was there, the ark of the covenant was taken to the battlefield in the war between Israel and the Philistines, and the Philistines captured the ark (1 Sam. 4:17). At some point after the ark was captured, the Tabernacle, without the ark, was moved to Gibeon, perhaps to be closer to Jerusalem, but why and when it was moved is not stated in the Bible. It is worth noting that after the ark was captured it was never returned to the Tabernacle. During his reign, David took it to Jerusalem and set up a tent for it (see the REV commentary on 1 Sam. 16:1).
“the shrine.” For an explanation of the translation “shrine,” see the REV commentary on Numbers 35:52.
 
1 Chronicles Chapter 22
1Ch 22:3
“for the couplings.” The meaning of this is unclear, and it is possible that it is referring to wooden beams (2 Chron. 34:11).
1Ch 22:8
“in my sight.” The Hebrew is literally “before me,” but it has the idea of God seeing it, and “in my sight” is clear in English.
1Ch 22:9
“Solomon.” The name means “His Peace,” likely referring to God’s peace.
1Ch 22:14
“with great effort.” The meaning of the Hebrew text is uncertain and greatly debated. The translation “with great effort” “is probable but somewhat uncertain.”[footnoteRef:471] [471:  Ralph Klein, 1 Chronicles, Hermeneia, 440.] 

“but you must add to them.” David foresaw that Solomon would have to get more timber and stone to build what he wanted to build.
1Ch 22:16
“Arise and work!” The Hebrew is more literally, “Arise and do.”
1Ch 22:19
“the holy accessories of God.” These are all the accessories that were used in the Temple maintenance and service (cf. 1 Chron. 23:26; 28:13, 14).
 
1 Chronicles Chapter 23
1Ch 23:3
“by a headcount.” The Hebrew is literally, “by their skulls.”
1Ch 23:13
“But Aaron was set apart, he and his sons.” The sons of Aaron were set apart by God to be the priests of Israel, while the sons of Moses were Levites who ministered in the Tabernacle and later the Temple.
“But Aaron was set apart to sanctify him as most holy.” The commentators differ on the meaning of the Hebrew text. The two basic ideas are: “The sons of Amram were Aaron and Moses. Aaron was set apart to be consecrated as most holy, he and his sons forever, to offer sacrifice before the LORD” (NAB). Or “The sons of Amram: Aaron and Moses. Aaron was set apart to dedicate the most holy things, that he and his sons forever should make offerings before the LORD” (ESV). The word “sanctify” has the third person masculine pronoun, literally, “to sanctify him,” which tends to indicate that it is Aaron who is being sanctified to do the work of Yahweh, and to bless others in Yahweh’s name.
1Ch 23:14
“named.” The idea is “counted” or “numbered.” The male descendants of Moses were Levites.
1Ch 23:24
“These were the sons of Levi...from 20 years old and older.” This verse starts a new section of Levites who were enrolled in the service of Yahweh from 20 years old and older, in contrast to the list above which were the Levites who had been in service from 30 years and older (1 Chron. 23:3). It seems these younger Levites were assistants to the priests (cf. 1 Chron. 23:28). The Law of Moses said that Levites and Priests, the descendants of Kohath, were to start their service at 30 years old (Num. 4:3).
“by a headcount.” The Hebrew is literally, “by their skulls.”
1Ch 23:27
“numbered for service.” That is, they were counted as part of the Levites who served in the Tabernacle and Temple. Moses had set the age of service for the priests and Levites, the sons of Kohath, at 30 years old (Num. 4:3). However, because the Tabernacle would not move around like it did before, and Solomon would build a Temple, David said the men could start service at 20 although it seems they acted more like assistants or apprentices until 30 (note 1 Chron. 23:3).
1Ch 23:29
“the Bread of the Presence.” The Bread of the Presence was large cakes of bread that were in the Tabernacle and Temple (see commentary on Exod. 25:30).
“wafers.” The Hebrew refers to thin unleavened bread, matzah. It is not really a “wafer” in the modern sense of the word, but it is a small, baked unleavened flatbread.
“mixed with oil.” The translation “mixed with oil” is most likely what the Hebrew text and custom refer to, and many modern versions read that way. Some versions read “soaked” or “moistened,” which happened in the mixing, and some just refer to what is “mixed,” but the grain offering was mixed with oil (Lev. 2:4).
“and for all measurements of quantity and size.” David knew how important it was in a kingdom to have accurate weights and measures to ensure fair trade, and he officially put the Levites in charge of standardizing weights and measures. They were likely unofficially in charge of that earlier, but that is not clear. Early in history, weights and measures often varied from town to town. See commentary on Leviticus 19:35.
1Ch 23:31
“and for all the burnt offerings.” The Levites did not burn the burnt offering, they assisted the priests in the work of the burnt offering.
 
1 Chronicles Chapter 24
1Ch 24:3
“order of duty.” The priests were assigned a time when their course was on duty, as the verses below explain.
1Ch 24:4
“There were more chief men of the sons of Eleazar.” The Hebrew is idiomatic and reads that “there were more chief men ‘found’ of the sons of Eleazar,” but the men were not “found” as if they had been lost. It is an idiom meaning “present.” We get the same idea in English just by omitting the word “found.”
“16...eight.” These make up the 24 courses of the priests.
1Ch 24:5
“They divided them by lots.” This would almost certainly be by the High Priest using the Urim and Thummim, and drawing them out of his breastplate.
[For more on the “lot” and the Urim and Thummim, see commentary on Exod. 28:30.]
“officials of the Holy Place and officials of God.” The exact meaning of this phrase is debated. The most likely meaning seems to be that these priests were officials of the Temple and also then officials of God, both designations referring to all the priests. However, some commentators suggest that perhaps there is a distinction and the “officials of God” were the High Priests who could enter the Holy of Holies. That second interpretation is less likely because ideally, the High Priestly line would only come from either Eleazar or Ithamar, but not both men.
1Ch 24:6
“recorded them.” That is, Shemaiah recorded the names of the officials who had been chosen by lot. Shemaiah is recording the list of the names of the heads of the 24 divisions that are listed in 1 Chronicles 24:7-18, and also recorded their order of service.
“taken.” Or perhaps “grasped,” or even “grabbed.” When a lot fell such that it pointed out one person or another, it was spoken of as if God had grabbed that person and put him into service.
“one fathers’ house being taken for Eleazar and one taken for Ithamar.” This phrase is confusing and debated by scholars. Since there were 24 priestly courses, but there were 16 households from Eleazar and only 8 from Ithamar, the division could not be a simple alternation of one then the other. Various suggestions have been posited as to how 24 courses could be reached. Two suggestions are: first, that the descendants of Eleazar and Ithamar alternated turns until Ithamar ran out, and Eleazar took all the rest of the courses, and second that perhaps Eleazar got two picks then Ithamar got one and that pattern continued until 24 courses were completed.
1Ch 24:10
“Abijah.” Zechariah the father of John the Baptist was from the course of Abijah (Luke 1:5).
1Ch 24:19
“This was their order of duty in their service.” “This was their order of duty in their service” at the Temple. The priests were divided into courses so that they were not all at the Temple at the same time. After all, they had homes and families. The priests served at the Temple in their regular course of service for one week of service for two times a year, and then they also all served at the feasts at which all the men of Israel were to attend: Passover, Pentecost, and the Feast of Tabernacles.
1Ch 24:20
“Of the rest of the sons of Levi.” The text says these next people are “the rest” of the sons of Levi, because both the priests, the descendants of Aaron, and the Levites were descendants of Levi, the son of Jacob. So the descendants of Aaron the Levite were chosen by God to be priests, while the “rest” of the descendants of Levi served God in the Tabernacle and Temple as Levites.
 
1 Chronicles Chapter 25
1Ch 25:1
“Asaph.” Asaph was a Levite descended from Gershom (1 Chron. 6:39-43).
“Heman.” Heman was a Levite and a descendant of Kohath (1 Chron. 6:33).
“Jeduthun.” Jeduthun was a Levite and a descendant of Merari (1 Chron. 6:44-47), and he is called “Ethan” in 1 Chronicles 6:44.
1Ch 25:2
“under the authority.” This is a translation of the idiomatic phrase, “upon the hands of the king.” Idioms are difficult to translate, and this accounts for the large variation in the English translations.
1Ch 25:5
“according to the words of God.” The more literal translation is “in the words of God,” but the meaning of this phrase in this context seems to be “according to the words of God” (NASB) or “according to the promise of God” (CEB, ESV, NRSV, RSV)
“to lift up a horn.” This “horn” is not a musical instrument. The “horn” (like the horn of a bull) was a symbol of strength, success, and prosperity (cf. 1 Sam. 2:10; Luke 1:69). If a person was downcast, their “horn” was in the dust (Job 16:15). In this context, Heman was “lifting up,” or “exalting” David and/or the Davidic Kingdom.
1Ch 25:6
“All these.” There is some question about the three daughters (1 Chron. 25:5) and whether they were part of the music of the Temple.
“under the authority.” The text is idiomatic, literally, “under the hands,” twice in the verse.
1Ch 25:8
“teacher.” The text is more literally, “one who has understanding.” The context is music and the verse is contrasting one who knows music well with one who is still learning.
 
1 Chronicles Chapter 26
1Ch 26:1
“the Korahites.” These would be descendants of Korah, the Levite who died in a rebellion against Moses (Num. 16:1-33).
1Ch 26:4
“Obed-edom.” This is almost certainly the same man as the Obed-edom of 2 Samuel 6:11-12, who kept the ark of God for three months when it was coming back from the land of the Philistines. God blessed him (1 Chron. 26:5)
1Ch 26:7
“and Elzabad.” The “and” is in a few Hebrew texts and the Septuagint, and was likely original although it is not in the Masoretic Hebrew text.
1Ch 26:12
“brothers.” In this context, “brothers” means “relatives.” They were all descendants of Levi, the third son of Jacob.
1Ch 26:16
“Shallecheth.” The Hebrew meaning of this word is not known, although there have been several suggestions.
1Ch 26:17
“Eastward were six Levites each day.” The words “each day” are in the Septuagint and were likely omitted in the Masoretic Hebrew text.
“and two each.” The Hebrew is more literally “two and two,” but it appears to mean “two each.”
1Ch 26:19
“the sons of the Korahites and of the sons of Merari.” That is, the descendants of Korah and the descendants of Merari.
1Ch 26:20
“the treasuries of the house of God and the treasuries of the dedicated gifts.” It is possible in the Hebrew to understand the “and” as “even,” and thus the verse would read, “Ahijah was over the treasuries of the house of God, even the treasuries of the dedicated gifts” (cf. 1 Chron. 28:12).
“dedicated gifts.” The Hebrew word translated “dedicated” means “holy,” and in this context, it seems they were holy because they had been dedicated gifts that were given to the Temple.
1Ch 26:22
“over the treasuries of the house of Yahweh.” There does not seem to be a difference between the treasuries of the house of God (1 Chron. 26:20) and the treasuries of the house of Yahweh (1 Chron. 26:22). There was only one Temple. However, there were many kinds of treasuries, depending on what was kept in them. So it could be that the labor of overseeing the treasuries was divided, or it could be that there were different treasuries watched over by different men, and in fact, that is likely the case (see commentary on 1 Chron. 26:20).
1Ch 26:24
“Shebuel.” The Hebrew text starts with “and,” but many versions omit it in order for the English to be more easily understood.
1Ch 26:25
“relatives.” The Hebrew is literally “brothers,” but in this context it refers to relatives.
1Ch 26:26
“relatives.” The Hebrew is literally “brothers,” but in this context it refers to relatives.
1Ch 26:27
“for the maintenance of the house of Yahweh.” Part of this was looking ahead. The Temple was not even built in David’s time, but was built by Solomon.
1Ch 26:28
“All that Samuel the seer and Saul the son of Kish and Abner the son of Ner and Joab the son of Zeruiah had dedicated.” God spoke of having a dwelling in a place that He would choose as far back as Deuteronomy, over 400 years before Solomon built the Temple. Although it is possible that the men mentioned gave gifts to support the Tabernacle and sacrificial system, that does not seem to be what the text is saying in this context. In the Hermeneia Commentary on 1 Chronicles, Ralph Klein writes, “In addition to David’s contemporaries, the chronicler (or the source from which he draws) claims that the earlier Israelites leaders had contributed or dedicated booty from their wars for the maintenance of the Temple that in fact they never saw nor presumably ever contemplated.”[footnoteRef:472] [472:  Ralph W. Klein, 1 Chronicles, Hermeneia, 495.] 

Actually, it is quite possible that godly men thought that one day God would have a permanent Temple in the place that God chose to live, God certainly spoke about it enough in Deuteronomy (cf. Deut. 12:5, 11, 14, 18, 21, 26; 14:23, 24, 25; 16:2, 6, 7, 11, 15, 16; 17:8, 10; 18:6; 26:2; 31:11). Samuel and Saul had the spirit of God, and Abner and Joab were great men, so it is very possible, and even likely, that they would foresee a Temple being built in Israel someday, and then in an amazing statement of trust give gifts to build and maintain the Temple based on God’s unfulfilled promise. God told David that his son Solomon would build the Temple, but by that time Samuel, Saul, and Abner were dead. Joab died before Solomon built the Temple, but after Nathan told David that Solomon would build it.
“under the hand of Shelomoth.” This is idiomatic for “under the authority of.”
“relatives.” The Hebrew is literally “brothers,” but in this context, it refers to relatives.
1Ch 26:29
“work over Israel outside of the Temple.” There was work outside of the Temple, secular work, that was overseen by Levites, The NIV and NET add “the temple” to “outside” as does the REV.
1Ch 26:30
“relatives.” The Hebrew is literally “brothers,” but in this context, it refers to relatives.
1Ch 26:31
“In the fortieth year of the reign of David.” This was the last year of David’s reign and life.
“the records.” The Hebrew is literally “they,” but it seems to be referring to the records.
“at Jazer of Gilead.” This was a location in the Transjordan.
1Ch 26:32
“relatives.” The Hebrew is literally “brothers,” but in this context, it refers to relatives.
“the Reubenites and the Gadites, and the half-tribe of the Manassites.” These tribes of Israel were in the Transjordan, east of the Jordan River.
 
1 Chronicles Chapter 27
1Ch 27:1
“came in and went out.” This is idiomatic for “served.” Each division served a term of duty of one month at a time throughout the year in peacetime.
1Ch 27:5
“Jehoiada the priest.” There is a lot of discussion about 1 Chronicles 27:5 because in following the genealogies in the Bible it does not seem that Jehoiada was a priest. If Jehoiada was a priest, Benaiah would have been too, but Benaiah was one of David’s mighty warriors, and the priests were not warriors. However, 1 Chronicles 12:27 says “Jehoiada was the leader of the household of Aaron,” and so in some way, Jehoiada was associated with the house of Aaron, but exactly how is unclear.
1Ch 27:21
“in Gilead.” This is referring to the half-tribe of Manasseh that is east of the Jordan River, in the Transjordan.
1Ch 27:24
“And there came wrath on Israel for this census.” The account of this is in 1 Chronicles 21:1-8.
1Ch 27:25
“storehouses.” This is the word translated as “treasuries” when the thing stored is valuables such as gold and silver, but here and in the following verses what is being stored is agricultural products, so “storehouses” is the better translation. Some of these storehouses have been discovered by archaeologists. They have been found in places such as Megiddo, Hazor, and Beer-Sheva).
“the storehouses in the fields.” These storehouses likely held grain. In that case, wine, oil, and grain would be in the context, and those three things often went together (cf. Deut. 7:13).
“the forts.” The Hebrew text reads “towers,” but it refers to the forts, which had fortified lookout towers.
1Ch 27:27
“wine cellars.” The Hebrew is more literally “storehouses (or “treasuries”) of wine,” but it refers to a storage area which we refer to today as a wine cellar.
1Ch 27:28
“the Shephelah.” The Shephelah is the area of rolling hills east of Israel’s coastal plain and between the coastal plain and the hill country (see commentary on Josh. 9:1).
“storehouses of oil.” The Hebrew is more literally “treasuries for oil,” but it refers to a storage area where oil was stored.
1Ch 27:29
“Sharon.” That refers to the Sharon plain.
“the valleys.” The “valleys” were the wide, flat valleys such as the Jezreel Valley. The “valleys” were generally more to the east toward the hilly region of Israel.
1Ch 27:31
“that belonged to King David.” All that property belonged to the kingdom, not to David personally.
1Ch 27:33
“the king’s friend.” This may have been a title for a man with an official duty as some kind of counselor to the king.
 
1 Chronicles Chapter 28
1Ch 28:1
“David assembled all the officials of Israel.” The records of David and Solomon in Kings and Chronicles are considerably different in what they cover, but they can be fit together. Chronicles does not mention the rebellion of Adonijah when he asserted himself to be king (1 Kings 1:5-10) but it would have had to have been earlier than this account in Chronicles. According to 1 Kings 1:9, Adonijah had called “all his brothers, the king’s sons, and all the men of Judah, the king’s servants” and he also had Joab the commander of the army and Abiathar the priest supporting him, and he was proclaiming himself to be king. There is no mention of that in Chronicles.
According to Chronicles, David assembled to Jerusalem “all the officials of Israel, the leaders of the tribes and the commanders of the companies who served the king by division, and the commanders of thousands and the commanders of hundreds, and the rulers over all the substance and possessions of the king and of his sons, with the officers and the mighty men, even all the mighty men of valor,” and he told them that Solomon would be king (1 Chron. 28:5). This event in Chronicles could have only happened after Adonijah’s rebellion because there is no way that “all the men of Judah, the king’s servants” would have attended a coronation for Adonijah if they knew that David had announced that Solomon would be the next king.
“the commanders of the divisions who served the king.” See 1 Chronicles 27:1-15.
“officials over all the property.” See 1 Chronicles 27:31.
1Ch 28:2
“a permanent house.” The Hebrew is literally “a house of rest.” This was not “rest” in the modern English sense of “rest and relaxation,” but “rest” in the sense of a place where God could “settle down” and not move about from place to place as He did in the Tabernacle. David had it in his heart to build a permanent home for God. The word “rest” also contains the idea of peace, that God would not have to go out and fight battles, but would have a peaceful place to settle down.
1Ch 28:4
“that there would be a king over Israel forever.” David sees the kingship over Israel continuing through his sons. The ultimate “Son of David” was the Messiah, Jesus Christ. The NET adds to the Hebrew text but gets the idea correct: “The LORD God of Israel chose me out of my father’s entire family to become king over Israel and have a permanent dynasty.”
“over all Israel.” David is speaking about “all Israel” being a kingdom; he sees the vision of a unified Kingdom of Israel.
1Ch 28:5
“he has chosen Solomon.” Yahweh told David that Solomon was to be king, but for reasons unknown to us, David did not tell people about it (1 Kings 1:11-27). This almost caused a rebellion by Adonijah that was stopped in the nick of time.
1Ch 28:6
“I have chosen him to be my son.” So Solomon is a son of David and a son of God, pointing to the greater Son of David and Son of God in the genealogy of David.
1Ch 28:7
“I will establish his kingdom.” That is, the rule under Solomon depends on his obedience.
“continually.” The Hebrew phrase sometimes means “forever,” but often does not. It can refer to a long time. In this case, God makes it clear that if Solomon is obedient, God will establish his kingdom “continually,” that is, throughout Solomon’s whole life. But if Solomon disobeys then this promise does not apply to him. God’s promise supersedes the obedience and disobedience of any particular king and the action of any particular king will not change God’s overarching promise that the Messiah would come from the tribe of Judah and the person, David.
1Ch 28:10
“as a Holy Place.” The Hebrew text is likely miscopied here. The Septuagint preserves the “for him,” but it is put in italics since it is not in the Masoretic text.
1Ch 28:11
“David gave to Solomon his son the pattern.” Hundreds of years earlier, God gave the pattern of the Tabernacle to Moses (Exod. 25:9, 40).
“atonement cover.” Traditionally called the “mercy seat” (see commentary on Exod. 25:17).
1Ch 28:12
“by the spirit in him.” The Hebrew is more literally “with him,” but “in him” catches the sense and fits with the scope of Scripture which speaks of the spirit being “in” or “upon” some people in the Old Testament.
“the treasuries of the house of God and for the treasuries of the dedicated gifts.” It is possible in the Hebrew to understand the “and” as “even,” and thus the verse would read, “the treasuries of the house of God, even for the treasuries of the dedicated gifts” (cf. 1 Chron. 26:20).
1Ch 28:15
“for every menorah.” The Temple had ten menorahs of gold.
“And for the menorahs of silver, he gave by weight for every menorah and for its lamps.” The silver menorahs, the silver lamps, and the silver tables (1 Chron. 28:16) are not mentioned anywhere else in the Scripture, even in the description of building the Tabernacle and the Temple. Silver items associated with the Temple are mentioned in 2 Kings 25:15 when they were carried away by the Babylonians, but the Scripture does not say what those items were. Some scholars conjecture that the silver tables and silver menorahs were used by the priests when they cut up and prepared the sacrifices before they were offered if it had gotten dark outside, and the job of cutting up and offering sacrifices could go on until after dark on some occasions.
1Ch 28:16
“the Bread of the Presence.” The Bread of the Presence was large cakes of bread that were in the Tabernacle and Temple (see commentary on Exod. 25:30).
1Ch 28:18
“the chariot, that is, the cherubim.” For why the cherubim would be called God’s chariot, we have to understand that God sometimes rode on a cherubim-powered chariot. This is how God traveled in Ezekiel (cf. Ezek. 1).
[For more information on God’s cherubim-chariot, see commentary on Ezek. 1:26.]
1Ch 28:21
“will be entirely at your command.” The Hebrew is very idiomatic, literally, “to your words.”
 
1 Chronicles Chapter 29
1Ch 29:1
“the palace.” Here the “palace,” usually a fortress in the capital city, refers to the Temple.
1Ch 29:5
“give generously.” The Hebrew is idiomatic: literally, “fill his hand.” A willing person would “fill his hand” with things to give to Yahweh.
1Ch 29:7
“10,000 darics.” A “daric” was a unit of weight, likely between 8 and 9 grams, just over ¼ ounce, so 10,000 darics would weight 80-90 kg, or between 175 and 200 pounds. Although some scholars think that a daric may have been an early coin, that is not likely at that early date. A specific weight of gold is more likely.
1Ch 29:10
“Israel our father.” Here David calls Jacob, the father of the twelve tribes, “Israel” instead of “Jacob.”
1Ch 29:11
“and you are exalted as head above all.” God, Yahweh, is indeed the “head” above all. This truth is expressed in the New Testament in 1 Corinthians 11:3.
1Ch 29:15
“and there is no security.” The Hebrew can also be translated, “there is no hope,” which in the context is referring to hope of staying alive in our mortal bodies.
1Ch 29:18
“Israel.” Here the name “Israel” is used of Jacob.
1Ch 29:20
“kneeled.” The Hebrew verb translated “kneeled” is qadad (#06915 קָדַד), and it means to kneel down or bow down.[footnoteRef:473] The word qadad is apparently related to the word “bend” and it always occurs with shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה) “to prostrate oneself, to bow down.” Because qadad is always paired with shachah, qadad is understood to refer to a preparatory movement that occurred before prostration (bowing down to the ground), and since kneeling always preceded bowing the upper body to the ground, the REV uses the translation “kneel.” In fact, it has been suggested that since qadad always occurs with shachah, the two words used together are formulaic and refer to the preparatory movement of bending or kneeling before bowing down to the ground and then the act of bowing down itself. Bowing down before a superior or a god involved getting on one’s knees and then bowing the upper body and face to the ground, and this kind of bowing down, or prostration, can be seen on the Black Obelisk of Shalmaneser III, king of Assyria, which shows the Judean King Jehu bowing down before Shalmaneser. Some English versions read “bowed their heads,” but the word “heads” is not in the Hebrew text, nevertheless, it is possible that the verb qadad could refer to the movement of bending over, the bending that would precede getting on one’s knees and bowing one’s upper body and face to the ground. In that case, a translation such as “All the assembly blessed Yahweh...and bent over and bowed down before Yahweh” would be accurate too. [473:  HALOT; Holladay; NIDOTTE; TDOT.] 

“and worshiped Yahweh and the king.” The Hebrew word translated “worshiped” is shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), and it literally means “to bow down,” or “to prostrate oneself.” It was used of bowing down in homage or worship before a superior, and thus in the Bible, we see people bowing down before, or “worshiping” other people, angels, pagan gods, and God. Examples of people “bowing down” (“worshiping”) to other people are numerous (e.g. Gen. 23:7, 12; 27:29; 33:3, 6, 7; 37:7; 43:26; Exod. 11:8; 1 Sam. 20:41; 24:8; 25:23; 28:14; 2 Sam. 1:2; 2 Sam. 9:6, 8; 2 Sam. 14:4, 22, 33; 18:21). All those examples, and many more, use the word shachah, which means to bow down, and is used of bowing before God in worship or bowing before people.
Here in 1 Chronicles 29:20 the people “worshiped” God and the king. This is significant because it demonstrates that “worship” can rightly be done to both God and humans, it is simply an act of reverence and submission. It does not turn the recipient into God, which is something Trinitarians often claim of Jesus—namely, that because Jesus is worshiped, he must be God.
Usually, translators use the English word “worship” when a person bows before the true God, and the words “prostrate themselves,” “bow down,” “bow,” or “bow low” when bowing before people and pagan gods because of the way the word “worship” has evolved over the centuries.
[For more information on shachah and worship, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
1Ch 29:22
“a second time.” This is a reconfirmation that Solomon was the king.
“Zadok to be priest.” In this context, it seems that Zadok was the High Priest, but it is possible that he was not the High Priest right at this time but rather he became the High Priest sometime in the future.
1Ch 29:23
“Then Solomon sat.” Culturally, the king “sat” while others stood in his presence. So generally in the Bible, when a king is “sitting,” it means he is ruling. (see commentary on Isa. 14:13).
“Then Solomon sat on the throne of Yahweh as king.” Although different kings sat on the throne of Israel, it was always Yahweh’s throne, and He ruled through kings who were descendants of David and who were to be faithful and wholly committed to Him, although that was not always what happened. The throne is sometimes referred to as the “throne of David” even after David was dead (cf. 1 Kings 2:12; Isa. 9:7; Jer. 13:13; 22:2; Luke 1:32) because God promised that David’s “house” (his dynasty) and his kingdom would last forever (2 Sam. 7:13, 16). It was due to that promise that Jesus Christ is sometimes called “David” by the figure of speech antonomasia, in which a person’s name is switched to another name with which it has a relation of some kind (cf. Ezek. 34:23-24; 37:24-25). In the future Millennial Kingdom when Christ sits on a literal throne on the earth and rules the earth, it will still be called “the throne of David” because of the promise God made with David (Ps. 132:11-18; Isa. 9:6-7; 16:5; Luke 1:32), and Yahweh will still be the legitimate ruler and power behind the throne, ruling, as He has always done, through His appointed king, Jesus Christ.
“and all Israel obeyed him.” The Hebrew text is literally, “all Israel heard him,” but in this context, to “hear” the king was to obey him.
1Ch 29:24
“lent support.” The Hebrew is idiomatic, literally, “they gave a hand under Solomon.”
1Ch 29:25
“had not been on any king before him.” This is a bit of a strange statement since there had only been two kings before Solomon: Saul and David. The text may have been wanting to avoid a direct comparison here between David and Solomon. Solomon certainly had more outwardly visible glory than David, but David had more heart than Solomon, who ended up doing evil in God’s sight (1 Kings 11:6-11; but the full context is 1 Kings 10:14-11:13).
1Ch 29:29
“the history of Nathan the prophet and in the history of Gad.” These “histories” are likely part of what we now have as Kings and Chronicles, which had accounts that occurred long after Samuel had died. The word “history” is also translated as “chronicles.”


2 Chronicles Commentary
2 Chronicles Chapter 1
2Ch 1:3
“the Tent of Meeting of God.” The Tent of Meeting of God is also called “the Tabernacle,” or “the Tent.” Moses’ Tabernacle, with the courtyard, bronze altar of sacrifice, and the Tabernacle tent itself with the menorah, table of the Bread of the Presence, and the golden altar of incense, was at Gibeon, so Solomon went there to sacrifice to God.
2Ch 1:4
“because he had pitched a tent for it at Jerusalem.” David moved the ark of the covenant into Jerusalem instead of rejoining it with the Tabernacle (2 Sam. 6:17; 1 Chron. 16:1; see commentary on 1 Chron. 16:1).
2Ch 1:5
“sought Yahweh at it.” That is, Solomon and the people sought the altar at the Tabernacle of Moses at Gibeon. It was that altar of sacrifice built by Moses that people brought their burnt offerings and sought to be accepted by Yahweh.
2Ch 1:6
“in the presence of Yahweh.” The ark of the covenant was in the tent that David pitched for it in Jerusalem, but the Tabernacle tent itself, along with the altar of burnt offering, the table of the Bread of the Presence, the menorah, and the golden altar of incense, were at Gibeon. The presence of Yahweh was still at the Tabernacle; God still honored the work done by those godly men who lived at the time of Moses and who built the Tabernacle just as God told them to.
2Ch 1:7
“In that night.” This revelation occurred in a dream (1 Kings 3:15). God said He would speak in dreams (Num. 12:6), and He did to Solomon; God appeared to Solomon in a dream. God appears in human form, even in dreams (see commentary on Acts 7:55).
“Ask what you would like me to give you.” There is a sense in which God is testing Solomon here, to see what is in his heart. Solomon’s response, that he wanted wisdom so he could properly judge God’s people, was genuine, and it highlights the depths to which Solomon fell and how greatly his heart had changed when he later built temples for pagan gods and worshiped them (1 Kings 11:4-10).
2Ch 1:10
“Now give me wisdom and knowledge.” Solomon starts out very humble and godly. At the beginning of his reign he did not rule over people harshly or act as though he were better than everyone else. In a similar manner, Jesus Christ, though he was the Son of God, humbled himself and took on the form of a servant (Phil. 2:5-9). Sadly Solomon did not maintain his humble attitude for very long.
“this great people.” The people of Israel were “great” in many ways, for example, they were numerous, and had a strong army.
2Ch 1:13
“from the Tent of Meeting.” The Hebrew text is more idiomatic: “from before the Tent of Meeting.” That is, from the presence of the Tent of Meeting, from where the Tent was located.
2Ch 1:14
“he had 1,400 chariots and 12,000 horsemen.” This large number was in disobedience to Deuteronomy 17:16. It seems incongruous in the context of Solomon asking God for wisdom. This act of Solomon does not seem very wise.
2Ch 1:15
“the Shephelah.” The Shephelah is the area of rolling hills east of Israel’s coastal plain and between the coastal plain and the hill country (see commentary on Josh. 9:1).
2Ch 1:16
“The horses that Solomon had were brought out of Egypt.” Getting horses from Egypt was strictly forbidden in the Mosaic Law in Deuteronomy 17:16. Solomon was wise, but here we see that wisdom does not necessarily mean obedience to God. As we read more about Solomon, we see he ignored and disobeyed many of God’s laws, eventually doing evil in God’s sight (1 Kings 11:6-10).
“Kue.” Kue is generally thought to be in southern Turkey, perhaps in the area of Cilicia.
 
2 Chronicles Chapter 2
2Ch 2:1
“Now Solomon gave orders.” The Hebrew can mean that Solomon “decided” to build or that Solomon gave orders to build. In this context, “gave orders” seems better because it seems he decided to build earlier than this.
2Ch 2:3
“a house to live in.” The Hebrew text ends here. Most versions add something like, “so do with me,” but that is added for the English reader and is not in the text.
2Ch 2:4
“build a house for the name of Yahweh my God.” This is less direct than saying that the Temple is for Yahweh, it is for “the name of Yahweh,” which represents Yahweh.
“regular arrangement of Bread of the Presence.” 2 Chron. 13:11 uses the same Hebrew vocabulary when it says that the Bread of the Presence was set in order, linking the identification of the “regular arrangement” with the “Bread of the Presence,” which needs to be supplied by an ellipsis. The Bread of the Presence was large cakes of bread that were in the Tabernacle and Temple (see commentary on Exod. 25:30).
2Ch 2:5
“for our God is greater than all gods.” This is an interesting statement. For one thing, Solomon is speaking to Hiram, king of Tyre, who had different gods than Solomon, and could have been insulted by Solomon’s statement. But beyond that, Solomon is recognizing the existence of pagan gods here, but may think of them as under Yahweh, and that may in time play out in his bringing wives with other gods into his harem; he may have thought that they are there, but they are under Yahweh so they are no problem. But over time his wives turned his heart to follow those gods (1 Kings 11:4).
2Ch 2:6
“But who is able.” The Hebrew is a strange idiom: “Who can stop strength,” but it means, “Who can,” or “Who is able.”
2Ch 2:7
“skillful.” The Hebrew word is often translated as “wise,” but here it means “skillful.”
2Ch 2:8
“algum trees.” The exact type of wood is not known. Many scholars think it is a variety of sandalwood.
2Ch 2:9
“great.” The idea is generally “large,” but here it means more than just large.
2Ch 2:10
“I will give for your servants.” The wheat, barley, wine, etc., are not being given directly “to” the workers, but to Hiram “for” his sending the workers. The workers will get paid whatever Hiram decides to give them since they are working in Lebanon. Eventually, the workers will be paid (cf. 2 Chron. 2:15).
 
2 Chronicles Chapter 3
2Ch 3:1
“Mount Moriah.” This is the area where Abraham bound Isaac (Gen. 22:2). Genesis does not say exactly which mountain Abraham was going to sacrifice Isaac on, only that it was in “the land of Moriah” (Gen. 22:2). But Solomon built the Temple on Mount Moriah itself. It is quite possible that Genesis does not say that Abraham started to sacrifice Isaac on Mount Moriah because that was not where Abraham was when he started to sacrifice Isaac. The Temple was on Mount Moriah, but Jesus Christ was not crucified in the Temple, but likely on the Mount of Olives. If that is the case, then it is likely that Abraham tied up Isaac on the Mount of Olives also, across the Kidron Valley from Mount Moriah, but still in “the land of Moriah.”
“where Yahweh appeared.” In 2 Samuel 24:17, David saw an angel who appeared to him, who was the agent of Yahweh, which is why it says here that Yahweh appeared to him (cf. 1 Chron. 21:15-16).
2Ch 3:2
“He began to build.” This was 480 years after the Exodus from Egypt (1 Kings 6:1).
“on the second day.” The first day of the month was the new moon, and it had special sacrifices and offerings (Num. 10:10). This may have been why Solomon waited until the second day of the month to start building.
2Ch 3:3
“according to the old standard.” The Hebrew is more literally, “by the former measure,” and it refers to a standard that was used in earlier times. But scholars do not know which standard that is, since both the short cubit and the long cubit were used in earlier times. Furthermore, it is possible that there was a short, medium, and long cubit, which was the case in Egypt, and most scholars believe that because of Israel’s time in Egypt, they started with the Egyptian cubit. So the “cubit” measurement is debated and made difficult for two reasons: we do not know which of the cubits was used, the long cubit or the short cubit, and also we are not completely sure of the exact length of either cubit, or even if the ancients were able to maintain such tight control over measurements that there was an “exact” cubit. For example, two of the suggested lengths for the long cubit are 20.4 inches or 20.74 inches, while a couple of the suggested measurements for the short cubit are 17.4 and 17:72 inches.[footnoteRef:474] So even if we were sure that Solomon used the long or short cubit, we still would not know exactly how long that cubit was. The REV uses 18 inches for the short cubit and 21 inches for the long cubit (see commentary on Ezek. 40:5). [474:  Cf. Ralph W. Klein, 2 Chronicles, Hermeneia.] 

There is some logic in using the shorter cubit for Solomon’s Temple and Moses’ Tabernacle. The true dwelling places of God become more exalted as one goes through history. Solomon’s Temple was twice as big as Moses’ Tabernacle and more glorious, and Ezekiel’s Millennial Temple (if Solomon used the short cubit) is bigger than Solomon’s Temple because the cubits it was measured with were certainly the longer cubit, which was a cubit and a handbreadth (Ezek. 40:5. Ezekiel’s Temple is detailed in Ezek. 40-44), and then in the Eternal Kingdom (Rev. 21-22) there is no temple at all but God lives personally among His people (Rev. 21:22).
2Ch 3:4
“and the height 120.” In 1 Kings 6:2, the height of the Temple was 30 cubits, 45 feet, which is very reasonable. The Masoretic text of Chronicles says the height of the vestibule was 120 cubits (180 feet) which is unreasonable. However, the 120 cubit reading in Chronicles has not been satisfactorily explained by scholars, although there are several possibilities.
2Ch 3:5
“greater house.” This is what Kings refers to as “the Holy Place,” the room with the menorahs, etc. In 2 Chronicles 3:5-7 it is called the “house.”
2Ch 3:8
“600 talents.” A “talent” weighed roughly 75 pounds (34 kg), so 600 talents amounted to roughly 45,000 pounds (20,411 kg) of gold, a huge amount of gold, worth billions of dollars today. That explains in part why other nations wanted to conquer Judah.
2Ch 3:9
“50 shekels.” Fifty shekels is roughly 1.25 pounds (567 grams). A shekel was roughly .4 ounces (11 or 11.5 grams). See commentary on Genesis 24:22, “shekel.” The nails were of gold, which is very heavy, so it is not unusual that each nail would weigh over a pound.
2Ch 3:10
“cherubim.” See commentary on Exodus 25:20 and Ezekiel 1:5.
2Ch 3:11
“The wings of the cherubim totaled 20 cubits long.” This describes the entire wingspan of both cherubim. Each cherub had two wings, and each wing was 5 cubits, 7.5 feet, so the four wings spanned 20 cubits, the entire width of the Holy of Holies. The outer wing of each cherub reached the wall of the Holy of Holies, and the inner wings, which spread out over the ark of the covenant, touched each other over the ark.
“reaching to the wall of the house.” That is, reaching to the outer wall of the Holy of Holies in the Temple, the “house.”
2Ch 3:13
“and their faces were toward the main room.” These cherubim in the Holy of Holies faced east, toward the Holy Place, and spread their wings to the north and south, touching the walls of the Holy of Holies.
2Ch 3:14
“the veil.” The “veil” is the veil of fine linen that separated the Holy Place from the Holy of Holies. The description of the veil that was in the Tabernacle is in Exodus 26:31-35. The veil in Solomon’s Temple seems to be similar. Yahweh appeared and spoke to Israel from between the cherubim (see commentary on Num. 7:89) that were on the Atonement Cover, which was the cover over the Ark of the Covenant (Exod. 25:22; Lev. 16:2).
“purple.” Purple cloth was rare and extremely valuable in biblical times. The ancients discovered how to make purple dye from the murex snails, an ocean snail found mainly off the coast of Phoenicia, and the color was so rich and vibrant it was referred to as “royal purple.” In January 2021, researchers at the site of Timna in the southern Negev in Israel, where it is very dry, discovered wool fabric fibers died purple—the first time in history ancient purple fibers have been discovered in the southern Levant (Israel, southern Syria, Moab, Ammon, Edom, and northern Egypt). The color was intact, and the fibers were radiocarbon dated to the tenth century BC, the time of David and Solomon. Purple dye was very difficult to make and thus in the Bible the color purple is usually only associated with the High Priest, the Tabernacle and Temple, and royalty. The color of the fibers found is truly a deep purple.
“embroidered.” The Hebrew is literally “worked,” but to “work” on cloth seems to be to embroider.
2Ch 3:15
“He also made two pillars 35 cubits high.” If 35 cubits is correct, then the pillars were roughly 52.5 feet (16 meters) high. The pillars are covered in more detail in 1 Kings 7:15-22, but the height of the pillars is given as 18 cubits (27 feet; 8.2 meters) in 1 Kings 7. The five cubit height of the capitals is also in 1 Kings 7:16. Jeremiah 52:21 is a bit of an enigma because the Masoretic text gives the height of the pillars as 18 cubits, like Kings does, but the Septuagint of Jeremiah gives the height as 35 cubits as Chronicles does.
2Ch 3:16
“encircling chains.” The evidence is that the Masoretic text here was miscopied. The reference is to the chains, not to the Holy of Holies and the words are very similar (cf. Gen. 41:42). The pillars outside the Temple are being described, not the Holy of Holies. Comparing Kings and Chronicles, Kings described latticework (1 Kings 7:17), while Chronicles describes chains.
2Ch 3:17
“Temple.” In Kings, the Hebrew word refers to the Holy Place, whereas in Chronicles it refers to the entire Temple. These pillars are also named in 1 Kings 7:21.
“one on the right hand.” The Temple faced east, and God resided in the Holy of Holies over the ark, so the viewpoint is His viewpoint, so the pillar on the right is the pillar on the south side of the vestibule of the Temple.
 
2 Chronicles Chapter 4
2Ch 4:1
“Then he made an altar of bronze.” Interestingly, this bronze altar that Solomon made to replace the smaller one made by Moses is not described in 1 Kings 7, when the articles of the Temple are being discussed, but it is mentioned in 1 Kings 8:22 when Solomon dedicates the Temple.
“20 cubits.” The dimensions of this altar are not mentioned in the book of Kings. This huge altar had the same dimensions as the Holy of Holies (2 Chron. 3:8).
Most scholars think this is the standard cubit of 18 inches, which would make the bronze altar 30 feet by 30 feet (9 x 9 meters), and 15 feet (4.6 m) high. Although it was said to be made of bronze, it is unclear how much of it was bronze. The priests ministered in bare feet, so it seems clear that the top of it that had the perpetual fire could not have been bronze or the priests could not have walked there. Similarly, the ramp up to the top would not have been bronze, or in the summer, the Judean sun would have made the ramp too hot to walk on.
2Ch 4:2
“a sea of cast metal.” Solomon’s bronze laver was so large it was referred to as the “sea.” It was in the southeast part (perhaps the southeast corner) of the Temple (1 Kings 7:39), and was 45 feet in circumference (14 meters), 15 feet (4.6 m) from brim to brim, and 7 ½ feet (2.3 m) high. It was mounted on a base of 12 bronze oxen, but there is no explanation for why the sea was put on oxen, although there is no shortage of theories about what they represented. How much water the sea held is problematic because 1 Kings 7:26 says “2,000 baths” (roughly 11,000 gallons, 41,600 liters) and 2 Chronicles 4:5 says “3,000 baths.” It is possible that the 3,000 was the full capacity but the 2,000 was what was normally kept in it, but there may have also been a copyist’s error as to the capacity of the sea (a “bath” was a liquid measure roughly equivalent to but a little less than six gallons (about 22 liters). So if 2,000 baths was normal capacity, the sea held about 12,000 gallons (or 132,000 liters).
2Ch 4:3
“gourds.” The Masoretic text reads “oxen,” but 1 Kings 7:24 says “gourds.” It seems that “gourds” was likely original. The gourds were in two rows, but the oxen, of which there were 12, were in four sets of three (2 Chron. 4:4). Also, it is possible to have two rows of gourds with ten little decorative gourds to a cubit, but it would be very hard to have ten bas-relief oxen every 18 inches (see commentary on 1 Kings 7:24).
In Hebrew the words “gourds” and “oxen” are very close and so at some point, it seems the text was miscopied.
2Ch 4:4
“and all their hindquarters were inward.” See 1 Kings 7:25.
2Ch 4:5
“it could hold 3,000 baths.” See commentary on 1 Kings 7:26.
2Ch 4:6
“five on the right hand and five on the left.” This verse would be in the normal perspective of looking east, so the right hand is the south side, and the left hand is the north side.
“They rinsed the items used for burnt sacrifices.” Not the sacrifices themselves, but the items used for sacrifices, such as knives.
2Ch 4:7
“five on the right hand and five on the left.” This verse would be in the normal perspective of looking east, so the right hand is the south side, and the left hand is the north side.
2Ch 4:8
“he made ten tables.” The tables are confusing because their purpose is not stated. Moses’ Tabernacle only had one table for the 12 loaves of the Bread of the Presence (Exod. 25:23-30, 37:10-16; 40:22-23). The table for the Bread of the Presence was on the north side of the Tabernacle (Exod. 26:35). The bread was placed in two stacks, with each stack containing 6 “loaves” (Lev. 24:5-9; Num. 4:7; but a “loaf” looked like a huge, thick pancake, not a “loaf” shaped like our modern loaves of bread. Also, 1 Kings 7:48 only mentioned one table in the Temple for the Bread of the Presence, as does 2 Chronicles 13:11 and 29:18. However, when David was preparing for the Temple to be built he prepared for the “tables” of the Bread of the Presence (1 Chron. 28:16), and 2 Chronicles 4:19 mentions “tables” as well. Another problem with trying to make the ten tables be tables for the Bread of the Presence is that there were 12 loaves of bread that made up the Bread of the Presence, and there is no way to equally divide them among ten tables. On balance, the evidence seems to best support that the Temple had one table for the Bread of the Presence just like the Tabernacle did. In light of that, it has been suggested that the ten menorahs in the Temple were each set on a table, but there is no way to prove that. It is also possible—although it seems unlikely—that these ten tables had a use in the Holy Place that is not described in the Bible.
“five on the right hand and five on the left.” This verse would be in the normal perspective of looking east, so the right hand is the south side, and the left hand is the north side.
2Ch 4:9
“he made the courtyard of the priests, and he made the great court.” This describes two courts. The inner court, the court of the priests, had the sea, the altar, and the tables to prepare the sacrifices. East of that court and through a gate was the court of Israel, the court for the people. The two words for “courtyard” and “court” are different. These two courts in 2 Chronicles 4:9 correspond to the two courts mentioned in Ezekiel 40, the outer court of Ezekiel 40:17-19 and the inner court of Ezekiel 40:44, and Herod’s Temple at the time of Christ also had these two courtyards but also a huge outer courtyard where all people, Jews and Gentiles, were allowed to go. The wall around the huge outer courtyard of Herod’s Temple enclosed about 37 acres of land.
The two courts were important for the function of the Temple, the inner court for the priests and all the work they did, and the outer court for the laypeople. In Ezekiel’s Temple, the inner court is 100 cubits square (175 feet square) and had the altar of sacrifice in it (Ezek. 40:47). That inner court is the same “court of the priests” as is mentioned here in 2 Chronicles 4:9, and is also the courtyard that is in front of the Temple (the “house”) in 2 Chronicles 7:7 and 1 Kings 8:64.
“he overlaid their doors with bronze.” That the doors are “their doors” suggests that both courts had bronze doors.
2Ch 4:10
“right side.” The orientation in the Bible was to the east, so the “right side” was the south side. “Toward the southeast” is more literally in the Hebrew text, “eastward, over against the south,” meaning toward the southeast. So the great sea basin was toward the southeast corner of the courtyard of the priests in the Temple area.
2Ch 4:11
“finished doing the work.” This is the same phrase as occurs in Genesis 2:1 when God finished the work of creation.
2Ch 4:14
“He made the stands and he made the basins.” The Temple had ten smaller basins for washing that were set on ten stands (see 2 Chron. 4:6; 1 Kings 7:27-39).
2Ch 4:15
“one sea, and the 12 oxen under it.” This was covered earlier in the chapter (2 Chron. 4:2-5).
2Ch 4:16
“Huram-abi.” He is mentioned in 2 Chronicles 2:13.
2Ch 4:17
“The king cast them.” This is an example of the author-agent idiom. Solomon did not cast the vessels, he had them cast. See commentary on 1 Kings 7:46.
“between Sukkoth and Zeredah.” The town is spelled differently in Kings, but it is undoubtedly the same town. See commentary on 1 Kings 7:46.
2Ch 4:18
“so the weight of the bronze was not measured.” There was so much bronze it was not weighed. Although some versions say that the weight “could not” be discovered, that is not what the text is saying. The weight could have been been found out, but there was so much it was not worth the effort to do so.
2Ch 4:19
“and the tables on which the Bread of the Presence was placed.” (See commentary on 2 Chron. 4:8). The Bread of the Presence was large cakes of bread that were in the Tabernacle and Temple (see commentary on Exod. 25:30).
2Ch 4:22
“the main hall of the Temple.” This is the Holy Place.
 
2 Chronicles Chapter 5
2Ch 5:2
“the city of David which is Zion.” The Jebusite city that David conquered, called “the City of David,” was the original “Zion.” Later, the name Zion included all Jerusalem.
2Ch 5:3
“the feast that was in the seventh month.” This is the Feast of Tabernacles.
2Ch 5:5
“the Tent of Meeting.” This is most likely Moses’ Tabernacle, brought from Gibeon.
2Ch 5:9
“and it is there to this day.” So this document was written before the destruction of the Temple by the Babylonians in 586 BC.
2Ch 5:10
“There was nothing in the ark except.” Hebrews 9:4 lists what was in the ark in Moses’ time, but what happened to the gold pot of manna and Aaron’s rod that budded is not known. They disappeared, but how and why is not known.
“the two tablets.” The same as 1 Kings 8:9.
“Horeb.” This is another name for Mount Sinai.
2Ch 5:11
“the Holy Place.” The large easternmost room in the Temple.
2Ch 5:14
“because of the cloud, because the glory of Yahweh.” The phrase “glory of Yahweh” almost always refers to the brilliant cloud of light that surrounds Yahweh. Here in 2 Chronicles 5:14, the brilliant light surrounding God is referred to as a cloud and also as His glory (see commentary on Ezek. 1:4 and Ezek. 1:28).
“God’s house.” God’s house is the Temple. Although there are specific words for “temple,” the most common designation is God’s “house.”
 
2 Chronicles Chapter 6
2Ch 6:1
“Then Solomon said.” 2 Chronicles 6:1 is the same wording as 1 Kings 8:12.
2Ch 6:11
“the covenant of Yahweh.” That is, the tablets of stone that had the Ten Commandments on them which were representative of the whole covenant and Law that God made with Moses and the people of Israel.
2Ch 6:13
“platform.” The Hebrew normally means “basin,” but there is a Sumerian cognate that means “platform.”
2Ch 6:22
“If.” Here in Chronicles, the Hebrew text is clearly “if,” while in 1 Kings the “if” is not as clear, which is why some versions use “when,” The Hebrew text is hard to understand because the pronouns are not clear as to who they refer to. But in any case, this seems to be a request for justice and for the guilty party to be punished and the innocent party to be vindicated (cf. 1 Kings 8:31).
2Ch 6:26
“because.” Here the people turn from their sin “because” God afflicts them. The people realized that what they were going through was no accident, but was due to their disobedience to God.
2Ch 6:35
“do what is right for them.” Israel was fighting its enemies; this is holy war, and Solomon prays that God will “do” justice for Israel, in this case by giving them victory.
2Ch 6:41
“the ark of your strength.” This phrase also occurs in Psalm 132:8. This phrase is likely due to the association with the ark being used in battle.
“good things.” This phrase is likely referring to all the good things that God blesses Israel with, including, food, good weather, families, peace in the nation, etc.
2Ch 6:42
“do not reject the face of your anointed one.” The “anointed” is the king, in this case, Solomon, although the prayer likely covers other kings whom God would anoint. The word “reject” is more literally “turn away,” being used for “reject.” Solomon is praying that God will not reject him.
[For more on anointed ones, see commentary on 1 Sam. 12:3.]
“Remember the covenant faithfulness of David your servant.” This seems to be the best way to render the Hebrew. David obeyed God and the blessing for his faithfulness should fall on Solomon (cf. CJB, CSB, JPS, KJV, NAB, NJB, YLT).
 
2 Chronicles Chapter 7
2Ch 7:1
“and the glory of Yahweh filled the house.” At the dedication of Solomon’s Temple, the “glory of Yahweh” filled the Temple. God was surrounded by a brilliant light that is described in different ways. Chronicles speaks of God’s personal presence as His “glory” because God often appeared surrounded by brilliant light that both expressed His greatness and veiled people from seeing His form. In the description of the dedication of the Temple in 1 Kings 8:10-11, the text uses the phrase, the “glory of Yahweh,” and also refers to the glory as a “cloud.” A brilliant cloud that is difficult to look at is an apt description of the cloud of glorious light that surrounds God. At the dedication of the Temple, and in other places in Scripture, the brilliant light that surrounded Yahweh was sometimes described as a “cloud” and sometimes as God’s “glory” (cf. 1 Kings 8:10-11 with 2 Chron. 7:1-3).
[For more on the “glory of Yahweh” and the cloud of light surrounding Him, see commentary on Ezek. 1:4 and Ezek. 1:28.]
2Ch 7:3
“All the children of Israel looked on.” That is, all the Israelites who were there looked on. “All” the Israelites were not there that day.
“kneeled down with their faces to the ground on the pavement and worshiped.” The word for “worshiped” is to bow down, and in this context, it means to bow down in worship. The kneeling (or bending over) and then bowing down were blended as a single act of worship. The Hebrew word for “kneel” here is different from the word in 1 Chron. 29:20, but they can both mean “kneel” (see commentary on 1 Chron. 29:20).
2Ch 7:5
“the house of God.” This is referred to as “the house of Yahweh” in 1 Kings 8:63. This is one of the places that shows that in the mind of the Israelites, “God” was “Yahweh.”
[For more information on Jesus not being God or part of the “Godhead,” see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.”]
2Ch 7:6
“through them.” The Hebrew is literally, “their hand,” meaning “them.”
2Ch 7:7
“the middle of the court that was in front of the house.” This was the inner courtyard, the court of the priests (see commentary on 2 Chron. 4:9).
“the bronze altar that Solomon had made was not able to contain the burnt offerings and the grain offerings.” As large as Solomon’s altar was, it was not able to hold all the offerings that were made at this time, so they were burned in the middle of the courtyard, likely on some temporary structure that was made for that purpose.
2Ch 7:8
“the feast.” This is the Feast of Tabernacles (cf. 2 Chron. 7:10).
“from Lebo-hamath to the Brook of Egypt.” This is a reference to the borders of the Promised Land, and a fulfillment of God’s promise about the land. Lebo-hamath is at the northern end and the Brook of Egypt is at the southern end of Israel (cf. 1 Kings 8:65).
2Ch 7:9
“the dedication of the altar for seven days.” There was a special dedication of the altar of sacrifice in the Temple that was the seven days before the seven-day Feast of Tabernacles (cf. 1 Kings 8:65).
2Ch 7:10
“On the twenty-third day of the seventh month he sent the people away.” The twenty-third day of the month is exactly correct. The Feast of Tabernacles started in the evening on the 15th day of the month and technically lasted seven days, or until the 21st day of the month. Then the “eighth day” was added, which was the 22nd day of the month. and then the feasts were over and Solomon sent the people home on the 23rd day of the seventh month.
“away to their tents.” Although Israel had been in the Promised Land for hundreds of years by this point and most people lived in towns or villages, there were still a large number of people who lived in tents, and the historical background of Israel was living in tents, such as Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob did, and Israel did when they left Egypt. So going “to their tents” became a way of saying that people went home (cf. 1 Kings 12:16).
2Ch 7:12
“Yahweh appeared to Solomon at night.” What Yahweh said to Solomon is recorded in 1 Kings 9:2-9 and 2 Chronicles 7:12-22, and there is more information in Chronicles than in Kings. This is the second time Yahweh appeared to Solomon. God personally appeared to Solomon on two different occasions (1 Kings 3:5; 9:2; 11:9; and see commentary on 1 Kings 11:9).
[For more on God appearing to people, see commentary on Acts 7:55.]
2Ch 7:13
“If I shut up the heavens.” 2 Chronicles 7:13-16 are part of what God said to Solomon that is not in 1 Kings 9.
2Ch 7:14
“humble themselves.” The Hebrew is literally, “bend the knee,” or “bow the knee,” and refers to being humble before God.
“will humble themselves, and pray, and seek my face, and turn from their wicked ways.” There is no misunderstanding about the path to restoration here.
“and will heal their land.” The land itself is harmed by the actions of the people on it (see commentary on Lev. 18:25).
2Ch 7:15
“prayer offered in this place.” The text is literally, “the prayer of this place,” where the genitive is likely a genitive of relation, i.e., the prayers associated with this place or the prayers offered in this place. This is a good example of a collective singular, where the singular “prayer” is collective for the “prayers”
2Ch 7:16
“for my name to be there forever.” The verb is an infinitive (see NJB).
“and my eyes and my heart will be there perpetually.” Although Jerusalem will be the place of Christ’s Millennial Temple (Ezek. 40-48), there was, and has been a large number of years where “this house,” the Temple, was destroyed and no longer there. Many prophecies are conditional, and this is one of them.
[For more on the conditional nature of many prophecies, see commentary on Deut. 18:20.]
2Ch 7:19
“But if you...before you.” The “you” is plural, for you rulers down through the ages. The verbs and pronouns are all plural in 2 Chronicles 7:19.
“worship them.” Or “bow down to them.” The Hebrew word translated “worship,” shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), is the same Hebrew word as “bow down.”
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
 
2 Chronicles Chapter 8
2Ch 8:2
“the cities that Huram had given to Solomon.” This seems to contradict 1 Kings 9:11, but it is possible that because Huram did not like the cities that he gave them back to Solomon.
2Ch 8:3
“Hamath-zobah.” This is a city in Syria. Solomon apparently attacked and conquered it. This may well be God showing that Solomon was interested in establishing the borders of the Promised Land and fulfilling the promise of the land to Abraham.
2Ch 8:5
“Upper Beth-horon and Lower Beth-horon.” Solomon is protecting the main approach to Jerusalem from the west. Upper Beth-horon and Lower Beth-horon are on ridge routes leading from the west coast of Israel into the hill country.
“bars.” The “bars” were strong wooden beams that were placed behind the doors of the gate so they could not be opened and could withstand pounding from the outside without giving way. Those bars were the origin of the shout “Bar the doors!” when an enemy would approach.
2Ch 8:6
“Baalath.” See commentary on 1 Kings 9:18.
2Ch 8:7
“the Perizzites.” A tribe of unknown origin in the hill country of Judah and Ephraim. See commentary on Joshua 9:1.
2Ch 8:10
“250 men.” The record in 1 Kings 9:23 says “550,” while the record in 2 Chronicles 8:10 says “250.” There is a textual variant based on a scribal error, and which number is correct is not known.
2Ch 8:11
“must not dwell in the house of David.” This is a strange act on the part of Solomon. He did not mind marrying foreign women, but now he wants them, including his Egyptian queen, to live in a place that is not where the ark of the covenant had been (or ostensibly, too close to where the ark was). It is possible that this queen from Egypt may have lived in David’s palace until her house was built, but we do not know that for certain. In any case, we know from the biblical record that as Solomon got older, he was less and less inclined to follow Yahweh, and ended up building temples for pagan gods (1 Kings 11:4-10).
2Ch 8:12
“that he had built in front of the vestibule.” The Temple faced east, and if a person entered the Temple area from the east, the altar of sacrifice was in front of the vestibule of the Temple.
2Ch 8:13
“each day required.” The fire on the altar of sacrifice in the Temple would have burned almost continually because every day there were sacrifices required by the Law of Moses, a morning sacrifice and an evening sacrifice, plus there were extra sacrifices for the Sabbath days, the new moons (the start of the new month), and the special feasts. Also, there were the sacrifices such as the burnt offerings and the sin offerings that people would bring every day.
When we get a picture of the immensity of the number of offerings and sacrifices that were burned on the altar, we can get an appreciation of how busy the Levites were bringing wood to the Temple to burn the sacrifices and water to wash them with.
2Ch 8:17
“Eloth.” This is the plural of Elath, on the north shore of the Gulf of Aqaba (cf. Deut. 2:8). It is not known exactly why the name is plural. Solomon went there to secure trade from Aqaba.
2Ch 8:18
“took 450 talents of gold.” 1 Kings 9:28 says 420 talents of gold. The text of either Kings or Chronicles was miscopied at some point.
Ophir. See commentary on 1 Kings 9:28.
 
2 Chronicles Chapter 9
2Ch 9:1
“When the Queen of Sheba heard.” The record of the Queen of Sheba is also in 1 Kings 10.
2Ch 9:4
“burnt offering.” The Masoretic text has, “upper room,” but it clearly seems the Hebrew was miscopied, and the Hebrew letter yod was miscopied into a vav.
2Ch 9:8
“his throne.” Solomon sat on the throne, but it rightfully belonged to God, the true King of Israel (see commentary on 1 Chron. 29:23).
2Ch 9:10
“the servants of Huram.” These men had ships and had brought the gold from Ophir, and now they bring algum trees and precious stones (cf. 1 Kings 10:11).
2Ch 9:14
“the governors of the country.” Although who these governors are is unclear, it seems like they are foreigners. Josephus indicates they were governors of Arabia.[footnoteRef:475] [475:  Josephus, Antiquities of the Jews, 8:179.] 

2Ch 9:16
“300 shekels of gold.” Three hundred shekels is roughly 7.5 pounds (3.4 kg). A shekel was roughly .4 ounces (11 or 11.5 grams). See commentary on Genesis 24:22, “shekel.” 1 Kings 10:17 says three minas of gold went into each shield. There is evidence for the existence of a “heavy mina,” which was the equivalent of 300 shekels.
2Ch 9:21
“ships of Tarshish.” This may refer to ships that were built in Tarshish or were some kind of “Tarshish-style” ship.
2Ch 9:25
“4,000 stalls for horses.” There is a contradiction between 1 Kings 4:26 and 2 Chron. 9:25. The Masoretic Hebrew text reads 40,000 stalls in Kings, but 4,000 stalls in Chronicles. Interestingly, 40,000 seems like too many, while 4,000 seems like it could be too little. So it is hard to tell which number is correct and which is a copyist’s error. Also, this is the number of “stalls;” the number of horses may have been different, but that number is not given. However, Solomon was not supposed to have many horses (Deut. 17:16).
2Ch 9:26
“the River.” This is the Euphrates River; the southern portion of it running through Syria.
2Ch 9:27
“the Shephelah.” The Shephelah is the area of rolling hills east of Israel’s coastal plain and between the coastal plain and the hill country (see commentary on Josh. 9:1).
 
2 Chronicles Chapter 10
2Ch 10:1
“Shechem.” Rehoboam’s going to Shechem could well have been a “political” move to try to show the people of Israel that he was going to try to get Israel back to its historical roots as far as their worship of Yahweh was concerned. Shechem was a well-known place of worship in Israel. Shechem was the very first place mentioned in Genesis where Abraham stopped when he entered Canaan (Gen. 12:6). After the conquest of the Promised Land, Joshua gathered all the tribes to Shechem and cut a covenant with the people that they would serve Yahweh (Josh. 24:1, 24-28). Shechem was a Levitical city and city of refuge (Josh. 20:7, 21; 1 Chron. 6:66-67). After the destruction of Israel by Assyria, Shechem remained an important city, but it became a center for the perverted worship in Judah during Hosea’s time, which is why priests from Gilead in the Transjordan would make a pilgrimage there, and according to Josephus, after the Babylonian exile of Judah it was the leading city of the Samaritans.[footnoteRef:476] [476:  Josephus, Antiquities of the Jews, 11.8.6.] 

2Ch 10:4
“Your father made our yoke hard.” Sadly, this reflects the real situation in Israel under Solomon, especially in his later years. We think of Solomon as wise, but he was not wise in the way he treated people. And he was truly wealthy, but that wealth came at a cost. His people worked hard and paid dearly so Solomon could have what he had, which was very impressive to people on the outside such as the Queen of Sheba, but placed a heavy burden on the people on the inside who did all the work.
2Ch 10:7
“kind…and speak good words to them.” The Bible is full of advice that people be kind to each other and not speak harshly to each other (cf. Prov. 15:1; 25:11, 15). The saying, “words will never hurt me” is not at all true. Proverbs 15:1 says, “A gentle response turns away rage, but a hurtful word increases anger,” and that is exactly what happened in this case, Rehoboam’s harsh words led to the division of the United Kingdom of Israel.
2Ch 10:8
“young men.” The Hebrew is more literally “children;” Fox[footnoteRef:477] has “youngsters.” These men and Rehoboam grew up together as children, but now they were older. Rehoboam was 41 when he became king (1 Kings 14:21), and so the men who grew up with him would have been about the same age. Given that, the fact that the Bible refers to them as “children” is clearly sarcasm, and is pointing out their mental immaturity. [477:  E. Fox, The Schocken Bible.] 

“and who stood before him.” The meaning of this phrase is that the young men got to be “before him,” that is, in his presence. These were the young men who were privileged in Rehoboam’s kingdom and who got to be with him and thus had easy access to him. Rehoboam felt very close to these men (see commentary on 2 Chron. 10:9).
2Ch 10:9
“that we should answer.” Note the “we” in this verse and how different it is from 2 Chronicles 10:6, when Rehoboam was speaking with the old men and asked how do you advise that “I” answer the people. Rehoboam did not feel close to the older men, but felt very close to the younger men. Sadly, the younger men had been raised as spoiled brats just as Rehoboam had, and they felt privileged and entitled, and that led to the break up of the United Kingdom of Israel.
2Ch 10:10
“my little thing.” (See commentary on 1 Kings 12:10).
2Ch 10:14
“I will make your yoke heavier,” This translation follows the Masoretic Hebrew text. Some later Hebrew texts and the Septuagint read the same as in the account in Kings, “My father….”
2Ch 10:17
“Judah.” Here “Judah” represents the tribes of Judah and Benjamin.
 
2 Chronicles Chapter 11
2Ch 11:3
“to all Israel in Judah and Benjamin.” These are the Israelites who were living in Benjamin and Judah.
2Ch 11:5
“fortified cities.” The Hebrew is “built cities,” but the word “built” can mean “built-up” or “fortified,” and that is the case here.
2Ch 11:14
“Jeroboam and his sons.” Jeroboam had two sons, Nadab and Abijah (1 Kings 14:1, 20), and it is likely that they oversaw the worship in the Northern Kingdom of Israel, and kept the legitimate priests from worshiping the true God the way He required.
2Ch 11:15
“he had appointed priests for himself.” Jeroboam chose priests who were not descendants of Aaron to be the priests for his shrines and golden calves.
“shrines.” The Hebrew word “shrines” is bamot, which referred to a place that was leveled and built up and on which were placed various idols and objects of worship. Many of the towns had such shrines (see commentary on Num. 33:52).
“goat demons.” Demons have associated themselves with goats and appeared as goats or goat men from very ancient times, and biblically, unbelievers are referred to as “goats” (Matt. 25:33). Israel worshiped goat demons when they were in the wilderness (Lev. 17:7).
[For more on Azazel and goat demons, see commentaries on Lev. 16:8 and Isa. 14:9.]
2Ch 11:16
“those people from every tribe of Israel.” This is important historically, because people tend to think that after the United Kingdom of Israel under David and Solomon split into “Judah” in the south and “Israel” in the north, that only Judeans and Benjamites were in Judah, but that is not the case. The Southern Kingdom, “Judah,” had men and women from every tribe in it, as well as priests and Levites who had originally been assigned by Joshua to live in every tribal area. This means that people from every tribe of Israel—all 12 tribes—were preserved in the Babylonian exile to return to Judah and eventually make up the “Jews” who were in Judea and Galilee at the time of Christ.
When Jeroboam set up his golden calves in Bethel and Dan and set up his own priests who were not descendants of Aaron and changed the calendar given to Moses by God (1 Kings 12:25-33), there was an exodus of the truly godly people from the Kingdom of Israel to the Kingdom of Judah. That many godly people left Israel accelerated the downward move into idolatry and godlessness in Israel that eventually led to its destruction by the Assyrians (2 Kings 17). It also shows that truly godly people can determine Good from Evil and Right from Wrong, and that sometimes they have to be bold to do what it takes to worship God even though it means persecution and hardship. It would have been very difficult for many of the godly people of the northern tribes to uproot their families and move to Judah, but to them, the true worship of Yahweh was worth the hardship. Abraham, Moses, and many others had suffered hardship in order to follow the true God (cf. Heb. 11:8-27), and very often believers today have to suffer hardships to worship the true God in a genuine way.
“followed them.” That is, the people followed the priests and Levites that had already left the Kingdom of Israel and gone south to the Kingdom of Judah.
2Ch 11:17
“they walked for three years in the way of David and Solomon.” For an unstated reason, Rehoboam and the people turned away from Yahweh after three years (cf. 2 Chron. 12:1).
2Ch 11:18
“Mahalath the daughter of Jerimoth the son of David and of Abihail.” So, Mahalath is the granddaughter of David and Eliab, David’s oldest brother. So both sides of Mahalath, her father and mother, were descendants of Jesse. In fact, Mahalath’s mother (Abihail) and her father (Jerimoth) were first cousins. Jerimoth is not mentioned elsewhere as a son of David, and it is believed that he was the son of David and one of David’s unnamed wives.
2Ch 11:19
“Jeush, and Shemariah, and Zaham.” This may be included because in spite of the royal pedigree of these men, none of them became king. It was Rehoboam’s wife Maacah, the daughter of David’s rebellious son Absalom, who gave birth to Abijah, who became the king after Rehoboam because Rehoboam loved Maacah the most of all his wives (2 Chron. 11:21).
2Ch 11:21
“for he took 18 wives and 60 concubines.” Rehoboam is to a degree following in the footsteps of his father, Solomon, in spite of the injunction in Deuteronomy 17:17 that a king was not to take many wives.
2Ch 11:23
“and he acquired many wives for them.” Rehoboam acquired many wives for his sons so he would be assured of having solidity in his kingdom and his dynasty would continue.
 
2 Chronicles Chapter 12
2Ch 12:4
“as far as Jerusalem.” We know from the records of Shishak that he also made conquests in the Northern Kingdom of Israel, but the Chronicler is simply interested in pointing out that Rehoboam’s abandonment of Yahweh opened up his whole kingdom to attack, including Jerusalem where the king’s palace and the Temple of Yahweh were.
2Ch 12:6
“the officials of Israel and the king humbled themselves.” The point of this verse is huge when we consider that the audience reading it was in the Babylonian Captivity and were captive because they had abandoned Yahweh. The lesson for them was that they should humble themselves and obey Yahweh and He might move to restore them to their land.
2Ch 12:7
“I will grant them a measure of deliverance.” The way to understand this phrase is unclear. It may refer to “some” deliverance, a partial deliverance, or it may refer to time, deliverance at some time in the near future. The scholars and the English versions are divided. It certainly is true that Judah got a measure of deliverance. God’s wrath was not fully poured out on Jerusalem. Although Shishak took much from Jerusalem, things could have been much worse. He could have occupied the city instead of going back to Egypt, or he could have burned the city like Nebuchadnezzar did. Given what could have happened, it seems Rehoboam and the Jerusalemites got off fairly easily.
2Ch 12:8
“Nevertheless, they will be his slaves.” This is a reflection back to when Israel was in Egypt. God had delivered Israel from slavery in Egypt, but now Judah abandoned Yahweh, so they went back to being slaves of Egypt. The translation “slaves” fits here, because slaves cannot quit their service when they want to, and slaves don’t get paid for their work, and both those things are the case here.
2Ch 12:9
“He took it all away. He also took away the shields of gold that Solomon had made.” This is quite an irony. Israel left Egypt with their gold because Pharaoh had hardened his heart against God, and now Rehoboam and Judah hardened their hearts against Yahweh and so the gold went back to Egypt. Pharaoh Shishak took away the gold weapons that were stored in the Temple, but he must have left the bronze ones because there were weapons from the time of David still in the Temple many years later at the time of Joash (2 Kings 11:10; 2 Chron. 23:9).
2Ch 12:12
“there were good things.” Although the Bible does not describe what the “good things” are, they almost certainly refer to the attitude and humility of the people (cf. 2 Chron. 19:3).
2Ch 12:13
“and his mother’s name was Naamah the Ammonitess.” This is stated in 1 Kings 14:21. There is some tradition that Naamah was the daughter of Nahash the Ammonite king, which would make her a princess and a likely wife for Solomon.
“Rehoboam was 41 years old when he began to reign.” Since Solomon reigned 40 years (1 Kings 11:42), Rehoboam was born before Solomon became king.
“and his mother’s name was Naamah the Ammonitess.” Naamah is the only wife or concubine of Solomon who is named in the Bible, and she is named three times (1 Kings 14:21, 31; 2 Chron. 12:13). It is significant that she is named, because out of all 1,000 of Solomon’s wives and concubines (1 Kings 11:3), it was her son Rehoboam who was chosen to be king. It is not stated in the Bible if his powerful wife from Egypt (1 Kings 3:1) had children, but if she had it seems they would have been strong contenders for the throne given the strength of Egypt at this time in history. In any case, Solomon must have had a special relationship with Naamah, and it seems certain that she was one of the wives who turned his heart away from Yahweh because he worshiped the god Milcom from Ammon and also built a shrine to the Ammonite god Molech on the Mount of Olives (1 Kings 11:4-7).
2Ch 12:16
“Abijah.” He is called Abijam in 1 Kings 14:31.
 
2 Chronicles Chapter 13
2Ch 13:1
“Jeroboam.” This is Jeroboam I, the first king of Israel.
2Ch 13:2
“Uriel of Gibeah.” This would suggest she was a Benjamite.
2Ch 13:4
“stood up on Mount Zemaraim.” The exact location of this mountain is unknown, but it is very close to Bethel in Ephraim (cf. Josh. 18:22).
2Ch 13:5
“sons.” In this context the word “sons” means descendants.
“covenant of salt.” Like the blood covenant, the covenant of salt was an ancient custom that was recognized all over the Middle East. The offerings of the Lord were to be offered with salt as a symbol of the covenant and a reminder of the commitment people made to keep the covenant (Lev. 2:13), and Numbers 18:19 specifically mentions the salt covenant. The importance and solemnity of the salt covenant in the biblical culture is shown here in 2 Chronicles in that God promised the Kingdom of Israel to David by a covenant of salt. In Ezra 4:14, the enemies of the Jews wrote to the Persian king that they felt obligated to report to him what the Jews were doing because they “eat the salt of the king’s palace.”
The salt covenant was considered inviolate, and was often taken instead of a blood covenant to seal an agreement or to confirm friendship (some of the older books on biblical manners and customs refer to it as the “friendship covenant”). However, the terms of the covenant must be understood by clear communication or by custom. Sometimes the salt covenant was forever, as here in 2 Chronicles, and sometimes it was for a very defined period of time.
The most common way to take salt together was to eat food that had been salted. The Eastern sayings, “There is salt between us,” or “There is bread and salt between us,” or “He has eaten of my salt,” all refer to having taken a salt covenant by sharing food together. Edwin Rice writes: “The most common way of confirming a covenant and agreement between two parties, man and man, is to offer a sacrifice, or have a sacrificial feast. Any occasion of unusual joy or gladness is commonly counted poorly or imperfectly celebrated, if not observed by a similar sacrifice of a lamb or some clean animal. It is a universal custom to have such a sacrifice in the Orient at betrothals and at wedding feasts. The custom is widespread throughout all Oriental lands now, and is as old as the history of the Oriental races.”[footnoteRef:478] [478:  Edwin Rice, Orientalisms in Bible Lands, section 441.] 

Rice goes on to say, “Dr. W. M. Thomson tells of a Bedouin Sheikh, who dipped a bit of bread in grape molasses (dibs) and gave it to him to eat, saying, ‘Now we are brothers; there is bread and salt between us.’ The Arab also gave a bit of the bread to all Dr. Thomson’s companions, and to the muleteers, and to all about the tent, who tasted of it. This was the ceremony that sealed a covenant of friendship. It gave the missionary and his company permission to travel wherever they pleased in the Sheikh’s territory, he being pledged to aid and befriend them, ‘even to the loss of his own life.’ …The Rev. F. Moghabghab, a Syrian, tells of three forms of covenants among Oriental shepherds: 1. Of drinking water, coffee, or wine together. 2. Of salt or eating together. 3. Of blood, the most sacred of all, sealed by “cutting” and killing sheep.”[footnoteRef:479] [479:  Rice, Orientalisms, section 233.] 

E. J. Hardy writes of the custom of eating a meal with salt and how it procured friendship and protection even if the people partaking were not aware they were eating salt: “A traveler being visited in his tent by truculent and apparently dangerous Arabs put salt into food, and induced them to eat it. When the visitors found they had taken the man’s salt, their whole manner changed toward him. They felt bound not only not to injure him, but to protect him.”[footnoteRef:480] [480:  E. J. Hardy, The Unvarying East, 151.] 

James Freeman writes: “So deeply rooted is this sentiment, that intended robbery has been abandoned when the robber has accidentally eaten salt while getting his plunder. Travelers have sometimes secured their safety in the midst of wild Bedawin by using stratagem in getting the Arabs to eat salt with them. Macgregor tells how he outwitted a sheikh who had made him a prisoner, and whose disposition seemed unfriendly. ‘We had now eaten salt together, and in his own tent, and so he was bound by the strongest tie, and he knew it.’”[footnoteRef:481] [481:  James Freeman, Hand-book of Bible Manners and Customs, section 150.] 

In 1853 Sir Richard Burton made a journey to Mecca and Medina, and wrote of the friendship that salt procured, but warned: “there are, however, some tribes who require to renew the bond every 24 hours, as otherwise, to use their own phrase, ‘the salt is not in their stomachs.’” He also warned about entering salt covenants with people who are involved in blood feuds, because by taking the salt of such a person you are automatically an ally of his and an enemy of his enemies.[footnoteRef:482] [482:  Richard Burton, Personal Narrative of a Pilgrimage to Al-Madinah &amp; Meccah, 2:112.] 

One apparent form of the salt covenant in the biblical culture was that parents salted their children at birth, and if a baby was not salted it was considered neglected (Ezek. 16:4). This was to assure God and others that the parents would raise the child to be faithful to God. However, the way the baby was “salted” varied. Sometimes only a little salt was symbolically rubbed on the child as a sign of the salt covenant, while sometimes the baby was washed in water that had a small amount of salt in it.[footnoteRef:483] [483:  Bishop K. C. Pillai, Light Through An Eastern Window, 42.] 

Because the salt covenant and sharing food that had some salt in it was regularly used as a “friendship covenant,” to procure a state of peace and well-being between people, it seems that is why Jesus said to his disciples, “Have salt in yourselves, and be at peace with one another” (Mark 9:50). If we have salt in ourselves, we can be at peace with each other even if we do not share a salted meal together.
The fact that the salt covenant was used in the Middle East until modern times shows how tightly the Eastern people maintain their customs, even when the reasons for those customs have long been forgotten. That is one reason why the study of the customs in the Middle East up until modern times was such a fruitful way of learning and understanding what seemed to be some of the more obscure passages of Scripture.
The salt covenant is so old that no one really knows its origin, although a number of possible reasons have been set forward. One is that because salt is used as a preservative, it symbolized that the agreement was to be kept. Salt is also a cleansing or purifying agent, and so some people say it may have symbolized the purity of the covenant agreement and that it was to be kept. However, the salt of covenant was added to grain offerings and sacrifices that were burned up, so no preserving or cleansing was needed, so those explanations seem to fall short. The most likely reason for the origin of the salt covenant is that it came about as a substitute for the blood covenant because of the salt in the blood. In fact, it is impossible to take a blood covenant without also involving—and sometimes consuming—salt.
2Ch 13:6
“lord.” The Hebrew text has the grammatical plural, “lords,” but the reference is to Solomon. This is likely a plural of majesty.
2Ch 13:7
“sons of Belial.” This is a designation of sons of the Devil.
[For more on sons of Belial, see commentary on 1 Sam. 2:12. For more on the unforgivable sin and children of the Devil, see commentary on Matt. 12:31.]
“when Rehoboam was young and tenderhearted.” Abijah may be overstating the goodness of Rehoboam and making it out as if he were a good king. But Rehoboam did more evil in the sight of Yahweh than all the kings before him (1 Kings 14:22). He was 41 years old when he began to reign (2 Chron. 12:13) so he was not that young in chronological years, but this may well refer to the fact that he had not been the king very long. There is a huge difference between not being king and simply watching what the king did, and being the king and having to make those decisions and undergo the pressures of kingship on one’s own.
2Ch 13:8
“intend.” The Hebrew is literally “say,” but it sometimes refers to what a person says in their mind (thus the English versions that have “think”), and thus “intend” is a good translation (cp NASB).
“kingship.” This is more normally “kingship” (cf. 2 Chron. 13:5), although sometimes it can be translated as “kingdom.” The continual “kingship” is Yahweh’s, and it is in the hand of the sons of David. The NJB has “Yahweh’s sovereignty,” the CEB has “the LORD’s royal rule.”
“that is in the hand of the sons of David.” Abijah is thus including himself in the sons of David.
“you have with you the golden calves.” Jeroboam was not moving the golden calves around, but he had them “with him” in his kingdom.
2Ch 13:9
“ordain.” For the translation “ordain,” see commentary on Exodus 28:41.
“what are not gods.” The Hebrew can be translated in different ways, including, “ a priest to a non-god,” and “a priest to what is not God.”
2Ch 13:10
“and we have not abandoned him.” King Abijah overstates his commitment to Yahweh here. 1 Kings 15:3 says, “He walked in all the sins that his father before him had committed, and his heart was not wholly devoted to Yahweh his God.”
2Ch 13:11
“the Bread of the Presence.” The Bread of the Presence was 12 large cakes of bread that were in the Tabernacle and Temple (see commentary on Exod. 25:30).
2Ch 13:12
“battle trumpets to sound an attack.” The Hebrew is difficult to translate and the English versions differ greatly. The idea is that there are battle trumpets ready to sound the battle.
2Ch 13:15
“God struck Jeroboam and all Israel before Abijah and Judah.” This is a good example of the principle of agency. God struck the Israelites through the agency of Judah. The Judeans had to go to war, but helped by Yahweh they won a great victory.
2Ch 13:18
“subdued.” The Hebrew is the same word that is translated as “humbled” in many other places. This is an interesting reflection on life, because people can humble themselves before God, or they will eventually “be humbled” by outside forces, even by God Himself. Israel would not humble themselves before God, so they were humbled by the Judean army, who had Yahweh on their side.
2Ch 13:19
“daughter-towns.” The Hebrew text is just “daughters,” referring to small close-by towns that are supported by a “mother” town, a large and normally well-fortified town (see commentary on Josh. 15:45).
“Jeshanah.” Jeshanah is north of Bethel in the tribal area of Ephraim, and it is about three miles south of Shiloh.
2Ch 13:20
“not regain power again.” Jeroboam lost 500,000 soldiers, and his kingdom never recovered from it.
“Yahweh struck him.” This “struck” can refer to being struck in different ways, for example, by a plague.
2Ch 13:22
“his ways.” That is, his way of doing things.
 
2 Chronicles Chapter 14
2Ch 14:1
“Asa his son reigned in his place.” The reign of King Asa is covered in 1 Kings 15:9-24, and 2 Chronicles 14:2-16:14.
2Ch 14:3
“shrines.” The Hebrew word “shrines” is bamot, which referred to a place that was leveled and built up and on which were placed various idols and objects of worship. Many of the towns had such shrines (see commentary on Num. 33:52).
Asa also removed all the male and female cult prostitutes from Judah (1 Kings 15:12).
“the standing-stones.” Most standing-stones were set up as part of the worship of pagan gods, and that is the context here. God has no tolerance for idols. They are harmful in many different ways, and God commanded that they be destroyed.
[For more on standing-stones, see commentary on Gen. 28:18. For more on idols being harmful, see commentary on Deut. 7:5.]
2Ch 14:4
“obey.” The Hebrew is literally “do,” but that does not read well in English. Some English versions have “obey,” which catches the meaning well.
2Ch 14:5
“before him.” The Hebrew is more literally, “before his face.” That is, as Asa surveyed his kingdom, everything was quiet.
2Ch 14:6
“because the land was quiet.” Asa had the opportunity to build because his time, energy, and resources were not devoted elsewhere. Asa understood that one of the best deterrents to being attacked was to have such a strong defense that any enemy would not have the strength and time to conquer the kingdom. Once a war has started, the best defense is a good offense, but before war starts many times the best deterrent is the enemy knowing that your defense is so strong you cannot be conquered.
2Ch 14:7
“bars.” The “bars” were strong wooden beams that were placed behind the doors so they could not be opened and could withstand pounding from the outside without giving way. Those bars were the origin of the shout “Bar the doors!” when an enemy would approach.
“The land is still ours.” The Hebrew is “the land is still before us,” but the meaning of that is unclear in English. Asa was aware that if he and the people turned away from Yahweh they could lose their land.
2Ch 14:8
“bows.” The Hebrew also contains the idea of drawing the bow to shoot arrows, but that makes the English awkward.
2Ch 14:9
“thousands upon thousands.” The Hebrew text is simply, “a thousand thousand,” which some versions take to be one million men, but that is unlikely for a number of reasons, including that there were only 300 chariots. It is much more likely that this is a hyperbole for a whole lot of men. 2 Chronicles 16:8 simply calls this army a huge army.
2Ch 14:10
“in the Valley of Zephathah at Mareshah.” This valley is in the Shephelah, and the Ethiopian army is coming from the south. They well could have marched up into Israel on “the Way of the Philistines.”
2Ch 14:11
“to help the one who has no strength against the mighty.” The wording of the Hebrew text is idiomatic and much less clear, but means the same thing as the REV translation. The Hebrew text is more literally “between the mighty and him who has no strength.”
“Help us, Yahweh our God.” There are two reasons given for Asa’s request. He relies on Yahweh and he comes in Yahweh’s name.
“rely.” This word occurs in 2 Chronicles 16:7 when Asa “relies” on Syria.
2Ch 14:13
“pursued them to Gerar.” Gerar is a Philistine city in southwest Judah. So Judah engaged the Ethiopians in war and then chased them back to the south.
“they could not recover themselves.” Some versions translate this as if it were saying that the Ethiopian army was totally killed off, but the Hebrew more likely means that the army was broken to such an extent that they could not recover and organize themselves as an army again.
“Judah.” The Hebrew is literally “they,” but the wording of the sentence makes that unclear in English. The context makes it clear that the “they” is Judah.
2Ch 14:14
“They struck all the cities around Gerar.” The cities around Gerar, like Gerar itself, were Philistine cities and the Philistines were enemies of Israel. Although the text does not explicitly say so, it seems apparent and would be logical that the Philistines helped the Ethiopians and thus drew the ire of the Judeans.
“because the fear of Yahweh had come on those cities.” This is similar to what happened in Jericho (Josh. 2:9-11).
“much spoil.” The “much spoil” would have included any gold, silver, iron, copper, or other metals that were there, as well as weapons, livestock, and stored food. It is also possible that Judah took slaves, although there is no way to confirm that.
2Ch 14:15
“the tents of those who had livestock.” The literal Hebrew, “struck the tents of livestock,” is a metonymy, where the tents of livestock are put for the tents of the people who own livestock.
[See Word Study: “Metonymy.”]
 
2 Chronicles Chapter 15
2Ch 15:1
“was upon.” The Hebrew text is literally “was upon.” Azariah the prophet had the holy spirit of God just as Moses and other prophets had.
[For more on the spirit of God, see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
2Ch 15:3
“For a long time Israel.” The prophet is likely referring to the time of the Judges.
“without a teaching priest.” One of the jobs of the priests was to teach the people the Law of Moses and the commands of God (Lev. 10:11). However, when the king was against God, they could only do that at the risk of their lives. But Asa supported God and the Law, and so officials and Levites were able to travel around Judah and teach the Law to the people (2 Chron. 17:7-9).
2Ch 15:5
“the one who went out, nor for the one who came in.” This is the figure of speech polarmerismos for people living their lives, who go out in the morning and come in later in the afternoon after work. The text is saying that people did not have peace and the feeling of well-being in their life. There was always a state of worry and anxiety. They had “great troubles.”
[See Word Study: “Merismos.”]
“all the inhabitants of the lands.” This could be the “lands,” i.e., the districts, within Israel, or it could refer to Israel and the lands around it; the other nations as well as Israel.
2Ch 15:7
“do not let your hands be slack.” The Hebrew word “slack” has a couple of meanings that both apply. It can be “slack” in the sense of lazy, i.e., don’t back off your work, or it can be “weak,” in the sense of losing strength due to discouragement, etc.
“because your work will be rewarded.” The Hebrew has “reward” as a noun, “because there is a reward for your work.”
2Ch 15:8
“and the prophecy of Oded the prophet.” Oded is mentioned in 2 Chronicles 15:1, but what he said is not recorded. It seems he must have agreed with the prophecy of Azariah.
“and from the cities that he had taken from the hill country of Ephraim.” In the various conflicts between the Northern Kingdom of Israel and the Southern Kingdom of Judah, Judah had conquered some Israelite cities, and those would have had lots of different idols. Asa removed the idols and abominations from his country, Judah, and even from the cities he had conquered in Israel. That may not have been very popular with the people who lived in those cities, because people get attached to their gods and idols, but Asa was the king and it was his responsibility to see that in his kingdom Yahweh was followed and obeyed.
“in front of the vestibule of the house of Yahweh.” The Temple of Yahweh built by Solomon had three rooms: an outermost vestibule, then the Holy Place, then the Holy of Holies. The great altar of sacrifice was in the courtyard east of the vestibule.
[For more on the Temple and the vestibule, see commentary on 1 Kings 6:3.]
2Ch 15:9
“for an abundance of them defected to him from Israel.” As Israel became more and more ungodly, more and more godly people moved from Israel into Judah. This had happened earlier also, in the days of Rehoboam, son of Solomon (cf. 2 Chron. 11:13-17).
“defected to him.” The Hebrew is idiomatic, literally, “fell upon him.”
2Ch 15:10
“in the third month.” This gathering is likely at Pentecost, the Old Testament Feast of Weeks, which was 50 days after the Feast of Unleavened Bread.
2Ch 15:11
“some of the spoil.” This spoil is from the battle with the Ethiopians (2 Chron. 14:14).
2Ch 15:13
“that whoever would not seek Yahweh the God of Israel would be put to death.” This law was much more severe than the Law of Moses, which never demanded what this law did. It is likely that it did not last long. There is no record of anyone being put to death because of this law, and it is not reflected in the book of Kings.
“whether small or great.” The law applied to everyone, whether they were a “great” and powerful person in the kingdom, or whether they were “small,” a common citizen. Some versions have “young or old,” but the Hebrew vocabulary does not support that distinction well.
2Ch 15:16
“Maacah, the grandmother.” Maacah was the wife of Rehoboam, the grandfather of Asa, and so Maacah was the grandmother of Asa. The Hebrew does not have a specific word for “grandmother,” but uses “mother” and expects people to know the correct genealogy.
“queen mother.” The Hebrew word gebirah (גְּבִירָה #01377) refers to the “queen mother,” who in this context is the grandmother of the king.[footnoteRef:484] The queen mother was the most powerful woman in the kingdom, much more powerful than any of the wives of the king, who often did not have much real power at all. In this case, the “queen grandmother” was ungodly and Asa removed her from her powerful position, but the text does not tell us how he did that. [484:  BDB, Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon.] 

“in the brook Kidron.” The brook Kidron ran dry most of the year.
2Ch 15:17
“the local shrines.” The Hebrew word “shrines” is bamot, which referred to a place that was leveled and built up and on which were placed various idols and objects of worship. Many of the towns had such shrines (see commentary on Num. 33:52).
 
2 Chronicles Chapter 16
2Ch 16:1
“Baasha king of Israel went up against Judah.” (cf. 1 Kings 15:17).
“and fortified Ramah.” Ramah was on the ancient Road of the Patriarchs and was a choke point in the north-south travel. (see commentary on 1 Kings 15:17).
2Ch 16:2
“the house of Yahweh...the king’s house.” The house of Yahweh is the Temple, which had treasuries in which gifts were kept. The king’s house is the palace.
2Ch 16:7
“and have not relied on Yahweh.” In 2 Chronicles 14:11, Asa relied on Yahweh and was successful, but here he did not rely on Yahweh. This rebuke is completely missing in the record in 1 Kings. The Chronicler is choosing what records get preserved in part to affect his audience, the people at the time of the Babylonian Captivity. There would be an emphasis on how to act to have God assist you.
2Ch 16:10
“Then Asa was angry with the seer.” Asa should have repented. We have no way of knowing if his kingdom and health would have been restored in some way, but it would have been the right thing to do.
“stocks in prison.” The Hebrew is literally “the house of stocks,” the “house” being the prison, and the stocks being in the prison. This is very harsh treatment to give a prophet of Yahweh.
“And Asa oppressed some of the people at that time.” It is likely that Hanani had supporters, and Asa is putting down what he considers to be a popular uprising at this time.
2Ch 16:12
“very severe.” The Hebrew is an idiom, “unto the heights.”
2Ch 16:14
“tombs.” Asa may have been planning ahead and had dug out more than one tomb to make room for family members.
“cut out.” The tomb was cut out of the rock, not dug out of the ground.
“in the bed.” The Hebrew can also be “on the bier.” There is no way to tell for sure from the text exactly how Asa was buried. Some rock-cut tombs had beds carved into them where the body was laid.
“and they made a very large burning for him.” This is not a cremation, but some kind of memorial fire made in honor of King Asa. There seems to be good archaeological evidence for these memorial fires. Gabriel Barkay wrote about them:
“At the beginning of the 20th century, when Jerusalem, still centered around its ancient core, was surrounded by agricultural land and orchards, 20 mysterious earth-and-stone mounds rose above the city’s western horizon, clearly visible from afar. …In 1953 Israeli archaeologist Ruth Amiran excavated three of the mounds and surveyed the others, identifying and numbering 19 mounds within a distance of less than three miles [from Jerusalem]. …Amiran excavated mound 5 down to its foundations. …Amiran began her excavation of mound 5 by exposing a ring wall at the base…. Additional narrow walls encircled the mound higher up on the slope. The inner walls were probably used to contain fill later piled within the base wall. Amiran then dug a 16-foot-wide trench through the heart of the mound, later widening the trench and removing the entire mound. …Beneath the fill comprising the mound she found a platform, partially paved with stone slabs, located on top of a flat, quarried, rocky surface. The paved platform was not in the geometrical center of the mound. …A pit 3 feet deep was located in the paved platform; fine charcoal material filled this pit. …On a pyre near the platform Amiran found burned organic material, which she identified as “charcoal pieces, burnt animal bones, and black earth saturated with fat.” …She concluded from the potsherds and from the few vessels that could be reconstructed that the three mounds date to the time of the late kingdom of Judah, the seventh century B.C.E. In a 1958 article, Amiran wrote of the Jerusalem mounds, ‘The fact that no interment or traces of any human bones were found in the pit or beside it, and the ceremonial character of the flight of steps leading to the platform, led us to [conclude that] the whole site [is] a high place (bamah).’ …It is this view that is accepted by most scholars today.”
But Barkay then sets forth some reasons for his belief that the piles were what was left of the memorial burnings for the kings of Judah, and mentions how the Bible mentions those burnings.
“Second Chronicles relates that King Asa of Judah, who died in about 867 B.C.E., was buried in ‘his own sepulcher that he had made for himself in the City of David.’ He was put on a bier of spices and other precious materials. The text then adds: ‘A very great fire was made in his honor’ (2 Chron. 16:14). …By contrast, Jehoram—the mid-ninth-century B.C.E. king of Judah whom, according to the Bible, the Lord inflicted with a gruesome disease (his bowels dropped out and he died)—did not receive an honorary fire: ‘His people made no fire for him, as they had for his forefathers’ (2 Chron. 21:19). …Corroboration of this practice referred to in Chronicles with respect to Jehoram also comes from the Book of Jeremiah. Regarding Zedekiah, the last king of Judah (who ruled 597-586 B.C.E.), Jeremiah prophesied: “You will die in peace and, like the fires for your royal fathers, they will burn fire for you in your memory, and lament hoi adon [alas master]” (Jeremiah 34:5). …It is interesting that there are 19 (or 20) of these mounds. Between kings David and Zedekiah, the last king of the House of David, there were 21 kings. …Each of the mounds may have been the site of a memorial ceremony following the death of a particular king of Judah.”[footnoteRef:485] [485:  Gabriel Barkay, “Mounds of Mystery: Where the Kings of Judah were Lamented,” Biblical Archaeological Review 29, no. 3 (May/June 2003).] 

The mounds are not tombs, and the number and place of them closely match what the Bible says about the memorial burnings for the kings of Judah. Furthermore, the dates of the pottery found in them match the period of the kings of Judah. So these mounds are most probably one more piece of archaeological evidence that supports the records in the Bible.
 
2 Chronicles Chapter 17
2Ch 17:3
“the early ways of his father David.” The life of David had a “before Bathsheba” and “after Bathsheba” sense to them. David was a man after God’s own heart, but in his early days, Yahweh was with him and gave him success in what he did, whereas after Bathsheba he had constant troubles, especially within his own family. After the Bathsheba incident, Nathan the prophet said to him, “now the sword will not depart from your house for years to come, because you have shown contempt for me and have taken the wife of Uriah the Hittite to be your wife.” True to the prophecy, David dealt with war and family problems until his death. Jehoshaphat, however, followed God like David had done in his early years.
2Ch 17:6
“pagan shrines.” The Hebrew word “shrines” is bamot, which referred to a place that was leveled and built up and on which were placed various idols and objects of worship. The context indicates these shrines were pagan in nature. Many of the towns had such shrines (see commentary on Num. 33:52).
2Ch 17:8
“Tob-adonijah.” The name means, “Good is the Lord Yahweh.”
2Ch 17:10
“the lands that were around Judah.” So this would include nations such as the Moabites, Ammonites, Syrians, etc.
2Ch 17:11
“Philistines...Arabians.” Jehoshaphat worshiped Yahweh, and the nations made peace with him, and the Philistines and Arabians brought tribute to him. But his son Jehoram was an evil king and the Philistines and Arabians attacked him (2 Chron. 21:16-17).
2Ch 17:13
“great works.” The Hebrew is singular, but “work” in this context is a collective singular for all the works he had done.
 
2 Chronicles Chapter 18
2Ch 18:1
“great riches and honor.” Jehoshaphat had great riches and great honor; he was highly honored.
“and he formed a marriage alliance with Ahab.” It is unclear how the first and second halves of the verse relate to each other. Was it due to the wealth of Jehoshaphat that Ahab was willing to enter into a marriage alliance with Jehoshaphat? Or is the text saying that Jehoshaphat was wealthy and highly honored, “but” he made the mistake of making a marriage alliance with Ahab? Or both might be true.
2Ch 18:2
“After some years.” In 1 Kings 22:1-2 the time is given as three years.
2Ch 18:3
“I am as you are.” This is the kind of answer we would expect from someone in a marriage alliance (2 Chron. 18:1).
2Ch 18:6
“another prophet of Yahweh.” Jehoshaphat does not challenge the claim of the false prophets to be prophets of Yahweh, even though he likely suspected they were not true prophets of Yahweh. Instead, he asked if there was another prophet of Yahweh who could ask Yahweh about the wisdom of going to war at Ramoth-gilead.
2Ch 18:9
“threshing floor at the entrance.” This threshing floor would be outside the gate and since it was flat would be a convenient place to set up the kings’ thrones. The threshing floor would not be in the city. The kings “sat” while the prophets prophesied, and in the Bible, the word “sat” often indicates taking a ruling position (see commentary on the parallel record in 1 Kings 22:10).
2Ch 18:14
“Go up, and succeed.” The verbs are plural in Hebrew, so Micaiah is speaking to both kings.
2Ch 18:16
“like sheep that have no shepherd.” Kings were often called the “shepherd” of their people. For Israel to be like sheep without a shepherd was a very clear cultural way of saying that the king would be dead; he would be killed in the battle, and indeed, Ahab was killed in the battle. This is reinforced when God says, “These [people] have no lord,” meaning their lord the king was dead.
“lord.” The Hebrew is literally “lords,” which is a grammatical plural, in this case, the idiom of the “plural of emphasis,” here used when speaking of the king. The king (singular) is the “shepherd” (singular) of the previous phrase.
2Ch 18:27
“return, yes, return.” Micaiah emphasizes that Ahab will not return from this battle by using the figure of speech polyptoton, in which the verb is repeated twice but in different cases, in this case, an infinitive paired with an imperfect.
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
2Ch 18:29
“I will disguise myself and go into the battle, but you put on your royal robes.” That Jehoshaphat would even comply with Ahab’s idea defies logic. Soldiers have always known that a major way to defeat an enemy army is to kill off the leadership. There are several possibilities as to why Ahab would say what he did to Jehoshaphat. One certainly is that to some extent he did not trust his own prophets who foretold victory, but had some trust in Micaiah, who foretold his death in the war, and he wanted to do everything he could to avoid that. One way to possibly save his life was to not be known as the king of Israel but to wear a disguise. Also, if the enemy thought Jehoshaphat was the king, when they killed him they may have retreated and waited to see what would become of the Israelite army; whether they would disband or not. Also, from a spiritual perspective, it seems clear that Satan wanted Jehoshaphat, who was a godly king, to be killed, and so having Jehoshaphat dress in his royal robes and enter the battle was a spiritual set-up to kill him. Ahab, who suggested that tactic, was married to Jezebel, and the two of them were both pawns of Satan and idolaters and they had conspired together in murder before this (1 Kings 21; the murder of Naboth and his family), so Ahab’s suggestion to Jehoshaphat was not out of character for him.
Jehoshaphat, on the other hand, was weak-willed and apparently naïve, and went along with Ahab’s ridiculous plan. This may have been due to an unhealthy desire to please Ahab since he had entered into a marriage alliance with Ahab (2 Chron. 18:1) and his son Jehoram was married to Ahab’s daughter (2 Chron. 21:6). It often happens that believers make unwise decisions based on the desire to please someone, including ungodly people, and that is why believers are to love God with “all” their heart, soul, mind, and strength.
 
2 Chronicles Chapter 19
2Ch 19:2
“hate.” The word “hate” in the Bible does not always have the meaning it has in English, an intense feeling of animosity, anger, and hostility toward a person, group, or object. In Hebrew and Greek, the word “hate” has a large range of meanings, from actual “hate” to simply loving something less than something else, neglecting or ignoring something, or being disgusted by something. “Hate” can also mean “to have nothing to do with, or to have a lack of love and kindly sentiment toward someone or something.” 2 Chronicles 19:2 says the people of Israel “hate” Yahweh, but although some people probably did have hostile feelings toward Yahweh, most of them simply had nothing to do with Him and showed no kindness to Him, so in the biblical way of speaking, they “hated” Him.
[For more on the large semantic range of “hate” and its use in the Bible, see commentary on Prov. 1:22, “hate.”]
2Ch 19:3
“there are good things with you.” The Hebrew is literally, “good things with you.” While it might mean “in you,” like most of the versions, the text says “with,” not “in,” and it could be that the good things “with” Jehoshaphat are the circumstances that were blessings on him and his kingdom because of his cleansing the idols out of Judah. Yes, the prophet said he would have wrath, but he well might have added there were also good things with Jehoshaphat and his kingdom.
2Ch 19:7
“nor partiality.” The Hebrew is an idiom: “nor lifting up the face.” It means to give special favor to a person because of who he or she is and not looking at the facts of the case and dispensing true justice.
2Ch 19:8
“they lived in Jerusalem.” The Masoretic Hebrew text reads, “and they returned to Jerusalem,” but the Septuagint reads “and they lived in Jerusalem,” and that seems to be the meaning of the text. The difference between the readings in Hebrew is vowel pointing, which was not in the original Hebrew text.
2Ch 19:10
“concerning bloodshed.” This is a case when translating the text literally can be confusing. The Hebrew text literally reads, “between blood and blood,” which in modern English means between members of the same family or clan. But in this case, “between blood and blood” means between cases involving bloodshed: was the bloodshed intentional and therefore murder, or unintentional and thus manslaughter? The punishments required by the Law of Moses are very different.
 
2 Chronicles Chapter 20
2Ch 20:1
“the Meunites.” A minor desert tribe of uncertain origin. This translation is from the Septuagint. The Masoretic Hebrew text reads “from the Ammonites,” see the text note in the NET translation.
2Ch 20:2
“from Edom.” The Hebrew text reads “Aram” (Syria), but this seems to be a corruption of the Hebrew because Syria is far north of the area. The Septuagint and Vulgate read “Edom.” Also, Jehoshaphat named the enemies including “Mount Seir,” which is Edom, and he did not mention Syria (2 Chron. 20:10). It is likely that the army from Edom crossed the Dead Sea at the jut of land that extends most of the way across the Dead Sea.
“En-gedi.” “En-gedi” means “the spring of the wild goats,” and it is located on the west side of the Dead Sea. It is a beautiful oasis, with plenty of water, and David hid out there from Saul (1 Sam. 23:29; 24:1). It is specifically mentioned as part of the global restoration of the earth in the Millennial Kingdom, when the Dead Sea is healed (Ezek. 47:10).
2Ch 20:3
“set his face to seek Yahweh.” This is an idiom. Jehoshaphat was afraid, but he was not paralyzed by his fear. He resolved (set his face) to seek Yahweh, and Yahweh acted on his behalf and the enemy was defeated.
2Ch 20:5
“before the new court.” This “new court” is not mentioned elsewhere. It could have been “new” because it was rebuilt in some way, but it is more likely that it was some kind of expansion to Solomon’s Temple to allow for more worshipers. The worshipers would not have been allowed into the court of the priests, where the altar of sacrifice was, they were in an outer court.
2Ch 20:7
“drive out.” The Hebrew word contains the idea of “dispossess,” such that the Israelites did not just drive out the Canaanites, but they displaced them.
2Ch 20:9
“we will stand before this house and before you.” This is one of the many places where standing before God’s house, the Temple, was considered to be standing before God, because God said He would dwell in the Temple. Note that in 2 Chronicles 20:13 and 20:18, the text just says that the people are “before Yahweh” even though they were standing in front of the Temple (2 Chron. 20:5).
2Ch 20:12
“Our God, will you not judge them?” Notice that Jehoshaphat does not ask for a victory in a military battle, he asks for vindication from Yahweh. This could well be why Yahweh fought this battle while the people of Judah sang his praise. However, his statement about not having military might is interesting because he did have a well-prepared army (2 Chron. 17:12-18), and small armies with God’s help had defeated large armies many times before.
This sentence must have had a great effect on the exiles in the Persian Empire when Chronicles was written. They were a small group in exile in the midst of a powerful empire and were looking for God’s deliverance.
2Ch 20:13
“All Judah stood before Yahweh.” The people were standing in front of the Temple, which was the house of God (God dwelled in the Holy of Holies) and thus they were standing before God (see commentary on 2 Chron. 20:9).
2Ch 20:14
“came upon Jahaziel the son of Zechariah.” Jahaziel, “the one who sees God,” was likely a Levitical musician, not a known prophet.
2Ch 20:15
“Do not be afraid and do not be dismayed.” This is very similar to Joshua 1:9. When we are confident in what God tells us to do and confident of His help, we can let go of any fear we have. In this case, when God said, “for the battle is not yours, but God’s,” that would remove a lot of concern and doubt from the people. Until that point, the people might well have thought, and with good reason, that this attack on Judah was spiritual and was punishment for the many sins of Israel and Judah. For example, the Assyrian attack on Israel was because of Israel’s sins (2 Kings 17:6-8), and the famine in David’s reign was due to Saul’s sin (2 Sam. 21:1).
“The battle is not yours, but God’s.” There are a number of times in Scripture when God fought for Israel, and Jehoshaphat was confident that this was one of them (cf. Exod. 14:13-14).
2Ch 20:16
“before the wilderness of Jeruel.” That is, east of the wilderness of Jeruel.
2Ch 20:17
“stand firm.” The Hebrew text is just “stand,” but in this context, it means to stand firm. In the face of the huge enemy army, it would be reasonable that some of the people would have run away.
2Ch 20:18
“fell down before Yahweh.” The people were in front of the Temple, which was the house of God (God dwelled in the Holy of Holies) and thus when they got down into a worship posture, bowing down, it was “before Yahweh” (see commentary on 2 Chron. 20:9).
“worshiping.” Or “bowing down to.” The Hebrew word translated “worship,” shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), is the same Hebrew word as “bow down.”
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
2Ch 20:19
“the Kohathites and of the children of the Korahites.” The Korahites were a sub-clan within the Kohathites, a large group of Levites. The fact that those Levites stood up to praise may indicate some kind of sectioning among the Levites; we know there were 24 courses of priests, and the same would be true of the Levites.
2Ch 20:21
“in holy attire.” See commentary on Psalms 29:2. However, scholars are divided on how to translate 2 Chronicles 20:21. It is possible to understand the Hebrew text to be saying more like the ESV is translated: “praise him for the splendor of his holiness.”
2Ch 20:23
“devoting them to destruction.” That is, totally destroying them.
[For more on things “devoted” to Yahweh and devoted to destruction, see commentary on Josh. 6:17.]
“to destroy.” In the Hebrew text, “destroy” is a noun, more like “became a destroyer” of one another.
2Ch 20:25
“clothing.” The Masoretic Hebrew text says “dead bodies,” but a few medieval Hebrew texts and the Latin Vulgate read “clothing,” which fits the context much better.
2Ch 20:26
“Beracah.” The word “beracah” means “blessing.” The Valley of Beracah where the people gathered was the flat at the bottom of the valley, more like a plain. In that sense, it is similar to the “Valley of Jezreel,” which is so wide and flat it is more like a plain.
2Ch 20:31
“Azubah.” The name means “abandoned,” “forsaken.”
2Ch 20:33
“the local shrines.” The Hebrew word “shrines” is bamot, which referred to a place that was leveled and built up and on which were placed various idols and objects of worship. Many of the towns had such shrines (see commentary on Num. 33:52).
2Ch 20:34
“included.” The Hebrew text is literally “was brought up.” This seems to be saying that Jehu recorded the event and then what he said was included in the book of Kings.
2Ch 20:35
“After this.” The text now records a previous event in a flashback.
“who acted very wickedly.” Although the meaning of this phrase has been debated, the words are so strong about acting wickedly that they must refer to Ahaziah who did indeed act wickedly, and not to Jehoshaphat who made some ill-advised and wrong decisions but who the Bible never accuses of acting wickedly. Actually, Jehoshaphat joining with Ahaziah was one of his poor decisions.
2Ch 20:37
“broken out against.” The same Hebrew occurs in 2 Samuel 5:20.
 
2 Chronicles Chapter 21
2Ch 21:1
“Jehoram his son reigned in his place.” The reigns of Jehoram of Judah and Joram of Israel can be very difficult to keep track of because in the Hebrew text, and in many English versions, both kings are called by both names—Joram and Jehoram (sometimes English versions change the names to make them consistent).
Jehoram son of Jehoshaphat and king of Judah is called “Jehoram” in the Hebrew text of 2 Kings 8:16, 29, and 2 Chron. 22:6, but “Joram” in the Hebrew text of 2 Kings 8:21, 24; 11:2; and 1 Chron. 3:11.
In contrast, Joram the son of Ahab and king of Israel is called “Joram” in the Hebrew text of 2 Kings 8:16, 25, 28, and 2 Chron. 22:7, but called “Jehoram” in 2 Chron. 22:5, 6, and 22:7.
If that was not confusing enough, the Hebrew text of 2 Chron. 22:6 has both kings and calls them both “Jehoram,” while the Hebrew text of 2 Chron. 22:7 has only one king, the king of Israel, but calls him by both names, “Joram” and “Jehoram,” in the same verse!
Some English versions try to alleviate the confusion by changing the spelling of the names so one king is consistently called “Joram” and the other is consistently called “Jehoram.” However, people reading the English versions need to be careful because the name changes are not consistent. For example, in 2 Chronicles 22:7, the NET Bible changes both names to “Joram,” while the NJB changes both names to “Jehoram.” The only true way to tell which king is which is to read the context very carefully.
King Joram of Israel lived at the same time as Ahaziah, the son of Joram, king of Judah, and they were friendly toward one another. Jehu, who became king of Israel after King Joram of Israel, killed both Joram king of Israel and Ahaziah king of Judah on the same day. He also killed Queen Jezebel the same day (2 Kings 9:24, 27, 33).
2Ch 21:2
“All these were the sons of Jehoshaphat king of Israel.” Jehoshaphat was the king of Judah, not Israel. Calling him the king of Israel may be because so many people of Israel migrated into Judah, or it may be because there always should have been a united monarchy with one true king.
2Ch 21:4
“some of the officials of Israel.” In this case, “Israel” may refer to Judah, or it is possible that his wife convinced him to actually kill some of the officials of the Northern Kingdom, Israel.
2Ch 21:5
“Jehoram was 32 years old when he began to reign.” This is parallel to 2 Kings 8:17.
2Ch 21:9
“Then Jehoram crossed over.” Jehoram crossed over the Jordan River and the Rift Valley.
2Ch 21:11
“pagan shrines.” The Hebrew word “shrines” is bamot, which referred to a place that was leveled and built up and on which were placed various idols and objects of worship. Many of the towns had such shrines (see commentary on Num. 33:52).
“to prostitute themselves.” Both physically and spiritually. Ritual sex was often a part of the worship of pagan gods.
2Ch 21:12
“Elijah.” This is the only mention of Elijah in Chronicles.
2Ch 21:13
“and also have killed your brothers, members of the house of your father.” This indicates that Jehoram likely killed “brothers,” relatives, that were not just his full brothers, but relatives who he felt threatened by.
2Ch 21:14
“afflict your people...with a great affliction.” The Hebrew is more idiomatic, literally, “strike with a great striking.” The word “strike” is sometimes used of a plague, so in some contexts “plague with a great plague.”
“and all your personal property.” This would include any animals or livestock a person owned, and even possibly slaves.
2Ch 21:15
“severe sickness.” The Hebrew is plural, so some versions have “many sicknesses,” but it is likely that the Hebrew is plural of emphasis, a severe sickness. At the end of the sentence in the phrase “because of the sickness,” the word “sickness is singular.
“until your bowels come out because of the sickness.” Jehoram may have had a hernia. Whatever it was, it eventually caused his death (cf. 2 Chron. 21:19).
2Ch 21:16
“the spirit of the Philistines, and also of the Arabians.” These are the same people that gave Jehoram’s father, Asa, gifts (2 Chron. 17:11). Godliness does protect from harm, and godlessness brings trouble.
It is possible that this invasion is the background of Obadiah, although most scholars put Obadiah later than this.
“the Arabians who are near the Ethiopians.” The natural reading of this is that at that time in history, there were some Arabians who had migrated to Africa and were near the Ethiopians.
2Ch 21:17
“Jehoahaz.” He is called Ahaziah in 2 Chronicles 22. The name change just depends on where in the name the “Yah” is put. The root is “ahaz,” to grasp, and here in 2 Chron. 21, the Yah is put in the front, but the Y becomes a J. When the Yah is put at the end, it becomes “Ahaz” “Yah,” or “Ahaziah.”
2Ch 21:19
“Then it happened.” Then “it,” what Elijah said, happened.
“as time passed.” The Hebrew is idiomatic: “to days from days.”
“a memorial fire for him.” Jehoram and other kings were not cremated (Jehoram was buried; 2 Chron. 21:20), but the fire was a way of expressing a memorial for the king’s life (cf. 2 Chron. 16:14).
2Ch 21:20
“and he reigned eight years in Jerusalem.” So Jehoram died at 39 years old. So his youngest son Ahaziah could not have been 42 when he began to reign (2 Chron. 22:1), because then Ahaziah would have been older than his father, which is impossible.
“and he departed to no one’s regret.” The Common English Bible has, “No one was sorry when he died,” and this is the most likely meaning of the text, especially in light of the fact that the people would not burn a memorial fire for him or bury him in the tombs of the kings. However, the Hebrew text can legitimately be translated as something like “He departed without joy (or desire)” (cf. CJB).
 
2 Chronicles Chapter 22
2Ch 22:1
“Ahaziah.” Called Jehoahaz in 2 Chronicles 21:17.
“had killed all the older sons.” This event is recorded in 2 Chronicles 21:17, but in that verse, the older sons were not said to be killed, but only “carried away.” It is more than likely that they were all put to death, as this verse indicates.
2Ch 22:2
“was 22 years old.” The Hebrew text says 42, but 2 Kings 8:26 says “22 years old,” and so does the Syriac and the Lucian Septuagint (see commentary on 2 Chron. 21:20).
2Ch 22:5
“Jehoram.” This second use is spelled “Joram” in the Hebrew text, a variant spelling of Jehoram.
2Ch 22:6
“Azariah the son of Jehoram king of Judah.” Azariah is called “Ahaziah” in 2 Kings 8-9 (cf. 2 Kings 8:24-26).
“sick.” He was “sick” presumably because he had been wounded. At this point, he may have also developed an infection with all its accompanying symptoms.
2Ch 22:9
“he was hiding in Samaria.” In this context, “Samaria” has to be the region of Samaria because Ahaziah died in Megiddo (2 Kings 9:27). He had fled from Jehu, and apparently tried to hide from him.
“There was no one of the house of Ahaziah powerful enough to rule the kingdom in his place.” After the king was killed, none of the potential kings were powerful enough to secure the rulership of the kingdom. Jehu killed many of the potential rulers, and later the powerful Athaliah took control and killed almost all her potential rivals in the Davidic dynasty.
 
2 Chronicles Chapter 23
2Ch 23:1
“took courage.” The Hebrew is more literally, “strengthened himself.”
2Ch 23:2
“and the heads of fathers’ households of Israel.” The Chronicler makes a difference between Judah and Israel, and this likely refers to the elders of Israel who had migrated into Judah at some point.
2Ch 23:4
“be guards at the gates.” The Hebrew is more idiomatic, more literally, “be gatekeepers at the thresholds.”
2Ch 23:5
“the Foundation Gate.” There are two gates mentioned in 2 Kings 11:6 and neither have this name. That does not mean that one of them is also called the Foundation Gate. The gates were called by different names back then and today as well.
2Ch 23:7
“when he comes in and when he goes out.” This is the figure of speech polarmerismos, and means “all the time.”
[See Word Study: “Merismos.”]
2Ch 23:8
“for Jehoiada the priest did not dismiss the shifts.” In this unique case, Jehoiada wanted as many men as possible, so he did not dismiss the shift that was supposed to leave when the new shift showed up so that there were double men present to defend the king. The word translated as “shifts” is more literally “divisions,” or “courses,” but in this case, it is referring to the shift they are working.
2Ch 23:9
“the spears and shields and small shields that had been King David’s.” See commentary on 1 Kings 14:26 and 2 Kings 11:10.
2Ch 23:15
“So they seized her.” The Hebrew reads, “So they laid hands on her,” but that can be misunderstood in English.
“they killed her there.” Athaliah had killed many people, and the Bible says that murderers are to be put to death (see commentary on Exod. 21:12).
2Ch 23:16
“between himself.” Jehoiada is the priest and the covenant representative of Yahweh.
“and the king.” The young king was Joash.
2Ch 23:17
“the house of Baal.” The temple of Baal.
2Ch 23:18
“the Levitical priests.” The Masoretic Hebrew text reads, “the priests the Levites.” Every priest was also a Levite.
[For more on the Levitical priests, see commentary on 2 Chron. 30:27.]
“to the order of David.” The Hebrew is idiomatic, more literally, “upon the hands of David.”
 
2 Chronicles Chapter 24
2Ch 24:5
“annually.” The Hebrew is more literally, “from year to year,” but that phrase means annually, or every year.
2Ch 24:6
“the tax of Moses the servant of Yahweh and of the assembly of Israel.” This is apparently the half-shekel tax levied on all the people (Exod. 30:12-16), but that was a one-time tax whereas this is an annual tax. It is possible that the reason Jehoiada had not required the Levites to bring the tax was that it was supposed to be a one-time tax, not an annual one.
“the Tent of the Testimony?” At the time of King Joash, the people worshiped God at the Temple, not the Tabernacle. It is likely that Joash used the phrase “Tent of the Testimony” to try to prod Jehoiada into action by reminding him of the Tabernacle.
2Ch 24:7
“and her sons.” Since Athaliah had killed all the royal family, either her “sons” are children by other men who were not in line to inherit the throne and thus no threat to Athalia, or else the word “sons” is being used culturally for “followers.”
“broken into the house of God.” The text is worded as if Athaliah was a thief who “broke in” and stole, and she was a thief and a murderer.
“they also gave all the dedicated things of the house of Yahweh to the Baals.” Athaliah and her sons would have given the things in the “house of Yahweh,” the Temple, to the Baals by taking the things from God’s Temple and putting them in the temples of Baal around the kingdom.
2Ch 24:8
“and set it outside at the gate of the house of Yahweh.” To be easily accessible to all the people, the chest would have been put outside the Temple courtyard, but at the entrance to the courtyard.
2Ch 24:14
“They offered burnt offerings in the house of Yahweh.” This is an example of when “the house of Yahweh” refers to the whole Temple complex. The burnt offerings were offered in the courtyard on the altar.
“regularly.” The Hebrew text is more often translated “continuously,” but in this context that gives the wrong impression. It is not that the burnt offerings were offered all day and night continuously, but rather they were offered regularly, as the Law of Moses required. So at the very least, there was a morning sacrifice and an evening sacrifice.
2Ch 24:16
“They buried him in the city of David among the kings.” What happened with Jehoiada is very rare. He may be the only one who was not a king that was buried in the city of David among the kings.
“toward God and his house.” Jehoiada did good to God and the Temple.
2Ch 24:18
“this guilt of theirs.” Here in 2 Chronicles 24:18, the word guilt is a metonymy of the effect, put for the sin that causes the guilt. By the metonymy, the Word of God lets us know that the sin of the people created guilt in the eyes of God that had serious consequences.
2Ch 24:20
“Why do you disobey the commandments of Yahweh? You will not be prosperous!” The Hebrew can also be translated, “Why do you disobey the commandments of Yahweh and not prosper?”
2Ch 24:21
“They conspired against him and stoned him with stones.” The murder of the prophet-priest Zechariah in the Temple courts is almost certainly referred to by Jesus (Matt. 23:35; Luke 11:51). However, there are some problems with making what Jesus said fit with the Zechariah of 2 Chronicles 24:21. The problems have resulted in scholars suggesting three possibilities for who the “Zechariah” that Jesus spoke of actually was.
It is possible that the Zechariah Jesus spoke of was the Old Testament prophet Zechariah son of Berechiah who penned the book of Zechariah (Zech. 1:1). However, we have no account of the prophet Zechariah being killed, and it is unlikely that two different people by the name of Zechariah were killed in the courtyard of the Temple.
It is possible that the Zechariah that Jesus spoke of is someone we do not know, who has disappeared from history. However, just as with Zechariah the writing prophet, it is unlikely that two different people by the name of Zechariah were killed in the courtyard of the Temple.
It is most likely that Zechariah son of Jehoiada here, in (2 Chron. 24:20-22), is the Zechariah Jesus spoke about. His murder took place in the courtyard of the Temple and is described toward the end of 2 Chronicles which was the last book in the Hebrew canon. So the Zechariah of 2 Chronicles 24 would fit with what Jesus said about Abel, the son of Adam, and Zechariah the descendant of Jehoiada, being the first and last people to be murdered in the Hebrew Bible. But the problem with the Zechariah of 2 Chronicles 24 is the name of Zechariah’s father. The name that Jesus gave and the name in 2 Chronicles 24 are different. But just as the prophet Zechariah is alternately known by his father’s patronymic (Zech. 1:1) and his grandfather’s (Ezra 6:14), it is possible that Jehoiada is the grandfather of the Zechariah of 2 Chron. 24.
That suggestion is made much more plausible by the fact that Jehoiada lived to be 130 years old (2 Chron. 24:15). In those years Jehoiada could have fathered an otherwise unknown Berechiah, who would have had time to father Zechariah and live to a good age, but still die before the death of his own father, Jehoiada, which would mean that Berechiah would never have had the chance to be chief priest. Although we do not have that history, it is possible that Jesus did have it and spoke about it. Although this explanation is very possible, the fact is that we just do not know who the Zechariah that Jesus mentioned was.
2Ch 24:22
“repay it.” The Hebrew word is usually associated with seeking God.
2Ch 24:23
“at the turn of the year.” This was most likely in the spring when the new year began in Israel. It was at that time that the rainy season stopped and the land dried out and it was much easier for armies to move.
“destroyed all the officials of the people from among the people.” The Syrians targeted the leaders and killed them, leaving the common people alive. However, the Syrians did not kill Joash the king (cf. 2 Kings 12:17-18).
2Ch 24:24
“So they executed judgment on Joash.” “They,” the Syrians, executed the judgment that Zechariah the murdered prophet spoke about and even spoke of as he died (2 Chron. 24:20, 22).
2Ch 24:25
“When they had departed from him.” There is a play on words in the Hebrew text that is hard to reproduce in English. Joash “forsook” Yahweh, and here the Syrians “forsook” Joash, and his own servants killed him.
“for they left him very sick.” This was probably from wounds he received from the Syrians when they came to Jerusalem, but the Scripture does not say so.
2Ch 24:26
“Zabad the son of Shimeath the Ammonitess and Jehozabad the son of Shimrith the Moabitess.” It is noteworthy here that the text gives the names of the mothers of the men who killed King Joash.
2Ch 24:27
“Now concerning his sons.” Nothing specific is known about the sons except that he had both sons and daughters (2 Chron. 24:3).
“and the many prophecies against him.” There were apparently many prophecies spoken against Joash and his kingdom, but they are not specifically laid out (2 Chron. 24:19).
 
2 Chronicles Chapter 25
2Ch 25:3
“firmly under his control.” The Hebrew text is simply, “firmly upon him,” but the idea is firmly under his control.
2Ch 25:4
“The fathers are not….” Here 2 Chron. 25:4 quotes the Law of Moses (Deut. 24:16; cf. Jer. 31:30)
2Ch 25:5
“spears and shields.” The Hebrew text is “spear and shield,” using the singular as a collective singular.
2Ch 25:8
“Will God overthrow you before the enemy?” The Hebrew text can be translated as a question. It seems out of place here that the prophet would be being sarcastic toward the king. There was no need for that here, and it would actually risk angering the king. The answer to the rhetorical question is “No.”
2Ch 25:10
“their anger was greatly kindled against Judah.” This seems to be counterintuitive because they get to keep the money and go home. These soldiers must have been looking forward to a large amount of loot from the battle.
2Ch 25:11
“Amaziah strengthened himself.” Amaziah had to talk to himself and strengthen his resolve to enter into this battle.
“the children of Seir.” That is, the Edomites (cf. 2 Kings 14:10-11). “Seir” is a geographical term referring to where they lived.
2Ch 25:12
“10,000.” This could be the use of “10,000” that refers to a military unit. If so, then ten military units, say of 15 people each, would be 150 people, which seems more realistic here.
“the rock.” In 2 Kings 14:7, this is the same word as is transliterated “Sela,” which means “rock,” but here it has the definite article.
2Ch 25:13
“sent back.” That is, sent back up north to Israel.
“raided” The literal is “stripped,” but they did that in their raid.
“from Samaria to Beth-horon.” Samaria was the capital city of Israel, and Beth-horon was a city of Ephraim that was on the border of Benjamin (Josh. 16:1-5; 18:11-14). The geographical references to those cities make this a very strange verse. The Israelite army was going back north because they were not allowed to fight with the Edomites in the south of Judah. As they traveled north they would first encounter Beth-horon, then go north to Samaria. Thus there are two major problems with the verse: the geographical references are in the wrong order; Beth-horon should be before Samaria (this is unusual but not a huge problem), and more problematic is that both Beth-horon and Samaria are cities of Israel. So why would an Israelite army attack them? It could be argued that Beth-horon was so close to Judah that it had joined Judah when the kingdom split into Israel in the north and Judah in the south, and that may be true. But that explanation does not work for Samaria, which was in the heart of Israel. Ralph Klein writes: “The reference to Samaria is much more difficult to understand since it suggests that the mercenaries attacked their own people. and no explanation is fully convincing.”[footnoteRef:486] [486:  Ralph Klein, 2 Chronicles, Hermeneia, 359.] 

Some scholars suggest that when the kingdom split some towns or villages still were somewhat loyal to Judah, or contained people who were known to be loyal to Judah, and the mercenaries attacked those cities, but it is just a possible explanation because there is no biblical or historical support for the statement. The verse has never been satisfactorily explained.
2Ch 25:14
“set them up to be his gods.” Amaziah’s behavior makes no sense. He had just defeated Edom and their gods with the help of Yahweh, so why would he then turn to Edom’s gods and worship them? Sometimes human behavior is completely irrational, and this is an example of it.
“bowed down.” The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body and face to the earth. The word translated “bowed down,” shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), is the same Hebrew word as “worship.”
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
“burned incense.” The Hebrew is also used in general for making offerings, but it specifically means to burn incense.
2Ch 25:15
“Why have you consulted the gods.” This is a very good question. Amaziah was obviously seeking counsel from the pagan gods, and also, by expecting an answer was inherently seeking their approval as well. This does not seem to make any sense. For one thing, Amaziah had a history of doing what was right in the eyes of God (2 Chron. 25:1-2), but also, these pagan gods were not able to deliver their own people in a war, so why would Amaziah consult them?
One of the lessons we can learn from the Bible in records like this is that we always have to be diligent to follow Yahweh and obey Him. When we have questions we should do our best to get answers that make sense to us, because that helps us stay in love with God.
2Ch 25:16
“counselors...counsel...counsel.” The threefold repetition of the word “counsel” emphasizes the tug of war that goes on in the world between people seeking counsel from God or people being content to have counsel that is from other sources. This tug-or-war is clearly stated in Deuteronomy 18, where the people had a choice between turning to the Dark Side for answers, or going to God’s prophet (Deut. 18:9-15).
2Ch 25:17
“consulted.” The Hebrew is the same as “counsel” in 2 Chronicles 25:16.
“Come, let’s look one another in the face.” In this context, this is an idiom and is an invitation to war (see 2 Kings 14:8; cf. 2 Kings 14:11). The reason for the war is not stated but was most likely due to what the Israelite soldiers who were returning to Israel through Judah did when they raided the cities of Judah and killed 3,000 people and took much spoil home to Israel.
2Ch 25:20
“so that he would give them.” That is, so that God would give them (the Judeans) into the hands of the enemy.
“because they consulted the gods of Edom.” This is a great example of demons misleading people to do unwise things. “Consulting the gods of Edom” was consulting demons, who of course wanted Judah to be defeated and the name of Yahweh besmirched. Consulting pagan gods was strictly forbidden by Yahweh.
2Ch 25:21
“So Joash king of Israel went up.” So Joash king of Israel went south from the city of Samaria to Beth-shemesh, and Amaziah went north from Jerusalem to Beth-shemesh.
2Ch 25:23
“the Gate of Ephraim to the Corner Gate, 400 cubits.” This would be the north wall of Jerusalem, either toward the west side or the east side.
2Ch 25:24
“Obed-edom.” The caretaker of the treasures. This is obviously not the same Obed-edom as in 2 Sam. 6:10-12; 1 Chronicles 13:13, but he could be a descendant.
2Ch 25:28
“city of Judah.” This would be a unique phrase for Jerusalem, which the city has to be if he was buried with his ancestors as the verse says. The Septuagint and 2 Kings 14:20 and some medieval Hebrew manuscripts read “David.”
 
2 Chronicles Chapter 26
2Ch 26:2
“Eloth.” This is the plural form of the word “Elath,” which is the word in Kings. The plural form often carries the “essence” of the word.
2Ch 26:5
“who had instructed him in the fear of God.” This is a very likely translation of the text. However, the Masoretic Hebrew text reads, “had understanding in visions of God.”[footnoteRef:487] [487:  See Ralph Klein, 2 Chronicles, Hermeneia, 367, 371.] 

2Ch 26:6
“and broke down the wall of Gath.” King David and King Uzziah are the only two Israelite kings to conquer Gath.
2Ch 26:7
“in Gur-baal.” This city is mentioned only here in the Bible.
2Ch 26:10
“the Shephelah.” The Shephelah is the area of rolling hills east of Israel’s coastal plain and between the coastal plain and the hill country (see commentary on Josh. 9:1).
2Ch 26:13
“Under their authority.” The Hebrew is idiomatic: “under their hand.”
2Ch 26:18
“to burn incense to Yahweh.” That is, to burn the special incense on the golden altar of incense inside the Holy Place of the Temple.
 
2 Chronicles Chapter 27
2Ch 27:2
“the people continued acting corruptly.” The local shrines for pagan worship were not taken away (2 Kings 15:35).
2Ch 27:3
“He built the Upper Gate of the house of Yahweh.” This is the gate in the northern wall of the Temple, not the northern gate in the city wall (see commentary on 2 Kings 15:35).
“and he built extensively at the wall of Ophel.” This may be extra work on the wall, or on the wall and structures associated with the wall.
2Ch 27:6
“So Jotham became strong.” Chronicles may point this out because it was during the full reign of Jotham that the Assyrians were starting to expand their empire and threaten Israel and Judah.
“he established his ways.” Jotham established his ways, he made his ways firm, which he did by obeying Yahweh.
2Ch 27:8
“He was 25 years old.” That is, Jotham.
 
2 Chronicles Chapter 28
2Ch 28:1
“Ahaz was 20 years old when he began to reign.” The reign of Ahaz is also covered in 2 Kings 16.
2Ch 28:2
“the Baals.” In different locations, the god Baal was worshiped differently and also had somewhat different characteristics. This is not unusual. Even God, the God and Father of the Lord Jesus Christ, is worshiped differently and said to have different characteristics in the different Christian denominations. For example, a Calvinist and a Free Will Baptist see God quite a bit differently. This verse shows that Ahaz worshiped Baal in his different ways of being, or according to the different ways he was worshiped in the different locations.
2Ch 28:3
“Valley of the Son of Hinnom.” The word “valley” in Hebrew is “ge” and the phrase “valley of the son of Hinnom” is the “ge ben Hinnom,” which was eventually referred to in Greek as “Gehenna.” The valley was considered unclean because of all the human sacrifice that had taken place there, and by the time of Christ was the garbage dump of the City of Jerusalem.
[See commentary on Matthew 5:22, “Gehenna.”]
2Ch 28:4
“at the local shrines.” The Hebrew word “shrines” is bamot, which referred to a place that was leveled and built up and on which were placed various idols and objects of worship. Many of the towns had such shrines (see commentary on Num. 33:52).
2Ch 28:5
“carried away from him.” That is, the Syrians carried away from his kingdom a great number of captives.
2Ch 28:6
“120,000.” This might also be 120 military units instead of 120,000.
2Ch 28:7
“Zichri, a mighty man of Ephraim.” Zichri was obviously a knightly leader in the Israelite army.
“the Ruler of the House.” The “Ruler of the House” is the title for the top palace administrator, the top man over the palace, palace staff, etc.
2Ch 28:9
“a rage that has reached up to heaven.” That is, a rage that is so intense that it has gotten God’s attention. It is so intense that it is moving God to act, including sending a prophet to address the situation.
2Ch 28:10
“And now you intend to subjugate the children of Judah and Jerusalem.” The people of Israel were not to rule over one another harshly (Lev. 25:46).
“don’t you have transgressions.” The Hebrew is more literally, “are there not with you transgressions.” The Hebrew language does not really have the word “have” but speaks of things being “with” someone. For example, instead of saying “the man has wisdom,” it would say, “wisdom is with him.”
2Ch 28:11
“for the fierce wrath of Yahweh is hanging over you.” The Hebrew is more literally that the wrath of God is “upon” Israel or “over” Israel, but it had not yet actually happened; it was imminent if something did not change. A good way to bring that imminence into English is by saying that the wrath “is hanging over” Israel (cf. NJB).
2Ch 28:12
“heads of the children of Ephraim.” These are not prophets, but leaders that have some respect for Yahweh; we can assume that these men are older and experienced, and realize how disobeying Yahweh can mean real trouble.
2Ch 28:13
“guilt on us before Yahweh.” The text is literally, “the guilt of Yahweh upon us.” The phrase is idiomatic.
2Ch 28:15
“City of Date Palms.” The palm trees in Israel were date palms, not coconut palms.
2Ch 28:17
“For the Edomites had again come.” The Edomites came from the southeast. We learn that Ahaz was also attacked by Syria and Israel from the north and also by the Philistines from the west (2 Chron. 28:18).
2Ch 28:18
“the Shephelah.” The Shephelah is the area of rolling hills east of Israel’s coastal plain and between the coastal plain and the hill country (see commentary on Josh. 9:1).
“Beth-shemesh...Aijalon...Gederoth…Soco...Timnah...Gimzo.” These are all towns in the Shephelah, west of the Judean hills. So the Philistines attacked both the Negev and the Shephelah, but the text only lists specific towns in the Shephelah.
2Ch 28:19
“Ahaz king of Israel.” Ahaz was technically the king of “Judah,” but “Israel” is often used in 2 Chronicles for Judah. This is perhaps because of their ancient history and perhaps due to the fact that when Jeroboam became king of the Northern Kingdom of Israel after Solomon died and turned to idols, many people of Israel moved to Judah.
“who caused a lack of restraint in Judah.” The Hebrew text indicates that Ahaz acted without restraint and sinned, and caused Judah to sin, in many ways. The exact nuance of the Hebrew text is hard to capture, and the versions vary greatly. For example, translations include that Ahaz, “dealt wantonly” (ASV); “exercised no restraint” (CEB); “caused disturbances” (CJB); “threw off restraint” (CSB); “made Judah lawless” (DBY); “made Judah act sinfully” (ESV); “made Judah naked” (KJV); “let Judah go its own way” (JPS); “encouraged Judah to sin” (NET); and “promoted wickedness in Judah” (NIV).
The sins of Ahaz the king were basically forced upon the people of Judah, and that, along with the people’s seemingly natural tendency to worship physical objects such as idols, meant that sins of all kinds abounded in Judah. The people ignored the Mosaic Law and turned away from Yahweh and sinned against Him, and Yahweh could not defend them against their spiritual and physical enemies.
“and was unfaithful, yes, unfaithful.” This is the figure of speech polyptoton, in which the verb is repeated twice for emphasis. The meaning is to be extremely unfaithful to Yahweh, which he did by sinning greatly (see commentary on Gen. 2:16).
2Ch 28:23
“to stumble.” The idol gods of Syria were a stumbling block to Ahaz and Israel. The worship of idols always causes problems. For one thing, it gives demons access to one’s life (or kingdom) and they cause nothing but trouble.
 
2 Chronicles Chapter 29
2Ch 29:3
“opened the doors of the house of Yahweh.” Hezekiah opened the Temple; his father Ahaz had closed it (2 Chron. 28:24).
2Ch 29:4
“public square.” The Hebrew is more literally a “wide place,” but we today would call it a public square, an open place where people could gather. It is noteworthy that Hezekiah brought the priests and Levites into a public area to talk to them, and thus made it easy for the people to hear. This would have helped the people support the revival and restoration efforts that Hezekiah was going to do. The reign of Hezekiah’s father, Ahaz, had been horribly ungodly and hard on the people, and Hezekiah wanted to get everyone supporting his restoration work. It is also likely that since Ahaz closed the Temple, it was not yet a good place to have a meeting.
“in the public square on the east.” This is most likely inside the Temple enclosure on the east side, or it could be a public square inside the city walls. Once you get outside the eastern wall of the city there is not a lot of room before it descends into the Kidron Valley.
2Ch 29:5
“Now sanctify yourselves.” The Levites needed to “make themselves holy” to do the work in the Temple.
“remove the filth.” This was an honest way of saying that the Levites were to remove all the unclean things from the Temple. Although the Bible never specifically says that Ahaz put idols in the Temple, it seems likely that he did. After all, “he made altars for himself in every corner of Jerusalem” (2 Chron. 28:24) and that would almost certainly include the Temple. The word “uncleanness” implies impurity and then idolatry. The word refers to all these things.
“the holy place.” Given the context of this phrase, “the holy place” is the whole Temple complex. It took many priests 16 days to cleanse the Temple and its courts.
2Ch 29:7
“the vestibule.” This is the first room in the Temple, the “Holy Place,” and behind it (west of it) was the second room, the Holy of Holies. In the Holy Place were the menorahs, the lampstands for the oil lamps, and also the Table of the Bread of the Presence, and also the golden altar of incense. Under the reign of Ahaz, the Temple was shut down and filled with idols, so the lamps were not burned and the incense was not burned.
[For regulations on the incense altar, see Exod. 30:1-10. For regulations on the menorah and its lamps, see Exod. 25:31-40 and Lev. 24:1-4.]
2Ch 29:8
“and he has made them an object of terror, of horror, and a hissing.” Cf. Deut. 28:37
2Ch 29:9
“our fathers have fallen by the sword, and our sons and our daughters and our wives are in captivity.” Many people in the Southern Kingdom of Judah were killed or captured during the reign of Ahaz, Hezekiah’s father (2 Chron. 28:5-7, 17-18). By this time the Assyrians had conquered and carried away the Northern Kingdom of Israel, but they had not yet attacked Judah and Hezekiah, which happened later and is recorded in 2 Chron. 32 and 2 Kings 18-19).
2Ch 29:11
“My sons.” Hezekiah used this as a term of endearment and to show closeness of purpose. At 25 years old, a large number of the priests and Levites would have been older than he was.
“burn incense.” Referring to being allowed to enter the Holy Place of the Temple and burn incense there.
2Ch 29:16
“that they found in the Temple of Yahweh out into the court.” The fact that the priests brought the unclean things out of the Temple into the court lets us know that they were cleaning the inside of the Temple.
“The Levites took it and carried it outside to the Kidron Valley.” The Levites took the unclean things outside the Temple courts to the Kidron Valley on the east.
2Ch 29:17
“and on the eighth day of the month they came to the vestibule of Yahweh.” So it took the priests and Levites eight days to cleanse the court of the Temple, and then they came to the vestibule, the outer room, the Holy Place. Then they cleansed the rest of the Temple, the Holy Place and Holy of Holies, in another eight days, so that on the sixteenth day of the first month, Nisan, the Temple was cleansed and was holy in God’s sight.
2Ch 29:18
“the Bread of the Presence.” The Bread of the Presence was 12 large cakes of bread that were in the Tabernacle and Temple (see commentary on Exod. 25:30).
2Ch 29:20
“and went up to the house of Yahweh.” The city of David and Hezekiah’s palace were south of the Temple, and the Temple was on the top of Mount Zion and higher in elevation than the palace.
2Ch 29:21
“to offer them on the altar of Yahweh.” Ahaz, Hezekiah’s father, had taken away the true altar of sacrifice made by Solomon and replaced it with an altar made like the pagan altar in Damascus (2 Kings 16:10-15). Hezekiah got rid of the pagan altar and reestablished true worship on “the altar of Yahweh.”
2Ch 29:23
“and they laid their hands on them.” The king and the people laid their hands on the sacrifices (cf. Lev. 1:3-4).
2Ch 29:24
“were to be made for all Israel.” This was clearly an acknowledgment of the sin of Israel. The Northern Kingdom had not been carried away by Assyria at this time since this was apparently the first year of Hezekiah’s reign (Israel was carried away a few years later, likely in the sixth year of Hezekiah’s reign). So it shows the heart of Hezekiah for all of God’s people that he would sacrifice for both Israel and Judah.
2Ch 29:28
“worshiped.” Or “bowed down.” The people were bowing with their faces to the ground, not standing in worship like Christians mainly do today.
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
2Ch 29:29
“kneeled and worshiped.” The kneeling preceded bowing down to the ground. The two actions, kneeling and then bowing to the ground blended into one act of homage or worship. The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body and face to the earth. Also, instead of “kneeled and worshiped,” the text could be translated “kneeled and bowed down,” with “kneeling” being understood as part of the process of bowing down, and “bowing down” was the act of worship. The same Hebrew verb, shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), is translated as both “bow down” and “worship;” traditionally “worship” if God is involved and “bow down” if people are involved, but the verb and action are the same, the act of bowing down is the worship.
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship” and the REV commentary on 1 Chron. 29:20.]
2Ch 29:30
“bowed down and worshiped.” The bowing down preceded bowing down to the ground. The two actions, bowing down and then bowing to the ground blended into one act of homage or worship. The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body and face to the earth. Also, instead of “bowed down and worshiped,” the text could be translated “kneeled and bowed down,” with “kneeling” being understood as part of the process of bowing down, and “bowing down” was the act of worship, or it could be “bowed down and prostrated themselves.” The same Hebrew verb, shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), is translated as both “bow down” and “worship;” traditionally “worship” if God is involved and “bow down” if people are involved, but the verb and action are the same, the act of bowing down is the worship.
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
2Ch 29:31
“you have dedicated yourselves.” The Hebrew is idiomatic, literally, “you have filled your hand to Yahweh,” and in this context, the idiom “filling the hand” carries the meaning of dedication or devoting oneself.
“and as many as were of a willing heart brought burnt offerings.” It took a willing heart to bring a burnt offering because the burnt offering was completely burnt up except for the skin of the animal, which was given to the priests (Lev. 7:8). The burnt offering was different from the other animal sacrifices such as the sin offering or fellowship offering because the person who offered those animal sacrifices got to eat some of the meat.
2Ch 29:36
“for the situation had come about so quickly.” The “situation” was the change from the horrible leadership and situation under the ungodly King Ahaz to the situation under godly King Hezekiah.
 
2 Chronicles Chapter 30
2Ch 30:1
“and also wrote letters to Ephraim and Manasseh.” These letters are above and beyond the messengers, and showed the leaders of Ephraim and Manasseh great respect and thus made a genuine and concerted effort to win them back to Yahweh and the Temple in Jerusalem.
2Ch 30:2
“decided.” The Hebrew is more literally “took counsel,” but that could be unclear since they actually consulted each other, they did not have outside counsel.
2Ch 30:3
“had not sanctified themselves in sufficient numbers.” The Hebrew is more literally that the priests had not sanctified themselves “enough,” but that can be unclear in English and be mistaken to mean that the priests were not holy enough. The “enough” refers to enough in number; there were not enough priests sanctified to take care of all the people who would show up for Passover.
2Ch 30:5
“to keep the Passover.” The Hebrew is more literally, “to make the Passover.” So the idea in the writer’s mind is more like the Passover and all that is involved with it: the sacrifice and meal.
“in great numbers.” The Hebrew text is ambiguous and the scholars are divided, as are the English translations. The text could mean that the Passover had not been being kept by the large numbers of people that should have been there, or it could mean that the Passover had been neglected (which it had been) and that it had not been celebrated every year in the way prescribed by the Law of Moses. It seems more likely, however, that the large numbers is the correct meaning of the text.
2Ch 30:8
“but stretch out your hand.” More literally, “give your hand” (cf. YLT “give a hand”), but in this context is seems to refer to reaching out for God (cf. NAB “stretch out your hands;” CSB “give your allegiance”).
2Ch 30:9
“your brothers and your children will find mercy.” Hezekiah’s messengers went to the people of Israel, whose relatives and children had been carried away by the Assyrians. The messengers told the people who had been left in the land of Israel that if they returned to Yahweh then their relatives and children would return from the Assyrian Captivity. However, the people of Israel mocked the messengers (2 Chron. 30:10).
2Ch 30:10
“Zebulun.” One of the most northern of the tribes of Israel, west of the Sea of Galilee and the tribe of Naphtali. The text does not explain why Dan is not mentioned, but it may be due to the extent of the Assyrian invasion.
2Ch 30:12
“in accordance with the word of Yahweh.” The king and officials were consulting the Word of God and following its guidance.
2Ch 30:14
“set to work.” The Hebrew is more literally that they “rose,” but that makes it sound like they got up in the morning, which is not what the text is referring to. The people got to work to remove the uncleanness from the holy place.
2Ch 30:15
“Then they slaughtered.” The connection of 2 Chronicles 30:15 with 2 Chronicles 30:14, and the fact that the priests and Levites were ashamed and sanctified themselves indicates that the “they” here referred to the people, who were zealous for Yahweh. Although “the” Passover lamb was killed in the Temple, the ordinance of the Passover lamb allowed people to slaughter their own lambs.
“were ashamed.” We learn from the context that they had not been diligent to sanctify themselves.
2Ch 30:17
“to make them holy to Yahweh.” That is, to make the Passover sacrifices holy (the word “Passover” is plural, and the sacrifices could be lambs or goats). The word “Passover” can refer to the sacrifice itself (cf. 1 Cor. 5:7; where Christ is called “our Passover lamb”).
2Ch 30:19
“according to the purity required by the sanctuary.” The text could also refer to “the purity required for the holy things.”
2Ch 30:22
“encouragingly.” The exact nuance of the Hebrew text is not stated, it simply reads “to the heart.” Hezekiah would have said a lot, and it would have been encouraging, comforting, consoling, and kind. All those meanings and more would have been in Hezekiah’s message to the Levites.
“giving thanks.” The Hebrew word contains the sense of acknowledging (in this case Yahweh; but it can refer to acknowledging other things as well), and that is the origin of some of the versions having “made confession to Yahweh” in this verse (cf. KJV), but that does not seem to be the correct translation or even fit the circumstances of the Passover Feast.
2Ch 30:27
“the Levitical priests.” The Masoretic Hebrew text (MT) reads, “the priests the Levites,” and this phrase occurs a number of times in the Hebrew text (cf. Deut. 17:9, 18; 18:1; 24:8; 27:9; Josh. 3:3; 8:33; 2 Chron. 23:18, etc.). The phrase “the priests the Levites” is technically correct since every priest was also a Levite. When it comes to 2 Chronicles 30:27, there are some Hebrew manuscripts, the Old Latin, the Latin Vulgate, and the Syriac that read “the priests and Levites,” and some English versions read that way, however, the Septuagint follows the Masoretic Hebrew text.
The biblical and historical evidence supports that the reading in the MT and Septuagint, “the priests, the Levites” is the original reading. It was the role of the priests to bless the people (Num. 6:23-27; Lev. 9:22; Deut. 10:8; 21:5; Joshua 8:33; 1 Chron. 23:13), and a priestly benediction is given in Numbers 6:23-27. Furthermore, in verses such as Ezekiel 43:19 and 44:15, the descendants of Zadok are called “the priests, the Levites” even though all of them were priests. Also, other verses that have the phrase “the priests, the Levites” show that the phrase refers to the priests, not the Levites (cf. Deut. 18:1; 24:8; Jer. 33:18).
Given the evidence, in contexts such as here in Chronicles the phrase “the priests, the Levites” should be understood as “the Levitical priests,” and a number of English translations and commentaries read that way (cf. CEB, GW, NAB, NASB, NJB, TNK). Raymond Dillard translates the phrase as “Levitical priests,” and writes, “the priests bless the people, presumably with the words of the Aaronic benediction (Num. 6:22-27).”[footnoteRef:488] There are also a number of English versions that simply follow the literal reading of the Hebrew and retain the phrase “the priests, the Levites,” even though that can be confusing to the average English reader (cf. ASV, DBY, RV, JPS, KJV, WEB, YLT, Rotherham). The Complete Jewish Bible conflates the phrase for clarity, and reads, “Then the cohanim [priests], who were L'vi'im [Levites], stood up and blessed the people” (brackets added for clarity). [488:  Raymond Dillard, 2 Chronicles [WBC].] 

 
2 Chronicles Chapter 31
2Ch 31:1
“Now when all this was finished.” The thing that was finished was the celebration of the Passover and Feast of Unleavened Bread, and that the people recommitted themselves to the worship of Yahweh (2 Chron. 30).
“standing-stones.” Most standing-stones were set up as part of the worship of pagan gods, and that is the context here. God has no tolerance for idols. They are harmful in many different ways, and God commanded that they be destroyed.
[For more on standing-stones, see commentary on Gen. 28:18. For more on idols being harmful, see commentary on Deut. 7:5.]
“shrines.” The Hebrew word “shrines” is bamot, which referred to a place that was leveled and built up and on which were placed various idols and objects of worship. The context indicates these shrines were pagan in nature (cf. “pagan shrines” NLT ), but in many cases, the people would not have thought that way. Many people thought they were worshiping Yahweh by their objects of worship. This kind of thing goes on today. Many people think they get “spiritual help” from prayer hands, statues of Mary and various holy men and women, and other “holy” things. But while the people may think they are honoring God by their piety, God does not want that kind of worship. Sadly, many of the towns in Israel and Judah had such shrines (see commentary on Num. 33:52).
2Ch 31:2
“in the gates of the camp of Yahweh.” In the Hebrew text the word “camp” is plural, “camps” (“the gates of the camps of Yahweh”), which is most likely a plural of emphasis, emphasizing the majestic nature of the place where God stayed. The phrase “camp of Yahweh” has a military sense to it, and implies that God and some of His “army” stays there, which would certainly be true. Angels and likely other invisible spiritual beings inhabited the Temple area, God’s “camp.”
2Ch 31:3
“the designated feasts.” At this time, the “designated feasts” were Passover and the Feast of Unleavened Bread, Pentecost, and Tabernacles.
2Ch 31:4
“to give the required portion of the priests and the Levites.” The Law of Moses directed that certain portions of the produce of the land and portions of the sacrifices and offerings go to the Levites. A more complete sentence might be, “to give the required portion of the priests and the Levites to them, so that they could give themselves.”
2Ch 31:7
“In the third month...the seventh month.” The third month would be about our June, and the seventh month would be about our September, and this was the dry season so there was not a lot of need for shelter.
“make the piles.” The Hebrew text is more literally, “make a foundation,” but it is referring to making the “foundation” of the pile so it will pile up nicely. This is not the “foundation” of a building, like we think of a foundation.
2Ch 31:13
“under the authority of Conaniah.” The Hebrew text is literally, “under the hand of Conaniah,” but here “hand” is idiomatic for authority.
“Azariah the ruler of the house of God.” Azariah was the High Priest, the “ruler” of the Temple (2 Chron. 31:10; cf. 1 Chron. 9:11).
2Ch 31:14
“the east gate.” This was the east gate of the Temple, not the east gate of the city.
“to give the contribution reserved for Yahweh, even the most holy offerings.” Kore the son of Imnah was in charge of making sure that when the offerings came to the Temple that Yahweh got his share. Yahweh was to get some of the offerings, “even the most holy offerings.” They were burned on the altar as a sweet-smelling aroma to Yahweh.
2Ch 31:15
“Eden.” The Hebrew word “Eden” means “delight.” It is a popular name in Israel today.
“Jeshua.” This is the shortened form of “Joshua.” There is no “J” in Hebrew, so the name is more technically “Yeshua,” also a name for Jesus.
2Ch 31:16
“from three years old and upward.” The number “three” seems out of place, and some scholars suggest that it was a copyist’s mistake for 30. However, the Hebrew text does read “three,” and some scholars point out that this section of Chronicles is about those priests who can receive sustenance from the sacrifices and offerings that were brought to the Temple. They point out that a child was often weaned at three years old, and that this verse is saying that priests did not have to wait until they were actually serving in the Temple to receive sustenance from the Temple, but that from three years old and up priests were allowed to be sustained by the sacrifices, gifts, and offerings of the people.[footnoteRef:489] [489:  Cf. Sara Japhet, I and II Chronicles: A Commentary [OTL].] 

 
2 Chronicles Chapter 32
2Ch 32:1
“Sennacherib king of Assyria.” Sennacherib’s attack is recorded in 2 Kings 18; 2 Chronicles 32, and Isaiah 36.
“and intended to break into them and capture them.” In 2 Kings 18:13, Sennacherib did capture the fortified cities.
2Ch 32:2
“his face was set to fight against Jerusalem.” This is an idiom for Sennacherib’s intention to fight against Jerusalem.
2Ch 32:3
“the springs.” The springs were likely En-rogel and the Gihon.
2Ch 32:4
“and the brook that flowed through the land.” The “brook” that flowed would be the overflow of the Gihon Spring, which ran down the Kidron Valley. This was before Hezekiah’s Tunnel, which prevented that overflow into the countryside. In this context, the “land” was the land south and west of Jerusalem.
2Ch 32:5
“built up all of the wall that had been broken down.” There was apparently a part of the wall of Jerusalem that was broken down when the Syrians and Israelites attacked Jerusalem (2 Kings 16:5).
“and raised it up to the towers.” This could mean that Hezekiah rebuilt the walls all the way to the corner towers, or it could mean that he built the wall and put towers on it.
“and the other wall outside.” This is almost certainly a wall Hezekiah built to protect Jerusalem’s west side, and it is likely the wall called “the Broad Wall” in the excavation of Jerusalem’s Jewish Quarter.
“Millo.” The area that protects the Gihon Spring and the pools in the area.
2Ch 32:6
“spoke encouragingly to them.” Literally, “spoke to the heart of them.”
2Ch 32:7
“for with us is One greater than whoever is with him.” Hezekiah was confident that Yahweh was greater than any god or force that was with the Assyrians. Although some English versions read in essence, “there are more with us than with him,” that is not the best way to translate the Hebrew text. For one thing, the Assyrian army was definitely more numerous than the small army Hezekiah had with him in Jerusalem. That is why Hezekiah had to tell the people not to be afraid of the “multitude” of the Assyrians. 2 Chronicles 32:8 makes it clear that “the One” with Judah was Yahweh.
The phrase of 2 Chron. 32:8, וְעִמָּ֜נוּ יְהוָ֤ה אֱלֹהֵ֨ינוּ֙ = “Yahweh our God is with us” (or “Yahweh our God with us”) parallels and gives meaning to the name of the child born in Isaiah 7:14: עִמָּ֥נוּ אֵֽל “God is with us” (or “God with us”).
The human child was named “Immanuel” (Isa. 7:14) because the Judeans knew that in a transcendent way, Yahweh Elohim was with them, protecting Judah and fighting their battles. Yahweh God was with Judah in the days of Hezekiah. This doesn’t mean that Yahweh Elohim was literally walking around as a human being during Hezekiah’s and Isaiah’s day.
2Ch 32:8
“but with us is Yahweh our God.” This obviously does not mean that Yahweh was somehow among the Judeans as a person, but He was with them to help them (see commentary on 2 Chron. 32:7).
“relied upon.” Literally, “rested” or “leaned” upon. The people leaned on the words of Hezekiah for support and comfort as one might lean on a staff to gain support and/or rest.
2Ch 32:10
“On what are you trusting while you sit under siege in Jerusalem?” Sennacherib writes as if the siege is actually going on. It was not, but it might as well have been because the Judeans had shut themselves up in Jerusalem.
2Ch 32:11
“by saying.” 2 Kings 18:22; 2 Chronicles 32:11-12, and Isaiah 36:7 are very similar.
2Ch 32:12
“Hasn’t this same Hezekiah.” 2 Kings 18:22; 2 Chronicles 32:12, and Isaiah 36:7 are very similar.
“shrines.” The Hebrew word “shrines” is bamot, which referred to a place that was leveled and built up and on which were placed various idols and objects of worship. The context indicates these shrines were pagan in nature (cf. NLT, “pagan shrines”). Many of the towns had such shrines (see commentary on Num. 33:52).
“worship.” The Hebrew word translated “worship,” shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), is the same Hebrew word as “bow down.”
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
2Ch 32:13
“able, yes, able.” The Hebrew text has the figure polyptoton (see commentary on Gen. 2:16).
2Ch 32:14
“devoted to destruction.” That is, destroyed them.
[For more on things “devoted” to Yahweh and devoted to destruction, see commentary on Josh. 6:17.]
“your god.” The Assyrians thought of Yahweh as just another god.
2Ch 32:17
“gods of the nations...god of Hezekiah.” Both occurrences of “god” are Elohim, but the first is a plural reference and the second is a singular reference.
“of the other lands.” The “lands” in this context are the lands that the Assyrians have already conquered.
“the god of Hezekiah.” The Assyrians thought of Yahweh as just another god.
2Ch 32:21
“who wiped out all the mighty men of valor.” The angel killed 185,000 Assyrian soldiers (2 Kings 19:35). The angel “wiped out” the enemy. In Exodus 23:23, God said his angel would “wipe out” the enemies in Canaan.
“shame of face.” The idiom means “humiliated.”
“some of his own sons struck him down there.” The Hebrew is more literally, “those who came from his own bowels [or innards]. 2 Kings 19:37 gives the names of the sons who killed Sennacherib. Sennacherib went back to Nineveh and decorated his throne room with the bas-relief of the siege of Lachish.
2Ch 32:22
“and from the hand of all his enemies.” The Hebrew text just ends with “all,” and it may refer to all enemies or perhaps “all” other Assyrians, such as the commanders.
“he gave them rest on every side.” This reading is from the Septuagint and the Vulgate, and fits the context. The Masoretic Hebrew text reads, “guided them from every side,” which does not make as much sense in the context and which can read like the Septuagint with only a small emendation.
2Ch 32:24
“sick to the point of death.” The record of Hezekiah’s sickness and recovery is in 2 Kings 20:1-11; 2 Chronicles 32:24-26; and Isaiah 38:1-22.
“and Yahweh spoke to him.” Yahweh spoke to Hezekiah through the prophet Isaiah (2 Kings 20:1-11).
2Ch 32:25
“the benefit he received.” The Hebrew is more literally, “the benefit upon him,” meaning the benefit done to him or the benefit he received.
“there was wrath hanging over him.” This wrath never materialized because Hezekiah humbled himself (2 Chron. 32:26). For the translation, see 2 Chron. 28:11.
2Ch 32:26
“for being proud of heart.” The Hebrew is more literally, “for the pride of his heart,” but that translation can be confusing because it can seem like the pride of his heart caused him to humble himself.
2Ch 32:28
“and storehouses.” There are archaeological remains of storehouses in cities such as Beersheba.
“and sheepfolds for the flocks.” The Hebrew is difficult; the word is more like “pens” or “little pens.” In biblical times, “sheepfolds” were used for more than sheep, especially sheep and goats. So there were bigger stalls for the larger animals and smaller pens for the smaller animals.
2Ch 32:30
“the waters of Gihon and brought them straight down to the west side of the city of David.” This is almost certainly a reference to Hezekiah’s tunnel. The Gihon Spring is on the east side of Jerusalem, so Hezekiah brought its waters to the west side of the city via Hezekiah’s tunnel.
2Ch 32:32
“and his faithful acts.” That is, Hezekiah’s acts that sprang from his trust in God.
2Ch 32:33
“they buried him in the ascent to the tombs of the sons of David.” From the southern tip of the city of David up the ridge as if walking up to the Temple the climb is steep, and it seems that Hezekiah was buried on that steep ascent.
 
2 Chronicles Chapter 33
2Ch 33:3
“local shrines.” The Hebrew word “shrines” is bamot, which referred to a place that was leveled and built up and on which were placed various idols and objects of worship. The context indicates these shrines were pagan in nature (cf. NLT, “pagan shrines”). Many of the towns had such shrines (see commentary on Num. 33:52).
“worshiped.” The Hebrew word translated “worshiped,” shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), is the same Hebrew word as “bow down.”
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
2Ch 33:6
“the Valley of the Son of Hinnom.” The Hebrew word for “valley” is ge, and the Hebrew Valley of Hinnom became the Greek “Gehenna.” It was a place where the garbage was thrown. It had become considered unclean due to all the human sacrifice done there.
“familiar spirits.” See commentary on Deuteronomy 18:11.
“making him angry.” The NET text note on Deuteronomy 4:25 gets the sense of the text correctly when it says, “The infinitive construct [in the Hebrew text] is understood here as indicating the result, not the intention of their actions.” Although many English versions use the word “provoke,” the Israelites did not worship idols with the intention of provoking God. But the result of their idolatry was that God was angered. In everyday English, “provoke” means to do something to intentionally upset someone, and that is not what was happening with Israel’s idolatry.
2Ch 33:9
“the nations that Yahweh destroyed before the children of Israel.” This refers to the Canaanite nations that Israel destroyed when they entered the Promised Land and conquered and destroyed the Canaanite nations who were living there. Now Israel is doing worse things than the Canaanites.
2Ch 33:10
“Yahweh spoke to Manasseh and to his people.” 2 Kings 21:10 adds that Yahweh spoke through His prophets.
2Ch 33:11
“who captured Manasseh with hooks.” This is likely literal. The Assyrians were very cruel, and there are Assyrian depictions of captors being led by cords attached to hooks in the mouth, lips, tongue, or cheek. A hook in the mouth would force the captive to be compliant very quickly.
2Ch 33:12
“he begged Yahweh his God.” This is idiomatic. The literal is more like he “sweetened the face of Yahweh” (cf. Ps. 119:58).
2Ch 33:13
“Then Manasseh knew that Yahweh was God.” This is quite similar to Nebuchadnezzar, who had to go through a terrible ordeal before he recognized that Yahweh was God.
2Ch 33:14
“on the west side of Gihon.” This wall would have only been part way down the east slope of the Temple Mount and city of David.
2Ch 33:17
“local shrines.” The Hebrew word “shrines” is bamot, which referred to a place that was leveled and built up and on which were placed various idols and objects of worship. The context indicates these shrines were pagan in nature (cf. NLT, “pagan shrines”). Many of the towns had such shrines (see commentary on Num. 33:52).
“but only to Yahweh their God.” It is interesting that people can disobey God but justify their actions as somehow being to God.
2Ch 33:19
“the carved images.” God had commanded that idols and images of gods be destroyed (see commentary on Deut. 7:5).
2Ch 33:22
“He did what was evil in the eyes of Yahweh, as Manasseh his father had done.” The same as 2 Kings 21:20.
“And Amon sacrificed to all the carved images that Manasseh his father had made.” Did Amon get these images from outside the city where Manasseh had thrown them (2 Chron. 33:15, 19)?
2Ch 33:23
“wrongdoing.” The Hebrew is “guilt,” which in this case is put by metonymy for the wrongdoing or sin that produced the guilt.
[See Word Study: “Metonymy.”]
2Ch 33:24
“His servants conspired against him and put him to death.” The Bible does not give us the “who” or the “why” of this assassination (see commentary on 2 Kings 21:23).
2Ch 33:25
“struck down.” This record in Chronicles has the verb in the plural, whereas the account in Kings has the verb in the singular. The difference is due to the word “people,” which can be taken as a singular or plural.
 
2 Chronicles Chapter 34
2Ch 34:3
“shrines.” The Hebrew word “shrines” is bamot, which referred to a place that was leveled and built up and on which were placed various idols and objects of worship. The context indicates these shrines were pagan in nature (cf. NLT, “pagan shrines”). Many of the towns had such shrines (see commentary on Num. 33:52).
2Ch 34:4
“incense altars.” The Hebrew for this word is uncertain, and different things have been suggested.
2Ch 34:6
“in their ruins all around.” This is the Qere reading (a marginal reading) of the Hebrew text. The Assyrians had left the Northern Kingdom of Israel in ruins.
2Ch 34:7
“beat the Asherah poles and the carved images into powder.” Josiah destroyed the idols, as the Law of Moses commanded (see commentary on Deut. 7:5). The fact that these were beaten to powder indicated they were stone or perhaps clay.
2Ch 34:8
“the house of God.” The Hebrew simply says, “the house,” a reference to the house of God, the Temple.
“governor.” This can be “leader,” “ruler,” or “governor.”
“the recorder.” This would be a person charged with writing and keeping records of what went on in the city.
2Ch 34:9
“the guards of the threshold.” These are also mentioned in 2 Kings 22:4. More than just “doorkeepers,” these men guarded the Temple entrances and protected it and its contents.
2Ch 34:10
“restore.” The Hebrew word is literally “strengthen.”
2Ch 34:14
“the Book of the Law.” This was actually a scroll. One scroll could not hold the entire Torah, so this is either a scroll with part of the Torah on it, or a collection of scrolls with all the Torah on it.
“the Law of Yahweh given by the hand of Moses.” The Hebrew is “the torah of Yahweh,” where “torah” is much more than “law.” The torah involves instruction in many different ways (see commentary on Prov. 1:8). The phrase “given by the hand of Moses” almost certainly means that this was a copy of what had been written by Moses. However, it is possible that Moses actually wrote some of what they found.
2Ch 34:15
“told.” The Hebrew is literally, “answered.”
2Ch 34:16
“reported.” The Hebrew is idiomatic, more literally, “returned a word to the king.”
2Ch 34:22
“the second district.” See commentary on 2 Kings 22:14.
2Ch 34:24
“all the curses that are written in the scroll.” There are curses in Deuteronomy 27:14-26, 28:15-68.
2Ch 34:25
“the works of their hands.” Although the people sinned in many ways by what they did and how they behaved, “the works of their hands,” almost certainly refers to idols.
2Ch 34:26
“the words that you have heard.” That is, the words of the scroll that the king heard when they were read to him.
2Ch 34:27
“you humbled yourself.” Being “humble” is a key concept in Chronicles.
2Ch 34:29
“Then the king sent and gathered together.” This verse is very similar to 2 Kings 23:1.
2Ch 34:30
“and the Levites.” The book of Kings has “prophets” instead of Levites. However, from the text we learn that many Levites were prophets.
2Ch 34:31
“to carry out.” In 2 Kings 23:3, the word is “confirm.”
 
2 Chronicles Chapter 35
2Ch 35:3
“Put the holy ark in the house that Solomon the son of David king of Israel built.” So the ark of the covenant had been moved from the Temple for some reason, but that reason is unknown. It may be an idolatrous king had moved it from the Temple, or it may have been taken out to war but then not returned.
“For you, there is no longer a burden on the shoulders.” The exact meaning of this phrase is unclear. The Levites carried the ark of the covenant around from place to place, and Josiah may be saying they will not need to carry it anymore. However, it may be a more general reference to carrying all kinds of things that may not now be necessary, which opens the door for them to serve God’s people more. Thus the concluding phrase, “Now serve Yahweh your God and his people Israel.”
2Ch 35:5
“the holy place.” In this context, “the holy place” refers to the entire Temple complex, not just the Temple building proper.
“your relatives the common people.” This is more literally, “your brothers, the sons of the people,” but in this case, it refers to fellow Israelites who were the common people.
“and let there be Levites for each group from a father’s house.” The text is not particularly clear, but what it seems to be saying is that there are to be divisions of the Levites and each family group of the common people was to be associated with a given division of the Levites.
2Ch 35:6
“make yourselves holy.” The people were to do what it took to make themselves holy in the sight of God (cf. Lev. 11:44).
[For more on “make yourselves holy,” see commentary on Josh. 3:5.]
2Ch 35:7
“lambs and young goats.” Both lambs and goats were acceptable Passover sacrifices (cf. Exod. 12:5).
“the Passover offerings.” The Hebrew text simply has “the Passovers,” where “Passover” means the Passover sacrifice.
2Ch 35:8
“2,600 small livestock.” The Hebrew text is just “2,600 and 300 cattle,” but the 2,600 obviously refers to small livestock that would be sheep and goats, both of which were acceptable Passover sacrifices (Exod. 12:5).
“Hilkiah and Zechariah and Jehiel, the rulers of the house of God.” These men seem to be the “officials” in the first part of the verse. They are priests in high positions, and they gave to the other priests, and in the next verse (2 Chron. 35:9), the chiefs of the Levites gave to the rest of the Levites.
“the Passover offerings.” The Hebrew text simply has “the Passovers,” where “Passover” means the Passover sacrifice.
2Ch 35:9
“small livestock.” The small livestock would be sheep and goats, both of which were acceptable Passover sacrifices (Exod. 12:5).
“and 500 cattle.” The cattle could not be for the Passover offerings but would have been for other kinds of offerings. The cattle might be used for different offerings around the Passover time, but not for the sacrifices used at the Passover meal.
2Ch 35:11
“that they received from them.” The priests seem to have gotten the blood from the Levites who slaughtered the animals (cf. 2 Chron. 35:6).
2Ch 35:12
“They set apart the burnt offerings.” The small livestock were for the Passover offerings, and then the cattle mentioned in the verses above would be for the burnt offerings, which were completely burned up except for the skins, which were given to the priests.
2Ch 35:13
“they boiled the holy offerings.” There must have been other offerings that were boiled and given to the people besides the Passover offerings themselves and the animals sacrificed as burnt offerings.
2Ch 35:15
“the sons of Asaph.” The phrase means the descendants of Asaph. Asaph himself lived in the time of David and was long dead.
2Ch 35:20
“Neco king of Egypt.” In 2 Kings 23:29, the man is Pharaoh Neco king of Egypt.
2Ch 35:21
“against the house with which I have war.” Pharaoh Neco left Egypt to go to the aid of Assyria in their battle against Babylon. It seems that Egypt, which had not been at war with Assyria, feared that Babylon’s successful attacks on Assyria would continue and would open the door for Babylon to gain control of Palestine and then attack Egypt. Assyria had attacked and destroyed Israel and had attacked and destroyed many cities in Judah when Hezekiah was king, and so Josiah would not have wanted to see Assyria helped. There is no mention of him asking God if he should attack Egypt, to him it seemed like the logical thing to do. However, God was with Babylon, and Neco’s warning that God would be with him and not Josiah if Josiah attacked him went unheeded (2 Chron. 35:21). Actually, Babylon defeated both Assyria and Egypt at Carchemish, which opened the door for the Babylonian conquest of Israel and Judah.
2Ch 35:22
“would not turn his face from him.” This is an idiom that means that King Josiah would not be dissuaded from fighting against Neco of Egypt.
“but disguised himself.” In 1 Kings 22:30, king Ahab disguised himself and died, just like Josiah did here. And both were killed with arrows.
2Ch 35:23
“seriously wounded.” The Hebrew is more literally “very sick,” but the “sickness” can be caused by many things, in this case, being wounded.
2Ch 35:24
“and brought him to Jerusalem.” Josiah was dead when he arrived in Jerusalem (2 Kings 23:30).
2Ch 35:25
“the male and female singers.” The Hebrew word for “singers” can also refer to poets. It is likely that singers and poets spoke of Josiah.
“the Laments.” The “Laments” is not the book of Lamentations, but a lost collection of Laments.
 
2 Chronicles Chapter 36
2Ch 36:1
“took Jehoahaz the son of Josiah and made him king.” Jehoahaz becomes king here and in 2 Kings 23:30. There is not a lot about Jehoahaz in the Bible. He is only mentioned in 2 Kings and 2 Chronicles, unlike the other last kings of Judah, Jehoiakim, Jehoiachin (also called Jeconiah and Coniah), and Zedekiah, who are not only written about in Kings and Chronicles, but are also written about in the prophets such as Ezekiel and Jeremiah.
2Ch 36:4
“the brother of Jehoahaz.” The text is literally, “his brother,” but a straightforward reading in English would make Eliakim the brother of Pharaoh Neco, which is not the case.
2Ch 36:6
“and bound him in bronze chains to carry him to Babylon.” Chronicles omits that Jehoiakim served Nebuchadnezzar for three years before he rebelled (2 Kings 24:1-6). Jehoiakim died in chains and never made it to Babylon. His dead body was ingloriously dumped outside the city of Jerusalem where it was left to rot (see commentary on 2 Kings 24:6).
2Ch 36:7
“palace.” The Hebrew word can also mean “temple,” but the articles seem to have been kept in the palace at Babylon (Dan. 5:2-3). Also, it is unlikely that Nebuchadnezzar had a temple referred to as “his temple” in Babylon.
2Ch 36:8
“and what was found against him.” The Hebrew is more literally, “that which was found upon him,” and the Jewish commentator Rashi surmises that Jehoiakim had tattoos on him.[footnoteRef:490] But Jehoiakim did have a lot of sin against him, such as cutting up the scroll of the prophet Jeremiah. [490:  The Complete Jewish Bible, https://www.chabad.org/library/bible_cdo/aid/16585/showrashi/true, accessed October 30, 2024.] 

2Ch 36:9
“18.” The Masoretic Hebrew text, which is normally used for the translation of the Old Testament, reads “eight,” but in this instance, as in quite a few in the Old Testament, there was an obvious copyist’s error. The original reading of “18” is preserved in 2 Kings 24:8, as well as in some of the other Hebrew manuscripts, and also in the Septuagint version. Thus, some modern translations read “18” as the REV does (BBE, HCSB, DBY ESV, NAB, NET, NIV, NLT). There was no apparent good reason to preserve the reading in the Masoretic text when there was such weighty evidence that it was a scribal error and it caused a contradiction between the books of Kings and Chronicles. For another example of a scribal error involving numbers, see 1 Samuel 6:19, where the Masoretic text reads 50,070 people, when the actual reading was no doubt just 70 (see commentary on 1 Sam. 6:19).
2Ch 36:10
“At the beginning of the year.” The literal Hebrew is “at the return of the year,” but it refers to the start of the year. The year started in Nisan, which was a spring month, so some versions read, “In the springtime.”
“father’s brother.” Zedekiah was a son of Josiah and thus an uncle of Jehoiachin. The Hebrew word is just “brother,” and that has been handled different ways in the English translations. Some just leave it as “brother” in the text even though that is confusing and contradicts 2 Kings 24:17. Some translator’s recognize that in the Hebrew jargon, “brother” can mean “relative,” so they translate it “relative,” which is accurate but vague. The REV chose to retain the word “brother,” but put the word “father’s” in italics in front of brother. Zedekiah was Jehoiachin’s uncle, his “father’s brother.”
2Ch 36:11
“Zedekiah.” There is much more about Zedekiah in 2 Kings and especially in Jeremiah. Zedekiah was eventually carried to Babylon and died in prison there (Jer. 52:11).
2Ch 36:13
“He also rebelled against King Nebuchadnezzar.” For his rebellion, Zedekiah was blinded and carried to Babylon, where he died in prison (2 Kings 25:5-7; Jer. 52:10-11).
2Ch 36:14
“defiled.” That is, they made it ceremonially unclean.
2Ch 36:15
“messengers.” The Hebrew word can refer to angels or human messengers, and here it refers to human messengers, the prophets.
“rising up early and sending them.” This is an idiom meaning to send again and again. The idea is that God rose up and sent His prophets early and often; He sent them over and over as the day progressed. The REV has kept the idiom but inserted the meaning of the idiom by adding “again and again” in italics.
[For more on this idiom and where it occurs, see commentary on Jer. 26:5.]
2Ch 36:17
“he brought against them the king of the Chaldeans.” The record of the siege of Jerusalem and its conquest is in 2 Kings 25:1-4 and Jeremiah 52:4-5. The siege of Jerusalem took from the tenth day of the tenth month of the ninth year of Zedekiah (2 Kings 25:1; Jer. 52:4) to the ninth day of the fourth month of the eleventh year of Zedekiah (2 Kings 25:2-3; Jer. 52:6-7). So the siege of Jerusalem took about 18 months.
2Ch 36:19
“They burned the house of God.” The burning of the Temple in Jerusalem by Nebuchadnezzar’s army is mentioned in 2 Kings 25:9; 2 Chron. 36:19, and Jeremiah 52:13. The Temple was so central to Judaism that one would think God would have given more detail about its destruction, but instead, He just states it quickly in a matter-of-fact way.
2Ch 36:20
“to him and his sons.” That is, to Nebuchadnezzar and his descendants, in this case, the kings who ruled Babylon after him, not all of whom were related to him.
“until the reign of the kingdom of Persia.” The Persians conquered Babylon in 539 BC (cf. Dan. 5:30-31). Cyrus let the Jews return from Babylon (Ezra 1:1-3).
2Ch 36:21
“to fulfill the word of Yahweh by the mouth of Jeremiah.” Jeremiah the prophet foretold that the Babylonian Captivity would last 70 years and after that, they would return to the land of Judah (Jer. 25:11-12; 29:10).
“made up for.” The Hebrew word translated in the REV as “made up for” can also mean more like “enjoyed,” and thus could be translated “until the land had enjoyed its Sabbaths,” but here “made up for,” in the sense of “paid back,” catches the meaning well. God expected the Jews to give the land rest on the Sabbath years, and the fact that they did not was taken in the sense that the Jews then “owed” God that time for His land to rest, and that is the point being made here in 2 Chronicles 36:21. See commentary on Leviticus 26:34.
2Ch 36:23
“Yahweh his God is with him, so let him go up.” Many English translations translate the verse as if it is a jussive: “May his God be with him,” but there is no jussive in the Hebrew text. This seems to be a statement about Cyrus’ confidence. Yahweh had raised him up and now stirred him up, so with confidence he can say to the Jews who would be available to go back to Judah, “Yahweh his God is with him.”


Ezra Commentary
Ezra Chapter 1
Ezr 1:1
“Now in the first year of Cyrus king of Persia.” Ezra 1:1-3a is almost identical to the last two verses of 2 Chronicles. From a chronological point of view, Ezra takes over where Chronicles stops.
This first year of Cyrus refers to his first year reigning over Babylon, which he conquered in 538 BC, not his first year reigning in Persia (559 BC). Babylon was captured in October, 539 BC (Dan. 5:30-31), but Cyrus did not get there and start to reign over Babylon until March of 538 BC. Quite a lot is known about Cyrus from the Persian records. Also, “Cyrus” is an actual name, not a title, whereas in other parts of Ezra, Nehemiah, and Esther, the “names” Darius, Xerxes, Artaxerxes, and Ahasuerus are actually titles, not proper names.
“by the mouth of Jeremiah.” Jeremiah had prophesied that the Babylonian Captivity would be 70 years (Jer. 25:11-12; 29:10), so Yahweh worked behind the scenes to make sure that prophecy came to pass.
Ezr 1:2
“This is what Cyrus king of Persia says.” This decree in Ezra 1:2-4 is written in Hebrew, so that the people returning from the Babylonian Captivity could read it, or read it to anyone who challenged what they were doing. In contrast, the copy of the decree that was kept at Ecbatana in the Persian records was written in Aramaic (Ezra 6:3-5). Ezra is one of the books that has a mixture of Hebrew and Aramaic, for example, Daniel does also. This kind of detail attests to the historical accuracy of the Bible. If someone wrote the whole book of Ezra at a much later date, as some Bible detractors assert, it is highly unlikely that he would go to the trouble to write some parts of the book in Hebrew and some in Aramaic.
“house.” The Temple was called the “house” or “house of God.” This is hard to see in many English versions because translators use “temple” to make the verse easier for the average reader. But then inconsistency makes some verses in the Bible confusing. For example, The Day of Pentecost (Acts 2) happened in the Temple, the “house,” but tradition says the upper room (Acts 2:2).
Ezr 1:3
“Among you of all his people.” This proclamation was sent out to all the people, so the meaning is, “among you [in Persia] of all his people [the Jews].” We can thus understand it as, “Whoever among the people in Persia is a Jew.”
“God.” Since this proclamation came from Cyrus the Persian who worshiped gods besides the God we know as the true God, a more accurate rendering of “God” in this verse would almost certainly be “god,” not God, especially in light of the last phrase, “he is the God [god] who is in Jerusalem.” It was common at that time to believe that there were different gods in different locations, and since many of the so-called “gods” were actually demons, that was true to a large extent. Of course, that was not true of the true God, but Cyrus would likely not have thought that way, as this phrase indicates (see 1 Kings 20:28).
Ezr 1:4
“and let each one who has survived.” This is speaking about surviving the Babylonian Captivity and deportation from Judah, and also probably the war between Persia and Babylon when Persia conquered Babylon.

“be assisted by the men of his place.” There are two groups of people in this verse. The people who survived the Captivity who were going to make the journey back to Judea, and the people where he lived (“the men of his place”) who were to help out those who were going back to Judea by giving them money (silver and gold) and goods for the journey.
Although the Jews were allowed to return from the Babylonian Captivity to Judea, more of them stayed in Babylon (now conquered by Persia) than returned. After the Jews were carried away to Babylon there were always more Jews outside of Israel than in it, and that is still true today. The Jews in foreign countries are known as the “diaspora.” In 1 Peter 1:1, they are called the people “of the Dispersion.”
Ezr 1:5
“the heads of fathers’ houses.” The Hebrew text seems cut off only because everyone at the time would have known what “the heads of the fathers’” meant, which was the “heads,” or leaders, of the ancestral houses in Israel. The ancestral house was the most basic organizational unit in ancient Israel. We actually see this on a broader scale in the twelve tribes of Israel. Each tribe, for example, Judah, Benjamin, Dan, and Issachar, was descended from and named after one person, one patriarch, who himself was descended from “Israel,” that is, Jacob. As such, the “twelve tribes of Israel” are the twelve tribes descended from Jacob, and that family identity was so strong that people kept it for centuries. For example, Paul, who lived over 1,500 years after Benjamin, knew that his personal ancestor was Benjamin (Phil. 3:5).
By the time of the return from Babylon, however, over 1,000 years after Jacob lived, there were more than the original twelve ancestral houses (and besides, only the tribes of Judah and Benjamin were carried en masse to Babylon; the other ten tribes had been conquered and scattered by Assyria; 2 Kings 17:5). Each “house” was more like a clan or tribe than what we today would think of as a “house” with an elder father figure with grandchildren, great-grandchildren, etc. The biblical “house” (household) was a very extended group, and the patriarchs of these “houses” played a very important role in the government of the people, as we see here in Ezra.
Ezr 1:6
“All those who were around them.” We learn from history that more of the Judeans who had been carried captive to Babylon stayed in Babylon than returned to Judah. The Judeans had lived for some two generations in Babylon, and many had made it their home. But they helped the Judeans who did return to Judah by giving them things they needed.
Ezr 1:8
“governor.” The Hebrew is nasi (#05387 נָשִׂיא), “one lifted up, chief, prince, captain, leader.” A more literal translation would be “Sheshbazzar, the one lifted up of Judah.” But in this context of the Persian empire, it refers to the position of governor.
Ezr 1:11
“All the vessels of gold and of silver totaled 5,400.” This is more than the number of listed items; the list is just a partial list.
“Sheshbazzar.” Sheshbazzar was the first governor of Judah after the return from the Babylonian Captivity (Ezra 1:8). He was succeeded at some point by Zerubbabel (Hag. 1:1).
 
Ezra Chapter 2
Ezr 2:1
“people of the province.” The Hebrew reads in its common idiom: “the sons of the province.” The “province” is almost certainly Judah (cf. Ezra 5:8).
“came up.” Jerusalem is always considered “up” because it was where God lived.
“everyone returning to his city.” This is a general statement. There were exceptions for various reasons, but the statement is generally true.
Ezr 2:2
“Jeshua.” The High Priest (see commentary on Zech. 3:1, “Joshua”).
Ezr 2:21
“Bethlehem.” In this list in Ezra, some of the names listed are people, and some are towns. Furthermore, some of the names are disputed. For example, in Ezra 2:20, “Gibbar” could be a man’s name, or like in Nehemiah, it might mean the town of Gibeon. The scholars are divided on the issue.
Ezr 2:22
“men.” The Hebrew text in Ezra 2:22, 23, 27 and 2:28 reads enosh (#0582 אֱנוֹשׁ), “men,” referring to mortal men, or “men” in a weaker, more frail, or more sinful sense than other words for “man” or “men.” For example, gibbor (#01368 גִּבּוֹר) refers to a mighty man, strong man, or warrior. The rest of the list reads ben, “son,” but there does not seem to be an immediately apparent reason for the change from ben (“son”) to enosh in these four verses.
Ezr 2:36
“the priests.” 1 Chronicles 24:1-19 recounts how King David, along with other well-known men, organized the priests, the sons of Aaron, into 24 divisions. The eighth division was the division or “course” of Abijah (1 Chron. 24:10). Each division was on duty twice a year for a one-week period, and also served at the three major feasts of the year: Passover, Pentecost, and Tabernacles. After the Babylonian Captivity, only four divisions returned (Ezra 2:36-39). So these four were divided into 24 divisions, given the names of the original 24, and then continued on with their duties according to the traditional timing.
[For more on the priestly divisions and that Zechariah, the father of John the Baptist was of the eighth division, the division of “Abijah,” see commentary on Luke 1:5.]
Ezr 2:43
“The Temple servants.” These people, the “Nethinim” in Hebrew (the word “Nethinim” is untranslated in some English versions (cf. ASV, BBE, RV; Geneva Bible, KJV, YLT), were slaves that were serving the Levites in the work of the Temple. David and his officials had established that these certain men would serve the Levites (Ezra 8:20), and their descendants were still serving the Levites hundreds of years after David.
Ezr 2:58
“Temple servants.” See commentary on Ezra 2:43.
Ezr 2:59
“Tel Melah, Tel Harsha, Cherub….” ​These are towns in Mesopotamia to which some Judean captives were taken, but for some unstated reason, they had lost their proof of ancestry. It is much more likely that in the Captivity they lost their ancestral connections than that they were foreigners or slaves who were somehow trying to pretend they were from Israel; these people were almost certainly Israelites. This would have been a huge disappointment and tragedy for these people, to be carried out of their homeland by Babylon and then not be able to prove who they were when they returned home some 70 years later, because at least at first it would have meant being excluded from the religious life of Israel.
However, in an even worse state were the priests who could not prove their genealogy (Ezra 2:61-63). For a priest to not be able to prove his ancestral genealogy meant a complete loss of priestly privileges, which meant that they were not allowed to serve in the Temple, something they no doubt had looked forward to. But it also meant they were not allowed to live off the sacrifices and offerings of the people, so they would have had to figure out how to live in Israel and what to do to support themselves. That could have been very difficult because their ancestral family would not have owned any land to which they could return and make a living.
Life is full of unexpected disappointments, hardships, and tragedies, Yet in keeping with the fact that we live in a fallen world and life can be extremely difficult, the Bible does not dwell on these people or their eventual fate, which we do not know, but simply states the situation. There is a great lesson in this for us: it is pointless and even harmful to dwell on the unexpected evils that happen in life. The godly thing to do in a bad situation is to accept it and figure out how to best move forward. The evil in life is a major reason that each person should have a clear hope of the future life. This world is evil and being upset or angry about that does not change the world but only hurts us. Having a vision of the wonderful future life that believers will have can keep us from becoming angry and bitter due to life’s evils, and enables us to endure through those evils in a godly way.
[For more on our future life on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on how the future will unfold from this present age to the Millennial Kingdom to the Everlasting Kingdom, see commentary on Rev. 21:1.]
Ezr 2:63
“the Urim and Thummim.” These were stones in the breastplate of the High Priest by which the judgment of God was determined.
[For more on the Urim and Thummim, see commentary on Exod. 28:30.]
Ezr 2:65
“their male slaves and their female slaves.” There were 42,360 Jews who returned from Babylon, and 7,337 slaves, so there was a large ratio of slaves to free Jews, roughly one to six. That so many slaves opted to return to Judea with their owners, when it is almost certain they would not have had to, shows that in general, the Jews had very good relationships with their slaves.
 
Ezra Chapter 3
Ezr 3:1
“the seventh month.” The fact that the Jews were celebrating the Feast of Tabernacles in the seventh month shows that at that time they were using a Nisan-based calendar like the Babylonians and like God had instructed them to do at the time of the Exodus (Exod. 12:2).
“the children of Israel were in the cities.” The Judeans who returned to Judah mostly returned to their ancestral homes in the various towns of Judah.
“as one man.” This is an idiom meaning that the people were unified.
Ezr 3:2
“Jeshua.” The High Priest (see commentary on Zech. 3:1, “Joshua”).
Ezr 3:3
“and offered burnt offerings on it.” The Jews started offering sacrifices on the altar long before the Temple was finished. It is always nice to do God’s work in exactly the way He prescribes, but sometimes, such as here, the right thing to do is to do the best you can even if things are not exactly as they should be.
Ezr 3:4
“Feast of Booths.” This is one of the three annual feasts that the Israelites were to celebrate in Jerusalem each year. It is traditionally referred to as the “Feast of Tabernacles,” but “Booths” is more accurate (Exod. 23:14-17; Lev. 23:34-43).
Ezr 3:7
“Joppa.” Until Herod the Great built Caesarea into a port city and the finest deep water port on the Mediterranean, Joppa was the only port Israel had on the Mediterranean Sea. Solomon had the cedar logs for the Temple brought from Lebanon to Jerusalem via the port of Joppa (2 Chron. 2:16) and the same thing happened here in Ezra’s time.
Ezr 3:8
“the house of Yahweh.” The house of Yahweh is the Temple. It was generally believed that the gods lived in the temples, so the temples were believed to really be “the house” of the god.
 
Ezra Chapter 4
Ezr 4:1
“Judah and Benjamin.” The two tribes that made up the nation of “Judah.” After Solomon died, the United Kingdom of Israel, which was twelve tribes, was split into “Israel,” which had ten tribes, and “Judah,” which was composed of Benjamin and Judah. Israel was carried away captive by the Assyrians (2 Kings 17:1-23). Years later, Judah was deported by the Babylonians but was allowed to return to their homeland by the Persians. Nevertheless, history shows us that the majority of Judeans stayed where they had settled and remained in Mesopotamia.
“exiles who had returned.” The Hebrew is idiomatic: “the sons of the exile,” that is, those who had been taken captive to Babylon by Nebuchadnezzar but had now returned to Judah.
Ezr 4:2
“we seek your God just as you do.” This was not true. Although the Samaritans worshiped Yahweh, they also worshiped other gods (2 Kings 17:29-33), and they also did not recognize Jerusalem as the one place on earth that God wanted his temple, so they worshiped their gods on the mountains of Samaria, eventually primarily Mount Gerizim.
“Esar-haddon.” A son of Sennacherib, king of Assyria, who brought those particular people to Israel. A number of successive kings imported people conquered by the Assyrians into Israel. It was not just one king who did that.
“who brought us up here.” When the Assyrians conquered the Northern Kingdom of Israel, they deported the Israelites and brought in people from other nations they had conquered and repopulated Israel (2 Kings 17:24-41). These pagans began to worship Yahweh but also continued to worship their own gods, thus creating a kind of perverted worship of Yahweh that persisted until the time of Christ. These imported people became the Samaritans of the New Testament, and the fact they were foreigners and worshiped Yahweh in a perverted way explains why they were so hated by the Jews of Christ’s time.
Ezr 4:3
“nothing in common.” More literally, it is “not to you and to us.” In other words, we cannot work together on this.
Ezr 4:5
“bribed officials.” Many translations say “bribed counselors” or something similar. The hiring of people to frustrate the plans of the Jews would include bribing counselors, but they likely hired other advisors as well.
Ezr 4:10
“Osnappar.” This is apparently the Assyrian king Ashurbanipal.
“brought over.” This is a reference to the fact that the people the Assyrians brought into Israel were from beyond the Euphrates River, and had to be “brought over” it to Israel. The prophet Ahijah foretold that Israel would be carried away captive and scattered “beyond the river” (1 Kings 14:15).
Ezr 4:12
“Now.” This “now” is pulled into this verse from the end of verse 11.
“rebuilding.” The Hebrew text just says “building,” but in this context it means rebuilding.
Ezr 4:13
“they will not pay tribute.” Because this statement is written in an official letter to the king of Persia, we can clearly classify it as a lie, not just an exaggeration or miss statement. Lying has always been, and is still today, one of the great tactics of the Devil and his people. Jesus called the Devil, the father of lies (John 8:44). Sadly, lying in order to gain an advantage often works in this life, but be assured it will be punished on Judgment Day.
Ezr 4:14
“eat the salt of the king’s palace.” The men writing this letter say they are doing so because of the custom of the salt covenant, which binds them to the king. However, this too, was a lie, just like they lied before (Ezra 4:13).
Ezra 4:1-2 shows that those people who now saw the Jews as a threat were more than happy to work with them and even to join them in the work they wanted to do. It was only when they were rejected by the Jews that they became offended and lied about the Jews. This kind of behavior is so common in things like politics and religion, that these verses could've been written today.
[For more on the salt covenant, see commentary on 2 Chron. 13:5.]
Ezr 4:16
“beyond the River.” That is, on the other side of the Euphrates River. This is an exaggeration to incite the king of Persia, but one the king might have considered an actual possibility. There is very little chance that little Judah would be able to conquer the Middle East north to the Euphrates. They did not even control that territory under Solomon.
Ezr 4:18
“translated and read.” The Hebrew is literally, “plainly read before me,” but in order to “plainly” read the letter to the king of Persia, it would have had to have been translated, so that is why the REV uses “translated.”
 
Ezra Chapter 5
Ezr 5:1
“Zechariah the son of Iddo.” Zechariah was actually the grandson of Iddo and son of Berechiah (see commentary on Zech. 1:1).
“the name of God which was upon them.” The Jews were God’s people and bore His name. The name of Yahweh was upon them.
Ezr 5:4
“What are the names.” This is the reading of a Hebrew manuscript, the Septuagint and the Syriac, and it fits the context, especially Ezra 5:10, better than the reading of most Hebrew manuscripts.
 
Ezra Chapter 6
Ezr 6:2
“the province of Media.” At this time, Media was a province of the Persian empire. For more on the country of Media, see the REV commentary on Jeremiah 51:11.
Ezr 6:8
“the River.” That is, the Euphrates. “Beyond the River” is written from the geographical perspective of Persia and refers to south of the Euphrates.
Ezr 6:9
“salt.” Offerings and sacrifices were offered with salt (Lev. 2:13).
“wine.” The wine was used for the drink offerings (e.g., Lev 23:13).
“oil.” Oil, in the biblical culture it was olive oil, was used in many of the grain offerings (e.g., Lev. 2:1-7).
Ezr 6:14
“Zechariah the son of Iddo.” Zechariah was actually the grandson of Iddo and son of Berechiah (see commentary on Zech. 1:1).
Ezr 6:15
”Adar.” The month of Adar is the 12th and last month of the Jewish year. Because the Jewish month is a lunar month, and thus usually only 29 days, the average lunar year is only 354 days, not 365 days. This means that about every three years the Jewish calendar is a month shorter than our modern solar year. Over time, feasts like the feast of unleavened bread would not have first ripe grain available, because the grain would not have ripened yet. The Jews’ solution to that problem was that when necessary, they simply added another month, Adar II, to the calendar to bring the year in line with the growing season, The month of Adar usually falls in the early spring, usually around March.
Ezr 6:16
“the children of the captivity.” These are the people who were carried captive to Babylon in the Babylonian Captivity, and had recently been allowed to go back to Judah. So at this time, these previously captive people were in Judah.
Ezr 6:19
“exiles who had returned.” The Hebrew is idiomatic: “the sons of the exile,” that is, those who had been taken captive to Babylon by Nebuchadnezzar but had now returned to Judah.
Ezr 6:22
“the king of Assyria.” The king of Persia was the “king of Assyria” at the time of Ezra by virtue of the huge size of the Persian empire, but that is not likely why the king of Persia is called “the king of Assyria” in this verse, which, on the surface seems anachronistic since Assyria fell to the Babylonians in 612 BC. The expression is likely to contrast the kings of Assyria, who were hostile to Israel and Judah, with this king of Persia who was now ruler over the territory of Assyria and yet supportive of Israel. We must also remember that the people of the nation of Israel, the ten northern tribes who had been carried away to Assyria, were forcibly taken to Assyria, and perhaps some of them took advantage of this opportunity to return to Israel and Judah, and the text is subtlely making that point.
 
Ezra Chapter 7
Ezr 7:7
“Temple servants.” These people, the “Nethinim” in Hebrew, were slaves that were serving the Levites in the work of the Temple. See commentary on Ezra 2:43.
Ezr 7:8
“And he came.” Referring to Ezra.
Ezr 7:9
“on the first day of the fifth month he arrived.” So the trip from Persia to Jerusalem took Ezra exactly four lunar months. This would be very close to the amount of time it would have taken the Magi to go from Persia to Jerusalem (Matt. 2:1).
Ezr 7:11
“of the matters pertaining to the commandments of Yahweh.” The Hebrew is more literally, “even a scribe of the words of the commandments of Yahweh,” but the word “words,” dabar, is commonly used of “matters” or “things,” and the genitive phrase “of the commandments” in this context means “pertaining to the commandments” or “concerning the commandments.”
Ezr 7:14
“in your hand.” Here used as an idiom meaning “in your possession.”
Ezr 7:23
“for why should there be wrath.” The ancient Persians were polytheists, but they believed that if the gods were not properly appeased they would be angered and would cause problems on earth. In effect, that was true but not for the reasons they thought. If people do not obey God, He cannot effectively protect them from attacks by the Adversary.
Ezr 7:25
“that you have.” The Hebrew idiom is “that is in your hand,” but the meaning is “that you have.” The idiom is unclear enough in English that the REV has the meaning of the idiom in the text.
Ezr 7:27
“Blessed be Yahweh.” The speaker abruptly and without introduction switches from the Persian king to Ezra. The reader is supposed to notice the change and understand the text. This kind of abrupt switch occurs quite frequently in the Bible and in certain contexts can be quite confusing.
“the house of Yahweh.” The Temple.
Ezr 7:28
“from Israel.” The men were Israelites of the Captivity and were in Persia, and Ezra gathered them to go with him back to the land of Israel. This verse is not saying the men Ezra gathered were already back in the land of Israel.
 
Ezra Chapter 8
Ezr 8:1
“with me.” That is, with Ezra.
Ezr 8:3
“males” The Hebrew text uses a word in this list that means “males,” and does not include females.
Ezr 8:17
“Temple servants.” These people, the “Nethinim” in Hebrew, were slaves that were serving the Levites in the work of the Temple. See commentary on Ezra 2:43.
Ezr 8:20
“the Temple servants.” These people, the “Nethinim” in Hebrew, were slaves that were serving the Levites in the work of the Temple. See commentary on Ezra 2:43.
Ezr 8:21
“I proclaimed a fast.” The fasting and humbling of oneself would have included prayers for God’s help and confession of one’s sins—and anything else people could think of doing that would remove their sin and guilt and move God to be favorable to them. It was common for a person to fast in the biblical world as a sign to God that they were serious about behaving in a godly way and that they needed God’s help (cf. Judg. 20:26; 1 Sam. 7:6; 2 Chron. 20:3; Joel 1:14).
“the Ahava Canal.” The location of the Ahava Canal is unknown, but it was the assembly point of Ezra and the Jews who were returning to Israel.
“a straight way.” In this context in Ezra 8:21, a “straight way” (lit. “a straight road”) is a level road without obstructions. Ezra and the people were praying for a prosperous and unobstructed journey.
Ezra saw the great importance of prayer and fasting to solicit God’s help (the fasting and humbling of self would have included prayer, even though it is unstated in the text). Ezra was leading a band of basically defenseless Jews who were carrying great wealth through a territory that had lots of tribes that would have had few qualms about attacking them, killing them, and taking their wealth (and likely the women and children as well). Ezra would have been well aware of the dangers but was too “ashamed” to ask the king for a band of soldiers to protect the caravan. Ezra had told the king, “The hand of our God is for good upon all those who seek him; but his power and his wrath is against all those who forsake him” (Ezra 8:22). If Ezra had asked for soldiers to guard his caravan, what he told the king about the goodness of God would have been seen as just empty speech. Worse, it would have been clear that the Jews did not really trust that their God would protect them, which would reflect upon God Himself, including His faithfulness to His people and His power to help and protect them. The Bible does not say exactly how Ezra knew he had found favor in God’s eyes and would be safe, but God did hear Ezra’s prayers and they traveled safely (Ezra 8:23).
Ezra models behavior that should be a part of every Christian’s life. Too often people start out on journeys without asking for God’s help and protection, but praying for a “straight way,” a smooth road for the tasks we embark on and/or engage in, is a wise thing to do.
Ezr 8:22
“the enemies.” The Hebrew word “enemy” is singular, but it is a collective noun; there was more than one enemy.
 
Ezra Chapter 9
Ezr 9:1
“the Canaanites, the Hittites, the Perizzites….” This list in Ezra would have immediately reminded Ezra of God’s command in Deuteronomy 7:1-4, in which God commands that those nations that inhabited Canaan were to be driven out and that the Israelites were not to intermarry with them, and if they did intermarry then they would be turned away from the God of Israel. Five of the eight pagan nations listed here in Ezra 9:1 are in the list in Deuteronomy 7:1 (the Hittites, Amorites, Canaanites, Perizzites, and Jebusites), and Ezra adds two pagan nations to the list: the Moabites and Egyptians. Sadly, the Israelites who lived in Israel were living according to the ungodly pagan practices of those nations. No wonder Ezra was stunned and ashamed. Even the leaders and the priests and Levites had shown no concern for the Law of God, but openly disobeyed it. Ezra knew it was because of that kind of willful disobedience that Israel and Judah had been defeated by their enemies, causing incalculable amounts of physical and emotional pain, and he was concerned that the Israelites might now be wiped out completely (Ezra 9:14).
Upon hearing about the sin of the leaders and the people, Ezra’s response was to pray. He sets a good example for us today. Many people, including God’s people, openly thumb their nose at God’s commands today and live the way they want to as if God did not see or care. It is appropriate for God’s people to pray for His mercy to intervene and prevent disasters coming upon the earth because flagrant sin opens doors for the Adversary to act against the earth and all who live on it.
The ancestry of the tribes listed can be traced in the Bible with the exception of the Perizzites. The Perizzites were a tribe of unknown origin in that by the time of Joshua lived in the hill country of Judah and Ephraim. See commentary on Joshua 9:1.
Ezr 9:5
“humiliation and fasting.” The Hebrew word taaneth (#08589 תַּעֲנִית) refers to being humiliated and humbling oneself, in part by fasting. That explains why some English versions have “fasting,” while others place the emphasis on the purpose of the fasting, which is humbling oneself. The REV captures both aspects of the word by using italics.
Ezr 9:7
“shame of face.” That is, open shame; shame everyone can see.
Ezr 9:8
“and to give us a peg in his holy place.” Ezra here uses an illustration from the culture in which he lived and that would have been clear to the people. Houses, and even tents, had “pegs” in the wall or posts to hang things on that kept things orderly and secure so they would not be kicked around on the floor (and most floors were dirt floors). Ezra refers to a “peg” in his holy place, in the new Temple that they had permission to build.
Nebuchadnezzar had destroyed the Temple that Solomon had built, and Israel had been without a house for God for decades, which implied that God could not live among His people. Now it seemed that God would soon once again have a dwelling place among His people, and in the very spot where He had chosen to live. The fact that God would once more be among His people in His house was a “peg” that the people could cling to and draw strength from.
Ezr 9:9
“and to give us a wall.” There was no literal wall, but Ezra was speaking about the protection from the enemies that was promised by the Persian king. In giving the Judeans permission to return to Judah and rebuild the Temple, and even to get help with what they needed from the surrounding peoples, the king of Persia built a wall of protection around the Jews. As we know from history, that “wall” immediately came under attack from the enemies of the Jews, and the work on the Temple was stopped.
Ezr 9:11
“end to end.” The Hebrew is idiomatic; literally “from mouth to mouth.” The entrances to the land are seen as mouths by which one can enter the land. Thus the meaning is “from end to end,” or “from one end to the other.”
 
Ezra Chapter 10
Ezr 10:3
“divorce all the wives and remove those children who have been born by them.” This seems very harsh, but in the eyes of the Israelites who were there at the time it was the right thing to do to preserve and grow the nation of Israel. Also, it helps for us to remember that at that time in the biblical culture, almost everyone came from a large family and extended family, and the divorced wives would be able to return to their family of origin and take their children with them.
Ezr 10:7
“the returned exiles.” Literally, “the sons of the exile,” an idiom for those who had been taken as captives to Babylon in the Babylonian Captivity.
Ezr 10:9
“the ninth month.” The association of the ninth month and heavy rains shows that Judah at this time was using a Nisan-year calendar, with the first month of the year starting at Nisan. That made the ninth month Kislev, which falls in our November/December. The “former rains” start in mid-October and are heavy and cold by December, sometimes including snow in and around Jerusalem. The “latter rain” starts in February and ends by mid-April. These heavy rains were cold, and the people were trembling (and shivering) because of the rain but also, as the text says, because they were aware that they had broken God’s law and, recently having returned from a 70-year captivity in Babylon, were scared of further divine wrath.
Ezr 10:13
“for many of us.” The Hebrew is more literally, “we have sinned greatly in this matter,” but reading the English that way makes it seem like the problem that will take so long is the terrible nature of the sin, but that is not the case. The problem would take a long time and the sin was “great” because such a great number of people were involved in the sin and it was difficult and would have to be dealt with on almost a case-by-case basis. The best answer to make the English read clearly is to nuance the English to make the text clear, and many English versions do that.
Ezr 10:17
“And they were finished.” Dealing with the men who had married foreign women started on the first day of the tenth month and ended by the first day of the first month—so they were completed shortly before the first day of Nisan—so it took almost three months. Dealing with dissolving the marriages of those men and trying to deal with the women and any children would have been a horrible business, with many tears and gut-wrenching decisions. The Bible spares us the details and just tells us the task was handled, but it was certainly not quick or easy.
There is a great lesson buried here in the Word of God: many times because of lack of wisdom or weakness we get ourselves into messes that cannot be straightened out quickly or easily. This can lead to avoiding dealing with the situation, which usually only makes things worse because, as the saying goes, not making a decision is making a decision. Dealing with life in a godly manner often means making difficult decisions and having the fortitude and persistence to see them through until completion. That is what Ezra and the leaders with him had to do.
Ezr 10:19
“They gave their hand.” This indicates a custom for making a pledge, perhaps even an early handshake.


Nehemiah Commentary
Nehemiah Chapter 1
Neh 1:1
“Chislev.” The ninth month of the Hebrew year which started with Nisan. Chislev occurs in our November/December.
“Shushan.” The better-known name is Susa. Shushan was the ancient capital city of Persia before the capital was moved to Ekbatana.
Neh 1:2
“And I asked them.” Accurate information has always been hard to get, and as a Persian official, it would have been hard for Nehemiah to get the truth about Jerusalem and Judah because people would have a tendency to make the situation seem better than it was. But Nehemiah knew he could get the truth about the situation from these men from Judah.
“escaped.” In this context, it refers to escaping death and then “escaping” the desire not to uproot oneself from Babylon and return to uncertain circumstances in Judah.
Neh 1:3
“in the province.” At this time Judea was a province in the Persian Empire.
Neh 1:8
“I will scatter you abroad among the peoples.” Being scattered was a consequence of sin stated in the Mosaic Law (Deut. 28:63-64).
Neh 1:9
“nevertheless I will gather them from there.” That God would regather Israel back to the Promised Land if the people would repent and obey the commandments, is a promise in the Mosaic Law (Deut. 30:1-6).
Neh 1:11
“Now I was the king’s cupbearer.” Being the king’s cupbearer was a very trusted position because a main way of killing the king in the ancient world was by poisoning him. Nehemiah’s trusted position gave him a good chance to speak with, and influence, the king.
 
Nehemiah Chapter 2
Neh 2:1
“Now I had not been sad before.” As a servant, one keeps his feelings to himself. It is a breach of etiquette for a servant to show personal feelings while serving. However, in situations like these—serving a king or high official—it could even be dangerous. Kings always had to be on the lookout for people who might be upset with them, and not take any chances with them; it is better to be safe than sorry, and the ancient kings wanted to be safe. Philip of Macedon, Alexander the Great’s father, was killed on his daughter’s wedding day by a disgruntled guard. To be sad in the presence of the king could well have cost Nehemiah his life, which is why he became afraid when his personal feelings were noticed by the king (Neh. 2:2).
Neh 2:3
“Then I said to the king.” What Nehemiah says here is a masterful piece of humility, honesty, risk, and thinking in terms of how the other person thinks and feels. Nehemiah opens with a statement of humility and respect: “Let the king live forever.” Then he makes a bold and risky statement that instead of trying to give excuses for his sadness, expressed why it was reasonable for him to be sad.
It is important to understand why Nehemiah added, “the city, the place of my fathers’ tombs.” The Persian kings cared very much about their tombs, and they wanted them to be large, well-known, and usually express some of the great things the king had done. That the tombs of the ancestors of Judah were in ruins could well have struck a note of compassion in the king.
Neh 2:4
“So I prayed to the God of heaven.” This would have been a short, silent prayer, but it was very powerful. This teaches us that our prayers do not have to be long and flowery to get God’s attention. He looks on the heart and understands the circumstances. Although the text does not specifically tell us what Nehemiah prayed for, one thing Nehemiah would have prayed for was wisdom in what to ask for and that the request would be successful.
However, Nehemiah’s request would not have been off the cuff or thought up in the moment. Nehemiah was a detailed and careful man, his position as cupbearer to the king required it. Nehemiah knew what he wanted and had no doubt pondered how to present his request to the king for a long time. The men who had come to Nehemiah and told him about the state of Jerusalem had come four months earlier. The men had come in the month Chislev, the ninth month in the Hebrew calendar (Neh. 1:1), and it was now Nisan, the first month in the calendar, and the start of a new year (Neh. 2:1).
Neh 2:5
“to the city of my fathers’ tombs.” Nehemiah again emphasized that Jerusalem is the city of his ancestors’ tombs.
Neh 2:6
“the queen was also sitting by him.” In the chronology of Martin Anstey, this queen is Esther, and she would likely have had great influence on the king’s decision.[footnoteRef:491] Few modern chronologers agree with Anstey, and so the reason that the queen is mentioned is not clear. One suggestion is that this was a private dinner and not some kind of banquet, but even so, why would the queen be mentioned at all? Anstey may well be correct. [491:  Martin Antsey, The Romance of Bible Chronology, 1:251.] 

“when I had given him a time.” That Nehemiah could tell the king how long it would take for Nehemiah to accomplish his purposes shows us that Nehemiah had given the trip much thought. The king was not hasty but did not give his decision until after he learned more details from Nehemiah. The common translation, “and” I gave him a time, can easily be “when” instead of “and” (e.g., ESV).[footnoteRef:492] [492:  H. G. M. Williamson, Ezra-Nehemiah [WBC], 176. Williamson’s translation is, “Thus it pleased the king to send me when I told him how long I should be.”] 

Neh 2:7
“beyond the River.” That is, west of the Euphrates River.
“so that they will let me pass through.” The governors and rulers of the areas south of the Euphrates would have been (and proved to be) jealous of anyone who had the ear of the king and who was seeking the welfare of the Jews. Without the letters of safe conduct, Nehemiah may well have never reached Jerusalem.
Neh 2:8
“the king’s royal park.” It would not be unusual for the king to have a private nature preserve for himself, which would contain woods and water and other pleasurable things. The Septuagint uses the word paradeisos, the same word that is used in Genesis to describe Eden, and from which the English word “paradise” is derived. It is not unusual, since Nehemiah was a Judean, that he would even know the name of “Asaph,” the keeper of the park, and it is not unlikely that Nehemiah knew Asaph personally.
Neh 2:9
“Now the king had sent with me commanders of the army and horsemen.” This was not primarily because of the governors who lived south and west of the Euphrates River, but because the journey required Nehemiah and his company to travel through areas controlled by different tribes of Arabs, and they were not beyond raiding any caravan that seemed weak or unprepared for conflict. That situation has stayed the same into recent times, and many travelers in the Middle East have had experience with raiders.
On the other hand, Nehemiah was coming with a change in royal policy. By an older decree of the king, the policy had been not to rebuild Jerusalem, but now the king had changed the policy, and the army that accompanied Nehemiah, and the letters he carried with him, made that change perfectly plain, although the rulers in the areas around Judah did not like it.
Neh 2:10
“it grieved them exceedingly.” The earth is a war zone between God and the Devil, between Good and Evil. God is not “in control” of what happens here on earth in the sense that everything that happens is God’s will. On the contrary, things happen every day around the world that are not God’s will and that are the work of the Devil (see commentary on Luke 4:6). Believers constantly encounter difficulties in life. The Bible warns us about hardships. In fact, it was the very last thing that Jesus Christ talked about with his disciples before they left the Last Supper and went to the Garden of Gethsemane (John 16:33). Paul also talked about hardships (Acts 14:22). People who are on the side of the Devil are constantly throwing up roadblocks for believers, and as the believers move through those roadblocks, the Devil’s people become more and more intense and aggressive. We see that here with the ungodly leaders in the land north of Judah. Sanballat and Tobiah were leaders in Samaria, and in fact, it seems that Sanballat was the governor of Samaria, the province just north of Judah.
The resistance came in stages and generally intensified. At first Sanaballat and Tobiah were exceedingly grieved, that is, exceedingly upset (Neh. 2:10). Then, secondly, they ridiculed and spoke contemptuously about the work of rebuilding Jerusalem, and they had spoken to others about it because Geshem the Arabian joined them (Neh. 2:19). Third, Sanballat was angry and greatly enraged, and mocked the Jews.” Fourth, Sanballat managed to get the Arabians, Ammonites, and Ashdodites on their side and they were very angry and they conspired to fight the Jews and cause confusion (Neh. 4:7-8). Fifth, Sanballat and the enemies of the Jews worked to sow discouragement and doubt among the Jews (Neh. 4:11).
Neh 2:19
“they ridiculed us and spoke of us with contempt.” This is the second escalation in the resistance of Sanballat and Tobiah to the work on Jerusalem that the Jews were doing, and they added Geshem to their resistance (see commentary on Neh. 2:10).
 
Nehemiah Chapter 3
Neh 3:1
“the wall.” The Hebrew text reads “it,” but that refers to the wall going away from the gate.
Neh 3:3
“bars.” The “bars” were strong wooden beams that were placed behind the doors so they could not be opened and could withstand pounding from the outside without giving way. Those bars were the origin of the shout “Bar the doors!” when an enemy would approach.
Neh 3:5
“put their necks to the work.” This idiomatic language compares people to oxen, who put their neck in the yoke so they can do work. If an ox will not take a yoke, it will not work, and that is the image here. The nobles considered themselves above the work, and perhaps did not even support it at all, so they refused to work.
“lords.” The Hebrew is plural, “lords.” Many scholars think this is the plural of majesty, and the “lord” is Nehemiah, which is why a number of versions read “lord” (cf. CJB, ESV, JPS, KJV), and that may be true. However, since the Hebrew is plural, it is at least as possible that it refers to all the “supervisors,” or even the work of God via Nehemiah and his officers.
Neh 3:7
“beyond the River.” The “River” is the Euphrates. The governor of the Persian province on the other side of the Euphrates, hundreds of miles away, had a residence in Jerusalem. It was very common for powerful people in an empire as large as Persia to have palaces in many major cities, and for kings to have palaces in many cities of their realm. King Herod, for example, had palaces in Jerusalem, Caesarea, and Jericho, as well as outside Bethlehem (the Herodian) and in the Judean Wilderness (Masada).
Neh 3:8
“Broad Wall.” The Broad Wall is a wall that King Hezekiah built to defend Jerusalem from the Assyrians. Today a part of it can be seen in the Jewish Quarter of the Old City of Jerusalem. The archaeologist Nahman Avigad uncovered about 70 yards (about 65 meters) of the Broad Wall in the 1970s. The wall is over 21 feet wide (7 meters) in some places, so we can see why the ancients referred to it as “the Broad Wall.” Although it would have been much taller in biblical times, the archaeological remains are just over 10 feet high (3.3 meters). The Broad Wall is mentioned here in Nehemiah and is likely included as part of the fortification of the “wall” of Jerusalem (Isa. 22:10).
Neh 3:13
“1,000 cubits.” Scholars estimate that a standard cubit was about 18 inches, so 1,000 cubits would be 1,500 feet (500 yards or 457 meters).
Neh 3:15
“the wall of the Pool of Shelah.” This pool is almost certainly the “Pool of Siloam” of John 9:7. The only difference between the name for this pool and the Pool of Siloam is the vowel pointings, and they were not original.[footnoteRef:493] [493:  Katharine Doob Sakenfeld, ed., The New Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible, vol. 5, S-Z, 255-56.] 

 
Nehemiah Chapter 4
Neh 4:1
“he was angry and greatly enraged, and he mocked the Jews.” This is the third escalation in the resistance of Sanballat to the work on Jerusalem that the Jews were doing (see commentary on Neh. 2:10).
Neh 4:2
“He spoke before his brothers.” This seems to be an idiomatic use of “brothers.” It is certainly not his physical brothers, and even fellow Samaritans seems to be too small a group. H. Williamson suggests that in this context, the term means “allies,” and that fits well.[footnoteRef:494] [494:  H. G. M. Williamson, Ezra-Nehemiah [WBC], 216.] 

Neh 4:7
“then they were very angry.” The sentence goes on to say that they conspired to fight and cause confusion. This is the fourth escalation of the peoples living around Judah who were upset that Jerusalem was being rebuilt (see commentary on Neh. 2:10). Now we see that Sanballat has continued to build his contingent of people who are against the Jews. Now the Arabians to the east, the Ammonites to the southeast, and the Ashdodites to the west of Judah who lived on the coast of the Mediterranean Sea were all aligned against the Jews. This is in spite of the fact that Nehemiah’s project had the blessing of the king of Persia. But evil is godless and ignores and defies laws, rules, and social order, and will do what it takes to get or remain in power or, in the case of truly demonic people, stop any work that God is trying to do.
Neh 4:11
“They will not know nor see until we come into their midst and kill them.” The fifth thing that Sanballat and his cronies did to stop the work in Jerusalem was to work to sow discouragement and doubt among the Jews (see commentary on Neh. 2:10).
Neh 4:14
“I looked, and rose up and said to the nobles and to the rulers and to the rest of the people.” This is a great example of godly leadership. The fact is that most people need a good strong leader to help them be confident, focused, and do their best. Nehemiah was every bit of that. He was kind and generous when it came to the people, wise when it came to handling his circumstances, prayerful and obedient when it came to worshiping and being helped by God, and visible and resolute when it came to being an inspiration to others. Jesus understood the value of strong leadership, and no doubt growing up he was as inspired and motivated by Nehemiah as we should be today.
Neh 4:16
“and the leaders stationed themselves behind the whole house of Judah.” The leaders were behind the people, overseeing them and ready to protect them.
Neh 4:18
“But the one who sounded the shofar was by me.” The blowing of the shofar would call the men to battle, and Nehemiah wanted to make sure that he would get that started himself if necessary. He did not want any false alarms or, if battle was necessary, any hesitation in blowing the alarm.
“shofar.” The ram’s horn trumpet, not the metal trumpet.
Neh 4:20
“shofar.” The ram’s horn trumpet, not the metal trumpet.
Neh 4:23
“even to the water.” The meaning of this phrase is unclear. The Hebrew is clipped, and is more literally, “the man, his weapon, the water.” It likely refers to taking one’s weapon even when getting a drink of water.
 
Nehemiah Chapter 5
Neh 5:1
“their brothers the Jews.” In this context, the “Jews” are the leaders. The New Testament often uses “Jews” the same way (e.g., John 1:19; 2:18, 20; 5:10).
Neh 5:5
“we are forced to subject our sons and our daughters to slavery.” People often were forced by debt to sell their children as slaves (Exod. 21:2, 7). The men were released after 7 years of service, but the women, who almost certainly were taken as wives or concubines to the man who bought them, did not get to go free. However, if the owner wanted, he could let her be bought back out of slavery (Exod. 21:7-8).
Neh 5:7
“I pondered these things in my heart.” The Hebrew is an idiom, which makes it hard to translate into English. The Hebrew is more literally something like, “my heart took counsel upon me.”[footnoteRef:495] As a result of the idiom, the English Versions vary greatly (e.g. “I thought the matter over” (CJB); “after seriously considering the matter” (CSB); “my heart thought with myself” (Douay Rheims); “I consulted with myself” (KJV); “after some deliberation” (NAB). The basic idea is that Nehemiah gave the matter serious thought, and then spoke with the leaders and rulers. [495:  Mervin Breneman, Ezra, Nehemiah, Esther [NAC], 202.] 

“accused.” The Hebrew noun translated as “accused” is rib (#07379 רִיב pronounced reeb, related to the verb, #07378). It has a wide range of meanings including strife, controversy, dispute, quarrel, accusation, lawsuit, etc. Rib is a legal term, and is often used in legal context, which is the case here in Nehemiah. In Hosea 4:1, the NET translates the word rib as “covenant lawsuit,” and that translation could well apply here in Nehemiah 5:7 because Nehemiah’s accusation against the wealthy ruling class was not just based on common morality (although it could have been because what they were doing was immoral), but it was based on the Mosaic Law and the covenant that God made with Israel (Exod. 24:3-8; Exod. 22:25, LEV. 25:35-38; Deut. 23:19-20; 24:10-13).
The Law of Moses was designed to build strong families and a strong mutually-reliant society, with the understanding that people should help and support each other through difficult times. But human nature is greedy and pride is self-reliant, so due to the fallen nature of humankind and humankind’s natural tendency to rebel against God and His ways, through the millennia people have had a “me first” attitude and have overly taken care of themselves and ignored the plight of the people around them. Indeed, many humans openly exhibit the spirit of Cain: “Am I my brother’s keeper?” (Gen. 4:9). This is true of pagans and even Christians (Phil. 2:21).
“taking interest from his brother.” It is possible that the idea here is not charging interest but instead taking the collateral that the poor people put up to get the money loaned to them. So, for example, the NET reads, “Each one of you is seizing the collateral from your own countrymen!” Actually, it is very likely that both things were going on. The wealthy people were charging interest and taking collateral to secure the loan and some people could pay the loan back—and pay the interest due—and get their collateral back, while some people could not pay back the loan and had their collateral taken.
“nobles.” The Hebrew word can also mean “free” or “freemen” (cf. YLT). These were the wealthy class, free from service or slavery and sometimes thought of as “the nobles,” although most of them were anything but noble. They were usually arrogant and greedy, as these “nobles” were.
Neh 5:11
“the one-hundredth of the money.” The one-hundredth is the interest on the loan for the money, grain, wine, and oil that the people needed.
Neh 5:13
“shook out the folds of my cloak.” The Hebrew is more literally, “shook out my lap,” but that is unclear in English. The phrase refers to the custom of using one’s waist belt to create folds in the outer cloak that then act like pockets. Then things could be kept in the folds in the same basic way that modern people use their pockets. In this context, Nehemiah graphically represented what happens to people who defy God; they are shaken out of His “pockets” and are abandoned by Him and left without His help or blessing.
The Jews said, even if they did not believe it, that all their blessings came from God. To be shaken out of His protective pocket, metaphorically speaking, it to be shaken out of the presence of God and abandoned. It would be a horrible fate.
Neh 5:14
“I was appointed to be their governor.” This is the first time that we are told Nehemiah was appointed as governor. The conversation that is recorded in Nehemiah 2:2-8 does not indicate in any way that the king was going to make Nehemiah governor. That may have been a later development as Nehemiah prepared for his trip, or it is possible that early on in the twelve years, Nehemiah made a trip back to the king to report on what was happening in Jerusalem and got the appointment then. It is even possible that Nehemiah got the appointment by courier and letter while in Jerusalem.
“the food allotted to the governor.” The Hebrew is more literally, “the food of the governor,” but that could easily be misunderstood to mean “the food provided by the governor,” which would not be correct since Nehemiah was the governor. Nehemiah, realizing the impoverished and difficult state of the people who had returned to Judah from Babylon, did not put an extra burden on them by demanding food from them. As governor, he would have access to food from government lands and fields, and that is what he and his staff ate.
Neh 5:15
“40 shekels.” Forty shekels is roughly one pound (453.5 grams). A shekel was roughly .4 ounces (11 or 11.5 grams). See commentary on Genesis 24:22, “shekel.”
“Even their servants.” In this context, the “servants” of the governor were his officials (see commentary on 2 Sam. 11:1).
Neh 5:17
“there were at my table 150 men.” The 150 Jews and rulers, plus the foreign guests that came to Jerusalem, were a large number of people to feed without demanding the tax to cover the costs. Nehemiah really went out of his way to help the people. He was the perfect example of what a leader should be.
“Jews and rulers.” In this context, the “Jews” seem to be the Jews who returned from Babylon and were not settled down yet. They were supported by the governor until they could get properly settled in Judah.
Neh 5:19
“Remember me, my God, for good.” This phrase has been understood in a couple of different ways, and both of them are true—the phrase has layers of meaning. A primary meaning is “Remember me and do good things for me.” People regularly pray for God’s blessing and for God to be good to them.
Another meaning that is in the phrase is, “Remember me on Judgment Day and reward me according to what I have done.” The teaching that on Judgment Day people will get what they deserve, good or bad, based on what they have done in their life is taught many times in Scripture (e.g., Job. 34:11; Ps. 62:12; Prov. 24:12; Jer. 17:10; 32:19; Ezek. 33:20; Matt. 16:27; Rom. 2:6; 1 Cor. 3:8; 2 Cor. 5:10; Col. 3:23-25. See commentary on Ps. 62:12 and 2 Cor. 5:10). It is not wrong to pray that on Judgment Day God will remember all the good things that you have done and will reward you accordingly, after all, life on this earth is short and difficult. There is only so much God can do to make this life easier, but rewards on Judgment Day will last. That idea of being rewarded on Judgment Day is captured in the JPS translation: “O my God, remember to my credit all that I have done” (cf. NAB, NJB).
 
Nehemiah Chapter 6
Neh 6:1
“and to the rest of our enemies.” This is plainly stated. Nehemiah was a servant of God and doing God’s work. The people who resisted him and caused him trouble were “enemies,” Nehemiah’s enemies and God’s enemies. It is not just that “they had a different view of the situation,” they opposed God and were enemies of God and what is right and true. Christ made the distinction clear: “Whoever is not with me is against me” (Matt. 12:30; Luke 11:23). There is no neutral territory or fence to sit on in the war between Good and Evil.
Neh 6:2
“in Hakkephirim in the plain of Ono.” Hakkephirim is an unknown village, but apparently it existed in the plain of Ono, which is northwest of Jerusalem in the border area between Ashdod and Samaria. Some translators and versions suggest that it is not a name but means something like, “in the villages,” but it would be a very unusual word for “villages.” Since Ashdod and Samaria were both hostile to Nehemiah and what he was doing, it would not have taken much trouble to round up people who could ambush and kill Nehemiah and anyone traveling with him. This was an evil setup arranged by evil people.
“But they intended to harm me.” The text says this very clearly, and does not express any doubt about it. The most probable way that Nehemiah could have known that with the certainty expressed in the text was by revelation from God, in the same way that so many biblical “greats” got their information. In intense political times, hearing the voice of God and letting Him guide you by revelation is very important. Note that when Nehemiah said he was hard at work and could not take the time, which would have been at least one day’s travel each way, plus the time there, to go to a meeting that far away, Sanballat did not offer to come to Jerusalem to meet with Nehemiah, which would seem to be the normal response when trying to meet with a busy man; just go to where he is. Sanballat not offering to come see Nehemiah, or even meet halfway, reveals his evil intention, and so does the way he responded with an open letter, a horrific breach of protocol when writing the governor of a province.
Neh 6:3
“I cannot come down.” The geography is accurate. Jerusalem is in the hill country of Judah, and Sanballat was asking Nehemiah to come down westward towards the Mediterranean coast.
“Why should the work cease.” Although it could be argued that Nehemiah could appoint foremen over the work while he was gone (likely about a week), the work was such that decisions regularly had to be made, and the work could stop at any time if Nehemiah left.
Neh 6:4
“They sent to me four times in this way.” The enemy is persistent. It would take a messenger a few days to get the message to and from Nehemiah. To succeed, God’s people have to be as persistent as the Adversary’s people.
Neh 6:5
“an open letter in his hand.” Official documents were usually sealed (e.g. Rev. 5:1). This was an obvious attempt to sow discord and distrust among Nehemiah’s people, and perhaps some of the rumors and lies could have gotten back to the Persian king and caused him to doubt Nehemiah and stop the work. The open letter could have angered and distracted Nehemiah and caused him to lose his focus on what God wanted him to do. Lies and distractions have always been used by the Devil and his people to destroy God’s people and God’s work.
Neh 6:6
“It is reported among the nations.” This is likely a lie. In any case, in this context the “nations” are the little provinces that are part of the Persian empire and are around Judah
“and Gashmu says it.” “Gashmu” is an alternate spelling of “Geshem,” Geshem the Arabian. Geshem had been against Nehemiah and the work he was doing from the beginning (Neh. 2:19; 6:1). Geshem the Arabian is a troublemaker and liar. The Devil and his henchmen are liars (John 8:44), and they lie to gain their aim and they do so without remorse. Perpetual liars will be thrown into the Lake of Fire (Rev. 21:8).
“And according to these reports.” The “reports” were all lies. It is worth noting that these lies did not come from the scum and deadbeats in Samaria, but from the governor himself. Evil people get help from the Devil and from their immoral and illegal means to get ahead in life and get into top positions. For thousands of years, many top leaders have been aligned with the Devil and his agenda.
Neh 6:7
“the king.” That is, the king of Persia.
“So come, let us confer together.” Note that Sanballat does not offer to come to Jerusalem. His intentions to kill Nehemiah have not changed.
Neh 6:8
“mind.” The Hebrew word is often translated “heart,” but it can refer to the mind, as it does here.
Neh 6:9
“So now, O God, strengthen my hands.” There are a number of short but very powerful prayers in Nehemiah, which should give us great encouragement when it comes to prayer. A powerful prayer does not have to be long. It does not have to be flowery or “sound good.” It does not have to start with “In the name of Jesus Christ” and it does not have to end with “Amen.” It does have to come from the heart and have the power of conviction behind it. Our prayers are to be to and for God or the Lord Jesus. They may inspire others, but that is not the reason we pray.
Neh 6:10
“Shemaiah the son of Delaiah the son of Mehetabel.” Shemaiah and his ancestry are not specifically addressed in the text so there is doubt about it. It is possible, but not known with certainty, that Delaiah was a priest and his name came from his ancestry. There was a Delaiah who was a priest at the time of David (1 Chron. 24:18), and thus the name could have been used over and over as is common in families in the biblical culture. If Delaiah was a priest then Shemaiah was a priest which could be why he seems to be a prominent person in Jerusalem that Nehemiah would go to see him. That also would explain why Shemaiah had access to the Temple, as a priest he would have that access, but Nehemiah would not even though he was the governor. In this context, Shemaiah seems to be acting as a prophet, but from what he says it can be seen that he is a false prophet, a wolf in sheep’s clothing (Neh. 6:12-13). He certainly had knowledge of the plans of the enemy to kill Nehemiah.
“in the house of God, inside the Holy Place.” The House of God is the Temple, and the Holy Place is the large room in front of the Holy of Holies where the menorahs and tables of the Bread of the Presence are. Only the priests ministering in the Temple are allowed into the Holy Place. Shemaiah suggested meeting there because supposedly no one would think to look there since it was against the Mosaic Law for Nehemiah to enter there. In fact, an unauthorized non-Levite who entered the Holy Place was to be put to death (Num. 3:10). Thankfully, Nehemiah had the wisdom and character to rebuff Shemaiah.
Neh 6:13
“and act in this way and sin.” Note that the Bible says that if Nehemiah entered the Holy Place of the Temple it would be “sin.” The Bible is honest and true. For a non-Levite to enter the Holy Place was breaking the law of God and was a “sin.” We don’t like to say “sin” in our modern times; we would call it a “mistake,” or a “misjudgment,” or water it down with some other whitewashed vocabulary. If Nehemiah broke God’s law it was a “sin,” and if we break God’s law that is a “sin.” People will pay for their sins on Judgment Day unless they are forgiven. Believers need to confess and repent of their sins (1 John 1:9).
Neh 6:14
“the prophetess Noadiah and the rest of the prophets that wanted to make me afraid.” False prophets are a scourge on the earth. They speak enough truth to deceive people and gain followers, but on important matters, they lie or mix lies in with the truth. They have been around for millennia. Some of them are just very perceptive and get their prophecies through observation of what is going on around them, but most of them have evil spirits that feed them information. The Bible mentions false prophets who are possessed with lying spirits (e.g. Mic. 2:11; 1 Kings 22:22; Acts 16:16).
Neh 6:15
“Elul.” Elul is the sixth month of the Jewish year on the Jewish calendar that starts with Nisan. It is the month before Tishri. Elul usually falls in September. It was no doubt helpful to get the wall finished when the hot summer was cooled off somewhat but before the winter rains (the “former rains”) began to fall in late October or November.
Neh 6:16
“their self-esteem fell greatly.” The Hebrew is an idiom, more literally that the nations “fell greatly in their own eyes.” The scholars differ as to exactly what the idiom means, but it deals with their confidence, their self-esteem and/or they were discouraged, disheartened. This is an important lesson for believers. Often the best thing a person can do to boost God’s people and discourage the enemy is to succeed.
Neh 6:17
“in those days.” This phrase is quite inclusive. It was not just after the wall was built, but this undermining was going on the whole time Nehemiah was in Jerusalem. Again, this shows how believers cannot allow themselves to be distracted from the Lord’s work by evil things going on. Evil things and difficulties never stop, so believers have to learn to accomplish the will of God in spite of them. In Psalm 23, David wrote that God prepared a table for him “in the presence of my enemies.” In an ideal situation, there would be no enemies, but David was thankful for the table and ate anyway, even with the enemies right there. Believers need to be like David and Nehemiah and get the work of the Lord done in spite of any enemies.
 
Nehemiah Chapter 7
Neh 7:7
“Jeshua.” The High Priest (see commentary on Zech. 3:1, “Joshua”).
Neh 7:46
“The Temple servants.” See commentary on Ezra 2:43.
Neh 7:65
“with the Urim and Thummim.” These were stones in the breastplate of the High Priest by which the judgment of God was determined.
[For more on the Urim and Thummim, see commentary on Exod. 28:30.]
Neh 7:73
“Temple servants.” These people, the “Nethinim” in Hebrew, were slaves that were serving the Levites in the work of the Temple. See commentary on Ezra 2:43.
 
Nehemiah Chapter 8
Neh 8:1
“the Law of Moses.” The Hebrew is “the torah of Moses,” where “torah” is much more than “law.” The torah involves instruction in many different ways (see commentary on Prov. 1:8).
Neh 8:6
“kneeled and worshiped.” The kneeling preceded bowing down to the ground. The two actions, kneeling and then bowing to the ground blended into one act of homage or worship. The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body and face to the earth. Also, instead of “bowed down and worshiped,” the text could be translated “kneeled and bowed down,” with “kneeling” being understood as part of the process of bowing down, and “bowing down” was the act of worship. The same Hebrew verb, shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), is translated as both “bow down” and “worship;” traditionally “worship” if God is involved and “bow down” if people are involved, but the verb and action are the same, the act of bowing down is the worship.
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship” and the REV commentary on 1 Chron. 29:20.]
Neh 8:16
“each on the roof of his house.” In biblical times in the Middle East, roofs were generally flat and were often used for eating, sleeping, or entertaining guests. The Mosaic Law commanded that the roofs had to have a railing around them to keep people safe (Deut. 22:8).
Neh 8:17
“Joshua the son of Nun.” This is Joshua, but the Hebrew text here spells it “Jeshua.” The reason for the different spelling is not known.
“had not celebrated in that way.” The Hebrew reads more literally, “had not done so,” or “had not done this way” (cf. “done this,” CJB; “not celebrated like this,” CSB, NLT; cf. NIV). The Israelites had kept the Feast of Tabernacles before, but not in this way that so fully fulfilled the Law. C. F. Keil writes, “The text only states that since the days of Joshua the whole community had not so celebrated it, i.e., had not dwelt in booths. Neither do the words imply that since the days of Joshua to that time no booths at all had been made at the celebration of the feast of tabernacles, but only that this had not been done by the whole congregation. On former occasions, those who came up to Jerusalem may have regarded this precept as non-essential….”[footnoteRef:496] It is also possible that the Feast of Tabernacles had lost its connection to the fact that the booths were to remind people that the Israelites lived in booths when they left Egypt, but the reading of the Law brought that into everyone’s mind and so the connection between the Exodus from Egypt and the exodus from the Babylonian Captivity made this particular annual feast especially meaningful to these Israelites[footnoteRef:497]. [496:  Keil &amp; Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament, 3:234.]  [497:  H. G. M. Williamson, Ezra-Nehemiah [WBC].] 

 
Nehemiah Chapter 9
Neh 9:1
“and dirt on their heads.” A sign of humility was to put dirt on one’s head. The Hebrew text just reads, “dirt on them,” but the custom was to put it on one’s head.
Neh 9:3
“worshiped.” The Hebrew word translated “worship,” shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), is the same Hebrew word as “bow down.”
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
Neh 9:6
“You are Yahweh, you alone.” The Bible has many verses that say there is only one God, “Yahweh.”
[For more on Yahweh being the only God, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son,” point 11, and the REV commentary on Deut. 6:4.]
“worship.” The Hebrew word translated “worship,” shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), is the same Hebrew word as “bow down.” Thus, this could be translated “the army of heaven bows down to you.”
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
Neh 9:13
“and spoke with them from heaven.” These Israelites knew their own history. It is commonly taught that the first time Israel got the Ten Commandments was when Moses came down Mount Sinai with them, but that is not correct. The first time Israel got the Ten Commandments was when God personally spoke them in a loud voice from Mount Sinai to the people of Israel, who were at the foot of the mountain. God spoke the Ten Commandments in a loud voice to the Israelites between Moses’ third and fourth time up Mount Sinai. It was later, on Moses’ fifth trip up Mount Sinai, that God wrote the Ten Commandments on stone and gave them to him, but Moses broke those tablets. The Bible says in a number of places that the children of Israel heard the Ten Commandments spoken by God (cf. Exod. 20:22; Deut. 4:10-13, 15, 36; 5:4-6, 22-27; 18:16; Neh. 9:13; Heb. 12:18-21).
[For more on God speaking the Ten Commandments directly to the Israelites, see commentary on Exod. 19:9. For more on Moses’ seven trips up and down Mount Sinai, see commentary on Exod. 19:3.]
Neh 9:14
“holy Sabbath.” The phrase only occurs here and in Exodus 16:23.
Neh 9:16
“and did not listen to your commands.” In a context like this, the word “listen” can also be used idiomatically and have the meaning “obey.” Some scholars refer to this as the “pregnant sense” of the word. In this verse, it has the meaning “listen to and obey.” Many Hebrew words are used with an idiomatic or pregnant sense (see commentary on Luke 23:42).
Neh 9:22
“And they took possession of the land of Sihon...and the land of Og.” The land in the Transjordan (east of the Jordan River) was not included in the land God promised to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, but when Israel was coming out of Egypt and heading for the Promised Land, Sihon and Og, kings in the Transjordan, fought against Israel (Num. 21) and were conquered, and so Israel got that land as well as the Promised Land.
Neh 9:30
“your spirit through the hand of your prophets.” God put His holy spirit on the prophets, who then spoke by revelation what God commanded them to speak.
 
Nehemiah Chapter 10
Neh 10:28
“Temple servants.” These people, the “Nethinim” in Hebrew, were slaves that were serving the Levites in the work of the Temple. See commentary on Ezra 2:43.
Neh 10:29
“by Moses.” The Hebrew is literally, “given by the hand of Moses.” It is idiomatic.
Neh 10:32
“one-third of a shekel.” That is roughly 0.13 ounces (3.7 grams). A shekel was roughly 0.4 ounces (11 or 11.5 grams). See commentary on Genesis 24:22, “shekel.”
Neh 10:38
“the son of Aaron.” That is, a descendant of Aaron.
Neh 10:39
“to the rooms” Although most descriptions of the Temple focus on the Holy Place, the room where the menorah, table of the Bread of the Presence, and the golden altar of incense are, and on the Holy of Holies, the room where the ark of the covenant was, the Temple had many other rooms as well: rooms for meetings, for storage, and sleeping rooms for the priests when they were serving in their courses and at the feasts (cf. Neh. 13:5).
 
Nehemiah Chapter 11
Neh 11:21
“Temple servants.” These people, the “Nethinim” in Hebrew, were slaves that were serving the Levites in the work of the Temple. See commentary on Ezra 2:43.
Neh 11:22
“the house of God.” A common phrase for the Temple.
Neh 11:25
“Kiriath-arba.” This is the former name of Hebron and the city where Sarah, the wife of Abraham, died (Gen. 23:2; Josh. 14:15; 15:13).
“Kiriath-arba” means, “The City of Arba,” and Arba was the father of Anak (cf. Josh. 14:15; 15:13). Arba was one of the Nephilim. “The City of Arba” was renamed “Hebron,” and it and the pasturelands around it were given to some of the priests.
Caleb was given Hebron as his personal inheritance because he had been faithful to Yahweh, especially because he and Joshua were the two faithful spies who Moses sent out from Kadesh-barnea to spy out the Promised Land (Num. 13:1-33).
[For more on the Nephilim, see commentary on Gen. 6:4.]
Neh 11:31
“Ai.” The city of Ai is spelled Aia in the Hebrew text.
Neh 11:33
“Hazor.” This almost certainly refers to a Hazor in the tribal area of Benjamin, not the commonly known Hazor that is in the territory of the tribe of Naphtali.
 
Nehemiah Chapter 12
Neh 12:27
“At the dedication of the wall of Jerusalem.” The wall had been finished in 52 days, just under two months (Neh. 6:15). Now Nehemiah held a dedication.
Neh 12:31
“Then I brought up the officials of Judah on the wall and appointed two great choirs.” Nehemiah broke the huge group of priests, Levites, leaders, and people into two smaller groups, and they walked on the wall of Jerusalem that they had finished building. The two groups walked in different directions, both leaving from the Joppa Gate on the west side of Jerusalem. The group mentioned here in Nehemiah 12:31 went immediately to the south on the west wall of the city, and then walked around the south end of Jerusalem, eventually turning north on the east wall of the city and ending up at the wall just east of the Temple. The other group started out going north and walked around the north end of Jerusalem, eventually turning south and walking south on the east wall of the city and also ending up on the wall just east of the Temple.[footnoteRef:498] So between the two groups, the people walked on the whole wall around Jerusalem. Then at the Temple, they offered sacrifices to Yahweh, recognizing Him and the help He gave in accomplishing the work in Jerusalem and on the wall (Neh. 12:43). [498:  C. F. Keil and F. Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament, 173.] 

Neh 12:38
“went to the north.” The Hebrew can be translated as “went to the left,” but since the ancient Hebrew world was oriented to the east, the “left” was to the north and the “right” was to the south (see commentary on Neh. 12:31).
Neh 12:43
“They offered great sacrifices that day.” The two groups that walked the wall around Jerusalem, singing and rejoicing, met just east of the Temple (Neh. 12:40), and then went to the Temple and offered sacrifices to worship and glorify Yahweh (see commentary on Neh. 12:31). They recognized Yahweh as their God and acknowledged that without His help completing the wall would have been impossible in light of all the resistance they encountered while building it.
 
Nehemiah Chapter 13
Neh 13:2
“but hired Balaam against them.” The record of the Moabites hiring Balaam to curse Israel is in Numbers 22.
Neh 13:4
“Eliashib.” Eliashib may have been the High Priest (Neh. 3:1) which would have given him the authority to take over the storeroom for Tobiah. Although he may have been a different priest named Eliashib, that does not seem likely because taking over a room like that and moving the temple articles and tithes would have taken the permission of the High Priest, and it seems that getting that permission would have been difficult. Given the fact that there was a lot of corruption among the priests both before and after the Babylonian Captivity (Jer. 26:11; 32:32; Ezek. 22:26; Mal. 1:6), that the High Priest could have been corrupt and made room for Tobiah in the Temple is not too far out of character.
“and who was related to Tobiah.” The relationship would have been by marriage, but exactly how is not stated.
Neh 13:5
“a large room.” Although most descriptions of the Temple focus on the two most holy rooms, the Holy Place and the Holy of Holies, the Temple had many other rooms as well: rooms for meetings, for storage, and sleeping rooms for the priests when they were serving in their courses and at the feasts.
“prepared for him.” That is, prepared for Tobiah.
Neh 13:6
“Artaxerxes king of Babylon.” Artaxerxes was the king of Persia, which at this time encompassed Babylon, which they had conquered. Babylon is likely mentioned because of its relation to the Babylonian Captivity and the Jews that returned from there.
Neh 13:8
“all the household goods of Tobiah.” It seems that Tobiah was using a room in the Temple as an apartment for the times he traveled to Jerusalem. This is an astounding abuse of the holiness of the Temple.
Neh 13:9
“purify the rooms.” This would involve some kind of Levitical cleansing ceremony.
Neh 13:10
“had fled.” The use of the word “fled” is a hyperbole, but it emphasizes the fact that the Levites and singers were forced to leave the Temple and find work elsewhere just to sustain themselves. The enemy is always searching to find ways to hinder God’s work. The persecution of God’s people comes in many different ways. Here, the Levites and singers were not given the support they needed to do their jobs. Today, Christian evangelism is illegal in many countries. Same Devil, different ways of hindering God.
Neh 13:11
“and restored them to their places.” The Hebrew is more literally, “and I stood them at their standing,” but in this context it means that Nehemiah restored the Levites to their proper places. The sons of Levites were Gershon, and Kohath, and Merari (Exod. 6:16; Num. 3:17). According to the Law of Moses, those Levites and their descendants were each assigned different duties in the Tabernacle and then Temple (Num. 4:1-33). Nehemiah made sure that all the necessary duties of the Temple were done, and the jobs were done by the right people.
Neh 13:12
“to the storerooms.” There were storerooms in the Temple in which the tithes and offerings, as well as other things, were kept. The Hebrew word can refer to either storerooms or “treasuries,” but we normally don’t think that grain and oil would be stored in a treasury; in this context the word refers to the storerooms in the Temple.
Neh 13:15
“And I warned them.” Breaking the Sabbath was a serious sin, and although it had apparently been excused by previous leaders, Nehemiah was making it clear that he was going to start following the Law. In Moses’ time, a man was executed for picking up sticks on the Sabbath (Num. 15:32-36).
Neh 13:16
“and sold them on the Sabbath to the children of Judah.” The Tyranians did not worship Yahweh and did not follow His laws, but they were to follow His laws when they were in Israel. But the people of Judah were more guilty than the Tyranians because they worshiped Yahweh but ignored His laws when it was convenient for them to do so.
Neh 13:19
“when the gates of Jerusalem began to be dark before the Sabbath.” The gates of Jerusalem and the Temple were mostly on the east and north sides, and so as the sun was going down those gates would begin to grow darker late in the afternoon. This could easily be an hour or more before the Sabbath actually began, which is when the sun set below the horizon. When the Sabbath starts all work must cease and there is no cooking or other work on the Sabbath, so from Old Testament times until today people quit their work on Friday afternoon to have time to get their houses and food ready so they would be prepared for not working on the Sabbath. Today the Jewish shops in Israel usually close about 3 PM on Fridays so people can prepare for the Sabbath. Also, it was not too inconvenient for people to be shut in Jerusalem for the Sabbath since travel was greatly restricted on the Sabbath.
Neh 13:21
“I will lay hands on you.” The meaning is, “I will arrest you.” The result of that arrest would vary but could include prison time, flogging, or confiscation of goods.
Neh 13:22
“and have compassion on me.” In this context, the Hebrew means to have compassion on someone (cf. HALOT Heb.-English lexicon. Also, CJB, BBE, CSB, LSB, NAB, NASB, NIV, NLT).
Neh 13:25
“You must not give your daughters to their sons.” This ban of intermarriage with non-Israelites came from the Mosaic Law (Deut. 7:1-4) and was expanded (1 Kings 11:1-4). However, it was usually not strictly enforced. Thus, Salmon married Rahab the prostitute, and Boaz married Ruth the Moabite, and both Rahab and Ruth are in the genealogy of Christ (Matt. 1:5). However, Nehemiah recognized that the identity of Judah (“Israel”) was in jeopardy because the number of Judeans in Judah was very small compared to the numbers that were once there, for example, under David (cf. 1 Chron. 21:5). Actually, history shows us that more Judeans remained in Babylon than returned back to Judah. So Nehemiah thought it best to work to stop the Judeans from intermarrying with the pagans who lived around them, something they should not have been doing anyway.
Although Ezra and Nehemiah overlap, this confrontation of Nehemiah about marrying foreign women is different than what happened earlier when Ezra encountered the same problem (Ezra 9:1-2). Under Ezra’s leadership, the Judeans agreed to divorce their wives and send them away, along with the children they had given birth to (Ezra 10:1-12). Nehemiah does not force that, but makes it clear that the intermarriage must stop.
Centuries earlier, it was likely that Jacob and his sons and descendants were in danger of being absorbed into the local population of Canaan before they went to Egypt. Their going to Egypt, as terrible as it was, helped form Israel from a small interrelated family into the nation of Israel. Now, once again, in the time of Ezra-Nehemiah, Israel is in danger of being absorbed into the pagan culture that surrounded them, and drastic measures needed to be taken.
[For more about how the Egyptians being xenophobic helped form the nation of Israel, see commentary on Gen. 45:7]
Neh 13:26
“Didn’t Solomon king of Israel sin by these things?” Solomon certainly did (1 Kings 11:1-9).
“and he was beloved by his God.” Solomon started his reign obeying God, but slowly slipped away from it, not only when it came to sex, but in other ways as well (see commentary on 1 Kings 10:14). Eventually, he was so influenced by his wives that they turned his heart away from Yahweh and he closed out his life doing evil in the eyes of Yahweh (1 Kings 11:6).
Neh 13:27
“you all.” The “you” is plural.
“by marrying foreign women.” The Hebrew text is more literally something like, “by giving a home to foreign women,” but it refers to marrying them.
Neh 13:28
“Sanballat the Horonite.” Sanballat had been an adversary to Nehemiah since Nehemiah’s first arrival in Jerusalem, so he did not want Joiada, a relative of Sanballat, to be part of his inner circle of leaders.


Esther Commentary
Esther Chapter 1
Est 1:2
“sat on the throne of his kingdom.” In this context, when the king is already said to be reigning, the fact that he is sitting on his throne refers to the country being secure and peaceful, i.e., he is not at war and in the field somewhere leading his troops.
“palace-fortress.” The word we translate as palace-fortress is biyrah (#01002 בִּירָה), which is not originally a Hebrew word but is a loanword from the Persians that means palace, castle, citadel, fortress. Scholars and archaeologists agree that in Esther it means the fortified part of the city that contained the residence of the king, and thus was a citadel, acropolis, or kind of palace-fortress. Just before the time of Christ, Herod the Great built a huge and very well-fortified palace complex in West Jerusalem. The towers were so huge and grand that when the Romans conquered Jerusalem in AD 70, they left them intact so visitors could see the tremendous feat the Romans accomplished in conquering the city. The word occurs ten times in Esther (Esther 1:2, 5; 2:3, 5, 8; 3:15; 8:14; 9:6, 11, 12).
Est 1:3
“banquet.” The Hebrew word can mean “drinking bout,” and it generally refers to a meal with wine. This would have been a huge meal with lots of wine.
Est 1:4
“180 days.” Some historians doubt whether it would be possible to have a single feast that lasted half a year. For example, could the officials of the kingdom really be away from their posts for that long? They suggest that the feast lasted half a year but the dignitaries came at different times during that period. While that may be likely, it is also possible that the feast really did last half a year. We just do not know for sure.
Est 1:5
“palace-fortress.” See commentary on Esther 1:2.
Est 1:6
“There were hangings.” One only has to read this verse in several different versions to discover that what it is saying or how to translate it is not clear. It uses many technical words and words that only occur once and whose meaning is uncertain. Some scholars have proposed that this was done on purpose to elevate the exotic nature of the scene.
“porphyry, marble, mother-of-pearl, and other precious stones.” The text has words for the stones that are debated, and so the English translations vary somewhat. In any case, the scene was elegant in the extreme.
Est 1:8
“this command.” According to some ancient historians, the normal rule in Persia was that when the king drank, everyone else had to drink. The king made an exception for this feast.
Est 1:9
“made a banquet.” According to the ancient sources, it does not seem customary in Persia that women were excluded from eating with men. Queen Esther will later have a banquet for the king and Haman that she herself attended. It is possible that the guest list was so long that a separate feast for the women was thought appropriate, or there may have been other, unstated reasons.
Est 1:10
“merry.” The Hebrew word is tov (#02896 טוֹב), and it basically means “good,” but it has a very large semantic range of things that are “good.” In this context of a drinking feast, for example, tov could include everything from happy to really drunk. The context shows us that Ahasuerus the king was at least somewhat drunk.
Est 1:11
“with the royal crown.” It has long been debated if Ahasuerus demanded Vashti to come show off her beauty naked except for her crown. That seems to have been suggested in part because it would seem to more logically justify her refusal to come. But given the way wives were protected from the eyes of people outside the royal household, she may have refused to come simply on the basis of modesty. Note the fact that even here in Esther the women did not feast with the men, but had their own feast apart from the men. It does seem to be unlikely that the king would want to parade his wife naked in front of others. We will likely never know for sure. It is also possible that a factor in her decision was that she knew the king was drunk, and thought he might regret what he had done. So along with her own modesty she might have been thinking about protecting the king from adverse public opinion.
Est 1:12
“But Queen Vashti refused.” The reason that Vashti refused is not given, but the king became very angry for a number of reasons. He was drunk, and that amplified things. Also, he was embarrassed in front of his guests because Vashti openly disobeyed him. Also, even the Queen was considered a subject of the king, and as such she could not disobey him; anyone else who did so would likely have been quickly executed. Vashti’s disobeying his public command made him look like a weak king, which, given all the people who would have loved to kill the king and take his throne, could be very dangerous.
Est 1:13
“the times.” It was considered very important in ancient cultures to know when to do things. Later in Esther, Haman wants to destroy the Jews, but tries to determine the proper time to do so (Esth. 3:7). The ancient cultures had many different ways of determining what to do and what was a good time to do it. For example, Ezekiel mentions the king of Babylon using divination to find out what to do. He looks at the liver, shakes arrows, and consults with teraphim, which were personal gods of the household (Ezek. 21:21). The wise men who knew or could discern the times, and then who could give advice about what to do, were valuable and usually powerful men.
Est 1:14
“Who See The King’s Face.” This is a title for the close advisors to the king (see commentary on 2 Kings 25:19).
“sat first.” It was customary for rulers to sit while others stood, so the phrase “sat first” would be equivalent to top rulers. For sitting being equivalent to ruling, see commentary on Isaiah 14:13.
Est 1:16
“Memucan said.” Memucan was quite the politician. For one thing, he takes the king’s anger from being a personal offense because Vashti has disobeyed him, to a kind of righteous indignation because Vashti’s action will cause discord throughout the entire kingdom, so the king is acting very kingly and in the best interest of his people in dealing very harshly with her. If Herodotus is correct, Memucan is also working in his best interest because the king was supposed to take a wife from the seven families that helped him come to the throne (cf. Esther 1:14), so Memucan likely thought that if Vashti was deposed the kings next wife might come from his own family, increasing his influence in the kingdom.
Est 1:18
“contempt and wrath.” Given the culture, in which women were subject to the violence of the men, it is likely that Memucan was referring to the contempt that would be shown by the women and the wrath of the men that would follow.
Est 1:19
“Vashti.” She is referred to as “queen” when she is mentioned before this (Esther 1:9, 11, 12, 15, 16, 17). This is the first time Vashti is not referred to as “Queen,” (something Memucan would have done on purpose), and she is never referred to as “queen” after this.
“the laws of the Persians and the Medes.” Media had been a powerful nation but had been conquered by the Persians. Nevertheless, they had much in common, including some ancient laws. For more on the country of Media, see the REV commentary on Jeremiah 51:11.
Est 1:22
“speak the language of his own people.” This reflects upon the custom of the rich and powerful marrying many wives including wives from foreign countries who did not speak the language of the husband. Thus the king’s edict emphasized the fact that a man who married a foreign wife had no obligation to learn her language; she was to learn his.
 
Esther Chapter 2
Est 2:3
“palace-fortress.” See commentary on Esther 1:2.
“house of the women.” This was in keeping with the custom of keeping women’s quarters separate from where men lived and worked. The “house of the women” is the harem (the word “harem” was used both for the place where the wives lived and also for the wives themselves).
Est 2:5
“Mordecai, the son of Jair, the son of Shimei, the son of Kish.” The scholars are divided about this genealogy, some saying that it only uses important names in the genealogy of Mordecai, while others say that the four generations follow one after the other, which is most likely correct. That Mordecai would have an ancestor named “Kish” would be common, because the names of famous people were often repeated in genealogies. That Mordecai’s genealogy was given back to his great-grandfather Kish was likely to make the connection between Kish, the father of King Saul, the great enemy of the Amalekites, and Haman, a descendant of the Amalekites who hated the Jews. Actually, the fact that the genealogy mentions Kish and not King Saul is evidence that it is genuine. If it were an invented genealogy and the book of Esther was an invented story, like some liberal theologians teach, then we would expect that the name in the genealogy would have been “Saul” so the parallel between Saul and the Amalekites and Haman and the Jews would have been more obvious and dramatic.
“palace-fortress.” See commentary on Esther 1:2.
Est 2:6
“Jeconiah.” Jeconiah has several names in the Bible. He is called Jehoiachin (cf. 2 Kings 24:8-12), and also “Coniah” (cf. Jer. 22:24, 28).
Est 2:8
“palace-fortress.” See commentary on Esther 1:2.
Est 2:19
“Mordecai was sitting in the king’s gate.” In the biblical culture of the Old Testament, it was the custom that the elders of a city would sit at the city gate (Gen. 19:1, 9; Deut. 21:19; 22:15; 25:7; Josh. 20:4; Ruth 4:11; 1 Sam. 4:18; Esther 2:19, 21; 3:2; Lam. 5:14; Dan. 2:49). In order for Mordecai to sit in the king’s gate, he would have had to have already been recognized in the city as an important person. He would have been some kind of elder or official with position and power. He did not “just happen to be there,” that would not have been allowed. Even the use of the word “sit” in this context meant he had some kind of powerful or ruling position.
[For more on the elders at the gate, see commentary on Ruth 4:11. For Wisdom being at the city gate, see commentary on Prov. 1:21. For more on the meaning of “sit” in this context, see commentary on Isa. 14:13, “sit.”]
Est 2:21
“was sitting in the King’s Gate.” It was customary for kings and officials to sit in the gate and judge the people of the city and conduct business (e.g., 2 Sam. 19:8; 1 Kings 22:10; 2 Chron. 18:9; Esther 2:21; Jer. 38:7; Dan. 2:49). The fact that Mordecai was sitting in the King’s Gate points out that he was an official or important man of some rank, otherwise he would not have been allowed to sit there.
“assassinate.” The literal Hebrew is an idiom: they sought to “stretch forth a hand against” King Ahasuerus. They wanted to kill him.
Est 2:23
“the scroll of the Events of the Days.” More literally, the “Words of the Days,” but here “words” more closely means our events. This was the daily chronicle of what happened in the Persian kingdom.
 
Esther Chapter 3
Est 3:1
“Haman.” Haman was “the enemy of the Jews” (Esther 3:10; 8:1; 9:10, 24), and a representative and prophetic picture of the Devil himself (see commentary on Esther 5:14).
“the Agagite.” It has long been believed by both Jews and conservative Christians that Haman is a descendant of Agag, who was a king of the Amalekites at the time of Saul (1 Sam. 15:8-9, 32-33). Although there is no way to prove that, God is the Author of Scripture (2 Tim. 3:16), and one of the purposes of the Bible is to inform us of things we need to know to understand how evil and evil spirits can work through many generations. Given that, what Jews and Christians have believed for centuries about Haman being a descendant of Agag makes sense and fits with the overall purpose of Scripture.
We know that when Saul killed the Amalekites as recorded in 1 Samuel 15, he did not kill all of them because there were still Amalekites during the reign of David (1 Sam. 27:8; 30:1). Since Agag was the king of the Amalekites during the time of Saul, it makes sense that like most kings he would have had more than one wife and would have had quite a few sons. Those sons were princes, and most likely at least some of them would have acted as under-rulers to Agag and lived in cities scattered around the Amalekite kingdom. That explains why when Saul killed the Amalekites as recorded in 1 Samuel 15, some of the sons of Agag survived—they were not in the cities that Saul attacked. Furthermore, those sons had descendants who then survived through the reigns of David and other Judean kings, and eventually moved into other areas of the ancient Near East such that by the time of Esther, which was some 500 years after Saul, there were descendants of Agag, Agagites, in the Persian empire. Add to that the fact that it is common in the Eastern culture for people to have very long historical memories, including blood feuds that last for generations, and we can see why when Haman got angry at Mordecai he did not just want to kill Mordecai, but he wanted to use the occasion to exterminate all the Jews. Actually, Mordecai felt the same way about Haman as Haman did about Mordecai. Mordecai would not bow down before Haman because Mordecai was a Jew and he knew the Amalekites were enemies of God (Esther 3:4).
Est 3:2
“servants who were in the king’s gate.” This is an instance where “servants” is used of the royal officials of the king. While technically they were his “servants,” they were his royal officials, which is why they were at the gate (cf. “royal staff” HCSB; “royal officials” NIV; “king’s officials” NLT). The elders and important people of a city usually went to the gate of the city to meet people and conduct business.
[For more on the elders at the gate, see commentary on Ruth 4:11 and Prov. 1:21. For more on “servants” being used for people of high position in the kingdom, see commentary on 2 Sam. 11:1.]
“bowed down.” The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body to the earth. The word translated “bowed down,” shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), is the same Hebrew word as “worship.”
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
Est 3:6
“thought it beneath him.” One of the meanings of the Hebrew word bazah (#0959 בָּזָה) in this context (cf. HALOT;[footnoteRef:499] NAB translation. [499:  Ludwig Koehler and Walter Baumgartner, Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the Old Testament.] 

“put forth his hand against Mordecai.” This is idiomatic for coming against someone, in this case, it is almost euphemistic for killing Mordecai.
“So Haman sought to destroy all the Jews.” Haman was rightly called “wicked,” because of the way he acted. Although the Bible does not say so, he was very likely a child of the Devil like some Pharisees were at the time of Jesus. Jesus told the Pharisees who were trying to kill him, “You are of your father the Devil, and you want to do the desires of your father” (John 8:44). People in league with the Devil do the works of the Devil, so by studying the people in the Bible who are in league with the Devil we get a good look at the true character of the Devil. The Devil and his people are ruthless, heartless, enemies of God, and we see that in Haman. In studying Haman we learn about the Devil and his people.
[For information on Haman’s death being typological of the Devil’s death, see commentary on Esther 7:10.]
Est 3:7
“Pur.” Pur is an Akkadian loanword, and therefore likely unfamiliar to the people reading the Hebrew text, thus the explanation of what “Pur” meant.
“from day to day.” The custom and method used in casting lots was unknown, and the Hebrew text is not clear on what was done or how. It seems extremely unlikely that Haman met with his astrologers and magicians to cast lots every day until a propitious day was found. If they cast lots from day to day, they would start with a day and if the lot said “no,” they would ask about the next day, and in that matter they would move “from day to day, and from month to month.” This process would have taken a while but would have been accomplished in one day. There is little doubt that God had his hand on the date because from Nisan, the first month, to Adar, the twelfth month, there was a year’s time, and so God had time to work behind the scenes with the situation so the Jews could be saved.
Est 3:10
“signet rings.” A signet ring was a ring that was engraved with special letters and/or characters that identified the owner of the ring. In this case, the king’s signet ring gave Haman the authority to sign documents in the king’s name.
[For more on signet rings and cylinder seals, see commentary on Gen. 41:42.]
Est 3:15
“palace-fortress.” See commentary on Esther 1:2.
 
Esther Chapter 4
Est 4:8
“explain it to her.” It is very possible that Esther could not read the decree and needed it to be explained to her.
 
Esther Chapter 5
Est 5:6
“banquet of wine.” After the king and Haman had finished eating food at the banquet, they would begin to drink wine, and this is referred to in this verse as the “banquet of wine.” The ESV tries to clarify the verse by translating it, “And as they were drinking wine after the feast.” Although it is a very loose translation, it captures the meaning.
Est 5:14
“stake.” The Hebrew is literally “tree” or “wood.” It was a wooden stake. The stake itself could not have been 75 feet, for one thing, there would be no way to get Mordecai’s body up to the top of it. It was on some wall or platform as a base, then placed on top of that such that the top was 75 feet off the ground and easy to see. The Assyrians and Persians did not hang people from the “gallows” by the neck like Westerners are used to. Instead, their custom, documented as far back as the Code of Hammurabi about the time of Abraham, was to impale people on a stake. Usually, the stake went through the front of the body and under the rib cage, and this practice can be seen in the Assyrian bas-relief rock cut that was made to celebrate the Assyrian victory over the biblical city of Lachish. The victim was “hung” on the stake, but not hung by a rope. He was hung, or suspended, on the stake. Many versions say “impaled” instead of “hung” for clarity (cf. NAB, NIV, NLT, JPS Tanakh, and the translation by Robert Alter[footnoteRef:500]). [500:  Robert Alter, The Hebrew Bible: A translation with commentary.] 

Haman was “the enemy of the Jews” (Esther 3:10; 8:1; 9:10, 24), and a representative and prophetic picture of the Devil himself. Haman schemed to kill Mordecai, the figurative head of the Jews by hanging him on a stake, and thus rid the earth of God’s people. The Devil schemed to kill the Messiah on the cross and by doing so get rid of the Messiah and God’s people, who then could not be redeemed. But God worked to turn the schemes upside down. Haman was impaled on his own stake, and instead of killing the Messiah and God’s people, Jesus’ death on the cross ensured the death of the Devil and the salvation of God’s people.
“50 cubits high.” The Hebrew is “50 cubits,” which is about 75 feet or 23 meters.
 
Esther Chapter 6
Est 6:1
“could not sleep.” This is idiomatic. The literal Hebrew reads “the king’s sleep fled away.”
Est 6:13
“of Jewish descent.” Literally, “of the seed [or offspring] of the Jews.”
 
Esther Chapter 7
Est 7:8
“the guards covered Haman’s face.” The Hebrew text simply reads, “they covered Haman’s face,” but the people reading Esther around the time it was written were quite familiar with Persian court customs and understood that the king was attended by guards who protected him and his honor. The king of Persia had a force of 10,000 men who the Greek historian Herodotus referred to as “the immortals” because as soon as one of the men was killed, wounded, or sick, he was immediately replaced by another man. The immortals were crack troops who fought for the king, and 1,000 of them were handpicked to be the king’s bodyguards. It seems certain that some of them were in constant attendance to the king to protect him from attack and dishonor.
It was almost certainly the custom in Persia, like it was in Greece and Rome, that no condemned person had the right to look on one as exalted as the king, so the face of a condemned man was covered in the presence of the king. That certainly fits the circumstance occurring in Ahasuerus’ court. As soon as King Ahasuerus accused Haman of trying to rape Queen Esther in his very presence in his own house (even if what he said was hasty and somewhat hyperbolic), the guards took the cue and covered Haman’s face. Haman was doomed and was soon afterward impaled on the stake he had set up for Mordecai.
Est 7:9
“75 feet.” The Hebrew is “50 cubits,” using the standard cubit of about 18 inches the height of the top of the stake was about 75 feet (about 23 meters).
Est 7:10
“So they impaled Haman on the stake that he had prepared for Mordecai.” That Haman died on the stake that he intended to kill Mordecai on is irony but also contains some typology. Haman was the enemy of the Jews, God’s people, and as such was a type of the Devil. Haman ended up dying on the stake he made for Mordechai, and in a figurative way, the Devil died on the “stake” (the cross) he had made for Jesus. When Jesus died on the cross the fate of the Devil was sealed once and for all. Jesus died on the cross but God raised him from the dead in a new, glorious body, whereas when Jesus died on the cross, the Devil’s death in the Lake of Fire was sealed once and for all. The stake that Haman intended to have kill Mordecai killed him instead, and the cross that the Devil intended to kill Jesus with actually sealed the death of the Devil.
 
Esther Chapter 8
Est 8:2
“signet rings.” A signet ring was a ring that was engraved with special letters and/or characters that identified the owner of the ring. The king had given the ring to Haman earlier (see commentary on Esther 3:10).
[For more on signet rings and cylinder seals, see commentary on Gen. 41:42.]
Est 8:14
“palace-fortress.” See commentary on Esther 1:2.
Est 8:15
“purple.” Purple dye was rare and very expensive so it was fitting for Mordecai to wear a royal purple cloak (see commentary on 2 Chron. 3:14).
Est 8:17
“banquet.” The Hebrew word can mean “drinking bout,” and it generally refers to a meal with wine. This would have been a huge meal with lots of wine and likely beer as well.
 
Esther Chapter 9
Est 9:6
“palace-fortress.” See commentary on Esther 1:2.
Est 9:7
“and…and.” The list of the ten sons of Haman is couched as the figure of speech polysyndeton, “many ands.”[footnoteRef:501] In polysyndeton, the word “and” before every item in the list puts an emphasis on each individual item in the list. So in this list, each son is emphasized. Haman’s sons were a threat to the Jews, and every one of them was executed. [501:  Cf. Bullinger, Figures of Speech Used in the Bible, 208, “polysyndeton.”] 

[For more on polysyndeton, see commentary on Mark 12:30.]
Est 9:11
“palace-fortress.” See commentary on Esther 1:2.
Est 9:12
“palace-fortress.” See commentary on Esther 1:2.
Est 9:17
“eating, drinking.” The Hebrew word is generally translated as “banquet,” and can mean “drinking bout,” and it generally refers to a meal with wine.
Est 9:28
“each and every generation, every family, every province, and every city.” The Hebrew text is idiomatic and hard to exactly reproduce in good English: “in every generation and generation; family and family; province and province; and city and city.”
 
Esther Chapter 10


Job Commentary
Job Chapter 1
Job 1:1
“the land of Uz.” Although the location of Uz is debated, the most likely location is east of Israel and northeast of Edom, which places it in what is now northwest Arabia. Although this is outside the Promised Land, it would be close enough to Israel that the people could easily identify with Job. Also, there is no good reason to doubt that Job was a historical person and that what happened to him was revealed to a prophet who wrote it down. There are various reasons for picking that location for Uz. One of his friends was Eliphaz, who was from Teman, which was in Edom and therefore would have been close by (Job 2:11). Uz is also connected with Edom in Lamentations 4:21, which says, “Rejoice and be glad, O daughter Edom, you who live in the land of Uz.” Also, the Septuagint places Uz on the borders of Edom and Arabia.
The NET text note says, “The term Uz occurs several times in the Bible: a son of Aram (Gen. 10:23), a son of Nahor (Gen. 22:21), and a descendant of Seir (Gen. 36:28). If these are the clues to follow, the location would be north of Syria or south near Edom. The book tells how Job’s flocks were exposed to Chaldeans, the tribes between Syria and the Euphrates (Job 1:17), and in another direction to attacks from the Sabeans (Job 1:15). The most prominent man among his friends was from Teman, which was in Edom (Job 2:11). Uz is also connected with Edom in Lamentations 4:21. The most plausible location, then, would be east of Israel and northeast of Edom, in what is now North Arabia.”
“Job.” The meaning of the name “Job” is debated by scholars. However, some conservative scholars believe the name is related to “afflicted”[footnoteRef:502] or “persecuted.”[footnoteRef:503] Thus we might well name the book of Job “the book of the attacked one.” Some scholars have questioned whether that name applies since Job may not have been Hebrew, but the fact is that the name “Job” appears in the Hebrew Bible and that is what his name means in Hebrew. It is unlikely that Job’s father named him “attacked,” and much more likely that “Job” was a name that people gave to him after his time of trial. [502:  E. W. Bullinger, The Companion Bible, 667.]  [503:  Chad Brand, Charles Draper, Archie England, gen eds., Holman Illustrated Bible Dictionary, “Job, Book of,” 924; Henry Morris, The Remarkable Record of Job, 15.] 

“blameless and upright.” The two terms both point to the fact that Job did what was right in the sight of God, but they emphasize different points. “Blameless” emphasizes the fact that Job did not sin, He did not do things that were wrong in the eyes of God. In contrast, “upright” emphasizes the fact that Job obeyed God and did what was right in his sight. The two words put together like this emphasize that Job was a truly righteous person. The fact that Job could live that way before God specifically gave the law shows that anyone who wants to please God can live that way. There is no excuse for living a sinful, hateful life.
It is important to know that Job lived before the Mosaic Law. We tend to think of right and wrong in terms of what the law says. But right and wrong have always existed, ever since God created Adam and Eve, and especially after God began to communicate what to do to obey him and what not to do. After Adam and Eve ate from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, God clearly said that they now had the knowledge of good and evil (Gen. 3:22). Although humankind may not have specific guidance from God about what he wants such as what the Mosaic Law gives, there are common sense moral directives that should guide every person, Such as do not lie, do not steal, do not murder, and respect the life and rights of other human beings. In fact, if a person has no knowledge at all of the way of salvation, then they can be saved by keeping the essence of the law from their heart (Rom. 2:13-16).
Job 1:2
“seven sons and three daughters.” Culturally this would be considered a great blessing from God. Sons added strength, protection, and stability to the house. Their natural strength provided for the production of food and protection for the household from invaders. Also, culturally, when the men married, the women that they married, moved into their household and the children those women bore became part of their husband’s family. Thus, Having a lot of sons meant having a lot of children born into the household, which strengthened the whole extended family. The girls in the household would have been in charge of household duties and stabilized the household from the inside out. Although when they married, they would leave the household, before that time they would be a wonderful blessing.
Job 1:3
“7,000 sheep.” The word for “sheep” can mean sheep or goats. Job owned a herd of sheep and goats numbering 7,000.
“500 yoke of oxen.” The oxen were mentioned in pairs because that is how they worked; there was a total of 1,000 oxen.
“500 female donkeys.” The females are counted because they were more valuable than the males, as they bore young which increased the herd.
“a very large number of slaves.” The Hebrew words indicate that Job had a very large number of slaves. Although many versions read “servants,” in the culture of the time certainly the majority of them would have been slaves (cf. CEB, CJB, CSB, ESV, NASB, NIV, NRSV, RSV).
“the children of the east.” Although Israel had not yet been established as a nation, this phrase is used of those who live east of the Jordan River, and generally out into the more desert area of the Arabian peninsula, and the land of Uz was likely in western Arabia.
Job 1:4
“banquet.” The Hebrew word can mean “drinking bout,” and it generally refers to a meal with wine. It is possible that this is one of the reasons that Job thought that one of his children may have sinned. If they drank too much, and they may well have, they may have sinned in some way.
“and they would send and call for their three sisters.” Job had raised a tight family in which the children included each other and looked out for each other.
Job 1:5
“have them ritually cleansed.” More literally, “make them holy.” It is unclear exactly why Job would do this or see the need to do this; the laws of clean and unclean, and exactly what was considered to be sin at this time and in that culture are unclear. Job was not part of Abraham’s lineage and was not a part of Israel (there was no “Israel” when Job lived). On the other hand, wine and food were usually plentiful at such feasts, particularly if the family was rich, and sometimes situations occur in those settings when people say or do things that are not in line with good moral behavior. Job wanted to guard his children from having unforgiven sin, so Job did this as part of his obligation as the family priest and because he thought his children might have sinned.
“he rose up early in the morning.” This is an idiom, and refers to doing something diligently and over and over. It might well be understood as “Job diligently and regularly offered burnt offerings” for them.
“cursed God.” The Hebrew is literally “blessed God,” but the term “blessed” is used euphemistically for “curse,” both here, Job 1:11; 2:5 and other places in the Bible (see commentary on 1 Kings 21:10).
“in their hearts.” In this context, the phrase “in their hearts” can also mean “in their thoughts” (see commentary on Prov. 15:21).
“regularly.” The Hebrew is literally, “all the days,” that is, all the days he thought it necessary, and thus he did it regularly.
Job 1:6
“sons of God.” The “sons of God” are the created beings of God, including the angels, cherubim, seraphim, and “living creatures” (Rev. 4:8), and we can assume there are other beings God has created as well as those categories. The Hebrew is bene ha-elohim (בְּנֵ֣י הָאֱלֹהִ֔ים), literally the “sons of God.” Adam is called a “Son of God” in Luke 3:38, and Jesus Christ is also called “the Son of God,” and both of them came into being by way of a direct creation of God.
Versions such as the NIV try to make Job 1:6 and 2:1 easy to understand by translating bene ha-elohim (sons of God), as “angels,” but while that may help the beginner Bible student, it works against a correct understanding of the Bible because the great assembly of spirit beings in Job would have included more types of spirit beings than just angels. It helps us to understand the Bible when we understand that when God created the spirit world, He did not just create angels; He created other types of spirit beings as well, although we do not know as much about them. Ephesians 3:15 mentions “every family in heaven,” and that is a reference to all the different families of spirit beings, who all descend from the one Heavenly Father.
Here in Job 1:6, God presides over a large assembly of spirit beings. God also had an inner divine council of spirit beings with whom He worked in overseeing and administering His creation, and that inner council would have been present at the large general assemblies (see commentary on Gen. 1:26). Another example of a large assembly of spirit beings is 1 Kings 22:19 when Micaiah had a vision of God sitting on a throne with the whole army of heaven standing before Him.
Psalm 82:1 mentions God taking His place in the edah-el (#05712, #0410 עֵדָה־אֵ֑ל), a Hebrew phrase that means “assembly of gods,” “assembly of the mighty,” or “great assembly.” As in Job and Kings, this appears to refer to a larger assembly than God’s intimate council, as we can see from the context. Psalm 82 is important and gives us a unique view into what goes on in the heavenly realm because it shows God reproving these “gods” for their unrighteousness. All of the spirit beings were created by God, but not all of them turned out to be loving and obedient, and God calls these gods to account and confronts them for their actions. Thus, the meeting mentioned in Psalm 82 is somewhat similar to Job 1:6; both records describe a large assembly of gods, and each includes some of the gods who are adversarial to the true God. It is possible that the “great assembly” in Psalm 82 not only includes spirit beings but human rulers as well, because in John 10:34, Jesus quoted Psalm 82:6 in a way that seems clearly to refer to humans.
God rules over spirit beings of various ranks and powers who are sometimes called “gods.” Indeed, there are many “gods” (1 Cor. 8:5). That is why in both the Old and New Testaments, God is called the “Most High” God. He is far greater than all the other gods. In fact, God is called the “Most High” God more than 50 times in the Old Testament, and nine times in the New Testament.
Some commentators say that “the Adversary” in this verse is a reference to a spirit being who was in God’s court who was appointed by God to try to find faults and weaknesses with God’s plans, and so the Adversary was actually working for God. That is not correct, but is an attempt to try to show that God is in charge of, and responsible for, everything that happens on earth. Those commentators are typically Calvinist, and believe that God is in absolute control of all that happens in the universe, including choosing who will be saved and who will not be, which is not true.
In Job, “Satan,” the Adversary, is an enemy of God. Scripture teaches that people choose whether to be saved or not, and also that there is a battle between Good and Evil. God is love, and if He was in charge of what happened to Job and his family and servants then He is not loving. The Devil is an evil being, and he does not obey God, he sins and has been sinning from the beginning (1 John 3:8). If the Devil was doing the will of God, then what he did would not be sin.
[For more on the “sons of God” being spirit beings who were created by God, see commentary on Gen. 6:2. For more on the war between God and the Devil, see commentary on Luke 4:6. For more on God’s divine council of ruling spirits, see commentary on Gen. 1:26. For more on the Devil being the god of this age, see commentary on 2 Cor. 4:4. For more on the names of the Devil that describe his characteristics, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.” For more on the warfare between God and His enemies, see commentary on 1 Sam. 1:3. For more on the future Kingdom of Christ on earth that will not have the Devil present, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on the future restored earth being called “Paradise,” see commentary on Luke 23:43. For more on how the future will unfold from this present age to the Millennial Kingdom to the Everlasting Kingdom, see commentary on Rev. 21:1. For more on Calvinism not being correct, see Appendix 9: “On Calvinism and Predestination.”]
“came to present themselves before Yahweh.” This meeting of spirit beings occurs in heaven, where Yahweh was. In contexts like this, God’s throne and Temple are in heaven (Isa. 6:1: Rev. 11:19; 14:17; 15:5). The “sons of God,” who came to present themselves before Yahweh were spirit beings who were directly created by God, in fact, some versions translate them as “angels” (cf. NIV), and the NLT translates the phrase as “members of the heavenly court” (but that is too narrow a meaning because Satan himself was no longer a member of that ruling council). That heaven is the location of this meeting can be ascertained because when Satan comes, along with other spirit beings, to present himself before Yahweh, Yahweh asks where he came from, and Satan said he came “from” the earth.
“Satan also came among them.” Satan had been part of God’s ruling council of spirits and was one of the spirits on “the holy mountain of God,” the “Mountain of Assembly” (Isa. 14:13; Ezek. 28:14). But he sinned and was cast off that mountain and thus excluded from God’s ruling council (Isa. 14:12, 15; Ezek. 28:16-17). That had to happen before Adam and Eve were created because when Satan came to Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden, he is described as “the serpent,” a dangerous and crafty being who immediately lied to Eve and led the couple into sin and death. Satan was no longer part of God’s ruling council of spirits, but he was still a spirit being and so he came to present himself to God along with the other spirits.
Job 1:7
“Where have you come from?” God and the other spirits knew Satan came from earth, so the question implied much more than that. It was more along the lines of “What have you come from doing?” John Hartley writes: “Yahweh began by asking the Satan for an accounting of his activities and whereabouts,”[footnoteRef:504] and that catches the sense well. [504:  John Hartley, The Book of Job [NICOT], 72-73.] 

“From going back and forth on the earth, and from walking up and down on it.” Satan is a liar, and that comes out here. Satan prevaricates, he tells a half-truth. He had been walking back and forth on the earth, but he does not tell the whole truth, which is given to us in 1 Peter 5:8, which says Satan walks around as a roaring lion seeking someone to devour. By the time that Job lived, Satan had been doing evil on earth for some 2,000 years. Satan had been up to no good, but being a liar he would not reveal that to God and His created spirit beings (but they likely knew it anyway).
Although the fullness of Satan’s power and army of demons is not revealed in the Old Testament like it is in the New Testament, the power of Satan as the “god of this age” (2 Cor. 4:4), the “ruler of the authority of the air” (Eph. 2:2), and the “ruler of this world” (John 12:31) can be clearly seen as he works his evil against Job. He marshals evil armies (Job 1:15, 17), causes destructive storms (Job 1:16, 19), and causes sickness and disease (Job 2:7). He does these things as a free will being at war with God, and one day, he and his works will be destroyed.
Job 1:8
“Have you considered my servant, Job?” Yahweh points to Job as proof that people can live righteous lives in fear of God, something that Satan denied and likely could not even understand. Evil and narcissistic people are so self-absorbed and so twisted in their minds that they cannot grasp that someone would live righteously and fear God unless there was some kind of reward for it, and Satan expresses that belief in the next verses. God could likely have pointed out many people, because many people live righteous lives, but in this case, God pointed out Job. Also, although God knew Satan’s heart was corrupt, God may have been trying to make a point to the other spirits assembled there, that a person (or spirit!) can be righteous just because it is the right thing to do.
Job 1:9
“Does Job fear God for no reason?” Satan is so evil that he cannot believe that anyone would serve God unless they got something out of it. Satan was not able to grasp that a person could simply be thankful to God for the gift of life itself, or for the fact that there are a huge number of blessings that God has woven into the fabric of life, such as the gift of family and friends.
Job 1:10
“a hedge.” The Hebrew word generally refers to a protective fence or a protective hedge made of thornbushes. Shepherds would often protect their sheepfolds from predators by making a hedge from thornbushes around them. In this case, Satan states that the reason Job worships God is that God has been protecting him and blessing him. But Satan was the one who said that God made a hedge around Job; God never acknowledges that fact. There may never have been the hedge that Satan spoke of. We can be sure that Job, who was blameless and upright, prayed earnestly for God to bless him and also that he and his family worked hard and were wise in their dealings. It seems that God answered Job’s prayers and Job was blessed, but that did not mean that God had singled him out for special treatment and special blessings. When Satan decided to move against Job, he lost all that he had very quickly.
When people obey God, God works to protect them (e.g., Deut. 28:1-8; Ps. 146:7-9; Rev. 3:10). When they are disobedient, God cannot protect them (Deut. 28:15-44).
“You have blessed the work of his hands.” Satan implies that if God had not blessed Job, Job would not love and worship God. What is being overlooked here is that there were likely other people living on earth who worshiped God but were not so abundantly blessed. We see that all over the world today—poor people and sick people and mistreated people who love and worship God and look to the fulfillment of His promises for a nice future. But Satan, who loves to “steal, kill, and destroy,” ignores that fact and pushes forward with his intention to destroy Job. Anyone who thinks that Satan, or his followers, will see their errors and admit their mistakes and misjudgments is deceived. There is no evidence anywhere in the Bible that Satan admits when he is wrong.
Job 1:11
“touch.” This means “touch” in a harmful sense; the Hebrew word can also mean “strike.”
“curse.” The Hebrew is literally “bless,” but the term “bless” is used euphemistically for “curse,” both here, Job 1:5, and other places in the Bible (see commentary on 1 Kings 21:10).
“he will curse you to your face.” The meaning is that Job would openly and directly curse God. Satan makes this prediction in front of God and all the other spirits who were assembled at that meeting. All the other spirits got to see that it was possible to hold onto one’s integrity in spite of terrible loss. They also got to see how suspicious Satan was, and how narrow-minded he was, that he could not imagine that someone could worship God and be thankful even if they lost their earthly goods. The other spirits also got to see how ugly and unrepentant Satan was when it turned out that he was wrong, and how he just pushed for worse things to happen to Job. We see how evil Satan is; Jesus said Satan’s followers are just like Satan (John 8:44).
Job 1:12
“So Yahweh said to Satan, ‘Behold, all that he has is in your hand.’” Saying, “all that he has is in your hand” is an idiomatic way of saying that he is in your power (cf. Job 2:6). This is not God giving permission to Satan to afflict Job. It is a statement of fact. Satan is the god of this age (2 Cor. 4:4), the ruler of the world (John 12:31; 14:30; 16:11), the ruler of the authority of the air (Eph. 2:2), and the world is under his control (1 John 5:19). The Devil does not need God’s permission to harm people, he has the ability to do that on his own. By the time Job lived, the Devil had been the “ruler of the world” for some 2,000 years and had caused trouble all that time, so that he could and did afflict innocent people was not news to him. So here in Job 1:12, when God said, “all that he has is in your hand,” that was a statement of fact, not permission.
Job 1:12 has been used to teach that Satan cannot harm anyone unless he has God’s permission, but that cannot be right for a number of reasons. For one thing, it would mean that God is actively granting permission to the Devil to harm people. Given the fact that there are billions of people on earth, and every one of them has troubles and sickness, it would mean that God desires to make people suffer—some of them horribly—while at the same time claiming to love them. You cannot love people and cause them to suffer at the same time, and “God is love” (1 John 4:8, 16). Also, if God blesses people and makes them suffer that would mean making a lie out of verses such as Proverbs 10:22, “The blessing from Yahweh is what makes one rich, and he does not combine pain with the blessing.” If God had to give His permission for the Devil to act, then the simple way for God to stop all the evil in the world would be to just say “No” to the Devil.
Also, if God is actively giving Satan permission to do what he is doing, then Satan is not sinning in what he does. But the Bible says Satan is a sinner. In fact, 1 John 3:8 says, “the Devil has been sinning from the beginning. The Son of God appeared for this purpose: to destroy the works of the Devil.” By definition, “sinning” is breaking the will of God. But if God is allowing Satan to do the evil that he is doing, then Satan is not going against the will of God, he is fulfilling the work of God! This is problematic for a number of reasons. As we saw above, it would mean God does not love people according to the normal definition of love. Also, it would mean that Satan is not a “sinner” after all, in spite of what the Bible says. Also, it would mean that “Satan,” the Hebrew word for “adversary,” is not an “adversary” after all, but actually a servant and agent of God. In fact, it would mean that the “names” of the Devil are wrong. He would not be a slanderer, or an opposer, or a serpent, or the ruler of this world, etc. Also, it would mean that Jesus was wrong when he said that a kingdom divided against itself cannot stand (Mark 3:34). If the Devil is doing God’s will, and Jesus came “to destroy the works of the Devil,” then Jesus came to destroy what God allowed the Devil to do, which would be pitting Jesus against God.
Also, if Satan had to ask for God’s permission to hurt people, that would mean that we humans are much more powerful than Satan. We humans sin all the time. Many times without meaning to, but many times on purpose for various reasons. Yet no one asks God, “Can I have permission to lie?” Or, “Can I have permission to get drunk?” We have free will and we sin when we want to. The Devil has free will also, and he sins when he wants to, which is why the Bible says he has been sinning from the beginning.
The conclusion of all this is that the heart of the “conversation” between God and Satan that is portrayed in Job 1:12 is partly allegorical. God never gives Satan permission to hurt people, and Satan does not need that permission. Satan gained control over the world due to the sin of Adam and Eve. God had given dominion over the world to Adam (Gen. 1:26-28), and when he sinned by believing Satan and disobeying God, the dominion over the earth was transferred to Satan (Luke 4:6). Satan became the ruler of the world and god of this evil age.
With the background information given above, we are now in a position to understand what God said. He opened by saying, “Behold, all that he has is in your power.” That is a true statement. As the ruler of the world, Satan controls much of what happens on earth (1 John 5:19), and Hebrews 2:14 says he has the power of death. We regularly see the power of Satan as he kills millions with volcanoes, tsunamis, plagues, earthquakes, and famines, and as he kills on a much smaller scale by his followers who openly murder others or kill them in other ways. But God has power too, and there is a genuine war going on between Good and Evil, between God and the Devil. So in some circumstances, God can limit what the Devil can do, and we see that when God says, “Only do not stretch out your hand against him” (see commentary on Job 2:6).
That Satan has a lot of control over what happens in the world explains why righteous people suffer. Satan afflicts everyone, the righteous and unrighteous alike. However, when righteous people suffer, we humans are more likely to be confused and outraged about it than when unrighteous people suffer. We can be sure that at the same time Satan was afflicting Job, there were other righteous people on earth he was afflicting, and no doubt there are righteous people on earth right now who are being afflicted by Satan. The answer to the question, “Why do the righteous suffer,” is that we have an enemy who hates us, and he makes people suffer when and where he can.
“Only do not stretch out your hand against him.” There are times when God can and does step in to protect people. God has to be righteous, and so there are limits to what he can do. In this case, God is notifying Satan that He will step into the fight and protect Job’s health, something He steps back on later, as we see in Job Chapter 2. The reasons for the back-and-forth in the spiritual battle are not clearly known to us. We see glimpses of it in the Bible, but there is not enough information for us to really understand it. Sometimes Satan’s demons are stronger, sometimes God’s angels are stronger.
One good example of the war between angels and demons is in Daniel 10. God showed Daniel a vision, and Daniel prayed to understand it. He mourned and prayed for three weeks (Dan. 10:1-2). Finally, an angel, described in Daniel 10:5-6, arrives to answer Daniel’s prayer, and he says he could not get through to Daniel because he was held up by “the leader of the kingdom of Persia,” a ruling demon, for 21 days. Then Michael, a ruling angel, showed up and helped him get through to Daniel (Dan. 10:12-14). The angel delivers his message to Daniel and then says he needs to return to fight with the leader of Persia (Dan. 10:20). In that case in Daniel, the ruling demon of Persia was stronger than the angel who was sent to deliver the message to Daniel.
Revelation 12 has an example where Michael and his angels engage in battle with the “Dragon” (another name for Satan; Rev. 12:9) and his demons. In that situation, the Dragon and. his angels were not strong enough to win the battle and were defeated by Michael (Rev. 12:7-9).
So there are times when God can and will set boundaries in the spiritual war, and Job 1:12 is one of them.
Job 1:15
“the Sabeans.” A Semitic people who lived in the southwest of the Arabian peninsula, present-day Yemen.
“the mouth of the sword.” Used to show great destruction, as if the sword was devouring its victims (see commentary on Josh. 6:21).
Job 1:16
“the fire of God.” Interestingly, the Septuagint omits “of God.” The genitive “of God” is also sometimes used to express a superlative degree, thus the phrase would mean “a great fire.” That would be consistent with what the servant saw; a great fire from heaven. This could also be lightning. Here, Satan uses fire to destroy God’s people; in the future, God will use fire to destroy Satan.
Job 1:17
“The Chaldeans formed three bands.” Apparently, it was an ancient tactic of warfare to break your army into three parts to attack an enemy, and this shows up in several places in the Bible (e.g., Judg. 7:16; 9:43; 1 Sam. 11:11; 13:17). The reason for that tactic is not well-known, but it worked well enough that it showed up in different countries. In the verses just pointed out, we see the tactic being used by the Chaldeans, the Philistines, and the Israelites.
Job 1:19
“suddenly.” The Hebrew word that is normally translated as “behold” has a temporal sense here and means “suddenly.” That is one reason the people could not escape the house.
“a great wind came across the desert.” In the spring of the year there is commonly a hot desert wind, the sirocco, that blows from east to west across the Middle East and can occasionally be very dangerous. However, this does not seem to be an expected seasonal wind but a sudden, destructive wind, more like what Christ and the apostles experienced when crossing the Sea of Galilee (Mark 4:37). Satan is called “ruler of the authority of the air” (Eph. 2:2), and he has great authority over the weather.
One of the great lessons of the Bible is that the behavior of people affects the weather and the land that they live on. The land that we humans live on is not “neutral territory,” unaffected by what the people do. The land and weather are affected by God and by demons. When people disobey God, the Creator, then demons come in and make the weather destructive and the land unproductive. Many verses in the Bible show that the weather is affected by the godliness of the people who live on it (e.g., Lev. 18:25; Deut. 11:13-17; 28:1, 12, 15, 22-25, 38-40; Lev. 18:24-25; Ps. 107:33-34; Jer. 3:2-3; 9:10-14; 12:4; 23:10; Amos 4:6-10. See commentary on Lev. 18:25). Sadly, when people are ungodly and the weather is affected, that bad weather affects the godly people too. In this case, the Devil used his control over the weather to afflict Job.
Job 1:20
“tore his cloak.” This was a sign of distress and grief. Here we see Job tearing his cloak, and some 2,000 years later, when Jesus said he was the Christ, the High Priest tore his cloak out of supposed shock and distress (Matt. 26:65).
“shaved his head.” A man’s hair and beard were important to him and could even be a source of pride. Shaving one’s head (which often included the beard) was a form of self-abasement and humility, and was also done in mourning (e.g., Jer. 7:29; 16:6; 41:5; 48:37; Ezek. 7:18; Mic. 1:16). In this case, Job is mourning, but he is also humbling himself before God.
“worshiped.” The Hebrew word translated “worship,” shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), is the same Hebrew word as “bow down.” Job bowed down in worship of God, showing that the act of bowing down to the ground as an act of worship was very early, because Job lived sometime around 2,000 BC, roughly the same time as Abraham (cf. Gen. 24:48).
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
Job 1:21
“Naked I came out of my mother’s womb, and naked I will return there.” This is an interesting phrase and is likely linked to some customary beliefs of the Semitic people. The woman’s womb was sometimes thought to be somehow an extension of the provision of the earth, and occasionally people were buried in a fetal position as if they were returning to the womb.[footnoteRef:505] [505:  See John Hartley, The Book of Job [NICOT].] 

“Yahweh gave, and Yahweh has taken away.” This is an expression of what Job believed at the time. God had not revealed differently at that time, some 2,000 years before Christ. We today, with the information in the New Testament, know that God gives and Satan takes away (John 10:10, Acts 10:38; 1 Pet. 5:8; 1 John 5:19; etc.). Every good gift is from God (James 1:17). Jesus Christ first revealed God and Satan, and their true colors, to his disciples (John 1:18; Luke 10:17-24).
Job 1:22
“In all this Job did not sin.” It is very important that we read this in the context of the Old Testament. Job had just said that Yahweh gave and Yahweh took away (Job 1:21), and in the next trial, which concerned his health, Job makes the statement about accepting both good and evil at the hand of God (Job 2:10). That Job expressed his situation that way fit what people generally knew about God in the Old Testament times—what God had revealed to them. However, the New Testament reveals much more truth, and more accurate truth, about God and the Devil.
Jesus Christ exposed the Devil and his works, and showed that God was good and the Devil was bad. Colossians 2:15 says that Jesus “stripped the rulers and the authorities, and He made a public spectacle of them.” The New Testament has many verses about how evil the devil is. The Four Gospels have much to say about the harm that evil spirits cause. And Acts 10:38 says that Jesus “went around doing good and healing all those who were being oppressed by the Devil.” 1 Peter 5:8 says, “the Devil walks around like a roaring lion seeking someone to devour.” The Devil is the source of evil, not God.
In Luke 10, Jesus sends out the 72 to heal the sick, cast out demons, and preach about the kingdom of God. When the 72 returned to Jesus, they were very excited and exclaimed, “Lord, even the demons submit to us in your name!” (Luke 10:17). Nothing like that had ever been seen before on earth. Humans did not generally have the power or knowledge to cast out demons before Jesus came. Jesus spoke to the disciples in private and said, “Blessed are the eyes that see the things that you see, for I say to you, that many prophets and kings desired to see the things that you see, and did not see them, and to hear the things that you hear, and did not hear them” (Luke 10:23-24). So, before Jesus came and the New Testament was written, what Job said was all God had revealed, so in saying what he said, Job did not sin. But now, after Jesus Christ has revealed the Devil and his evil and also made known the Father in a way He had not been known before (John 1:18), it would be wrong for us to say what Job did. God gives, the Devil takes away; and we receive good from the hand of God and evil from the hand of the Devil.
“wrongdoing.” The meaning of the Hebrew word is obscure, and the translations vary (e.g. “blame” (CJB), “wrong” (ESV); “moral impropriety” (NET); “fault” (REB)). The NET text note reads, “It has the sense of something unsavory or unseemly, an impropriety. Used in regard to Yahweh it means accusing him of an action that is contrary to his holy nature.” In that sense, “wrongdoing” seems to catch the meaning.
 
Job Chapter 2
Job 2:1
“And again there was a day.” It is likely that there is not too much time between Job’s last trial and this one, but how long is not known.
Job 2:3
“Have you considered my servant Job?” In this case, God specifically points out Job to Satan even though Job is going through a terrible time in life. God is obviously delighted in Job, as He is delighted in us when we maintain our integrity and love for God in spite of what we are going through.
“integrity.” In this context, “integrity” is related to the way God described Job, that he was blameless and upright; he had and held on to his strong moral principles. He did not allow his discomfort to cause him to reject God.
“although you incited me against him to ruin him without cause.” This is more evidence that the way God is being portrayed here in Job is more metaphorical and like an extended idiom of permission. God commands us not to be enticed to sin by other sinners. Proverbs says, “My son, if sinners entice you, do not consent” (Prov. 1:10). God would never tell us not to be incited to sin by others but then let Himself be incited to harm an innocent man, an act of obvious sin.
Job 2:4
“Satan answered Yahweh and said.” We should note here that Satan never admits to being wrong about Job. Satan will never admit to being wrong, and his followers do not either. They just push forward with their evil and destructive ideas.
“all that a man has he will give for his life.” This is what Satan believes but it is not true.
While it is true that people are willing to let go of many earthly things like their possessions to save their life, there are many things people are willing to die for, including their values and their family. That is especially true when people have a clear Hope of the future. Jesus is a great example of someone being willing to give up his life for the betterment of others. Furthermore, Jesus taught, “If anyone wants to come after me, he must deny himself and must take up his cross, and then follow me. For whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life because of me will find it” (Matt. 16:24-25). Hebrews 11:35 also mentions people who were willing to die for what they believed in.
Job 2:5
“curse.” The Hebrew is literally “bless,” but the term “bless” is used euphemistically for “curse,” both here and in Job 1:5, 11; 2:9, and other places in the Bible (see commentary on 1 Kings 21:10).
“touch his bone and flesh.” In English we say “flesh and bone,” but in the ancient Semitic world, that was reversed. Many scholars believe that “bone and flesh” refers to a debilitating and sometimes deadly disease. This was not just a cold or fever that was gotten over easily.
“and he will curse you to your face.” Satan had said this earlier, in Job 1:11, and he was wrong then. He will be wrong again.
Job 2:6
“he is in your hand.” This is idiomatic for “he is under your power” (cf. Job 1:12). Job 2:6, like Job 1:12, is somewhat allegorical. God does not literally give Satan permission to afflict Job. Satan has that power already. However, God can act to save Job’s life, although in this case, it would defeat Satan’s purpose to kill Job because then Job would die a righteous man. Satan wanted Job to be alive and thus be able to curse God, which would prove Satan right. Only after Job’s health was restored would Satan possibly want to kill him, and then only out of pure hate for God’s people.
Job 2:7
“painful sores.” More literally, “evil sores” or “evil boils,” but here “evil” likely means “painful.”
Job 2:8
“a piece of broken pottery.” Since clay pots were constantly used in the ancient world, there are countless thousands of potsherds, pieces of broken pottery, all over the Middle East.
“he sat among the ashes.” There were piles of ashes everywhere in the ancient world because cooking and heating were all done with wood or weeds, and sitting on ashes was a customary sign of mourning and an outward show of humility.
Job 2:9
“Then his wife said.” This is the only time Job’s wife is mentioned in the book of Job. Her appearance here highlights at least two things in the record: Job’s illness caused a hardship in the extended family members who had not been killed by invaders or by the storm, which is why she spoke so harshly to him. Also, secondly, she must have sensed that he was very close to dying rather than getting better, and so she said, “Curse God and die,” which would end the active suffering for both Job and others who hurt so badly for him.
“curse.” The Hebrew is literally “bless,” but the term “bless” is used euphemistically for “curse,” both here and in Job 1:5, 11; 21:5, and other places in the Bible (see commentary on 1 Kings 21:10).
Job 2:10
“godless women.” The Hebrew noun translated “godless women” is nabal (#05036 נָבָל), the term for the godless person (see commentary on Prov. 17:7).
[See Appendix 14: “Fool and Foolish.”]
“Should we accept good at the hand of God but not accept evil?” The Hebrew word translated “accept” can mean “accept” or “receive.” In this case, the primary meaning seems to be “accept,” because Job is talking to his wife about her attitude because he and she both have been afflicted, ostensibly by God. She lost her wealth and family, he lost those and his health also. They did think they “received” those things from God, but they “accepted” good when it came to them, and here Job seems to be saying to his wife, “Should we not accept evil as well?” Both “accept” and “receive” apply here, but “accept” seems to be the primary meaning in this context when Job is speaking of her attitude and not her theology.
“In all this Job did not sin with his lips.” See commentary on Job 1:22.
Job 2:11
“Eliphaz the Temanite.” Eliphaz was from Teman, in northern Edom.
“Bildad the Shuhite.” Bildad, likely “the son of Hadad,” came from Shuah, whose location is unknown.
“Zophar the Naamathite.” Solomon married an Ammonite princess by the name “Naamah,” and so although it is possible that Zophar came from north of Israel between Damascus in Syria and Beirut, Lebanon, the location is not known.
“they made an appointment together.” The distance between them shows that travel and communication were well established even by about 2,000 BC, the approximate time of Abraham. It is likely that all three men were wealthy and powerful, and thus were very likely connected to the caravan trade. The caravans made it easier to get news from one place to another because they traveled vast distances from one city to another and could carry news about what was happening to friends and family who were far away. In this case, the three men heard about what was going on with Job and made plans to get together and visit him.
Job 2:12
“and did not recognize him.” The Bible does not say exactly why. It may be they had never seen him covered in sores and ashes, or it is possible that the disease had decimated his body, or both things may be true.
Job 2:13
“seven days and seven nights.” The Bible does not say they fasted through that time, but they may have, or they may have been served food.
 
Job Chapter 3
Job 3:1
“cursed the day of his birth.” When a person is in terrible and prolonged pain, it often happens that the person wishes they had never been born (e.g., Jer. 20:14-15).
Job 3:3
“Let the day perish in which I was born.” Job is understandably emotional and expresses that he wishes he had never been born. Jeremiah said the same thing (Jer. 15:10).
Job 3:4
“care for it.” The Hebrew is more literally, “search for it,” with the idea that what God searches for He finds and cares for. However if God did not find it and care for it, it would perish. Without care and without light, it would perish.
Job 3:5
“Let all that makes the day black terrify it.” This seems to be saying that blackness would terrify the day so that it would not come out of hiding.
Job 3:7
“Let no joyful shout be heard in it.” When a baby boy was born there was a party and joyful shouting (cf. Luke 2:7).
Job 3:8
“Let those who curse the day curse it.” There were magicians and sorcerers in the ancient world such as those who served Pharaoh and contested with Moses, who were known for being able to curse certain things. For example, Balak, king of Moab, hired Baalim to curse Israel (Num. 22:1-6).
“Leviathan.” Leviathan was the name of a mythical sea serpent that swam about in the mythical waters that surrounded the earth above the atmosphere. Leviathan was supposed to be able to gobble up the sun and moon and thus bring darkness on earth. What Job seems to be saying is that he wishes that monster had gobbled up the day he was born.
Job 3:9
“nor let it see the eyelids of the morning.” The “eyelids of the morning” is an idiom for the first rays of dawn. Job speaks as if he does not want the day of his birth to exist at all, not even the first rays of dawn.
Job 3:11
“Why did I not die from the womb?” Job was in great mental and physical pain after he lost his children, his workers, his wealth, and his health, and so he made a rhetorical question and asked why he did not die “from the womb,” that is, at birth.
“expire.” The Hebrew verb is gava (#01478 גָּוַע) and it refers to dying and is fundamentally synonymous with the verb “die,” muth (#04191 מָוֹת), in the first stanza of the verse, although gava can imply a violent death (see commentary on Gen. 25:8, “breathed his last”).
Job 3:13
“For now I would have been lying down and been at peace.” The context shows us that Job is referring to lying down in death. The text could also be translated something like, “For now I would have already laid down and be at peace.” The Hebrew verb translated “at peace” is shaqat (#08252 שָׁקַט), and it means “to be at peace, tranquil, at rest, still, undisturbed.” Job says that if he had died at birth then now, instead of being in mental anguish and physical pain, he would be lying down in the ground, i.e., dead, and would have been at peace. It is important to note that Job sees himself as being dead in the ground if he had died at birth, not alive in heaven or “hell.”
Job 3:13-19 is one of the many sections of Scripture that shows that when people die they are dead, lifeless. They are not in heaven or any other place. They are “in Sheol,” the state of being dead. Everyone who dies is dead and is awaiting a resurrection, at which time they will be made alive. Everyone who has died is dead in the grave and so they are together and at peace, sleeping, and at rest (Job 3:13), and there is no turmoil (Job 3:17); people are at ease (Job 3:18). Job has said in a number of places that he, and everyone else, will die and be dead (cf. Job 3:11-13; 7:7-10; 14:12; 19:25-26; 30:23).
Job gives us quite a list of the people who are at peace together, sleeping the sleep of death: “kings and counselors of the earth” (Job 3:14), “leaders who had gold” (Job 3:15), “infants who never saw light” (Job 3:16), “the wicked” and “the weary” (Job 3:17), “prisoners” (Job 3:18), “the small and the great” and “slaves” (Job 3:19). It is obvious from this extensive list that that at the resurrection and judgment, some people will receive everlasting life while others will be thrown into the Lake of Fire and be consumed. After all, Job’s list is inclusive of all people. Besides specific categories such as kings and slaves, the list mentions “the small and the great,” that is, everyone. Job is pointing out what is stated in other ways in other verses of Scripture: everyone dies and then is dead, lifeless, not alive in any form or place.
“I would be asleep.” The word “sleep” is used as a euphemism for death. Job is saying he would be dead and thus “at rest.”
[For more on “sleep” being used for death, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.”]
Job 3:14
“rebuilt ruins for themselves.” The word translated as “built” can also mean “rebuilt,” and which one it refers to is not clear, although actually it may refer to both building and rebuilding. Great men built tombs and buildings for their glory, and for the most part, those tombs decayed away and became ruins. Their distant descendants usually had no interest in spending the time and money to keep up a tomb for someone who had been dead for years. Sometimes men built from scratch, and sometimes men rebuilt and refurbished an ancient site, hoping to also claim some of the glory of the previous builder. In any case, what people built for themselves here on earth became ruins over time.
Job 3:16
“why was I not.” The question is distributed and carried forward from the start of Job’s talk in Job 3:11-12. Job is continuing his complaint and stating he wished he was never born.
“I would not have been.” Job is not making a theological statement about when human life begins. He is making the simple point that if he had been stillborn then he would not be living in the misery he was currently experiencing.
“buried.” The Hebrew word is “hidden,” but it refers to being hidden out of sight, which would ordinarily have been by burying the stillborn child.
Job 3:17
“turmoil.” The Hebrew noun translated “turmoil” is rogez (#07267 רֹגֶז), and it refers to agitation, nervousness, anger, excitement, raging, turmoil, etc. Translations in the English versions include “troubling, rage, raging, tumult, turmoil, bustle.” The wicked are in turmoil in life and they cause turmoil for others, and both of those meanings are included here in Job. But when the wicked die and are dead, they cease from their turmoil and agitation.
Job 3:17 is one of the verses that shows that when a person dies, they are dead, lifeless, and not alive in any form. If dead people went to “Hell” when they died, then their turmoil, agitation, and anger would not stop. When a person dies they are totally dead; lifeless. They are not in heaven or “Hell,” they are in the ground dead and will stay dead until Christ raises them at a resurrection. At that time they will be judged and either receive everlasting life or be thrown into the Lake of Fire.
[For more on dead people being lifeless, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.”]
Job 3:20
“those who are bitter.” In the Hebrew text, in the first stanza the subject is singular, “him,” while in the second stanza the subject changes to plural, thus the REV translation “those” (cf. NET). It is possible that Job was first thinking of himself and his misery but then spoke about all the other people who are in misery as well.
Job 3:21
“dig for it.” An idiom meaning to search for it. We see the same idiom in Proverbs 16:27 (see commentary on Prov. 16:27).
Job 3:22
“find the grave.” In this context Job is using “find the grave” idiomatically for “die.”
Job 3:25
“fear I feared.” The Hebrew text uses both the noun and verb for “fear,” thus the reading, “the fear I feared.” Job emphasized his point by using the noun and verb in conjunction. Most English versions say “the thing that I feared.” Young’s Literal Translation uses “fear” and reads, “a fear I feared” which better represents the text than “the thing I feared.” A different word for “fear” is at the end of the verse, so this is very typical Hebrew poetry: the same basic message is stated twice in the verse, the two stanzas say it in different ways.
Like many prosperous and blessed people, Job had some level of fear that he would lose what he had. Life in ancient times was very uncertain for exactly the reasons we see in Job. An enemy could suddenly and unexpectedly attack and kill or capture the people and/or livestock and even destroy the crops. There are many examples of that in Scripture. Or, a person could become suddenly sick and disabled or even die. The things that happened to Job are magnified because they happened all at once and God said Job was blameless, but those kinds of things. happened to one degree or another to people throughout the Scripture and indeed, throughout history.
Job 3:26
“turmoil.” In this context, the Hebrew word describes an agitated state of mind, which no doubt had to do with the pain he was in and the pain of his circumstances. Also, likely added to that is wondering and not understanding why the things that happened to him happened. He knew he was righteous and innocent.
 
Job Chapter 4
Job 4:2
“offended.” The more literal meaning of the Hebrew is “weary,” but here it would refer to being tired from being challenged or even attacked, and thus “offended” seems to be the better translation (cf. NRSV).
Job 4:6
“Isn’t your fear of God your confidence?” This statement begins the essence of what Eliphaz is accusing Job of. We have to be be very discerning when we read what Job’s three friends said, because they mix truth with error, and have a lot of error. In fact, God accused the three of them of saying things that were not correct (Job 42:7). But God does not sort out for us what is right and what is wrong, we have to rely on our knowledge of God and the Bible to do that for ourselves.
“Isn’t the integrity of your ways your hope?” Eliphaz is accusing Job of putting his confidence and hope in the wrong things. He is saying that Job is relying on his own fear of God and not on God Himself in His grace and mercy. And furthermore that Job is relying on his own integrity as his hope for the future. However, there is no reason to believe what Eliphaz is saying is correct, and in fact God says it is wrong (Job 42:7). Besides, it is important for believers to have enough self-awareness that they know whether or not they fear God and whether or not they are living a life of integrity. It is harmful to live one’s life with a constant doubt of one’s salvation. Although it is fairly common to hear people say, “I don’t know if I am saved or not,” we do not hear those words on the lips of believers in the Bible unless, like David, they had sinned some huge purposeful sin (cf. Ps. 51:12). People in biblical times generally knew what God wanted from them and they either did it or were deceived about God and His commands (cf. Ps. 73:11).
Job 4:7
“Consider now: who, being innocent, has ever perished?” This sounds like a good question, but in light of historical facts, it is a stupid question. The Bible is full of innocent people who perished, including the first person to die in the Bible: Abel (Gen. 4:8). Although Job and Eliphaz lived before most of the innocent people in the Bible who died, there would have been other innocent people besides Abel to die. Other innocent people that died included the Israelite babies that Pharaoh had thrown in the Nile; Naboth and his family (1 Kings 21:13).
Job 4:8
“According to what I have seen.” Eliphaz must not have “seen” much, and he is in error. There is testimony in the Bible that the wicked often prosper and die prosperous. Job makes a big point of it (Job 21:7-21; cf. Ps. 73:3-12; Jer. 12:1-2).
Job 4:10
“Even the roaring of the lion.” In this context, the “lion” refers to the leaders. Powerful animals like lions or bulls are often used to refer to powerful people, especially wicked leaders and officials; people with power in society. They are often referred to as powerful animals by the figure of speech hypocatastasis (a comparison by implication, see commentary on Rev. 20:2).
The point that Eliphaz is making is that the wicked perish, even the powerful leaders of society, the “lions” of the nation, are destroyed by God if they are wicked, and their “cubs,” the ones they are bringing up after them, become scattered when the old lions perish. Sadly, as with what Eliphaz had said earlier, what he is saying now does not always turn out to be true. Sometimes the dynasties of wicked leaders continue for generations, oppressing people and destroying lives.
Eliphaz is trying to prove that because Job has been ruined, he must be wicked in some way, even if he denies it. Eliphaz then reveals why he believes much of what he believes, a spirit revealed it to him (Job 4:12-21, esp. v. 15). But this “spirit” was a demon, and what it revealed was a lie and misinformation (see commentary on Job 4:15).
“are broken.” The verb “broken” refers directly to the “teeth,” but also grammatically refers to the “roaring” and the “voice” of the lions. This is the figure of speech zeugma, where one verb grammatically applies to more than one noun even though the nouns do not exactly fit. In this case, the “roaring” and “voice” are not technically “broken,” but the verb gets the meaning across sufficiently for the verse to be understood. Zeugma is used to catch the reader's attention and emphasize the noun with which the verb fits.
Job 4:13
“disquieting thoughts.” The Hebrew text has only one word, but it is not just the word that means “thoughts,” but generally refers to thoughts in an anxious or unsettled mind. So “disquieting thoughts” or a similar translation seems better than just “thoughts” (cf. “unsettling thoughts” (CSB); “disturbing thoughts” (GW); “bad dream” (ERV); “nightmare” (NCV)).
Job 4:14
“which made all my bones shake.” This was a way of saying that he was shaken to the core; shaken very deeply, not just temporarily startled.
Job 4:15
“A spirit passed before my face.” This “spirit” is a demon, not an angel from God. God always tries to make sure that people are not frightened by His actions. God is love, and 1 John 4:8 says, “There is no fear in love, but perfect love casts out fear.” God works hard to rid people of fear. Almost always, when God or an angel appears to someone and the person is startled or afraid, they are told not to be afraid. This occurs many times in the Bible (e.g. Gen. 15:1; 26:24; Judg. 6:23; Dan. 10:12, 19; Luke 1:13, 30; 2:10; Rev. 1:17). In contrast to that, the “spirit” that appeared to Eliphaz acted in a way that caused him to be greatly afraid. He trembled, the hair on his body stood up and he reported that the experience “made all my bones shake,” meaning he was greatly afraid (Job 4:14-15). God’s angels alleviate fear; demons cause fear. What Eliphaz saw was a demon. There is more evidence that what appeared to Eliphaz was a demon, including what it said and what it knew.
Eliphaz’s experience teaches us quite a bit about demons. They can come into concretion so people can see them, and in that state, they are often referred to as “ghosts.” Also, they purposely cause fear and they also give false information that misleads people. The Devil and demons lie, and this demon in Job 4 lied. Also, he mixed truth with error, a tactic that the Devil and his demons use all the time to confuse people and get their support. The Devil did that with Eve in Genesis 3:4-5, and people get deceived by that trick and fall into error.
Mixing truth with error deceived Eliphaz. If we closely examine what the demon said to him, we can see the lies. When the demon said, “Behold, he puts no trust in his servants” (Job 4:18), that was a lie. God puts great trust and responsibility in both His spirit servants and His human servants, and He deals with the consequences when they let Him down, which they sometimes do. However, in the context of Job 4:18, the “servants” of God are His spirit servants, specifically His top spirit rulers and officials, for example, His archangels (see commentary on “servants” in 2 Sam. 11:1).
Then, when the demon said, “He charges his angels with error,” that was true, because God is a just judge and a caring father to His spirit world, and He coaches, trains, and corrects them as is appropriate. It is even possible that He had charged this particular demon spirit, this fallen angel, with error. But in the context in which the spirit said what he did, he made it sound like God was distrusting of His spirits and was always looking for error in what they were doing, which is not true at all. God is love and He is very supportive of His whole family, both His flesh and spirit family.
Then the demon continued with his lies in Job 4:19. He had just said in Job 4:18 that God did not trust even His ruling spirit beings, and he enlarged upon that, and in Job 4:19 he implied that human beings were of little value to God. He opened by implying that if God did not trust His leading spirits, then He certainly does not trust people who are just clay and dust. Then it went on to speak about how weak humans were and that God cared little about them, by saying that people are crushed as easily as a moth.
Then, in Job 4:20 the demon lied and said, “They [humans] perish forever without anyone paying attention to it.” That demonic statement removes both the hope of everlasting life and the existence and value of human love. Saved people don’t “perish forever,” they live forever, which is why it is so important for people to get saved and be sure of their salvation. Furthermore, humans care very deeply for one another and grieve deeply when a loved one dies.
The demon continued his demoralizing speech and said in Job 4:21 that people died without wisdom. Many verses in the Bible speak about how wise people live, and many people live that way. While it is always possible for a person to gain more wisdom in life, it is wrong to make the general statement that people die without wisdom.
Sadly, Eliphaz took what the demon said to him as truth, and it became part of his theology and belief system. Thankfully, God stepped in at the end of Job’s ordeal to help Eliphaz and his friends. Job 42:7 says, “Yahweh said to Eliphaz the Temanite, ‘My wrath is kindled against you and against your two friends, for you have not spoken of me what is right, as my servant Job has.” If Eliphaz built upon what God said, and also learned from what Job said, he could correct his theology.
Job 4:17
“‘Can mortal man be more just than God?” Exactly how long the demon spoke is not stated in the Bible, but it seems from the information given in Job 4:17-21 that those five verses cover what the demon said. Robert Alden writes, “Not surprisingly it [the demon’s message] agreed with what Eliphaz and his friends said throughout the debate cycle. For that reason, Eliphaz’s testimony is not entirely trustworthy. The essence of the message is that humankind is inherently displeasing to God and very frail and transitory.”[footnoteRef:506] [506:  Robert Alden, Job: An Exegetical and Theological Exposition of Holy Scripture [NAC], 128.] 

Actually, it is not that the message of the demon agreed with what Job’s three friends said, but rather that demonic influence was the reason they held the theology that they did. Sadly, this has been true throughout Christianity. In ancient times, and continuing through today, the devil and demons give revelation to theologians that they believe is the truth of God’s word, and so they teach it and lead people astray. Many false doctrines such as the immortal soul, people burning in hell forever, and God being an absolute control of what happens on earth, have infiltrated the Christian church for centuries, and likely started and have been maintained by demonic influences.
Alden is absolutely correct. One of the main messages of demons is that people are inherently displeasing to God. Through the centuries, the Christian church has overemphasized sin, and the sin nature that people have, while underemphasizing the fact that in Christ, people are holy in God’s sight.
“mortal man…mighty man.” The Hebrew text is clearer than the English text here. The Bible uses two different words for “man.” The first is ʾenosh (#0582 אֱנוֹשׁ), which is a word for humans that emphasizes their weakness and mortality (and sometimes evil nature). The second word for “man” is geber (#01397 גֶּבֶר), which generally refers to a strong young man.
Job 4:18
“servants.” In this context, and especially in light of Job 4:19 which is about human beings, “servants” in Job 4:18 refers to the high-ranking officials and rulers in God’s spirit world. For example, some angels are “archangels,” ruling angels.
[For more on “servants” referring to high-ranking civil officials and military officers, see commentary on 2 Sam. 11:1.]
Job 4:19
“How much more is this true of those who dwell in houses of clay.” The demon spirit is now referring to human beings, whose bodies are “dust,” just “houses of clay.” The demon had just said that God does not trust his ruling spirit beings (Job 4:18), and now here in Job 4:19 he says that is even more true of human beings, thus stating that God does not trust humans at all. This is a lie! God puts great trust in the people who love Him. Not only did He give Adam dominion over the earth (Gen. 1:28), but He entrusted His born-again followers with the message and ministry of reconciling people to Himself, appointing us as ambassadors for Christ (2 Cor. 5:18-20). God puts His trust in the people who follow Him, but of course the demon does not see that. He is blind to God’s goodness.
“whose foundation is in the dust.” The “foundation” of humankind, our fundamental makeup, is based in the dust, the dirt of the ground and all the elements that it has (Gen. 2:7). It makes perfect sense that the demon speaking to Eliphaz would know this fact even though he was likely speaking it to Eliphaz some 500 years or so before Moses penned Genesis and the truth about how humankind was formed was generally known. This demon had been around when Adam was formed from the dust. That the speaker knew humankind came from dust is more evidence that the speaker is the demon and not Eliphaz.
“who are crushed more easily than a moth!” This is a hyperbolic statement; obviously people are not “crushed” (killed) more easily than a moth, but more to the point is that what the demon said is misplaced and implies a gross error. The demon spirit is trying to communicate that God cares very little about people (which is what he thinks) and so he says that they are crushed more easily than a moth, implying both that people are fragile, but also that they are really worthless—who cares when a moth gets killed? The truth is that God cares very much about people and wants them to have a good life here on earth now, and everlasting life later. In fact, God cares so much for people that He sent His son to die in our place so we could live forever. But here again in Job, the demon actually believes that God does not care for people, and so he is speaking what he believes. One thing that makes the Devil and his demon, and his followers so convincing is that they really believe the mistruths that they are speaking.
Job 4:20
“Between morning and evening they are destroyed.” The demon implied that humans perish quickly, as if in a day, in other words, human life is very short. We can imagine the demon saying this, because by the time that Job lived the demon had been alive for thousands of years, so even if a person lived for a couple of hundred years, to the demon that seemed like a very short time.
“They perish forever without anyone paying attention to it.” This lie of the demon sought to demoralize people and also remove their hope of a wonderful everlasting future. First, only unsaved people “perish forever.” Saved people live forever, but the demon would never admit that to people. Secondly, it is a lie to say that people die without anyone paying attention to it. There is usually great sadness and a great feeling of loss when someone dies, and friends and family come together and support the people who have lost loved ones. At that time the most comforting hope is that we will see each other again in the resurrection, and it is that very hope that the demon tried to take away.
Interestingly, it is likely that the demon was projecting his own reality onto others through what he said. Demons are full of selfishness and hate, and likely don’t care at all if something bad happens to another demon, and furthermore, one day they too will “perish forever,” eventually coming to an end in the Lake of Fire.
Job 4:21
“Isn’t their tent cord plucked up from within them?” This verse needs to be understood in light of the common customs of that time period that involved living in tents. The human body is referred to as a “tent” in Scripture because it was temporary and it was frequently moved (cf. 2 Cor. 5:1). The tents were held up by cords attached to firm pegs that were driven into the ground, and they generally had a long cord that supported the top of the tent so that it was tent-shaped, with a peak at the top. If the cords of the tent were pulled up, then the tent collapsed. That is the metaphor that the demon is using in Job 4:21. The sustaining “cord” inside the human “tent” of the human body is the soul, the life force of the body. If the soul gets “plucked up,” i.e., is taken away, then the body dies. People do not have the power to retain the soul (Ecc. 8:8).
“and that without wisdom.” Here again, the demon says demeaning and demoralizing things about people. While it is true that many people die without wisdom, and no one has so much wisdom that they could not use more of it, lots of people have the wisdom to do very well in life. The fear of Yahweh is the beginning of wisdom (Ps. 111:10; Prov. 9:10) and Proverbs has many verses about how wise men and women conduct themselves and many people follow that advice.
 
Job Chapter 5
Job 5:3
“I cursed his dwelling.” Eliphaz gives an example from his own life about cursing the foolish.
Job 5:13
“wise.” In this context, “wise” refers to those who are wise in their own eyes, not wise before God. That's why here in Job 5:3, these “wise” people are the crafty ones. It is true that many evil people are intelligent, shrewd, and cunning, but they are not truly wise because their end will be death in the lake of fire instead of everlasting life in Paradise.
Job 5:25
“grass.” The Hebrew word eseb (#06212 עֵשֶׂב), translated “grass” is hard to bring into English. It was the general word for the weeds that naturally grew in any field. The biblical world did not have “grass” as we know it today. It just had areas of weeds. Sometimes those weeds were long and thick, like a weedy field today, while in other areas people’s sheep, goats, and cows, kept the weeds eaten down, but they were still just weeds.
[For more on “grass” see commentary on Prov. 19:12.]
 
Job Chapter 6
Job 6:4
“spirit.” This is the use of “spirit” that refers to the activities of the mind: the thoughts, attitudes, and emotions. Job’s situation caused him angry and bitter thoughts and emotions.
[For more on the uses of “spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’” Usage #13 concerns thoughts and emotions.]
Job 6:15
“deceitfully as a brook.” Almost all the brooks and streams in Israel only run in the rainy season, which means they dry up when the summer starts. But it is hard to be sure when any given stream will run dry, so a person goes to a stream expecting to find water but the stream is “deceitful” and is dry.
Job 6:25
“honest words.” The Hebrew is more literally, “words of uprightness,” but here it refers to upright or honest words, which can be painful. But the “reproof” of Job’s friends was not “upright;” Job’s friends were in error about him. Job was innocent.
“But your reproof, what does it reprove?” Since the “reproof” of Job’s friends was based on error it reproved nothing. It was misplaced.
Job 6:26
“Do you consider your words as reproof.” The exact translation of the Hebrew is debated. One way the text has been taken to mean is that Job’s friends take their words to be legitimate reproof but Job’s words to be only like empty wind. Another way the text has been understood is that Job is saying, “Do you intend to reprove my words,” and thus consider Job’s words to be only like the wind, of no real substance or meaning. The former translation seems more likely.
 
Job Chapter 7
Job 7:1
“the days of a hired hand.” A “hired hand” would work for a time and then usually quit or leave for some reason, so the idea is that the days that a person lives are very short.
Job 7:2
“a hireling who looks for his wages.” The hireling looked for his wages at the end of the day. In the ancient world, daily workers were paid at the end of each day, and since most of them lived very hand-to-mouth, after being paid they usually went and bought food with the money.
Job 7:7
“is but a breath.” In Job 7:7, the Hebrew word ruach (#07307 רוּחַ), which is often translated “spirit,” refers to breath (although some scholars think it refers to the wind here). Job is making the point that his life is short, like a breath it comes and goes quickly.
[For more on the uses of “spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
Job 7:8
“I will not be.” When Job dies, he will be dead in every sense of the word. He will not be alive in any form or in any place. Job has said in a number of places that he, and everyone else, will die and be dead (cf. Job 3:11-13; 7:7-10; 14:12; 19:25-26; 30:23).
[For more on the dead being truly dead, lifeless, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.”]
Job 7:11
“spirit.” This is the use of “spirit” that refers to the activities of the mind: the thoughts, attitudes, and emotions.
[For more on the uses of “spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit,’” usage #13.]
Job 7:12
“Am I a sea.” To the majority of the people of the ancient Near East who lived in drier areas and away from any large body of water, the sea was a dangerous thing and had to be carefully watched.
“sea monster.” The Hebrew word can refer to a snake or serpent, albeit a powerful and dangerous one, given what the ancients believed about the sea, “sea monster” is a good translation in this context.
Job 7:19
“Will you not leave me alone long enough to swallow my spit?” Job was exhausted from the constant attack. John Hartley references the Arabic expression “let me swallow my spittle” which means “wait a minute.”[footnoteRef:507] [507:  John Hartley, The Book of Job [NICOT].] 

 
Job Chapter 8
 
Job Chapter 9
Job 9:8
“treads on the waves of the sea.” Some Trinitarians suggest that since Job says that God alone “treads on the waves” and Jesus walked on water (Matt. 14:25), that therefore, Jesus is God.
The most glaring problem with this argument is that Peter also walked on water in the same New Testament story (Matt. 14:29). Thus, by this logic, Peter would also become God if one is arguing that only God can walk on water. Therefore, the logic simply does not work.
Secondly, the messiah is consistently differentiated from Yahweh throughout the Old Testament (Psa. 110:1; 2 Sam. 7:12-14; Mic. 5:2). So, to conclude that Jesus is Yahweh from this logical argument would be ignoring the consistent usage of Yahweh throughout the Old Testament. For instance, in Psalm 2:7-8 we read, “I will proclaim the decree of Yahweh. He said to me, ‘You are my son; today I have become your father. Ask of me, and I will give the nations as your inheritance.’” Clearly, the son who receives the inheritance from Yahweh is not Yahweh himself. This provides even more evidence as to why one should not use a passage such as Job 9:8 to conclude that Jesus literally is Yahweh.
So, what does Job 9:8 mean? The phrase “treads on the waves” denotes, “undisputed possession of, or uncontrolled sovereignty over: cf. (of Israel in Canaan) Dt. 32:13, 33:29, Isa. 58:14; also Ps. 18:34 (33), Hab. 3:19.”[footnoteRef:508] In other words, the uses of similar phrases throughout the Old Testament emphasize the authority of the one who “treads” over whatever they are treading upon. Therefore, Job 9:8 is not teaching that there is only one being who can literally walk on water, but rather there is one being who has ultimate authority and control over the waters, i.e. the creation. Remember, Jesus himself performed miracles by the power of God, not his own power (Acts 2:22; 10:38). So, Job 9:8 rings true even in the miracles of Jesus who relied on God’s authority and power. [508:  Samuel Rolles Driver and George Buchanan Gray, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Book of Job, vol. 1, International Critical Commentary (Edinburgh: T. &amp; T. Clark, 1921), 86.] 

Job 9:31
“plunge me in a ditch.” After Job did all he could to be clean, God would make his efforts useless.
 
Job Chapter 10
Job 10:18
“died.” The Hebrew verb is gava (#01478 גָּוַע) and it refers to dying and is fundamentally synonymous with the verb “die,” muth (#04191 מָוֹת), although gava can imply a violent death (see commentary on Gen. 25:8, “breathed his last”).
 
Job Chapter 11
 
Job Chapter 12
Job 12:6
“enrage.” To bring to the point of trembling. Shaking from anger.
 
Job Chapter 13
Job 13:19
“breathe my last.” The Hebrew verb translated “breathe my last” is gava (#01478 גָּוַע), and it refers to dying, although it can have the connotation of a violent death (see commentary on Gen. 25:8, “breathed his last”).
 
Job Chapter 14
Job 14:3
“Do you open your eyes on such a one.” Although this verse is in Job’s address to Eliphaz, Job is speaking to God, as the context of the address shows. For God to “open his eyes” on a person means to focus on them. Job is commenting to God as to whether He has focused on Job such that he dies and then stands at the Judgment before God. The word “eyes” is singular in the Hebrew text likely indicating God’s eye, which sees everything.
Job 14:4
“Who can bring a clean thing out of an unclean?” Job 14:4 has been much discussed. The basic idea seems to be that even when a person is born they are not “clean” in God’s eyes, but are sinful (this may give some support for the idea of original sin; the sin nature in humans). The parents of a human are unclean, so can the child be clean? No. There is also some discussion that the woman who gives birth is unclean in the process and there is blood (Lev. 12:2-7), so the baby cannot be born clean. Although those are good possibilities, the fact is that the actual meaning of what Job said is not explained.
Job 14:5
“Seeing his days are determined.” This is a general statement about the brevity of human life, and fits with Job 14:1 that “man is of few days.” The Hebrew word translated as “determined” is more literally “cut off,” but in this case “determined” catches the sense. God “determined” the bounds of human life (cf. Gen. 6:3). God drove Adam and Eve out of the Garden of Eden so they would not live forever, and in doing that He limited how long human life is.
Some people believe that Job 14:5 is saying that God limits the days of an individual’s life such that he or she has just so long to live and no more. Thus they believe that God determines when each person dies. There is no indication that is what the text is saying. In fact, that belief contradicts the New Testament, because the Bible says the Devil is the ruler of the world (John 12:31; 14:30; 16:11) and holds the power of death (Heb. 2:14). God wants people to live a long time and prosper, but the Devil comes to kill (contrast Ps. 116:15 with John 10:10).
Adam Clarke writes: “The general term of human life is fixed by God himself; in vain are all attempts to prolong it beyond this term. Several attempts have been made in all nations to find an elixir that would expel all the seeds of disease, and keep men in continual health; but all these attempts have failed. …Man may endeavour to pass the bound; and God may, here and there, produce a Thomas Parr, who died in 1635, aged one hundred and fifty-two; and a Henry Jenkins, who died in 1670, aged one hundred and sixty-nine; but these are rare instances, and do not affect the general term. Nor can death be avoided. Dust thou art, and unto dust thou shalt return, is the law, and that will ever render nugatory all such pretended tinctures and elixirs. …We are not to understand the bounds as applying to individuals, but to the race in general.” Perhaps there is no case in which God has determined absolutely that man’s age shall be so long, and shall neither be more nor less. The contrary supposition involves innumerable absurdities.”[footnoteRef:509] [509:  Adam Clarke, Clarke’s Commentary: A New Edition, with the Author’s Final Corrections, 3:71-72.] 

David Clines writes, “The three cola of v. 5 are best taken as the threefold reason for the demand of v. 6. …The emphasis in this triple description of the prescribed length of human life is not that it has been fixed at a particular span, nor that God himself has fixed it, but that God well knows how brief a span it is; this is so evidently the general reference that it is not expressly stated. Instead, what is stated is the impossibility of the assigned span being exceeded. The number of human days is ‘determined’ (ַַהרןץ), the accent being on the irrevocability of the divine decree. …Likewise the months of human life are ‘known’ to God…in your knowledge or memory. …Days and months together add to a total which is humankind’s ‘limit’…There is no thought here of the lifespan of any individual being predetermined, but simply that humankind’s allotted span (at whatever number of years it may be set) is a trifling period.”[footnoteRef:510] [510:  David J. A. Clines, Job 1-20 [WBC], 327.] 

Job 14:6
“Look away from him.” Job acknowledges that life is short and difficult (Job 14:1), but requests that God “look away from him,” that is, not focus on him such that he has extra problems and suffering. Life, in and of itself, is short and full of “normal troubles;” please let there not be extra troubles and hardships.
“like a hired man.” The hired man was generally happy to work for his pay, and after a hard day’s work, he rested well at night.
Job 14:10
“breathes his last.” The Hebrew verb translated “breathes his last” is gava (#01478 גָּוַע), and it refers to dying (see commentary on Gen. 25:8, “breathed his last”).
Job 14:12
“so a man lies down.” That is, lies down in death. Although Job uses the masculine singular, “a man,” what he said refers to men and women. In the second stanza of the verse Job shifts from the singular to the plural, “they will not awake.” What Job says applies to every person; everyone dies, and no one will awake until God raises them up on their Day of Judgment.
“Until the heavens are no more they will not awake.” Job speaks with great wisdom and knowledge. Job knows that dead people are truly dead, lifeless. They are not alive in any form or place. Furthermore, he knows that people will stay dead until “the heavens are no more,” that is that this evil age has come to an end and there is a new heaven and a new earth (cf. Isa. 65:17). Job has said in a number of places that he, and everyone else, will die and be dead (cf. Job 3:11-13; 7:7-10; 14:12; 19:25-26; 30:23). It is worth noting that Job 14:12 starts out with a singular person, “a man” (which generically refers to a woman as well) but in the second part of the verse the verbs are plural, “they will not awake nor be roused.” Every human, both as individuals and as a collective community, dies and stays dead until the resurrection.
Job was likely born only a few hundred years after the Flood and so could possibly have known Noah personally (Noah lived for 350 years after the Flood; Gen. 9:28-29). Job would have known about Adam and Eve, the Garden of Eden, the Fall of Man, and the promise that there would be a redeemer who would crush the head of God’s enemy (Gen. 3:15) and end what the Bible calls “this present evil age” (Gal. 1:4). Job knew that he had a redeemer, and that “in the end” he would stand upon the earth and that at that time Job, in his flesh again so obviously raised from the dead, would see God (Job 19:25-26).
[For more on the dead being truly dead, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.”]
 
Job Chapter 15
Job 15:8
“Do you listen in on the secret council of God?” The “secret council” is translated from the Hebrew word sōd (#05475 סוֹד), and it refers to a “council, secret council, intimate council, circle of familiar friends, assembly.” In this context, it refers specifically to God’s intimate inner divine council in contrast to large general assemblies of spirit beings such as we see in Job 1:6 and 1 Kings 22:19.
Job’s “friend” Eliphaz did not believe Job was innocent; he thought Job was hiding a secret sin, and yet Job was speaking as if he had wisdom and knew he was innocent. So Eliphaz asked Job if he sat in on the divine council meetings God had with his intimate council. Jeremiah 23:16-22, especially verses 16 and 18, speak of the prophets who have knowledge from these divine council meetings in contrast with false prophets who speak from their own minds (Jer. 23:16). Clearly Eliphaz believed there was a divine council of God where the truth was spoken, and he sarcastically asked Job if he had listened in on those council meetings.
[For more on God’s divine council, see commentary on Gen. 1:26. For more on God’s holding general assemblies for all His spirit beings, see commentary on Job 1:6.]
Job 15:13
“spirit.” This is the use of “spirit” (Hebrew: ruach #07307 רוּחַ) that refers to the activities of the mind: the thoughts, attitudes, and emotions. From what Job was saying, and the way he was saying it, the men with him could see he was upset with God.
[For more on the uses of “spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit,’” usage #13.]
Job 15:15
“Behold, he puts no trust in his holy ones.” This is an arrogant and untrue assumption. Who is Eliphaz to say that God does not trust His angels or that those in heaven are not pure? But if that is his attitude about angels, no wonder he can make false accusations against Job.
 
Job Chapter 16
Job 16:3
“empty words.” The Hebrew is more literally, “words of wind,” which is a reference to empty words, words with no substance.
Job 16:14
“He runs at me like a warrior.” A warrior would often run at his enemy in order to have momentum for the first strike, which might then well be the first and only strike.
 
Job Chapter 17
Job 17:1
“spirit is broken.” If this is speaking of Job’s “spirit,” as most scholars maintain, then this is the use of “spirit” that refers to the activities of the mind: the thoughts, attitudes, and emotions. It is possible, however, that Job is saying “my breath is corrupt,” referring to the sickness that he has which produces bad breath and portents of possible death in the near future.[footnoteRef:511] [511:  Keil and Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament: Job, 292, 93.] 

[For more on the uses of “spirit” as breath or as activities of the mind, see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
Job 17:10
“come on again.” That is, “try again” (cf. HCSB).
Job 17:11
“My days are over.” More literally, “My days are past.” Job sees his life as behind him now.
Job 17:12
“They change the night into day.” They are in darkness, but they make it sound like being in the light by saying the light is near.
Job 17:13
“If I look for Sheol to be my house.” Job is saying, “If I wait for Sheol to be the home where I am….” Sheol is the state of being dead. Job knows that if he dies he will be truly dead, not alive in any form or place. Job does not mention that if he dies he will live in heaven, “Hell” or any other place, he knows he will be dead, lifeless.
[For more information on the dead being truly dead, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.”]
“spread out my bed in the darkness.” In biblical times the “bed” was thick blankets that were rolled up during the day and spread out at night. Job speaks as if he spread out his bed “in the darkness,” that is, in the darkness of death.
Job 17:14
“the pit.” This is idiomatic for death and the grave.
Job 17:15
“hope for me.” The Hebrew is more literally, “my hope,” but that makes the meaning unclear in English.
Job 17:16
“the gates of Sheol.” Sheol is the state of being dead, and there is no escape from it except by being raised from the dead by God. Because of that, Sheol is compared to a prison that has “gates” from which no one can escape without God’s help. These “gates” are referred to as the “gates of Sheol” (Job 17:16; Isa. 38:10) and “the gates of death” (Job 38:17; Ps. 9:13; 107:18). Jesus Christ referred to the gates in Matthew 16:18 where in many versions they are translated as “the gates of hell.”
[For more on these gates, see commentary on Matt. 16:18. For more on Sheol, see commentary on Rev. 20:13. For more on dead people being dead, lifeless in every way, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.”]
 
Job Chapter 18
Job 18:15
“In his tent will live those which are not his.” The meaning of this would be that there would be people (or animals) living in his tent that he will have left empty. A slight emendation to the Hebrew text would make the text read, “Fire lives in his tent; sulfur is scattered over his habitation” (cf. NAB, NET, NIV), but there is no need for the emendation. The judgment of fire (sulfur) will come on the habitation of the evil person.
 
Job Chapter 19
Job 19:1
“Then Job answered.” Job replied to Bildad, who had just spoken to him.
Job 19:25
“Redeemer.” The Hebrew text often refers to a kinsman-redeemer (see commentary on Ruth 2:20, “kinsman-redeemers”), but it can also refer to Yahweh the redeemer (Exod. 6:6; Ps. 19:15; 78:35).
“In the end, he will rise up over the dust.” Job 19:25 is difficult because of its unusual wording, for example, the Hebrew word translated as “stand” in most versions is more properly “rise” or “rise up,” and the word translated in most English versions as “earth” is actually “dust.”
It seems the best explanation of Job 19:25 is that Job is declaring his confidence that the living God, his Redeemer (e.g., Exod. 6:6, Psa. 19:15, 78:35, where God is Redeemer), will testify to his righteousness. While Job acknowledges that yes, God has brought difficulties and that others persecute him (Job 19:5-19), he believes in the end he will be vindicated by God (Job 19:25).
The Hebrew word that many versions translate as “stand” is qum (#06965 קוּם quwm), and it is not the typical word for “stand,” it has more the meaning of “rise,” “rise up,” or “stand up.” For example, the CEB reads, “But I know that my redeemer is alive and afterward he’ll rise upon the dust” (cf. CJB). However, the preferred understanding in the HALOT[footnoteRef:512] is that “rise,” i.e., “stand up,” refers to standing up as a witness. HALOT gives its meaning as “to get up, stand up,” and it is used of witnesses (Deut. 19:15ff; Ps. 27:12; 35:11; Zeph. 3:8) and HALOT even points out that in Job 19:25 God would be the witness, even saying “stand up for” (as a defense witness) (cf. Ps. 94:16; cf. Job 19:25). In other words, Job is stating that God will rise up as a defense witness that Job—who is just dust—is innocent and one day God will testify to that fact. [512:  Koehler and Baumgartner,  Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the Old Testament.] 

It is also possible, but seems less likely, that Job 19:25 could be a resurrection verse with the sense of “In the end he will rise up over the dust.” It is also possible that the phrase “rise up over” could be understood to have the meaning “conquer” in the sense of conquering over the dust. We see the basic meaning of stand in battle, or conquer, in Psalm 89:43, where qum refers to “standing” in the battle, that is, being the victor.
The Septuagint also takes the “Redeemer” in the verse to be God, but goes in a different direction with the rest of the verse: “I know that He who is about to undo me on earth is everlasting.
Job 19:26
“in my flesh I will see God.” Job knew that he would be resurrected from the dead and granted everlasting life, which was promised to Old Testament people who lived righteous lives. The Old Testament has a number of verses about God raising the dead in the future (cf. Deut. 32:39; Job. 19:25-27; Ps. 71:20; Isa. 26:19; 66:14; Ezek. 37:12-14; Dan. 12:2, 13; and Hos. 13:14). Job has said in a number of places that he, and everyone else, will die and be dead (cf. Job 3:11-13; 7:7-10; 14:12; 19:25-26; 30:23).
 
Job Chapter 20
Job 20:7
“perish forever.” As this verse correctly states, unsaved people burn up in the Lake of Fire and are annihilated. They do not burn forever.
[For more information on annihilation in the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
 
Job Chapter 21
Job 21:2
“Listen, yes, listen.” Job repeats the word “listen” twice for emphasis, but the verb is in different conjugations, which is the figure of speech polyptoton (see commentary on Gen. 2:16).
“the consolation you give me.” The Hebrew is more literally, “your consolation,” but that translation makes it seem like Job is consoling his comforters, when what he is asking is that they console him by listening.
Job 21:5
“Look at me.” This could also be understood as “turn your attention to me.” The Hebrew text is a verb that is related to the word for “face” and means “to turn;” it is not a standard word for “look” or “see.” So while it is possible that the “comforters” are not paying close attention to Job and he is asking them to turn to him and take a good look at him and his situation, it is also possible that he is in effect saying, “turn your attention to me; pay attention to me.”
Job 21:7
“Why do the wicked keep on living.” Many extremely wicked people live long and prosperous lives and become wealthy and powerful on earth. But why do the wicked get to defy God and live at all? Why do they not die quickly and thus are removed from the earth? The answer to that question is multifaceted. It has to do with God’s allowing people to make the free will choice to be against him; it also has to do with what God promised Cain (Gen. 4:13-15; see commentary on Gen. 4:15). Also, that so many wicked people grow powerful has to do with the fact that the Devil is a major powerbroker in the world today and works immorally and illicitly behind the scenes to elevate his people. The Devil is in control of much of what goes on in the world and gives power to people he wants to elevate. He offered power and glory to Christ, who turned him down, and the wise Christian follows the example of Christ (cf. Luke 4:5-7; 1 John 5:19).
In large part due to the Devil’s help and also acting illegally and immorally, wicked people have risen to power and been harmful to others and the earth itself since the Fall of Adam and Eve. Also, however, because they are “of this world,” wicked people tend to pay closer attention to how to get ahead in life than godly people do because godly people are more interested in pleasing God and helping others than in building any kind of personal kingdom on earth.
Wickedness has been widespread on earth since the Fall. Cain murdered Abel out of pure envy, showing that evil people are selfish and do not care about the rights or health and well-being of others (Gen. 4:3-9). God had to destroy humankind in Noah’s Flood because of wickedness on earth (Gen. 6:5-8). In the time of Job (c. 2000 BC), Job complained that wicked people lived long lives and were wealthy and powerful (Job 21:7-21). Some 1,000 years after Job that situation continued, and Asaph the psalmist complains of the same thing that Job did (Ps. 73:2-14). Then, hundreds of years later, around 600 BC, Jeremiah makes the same complaint, that the wicked live long and are prosperous (Jer. 12:1-2). Then, hundreds of years after Jeremiah, at the time of Christ, the rulers of the Jews were wealthy, powerful, and very wicked, and that included both Sadducees and Pharisees (cf. John 8:37-44). The pervasiveness of evil in all societies around the world throughout all time is the reason that the Bible tells us that every person who lives a godly life—which includes being public about one’s Christian Faith; not just trying to “be godly in private at home”—will be persecuted (2 Tim. 3:12). However, godly people must not give up hope or stop speaking about Jesus Christ. In spite of all difficulties, God and His people continue to do God’s work and spread God’s message and the Christian Faith continues to win converts. There is a glorious Hope laid up in the future for Christians, and many wonderful rewards for those Christians who stand strong and steadfast in the Faith.
[For more on rewards in the future, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10, “good or evil.” For more on the coming Kingdom of Christ, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on how the future will unfold from this present age to the Millennial Kingdom to the Everlasting Kingdom, see commentary on Rev. 21:1.]
Job 21:13
“Sheol.” Sheol is the state of being dead. Contrary to what most people believe, when a person dies, they do not go to heaven or “hell,” they are “in Sheol,” that is, in the state of being dead and they are awaiting the resurrection of the dead.
[For more on Sheol, see commentary on Rev. 20:13. For more on dead people being dead and not alive in any form, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.”]
“in peace.” The Hebrew verb has the meaning “in a moment” (quickly; in an instant) and also the meaning “in peace” (in tranquility). It is likely that both meanings apply here; that Job is complaining that the wicked die in peace and quickly, without any suffering. Many people die slowly and painfully after days, months, or even years of suffering. For the REV translation, “in peace” seems the better choice because a person who is healthy and then dies quickly dies in peace without suffering.
Job 21:14
“we have no desire to know your ways.” The evil people said that they do not want to know God’s ways, the true and right way. That has been the case since Cain rejected God and turned to follow the ways of the Devil and murdered his brother Abel. Evil people do not want to know God, and harden their hearts against Him (cf. Job. 21:14; 22:17; Isa. 30:11; Mic. 2:6. See commentary on Matt. 13:13).
Job 21:15
“El Shaddai.” The meaning of El Shaddai is “the One of the Mountain” (see commentary on Gen. 17:1).
Job 21:16
“But behold, their prosperity is not in their hand.” This is idiomatic for their prosperity—their life, wealth, and power—is not in their control, even though in their arrogance they act as if it is.
“The counsel of the wicked is far from me.” Job knows that the wicked do not actually control their life and certainly do not control their destiny, which is destruction, so he does not listen to what they have to say.
Job 21:17
“How often is it that the lamp of the wicked is put out.” Job now responds to Bildad’s and Zophar’s assertion that wicked people do not last long. Bildad said, “the light of the wicked will be put out…The steps of his strength will be shortened” (Job 18:5, 7). Zophar asserted, “the triumphing of the wicked is short, the joy of the godless is but for a moment” (Job 20:5). Job denies their assertions and points out via rhetorical question that the lamp—the life—of the wicked is not often quickly put out, instead, as he had just said, the wicked live long and then die in peace (Job 21:7, 13). Then Job goes on to answer the assertion of people such as Bildad and Zophar who say that even if God does not kill the wicked, He will bring consequences upon the children of the wicked (Job 21:19). Job answers that assertion by pointing out that if a person sins, then God should repay the sinner, not punish his children (Job 21:19).
Job 21:18
“How often is it that they are as stubble before the wind?” Job continues to assert via a rhetorical question that the wicked do not disappear quickly from the earth like stubble or chaff, but instead live a long time and prosper. Stubble and chaff, by-products of threshing grain, do not last on the threshing floor but are blown away by very light winds.
Job 21:19
“Let him repay the sinner so that he will know it.” The Hebrew text is unclear because of its use of pronouns. It is more literally, “Let him repay him so he knows it.” The REV substitutes “the sinner” for “him” for clarity. Job is challenging his “comforters” who say that sometimes God does not punish sinners but punishes the children of sinners, but Job says that if a person sins, then God should repay that person, not his children.
Job 21:21
“what does he care.” The wicked cannot care for their households after they die because they are dead, but more than that, often wicked people do not care enough about their families and descendants to do what it takes to best provide for them when they die. Proverbs 13:22 says, “A good person will provide an inheritance for his children’s children,” which in today’s world means having a will and perhaps life insurance or some other way to provide for final expenses. And furthermore, to do what it takes to make sure any inheritance passes down without encumbrances or being tied up in court for years, or being so unclear that the family gets torn apart in fighting over who gets what.
“his house.” That is, his household, his descendants.
Job 21:22
“those who are on high.” This seems to refer to angels or other spirit beings.
Job 21:24
“moistened.” The Hebrew word is a verb, to be made wet or to be thoroughly watered. See commentary on Proverbs 3:8 for the value of wet bones.
 
Job Chapter 22
Job 22:17
“Depart from us.” Evil people do not want to know God or His ways (cf. Job. 21:14; 22:17; Isa. 30:11; Mic. 2:6. See commentary on Matt. 13:13).
 
Job Chapter 23
 
Job Chapter 24
Job 24:20
“The womb will forget him.” Some versions read like “A mother will forget him” (LSB, cf. NASB, NLT), taking the “womb” as a metonymy for the mother.
“worm.” In the Bible, the word “worm” sometimes refers to maggots, which is likely the case here.
 
Job Chapter 25
Job 25:5
“and in his eyes the stars are not pure.” Bildad shows himself to be as wrong and arrogant as Eliphaz (Job 15:15). The “truth” they are spouting is a lie. God says humans are a little lower than angels, but Bildad says they are worms (Job 25:6). Job has the truth in this discourse, not those around him.
 
Job Chapter 26
 
Job Chapter 27
Job 27:5
“die.” The Hebrew verb gava (#01478 גָּוַע) refers to dying and is fundamentally synonymous with the verb “die,” muth (#04191 מָוֹת), although gava can imply a violent death (see commentary on Gen. 25:8, “breathed his last”).
Job 27:18
“like a booth that the watchman makes.” People built temporary booths to watch their crops and keep them safe, especially as harvest approached, but those temporary shelters soon fell down and fell apart (see commentary on Isa. 1:8).
 
Job Chapter 28
Job 28:1
“source.” The Hebrew is more like “source” or “place of going out,” but it can refer to a mine, which is where the silver “goes out,” and many translations use “mine.” However, “source” fits better with Job’s argument about the source of wisdom and understanding (Job 28:12). Also, “place” is used in Job 28 five times: Job 28:1, 6, 12, 20, and 28:23. Jobs argument is in part that there is a “source” and “place” for things, so where is the source and place of wisdom. It is in God.
It may help the reader understand what Job is referring to in Job 28 if it is known that the Middle East is not a huge mining area. Metal was usually found on the surface and then veins were followed into the earth. The equipment to dig into the earth in those days, 4,000 years ago, was very primitive, so extensive mining was not often done. But if the vein was valuable enough, the effort was put forth to dig a mine.
Job begins speaking about wisdom by first speaking about precious metals in the ground (Job 28:1-11). This is a fitting introduction to what he has to say about wisdom. Like gold and silver, wisdom is usually hidden from open view, and like gold and silver, one has to do some work to get it. One has to be disciplined enough to get up and dig for it, and one has to be persistent enough to keep at it until one has it. Many years after Job lived, Solomon compared working to attain wisdom with searching for silver and buried treasure (Prov. 2:3-4).
Job 28:2
“Iron is taken out of the dust.” The “mines” were not deep.
Job 28:3
“Men put an end to the darkness.” By digging down into the earth, men introduce light where it had never shined before, and they dig as far as they can in the gloom and darkness to find the rock that contains the ore.
Job 28:4
“far from where people live.” Generally, the mines in Israel were far from the cities, down by the Dead Sea or in the south of the Negev, or down by the Gulf of Aqaba.
“forgotten by the foot.” The poetry makes this clause obscure, but it means that human feet have “forgotten,” or more accurately to fact, “do not know about” the mines below where people are working.
“Far from other people, they hang and they swing back and forth.” As the miners go down into the mines they sometimes have to hang and climb on ropes.
Job 28:5
“food.” The Hebrew is more literally “bread,” but the word is used for food in general.
“but underneath it is overturned as by fire.” A major way that the mining was done was to build a fire in the mine and get the rocks very hot and then splash them with cold water to cause them to break. Then the pieces of ore could be taken out and the rubble could be removed.
Job 28:6
“lapis lazuli.” The deep blue color of lapis lazuli—a stone that was well-known in the ancient Near East—was often associated with God and his throne (Exod. 24:10; Job. 28:16; Isa. 54:11; Ezek. 1:26; 10:1). The majority English translation, “sapphire,” is almost certainly wrong (see commentary on Ezek. 1:26).
Job 28:9
“man.” The Hebrew is “he,” but that could be confusing because the subject is changing from animals to humans.
Job 28:13
“nor is it found in the land of the living.” This is a general statement that means that since true wisdom is found with God, it is not found among people. The exception, of course, is with those people who have learned from God, but that is not the context here.
Job 28:16
“onyx.” The exact stone referred to as onyx is unknown.
“lapis lazuli.” The blue color of lapis lazuli was often associated with God and his throne (Exod. 24:10; Job. 28:16; Isa. 54:11; Ezek. 1:26; 10:1). Lapis lazuli was a deep blue stone that was well-known in the ancient Near East.
[For more on the translation “lapis lazuli,” see commentary on Ezek. 1:26.]
Job 28:18
“Coral.” Coral seems cheap to us today, but only because we have the means to go into the depths of the ocean and get it. The reddish-orange coral that grows deep in the Mediterranean Sea only occasionally washed up on the shore and was highly valuable.
“jewels.” The jewel or stone is not known. Suggestions including pearls and rubies are in the various English translations, but actually, neither is likely. The Hebrew word seems to be related to red (cp Lam. 4:7), but rubies have not been discovered in excavations in Israel and were apparently unknown to the people there.
Job 28:19
“weighed in a balance with pure gold.” When a person wanted to buy grain, precious metals, etc., they were weighed in a balance. No amount of gold could be weighed and used to purchase wisdom. It comes from God and is given to those who please Him.
Job 28:21
“She is hidden from the eyes of all living.” It seems at this point in Job’s narrative (or perhaps a few verses earlier or later), wisdom becomes personified and is presented as if she were a person, and God is acquainted with her. This is very poetic and not out of character with the book of Job itself, which is Hebrew poetry. Wisdom is presented as a woman here in Job and in Proverbs, and the Hebrew word for “wisdom” is feminine (see commentary on Prov. 1:20).
“the birds of the air.” The Hebrew is literally, “the birds of the heavens,” but the Hebrew word “heavens” is always plural, there is no singular word “heaven” in Hebrew. In Job 28:7, the falcons of the air cannot see the riches buried beneath the earth, and here they cannot see wisdom, which is hidden in God.
Job 28:22
“Destruction and Death say.” Here in Job 28:22, Destruction (the Hebrew is “Abaddon”), and Death are personified as people who have heard about wisdom but never personally met or experienced her. That makes perfect sense, because the ungodly and fools go to Destruction, and they don’t know wisdom either (cf. Prov. 1:32; 10:21; 18:7).
Job 28:23
“it is he who knows her place.” That is, God knows where to find wisdom. This is the fifth and last time in Job 28 that “place” is used; it was first used in Job 28:1.
Job 28:24
“and sees everything under the heavens.” God, the creator, sees everything on earth and everything under the heavens. Nothing is hidden from Him, and so He knows where wisdom lives.
Job 28:27
“wisdom...her.” In Hebrew, “wisdom” is a feminine noun, and here she is being personified (cf. Job 28:20-23, 27).
 
Job Chapter 29
Job 29:16
“father.” Here meaning mentor and guide, but also Job helped the poor in other ways as well.
[For more information on the uses of “father” in the Bible, see commentary on Gen. 4:20. For information on the disciples of a Rabbi being called his “sons,” see commentary on Matt. 12:27. For information on the disciples of a Rabbi being called “orphans” if the Rabbi died or left the area, see commentary on John 14:18, “orphans.”]
Job 29:18
“die.” The Hebrew verb gava (#01478 גָּוַע) refers to dying and is fundamentally synonymous with the verb “die,” muth (#04191 מָוֹת), although gava can imply a violent death (see commentary on Gen. 25:8, “breathed his last”).
Job 29:23
“they opened their mouths.” Like a farmer would be hopeful and thirsty for the spring rains that would bring his crops to maturity, Job says people waited for him to speak and drank in what he said.
“the spring rain.” This is the “latter rain” that falls in the spring and allows the crops to come to maturity.
[For more information on the “former” and “latter” rain, see commentary on James 5:7.]
 
Job Chapter 30
Job 30:9
“I have become their mocking song.” The Hebrew is more literally, “I have become their song.” However, the word “song” in this context refers to a mocking song. Job’s enemies were mocking him and cruelly even making up “songs” (rhymes, sayings, and such) about him, so he was the object of their mocking songs. We see the same thing being done to Jeremiah in Lamentations 3:63.
Job 30:23
“the meeting house.” The Hebrew words most likely refer to a meeting house. Although many English versions read the “appointed” house, when the Hebrew word is used to refer to something “appointed,” it is usually an appointed time. Since the context is a “house,” it refers to a house or appointed place where people meet. Thus the translation “meeting house” makes sense (cf. BBE, DBY, LSB, NASB, NET, NJB, Rotherham).
This is one of several verses in Job where Job speaks of death being the place where everyone meets and remains. Job speaks about death being a “house,” that is, a place where people are and stay. He does not speak of death being an “experience” or a “portal” of some sort, where death takes you to life in another place. The state of death is the “meeting house” for everyone, and in that sense Job 30:23 is quite similar to Job 3:11-19 where everyone, the great and the small, is together in death. Job has said in a number of places that he, and everyone else, will die and be dead (cf. Job 3:11-13; 7:7-10; 14:12; 19:25-26; 30:23).
It is important to note that Job never speaks of dying and going to heaven, “Hell,” or any other place. He speaks of being in Sheol, which is the state of being dead, and Job is exactly correct. People die and are dead in every sense of the word until God raises them from the dead in a resurrection.
[For more on the dead being truly dead, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.” For more on the resurrections coming in the future, see commentary on Acts 24:15.]
Job 30:28
“I go about blackened, but not by the sun.” The translation is debated, but it likely means that Job was sick and his skin black with scabs from his sores and disease, but it was not darkened by the sun.
Job 30:29
“I am a brother to jackals.” Job is saying that like the jackals and ostriches howl and screech, so does he, crying out in pain and sorrow.
 
Job Chapter 31
Job 31:6
“an honest balance.” Job makes an allusion to a merchant weighing something, as if someone could weigh him in a balance before the judgment seat of God, putting his faults on one side of the balance and his virtues on the other side. Job is confident that his virtues would weigh more than his faults and thus prove him to be innocent. Job feels like he has been treated unfairly, and thus asks for an “honest balance.” Unscrupulous merchants often kept stones of different weight in their bag only they could easily tell apart so that they bought a lot and sold a little and so could cheat in business (Lev. 19:35; Deut. 25:13-16). Job wants a fair measurement of his life.
[For more on trading using honest balances, see commentary on Prov. 11:1.]
Job 31:10
“grind for another.” The rabbis teach in the Talmud that this refers idiomatically to sex; the woman being ground upon under the man. That would make sense because the context is the retribution Job would receive for having committed adultery with another man’s wife (Job 31:9) and because it fits with the last stanza in the verse, which is clearly about another man having sex with Job’s wife. However, it is also possible that the verse refers to the normal practice of the woman of the house grinding grain, but for Job’s wife to do that in another man’s house would require Job to suffer great misfortune or death.
The kind of grinding that would most fit the sexual context in this verse is where there is a flat stone on the bottom on which the grain is placed, and the person grinding uses a cylindrical stone with narrow ends (much like a rolling pin is shaped) and rubs the grinding stone back and forth over the grain to grind it.
[For more on grinding grain, see commentary on Deut. 24:6.]
 
Job Chapter 32
 
Job Chapter 33
Job 33:13
“a person’s words.” The Hebrew is “his words,” but it refers to the words spoken by people, which gets misunderstood if translated literally has “his words.” The context is God not answering people.
Job 33:18
“the pit.” The word translated “pit” is shachath (#07845 שַׁחַת), and it means “pit,” which was used for the grave; thus the “pit” is an idiom for death (e.g., Job 17:14; 33:18; Ps. 30:9; 103:4; Isa. 51:14; Ezek. 28:8; Jon. 2:6).
 
Job Chapter 34
Job 34:10
“El Shaddai.” For more on El Shaddai, see the REV commentary on Genesis 17:1.
Job 34:11
“for he will repay a person according to his work.” The teaching that on Judgment Day people will get what they deserve, good or bad, based on what they have done in their life is taught many times in Scripture (cf. Job. 34:11; Ps. 62:12; Prov. 24:12; Jer. 17:10; 32:19; Ezek. 33:20; Matt. 16:27; Rom. 2:6; 1 Cor. 3:8). See commentary on Psalm 62:12.
“to have consequences.” The Hebrew is poetry and much more brief, and just reads “find it.” On Judgment Day, what people deserve will find them, and that is what they will get.
Job 34:15
“die.” The Hebrew verb gava (#01478 גָּוַע) refers to dying and is fundamentally synonymous with the verb “die,” muth (#04191 מָוֹת), although gava can imply a violent death (see commentary on Gen. 25:8, “breathed his last”).
 
Job Chapter 35
Job 35:12
“he does not answer.” God does not hear prayers simply because people pray. Everyone sins, but some people are prideful and unrepentant about their sin, and God will not listen to the prayers of those people. It is the prayer of a righteous person that accomplishes much (James 5:16).
[For more information about the sacrifices and prayers of wicked people being of no value, see commentary on Amos 5:22.]
 
Job Chapter 36
Job 36:12
“die.” The Hebrew verb gava (#01478 גָּוַע) refers to dying and is fundamentally synonymous with the verb “die,” muth (#04191 מָוֹת), although gava can imply a violent death (see commentary on Gen. 25:8, “breathed his last”).
 
Job Chapter 37
 
Job Chapter 38
Job 38:3
“Tuck your cloak under your belt.” The literal Hebrew is “belt up your loins.” This refers to the custom of a man tying up his long clothing so he could move more quickly. In this context, it is equivalent to “prepare for battle” like a man. See commentary on 2 Kings 4:29.
Job 38:10
“bars.” The “bars” were strong wooden beams that were placed behind the doors so they could not be opened and could withstand pounding from the outside without giving way. Those bars were the origin of the shout “Bar the doors!” when an enemy would approach.
Job 38:14
“It is changed like clay under the seal.” The “seal” was a signet ring, cylinder seal, or scarab seal. The seal was engraved with special letters and/or characters that identified the owner of the ring. A person would seal something with his personal seal like we would sign our name today. Often the material that was sealed was clay, and the seal would change the clay by flattening it and making an impression on it, which was used to identify the one who sealed the clay.
[For more on signet rings and cylinder seals, see commentary on Gen. 41:42.]
Job 38:17
“the gates of death.” There is no escape from death except by being raised from the dead by God, and because of that, death is compared to a prison that has “gates” from which no one can escape without God’s help. These “gates” are referred to as the “gates of Sheol” (Job 17:16; Isa. 38:10) and “the gates of death” (Job 38:17; Ps. 9:13; 107:18). Jesus Christ referred to the gates in Matthew 16:18 where in many versions they are translated as “the gates of hell.”
[For more on these gates, see commentary on Matt. 16:18. For more on Sheol, see commentary on Rev. 20:13. For more on dead people being dead, lifeless in every way, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.”]
 
Job Chapter 39
Job 39:16
“She deals harshly with her young ones as if they were not hers.” After the ostrich eggs hatch, the female ostrich generally leaves and the male ostrich assumes watching over the young (see commentary on Lam. 4:3).
Job 39:24
“shofar.” The ram’s horn trumpet, not the metal trumpet.
 
Job Chapter 40
Job 40:7
“tuck your cloak under your belt.” The literal Hebrew is “belt up your loins.” This refers to the custom of a man tying up his long clothing so he could move more quickly. In this context it is equivalent to “prepare for battle” like a man. See commentary on 2 Kings 4:29.
 
Job Chapter 41
 
Job Chapter 42
Job 42:6
“take back what I said.” The Hebrew is maas (#03988 מָאַס), and it means to reject, refuse, despise. In this case, the verb has no object, so some translators think Job was rejecting himself or despising himself, but given the context it is much more likely that Job rejected what he said and took back his words. That certainly seems to be the case from the last half of the verse. Similar translations can be found in the HCSB, NAB, NASB, and NLT.
Job 42:9
“accepted Job’s prayer.” The Hebrew reads, “accepted the face of Job,” which in this case and context is idiomatic for accepting his prayer.
Job 42:11
“a ring of gold.” The custom was that rings were worn by women in the nose, or by both men and women in their ears. It was not usual for a common person to wear a ring on his or her finger.
Job 42:12
“1,000 yoke.” A yoke consisted of two oxen, so Job had 2,000 oxen.
Job 42:13
“seven sons and three daughters.” Job’s flocks and herds were doubled from what he had in chapter 1 (Job 1:3), but he had the same number of children that he had in chapter 1 (Job 1:2). His children will be doubled at the resurrection, when all 14 sons and six daughters will be raised.
Job 42:14
“Jemimah.” “Dove.”
“Keziah.” Keziah means “cassia,” which was used as a perfume.
“Keren-happuch.” “Keren-happuch” refers to a container for holding the black powder that women used to paint their eyes, and those containers were often made of animal horn. Based on that, some scholars have suggested that the name basically means “horn of eye paint” (for more on eye makeup in the Bible, see commentary on 2 Kings 9:30). Job was basically a contemporary of Abraham, which shows us the use of eye makeup by women going back to only a few hundred years after Noah’s flood, although it likely goes back much further.
Job 42:16
“After this Job lived 140 years.” On its own, the grammar of the Hebrew text is unclear as to whether Job lived a total of 140 years, or whether he lived 140 years after his sickness, and the commentaries are divided or ambiguous about it. In any case, since Job lived after Noah’s Flood, which was the time when human lives were much shorter than they were before the Flood, if Job even lived for 140 years, that would have been a long and full life.
However, when we do the math, the numbers indicate that the 140 years refers to the span of Job’s natural life. According to Job 42:16, Job lived to see four generations after him, which would mean that he would see his great-great-grandchildren. In biblical times it was common for a girl to be married by 15, so she would be a grandmother at 32, and a great-grandmother at 48. So Job could have great-great-grandchildren some 64 years (or perhaps even a little less) after his tragic sickness. So if Job got sick in his early-to-mid seventies, which is very possible, he could see his great-great-grandchildren by age 140. On the other hand, if Job live 140 years after his sickness, he should have been alive to see six generations of children born even if none of the daughters gave birth until they were 20. So in 140 years under normal circumstances, Job would have seen his great-great-great-great grandchildren, two generations longer than the text says he was alive to see. So the evidence is that 140 years was the total lifespan of Job.


Psalms Commentary
Psalms Chapter 1
Psa 1:1
“Blessed is the person.” There are different kinds of psalms in Psalms. For example, a number of psalms are almost exclusively praise to God (Ps. 8, 19, 23, 33, 47, 67, 84, 93, 96, 100, 111, 113, 117, 150).
“who does not walk in the counsel of the wicked.” At first blush, it might seem easy not to “walk in the counsel of the wicked, nor stand on the road of sinners, nor sit in the seat of scoffers,” but often people get in that position because of pressure from family, friends, or work associates. The lifestyle of a truly godly person usually means they stand out from the crowd and are spotted and often mocked, ridiculed, criticized, or outright persecuted. It takes great strength of character to be a person who does not “walk in the counsel of the wicked, nor stand on the road of sinners, nor sit in the seat of scoffers,” but it will be worth it on Judgment Day.
Psa 1:2
“law.” Psalms, the first book of the “Writings” in the Hebrew Bible, begins by pointing the reader back to Torah. Studying the Torah, the first five books of the Bible, is essential to learn how to think and reason the way God does. In a similar fashion, the book of Joshua, the first book of the “Prophets” in the Hebrew Bible, begins with a reminder to be anchored in the Torah (Josh. 1:7).
[For more on the meaning of “law,” Torah, see commentary on Prov. 1:8.]
“meditates.” The translation “meditates” is okay, but not a perfect match, and can lead to misunderstanding. The Hebrew word is hagah (#01897 הָגָה), and when used of humans its basic meaning is to utter a sound. Thus, it can mean to mutter, moan, utter, speak. It can mean to read out loud in an undertone. Its extended or applied meanings can include to recite, muse, imagine. In any case, what it does not mean is to think about in silence, like the silent monks. God wants us to read, recite, think about, and dwell on His Word and works, especially out loud. The idea is to memorize it, if not word for word, to certainly get to the point we know what God’s Torah says and means. Rotherham’s Emphasized Bible tries to capture the sense with the translation that in God’s law the man talks with himself day and night.
Psa 1:3
“planted.” The Hebrew word is shathal (#08362 שָׁתַל), and it means “to plant” or “to transplant.” The proximity of a tree to water is a matter of life or death. If it has a constant flow of water, it will flourish. This is what God promises to the person who delights in, and meditates on, God’s Torah—he will flourish. Notice that the verse does not say, “He will be like a tree growing by the stream” as if the tree grew there by itself and by chance. No, this tree in Psalm 1:3 was specifically “planted” (or transplanted) there beside the stream. In the same way, if we are going to flourish in this life and the next, we have to “plant ourselves” in the Torah and in God’s Word. We humans will not think and act in a truly godly manner if we just act out of our natural impulses and desires. It takes a deliberate effort to be “transformed” (Rom. 12:2) and have a godly heart and mind. Notice, however, that the Psalmist regards this behavior as the appropriate activity of the righteous without any hint of legalism—it flows from a heart of love and devotion.
Psa 1:4
“they are like the chaff.” The point that this Psalm is making is that there is a Day of Judgment coming, and on that day the unrighteous people, the unsaved people, will be like the chaff after winnowing: they will be gone. To best understand the simile that the wicked are like the chaff that the wind blows away, it is helpful to understand ancient farming practices.
In biblical times the ripe grain was harvested by hand. The grain stalk was cut off close to the ground with a sickle or knife of some kind. When a person had cut too many stalks to easily hold, he or she wrapped them in a bundle (usually by wrapping some of the stalks around the rest) and left them on the ground so they could be easily seen and gathered. Once all the grain in the field had been cut, all the bundles were gathered up and carried to a threshing floor. At that point, the grain was still on the stalk.
The threshing floor was a large flat area of rock or very hard ground. It was usually on top of a hill so the breeze would blow across it. “Threshing” was the process of separating the grains of wheat from the stalk, and various methods were used to do that. The most primitive method was simply to beat the wheat—or whatever grain was being harvested, such as barley or millet—with a stick over and over to knock the grain off the stalk (Judg. 6:11).
Another method of threshing was to have some cows or oxen walk back and forth over the pile of grain. Their hoofs would cut up the wheat stalk and knock the grain off the stalk. As the cattle walked over the grain, it was against the Mosaic Law to keep them from eating it (Deut. 25:4). A more efficient way of threshing was done with a “threshing sled,” which was a flat-bottomed sled with metal or stone teeth set into the bottom. When the ox pulled the sled back and forth over the grain, the teeth on the bottom of the sled would cut up the stalk and also separate the grain from the stalk (Isa. 41:15; Amos 1:3).
After the grain was threshed, there was a large pile of broken stalks, chaff, and grain all mixed together on the threshing floor. The chaff was the very small pieces of stalk, while the broken grain stalks were the larger pieces. To separate the grain from the broken shafts and the chaff, the farmer would wait for a breeze and then winnow the pile with a winnowing fork. The winnowing fork (sometimes called a winnowing shovel), was a tool much like a pitchfork but with flat wooden tines. The farmer would thrust the winnowing fork into the pile and toss it as high as he could into the air. The breeze would catch the wheat shafts and chaff, which were very light, and blow them to the side. The grains of wheat, which were heavier and oval-shaped, would fall almost straight back down to the threshing floor.
After a number of hours of winnowing, the wheat would be left on the threshing floor, the larger pieces of the shafts would be blown off to the side not too far away, and the much smaller chaff would be blown even further away or blown away completely. At that point, the grain could be taken to the granary or storehouse, while the wheat shafts and chaff were used in other ways. Sometimes the large pieces of the shaft were used in making bricks, which is why the Bible speaks of making bricks with “straw,” which was the grain shafts (Exod. 5:7-18). Sometimes the shafts and chaff were burned as fuel in the ovens because it burned quickly and very hot, and it heated up the clay ovens very rapidly (Matt. 3:12).
Sometimes, however, the winnowing breeze was hard enough that the chaff simply blew away and could not be found. That is the illustration in this Psalm: on Judgment Day the wicked will not be left standing in the assembly of the righteous. They will be gone like the chaff in the wind. Therefore, chaff is a good illustration for the unsaved people because just like the chaff is often taken and burned up, the unrighteous chaff-people will be thrown into the Lake of Fire and will be consumed there.
[For more on the harvesting and sifting of grain, see commentary on Amos 9:9. For more on annihilation in the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire. There are many good books on biblical manners and customs that describe the processes used in harvesting grain.]
Psa 1:5
“assembly of the righteous.” After the Day of Judgment, the “righteous,” the ones who are saved, will be left on earth with no wicked among them. That is the meaning of “assembly (or “gathering”) of the righteous” here in Psalm 1:5.
Psa 1:6
”Yahweh knows.” Yahweh does “know” the road of the righteous, but He does so much more than just “know” it. He supports it, cares for it, and oversees it. The righteous people are the ones who love God and obey Him. The word “know” can mean to know or experience, but it can also have an idiomatic or pregnant sense and mean “to care about,” “to act lovingly toward.” Thus, Psalm 144:3 (YLT 1862/87/98) says, “what is man that Thou knowest him,” while the NIV(2011) translates that in a way that recognizes the idiom: “what are human beings that you care for them?” Similarly, Proverbs 12:10 (YLT) says, “The righteous man knoweth the life of his beast,” while the NIV(2011) has, “The righteous care for the needs of their animals.” Also, “know” is used idiomatically for sexual intercourse because when a man has sexual intercourse with a woman it involves knowing her experientially, and often deeply intellectually as well (see commentary on Matt. 1:25).
[For more on “know” see commentary on Gen. 3:22.]
“perish.” On Judgment Day the wicked will be thrown into the Lake of Fire, where they will eventually burn up and be annihilated. This statement in Psalm 1:6 stands at odds with the popular belief that the wicked will burn in “hell” forever. The Bible teaches that the wicked will eventually perish, that is, cease to exist.
[For more on annihilation in the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
 
Psalms Chapter 2
Psa 2:1
“Why do the nations rage.” Although it is not immediately obvious, Psalm 2 continues a theme that began in Psalm 1: the conflict between good and evil, between obedience and rebellion, between godliness and ungodliness. Both Psalms show good versus evil; Psalm 1 is on a personal level, while Psalm 2 is on a national level (but it nuances to a personal ending). So the Psalms begin with the most important theme in all existence: are you going to die, or live forever? In Psalm 1, the righteous flourish like a tree planted by water whereas the wicked will dry up and blow away like chaff and will perish. In Psalm 2, the rebellious unbelievers band together against Yahweh and the anointed king that He set up in Zion. But even banded together, their plans are futile and they end up broken in pieces like a smashed clay pot. Psalm 2 fittingly ends with an exhortation to people to pay homage to the Son. Those who refuse will perish while those who do will be blessed.
“a vain thing.” The unbelieving and rebellious peoples plot against God, which is futile. Despite the boasting of ungodly people, in reality they, and all humans, are quite powerless. The unbelievers plot “a vain thing” (ASV, NASB, NKJV); they are “devising plots that will fail” (NET); they “waste their time with futile plans” (NLT); and/or they “plot in vain” (CSB, ESV). Humans cannot control their own destiny, indeed, they cannot even determine the day of their death. So when humans plot against God they are planning in vain and their plans will come to nothing. The only way to be truly successful in this life (and the next) is to love and obey God.
Psa 2:2
“his Anointed.” God’s anointed is the reigning king, and ultimately, the Messiah Jesus Christ. Psalm 2 has two levels of meaning. One is that it is an exaltation of the Davidic kings who reigned in Jerusalem. Psalm 2 was included in the Psalms that were recited (or sung) at the coronation of Judah’s king. For example, God called Solomon a “son” in 2 Sam. 7:14. God chose David from among his brothers and worked behind the scenes to give him the position of king. He then made a covenant that the Messiah would reign upon David’s throne, and the Messiah is called “the son of David.” In typical hyperbolic fashion, the Davidic king is exalted and grandiose things are said about him, such as that he would rule to the ends of the earth.
On another level, however, we see that the Davidic king is only a shadow of the real subject of the Psalm, the Messiah. The Jewish rabbis took it that way.[footnoteRef:513] The New Testament shows us that the primary and intended subject of the psalm was the Messiah (Acts 4:25-26; 13:33; Heb. 1:5; 5:5). Furthermore, only the Messiah will actually fulfill the text of the psalm and reign over the whole earth and all the nations. No other king of Israel did anything close to that. James Mays writes: “The second psalm is a poetic speech by the Messiah. It is the only text in the Old Testament that speaks of God’s king, Messiah, and son in one place, the titles so important for the presentation of Jesus in the Gospels.”[footnoteRef:514] [513:  Alfred Edersheim, The Life and Times of Jesus the Messiah, Book four, Appendix eight, “List of Old Testament Passages Messianically Applied in Rabbinic Writings,” 716-717.]  [514:  James Mays, Psalms, Interpretation, 44.] 

Mays also points out that Psalm 2 is a psalm that deals with the question of power: “Where does power to control the powers at work in world history ultimately reside?” In Psalm 2 we see that ultimate power resides with Yahweh, and He then delegates that power to the Messiah.
Psalm 2 is one of the great sections of Scripture that points out how magnanimous God is and how great His Messiah is. God elevated His Messiah, Jesus Christ, to be His king, reigning on the earth; and Jesus Christ lived a sinless life in obedience to God and deserves his elevated position as God’s king, along with all the authority and adoration we give him.
Psalm 2 is also one of the many sections of Scripture that gives evidence that the doctrine of the Trinity is not correct. The Messiah is portrayed as being Yahweh’s choice and under Yahweh’s control and direction. The Messiah is “Yahweh’s Anointed” (Ps. 2:2), Yahweh’s king (Ps. 2:6), and “today” begotten of Yahweh, which means he is not eternal like Yahweh is.
[For more on “anointed one,” see commentary on 1 Sam. 12:3. For more on Jesus Christ being the Son of God, not God the Son, and there being no Trinity, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.”]
Psa 2:4
“He who sits in the heavens.” The use of the word “sits” here is culturally important. In the ancient world, a king “sat” while others stood before him.
“laughs.” This verse is not saying that God laughs at wicked people who defy him as if He had contempt for them and could not wait to destroy them. Many verses show how much it hurts God’s heart when people reject Him. In Ezekiel 33:11 God says, “I have no pleasure in the death of the wicked; but desire that the wicked turn from his way and live. Turn! Turn from your evil ways; for why will you die, O house of Israel?”
God does not laugh at people’s rejection of him, but He laughs at their efforts to defeat Him—meaning He finds their efforts futile and foolish. He created the universe from nothing, and no power can prevail against Him. He laughs at the foolishness of anyone thinking they can somehow defeat God.
Psa 2:6
“my king.” Here the Messiah is being shown to be God’s king, ruling under His authority. Furthermore, the Messiah will rule on God’s holy mountain, which is Mount Zion. We learn from Ezekiel 40:2 that the city of Jerusalem where Christ will reign as king will be on the south side of Mount Zion. The Temple will be on the top of the mountain. That same layout is implied in Psalm 110, in which God says to the Messiah, “Sit at my right hand until I make your enemies a footstool for your feet.” The ancient biblical world was oriented to the east, so if the Temple is on the top of Mount Zion, and the city of Jerusalem is on the south side of Mount Zion, then the Messiah sits on his throne on the “right hand” (south side) of Yahweh, who is in the Temple. That God installed the king shows that God, not the king, is the true owner of the earth (Exod. 9:29; Ps. 24:1; 1 Cor. 10:26). See commentary on Psalm 2:2.
Psa 2:7
“today.” Although commentators argue about which day “today” refers to, one thing that is clear by this statement is that the Messiah was begotten at a specific time in history. This is in direct contrast to the Trinitarian doctrine that the Messiah is “eternally begotten.” See commentary on Psalm 2:2.
Psa 2:8
“and the uttermost parts of the earth for your possession.” In the future, Christ will come back to earth, fight the battle of Armageddon, and conquer the earth. Then he will set up his kingdom and rule over the whole earth, just as Psalm 2:8 says. It is because Christ’s Kingdom will be on earth and fill the earth that in the Sermon on the Mount Christ said, “Blessed are the humble, for they will inherit the earth” (Matt. 5:5) and that Revelation says God’s people will “reign on the earth” (Rev. 5:10). There are a number of verses that say Christ’s kingdom will fill the earth and be over all the peoples and nations (cf. Ps. 2:8; 72:8-11; Dan. 2:35; 7:14; Mic. 5:4; Zech. 9:9-10).
[For more on the coming Kingdom of Christ on earth, the Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Psa 2:9
“You will break them with a rod of iron.” The word “break” is “shepherd” in the Septuagint. That Jesus will conquer the earth and rule with a rod of iron is a well-established prophecy and occurs four times in Scripture (Ps. 2:9; Rev. 2:27; 12:5; 19:15). In this context, the ones who will be broken and dashed to pieces will be those who stand against God and His Christ (Ps. 2:2).
[For more detail on Jesus ruling with a rod of iron, see commentary on Rev. 2:27.]
Psa 2:11
“fear.” Although the Hebrew word for “fear” has a wide semantic range and can mean “respect” or “awe,” and those meanings apply in this verse to some degree, even that respect is based in healthy fear. Here in Psalm 2, the context of “fear” is God’s fearsome power and God’s judgment of His enemies, and that God is not to be trifled with. For more on “fear” and fearing God, see commentary on Proverbs 1:7.
“trembling.” Although some commentators assert that the “trembling” in this verse is trembling with joy and excitement at serving God, that does not fit with the context. “Fear” and “trembling” are healthy responses to being close to the Most High God. But they do not refer to the torturous kind of fear and trembling, such as being “frozen” with fear; in this context, they refer to the healthy kind of fear and trembling that accompany the realization of the power and authority of God, and accompany the realization that we are His created beings and He expects certain things from us, such as love and obedience.
Psa 2:12
“Kiss the Son.” Although the word “son” can refer to someone who is in a mentoring relationship with an older, more experienced mentor or even to someone who is in a loving relationship with an elder person, in this context conservative Christian scholars agree that the ultimate meaning here refers to the Son of God, the Messiah, Jesus Christ.
This phrase has been the subject of much scholarly speculation for various reasons. One is that the word translated “son” is Aramaic, not Hebrew, and another is that the Septuagint reading is different. However, considering that God wanted all people, including foreign kings, not just the Jews, to pay homage to the Son, the Aramaic makes sense.[footnoteRef:515] Kissing, usually done on the cheek, could signify different things depending on the social context. Among family and friends, kissing on the cheek was a sign of friendship and loyalty. In this context of kissing the Son, it was a sign of homage, loyalty, and recognition of the higher position of the one being kissed. Also, in this case, kissing the “Son” meant also kissing the One who sent him, i.e., God Himself. God is the creator of the heavens and the earth, and He makes the rules. He decided to save people based on their relation to His Son, and here He makes clear the choice before all people: honor the Son or “perish.” This is the same basic message as in John 3:16. People cannot save themselves or give themselves everlasting life. That gift comes from God, and to receive it we must do things God’s way. Humble people pay homage to the Son and live forever; prideful people ignore or reject the Son and perish as a result. [515:  Cf. Allen P. Ross, A commentary on the Psalms, 1:212, Kregel Exegetical Library.] 

“for his wrath will suddenly be kindled.” The Hebrew word translated “suddenly” is meat (#04592 מְעַט, pronounced “may-at”), and it can mean “suddenly” or “soon.” Here in Psalm 2:12, and at this time in history, “suddenly” is the better translation and the better way to understand the text. Although it was known that God’s day of vengeance upon the wicked would someday come, it was not known that it would come “soon,” and of course, it did not come soon. In fact, Ecclesiastes 12:5, written after Psalm 2, refers to a person’s grave as his age-long home, indicating that the wrath of God on His enemies and His deliverance of His saved people was a long way in the future, which has turned out to be true. It will be the case that when the wrath of God is poured out upon His enemies, it will happen “suddenly,” and that is expressed in other scriptures as well (cf. Mal. 3:1-2; 1 Thess. 5:3; ).
 
Psalms Chapter 3
Psa 3:2
“salvation.” Coming from the enemies of the psalmist, this means “deliverance” in this life; in other words, the psalmist would not be able to escape his enemies (cf. “save me” in Ps. 3:7).
Psa 3:3
“my glory.” The Hebrew word translated “glory” here could also be translated “honor.” The psalmist is saying that Yahweh is his source of glory or honor, that He is the one who gives him honor in the eyes of other people. Although some scholars believe that the text is saying that the psalmist is honoring God, the context is about what God is doing for the psalmist, and so this verse is saying that God gives honor and glory to the psalmist, and similarly, He does that for all believers.
Psa 3:7
“strike all of my enemies on the cheek.” In the biblical culture, striking someone on the cheek was an insult that disgraced them. It was not a deadly attack. In this context, the Psalmist wishes that Yahweh would insult and disgrace his enemies, and also disempower them.
[For more on the custom of striking someone on the cheek, see commentary on Luke 6:29.]
“shatter the teeth.” Besides wishing God would strike his enemies on the cheek, the psalmist wishes God would “shatter the teeth of the wicked.” Breaking someone’s teeth will not kill them, but it makes them powerless and harmless. The Psalmist is weary of being attacked by his enemies, and he wishes God would insult them, shame them, and make them powerless.
 
Psalms Chapter 4
Psa 4:2
“reputation.” The Hebrew word means “glory, honor, reputation.”
Psa 4:6
“Who will show us good.” This is not “Who will show us something good,” as if someone could show something—a “thing”—that was good and people would be satisfied. This is “good” in the sense of good that will satisfy the soul. Humans crave happiness, but although people scrap and fight over material things, in the end, those things do not satisfy and do not make people happy. Humans fight for material things because we intrinsically know there is nothing inside us that can make us happy, and so we turn to things outside ourselves that seem like they would satisfy us; material things. Nevertheless, material things never satisfy the soul—they never have and they never will, and one would think humans would know that by now. “Our intellectual nature craves the true. Our moral nature craves the right. Our sympathetic nature calls for love. Our conscious weakness and dependence call for strength from another.”[footnoteRef:516] But people who are driven by their animal nature and desires cannot bring themselves to humbly come to God and follow His ways and actually experience the good—His good. So they continue to cry out, ‘Who will show us good” while ignoring the good from God that is within their grasp. The Psalmist knows the answer: “O Yahweh, lift up upon us the light of your face.” [516:  Spence-Jones, H. D. M., and Joseph S. Exell, The Book of Psalms, The Pulpit Commentary, 1:27.] 

“lift up upon us the light of your face.” An idiom meaning “let your face shine upon us,” or “smile upon us,” that is, show us your favor. This is a similar blessing to the one Moses spoke over Aaron and his sons in Numbers 6:25-26: “Yahweh make his face to shine on you, and be gracious to you. Yahweh lift up his face toward you, and give you peace.” The ancients were very sensitive to how a person’s face looked, in part because it was often the only part of the person that was not covered by clothing. They understood that when a person was happy, their face shone, and that is reflected in the blessing.
 
Psalms Chapter 5
Psa 5:1
“Give ear.” This follows the introductory line, “a Psalm of David.” Although the Hebrew preposition “לְ” can mean “by David” (i.e., authored by David), it is grammatically ambiguous and could equally mean “for David” (i.e., dedicated to David) or even “about David” (a psalm about his life and example). Although ancient tradition assigns this psalm to David, since it talks about entering the Jerusalem Temple (Psalm 5:7) which was not built until after David’s death, it is unlikely that the title serves to denote Davidic authorship. It is more likely that someone after David’s death composed it dedicated to David and his noteworthy prayer life. Many commentators doubt David was the author.[footnoteRef:517] [517:  Cf. Peter C. Craigie, Psalms 1-50 [WBC].] 

Psa 5:3
“I will make preparations for you.” The Hebrew verb about making preparations was used about making preparations for sacrifices, but it was also used for making verbal preparations; in this case, it would be preparing words to speak to God. In any case, the fact that Psalm 5:1-2 are about praying and crying out to God, and this verse, Psalm 5:3, begins with “you will hear my voice” and ends with “and will carefully watch” indicates that the psalmist is speaking of making preparations to petition God in what he says, whether or not his petition was accompanied by a sacrifice. The psalmist would prepare his petition to God and then would carefully watch for an answer.
There are some wonderful lessons in what the psalmist does here. For one thing, he starts preparing to approach God “in the morning.” He understands that it is important to magnify God, recognize Him for who He is, and ask for His help as the day starts. The psalmist does not ignore God, forget Him, or “put Him on a back burner” until later in the day “when I have time for Him.” Also, the fact that the psalmist prepared to approach God shows that his prayer or petition was deliberate and well thought through. He knew what he was asking God for, and why. This was not a “memorized prayer” that he had said hundreds of times before and could say in his sleep. The Psalmist had some specific requests and genuinely wanted and expected God’s help.
We also see that the psalmist trusts that God would hear and answer his prayer, because after praying, the psalmist “will carefully watch” to see what God’s answer is and what God does. Too many people pray to God but do not expect an answer and do not even watch to see if and how God answers their prayer. This psalmist prayed to God first thing, prayed a deliberate and well-thought-through prayer, and then watched for God’s answer. That is a wonderful example of how to pray.
Psa 5:6
“bloodguilt.” That is, the one who had killed innocent blood, the murderer.
Psa 5:7
“bow down.” The word translated “bow down,” shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), is the same Hebrew word as “worship.”
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
Psa 5:9
“nothing trustworthy in their mouth.” Evil people are very good liars and deceivers for a number of reasons, and so it is important when determining what kind of person someone is to look at the fruit of their lives. Jesus taught us this, and said we will know people by their fruit (Matt. 7:16-20). Sadly, many people are good liars and smooth talkers and they convince naïve people of their evil ideas in spite of the evil fruit their lives bear.
The Hebrew Masoretic text reads “his mouth,” but that could be a corruption because the Septuagint reads the plural and there is some Hebrew manuscript evidence for the plural; and furthermore, the plural reading makes sense.
Psa 5:10
“Let them fall by their own plans.” It is a consistent theme throughout Scripture that evil people bring evil upon themselves (see commentary on Prov. 1:18).
 
Psalms Chapter 6
Psa 6:3
“But you, O Yahweh, how long...?” This is the figure of speech aposiopesis, “sudden silence.” When a person stops speaking in the middle of a sentence due to emotion or for effect, it is the figure aposiopesis, and it is used in English and in the Bible. Here in Psalm 6:3, the psalmist is troubled, and too emotional to finish his thought. He simply says, “O Yahweh, how long…,” rather than finishing his thought and saying something like “O Yahweh, how long before you put an end to my troubles?”
[For more on aposiopesis, see commentary on Luke 19:42.]
Psa 6:5
“in death no one remembers you.” This is one of the many clear verses that teaches that dead people are fully dead; they are not alive in any form or fashion. The orthodox Christian belief is that the dead are not really dead because the person’s “soul” (or “spirit”) goes on living. But that belief did not come from the Bible, it came from the Greek belief in the immortality of the soul. There is no “immortal soul” in the Bible. When a person dies they are dead in every way and awaiting the resurrection of their body and the Judgment.
In this context, “remember” is literal, no one who is dead has any knowledge, and thus no memory of God or anything else. However, in this context, “remember” also has the idiomatic meaning of “remembering” in the sense of blessing, praising, or remembering God in meaningful ways (see commentary on Gen. 8:1, “remember”).
Another thing we learn from this psalm and the Hebrew parallelism it employs, where the first and second lines in Hebrew poetry often state the same truth in different ways, is that Sheol, which refers to the state of being dead, is like death itself in that no one is alive in Sheol. That is why no one in Sheol, in the state of death, can praise God.
[For more on dead people being fully dead, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.”]
 
Psalms Chapter 7
Psa 7:2
“they tear.” The Hebrew shifts from plural to singular (lit. "he"), which is common in Hebrew idiom.
Psa 7:5
“lay my glory in the dust.” That is, bring the person to a state of poverty, humiliation, degradation, and shame (see commentary on Isa. 52:2).
Psa 7:9
“hearts.” In the Bible, the “heart” generally refers to a person’s thought life, not their emotional life.
“kidneys.” The Word of God points to the fact that our kidneys, bowels, and belly (or womb) are part of our mental/emotional life, not “just physical organs.” Our “gut,” including our intestines, bowels, kidneys, and stomach contain as many nerve cells as our brain, and studies are now showing that our “gut” contributes significantly to our emotional life and health.
[For more on the heart referring to the thought life, see commentary on Prov. 15:21. For more on kidneys referring to the emotional life, see commentary on Rev. 2:23, “kidneys.”]
Psa 7:10
“is borne by God.” The Hebrew is more literally, “is upon God,” but the meaning is that God is carrying the believer’s shield so it is God who ultimately protects the believer.
Psa 7:11
“and he is a God who has indignation every day.” Wicked and disobedient people fill the earth, and God is angry about that. The wicked need to know that their thoughts and actions are being noticed and have consequences, the most severe of which will be on Judgment Day.
Psa 7:14
“the unrepentant person.” The Hebrew text simply reads “he,” but that is so jarring in the context that many versions nuance the text to make the English easier to read and understand (cf. CJB, HCSB, ESV, NLT; cf. NET, NIV). However, the reader should be aware that the Bible has many such places where the subject changes abruptly and without an easy transition. The unrepentant person is being referenced from Psalm 7:12.
Psa 7:15
“digs.” The verbs in this verse are past tense, “has dug…has hollowed…has fallen,” but the past tense is often used for emphasis—what will happen—rather than to accurately represent time, which explains why many English versions do not use the past tense in this verse (cf. CJB, ESV, NAB, NET, NIV, NLT, NRSV). In this case, the point is that that person who does evil by digging a pit (physically or metaphorically) to trap others will himself be trapped.
“he falls into the pit that he made.” It is a consistent theme throughout Scripture that evil people bring evil upon themselves (see commentary on Prov. 1:18).
Psa 7:16
“The trouble he causes will return to his own head.” It is stated many times in the Bible that people who cause trouble for others will end up caught up in their own trouble; evildoers will be caught up in evil (see commentary on Prov. 1:18).
 
Psalms Chapter 8
Psa 8:1
“our lord.” The Hebrew for “lord” is a grammatical plural, Adonainu, a title also used of David (1 Kings 1:43, 47). The “grammatical plural” is often referred to by scholars as a “plural of majesty,” a “plural of emphasis,” or a “plural of excellence,” because the plural adds emphasis and/or majesty to an individual, it is not a plural of number, as if there was more than one individual being referred to.
“how majestic is your name in all the earth.” Psalm 8 is one of the psalms that is all praise. There are nine verses, and none of them are asking for anything in prayer or recounting biblical history; the whole psalm is about the greatness of God and what He has done. There are a number of psalms that are like Psalm 8 in that they focus almost exclusively on praise: Psalm 8, 19, 23, 33, 47, 67, 84, 93, 96, 100, 111, 113, 117, 150. One of the great values in these psalms is that reading them over and over helps us with our personal praise of God. Modern culture does not praise a lot, or for that matter even say “Thank you” very much, and so reading and reciting praise psalms helps people understand and vocalize praise.
Psa 8:2
“From the mouths of babes and infants you have established strength.” The Septuagint version of this verse is quoted in Matthew 21:16. It seems that the early translators quoted the Septuagint in Matthew because the meaning of the Hebrew text is unclear.
“to silence the enemy.” The Hebrew is more literally, “to cause to cease” an enemy. This can be to “silence” them, or perhaps it even has eschatological implications pertaining to Judgment Day, and “put an end to” (NET) is also part of the meaning. Although the meaning is not explained, it likely has to do with innocent and honest people praising and supporting God against His enemies, who have a demonic agenda.
Psa 8:4
“that you visit him.” In this context, God “visits” by blessings and support.
[For more on God “visiting,” see commentary on Exod. 20:5.]
Psa 8:5
“a little lower than God.” The Hebrew word translated “God” is Elohim, the standard word for “God,” although it can refer to representatives of God including angels and even human judges. The Septuagint has “angels,” and that is the source of the quotation in Hebrews 2:7, which reads “angels” in the Greek text, and likely the motivation for many English translations that read “angels.” But if the psalmist had wanted to say “angels” he could have, because there is a specific word that means “angels,” and the fact that he did not use that word but used Elohim indicates that he at least intended to include God. Elohim can also be taken as a plural since it is a plural noun, and thus can mean “gods,” that is, God and those heavenly beings he created to assist Him. Since God said to angels, “let us make humankind in our image,” it is possible that Psalm 8:5 is using Elohim in that plural sense (the NET Bible says, “the heavenly beings). Adam and Eve knew that they were “lower” than God and the angels, which is why Satan could tempt them and say that if they ate of the fruit in the middle of the Garden of Eden they would be “like God” (Gen. 3:5).
Psa 8:9
“our lord.” The Hebrew for “lord” is a grammatical plural (also Psalm 8:1), Adonaynu, a title also used of David (1 Kings 1:43, 47).
 
Psalms Chapter 9
Psa 9:5
“You have rebuked the nations.” The psalmist is recounting the great acts of God, such as His destruction of the Egyptians and the enemies in Canaan, and so his prayers and requests for help and deliverance are not without basis. God has delivered in the past, He can do so now and in the future.
Psa 9:6
“desolation.” The Hebrew text, using the plural of emphasis, makes “desolation” a plural for emphasis (see commentary on Gen. 4:10).
Psa 9:7
“But Yahweh will sit as king forever.” In contrast to the enemy who has perished (Ps. 9:6), Yahweh will sit as king forever.
Psa 9:9
“a high tower.” In the ancient world, when arrows and sling stones were common offensive weapons, a strong high tower was almost unassailable. Today, guns have made them much less important for defense.
Psa 9:12
“he who avenges blood.” In this context, God is the avenger of blood. In Old Testament times there was no police force; it was up to families to protect themselves, and if someone killed a member of the family, one of the family members would kill the murderer. That family member was known as “the avenger of blood.” In this verse, God assures the weak and downtrodden that the injustices they have suffered at the hands of wicked people will be avenged. Similarly, Romans 12:19 tells the Christian not to take personal revenge, for God will avenge those who are treated unrighteously.
Psa 9:13
“God who lifts me up from the gates of death.” There is no escape from death except by being raised from the dead by God, and because of that, death is compared to a prison that has “gates” from which no one can escape without God’s help. These “gates” are referred to as the “gates of Sheol” (Job 17:16; Isa. 38:10) and “the gates of death” (Job 38:17; Ps. 9:13; 107:18). Jesus Christ referred to the gates in Matthew 16:18 where in many versions they are translated as “the gates of hell.”
Here the psalmist is using “gates of death” to refer to being close to death. When the psalmist thinks it might be the end for him, God rescues him from death.
[For more on the gates of death, see commentary on Matt. 16:18. For more on Sheol, see commentary on Rev. 20:13. For more on dead people being dead, lifeless in every way, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.”]
Psa 9:14
“Daughter Zion.” The Hebrew is idiomatic for Zion itself, i.e., Jerusalem (see commentary on Isa. 1:8). Although “Daughter Zion” occurs often in the prophets, this is its only use in Psalms.
Psa 9:15
“in the pit that they made.” It is a consistent theme throughout Scripture that evil people bring evil upon themselves (see commentary on Prov. 1:18). Although this applies to individuals, it also applies to a great extent to nations. Especially if the leaders of a nation act in such a way that wickedness thrives and godliness is stifled and subverted, demons gain access to the nation and through the influence of demons and evil people the nation is greatly harmed and in some cases totally ruined.
Psa 9:17
“The wicked will return to Sheol.” It is likely that the psalmist had in mind only that the wicked would return to Sheol (or be “turned back” to Sheol), in contrast to himself, who was lifted away from the gate of death. But the Hebrew text also presents an important eschatological truth, i.e., that the wicked do in fact “return” to Sheol. They live and die, going to Sheol, the state of death. But then in the Second Resurrection, they are judged unrighteous and thrown into the Lake of Fire and die there, returning to Sheol a second time (cf. Rev. 20:11-15).
[For more on the wicked dying in the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
 
Psalms Chapter 10
Psa 10:2
“They will be caught in the schemes that they devised.” It is a consistent theme throughout Scripture that evil people bring evil upon themselves (see commentary on Prov. 1:18).
Psa 10:5
“firm.” In some contexts, the word “firm” can refer to being successful or prosperous, and some English translations go that way: “His ways prosper at all times” (RSV). The wicked and arrogant often succeed in this life, especially given the help of Satan, the god of this age (see commentary on Jer. 12:1). Wickedness may seem to give people an advantage in this life, but this life is short. The wicked will weep and wail on Judgment Day.
 
Psalms Chapter 11
Psa 11:6
“the portion of their cup.” This Hebrew idiom is based on the custom of someone being passed a cup to drink from at mealtime. Drinking at meals in biblical times was generally not done as it is today, when every person gets their own cup to drink from. Usually, there was just a common cup and it was passed around. Indeed, it was not until recent times that cups could be made cheaply enough for everyone to have one. In fact, the English word “cupboard,” which now refers to a kind of storage closet for dishes, was originally a “cup board,” a board or shelf close to the dining table upon which the cup with the common drink was set during the meal. Then, when someone wanted a drink, the cup was taken from the “cup board” and passed to them.
We see the common cup at a meal at the Last Supper, when Jesus took a cup of wine, drank from it, and passed it around. We also see this alluded to when Jesus prayed in the Garden of Gethsemane and said, “My Father, if it is possible, let this cup pass from me.” Jesus was asking that he be allowed to not partake of the “cup” that God was passing to him.
Here in Psalm 11:6, the psalmist points out that when the Lord of the table passes the cup to the wicked, the portion of their cup will be blazing coals; fire, sulfur, and scorching wind. They will burn up in the Lake of Fire.
[For more on annihilation in the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
Psa 11:7
“The upright person will see his face.” The “upright” person is a person who loves and obeys God; who keeps His commandments and follows His ways. The phrase that the upright person will see God’s face is somewhat idiomatic now, and reflects the fact that the upright person will “see” (understand) God and know His ways. However, the phrase is also eschatological and absolutely true. In the new heaven and earth of Revelation 21-22, God will personally be with people and “will live with them, and they will be his people, and God himself will be with them, and be their God” (Rev. 21:3). God appears to some people now, but in the future, He will be visible to everyone.
[For more on God appearing now, see commentary on Gen. 18:1 and Acts 7:55.]
 
Psalms Chapter 12
Psa 12:5
“Because of the devastation of the afflicted.” The speaker suddenly shifts from the psalmist to Yahweh. A sudden shift in who is speaking occurs quite frequently in the Old Testament, and readers must be aware that this occurs so that they can best understand what the Bible is saying.
Psa 12:6
“like silver refined in a clay furnace.” Psalm 12:6 is quite similar in meaning to Proverbs 30:5 (see commentary on Prov. 30:5).
 
Psalms Chapter 13
 
Psalms Chapter 14
 
Psalms Chapter 15
Psa 15:2
“He who walks blamelessly.” Psalm 15:2-5 is one of the many sections of Scripture that gives some details about what it means to live righteously in the sight of God (cf. commentary on Mic. 6:8).
Psa 15:4
“who looks upon a vile person with contempt.” This is more literally, “in whose eyes a vile person is contemptible.” Most versions use the word “despised,” but in modern English “despise” means to intensely hate, and the godly person does not actively hate evil people but looks upon them with contempt, and rejects and avoids them.
 
Psalms Chapter 16
Psa 16:4
“offer their drink offerings.” That is, the godly person will not offer drink offerings to other gods.
Psa 16:7
“kidneys.” The Word of God points to the fact that our kidneys, bowels, and belly (or womb) are part of our mental/emotional life, not “just physical organs.” Our “gut,” including our intestines, bowels, kidneys, and stomach contain as many nerve cells as our brain, and studies are now showing that our “gut” contributes significantly to our emotional life and health. In the Hebrew text the word “kidney” is singular, but it is a collective singular for both kidneys. When the Bible mentions “heart” and “kidneys” it refers to the thought life (“heart”) and emotional life (“kidneys”).
[For more on the heart referring to the thought life, see commentary on Prov. 15:21. For more on kidneys referring to the emotional life, see commentary on Rev. 2:23, “kidneys.”]
Psa 16:10
“see the pit.” The word translated “pit” is shachath (#07845 שַׁחַת), and it means “pit,” which was used for the grave; being dead (e.g., Job 17:14; 33:18; Ps. 30:9; 103:4; Isa. 51:14; Ezek. 28:8; Jon. 2:6). The translation “corruption” is in some versions because the same Hebrew root word means “ruin.”
Allen Ross writes: “But if the noun is from the verb ‘to ruin,’ a meaning ‘destruction’ would be more likely, as in Job 33:18, 22, 30. The Greek text translated the word with diaphthoran, which means ‘destruction’ The idea of the line is being abandoned to the grave where the body would be gradually destroyed, but the word in the text seems to be related to ‘to sink down,’ and not ‘to destroy.’”[footnoteRef:518] [518:  Allen P. Ross, A Commentary on the Psalms, Kregel Exegetical Library, 1:399n15.] 

Although we can see with 20/20 hindsight that this verse could be applied to the Messiah, there is no ancient evidence that it was until the death and resurrection of Christ. For one thing, nothing in the context points to the Messiah, it is a psalm of David. There is no mention of the Messiah in the psalm. Furthermore, we can tell that the people at the time of Christ did not apply this psalm to the Messiah because they did not think he was going to die (cf. Matt. 16:21-22; Luke 18:31-34; 24:19-21, 44-46; John 12:34; 20:9). There are many Scriptures in the Old Testament that speak of the Christ coming, killing the wicked, and setting up his kingdom on earth as if they were going to happen at the same time, and that is what the vast majority of Jews at the time of Christ believed (cf. Isa. 9:6-7; 11:1-9; 61:1-3; Mic. 5:2; Zech. 9:9-10; Mal. 3:1-3; 4:1-3).
 
Psalms Chapter 17
Psa 17:3
“You have visited me in the night.” In this context, God “visits” by blessings and support.
[For more on God “visiting,” see commentary on Exod. 20:5.]
 
Psalms Chapter 18
Psa 18:10
“He rode on a cherub and flew.” This is most likely a way of expressing that God rode on His cherubim-powered chariot-throne, as He did when He came to talk to Ezekiel in Ezekiel chapter 1. It is not likely that God rode piggyback style on a cherub.
[For more on God’s cherubim-powered chariot-throne, see commentary on Ezek. 1:26. For a more complete understanding of cherubim, see commentaries on Ezek. 1:5 and 1:10.]
Psa 18:12
“thick clouds passed by with hail and coals of fire.” The wrath of God is often portrayed in Scripture as a powerful storm (e.g., Ps. 18:12-14; 77:17-18; 83:15; Isa. 28:17; 30:30; Jer. 23:19; 30:23; Ezek. 13:11; see commentary on Ezek. 13:11).
Psa 18:31
“For who is God, except Yahweh?” The Bible has many verses that say there is only one God, “Yahweh.”
[For more on Yahweh being the only God, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son,” point 11, and the REV commentary on Deut. 6:4.]
Psa 18:36
“feet.” Literally “ankles.” But customarily the ankle was thought of as part of the foot.
Psa 18:42
“threw them out.” The Masoretic text reads “emptied them out” or “threw them out,” but there are other Hebrew manuscripts that read “stamped on them.”
 
Psalms Chapter 19
Psa 19:11
“In keeping them there is great reward.” The use of “reward” in the Old Testament usually refers to being rewarded or repaid in this life, but occasionally, such as here, it means that, but it also refers to the rewards one would receive in the next life. That people would be judged for the life they lived at a final judgment was well-known in Old Testament times (Eccl. 12:14), and people would be rewarded for the things they had done for God (see commentaries on 2 Cor. 5:10 and Eccl. 12:14).
 
Psalms Chapter 20
 
Psalms Chapter 21
Psa 21:8
“Your hand will find all of your enemies.” God’s hand (His authority and power) will “find” all His enemies, that is, “find” them in the sense of grabbing them and dealing with them. The use of “find” in the idiomatic sense of “find and take hold of” is why some versions say “seize” (cf. CSB, NIV, NLT).
 
Psalms Chapter 22
Psa 22:1
“My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” Jesus quoted Psalm 22:1 on the cross (Matt. 27:46; Mark 15:34).
This was a psalm of David, but much of it is only literally applicable to Jesus Christ. It was likely written, and is applicable to David, during the time he was running from Saul, and likely had been running and hiding for years and was a low point emotionally. The title it was known by, “The Doe of the Morning,” fit perfectly with David’s emotional state and fits even more perfectly with Christ. David perceives himself as a morning doe, beautiful and innocent, yet hunted and hounded by the hunter, Saul, who seeks his life. But Jesus was the true one who was beautiful and truly innocent who was hunted from his birth when Herod sent soldiers to kill him. The evil hunters finally got their way when the religious leaders lied about him and framed him, and even the Roman governor Pilate, who knew Jesus was innocent, thought of himself first, before the life of this innocent man, and agreed to have him crucified.
Since David wrote this psalm by revelation (2 Tim. 3:16), and since it is more literally applicable to Jesus than to David, it seems clear that God had this written to help prepare Jesus Christ for what he would have to endure to redeem humankind from sin and death.
Psa 22:3
“But you are holy.” This verse could almost seem strange to some, coming as it does after such deep cries of anguish. But the true believer recognizes that no matter what they are going through, God is holy and deserves praise. Even when we do not understand the “whats” and “whys” of life, the true believer does not blame God but cries out for help to Him.
Psa 22:5
“disappointed.” The Hebrew word relates to shame and could be translated as “ashamed” or “put to shame,” but in this context, that translation would give the wrong impression. “Disappointed” carries the meaning much better here.
Psa 22:6
“But I am a worm and not a man.” The humble heart is not vengeful or puffed up, but perceives itself as less than it really is and thoughtfully reflects on the circumstances and opinions of others. In this case, the circumstances of life are reflected by the psalmist, who sees himself as being thought of and treated like a worm and not a man.
The Hebrew word for “worm” also can mean scarlet or red (Exod. 25:4), and the particular worm in question was used in making red dye for clothing. The psalmist sees himself as being like a worm and not a man, but it also portrayed that before and at his crucifixion, Jesus Christ would be covered in blood, and that same imagery was likely behind the Red Heifer as well (Num. 19:2).
Psa 22:7
“They insult me with their lips.” This happened to Jesus (Matt. 27:39)
Psa 22:8
“He trusts in Yahweh, so let him deliver him.” The priests said this about Jesus (cf. Matt. 27:43).
Psa 22:9
“You made me trust even at my mother’s breasts.” The Hebrew can mean something like “you made me safe (secure) at my mother’s breasts,” but the normal meaning of the Hebrew is “trust,” and humans learn to trust early in life. Children develop a worldview very early in life, during their first couple of years. If they are loved and diligently cared for, fed when hungry, and held when scared or lonely, etc., they learn that the world is a safe, good place; if they are neglected as a baby they learn that the world is a hard unsafe place, and those deep inner feelings usually go with them throughout their life. That is a major reason that diligent mothering is so important.
Psa 22:11
“For there is no one to help.” In David’s case, no one could seem to change Saul’s mind and make David’s life safe. In Jesus’ case, the disciples had fled (Matt. 26:56).
Psa 22:12
“Many bulls have surrounded me.” Here the enemies of David and Jesus are described as bulls. The bull was a powerful and potentially dangerous animal and Bashan was an area in the Transjordan where the largest bulls in Israel were raised. The tribes of Reuben, Gad, and half of Manasseh did not want to cross the Jordan and go into the Promised Land after they had conquered the Transjordan because that area was so good for cattle and livestock (Num. 32:1-5). The enemies of David and Jesus are referred to as “bulls” (Ps. 22:12); “lions” (Ps. 22:13, 21); “dogs” (Ps. 22:16); “wild oxen” (Ps. 22:21), and these enemies are all around (Ps. 22:12, 16). They could be in a position to help, but they do not help, they just harass and stare (Ps. 22:17).
Psa 22:15
“And my tongue sticks to the roof of my mouth.” This certainly literally applied to Jesus. It is very likely that Jesus was so dehydrated that his tongue had swollen and he could not talk well. He had been arrested on Monday night and it was now Wednesday morning, and besides that, he would have bled a lot from the beatings and being whipped and being nailed to a cross. This was likely why when he said “Eli, Eli, lama sabachthani?” (Matt. 27:46), that the people mistook him for calling for Elijah instead of God (Matt. 27:47). It is also why he said, “I am thirsty” (John 19:28).
[For more on the events of Jesus’ last week, including his arrest on Monday night through his crucifixion Wednesday morning, see commentary on John 18:13.]
“you lay me in the dust of death.” The verb “lay” is in the imperfect in the Hebrew text, indicating that the action was then occurring. The Psalmist was not yet dead, which we can tell because he is still speaking. We know that Christ did die, and was in the process of dying while he was on the cross. In contrast, David did not die, but would have felt he was in the process of dying because of being hounded and pursued by Saul. The Psalm could be taken to imply that the psalmist died, but that is not explicitly stated (see NET text note).[footnoteRef:519] Thus, the Jews never got from Psalm 22 that the Messiah would die. [519:  Cf. Ross, A commentary on the Psalms, vol. 1, Kregel Exegetical Library.] 

Psa 22:16
“For dogs have surrounded me.” In the biblical world, dogs were scavengers that traveled in packs and could be dangerous. It was one reason travelers usually had a walking staff with them (cf. 1 Sam. 17:43). David considered his enemies as dogs. The phrase is actually more applicable to Jesus than David because the Jewish enemies of Jesus could be considered like a pack of fierce dogs, but more than that, the Jews considered Gentiles “dogs,” and indeed, Jesus was surrounded by Gentile enemies as well as Jewish enemies.
“They have pierced my hands and feet.” The specificity and succinctness of this biblical prophecy can be seen in that Roman-style crucifixion had not been invented at the time that David lived, which was almost 1,000 BC. The sentence must be taken as metaphorical of David, that his hands that he worked with and his feet that he walked with were not effective against Saul, but because the Bible is “God-breathed” (2 Tim. 3:16), it is also possible that even David himself wondered at what these words that came to him from God and were poured out in the psalm really meant. Of course, we now know that these God-given words were a prophecy of the Christ, and Jesus certainly knew that which was one reason he was certain his death would be by crucifixion (cf. John 8:28; 12:32-33. Also see commentary on Zech. 3:9).
The fact that Psalm 22:16 would point to the crucifixion of Christ was, and still continues to be, very disturbing to the Jews and other detractors who rejected the Lord and his death on the cross to pay for the sins of humankind. Thus it is no surprise that Psalm 22:16 would be miscopied and be a lightning rod for debate both on textual and historical grounds. At some point, as attested by early manuscripts including the Septuagint, the Hebrew verb (which can mean “pierced”) was changed to the noun “lion.” That point, and the exact wording of the original text, is still debated today, but the ancient evidence is clear enough, and so is the fact that Psalm 22 is not only explanatory of the life of David but predictive of the last days of Jesus Christ.
Allen Ross writes that the reading of the common Masoretic Hebrew text, “like a lion my hands and my feet” does not make any sense. Ross writes, “All the ancient versions, and the early Jewish sources as well, have a verb instead of ‘like a lion.’ Some of the Masoretic manuscripts also have verbs…So on the one side (‘like a lion’) we have the standard Masoretic reading in the Hebrew Bible, but on the other side (a verb) we have two manuscripts in the Masoretic Hebrew tradition that do not go with the reading of ‘like a lion’…and the ancient Greek, Arabic, Syriac, and Latin versions have verb forms. They read something like ‘they pierced, they dug, they bored through.’ The later Greek revisions have different verbs, but still verbs nonetheless. …All the external evidence, the manuscripts and the versions, supports the presence of a verb in the verse, probably with the meaning ‘they pierced.’ The text, then, was changed to avoid the reading in favor of ‘like a lion.’”[footnoteRef:520] [520:  Allen P. Ross, A Commentary on the Psalms, vol. 1, Kregel Exegetical Library.] 

Derek Kidner agrees with the translation “they have pierced,” and writes: “they have pierced, or, simply, ‘piercing,’ is the most likely translation of a problematic Hebrew word. The strong argument in favor is that the LXX [the Septuagint], compiled two centuries before the crucifixion, and therefore an unbiased witness, understood it so. All the major translations reject the Masoretic vowels (added to the written text in the Christian era) as yielding little sense here (see margin of RV, RSV, NEB), and the majority in fact agree with the LXX. The chief alternatives (e.g., ‘bound’ or ‘hacked off’) solve no linguistic difficulties which ‘pierced’ does not solve, but avoid the apparent prediction of the cross by exchanging a common Hebrew verb (dig, bore, pierce) for hypothetical ones, attested only in Akkadian, Syriac, and Arabic, not in biblical Hebrew.”[footnoteRef:521] [521:  Derek Kidner, Psalms 1-72 [TOTC], 125.] 

Franz Delitzsch, after a long and detailed examination of the verse, writes, “the fulfillment in the nailing of the hands and (at least, the binding fast) of the feet of the Crucified One to the cross is clear. This is not the only passage in which it is predicated that the future Christ shall be murderously pierced; but it is the same in Isaiah 53:5 where He is said to be pierced on account of our sins, and in Zech. 12:10….”[footnoteRef:522] [522:  Keil &amp; Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament: Psalms, 319.] 

Psa 22:17
“They look, they stare at me.” These enemies could be in a position to help, but they do not help, they just harass and stare. The word translated as “stare” can also mean “consider,” and so it is likely that the enemies are more than just “staring,” they are also gloating (cf. CJB, ESV, JPS, NAB, NET).
Psa 22:18
“They divide my garments among them. They cast lots for my clothing.” This happened to Jesus, and the Septuagint version of Psalm 22:18 is quoted in John 19:24 (cf. Matt. 27:35; Mark 15:24).
Psa 22:20
“my only life.” The Hebrew text reads, “Deliver my soul from the sword, my only one from the power of the dog.” Scholars correctly assert that “my only one” refers to the only life that David (and prophetically Jesus) had, so most English versions have “life” instead of “one” for clarity. However, the text makes a strong point. People only have one life, and if it is gone, the person comes to an end and is gone. That is why God must rescue people from the power of the grave. Jesus asked, “For what does it profit a person to gain the whole world and forfeit his life?” (Mark 8:36). Indeed, if a person dies, they have nothing at all.
Psa 22:21
“you have answered me.” The verb “answered” in the perfect tense shows the Psalmist’s confidence that God would answer and deliver him.
Psa 22:27
“bow down.” The word translated “bow down,” shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), is the same Hebrew word as “worship.”
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
Psa 22:29
“All those who go down to the dust.” When people die they return to dust and await the resurrection from the dead. Note that it is the people themselves, not just the flesh body, who “go down to the dust.” Although many people believe a person’s “soul” goes on living after they die, that is not what the Bible teaches. As this verse states, no one can keep himself, literally, “his soul” alive. The soul dies when the body dies.
[For more information on dead people being dead in every way, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.” For more information on the soul, see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
 
Psalms Chapter 23
 
Psalms Chapter 24
Psa 24:1
“and all it contains.” The Hebrew is very succinct, “and its fullness,” that is, “and everything that fills it,” or more clearly in English, “everything it contains” (cf. NASB, NET, NJB). The earth and everything in it ultimately belong to Yahweh. That we humans actually own anything is a hoax, a mirage. Ecclesiastes 5:15 and 1 Timothy 6:7 say that we did not bring anything into the world when we were born and we cannot take anything with us when we die. Everything we have on earth is borrowed from God. That is why wise believers obey God on earth and build rewards that will be given to them in the next life.
[For more on rewards in the future Kingdom of Christ on earth, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10, “good or evil.”]
 
Psalms Chapter 25
Psa 25:1
“lift up my soul.” An idiom for earnestly praying.
 
Psalms Chapter 26
Psa 26:2
“kidney.” The Word of God points to the fact that our kidneys, bowels, and belly (or womb) are part of our mental/emotional life, not “just physical organs.” Our “gut,” including our intestines, bowels, kidneys, and stomach contain as many nerve cells as our brain, and studies are now showing that our “gut” contributes significantly to our emotional life and health.
[For more on the heart referring to the thought life, see commentary on Prov. 15:21. For more on kidneys referring to the emotional life, see commentary on Rev. 2:23, “kidneys.”]
 
Psalms Chapter 27
 
Psalms Chapter 28
Psa 28:2
“when I lift up my hands toward your most holy place.” It was customary among the Jews to pray toward Jerusalem (see commentary on 1 Kings 8:30).
 
Psalms Chapter 29
Psa 29:2
“in holy attire.” The Hebrew word translated “attire” is hadarah (#01927 הֲדָרָה), which HALOT[footnoteRef:523] defines as “holy adornment,” while the Holladay[footnoteRef:524] has “attire.” The NET version has “holy attire,” and the NET text note reads, “That is, properly dressed for the occasion.” This is a reference to the public worship of God in attire that is befitting who He is. We are to worship God all the time, and this verse is certainly not saying that we should live day and night in clothes fit for public worship. However, when we engage in public worship, we should dress in a way that honors God. [523:  Koehler and Baumgartner, Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the Old Testament.]  [524:  Hollady, Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the Old Testament.] 

The phrase translated “holy attire” appears five times in the Hebrew Old Testament, and four of those times are very similar (1 Chron. 16:29; 2 Chron. 20:21; Ps. 29:2 and Ps. 96:9). The use in 2 Chronicles 20:21 seems to clearly set the meaning, so much so that the ESV, which went with a translation influenced by the Ugaritic language here in Psalm 29:2, used “holy attire” in 2 Chronicles. But there does not seem to be any good reason that the meaning of the Hebrew phrase would change in the four verses that are so similar. There seems to be no good reason that “holy attire” would not be the meaning of the phrase in the four similar verses if it was the meaning in 2 Chronicles 20:21.
It also fits with the scope of Scripture that the Bible would speak of being appropriately dressed when worshiping God. Appropriate dress is certainly mentioned in other places in the Bible, such as Ezekiel 44:18 and 1 Timothy 2:9. We must be careful, however, not to read our modern way of life back into this verse and expect people to have a set of special clothing for public worship. In biblical times it was common that a person would only have one cloak (see commentary on Exod. 22:27). In that case, appropriate dress would be making sure that the garment you were wearing was presentable in public; for example, that it was not covered in mud or had animal blood on it from an animal that you had just killed and dressed out. In that light, it is noteworthy that the garments of the holy people coming with Christ to the Battle of Armageddon are white and “clean” (Rev. 19:14).
Due to evidence from the Ugaritic language, some modern versions read something like worship Yahweh “in the splendor of holiness” (ESV). But although that translation has the possibility of being correct (or could be a meaning that is an undertone), it does not seem to catch the meaning of the verse as well as “holy attire.” For one thing, Yahweh always has splendor and holiness, and also, Psalm 29:1-2 says to “ascribe” to Yahweh glory, the glory due his name. One way we could ascribe to Yahweh the glory due Him would be that when we enter holy places we show our respect to Him by dressing appropriately. A number of translations support the translation “holy attire” (cf. BBE, NASB, NET, Rotherham, Moffatt Bible).
It is also worth noting that our modern culture promotes a “love me like I am” attitude, no matter what the “I am” is. Thus, in many “seeker-friendly” churches today, people come to church dressed in every sort of garb without any thought to the fact that we serve a holy God who we are supposed to please by our words and actions. While that may help people come to Christ, it should not be the norm for mature Christians. Yes, our worship benefits us, but the whole point is that we worship God because HE deserves it; so does He not also deserve that the way we appear before Him and appear in public worship is important? In the Old Testament, the person who approached God had to bring an offering; the fact that “they came at all,” a common modern sentiment, was not good enough. There is grace today, and people can come to public worship dressed any way they wish, but should they? The evidence of the text is “No.” There is a value to wearing “holy attire” even if that only means you thought about it and it is “clean.”
Psa 29:3
“Yahweh’s voice is on the waters.” The “waters” are the waters of chaos, and God has victory over them (see commentary on Isa. 51:9).
Psa 29:6
“Sirion.” This is another name for Mount Hermon.
 
Psalms Chapter 30
Psa 30:9
“blood.” In this context, “blood” is put by metonymy for death, the word “blood” usually referring to a violent death of some sort instead of dying from disease. A number of English versions make the shift and have “in my death” or a similar phrase rather than the literal “in my blood” (e.g., CJB, CSB, ESV, JPS, NJB, NLT, NRSV, RSV).
 
Psalms Chapter 31
Psa 31:6
“worthless idols.” The literal text is more like “worthless vanities” or “lying vanities,” but the word “vanities” in this context refers to idols. Douglas Stuart translates the phrase “empty nothings.”[footnoteRef:525] [525:  Douglas K. Stuart, Hosea-Jonah [WBC].] 

Psa 31:10
“because of my iniquity.” Like everyone, David had sin, and he may have felt that some of what he was suffering was due to that sin. However, it is possible that the Septuagint, the Syriac, and the Samaritan Pentateuch read “affliction,” which could have been the original reading.
Psa 31:18
“arrogantly.” The Hebrew has “arrogance,” a noun form.
 
Psalms Chapter 32
 
Psalms Chapter 33
 
Psalms Chapter 34
Psa 34:1
The superscript, or heading, for this Psalm is:
Of David;
when he altered his senses before Abimelech,
who drove him away, and he departed.
Concerning the mention of Abimelech, according to 1 Samuel 21:10-15, David pretended to be insane before the Philistine king, “Achish,” king of Gath, not Abimelech. The apparent contradiction can be cleared up by understanding that the name “Abimelech” means “My father is king,” and it was apparently a dynastic title for kings of that line. That explains why “Abimelech” dealt with Abraham (Gen. 20:2) and with Isaac (Gen. 26:1). The title was still being used in the area even during David’s time.
Psa 34:8
“the person.” The Hebrew word refers to a strong man, and is masculine singular. The NAB tries to get the nuance by its translation “stalwart man” (cf. Psa. 40:4; 94:12; 127:5).
Psa 34:12
“Who is the person who desires life….” Psalm 34:12-16 is roughly quoted in 1 Peter 3:10-12.
“Who is the person who desires life, loving many days to see good?” In this context, “life” refers to everlasting life. The person who desires everlasting life also is “loving” (wanting, desiring) many days to “see good,” i.e., experience good. The verse definitely implies that everlasting life will be a “good” life, but beyond that, “seeing good” may well imply having rewards that make that future life a true joy. When Christ returns, conquers the earth, and sets up his kingdom on earth, there will be different rewards passed out to people. People who have made a diligent effort to obey God will get great rewards, while people who have made no effort to be godly or obey God may end up with no rewards (cf. 1 Cor. 3:14-15. See commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10). The idea of rewards is more clearly present in Peter than it is here in the Psalms.
“loving many days.” The word “many” is implied by the plural “days.”
 
Psalms Chapter 35
Psa 35:8
“let his own net that he has hidden capture him.” It is a consistent theme throughout Scripture that evil people bring evil upon themselves (see commentary on Prov. 1:18). Here the afflicted and imperiled psalmist prays that what God so often said about the wicked being caught in their own wickedness will happen to his enemy.
 
Psalms Chapter 36
Psa 36:1
“There is no fear of God before his eyes.” This verse is quoted in Romans 3:18. Different English versions divide the beginning verses of Psalm 36 differently. In some versions, this sentence is in Psalm 36:1 (ASV, ESV, KJV), while in other versions it is in Psalm 36:2 (CJB, JPS, NAB).
 
Psalms Chapter 37
Psa 37:6
“your vindication.” The text is speaking about the justice or vindication that the godly person will receive.
Psa 37:7
“Do not be agitated because of the person who makes his road prosper,” The clear implication in the text is that the person who “makes his road prosper” does so by immoral and illegal ways—the person who is carrying out evil plans.
Psa 37:11
“But the humble will inherit the land.” Jesus Christ basically quoted this verse when he taught, “the meek will inherit the earth” (Matt. 5:5).
Psa 37:31
“law.” The Hebrew word is “Torah.” In this case, the “Torah” refers to the law and instructions given by God.
[For more on the meaning of “law,” Torah, see commentary on Prov. 1:8.]
 
Psalms Chapter 38
 
Psalms Chapter 39
Psa 39:2
“I was mute and quiet.” The Hebrew is more literally, “I was mute with silence,” but we would not speak that way, we would say “I was mute and silent.”
“I kept silent, even from good.” The majority of scholars think that this is the proper meaning of the text, but the text could also be understood as the NET does, that it was out of the goodness of the psalmist that he did not speak. “I held back the urge to speak” (NET).
“but my pain was stirred up.” The Psalmist’s pain grew worse even though he was silent.
Psa 39:5
“a few handbreadths.” The NET text comment is accurate: “The ‘handbreadth’ (equivalent to the width of four fingers) was one of the smallest measures used by ancient Israelites.” The psalmist is speaking about how short life is.
 
Psalms Chapter 40
Psa 40:6
“Sacrifice and offering you did not desire.” Sacrifices and offerings do not buy God’s acceptance. No one can be evil and unrepentant and then do an offering and be accepted. In fact, the offerings and even the prayers of the wicked are not accepted by God. Humility and obedience always come first and are what God is looking for.
[For more on God being more concerned with love and obedience than sacrifices, see commentary on Matt. 5:24. For more on God not speaking much about sacrifices when Israel came out of Egypt, see commentary on Jer. 7:22.]
 
Psalms Chapter 41
Psa 41:1
“considers the weak.” The Hebrew word translated “weak” can also be understood as meaning, “poor, helpless, wretched,” etc. Also, the word “considers” is used in the wider sense of considering and then acting, so some translations have “takes care of” the weak.
Psa 41:3
“you restore.” In this stanza, the psalmist suddenly changes from addressing God in the third person (“Yahweh will keep watch…He will bless…Yahweh will support”) to addressing God in the second person, “you restore….” This is unusual in English, but quite common in the poetic sections of the Bible. In this stanza the psalmist expresses his confidence in God, and that He will restore the sick. It is good to have that kind of confidence in God even though there are times when the sick are not healed in this life. But every saved person will be totally healed in the resurrection, so future healing is always assured.
Psa 41:9
“Even my close friend.” This “close friend” is not identified in the Psalm. A number of commentators think that this refers to David’s close friend Ahithophel, but that cannot be substantiated. The fact is that being betrayed by a close friend is such a common occurrence that it is more of a universal truth than a specific event, even though David may have had a specific friend in mind. David was betrayed by a close friend, and Psalm 41:9 not only applied to David, but to the Greater David, the Lord Jesus Christ, who quoted it at the Last Supper (John 13:18), and in that context, it referred to Judas Iscariot.
“has lifted up his heel against me.” The phrase “lifted up his heel” is an idiom for turning against someone and betraying them. Jesus referred to this psalm at the Last Supper in reference to Judas Iscariot (John 13:18).
 
Psalms Chapter 42
Psa 42:3
“the people.” The Hebrew is literally “they,” but it refers to the people around.
 
Psalms Chapter 43
 
Psalms Chapter 44
Psa 44:25
“For our soul is bowed down to the dust.” A state of humiliation, degradation, and poverty (cf. Isa. 52:2).
“Our body clings to the earth.” Defeat, frustration, and humiliation have often been expressed by idioms having to do with being on the ground. God told the Devil he would “crawl on his belly,” (Gen. 3:14), and true to the curse, the Devil has been defeated and humiliated ever since.
 
Psalms Chapter 45
Psa 45:2
“the most beautiful.” Although the Hebrew can refer to outward beauty, that is not the meaning here. In this case, “beauty” refers to the whole being in every way: his imposing figure and presence, and the beauty of his life. He is blessed by God and has grace on his lips.
Psa 45:5
“piercing the heart of the king’s enemies.” When the Messiah, Jesus Christ, comes back to earth and conquers it, he will kill the wicked people on earth as Psalm 45:5 says. That is one of the reasons that the next life will be so wonderful—no wicked people will be there.
[For more on the wicked being killed by Christ, see commentary on Isa. 11:4. For more on the death penalty, see commentary on Exod. 21:12. For more on evil people’s eventual annihilation in the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 3: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
Psa 45:6
“Your throne is God forever and ever.” This verse is quoted in Hebrews 1:8. Another similar and strong possibility for the translation is “Your throne is from God,” or “Your throne is a throne of God.”[footnoteRef:526] [526:  Frank Gaebelein, Expositor’s Bible Commentary, vol. 5.] 

“Your throne is God forever” means that God is the authority, the “throne” of the king, and the king reigns with the authority of God. This king, and by extension the Messiah, the true king of Israel, has been graced and blessed by God (Ps. 45:2). In that light, it is appropriate that this king recognizes that God is the source of his kingly authority, which is the point of Psalm 45:9. Psalm 45 is a royal wedding psalm for a Davidic king, perhaps even Solomon, and by extension, some of it applies to the Messiah. He is called “the king” and “Solomon” in this commentary entry for ease of understanding, but another Davidic king may be in mind (see commentary on Ps. 45:9, “the queen”).
The Hebrew text of Psalm 45:6 is open to a number of different interpretations and translations. Allen Ross writes: “…there are at least five plausible interpretations.”[footnoteRef:527] Given the possible translations, we may never be able to say, “This is the single correct interpretation,” but we can give evidence for what seems to be the most viable translation and interpretation. [527:  Allen P. Ross, A Commentary on the Psalms, vol. 2, Kregel Exegetical Library.] 

To understand Psalm 45:6, we must first learn some facts about it. For example, the speaker is the psalmist, not God. The psalmist speaks about God in the third person, for example, “God has blessed you forever” (Ps. 45:2), and “God has anointed you” (Ps. 45:7). Some people think God is the speaker, but the text argues against that. Also, the psalm is a “dual prophecy” psalm. The subject of the psalm is the king of Israel, both the Davidic king who reigns on David’s throne (likely Solomon), who marries and has children (see commentary on Ps. 45:9), and also the Messiah, the “greater David” who will eventually inherit the throne forever. Thus, some verses in the psalm more clearly point to the Messiah while others more clearly point to the Davidic king, such as the ones about him having a queen, being married, and having sons.
Scriptures that have dual fulfillments occur in a number of places in the Bible. For example, God’s promise to David about his throne applies most immediately to Solomon but also applies to the Messiah (2 Sam. 7:11-14). Isaiah gave a prophecy that was fulfilled in the time of Ahaz but also applied to the Messiah (Isa. 7:14). Hosea 11:1 applied both to Israel and Jesus.
Trinitarians generally claim that Psalm 45:6 (and Heb. 1:8 where it is quoted) is one of the stronger verses in the Bible showing that Jesus is God, but the evidence does not support their claim. However, since many English versions translate the verse in a way that supports Trinitarian doctrine, it is fitting to address that idea first. It is worth pointing out that Psalm 45 was God’s revelation to the Jews to inform them about their king, and the Jews read the Psalm for centuries and knew it was ultimately about their Messiah, but never concluded that the Messiah was “God in the flesh” or part of a Triune God. That the Jews knew that Psalm 45 ultimately referred to their Messiah is preserved in their writing. For example, the Targum (an Aramaic commentary on the Old Testament) interprets Psalm 45:2 as, “Thy beauty, O king Messiah, is greater than that of the sons of men.”[footnoteRef:528] So if God gave the revelation to His people to tell them the Messiah would be God, His effort was an epic failure, and that is good evidence that the psalm is not saying the Messiah was God in the flesh. [528:  Alfred Edersheim, The Life and Times of Jesus the Messiah, part 2, 718.] 

Most Trinitarians say that God is the speaker in Psalm 45:6, and the verse should be translated as, “Your throne, O God, is forever and ever.” In doing that they assert that God (assumed to be the Father) is addressing the Messiah and referring to him as “God” (assumed to be “God the Son”). But that interpretation does not fit the theology of the Old Testament or the Bible as a whole, and it does not fit the internal evidence in the psalm itself.
As we saw above, the speaker of the psalm is not God, but the psalmist. So this verse is not “God the Father” speaking to “God the Son.” Also, the Old Testament says in many places the Messiah would be a man, the servant of God (cf. the “servant songs” in Isaiah), and there are a number of statements in Psalm 45 that show that the king in the psalm is not God, but is a human being. For example, Psalm 45:2 says, “You are the most beautiful of the sons of men,” thus identifying him as a human by using the common idiom for a human, “son of man,” and then going on to say, “God has blessed you forever.” In saying that this “son of man” (human being) has been blessed by God, the psalm gives even more evidence that the king being referred to is not God. There is no evidence in Scripture for God being blessed by God, and there does not seem to be a reason or need for that, but humans do need to be blessed by God and are often so blessed in Scripture.
Furthermore, since Psalm 45 contains dual prophecies (as we saw above), and Psalm 45:6-7 apply both to Solomon and the Messiah, if the verse is calling the king “God,” then that would make both Solomon and the Messiah God, which is untenable, and there is no internal reason to apply Psalm 45:6 to the Messiah without verse 7 applying to the same king. That would be eisegesis, reading into the verse to make it fit one’s theology. If the psalm is calling the Messiah “God,” then the Davidic king is also God. Robert Alter translates Psalm 45:7 as “Your throne of God is forevermore,” and he writes in the commentary, “Some construe the Hebrew here to mean, ‘Your throne, O God,” but it would be anomalous to have an address to God in the middle of the poem because the entire psalm is directed the king or to his bride.”[footnoteRef:529] [529:  Robert Alter, The Hebrew Bible: A Translation with Commentary.] 

More evidence that the psalm is speaking of a human king is in Psalm 45:7, which says, “You have loved righteousness and hated wickedness. Therefore God, your God, has anointed you with the oil of exultation above your peers.” That the text calls God, “your God,” i.e., the king’s God, shows that the king is inferior to God. “God” does not have a God.
Furthermore, the king’s God “anointed” him, setting him above his “peers.” This is evidence against a Trinitarian interpretation of the verse for a number of reasons. One is that “God” does not have any peers to be set above, whereas the human king of Israel, including the Messiah, does have peers. The Messiah, Jesus Christ, did have peers because he was completely human and not a God-man as Trinitarian theology asserts. Also, Psalm 45:7 says this king loved righteousness and hated wickedness, and “therefore” God anointed him. This makes perfect sense if the king is human, but if this king is “God,” was he really anointed because he loved righteousness? It makes no sense that “God” needed to be anointed at all (and if the Second Person of the Trinity needed to be anointed, would not all three Persons need to be anointed?) and neither does it make sense that God was anointed because he “loved righteousness.” Since by definition God is righteous and loves righteousness, it makes no sense to say God was anointed because He loved righteousness. In summary, Psalm 45 is not God speaking to God. It is the psalmist speaking, and the subject is a human king.
Although Biblical Unitarians do not accept the Trinitarian translation or explanation of Psalm 45, many Biblical Unitarians accept a translation of Psalm 45:6 that is very similar to the common Trinitarian translation. However, they recognize that “Elohim” (“God” or “god”) can refer to a human being, and in this case, they apply it to a human king and human Messiah. A common Biblical Unitarian translation is: “Your throne, O god, is forever and ever.”
Biblical Unitarians acknowledge that the speaker is not God, but many assert that in the psalm the Messiah is being addressed as “god.” While the translation, “Your throne, O god, is forever and ever” is certainly grammatically viable, nevertheless, there is evidence that it is not the way the author meant the text to be understood. It is, however, legitimate to refer to the Messiah as a “god” when it is understood that other human representatives of God are also called “god” in the Bible. A strong argument against the translation “Your throne, O god, is forever and ever,” is the fact that although divine beings and even human representatives were sometimes referred to as gods, at no time in the Old Testament (and arguably the NT as well, see commentary on John 20:28) is any given being actually directly addressed as “god.” In that sense, then, Psalm 45:6 would be unique and seemingly unlikely.
The English language makes a clear distinction between “God” and “god” by the use of uppercase and lowercase letters (using the capital “G” and the small “g”). However, Hebrew and Aramaic cannot make the distinction between “God” and “god” because they only have capital letters, no lowercase letters. Thus, in Hebrew and Aramaic, every word is spelled in all capital letters, for example, “GOD.” Furthermore, although the Greek language has both uppercase and lowercase letters, the early Greek manuscripts were all written in uppercase letters, so all the ancient Greek manuscripts read “GOD” just as the Hebrew and Aramaic manuscripts did.
Also, the biblical languages, including Hebrew, Aramaic, Greek, and Latin, used the word “GOD” with a much broader meaning than we do today. In the ancient world, “GOD” was a descriptive title applied to a range of authorities, including God, angels, demons, pagan gods, great people, rulers, and people acting with God’s authority—all of those were referred to as “GOD.” For example, Jesus pointed out that people to whom the Word of God came were called “gods” (John 10:34-35, cf. 2 Cor. 4:4; Acts 12:22).
The flexible use of “GOD” in the ancient texts meant that every time GOD appeared in the text, the reader had to read the context very carefully to determine what it meant. Biblical Unitarians understand that the king being addressed in Psalm 45 is a human king for the reasons cited above, and so many of them opt for the translation, “Your throne, O god.”
There is, however, good evidence that the correct translation of Psalm 45:6 is represented by versions such as the REV: “God is your throne forever and ever.” As Allen Ross points out in his commentary,[footnoteRef:530] this is an acceptable translation of the Hebrew, and there are some solid reasons to believe that it is the interpretation that was in the mind of the author. [530:  Ross, A Commentary on the Psalms, Kregel Exegetical Library.] 

There is a very good reason for believing that the correct translation of Psalm 45:6 is “God is your throne,” or some other translation (some are given below) that takes “God” as referring to the Most High God and not a human “god.” If Psalm 45:6 is translated, “Your throne, O god…,” then Psalm 45:6 would be the only verse in the whole Bible in which a human being is directly and personally addressed as “god.” There are times when humans are referred to as God, as Jesus said (John 10:33-34), but nowhere else in the Bible is a human being personally addressed as “god,” and then asked or told something. Added to that evidence is the fact that “Elohim” occurs four times in the psalm (Ps. 45:2, 6, and 45:7 (twice)), and three of them clearly refer to God, so it fits the psalm that the fourth use does too. Another reason for thinking that Psalm 45 would not be calling the king “god,” is that in pagan cultures the kings were often thought of as a god, a manifestation of god, or in some way divine. But the Bible made it clear that the kings of Israel were human and were not to be seen as somehow divine but were subject to the laws of God as everyone else was (cf. Deut. 17:14-20). That is not to say that human leaders were not referred to as “Elohim,” because they were, but there is no biblical evidence they were ever directly addressed that way.
The main argument against the translation “Your throne is God,” is that the phrase does not make sense to some people. But we must understand that the verse is not using “throne” as a seat, a chair, but as it is often used in the Bible, as a source of authority. In fact, if “throne” is understood to be a chair then the verse does not make sense: the “throne” is the source of authority. In essence, the verse is saying, “your source of authority is God.”
The word “throne” is often used to mean the authority of the throne and not the physical throne itself. For example, God told David via the prophet Nathan: “Your throne will be established forever” (2 Sam. 7:16) and concerning David’s son, starting with Solomon, “I [God] will establish the throne of his kingdom forever” (2 Sam. 7:13). In that kind of communication, the “throne” does not mean the physical seat, but the authority to rule. The wording is important. We might think the prophet Nathan should have said, “I [God] will establish David’s kingdom,” but the text is, “I will establish the throne of his kingdom,” with the throne standing for the kingly authority. Even when David was fleeing from Absalom and had left Jerusalem and his physical throne behind, his “throne,” his authority as king, was still intact.
When David chose Solomon to be king, one of David’s top men, Benaiah said to David, “…may he [Yahweh] be with Solomon and make his throne greater than the throne of my lord king David” (1 Kings 1:37). In speaking of Solomon’s “throne” being greater than David’s, Benaiah was saying that Solomon would have more authority and dominion than David did, which came to pass. When the text says that “Solomon sat on the throne of Yahweh as king” (1 Chron. 29:23; cf. 2 Chron. 9:8), it is not talking about Solomon sitting on a physical seat, but was an idiomatic way of saying that Yahweh was the true authority in the kingdom, and Solomon was exercising authority as God’s representative. Pharaoh also used the word “throne” to represent his kingly authority. When he elevated Joseph to second in command in the kingdom, he said to Joseph, “according to your word will all my people be ruled; only in the throne will I be greater than you,” meaning, “only in my authority as king will I be greater than you.”
The use of “throne” referring to the authority that the throne represents also occurs in the New Testament. When the angel Gabriel appeared to Mary, he told her she would give birth to the Messiah and he said, “the Lord God will give to him the throne of his father David” (Luke 1:32). In saying that Mary’s son would have the “throne” of David, he meant the authority that the throne represented. That authority went all the way back to God’s promise to David that his “throne” would endure forever, which is why Gabriel then said, “...he will reign over the house of Jacob forever, and of his kingdom there will be no end” (Luke 1:33). Also, in Colossians 1:16, the word “thrones” is not literally used, but is used of spiritual beings who had some amount of kingly authority. So given the way “throne” is used in the Bible, it is easy to see that “God is your throne” is a way of saying “God is your kingly authority” or even, “God is the source of your authority as king.”
A number of translators were uncomfortable with a vocative translation, “Your throne, O god...,” and handle the text in ways that do not involve a vocative. Thus, the CEB reads, “Your divine throne is eternal” (cf. RSV, TNK). The JPS translation reads, “Thy throne given of God is for ever.” The NJB reads, “Your throne is from God.” The NEB reads, “Your throne is like God’s throne.” The text note in the NRSV reads, “Your throne is a throne of God.” Robert Alter’s translation is, “Your throne of God is forevermore,”[footnoteRef:531] and Peter Craigie’s translation is, “The eternal and everlasting God has enthroned you.”[footnoteRef:532] [531:  R. Alter, The Hebrew Bible: A Translation with Commentary.]  [532:  Peter Craigie, Psalms 1-50 [WBC].] 

Although some of the translations above expand the Hebrew phrase for ease of English reading, the simple Hebrew text, which has two nouns in construct with an implied “is” between them, is a fairly common Hebrew construction. For example, Psalm 73:26 has ,וְחֶלְקִ֗י אֱלֹהִ֥ים which is quite literally, “my portion Elohim,” which we put in English as “my portion is Elohim.” In Psalm 45:6, the text reads, כִּסְאֲךָ֣ אֱ֭לֹהִים, literally, “your throne God,” which is brought into English as “your throne is God,” which makes perfect sense when we realize that the “throne” is a reference to kingly authority. The Bible calls God a number of different things to import specific information about Him into the text, such as calling God “my high ridge…fortress…rock…shield…horn of salvation” and “high tower” (Ps. 18:2). So in the context of all the things that represent God such as “rock” and “high tower,” speaking to the king and referring to God as “your throne” (your source of kingly authority) is very understandable.
Psalm 45 calls the king “beautiful,” “blessed,” and “mighty one,” and speaks of his splendor and majesty and of him being a mighty warrior, so it is appropriate that this mighty king would be reminded that “God,” his God, the Most High God, was the power behind his throne. Thus, the psalmist, speaking to the king and ultimately to the Messiah, says, “Your throne [your kingly authority] is Elohim forever and ever.”
[For more information on the flexible use of the words translated “God,” such as Elohim and Theos, see commentary on John 20:28. For more information on Jesus not being God, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.”]
Psa 45:7
“Therefore God, your God, has anointed you.” In English Bibles, an “anointed one” is a translation of the Hebrew word mashiyach (#04899 מָשִׁיחַ), which gets transliterated into English as “Messiah,” and also mashiyach gets translated into Greek as christos (#5547 Χριστός) which comes into English as “Christ.” The term “anointed one” is used of many different people, and so throughout the Bible, many people were “anointed ones” (thus messiahs or christs). For example, Leviticus 4:5 mentions the priest that is “anointed,” which is mashiyach (Messiah) in the Hebrew text and christos (christ) in the Septuagint. So the priest was a “messiah” or “christ” (cf. Lev. 4:16; 6:22). In 1 Samuel 2:10, the king is called a messiah or christ (1 Sam. 12:3, 5). In 1 Samuel 16:6, when Samuel saw Jesse’s son Eliab, he thought he was the messiah, the christ (not “the Messiah,” the savior, but the messiah the next king). In 1 Samuel 24:6 (and other verses as well), David refers to King Saul as God’s messiah or christ (God’s anointed one). In 2 Samuel 19:21, Abishai called David the messiah, or christ. The Bible even says the pagan Persian king Cyrus is a messiah, a christ, because he did God’s work (Isa. 45:1).
No one thought that these different messiahs were THE Messiah or Christ that God promised who would bring salvation to the world. The people who lived in the biblical culture and spoke the biblical languages understood that God anointed many different people for many different tasks. That is why when the angels appeared to the shepherds at Jesus’ birth, they made themselves clear by saying this baby was the “Savior,” “Christ” and “Lord,” not just a “christ.”
The average Christian does not know that priests, kings, and people commissioned to do God’s work were called “Messiah” or “Christ” because when mashiyach (messiah) appears in the Hebrew text (and christos in the Septuagint) in reference to kings and priests, those words are not transliterated as “messiah” or “christ,” but are instead typically translated as “anointed” or “anointed one.” For example, David, speaking of himself, prayed to God, “do not turn away the face of your anointed” (2 Chron. 6:42; cf. 2 Sam. 22:51; 23:1). The word “anointed” is mashiyach, “messiah,” and David used it of himself. That mashiyach gets translated as “anointed” and not transliterated as “messiah” means that the average Christian never sees that there are many messiahs, or christs, in the Bible. However, once we know that there were many “messiahs” in the Bible, we are in a better position to understand why Psalm 45:7 could say the king was anointed by God without making him “the” Messiah, Jesus Christ.
Psa 45:9
“daughters of kings.” The Davidic king had many women in his court. Traditional Christianity sees this as referring to Christian women being with Christ, but that is only assumed because the Psalm is traditionally believed to be only about Jesus, who did not have women and was not married.
“the queen.” The Davidic king would have a queen, and the couple will have sons (Ps. 45:16). Tradition says the queen is the Church, but the ancients would not have read the psalm that way, and the Church is nowhere else referred to as a queen. But when the meaning of the psalm is misapplied and is said to only be about Christ, then interpretations are invented to make what the psalm says fit theology. If the queen is the Church, then there are serious problems with Psalm 45:10, which directs her to forget her “own people” (which would be fellow Christians) and her “father’s house” (which would be the house of God).
The chronology of the psalm can be confusing at first but is understandable. Here in Psalm 45:9 the royal couple are already married, and then Psalm 45:10-14 gives details of some of what happened before the marriage. This kind of “conclusion, then details” happens all the time in life. For example, if there is a car wreck the driver of a car might say, “I was in a wreck but nobody was hurt. I was driving down the road when…,” and thus the driver starts with the finished event and then fills in details of how things happened.
The queen is said to be a woman of foreign descent, possibly from Tyre (Ps. 45:12) who was told to forget her own people and father’s house (Ps. 45:10), and she and her husband have an ivory house (Ps. 45:8). Those facts have led some commentators to suggest that this psalm is referring to the marriage of the Phoenician princess Jezebel to King Ahab, who had an ivory palace (1 Kings 22:39). But that is untenable since Ahab does not fit the characteristics of a godly king that are so prominent in the psalm. Solomon, who also married foreign women and lived in luxury, is a much more likely candidate.
Psa 45:11
“bow down.” The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body to the earth.
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
Psa 45:13
“within her chambers.” The Hebrew text just says “within,” which is unclear to the modern reader but perfectly understood by the ancients. In biblical society, a woman’s world and sphere of authority was “within” the house and within her female quarters. Although in many circumstances women did come out and interact with family, usually not with men outside the family circle. Notice that when Yahweh visited Abraham, Sarah listened from inside the tent (Gen. 18:9). Although there were women who did interact with men outside the family unit, that was not the norm, and was usually, like in the case of Ruth, done of necessity.
 
Psalms Chapter 46
 
Psalms Chapter 47
Psa 47:5
“shofar.” The ram’s horn trumpet, not the metal trumpet.
 
Psalms Chapter 48
Psa 48:1
“His holy mountain.” This phrase at the end of Psalm 48:1 fits best as the start of Psalm 48:2. The sentence would then read, “His holy mountain, beautiful in elevation, is the joy of the whole earth.” There are several English versions that divide Psalm 48:1 in a way that directly connects Psalm 48:1 with Psalm 48:2 (e.g., CEB, CSB, ESV, JPS, NAB, NJB, NRSV, RSV).
God has a holy mountain in heaven (Ezek. 28:14) and several mountains on earth that are known to be holy to Him. Mount Zaphon, mentioned in Psalm 48:2 seems to be one, Mount Zion is another (Ps. 48:1-2; Dan. 9:16, 20) and Mount Sinai is another (Exod. 3:1; 18:5; 24:13).
Psa 48:2
“is the joy of the whole earth.” Mount Zion is the joy of the whole earth because that is where God’s Temple is and where God dwells. God could have chosen any place on earth to put His Temple, but He had it built on Mount Zion.
“the heights of Mount Zaphon.” The modern name of Mount Zaphon is Jebel Aqra. “Mount Zaphon” is an imposing mountain located near the mouth of the Orantes River on the Mediterranean Sea. Mount Zaphon is over 5, 600 feet tall, and has a long history of being a sacred mountain, It was widely believed that the gods, including and especially the storm god Baal, ruled from Mount Zaphon. This adds support to “El Shaddai” meaning “God, the One of the Mountain” (see the commentary on Gen. 17:1). Calling Mount Zion “Zaphon” would give credence to the spiritual world being ruled by “the One on the Mountain,” i.e., Yahweh.
Here in Psalm 48:2, Mount Zion is equated with Mount Zaphon, which is a comparison and even likely an antonomasia (“name change”). The figure of speech antonomasia is generally used when the attributes of one person or place are assigned to a different person or place by changing the name of that different person or place. Thus, for example, when Judah was sinning, especially sexual sin, God called it “Sodom” (e.g., Isa. 1:10). By calling Judah “Sodom,” God implied that Judah was behaving just like the people of Sodom had behaved. Because many people believed gods ruled from Mount Zaphon, here in Psalm 48:2, God refers to Mount Zion as Mount “Zaphon,” thus implying that Mount Zion is the real mountain from which God, and the spirits allied with Him, rule the world. God could have chosen to put his house, His temple, anywhere on earth, or even not on earth at all, but He chose Mount Zion.
Almost all English versions translate the Hebrew word zaphon as “north.” However, some translate it as “Zaphon,” the actual name of the mountain (e.g., Berean Bible, CSB, JPS, NAB, NET, NIV, Dead Sea Scrolls Bible), and given the religion of the ancient Near East, “Zaphon” is often the better translation and clearly seems to be the better translation here in Psalm 48:2.
Because Mount Zaphon was so far north of Israel, zaphon came to be used in Hebrew as a word for “north.” Richard Clifford writes: “Since the mountain Zaphon was north of Palestine, the direction ‘north’ was derived from the name of the mountain, [just] as the direction ‘west’ was derived from [the Hebrew word] yam, ‘sea,’ and ‘south,’ from negeb, ‘dry land.’”[footnoteRef:533] Today, when reading the Bible the reader must decide whether the text is referring to Mount Zaphon or using zaphon as a word for “north.” [533:  Richard J. Clifford, The Cosmic Mountain in Canaan and in the Old Testament, 57-58.] 

[For more on Mount Zaphon, Baal ruling on Mount Zaphon, and the name El Shaddai, see commentary on Isa. 14:13 and Gen. 17:1.]
Psa 48:3
“in her citadels.” The “her” refers to the city (Ps. 48:1). Cities were often spoken of as being feminine.
Psa 48:9
“in the midst of your Temple.” In this context, the “Temple” is the entire Temple complex. Only the priests were allowed in the inner Temple, however, there were outer courts where people could gather.
 
Psalms Chapter 49
Psa 49:5
“of those who deceive me.” The Masoretic Hebrew text reads, “of my heels,” which can be understood in a few different ways. The word “heel” can be understood as “supplanter” (as with “Jacob,” the supplanter, the “heel grabber”).[footnoteRef:534] Or it can refer to those “at the heels,” those seeking to trip the psalmist up in various ways. Or the Hebrew might have not been copied correctly and a slight emendation would yield readings such as “those who deceive me.” Most critical commentaries on Psalms cover the options in some detail. [534:  Cf. Keil and Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament: Psalms, 110-11.] 

Psa 49:7
“nor give God a ransom for him.” The scholars debate whether this second stanza is saying the same thing as the first (cf. CJB, CSB, NIV) or whether the second “him” should be “himself” (cf. NAB, NJB, NRSV, Rotherham). Even if the second stanza refers to the same person as the first stanza, it is still true that a person cannot pay to ransom himself from death. There has to be a redeemer who can pay, and that redeemer is Jesus Christ.
Psa 49:8
“life.” The Hebrew word is nephesh (#05315 נֶפֶשׁ), often translated “soul,” and here it refers to human life. The redemption payment for a human life is costly. So costly in fact that no sinful human can pay it, it had to be paid for by the innocent blood of Jesus Christ, God’s only begotten Son, the second Adam.
[For more on the meaning of “nephesh,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
Psa 49:9
“see the pit.” That is, experience death and being dead, lifeless, “in Sheol.” This is an example of the word “see” meaning “experience.”
[For more on the dead being dead see Appendix 3: “The Dead Are Dead.”]
Psa 49:12
“riches.” The Hebrew word is more literally “honor,” but in this context, the “honor” comes from being wealthy and powerful. Nevertheless, as Psalm 49:12 says, there is no amount of money and no amount of power and authority that will keep a person from dying, and after death comes God’s judgment (Heb. 9:27; Eccl. 12:14; 2 Cor. 5:10).
Psa 49:14
“Death will be their shepherd.” This sentence is not speaking of physical death in this life because every person, no matter how godly or ungodly, will die in this life (Heb. 9:27), with the exception of Christians who are alive when the Rapture occurs (1 Cor. 15:51; 1 Thess. 4:15-17). “Death,” everlasting annihilation in the Lake of Fire, is the destiny of those people who reject God (Rev. 20:11-15).
“The upright will have dominion over them in the morning.” This is a reference to the fact that when this “present evil age” (Gal. 1:4) is over, the wicked will no longer rule the godly, but the godly will have their day of vengeance and dominion. The ungodly will be resurrected and judged, and then will be condemned to the Lake of Fire and everlasting death. Thus, as the Psalm says, the ungodly are appointed for Sheol, the state of being dead, because that is their eternal destiny.
[For information on the dead being dead until the resurrection, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.” For more on “Sheol” referring to the state of being dead, see commentary on Rev. 20:13. For more on the resurrections, see commentary on Acts 24:15. For more on the soul not being immortal but dying when the person dies, see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
Psa 49:15
“the power of Sheol.” The Hebrew is idiomatic, literally, “the hand of Sheol,” where the “hand” of Sheol stands for the power of Sheol.
“soul.” The Hebrew word “soul” is nephesh (#05315 נֶפֶשׁ), and here it refers either to the human life or to the person himself. The verse can legitimately be translated either as “redeem me from the power of Sheol” (CJB, ISV, NIV), or “redeem my life from the power of Sheol” (HCSB, NAB, NET). In the mind of the Psalmist, “redeem my nephesh from the power of Sheol” referred to the living person being redeemed from the power of Sheol, so both “me” and “my life” referred to the same basic thing. This is a very good verse that shows that when a person dies, his life force, his “soul,” does not “go to heaven or to hell,” but is in Sheol. Sheol is the state of being dead. When a person dies, he is “in Sheol” and is dead in every way: body, soul, and spirit, and is awaiting the resurrection from the dead.
[For more on the dead being dead and not alive in any way or form, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.” For more on the meaning of “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’” For information about the translations “Hell” and “Hades,” see commentary on Rev. 20:13. For information on people being annihilated in the Lake of Fire and not burning forever, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.” For more on what happens to “spirit” when a person dies, see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
Psa 49:20
“is like the animals that perish.” The Bible teaches that when a person dies they are dead in every way and are in “Sheol” (the state of being dead) until they are raised from the dead by Jesus Christ at the Rapture or one of the resurrections. When people die they do not go to heaven or “hell” as is commonly taught, but are dead in the ground and will be there until they are raised by the Lord. Furthermore, unsaved people, when they are raised from the dead on the Day of Judgment, are not thrown into “hell” where they burn forever, but are thrown into the Lake of Fire (Rev. 20:11-15) where they burn up and are annihilated. Thus the unsaved are like animals that perish, they don’t live forever at all, even in a bad place, they “perish” (cf. John 3:16; Rom. 6:23).
[For more on death being the total absence of life, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.” For more on people not burning forever but being annihilated, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
 
Psalms Chapter 50
Psa 50:14
“Sacrifice to God thanksgiving.” This powerful word picture expresses that God has no need of animal sacrifices, but wants to have love and thanksgiving from His people. God made it clear in Psalm 50 that He does not need bulls or goats (Ps. 50:8, 9, 10, 13). In fact, God owns the cattle on 1,000 hills (Ps. 50:10). What God desires is thanksgiving. If we want to “sacrifice” something to God, let us sacrifice thanksgiving. When animal sacrifices were burned on the altar, the smoke went up to God as a sweet-smelling aroma, and so too, when we offer the sacrifice of thanksgiving, it goes up to God as a sweet smell that is very precious to Him.
The idea of sacrificing “thanksgiving” to God is an unusual one, and so some English versions avoid it, saying things like, “Offer to God a sacrifice of thanksgiving” (ESV), but that waters down the powerful word picture in the verse. There are a number of English versions that communicate the meaning of the verse very accurately, and some very clearly, for example, “Offer thanksgiving as your sacrifice to God” (CJB), or, “Let thanksgiving be your sacrifice to God” (NJB).
Psalm 50:14 is timeless. There is no time when thanksgiving to God is not an appropriate sacrifice to give Him. And just as animal sacrifices cost people time and money, being thankful can cost us time and energy. When life gets difficult and it seems like there is little to be thankful for, taking the time and energy to get quiet and reflect on the goodness of God, and then give genuine thanks to God—and there are always things to be thankful for—is a very appropriate sacrifice to make. God has purchased everlasting life for us at the cost of His only Son, so He certainly deserves our thankfulness. God tells us, “The one who sacrifices thanksgiving honors me” (Ps. 50:23).
 
Psalms Chapter 51
Psa 51:4
“justified.” The Hebrew word can also be translated as “righteous.”
“so that you may be justified when you speak and pure when you judge.” Psalm 51:4 is quoted in Romans 3:4, but Romans quotes the Septuagint, not the Masoretic Hebrew text.
Psa 51:13
“your ways.” The word translated as “ways” could also be translated as “roads,” God lays before us His roads that we should walk down, but sadly most people ignore God’s roads, His ways, and walk their own path, a path or “road” that leads to death (cf. Prov. 7:27; 12:28; 16:25; Jer. 21:8).
Psa 51:16
“do not delight in sacrifice.” David understood the heart of God. Sacrifices and offerings do not buy God’s acceptance. In fact, when God initiated the Old Covenant with Israel, He barely mentioned sacrifices at all. Sacrifices and offerings that are acceptable to God are actually given “after the fact,” that is, after the person has humbled himself and repented. Sacrifices and offerings were never designed to make a person with an evil heart acceptable in the sight of God. An evil and arrogant person who has no real intention of obeying God cannot simply do a sacrifice, make an offering, or pray to God, and then be accepted by God. God is much more interested in obedience and a humble heart than in a person’s making sacrifices (1 Sam. 15:22; Ps. 40:6-8; 51:16-17; Jer. 7:22-23; Hos. 6:6 [quoted in Matt. 9:13 and 12:7]; Mic. 6:6-8).
The Bible says that when a person is evil and unrepentant, the sacrifices and offerings he makes, including prayers, are simply rejected by God. God’s favor is not for sale (cf. Prov. 15:8; 21:27; 28:9; Isa. 1:11-15; 58:1-8; Jer. 6:20; 14:10-12; Hos. 5:5-6; Amos 5:21-23; Mal. 1:10; 2:13-14; James 4:6. Verses that specifically mention prayer include: Job 35:12-13; Prov. 15:29; Isa. 59:1-2; Ezek. 8:17-18; Mic. 3:4; Zech. 7:12-13; James 4:3).
Sadly, often in religion, the true heart of God is ignored. People who sin are told to do certain things like pray or make donations but are not told that without being combined with true repentance, the act is of little or no value. David made it clear that God did not “delight” or “take pleasure in” dead animals, but that He was very pleased with a humble and repentant heart.
[For more on God being more concerned with love and obedience than sacrifices, see commentary on Matt. 5:24. For more on God not speaking much about sacrifices when Israel came out of Egypt, see commentary on Jer. 7:22.]
Psa 51:17
“My sacrifice, O God, is a broken spirit.” When a person sins, that sin or those sins are forgiven when the person repents and begins to live righteously. God says that many times in the Bible (cf. Jer. 18:7-10; 36:3; Ezek. 3:17-21; 18:21-24; 33:12-16).
 
Psalms Chapter 52
 
Psalms Chapter 53
 
Psalms Chapter 54
 
Psalms Chapter 55
 
Psalms Chapter 56
Psa 56:4
“flesh.” This refers to people, who are flesh, as we can see from when it is quoted in Hebrews 13:6. Jesus taught us not to fear what people can do to us, even if they kill us, because God will raise His believers from the dead. In contrast, Jesus said to fear God, who really could kill us forever (Matt. 10:28). Believers need to take this verse to heart because the Devil has used fear of death to keep people in bondage (Heb. 2:15).
Psa 56:8
“You put my tears into your bottle.” “Tear bottles” have been found in some ancient tombs. The tear bottles are usually made of glass or clay and have a flat bottom and a long narrow neck to reduce evaporation. Although the rituals and beliefs about tear bottles are not clearly known, one thing that seems to be clear is that often the tears of mourners were collected and put into a tear bottle as a testimony about how much the deceased meant to people. Bishop K. C. Pillai said, “Eastern people keep tear bottles in their home. Any time the person weeps or cries or something to do with God or the spiritual vein, then they put the tears in this bottle, and preserve them. They believe that every tear that is shed for the glory of God will give them a reward.”[footnoteRef:535][footnoteRef:536] [535:  Bishop K. C. Pillai, Old and New Testament Orientalisms, 135.]  [536:  Cf. James Freeman, Manners and Customs of the Bible, 224.] 

“Are they not in your scroll?” The “scroll” (or “book”) being spoken of here is the scroll that God’s angel scribes write that is a record of what each person does in life so that on Judgment Day each person can be righteously judged. These scrolls of what people do in life are also mentioned in Malachi 3:16 (see commentary on Mal. 3:16).
 
Psalms Chapter 57
Psa 57:6
“they fall into its middle themselves.” It is a consistent theme throughout Scripture that evil people bring evil upon themselves (see commentary on Prov. 1:18). People may set a trap for someone, but eventually they themselves will be trapped.
 
Psalms Chapter 58
Psa 58:1
“O gods.” The Hebrew of this verse is very difficult and has been considered miscopied, and different attempts have been made to restore it, thus the widely differing translations. Here, the “gods” are the men who rule, supposedly with God’s approval and authority, but they are in fact, the “sons of men,” i.e., mere men.
Psa 58:6
“Break out the young lion’s fangs.” In this context, the “young lion” refers to wicked people, especially wicked leaders and officials—people with power in society. Those people are often referred to as powerful animals like lions by the figure of speech hypocatastasis (a comparison by implication, see commentary on Rev. 20:2).
 
Psalms Chapter 59
Psa 59:5
“punish the nations.” The text could perhaps more literally be translated, “visit” the nations, with this being the use of God “visiting” to bring justice and vengeance. However, the translation “visit” in this verse could easily be misunderstood by many English speakers.
[For more on God “visiting,” see commentary on Exod. 20:5.]
 
Psalms Chapter 60
Psa 60:9
“Who will lead me.” Although the Masoretic Hebrew text has “who has led me,” many Hebrew scholars propose a future reading of the text to agree with the first part of the verse and also be more historically accurate.
 
Psalms Chapter 61
Psa 61:7
“Appoint your covenant faithfulness.” God’s covenant faithfulness in this context is an expression and fulfillment of what God promised to David about his inheritance and the coming of the Messiah that would thus continue his throne forever. As this happened, “grace and truth” came through Jesus Christ.
 
Psalms Chapter 62
Psa 62:9
“In the balances they will go up.” People often think of themselves as being very weighty, very important, but from God’s perspective, people are lightweights. We need to trust and obey God because it is He who will repay people in accordance with what they have done (Ps. 62:12). Job thought he would be found innocent if he were weighed in a balance (Job 31:6).
[For more on the allusion to being in a balance, see commentary on Prov. 11:1.]
Psa 62:12
“for you will repay a person according to his work.” The teaching that on Judgment Day people will get what they deserve, good or bad, based on what they have done in their life is taught many times in Scripture (e.g., Job. 34:11; Ps. 62:12; Prov. 24:12; Jer. 17:10; 32:19; Ezek. 33:20; Matt. 16:27; Rom. 2:6; 1 Cor. 3:8; 2 Cor. 5:10; Col. 3:23-25). For example, the essence of this phrase is repeated in Romans 2:6 and 2 Timothy 4:14. God is righteous, and the Day of Judgment is not a “pop quiz,” designed to catch people by surprise. God’s intention is that people would read these verses and believe them, and adjust their behavior so that they could receive a wonderful reward on Judgment Day. The book of Ecclesiastes closes with, “This is the end of the matter. All has been heard. Fear God and keep his commandments, for this is the whole purpose of humankind. For God will bring everything we do into judgment, including every hidden thing, whether it is good or whether it is evil” (Eccl. 12:13-14). Jesus made sure his disciples knew this truth, and taught it to them (Matt. 16:27).
[For more on rewards and people receiving what they deserve, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10, “good or evil.”]
 
Psalms Chapter 63
Psa 63:5
“will be satisfied as with marrow and fat.” Although this blessing is primarily meant for this life, there are many people who are hungry, and so the ultimate fulfillment of this verse will occur in the next life, in the Millennial Kingdom, in which there will be an abundance of food (cf. Isa. 25:6).
[For more on the “ideal promises” in the Bible that are meant to be true on earth but often are not, see commentary on Prov. 19:5. For more on the Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
 
Psalms Chapter 64
 
Psalms Chapter 65
Psa 65:9
“You visit the earth.” The word “visit” is used of God’s intervening for blessing or punishment, and in this case, it refers to God’s active role in blessing the earth.
[For more on God “visiting,” see commentary on Exod. 20:5.]
 
Psalms Chapter 66
Psa 66:4
“worship you.” Or, “bow down to you.” The Hebrew word translated “worship,” shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), is the same Hebrew word as “bow down.”
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
 
Psalms Chapter 67
Psa 67:4
“for you will judge the peoples with equity.” At some future point in time, there will be a Day of Judgment, when God will judge the people of earth. They will be resurrected and judged, and will either be granted everlasting life or everlasting death.
 
Psalms Chapter 68
Psa 68:1
“hate.” This is the expansive use of the word “hate.” It means “hate,” but it also includes the idea of those who ignore God or have other gods who they think are more important than Yahweh (cf. commentary on Prov. 1:22, “hate”).
Psa 68:6
“God causes the lonely to live in a household.” The word “household” (or “house”) implies a family. There were no “one-person houses” in the biblical world like there are today, with just one person living alone. In the biblical world, families were generally large and lived together and elderly people did not become “empty nesters,” they were part of the extended family of someone else. Loneliness is a horrible thing, and thankfully at some point in the future, all loneliness will come to an end.
Psa 68:14
“Shaddai.” One of the titles of God.
Psa 68:15
“A mountain of God is the mountain of Bashan.” Although Bashan is hilly, the prominent mountain in Bashan is Mount Hermon, which rises over 10,000 feet and is actually a range with many peaks. The snow never melts on the highest peaks of Hermon. For it to be envious of Mount Zion, which is roughly only 2,500 feet high, shows that there is something special about Mount Zion, and indeed there is! God Himself dwells on Mount Zion in His Temple there.
Psa 68:18
“You have ascended on high.” Psalm 68:18 is quoted in a modified form by Paul in Ephesians 4:8. Here, the ascending on high refers to the ark of God (and thus God Himself who goes where the ark goes) ascending the hill of Mount Zion and dwelling there, which He did early on in David’s reign over Jerusalem when David pitched a tent in Jerusalem for the ark of the covenant and for Yahweh to dwell in Jerusalem (2 Sam. 6:15-17; 1 Chron. 16:1).
Psalm 68 is a psalm of triumph. Yahweh (referred to in its shorter form, Yah, in Psalm 68:4, 18) brings the people (the “prisoners”) out of Egypt and into the land of Israel (Ps. 68:6). He led them through the wilderness (Ps. 68:7). Yahweh was the God at Mount Sinai (Ps. 68:8, 17), and he scattered enemy kings in His advance into the land (Ps. 68:14). The mountains of Bashan, the area east and northeast of the Sea of Galilee, looked on Mount Zion with envy because God chose to dwell on Mount Zion (Ps. 68:15-16). The ark was brought into Jerusalem and onto Mount Zion with music and singing (Ps. 68:24-25; cf. 2 Sam. 6:14-15; 1 Chron. 15:25-28). The Temple is at Jerusalem (Ps. 68:29). At the time of David it was a tent, but due to the worship there, it could be referred to as a temple. People and foreigners will bring gifts to Jerusalem (Ps. 68:29, 31).
In Ephesians 4:8, Paul takes this psalm of triumph about God ascending to Mount Zion and establishing His Temple there and receiving gifts from people, and modifies it to the triumph of Christ ascending into heaven and giving gifts to people. The modification and the contrast between Psalm 68:18 and Ephesians 4:8 highlight the fact that God reigned over Israel and the people of earth from the earth, in Jerusalem and was honored there, while Christ reigns from heaven over his heavenly people, the Church, and gives gifts to them so they are equipped to help him with his work on earth of reconciling people to God.
Psa 68:27
“There is Benjamin, the youngest, ruling them.” The Temple of God was on Mount Zion, which is in the tribal territory of Benjamin. So God lives in Benjamin, even though he was the youngest son of Jacob.
Psa 68:31
“quickly lift up her hands to God with tribute.” The Hebrew is more literally, “Ethiopia will cause her hands to run,” that is, run to give tribute to God, which comes from the culture and the context. Someone giving tribute to a ruler would usually kneel or bow low before them and stretch out their hands to present the tribute or gift. “Ethiopia” here is presented in the figure of speech personification. This is not a metonymy, with “Ethiopia” being put for the people of Ethiopia because the pronoun is singular.
[For more on the figure personification, see commentary on Prov. 1:20, “Wisdom.”]
Psa 68:34
“yes, his strength is in the clouds.” After just saying that God’s majesty is over Israel, saying that His strength is in the clouds means that God’s strength covers the earth and sky; it has no bounds. God rules over the earth and rides on the heaven of heavens (Ps. 68:33). This is also a challenge to the various sky-gods such as Baal the storm god of Canaan, because it is Yahweh who is strong on both earth and sky, not gods like Baal.
Psa 68:35
“sanctuary.” Although this could refer to the Temple, it more likely refers to the courts surrounding the Temple or a more complete meaning of the Temple and its surrounding courts. The Hebrew is not the common word for “temple” (see commentary on Jer. 51:51).
 
Psalms Chapter 69
 
Psalms Chapter 70
 
Psalms Chapter 71
Psa 71:20
“you will bring me up again from the depths of the earth.” The Psalmist believed in the resurrection from the dead and everlasting life. The Old Testament has a number of verses about God raising the dead in the future (cf. Deut. 32:39; Job. 19:25-27; Ps. 71:20; Isa. 26:19; 66:14; Ezek. 37:12-14; Dan. 12:2, 13; and Hos. 13:14).
 
Psalms Chapter 72
Psa 72:2
“He will judge.” Most English versions translate the Hebrew text as if it were a jussive form of the verb, i.e., “May he judge,” or “Let him judge.” But the NET text note points out, “The prefixed verbal form appears to be an imperfect, not a jussive.” Quite a few English Bibles translate many of the verses in Psalm 72 as if the verbs were imperfects, such as “He will judge” (cf. ASV, DBY, RV, GNV, KJV, NET, NIV84, NKJV) and some English versions go back and forth, translating some verbs as jussive and others as imperfects.
Translators who believe the verbs are meant to be jussive (“May the king...”) say that the Psalm is a prayer or wish, and the psalmist is uttering a wish about God’s chosen king, who in this context would be Solomon. Although it may be true that the psalm was to apply to Solomon or another son of David in some sense, the greater truth is that the rabbis and early Christians understood Psalm 72 to be about the Messiah, Jesus Christ, and given what the psalm itself says, that is true. Many things in the Psalm that are true of Jesus would not have been true for Solomon under any circumstance, such as him having dominion over the whole earth (Psalm 72:8). Those verses could be considered hyperbole if applied to Solomon, but they are literal if applied to the Messiah. If people understood that this psalm was ultimately about the Messiah, then understanding the verbs as imperfects (“The king will...”) makes sense. It is worth noting that the Septuagint translates the verbs as future, letting us know that the translators took these Hebrew verbs as imperfects, not as jussives.
There are jussives in the psalm (cf. Ps. 72:15-17), but not all the verbs are jussive.
Psalm 72 is one of the great places in Scripture that describes to the Messiah himself, and to others, some of what the Messiah would accomplish.
“with righteousness and your poor with justice.” That the Messiah was to judge with justice and righteousness is found in other prophecies as well (e.g. Isa. 9:7; 11:3-5; 16:5).
Psa 72:3
“prosperity.” The Hebrew word shalom is usually translated as “peace,” but it actually refers more wholistically to well-being, prosperity, and peace. When Christ reigns on earth the land will be healed and will become a source of blessing and prosperity (cf. Isa. 32:15; 35:1, 2, 7; 51:3; Joel 3:18).
Also, potentially buried in the meaning is that “mountain” is sometimes used to refer to the powerful and influential people in a kingdom (e.g., Zech. 4:7). Throughout most of history those powerful people oppressed the poor and needy, but in Christ’s kingdom the leaders will be a blessing to the people.
[For more on the land being healed, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Psa 72:4
“he will crush the oppressive person.” When Christ returns as judge and king, he will crush people who through their lives crushed others (Ps. 94:5).
Psa 72:6
“He will come down like rain on the mown grass.” There will be actual rain in its proper season when Christ rules the earth, in fulfillment of Deuteronomy 11:14. However, this verse is saying that when the Messiah comes he will bring refreshment and blessings.
Psa 72:8
“from sea to sea.” This is likely from the Mediterranean Sea to the Red Sea (cf. Exod. 23:31 and Amos 8:12).
Psa 72:9
“his enemies will lick the dust.” The posture of bowing before someone involves putting your face right to the ground. Thus saying that the Messiah’s enemies will bow before him and lick the dust are two ways of saying the same thing.
Psa 72:11
“bow down.” Or, “worship him.” The word translated “bow down,” shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), is the same Hebrew word as “worship.”
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
“All nations will serve him.” That the Messiah would rule the earth and all nations would serve him is stated in different ways throughout the Bible.
Psa 72:15
“And may prayer be made for him continually.” The Hebrew is more literally, “And let him pray for him,” but the Hebrew is not clear as to who is praying for whom. Most scholars favor that it is the people who are praying for the king.
Psa 72:16
“fruits.” This may be referring to the yield of grain (cf. “crops” HCSB) or to the fruit trees (cf. NET).
Psa 72:17
“flourish.” The Hebrew word has to do with flourishing and increasing; and as a blessing over the Davidic dynasty, it has something to do with producing descendants.
 
Psalms Chapter 73
Psa 73:3
“when I saw the prosperity of the wicked.” The wicked often prosper on earth, and Job complained about it 1,000 years before Asaph the psalmist (see commentary on Job 21:7).
Psa 73:4
“For there are no pains in their death.” This seems out of place at this point, and some scholars have suggested that an emendation be made to the Hebrew text. But there may be no need for an emendation. As the NET text note points out, an Aramaic inscription was found at Nerab (a site south-east of Aleppo, Syria) “which views a painful death as a curse and a nonpainful death in one’s old age as a sign of divine favor.” Death can be extremely painful, and many people who are close to death in our modern world are on some kind of painkiller. The psalmist is pointing out that the wicked are blessed in this life, and having a pain-free death was considered a blessing from God.
Psa 73:5
“humans.” The Hebrew text is singular, but it is a collective singular and refers to mankind, but the Hebrew ʾenosh (#00582 אֱנוֹשׁ) is not simply “man,” it generally refers to humans in a weakened, sinful, or fallen state.
Psa 73:6
“A garment of violence covers them.” The wicked are habitually involved with violence; they wear it daily like a garment.
Psa 73:7
“Their eyes bulge out because of their fatness.” The people are so fat that their eyes seem sunken in their heads. Also, perhaps, these “fat” (prosperous) people stare out from their prosperity and see things from a perverted perspective (a point we can see by reading the whole verse).
Psa 73:9
“against the heavens.” This is one way of interpreting the verse. Other scholars see it as saying that they “set their mouth in the heavens,” meaning that they speak as if they rule in heaven, and also (per the last stanza in the verse), speak as if they rule the earth. There is truth in both interpretations.
“their tongue walks through the earth.” These wealthy, arrogant, sinful people speak as if they rule the earth (and they no doubt think that they do).
Psa 73:10
“Therefore God’s people turn to them here.” This is a fact, and a warning. It often happens that God’s people mistake abundance for the blessing of God and leave the strict adherence to the Word of God and follow after the rich and prosperous wicked people.
“and slurp up waters of abundance.” The fooled and foolish people slurp up the “abundance” that is portrayed and promised by the wicked prosperous people. Sadly, some Christians who do not have a clear hope or who don’t cling fast to it, leave the truth of God for the “abundance” of the ungodly.
Psa 73:13
“Surely in vain I have kept my heart pure.” This statement is not true, but it is a true expression of how oppressed people sometimes feel when they work so hard to be honest and godly and see the ungodly and arrogant getting money, power, and fame. As the psalm develops, we see that only by keeping our eyes on the Hope and having an understanding of the future can we maintain our confident attitude about God and ourselves. Christ said, “In the world you will have hardships” (John 16:33), and he was not lying. Life can be difficult, but the next life will be worth the pain (Rom. 8:18).
Psa 73:16
“to me.” The literal Hebrew is an idiom: “it was troubling in my eyes.”
“troubling.” The versions vary greatly on exactly how to translate this verb in this context. The word means “labor, toil,” but it does not seem that the psalmist is saying that it was too much work to figure the situation out, but rather that the task was troubling, painful, oppressive, difficult, etc. Life is hard and unfair, and trying to figure out the “whys” of life can be very troubling, difficult, oppressive, and wearisome.
Psa 73:17
“sanctuary.” In this context, the “sanctuary” is the Temple courts; the Temple precincts (see commentary on Jer. 51:51). Someone who was not a priest or Levite could not enter the Temple proper.
Psa 73:19
“they will perish.” The Hebrew is more literally, “they have perished.” This is the prophetic perfect idiom; they will perish. They have not perished yet, but they will.
[For more on the prophetic perfect, see commentary on Eph. 2:6.]
“by terrible events.” The Hebrew is more literally, “by terrors,” but “terrors” is being put by metonymy for things which cause terror, such as disasters or terrible events.
Psa 73:20
“They will be like a dream when one wakes up.” When a person wakes up they realize that they were dreaming and the dream is not reality. When the person wakes up, the dream is gone and nothing is left of it but memories, if even that. When the End Times come and the Lord “wakes up” and judges humankind, the wicked will be like a dream—they will be gone and nothing will be left of their existence but some memories of them. There is no real substance to the wicked. When Yahweh awakes, there will be nothing to them and they will disappear.
[For more on the dead ceasing to exist, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
“when you arouse yourself.” Much of the time it seems as if God is asleep. The wicked prosper and the righteous suffer. But when God does arouse himself—and He will—all the dreams and aspirations of the wicked will be seen to be just fantasies, and they will be gone like a dream is gone in the morning.
“have contempt for.” The Hebrew word translated as “have contempt for” is bazah (#00959 בָּזָה), and it can mean “despise” or “have contempt for.” In this case, the standard English meaning for “despise,” which is an active and aggressive hatred, is too strong. God has contempt for the wicked, and will not rescue them on the Day of Judgment. They rejected Him and so He has contempt for them.
Psa 73:21
“heart...kidneys.” In the biblical world, the “heart” refers to the thoughts, not the emotions. The Word of God points to the fact that our kidneys, bowels, and belly (or womb) are part of our mental/emotional life, not “just physical organs.” Our “gut,” including our intestines, bowels, kidneys, and stomach contain as many nerve cells as our brain, and studies are now showing that our “gut” contributes significantly to our emotional life and health. When the Bible mentions “heart” and “kidneys” it refers to the thought life (“heart”) and emotional life (“kidneys”).
[For more on the heart referring to the thought life, see commentary on Prov. 15:21. For more on kidneys referring to the emotional life, see commentary on Rev. 2:23, “kidneys.”]
“felt pierced.” The Hebrew word is an imperfect form, indicating a feeling that continued (for the translation “felt pierced,” see HALOT.[footnoteRef:537] [537:  Koehler and Baumgartner, Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the Old Testament.] 

Psa 73:22
“I was stupid and ignorant.” When we let our emotions get the better of us and we act on those emotions we do things that are not well thought out and sometimes downright stupid. No wonder the Bible says “A fool lets out all of his emotions, but a wise person keeps them calm within.(Prov. 29:11; cf. Prov. 25:28).
Psa 73:27
“You will destroy.” The Hebrew text is more literally, “You have destroyed,” which is the idiom referred to as the “prophetic perfect,” expressing a future event in the past tense to emphasize the certainty of it. Those who abandon God will “perish” (cf. John 3:16); they will be destroyed.
[For more on the prophetic perfect, see commentary on Eph. 2:6.]
“who act like a prostitute toward you.” In this context, the idea of a “prostitute” is a woman who is in a marriage covenant relationship with her husband, who rejects and abandons him to go after other men and worldly pleasures. The Israelites were in a covenant relationship with God, and yet many of them rejected and abandoned God and went after idol gods and worldly pleasures. Those people will be destroyed—annihilated—in the Lake of Fire (Rev. 20:11-15).
[For more on annihilation in the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
Psa 73:28
“the nearness of God is good for me.” This verse has been interpreted two different ways: “the nearness of God is good for me” (NASB2020), and “it is good for me to draw near to God” (KJV). In the Hebrew text, the verse is “grammatically ambiguous…‘nearness of God’ can mean that God approaches or is near (= subjective genitive), or that one approaches God or is close to God (= objective genitive).”[footnoteRef:538] [538:  Klaus Baltzer, ed., Psalms 2: A Commentary on Psalms 51-100 [Hermeneia], 2:236.] 

The English versions and the scholars are divided as to the meaning of the verse, and both sides put forth arguments in their favor. However, since both translations are valid and both reveal an important truth, there is every reason to believe that the Author had the text worded the way He did to set forth both positions: it is good that God is near to us, and it is also good to draw close to God. When a statement in the text can legitimately be taken two different ways, and if both of those ways express truth, and there are no good reasons to favor one translation over the other, then we are likely dealing with the figure of speech amphibologia, where one thing is said but two things are meant (cf. E. W. Bullinger’s important work, Figures of Speech Used in the Bible, under “amphibologia”).
Knowing that God is near, and is a help in times of trouble is a huge help in living a godly life. On the other hand, one must not just know that fact intellectually, but each person must act on that knowledge and then make the effort to draw near to God by obeying and worshiping Him.
“now I recount all your works.” The Hebrew text can be interpreted at least three different ways. One is “I have made the Lord Yahweh my refuge so that I can recount all your works.” Another is “I have made the Lord Yahweh my refuge, with the result that I can recount all your works.” A third is “I have made the Lord Yahweh my refuge; now I recount all your works.” The third option seems to be the intent of the psalmist. He did not make Yahweh his refuge just so he could tell His good works, and although it could be that he made Yahweh his refuge and that resulted in his being able to tell of Yahweh’s good works, it seems that the psalmist made God his refuge, and now, having done that, he tells of Yahweh’s good works.
 
Psalms Chapter 74
Psa 74:13
“You broke the heads of the sea monsters in the waters.” The “sea monsters in the waters” refers to the known mythology (and the kernel of truth that they portray) about the ancient war between God and the “gods” (God’s created spirit beings like Satan) over God’s created order and who will rule creation. The “waters” and “sea” became symbolic of the chaos that surrounded these gods, and the Bible states that God had victory over them (see commentary on Isa. 27:1 and 51:9).
Psa 74:22
“Remember.” This is the idiomatic or “pregnant” sense of “remember,” meaning remember, pay attention, and do something about the situation. “Do not forget” in Psalm 74:23 has the same meaning.
[For more on the idiomatic sense of remember, see commentary on Luke 23:42.]
 
Psalms Chapter 75
Psa 75:2
“When I choose the appointed time, I will judge with equity.” Here in Psalm 75:2-3, the speaker suddenly shifts from the psalmist to God, and God speaks of judging, that is, judging the people of earth. From other scriptures we learn that God will judge through his appointed judge, Jesus Christ (Acts 10:38-42; 17:31; John 5:25-30; see commentary on Acts 17:31).
Psa 75:3
“it is I who firmly hold its pillars.” The earth has much evil, and people quake at the prospect of God’s judgment, but God is firmly holding the earth and His created order in place and people who love God should have no fear of God’s coming judgment for themselves or for the earth.
Psa 75:5
“your horn.” The psalmist compares the boastful people to a wild ox that lifts up its horn against heaven and stretches its neck out in arrogance. This is the figure hypocatastasis, where the comparison between the boastful people is implied, but not stated. The idea of the verse is, don’t be so proud that you would challenge heaven, and don’t be so arrogant.
[For more on the figure hypocatastasis, see commentary on Rev. 20:2.]
“an arrogant neck.” The Hebrew, “a neck of arrogance,” means a stiff, hardened neck that will not turn direction and thus is not humble or reasonable.
Psa 75:9
“But I will declare it forever.” The context is God’s righteous judgment, which the psalmist will declare to others.
 
Psalms Chapter 76
Psa 76:2
“his lair..his den.” It seems that God is being compared to a lion (cf. Ps. 76:4).
Psa 76:10
“For your wrath against humankind will bring you praise.” The Hebrew text is more literally, “For the wrath of humankind will praise you,” but the idea is that God’s anger against sinful humanity brings Him praise because He is just and deals justly with human sin, and in so doing makes life joyful for those righteous people who love him. Thus, the “of humanity” is an objective genitive and in this context means “against sinful humanity.” The NET reads, “Certainly your angry judgment upon men will bring you praise.” The NIV reads, “Surely your wrath against mankind brings you praise.” It is also possible that the idea of the text is that “the wrath of humankind will praise you” in the sense that people’s sin and wrath will eventually result in God’s being praised for His patience, love, and justice, but that interpretation seems less likely.
 
Psalms Chapter 77
Psa 77:4
“You held my eyelids open.” The psalmist is so agitated and upset that he cannot sleep.
Psa 77:6
“my spirit diligently searches.” This is the use of “spirit” (Hebrew: ruach #07307 רוּחַ) that refers to the activities of the mind: the thoughts, attitudes, and emotions. In this case, the “spirit” most directly refers to the thoughts, which are focused on the future as is indicated in the next verse, Psalm 77:7.
[For more on the uses of “spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’” Usage #13 concerns thoughts and emotions.]
Psa 77:17
“The clouds poured out water.” The wrath of God is often portrayed metaphorically in Scripture as a powerful storm (e.g., Ps. 18:12-14; 77:17-18; 83:15; Isa. 28:17; 30:30; Jer. 23:19; 30:23; Ezek. 13:11; see commentary on Ezek. 13:11).
 
Psalms Chapter 78
Psa 78:1
“instruction.” The Hebrew word is “Torah.” In this case, the “Torah” refers to the law and instructions given by God.
[For more on the meaning of “law,” Torah, see commentary on Prov. 1:8.]
Psa 78:2
“I will open my mouth in a proverb.” Psalm 78:2 is quoted with changes in Matthew 13:35.
Psa 78:5
“law.” The Hebrew word is “Torah.” In this case, the “Torah” refers to the law and instructions given by God.
[For more on the meaning of “law,” Torah, see commentary on Prov. 1:8.]
Psa 78:10
“law.” The Hebrew word is “Torah.” In this case, the “Torah” refers to the law and instructions given by God.
[For more on the meaning of “law,” Torah, see commentary on Prov. 1:8.]
Psa 78:13
“like a heap.” Cf. Exodus 15:8; Joshua 3:13.
Psa 78:58
“made him angry.” The worship of false gods made God angry. Although many English versions use the word “provoke,” in everyday English the word “provoke” refers to intentionally acting to upset someone, and the Israelites did not worship idols to intentionally upset God, they did it because they were self-centered.
“pagan shrines.” The Hebrew word “shrines” is bamot, which referred to a place that was leveled and built up and on which were placed various idols and objects of worship. The context indicates these shrines were pagan in nature (cf. NLT, “pagan shrines”). Many of the towns had such shrines (see commentary on Num. 33:52).
 
Psalms Chapter 79
 
Psalms Chapter 80
Psa 80:1
“who sits enthroned between the cherubim.” The Hebrew text is more literally “sits of the cherubim,” but it was the custom for kings to sit on thrones, not just regular chairs, so translating according to the culture of the day, “enthroned” is a good translation and adopted by many English versions (CEB, CSB, ESV, NAB, NASB, NET, NIV, NJB, NRSV). That Yahweh sat “between” the cherubim is understood from Numbers 7:89, which says that Yahweh sits over the Atonement Cover (traditionally “Mercy Seat”) and between the cherubim.
Psa 80:8
“You uprooted a vine out of Egypt.” Here in Psalm 80:8, Israel is called a “vine” by the figure of comparison, hypocatastasis, a comparison by implication (see commentary on Rev. 20:2). Israel was called a vine because of the importance of the vine to Israel. The grapevine, along with the fig and olive tree, were some of the most important plants for Israel. The grapevine produced grapes that were juiced and fermented into wine, but also it produced grape syrup and raisins, which were important sources of sugar. Israel is compared to a grapevine also in Isaiah 5:1-7.
 
Psalms Chapter 81
Psa 81:3
“shofar.” The ram’s horn trumpet, not the metal trumpet.
Psa 81:6
“I removed.” Here the speaker suddenly shifts from the psalmist to Yahweh Himself.
Psa 81:9
“bow down.” The word translated “bow down,” shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), is the same Hebrew word as “worship.”
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
 
Psalms Chapter 82
Psa 82:8
“Arise, O God, judge the earth!” It was common knowledge among God’s people that there would be a Day of Judgment when the wicked would be done away with and the righteous would flourish (see commentary on Acts 17:31).
 
Psalms Chapter 83
Psa 83:13
“stubble before the wind.” The stubble was the dry and usually broken pieces of grain, grass, or briars that were gathered and used to start fires (cf. Isa. 5:24; Obad. 1:18; Matt. 6:30). Isaiah 40:24 speaks of stubble being blown by the wind.
Psa 83:15
“you will terrify them with your storm.” The wrath of God is often portrayed metaphorically in Scripture as a powerful storm (e.g., Ps. 18:12-14; 77:17-18; 83:15; Isa. 28:17; 30:30; Jer. 23:19; 30:23; Ezek. 13:11; see commentary on Ezek. 13:11).
 
Psalms Chapter 84
Psa 84:6
“Valley of Baka.” This is possibly the Valley of Rephaim (cf. 2 Sam. 5:22-24).
 
Psalms Chapter 85
 
Psalms Chapter 86
Psa 86:9
“bow down.” The word translated “bow down,” shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), is the same Hebrew word as “worship.”
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
Psa 86:10
“You alone are God.” The Bible has many verses that say there is only one God, “Yahweh.”
[For more on Yahweh being the only God, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son,” point 11, and the REV commentary on Deut. 6:4.]
 
Psalms Chapter 87
 
Psalms Chapter 88
Psa 88:3
“my life is on the brink of Sheol.” That is, on the brink of death. Sheol is the state of being dead.
[For more on Sheol, see commentary on Prov. 1:12 and Acts 2:27. Also see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.”]
Psa 88:4
“the pit.” This was one of the idioms for the grave.
Psa 88:12
“forgetfulness.” The Hebrew word is neshiyah (#05388 נְשִׁיָּה), “forgetfulness” (the noun only occurs here, and is derived from the verbal root, “to forget,” so forgetfulness seems an appropriate translation). Although some modern lexicons and translations have “oblivion,” that seems more of a nuance than a literal translation.
Many commentators say that the “land of forgetfulness” is the land that is forgotten by God; that is, once a person dies God forgets him. But God does not forget us in the grave, even though it may seem that way. He remembers us and will bring us up from the grave at the Rapture or one of the resurrections. The “land of forgetfulness” is the grave, and the phrase refers to the fact that when people are dead they have no memory or thoughts (Ps. 6:5; 115:17; Eccl. 9:5-6, 10; Isa. 38:18-19).
People do not go to heaven, “Hell,” or Paradise when they die. They die and are dead in every sense of the word. They are in the earth awaiting the Rapture or one of the resurrections.
[For more on Sheol, see commentary on Rev. 20:13. For more on dead people being dead, lifeless in every way, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.” For more on what the “soul” is, and that it does not live on after a person dies, see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
Psa 88:15
“close to death.” The Hebrew verb gava (#01478 גָּוַע) refers to dying and is fundamentally synonymous with the verb “die,” muth (#04191 מָוֹת), although gava can imply a violent death (see commentary on Gen. 25:8, “breathed his last”). In this case, however, it refers to being close to death, not actually “dying.”
 
Psalms Chapter 89
Psa 89:3
“I have.” The speaker abruptly changes to God in verses three and four, then changes back to the psalmist.
Psa 89:5
“The heavens praise.” In this verse, as the context reveals, “the heavens” is a metonymy for the spirit beings who dwell in heaven and who can praise God. The planets, stars, and galaxies show the glory and power of God, but they do not “praise” Him.
“assembly of the holy ones.” This seems to refer to the larger assemblies of spirit beings that God sometimes holds. God’s inner council is mentioned in Psalm 89:7.
[For more on God’s divine council, see commentary on Gen. 1:26. For more on God’s presiding over a large general assembly of spirit beings, see commentary on Job 1:6.]
Psa 89:7
“the council of the holy ones.” The word “council” is translated from the Hebrew word sōd (#05475 סוֹד) and it refers to a “council, secret council, intimate council, circle of familiar friends, assembly.” In this context, it refers to God’s intimate divine council, in contrast to larger general assemblies of spirit beings such as we see in Job 1:6 and 1 Kings 22:19, and which is mentioned in Psalm 89:5
[For more on God’s divine council, see commentary on Gen. 1:26. For more on God’s presiding over a large general assembly of spirit beings, see commentary on Job 1:6.]
Psa 89:10
“crushed Rahab.” In this context and in the ancient biblical culture, “Rahab” is another name for Egypt (cf. Isa. 30:7; Ps. 87:4). However, to understand the fullness of what is happening, we have to ask why Egypt would be called “Rahab.” We get some of our answer from Isaiah, who is pulling information from ancient and well-known myths about struggles between gods to make his point that Yahweh is the Most High God. So while “Rahab” refers to Egypt, the terminology used also points to the ancient spiritual struggle between God and the gods as to who is the Creator and real ruler of the universe (see commentary on Isa. 51:9).
Psa 89:30
“law.” The Hebrew word is “Torah.” In this case, the “Torah” refers to the law and instructions given by God.
[For more on the meaning of “law,” Torah, see commentary on Prov. 1:8.]
Psa 89:32
“visit.” When God “visited” someone, He intervened in their life, and He could intervene for their blessing or to bring deserved consequences or punishment. God is a righteous God, and He holds people accountable for their actions. Here in Psalm 89:32, He will “visit” them with a rod because of their sin.
[For more on God “visiting,” see commentary on Exod. 20:5.]
Psa 89:38
“your anointed one.” See commentary on 1 Sam. 12:3.
 
Psalms Chapter 90
Psa 90:10
“for it is gone quickly and we fly away.” No person knows, or can control, the day of their death (cf. Eccl. 8:8). So we should learn to obey God and walk in wisdom.
 
Psalms Chapter 91
Psa 91:11
“For he will command his angels concerning you.” Psalm 91:11 is quoted in Matthew 4:6 and Luke 4:10-11.
Psa 91:13
“You will tread on the lion and cobra.” In this context, the “lion” and the cobra refer to wicked people, especially wicked leaders and officials; people with power in society. Those people are often referred to as powerful animals like lions by the figure of speech hypocatastasis (a comparison by implication, see commentary on Rev. 20:2).
 
Psalms Chapter 92
 
Psalms Chapter 93
Psa 93:4
“more than the mighty surfs of the sea, Yahweh on high is mighty.” Obviously, God is more powerful than the oceans so that is not what this verse is speaking about. The “waters” and “sea” are the waters of chaos, and God has victory over them (see commentary on Isa. 51:9).
 
Psalms Chapter 94
Psa 94:6
“foreigner.” The Hebrew word translated as “foreigner” is toshav (#08453, spelled תּוֹשָׁב or תֹּשָׁב), and it has a range of meanings but generally refers to a temporary resident or a resident alien. It is most often translated as “sojourner” in the REV, but “foreigner” seems to fit better here in Psalm 94:6 because the meaning of the text is that the evil men kill anyone not from where they live (for more on sojourner, see commentary on Gen. 23:4).
Psa 94:7
“pay attention.” The Hebrew verb means to “understand,” but in this context, the wicked think He does not understand because He does not care or pay attention.
Psa 94:11
“pointless.” See Ecclesiastes 1:2. The Hebrew word is the same. Human thoughts perish and do not make a lasting impact.
Psa 94:12
“law.” The Hebrew word is “Torah.” In this case, the “Torah” refers to the law and instructions given by God.
[For more on the meaning of “law,” Torah, see commentary on Prov. 1:8.]
Psa 94:17
“dwelt in silence.” Psalm 94:17 refers to a person who is dead living in “silence.” They are dead and they are silent and in silence. Dead people are not alive in any form or in any place, they are dead, and so there is no activity or noise in the grave. Other verses speak of death being “silence” as well (cf. Ps. 115:17). If a person were alive in some form after they died, whether it was heaven, “Hell,” or some other place, there would be noise. But there is no noise in death because dead people are dead, lifeless, in every way.
[For more on dead people being dead and in Sheol, the state of being dead, see commentary on Rev. 20:13. For more on dead people being lifeless in every way, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.” For more on what the “soul” is, and that it does not live on after a person dies, see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
Psa 94:23
“He will return their wickedness upon them.” It is a consistent theme throughout Scripture that evil people bring evil upon themselves (see commentary on Prov. 1:18).
 
Psalms Chapter 95
Psa 95:6
“bow down.” The word translated “bow down,” shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), is the same Hebrew word as “worship.” What is set forth in Psalm 95:6 is deep and reverential worship.
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
 
Psalms Chapter 96
Psa 96:1
“Sing to Yahweh.” This psalm closely parallels 1 Chronicles 16:23-33.
Psa 96:5
“idols.” The Hebrew text has the word 'eliyl (#0457 אֱלִיל), more literally “Worthless Ones” or “worthless things,” a sarcastic name for “idols” (see commentary on Hab. 2:18, “Worthless Ones”).
Psa 96:9
“in holy attire.” See commentary on Psalms 29:2.
Psa 96:13
“for he is coming to judge the earth.” Psalm 96 is very similar to 1 Chronicles 16:23-33, and Psalm 96:13 is similar to 1 Chronicles 16:33 (see commentary on 1 Chron. 16:8).
Scripture makes clear that there is a Day of Judgment coming, and each person who has ever lived will stand before God’s appointed judge, Jesus Christ, and be judged for what they have done. “God” will judge the people of the earth, but He will do it through His appointed ruler and judge, the Lord Jesus Christ (see commentary on Acts 17:31).
 
Psalms Chapter 97
Psa 97:1
“Let the many islands be glad!” From Israel looking west, the Gentile lands were out in the ocean (the Mediterranean Sea) so the word “islands” is applied to them, even though we do not think of the parts west of Israel as islands.
Psa 97:7
“idols.” The Hebrew text has the word 'eliyl (#0457 אֱלִיל), more literally “Worthless Ones” or “worthless things,” a sarcastic name for “idols” (see commentary on Hab. 2:18, “Worthless Ones”).
“bow down.” The word translated “bowed down,” shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), is the same Hebrew word as “worship.” The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body and face to the earth. “Bow down to him” is bowing down to Yahweh God.
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
 
Psalms Chapter 98
Psa 98:6
“shofar.” The ram’s horn trumpet, not the metal trumpet.
 
Psalms Chapter 99
Psa 99:1
“sitting enthroned between the cherubim.” The Hebrew text is more literally “sits of the cherubim,” but it was the custom for kings to sit on thrones, not just regular chairs, so translating according to the culture of the day, “enthroned” is a good translation and adopted by many English versions (CEB, CSB, ESV, NAB, NASB, NET, NIV, NJB, NRSV). That Yahweh sat “between” the cherubim is understood from Numbers 7:89, which says that Yahweh sits over the Atonement Cover (traditionally “Mercy Seat”) and between the cherubim.
Psa 99:5
“worship.” Or, “bow down at his footstool.” The Hebrew word translated “worship,” shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), is the same Hebrew word as “bow down.”
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
 
Psalms Chapter 100
 
Psalms Chapter 101
 
Psalms Chapter 102
 
Psalms Chapter 103
Psa 103:1
“Bless Yahweh, O my soul.” To properly understand Psalm 103:1-5, we must notice that the psalmist is talking to himself. Thus the “you” and “your” in Psalm 103:3-5 is referring to the psalmist himself, not people in general or every person.
Psa 103:3
“forgives your every iniquity.” In Psalm 103:3-5 the psalmist is speaking to himself. Thus, the “your” or “you” in those verses do not refer to everyone, but to the psalmist himself, who in this case is King David who penned the psalm. The opening two verses, Psalm 103:1-2, show this, saying, “Bless Yahweh, O my soul.” Leslie Allen correctly catches the sense of the Hebrew and translates it, “Bless Yahweh, I tell myself...Bless Yahweh, I tell myself.”[footnoteRef:539] Another way we know that the psalmist, David, is speaking to himself is that the “you” and “your” are singular in the Hebrew text. If the psalm was addressing the people of God in general, then the “you” and “your” would be plural. [539:  Leslie C. Allen, Psalms 101-150 [WBC], 17.] 

What is happening in Psalm 103 is that we readers are getting a look into the “self-talk” going on inside David’s head, and David is setting a good example for us about how we should talk to ourselves and remind ourselves of all the great things God has done for us. David had plenty of trouble, including trouble he made for himself by his bad decisions. Yet here he is talking to himself and reminding himself of the goodness of God. We can almost hear him lecturing himself and saying, “Now David, bless Yahweh because he forgives your sins, heals your sicknesses, and gets you out of mortal danger.” Wise Christians learn to imitate David and develop positive self-talk that results in a thankful heart and a good attitude.
So Psalm 103 gives us a good example of how a person after God’s own heart talks to themself so that they become thankful and praise God. But more than that, we also know that the things God did for David He will do for anyone who loves Him and makes an effort to live a godly life, so we can rely on the fact that God will forgive us, heal us, and deliver us from danger, including “the pit,” Sheol itself. Life is difficult, but we will be a lot better off personally if we learn to be thankful and maintain a positive attitude.
Psa 103:4
“the pit.” That is, death.
Psa 103:7
“declared his ways.” The word “ways” can also be “roads,” that is, that God has paths or “roads” that are godly and are ways to live, and He declared those to Moses.
Psa 103:15
“As a flower of the field.” The flowers in the field do not last long. They come out with the spring rains and are gone in a couple of months. A person’s natural life is not very long.
 
Psalms Chapter 104
Psa 104:4
This verse is quoted in Hebrews 1:7, but the book of Hebrews almost exactly quotes the Septuagint, not the Hebrew text. The Hebrew text and the Septuagint text are somewhat different.
“who makes the winds his messengers, flaming fires his ministers.” The Hebrew text of this verse has been understood in a couple of very different ways. One is that just as God is thought of as wrapping Himself in light, making his house in the clouds, and using the clouds as his chariot, so His messengers, His angels, are like winds and like flaming fire and go about doing His will.[footnoteRef:540] [540:  Charles A. Briggs, Psalms 51-150 [ICC].] 

The other meaning the verse may have is that the winds are His messengers and His servants are “flames of fire,” that is, lightning, and those things are the servants of Yahweh displaying His power and doing His will. It is possible that both meanings are true. Both God and the Devil demonstrate their power through what happens in nature.
Psa 104:29
“breath.” The Hebrew is ruach, “spirit,” here used of the animal life of the body.
“die.” The Hebrew verb gava (#01478 גָּוַע) refers to dying and is fundamentally synonymous with the verb “die,” muth (#04191 מָוֹת), although gava can imply a violent death (see commentary on Gen. 25:8, “breathed his last”).
 
Psalms Chapter 105
Psa 105:9
“which he cut with Abraham.” Psalm 105:8-11 and 1 Chronicles 16:15-18 both speak of the covenant that God made (literally “cut”) with Abraham and the oath that He made with Isaac and confirmed with Jacob. The covenant with Abraham is recorded in Genesis 15:8-21; 17:4-14. God said he would establish the covenant with Isaac (Gen. 17:19) and spoke of the oath to him (Gen. 26:2-5), and the promise was confirmed to Jacob (Gen. 28:12-15; 35:9-12).
Psa 105:16
“staff of bread.” “Bread” was a common idiom for food. “Bread” came to be used by metonymy for food in general because bread was the main food in the culture and a staple of life. Bread was indeed the staff upon which the people leaned for food, and in literature it is sometimes referred to as the “staff of life.” Here “the whole staff of bread” is the whole supply of food upon which the people leaned and depended. The whole food supply was broken (cf. Lev. 26:26; Ezek. 4:16; 5:16).
Psa 105:45
“law.” The Hebrew word is “Torah.” In this case, the “Torah” refers to the law and instructions given by God.
[For more on the meaning of “law,” Torah, see commentary on Prov. 1:8.]
 
Psalms Chapter 106
Psa 106:4
“visit.” When God “visited” someone, He intervened in their life, and He could intervene for their blessing or to bring deserved consequences or punishment. Here in Psalm 106:4, the psalmist is asking for God to “visit” with the blessing of deliverance.
[For more on God “visiting,” see commentary on Exod. 20:5.]
Psa 106:16
“Aaron, who was the holy one of Yahweh.” Aaron is referred to here in Psalm 106:16 as the “holy one of Yahweh” because he, not Moses, was the High Priest.
Psa 106:19
“bowed down.” The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body and face to the earth. The word translated “bowed down,” shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), is the same Hebrew word as “worship.”
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
Psa 106:20
“their Glory.” In this context, scholarly consensus is that “Glory” is being used as an appellative (or metonymy) for God Himself. There is some evidence that the original text said “my glory,” referring to the praise and honor due God, but that does not seem to fit as well with the last part of the verse. It makes more sense that the people exchanged God for an ox idol than exchanged God’s praise for an ox idol.
[See Word Study: “Metonymy.”]
Psa 106:22
“in the land of Ham.” The Egyptians were descendants of Noah’s son Ham.
Psa 106:28
“yoked.” This Hebrew word only occurs here and Numbers 25:3 about the same incident (see commentary on Num. 25:3).
Psa 106:37
“demons.” The Hebrew word is shed (#07700 שֵׁד), and means “demons.” The Greeks who translated the Septuagint understood that and translated shed into Greek as daimonion (#1140 δαιμόνιον), “demon,” an evil spirit being. The BDB Hebrew lexicon says that shed is a loanword from the Assyrian šêdu, a protecting spirit, and that Psalm 106:37, which says the people sacrificed their sons and daughters to demons, is referring to human sacrifice. Putting Psalm 106:36-37 together leads us to conclude that the “idols” people worshiped were actually demons, and that is also what Paul said in 1 Cor. 10:20.
The ancient peoples understood there were many types of demons. Leviticus 17:7 mentions “goat demons.”
Psa 106:45
“he relented.” The Hebrew word translated “relented” is nacham (#05162 נָחַם), and here it refers to God backing off of punishment for evil that had already begun. For more on nacham and “relented,” see commentary on Jeremiah 18:8.
Psa 106:47
“Save us, O Yahweh our God.” Psalm 106:47-48 is very similar to 1 Chronicles 16:35-36 (see commentary on 1 Chron. 16:8).
 
Psalms Chapter 107
Psa 107:16
“bars.” The “bars” were strong wooden beams that were placed behind the doors so they could not be opened and could withstand pounding from the outside without giving way. Those bars were the origin of the shout “Bar the doors!” when an enemy would approach. No city would have a bar of iron; that would be a hyperbolic way of saying that God was unstoppable.
Psa 107:18
“the gates of death.” There is no escape from death except by being raised from the dead by God, and because of that, death is compared to a prison that has “gates” from which no one can escape without God’s help. These “gates” are referred to as the “gates of Sheol” (Job 17:16; Isa. 38:10) and “the gates of death” (Job 38:17; Ps. 9:13; 107:18). Jesus Christ referred to the gates in Matthew 16:18 where in many versions they are translated as “the gates of hell.”
[For more on the gates of death, see commentary on Matt. 16:18. For more on Sheol, see commentary on Rev. 20:13. For more on dead people being dead, lifeless in every way, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.”]
Psa 107:34
“because of the wickedness of those who dwell in it​.” One of the great lessons of the Bible is that the behavior of people affects the land that they live on. This lesson is throughout the Old Testament (cf. Deut. 11:13-17; 28:1, 12, 15, 22-25, 38-40; Lev. 18:24-25; Ps. 107:33-34; Jer. 3:2-3; 12:4; 23:10; Amos 4:6-10). (See commentary on Lev. 18:25).
 
Psalms Chapter 108
 
Psalms Chapter 109
Psa 109:18
“like water and like oil into his bones.” The allusion that the psalmist is drawing upon is not known. Some commentators have made suggestions but the fact is no one really knows. We do know that the bones are the core of the body, and so now the curses this wicked person has spoken to others will come back upon him to his very core.
 
Psalms Chapter 110
Psa 110:1
“Yahweh’s declaration to my lord.” Trinitarian commentators frequently assert that “my Lord” in this verse is the Hebrew word adonai, another name for God, and is therefore proof of the divinity of the Messiah. But not only is this not a valid argument, this verse is actually one of the great proofs of the complete humanity of the promised Messiah. The Hebrew word translated “my lord” is adoni (pronounced “Adon-nee.” Adonai is pronounced “Adon-eye,” because the “ai” sounds like “eye.” Adoni is pronounced “Adon-nee” because the final “i” is pronounced like a long “e.”) in the standard Hebrew texts. Adoni is always used in Scripture to describe human masters and lords, but never God. Unfortunately, most Hebrew concordances and lexicons give only root words, not the word that actually occurs in the Hebrew text. This is one reason why biblical research done by people using only tools such as Strong’s Concordance will often be limited. People wanting to study this for themselves will need to be able to work with the Hebrew text itself and not just the root words. While studying from the root word and not the actual word in the text does not usually affect the interpretation of the text, sometimes it makes a great deal of difference, such as in Psalm 110:1. Focus on the Kingdom reports:
The Bible in Psalm 110:1 actually gives the Messiah the title that never describes God. The word is adoni and in all of its 195 occurrences in the Old Testament it means a superior who is human (or occasionally angelic), created and not God. So Psalm 110:1 presents the clearest evidence that the Messiah is not God, but a supremely exalted man.[footnoteRef:541] (We found 198 uses of adoni, but in a personal conversation with Mr. Buzzard he stated that his figure of 195 could understate the situation slightly.) [541:  Anthony Buzzard, “Believing Impossible Things,” Focus on the Kingdom 2, no. 6 (March 2000), 4 (emphasis the author’s).] 

In the above definition, adoni and adonai have the same root, adon, which is the word listed in the concordances and most lexicons. However, the exact words used are different. Adoni, the word used in Psalm 110:1, is never used of God. It is always used of a human or angelic superior. The fact that the Hebrew text uses the word adoni of the Messiah in Psalm 110 is very strong proof that he is not God. If the Messiah was to be God, then the word adonai would have been used. This distinction between adoni (a lord) and adonai (the Lord, God) holds even when God shows up in human form. In Genesis 18:3, Abraham addresses God who was “disguised” as a human, but the text uses adonai.
Students of Hebrew know that the original text was written in an “unpointed” form, i.e., without the dots, dashes, and marks that are now the written vowels. Thus some scholars may point out that since the vowel points of the Hebrew text were added later, the rabbis could have been mistaken. It should be pointed out, however, that the two Hebrew words, adonai and adoni, even though written the same in unpointed text, sound different when pronounced. This is not unusual in a language. “Read” and “read” are spelled the same, but one can be pronounced “red,” as in “I read the book yesterday,” while the other is pronounced “reed,” as in “Please read the book to me.” The correct way to place the vowels in the text would have been preserved in the oral tradition of the Jews. Thus when the text was finally written with the vowels it would have been written as it was always pronounced.
Further evidence that the Jews always thought that the word in Psalm 110:1 referred to a human Messiah and not God come to earth is given in the Greek text, both in the Septuagint and in quotations in the New Testament. It is important to remember that the Septuagint, the Greek translation of the Hebrew Old Testament, was made about 250 BC, long before the Trinitarian debates started. Yet the Septuagint translation is clearly supportive of Psalm 110:1 referring to a human lord, not God. It translates adoni as ho kurios mou “My lord” instead of “the Lord.”
The translators of the LXX [the Septuagint] in the 3rd century BC attest to a careful distinction between the forms of adon used for divine and human reference by translating adoni as ho kurios mou, “my lord.”[footnoteRef:542] [542:  Anthony Buzzard and Charles Hunting, The Trinity, Christianity’s Self-inflicted Wound, 28.] 

When Psalm 110:1 is quoted in the New Testament the same truth about the human lordship of the Messiah is preserved:
The New Testament, when it quotes Psalm 110:1, renders l’adoni as “to my lord” (to kurio mou). But it renders adonai ([Psalm 110] v. 5 and very often elsewhere) as “the Lord” (kurios). This proves that the difference between adonai and adoni was recognized and reported in Greek long before the Masoretic vowel points fixed the ancient, oral tradition permanently in writing.[footnoteRef:543] [543:  Anthony Buzzard, “Who is Jesus? God or Unique Man?,” Focus on the Kingdom 1, no. 1 (October 1998): 4.] 

Sadly, many scholars have not paid close attention to the Hebrew text of Psalm 110:1, and incorrectly say that the second “Lord” in the verse is the Hebrew word adōnai (or adōnay) and thus means “God,” not recognizing that adōnai is not the actual Hebrew word in the verse. One such source is The Bible Knowledge Commentary edited by Walvoord and Zuck, Victor Books, 1985, p. 873. Another is Herbert Lockyer, All the Divine Names and Titles in the Bible, Zondervan, 1975, p. 15. A third is Alfred Plummer, Gospel According to S. Luke [ICC]; Edinburgh; T&T Clark, 1913, p. 472.
The well-known Smith’s Bible Dictionary contains an article entitled “Son of God” written by Ezra Abbot. He writes:
Accordingly we find that, after the Ascension, the Apostles labored to bring the Jews to acknowledge that Jesus was not only the Christ, but was also a Divine Person, even the Lord Jehovah. Thus, for example, St. Peter… [Abbot goes on to say how Peter said that God had made Jesus “both Lord and Christ.”][footnoteRef:544] [544:  Ezra Abbot, “Son of God,” in Dr William Smith’s Dictionary of the Bible, edited by H. B. Hackett, 4:3090.] 

We believe Abbot’s conclusion is faulty because he did not pay attention to the exact wording of the Hebrew text. Even scholars who contributed to Smith’s Dictionary of the Bible apparently agree, because there is a footnote after the above quotation that corrects it. The footnote states:
In ascribing to St. Peter the remarkable proposition that “God hath made Jesus JEHOVAH,” the writer of the article appears to have overlooked the fact that kurion (“Lord”) in Acts 2:36 refers to to kurio mou (“my Lord”) in verse 34, quoted from Ps. 110:1, where the Hebrew correspondent is not Jehovah but adon, the common word for “lord” or “master.” St. Peter’s meaning here may be illustrated by his language elsewhere; see Acts 5:31 [where Peter calls Jesus a “prince,” etc.].
The footnote is quite correct, for the word in Psalm 110 is the word for a “lord” or “master” and not God. Thus Psalm 110:1 gives us very clear evidence that the expected Messiah of God was not going to be God himself, but a created being. The Jews listening to Peter on the Day of Pentecost would clearly see the correlation in Peter’s teaching that Jesus was a “man approved of God” (Acts 2:22 in KJV), and a created being, the “my lord” of Psalm 110:1 which Peter quoted just shortly thereafter (Acts 2:34). The use of adoni in the first verse of Psalm 110:1 makes it very clear that the Messiah was not God, but a human “lord.”
Psalm 110 is a Messianic and prophetic psalm in which God gave David a vision of the future, when God and the Messiah speak about what the Messiah will accomplish. The fact that David does not call both God and the Messiah his “Lord,” but carefully words what he says such that Yahweh maintains His elevated position while the Messiah, God’s “right-hand man,” is seen as David’s “lord.” If God and Christ were both God and were co-equal and co-eternal, as the Trinity states, then Psalm 110:1 fails to recognize that equality, or even that Yahweh and the Messiah are both God. Quite the opposite! The Messiah, David’s adōni, is seen to be distinct from, and lesser than, Yahweh.
For more information on the Hebrew word adonai, see Word Study: “Lord.”
[For more information on Jesus being the fully human Son of God and not being “God the Son,” see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.” For more on “the Holy Spirit” being one of the designations for God the Father and “the holy spirit” being the gift of God’s nature, see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
“Sit at my right hand until I make your enemies a footstool for your feet.” When we look at the geography and positioning of the Temple and the royal palace dating back to the time of Solomon, the Temple was always north of the palace. That means that in the geography of the Ancient Near East, the palace of the king is “at the right hand” of Yahweh, who dwells in the Temple. Biblically, maps were oriented to the east (modern Western maps are oriented “north”), and the Temple faced east, the sunrise. In the Millennial Kingdom, the Temple will be on top of Mount Zion and the city of Jerusalem where the palace of the Messiah is, is south of the Temple, and thus on the “right hand” of the Temple (Ezek. 40-44, esp. 40:2).
Psa 110:2
“your mighty scepter.” Ps. 110:2 is addressed to the one at Yahweh’s right hand, as we see in the phrase, “Yahweh will stretch forth your mighty scepter,” with the “your” being God’s “right-hand man,” the Messiah. The first stanza in Psalm 110:2 would have been spoken by the psalmist, while the second stanza would be spoken by Yahweh (or direct prophecy from Yahweh to the psalmist). Psalm 110:3 and 110:4 continue with the address to the Messiah and thus continue to use the second-person pronouns, “you,” and “your.”
“from Zion.” The Messiah will rule the earth from Jerusalem on Mount Zion. Psalm 110:2 is a prophecy of the future, something we can see from the fact that the Messiah, who is Jesus Christ, never ruled at all in his first life on earth, and certainly not from Zion (the permanent residence and place of rulership of the Roman governor during the ministry of Jesus was at Caesarea, not Jerusalem). However, when Jesus comes back from heaven to earth and fights the Battle of Armageddon and conquers the earth, then he, the king over the earth, will rule from Jerusalem.
Psa 110:3
“on the day of your power.” That is, the day you wield your power. Psalm 110:2 refers to the day when Jesus Christ, the Messiah, will rule. He will rule from Mount Zion, a holy mountain (cf. Ps. 48:2; Isa. 2:3; 24:23; Jer. 31:6, 12; Joel 3:16-17).
Psa 110:4
“he will not change his mind.” God does on occasion change His mind, but not about some things, and that the Messiah would also be a priest is one of those things.
[For more on God changing His mind, see commentary on Jer. 18:8.]
Psa 110:5
“O Lord.” The context supports that this is to be translated as a vocative, “O Adonai,” and is addressed to Yahweh (cf. NET and Rotherham, who both translate it as a vocative). The psalmist, David, is speaking (David is the psalmist, cf. Matt. 22:43-45). This is the third Hebrew word in this Psalm that is translated “Lord” in most English versions. “Yahweh” and “Adoni” are in Ps. 110:1, and here in verse 5 is “Adonai,” which is from the same root as Adoni, but is a different word with a different meaning.
“at your right hand.” This is addressed to Yahweh; “your right hand” is Yahweh’s right hand, as was already stated in Psalm 110:1, that the Lord (Messiah) would sit at Yahweh’s right hand.
The Hebrew text can also be “by your right hand,” meaning that it is by Yahweh’s power the Messiah will shatter his enemies. In that sense, the Messiah would be understood to be the “right hand” of God (Exod. 15:6). However, it is perhaps better to see the Hebrew as saying “at” your right hand, based on verse 1 of the Psalm. The Septuagint agrees with this meaning of the verse and is “Lord, out from (ek) your right hand he crushes kings in the day of his anger.” Thus in the Greek text also there is a clear distinction between the “Lord” and “he” who crushes kings.
“is he who will shatter kings in the day of his wrath.” In Psalm 110:5 there is a shift to the third person, “he” and “his.” Psalm 110:2-4 used the second person “your” referring to the one at Yahweh’s right hand (the Lord, the Messiah). Now the third person, “he” and “his,” refers to the Messiah. The verse starts with a direct address to Yahweh. It was well-known that at some time in the future there would be a day of God’s wrath when God would take vengeance on His enemies (cf. Ps. 2:12).
Psa 110:7
“He will drink of the brook by the road.” The meaning of Psalm 110:7 is debated by scholars and admittedly is not particularly clear. The meaning seems to be that the king will be thirsty during his hard fight, but will not stop long to take a break. That the brook by the road was even flowing—most brooks only flowed during the rainy season—likely also indicates the blessing of God on the land as the Messiah fights for victory. It seems he drinks and is refreshed, and returns to the battle and wins. That he is victorious seems to be the meaning of “lift up his head.”
 
Psalms Chapter 111
 
Psalms Chapter 112
 
Psalms Chapter 113
 
Psalms Chapter 114
Psa 114:7
“Dance.” The Hebrew word translated “dance” is chul (#02342 חוּל), and it has a number of meanings that, in this context, can seem contradictory. Its basic meaning is to twist or writhe, and so it means twist, writhe, tremble (from fear or pain), and travail (also used of women in labor). However, chul also means to twist from excitement or joy and thus also means “whirl, dance, twist (from joy).”[footnoteRef:545] We see the meaning “dance” in Judges 21:21, 23. [545:  Cf. Willem VanGemeren, New International Dictionary of Old Testament Theology and Exegesis.] 

But since chul can mean either “tremble” (in fear) or “dance” (with joy), which meaning does it have here in Psalm 114:7? The best answer seems to be “both.” The context seems to be unhelpful in determining a single meaning, because it too seems contradictory. But the scholars disagree with each other and take sides, For example, the Hermeneia commentary examines both “tremble” and “dance” and concludes, “…it seems better to translate the imperative ח֣וּלִי in v. 7 not as “tremble,” but as “dance,” because it also fits the context better.”[footnoteRef:546] But the context does seem to go both ways. Before verse 7, when the sea fled, the Jordan River turned back, and the mountains and hills skipped, the word “tremble” seems to fit best. But after verse 7, in Psalm 114:8, the context is about blessings, because God brought forth water in the wilderness, which was a blessing to Israel and a blessing to the wilderness itself. [546:  F. L. Hossfeld and E. Zenger, Psalms, Hermeneia.] 

Psalm 114:7 is one of the verses for which the scope of Scripture points the way to properly understanding it. What happens on earth at the presence of Yahweh? How does the earth, and the people who live on it, respond? That depends on whether they have served God (or want to), or whether they have rebelled against him.
Much in creation will rejoice when Yahweh finally reigns through His Messiah, Jesus Christ. Romans speaks about earth’s situation today: “the whole creation has been groaning together and suffering birth pains up to the present time” (Rom. 8:22), and the whole creation is waiting expectantly for deliverance from its bondage to decay (Rom. 8:19-21). Much of the earth will rejoice when Yahweh delivers the earth through His Messiah.
Isaiah writes about the time of Yahweh’s deliverance: “the mountains and the hills will break forth into singing before you, and all the trees of the fields will clap their hands” (Isa. 55:12). He also writes: “The wilderness and the dry land will be glad. The desert will rejoice and blossom like a rose. The burning sand will become a pool, and thirsty ground will become springs of water” (Isa. 35:1, 7). The Psalmist also writes of the time of God’s salvation: “Let the rivers clap their hands. Let the mountains shout together for joy in the presence of Yahweh, for he is coming to judge the earth” (Ps. 98:8-9).
But in contrast with the earth and the obedient people, who will rejoice when the Messiah reigns, rebellious things will tremble because their end has come. For example, thorns and thistles, which are a result of Adam’s sin and the Fall, and which have been so ubiquitous and painful in every area of the world, will disappear. Isaiah writes: “Instead of the thorn will come up the fir tree, and instead of the briar will come up the myrtle tree” (Isa. 55:13). Similarly, wicked and rebellious people will be destroyed. The Psalmist writes, “there is a future for a person of peace,” but then he goes on to say, “But those who rebel, they will be destroyed together. The future of the wicked will be cut off” (Ps. 37:37-38).
Of the two possible translations, the REV has “dance” instead of “tremble” because even though there are a lot of things that will tremble when the Lord comes, there will also be much that will rejoice and dance, and it was always God’s intention that His creation dances in His presence, since He loves it so much and showers it with blessings.
So, how will things respond at the presence of Yahweh and when the Messiah reigns on earth? Some things will dance and be joyful. Other things will tremble with fear. Unlike most of creation, we humans are in a unique position to determine which response we will have when the Messiah comes. We can live rebellious and ungodly lives and then tremble in fear when Jesus comes back because we know we have no future, or we can obey God and rejoice when Jesus comes back because we know we have a wonderful and everlasting future.
 
Psalms Chapter 115
Psa 115:17
“who go down into silence.” Dead people are not alive in any form or in any place, they are dead, and so there is no activity or noise in the grave. That is why being dead is referred to as being in “silence.” Other verses speak of death being “silence” as well (see commentary on Ps. 94:17).
[For more on dead people being dead and in Sheol, the state of being dead, see commentary on Rev. 20:13. For more on dead people being lifeless in every way, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.” For more on what “soul” is, and that it does not live on after a person dies, see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
 
Psalms Chapter 116
Psa 116:1
“I love, because Yahweh hears my voice.” This is one of the possible constructions of the Hebrew text. Most English versions read, “I love Yahweh because he hears my voice.” Robert Alter writes: “The Hebrew syntax is a little odd because ‘the Lord,’ YHWH, comes at the end of the verset.”[footnoteRef:547] The fact that “Yahweh” comes at the end of the phrase (not the verse) means that the Hebrew text opens with “I love because,” which in fact it does. The flexibility of the Hebrew language allows for either the reading in the REV and some other English versions (cf. Douay-Rheims, YLT, Septuagint) or the reading found in most of the English translations. The fact is that both readings are true. However, it seems to be more profound and in keeping with the teachings of the New Testament that we love because God shows His love to us first (1 John 4:19). [547:  Robert Alter, The Hebrew Bible: The Writings, 273.] 

It may not be the best thing to love God because He answers prayer, although that is a reason that some people love God. Thankfully, lots of people who do not seem to get many prayers answered love God anyway because of who He is and what he has done in history and will provide in the future.
Psa 116:15
“Costly.” The Hebrew word means “heavy,” “weighty,” “rare,” and “precious,” and it can be used to mean “valuable” or “costly.” The exact meaning of the word must be determined from the context. For example, when it is used in 1 Samuel 3:1, it means “rare” and therefore “precious” in the sense of highly valued. In contrast, here in Psalm 116:15, the greater emphasis is on “costly,” because a dead person cannot praise God (Ps. 115:17; Eccl. 9:5, 6, 10). It costs God something when a wonderful believer dies; it is “precious” in the sense of “costly.” The Psalmist had escaped death (Ps. 116:3, 8). He had called out to God and God had helped him and rescued him (Ps. 116:4-7). God had helped him when he was close to death and called out to God, and so the Psalmist confidently states that the life of a believer is precious in God’s eyes, because if it were not, then God would have let him die.
There are people who believe that God kills people or at least stands by and lets His people be killed, and they sometimes use Psalm 116:15 to support their belief. But that is not at all what the verse is saying. Besides the REV, other versions make it clear that the death of a believer is tragic, and expensive in God’s eyes. For example, Rotherham’s Emphasized Bible reads, “Costly in the eyes of Yahweh, is, death, for his men of lovingkindness.” The CJB reads, “From ADONAI’s point of view, the death of those faithful to him is costly.” The Koren Tanakh translates the verse: “The Lord grieves at the death of His devoted ones.”[footnoteRef:548] Artur Weiser translates the verse: “It is too hard in the eyes of the Lord when his godly ones die and are no more.”[footnoteRef:549] Leslie Allen translates the verse: “Yahweh counts too costly the death of his lieges.”[footnoteRef:550] The NET text note reads: “The point is not that God delights in or finds satisfaction in the death of his followers! The psalmist, who has been delivered from death, affirms that the life-threatening experiences of God’s followers get God’s attention, just as a precious or rare object would attract someone’s eye.” [548:  Jonathan Sacks, The Koren Tanakh, Magerman Edition.]  [549:  Artur Weiser, The Psalms [OTL], 718.]  [550:  Leslie C. Allen, Psalms 101-150 [WBC], 151.] 

 
Psalms Chapter 117
 
Psalms Chapter 118
Psa 118:6
“What can man do to me?” The Hebrew is a rhetorical question that assumes the answer, “Nothing.” Of course, there are things that people can do to believers, but only to our mortal body, not to our resurrected body. Believers have everlasting life, and the next life will be more glorious than words can describe. Sadly, however, some believers become so afraid of giving up things in this life—including this mortal life itself—that they compromise who they are and what they believe and try to avoid persecution. But that is being afraid of the wrong thing! Jesus said, “And do not be afraid of those who kill the body but are not able to kill the soul. But rather fear him [God] who is able to destroy both soul and body in Gehenna” (Matt. 10:28). Christians are guaranteed everlasting life and do not need to worry about Gehenna, but we can get to the kingdom and have no rewards there, which would be a terrible tragedy (cf. Luke 9:29; 1 John 2:28; 2 John 1:8). Besides, the Bible says that Christians who live truly godly lives will be persecuted, so rather than try to avoid it, the best strategy is to learn how to thrive in it and do God’s work (2 Tim. 3:12).
[For more on rewards in the coming Kingdom of Christ, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10.]
Psa 118:22
“cornerstone.” The Hebrew is “head of the corner,” which is the same as the Greek in the New Testament when Psalm 118:22 is quoted. The “head of the corner” is the “cornerstone.” This verse is so important in identifying Jesus Christ as the Messiah that it is quoted or referred to six times in the New Testament (Matt. 21:42; Mark 12:10; Luke 20:17; Acts 4:11; 1 Pet. 2:6 and 2:7).
 
Psalms Chapter 119
Psa 119:1
“Blessed.” The Hebrew text of Psalm 119 begins with the first letter of the Hebrew alphabet, aleph.
Psalm 119 is an acrostic psalm. An acrostic psalm or poem in the Bible occurs when the first letter in a line or stanza in the psalm begins with the first letter in the Hebrew alphabet (aleph), the second line or stanza begins with the second letter (beth), the third line or stanza beings with the third letter (gimel), and so forth (there are some “broken acrostics” (or “imperfect acrostics) that follow the general pattern but may have a missing letter or letters, reversed letters, or other abnormality). God has a small number of acrostic writings in the Bible, and they catch the attention of the reader and are also a mnemonic device to aid in memorization. When an acrostic uses the letters of the alphabet in order, grammarians refer to it as an abecedarius.
The Bible has a number of acrostics, including Psalm 25, 34, 37, 111, 113, 119, 145; Proverbs 31:10-31, and the book of Lamentations.
Psalm 119 is unique in that it has all 22 letters of the Hebrew alphabet with each letter starting a section of eight verses, making Psalm 119 to be 176 verses. As for imperfect acrostics, Psalm 9 seems to make a single acrostic, but with imperfections. For example, five letters of the Hebrew alphabet are missing, and two letters that are there are in reverse order. Psalm 25 is missing one letter but the “R” (resh) occurs twice. Psalm 37 is missing the letter “D” (daleth). Psalm 145 is missing the letter “N” (nun), but that may be a copyist’s error because the Septuagint and the Qumran manuscripts of Psalm 145 contain it.
“law.” The Hebrew word is “Torah.” In this case, the “Torah” refers to the law and instructions given by God.
[For more on the meaning of “law,” Torah, see commentary on Prov. 1:8.]
Psa 119:18
“law.” The Hebrew word is “Torah.” In this case, the “Torah” refers to the law and instructions given by God.
[For more on the meaning of “law,” Torah, see commentary on Prov. 1:8.]
Psa 119:29
“instruction.” The Hebrew word is “Torah.” In this case, the “Torah” refers to the law and instructions given by God.
[For more on the meaning of “law,” Torah, see commentary on Prov. 1:8.]
Psa 119:34
“law.” The Hebrew word is “Torah.” In this case, the “Torah” refers to the law and instructions given by God.
[For more on the meaning of “law,” Torah, see commentary on Prov. 1:8.]
Psa 119:44
“law.” The Hebrew word is “Torah.” In this case, the “Torah” refers to the law and instructions given by God.
[For more on the meaning of “law,” Torah, see commentary on Prov. 1:8.]
Psa 119:51
“law.” The Hebrew word is “Torah.” In this case, the “Torah” refers to the law and instructions given by God.
[For more on the meaning of “law,” Torah, see commentary on Prov. 1:8.]
Psa 119:53
“law.” The Hebrew word is “Torah.” In this case, the “Torah” refers to the law and instructions given by God. [For more on the meaning of “law,” Torah, see commentary on Prov. 1:8.]
Psa 119:55
“law.” The Hebrew word is “Torah.” In this case, the “Torah” refers to the law and instructions given by God.
[For more on the meaning of “law,” Torah, see commentary on Prov. 1:8.]
Psa 119:61
“law.” The Hebrew word is “Torah.” In this case, the “Torah” refers to the law and instructions given by God.
[For more on the meaning of “law,” Torah, see commentary on Prov. 1:8.]
Psa 119:68
“You are good, and you do good.” God is good. This is stated in a number of places in the Bible (e.g., Ps. 100:5; 119:68; 135:3; cp. Prov. 10:22. See commentary on James 1:17)
Psa 119:70
“Their hearts are insensitive, as if covered with fat.” The Hebrew is more literally, “Their heart is insensitive as the fat,” but that is unclear to most people who would be confused by what “fat” is referring to. Some people might think, for example, that the text was saying that “Their hearts are insensitive, like fat people’s hearts are,” which is not at all what the text is saying.
“law.” The Hebrew word is “Torah.”
[For more on the meaning of “law,” Torah, see commentary on Prov. 1:8.]
Psa 119:72
“Instruction.” The Hebrew word is “Torah.” In this case, the “Torah” refers to the law and instructions given by God.
[For more on the meaning of “law,” Torah, see commentary on Prov. 1:8.]
Psa 119:77
“law.” The Hebrew word is “Torah.”
[For more on the meaning of “law,” Torah, see commentary on Prov. 1:8.]
Psa 119:85
“law.” The Hebrew word is “Torah.”
[For more on the meaning of “law,” Torah, see commentary on Prov. 1:8.]
Psa 119:92
“law.” The Hebrew word is “Torah.”
[For more on the meaning of “law,” Torah, see commentary on Prov. 1:8.]
Psa 119:97
“law.” The Hebrew word is “Torah.”
[For more on the meaning of “law,” Torah, see commentary on Prov. 1:8.]
Psa 119:109
“law.” The Hebrew word is “Torah.”
[For more on the meaning of “law,” Torah, see commentary on Prov. 1:8.]
Psa 119:113
“law.” The Hebrew word is “Torah.”
[For more on the meaning of “law,” Torah, see commentary on Prov. 1:8.]
Psa 119:118
“because their thoughts are unrighteous.” The Hebrew is unclear, and the REV more closely follows the LXX as do some other versions (cf. BBE, DRA, Aramaic Bible in Plain English, The Lamsa Bible).
Psa 119:126
“law.” The Hebrew word is “Torah.”
[For more on the meaning of “law,” Torah, see commentary on Prov. 1:8.]
Psa 119:136
“law.” The Hebrew word is “Torah.” In this case, the “Torah” refers to the law and instructions given by God.
[For more on the meaning of “law,” Torah, see commentary on Prov. 1:8.]
Psa 119:150
“law.” The Hebrew word is “Torah.” In this case, the “Torah” refers to the law and instructions given by God.
[For more on the meaning of “law,” Torah, see commentary on Prov. 1:8.]
Psa 119:153
“law.” The Hebrew word is “Torah.” In this case, the “Torah” refers to the law and instructions given by God.
[For more on the meaning of “law,” Torah, see commentary on Prov. 1:8.]
Psa 119:160
“entirety.” The Hebrew word is roʾsh (#07218 רֹאשׁ), most commonly translated as “head.” The word roʾsh is used of many things, including “head” (the head of a person, animal, etc.), individual, height, upper end, beginning, leader, chief, total amount, sum, epitome, etc.[footnoteRef:551] A number of versions use the word “sum,” and the NKJV uses “entirety,” which seems to catch the meaning of the verse. [551:  HALOT Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon, s.v. “רֹאשׁ.”] 

Psa 119:163
“law.” The Hebrew word is “Torah.” In this case, the “Torah” refers to the law and instructions given by God.
[For more on the meaning of “law,” Torah, see commentary on Prov. 1:8.]
Psa 119:165
“law.” The Hebrew word is “Torah.” In this case, the “Torah” refers to the law and instructions given by God.
[For more on the meaning of “law,” Torah, see commentary on Prov. 1:8.]
Psa 119:174
“law.” The Hebrew word is “Torah.” In this case, the “Torah” refers to the law and instructions given by God.
[For more on the meaning of “law,” Torah, see commentary on Prov. 1:8.]
 
Psalms Chapter 120
 
Psalms Chapter 121
 
Psalms Chapter 122
 
Psalms Chapter 123
 
Psalms Chapter 124
Psa 124:4
“the waters.” This is one of the verses that represents people, especially masses of Gentiles or wicked people, as water. See commentary on Revelation 17:15.
 
Psalms Chapter 125
 
Psalms Chapter 126
 
Psalms Chapter 127
Psa 127:5
“Blessed is the person who has his quiver full of them.” The man’s household is compared to a quiver that keeps arrows protected and close by, ready for action. At a time when there was no police force to provide protection, and no government that provided people support in their old age, a large family, and especially lots of sons, was a person’s best hope for having a comfortable old age.
“They will not be put to shame.” The “they” refers to the father and his sons who are supporting him.
“when they speak with their enemies at the gate.” In this instance, the word “speak” is a synecdoche (the part for the whole), because if a man has “enemies,” his sons will do more than just “speak” to them, although most confrontations would start with speaking. At a time when family members defended family members, if a father had enemies, the sons would do whatever it took to defend and protect the family. In the biblical period, there were no police forces to defend the average person or his property. The best way to stay safe was to have a large family and belong to a powerful clan that could defend property, search for muggers and thieves, help keep food on the table, and care for people if they were sick or elderly.
 
Psalms Chapter 128
 
Psalms Chapter 129
Psa 129:3
“The plowers have plowed upon my back.” Psalm 129:3 has long been considered by spiritual people to refer to the suffering of Christ and the whippings he endured at the hands of the Romans, and that is no doubt the case. Although the Psalmist himself may have been whipped, and many others certainly have been, the great subject of the Word of God is Jesus Christ, and this verse and others like it must have helped prepare him for the things he had to go through to purchase our salvation. Thankfully, after the suffering comes the glory, and in the case of Jesus, the cords that bound him were eventually cut by God and he was delivered and glorified (Ps. 129:4).
Psa 129:4
“he has cut the rope of the wicked.” The context is the wicked plowing upon the back of the righteous. God delivers the righteous by cutting the rope. Exactly what the “rope” refers to is unclear, but the general meaning of the verse is very clear: God delivers the righteous. It is possible that the “rope” is the rope that connected the oxen to the plow, or it could be the rope that connects the yoke to the oxen. It is even possible that verse 4 is not connected to verse 3 and that the “rope” refers to some other kind of oppressive rope. Concerning Jesus, the “rope” was things that bound him, and God cut that rope and fully delivered and then glorified him.
The wicked often succeed “upon the backs” of the righteous, in other words, by making the righteous work and toil, but God sets the captives free.
 
Psalms Chapter 130
 
Psalms Chapter 131
 
Psalms Chapter 132
Psa 132:7
“worship.” Or, “bow down at his footstool.” The Hebrew word translated “worship,” shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), is the same Hebrew word as “bow down.”
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
Psa 132:8
“the ark of your strength.” This phrase also occurs in 2 Chronicles 6:41.
 
Psalms Chapter 133
 
Psalms Chapter 134
 
Psalms Chapter 135
Psa 135:3
“for Yahweh is good.” God is good. This is stated in a number of places in the Bible (e.g., Ps. 100:5; 119:68; 135:3; cp. Prov. 10:22. See commentary on James 1:17)
Psa 135:13
“how you are to be remembered.” Yahweh is God’s name from generation to generation (see commentary on Exod. 3:15).
 
Psalms Chapter 136
 
Psalms Chapter 137
Psa 137:1
“By the rivers of Babylon.” This psalm was written during the Babylonian Captivity and the author is unknown, though some scholars have suggested Jeremiah.
Psa 137:7
“the Edomites.” This refers to the people from the area of Edom, who no doubt rejoiced when Babylon conquered Judah, but also “Edom” was used by the figure synecdoche of the part for Judah’s enemies as a whole. It was not just Edomites that rejoiced when Judah was destroyed.
[See Word Study: “Synecdoche.”]
Psa 137:8
“O daughter Babylon.” The Hebrew text is idiomatic and is referring to Babylon, calling it a “daughter.” It was common to refer to cities and countries as being female (see commentary on Isa. 1:8).
 
Psalms Chapter 138
Psa 138:2
“bow down.” This would be bowing down in prayer and worship. The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body and face to the earth. The word translated “bow down,” shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), is the same Hebrew word as “worship.” Daniel kneeled and prayed toward Jerusalem where the Temple had been (Dan. 6:10), and Muslims pray toward Mecca.
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
 
Psalms Chapter 139
Psa 139:7
“your spirit.” Here used of God, i.e., “you.” The phrase “the spirit of God” is often used for God, cf. Genesis 1:2. We can confirm that by looking at the last phrase in the verse, which is “your presence.”
Psa 139:20
“They speak.” The Hebrew text is literally, “who speak,” referring to God’s enemies speaking against Him.
 
Psalms Chapter 140
Psa 140:9
“caused by their own lips.” The Hebrew uses the genitive, “trouble of their own lips,” and it is a genitive of origin, indicating the origin, source, or agent, and thus the verse is saying that the trouble “of” their lips is the trouble caused by their lips. The enemies were stirring up trouble by what they were saying. It is a consistent theme throughout Scripture that evil people bring evil upon themselves (see commentary on Prov. 1:18). Here the afflicted psalmist prays that what God so often said about the wicked being caught in their own wickedness will happen to his enemy.
Psa 140:11
“evil.” Here in Psalm 140:11, “evil” is a double entendre and is both a generalization for evil occurrences and a personification of evil beings such as the Devil and demons. People who do evil invite evil into their lives, and often suffer attacks from evil circumstances, people, and demons. See commentary on Proverbs 13:21.
 
Psalms Chapter 141
 
Psalms Chapter 142
Psa 142:3
“spirit.” This is the use of “spirit” (Hebrew: ruach #07307 רוּחַ) that refers to the activities of the mind: the thoughts, attitudes, and emotions. The troubles that the psalmist was having were causing his thoughts, emotions, and attitude to change and grow weak concerning his future and God’s help.
[For more on the uses of “spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’” Usage #13 concerns thoughts and emotions.]
 
Psalms Chapter 143
Psa 143:2
“before you.” Or, in your presence.
 
Psalms Chapter 144
Psa 144:7
“great waters.” This is one of the verses that represents people, especially masses of Gentiles or wicked people, as water. See commentary on Revelation 17:15.
 
Psalms Chapter 145
Psa 145:17
“ways.” The Hebrew is more literally the idiom “roads,” meaning everywhere He goes (all that He does).
 
Psalms Chapter 146
Psa 146:6
“who remains faithful.” The Hebrew is more literally, “who guards faithfulness,” but it refers to being faithful.
 
Psalms Chapter 147
Psa 147:4
“He calls them all by their names.” God created every star and every star has a purpose (see commentary on Gen. 1:14).
Psa 147:13
“bars.” The “bars” were strong wooden beams that were placed behind the doors so they could not be opened and could withstand pounding from the outside without giving way. Those bars were the origin of the shout “Bar the doors!” when an enemy would approach. That God would strengthen the bars of a city gate means He made it secure and safe from attack.
 
Psalms Chapter 148
Psa 148:7
“sea creatures.” This could also refer to “sea monsters.”
 
Psalms Chapter 149
 
Psalms Chapter 150
Psa 150:3
“shofar.” The ram’s horn trumpet, not the metal trumpet.


Proverbs Commentary
Proverbs Chapter 1
Pro 1:1
“The proverbs of Solomon.” Proverbs 1:1 serves as the title for the collection of Proverbs spanning from 1:1-9:17. It is not to be misunderstood as if it were functioning as the heading for the entire book of Proverbs (and thus ascribing authorship of all the proverbs to King Solomon). Other sections are attributed to other authors, such as “the wise” (Prov. 22:17; 24:23), Agur (Prov. 30:1), and the mother of King Lemuel (Prov. 31:1).
No one is completely sure when the proverbs in Proverbs were finished being collected and then put in the order in which they appear in our modern Bibles. When the Septuagint was written, which started around 250 BC and took a number of years, some of the proverbs in it are not in the same order as the order we find in the Hebrew Bible. The way the proverbs appear in Proverbs, it is possible, but not certain, that they were put in some basic form of chronological order. In any case, the proverbs written by Solomon or his scribes (Solomon reigned c. 980-940 BC) were put first (Prov. 1:1-9:16). Then came proverbs spoken by Solomon that other scribes wrote down (Prov. 10:1-22:16).
After those proverbs came the “words of the wise” (Prov. 22:17-24:22 and Prov. 24:23-34). Although these proverbs may have been spoken by wise people who lived after Solomon, there are scholars who believe that “the words of the wise” are proverbs that were spoken before Solomon lived that Solomon collected and had written down. That may be true, because the next section, Proverbs 25:1-29:27 were proverbs spoken by Solomon that the men of King Hezekiah wrote down (Prov. 25:1), and Hezekiah reigned about 725-700 BC.
Then Proverbs records the proverbs of Agur son of Jakeh, a person we know nothing about (Prov. 30:1-33). The last chapter of Proverbs, Proverbs 31, was written by “King Lemuel,” who was not a king of Israel or Judah; in fact, there is no known king by that name. Many scholars believe Lemuel may have been a wise foreign king who believed in Yahweh. His name means “Devoted to God,” and he certainly believed in Yahweh (cf. Prov. 31:30). Although many scholars dispute his existence or say his name is likely fictional, there is no evidence for that except that neither Lemuel nor his kingdom appear in history; but millions of people and places have not been preserved in the secular historical records, and Lemuel would simply be one of them.
If Lemuel is a foreign king converted to Judaism (cf. Dan. 4:37), and especially if he lived after the time of Hezekiah, that speaks volumes about God’s desire to bring every human to salvation. During the time that Hezekiah was king of Judah and Isaiah was prophesying, God divorced the nation of Israel and sent her away into Exile (Isa. 50:1; Jer. 3:8), and He said He would bring light to the Gentiles, the “nations” (Isa. 42:6; 49:6). If Lemuel was a Gentile believer in Yahweh whose wisdom appears in the Word of God, then he certainly was an early harbinger of that prophecy coming true.
Proverbs is one of the books that shows us that God transcends human limitations. Just as He chose four different people from different backgrounds to write the Four Gospels, so He chose different people from different backgrounds and different times to write Proverbs, but Proverbs becomes part of the Word of God, which is indeed, “God-breathed” (2 Tim. 3:16). We can trust its guidance in our quest for wisdom.
Pro 1:3
“to receive wise teaching in righteousness, justice, and integrity.” Proverbs is a book of wise teaching on a variety of subjects. One helpful way to read Proverbs is to realize that there are 31 days in the average Western month, and 31 chapters in Proverbs. Reading a chapter a day will result in reading through Proverbs every month, which over time builds strong biblical beliefs and morals.
“wise teaching.” The Hebrew word translated as “wise teaching” is sakal (#07919 שָׂכַל) and it generally refers to having insight or being insightful. As translated in the REV, it refers to wise or insightful teaching. It can also refer to wise dealing or behavior, as some versions have.
It is worth noting that the Hebrew text can be translated as it is in the REV: “wise teaching in righteousness, justice, and integrity” (cf. CEB, CSB, ESV), or it can be translated like it is in the NASB: “To receive instruction in wise behavior, righteousness, justice, and equity.” In the NASB, “wise” does not modify “instruction,” but is one of the subjects we receive instruction in, i.e., wise behavior, righteousness, justice, and equity (cf. ASV, BBE, KJV, NAB, NIV, NRSV). The Hebrew text is unclear as to which way the verse should be translated, but in fact, both are true: Proverbs gives us wise instruction and instruction in wisdom or wise behavior.
Pro 1:4
“prudence.” In English, the word “prudence” refers to the wisdom to rule one’s life by reason. It also includes (and this is sometimes the most common meaning of “prudent”) caution and circumspection in life. The prudent person has the ability to manage their life and does not act rashly or unreasonably, and also they have taken the time to foresee the consequences of their action. In English, “wisdom” usually applies more to a mental state, that is, knowing what is going on and how to do things, whereas “prudence” more usually refers to action; how one actually lives out their life, making wise choices and being cautious instead of rash and impetuous. Generally in English vernacular, the wise person knows what to do while the prudent person acts with wisdom and caution.
The Hebrew word translated as “prudence” is ‘ormah (#06195 עָרְמָה), a feminine noun, and it can refer to prudence, but it also has a wider semantic range than the single English word “prudence” does. It refers to “prudence, shrewdness, craftiness”[footnoteRef:552] and also “cleverness.”[footnoteRef:553] The word ‘ormah is used in both a positive and negative sense in the Bible, but in Proverbs it is used positively of living a prudent life (cf. Prov. 1:4, 8:5, 12; 15:5; 19:25). “Prudence” is one of the female associates with Lady Wisdom (see commentary on Prov. 1:20). [552:  Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon.]  [553:  Koehler and Baumgartner, HALOT Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the Old Testament.] 

“youth.” The Hebrew word translated “youth,” is naar (#05288 נַעַר), and it specifically refers to a boy or young male, and thus it can refer to a boy, youth, or young male servant, disciple, or slave. Due to the culture of the time, most of Proverbs was specifically addressed to males, with an underlying assumption that the knowledge would be important and applicable to women also. One thing that makes that clear is that the teaching of Lady Wisdom and the mothers in Proverbs is important (cf. Prov. 1:8 and 6:20), and those women had to be taught to become wise themselves, so it was not just males that were taught even if that was the primary emphasis in the culture of the time.
Another thing that justifies the use of more gender-neutral terms rather than simply retaining words like “boy” with a specific male gender is how the New Testament writers cite passages out of Proverbs with a view to it being applicable to both males and females (e.g., Prov. 24:12 in Rom. 2:6; Prov. 1:16 in Rom. 3:15; Prov. 25:21-22 in Rom. 12:20; Prov. 3:11-12 in Heb. 12:5-6; Prov. 3:34 in both James 4:6 and 1 Pet. 5:5; Prov. 10:12 in 1 Pet. 4:18; Prov. 11:31 in 1 Pet. 4:18; and Prov. 26:11 in 2 Pet. 2:22). In other words, while the collection of Proverbs was primarily intended for a male audience (but see esp. Prov. 31:10-31), we have followed the example of the New Testament authors in widening the application of the verses to include both males and females by using gender-neutral terms like “youth” rather than “boy” when it fits the greater context and scope of Scripture and does not unduly twist the meaning of the verse. The REV also often translates words that in Hebrew more specifically refer to males in a neutral fashion as “people,” “ones,” etc., see commentary on Proverbs 2:12, “the one.”
Pro 1:5
“wise person.” Those who claim to be wise must continue to seek after wisdom through active listening and acquisition of guidance. There is no graduation from the growth process among the wise; learning and growth continue from birth to death. The REV has translated the Hebrew adjective chakam (#02450 חָכָם), wise, as “wise person” to indicate that it is singular. If a person rejects the Word of Yahweh they are not a wise person no matter how much “worldly wisdom” they have; in the end they will end up dead in the Lake of Fire (Jer. 8:9; Rev. 20:11-15).
Pro 1:6
“obscure expression.” The Hebrew word is melitsah (#04426 מְלִיצָה), and it has a very large semantic range, making it very hard to translate as one English word or phrase. Translations include: “obscure expression” (CJB, REV); “obscure saying” (NJB); “enigma” (NKJV); “parable” (HCSB); “allegory” (DBY); “saying” (ESV); “clever saying” (GW); “figure” (RV, NASB1995); “satire” (Rotherham); and “secret” (BBE). The TWOT[footnoteRef:554] defines the word as “figure, enigma” and “satire, mocking poem,” and the BDB[footnoteRef:555] defines the word in the same way. The HALOT[footnoteRef:556] has “allusive expression” referring to an allusion of some type (not to be confused with “illusive” expression). [554:  Harris, Archer, and Waltke, Theological Wordbook of the Old Testament.]  [555:  Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon.]  [556:  Koehler and Baumgartner, Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the Old Testament.] 

When we read Proverbs, we are struck with how accurately Proverbs 1:6 describes the book of Proverbs. The book of Proverbs has proverbs (wise sayings to be used in ruling life); obscure expressions that include enigmas, satire, mocking poems, and figures; words of wisdom that are simple and straightforward but profound; and “riddles” (see commentary below on “riddles”).
The question has been asked, “Why would God write like that? If God wants us to know something, why not just say it?” That opinion seems to echo the request of the religious Jews when they spoke to Jesus, “If you are the Christ, tell us plainly.” But Jesus never did tell them “plainly” until his trial (Matt. 26:63-64). Jesus followed the pattern his Father, God, had set. God does not want to be just an “information dispenser.” He wants to be a Father and to have a deep and wondrous relationship with His followers.
God’s obscure expressions, riddles, satires, and figures accomplish a few different things. For one thing, they separate out those people who are not interested in the things of God if they have to work for them. Also, they cause those who are interested in knowing God to go to Him in prayer, study, and reflection to find His deeper wisdom and understanding, and to get to know Him better. Also, the multifaceted way that God reveals His wisdom shows some of the wonderful depths of God and how we cannot “put God in a box.” There are times we are not exactly sure what God means; we have an idea, but not a certainty. That makes some people uncomfortable, but that is not always a bad thing. There is a lot about God we don’t know, and we should never be completely comfortable with God. He is loving and good, but He is also God, and we should always have an attitude of awe and wonder, and if Proverbs is right, a tinge of fear, or at least caution, in His presence. Furthermore, many of the proverbs have more than one meaning. Often the Hebrew words can mean more than one thing, so the proverb can have more than one meaning.
The book of Proverbs does indeed contain “figures,” “obscure sayings,” “enigmas” “riddles,” and “satire.” Proverbs is full of similes, metaphors, and allegory. For example, some people’s words are “like” the piercing of a sword (Prov. 12:18). Also, “Wisdom” and “Folly” are personified and allegorized throughout Proverbs, being portrayed as two women who vie for the attention of the people. Some of the proverbs are “obscure sayings” such as Proverbs 1:31 that fools will be “satisfied” from their own plans. Some are satire, such as Proverbs 19:27, which is meant to be taken the opposite from what is said. Some are riddles, such as Proverbs 26:4-5, two proverbs that seem to give the opposite advice. There is great wisdom in Proverbs, but it is not all on the surface. But as we get to know and understand Proverbs, we better know and understand God.
“riddles.” The Hebrew is chiydah (#02420 חִידָה), and means a riddle, an enigmatic saying, an obscure saying. In today’s vernacular, a “dark saying” is a dismal, gloomy, saying with a foreboding or somehow threatening message. That is not the case with this Hebrew word. There are no “dark” overtones. It is a riddle, an obscure saying. This verse is a huge key to understanding Proverbs. There is a movement in Christianity today, evidenced by the “dynamic equivalent” translations on the market that make the Bible “easy” to read and understand. The problem with that is that the underlying languages were not easy to understand even for the people who spoke those languages. Many of the Proverbs are “obscure,” or “enigmatic,” or just plain riddles. God is asking for our time and energy to figure out what these verses mean and how to apply them.
Pro 1:7
“the fear of Yahweh.” The Hebrew word “fear” in Proverbs 1:7 is the feminine noun yirah (#03374 יִרְאָה), and it has a wide semantic range. Its meanings range from “terror, fear, being afraid” (Gen. 26:7; Exod. 2:14; Judg. 6:27); to “respect, reverence; sometimes mixed with a sense of awe” (Lev. 19:3; Deut. 10:12; Josh. 4:14; Job 1:1. The masculine noun gives more the sense of awe in 1 Kings 3:28). Sometimes all the meanings exist in one context because it is possible to be afraid of something and reverence it and hold it in awe at the same time.
Although it is common today for Christians to think that “fear God” only means “respect God,” or “hold God in awe,” that is not correct, and it is not being honest with the text or the cultural context and social history of the phrase. Historically people did “fear God” in the sense that they were genuinely afraid of Him. Although He bestowed blessings, He also was a God of judgment. In fact, the reason that “respect God” was biblically phrased as “fear God,” or “the fear of God” was that respect for God was rooted in the fear of God: if you did not respect God, you had good reason to fear Him. “It is a fearful thing to fall into the hands of the living God” (Heb. 10:31).
Throughout the Bible, we see evidence of why people were afraid of God. For example, in Genesis there was Noah’s Flood that wiped out all the evil people on earth; and also God’s fire that destroyed Sodom and Gomorrah because of their sin (Gen. 18:20-19:25). In Exodus we see the plagues that came upon Egypt, some of which also affected the Israelites in Egypt. In Leviticus, we see that when Aaron’s sons offered unlawful fire before Yahweh, fire came out of their censers and burned them to death (Lev. 10:1-3). God also had His tent (the “Tabernacle”) put behind curtains that were five cubits high (about 7.5 feet based on an 18-inch cubit; Exod. 27:18) so that people could not see over them, and in this way, He was kept separate from all Israelites who were not Levites or priests. Any unauthorized person who came to God’s sanctuary was to be put to death (Num. 3:5-10, 38).
Although in New Testament times we do not often see disobedience to God bring harsh and immediate consequences, there are still consequences. Furthermore, those consequences can be very serious. God does not threaten us, instead, He lovingly and honestly warns us the way a concerned parent warns a child. For example, He tells us that the unsaved will be thrown into the Lake of Fire. He does not want for that to happen, but He honors our choice to live and die, as He always has: “I have set before you life and death, the blessing and the curse; therefore choose life, that you may live, you and your seed” (Deut. 30:19). It is our choice to obey and be blessed or disobey and receive consequences.
Examples of disobedience bringing consequences exist throughout the Bible. God was not to be trifled with. Disobedience was dangerous. We should also keep in mind that in the biblical culture, the fact that God was dangerous was not something unusual. Pagan gods were dangerous too. But whereas God was righteous and dangerous to the disobedient, pagan gods were capricious and cruel and dangerous to everyone (which makes sense because they were actually demons).
A problem we have today with the word “fear” is that it is seldom understood because it is not often used in the context of healthy fear of a righteous judge. Often we “fear” things that can hurt us unexpectedly or in unexpected ways, such as cancer. Or we fear things that are always dangerous and unpredictable, such as sharks. Or we fear what we don’t really understand or don’t want, like death. But God is different than those things. He is not unpredictable. In fact, quite the opposite. He is very predictable and cannot lie. God will not hurt us unexpectedly, and if we don’t know much about Him that is only because we have not really taken the time to learn about Him. He says, “For my people are fools, they do not know me (Jer. 4:22; cf. Jer. 9:3). A reason to fear God is that He is the Most High God and He will punish evil and disobedience, just as He has said over and over. But because God is righteous and is predictable and does not lie, we don’t have to have an unhealthy fear of Him or of Judgment Day. It is not hard to love and obey God. As Jesus said, his yoke is gentle and his burden light.
The Bible, especially the New Testament, reveals the character of God and shows that He is loving and worthy of our love. However, the Bible also reveals that God is righteous and just, and the disobedient and rebellious will receive consequences for their ungodly behavior, and it is wise to be afraid of those consequences and hence “fear God.”
“fools.” The Hebrew word for “fool” is eviyl (#0191 אֱוִיל). It is a very significant word within Proverbs, and 70 percent of all its occurrences in the Hebrew Bible can be found there. A fool is not so much someone who lacks raw intelligence as one who possesses deep-seated foolish attitudes, as this verse makes clear. A fool thinks wisdom and knowledge are not important, in fact, they hold them in contempt and sometimes even despise them.
“show contempt for.” The Hebrew word is buz (#0936 בּוּז pronounced booze), and it means “to despise, to have contempt for, to count as insignificant. All those meanings are important and applicable in this context. There are some fools who actually “hate” knowledge, but most fools just have contempt for it or think it is insignificant.
[For more on “show contempt,” see commentary on Prov. 23:22.]
Pro 1:8
“instruction.” The Hebrew word is torah (#08451 תֹּרָה torah or תּוֹרָה towrah). Traditionally, torah is translated “law,” but that translation is easily misunderstood by giving the wrong impression because torah means much more than just “law,” in the sense of legal codes to obey. On a basic level, it means guidance or instruction, but it also has meanings that include doctrine, custom, theory, etc. We see this clearly in “the Torah,” which was the name the Jews gave to the first five books of the Bible, the five “Books of Moses”—Genesis through Deuteronomy.
“The Torah” is much more than regulations (“law”); it is a whole set of examples, historical records, moral and legal regulations, customs, and the acts of God, which people are to then use as the basis of their society and to develop sound thinking. The Torah gave guidance, and even some specific regulations to obey and use as examples in their lives. A person who studies the Torah learns how to think like God thinks, and gains wisdom and insight, learns how to deal with life in order to be godly, learns the importance of godly families, and learns the basics of how to live in and govern a godly society. Actually, torah does not even mean “law,” even though it gets translated that way in the majority of English Bibles. It is well-known that at age 13 a proper Jewish boy goes through a ceremony called “Bar-mitzvah,” and becomes a “son of the law.” That is because “bar” means “son” and mitzvah (#04687 מִצְוָה) means “law” or “commandment.” So, if we were going to pick an English word that was somewhat close to torah, a better choice than “law” would be “instruction.”
So, in many places in the Bible, translating torah as “law” is far too limited in scope, and although “teaching” or “instruction” is a better translation, in order to properly understand the Bible, the wise Christian should learn what torah means so he can better understand and appreciate what God is saying. Torah is at the very heart of the Old Covenant, and the New Covenant is the fulfillment of the Old Covenant.
Pro 1:9
“wreath…necklace.” Note the striking poetry and metaphor that depicts God’s instruction and Torah as ornaments to be visibly and unashamedly worn. The necklace and wreath are symbols of honor and accomplishment (cf. Prov. 3:3-4, 21-22; 4:8-9; Gen. 41:42; Ezek. 16:11; Dan. 5:7, 16, 29). They are openly worn and seen by others just as one’s wisdom and knowledge are seen by others and are attractive to them. Also, in many cultures, a “wreath” on the head, a garland worn on the head, was a symbol of achievement and victory over one’s enemies and opponents (cf. 1 Cor. 9:25 where the garland of the victor was called a “crown”). The person who is wise and does not fall prey to the deceptions of the Adversary achieves victory in this life and rewards in the next.
Pro 1:10
“My son.” This section of Proverbs begins the warning for readers to avoid associating with what might be appropriately labeled as ‘gangs’ and other bad company (cf. 1 Cor 15:33). Believers should not be so naïve as to assume that they can hang around with godless sinners and not be affected by them or be tempted to live according to their ways. It is a very fine line to be able to associate with sinners and bring the Good News to them while staying separate from the way they think and act. “Come out from the midst of them, and be separate, says the Lord” (2 Cor. 6:17).
Pro 1:11
“come with us.” This phrase is more powerful in Proverbs than we normally take it, due to the culture of the time and the vocabulary of traveling on a road or path as an idiom for a way of life. The sinners were not inviting the young man to go with them on a one-time crime spree; they were inviting him into a sinful and criminal way of life—one that would end in disaster here on earth and annihilation in the next life. The father understood that, so he says, “do not walk on the road with them,” meaning “do not get involved with that lifestyle” (Prov. 1:15).
What the naïve, inexperienced, simple, and foolish people don’t realize is that sin is not just an event, it becomes a lifestyle with tentacles that reach into every part of one’s life. Once someone gets involved in sin, the tendency is to go deeper and deeper into it, and it is extremely difficult to extract oneself from a sinful lifestyle. The best plan is the father’s plan—don’t get into it in the first place. The next best plan is that if you are caught up in sin, do what it takes to get out. There may be painful consequences here on earth, but they will be nothing compared to the eternal consequences you face after Judgment Day if you continue in sin. And always keep in mind that God wants people to repent and walk with him, and many people have humbled themselves, repented, and changed their lifestyle only to find that God gave them great grace and supported them in ways they could not have imagined while they were afraid and caught in sin.
“to shed blood.” The Hebrew phrase literally means “for blood,” which is a metonymy for the blood that is shed when someone is killed. The proverb is talking about ambushing an innocent person and violently murdering someone.
Pro 1:12
“Sheol.” In this verse, the Hebrew word Sheōl is transliterated directly into English. Sheol is most accurately, “the state of being dead.” Although sometimes the “grave” is an acceptable translation of Sheol, the Hebrew has a specific word for the physical grave, qeber (#06913קֶבֶר). The fact that Sheol has no accurate English equivalent word, we chose to transliterate Sheol so the English reader could see when it was used.
Translating the Hebrew word “Sheol” as “hell” or “Hades” is a mistake and causes confusion because according to tradition, the dead people in Hell and Hades are alive and suffering, while the Bible makes it clear that people in Sheol are dead—totally dead, with no part of them alive. The biblical truth is that when a person dies, they enter Sheol, the state of death, and are dead. Every person goes to Sheol, the state of being dead, when they die (cf. Gen. 3:19; Ps. 90:3; Eccl. 3:20).
Here in Proverbs 1:12, Sheol is personified as having a mouth with which it “swallows” its victims into the earth (cf. Num. 16:30-34; 26:10; Deut. 11:6).
[For more information on Sheol, and the Greek word hadēs that was used by the Septuagint translators as the Greek translation of Sheol, see commentary on Rev. 20:13, “the grave.” For more on the fact that when a person dies he is dead in every way and form, including his “soul” and “spirit,” see Appendix 3: “The Dead Are Dead.”]
Pro 1:13
“valuable things.” It is foolish and stupid to acquire wealth by means of sinful and immoral activities, even if those activities are “legal” in the eyes of human law. Any riches gained by immoral activity will actually count against people on the Day of Judgment. The wise can find true wealth by seeking after Lady Wisdom, with whom are riches and wealth (Prov. 8:18). If despite a person’s hard work and wisdom he does not gain earthly riches, he should not be overly concerned. The possession of wealth does not make one “blessed” by Yahweh, for He is more concerned with the motives of the heart than any physical wealth. Jesus taught, “Take care, and be on guard against every form of greediness, for one’s life does not consist in the abundance of the things that he possesses” (Luke 12:15).
Pro 1:14
“share the loot.” The Hebrew is “have one purse,” but that does not make it clear they will share what they take, which is the intention of the Hebrew text.
Pro 1:15
“walk on that road.” The Hebrew has both a literal and idiomatic meaning. The word “walk” and the metaphor of a road was widely used idiomatically for living life. When the father admonishes the son not to “walk on the road with them,” he means it literally, and he also means do not get caught up in their lifestyle.
Pro 1:16
“feet.” Feet are used to run and to take people from one location to another. Here, the sinners use their feet to run to do evil. Jesus may have had this verse in mind when he said that if your hand or foot cause you to stumble, cut them off and throw them away (Matt. 18:8; Mark 9:45). No doubt many of the people in his audience would have known this section of Proverbs very well.
Pro 1:17
“the net is spread.” This refers to a custom, and a way of capturing birds to eat. One way was that a net was spread on the ground, covered over or disguised in some way, and some kind of feed or grain was scattered on top. When the birds came to eat, the net was yanked and the birds were caught. A similar way was that two rectangular nets were spread out and concealed, and bait was placed between them, and when the birds came to the bait they were pulled up on either side of the birds who were caught when the birds tried to fly away. But you could not spread the net out while the birds were watching, or they would not be tricked and caught. Some commentators have suggested that the verse contains an ellipsis, “in vain is the net spread [with bait] in the sight of any bird.” While that is possible, it is not necessary. Another idea is that the verb we translate as “spread” should be “lift up,” with the idea that it is in vain to lift up the net before the birds are settled, eating, and distracted. In any case, the point is that if the birds see the net, you will not be able to catch them.
The Bible is making the point that people who participate in evil by doing things like killing and robbing are more foolish than birds. The “net” and “death” that awaits them in their future should be clear to them because God speaks of it so clearly in so many places, but like foolish birds that ignore the net, they are caught in their own sin and will be destroyed in Gehenna after Judgment Day.
“bird.” The Hebrew is an idiom: “the possessor of wings.”
Pro 1:18
“they set an ambush for their own souls.” It is a consistent theme throughout Scripture that evil people bring evil upon themselves. This can happen in many different ways, and often in multiple ways at the same time. Sometimes the righteous people in a society catch the evildoers and judge and punish them. Sometimes, because evil people associate with other evil people, they get betrayed by the people they are working or dealing with. Also, consistently evil people often become attacked by demons who afflict them physically, mentally, and spiritually. Also, always, evil people are eventually judged by God and get the righteous consequences of their evil actions.
Evil may seem to pay off in the short term, but eventually, it results in terrible consequences. Many verses say that the evil deeds of evil people will eventually come upon their own heads (e.g., 1 Kings 8:32; Ps. 7:15-16; 9:15; 10:2; 35:8; 57:6; 94:23; 140:9; 141:10; Prov. 1:18, 31; 5:22; 11:5; 14:14; 26:27; 28:10; Jer. 2:19; Ezek. 11:21; 22:31).
[For information about evil and ungodly behavior opening a person up to demonic attacks, see commentary on Prov. 13:21.]
Pro 1:19
“who pursues unjust gain.” The Hebrew is an idiom and does not make sense when translated into English, which explains why there are so many different English translations. The Hebrew is more literally, “all who cuts off a cut”[footnoteRef:557] but the word “cut” used in that context refers to unjust gain, almost like we might say in English that the thieves each got a “cut” of the loot. The NET text note picks up the idea of “cut” referring to unjust gain and goes with those who “unjustly gain unjust gain.” The English Bibles try to bring the Hebrew idiom into English, some being more literal, some simply trying to find some sort of equivalent English idea: “greedy of gain” (ASV, KJV; cf. CJB); “greedy for unjust gain” (ESV); “gains by violence” (NASB); “make profit dishonestly (HCSB); “go after ill-gotten gain” (NIV); “greedy for money” (NLT). [557:  Bruce Waltke, The Book of Proverbs: Chapters 1-15 [NICOT], 196.] 

The translations differ, but the idea is clear: if a person goes about to enrich himself or make a living off of profit that he has gained unjustly, then “it takes away the soul” of the person. This taking away of the soul, where “soul” means “life,” has both an immediate and eschatological meaning. Here in this life, the dishonest person loses his “life.” Not only does he lose the fullness and joy of living, living a life of always looking over his shoulder to make sure he is not discovered and having to harden his heart against the people he is cheating, he is subject to quick and violent death if his activities are discovered. From an everlasting perspective, the person will lose his life, burning to ashes in the Lake of Fire. This verse should serve as a severe warning to those people who are not doing well financially in life and are tempted to turn to a life of crime to supposedly be better off.
[For more on people being annihilated in the Lake of Fire and not burning forever, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
Pro 1:20
“Wisdom.” We can see from the scope of Proverbs and from the context of this verse that “Wisdom” is being used figuratively—it is being portrayed as a person; a woman. Taking a concept and speaking of it as if it were a person is the figure of speech “personification,” and personification and zoomorphisms are quite common in the Bible, especially in Hebrew poetry (zoomorphism is described below after personification).
“Personification” occurs when something that is not a person is described as a person or ascribed the attributes of a person. We humans relate so well to other humans that referring to something as a person often makes a complex subject easy to understand. Personification can also make an abstract idea or thought easier to understand than literal narrative does because it uses concrete imagery from human experience, so the Bible often uses personification when describing intangible concepts.
Whereas stating something factually gives us information, the figure of speech personification communicates both information and emotion well. For example, saying the people of Israel broke their covenant with God gives us information but does not communicate much emotion. In contrast, referring to Israel as a woman and saying she deserted her husband and committed adultery with pagan gods—her pagan lovers—gives us the information but also brings up a host of emotions. Similarly, we can very factually say the earth will be blessed when it is restored to a pristine state in the Messianic Kingdom, or we can communicate the joy and excitement by personification and say, “the mountains and the hills will break forth into singing…and all the trees of the fields will clap their hands” (Isa. 55:12).
There are many dozens of examples of personification in the Bible. Wisdom is portrayed as a woman calling out for people to listen to her (Prov. 8:1). Ethiopia is portrayed as a woman stretching out her hands to God (Ps. 68:31); The blood of Abel is portrayed as a person crying out from the ground after Cain killed him (Gen. 4:10). The waters of the sea, which split to let Israel escape from Egypt, are portrayed as being afraid of God and thus running away: “When the waters saw you, O God, when the waters saw you, they were afraid” (Ps. 77:16 ESV).
Wisdom is personified in the book of Proverbs so that the reader can better understand the virtuous qualities that wisdom can offer and the role it played in God’s acts of creation. Similarly, “Folly” (foolishness) is personified in Proverbs (cf. Prov. 9:13) so we can see how foolish people think and act, and also see the disastrous consequences of their actions.
We should also pay attention to the fact that in Proverbs, Wisdom is personified as a woman, not a man. So is “Folly” (Prov. 9:13), who is also described in Proverbs as “the strange woman” or “the foreign woman” (e.g., Prov. 2:16). Thus Proverbs describes a kind of contest: the woman Wisdom and the woman Folly are both vying for the attention of the young man. Unpacking the figure of speech personification gives us the real-life message of Proverbs: God wants people to make wise choices and the Devil wants people to make foolish choices. Wise choices usually involve work, self-discipline, and patience, whereas foolish choices usually offer instant gratification and fleshly pleasure. Who will the young man in Proverbs choose? Wisdom or Folly? What choices will people make? Wise choices or foolish choices? “Wisdom” is pleading with people to make wise choices.
It is also important to note that Lady Wisdom has a number of “female attendants” who help and support her mission to win people to her way of doing things. These “women” include “discernment,” tebunah (#08394 תְּבוּנָה; Prov. 2:2; 3:13); “understanding,” biynah (#0998 בִּינָה; Prov. 2:3); “prudence,”‘ormah (#06195 עָרְמָה; Prov. 8:12); and “discretion,” mezimmah (#04209 מְזִמָּה; Prov. 2:11)—all these are feminine nouns, as is “wisdom.” In fact, one cannot read Proverbs in Hebrew without getting the feeling that God has gone out of His way to find feminine nouns that support the personification of Wisdom and her attendants, and thus support Lady Wisdom and her associates against Lady Folly and her associates such as “the strange woman.”
Casting “Wisdom,” “understanding,” “discernment,” “prudence,” and “discretion” as women adds to the overall sense of what God is saying in Proverbs about desiring those qualities and seeking them in life. Culturally, the readers of Proverbs would be men because women (and lower-class men) typically were not taught to read, and Proverbs is specifically for the young and inexperienced, thus the young men, although to others as well (Prov. 1:4). The young men should be interested in, and desire, the godly women, but will they? Wisdom and her female friends call out to them, but they are godly and demand things like being wise and exerting self-control. Alas, Wisdom’s rival, Folly (Prov. 9:13), uses her sex and sensual pleasures to appeal to the young men, and despite Wisdom’s warning that those who “visit” her end up dead, many foolish young men ignore the consequences and follow their fleshly desires.
One thing that is important to understand when reading a personification, such as Wisdom, is that even though it is portrayed as a woman, “Wisdom” refers to any wise person, male or female. Thus, when Proverbs 14:1 says that “Lady Wisdom has built her house,” the person who understands the figure personification knows that “Lady Wisdom” refers to both women and men. The verse is saying that the wise woman or man builds up their house, but “Folly,” the foolish woman or man, tears it down.
Culturally, Proverbs portrays Lady Wisdom doing things that women would not do, or almost never do, in the biblical culture. For example, women would almost never be calling out at the city gate, which is where the town elders gathered, who would have been men (Prov. 1:20; 8:3); nor would a woman send her young female servants out into the town to gather people for a feast; male servants would be sent to do that (Prov. 9:3). Similarly, “Wisdom,” as an advisor would be either a man or woman depending on who was getting the advice (Prov. 13:10). These verses are not a cultural aberration giving women jobs they culturally would not do; the reader would understand those jobs are being done by wise men, who are included in the meaning of the text and in the figure personification.
Every person makes the decision to follow either God or the flesh, and how we decide is reflected in what we think, say, and do, as Jesus said, “You will recognize them by their fruits” (Matt. 7:16).
To more accurately understand the Bible it is worth noting the difference between the figure of speech personification and the figure of speech zoomorphism. “Personification” gives human qualities to something nonhuman. For example, here in Proverbs, by the figure personification, the qualities of wisdom and folly are given human characteristics and portrayed as women, which makes those qualities more personable and easier to relate to.
In contrast to personification, the figure of speech zoomorphism gives animal qualities to things that are not animals, including people, or gives the qualities of one animal to another animal. Giving an animal quality to a person or concept brings action and emotion to the situation. For example, note the different feel of the situation between a person simply giving orders, or “barking out orders,” or “purring” their request. Or, the different mind-picture between a person walking across the room, slithering across the room, or galloping across the room. Zoomorphisms often occur in similes or metaphors, such as, “you eat like a pig” or “what you said ruffled my feathers.” An example of zoomorphism of a concept occurs in Genesis 4:7 when sin is portrayed as an animal “crouching” at the door of Cain’s tent. Zoomorphisms are often inherent in other figures of speech, such as when the Devil is called “the serpent”—which is a zoomorphism—by the figure of speech hypocatastasis.
[For more on the three figures of comparison, simile, metaphor, and hypocatastasis, see commentary on Rev. 20:2.]
“raises her voice.” The Hebrew is literally, “gives forth her voice,” but it is an idiom for speaking loudly, raising one’s voice, or shouting. Idioms can be hard to spot when the literal seems to make sense, and this is one of those places. That is why a scholar has to know the language very well.
Although it would not necessarily be common to hear women raising their voices in public in the biblical culture, it was not unheard of. Throughout history, there were wise women who rose to prominence and were given a voice in the city and even in the whole country. Deborah became the judge over Israel because of her wisdom and prophetic ability (Judg. 4-5). A wise woman saved the city of Abel-beth-maachah from Joab and David’s army (2 Sam. 20:16-19). A read through the Old Testament shows a number of wise women, especially prophetesses, who rose to prominence through their wisdom and actions.
Pro 1:21
“at the head of noisy streets.” The Hebrew is literally, “at the head of the noisy,” with noisy being an adjective, a substantive, which native Hebrew readers of the time would automatically fill in with “noisy places,” “noisy streets,” etc. The point is that Wisdom wants people to have the opportunity to hear her, so she goes where the people are, which then are the “noisy” places.
The reason the verse says “at the head of noisy streets” is that it is making a reference to the city gate, which is the “head” of all the streets in the city. Although the large city of Jerusalem had several gates, that was unusual because Jerusalem was one of the largest cities in ancient Israel (Hazor was likely as large or larger). Most of the cities in Israel had only one gate (although sometimes the location of the city gates changed, as we see at the city of Dan, which had a Bronze Age gate on the east side, but a later gate on the south side). From the city gate, all the different major streets of the city would start and then wind their way through the city, branching into different alleyways, but the gate was the “head” of all the streets.
“where the city gates open.” The gates of the cities in Israel almost always opened to a large open area where people gathered to meet friends, get the news, conduct business, and just hang out to see what was happening. In Greek towns, this happened more at the town center, the agora (Acts 17:17), but in the cities in Israel, the city gate was where the elders sat and the people gathered.
In the biblical culture of the Old Testament, it was the custom that the elders of a city would sit at the city gate (Gen. 19:1, 9; Deut. 21:19; 22:15; 25:7; Josh. 20:4; Ruth 4:11; 1 Sam. 4:18; Esther 2:19, 21; 3:2; Lam. 5:14; Dan. 2:49; cf. Amos 5:10). Sometimes even the king of the land would sit at the gate of the city (2 Sam. 19:8; 1 Kings 22:10). Most cities had only one gate, and so everyone who went in or out of the city would have to pass through that gate. Furthermore, there was usually an open space just inside the gate so there was plenty of room for people to gather.
The elders at the gate were generally older, mature men who were the powerful men of the city. As elders and often acting as judges, they were supposed to be godly and wise, which is why “Wisdom” could be found at the city gates (cf. Prov. 1:20-21). However, it was sometimes the case that the powerful men of the city were self-centered or ungodly, in which case the advice they gave would be ungodly too. Proverbs, reflecting the wisdom of the time, advises people to get advice from a multitude of counselors, and often those wise counselors could be found at the city gate (Prov. 11:14; 15:22; 24:6).
The larger cities often had a “double gate” for security. A double gate was a gate complex consisting of an outer gate and an inner gate with a space between them. The idea behind the double gate was that if an enemy managed to break down the outer gate they would not be able to break down the inner gate because while they were trying to breach it the city defenders could shoot arrows and spears, or throw rocks, or pour boiling water or oil down on top of them from the city walls surrounding them. The Old Testament city of Lachish is a good example of that.
If the city had a double gate, sometimes the elders sat “in” the gate, in the shade between the walls. The Hebrew “in” can also usually be translated “at,” so whether the elders were “at” the gate or “in” it usually has to be determined from the archaeology of the city. For example, Bethlehem was not a big city so when it did have a wall during what archaeologists refer to as the First Temple period, it would have been a simple wall with just one gate, not a double gate, so the elders would have sat “at” the gate, not “in” it.
Here in Proverbs 1:21, “Wisdom” is a personification; there is no “person” named wisdom, so what does it mean that she raises her voice in the noisy places? There were always older people and wise people with whom one could confer at the city gates and where people gathered.
The idea of the elders and judges of a city being present at the gate of the city is a consistent one throughout Scripture and the point Scripture is making is that there is no reason to be unwise about something, there are people who can give you wise advice if you seek them out.
Pro 1:22
“How long.” This begins the speech of Lady Wisdom, which continues until the end of the chapter.
“O naïve ones.” A naïve person is ignorant and inexperienced, and generally simple in their thoughts and ways. However, as Proverbs 1:22 shows, that naïvety can be wilful naïvety. The foolish person does not want to get deeply involved with life and its complexities or engage in the battle required to become truly godly.
“hate.” In Hebrew and Greek, the word “hate” has a large range of meanings from actual “hate” to simply loving something less than something else, neglecting or ignoring something, or being disgusted by something. In this context in Proverbs, “hate” has a number of different possible meanings because there are many different kinds of fools. Some fools are hostile to knowledge, while others simply ignore it.
When the English reader sees the word “hate” in the Bible, it is natural to think in terms of the common dictionary definition of “hate,” which is an intense aversion, an intense emotional dislike, or an intense hostility to something. For example, the Penguin Dictionary of Psychology defines hatred as a “deep, enduring, intense emotion expressing animosity, anger, and hostility towards a person, group, or object.”[footnoteRef:558] But the Hebrew and Greek words for “hate” have a much broader range of meanings than the English word, and this can confuse the English reader. [558:  Arthur Reber, Rhianon Allen, Emily Reber, Penguin Dictionary of Psychology, s.v. “hatred,” 342.] 

The most common Hebrew word for hate is sane (#08130 שָׂנֵא) and the Greek word for hate is miseō (#3404 μισέω). The word “hate” in Hebrew and Greek can run the full scope of meanings from intense emotional hostility to simple avoidance. The uses of “hate” listed below show some of the semantic range that the Hebrew and Greek words have in the Bible.
1. “Hate” in the Hebrew and Greek languages can have the same basic meaning as it does in English: “an intense emotional dislike and hostility” that can result in acting against someone. Psalm 11:5 says that God “hates” those who love violence; He has an intense dislike for, and hostility toward, them. Genesis 37:4 says Joseph’s brothers “hated” Joseph, which is why they were going to kill him. Proverbs 6:16-19 says God hates pride, lying, hands that shed innocent blood, etc. 1 John 3:15 says a person who hates is a murderer, because if you genuinely hate someone you “assassinate” their character and even sometimes physically kill them.
2. “Hate” can mean “to have nothing to do with; or to have a lack of love and kindly sentiment toward someone or something.” 2 Chron. 19:2 says the people of Israel “hate” Yahweh, but most of them simply had nothing to do with Him and showed no kindness to Him. Proverbs 19:7 says that a poor man is “hated” by his brothers because he is avoided by them (and they may be disgusted by him). Proverbs 11:15 says a wise person “hates” putting up collateral for someone else, in the sense that he avoids it. Proverbs 25:17 says a neighbor who visits too often becomes “hated,” i.e., avoided and resented. Isaiah 60:15 says the city of Jerusalem was “hated” because it was neglected and avoided.
3. “Hate” can refer to a feeling of disgust, repulsion, or abhorrence. Isaiah 1:14 says that God “hated” the Israelites’ festivals; they disgusted Him. 2 Samuel 13:15 says that after Amnon raped Tamar, he “hated” her; his “love” (attraction) turned to disgust and repulsion and he then rejected and ignored her. Psalm 119:163 says the psalmist “hates” lying, but loves the Law, the Torah; lying repulsed him, while he gave his attention to the Law (he “loves” it). Romans 7:15 says Paul did the things that he “hated;” that is, he did things that disgusted him. Jude 1:23 says we are to “hate,” be disgusted with and repulsed by, even clothes that have been stained by sin.
4. “Hate” is used to mean to “ignore,” “neglect,” “love less,” and it is often used that way when being compared to “love.” People “hate” (ignore and neglect) someone or something because they “love” (give attention to, support) someone or something else more. In the same way, “love” can be used in the sense or with the overtones of “to choose” while “hate” can refer to someone or something being not chosen. Genesis 29:31 and 29:33 say Jacob’s wife Leah was “hated,” because Jacob ignored her and paid attention to Rachel. Similarly, Deuteronomy 21:15 says a man with two wives may “love” one and “hate” the other, that is, choose the one to give attention to while paying less attention to, or even ignoring, the other. Jesus said in Matthew 6:24 that a person cannot have two masters or he will “hate” (ignore) the one and “love” (pay attention to; support) the other. Luke 14:26 says that a person must “hate” his family to be a disciple of Jesus, that is, he has to care more for Jesus than for them. John 12:25 says that we should not “love” our life in this world, that is, give it all our attention; instead, we are to “hate” our life, that is, ignore things that we want and even be willing to give up life itself. When the Bible says that God “loved” Jacob but “hated” Esau (Mal. 1:2-3; Rom. 9:13), it means God chose Jacob over Esau to be the line to the Messiah (God had to choose one to lead to Christ and He chose Jacob), and then gave “Jacob” (“Israel”), more attention and support than He gave “Esau” (“Edom”).
5. “Hate” can simply mean not acting on behalf of someone, leaving them alone, although it may include doing things that hurt or hinder them. Malachi 1:2-3 says that God hated Esau but loved Jacob. In that verse, “Esau” refers to the country of Edom, founded by Esau, and “Jacob” refers to Israel, which Jacob founded. God actively supported Israel throughout its history, but ignored Edom and left it alone, thus, He is said to “hate” it. Proverbs 13:24 says that the one who fails to discipline his children “hates” them because if a person fails to discipline his children he is neglecting them, leaving them alone, and a child left to himself will eventually bring shame to the family (Prov. 29:15).
Often the word “hate” has a combination of the above meanings. For example, when God tells us to “hate” evil and love good (Amos 5:15), He wants us to have nothing to do with evil, be disgusted and repulsed by it, and actively work to eradicate it. That extensive meaning goes for verses such as Deuteronomy 16:22, where God says he “hates” the idolatrous sacred pillars. Ecclesiastes 3:8 is another verse that lumps many different meanings into the one use of “hate.” It says there is a time to “love” and a time to “hate,” but that can mean everything from there being a proper time to engage in helpful or hostile activity toward someone or something; a proper time to be delighted in or disgusted by someone or something; or a proper time to pay attention to or neglect and ignore someone or something.
Sometimes the exact nature of the “hate” in a given context is unknown, or the context covers such a large number of individuals that “hate” includes all the different meanings that apply to the different people in the group. For example, when Moses was moving the camp of God through the desert toward the Promised Land, he said, “let those who hate you flee before you” (Num. 10:35). While there were people in Canaan who actually “hated” Yahweh in the sense they were actively hostile to Him, the majority of the Canaanites were simply engaged in the worship of other gods and did not know or did not care about Yahweh. Given the range of meanings of “hate,” all those unbelieving Canaanites “hated” Yahweh even though some were emotionally and physically hostile to Him while others simply ignored Him.
The word “hate” is a good example of a word that has a specific meaning in English but does not have that same meaning in the Bible, which is why we have to learn the language, customs, and idioms of the Bible if we are going to really understand it.
Pro 1:23
“to you all.” The Hebrew is literally, “with you all.” Although the meaning is closer to the English translation “to you,” it helps us understand the Bible when we know that the Hebrews spoke of words (or knowledge) being “with them.” Once we know that background, we can better understand why John 1:1 would say the Word was “with God.” A wise person kept Wisdom’s words “with them.”
Pro 1:24
“stretched out my hand.” The imagery here of lady Wisdom “stretching out her hand” should be read as an extension of the poetic metaphor used to personify God’s wisdom as actively involved with His creation; she is actively trying to help people. Wisdom stretching out her arms is not to be regarded as an indication that Lady Wisdom is an actual person alongside Yahweh who has literal physical arms. The exact Hebrew phrase about stretching out the hand is used of Yahweh in Ezekiel 16:27 to indicate His interaction with the Israelites in an attempt to offer help and deliverance (see also Exod. 7:5; Deut. 4:34; and Isa. 9:12).
Pro 1:25
“neglected.” The Hebrew is literally, “let go of,” which in this case refers to neglect. It is not that the person never had, or had readily available, God’s counsel and advice, but rather he “let it go,” he neglected it. Far too many Christians neglect God’s Word and then don’t have it in their minds when it could really help them. Jesus Christ is our example and it is clear that he had God’s Word and “it is written” clearly in his mind.
Pro 1:26
“I will mock.” This sounds so harsh, but it is actually just a statement of fact. People mock God and Wisdom, and then get themselves into trouble and receive the consequences of their actions. Those consequences often cannot be undone, and sometimes cannot even be mitigated. A person who ignores Wisdom and drives drunk, wrecks his car and cripples himself and kills his passengers cannot undo that damage, and will pay for it for years to come—perhaps his whole life. A man or woman who is sexually promiscuous and gets an incurable venereal disease may live with that consequence the rest of his or her life. The point of the Bible personifying Wisdom and saying she “mocks” is making the point that she cannot undo the damage you did to yourself. Wisdom is not bringing the punishment, the punishment is a consequence of one’s own actions.
“what you dread.” The literal Hebrew is “when your dread comes.” The main emphasis is a metonymy, where “dread” is put for “what you dread.” However, there is also a very literal sense to the verse, because when “what you dread” comes, your dread comes too. Although sometimes what people dread comes upon them in this life, often those who mock God and Wisdom die rich and in peaceful circumstances. Nevertheless, no one can escape God’s judgment. Judgment Day will come upon them, and because they had no fear of God, they will fear the flames of Gehenna, and die in them.
This verse, like hundreds of others like it, puts the responsibility for disaster upon the person—no one has to mock God, no one has to reject Wisdom. God begs people to turn from wickedness and be saved, but if they refuse, God respects their decision and they will eat the fruit of their ways.
Pro 1:27
“terror.” Here “terror,” “calamity,” “trouble,” and “distress” are personified as actually traveling to those who refuse to heed the voice of Lady Wisdom. That these four are personified continues the line of the use of the figure of speech personification within this section, which began earlier with Lady Wisdom. It is not just an accident that people who ignore God and wisdom have trouble in their lives. Sinful activity actually brings trouble upon people, and that trouble can come from many different sources, including lawful authorities bringing justice and vengeful “partners” or competing parties who want any ill-gotten gain for themselves, and much more. Some ungodly activities can even open the doors of a person’s life to demonic oppression and possession. Although godly people experience troubles too, at least they will be vindicated on Judgment Day. Not so the wicked, who suffer both in this life and in the next.
Pro 1:28
“I will not answer.” This is a statement of fact. People who are in trouble because they ignored Wisdom often call out for her and for the deliverance they want, but to no avail. Often the consequences of foolishness cannot be undone. See commentary on Proverbs 1:26, “I will mock.”
Pro 1:29
“hated.” This is one of the places where “hate” refers to something that a person did not choose, and thus did not support and pay attention to, but instead chose something else. One of the standard Semitic definitions of “hate” was “to “ignore, neglect, love less” or “not choose someone or something,” instead choosing someone or something else.
The immediate and remoter contexts of this verse lead us to believe that “not choose, ignore, and neglect” is the meaning of “hate” in this verse, because “hate” in the first phrase is juxtaposed with “not choose” in the second phrase. The “they” in the phrase “they hated knowledge” refers to the naïve ones, the mockers, and the fools (Prov. 1:22). The naïve ones “loved” their naivety, that is, they chose it over knowledge, and the mockers did the same thing by “delighting” in their mocking. Meanwhile, the fools “hated” knowledge, that is, they chose ignorance over knowledge.
There is no need to be naïve, a mocker, or foolish. As we see in Proverbs 1:31-32, that kind of stupid behavior only results in trouble, and can lead to death and destruction—dying in this life and everlasting death instead of everlasting life in the age to come. God says, “Today I call heaven and earth to be witnesses against you, that I have set before you life and death, the blessing and the curse; therefore choose life, that you may live” (Deut. 30:19). We humans have the freedom of will to choose life or death, and the wise person chooses life.
[For more on the biblical use of “hate,” see commentary on Prov. 1:22, esp. definition 4.]
Pro 1:30
“counsel.” Proverbs 1:30 sets God’s counsel in parallel with his words of reproof. Oftentimes, God’s counsel and advice suggests that the listener needs to repent and reorient their behavior. Since this particular counsel is godly counsel expressed through Lady Wisdom, it would be wise to change one’s behavior and thinking to line up with the counsel and reproof.
Pro 1:31
“way.” This is the Hebrew word derek (#01870 דֶּרֶךְ), referring to a road, not just a small path or “way,” but we felt like “way” read much better here than “road.”
“fill.” This is one of the wonderful “obscure expressions” and “riddles” of the wise (cf. Prov. 1:6). The Hebrew word translated “fill” here in Proverbs 1:31 is saba (#07646 שָׂבַע), which refers to eating or drinking enough to be satisfied. However, it also has the negative meaning of eating to the point of being overfull and then getting sick or getting to the point the food is revolting, and in that sense, it is used for being repaid for what one has done, thus they will “get what their ways deserve” (Prov. 14:14 NRSVUE). The context determines which meaning saba has, but in this verse, both meanings apply. The two contrasting meanings of saba account for the different translations, those which read “satisfied” or “filled,” (ASV, KJV, NASB, NIV, Rotherham), and those which try to say “filled” but in a negative way (“overfilled” CJB; “glutted” HCSB, NAB; “stuffed full” NET).
This is a good example of the figure of speech amphibologia (double entendre), where a word has two (or more) different meanings and both are true. The people who ignore the counsel and reproof of Wisdom are generally “satisfied” with the choice they have made. For example, if they choose to ignore Wisdom and steal and rob to get rich, they may be very satisfied with their wealth, or if they choose to lie and defame others to get political position and power, they may be very satisfied with that. But eventually, even if it takes until Judgment Day, those fools will be “stuffed full” to the point of revulsion with the results of their own plans. This verse is similar to Proverbs 14:14. It is a consistent theme throughout Scripture that evil people bring evil upon themselves (see commentary on Prov. 1:18).
[See Word Study: “Amphibologia.”]
Pro 1:32
“turning away.” The Hebrew is meshuwbah (#04878 מְשׁוּבָה) and it occurs 13 times in the OT, with all the occurrences in Jeremiah and Hosea except this verse in Proverbs. In the prophets, it referred to Israel turning away from God and the Covenant they made to keep His laws. Here in Proverbs the simple one, a naïve and foolish person, turns away from wisdom, the right way, etc. It seems that because in Proverbs it is the simple one who turns away that it is not referring to someone who sets out to do evil, rather it is the simple person who gives no thought to his way and just follows every emotion and inclination. In fact, he could wander back and forth between truth and error if that was how he felt at the moment (cf. “aimless wandering” CJB by D. Stern). He does not “turn” from his way to follow wisdom (Prov. 1:23), but “turns away” from wisdom and what is right, and ends up dead—eternally dead, but sometimes even coming to a premature death on earth. Such grave consequences! God created us and expects us to love and obey Him. If we are too foolish to do that, we “eat the fruit of our own way” (Prov. 1:31). We could see “turning away” as a personification here, although it is a weak one, because “turning away” kills the person.
“false security.” The Hebrew word is shalvah (#07962 שַׁלְוָה), and it means quietness, ease, rest, security, unconcern, or prosperity. It can refer to a feeling of security, or a feeling of false security. Here it refers to the feelings of false security that the fool has, not seeing the dangers of life or his responsibility to God and man, he does not see disaster coming. The ASV says, “careless ease,” and fools certainly have that too. Other versions read ‘complacency,” which means “an inclination to please,” and does not seem to fit the profile of most fools.
Pro 1:33
“will live in safety.” This is one of the many “ideal” promises in the Word of God that would be fulfilled here on earth today if we lived in a godly world with godly people. We do not, so this promise will be fully fulfilled in the future.
[For more on “ideal” proverbs in Proverbs, see the REV commentary on Prov. 19:5.]
 
Proverbs Chapter 2
Pro 2:1
“if you receive my words.” It is clear throughout Proverbs that people can gain wisdom and the understanding, discernment, discretion, etc., that comes with it. But that takes a concerted effort, as the verses show, and sadly, many people do not make any effort to gain wisdom, and many of them would not even know where to start.
In today’s world, the Adversary has a very aggressive agenda against people gaining wisdom. It is possible to spend hundreds of hours wasting your time and not gaining an ounce of wisdom or understanding. And, considering that in the ancient world “wisdom” and “understanding” did not just refer to the knowledge one had but the practical application of that knowledge—using your knowledge as you lived life, worked, helped others, volunteered, and made a positive contribution to society—spending an inordinate amount of time selfishly engaged in activities that neither enrich the individual nor contribute to society is a real “win” for the Devil and a real loss for the individual.
God created people “to do good works” (Eph. 2:10) and if we are not doing them we are defying Him, whether we mean to be or not. “I’m not hurting anyone” sounds good, but it is not God’s will for our lives. A hermit can live his life in a cave and “not hurt anyone.” God created us to help people and make disciples, and we either are or we aren’t. If we aren’t, we are (and will be) the losers.
“store up my commandments with you.” The words and commands of God are a great treasure, so the believer is wise to store them up in his mind and keep them with him at all times. The Hebrew is literally, “hide with you,” but that does not make good sense to the modern reader. However, in biblical times people would hide things that were valuable to them because the culture did not offer many safe places to put something. People’s houses and tents were always susceptible to people entering at a time when no one was home and stealing valuables. The commands are to be “with us,” in our minds. God sets Himself as an example in this, and keeps the Word with Him, as we see in John 1:1, because the Scripture says “the word was with God.”
In the biblical idiom, things that are part of our mind or knowledge, or things that are attributes that we have, are said to be “with” us. For example, Abigail, speaking about Nabal, her foolish husband, does not say, “He is a fool,” but says “folly is with him” (1 Sam. 25:25). Similarly wisdom is said to be “with God” (Job 12:13, 16). Here in Proverbs 2:1, we would say, “Remember my words,” but in the biblical idiom they say, store up my words “with you.”
Pro 2:2
“Wisdom.” Wisdom is personified here as a woman that we are to listen to, hence the capital “W.” As we will see in the next few verses, “Wisdom” has other “female attendants” that work with her (e.g., “discernment” “understanding” and “discretion;” see commentary on Prov. 1:20). They are part of the background of the personification of Wisdom, but the REV does not capitalize them, but only capitalizes Wisdom.
Pro 2:3
“to understanding...to discernment.” Here in Proverbs 2:3, the figure of speech personification that we see so clearly in Prov. 2:2 is continued. We are to call out “to” discernment and “to” understanding. The Hebrew can also be translated “for” as well as “to,” but given the figure personification in the context, the “to” is the better choice. Of course, what we are calling out to Discernment and Understanding for is discernment and understanding. God is making it clear that if we want wisdom, understanding, and discernment, it will take some effort and persistence on our part—that is the meaning of “call out” and “raise your voice.”
“Understanding” and “discernment” are both feminine nouns and are represented by the figure of speech personification as being associates and helpers of Lady Wisdom (see REV commentary on Prov. 1:20).
“if you raise your voice.” The word “if” is supplied from the context and thus is in italics. It is not in the Hebrew text, but is clearly implied from the stanzas before and after it.
Pro 2:4
“hidden treasure.” In biblical times banks and safe places for money and valuables did not readily exist, so it was the custom for people to find hiding places for their valuables. This has turned out to be a boon for archaeologists and is one reason that wonderful and valuable things are regularly dug out of the earth.
Pro 2:7
“a shield for those who walk blamelessly.” The versions and commentators are divided as to whether the “He” that opens the verse should be pulled by ellipsis into the second phrase making the second stanza in the verse read, “He is a shield,” or whether the verse is saying that sound advice is the shield for those who walk blamelessly. It is quite possible that a native Hebrew reader of that time would see both meanings here, making the verse an amphibologia (double entendre), with both meanings being true. It is certainly true that God is a shield to those who walk uprightly, and it is also true that sound advice is a shield, as we see throughout Proverbs. Since the Hebrew text does not have “He is” in the second stanza, we deferred to the way the Hebrew text was worded.
[See Word Study: “Amphibologia.”]
Pro 2:10
“Wisdom will come into your heart.” This is continuing the personification of wisdom (a feminine noun), and portraying her as someone who feels welcome and comes into your heart.
“your soul.” A very common biblical idiom for “you.”
Pro 2:12
“way of evil.” The Hebrew reads “road of evil,” which can also be understood as, “the way of evil people.”
“the one.” The Hebrew text literally reads, “man,” iysh (#0376 אִישׁ pronounced “eesh”), which most literally refers to a man, a male in contrast to a woman, a husband, or a man opposed to an animal or God. However, iysh can also refer more generally to a person or human being, inclusive of both men and women. Also, in certain contexts, iysh takes on other meanings. These include being an indicator of rank or position, or to indicate a “mighty man” or “valiant man;” a man as a servant, follower, or soldier. Furthermore, iysh can be used in an impersonal sense as “someone” or “everyone,” or “each,” and it can even be used of animals, but rarely is.[footnoteRef:559] [559:  Cf. Koehler and Baumgartner, HALOT Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon; Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon; VanGemeren, New International Dictionary of Old Testament Theology and Exegesis.] 

Proverbs uses the word iysh to show a primary emphasis on men in contrast to women because the Hebrew text could have used the Hebrew word adam, which is more generally used to mean “people, mankind.” But it makes sense in both the culture and scope of Proverbs that iysh would be used. Culturally, men dominated the society and were the primary actors in it. One obvious reason for that was the physical strength men had over women, but a less obvious reason was that most women had a large number of children and grandchildren, and so for most of their lives they were pregnant, nursing, and/or caring for children; both their own and those in the extended family. Mary, the mother of Jesus, had at least seven children herself (Matt. 13:55-56).
Additionally, the book of Proverbs uses the sexual attraction between men and women as a background to show the necessity for reason and self-discipline in living a godly life. Proverbs specifically portrays Lady Wisdom and Lady Folly competing with each other and vying for the attention and affection of naïve young men. Indeed, Proverbs seems to go to great lengths to portray and personify Wisdom, understanding, discernment, discretion, and also Folly, as women who have attributes that could attract a young man. It is up to the young man to choose between the unbridled, boisterous, glamourous, and sexy life of Folly, or the self-controlled and peaceful life of Wisdom and her attendants.
In spite of the dominant male language in Proverbs, however, there is good reason to translate the word iysh as a gender-neutral word such as “person” or “one” in many verses. Although the verses were more specifically addressed to men in the biblical culture, the author did not want to exclude women, and we must keep in mind that iysh can legitimately refer to both men and women. It is clear from the proverbs themselves that wisdom and knowledge are intended for both men and women. For example, the teaching of the mothers in Proverbs is important (cf. Prov. 1:8 and 6:20), and those women had to be taught to become wise themselves. Also, Lady Wisdom imparts knowledge and wisdom, and thus she herself was taught, and is honored for imparting her wisdom and knowledge to others, including the men who listen to her. So, it was not just males that were taught, even if that was the primary emphasis in the culture of the time, something that is reflected in the many uses of the Hebrew iysh.
It should be noted that many of the older English versions, such as the King James Version, do translate iysh as “man.” However, while that is a very accurate translation, it must also be remembered that up until recently, when the word “man” was used, it was used more inclusively of both men and women than it is today. Today, “man” tends to exclude women, not include them, so culturally, “man” has often become less accurate in reflecting the meaning of the text than a gender-neutral word like “person.”
The importance of women feeling included in the teaching of Proverbs cannot be overstated, especially in modern Western culture when women are not kept cloistered at home but are educated, have their own money, and are out and about in society. Both men and women must make the choice between Wisdom and Folly. Proverbs applies to women today in a way that it has never applied so fittingly before in history. Therefore, because iysh can legitimately be gender-neutral and apply to a “person,” and because many proverbs themselves apply so fittingly to women, we have often used a gender-neutral term when iysh appears in the Hebrew text.
[For more on the use of gender-neutral terms for the masculine terms in Proverbs, see commentary on Prov. 1:4, “youth.” For more on Lady Wisdom and Lady Folly, and the figure of speech personification, see commentary on Prov. 1:20.]
“perverse things.” The root of the Hebrew word means to flip upside down. Something “perverse” is upside down from the way God intended it to be.
Pro 2:14
“are glad.” The Hebrew is sameach (#08056 שָׂמֵ֫חַ), and means to take pleasure in something, to be glad, to be merry. It is often translated as “joyful,” or a related “joy” word, but biblically, joy comes from inside a person due to eternal verities such as our Hope. Therefore, glad, merry, pleasure, jubilation, etc., are better translations.
Pro 2:15
“from those whose paths.” We worded the text to fit with the previous verse and to read more easily in English. The Hebrew text starts abruptly: “their paths are twisted.”
“twisted.” The Hebrew is `iqqesh (#06141 עִקֵּשׁ), and it means “twisted, distorted, crooked, perverse, perverted.” We have chosen “twisted” as the translation of this word so the English reader can build the picture of those whom God refers to as twisted, or perverse. The Hebrew word `iqqesh appears 9 times in Proverbs 2:15; 8:8; 10:9; 11:20; 17:20; 19:1; 22:5; 28:6, 18. The Hebrew reads, “their paths are twisted,” but we brought the “from those whose” in from the context for clarity.
Pro 2:16
“flattering.” The Hebrew is literally, “making smooth,” which refers to smooth talk or flattery. Evil people are very good at flattery, lying, and smooth talk, which is why Christ taught us to look at a person’s “fruit” (Matt. 7:16-20). Words can be very deceptive, but what a person does and the fruit of their lives reveals who they really are.
Pro 2:17
“mate.” The Hebrew word literally means “friend, companion,” but in this case, it refers to the woman’s husband. It would be confusing to the modern reader to say she had left the friend of her youth, and because the “friend” is obviously her husband we went with “mate.”[footnoteRef:560] However, there is an important lesson in that the person we marry is supposed to be our best friend and companion. In biblical times, marriages were arranged, and often the young man and woman had never even met each other before their wedding. It was taught in the culture that love developed after marriage, not before it, and that has been shown to be true in many cultures. [560:  Cf. Michael Fox, Proverbs 1-9 [AB], 134-141.] 

“the covenant she made before her God.” The Hebrew text reads that the woman forgot “the vow of her God,” and the genitive “of” can grammatically refer to a covenant made with God or a covenant made before God such that God is the witness. Since the context here is the marriage covenant, the covenant is made between the man and the woman before God, i.e., with God as a witness.
Pro 2:18
“house.” Thus, not only the woman, but those who visit her house, sink down to death. Who we connect ourselves with influences us and thus our future.
“sinks down to death.” The Hebrew image is somewhat difficult but it is understandable. The house of the foolish woman sinks down to death, so the righteous person does not want to be in it.
“paths.” This is not the standard word for “path,” but in Proverbs is magal (#04570 מַעְגָּל), and it really means more like “rut, track, entrenchment,” and it refers to the ruts and cuts in the ground made by carts and wagons. Some translations use “tracks,” but to most readers “tracks” refer to the footprints left after a person or animal has traveled over the ground. This is more like a “wagon path” or “wagon trail.” We tried to keep it simple by saying “path.”
Pro 2:19
“go to her.” Besides having the literal meaning of going to the woman in the sense of entering a physical place, this phrase and similar phrases are also used idiomatically for a man going to a woman and having sexual intercourse (cf. Gen. 6:4; 16:2; Prov. 6:29). It is important to note that the phrase “go to her” implies a “harmless” start; the naïve person begins a downhill path by simply “going” to the wicked person, Folly. The way the phrase “go to her” is used, becoming intimately involved in illicit and destructive relationships starts with “going to” the person or place. The wise person senses danger and stays away from destructive relationships. It is important to keep in mind at this point that the “woman” in the proverb is Folly, and she is not a literal woman but represents foolish and destructive people and relationships, and destructive relationships come in all shapes and sizes, in all sexes and genders.
The Hebrew text uses the participle form, perhaps more literally, “is going to her,” indicating that this is not a one-time event. The man has made a habit of visiting prostitutes. The proverb, in typical hyperbolic fashion, states that people who get caught up in sexual sin “do not return” and do “not reach the paths of life,” meaning that people who make a habit of sexual sin generally do not escape it and do not turn to God for salvation. There are a couple of points we must understand about that. The first is that Proverbs states the general and most common thing, not an absolute truth. There are people, like David, who escaped sexual sin, but even wise people like Solomon got completely caught up in it and never escaped. Also, after the Day of Pentecost when the New Birth became available, salvation was permanent by birth so a person could not lose salvation by becoming caught up in sexual sin. Nevertheless, a person can lose all his rewards and enter the Kingdom with nothing, so sin in general, and sexual sin, are very serious.
[For more on salvation and the guarantee of everlasting life, see Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation.” For the difference between salvation and rewards, and rewards in the Kingdom, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10, “good or evil.”]
“life.” The Hebrew word is plural, which is most likely a plural of emphasis for the abundance of life; the wonderful life. There are many paths of life, but only one everlasting “life,” but it will be wonderful indeed!
Pro 2:20
“on the road of good people.” The Hebrew uses the word “road” idiomatically for “way of life” in dozens of verses (cf. Ps. 1:6; 18:30; 27:11; 36:4; 101:2; 119:30; Prov. 4:14, 19; 12:15, 26; 16:29; 28:10).
 
Proverbs Chapter 3
Pro 3:1
“instruction.” See commentary on Proverbs 1:8.
Pro 3:3
“covenant loyalty…faithfulness.” These are the figure of speech personification because the Hebrew text is stated as if they are people and could leave on their own and somehow we could prevent them from doing so—which is actually close to the truth. If we neglect something for too long a time, we become unclear about it and eventually forget it. So here we see covenant loyalty and faithfulness added to their friends, Wisdom, prudence, and discretion. For more on the figure of speech personification, see commentary on Proverbs 1:20, “Wisdom.”
“neck” The word is plural in the Hebrew text to agree with the plural subject, “you [all],” but we leave it singular for ease of reading in English. The essence of the verse is, “You all, do not let covenant loyalty and faithfulness leave, bind them around your necks.”
“write them upon the tablet of your heart.” This phrase may have been added to the text. It stands out because it is the first time a third stanza has been added to a verse in Proverbs. It is missing from the Septuagint texts, and some of the Septuagint texts we have of Proverbs are much older than the Hebrew texts. While it is common for the Septuagint to differ from the Hebrew, it is not common for an entire sentence to be absent from the Septuagint but included in the Hebrew text. The REV retains the verse because it is in the Hebrew text and because it fits in the context. Additions like this can come into the Hebrew or Greek text because the copies were made by hand, so if someone left out a phrase while copying, they wrote it in the margin so it could be copied back into the text by the next scribe. However, it was also common for scribes to write notes in the margins of their Bibles, just as we do today, and occasionally one of those notes got copied into the Bible as Holy Scripture.
Pro 3:4
“people.” The Hebrew text reads adam, “man,” in the singular, but it was understood as a uniplural noun, like the English “fish” or “deer” which can be singular or plural depending on the context. Here the word is to be understood as plural, so literally, “man” (men); but it is meant for both men and women so “people,” “mankind,” or “humanity.” We went with “people” to be clear that women were included.
This verse reveals the fact that Proverbs says things that are generally true, not universally true. People who show covenant loyalty and faithfulness will generally find favor and have a good reputation among the population, but not among everyone, because evil people will resent and stand against them.
Pro 3:5
“do not lean upon your own understanding.” The allusion here is to the walking staff that almost every man carried for support and protection (which is why Jesus allowed his apostles to take one when they traveled; cf. Mark 6:8 and commentary on Matt. 10:10). Men leaned upon their staffs in all kinds of situations, but they were notoriously unreliable for a number of reasons. If modern hiking is any guide to us, the most common reason a staff is unreliable is that it can unexpectedly slip, causing a dangerous fall. Also, a staff may break and pierce the hand of the one leaning on it. This happened often enough that the emissary of the king of Assyria spoke about it to the people in Jerusalem (2 Kings 18:21; Isa. 36:6).
Human understanding is like a walking staff. It is just reliable enough that people can begin to trust in themselves rather than in what the Bible says, but then unexpectedly it slips or breaks and causes injury and harm—sometimes great harm. Wise Christians always trust God and never completely trust themselves, allowing for the fact they may be wrong.
Pro 3:7
“evil.” The Hebrew text uses the common word for “evil” or “bad,” ra (#07451 רַע), which has a large semantic range, including evil, bad, wrong, unpleasant, disagreeable, sad, unkind, wicked, adversity, misery, etc. For example, in the KJV, it is translated evil, wicked, wickedness, mischief, hurt, bad, trouble, sore, affliction, ill, adversity, harm, grievous, sad, etc.
It is important to see the range of meaning of ra in this verse because many things are “bad” or hurtful behaviors that we would not consider “evil.” And the verse is in a couplet, that if we fear Yahweh and turn away from what is “evil,” “bad,” “unhealthy,” it will be health to our body and cause our bones (also a metonymy for our body) to be strong. Obviously, we must turn from “evil” such as lying and stealing or we will suffer for it, but there are many behaviors that are “bad” that we would not consider “evil” in the classic sense. For example, “worry” is bad for us and unhealthy, but people don’t consider it “evil.” If we humans want to truly be healthy in body and mind, we have to turn away from evil behaviors, and also “bad,” unhealthy behaviors.
“turn away.” The Hebrew means “to depart” from evil. It is an indication of refusal to even entertain evil in one’s life. To turn away means to completely avoid the path of evil, but also to have an attitude of disapproval and despising of it.
Pro 3:8
“flesh.” The Hebrew text literally reads “navel.” This is the figure of speech synecdoche, where the part, the navel, is put for the whole, the whole body. However, there seems to be a good reason God picked “navel” here. The navel is the very font of life of the body, feeding the body with everything it needed in the womb, and so it presents a good word picture here. The “navel” was the source of our well-being in the womb and also as we entered life as independent beings. In a similar way, fearing Yahweh and departing from evil is the very source of life for us in this life and will see us off to a wonderful start in our next life.
[See Word Study: “Synecdoche.”]
In general, fearing God and turning from evil keeps us healthy and strong mentally, emotionally, and physically. People who ignore God and get mixed up in an evil and/or bad lifestyle invariably suffer for it.
“refreshing drink.” The Hebrew text reads shiqquv (#08250 שִׁקּוּי) in the singular, and thus means, “a drink.” The “drink” is put by metonymy of effect for the effect that the drink brings, which is “refreshment,” which is why so many English versions read that way. The REV combined the literal with the metonymy and went with “refreshing drink,” which catches both the Hebrew word and its meaning in this context.
[See Word Study: “Metonymy.”]
In the biblical culture, bones that were “wet” were known to be strong, while bones that were “dry” were weak. Proverbs says a crushed or broken spirit (referring to depression), dries up the bones (Prov. 17:22; see commentary on Prov. 17:22). Job complained that the bones of the wicked were well watered (Job 21:24). See also Psalms 109:18.
The mention of both the navel, which is on the outside of the body, and the bones, which are the inner support of the body, further emphasizes that this verse is saying that fearing God and turning from evil will be healing to the whole body.
Pro 3:9
“and from the firstfruits.” This verse is the only verse in Proverbs that commands that people give of their increase, and in doing so supports what God said in the Law of Moses.
Pro 3:10
“completely filled.” The Hebrew text uses two nouns, “filled plenty,” which some versions translate as “filled with plenty.” We understood this to mean, “completely filled.” The Law of Moses commanded people to give a tenth of the grain they grew, as well as the other vegetable harvests such as grapes and olives (Lev. 27:30; Num. 18:21; Deut. 14:22). Animals were tithed also, but differently (Lev. 27:32). God promised that if Israel kept God’s commandments they would be blessed (Deut. 30:16; cf. Mal. 3:8-12).
This is one of the many “ideal” promises in the Word of God that would be fulfilled here on earth today if we lived in a godly world with godly people. We do not, and so there are people who honor God with their firstfruits who do not have full storehouses. There are many ungodly people who cheat and steal, and the Devil is the ruler of the world, so this promise will be fully fulfilled in the future.
[For more on “ideal” proverbs in Proverbs, see the REV commentary on Prov. 19:5. For more on tithing, see commentary on Deut. 14:22. For more on the Devil being the ruler of the world, see the REV commentary on Luke 4:6.]
“overflow.” The Hebrew is more literally “burst open.”
Pro 3:11
“do not reject” The grammatical construction of the Hebrew text places an emphasis on the word “reject,” although it can make the English translation hard to understand. A lot of the bad things that happen to people are their own fault, not an “attack of the Devil.” When we ignore Wisdom, we can get ourselves into serious trouble. Biblically, this is referred to as the discipline of Yahweh, because He is the one who set the principles of godliness, the laws of nature and physics, the moral and civil law, etc., in place.
To not reject the discipline of Yahweh is to take a hard look at what has happened in our lives that we consider “bad,” and see if we ourselves caused the problem, or part of it. Proud and arrogant people just assume that everything bad that happens to them is someone else’s fault, or a demonic attack, and will not own any part they played in the problem. Humble and godly people always assume that there is something they could have done to avoid or lessen any problem, and only exonerate themselves when they have thought through the situation and seen that they could not have done anything better than they did.
Pro 3:13
“discernment.” The Hebrew word translated as “discernment” is tebunah (#08394 תְּבוּנָה), and it has a range of meaning that includes “understanding” and “insight.” In English, the word “discernment” refers to the ability to separate things, to distinguish between different things, such as discerning the truth from a lie. In Hebrew, the word can have a passive sense, like “understanding” or “insight,” or an active sense, such as “discernment.” Many English versions see the passive sense here and have “understanding,” and that is part of the meaning of tebunah. However, here in Prov. 3:13, the REV translates tebunah as “discernment” and usually translates biynah (#0998 בִּינָה) as “understanding” (e.g. Prov. 2:3).
“Discernment” is one of the female associates of Lady Wisdom (see commentary on Prov. 1:20).
Pro 3:15
“gems.” See commentary on Proverbs 31:10.
“nothing you desire can compare with her.” The Hebrew is more literally, “your every delightful thing cannot compare with her,” but that is awkward in English.
Pro 3:16
“right hand…left hand.” In the biblical culture, the right hand was always more highly esteemed than the left hand. In fact, in some contexts, the left hand was considered the hand of cursing. That distinction was due to the fact that in the biblical culture people always washed themselves with their left hand after going to the bathroom, which also meant that they only ate with their right hand. Here in Proverbs 3:16, however, the use of “left hand” is not meant to convey a sense of cursing, but rather it is simply less esteemed than the right hand.
[For more on the right hand of blessing and left hand of cursing, see commentary on Matt. 25:33.]
It is noteworthy that the things in this verse are what most people want in life: long life, wealth, and glory (which includes “honor,” like you would get from your family. The word does not just mean “social recognition”). It is Wisdom and walking with God that brings those things. In other words, if you live a life of obedience to God and living wisely, you will get long life, wealth, and honor. In contrast, if you spend your energy trying to acquire wealth and glory, usually you will fail. If you do achieve them, they will be short-lived. Wisdom and obedience are the keys to everlasting success.
There is a valuable lesson for us in the fact that “length of days”—which here means more than just a long earthly life; it refers to a long life now and everlasting life later—is in Wisdom’s right hand, while “riches and glory” are in her left hand. Riches and glory are nice, but if a person does not have everlasting life, no amount of wealth and glory in this life will make up for not having everlasting life. Soon after the person dies he will be forgotten. How many people know the proper name of even one Pharaoh of Egypt or Roman Emperor? Fame and glory fade with death, everlasting life is forever!
“glory.” The Hebrew word can mean “glory” or “honor,” which are interrelated, because the one who has “glory” has honor, and vice versa, but the emphasis on “glory” here is important. In the Old Testament, Wisdom is personified, and God worked directly with her to accomplish His goals, and in the New Testament Jesus Christ is often associated with glory, and now God works with and through him to accomplish His goals. So the association with Wisdom and glory in the Old Testament projects well into the New Testament as Jesus Christ is closely associated with the concept of glory.
Pro 3:17
“Her ways.” The Hebrew text of this verse allows for a number of correct interpretations. The Hebrew reads more literally: “Her roads—roads of pleasantness; and all of her paths—peace.” The last stanza, for example, can be understood in at least two distinct ways. One is that her roads are peaceful roads, roads without a lot of trouble. It certainly is true that when we walk with wisdom, the roads we walk on are more peaceful—the life we live is a more peaceful life. However, the stanza can also mean that the paths of wisdom are peace: in other words, wisdom always acts in a peaceful manner, she always takes the path of peace. The way the REV is worded might take a little more prayer and study to understand than simply saying “all of her paths are peaceful paths,” but it is important to allow for the multiple interpretations that the original text allows for.
“pleasant.” Wisdom, and thus the wise person, knows the value of being pleasant and peaceful. A lot of the anxieties and frustrations of life come about because of entering into a quarrel that is not one’s business in the first place, or not overlooking someone else’s sin. We all make mistakes, and while sometimes pointing out a person’s mistakes is helpful, many times it just causes pointless trouble (cf. Eccl. 7:21-22).
Pro 3:18
“taking hold of her.” The present participle indicates the ongoing process of holding on to Wisdom. In the Old Testament, salvation required maintaining one’s trust in God to the end. Wisdom is a “tree of life,” the tree in the Garden of Eden which gave life, because holding onto her was the way to everlasting life.
Pro 3:22
“neck.” “Neck” here is plural, but the prenominal suffix is second-person masculine plural, so a singular neck seems more appropriate. Of course, the neck’s adornment is a necklace, which we have already seen in Proverbs. Furthermore, a “neck” is a proper parallel to nephesh in the first stanza, which can mean “soul,” “life,” and “throat.”
Pro 3:23
“stumble.” The Hebrew text of Proverbs 3:23 is literally, “and your foot will not strike,” which would, by ellipsis, mean, “will not strike [“a stone” or “anything”]. The meaning is that your foot won’t stumble over anything. The metaphor of the foot not stumbling is a continuation of the general metaphor throughout the Bible of “walking” referring to living life. The context here in Proverbs 3:19-23 is saying that as you “walk” through life, if you use Wisdom, discernment, knowledge, sound advice, and discretion, you will not stumble, but will live your life in safety. The amount of suffering people go through due to not being wise is incalculable. The “safety” that the wise person experiences refers to generally being safe in this life, and also extends to the real safety of having everlasting life.
Pro 3:24
“lie down.” The Septuagint has “sit down,” but the parallel line in the second clause, which speaks of sleep, seems to indicate that lying down unto sleep is what the verse is referring to.
Pro 3:25
“terror.” Proverbs 3:25 contains the figure of speech, amphibologia, or double entendre. The literal reading, “do not be afraid of sudden terror (or “sudden dread”) refers to the fact that many people experience occasions when they are suddenly gripped by fear, sometimes even for no apparent reason. We are not to be afraid of those times, but work through those times and deal with them. God is always our strength and protection.
Also in this verse, the word “terror” is used by metonymy for “that which causes terror,” that is, disaster or calamity. Thus, Proverbs 3:25 also means, “do not be afraid of sudden disasters.” In fact, translators feel that is the primary meaning here, even though it is not the literal reading of the Hebrew text (cf. HCSB, NET, NIV). We live in a fallen world and the Devil is the god of the age (2 Cor. 4:4) so there will always be disasters that strike suddenly. There is no value in walking around in fear of what might or could happen, even though sudden and unexpected disasters happen all the time. The wise person does his best to prepare for sudden disasters, but in the end takes comfort from the fact that every human is mortal and, unless the Lord returns and the Rapture occurs, everyone will die at some point. The only real protection in this life is salvation through Jesus Christ and the guarantee of living forever.
[For more on preparation for times of trouble and how Jesus taught us to prepare, see commentary on Luke 22:36.]
“the devastation of the wicked when it comes.” The wicked will be destroyed, if not in this life, in the next. However, the force of this Proverb is that generally, devastation, or some form of it, will happen to wicked people in this life. In any case, the person who has walked with Wisdom and is saved should not be afraid when the wicked are destroyed.
Pro 3:27
“Do not withhold a good thing.” The sentiment of Proverbs 3:27 is extremely similar to that of James 4:17 which reads, “Therefore, whoever knows to do good, but does not do it, it is sin.” This principle helps the Christian (and Old Testament believer) to escape from an overly law-keeping mentality that Jesus encountered in the Gospels when the Pharisees were concerned with Jesus’ healing a man on the Sabbath (Mark 3:1-6). To them, it seemed like breaking the Law, even though there was no such command in the Law that one could not heal on the Sabbath. However, to Jesus, it was an opportunity to do good, and he had the power to do it. Jesus was demonstrating this principle from Proverbs 3:27 and James 4:17.
“power of your hands.” The word “hand” is commonly used as an idiom for power or authority (cf. Gen. 14:20; Exod. 2:19; Num. 4:28; Deut. 3:2). The key to really understanding this verse is the phrase “to whom it is due.” This verse is speaking about giving to people who legitimately need and deserve help, not just any person who has a need. There are many needy people who are not “due” help from others. This verse may, in fact, be speaking more specifically of people who are owed a wage but have not been paid, or a situation such as that. If you can do a good thing for someone to whom it is due, do it. Don’t wait until a later time. Sadly, there are people who “can’t bother” to give people what they are due and make them wait, and there are other people who feel some kind of perverse sense of power by making people wait for them. God’s people are to love others, not put them off for no reason.
Another important key to understanding this verse and the proper application of it is the phrase, “when it is in your hands to do well,” that is, when it is in your power or authority to do well. This principle is ignored far too frequently by governments and even individuals. Governments are in the habit of borrowing money and then giving it to “good causes.” But that is not a wise thing to do. Borrowing creates an undue burden on the people in the form of interest payments, and can have many harmful effects such as inflation, monetary devaluation, late payment of debt, non-payment of debt, etc. It is Satan’s way to get people to borrow because of the harmful effects it has on society. We live in a fallen world and there will always be more “good things” to do than the money and resources to do them. The godly person has to resist borrowing to give to a “good cause.” Godly people give to good causes when they have the money and resources to give.
Pro 3:28
“with you.” The words “with you” have a spatial connotation that is important to pick up on. Although some versions say something like “when you have it,” that does not necessarily imply the person actually has it with them. I may be able to pay a bill because I “have the money” but I likely don’t have it with me. Especially in an agrarian society in which bartering played a major role and payments were made by weight of silver or handing over of goods (Proverbs was written before coins were used) the fact that a person had the payment with them was a very important detail. If you owed a person a sheep, and you had it with you but would not hand it over, there is some major problem that is not being revealed.
Pro 3:29
“trusts you.” The idea in the Hebrew is that your neighbor who lives by you trusts you, so don’t devise evil against him. That could happen for a number of reasons. A person could become envious or jealous, like Cain who killed Abel, or it could be that if the person was starting to get involved in some ungodly activity he may start to want to get a godly neighbor “out of the way.”
“near you.” The Hebrew is literally “with you,” meaning living with you in the community (i.e., “near you, by you”) Today, “with you” likely means the person was living in the same home, while “by you” means close to you. However, in this context in Proverbs, the person may indeed be living “with you,” in the same house or same tent, but even then he is “by you.” The word “neighbor” in the Hebrew usually refers to someone who is close to you in physical proximity, i.e., “near you” or “next to you.” Thus, in the Hebrew, a “neighbor” could be the person eating close to you in the same house.
Police are quick to point out that a large percentage of the violence that people commit against each other involves people who are closely related in some way: they are of the same family, or they live together or near each other, or they work together. In those situations, we can annoy each other and even plot to harm each other. God knows that, so the Bible warns us about planning evil against the people close to us, knowing that that is a major problem in human societies.
Pro 3:30
“quarrel.” Proverbs 3:30 has a wide range of application. The word we translate “quarrel” is reb (#07378 רִיב) and it can mean to strive or fight physically or with words, to lodge a complaint against, or to make a lawsuit against. So the fullness of the Proverb is more like: “Do not fight with someone for no reason, or lodge a complaint or start a lawsuit with someone for no reason.” “No reason,” of course, means no godly reason. Getting money or proving your point is not a godly reason to quarrel with someone or start a lawsuit (1 Cor. 6:1-8).
Pro 3:31
“ways.” The Hebrew text of Proverbs uses quite a few different words referring to roads and paths. This is the Hebrew word derek (#01870 דֶּרֶךְ), referring to a road, not just a small path or pathway. Of course, most biblical “roads” were just dirt paths, but even so, a “road” was bigger and more well-worn than a “path.” It is possible that the word “road” is intentionally chosen here because there are many things a violent man might do that are not his “roads,” that is, what he does often and intentionally.
Pro 3:32
“abomination.” The Hebrew word toebah (#08441 תּוֹעֵבָה) translated “abomination” means “disgusting” or “loathsome,” and it designates anything that is offensive or condemnatory. “Abominations” are described as things abhorrent to God, such as what is hurtful, hostile, or destructive and in opposition to Wisdom and leads others astray from her road. Bad moral conduct and ungodly acts are condemned in Proverbs as being “abominations” in God’s eyes.
“his counsel.” The Hebrew word we translate “counsel” is sod (#05475 סוֹד), and it can refer to a council, or the counsel that comes from the council. In this case, we feel that it refers to God’s counsel. God’s “divine council” is a small group of high-ranking spirit beings with whom He works to run creation. Occasionally God makes His prophets or spokespeople privy to what is being said or done by the council (Jer. 23:18; Job 15:8). God often reveals His plans to people with integrity as we see from how He works with His prophets and apostles throughout the Word. The point of the Proverb is that God abhors devious people, but will share His plans with people with integrity.
[For more on God’s divine council, see commentary on Jer. 23:18. For more on how God works with his divine council, see commentary on Gen. 1:26. For more on God’s holding general assemblies for all His spirit beings, see commentary on Job 1:6.]
Pro 3:34
“He mocks.” The “He” here starts a new thought and refers to Yahweh. It does not refer back to the nearest antecedent (the righteous one in Prov. 3:33). This verse is using language that borders on the idiom of permission to communicate truth (for information on the idiom of permission, see commentary on Rom. 9:18). God does not “mock” His creation; He loves His creation, but He has given spirit beings and humans free will to make the choices they want to, and sometimes those choices are bad and bring serious consequences. When people mock God, disobey Him, and rebel against Him, they bring evil and harm to themselves, which in the Semitic way of speaking, is God “mocking” them. Not that He actually does, but since God was the one who created the universe such that evil actions have evil consequences, the Semitic way of speaking is that God “mocks” the mockers.
“he gives grace to the humble.” This verse is referenced in James 4:6. Note how it is toned down in James, which says that God opposes the proud. Here, God does more than just oppose those proud mockers, He mocks them.
 
Proverbs Chapter 4
Pro 4:1
“O sons.” This is the first occurrence of the plural, “sons.” The translation reflects the Hebrew text and the culture of the time, in which a father would instruct the male children, particularly as they got older. However, the instruction is as valuable for women as for men.
“learn.” The Hebrew word is literally the common word yada (#03045 ידע), “to know,” but here it is being used more in the sense of “to learn.”
Pro 4:2
“good.” The Hebrew word is tov (#02896 טוֹב), the standard word for “good,” which has a huge semantic range. It is the word used in Genesis 1 when God said of His works that they were “good.” It refers to good of all kinds, including mental, moral, and material good. Thus it can mean things such as, “pleasant, agreeable; good, right, excellent; valuable, rich, prosperous; happy, glad; kind; appropriate; and better.” In this context, it clearly also includes “sound” or “accurate.” The best way to understand the teaching that the father gave is that it is “good” in lots of different ways. It would be sound and accurate, mentally and morally helpful, valuable, etc.
“instruction.” The Hebrew word is torah (#08451 תֹּרָה torah or תּוֹרָה towrah). Traditionally, torah is translated “law,” but that translation gives English readers the wrong impression (the Hebrew word mitzpah means “law” or “commandment”). Torah means much more than just “law.” On a basic level, it means guidance or instruction, but that instruction also includes doctrine, custom, theory, regulations, etc. “The Torah” instructs us through moral and legal regulations, examples, historical events, practical advice, customs, and the acts of God. We are to use Torah to develop sound thinking. A person who studies the Torah learns how to think like God thinks.
[For more on Torah, see commentary on Prov. 1:8.]
Pro 4:3
“only son.” This phrase is rare (under ten times in the Masoretic Hebrew text), but its most prominent use is in Genesis 22:2, where it means “only son” within that context. The fact that the teacher says “only son in the sight of my mother” means he may not have been the only son but felt special as if he were.
Pro 4:7
“Wisdom is the principal thing.” It is obvious from the scope of Proverbs that Wisdom is vital to life. Wisdom comes from Yahweh (Prov. 2:6), in fact, the fear of Yahweh is the beginning of wisdom (Prov. 9:10). Wisdom is to be prized more than jewels or anything else people desire (Prov. 8:11). The person who finds wisdom is blessed (Prov. 3:13), but fools die because they lack wisdom (Prov. 10:13). Wisdom is the principal thing, the chief thing, it is supreme (cf. ASV, KJV, RV, GNV, NIV84, NET, Rotherham, YLT).
Like many things in life, wisdom can be simple but difficult. It can be easy to know what to do but difficult to do it. In the Semitic mindset, a person is not wise when he knows what to do but does not do it, he is wise when he actually does what he knows to do. Knowing what to do but not doing it is not wisdom in the biblical sense of the word; in fact, it is foolishness. However, wisdom is the principal thing, the supreme thing, so we should make up our minds to acquire wisdom, which includes following through and acting on what we know to do.
The Hebrew word translated in the REV as the phrase “the principal thing” is reshith (#07225 רֵאשִׁית), and it means “first, beginning, best, chief thing, main point,” which explains the wording in Young’s Literal Translation: “The first thing is wisdom.” Reshith is well-known for its first use in the Bible, where it is translated “beginning” (Gen. 1:1). Scholars argue over the primary meaning of reshith in Proverbs 4:7, and whether it means “beginning, starting point,” or whether it means “chief thing, supreme thing.” The NET text note briefly explains the problem: “The absolute [state] and construct state of ) רֵאשִׁיתre’shit( are identical [see BDB]. Some treat ) רֵאשִׁית חָכְמָהre’shit khokhmah) as a genitive-construct phrase: ‘the beginning of wisdom’ )cf. NAB, NASB, NRSV(. Others take רֵאשִׁית [reshith] as an absolute functioning as predicate and חָכְמָה [‘wisdom’] as the subject: ‘wisdom is the first/chief thing’ (cf. KJV, ASV).”
Because God could have inspired Proverbs 4:7 to be written in a way that would not have allowed for the two possible translations, both of which are grammatically legitimate and both of which are true, we conclude that God intended for both meanings to be understood here: “Wisdom is the principal thing: get wisdom” and also, “the starting point of wisdom is this: get wisdom.” This makes Proverbs 4:7 an amphibologia; a verse with two meanings, both of which are true. A person fluent in biblical Hebrew reads the one verse and sees both meanings, while, sadly, English translators must choose which meaning they will put in their English translation and put the other meaning in a footnote or commentary entry.
The REV text has the translation, “Wisdom is the principal thing” because that seems to best fit the immediate context, and does not present a potential contradiction to the statement in Proverbs that the fear of Yahweh is the beginning of wisdom (Prov. 9:10). Many commentators opt for the primary meaning being “the starting point [or “beginning”] of wisdom” because the word reshith occurs five times in Proverbs (Prov. 1:7; 3:9; 4:7; 8:22; 17:14), and the other four occurrences of reshith all mean “beginning,” “starting point,” or “first.” However, it often happens in both the Hebrew Old Testament and Greek New Testament that a word has one definition in a majority of verses but a different meaning in some verses, which is one reason why biblical lexicons usually have a number of different definitions for any given word.
However, as we have said, both translations are grammatically correct and fit within the scope of Proverbs. “Wisdom is the principal thing: get wisdom” certainly fits in Proverbs. Wisdom is the principal, chief, supreme thing. It is better than wealth or power, and God’s people should “seek her like silver, and search for her like hidden treasure” (Prov. 2:4). Also, however, the beginning of wisdom is to get wisdom. The starting point of being wise is realizing how important it is and then getting it—making the diligent effort to acquire it.
It is vital for the Christian to understand the importance of wisdom. The Devil does, and so he aggressively downplays it in the world. How much do we hear about wisdom in the media or the world around us? Little or nothing. The world constantly encourages people to do unwise things. Many examples could be given. We are constantly bombarded by advertisements that encourage people to spend money and go into debt rather than be frugal and live debt free. We are encouraged to consume food and drink that is not healthy (such as candy and soda pop). We are encouraged to follow our feelings into relationships and sexual union rather than be cautious and use wisdom, despite the fact that the divorce rate is 40-50% and many people who stay married are unhappy. Many young men and women participate in extreme sports and wrench limbs and break bones that seem to heal well when they are young but later in life result in aches and pain such as traumatic arthritis that will bring years of discomfort. Many other examples could be given, for they are legion, but the point is that the world encourages unwise living.
In general, Christian teaching does not help much, because it often puts an emphasis on “faith” rather than on wisdom. In fact, there is so much teaching on “faith” in the Christian world, and what faith can accomplish, that a believer might think the Bible said “Faith is the principal thing,” but that is not what it says. One of God’s laws of life is that a person reaps what they sow, and having faith will not reliably cancel that and make a person’s life wonderful if they have made unwise decisions. In God’s pyramid of success, wisdom is the principal thing, it is supreme. Christians should be keenly aware of that and constantly be asking themselves if what they are doing is the wise thing.
[For more information on faith, see Appendix 2: “‘Faith’ is ‘Trust’”].
“purchases.” The Hebrew noun is qinyan (#07075 קִנְיָן), and it refers to something that is acquired, something that is purchased, or wealth. It has overtones that are not just “getting” in the sense of accidentally finding or being given something, but rather that the person has purchased it or paid for it in some way. Some versions (cf. NASB, NET, Rotherham) use “acquire.” There is a great lesson here. Some people are offended that getting the truth costs them something, but it makes sense that something as valuable as truth has to be purchased in some way, including with both time and money. The Hebrew text has the root word for “purchase, buy, acquire,” three times in this verse, and a more literal translation of the text would be “Wisdom is the principal thing, so purchase wisdom; and with all your purchases, purchase understanding.” The point of the repetition is to emphasize that even though acquiring wisdom can be costly, it is worth the price.
Pro 4:10
“and the years of your life will be many.” This is one of the many “ideal” promises in the Word of God that would be fulfilled here on earth today if we lived in a godly world with godly people. We do not, and so there are people who obey God and their parents but who do not live long lives for any of a number of reasons: accidents, disease, crime, the Devil (who is the ruler of the world), and more. This promise will only be fully fulfilled in the future.
[For more on “ideal” proverbs in Proverbs, see the REV commentary on Prov. 19:5. For more on the Devil being the ruler of the world, see the REV commentary on Luke 4:6.]
Pro 4:12
“if you run.” The Hebrew text is clearly “if,” although some English versions think it is supposed to match the first stanza and thus translate it as “when.” But “when” is not really accurate here. Everyone walks a path of life—“walking” is unavoidable. But not everyone “runs” on it. It takes a lot to run in life, especially to run the distance race—running year after year. Runners need to trust God and have vision, courage, and tenacity. But it is worth it to spend the time it takes in prayer, seeking the will of the Lord, studying, getting wise counsel, and whatever else is needed, to be able to run for God—to give Him all you’ve got.
Pro 4:13
“teaching…her…she.” The Hebrew of this verse reflects something that occurs elsewhere occasionally in the Hebrew text, which is that strict attention is not always paid to the gender of a noun, which is in part due to the fact that Hebrew only has two genders: masculine and feminine; it does not have a neuter gender. In this case, “instruction” is a masculine noun, but put with feminine independent pronouns thrusting even a masculine noun into a personified female role akin to Lady Wisdom.
Pro 4:18
“until the full light of day.” The Hebrew phrase is literally, “until the day is established,” but that might be unclear to the English reader because we are not familiar with the idiomatic speech used in the Hebrew Bible. The meaning is “until the full light of day,” when the sun is up and the light is bright.
This is a very encouraging verse because it points to the reward in this life for being faithfully righteous. It takes time to develop an understanding of God and life, but that understanding brings a blessing and comfort to those that have it. Life may not get easier as we grow in the Lord, but our increased knowledge and understanding make life make more sense, and make it easier to bear hard times. This verse is not speaking of the full light of day being our next life—it is encouragement for this life—but the blessings of the next life might be considered an undertone in the verse.
Pro 4:19
“gloomy darkness.” The Hebrew word translated “gloomy darkness” is aphelah (#0653 אֲפֵלָה), and it refers to “darkness, gloominess, calamity.”[footnoteRef:561] But aphelah can refer to moral darkness, a darkness in the mind and soul as well as “darkness” (evil) versus “light” (good). Aphelah is used only ten times in the whole Old Testament, whereas other words for “dark” or “night” are used dozens of times. [561:  Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon.] 

The first time aphelah is used it refers to the supernatural plague of darkness that came upon Egypt as a judgment from God for their hardness of heart (Exod. 10:22). The second use of aphelah is in Deuteronomy 28 and was part of the curse pronounced upon Israel if it turned from the Law and Covenant. In the fourth use, Proverbs 7:9, the naïve young man goes to visit Folly, the adulteress. He goes “in the evening of the day, in the middle of the night and the gloomy darkness,” a graphic description of the physical and moral darkness involved in the seduction and adultery, as well as a good description of the moral darkness involved when people reject Wisdom and choose Folly, which is the wider context of Proverbs. The other uses of aphelah are Isaiah 8:22; 58:10; 59:9; Jeremiah 23:12; Joel 2:2; and Zephaniah 1:15.
Different versions and commentators have tried to capture the fuller meaning of aphelah, and so besides just “darkness,” English translations include “deep darkness” (ESV); “gloomy darkness” (NET); “darkest gloom” (HCSB); “total darkness” (NLT); and “night” (NJB). Michael Fox translates the verse: “The way of wicked is as the murk,” and quotes Ploger that this is “the darkness of their moral irresponsibility surrounding them.”[footnoteRef:562] Bruce Waltke writes: “Without the moral light of either conscience within or of revelation without they do not know the cause of their calamity, for they see no connection between sin and death.”[footnoteRef:563] Waltke also references Meinhold in noticing that this is the first time in Proverbs that the sinner “does not know” what he stumbles over, but that same judgment is made of the unfaithful wife (Prov. 5:6); the woman Folly (Prov. 9:13); and the ones seduced by her (Prov. 7:23; 9:18). These sinners do not know the ramifications of what they are doing or the consequences of their actions. [562:  Michael Fox, Proverbs 1-9 [AB].]  [563:  Bruce Waltke, The Book of Proverbs: Chapters 1-15 [NICOT], 292.] 

Sinners generally do not realize that when they begin to choose sin over obedience to God, their heart begins to harden and their conscience slowly becomes “seared as with a hot iron” (1 Tim. 4:2). The human heart is never stable, never “fixed.” It is constantly changing. That is good news for the sinner who wants to change, and it is why repentance works and people can change their behavior and thought patterns. But it is bad news for the person who wants to ignore God to indulge themselves in sin. Eventually, any tug of the conscience goes away. Also, eventually if not quickly, the consequences of sin become manifest in a person’s life, not to mention the unseen consequences to come on Judgment Day. Sin has done its work, darkness pervades, and the person does not know what they are stumbling over. That is why godly people must keep speaking up. Hope and help almost always must come from “the outside,” even if the outside help a person gets is a distant memory of a conversation or confrontation offering deliverance through Jesus Christ. There is always a chance that a sinner will hear the truth, come to realize their situation, and repent.
Pro 4:22
“body.” The Hebrew text is literally “flesh,” but in this case, it refers to the whole body. This is an example of the figure of speech synecdoche, which generally occurs when a whole is put for a part of, or as here, where a part is put for the whole for emphasis (the emphasis occurs because the statement catches our attention). Literally, “flesh” excludes the blood, bones, etc., but in this case, those things are included. One way we can be sure that this verse is a synecdoche is that we would not normally think in terms of “all their flesh” (or “their whole flesh”), so the inclusion of the word “all” alerts us to the synecdoche. E. W. Bullinger has an entire subsection on the word “flesh” being put for the body in his entry on synecdoche.[footnoteRef:564] [564:  Bullinger, Figures of Speech Used in the Bible, s.v. “synecdoche.”] 

[See Word Study: “Synecdoche.”]
Pro 4:23
“issues.” The word “issues” is not an exact translation, but it captures the sense of the text, and especially so because the Hebrew text is hard to literally translate here. The Hebrew word is totsaah (#08444 תּוֹצָאָה) and means a source, a border, an exit, an outgoing, extremity, or end. We think Bruce Waltke gets the sense correct, and writes: “The noun…designates the actions of the verb, the “goings out.” The cartographer uses it for the ‘exits’ of a city (Ezek. 48:30) and, by metonymy, for ‘borders,’ ‘extremities’ of a territory (1 Chron. 5:16); the rescued psalmist uses it for ‘escaping’ from/before death (Ps. 68:20[21]). The point here is that the heart is the source of the body’s activities.”[footnoteRef:565] [565:  Waltke, The Book of Proverbs: Chapters 1-15 [NICOT].] 

Michael Fox writes that the Hebrew word means “outgoings,” and says, “In 20 of its 22 occurrences [totsaah] is a geographical term meaning ‘extremities,’ ‘outskirts,’ a sense inappropriate here. The verse designates the heart as the source of the ‘outgoings.’ Context requires understanding the word as the process or action of departure. In other words, life proceeds from the heart, which in this context is the inner core of the person’s life, not just what he is thinking at the time; the heart is life’s source.”[footnoteRef:566] [566:  M. Fox, Proverbs 1-9 [AB].] 

Jesus confirmed that the heart is the source of much of what we say and do (Matt. 15:18-19; Mark 7:20-23), and because of that, we can easily see why the Word of God tells us to guard our hearts more closely than anything else we guard. The heart needs to be guarded because it is constantly changing—we cannot “get our hearts right” and then neglect them, thinking they will stay “right” forever.
The Bible has a lot to say about how a person’s heart can change. For example, it can turn directions (1 Kings 11:2-3, 9), become hard (Exod. 4:21; Josh. 11:20; Heb. 4:7); become proud or lifted up (Deut. 8:14; 2 Chron. 26:16; Ezek. 28:5); become humble (2 Chron. 32:26); become tender (2 Chron. 34:27); become strong (Ps. 10:17); become broken or be healed from being broken (Ps. 69:20; 147:3); be cleansed (Ps. 73:13); be destroyed (Eccl. 7:7); become “fat,” meaning stubborn (Isa. 6:10; Acts 28:27); be deceived (Isa. 44:20); become dull and stubborn (Matt. 13:15), be nourished (James 5:5); be established (James 5:8), be purified (James 4:8).
The great gatekeeper of the heart is the mind. Things get into our hearts through the mind, which is why it is so important to watch what we see and hear, and control our thoughts. Philippians 4:8 says to think about things that are true, pure, righteous, etc. Peace is also one of the guards that watches over our hearts (Phil. 4:7). It is also vital to control our actions. Uncontrolled actions only reinforce any anger or evil that is already in us. That is one reason why “self-control” is one of the fruits of the spirit (Gal. 5:23).
The thoughts in our minds are constantly changing, which is why we use the phrase, “I changed my mind.” But the heart—the core of our mind and character—is more constant and changes much more slowly, and so it is a much better indicator of who we truly are as individuals. That is why the Bible says that God looks on the heart (1 Sam. 16:7), and why He tests our hearts (Ps. 7:9; 17:3; Jer. 11:20; 1 Thess. 2:4; Rev. 2:23). People who want to please God must take Proverbs 4:23 seriously, and work diligently to guard their hearts so that they become more and more pure before God.
There is a great war going on between God and Satan for people’s hearts. The Devil knows that if he can win people’s hearts they will suffer a lot in this life and the next. For Satan to win someone’s heart they don’t have to openly worship him; they just have to think and act in ungodly ways. If we do not control our thought life and our actions and bring them in line with the Word of God, our heart will change and we will slowly become more ungodly, and sadly, we will often not even be aware we are being more and more ungodly. Solomon was the wisest man on the earth at one time, but he gave in to his sensual desires and his heart changed. He ended his life with lots of money, with 1,000 wives and concubines, and worshiping pagan gods (1 Kings 10:14-11:10), but Satan had won his heart and he “did evil in the eyes of Yahweh” (1 Kings 11:6). The blessing of God was off of his life. Wise Christians guard their heart and diligently watch what they see, hear, think, and do.
[For more information on “heart,” see commentary on Prov. 15:21.]
Pro 4:25
“Focus.” The Hebrew word is nabat (#05027 נָבַט), which means “to look,” and here the verb is in the hiphil aspect, meaning to regard with one’s mind and sight. So it seemed like “focus” brought out the meaning of the verse more than just “look.”
God is not telling us in this verse to physically just look straight ahead and never look around; that would be foolish. In the idiom of Scripture, looking straight ahead is looking at the things of God, and also looking at the future. In Scripture, people who look to the side or turn to the side are turning to the ways of evil.
 
Proverbs Chapter 5
Pro 5:2
“discretion.” The Hebrew word is plural, but we express it in the singular in English.
Pro 5:4
“in the end she.” The Hebrew is literally, “the end of her.” This is the genitive of agency, that is, it refers to the end that she brings about.[footnoteRef:567] [567:  Cf. Bruce Waltke, Proverbs: Chapters 1-15 [NICOT], 302n7.] 

This is one of the many verses that show us that the truly wise person is the one who looks at the end result of a thought or action. Many things that seem “good” or “fun” in the beginning have a terrible, horrific, end.
“two-edged sword.” The Hebrew is literally, “a sword of mouths,” where “mouth” is plural, and the implied meaning is “a sword of two mouths” because swords often have two edges. The use of “the mouth of the sword” was a common idiom that is almost always translated “the edge of the sword” in English Bibles (Young’s Literal Translation is an exception). There are more than 30 verses in the Old Testament in which swords are personified and people are said to be killed “by the mouth of the sword,” as if the sword was eating the enemy (cf. Gen. 34:26; Exod. 17:13; Num. 21:24; Deut. 13:15; 20:13; Josh. 6:21; 8:24; 10:28, 30, 32, 35, 37, 39; Judg. 1:8, 25; etc.).
Pro 5:6
“yet she is not aware of it.” The Hebrew verb can be read as a second-person masculine singular (“you”) or a third-person feminine singular (“she”), which is why the versions differ (“you” KJV, NAB, YLT; “she” CJB, CSB, ESV, NASB, NET, NIV, NLT). The vast majority of the versions favor “she,” and we agree (although it is true that “you” also may not know her ways are unstable and wander from the will of God). The flow of the context is about the woman and how she is, and the subject does not change until the next verse, with the opening, “But now, my sons” (Prov. 5:7), so we favored the reading “she.”
One of the things that makes the ungodly so dangerous to believers is that they are so sincere. Although there are some of them who have a sense that what they are doing is wrong, a large percentage of them think the way they are living their lives is fine. This verse is speaking about an adulteress, but the lesson applies to any sin the ungodly commit; they are so convinced that what they are doing is fine that they speak and act with passion and conviction, and many times that pulls the godly into their ungodly ways. The New Testament warns about this in a plain statement of fact: “Bad company ruins good morals” (1 Cor. 15:33). To maintain godliness in an ungodly world, the believer must know how God wants us to live (which comes in large part from knowing the Bible), and then have the courage of conviction to say “No!” to sin.
Pro 5:18
“be continually blessed.” The Hebrew verb, “blessed” is in the participle form, thus occurring over a period of time, hence the translation, “be continually blessed.”
“wife of your youth.” The genitive is almost certainly temporal, and means the wife you married when you were young, rather than meaning the wife you have now while you are young. Stable marriages are an important part of a godly society.
Pro 5:19
“a graceful mountain goat.” In this text, the father (going back to Prov. 5:7) is trying to inspire his son to stop his adultery and become re-infatuated with his wife by telling him that she is loving, beautiful, and satisfying. The compliments in the ancient and agrarian society of the Old Testament can seem like insults today, but we can be sure they were not insults to the women who received those compliments at the time. In Song of Songs 4:1 and 6:5, the lover pays his beloved a series of compliments that would not be taken well by women today. He says, “your hair is like a flock of goats” (Song 4:1; 6:5), “your teeth are like a flock of sheep” (Song 4:2), “your neck is like the tower of David” (Song 4:4), and “your two breasts are like two fawns” (Song 4:5). He also refers to her as a garden that is locked up, or bolted closed (Song 4:12), and says she is as awesome as an army marching with banners (Song 6:10), which is a compliment that may relate well to men, but most women would not think that way.
Cultural idioms such as these compliments are one reason why Bible versions differ and sometimes why the Bible can be hard to understand. Some versions, such as the REV, think it is important to reproduce the wording of the original text and give the reader a window into the biblical culture. We trust that although most modern women would not like to receive those compliments themselves, they understand that those compliments warmed the hearts of the women of the time. Other versions might have a different point of view, and adapt the compliment to something more complimentary to women today, capturing the idea but not the vocabulary of the ancient world. The Hebrew word in this verse is “mountain goat,” and in the culture of the time they were considered graceful and beautiful.
The father has the right idea. It is important for men to look for the love and beauty in their wives. It is always the case that there might be a prostitute or an adulteress who seems “more exciting” than your wife, but as Proverbs says, in the end, she is bitter as wormwood and her path leads down to death.
“satisfy.” The Hebrew verb is ravah (#07301 רָוָה), which in the qal form means to be filled, but in the piel form, which it is here, means to drench, saturate, “make saturated with a liquid.”[footnoteRef:568] So a literal meaning might be, “let her breasts drench you.” This could be a kind of hyperbole and would not necessarily have to refer to the man drinking the woman’s breast milk, but instead just being satisfied with her love, as the context indicates. However, the text certainly does not exclude the possibility of the man drinking her breast milk, because in biblical times big families were common and women were often pregnant or nursing, and also women regularly breastfed or supplementally breastfed until the baby was two or even older. For the husband to drink breast milk is considered erotic and/or bonding by some people. [568:  B. Waltke, Proverbs [NICOT], 304n37.] 

“going astray.” The Hebrew word appears three times in five verses (Prov. 5:19, 20, 23). The Hebrew word is shagah (#07686 שָׁגָה), and it means “to go astray, stray, err, go wrong, meander, swerve,” and also refers to being intoxicated, drunk from wine or beer. The man “is drunk,” “wanders about,” or “loses himself” in her love in Prov. 5:19, and also “errs” and “strays” in his folly in Prov. 5:23, but it is best to bring the Hebrew into the same English in all three verses to show the connection the father is making. The interplay between the three verses is significant, but it is hard to find one translation that fits all three verses. We settled with “going astray,” which works quite well in all three verses.
Pro 5:20
“go astray.” See commentary on Proverbs 5:19, “going astray.”
“embrace the bosom.” The Hebrew translated “bosom” is cheq (#02436 חֵיק), and it designates the lower part of the torso below the breasts. Here, “embrace the bosom” is a euphemism for sexual intercourse.
Pro 5:21
“For a person’s ways.” The Hebrew text (which is literally, “roads of a man”), and the context, indicate that this verse is directed to men, but of course, they apply to women as well. However, the primary context of this verse is the husband leaving his wife to be with an adulteress, and the father is reminding his son that God is watching. Implied in the culture, but not stated, is that God is not only watching, but His angel scribes are taking notes, and recording the actions of the man in the record books, which will be opened on Judgment Day (Mal. 3:16; Dan. 7:10; Rev. 20:12).
Pro 5:22
“his own iniquities will capture him.” It is a consistent theme throughout Scripture that evil people bring evil upon themselves (see commentary on Prov. 1:18). The word “own” is added for clarity in English. The Bible makes it clear that God is not the one who decides who gets punished for sin and who does not. God does not make people sinful or holy, and God does not randomly pass out retribution for sin. People are captured, suffer, and are eventually punished by and because of their own sin.
“will capture him…seized by.” This is the figure of speech personification, where iniquity and sin are portrayed as people who capture and seize and tie up people who defy God by acting sinfully.
Pro 5:23
“He will die because of lack of discipline.” The Hebrew word musar (#04148 מוּסָר), normally translated “instruction,” is better translated as “discipline” in this context. In the biblical culture, if a person failed to apply what they had been taught, it was spoken of as if he had not been taught, even though it was through his lack of discipline that he had not applied the learning he had received. However, in our Western way of thinking, we do not say the person was not taught, we say he does not have the discipline to apply the teaching. Thus, although the Hebrew word is “instruction,” in this context we would say “discipline,” as most English versions do. The undisciplined person will also become poor (see commentary on Prov. 21:17).
“abundance.” The Hebrew word is rob (#07230 רֹב), and it means “greatness, abundance, multitude.” In this context, it can mean both “great” in the sense of “huge,” or it can mean “great in number.” The more primary meaning in this context seems to be “abundance,” although the man certainly committed some huge sins—so the man had a lot of sins, and some of them were big sins. The native Hebrew reader would see both meanings and get the full picture.
“goes astray.” See commentary on Proverbs 5:19, “going astray.”
 
Proverbs Chapter 6
Pro 6:1
“put up security for.” This proverb is almost 3,000 years old, yet it speaks of a person co-signing a loan for a neighbor. It has always been the case that people who have money (which in the biblical culture might mean you have cows, goats, or land with fruit trees) have been asked to secure a loan for someone who is needy. The person who co-signs “puts up security” or “becomes security,” or, in the more precise financial terms of many versions, “become surety” for the one who gives the loan.
If the person who got the loan defaults, the “surety”—the one who promised to pay and put up the security for the loan—owes the money to the lender. If we were to put Proverbs 6:1-2 into much more colloquial English, we would say something like: “My son, if you have co-signed a loan for your neighbor, if you have shaken hands with a stranger, then you have been ensnared by the words of your mouth.” At that point, the father’s advice is to go and humble yourself and get freed from the commitment, and don’t rest until you are released.
Seeing the wisdom of this proverb could have saved many people a lot of grief. Co-signing a loan is rarely a wise thing to do. People who constantly need money are in that position for a reason. They may consistently have bad judgment and make poor decisions, they may not have learned to deny themselves the pleasures that drain their resources, they may not be willing to take the risk to quit a dead-end job so they can find other work and make more money, they may have loads of good ideas none of which actually work out, or they may just be lazy or not know how to work smart and hard. In any case, no matter how desperate their pleas, or how “good” and “profitable” their ideas are, the wise thing to do is to not take on their debt.
The needy person will try many angles to get you to help them get money: paint grand pictures of how wonderful things will be, tug on your heartstrings, or try to make you feel guilty for not helping. Follow the proverb and walk in wisdom; you will avoid many heartaches.
“entered into an agreement.” The Hebrew is more literally “struck your hands,” although the word “struck” can also be “clap” and can also refer to thrusting hands together as people would in a handshake. Thus, the Hebrew is an idiom that describes a custom that would have been the same as, or similar to, our modern handshake. It makes perfect sense linguistically that the Hebrew custom was not exactly described by the words involved. We do the same thing; for example, our modern “handshake” may not be a hand “shake.” Many times people today make an agreement by just clasping each other’s hand but not actually “shaking” it at all, but we still call that a “handshake.” So this verse is describing an agreement that was almost certainly made by some kind of handshake or clasping hands, not just by people who hit their hands together.
The origin of the custom of striking hands together, and the handshake, and exactly how they were done, is lost in ancient history. Like many things that were common and part of ordinary life, they were written about but never described. Here in Proverbs, written earlier than 900 BC, the custom of striking hands was already so well-known that the writer did not have to describe it—it is obvious it was already being used to seal an agreement, just as we today use a handshake to seal a deal (or at least some people still do). Other than slim epigraphical evidence like this in Proverbs, early material evidence comes from Greece. In the Pergamon Museum in Berlin, there is a bas-relief of soldiers shaking hands on a funerary stele that dates from the fifth century BC. So the handshake was not only practiced in the ancient Middle East, but in other places in the world as well.
Pro 6:3
“be set free.” Although some versions say, “free yourself,” the person cannot free himself, he has to be set free from the one he made an agreement with.
“hand.” Here, “hand” has the common idiomatic meaning of “power” or “authority.”
“Humble yourself.” The Hebrew is literally, “bring yourself low.” Arrogance and high-mindedness do not help a person win the favor of others.
Pro 6:5
“from a hunter.” This is the reading of the Septuagint, and there are a number of reasons why many scholars think it is to be preferred over the Hebrew, which reads, “like a gazelle from the hand” (although some English versions simply add to the text and say, “like a gazelle from the hand of the hunter,” cf. ESV, NIV). The “hunter” in the first stanza parallels the “fowler” in the second stanza.
The gazelle and birds are wonderful object lessons in nature, and are chosen in this verse because they are both very good at escaping trouble. Someone who has entered into a bad agreement has to be very committed and persistent to get out of it.
“fowler.” A bird is a “fowl,” and a person who hunts birds is a “fowler.” The older English word for some of the guns we now call a “shotgun” was a “fowling piece.”
Pro 6:6
“lazy one.” The Hebrew word is atsel (#06102 עָצֵל), and it means “lazy, idle, slow, sluggish.” The opposite is “diligent.” The word occurs 14 times in Proverbs (Prov. 6:6, 9; 10:26; 13:4; 15:19; 19:24; 20:4; 21:25; 22:13; 24:30; 26:13, 14, 15, 16). It refers to one who is habitually lazy. According to Proverbs, the lazy man should learn from others, even nature itself (Prov. 6:6); will become poor (Prov. 6:9-11; 24:30-34); is a problem for those who rely on him (Prov. 10:26); has great desires, even craving and coveting throughout his days, but nothing to show for it (Prov. 13:4; 21:26); has a lifestyle that causes pain to himself and others (Prov. 15:19); goes hungry even when there is an opportunity to get food (Prov. 19:24; 26:15); will not do hard, productive work, so he will lack in life (Prov. 20:4) and may even die both physically and everlastingly (Prov. 21:25); makes up excuses to keep him from working (Prov. 22:13; 26:13); spends too much time in bed (Prov. 26:14); and thinks he knows more than everyone else (Prov. 26:16). Laziness is a character flaw, surely, but it is more than that. Proverbs contrasts the lazy person with the upright person (Prov. 15:19) and the righteous person (Prov. 21:26), so as well as being a character flaw, it is a moral issue. The lazy person is poor, but is never equated with the other “poor” in Proverbs whose poverty is beyond their control. Thus it is important to notice that, while generosity to the poor and needy is extolled in Proverbs (cf. commentary on Prov. 19:17), no one is instructed to give to the lazy who are poor. Proverbs 21:25 should arrest our attention, because it says, “The desire of the lazy man kills him.” The use of terms relating to life and death in Proverbs mean more than just life or death on this earth, and often extend to everlasting life or death. This is one of those verses, and the lazy person, who “never gets around” to learning about God, fearing God, and obeying God, will die not only temporally, but eternally.
Pro 6:9
“lazy.” See commentary on Proverbs 6:6, “lazy one.”
Pro 6:10
“Just a little.” Notice this sentence is in quotation marks. This is either the son talking back to the father, or the father mimicking the words of the son as to why he won’t get up. The son wants, “just a little more sleep.”
“folding of the arms.” The Hebrew uses the word “hands” but culturally the “hand” included the wrist and forearm. This is why Jesus was nailed to a cross through his “hands” but the part of Jesus’ body the nails went through was his wrists. The person lying on his bed ignored the father’s advice to get up, and folded his arms, which was likely comfortable, but also likely had overtones of rejection—that he was refusing his father’s request.
Pro 6:11
“and your poverty will come.” The undisciplined person will become poor (see commentary on Prov. 21:17).
Pro 6:12
“person of Belial.” What do we know about people of “Belial” [beliya`al] from the OT itself? From Proverbs 6:12-14, we learn that these people have perverse mouths and hearts, are generally dishonest, seek to sow discord, and endeavor to lead others away from God. In cultures with many pagan gods, they may lead people to worship other gods or idols (Deut. 13:13), or in atheistic societies simply try to turn people away from God. They plot evil against Yahweh (Nah. 1:11); they defy the righteous worship of God (1 Sam. 2:12-17, 22); they mock at justice (Prov. 19:28); they cause division (1 Sam. 10:27; 30:22; 2 Sam. 20:1); they are stingy and selfish (Deut. 15:9); they are unreasonable and committed to foolishness (1 Sam. 25:17, 25); they will give false testimony even if it means the death of the one they are lying about (1 Kings 21:10, 13); they will engage in illicit sex (1 Sam. 2:12, 22), even rape, including homosexual rape (Judg. 19:22); they will gather around powerful people to destroy godly society (2 Chron. 13:7; cf. the way Bar-jesus, who was called “a son of the Devil,” attached himself to Sergius Paulus, the proconsul of Cyprus in Acts 13:6-10); they plot evil (Prov. 16:27); they will burn others with their words (Prov. 16:27); and they need to be handled with spiritual power, not fleshly power (2 Sam. 23:6). Although there are people who engage in some of these activities who are not children of the Devil but are simply caught up in sin, the above activities are the kinds of things that children of the Devil are consistently involved in.
Both Jesus and Paul referred to certain evil people as children of the Devil (John 8:44; Acts 13:10), and given the information in the Bible about these people of Belial, it seems to miss the point to simply call them “worthless,” or “scoundrels.” It seems clear that the Bible is giving us information about the behavior of those people who have a connection to the Adversary such that they take on the character and desires of the Adversary. Jesus made this clear when he said to certain religious leaders, “You are of your father the Devil, and you want to do the desires of your father” (John 8:44). Given the information the Bible provides, it will be most informative if we refer to these people as people “of Belial.”
[For more on sons of Belial, see commentary on 1 Sam. 2:12. For more on the names of the Devil, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
Pro 6:14
“strife.” The Hebrew word is plural, indicating that the wicked person initiates and also contributes to a lot of strife.
Pro 6:16
“his soul.” This is a good example of the use of “soul” meaning “himself.”
[For more information, see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
Pro 6:20
“commandments.” The Hebrew is singular, “the commandment,” but the singular is being used to reflect the whole body of the father’s teaching, so we would say “commandments.”
“instruction.” See commentary on Proverbs 1:8.
Pro 6:22
“she will lead…she will watch…she will speak.” The Hebrew text uses the feminine singular pronoun “she,” instead of “they” which seems to refer to both the father’s commandment (“commandment” is a feminine noun) and the mother’s teaching, her “Torah” (“Torah” is a feminine noun) as one body of teaching (cf. Prov. 6:20, 23). This may be because the commandment is part of the Torah, or because they are both part of Wisdom. The active verb has the commandment and Torah (or Wisdom) doing the leading, watching, and speaking, which is the figure of speech personification.
It is possible that the commandment and Torah are just other names for Wisdom, or they could also be separate personifications, as if Wisdom had other female friends that helped her bless and protect believers. Because there always has to be gender agreement between the noun and pronoun in languages that ascribe gender to nouns, we might think that the “she” should be an “it” (which is the way it is translated in many versions). The “it” makes the verse easier to understand for most English readers, and still retains the personification. However, it seems that God was really trying to drive the personification home to the reader and even went out of His way to pick nouns that are feminine and would be joined with the pronoun “she.” The words, “Wisdom” (#02451 חָכְמָה), “Torah” (#08451 תּוֹרָה), “commandment” (#04687 מִצְוָה), “understanding” (#0998 בִּינָה), “prudence” (#06195 עָרְמָה), and “discernment” (#08394 תָּבוּן) are all feminine nouns.
There are a number of lessons that seem to be subtly embedded in the feminine personifications. One would be that if the man is attracted to women, then wisdom, Torah, and understanding are much better choices than a strange woman, an adulteress. Another may be the value of wise counsel. We all need wise counsel and wise friends to give it, and Wisdom is not doing everything by herself, she has female friends to help her watch over people.
Pro 6:23
“instruction.” The Hebrew is “Torah.” See commentary on Proverbs 1:8.
Pro 6:25
“eyes.” The Hebrew is literally “eyelids,” but that seems to be a synecdoche; the part of the eye for the whole eye. Although women seem to have always batted their eyelids to be seductive, in ancient times just as today, women painted and decorated their eyes in many different ways to bring attention to their eyes. Job named one of his daughters “Keren-happuch,” which seems to mean, “horn [or dish] of eye paint” (Job 42:14).
Pro 6:28
“burned.” The Hebrew is a different word than in Prov. 6:27, and an alternative reading is “branded.” If you step on hot coals, the coals burn marks into your feet as if you were branded. But today we use a “brand” for identification, so for the sake of clarity, we repeated the idea of being burned.
Pro 6:30
“feed himself.” The Hebrew is literally, “feed his soul,” where “soul” is being used for the person himself. This is an example of when using a literal translation in the receptor language would cause confusion because of the way words are used in the receptor language. The phrase, “feed his soul” is literal from the Hebrew, but in English when we use the phrase “feed my soul,” we do not mean with food, we use the phrase of mental rejuvenation: “Being here at the ocean feeds my soul.” Thus, although it can be good to keep “soul” in the English when it is in the Hebrew text, the REV made an exception here for clarity.
Pro 6:31
“seven times.” The Mosaic Law said four or five times, depending on what was stolen (Exod. 22:1). This is an example of the cultural use of “seven” to refer to completeness. The man will pay back completely.
“all the wealth of his house.” The Mosaic Law said if a thief did not have the means to pay back what the Law required, “he must be sold [into slavery] to pay for his theft” (Exod. 22:3). Although there were times it came to that, the man would sell everything he owned first, and then was allowed to sell his children into slavery (2 Kings 4:1; Neh. 5:5). If he still did not have enough to cover his debt for theft, then he himself would be sold into slavery. That slavery lasted seven years (Deut. 15:9; 31:10).
Pro 6:32
“sense.” The Hebrew word is leb (#03820 לֵב), which is often translated “heart,” but this is one of those cases where that translation would cause confusion. In modern English, the word “heart” usually refers to emotion or passion, but that is not its meaning here. The function of the brain was unknown in biblical times, so things that we generally assign to the brain, like thinking, attitudes, understanding, and good sense, were assigned to the heart.
In this case, the man who commits adultery does not lack emotion or passion, in fact, he probably has plenty of that. What he lacks is “good sense.” The range of meaning of the Hebrew word “heart” in this context is reflected in the number and variation in the English translations of this verse: “void of understanding” (ASV, DBY); “without all sense” or “lacks sense” (CJB, HCSB, ESV); “lacks wisdom” (NET); “lacks judgment” (NIV84); “is an utter fool” (NLT); and the Amplified Bible says, “lacks heart and understanding (moral principle and prudence).” There is no way to capture the full meaning of the Hebrew word leb in this verse; there is simply no English word that carries the same connotations as the Hebrew word “heart.”
Thankfully, lacking good sense is a correctable problem if the person would begin to listen to Wisdom and act on what she says (cf. Prov. 1:20-33). In fact, that is part of the purpose of Proverbs—to teach people wisdom and good sense. If a person refuses to learn wisdom, then he is guilty before God on Judgment Day, which has very serious consequences, possibly even everlasting death. The seriousness of lacking sense and acting foolishly is an important reason that believers have a responsibility to try to get people to believe in God, get saved, and then begin to acquire good sense.
[For more on the Hebrew word leb and “heart,” see commentary on Prov. 15:21, “sense.” For more on kidneys referring to the emotional life, see commentary on Rev. 2:23, “kidneys.”]
Pro 6:33
“he will find.” That is the reading of the Hebrew text and it takes some thought to properly understand it. The key is thinking about what the man thought he would find when he entered into the adulterous relationship, unwisely listening to the flattery and lies of the adulteress. She promised him lovemaking in sumptuous circumstances and good food, but when it was over what he really “found” was not love (she did not, after all, have any intention of actually being in love with him), but rather affliction and dishonor.
“affliction.” The Hebrew word is nega (#05061 נֶגַע), and it means a blow, thus a wound, and it also can mean a plague or the marks caused by a sickness or plague.[footnoteRef:569] If the man is caught committing adultery with another man’s wife, he will almost certainly be beaten up by her family—actually, both he and the woman might be executed, although that punishment was not always enforced. [569:  Koehler and Baumgartner, HALOT Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon; Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon.] 

The Hebrew word’s meaning of “plague” also adds the possibility that the man will get a sexually transmitted disease, although the word “plague” is sometimes used to refer to other afflictions besides actual disease, for example, “That person is plagued by depression,” or “Kansas seems to be plagued by tornados.” Unstated in this verse, but stated elsewhere in Proverbs, is the fact that not only will the woman’s family be angry and vengeful, if the man does not repent, he will face God’s anger on Judgment Day. The way to avoid all the pain that can come from adultery is not to do it.
Pro 6:35
“be persuaded.” The Hebrew uses the idiom, “lift up the face of.”
 
Proverbs Chapter 7
Pro 7:2
“instruction.” See commentary on Proverbs 1:8.
Pro 7:4
“relative.” The idea is of the closest friendship.[footnoteRef:570] It does not mean “blood relative,” but more like we call intimate friends of the family, “aunt” or “uncle” as an honorary position. [570:  C. H. Toy, Proverbs [ICC], 145.] 

Pro 7:5
“to keep you from.” It is important to see that the things that keep us from the strange woman and foreign woman are the things collectively back to Proverbs 7:1.
“foreign woman.” Literally, “foreign.” She is another man’s wife, and in the biblical culture, there would be little to no chance of meeting her. She is a stranger, but in this context an adulteress.
“flatters with her words.” The literal Hebrew is more like, “makes her words smooth.” Michael Fox says this idiom “always refers to insincere talk (or glances, in Ps. 36:3).[footnoteRef:571] [571:  M. Fox, Proverbs 1-9 [AB].] 

Pro 7:7
“youths.” The Hebrew is literally “sons,” but the reading, “I saw among the sons” is awkward in English.
“sense.” The Hebrew word is leb (#03820 לֵב), which is often translated “heart,” but this is one of those cases where that translation would cause confusion. In modern English, the word “heart” usually refers to emotion or passion, but that is not its meaning here. The function of the brain was unknown in biblical times, so things that we generally assign to the brain, like thinking, attitudes, understanding, and good sense, were assigned to the heart. In this case, the young man lacked “good sense.”
[For more on the Hebrew word leb and “heart,” see commentary on Prov. 15:21, “sense.”]
Pro 7:9
“at dusk.” Young men with nothing to do would walk the streets of a city through the evening and night, just as people today go to various places and “just hang out” until the wee hours of the morning.
“the middle of the night and the gloomy darkness.” This phrase confuses people because it cannot be “dusk” and the middle of the night. Many translators try to get around this in their translations, but that is what the text says. The second phrase is somewhat hyperbolic and also metaphorical. It is hyperbolic to show that what is happening between the young man and the adulteress is happening in the dark when people cannot see well, and the “gloomy darkness” is a double entendre for the fact that it is dark outside, and there is also “darkness” in what they are doing—they are “walking in darkness.”
[For more on “gloomy darkness,” see commentary on Prov. 4:19.]
Pro 7:10
“the woman.” (As per the LXX, and followed by the ESV). The woman of verse 8.
“dressed as a prostitute.” She was not a prostitute, she was another man’s wife, but she dressed as a prostitute to make her actions seem more legitimate. Prostitution was an accepted practice in the culture of the Bible, although certainly not condoned by Mosaic Law. This is the Hebrew word for a street prostitute, not a “sacred prostitute,” someone connected to cultic temple prostitution. The fact that the text says she was dressed like a prostitute almost certainly means that she had a veil on (cf. Gen. 38:14). The veil would identify her as a prostitute and also hide her true identity, which, as the wife of a homeowner in town, she would want to conceal from the public.
“cunning.” The Hebrew word means “guarded,” “secret,” or “hidden.” Her true self, her true motives, and the true consequences for being with her are all hidden from the unsuspecting person.
Pro 7:12
“public plazas.” The Hebrew refers to a broad, open place. We would think of the city square. The Hebrew is plural, suggesting that she is all over the city at the various open places (for example, if the city had more than one gate there would be more than one broad plaza), not just close to home.
“at every corner.” One adulteress cannot be at every corner. The text is making the point that there are lots of wanton women, just as there are lots of immoral men. You can find trouble in lots of places if you go looking for it. The key is to want to maintain a godly walk and learning to avoid trouble.
Pro 7:13
“shamelessly.” The literal Hebrew is an idiom, “with a strong face,” meaning that she has conviction. She is not doubtful or double-minded about her sexual immorality. She knows what she is doing and is not deterred in any way by the idea that it is wrong or that people, including her husband, will be hurt. It is a good lesson for people to learn that such evil people exist in our society. Sometimes Christians are so afraid of making a bad judgment about a person that we make excuses for people who are openly evil. That is not wise. As Jesus taught us, we are to judge with a righteous judgment (John 7:24), and if a person is evil, that means calling them evil. Jesus set the example for us (Matt. 23:13-33). Paul put overtly sexually immoral people out of the church (1 Cor. 5:2, 13).
Pro 7:14
“I made peace offerings.” The Hebrew is highly idiomatic. The Hebrew sentence has no verb, and simply reads, “Peace offerings before me,” which meant she was for some reason obligated to offer a peace offering. The woman had offered her peace offering that day, so she had fresh meat at home for a feast. When a person offered a peace offering, they got to eat part of the meat, which was a blessing. The great majority of people did not eat much meat in the biblical culture. Most of the people were poor and did not have herds or flocks that were big enough to allow people to regularly kill and eat an animal. Also, there was no reliable way to preserve the meat in that hot and often humid climate, so any animal that was killed had to be eaten quickly.
Also, when an animal was killed for food for the family, it was usually an older animal that could no longer bear young, give milk, or support the herd and family in other ways, so the meat was often not the best quality. In contrast, the meat from sacrifices offered to God was choice meat, because God required young and unblemished animals to be sacrificed to Him. This ungodly woman was using the good, fresh meat that she had at home as extra leverage to get the man into her house.
[For information on the Peace Offering (called the “Fellowship Offering” in some versions), see Lev. 3 and 7:11-34, but especially Lev. 7:15-16.]
Pro 7:15
“came out to ... diligently seek your face.” The woman is a liar. She flatters this particular young man, when in actuality she would have willingly been with any young man. She is rebellious and does not stay at home, but waits outside for people she can deceive into participating in her sin (Prov. 7:11-12). Sin weaves a web in people’s lives with many interconnecting strands. Sexual sin is life-dominating—the sinner must constantly plan how to have the illicit sex and not get caught, and weave a web of lies to cover his or her sin. This adulteress thinks nothing of lying to the young man, lying is part of the sin of adultery.
“face.” The Hebrew is “face,” here meaning the person himself, particularly in a close or even intimate relationship.
Pro 7:16
“embroidered fabrics.” The meaning of the Hebrew is debated, something that is reflected in the translations. For example, “striped cloths” (ASV); “colored linen” (HCSB, ESV); “richly colored fabric” (NET); “embroidered stuff” (NJB); and “dark-hued stuff” (Rotherham). What is not debated is that the adulteress had gone out of her way to make her bed alluring. There is a lesson here for married couples: people never lose their desire for romance, pleasure, and special treatment. If an adulteress can make her bed special to lure in victims, married couples can do it to keep the marriage fresh and fun.
Pro 7:18
“Come.” She is pressuring him to act quickly.
“love.” The Hebrew word we translate “love” is in the plural, meaning a lot of love, or “much love.” The woman entices the man, saying they would have “much love,” or make love all night, “until the morning.”
Pro 7:19
“my husband.” The woman will not be able to hide the fact she is married when she gets the young man into her house, so she comes right out and addresses the subject in a way designed to allay any concerns he may have.
“home.” The Hebrew is literally, “at his house,” but translating it that way might confuse the reader as to whether her husband had another house.
Pro 7:20
“come home.” The Hebrew is literally, “to his house.” See commentary on Proverbs 7:19, “home.”
Pro 7:21
“great.” The Hebrew word “great” can also mean “many,” but the word “persuasion” is singular in the Hebrew, so we felt “great” was the better choice here. The woman had “great” (and many) persuasion; she pressured him in many ways, and allured him with the promise of good food and all-night sex.
“seduces.” The Hebrew verb is causative. This is expressed differently in different versions. She pressured him until he yielded.
“seductiveness of her lips.” The Hebrew uses the idiom, “with the smoothness of her lips.”
Pro 7:22
“Suddenly.” This paints the picture of the young man who has been talking with the woman, considering her words and her proposition, and then “suddenly,” impulsively, he reacts and follows her. This is the opposite of wisdom. Wisdom considers her ways (Prov. 21:29), while the man is acting impulsively on his carnal desires.
Pro 7:23
“until an arrow pierces his liver.” The snare holds the stag until it can be killed, but here the thought is brought over and applied to the man as well. He is led astray (Prov. 7:21) and becomes like an ox going to the slaughter, like a stag caught in a snare about to be killed by an arrow. But the text is such that it can be the man who is pierced by the arrow and killed, and this is confirmed in Proverbs 7:26. The woman’s sin “pierces” the man, who dies. By his willing participation in evil, he eventually becomes evil and suffers the consequences.
Pro 7:25
“ways.” The Hebrew word is usually translated “roads,” but here “ways” fits better in English.
Pro 7:27
“many paths to Sheol.” Sheol is the state of being dead, and in this context, it refers to being physically dead in this life, and also everlastingly dead in the next life. It is a profound statement that the house of the adulteress has many roads leading to Sheol. Adultery is a life-dominating sin, and people involved in it not only are involved in sexual sin, they are covenant breakers, liars, and hurtful to others. Roads like that lead to death.
 
Proverbs Chapter 8
Pro 8:1
“discernment.” Here “discernment” (the REV could well have capitalized “Discernment”) is personified as a woman, along with Wisdom. Proverbs portrays Wisdom in association with other female helpers (e.g., “discernment” “understanding” and “discretion”; see commentary on Prov. 1:20).
Pro 8:2
“takes her stand.” The Hebrew reads “took her stand,” making the point that she has been there calling, but she is still there, so we would more naturally say “takes.”
Pro 8:3
“Beside.” The Hebrew text uses the word “hand,” and would very literally read something like, “to the hand of the gates,” but the meaning of the phrase in this context is “beside,” “beside the gates.”[footnoteRef:572] [572:  Cf. Koehler and Baumgartner, HALOT Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon.] 

“the gates.” The elders and important men of the city sat in the city gates (see commentary on Prov. 1:21).
“opening.” The Hebrew reads, “mouth.” The “mouth” of the city was the city gate, the entrance to the city.
Pro 8:4
“humankind.” The Hebrew is “to the sons of man,” an idiom meaning humankind or people.
Pro 8:5
“prudence.” See commentary on Prov. 1:4.
“good sense.” The Hebrew word is leb (#03820 לֵב), which is often translated “heart,” but this is one of those cases where that translation would cause confusion. In modern English, the word “heart” usually refers to emotion or passion, but that is not its meaning here. The function of the brain was unknown in biblical times, so things that we generally assign to the brain, like thinking, attitudes, understanding, and good sense, were assigned to the heart. In this case, the naïve men lacked “good sense.”
[For more on the Hebrew word leb and “heart,” see commentary on Prov. 15:21, “sense.”]
Pro 8:6
“that are correct.” Everett Fox translates this as “candid things,” and writes that the Hebrew word “Negidim (only here in this sense) means honest or forthright things, things that are directly before (neged) a person.”[footnoteRef:573] Naïve and foolish people constantly overlook or ignore things that are correct or right. For example, there is a creation, there has to be a creator. Wisdom stands before everyone, giving practical, honest, and true advice. [573:  E. Fox, The Schocken Bible.] 

“the opening of my lips brings forth upright words.” The Hebrew is more literally: “the opening of my lips – fairness/evenness/straightness.” Here once again we see the idiom of life being like a road or path, and people can walk on straight and even paths, or they can walk a crooked, perverse path. When Wisdom opens her mouth, she sets forth a level and straight path to walk on.
Pro 8:7
“For my mouth.” The Hebrew is literally, “for my palate,” that is, the roof of the mouth. Many sounds are formed by the tongue being placed against the roof of the mouth, just as a “dental” sound is formed by the tongue being placed against the teeth and a “labial” sound is formed by the lips. However, “For the roof of my mouth will utter truth” is very obscure and confusing, thus the REV nuanced the text to read, “For my mouth.”
Pro 8:9
“those finding knowledge.” The Hebrew verb is a participle, and indicates that the process of finding knowledge is an ongoing one. So we stayed with the literal, “those finding knowledge,” instead of the simpler but less accurate, “those who find knowledge.
Pro 8:10
“choice gold.” This term, in Hebrew and English, refers to gold that is “chosen” by the buyer for its value, its purity and its color. Some translations, thinking “choice gold” could be confusing, go with “pure gold” or “fine gold,” but the Hebrew verb is “choice” or “chosen.”
The truth of this verse is profound. God’s Wisdom is calling out to people to take her instruction instead of “choice gold,” and choosing Wisdom’s instruction is the right choice to make in order to be most blessed here on earth and in the next life, too. But fools don’t listen, and the “choice” that far too many people make is the wrong one: they choose money, power, prestige, sex, and other temporal pleasures instead of living wisely with God. If they do know God to some extent, and try to walk with the world and also with God, they will have trouble here on earth. If they really make the wrong choice, and choose the glory of the world rather than everlasting life, they will regret the “choice” they have made. On Judgment Day there will be weeping, wailing, and gnashing of teeth, but it will be too late to repent (Matt. 13:42, 50).
Pro 8:11
“gems.” See commentary on Proverbs 31:10.
Pro 8:12
“I, Wisdom, dwell with prudence.” The Hebrew word translated as “prudence” is ‘ormah (#06195 עָרְמָה), a feminine noun, and it is one of the female attendants to wisdom (see commentary on Prov. 1:20 about the figure of speech personification). For more on what “prudence” is, see commentary on Proverbs 1:4.
“I find.” In this verse Wisdom herself models for us how wise people behave. She knows or learns what she needs and goes and finds it. Wisdom lives together with prudence, and finds knowledge and discretion. Actually, in this verse, “prudence,” “knowledge” and “discretion” are all personifications and could have all been capitalized, but we felt that the emphasis in Proverbs was on Wisdom, and only capitalized her. But the verse is teaching us that Wisdom keeps her friend Prudence close at hand by living with her, and then goes and seeks out and finds Knowledge and Discretion so that she can have a multitude of good counselors (Prov. 11:14; 24:6). Wise people follow Wisdom’s example. Lots of people suffer because they do not properly prioritize their lives and take the time to seek out and find the knowledge they need to succeed in whatever endeavor they are involved in and, indeed, succeed in life.
Pro 8:15
“by me.” The Hebrew text literally means “in me” and this is the use of the word “in” to indicate a close relationship, being “in relation with me,” or “in union with me.” The Greek has the same use of the word “in,” which some scholars refer to as the “static” use of “in.” We could have, and some people might argue we should have, translated this verse, “In union with me, kings reign,” etc.
The fact is, that as clear as it seems in English, the translation “by me” is somewhat shallow. It is not just “by” Wisdom that kings reign, but it is when kings and those in authority are truly “in union with Wisdom,” when they have a deep and internalized relation with her, that they can rule in a godly way like Jesus would rule. That is why it is vital for rulers and those in authority over others to take the time to really understand the Word of God. God’s word really is “Torah,” the instruction and guidance we need to live wisely and rule or guide others. God so badly wanted kings to understand His heart so they could rule over others in a godly manner, that each king was to write his own copy of the Torah (Deut. 17:18).
[For more on the static use of “in” see commentary on John 10:38.]
“rulers.” The Hebrew is actually a verb here, “the ones ruling,” but “rulers” reads more easily and does not change the sense of the verse.
Pro 8:16
“By me.” See commentary on Proverbs 8:15, “by me.”
Pro 8:17
“love.” The Hebrew is a participle, indicating ongoing action. Wisdom “is [continuously] loving” those who love her.
“love me.” There is a scribal emendation in some texts to “love her,” but it seems clear from the context that “me” is correct.
“desire.” The Hebrew verb is shachar (#07836 שָׁחַר) and in the qal form it means to “seek,” but in the piel form, which it is in this verse, it means to seek or to desire. While the context would fit “seek” well, the first stanza is about “loving” Wisdom, so in that context, those who love her want her badly, they “desire” her, and will go after her. There is a beautiful word picture being painted here with Wisdom as the woman who should be loved and sought after by the young man. He (indeed, we!) should love Wisdom, yearn for her, desire her, and seek her out. All who do so will find her. The Lord Jesus said, “keep seeking, and you will find” (Matt. 7:7; Luke 11:9).
Pro 8:23
“From antiquity.” Occasionally, Proverbs 8:23 is used to try and support the Trinity and the preexistence of Christ by saying that “wisdom” was appointed from eternity, and since Christ is the “wisdom of God” (1 Cor. 1:24), therefore, Christ existed from eternity. However, this position has not found strong support even among Trinitarians. The wisdom in Proverbs was “woven” by God (verb is in the niphal aspect; “woven, shaped;” cf. HALOT[footnoteRef:574]) and is therefore subordinate to God. Proverbs 8:22 explains that wisdom was “brought forth as the first of His [God’s] works.” If this “wisdom” actually was Christ, then Christ would be the first creation of God, which is an Arian belief and deemed to be heretical by orthodox Trinitarians. Therefore, many of the Church Fathers rejected this verse as supporting the Trinity. Among such Church Fathers were Athanasius, Basil, Gregory, Epiphanius, and Cyril, to mention a few. [574:  Koehler and Baumgartner, HALOT Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon.] 

We can see from the scope of Proverbs and the context of this verse that the term “wisdom” is being used figuratively. Taking a concept and speaking of it as if it were a person is the figure of speech personification, and this was quite common in Hebrew poetry. The figure of speech personification often makes it easier for an author to convey an abstract notion or thought than literal narrative does because it uses concrete imagery from human experience. Personification was common among the Jews especially when explaining or describing intangible concepts. Thus, “wisdom” is personified in the book of Proverbs so that the reader can better understand the virtuous qualities that wisdom can offer and the role it played in God’s acts of creation.
Christ is said to be the wisdom of God in 1 Corinthians because it was through him that God was able to redeem humanity. In other words, the plan for humankind’s redemption was conceived and brought to completion according to the wisdom of God.
[For more information on Jesus being the fully human Son of God and not being “God the Son,” and therefore not existing before his birth except in the plan of God, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.” For more on “the Holy Spirit” being one of the designations for God the Father and “the holy spirit” being the gift of God’s nature, see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
“established.” The HALOT gives to “be woven, shaped” as the meaning of nasak (#05258 נָסַךְ) in the niphal aspect. This meaning is resisted by those who see Wisdom as eternal with God, but actually, this verse is just one of many that show God created Wisdom, and in doing so she was “established,” giving a beautiful picture of Wisdom being used by God from the beginning of all His work. On the other hand, Waltke suggests the meaning of “formed” for nasak.[footnoteRef:575] [575:  Waltke, The Book of Proverbs: Chapters 1-15 [NICOT], 390, 411.] 

Pro 8:24
“abounding with waters.” Literally, “made heavy with waters,” implying an abundance of water.
Pro 8:25
“settled.” The literal Hebrew is “sunk,” and while the word “sunk” may be misleading to English readers who think of the mountains standing high above the earth, in fact, the mountains are “sunk” into the earth’s mantle as any geologist will testify. Thus, this verse is one more proof that God is the Author behind the Scripture. No human knew the mountains were sunk into the earth, but God knew it because He did it.
Pro 8:27
“prepared.” The Hebrew verb is in the hiphil aspect, causative, thus “prepared” seemed the correct meaning here; cf. “prepared” (Darby, Douay-Rheims, Geneva Bible, KJV, Rotherham); cf. “made ready” (BBE).
“the heavens.” In the Hebrew text, the noun is always plural, so it could also be translated “heaven.”
“inscribed the horizon above the face of the deep.” Or “inscribed a circle.” The “deep” here refers to the oceans on the face of the earth, and God inscribed a circle upon them, which we see as the horizon.
Pro 8:28
“strengthened the springs.” The idea is that the springs now had enough strength, enough force, and water that they could sustain life.
Pro 8:29
“his command.” The Hebrew text says “his mouth,” which is a metonymy for the words that come from the mouth, i.e., God’s “command.”
Pro 8:30
“great delight.” The word “delight” in Hebrew is in the plural, “delights,” and is a plural of emphasis, thus the translation, “great delight.”
“playing.” The Hebrew is sachaq (#07832 שָׂחַק), and it means to laugh, play, joke; including playing when there is music, singing, and dancing. Wisdom “laughs” at the destruction of the wicked who have ignored all her pleas to become wise (Prov. 1:26). Wisdom is portrayed as laughing and playing when God made the earth. The picture is one of great joy at the plans and purposes of God. The earth was going to be such a wonderful place for God’s people, Wisdom laughed and played as God made the earth. In Proverbs 31:25, the wise woman, the embodiment of Wisdom, has lived so wisely and prepared so well that she laughs at the future.
Pro 8:31
“playing.” See commentary on Proverbs 8:30.
“humankind.” Literally, “the sons of man,” an idiom.
Pro 8:35
“finding me.” The verb is a participle, and in this case, there seems to be a clear sense that one does not “find” wisdom as a one-time event, but rather we keep “finding” her as we journey down the road of life.
Pro 8:36
“hate.” The word “hate” in the Bible does not always have the meaning it has in English, an intense feeling of animosity, anger, and hostility toward a person, group, or object. In Hebrew and Greek, the word “hate” has a large range of meanings from actual “hate” to simply loving something less than something else, neglecting or ignoring something, or being disgusted by something. Here the word “hate” is used in the sense of ignoring or neglecting Wisdom, and loving other things more than she. We can see in the context the fools “reject” Wisdom.
[For more on the large semantic range of “hate” and its use in the Bible, see commentary on Prov. 1:22, “hate.”]
 
Proverbs Chapter 9
Pro 9:1
“seven pillars.” The use of “seven” here is symbolic of completeness and perfection, not that there is a “perfect” house that is built with seven pillars. Wisdom’s house is completely ready for people to come to. She is ready for guests.
Pro 9:2
“slaughtered her meat.” The Hebrew uses the figure of speech polyptoton to catch our attention, and reads, “she has slaughtered [verb] her slaughter [noun].” The phrase “her slaughter” refers to the animals she has slaughtered to have fresh meat. Since the phrase “slaughtered her slaughter” is unclear to English readers, we opted for, “slaughtered her meat.”
[See Word Study: “Polyptoton.”]
“mixed her wine.” The wine in the biblical world was thick like a thick syrup, and so it was mixed with water before being served to guests.
“table.” At this time in biblical history, the “table” was either a cloth on the dirt floor (almost no one could afford a stone floor), or it was a very low table. Guests sat on the floor, eating with their right hand.
Pro 9:3
“sent out her female servants.” The Hebrew word naarah (#05291 נַעֲרָה) generally refers to a young unmarried girl, who in this case, because they are the young women belonging to Wisdom, are her “servant girls” or perhaps better in the culture, her “slave girls.” Because it could be hard to tell when a feast would be ready, it was customary, particularly in a small town or village, for the wealthy person who was hosting a feast to send out his servants to let everyone know it was time to come to the feast (cf. Matt. 22:3).
Pro 9:4
“says.” The Hebrew is in the perfect tense as if it happened in the past. She continues her calling out, but it is clear she has been doing so for a long time.
“sense.” The Hebrew word is leb (#03820 לֵב), which is often translated “heart,” but this is one of those cases where that translation would cause confusion. In modern English, the word “heart” usually refers to emotion or passion, but that is not its meaning here. The function of the brain was unknown in biblical times, so things that we generally assign to the brain, like thinking, attitudes, understanding, and good sense, were assigned to the heart. In this case, the naïve people lacked “good sense.”
[For more on the Hebrew word leb and “heart,” see commentary on Prov. 15:21, “sense.”]
Pro 9:5
“food.” Bread was the staple food, so here the Hebrew text is literally “eat my bread” put by metonymy for “eat my food.” Bread would be in abundance at any feast, and also “bread” was put by metonymy for food in general. Sometimes we translate the Hebrew word “bread” as “food,” but in this case, since “bread” was mentioned along with “wine,” the verse had symbolic and even prophetic overtones. God’s Wisdom provides bread and wine, in His wisdom God provided us with the body and blood of the Lord, which was symbolized at the Last Supper, and almost certainly by Melchizedek (Gen. 14:18), as bread and wine.
“mixed.” It was customary to mix wine with water. See commentary on Proverbs 9:2.
Pro 9:6
“Leave your naïve ways and live.” This seems to be the best reading (cf. Waltke[footnoteRef:576]; and Keil and Delitzsch[footnoteRef:577] give the same essence). The word “naïve” refers to the naïve person, the simple fool peti (#06612 פֶּ֫תִי). There are other ways to interpret the verse, however. The NIV (cf. ESV) reads “Leave your simple ways,” but the word “simple” is a noun, not an adjective, so the NASB, “Forsake your folly and live,” gives the same basic idea, while retaining the noun form of “simple.” However, it is less likely that the verse is telling us all to forsake our simple ways, and more likely that it is telling the naïve to forsake their ways. It is important to note that the rendition of the KJV is possible, “Forsake the foolish, and live,” but this rendition is not taken by most commentators as the more likely meaning. The context is Wisdom, who has built her house, set her table, slaughtered her animals, mixed her wine, and is now inviting people to her feast (Prov. 9:1-5). The simple, naïve, ignorant fools of the world are encouraged to leave their ignorance and dine with wisdom. [576:  Bruce Waltke, The Book of Proverbs: Chapters 1-15 [NICOT], 437-38.]  [577:  Keil and Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament: Proverbs, 199-200.] 

One thing this verse clearly does is make it known that people do not have to be, or remain, naïve or simple. Too often people think they cannot change, or think that change requires too much work to be worth it. God expects people to keep working on their knowledge and character and become truly godly people.
“on the road.” We all walk on a road in life. The godly are supposed to walk on the road of understanding, and make the effort to stay straight ahead on it. A person trying to leave naïve and foolish ways may find many reasons, including pleasures and pressures, to return to foolish ways, but Wisdom prods us to walk straight ahead on the road of understanding.
Pro 9:7
“rebukes a mocker.” The verse does not say not to rebuke a mocker, because sometimes that is necessary. However, it makes the point that there will always be ramifications. For example, there will always be people who think the mocker was correct and the person who rebuked him was wrong, or the rebuke was too harsh, or done at the wrong place or time, or something. There are always people who criticize and “shame” those who fight for godliness. God’s people must make up their minds that doing right is not a popularity contest; we only need to be popular with God, the world will always be against godliness. Sadly, too many people who know to do what is right don’t do it because of the conflict and shame that go with it, but the world won’t be handing out rewards on the Day of Judgment, God will, so the wise person does the will of God even if it means being shamed by some people here on earth.
“brings injury.” The Hebrew is literally “a defect, a blemish,” but it comes as an injury, although the meaning also includes a moral blemish, in that case, equivalent to “shame” in the first stanza, so we could almost expand it to “shame and injury.” Whereas the mocker is most likely to smear and shame anyone who tries to rebuke him, the wicked person is more dangerous and is likely to try to harm anyone who tries to reprove him. That does not mean we should not try to correct wicked people; sometimes it is necessary. But it does mean we must be aware that there is always a risk to ourselves. It is because of the shame and even potential danger of rebuking mockers and wicked people that believers have to be wise, pray for God’s help, and walk by the spirit of God.
Pro 9:9
“Give instruction to.” The Hebrew is simply “Give to,” requiring the reader to supply the subject from the context, which is “teach” in the second stanza. Although we filled in the subject with “instruction,” which is no doubt the primary meaning, the fact that the Hebrew text leaves the subject out alerts us to be aware of the many things we could give to the righteous man so he would continue to be wise, including reproof and correction.
Pro 9:10
“the Holy One.” The Hebrew text is plural, literally, “the Holy Ones.” This is a grammatical plural, a plural of majesty referring to God.
Pro 9:12
“for your own benefit.” The Hebrew is literally, “you are wise for you,” but the meaning is for your own benefit or advantage. Being wise may help others too, but the real advantage of wisdom is to the individual who is wise. There are many times when a wise man tries to help others but his wisdom is rejected or not even recognized, in fact, evil people may call wisdom “evil,” because evil people call good, “evil” (Isa. 5:20).
“you will bear the consequences by yourself​.” That the mocker will bear the consequences of his actions seems so obvious to the wise that they may feel that it does not need to be said. However, the mocker does not think that way. Mockers, no-goods, and evil people often act in groups or gangs, getting strength and encouragement from each other. A person may do evil as part of a group, but he will bear the punishment all alone. Although this verse is meant to have immediate temporal relevance, it also has eschatological overtones, because the great benefit of being wise comes on the Day of Judgment, and the great tragedy of being a mocker also occurs on the Day of Judgment, when a person bears the consequences of his judgment alone.
Although the words “the consequences” was added for clarity, it must also be kept in mind that they exclude some things. For example, the Law is clear that the sinner must bear his sin, and that sin can have a very heavy weight to it. Mocking is a sin, and if a person mocks, they must bear that sin until they confess it and get it taken from them.
Pro 9:13
“Lady Folly.” This verse introduces us to the counterpart and adversary to Lady Wisdom (Prov. 9:1; cf. Prov. 1:20), and “Lady Folly” is the personification of foolishness just as “Lady Wisdom” is the personification of wisdom. Translating the Hebrew text as “a foolish woman” is perhaps more grammatical, but then it is not nearly as easy to see the contrast and conflict between the two women of Proverbs: Wisdom and Folly. Understanding her as “Lady Folly” is acceptable in the Hebrew text, and it communicates what God is trying to say. Other English versions pick up on this as well, e.g., “Folly” (NIV); “The woman, Folly” (HCSB, ESV); “Woman Folly” (NAB); “the woman named Folly” (NLT).
“is boisterous.” The Hebrew word is hamah (#01993 הָמָה), and although it often refers to making a loud noise or growl, it can refer to being restless or turbulent. Thus translations of Lady Folly’s character include “rowdy” (HCSB); “loud” (ESV); “raucous” (NAB); “boisterous” (NASB); “brash” (NET); and “unruly” (NIV). She is all of these.
Pro 9:15
“calling out.” The Hebrew is “to call out,” but Waltke refers to this as “the gerundive use of the [Hebrew letter] lamed with the infinitive,” and thus the sense is “calling.”[footnoteRef:578] [578:  B. Waltke, The Book of Proverbs [NICOT], 1:429n30.] 

“making their paths straight.” One of the attributes of Folly (foolish people) is that she does not just consort with other fools, but works to lure in people who are trying their best to walk a straight path with God. That is why it is so important to have a personal vision and goals, and good counselors (friends) to help us stay on the right path.
Pro 9:16
“Whoever is naïve.”​ Wisdom and Folly have the same invitation to the simple and ignorant: “Whoever is naïve, let him turn in here” (Prov. 9:4 16). But their intent and the end of accepting their invitation is totally different.
“says.” The Hebrew is in the perfect tense as if it happened in the past. She continues her calling out, but it is clear she has been doing so for a long time. So in that sense, she is just like Wisdom, calling and calling for people to listen. The perfect tense verb is also used for Wisdom (cf. Prov. 9:4).
“sense.” The Hebrew word is leb (#03820 לֵב), which is often translated “heart,” but this is one of those cases where that translation would cause confusion. In modern English, the word “heart” usually refers to emotion or passion, but that is not its meaning here. The function of the brain was unknown in biblical times, so things that we generally assign to the brain, like thinking, attitudes, understanding, and good sense, were assigned to the heart. In this case, the naïve people lacked “good sense.”
[For more on the Hebrew word leb and “heart,” see commentary on Prov. 15:21, “sense.”]
Pro 9:17
“Stolen waters.” A not-so-veiled reference to sex. Women were often compared to wells, springs, or fountains (cf. Song 4:12). She was luring the man with sexual pleasure, but other fleshly pleasures were being offered as well. The reference to “stolen” shows that the woman was open about her being married (something that in any case would have been quickly obvious to the man she was seducing), showing that foolish and evil people are not ignorant about their sin, but rather simply don’t care about it and have no ethical problem defying God and hurting others.
“food.” The Hebrew is literally “bread,” but it is used for food in general.
 
Proverbs Chapter 10
Pro 10:1
“grief.” The Hebrew word is tugah (#08424 תּוּגָה) and means grief, heaviness, sorrow. The “interpretation” of the verse involves only the mother, but the application of the verse is much broader, because fools bring grief and sorrow to all those who take an interest in, and are involved in, their lives.
Pro 10:3
“cause the righteous soul to go hungry.” The verb raeb (#07456 רָעֵב) means “to be hungry” in the qal aspect, but this verb is in the hiphil aspect, the causative aspect, and that is important here. There are righteous people who go hungry, but God does not cause it. On a broader note, the Proverb can also be taken to mean that the righteous soul will not be allowed to hunger, but that would be a general statement with plenty of exceptions.
Pro 10:4
“idle.” The Hebrew word is remiyah (#07423 רְמִיָּה), and has two fundamental meanings: 1) slackness; sluggish, lax, negligent, and careless behavior, and 2) deceitfulness, treachery. It occurs 16 times in the OT, of which 5 are in Psalms and 4 are in Proverbs (Prov. 10:4; 12:24, 27; 19:15), and it has the definition of slackness; sluggish, lax, negligent, and careless behavior all four times in Proverbs. The difficulty of the reading of the Hebrew text has caused most versions to word this verse in a way that is more easily understood in English, but it is true that many poor people could work more diligently if they decided to, and cut expenses, increase income, or both. Many poor people do indeed “make” their palm idle. Keil & Delitzsch explain the wording of the “idle palm” as an accusative of manner explaining the manner in which the poor person utilizes their hands.[footnoteRef:579] They do not employ them in an active manner but rather in an idle manner, thus resulting in poverty instead of gaining wealth. [579:  See Keil &amp; Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament: Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Song of Solomon, 6:153-54.] 

Pro 10:5
“summer…harvest.” In many countries these are two different seasons, summer being the growing season and autumn being the harvest season. However, in Israel, much of the harvest, especially of grains and grapes, occurs in the summer. Some even occurs in the Spring.
“the one who is fast asleep at the harvest.” This proverb is teaching that it is shameful to miss opportunities right in front of you and to not do the work you are supposed to do. It is time to harvest yet the shameful son is sleeping.
“a shameful son.” Literally, “a son being put to shame.”
Pro 10:6
“a righteous person…the wicked.” The word “righteous” is in the singular, the word “wicked” is plural. We see many times in Proverbs where the godly person is singular and the ungodly person is plural. Many times godly people walk alone, while it seems like ungodly people are everywhere. Also, verses such as this may have been some of the inspiration for Jesus saying that the road to destruction was broad and many would travel on it, while that road to life was narrow and few would find it (Matt. 7:13-14).
Pro 10:8
“wise heart.” The Hebrew is literally, “the wise of heart,” but this is most likely an attributed genitive, meaning, “the wise heart,” and also the word “heart” is put by the figure of speech synecdoche for the person, especially the center of their thinking. Thus, the “wise heart” is parallel to the “foolish” person.
“lips.” The Hebrew word is saphah (#08193 שָׂפָה) and means “lip,” or, by common metonymy, “language.” Although many versions have “babbling,” that makes it seem that the speech is utter nonsense, and that is not necessarily the case, although that happens too. The unreasonable fool pour out his opinions, which are right in his eyes (Prov. 12:15) but devoid of true wisdom.
“come to ruin.” The Hebrew is labat (#03832 לָבַט) and means to be thrown down, thrown out, thrown away, ruined. This is a wonderful example of depth of meaning being displayed in the Hebrew word. When a person or city is thrown down, it is “ruined.”However, on a more literal note, the unreasonable fool, in this life, is thrown down, and then, at the Judgment, he is “thrown out” like garbage, into Gehenna.
Pro 10:10
“causes.” The literal Hebrew is “gives,” but we would say “causes.”
“foolish with his lips.” See commentary on Proverbs 10:8.
Pro 10:11
“but the mouth of the wicked.” This second stanza is the same as the second stanza in Proverbs 10:6.
Pro 10:12
“love covers.” This stanza is quoted in 1 Peter 4:8.
Pro 10:13
“will strike the back.” The Hebrew text does not have the verb, so it has to be supplied from our understanding of the culture. Thus, some versions have “is for,” or “is in store,” or a similar phrase. People who behaved foolishly were sometimes beaten with a rod, or hit, struck, poked, or tapped with it, depending on the person and the situation.
It was a common custom for men to carry a walking stick, a “rod,” that they would use for support on the rough ground and for self-defense (even against snakes and scorpions), and so it was always handy and easy to use, and they would use it to correct people if the situation warranted. Misbehaving or disobedient slaves (Exod. 21:20-21) and children (Prov. 13:24; 22:15; 23:13-14; 29:15) were commonly corrected with the rod (cp “fools,” Prov. 26:3). Because the physical rod was commonly used for correction, the word “rod” became used figuratively for correction in general even though an actual “rod” was not used (2 Sam. 7:14; Job 21:9). That the “rod” was used figuratively for correction that came in other ways besides the actual rod means that we have to pay attention to verses such as Proverbs 22:15 where the word “rod” can have both the meaning of a physical rod and correction in some other way as well.
The correction of children, while done from love and concern, was generally much harsher in biblical times than it is today, and that stemmed from the fact that medical care was primitive at best. Injuries that would be considered minor today, such as a cut or a broken bone, could mean the life of the child.
Our society has in large part moved away from the idea of stern correction, but there is no evidence that we are better off for it. Quite the contrary. If the way students behave in school is any indicator at all, the absence of stern correction is deleterious to people. We should note that God, who created people and knows us better than we know ourselves, advises stern correction to put an end to foolishness.
Pro 10:15
“poor.” The noun is plural. The plural noun does not mean there will always be lots of poor, but it supports that understanding of the verse. Verses like Proverbs 10:15 support the validity of Jesus saying, “you will always have the poor with you” (Mark 14:7; cf. John 12:8).
Pro 10:16
“The wage of the righteous person is life.” In this context, the word “life” means living to the fullest today (not necessarily having lots of material things, but having joy, peace, love, etc.), and also has an eschatological meaning and refers to “everlasting life.”
This verse is the antithesis of Romans 6:23, which says, “The wages of sin is death.” Here, the wage earned by the righteous person is life—a meaningful life here and everlasting life in the hereafter. The verb “is” is supplied, but it was common to leave out the “to be” verb, which would be supplied by the reader (in fact, Hebrew does not have a present tense “to be” verb), and Greek often does the same thing. The “wage…is life” would be the most common way to understand the Hebrew text.
The fullness of Romans 6:23 is that the wages of sin is death, but the “free gift of God is life in the Age to Come in Christ Jesus our Lord.” If Romans says everlasting life is a free gift, why is it called a “wage” here in Proverbs? This is an important point and needs to be understood. Everlasting life is never called a “gift” in the Old Testament; that is a New Testament concept. There has always been the sense that everlasting life is a gift of some sort because there is no way a human could purchase it. However, the Old Testament never called it a gift because people had to maintain their trust in God and their faithfulness to Him throughout their lives in order to receive it (Hab. 2:4). That is why there are so many Old Testament Scriptures that say that “righteous” people attain life. In the covenant world of the Old Testament, a “righteous” person was someone who maintained their covenant agreement with God and trusted Him. An unrighteous person broke their covenant with God and disobeyed Him.
Salvation has always been by trusting God, by “faith.” Faith does not earn salvation; it is a necessary condition for salvation. Today, in the Administration of Grace, we believe “unto” salvation (Rom. 10:10). Our trust does not save us, but it opens the door for God to save us. However, people who lived before Jesus paid for the sins of mankind (and before God made the New Birth available on the Day of Pentecost—Acts 2) had to maintain their trust in God throughout their lives, so it was appropriate that God referred to everlasting life as the “wage of righteousness,” the “wage earned by righteousness.”
[For more on the Administration of Grace, see commentary on Eph. 3:2. For more on the New Birth and salvation, see Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation.”]
“Sin.” In this verse, sin is both literal in this life and a metonymy of the effect for that which sin results in: punishment.
[See Word Study: “Metonymy.”]
Pro 10:17
“goes astray.” The Hebrew simply reads, “leads astray,” and this is one of the riddles of the wise (Prov. 1:6). The obvious idea of “leads” is “leads others,” but the first stanza of the proverb would seem to suggest “leads himself.” The commentators and the English versions are divided. Actually, the verse has both meanings. We decided to leave the ambiguity of the Hebrew text in the verse.
If we want to be successful in life, we have to follow Wisdom’s advice. In this case, we should be aware of those people around us who ignore or reject reproof and correction. Why would they do that? Pride, or perhaps they were previously hurt, or perhaps they are more evil than we think. In any case, when we see people around us who ignore reproof we need to be very careful, because association with them will not turn out to our benefit, even if it is only because they set a very bad example.
Pro 10:18
“The one hiding his hatred has deceitful lips​.” Commentators differ as to whether this rendition, which is similar to the NASB, “He who conceals hatred has lying lips,” or a rendition similar to the KJV, is the meaning of the Hebrew. However, the REV translation follows the standard way Proverbs handles the stanzas as each having an independent meaning.
Pro 10:20
“The tongue of a righteous person is choice silver.” Proverbs 10:20 compares the words a righteous person speaks with choice silver, using a metaphor, a comparison by representation. Many English translations read “is like choice silver,” making the metaphor into a simile, but the metaphor is a stronger comparison. The words of a righteous person are “choice silver,” they are of great worth. Sadly, however, those wise words are often overlooked in the world. Worldly people who would never refuse a gift of silver will often walk away from a wise person and not pay attention to what they have to say. There are many verses in the Bible, especially in Proverbs, about the power of words to hurt or heal (see commentary on Prov. 18:21).
[For more on the figures of speech of comparison—simile, metaphor, and hypocatastasis—see the REV commentary on Rev. 20:2.]
“a righteous person.” The “righteous person” is the one who does what is right in the eyes of God; the one who knows God and what His will is, and lives according to God’s will.
“worth little.” A cultural idiom or equivalent for “worth nothing.” In an honor-shame society, it is almost more of an insult to say someone is worth little than that they are worth nothing.
Pro 10:21
“The lips of a righteous person will shepherd many people.” There are many verses in the Bible, especially in Proverbs, about the power of words to hurt or heal (see commentary on Prov. 18:21). Proverbs 10:21 has two figures of speech that give it grammatical punch: “lips” is put by metonymy for the words spoken by the lips, and the fact that the lips will “shepherd” people is the figure personification (for more on the figure personification, see commentary on Prov. 1:20).
“sense.” The Hebrew word is leb (#03820 לֵב), which is often translated “heart,” but this is one of those cases where that translation would cause confusion. In modern English, the word “heart” usually refers to emotion or passion, but that is not its meaning here. The function of the brain was unknown in biblical times, so things that we generally assign to the brain, like thinking, attitudes, understanding, and good sense, were assigned to the heart. In this case, fools die because they lack “sense,” or good sense. In this case, the fools not only die on this earth, they experience everlasting death because they are so foolish they never get saved and gain everlasting life.
[For more on the Hebrew word leb and “heart,” see commentary on Prov. 15:21, “sense.”]
Pro 10:22
“he does not combine pain with the blessing.” God is good. This is stated in a number of places in the Bible (e.g., Ps. 100:5; 119:68; 135:3; cp. Prov. 10:22. See commentary on James 1:17).
Pro 10:23
“Acting indecently is like pleasure to a fool​.” This verse is a wonderful example of how the nature of Proverbs pulls us into thought, prayer, and meditation. There are so many nuances of meaning to the words involved that the translator has an impossible time bringing them all into English. This is the reason for the many different translations of this verse, which though similar in many ways, differ quite significantly in what they mean.
“Acting indecently.” The Hebrew word is zimmah (#02154 זִמָּה), and it can mean a plan or an intention, either good or bad; or lewd, crass, and shameful behavior, or villainy, which are often sexual in nature. The preponderant number of uses of this word in the OT are sexual in nature, and fools tend toward the lewd and shameful, so it makes sense in this context to use a translation that is more sexual in nature than just criminal in nature. Perhaps, “Lewd behavior” would have been very good.
“pleasure.” The Hebrew word is sechoq (#07814 שְׂחוֹק), and it means laughter, pleasure, mockery, or derision. Waltke writes, “The 15 occurrences of sechoq in poetry denote an outward audible expression of inner mirth and pleasure….”[footnoteRef:580] The lewd and shameful behavior of the fools produces such pleasure that he laughs and squeals with delight. The fool finds fun and pleasure in doing wrong. It entertains him. In contrast, the man of understanding finds pleasure in making wise choices. Due to the range of meanings in the verse, a sampling of translations can be helpful if one is to more fully understand it. [580:  Waltke, The Book of Proverbs: Chapters 1-15 [NICOT], 474.] 

ESV: Doing wrong is like a joke to a fool, but wisdom is pleasure to a man of understanding.
KJV: It is as sport to a fool to do mischief: but a man of understanding hath wisdom.
NASB: Doing wickedness is like sport to a fool; And so is wisdom to a man of understanding.
NIV: A fool finds pleasure in evil conduct, but a man of understanding delights in wisdom.
NJB: A fool takes pleasure in doing wrong, the intelligent in cultivating wisdom.
Waltke: To commit villainy is like [the pleasure of laughter] to a fool, but wisdom [is like the pleasure of laughter] to an understanding person.
Pro 10:24
“wicked person’s horror will come upon him.” Proverbs 10:24 is one of the many “ideal” promises in the Word of God that would be fulfilled here on earth today if we lived in a godly world with godly people. We do not. The Devil is the ruler of the world, and so neither the wicked nor the righteous always get what they deserve in this life. This promise will only be fully fulfilled in the future.
[For more on “ideal” proverbs in Proverbs, see the REV commentary on Prov. 19:5. For more on the Devil being the ruler of the world, see the REV commentary on Luke 4:6.]
Pro 10:25
“When the storm passes through.” This is the figure of speech hypocatastasis (comparison by implication) where the “storm” is the Day of Judgment.
[For more on the figure hypocatastasis, see commentary on Rev. 20:2.]
Pro 10:26
“lazy.” See commentary on Proverbs 6:6, “lazy one.”
Pro 10:27
“will be cut short.” Although this Proverb can apply to life here and now, it really has an eschatological tone, because although wicked people may live a long life here on earth, they will not live long after Judgment Day when they are thrown into the Lake of Fire and are annihilated.
[For more on annihilation in the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
Pro 10:28
“is joy.” The absent Hebrew verb would normally be supplied by “is,” and the primary meaning of the verse is that the righteous person hopes for the great joy God promises in the next life because this life can be so challenging (Isa. 35:10; 51:3; 60:15; 61:7; 65:17-19; Jer. 30:19; 31:12-14). However, since the verb is supplied, a secondary meaning is that “the hope of the righteous brings them joy.”
“will perish.” The wicked and all their hopes and dreams will end with annihilation in the Lake of Fire.
[For more on the annihilation of the wicked, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.]
Pro 10:29
“place of refuge.” The Hebrew can mean “stronghold,” or “mountain stronghold.”
Pro 10:30
“be moved.” The verb is “shaken,” but in this context it means shaken to the point of falling over, thus “toppled.”[footnoteRef:581] In this context it refers to being “shaken” off the land, or “removed,” “moved,” or “overthrown.”[footnoteRef:582] [581:  Waltke, Proverbs [NICOT], 479.]  [582:  Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew English Lexicon.] 

Pro 10:31
“cut off.” This is better than “cut out,” which many versions have. The point is that the tongue of the wicked will be stopped, which will happen on Judgment Day. Until that time wickedness will increase. The tongue of the wicked will never really be “cut out.”
 
Proverbs Chapter 11
Pro 11:1
“fair weight.” The literal Hebrew is an idiom, “a stone of peace,” but that would not make sense in English. A “stone of peace” was a just and true weight.
In the ancient world, most goods were exchanged by using a balance and stone weights. A merchant would have a balance, which was usually a stick with a cord in the middle that he held on to, and on each end of the stick was a cord that went down to a pouch or pan. (The iconic image of “Lady Justice” that appears in many courthouses in the USA is a blindfolded woman holding out a balance).
Traveling merchants would carry the balance with them, and also carry their “weighing stones,” which they used in buying and selling, which were stones of different weights (1 shekel; 5 shekels; 20 shekels; etc.). The weights that were used by merchants in Old Testament times were usually made of stone; metal weights were not common.
When buying or selling, the merchant would place the item being bought or sold, for example, wheat in one pan and his weighing stones in the other pan, and adjust either the amount of wheat or the stones until the wheat and stones “balanced,” at which point the weight and thus value of the wheat was known.
Unscrupulous merchants often kept different stones in their bag that only they could easily tell apart, stones that were a little heavier for buying and stones that were a little lighter for selling, so that they bought a lot and sold a little. But that kind of dishonest dealing is an abomination to Yahweh. Yahweh commanded traders to use honest weights and measures, which gave people what they deserved in a business deal (Lev. 19:35). In ancient Israel, it was the job of the Levites to maintain the standard weights and measures that merchants could use to standardize their own weights and measures so people got a fair deal.
In modern times “balances” have been mostly replaced by “scales.” A balance is accurate, but it took considerable time and tweaking to get both sides of the balance to be the same weight so it would balance out and be level. Besides that, sometimes a person would have to buy or sell a little more or less than they really wanted because the stone weights were set amounts and the person had to add or subtract a little wheat to make the balance level out. Today, stores use scales for weighing that use different ways of producing known resistance to weight, for example, many scales use springs. Grocery stores use scales to weigh meat and vegetables. In scientific terms, a balance measures relative mass, comparing one object to another, while a scale measures the weight of an object using resistance to gravity. The subject of balances and scales can be somewhat confusing because often “balances” are called “scales,” but technically they are not.
There was enough dishonesty in ancient dealings that God spoke about being honest several different times (cf. Deut. 25:13-16; Prov. 11:1; 16:11; 20:10, 23; Ezek. 45:10; Hos. 12:7; Amos 8:5; Mic. 6:11).
Pro 11:2
“wisdom is with the modest.” The idea that wisdom is “with” someone is very Semitic. Today we would say, “the modest are wise” (see commentary on John 1:1, “the word was with God”).
Pro 11:4
“wrath.” The Great Tribulation and Battle of Armageddon are times of God’s wrath (cf. Rev. 14:10, 19; 15:1, 7; 16:1, 19; 19:15).
Pro 11:5
“the wicked person will fall by his wickedness.” Many verses testify that wicked people will perish by their own wickedness, see commentary on Proverbs 1:18.
Pro 11:7
“hope of wealth.” The wicked person hopes to gain wealth, but that hope perishes when he dies. It is commonly said, “You can’t take it [wealth on earth] with you,” but wicked people act as if they could. They ignore the God who could give them everlasting life and joy, and follow after their fleshly desires. The translation wealth comes from the HALOT.[footnoteRef:583] [583:  Koehler and Baumgartner, Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon.] 

Pro 11:9
“knowledge.” This is a clear example showing that the Semitic understanding of “knowledge” is different than the Greek (and modern) definition. To the Hebrews, a person did not “know” something if he did not act on the knowledge. To the Hebrews, knowledge and action were conceptually combined. In contrast, the Greeks were much more cerebral, and more carefully separated knowledge from action. A Greek could “know” something but not act.
In this verse, it is not just “knowledge” that delivers the righteous, but the fact that the righteous person will act decisively on what he knows. In this context, the wicked “neighbor” (which in Hebrew includes anyone close by, such as a family member) is saying harmful things, and the righteous person finds out about it and acts to counteract the harm. Note that the righteous person does not “just pray about it.” He would have prayed, but he would have acted in some way as well. Too often the wicked have more effect than they should have because the righteous do not take action.
Pro 11:10
“prosperity.” Here it means more than financial or material. It means to prosper, or do well, in every way.
“joyful shouting at the death of the wicked.” Although there certainly are twisted people who “call evil good and good evil,” (Isa. 5:20) this proverb is teaching that there is an innate sense of justice in most people. People rejoice when others get what they deserve. How beautiful is it then, that in the end, true justice will be dealt out by God (Rom. 12:19).
Pro 11:12
“sense.” The Hebrew word is leb (#03820 לֵב), which is often translated “heart,” but this is one of those cases where that translation would cause confusion. In modern English, the word “heart” usually refers to emotion or passion, but that is not its meaning here. The function of the brain was unknown in biblical times, so things that we generally assign to the brain, like thinking, attitudes, understanding, and good sense, were assigned to the heart. In this case, a person who does not take the time to figure out how to live in peace with his neighbors lacks good sense. People did not move very much in biblical times, so a person was likely to have the same neighbors his entire life, and would often need their help in difficult times (cf. Prov. 12:26; 27:10; Luke 11:5-8). It was foolish to not learn to get along with them.
[For more on the Hebrew word leb and “heart,” see commentary on Prov. 15:21, “sense.”]
“understanding.” The Hebrew text is plural, “understandings.” This is most likely a plural of emphasis, and indicates “great understanding.”
Pro 11:13
“gossip.” The Hebrew word translated as “gossip” is rakhil (#07400 רָכִיל), and it can refer to a gossip (CJB, CSB, NIV, NLT, NRSV), or a slanderer (CEB, ESV, NAB, NASB2020, NET). In this context “gossip” seems more likely because in common English a “slanderer” spreads lies and misinformation and purposely tries to harm the person they are slandering, while in contrast, a gossip is just someone who has no discretion and says things that they should keep secret. Here in Proverbs 11:13, there is no evidence the gossip is purposely trying to hurt people; the gossip just says things they should not say.
“spirit.” This is the use of “spirit” (Hebrew: ruach #07307 רוּחַ) that refers to the activities of the mind: the thoughts, attitudes, and emotions.
[For more on the uses of “spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’” Usage #13 concerns thoughts and emotions.]
Pro 11:14
“guidance.” The Hebrew is plural, guidance from many sources.
“people.” The Hebrew indicates that this is a group of people, not just a single individual. It would generally be a group of people who are related to each other in some way, a family, tribe, clan, or even a nation. If the leader or leaders don’t get good advice the whole group will be affected.
“with a multitude of advisors there is deliverance.” No one person can think of every possibility or see every problem and every solution, so the Bible tells us there is safety and deliverance in having a multitude of advisors (Prov. 11:14; 15:22; 20:18; and 24:6). The final phrase in the verse, “there is deliverance,” can be translated from the Hebrew in several different ways, including “there is safety,” and “there is victory.”
Pro 11:15
“puts up security.” The Hebrew is a cultural idiom, “hates striking,” referring to striking hands in a deal.
“secure.” The Hebrew word means “trusting,” but in this context, it means that he has security in his life because he protects himself from making foolish deals and is not preoccupied with worry over making such deals.
Pro 11:17
“benefits himself.” The kind person gives to others, but in so doing gets blessings from God and from others. Thus, in giving to others he actually gives to himself.
Pro 11:19
“eagerly pursues.” The verb “pursues” is in the piel aspect and so is intense; thus “eagerly pursues,” or “diligently pursues.”
Pro 11:21
“Be assured.” The Hebrew text uses an idiom and says, “hand to hand,” meaning “be assured,” or “depend on it,” according to HALOT.[footnoteRef:584] The idiom and custom of shaking hands or striking hands was a well enough known custom that it did not need to be described in detail, and the simple phrase, “hand to hand” carried the meaning. The history of the handshake or hand clasp is not exactly known, but it is known that clasping hands or shaking hands goes back to very early times, and seems to be depicted in both Egyptian and Babylonian art and/or writings. By the time of the Greeks, handshaking is well documented. The point of this proverb is that the righteous people who are afflicted and don’t seem to see the wicked getting punished for their wicked deeds here on earth should not get discouraged and think that God will never vindicate the righteous and punish the wicked. He will, and the righteous need to draw strength from that and not give in to the temptation to act unrighteously. [584:  Koehler and Baumgartner, Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon.] 

“will escape.” The Hebrew text literally says, “have escaped, or have been delivered.” This is an example of the idiom of the prophetic perfect, where a future event is spoken of as if it has already occurred. This idiom is used to assure people that the event will occur.
[For more on the prophetic perfect idiom, see commentary on Eph. 2:6.]
Pro 11:22
“pig’s snout.” This verse would hit home much harder in the biblical culture than it does in our modern culture because it was the custom in biblical times for women to wear nose rings rather than earrings. The women not only had long hair, but often wore head coverings, and those things covered any earrings so that they could not be seen, so the women customarily wore nose rings as personal decoration (Gen. 24:22, 30, 47; Isa. 3:21; Ezek. 16:12).
This verse was especially graphic because the pig was an unclean animal to the Jews, and could not be eaten. Humans are impressed by physical beauty, but God, and godly people, are not. A beautiful woman who does not have good judgment is as disgusting to God as a pig wearing a gold ring in its nose. Godly people have to learn to think about humans the way God does. God looks on the heart, not on the flesh (1 Sam. 16:7).
[For more on the custom of nose rings, see commentary on Gen. 24:22.]
Pro 11:23
“only.” The Hebrew word can also mean “surely.” That the desire of the righteous is good but is not “natural” to them is because righteous people battle with their flesh and work hard to think and act in a godly way.
“the hope of the wicked ends in wrath.” This verse is one of the riddles of the wise, which invites our prayer and meditation. A primary interpretation of this verse is that the wicked hope for “wrath” upon people that they do not like. Whereas the righteous think in terms of what is good for other people, including evil people, wicked people are self-centered and just wish “wrath” upon those they think are somehow in their way.
Another interpretation of this verse uses irony: the wicked hope for fury upon their enemies, but in the end, their hope is “wrath;” the wrath of God upon them.
Pro 11:25
“person who blesses others.” The Hebrew reads, “the soul of blessing,” where “soul” refers to an individual and “a person of blessing” is a person who blesses others.
“prosperous.” The literal Hebrew is “fat.” Proverbs 11:25 is one of the many “ideal” promises in the Word of God that would be fulfilled here on earth today if we lived in a godly world with godly people. But because there are evil people and the Devil is the ruler of this world, people who help others do not always prosper in this life. This promise will only be fully fulfilled in the future.
[For more on “ideal” proverbs in Proverbs, see the REV commentary on Prov. 19:5. For more on the Devil being the ruler of the world, see the REV commentary on Luke 4:6.]
“will be watered.” The Hebrew verb is in the hophal aspect, and so more literally reads, “will be taught.” This sheds light on what the verse is speaking of when it talks about watering others; there is a primary influence in instructing them. Then, the instructor himself learns more as well. But the verbs refer to more than just teaching and being taught because they are being used metaphorically. There are many ways to water others, but teaching is a primary one, especially in the larger context of Proverbs, with all its emphasis on gaining wisdom and understanding.
Pro 11:27
“who is intent on.” In this context, the Hebrew word, which refers to searching, means “is intent on.”[footnoteRef:585] [585:  Cf. Koehler and Baumgartner, HALOT; Holladay, Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon.] 

Pro 11:28
“he will fall.” The grammar also allows for this verse to be translated “it will fall,” with the “it” referring to wealth. The primary meaning of the verse is no doubt that the one who trusts in wealth instead of trusting in God, will fall. However, the Hebrew opens the door for the verse to also mean that if you trust in your wealth it will fail. That wealth “falls,” and fails those who are rich, happens quite often in this life, and certainly will in the next. God will not be taking bribes on Judgment Day, when both the rich, and the influence of their wealth, will “fall” from its vaunted position. There is only one way to be truly blessed and secure in this life and the next, and that is to trust God.
Pro 11:30
“takes away souls from death.” The Hebrew phrase “takes away souls” is generally used of taking a life, that is, killing. But here in Proverbs 11:30, by irony, the meaning is exactly the opposite; the wise person “takes” or “captures” a soul from death. Wise and righteous people save lives in this life and lead people to everlasting life in the next (cf. Prov. 14:25).
It is the irony in this verse that would normally catch the attention of the reader and cause them to stop and ponder the meaning of the verse, and it is verses like this that, when translated literally, can be so confusing, especially to a new believer. It is easy to see how a person would be confused when the first stanza of the proverb says the righteous person is a tree of life but the second stanza says the wise person “takes away souls.” The mature believer gets the irony and sees how God uses that irony to emphasize that wise people save the lives of other people, both here and now, and forever. The REV translation makes the Hebrew text easier for the beginning Bible reader by adding italics to clarify the meaning of the verse.
Pro 11:31
“The righteous person will be repaid on the earth.” Proverbs 11:31 is one of the many “ideal” promises in the Word of God. An “ideal” proverb is one that, if everything on earth was godly and ideal, the proverb would be fulfilled as written. But because we live in a fallen world, not everything happens the way it would in an ideal world, and so the proverb does not always come to pass as written. In this case, neither the righteous person nor the wicked person always gets what they deserve in this life. There are a number of “ideal” proverbs in Proverbs (e.g., Prov. 11:31; 13:25; 15:6; 16:3, 7, 10; 18:3; 20:8; 21:1; 22:6; 25:3).
It was always God’s intention that people would get what they deserve in this life. However, because the Devil is the “ruler of the world,” and because there are evil people on earth, and because often believers fall short of doing what God says to do, often neither the righteous people or the wicked people get what they deserve in this life. Nevertheless, the promise in this proverb will be fulfilled in the future.
[For more on “ideal” proverbs in Proverbs, see the REV commentary on Prov. 19:5. For more on the Devil being the ruler of the world, see the REV commentary on Luke 4:6.]
 
Proverbs Chapter 12
Pro 12:2
“but a person.” The word “person” is iysh (#0376 אִישׁ pronounced “eesh”), which most literally refers to a man, a male in contrast to a woman, a husband, or a man opposed to an animal or God. Nevertheless, it can also be used to refer to men and women, and it makes sense to translate it in a gender-neutral way in this context (see commentary on Prov. 2:12, “the one”).
Pro 12:3
“will not be established.” This is the figure of speech tapeinosis, or “demeaning; belittling.” In this case, the statement is made in the negative, “not be established” in a way that catches our attention because it is clear from the scope of Scripture that wickedness will “overthrow” or “destroy” a person (Ps. 37:38; 92:7; 101:8; 145:20).[footnoteRef:586] [586:  See E. W. Bullinger, Figures of Speech Used in the Bible, s.v. “tapeinosis,” 159.] 

Pro 12:4
“excellent.” The Hebrew word is chayil (#02428 חַיִל), and it basically refers to strength. There are many kinds of strengths, and none is specifically mentioned in this context. The word chayil is used of physical strength (Ps. 33:17; Eccl. 12:3), including strength for battle (Ps. 18:39). “Strength” (chayil) can also refer to wealth (Job 20:18; Ezek. 28:5); strength of character (Gen. 47:6; Exod. 18:21, 25; 1 Chron. 26:7, 9, 30; Ruth 3:11), and sexual potency (Prov. 31:3). When a woman has strength of character, she is usually called “noble” or “virtuous.”
Because chayil, “strong” can refer to different kinds of strength, including physical strength, strength of character, and the strength of wealth, the English versions are divided as to how to translate this verse. Women, like men, have many different and even multiple strengths. English translations include “worthy” (ASV, NLT; cf. NAB); “virtuous” (RV, KJV, BBE, YLT); “capable” (CJB, HCSB, NJB); “diligent” (Douay-Rheims); “excellent” (ESV, NASB, NKJV); “a wife with strength of character” (GW); “noble” (NET); “noble character” (NIV); and “good” (NRSV, RSV).
There is a real sense in which an amplified Bible could say, “A strong, virtuous, excellent, diligent, capable wife of noble character is the crown of her husband,” because all those attributes can be reflected in the word chayil. Because the English word “excellent” can be understood in a multitude of ways, we went with “excellent” in the REV.
Pro 12:6
“The words of the wicked lie in wait for blood.” A beautiful personification. The words of the wicked have a life of their own, hiding in ambush until a time they can do harm. That the text says “lie in wait for blood” indicates that the words of the wicked can do very great harm.
[For more on the figure of speech personification, see commentary on Prov. 1:20]
“but the mouth of the upright will deliver them.” There are many verses in the Bible, especially in Proverbs, about the power of words to hurt or heal (see commentary on Prov. 18:21).
Pro 12:7
“and will be no more.” The wicked do not have everlasting life, so when they are overthrown in this life, they come to an end, which Revelation 20:14 tells us is death in the Lake of Fire.
Pro 12:8
“A person.” The word “person” is iysh (#0376 אִישׁ pronounced “eesh”), which most literally refers to a man, a male in contrast to a woman, a husband, or a man opposed to an animal or God. Nevertheless, it can also be used to refer to men and women, and it makes sense to translate it in a gender-neutral way in this context (see commentary on Prov. 2:12).
Pro 12:10
“cares for.” The Hebrew is literally, “knows the life of his animal,” but “knows” in this context means to care for or care about. The word “know” can mean to know or experience, but it can also have an idiomatic or pregnant sense and mean “to care about,” “to act lovingly toward.” Thus, Psalm 144:3 (YLT 1862/87/98) says, “what is man that Thou knowest him,” while the NIV(2011) translates that in a way that recognizes the idiom: “what are human beings that you care for them?” Similarly, Proverbs 12:10 (YLT) says, “The righteous man knoweth the life of his beast,” while the NIV(2011) has “The righteous care for the needs of their animals.”
[For more on “know” see commentary on Gen. 3:22. For information on other words that have an idiomatic sense, such as “remember,” see commentary on Luke 23:43.]
“life.” The Hebrew is nephesh (#05315 נָ֫פֶשׁ), which is technically “soul,” which is the life of the animal. This is just one more verse that clearly shows animals have a soul, just as humans do. When animals die, their soul does not go to heaven, and the same is true for people. When animals and people die, they are dead, in the ground. God will raise people from the grave, but not animals.
Pro 12:11
“will be satisfied with food.” Proverbs 12:11 is one of the many “ideal” promises in the Word of God that would be fulfilled here on earth today if we lived in a godly world with godly people. We do not. The Devil is the ruler of this world, and between bad weather, bad politics, wars, and evil people, a person who works his land sometimes goes hungry anyway. This promise will only be fully fulfilled in the future.
[For more on “ideal” proverbs in Proverbs, see the REV commentary on Prov. 19:5. For more on the Devil being the ruler of the world, see the REV commentary on Luke 4:6.]
“food.” The Hebrew word is literally “bread,” which is used by metonymy for “food” in general because “bread” was the dominant food source.
“sense.” The Hebrew word is leb (#03820 לֵב), which is often translated “heart,” but this is one of those cases where that translation would cause confusion. In modern English, the word “heart” usually refers to emotion or passion, but that is not its meaning here. The function of the brain was unknown in biblical times, so things that we generally assign to the brain, like thinking, attitudes, understanding, and good sense, were assigned to the heart. In this case, a fool who pursues worthless things lacks “sense.”
[For more on the Hebrew word leb and “heart,” see commentary on Prov. 15:21, “sense.”]
Pro 12:12
“desires.” Or “covets.” This is the same Hebrew word as “covet” in the Ten Commandments.
Pro 12:13
“will escape from.” The literal Hebrew is “will go out from.” While the tone of “escape” is certainly true, and comes from the contrast with the first stanza, there is also a sense in which sometimes the righteous person will see the trouble and turn away from it early, and not really get caught up in it.
Pro 12:16
“prudent.” The Hebrew word is arum (#06175 עָרוּם), and it has both a positive and negative meaning. On the negative side, it means to be crafty or sly, and it is used to describe the Devil in Genesis 3:1. On the positive side, it means to be shrewd, sensible, or prudent. In this context, it means to be sensible or prudent.
“dishonor.” The Hebrew is qalown (#07036 קָלוֹן), which is shame, dishonor, humiliation. A prudent person does not display the fact that he has been dishonored or insulted. Also in this verse is the meaning that “dishonor” is put by the figure of speech Metonymy for that which causes it, i.e., an insult. A prudent person does not react with anger to an insult, whereas a fool becomes angry at once, and shows it.
Pro 12:17
“speaks what is faithful.” The Hebrew is more compact: “speaks faithfulness,” but that is not as clear in English. The person who speaks faithful things, which in this context means what is faithful to God and to what he has been taught, will speak “righteousness,” the things that are right and make people righteous in the sight of God. The person who turns away from God and what he has been taught will speak unrighteousness; that which is unrighteous in the sight of God.
Pro 12:18
“speaks recklessly.” There are many verses in the Bible that talk about how important it is to control what we say. There are many ways to speak recklessly: we can say the wrong thing, or say the right thing but at the wrong time or place. A person does not have to have the intention to hurt people with their words in order to deeply wound someone. It takes diligent effort to control one’s mouth, and also a humble attitude about life. It is basically impossible for a self-centered person to control his mouth because he frames all of life in terms of himself and how he feels.
In contrast to speaking recklessly, the tongue of the wise is healing. Sometimes it can be difficult to tell if we are really being wise because we can tend to see ourselves in a good light. A good way to check to see if we are being wise is to notice if the people around us are being blessed and healed by what we say, and they will usually tell us if they are. The tongue of the wise is healing, and if people around us cannot testify to blessings and healing when they are with us, then there is a good probability we are not being wise, no matter how good we feel about what we say. Of course, sometimes wise words do hurt. But they don’t produce permanent harm. Reproof and godly rebuke hurt for a short time, but produce great gain and healing in the end. There are many verses in the Bible, especially in Proverbs, about the power of words to hurt or heal (see commentary on Prov. 18:21).
Pro 12:21
“No disaster.” Proverbs 12:21 is one of the “ideal” promises in the Word of God. (See commentary on Prov. 19:5).
“Will come upon.” The Hebrew verb is anah (#0579 אָנַה), and in the qal aspect of the Hebrew verb it means “to meet or encounter.” However, in this verse, it is in the pual aspect of the verb, the causal aspect, and it means “to be sent” or “to be allowed to meet.”[footnoteRef:587] [587:  Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon; Harris, Archer, and Waltke, Theological Wordbook of the Old Testament.] 

The point of the proverb is not that the righteous are immune to “disaster.” Proverbs has many verses showing the righteous can suffer (Prov. 18:5; 24:15; 28:10). And other books like Job show it very clearly as well. Job was a righteous man who lost his children, his wealth, his health, and the respect of his friends. The point of this verse is that God is always good, and He never sends disaster upon the righteous.
The point does need to be made, however, that in the general context of Proverbs, righteous people do well and wicked people do badly, and there is certainly an overtone of that in this verse.
Pro 12:23
“prudent.” See commentary on Proverbs 12:16.
“proclaims.” The Hebrew is qara (#07121 קָרָא), to cry out, to call out loud and clear. The heart of fools is self-centered and foolish. It neither cares for those it may hurt by spreading information nor realizes it damages itself and its reputation.
Pro 12:24
“slack.” The Hebrew word is remiyah (#07423 רְמִיָּה), and means slackness; sluggish, lax, negligent, and careless behavior. It occurs 4 times in Proverbs; Proverbs 10:4, 12:24, 27; and 19:15.
[For more information, see commentary on Prov. 10:4.]
Pro 12:25
“person’s.” The word “person’s” is iysh (#0376 אִישׁ pronounced “eesh”), which most literally refers to a man. Nevertheless, it can also be used to refer to men and women, and it makes sense to translate it in a gender-neutral way in this context (see commentary on Prov. 2:12).
“weighs it down.” More literally, “makes it bow down,” but not out of respect but out of pressure.
Pro 12:26
“causes them to wander astray.” The primary meaning of the phrase is that the road (“the way”) of the wicked leads the wicked people themselves astray, and then, of course, they lead the people who follow them to wander astray also.
Pro 12:27
“lazy person.” The Hebrew word is remiyah (#07423 רְמִיָּה), and means slackness; sluggish, lax, negligent, and careless behavior. It occurs 4 times in Proverbs: Proverbs 10:4, 12:24, 27; and 19:15, and is translated “slack” the other three times.
[For more information, see commentary on Prov. 10:4.]
Pro 12:28
“the journey of that road.” The Hebrew is more literally: “that road’s journey.” We have to understand that as meaning the journey on that road. The person who walks on the “righteous road” will not end in death.
 
Proverbs Chapter 13
Pro 13:1
“listen to rebuke.” The mocking fool does not listen to the rebukes that are given to him. This sometimes involves his not listening, but the verse may be also stating a deeper fact than just that. Many times the fool will sit and listen to what others tell him, but just does not “hear” it. The problem can be with his attitude, his preconceived ideas, due to demons, or perhaps for other reasons. This was the case when Jesus confronted the religious leaders. They simply could not “hear” him (John 8:43). This is why prayer is important in working with people. God knows the heart of each person and can give us accurate direction in how to help people, or whether to walk away.
Pro 13:4
“lazy.” See commentary on Proverbs 6:6, “lazy one.”
“fully satisfied.” The literal Hebrew is “to be made fat.”
Pro 13:5
“become a stench.” This is a graphic and idiomatic way to say that wicked people will be hated.[footnoteRef:588] Wicked people stink to the righteous. Interestingly, righteous people stink to the wicked (2 Cor. 2:16). [588:  Koehler and Baumgartner, HALOT Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon.] 

Pro 13:6
“wickedness overthrows a sinner.” The last phase in the Hebrew text literally reads: “wickedness “overthrows” sin,” or “wickedness overthrows a sin offering.” The Hebrew word chatta’ah (#02403 חַטָּאָה) can mean either “sin” or “sin offering.” This is an amphibologia, a double entendre; both meanings are valid and important. If the Hebrew is understood as “sin,” the verse is a metonymy of effect for the one who sins, i.e., the sinner. Wickedness perverts and overthrows the sinner and causes his ruin and eventual everlasting death. However, wickedness also overturns and ruins the sin offering. When we purposely sin, our prayers and sacrificial offerings are ignored by God, and can even be an abomination to Him. It is clear in both the Old Testament and New Testament that if a person lives in disregard of God and His commands, that person will not receive the blessings of God (cf. Deut. 31:16-18; Prov. 15:8; Isa. 1:11-15; 58:1-9; 59:1-8; 66:1-4; Jer. 7:21-29; 14:10-12; Amos 5:21-24; Mic. 3:9-12; 6:6-8; Rom. 2:13-16; James 4:6; 1 Pet. 5:5).
Pro 13:8
“does not hear.” The Hebrew can also be translated “does not listen to.”
“threatening rebuke.” The Hebrew reads, “to rebuke,” which is confusing to commentators. In this context, the idea of the rebuke seems to be that the poor person owes some kind of payment and is being rebuked by the creditor, almost certainly along with some kind of threat if there is no payment made. It does not seem to be a threat of extortion; the poor person has nothing to extort. Many English versions only have “threat,” but that is a nuance to make the verse supposedly make more sense in English. But “rebuke” is in the Hebrew text, and so we include that and get “threatening rebuke” from the context.
Pro 13:9
“will go out.” Wicked people will die here on earth, then experience everlasting death in the Lake of Fire (Rev. 20:13-15). Although many English versions nuance the verb to “will be extinguished,” or “will be put out,” that is an interpretation, not a translation. The Hebrew verb is simply to “go out” (cf. NAB, NASB, NET, Rotherham).
Pro 13:11
“little by little.” The literal Hebrew is “by hand,” which is an idiom for “little by little” or “over time.” There are a few people who have “get rich quick” schemes that work, but the vast majority of those schemes fail. The way to acquire wealth is by living a disciplined lifestyle and accumulating little by little over time. People who do that rarely lose. For example, people who buy lottery tickets usually lose twice: they don’t win the lottery, and they don’t have the wealth they could have had if they had wisely invested all the money they spent on lottery tickets over the years. The key to acquiring wealth is simple but difficult. Spend less than you make and do it for a long time, and invest your savings wisely.
Pro 13:13
“a word.” There is much discussion among scholars about whether or not the “word” in this verse refers to a divine commandment (the Word of God) or to a wise word from the sages. It likely includes both meanings. Most people who say it refers to a word from the sages say the context supports that view, but Proverbs changes context often from verse to verse. It would be just as true to say that Proverbs 13:13 refers to the Word of God and Proverbs 13:14 builds on that and adds the importance of the wisdom of men. That the Hebrew text does not read “the Word” but rather “a word” does not diminish from the fact that the “word” can include an inspired Word from God. Jesus taught us that man lives by “every word” that comes from the mouth of God. The fact is that people who despise wise instruction and also the Word of God come to ruin. For commentary on “word” being the inspired word, see Waltke.[footnoteRef:589] [589:  Bruce Waltke, The Book of Proverbs: Chapters 1-15 [NICOT], 563-65.] 

“the one who fears the commandment will be rewarded.” The Bible is very clear that God rewards people who worship and obey Him. Although many times people get rewarded on earth for what they do for God, sometimes they do not. However, there is a day of judgment coming, and at that time God will reward everyone who has obeyed Him.
It is worth noting that there is another possible way to understand Proverbs 13:13, but it seems less likely. Nevertheless, some scholars think that is the correct meaning of the text. So, for example, the NASB1995 reads, “The one who despises the word will be in debt to it.” The Hebrew is chabal (#02254 חָבַל) and is in the niphal aspect of the verb, which is related to a pledge. The Holladay Hebrew and Aramaic lexicon has “he is forced to give a pledge.” This could then be one of the obscure sayings of the wise (Prov. 1:6), and it takes knowledge of the scope of Scripture to understand it. B. Waltke says the Hebrew text reads, “will become a debtor to it.”[footnoteRef:590] In that way of understanding the verse, God gives His word, and even people who despise what God says are still in debt to it, after all, they are not God, God is God, their creator whether they recognize that or not. [590:  Waltke, Proverbs [NICOT], 564.] 

Humans are created by God and have a moral obligation to serve Him. Beyond that, humans have entered into covenants with God. Adam made a covenant with God that we know very little about (Hos. 6:7), but it apparently covers all mankind. Israel entered into a specific covenant with God referred to as the “Old Covenant,” which is better known as the “Old Testament,” and it applied to all Israel even if they were born long after the covenant was made. Christians entered into a binding agreement with God when they confessed that Jesus Christ was their Lord and God promised them salvation (Rom. 10:9-10).
Just because a person rejects God does not mean that he is free from his obligation to Him. We humans are “bound by pledge” to God. Paul recognized that God had committed to him the knowledge of the Administration of the Grace of God, and said, “Indeed, how terrible it will be for me if I do not proclaim the good news” because even if he was unwilling to do it, the Administration had still been committed to him and he was responsible for carrying out the will of God (1 Cor. 9:16-17).
The whole concept of “sin” and “evil” is founded upon the idea that there is good behavior and bad behavior, and it is God who determines what is good and what is evil. No human can say, “I reject God’s order and reject the concept of sin,” and then simply be free of God’s moral and civil laws. There will be a Judgment Day, and on that day people who have rejected God will be thrown into the Lake of Fire and burned up.
Proverbs 13:13 could be stating that just because someone does not want to obey God does not mean that God will not hold him responsible for his actions. On the other hand, the humble person who fears God and obeys the commandment will be rewarded, which is exactly what Paul said in 1 Corinthians 9:17.
Pro 13:14
“instruction.” See commentary on Proverbs 1:8.
Pro 13:15
“never changes.” The Hebrew word is eythan (#0386 אֵיתָן), and it means perpetual, constant, ever-flowing, or enduring. However, that is considered to be a difficult reading by most translators and commentators, who amend the Hebrew text to fit with the Septuagint, and thus amend the Hebrew to read something such as “is hard” or “is destruction.” Usually, eythan refers to things that last, such as the life of the righteous, but that does not mean that every use of eythan has to have that meaning. While it is always possible that the Masoretic Hebrew text got corrupted, there is no need to believe that is the case here just because the reading is difficult. In the first stanza, we see that good judgment brings favor, but what about the way of the wicked and the unfaithful?
Dozens of verses testify that the wicked and unfaithful will come to ruin, but too often good and godly people ignore that fact, and waste their time on them, thinking that ungodly people will change. Of course, we always hope for the best for the ungodly, and pray that ungodly people will repent and believe God, but the wise person sets up reasonable boundaries and knows when to stop trying to help someone who is not beginning to make good decisions on their own. For example, the New Testament tells us to try to work with and correct a divisive person twice, and then move on (Titus 3:10-11). That may seem harsh, but our life on this planet is limited, and we must strive to put our time and energy where it will do the most good. When we have good judgment, we get favor, but if we don’t realize that the behavior of most ungodly people is unchanging, we will constantly waste our lives chasing the dream that someday that ungodly person will change. The wise thing to do is to set godly boundaries for dealing with people and pray for wisdom as to when to move on from someone who is unchanging. That can be difficult, but true godliness is often difficult. God’s Word says that generally the wicked will not change, and life has proved that out. Jesus taught us that the road to destruction is broad and many travel on it (Matt. 7:13), and we do not need to be the constant traveling companions of those people.
Pro 13:17
“faithful.” The noun is plural in Hebrew, literally, “faithfulnesses.” This is the plural of emphasis, meaning great or consistent faithfulness.
Pro 13:21
“reward.” The Hebrew verb is shalam (#07999 שָׁלַם), and in the piel aspect, as it is here, it means to be rewarded, repaid, recompensed. We chose “reward” because although salvation is not by works but by trusting God (having “faith”), believers will be rewarded for the good works they do for God. Also, however, because the reward is reward for work done, it can be considered a payment. God will reward or repay believers for the work they have done for Him. Many times, knowing that fact gives believers the mental fortitude to keep on obeying God in the face of great trials or temptations. The wise believer looks for an everlasting reward, not a temporal pleasure here on earth.
[For more on the figure of speech personification, see commentary on Prov. 1:20, “wisdom.” For more information on the rewards believers will receive for obeying God, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10.]
Pro 13:22
“will provide an inheritance.” The Hebrew verb is in the hiphil aspect and is causal. A very literal translation could be that “a good person will cause his children’s children to inherit,” but saying “provide an inheritance” makes the point well.
A good and godly person realizes that the Devil, the god of this age (2 Cor. 4:4), works aggressively to place the ungodly in positions of wealth and power, and to disempower the godly. That is one reason that governments seem to have so many ungodly people in positions of power, and why so many wealthy people are ungodly and promote ungodly causes. The wise, good, and godly person knows that his godly children and grandchildren are fighting both the fallen nature of the world and also spiritual forces to get ahead in life, and may well need help to succeed. The good person is more than willing to give that help.
Like all proverbs, this proverb is often applicable, but not universally applicable. It is not helpful to give much, if any, to the unwise, because it does not help them and it wastes resources that could be better used. On the other hand, many people just need a boost to get ahead and stay ahead, and the wise person looks for that kind of person to help. A good man prepares to give others a boost in life, and also knows that often one of the best ways to help is to begin to help while he is still alive, and so he gives money or property along with coaching and training in how to wisely handle wealth. Jesus illustrated that point in his parables in which a rich man gave different amounts of money to his servants and noted what they did with what he gave them, and then gave more to the ones who were wise with what they had already been given (Matt. 25:14-29).
“to his children’s children.” This verse does not mean that a good person does not leave an inheritance to his children but skips over them and leaves it to his grandchildren. It means he leaves enough wealth that his whole family, including his children and grandchildren, are helped along.
Unlike our modern culture, in the biblical times families generally lived together or very close together. A wise man worked diligently, lived righteously, and used his money and goods wisely so that he accumulated wealth. This took self-control, goal setting, and some self-denial, just as it does today. A person who spends lavishly will not accumulate wealth (Prov. 21:17). If the man was wise and self-controlled, when he died there was enough wealth to help not only his children, but his grandchildren as well. The reason that Proverbs 13:22 in the Hebrew text speaks specifically of a man leaving an inheritance is that in the biblical culture, women were not generally allowed to own property or to pass it down to others. However, in today’s culture, the verse applies to both men and women, and a wise woman provides for her children and grandchildren.
A wise and godly person realizes that the world is stacked against people who try to “make it on their own.” Although there are always some people who start with little or nothing and accumulate wealth, those people are relatively few. Far greater is the number of people who try hard to be successful, but the everyday expenses of life, taxes, and some unexpected expenses keep them under financial stress. Often, all people need to do well in life is a little outside help that allows them to get some basic needs paid for. A financial gift from a parent or grandparent is often all it takes to bring a person from just getting along to doing well in life. Also, that gift may not come as money, but in some other form such as providing education that allows a person to get a better job.
Pro 13:23
“field.” There is disagreement among the Hebrew scholars as to whether or not the field is unplowed and therefore fallow, or whether it is plowed and prepared for crops. The Hebrew is unclear, and so many versions, along with the REV, simply have “field.” It could be fallow or plowed, but in either case it could produce an abundance of food, but that abundance gets swept away by injustice. Many kinds of injustice can take away the abundance of the crop. Thieves could be one way the abundance is taken, but greedy landowners or greedy tax collectors are other ways.
“carried away because of a lack of justice.” God designed the earth to produce enough food to feed the people of the world, but the Devil has worked hard in many ways to make sure that people live in poverty. Unjust landlords or governments take away the profits of the worker, leaving him destitute and without the motivation to do what it takes to have future abundant harvests. Justice would say, “The farmer who labors must be the first to partake of the fruits” (2 Tim. 2:6), but what often happens is landowners or evil governments do not ensure that happening.
In our modern world, many people do not realize that God provided the earth, animals, and fish to provide for the needs of humans, and so they oppose hunting and fishing, and support taking huge tracts of land out of production “for conservation.” While land, animals, and fish can certainly be overhunted and/or abused, they can also be properly managed without being made unavailable to the public. Humans and animals are not equal and eating meat and fish is not “cruel.” God gave humans dominion over animals (Gen. 1:26), and gave animals to humans as food (Gen. 9:3). At the time God gave the animals as food to people, there were not many painless ways to hunt and kill an animal, so we can see that God is not opposed to hunting animals for food.
The Devil wants people to be hungry and malnourished, and one of the ways he promotes that agenda is by discouraging eating the animals God gave to people as food. In some societies eating meat is discouraged by some because it is considered wrong or cruel; in other societies, some food is considered too holy to eat, and in some societies, it is simply “unfashionable” to eat certain things that would otherwise be very good and health-promoting food.
Pro 13:24
“desires discipline.” While the REV has “desires discipline,” the Hebrew text is more graphic and idiomatic, and could be more literally translated, “searches [or “seeks”] him out for chastisement [or “discipline”]. The HALOT[footnoteRef:591] lexicon has “searches him out for a beating” [entry under the word for “search,” not “discipline”]. [591:  Koehler and Baumgartner, Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon.] 

The idea of the Hebrew text is that the parent who really loves a child understands that he must learn at an early age that bad behavior brings unwanted consequences. At a time when girls were regularly married by 14, and boys by 16, children were taught very early that being wise and doing things the right way avoided a lot of pain in life.
The Hebrew text saying, “searches him out for a beating,” would not be misunderstood in the biblical culture. There was no social security in the biblical world, and no “old folk’s homes” where the elderly could be taken care of. In their old age, or if they were hurt or disabled, parents were cared for by their children, which was one reason that children were so greatly loved and esteemed. No one living in the biblical era would think that a parent searching out a child for a beating would be child abuse, although that might be what someone today would think if we had that translation in the REV text.
Everyone in biblical times understood that children had to learn at an early age to be wise and make good decisions, and firm discipline helped ensure the children would be safe. There were no hospitals, no antibiotics, and no outpatient surgery centers. A child who was foolish and got what we today would think of as a minor injury could easily die or be crippled for life, so good parents diligently watched over their children to keep them safe and healthy and teach them wisdom.
Pro 13:25
“of his appetite.” In the Hebrew text, the word translated as “appetite” is nephesh (#05315 נֶפֶשׁ), which is often translated as “soul” but which has many different meanings and here refers to the person’s appetite.
[For more on “soul” and the meanings of the Hebrew and Greek words translated as “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
 
Proverbs Chapter 14
Pro 14:1
“Lady Wisdom.” Given the context, “Wisdom” or “Lady Wisdom” is a very acceptable translation, particularly since it is juxtaposed with “Folly,” which is a noun (cf. BBE, NAB, NJB, RSV). The more literal Hebrew is “Wise of women” or “wisdom of women,” but “Wisdom of women has built her house” is awkward in English, although Darby’s translation reads that way. The Hebrew text clearly seems to be continuing the use of Wisdom and Folly as personifications. They represent the wise person and the foolish person, whether they are female or male.
[For more on the figure of speech personification, see commentary on Prov. 1:20.]
In this verse, the noun “women” is plural (as is the agreeing adjective, “wisdom”), and this is the plural of emphasis; in contrast, the verb “builds” is singular (it is plural in the Septuagint, but that seems to be an adjustment of the text). The plural noun is hard to translate into English, although some versions have attempted to catch the plural. For example, the ESV has, “the wisest of women.” But that translation distorts the text somewhat, because a person does not have to be “wisest” to build up their house, they just have to be “wise.” Also, the Hebrew text does not start with “the,” although it can often be legitimately supplied. To better catch the sense of the plural of emphasis, perhaps the translation, “Very wise women” would be good, but then that translation loses the personification in the verse, which is important to the context and scope. The point of the Hebrew is that “Lady Wisdom” is very wise, and builds her house.
We should pay close attention to the plural of emphasis in this verse—that the very wise person builds their house—because it shows the great importance God places on having one’s house and household peaceful, strong, and in good order, which can take a huge amount of effort and great vision and perseverance. If one’s household is in constant strife, the people are in debt or are in constant need of money, and the home is falling apart, it is unlikely the people in the home can be godly or at peace.
“builds her house.” This is a good example of “house” referring to the house, household, and extended household. The wise person does what is necessary to build up and secure their house and household. They use wisdom and sound counsel in making decisions, and don’t make decisions based on emotion. They promote peace among the people in the house and also make sure everyone is doing their part to make the household prosper.
“Folly.” The Hebrew noun is “foolishness,” or “Folly,” and is a personification.
“tears it down with her hands.” This phrase has the idiomatic use of the word “hands” meaning authority, power, or actions. Foolish people do not literally tear their house down with their hands, but they do so by their misuse of “authority” and/or “power,” i.e., what they do (and often, what they don’t do). Foolish people act on emotion and don’t make good financial decisions or good decisions with people. They don’t set good or godly boundaries for themselves or others. They alienate people and promote strife by what they say and do. Both their house and household end up in bad shape or destroyed.
Pro 14:2
“integrity.” Or “uprightness,” but in this case, a person who lives in uprightness lives in integrity.
“shows contempt for him.” This is an example of how words or phrases like “despise,” “show contempt,” and “hate,” can have a range of meanings from active hostility to neglecting and ignoring. Verses like this are why the wise person looks at how a person acts to determine where they stand with God. Jesus taught us that we will recognize people by their fruit, not by what they say (Matt. 7:16, 20). Ungodly people are liars. Also, much of the time ungodly people are so self-deceived that they do not even know they are wrong in what they say. The wise and godly person knows the Word of God well enough that he knows what loving and fearing God looks like, and is not fooled by someone who says they love God but by their actions declare they actually neglect, ignore, or even despise God.
[For more on “hate,” see commentary on Prov. 1:22.]
Pro 14:3
“prideful rod.” The Hebrew text has the genitive phrase, “rod of pride,” which is a double entendre, because it can be a genitive of origin, a rod that comes from pride with which he strikes others, and it can be a genitive of relation, a rod that strikes him because of his pride. The point of the proverb is that unreasonable fools bring a rod to themselves, and to others, by their prideful talk.
“lips.” In this verse “lips” are personified, as if they take charge and protect the wise. The personification may have to do with the habit that godly people form through repeated practice. If a godly person repeatedly watches what he says, it can almost be as if his lips know what to say and what not to say.
The point of the stanza is that the wise person is watched over and protected when he is careful in what he says. The Bible has a huge amount of text about what is godly and proper to say, and the wise person heeds the Bible’s advice. Jesus said that on Judgment Day we will all give an account of what we have said (Matt. 12:36), and he was not just making idle threats—he was trying to get us to be serious about what we say (or email, or text) so we would be blessed and rewarded on that Day. When we do speak ungodly things, we should repent and confess our sin, and our sin will be forgiven (1 John 1:9).
Pro 14:4
“the feeding trough is clean.” The Hebrew text of this verse is an encouragement to think about how to get ahead in life even if it means more responsibility. Having an ox means more responsibility, but it also means a larger harvest.
A few translations follow the idea in the Septuagint, which is that where there are no oxen, the “stall” is clean, meaning that if you don’t have an ox then you don’t have to clean up after it; but if you want the strength of the ox then you have to deal with some mess. For example, the CJB reads, “Where there are no oxen, the stalls are clean; but much is produced by the strength of an ox.” The NLT reads, “Without oxen a stable stays clean, but you need a strong ox for a large harvest.”
The Septuagint translation makes sense, but so does the Hebrew text. Both teach a valuable lesson.
Pro 14:6
“A mocker searches for wisdom but finds none.” The mocker thinks of himself as wise, and wants more wisdom to make him even wiser. However, he does not recognize true wisdom when he sees it, so he never finds it.
Pro 14:7
“the presence.” The Hebrew text is more literally, “from in front of,” but in the Hebrew culture, that expression would be taken idiomatically to mean “from his presence,” and not literally “from in front” of the person as if you could just move to his side and be fine.
“will not know.” The Hebrew is in the perfect tense, and thus more literally, “have not understood,” but the sense of the verse is future. So, it seems the verse is saying that a person who has no understanding will not gain knowledge by staying around foolish people. The Bible makes it clear in many places that who we choose to spend our time with affects how we think and act (1 Cor. 15:33).
Pro 14:8
“road.” The Hebrew is derek (#01870 דֶּרֶךְ), and it means “road, path, way, journey, manner, course of life.” The wise person understands his road, that is, the road he is traveling, his journey through life. The meaning of the Hebrew word derek (road) is broad enough to refer to both the immediate path he is walking on and his day-to-day activities, as well as the “journey” he is on and what are his long-term goals. The truly wise man looks for everlasting life and everlasting rewards, not just a “good life” on earth (cf. Moses; Heb. 11:24-26).
“deceit.” The Hebrew noun is mirmah (#04820 מִרְמָה), and it means deceit, fraud, trickery, treachery, disillusionment, disappointment. In this context, because of its parallel with the first stanza, the most apparent meaning is “self-deception.” The fool deceives himself. However, it is also true that the fool, both knowingly and unknowingly, deceives others.
Pro 14:9
“guilt offering.” The Hebrew word can mean “guilt” (Lev. 5:2), or a “guilt offering” (Lev. 5:6-7). The verse has an important double entendre. The fool mocks at both guilt, which he denies, and the guilt offering that would atone for his guilt, which he thinks is unnecessary. In the Old Testament, fools mocked at both their guilt and the guilt offering; today they mock Jesus, who offered himself for them. In the end, God will mock the mockers (Prov. 3:34) and they will bear their punishment (Prov. 9:12).
“favor.” The double entendre in the first stanza of “guilt” and “guilt offering” is reflected in the second stanza as well. The Hebrew word can refer to a “good understanding” of the way to reconciliation,[footnoteRef:592] or it can mean “acceptance,” “favor,” in the sense that one who offers a sacrifice or asks for forgiveness gets acceptance from God. Thus, the verse can mean, as it is translated in the REV: “Fools mock at a guilt offering, but among the upright is favor [in that their guilt offering is accepted]. The verse can also mean: “Fools mock at guilt, but among the upright is good understanding [of their guilt. Which would lead to asking for forgiveness]. [592:  Koehler and Baumgartner, HALOT Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon.] 

More fully expanded, Proverbs 14:9 means that the fool mocks at his guilt and the offering that would atone for it, while the upright have a good understanding of their guilt and their sacrifice and, humbly asking for forgiveness, are shown favor by God and accepted by Him.
Pro 14:10
“its own bitterness.” The Hebrew text literally reads, “The heart knows the bitterness of its soul.” This is an instance where the word “soul” refers to the thing itself, and thus the translation “its own” bitterness is accurate. Other people may have similar experiences to the experiences we have as individuals, but in the final analysis, only the person and God and Jesus really know the depths of sorrow or the heights of joy in the person’s heart. That is why it is so important to have an intimate relationship with God and the Lord Jesus Christ, and to walk and talk with them on a daily and intimate basis.
Pro 14:12
“There is a road that seems upright to a person.” Humans have a sin nature, and that sin nature works to make people “feel,” think, and do things that are ungodly. The sin nature is one reason that everyone sins (Eccl. 7:20). The sin nature is why sometimes the road we take seems right to us but according to God, it leads to death. Within the Christian, the sin nature battles with the spirit nature so that the Christian cannot do all the good that they want to (Gal. 5:17; cf. Rom. 7:15-20). Often when people sin they say to themselves or to others, “That’s just the way I am.” That is the sin nature talking, and in one sense the person who says that is not wrong because that is the way they are in the flesh, but that does not excuse the person from battling against ungodly desires and working hard to follow God and obey Him. It is because of the sin nature that people need outside guidance from God. Our flesh is so tainted by sin that many times what “seems right” is ungodly and against His ways, just as Proverbs 14:12 and 16:25 say. Jeremiah says the same thing: “Yahweh, I know that the way of man is not in himself; it is not in man who walks to direct his steps” (Jer. 10:23). We need God’s Word to guide us in what is right and what is wrong. It is dangerous to simply “follow our heart” where it leads, because “the heart is deceitful above all things” (Jer. 17:9) because it is tainted by the sin nature.
“to a person.” The Hebrew text literally reads, “to a man’s face.” People in the biblical era paid close attention to the expression on a person’s face and gleaned a lot of information from it. A person who thought the road he was traveling was upright would have a peaceful, contented, even joyful face; a face that reflected how he thought about his life. Also, however, “to the man’s face” can refer to being in front of, or “before” someone. So the proverb could be, “There is a road before a person that seems upright.” In any case, to say “seems upright to a man’s face” would not make sense in English because we do not well understand the custom and idiom involved, so it is clearer to say, “to a man,” which captures the essence of the verse.
“road leading to death.” This verse is identical to Proverbs 16:25, and the fact that the verse is repeated twice shows that it is a very important warning. The Hebrew text reads, “the ways of death” (or “the roads of death”). The NET text note correctly points out that this phrase is a genitive of destiny, and it refers to the “way,” or “road” (the Hebrew for “road” and “way” are the same) that leads to death. This verse is a stern warning to people who trust their own heart and ignore the clearly stated Word of God. The Devil comes to steal, kill, and destroy (John 10:10), and so he works aggressively to get people to trust themselves and not seek wise counsel from others or guidance from the Word of God. It is a common modern mantra to “trust your heart,” but the Bible says that the heart is deceitful and beyond cure (Jer. 17:9). There are times when we have to trust our instincts, our “gut feelings,” and our heart, because there is no clear guidance on something, but any time we can we should seek wise counsel and the wisdom of the Word.
The verse is progressive and shows that people have time to repent and change their ways if they are wise. A person starts out doing that which seems right to him even if it is sin in the eyes of God. But continuing to walk through life without checking one’s path with the Word of God and getting wise counsel leads to being on a road that ends in death on the Day of Judgment. Proverbs 21:2 shows us that although we may do that which seems right to us, it is God who decides what is right and what is wrong (see commentary on Prov. 21:2).
Pro 14:14
“disloyal.” The Hebrew word occurs only here in Proverbs in this context (the other two usages refer to physically moving an object; a boundary marker), and it refers to one who turns away or turns back. This is the only time the word refers to a personal attribute or action. A person who is disloyal in their heart is not just disloyal once or in a tough situation, but has the character trait of being disloyal. This is not a superficial trait, but one that permeates the core of the person’s being, down into the heart.
“satisfied.” The Hebrew word translated “satisfied” here in Proverbs 14:14 is saba (#07646 שָׂבַע), the same word that appears in Proverbs 1:31, which has a somewhat similar message. Saba refers to eating or drinking enough to be satisfied. However, it also has the negative meaning of eating to the point of being overfull and then getting sick or getting to the point the food is revolting, and in that sense, it is used for being repaid for what one has done, thus they will “get what their ways deserve” (NRSV). The context determines which meaning saba has, but in both Proverbs 1:31 and 14:14, both meanings apply (see commentary on Prov. 1:31).
The main message of the verse is that in the end, each person will get what they deserve. It can be challenging for the godly person to maintain a godly lifestyle and remain free of envy or anger at the success of the wicked, but we must constantly keep our eyes on the Hope, and persevere in obeying God, trusting that He will honor His promises, because He will. It is a consistent theme throughout Scripture that evil people bring evil upon themselves (see commentary on Prov. 1:18).
An underlying message, but one that is clearly in the verse, is that those who are disloyal to God, their creator and very source of life, will generally be “satisfied” with the way they live and have no desire to change, repent, and serve God. Godly people should not expect that ungodly people will be dissatisfied with their way of life. Some may be, but most will be perfectly happy with their ungodly lifestyle and not want to change. That is one reason that much prayer and wisdom must be used when believers go to share their faith in Jesus Christ with others.
Pro 14:16
“is cautious.” The Hebrew word is often translated “fear,” and it is usually in phrases such as “fear God.” The overwhelming use of this word in Proverbs shows that the meaning of “fears” is usually “fears Yahweh,” meaning that because a person has both respect for Yahweh and fears the consequences of disobeying Him, he turns from evil. However, “Yahweh” is not included in the verse, and thus “fears” has a wider meaning. Evil has so many undesirable consequences that the wise person is cautious and turns away from it for that reason alone, apart from the consequences that God deals out. However, the consequences of disobeying God are serious and should be a deterrent to participating in evil.
“overconfident.” The Hebrew word is batach (#0982 בָּטַח), and means trust, confidence, feeling secure, being sure of oneself, and to feel safe and thus be careless. Waltke points out that when the participle is used in an absolute sense, as it is here, it refers to one who feels secure, and is confident, but is wrong.[footnoteRef:593] The semantic range of the Hebrew text allows for many nuances of meaning, and so translators have captured the last phrase in different ways, saying the fool: “beareth himself insolently, and is confident” (ASV); “is reckless and careless” (ESV); “is arrogant and careless” (NASB); “is hotheaded and reckless” (NIV). The fool unwisely trusts himself or other ungodly advisors, like Rehoboam did (1 Kings 12:6-8), which resulted in disaster. [593:  Bruce Waltke, The Book of Proverbs: Chapters 1-15 [NICOT], 595.] 

Proverbs 14:12 warns us that even when things seem right to us they may be “dead wrong,” and many Proverbs advise people to have a multitude of counselors and diligently seek wisdom. Proverbs 14:16 starts by saying that wise people turn away from evil, and that means that the person who desires to be godly must not only know what to do, but have the strength of character and courage to follow through and do what is right and necessary. God told Joshua that he would have to be courageous in order to lead Israel (Josh. 1:6, 7, 9, 18), and believers need courage to be godly. “Courage” does not mean having such great character that one has no fear, trepidation, or concerns, and so making tough decisions becomes easy; rather, “courage” is the ability to go through with doing something even if it is frightening, or involves grief or pain. Turning away from evil is simple, but not easy. It takes vision, character, and courage, and these are things that believers must take the time to develop within themselves.
“turns away.” Proverbs has a lot of verses about seeing evil and turning away from it (e.g., Prov. 22:3; 27:12. Also, see commentary on Prov. 3:7).
Pro 14:17
“An easily angered person.” The Hebrew uses a beautiful concrete idiom, “short of nostrils.” The people in the biblical times were astute students of behavior, and when a person is angry his face squinches and his nose flares, making him somewhat “short of nose.” A “short of nose” person is one who is angry or easily angered.
Anger is what psychologists understand as a secondary emotion, an emotion based on an underlying emotion. Although there is genuine righteous anger, which we see in both God and Jesus in the Bible, that is actually quite rare. Most of the time, a person who is angry is angry because they are afraid in some way, although that fear can be disguised in different ways, such as indignation.
A person who recognizes that their anger is based on fear can begin to effectively deal with their fear and become a much more peaceful person. When God says to “put away anger” (Eph. 4:31; Col. 3:8), He is not asking us to do something we cannot do. Given that, the person who stubbornly refuses to deal with their anger and the underlying fear that causes it will act, and continue to act, foolishly. Thus, Proverbs 29:22 says that an angry man stirs up strife and causes sin, and Proverbs 22:24 says not to be friends with an angry person; that friendship will only lead to trouble.
“a schemer.” The Hebrew is literally, “a man of schemes [or “devices”],” or “a person of schemes.”
Pro 14:18
“The naïve inherit foolishness.” The Hebrew word for naïve is peti (#06612 פֶּ֫תִי), and refers to the fool who is foolish because they are naïve, simple (simple-minded), ignorant or inexperienced (see commentary on Prov. 9:6), and they “inherit folly.” The word “inherits” is an ironic and almost harsh pun because we expect to inherit things that are a blessing to us. However, the naïve and ignorant person “inherits,” i.e., acquires for himself or gets given to him, “folly.” Folly, ivveleth (#0200 אִוֶּלֶת) is the foolishness of those who stubbornly resist God and godliness (see commentary on Prov. 1:7, “fools”). Those who are ignorant are repetitively faced with the opportunity to acquire knowledge, so that eventually they either gain wisdom and cease to be naïve fools, or they are no longer simply naïve and ignorant, but stubborn as well.
Pro 14:19
“An evil person will bow down in the presence of good people.” The ideal situation would be that this subservience of evil people would happen in this life, but that is often not the case. Thus, the verse has an eschatological aspect and looks to the future Day of Judgment and the Messianic Kingdom on earth. There are many evil people who are unsaved and will bow the knee on the Day of Judgment, but because they are not saved they will then be thrown into the Lake of Fire and be burned up; annihilated.
However, there are many people who are believers but who do not wholeheartedly obey God, and so they mix their godly belief with evil behavior. Those people will have lesser positions in the future kingdom and will serve those who have positions of greater authority in the Kingdom (cf. Ezek. 44:10-16).
[For more on the future Kingdom of Christ on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on earth.” For more on the annihilation of the wicked in the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.” For more on people getting rewarded in the future in proportion to what they have done in this life, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10, “good or evil.”]
Pro 14:20
“hated.” The Hebrew word “hate” has a large semantic range, and here can be everything from “be hostile to,” “be disgusted with,” and “ignore.”
[For more on “hate,” see commentary on Prov. 1:22.]
Pro 14:24
“the foolishness of fools is still foolishness.” This verse, though at first it seems almost nonsensical, is very profound. Folly is not relative. God is the one who defines truth, falsehood, wisdom, and folly. Man may not be aware of God’s truth, but it is still truth, and will be of infinite importance at the Judgment. Similarly, the foolishness of fools is still foolishness, no matter whether or not it is seen as such on this earth. The folly of many is now considered wise, but that will not always be the case; it is, after all, only folly.
Pro 14:25
“lives.” The Hebrew is literally “souls,” but this is a case where “soul” refers to the person’s life. This proverb certainly applies in many circumstances, but is certainly true in court, where evil people are not opposed to lying and having innocent people punished for things they did not do. If we worded the text, “saves souls,” the average reader might think this verse is about evangelism, but that is not the context.
Pro 14:26
“he.” The Hebrew can be “he” or “it.” God will be a shelter, but also a person’s strong confidence, their trust in God, is a shelter.
Pro 14:29
“slow to get angry.” The Hebrew uses a beautiful concrete idiom, “long of nostrils.” The people in biblical times were astute students of behavior, and when a person is angry his face squinches and his nose flares, making him somewhat “short of nose,” but a person who does not get angry quickly or easily does not squinch his face and is “long of nose.” The easily angered, short-nosed person is spoken of in Proverbs 14:17 (see commentary on Prov. 14:17). In contrast, Proverbs 14:29 mentions the person who is slow to anger and thus “long of nose.”
“easily angered.” The Hebrew text is more literally “hasty of spirit.” The Hebrew word “spirit,” ruach (#07307, רוּחַ), has a very large semantic range and can refer to a large number of things. In this case, it refers to the thoughts and emotions of the mind, in this context primarily being anger, something we can tell from the first stanza of the Proverb. However, it is important to be aware of the fact that “hasty of spirit” can refer to being hasty with our thoughts and emotions in many contexts. People who make quick and unwise emotional decisions also display foolishness, for example.
It is important in the study of God’s Word to become familiar with the large semantic range of ruach, spirit, because it includes things such as God in motion (“the spirit of God moved…”); wind; breath; the gift of holy spirit God put upon some people in the Old Testament; good spirit beings, evil spirit beings, the natural life of our fleshly bodies that is sometimes referred to as “soul”; the life force that will animate resurrected bodies in the future; and the activities of the mind including people’s thoughts, attitudes, and emotions.
[For more on the usages of ruach, spirit, see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
“displays.” The Hebrew word means to exalt or lift up, but the point is that folly is lifted up for all to see. It is displayed.
Pro 14:31
“taunts.” The Hebrew verb charaph (#02778 חָרַף) is in the piel aspect, thus “taunts” is a good translation. A person who oppresses the poor “taunts,” “reproaches,” “speaks against,” or “shows contempt for” (NIV) his creator, God. The mention of God as creator in this verse is to emphasize that all humans have been created by God and for one human to oppress another is to deny that fact by one’s actions, and thus taunt God. It is not wise to taunt God, on the Day of Judgment no one will be able to stand against His will and avoid the consequences of his actions in life.
The person who shows favor to the needy glorifies God by stating through his actions that no one person is better than another. Each person is created by God and loved by God and helping others in need demonstrates that fact.
Pro 14:32
“in his own blamelessness.” This seems clearly to be a place where the Hebrew text was corrupted, because it reads, “in his death.” But that reading is contrary to the message in Proverbs and indeed contrary to the teaching in the Word of God. Godly people don’t take refuge in death, they try to stay alive and serve God. The Septuagint and Syriac read “in his integrity [or innocence, or blamelessness]” and many scholars and English versions support that reading. Especially in light of the first stanza in which an evil person is cast down by his own evil, the righteous person can take refuge in his blamelessness.
Some English versions that keep the reading “death” as per the Hebrew text try to rescue the message by altering it somewhat, thus the NET has that the righteous have a refuge even in the threat of death; or the KJV says that the righteous have “hope” in death, but neither of those are what the Hebrew text actually says. Versions that recognize the Hebrew text was likely altered and thus say something akin to blamelessness or integrity include the BBE, NAB, NJB, NRSV, Rotherham, and RSV. To switch the Hebrew text from “in his integrity” to “in his death,” two consonants in the Hebrew word must be switched. The Hebrew bmtw must be changed to btmw, and many scholars feel the switch was unintentionally made in the transmission of the text.
Pro 14:33
“Wisdom rests in the heart of the one who has understanding.” The woman, Wisdom, comes to rest, or is, in the heart of a person with understanding. The one with understanding will obtain Wisdom.
“and even among fools she makes herself known​” What the verse is saying, in harmony with the rest of Proverbs, is that wisdom will not be known by fools, but there is a caveat: wisdom reveals herself among fools, after all, everyone can learn what to do and what to avoid by watching what fools do and what happens to them.
Wisdom makes herself known even among fools although the fools themselves may never recognize her. Many wise people become wise by seeing the trouble and destruction that fools bring on themselves by their foolishness. In fact, some of the most profound lessons we learn in life come from seeing other people make mistakes rather than by making them ourselves.
Pro 14:35
“acts shamefully.” The Hebrew verb is bosh (#0954 בּושׁ), to be ashamed, dishonored, or disappointed, but it is in the hiphil aspect, the causal aspect, so in this case the text is saying that the servant acts in such a way he causes himself shame. Thus the verse could have been translated that the king is angry with the servant who “causes himself shame,” or brings shame on himself. Many times we do foolish things that bring shame or disgrace upon ourselves. We must strive to be like the servant in the first stanza of the verse who has great insight and thus makes good decisions.
 
Proverbs Chapter 15
Pro 15:2
“The tongue of the wise produces good knowledge​.” The Hebrew text reads something like, “The tongue of the wise makes good knowledge.” However, exactly what that means is disputed, and has led to the diverse number of translations. The last stanza of the verse, a clear contrast to the first, seems to clarify that while the wise speak “good knowledge,” knowledge that is helpful and a blessing, fools pour out folly, i.e., morally insolent speech that causes harm.
Pro 15:3
“watching.” We must be careful not to read too much into this verse. God watches us, and wants to help and bless, but He does not “control” the evil and the good.
Pro 15:4
“A healing tongue is a tree of life.” In the biblical culture, people understood that the “tree of life” was a tree that gave and sustained life, and that is exactly what healing words do; they give and sustain life. The wise person knows that and knows the value of speaking kind and healing words. There are many verses in the Bible, especially in Proverbs, about the power of words to hurt or heal (see commentary on Prov. 18:21). The healing “tongue” is a metonymy for the words spoken by the tongue, and “is a tree of life” is a metaphor, comparing healing words to the tree of life—a tree that gives and sustains life. Without the metonymy, the verse might read, “Healing words give and sustain life.”
“but perversion in it.” That is, perversion in the tongue—the words that are spoken—breaks a person’s spirit. Perverse and hurtful words can damage or destroy a person’s attitude and will.
Pro 15:7
“spread knowledge.” The Hebrew word “spread,” perhaps even better, “scatter” is an agricultural metaphor making the comparison between the wise person who spreads or scatters knowledge like seeds, and the farmer who scatters seed on the ground to produce a crop.
Pro 15:8
“is an abomination.” Sacrifices and offerings made to God by wicked people are an abomination to God; He has no respect for them and will not accept them. Sacrifices and offerings were never designed to make a person with an evil heart acceptable in the sight of God. This verse is similar to Proverbs 21:27.
[For more information about the sacrifices of wicked people being of no value, see commentary on Amos 5:22.]
“brings his favor.” The Hebrew word for “favor” is ratzon (#07522 רָצוֹן), and refers to favor, delight, pleasure, or acceptance. Thus the verse can be saying that the prayer of the upright is God’s delight, or that the prayer of the upright brings God’s favor. Although both translations are true to the text, when we examine the scope of Scripture it is clear that people pray, and God urges us to pray, to bring His favor and help accomplish His work on earth. James tells us that the prayer of a righteous man is powerful and effective (James 5:16). Elijah prayed and it did not rain, and then he prayed again and it rained. Job prayed for his friends and God forgave them (Job 42:8). Although God is no doubt delighted with the prayers of the upright, the message throughout the Scripture is that they bring His favor, and there is no reason not to represent that fact in the text here.
Pro 15:9
“The road of the wicked person is an abomination.” The way of life (the “road”) that wicked people choose is an abomination to Yahweh, and will have severe consequences, as we see in the next verse (Prov. 15:10).
“eagerly pursues.” The word pursues, radap (#07291 רָדַף) is in the piel aspect and it intensified, thus “eagerly pursues.”
Pro 15:10
“the path.” The “path” in Proverbs, sometimes called “the road,” or “the way,” refers to the godly path, the right path, the wise path. This is well understood, so Jesus could refer to himself, saying, “I am the way” (the “road”) without qualifying it by saying, “I am the right road,” or “I am the road to God.” People understood what he meant.
Pro 15:11
“human hearts.” The Hebrew reads more literally, “the hearts of the sons of man [or mankind].”
Pro 15:12
“will not love anyone who reproves him.” The essence seems to be that the mocker, the one who mocks or scoffs at wisdom and godliness, avoids company where he may be reproved.
Pro 15:14
“the mouth of fools feeds on foolishness.” The meaning of the phrase “the mouth of fools feeds on foolishness” is that fools “eat” or “feed on” folly. They relish it and “eat it up.” Folly satisfies the soul of foolish people, and it also provides fodder for their continued foolish behavior and speech. The fool gets energy from the folly of others. The Hebrew word translated as “feeds” can also mean “shepherds,” and thus Proverbs 15:14 uses the image of sheep grazing to portray the fool “grazing” on folly.
Pro 15:15
“banquet.” The Hebrew word can mean “drinking bout,” and it generally refers to a meal with wine.
Pro 15:16
“turmoil.” The Hebrew word is mahumah (#04103 מְהוּמָה), and it means “turmoil, confusion, disturbance, panic, dismay, trouble.” Mahumah is often associated with the turmoil and panic of war or divine judgment. The NIDOTTE lists one definition as “the confusion of war.”[footnoteRef:594] Thus, in this verse, there is a subtle overtone that where there is a lot of money there is not just “trouble,” i.e., ordinary problems, but there is often conflict and fighting, and that is certainly the case in history and everyday life. Also, fighting especially accompanies wealth when it is gained in ungodly ways. [594:  William A. VanGemeren, gen. ed., New International Dictionary of Theology and Exegesis: Old Testament.] 

It is better to have a little with godliness—the fear of God—than to have great treasure and the fighting and conflict that often go with it. On Judgment Day, this life will seem to have been very short indeed, and godliness will be greatly rewarded whereas material wealth will be worthless—it really is not worth being in continual fights over. Ezekiel 7:19 says, “Their silver and their gold will not be able to deliver them in the day of the wrath of Yahweh. They will not be able to satisfy their souls nor fill their bellies with their wealth, indeed, it has been the stumbling block of their iniquity.”
Pro 15:18
“hot-tempered person.” The more literal Hebrew is “man of rage.” The word “person” is iysh (#0376 אִישׁ pronounced “eesh”), which most literally refers to a man, nevertheless, it can also be used to refer to men and women, and it makes sense to translate it in a gender-neutral way in this context because there are both hot-tempered men and angry women and they both stir up strife (for more on iysh, see commentary on Prov. 2:12).
“dispute.” The Hebrew word translated “dispute” is rib (#07379 רִיב pronounced reeb), and it has a wide semantic range, including strife, controversy, dispute, quarrel, accusation, lawsuit, etc. In this verse, rib has a range of meanings because people who are slow to get angry and seek peace find ways to settle arguments of all kinds and even lawsuits.
[For more on rib, see commentary on Hos. 4:1, “lawsuit.”]
Pro 15:19
“lazy.” See commentary on Proverbs 6:6, “lazy one.”
Pro 15:21
“sense.” The Hebrew word translated “sense” is leb (#03820 לֵב), which is more literally, “heart.” Leb occurs over 800 times in the Old Testament, and it has an extensive semantic range—a very large number of different meanings—and often combines a number of meanings into one use. The Hebrew language and culture ascribe physical, mental, and moral functions to the heart, as well as control over the physical body. Actually, leb has so many meanings that saying it means “heart” is too restrictive. The only truly accurate way to translate many of the words in the Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek texts is to understand their full scope of meanings and then translate them according to the context. The full range of meanings of leb includes, but is not limited to, heart, inner man, mind, will, thinking, reflection, inclination, resolution, understanding, good sense, and in some contexts, it can also refer to the seat of passion and emotion.
Also, scholars have shown that the word “heart” is basically used the same way in both Hebrew and biblical Greek. Thus, kardia (#2588 καρδία), the New Testament Greek word for “heart,” is generally used the same way as the Hebrew word leb instead of having the more purely Greek meaning for “heart” that we find in Greek literature. Thus, it is generally true that if we understand the Hebrew use of “heart,” then we can understand “heart” in the New Testament as well.
The word “heart” often referred to the center or “core” of something, or something considered “deep,” which is why Scripture speaks of “the heart of the sea” (Ps. 46:2 NASB), “the heart of the earth” (Matt. 12:40 NASB), and “the heart of the heavens” (Deut. 4:11 NASB). The “hidden person of the heart” (1 Pet. 3:4 NASB) is the inner person, their deep and core character. When the Bible says that God tests the “heart,” He is testing what is deep inside of a person, as revealed through thoughts, plans, and actions. When Jesus spoke of the things that come out of people’s “heart,” in that context, he was speaking of what came from deep within them (Matt. 15:18-19; Mark 7:20-23), not just what they happened to be thinking about at the time.
The student of the Bible must also learn to think of the heart as the center of rational thought rather than the seat of emotion. The modern world thinks of the heart as being the seat of the emotions rather than thoughts. For example, if we today say a person’s artwork has “heart,” we mean it communicates feeling or passion. If we say that the gift a person gave did not have “heart,” we mean the person did not care enough to choose an appropriate gift. If we say an athlete lost a game because he “lacked heart,” we generally mean that he lacked the conviction and passion to win, not that he did not think through his strategy correctly. In contrast, in the biblical culture, the “heart” generally referred to the seat of a person’s rational life and was associated with thinking, planning, and reasoning. The emotional life was often connected to the gut and expressed by words such as “bowels,” “kidneys,” “belly,” “womb,” etc. For example “bowels of compassion” refers to feelings or emotions of compassion (Col. 3:12; 1 John 3:17).
The function of the brain was unknown in biblical times, so things that we generally assign to the brain, like thinking, attitudes, understanding, and good sense, were assigned to the heart. So “heart” sometimes refers to just thoughts and attitudes, and not necessarily deeply seated ones. Thus, when Genesis 6:5 (NASB) speaks of “the thoughts of his heart,” it simply refers to what he was thinking. When Joseph’s brothers told their father, Jacob, that Joseph was alive and ruling Egypt, the Hebrew text says Jacob’s “heart became numb” (Gen. 45:26), but it means he could not think. Some versions catch the sense of the Hebrew by saying Jacob was “stunned” (HCSB, NASB, NLT). When Pharaoh “hardened his heart” and would not let Israel go, he “made up his mind” against God and Moses (Exod. 8:15). To “walk in the imagination of your heart” (Deut. 29:19) was to walk by what you thought and concluded.
Because in Hebrew, “heart” refers more to the actions of the mind than the emotions, there are times when, if the Hebrew leb was more literally translated as “heart,” it would give English readers the wrong impression. There are many examples of this. One occurs in the book of Job, when God asked Satan, “Have you considered my servant Job” (Job 1:8). The Hebrew text is more literally, “Have you set your heart on my servant Job?” But that translation would give the wrong impression to an English reader. When we today “set our heart” on something, we really focus on it, but that is not the meaning in Job. God was not asking Satan if he had focused on Job, but rather if he had even noticed him or thought about him (the CJB, NAB, and NLT are versions that have “noticed”).
Another example is that sometimes the literal Hebrew text says that people who do foolish things “lack heart.” Proverbs 6:32; 9:4 and 9:16 say that a man who commits adultery with a woman, or who is being lured to do so, “lacks heart,” But the text is not saying that a man who commits adultery lacks conviction or passion (he may in fact have a lot of passion and emotion in that situation), it is saying he lacks thinking about the situation, and thus “lacks sense” or “lacks good sense” (cf. CJB, HCSB, ESV, NAB, NASB, NJB).
Still another example is Deuteronomy 29:4. In that verse, the literal Hebrew has Moses telling the Israelites that they did not have “a heart to know,” which in modern English means that they did not have the care, focus, or passion to learn. But in the Hebrew culture, the phrase referred to “a mind that understands” (cf. HCSB, NET, NIV, NLT). At that particular time, the Israelites were not mentally prepared to understand all the things that God had done for them, rather much in the same way that Jesus told the apostles at the Last Supper that there were things they were not mentally prepared to know at that time (John 16:12). In time, Israel could learn what God was doing and what they needed to know if they took the time to learn. Another place where the Hebrew word “heart” means “mind” is Isaiah 32:4, which speaks of the wonderful blessings and even healings in the future Kingdom of Christ, including the healing of all mental disease: “The mind of the rash will understand knowledge.”
Understanding the biblical usage of “heart” has many practical applications. One is that we can properly understand some verses that may have been unclear to us. Also, if we understand what “heart” means, we are not nearly as likely to import an erroneous meaning into the text and be in error about what the Bible is saying. Understanding the biblical use of “heart” even helps us understand how to be saved. For example, Romans 10:9 (NASB) says that in order to be born again a person must “believe in [their] heart that God raised him [Jesus] from the dead.” In that context, to “believe in the heart” is to believe something in the depth of your mind and thoughts, or as we would say in colloquial English, to “really believe it.” Knowing that can give us great confidence in our salvation. We may not be sure of what it means to “believe in our hearts” and therefore may not be sure if we really do believe “in our heart,” but we can know if we “really believe” that Jesus rose from the dead or if we doubt it. And once we are sure we believe God raised Jesus, then we should be confident we are saved and the peace of God, which passes understanding, can truly rule in our hearts.
[For more on heart, see commentary on Prov. 4:23, “issues.” For more on the bowels, kidneys, etc., referring to the seat of one’s emotional life, see commentary on Rev. 2:23.]
“person.” The word “person” is iysh (#0376 אִישׁ pronounced “eesh”), which most literally refers to a man, a male in contrast to a woman, but it can also be used to refer to men and women, and it makes sense to translate it in a gender-neutral way in this context (see commentary on Prov. 2:12).
Pro 15:23
“A person.” The word “person” is iysh (#0376 אִישׁ pronounced “eesh”), which most literally refers to a man, a male in contrast to a woman. However, it can also be used to refer to men and women, and it makes sense to translate it in a gender-neutral way in this context (see commentary on Prov. 2:12).
Pro 15:24
“upward.” The idea of “upward” in this context does not mean “uphill” in the sense of having to struggle more and more in life, but rather “upward” in the sense of toward God and His blessings, including honor, success, and a higher status in life.
Pro 15:25
“Yahweh will tear down the house of the proud.” The proud, although they may be rich and powerful, will have all they have worked for torn down by Yahweh, while the widow, who was so unable to defend herself and her land, will be protected, for Yahweh will “establish” her border. In the ancient Near East, before surveys were accurate, a widow (or another poor or defenseless person) would have her boundary marked in the standard way, by piles of stones at the corners or bends. Unscrupulous and powerful neighbors would move the stones to increase their land, stealing hers. Nevertheless, eventually, such proud people will have what they have built through unrighteousness torn down, while Yahweh, as any just king would, will establish her boundary and make sure she has everything she deserves.
Pro 15:26
“Evil thoughts are an abomination to Yahweh.” Proverbs 15:26 is one of the many biblical passages that exhort believers to control their thoughts, which will result in them controlling their mouths. In Matthew 12:36, Jesus says, “And I say to you, that for every careless word that people speak, they will give an account of it on the Day of Judgment.” The way to control your mouth is to control your thoughts. The word the REV translates as “thoughts” can also mean “plans” or “intentions,” and those can be included in the wider meaning of the verse. Thus evil thoughts, intentions, and plans are all an abomination to Yahweh.
Proverbs 15:26 can also be translated as “The thoughts of the wicked are an abomination to Yahweh.” However, although the Hebrew text can be translated that way, and some English versions do translate the verse that way, that translation does not fit together with the last part of the verse as it is rendered in the REV and other translations (e.g. ASV, BBE, CEB, Douay-Rheims, JPS, NASB, NJB, NLT, NRSV).
Pro 15:28
“The heart of a righteous person considers how to answer.” It often happens that people answer questions or give their opinions before they have taken the time to think about the situation and what to say or not say. “Righteous” people, that is, people who think and speak rightly and in a godly fashion, consider what they should say before they speak. There are many verses in the Bible, especially in Proverbs, about the power of words to hurt or heal (see commentary on Prov. 18:21).
Pro 15:29
“Yahweh is far from the wicked.” The second half of the verse shows how Yahweh is far from the wicked: He does not hear their prayers and thus does not answer them, but the righteous people who obey God have their prayers heard. There are a number of verses that say God does not answer the prayers of the wicked (cf. Job 35:12-13; Prov. 15:29; Isa. 1:15; 59:1-2; Ezek. 8:17-18; Mic. 3:4; Zech. 7:12-13; and James 4:3).
[For more on God not hearing the prayers of the wicked or honoring their sacrifices, see commentary on Amos 5:22.]
“he hears the prayer of the righteous.” The word “prayer” is singular while the word “righteous” is plural. God hears every prayer that a righteous person prays. This is an idiomatic sense of “hears,” and it means more than just that He hears the prayer, but that He hears it and pays attention to it.
Pro 15:30
“Bright eyes make the heart glad.” The Hebrew is literally, “the light of the eyes.” The light of the eyes is that which someone sees that is a wonderful sight to him or her. Physiologically, this verse shows us a great deal about the workings of the body. Seeing things that are a blessing and light up the eyes also makes the heart rejoice, and good news “makes fat,” or adds health and strength to a person’s bones.
“fattens the bones.” The use of “fattens” or “makes fat” here is the common use of “fat” for “healthy, prosperous.” Also, “bones” is literal, because when we feel good it affects our whole body, even our bones, but it is also a synecdoche of the part where the “bones” are the “part,” but the deeper meaning of the verse is that good news makes the whole body healthy. It would be natural for “bones” to be put for the whole body because the bones are the very foundation of the body, and if they are not healthy, the body is not healthy.
[For more on bones and health, see commentary on Prov. 17:22.]
Pro 15:31
“life-giving reproof.” The Hebrew is literally, “the reproof of life,” which is a genitive of relation, the reproof that relates to life, i.e., by giving it. This verse has both a temporal and eternal interpretation. Those who listen to reproof will become wise and be associated with them, and as they are learning will not be shunned by the wise. Also, because they will be saved, they will dwell eternally among the wise.
Pro 15:32
“discipline.” See note on Proverbs 1:2 in ICC.[footnoteRef:595] [595:  C. H. Toy, Proverbs [ICC], 4-6.] 

“good sense.” The Hebrew word is leb (#03820 לֵב), which is often translated “heart,” but this is one of those cases where that translation would cause confusion. In modern English, the word “heart” usually refers to emotion or passion, but that is not its meaning here. The function of the brain was unknown in biblical times, so things that we generally assign to the brain, like thinking, attitudes, understanding, and good sense, were assigned to the heart.
This is a very encouraging verse because it shows us that people who are naïve, inexperienced, or foolish, can gain good sense if they will listen to instruction and reproof. This verse should be taken to heart by parents because in our modern world, too many parents shy away from setting godly standards for their children and then not reproving the children if they fail to keep the standards. Many parents are more interested in making their children their friends than making their children godly humans, so they mistakenly fail to reprove them. Young, foolish, naïve, and inexperienced people need to be taught, reproved, and corrected to be godly. People who are charged with leading and developing others, such as parents or bosses in the workplace, cannot be afraid to reprove others, which of course is to be done in a way that is appropriate to the situation and the people involved.
Pro 15:33
“the instruction of Wisdom.” The Hebrew can be read at least two different ways. It can be understood as an attributive genitive (“wise instruction”) or a genitive of source/origin (“instruction that comes from wisdom”). The verb “instruction” is in the construct state, and is juxtaposed with wisdom, literally “instruction of wisdom.” So does it mean that the fear of Yahweh is the instruction that comes from Wisdom, or that the fear of the Lord is the instruction that produces wisdom, or that the instruction is characterized as containing wisdom? It is likely both, an amphibologia (double meaning) in which both meanings are true.
Living day to day in the fear of God certainly gives wisdom, but it is also true that wisdom, gained through practical experience, will instruct one to live in the fear of Yahweh. When we read the verse as “instruction that comes from Wisdom,” then we see Wisdom as a personification, which is a common motif in the Book of Proverbs.
[For more on personification, see commentary on Prov. 1:20.]
 
Proverbs Chapter 16
Pro 16:1
“plans of the heart.” Proverbs 16:1 is one of the Proverbs that is not universally applicable, but is applicable to people who are living a godly lifestyle. Thus it is one of the “ideal” proverbs in Proverbs, setting forth the ideal situation, not the situation that always happens here on earth. There are a number of “ideal” proverbs like this in Proverbs (see commentary on Prov. 19:5).
The Hebrew word “plans” is maarak (#04633 מַעֲרָךְ), and it refers to an arrangement, plan, preparation. In this context, it conveys placing things in careful order or setting them next to each other for comparison, as we do when making plans. The “plans of the heart” are a person’s internal thoughts and intentions, which are devised according to the person’s will and desires.
The plans “of the heart” that people make eventually come out in what they say (Matt. 12:34; 15:18; Mark 7:14-23; Luke 6:45), but godly people want and intend to say things that are godly and agree with the written Word and God’s heart for mankind. Given that, the “answer of the tongue” they are seeking ultimately comes from God. This Proverb does not imply that a person’s response is outside of the speaker’s free will as if what the person said was somehow controlled by God; rather it is saying that a proper answer can only be found in the wisdom that God gives. The proverb does not discourage human planning but cautions that a person should not be self-reliant or overly confident in their own understanding and abilities but plan and speak in a way that reflects the wisdom of God (cf. Prov. 3:5-7). Doing that requires seeking wisdom and making the effort to be godly in thought and action. This proverb invites the willing reader to actively seek God in how he might devise godly plans and how to speak in such a way that those plans are articulated in a loving and godly way so they will eventually come to fruition and be put into action.
[For more on “ideal” proverbs, see the REV commentary on Prov. 19:5.]
“of the heart.” Biblically, the “heart” can refer to the mind, the thinking, the core of one’s inner life, and much more. Here it means the plans a person forms in his mind or the depths of his mind, or in the core of his inner self.
[For more on “heart,” see commentary on Prov. 15:21, “sense.”]
“tongue.” The use of “tongue” is the figure of speech synecdoche of the part, putting the part for the whole, where the part, the tongue, is put for the whole, i.e., the whole person. The answer the person gives is from Yahweh because wisdom and godliness are from Yahweh.
[See Word Study: “Synecdoche.”]
Pro 16:2
“person.” The Hebrew text literally reads, “man,” iysh (#0376 אִישׁ pronounced “eesh”), which most literally refers to a man, a male in contrast to a woman, a husband, or a man opposed to an animal or God. However, iysh can also refer more generally to a person or human being, inclusive of both men and women.
[For more on the meaning of iysh, see commentary on Prov. 2:12, “the one.”]
“motives.” The Hebrew text reads “spirits,” and this is one of the good examples of when “spirit” can mean thoughts, attitudes, or emotions. The NASB has “motives,” which is certainly one of the meanings, but it is important that the student of the Bible learn about the flexible use of “spirit” and begin to think of it that way, because Yahweh also weighs whether a person has holy spirit or demon spirits that work in him.
Pro 16:3
“plans.” The Hebrew word is machashabah (#04284 מַחֲשָׁבָה), and it can refer to a person’s thoughts, or what he thinks about, that is “plans.” In this context, it seems “plans” fits best, as most modern versions say as well.
“will be established.” This is one of the “ideal” verses in the Bible that is often true but not always true. This promise would be fulfilled here on earth today if we lived in a godly world with godly people, but we do not. The Devil is the god of this age (2 Cor. 4:4; 1 John 5:19), and there are many evil people, so the plans of godly people are often foiled. This promise will only be fully fulfilled in the future.
[For more on ideal proverbs, see the REV commentary on Prov. 19:5.]
Pro 16:4
“Yahweh made everything with an answer to it​.” The Hebrew word translated “answer” is ma’aneh (#04617 מַעֲנֶה), and in this context, it means “an answer, a response.” Here in Proverbs 16:4, “answer” is continuing the line of thinking that occurred three verses earlier in Proverbs 16:1, which says that ultimately, “answers” come from God. In some contexts, the Hebrew word ma’aneh can mean “purpose,” which is why some translations read “purpose” (cf. HCSB, ESV, NASB), but based on the flow of context from Proverbs 16:1 we do not believe ma’aneh should be translated as “purpose” here in Proverbs 16:4. Also, God’s “answer” does not refer to a response to a question, but rather describes His planned course of action to deal justly with the words and deeds of His created beings.
God designed everything in such a manner that His ultimate plans and purposes for His creation will be fulfilled. Part of God’s plan and purpose was that His created beings were to be righteous and loving to both Him and to each other. However, the only way to do that was to give people, as well as angels and demons, free will so that they could make the choice to either love Him or reject Him. One way that God balanced His own plans and purposes with people’s free will decisions to obey or disobey Him was that He built both the principle of justice and a Day of Judgment into His plans. Thus, God has indeed designed a proper “answer” for everything in creation, be it good or evil. Bruce Waltke summed up the situation when he wrote, “The LORD brings every word and deed to its appropriate “answer” at the time of Judgment.”[footnoteRef:596] [596:  Waltke, The Book of Proverbs: Chapters 15-31 [NICOT], 11-12.] 

Many theologians and translators are Calvinistic in their thinking, and so while they assert that God creates all things for His own plans and purposes, they do not include genuine free will as part of God’s plans and purposes. Instead, they believe that God makes both good and evil; good people so He can bless them and wicked people so He can destroy them. Furthermore, that belief is then embedded into many English translations. That is why many English translations say that God made the wicked “for” a day of disaster. But God did not make the wicked for a day of disaster, instead, God planned that the wicked would be “answered” for their wickedness by disaster, i.e., people who choose to be wicked will experience disaster as the consequence of their wicked thoughts and actions.
We assert that Proverbs 16:4 is not propounding divine causality. It is not saying that God makes everything on earth—both good and evil—for His purpose, including making evil things just so he can destroy them, as if He were a child who constructs a castle of building blocks just so he can knock them down. Rather, Proverbs 16:4 fits into the general scope of Scripture in portraying God as a loving, righteous God, who allows people to make their own free will decisions while stating that He has an answer for whatever choice people make.
So people can love God or hate God, but He has woven into His plans a Day of Judgment when all creation will receive His “answer” for their words and deeds, including an “answer” that will be given to the wicked. Then, after all has been answered on the Day of Judgment, God’s creation in the new heavens and earth (Rev. 21-22) will be righteous and obedient. It is also important to note that the answer each being gets on Judgment Day should not be a surprise to them because God has stated the blessings of obedience and the consequences of disobedience in His Word. [For more on why Calvinism and predestination are not biblical, see Appendix 9: “On Calvinism and Predestination”].
“a day of evil.” The word we translate “evil” is the common Hebrew word for “evil,” which is ra (#07451 רַע), which means “evil,” but has a semantic range that also includes calamity, disaster, injury, misfortune, distress, and misery. The phrase “a day of evil” can refer to any day of disaster or calamity. In fact, Proverbs primarily addresses the present life of the reader in the sense that there is a retribution and justice to be expected for wickedness now—even though often no truly righteous retribution seems to occur in this life. But Proverbs 16:4 certainly also has an ultimate reference to the Day of Judgment as the day of disaster, injury, and misery for the wicked.
The Day of Judgment is not “evil,” in the sense that it is bad or wrong. Instead, it is an evil day for the wicked, because God’s judgment will be disastrous for them with much distress and misery. The Lord Jesus said there would be “sobbing and gnashing of teeth” (Matt. 24:51). In summary, Proverbs 16:4 says that God has made sure that there is a godly answer for everything that people do, and even wicked people, who sometimes seem to get away with doing so much evil on earth, will receive an answer from God.
Pro 16:5
“be assured, he will not go unpunished.” The Hebrew text uses a custom that would not clearly communicate the meaning of the verse. It more literally reads, “hand to hand he will not go unpunished.” This phrase illustrates the ancient custom of striking hands or shaking hands to seal an agreement (cf. Prov. 11:15, 21). In the USA today a “gentleman’s agreement” is still sealed with just a handshake. The point of the proverb is that even if evil, arrogant people agree to support each other and shake hands on it, they will not avoid being punished. They will suffer the consequences of their actions in this life or the next life, and even perhaps both.
Pro 16:6
“covenant loyalty and faithfulness.” This same phrase occurs in Proverbs 3:3.
Pro 16:7
“person’s.” The word “person’s” is iysh (#0376 אִישׁ ), which most literally refers to a man. Nevertheless, it can also be used to refer to men and women, and it makes sense to translate it in a gender-neutral way in this context (see commentary on Prov. 2:12).
Pro 16:8
“Better is a little.” What is conspicuous about this verse is what it does not say. The world is so upside down that the righteous can live without being blessed by God with abundance, while Yahweh allows the unjust to get and enjoy great revenue. Although Yahweh seems to be absent, we can rest assured He will eventually bring justice and equity to the earth.
Pro 16:9
“way.” This is the Hebrew word derek (#01870 דֶּרֶךְ), referring to a road, not just a small path or “way,” but in this verse, the term “way” reads much better than “road.” See commentary on Proverbs 2:20.
“but Yahweh prepares his steps.” This proverb is very similar to Proverbs 16:1 in that it is an “ideal proverb,” expressing what happens in the life of a truly godly person. It is not a universal proverb in that it is not what happens in the life of ungodly people who reject God. There are a number of “ideal proverbs” like this in Proverbs (cf. Prov. 11:31; 13:25; 15:6; 16:1, 3, 7, 10; 18:3; 20:8; 21:1; 22:6). The book of Proverbs has many different kinds of proverbs, and some are universal and apply to everyone, while others, such as Proverbs 16:1 and 16:9, are written with the godly, humble, and obedient people in mind, to help them understand what happens in their life.
The godly person “devises” or plans what he will do in life, but he is working to please God and live a godly life, so God is directing and guiding him in what he is planning, which is why Yahweh can “prepare his steps.” Yahweh does not control the person, but the godly person actively seeks the wisdom and guidance of God in living his life, so God is actively preparing the person’s steps.
Yahweh prepares the steps of the godly person in many different ways. For one thing, the godly person makes a diligent effort to think and act in a godly manner; a manner that conforms to God’s Word and His character, such as the fruit of the spirit (Gal. 5:22-23). God also prepares a person’s steps by direct guidance and by bringing wise counselors into the person’s life. Also, God works behind the scenes such that the person who is seeking to be godly learns from examples in the world around him. In the end, the godly person will find that he makes plans concerning the life he desires to live, but he finds as he lives day to day that God has prepared that road for him.
[For more on how we plan but God helps us, see commentary on Prov. 16:1.]
Although the REV translation says “steps,” the Hebrew is singular, “step.” However, it is a collective noun, so we would say “steps” in English.
Pro 16:10
“A verdict is on the lips of the king.” This is one of the “ideal” verses in Proverbs. It is not speaking of every king, and especially not an evil king. The verse itself shows us that this proverb has to be speaking about a godly king. This verse, like many other verses in the Bible, anticipates the Messiah as the true godly king. Interestingly, the Hebrew word translated as “verdict” is used elsewhere in the Bible of divination. Thus in this verse, the “verdict” is an “inspired verdict,” a verdict that comes from God.
Pro 16:11
“weights.” The Hebrew is literally “stones.” For most of history, the weights used by merchants for their scales were stones. Metal was too rare or expensive. The merchants most often had a sack of some kind to carry the stones in. Occasionally they would carry them in the folds of their garment if their weight and number were small.
“are established by him.” The literal is that the stones in the bag are “his work.” The “bag” is the bag that the merchant would carry that had varying weights in it, and it was God who set the standard weights and measures so trade could be equitably carried out. The NLT is more of a paraphrase than a strict translation, but it gets the sense of the verse: “The LORD demands accurate scales and balances; he sets the standards for fairness.” Saying the weights in the bag are the work of Yahweh is a way of saying that He set the standard measures, and He expects people to be honest in their trade. From the standard that God established, the Levites and the king were responsible for ensuring that merchants had accurate weights and measures, but that proved to be an almost impossible task. Since the weights at this time were almost always made of stone, the temptation was great to chip a little off when you were selling something so you did not have to sell so much, and to get a slightly heavier weight when you were buying something so you got a little more for your money.
Pro 16:12
“It is an abomination for kings to commit wickedness.” The Hebrew preposition before “kings” can be “to” or “for.” This is where the Hebrew is much better than the English. It is an abomination for kings to commit wickedness, because the throne will never be established. The king will never win the support of the people. This is what happened to Rehoboam, and his kingdom fell apart (1 Kings 12:1-24). However, it is also an abomination to kings when people in the kingdom are wicked, because God will not bless a wicked nation. The verse could have been expanded in English to read, “It is an abomination to, and for, kings to commit wickedness.”
Pro 16:13
“with integrity.” The Hebrew word can also mean the one who speaks “upright things.”
Pro 16:14
“person.” The word “person” is iysh (#0376 אִישׁ), which most literally refers to a man, but it can also be used to refer to men and women, and it makes sense to translate it in a gender-neutral way in this context (see commentary on Prov. 2:12, “the one”).
“pacify the anger.” The Hebrew reads, “pacify it,” but then “it” might be ambiguous to some; in Hebrew it can only refer to the anger.
Pro 16:15
“spring rain.” The “former rain” (sometimes called the “early rain”) is the rain that falls in October and November, after the dry months of May-September and it softens the ground for plowing and planting, and waters the seed as it starts growing. The planting of grains is done in what is autumn and early winter to us (similar to our “winter wheat”). The grains grow slowly over the winter months, and as the ground warms up in March and April the spring rains, or “latter” rains fall (sometimes called the “later” or “late” rains), watering the crops and bringing them into full fruit. The former and latter rains are mentioned in many verses (Deut. 11:14; Job 29:23; Jer. 3:3; Hos. 6:3; Joel 2:23; Zech. 10:1). Having the favor of the king is a great blessing, resulting in fruit in one’s life, just as the spring rain, or “latter rain,” brings fruit to the farmer.
[For more on the latter rains, see commentary on James 5:7.]
Pro 16:17
“life.” The Hebrew is nephesh (#05315 נֶפֶשׁ), usually translated “soul.” Nephesh, “soul,” has a broad range of meanings, including the person himself and his life, the physical life force of humans and animals, our thoughts, attitudes, and emotions, and more. In this verse, “life,” or “soul” refers to our physical life, but also to our thoughts, attitudes, and emotions.
When we carefully guard the road we take, that is, the way of life we live, we are watching over both our physical life and our emotional life, and ensuring our being blessed and successful in this life and also having everlasting life and rewards from God in our next life. There are many pressures and pleasures that tempt us to leave our godly way of life, the godly road we are walking on, and turn aside to sin. But although sin and ungodliness may seem “good,” “joyful” or somehow “profitable” at first, they always have a bitter end, and Proverbs has a lot of verses stating that (for example: Prov. 1:32; 2:18-19, 22; 3:33; 5:4-5, 22; 6:15, 29; 8:36; 10:13-18; 11:5).
There is another reason that guarding our “road” keeps watch over our life. The way we live and the habits we form as we engage in godly activities day after day, keep watch over our “soul,” our physical and mental life. The wise person guards his road, his way of life, and the good habits he has formed, because they help keep watch over him. Often in times of personal distress it is the “road” one has carefully guarded and the habits one has carefully developed that almost take over and help safeguard one’s life and keep it from spinning out of control.
The wise person jealously guards his godly way of life because he knows it leads to God’s blessings and helps him stay godly in difficult times.
[For more on the uses of “soul” nephesh, see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
Pro 16:18
“spirit.” This is a good example of the word “spirit” referring to a person’s attitude.
“stumbling.” The Hebrew literally reads, “stumbling,” but this is an example of the figure of speech tapeinosis, or “belittling,” where something is purposely made lesser in impact to catch our attention. The person does not just “stumble,” there is a calamity, a disaster, but the word “stumbling” grabs our attention and forces us to say, “Is that all?” Then we realize the true impact of the verse: a puffed-up spirit, an arrogant attitude, goes before disaster.
[See Word Study: “Tapeinosis.”]
Pro 16:19
“poor.” Many times in the Bible, the word “poor” means “humble,” but the second stanza of the verse shows that in this case, it means to not have much in the way of money or material things.
Pro 16:20
A humble truth-seeker will pay attention to and comprehend the words (Hebrew reads “a word”) of the prophets and sages, and thus be led to the God who inspired those words. He will then come to trust God and be blessed. The first stanza of this proverb can also, but less likely, be translated, “He who is prudent in speech finds good.” However, the more natural parallel between the first stanza and the second places “comprehends” parallel with “trusts.”
Pro 16:21
“with a wise heart.” The Hebrew is literally, “wise of heart.”
“and the sweetness of his lips will increase persuasiveness.” It has been studied and proven that speaking kindly to people to make a point is more effective than trying by volume and force of words to get your point across. No one wants to be bullied, and people bristle against it. People who learn to make their points kindly and courteously are more effective than people who do not learn or apply that skill. Often people who feel “yelled at” become hard and unyielding (Prov. 18:19), but a gentle answer can quiet rage (Prov. 15:1) such that communication becomes much more effective. The Bible says believers should be kind, and that includes the way we speak to others. There are many verses in the Bible, especially in Proverbs, about the power of words to hurt or heal (see commentary on Prov. 18:21).
“lips” This is a metonymy for what is spoken by the lips.
[See Word Study: “Metonymy.”]
Pro 16:22
“but the teaching of fools is foolishness.” The Hebrew word for “fools” here is evil (#0191 אֱוִיל). The term evil generally refers to a person who is foolish because they are unreasonable and stuck in foolishness, as Proverbs 27:22 (NASB) indicates: “Though you pound a fool [evil] in a mortar with a pestle along with crushed grain, Yet his folly will not depart from him.
To best understand Proverbs, it is important to know that there are five different Hebrew words that are translated “fool” in different English versions, yet there are some distinct differences between them and it is usually worth differentiating them. There is the naïve person [pethe #06612 פְּתִי], which is often translated as “simple,” “naïve,” or “inexperienced.” There is the evil, and the kecil [#03684 כְּסִיל], and these have so much in common that most scholars simply treat them as synonyms, although one teacher has distinguished them as the “unreasonable fool” and the “stubborn fool.”[footnoteRef:597] There is the lutz [#03887 לוּץ], the mocking fool, or more simply, “mocker,” and there is the nabal [#05036) נָבָל], the “godless fool” or sometimes the “committed fool.” It is the nabal who says in his heart there is no God (Ps. 14:1), and so we have generally translated it “godless person” in the REV. Here in Proverbs 16:22, the subject is the evil, the unreasonable or stubborn fool. [597:  Cf. Joel Freeman, Kingdom Zoology, 57.] 

One can tell from reading the wide variety of ways that Proverbs 16:22 has been translated that scholars are not in agreement as to the primary meaning of the verse. Many scholars believe that the sense of the stanza is that it is foolishness to try to instruct a fool because he or she has no desire to learn. That certainly seems to be supported by many verses that use the term evil for “fool” (cf. Ps. 107:17; Prov. 1:7; 12:15; 14:3, 9; 15:5; 20:3; 24:7; 27:22; 29:9; Isa. 35:8; Hos. 9:7).
Another interpretation is that the verse is saying that instruction that comes to a fool does so through his own folly. That interpretation agrees with our common modern saying, “A person learns from his mistakes.” Although that may be true of the simple or naïve fool, the pethi, that does not seem to be the case with the unreasonable fools, the fools designated by the term evil.
Other scholars believe that the verse is saying that when fools instruct or discipline others, what they teach is foolishness. That is certainly true, and we see that in our schools and colleges today. For example, many atheist teachers teach that God does not exist, which is certainly foolish teaching. However, the scholars who argue against that interpretation of this verse say that when the context is fools, the Hebrew word “instruction,” (or “discipline” #04148, muwcar) always refers to the instruction that is given to them, not the instruction they give to others (Prov. 1:7; 15:5). But that argument is not as watertight as it may seem, because there are only two examples and the context of both is very clear, not like Proverbs 16:22 which can mean a couple different things. Also, it is sometimes the case in Proverbs, as in the rest of the Bible, that a word or phrase will have a different meaning in one verse than it does elsewhere, and therefore the context, scope, and applicability are more important final determiners of meaning than the other uses of a word.
Actually, there is no reason to limit the meaning of this verse to just one interpretation. We believe that this verse is an amphibologia, that is, a single statement that has more than one true meaning. We believe this verse is one of the riddles of the wise (Prov. 1:6). It seems that the thought of the whole verse is that a person who has good judgment (which in Proverbs comes from God) has a source of guidance and strength that brings to him “life” in all its fullness, while fools do not have good judgment, so they pour out folly as “instruction.” Furthermore, trying to teach them good judgment doesn’t work because they have no heart to learn; in fact, they don’t even learn from their own mistakes—they just go on having poor judgment.
Part of the failure of our educational system today is failure to acknowledge the different kinds of fools in the world and admit that some people are unreasonable, stubborn, or godless fools who simply refuse to learn. Those people are allowed to stay in class and disrupt learning for everyone else instead of being disciplined in some effective way that stops them from keeping the other students from learning.
Pro 16:24
“Pleasant words” (ōmer nō’am) literally means “delightful speech,” which refers to words that are favorable, agreeable, and kind. Such “pleasant words” are said to be a “honeycomb.” The Hebrew words translated “honeycomb” (tsūp debash) more literally mean simply “liquid honey.” They refer to honey in its raw, natural form with its delicious palatable taste and medicinal value. This metaphor draws a vivid image of words or speech that are agreeable and satisfying to the hearer. However, the idea of “pleasant words” is not to be taken in the sense of someone performing lip service to feed someone’s ego or to flatter them, but rather it refers to words that bring nourishment and soothing to the individual.
The exact nature of the words is not specified but their effects are described as being “sweet to the soul” and “healing to the bones.” This double predicate indicates two distinct effects that “pleasant words” have upon the hearer. “Soul” (nephesh) refers to the person’s mind, emotions, and life. “Bones” is put as a synecdoche of the part (the part put for the whole) for either the person’s innermost being or their whole being. Thus, the effect of “pleasant words” is that they are like the drippings of the honeycomb, enlivening the soul and uplifting the entire person.
This proverb might bring to mind the record in 1 Samuel 14:27 when Jonathan dipped his staff into the honeycomb and tasted the sweetness of the honey. At once he became refreshed and it says “his eyes brightened,” meaning he was invigorated with a renewed energy. It is this sort of effect that the proverb is describing that “pleasant words” deliver to those who hear them.
“healing to the bones.” The Bible has a lot to say about how what we hear and what we think affects our body and can heal it. See commentary on Proverbs 17:22.
Pro 16:25
“There is a road.” This proverb is identical to Proverbs 14:12.
[For more information, see commentary on Prov. 14:12.]
Pro 16:26
“appetite.” The Hebrew word is nephesh (#05315 נָ֫פֶשׁ), which has many meanings. The basic meaning is soul, the life of the person or animal. It is used as “soul,” or “person,” or the products of the soul such as appetites, emotions, passions, or desires. A good Hebrew lexicon will give a full meaning of nephesh.
[For more on “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
“labors…urges.” The Hebrew has both of these verbs in the past tense. The idea is that the appetite has, and continues to, urge people on to work.
“mouth.” The word “mouth” here is a metonymy for “hunger,” but “mouth” makes the point very graphically.
Pro 16:27
“A person of Belial.” The Hebrew for “Belial” is beliya`al (#01100 בְּלִיַּ֫עַל).
[For more on men of Belial, see commentary on 1 Sam. 2:12.]
“digs up evil.” The Hebrew reads “digs evil,” but we would say, “digs up evil.” Some have suggested that this refers to digging a pit for others to fall into, but that meaning does not fit the second stanza of the verse well. Although people of Belial certainly dig traps to catch people, the idea of the verse more clearly seems to be that those wicked people “dig up” stuff on people, using “dig” for “search for” as in Job 3:21, and then they spread it around and their words burn and destroy like fire.
Pro 16:30
“The one who winks his eyes devises perversions; the one who purses his lips brings evil to pass.” This is a common understanding of what this Proverb is saying, and it refers to evil people who signal to others in ways that are not obvious, and the silent communication helps them bring evil to pass. This is most likely what the verse is saying, because evil people have always used silent signals to communicate to others. Although righteous people sometimes use silent signals, righteous people can generally say what they need to say openly; there is no need for secrecy. In contrast, evil people need to keep their motives and actions hidden and so they need the silent signals.
However, the meaning of the text is not obvious, because the word translated “winks” means “to shut,” and the word translated “purses” means to squeeze or pinch the lips as well as to purse them as if making a silent kiss. Thus, some scholars prefer a translation that is like, “He closes his eyes to plot evil; he bites his lips to bring evil to pass.” That translation would reflect the determination of the evil person, who closes his eyes to focus on his evil plan and bites his lip in determination to bring it to pass.
Pro 16:32
“slow to get angry.” The Hebrew is more literally, “long of nose.” This idiom also occurs in Proverbs 14:29 (see commentary on Prov. 14:29). The opposite, a person who is quick to anger is said to be “short of nose,” and that idiom occurs in Proverbs 14:17.
“one who rules his spirit is better than one who captures a city.” It is very important to control your emotions, and Proverbs speaks about that (cf. Prov. 25:28).
Pro 16:33
“lap.” The “lap” actually refers to the fold, or “pocket” made in the garment that is about where the lap is. People wore long outer garments and tied them up by a belt or sash, and it was common to tie the garment in such a way that it had a pocket where different things, for example, money, could be put. The “lot” was usually actually at least a couple, and sometimes more, stones or items that were different but felt the same to the hand. In making decisions, the stones would be “cast” (or placed) into the pocket, and then one drawn out that would make the decision. The High Priest set a great example for this because he had the Urim and Thummim inside a pocket in his breastplate that were used in making decisions (cf. Exod. 28:30; Lev. 8:8; Num. 27:21; Deut. 33:8; Ezra 2:63; Neh. 7:65).
To understand this Proverb correctly, we must understand that it is written from the greater perspective of Proverbs, which is that the one casting the lot is a righteous person with good intent, so God can help with making the decision. This verse is not a “stand-alone,” apart from the scope of Proverbs; it is not saying that any chance throw of the dice is God’s decision. The way a lot, or dice, or other forms of divination work, the result can be by chance, from God, or influenced by Satan and demons.
We see Satan involved in divination all the time; in fact, many ungodly forms of decision-making, including casting lots for ungodly purposes, were influenced by invisible demonic forces. The ancients believed that invisible spiritual powers guided the “lot” or other means of divination, and they were certainly correct in that. Thus, what looked like chance was actually controlled by spirits, or God. In fact, witches and people involved with the occult have used divination for millennia because it is a good way that Satan can be involved in decision-making without having to come out into the open. So, for example, the wicked Haman cast lots to pick a date to destroy the Jews (Esther 3:7).
[For more on the Urim and Thummim, see commentary on Exod. 28:30.]
 
Proverbs Chapter 17
Pro 17:2
“servant will rule over a shameful son.” Proverbs 17:2 is one of the many “ideal” promises in the Word of God. It was always God’s intention that people would get what they deserve in this life, and that is expressed in verses such as this one. This verse would be fulfilled here on earth today if we lived in a godly world with godly people, but because there are evil people and the Devil is the ruler of the world, people do not always get what they deserve.
[For more on “ideal” proverbs in Proverbs, see the REV commentary on Prov. 19:5. For more on the Devil being the ruler of the world, see the REV commentary on Luke 4:6.]
Pro 17:4
“liar.” The Hebrew text is literally “a lie,” not “a liar,” and “a lie” could be a metonymy, in which the “lie” refers to the one who speaks the lie, i.e., “the liar.” Or the word “lie” could be a personification, in which the “lie” is portrayed as a person and is said to listen to a “destructive tongue.” Sometimes when it comes to non-literal statements and figures of speech, the text could be several figures (like Proverbs 17:4 could be a metonymy or a personification), and neither is “the right one”; the meaning of the verse is clear using either figure, and getting the correct meaning of the text is what is important. A liar listens to other liars and evil people because they support his behavior and lifestyle. The English proverb fits well here: “Birds of a feather flock together.” Evil people and liars hang out together. In Proverbs 15-19, the sage advises his youthful son not to hang out with evil people.
Pro 17:7
“Eloquent​ speech is not fitting.” “Eloquent” is the Hebrew word yether (#03499 יֶ֫תֶר), and here it refers to excellence of speech.[footnoteRef:598] A godless fool (Ps. 14:1) may speak very well, but what he says will lead many people to destruction. The literal is “lip,” and is the same as “lip” in the last half of the verse, but “Eloquent lip” is not smooth in English. [598:  Bruce Waltke, The Book of Proverbs: Chapters 16-31 [NICOT], 43.] 

“godless person.” The Hebrew noun translated “godless person” is nabal (#05036 נָבָל), the term for the godless fool. Many godless people are well-educated and sound very eloquent and knowledgeable when they speak, but they are leading people down the path of destruction. God’s people must compare what anyone says to the Word of God, no matter how well-spoken. Beyond that, godly people must look at the fruit of a person’s life to determine the truth of their character and what they are saying.
[See Appendix 14: “Fool and Foolish.”]
Pro 17:8
“bribe.” The Hebrew is shachad (#07810 שֹׁ֫חַד), and it has two meanings, “gift” and “bribe.” In this context, it is clearly a bribe.
“magic stone.” The Hebrew reads “a stone of favor,” i.e., a stone that brings the favor, or grace, of the one to whom it is presented. The Hebrew word chen (#02580 חֵן) is favor, agreeableness; or charm and grace in the sense of pleasant, agreeable qualities, as we speak of someone being charming and having social grace. The Hebrew is hard to translate. A very literal reading of the stanza would be, “A bribe is a stone of favor to its owner.” In other words, the owner of a bribe is overconfident and believes that his bribe will work the way he intends it to, which sadly, much of the time, is true. Because the person who uses bribes thinks they work all the time, “like magic,” the translation “magic stone” seems to capture the sense of the Hebrew text and some modern translations use that phrase (HCSB, ESV, NRSV, RSV). Another common translation is “charm,” but saying a bribe is a “charm” to its owner did not seem to carry the sense of the text as clearly as “magic stone.”
Pro 17:10
“a rebuke.” The Hebrew noun is singular, not plural, making the contrast between “a single rebuke” and “100 lashes” very stark. The fool is not just acting foolish, he is convinced he is right in what he thinks and does, so 100 lashes do not drive his foolishness from him. They may make him bitter, and he may not repeat his action because he is afraid of consequences, but he remains a fool.
Pro 17:11
“A rebellious person seeks evil.” The text can also be translated, “An evil man seeks only rebellion.” Scholars argue for both positions. Keil and Delitzsch point out that the rebellious man seeking only after evil is a much more natural connection than the evil man seeking only rebellion.[footnoteRef:599] [599:  Keil and Delitzsch, Biblical Commentary on the Old Testament: Proverbs, 6:360-61.] 

“messenger.” The Hebrew is malak (#04397 מַלְאָך), and means, ”a messenger,” either human or divine. We call divine messengers, “angels,” and mal’ak occurs almost 200 times in the Old Testament, about half the time being translated “angel” (Gen. 19:1; 24:7), and the other half “messenger,” referring to a human messenger (Num. 21:21; Josh. 6:17). The Greek word angelos (#32 ἄγγελος) also means “messenger” and is also translated both “angel” (Matt. 1:20; 13:41), and “messenger” (Luke 7:24; James 2:25). Angels are the messengers of God, who do his bidding in heaven and on earth. Although it may seem helpful to translate human messengers as “messengers” and divine messengers as “angels,” Proverbs 17:12 is a verse where that would cause problems. The rebellious person will have cruel “messengers,” sent against him, both human messengers and spirit messengers.
Rebellion in the heart of a man opens him up to demonic attack and affliction. We could translate the verse, “a cruel angel will be sent against him,” and that would be valid, but it would exclude human messengers. Sometimes it is human messengers who squash rebellion. For example, after David died, his son Adonijah began to set himself up to rebel against Solomon, but Solomon recognized the situation and sent Benaiah, a leader of his guard, to execute Adonijah (1 Kings 2:13-25). Rebellious people open themselves up to harsh and sometimes deadly attacks by both human and divine messengers: people, angels, or demons.
[For more information on evil and ungodly behavior opening a person up to demonic attacks, see commentary on Prov. 13:21.]
Pro 17:12
“person.” The word “person” is iysh (#0376 אִישׁ), which most literally refers to a man, but it can also be used to refer to men and women, and it makes sense to translate it in a gender-neutral way in this context (see commentary on Prov. 2:12, “the one”).
Pro 17:13
“evil will not depart.” Although this could be a general principle, that a person who repays evil for good will have problems, it could also be a reference to the fact that doing evil invites “Evil,” that is, evil demons, into one’s house, i.e., into one’s life.
[For more on “evil” being an actual demon, see commentary on Prov. 13:21, “Evil pursues.”]
Pro 17:14
“letting water out.” The reference is to breaching a dam or anything else that retains a lot of water. Once the water starts flowing, it is difficult or impossible to stop, and the break usually becomes worse and worse, allowing more and more water to flow. Some versions go with the meaning of the verse, and say, “The beginning of strife is like breaching a dam” or something similar.
Pro 17:16
“sense.” The Hebrew word is leb (#03820 לֵב), which is often translated “heart,” but this is one of those cases where that translation would cause confusion. In modern English, the word “heart” usually refers to emotion or passion, but that is not its meaning here. The function of the brain was unknown in biblical times, so things that we generally assign to the brain, like thinking, attitudes, understanding, and good sense, were assigned to the heart.
The fool may have money to “buy wisdom,” which he might do by going to a school, paying for a tutor, purchasing books, or traveling to gain knowledge, but it is all to no avail because he does not have the leb, the common sense and understanding to translate that knowledge into godly thinking and action. The difficulty of bringing the Hebrew word leb into English in this context is revealed by the various ways translators have translated it, including “understanding” (ASV); “sense” (DBY, ESV, NASB); “doesn’t have a mind to grasp anything” (GW); cf. NRSV, RSV); “no intention of acquiring wisdom” (NET); “no heart for learning” (NLT); and “the desire is not there” (NJB).
There are many reasons a fool might not have the sense to gain true godly wisdom. He may have assumptions on which he has built his lifestyle that are wrong but that he is unwilling to examine honestly. He may be stubborn and not willing to change his ways. He may begin to realize that if he acquires wisdom and begins to live a godly life it will require some giving and sacrifice on his part, and he may be unwilling to do that. It can be almost impossible for genuine fools to change (Prov. 17:10; 19:29; 26:3), so the Bible warns us to stay away from those people (Prov. 14:7; 17:12).
Pro 17:18
“shakes hands.” The Hebrew is more literally something like, “striking hands,” but it refers to a custom that was either the same as our handshake or similar to it. The custom occurs here as well as in Proverbs 6:1 and 17:18.
[For more on the custom of shaking hands, see commentary on Prov. 6:1.]
“sense.” The Hebrew word is leb (#03820 לֵב), which is often translated “heart,” but this is one of those cases where that translation would cause confusion. In modern English, the word “heart” usually refers to emotion or passion, but that is not its meaning here. The function of the brain was unknown in biblical times, so things that we generally assign to the brain, like thinking, attitudes, understanding, and good sense, were assigned to the heart. In this context, leb, “heart” refers to the activity of the mind that includes good judgment, which is why we translated it “sense” (cf. BBE, CJB, HCSB, ESV, NAB, NASB, Rotherham, RSV).
People who make unwise agreements lack good sense. While it sometimes can be very hard to say “No,” to people who want help, an unwise agreement is still an unwise agreement even if it is difficult to decline getting involved. The wise person does not make unwise agreements, which is why this verse, and others like it, are in Proverbs (cf. Prov. 6:1-5).
[For more on the Hebrew word leb and “heart,” see commentary on Prov. 15:21, “sense.”]
“solemn pledge.” The Hebrew emphasizes the seriousness of the pledge by the figure of speech polyptoton. The Hebrew reads, “pledges a pledge.” The translation “solemn pledge” catches the sense of the text, and the emphasis of the Hebrew text could also be picked up by the translation that the person, “pledges, yes, pledges” in the presence of his neighbor.
[For more on polyptoton and the form of translation that uses “yes,” see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
Far too often people do not think through the agreements they make, or they get pressured into making agreements that they know are unwise or even one that they just do not feel good about making. Our natural human desire to please people and/or to avoid conflict often means we agree to things we really do not want to agree to. Wise believers draw inner strength from the Lord and do the right thing, including saying “No” to unwise decisions, even though they know some people will be upset by their actions.
Pro 17:19
“the one who exalts his doorway seeks disaster.” In this case, the King James Version, which reads “exalteth,” seems to be more on point according to the biblical culture than the modern versions that read something such as, “builds a high gate.” Proverbs 17:19 involves a custom that is not easy for Westerners to understand. In the West, it is generally considered a mark of dignity and respectability to make one’s home as attractive as possible. Yards are neatly kept, landscaping is carefully tended, and in general, the outside of a home is tastefully painted and made as beautiful as possible. That was not at all the case in the biblical culture; in fact, it was just the opposite.
In the East, the government and authorities were almost always the enemy. They had ultimate authority and were very often unscrupulous. It was wise in the biblical culture to disguise one’s assets as best as possible. There was no advantage to showing off one’s wealth or possessions (which is also why even the women were closely shielded). Revealing one’s wealth only invited thieves from the lower classes and envy and trouble from those in positions of authority.
Thus, with rare exceptions, Eastern houses, no matter how wealthy the owners, were made of rough and undecorated materials: rocks, mud bricks, and wood. Nothing on the outside was decorated or presented in such a way that it revealed what was inside. Furthermore, biblical houses had no lawns or gardens outside them. The Law of Moses allowed anyone passing by to take a fruit or vegetable and eat it, so there was no reason to keep a fruit tree outside the house, it would quickly be picked clean (Deut. 23:24-25). This is why Jesus would have eaten from the fig tree he passed on the road if it had had figs (Matt. 21:19). If a person had land, he would grow his fruits and vegetables in fields outside the village or city.
Larger houses had a courtyard where some flowers, vegetables, or a fruit tree might be grown and where people could sit in the shade and enjoy the outdoors, but that courtyard was invisible to those on the outside. Larger homes also often had a kind of foyer at the door so that people could be allowed to enter through the outer door into a sheltered area but still not see what was in the house behind the second door. Privacy was very carefully protected, and to be allowed to enter a house was a gesture of great hospitality and trust.
The word “destruction” in the verse is the Hebrew sheber (#07667 שָׁ֫בֶר), and means a breaking, fracture, crushing, breach, crash, ruin, shattering, or destruction. Therefore, some versions say, “broken bones,” instead of “destruction,” but destruction or ruin is almost certainly the reading. The Hebrew word translated “exalts” is gabah (#01361 גּבהּ), and it means to be exalted, to be lifted up, to be high, or to be arrogant or haughty. The stanza could also be translated something like, “The one who adorns his doorway,” or “The one who beautifies his doorway.”
Despite the number of modern translations that speak of making the door high, that is not as clear or accurate as “exalts his door.” Why would a high door invite destruction? It is, after all, built into the wall and would never be as high as the wall itself. Of course, if a person built a high, fancy door to attract attention, he would be building a “high” door, but more to the point of the verse he would be “exalting” his door (we could almost translate the verse, “he who makes his door haughty seeks destruction”). If a person were to be so audacious as to “exalt” his door and make it “haughty,” enlarging it, decorating it, and using it to demonstrate his wealth and position, he would only be inviting his own ruin.
When the second stanza of this proverb is understood properly we can see that it fits with the general theme of the first stanza. The person who loves “transgression”—loves to break laws and overstep personal and social boundaries—will get into many fights and eventually bring his own ruin. The person who builds a “haughty” door on his house also will eventually bring his own ruin. There is a great lesson in this Proverb about living wisely and not being the cause of needless problems and strife. This verse also teaches the lesson that there are times when it is a good thing not to “stand out of the crowd” and be noticed by others. The wise person knows when to attract attention and when not to be noticed.
[For more on houses in biblical times, see commentary on Isa. 22:1.]
Pro 17:20
“will not find good​.” In the phrase “will not find good,” the word “find” is used idiomatically to mean “experience.” A person with a twisted heart does not search for good, so of course they would never “find” it. The point of the proverb is that a person with a twisted heart will never experience good. The “good” primarily refers to tangible prosperity, so the NIV and NRSV say, “do not prosper.” The phrase “will not find good” also refers to the fact that those whose heart is twisted do not see the good in good things. Good things can happen to them but they are so dark and twisted they don’t recognize the good as good, in fact, they may see it as evil.
Pro 17:21
“no joy.” This is the figure of speech, tapeinosis, “understatement.” The statement is true, but it is understated, and as such is an understated way of saying the father of a godless fool will have loads of trouble.
[See Word Study: “Tapeinosis.”]
Pro 17:22
“bones.” Although Proverbs 17:22 is somewhat literal in that a broken spirit, that is “broken” emotions and attitudes, can affect a person’s bones, it is also likely true that “bones” is a metonymy for other parts of the body as well. It is well-known that broken emotions and attitudes such as depression, anxiety, or a negative attitude can cause all kinds of physical problems, while in contrast, a cheerful heart can cure many bodily ailments.
In the biblical world, “wet bones” or “fat bones” were considered healthy, while dry bones were sick or even dead (Ezek. 37:1-4). Trusting in God and not in one’s own understanding will be a “refreshing drink to your bones” (Prov. 3:8). The Bible has a lot to say about what we hear and how we think affects our “bones” and our health (Prov. 3:8; 15:30; 16:24; 17:22).
Pro 17:24
“Wisdom is with the one who understands​.” Servants stood before their masters and mistresses, waiting to serve and help (cf. 1 Kings 17:1; 2 Kings 3:14; 5:16; cf. also Gen. 18:8, 22; Judg. 3:19; 1 Kings 12:8). Wisdom here is pictured as the ready and willing servant to those who have understanding.
“but the eyes of a fool are on the ends of the earth.” The thoughts and attention of the fool are on distant, unseen, and unattainable goals, meanwhile, he overlooks Wisdom, which would be willing to serve him well.
Pro 17:25
“the woman.” This is expressed in the text by the verb “bore” being third-person feminine singular. A more literal translation would be “to her who bore him.”
Pro 17:26
“to issue a fine.” The Hebrew word is `anash (#06064 עָנַשׁ), and it is in the qal aspect of the verb, so it means to issue or impose a fine (cf. NRSV). Here it is used as a synecdoche of the part for “punishment” in general.
“to beat.” The Law of Moses allowed guilty men to be flogged. Jeremiah was an example of a righteous man who was flogged by ungodly rulers (Jer. 20:2).
Pro 17:27
“has attained knowledge.” The Hebrew literally reads, “knows knowledge,” but this is idiomatic.
 
Proverbs Chapter 18
Pro 18:2
“understanding.” The Hebrew word is tabun (#08394 תָּבוּן ) (fem., tebunah).
“expressing his own mind.” In the Hebrew culture and idiom, “heart” referred to the seat of thinking and knowing, not the seat of emotion like it does in today’s English culture. This verse is not saying that a fool “expresses his heart” in the modern sense of the phrase, which is to express the deep feelings and emotions inside you. In this context, it simply means to speak what is on one’s mind. This phrase has been translated as “airing his own opinion” (NIV); “revealing his own mind” (NASB). The point is that the fool is not interested in understanding what others think, he is interested in telling others what he thinks.
[For more on the Hebrew word “heart,” see commentary on Prov. 15:21.]
Pro 18:5
“show favoritism.” The Hebrew is “lift up the face,” which is an idiom of acceptance and therefore in this context partiality. The sense of the verse is achieved, but without the important reference to the face, by saying that it is not good to show partiality to the wicked.
“wicked…righteous.” Although the Hebrew words are “wicked” and “righteous,” in a legal context, which this is, as we can see from the word “judgment,” often “wicked” means “guilty,” and “righteous” means “innocent.” That is why some of the English versions are translated that way. For example, the NLT reads: “It is not right to acquit the guilty or deny justice to the innocent.” While that translation is certainly true, it seems that the more literal translations, “wicked” and “righteous” are more widely applicable and are true also, which is why most English versions such as the REV translate that way.
“deprive.” When a wicked person is shown favoritism, it deprives the righteous of justice.
Pro 18:6
“lips…mouth.” Lips and mouth are put by metonymy for what is spoken by them, or they can be seen as the figure personification, as if the lips and mouth act on their own volition. A fool has no self-control and says whatever is on his mind, and that gets him into trouble.
Pro 18:7
“to his soul.” Here, “soul” has the simple meaning of the person himself. His lips are a snare to him. Thus the first and second stanzas are saying much the same thing.
[For more on the uses of “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
Pro 18:8
“one’s innermost being.” The Hebrew is more literally, “the inner rooms of the belly” (or “body,” “womb”). It is due to the sin nature of mankind that people are so quick to believe anything bad about people or a situation. It is also due to the sin nature of mankind that people often exaggerate how bad a person or situation is. Believers must use great self-control when speaking so that they speak the truth about a situation and only what benefits the other person; some “truth” does not need to be spoken. Furthermore, every believer must be on guard against others lying or exaggerating the facts of a situation. One of the Ten Commandments is, “You must not give false testimony against your neighbor” (Exod. 20:16). Exaggerating what someone has done wrong, or lying about them even if it is “the way you see it,” is a very serious sin in the eyes of God. Each human being is created in the image of God, and if we unjustly attack another person we attack God’s creation and offend Him, whereas we are supposed to be loving Him with all our heart, soul, mind, and strength.
Pro 18:10
“secure.” The Hebrew word is sagab (#07682 שָׂגַב), and it literally means “to be lifted up,” to be high, to be inaccessibly high, and in some contexts (but not here) “to be exalted.” The word picture being drawn in this verse is that the name of Yahweh is a strong tower and those that run to it are high above the spears and arrows of the enemy and are safe and secure.
Pro 18:12
“puffed up.” The Hebrew gives a more literal but perhaps less clear word picture: “the heart of man is high before disaster.”
Pro 18:14
“person’s.” The word “person” is iysh (#0376 אִישׁ), which most literally refers to a man, but it can also be used to refer to men and women, and it makes sense to translate it in a gender-neutral way in this context (see commentary on Prov. 2:12, “the one”).
Pro 18:16
“gift.” The Hebrew word is mattan (#04976 מַתָּן) and means a gift, offering, or present. In the context, it is a gift given to curry favor, and that is the way it is used in Proverbs. It is used of gifts given for selfish reasons, including gaining an advantage over others. In this case, people with “gifts” gain entry to the rich and powerful, especially those in government whom they would otherwise not get to see, and that gives them a distinct advantage over the poor who cannot afford such gifts. It is in effect a bribe, but translating it “bribe” is going too far. A bribe is always considered wrong, while the gift here may or may not be immoral or illegal, even though it is given with the purpose of currying favor.
“creates opportunity.” The Hebrew word is literally, “enlarges,” or “makes wide” for him. Thus the gift enlarges his possibilities, it creates opportunity for him.
“leads.” The Hebrew word is nachah (#05148 נָחָה) and means “to lead,” or “to guide.” This is the figure of speech personification. The gift, or bribe, is now seen as a guide that leads the person forward on the path he desires to walk on but with which he is unfamiliar.
Pro 18:18
“lots.” The Hebrew is singular, and a more literal but much less easily understood translation would be, “The lot removes quarrels (or ‘contentions’).” The custom behind this verse is that often when a choice needed to be made, “lots,” which were often stone or bone, were cast. Or they were put into a bag or the folds of someone’s garment, and then a “lot” was drawn which decided the “winner,” and the dispute was over or the decision made. It was believed that God would ensure that the lot was won by the right person. The apostles chose a replacement for Judas by lot (Acts 1:23-26).
Pro 18:19
“is harder to win.” The Hebrew is very difficult and this is one of the generally accepted ways to translate the text (cf. HCSB, KJV, NASB, NET, NIV). However, it is also possible that the Hebrew is more like the translation done by Michael Fox in the Anchor Bible: “An offended brother is like a fortified city, and quarrels are like the bar of a palace.”[footnoteRef:600] In that case, if an offended brother is like a fortified city then he would be hard to win over, but another meaning, perhaps even a double meaning, becomes possible: the brother is like a fortified city in that he has shut his brother out; the quarrel has caused him to close and bar his gate and he is not interested in a friendly relationship with his brother anymore. [600:  Michael V. Fox, Proverbs 10-31 [AB], 644.] 

We live in an emotionally undisciplined time when people say very hurtful and often exaggerated or untrue things. This is not only ungodly and sin, it can result in damaging personal relationships for years if not for life. The Bible warns us to put away anger, bitterness, and defaming speech (Eph. 4:31), and it is wise to obey God in that matter. It will make a difference in this life and the next.
“the barred gate of a castle.” The Hebrew is literally, “the bar of a castle,” but that is unclear to most English readers who do not understand that “the bar of a castle” is the bar that goes across the inside of the gates and keeps them from being opened. When Samson tore the gates off the Philistine city of Gaza and carried them away, he took them “bar and all” and carried them away (Judg. 16:3). Contentions are like the barred gate of a city; they can make being “open” to each other difficult and even sometimes impossible.
Pro 18:20
“person’s.” The word “person” is iysh (#0376 אִישׁ), which most literally refers to a man, but it can also be used to refer to men and women, and it makes sense to translate it in a gender-neutral way in this context (see commentary on Prov. 2:12, “the one”).
Pro 18:21
“Death and life are in the power of the tongue.” There are many verses in the Bible, especially in Proverbs, about the power that words have to hurt or to heal. As we can see here in Proverbs 18:21, death and life are in the power of the tongue, and there are many other verses about the power of the words we speak (e.g., Prov. 10:11, 20, 21; 12:6, 18; 15:4, 28; 16:21; 25:11; 25:12; Eph. 4:29). Our personal communication is of great concern to God. What comes out of our mouth often comes right from our heart (Matt. 12:34-37; Mark 7:14-23). God is very clear that we should watch what we say very carefully (Ps. 17:3; 39:1; Prov. 13:3; 21:23; Eccl. 5:2; Eph. 5:4; Col. 3:8). We are not to speak just to justify ourselves, but the standard we use is, “Does it benefit the hearer in some way?” What we say is to be helpful in building the other person up. Fools have no understanding of that, so they just blurt out whatever is on their mind (Prov. 18:2).
Ungodly people have no desire to know or obey God so they constantly use ungodly, hurtful language, especially when they are upset or hurt, and often in texts and emails (this is sometimes referred to as “keyboard courage”). Since most people on earth are unsaved, there is a general atmosphere in the world that what you say does not matter, it is how you feel that matters, so just say what you feel. But that is not wise! Listen to Christ: “And I say to you, that for every careless word that people speak, they will give an account of it on the Day of Judgment. For by your words you will be declared righteous, and by your words you will be condemned” (Matt. 12:36-37). We Christians need to obey God and control what we say to people (Eph. 4:29). How we feel is not more important than how God commands us to behave.
The phrase, “in the power of” in Proverbs 18:21 is an idiom and is literally “in the hand of,” which refers to power or authority.
“and those who love it will eat of its fruit.” In the second part of Proverbs 18:21, when the text says, those who love “it,” the “it” refers to the tongue. The “tongue” is put by the figure of speech metonymy for the words the tongue speaks, because the tongue is able to deliver words of death or life. Those who love “it” are people who enjoy the power that their words bring, and they use their tongue in a way that achieves their desired objectives. These objectives can be positive (i.e., giving life), or negative (i.e., producing death). But the proverb is also asserting that in a reciprocal way, the person speaking will reap the reward or consequence of their words. An interesting fact about speaking is that the effect the words have on the hearer is also the effect that the words have on the speaker. The speaker who speaks words of life also gets life as a consequence of what they say, while the one who speaks words of death reaps the consequence of death from what they say.
Pro 18:24
“person.” The word “person” is iysh (#0376 אִישׁ), which most literally refers to a man, but it can also be used to refer to men and women, and it makes sense to translate it in a gender-neutral way in this context (see commentary on Prov. 2:12, “the one”).
 
Proverbs Chapter 19
Pro 19:1
“fool.” The Masoretic text reads, “and is a fool,” but it is possible that this reading came about as a scribal error. There are some Hebrew manuscripts that read “rich,” such as the Syriac and the Targums.[footnoteRef:601] [601:  Michael Fox, Proverbs 10-31 [AB], 647-48; Robert Alter, The Wisdom Books.] 

Pro 19:2
“desire.” The Hebrew text reads nephesh (#05315 נָ֫פֶשׁ), which is the soul, and the products thereof, such as attitude, appetite, etc. This is a case where it is important for the translator to help the English reader, who tends to think “person” when he reads “soul.” Although it is not good for a “soul,” a person, to be without knowledge, that is not the force of the verse, which can be determined by the second half of the proverb. If the verse were to read, for example, “a soul without knowledge is not good; And he who makes haste with his feet misses the way,” what would be the connection between the soul without knowledge and the one who is in a hurry? The proverb, as a whole, would not make sense. The first part of the verse refers to “desire,” a product of the soul, without knowledge, and that desire often is accompanied by haste, but the ignorance causes the person to miss the correct way to accomplish his goal.
“makes haste with his feet sins.” This is not a “general statement of truth,” but one that is specific to the context. Lots of people do things quickly without sinning. However, the person who has a desire and then acts quickly to fulfill it without getting informed about the situation frequently makes a mistake.
Pro 19:3
“way.” The Hebrew word means “road,” referring to one’s way of life and path that they walk in it. Foolishness can ruin a person’s life.
“subverts.” The idea is that the foolishness of the fool self-sabotages what he is trying to accomplish. It overturns his efforts.
“but.” This is a proverb that is only understood properly if the Hebrew vav (וְ) that begins the second stanza is translated as “yet” or “but,” and not “and.” Fools ruin their own life, but do they blame themselves? No, they rage against Yahweh, whom they think should make their lives easy.
Pro 19:5
“will not escape.” This is one of the “ideal” statements in Proverbs, a statement that should be true on earth, but often isn’t, and hence has an eschatological overtone: it will be fully fulfilled in the future. It was always God’s intention that people would get what they deserve in this life, and that is expressed in many verses in Proverbs and the rest of the Bible. There are many prophecies and promises that would be fulfilled here on earth if our societies were ideal and godly, but since we are sinful people and live in a fallen world in which the Devil is the ruler of the world, our societies are not godly and ideal, and so many promises are not fulfilled now. They will be fulfilled on the Day of Judgment and/or in Christ’s Millennial Kingdom when Jesus reigns as king over the earth and there is righteousness and justice for everyone. These verses are “proverbs” because they are ideal and many of them are accurate more than they are wrong (Prov. 19:5 is an example of that). On the other hand, some of them are ideal statements that are not as true here on earth as we would like them to be. For example, Proverbs 3:10 says that the person who gives their firstfruits (tithes) will be very prosperous, but that does not happen that often here on earth but will certainly be fulfilled in the Millennial Kingdom.
There are many “ideal” prophecies like this in the Word of God (cf. Prov. 1:33; 3:10; 4:10; 10:24; 11:25, 31; 12:11, 21; 16:3; 17:2; 19:5, 23; 21:28; 22:6; 25:3; 28:27; 29:25; Matt. 6:33).
Proverbs 19:5 is about false witnesses, and part of the reason that there are as many false witnesses as there are in our court systems is that we ignore God’s directive on what to do when one is caught. God said the punishment that was to be given to a false witness was that he was to receive the punishment that the person who was falsely accused would have gotten had the perjury not been discovered (Deut. 19:16-19). Therefore, a person who lied in a murder trial would be executed, while a person who lied in a trial about theft would be fined or beaten. God created humans and loves them, and He very much wants for us to have safe and just societies, and we ignore His commands to our detriment.
[For more on the Devil being the ruler of the world, see the REV commentary on Luke 4:6. For more on Christ’s Millennial Kingdom when there will be justice on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Pro 19:6
“entreat the favor.” The Hebrew literally reads “to make the face pleasant.”
“the person who gives gifts” The Hebrew text is literally, “a man of gifts,” which is a type of genitive of production, a man who produces, or gives, gifts.” The word “man” in this context is cultural, and refers to a man or woman.
Pro 19:7
“hate.” The word “hate” in the Bible does not always have the meaning it has in English, an intense feeling of animosity, anger, and hostility toward a person, group, or object. In Hebrew and Greek, the word “hate” has a large range of meanings. Here the word “hate” is used in the sense of “being disgusted or repulsed by” to the end that you would avoid your family. It is especially the case that often someone is poor because they are lazy or too arrogant to take advice, and those kinds of people generally are disgusting to, and avoided by, others.
[For more on the large semantic range of “hate” and its use in the Bible, see commentary on Proverbs 1:22, “hate.”]
“but they do not respond.” The masculine plural “they” agrees with the masculine plural “words.” The poor man chases his friend with words, but they are not convincing and do not win over his friend. We have to ask why this poor person is hated (or “held in contempt”) by his brothers and friends. It is often the case that poor people are poor because they have made bad decisions or are lazy, unfocused, etc.
It is noteworthy that this verse never condemns the brothers, or the friend who distances himself from the poor person. Proverbs has verses that encourage and support people giving to the poor (cf. Prov. 19:17), so it is most likely that this verse is talking about the kind of poor person who is lazy, constantly makes bad decisions, and/or does not want to control his spending (cf. Prov. 21:17). This poor person has been helped out by his family and friends many times before but without any lasting results; he just continually needs more. Most often in those cases, the poor person cannot see that they are at fault and so they constantly pursue people with words, trying to get money from them. They then get angry with the people who finally make the decision not to support them.
To be prosperous and successful, wise people must realize that poor people like the poor man in this verse can be a very real drain on one’s time, mental energy, and physical resources. The wise person is generous to the poor but knows when he has given enough and can say “No” when it is appropriate. Furthermore, because the poor person will almost always try to make the person with resources feel guilty about not giving more, the wise person has thought and prayed about the situation and is mentally equipped to understand it spiritually, mentally, and physically, and make the sometimes hard decision to say “No” without feeling guilty about it.
Pro 19:8
“sense.” The Hebrew word is leb (#03820 לֵב), which is often translated “heart,” but this is one of those cases where that translation would cause confusion. In modern English, the word “heart” usually refers to emotion or passion, but that is not its meaning here. The function of the brain was unknown in biblical times, so things that we generally assign to the brain, like thinking, attitudes, understanding, and good sense, were assigned to the heart. In this context, leb, “heart” refers to the activity of the mind that includes good sense.
[For more on the Hebrew word leb and “heart,” see commentary on Prov. 15:21, “sense.”]
“good.” The Hebrew could be translated as “a good thing,” and while that is certainly correct, it may be too restrictive in English, because the verse is certainly referring to more than just good “things,” but good in general. The old adage says, “The best things in life aren’t things,” and that certainly applies here, although the text also says that the discerning person will have good “things” as well.
Pro 19:9
“tells.” Perhaps more literally, “breathes out” but the Hebrew also means “tells.”
Pro 19:10
“Luxury is not fitting for a fool.” Luxury is not fitting for a fool for a number of reasons. He does not deserve it, he will certainly flaunt it, and he will not use his influence rightly. His increased influence will only be used to spread his foolishness. The Devil knows this, and works hard to get wealth and influence into the hands of fools.
Pro 19:11
“slow to anger.” The Hebrew literally reads, “makes long his nose.” The idiom might be understood better as “makes long [relaxes] his nose.” A person who is angry squinches up his face, so that his nose is short. As he relaxes, his nose becomes long again. Ancient people were extremely sensitive to facial expressions, and those expressions are recorded as idioms in the Word of God.
Pro 19:12
“grass.” The Hebrew word eseb (#06212 עֵשֶׂב), translated “grass” is hard to bring into English. It was the general word for the weeds that naturally grew in any field. The biblical world did not have “grass” as we know it today, that is, large areas of lawn with grass like fescue or Kentucky bluegrass. It just had areas of weeds. Sometimes those weeds were long and thick, like a weedy field today. In other places people’s grazing animals, i.e., their sheep, goats, and cows, kept the weeds eaten down, but they were still just weeds. But translating the verse into English as “the dew upon the weeds” gives the wrong impression. To the modern English reader a “weed” is a bad thing, and that is certainly not the intended meaning of the verse. The weeds of the field were a blessing because they were the natural food that sustained the grazing animals, as well as providing some things, like mustard seed, that people could use. So even though “grass” may give the reader the wrong impression, it still seems to be the best choice for an English translation, which is why almost all English versions read “grass.” In most places, the Greek word chortos (#5528 χόρτος cf. Mark 6:39) means the same thing.
Pro 19:13
“constant.” The Hebrew translated as “constant” is tarad (#02956 טָרַד), and Holladay gives the meaning as “drip steadily” in Proverbs 19:13 and 27:15.[footnoteRef:602] Waltke renders the last stanza: “and a wife’s quarrellings are a leaky roof that drips constantly.”[footnoteRef:603] There are many things in life that are annoying, so the constantly leaking roof is deliberately chosen for effect. Home is supposed to be a place of refuge and rest, and so when it is a place of constant annoyance it is especially hard to endure. [602:  W. Holladay, Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon, 125.]  [603:  Cf. Bruce Waltke, The Book of Proverbs: Chapters 15-31 [NICOT], 107.] 

“constant drip.” The Hebrew word translated as “leaking” is deleph (#01812 דֶּ֫לֶף), and as Holladay points out, the meaning in proverbs is “leaky roof.”[footnoteRef:604] The same word is used in Proverbs 27:15, translated as “constant dripping,” referring to a leaking roof. Leaky roofs were a big problem in the biblical culture because the roofs were generally flat and made of beams covered, sometimes sparsely, with boards or large sticks, which were in turn covered by clay that may or may not have been mixed with chaff, then flattened and baked by the sun. These clay roofs often grew weeds (called “grass” in biblical lingo), which did not do well in hot weather because first, no one would water it, and second, there was certainly not a lot of depth of soil. Thus, Psalm 129:6 (ESV) says: “Let them be like the grass on the housetops, which withers before it grows up.” [604:  W. Holladay, 125.] 

Pro 19:15
“idle.” The Hebrew word is remiyah (#07423 רְמִיָּה), and means slackness; sluggish, lax, negligent, and careless behavior. It occurs 4 times in Proverbs: Proverbs 10:4, 12:24, 27; and 19:15.
[For more information, see commentary on Prov. 10:4.]
Pro 19:17
“he will repay.” It is a consistent theme throughout Scripture that on the Day of Judgment, people will be repaid for what they have done on earth (e.g., Job 34:11; Ps. 62:12; Prov. 24:12; Jer. 17:10; 32:19; Ezek. 33:20; 44:10-16; Matt. 16:27; Luke 9:26; Rom. 2:6; 1 Cor. 3:8, 17; 2 Cor. 5:10; Col. 3:23-25; 1 Thess. 4:3-6; 1 John 2:28).
Here in Proverbs 19:17, the word translated as “repay” is the Hebrew word shalam (#07999 שָׁלַם), and in this context, it means “to be repaid or rewarded.” Yahweh will bless those who are generous to the poor (Prov. 11:17; 14:21; 19:17; 22:9; 28:27) but will stand against those who oppress them (Prov. 21:13; 22:22-23).
[For more on being repaid on Judgment Day, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10, “good or evil.”]
Pro 19:18
“for there is.” Although many versions treat the Hebrew as a temporal phrase, “Discipline…while there is hope,” the Hebrew text does not seem to support that interpretation.[footnoteRef:605] Furthermore, the Hebrew word muth (#04191 מוּת), death, is in the hiphil aspect, which is a causative action in the active voice, “to put to death.” There are times when children are such a disappointment that parents give up on them, and in the OT culture a child who was ruining the family could be executed (Deut. 21:18-21). Here is an exhortation to parents not to give up on even unruly children, but to exert an effort to discipline them and bring them back to a right path. [605:  Waltke, Proverbs: Chapters 15-31 [NICOT], 111.] 

“do not be intent.” The Hebrew contains an idiom, and literally reads, “lift up your soul.” To lift up the soul to something is to desire it or to aspire to it. No parent would desire for their child to die. Thus, this verse is a type of hyperbole in which if a parent does not have the godly love and resolve to discipline a child, it is as if the parent were wanting the child to die. A child who is not disciplined will become a fool and a disgrace (Prov. 22:15; 29:15).
“on causing his death.” The Hebrew reads more literally, “to kill him,” but that is easily misunderstood, perhaps leading to the thought that the father purposely kills his son. The Hebrew infinitive is translated with a causal force to show that the father’s lack of disciplining his son leads to the son’s death.
Pro 19:19
“The person with great anger.” Different versions have tried different English words to catch the sense of the Hebrew, including “hot-tempered” (NIV), “violent-tempered” (NRSV), and “hothead.”[footnoteRef:606] A person who breaks into anger and wrath when things do not go his way will continue to be that way, no matter how many apologies he makes after he has calmed down, and no matter how much he says it will not happen again. There needs to be some genuine transformation, which takes great effort and almost always outside intervention and counseling. [606:  Waltke, Proverbs: Chapters 15-31 [NICOT], 113.] 

“will bear the penalty.” Here, a “penalty” is being used by the figure of speech synecdoche for all kinds of punishment. This is the way to “wake up” an angry person. Let them bear the penalty of their action. Bailing them out of the problem they have created does not help.
“surely, if.” The Hebrew can be “for if; indeed if; surely if,” etc. Here, “surely if” catches the sense of the verse.[footnoteRef:607] [607:  Cf. Waltke, Proverbs [NICOT], 113.] 

“you will have to do it again.” This seems to be the sense of the Hebrew text, as shown in the versions. However, the Hebrew text may have more meaning as well, because the word translated “again” in most versions also means “to add.” Thus, the Tanakh translation by the Jewish Publication Society ends the stanza with “you will only make it worse” (i.e., by bailing the person out and not letting him pay the penalty, you only make the situation worse). Many counselors would concur with that, and thus the Hebrew of this proverb is a beautiful double entendre. The “helper” will have to help again, and by helping actually only makes the situation worse.
Pro 19:21
“will stand.” The Hebrew word is qum (#06965 קוּם), and it means to stand, to rise, be fulfilled, etc. In this context it means to stand, that is, to be fulfilled.[footnoteRef:608] The JPS Tanakh reads, “it is the LORD’s plan that is accomplished.” We humans make many plans, and some of them come to pass and some of them do not. However, the plans of Yahweh will stand, and as such, will also come to pass. That is why we can have confidence in our future everlasting life. [608:  Cf. Brown-Driver Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon; Waltke, Proverbs [NICOT], 114-15.] 

Pro 19:22
“his loyalty.” The text of the first line is difficult to translate as there is a Hebrew homonym chesed (#02617 חֶסֶד ) that can have more than one coherent meaning in the verse, hence the vastly different English translations. Chesed can mean either “loyalty,” referring to covenant loyalty, which is loyalty to and based on the Sinai covenant (cf. Prov. 3:3; 14:22), “loving kindness” (cf. Prov. 11:17). But it can also carry a rare meaning of “disgrace/shame” (cf. Prov. 14:34; 25:10; Lev. 20:17).
Pro 19:23
“sleep satisfied through the night.” Proverbs 19:23 is one of the many “ideal” promises in the Word of God. It was always God’s intention that people would get what they deserve in this life, and that is expressed in verses such as this one. This verse would be fulfilled here on earth today if we lived in a godly world with godly people, but people do not always get what they deserve.
[For more on the “ideal” proverbs in Proverbs, see the REV commentary on Prov. 19:5.]
“visited by evil.” To not be “visited” by evil means that the person will not experience evil.
[For more on God “visiting,” see commentary on Exod. 20:5.]
Pro 19:24
“lazy.” See commentary on Proverbs 6:6, “lazy one”
Pro 19:25
“strike.” The Hebrew verb is nakah (#05221 נָכָה), and it is a hiphil (causative) imperfect (uncompleted action), so “strike” here does not refer to a single blow. At the very least it refers to a beating, which may involve many blows or lashes. It may be more than one beating, as the behavior of the fool demands. This verse never says the mocker will change his thinking, and this verse is not about changing a mocker even though usually even a mocker will not repeat the thing that caused him to be beaten just so he avoids getting beaten again. However, when the mocker is beaten, the simple learn. And learn they must, or society goes into a downward spiral, with each generation being more foolish, godless, and cruel than the last. Corporal punishment such as flogging may seem cruel to some, but the Word of God sets it forth as an important part of having a godly society.
Pro 19:27
“cease.” This verse is satire. The word “cease” is an imperative in Hebrew, Thus, “Stop!” The father is instructing his son by using satire, or irony. He is elevating the value of listening to instruction by telling his son to stop listening, to stray from knowledge. The Hebrew is more literally: “Stop listening to instruction!, my son, to stray from the words of knowledge.” The satire is meant to catch the attention of the reader: “Is he serious? Why would he instruct his son that way? Oh, he’s using satire.”
[For more on satire and the way Proverbs is written, see commentary on Prov. 1:6, “obscure expression.”]
Pro 19:28
“ungodly witness.” The Hebrew literally says, “a witness of Belial,” which refers to someone who is in league with Belial, the Devil. Other renderings of the Hebrew word beliya`al (#01100 בְּלִיַּ֫עַל), which is transliterated as “Belial,” can be a “worthless witness,” “corrupt witness,” “crooked witness,” or something similar.
[For more on “Belial,” see commentary on 1 Sam. 2:12.]
“devours.” The Hebrew verb is bala (#01104 בָּלַע), and means to swallow down, but in the piel aspect (the intensive form of the verb) it is intensified and means to gulp down or devour greedily. This proverb has several interpretations. The wicked gulp down their lies [and the lies of others] as if they were tasty morsels, they do not choke on their lies. These people can look you in the eye and lie in a way that no one would ever suspect it. Also, “wickedness” is put by the figure metonymy for all the food and other good things that criminals get as a result of lying and winning (cf. Prov. 4:17; Job 20:12). Also, by gulping down wickedness, they seem to make it disappear. Good liars are now called “spin doctors,” who make good seem evil and evil seem good. That kind of thing has been going on for millennia (cf. Isa. 5:20-24).
Pro 19:29
“Judgments.” The word “judgments” is put by metonymy for the punishments that are the just consequences that mockers receive for their evil actions. The Bible could simply say, “Punishments have been prepared,” and while that would be true, it would not reveal to the reader that we have a righteous and just God who does not punish anyone without due cause and due process. God prepared “judgments” for people who defy Him, and punishment will come as a result of a just judgment for evil and ungodly behavior.
“prepared.” The Hebrew verb is kun (#03559 כּוּן), and it means “to be established, to be steadfast, to be sure, to be completed, to be arranged, to be permanent, to be ready, to be made ready, to be prepared, to be stable.” The verb occurs 20 times in Proverbs, and the dominant meaning is “to be established.” “Prepared” or “established” is the meaning here. Wise people “prepare” and establish punishments for mockers, and a society should have a set of equitable laws with punishments that fit certain crimes. More serious is that God has prepared and established punishments for people who mock and defy Him, and evil people will not escape God’s justice. Waltke notes that “punishments are part of God’s fixed, immutable, eternal order,”[footnoteRef:609] and that fits with the scope of Scripture. [609:  Waltke, Proverbs: Chapters 15-31 [NICOT], 126.] 

Jesus made it clear that people who did not take their life and godliness seriously were wicked (Matt. 25:26). God did not create us so we could disobey Him or choose our own lifestyle without consequence. People have a moral obligation to obey God, and to mature in the Lord (Heb. 5:12; the Greek word often translated “ought” refers to a moral obligation). An important part of God’s “established” justice is that some of it is remedial, designed to train, correct, and instruct; and some of it is retributive, a just punishment for a given crime. The ultimate example of God’s retributive justice is Gehenna. No one “learns” in Gehenna. It is retributive justice in its purest form; an equitable punishment for a life of sin. The death penalty is mankind’s purest form of retributive justice. Some people are so hardened in their foolishness that they will not reform their thinking. They are punished for their crimes in a just manner and also so that others will learn.
The death penalty was established by God and is important if we are to have a godly society.
[See, John Schoenheit, The Death Penalty: Godly or Ungodly.]
 
Proverbs Chapter 20
Pro 20:1
“beer.” The Hebrew word is shekar (#07941 שֵׁכָר), and it refers to beer (NIDOTTE).[footnoteRef:610] The people in the Old Testament could not distill alcohol like we can today, but they could and did drink beer. (There is an excellent article on the subject of beer in the Bible in the Biblical Archaeological Review magazine).[footnoteRef:611] [610:  W. VanGemeren, New International Dictionary of Old Testament Theology and Exegesis.]  [611:  Michael Homan, “Did the Ancient Israelites Drink Beer?,” Biblical Archaeological Review, Sept./Oct. 2010.] 

Pro 20:2
“does wrong to his own life.” The semantic range of these words allows for the translation that many take: “forfeits his own life.” Sinning, or erring, against one’s own soul, especially by angering the king, may involve losing one’s life. Although this verse speaks only of a “king,” it has a very broad application. If we anger those who have authority over us, such as a parent, boss, guard, military commander, etc., we only cause problems for ourselves.
Pro 20:3
“will quarrel.” The Hebrew word is gala (#01566 גָּלַע), and means to ‘break out,” which in this context is to break out into a quarrel or fight, which we can cover just by saying “quarrel.” The verb is imperfect (incomplete action) and in the hithpael aspect, which is intensive. Thus, in this context, it is not so much that the fool is quick to enter a quarrel that already exists as he is to start one. Thus, Waltke translates this as: “every fool starts a quarrel.”[footnoteRef:612] Fools have very little self-control, so they quarrel and fight when they are offended. [612:  Waltke, The book of Proverbs: Chapters 15-31 [NICOT], 129.] 

Pro 20:4
“in the proper season.” The Hebrew is more literally, “in winter,”[footnoteRef:613] although some lexicons say, “harvest time,”[footnoteRef:614] both those meanings would give the wrong impression if translated into English. To us, no one would plow in “winter,” and the grain harvest ended in June but in the biblical culture plowing did not start until the former rains in October. The coming of the rains signaled the start of late fall or early winter, but the ground was so hard from being baked in the sun from April to October that people had to wait for the rain before they could plow, and then they plowed in the rainy season. It would be acceptable, and clarify the meaning for modern readers, to add some italics to the verse and say: “in the proper season, when it rains.” If a man was so lazy he would not plow in the rainy season, he would have no food at harvest. See commentary on Proverbs 6:6, “lazy one.” [613:  Koehler and Baumgartner, HALOT Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon; Holladay, Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon.]  [614:  Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon.] 

Pro 20:6
“but a faithful man, who can find?” There are many people who will say they are your friend, but a truly faithful friend who has your best interests at heart can be hard to find. When the text says, “who can find,” it is not saying that such a faithful friend cannot be found, but rather that it can be difficult to find such a friend. A truly faithful friend is not someone who never disagrees with you, but one who takes a genuine interest in you being a godly person and so not only is a good supporter when you are doing well, but an honest critic when you need outside advice to do the right thing.
Pro 20:10
“Unequal weights and unequal measures.” Unscrupulous merchants often kept stones of different weight in their bag or had measuring cups of slightly different sizes that only they could easily tell apart so that they bought a lot and sold a little. But that kind of dishonest dealing is an abomination to Yahweh (Lev. 19:35; Deut. 25:13-16).
[For more on trading using honest balances, see commentary on Prov. 11:1.]
Pro 20:13
“food.” The Hebrew word is literally “bread,” which is used by metonymy for “food” in general because “bread” was the dominant food.
Pro 20:15
“gems.” The Hebrew is actually “coral.” For a better understanding of the translation “gems,” see commentary on Proverbs 31:10.
Pro 20:16
“Take his garment.” Proverbs 20:16 is almost identical to Proverbs 27:13.
“given security.” Guaranteeing a loan for another person who cannot afford to guarantee the loan himself is so risky that it is like the loan has been defaulted already. Thus, if a person guarantees a loan, often using his overcoat as security, the person who gave the loan should just take the coat at the start.
Pro 20:19
“gossip.” The Hebrew word can refer to a gossip or a slanderer. Here, “gossip” is the better fit (see commentary on Prov. 11:13).
“speaks loosely.” The Hebrew can mean one whose intent is “to entice or tempt” others, but it can also mean “to talk carelessly,” in the sense of naïve gossiping. But it could also carry a sense of both meanings together. A gossip or a person with loose lips can get a person into a lot of trouble (see REV commentary on Prov. 22:3).
Pro 20:22
“I will repay evil!” Cf. Proverbs 24:29, which is a similar proverb.
Pro 20:23
“Unequal weights.” The Hebrew text literally says, “a stone and a stone” are an abomination to Yahweh. That would be clear to people reading Proverbs at the time it was written. At that time, most of the weights that merchants used in buying and selling were made of stone, not metal, and unscrupulous merchants often kept stones of different weight in their bag that only they could easily tell apart so that they bought a lot and sold a little. Thus, for example, a merchant may have had two supposedly five-shekel weights in his bag, but they were actually a little different in weight even though they looked the same and felt the same to the untrained hand. But the merchant could tell them apart and he would buy with the heavier weight to buy more, and sell with the lighter weight to sell less. But that kind of dishonest dealing is an abomination to Yahweh (Lev. 19:35; Deut. 25:13-16).
[For more on trading using honest balances, see commentary on Prov. 11:1.]
“are not good.” This is the figure of speech, tapeinosis, “understatement.” False scales are not just “not good,” like unequal weights they are an abomination to God.
[See Word Study: “Tapeinosis.”]
Pro 20:24
“A person’s steps are directed by Yahweh.” This verse is not saying God controls what we do. It is saying that in every person’s life there will be many points of decision, and God directs us to places or puts us in situations where we can be most effective for Him. The godly person recognizes the hand of God on his life and willingly decides to follow the paths the Lord opens before him. As we walk with God, we find ourselves in many situations that we could not or would not have planned for. In that sense, we cannot understand the “way,” the road, God lays out for us. It develops as we walk it.
[For a better understanding of this proverb and why it is worded the way it is, see commentaries on Prov. 16:1 and 16:9.]
Pro 20:25
“inquire about it.” The Hebrew here shows that after making his vows, the man inquires about them, that is, he asks himself and perhaps others about them, and then reconsiders his vows. From God’s perspective, vows are to be made in all seriousness after careful consideration. They are not to be made hastily and then simply undone if they are somehow inconvenient.
Pro 20:26
“A wise king separates out the wicked, and he rolls the threshing wheel over them.” Anyone who lived in the culture of the Old Testament would realize at once that grain was harvested and gathered, then it was threshed, then it was winnowed (which was to separate the wheat from the chaff), so this verse at first glance could be thought to be backward, but that is not the case at all. Instead, there is a very profound meaning in the verse.
In the culture of the times, at harvest the grain was cut, and then placed in huge piles on the threshing floor. Then a threshing instrument was applied to the grain so that the heads of grain were separated from the stalk. The threshing instrument could be as simple as a stick that pounded the grain, or an animal could be led back and forth over the grain (hence the saying, “Do not muzzle the ox that treads out the grain”), or a “threshing sled” or cart could be dragged or rolled over the grain. Once the grain was threshed and separated from the stalks, the mixed piles of stalks and grain were winnowed during a light wind. The winnowing was done by throwing the mixture of stalk and grain high into the air. The wind carried the stalks to the side of the threshing floor, and the chaff, the small pieces of broken stalk, even further to the side, but the small round grain fell more straight down.
As the winnowing was done over and over, eventually only mostly grain would be left, which then had to be sifted in a grain sieve. That would normally end the process, and the grain would be ground for flour. But in this proverb, the wicked are compared to grain that the king winnows (implying he has already threshed it), but the king is not satisfied. He believes there is still some wickedness left in his kingdom and brings the threshing wheel over them again. That the threshing wheel “returns” over the wicked is not well understood, or well represented in most versions, which makes the verse confusing and backward. The point of the parable is that wise rulers (and thus also wise people) make sure that wicked people are removed from their kingdom, their business, or whatever they are doing, and that means going over and over the people present to weed out evil.
Pro 20:27
“innermost being.” The literal is more like “all the chambers of the body.” It was believed that the body had many rooms or chambers in it. See commentary on Proverbs 18:8.
Pro 20:30
“Blows that wound cleanse away evil.” This verse is about corporal punishment. Wicked people were beaten as punishment, and that was often enough to reform them (cf. Deut. 25:2-3). Children were also strictly disciplined in the biblical culture, and one reason for that was that life was so dangerous (Prov. 13:24).
“innermost being.” See commentary on Proverbs 18:8.
 
Proverbs Chapter 21
Pro 21:1
“water canals.” The Hebrew word can also mean “streams,” like the streams of water that flow from a spring. However, in this case the word more likely means “canals” or “channels” and compares Yahweh to a farmer or landowner who channels the water running across his land as it pleases him.
“he turns it wherever he delights.” This sentence cannot be understood apart from the whole Word of God, which makes it clear that people have free will. God cannot just “turn our hearts” if we do not want them turned. Thus this verse speaks to the fact that we must look to God for guidance and be willing to allow Him to direct us.
There are dozens of places in the Bible where kings disobey God and do horrific things. There is a long list of the kings of Israel and Judah of whom it is specifically stated that they “did evil in the sight of the Lord.” Solomon was one (1 Kings 11:6). So were Nadab (1 Kings 15:25-26), Baasha (1 Kings 15:33-34), Ahab (1 Kings 16:30), Ahaziah king of Israel (1 Kings 22:51-52), Jehoram (2 Kings 8:16-18), Ahaziah king of Judah (2 Kings 8:26-27), Jehoahaz (2 Kings 13:1-2), Jehoash (2 Kings 13:10-11), Jeroboam II (2 Kings 14:23-24), Zechariah (2 Kings 15:8-9), Menahem (2 Kings 15:17-18), Pekahiah (2 Kings 15:23-24), Pekah (2 Kings 15:27-28), Hoshea (2 Kings 17:1-2), Manasseh (2 Kings 21:1-2; 2 Chron. 33:1-2), Amon (2 Kings 21:19-20; 2 Chron. 33:21-22), Jehoahaz (2 Kings 23:31-32), Jehoiakim (2 Kings 23:36-37; 2 Chron. 36:5), Jehoiachin (2 Kings 24:8-9; 2 Chron. 36:9), and Zedekiah (2 Kings 24:18-19; 2 Chron. 36:11-12; Jer. 52:1-2).
If God was making those kings do evil and turning their hearts away from Him, then He would be fighting against Himself because He also commands us to come to Him, obey His Word, and live righteous lives. God is not the author of confusion, and a kingdom divided against itself cannot stand. The very definition of “evil in God’s sight” is that it refers to thoughts and actions that are contrary to the will of God. But if God is the cause behind a king’s (or any person’s) evil thoughts and actions, then the person would not be doing that which was “evil in the sight of the Lord,” he would be doing the will of God—what God wanted him to do; and by definition, obeying the will of God is not doing evil.
So we see that Proverbs 21:1 is a true “proverb” in that it speaks of something that is ideally true or sometimes true, but it does not refer to a universal truth—something that is always true. It is similar to many of the proverbs in the Bible; for example, Proverbs 22:6 says, “Train up a child in the way he should go, and when he is old he will not depart from it,” yet we know there are good parents whose children turned away from God. Proverbs are generally true, but not always true. God can direct a king’s heart, and our hearts, if we are open to His guidance.
Pro 21:2
“Every person’s road is right in his own eyes, but Yahweh examines the hearts.” It is natural for people to think that what they do is right. The Hebrew word “road” and the phrase “right in his own eyes” are idiomatic and mean, “what a person does is right to him,” or “seems right to him.” So the verse could be more colloquially worded as, “Every road a man decides to take seems right to him, but Yahweh weighs the heart.”
The fact that a person thinks that what he is doing is right does not make it right. Obeying God is right and disobeying God is wrong no matter how we think or feel about what we do. God is our Creator and Judge. If a person has an evil or unclean heart, then his thoughts and actions will be ungodly even though he does not realize it. That is why the Bible commands us in James 4:8: “purify your hearts, you double-minded!” Furthermore, we must guard our hearts against becoming evil, because the heart is always changing: “More than everything else you watch over, guard your heart, for out of it are the issues of life” (Prov. 4:23). If a person’s heart is so wrong that he never comes to God and gets saved, then he falls into the category of Proverbs 14:12: “There is a way that seems right to a man, but its end is the way that leads to death” (see commentary on Prov. 14:12).
The fact that our hearts can be ungodly and we may not be aware of it is why it is imperative that we enlist wise and honest counselors to help us stay on track with God (Prov. 11:14; 12:15; 15:22; 24:6). In the law of the United States, “ignorance of the law is no excuse,” and the same is true for the law of God. The Word of God contains God’s commands to us, and we are responsible for obeying Him even if we have not taken the time to learn what those commands are. That is why Jesus said, “the one who did not know [the will of God] but did things worthy of stripes, will be beaten with few stripes” (Luke 12:48), in contrast to the one who knew the will of God but ignored it who will be beaten with many stripes (Luke 12:47). We should want to receive a full reward in the next life, but we can lose it if we disobey knowingly or unknowingly (2 John 1:8). The Word of God is freely available to most people, and the wise take the time to learn it.
Pro 21:3
“righteousness and justice.” Living a righteous and just life takes humility and discipline. Life is not fair or nice, and the godly suffer persecution (2 Tim. 3:12), yet they are required to bear up under it without becoming resentful or bitter. Being “religious” and offering external things like prayers and sacrifices does not require clean, godly hearts; that is clear from the many ungodly priests of Israel who did the duties of the Temple. Jesus compared the religious leaders of his time to whitewashed tombs that appeared clean on the outside but inside were full of dead people’s bones and were full of uncleanness (Matt. 23:27). There are many verses in the Bible that are much stronger than this one about God not accepting the sacrifices of the wicked. Proverbs 21:27, later in this chapter, is one of them.
[For more information about God not hearing the prayers of the wicked or accepting their sacrifices, see commentary on Amos 5:22.]
Pro 21:4
“arrogant heart.” See commentary on Proverbs 28:25.
“the lamp of the wicked.” The Hebrew literally reads, “the lamp of the wicked,” and the verse reads “Haughty eyes, and a proud heart—the lamp of the wicked—is sin.” However, that is sufficiently unclear in English to call for the addition of the italics to bring out more clearly the meaning of the verse: “the lamp that guides the wicked.” The genitive phrase is a genitive of relation, and in the biblical culture people used lamps so they could see and be guided in what they did, so the “lamp of the wicked” can be understood to mean the “lamp that guides the wicked.” The point is that, for the wicked, it is their own haughty eyes and proud heart that provides the light that they walk by, not the Word of God or the truth. Thus the proverb is saying that just as a person uses a lamp in a dark room to guide himself, the wicked are guided in what they do by their proud hearts and haughty eyes. But their proud hearts and haughty eyes do not perceive life as it really is, and they are sin in the eyes of God.
This verse explains why wicked people so often misread other people’s motivations and/or don’t get facts correct. They cannot see the world by the light of truth, instead, they see the world by the light of their own arrogance and pride. When dealing with a proud and arrogant person do not expect them to understand or correctly assess your motives or actions; evil people will see evil in you even though it is not there, but you will usually not be able to convince them of that.
Pro 21:6
“who seek death.” People who seek to “get ahead” and lie to get treasures of money and power think that they will be well off for their efforts. They won’t, although they do not know it, they are only seeking their own everlasting death. The truly wealthy may be poor in this life, but God will fulfill His promise of everlasting rewards to those who are godly and faithful to Him.
Pro 21:7
“the violence of the wicked will drag them away because they refused to act with justice.” Wicked people use violence to get what they want: they bully people and use their power, money, and influence to get their way; they are not concerned about being fair or just to others. The fact that they “refuse to act with justice” builds in our minds the mental picture of all the people they took advantage of in life who pleaded with them for justice but were simply dragged out of their way. On the Day of Judgment, they will be treated as they treated others: their own Violence, here personified as their executioner, will drag them away to the justice they deserve.
Pro 21:8
“the road of a guilty person.” This verse makes its point by having us picture two roads (the word “way” and “road” or “path” are the same in Hebrew). The road of the guilty person is crooked. The guilty are always changing their story and adjusting who they are. In contrast, the pure are “straight.” They walk a straight path in who they are and what they do.
“works.” In the Hebrew text “works” is singular, “work,” but it refers to his work as a collective noun, so “works” expresses the thought well in English.
Pro 21:9
“the corner of a rooftop.” This proverb is sometimes taught as if it is just a disparagement of women and how emotional, contentious, or nagging they can be. While there can be people who are contentious like that, and it is best to retreat from them, knowing the heart of our Father God, we can also see this verse as good advice from our heavenly Father about how to preserve and improve a marriage or relationship in difficult times. The man going to the roof for a while likely happened more often than we might think. Houses had flat roofs, and when the weather was nice it was common to relax and even sleep on the roof. Some roofs even had a little room built on them (2 Kings 4:10). Even if the husband felt he was chased to the corner of the housetop, he still had space to get calm which was better than being attacked or being in a fight in the house.
If the woman of the house was being contentious, as the proverb says, or if the couple was having a hard time communicating without a lot of hurtful words and actions, it is quite likely that the man of the house would go to the roof to create some space between the couple. It is often the case when a couple is having serious trouble that it is good for them to have some time apart, and that is exactly what the proverb says, that it is “better” to live on the roof than to continue to live in the tension in the house. Culture dictated why the man would be the one to go onto the roof: women were generally not subjected to public view and also the work of the women, including the cooking and the care of the children, would be done inside the house, so she couldn’t really leave it.
The Bible never says how long the man would stay on the roof, and it seems clear he is not making the roof a permanent residence but rather giving some time for the contention to cease. Couples are usually able to work out how and when to get back together and in that culture, there was a lot of family support and advice for both the men and the women that would help them through difficult times.
Pro 21:10
“desires.” The Hebrew word avah (#0183 אָוַה) is very strong, and should be understood as a strong desire, a greedy desire, something longed for, sighed after, or craved. The wicked person longs so badly for what they want that they have no thought for the wants, needs, or rights of others. They have no mercy or pity for them.
Pro 21:11
“he accepts knowledge.” The Hebrew is ambiguous as to who the “he” is, the naïve one or the wise one. Actually, it applies to both of them, because a naïve person can learn if he wants to when he hears a wise person being taught. The verb “accepts” is in the active voice and thus indicates active listening and learning. Learning is not a passive action as if we could just sit back, do nothing, and learn. We have to actively accept the knowledge.
Pro 21:12
“A righteous person.” The Hebrew text reads, “A righteous,” using the adjective “righteous” as a substantive, describing something righteous, for example, “a righteous person.” There are scholars who believe that the phrase refers to God, and thus the right way to translate the substantive is by supplying the word “One” and understanding the phrase as if it started with the definite article: “The Righteous One.”[footnoteRef:615] They assert that it is God who keeps an eye on the activities of mankind and has the power to bring wicked people to ruin. That is true, and although many wicked people seem to escape being ruined in this life, no one will escape the Day of Judgment. Nevertheless, God is not usually referred to by simply the adjective “righteous” without the definite article, whereas people are referred to simply as “a righteous [one]” many times in Proverbs. However, strictly speaking, “Righteous One” could refer to a person or to God. [615:  Cf. Bruce Waltke, The Book of Proverbs: Chapters 15-31 [NICOT], 177-78.] 

However, many scholars believe that if the verse were referring to God, the definite article “the” would have been supplied in the text, and it would have said “the righteous” instead of “a righteous,”[footnoteRef:616] or the phrase would have been written differently. God expects rulers and those in power to protect good and godly people and find ways to get rid of, or limit, the influence of, evil people. Righteous people do not let evil go unnoticed or unchecked. The righteous “keep an eye on”[footnoteRef:617] the wicked with a view to bringing their wickedness to an end. [616:  Cf. Michael Fox, Proverbs 10-31 [AB], 684-85.]  [617:  Koehler and Baumgartner, HALOT Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon.] 

“ruin.” The Hebrew is more literally, “evil,” thus, “bringing the wicked to evil,” but the idea is the ruin of the wicked.
Pro 21:14
“subdues.” The verse is about bribes; the second stanza is very clear about that, but the first stanza also clearly implies it. The Hebrew word translated “subdues” can mean to pacify, soothe, or subdue, but it can also mean “to avert.” Thus a bribe can both avert anger before the one expecting the bribe gets angry, or it can pacify a person who is already angry. This verse is not encouraging bribery in any way, but it is showing that bribes do work and therefore present a danger in any culture. The fallen nature of man is such that if bribes become the norm in a culture it is very hard to root them out and reestablish an honest society. Leaders are to be people who hate bribes (Exod. 18:21), and they should work very hard to discourage them and prosecute the people who take them and thus pervert justice and honest business. God tells us not to take bribes (Exod. 23:8; Deut. 16:19). Anyone who took a bribe in a judicial setting that resulted in shedding innocent blood was cursed (Deut. 27:25).
“secret bribe.” The Hebrew reads, “a bribe in the bosom,” but that is not clear to the English reader. The biblical custom was that people wore long robes and cloaks, and tied them up with a sash or belt in a way that created folds in which things could be hidden. So one person could slip a bribe to another person who would then hide it in the fold of his garment.
Pro 21:15
“terror.” The Hebrew word can also mean “ruin” or “destruction,” and those also sometimes apply. People who thrive on sin and preying on others are terrified when justice is done and they see their own punishment coming, and/or they also see their own ruin because they will lose their source of wealth and even the wealth and influence they have will be destroyed.
Pro 21:16
“dead.” The Hebrew is “Rephaim,” who were a branch group of the Nephilim (see commentaries on Gen. 6:2 and 6:4). The Rephaim were not saved so were dead, without life. Unsaved people will be thrown in the Lake of Fire and be consumed, at which point they become like the Rephaim—totally dead; annihilated.
Given the horrible consequences of leaving the path of wisdom and living a life of sin, this verse is strong encouragement for people to do what it takes to remain obedient to God.
Pro 21:17
“not become rich.” The phrase “will not become rich” is the figure of speech tapeinosis, or “understatement.” The truth is understated for emphasis. The person who loves pleasure will spend their money on all kinds of things that bring them pleasure but that they don’t need to spend their money on and they will eventually end up poor. The second stanza contains that same idea. The person who loves wine and oil will “not become rich,” that is, they will become poor, as the first stanza says.
[See Word Study: “Tapeinosis.”]
One of the fruit of the spirit is self-control, and self-control is essential to long-term success in life. For example, if you want to have money to retire, you have to save regularly for a long time instead of spending all that you make on things you want and “need.” If you want your physical body to stay in shape, you have to exercise regularly year after year. If you want to lose weight, you have to eat properly and exercise over a long period of time. The Devil wants people poor and sick, so “the world” puts its emphasis on “now.” For example, “Buy it now even if you don’t have the money—just use credit.” The wise Christian knows the value of self-discipline and acting wisely, and the Bible has a number of verses on the subject (cf. Prov. 5:23; 6:6-11; 21:20; 23:20-21).
Pro 21:23
“guards his life.” The Hebrew verb translated as “guards” is the same as “watches over” in the first phrase.
“trouble.” The Hebrew is plural, “troubles,” but we would more naturally say “trouble” as a collective noun.
Pro 21:24
“The presumptuous and proud person—“Mocker” is his name.” The adjectives “presumptuous” and “proud” are likely describing a class of people who carry these characteristics and are given the name “Mocker,” as the Hebrew word translated “name” is singular in the text.
“acts with arrogant presumptuousness.” The Hebrew is more literally, “in the wrath of pride.” Pride results in arrogant presumptuousness and wrath.
Pro 21:25
“lazy.” See commentary on Proverbs 6:6, “lazy one.”
Pro 21:27
“is an abomination.” Sacrifices and offerings made to God by wicked people are an abomination to God; He has no respect for them and will not accept them. Sacrifices and offerings were never designed to make a person with an evil heart acceptable in the sight of God. This verse has similarities with Proverbs 15:8.
[For more information about the sacrifices of wicked people being of no value, see commentary on Amos 5:22.]
Pro 21:28
“will be able to continue speaking.” In other words, while the false witness will perish and so not be able to talk, a person who listens will live, and thus be able to continue speaking and bearing witness to the truth. Alternatively, the proverb can also be referring to the words that are spoken by the “false witness” as something which will not last, but the words spoken by the one who listens will continue to endure.
 
Proverbs Chapter 22
Pro 22:2
“The rich and the poor.” The words “rich” and “poor” are both singular in the Hebrew text, but the sense of the verse is more that they are collective singulars referring to all the people who make up each category respectively.
“have this in common.” The literal Hebrew is that the rich and poor “meet together.” Although this is likely a figurative way of saying that both of them are connected together as creations of God. The rich and poor often did meet together in the ancient world; the cities were small and personal encounters, and all those encounters entailed, would have been common, so it was important in them living in a way that pleased God to think through how they would handle those encounters.
Pro 22:3
“A prudent person sees evil and hides.” Proverbs 22:3 and Proverbs 27:12 are nearly identical. The doubling of the proverb emphasizes the lesson it teaches. Life is difficult enough without getting into unnecessary trouble. The wise person knows the Word and heart of God, and recognizes evil and diligently avoids it. In contrast, the naïve person knowingly or unknowingly participates in evil and suffers for it. There are many proverbs that pick up this general theme but express it somewhat differently. For example, Proverbs 14:16 says the wise person is cautious, but the naïve person is overconfident, and that gets them into trouble. Proverbs 20:19 warns people not to get involved with a gossip. A wise person would see the problems a gossip could cause, but a naïve person does not and gets in trouble.
“are punished.” The Hebrew word is anash (#06064 עָנַשׁ), and it means to be punished, or to be fined (cf. HCSB, KJV, NASB1995, YLT). In this instance it is a synecdoche of the species, where a fine or punishment is a specific penalty put for the more general penalty: they will pay the penalty or “suffer for it.” Some modern versions simply omit the synecdoche for ease of reading. For example, the NIV84 says, “but the simple keep going and suffer for it” (the NIV2011 says, “pay the penalty”). The NLT, a more paraphrased version, reads, “The simpleton goes blindly on and suffers the consequences.”
There are times in life when it is wise not to confront evil, but instead to avoid it. It takes experience and walking by the spirit of God to consistently make the right decision as to what to do. There are clearly times when evil should be confronted and dealt with, and there are other times when it is best to avoid evil; to hide from it and “fly below the radar” as we say. Proverbs has a lot of verses about seeing evil and turning away from it (e.g., Prov. 14:16; 27:12. Also, see commentary on Prov. 3:7).
Pro 22:5
“road.” The Hebrew word derek (“road”) figuratively refers to a person’s “way of life.” See commentary on Proverbs 1:15.
Pro 22:6
“he will not turn aside from it.” Proverbs 22:6 is one of the many “ideal” promises in the Word of God. It was always God’s intention that if a child is brought up well, they would stay on that godly path. However, children are humans with free will, and they make their own choices. Thus, although it is a general principle that children raised in a godly way will grow up to live godly lives, that is not always the case. This is one of the “ideal” proverbs in Proverbs, setting forth the general and ideal situation, but a situation that is not always true.
[For more on “ideal” proverbs in Proverbs, see the REV commentary on Prov. 19:5.]
Pro 22:9
“generous person.” The Hebrew text is a Semitic idiom, and reads, “he who has a good eye will be blessed.” In this case, we can tell from the idiom and the last phrase in the verse that a “good eye” is a generous eye. The meaning of the verse is captured by the NET: “A generous person will be blessed, for he gives some of his food to the poor.”
In the biblical culture, the “eye” revealed a lot about the person’s character—more than it does today. People today often express themselves and their feelings by their clothing, hairstyle, makeup, jewelry, and things like tattoos, and often those distract from, or overpower, the look on a person’s face or in their eye. In the biblical culture clothing and styles were much more standard than today, so people were much more sensitive to the look on a person’s face and in their eye than they are today, and “face” and “eye” are often used to describe a person’s character or mood. For example, Proverbs 6:17 speaks of the person with a “haughty eye.” Leah is described as having “tender” or “weak” eyes (Gen. 29:17). Intense intimacy was expressed by “eye to eye” (Num. 14:14); and God told Israel not to let their “eye” pity their enemies (Deut. 7:16; cf. Deut. 13:8).
The “good” eye was generous, and here in Proverbs, the word “good” is the Hebrew tov (#02896 טוֹב) and it included a broad semantic range depending on the context, including things such as “good, pleasant, kind, agreeable, happy, prosperous, valuable, generous, and useful.” In this context, the person with a “good” eye was generous and shared his substance with the poor.
Just as your eye was “good” if you were generous, it was “evil” if you were selfish and stingy. The meaning of the idiom of the “evil eye” changed over time, and today if someone gives you the “evil eye” it means he wishes harm to come to you. However, that was not the meaning of the idiom in biblical times. Biblically, the person with the “evil eye” was selfish and stingy, as we see from its use in the Bible. Proverbs 28:22 says, “A greedy man [“a man with an evil eye”] rushes after wealth, and doesn’t know that poverty will come upon him.”
Jesus taught about both generous and selfish people, but used a different idiom concerning generosity. He said that if your eye was “single” (another idiom meaning “generous”), your whole body would be full of light, but if your eye was “evil” (meaning you were stingy and selfish), your whole body would be full of darkness (Matt. 6:22; Luke 11:34).
[For more on the “evil eye” see commentary on Prov. 28:22.]
Pro 22:13
“lazy.” See commentary on Proverbs 6:6, “lazy one.”
Pro 22:16
“gives to the rich.” In this context, the one who gives to the rich is buying influence and favor. Thus, what the person is giving is actually a kind of bribe, even if it is legally done.
Pro 22:26
“shake hands.” The Hebrew is more literally something like, “striking hands,” but it refers to a custom that was either the same as our handshake or similar to it. The custom occurs here as well as in Proverbs 6:1 and 17:18.
Although it is not specifically stated in this verse, the scope and context of Scripture make it clear that this verse is speaking about not making unwise agreements. It is not saying not to make agreements at all, although there is a sense in which putting up security for someone else’s loan is always risky, no matter who the person is. Many people in the Bible make agreements, in fact, a covenant is an agreement. Also, other verses in Proverbs that speak of shaking hands make it clear that the agreement is an unwise one (cf. Prov. 6:1-5 and 17:18).
[For more on the custom of shaking hands, see commentary on Prov. 6:1.]
 
Proverbs Chapter 23
Pro 23:1
“who.” The Hebrew can read “who is before you” (ASV, CJB, DBY, RV, NAB) or “what is before you” (HCSB, ESV, KJV, NASB, NET, NIV). The native Hebrew reader would instantly see both readings, and the English text could be conflated to read, “carefully discern who and what are before you.” Roland Murphy says that the author may have indeed meant both “who” and “what.”[footnoteRef:618] The Young’s Literal Translation may be doing a good job of taking in the whole picture by saying, “that which is before you.” We went with “who” because we felt that the person was more important than the food. [618:  Roland Murphy, Proverbs [WBC].] 

This verse has a very wide application. In the biblical culture, a “ruler” had great power to help or hurt, and so people would take great care to discern what kind of person he was so they could get the most advantage out of eating with him. But in today’s world, lots of people have the power or influence to be a blessing or make things difficult for someone. It could be a boss at work, a teacher, the chair of a committee, etc. In fact, in today’s world of social media when almost anyone can influence hundreds and perhaps thousands of people, it is a wise thing to do to “carefully discern” who you are with and the kind of person they are.
Pro 23:2
“put a knife in your throat.” This is a hyperbole, an exaggeration, much the same as when Jesus said, “And if your eye causes you to fall away, pluck it out and throw it away from you” (Matt. 18:9). Michael Fox catches the meaning of the phrase: “A startling metaphor for self-control. Slit your throat, as it were, rather than giving in to hunger.”[footnoteRef:619] Many English translations water down the hyperbole by having something like, “put a knife to your throat,” but the Hebrew text is “in your throat.” [619:  Michael Fox, Proverbs 10-31 [AB], 720.] 

Self-control is vital to living a godly Christian life and is a hallmark of serious believers. One of the fruits of the spirit is “self-control” (Gal. 5:23). The sinner and the carnal Christian give in to their fleshly desires and do not curb their emotions or their appetites. This was foretold long ago: “In the last time there will be mockers, walking after their own ungodly desires” (Jude 1:18). Following our flesh and the desires that naturally arise within us from our sin nature will result in “the works of the flesh,” such as “sexual immorality, unrestrained behavior, hostility, jealousy, fits of rage, selfish ambition, envyings, drunkenness, and things like these” (from Gal. 5:20-21).
Wise believers carefully guard their godly way of life (Prov. 16:17). They guard the truth they have been taught (Prov. 4:13), guard their “soul,” that is, their thoughts, attitudes, and emotions (Prov. 22:5), and they watch what they say (Prov. 13:3). The Devil’s goal is to steal, kill, and destroy (John 10:10), so it is no surprise that there is very little mention of self-control in the world today. In fact, the world teaches the opposite of the Bible’s godly advice and tells people to do whatever they feel like doing. Wise believers know that that advice is from the Devil and will eventually steal their peace and joy on earth and also keep them from being rewarded in their next life, in the Millennial Kingdom.
[For more on rewards in the Kingdom, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10, “good or evil.” For more information on the Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.]
“greedy appetite.” The Hebrew is an idiom, very literally, “baal of a nephesh.” In the Hebrew, “baal” can refer to the god Baal, or have the literal meaning of the word “baal,” which is “lord” or “owner,” and sometimes “husband” since in the biblical culture the husband was considered the lord of the wife. The top god of the Canaanites was “Baal,” literally, “lord,” but in the English versions the Hebrew word “baal” is transliterated as “Baal” rather than translated as “lord” when it is used as the proper name of the god. However, in contexts like this one, “baal” means “lord” or “owner.”
The word nephesh (#05315 נֶפֶשׁ), has a wide range of meanings, including the person himself; the invisible life force inside people and animals that we call “soul”; the thoughts, attitudes, and emotions of a person; or a person’s desire or appetite. This is one of the places where nephesh refers to the desires and appetites of a person. So the idiomatic phrase, “lord of an appetite,” is someone with a great appetite, or very likely in this context, someone with a greedy appetite, eating much more than he needs or would normally take. That makes sense in this context because the man is eating with a ruler (Prov. 23:1), so the food set before him would be much better than the food he would ordinarily eat, thus presenting a great temptation for the man to stuff himself. Believers will occasionally be faced with situations when there is a temptation to take more than we should, such as at a wedding where free drinks are being offered or a banquet where the food is excellent and abundant, and we need to carefully guard our godly way of life and exercise self-control in those situations, indeed, in every situation.
[For more on the meaning of nephesh, see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
Pro 23:4
“Do not wear yourself out by attempting to get rich.” This is a general principle that occurs throughout the Word of God. Although there is nothing wrong in trying to better one’s circumstances in life, making being wealthy the focus of one’s life is a mistake. There are so many uncontrollable factors that can prevent a person from getting wealthy, and so much chance that one’s best efforts will not result in wealth, that wealth is not a good target for a person’s efforts. Even at best, it only lasts the few short years of this life. God says not to make wealth our goal (Prov. 23:4; Luke 12:15; 1 Tim. 6:8-10; Heb. 13:5). Jesus tells us not to build up treasure on earth, but to build it up for the future life (Matt. 6:18-21).
Also, the context of Proverbs 23:4 is being with wealthy people and with stingy people who therefore are likely wealthy (Prov. 23:1, 6). Often when one is with wealthy people there is a temptation to compromise one’s principles and get into ungodly situations that will result in everlasting consequences. That is why Proverbs 23:2, 3, and 23:6 warn against what the wealthy are serving—it often comes with a cost. But in the end, there is nothing more valuable than living in obedience to God.
“cease from relying upon your own understanding.” There are two major ways that Proverbs 23:4 has been understood. The most common way is that people should not trust their own understanding about material wealth, i.e., people should not think that if they work tirelessly they will become rich and that being rich brings safety, freedom, friends, and fun. However, wealth gained by constant toil has many hidden costs, often including one’s health and alienation from friends and family. Furthermore, as the proverb says, many people who have big plans for being wealthy never see those plans materialize. Understanding Proverbs 23:4 this way also fits with Proverbs 3:5-6, which says not to lean on one’s own understanding.
The other way to understand Proverbs 23:4 is less common but is the translation in some Bibles. For example, the ESV reads, “Do not toil to acquire wealth; be discerning enough to desist.” According to this translation, a person should rely on their understanding of life—that working tirelessly to acquire wealth is a vain pursuit—and so they should know better and stop focusing on trying to get rich. However, although the Hebrew text could be understood that way, it seems the less likely meaning of the verse because if a person had enough wisdom to know that money does not fix everything and will not last (as depicted in v. 5), he or she would not strive to become wealthy to begin with. This second way to view Proverbs 23:4 requires dissociating the idea presented in Proverbs 3:5 about refraining from trusting in one’s own understanding and viewing it in a more positive light where one’s own understanding possesses a degree of wisdom. The emphasis in Proverbs is that we must acquire knowledge and understanding from Yahweh because we do not have it in ourselves. Therefore, this second way to understand the verse assumes that the person has somehow acquired some degree of wisdom already. And that interpretation seems less probable given the overall premise in Proverbs that our own understanding is deficient and faulty.
Pro 23:6
“who is stingy.” The Hebrew text reads, “a man with an evil eye.” The “evil eye” is a Semitic idiom for being greedy, stingy, and selfish. The greedy, selfish man says to you, “Eat all you want,” but they don’t really mean it. They are closely watching to see how much they are going to have to give up or pay. Biblically, an evil eye is greedy or stingy; while a “good eye,” or a “single eye,” is generous.
[For more on idioms involving the good eye, see commentary on Prov. 22:9. For more on the idiom of the evil eye, see commentary on Prov. 28:22.]
Pro 23:8
“wasted.” The Hebrew word is shachat (#07843 שָׁחַת), and it means “to ruin, spoil, wipe out.” In this context, “wasted” seems to be the best sense of the word in English.[footnoteRef:620] HALOT has “ineffective,” which would yield a meaning such as, “your pleasant words have been ineffective.”[footnoteRef:621] [620:  Cf. VanGemeren, NIDOTTE, New International Dictionary of Old Testament Theology &amp; Exegesis.]  [621:  Koehler and Baumgartner,  Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon.] 

Pro 23:9
“have contempt for.” The Hebrew word is buz (#0936 בּוּז pronounced booze), and it means “to despise, to have contempt for, to count as insignificant. All those meanings are important and applicable in this context. There are some fools who will actually “hate” any wise words people speak to them, but most fools just have contempt for them or think they are meaningless and insignificant.
[For more information, see commentary on Prov. 23:22, “show contempt for.”]
Pro 23:10
“ancient.” The Hebrew word translated as “ancient” is often translated as “eternal,” but it does not always mean that. There are other verses where the Hebrew word does not mean “eternal” but means “ancient” (Prov. 23:10 and 22:28 are good examples where עוֹלָ֑ם does not mean “eternal”).
Pro 23:16
“inward parts.” The Hebrew text is literally, “kidneys,” and when the Bible mentions “kidneys” it refers to the emotional life.
[For more on “kidneys referring to the emotional life, see commentary on Rev. 2:23, “kidneys.” For more on the heart referring to the thought life, see commentary on Prov. 15:21.]
Pro 23:18
“your hope.” This is the figure of speech metonymy, where “hope” is put for what a person is hoping for, or expecting. There is a future, so what a believer hopes for will come to pass, it will not be “cut off” and thus not happen.
Godly and righteous people should have a solid hope for a lot of wonderful things. Instead of envying sinners (Prov. 23:17), who heap up material goods in this life but lose it all—and their life too—on the Day of Judgment, God promises those who love Him a wonderful future. Hebrews 11:9-10 says Abraham lived in a tent but looked for a city built by God. Moses gave up the wealth of Egypt for a greater reward in the future (Heb. 11:24-26). Many people have suffered greatly rather than deny God because they kept their eye on the “better resurrection” (Heb. 11:25).
Christians can wholeheartedly serve God now even if it causes some trouble in this life because they not only look forward to living forever with Christ on a wonderful recreated earth and being rewarded for their efforts, but also to having new bodies that are like Christ’s glorious body (Phil. 3:21).
[For more on Christ’s wonderful future kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on being rewarded for doing good works, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10, “good or evil.”]
Pro 23:21
“the drunkard and the glutton will become impoverished.” The undisciplined person will become poor (see commentary on Prov. 21:17).
“drowsiness wears rags.” This seems to be a difficult reading in the Hebrew only because of the figure of speech personification that is involved. The noun “rags” is the object of the verb, “to wear” or to “put on.” In this verse, the addict and the glutton are not just called “drowsy,” or “sleepy,” instead they are included in the personification of “Mr. Drowsy” who is a drunk and glutton and as a result “wears rags.” The personification adds emphasis and allows the line to be short and punchy.
Some versions try to make the line easier for the English reader by including an ellipsis, thus, the NASB has, “drowsiness will clothe a man with rags,” but there is no need for the ellipsis, the meaning and seriousness of the verse should be clear to the thoughtful reader.
A person does not have to be an all-out drunk or addict to spend too much money on drugs and alcohol and get into financial trouble and “wear rags.” Alcohol and drugs (even if they are legal) are expensive and the wise Christian keeps his spending in check (Prov. 10:15; 21:17). Too many people waste or destroy their lives as addicts or drunks. While many people can handle social drinking, many others cannot. It is foolish to allow alcohol or drugs to ruin one’s life on earth and everlasting life too. Anyone who is being overcome and defeated by alcohol or drugs should seek help and make every possible effort to defeat those evils.
Pro 23:22
“show contempt for.” The Hebrew word is buz (#0936 בּוּז pronounced booze), and it means “to despise, to have contempt for, to count as insignificant. There is no good way to bring all those meanings into English except to do some kind of amplified version, yet all those meanings are important and applicable in this context.
Pro 23:23
“Get truth.” The Hebrew word “get” is qanah (#07069 קָנָה), and it is the basic word for “get,” and means “get, acquire, obtain.” Juxtaposed with the word “sell” in the phrase, it can be seen to mean “buy,” but there are specific words for “buy” that are not used here, so we stayed with “get.” There are ways to “get” truth that do not involve “buying” it.
The Hebrew word we translate as “truth” is emeth (#0571 אֱמֶת), which does mean “truth,” but in many contexts, it has the meaning of faithfulness or covenant loyalty. Although that is likely not its primary meaning in this verse, it certainly is an undertone in the verse. Thus, as well as speaking of “truth,” the verse speaks of one’s personal integrity, a person’s faithfulness and loyalty. We “get” integrity and loyalty in part by how we live and in part by association, the family and friends we choose to be with. But we can “sell” it, or in our vernacular, “sell out” our integrity by ungodly and immoral behavior. The Devil knows the value of truth and integrity, and so he is constantly tempting people to sell those things in exchange for worldly power, pleasure, and personal gain (cf. Prov. 1:10-14; 9:13-17). The wise person knows that any worldly power or pleasure will quickly end, whereas godliness, although it requires discipline and self-control, is profitable for eternity, and in the next life, there will be abundant and lasting joy.
This verse is a wonderful guide on how to live: get truth and personal integrity and don’t sell those out. And while we are getting, get wisdom, instruction, and understanding.
Pro 23:24
“rejoice exceedingly.” The Hebrew text has the figure of speech polyptoton, basically, “rejoice with joy.” The figure points to great joy.
[See Word Study: “Polyptoton.”]
 
Proverbs Chapter 24
Pro 24:3
“a house is built.” In this context, the “house” is both the physical house and the “household,” which are both built and established by wisdom. To better understand Proverbs 24:3, it helps to know that houses in biblical times (and many houses in modern times in the Middle East) were often added to and modified. This was much easier in biblical times than it is today. To modify a house today means modifying the plumbing, the electric, and much more, whereas modifying a house in biblical times was usually simply adding some walls or adding another story. Life is a lot easier if one moves forward in life purposely and with wisdom, rather than letting things “just happen.”
Pro 24:7
“he does not open his mouth at the city gate.” In the biblical culture of the Old Testament, it was the custom that the elders of a city would sit at the city gate so they could learn what was going on in the city and so they could give advice and judge disputes. Most cities had only one gate, and so everyone who went in or out of the city would have to pass through that gate. Furthermore, there was usually an open space just inside the gate so there was plenty of room for people to gather. The elders who sat at the gate were generally older, mature men who were the powerful men of the city. As elders and often acting as judges, they were supposed to be godly and wise, which is why “Wisdom” could be found at the city gates (cf. Prov. 1:20-21). Sitting at the city gate with the elders would not be fitting for a fool who could not give good and godly advice.
[For more on the elders at the gate, see the REV commentary on Ruth 4:11.]
Pro 24:9
“foolish plan.” The Hebrew text has the genitive, “plans (or ‘schemes’) of folly.” This is a beautiful double entendre. The genitive can be a genitive of relation, “the schemes that involve folly” (cf. ESV, NASB, NKJV), or a genitive of origin, “the schemes that come from folly.”[footnoteRef:622] We have trouble bringing both concepts into English in one line except by just leaving the genitive in place as the NIV does. We need to be aware of the close relationship between foolishness and sin. Schemes that come from a foolish heart, and those that involve “foolishness” (which is related to the “stubborn fool,” the kesiyl (#03684 כְּסִיל), are not “just fun,” they are sin, as this verse says. [622:  Bruce Waltke, Proverbs: Chapters 15-31 [NICOT], 274.] 

[See Appendix 14: “Fool and Foolish.”]
Pro 24:12
“will he not repay a person according to his work.” The teaching that on Judgment Day people will get what they deserve, good or bad, based on what they have done in their life is taught many times in Scripture (e.g., Job. 34:11; Ps. 62:12; Prov. 24:12; Jer. 17:10; 32:19; Ezek. 33:20; Matt. 16:27; Rom. 2:6; 1 Cor. 3:8; see commentary on Ps. 62:12).
[For more on rewards in the future and people getting what they deserve, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10, “good or evil.”]
Pro 24:15
“like the wicked against the dwelling place.” This proverb is referring to assaulting (destroying; plundering) the property and possessions of a righteous person. The “wicked” and the “righteous” are likely collective singulars here.
Pro 24:18
“and he turns away his anger from him.” As written, the verse would be saying that if your enemy falls, ostensibly because he was evil (Prov. 24:16), if you rejoice at it (Prov. 24:17), which Yahweh also considers evil, then your evil is as great as your enemy’s evil, so Yahweh will not continue to be angry at your enemy seeing you are as bad as he is.
Some commentators and rabbis say that the words “to you” should be mentally added to the text, such that it would read, “and he turns away his anger from him to you.”[footnoteRef:623] That could also be the case, but it is not the way the text reads. [623:  Michael V. Fox, Proverbs 10-31 [AB], 751.] 

Pro 24:20
“no future.” The evil person will not have everlasting life.
“lamp of the wicked will be put out.” This is an idiom, meaning the evil person will die. The wicked will die in the Lake of Fire. They will not live forever in torment, as many people teach, but will burn up in the flames and be annihilated.
[For more information on annihilation in the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
Pro 24:23
“To show favoritism in judgment is not good.” This is similar to Proverbs 28:21.
Pro 24:24
“wicked…righteous.” “Wicked” and “righteous” are the lexical meanings of the Hebrew words, and the proverb is true as it is worded. However, it is also true that in a legal context, which might include this verse, the word “wicked” means “guilty,” and the word “righteous” means “innocent.” In that case, the proverb would be like the NIV translation, “Whoever says to the guilty, ‘You are innocent’…”
“peoples.” The Hebrew word refers to people groups, not just like any old collection of individual people. Thus the meaning of “peoples” is very close to the meaning of “nations.” This proverb shows the widespread damage that calling wicked people “righteous” does. Wicked people do great harm, and the one who ignores that harm or exacerbates it by calling the wicked person “righteous” is partly responsible for the harm the wicked person does.
Pro 24:25
“it will go well.” Although the Hebrew is more literally, “it will be a delight,” that refers to the blessing that will come from God on the ones who do the right thing and rebuke those who deserve it. This is what is being restated in parallel in the second line, which mentions “a good blessing.” The Proverb is not saying that the one being rebuked will be delighted, or that it will always be a delightful thing to rebuke someone even if they need it; after all, the one being rebuked may reject the rebuke and attack the rebuker.
Pro 24:26
“with a straight answer.” A straight and honest answer is friendly and intimate, like a kiss on the lips. This proverb shows that it is not just in our modern times that it is difficult to get an honest answer. It has always been difficult to get a straight and honest answer from people, and this can be true for a number of reasons. Certainly, there are dishonest people who do not want to tell the truth because they are involved in immoral or illegal dealings. But often a “friend” does not want to give an honest answer because they don’t want to take the risk of hurting anyone’s feelings or damaging the relationship.
Pro 24:29
“I will repay the man according to his evil work.” Proverbs 24:29 is similar to Proverbs 20:22.
Pro 24:30
“lazy.” See commentary on Proverbs 6:6, “lazy one.”
“sense.” The Hebrew word is leb (#03820 לֵב), which is often translated “heart,” but this is one of those cases where that translation would cause confusion. In modern English, the word “heart” usually refers to emotion or passion, but that is not its meaning here. The function of the brain was unknown in biblical times, so things that we generally assign to the brain, like thinking, attitudes, understanding, and good sense, were assigned to the heart. In this context, leb, “heart” refers to the activity of the mind that includes good sense.
A lazy person lacks good sense because he does not do those things that would sustain his life, allow him to be in a position to help others, and build up rewards in the next life. The Bible says we are to work so that we can give to others (Eph. 4:28), not just do what we have to in life so we “just get by.” Even when God put Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden they were to work it and “keep” it (or, watch over it; guard it. Gen. 2:15). God created people to do good works (Eph. 2:10), and that is a sacred duty.
[For more on the Hebrew word leb and “heart,” see commentary on Prov. 15:21, “sense.”]
Pro 24:32
“I learned this lesson.” The Hebrew is more literally, “I took this teaching.”
 
Proverbs Chapter 25
Pro 25:1
“copied.” The Hebrew word translated as “copied” is ataq (#06275 עָתַק), and its basic meaning is “move on further,” and thus “copy, transmit.”[footnoteRef:624] If someone preserves what is written by copying it, or copies it to give it to others, then the scribe is moving the manuscript further along. Some English Bibles read “copied” and some read “transcribed.” Technically, a “transcribed” manuscript was written down as someone dictated what to write, while a “copied” manuscript was one person writing down what he read on an earlier manuscript. We don’t know the exact process the men of Hezekiah used to produce this section of Proverbs, but it was most likely partially copied and partially transcribed. Since “copied” has the wider range of meanings, “copied” seems to be the best choice for the REV. [624:  Koehler and Baumgartner, HALOT Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon.] 

Pro 25:3
“so the hearts of kings are unsearchable.” This is one of the “ideal” proverbs in Proverbs. Ideally, the “kings” are the kings of Israel from the Davidic line, and they are godly and wise. Their wisdom and the guidance they get from God make their hearts “unsearchable.” Unfortunately, not all kings, and not even all the kings descended from David, were godly or guided by God, so the proverb does not apply to every king.
[For more on “ideal” proverbs in Proverbs, see the REV commentary on Prov. 19:5.]
“unsearchable.” The Hebrew text has two words and thus is actually closer to “not searchable,” and the word that could have been translated as “searchable” is the same word as is translated “search out” in Proverbs 25:2. So as a couplet, Proverbs 25:2 and 25:3 are saying, “the glory of kings to ‘search out’ a matter”...but the hearts of kings cannot be “searched out” because they are so deep and full of wisdom.
Pro 25:4
“and a vessel comes out for the refiner.” This proverb is stretching the facts to make a point. Of course, when you remove the dross from silver, “a vessel” does not come out. Instead, the silver is now ready for the silversmith. But the proverb is making the point that once the impurity is removed from the silver, the “vessel” almost appears on its own, automatically and quickly. That same thing is true of kingdoms, as the last part of the proverb says: “remove the wicked person from the presence of the king, and his throne will be established in righteousness” (Prov. 25:5). If the wicked people are removed from the presence of the king, then his throne will be established quickly; almost automatically.
This proverb has a wide application because wicked people stop great things from happening in all organizations; in government, business, the Church, education, and more. Wicked people are prideful and selfish, and will not “go away” on their own. They have to be dealt with (Prov. 20:26).
Pro 25:6
“stand among great people.” This means, don’t start out by standing (or taking a place) where the great men are, wait to be invited up to that place.
Pro 25:7
“up…lower.” In a gathering, the “highest” person in power or rank would occupy the upmost seat or place, with the next highest next to him, then the next highest. The “lowest” place would be for the least honorable guest. Every banquet or festive occasion would have a host or guest of honor, and the seat closest to that person would be the “highest,” while the seat furthest away would be the lowest. It was always best to take a lower seat and have the host say, “Come up,” than to take a high seat and have the host move you down lower. So “Come up,” does not refer to up in height, but “up” closer to the most important person at the gathering (cf. Luke 14:10).
“What your eyes have seen.” This phrase almost certainly belongs together with the first line in Proverbs 25:8. This is supported by almost all the commentators (cf. Bruce Waltke; Roland Murphy; Crawford Toy; and William McKane) and also by many modern versions (cf. CJB, ESV, JPS, NAB, NIV, and more). It is also supported by the Septuagint. Thus, the full verse is: “What your eyes have seen, do not go out to argue about too hastily.”
This is an important verse when considering self-control and taking the time to get the facts of a situation before getting involved. It often happens that when a person hears or sees even a little bit of an argument, he immediately gets involved and takes a side in the argument. The wise person takes the time to gather facts before getting involved in a dispute.
Pro 25:8
“do not go out.” This phrase goes with the last stanza in Proverbs 25:7. The full verse is: “What your eyes have seen, do not go out to argue your dispute too hastily.”
“in the end.” The “end” is the end of the dispute, after you have lost your case. This is not referring to the eschatological end, the Day of the Lord.
Pro 25:10
“your bad reputation.” Or “the bad report about you.”
Pro 25:11
“apples.” Many of the sources concur that the fruit was likely an apricot, not an apple, and frankly, the evidence seems to support that “apricot” is correct. Nevertheless, some sources do support the translation “apples” against “apricots.” Due to the confusion on the issue, and the antiquity of the translation “apples,” that is what we used in the REV.
[For more information, see Harold N. Moldenke and Alma L. Moldenke, Plants of the Bible, Dover Publications, NY, 1952, p. 185-187. Winfred Walker, All the Plants of the Bible, Harper and Brothers, NY, 1957, p. 22. Committee on Translations of the United Bible Societies, Fauna and Flora of the Bible, New York, 1980, p. 92-93. Michael Zohary, Plants of the Bible, Cambridge University Press, NY, p. 70.]
“is a word spoken at the proper moment.” Proverbs 25:11 is one of the verses that speaks of the power of words that are properly spoken at the right time. The Hebrew text can be understood as saying, “at the proper moment” or as saying, “in the right way.” Both the right time and the right way are important, and the Hebrew text “kills two birds with one stone” by being worded in such a way that it can mean either or both things.
Sometimes the “right words” are spoken in the wrong way or at the wrong time and they lose their power and can even be offensive. The godly person knows the power of words, but also knows how important it is to speak those words in the right way at the right time and place. It can take great love and restraint for us not to blurt out what we think, but to restrain ourselves and wait for the proper time and place to speak. Fools don’t use restraint, “A fool does not delight in understanding, but only in expressing his own mind” (Prov. 18:2). Wise people want their words to be effective, so they use restraint and speak at appropriate times. There are many verses in the Bible, especially in Proverbs, about the power of words to hurt or heal (see commentary on Prov. 18:21).
Pro 25:12
“earring.” The Hebrew word simply means “ring,” but it was used of earrings, nose rings, and finger rings. Generally, both men and women wore finger rings, women wore nose rings because they could be easily seen, and some men wore earrings. Women did not generally wear earrings because their hair and often their head covering covered them up so no one could see them, so they generally wore nose rings. The Hebrew word does not tell us what kind of ring Proverbs 25:12 is speaking of, but the culture would support that it was an earring, and especially so because the second stanza mentions the ear. The proverb is making the point that having a listening ear is beautiful, like having an earring of gold.
“is a wise person reproving a listening ear.” It can be exceedingly difficult to reprove someone, and it can often result in hurt feelings and even broken friendships. The wise person knows that reproof needs to be given in the right way—kindly—and at the right time—generally when the person is in a mental position to hear what is being said—and in the right circumstances. But the wise person is not just speaking into any ear, they are speaking into a “listening ear,” which can be a rare thing. The listening ear is “ornamented,” if you will, as if with a gold earring, by the wise man’s words of reproof. The person who rejects reproof never gets the ornament of gold—those wise words.
Words have the power to hurt or heal, and the Bible has a lot to say about speaking in a godly fashion (see commentary on Prov. 18:21).
Pro 25:13
“a faithful messenger.” The faithful messenger is faithful to deliver the message and not forget about it, and also faithful to deliver the message correctly and not get the intent or details wrong. Many times in life we need to rely on others, and believers should make a diligent effort to be a person who can be relied on (see commentary on Prov. 25:19).
“masters.” The people who send a messenger can be something like a king and his advisors, a council of elders, or a military group of commanders, but in any case, in this verse, it refers to more than one person sending the messenger. If the messenger is faithful, he refreshes the souls of those who sent him.
Pro 25:17
“hate.” The word “hate” in the Bible does not always have the meaning it has in English, an intense feeling of animosity, anger, and hostility toward a person, group, or object. In Hebrew and Greek, the word “hate” has a large range of meanings. Here the word “hate” is used in the sense of “being disgusted or repulsed by” to the end that you would avoid your neighbor.
[For more on the large semantic range of “hate” and its use in the Bible, see commentary on Prov. 1:22, “hate.”]
Pro 25:26
“Like a spring that has been trampled in and like a ruined fountain.” Water in the ancient Near East was very important, and knowing where a spring or cistern was, and then having that water be drinkable, could mean the difference between life and death. Sometimes an uncaring herdsman would let his animals trample in the water or ruin it in other ways, and the weary traveler who arrived at that spring would find it undrinkable, which was more than just a disappointment, it was dangerous and even life-threatening. Similarly, people who are usually righteous but then give in to evil are a disappointment and in certain situations can be even life-threatening.
“is a righteous person who wavers.” There is a war between Good and Evil that has been raging on earth since the Fall of Adam and Eve, and every person participates in that war on one side or the other whether they want to or not. Evil is strong, and it takes a diligent effort and much sacrifice for good to prevail on earth. Righteous people depend on other righteous people in many ways, and it is very hurtful on many levels when a righteous person is not fully committed to their righteousness but gives in when pressured by the presence of a “wicked” person. We should also be aware that in this open context, the “wicked” person could be genuinely evil, or someone who just does not want to obey God and perhaps “just wants to have fun,” but it is ungodly fun. In this context, the “wicked” person is one who is not committed to righteous behavior (see commentary on Prov. 25:19).
Pro 25:28
“emotions.” The Hebrew word translated in Proverbs 25:28 as “emotions” is ruach (#07307 רוּחַ), which is often translated as “spirit.” Although the Hebrew word ruach has been translated as “emotions” in the REV, the word ruach (“spirit”) can also refer to thoughts and attitudes, which explains translations such as “temper” (CSB, JPS), and “appetite” (Geneva Bible), and many translations simply stay with the common translation “spirit.”
All of those things—emotions, thoughts, and attitudes—need to be controlled if one is to live a blessed life. A city without a wall was open to attack by the enemy, and people who do not have control over their emotions become subject to those emotions in many destructive ways. For example, a person who cannot control their anger can end up hurting someone and being in serious legal trouble or drive away all their friends, while someone who cannot set personal boundaries but gets caught up in feelings of guilt and shame can get bullied and manipulated into doing all kinds of things that are personally harmful to them. Controlling one’s emotions and attitudes is spoken about in other verses as well (cf. Prov. 16:32).
 
Proverbs Chapter 26
Pro 26:2
“an undeserved curse fails to arrive.” Curses can be very powerful and effective, and both God and the Devil’s people use curses to bring to pass a desired effect. It was common in the ancient world to curse an enemy so harm would come to them. However, righteous people who live godly lives do not need to be afraid of curses. Goliath cursed David, but with no effect (1 Sam. 17:43).
Pro 26:4
Proverbs 26:4-5 make a revealing couplet. They contradict each other, and for good reason. There is no good way to deal with a fool. If you answer him according to his folly, you will be seen to be a fool, like him. On the other hand, if you answer a fool according to his folly, he will think himself wise, like yourself. It is impossible to reason with a fool. They are convinced in their own mind. Proverbs exhorts people to get away from fools (Prov. 14:7).
Pro 26:5
See commentary on Proverbs 26:4.
Pro 26:6
“One who cuts off his own feet.” This proverb warns about trusting a fool to do important work. If you chop off your own feet, you cannot deliver a message, but that is in effect what happens when you give the message to a fool—it will not arrive. And even if it does arrive, it will be so mangled that it will cause harm instead of being helpful. Also, the meaning of the phrase “drinks violence” is that the person who has sent the fool is hurting himself. The phrase is referring to what happens to the person who sends a message via a fool: the message gets lost or misinterpreted and that leads to violence for the one who sent the fool. Sending a message via a fool is a self-destructive action and the sender becomes the injured party when the fool turns out to be unreliable.
Pro 26:7
“dangle uselessly.” The legs of a lame person dangle uselessly, they carry no “weight” (authority), and are unable to carry him where he wants to go. Similarly, if a fool does speak a proverb, trying to act wise, it “dangles” uselessly from his lips. It has no authority, because the speaker has no authority. Furthermore, it was likely spoken inappropriately. In any case, like the lame leg, a proverb spoken by a fool will not get him where he intended to go; it will not have the meaning or impact that he wanted it to have.
Pro 26:8
“entangles a stone in a sling.” This Proverb involves a custom that we must know in order to understand the verse. The Hebrew word “entangles,” more literally, “ties,” is tseror (#06872 צְרוֹר), and it means to tie up or bind up. The purpose of a sling was to throw a stone, so who would ever tie a stone in a sling? The answer is no one would do that on purpose. The oriental sling consisted of a diamond-shaped or rectangular “cup” (a shallow pouch), with two cords attached to it, one on each end. The cords were usually made of yarn or leather. To get ready to sling a stone, the slinger placed a rock in the pouch and held the two cords between his fingers so that the cords hung down toward the ground, parallel to each other. To throw the stone from the pouch, the slinger swung the loaded sling around in a circular motion, and at the right time (which was learned by practice), let go of one of the cords. This allowed the rock to come out of the pouch and travel toward the target. The great key to slinging accurately is to be able to swing the sling around in its circular motion while moving the wrist in such a way that the cords remain parallel to each other. If the cords stay parallel and are not tangled or twisted, the stone will release smoothly and cleanly from the pouch. Novice slingers sometimes do not get the wrist motion correct, and as the sling is swung around, the two cords begin to twist around each other instead of staying parallel. Then, when the slinger releases one of the cords, instead of a quick and clean release, the cords have to unravel, making the stone release late. Since the sling is going in a circular motion, when the sling releases late the stone is released in the wrong direction. This can be devastating in war. At best, the slinger would simply miss the enemy, but at worst, the stone would release so late that it would hit a fellow soldier. The Proverb is powerful and picturesque to someone who understands slinging. A slinger who is not paying attention and twists his cords, binding the stone in the sling, will hit the wrong person with the stone. So too, the person who gives honor to a fool has “hit the wrong person.” The fool does not deserve the honor.
There is another possible interpretation of Proverbs 26:8 that has been put forward, and that is that a person places a stone in a sling, making it dangerous in battle, and in the same way, if a person gives honor to a fool it elevates him and thus allows him to be dangerous to others. Although that interpretation may be possible, it seems less likely given the common meaning of “bind” (translated “entangles” in the REV).
Pro 26:9
“a thorn that goes into the hand.” As a drunk stumbles around and gets a thorn in his hand, thus hurting and embarrassing himself, so too a fool cannot grasp the proper sense and application of a proverb and ends up making a fool of himself with it.
There are some commentators and translators that nuance the verb “to go up,” and interpret it as meaning that the drunk picks up a thornbush (instead of a “thorn;” the Hebrew can mean either one), and then hurts others with it. According to that interpretation, the drunk hurts others with the thornbush and the fool hurts people with his proverb (cf. CJB, HCSB, NAB, NIV, NLT; and Bruce Waltke.[footnoteRef:625] Although that might be true, it is stretching the Hebrew meaning of the verb, and it is not necessary to do that since understanding the verse as saying that the drunk and the fool are both hurt by what they do makes good sense. [625:  Waltke, Proverbs: Chapters 15-31 [NICOT], 353.] 

Pro 26:10
“Like an archer who wounds everyone.” This verse has been called the most obscure verse in Proverbs,[footnoteRef:626] and the immense differences in the translations of it give evidence for that assessment. [626:  Daniel C. Snell, Vetus Testamentum (1991), 41:350-356.] 

YLT: Great is the Former of all, And He is rewarding a fool, And is rewarding transgressors.
Bullinger: A master [workman] formeth all things aright: but he that hireth a fool, hireth a transgressor [who will spoil the work].
NRSV: Like an archer who wounds everybody is one who hires a passing fool or drunkard.
NIV: Like an archer who wounds at random is he who hires a fool or any passer-by.
The newer research in Hebrew has pretty well shown that the first part of the verse refers to an archer who wounds people in the same way that the first part of verse 9 refers to a drunk who hurts people. The second stanza of the verse is much less clear, however. Our translation, along with the ASV, NASB, and NIV, follows our understanding of the Hebrew text. The idea of a drunkard in some translations (ESV, NRSV, NJB) comes from the Targum and Syriac, not the Hebrew text. Although it is possible that those versions preserve the meaning of the text, given the immediate context of drunkards and their violent behavior, we felt it better to stick with the Hebrew text, since it made sense also.
Pro 26:13
“lazy.” See commentary on Proverbs 6:6, “lazy one.”
Pro 26:14
“lazy.” See commentary on Proverbs 6:6, “lazy one.”
Pro 26:15
“lazy.” See commentary on Proverbs 6:6, “lazy one.”
Pro 26:16
“lazy.” See commentary on Proverbs 6:6, “lazy one.”
Pro 26:18
“death.” The word “death” is put by the figure of speech metonymy for things that cause death, such as the arrows.
[See Word Study: “Metonymy.”]
Pro 26:22
“innermost being.” See commentary on Proverbs 18:8.
Pro 26:23
“silver dross.” Some scholars argue from the Ugaritic that this should be translated as “silver glaze,” but many other scholars disagree. There is no necessary reason to change the Hebrew text. The point of the verse is that just as a clay vessel covered in silver dross is made to look valuable but is deceptive, so are smooth lips that conceal a wicked heart.
“smooth.” The Hebrew text reads “burning,” but the Septuagint reads “smooth” and the difference in Hebrew between “smooth” and “burning” is a single pen downstroke to change a “daleth” into a “chet.” There are other references to “smooth” lips (or smooth talk) in the book of Proverbs (cf. Prov. 5:3; 26:28; 2:16; 7:5, 21; 28:23; 29:5), but no other to “burning lips.” Also, “smooth” lips are known in the culture to be deceptive, but the phrase “burning lips” is unusual and the meaning is not easily discerned.
Pro 26:24
“A person who hates.” Some versions, commentators, and lexicons[footnoteRef:627] see this phrase as meaning, “an enemy” (cf. Douay-Rheims, NAB, NIV, NRSV). People who hate others, and enemies, often disguise the truth by lying. [627:  Cf. Koehler and Baumgartner, HALOT Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon.] 

“disguises himself with his lips.” This is a beautiful word picture. We are used to people disguising themselves with a mask or wig, but the most common disguise is disguise by lying. Jesus taught the same basic truth and told us to beware of people who “come to you in sheep’s clothing but inwardly are destructive, greedy wolves” (Matt. 7:15). The best way to find out the true character of a person is to look for the fruit in their lives (Matt. 7:16, 20). Another important way to see through people’s lies is to rely on others; what they see and hear. Abraham Lincoln said: “You can fool some of the people all of the time, and all of the people some of the time, but you can not fool all of the people all of the time.” In a group of people, usually someone will see through the lie-disguise and know the truth. Proverbs 26:26 says, “Though his hatred is covered by deception, his evil will be exposed in the midst of the congregation.” Learning the truth about people and life is part of the value of having a “congregation” of godly friends.
“harbors deceit.” The literal Hebrew is “places deceit,” but in this context, it means to harbor deceit.
Pro 26:26
“in the midst of the congregation.” It can be difficult to tell if someone is lying. One thing a person can do to tell if a person is lying is look at the fruit in their lives (Matt. 7:16, 20). However, another important way to see through people’s lies is to rely on others; what they see and hear. Abraham Lincoln said: “You can fool some of the people all of the time, and all of the people some of the time, but you can not fool all of the people all of the time.” In a group of people, usually someone will see through the lie-disguise and know the truth. Proverbs 26:26 is a verse that shows that a “congregation” of people will see things that an individual may miss, and they will expose the liar. Learning the truth about people and life is part of the value of having a “congregation” of godly friends.
Pro 26:27
“The person who digs a pit will fall into it.” The context and scope of Scripture show us that the person digging a pit and rolling the stone is doing so with an evil intent. It is a consistent theme throughout Scripture that evil people bring evil upon themselves (see commentary on Prov. 1:18).
 
Proverbs Chapter 27
Pro 27:3
“vexation by a fool.” This is the figure of speech amphibologia, one thing is stated but has two meanings.[footnoteRef:628] The verse can and does mean both the provocation that a fool causes to someone else, and what happens when a fool is provoked—he causes such a scene, lashing out, yelling, accusing, etc. [628:  Cf. E. W. Bullinger, Figures of Speech Used in the Bible, 804, “amphibologia.”] 

[See Word Study: “Amphibologia.”]
Pro 27:6
“one who hates you.” In this context, although “one who hates you” is literal, it is referring to an enemy. Thus, the HALOT[footnoteRef:629] has “enemy” for this verse, and almost all the English versions do, as well as commentators such as Michael Fox, Bruce Waltke, Robert Alter, and Richard Clifford. Nevertheless, the literal is “one who hates,” and that is true. [629:  Koehler and Baumgartner, Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon.] 

Pro 27:7
“A satisfied soul tramples on a honeycomb.” The picture is graphic. The verse does not say how the honeycomb got on the ground; someone may have dropped it, or a swarm of bees could have built a honeycomb close to the ground (cf. Judg. 14:8-9). In any case, the person who is already full does not care about the honeycomb and “tramples” it underfoot; he spurns and rejects it. In contrast, when a person is truly hungry, even things that are bitter-tasting are sweet to him. It is a blessing to have almost any food.
While Proverbs 27:7 is certainly literally true, it is teaching a much larger truth. To a person who is satisfied with life, i.e., satisfied with their job, their money, their health, their family, their living situation, etc., even things that we would ordinarily consider “great opportunities” do not interest them. But to the person who needs a job or money or a place to live, even something that is not very satisfactory is a cause of rejoicing.
Pro 27:8
“a person who wanders from his place.” For a bird, the bird’s nest is a place of safety and security, as well as family and responsibilities. It is where the bird “belongs” and where it will live and function best. A bird who wanders from the nest (and “wander” has the implication of more permanent wandering, not just “going out for a short walk”) is not only leaving safety and security, it is leaving where it was designed by God to best fit into life and where it functions the most effectively for itself and others.
Similarly, a person who “wanders” from their place is leaving a good measure of safety and security, and also leaving behind the responsibilities they have to God and others, and wanders away for any of a number of reasons—perhaps to find something they don’t have or fill some void they can’t seem to fill.
To understand the fullness of this proverb it is important to realize that, although many English versions say “wanders from home,” the actual Hebrew is “wanders from his place,” and the “place” can be physical, such as a home, or it can be metaphorical for what the person is being called by God to be and do at any given point in life. A person who ignores or abandons what they are called to do for the Lord and who wanders off to somehow find a more satisfying life is like a bird wandering from its nest: things will generally not end well.
Proverbs 27:8 points out that each person has a place in God’s world, with gifts and talents and responsibilities that go with those talents. and people are most blessed and satisfied when they are doing the will of God. But many people get “lost” and can’t seem to find where they fit in. We learn from the scope of Scripture that to help with that situation God has called pastors and helpers who are gifted at helping people find where they fit in for the Lord.
Pro 27:9
“one’s own counsel.” The Hebrew text reads, the “counsel of the soul.” The Hebrew word min can be taken in two different ways. One is as a comparative statement (“better than”), the other is as a source (“comes from”). The English versions are divided on how to understand the phrase. For example, the CSB renders the proverb: “and the sweetness of a friend is better than self-counsel” (cf. JPS, NJB). On the other hand, the NET reads, “likewise the sweetness of one’s friend from sincere counsel” (cf. CEB, ESV, KJV, NASB).
The versions are divided for good reason: the Hebrew text can be read either way, and both readings are true. That makes Proverbs 27:9 the figure of speech amphibologia, a figure in which one thing is said but it means two things both of which are true. It is true that having the sweet counsel of a friend is better than just trusting that you yourself are right. Many verses talk about the necessity of having good counsel to make plans succeed (Prov. 11:14; 15:22; 24:6) versus trusting one’s own heart in what seems right (Prov. 16:25). Of course, the verse presupposes that a person will have a friend who loves him and will be honest with him. But sadly, many people do not cultivate that kind of friendship with others. A good church leader recognizes the pressures in the world that separate people and works to make his or her church a place where genuine friendships can develop.
It is also true that the “sincere” counsel of a friend is sweet, and that sincere counsel makes the heart glad, just as incense and oil do.
Pro 27:12
“A prudent person sees evil and hides.” Proverbs 27:12 and Proverbs 22:3 are nearly identical (see the REV commentary on Prov. 22:3).
Pro 27:13
“give security.” Proverbs 27:13 is almost identical to Proverbs 20:16. See commentary on Prov. 20:16.
Pro 27:14
“to him.” The pronoun is ambiguous. Is the loud blessing in the morning counted as a curse to the one who is speaking the blessing, or is the one who is “blessed” with a loud voice counting the blessing to be a curse? Both explanations apply and both seem to be true.
Pro 27:15
“A constant dripping on a day of steady rain.” The Hebrew words are the same, and in the same order as Proverbs 19:13, (deleph, #01812, דֶּלֶף; tarad, #02956, טָרַד). See commentary on Proverbs 19:13.
Pro 27:16
“restrain her.” The Hebrew is tsaphan (#06845 צָפַן), to hide. However, the reading “hide her” is difficult for most people, and in this context, the word can have the meaning “restrain her,” that is, restrain her to stop her nagging and complaining (a few English versions do have “hide,” cf. Geneva Bible, KJV, NAB, NET, Rotherham, YLT). However, the meaning of the Hebrew word is “to hide,” and is extended to mean “to restrain.” Anyone who lives in a neighborhood where the houses are close together knows the embarrassment of having a heated argument in the house that the whole neighborhood can hear, and that is especially the case in nice weather when the windows are open. But in the biblical world, every window was always more or less open because there were no glass windows, so a man with a nagging wife was constantly embarrassed. Thus, the husband wished he could hide his wife in a place where she could not be seen or heard, but since such a place was impossible to find in the tightly packed biblical villages and towns, hiding a nagging wife was like trying to hide the sound of the wind or to grasp oil; it could not be done.
Beyond the simple fact that one cannot hide the sound of the wind or grasp oil, there may be important subtle undertones that explain why wind and oil were used as comparisons to the nagging wife. The woman was a constant nag, and a constantly howling wind is a storm; thus, while the home was supposed to be a shelter from the storm, instead the storm was inside the house. Also, fragrant oil was often worn as a perfume by women and was meant to gladden the heart and enhance one’s sexuality and sensuality (Prov. 27:9; Song 1:12; 4:13-14), but in this case, the oil was wasted and ineffective because the woman was like oil that could not be grasped—and even grasped “in his right hand.” Biblically, the right hand was the hand of blessing. Thus the phrase seems to be intimating that if the man could grasp the “oil” it would be blessed, but alas, it could not even be grasped for a blessing. By her ungodly behavior, the woman wasted the blessing that could have been hers.[footnoteRef:630] [630:  Cf. Bruce Waltke, The Book of Proverbs: Chapters 15-31 [NICOT], 383-84.] 

Part of the meaning of Proverbs 27:16, written about women but also applicable to men, is that people are certain ways, and they will only change if they want to change. If a man marries a contentious woman (or vice versa), then he will not be happy and he cannot force her to change. Although marriages in the biblical world were usually arranged, it was still important for the parents or the person to make a good choice about who would be a good spouse.
[For more on the right hand being the hand of blessing, see commentary on Prov. 3:16 and Matt. 25:33.]
Pro 27:18
“master.” The Hebrew is “lord,” or “master,” and is used of the owner of a slave. The Hebrew word is a grammatic plural here and is often referred to as an “honorific plural,” meaning the word is plural in form but singular in meaning.
Pro 27:19
“As the surface of the water reflects a face.” The Hebrew poetry in this proverb is short and difficult to understand. It literally reads, “As water the face to the face, so the heart of a person to a person.” The point of the verse seems to be that water accurately reflects a person’s face, and the heart of a person accurately reflects who a person really is. The NET seems to get the sense well and translates the verse, “As in water a face is reflected as a face, so a person’s heart reflects the person.”
Scholars debate whether the heart reflects the person themself, or someone else’s heart, but the face in the water is the face of the one looking, and similarly, it seems that the heart of a person reflects that person’s heart. Looking into one’s own heart is being paralleled with the way a person can look at the surface of the water to see themselves. Looking at the heart does not reveal the physical appearance of the person, like water does, but rather it reveals the character, desires, and moral virtues of the person. Such self-awareness gives a person a better understanding of who they are to enable them to grow in making wise and godly choices. In this context, the “person” is the “real self,” the “inner self,” that makes decisions and choices that affect and direct the heart, and indeed, the whole person.
This proverb is making a different point than what Christ said when he made the statement, “the things that proceed out of the mouth come out of the heart” (Matt. 15:18; cf. Matt. 12:34). Proverbs is saying that the heart reflects the person, while Christ was pointing out that what comes from the mouth reflects the heart.
The Bible says different things in different places, and by reading and studying all of them we can get a basic picture of the way God created us human. The “person,” the “real you” is the “you” that can talk to yourself. It is the invisible self that thinks and plans, and has desires and aspirations, and that has deep emotions and feels great joy in some circumstances but great pain in other circumstances, and that makes decisions about what to do. Paul referred to it as the “inner self” (cf. Rom. 7:22-23; Eph. 3:16 and 2 Cor. 4:16. In Romans 7:22-23, which is one long sentence, what he calls his “inner self” in the first part of the sentence he calls “my mind” in the last part of the sentence. It is very difficult to define or quantify the inner self, the “real you.” It does not reside in any single part of the body, but is intrinsically connected to the whole body.
What we learn from different verses is that the inner self, the real you, speaks to and influences the whole body. Among the parts of the body that are most influenced is the “heart,” which in biblical times was understood to be the core and seat of the thought life (the emotional life was thought to be dominated by the “guts,” primarily the bowels and kidneys). According to Proverbs 27:19, the heart reflects the “person,” the “inner self,” the “real you.” That makes sense because it is the inner self that is always thinking, making decisions, acting and reacting, etc. So the heart reflects the person, the “real you,” and then the heart directly influences what comes out of the mouth. It is possible that the Bible says what the mouth speaks comes from the heart and not the “inner self” because often our inner self is in conflict with how we behave, which is why Paul writes, “I do not understand my own actions, for I am not practicing what I want, but I am doing the very thing I hate” (Rom. 7:15). Often what we say and do comes out of our heart, but is not the way we—the real inner self—would want to speak and act if we were not so influenced by sin.
[For more on the inner self, see commentary on 2 Cor. 4:16.]
Pro 27:20
“nor are the eyes of a person ever satisfied.” This is a proverb that is generally true, but not always true of every person. Most people want more than they have. The fallen nature of humankind drives them to desire things that they don’t have, which is why the tenth commandment of the Ten Commandments is not to covet (Exod. 20:17). Wanting more includes lust, greed, a desire for more power or influence, etc. The wise believer knows that while it is commendable to want to improve one’s circumstances if they are not good, wanting too much can be harmful (Eccl. 5:13). It is good for a person to be content with what they have. Paul wrote that godliness with contentment was a great gain, whereas a love of money was a root of all kinds of evil (1 Tim. 6:6-10).
Pro 27:21
“tested by the praise he receives.” Refining pots and gold furnaces test metals, remove impurities, and reveal the quality of the metal. Similarly, people are tested by the praise they receive. The literal Hebrew is difficult in English and reads, “A refining pot [is] for silver and a furnace [is] for the gold, but a man by the mouth of his praise.” The exact meaning of the last phrase of the verse is unclear because it can mean two different things. In our view, the two meanings are purposeful and are the figure of speech amphibologia (double entendre), where one thing is said but two different things, both true, are meant.
One of the meanings is that a man is tested by the praise he receives, and most translations support that meaning. A man is tested by the praise he receives because the way he reacts to it reveals his heart. Some commentators point out that “a man is tested by the praise he receives” can also mean that the praise a man receives from others (or lack of it), i.e., the public opinion about him, reveals the kind of person he is. While that explanation may be part of what “a man is tested by the praise he receives” means, because public opinion can be so unreliable it is unlikely that that is a primary meaning of the verse.
Michael Fox agrees with the interpretation that a person is tested by the praise he receives and translates the last phrase of the verse, “a man is tested by the mouth of him who praises him.”[footnoteRef:631] The Rabbis generally agree with this interpretation.[footnoteRef:632] The Complete Jewish Bible reads “a person [is tested] by [his reaction to] praise” (cf. NAB, NAB, NASB, NET, NIV, NLT). [631:  Michael Fox, Proverbs 10-31 [AB], 813-14.]  [632:  Ginsburg, Mishlei/Proverbs, ArtScroll Tanach Series.] 

The second meaning of the verse is that a man is tested by what he praises. This interpretation is well-covered by Bruce Waltke.[footnoteRef:633] Waltke points out that the phrase “by the mouth of” is used not only literally, but also in both Hebrew and cognate Semitic languages as an idiom for “according to.” That idiomatic use would make the verse read that a man is tested according to his praise, in other words, by what he praises. Waltke writes that in this verse “the person is tested by the praise he gives and/or receives,” and adds: “Musicians praise their composers; literate people praise their authors; sports fans praise their heroes; and the godly praise the Lord. Likewise, the immoral praise the adulterer and adulteress, and the covetous praise the rich (Ps. 49:18).” We know foolish people honor fools (Prov. 26:8). Waltke himself translated the verse in a more neutral way that could include both meanings: “a person is tested according to his praise,” but Rotherham’s Emphasized Bible translates the last phrase in the verse as, “a man, [is to be tried] by what he praiseth.” [633:  Waltke, The Book of Proverbs 15-31 [NICOT], 387.] 

In conclusion, the Hebrew text can mean both that a person is tested by the praise he receives and also by what he praises. The way a person reacts to praise reveals what is in his heart, and it also tests the quality of the heart and whether or not it will be changed and corrupted by praise. Also, what a person praises tests the heart and reveals what is in it, because we praise what we value and admire. If we are going to know what is in the hearts of other people, we have to pay attention to how they react to being praised, and also to what they praise.
Pro 27:22
“his foolishness will not depart from him.” This verse is not saying that fools cannot change their ways, because they can. However, it is making the point that there is no way to change them from the outside. There is no discipline or consequence that somehow guarantees a fool will change. We can do what we can to help them see that their ways are harmful to themselves and others, and pray for them, but ultimately they must make the decision to change and then follow up and act on their decision.
 
Proverbs Chapter 28
Pro 28:1
“righteous are confident like a lion.” This seems to be the basic meaning of the text, but reading the Hebrew that way is difficult because the word “righteous” is plural, while the word “lion” and the verb “confident” are singular, and thus it seems like the words should go together thusly: “the righteous are like a confident lion.”
In any case, the text shows us that wicked people are often so afraid of the consequences of their actions, or so guilty about what they have done, that rather than living a peaceful life like the righteous can do, they flee even when no one is pursuing them.
Pro 28:3
“A poor man who oppresses the weak.” Ordinarily in Proverbs the poor person is oppressed, but here the poor man is the oppressor. Thus, although this proverb seems to go against the flow of the other verses in Proverbs about the poor, what is portrayed in this proverb is something we often see in real life. For example, among the poor and homeless, it is quite common for a stronger homeless person to beat up and take the food, money, jacket, shoes, etc., of a weaker homeless person. The stronger person then becomes like a pounding rain: cold, heartless, and destructive, leaving only misery and hopelessness behind. The poor no doubt cry out about such oppression, but are ignored; but not by God who hears them. The oppressors are too selfish and ignorant to know that on the Day of Judgment and afterward, they too will cry out and be ignored (Prov. 21:13).
Pro 28:4
“Law.” See commentary on Proverbs 1:8.
Pro 28:7
“the Law.” See commentary on Proverbs 1:8.
Pro 28:9
“the Law.” See commentary on Proverbs 1:8.
“even his prayer is an abomination.” Many verses say that if a person is evil, unrepentant, or ungodly, God will not hear his prayers (cf. Job 35:12-13; Prov. 15:29; Isa. 1:15; 59:1-2; Ezek. 8:17-18; Mic. 3:4; Zech. 7:12-13; James 4:3; 1 Pet. 3:7). Sadly, this is often ignored by stubborn and hard-hearted people who think they are righteous in the sight of God and who therefore pelt Him with prayers that He does not hear. If we are caught up in sin, it is good to pray for God’s help, but that needs to be combined with a genuine effort to overcome sin and become more godly in our walk.
Pro 28:10
“onto an evil road.” The Hebrew uses the word “road” idiomatically for “way of life.”
“will fall into his own pit.” It is a consistent theme throughout Scripture that evil people bring evil upon themselves (see commentary on Prov. 1:18).
Pro 28:12
“When the righteous triumph.” The Hebrew word translated “triumph” is more literally “rejoice.” The idea is that the righteous triumph, and so they rejoice. The Hebrew text is a metonymy of effect, where the effect, rejoicing, is put for the cause of the rejoicing, which is success or triumph.
“when the wicked rise up, people conceal themselves.” When wicked people rule, the actions of righteous people often draw attention and bring persecution and trouble. So often when the leaders or governments are evil, righteous people “hide,” that is, they do not engage in obvious righteous acts or acts of worship, instead they “fly beneath the radar” so to speak. However, often they engage in undercover acts of civil disobedience. Hiding, lying, and acts of civil disobedience will be much more how godly people will have to live as we approach the Last Days, a time when the love of many will grow cold (Matt. 24:12). Proverbs 28:12 is similar to Proverbs 28:28, but the word “conceal” is different than the word “hide” in verse 28, and actually here means more like “people must be sought out,” meaning that they hide and must be looked for.
[For more on lying and civil disobedience, see commentary on Exod. 1:19.]
Pro 28:14
“who trembles before God continually.” The idiom of trembling before God refers to having a reverent respect for God due to who He is and what He can do. The person who loves and respects God is not “hot and cold” towards Him, but holds Him in respect continually.
Pro 28:15
“poor.” The Hebrew word that is translated as “poor” has a semantic range that includes, “poor,” “helpless,” “powerless,” “weak” and “insignificant.” Frankly, all of those meanings fit, giving the proverb a wide range of meanings and possible translations.
Pro 28:19
“food.” The Hebrew word is literally “bread,” which is used by metonymy for “food” in general because “bread” was the dominant food.
Pro 28:22
“a stingy person.” The Hebrew text uses the Semitic idiom about the “evil eye” and says, “A man with an evil eye.” The idiomatic phrase about a person having an “evil eye” referred to the person being stingy, selfish, and greedy. The meaning of the idiom of the “evil eye” changed over time, and today if someone gives you the “evil eye” it means he wishes harm to come to you. However, that was not the meaning of the idiom in biblical times.
Here in Proverbs 28:22, the man with the evil eye is stingy and greedy, and so he rushes after wealth. Sadly, he does not know that that is the path to poverty, either in this life or the next. In Deuteronomy 15:9, the man with an “evil eye” was stingy so he would not lend anything to the needy if it was close to the seventh year, the year of release, when people did not have to pay him back. In Deuteronomy 28:54, a man who is in a difficult situation may not even be generous toward his family, but have an evil eye concerning them and be stingy and not help them, and similarly, Proverbs 23:6 warns not to eat the food of a stingy man, a man with an evil eye, because he is always worried about how much it costs him.
In the New Testament, Jesus taught that a person who had an evil eye and thus was stingy, greedy, and selfish, was full of darkness (Matt. 6:23; Luke 11:34). In fact, the person who is stingy and greedy is not even happy if others get ahead a little (Matt. 20:15). Jesus made it clear that having an evil eye and being greedy and selfish was a heart issue (Mark 7:22-23).
In contrast to an “evil eye,” which was selfish and stingy, a person with a “good eye” (Prov. 22:9), or a “single eye” (Matt. 6:22), was generous.
[For more on the “good eye,” see commentary on Prov. 22:9.]
Pro 28:25
“A greedy soul stirs up strife.” The Hebrew is more literally a “wide soul” (rahab nephesh) where “wide” is rahab and nephesh refers to a person and/or the person’s appetites. The Hebrew word nephesh (#05315 נֶפֶשׁ), has a wide semantic range, and the exact meaning is closely tied to the context. As Bruce Waltke points out, “Rahab with concrete nouns denotes breath or width…but in construct with psychosomatic words it denotes unrestraint, immodesty: with nephesh an unrestrained appetite (see Prov. 28:25; cf. Ps. 101:5); with leb [“heart”], of unrestrained thoughts, ambitions, plans, and so on. This heart, recognizes no boundaries to curb its aspirations, behaves as if it were God.”[footnoteRef:634] Waltke later writes about Proverbs 28:25 and says, “the unrestrained appetite (rehab-nephesh, lit. “wide of appetite”...stirs up strife. ...The greedy person’s insatiable appetite brings them into conflict with others, for he transgresses social boundaries. Not content with his portion, he becomes disruptive and destructive, and those whose person and property he violates fight back. This is how wars are started.”[footnoteRef:635] [634:  Waltke, Proverbs 15-31]  [635:  Waltke, Proverbs, 427.] 

“prosperous.” The literal Hebrew is “fat.”
Pro 28:26
“He who trusts in his own heart—he is a fool.” This verse shows the need for each person to have trusted advisors who will reprove and correct him. Jeremiah 17:9 (ESV) warns us: “The heart is deceitful above all things, and desperately sick; who can understand it?” We cannot always trust our judgment, so we surround ourselves with trusted advisors and loved ones, who can give us advice and counsel. Surely it is true that there is safety in a multitude of counselors (Prov. 11:14).
Pro 28:27
“will not be in need.” Proverbs 28:27 is one of the many “ideal” promises in the Word of God. It was always God’s intention that people would get what they deserve in this life, and that is expressed in verses such as this one. This verse would be fulfilled here on earth today if we lived in a godly world with godly people, but people do not always get what they deserve. Many people who give to the poor end up in need themselves later in life.
[For more on “ideal” proverbs like this, see the REV commentary on Prov. 19:5.]
Pro 28:28
“When the wicked rise up, people hide themselves.” See commentary on Proverbs 28:12.
 
Proverbs Chapter 29
Pro 29:2
“groan.” The problems and pain that wicked rulers cause are very real, and in those times the people who are ruled over groan from pain and burden. In the countries like the USA that allow people to elect their rulers, it is important to elect rulers who value personal choice and freedom, instead of those who think that the government can run someone’s life better than they themselves can.
Pro 29:5
“spreads a net for his feet.” The Hebrew is ambiguous as to who the “his” refers to. It can be interpreted to refer to either the one who spreads the net or the one for whom the net was intended, or both. Flattery entraps both those who speak it and those who are deceived by it.
Pro 29:7
“legal claim.” The Hebrew word is din (#01779 דִּין), and it usually means “judgment,” but it can also mean “legal suit, strife,” or “cause,” or “rights, legal rights, legal claim.” The HALOT[footnoteRef:636] has “legal claim” for Proverbs 29:7. Every human has certain rights, and when those rights are violated, a person then has certain legal claims. Righteous people are sensitive to the legal rights and legal claims of the poor, in part because they know that God never shows favoritism when it comes to people, and that God is the Judge of all people. On the other hand, wicked people oppress the poor and take advantage of them. They do not keep God’s Day of Judgment in mind, to their own temporal and everlasting detriment. [636:  Koehler and Baumgartner, Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon.] 

Pro 29:9
“person.” The word “person” (twice in this verse) is iysh (#0376 אִישׁ), which most literally refers to a man, a male in contrast to a woman. But it can also be used to refer to men and women, and it makes sense to translate it in a gender-neutral way in this context (see commentary on Prov. 2:12, “the one”).
“disputes.” The usual meaning of “disputes” is to have a controversy in court, although sometimes the word means more of a dispute in general.
“rages or laughs.” The fool is right in his own eyes (Prov. 12:15), and when challenged may either try to bludgeon you with words (Prov. 12:16; 27:3), or, as this verse says, may try to just “laugh you off,” as if what you said was ridiculous. In either case, the fool can make quite a scene (Prov. 27:3), and it is unlikely the case (or the courtroom) will come to a peaceful settlement.
Pro 29:13
“have this in common.” Literally, “meet together” (see commentary on Prov. 22:2).
“Yahweh gives light to the eyes of them both.” This refers primarily to creating them and giving them life (see commentary on Prov. 22:2).
Pro 29:17
“rest.” The Hebrew word means “rest,” and can refer to rest, comfort, peace of mind.
Pro 29:18
“Law.” See commentary on Proverbs 1:8.
Pro 29:20
“a person.” The word “person” is iysh (#0376 אִישׁ), which most literally refers to a man, a male in contrast to a woman. But it can also be used to refer to men and women, and it makes sense to translate it in a gender-neutral way in this context (see commentary on Prov. 2:12, “the one”).
Pro 29:24
“he is put under oath to testify.” This is a great example of a verse that cannot be understood without understanding the scope of Scripture and the culture of the time. The reference is to testifying in a courtroom, and this verse is tied to the following verse, Proverbs 29:25, which says that being afraid of people brings “a snare” into one’s life.
The context and vocabulary in Proverbs 29:24 tell us that the person being called to testify in court as a witness has partnered with a thief, who has now been caught and is on trial. In the trial, there was generally understood to be some kind of oath or “oath-curse” for people to tell the truth (Lev. 5:1). Here in Proverbs 29:24, the witness hears the “oath,” but refuses to speak. The witness has some kind of partnership or understanding with the thief, and he is afraid, but that fear is about to bring a snare into his life. The Hebrew word translated “oath” is alah (#0423 אָלָה), and it means both “oath” and “curse.” The reason for the two meanings of alah is understandable in the culture because many of the “oaths” were more accurately “oath-curses,” that is, the oath and the curse were bound up together into one statement.
For example, after Elijah killed the prophets of Baal in Jezebel’s kingdom, she said, “So may the gods do to me, and more also, if I don’t make your life as the life of one of them by tomorrow about this time!” (1 Kings 19:2). In other words, Jezebel was making an oath-curse and saying she would kill Elijah by the next day, and if not the gods could do the same to her and worse. The king of Israel said the same kind of thing about Elisha when there was a famine in Samaria that he blamed on Elisha (2 Kings 6:31). When David’s son Adonijah, who was Solomon’s rival, asked to have David’s last concubine, Abishag, Solomon said the same thing about Adonijah (1 Kings 2:23), and then did in fact execute him (1 Kings 2:25).
When a person was called to testify in court the oath or oath-curse was spoken, and even if there wasn’t one, there was a general understanding from the Mosaic Law that if a person lied in court and was caught he too would receive the punishment that the criminal himself received (Lev. 5:1; Deut. 19:16-19). Although Deuteronomy is specifically about someone who lies about another to incriminate him, everyone understood that the Mosaic Law, the “Torah,” was given for “instruction” (“Torah” means “instruction,” not “law”), and the Torah gave general instruction for guidance, and thus the regulations about false testimony in court applied for both lying in court to incriminate someone and lying in court to cover for someone else’s sin.
Proverbs 29:24-25 teaches a powerful lesson. People who enter into relationships with evil people “hate their own soul;” they ruin their lives. People involved in evil usually get more and more deeply involved and end up living in genuine fear for their lives and welfare. The pressure and fear can be so great that they lie in court, as the person in Proverbs 29:24 does. The way out of the trouble and mental anguish is to trust God and obey Him. That does not mean that there will not be serious consequences in this life, because sometimes there still are, but it does mean that in the end there will be protection and even being exalted by God. Romans 8:18 tells us that the sufferings of this life are not comparable with the glory we will experience in the next life.
Pro 29:25
“protected.” The Hebrew word is sagab (#07682 שָׂגַב), and it more literally means, “to be set on high,” or “to be set or placed high, high up.” It also has the meaning of “to be exalted.” As we will see, both “protected” and “exalted” are important meanings in this verse. The idea of being “set in a high place,” meaning safe or “protected,”[footnoteRef:637] comes from the military metaphor of being put in a high place that is inaccessible to the enemy and therefore safe. While fearing man brings “a snare,” i.e., trouble upon trouble, trusting God leads to ultimate protection, safety, and exaltation. [637:  Cf. Koehler and Baumgartner, HALOT Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon.] 

This verse parallels Jesus’ teaching in Matthew 10:28 that we should not be afraid of people, but rather should fear God. The worst any human can do to us is kill our body. But God will raise the righteous people from the dead and give them better bodies and everlasting life. In contrast, God can and will destroy the unrighteous people in Gehenna, the Lake of Fire, so He is the one we should really fear and trust.
People who are afraid of other people do things they should not do, or do not do things they should do, and their lives are just one snare and trouble after another. This verse is tied to the previous verse, Prov. 29:24, in which a person is so afraid of other people that he will not testify in court and tell the truth, which under Old Testament law could even result in his death, depending on the particular case. The way to rid oneself of fear of others is to trust God. That does not mean that troubles in this life will disappear, but they will certainly be lessened, especially mentally, and furthermore, God is the ultimate deliverer. Even if godly people are killed, if they have trusted God and gotten saved, they will be “protected” in the end. More than that, however, because of their obedience to God, they will also be “exalted” by God and given rewards for their obedience. The Hebrew word means both “protected” and “exalted,” and thus is an amphibologia, a double entendre, and the native Hebrew reader sees both meanings when he reads the verse. The REV has “protected” due to the context and the use of “snare” in the first stanza.
Pro 29:26
“attention.” The Hebrew word is “face,” and in this context, it means “attention,”[footnoteRef:638] or “favor.” People seek the attention and favor of human rulers, but true justice for people comes from God. Of course, that “justice” can be desired or unwanted depending on how godly the person is. The wicked don’t want justice, they want the attention of the ruler so they can get what they desire in life, while the righteous crave God’s justice on earth and sometimes get it here, but will certainly see it done in the next life. [638:  Cf. Koehler and Baumgartner, HALOT Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon.] 

Pro 29:27
“dishonest person.” The word “person” is iysh (#0376 אִישׁ), which most literally refers to a man, but it can also be used to refer to men and women, and it makes sense to translate it in a gender-neutral way in this context (see commentary on Prov. 2:12, “the one”).
“wicked person.” The word “wicked” is a singular adjective, and we added “person” to clarify that fact.
 
Proverbs Chapter 30
Pro 30:1
“The declaration of this man.” The Hebrew text reads, “the declaration of the man,” but the man is Agur, so the reading “this man,” i.e., the man who spoke “the words” in the first stanza of the verse.
Pro 30:4
“What is his name.” Proverbs 30:4 begins with a series of four rhetorical questions, each beginning with “who,” making the figure of speech anaphora, which is designed to catch our attention. The One who can do the things listed, such as gather the wind in his fists and bind the waters in his clothing, is God. The basic thrust of the text, as is determined by Proverbs 30:2-3, is the difference between God, who has wisdom, and humans who do not have inherent wisdom but must learn from God (for example, Agur, son of Yakeh; Prov. 30:1). The name of God is Yahweh.
The text then asks “what is the name of his son,” and the first and most obvious answer from the Old Testament is that it is Israel. Bruce Waltke writes: “The answer to, ‘What is the name of his son?’ must be based on the lexical foundation that in Proverbs ‘son’ always elsewhere refers to the son whom the father teaches (see 1:8). In the Old Testament, the Lord brought Israel into existence and named his firstborn (cf. Exod. 4:22; Deut. 14:1; 32:5-6, 18-19; Isa. 43:6; 45:11; 63:16; 64:8[7]; Jer. 3:4, 19; 31:20; Hos. 11:1). The LXX [the Septuagint] reads ‘his son’ as plural, ‘his children,’ apparently interpreting ‘his son’ as ‘the children of Israel.” This is also the interpretation in the Midrash Yalkut Shimoni.”[footnoteRef:639] [639:  Bruce Waltke, The Book of Proverbs: Chapters 15-31 [NICOT], 473-474.] 

Pro 30:5
“refined.” The Hebrew word translated as “refined” is tzaraf (#06884 צָרַף), and it generally means refined by heat; by smelting.[footnoteRef:640] Proverbs 30:5 is quite similar in meaning to Psalm 12:6. Although we generally think of every word in the Bible as being pure and from God, many of the spiritual things of God cannot be completely represented in any human language, so the words as they come from God to humans have to be refined so that they are pure as possible in the receptor language. [640:  Koehler and Baumgartner, HALOT Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon.] 

Pro 30:7
“I ask from you.” The “you” changes to God here. This is the only prayer in Proverbs.
Pro 30:8
“provide to me my portion of bread.” This is very similar in meaning to the line in the Lord’s Prayer, “Give us day by day our daily bread” (Luke 11:3; cf. Matt. 6:11). It seems very likely that Jesus was using this line from the only prayer in Proverbs (see commentary on Prov. 30:7) as a basis for the line he spoke in his prayer. Thus, the idea of praying to God to have enough in life, but not too much, is both the wisdom of the Old Testament and the wisdom of the New Testament.
Pro 30:10
“slander.” The Hebrew word can also mean “criticize, disparage.”​
“found guilty.” The Hebrew word is asham (#0816 אָשַׁם), and it means to be guilty. But that guilt extended to having to pay or suffer the consequences for what you had done, which is why some versions translate it something like “and you have to pay the penalty.” However, the more literal meaning of the word is “be held guilty.”
Pro 30:11
“generation.” The Hebrew word dor (#01755 דּוֹר) means “generation,” and that is its meaning here. A “generation” can sometimes mean all the people alive at a certain time, or what we more commonly think of as a “generation,” people of a certain age range that are alive at a certain time, just as we here in the USA refer to people being of the “Baby Boomer Generation,” “Generation X,” or “the Millennial Generation.” In certain contexts, dor can refer to a kind of people, and a number of translations go with that idea (cf. CJB, ESV, NASB, NIV, NRSV). However, both the Bible and history reveal to us that certain generations have very specific characteristics, and seems to be what God is trying to tell us here. Also, knowing that helps us understand the Bible, world history, and even our own circumstances. We must also understand, however, that although we today live in a very global world, where everyone is connected, in biblical times and likely today as well, a “generation” was not only specific in time, but in place. Just because the Israelite generation that left Egypt was ungodly did not mean that the American Indians alive at that same time were too. They would not be considered the same “generation.”
The Bible makes it clear that different generations had different characteristics, but of course, we must remember that not every person in a generation follows the pattern of the generation. Although a generation will have a general characteristic, individuals in the generation will always differ somewhat. For example, there will always be believers in an unbelieving generation. The generation at the time of the Flood was wicked (Gen. 7:1). The generation of Israelites who left Egypt was unbelieving and evil (Num. 32:13; Deut. 1:35). The generation that conquered the Promised Land generally believed God, but the next generation that came along after Joshua’s time did not (Judg. 2:10). European and American history also reveals the trend that generations distinctly differ. One generation might experience a great revival or hunger for God, and then the next generation have much less interest in God.
Given the scope of what God reveals about generations, Proverbs 30:11-14 is not just telling us something that we all know—that some kinds of people are godly and some kinds are evil, but rather it is giving us a picture of how history develops, with some generations being distinctly more godly than other generations, and some generations being very wicked. It is also possible that this section of Scripture about this very ungodly generation is ultimately pointing to the generation that will be alive on earth after the Rapture of the Church, when the people’s love will grow cold and the earth will experience great tribulation. At that time there will indeed be a generation that acts like Proverbs 30:11-14 portrays.
Pro 30:12
“generation.” See commentary on Proverbs 30:11, “generation.”
“excrement.” The Hebrew word is tsoah (#06675 צוֹאָה), and it means excrement or filth. In this context, it most literally means “excrement,” referring to our human bodily waste, as we can see from verses such as 2 Kings 18:27 and Isaiah 36:12, combined with the fact that the “generation” includes both men and women (in Isa. 4:4 tsoah refers to menstrual blood; in Isa. 28:8 it refers to vomit). Further evidence that in this verse tsoah refers to human excrement is that the Septuagint, the Greek translation of the Old Testament made about 250 BC, translated tsoah as exodos, “a going out,” which in this context would refer to excrement.
In biblical times there was no really effective way to cleanse oneself after going to the bathroom. Toilet paper and similar products did not exist, nor did sinks with running water, nor did truly effective soap. Often a person just had to use his or her hand to clean up and then wipe off their hand in the best way possible in their circumstances, and this was the dominant reason that people only ate with their right hand, and cleaned themselves with their left hand (see commentary on Matt. 25:33). When a person with an unclean hand touched his body and clothes, he became much more unclean and covered by excrement than he was aware of. Thus often, just as Proverbs 30:12 says, people who thought they were pure in God’s eyes actually were unwashed and unclean from their excrement.
A number of versions think “excrement” is a hyperbole to exaggerate the impurity that people have before God, and translate the verse a little less extreme, using “filth” or a similar word. While the use of “excrement” in Proverbs 30:12 may be somewhat exaggerated for emphasis, it is also true that in God’s eyes, people who are pure in their own eyes but not pure in the sight of God are not just “filthy” in the sense that it would be nice if they took a bath, they have excrement on them and are in dire need of God’s cleansing to be pure and holy in His sight. Of course, the way to be washed in the sight of God is to live a righteous life, and when we sin, repent and confess our sin (1 John 1:9).
Pro 30:13
“generation.” See commentary on Proverbs 30:11, “generation.”
Pro 30:14
“generation.” See commentary on Proverbs 30:11, “generation.”
Pro 30:15
“leech.” The Hebrew word is aluqah (#05936 עֲלוּקָה), and although it only occurs this one time in the Bible, it is quite clear from the Aramaic, Arabic, and Ethiopic cognate words that it refers to the horseleech; also the Septuagint and Vulgate read “horseleech.” The horseleech has two suckers, which are almost certainly the “two daughters” that Proverbs 30:15 speaks about who say, “Give. Give.” However, scientifically, only one of the two suckers sucks blood, the other is used by the leech to hold on to the host animal.
There are different species of leeches, but Proverbs 30:15 almost certainly refers to the variety of leech referred to as the “horseleech.” That is why many older versions read “horseleech” (cf. ASV, English Revised Version, Geneva Bible, KJV). The horseleech was commonly found in Palestine and gets its name from the fact that it attached itself in the noses and mouths of horses that came to drink (it would also attach to humans who put their face in the water). They have such a powerful bite that they are not used in medicine to draw blood, whereas other leeches are used to draw blood.
Pro 30:16
“the barren womb.” The Hebrew reads, “the closed womb” but in this context, it is referring to a woman who has never had a baby, not to someone who has naturally stopped having children.
Pro 30:17
“An eye.” This verse specifically mentions the eye, which is the figure of speech synecdoche of the part, where a part is put for the whole. In this case, the part, the eye, is put for the whole person who mocks and disobeys. The eye is likely being emphasized because for unrighteous people, the eye was associated with being haughty or prideful (Prov. 30:13), with greed (Prov. 23:5-6; 28:22), and with evil doings (Prov. 6:13; 10:10). The evil person has a greedy eye, but his desire will not be fulfilled, instead, his lamp will go out in a time of darkness (Prov. 20:20). Proverbs is about defiant and rebellious children who have contempt for their parents. They reject their family and hence are rejected by their family, so they die in disgrace and have no one to bury them or put them in a family tomb. Like King Jehoiakim (Jer. 22:19; 36:30), their dead bodies will lie unburied on the ground until they are eaten by carrion birds and other animals.
[See Word Study: “Synecdoche.”]
“ravens of the valley.” This phrase has the subtle overtone that besides being completely rejected by his family and mankind, perhaps this person who rejected his family turned out to be a criminal. Ravens are found all over Israel, in fact, over Europe and parts of Asia as well; they don’t roost or live only in “the valley,” so the fact that they are referred to as “ravens of the valley” has a specific meaning. In this context, the valley was a river valley or wadi, which sometimes referred to a valley with a perennial stream, but more often was a valley that only had water in it during the rainy season. These wadis often were quite deep with steep sides and harbored wild animals and dangerous men, and it is one of these that is called the “valley of the shadow of death” (Ps. 23:4). It would not be uncommon to throw an unwanted dead body into one of these wadis, where it would not pollute the farmland and would soon be devoured by animals and carrion birds.
For example, the valley of Hinnom just south of Jerusalem was infamous because of the people who were killed there (2 Chron. 28:3; 33:6; Jer. 7:31-32; 32:35). It became the garbage dump of Jerusalem in New Testament times and was known by the Greek word “Gehenna,” a Hellenized form of the Hebrew ge Hinnom, the “valley of Hinnom.” All kinds of garbage, dead animals, and perhaps even some dead bodies were thrown in Gehenna.
[For more on Gehenna, see commentary on Matt. 5:22, “Gehenna.”]
“the offspring of a vulture.” The Hebrew word we translate “vulture” is nesher (#05404 נֶשֶׁר), and it was used to refer to both eagles and vultures. In this case, the verse shows us the translation should be “vulture.” The phrase “the offspring of a vulture” is more literally in Hebrew, “the sons of a vulture,” which is an idiomatic way of saying vultures (some commentators think it refers to young vultures, but the Hebrew does not demand that interpretation).
Although some versions, especially older ones such as the King James (1611), ASV (1901), and Rotherham (1902) read “eagles,” the bird being referred to is a vulture. Vultures are well-known for eating dead bodies, and the fact that this verse shows them coming as a group, as “the sons of a vulture,” is typical vulture behavior. In contrast, eagles are usually loners when it comes to eating.
The picture being painted in the text is of a person who rejected his father and mother and thus was rejected by his family. So when he died, perhaps even as a criminal (see commentary on “ravens” in this verse), he was not even buried but was being picked at and eaten by a group of vultures. In a culture when family tombs and burial plots were common and it was a great curse to not be buried, most people believed (falsely, but it was a very universal belief) that a proper burial was important for a comfortable existence in the afterlife. Thus, this verse was a horrifying threat of unspeakable loneliness and rejection (see commentary on Jer. 14:16).
Pro 30:20
“way.” The Hebrew is “way” or “road.” ​
Pro 30:31
“rooster.” The identity of this animal is debated. However, it is very likely a rooster. The Septuagint indicates that, and chickens were long domesticated by that time and appear in ancient pictographs, seals, and drawings. While there have not been a lot of chicken bones found at many archaeological sites in Israel, the town of Marasha in Israel has yielded a large number of chicken bones, indicating they were eaten as food. By Roman times chickens were kept and eaten throughout the empire.
“a king when his army is with him.” The meaning of the Hebrew text is uncertain, and there have been many suggestions as to what the original text says.
Pro 30:33
“the churning of the nose.” “Churning” (wringing and pressing) milk, a nose, and anger, is a fitting analogy. The conclusion, “so the churning of anger brings forth strife,” is the great lesson of Proverbs 30:33. When a situation becomes heated and people start to become angry, that is the time for people to back off and let the situation cool off. Sadly, human nature being what it is, typically people get angry and then do not back off but instead press in until the conflict becomes a huge fight, often with quite serious consequences. The wise person knows both when and how to back out of a heated situation.
The idea of “churning” the nose, wringing the nose, is not seen much today, but it used to be somewhat common. A person grabs the nose of another and twists and squeezes it. This used to be seen in older films, such as those of The Three Stooges.
 
Proverbs Chapter 31
Pro 31:10
“excellent wife.” For more on the translation “excellent,” see commentary on Proverbs 12:4, “excellent.”
There has been much discussion by scholars about who the woman in Proverbs 31:10-31 refers to, and there are two major opinions about it. One is that since the Hebrew text of the first 30 chapters of Proverbs is very predominantly male-oriented, the last section of Proverbs refers to the ideal wife. The second opinion is that starting in Proverbs 1:20 and going throughout the book, wisdom (and understanding, discretion, and discernment) and folly have been personified as women, while the people they are trying to influence are men. In that light, it makes sense that Proverbs 31:10-31 is simply continuing that flow of thought and portraying the ideal wife as the embodiment of Wisdom.
We see value in both opinions. We see that Proverbs 31 is portraying an ideal wife in the sense that an ideal wife (and the ideal woman) should strive to be as much like the woman in Proverbs 31 as her circumstances and culture allow. Nevertheless, there are problems with trying to make all of Proverbs 31:10-31 fit with a literal “wise wife.” As Roland Murphy writes, “Who could achieve in many lifetimes what she achieves in these verses.”[footnoteRef:641] Furthermore, there are several things mentioned in Proverbs 31 that would not be “ideal” for a woman in the biblical culture. These include going out into the world and trading (Prov. 31:11); buying and selling land (Prov. 31:16), and tying her clothes up around her waist, something men usually did if they were about to do some strenuous work (Prov. 31:17). [641:  Roland Murphy, Proverbs [WBC].] 

Thus, we see how and why Proverbs 31 portrays Wisdom as a wife, and that the lessons in the section generally apply to both men and women. In the same way that the Hebrew text of Proverbs 1:4 is specifically addressed to the “young man,” but many versions read “youth” or “young person” because the lessons apply to women also, in Proverbs 31 the ideal wife is an embodiment of wisdom and the lessons apply to both men and women.
Wisdom and Folly are personified as women throughout Proverbs, and the personification is designed to make a point and also to make the text easy to understand. When Lady Wisdom calls out to the naïve men and invites them to come to her house and eat her food and live (Prov. 9:1-6), and the adulteress Lady Folly calls out to the naïve men and invites them to come to her house and eat secret bread and drink stolen waters, that is, have sex (Prov. 9:13-18), we are not to assume that all wise and foolish people are women and all naïve people are men. These are personifications and general portraits that allow us to see wisdom and folly in action, and show us the value in being wise rather than foolish. Nevertheless, in Proverbs 9, as in Proverbs 31, we do see that there is also a “real” aspect to the personification. The reason the personification and story in Proverbs 9 works so well is that there are a lot of naïve and foolish young men who will ignore the invitation of Wisdom and go visit a prostitute or an adulteress who is boisterous, pushy, glamorous, and offers sex.
Another piece of evidence that supports the position that the wife in Proverbs 31 is a continuation of the personification of Wisdom throughout Proverbs, a piece of evidence that is not mentioned by a large number of commentators, is that there is a very strong connection between what the wife in Proverbs 31 does and what Wisdom does earlier in Proverbs. For example, the wife is worth more than gems (Prov. 31:10), and Wisdom is worth more than gems (Prov. 3:15; 8:11). The wife does her husband good and not evil (Prov. 31:12), while Wisdom helps us find a good way of life (Prov. 2:9-10) and hates evil (Prov. 8:12-13). The wife profits the household and is like the “ships of a merchant,” while Wisdom also brings in profit (Prov. 3:14). The wife gets food and provides it for her household (Prov. 31:14-15), while Wisdom also procures and provides food (Prov. 9:1-2). The wife has jobs for her female servants (Prov. 31:15), and Wisdom has jobs for her female servants (Prov. 9:3). The wife deals well and has “fruit” (profit) from her labor (Prov. 31:16), while Wisdom has “fruit” that is better than gold (Prov. 8:19). The wife girds herself with strength (Prov. 31:17), while a wise person has strength (Prov. 24:5). The wife perceives her “gain” (profit from trading) is good (Prov. 31:18), and Wisdom’s gain is better than silver (Prov. 3:14). The wife laughs at the future, revealing her playful nature (Prov. 31:25), while Wisdom laughed and played when God was making the earth (Prov. 8:30-31). The wife watches over her household (Prov. 31:27) just as Wisdom and her female attendants (e.g., “discernment” “understanding” and “discretion;” see commentary on Prov. 1:20) watch and guard us (Prov. 2:10-11). Given all that, we can see why T. McCreesh concludes, “chapter 31 is the book’s final masterful portrait of Wisdom.”[footnoteRef:642] [642:  Quoted in R. Murphy, Proverbs [WBC], 246.] 

Another thing that is worth noting in comparing the wife in Proverbs 31 to Wisdom is that there is a pun about “wisdom” in the Hebrew text of Proverbs 31:27. The Hebrew says, “she keeps watch” but the exact Hebrew word is tsophia (צוֹפִיָּה), a form of the verb that occurs only here in the entire Hebrew Bible and that is pronounced almost exactly like sophia, the Greek word for “wisdom.” Sometimes language puns happen accidentally, and that cannot be completely ruled out here, nevertheless, the fact that this Hebrew verb occurs only here in the entire Bible, combined with the fact that all of Proverbs has been about wisdom and this is the closing section of the book of Proverbs, is quite good evidence that this was not an accident but a divinely constructed pun. So the verse clearly seems to have a sort of “hidden meaning” along with the more obvious meaning, one that says, “‘wisdom’ is the way of her household.” It makes sense that the way of Wisdom’s household would be wisdom.
We conclude that Proverbs 31:10-31 is a portrait of Lady Wisdom, as embodied in a strong woman. Women can and should try to emulate Wisdom, and men can learn from her as well.
[For more on the figure of speech personification, see commentary on Prov. 1:20, “wisdom.”]
“gems.” The Hebrew word paniyn (#06443 פָּנִין) is traditionally translated “rubies,” but it seems that cannot be correct. Rubies were not known in the Middle East until much later than the time Proverbs was written. The most likely candidate for the word is “coral.” There is a very beautiful orange-red coral in the Mediterranean Sea that grows too deep to be gathered until modern times, so it was very rare and only occasionally washed up on the shore. So in biblical times, the coral was rare and therefore very valuable. Now it is just another coral, and although it is beautiful, it does not have much value.
The fact that the value of coral has changed dramatically causes a problem for translators because in biblical times Proverbs could say “coral” and everyone understood it would be like saying “diamonds” or “rubies” today. But those gems did not exist in the biblical period as we know them now, so introducing them causes a historical anachronism and error. On the other hand, literally translating the Hebrew and saying “coral” causes a different type of error, because in today’s language, you would be implying that, at her best, Wisdom (Prov. 3:15), and the virtuous woman (Prov. 31:10), were not worth very much.
The best compromise seems to be to translate the Hebrew word paniyn as “gems,” “jewels,” or some other more neutral word that gets across the meaning of a precious stone or gem without specifying the exact gem.
This problem that happens with the value of items from culture to culture and throughout time shows up in a number of places in the Bible. For example, at the time of Christ, the pearl was the apex gem in the culture due to its rarity, and until the invention of cultured pearls and then the scuba tank, pearls were always very expensive and highly valued. But now they are not nearly as valuable as they once were.
[For more on pearls in the biblical culture, see commentary on Matt. 13:45.]
Pro 31:11
“no lack of gain.” The Hebrew word translated “gain” is shalal (#07998 שָׁלָל), and it means spoil (as in the spoils of war), plunder, booty, prey. It refers to the spoils or booty won in war. There are some lexicons that claim that the word should simply be “gain” in this verse, but there does not seem to be good lexical support for that; it seems clear that “gain” refers to the gain she won in the daily wars of life.
The picture being painted in the Hebrew text in Proverbs 31:11 is the husband having the riches he needs to be peaceful and comfortable because his wife goes out and fights the battles in life necessary to procure a living, and brings the spoils or plunder she has won back to the household. This is one of the verses in Proverbs 31 that shows us that the wise wife of Proverbs 31 refers to both men and women, just as Lady Wisdom and Lady Folly throughout Proverbs refer to both men and women (other verses that are typically male behavior are Prov. 31:16-17).
Women would not typically be portrayed as going out of the house into the world and fighting the wars of life that brought prosperity to the household. It was the common cultural understanding that the women’s domain was inside the walls of the house while the man’s domain was outside the house. Going and fighting the worldly wars that brought success to the household was the job of the man of the house, and the wise man fights and wins those wars for his family and brings home the spoils of war.
[For more on the woman in Proverbs 31 referring to both men and women, see commentary on Prov. 31:10.]
Pro 31:12
“She brings him good.” The Hebrew is more literally, “she does him good,” but in American English, that phrase is used to refer to what a woman does for a man that improves him. Thus, “she does him good” might be used of a wife who helps her husband have a social life. However, Proverbs 31:12 is not primarily about the wife improving her husband in a personal sense, but rather that she brings him good in the sense of bringing good things to the household, including to her husband. In this context, the word “good” is not used of moral good, but rather of material good (i.e., money, things, and such as that).
Pro 31:15
“She gets up while it is still night.” People who get a lot done do not “sleep in” just because they can; they feel a purpose in their life and get up and get about doing it. Jesus got up in the dark and went to a place alone to pray (Mark 1:35).
“and tasks for her female servants.” The meaning of the Hebrew word choq (#02706 חֹק) is debated. It can mean “tasks” or “orders,” as some versions take it (cf. ASV, CJB, DBY, NJB, NLT, NRSV), or it can mean “portions” of food, as other versions take it (cf. CSB, ESV, JPS Tanakh 1917, NAB, NASB). The Hebrew-English lexicons list “tasks” or “orders,”[footnoteRef:643] or it can mean a “portion” of food.[footnoteRef:644] The main support for a “portion” of food is that it fits the parallelism in the verse, and it is the usage of choq in Proverbs 30:8. The main support for “tasks” is that in the biblical culture, the lady of the house would not get up and prepare food for her female slaves; it would be a slave who would prepare food for her.[footnoteRef:645] It would be possible, however, for the lady of the house to get up and direct her female slaves in the preparation and serving of breakfast, making sure that each woman got her fair share of the food. So the meaning that the author had in mind in this verse is uncertain; It is also possible that both “tasks” and “portions” of food could be meant here, that the lady of the house got up and oversaw her household, making sure the servants got fed and had their daily tasks assigned. [643:  Cf. HALOT; TDOT.]  [644:  Cf. NIDOTTE; TWOT.]  [645:  See D. Garrett, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Song of Songs [NAC], 250.] 

Pro 31:17
“wraps her waist.” The Hebrew is often translated, “girds her loins.” To “gird” is to wrap with a flexible band, like a belt or sash, and the loins are the hips and small of the back, the strong muscles that connect the upper and lower parts of the body. Effectively, to “gird the loins” is to wrap the waist. This is one of the verses in Proverbs 31 that is good evidence that the section is not just about women, but that the wife embodies Wisdom and the lessons apply to both men and women, because women did not tie up their clothing in the biblical culture.
“Girding up the loins” is an idiom, and it is difficult to translate. It comes from the biblical culture in which standard outer garb for men was a long, ankle-length robe (the woman’s outer robe was longer than the man’s, even sometimes touching the ground). The robe provided warmth and shelter from the elements, and it sometimes was used as a person’s blanket at night (cf. Exod. 22:27). Merchants would pull up the robe at the waist, tuck it in, and create a kind of pocket they could keep things in, and bribes were often hidden in the fold of the garment (see commentary on Prov. 21:4). But the long robe would get in the way when a man needed to fight, move fast or work hard, so he would gather it up and tie it at the waist so it would be short and out of the way. In contrast, a woman in the biblical culture would never “gird up her loins” by gathering up her garment so that her legs were exposed. However, if we understand the idiom was used to refer to people being prepared for action (see commentary on 1 Pet. 1:13), then we can see how an idiom that was used of male behavior could also apply to women.
[For more on Proverbs 31:10-31 applying to both women and men, see commentary on Prov. 31:10.]
Pro 31:21
“scarlet.” Wool took dye very well, and Bruce Waltke[footnoteRef:646] suggests that the color scarlet is a metonymy for what was dyed scarlet, which is wool. Although some versions have “double garments,” the Masoretic text has “scarlet,” which is the more difficult reading and therefore much more likely original. [646:  Waltke, Proverbs [NICOT], 512n85, 530.] 

Pro 31:22
“coverings.” The Hebrew noun translated “coverings” is marbad (#04765 מַרְבָד), and it refers to different kinds of coverings. In Proverbs 7:16, marbad is used of covers put on a couch. It could also refer to covers for a bed or even for a personal covering; some kind of wrap against the weather or cold.
“for herself.” This is the only place in Proverbs 31 where the text mentions the woman doing something for herself. She enjoys having a nicely decorated home and personal attire and makes it happen.
“fine linen and purple.” Often fine linen came out of Egypt, while purple cloth comes from the north, from Phoenicia. So the text implies that the woman engaged in trade to enrich herself and her household.
“purple.” Purple dye was rare and very expensive, so this excellent wife works hard to see that she is well dressed for the position she holds in society (see commentary on 2 Chron. 3:14).
Pro 31:26
“instruction.” See commentary on Proverbs 1:8. “Instruction about covenant faithfulness” is an objective genitive.[footnoteRef:647] [647:  See Waltke, Proverbs [NICOT], 532.] 

Pro 31:31
“let her works praise her at the city gates.” The city gates were where the elders of the city sat to oversee the affairs of the city and act as judges when necessary. The husband of the godly woman sits with the elders at the gates (Prov. 31:23). Also, there is a possibility that some of the elders are wearing garments that she made (Prov. 31:24).
[For more on the elders sitting at the city gates, see commentary on Ruth 4:11.]


Ecclesiastes Commentary
Ecclesiastes Chapter 1
Ecc 1:1
“the Sage, son of David, king in Jerusalem.” The title “Sage,” which is derived from the Hebrew word qahal (“to assemble”), has led to a variety of suggestions as to what the word might mean, with many of the suggestions having reasonable overlap. Coming from the verb “to assemble,” this title certainly means a gatherer or collector (of wisdom, wealth, or people). If this person has gathered people into an assembly, then he might function as a teacher or preacher. But the words “teacher” or “preacher” do not carry in their English translations the sense of a gatherer and collector if what is being collected is words of wisdom, which seems to be more the case in Ecclesiastes. It appears that every modern commentary has resolved to leave the title Qoheleth untranslated in their translation.[footnoteRef:648] In sum, this person is an authoritative gatherer and collector of wisdom, and seeks to teach others about this amassed knowledge. [648:  Cf. Hermeneia, AB, WBC, OTL, CC, JPSBC.] 

Ecc 1:2
“pointless.” The Hebrew word is hebel (#01892 הֶבֶל), and it has the basic idea of being a vapor or breath. In that, hebel combines different meanings, including that of being “futile, pointless, meaningless” and also “temporary, transitory, short-lived.” This makes hebel somewhat difficult to translate in Ecclesiastes because sometimes the primary emphasis is “pointless; futile,” but at other times the primary emphasis of hebel is “temporary, transitory,” with the undertone being “pointless; futile.”
Ecc 1:5
“and panting.” The Hebrew word shaaph (#07602 שָׁאַף) has several meanings, including “to pant, gasp, breathe heavily” from effort and exertion; “to long for, desire, ‘pant for’ in the sense of longing;” and “to hurry, hasten.” Here the sun is personified and is portrayed as “panting” with effort as it hurries to get back to where it rises so it can start its day all over again. The idea in the verse is that the sun gets no rest, and has to do the same thing over and over again with no end in sight. Versions that include the word “pant” include HCSB, Rotherham, YLT, and CEB. C. L. Seow says, “Qohelet, too, portrays the sun as one struggling to reach its destination, only to have to recommence.”[footnoteRef:649] [649:  C. L. Seow, Ecclesiastes [AB], 107.] 

Ecc 1:7
“the place from which the streams flow, they return.” That water in rivers, lakes, and oceans evaporates and falls to earth as rain, then flows back to those rivers, lakes, and oceans again is known as the hydrologic cycle. This cycle was supposedly “discovered” in 1580 by Bernard Palissy, but God knew about it and revealed it to Solomon almost 2500 years before Palissy’s time. It is also in Amos 5:8. Facts like these in the Bible are evidence that it is indeed authored by God and was not the work of the human mind.
Ecc 1:8
“All things are full of weariness.” This is both a hyperbole and a personification, even making inanimate objects have feelings as if they were human.
“express.” The Hebrew is the common word for “word, matter, speak.” In the clipped fashion of Hebrew poetry, the line is more literally and simply, “Man cannot speak.” People cannot express what they experience; the seeming meaninglessness of life leaves us speechless. The godless person can see little meaning in life. But later on in Ecclesiastes we learn that changes when a person finds God.
Ecc 1:9
“What has been is what will be.” The Jews taught that Ecclesiastes 1:9 showed that the Christ would do the same miracles that had been done in the Old Testament, so they were expecting him to be a great miracle worker. This in part explains why Christ spoke so sternly against the cities that did not repent, even though many of his miracles had been done there (Matt. 11:20-23). Also, that is why he told the Jews that the miracles he did spoke for him (John 10:25, 37, 38; 14:11).
Ecc 1:11
“former things…those things.” The Hebrew text can refer to either people or things. The English versions are split, with some referring to “things” (cf. DBY, ESV, NASB, NET, RSV), and some referring to “people” (cf. BBE, CJB, HCSB, NAB, NIV, NRSV). The REV went with “things” because it is more inclusive, including people.
Ecc 1:13
“applied my heart.” The Hebrew text is more literally, “gave my heart,” but this could be confusing in English because when a person “gives their heart” to something, like a girl giving her heart to a boy, the boy usually woos the girl. But in this case, wisdom did not woo the Sage, he applied his heart to it. And that is how we acquire wisdom; we apply ourselves to it.
Ecc 1:14
“pointless.” See commentary on Ecclesiastes 1:2.
“herding the wind.” Robert Alter uses the phrase “herding the wind,” and he writes: “The verbal root of the first Hebrew word here generally means to tend a flock (and in the Song of Songs, to graze), so the common modern translation, “pursuit of the wind,” is an interpretive liberty.”[footnoteRef:650] The fact that the Hebrew can mean “to herd, to shepherd, to tend” explains why some versions say “feeding” or the NAB reads “shepherd the wind” in Hosea 12:1. Although the English versions translate the Hebrew phrase in a number of different ways, most of those translations make the point well, that what is done under the sun is pointless, futile. That is certainly true with herding wind, because it cannot be done and it is pointless to try.[footnoteRef:651] [650:  Robert Alter, The Wisdom Books : Job, Proverbs, and Ecclesiastes, 348.]  [651:  Cf. Tremper Longman, The Book of Ecclesiastes [NICOT], 81-82.] 

Ecc 1:16
“I said to myself.” This is an English nuance of the Hebrew text, which is more literally, “I spoke with (or “to”) my heart.”
“my heart has seen.” The phrase “has seen” is an idiom. To “see” something in this context has a broad meaning, including to experience and to obtain. Thus, the literal “has seen” seems to be a better choice than picking a more nuanced word that is narrower in scope.
Ecc 1:18
“frustration.” The Hebrew word is kaas (#03708 כַּעַס), and its semantic range includes anger, vexation, provocation, irritation, frustration, grief. One could easily conflate Ecclesiastes 1:18 in English and say, “For in much wisdom is much vexation, anger, grief, and frustration,” and that would be true, because knowing what should be done and the right way to do something is very irritating and frustrating if others are not doing something right, especially if their wrong actions cause hurt or harm. The TWOT says, “Although the root does not appear in Ugaritic, it is found in Aramaic, Akkadian, and Arabic. The former two emphasize the pain aspect while the Arabic usage stresses sadness and sorrow. Although the root can be used to express physical suffering, it much more commonly has to do with mental anguish.”[footnoteRef:652] We decided to go with “frustration” in the REV.[footnoteRef:653] [652:  Laird, Archer, and Waltke, Theological Wordbook of the Old Testament, 425.]  [653:  Cf. Tremper Longman, The Book of Ecclesiastes [NICOT].] 

“pain.” The Hebrew word is makob (#04341 מַכְאֹב), and it means mental or physical pain, sorrow, or suffering. We translate it “pain” in the REV (cf. NASB, Rotherham, YLT), but it includes mental pain, sorrow, and suffering.
 
Ecclesiastes Chapter 2
Ecc 2:1
“I said to myself.” See commentary on Ecclesiastes 1:16. The Hebrew phrase is slightly different but the basic meaning is the same.
“pointless.” See commentary on Ecclesiastes 1:2.
Ecc 2:4
“for myself.” The repetition of the phrase “for myself” in Ecclesiastes 2:4-8 shows that the Sage was doing great things, but doing them in a self-centered way for a self-centered reason. He was not living to please God.
Ecc 2:6
“groves.” The Hebrew is singular, but the Hebrew word can be large or small, like “forest.” But in English meaning, a “grove” is small, but the Sage made “pools” of water to water his “groves” of trees.
Ecc 2:7
“born in my house.” This phrase refers to slaves, a point that is made especially clear when it is combined with slaves who were “bought.” Slaves could be bought, but also, the child of a slave was a slave who was “born in the house.” “Born in my house” does not mean that the slave was literally born in the exact house that the owner lived in, but rather that the slave’s mother was part of the extended household of the owner.
[For more on “born in his house,” see commentary on Gen. 17:12.]
Ecc 2:8
“many beautiful concubines.” Solomon had “700 wives, princesses, and 300 concubines” (1 Kings 11:3).
Ecc 2:9
“remained with me.” In Ecclesiastes 1:13 the Sage decided to search out by wisdom all that is done under heaven. In the process of doing that, there were many things that could have derailed the Sage and/or corrupted him. Yet after exploring many things, including wine, works, wealth, and women, his wisdom remained with him.
Ecc 2:11
“pointless.” See commentary on Ecclesiastes 1:2.
Ecc 2:14
“has eyes in his head.” This phrase is idiomatic for the person being able to see where he is going.
“one event happens.” This one event is death. The Hebrew text emphasizes this by the figure of speech polyptoton, in this case juxtaposing a noun and verb with the same root. It is hard to reproduce clearly in English, but it might roughly be translated, “one happening happens to them,” or “one occurrence occurs to them.”
[See Word Study: “Polyptoton.”]
Ecc 2:15
“Then I said to myself.” The Hebrew is more literally, “then I said in my heart,” but that is an idiomatic way of saying the person was talking to himself.
“why then was I more wise.” This is referring to Solomon’s wisdom, which at this point is human wisdom, which takes much work and comes to nothing. Solomon rightly asks if the fool and the person who has worked hard to acquire human wisdom both die, what is the point of working to be worldly wise? There is no point to it.
“pointless.” See commentary on Ecclesiastes 1:2.
Ecc 2:17
“pointless.” See commentary on Ecclesiastes 1:2.
Ecc 2:19
“pointless.” See commentary on Ecclesiastes 1:2.
Ecc 2:20
“So I turned about.” This is a mental conclusion and crisis that the Sage arrives at by what he sees and experiences in life as he turned about and looked in different directions. Life without God leads to despair.
Ecc 2:21
“pointless.” See commentary on Ecclesiastes 1:2.
Ecc 2:23
“business.” In this context, “business” is used with the wider connotation of what someone does in life. What occupies his time, what he is “busy with.”
“pointless.” See commentary on Ecclesiastes 1:2.
Ecc 2:24
“There is nothing better for a person than that he should eat and drink.” This is the first of many verses in Ecclesiastes that encourage people to rejoice and have fun in life (cf. Eccl. 2:24-25; 3:4, 12-13, 22; 5:18-19; 8:15; 9:7-9; 10:19; 11:7-8). The encouragement to enjoy life now is stated in the context of some other things that must be kept in mind. We are to rejoice now while we are alive because we will not be able to rejoice when we are dead.
Ecc 2:26
“pleases him.” The Hebrew is idiomatic: “good to His face.”
“to give to the one who pleases God.” This is similar to Proverbs 13:22. This expresses an ideal situation, not what always happens in life.
“pointless.” See commentary on Ecclesiastes 1:2.
 
Ecclesiastes Chapter 3
Ecc 3:1
“season.” There is a season, or proper time, for everything. Knowing that can help us act in a proper and godly manner in life. For example, while there is usually wisdom and value to thinking things through and considering options, there are also times to act quickly; times when indecision or procrastination can be harmful or even deadly. Furthermore, some things in life, such as killing, can be very difficult in some circumstances, but there are times for that too (Eccl. 3:3). Life has times of great happiness and times of difficulty and sadness, but God has enabled us to go through all life has to offer and live in a godly manner.
The Hebrew could be translated “appointed time” (NAB, NASB, NET), but in English, the word “season” can have that implication. God does do some things at His appointed time, but there are also times when things happen due to cause and effect and people’s free will action and God’s reaction. For example, when King Saul sinned and ignored God’s warnings, God took the kingdom from him. God’s move was not due to His predestining Saul to fail, but He did decide when and how to take the kingdom from Saul because Saul kept sinning.
Translating Ecclesiastes 3:1 with the phrase “appointed time” opens the door to the huge misunderstanding that everything happens “when it is supposed to happen.” That is not accurate. Lots of things that occur on earth were never God’s will or intention. For example, God does not want anyone to reject Him and die unsaved, but that happens all the time.
“under heaven.” The list that follows is not prescriptive, but descriptive. It speaks of the things that go on under heaven, in the realm of humankind.
Ecc 3:2
“a time.” This is repeated at the beginning of each phrase, which is the figure of speech anaphora, (“Like sentence beginnings”). Anaphora brings emphasis to the section by catching our attention, and also by emphasizing each individual piece in the very long sentence. No one point is more or less important than any other. The whole of life and its parts are important.
[See Word Study: “Anaphora.”]
Ecc 3:4
“a time to laugh.” Many verses in Ecclesiastes encourage people to rejoice and have fun in life (cf. Eccl. 2:24-25; 3:4, 12-13, 22; 5:18-19; 8:15; 9:7-9; 10:19; 11:7-8). See commentary on Ecclesiastes 2:24.
Ecc 3:5
“cast away stones.” The farmer would want to get the stones out of his field, so he would cast them away to an area where he could not otherwise plow.
“gather stones together.” Stones would be gathered together and then used for the construction of houses, walls, boundary markers, and other such things as that.
Ecc 3:8
“hate.” The word “hate” in the Bible does not always have the meaning it has in English, a “deep, enduring, intense emotion expressing animosity, anger, and hostility towards a person, group, or object.”[footnoteRef:654] In Hebrew and Greek, the word “hate” has a large range of meanings from actual “hate” to simply loving something less than something else, neglecting or ignoring something, or being disgusted by something. In fact, often in the Bible the word “hate” has a combination of meanings. [654:  Arthur Reber, Rhianon Allen, Emily Reber, Penguin Dictionary of Psychology, s.v. “hatred,” 342.] 

For example, when God tells us to “hate” evil and love good (Amos 5:15), He wants us to have nothing to do with evil, be disgusted and repulsed by it, and actively work to eradicate it. Ecclesiastes 3:8 lumps many different meanings of “hate” together. It says there is a time to “love” and a time to “hate,” but that can mean everything from there being a proper time to engage in helpful (loving) or hostile (“hateful”) activity toward someone or something; a proper time to be delighted in or disgusted by someone or something; or a proper time to pay attention to or neglect and ignore someone or something.
Ecclesiastes 3:8 is a verse with a great many applications. It seems that far too often we are too accepting of things that are against God (we “love” what we shouldn’t love) and are not hostile to those things against God (we don’t “hate” things that should disgust us). Also, far too often we do not put enough attention into the things we should (we don’t “love” enough), and we do not let go of, neglect, or ignore things that are not really helpful in our lives (thus, we don’t “hate” them, or hate them enough). Surely, there is a time to “love,” and a time to “hate.”
[For more on the large semantic range of “hate” and its use in the Bible, see commentary on Prov. 1:22, “hate.”]
Ecc 3:10
“children of men.” The Hebrew has the idiom: “sons of men.” The idiom refers to humans.
Ecc 3:11
“he has set eternity in their hearts.” People have an awareness of eternity, and that there are issues beyond our present life. That God has put eternity in people’s hearts in part explains why almost all cultures have a belief in an afterlife of some kind. Yet how God brought the universe into existence, and how he will sustain it, is beyond human knowledge.
“yet not in such a way that.” The Hebrew construction that starts the sentence occurs only here, and is introducing the fact that even though God has put eternity in people’s hearts, He has done so in a way such that they cannot discover all the work that He does from beginning to end. Norbert Lohfink has, “but not in such a way that.”[footnoteRef:655] [655:  Norbert Lohfink, Qoheleth [CC], 58.] 

Ecc 3:12
“nothing better for them than to rejoice.” Many verses in Ecclesiastes encourage people to rejoice and have fun in life (cf. Eccl. 2:24-25; 3:4, 12-13, 22; 5:18-19; 8:15; 9:7-9; 10:19; 11:7-8). See commentary on Ecclesiastes 2:24.
“to do good.” The literal reading of the Hebrew is “to do good.” But the word “good” sometimes does not have a moral implication, and has more of the implication of “enjoy,” which is why some versions have something such as “be happy and enjoy themselves” (NRSV) instead of “do good.” But it does not seem likely that God would not have some overtones of moral duty in this verse. While it is important to enjoy our lives, we must not forget that God created humankind with a purpose that was more than just having a good time. The conclusion of Ecclesiastes shows us this when it says that the conclusion of the matter is to fear God and keep His commandments, which is the whole duty of humankind (Eccl. 12:13-14). To be sure, there are verses in Ecclesiastes that focus on enjoying life, but when the text includes doing good, it is likely there because doing good is part of what God intends for people.
Ecc 3:13
“this is a gift from God.” Many verses in Ecclesiastes encourage people to rejoice and have fun in life (cf. Eccl. 2:24-25; 3:4, 12-13, 22; 5:18-19; 8:15; 9:7-9; 10:19; 11:7-8). See commentary on Ecclesiastes 2:24.
That being able to enjoy life is a gift from God is mentioned also in Ecclesiastes 5:19. It is a gift of God to be able to have the health, financial ability, and freedom to enjoy life. God desires that for all people, but historically few have really had what it takes to enjoy life. Many people fight physical disabilities, or they are under harsh taskmasters that make life a continuous toil. One of the exciting promises about the next life is that it will be one of great joy (Isa. 35:10; 51:3; 61:7; Jer. 31:13). Life in the coming Kingdom of Christ on earth will be truly wonderful.
[For more on the coming Kingdom of Christ on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Ecc 3:15
“God seeks that which is pursued.” The meaning of this phrase is unclear and has given rise to many different interpretations. For example, because “pursued” is sometimes related to “persecuted,” one interpretation is basically that God seeks the persecuted in order to help them and hold their persecutors accountable. This divorces the last phrase of Ecclesiastes 3:15 from the first part of the verse and connects it to Ecclesiastes 3:16 which is about justice.[footnoteRef:656] However, it seems like this is not likely because a phrase about God acting on behalf of the persecuted would more naturally come later, such as at the end of Ecclesiastes 3:16 or 3:17. [656:  Cf. Duane Garrett, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Song of Songs [NAC], 303.] 

Another interpretation is that the word “pursued” is related to the concept of pursuing, as in the phrase “pursuing the east wind” (Hos. 12:1, and cf. “herding the wind” in Ecclesiastes, REV) and thus the meaning is that God seeks and watches over the things that are “pursued,” i.e., the things that people have chased in vain but God is in charge of.[footnoteRef:657] [657:  Cf. C. L. Seow, Ecclesiastes [AB], 165-66.] 

A third interpretation is that God seeks that which has been “persecuted,” that is driven away or chased away, in this context meaning the things that are in the past and therefore no longer present—they have gone away. God seeks them with the intention of bringing them back, and this idea has led to translations such as “God will seek to do again what has occurred in the past” (NET).[footnoteRef:658] The last two possible interpretations seem more likely than the first. [658:  Cf. R Murphy, Ecclesiastes [WBC].] 

Ecc 3:17
“I said in my heart.” An idiomatic way of saying, “I said to myself” (cf. HCSB, NASB, NIV).
“God will judge.” The judgment of God on the Day of Judgment is a theme in Ecclesiastes, concluding in the very last verse in Ecclesiastes, Ecclesiastes 12:14. Furthermore, many verses say that on Judgment Day people will get what they deserve based on how they lived their life (cf. Job. 34:11; Ps. 62:12; Prov. 24:12; Jer. 17:10; 32:19; Ezek. 33:20; Matt. 16:27; Rom. 2:6; 1 Cor. 3:8). See commentary on Psalm 62:12.
“for there is a time of judgment for every purpose and for every deed.” The sentence is saying that God will judge both the righteous and the wicked, and although people are many on the earth, and their purposes and deeds are many, there will be time for everyone to be judged. Indeed, there will be a time of judgment for every purpose and deed, as the verse says (cf. James Bollhagen: “for there will be a time of judgment for every matter and upon every deed there”).[footnoteRef:659] [659:  James Bollhagen, Ecclesiastes [ConcC].] 

This verse is not saying that every purpose and work has a proper time; that is stated in Ecclesiastes 3:1-8. Ecclesiastes 3:17 is saying that God will judge what people think and do, which is also stated in Ecclesiastes 11:9, and is also the concluding thought in Ecclesiastes: “For God will bring everything we do into judgment, including every hidden thing, whether it is good or whether it is evil” (Eccl. 12:14).
Ecc 3:18
“God tests them.” There is much discussion among scholars about the word “test,” but most commentators agree that “test” is in some sense the basic meaning of the Hebrew text. The context is about humans being an “animal” and dying like all the rest of the animals (Eccl. 3:19-20). That is true. Humans are not different from animals in our flesh and blood, nor in the soul life that animates us. Humans are only different from animals in that in certain ways we were created in the image of God (Gen. 1:26, but God certainly does not have flesh and bone). At death, both humans and animals are dead in every way and return to dust (Gen. 3:19; Eccl. 3:20).
These things are hard for most Christians to understand due to erroneous orthodox teaching. Orthodox Christianity teaches that humans have a soul but animals do not, which is not accurate: both humans and animals are animated by “soul.” Also, orthodox Christianity teaches that animals are dead when they die but humans live on after their body dies, but this also is inaccurate. As Ecclesiastes 3:18-21 teaches, humans are actually animals (v. 18), they both die the same way and have one “breath,” and in that sense, humans have no advantage over any other animal (v. 19). One great advantage that humans do have over animals is that the part of us that is created in God’s image gives us a unique mind with faculties such as insight, wisdom, a sense of purpose, and a conscience. God created humans to fellowship with Him and live forever with Him, and so God will raise humans from the dead.
The “test” that God gives humans, in part at least, is that as we pay attention to the humans and animals in the world we live in, we should see that our lives are short (Ps. 103:15-16; James 4:14) and we cannot control the day we die (Eccl. 8:8). The sense of purpose that God has placed inside us should then nudge us to believe that we are not here on earth just to live a short, difficult life and then die. That awareness should motivate us to want to stay alive longer—actually, forever—and if we continue to press in our search, that will eventually lead us to the existence of a creator God who can grant us everlasting life. Thus, people who pass the test find God and salvation, and will live forever, while those who fail the test will be self-absorbed to the end that they do not seek God, do not get saved, and eventually perish.
[For more on “soul” animating humans and animals, see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’” For people being dead in every way when they die and only made alive when raised by God, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.” For more on unsaved humans eventually being like the animals and ceasing to exist in any form, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
Ecc 3:19
“spirit.” The Hebrew word translated “spirit” is ruach (#07307 רוּחַ), and it has a very broad semantic range. In this context, it refers to the life force that animates the body, which the Bible also calls “soul” (nephesh). “Soul” is a type of spirit like “poodle” is a type of dog, and sometimes the Bible uses the broad category of “spirit” to refer to the life that animates us while at other times it uses the specific word “soul.”
Both humans and animals have the same life force, just as this verse says. This fact has been obscured by orthodox Christianity, which teaches that animals do not have a “soul.” God will not judge animals on any Day of Judgment, that is true, but it is not because animals do not have “soul,” it is because they were not created in the image of God like humans were with the elevated mental faculties that humans have, such as self-awareness, sense of purpose, knowledge of good and evil, reason, imagination, etc.
[For more on the uses and meanings of “spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’” For more on the uses and meanings of “soul” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
“pointless.” See commentary on Ecclesiastes 1:2.
Ecc 3:20
“All go to one place.” That is, into the ground dead and eventually back to dust, as the rest of the verse says. Orthodox Christianity obscures the simple meaning of this verse by teaching that when a human dies their “soul” (or “spirit”) goes immediately to heaven or hell. When a person dies, they go into the ground and are dead in every way, their body turns back to dust and their soul is gone—dead—and stays dead until the resurrection.
[For more on dead people being genuinely dead and not alive in any form, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.”]
Ecc 3:22
“nothing better than that a man should rejoice in his works.” Many verses in Ecclesiastes encourage people to rejoice and have fun in life (cf. Eccl. 2:24-25; 3:4, 12-13, 22; 5:18-19; 8:15; 9:7-9; 10:19; 11:7-8). See commentary on Ecclesiastes 2:24.
 
Ecclesiastes Chapter 4
Ecc 4:1
“Then I turned and saw.” The Sage is starting on a new topic. He paints a bleak picture, but it is real life.
Ecc 4:4
“pointless.” See commentary on Ecclesiastes 1:2.
Ecc 4:5
“eats his own flesh.” The phrase refers to the fact that the person who does not work will have nothing to eat but himself. The NIV84, “ruins himself,” catches the ultimate end of the situation, but misses the punchy proverb. A way to ruin yourself is to not work.
Ecc 4:6
“Better is a handful of rest.” All rest with no work ruins one’s life, but all work with no rest is not as good as taking some rest. People who just work and work without rest and paying attention to family time or a restful break end up hurting themselves in the long run.
Ecc 4:7
“pointless.” See commentary on Ecclesiastes 1:2.
Ecc 4:8
“pointless.” See commentary on Ecclesiastes 1:2.
Ecc 4:9
“wage.” The word “wage” is used in a broader sense than just the wages paid for work, but any “wage” or benefit one gets from work. But there is clearly also the idea that people will get paid for the good work they do, even by God on Judgment Day. In contrast, the “wages” of sin is death (Rom. 6:23).
Ecc 4:12
“a man.” This supplied “man” is coming from the masculine verb.
“broken.” The Hebrew word is nathaq (#05423 נָתַק), which is not the usual word for “broken.” It can mean “broken,” but it more specifically means to tear apart.
Ecc 4:14
“For out of prison….” The pronouns in this verse and the difficult Hebrew grammar make this verse extremely unclear and the scholars debate its meaning. Many say it means basically the following: “For out of prison he [the poor but wise youth] came to be king even though he [the poor youth] was born poor in his [the old king’s] kingdom.
Ecc 4:15
“are walking about.” As in many cases, the average person is too busy with their own life to pay too much attention to what is going on with leadership other than to seemingly want something new and the promise of things perhaps getting better. Thus, the people would side with a new king coming along.
“the next youth, who replaced him.” Here the text introduces a third person, a second youth, who replaces the other youth who was born poor. Thus we see in this text a reflection of the theme in Ecclesiastes that there is a continual succession in life with one thing coming after another and the older things not really being remembered or regarded. Thus we see how ephemeral even royal power is.
Ecc 4:16
“yet those who come later will not rejoice in him.” People’s historical memory is notoriously short-lived. The people who come after even a good king do not usually remember much about him.
“pointless.” See commentary on Ecclesiastes 1:2.
 
Ecclesiastes Chapter 5
Ecc 5:1
“Guard your steps.” The Hebrew is more idiomatic, literally, “Guard your foot.” This is perhaps more awkward in English than our idiom, “watch your step,” but it is not saying “watch your step” in the sense of not tripping over something. To “guard” your steps was to beware of entering the presence of God without giving proper thought to what you were doing and why you were there.
“Go near to listen rather than to offer the sacrifice of fools.” In this case, “the sacrifice of fools” is the sacrifice and vow that a fool would make. The whole context, Ecclesiastes 5:1-6, is about words and vows. The fool makes a vow without counting the cost, and then cannot pay (Eccl. 5:4), and has to tell the messenger that the vow was a mistake, which makes God angry and leads to what the vow was made for in the first place being destroyed. The wise thing for people to do when in the house of God (the Temple) is to listen first, then make commitments.
Ecc 5:2
“rash.” The Hebrew word is bahal (#0926 בּהל), and in the piel form, as it is here, it has two meanings; to dismay or terrify; and also to act hastily or be hurried. Both meanings are true in Ecclesiastes 5:2. Although most modern versions are leaning toward “hasty” or “quick,” in part because the second phrase of the verse is about being hasty before God, the aspect of words that dismay or cause fear is an important meaning of the word, arguably the most important meaning. If we are not hasty with our mouth, many times we will not be rash or hurtful either. Thankfully, the English word “rash” can include both the meaning hasty and hurtful.
People should not be quick or hurried in what they say, but should think through their words. We are each responsible for making sure that our words are godly and that we speak the truth in love (Eph. 4:15), and that what we say benefits the hearer (Eph. 4:29). The whole point of the phrase, “For God is in heaven and you are on earth,” is that God is our heavenly judge and He hears us and will hold us accountable for what we say. Jesus warned us about what we say: “And I say to you, that every careless word that people speak, they will give account of it on the Day of Judgment” (Matt. 12:36). It is in our power to speak in a godly way, which will result in blessings for both ourselves and others.
The book of James also has a lot to say about speaking, and has a number of parallels to Ecclesiastes. For example, James 1:19 says to be quick to listen and slow to speak.
“utter a word.” The Hebrew is more literally, “bring up (or “out”) “a word,” but the meaning of “word” can be quite broad. The NAB suggests a promise, which is certainly included by the fact that what is spoken is the sacrifice of fools, and fools promise many things to God that they do not really have any intention or means to fulfill. The Hebrew can also mean “bring up a matter,” as if the person was going to bring up something to God for consideration.
Ecc 5:3
“cares.” The Hebrew word is `inyan (#06045 עִנְיָן), and it generally refers to business, work, affairs, activity, tasks, occupation, but it carries a somewhat cynical meaning and so “cares” seems to fit this context well. In Ecclesiastes, the Hebrew word appears a number of times (cf. Eccl. 1:13, 2:23, 2:26, 3:10, 4:8, 5:2, 5:13, and 8:16).
Ecc 5:6
“cause your body to sin.” In this context, “your body” is a graphic way of saying “you,” and many English versions omit “body” altogether and simply say “you” (cf. ESV, NASB, NET, NIV). It is likely that James was using this verse in Ecclesiastes as background when he pointed out that the tongue was evil, “staining the whole body” (James 3:6). The wise person carefully guards their mouth and does not let their mouth cause them to sin.
“the messenger.” This is perhaps the Temple priest because the Temple was a likely place where a person would make a vow (the priests were messengers of God; Mal. 2:7). It is also possible that “the messenger” was some other messenger, perhaps a messenger from the person to whom the vow was made, inquiring why the vow was not fulfilled. The verse does not tell us exactly who the messenger is, and it is not important for understanding the verse. Angels were also messengers of God (the Hebrew word for “angel” means “messenger”) but “angel” is an unlikely interpretation here because how would someone tell an angel?
“it was a mistake.” That is, that the vow was a mistake.
“destroy the work of your hands.” This statement can be understood in the context. The person has made a vow, but for some reason cannot keep it or does not want to keep it. The vow almost certainly had to do with an exchange of some kind: “I vow this if you will do that.” But now the person who made the vow says he cannot (or will not) keep it, so whatever good he was trying to accomplish by making the vow will now be “destroyed.” Choon-Leong Seow, translates “destroy” as “take away,” and makes a good argument for that translation.[footnoteRef:660] If the person reneged on his vow, what he received as part of the vow would be taken away. [660:  C. L. Seow, Ecclesiastes [AB], 193, 196-97.] 

Ecc 5:7
“pointless.” See commentary on Ecclesiastes 1:2.
Ecc 5:8
“denial.” The Hebrew is more literally, “robbery,” and denial of justice is a robbery, but we would not word it that way in English.
“in the land.” More literally, the “province” or “state,” but ​that does not communicate the Hebrew meaning as well as “in the land,” because when they thought of the “state” of Israel, it was the whole country, but a “state” to a Western reader does not have that as a primary meaning.
“amazed.” The Hebrew word translated “amazed” is tamah (#08539 תָּמַה). Tamah has a whole range of meanings. In this kind of context, there is no one single English word that captures the meaning, rather the verse is saying that when we see oppression and a denial of justice we should not be “amazed” (or, “astounded, stunned, surprised, dumbfounded, shocked, or wonder or marvel”) at the situation. We live in a fallen and evil world and until Christ reigns as king there will be all kinds of injustice on earth.
“watches over another authority.” Even people in high positions have people over them watching them. There is also the possible meaning that “watch” is actually “watch over, protect,” which is a meaning of the Hebrew. In that case, the point the verse is making is that evil is throughout the system, and when a lower official perverts justice, officials above them often protect them for various reasons, thus making the whole world’s system corrupt, which is certainly true in a sense. If both meanings are indeed being set forth in the verse, it is an amphibologia, where one thing said has two true meanings.
[See Word Study: “Amphibologia.”]
Ecc 5:9
“But the profit of the land is taken by all.” After speaking about how corrupt the government can be in previous verses, Ecclesiastes 5:9 points out that even the king is served by the land. This fact should be reflected in the way rulers rule over others, but it seldom is. Ungodly rulers usually control the land and forbid the commoners who work the land to profit from it.
Ecclesiastes 5:9 is very difficult to translate due to the different ways the Hebrew can be interpreted and translated. The NET text note reads that the Hebrew word translated “served” in the translation above “has been understood in four ways: (1) adjectival use of the participle, modifying the noun ‏שָׂדֶה (sadeh, ‘field’): ‘cultivated field’ (RSV, NRSV, NJPS, NAB); (2) adjectival use of the participle, modifying ‏מֶלֶךְ (melekh, ‘king’): “the king who cultivates” (NASB); (3) verbal use of the participle, taking ‏שָׂדֶה‎ (‘field’) as the subject: ‘field is cultivated’ (NEB); and (4) verbal use of the participle, taking ‏מֶלֶךְ‎ (‘king’) as the subject: ‘the king is served’ (KJV, NASB); also ‘the king profits’ (NIV).” As we can see, there are various ways to translate and understand the verse, and it is hard to be 100 percent sure of which one is correct. However, given the corrupt leadership mentioned in the context, and the testimony of history that many rulers, ancient and modern, unjustly control the land (and even lakes and ocean waters) and what they produce, the translation in the REV seems very reasonable and appropriate. Tremper Longman translated the verse: “The profit of the land is taken by all; even the king benefits from the field.”[footnoteRef:661] [661:  Tremper Longman III, The Book of Ecclesiastes [NICOT], 157.] 

Ecc 5:10
“money.” The literal Hebrew is “silver,” but silver was money in the biblical world. Ecclesiastes was written before coinage, when silver and gold were measured directly by weight (see commentary on Gen. 42:25).
“will not be satisfied with money.” A person who loves money will never be satisfied with money, because they have not built their Hope on God, but have built their confidence on the so-called security and power that money often brings on earth. 1 Timothy 6:10 says, “For the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil.”
“pointless.” See commentary on Ecclesiastes 1:2.
Ecc 5:11
“consume.” The literal Hebrew is “eat,” but this is not just about “eating.” The Hebrew “eat” has a wide range of meanings, and so “consume” is a more appropriate English translation in this context.
“to the owner.” That is, the owner of the goods that increase.
Ecc 5:14
“nothing to pass on.” The idea is that the man has fathered a son but at the end of his life has nothing to pass on.
Ecc 5:15
“can carry away in his hand.” This is the same “in his hand” that occurs at the end of Ecclesiastes 5:14. In verse 14, the man has nothing to pass to his son, and in verse 15 the man has nothing he can take to the next life for himself.
Ecc 5:18
“appropriate for one to eat and drink.” Many verses in Ecclesiastes encourage people to rejoice and have fun in life (cf. Eccl. 2:24-25; 3:4, 12-13, 22; 5:18-19; 8:15; 9:7-9; 10:19; 11:7-8). See commentary on Ecclesiastes 2:24.
“see good.” This phrase is idiomatic, and it is hard to understand exactly what the idiom means in this context. Generally, “seeing” something is experiencing it, and thus it can mean to “experience good,”[footnoteRef:662] or it can have the meaning of “find enjoyment” or “enjoy good.”[footnoteRef:663] Or “see good” can mean to “prosper.” Or the idiom can mean all of these things, which is why the idiom might have been used in the first place. By leaving the idiom in the text, the reader is presented with all these meanings. [662:  C. L. Seow, Ecclesiastes [AB], 222-23.]  [663:  R. Belcher, Ecclesiastes, Mentor Commentary.] 

Ecc 5:19
“to enjoy them.” The literal Hebrew is to “eat of them,” but in the culture, a major way of enjoying riches was to eat the good food that riches could buy, so “eat” was often used for “enjoy.”
“to accept his portion.” Life is unpredictable and difficult. This should not catch us off guard, because Scripture is clear that we live in a fallen world, there are many evil people, and the Devil controls much of what happens (1 John 5:19). But in spite of that, many people somehow expect life to be easy and wonderful, and are angry when it is not (Eccl. 5:17). To live a peaceful, joyful life, we must be honest about the fact that this life will be difficult; and we have to have a clear hope in what will certainly be a wonderful future life.
The translation “accept his portion” or equivalents points out that a key to leading a peaceful life is to accept what comes up in life and not constantly be fighting it (cf. CEB, ESV, GW, NIV, NLT, NRSV, RSV).[footnoteRef:664] [664:  Also see R. Belcher, Ecclesiastes, Mentor Commentary; D. Garrett, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Song of Songs [NAC].] 

“these are a gift from God.” The Hebrew is literally, “this is the gift of God.” This also occurs in Ecclesiastes 3:13 (see commentary on Eccl. 3:13).
Ecc 5:20
“brood much over.” The literal Hebrew is “remember,” but this is the “pregnant sense” of remember, which includes not only memory, but spending mental time thinking, fretting, considering, etc. In that context, “remember” gives somewhat the wrong impression in English. Humans usually stay so busy with the life they are living that they do not think too much about the days of their life and the way they were spent and why they were spent that way.
 
Ecclesiastes Chapter 6
Ecc 6:2
“himself.” Literally, “his soul,” but here meaning “himself.”
“eat of it.” To “eat” something was often a metaphor for fully experiencing and enjoying it. In Jeremiah 15:16, the prophet Jeremiah “ate” the words of God. Jesus said his followers would “eat” his flesh (John 6:48-58; see commentary on John 6:54).
“a stranger eats it.” What is unspoken is that the man has no heir, and this contrasts with Ecclesiastes 6:3 where a person has 100 children.
“pointless.” See commentary on Ecclesiastes 1:2.
“terrible tragedy.” The Hebrew word translated “terrible” is from the root word for “evil,” which is why some English versions have “evil,” and the Hebrew word translated “tragedy” can also be translated “sickness” or “disease.” The world is in a fallen state, under the influence of the Devil. It is indeed “sick” and in need of healing, which the Messiah will bring when he conquers the earth. There are many severe afflictions and tragedies in this sick world. There is some similarity between Ecclesiastes 6:2 and Luke 12:16-21, in which Jesus spoke a parable about a rich man who did not live to enjoy his wealth. Life, and the ability to enjoy it, is uncertain; but what is certain is that if a person is rich toward God there will be a wonderful next life.
Ecc 6:3
“his soul.” “His soul,” in this context the word “soul” refers more to the depths of the person, what is in his heart. This person, for reasons unstated in the text, is not satisfied with what he has.
“good things.” Here, the adjective “good” is used as a substantive, “good things.”
“no burial.” In the biblical world, this would almost be inexplicable since it was a major responsibility for children to bury their parents (cf. Gen. 50:5; Matt. 8:21). No one could conceivably have 100 children but not be properly buried unless they made themselves so repulsive that they were rejected by literally everyone. A burial showed that a person was honored and respected, and in the Bible, people were left unburied as a sign of disrespect and contempt, and their dead bodies were usually eaten by animals and birds (see commentary on Jer. 14:16).
Ecc 6:4
“the stillborn.” The Hebrew text just says “for comes” with no subject, but it refers to the stillborn child, so the REV adds that for clarity.
“pointlessly.” “Pointlessly” picks up on the use of “pointless” throughout Ecclesiastes (cf. International Standard Version). See commentary on Ecclesiastes 1:2.
“its name is covered with darkness.” The “name” of a person was important because it often revealed much about the person, was used to mean the person’s reputation, and was the way the person was remembered. The name of a stillborn child never gained a reputation and was “covered with darkness,” it was not remembered.
Ecc 6:5
“it has more rest than the other man.” The next verse, Ecclesiastes 6:6, explains why. Both the stillborn child and the miserable man eventually end up in the grave where there is no life; no knowledge or wisdom (Eccl. 9:10), but the stillborn child had rest in the grave its whole existence, while the miserable man had no rest during all the years he was alive. Which is better, to be stillborn and never know misery and suffering, or to live many years and be miserable through all of them? Although this verse seems dismal, it, and its context, is actually quite an encouragement for people to do what it takes to enjoy life: change your attitude, look for the good in things, be satisfied with what you have rather than let your desires wander the earth seeking to be fulfilled (Eccl. 6:9), and have a strong relationship with God (Eccl. 2:24-26).
[For more on dead people being actually dead and not alive in any form, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.”]
Ecc 6:6
“a person.” The Hebrew would normally be translated “he,” (the subject is in the verb, which is masculine singular) but at the start of this sentence that would be unclear in English because the previous verses were speaking about a stillborn baby, who obviously could not live 1,000 years. Some other English versions adjust the text to make it clearer as well (e.g., CSB, JPS, NAB, NASB, Rotherham).
“enjoy.” The Hebrew word is “see,” but in this context that is idiomatic for “experience” or more fitting to this context, “enjoy.”
“Do not all go to one place?” Every person goes to Sheol, the state of death, when they die. It is certainly God’s intention that people enjoy their lives on earth, and if they don’t, then they are just prolonging suffering. No wonder Ecclesiastes says over and over that it is the gift of God that one enjoys their life (cf. Eccl. 2:24; 3:13; 5:18, 19; 9:9).
[For more on the dead being dead and not alive in any form, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.”]
Ecc 6:7
“appetite.” The Hebrew word is nephesh, sometimes translated “soul.” In this context it primarily seems to mean “appetite,” but “soul” (in the sense of the inner longings of the heart) and “desire” also fit to some extent. People’s need for sustenance is often the driving factor behind them working day after day.
“filled.” The use of “filled” here is using imagery that was common in the culture and used by Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount. For example, in Matthew 5:6, Jesus spoke of those who “hunger and thirst after righteousness” and being “filled.” The need for food and the enjoyment of a good meal along with the distressing pangs of hunger and/or worry about there being enough food to eat made food and eating a primary subject in people’s lives and led to there being many idioms in the language that involved food and eating.
Ecc 6:8
“For what advantage has the wise more than the fool?” This sentence must be understood against the background of what in the culture was taken for truth, in this case, that wisdom led to wealth, long life, and happiness. But the Sage has just spent some considerable time showing that wealth, children, and long life do not necessarily mean happiness. So now the question is not a “given,” but is a cause for thought. To have any advantage, the wise person must enjoy what he has.
“What advantage does the poor man have who knows how to walk before those who are living.” The thrust of this verse seems to be that the poor person has always been assured that if he became wise he would gain wealth and happiness. But now the Sage has shown that wisdom, if it leads to wealth and long life, does not always lead to happiness in life. So again, this verse becomes something to ponder. There is no reason to learn to walk (live; conduct one’s life) before others (i.e., in a way acceptable to them) if it only leads to more misery. How does one become truly satisfied and happy?
Ecc 6:9
“Better is the sight of the eyes.” It is better to deal with reality, what you can actually see in front of you, than to dream wild dreams that will never be fulfilled.
“wandering.” This is the verb, halak (#01980 הָלַךְ), which commonly means “to walk, to go.” The same verb is used in Ecclesiastes 6:8 with a different meaning, which is possibly the figure of speech antanaclasis (“word clashing”), where a word is used in close proximity with two different meanings to catch the attention of the reader. In Ecclesiastes 6:8 halak means to live life, while here it means ‘to wander.” In many ways, this sentence is similar to Proverbs 17:24.
[For more on antanaclasis, see commentary on 1 Sam. 1:24.]
“pointless.” See commentary on Ecclesiastes 1:2.
Ecc 6:10
“That which is, already his name was called.” This seems to be about God calling Adam, “Adam,” and working with him. Almost all commentators make this section of Ecclesiastes about predestination, but it does not have to be that at all. It can simply be pointing out that the way life is, is the way life is, and arguing with God about it is pointless. As Ecclesiastes 11:3 says, where the tree falls is where it is, and what God has done or planned is done. We can argue, but to what end?
“one who is mightier than he.” This refers to God, and Adam found out through experience that God was more powerful than he. It is pointless to argue with God.
Ecc 6:11
“things.” The Hebrew word dabar here is very broad and means “things,” “words,” and “matters.” It seems to be in the context of contending with God (Eccl. 6:10), and so words and things fit well, and “things” fits well with the next verse (Eccl. 6:12) as well. People can contend with God, and use more and more words and things in arguing against Him, but they have no effect other than increasing the pointlessness of the argument.
“pointless.” See commentary on Ecclesiastes 1:2.
Ecc 6:12
“pointless.” See commentary on Ecclesiastes 1:2. Here we see the meaning of “temporary” take on more significance, that life is temporary, and given the context, “pointless.”
“he makes like a shadow.” The subject is unclear. Does a person make his life like a shadow, passing quickly and not well remembered, or does God (getting the subject from Eccl. 6:10) make a person’s life like a shadow? It may well be both and is left unclear for our consideration.
“will be after him.” In Hebrew, the future is generally “after” a person, also, it is said to be “behind” them in the sense that it cannot be seen (cf. Eccl. 3:22; 7:14).
 
Ecclesiastes Chapter 7
Ecc 7:1
“a good name.” In the biblical culture, and in most Middle Eastern and Asiatic cultures, a “good name” was very important. As used in this context, a person’s name included their reputation (cf. Prov. 22:1). God promised to make Abraham’s name “great” (Gen. 12:2). Joshua was concerned that if Israel was destroyed by the Canaanites that God’s “great name” would be ruined (Josh. 7:9). In the future Millennial Kingdom, God’s people will have a “name” in the world (Zeph. 3:19-20).
“good perfume.” The comparison between a good name and good perfume was chosen in part because the two words, “name” and “perfume” are very similar in Hebrew, “name” being shem, and “perfume” (or ointment) being shemen. The Hebrew is short and punchy: tov shem mashemen. It is easy to remember and a true and important lesson. In the Hebrew, the sentence is an epanadiplosis because the word “good” both begins and ends the sentence. The word “good” is also important because often people think of things as being good, when to God there are a lot of “good” things that are much better than “good” material things.
“better.” The concept of one thing being “better” than another runs through this section of Ecclesiastes (Eccl. 7:1, 2, 3, 5, 8 (2x), Eccl. 7:10). The word “better” also plays a major role in the book of Hebrews in showing that Jesus Christ brought “better” things to believers than they had before he came.
“the day of one’s death is better than the day of one’s birth.” At first glance Ecclesiastes 7:1 seems strange and even contra-logical. Life is usually considered preferable to death in Ecclesiastes, and a living dog is better than a dead lion (Eccl. 9:4). But Ecclesiastes presents life as being difficult, oppressive, and often seemingly meaningless or futile (Eccl. 1:2, 18; 2:11, 17, 23; 4:1-2; 5:15-16). Thus, the day of a person’s birth is the start of a journey that is full of hard work and pain, whereas the end of a good life is, in the experience of the person, a time of everlasting joy (cf. Isa. 35:10; 51:11).
The unspoken assumption in Ecclesiastes 7:1 that comes from the context and that makes the day of death better than the day of birth is that the person has lived a godly life and has a “good name,” and is looking forward to everlasting life. There will be a Day of Judgment (Eccl. 8:13; 11:9; 12:13-14), and those people who are righteous in the sight of God will experience everlasting joy and not the “second death” (Rev. 20:14-15). At the end of his life, the apostle Paul wrote about what he accomplished in spite of all he went through: “For I am already being offered, and the time of my departure has come. I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith. In the future there is laid up for me the crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous judge, will give to me on that day…” (2 Tim. 4:6-8). At a person’s death we often say, “Rest in peace,” and that is true. The hard work and pain of life are over.
Ecc 7:2
“the house of mourning.” There were no funeral homes in the ancient Near East. When a person died, they were kept in the home in which they lived and died until the grave was prepared and the person was buried, often late in the afternoon. People of the village would go to the person’s house, the “house of mourning,” and pay their respects and comfort the family. God told Jeremiah not to go into a house of mourning because God had removed His blessing from Judah and many people would die in the wars with Babylon (Jer. 16:5).
To “go to the house of mourning” is to go to visit and comfort the family of the dead person and to consider things about life and death. It does not mean that you go to live there, or constantly live in a morose and depressed state thinking about death. Given the two choices, going to a house of mourning or going to a house where there is a feast and party, the Sage says that it is “better” to go to the house of mourning because death is the end of all people and we cannot lose our focus on that and live as if there is no Day of Judgment coming for us in the future (cf. Eccl. 11:9; 12:13-14).
“feasting.” The Hebrew word can mean “drinking bout,” and it generally refers to a meal with wine. The word is generally translated as “banquet” in the REV.
“for that is the end of all humankind.” “For that” refers to being dead and in the house of mourning. It is commonly taught in business that if a person is going to be successful they must “begin with the end in mind,” whether “the end” is the goal for the day, the year, or one’s working life. Similarly, if we are going to be fully successful with God, we should live the same way, keeping “the end,” our death, in mind, because we are only here for a short while and then will stand before the Lord on Judgment Day. That there is a day of judgment coming for every person should not surprise anyone because God has said a lot about it. God wants every person to have a good day on Judgment Day, so He tells us to take our mortality to heart and live in a way that will please Him.
“should take this to heart.” The Hebrew literally reads, “gives to his heart.” The same phrase occurs in Ecclesiastes 9:1. The phrase is idiomatic and conveys the idea of keeping something in mind or remembering it. Here the reality and certainty of death should be something people don’t lose sight of but “take to heart” and live life accordingly, knowing that life is brief and death always looms on the horizon and so should not be left out of the equation of life.
Ecc 7:3
“Sorrow.” The Hebrew word is kaas (#03708 כַּעַס), and it can mean sorrow, anger, vexation, grief, frustration, etc., depending on the context (it is “anger” in Eccl. 7:9). Here the context is unclear, in part because the word translated “sadness” in the phrase “sadness of the face” is much more often translated “evil” or “bad.” Many versions have “Sorrow…sadness” (ESV, KJV, NAB, NASB), because of the context about living and dying. But anyone who has dealt extensively with death knows that different people react differently and often people’s emotional states change with time. Alternate but very acceptable translations instead of “sorrow” include “aggravation” (CEB); “grief” (HCSB); “vexation” (DBY); “anger” (Douay-Rheims); and “frustration” (NIV). Similarly, a “sad” face is literally “an evil face,” and it can refer to a sad face; a “sober” face (NET); a “troubled” face (Tremper Longman[footnoteRef:665]), and even a marred face (Rotherham)—perhaps a face marred by weeping and being distraught in one’s soul. [665:  Tremper Longman, The Book of Ecclesiates [NICOT], 180.] 

Ecclesiastes 7:3 uses vocabulary that allows us to go deeply into the mind and heart of people who are experiencing death in some close or visceral way, and/or people who contemplate death deeply and allow it to affect their heart and change it for the better. Living with the end in mind is always better than ignoring the reality of life (cf. Eccl. 7:2).
“the heart is made good.” Like the previous phrases in Ecclesiastes 7:3, the fact that the heart is made “good” has a great depth of meaning. The word translated “good” can be translated “well” or even “better,” and the heart can be made good or well as people deal honestly with life and death and do not live in denial of what will certainly come in the future. When we are honest with life and death, and also with the everlasting life offered by God, and do not hide from or ignore reality, our heart changes for the better, and that fact is reflected in many of the various English versions. The NLT paraphrases the Hebrew text, and has “sadness has a refining influence on us.”
Although some English versions say the heart will be made “glad,” that is likely not the emphasis in the text. Sadness does not make people “glad,” but when handled well, it can deepen their heart and make it good.
Ecc 7:4
“The heart of the wise is in the house of mourning.” Ecclesiastes 7:4 is very similar to Ecclesiastes 7:2 and reminds us to live with the end in mind. In this verse, however, instead of reminding the living to take their own mortality to heart, God goes somewhat the opposite way and contrasts the wise with the fool. The wise keep their mortality in mind, while fools ignore it and spend their time on frivolous activities. The contrast between the wise person and the fool is common in the wisdom literature, especially Proverbs and Ecclesiastes. Although Ecclesiastes points out that the wise and the fool both die (Eccl. 2:14-16), there is still a definite advantage to being wise, as we see here (cf. Eccl. 10:12).
Ecc 7:5
“the rebuke of a wise person.” This is a wonderful exhortation for both the person who needs advice and also to the wise. A wise person knows when and how to rebuke a person so that it does the most good (cf. Prov. 17:10). The person struggling with something should be thankful that wiser people are willing to help, even if by rebuke. Sadly, people in our modern culture tend to be very arrogant and unappreciative of instruction in any form, and due to that many wise people refrain from trying to instruct, rebuke, or correct those acting in ways that clearly are not in their best interest. Wise people should take courage from the potential good that they can do and take a risk in order to accomplish the greater good.
“the song of fools.” Besides the wider meaning of different songs that fools might sing when they are inspired or excited, typical “songs” in the biblical world were written and sung to praise someone or something, or in order to remember something (cf. Exod. 15:1, about escaping from Egypt; Num. 21:17, about getting water in the wilderness; Deut. 31:19, about the Israelites in the wilderness; Judg. 5:12, about Deborah’s victory over the enemy; 1 Sam. 1:18, extolling Saul and Jonathan; 2 Sam. 22:1, David’s song about his deliverance from King Saul; Job 30:9, that people sang about the misfortunes of Job). In that light and in this context, the “song of fools” would be a song extolling some undeserving person or event, or outright flattery. The point is that the rebuke of a wise man might sting for a moment but be very helpful in the end, and that is much better than the flattering song of a fool, which might make a person feel good for a moment but will hurt instead of help in the end.
It has been suggested that “song” in this context means “praise,”[footnoteRef:666] but since songs very often were about praise and something fools would do, there is little reason not to see the standard meaning of “song” here. [666:  Referenced by Tremper Longman, The Book of Ecclesiates [NICOT], 180.] 

Ecc 7:6
“thorns underneath a pot.” In this verse, the rhyme grabs the attention and causes one to pause and think about the saying. The words used here for “thorn” and “pot” are homonyms, they are spelled the same but have different meanings. The word sir (#05518 סִיר or )fem.סִירָה ( sirah), means “pot,” a household pot, and also means “thorn,” “briar,” or “hook.” The Hebrew is hasirrim tachat hasir (הַסִּירִים֙ תַּ֣חַת הַסִּ֔יר), “thorns [plural] underneath a pot.” There is really no way to reproduce the rhyme and wordplay of the Hebrew text into English, although some scholars have tried. One such attempt is, “the sound of nettles under the kettle” but that falls far short of the Hebrew.
Since everyone cooked over a fire, and since it was common to burn thorns, everyone was familiar with the characteristics of burning thorns. There are a couple very distinct things about thorns when they burn. Thorns burn loudly; they make a loud crackling sound when they burn. Similarly, fools are generally loud and obnoxious. Also, thorns burn up quickly and then are gone. Similarly, fools may laugh now, but they soon pass away and then are gone forever. They foolishly reject God and so do not have everlasting life. They are fools, so why listen to them? It is much better to listen to the rebuke of a wise person (Eccl. 7:5).
[For more on dead people being dead in every way when they die, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.” For more on unsaved people being annihilated in the Lake of Fire instead of “burning forever in Hell,” see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
“pointless.” See commentary on Ecclesiastes 1:2.
Ecc 7:7
“For.” The standard meaning of the Hebrew word is “for.” Tremper Longman explains that the “for” likely connects to the last phrase in Ecclesiastes 7:6, that “this too is pointless.” Longman writes, “The wise are not above suspicion. There are factors as to why their advice and/or rebuke may not be reliable.”[footnoteRef:667] Despite the very possible connection between 7:6 and 7:7, most translators agree with the explanation given by James Bollhagen: “The opening כִּיis usually interpreted as an asseverative [a positive affirmation], the intensifier “indeed,” as in Eccl. 4:16 and 7:20.”[footnoteRef:668] However, Longman’s advice is to translate the text as it stands, “for” and that seems correct. [667:  Longman, Ecclesiastes [NICOT], 186.]  [668:  Bollhagen, Ecclesiastes [ConcC].] 

There is no real reason to doubt the connection between Ecclesiastes 7:6 and 7:7, especially in light of the whole flow of Ecclesiastes, which up to this point (and continuing forward for most of the book) has a decidedly cynical view (some might say “a very honest view”) of this earthly life and what goes on in it. It would be nice if the rich and powerful were always honest and wise, but far too often the “wise decisions” that they make are based on ulterior motives and pressures from behind-the-scenes players.
“extortion.” The translation “extortion” (getting something, often money, through force or threats) is a good one, and here it also would include various ways of extorting money or favors, including blackmail. The rich and powerful, usually considered “wise,” are subject to extortion, and the last phrase in the verse mentions bribery, which was so common that the Mosaic Law mentions bribes several times (cf. Exod. 23:8; Deut. 16:19; 27:25. Deut. 10:17 says the God will not take a bribe).
“makes the wise man foolish.” The Hebrew verb means to make foolish.[footnoteRef:669] Although there are some scholars who think the word relates to being “mad,” the lexical and contextual evidence supports “fool” being the correct meaning of the Hebrew text. [669:  Koehler and Baumgartner, HALOT Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the Old Testament.] 

Ecclesiastes 7:7 adds questionable motives and therefore questionable quality to the advice of the wise. It points out what often happens to the rich and powerful people who are supposedly wise and give wise advice: they succumb to extortion and bribery. By giving in to evil, through pressure or because of their own greed and aspirations, the “wise” person becomes a “fool.” This life is short—very short—and eternity is a very long time. The person who trades everlasting life and/or future rewards for material gain in this life is indeed a fool.
The fact that the “wise” people give in so often to evil forces that pervert their judgment and advice adds to the seeming pointlessness of this life. But it also forces people to a point of decision: we can be cynical about this life because so much of it seems wrong and unfair, or we can be positive about this life, realizing that it is a war zone between good and evil and we can support God and good in this life and look forward to a wonderful next life as well. The Devil is the god of this age, and God is a man of war (Exod. 15:3) fighting against him, and we can be cynics and negative and inadvertently give aid to the Devil, or we can have a positive point of view and spread the good word about our loving God and the wonderful next life He will provide.
“destroys the heart.” In biblical Hebrew, the “heart” can be the mind or understanding, or as it does here, it can have the wider meaning of the center of one’s life and personality (see commentary on Prov. 15:21). The heart is always changing, and it can change for the better or for the worse. The hearts of people who refuse to acknowledge God grow “dark” (Rom. 1:21). People who participate in evil spiral downhill. Their hearts become harder and harder and their lives become more and more ungodly (Eph. 4:18-19).
Ecc 7:8
“matter.” This verse has a depth of meaning that is difficult to bring out in English because the Hebrew word can mean “word” or “matter,” and both make sense in the context (but for different reasons), and therefore both apply and are worth our studious consideration. The translation “matter” is more inclusive than “word,” and is therefore to be preferred, but beyond that “matter” connects Ecclesiastes 7:7 with Ecclesiastes 7:8 very well. It can be impossible to tell why “wise” and powerful people make the decisions they do, and whether or not there is extortion or bribery involved, but the end of the matter is better than the beginning because the truth will eventually come out, and the patient person sometimes gets to see the that.
On the other hand, the translation “word” makes the two halves of Ecclesiastes 7:8 fit together very well, because one reason that a patient person is better than a proud person is that proud people usually go on and on about themselves and their interests and the “word” (message) that they speak never seems to end. In contrast, a patient person is generally sparing with their words. Furthermore, we are not able to truly judge the value and wisdom of what someone says until the whole message, “the end of the word,” is given, but if there are too many words the message may get lost. That is in part why Ecclesiastes 5:3 says, “the voice of a fool comes with a multitude of words.”
“patient spirit...proud spirit.” The Hebrew language is very concrete, and that is the case here. The “patient spirit” is literally in Hebrew the “long spirit,” and the “proud spirit” is the “high spirit.” This is an example of when trying to translate an idiom literally into the receptor language can be a problem. “High spirit” in Hebrew means “proud,” but in modern English if a person is in “high spirits,” they are happy and excited.
Ecc 7:11
“Wisdom with an inheritance.” Both wisdom and money are a defense against some of the troubles of life, as the next verse, Ecclesiastes 7:12, says. But money can go away, while wisdom provides much more reliable security.
“those who see the sun.” A poetic way of saying “those who are still alive.” This would especially apply to those in the family because an inheritance was usually passed in the family.
Ecc 7:14
“about his future.” The Hebrew simply reads, “after him,” but the phrase is unclear in and of itself. Some commentators say it refers to the person’s future, while others say it is referring to after the person dies. However, the fact that the text seems to be clearly referring to the person being joyful in prosperity and in deep thought and consideration during adversity, the weight of evidence favors the verse being about what will happen to a person in their own future.
Ecc 7:15
“pointlessness.” See commentary on Ecclesiastes 1:2.
Ecc 7:16
“excessively righteous.” In this context, “righteous” is being used as doing right and righteous actions. Some people are overly worried about making a mistake or not doing enough for God and others. While it is good to want to do what is right, we will never be perfect, and that concern adds pressures to life that can affect one’s mental and physical health, just like the verse says.
Another aspect of being excessively righteous is that there are times when strictly enforcing a rule is clearly wrong (for example, a person rushing to the hospital with a dying person in the car, and running a red light when there are clearly no cars coming does not need to get a ticket for running a red light). Thus, the New Testament tells leaders to be “reasonable” (1 Tim. 3:3).
Ecc 7:18
“but do not withdraw your hand.” Cf. Ecclesiastes 11:6.
“will come out from both of them.” The Hebrew text is unclear as to whether it is saying, “come out from” (ESV), or “come out with” (NASB). The previous verses had given two extremes, and the person who is wise does not get caught up with either one.
Ecc 7:20
“who does good and does not sin.” Solomon said basically the same thing at the dedication of the Temple (1 Kings 8:46; cf. Rom. 3:23).
Ecc 7:21
“cursing you.” There are several words translated “curse” in the Old Testament. The one used here in Ecclesiastes 7:21 is qalal (#07043 קָלַל), and its root meaning is “to make light of, make of little account, treat as insignificant.” The semantic range of qalal ranges from just speaking badly about someone or “making light of them,” to genuinely putting a curse on someone. So “curse” can mean just badmouthing someone. For example, the CJB has, “Also, don’t take seriously every word spoken, such as when you hear your servant speaking badly of you.” The TNK has the final phrase as hearing “your slave reviling you.”
Life is difficult and all of us say things in the heat of an emotional moment that we did not really mean or think through, as Ecclesiastes 7:22 says. So we cause ourselves a lot of problems and endure much emotional trauma if we do not learn how to ignore and/or let go of things that people say and do. If we take to heart everything we hear people say about us, we will have nothing but worries and bad days. When we make a mistake or say something unkind, we are happy if other people ignore it and let it go, and we can have a very peaceful life if we learn to do that too. We will never have the “peace that surpasses all understanding” (Phil. 4:7) if we are offended by everything that people say.
Ecc 7:23
“but it was beyond my reach.” The “it” refers back to wisdom. The Sage starts to test the things in life by the wisdom that he has (Eccl. 1:13), and he makes the decision that he will be wise. But in the end, the true wisdom and understanding of life were still beyond him, and his conclusion fits perfectly with the next verse, Ecclesiastes 7:24.
Ecc 7:24
“That which is.” The Hebrew more properly means, “That which has been” (cf. Eccl. 1:9), but occasionally it has a present tense meaning, as here.[footnoteRef:670] The true “whats” and “whys” of life are too deep and complex for a human to discover. [670:  James Bollhagen, Ecclsiastes [ConcC].] 

“beyond reach.” The same Hebrew word “beyond reach” that is in Ecclesiastes 7:23, but verse 23 has the pronoun “my” (me).
“deep, deep.” The Hebrew doubles the word for emphasis, which is technically referred to as the figure of speech epizeuxis. The emphasis is “very deep,” or “exceedingly deep.”
Ecc 7:25
“the reason for things.” The Hebrew word is used in business and especially accounting, and it refers to how things fit together and add up. There is no good single English word to bring out all the meaning in the text.
Ecc 7:29
“God made humankind upright.” God’s original creation of humankind was perfect, but He gave Adam and Eve free will, which they used in disobedience to God and lost their upright status. Although “humankind” is singular, it is a collective singular as can be seen by the “but they search,” which is plural.
“schemes.” This word “schemes” is almost identical to “reasons” in Eccl. 7:25 and 7:27. God has made things with specific reasons, and the wise person looks for them, but sadly, fallen humanity searches out its own schemes and ignores what God has done. This word “schemes” is from the same root as the word in 2 Chronicles 26:15, where King Uzziah made cleverly designed war “devices” to throw rocks and arrows.
 
 
Ecclesiastes Chapter 8
Ecc 8:1
“interpretation.” This only occurs here in Ecclesiastes. This is used in Daniel of the interpretation of Nebuchadnezzar’s dream. It is also used in the Qumran literature about giving the interpretation of the text. It is about understanding something.
“thing.” This is the common word for “word,” “matter,” or “thing.”
“makes his face shine.” The demeanor of a person reflects what is happening in the life of a person.
Ecc 8:2
“the oath of God.” The Hebrew is unclear as to whether this is the oath of God to support the king or the oath a person takes to God to obey the king. The scope of Scripture supports that this refers to the oath of God to the king, based on God establishing and supporting human government (cf. Rom. 13).
Ecc 8:3
“Do not be hasty to go out of his presence.” This is following Ecclesiastes 8:2, about the king. Do not be hasty to go out of the king’s presence.
Ecc 8:4
“authoritative.” God has ordained human authority in government, and in general, supports kings and rulers. This is the same word as “power” in Ecclesiastes 8:8.
Ecc 8:5
“will not come to harm.” Literally, “will know no evil.”
Ecc 8:6
“there is a proper time and procedure for every matter.” This is somewhat similar to Ecclesiastes 3:1, 17.
“even though the misery of man is heavy on him.” The Hebrew conjunction that begins the verse can be translated different ways, and the versions differ, but the evidence supports the commentators and translators who see the second phrase as being connected by reason with the first phrase (cf. CSB, ESV, NASB2020, NIV, NLT, NRSV, RSV). The misery of mankind, which weighs heavily on us all, often causes us to take shortcuts in life that are ungodly, immoral, and even sometimes illegal. The New Testament is clear that “if anyone competes as an athlete, he is not crowned unless he competes according to the rules” (2 Tim. 2:5). Wise people, who keep everlasting life and rewards in mind, do the godly thing even when life is difficult and “cheating a little” would give them what they wanted in life. As Ecclesiastes 8:6 says, there is a proper time and procedure (way of doing things) for all that we do. The glory we receive for doing things the right and godly way will far exceed the suffering we are going through now (Rom. 8:18).
Ecc 8:7
“when.” The Hebrew text reads “when,” but the Aramaic and Vulgate amend that to “what” (sometimes translated “how”), but the emendation is unnecessary. While it is true that we often don’t know what, in this context, the timing seems to be the major issue. For example, we know we will die, we just don’t know when.
Ecc 8:8
“power over the spirit.” The Hebrew word translated “spirit” is ruach (#07307 רוּחַ), and it is the common word for “spirit,” but it has many meanings. It refers to the spirit life in man, thus “life” or sometimes “breath;” the attitudes and emotions of man; God, who is the Spirit; angels; demons; the wind; and more.
[For much more on the use of ruach, see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
Many commentators think that in this verse, ruach refers to the wind, and that may be possible, but in light of the second phrase about the day of death, it seems to be more connected to our life, making “spirit” a good translation (cf. ASV, ESV, KJV, NLT, Rotherham, and cf. NAB). The fact is that any person reading the Hebrew text itself would read ruach and immediately see all the possibilities, including both our life and the wind, neither of which we can retain or restrain. For all the bravado about how powerful we humans are, the actual fact is that we don’t know that much and don’t have much power. God, on the other hand, knows everything available to know and created the whole universe from nothing. No wonder Jesus told us to trust God (John 14:1), and no wonder Jeremiah said we would be cursed if we trusted in humans and relied on human power (Jer. 17:5).
“that war.” The war between life and death. The Hebrew is literally, “the war,” but “that war” is nuanced from the context.[footnoteRef:671] [671:  Cf. Michael V. Fox, JPS Bible Commentary: Ecclesiastes.] 

“rescue its owners.” There is an inherent deception in witchcraft and evil in general, and that is that the person who is doing the evil “owns” it, that is, they have a measure of control over the demons they are using or the evil they are doing. The person doing evil may feel that they are in control of their situation and that what they are doing will get them what they want—power, prestige, money, sex, etc.—but in the end, they will find that aging and death happen to everyone. They will discover that the evil they have been involved with will not be able to rescue them from death no matter how much power and/or control they thought it gave them in life. After the Fall, God decreed that humans would age and die, and after death comes the Day of Judgment (Heb. 9:27), and wickedness cannot rescue an evil person from death and the Lake of Fire and everlasting death that comes after Judgment Day. In fact, far from delivering the wicked, Psalm 34:21 even says that wickedness will kill the wicked.
[For information on annihilation in the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.]
Ecc 8:9
“to his hurt.” The text is not clear about who is hurt, and likely for good reason. The oppressed are the ones generally hurt in this life (although the oppressors are hurt in this life too), and the oppressors are hurt on Judgment Day. The Hebrew is ambiguous, and likely for the very reason that both the “oppressors” and the “oppressed” are hurt.
Ecc 8:10
“wicked buried.” The fact that a wicked person was buried indicated that he or she was buried with respect.
“and were praised.” This translation follows the Septuagint, Vulgate, and several other ancient sources, and makes very good sense in the context and so is supported by a number of scholars. The Hebrew text is that they “were forgotten,” which also could make sense. The wicked practice wickedness to get ahead, but are eventually forgotten just like everyone else.
“pointless.” See commentary on Ecclesiastes 1:2.
Ecc 8:11
“the sons of men.” An idiom for humankind.
Ecc 8:12
“fear God, who are reverent before him.” The word “fear” is repeated twice, but with a slightly different emphasis, and the REV translation tries to bring that out (cf. NIV).
Ecc 8:14
“pointless.” See commentary on Ecclesiastes 1:2.
Ecc 8:15
“So I recommend the enjoyment of life.” Many verses in Ecclesiastes encourage people to rejoice and have fun in life (cf. Eccl. 2:24-25; 3:4, 12-13, 22; 5:18-19; 8:15; 9:7-9; 10:19; 11:7-8). See commentary on Ecclesiastes 2:24.
Ecc 8:16
“sees sleep with his eyes.” This cute phrase catches the attention because people don’t “see” sleep with their eyes, their eyes are closed. The word “see” here is being used in its common idiomatic sense of “experience.”
Ecc 8:17
“the work of God.” Contrasted with the work of the wicked and the work of the righteous in Eccl. 8:14).
 
Ecclesiastes Chapter 9
Ecc 9:1
“I laid to my heart.” The essence of this phrase is that the Sage reflected on and considered what was said.
Ecc 9:2
“righteous...wicked...good…clean...unclean.” The words are singular: the righteous person, the wicked person, etc.
Ecc 9:5
“the dead do not know anything.” When a person dies they are dead, lifeless, in every way. They are not alive in heaven or “Hell” or any other place, they are dead, as Ecclesiastes 9:5-6 describes. Because dead people are actually dead, they “do not know anything.” The grave is called “the land of forgetfulness” (Psalm 88:12) and it is a place of silence (Ps. 94:17)
[For more on people being dead and in Sheol, the state of being dead, see commentary on Rev. 20:13. For more on dead people being lifeless in every way, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.” For more on what the “soul” is, and that it does not live on after a person dies, see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
“nor do they have any more a wage.” The Hebrew word translated “wage” is sakar (#07939 שָׂכָר), and its primary meaning is “wage, hire, fee, pay,” and it is also sometimes used with the more expansive sense of “reward, benefit.” Although most English Bibles read “reward” or “benefit” or something similar, there is no reason not to read “wage” here. In fact, “wage” makes excellent sense in the scope of Scripture.
People earn “wages” in the spiritual world while they are living. Thus, Proverbs 10:16 says, “The wage of the righteous person is life; the revenue of the wicked is sin” (Prov. 10:16 uses different but applicable Hebrew words for “wage.” Cf. Prov. 11:18). In the context of evangelizing, Jesus said that the person who reaps receives wages (John 4:36). Romans 6:23 says the wages of sin is death, and 2 Peter 2:13, speaking of unsaved people who will be destroyed, says they will suffer wrong as the “wage of wrongdoing.”
Once a person dies they do not earn any more wages—they have what they have earned. The sinner has earned death, and the righteous person has earned everlasting life. However, some people teach that there will be a “second chance” on Judgment Day and that people who are raised from the dead will have a chance to confess their sin and be saved. That is not the case. Scripture says that we have this life to live and please God, and after this life comes the judgment (Heb. 9:27).
So in the context of the scope of Scripture, we can see why the Bible would say that dead people “do not have anymore a wage,” because they cannot earn a wage anymore—they are dead. So Ecclesiastes 9:5 is an encouragement to righteous people to keep working to earn “wages,” i.e., rewards in the future. It is also an encouragement for sinners to get saved and earn the “wage” of everlasting life, because if they die before getting saved they will not have another chance—they will be resurrected and awake to Judgment Day and their doom.
“the memory of them is forgotten.” That is, the person is forgotten. In the Jewish world, that people are remembered after death is very important. That people will eventually be forgotten is stated elsewhere in Ecclesiastes (cf. Eccl. 1:11).
Ecc 9:6
“envy.” The Hebrew word can refer to envy, jealousy, or zeal. These are all very strong emotions (and can be negative or positive; cf. Ps. 69:9), but once a person is dead they have no emotions.
“a portion.” A share, and a “portion” can also refer to an inheritance (cf. Num. 18:20).
“forever.” The Hebrew can mean “forever” or just “for a long time.” In this case, it means both, because the wicked will be destroyed but the righteous will be resurrected to life on a glorious earth. Thus, concerning the righteous, “forever” is technically a hyperbole for “a long time.” And it has indeed been a long time since Ecclesiastes was written. On the other hand, for the wicked, “forever” means “forever,” because the wicked will be raised and on Judgment Day they will be found guilty and punished by being thrown into the Lake of Fire where they will burn up and be everlastingly dead.
[For more on the righteous living on a restored earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on annihilation in the Lake of Fire and not everlasting torment in “hell,” see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
Ecc 9:7
“Go and eat your bread with pleasure.” Many verses in Ecclesiastes encourage people to rejoice and have fun in life (cf. Eccl. 2:24-25; 3:4, 12-13, 22; 5:18-19; 8:15; 9:7-9; 10:19; 11:7-8). See commentary on Ecclesiastes 2:24.
“God has already accepted your works.” This verse is not saying that God accepts every “work” or action people do. The Hebrew text does say that God “already” accepts your works, and many English versions follow the Hebrew text in that translation (cf. ASV, CJB, HCSB, DBY, ESV, JPS, NASB, NET, REV, RSV). However, many English translations avoid “already” because many translators think it makes the verse sound like God approves whatever people do, but that is not what the verse is saying. Since the Hebrew text says “already,” it is best to leave “already” in the English versions and then properly understand the verse, because when Ecclesiastes 9:7 is properly understood, it teaches a powerful lesson.
Many people think or are taught that to be truly spiritual a person has to let go of the things of this life and become an ascetic in one way or another. This has shown up in many ways throughout history, with supposedly spiritual people giving up fine food, wine, material wealth, marriage and family, and even giving up talking to others. But these are man-made regulations based on man-made ideas of what would please God
God made the world and many of the things in it to be enjoyed, and things to be enjoyed include food, drink, marriage, and children. It does not draw us closer to God to give up those things (it does occasionally happen that a person becomes so entangled with those things that it helps to give them up for a season).
Ecclesiastes 9:7 is in the larger context of the message in Ecclesiastes that a person has one life, and that life is difficult and uncertain and ends in death. But in this challenging life, God has given the gift of food and drink and companionship in marriage, and the person who engages in those activities does not have to wonder if they are okay with God, the Bible says, “God has already accepted your works.” God cannot make our fallen world easy and fun, but He can give us some things to enjoy, and He wants us to enjoy them, and when we do, He accepts our works.
Ecc 9:8
“white.” The white in this context is associated with joy.
“oil.” In the culture, oil had an association with joy. It smelled good and kept the skin from drying in the sun.
Ecc 9:9
“Enjoy life.” The Hebrew is literally, “See life,” using “see” in its idiomatic sense of “experience” (as in the phrase, he will not “see death,” i.e., die). Thus to “see life” with your wife is to “experience life,” and in this context, “enjoy life.”
“have loved.” The Hebrew verb is in the perfect tense, “have loved.” Although it may be the man’s love has continued, it seems clear that the Sage is pointing out that at one time the man had a great love for his wife, no matter how he felt about her now.
“pointless.” See commentary on Ecclesiastes 1:2. Here again we see the meaning “temporary” become more important than just “pointless.”
“for that is your portion in life and in your labor.” Enjoying life and being with the wife that you loved is your portion in life and in your labor; that is, the wife is to be a part of your life and a support and joy in your life and in your work. Ecclesiastes 9:9 continues the theme of finding joy in life that was clear in Ecclesiastes 9:8; “he who finds a wife finds a good thing” (Prov. 18:22). Wine, oil, and wonderful companionship were designed by God to help make this difficult life joyful.
Ecc 9:11
“Then I turned.” This is a break and introduces a new subject (cf. Eccl. 4:1).
Ecc 9:12
“his time.” In this context, “his time” refers to the day of his death.
“evil time.” This is a use of “evil” that does not have the connotation of morally evil, but just “evil, bad, inopportune” from the standpoint of the one who is experiencing the disaster. Similarly, the “evil net” is not morally evil, it is simply a disaster from the perspective of the fish.
Ecc 9:13
“Also in this.” This refers to the examples to follow in the next couple of verses.
“made a great impression on me.” The literal Hebrew is “was great upon me,” and this seems to be an idiom for made a great impression upon me.
Ecc 9:15
“poor wise man.” In contrast with the “great king.” “Poor” is not only in money, but could be “poor” in other ways; not respected, pitied (cf. Eccl. 4:13, the “poor” young man).
“remembered.” This is the idiomatic sense of “remember,” meaning to honor, favor, help. The poor man was still alive, as we see from Ecclesiastes 9:16.
Ecc 9:16
“Wisdom is better than strength.” The one with the strength was the great king; the one with the wisdom was the poor man who delivered the city.
Ecc 9:18
“but one sinner destroys much good.” This last phrase of Ecclesiastes 9 connects the closing subject of chapter 9 with the opening subject of chapter 10. Wisdom is good, as we have seen in the last few verses, but it can be undone by even a little foolishness, as chapter 10 points out.
 
Ecclesiastes Chapter 10
Ecc 10:1
“Dead flies.” The Hebrew is literally “flies of death,” using the noun construct as an adjective.
Ecc 10:2
“right hand.” In the biblical culture, the right hand was always more highly esteemed than the left hand. In fact, in some contexts, the left hand was considered the hand of cursing. The reason the left hand came to be associated with evil or cursing was due to the fact that in the biblical culture people always washed themselves with their left hand after they went to the bathroom, which also meant that they only ate with their right hand. In some contexts, however, such as Proverbs 3:16, the “left hand” does not convey a sense of cursing, but rather it is simply less esteemed than the right hand. Also, because people used their right hand more than their left, the right hand and arm were usually stronger or more capable, so the “right hand” became associated with success and accomplishment while the left hand became associated with weakness and ineffectiveness.
It is also essential to know that although in our Western culture, the “heart” is associated with emotions and feelings, in the biblical culture it was associated with the mind and included thinking and planning. Ecclesiastes 10:2 is saying that the “heart” (i.e., the thinking, plans, attitudes, and actions) of the wise person leads him into blessings, while the heart of the fool leads him into trouble, into curses. Stripping the idioms away from the Hebrew text and giving the meaning of the verse yields something like the way the NET loosely translates the verse: “A wise person’s good sense protects him, but a fool’s lack of sense leaves him vulnerable.”
Ecc 10:3
“understanding fails him.” Literally, “his heart is missing (or “lacking”).
[For more on “heart” and its use of “understanding” or “good sense,” see commentary on Prov. 15:21.]
“fool.” The Hebrew word for “fool” is sakal (#05530 סָכָל), which is a quite rare word for “fool” and occurs only in Ecclesiastes and Jeremiah (Eccl. 7:17; 10:3, 6, 14; Jer. 4:22; 5:21), and not at all in Psalms or Proverbs.
“and he says.” The fool shows by his words and actions that he is a fool. His actions are “speaking.” The Bible has quite a bit to say about how fools behave (cf. Prov. 12:16, 23; 13:16; 14:3, 16; 15:2; 18:6, 7; 29:11), but Proverbs does not use this particular word for “fool.”
Ecc 10:4
“spirit of the ruler.” In this context, “spirit” refers to the attitude or mindset. In this case, the ruler becomes angry or upset with you.
[For more on the use of “spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
“leave your place.” That is, abandon your place or position. Leaving “your place” refers to physically leaving the scene, but it extends to not giving up the position you have taken on a subject, but be calm, because that can open the door for the ruler to change his attitude and even his ideas. The author is playing with the verb, because “leave” and “rest” are the same word; “leave” is in the second person (referring to “you”) and rest is in the third person (the subject is “calmness”), and both verbs are hithel imperfect. The idea is do not abandon your position, let the calmness do the work.
“for calmness lays great offenses to rest.” This is quite similar to Proverbs 15:1, that a “soft” answer turns away wrath. The Hebrew is “lays great sins to rest,” where “sins” is the cause, which is put by metonymy of the cause for the effect. The cause was sin, but the effect that is laid to rest is an “offense.”
Ecc 10:5
“from the one who has power.” The Hebrew is more literally, “from the presence of the one who has power” or “from before the one who has power,” but this is an idiomatic way of saying “from the ruler.”
Ecc 10:6
“Foolishness.” The word “foolishness” is the figure of speech personification of the trait and is also a metonymy for the people who exhibit it and are “fools.”
“in many high positions.” That is, in many exalted positions or places of honor. For example, at a feast, to be closer to the guest of honor or host was to be “higher” than others (cf. Luke 14:10). Ecclesiastes 10:7 gives the example of servants on horses while officials walk.
“the rich.” This refers to people who are “rich” physically and mentally, for example, in wealth and/or wisdom.
Ecc 10:7
“servants on horses.” Riding a horse in this kind of circumstance is a sign of dignity and power (cf. Esther 6:8-11). The Hebrew word “servant” can also mean “slave,” and that explains why the English versions are divided, with some having “servant” and some having “slave.” The native Hebrew reader would see both meanings and in fact, the situation is the same for both servants and slaves. The ultimate example of this is Jesus Christ, who, although he was “Lord of all,” walked on the earth like a servant; but when he returns as king he will ride on a white horse (Rev. 19:11).
Ecc 10:8
“pit.” An Aramaic loanword and the only occurrence of the word in the Old Testament. This is very similar to Proverbs 26:27, but Proverbs has more of the connotation of purposely digging a pit to hurt someone. Ecclesiastes leaves open the possibility that the person may be digging the pit, or breaking through a wall or hedge, in order to do evil, or they may be doing it simply as an ordinary task in life. In any case, Ecclesiastes 10:8-11 sets forth the uncertainty of life, that if you do something inherently dangerous you may be hurt.
“wall.” This could be a “hedge,” or a wall like those around a vineyard that is just made of stacked stones. This does not necessarily mean a wall like a house would have that was mortared together.
Ecc 10:9
“quarries stones.” Like the quarrying of stones for Solomon’s Temple (cf. 1 Kings 5:31).
“wood.” The Hebrew word for “wood” is general and therefore ambiguous. It can refer to cutting trees, splitting logs, or just splitting wood even as a task in carpentry, and in fact, all those activities involve some danger. The focus of the verse is not on the exact task, but on the uncertainty of life.
Ecc 10:10
“the iron.” A tool of iron. This could be an ax, wedge, chisel, etc.
“wisdom brings success.” In this case, the wisdom is to sharpen the tool, but wisdom brings success in many areas.
Ecc 10:11
“no advantage to having a charmer.” If the snake bites before the charmer arrives, then there is no profit in calling in a snake charmer. But some versions interpret the verse as saying that if the snake bites before the charmer arrives, then there is no “profit,” no money, given to the charmer. This verse about snake charmers is likely in Ecclesiastes because snake charmers were thought to have a special wisdom that allowed them to charm the snake, and wisdom is a major subject in Ecclesiastes.
“charmer.” The Hebrew uses what seems to be an idiomatic phrase to describe a snake charmer: “the master of the tongue.” In Akkadian, the “master of the tongue” was a person who spoke many languages.
The King James Version sees a different meaning in the verse (although they did not have access to Akkadian at the time) and takes “the master of the tongue” as a babbler, and like the snake, he will hurt you if you do not “charm” (pacify) him. Choon-Leong Seow notes that the Sage uses the phrase “master of the tongue” to refer to the snake charmer but notes that he likely uses that unique phrase in order to make the bridge to Ecclesiastes 10:12-14, in which the mouth and lips of the wise and fools are focused on.[footnoteRef:672] [672:  Seow, Ecclesiastes [AB], 318-19.] 

Ecc 10:12
“the lips of a fool swallow him up.” The word picture that the “lips” of a fool “swallow him up” grabs our attention, but the meaning is clear. The words that come from a fool eat him up; they are self-destructive. The words of a fool cause him trouble in this life and the next. Thus, the Sage returns here to the benefits of wisdom, which has been a subject earlier in Ecclesiastes.
Ecc 10:13
“The beginning...the end.” This is a polarmerismos (giving the two extremes to include the whole). The “beginning” and the “end” are the two extremes, and by juxtaposing them with each other Ecclesiastes 10:13 is saying that everything that the fool says is hurtful foolishness (which is a hyperbole, but makes the point).
[For more on polarmerismos, see commentary on Josh. 14:11.]
“hurtful.” The Hebrew is “evil,” but the way the Hebrew uses “evil” often does not have a moral quality, but means more like “hurtful” and refers to disaster or harm. That is the case here.
“end of his mouth.” Here, “mouth” is put by metonymy for that which comes from the mouth, which is words. We have this kind of saying in English, for example, when we say, “Watch your mouth,” meaning watch what you say.
Ecc 10:14
“yet the fool also multiplies words.” The foolish person has very little self-awareness or understanding of how what they do affects other people.
This phrase is likely the end of Ecclesiastes 10:13, and 10:14 is the two phrases: “A person does not know what will be; and what will be after him, who can tell him?”
Ecc 10:15
“The labor of fools wearies them.” The verse actually reads, “The labor of fools wearies him,” but the lack of agreement between “fools” (plural) and “him” (singular) occurs occasionally in the Old Testament. Also, it sometimes occurs that God uses the singular to emphasize the fact that people stand or fall on their own. We don’t live before God as a group; people are approved or disapproved by God based on their own actions alone.
“he does not know how to go to a city.” Likely a proverb expressing stupidity concerning that which is commonly known. We might say, “That person does not know to come in out of the cold.” The fool goes on and on about things he supposedly knows, but in reality what he “knows” is just foolishness.
It is also remotely possible to translate the verse as one long statement: that “The labor of fools wearies him who does not know how to go to a city,” in other words, what fools do confuses the ignorant or stupid. But that would be a very unusual use of “labor.”
Ecc 10:16
“youth.” Although this could be literal, it is more likely figurative, in other words, the king is acting in immature ways.
“your officials feast in the morning.” The typical biblical “feast” involved a lot of drinking, and this shows up in the next verse, Ecclesiastes 10:17. Woe to the land whose leaders are drunkards.
Ecc 10:17
“the son of nobles.” This is an idiom and means “of noble character,” the sons having the character of the father. It does not mean that the king would literally be a son of a nobleman, although he might be. Similarly, a “son of light” is a godly person while a “son of darkness” is an ungodly person, and a “son of Satan” has the characteristics of Satan.
“in due season.” That is, at the proper time (cf. Eccl. 3:1).
Ecc 10:18
“laziness.” The Hebrew text has the dual ending on lazy, as if it is saying, by “double laziness” (or perhaps implying the laziness of both hands), the roof sinks in.
“rafters sag.” The rafters support the roof, which is usually packed dirt on top of the rafters then roof material. If the rafters sag, then the roof has a dip in it that collects water and the roof will leak, guaranteed.
Ecc 10:19
“People make food for laughter.” Many verses in Ecclesiastes encourage people to rejoice and have fun in life (cf. Eccl. 2:24-25; 3:4, 12-13, 22; 5:18-19; 8:15; 9:7-9; 10:19; 11:7-8. See commentary on Ecclesiastes 2:24). People prepare meals, invite friends over, and have a good time. This has been the case for ages past. Meals should not be just a time to sustain the body, but a time for fellowship and fun with others.
“wine gladdens one’s life.” God made life to enjoy. It is not God’s will for people to be ascetics, drinking water at every meal.
Ecc 10:20
“Do not curse.” This can be an actual curse, or simply making light of the person, speaking in an unsupportive way.
“not in your thoughts.” What people think often comes out in unguarded moments. There is a possibility that the Hebrew text could read something such as “not with your friends.” Michael Fox translates the verse, “Don’t revile a king even among your intimates.”[footnoteRef:673] [673:  Cf. Michael V. Fox, JPS Bible Commentary: Ecclesiastes, 71.] 

“do not curse the rich.” The tie-in between Ecclesiastes 10:19 and 10:20 could be that money helps with everything, and in the ancient world, money was often tied to who you knew and your connection with them. If the king of the rich people felt you did not support them they might cut off your source of money.
“the air.” The Hebrew uses the standard phraseology for air: “bird of the heavens.”
 
Ecclesiastes Chapter 11
Ecc 11:1
“Cast your bread upon the waters.” This is likely speaking of “bread” as the grain that can either be eaten as food or sown into the soil as seed for next year’s crop. In saying, “cast your bread upon the waters,” the verse is saying, “Don’t eat the grain; plant it.” After the grain harvest, people had to decide how much grain they had to hold back as seed for the next year’s crop and how much of it could be eaten, usually as either parched grain (Ruth 2:14) or ground into flour. If there was a small harvest, it was a struggle for people to knowingly go hungry through the fall, winter, and spring, but they had to in order to have seed to sow for the next year’s crop. When there was a small harvest, people “sowed in tears” because they were sowing into the ground the very grain they could eat, but because they were disciplined enough to plant the seed, they would then “reap with a ringing shout of joy” at the harvest next summer (Ps. 126:5).
The plowing and planting in Israel was different from what is done in most modern countries. In Israel, planting was done with a surface scratch plow after the rains started in October. It was necessary to wait until the fall rains (the “former rains”) to plow so that the ground that had been baked hard by the summer sun for over 5 months was softened by the rain. Once the rains softened the ground then the farmer scratched the surface with his plow and loosened the dirt. Then he scattered the grain onto the surface of the ground where it would be in contact with the loose soil and sprout. Note that in the Parable of the Sower (Matt. 13:1-9), the sower just sows the seed onto the soil and it grows where it lands.
The sower would sow the seed onto the “waters,” the puddles and soil that was wet from the rain, but he had no guarantee that it would grow. However, in most cases, it would grow and the farmer would “find it after many days,” the time it took the seed to germinate. Although it is possible that rice was literally sowed onto water in Egypt, Henry Van-Lennep points out that Ecclesiastes 11:1 is likely speaking of sowing seed in a somewhat similar way in Israel.[footnoteRef:674] [674:  Van-Lennep, Bible Lands: Their Modern Customs and Manners Illustrative of Scripture, 96.] 

Some commentators think that Ecclesiastes 11:1 is illustrating the general principle of giving and receiving, and that a person who “sows” seed to others will have it come back to them. Other commentators think that the verse is speaking about engaging in the risks of trade and receiving back a profit after a time. It is true that people who give to others often get back from others (cf. Eccl. 11:2), and that people who engage in trade often prosper, but those interpretations, while possible, seem much less likely than the verse being literal and referring to the actual sowing of seed. There does not seem to be a reason to use such vague language about bread and water if all the verse is saying is “give and you will get back after many days,” or “trade and you may prosper.” Also, the definitive statement, “after many days” is very literal if the subject is planting and harvesting a crop.
This section of Scripture, Ecclesiastes 10 and 11, has many verses about the uncertainty of life, and sowing seed in the ground is certainly an uncertain venture, but we must take chances in life in order to succeed, and often if we are too cautious we will not succeed (Eccl. 11:4). If things do not succeed for us, then we must ask for help from others, which is easier to do if we have been helpful to them (cf. Eccl. 11:2).
The Hebrew has a wordplay between “waters” (mayim) and days” (yamim). This mnemonic device may have helped people remember to take the necessary chances in life.
Ecc 11:2
“Give a portion to seven, or even to eight.” Ecclesiastes 11:2 could well be about being generous to others so that when times are difficult then those other people will be able and willing to help in return. The general context contains verses about the uncertainty of life and how things may or may not work out for us (Eccl. 10:8, 9; 11:1, 4, 6). Given that, it is important that when things are going well for us, we share what we have with people in need, and hopefully, if the situation is ever reversed and we are the ones in need, others will be willing to help us (cf. 2 Cor. 8:14). Also, it is important to diversify, because we do not know which things will be successful and which may not at all be.
When it comes to the phrase “seven, yes, even to eight,” the pattern “x then x+1” is a well-known pattern in the literature of the ancient Near East and so it makes sense that it would also be in the Bible. For example, the Bible has examples of “three things…four” (Prov. 30:15; 30:18, 21, 29; Amos 1:3, 6, 9, 11, 13; 2:1, 4, 6). It also has “six things…seven” (Job 5:19; Prov. 6:16); and “seven things…eight” (Eccl. 11:2). Although in the literature, sometimes the pattern places the emphasis on the second number because in some cases the second number is literal, usually the pattern is simply a way of expressing a large number. For example, when God is speaking of the sins of the countries in the book of Amos and says, “for three sins, even for four” (Amos 1:3), He is using the literary device to point out that there are actually a very large number of sins.
Here in Ecclesiastes 11:2, the pattern, “seven, yes, even to eight,” is using the larger numbers of seven and eight to point out that it is wise to be generous to a large number of people because “you do not know what evil may happen on the earth,” and if the situation ever arises that you yourself are in need, there should be a large number of people who would be willing to help you because of your generosity to them.
Thus, this verse may be about being generous, and it may be about diversifying what you have, or it may contain both ideas.
“evil.” This is another example in Ecclesiastes of the word “evil” referring to a disaster of some kind and not a “moral evil.”
Ecc 11:4
“He who watches the wind will not sow.” People get handcuffed by an uncertain future. The future is uncertain, and to succeed we must take some chances.
Ecc 11:5
“the way the spirit comes to the bones in a womb with child.” The lesson here in Ecclesiastes 11:5 is that humans do not really understand much about the inner workings of life or of God, and so trying to figure out what is going to come in the future is not profitable. People should take reasonable chances in life. The overly cautious will not move forward even if the opportunity is there (Eccl. 11:4), and so God encourages us to “sow our seed” (Eccl. 11:6) and move ahead with life.
Although many English versions translate the Hebrew text of Ecclesiastes 11:5 as if it were three phrases, there is really no need or justification for that. For example, the NET has: (1) “Just as you do not know the path of the wind,” (2) “or how the bones form in the womb of a pregnant woman,” (3) so you do not know the work of God….” But the second phrase does not start with a conjunction such as “or,” “nor,” or “and” in the Hebrew text, and also the second phrase does not have a verb in the Hebrew text despite the fact that many English versions supply one (“form” in the NET; “grow” in many other versions). The Hebrew text is difficult, but it is much better understood as one phrase, and woodenly translated it is something like, “Just as you are not knowing what is the way of the spirit as [or “in” in some Heb. Mss] bones in the full womb….”
In line with that basic idea, Michael Fox has the translation, “Just as you do not know how the lifebreath passes into the limbs within the womb of the pregnant woman….”[footnoteRef:675] Craig Bartholomew has: “Just as you do not know the way of the spirit in the limbs in the mother’s womb….”[footnoteRef:676] Choon-Leong Seow has: “Just as you do not know how the life-breath gets into the fetus in the belly of the pregnant woman….”[footnoteRef:677] The ESV has: “As you do not know the way the spirit comes to the bones in the womb of a woman with child….” Many other English versions contain the same basic idea (cf. CEB, GW, NAB, NRSV, Rotherham, RSV). [675:  M. Fox, JPS Bible Commentary: Ecclesiastes, 73.]  [676:  C. Bartholomew, Ecclesiastes [BCOT], 335.]  [677:  C. L. Seow, Ecclesiastes [AB], 328.] 

One of the great mysteries of human existence is how life comes together in the fetus as it forms, and God uses that to make the point that things work out even when we do not understand them, so we should not let a lack of knowledge paralyze us into inactivity.
“womb with child.” Literally, “a full womb.”
Ecc 11:7
“Truly.” The vav is emphatic and starts a new section.
“good for the eyes to see the sun.” This is a beautiful and poetic way to say, “it is good to be alive.” This is not making a comment that it is good to see the sun versus having a cloudy or rainy day. The Sage has been speaking about the value of being alive, and that continues in the next verse, Ecclesiastes 11:8.
Ecc 11:8
“many...many.” Even if a person lives “many years,” the years after death will be many also. The repetition of “many” makes the sentence catch the attention.
“let him rejoice in them all.” Many verses in Ecclesiastes encourage people to rejoice and have fun in life (cf. Eccl. 2:24-25; 3:4, 12-13, 22; 5:18-19; 8:15; 9:7-9; 10:19; 11:7-8). See commentary on Ecclesiastes 2:24.
“let him remember the days of darkness.” In this context, the “days of darkness” are the days when the person is dead. The verse is saying rejoice in the life you are living, but remember death and the Judgment Day that follows it, and live wisely.
“pointless.” See commentary on Ecclesiastes 1:2. Here we see the meaning of “temporary” coming more to the front, but the primary meaning still is “pointless,” especially in light of what the Sage already said in Ecclesiastes 1:11, that even the things that are still future will not be remembered by the things that will come after them.
Ecc 11:9
“and walk in the ways of your heart and in the sight of your eyes.” This seems to be surprising advice since Moses seems to have said the opposite: “remember all the commandments of Yahweh and do them, so that you do not seek after your own heart and your own eyes” (Num. 15:39; although the verbs in Numbers differ from the verbs in Ecclesiastes). It is very possible that this is the Sage’s advice to the young man who is just learning about life, and telling the young man to follow his heart and eyes, and thus learn about life, but in the learning keep in mind that there is a judgment coming. The exhortation throughout Ecclesiastes is that we are to enjoy life, but that enjoyment has boundaries that must be learned, often by experience. The Sage is not being sarcastic or tongue-in-cheek here and saying to the young man, “You can follow your heart but you will suffer for it.” He is encouraging the young man to discover the proper boundaries of life. Enjoy life, but keep in mind the Judgment Day that is to come, and set your boundaries accordingly.
“for all these things God will bring you into judgment.” That God will judge people for how they have lived and what they have done is stated several times in Ecclesiastes (cf. Eccl. 3:17; 11:9; 12:14).
Ecc 11:10
“frustration.” The Hebrew word is kaas (#03708 כַּעַס), and it can mean sorrow, anger, vexation, grief, frustration, etc., depending on the context (it is “frustration” in Ecclesiastes 1:18; “sorrow” in Ecclesiastes 7:3 and “anger” in Ecclesiastes 7:9). Although the REV has “frustration,” more than one meaning fits well here, including “anger,” “vexation,” “sorrow,” “anxiety,” etc., and the English versions differ widely. This is a good example of how the student of the Bible must be aware that the English translation is often only one choice among a number of “good choices,” and why the Bible must be read and discussed with different possible meanings in mind.
“dawn of life.” The word “dawn” might also be “black” depending on the Hebrew root it is derived from. Everet Fox takes this to mean the blackness of hair, versus the grey hair of the old men. But the translation “dawn” occurs a number of times in the Bible. Both words, “youth” and “dawn” (or “black”) occur in Psalm 110:3.
“pointless.” See commentary on Ecclesiastes 1:2. Here we see the meaning of “temporary” coming more to the front, as in Ecclesiastes 11:8, but the primary meaning still is “pointless.”
 
Ecclesiastes Chapter 12
Ecc 12:1
“Remember.” This is the idiomatic or “pregnant sense” of the word remember, and it means not just keep in mind, but honor Him.
[For more on the idiomatic sense of “remember,” see commentary on Luke 23:42.]
“in the days of your youth.” Ecclesiastes has said a number of things about death coming and God’s judgment coming after death. Ecclesiastes 12 now gives a progression of some of the things that occur with old age that emphasize that people should “remember” (honor, worship) God in the day of their youth. To fully understand that it must be remembered that “worship” under the Old Covenant was not just a state of mind, but actions taken with the proper state of mind. Thus, doing sacrifices and offerings, or going to Jerusalem to sacrifice or participate in a festival such as Passover or Tabernacles, with the right heart and state of mind, was considered worship. But it is a lot easier to offer a sacrifice or go to Jerusalem when you are young than when you are old and feeble.
“before the evil days come.” The “evil days” are the days of old age, and the text will now describe why the days of old age are considered “evil,” in this context difficult and troublesome.
The Hebrew sentence uses the word “not,” which James Bollhagen suggests means more like, “during the time the evil days have not come.”[footnoteRef:678] Given that the “evil days” are old age when strength decreases, eyesight dims, and teeth give the person problems, the literal rendition, more like “so that the evil days do not come” (which appears in 12:1, 2 and 6), cannot be the meaning of the text. Remembering God does not stop old age and the lack of ability that comes with it, but if you remember God throughout your life, you will be prepared for death. [678:  Bollhagen, Ecclesiastes [ConcC].] 

“I have no delight in them.” The text is not saying that there is no delight at all in old age, because there is. However, the aged remember the days of their youth when they were energetic and strong; when they could run and jump and lift and carry, and in contrast to that there is no delight in being old and feeble. We have to keep in mind that the biblical culture was extremely physical. Water had to be lifted out of the well and carried to the house; cooking was done by chopping and carrying wood and tending the fire and the pots full of food; getting daily food required effort and strength, and so forth. The weakness of age made life difficult.
Ecc 12:2
“and the stars are darkened.” This verse refers to the dimming eyesight in old age. Especially in the ancient world, eye problems were frequent and most people had trouble seeing when they got old.
Ecc 12:3
“in the day when the keepers of the house tremble, and the strong men bow themselves.” The meaning of this phrase is not stated in the text, but contextually it could well be that the “keepers of the house” are the arms, which are constantly moving to keep the house running, while the “strong men” are the legs that are relied upon to carry the heavy loads of life from place to place.
“the grinders cease because they are few.” The “grinders,” the teeth, become fewer and fewer with age.
Ecc 12:4
“doors will be shut...sound of grinding is low.” This is likely referring to the fact that in old age a person’s hearing begins to fail, and it seems as if everyone in the village has their doors shut and the joyful sound of grinding grain cannot be heard like it used to be.
“the daughters of music will be brought low.” This may still refer to an aged person’s failing hearing, or more likely that the strength of the voice begins to fail.
Ecc 12:5
“afraid of heights, and terrors will be in the road.” The aged are afraid of falling, so heights, and obstacles in the road, which may not be as easy to see and avoid as they were in the days of youth, are terrors. It also must be kept in mind that roads were “public places” that did not belong to anyone and so were not kept up. Eventually, they became full of rocks and holes and could be difficult to walk on (see commentary on Mark 1:3).
“the almond tree will blossom.” This may refer to the white hair of old age. Or it may be that “the almond tree is despised” (“despised” coming from a different Hebrew root), meaning that the sense of taste is gone with old age so even almonds, normally a delicacy, are not enjoyed. Or it may be that the almond tree is despised because in old age as death is on the horizon the beauty of the almond tree sort of taunts the aged person, who will not get to enjoy it for much longer.
“the grasshopper will be a burden.” As a person gets old and weak, even small things can be a burden.
“and desire will fail.” The usual meaning would be that the aged person’s sexual desire will fail, but in this context, it may also refer to desire to live. It is very common that aged people who are at peace with God see death as a release from a painful existence.
“age-long home.” This is not the “eternal home” as some English translations suggest. The grave is an “age-long home,” that is, the length of “this present evil age” (Gal. 1:4). Some versions say “eternal home” instead of “long home” or “age-long home,” but the Hebrew word olam, translated “age-long,” can mean either eternal or of long duration. Christians who believe that when people die they immediately go to heaven or hell and stay there forever say the person goes to his long home at the time that he dies. However, the truth in the Bible is that when people die they go to the grave and are dead, awaiting their resurrection. Thus, the grave is the “long home,” after which comes the resurrection and the person’s Judgment Day. If at the Judgment the person is deemed worthy of life, then they live forever with the Messiah. If the person is not deemed worthy of life, they are burned up (annihilated) in the Lake of Fire, and have no “home” at all. That Ecclesiastes calls the grave the “long home” indicates God had not started to reveal to people that the Day of the Lord was close.
[For more information on dead people being dead in every way, body, soul, and spirit, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.” Also, see Graeser, Lynn, Schoenheit, Is There Death After Life? For more on the different resurrections, see commentary on Acts 24:15. For more on unsaved people being annihilated in the Lake of Fire rather than burning forever, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
“and the mourners go about the streets.” The aged person, now dead, is mourned by those who knew them.
Ecc 12:7
“the dust returns to the earth as it was.” The meaning of Ecclesiastes 12:7 is that when a person dies, their body returns to dust and their life returns to God. When a person dies, they are dead in every way—they are not alive anywhere in any form. They will be reanimated when God raises them from the dead at one of the resurrections.
[For more on the resurrections, see commentary on Acts 24:15. For more information on the dead being dead in every way, see Appendix 3, “The Dead are Dead.”]
“and the spirit returns to God who gave it.” The phrase “returns to God” is quite simple, although it has been clouded by years of tradition. If we go back to Genesis 2:7, we see that life came from God. Genesis 2:7 reads, “God formed man of dust from the ground and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, and man became a living soul.” So when God made Adam, He made his body and then gave it life, which is figuratively expressed by the phrase, “God breathed into his nostrils.” Then, when a person dies, the Bible says, “the spirit returns to God,” which is a phrase that means that God remembers the person and will reanimate them at the resurrection.
When God gave Adam “life,” that life is sometimes expressed by the word “soul” or sometimes by the word “spirit.” Before he was given life, Adam was a dead dirt body (Gen. 2:7), and then God put “soul” or “spirit” into him—He gave him life. Here in this context in Ecclesiastes 12:7, the word “spirit” refers to the natural life of the person. The natural life of a person (or animal: Eccl. 3:21) is sometimes called “soul” and it is also sometimes called “spirit” because “soul” is a type of “spirit.”
When a person dies, the Bible says, “the spirit returns to God,” such that God remembers the person and will reanimate them at the resurrection. God is everywhere, so “returns to God” does not refer to going to a place, it refers to where the life came from—God. The life came directly from God, from His creative mind and power, and it goes back to God in the same way—back to God’s mind and power. Before Adam was given life, and before a human baby is conceived, God did not already have a “soul” or “spirit” somewhere, as if He had a giant storage closet of “souls,” and then gave one to Adam and to every other person when they were conceived in the womb. No, “soul” or “spirit” in this context in Ecclesiastes means “life” and it comes directly from God and goes back to God in the sense that He remembers it. God may actually somehow absorb it back into Himself, but the Bible is not clear on that. What we know is that God, who is everywhere, remembers both the spirit and body of the person and will rebuild and reanimate him or her at the resurrection.
Another way we know that “spirit” in Ecclesiastes 12:7 simply refers to “life” is that Ecclesiastes 12:7 is about a person dying—any person, every person—not just a saved person dying. The “spirit” (life) of every single person “goes back to God”—God remembers them and will resurrect them. Christians add their pre-conceived theology to Ecclesiastes 12:7 and say that when a person dies, their spirit “goes to heaven or to hell,” but that is not what the verse says. The spirit of every person who has ever lived will “return to God who gave it.” This is not going to heaven or hell, this is returning to God in the sense of His remembering the person and thus being able to resurrect them.
Christian tradition—which is basically the same as Greek mythology—is that the “soul” or “spirit” is like a ghost that is in the human body and lives on after the person dies. But that is not what the Bible teaches. No one was a ghost or spirit being that was alive somewhere before they were born which then, at birth, God placed inside the fetus in the mother’s womb. Similarly, no one is a ghost or spirit being after they die. The “spirit” goes back to God who gave it, but when God gave it, the “spirit” (or “soul”) was simply the life. The spirit (or soul) was not a ghost or living spirit with mental faculties when God gave it, and it is not a ghost or living spirit with mental faculties when a person dies. That is why the Bible says, “there is no work, or planning, or knowledge, or wisdom, in Sheol [death], where you are going” (Eccl. 9:10). Dead people are dead in every way, their life has “returned to God” and they are no longer alive.
When the body dies, there is nothing left to sustain the life of the body, so the life, whether called “soul” or “spirit,” just goes back into the mind of God who will reanimate the body later, at the resurrection. At the time of the resurrection, God puts “life” back into the body that He is raising. Note that in the resurrection described in Ezekiel 37:9-10, God simply puts “spirit” (i.e., “life”) into the dead bodies. There is no indication in that text or anywhere else in the Bible that each individual had his or her own spirit that then had to rejoin the dead body once it was raised. God just put “spirit” back into each dead body and they come to life.
We should also remember that the vast majority of the people who have died in the thousands of years since Adam are totally gone. They have completely disintegrated. So the resurrection is not like God already has a lot of dead bodies that He puts life into. Rather, at the resurrection (Rev. 20:4-5, 13) there is nothing there to start with—no “body” at all—and so God has to assemble molecules and form them into a body and then put life into that body. Actually, that process is what God did for Adam and is somewhat similar to what Ezekiel 37:1-14 describes, with bones coming together, then flesh forming on the bones, then finally there was a body that God could put life into, so He put “spirit” into the bodies and they came to life (Ezek. 37:14).
It is worth noting that although the Bible does not speak about the bodies of unbelievers when they are raised, Christians get brand new bodies that will be like Christ’s body (Phil. 3:21; 1 John 3:2).
Also, although “soul” and “spirit” are sometimes used interchangeably for the natural life of the body, sometimes “spirit” refers to the gift of holy spirit that comes from God. Like natural life, “spirit” was not like a ghost somewhere before it was placed in a person, it was simply “spirit life” that was in the mind and power of God. So when a person with natural life, soul, gets born again, God puts spirit—spirit life—inside them. It is not like a ghost any more than the soul life inside them is like a ghost. It is simply another kind of life energy. Thus the born-again believer is empowered by their natural soul life and their supernatural spirit life. Like soul life that cannot exist without a body to animate, spirit life cannot live without a body either. So when a believer dies, both their soul life and their spirit life simply goes away, it is not designed to be without a body. We could say both forms of life are somehow absorbed back into God, but the Bible does not describe anything like that except to say the “spirit” goes back to God.
In conclusion, Ecclesiastes 12:7 is the reverse of what God did for Adam in Genesis 2. In Genesis, God took Adam’s dead dirt body and gave it life—the life came from God. Then, when a person dies that life goes back to God and He remembers the person and can resurrect them on the Day of Judgment even if they have been dead for thousands of years and the body that died is just molecules scattered around the earth.
[For more on the uses of “soul,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Soul.’” For more on the usages of “spirit,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’” For more information on dead people being dead in every way when the body dies, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.”]
Ecc 12:8
“pointless.” See commentary on Ecclesiastes 1:2. Ecclesiastes 12:8 repeats the same message as 1:2.
Ecc 12:9
“because.”[footnoteRef:679] [679:  See M. Fox, JPS Bible Commentary: Ecclesiastes.] 

“also taught.” This is likely in contrast with just writing. While “also taught” seems somewhat awkward, we don’t really know how much ancient Sages were expected to verbally teach.[footnoteRef:680] [680:  Cf. Tremper Longman, Ecclesiastes [NICOT], 275.] 

“proverbs.” The book of Proverbs notes that Solomon spoke and wrote many proverbs, and 1 Kings 4:32 says Solomon spoke 3,000 proverbs, but there are only some 900 proverbs in Proverbs, and some of them are not from Solomon
Ecc 12:10
“delightful words.” “Delightful words” are not necessarily words that make one feel good, but words that bring a person closer to God. The words of the wise are goads (Eccl. 12:11), and so they can hurt, but they are delightful in the end (cf. Heb. 12:11).
There are scholars who say that some of the Sage’s words in Ecclesiastes are not “delightful,” but in saying that they use “delightful” in a modern sense that means it makes people feel good and gives them a “warm fuzzy feeling.” But there is no justification for using “delightful” in a way that agrees with the majority opinion and “modern sensibilities.” God, and God’s prophets and sages, use vocabulary in a way that fits with God’s purpose and actions, which is not the purpose and actions of most of the people on planet Earth today.
God uses vocabulary according to His standards, not the standards of the world. For example, God says, “Woe to those who call evil good, and good evil; (Isa. 5:20). That verse, written over 2,700 years ago, certainly applies today, and the people who are calling “good” evil, and “evil” good, call God and His rules “evil,” and also “dictatorial,” “narrow-minded,” “outdated,” and much more. Tom Jacobs, writing for Pacific Standard news, correctly stated, “…we quite literally create God in our own image, and envision him in ways that imply he is meeting our emotional needs. That means the God of liberals has a different look than his conservative counterpart.”[footnoteRef:681] [681:  Tom Jacobs, “Conservatives and Liberals Have Differing Mental Images of God,” psmag.com., June 13, 2018.] 

But the problem with creating God in our own image is that we did not create God, He created us. Furthermore, on Judgment Day, we will not be the judge, God will be. Also, as much as some people may deny it, the Bible is crystal clear that on Judgment Day those people who have been “evil” by God’s standards will be thrown into the Lake of Fire while those people who have been “good” according to God’s standards and have gotten saved will be escorted into a wonderful everlasting life.
We do not “naturally” think and act in a godly manner because the natural heart is selfish and corrupt (Jer. 17:9). However, the wise person realizes that thinking and living in a way that pleases God leads to a wonderful life and so makes a diligent effort to conform their thoughts and actions to God’s ways.
[For more on how to be saved and live forever, see Rom. 10:9. For more on the destiny of the wicked, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
“what was written uprightly.” The Sage not only wrote proverbs, but he also sought and studied the words of others, as per Ecclesiastes 12:11. There is no need to see “what was written” as an active, “what he wrote,” as many scholars do. The most natural reading of the Hebrew text and the reading of the Septuagint are passive (cf. ASV, DBY, GNV, JPS, KJV, YLT).
Ecc 12:11
“goads.” See commentary on Acts 26:14.
“masters of collections.” The meaning of this phrase is the subject of much discussion among scholars, but it fits the context that the “masters of collections” are the scholars who knew the various collections of wisdom literature and wise sayings.
“given by one shepherd.” The words of the truly wise will agree with each other. True wisdom comes from God and is not scattered or diverse. The One Shepherd is God, the source and fount of all wisdom, and He entrusts faithful shepherds with His work (Jer. 23:4).
Ecc 12:12
“My son.” This is the first time we see that the Sage has included his son in the audience he is addressing.
“beware of anything beyond these.” People are to beware of words that are beyond the words of the wise. There are many “words” and “voices” in life, calling out for us to leave God’s straight and narrow path and be “independent,” to “do our own thing,” and to “obey our own heart,” but humankind was not designed to live without God and we cannot please God by defying or ignoring Him. Our hearts are not essentially godly, they are corrupt, which is why so many people live in defiance of God, or just plain ignore Him. Jeremiah says, “The heart is deceitful above all things, and it is exceedingly corrupt; (Jer. 17:9). It takes discipline to overcome the natural desires of the heart and obey God.
Paul spoke of leaders in the Church, that they must hold firmly to the faithful word that they had been taught (Titus 1:9). God’s people are not to be distracted by fables and things that give rise to speculation (1 Tim. 1:3-6; 2 Tim. 4:2-4).
“much study is a weariness of the flesh.” Although mental effort must be punctuated by breaks, and intense study can be tiring, in the context of Ecclesiastes, the “much study” mainly seems to refer to studying and trying to find out things that are beyond human comprehension and thus just leads to speculation. Ecclesiastes 3:10-11 speak of the business that God has given people to be busy with, and how although God has set eternity in people’s hearts, yet we cannot find out the work of God from beginning to end.
Ecc 12:13
“All has been heard.” Of course “everything” has not been heard. This is a hyperbole to emphasize that everything has been heard that people need to see how life works and what is important in life.
“the whole purpose of humankind.” In the Hebrew text, the phrase is, “for this is the all of humankind.” Although the REV adds “purpose” for some clarity in English, in essence, James Bollhagen summarizes the phrase well: “...translations with added words [such as “duty”] actually limit the force of the statement, which is much more comprehensive than that. In this context כָּל־הָאָדָֽם [all of humankind] means “the entirety of man,” that is, the sum and purpose of human existence. The essence of living and being a person can only be understood in terms of a person’s relationship to God.”[footnoteRef:682] [682:  Bollhagen, Ecclesiastes [ConcC].] 

God created humankind, and He created them for, and with, a purpose. God did not create people so they could be self-willed and live any way they chose. He created them to love Him, fellowship with Him, serve Him, and be blessed and be a blessing. Ephesians 2:10 says we were created to do good works. All of human life is designed to be in relationship with God.
Ecc 12:14
“For God will bring everything we do into judgment.” The Hebrew is more literally, “God will bring everything done into judgment.” Although the Hebrew text lacks the personal pronoun, “we,” it is implied in the context because obviously, someone has to do the things that are done. Leaving out the pronoun puts more emphasis on the short and punchy “everything done” so we understand that God will indeed judge everything, and not leave things out.
There are many verses in the Bible that point to the fact that on the Day of Judgment, people will have to give an account of how they have lived (e.g., Eccl. 11:9; 12:14; Matt. 12:36; 16:27; Rom. 2:16; 2 Cor. 5:10; 1 Pet. 4:4-5).
Jesus Christ stands at the right hand of God and in true oriental fashion is the agent through whom God acts. Just as Pharaoh ruled Egypt through Joseph (“Then Pharaoh said to Joseph, ‘I am Pharaoh, and without you will no man lift up his hand or his foot in all the land of Egypt.’” Gen. 41:44) so God rules and judges through Jesus Christ. Even before his death and resurrection, Jesus knew he was going to be God’s agent to judge people, and he said, “…the Father does not judge anyone, but he has given all judgment to the Son” (John 5:22; cf. Acts 17:31; Rom. 2:16). When Christ spoke about his return, he said, “he” would repay people for what they had done (Matt. 16:27).
The Bible teaches that the decision on Judgment Day is for more than just whether a person will receive everlasting life or everlasting death. It is also for the rewards (or lack thereof) that one will receive in the next life. For example, the Apostles served faithfully in difficult circumstances, and will be appointed as judges in the next life (Matt. 19:28). Other people, who have gotten saved but have not supported Christ’s cause in any way may end up with no rewards in the next life (1 Cor. 3:14-17; 1 John 2:28; 2 John 1:8). Rewards in the next life are a big deal, so Christians need to be serious about how they live and the stand they take for the Lord Jesus Christ (Matt. 10:32-33; Luke 12:8-9).
[For more on the Judgment, see commentary on Rom. 2:16. For more on the fact that on Judgment Day people will get what they deserve, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10.]
“every hidden thing.” Many things in life are hidden, some we are aware of and some people do without being consciously aware of them, but this certainly includes hidden motives.


Song of Songs Commentary
Song of Songs Chapter 1
Sos 1:1
“Song of Songs.” This is a Semitic way of saying, “the best song.” The Semitic languages had no way to express the superlative degree. For example, they could speak of a song, a good song, and a better song, but they had no way to say, “the best song.” So to express the superlative degree, the word is doubled, and “the best song” was described by the phrase, the “song of songs.” This explains why God is called, “the “elohim of elohim” (normally translated, “God of gods”) and Jesus is “King of kings” and “Lord of lords.” God is the “best God,” and Jesus is the “best King” and “best Lord.”
The Song of Songs is like a layer cake with a number of layers of meanings. It is a love song, but it is not just that. The whole Word of God is God-breathed (2 Tim. 3:16), and fulfills His purpose, and the Song of Songs uses the intensity and passion of young love to good effect to express His love for His people. Although we can see why the Rabbis say the Song expresses God’s love for Israel, while many Christian teachers say it expresses Christ’s love for the Church, both those views are myopic. God loves all His people individually, and to exclude any of them from the message of intense love that God was trying to communicate to His people misses the point. The Song, as an allegory, expresses God’s love for His people—any and all of them. They are all special to Him and loved by Him. Furthermore, as the true expression of God’s love and following in His footsteps, we are also intensely loved by Christ.
The Song is also a teaching text, showing us that, although believers are to be modest and self-controlled in public, God created us as sexual creatures and so openly expressing and being free with our sexual feelings when we are alone with our spouse was part of God’s plan. The Devil has aggressively worked against the pleasure of sex that a couple can have together, and has manipulated religion so that some people cannot marry; some people believe that sex is a sin unless the couple is trying to get pregnant, many people believe that sex is somehow “dirty,” and so forth.
The extent to which the Christian Church has maintained a false or ungodly modesty is shown by the fact that the allegorical interpretation of the Song as God’s love for His people has been rejected by most scholars today, who feel that the sexual language in the Song is so graphic that it cannot represent the love between God and His people. For example, Duane Garrett writes: “Such language is simply inappropriate as a description of the love between God and his people….”[footnoteRef:683] We disagree, and remind the reader that the language in the Song is allegorical and on one layer shows the intense passion of His love for them (it does not describe how God will interact with His people), while on another layer describes how men and women can act with one another in a marriage without guilt or shame. [683:  Garrett, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Song of Songs [NAC], 357.] 

There are many proposals set forth by scholars to explain the Song of Songs. It has been called an allegory, a dramatic storytelling, a historical record of an encounter in Solomon’s life, literature from the fertility cult background of the ancient Near East, a kind of liturgy for a wedding of text to be read at a wedding ceremony, and more. Most of the interpretations can be rejected offhand because they do not take into account that God is the Author of the Song of Songs, and it expresses His purposes.
May we learn from the Song the wonderful freedom in married love and sex, and the amazing and intense love that God and Christ feel for their spiritual family.
Sos 1:2
“kiss me with the kisses of his mouth.” The imagery in Song of Songs is unabashedly sexual. Although sex has traditionally and until very recently been something that was not openly talked about and was kept “behind closed doors,” in the biblical world sex and sexuality were openly understood and referred to, and sexual desire and acting on that desire was considered normal and natural. In the biblical culture, sex was to be enjoyed.
There were a number of reasons that sex was considered normal and natural, and was openly expressed. One reason was that the biblical world was agricultural, and sex between the livestock and animals that were around was in open view to people of all ages. Also, most families lived in small houses, so the parents and children at home slept together in the main room of the house. Thus, sex between the father and mother was considered normal and was just ignored by any children who were awake. Similarly, the attraction between men and women and the aggression men often showed toward women was considered normal (for example, this was why Boaz had to instruct his men not to “touch,” sexually touch, Ruth who was a lone and unmarried woman among them. Ruth 2:9). So women were kept separated from the men and dressed modestly in public. The desire that men had for women was also openly expressed by the fact that prostitution was common (and women were sometimes known to “display their wares” to attract customers). Also, some of the pagan religions had cult prostitution as part of their worship service and added adherents through the attraction of ritual sex. Thus Israelites living by a Canaanite city or people living near a Greco-Roman city such as Corinth would be exposed to that kind of open sexuality on a regular basis.
Looking at sex and reproduction as normal and healthy (and also because life expectancy was shorter in biblical times) was one reason why girls were given in marriage very young, sometimes as early as 12 but very often by 14. Thus, just as a young woman’s breasts and body shape were fully developing and she was drawing the attention of men, she was given in marriage.
Sex was considered natural and pleasurable, and that is reflected in the Song of Songs. All the senses get involved: taste (Song 1:1; 2:3; 4:11; 5:16); smell (Song 1:2, 12, 14; 3:6; 4:14); sight (Song 1:10, 15; 2:14; 4:1-5; 5:10-15; 6:5-7, 10; 7:2-8); sound (Song 2:14; 5:6); and touch and sexual touching (Song 1:13; 2:6, 16-17; 4:6; 5:1; 6:2; 8:14). Sex in pleasant surroundings was sought after and enjoyed (Song 1:16-17; 3:9), and openly expressing one’s desire and excitement was part of the love between the couple (Song 4:9-10, 16-17; 5:4-6; 6:5, 8-9; 7:9-12; 8:6). Proper timing for lovemaking and the exclusivity of the beloved was also stressed in the culture and part of the honorable love between them (Song 4:12; 8:8-9). Also, although it was common for a man to have more than one wife, the desire to be “the only one” existed in both men and women and was sometimes preserved in the culture (Song 6:3; 7:11).
Sos 1:3
“fragrant oil poured out.” The meaning of the Hebrew text is unclear and many translations have been set forth. If our translation is close, the woman was saying that even the mention of her lover’s name excited her senses like smelling aromatic oil.
Sos 1:5
“lovely.” The Hebrew word means “lovely,” but its verbal stem is “to desire” and that meaning may also be brought into play here. In his commentary on Song of Songs, the Hebrew scholar Robert Alter translates it: “I am dark but desirable.”[footnoteRef:684] [684:  R. Alter, Strong as Death is Love, 9.] 

“the tents of Kedar.” Kedar was the name of an ancient Arabian Bedouin tribe. The Arabs traditionally lived in tents, and their tents were made of goat hair, and the goats in the ancient Near East were black, not white as many modern Western goats are. The goat hair tents started a beautiful dark black, but over time the sun bleached them somewhat so that many tents were “dark” but not strictly black. The Shulamite woman (Song 6:13) had worked in the sun and her skin was darker than it normally would have been.
The tents in the Bible Lands were made the same way out of black goat hair for millennia. In 1855 Horatio Hackett made a tour of Israel, and he wrote about the black tents. “The goats of the East are commonly black, and a species of cloth is made from their skins [actually, their “hair”] having the same color. [This cloth is] commonly used by the Arabs for covering their tents. In approaching Bethlehem from the direction of the desert, I passed an encampment of this people, whose tents were all made of this black cloth…. At Tekoa, Amos’ birth-place, six miles south of Bethlehem, I beheld a similar scene. The settlement there consisted of two small groups of tents, one larger than the other; they were covered with the black cloth before mentioned, supported on several poles, and turned up in part on one side, so that a person from without could look into the interior. The Arab tents which I saw on the Phoenician plain, between Tyre and Sidon, were covered with the same material.”[footnoteRef:685] [685:  H. Hackett, Illustrations of Scripture, chap. 1, “The Tents of Kedar,” Kindle.] 

Sos 1:6
“darkish.” This is the same word as in Song 1:5, but in the diminutive form, so we translated it “darkish” instead of “dark.” It seems like in 1:5 she speaks about being “dark” in contrast to what she might have been if she had not been in the sun, but now, speaking of being in the sun, she refers to herself as “darkish” instead of “dark.”
“looked upon me.” An idiom meaning burned or scorched me.
“My mother’s sons.” The Shulamite’s speech reveals that she feels distant from her brothers, whom she calls her “mother’s sons.”
“burned in anger.” The Shulamite’s brothers burned in anger (the Hebrew can mean “scorched”) at her behavior so they made her work in the sun which burned her skin.
“I have not kept.” The Shulamite has a problem that is common to humanity; we often do not take care of ourselves the way we know we should. In this case, exactly what she means is debated. Some scholars say she had given away—and not “kept”—her virginity and so her brothers were angry at her. However, it is more likely that she was simply more interested in a man than her brothers were comfortable with or there was another reason for their actions. In any case, she was not careful about herself and did not do what she needed to do.
Sos 1:7
“as one who covers herself.” The meaning of this phrase is not explained here. It is possible that she means that if she wanders off near strange men she would seem like she was being a prostitute, for they often covered themselves (Gen. 38:14-15). If that is the case, and it is likely, then she was asking her lover where he would be so she would not wander among strange men looking for him but seeming to act like a prostitute.
Sos 1:9
“darling.” A term of endearment. When referring to a woman, it occurs only in Song of Songs (Song 1:9, 15; 2:2, 10, 13; 4:1, 7; 5:2; 6:4). The woman calls the man “my darling” in Song 5:16.
“a mare among Pharaoh’s chariots.” It was not uncommon in ancient literature to compare a woman to a beautiful mare. Horses were highly valued. Also, it is likely that this Israelite woman is compared to a mare among “Pharaoh’s chariots,” and not the Israelite king’s chariots, because the horses in Egypt were highly valued and Egypt even exported them to Israel (1 Kings 10:28; 2 Chron. 1:16).
Sos 1:10
“looped earrings.” A translation suggested by Robert Alter.[footnoteRef:686] The Hebrew word means “circlet, turn, plait, succession, order,” but it is not clear exactly what the jewelry was or how it looked. Lots of possibilities have been set forth, including a looped earring that lay on the cheek or a “row” of jewels or beads that might have even come from some kind of headdress. In any case, the woman’s jewelry caught the eye and imagination of her beloved. [686:  R. Alter, Strong as Death is Love, 11.] 

Sos 1:11
“ornaments.” The vocabulary used for this jewelry is not at all clear, and many different translations have been proposed. It is obvious from the “gold” and “silver” that the lover wanted the very best for his beloved.
Sos 1:12
“reclining upon his dining couch.” It was the custom in biblical times to recline while eating, and that is represented here, although a person would not necessarily have to eat while on the couch just as we don’t always eat when at the table. The couch was well suited for relaxing or making love as well.
“my nard.” The Hebrew text translated “nard” is another name for spikenard. Spikenard is an aromatic oil from a plant that grows in Nepal, China, and India, but in biblical times was imported from India. Both the Old Testament and New Testament mention spikenard. This verse portrays a sexy prelude to lovemaking, with the man relaxing on a divan and ostensibly snacking, while the woman is nearby and her perfume is filling the air. Her perfume is quite likely in a little sack hung around her neck and resting between her breasts. The sense of smell has always enhanced sexuality and sensuality, and perfumes of various types have been associated with lovemaking for millennia (cf. Prov. 7:17). It is worth noticing that in the next verse, Song 1:13, the woman portrays her lover being the perfume that rests between her breasts. On that basis, M. Fox postulates that in this verse also her lover is the spikenard between her breasts that is giving off its perfume.[footnoteRef:687] While that may be possible, it seems more likely that the woman is wearing perfume that is attracting the lover, who then comes and lies between her breasts. [687:  Michael V. Fox, JPS Bible Commentary: Ecclesiastes.] 

Sos 1:13
“that lies all night between my breasts.” It was common for a woman to wear her perfume in a little sack or sachet that was hung around her neck and rested between her breasts. Here she imagines her lover being a sachet of spice lying all night between her breasts. The verb translated “lies all night” is lun (#03885 לוּן), which can either mean “to stay; to dwell for a while” or “to spend the night; stay overnight.” In this context, it seems like the woman wants to spend the night with her lover, not just have him be with her for a short time.
Sos 1:14
“henna blossoms in the vineyards of En-gedi.” The henna was a good-smelling plant from which an aromatic perfume oil was made, and they grew well in the oasis of En-gedi, which was near the Dead Sea. The Beloved was saying that her lover looked and smelled good to her. It is possible, but not as likely, that she was making another point as well: En-gedi was an oasis in the Judean desert surrounded by miles and miles of barren land. By bringing En-gedi into the picture, she may have been intimating that there was not another one like him anywhere around.
Sos 1:15
“darling.” See commentary on Song of Songs 1:9.
“your eyes are doves.” This is a metaphor, a comparison by representation, and metaphors can be powerful and expressive, but also confusing. In this case, although it was obviously powerful when the Love spoke to his Beloved, almost 3,000 years later we don’t really know what he meant. We do know that since women were usually very modestly covered, her eyes were very important. Jacob’s wife Leah, for example, is only described by the fact that she had “weak” eyes (or “tender eyes,” the meaning is not clear; Gen. 29:17). There are many suggestions as to the Lover’s meaning, including: the color of her eyes was a beautiful light brown like a dove or they glistened like a dove’s feathers glisten in the light; her eyes were peaceful and gentle like the dove is; her eyes were alert and quickly moving like the quickness of a dove’s movement; or, she fluttered her eyes like a dove quickly flutters its wings.
[For more on the figures of comparison simile, metaphor, and hypocatastasis, and how metaphor and hypocatastasis can be confusing, see commentary on Rev. 20:2, “dragon.”]
Sos 1:16
“lush foliage” The Hebrew word is “green” (KJV, ESV) or “luxurious, lush, verdant” (NAB, NASB). It refers to “lush foliage” (HCSB, NET). The imagery is unclear as to whether or not the woman is speaking of being with her lover in the forest with the lush green vegetation as her bed, and the forest over her being her roof (thus the “beams” and “rafters” over her are cedar and fir; Song 1:17), or whether that wonderful forestlike setting is the way she is imagining her being with him in the bedroom.
 
Song of Songs Chapter 2
Sos 2:1
“rose of Sharon, a lily” As with many plants, animals, rocks, etc., in the Hebrew text, the exact identity of these plants is unknown. We follow the traditional translation.
Sos 2:2
“a lily among the bramble” The lover magnifies the good thoughts the beloved has about herself. She calls herself a lily, he calls her a lily among the thorny bramble.
“darling.” See commentary on Song of Songs 1:9.
“young women.” The Hebrew is “daughters,” but that translation would give the English reader the wrong impression here; the point is that they were young, unmarried women.
Sos 2:3
“his shadow.” More literally, but less easily understood by Western readers, “his shade.” In the biblical word shade or shadow represented protection. The woman felt protected and relaxed when she was with her lover.
“his fruit was sweet to my taste.” An unspecific but obviously sexual reference. Perhaps to kissing and foreplay.
Sos 2:4
“house of wine.” While it is true that a banquet hall was sometimes called a “house of wine” because of the wine that was enjoyed there, that is likely not the emphasis here. The association between wine and sexual pleasure is well-known and made in both the Old and New Testaments (Hab. 2:15; Rom. 13:13; Rev. 17:2). The couple would drink wine and make love.
“his banner toward me.” We agree with Garrett and House[footnoteRef:688] that the Hebrew word degel (#01714 דֶּגֶל) has its normal meaning of “banner,” and portrays the sense of an army or military unit under a commander and which carried a banner. The woman has not been “conquered” yet (and portrays herself in another place as a “walled city” (Song 8:10). The king, her lover, brings her to the house of wine, but does not force himself upon her but instead approaches her lovingly. [688:  D. Garrett and P. House, Song of Songs and Lamentations [WBC], 150.] 

Sos 2:5
“faint from love.” The condition often known as “lovesick,” when a person is physically and emotionally drained and weak due to excessive desire and preoccupation with the love for another.
Sos 2:7
“until it so desires.” We agree with Duane Garrett and Paul House[footnoteRef:689] that this phrase in the context refers to not awakening the intense feelings of love or experimenting with sex until the proper time (cf. “until the time is right” NLT; “until the appropriate time” HCSB). God holds marriage and proper sexual behavior in very high regard, which is why the adjuration not to prematurely awaken love occurs three times in the Song of Songs (Song 2:7; 3:5; 8:4). [689:  D. Garrett, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Song of Songs [NAC]; D. Garrett and P. House, Song of Songs and Lamentations [WBC].] 

Sos 2:10
“darling.” See commentary on Song of Songs 1:9.
Sos 2:11
“winter is past.” In this context, it seems that the “winter” refers to the whole rainy season, including both the former (fall) and latter (spring) rains. If that is the case, then the rains are over for the year and the earth will begin to heat up in earnest, but it is not unreasonably hot yet; late spring is upon them and it would be about mid to late April. On the other hand, it may be that he is referring to the cold rains of winter before the latter rain in March and April when the air is heating up and the flowers are appearing. If that is the case, there would still be rain expected through April, but it would not be the cold rain of winter.
[For more on the former and latter rainy seasons, see commentary on James 5:7.]
Sos 2:13
“darling.” See commentary on Song of Songs 1:9.
Sos 2:14
“in the clefts of the rock, in the hiding places of the mountainside.” The Beloved seems to be playfully hiding from her Lover (or she seems somehow inaccessible to him), and he is expressing his desire to see her and hear her voice.
Sos 2:16
“grazes among the lilies.” The same phrase occurs in Song 6:3. This is a sexual metaphor, and the Beloved is speaking of her Lover enjoying the bodily pleasures of his beloved. In this verse he is grazing among the lilies, in the next verse he is the gazelle or young stag on her cleft hills. Throughout the Song of Songs, the “lilies” are connected with the body (Song 2:16; 4:5; 5:13; 6:2, 3; 7:2). While it is true that the Hebrew word translated “grazes” can mean “pastures his flock” (cf. ASV, CJB, NASB) that meaning does not seem likely here. She is focused on the singular attention he gives her.
Sos 2:17
“day awakes.” This is an idiom; the literal Hebrew is “until the day breathes.” This idiom has been interpreted by scholars in two opposing ways: one is that it refers to the coming of night when the evening breezes arise and the shadows of day flee (ASV, NAB, NASB); the other is that it refers to the dawning of the day when the day “wakes up” and starts to breathe, and the shadows and darkness of night disappear (HCSB, KJV, NET, NIV, NLT). Some versions avoid the controversy by keeping more literal and saying something such as, “until the day breathes” (ESV), but that is not helpful to the reader even though it preserves the idiom. We contend that in Solomon’s day, the reader knew what the idiom meant in this context: the dawn, at which point the lover would leave his beloved and attend to his daily business.
We ordinarily associate breathing, as the ancients did, with coming to life, and it seems most natural that the beloved wanted her lover to spend the night with her, not the daytime, and as the dawn broke the earth would come to life and the day began to breathe. Also, although some commentators associate the lengthening of the shadows in the evening as them “fleeing away,” that seems most unnatural because they don’t really flee, they become more and more intense and dark until the world is consumed in darkness; and why would the lover leave then? It seems he would stay longer, into the night, not leave just as it was getting dark. It is well expressed in Scripture that when the dawn breaks and the sun rises higher and higher in the sky, the shadows flee and the world becomes light, while in the dark of night, people stumble and get into trouble.
“cleft mountains.” The sexual imagery in Song of Songs makes the interpretation of this verse quite clear. “The phrase הָרֵי בָתֶר [har bether] fairly conspicuously refers to the split between a woman’s two breasts.”[footnoteRef:690] [690:  Garrett and House, Song of Songs and Lamentations [WBC].] 

 
Song of Songs Chapter 3
 
Song of Songs Chapter 4
Sos 4:1
“darling.” See commentary on Song of Songs 1:9.
Sos 4:7
“darling.” See commentary on Song of Songs 1:9.
Sos 4:12
“locked up garden.” It is important to understand the cultural difference between a biblical “garden” from this time period and our modern “garden.” A biblical “garden” was more like a small park, with water, shade trees, and plants of all sorts, where the owner could go and relax and enjoy himself (cf. Eccl. 2:4-6). In contrast, too often our modern “gardens” are simply rows of vegetables or flowers. The fact that the Beloved is described as a “locked up garden,” indicates the woman has not as yet opened herself up to the Lover.
Sos 4:13
“an orchard of pomegranates.” It is highly unlikely that the Lover is trying to compare the different parts of the woman’s body to the many different kinds of fruit and spices in his list. What is much more likely is that he is simply making the case that as many different pleasures “shoot forth,” or come from a garden, so his Beloved provides many and varied pleasures.
 
Song of Songs Chapter 5
Sos 5:2
“darling.” See commentary on Song of Songs 1:9.
Sos 5:4
“my bowels.” In the biblical culture, the bowels and abdominal organs were the seat of emotion. The woman’s emotions were stirred by her lover.
Sos 5:14
“lapis lazuli.” Lapis lazuli was blue, but the text is not referring to the color here, but the attraction and beauty of lapis lazuli. That the man’s body was said to be overlaid with lapis was a way of saying it was glorious. Lapis lazuli was then and is still now greatly desired for its deep and glorious blue color.
 
Song of Songs Chapter 6
Sos 6:3
“grazes among the lilies.” The same phrase occurs in Song of Songs 2:16; See commentary on Song of Songs 2:16, where the same phrase occurs.
Sos 6:4
“darling.” See commentary on Song of Songs 1:9.
 
Song of Songs Chapter 7
 
Song of Songs Chapter 8
Sos 8:11
“1,000 shekels.” 1,000 shekels is roughly 25 pounds (11.3 kg). A shekel was roughly .4 ounces (11 or 11.5 grams). See commentary on Genesis 24:22, “shekel.”


Isaiah Commentary
Isaiah Chapter 1
Isa 1:1
“in the days of Uzziah, Jotham, Ahaz and Hezekiah.” God raised up a number of prophets during Isaiah’s time, which was a tumultuous time for Israel and Judah, including when the Northern Kingdom of Israel was carried away by Assyria and its citizens were replaced by foreigners, who became the hated Samaritans of the New Testament. Prophets who were contemporaries of Isaiah include Hosea (Hos. 1:1), Micah (cf. Mic. 1:1). Amos likely was (Amos 1:1), as were Jonah and Nahum.
The book of Isaiah contains information about Uzziah (cf. 2 Chron. 26:22), Ahaz (2 Kings 16:1-20; 2 Chron. 28:1-27), and Hezekiah (2 Kings 18-20; 2 Chron. 29-32), but only mentions Jotham (2 Kings 15:32-38; 2 Chron. 27:1-9).
Isa 1:2
“but they have rebelled.” This verse, and many like it, highlight the fact that people have free will and can make the choice to serve God or not. God is not in control of what we do. God writes this verse with a tone of surprise and disgust. He had done so much for Israel and they had remained unthankful. Thankfulness comes from the heart and is something that we can control if we want to, which is why God can command us to be thankful (Col. 3:15).
Isa 1:3
“Israel does not know.” The Hebrew text of Isaiah 1:3 does not supply an object to the word “know,” and thus answer the question, “does not know what?” Instead, it simply states that Israel “does not know.” From the first phrase, that the ox knows “its owner,” an implied object is “does not know ‘their God.’” However, Israel is ignorant of more than just their God. They do not understand the things of God or their dire situation, so the simple phrase “does not know” is appropriate because it includes all the things that Israel does not know. Furthermore, the word “know” can also have the meaning of “consider,” and that is true also. Not only does Israel not know their God, He does not come into their minds in a meaningful way—they do not consider Him. Furthermore, Israel is a microcosm of the world, because most people do not give serious thought to God and the things of God.
It is a fact that most people are not hostile toward God, but instead, they are indifferent toward Him; they ignore Him. It is as if God does not exist. In that, humans are not as wise as the animals that God created. “The ox knows his owner.” The ox knows where his food and shelter come from, and he obeys the owner and receives his desired reward. Humans, on the other hand, though so much greater in intellectual capacity than an ox, strangely ignore what should be the most important and profound questions in life: “Where did I come from?” “Why am I here?” And, “Where am I going.”
We came from God, who created us for His good pleasure to fellowship with Him and with each other. We are here to love and serve God and each other, and in doing that we will find true fulfillment in life. The last question, “Where am I going,” totally depends on one’s own choices. Those people who are prideful and will not obey God or live in a godly way with other humans end up rejecting God and His offer of everlasting life, and so they will end up being annihilated in the Lake of Fire (Rev. 20:11-15). But for those people who obey God and get saved, the question, “Where am I going” is answered by, “To a wonderful place with wonderful people who will enjoy everlasting life together.”
No one needs to, or should, miss everlasting life. God, in His love and mercy, has made it available for every person to be saved through Jesus Christ. However, because natural people tend to ignore God and their future life, those people who have found salvation in Christ should do what they can to keep people who are not saved from staying at a level of awareness that is lower than the dumb ox that God created. As ambassadors for Christ, Christians must help people awaken from their lackadaisical state of mind and overcome their natural pride and rebellion and humbly come to Christ and get saved so they too can enjoy everlasting life in a wonderful place.
[For more on the wonderful future Kingdom of Christ on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on how the future will unfold from this present age to the Millennial Kingdom to the Everlasting Kingdom, see commentary on Rev. 21:1. For more on the unsaved being annihilated in the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
“feeding trough.” The place where the food is placed. Also called a crib or manger.
Isa 1:4
“a seed.” “Seed” in this context means “offspring,” “descendants.” It is what the mature plant produces.
Isa 1:6
“cleansed.” The Hebrew is literally, “pressed out.” When a person is wounded or sick, often there is foreign matter in the wound that needs to be flushed out.
Isa 1:8
“Daughter Zion.” The Hebrew is literally, “the daughter of Zion,” but that is idiomatic for Zion itself, i.e., Jerusalem. The Hebrew is simply two words, “daughter” and “Zion” (בַּת־צִיּֽוֹן) but they are in construct so it gets translated into English as “daughter of Zion.” The problem with translating the Hebrew phrase literally as “daughter of Zion” is that in English a “daughter of Zion” is not Zion itself, but the female child of Zion. But that is not what the Hebrew means. The phrase is an idiom, and this is an example where a strictly literal English translation of a Hebrew idiomatic phrase can cause confusion. The Hebrew means “Daughter Zion.” Sometimes “Daughter Zion” is paired with “Daughter Jerusalem,” two phrases that refer to the same thing, for example, “The virgin Daughter Zion has despised you and ridiculed you. Daughter Jerusalem has shaken her head at you” (Isa. 37:22. Cf. 2 Kings 19:21; Lam. 2:13; Mic. 4:8; Zeph. 3:14; Zech. 9:9). Sometimes the word “virgin” is added before the word “daughter” (e.g., “virgin daughter Zion” (Isa. 37:22), and sometimes “virgin” is used with the country name without the word “daughter” because “daughter” is implied (e.g., Jer. 18:13, “virgin Israel”).
It was common in the culture, and shows up many times in Scripture, that cities and countries are referred to as being female. A city that supported other cities was referred to as a “mother” (2 Sam. 20:19). In Isaiah 47:7, Babylon thought of herself as the “queen mother” of cities, and therefore the most important city (see commentary on Isa. 47:7). In Jeremiah 3:6-11, the countries of Israel and Judah are portrayed as sisters who have both been unfaithful to their husband, God.
In Jeremiah 46:11, God uses the same idiom, “virgin daughter of Egypt,” to refer to Egypt as a virgin daughter, which in that context referred more to her inexperience and vulnerability. Isaiah 23:12 refers to the town of Sidon as “virgin daughter Sidon.” Psalm 137:8 refers to “daughter Babylon” (cf. Jer. 50:42), and in Isaiah 47:1 Babylon is called “virgin daughter Babylon.” There are many other times that cities or nations are referred to as women (e.g., Isa. 62:1-5; 66:8-11).
Here in Isaiah 1:8, Jerusalem (and by extension, Judah), is referred to as the “daughter” of God, a use of the figure of speech hypocatastasis that brings a lot of meaning and emotion to the verse. The phrase “Daughter Zion” is also spoken as “Virgin Daughter” (cf. Lam. 1:15; Jer. 14:17). As a daughter, a virgin daughter, God would have loved to have tenderly cared for her. She needed the protection and support of her father and her family. Daughters were generally carefully watched over because of their vulnerability, and also because the children that they would give birth to were the future of her society. Beyond that, as a “virgin daughter,” she would have been living at home, in the house of her father. That was certainly true of God’s people; they were under the care and protection of God, and He cared deeply for His virgin daughter. However, she refused His help and advice, and although she had a cultural and moral obligation to obey her Father and follow His ways, instead she spurned her father and did whatever she wanted, which resulted in her ruin.
[For more on the figure of speech hypocatastasis, see commentary on Rev. 20:2. For more on “Daughter Zion” and Israel as the Bride, see Appendix 12: “The Bride of Christ.”]
“booth...watchman’s hut.” The “booth” or “hut” is a reference to the biblical custom of guarding the crops. Between the planting season and the harvest, farmers and sometimes even homeowners with large gardens put up temporary shelters in their fields so they could guard their crops against thieves and pests. The booth or hut sheltered the watchman from the heat and wind. Family members would take turns manning these shelters, even spending the night there if the situation warranted it. The shelters were temporary and after the harvest, they were abandoned and soon fell into ruin. Eventually, they would simply fall down and fall apart. Here in Isaiah 1:8, God compares Zion to one of those huts—Zion is in a state of ruin. Eventually, the people of Judah so abandoned God that He abandoned them, and Judah was conquered by Babylon, and Jerusalem and the Temple were burned down.
In Lamentations, Jeremiah laments that God “has violently taken away his tabernacle [the Temple] as if it were a booth in a garden” (Lam. 2:6). Job says the house of the godless wealthy man will end up like a watchman’s booth (Job 27:18). Jonah built a temporary booth to shade himself from the sun while he watched Nineveh, waiting to see what would happen to it (Jon. 4:5).
If the fields were going to be farmed year after year, then sometimes the landowner built a watchtower that was meant to last and would not have to be built year after year. This kind of watchtower was usually built out of stone, and it was much more permanent and sturdy, and that is the kind of watchtower that is mentioned in Isaiah 5:2.
Amos prophesied about the same time as Isaiah (likely started before Isaiah started and ended before Isaiah ended), and Amos also spoke of David’s fallen “booth” (Amos 9:11), using the same word for “booth” (Hebrew: sukkah #05521 סֻכָּה) as Isaiah does. Judah was in ruins, but God says it will be restored.
[For more on the Messianic Kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Isa 1:10
“Sodom...Gomorrah.” Isaiah employs the figure of speech antonomasia (“name change”) to graphically describe how evil the people of Judah were—they were as bad as the people of Sodom and Gomorrah who God destroyed by fire from heaven (Gen. 19:4-29).
[For more on the figure antonomasia, see commentary on Matt. 17:10.]
Isa 1:11
“What are the multitude of your sacrifices to me?” The people of Judah were very religious, but not at all godly. They offered many sacrifices, but they were a sham, they were not connected to obeying God from the heart. God does not appreciate insincere offerings.
[For more information about the sacrifices of wicked people being of no value, see commentary on Amos 5:22.]
Isa 1:13
“worthless offerings.” The priests and people were wicked and unrepentant, so their offerings were worthless. Offerings and sacrifices were never designed to make a person with an evil heart acceptable in the sight of God. Isaiah 1:10-19 is all about what God wants and what He doesn’t want from Israel.
[For more information about the sacrifices of wicked people being of no value, see commentary on Amos 5:22.]
“New moons.” The beginning of each month, the new moon, was celebrated by special offerings and blowing of trumpets (Num. 10:10, 28:11-15; see commentary on Num. 28:11). In time, the Jews turned the new moon into a feast day (1 Sam. 20:5).
Isa 1:15
“I will not listen.” It is very important that God’s people realize that God does not hear prayers simply because people pray. Everyone sins, but some people are stubborn and unrepentant about their sin. A person’s heart must be right in the sight of God for the prayer to be effective. For example, if a man treats his wife badly it will hinder his prayers (1 Pet. 3:7). It is the prayer of a righteous person that accomplishes much (James 5:16). There are a number of verses that say God does not answer the prayers of the wicked (cf. Job 35:12-13; Prov. 15:29; Isa. 1:15; 59:1-2; Ezek. 8:17-18; Mic. 3:4; Zech. 7:12-13; and James 4:3).
[For more on God not hearing the prayers of the wicked or honoring their sacrifices, see commentary on Amos 5:22.]
“Your hands are full of blood.” The people’s actions in their day-to-day life showed that their supposed worship of God was insincere and hypocritical.
Isa 1:16
“Wash yourselves, make yourselves clean.” There are several times in the Bible when God lists things He wants people to do, as He does here in Isaiah 1:16-17, and they are sometimes quite similar, but the heart is the same (see commentary on Mic. 6:8).
Isa 1:21
“How.” The word in the Hebrew text translated “how,” is the adverbʾekhah (#0349 אֵיכָה) is usually translated “how,” but it means much more than that in this context. Leslie Allen writes that the word “traditionally belonged to the funeral dirge and introduced a contrast between a grim present and a good past. A chasm that bereavement had created. In Lamentations 1:1 it introduces such contrasts. It is a shriek, a scream. “Not the kind of scream that comes from fright, but the kind that comes from the deepest grief imaginable. It is a scream that comes when there are no words to express what you feel.”[footnoteRef:691] The word ʾekhah opens the verses such as Isaiah 1:21, “How the faithful city [Jerusalem] has become a prostitute!” and 2 Samuel 1:19, “How the mighty have fallen.” So the word “how” is not to be understood forensically, as in the sentence, “How did you get to work today, by car or by bus?” It is to be understood more as a rhetorical question that has no answer and does not really expect one; the “how” is just an unanswerable expression of grief: “How did this tragedy happen? How, how, how!?” [691:  Leslie Allen, A Liturgy of Grief: A Pastoral Commentary on Lamentations, 35.] 

Isa 1:23
“nor does the cause of the widow come before them.” The wealthy and powerful bureaucrats that ran the society in the time of Isaiah, and through most of history, were greedy, evil, and not interested in justice or what was right. As the bureaucracies grew in both Israel and Judah, the leadership was often associated with the royal family, or the military, or the priestly system, and ended up supporting one another in their evil endeavors. Over time the leaders acquired more and more land and gradually controlled the economy and legal system. As we see here in Isaiah 1:23, bribery and various other ways of getting “rewards” became commonplace. The result of the system was that the common people in the kingdom were terribly exploited. Widows and orphans, mentioned here in Isaiah, were especially vulnerable. Through excessive taxation, unfair treatment in the courts, and just plain bullying they eventually lost any land their family had and with it their rights as citizens. The covenant faithfulness and care for the poor and weak set forth in the Law of Moses was ignored and life would have been a drudgery for a large part of the population.
Evil leaders such as those mentioned here may seem to be doing well, but there will come a day when they are punished for their evil, as Isaiah 1:24 says. People who do not “fear the Lord” will discover to their dismay that for evil people, God’s justice was a thing to be feared (cf. Matt. 10:28).
 
Isa 1:24
“get relief.” Or “console myself.” God will get relief from His adversaries by taking vengeance on them.
Isa 1:25
“slag.” Slag is the mixed and impure residue that is left when metal is smelted and the pure metal is poured off. Here in Isaiah God uses the metaphor of purifying metals to describe that He will purify Israel and remove the impurities from her, the “impurities” being evil people and evil practices.
Isa 1:26
“I will restore your judges as at the first​.” Isaiah 1:26 refers to the Millennial Kingdom, Christ’s future kingdom on earth. At that time, and sadly not before then, Jerusalem, and by extension Judah and Israel, will be governed by righteous people who love God. Verses such as Isaiah 1:26 show us that when Christ sets up his kingdom on earth, he will be assisted in governing the earth by people who have been faithful to him (see commentary on Jer. 23:4). The phrase, “as at the first” seems to refer to the early reign of David when the Davidic reign was considered ideal and the judges David set up were righteous men.
Here in Isaiah, we see how the hope for Christ’s Kingdom on earth was not just a vague idea, but a living hope that burned in the souls of people like Isaiah, and so verses about the hope would pop up seemingly without warning or introduction in all kinds of different contexts. Isaiah himself had wonderful revelations about our hope, the future Kingdom of Christ, and because of that, as we see here, he can quickly insert one aspect of it into the text and expect people to understand it. Prophecies of the Millennial Kingdom when Christ rules the earth as king appear throughout Isaiah, sometimes taking up a large number of verses at a time.
[For more verses in Isaiah that speak of the Millennial Kingdom, see commentary on Isa. 2:2. For more on Christ’s future kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
“After that.” Jerusalem had been mostly run by ungodly kings and priests (although not all of them were), and that made life hard for the people. In the Messianic Kingdom, Jesus Christ will be king and reign in righteousness (Isa. 11:3-5), and he will restore godly judges and leaders. Then even the people will call Jerusalem, “City of Righteousness; Faithful Town” (which can also be translated: “City of the Righteous, Community of Faithfulness”). Thus this verse is a testimony to the fact that if a society is going to be godly, the leaders must be godly, and in the Messianic Kingdom of Christ they will be.
“Righteousness.” In this context, “righteousness” is doing what is right and just to other people and in the sight of God. In the Millennial Kingdom, Jerusalem will be called the “City of Righteousness” (or City of Justice) because people will do what is right to God and each other, and Jesus Christ will reign as king over the earth and the Law will go out from Jerusalem all over the world.
[For more on “righteousness” having the meaning of doing what is right, see commentary on Matt. 5:6.]
Isa 1:27
“by righteousness.” In this context, “righteousness” is doing what is right and just to other people and in the sight of God. People who repent will be redeemed by God’s righteous actions.
[For more on “righteousness” having the meaning of doing what is right, see commentary on Matt. 5:6.]
Isa 1:28
“will come to an end.” This English phrase is the translation of the one Hebrew word, kalah (#03615 כָּלָה), which has a large range of meanings that include “to stop, be at an end, be finished, be used up, vanish, perish, be destroyed, be consumed.” In this context of the Assyrian conquest, with the final future judgment in the background, “come to an end” refers to the destruction and then the extinction of evil people, which will ultimately occur in the Lake of Fire (Rev. 20:11-15). Although English translations such as “come to an end” (NASV) and perish” (CSB, NET, NIV), are certainly understandable, many English versions translate kalah as “be consumed” (ASV, CJB, ESV, GNV, JPS, KJV, NAB, NLT, NRSV, RSV, YLT). This seems to be the specific meaning in the text because the context includes the wicked burning with no one to quench the fire (Isa. 1:31).
Isa 1:29
“sacred oaks...gardens.” Altars and idols were put in such places as under the shade of great trees and in sacred gardens. Often ritual sex was practiced there as well. In fact, the word “paradise” comes from a Persian word that means “pleasure garden,” and was the Greek loan word (paradeisos) used for “Eden” in Genesis 2.
Isa 1:31
“The strong man will be like tinder.” At the time of God’s judgment, human strength will not prevail against the power of God. The unsaved, whether strong or weak, rich or poor, or master or servant, will be thrown into the Lake of Fire and burn up. In this context, the strong man is strong but unsaved.
“They will both burn together, and no one will quench them.” At the Resurrection of the Unrighteous, the wicked people who are not saved will be thrown into the Lake of Fire and will burn until they are annihilated and exist no more. When the text says that “no one will quench them,” it does not mean they will burn forever, it means that no one will put out the fire until they are totally consumed (see commentary on Mark 9:48).
[For more information on the unsaved being totally annihilated in the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.” For more information on dead people being dead until they are raised at a resurrection, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.” For more on the different resurrections, see commentary on Acts 24:15. For more information on Christ’s future Millennial Kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
 
Isaiah Chapter 2
Isa 2:2
“the last days.” Isaiah 2:2 is very similar to Micah 4:1 (Isa. 2:1-4 is very similar to Mic. 4:1-5). In this context, the “last days” are the Millennial Kingdom, although at the time Isaiah was writing God had not revealed that there would be a 1,000-year Millennial Kingdom followed by the Everlasting Kingdom. The Everlasting Kingdom will have a gigantic city that will come down from heaven and land on earth (Rev. 21, 22). Thus Isaiah thought of the “last days” as one everlasting time, the Messianic Age; the Kingdom of Christ on earth. The reason that we know this prophecy in Isaiah is primarily referring to the Millennial Kingdom and not the Everlasting Kingdom of Revelation 21 and 22, is that in this kingdom God will be in a temple (“Yahweh’s house”) whereas in the Everlasting Kingdom there will not be a temple (Rev. 21:22).
In Isaiah, we see how the hope for Christ’s Kingdom on earth was not just a vague idea, but a living hope that burned in the souls of people like Isaiah, and so verses about the hope would pop up seemingly without warning or introduction in all kinds of different contexts. Isaiah had wonderful revelations about the future Kingdom of Christ, and because of that, as we see here, he can quickly insert information about it into the text and expect people to understand it. Sadly, as people began to teach and believe erroneous things about the future, such as that when good people die they immediately go to heaven and live there forever, the prophecies of the Millennial Kingdom began to be misunderstood. Today many commentaries written by scholars treat these verses about the future earth as only figurative language instead of taking them literally and using them to build an understanding of what the future life of all the saved people will be—a wonderful life on a restored earth.
Prophecies of the Millennial Kingdom when Christ rules the earth appear throughout Isaiah, sometimes taking up a large number of verses at a time. For example, Isaiah 2:2-4 is about the Millennial Kingdom, as are many other verses in Isaiah (cf. Isa. 1:26; 2:2-4; 4:2-6; 9:3, 4, 5, 7; 11:3-16; 12:1-6; 14:1-2, 30; 16:5; 19:18-25; 25:6-9; 27:6; 28:5-6; 29:17-24; 30:19-26; 32:1-5, 15-20; 33:24; 35:1-10; 41:18-20; 42:4; 44:3-5; 49:8-23; 51:3-6; 54:1-17; 56:4-8; 57:13, 18, 19; 59:19; 60:1-22; 61:4-9, 11; 62:1-12; 65:9, 13-25; 66:10-13, 18-24). This is an impressive list, and the references to the future Kingdom of Christ are throughout Isaiah and thus are an example to us about the importance of our future hope and how it should never be far from our mind.
[For more on the coming Kingdom of Christ on earth, the Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on the chronology of the End Times, see commentary on Matt. 25:32. For more on the terrible death and destruction in the Great Tribulation and Armageddon, see commentary on Dan. 12:1. For more on the first and second resurrection, see commentary on Acts 24:15. For more on people being dead when they die and not alive anywhere in any form, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.”]
“chief.” In the Millennial Kingdom, not only will Mount Zion be the highest mountain, but it will be the “chief,” the most important mountain because the Temple will be on the top, and the city of Jerusalem where Christ will have his palace will be on the south side of the mountain, downhill and south of the Temple. That Jerusalem and the palace of Christ will be on the south side of Mount Zion is significant because in the biblical culture, “east” was straight ahead and so south was on the right and north was on the left. For Christ to be “at the right hand” of God as the prophecies state, he will have to live and reign south of the Temple where God dwells. Mount Zion will be the highest mountain in the world (Isa. 2:2; Mic. 4:1; Ezek. 20:40).
“all nations.” In the future, people from every nation will come to Jerusalem to worship and to be blessed (Ps. 86:9; Isa. 56:6-8; Jer. 3:17; 16:19).
“stream.” The Hebrew word translated “stream” is nahar (#05102 נָהַר), to flow or stream, and it is related to the Hebrew word for “river.” When God is in His Temple in Jerusalem and Christ is reigning as king, the nations won’t just “trickle” into Jerusalem, they will come as a river of people.
Isa 2:3
“And many peoples will come and say.” Isaiah 2:3 is almost identical to Micah 4:2, except Isaiah says “peoples,” referring to people groups or nations, while Micah says “nations” (for information on this verse, see commentary on Mic. 4:2)
Isa 2:4
“train for war.” The Hebrew is literally, “learn war.”
Isa 2:6
“For you.” Here the subject abruptly switches from Israel to God.
Isa 2:8
“idols.” The Hebrew text has the word 'eliyl (#0457 אֱלִיל), more literally “Worthless Ones” or “worthless things,” a sarcastic name for “idols” (see commentary on Hab. 2:18, “Worthless Ones”).
“worship.” The Hebrew word translated “worship,” shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), is the same Hebrew word as “bow down.” This verse could be translated the way it currently is, or “They bow down to the work of their own hands.”
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
Isa 2:12
“For there will be a Day of Yahweh of Armies.” In this context, the “Day of Yahweh” refers to the Great Tribulation and the Battle of Armageddon, and then the Day of Judgment for the unsaved.
Isa 2:18
“idols.” The Hebrew text has the word 'eliyl (#0457 אֱלִיל), more literally “Worthless Ones” or “worthless things,” a sarcastic name for “idols” (see commentary on Hab. 2:18, “Worthless Ones”).
Isa 2:19
“People will go into the caves of the rocks and into the holes of the earth.” This is specifically referred to in Revelation 6:15.
Isa 2:20
“In that day.” This is a common way of referring to the Day of the Lord, and this verse looks forward to the tribulation and Kingdom of Christ on earth. This prophecy is similar to Isaiah 31:7.
“each person.” The Hebrew word translated as “person” is singular. This will not be a collective action, but an action on the part of individuals. However, every person is involved, because later in the sentence, “that they made” is plural.
“will throw away their idols.” There have been various reforms throughout history when people tried to get rid of idols, but they have at best been temporary and very limited in location. Furthermore, when all the “superstitions” that make things (such as “lucky charms”) and actions (like knocking on wood) into objects or rituals of respect and/or veneration, it can truthfully be said that idolatry has never been eradicated from human existence since the fall of Adam and Eve. This will change when Jesus reigns as king on earth. There will be no more idols. God will get the glory He deserves and the Shema, “Yahweh is our God, Yahweh alone” (Deut. 6:4), will be realized on earth. Other verses also give the same message as Isaiah 2:20, that idols will be gone (cf. Isa. 30:22; 31:7; Zeph. 1:4; 2:11).
“idols.” The Hebrew text has the word 'eliyl (#0457 אֱלִיל), more literally “Worthless Ones” or “worthless things,” a sarcastic name for “idols” (see commentary on Hab. 2:18, “Worthless Ones”). On the Day of Judgment, every idol will be truly worthless. Only God can save and reward people.
“to the moles and to the bats.” Moles live in holes in the ground and bats live in dark places such as caves, out of the sun and out of sight. So when Christ rules the earth people will get rid of their idols, which they realize are worse than just worthless, they are evil lies. They have led people away from God.
 
Isaiah Chapter 3
Isa 3:4
“capricious children will rule over them.” This may have been literal, and capricious young men took over the rulership because the elder leaders had been killed or carried away captive, or the leaders might be being called children because of the way they behave.
Isa 3:8
“rebelling before the eyes of his glory.” This phrase is unique in the Old Testament and very powerful. “The eyes of” means to be in the sight of, or in the presence of. The people were rebelling openly, right before God’s very eyes. The word “glory” often indicates the presence of God. The phrase means that the people were rebelling against God right in His very presence, right where He could see it. So their rebellion was a purposeful, hard-hearted, rebellion against God and His ways.
Isa 3:16
“Because the daughters of Zion.” Isaiah 3:16-4:1 is a dual prophecy, and intertwines both the terrible fate of the women of Israel and the fate of the cities of Israel (Isa. 3:26). The Assyrians were very cruel, and most captives were treated badly. Women who were born into wealthy or powerful families lost all the finery that they were so proud of and many were enslaved and treated very badly (see commentary on Isa. 7:20).
“mincing.” The Hebrew word occurs only here and apparently means to walk with quick short steps, which would jangle one’s ankle bracelets.
Isa 3:18
“the crescent necklaces.” Crescent shaped ornaments, like the crescent moon, were used in ancient times to ward off evil spirits. It was quite common for women, especially young women, to wear the crescent moon as an apotropaic amulet to provide protection from evil and evil spirits, which is why it is mentioned here in Isaiah 3:18 as an ornament worn by women. Sometimes the crescent moon was also put on camels (see commentary on Judg. 8:21).
Isa 3:21
“signet rings.” A signet ring was a ring that was engraved with special letters and/or characters that identified the owner of the ring.
[For more on signet rings and cylinder seals, see commentary on Gen. 41:42.]
Isa 3:24
“instead of beauty, shame.” “Instead of beauty, shame” is a reading of Isaiah 3:24 in a Qumran scroll.[footnoteRef:692] The Masoretic Hebrew text seems corrupted, and many versions translate the Hebrew of the MT as something like “branding instead of beauty” (ESV).[footnoteRef:693] But getting that reading takes some creative nuancing, and there is no clear evidence that the noble women were branded by the Assyrians. The reading of the Qumran text makes sense. Both the MT and the Qumran text are very different from the Septuagint. [692:  Martin Abegg, Peter Flint, Eugene Ulrich, The Dead Sea Scrolls Bible, p. 267]  [693:  John Oswalt, The Book of Isaiah: Chapters 1-39 [NICOT], 140.] 

“shame.” The biblical culture, along with much of the ancient world, was an honor-shame culture. Tremendous value was put on having honor. Here Isaiah predicts that due to the sin of Israel, attire that gave the ancient wealthy women great honor would be stripped away and they would have shame instead of beauty. Women of every culture have paid attention to how they looked, and we see that here. When Jezebel heard Jehu was coming to Jezreel after just killing her husband the king of Israel and also Ahaziah the king of Judah, she “painted her eyes and adorned her head” (2 Kings 9:30). That did not keep her from being killed, but at least she died looking beautiful. Also, one of Job’s daughters was named “Keren-happuch,” which loosely translated means “horn of eye paint” (Job 42:14).
Isa 3:26
“Her gates will lament.” Isaiah 3:26 should not have been the last verse in the chapter, because Isaiah 4:1 actually closes the section and Isaiah 4:2 starts the next section. It would have been easier to see the full context of Isaiah 3:16ff if Isaiah 4:1 had been numbered as Isaiah 3:27. This is one of the places in the English Bible where the chapter break—which is man-made—is in the wrong place.
Isaiah 3:26 is evidence that this section of Isaiah (Isa. 3:16-4:1) is referring to both the literal women of Israel and the fortified cities of Israel, which were about to be conquered by the Assyrians (see commentary on Isa. 3:16). Although it has nothing to do with the Assyrian conquest of Israel in 722 BC, it is interesting that centuries later, the Roman Emperor Vespasian (ruled AD 69-79) had a coin minted that had his head on the obverse, and on the reverse was Judea, portrayed as a woman sitting under a tree mourning while a Roman (apparently an official of some kind, perhaps Vespasian himself) stood standing with a spear and sword, looking at her.[footnoteRef:694] It was common in the ancient world to portray countries as women. The United States is often symbolized by “Lady Liberty” (derived from the Roman goddess Libertas, the personification of liberty). [694:  C. H. V. Sutherland, Roman Coins, 176-179.] 

 
Isaiah Chapter 4
Isa 4:1
“Seven women.” Isaiah 4:1 should have been the last verse of chapter 3 (thus, Isa. 3:27). The verse is the close of Isaiah 3:16-4:1, and Isaiah 4:2 starts the next section.
Isa 4:2
“In that day.” The phrase “in that day” has already been used in Isaiah in association with the Last Days and the time when Yahweh takes vengeance on the evil of earth and establishes righteousness (cf. Isa. 2:9-21, esp. v. 11, 17, and 20). In this case, “that day” refers to the Millennial Kingdom.
[For more on the Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
“the Branch of Yahweh.” This refers to the Messiah, as it does in other places (Jer. 23:5; 33:15; Zech. 3:8; 6:12). Many modern interpreters disagree with that, but the biblical evidence supports it.[footnoteRef:695] The first time the Messiah came, there was “no beauty that we should be attracted to him” and he was “despised and rejected by people” (Isa. 53:2, 3). But when he is present the second time, conquering and ruling the earth, he will be “beautiful and glorious” (Isa. 4:2). [695:  Cf. Edward J. Young, The Book of Isaiah: Chapters 1-18 [NICOT], 1:173-76.] 

“the fruit of the land will be for beauty and for glory for those of Israel who have escaped.” In the Millennial Kingdom there will be an abundance of food for the people (Isa. 25:6; 30:23-26; 32:15; 35:1-7; 41:18-20; 44:3; 51:3; Jer. 31:5,11-14; Ezek. 47:1-12; Hos. 2:21,22; Joel 2:18-26; Amos 9:13). There is no compelling reason not to see this verse as a simple promise that in the Millennial Kingdom the land will be healed and there will be plenty of food that will be an evidence that the people are blessed. However, since many scholars do not believe that Christ will rule on a renewed earth, many different interpretations have been set forth as to what the verse could mean. One of the more reasonable proposals is that “the fruit of the land” is a second reference to the Messiah, but there is no need for that interpretation and the Messiah is nowhere else called that.
“those of Israel who have escaped.” Those “who have escaped” is a phrase that refers to the remnant of Israel who believed and who will be alive in the Millennial Kingdom. Some of those people will have been in the Resurrection of the Righteous, while others will have been let into the Kingdom at the Sheep and Goat Judgment. References to people who have “escaped” being in the future Kingdom of Christ on earth occur in other places in the Old Testament as well (cf. Isa. 10:20; 37:31; Joel 2:32; Obad. 1:17).
[For more on the Sheep and Goat Judgment, see Matt. 25:31-46 and the REV commentary on those verses.]
Isa 4:4
“filth” In this context, “filth” refers to menstrual blood.
Isa 4:5
“a canopy.” This is the same Hebrew word that is used for a marriage canopy, and implies the marriage and covenant of Yahweh via the Lord Jesus Christ to Israel and by extension to all the people who worship Him at that time.
 
Isaiah Chapter 5
Isa 5:2
“watchtower.” To protect the crops from pests and thieves it was the custom to build temporary booths or more permanent watchtowers in the fields. This was one of the more permanent watchtowers.
[For more on booths and watchtowers, see commentary on Isa. 1:8.]
Isa 5:8
“add house to house.” Wicked people accumulate houses and lands until there is no more room for the poor and righteous. Furthermore, often the wicked acquire those houses and lands by illegal and immoral means.
“live alone in the midst of the land.” The wicked grabbed more and more houses until they owned huge tracts of land and could live alone and as they pleased, and that also meant that the poor would be forced to be tenant farmers and live in housing provided by the landowner and live lives of toil and poverty. The Law stated that on the year of Jubilee the land acquired had to be returned to the original families (Lev. 25:10-13, 28-34), but in practical reality that never happened. The wicked landowners did not respect God’s Law, and the poor people did not have the means to force the wealthy and powerful wicked people to keep the Law.
Isa 5:9
“Surely many houses will be desolate, even great and beautiful ones will be unoccupied.” Isaiah lived in the time of the Assyrian conquest of Israel and the Assyrian destruction of much of Judah. The Israelites had consistently ignored or defied God, and that eventually led to the destruction of their country by the Assyrians and other outside people. The rich and powerful, who lived in huge houses on wide tracts of land were smug in their powerful and privileged position, but they lost all that and more when the Assyrians came.
Isa 5:10
“ten-yoke vineyard.” The term “ten-yoke” is a custom that refers to the amount of land that ten yoke of oxen could plow in a certain period of time. Unfortunately, we do not know how much land that is. We felt it better to leave the literal Hebrew “ten-yoke” than to say something like “ten-acre vineyard,” because that gives the reader the impression that we know the size of the vineyard, which we don’t.
“six gallons.” The Hebrew measure is a “bath,” a liquid measure that is about six gallons or 22 liters.
“ten bushels” The Hebrew reads, “homer,” which was a dry measure, but the exact size is unknown. The word “homer” is related to the Hebrew word for “donkey,” so it is assumed that a homer was originally a donkey’s load, and estimated to be about ten bushels, although other scholars estimate it at six bushels. An “ephah” is one-tenth of a homer, so if the homer is ten bushels, the yield of the field will be only one bushel, if the homer is six bushels, the yield will be about three pecks.
Isa 5:12
“banquets.” The Hebrew word can mean “drinking bout,” and it generally refers to a meal with wine.
Isa 5:13
“will go...will be starving… will be parched.” The Hebrew text uses the perfect tense for these verbs, portraying them as if the events had already occurred. This is the prophetic perfect idiom, portraying a future event in the past for dramatic effect and because the event will occur.
[For more information on the prophetic perfect, and how it influences our concept of salvation, adoption, redemption, and glorification, see commentary on Eph. 2:6 and 2:8. For more information on the prophetic present, see commentary on Luke 3:9.]
Isa 5:14
“Sheol has enlarged her throat and opened her mouth.” This is the figure of speech personification. Sheol is pictured as a woman who cannot get enough to eat, and many people are dying and thus becoming “food for Sheol.”
“beyond measure.” This continues the figure of speech personification. So many people are dying that Sheol has opened her mouth wider than can be measured so that she can eat all the dead people.
and into her will descend.” That is, into Sheol will descend the evil people of Jerusalem, which is also a “her” in this text.
“dignitaries.” The Hebrew is “splendor,” but in this context, it refers to the dignitaries, nobles, or leaders in Jerusalem.
Isa 5:20
“Woe to those who call evil good and good evil.” Thinking what is “good” is “evil” and what is “evil” is “good” is what happens when people reject the Word of God (Isa. 5:24). God created the heavens and earth and humankind, and He knows what is actually “good” and “evil.” But the Devil and the people who follow his evil ways disobey and defy God. The wise believer studies the Bible and gets doctrine, reproof, correction, and instruction in living rightly from it (2 Tim. 3:16-17). In contrast, natural human desires are most often base and sinful. The human mind and conscience must be taught from God in order to be godly. The believer who is transformed by thinking and acting on the Word of God can discern what is good and what is not (Rom. 12:2).
Isa 5:21
“and prudent in their own sight.” The Hebrew is more literally, “and before their faces, prudent.” People often do not see themselves clearly, which is why having wise and honest counselors is very important.
Isa 5:24
“sinks down.” If you set fire to a pile of dry grass, as it burns up the grass on top sinks down into the flame until it is on fire and then consumed. This verse gives different illustrations of the destruction of the wicked, who will be consumed in the Lake of Fire until they exist no more. They will be like stubble or grass that the fire burns up, like a root that rots away, and like a blossom that turns to dust and is gone.
[For more on annihilation in the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
Isa 5:25
“their dead bodies are as refuse in the midst of the streets.” To not be buried was considered a terrible curse (see commentary on Jer. 14:16).
Isa 5:27
“nor will the belt of their waist be untied.” This refers to the custom of a man tying up his long clothing so he could move more quickly. In the biblical culture of the Old Testament, both men and women wore long outer robes, with the man’s robe being slightly shorter than the woman’s robe. When men wanted to move quickly, they would take the bottom part of their robe and pull it up and secure it with a belt. This was called “girding up the loins.” 1 Peter 1:13 (KJV) says, “Wherefore gird up the loins of your mind, be sober, and hope to the end….” (cf. 2 Kings 4:29; 9:1; Job. 38:3; 40:7; Jer. 1:17).
Isa 5:28
“bows bent.” The armies of the nations will come ready to do battle. Their arrows are sharp and their bows strung and bent.
“like a windstorm.” The chariot wheels move fast across the earth and stir up clouds of dust.
 
Isaiah Chapter 6
Isa 6:1
“In the year that King Uzziah died.” The text does not say that Uzziah had died yet, although he may have. But even if he was still alive he was an old man having reigned as king over Judah for 52 years, and signs of his deteriorating health would have almost certainly been evident. Uzziah was a godly king; not perfect, but generally a godly person (2 Kings 15:3; 2 Chron. 26:4). He is called both Uzziah and Azariah (cf. 2 Kings 15:1-7). We are not told why Isaiah got this vision the year Uzziah died, but there are several possibilities, and it could well be a combination of them. Since Isaiah was in Jerusalem, it is almost certain that Uzziah and Isaiah knew each other and may have been friends of sorts, and it is always difficult to lose a godly king, especially if they were friends. Also, although the next king, Jotham, turned out to be a godly king, it was not known exactly what would happen when Jotham took the throne, so there is always some anxiety when rulership changes. A vision of God on His throne in heaven would give Isaiah a firm confidence and hope for the future. Also, since Jotham was just taking over it may have been an important time for Isaiah to renew his efforts to call Israel and Judah back to God, and that certainly is what God called him to do in Isaiah 6. The connection between Uzziah and Isaiah seems to be evident in the text, because from a chronological perspective it could have said, “In the first year of Jotham.” The vision is connected with Uzziah, not Jotham the next king.
“I saw the Lord.” God showed Isaiah a vision of Himself sitting on His throne in heaven.
[For more on God revealing Himself in human form and becoming visible to people, see commentary on Acts 7:55.]
“sitting on a throne.” In Solomon’s Temple there is no throne for God, and in fact, there is no room for a huge throne. God would have been in the Holy of Holies, which means in the vision God gave Isaiah, the ark of the covenant had been removed and a throne was there instead. Interestingly enough, in the Millennial Temple described by Ezekiel (Ezek. 40-44). there is no ark of the covenant (Jer. 3:16). Yet God will live there like He always has (Ps. 110:1; 2 Sam. 22:7; Ps. 18:6; Isa. 66:6; Hab. 2:20; Ezek. 40-44).
“the edges of his robe.” The Hebrew is often rendered, “the train of his robe,” but there is no epigraphical (written) or artistic evidence (statues, bas-reliefs, or paintings) that robes in the ancient Near East had “trains” like a modern wedding dress does. The Hebrew word generally refers to the hem or lower extremity of the garment. Yahweh’s garment was so large that the edges filled the Temple.
“filled the Temple.” In this context in Isaiah, the Temple that Isaiah saw in the vision God gave him was God’s Temple in heaven. It can be confusing that God had a Temple in heaven (Isa. 6:1; Heb. 8:5; Rev. 11:19; 14:15, 17; 16:1, 17) and a Temple on earth (Exod. 25:8; 1 Sam. 4:4; 2 Kings 19:15; 1 Chron. 23:25; 2 Chron. 29:6; 36:15), because in verses like Jonah 2:7 it takes some thought to determine which Temple is being referred to. In the case of Jonah, God’s Temple on earth is correct, there is no indication that Jonah ever expected to personally see God’s Temple in heaven.
Isa 6:2
“Above him stood.” God was sitting on this throne while the seraphim were standing and thus were “above” him. They must have been big and awesome creatures.
“seraphim.” We know almost nothing of these spirit beings. The Hebrew word translated “seraphim” likely means “fiery ones,” although it is possible the word comes from another root entirely and means something like “noble ones.”[footnoteRef:696] [696:  Cf. Tenney, Zondervan Pictorial Encyclopedia of the Bible.] 

Isa 6:3
“Holy, holy, holy.” This triple repetition of “holy” is used by some people as evidence for the doctrine of the Trinity, but that is not the case. It is simply a triple repetition for emphasis, as is found in a few other places in the Bible (Jer. 22:29; Rev. 8:13; cf. 2 Sam. 18:33). The fact that the seraphim were speaking back and forth is worth noting. God apparently created many spirit beings that can talk, and thus 1 Cor. 13:1 speaks of the languages of angels.
“The whole earth is full of his glory!” Even in its current fallen state, the whole earth is full of the glory of God. In this context, “glory” can also be a reference to power, and the earth shows the power of God in many ways.
Isa 6:4
“The foundations of the thresholds shook.” The text does not tell us why this particular area was singled out and described. It is possible that the Seraphim were sort of doorkeepers, so the area where they were shook.
“house.” The Temple was the “house” of God, and was often just called “the house.”
“was filled with smoke.” The Temple in heaven was filled with smoke. Smoke is sometimes associated with the presence of God, as it is here. In Revelation 15:8 God was in His Temple in heaven surrounded by his “glory,” the brilliant and often multi-colored light that surrounded Him, and from His glory came smoke that filled the Temple. When God came down on Mount Sinai shortly after the Exodus from Egypt, the top of Mount Sinai was enveloped in smoke (Exod. 19:18).
[For more information on the glory of Yahweh, see commentary on Ezek. 1:28.]
Isa 6:5
“Woe is me! For I am ruined.” Even the best humans are far below the holiness of God, and when a humble person sees God in His glory and holiness they immediately become conscious of how wretched they are and how short they are of God’s standard of holiness. When Isaiah saw God, he exclaimed he was ruined. When Abraham spoke with God, he referred to himself as being “dust and ashes” (Gen. 18:27). Similarly, when God confronted Job, Job took back what he had said and said he repented in dust and ashes (Job 42:6). When Paul spoke of his inability to live a completely godly life he said, “Wretched man that I am!” (Rom. 7:24).
God knows how short of His holiness humans really are, and He extends grace and mercy, just as He did to Isaiah, so that we can be near Him and work together with Him. It is not humility but pride that says, “I could never work with God.” Pride has two sides: considering oneself better than one really is, and not considering oneself to be as good as God has made us in Christ. Both sides elevate human opinion above the truth. God made Christians acceptable and accepted in His sight through the work of Jesus Christ, and the humble person graciously accepts that and gets to doing the work God has called them to do. Isaiah accepted God’s cleansing and accepted God’s call for his life. We should too.
An interesting comparison can be made between atheists and believers from this verse. Both say “Woe is me, I am ruined.” Atheists do it and also cry about death because they have no meaning and no hope (cf. 1 Thess. 4:13). Believers say “Woe is me” out of a humble and honest appraisal of who they are without God and compared to God. However, God then graces them with joy, hope, and meaning when He brings them into His family and promises them everlasting life in a glorious place.
Isa 6:6
“Then one of the seraphim flew to me.” It seems that Isaiah was looking up and into the Temple, and now one of the Seraphim flew down to him.
“the altar.” The text is unclear about which altar the coal was taken from. Some scholars contend that it was the altar of sacrifice, because there was no cleansing from sin without the shedding of the blood of the sacrifice (cf. Lev. 16:14-19; Heb. 9:22). On the other hand, the Seraphim were inside the Temple and the smoke that filled the Temple was generally associated with the incense altar in front of the Holy of Holies (Lev. 16:12-13).
Isa 6:7
”your sin forgiven.” The coal came from the altar of sacrifice. The wages of sin is death (Rom. 6:23), but God has always been merciful and allowed for a substitutionary sacrifice to atone for people’s sin, ultimately waiting for the sacrifice of Jesus Christ, whose sacrifice can fully atone for human sin. That Isaiah’s sin was forgiven after he was touched with a coal from the altar of sacrifice points to the necessity of having our sin forgiven via sacrifice and points to the necessity of the sacrifice of Christ.
Isa 6:8
“who will go for us?” Who God is speaking to is not specifically stated in this verse. God wanted to send someone to help Israel, so He asked for advice. Isaiah writes: “I heard the voice of the Lord, saying, ‘Whom should I send, and who will go for us?’ Then I said, ‘Here I am. Send me!’” (Isa. 6:8). We should first notice the interplay between the “I” in “Whom shall I send,” and the “us” in “…who will go for us?” The text is showing that God is in charge, but He is supported by, and asking advice from, others.
The context shows that God is appealing to others who support Him in His desire to help Israel, and so the “others” in this context cannot be the full assembly of spirits, because some of them did not support Him. Given what we know about God’s divine council from other places in Scripture, it is logical that God is speaking to His divine council and asking them about who He could send to do His work.
[For more information on God’s divine council, see commentary on Gen. 1:26.]
We must also note that God is asking for someone to go, not picking someone and telling them to go. Believers have free will and to be of true service to God must desire to serve Him. God wants us to love God and want to serve Him; He does not want unwilling or even half-willing servants. People should want to serve God, after all, He is our creator and sustainer, but people are selfish and self-centered, and mostly want only what makes them happy at the time. But for those that do have a heart to serve, God will bless them now and reward them richly in the next life.
[For more on rewards in the coming kingdom of Jesus Christ, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10, “good or evil.”]
Isa 6:9
“hear, yes, hear...see, yes, see.” Isaiah 6:9-10 is a very solemn section of Scripture and a stern warning to those who value things in this life so much that they ignore or defy God. This prophecy occurs in whole or in part five more times in Scripture, for a total of six times (Matt. 13:14-15; Mark 4:12; Luke 8:10; John 12:40; and Acts 28:26-27), and this repetition greatly emphasizes how serious in God’s eyes it is when people continue in their stubborn refusal to believe and obey God. The Bible is clear that the wages of sin is death (Rom. 6:23), and God does not want anyone to die (Ezek. 18:30-32; 33:11), but wants all people to be saved (1 Tim. 2:4). Nevertheless, if people choose death, God will honor their choice and allow them to die in the Lake of Fire (Rev. 20:13-15). The way it is quoted in Matthew 13:14-15, it follows the Septuagint instead of the Hebrew text. The Hebrew text of Isaiah 6:10 reads, “Make the heart of this people fat. Make their ears heavy and shut their eyes,” while the Greek translation in the Septuagint reads, “For this people’s heart is grown fat, and their ears are dull of hearing.” For why the Hebrew would use the word “make,” see commentary on Isaiah 6:10.
This is a translation of the figure of speech polyptoton that occurs in the Hebrew text (cf. Gen. 2:16).[footnoteRef:697] The figure emphasizes the fact that the proud and arrogant people were in fact hearing the truth and seeing God work, but were so hard-hearted that they would not (indeed, some of them could not) really hear what they were hearing or see what they were seeing. [697:  Cf. E. W. Bullinger, Figures of Speech Used in the Bible, 267, “polyptoton.”] 

[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
Isa 6:10
“Make the heart of this people fat​.” In this context, the “heart” refers to the mind and thoughts. The student of the Bible must learn to think of the “heart” as the center of rational thought rather than the seat of emotion (see commentary on Prov. 15:21). So the phrase could be easily translated, “Make the minds of these people ‘fat,’” (i.e., unresponsive, dull, stupid, stubborn).
Note that God tells Isaiah to make the heart of the people fat. This is not God’s doing, God tells Isaiah to do it. But how could Isaiah make the people’s heart fat and their ears heavy and shut their eyes? He couldn’t. This is the idiom of permission. In this case, Isaiah is told to do something when in fact he can only stand by and watch it happen, (in scholarly jargon, “permit” it to happen). It is important to keep in mind when reading verses that say things such as God (or in this case, Isaiah) hardened someone’s heart, or covered their ears, or blinded their eyes, it is the people who actually did those things to themselves. God does not harden someone’s heart and then punish him for having a hardened heart, and Isaiah certainly had no ability to do that. Besides, that would be totally against the loving nature of God and his servants. Verses that say something such as we see here in Isaiah 6:10-11, or that God hardened someone’s heart, are written using standard Hebrew language and customs and are using the Semitic “idiom of permission. The “idiom of permission” is a name given by scholars to the particular Semitic manner of speaking in which someone is said to actively do what he only allowed to be done.
Why does the Bible say that God directed Isaiah to make the people’s hearts dull and close their eyes and ears if Isaiah does not have the power to do that? The idea behind the idiom of permission is that when the truth is spoken to someone then they have to make the choice as to how to respond, and that response can be openly seen. This is the same idea as we see in Romans when it says that without the law sin is dead. The law was good, but when the law came then “sin came alive” because now the person’s actions were clearly sin—breaking the law—and those actions would be obvious to everyone. Paul wrote in Romans, “When the commandment came, sin came alive, and I died. And I discovered that the commandment that was given for life actually resulted in death” (Rom. 7:9-10). So Romans shows us that people have sinful hearts, but it is when the law comes into the picture that people clearly go against God’s laws and sin. When the commandment comes and people break it rather than obey it, then they are clearly sinning, and furthermore, their sin and guilt become obvious.
So it is with the idiom of permission. God did not harden Pharaoh’s heart, but when God commanded Pharaoh to let Israel go, Pharaoh hardened his own heart against God, which also revealed the pride and arrogance in Pharaoh’s heart. Similarly, Isaiah’s prophetic word did not make the hearts of the people of Israel obstinate against God, but when Isaiah prophesied and gave them the Word of God they made the choice to ignore and defy it, and as Isaiah prophesied over and over, the people became more and more obstinate and disobedient, just like Pharaoh did. Isaiah’s prophetic word did not make the people’s heart fat and obstinate, but it forced the people to openly defy God and it certainly revealed their arrogant hearts. Thus, God’s command to Isaiah to “make” the people’s hearts fat is actually more like “speak the truth so that the people will have to make a choice between me and them, and any arrogance in their heart will be revealed.” Similarly, Jesus taught in parables so that his listeners would make the choice between God and themselves—would they make the effort to understand the parables or just go on their merry way—and the hearts of the people would be clearly revealed. Humble and godly people heard the parables and responded to them, while the arrogant and prideful people did not make the effort to understand them, which revealed the posture of their hearts (cf. Mark 4:11-12).
So God did not reach into Pharaoh’s heart and harden it (cf. Exod. 4:21), but He allowed Pharaoh to harden his own heart (actually, Pharaoh had free will and God could not stop him from hardening his heart). God asked Pharaoh over and over again to let His people go. Pharaoh refused. The more God asked, and the stronger God’s plague warnings became, the more stubborn Pharaoh became and he had to make his heart harder and harder to resist God. So God was only hardening Pharaoh’s heart in the sense that Pharaoh had to harden his heart to resist God’s appeals. The same is true of the Jews. Through the centuries God sent prophet after prophet to Israel, and Israel suffered consequence after consequence because of their unbelief. The more prophets God sent, the more Israel hardened itself against them. So in the Semitic idiom, God is said to have hardened Israel’s heart, closed her ears, and blinded her eyes, and God’s asking Isaiah to make the people’s hearts fat was just God asking Isaiah to do what many prophets before him had done, which was to speak the prophetic word and thus make the people choose between doing what they wanted or doing what God wanted.
God’s people are still doing today what God told Isaiah to do 2,700 years ago. God tells Christians to “Preach the word; be ready at convenient times and at inconvenient times; reprove, rebuke, and exhort with all patience and teaching. For the time will come when they will not tolerate sound doctrine; but having itching ears, they will pile up teachers for themselves, to suit their own desires” (2 Tim. 4:2-3). God’s people teach the truth to people, but just as in Isaiah’s day, most people will choose their own desires over the Word and will of God. The more Christians preach the word, the more the people will harden themselves against it and defy God. If 2 Timothy had used the idiom of permission it might have been written this way: “Go harden the hearts of the people and close their ears and eyes to the truth.” How would Christians do that? Actually, they are doing it every day. By preaching, teaching, and witnessing, Christians are forcing people to openly make the choice between God’s desires and their own desires. Sadly, as Paul prophesied to Timothy, people will not tolerate the truth but will pile up teachers who teach what they desire, what they want to hear.
Sadly, the history of the world is a history of people choosing their desires over God’s desires. Adam and Eve disobeyed God in the Garden of Eden. Cain disobeyed God and killed Abel. Pharaoh disobeyed God and would not let Israel go. Israel disobeyed God and chose pagan gods over God, and on through history the pattern goes. The language and idioms change, but God’s call to believers has not. Believers are still charged to speak the Word of God to people and “harden their hearts” by forcing them to openly and clearly make the decision to choose themselves over God. Thankfully, however, many times that believers speak the Word to others, those other people believe and change. Believers have to be the salt and light in the world, a world that desperately needs us.
[For a more complete explanation of the idiom of permission, see commentary on Exod. 4:21. For more on why Christ taught in parables, see commentary on Matt. 13:13.]
“fat.” Here, “fat” is an idiom for insensitive, unreceptive, dull. Israel was “fat” when it came to the things of God. They were insensitive and unreceptive.
Isa 6:11
“Then I said, “Lord, how long?” Although Isaiah’s question asks for information, it is almost a plea for God to have mercy on Israel. Isaiah’s heart is that Israel would be saved, but he understands that just as Moses’ request to let Israel go caused Pharaoh to harden his heart and say “No,” so Isaiah’s pleas with Israel to turn back to God from their idols would only cause Israel to say “No” even more forcefully, and so Isaiah wanted to know how long Israel’s stubbornness would continue. Sadly, Isaiah did not get the answer he wanted. Israel would not change and eventually their land would be a wasteland and without people, and that happened with the Assyrian invasion and the deportation of the people of Israel into lands conquered by Assyria.
Isa 6:13
“The holy seed is its stump.” The stump is the seed, the offspring. After the tree is cut down, the stump is left; and after the majority of the people are killed or captured, the “stump” is left to propagate.
 
Isaiah Chapter 7
Isa 7:1
“went up to Jerusalem to war against it.” The date of the attack is not exactly known, but it would have had to have been between the time Ahaz became king (c. 742 BC) and the beginning of Assyria’s attack on Damascus, the capital of Syria (c. 734 BC). Assyria had been expanding its empire, and Syria and Israel no doubt felt threatened. It is not clear how attacking Judah would help that situation, but perhaps they did not want an enemy at their back while they were fighting Assyria, or perhaps they thought if they could depose Ahaz that the person they appointed king would then help them fight Assyria.
Isa 7:2
“the house of David.” Ahaz was of the line of David. The Davidic dynasty and the “throne of David” continued from David until Jehoiachin died in the Babylonian Captivity. It is not clear why the text uses “the house of David” here; it may be because God promised David that his house (dynasty) would continue forever, and had Ahaz repented and turned to God and caused Judah to do the same that God would have protected Judah like He did during the reign of Hezekiah (2 Kings 19:35-37).
“his heart trembled.” This is referring to the king of Judah, Ahaz. There is good reason Ahaz’s heart—and also the hearts of the people of Israel—trembled when he heard that Syria was allied with “Ephraim” (Israel). At this point in history, Israel and Syria were both larger nations than Ahaz’s country of Judah, and the fact that they had allied themselves against him ostensibly mean his doom and the end of Judah. In fact, Syria and Israel were so confident of victory in a war that they had already picked a person to be the new king of Judah, the son of Tabeel (or “Ben-tabeel”). Furthermore, besides having Syria and Israel as enemies, Judah was also being attacked by the Edomites from the south and the Philistines from the west (2 Chron. 28:17-18). The book of 2 Chronicles gives the real reason for Judah’s troubles at this time, and it was Ahaz’s rejection of Yahweh and His laws (2 Chron. 28:19).
“Ephraim” was the most prominent and powerful tribe in the nation of “Israel,” so in this context, “Ephraim” stands for the whole country of Israel. Technically, this is the figure of speech synecdoche of the part, when a part is put for the whole. Ephraim was often put for the country of Israel although at other times Ephraim had more of the connotation of Samaria, the capital of Israel because that was where the king lived and thus it was the center of corruption and idolatry (cf. Isa. 7:2, 5, 8; 11:13; 17:3; Jer. 7:15; 31:9; Hos. 6:4; Zech. 9:10). Also, although technically the city of Samaria was in the tribal area of Manasseh, the fact that Ephraim and Manasseh were both “the tribe of Joseph” (Deut. 33:13; Josh. 17:14-18; 18:5; Judg. 1:22), the fact that the exact boundaries between the tribes were often ignored, and the prominence of Ephraim such that often all Israel was called “Ephraim,” led to the city of Samaria being referred to as being part of Ephraim (cf. Isa. 7:9).
Isa 7:3
“Shear-jashub.” The meaning of Shear-jashub is “a remnant will return.” The reason that Isaiah was told to bring his son is not stated. It is possible that God wanted there to be two witnesses to what Isaiah told the king, although the king would certainly not have been alone with Isaiah. But it is also possible that the prophetic meaning of Shear-jashub was important, even if ambiguous. The meaning could be taken in a negative sense, that the devastation of Judah would be so great that only a remnant would be left to return, or it could be taken positively, that no matter how great the destruction was, there would be a remnant left to return to work and even return to God. There is no indication in the text that Ahaz paid any attention to Shear-jashub, and as we learn in the text, Ahaz had already hired the Assyrians to attack Syria and Israel, so he likely did not think much at all about what Isaiah said.
“upper pool.” As the population of Jerusalem grew and expanded north from its only natural water source, the Gihon Spring, aqueducts, and huge cisterns were needed to provide water for the population. Today there are huge pools outside of Jerusalem that used to supply water to the city, but although they are called “Solomon’s pools,” Solomon did not build them.
Isa 7:4
“Make sure you stay calm.” The Hebrew is more literally, “Guard yourself; stay calm.”
“two stubs of smoldering firewood.” The Hebrew word translated “firewood” is ud (#0181 אוּד), and it can refer to a stick that was used to poke and stir the fire, which often caught fire itself, or to a log or piece of wood in the fire. It is hard to tell in this case which of the two meanings applies, but the likely meaning is simply a piece of firewood. The English word “firebrand,” which is used in many English versions, is unclear because “firebrand” is not used of a stick one stirs the fire with and although “firebrand” can refer to a piece of burning wood, that is a very uncommon use of the word. Versions that read “firewood” include the BBE, CJB, NIV, and NJB.
In Isaiah 7:4, the prophet Isaiah is telling King Ahaz that the kings of Syria and Israel are just smoldering pieces of wood. Their fire has gone out and soon they will be gone too; Rezin was killed by the Assyrian King Tiglath-pileser III, and Pekah was assassinated by his successor, Hoshea (2 Kings 15:27-30).
“the son of Remaliah.” This refers to King Pekah, who was the son of Remaliah (2 Kings 15:25, 27). Pekah became king of Israel by killing King Azariah (2 Kings 15:25), and he himself was killed by Hoshea who became king in his place (2 Kings 15:30). Hoshea was the last king of Israel before it was conquered by Assyria.
Isa 7:5
“Because Syria.” This starts a three-verse sentence that ends in Isaiah 7:7. The Syrians and Israel made assertions (Isa. 7:6), but Yahweh made His assertion (Isa. 7:7), which is what mattered in the end.
Isa 7:6
“break it open.” This is a quite literal rendering of the Hebrew. It clearly means to break into the city and conquer it, but the phrase carries the emotional power of a ruthless attack. The phrase has been translated in many different ways in the different English versions, including: “capture it,” “divide it,” “conquer it,” “make a breach in it,” and “make it our own by force.” Given the history of the conquest of a walled city, the phrase summarized the idea of breaching the city and then conquering it.
“even the son of Tabeel.” In their arrogance and confidence of their victory, Syria and Israel had already chosen the king they would appoint over Judah. But their plan failed and God’s plan succeeded. The name Tabeel seems to be Syrian, so the man the kings picked to be the ruler of Judah and Jerusalem would most likely be a Syrian.[footnoteRef:698] [698:  See John Oswalt, The Book of Isaiah, Chapters 1-39 [NICOT].] 

Isa 7:8
“the head of Syria is Damascus.” The “head,” the capital city, of Syria, was Damascus, and the king of Damascus was Rezin.
“and within 65 years Ephraim will be broken in pieces so that it will not be a people.” This phrase has been considered problematic because Israel was conquered by Assyria and the people of Israel carried out of their land in 723/722 BC, which was only 12 or 13 years after Isaiah gave this prophecy to Ahaz. However, the process of replacing the people of Israel with pagan people continued long after any initial conquest and exiling of captives to Assyria. The people who wanted to build the Temple with Ezra (Ezra 4:1-5, esp. v. 2) were brought to Israel during the reign of the Assyrian king Esarhaddon (c. 681-669), and that would have been within the 65-year period of time mentioned here in Isaiah 7:8. It is quite possible that Israel was not considered completely broken up and no longer a cohesive “people” until that time when the people of Israel would have been very settled in the places to which they were taken and the area of Samaria was so settled by pagans that even by New Testament times the people there were not integrated into the major Jewish population.
Isa 7:9
“the head of Ephraim is Samaria.” The capital city of “Ephraim” (Israel), is Samaria (see commentary on Isa. 7:2). And the king in Samaria was Pekah, the son of Remaliah.
“If you are not firm in your trust, you will not be firm in life.” The Hebrew text uses a wordplay. The verb “firm” is repeated twice, the first time in the hiphil tense and thus having an active sense, the second time in the niphal tense and thus having a passive sense. The actual Hebrew text is short and would be literally translated as something like, “If you are not firm you will not be firm.” The NET gets the idea using the word “remain”: “If your faith does not remain firm, then you will not remain secure.” The NIV uses the word “stand”: “If you do not stand firm in your faith, you will not stand at all.” Many versions ignore the wordplay and try to get the sense differently. Thus, the NASB has, “If you will not believe, you surely shall not last.”
This sentence is short but powerful. The great key to success in this life and in the next is trust in God and obedience to Him. Even with all the evil Ahaz had done, his kingdom would be spared and would be prosperous if he would trust and obey God. As it was, his kingdom escaped total destruction but suffered attacks in which his people suffered.
Isa 7:10
“Yahweh spoke again to Ahaz.” This is a wonderful example of the Jewish understanding of agency; Author and Agent. Yahweh spoke, but He spoke through the mouth of Isaiah.
Isa 7:12
“I will not ask.” This sounds very holy, but actually, Ahaz was hoping to deceive Isaiah. Ahaz did not think he needed a sign from Yahweh that Syria and Israel would be defeated in a war because he had already taken the gold and silver from the Temple and hired Tiglath-pileser, the king of Assyria, to attack Syria and Israel (2 Kings 16:8-9). Tiglath-pileser attacked and conquered Syria in 732 BC, during the reign of Pekah of Israel and Ahaz of Judah. Later, after the reign of Pekah and during the reign of Hoshea, the Assyrian king Shalmanezzar, who succeeded Tiglath Peleser, conquered Israel and deported the people in about 722 BC.
But God knew of Ahaz’s attempted deception and his plot to hire the Assyrians, as we see in Isaiah 7:13, and God gave Ahaz a sign of victory anyway (Isa. 7:14-16).
Isa 7:13
“And he said.” That is, Isaiah the prophet said.
Isa 7:14
“the young woman.” Isaiah 7:14 is quoted in Matthew 1:23. Isaiah 7:14 has much in it that is unclear, which makes sense when we realize that it is a prophecy with two separate fulfillments separated by over 700 years. It was a prophecy about a young woman in the time of Isaiah and Ahaz, and it was a prophecy about the birth of Jesus Christ. The Hebrew text has many words that can have two meanings, which is one reason there are so many different English translations of the verse. Of course, that makes sense when we realize that God is trying to give both a present-tense prophecy of what is happening at the time, and a future prophecy of what will happen in another 700 years. The Hebrew is grammatically like “Therefore the Lord himself will give [future tense verb] you all [plural; you all] a sign. Behold, the young woman is pregnant [the verb is present tense, but can be taken as a future in some circumstances] and about to bear [a participle; more literally, “bearing”] a son, and you [feminine singular], young woman, will call his name Immanuel.”
Although many English versions of the Bible have “virgin” instead of “young woman,” the Hebrew word is `almah (#05959 עַלְמָה), and it refers to a young woman, either of marriageable age but not yet married (and therefore presumably a virgin), or a young woman who is married. Whether an `almah is a virgin or not gets determined from the context, but the immediate context of Isaiah 7:14 is not completely clear. The text note in the NET states: “Though the Hebrew word used here עַלְמָה), 'almah( can sometimes refer to a woman who is a virgin (Gen. 24:43), it does not carry this meaning inherently. The word is simply the feminine form of the corresponding masculine noun ) עֶלֶם'elem, ‘young man’; cf. 1 Sam. 17:56; 20:22(. The Aramaic and Ugaritic cognate terms are both used of women who are not virgins. The word seems to pertain to age, not sexual experience, and would normally be translated ‘young woman.’” Also, there is a Hebrew word that more clearly means “virgin,” bethulah (#01330 בְּתוּלָה; although even bethulah does not always mean “virgin,”[footnoteRef:699] so if God had wanted to more clearly say “virgin” in Isaiah 7:14, He could have. There are no examples in the Old Testament, however, that use 'almah of a married woman, which is probably why the Septuagint used parthenos, usually understood as “virgin,” in their translation of Isaiah (for more on the use of “virgin,” see commentary on Matt. 1:23). [699:  Cf. Gary Smith, Isaiah 1-39 [NAC], 213.] 

There is good evidence that in Isaiah 7:14, 'almah should be translated “young woman” and not “virgin.” One is that the “sign” of the young woman was specifically given to Ahaz that Israel and Syria would be shortly defeated in war. Isaiah said, “…the Lord himself will give you [King Ahaz] a sign. Behold, the young woman will conceive and bear a son, and will call his name Immanuel...before the child knows to refuse the evil and choose the good, the land whose two kings you abhor [Israel and Syria] will be forsaken” (Isa. 7:14, 16). That event took place around 730 BC, long before Christ was born. This is also supported by the fact that Isaiah said to Ahaz, “the young woman,” not “a young woman,” indicating a young woman that they were aware of.
Some of the best evidence that Isaiah 7:14 does not specifically refer to a virgin birth is in the text of the Bible itself. We have just seen that the “sign” was for Ahaz in his time, about 730 BC, and so the birth that occurred at that time was not a virgin birth. Also, Ahaz was not surprised when Isaiah spoke of the “young woman,” but he well might have been if Isaiah had said “virgin.” Even better evidence that Isaiah 7:14 refers to a “young woman” and not a “virgin” comes from the fact that no one in the New Testament times was expecting a virgin birth. Mary and Joseph were both God-fearing people, and neither of them were (Matt. 1:18-21; Luke 1:34). The experts in the Old Testament were not either, and so accused Jesus of having been born out of wedlock as a bastard child (John 8:41). If the Old Testament had clearly foretold a virgin birth, then people, especially a godly woman from the line of David like Mary, would have been expecting to be able to get pregnant without a husband involved.
We should note, however, that translating Isaiah 7:14 as “young woman” does not forbid a virgin birth, it just does not clearly foretell one. Thus, the “young woman” who gave birth to the Messiah, Mary, turned out to be a virgin, as we see in the New Testament. A growing number of English versions have “young woman” and not “virgin” in Isaiah 7:14 (cf. BBE, CEB, CJB, JPS, Moffatt Bible, NAB, NEB, NET, NJB, NRSV, RSV, TNK).
To add to the ambiguity in Isaiah 7:14, the Hebrew text can be translated as a future tense verb, “the young woman will become pregnant” (CJB; cf. HCSB, JPS, NASAB, NET, NIV), or as a present tense verb, “the young woman is pregnant” (CEB; cf. BBE, NAB, NJB, NRSV). Just as with the word “young woman,” this double possibility of translating the verb opens the door for the double fulfillment of the prophecy. In Isaiah’s time, the woman was most likely already pregnant, although her getting pregnant may still have been in the very near future, and in any case, her getting pregnant soon would have been a sign to Ahaz, whereas when used as a prophecy of the birth of the Messiah, the pregnancy was in the future.
Messianic prophecies sometimes involve a double fulfillment, just as we see here in Isaiah, and require an understanding of the history of Israel and the complexity of the text to see and appreciate. It is amazing that God could give King Ahaz a prophecy that his kingdom, and thus the line of David, would be rescued from his enemies, and at that same time give a much more hidden prophecy about the Greater David, the Lord Jesus Christ.
“is pregnant.” The Hebrew text is unclear because it can be translated as either “is pregnant,” or “will conceive.” The whole temporality of the verse is in question because the verse can be translated as “the young woman, pregnant, is bearing a son,” or “the young woman, pregnant, is about to bear a son” (cf. NAB). Young’s Literal Translation reads, “Lo, the Virgin is conceiving, And is bringing forth a son.”
“and you, young woman.” The “you” is feminine singular, referring to the woman who will bear the child, she will name the child.
“about to bear a son.” The Hebrew is a participle, “bearing,” likely meaning “about to bear.”
“will call.” The Hebrew verb is feminine, and thus means, “she will call.”
“Immanuel.” Some people believe that because Jesus was to be called Immanuel (meaning “God with us”) that he must therefore be God incarnate. That is not the case. The name “Immanuel” means “God with us,” and it was symbolic of the fact that God would be with His people to support and deliver them. The name “Immanuel” fits the double prophecy well both at the time of Isaiah and at the time of Jesus.
In the time of Ahaz and Isaiah, things looked bad for Judah. Syria and Israel were both larger nations than Judah, and Judah would not stand much of a chance in a war against them. But Isaiah foretold Judah’s deliverance, bolstered by the fact that God would be with them to deliver them, symbolized by the birth of a child who would be named “Immanuel,” and indeed God was with Judah and they were delivered from the enemy. Then, more than 700 years later, at the birth of Christ, the name Immanuel was again symbolic and appropriate because God was working powerfully in Christ to support and deliver His people and make salvation available to everyone, which Jesus did.
[For more information on this verse, which is quoted in Matthew, including more on the name “Immanuel,” see the commentary on Matt. 1:23. For more information on Jesus being the fully human Son of God and not being “God the Son,” see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.” For more on “the Holy Spirit” being one of the designations for God the Father and “the holy spirit” being the gift of God’s nature, see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
Isa 7:15
“before he knows to refuse the evil, and choose the good.” This line has been interpreted two ways. One is that before the child knows what is bad and what is good usually in the context of eating, that is, before the child is very old, say 3 to 5 years old, “the land whose two kings you abhor will be forsaken” (Isa. 7:16). That idea would work for Syria (Aram), because it was attacked and destroyed by Assyria within three years. However, the nation of Israel was not conquered by Assyria for another 12 or so years, so that explanation does not exactly fit.
It is more likely that the child is raised in good circumstances, something that is indicated by his eating butter and honey, and when he is old enough to really understand the difference between good and evil, likely in his teenage years, both the nation of Syria and the nation of Israel would have been conquered and their populations carried off to places in Assyria.
Isa 7:17
“Ephraim separated from Judah.” The United Kingdom of Israel that was established and ruled by Saul, then David, then Solomon, split into the two kingdoms of Israel and Judah after the death of Solomon (c. 940 BC; 1 Kings 12). Since Isaiah gave this prophecy to king Ahaz, it was during his reign and thus between 740 and 726 BC.
Isa 7:18
“the fly that is in the uttermost part of the streams of Egypt and for the bee that is in the land of Assyria.” The fly and the bee are both insects that can come in swarms and get into the most seemingly inaccessible places. The fly and the bee represent Egypt and Assyria, and although Egypt did not invade Judah and Israel in the way Assyria did, it is possible that Isaiah is making a general threat about the national powers that could invade Israel. Isaiah makes it clear several verses later that Assyria is the real threat at this time.
Isa 7:19
“the water holes.” The meaning of the Hebrew is uncertain, which explains the huge diversity of translations. The REV translation is taken from the primary meaning in the HALOT.[footnoteRef:700] [700:  Koehler and Baumgartner,  Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the Old Testament.] 

Isa 7:20
“razor.” Israel had sinned against God for centuries, and Isaiah foretold that they would be “shaved” by the Assyrians in many ways. As it turned out, the Assyrians burned their cities and took the people and valuables captive to Assyria. Isaiah foretold that the extent of the destruction and disgrace would be almost unimaginable, and God personalized it by a picture of a person’s humiliation and defeat if an enemy captured a man (or woman) and shaved off the hair of the head and the genitals, and for a man, also the beard, all of which would be horribly disgraceful in that culture.
“shave with a razor...the hair of the feet.” Here “feet” is an idiom, and used euphemistically for the genital organs. Isaiah 7:20 is a prophecy that when the Assyrians conquer Israel and take the people captive they will “shave the hair of the feet.” It is unfortunate that many versions say “shave the hair of the legs,” which misses the point entirely. Why would people shave the legs of their captives? The captives were led away “naked and barefoot” and “with buttocks bared” (Isa. 20:4). Isaiah was saying that not only will these captives be carried away naked with their buttocks exposed, but they would suffer the humiliation of having their pubic hair shaved by their Assyrian enemies. In Isaiah 47:2, which is a prophecy of when the Persians will carry the Babylonian women away captive, they will be stripped naked and their “thigh” will be uncovered, “thigh” being another sexual euphemism for the genitalia (see commentary on Isa. 47:2).
It was quite common that captives were stripped naked to humiliate them, and very common that the women were raped. The Hebrew word gala, which is used as “uncover” in a sexual sense (see Lev. 18 and 20 where “uncover” is used many times for sexual intercourse), is also used for “to be led captive” (2 Kings 17:11,28; 24:14; 25:11, etc.), perhaps because of the strong cultural connection between being taken captive and being stripped naked and likely raped.
The “feet” are used idiomatically for the genital area in other verses as well. Ezekiel 16:25 says the woman “opened her feet” to everyone, referring to sexual intercourse. Another connection between the genital area and the feet can be seen in 2 Kings 18:27 and Isaiah 36:12 where the Hebrew phrase for urine is, “the water of the feet.”
Captives were also humiliated by shaving their beard or their hair. In 2 Samuel 10:4-5, the king of Ammon took the emissaries that had come from David and shaved off half their beards, and the men were so embarrassed that David had them stay away from Jerusalem until their beards had grown back. Isaiah 7:20 says that the Assyrians will be a razor that will shave the people of Judah; shave their heads, their beards, and their pubic hair. Jeremiah 2:16 personifies Israel and says that Egypt will shave his head.
Isa 7:23
“1,000 shekels.” 1,000 shekels is roughly 25 pounds (11.3 kg). A shekel was roughly .4 ounces (11 or 11.5 grams). See commentary on Genesis 24:22, “shekel.” Although the word “shekel” is not in the Hebrew text, it was the most standard measure for silver and gold.
Isa 7:24
“all the land will be briars and thorns.” The land will not be good for farming at that point, but will be good for hunting.
 
Isaiah Chapter 8
Isa 8:1
“Take a large tablet.” This announcement of the Assyrian invasion (of Syria, Israel, and then Judah) was to be public. The tablet, and the baby that was to be born, were to be signs to Judah (cf. Isa. 8:7). The Hebrew word for “tablet” is gillaovn (#01549 גִּלָּיוֹן), which generally refers to a tablet of wood or metal that would be capable of being put up as a placard to be read by many people, and that is likely the case here.
“An ordinary stylus.” The Hebrew is literally “the stylus of a man.” In other words, Isaiah was not to engrave the tablet with some special instrument. However, because the phrase is an idiom, different scholars have different ideas about the emphasis it is bringing to the text. For example, the ESV has, “write on it in common characters.” In that case, the stylus would be a metonymy for what the stylus wrote, but there does not seem to be any good reason for importing the metonymy into the verse.
“Maher-shalal-hash-baz.” Biblical names, especially when they were given by God, were always descriptive of the person in some way; they were mini portraits of the person or some aspect of the person’s life. It is impossible to give an exact translation of a name for several reasons. First, it is not written as a sentence so the connectors have to be supplied. Secondly, the Hebrew words involved can often be translated differently. For example, in this name, the Hebrew form of the first word, maher, can either be an infinitive verb or an imperative verb, and the way those can be brought into English can differ. Thirdly, the words themselves have different definitions, but the translator has to choose one for his translation. This explains why different commentaries or study Bibles have somewhat different meanings for the name. The essence of the name is something like: “Haste to the spoil; hurry to the prey (or plunder),” or “speeding to the plunder; hurrying to the spoil.” In this case, the name foretold the conquests of the Assyrian Empire over Syria and Israel (Isa. 8:4), and even over much of Judah as well (Isa. 8:8).
Isa 8:2
“and call reliable witnesses.” The Masoretic Hebrew text has “I [God] will call,” but it stands alone. The Dead Sea scrolls, Septuagint, Syriac, and Aramaic Targums all read “call” in the imperative, and the Vulgate reads “I called” in the past tense. In this context, it makes much more sense that God told Isaiah to call faithful witnesses to hear his prophecy than that God would say He would call them.
Uriah and Zechariah are called “reliable witnesses” or “faithful witnesses,” which may be a reflection of the fact that they were generally good men who were living in the time of an ungodly king, or it may mean that they were known by the people to be generally reliable.
“Uriah the priest.” The fact that he is simply named and not further described makes it almost certain that he is the same man as the high priest in 2 Kings 16:10-11 who was commanded by Ahaz to replace Solomon’s bronze altar with the replica of the pagan altar from Damascus. He may have been a good man who was forced by the king to do evil. In any case, God wanted to be sure he heard this prophecy about the Assyrian invasion.
“Zechariah the son of Jeberechiah.” The identity of Zechariah is not known with certainty. He may have been Ahaz’s father-in-law (cf. 2 Kings 18:2).
Isa 8:3
“And I went into the prophetess.” The Hebrew uses an idiom, literally, “I drew near the prophetess.” So Isaiah had sex with the prophetess. From the scope of Scripture and the holiness of Isaiah, we can conclude that “the prophetess” was Isaiah’s wife. As the wife of a prophet she may well have been known as “the prophetess,” or she may have been a prophetess in her own right, the Bible does not say.
“Then Yahweh said to me, ‘Call his name.’” Here, with the birth of Maher-shalal-hash-baz, it was Isaiah the father who was to name the child. In Isaiah 7:14, at the birth of Immanuel, the mother was to name the boy.
Isa 8:4
“For before the child knows how to say, ‘My father,’ and, ‘My mother,’” It is noteworthy that with both the birth of the baby boy Immanuel, and with the birth of the baby boy Maher-shalal-hash-baz, it is the age of the child that is the marker of when the prophecies will be fulfilled (Isa. 7:15-16; Isa. 8:4). It is not clear how old the child has to be in order to be able to say “My father” and “My mother.” Does he have to say it clearly and know what he is saying, or does he just have to utter the equivalent of “da-da” and “ma-ma?” The difference would mean the fulfillment of the prophecy about a year after the birth or perhaps two or even three years.
The destruction of Damascus and the spoiling of the provinces of the Northern Kingdom of Israel, here called “Samaria,” took place in 732 BC. That would put Isaiah’s prophecy in 735-733 BC. It would be about a dozen years later, in 723/22 BC that the city of Samaria would be conquered and the people of Israel scattered around Assyria (2 Kings 17:6).
Isa 8:5
“Yahweh spoke to me again.” The Bible does not say how much time elapsed between Isaiah 8:1 and Isaiah 8:5, but it could not have been shorter than about two years or much longer than four.
Isa 8:6
“this people.” Most likely Judah and Jerusalem (cf. Isa. 1:1), however, in this context it well could include all of the twelve tribes and include Israel, which was destroyed by Assyria, and then Assyria attacked Judah.
“the waters of Shiloah that go softly.” Although the reference is unclear, it seems to be a reference to the waters that flowed under and around the Temple, such as fed the Gihon Spring. God is saying that because the people of Judah refused the living water of the Word of God that should have been available at the Temple, they will be attacked by the Assyrians, which they were. Shiloah is the name of the pool that is referred to as the “pool of Siloam” in John 9:7, “Siloam” being the Greek spelling. The stream from the Gihon Spring and the pool of Shiloah likely represented the Davidic dynasty, which Judah had refused.
“and rejoice in Rezin and Remaliah’s son.” Rezin was the king of Syria, and Pekah was king of the Northern Kingdom of Israel and the son of Remaliah. The fact that the text says that the people of Judah “rejoice in” Rezin and Pekah is a problem for commentators. Judah seems to be afraid of Syria and Israel (Isa. 7:2). It has been proposed by some scholars that there were Israelite sympathizers in Judah who rejoiced at the thought of removing the Davidic King Ahaz, and that may be the case but there is no mention of such sympathizers in the Bible. Other scholars suggest that the Masoretic Hebrew text has been miscopied here and that the text should be amended, but there is no evidence that the text is wrong. It seems a likely possibility that God is speaking from His point of view. King Ahaz of Judah, and the Judean people in general, had rejected Yahweh and His Temple and His Law. In that, they acted exactly like the Syrians and the Israelites who also rejected Yahweh. It could well be that in regard to the mutual rejection of Yahweh, Judah “rejoiced” in Syria and Israel and acted like they did.
Isa 8:7
“the River.” A common biblical idiomatic name for the Euphrates River. The people rejected the water in Judah, so metaphorically the water of Assyria will flood upon them, as the Assyrians attack. The Assyrians will overflow their channels and banks and flow out of Assyria and into Israel and Judah. The Euphrates River was much larger than any river in Israel, and it was known for its sudden and violent floods.
“the king of Assyria.” Isaiah had already foretold the invasion of the Assyrians privately to King Ahaz (Isa. 7:17-20), now, in Isaiah 8:1-7, Isaiah declares it in a very public way.
“and all his glory.” Edward Young writes, “Accompanying the king of Assyria would be all his glory. In their historical inscriptions, the Assyrian kings often spoke of the power of the glory of their might as overwhelming the enemy.”[footnoteRef:701] [701:  Edward J. Young, The Book of Isaiah: Chapters 1-18 [NICOT], 306.] 

Isa 8:8
“it will reach even to the neck.” The “waters of Assyria” overflowed into Judah and got deeper and deeper, but they only reached Judah’s neck. Judah did not drown in the metaphorical waters of Assyria as Israel did, which was destroyed. Although almost all the major cities of Judah were destroyed, Jerusalem was rescued by Yahweh.
“will fill the width of your land.” The Assyrian attack will affect all Judah, all its width from side to side.
“Immanuel.” The word means “God is with us.” Here it is a name, while two verses later the same Hebrew word refers to God being with Israel. The Assyrians will attack, but they will not conquer Judah. At the close of the verse, God is speaking and notes that the rightful owner of the land (“your land”) is “Immanuel,” which in this context refers to the Messiah, who will ultimately, in the future, control the land.
Isa 8:9
“Make an uproar.” The subject of Isaiah 8 changes abruptly and without explanation in Isaiah 8:9. The subject from Isaiah 8:1 to 8:9 had been the Assyrian attack and the defeat of Syria (Aram) and Israel. But in Isaiah 8:9-10, Isaiah looks past the immediate future and the destruction of Israel to far future of the defeat of the nations who are against Israel. Although in this context that defeat would start with the defeat of Syria and Israel in their war against Judah, the defeat of the enemy nations of the world will ultimately come at the hands of “Immanuel,” the Messiah, at the Battle of Armageddon. The phrase “all you from far countries” applied in a limited sense to the Assyrian attack on Israel and Judah, because people joined Assyria from other countries. However, the ultimate fulfillment of Yahweh defeating the people from “far countries” will occur at Armageddon. Note the purposeful use of the Hebrew word immanuel at the end of Isaiah 8:10. Immanuel is used in different ways in the immediate context. In Isaiah 7:7 it is used as the name of a young boy born in Judah with application as a prophecy and type of the Messiah (Matt. 1:23). In Isaiah 8:8 it is used of the Messiah. In Isaiah 8:10 it is not used as a name at all, but has its literal meaning, “God is with us.”
The Hebrew phrase translated as “make an uproar” is unclear and it is translated in different ways in the English versions. The variations include making some kind of uproar (ASV, CJB, JPS; NIV); gathering together or uniting (CEB, CSB, KJV, NAB, NLT, NRSV); and being broken (ESV, NASB, NET, RSV). In any case, the verb is imperative and in the context, whether the nations make an uproar, band together, or are broken, they will eventually be shattered and God’s people will prevail. The Assyrians did invade Judah and devastated it, but when they attacked Jerusalem their army was shattered (2 Kings 19:35-37). The ultimate fulfillment of the shattering of the nations that oppose God will occur when Christ fights the Battle of Armageddon and conquers the earth (Rev. 19:11-21).
Isa 8:10
“Take counsel together, and it will be brought to nothing.” Although the enemies of God enjoyed some success, ultimately their plans will fail and their words will not stand. Some of the plot of the enemies is stated in Isaiah 7:5-7.
“God is with us.” This is the same Hebrew word, and the same inflection, as the name “Immanuel” in Isaiah 8:8. In Isaiah 8:8, “Immanuel” is the child’s name, while here in Isaiah 8:10 it refers to God being with Judah.
Isa 8:11
“For Yahweh spoke thus to me with a strong hand.” This is idiomatic for Yahweh speaking to Isaiah in an especially powerful and memorable way. So it is with some emphasis that Yahweh commands Isaiah not to say what the other people of Judah were saying about there being a conspiracy.
[For more on the ways in which God gives revelation through His gift of holy spirit, see the REV commentary on Gal. 1:12.]
Isa 8:12
“Do not say, ‘A conspiracy!” Exactly what the conspiracy was and who was involved is not stated. One likely possibility is that Ahaz, the king of Judah had made an agreement with the king of Assyria (2 Kings 16:7-9) to defeat the enemy, Syria and Israel (cf. Isa. 7:2), and the people of Judah were in agreement with the king’s actions, relying on human strength instead of relying on Yahweh for deliverance. Isaiah and other prophets warned Judah about this (cf. Isa. 7:17-25), but that made them the enemy of the State, and the people accused them of conspiring against the king and his plans. So God warned Isaiah not to be swayed by the massive public opinion and follow the people (Isa. 8:11) and begin to think that it was those people who were against the king who were part of a conspiracy against Judah. Isaiah 8:11-12 should be read together because it was the people who thought that what the prophets were saying was a conspiracy, and God warned Isaiah of that.
It is also possible that the “conspiracy” was a general term being thrown around in Judah as different forces allied with each other and some supported one group and others supported others, but no one seemed to be turning to Yahweh for His reasons about what was happening in Israel and Judah.
“And do not fear what they fear.” The people of Judah were afraid of Israel and Syria, but they should have been afraid of ignoring Yahweh and his prophets (Isa. 8:13), and afraid of what the Assyrians would do to Judah after they conquered Syria and Israel.
Isa 8:13
“you all must regard as holy.” God had been speaking to Isaiah, but that changes here. The pronouns “you” throughout this verse are plural, “you all,” so God is not just speaking to Isaiah here, but to all His faithful people, and indeed, the message of Isaiah 8:13 applies to all of God’s people.
“He is the one you must fear.” Jesus taught the same thing in Matthew 10:28.
Isa 8:14
“he can be a refuge or he can be a stone of offense and a rock of stumbling.” God can either be an ally or He can be against you, depending on whether or not you are obedient to Him. By his very nature, God causes a division between those who accept Him and those who reject Him. Similarly, God’s Son, Jesus, can also be a stone of help or a stone of stumbling (cf. 1 Pet. 2:8; Luke 2:34; Matt. 21:42-44; Rom. 9:33).
“for both houses of Israel.” Although the phase is somewhat unclear, it is likely that northern Judah was close enough to Israel that the people there followed in some of the sins of Israel. That may be why, for example, Isaiah was told to prophesy to “Judah and Jerusalem” (Isa. 2:1). If that explanation is correct, God would consider the people of northern Judah more a part of Israel than a part of Judah, which would explain the phrase “both houses of Israel” and then in the same sentence mention “the inhabitants of Jerusalem.”
Another, but less likely explanation is that “both houses of Israel” referred to “Israel” as it was in the United Kingdom of David and Solomon, consisting of all 12 tribes. Then, both houses of Israel would be the nation of Israel in the north and the nation of Judah in the south. If that is the case, they are being called “Israel” here to call into remembrance that they are all tribes of Israel and God’s intention was that they be united.
Isa 8:15
“Many will stumble over it.” The rejection of the Messiah, the “stone of stumbling,” will result in total destruction, a point that is made by paring five different verbs pointing to the demise of those who reject God. They will “stumble, fall, be broken, be snared, and be captured.” But there seems to be a hidden message in this passage, because if the total meaning was that those who reject the Messiah would be destroyed and die, we would expect a list like, “stumble, be broken, be destroyed, die, and be annihilated,” but included in the list are verbs such as “be snared” and “be captured.” This hints at the fact that those who reject the Messiah are not immediately destroyed but are pulled into the snare of the Devil (2 Tim. 2:26), and they often turn to the Devil’s ways including magic and the occult, as well as emotional troubles like envy, jealousy, anger, and hatred. The “works of the flesh” often manifest themselves in those who stumble over Jesus Christ (cf. Gal. 5:19-21).
Isa 8:16
“Bind up the testimony.” That is, roll up the scroll and tie it so it is preserved as a testimony against the people. The Law and what God revealed to Isaiah are not going to change. The people complained about what Isaiah and the other prophets who prophesied around the time he did (e.g., Amos, Hosea, and Micah), but that did not stop them from prophesying, and it did not change the nature of the prophecies they gave.
Although some scholars believe the binding and sealing refers to God telling Isaiah to bind and seal the prophecies and withdraw from public life because no one is listening, that explanation goes against the fact that Isaiah kept on speaking, and furthermore, the prophets of God generally kept on speaking against sin and evil even when it seemed no one was listening.
Isa 8:17
“who is hiding his face from the house of Jacob.” God hides His face from people who practice evil and ignore or defy Him and His Law. God said that He hid His face when the people prayed because they were so wicked (Isa. 1:15; cf. Isa. 1:10-15).
Isa 8:18
“I and the children whom Yahweh has given me are for signs.” The children that Yahweh had given Isaiah were Shear-jashub (“A remnant will return”) and Maher-shalal-hash-baz (“Haste to the spoil; hurry to the prey”). They were signs to Israel that Yahweh was God, and they should know that because He foretold what would happen to them.
“Yahweh of Armies who dwells on Mount Zion.” Yahweh was “Yahweh of Armies” and He was willing to fight for Israel and Judah if they would return to Him. And He did not live far away but in their midst, right in His Temple on Mount Zion in Jerusalem.
Isa 8:19
“Consult the spirits of the dead and the spiritists.” When people leave their trust in God and their commitment to Him, they frequently turn to the occult.
Isa 8:20
“Turn to the law and to the testimony!” The answers to human need are not to be found in the occult or in fleshly practices, but in obeying the Word of God.
Isa 8:21
“And they will pass through it.” The close of Isaiah chapter 8 is confusing at best and there is no consensus among the scholars as to how to translate it correctly or as to what it means. The REV gives a possible reconstruction of Isaiah 8:21-22. Although the “it” is unstated and debated by scholars, the most likely thing it refers to is the darkness which is the last thing mentioned in Isaiah 8:20.
“and they will turn their faces upward.” The people, desperate for help, turn their faces upward to see if their gods, the stars, or whatever, can help, but there is no help for those who have rejected God.
Isa 8:22
“And they look to the earth and see distress, darkness.” Those who reject God only have darkness on earth. But look at Isaiah 9:1! “There will be no more gloom for those who were in anguish.” Why? Because the Messiah is coming. “The people walking in darkness have seen a great light,” i.e., the Messiah (Isa. 9:2). “For a child will be born to us, a son will be given to us, and the government will be on his shoulders” (Isa. 9:6). The people who reject God have only darkness, but those who accept the Messiah as their Lord will have great light and everlasting life.
 
Isaiah Chapter 9
Isa 9:1
“There will be no more gloom.” Isaiah 9:1-2 is quoted in Matthew 4:15-16. The reason there will be no more gloom in the area of Galilee is that the Messiah will come and rule the earth in a godly manner (Isa. 9:6-7; see commentary on Isa. 9:6).
“those who were.” The Hebrew text is singular, “she who was,” speaking of Israel as a woman, but due to the context which is involved, that literal English rendering is somewhat unclear, so many English versions opt for a clearer English translation, and treat Israel as a nation of people and say “those who were.”
“he treated the land of Zebulun and the land of Naphtali with contempt.” The “land of Zebulun” and the “land of Naphtali” are the historical areas of the tribes of Zebulun and Naphtali that were assigned by Joshua (Josh. 19:10-16, 32-39). The land of Zebulun and the land of Naphtali are said to be “treated…with contempt” because of what happened to those tribes. Because of Israel’s disobedience to God, it was afflicted by outside armies. The northern tribes of Zebulun and Naphtali (and Dan) bore a lot of the burden of those attacks because those tribes were attacked first when armies from the north invaded Israel. Before the time Isaiah wrote in the 700s BC, the Syrians had invaded Israel, and by the time Isaiah wrote Isaiah 9, perhaps even the Assyrians had started invasions. In fact, by the end of 722 BC, the Assyrians had conquered Israel and then they carried all Israel away captive back to Assyria (2 Kings 17:6, 23).
But Isaiah 9:1 foretells “there will be no more gloom” for the land of Zebulun and the land of Naphtali, and they will be glorious. In fact, the whole Galilee and even land east of the Jordan River will see a great light, and light will shine on them (Isa. 9:2). We should notice that God specifically mentioned Zebulun and Naphtali, because a great light did shine in those areas because much of the Messiah’s life and ministry happened in those two tribal areas. For example, the town of Nazareth where Jesus grew up is in the tribal area of Zebulun, so the people of Zebulun got to experience the Messiah more intimately than most of the other tribes of Israel. Also, the town of Capernaum is in the tribal area of Naphtali, and Capernaum was where Jesus lived during most of his ministry.
In fact, much of what Jesus did in his life and ministry was in Zebulun and Naphtali. He announced his ministry in Nazareth in Zebulun (Luke 4:16-21). He turned water into wine, his first miracle, in the town of Cana in Naphtali, and also taught the Sermon on the Mount, his first public sermon, in Naphtali (Matt. 5-7). Also, he called most of his apostles in Naphtali as well. He pronounced woes over Capernaum and Chorazin, two towns in Naphtali where many of his mighty works were done because they did not generally accept who he was (Matt. 11:20, 21, 23).
Isaiah 9 does not specifically say that the Messiah would spend most of his life and ministry in Zebulun and Naphtali, and in fact, it says the Messiah will reign on David’s throne, which is in Jerusalem (Isa. 9:7). However, given the fact that the Messiah had to grow up before he ascended to the throne, and given the fact that no other tribes besides Zebulun and Naphtali are mentioned by name in Isaiah 9, it is possible that godly people suspected that the Messiah would somehow be closely associated with the northern tribes of Zebulun and Naphtali even though he was foretold to be born in Bethlehem (Mic. 5:2) and reign as king in Jerusalem.
“in the last time he will make glorious.” The text says, “he has made glorious” (past tense), even though the event is future. This is a good example of the Hebrew idiom of the prophetic perfect. The prophetic perfect idiom occurs when a future event is spoken of as if it had already happened. The Semitic languages do this for emphasis, writing about a future event in the past tense to emphasize that the event will absolutely happen. Especially in Hebrew, which does not have a specific future tense like Greek or English does, it was important to be able to express that a future event was sure to happen. The idiom that accomplished that was the idiom of the prophetic perfect, which spoke of the future as if it were in the past and had already happened, thus assuring the reader that the event would happen.
Often the prophet was taken into the future in a prophetic vision, and thus in his vision, he saw the events that he wrote about actually happening or having already happened, and then he wrote it as he saw it. Isaiah 9 is about the coming Messiah and what he will accomplish, so it makes sense that it has a lot of prophetic perfect idioms. Comparable chapters include Isaiah 11 and 53, which are about the Messiah, because they also have a lot of the prophetic perfect idioms. One clear prophetic perfect in this context is Isaiah 9:6, which says a child “has been born” even though Isaiah wrote more than 700 years before the Christ was born (cf. Young’s Literal Translation of Isa. 9:6).
The prophetic perfect idiom is a challenge to translators because if they translate it literally as a past tense, it may confuse the English reader, whereas if they translate the text idiomatically, it may be easier to read the English but what the Hebrew text actually says is lost. The translators and versions are divided about what to do, as we can see by the English versions. For example, in Isaiah 9:6, some English versions say, “a child is born” (ESV, KJV, NIV); some say, “a child has been born” (NET, NJB, YLT); and some say “a child will be born” (HCSB, GW, NASB, REV).
[For more on the prophetic perfect idiom, see commentaries on Eph. 2:6 and Isa. 11:1.]
“the Way of the Sea.” This was the major road from Egypt to Syria, often called the “Via Maris,” its Latin name.
Isa 9:2
“have seen a great light…the light has shined.” This is an example of the prophetic perfect idiom, when a future event is spoken of as if it had already happened. The NLT translation catches the correct sense in modern English: “The people who walk in darkness will see a great light. For those who live in a land of deep darkness, a light will shine.” Zechariah’s prophecy of the Messiah used this same vocabulary, that light would shine on people in darkness and in the shadow of death (Luke 1:79).
[For more on the idiom of the prophetic perfect see commentary on Eph. 2:6, “raised…seated.”]
Isa 9:3
“have enlarged...have increased.” God will enlarge the nation in the future, but also during the time of Isaiah, during the reign of Hezekiah, the land had been enlarged. However, the Hebrew text can also speak about it in the past tense as if it had already happened to emphasize that it will happen. This is the idiom of the prophetic perfect (see commentary on Isa. 9:1).
Isa 9:4
“their…their…their.” The Hebrew text reads in the singular, “his,” but it refers to each of God’s people who were oppressed together, so we, like many other versions, pluralized it for clarity.
“have broken.” God broke the rod of the Assyrians, but also God will break the yoke of Israel’s oppressors in the future, but it is written about as if it had already happened to emphasize that it will happen. This is the idiom of the prophetic perfect (see commentary on Isa. 9:1).
“day of Midian.” This refers to the record in Judges 6-8 when God defeated Midian through the hand of Gideon. With only 300 men, Gideon defeated an army of 135,000 Midianites (Judg. 7:7; 8:10).
Isa 9:6
“For a child.” In reading Isaiah 9:6, it is important to know that there are several ways that this verse can be understood, and two of those ways are articulated in the commentary below.
Isaiah 9:6-7 gives us the reason why “there will be no more gloom for those who were in anguish” (Isa. 9:1), and the people who walked in darkness will see a great light (Isa. 9:2), and people will rejoice (Isa. 9:3), and the yoke of their burden and the rod of their oppressor will be broken (Isa. 9:4), and garments used in war will be burned (Isa. 9:5). It is ultimately because the Messiah will come and rule the earth in righteousness forever (Isa. 9:6-7).
“a child will be born.” The Hebrew text reads, “a child has been born...a son has been given.” The Hebrew verb about being born is a perfect passive and is most literally translated, “has been born.” Although some scholars say this prophecy is about Hezekiah, and in fact it may reflect upon him in part, the prophecy is more completely about the Messiah. It is common in the Hebrew idiom to write about something that will happen in the future as if it had happened in the past, and this is referred to by many scholars as the idiom of the “prophetic perfect.” Also, the prophetic perfect occurs very often in prophecy, especially in Isaiah.
There are several reasons why Isaiah 9:6, and the prophecies in Isaiah 9, are mainly about the Messiah. One is that Isaiah has many prophecies about the Messiah that are stated as prophetic perfects or have prophetic perfects as part of the prophecy (e.g., Isa. 11:1-12; 42:1-7; 52:13-14; 53:4-10). So the fact that some of the verbs in the prophecies in Isaiah 9 are prophetic perfects fits the pattern of Isaiah speaking of the Messiah and using the prophetic perfect. Another reason that this prophecy is primarily about the Messiah and not only about Hezekiah is that Hezekiah does not fulfill the prophecy. He may fulfill it to a small degree, but the Messiah fulfills it completely. For example, Isaiah 9:1 reads, “There will be no more gloom for those who were in anguish. In the former time he treated the land of Zebulun and the land of Naphtali with contempt; but in the last time he will make glorious the Way of the Sea, the other side of the Jordan, and Galilee of the nations.” The tribal areas of Zebulun and Naphthali that Isaiah is referring to are tribal areas in the northern kingdom of Israel that were already captured by the Assyrians (1 Chron. 5:26; 2 Kings 17:5-6) and that were in gloom. Were those places restored under Hezekiah? No, they were not. Hezekiah’s victory in 2 Kings 19:35-37 preserved Jerusalem and thus the kingdom of Judah (although almost all of Judah except Jerusalem had been destroyed by the Assyrians) but Hezekiah did not restore places like Zebulun and Naphtali. Still another reason that Isaiah 9:7 is primarily about the Messiah is that Isaiah prophesies of a time in which peace will “have no end” and this king will sustain the kingdom, “with justice and with righteousness from that time on and forever.” Yet, that did not happen under Hezekiah. The prophecy of Isaiah 9:6-7 was given around 710-720 BC, but in 604 BC, just over 100 years later, Judah surrendered to the Babylonian king, Nebuchadnezzar. But then Judah rebelled against Nebuchadnezzar which resulted in the large-scale deportation of the people of Judah and the burning of Jerusalem and the Temple in 586 BC. (2 Chron. 36:4-21).
Still another reason that the Messiah was the fulfillment of Isaiah 9, and perhaps this reason should have been first on the list, is that Matthew 4:14-16, says that the Messiah fulfilled the prophecy of Isaiah 9:1-2. According to Matthew 4:13-16, Jesus “left Nazareth and went and lived in Capernaum, which is by the lake, in the region of Zebulun and Naphtali, with the result that what was spoken through the prophet Isaiah was fulfilled, saying, ‘The land of Zebulun and the land of Naphtali, along the Road of the Sea, beyond the Jordan, Galilee of the Gentiles—the people who sat in darkness have seen a great light, and on those who sat in the region and shadow of death, a light has dawned on them.’” So, Matthew understood the prophecy of Isaiah 9:2, and thus the rest of Isaiah 9, to be fulfilled by Jesus as the Messiah.
Some translators opt for a past tense “has been born” since the immediate reference appears to be King Hezekiah, who was instrumental in delivering Jerusalem from Assyria. However, other translators understand that the prophecy could only be completely fulfilled by the Messiah, and so there is some justification for seeing the verb yālad here as a “prophetic perfect.”
“And he will call his name.” The phrase “he will call” is the translation of a third-person masculine singular verb in the Hebrew Masoretic Text (MT) and the Dead Sea Scrolls (DSS) texts of Isaiah. The Septuagint (LXX) has the verb in the passive voice, “he will be called,” and the vast majority of modern Bibles follow the Septuagint and use the passive voice in their translations. However, since we have multiple witnesses in the Hebrew text of Isaiah, there is no reason to assume the Greek translation is correct over the Hebrew witnesses. Thus, the REV translates the verb in the active voice, “he will call,” as does Young’s Literal Translation and the Literal Standard Version. Moyter is aware that the literal translation of this verb is active when he says, “He will be called: literally ‘one will call his name.’”[footnoteRef:702] [702:  J. Alec Motyer, Isaiah: An Introduction and Commentary [TOTC], 101.] 

The most logical choice for who would name the child was Yahweh, his Father, although who exactly the “he” is, remains uncertain.
“and the government will be on his shoulders.” Isaiah 9:6-7 is one of the many verses in the Old Testament that portray the Messiah as being born and then growing up to destroy the wicked and rule the world in righteousness without saying anything about his death, resurrection, ascension, or the Great Tribulation and Battle of Armageddon. There are many Scriptures in the Old Testament that speak of the coming of Christ and God's vengeance on the wicked as if they were going to happen at the same time (cf. Isa. 9:6-7; 11:1-9; 61:1-3; Mic. 5:2; Zech. 9:9-10; Those many Scriptures, along with the fact that there are no clear Scriptures that portray the two comings of Christ, are the reason that at the time of Christ people did not think that Christ would die (cf. Matt. 16:21-22; Luke 18:31-34; 24:19-21, 44-46).
[For more on Scriptures that directly connect the coming of Christ with him conquering the earth, see commentary on Isa. 61:2.]
“The Mighty God is an Extraordinary Advisor” The phrase is usually translated as “Mighty God, Wonderful Counselor” in most English Bibles. However, as is explained below, a better way to understand it is as a Theophoric name given to the Messiah which describes God, not the Messiah. It is noteworthy that if Isaiah 9:6 was a proof text that Jesus is God, nothing is said about it in the New Testament and it was not used to show that Jesus was somehow God and equal with the Father until well into the New Testament Church era.
The Hebrew phrase in Isaiah 9:6 that most English versions translate as “Mighty God” is el gibbor. Although a few translations render this phrase “mighty hero,” this would be stretching the Hebrew grammar beyond its normal limits. In Hebrew typically the noun comes before the adjective. Thus, the adjective gibbor (warrior) would be modifying the noun el (God), i.e. the Warrior God. Yet, translating this phrase el (God, mighty one) gibbor (hero, warrior) as “mighty hero” is reversing the order, taking el as an adjective modifying gibbor. Therefore, “mighty hero” would not be following the typical rules of Hebrew grammar.
Another reason to prefer the translation “Mighty God/Warrior God” for el gibbor is that the same name is attributed to Yahweh (the true God) subsequently in Isaiah 10:21, as well as in all the other biblical occurrences (cf. Deut. 10:17; Jer. 32:18).[footnoteRef:703] So, in the other places where this same phrase is used in the singular, it is referring to Yahweh, not to anyone else. Although Ezekiel 32:21 uses the plural eley gibborim (אֵלֵ֧י גִבּוֹרִ֛ים) it should not be used as a parallel construction to Isaiah 9:6 because eley is actually from the root word ayil (אַ֫יִל) not el.[footnoteRef:704] So, in every occurrence of el gibbor, it refers to God the Father—Yahweh. This provides strong evidence that el gibbor in Isaiah 9:6 likely also refers to Yahweh, and not the child. [703:  John Oswalt, The Book of Isaiah, Chapters 1-39 [NICOT], 247.]  [704:  Ibid.] 

Although some Trinitarians attempt to see this text as teaching the Messiah’s Deity, many do not consider that the text, taken consistently in their framework, would actually be calling the child, “The Everlasting Father.” That would then make Jesus the “Everlasting Father,” which would be Modalism, where God is strictly a unitary being who exists at different times in different modes (i.e., the Holy Spirit, the Father, and the Son). The Athanasian Creed, which is considered as orthodox today, states that Christians should “neither confound the Persons nor divide the Substance,” but if Isaiah 9:6 says the Son is the Father, then it would be doing that and not teaching the modern definition of the Trinity.
Yet, the question remains, does it teach Modalism? There are a few reasons to believe Isaiah 9:6 is not teaching Modalism either. Firstly, Modalism is disproven all throughout the Old and New Testaments. In the Old Testament, God’s messiah, spoken of here in Isaiah 9:6, is a man who was not portrayed as the same being as God himself, but as God’s appointed ruler. For example, in 2 Samuel 7:12-14, this is what Yahweh says to David, “When your days are fulfilled and you lie down with your parents, I will raise up your seed after you who will proceed out of your body, and I will establish his kingdom. He will build a house for my name, and I will establish the throne of his kingdom forever. I will be his father and he will be my son….” Clearly, this man is not the same being as Yahweh, he is the son of the Father. Elsewhere in the Old Testament Yahweh is also clearly distinguished from his messiah (Psa. 2, 110). In the New Testament Jesus prays to his God (Luke 23:34; Mark 6:46) and ascends to his God (John 20:17); he is not the same being as Yahweh. Secondly, even in the immediate context of Isaiah 9, the Messiah is someone different from Yahweh himself. The Messiah is someone who would be “born” (Isa. 9:6), would reign on David’s throne (Isa. 9:7), and from 2 Samuel 7:12-13 it is clear that this human on David’s throne is God’s son, not God himself. So, for all these reasons, Isaiah 9:6 is not espousing Modalism or Trinitarianism.
Now, since el gibbor refers to the Father, and yet, it is clear from the Old Testament and from Isaiah that the Messiah is not the same being as Yahweh, how are we to understand the language of Isaiah 9:6?
There is a very common Hebrew practice that solves the dilemma in Isaiah 9:6. Both the ancient and modern Jews sometimes name their children a name that says something about the God they serve. Scholars refer to this kind of name as a “theophoric” name. In the Hebrew culture, the names given to people meant something. This is true throughout the Old Testament. Theophoric names are given to people to declare a truth about who God is or what God’s relationship is to the person or to Israel (and by extension, humankind). William Holladay gives a great explanation of theophoric names:
“Israelite personal names were in general of two sorts. Some of them were descriptive names... But most Israelite personal names were theophoric ; that is, they involve a name or title or designation of God, with a verb or adjective or noun which expresses a theological affirmation. Thus ‘Hezekiah’ is a name which means ‘Yah (= Yahweh) is my strength,’ and ‘Isaiah’ is a name which means ‘Yah (= Yahweh) has brought salvation.’ It is obvious that Isaiah is not called ‘Yahweh’; he bears a name which says something about Yahweh.”[footnoteRef:705] [705:  William L. Holladay, Isaiah: Scroll of Prophetic Heritage, 108.] 

Within the surrounding context of Isaiah 9, there are two theophoric names also used. For example, in Isaiah 7:14, the boy who was to be born in Isaiah’s time was called “Immanuel,” which means “God (is) with us.” And likewise in Isaiah 8:1, the child is called “Maher-Shalal-Hash-Baz,” which means, “The spoil speeds, the prey hastens.”[footnoteRef:706] Yet, neither one of these names is directly about who the child is. “Immanuel” (or “God is with us”) is a reassurance that God has not abandoned Israel in their desperation (Isa. 7:16-17), and “Maher-Shalal-Hash-Baz” is about how the Assyrians are going to quickly plunder Samaria (Isa. 8:4). [706:  NRSVUE, fn. Isa. 8:1.] 

It is vitally important to understand how common theophoric names are. Here is a short list of names, and many more examples could be given:
Daniel: “God is my judge”
Elijah: “My God is Yahweh”
Lemuel: “Devoted to God”
Samuel: “God heard”
Abijah: “My father is Yahweh”
Adonijah: “Yahweh is the Lord”
Zechariah: “Yahweh has remembered”
Thus, when arriving at Isaiah 9:6, it is in keeping with the context that Isaiah would use a theophoric name to describe the future Messiah. A theophoric understanding is preferable because not only does it do the most justice to the Hebrew grammar (el gibbor and “Everlasting Father” are titles of Yahweh, not a human messiah), it also takes into account the Jewish culture, Isaiah’s writing style, and creates the least theological problems (such as the Messiah being Yahweh himself, or the idea of Modalism). Also, theophoric names that were a sentence or two long were not uncommon either.[footnoteRef:707] So, the theophoric interpretation of Isaiah 9:6 is not weakened at all by the fact that the name is two sentences long. [707:  Adele Berlin and Marc Zvi Brettler, eds., The Jewish Study Bible, 2nd ed. (2014), 784.] 

The phrase, “The Mighty God is an Extraordinary Advisor” is a name given to the (then) future Messiah, but it tells us something about God. Particularly, in the context of Isaiah 9, it is likely about how Yahweh is able to defeat his enemies because of his superior intelligence and power. This notion is aptly described by Pluschke, who is quoted by Albert Barnes, as saying, “In my opinion this name is altogether symbolical [sic]. The Messiah shall be called strength of God, or strong God, Divine hero, in order by this name to remind the people of the strength of God.”[footnoteRef:708] [708:  Albert Barnes, Barne’s Notes: Isaiah, 193.] 

“The Everlasting Father is a Ruler of Peace.” This sentence is the second half of the theophoric name of the Messiah that describes God. God has the power to bring and sustain peace over the kingdom of his son who will sit on David’s throne (Isa. 9:7).
The phrase is literally, “Everlasting Father, Ruler of Peace,” but because it is a theophoric name, often the translator must add a “to be” verb into the sentence to make sense of the name. This is done in the name Adonijah (covered in the commentary above), “Yahweh (is) the Lord,” and it is a very common practice with theophoric names. Thus, the REV translates the text as “The Everlasting Father is a Ruler of Peace.”
The phrase “Everlasting Father” is from two words, `ad (#05703 עַד, “everlasting”) and ab (#01 אָב, “father”). This phrase provides even more evidence that Isaiah 9:6 should be understood in a theophoric way because this is a clear description of Yahweh. Only Yahweh is eternal (Isa. 40:28; Psa. 90:2; 1 Tim. 1:17) and nowhere else is the Messiah labeled with the term “Father” but always with the term “son” (2 Sam. 7:14; 1 Chron. 7:13; 28:6; Psa. 2:7; Heb. 1:5; Matt. 16:16).[footnoteRef:709] Even at the beginning of the verse this Messiah is called a “son” (Isa. 9:6), so to call the Messiah the “Everlasting Father” or, “Father of the coming age,” would be quite perplexing. Therefore, this choice of language would be extremely confusing if referring to the Messiah, yet extremely fitting if it was a theophoric name that referred to Yahweh the Father. It is worth noting that Yahweh is referred to as “Father” two other times in Isaiah (Isa. 63:16; 64:8). All of this lends credibility to understanding Isaiah 9:6 as containing theophoric names. [709:  H. G. M. Williamson, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on Isaiah 1-27, vol. 2 [ICC], eds. G. I. Davies and C. M. Tuckett, 397.] 

It is perhaps possible to understand this Hebrew text in a way that is not a theophoric name, and that is by understanding it to be calling the Messiah the “Father of the coming age.” Although it is true that in a sense the Messiah will rule over the coming age, one must add in the word “coming” which is not inherent in the phrase abi`ad (“Age-Father” or “Everlasting-Father”) in order to make sense of the phrase, because the Messiah was certainly not ruling the current “age” during the time of Isaiah.
The evidence of the verse combined with the scope of Scripture supports that in Isaiah 9:6, Isaiah is using a theophoric name of the future Messiah to describe Yahweh who is a Mighty God that is able to conquer his enemies (e.g., as in the days of Midian; Isa. 9:4) and rule over a kingdom in peace. He is looking forward to a time when Yahweh will set the Messiah on the throne of David and rule over an everlasting kingdom in peace (Isa. 9:7).
[For more information on the prophetic perfect language, see commentary on Eph. 2:6, “raised…seated,” and see commentary on Isa. 11:1. For more information on Jesus being the fully human Son of God and not being “God the Son,” see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.” For more on “the Holy Spirit” being one of the designations for God the Father while “the holy spirit” refers to the gift of God’s nature, see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?” For more information on the coming age and Jesus’ kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on the earth becoming a “Paradise,” see commentary on Luke 23:43. For more on theophoric names, and the name Immanuel, see commentary on Matt. 1:23. For more on the early Church Fathers being subordinationists and not Trinitarians in the modern sense of the word, see The Restitution of Jesus Christ by Servetus the Evangelical (AKA Kermit Zarley), Chapter Two: “Church Christology in the First Millennium.”]
Isa 9:7
“Of the greatness of authority and of peace there will be no end.” The prophecy of the coming Messiah in Isaiah 9:1-7 blends the first and second coming of Christ and makes it seem like it will be one coming and not two. It was this kind of prophecy that led people to believe that when the Messiah came he would conquer the earth and rule it, and thus they did not understand what Jesus meant when he said he would have to suffer and die (see commentary on Luke 18:34).
“on the throne of David and over his kingdom, to establish it and to sustain it with justice and with righteousness.” The Hebrew is not a complete sentence, and the reason for that seems to be that this sentence relates to the promise of Yahweh to David about his dynasty, which would ultimately culminate in the Messiah but would have a number of kings along the way who would bring peace and prosperity in various measures, Hezekiah being one of those kings. The REV adds “He will reign” to help the reader, as do some other versions (e.g., CSB, Douay-Rheims, NET, NIV2011, NLT).
“upon the throne of David.” The Messiah was foretold to be a descendant of David and will rule “on the throne of David.” The meaning of that statement cannot be overstressed. The “throne” of David refers to both a literal throne and the authority of being God’s anointed king reigning on the throne (seat of authority) that God promised to David. When God promised the kingdom to David and his descendants, He did so by saying that the “throne” of David would be established forever (2 Sam. 7:16; cf. 2 Sam. 7:13). It is important to realize that it was the “throne” that would be established, not David’s descendants. God did not say that David’s descendants would always reign, because they did not. Jehoiachin was the last surviving king of Judah (not Zedekiah), and after he died there was never another king on David’s throne—it sat empty, and will be empty until it is once again occupied by the Messiah, the Lord Jesus Christ.
When Christ sets up his kingdom on earth, he will reign from Jerusalem.
[For more on Christ’s future kingdom being on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
“The zeal of Yahweh of Armies will do this.” This is an interesting personification, whereby the “zeal” of Yahweh is spoken of as if it can act on its own. Speaking of zeal in this way intensifies it and brings attention to it. Yahweh is greatly invested in His plans for the Messiah and for the future world coming to pass. In fact, He has so much zeal that it seems like it almost acts on its own.
The phrase, “The zeal of Yahweh of Armies will do this” is the only true imperfect verb (“future tense verb”) in the section from Isaiah 9:1-7. The rest of the section uses past tense verbs that can express an exaggerated past tense reality but more strongly can be seen as a prophetic perfect for a future situation.
Isa 9:14
“head and tail, palm branch and reed.” Yahweh uses two examples of “small and great” to emphasize that when disaster falls on His people, it will fall on all of them. The “head” refers to those who are rulers and leaders in Israel, those who are rich and famous, those who are influential and well-connected, while the “tail” refers to the weaker and less important people in the kingdom, the “nobodies” who were consistently the victims of the rich and powerful. The prophecy is graphically stating that no one from the rich and powerful to the weak and needy will be spared from the wrath of God. The phrase “palm branch and reed” refers to the same thing as “head and tail,” but simply uses a different metaphor (actually, it is the figure of speech hypocatastasis; see REV commentary on Rev. 20:2). The “palm branch” was high and lifted up, and visible to everyone, while the “reed” was lowly and common, most often living in marshy, swampy places. However, in an interesting and ironic twist, God, in the next verse, Isaiah 9:15, proclaims that the lying prophets are the “tail.” That certainly was the truth from God’s point of view, when humanly speaking the lying prophets were very often honored as being important and knowledgeable.
Isa 9:15
“the prophet who teaches lies is the tail.” See commentary on Isaiah 9:14.
Isa 9:18
“For wickedness burns like a fire.” Wickedness is truly destructive. It will destroy a person’s life, and can and often does destroy their everlasting life. John Oswalt writes: “Here [in Isa. 9:18] Isaiah lays bare the true nature of sin. It is not a little misguided playfulness as it is so often depicted. It is a rebellion against God’s order for life. As such, it can only be destructive, like a grass fire which works its way through the brush at the edge of the forest deceptively slowly but then increases speed until it bursts into the woods with a roar and an upward rush of smoke. Because sin seeks gratification in denial of the created order, it can find such gratification only in increasingly flagrant denials. The sinful acts themselves cannot satisfy. Soon rebellion for its own sake, a raging fire, is all that is left.”[footnoteRef:710] [710:  John Oswalt, The Book of Isaiah, Chapters 1-39 [NICOT], 257.] 

Isa 9:19
“No one spares his brother.” The nature of sin is destructive and self-serving, it is narcissistic. In contrast, love treats others better than oneself (Phil. 2:3).
Isa 9:20
“One will devour on the right hand but be hungry; and he will eat on the left hand, but they will not be satisfied.” This enigmatic phrase In Isaiah 9:20 must be understood in light of the closing phrase in Isaiah 9:19, that sinful people do not even spare their brothers and people close to them. They devour people who are on their right and eat the people on their left but they are still hungry, still unsatisfied. Sin does not get satisfied even when it tries to fulfill its desire. Sin craves more and more of the same, more and more sin.
“Everyone will eat the flesh of his own arm.” Sin destroys relationships, and here it is depicted as a savage who is eating his own “arm,” that is, his own strength; that is, the strength that comes from loving relationships, as the next verse, Isaiah 9:21, makes clear. Interestingly, in Hebrew, the same consonants that make up the word “arm” are also the consonants that make up the word “offspring” (children). This is why some translations read like the NLT: “In the end they will even eat their own children” (cf. CEB, JPS, NIV, NRSV). However, the fact that Isaiah 9:21 illustrates the statement by pointing out that the tribes of Israel are fighting each other militates against the idea that “arm” should actually be “offspring.”
 
Isaiah Chapter 10
Isa 10:1
“enact unrighteous laws.” The Hebrew text is more literally, “decree unrighteous decrees,” but while that catches the attention, it is harder to understand in English so most translations avoid it. A lot of the “lawlessness” in society is not due to people defying human law, but to rulers writing laws that defy and contradict God’s laws (see commentary on Matt. 24:12).
“oppressive regulations.” The word “laws” is not in the Hebrew text, which would more literally be something like “oppressions,” but it refers to oppressive laws and regulations.
Isa 10:3
“the day of visitation.” No specific day is mentioned; the reference is general. It refers to a time when trouble comes and only God could really help but the people have forsaken Him. The “day of visitation” also includes Judgment Day, even though that is not the primary focus here. But people should not be mistaken; there will be a Judgment Day when God will hold people accountable for what they have done in life and He will reward the righteous and punish the sinners. God created people to love and obey Him and love others also, and woe to those who ignore that fact (cf. Eccl. 12:13-14; 2 Cor. 5:10; Rev. 20:11-15).
“Where will you leave your wealth?” The greedy, evil rulers had enacted laws that allowed them to get rich by taking advantage of the poor and needy. But what will they do in the day that God punishes them, and what will they do with their wealth then? They will pay a terrible price for their evil deeds.
Isa 10:6
“I will send him against a godless nation.” God is saying, “I will send the king of Assyria against Israel,” which currently is a godless nation; and Israel is currently the people of God’s wrath.
Isa 10:7
“But this is not what he intends, and his heart does not think that way.” The king of Assyria does not think like Yahweh thinks, that Assyria is against Israel because of Yahweh’s anger; instead, he is bent on destruction and conquest. The NLT, a paraphrased version, catches the sense: “But the king of Assyria will not understand that he is my tool; his mind does not work that way. His plan is simply to destroy, to cut down nation after nation.”
“cut off nations—not a few.” This is an emphatic way of saying “many nations.” It is the figure of speech tapeinosis, saying something that lessens something to actually emphasize it.
[See Word Study: “Tapeinosis.”]
Isa 10:10
“idols.” The Hebrew text has the word 'eliyl (#0457 אֱלִיל), more literally “Worthless Ones” or “worthless things,” a sarcastic name for “idols” (see commentary on Hab. 2:18, “Worthless Ones”).
Isa 10:11
“Worthless Ones.” The Hebrew text has the word 'eliyl (#0457 אֱלִיל), “worthless ones” or “worthless things” a sarcastic name for “idols” (see commentary on Hab. 2:18, “Worthless Ones”). This is contrasted with the word “idol” (or “image”) at the end of the verse.
Isa 10:12
“I will.” The text abruptly changes here from third-person speech to first-person speech, with God speaking directly about what He will do.
“punish.” The word is also translated “visit,” but here “punish” is the clearer translation.
[For more on “visit,” see commentary on Exod. 20:5.]
“arrogant heart.” The Hebrew is more literally, “the greatness of the heart,” idiomatically referring to the arrogance or pride in the heart of the king. The “fruit” of the arrogant heart of the king of Assyria is the words and deeds of the king of Assyria. An evil heart produces evil fruit (see commentary on Matt. 15:18).
“boastfulness of his haughty looks.” The Hebrew is more literally, “the glory of the height of his eyes.” The Hebrew seems unclear, but it is because the text is comparing the King of Assyria to a large, glorious fruit tree: he has fruit, glory, and height.
[For more on hypocatastasis, the figure of comparison being used in this verse to compare the king of Assyria to a large fruit tree, see commentary on Rev. 20:2.]
Isa 10:17
“Light of Israel…their Holy One.” These are “names” of God, designations of the God of Israel, who will eventually have vengeance on Israel’s enemies, in this case, Assyria.
Isa 10:26
“His rod.” That is, God’s rod.
Isa 10:28
“He.” The Assyrians, here personified under their leader.
“Ai.” The city mentioned in Joshua 7 and 8. Here it is spelled with the feminine ending, thus “Aiath” in the Hebrew text.
Isa 10:29
“Ramah trembles.” That is, the people of Ramah tremble. “Ramah” is put by metonymy for the people who live there.
“Gibeah of Saul has fled.” The people of Gibeah have fled. Here the city of Gibeah is put by metonymy for the people who live in it.
[See Word Study: “Metonymy.”]
Isa 10:32
“He shakes his fist.” It is a very common human gesture to shake your fist at something or someone in anger and defiance.
“Daughter Zion.” The Hebrew is idiomatic for Zion itself, i.e., Jerusalem (see commentary on Isa. 1:8). Describing Zion as a daughter can have the connotation of someone that is beloved, but more often, and certainly here, it has the connotation of one who is like a daughter in that culture: vulnerable, in need of support and protection. Zion would be smitten by the Assyrians (Isa. 10:22-23), but God would eventually vindicate her. However, we know from history that she would not be grateful for God’s deliverance, but would turn against Him and be carried into captivity by the Babylonians.
Isa 10:34
“Lebanon will fall.” The wording is perfectly chosen. The area of Lebanon would be conquered, but Lebanon was famous for its tall cedar trees, and they would be cut down, felled.
 
Isaiah Chapter 11
Isa 11:1
“shoot.” This is another word for “branch,” which is in the second half of the verse. The shoot and branch are likely members of the Davidic dynasty, but ultimately THE shoot and branch is the Messiah.
“will come out.” The Hebrew text is more literally, “has come out.” This is the prophetic perfect idiom. In the Hebrew and Aramaic languages in which much of the Bible was written, when something was absolutely going to happen in the future, it was sometimes spoken of as if it had already occurred in the past. This idiomatic use of the language was apparently due to the fact that it is sometimes hard to express that a future event is certain to happen. Many times when we simply say that something “will” happen it does not happen. One way the Semitic languages avoided that was by idiomatically saying that a future event had already happened even though the event was actually still future. The prophetic perfect idiom is used a lot in prophecy to express the prophecy will come true.
Only the Messiah will fulfill the prophecy of Isaiah 11:1-12. Isaiah 11 has many prophetic perfects, emphasizing what the Messiah will do. To emphasize this fact, reproduced below are the prophetic perfects in Isaiah 11:1-10. The text has been shortened for ease of reading, but the salient past-tense verbs have been translated as past tense. Although translating the text more literally as is done below would be confusing to an English reader, to a native Hebrew speaker who is used to the idiom the text is quite understandable. Isaiah 11:1-10 (shortened):
Isa. 11:1A shoot has come out of the stump of Jesse. 2And the spirit of Yahweh has rested on him. 4With righteousness he has judged the poor, and decided with equity for the humble of the earth. He has stricken the earth with the rod of his mouth. 5Righteousness has been the belt of his waist. 6The wolf has lived with the lamb. 8The nursing child has played near a cobra’s hole, and the weaned child has put his hand on the viper’s den. 9For the earth has been filled with the knowledge of Yahweh like the waters cover the sea. 10And there has been, in that day, that the nations do seek the root from Jesse who stands as a banner of the peoples, and his resting place has been glorious.
Writing of the future events in the past tense can create a very powerful experience for the reader, and build the reader’s excitement and hope for the future when these things will be fulfilled. However, as was stated above, reading a literal rendition of the text without a thorough knowledge of how the prophetic perfect idiom works is likely to only cause the reader to be confused.
“stump.” This is the same word as “trunk” in Isa. 40:24, but here it is to be understood as a stump because the trunk was cut down by Yahweh, using the Assyrians as His tool (Isa. 10:15, 34). The translation “trunk” would be okay if one understood that it had been cut down into a stump.
“of Jesse.” Jesse was the father of David, and thus an ancestor of the Messiah, Jesus Christ. John Oswalt writes, “Commentators (cf. Calvin) are possibly correct when they suggest that the use of Jesse is an attempt to downplay the house of David (cf. Isa. 7:1-2, 13). Salvation would not come from the pomp and glory of the royal house. Rather, it would come from the promise of one who could create a royal house from a peasant family. Deliverance is God’s gracious gift, an exercise of his faithfulness. Nevertheless, God’s promise to David stands. It is not merely through any of Jesse’s sons that deliverance will come, but specifically through a descendent of David. Both earlier (cf. Isa. 9:6 [Eng. Isa. 9:7] and later exegesis (Isa. 16:5; 55:4-5; Jer. 23:5; 33:15) make the connection explicit.”[footnoteRef:711] (Scripture references modified to link in the REV commentary.) [711:  John Oswalt, The Book of Isaiah, Chapters 1-39 [NICOT], 278-79.] 

“from his roots.” The plural “roots” refers to the descendants of Jessie via David that are left over after the Assyrian attack. The roots continue to grow after a tree is cut down, and here the roots are the descendants of Jesse, and specifically David and the Davidic dynasty that has been preserved—there are still descendants of David who are alive. From one of those descendants, the dynasty will continue. This is all about the continuation of the dynasty of David and God’s actions in preserving it.
Isa 11:2
“the spirit of Yahweh will rest on him.” This is the spirit of God that rested in various measures on the Old Testament prophets. God gave His gift of holy spirit to some people in the Old Testament to empower them. Then, on the Day of Pentecost (Acts 2), God gave a different gift of holy spirit to the Christian Church. The Hebrew text uses the prophetic perfect idiom and speaks of this as happening in the past to emphasize the fact that it will happen in the future. The Hebrew text more literally reads, “has rested on him,” not “will rest on him.”
[For more on the difference between the gift of holy spirit God gave in the Old Testament and the gift of holy spirit that Christians have today, see commentary on Eph. 1:13. For more on the prophetic perfect idiom, see commentary on Eph. 2:6.]
“a spirit of knowledge.” Here in Isaiah 11:2, the Hebrew text does not close out this list of attributes with “and” a spirit of knowledge,” but leaves off the “and,” thus making this sentence the figure of speech asyndeton.[footnoteRef:712] In normal grammar, when a list occurs, an “and” is placed in front of the last item in the list. Normal grammar is modified to good effect in the figures of speech “polysyndeton” and “aSyndeton.” The figure polysyndeton places an “and” between each item in the list and by that literary device emphasizes each thing in the list. Thus, when Jesus says we must love God “with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and with all your strength,” he is specifically emphasizing each point in the list. [712:  See Bullinger, Figures of Speech Used in the Bible, 137, “asyndeton.”] 

In contrast to polysyndeton and normal grammar, the figure asyndeton does not have an “and” in the list, not even the standard “and” between the last two items of the list. This means that there is no emphasis on each specific thing in the list, but rather the reader is to go through the list and notice what is there, but move on to the conclusion, which is where the asyndeton is leading. Furthermore, the asyndeton lets us know that the list is not meant to be complete—there are other things that could have been on it. We see that with the asyndeton list of the fruit of the spirit in Galatians 5:22-23—there are fruit that are not on the list (patience and humility are two examples). Here in Isaiah, God could not possibly give us all the things that the spirit of God would do for His Messiah, but He gives us good examples of what the spirit did do for the Messiah.
Isa 11:4
“righteousness.” In this context, “righteousness” is doing what is right and just to other people and in the sight of God. The Messiah will not play favorites; he will be just and equitable toward everyone. He will not favor the rich or powerful, but he will do what is right (for “righteousness” referring to “justice” in some contexts, see commentary on Matt. 5:6).
“he will judge the poor.” It is chapters such as Isaiah 11 that caused the Jews to believe that when the Messiah came he would conquer the earth and set up his kingdom. There is no hint of a 2,000-year break between Isaiah 11:3 and Isaiah 11:4 (although one could argue the break is between verses 2 and 3), and certainly no hint that the Messiah would die for the sins of mankind. Instead, he would come and kill the wicked. The reader must get his understanding of the death of Christ from places such as Isaiah 53, although that was unclear to Jews before Christ. There are many Scriptures in the Old Testament that speak of the coming of Christ and God’s vengeance on the wicked as if they were going to happen at the same time (cf. Isa. 9:6-7; 11:1-9; 61:1-3; Mic. 5:2; Zech. 9:9-10; Mal. 3:1-3; 4:1-3). Those many Scriptures, along with the fact that there are no clear Scriptures that portray the two comings of Christ, are the reason that at the time of Christ people did not think that Christ would die (cf. Matt. 16:21-22; Luke 18:31-34; 24:19-21, 44-46; John 12:34; 20:9).
Like several of the prophetic verses here in Isaiah 11, the Hebrew text of Isaiah 11:4 uses the prophetic perfect idiom and states the future event in the past tense as if it had already happened. The Hebrew text has “he has judged the poor” to emphasize the fact that he will judge the poor.
[For more on Scriptures that directly connect the coming of Christ with him conquering the earth, see commentary on Isa. 61:2. For more on the prophetic perfect idiom, see commentary on Eph. 2:6.]
“oppressed.” The Hebrew word refers to those people who are “low” and thus oppressed, afflicted, downtrodden, meek, humble, etc. In this context of judging with equity, the word “oppressed” fits very well. These oppressed people have not been given a fair trial on earth, but they will when Christ returns.
“spirit from his lips.” The Messiah’s prophetic word will kill the wicked. The word “spirit,” ruach (#07307 רוּחַ), can refer (by metonymy) to the message that is spoken by the spirit. The book of Revelation shows Jesus with a sword coming from his mouth (Rev 1:16; 2:16; 19:15, 21), and 2 Thessalonians 2:8 says the Lord Jesus will kill the Lawless One (the Antichrist) by the spirit from his mouth.
While the Hebrew word ruach, “spirit,” can also mean “breath” (cf. ESV, KJV, NASB, NIV), we do not feel that is the best translation in this context due to the use in both the Old and New Testaments of “spirit” referring to a message or prophecy spoken by the power of the spirit. Also, it is not like Jesus breathes out and the wicked die. It is his prophecies, his powerful word, that kills them, just like Joshua’s prophecy stopped the sun (Josh. 10:12), or Jesus’ prophecy caused the death of a fig tree (Matt. 21:20). The HCSB gets the sense correct, although their translation is not literal: “He will kill the wicked with a command from his lips.” Jesus’ prophetic command is powerful and effective. It will do its work.
[For more on “spirit” being used for a message spoken by the spirit, see commentaries on 1 Cor. 14:12 and Rev. 19:15.]
“he will kill the wicked.” When the Messiah comes from heaven, fights the Battle of Armageddon, and conquers the earth, he will kill the wicked. There are a number of verses that express that fact in various ways (cf. Rev 19:19-21; Isa. 11:4; 63:1-6; 2 Sam. 7:10; Ps. 45:3-5; Matt. 25:41-46). The fact that there will be no wicked people on earth when the Messiah rules it as king is one of the reasons that the next life will be wonderful and called “Paradise.”
There are many Christians who believe that Jesus is always this “nice guy” who would never hurt anybody for any reason. That is not the testimony of Scripture. In his first coming, Christ lived a very sacrificial life so he could die for the sins of humankind, but in his second coming he will be the king and will take very seriously his responsibility to carry out God’s laws and keep the good people of society safe from criminals and predatory people. Even our current fallen world would be a much nicer place if there were no criminals, and the next life will be Paradise in part because there will not be any evil people there.
[For more on killing the wicked and the death penalty, see commentary on Exod. 21:12. For more on the Kingdom of Christ on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth. For more on why the future Kingdom is called “Paradise,” see commentary on Luke 23:43.]
Isa 11:6
“The wolf will live with the lamb.” Isaiah 11:6-9 is shortened and restated in Isaiah 65:25. When Christ conquers the earth and reigns as king, the earth will be restored to an Edenic state and animal nature will revert to the wonderful way it was before Adam and Eve sinned. The Bible says in a couple different places that there will not be any more harmful animals on earth (Isa. 11:6-9; 65:25; Ezek. 34:25).
Isa 11:10
“root from Jesse.” The “root from Jesse” (cf. NET) are the descendants of Jesse. It is important to understand that the “root” of Jesse does not refer to the rootstock of Jessie, i.e., the ancestors of Jesse, or to an ancestor of Jesse, but rather to a descendant of Jessie. The Hebrew noun translated “root” is sheresh (#08328 שֹׁרֶשׁ), which means “root.” While it can refer to the root of a plant, which is the first definition in the HALOT,[footnoteRef:713] the second definition in HALOT is “branch of a root, descendant.” For support of the definition “descendant,” HALOT says, “see especially Dietrich-Loretz-Sanmartin Texte 1, 17:i:20, 25, 43; ii:15.” But then it says evidence can also be found in people’s personal names that are related to the word “root,” which indicates they are a descendant. Furthermore, the “branch of a root” is still a descendant. [713:  Koehler and Baumgartner, Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon.] 

The conservative scholar and commentator, John Oswalt, says this about the word “root” in his commentary on Isaiah 11:10: “shoresh, ‘root’, is the normal word for the literal root of a plant. But it is also a favorite term for descendants or for that elemental hope which remains for a person (Deut. 29:18; Job 14:8; 2 Kings 19:30; Isa. 40:24; Dan. 4:15, 23, 26, 11:7). Eventually, like ‘branch,’ shoresh became a term for the Messiah (Isa. 53:2, Sir. 47:22; Rev. 5:5, 22:16).”[footnoteRef:714] [714:  Oswalt, The Book of Isaiah: Chapters 1-39 [NICOT], 284.] 

George Gray also saw that the word “root” referred to a descendant, and wrote, “The root of Jesse, i.e., the new shoot from the old root (cf. v.1), ‘root’ being used in the same sense as in Isaiah 53:2.”[footnoteRef:715] (Also see commentary on Isa. 53:2). In Isaiah 53:2, the Messiah, Jesus Christ, grows up before God as a “root,” that is, as a descendant of David and an heir of the promises made to David about an everlasting kingdom (2 Sam. 7:13, 16). [715:  George Gray, Isaiah 1-27 [ICC], 1:225.] 

It was a common practice particularly in the Semitic languages to double a point to make it clear, and we see that in many references to the Messiah. For example, In Isaiah 11:1, the Messiah is called a “shoot” and a “branch.” In Isaiah 53:2, the Messiah grows up before God as a “young plant” and a “root,” both words referring to a descendant. In Revelation 22:16, Jesus Christ is referred to as “the root” and “the descendant.”
It is also worth noting that the NET translation of Isaiah 11:10 reads: “At that time a root from Jesse will stand like a signal flag for the nations,” and the NIrV (the New International Reader’s Version) reads “root of Jesse.” The NLT paraphrases the Hebrew text such that the more literal “root from Jesse” was translated as “the heir to David’s throne.”
[For more information on the word “root” referring to a descendent, see commentary on Rev. 22:16.]
Isa 11:11
“Pathros.” This is most likely a designation for “Upper Egypt” which is southern Egypt. “Lower Egypt” was the Egypt that was close to the Mediterranean Sea. Thus, the NIV has “Upper Egypt” and the NLT has “southern Egypt,” to make the text clearer to English readers. If “Pathros” is southern Egypt, then “Egypt” in this list refers to northern Egypt, which was in fact the Egypt that people in and around Israel were more familiar with since not many people from the nations around Israel traveled deeply into southern Egypt, which was deeper into the heart of Africa.
“from the islands of the sea.” From Israel looking west, the Gentile lands were out in the ocean (the Mediterranean Sea) so the word “islands” is applied to them, even though we do not think of the parts west of Israel as islands.
Isa 11:12
“He will set up a banner for the nations.” It is not known what the banner is. Some commentators have suggested the Messiah himself, but there is no way to establish that as true. Isaiah 66:19 seems to refer to the same thing.
“assemble the outcasts of Israel.” When Jesus Christ comes from heaven and conquers the earth at the Battle of Armageddon, he will set up his kingdom on earth and reign 1,000 years. He will raise the righteous dead of the Old Testament, Gospels, and book of Revelation in the “Resurrection of the Righteous,” the first resurrection, and gather the people of Israel and Judah back to the land of Israel. Many verses describe this regathering of Israel and Judah to the land of Israel (see commentary on Jer. 32:37).
[For more on the Resurrection of the Righteous and the Resurrection of the Unrighteousness, see commentary on Acts 24:15. For more on Christ’s future Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Isa 11:13
“And the envy of Ephraim will depart.” In this context, the dominant tribe of the northern kingdom of Israel, Ephraim, is put by metonymy for the northern kingdom of Israel itself. That metonymy is not uncommon in the prophetic books (e.g., Isa. 7:2, 17; Jer. 7:15; Hos. 5:3; Zech. 9:10). Israel and Judah were rivals for centuries, but when the Messiah comes they will not envy one another but will be together in the kingdom of the Messiah.
Isa 11:15
“the Euphrates River.” In Old Testament prophecy, “the River” is the Euphrates River. Thus Isaiah 11:15 is a wonderful prophecy about God’s provision for inclusiveness in Christ’s Millennial Kingdom. Barriers such as rivers and seas that would block people from coming to Jerusalem to worship God will be removed.
[For more on the Millennial Kingdom of Christ, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
 
Isaiah Chapter 12
Isa 12:1
“In that day.” This is a continuation of the subject in chapter 11, which ended with blessings in Christ’s Millennial Kingdom. This would have been somewhat clearer if the verses in Isaiah 12 had been the closing verses of Isaiah 11.
[For more on the Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Isa 12:3
“the wells of salvation.” The Hebrew word “salvation” is yeshuʿah (#03444 יְשׁוּעָה) a feminine noun, meaning “salvation.” The name “Yeshua” (Jesus) is related, but to refer to the masculine man Jesus the noun would not have the “h” at the end, and the vowels would have to be changed (#03442 יֵשׁ֡וּעַ ).
 
Isaiah Chapter 13
Isa 13:1
“burden.” The word of the Lord can be a burden to the prophet, and then, when it is spoken, can be a burden to the people. It might have been more clear in English to say “burdensome message” instead of “burden,” but the Hebrew word is “burden.”
[For more information on “burden,” see commentary on Mal. 1:1.]
“of Babylon.” The message in Isaiah 13 is about Babylon. However, much of the prophecy is couched in language of the Great Tribulation and the Last Days. In that sense, the prophecy was fulfilled when the Medes and Persians attacked Babylon, and it will be fulfilled again when “Babylon the Great” falls (cf. Rev. 17:3-7; 18:1-3).
Isa 13:6
“El Shaddai.” This is the only use of El Shaddai in Isaiah.
Isa 13:9
“the Day of Yahweh is coming.” The Day of Yahweh (“the Day of the LORD”) in this context is also called the Great Tribulation (Matt. 24:21; cf. Mark 13:19; Luke 21:22). The Bible speaks of a time coming in the future when people, and even the earth itself, will suffer the consequences of all the sin that has occurred since Adam (Matt. 23:34-35; Luke 11:50-51). This time of great wrath on the earth was spoken about by Jesus Christ (Matt. 24; Mark 13; Luke 21) and is described in much more detail in the book of Revelation. It will be a time of terrible trouble and will end with the Battle of Armageddon, and most of the people on earth will be killed.
According to the prophets, it will be a cruel day, with people becoming as scarce as gold (Isa. 13:9-13). The earth will be laid waste with very few people left (Isa. 24:1-23; cf. Isa. 34:2-8). The slain will lie like refuse on the ground, and the leaders will not escape (Jer. 25:29-38). It will be “Jacob’s trouble” (Jer. 30:7), and a time of doom for the nations (Ezek. 30:1-3), and a time of distress such as has never been seen before on earth (Dan. 12:1). It will be a time of darkness and gloom (Joel 1:15; 2:1-11). Woe to people who think they are righteous and long for the Day of Yahweh as if it would vindicate them because it will not (Amos 5:18-20). People’s evil deeds will return on themselves (Obad. 1:15-16). God, in anger and wrath, will take vengeance on the land and on nations, and destroy witchcraft and idols to the end that there will be no more idolatry (Mic. 5:10-15). It will be a day of wrath, distress, and anguish; a day of trouble, ruin, gloom, and darkness. No one’s wealth will be able to deliver them. God will make a terrible end to the people who dwell in the land. God will sweep away humans, animals, fish, and birds—everything—from the face of the earth (Zeph. 1:2-18). God will shake both the heavens and the earth (Hag. 2:6-7), and that Day will burn like a furnace (Mal. 4:1).
Scripture supports that the Administration of Grace, the Christian Church, will end with the Rapture, and quickly after that, the Great Tribulation will begin and last seven years, ending with the Battle of Armageddon and Satan being imprisoned (Rev. 19:11-20:4). Then Jesus Christ will establish his kingdom on earth and will reign from Jerusalem for 1,000 years. At the end of the 1,000 years, there will be a great war and the final judgment (Rev. 20:7-15).
[For more information on the Tribulation, see commentary on Dan. 12:1. For more information on the Rapture, see commentary on 1 Thess. 4:17. For more information on Jesus’ future kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For a basic timeline of End Times events, see commentary on Matt. 25:32.]
Isa 13:10
“will not give their light.” Revelation 8:12 states that part of the tribulation that comes on the earth in the Last Days will be a time when the sun and stars are darkened. In the biblical culture there were no easy or reliable artificial light sources, and not having light to see by was a disaster, not to mention that without enough light a lot of crops will not grow or grow well.
Isa 13:11
“punish.” The word is also translated “visit,” but here “punish” is the clearer translation.
[For more on “visit,” see commentary on Exod. 20:5.]
Isa 13:17
“I will stir up the Medes against them.” This is an amazing prophecy. Babylon had not yet come to be the most powerful nation in the Middle East and would not until it defeated Assyria, which had been the more dominant nation in the Middle East. There had been a series of battles between Babylonia and Assyria that lasted more than ten years, and finally the Babylonians, in league with the Medes, fought the last battle with Assyria and conquered it in 609 BC. Then the Medes, as a province in and a part of the Persian Empire, conquered Babylon in 539 BC. So if Isaiah was writing this prophecy fairly early on in his ministry, which seems to be the case, it could have been over 200 years before this prophecy was fulfilled.
[For more information on the Medes, see commentary on Jer. 51:11.]
Isa 13:20
“nor will it be lived in from generation to generation.” Isaiah is speaking about Babylon, and some 200 years later Jeremiah said the same thing (Jer. 50:39).
 
Isaiah Chapter 14
Isa 14:1
“For Yahweh will have compassion on Jacob.” Isaiah 14:1-2 best describes Israel in the Millennial Kingdom when Jesus Christ rules as king over the earth (see commentary on Isa. 2:2).
Isa 14:2
“for male servants and for female servants.” The word “servants” could be translated as “slaves” here.
“rule over their oppressors.” That is, Israel will rule over those who had once oppressed them. This will happen in the Millennial Kingdom, when Christ rules the earth.
Isa 14:9
“male goats.” Leaders and rulers were called “he-goats.” The male goat or ram was used idiomatically by the figure of speech hypocatastasis for the powerful people or rulers, and it was especially true when used of ungodly leaders, as it is here and in Zechariah 10:3. When one studies the use of “goats” in the Bible, and also studies their destructive behavior, it is easy to see why the Bible calls unbelievers or the unsaved, “goats” (cf. Matt. 25:33).
Part of the destructive nature of goats is due to the fact that they are “browsers,” not “grazers” like sheep and cattle. As “browsers” they taste almost anything and end up eating many things that are barely edible; besides shrubs, trees, and many plants that other animals don’t eat because they are toxic, goats occasionally eat things such as clothing (ancient clothes were made of cotton, linen, wool, and other natural, non-synthetic fibers, and could be eaten by a goat).
Goats are also extremely intelligent animals, and even learn from each other. If a goat is penned up but escapes, it will not only remember how to escape and do it again, other goats will see it escape and follow. That fact may have also helped the comparison between believers as sheep and unbelievers as goats. Jesus taught that the children of this world (the unbelievers) act more wisely or shrewdly than the believers do (Luke 16:8), and that is certainly often the case in business. Calling an unbeliever a “goat” is fitting in more ways than one.
Goats provided milk and meat, and they were also valuable for their skin, which was the most common source for the skin-bottles of the ancient world, so they were often mixed with sheep and herded in one big herd. But unlike sheep, which are quite defenseless against any enemy, goats could butt and kick much more effectively, and also escape much more effectively, including by climbing trees if the trunk had a slant to it. Both male and female goats raised in the biblical world had horns, and most modern goats of both sexes have horns, although the male goats are well-known for being more aggressive.
The biblical image of unbelievers being “goats” also fits well with what many scholars feel is the true meaning of “Azazel,” the word that occurs only in Leviticus 16 and that the King James Version translates “Scapegoat.” The actual meaning of “Azazel” is likely “Mighty Goat,” and is a name of the Devil. Also, “goat demons” are mentioned in Leviticus 17:7 and 2 Chronicles 11:15.
[For more on Azazel, see commentary on Lev. 16:8. For more on the figure of speech hypocatastasis, see commentary on Rev. 20:2.]
Isa 14:12
“Shining One.” Isaiah 14:12-15, and possibly verses 12-17, refers to a spirit being that warred against God and now is known as the Devil. This was believed by many of the early Church Fathers (e.g., Jerome, Augustine, Origen, Eusebius, Ambrose, Cassiodorus, John Cassian), but that belief, long held by the Church, was in large part overturned during the Reformation. At that time, more teachers came to believe that the verses were hyperbolic and referred to Nebuchadnezzar, the king of Babylon. However, if this section in Isaiah applies to Nebuchadnezzar, there is no parallel to it in Eastern literature. Scholars have searched for one without success. John Oswalt, who thinks that the section refers to Nebuchadnezzar and not to the Devil, has to admit that in spite of “vigorous investigation there is no single mythical story that can be said to be the prototype for Isaiah 14:12-15…among the numerous stories of a challenge to the high god, all the challenges are made by another god.”[footnoteRef:716] [716:  John Oswalt, The Book of Isaiah: Chapters 1-39 [NICOT], 321.] 

This admission by Oswalt is important because he does not believe that Isaiah is referring to the Devil even though all the parallel literature from the Eastern culture were gods challenging the Most High God, which fits exactly with Isaiah saying that the Devil, the “Shining One, son of Dawn,” challenged God.
We find the textual and contextual evidence that Isaiah 14:12-17 refers to the Devil to be compelling, and refer the reader to some of the good work on the subject that has already been done by men such as E.W. Bullinger, C.C. Ryrie, and C. I. Scofield. Godly men have long recognized the need for reading the Scriptures with a spiritual sensitivity, to see the fullness of what God is saying. One reason we believe this section of Isaiah is about the Devil is that it seems necessary that God would give some explanation of His chief adversary, and without this section and Ezekiel 28:11-19, there would be no explanation for the origin and fall of the Devil. Also, the Devil is, and always has been “the power behind the throne” of evil rulers, and so from that perspective, we can see why here in Isaiah God inserts the Devil into a section about the King of Babylon, and in Ezekiel God speaks of the Devil as “the King of Tyre.” The Devil is “the god of this age” (2 Cor. 4:4) and the “ruler of this world” (John 12:31), and so fitting him in with powerful ungodly kings is appropriate. Also, we would point out that although there is hyperbolic language used of kings and rulers in much of the ancient literature, the details of this section and the section in Ezekiel 28 seem to clearly refer to a divine being, not just an exalted earthly ruler.
Here in Isaiah 14:12, the Hebrew word is heylel (#01966 הֵילֵל), and it literally means “shining one.” In the Hebrew language, heylel was used as a name for the planet Venus. This in part explains how the Latin Vulgate arrived at the translation “Lucifer” (literally, “Light Bringer”), because in Latin, “Lucifer” was a word that was commonly used for the planet Venus. Thus, for the Latin Vulgate to translate heylel as “Lucifer” made perfect sense because both heylel and “Lucifer” were used of the planet Venus. The association between the “Shining One” and Venus also explains why so many versions say, “morning star.” Venus was well-known as the morning star. So heylel meant “Shining One, and was used as a name for the planet Venus, which was the “morning star.”
Further evidence that “Shining One” is a reference to the planet Venus, which was being used as a hypocatastasis for the Devil, is the fact that the Hebrew text reads, “Shining One, son of Dawn.” In Hebrew, the word translated “dawn” is shachar (#07837 שַׁחַר), and in cognate languages such as Ugaritic, it was used as a divine name. In Greek mythology, Venus was the “son of Eōs,” (“son of Dawn”). Eōs was the female Titan who was the personification of the dawn (the Titans were the first generation of gods, before the Olympian gods that were ruled by Zeus). Of course, we know that the Devil was not the son of a Greek Titan, but the reference to “son of the Dawn” in Isaiah emphasizes the fact that the Devil, and the angels who supported his rebellion, should have known that he was not the Creator God, but was himself a created being who owed allegiance to his Creator. Modern versions do not use “Lucifer” in Isaiah 14:12, but because “Lucifer” appeared in the Vulgate and KJV, and thus was the dominant translation of Isaiah 14:12 for around 1600 years, “Lucifer” has become one of the most well-known names for the Devil.
[For more on the name “Shining One,” see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
Isa 14:13
“I will.” Here in Isaiah 14:13-14, we see the pride that the Devil has. The phrase “I will” occurs five times in two verses. However, Satan’s pride will not get him far in the long run. Yahweh, his creator, reacted against the Devil’s pride and says, “Yet you will be brought down to Sheol” (Isa. 14:15).
“I will scale the heavens!” The New English Bible and the Complete Jewish Bible by David Stern catch the sense well: “I will scale the heavens,” and some other versions are similar (e.g., the New Jerusalem Bible; The Complete Bible, an American Translation). The common translation in most English Bibles, which is “I will ascend to heaven” (ESV), does not catch the sense of the statement. When Satan was created he was already the “anointed cherub” (Ezek. 28:14) and was already on the holy mountain of assembly. So he did not have to “ascend to heaven” because he was already there. But Satan was not satisfied with his position. He wanted to be above all the other spirits there, and be “like” the Most High God, in other words, be number one in heaven. This would mean he would have to “scale the heavens,” or, as we might say in modern jargon, be a social climber and then replace Yahweh, the Most High God in order to be the Most High God. Satan was already in the heavens and on the Mount of Assembly when he sinned, so he was cast off of it (Ezek. 28:16-17; cf. Isa. 14:15) and cast down to earth (Isa. 14:12; Ezek. 28:17).
The Hebrew word translated in the REV as “go up” is ʿalah (#05927 עָלָה) and it can mean “go up,” “climb up” “ascend” “make one’s way up.” The text gives the impression that Satan is going to exert whatever effort it takes to get him to the highest position on the holy mountain of God.
“I will raise my throne high above.” The meaning of this phrase is that Satan did not just want to be with the other “stars” (spirit beings), he wanted to be high above them (cf. BDAG for the definition “raise high”).
“above.” The Devil wanted to be on the mountain of assembly and have his throne “above the stars of God” (the created spirits of God) who were assembled there. According to Eastern custom and speech, saying that the Devil wanted his throne “above” the other thrones did not just mean “above” in the sense of vertically in height (but in this case, there would have been a vertical aspect to it because Satan wanted to be higher on the holy mountain than any other spirit). “Above” also referred to the throne being in a more important position and thus having more authority than the other thrones. We see this cultural use of “high” and “low” in Jesus’ parable of the wedding feast (Luke 14:7-11). Jesus said when you go to a feast, take the “lowest place” (Luke 14:10), and when the host sees you there he will say, “Friend, go up higher,” with “higher” meaning closer to the host himself. If the Devil could sit “above” the other thrones, then he could be “like the Most High” God. He could be the number one God. Here in Isaiah 14:13, when the Devil wants to be “above” the other spirit beings, he wanted to be higher in elevation, higher up the mountain than they were, as well as higher in importance and authority.
“stars.” In this context, “stars” refer to heavenly spirit beings, especially in this context, ruling angels. Because spirit beings inhabit the heavens above us, the ancients sometimes referred to them as “stars.” In the biblical world lots of things that we do not call “stars,” they referred to as “stars.” For example, to them, “planets” were “wandering stars,” asteroids whose tails could be seen were sometimes referred to as “hairy stars,” and of course, the stars were called “stars.”
Jesus Christ is referred to as a star in prophecy in Numbers 24:17; 2 Peter 1:19; and Revelation 2:28; 22:16. Other verses that refer to angels as stars include Job 38:7; Daniel 8:10; and Revelation 9:1; 12:4.
“of God.” The Hebrew word translated as “God” here is El, not Yahweh or even Elohim. In the Canaanite mythology, the god El ruled on a mountain, and thus the title may be used here to communicate that Satan felt that he was at least equal to El and deserved to have a higher position than El.
“sit.” The word “sit” in the biblical culture often meant to rule, because rulers usually sat while others stood. It was common for rulers to have a throne to sit on while the ones they ruled stood before them. Here, in the context of an assembly of gods, “sit” means to have a ruling position. The NET Bible even translates this phrase in Isaiah 14:13 as “I will rule on the mountain of the assembly.” Whatever position Satan had before he fell from his position in heaven, it was not good enough for him. He wanted to rule in heaven.
That rulers sat while the ruler’s subjects stood is a common theme in Scripture. In 1 Kings 22:19, in the vision God gave Micaiah, Yahweh sat on His throne while the host of heaven stood around Him, a vision that was similarly being played out on earth because in 1 Kings 22:10 (cf. 2 Chron. 18:9) the kings of Israel and Judah sat while the prophets stood and prophesied before them. Also, Esther 1:14 speaks of the seven men who “sat first” in the kingdom of Persia, in other words, they were top rulers under the king. In Revelation 18:7, Babylon says to herself that she sits as a queen, that is, she rules as queen. In Daniel’s vision of the future recorded in Daniel 7:9-10, God sits on a throne, and His heavenly court is also sitting, while “ten thousand times ten thousand” stand before Him. Then, in Revelation 7:11, all the angels are standing around the throne upon which God is sitting. Similarly, in Revelation 7:9, the multitude of people stood in front of God who was seated on the throne (that God was seated on the throne is clear from Rev. 4:1-5:13; and we should note that in that context, the Lamb, Jesus Christ, does not sit on a throne but stands as God’s right-hand minister, a scene we also see in verses such as Acts 7:55).
In Psalm 61:7, the Messianic king sits, i.e., sits enthroned, in God’s presence forever. In some contexts, to “stand before” the king meant to be in his service as an official or officer (e.g., Gen. 41:46; 1 Sam. 16:22).
“Mountain of Assembly.” This was believed—and the evidence is that it is correctly believed—to be a mountain that exists in the spiritual world where certain select spiritual beings that form God’s divine council assemble to meet with God and help Him rule creation. That is why the Devil wanted to be there and have his throne “above the stars of God” who were assembled there.
In many of the religions of the ancient Near East, the assembly on the “mountain of assembly” was believed to refer to a special assembly of spirit beings. That is certainly the case here in Isaiah. Many of the religions of the ancient world located their gods on mountains, and some wrote about ruling assemblies that met on those mountains. Given what we read in Isaiah, there is every reason to believe those “ancient myths” were built around a historical kernel of truth. Richard Clifford writes about a Ugaritic myth: “An examination of the Ugaritic texts shows that the mountain of both El and Baal can be called cosmic. El’s mountain is where the gods meet to decide issues that affect the universe; it seems to be the paradisiac source of water that gives fertility; it is the place where decrees are issued that give ruling power to death-dealing and unruly enemies or to life-giving powers.”
If the “mountain of assembly” only referred to a place where all of God’s spirit beings assembled, then the Devil would not have made such a big deal about going there. As an important spirit being, he would have already been invited to any general meeting of all the spirit beings (cf. Job 1:6). Thus, the evidence supports that the “mountain of assembly” is a place where God’s intimate divine council meets. At one time, before his rebellion, the Bible indicates that Satan was part of the assembly on “the holy mountain of God” (Ezek. 28:14). But that was not good enough for him. He wanted to be “above” the other ruling spirits, and even equal to or above Yahweh, his creator. Finally, because of his sin and rebellion, God threw him down from the mountain of God (Ezek. 28:16).
We learn some wonderful things about heaven from Ezekiel and Isaiah. For example, we learn from Ezekiel 28:13 that heaven is a colorful place, and we also learned from both Ezekiel and Isaiah that heaven is not flat, but has mountains, just like earth has mountains. When God made the earth for humans, he made it a colorful and interesting place to live. Thus there is every reason to believe that when God created the heavens for spirit beings He created them to be colorful and interesting as well.
[For more on God’s divine council, see commentary on Gen. 1:26. For more on God’s title El Shaddai, and that it means “God, the One of the mountain,” and for why God is called the “Most High God,” see commentary on Gen. 17:1. For more on God’s holding general assemblies for all His spirit beings, see commentary on Job 1:6.]
“the heights of Mount Zaphon!” The modern name of Mount Zaphon is Jebel Aqra. “Mount Zaphon” is an imposing mountain located near the mouth of the Orantes River on the Mediterranean Sea on the border between Turkey and Syria. Mount Zaphon is over 5,600 feet tall, and has a long history of being known as a sacred mountain, a fact that is traceable from the ancient Canaanite religion and continuing through classical antiquity.[footnoteRef:717] That Mount Zaphon was such a high mountain and easily visible from the Mediterranean Sea made it a well-known landmark for sailors, which explains why it was known in so many different ancient countries, including Canaan, Ugarit, Egypt, Phonecia, Israel, Akkad, Greece, and Rome. [717:  Wikipedia, “Jebel Aqra,” accessed March 15, 2024, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jebel_Aqra.] 

Mount Zaphon was well-known for frequent thunderstorms, and had been a worship site for many centuries. The Canaanites and some other ancient cultures believed it was the home of the storm-god Baal. Its position far north of Israel eventually led to “Zaphon” being used as a Hebrew word for “north.”[footnoteRef:718] Although it is possible that Isaiah 14:13 could mean “north,” it is more likely that “Zaphon” is the meaning, and in this case “Zaphon” refers to a sacred mountain of the gods represented by the actual Mount Zaphon on earth. Satan wanted to sit enthroned like God on the spiritual Mount Zaphon. [718:  Richard J. Clifford, The Cosmic Mountain in Canaan and in the Old Testament, 57.] 

[For more on Mount Zaphon and the name “El Shaddai,” see commentary on Gen. 17:1. For more on Mount Zaphon, see commentary on Ps. 48:2.]
Isa 14:14
“I will ascend above the heights of the clouds!” Many of the “holy mountains” in the ancient world where gods were believed to dwell were high enough that their tops were often covered with clouds. That was certainly the case with mountains like Mount Olympus in Greece, Mount Zaphon in Turkey, and Mount Hermon in Israel. Satan had high aspirations. He wanted to be “above” the clouds.
“I will make myself like the Most High!” In Isaiah 14:13-14 we see the relationship between God and His title, “the Most High,” which occurs some 50 times in the Bible. God’s divine council met on the “Mountain of Assembly” (Isa. 14:13), the holy “mountain of God” (Ezekiel 28:14, 16). When Satan sinned, he was “cast out” of the mountain of God, and thus cast out of the divine assembly that met there (Ezek. 28:14). In keeping with custom, Yahweh, the top God and creator of the heavens and earth, would have His throne on the mountain at the highest point of the assembly and thus He would be “the Most High” God. Thus the title “Most High” came from the literal fact that Yahweh had the highest position of all the “gods,” the spirit beings, on the holy Mountain of Assembly.
Isa 14:15
“Yet you will be brought down to Sheol.” Since in its ordinary usage, Sheol refers to the state of being dead, this verse could well be literal and saying that the ultimate fate of the Devil is death (see the REV commentary on Rev. 20:10).
“to the depths of the pit.” The “pit” generally refers to the grave (cf. Jonah 2:6). This phrase is one more indication that the ultimate fate of the Devil is death.
Isa 14:21
“Prepare for slaughter of his children because of the iniquity of their fathers.” This verse is sometimes said to contradict Deuteronomy 24:16, but this is not the case. Deuteronomy 24:16 is speaking of civil penalties carried out by the government. This is clear from the context. Isaiah 14:21 is speaking of national calamities (in this case, war) that are the result of the evil of earlier generations. The two subjects are totally different. Many “children” (men 16-25) died in WWII because the “fathers” sat by while Hitler preached hate, then built a huge army. Similarly, “sons” now die of mercury poisoning because “fathers” dumped mercury, PCBs, etc., into lakes.
Isa 14:28
“burden.” The word of the Lord can be a burden to the prophet, and then, when it is spoken, can be a burden to the people. It might have been more clear in English to say “burdensome message” instead of “burden,” but the Hebrew word is “burden.” Here we added the word “prophetic” for clarity.
[For more information on “burden,” see commentary on Mal. 1:1.]
Isa 14:29
“the rod that struck you is broken.” This refers to Assyria, which was broken and could no longer afflict Philistia as it had in the past. But Philistia was not to gloat because there would be a descendant, a root, out of which more trouble for Philistia would emerge.
[For more on “root” referring to descendants, see commentary on Isa. 11:1.]
Isa 14:30
“The poorest of the poor will eat plenty.” The first half of Isaiah 14:30 describes conditions in the Millennial Kingdom when Christ rules the earth. The Hebrew text would be hard to understand if translated literally: “The firstborn of the poor will graze.” The word “firstborn” is being used idiomatically here for the “first,” and thus in this case the “first” of the poor is the poorest of the poor. Then, by the figure of speech hypocatastasis, the people are being compared to sheep, God’s sheep of His pasture. So whereas God’s sheep, and especially the poor and needy among them, are often treated very badly, when Christ reigns on earth they will have plenty to eat and “lie down,” i.e., live peacefully, in safety.
[For more on verses describing the Millennial Kingdom in Isaiah, see commentary on Isa. 2:2. For more on the figure of speech hypocatastasis, see commentary on Rev. 20:2.]
“I will kill your root with famine.” This is one of the verses that clearly shows that the “root” refers to descendants, not the predecessors. This is important information when studying the “root of Jesse” who are the descendants of David (cf. Isa. 11:1, 10).
Isa 14:31
“Howl, O gate! Cry out, O city!” The word “howl” could also be translated as “wail.” This is the figure of speech personification.
[For more on personification, see commentary on Prov. 1:20.]
“for smoke comes out of the north.” It has been suggested that this might be the dust kicked up by the approaching army, but the use of “smoke” makes it much more likely that as the Assyrian army approached from the north they were burning the cities they conquered.
“and there is no straggler in its ranks.” The meaning of this phrase likely refers to the fact that the Assyrian army was confident and well-disciplined. There were no stragglers and no deserters.
 
Isaiah Chapter 15
Isa 15:1
“burden.” The word of the Lord can be a burden to the prophet, and then, when it is spoken, can be a burden to the people. It might have been more clear in English to say “burdensome message” instead of “burden,” but the Hebrew word is “burden.”
[For more information on “burden,” see commentary on Mal. 1:1.]
“Ar of Moab.” “Ar” means “city,” and Ar was apparently a notable city in Moab, and it is mentioned several times in the Bible, but its location is unknown, perhaps because it was “brought to nothing.”
“Kir of Moab.” Kir of Moab is mentioned in the Hebrew Bible as one of the two main strongholds of Moab, the other being Ar. It is probably the same as the city called Kir-haresh, Kir-hareseth, and Kir-heres. The word Kir alludes to a wall or fortress. It is identified with the later city Al Karak.[footnoteRef:719] Although Kir was properly a Moabite city, it was occasionally occupied by conquering Amorites (Num. 21:30). [719:  Wikipedia, “Kir of Moab,” accessed November 9, 2023, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kir_of_Moab.] 

Isa 15:2
“Bayith and to Dibon.” Cities of Moab.
“to the shrines to weep.” In this context the Hebrew word bamot should be understood as “shrines” (see commentary on Num. 33:52; cf. CEB, CEV, GNT, NLT). The people went to their pagan shrines to weep and to implore their gods for help, but the pagan gods could not help the people.
“every head is shaved bald.” Like Jeremiah 48:37, Isaiah 15:2 portrays tremendous mourning in Moab. One mourning custom was shaving the head (see commentary on Jer. 47:5). Another was for a man to cut off his beard (cf. Jer. 41:5). Isaiah 15:2-3 has a lot in common with Jeremiah 48:37-38, which was written over 100 years later (see commentary on Jer. 48:5).
“over Nebo and over Medeba.” Nebo and Medeba were Moabite cities. Medeba was a very important city of Moab, about 25 miles south of the capital city, currently Amman. Medeba was located right on the King’s Highway, the main north-south route through Moab from Damascus to Egypt.
Isa 15:4
“Heshbon cries out with Elealeh. Their voice is heard even to Jahaz.” Isaiah 15:4 is similar to Jeremiah 48:34, which was written over 100 years later (see commentary on Jer. 48:5).
Isa 15:5
“for they go up by the ascent of Luhith.” This is quite similar to Jeremiah 48:5, which was written over 100 years later. Actually, there is a lot about Moab in Isaiah that is similar to the material about Moab in Jeremiah (see commentary on Jer. 48:5).
 
Isaiah Chapter 16
Isa 16:1
“Daughter Zion.” The Hebrew is idiomatic for Zion itself, i.e., Jerusalem (see commentary on Isa. 1:8).
Isa 16:2
“scattered nest.” Here, “nest” is put by metonymy for the birds in it, which are scattered. Thus, some versions have “scattered nestlings” (cf. NAB, NASB, NJB, NRSV, RSV, TNK).
[See Word Study: “Metonymy.”]
Isa 16:3
“Make your shade like the night in the middle of the noonday.” An expanded translation of this might be, “Make your shade as dark as the night in the middle of the noonday.” The noonday sun was hot and bright, and people often sought protection and shelter from it. What is challenging about this verse is that it is unclear who is doing the speaking. Perhaps the writer is speaking as if he were one of the Moabites who were suffering terribly and requesting shelter and protection.
Isa 16:5
“one will sit on it in faithfulness.” The “one” is the Messiah, Jesus Christ. In the Millennial Kingdom, when Jesus Christ rules the earth from Jerusalem, he will sit on a throne and administer justice to the world.
[For more on the Millennial Kingdom in Isaiah, see commentary on Isa. 2:2. For more on the Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
“what is right.” The Hebrew is “righteousness,” which in this context is “what is right,” or as some English versions have, “justice.”
[For more on “righteousness” referring to what is right or to “justice,” see commentary on Matt. 5:6.]
Isa 16:6
“We have heard of the pride of Moab.” This is very similar to Jeremiah 48:29 (see commentary on Jer. 48:5).
Isa 16:7
“Moab will wail for Moab.” This is similar to Jeremiah 48:31, written over 100 years later (see commentary on Jer. 48:5).
Isa 16:9
“I will weep with the weeping of Jazer.” This is similar to Jeremiah 48:32, written over 100 years later (see commentary on Jer. 48:5).
Isa 16:10
“Gladness is taken away.” Isaiah 16:10 is similar to Jeremiah 48:33, written over 100 years later (see commentary on Jer. 48:5).
Isa 16:11
“my bowels.” In the biblical culture, the bowels and abdominal organs were the seat of emotion.
“moan like a harp for Moab.” Isaiah 16:11 is similar to Jeremiah 48:36, which was written over 100 years later (see commentary on Jer. 48:5).
 
Isaiah Chapter 17
Isa 17:1
“burden.” The word of the Lord can be a burden to the prophet, and then, when it is spoken, can be a burden to the people. It might have been more clear in English to say “burdensome message” instead of “burden,” but the Hebrew word is “burden.”
[For more information on “burden,” see commentary on Mal. 1:1.]
 
Isaiah Chapter 18
Isa 18:1
“whirring wings.” Several interpretations have been set forth as to what “whirring wings” refers to. Ethiopia was known by some for its large amount of insects, so that has been set forth as a meaning. Also, the root of the Hebrew word means “shadow,” and Ethiopia was close enough to the equator to have the phenomenon of sometimes having a shadow fall from the north and sometimes from the south, and so “shadow” has been set forth as a possible meaning, and the TNK version has “land in the deep shadow of wings.” However, it seems more likely that the correct meaning is the one found in the Septuagint and Aramaic Targum, which say the phrase refers to ships that race up and down the rivers, and would have had the “wings” (sails) in the wind. Also, that interpretation fits with the use of rivers in the second stanza and in Isaiah 18:2, which speaks of sending “swift messengers” by sea.
“beyond the rivers of Cush.” Cush is the biblical country that was south of Lower Egypt and encompassed much of what is now Ethiopia, and because of that some versions have “Ethiopia,” but Cush and Ethiopia do not have exactly the same boundaries. Biblically, “beyond the rivers of Cush” was considered the end of the earth, so the phrase “beyond the rivers of Cush” meant “to the ends of the earth.”
Isa 18:3
“shofar.” The ram’s horn trumpet, not the metal trumpet.
 
Isaiah Chapter 19
Isa 19:1
“burden.” The word of the Lord can be a burden to the prophet, and then, when it is spoken, can be a burden to the people. It might have been more clear in English to say “burdensome message” instead of “burden,” but the Hebrew word is “burden.”
[For more information on “burden,” see commentary on Mal. 1:1.]
“idols.” The Hebrew text has the word 'eliyl (#0457 אֱלִיל), more literally “Worthless Ones” or “worthless things,” a sarcastic name for “idols” (see commentary on Hab. 2:18, “Worthless Ones”).
Isa 19:3
“idols.” The Hebrew text has the word 'eliyl (#0457 אֱלִיל), more literally “Worthless Ones” or “worthless things,” a sarcastic name for “idols” (see commentary on Hab. 2:18, “Worthless Ones”).
Isa 19:18
“In that day there will be five cities in the land of Egypt that...swear to Yahweh of Armies.” Isaiah 19:18-25 mainly describe things that will occur in the Millennial Kingdom when Jesus Christ rules the earth, although there are some things in the verses that occur before Christ rules on earth. The key to understanding prophecies such as this one in Isaiah 19:18-25 is realizing that the prophecy is not in chronological order, and so the reader must understand from many other places in the Bible what the Millennial Kingdom will be like, as well as understand what the Tribulation and Armageddon, which precede the Millennial Kingdom, will be like. Then the reader can use that information to sort out what pieces of the prophecy refer to events before the Millennial Kingdom and which events have never occurred but will occur in the Millennial Kingdom.
[For more on the prophecies of the Millennial Kingdom in Isaiah, see commentary on Isa. 2:2.]
“City of Destruction.” The Masoretic Hebrew text reads “City of Destruction” which may be a reference to its past. However, the Qumran scroll of Isaiah, 1QIsaa, reads“City of the Sun,” and that reading better fits the context, which is about how Egypt will turn to Yahweh in the future. Furthermore, “City of the Sun” is also supported by some medieval Hebrew manuscripts, Symmachus’ Greek version, the Aramaic Targum, and the Latin Vulgate. The Greek for “City of the Sun” is Heliopolis, a well-known city in Egypt. Saying that Heliopolis turned from Egyptian idols to the worship of Yahweh would catch people’s attention due to the size and importance of that city.
Isa 19:19
“and a standing-stone to Yahweh.” This amazing prophecy is that in the future, in the Millennial Kingdom when Jesus rules the earth, Egypt, which has always had dozens and dozens of different gods and goddesses, will worship the true God, Yahweh, and set up a standing-stone as a testimony and witness of Yahweh at its border.
[For more on the prophecies of the Millennial Kingdom in Isaiah, see commentary on Isa. 2:2. For more on standing-stones, see commentary on Gen. 28:18.]
Isa 19:22
“he will allow himself to be entreated.” The verb is in the passive tense. The sense and translation should not be uncomfortable. We know from many Scriptures that sin separates God from people, and God opposes the proud (James 4:6; 1 Pet. 5:5) and turns his ear away from people’s prayers (see commentary on Amos 5:5). So when people repent and make amends for their sin, God then opens his eyes and ears to the people and thus allows Himself to be entreated by them. The same passive tense verb occurs in 2 Samuel 21:14; 24:25 and Isaiah 19:22.
 
Isaiah Chapter 20
 
Isaiah Chapter 21
Isa 21:1
“burden.” The word of the Lord can be a burden to the prophet, and then, when it is spoken, can be a burden to the people. It might have been more clear in English to say “burdensome message” instead of “burden,” but the Hebrew word is “burden.”
[For more information on “burden,” see commentary on Mal. 1:1.]
“desert of the sea.” From the scope and context, this seems to be a prophecy against the country of Babylon. In ancient times, Southern Babylon was referred to as “the Sealand,” because of the swamps and marshes between the Tigris and Euphrates rivers and also perhaps due to its proximity to the Persian Gulf.
Isa 21:11
“burden.” The word of the Lord can be a burden to the prophet, and then, when it is spoken, can be a burden to the people. It might have been more clear in English to say “burdensome message” instead of “burden,” but the Hebrew word is “burden.”
[For more information on “burden,” see commentary on Mal. 1:1.]
Isa 21:13
“burden.” The word of the Lord can be a burden to the prophet, and then, when it is spoken, can be a burden to the people. It might have been more clear in English to say “burdensome message” instead of “burden,” but the Hebrew word is “burden.”
[For more information on “burden,” see commentary on Mal. 1:1.]
Isa 21:17
“the children of Kedar.” The children of Kedar are descendants of Ishmael (Gen. 25:13) who was an archer (Gen. 21:20).
 
Isaiah Chapter 22
Isa 22:1
“burden.” The word of the Lord can be a burden to the prophet, and then, when it is spoken, can be a burden to the people. It might have been more clear in English to say “burdensome message” instead of “burden,” but the Hebrew word is “burden.”
[For more information on “burden,” see commentary on Mal. 1:1.]
“the valley of vision.” This may or may not refer to a literal valley around Jerusalem. There may have been a literal “valley” where some of the prophets of Yahweh had seen visions, and it may have even been where the Kidron, Hinnom, and Tyropoeon valleys met just south of the city of Jerusalem. But it does seem that this is a sarcastic reference to Jerusalem because the prophecy is about Jerusalem, not a valley. Also, the one thing the people of Jerusalem lacked was vision. They had turned from God and now, as if they were in a valley, they could not see clearly.
“That you have all gone up to the housetops.” This refers to the custom of people going up to the housetops to see what was happening and be able to talk about it with neighbors. In biblical times, houses had flat roofs, and the Mosaic Law commanded that a railing be built around the roof so people would not fall off (Deut. 22:8). People would spend time on the roof when the weather was nice, which is why Peter went up on the rooftop to pray (Acts 10:9).
The houses were built close together, often even having common walls, and were generally close enough to get from one roof to another. The streets between the houses were usually very narrow. That meant that getting to the outside of town by traveling rooftop to rooftop was usually quicker than using the narrow streets through town. Moving roof to roof was known as “the road of the roofs,” and that was why Jesus said that when people saw the signs of the End Times they should flee town without going back down into their houses (Matt. 24:17; Mark 13:15; Luke 17:31).
The narrow and often winding roads between the houses were not a good way to travel quickly through town because they would clog up so quickly. Besides being narrow, they were also often dark and wet, and those factors made them not very inviting for people to stand in to talk to their neighbors and get news. When something happened that got the attention of the people of town, they would all go up on their roofs where they could see and talk to neighbors and get the news.
Isa 22:8
“the House of the Forest.” This is the House of the Forest of Lebanon, a wing of Solomon’s palace where weapons and armor were stored (cf. 1 Kings 7:2).
Isa 22:9
“you gathered together the waters of the lower pool.” Many scholars believe that the “lower pool” was a designation for the Pool of Siloam (see commentary on John 9:7).
Isa 22:12
“baldness.” Shaving one’s head was ordinarily a sign of mourning (see commentary on Jer. 47:5, “baldness”). Even though the Assyrian siege of Jerusalem had been lifted, the country itself was devastated. God called for public mourning and repentance, but the people would have nothing to do with that. They wanted to party. Putting on sackcloth was also a sign of mourning (cf. Jer. 48:37).
Isa 22:15
“Over the House.” “Over the House” was the title of the palace administrator (see commentary on 1 Kings 4:6). During the reign of King Hezekiah, Eliakim replaced Shebna, who had apparently abused his office but who nevertheless remained an important figure in the kingdom for a while anyway (cf. Isa. 22:15-21).
Isa 22:17
“throw you down violently.” The Hebrew is idiomatic: “throw you with a throwing,” but the phrase means to throw down violently.
“O mere man!” The Hebrew is simply, “O man,” but the idea is that Shebna is just a mere man even though he holds a powerful position in the kingdom.
Isa 22:23
“I will fasten him like a peg.” Modern houses have pegs and hooks to hang things from so that there is order in the house, and ancient houses, and even tents had pegs and hooks too. That Eliakim the son of Hilkiah would be fastened like a peg was a simile that revealed that Eliakim would bring order to the people. The concept of a peg bringing order is why Jesus said about loving God and loving your neighbor, “On these two commandments hang [like from a peg] the whole Law, and the Prophets” (see commentary on Matt. 22:40).
 
Isaiah Chapter 23
Isa 23:1
“burden.” The word of the Lord can be a burden to the prophet, and then, when it is spoken, can be a burden to the people. It might have been more clear in English to say “burdensome message” instead of “burden,” but the Hebrew word is “burden.”
[For more information on “burden,” see commentary on Mal. 1:1.]
Isa 23:12
“virgin daughter Sidon.” The Hebrew text is idiomatic and is referring to Sidon, calling it a “virgin daughter.” It was common to refer to cities and countries as being female (see commentary on Isa. 1:8).
Isa 23:17
“prostitute herself with all the kingdoms of the world.” Pagan religions often include ritual sex, and both physical and spiritual prostitution is involved in pagan religions, and the seaport city of Tyre would have contact with many different pagan religions.
 
Isaiah Chapter 24
Isa 24:1
“will make the earth empty.” The Great Tribulation and Battle of Armageddon will kill most of the people on earth and destroy much of the earth itself. See commentary on Isaiah 13:9 and Daniel 12:1. The Hebrew text is written as if these things were happening now, but the prophecy is of the future.
Isa 24:5
“the everlasting covenant.” What this covenant is, is not stated in the text and is debated. Some scholars favor the covenant God made with Noah because that covenant is associated with the shedding of blood, but it is unclear how people could “break” that covenant, which was unilateral. Some scholars favor the Mosaic Covenant because that clearly could be broken, except that covenant was not as universal as Isaiah 24:5 seems to be. Scholars counter that by saying that the Mosaic Covenant had universal application even if it was made with Israel and not all humanity. Some scholars say Isaiah is generalizing information from several covenants and making the point that God’s intention was to rule the world justly and have people be obedient to Him—something that people should have understood—but they transgressed God’s rules, polluted the earth by sin, and have thus broken the covenant. Given the fact that Isaiah does not specifically state which covenant is broken and no single covenant exactly fits the criteria in the verse, this last option seems the best.
Isa 24:6
“burned up,” The judgment of God is often referred to as a fire; so this may not be a literal fire, but instead be referring to the judgment of God.
“few people are left.” Isaiah 24 is about the Tribulation period that is described in the book of Revelation. According to Daniel 9:27, the Tribulation will last a “week,” which refers to a week of years, or seven years. Between the troubles on earth during that time, which will include both natural disasters and wars, the vast majority of people and animals on earth will be killed, which is why “few people are left” alive on earth. It is sometimes taught that no one survives the Tribulation and Armageddon, but that is not true; there will be survivors on earth, and they will be judged in the “Sheep and Goat Judgment” of Matthew 25:31-46 (see commentary on Matt. 25:32).
God says in a few different ways that not many people will survive the Tribulation. Here in Isaiah 24:6, He says it very literally. However, in Isaiah 24:13 He makes the point by comparing the few people who are left on earth with the few olives that are left in the tree after the olive tree is beaten, and also with the few stalks of grain that are left in a field for the gleaners after the grain crop is harvested. Also, in Isaiah 13:12, God says the people on earth will be scarcer than pure gold, and in Jeremiah 25:33, God says the bodies of the people who are killed will be all over the face of the earth. Jesus taught that if the Tribulation was not a short period then no one would be left alive (Matt. 24:22).
To best understand Isaiah, however, we have to take the statement that “very few are left” in comparison to how many there were alive when the trouble started. Matthew 25:31-32 says that after the Battle of Armageddon, when Jesus has conquered the earth and is sitting on his throne, “all the nations will be gathered before him.” Since there are more than seven billion people on earth now, “very few” left could easily be several million people or more.
[For more on the Great Tribulation and the destruction during that time, see commentary on Dan. 12:1.]
Isa 24:13
“the beating of an olive tree.” This refers to the biblical custom of beating the olive tree to get the olives off of it (Deut. 24:20). The beating got most of the olives but left some of them, and that is why this comparison is being used here in Isaiah 24:13. Isaiah 24 is about the Tribulation period that is described in the book of Revelation, with its seal, trumpet, thunder, and vial judgments and the devastation of most of human and animal kind. Between the Tribulation and the Battle of Armageddon, “very few” people are left alive on earth. God is trying to make that point, so He says it plainly in Isaiah 24:6 (“very few are left”), and says it again in a pictorial way by comparing the people who are left on earth to the few olives that are left after the olive tree is beaten and also to the very little grain that is left (the gleanings) after the field is harvested.
Isaiah 24:13 is just one of the many places where the Bible says that very few people survive the Tribulation and Armageddon. Isaiah 13:12 says people will be scarcer than pure gold. Jeremiah 25:33 says the slain will be all over the earth. Jesus said that unless the days of the Tribulation and Armageddon were very short, “no flesh would have been saved” (Matt. 24:22). If you calculate the number of people who will be killed in the various judgments in Revelation, you get the same picture. But although there will be worldwide devastation, there is also hope, because the relatively small number of people who are left will praise Yahweh and sing songs to Him from all over the world (Isa. 24:14-16). In the Millennial Kingdom, people all over the world will worship Yahweh.
[For more on very few people being left alive on earth, see commentary on Isa. 24:6. For more on the custom of beating the olive trees, see commentary on Deut. 24:20. For more on the worldwide devastation of the earth that will occur during the Great Tribulation, see commentary on Dan. 12:1. For more on people all over the world worshiping Yahweh in the Millennial Kingdom, see commentary on Zeph. 2:11. For more on the Kingdom of Christ on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Isa 24:14
“These will lift up their voice.” This verse has engendered much scholarly discussion but little certainty, especially since the unspecified “they” is emphasized in the Hebrew text. From the general scope of Scripture, it seems the ones who are shouting for joy are those who have escaped destruction, and/or are peoples that live far away from the destruction. In any case, the ones who suffer destruction are not the ones shouting for joy. This is one of the many verses of Scripture in which the subject of the context abruptly changes, and in this case, those who experience God’s deliverance are joyful.
“west.” The Hebrew is literally, the “sea,” that is, the “Western Sea,” the Mediterranean Sea.
Isa 24:15
“islands.” From Israel looking west, the Gentile lands were out in the ocean (the Mediterranean Sea) so the word “islands” is applied to them, even though we do not think of the parts west of Israel as islands. However, the Hebrew word can (and in this case does) refer to both the coastland and the islands, which were often close to the coast.
“of the sea.” The Hebrew word translated as “sea” is also occasionally used for “west,” because in Israel, the Mediterranean Sea was in the west. That explains why some English versions read “sea,” and some read “west.” The idea of the verse is that God is to be praised all over, in the east and in the west. From Israel, both the east and the west (the islands of the sea) were Gentile lands. Yahweh was not to be glorified just in Israel, but in all the Gentile lands as well.
Isa 24:17
“Fear and the pit and the snare are upon you.” Isaiah 24:17-18 are very similar to Jeremiah 48:43-44, which was written over 100 years later (see commentary on Jer. 48:5).
Isa 24:18
“will fall into a pit.” The prophecy that during the Great Tribulation, people will flee one disaster only to have a different disaster happen to them is also graphically portrayed in Amos 5:19.
[For more on the Day of Yahweh (the Great Tribulation), see commentary on Isa. 13:9.]
Isa 24:21
“the army of the heavens in the heavens, and the kings of the earth on the earth.” When Jesus comes and fights the Battle of Armageddon the human armies of the earth will be killed (Rev. 19:19-21) but the demonic army that has served Satan for millennia and wreaked havoc on the earth will be captured and thrown into Tartarus, the “god-prison,” where they will be imprisoned for the 1,000-year duration of Christ’s Millennial Kingdom. At the end of the 1,000 years, Satan and his demons will be loosed and they will gather people together to fight against God’s people. But they will be defeated in battle and thrown into the Lake of Fire (Rev. 20:7-10).
There are already demons in Tartarus for their sin against God (1 Pet. 3:18-20; 2 Pet. 2:4; Jude 6), and the demons of the “army of the heavens” of Isaiah 24:21 and who exercise control on the earth will be put there too. God has a prison for the Devil and demons, and it is called by different names in the Bible: the “pit” in Isaiah 24:22, “Tartarus” in 2 Peter. 2:4, the “Abyss” in Revelation 20:1, and “prison” in 1 Peter. 3:19. Isaiah 24:21-22 helps clarify Revelation 20:1, which only mentions Satan being chained in the Abyss for 1,000 years but says nothing about Satan’s demons. We know by logical deduction that not just Satan, but Satan and his demons, will be imprisoned at the end of the Battle of Armageddon because Christ’s 1,000-year kingdom on earth could not be “Paradise” (2 Cor. 12:4) if people were constantly being afflicted by demons like they are now. Verses such as Isaiah 24:21-22 and Daniel 7:12 are scriptural support that the demons are also imprisoned during the Millennial Kingdom, and furthermore, it is common in the Bible to mention something happening to a king or ruler when it will happen to his followers as well. For example, when the Bible makes a statement such as, “David went out and fought with the Philistines” (1 Sam. 19:8), the text only mentions David but it means David and his army. Similarly, when “Satan” is thrown in the Abyss (Rev. 20:1), or “the Devil” is thrown into the Lake of Fire (Rev. 20:10), it means Satan and his demon army.
In the Battle of Armageddon, both human kings and also demon spirits who are called “kings of the earth” will be punished. The human kings will be killed and the demon “kings” will be imprisoned. Here in Isaiah 24:21-22 however, the primary meaning of “the kings of the earth” is the demon “kings” that rule the earth behind the scenes, for example, the powerful demon in Daniel who is called the “prince” of Persia (Dan. 10:13, 20). After Armageddon, the demonic heavenly army and the demonic “kings” who influence what happens on earth will be rounded up and punished by being put into the “pit,” just as Isaiah 24:22 says. Furthermore, they will be “visited” after many days. The word “visited” can mean either visited for good or visited for evil, and here it primarily and ultimately means “visited for evil”—they will be thrown into the Lake of Fire (Matt. 25:41; Rev. 20:7-10). Actually, from the whole scope of Scripture we know that Satan and his demons will be “visited” in the sense that they will be let loose out of their prison at which point they will return to earth and deceive the people into going to war against God’s people (Rev. 20:7-8) but then God “visits” them by a war from heaven and they are cast into the Lake of Fire (Rev. 20:9-10).
[For more on the use of the word “Paradise” to describe the Millennial Kingdom, see commentary on 2 Cor. 12:4. For more on Christ’s future kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Isa 24:22
“visited.” In this context, we know that the demons who will be in prison after the Battle of Armageddon will be there until the end of the 1,000-year Millennial Kingdom. At that time they will be “visited,” (released) and will go out and deceive the nations of the earth and precipitate a war that will result in them being thrown into the Lake of Fire (Rev. 20:7-10).
Isa 24:23
“for Yahweh of Armies will reign.” Yahweh will reign through the vice-regency of His Son, the Messiah (Ps. 2:6). In his future kingdom on earth, Jesus Christ will carry out the will of God just like he always has.
[For more on Christ’s future kingdom being on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
 
Isaiah Chapter 25
Isa 25:5
“like the heat in a dry place.” The placement of this phrase is disputed by scholars. To us and others (cf. ESV, NIV), it seems to fit best as the last phrase in the sentence that started in Isaiah 25:4. The heat in the Middle East is oppressive and pounds down on people. Thus, the breath of the ruthless pounds people down, like a pounding rain during the rainy season, and the pounding oppressive heat during the dry season.
Isa 25:6
“On this mountain.” This is referring to the mountain on which Jerusalem is built and where the Temple resides (Isaiah 24:23; cf. Isa. 2:2-3; 25:10; 27:13; Mic. 4:1-2).
Isaiah 25:6-9 is about the Millennial Kingdom when Jesus Christ rules the earth. Isaiah 25:6 actually picks up the train of thought where it left off in Isaiah 24:23. Isaiah 24 is about the Great Tribulation that precedes the Battle of Armageddon, and includes allusions to, and the idea of, Christ conquering the earth and setting up his kingdom and reigning from Jerusalem as God’s appointed king. Isaiah 24 ends with Yahweh of Armies having conquered the enemy and then reigning on Mount Zion and in Jerusalem. Then, Isaiah 25:1-5 is a poem or hymn of praise to Yahweh who has been a shelter in the storm for the godly, conquered the enemy, and is worthy of honor and praise. Isaiah 25:1-5 could be placed in a parenthesis. The flow of thought in the context continues from “Yahweh of Armies” and “Mount Zion” in Isaiah 24:23 to “Yahweh of Armies” and “this mountain” in Isaiah 25:6.
Also, once we see the connection between Isaiah 24:23 and Isaiah 25:6, we can see why Yahweh of Armies will host a magnificent feast. He has just conquered the earth and set up His kingdom, which He will rule through His Messiah, Jesus Christ. It was customary to have a huge feast when a king was inaugurated (1 Sam. 11:15; 1 Kings 1:9, 25). That the inaugural feast will be close to the beginning of the reign of the Messiah on earth is also made clear by the way Isaiah 25:6 is connected with the resurrection of the dead in Isaiah 25:7-9. It seems logical that the general sequence of end-times events near the beginning of the Millennial Kingdom of Christ on earth will be:
· The Tribulation (Isa. 24; Matt. 24:21; Rev. 6-19).
· Battle of Armageddon (Isa. 63:1-6; Zech. 14:3-6; Rev. 16:11-16; 19:11-21).
· Sheep and Goat Judgment and First Resurrection (Isa. 26:19; Ezek. 37:11-14; Dan. 12:2; John 5:25-29; Rev. 20:4; Matt. 25:31-46).
· The Temple (and Jerusalem?) being rebuilt (Ezek. 40-43; cf. Hag. 1:1-11).
· The Wedding Banquet of the Lamb, the great inaugural feast (Isa. 25:6; Matt. 8:11-12; Rev. 19:9).
[For more on the prophecies in Isaiah that refer to the Millennial Kingdom, see commentary on Isa. 2:2. For more about the Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.]
“banquet...banquet of choice wines.” The mention of choice wines is appropriate, because the Hebrew word translated as “banquet” can mean “drinking bout,” and it generally refers to a meal with wine. This will be a huge meal with lots of wine and likely other drinks as well. During Isaiah’s time, beer was common and is mentioned in the Bible, but distilled liquor was not able to be made yet. However, it is possible that liquor may also be part of this great future banquet. This banquet will most likely be toward the beginning of Christ’s Millennial Kingdom.
[For more on this banquet, see commentary on Matt. 8:11.]
“of choice wines.” The Hebrew text reads, “a feast of wines on the lees.” The “lees” were the sediments at the bottom of the wine, and allowing the wine to age on the lees gave the wine a deeper and richer flavor, thus the translation, “choice wines.” The NASB reads “aged wines,” and that catches the sense also. The word “lees” has been preserved in the last phrase of the verse. Leaving the wine on the lees was well-known to enrich the flavor of the wine, and so allusions to it are made in several places in the Bible (Jer. 48:11; Zeph. 1:12).
“of fat meat.” More literally, “of fat” or “of the fat.” Many modern versions avoid the use of the word “fat” because so many people are health conscious, and do not like the idea of eating meat that has plenty of fat in it, but in biblical times that was not the case at all. The wording, “of the fat,” or “of fat things” or “of fat meat” communicates that this will be a feast indeed, with wonderful fatty meat and wine. But there is something else being communicated as well—the graciousness and generosity of the Host, God. According to Mosaic Law, when an animal was killed for sacrifice, God got the fat (Lev. 3:3-5, 9-11, 14-16; 4:8-10, 19, 26, 31, 35), but at this future feast, God graciously lets the people eat the meat with the fat. That there will be plenty to eat and great tasting meat with the fat is also implied in Psalm 63:5. John Oswalt correctly comments: “To a people who did not have to worry about cholesterol, the fat portions of the meat were the best.”[footnoteRef:720] [720:  John N. Oswalt, The Book of Isaiah: Chapters 1-39 [NICOT].] 

“wine on the lees that has been thoroughly strained.” Leaving the wine on the lees, the sediment at the bottom of the container, gave the wine a richer flavor, but was not pleasant to drink, so the wine was strained before being consumed. Many translations say “refined,” but that is not really accurate to today’s thinking. The wine was not “refined” in any way, it was strained to get out the lees and any other thing, such as a seed, leaf, or pebble, that may have gotten into the wine in the winemaking process.
Isa 25:7
“swallow up.” God will swallow up the burial shroud that covers all people. This is a graphic and idiomatic image for putting an end to death, and the use of the Hebrew word bala (#01104 בּלע), “swallow up,” in this context is very purposeful and catches our imagination. The redeemed can have a feast and “swallow up” the good food that God has provided (Isa. 25:6) because God has “swallowed up” death. The redeemed will come up out of the graves and live forever once the earth gives birth to her dead (Isa. 26:19). The word bala occurs again in Isa. 25:8.
“the burial shroud.” The Hebrew text is idiomatic and literally reads, “the face of the burial shroud.” When bodies were buried it was customary to wrap them up, similar to what happened when Jesus was buried (Matt. 27:59). ​
Isa 25:8
“He will swallow up death.” The Hebrew uses the prophetic perfect to guarantee the promise. It reads, “He has swallowed up death,” even though His promise will be fulfilled in the future.
[For more on the prophetic perfect, see commentary on Eph. 2:6.]
Isa 25:11
“He will spread.” The “he” is Moab, portrayed as a man who spreads out his hands to swim out of the manure muck, but will not succeed. The simile of Moab as a swimmer portrays the pride and arrogance of the people of Moab, who are trampled in the manure but instead of realizing their situation and humbling themselves before God, try to swim out of the mess they are in by their own strength. But they do not succeed.
Isa 25:12
“he will bring down.” Here in Isaiah 25:12 the “he” switches from Moab (Isaiah 25:11), to God. God will bring down the fortifications of His enemies.
 
Isaiah Chapter 26
Isa 26:14
“visited.” When God “visits,” He intervenes, and He can intervene for blessing or to bring deserved consequences or punishment. Here in Isaiah 26:14, He visited with destruction.
[For more on God “visiting,” see commentary on Exod. 20:5.]
Isa 26:19
“Your dead will live.” The speaker changes from the prophet in Isaiah 26:18 to God here in Isaiah 26:19. The prophet had been speaking of God’s greatness and human misery (cf. Isa. 26:15-18), and God now answers him with a message of hope about the resurrection of the dead into a better life. The sudden change from the prophet speaking to God speaking is not unusual and is why it is so important to pay attention to the context and flow of thought in the Scripture.
Here in Isaiah 26:19, God says to the prophet “your dead will live” because they are the people of the prophet, the righteous ones in Israel. Then God expands that thought by saying, “My dead bodies will arise,” because they are God’s people as well. The people are the same: “your dead” and “my dead” are the same people; the righteous ones of Israel. Some commentators think that the prophet, not God, is speaking in Isaiah 26:19. However, the prophet would not have been able to promise that the dead would live and shout for joy, nor would he have had a reason for saying “your dead” and “my dead,” whereas God would, and also it seems that what God is doing here is giving the prophet hope after his somewhat hopeless statement earlier in the chapter (Isa. 26:14).
That God is going to raise people from the dead and judge them is clearly set forth in a number of verses in the Old Testament and Gospels (cf. Job 19:25-27; Ps. 71:9; Isa. 26:19; 66:14; Ezek. 37:12-14; Dan. 12:2, 13; Hos. 13:14; Matt. 12:42; Luke 11:31; 14:14; John 5:28-29). Then, after the day of Pentecost, it is set forth again in the Epistles and book of Revelation (Acts 24:15; 1 Cor. 15:20-22, 42-49, 52; 1 Thess. 4:17; Rev. 20:4-15).
“My dead bodies will arise.” This wording seems difficult, so the evidence is that it was amended in the Septuagint and Aramaic Targums, which is why some English versions read “their dead bodies” instead of “my dead bodies.” However, the Masoretic Hebrew text and also the Great Isaiah Scroll of the Dead Sea Scrolls read “my,” and there is no good reason to assume that reading is not the original text and correct. But why would God call them “my” dead bodies? The answer is that these people will get up in the first resurrection and live forever with God and the Lord Jesus Christ.
The Bible says that there will be two resurrections separated by a 1,000-year period. The first resurrection is called, “The first resurrection” (Rev. 20:5-6); “the resurrection of the righteous” (Luke 14:14; Acts 24:15); and “the resurrection of life” (John 5:29); and it will start very soon after the Battle of Armageddon (Rev. 19:11-20:5). It is called “the first resurrection” because it is first; “the resurrection of life” because the people who get up are given everlasting life; and “the resurrection of the righteous” because the ones who get up were righteous before God in their life on earth.
The second resurrection will start after Christ’s 1,000-year reign on earth (Rev. 20:4-13), and it is called “the resurrection of the unrighteous” (Acts 24:15) and “the resurrection of “judgment” (John 5:29 ESV), because most of the people who are raised at that time had lived unrighteous lives and will be judged unworthy of everlasting life and so will be thrown into the Lake of Fire (Rev. 20:11-15).
The people the Bible is speaking about here in Isaiah 26:19 are the righteous people who will get up in the first resurrection and live forever with God. That is why God calls these dead bodies “my dead bodies,” and that is why these people are told to “awake and sing for joy.” When they get up in new, glorified bodies and realize they have everlasting life they will indeed sing for joy. In contrast, most of the people in the second resurrection, the “resurrection of the unrighteous,” will get up, but it won’t be a time of joyful singing. Instead, they face judgment and then annihilation in the Lake of Fire, and so there will be “sobbing and gnashing of teeth” (Matt. 8:12; 13:42, 50; 22:13; Luke 13:28).
[For more on the two resurrections, see commentary on Acts 24:15. For more on Christ’s 1,000-year reign on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on dead people being dead and not alive in any form until the resurrection, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.” For more on what happens to those unsaved people who are thrown into the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
“you who dwell in the dust.” People who have died are now dead and not alive in any form. They are “in the dust,” and if they have been dead long enough, they themselves have turned back into dust (cf. Gen. 3:19). But not to worry, because God remembers everyone who has ever lived and just as Adam came from dust to be fully human, God will reconstitute every person who has ever lived and bring them back to life. Orthodox Christian teaching is that when a person dies their “soul” (or “spirit”) is still alive and goes to heaven or “hell,” but that teaching contradicts the Bible. Note that the text says, “you who dwell in the dust,” not “those bodies which are in the dust.” It is people who dwell in the dust, not just bodies.
[For more on dead people being dead and not alive in any form until the resurrection, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.”]
“For your dew is like the dew of the morning light.” The climate in Israel had two seasons, a rainy season and a dry season. The rainy season was usually late October until sometime in April, and then from late April until late October it did not rain at all. During the dry season the plants often became dry and withered, especially by the end of the day. However, Israel also has very heavy dews, and so by the first morning light there was often a heavy dew on the ground and the plants, which might have been considered dead the previous afternoon, suddenly revived and “came to life.” That is the illustration that is being used here in Isaiah: many of God’s people are currently just dry bones and dust in the ground, but God will act in power to raise them, and when He does the people will spring to life and sing for joy.
“the earth will give birth to her dead.” This gives us a wonderful mind picture of the first resurrection. At the resurrection of the righteous, the dead people will come up out of the earth in beautiful new bodies just as a baby comes from its mother’s womb in a beautiful new body.
Isa 26:21
“punish.” The word is also translated “visit,” but here “punish” is the clearer translation.
[For more on “visit,” see commentary on Exod. 20:5.]
 
Isaiah Chapter 27
Isa 27:1
“punish.” The word is also translated “visit,” but here “punish” is the clearer translation.
[For more on “visit,” see commentary on Exod. 20:5.]
“Leviathan the fleeing serpent, and Leviathan the twisted serpent, and he will kill the sea monster that is in the sea.” In the Ugaritic myths, Leviathan was part of the forces of chaos that sought to overturn the established order of God’s creation. This was part of the mythology of the ancient Near East related to the battle between chaos and order; basically between good and evil. In these ancient myths, there is a “sea” in which these gods (monsters) or chaos live. Realizing that helps us understand verses such as Psalm 29:3, 10; 93:3-4 where God reigns over the waters (see commentary on Isa. 51:9).
Isa 27:6
“In the days to come.” This verse is a reference to the restoration of Judah and Israel in the Millennial Kingdom, the future reign of Christ on earth. In the future, God’s enemies will be destroyed but God’s people Israel and Judah will be restored.
[For more on the Millennial Kingdom and verses in Isaiah that speak of the Millennial Kingdom, see commentary on Isa. 2:2.]
Isa 27:8
“when you sent her away.” The text itself and the meaning of the text are unclear. “Israel” is in the feminine here, in contrast to Isaiah 27:6, 7, and 27:9, in which “Israel” is masculine, and so this verse may be referring to God sending Israel away, which happened in the Assyrian Captivity of 722 BC. Also, the chapter later says that Israel will be regathered (Isa. 27:12-13).
Isa 27:13
“shofar.” The ram’s horn trumpet, not the metal trumpet.
“lost.” The Hebrew word is 'abad (#06 אָבַד) and it has a wide enough meaning to include both those who are already dead and those who were perishing. Thus it implies both a resurrection of the dead and a gathering of the living (cf. Matt. 25:31-46, the Sheep and Goat Judgment; see commentary on Matt. 25:32).
“worship.” The Hebrew word translated “worship,” shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), is the same Hebrew word as “bow down.” This verse could be translated the way it currently is, or “They will bow down to Yahweh.”
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
 
Isaiah Chapter 28
Isa 28:1
“Woe.” Isaiah 28 marks a shift in the prophecy of Isaiah. Isaiah has been mentioning the foolishness of the leaders relying on foreign nations for strength and support instead of relying on God, but now Isaiah’s warnings have intensified and he sees the impending destruction of Samaria and problems for Judah. So “woe” is spoken in Isaiah 28:1; 29:1, 15; 30:1, and 31:1.
“the proud crown of the drunkards of Ephraim.” The “proud crown” of Israel was their capital city, Samaria, which sat on top of a prominent and well-fortified hill. The walls around the city at the top of the hill were very much like a crown. Samaria was known for its sin and was destroyed by the Assyrians in 722 BC.
“to the fading flower of its glorious beauty.” Isaiah, like other prophets of his time, foresaw the destruction of Samaria and thus compared it to a fading flower; the glorious beauty of Samaria would soon be gone, and that happened in Isaiah’s lifetime.
“that is on the head of the fertile valley.” The valleys around Samaria, particularly to the west, were very fertile.
“the crown of those who are overcome with wine!” The syntax of this last phrase does not fit with the earlier part of the verse, which is why the English versions differ so greatly in the way they translate the verse. The REV follows the NET in bringing the idea of the crown into the last line of the verse, which makes good sense.
Isa 28:2
“a strong and powerful one.” The reference is to Assyria, which will soon destroy Israel. The coming of the Assyrian army and their destruction of Israel is compared to the destruction of a mighty storm.
“he will cast it down to the earth with his hand.” In the Hebrew text, the verb “cast down” does not have an object. The REV and other English versions supply “it” or “crown” because the previous verse and the next verse refer to the destruction of Samaria, the “crown” of Israel. The omission of the object of the verb is likely to emphasize God’s judgment and that what matters is not what is judged but rather that disobeying God brings horrific consequences upon nations and people. The city of Samaria was indeed “cast down to the earth,” and little of the Israelite city remains today.
Isa 28:4
“The fading flower of its glorious beauty, that is on the head of the fertile valley.” The reference is to the city of Samaria, the capital city of Israel, as in Isaiah 28:1.
“the first-ripe fig before the summer.” It was not uncommon for a fig tree to have a fig that ripened early, before the rest of the fig crop ripened and was picked. Those early figs were often large and sweet, and were plucked and eaten right away (cf. Jer. 24:2; Hos. 9:10; Mic. 7:1; Nah. 3:12). Isaiah says that Samaria (and by extension Israel) will be like the first-ripe fig, it will be eaten, consumed, and the implied idea is that it would happen very quickly. Even if the destruction of Israel and Samaria was some years away, from the perspective of prophetic history, it would be very soon.
Isa 28:5
“In that day.” The scene now suddenly shifts from the impending destruction to a one-sentence description of the future. It is likely that the Author, God, had in mind both the destruction of the enemy, Assyria, during the reign of Hezekiah, and also ultimately Christ’s Millennial Kingdom on earth (Isa. 28:5-6 are one sentence although it is broken into two verses). The phrase “in that day” and the content of Isaiah 28:5-6 let us know that it is referring to the future and ultimately to the Millennial Kingdom.
[For more verses in Isaiah that speak of the Millennial Kingdom, see commentary on Isa. 2:2. For more on Christ’s future kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Isa 28:6
“and a spirit of justice to him who sits in judgment.” The prophecies of the Messiah when he reigns on earth are similar to this (cf. Isa. 11:1-5).
Isa 28:9
“To whom will he teach knowledge?” This verse has been taken in two totally different ways. The traditional way is that this verse suddenly switches speakers, and the speakers seem to be those at the drunken feast who reprove Isaiah for reproving them and trying to teach them the way of the Lord. They say to each other, “To whom will this “prophet” teach knowledge? Then they allude to the fact that they are not babies but have knowledge themselves. Children were weaned late in the biblical world, usually between 3 and 5 years old, and by that time they had already begun to be taught elementary things about God and His ways. These drunken people are mocking Isaiah as if he were treating them like toddlers.
The other way this verse can be understood is that the “he” in the verse is God, who is frustrated at the lack of humility and love in the leaders of Israel. He states that the leaders are actually like children who do not know either Him or the law.
Isa 28:10
“For it is precept by precept.” The traditional understanding of this verse, which is favored by many conservative scholars, is that the drunken mockers continue their mocking of Isaiah as if he were trying to teach them the way a child was taught. The overall meaning of the verse is clear enough, but the exact meaning and reason for the words in the verse are debated by scholars.
Isa 28:11
“Indeed, he will speak.” The verse is now the prophet speaking to the people of Israel. For years God had been speaking to the people of Israel in their own language, sending His prophets to reprove the people and bring them back to the law of God and obedience to that law. Along with Isaiah, other prophets that were prophesying at or near the time of Isaiah were Hosea, Micah, Amos, Jonah, and Nahum (see commentary on Isa. 1:1).
“he will speak.” God will speak to Israel by the Assyrians, who attacked and conquered the land of Israel and carried the people captive back to Assyria. God had been speaking to Israel through His prophets since its inception to return to God. During the reign of Israel’s first king, Jeroboam I (this is the Northern Kingdom of Israel consisting of the ten northern tribes of Israel), Ahijah the prophet foretold that Israel would be uprooted from its land and carried beyond the Euphrates River, an area that, in Isaiah’s time, was ruled by Assyria (1 Kings 14:15). Since the Jews ignored God’s prophets who spoke to them and told them to repent, God then “spoke” to the Jews through an invading army that did not speak Hebrew, which is the meaning of the “stammering lips and another tongue (another language).
God promised that if His people obeyed Him then they would defeat their enemies (cf. Lev. 26:2-8). The fact that Israel was defeated by their enemies was thus a “sign” that they were sinning and living apart from God’s favor. God uses this example of the Assyrians with their foreign language being a “sign” to Israel to good effect in 1 Corinthians 14:21-22.
[For more on the “sign” of the Assyrians, see commentary on 1 Cor. 14:22.]
Isa 28:12
“This is the resting place.” The resting place for God’s people is in Him and in His law. That is where people will find rest and blessing. When there is disobedience and defiance of God and His laws, there is only trouble and hardship (cf. Mic. 2:10, “this is not your resting place”).
Isa 28:14
“that rule this people in Jerusalem.” As it turned out, God saved Jerusalem from the Assyrian army, but that was due to the godliness of King Hezekiah and the reform he initiated. Even so, basically all of Judah was wiped out by the Assyrians, including well-fortified cities like Lachish. While Isaiah was prophesying “woe” to “Ephraim” (put for the Northern Kingdom of Israel; Isa. 28:1), the people of the Southern Kingdom of Judah should have paid attention.
Isa 28:15
“cut a covenant with death.” The penalty for breaking the Law was death (Rom. 6:23), so these lawbreakers arrogantly brag that that will not happen to them because they have made a covenant with death so that the “scourge” will not come upon them. They were wrong, of course, and died (cf. Isa. 28:18).
Isa 28:16
“I lay in Zion a foundation, a stone.” Isaiah 28:16 is quoted in Romans 9:33. The Messiah is referred to as a “stone” in Psalm 118:22 and Isaiah 28:16, and Psalm 118:22 is quoted or referred to six times in the New Testament (Matt. 21:42; Mark 12:10; Luke 20:17; Acts 4:10-11; 1 Pet. 2:4 and 2:7. See commentaries on Ps. 118:22 and Zech. 3:9).
Isa 28:17
“righteousness.” In this context, “righteousness” is doing what is right and just to other people and in the sight of God (see commentary on Matt. 5:6).
“The hail will sweep away the refuge of lies.” The wrath of God is often portrayed metaphorically in Scripture as a powerful storm (e.g., Ps. 18:12-14; 77:17-18; 83:15; Isa. 28:17; 30:30; Jer. 23:19; 30:23; Ezek. 13:11; see commentary on Ezek. 13:11).
 
Isaiah Chapter 29
Isa 29:6
“visited.” When God “visited” someone, He intervened, and He could intervene for their blessing or to bring deserved consequences or punishment. God is a righteous God, and He holds people accountable for their actions. Here in Isaiah 29:6, God “visits” in judgment.
[For more on God “visiting,” see commentary on Exod. 20:5.]
Isa 29:13
“Because this people draws near with their mouth.” Isaiah 29:13 is quoted in Matthew 15:8-9 and Mark 7:6-7, but the New Testament quote is closer to the Septuagint than to the Hebrew text.
Isa 29:17
“Is it not yet only a very little while, and Lebanon will be turned into a fruitful field.” In the previous verses, people—the things that are made—have been arrogant and disobedient to their Creator, Yahweh. But God will not put up with that forever. There is a day coming in the future when God will bless those people who have been meek and afflicted, and the arrogant will be punished.
Isaiah 29:17 suddenly shifts to when Israel is redeemed and restored, and Isaiah 29:17-24 is about the future Millennial Kingdom when Jesus Christ rules the earth. At that time the earth will be restored to an Eden-like state and Jesus will rule the earth from Jerusalem. This is one of the many prophecies in the Bible that say that the Lord’s reign on earth would happen very soon, but it has now been delayed some 2,700 years since Isaiah wrote.
This verse seems to depict that the Millennial Kingdom will be a time of different priorities than we see on earth today, and that will certainly be true of life when Christ rules the earth. Historically, Lebanon has been known for great forests, but in Christ’s kingdom, it will be known for its fruitful fields which will be so abundant that they will seem like forests.
[For more verses in Isaiah that speak of the Millennial Kingdom, see commentary on Isa. 2:2. For more on Christ’s future kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Isa 29:18
“In that day.” This verse speaks of the Day of Yahweh, but that part of the Day of Yahweh that is the Millennial Kingdom of Christ when he rules the earth and the earth is a paradise.
“the deaf will hear the words of a book.” When Jesus Christ rules the earth everyone will be healed. The deaf and the blind, two very problematic illnesses of the ancient world, will be healed, and in this context, those two ailments are a synecdoche (a part for the whole) for all ailments being healed.
[See Word Study: “Synecdoche.”]
Isa 29:21
“by false testimony.” This is more literally, “by emptiness,” so it could refer to a number of different things that are false, including false charges, false testimony, or false witnesses.
Isa 29:24
“err in spirit.” This is the use of “spirit” (Hebrew: ruach #07307 רוּחַ) that refers to the activities of the mind: the thoughts, attitudes, and emotions. In the future when Christ reigns as king on earth, people who err in their minds and attitudes will have understanding.
[For more on the uses of “spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’” Usage #13 concerns thoughts and emotions. For more on the future reign of Christ on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.]
“grumble.” In this context, those people who “grumble” criticize and complain. Those people will accept instruction and come to understand more about God and life.
 
Isaiah Chapter 30
Isa 30:1
“by my spirit.” This verse is saying the people acted on their own, not by revelation from God, which came through the gift of holy spirit that God put on the prophets and some priests and leaders.
[For more on the gift of holy spirit, see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?” and also commentaries on John 7:39 and Eph. 4:4. Also, the book, The Gift of Holy Spirit: The Power to be Like Christ by Graeser, Lynn, and Schoenheit.]
“so that sin is added to sin.” The Hebrew can be translated as a result clause, “so that,” or as a purpose clause, “in order to.” Here the result clause is the most likely meaning.
Isa 30:3
“the stronghold of Pharaoh.” Isaiah uses this phrase sarcastically, because the “stronghold” of Pharaoh, the protection offered by him, was no match for the Assyrian army.
Isa 30:4
“Zoan...Hanes.” The city of Zoan was in the Egyptian delta in north Egypt; in contrast, the city of Hanes was located somewhere in the southern region of what is known as lower Egypt, south of the city of Memphis, but the precise location is debated by scholars. In any case, Isaiah 30:4 refers to Egypt and mentions cities in both north and south Egypt.
Isa 30:6
“burden.” The word of the Lord can be a burden to the prophet, and then, when it is spoken, can be a burden to the people. It might have been more clear in English to say “burdensome message” instead of “burden,” but the Hebrew word is “burden.”
[For more information on “burden,” see commentary on Mal. 1:1.]
Isa 30:7
“Rahab.” “Rahab” was, in popular legend, a sea monster, and it was also an ancient name for Egypt (cf. Isa. 30:7; Ps. 87:4; 89:10).
Isa 30:9
“children who refuse to listen to the law of Yahweh.” In a context like this, the word “listen” can also be used idiomatically and have the meaning “obey.” Some scholars refer to this as the “pregnant sense” of the word. In this verse it has the meaning “listen to and obey.” Many Hebrew words are used with an idiomatic or pregnant sense (see commentary on Luke 23:42).
Isa 30:11
“Let us hear no more about the Holy One of Israel.” The people did not want to hear any more about Yahweh from the prophet Isaiah. The Hebrew is more literally, “Cause to cease from before us the Holy One of Israel.” This has been understood like it is in the REV (cf. ESV, NAB, NASB, NLT, NRSV), and it has also been understood as “Remove from our presence the Holy One of Israel” (NET; cf. CEB, CJB, CSB, NJB). Although the exact translation is debated, the meaning is clear. Isaiah was telling the people about God and they did not want to hear anything more about Him.
Evil people do not want to know God or His ways, and they harden their hearts against Him (cf. Job. 21:14; 22:17; Isa. 30:11; Mic. 2:6. See commentary on Matt. 13:13).
Isa 30:19
“For the people will live in Zion at Jerusalem. You will weep no more.” In Isaiah 30:19, Isaiah shifts from speaking about his present time to speaking about the future Millennial Kingdom when Christ reigns on earth. Thus, Isaiah 30:19-26 are about the Millennial Kingdom. There will be joy, and not weeping and crying, in Christ’s kingdom (cf. Isa. 61:2-3; 65:19).
[For more verses in Isaiah that speak of the Millennial Kingdom, see commentary on Isa. 2:2. For more on Christ’s future kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Isa 30:20
“Though the Lord may give you the bread of adversity and the water of affliction.” This stanza speaks of the situation that the people of Israel were going through at the time of Isaiah. Among other things, the Assyrian attacks had made life difficult.
“yet your teachers will not be hidden anymore.” Isaiah shifts from the present, when the people are in need of food and water, to the future Millennial Kingdom when Christ reigns on earth. At that time the true teachers will be out in the open and well-known. In the time of Isaiah and before, the teachers of truth either did not speak up boldly due to persecution and danger, or they were so intermingled with false teachers and false prophets that they were hard to recognize. But when Christ reigns on earth the true teachers will be out in the open.
The word “teachers” is generally taken to be a plural, but some scholars feel the Hebrew word is a less common singular form or a plural of majesty for “teacher.” However, that is less likely, especially given the context. The Scripture portrays a time when there will be many teachers and many will know the truth and thus as a person is going through life if they begin to go astray they will hear a voice behind them correcting them (Isa. 30:21).
Isa 30:23
“your livestock will feed in large pastures.” Israel is not known for having “large pastures.” Much of the ground is rocky, like Jesus described in the parable of the sower (Matt. 13:5), but in Christ’s Millennial Kingdom on earth the soil will be restored and there will be large pastures for livestock.
Isa 30:24
“will eat seasoned fodder that has been winnowed.” The food in Christ’s Millennial Kingdom will be so plentiful that even the animals will eat grain that has been winnowed with a shovel and winnowing fork. Food has never been that abundant on earth, and working farm animals like cattle and donkeys have always eaten grain from the field or just cut as hay. Today we have machines that thresh the grain so special animals such as racehorses and pets get grain, but historically it took too much effort to thresh the grain to do that for farm animals. Isaiah 30:24 is a wonderful picture of how abundant food will be in the Millennial Kingdom.
[For more on the Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Isa 30:26
“the light of the moon will be like the light of the sun.” Isaiah uses poetic language to describe this, literally, “the light of the white will be like the light of the heat,” where “white” is the moon and “heat” is the sun.
“and the light of the sun will be seven times brighter.” This verse applies to the Millennial Kingdom when the Lord Jesus Christ rules the earth will be a time of unprecedented blessing, and there are many verses about the Millennial Kingdom scattered throughout the Bible and especially in the books of the prophets, such as Isaiah and Ezekiel. Darkness was a real problem in the ancient world, and there was simply no way to easily get needed light into dark places or at night. Although it is hard to understand exactly how this verse will be literally fulfilled, added light both day and night would be a blessing.
[For more on the Millennial Kingdom and Christ’s rule on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth”].
“the day.” This is the use of “day” to refer to a period of time, not a literal “day.”
Isa 30:30
“with a driving rain, storm, and hailstones.” The wrath of God is often portrayed metaphorically in Scripture as a powerful and destructive storm (e.g., Ps. 18:12-14; 77:17-18; 83:15; Isa. 28:17; 30:30; Jer. 23:19; 30:23; Ezek. 13:11; see commentary on Ezek. 13:11).
The Hebrew word translated as “driving rain” in the REV is quite general and can refer to different things that burst forth during a storm. The English versions represent that diversity of meanings (e.g., “blast” (ASV); “cloud-burst” (BBE, CJB, ESV, NASB, NIV, NRSV); “driving rain” (CSB); “waterflood” (Darby); “tempest” (JPS, NAB); “scattering” (KJV, LSV, YLT); “thunderbolt” (NJB); and “burst” (Rotherham). In fact, all of these things “burst forth” and produce “scattering” on earth, and so all of them should likely be considered as part of the meaning of the word, which is metaphorical for the storm that is analogized with the wrath of God. The wrath of God, like a terrible storm, is destructive and horrific, and people should obey God and avoid the wrath of God.
 
Isaiah Chapter 31
Isa 31:2
“he also is wise.” Although the people of Israel did not seek Yahweh they should have, because “He too is wise.” Actually, this is an irony designed to point out the folly of not looking to or seeking Yahweh, for He alone is truly wise. If anyone lacks wisdom, let that one ask of God (James 1:5).
Isa 31:4
“he will not be afraid because of their shouting.” Like a lion fighting for the food he has just killed is not afraid of a bunch of shepherds with their sticks, God is not frightened or intimidated by humans and their feeble efforts. God can and will fight for His people and can and will win the fights He engages in. He is making this known to Israel and Judah so that they might turn away from help from humans and idols and seek Him and His help. Sadly, the people of Israel and Judah did not turn to God, and they suffered terribly for it. Christians should be wiser than these people in the Old Testament and always turn to God and Jesus for help.
Isa 31:5
“Like birds hovering.” Just as birds hover around their nest and their young to protect them, so Yahweh would hover around Jerusalem to protect it. And Yahweh did hover around Jerusalem during the time of Isaiah and the Assyrians, who eventually came to attack Jerusalem but were defeated by God’s direct action (2 Kings 19:35-36). However, the people of Judah and Jerusalem became increasingly ungodly and so God could no longer protect them and they were conquered by the Babylonians (2 Kings 24, 25).
Isa 31:7
“For in that day.” The subject shifts abruptly here, as is often done in the Old Testament. This is a common way of referring to the Day of the Lord, and this verse looks forward to the tribulation and Kingdom of Christ on earth. This prophecy was not fulfilled at the end of the Babylonian Captivity and is still future. This prophecy is similar to Isaiah 2:20.
“idols.” The Hebrew text has the word 'eliyl (#0457 אֱלִיל), more literally “Worthless Ones” or “worthless things,” a sarcastic name for “idols” (see commentary on Hab. 2:18, “Worthless Ones”).
 
Isaiah Chapter 32
Isa 32:1
“Behold, a king will reign in righteousness.” Isaiah suddenly shifts the subject, and Isaiah 32:1-5 refers to the future Millennial Kingdom when Jesus Christ rules the earth. In this context, “righteousness” is doing what is right and just to other people and in the sight of God.
[For more on the word “righteousness” having the meaning of doing what is right or just (“justice”), see commentary on Matt. 5:6.]
“rulers will govern with justice.” When Christ sets up his kingdom on earth, he will be assisted in governing the earth by people who have been faithful to him (see commentary on Jer. 23:4).
[For more verses in Isaiah that speak of the Millennial Kingdom, see commentary on Isa. 2:2. For more on Christ’s future kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Isa 32:2
“the shade of a great rock in a weary land.” The shade provided by a large rock was a welcome rest to the overheated and weary traveler. In the Millennial Kingdom, when Christ rules the earth and the rulers and leaders under him are righteous people, the justice, peace, and security they provide will be like the shade of a large rock to the weary traveler; it will give peace and comfort to the people who live on earth. Both the Old Testament and the New Testament indicate that people who have been faithful in their first life on earth will help rule the future earth (Isa. 1:26; 32:1; Jer. 3:15; 23:4; Ezek. 44:24; Matt. 19:28; Luke 22:30; 1 Cor. 6:2; 2 Tim. 2:12; Rev. 2:26).
In 1855 Horatio Hackett wrote about the comfort that the shade of a large rock could give in the Middle East. “This happened as I was going from Jerusalem to Jericho—a region so wild and desolate that it might be called emphatically ‘a dreary land.’ In many places the want of trees renders the shelter of a rock the only refuge which a person can find from the scorching heat; and even when trees are at hand the rock affords the better protection because it excludes so much more effectually the rays of the sun. … I was often glad myself, when fatigued with hard riding, and oppressed with heat, to dismount and rest for a while in the cooling shade of an overhanging rock. No one who has traveled in the Orient can fail to bear witness to the value of such a refuge, or to recollect with pleasure how often he has availed himself of it.”[footnoteRef:721] [721:  Horatio B. Hackett, Illustrations of Scripture, Chap. 1, para. “Shadow of a Rock,” Kindle.] 

Isa 32:3
“The eyes of those who see will not be closed.” There are verses about the blind being healed in the Millennial Kingdom of Christ, but this is not one of them. This is about the mentally blind, those who just do not see the truth, finally being able to see and understand the truth. And those who have not been able to hear the truth will hear it when Christ reigns as king.
Isa 32:4
“mind.” The Hebrew word is lebab (#03824 לֵבָב), which is often translated “heart,” but which also refers to the mind, will, understanding, thoughts, reflections, attitudes, emotions, and other attributes of the mind. This is one of the places where the translation “heart” would cause confusion. In modern English, the word “heart” usually refers to emotion or passion, but that is not its meaning here. The function of the brain was unknown in biblical times, so functions that we generally assign to the brain, like thinking, attitudes, understanding, and good sense, were assigned to the heart. This verse is a promise of healing in the future Kingdom of Christ on earth, the Millennial Kingdom. At the Rapture and in the resurrections, everyone will be healed, not only of physical disease, but of mental disease as well.
[For more on the Hebrew word “heart,” see commentary on Prov. 15:21, “sense.” For more on the meaning of “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’” For more on the Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Isa 32:6
“his heart plans iniquity.” The Hebrew is more literally, “his heart does iniquity,” but the heart does it by planning it.
Isa 32:15
“and the wilderness becomes a fruitful field.” In Isaiah 32:15-20, the prophet Isaiah again shifts from the present to the future Millennial Kingdom when Christ rules the earth.
[For more verses in Isaiah that speak of the Millennial Kingdom, see commentary on Isa. 2:2. For more on Christ’s future kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Isa 32:16
“righteousness.” In this context, “righteousness” is doing what is right and just to other people and in the sight of God. When the Messiah reigns on earth there will be justice and righteousness in the wilderness and field. From the Fall of Adam until the Messiah reigns on earth, the wilderness and field have been places of injustice in every way: the crops, the animals, and of course the way in which people have treated each other.
[For more on the coming Kingdom of Christ on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on “righteousness” meaning justice and treating others in a godly way, see commentary on Matt. 5:6.]
Isa 32:17
“the effect of righteousness will be quietness and confidence forever.” In this context, “righteousness” is doing what is right and just to other people and in the sight of God, and in effect is “justice.” There is no justice on earth now, but there will be in Christ’s Millennial Kingdom on earth. Christ will reign in righteousness, doing the right and just thing, and the effect of that will be peace, quietness, and confidence.
[For more on “righteousness” having the meaning of doing what is right or just (“justice”), see commentary on Matt. 5:6.]
 
Isaiah Chapter 33
Isa 33:4
“Your spoil will be harvested.” The Assyrians had taken great spoil from the peoples they conquered. Now God tells them that there is a day coming when the spoil they have taken will be taken from them. It will be “harvested” (the Hebrew is more literally “gathered,” but it refers to being gathered in harvest) as if locusts had come and taken their spoil. People will leap upon it (or “rush to and fro on it”) like locusts. The two words for “locust” in the verse are different, but refer to different stages in the growth of the locust. So the REV uses “young locust” (which some versions translate as “caterpillar”) and “locust.”
Isa 33:5
“he will fill.” The Hebrew uses the prophetic perfect idiom, and reads, “he has filled.” The prophetic perfect was a common way that a future event that was sure to come to pass was expressed in the Hebrew language—by saying it had already happened.
[For more on the prophetic perfect idiom, see commentary on Eph. 2:6.]
“righteousness.” In this context, “righteousness” is doing what is right and just to other people and in the sight of God, and in effect is “justice.” In Isaiah 33:5, “justice” means more like “judgment,” that is, fair judgment, thus justice. The emphasis is the effect: justice. In contrast, “righteousness” has more emphasis on the action; doing what is right and just to fellow humans and in the sight of God. There is no justice on earth now, but there will be in Christ’s Millennial Kingdom on earth. Christ will reign in righteousness, doing the right and just thing, and the effect of that will be peace, quietness, and confidence.
[For more on “righteousness” having the meaning of doing what is right or just (“justice”), see commentary on Matt. 5:6. For more on Christ’s future Millennial Kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Isa 33:6
“And he will be.” The phrase refers to God. God is to be people’s stability.
“Zion.” The Hebrew is simply the masculine singular pronoun, “his.” In this case, Zion is being portrayed as a man, and the fear of God is to be “his” treasure, but the pronoun makes the English very unclear, so, like the ESV, the REV substituted the noun Zion for the pronoun.
Isa 33:9
“the Arabah.” The Arabah is the Great Rift Valley that runs from Lebanon down into Africa, and it is the valley in which is the Sea of Galilee, most of the Jordan River, and the Dead Sea.
Isa 33:11
“You.” We can see from Isaiah 33:12 that the “you” here in Isaiah 33:11 refers to the hostile nations that desire to destroy God’s people, but they will not succeed.
“your breath.” This is the reading of the Hebrew text, although there is a variant reading, “my breath,” which has been picked up by some of the English versions (cf. NAB, NASB). It seems certain that “your breath” is original. The enemy planned to consume God’s people, but their evil plan was self-destructive and resulted in their own destruction. God is righteous, and He has set His laws and His judgment in such a way that on the Day of Judgment the wicked are destroyed as a consequence of the evil they have done. In a very real sense, their own “breath” destroys them. However, it is much more than just their “breath” that destroys the wicked. The Hebrew word translated “breath” is ruach (#07307 רוּחַ), and ruach can refer to a large number of things, including wind; spirit, and breath. It also refers to the natural life of our fleshly bodies that is sometimes referred to as “soul;” and it includes the activities of the mind such as people’s thoughts, attitudes, and emotions. Thus, the Hebrew text is saying that what the wicked do, what they “breathe out” if you will, their evil thoughts, attitudes, and emotions, will result in their destruction.
[For more on the usages of ruach, spirit, see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
Isa 33:12
“as if burned into lime.” This is a powerful simile in the text because the limestone that was quite common in Palestine was quarried into building stones of various sizes and used to build many things from small buildings to large Temples. But the limestone was also burned into lime and used to fertilize the fields. The analogy is that the enemy that might seem so large and imposing, like a huge building, will be burned into nothing just like limestone is burned into lime. But if the fire is too hot, some 900 degrees, even the lime decomposes.
“like thorns.” The thorns could seem like an impenetrable barrier and/or be a serious trouble, but they could be cut down and burned, and be no more. Some people think this section of Isaiah, especially Isaiah 33:14, refers to people burning forever in the Lake of Fire, but both the context and the wording of the text militates against that. For example, here in Isaiah 33:12, God is speaking of things that burn up, not things that burn forever. For example, limestone burns down to lime, but even lime itself decomposes at about 900 degrees. And thorns burn up completely in a fire. In the context, God is speaking of the destruction of His enemies and that they will come to nothing. In the future, God’s enemies will not burn forever but like the thorns will be burned up in the Lake of Fire.
[For more on the death of the wicked, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
Isa 33:14
“are afraid.” Wicked people and sinners have great bravado and boasting against God until they actually meet Him. We humans are weak and frail; we cannot even keep ourselves from getting sick, much less prevent ourselves from dying. We need God to give us life and everlasting life. Nevertheless, the wicked seem to ignore those things and act as if they are strong and self-sufficient. But there is a day coming when the wicked will experience the judgment of God, and there will be fear and trembling in that day.
“devouring fire.” God is described as a “devouring fire” (some versions have “consuming fire”) in Deuteronomy 4:24 and Hebrews 12:29. God’s tongue is referred to as a “devouring fire” in Isaiah 30:27 because it speaks the death sentence of the wicked, and God is also associated with a devouring fire in Isaiah 30:30. Here in Isaiah 33:14, God is again being described as a devouring fire as He was earlier in Scripture. Of course, God is described as a “devouring fire” because eventually, all His enemies are completely devoured and destroyed.
Although the orthodox teaching is that wicked people burn forever in “hell,” that is not the teaching of Scripture. The unsaved are thrown into the Lake of Fire where they burn up and are annihilated (Rev. 20:11-15). Many verses associate God or God’s wrath and judgment. For example, Malachi 4:3 speaks of the wicked being ashes under the feet of the righteous. Jesus compared the unsaved to trees that do not produce fruit and so are cut down and burned (Matt. 7:19); to weeds that are gathered and burned up (Matt. 13:40); and to vine branches that do not produce fruit and so are cut off and burned (John 15:6). All of those illustrations are comparing the wicked to things that burn up and are gone, not to things that go on burning.
[For more on annihilation in the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
“the age-enduring hearth fire.” The consuming fire and age-enduring hearth fire both refer to God. Isaiah 33:14 is speaking about sinners who have rejected God and are now afraid and trembling. The last two sentences in the verse refer to sinners living with God. God is the consuming fire. God is the everlasting hearth fire. The sinners are asking themselves, “Who can live (literally, “sojourn”) with God, that consuming fire, that fire on the hearth that burns up what is on it and burns from age to age?
The wording of the Hebrew text in the last phrase is difficult because it is importing a word picture that is unfamiliar and strange to most people. The Hebrew is ‘olam moqed. The Hebrew word ‘olam (#05769 עוֹלָם) is a quite common noun, and has a range of meanings that include “of long duration; of unknown future duration, thus, an age,” as well as “old, ancient,” and also, “always, forever, everlasting.” The context determines the more exact meaning of ‘olam in any given verse. Since this phrase is speaking of God, “age-enduring” or “everlasting” is appropriate.
The Hebrew word moqed (#04168 מוֹקֵד) is also a noun, not a verb, and it is a very unusual noun that only occurs two or three times in the Bible. It means, “hearth” or fireplace,[footnoteRef:722] or a burning or burning mass.[footnoteRef:723] The use of “hearth” paints the word picture of God, who is being represented by the altar in the Temple, with its perpetually burning fire—the fire was never to go out on God’s altar (Lev. 6:12). Then, by extension, moqed also points to God, who is that “age-enduring hearth fire,” that “never-dying blaze” on the altar (TNK), or “age-enduring burning thing.” [722:  HALOT; Holladay; NIDOTTE; TWOT.]  [723:  TWOT; BDB.] 

Isaiah 33:14 ends with two questions that are being asked by the sinners who are now frightened at the prospect of facing God, and who know Him to be a consuming fire. The sinners are saying, “Who among us can live with God, that holy and righteous One who is a devouring fire? Indeed, who among us sinners can live with God, that age-enduring hearth fire?” The answer, of course, is no sinner will be able to live with a holy God. In contrast, however, the very next verse, Isaiah 33:15, shows us who can live forever with God: the one who walks righteously before Him.
The fact that moqed is the noun “hearth,” “fireplace,” or “burning thing” should show us that “everlasting burning” is not an accurate translation, even though many English versions read that way. Furthermore, we should not then take that mistranslation and say that the “everlasting burning” refers to “hell” or the Lake of Fire. The translation “everlasting burning,” makes moqed into a verb or verbal, which it is not. It is a noun, and it refers to God.
In spite of the fact that moqed is a noun, some people think this section of Isaiah, especially Isaiah 33:14, refers to people burning forever in the Lake of Fire. That is a common Christian belief, but one that is not correct. Even if Isaiah 33:14 was speaking about an age-enduring fire and not an age-enduring God, the fire would not be an everlasting fire. Both the context and the wording of the verse militate against that. Ed Fudge writes: “Some traditionalists have interpreted verse 14 as referring to unending conscious torment, but the entire context argues otherwise. Verses 11-12 picture total destruction by fire. The fire consumes, which is why no wicked person can ‘dwell’ with it. Verse 14 describes the eternal holiness of God himself, who is a ‘consuming fire.’”[footnoteRef:724] [724:  Edward Fudge, The Fire that Consumes, 74.] 

In the context, in Isaiah 33:12, God is speaking of things that burn up, not things that burn forever. Limestone burns down to lime, but even lime itself decomposes at about 900 degrees. And thorns burn up completely in a fire. In the context, God is speaking of the destruction of His enemies and that they will come to nothing. In the future God’s enemies will not burn forever; they will be burned up in the Lake of Fire.
People burning forever would also build a contradiction into the verse and context. Sinners cannot burn up like lime and thorns do, in a “consuming fire,” and at the same time not be burned up. Furthermore, sacrifices on the altar in the Temple do not burn forever, they are burned up and consumed—it is the fire on the altar that keeps burning. Sinners either burn up in the Lake of Fire or burn forever in it, but not both, and we assert that the Scripture is clear that sinners do not burn forever, but are consumed in the Lake of Fire. No sinner can live with a consuming God, they will be consumed. Moreover, Isaiah 33:14 is not speaking of an everlasting fire, but rather of God being an age-enduring hearth fire.
[For more about the wicked being annihilated in the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
Isa 33:24
“of Zion.” This is supplied for clarity from Isaiah 33:20. The more literal is simply, “No resident will say….” Isaiah is speaking of the Millennial Kingdom when Christ rules the earth.
[For more verses in Isaiah that speak of the Millennial Kingdom, see commentary on Isa. 2:2. For more on Christ’s future kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
 
Isaiah Chapter 34
Isa 34:1
“And everything that comes from it.” This refers to everything the earth produces. Isaiah 34 transports us into the distant future and the Day of Yahweh (“the Day of the LORD”). Isaiah says that God’s judgment is going to come upon the entire earth, something we see very clearly in the book of Revelation, and so everything on earth had a vested interest in hearing what God had to say. The Day of Yahweh will be a time of horrific destruction, as many prophecies state (see commentary on Dan. 12:1).
Isa 34:2
“He will devote...He will give.” The Hebrew text uses the prophetic idiom, putting the verb in the past tense to magnify the certainty of what God will do. So literally the text says that God has destroyed...He has given, but the event is in the future. To “devote to destruction” is to totally destroy.
[For more on the prophetic perfect, see commentary on Eph. 2:6. For more on things “devoted” to Yahweh and devoted to destruction, see commentary on Josh. 6:17.]
There is coming in the future a time of great tribulation upon the earth in which most of the people of the earth will be killed (see commentary on Isa. 13:9).
Isa 34:3
“will melt away by their blood.” The picture being painted is that there will be so much killing during the Day of the LORD that the blood will flow in rivers down the mountains and wash away the dirt in the same way that a huge rainstorm that lasts for days can wash huge areas of dirt and debris down the mountains. This is a difficult concept, and so many of the English versions nuance the text to read like, “the mountains will flow with blood,” or “the mountains will be drenched with blood.” But the actual Hebrew text is more graphic by being hyperbolic: that there will be so much blood flowing down the mountains that they will wash away. Revelation 14:20 says the blood flowing from the Battle of Armageddon will flow for about 180 miles. Jeremiah 7:32 says that there will be so many dead bodies people will be forced to bury them in the unclean valley of the Son of Hinnom, the Gehenna.
Isa 34:5
“will drink.” This is the prophetic perfect like Isaiah 34:2 (see commentary on Isa. 34:2).
Isa 34:6
“will be...will be” The Hebrew is literally present tense, not future, but the context and other future tense verbs in the context make it clear that this is referring to a future event. The present tense is a prophetic perfect, putting the future as a past or present event (see commentary on Eph. 2:6).
“has a sacrifice.” Here in Isaiah the death of the wicked is mentioned as a sacrifice which also happens in other scriptures (cf. Jer. 46:10; 51:40; Ezek. 39:17; Zeph. 1:7). Sin that is not atoned for ends in death (Rom. 6:23), so in this context, in a kind of irony, the death of the sinner is seen as a sacrifice. The picture is that the sinner can either be atoned for by a sacrifice, or he will be a sacrifice himself. It is not often taught that a person can pay for their own sin, but they can. The wages of sin is death and the sinner can pay for his own sin with his own death, but of course, the problem with that is that the sinner is dead. Here, the unrepentant sinners are a sacrifice and are killed in a “great slaughter.”
“Bozrah.” A major city in Edom, also mentioned in Isaiah 63:1.
Isa 34:7
“wild oxen...the young bulls...the mighty bulls.” These are metaphors for powerful people (actually, the figure of speech is hypocatastasis; see commentary on Rev. 20:2). On the day of God’s vengeance, being wealthy or powerful will not protect people from God’s wrath and justice.
Isa 34:9
“Its streams.” That is, the streams in Edom (cf. Isa. 34:5).
Isa 34:14
“Lilith.” Lilith is mentioned only here in Isaiah 34:14 in the Bible. She is a female spirit or demon in some ancient Mesopotamian cuneiform texts, including texts from Sumer, Assyria, and Babylonia, and that fits here in Isaiah as well. That Lilith is a female demon has been doubted by many, and they point out that Lilith is not mentioned except here in the Bible. But Lilith would not need to be described in detail or said to be a demon if the common understanding in the culture at the time was that she was a demon. Furthermore, if she was a demon she would not likely be named more than once in the Bible because God does not magnify or legitimatize demons in the Bible by giving their names. The only other demon who is named in the Bible is “Legion,” and he is only named in the one record when Christ met the demoniac man (Mark 5:9; Luke 8:30). We do not even know the actual name of the Devil. He is called by many descriptions that are used as names, such as the “Devil,” but “Devil” is the word “slanderer” (see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil”).
As we might well imagine, as time went on more and more was added about Lilith—who she was and what she did—and we have to be careful not to think of that newer information as having the same authority as the ancient culture and biblical text. For example, according to some later Jewish mythology, Lilith was the first wife of Adam and was created the same day and from the same dirt as he was, but then she refused to be subservient to him and left the Garden of Eden. Lilith is mentioned in the Babylonian Talmud (Eruvin 100b, Niddah 24b, Shabbat 151b, Baba Bathra 73a). From the 500s AD and later, Jewish magical inscriptions visually portray Lilith and show her as a female demon. Even today Lilith continues to capture the attention of many and so she is written about in occult, fantasy, and horror literature. Predictably, in modern culture, Lilith sometimes shows up as someone who fights for women’s liberation and equality. That fits with the Devil’s agenda to hide the actual existence of demons and the evil they do, and to call evil “good,” and good “evil.”
It makes sense that Isaiah 34:14 would mention Lilith. Isaiah 34:14 is in the context of the destruction of Edom, which had been a perpetual enemy of Israel and thus of God. According to biblical prophecy, Edom will be totally destroyed and rejected by God to the point that even Lilith herself will dwell there. In other words, it makes sense that a place as evil as Edom would attract an evil female demon like Lilith. There are scholars who assert that “Lilith” is a kind of bird because the context mentions birds and animals that would live in deserted Edom, but there is no evidence of what kind of bird that would be that is only mentioned once in the Bible, and also the most ancient texts and Jewish writings have her as a spirit or demon, which, as stated above, makes sense in the context.
It should also be said that the Bible makes it clear that there are both male and female spirit beings (see commentary on Zech. 5:9).
Isa 34:17
“has cast the lot for them.” “Lots” (like dice) were cast to make decisions. In the case of Israel, the High Priest wore a garment with a pocket over the breast and stones were pulled from it to get the decision of Yahweh. In this case, Yahweh Himself is portrayed as casting the lots for the birds as if they cannot do it for themselves (the exact manner God cast the lots is not described and is assumed unimportant). The “them” is feminine and agrees with the birds (the kites) of Isaiah 34:15. In the next line God gives the birds a portion by dividing it with a measuring line. The point God is making is that He has divided up the country of Edom and given it to the wild animals and birds.
 
Isaiah Chapter 35
Isa 35:1
“The wilderness and the dry land will be glad.” The prophet Isaiah suddenly shifts from talking about the destruction of Edom to the restoration of the earth in the Millennial Kingdom (although it is important to realize that the Old Testament does not make a distinction between the Millennial Kingdom and the Everlasting Kingdom—that distinction was not made until John wrote the book of Revelation).
The shift of subjects and the joy of the Millennial Kingdom is emphasized in the Hebrew text by the fact that the first word in the verse in the Hebrew text is “glad.” To better represent that in English we would say, “Glad will be the wilderness and dry land.” It is easy to see the harsh contrast between what will become of Edom—“Its streams will be turned into pitch, its dust into sulfur, and its land will become burning pitch” (Isa. 34:9)—and what will happen to the land in the Millennial Kingdom when the land will be glad and the desert rejoice. Then the prophet continues speaking about the future Millennial Kingdom of Christ through the whole chapter (Isa. 35:1-10).
[For more verses in Isaiah that speak of the Millennial Kingdom, see commentary on Isa. 2:2. For more on Christ’s future kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Isa 35:2
“Lebanon’s glory.” Lebanon was known for its lush forests and tall cedars. The wilderness and dry places will be like Lebanon.
“Carmel...Sharon.” Mount Carmel was one of the lushest places in Israel, along with the plain of Sharon. It is a wonderful promise that in the future Israel will be lush like Lebanon, Carmel, and Sharon.
Isa 35:4
“your God will come.” God will come in the person of His agent, the Lord Jesus Christ, and God will empower him to accomplish the will of God.
 
Isaiah Chapter 36
Isa 36:1
“Sennacherib king of Assyria.” Sennacherib’s attack is recorded in 2 Kings 18; 2 Chronicles 32, and Isaiah 36.
Isa 36:3
“Eliakim the son of Hilkiah, who was Over the House.” “Over the House” was the title of the palace administrator (see commentary on 1 Kings 4:6). During the reign of King Hezekiah, Eliakim replaced Shebna, who had been Over the House, but who nevertheless remained an important figure in the kingdom for a while anyway (cf. Isa. 22:15-21).
Isa 36:7
“But if you say to me.” 2 Kings 18:22; 2 Chron. 32:12; and Isaiah 36:7 are very similar.
“our god.” The Assyrians thought of Yahweh as just another god.
“shrines.” The Hebrew word “shrines” is bamot, which referred to a place that was leveled and built up and on which were placed various idols and objects of worship. The context indicates these shrines were pagan in nature (cf. “pagan shrines” NLT). Many of the towns had such shrines (see commentary on Num. 33:52).
“worship.” The Hebrew word translated “worship,” shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), is the same Hebrew word as “bow down.”
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
Isa 36:12
“urine.” Here in Isaiah 36:12 and in 2 Kings 18:27, the Hebrew text uses an idiom: “the water of the feet.” The word “feet” was sometimes used for the genital organs (see commentary on Judg. 5:27).
Isa 36:15
“rescue, yes, rescue.” This is an emphatic translation of the Hebrew, which uses the figure of speech polyptoton.[footnoteRef:725] The Hebrew repeats the word “rescue” in different tenses. [725:  E. W. Bullinger, Figures of Speech Used in the Bible, 267, “polyptoton.”] 

[For more on polyptoton and the emphasis it brings, as well as the way it is translated in the REV, see commentaries on Gen. 2:16 and 2:17.]
Isa 36:19
“Have they rescued Samaria from my hand?” Rab-shakeh is using abbreviated language. The people of Judah understood what he was saying. The NET expands the translation for clarity: “Indeed, did any gods rescue Samaria from my power?” Israel, the Northern Kingdom, had lots of pagan gods and was conquered by Assyria (2 Kings 17).
Isa 36:22
“Eliakim the son of Hilkiah, who was Over the House.” “Over the House” was the title of the palace administrator (see commentary on 1 Kings 4:6). During the reign of King Hezekiah, Eliakim replaced Shebna, who had been Over the House, but who nevertheless remained an important figure in the kingdom for a while anyway (cf. Isa. 22:15-21).
 
Isaiah Chapter 37
Isa 37:1
“And when King Hezekiah.” Isaiah 37 is almost the same as 2 Kings 19.
Isa 37:2
“Then he sent Eliakim.”​ Cf. 2 Kings 19:2.
“Eliakim, who was Over the House.” “Over the House” was the title of the palace administrator (see commentary on 1 Kings 4:6). During the reign of King Hezekiah, Eliakim replaced Shebna, who had been Over the House, but who nevertheless remained an important figure in the kingdom for a while anyway (cf. Isa. 22:15-21).
Isa 37:4
“the remnant that is left.” See commentary on 2 Kings 19:4.
Isa 37:6
“Tell your lord this.” In the Hebrew text the word “lord” is a grammatical plural, literally “lords,” but it refers to King Hezekiah.
“servant boys.” The Hebrew calls the men of the king of Assyria a word used for young men, thus sarcastically showing that they are mere children to God.
Isa 37:7
“I will put a spirit in him.” See commentary on 2 Kings 19:7.
Isa 37:9
“Sennacherib.” The Hebrew is “he,” but since the “he” in the immediately preceding sentence in 2 Kings 19:8 was Rab-shakeh, the “he” in this verse was replaced with “Sennacherib” for clarity.
Isa 37:10
“your god.” The Assyrians thought of Yahweh as just another god.
Isa 37:11
“devoting them to destruction.” Here used by the Assyrian king meaning “totally destroying them.”
[For more on things “devoted” to Yahweh and devoted to destruction, see commentary on Josh. 6:17.]
Isa 37:13
“the king of the city of Sepharvaim.” The Hebrew can be read as the REV text is, or it can be read as “the king of Lair,” Lair being a city in northeastern Babylon. The English versions differ as to which translation is correct.
Isa 37:14
“And Hezekiah.” See commentary on 2 Kings 19:14, which is a parallel verse.
“and read them.” The Hebrew reads “and read it,” where the singular Hebrew seems like a collective singular referring to the message contained in the letters.
Isa 37:16
“O Yahweh.” See commentary on 2 Kings 19:15, which is very similar to this verse.
“sits enthroned between the cherubim.” The Hebrew text is more literally “sits of the cherubim,” but it was the custom for kings to sit on thrones, not just regular chairs, so translating according to the culture of the day, “enthroned” is a good translation and adopted by many English versions (CEB, CSB, ESV, NAB, NASB, NET, NIV, NJB, NRSV). That Yahweh sat “between” the cherubim is understood from Numbers 7:89, which says that Yahweh sits over the Atonement Cover (traditionally “Mercy Seat”) and between the cherubim.
“you are God, you alone.” The Bible has many verses that say there is only one God, “Yahweh.”
[For more on Yahweh being the only God, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son,” point 11, and the REV commentary on Deut. 6:4.]
Isa 37:17
“Incline your ear.” See commentary on 2 Kings 19:16, which is almost exactly the same as Isaiah 37:17 (Isaiah has “hear all the words” whereas 2 Kings does not have the word “all”).
Isa 37:18
“It is true, O Yahweh.” See commentary on 2 Kings 19:17.
“the countries and their lands.” The Masoretic Hebrew text reads, “the lands and their lands,” but that is likely a copyist’s error. The parallel verse, 2 Kings 19:17, has “nations and their lands,” which makes more sense and is likely correct. It is possible but less likely, that Isaiah is using “lands” twice with two different meanings.
Isa 37:19
“putting their gods into the fire.” See commentary on 2 Kings 19:18.
“so they have destroyed them.” See commentary on 2 Kings 19:18.
Isa 37:20
“But now, Yahweh our God.” Isaiah 37:20 is almost identical to 2 Kings 19:19.
Isa 37:21
“Because you have prayed to me.” Isaiah 37:21 differs from 2 Kings 19:20 somewhat. The relative particle asher most likely means “because” in this sentence because the phrase “I have heard” is not in Isaiah, in contrast to 2 Kings 19:20, which has that phrase. See commentary on 2 Kings 19:20.
Isa 37:22
“Daughter Zion.” The Hebrew is idiomatic for Zion itself, i.e., Jerusalem (see commentary on Isa. 1:8).
“has despised you.” The “you” in Isaiah 37:22 is singular and refers to Sennacherib, king of Assyria.
“Daughter Jerusalem.” The Hebrew structure and idiom is similar to that of “Daughter Zion” (see commentary on Isa. 1:8). Here in Isaiah 37:22 (and also 2 Kings 19:21), Jerusalem is referred to twice in the verse by two different names, “Daughter Jerusalem” and “Daughter Zion.” It is typical of Hebrew poetry to refer to the same thing in two different ways.
2 Kings 19:21 and Isaiah 37:22 are a good portrayal of God showing that with His help great feats can be accomplished and horrible and impossible-looking situations can be turned into great victories. Jerusalem is portrayed as a young woman, a virgin daughter, thus likely in her early teens, being approached by the “big, bad man,” Assyria, who is intent on raping and pillaging her the same way he raped and destroyed her sister, the Northern Kingdom of Israel. Yet with God’s help, she defies him, ridicules him, and shakes her head at him. She trusts God, and God, her protector, steps in and takes care of the situation. Ultimately those who trust in God will always have the victory, even over death. “Thanks be to God, who gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ” (1 Cor. 15:57; cf. 1 Cor. 15:54-57).
Isa 37:25
“I will dry up all the rivers of Egypt.” The king of Assyria had not yet ventured into Egypt (and historically never did), but he is boasting that the “rivers” of help for Israel that might flow out of Egypt would never materialize. But Assyria was wrong to assume that Israel’s only help and hope was Egypt, because the real help was Yahweh their God.
Isa 37:26
“Have you not heard.” See the commentary on 2 Kings 19:25, where this verse also occurs.
Isa 37:36
“The angel of Yahweh.” This verse is almost identical to 2 Kings 19:35.
“And when they got up early in the morning.” The ones who got up in the morning were the Israelites, the Assyrians were dead. This verse is a good example of why reading the Bible requires logic and knowing the context. God expects us to read with care and build our background knowledge of His Word.
“look, all of them were corpses; dead men.” There is something very final about seeing the dead body of an enemy. It gives closure to the situation. If the Assyrians simply were not there, then there would always be a question about what happened to them and whether they were somehow still alive. There are a number of times in Scripture when people see the dead bodies of the enemy (e.g. Exod. 14:30; Isa. 37:36; 66:24).
Isa 37:37
“So Sennacherib.” cf. 2 Kings 19:36.
Isa 37:38
“as he was worshiping.” This is repeated in 2 Kings 19:37.
 
Isaiah Chapter 38
Isa 38:1
“sick to the point of death.” The record of Hezekiah’s sickness and recovery is in 2 Kings 20:1-11; 2 Chronicles 32:24-26; and Isaiah 38:1-22.
Isa 38:3
“wept; it was a great weeping.” The Hebrew text says that Hezekiah “wept a great weeping.” Although most English versions say “wept bitterly,” that is a bit of an assumption, because “bitterly” brings in an emotion that Hezekiah may not have felt. Rotherham takes “great weeping” to mean “out loud.” Hezekiah may have felt great sorrow or loss, or may have had some idea that Manasseh, his son who became king after him, would not make a good king, which was certainly true, Manasseh was a horrible king. In any case, Hezekiah wept greatly and prayed very humbly and honestly.
Isa 38:8
“sundial.” The Hebrew can refer to a sundial or to steps. E. Fox[footnoteRef:726] has “step-dial” in 2 Kings 20:11. [726:  Everett Fox, The Schocken Bible.] 

Isa 38:10
“prime of my days.” The Hebrew word translated “prime” only occurs here and the meaning is uncertain. It seems to mean “half” or “middle” of my life, that is, in the prime of life, when I am still young.
“the gates of Sheol.” Sheol is the state of being dead, and there is no escape from it except by being raised from the dead by God. Because of that, Sheol is compared to a prison that has “gates” from which no one can escape without God’s help. These “gates” are referred to as the “gates of Sheol” (Job 17:16; Isa. 38:10) and “the gates of death” (Job 38:17; Ps. 9:13; 107:18). Jesus Christ referred to the gates in Matthew 16:18 where in many versions they are translated as “the gates of hell.”
[For more on these gates, see commentary on Matt. 16:18. For more on Sheol, see commentary on Rev. 20:13. For more on dead people being dead, lifeless in every way, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.”]
Isa 38:11
“I will not see Yah.” “Yah” is a shorter name for “Yahweh.” Isaiah 38:11-20 is one of the sections in the Word of God that shows that when a person dies they are dead in every way, not alive in heaven, “Hell,” or some other place. They are dead, lifeless, until they are raised from the dead at the resurrection. The great Judean king, Hezekiah, when facing death did not talk about going to heaven or to a good place. He said, “I will not see Yah...you [God] will make an end of me...you [God] will make an end of me” (Isa. 38:11-13). Because Hezekiah did not die but was healed, he exclaimed, “You have delivered my soul from the pit of oblivion” (Isa. 38:17). Then Hezekiah went on to say, “Those who go down into the pit [the grave] cannot have hope for your faithfulness” (Isa. 38:18). The reason that a dead person “cannot have hope for your [God’s] faithfulness” is that dead people are dead, totally lifeless, so they do not know anything and cannot have hope.
[For more on people being lifeless when they die, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.”]
Isa 38:12
“dwelling.” The Hebrew word translated “dwelling” is a hapax legomenon, meaning it only occurs this one time in the Hebrew Bible, and due to that fact, the English versions differ as to how to translate it. The English translations include: “dwelling” (ASV, CSB, ESV, NASB, NRSV, Rotherham, REV); “dwelling place” (NET), “house” (NIV); “home” (CJB, NJB); “lifetime” (CEB); “age” (DBY, KJV); “habitation” (JPS); “life span” (NKJV); “life” (NLT); and “generation” (DRA). The HALOT and Holladay Hebrew lexicons give “dwelling place” as the definition, while the BDB[footnoteRef:727] gives “period, generation, dwelling” as the definition. Here in Isaiah 38:12, Hezekiah is speaking about his death and that the “dwelling,” the “home,” that is his human body will be removed and gone like a shepherd’s tent: “My dwelling is pulled up and removed from me like a shepherd’s tent.” Although the illustration of a shepherd’s tent being taken away and moved is somewhat appropriate for one’s life ending, the illustration leaves us with a sad and heavyhearted feeling. But as much as we want our lives to leave a lasting impression, it is most often the case that people die and, relative to historical time, are quickly forgotten. [727:  Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon.] 

Horatio Hackett wrote about the tents in the Bible Lands, and how very quickly they left no trace of having been in any given place: “The tents of the East...seldom remain long in the same place. The traveler erects his temporary abode for the night, takes it down in the morning, and journeys onward. The shepherds of the country, also, are constantly moving from one place to another…‘There is something very melancholy,’ writes Lord Lindsay…‘The tent-pins are plucked up, and in a few minutes a dozen holes, a heap or two of ashes, and the marks of the camels’ knees in the sand, soon to be obliterated, are the only traces left of what has been, for a while, our home.’ Hence, this rapid change of situation, this removal from one spot to another, without being able to foresee today where the wanderer will rest tomorrow affords a striking image of man’s life—so brief, fleeting, uncertain.”[footnoteRef:728] [728:  Horatio B. Hackett, Illustrations of Scripture, Chap. 1, para. “Frequent Removals,” Kindle.] 

Despite Hezekiah’s melancholy words, the people—including Hezekiah—who are saved can look forward to a joyful and wonderful everlasting life. The person and their works in this life may disappear from earth shortly after their death, but their resurrected life will go on forever.
[For more on everlasting life and how to get saved, see commentary on Rom. 10:9.]
“From day to night you bring me to an end.​” From “day” when things were good for Hezekiah, to “night,” when the darkness of death closes in, “you bring me to an end,” that is, you bring me to death, and death would be the end of him; he would be dead, totally lifeless and not alive in any form. See commentary on Isaiah 38:11.
Isa 38:13
“I waited patiently until morning.” The meaning of the Hebrew text is debated. It could mean that Hezekiah waited patiently until morning hoping things would improve, or “waited patiently” could be more like “calmed myself.” But other scholars propose a translation like “I cried out until morning,” based on some difference in the Hebrew text. However, the Hebrew text can be understood without emendation and many translations go that way.
“he breaks all my bones like a lion.” Hezekiah was in pain, and like a lion, God was not showing him any relief or mercy.
“you bring me to an end.” Hezekiah’s death would be the end of him; he would be dead, totally lifeless, and not alive in any form. See commentary on Isaiah 38:11.
Isa 38:14
“Support me.” The Hebrew is more like, “Be my support,” but we would say “Support me.”
Isa 38:15
“What can I say? He has spoken to me, and he himself has done it.” Now Hezekiah changes from Isaiah 38:14 when he was sick, to Isaiah 38:15 when he is healed. And what can Hezekiah say about this? God spoke through the prophet Isaiah that Hezekiah would be healed, and he was. God spoke it and did it.
“I will walk carefully all my years.” Hezekiah says that he will walk before God “carefully,” meaning with humility and obedience, throughout the rest of his life because of his near-death experience and the bitterness of soul that he experienced when he was sick. Many people change their life quite drastically when they come close to death, and with good reason. Many people ignore Judgment Day as if it will never happen, but coming close to death reveals what is really important in life and what one has to do to be acceptable to God and receive a good judgment on Judgment Day. The idea of being “careful” before God is represented in the Hebrew as walking “slowly” or perhaps “quietly,” but it refers to being careful before God.
“because of the anguish my soul experienced.” The Hebrew text more literally reads “bitterness” instead of “anguish,” but that is likely to get misinterpreted by the English reader. We do not normally think of bitterness as something we experience, we think of it as something we feel—an emotion. But to Hezekiah, his sickness was a “bitter” (harsh, severe, stinging) experience. But if we read in the Bible that Hezekiah walked carefully “because of the bitterness of my soul,” we think that Hezekiah was bitter about his sickness, which is not what the text is saying. While it is true that when Hezekiah was sick he would have had some bitter feelings about dying at a young age, that is not what the Bible is saying in this verse. The Bible is saying that Hezekiah lived carefully before God because of the anguish of the experience he had in the past when he was sick. The reader is supposed to recognize that Hezekiah’s sickness was past and he was recovered when he spoke the words recorded in Isaiah 38:15, and that should be communicated in the translation. So the REV nuances the English translation from the more literal Hebrew “because of the bitterness of my soul” to “because of the anguish my soul experienced.”
Isa 38:17
“you have delivered my soul from the pit of oblivion.” Hezekiah was told he would die, but then prayed and God answered his prayer by saying he would live 15 more years. So Hezekiah said, “you have delivered my soul from the pit of oblivion.” This is one of the many verses of Scripture that shows that when a person dies they do not go to “heaven,” or “Hell” or to any other place, they are dead, lifeless. Hezekiah described it as “the pit [grave] of oblivion” because when a person dies they cease to exist as a person. They are dead in every way and form, and will not live again until the resurrection. The word “soul” here is equivalent to “self,” and thus the text means, “you have delivered me.” However, the way the text is worded it does also show that when a person dies, their “soul” is dead as well as their body.
The Hebrew word translated “oblivion” is beley (#01097 בְּלִי), and it typically is used of a negation, such as “un-” in “untouched” or “-less,” in “nameless.” It is used when something wears out to nothing, or ceases, or is destroyed. Although some versions translate the phrase as “pit of destruction” (CSB, ESV, NIV), that is not really accurate because the person was destroyed when they died, not destroyed while dead. The translation “pit of nothingness” (NASB, NJB; cf. CJB), is accurate but hard to grasp in English, whereas “the pit of oblivion” (NET, REV) catches the sense of the Hebrew and is easy to understand. Once dead, people know nothing and do nothing. If God did not know them and remember them and in the future resurrect them from the dead, they would be in, and remain in, nothingness, in oblivion, and what Paul said would be absolutely true: “if Christ has not been raised, your trust is pointless; you are still in your sins. Then also, those who have fallen asleep in Christ have perished” (1 Cor 15:17-18).
[For information on the dead being dead until the resurrection, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.” For more on “Sheol” referring to the state of being dead, see commentary on Rev. 20:13. For more on the resurrections, see commentary on Acts 24:15. For more on the soul not being immortal but dying when the person dies, see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
 
Isaiah Chapter 39
Isa 39:1
“sent letters and a present to Hezekiah.” This is also recorded in 2 Kings 20:12-19.
Isa 39:2
“the house of his armor.” The Hebrew word translated as “armor” here is a general word that can refer to a number of different things, so the verse could also refer to other valuable things, even jewels.
Isa 39:7
“eunuchs.” The Hebrew word can refer to eunuchs or to court officials, and the English versions are divided as to the meaning in this context. Actually, it is likely that both meanings are true. Some men were likely made eunuchs while others rose to prominence in the kingdom.
Isa 39:8
“trustworthy peace.” For more on the translation, “trustworthy peace,” see commentary on 2 Kings 20:19.
 
Isaiah Chapter 40
Isa 40:1
“Comfort, comfort my people, says your God.” The word “comfort” is repeated twice for emphasis. Note that God does not say, “I will comfort my people,” but instead gives the command for someone to comfort His people. The command is no doubt to Isaiah, but would include other prophets and also likely leaders that are charged with the responsibility of taking care of God’s people. Today, especially since all believers have the holy spirit, it is important that believers comfort one another. Note also that it is “my people” who are to be comforted. The unspoken understanding is that God’s people Judah will be comforted in the flesh to some extent, but the real comfort is to Judeans who are believers, who will be comforted in this life and the next. The comfort to unbelievers is that they have the opportunity to be saved, but if they reject that salvation they are doomed.
The words are sudden and somewhat unexpected. They come after chapters in which God’s judgment is pronounced against God’s people for their sin, and now reveals the love and mercy of God. This prophecy is a different cry from earlier in Isaiah’s ministry when he was told he would call out to Israel but they would not listen (Isa. 6:9-10). By the time of Isaiah 40, the Northern Kingdom of Israel had gone into exile, but the Babylonian Captivity was still more than 100 years in the future, and who knew if Judah would repent and that prophecy would change?
Isa 40:2
“paid for.” In certain contexts, the Hebrew verb ratsah (#07521 רָצָה) means to “make up for,” “pay for,” “expiate,” and this is one of those cases. This same word occurs in Leviticus 26:34, 41, and 26:43. Keil and Delitzsch write that Israel’s “iniquity is atoned for, and the justice of God is satisfied: [The Hebrew word ratsah] which generally denotes a satisfactory reception, is used here in the sense of meeting with a satisfactory payment, like [ratsah avon] in Lev. 26:41, 43, to pay off the debt of sin by enduring the punishment of sin.”[footnoteRef:729] [729:  Keil and Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament: Isaiah, 7:391.] 

The sin of Israel has been “paid off,” and thus pardoned, because she received from Yahweh “double” for all her sins. God had said that sometimes sin would be repaid double (cf. Jer. 16:18; 17:18) and in Leviticus 26, God had clearly said that if people behaved like Israel had behaved, they would receive “sevenfold” punishment for their sin (Lev. 26:18, 24, 28). In any case, at this point, Israel had paid for her sin. This verse in Isaiah shows that sin was sometimes thought of in terms of being a debt that needed to be paid, something that was much more fully developed during and after the Babylonian Captivity and during New Testament times.
[For a more complete understanding of sin, see commentary on 1 John 1:7, “sin.” For a more complete understanding of the land incurring a debt when the Sabbath years were not honored, see Lev. 26 and the commentary on Lev. 26:34.]
“double for all her sins.” The word “double” here could mean twice as much punishment as Jerusalem deserved, but it is more likely that in this context it simply means “an abundance” or “enough.” There is no reason for God to punish Jerusalem twice as much as she deserved.
Isa 40:3
“A voice of someone calling out.” Isaiah 40:3 is quoted in Matthew 3:3; Mark 1:3; Luke 3:4; and John 1:23. The fact that the identity of the one speaking is not specified shows us that here, as in Isaiah 40:1-2, the messenger is purposely not named to place the emphasis on the message. In the New Testament, the “voice” who speaks this message is identified as the forerunner of the Messiah, John the Baptist (Matt. 3:3), and John told the religious leaders that he was the voice of Isaiah 40:3 (John 1:23).
“Prepare a road for Yahweh in the wilderness!” The road is to be prepared “in the wilderness” and “in the desert.” In saying that, the Hebrew text is different from the way the text is quoted in the New Testament, where John the Baptist is “in the wilderness” and he is crying out to prepare the road in the desert. But both texts are accurate. Although John was in the wilderness, it was still true that the road had to be prepared there also.
More evidence that John the Baptist is the voice that is calling out comes from the book of Malachi. Malachi 3:1 uses the phrase “prepare a road,” And the Hebrew phrase is the same here in Isaiah as it is in Malachi 3:1.
“for our God.” This is an example of the Jewish principle of agency. Yahweh would come to Israel via His representative, the Messiah. To welcome Yahweh’s representative was to welcome Yahweh, and to reject the representative was to reject Yahweh, and by that same principle of agency, people who received those who Jesus sent received Jesus himself (cf. Matt. 10:40; John 13:20).
In this context, Yahweh is God. Some Trinitarians try to use this section of Isaiah to prove that Jesus is God, but actually it proves the opposite, that Jesus is not God. Yahweh is the Father, Jesus is the Son of Yahweh. So when Isaiah 40 says that Yahweh is coming, it can't directly refer to the Son. As stated above, according to the Jewish law of agency, the agent can be spoken of as the one he represents. In this case, “Yahweh” refers to the one who represents Yahweh, which is His Messiah.
[For more on the Jewish law of agency, see commentary on Matthew 8:5.]
Isa 40:4
“Every valley will be lifted up and every mountain and hill will be made low.” This verse is both literal and figurative. When the Lord Jesus comes and conquers the earth, it will indeed become a “paradise on earth” (cf. Luke 23:43). Mountains will be lowered and steep valleys will subside and be less steep (Isa. 2:2; Ezek. 38:20), but there will still be mountains (Amos 9:13; Mic. 4:1).
On the figurative side, “mountains” were often used to represent huge problems or even empires (Isa. 41:15). Babylon was figuratively called the “destroying mountain” because of its imposing nature, not because the city of Babylon was in a mountain setting (Jer. 51:25). The future Kingdom of Christ is called a “mountain” for the same reason (Dan. 2:35). There was a great “mountain” that stood against Zerubbabel, and although scholars disagree on what the mountain is, all are in agreement that it is not an actual mountain, but was a kingdom or perhaps a person representing the power of a kingdom. So here in Isaiah 40:4, when the Messiah comes, every thing and every problem that stands in his way will be removed. “Mountains” and “valleys” will be leveled for him. Jesus’ coming and his triumph over evil will not be able to be successfully resisted.
Isa 40:5
“the glory of Yahweh will be revealed.” This is speaking about the second coming of Christ, when he comes to conquer the earth, and it is therefore future. In this context “the glory of Yahweh” almost certainly has several meanings. The word “glory” can in some contexts refer to power, and in this context of the coming of Yahweh, the power of Yahweh will be revealed as he conquers the earth. Furthermore “all flesh will see it together,” so this refers to the Messiah’s coming when he comes to earth to fight the battle of Armageddon. This is the time when “every eye will see him, even those who pierced him, and all the tribes of the earth will mourn because of him” (Rev. 1:7). Also, as Christ’s kingdom is established on earth, the “glory of Yahweh,” the glorious light that surrounds Yahweh, will be seen as well.
[For more on the glory of Yahweh, see commentary on Ezek. 1:28].
Isa 40:6
“I said.” The Hebrew can be read as either “he said” or “I said.” Although the versions differ, “I said” seems to make more sense, especially in light of the fact that God, the Author, knew that the intimate reference in this context was to the forerunner of the Messiah, John the Baptist.
“All flesh is like grass, and all its dependability is like the flower of the field.” This is a beautiful and powerful picture of the short duration of human life, and the powerlessness of any human to be able to extend their life to any great degree. Human life is not “dependable;” humans will die, and do not even know when that will be (cf. Eccl. 8:8). So people should do whatever it takes to receive everlasting life from the One who can raise them from the dead and give them that life.
Although many versions read “glory” in the verse, that is adopted from the Septuagint because the Hebrew word, which is hesed (#02617 חֶסֶד) and which is often translated as “covenant faithfulness” does not seem to make sense here. But hesed can have the sense of “faithfulness,” and here seems to have the sense of “dependability.”[footnoteRef:730] [730:  John Oswalt, The Book of Isaiah: Chapters 40-66 [NICOT], 53.] 

Isa 40:9
“go up on a high mountain!” The verb “go up” is imperative. The command is “go up!” The next imperative is “lift up!”
“lift up your voice with strength.” The verb “lift up” is imperative, and to lift up your voice with strength is to speak or cry out loudly. Those who speak up for God should do so in a way that they can be seen, like on a high mountain, and so that they can be heard, which would be by speaking loudly.
“Zion...Jerusalem...cities of Judah.” The audience of the verse expands as the verse, and then the context shows. The speaker speaks to Mount Zion, a part of Jerusalem, then to Jerusalem, then to the cities of Judah. But then Isaiah 40:10-28 reveal that God is the creator and ruler of the universe, and everyone should know about Him.
“Behold your God.” Yahweh will come in the sense that his representative, His Messiah, will come.
Isa 40:10
“the Lord Yahweh will come.” Yahweh will come via His personal representative, the Messiah. This is the Jewish principle of agency (see commentary on Isa. 40:3). Then Yahweh will be present in Jerusalem when the Messiah builds a Temple for Him (Zech. 6:12). That future Temple is described in Ezekiel 40-44.
“Yahweh will come as a mighty one, and his arm will rule for him.” The image is unmistakable. When Yahweh first comes, He will have to come as a warrior and ruler with a strong arm. The current powers that be will not automatically welcome Him or give up their control and power. Those who resist Him will have to be defeated...and they will be. When the Messiah comes, he will kill the wicked and take care of those who have been disadvantaged (Isa. 11:4).
“Behold, his reward is with him and his repayment accompanies him.” When Christ comes back, people will get what they deserve (cf. Matt. 16:27).
[For more on people getting what they deserve, good or bad, when the Lord Jesus returns, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10.]
Isa 40:11
“flock...shepherd...lambs.” God is often portrayed as a shepherd and His people as sheep.
“He will gather the lambs in his arm.” The weak and downtrodden people on earth have been beaten down and taken advantage of for so long that they might well wonder if God would ever take care of them. But God has watched the affliction of the afflicted ones and they are guaranteed to be well taken care of when the Messiah comes.
Isa 40:12
“span.” A span was the distance between the tip of the thumb and the tip of the little finger if the hand was spread out and the fingers extended.
Isa 40:13
“Who has.” Here in these verses, Isaiah 40:12-28, Yahweh is clearly the one and only God. He created the universe and no other god was His counselor. Yahweh is the one God of Israel, surely, but He is the One God, period. There are no other gods who helped Him create the universe. We today don’t think twice about these statements, but they were a new revelation to people in the ancient world, who saw the universe as the product of the work of many gods.
“the spirit of Yahweh.” In this context, the “spirit” of Yahweh refers to His mind, which is why it could be “directed” or “instructed.” The word “directed” is takan (#08505 תָּכַן), and it has been translated a number of different ways, e.g., “directed” (HCSB, KJV, NAB, NASB, NRSV, REV); “measured” (CJB, ESV); “meted out” (JPS, YLT); “understood” (NIV84); “can fathom” (NIV2011); “able to advise” (NLT). In this context, “directed” seems to be a good translation.
The “spirit of God” sometimes refers to the deep inner things of God, such as His mind, something which the Bible itself clarifies. Isaiah 40:13 is quoted two times in the New Testament: Romans 11:34 and 1 Corinthians 2:16. In both of those passages, the word “spirit” in Isaiah is translated as “mind.” For example, Romans 11:34 says, “For who has known the mind of the Lord? Or who has been his counselor,” and 1 Corinthians 2:16 also has “the mind of the Lord.” That Isaiah uses the word “spirit” but the New Testament uses the word “mind” shows us that “the spirit of Yahweh” in Isaiah is not a reference to a separate “Person” in the Trinity, but is a way of speaking about God or His inner parts, in this case, His mind.
The Septuagint also reads “mind” instead of “spirit,” showing that the ancient Jews understood the “spirit” of God to refer to the workings of His mind. That would not be unusual since many times the Hebrew word “spirit” was used of the working of the mind or the emotions (cf. The Hebrew word for “spirit,” ruach, is also used of people’s thoughts, attitudes, and emotions (cf. Gen. 26:35; 45:27; Exod. 6:9; Deut. 2:30; Josh. 2:11; 5:1; Judg. 8:3; 1 Sam. 1:15; 1 Kings 10:5; 21:5; Job 7:11; 17:1; 21:4; Ps. 34:18; 51:17; 143:4; Prov. 16:18, 19, 32; 29:11; Eccl. 1:14; Isa. 54:6; Ezek. 11:5; and Haggai 1:14).
[For more on the usages of “spirit” in the Bible, see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
“counselor.” The Hebrew is literally, “a man of his counsel,” that is a “man” who gives him counsel. The Hebrew word “man,” ish (#0376אִישׁ ), while it could refer to a human, in this context more likely generically refers to “someone,” human or spirit being, who is a counselor, thus the translation, “counselor.”
Isaiah 40:13-14 have been used to try to show that God does not work with a divine council, but works alone and without the advice or support of others. However, that is not what the verse is saying. There is ample evidence that God works in concert with His creation and enlists them to help Him administer the universe. 1 Kings 22:19-20 shows God asking his spirit beings how Ahab can be defeated in battle. Isaiah 6:8 shows God asking who He can send to Israel.
Beyond those scriptures, and there are more like them, God enlisted the aid of Adam and Eve to administer the earth (Gen. 1:28), the aid of judges to help Him rule mankind (Deut. 16:18), the aid of ministers in the Church to help His Son administer the Church (Eph. 4:10-12), and in the future He will enlist the aid of judges and rulers to help His Son rule the Messianic Kingdom on earth (Isa. 1:26; Jer. 23:4). Given that God has worked with His creation to help administer it in all those different ways, why would he not work with His creation to administer the spirit world? Furthermore, the word “archangel” means “leading, chief, or ruling” angel, so there are ruling spirits in the spirit world.
The point of this section of Isaiah is not to make the point that God works alone without the help of other spirit beings or human beings, but to show that He does not need their help—God is the Great Power in the universe, the everlasting God. He does not need anyone to counsel or teach Him. He is enthroned above the earth (Isa. 40:22), and none can be compared to Him or be His equal (Isa. 40:25). God enlists the help of His creation to rule the various aspects of the universe, but not because He could not do it Himself, it is an act of love and desire to interact with His creation.
[For more on God’s divine council, see commentary on Gen. 1:26. For more on the future Millennial Kingdom on earth, see commentary on Matt. 5:5.]
Isa 40:14
“the path of justice.” The meaning is, who taught God the “right way to do things.”[footnoteRef:731] Although “justice” is a meaning of the Hebrew word, it has a wide range of meanings, many of which apply here. No one taught God the path of justice or the right way to do things. [731:  John Oswalt, The Book of Isaiah: Chapters 40-66 [NICOT], 60.] 

Isa 40:15
“a speck of dust on a balance.” The “balance” is what merchants used to buy and sell. The dust would never even affect a biblical balance—they were too crude. See commentary on Proverbs 11:1.
“he lifts up the islands.” From Israel looking west, the Gentile lands were out in the ocean (the Mediterranean Sea) so the word “islands” is applied to them, even though we today do not think of the parts west of Israel as islands. The “islands” (the Hebrew term is also used for “coastlands”) are at the far reaches of the known world at that time, hence they are used to refer to things at the ends of the earth.[footnoteRef:732] Isaiah 40:15 refers to the Gentiles as the “nations” in the first part of the verse, and then refers to them as “the islands” because they were west over the Mediterranean Sea. [732:  Cf. John Oswalt, The Book of Isaiah: Chapters 40-66 [NICOT], 61.] 

Isa 40:16
“Lebanon would not suffice to burn a sacrifice.” Lebanon had huge forests and many important trees, which is why Solomon had wood for the Temple imported from Lebanon (1 Kings 5:6-14). But all the wood in Lebanon would not be enough to burn the kind of sacrifice that God deserves as the creator of the universe and lover of humankind.
“its animals sufficient for a burnt offering.” All the animals of Lebanon would not be sufficient for the kind of sacrifices that God deserves.
Isa 40:17
“like nothing...less than nothing...emptiness.” The text uses three words that are somewhat similar but have different meanings in this context, but those meanings are hard to exactly define and distinguish. The CEB is a typical translation and has, “All the nations are like nothing before God. They are viewed as less than nothing and emptiness.” God values the nations, but in comparison to Him, they are nothing and less than nothing.
Isa 40:21
“Have you not understood from the foundations of the earth?” The fact of the existence of the earth points to a creator. Even with the modern theories of the universe, such as the Big Bang theory, there still must be material that made the Bang possible. That material had to come from a creator. Material things are not self-existent.
Isa 40:22
“he who sits above the circle of the earth.” God is described as sitting above the circle of the earth. This would not be what we refer to as a “satellite view” of the earth from above. It is unlikely that ancient people would describe the earth from that position. Rather ancient people would sit on a mountain or high place and look in every direction and see horizon in every direction and the earth would appear to be a circle. Furthermore, the sky was considered to be a dome, and thus God could sit above it and look down on people, who from that vantage point would look like grasshoppers. This is the only verse that mentions the “circle of the earth.” It would be too much to interpret this verse to mean that the earth was a globe.
Isa 40:23
“who brings rulers to nothing.” The Hebrew word “brings” is the common word for “give,” and it is likely used here to mean something like “appoint.” Humans “appoint” other humans to positions of power and authority, but God appoints human rulers to nothingness. In the final scheme of things, it is what God appoints people to that is important.
Isa 40:24
“They are barely planted; they are barely sown.” Human rulers are barely established when they are taken away.
“trunk.” The Hebrew word refers to the main part of the plant. Since this refers to a part of the plant that takes root in the ground, it is the “trunk” of the tree or plant.
Isa 40:30
“stumble, yes, stumble.” This is an emphatic translation of the Hebrew, which uses the figure of speech polyptoton.[footnoteRef:733] The Hebrew repeats the word “stumble” in different tenses. [733:  See E. W. Bullinger, Figures of Speech Used in the Bible, 267, “polyptoton.”] 

[For more on polyptoton and the emphasis it brings, as well as the way it is translated in the REV, see commentaries on Gen. 2:16 and 2:17.]
Isa 40:31
“those who wait for Yahweh.” John Oswalt writes that in Hebrew, waiting “is not merely killing time, but a life of confident expectation.”[footnoteRef:734] God has made promises, and those who trust God and have confidence that God’s promises will come to pass draw strength from their confidence, and can run and not be weary. They can go on day after day serving the Lord knowing that one day God’s promises will be literally fulfilled and they will be richly rewarded (cf. 1 Cor. 15:58). [734:  John N. Oswalt, The Book of Isaiah: Chapters 40-66 [NICOT], 74.] 

 
Isaiah Chapter 41
Isa 41:1
“O islands.” From Israel looking west, the Gentile lands were out in the ocean (the Mediterranean Sea) so the word “islands” is applied to them, even though we today do not think of the parts west of Israel as islands. Isaiah 41:1 refers to the Gentile nations as the “islands” and also “the peoples.”
Isa 41:5
“The islands.” From Israel looking west, the Gentile lands were out in the ocean (the Mediterranean Sea) so the word “islands” is applied to them, even though we today do not think of the parts west of Israel as islands. Also, some of them were considered to be so far away they were “the ends of the earth.” The Gentiles will come to God, fearing and trembling.
Isa 41:15
“You will thresh the mountains.” In this context, the “mountains” and “hills” is the figure of speech hypocatastasis for the powerful enemies. particularly the powerful men in the enemy countries. The enemy may seem strong, but with God’s help, they will be easily defeated.
[For more on the figures of speech of comparison, simile, metaphor, and hypocatastasis, see commentary on Rev. 20:2.]
Isa 41:17
“seek water.” In this context, “water” is certainly one of the things that humans need and they seek it when there is none. But in this context, the “water” seems more logically to be put by the figure of speech synecdoche (the part for the whole) for all the things that people need and that God can and will supply. Note how in the verse the people are weak and needy, which is the true condition of every person. When it comes to the needs of life, including health and life itself, humans are frail and needy. We need God’s help to live, survive, and prosper. And, as the verse says, God will answer people (those people who turn to Him). He will prosper them and give them everlasting life. In contrast, those who are His enemies will perish (cf. John 3:16).
[See Word Study: “Synecdoche.”]
Isa 41:18
“I will open rivers on the bare heights and springs in the middle of the valleys.” In Isaiah 41:18-20, the prophet Isaiah again shifts from the present to the future Millennial Kingdom when Christ rules the earth, and the earth will be restored to an Eden-like state.
[For more verses in Isaiah that speak of the Millennial Kingdom, see commentary on Isa. 2:2. For more on Christ’s future kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Isa 41:19
“fir trees, pine, and cypress.” The exact species of these trees are debated and the English translations vary greatly (cf. Isa. 60:13). The “take-home message” from the verse is that it is God, not humans or pagan gods, that is able to meet the needs of humankind.
Isa 41:21
“Present your case.” Here God switches abruptly and addresses the idol gods. He says, “Present (or “bring near”) your case (or “legal arguments”)” to me, says Yahweh.
“says the King of Jacob.” In context the idea is, “says God, the King of Jacob, to the pagan idols.”
Isa 41:22
“Let them draw near.” The idea is that the idols are to come near and present the evidence they are genuine gods with divine knowledge and power. Of course, they cannot do that, showing that God is the true and Most High God.
Isa 41:23
“so that we will be frightened and afraid.” The Hebrew text is taken in different ways by different scholars. A translation like the one in the REV is supported by many scholars and also fits the context.
Isa 41:24
“The one who chooses you is an abomination.” The person who chooses to follow pagan gods instead of the true God is an abomination to God and will suffer the consequences of his foolishness.
Isa 41:25
“one from the north.” The identity of this foreign conquering ruler is not given, but with hindsight, many scholars think it refers to Cyrus the Persian.
“he will trample on rulers.” The Masoretic Text says, “he will come on rulers,” but the Aramaic Targums support a reading such as “trample,” which seems to be the more accurate reading here.
 
Isaiah Chapter 42
Isa 42:1
“Behold, ...” Isaiah 42:1-3 is quoted in Matthew 12:18-21.
“my servant.” Isaiah 42:1-7 is the first of four “Servant Songs” in Isaiah, which are poetic sections about the Messiah. They are called “Servant Songs” because they are Hebrew poetry about the Messiah, the servant of God. The scholars differ about the exact ending of each song because there is not a definitive “last verse” in the songs that lets people know when the song ends. Nevertheless, the four songs seem to be: Isaiah 42:1-7; 49:1-7; 50:4-11 and 52:13-53:12. The last “Servant Song,” Isaiah 52:13-53:12, is famous because it is the section that shows the Messiah suffering for the sins of mankind, and has verses such as these: “Surely he has borne our sickness and carried our suffering, yet we considered him plagued, struck by God, and afflicted. But he was pierced for our transgressions, crushed for our iniquities. The punishment that brought us peace was on him, and by his wounds we are healed” (Isa. 53:4-5).
Two of the four Servant Songs—the first and the last—are Yahweh speaking (Isa. 42:1-7, and 52:13-53:12), while two—the middle two—are the Servant speaking (Isa. 49:1-7, and 50:4-11).
In the “Servant Songs,” the Messiah is called God’s “servant,” which is the Hebrew word ebed (#05650 עֶבֶד), which can mean “servant” or “slave” in the same way that the Greek word doulos can mean “servant” or “slave.” However, the idea of a “servant” can be very broad. For example, a servant in a household is usually a very low position, while a “servant of the king” can be a high official or an office in the army (cf. Esther 1:3). In the Servant Songs, the servant of Yahweh is understood to be a very high official, indeed, he is the Messiah himself, who will rule over nations (Isa. 42:1).
The fact that the “Servant Songs” use the title “my servant” does not automatically mean the servant is the Messiah. In the Bible, a number of people are called the “servant of Yahweh,” including Moses,
[For more information on the Servant Songs, see commentary on Isa. 52:13. For more on Jesus being God’s servant, and not God, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.”]
“I have put” As spoken by Isaiah, “I have put” is the Hebrew idiom of the “prophetic perfect,” Jesus had not even been born yet, so Jesus getting the spirit is a future event. The Servant Songs, like a lot of biblical prophecy, uses the Hebrew idiom of the “prophetic perfect,” which states a future event as if it has already happened to emphasize the fact that it will happen. The Bible has many verses in which a future event is spoken of as if it were a past event. The prophetic perfect idiom is why Isaiah 53 speaks of the suffering of Christ in the past tense and says, “he has borne our sickness and carried our suffering, yet we considered him plagued, struck by God, and afflicted. But he was pierced for our transgressions, crushed for our iniquities. The punishment that brought us peace was on him, and by his wounds we are healed. We all like sheep have gone astray. Everyone has turned to his own way, and Yahweh has laid on him the iniquity of us all. He was oppressed and he was afflicted, yet he did not open his mouth” (Isa. 53:4-7). The past-present-future language of the Servant Song confuses some people, just as some 2,000 years ago it confused the Ethiopian eunuch, who asked Philip, “of whom does the prophet say this? About himself, or about some other person?” (Acts 8:34).
The prophetic perfect idiom is a challenge to translators. Some translators want to keep the idiom, expecting the reader to become educated as to what it means, so versions like the ESV have, “I have put My spirit upon him,” while other versions, trying to make the English make sense to the less educated reader, use the future tense and say, “I will put my spirit on him” (NIV). In the REV we have generally, but not always, retained the literal reading of the text and expect the reader to know from the context and scope of Scripture that the verse is speaking of a future event. The Messiah was not even born when Isaiah 42:1 was written, and so we know that God’s putting His gift of holy spirit upon him referred to a future event. Then, from the New Testament, we learn that God put holy spirit upon Jesus right after he was baptized by John the Baptist (Matt. 3:16; Mark 1:10; Luke 3:22).
“I have put my spirit upon him.” Jesus received the gift of holy spirit at His baptism and had it upon him when he started his ministry (Luke 4:18). Jesus needed God’s gift of holy spirit, just like the leaders and prophets of the Old Testament did so he could walk with spiritual power (cf. Num. 11:17-29; Judg. 3:10; 6:34; 11:29; 1 Sam. 10:6, 10; 16:13; 1 Chron. 12:18; 2 Chron. 15:1; Mic. 3:8). Other verses that say God was going to put holy spirit upon the Messiah are Isaiah 11:2 and 61:1. That Jesus needed the spirit of God—that is, the spirit that comes from God—to do what he did is good evidence that Jesus was not God. Jesus was what he, and others, and the New Testament say he was: a sinless man empowered by God.
[For more on Jesus not being God or a God-man, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.”]
Isa 42:3
“bent reed...dimly burning wick.” These represent the weak, disadvantaged, and oppressed people on earth. Isaiah 42:3 is quoted in Matthew 12:20.
[For an explanation of the figure and its meaning, see commentary on Matt. 12:20.]
Isa 42:4
“coastlands.” Although the Hebrew word is usually translated as “coastlands” or “islands,” it generally refers to distant lands beyond the sea, which, for Isaiah’s audience would be the Mediterranean Sea. For the “Servant” (the Messiah) to establish justice “on the earth,” his reign and influence must extend beyond Israel and the Mediterranean Sea to the ends of the earth. The same word is used of the “Servant” in Isaiah 49:1.
“wait expectantly.” The Hebrew means both to wait and hope, but individually neither of those captures the meaning here, which is “wait expectantly” (NASB, NET, LSB, YLT).
Isa 42:5
“This is what God Yahweh says.” Isaiah is very clear that the “Servant” is serving under God. It is God who created the heavens and earth.
“and stretched them out.” The text uses language that compares God creating the heavens to one who stretches out his tent as a covering. That God stretches out the heavens as a tent is in other places in the Bible (cf. Ps. 104:2; Isa. 40:22).
“he who spread out the earth.” The Hebrew text uses a word translated as “spread out” which often refers to hammering out something, such as gold. The New Jerusalem Bible reads, “who hammered into shape the earth.” The idea is that God purposely prepared the earth and gave the things that come from it in the way that He did so that life could thrive on the earth. The earth and the life that it supports is no accident; it is the purposeful creation of God.
“breath...spirit.” The use of “breath” and “spirit” here in the poetry of Isaiah 42:5 is a good example of Semitic parallelism, where two things are mentioned but both refer to the same thing (but may bring a different emphasis). In this case, both “breath” and “spirit” refer to “life.” God is the creator of all life.
Isaiah 42:5 says God gives life to people, and that is a true statement. People who believe in evolution claim that life can form spontaneously, and they sometimes point out that some primitive proteins have been formed in a laboratory. But a protein is not alive (people eat protein every day when they eat dead meat, fish, etc.). No human has at any time produced even an acceptable theory that explains how dead molecules can join together and then “become alive.” Life comes from God. The “best theory” of life is that there is a God. Besides, evolution cannot explain the existence of spirits and the spirit world. Atheists simply deny that spirits exist, but they are denying what is known and believed by the majority of the people on earth.
Isa 42:6
“have called you.” The “you” is referring to the Servant, the Messiah.
“in righteousness.” The call of the Messiah to his mission and ministry is in keeping with the righteousness of God. God needed the Messiah to do what needed to be done on earth both when he came the first time as “the lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world,” and when he will come the second time as the conqueror and ruler.
“watch over.” God will “watch over” His Messiah. He will not abandon him but will be with him. The Hebrew could also be translated as “guard, keep, preserve.” In light of what the Messiah would go through in life, this was a very comforting statement.
“set you as a covenant.” A major part of Jesus’ ministry on earth was to be the covenant sacrifice for Israel—a sacrifice that would also suffice for the sins of the world—and here we see that Jesus was a “covenant” (a covenant sacrifice and covenant maker) with “the people,” i.e., Israel, but also a “light” or blessing, for the Gentiles, the “nations,” i.e., the other nations besides Israel. As we see from Romans and Galatians, people who believe in the Messiah are included in the covenant.
[For more information on Jesus being a covenant for Israel and a light to the nations, see commentary on Isa. 49:8.]
“a light for the nations.” The salvation and everlasting life given by the Messiah was not just for the Jews, even though many of them thought that it was. The first prophecy of the Messiah is the one God made to Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden in Genesis 3:15, and that was thousands of years before the Jews existed. About 2,000 years after that first prophecy of the Messiah, God promised Abraham that all the people of the earth, not just the Jews, would be blessed through him (Gen. 12:3). Then God repeated that promise to Isaac (Gen. 26:4); and to Jacob (Gen. 28:14). Besides those promises, the Old Testament had a number of verses that spoke of Gentiles being included in the Messianic Kingdom, which meant they were granted everlasting life (Ps. 102:15; Isa. 2:2-4; 19:23-25; 42:6; 49:6; 51:4-5; 56:3-7; 60:3; 66:18-21; Ezek. 39:21, 27; Mic. 4:2; Hag. 2:7; Zech. 8:22).
Isa 42:8
“I will not give my glory to another.” This verse teaches that there is only one God, Yahweh, and that God will not give his one-of-a-kind glory to anyone else. Neither should we give His glory to anyone or anything else (Isa. 42:10-11, 17), because He alone is God.
Some Trinitarians propose that since God will not give his glory to another (Isa. 42:8), and He has given his glory to Jesus (John 17:5), that therefore, Jesus is God. However, this line of thinking is faulty for a few reasons. Firstly, John 17:5 does not say that Jesus had “God’s glory,” it simply says that he had “glory,” so the idea that Jesus had or would have God’s glory is mistaken. Secondly, in Isaiah 42:8, God is speaking from the first person singular “I” not “we.” If it was the three person Trinity speaking, they should have used “we,” yet, the text explicitly says there is no other God besides this singular “I,” Yahweh, the Father. Therefore, to squeeze Jesus into this statement, as if Jesus was also Yahweh, is to break the rules of grammar. That would be at least two persons speaking (The Father and Jesus) so God should have spoken with the plural pronoun “we.”
Lastly, Christians will also receive the glory that was given to Jesus, “And the glory that you have given me, I have given to them, so that they can be one, just as we are one” (John 17:22). So, one cannot understand this to mean that if someone (e.g. Jesus) receives glory, then they become part of the “Godhead,” or else it would be much more than a Trinity, there would be millions of people in the Godhead.
Isa 42:12
“in the islands.” From Israel looking west, the Gentile lands were out in the ocean (the Mediterranean Sea) so the word “islands” is applied to them, even though we today do not think of the parts west of Israel as islands. Also, however, the Hebrew word that is translated as “islands” can also refer to the coastlands, which applies here, because the coasts of Israel would also praise God.
Isa 42:15
“make the rivers into islands.” The plants would not be the only thing to dry up. The rivers would dry up such that where there once was a deep flowing river there will be shallow water and even islands. Droughts at times have caused parts of the Mississippi River to have islands.
 
Isaiah Chapter 43
Isa 43:3
“your Savior.” Yahweh was the true “savior” of Israel. All other saviors derived their power and ability from Him.
Isa 43:10
“and my servant whom I have chosen.” Israel here is both a witness and a servant of God (cf. Isa. 41:8), but sadly, historic Israel failed at both. However, in the future, the “Israel of God” (Gal. 6:16) will be both a witness and a servant of God.
“Before me there was no God formed, nor will there be after me.” The Bible has many verses that say there is only one God, “Yahweh.”
[For more on Yahweh being the only God, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son,” point 11, and the REV commentary on Deut. 6:4.]
Isa 43:11
“savior.” The word “savior” is one of the many words that is used of both God and His Son, Jesus, and others as well. For example, Othniel, who judged Israel, is called a “savior” (Judg. 3:9), and so is Ehud (Judg. 3:15). But God is the ultimate savior, and all the others who are called “savior” derive their calling and ability from Him. Of course, God knows that the word “savior” is used of others besides Him, so when He uses it here of Himself, He is using it in the sense of the ultimate savior, which He is. No other “savior” is in the category of God, besides Him “there is no savior.”
[For the usages of “Savior” in the Bible, see commentary on Luke 1:47. For Jesus not being God and not being part of the Trinity, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.”
 
Isaiah Chapter 44
Isa 44:2
“Jeshurun.” Jeshurun is a prophetic name God calls Israel. It is from the Hebrew root for “upright,” and so it could loosely be translated “the Upright,” or “Righteous-nation.” Although Israel was certainly not upright in Isaiah’s time, they will be in the future. It occurs four times in Scripture, here, and in Deuteronomy 32:15 and 33:5, 26.
[For more on Jeshurun, see commentary on Deut. 32:15.]
Isa 44:3
“For I will pour water on him who is thirsty, and streams on the dry ground.” Isaiah 44:3-5 speaks of some of the blessings of the Millennial Kingdom when Christ rules the earth, and the earth will be restored to an Eden-like state. The “water” on the one who is thirsty likely refers to the gift of holy spirit being poured out upon those who believe.
[For more verses in Isaiah that speak of the Millennial Kingdom, see commentary on Isa. 2:2. For more on Christ’s future kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Isa 44:5
“One will say, ‘I am Yahweh’s.’” The context of this dedication to God is the giving of the gift of holy spirit to people. The gift of holy spirit that is given to Christians today and other believers in the future after the Rapture will influence people to be godly and obey God (cf. Ezek. 36:27).
[For more about the holy spirit that God promised in the Old Testament to give in abundance in the future but had not given by the time of Christ, see commentary on John 7:39. For more about the gift of holy spirit being “upon” people in the Old Testament and “in” people after the Day of Pentecost, and the differences between holy spirit in the Old Testament and after Pentecost, see commentary on Eph. 1:13, “promised holy spirit.” For more about the holy spirit being the gift of God and not a “Person” called “the Holy Spirit,” see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?” For more on the holy spirit and New Birth, see Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation.”]
Isa 44:6
“I am the first and I am the last.” This title applies to God here, and it appears in a similar form in Isaiah 48:12. See the commentary on Revelation 1:17.
“no God except me.” The REV capitalizes “God” here, as do a large number of English versions, because that is the meaning of the text. God is saying there is no other being who is His equal, i.e., “God.” There is only one true God, Yahweh, the creator of the universe. Although some versions have “god” with a lowercase “g,” and read, “there is no other god besides me,” that is not technically correct because there are lesser “gods” alongside the true God. The entire Old Testament is filled with admonitions for God’s people not to worship other gods, and 1 Corinthians 8:5 says there are many “gods.” However, we are to know the one true God, even as Jesus himself prayed: “that they know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom you have sent” (John 17:3). The Bible has many verses that say there is only one God, “Yahweh.”
[For more on Yahweh being the only God, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son,” point 11, and the REV commentary on Deut. 6:4.]
Isa 44:15
“worships.” The Hebrew verb is shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), and it is the same Hebrew word as “bow down.” The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body to the earth. Shachah is translated as both “bow down” and “worship;” traditionally “worship” if God is involved and “bow down” if people are involved, but the verb and action are the same, the act of bowing down is the worship.
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
 
Isaiah Chapter 45
Isa 45:1
“his anointed one, to Cyrus.” Cyrus is one of the kings in the Old Testament whom God anointed with holy spirit.
[For more on anointed ones in the OT, see commentary on 1 Sam. 12:3.]
“Cyrus.” “Cyrus” is a proper name, unlike Ahasuerus, Xerxes, or Artaxerxes, which are all titles. Cyrus reigned over Persia for 30 years, from c. 559 to 530 BC. Isaiah prophesied during the reigns of Uzziah, Jotham, Ahaz, and Hezekiah, which would be at the most from 776 BC (the start of the sole reign of Uzziah) to 697 BC (the end of Hezekiah’s reign). It is unlikely that this prophecy of Isaiah was at the very end of his reign, and thus likely that this prophecy was given at least 150 years before Cyrus reigned. Foreknowledge of this type and accuracy can only be accomplished by God, which is why doubters say that this part of Isaiah could not have been written during the lifetime of Isaiah, but had to be written after Cyrus reigned and then adjusted to make it seem like a prophecy. But there is no real evidence that this prophecy was not written by Isaiah. This kind of historically verifiable prophecy is one of the reasons that we can believe that the Bible is the Word of God, not the words of humans.
Isa 45:2
“The bars of iron.” The “bars” of a city gate were the strong wooden beams that were placed behind the doors of the gate so they could not be opened and could withstand pounding from the outside without giving way. Those bars were the origin of the shout “Bar the doors!” when an enemy would approach. The bars would not normally be made of iron, that was a hyperbolic way of saying that even if the city seemed impregnable, that God would be able to conquer it.
Isa 45:5
“there is none else. Besides me, there is no God.” The Bible has many verses that say there is only one God, “Yahweh.”
[For more on Yahweh being the only God, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son,” point 11, and the REV commentary on Deut. 6:4.]
Isa 45:7
“I make peace and create evil.” God does not “create evil.” That would be against His character and contradict the fact that He is love. Love and evil are mutually exclusive. This is the common Semitic “idiom of permission,” in which God is said to actively do something that He was only related to in some way. In this case, when God created the earth and created humankind to live on it, and gave humans (and spirit beings such as angels) freedom of will, He “created” the possibility of evil.
God gave people free will, and also gave them laws, rules, and norms that made a distinction between good and evil. Thus, when spirit beings or humans used the free will that God gave them and did evil, by the Semitic “idiom of permission” God was said to have caused the evil.
[For a more complete explanation of the idiom of permission, see commentary on Exod. 4:21.]
Isa 45:14
“bow down.” The word translated “bow down,” shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), is the same Hebrew word as “worship.”
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
Isa 45:21
“There is no other God besides me.” There are many other places where Yahweh acknowledges the existence of other gods, and He consistently reproves people for worshiping them. But here He qualifies the other gods. There are no other Gods besides Yahweh who are righteous and saviors (see REV commentary on Isa. 44:6).
The Bible has many verses that say there is only one God, “Yahweh.”
[For more on Yahweh being the only God, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son,” point 11, and the REV commentary on Deut. 6:4.]
Isa 45:22
“all you ends of the earth.” The “ends of the earth” is put by metonymy for all the people who live on earth. God’s message to every person on earth is to look to Him to be saved.
[See Word Study: “Metonymy.”]
Isa 45:23
“every tongue will swear.” The meaning of “swear” must be understood from the scope of the whole Word of God. It is well represented in Philippians 2:11 when it is alluded to and stated as “every tongue will confess.” In the context of Isaiah, and in the context of Romans 14:11, where Isaiah 45:23 is quoted, the meaning is not “swear allegiance,” as some English translations have, but “swear” to the authority of God as Creator and Lord, and in the NT swear to the authority of Jesus Christ as the one who has been invested with all authority by God (cf. Matt. 28:18).
 
Isaiah Chapter 46
Isa 46:1
“Bel.” Another name for Marduk, who was the chief god of Babylon. The name “Bel” is equivalent to the Canaanite “Baal;” both names mean “lord.” Isaiah 45 concerned the Persians and the Jew’s rebellion against God. Isaiah 46 opens with the gods of Babylon being defeated and disgraced.
It seems that Isaiah prophesied between c740-680 BC., and this should put in perspective the fact that he spoke of events that were over a hundred years after his life (which is why the scholars who do not believe in God think Isaiah was written much later than it was). Babylon conquered Judah and burned the Temple in Jerusalem in 586 BC, and the Persians did not conquer Babylon until 539 BC, which means that this prophecy in Isaiah 46:1 was likely fulfilled more than 150 years after it was spoken.
“bows down…stoops low.” The gods of Babylon bow before the Persian conquers.
“Their idols.” The idols of the Babylonians.
Isa 46:2
“they bow down together.” Just as the Babylonian gods bow before the Persian conquerors, so too do the Babylonian people. They bow down together with their gods.
“they are not able to rescue the burden.” The Babylonian people are not able to rescue the “burden,” that is, their gods, from the Persian conquerors. God’s use of “burden” here is deliberate and a great lesson. Of course, the Babylonian gods, which were often made of metal, including gold and silver, were a burden to carry. But much more than that, the Babylonians trusted their idol gods when in reality all they were was a burden. They introduced demons into the lives of the people and burdened them with lies and pagan worship rites and regulations and kept them from the truth. And now, as they went into captivity, they even burdened the animals who carry them. This verse has to be read with spiritual understanding, not just looking at historical fact. Some English versions try to make the English easier to understand, but in our opinion go too far. For example, the NET says, “they are unable to rescue the images.” While that is true, the “burden” was the idols, in changing “burden” to “images” the fact that God is warning us that false gods are a burden gets completely lost.
Isa 46:8
“so you can be brave.” The meaning of the Hebrew verb here in Isaiah 46:8 is uncertain, but likely has to do with being brave, strong, or established. “Show yourselves men” has been a translation with a long tradition (cf. KJV), but that translation is certainly nuanced and not what the text says, even if it means something close to that. The REV sees the clause as a purpose clause as does the NET. The NET text note reads, “The imperative with vav (ו) may indicate purpose following the preceding imperative.” The purpose of God’s telling the people to remember what He was telling them about the false gods was so they would be brave and not be afraid of them.
Isa 46:9
“and there is no other.” Yahweh is the only true God. The Bible has many verses that say there is only one God, “Yahweh.”
[For more on Yahweh being the only God, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son,” point 11, and the REV commentary on Deut. 6:4.]
Isa 46:11
“To fulfill my purpose.” The text is “a man of my purpose,” but in this case, the man of purpose is a man who will carry out God’s purpose.
 
Isaiah Chapter 47
Isa 47:1
“Come down and sit in the dust.” Sitting in the dust would normally be a sign of humiliation, but sitting in the dust instead of on a throne is not just humiliation, but degradation and shame as well (see commentary on Isa. 52:2).
Isa 47:2
“grind flour.” This was ordinarily the work of women and slaves, but it is mentioned here in the context of the highborn women of Babylon because they would have had slaves to do that work.
“thigh.” An idiom. The word “thigh” was often used euphemistically for sexual organs because of their close proximity. Genesis 46:26 literally reads, “All the souls that came with Jacob into Egypt, which came out of his thigh” (cf. Exod. 1:5; Judg. 8:30). Numbers 5:21 contains a curse, the essence of which is that if a woman has committed adultery, then “her thigh will rot.” Also, it was a custom for a man to make a solemn oath while holding the penis and testicles of the one he was swearing to, just as Abraham said to his servant, “put your hand under my thigh” (Gen. 24:2, 9; 47:29).
Here in Isaiah 47:2, the highborn women of Babylon (“tender and delicate;” Isa. 47:1) will be forced to grind grain, a menial task. Their veils and their clothing will be stripped off and their genitals will be openly exposed, and they will be marched across the rivers into Persia. The ancient cultures had some very cruel practices, and publicly stripping people naked was one of them. This stripping naked in Isaiah 47 was done by the Persians. In Isaiah 7:20 it was done by the Assyrians, who had a reputation around the East for their cruelty. There were many sexual euphemisms in biblical languages, just as there are in all languages. For the use of “feet” as a sexual idiom, see commentary on Isaiah 7:20.
Isa 47:5
“queen mother.” The Hebrew word translated “queen mother” is gebereth (#01404 גְּבֶרֶת), and it can refer to the queen mother, the queen, or a mistress over servants (Gen. 16:4; 2 Kings 5:3). In this context it refers to a woman who is the queen mother, that is, the mother of the king and thus still considered a queen (BDB Hebrew and English lexicon). The Queen mother was the most powerful woman in the kingdom, much more powerful than any of the wives of the king, who often did not have much real power at all. Isaiah 47:5 refers to Babylon as the “queen mother” of kingdoms because it was the most powerful kingdom in the biblical world at that time.
Isa 47:7
“queen mother.” It was common in the biblical culture to refer to cities and countries as being female (see commentary on Isa. 1:8). Here in Isa. 47:7, Babylon boasted of herself that she was the “queen mother” of cities. The “queen mother” was the mother of the reigning king and therefore the most important woman in the kingdom (most kings had more than one wife, so in the biblical culture the mother of the king was usually more esteemed and powerful than a wife of the king). By thinking of herself as the “queen mother” of cities, Babylon was claiming to be the most important city in the world.
“you did not lay these things to your heart; you did not remember the end of it.” That is, Babylon did not take to heart or consider what happened to Judah when they disobeyed God, and so it went headlong against His principles of mercy and justice. So now their end will be like Judah’s end, they will be conquered by a foreign nation. Indeed, Persia conquered Babylon.
Isa 47:14
“they will be like stubble, the fire will burn them up.” “Stubble” is a term that was used for the cut-up stalks of grain or grass that burned very fast and hot and was used to start fires or heat an oven (cf. Isa. 5:24; Obad. 1:18; Matt. 6:30).
 
Isaiah Chapter 48
Isa 48:3
“The former things I declared long ago.” The meaning of this sentence is captured in the much more paraphrased version, the NLT: “Long ago I told you what was going to happen.”
Isa 48:8
“you have been called a rebel from the womb.” Israel (and Judah) were rebellious “from the womb,” that is, from the time the nation was born as a covenant nation of God’s people. It was only a very short time—a couple of months at most—after Israel made a covenant on Mount Sinai to obey God (Exod. 24) that they disobeyed Him and abandoned Him and made a golden calf god (Exod. 32).
Isa 48:10
“I have tried you.” The Masoretic Hebrew text reads “I have chosen you,” but that must be a copyist’s error. It does not fit the context, and the Qumran scroll of Isaiah (1QIsaa) reads “tried, tested,” which occurs in most modern versions including the New King James Version.
Isa 48:11
“I will not give my glory to another.” In the Hebrew text, “my glory” is moved to the front of the sentence for emphasis: “My glory I will not give to another.” God is our One God, and He will not share His praise and the worship due Him with another god.
Isa 48:12
“I am the first.” Yahweh, the God of Israel, calls himself the first and the last earlier, in Isaiah 44:6, and He calls Himself the same thing here. In the New Testament, after Jesus assumes his place at God’s right hand as God’s second in command, Jesus is called the first and the last. See commentary on Revelation 1:17.
Isa 48:13
“has laid the foundation of the earth.” Isaiah 48:13 refers to Yahweh, and there are many scriptures that say that God, Yahweh, created the heavens and the earth (cf. Gen. 1:1; Neh. 9:6; Job 9:8; 38:1, 4-6; Ps. 24:1-2; 33:6; 102:25; Jer. 10:10-12; 27:5; 32:17; 51:15; Zech. 12:1). Also, because of the spiritual battle that was raging in Isaiah’s time over the worship of pagan gods instead of Yahweh, there is a special emphasis in Isaiah that it was Yahweh who created the heavens and the earth (cf. Isa. 37:16; 40:10-12, 22, 26, 28; 42:5; 44:24; 45:12, 18; 51:13), not the pagan gods.
There are Trinitarians who say Isaiah 48:12-16 supports the Trinity. Part of their argument is their claim that Jesus Christ made the heavens and the earth, but we just saw many verses that said Yahweh did that, not Jesus Christ, and furthermore, Job 9:8 and Isa. 44:24 say Yahweh did it “alone.” Furthermore, the verses that some Trinitarians use to say that it was Jesus Christ who created the heavens and the earth, such as Hebrews 1:10 or Colossians 1:16 can be understood in a non-Trinitarian way without a Trinitarian meaning, and Biblical Unitarian scholars assert those verses do not support the Trinity (see commentary on Col. 1:16 and Heb. 1:10).
Isa 48:14
“who among them has declared these things.” Here in Isaiah 48:14, the “them” in the phrase, “who among them,” refers to the pagan gods, the idols. Who among the idols has been able to declare the future like Yahweh can? None of them. The contrast and contest between Yahweh and idols is the whole subject even from Isa. 48:1, and the idols are specifically mentioned in Isa. 48:5: “I [Yahweh] showed them [future things] to you, lest you should say, ‘My idol has done them, and my carved image and my cast image have commanded them.’”
“He whom Yahweh loves will perform his pleasure on Babylon.” The text does not tell us who the “He” is in this verse, but the context and scope of Scripture tells us, and it is Cyrus the Persian.[footnoteRef:735] Some scholars say it is Judah itself, but Judah does not fulfill the prophecy here in Isa. 48:14-16. [735:  Cf. Keil and Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament, 7:464-65.] 

Cyrus arose from a lesser status to conquer many kingdoms and rule over the largest kingdom the world had ever seen by that time. But he did not achieve that status on his own. God raised up Cyrus, called him by name, gave him a title of honor, gave him holy spirit, and empowered him (Isa. 45:1-6). We know God gave Cyrus the gift of holy spirit to empower him because that is the meaning of God’s calling Cyrus “His anointed” in Isaiah 45:1, and that is confirmed in Isaiah 48:16.
Isaiah 45:1-6 tells us that God raised up Cyrus for the sake of Israel and Judah. So it was that Cyrus did “perform God’s pleasure on Babylon” by conquering it, and it was Cyrus who, in the first year after that conquest allowed the people of Israel to return to Judah from the Babylonian Captivity (cf. Ezra 1:1-8).
Isa 48:15
“he will make his way prosperous.” God called Cyrus, empowered him, and give him His gift of holy spirit, and Cyrus then walked out his calling and made his way successful. People are co-workers with God (1 Cor. 3:9), and when we walk according to God’s direction and empowerment, we are successful. Cyrus fulfilled the call God called him to, and was successful.
Isa 48:16
“Now the Lord Yahweh has sent me.” The subject abruptly shifts here, which is not uncommon, and Cyrus answers God’s call. Isaiah himself had answered God’s call earlier (Isa. 6:8), and now Cyrus does. God sent Cyrus and Cyrus both obeyed the call and acknowledged the God of Israel (Ezra 1:2).
“and also sent His spirit.” It was well-known that for prophets and kings to be successful they had to be empowered by God’s spirit, His gift of holy spirit. That was why God put his spirit upon the elders that were to rule Israel (Num. 11:17-29), why after David sinned he prayed that God would not take His holy spirit away (Ps. 51:11), and why Elisha asked for a double portion of God’s spirit to be upon him (2 Kings 2:9), and indeed, the Bible records that Elisha did almost twice as many miracles as Elijah. Cyrus, in typical fashion of one who does not take credit not due him, acknowledges here in Isaiah 48:16 that God sent him, but will not take full credit for his success but says that God also gave His spirit to Cyrus, which was the source of much of his success.
[For more on the difference between Holy Spirit, a name for God, and “holy spirit” (often just called “the spirit”) the gift of God, see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
 
Isaiah Chapter 49
Isa 49:1
“Listen to me.” In this second “Servant Song,” the song opens with the Servant (the Messiah) himself speaking. Isaiah contains four sections that the scholars refer to as “Servant Songs,” in which Isaiah portrays the Messiah as the Servant of Yahweh. The Songs are Isaiah 42:1-7; 49:1-7; 50:4-11; and 52:13-53:12. The start of the first Servant Song, Isaiah 42:1, is quoted in Matthew 12:18 and positively identifies the “servant” as the Messiah, Jesus Christ. In Isaiah 49, the Servant is mentioned in Isaiah 49:3, 5, and 49:7.
[For more information on the Servant Songs, see commentary on Isa. 52:13. This “Servant Song” further clarifies the mission and ministry of the Messiah.]
“islands.” From Israel looking west, the Gentile lands were out in the ocean (the Mediterranean Sea) so the word “islands” is applied to them, even though we do not think of the parts west of Israel as islands. Thus the word “islands,” referring to Gentile lands, is juxtaposed with “from afar,” because the Gentile lands were far away. However, the Hebrew word can refer to the coastlands, and so the text would include islands and coastlands of the Gentile lands.
“Yahweh called me...from the belly of my mother.” That the “Servant” was called from the womb and from the belly of his mother is very good evidence that the Servant is the Messiah, a man, and not as some scholars propose, the nation of Israel. Jeremiah was also called from the womb (Jer. 1:5; and see Gal. 1:15). Interestingly, the mother of the Messiah is mentioned in several prophecies of the Messiah (e.g., Gen. 3:15; Ps. 22:10; Isa. 7:14; Mic. 5:2). This makes perfect sense when we realize that to be a genuine descendant of David, the Messiah had to have at least one parent who was an actual descendant of David.
Isa 49:2
“he has made...he hid...he has made.” Throughout the Servant Song prophecies, God uses the idiom of the prophetic perfect to portray what He will do in the future. God “will make” the mouth of the Messiah like a sharp sword.
my mouth like a sharp sword.” The mouth of the Messiah will be like a sword in many ways. It will kill the wicked (Isa. 11:4; cf. Rev. 1:16; 2:16; 19:15, 21), but it will also speak the words that will divide people into those who believe and those who do not, which will be the basis of judgment on Judgment Day.
“in the shadow of his hand he hid me.” That God kept His Messiah “in the shadow of His hand” has overtones of protection, but also reflects the fact that the Messiah’s mission and ministry were hidden.
“he has made me a polished arrow.” The “polished arrow” is a Semitic parallelism to “sharp sword” with a different nuance, It still has the implication of the Messiah killing the wicked, but adds ideas such as speed and that his enemies far away will not escape his justice. The Hebrew word translated as “polished” can also mean “sharpened” (cf. CEB, CJB, CSB, NAB, NASB2020, NET, NJB, NLT), but it is a different Hebrew word for “sharp” than “sharp” sword, so perhaps “polished” is better here.
“in his quiver he hid me away.” We could see the normal use of quiver here, that the arrows were protected from being broken or damaged, and they were close at hand and ready to be used when needed. But it also seems to refer to the “hidden” nature of the Messiah’s mission. For one thing, it was not at all clear before Christ came that he would come twice; once as the sinless lamb who takes away the sin of the world, and then a second time as conqueror and king. Even Jesus’ disciples did not understand his mission as the sacrificial lamb until after his death and resurrection (cf. Matt. 16:22; Luke 18:34; John 16:17-18; Luke 24:45).
Isa 49:3
“Israel.” The scholars are divided on who “Israel” is in this context, but it is clear that it is the Servant, the Messiah. But in what sense is it being used? Edward Young refutes one of the more common ideas, i.e., that “Israel” is both the Servant and the nation of Israel. Young writes: “In what sense, however, is the word Israel to be understood? In the light of the fact that the servant is the speaker himself, and his address to God is so individualistic in nature, it is clear that the reference is not to the nation. The people of Israel, personified, are not the speaker. This appears also from the close connection between servant and I shall glorify myself. It is the servant character of Israel that brings glory to God. To be God’s servant is the highest privilege, and it is in performing the works of the servant that God is glorified. This could hardly apply to the recalcitrant, sinful nation, for this nation was unable to be the true Israel. All that the prophet writes concerning Israel makes clear that they could not be what the servant of the Lord should be. When the servant accomplishes his task, God is glorified; the empirical Israel could not accomplish that task; hence, whatever be the force of Israel here, it is not merely a designation of the nation.”
In this context, “Israel” is the Messiah, but not just the Messiah as a person, but rather the Messiah understood as the head of the congregation of believers, much in the way that the New Testament speaks of “the Israel of God” (Gal. 6:16).
“in whom I will be glorified.” The “I” in this context is Yahweh (Isa. 49:1). When Jesus did mighty works, people glorified God (e.g., Matt. 9:8). Furthermore, any time Jesus was glorified, it was so he could give glory back to the Father (John 17:1).
Isa 49:4
“I have labored in vain, I have spent my strength for nothing.” Jesus was totally human and had human feelings. Despite all that he taught and did, the majority of the people rejected him and his teachings. Although in the narrative in the Four Gospels we only get glimpses of Jesus’ deep feelings, we see it in prophecies such as here in Isaiah 49:4 and Isa. 53:3. Jesus cried and lamented when he entered Jerusalem (Luke 19:41-44). Jesus became troubled over what he would have to go through at the end of his life (John 12:27).
“yet surely the justice due to me is with Yahweh.” Like true believers everywhere, Jesus knew that there was little justice in this fallen world, but believers can look forward to a future when the righteous will be rewarded. Jesus endured the cross with the hope of the joy that had been set before him in the Scriptures, on the Mount of Transfiguration (Matt. 17:1-9; Mark 9:2-9; Luke 9:28-36), no doubt by personal revelation from God, and perhaps in revelation communicated to him by angels (cf. Matt. 4:11).
Isa 49:5
“formed me from the womb to be his servant.” The Messiah was “formed” by Yahweh to be the servant who could accomplish the mission God sent him on. The Hebrew text is clear that the Messiah was formed “from” (not “in”) the womb. Of course the forming of the Messiah as a man who could carry out the mission God sent him on started in the womb, but it continued on after Jesus was born. As Hebrews says, “he learned obedience by the things that he suffered” (Heb. 5:8).
Isaiah 49:5 is one of the verses that disproves the Trinity. If Jesus was God in the flesh, he did not need to be “formed” by Yahweh to be a servant, instead he “incarnated” as the perfect God-man. But if the Messiah is a fully human being, then through his development in the womb and on into life, he had to be “formed” by Yahweh to be the sinless Savior. The traditional explanation of Isaiah 49:5 is that the “human part” of Jesus was formed, but that is not what the Bible says, It says Yahweh “formed me,” that is “me,” the Messiah, not part of the Messiah.
[For more on Jesus Christ not being God in the flesh, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.”]
“to bring back Jacob to him, and so that Israel would be gathered to him.” Part of the mission that God sent the Messiah on was to bring back Jacob and gather Israel to God. That did not happen during Jesus’ first coming, but in his Second Coming, after Jesus conquers the earth, Physical Israel will be reestablished, and the tribes of Israel will be regathered (see the REV commentary on Jer. 32:37).
We also know that, as seen in light of the New Testament, this prophecy applies to all the believers, who are the “seed of Abraham” (Gal. 3:29), and this is foretold in the next verse, Isaiah 49:6.
Isa 49:6
“It is too small a thing.” It is a thing to be thankful to God for, that He wanted “all people” to be saved through the Messiah, and not just Israel.
“my salvation to the end of the earth.” The salvation and everlasting life given by the Messiah was not just for the Jews, even though many of them thought that it was. The Old Testament has a number of verses that spoke of Gentiles being included in the Messianic Kingdom, which meant they were granted everlasting life (Ps. 102:15; Isa. 2:2-4; 19:23-25; 42:6; 49:6; 51:4-5; 56:3-7; 60:3; 66:18-21; Ezek. 39:21, 27; Mic. 4:2; Hag. 2:7; Zech. 8:22). Also, New Testament verses such as Galatians 3:29 confirm that all believers are the “seed of Abraham.”
[For more information on the Messiah being a blessing to the Gentiles, the nations, see commentary on Isa. 42:6.]
Isa 49:7
“Yahweh, the Redeemer of Israel, its Holy One.” Yahweh has many different names, and two of them are placed together in this verse: “the Redeemer of Israel” and “Holy One.” A few English versions (the KJV included) put an “and” between “the Redeemer of Israel” and “its Holy One,” but that is not necessary and causes confusion because then it could seem that there are two beings talking, the Redeemer and also the “Holy One.” But only Yahweh is speaking.
The Holy One of Israel is another name for Yahweh, as we see here in Isaiah 49:7 and in many other verses (cf. 2 Kings 19:22; Job 6:10; Ps. 71:22; 78:41; 89:18; Prov. 9:10, 30:3; Isa. 5:19, 24; 10:20; 12:6). Some English versions read “his Holy One,” and that is okay if we understand that Israel is being referred to as a male (sometimes Israel is referred to as a female). However, since Hebrew does not have a neuter gender, and thus things are either male or female, it seems to make better sense to translate the nation of Israel as an “it” and not a “him.”
“to one whose soul is despised.” This translation closely agrees with K. Baltzer.[footnoteRef:736] The one being spoken to is the Messiah, as the context and history make clear. The English translations differ, in part because the Hebrew word nephesh can be “soul” or “life,” or it can refer to the self and thus be “him” or an equivalent. Although the English versions differ as to exactly how to translate the Hebrew text, they all catch the main idea: this person is despised, and we learn from the scope of Scripture that he is despised by worldly and ungodly people. The Servant Song in Isaiah 53 repeated that the Messiah would be despised (Isa. 53:3). [736:  Klaus Baltzer, Deutero-Isaiah [Hermeneia], 312.] 

“the nation.” The use of the singular here indicates that this is not “the nations,” that is, the Gentiles, but the nation of Israel itself, and indeed, the majority of the Jews rejected Christ. At Jesus’ trial before Pilate, the people and their leaders shouted, “Crucify him” (Matt. 27:20-23).
“a servant of rulers.” Although he was the Son of God and therefore higher than any earthly ruler, the Messiah came to serve, not be served, and by his life and death made everlasting life available to everyone (cf. Matt. 28:20; Phil. 2:7).
“bowed down.” The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body and face to the earth. The word translated “bowed down,” shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), is the same Hebrew word as “worship,” and it is translated “worship” in some English versions.
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
Isa 49:8
“I will answer...I will help.” The Hebrew is written in the past tense (“I have answered...I have helped”) and is the prophetic perfect idiom, referring to something in the future as if it were in the past to show that the event will happen. In this context, there are several indications that the prophetic perfect idiom is being used. One is that the subject of the sentence, who is the Messiah, has not even been born yet, so to say that God has answered and has helped him has to be idiomatic. Another is that part of the sentence “and I will preserve you” is in the imperfect tense, here referring to the future. This is a verse where translating the Hebrew literally as a past tense action only confuses the reader because English does not have a clear prophetic perfect idiom.
Reading Isaiah 49:8-23 as a unit shows that it is referring to the Millennial Kingdom when Jesus Christ rules over the earth from his throne in Jerusalem. The majority of the statements in Isaiah 49:8-23 describe things that will occur in the Millennial Kingdom when Jesus Christ rules the earth, although some of the things mentioned in the verses, such as we read in Isaiah 49:14, occur before Christ rules on earth. The key to understanding prophecies such as this one in Isaiah 49:8-23 (cf. Isa. 19:18-25) is realizing that the prophecy is not in chronological order, and so the reader must understand from many other places in the Bible what the Millennial Kingdom will be like, as well as understand the times the prophet is living in and also what the Tribulation and Armageddon, which precede the Millennial Kingdom, will be like. Then the reader can use that information to sort out what pieces of the prophecy refer to events before the Millennial Kingdom and which events have never occurred but will occur in the Millennial Kingdom.
[For more verses in Isaiah that speak of the Millennial Kingdom, see commentary on Isa. 2:2. For more on Christ’s future kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on the prophetic perfect idiom, see commentary on Eph. 2:6.]
“as a covenant.” The phrase “as a covenant” (or “for a covenant”) is general and thus has a number of meanings relating to the death of Christ and the covenants. Just as a covenant binds parties together, so also Jesus Christ would bind people to God. Also, the fact that Jesus Christ was given “as a covenant” indicates that in him the Old Covenant was fulfilled and the New Covenant ratified. Jesus was both the sacrifice that was required because the Old Covenant was broken (as per Matt. 26:28) and the blood sacrifice that ratified the New Covenant (as per Luke 22:20; 1 Cor. 11:25; cf. Exod. 24:8). Thus the word “covenant” is a metonymy for a “covenant sacrifice;” both the sacrifice that had to be offered when a covenant was broken, and the blood sacrifice that ratified and began a covenant.
“the people.” Israel was God’s chosen people, so they are often referred to as “the people,” as they are here. We can see that from the scope of Scripture and especially the parallel verse in Isaiah 42:6 where “the people” (Israel) are contrasted with “the nations,” i.e., the Gentiles, the other nations besides Israel. Paul also contrasted “the People” with the Gentiles (Acts 26:23).
The Gentiles were blessed in Christ (Ps. 102:15; Isa. 2:2-4; 19:23-25; 42:6; 49:6; 51:4-5; 56:3-7; 60:3; 66:18-21; Ezek. 39:21, 27; Mic. 4:2; Hag. 2:7; Zech. 8:22), but God made His covenant with Israel, the “Old Covenant” (Exod. 24), and He also promised to make a new covenant with them, and Jesus Christ was the covenant sacrifice, as he openly stated at the Last Supper when he said the blood of the covenant was his blood.
Isa 49:9
“on all bare heights will be their pasture.” In the future, the bare heights will become rich pastureland.
Isa 49:10
“They will not hunger or thirst, nor will the heat or sun strike them.” The Millennial Kingdom, when Christ rules the earth, will be a wonderful place. There will be no starvation or even hunger and the water will be abundant and safe to drink. The word “heat” may refer to the dry heat of the sun, or some scholars think it refers to the scorching dry desert wind. In any case, the picture Isaiah is painting of the Millennial Kingdom is that it will be an amazingly wonderful place. Unlike the conditions that Isaiah’s audience was used to, which were very hot summer days and a hot dry wind that annually came off the eastern desert, Israel would have a wonderfully mild climate.
[For more on the wonderful Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Isa 49:11
“I will make all my mountains a road, and my highways will be raised up.” In the Millennial Kingdom when Christ rules the earth the mountains and valleys will be much more level, and travel will be easier.
[For more on the Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Isa 49:12
“some...some...some.” The Hebrew text is more literally, “these,” but that is unclear in English since ordinarily “these” refers to people or things that have been specifically delineated in the context.
Isa 49:23
“bow down.” The word translated “bow down,” shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), is the same Hebrew word as “worship.”
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
Isa 49:24
“tyrant.” This is the reading of the Dead Sea Scrolls, Syriac, and Vulgate. Although the accepted Masoretic Hebrew text has “righteous man,” that does not fit the context (cf. Isa. 49:25).
Isa 49:25
“the mighty man.” The word “mighty” is singular in Hebrew, so it refers to the “mighty man.”
 
Isaiah Chapter 50
Isa 50:1
“This is what Yahweh says.” In Isaiah 50, the first three verses (Isa. 50:1-3), and the last two (Isa. 50:10-11), are Yahweh speaking. The middle verses, Isaiah 50:4-9, are the Messiah speaking.
Isaiah 50:1-3 most naturally goes with the subject of end of Isaiah 49, in which the people of Israel had been taken captive and taken away from their land by the Assyrians (2 Kings 17:6, 18-20). God divorced Israel because of her sins and sent her away from Israel to Assyria. Isaiah 50 would be easier to understand if the chapter started with the words of God’s Servant, starting in Isaiah 50:4.
“the bill of your mother’s divorce.” In Hebrew, the Israelites are literally “the children [or “sons”] of Israel.” But in this context, the “mother” of the Israelites is the Israelites themselves, and they have sinned egregiously and God is divorcing them. God is apparently referring to their “mother” as a figurative way to distance the people from the so-called “mother” so that they can look at their sin more objectively.
“divorce.” Israel sinned so egregiously that God divorced her (cf. Jer. 3:8). God hates divorce, and never intended it, but even God recognized that there are times when a marriage is unworkable, and that happened between Him and Israel. He divorced her for sins, especially “adultery” with pagan gods and goddesses.
“sent away.” In this context, being “sent away” is a synonym for “divorce.”
Isa 50:2
“Why was no one there when I came?” God is making the point that He had come to Israel and called to Israel to bring them back to Himself, but Israel would not repent and return to Him.
Isa 50:3
“sackcloth.” A rough cloth made of goathair, which was generally black in the biblical world. So to be covered in sackcloth was to be covered in black.
Isa 50:4
“The Lord Yahweh has given me.” The “me” in this verse is the Servant of God, who is identified in Isaiah 50:10.
In Isaiah 50:1-3, God is speaking, as He is at the end of Isaiah 49. But Isaiah 50:4-9 is the Messiah speaking. The “me” in Isaiah 50:4 is the Messiah, and Isaiah 50:4-11 is the third of the four “Servant Songs” in Isaiah. Isaiah contains four sections that the scholars refer to as “Servant Songs,” in which Isaiah portrays the Messiah as the Servant of Yahweh. The Songs are Isaiah 42:1-7; 49:1-7; 50:4-11, and 52:13-53:12.
The start of the first Servant Song, Isaiah 42:1, is quoted in Matthew 12:18 and positively identifies the “servant” as the Messiah, Jesus Christ. In Isaiah 50, the Servant is mentioned in Isaiah 50:10.
[For more information on the Servant Songs, see commentary on Isa. 52:13.]
“the tongue of those who are taught.” Someone who is taught is someone who is a disciple to the teacher. In Isaiah 50:4, the “Servant” portrays himself as a disciple, a learner.
Isa 50:5
“I was not rebellious.” The Messiah was directed to do many things that he likely did not want to do, especially dying on the cross, but he always did the will of God, his Father (cf. John 4:34; 5:30; 6:38; 8:29).
Isa 50:6
“my cheeks to those who plucked out my beard.” Slapping someone on the face, pulling out someone’s beard, or spitting on them, were all terrible insults in the biblical culture. For more on slapping the face, see commentary on Luke 6:29. The Hebrew text reads, “the beard,” but often the Greek or Hebrew use “the” when the referent is clear and we would say “my” for clarity, and that is the case here. No one else’s beard is the subject.
Although there is no specific record in the Four Gospels of anyone doing that to Jesus, we can certainly imagine that it occurred, especially given the culture of the time.
Isa 50:7
“I will not be disgraced.” The Hebrew is the prophetic perfect idiom (Lit. the past tense: “I have not been disgraced”).
[For more on the prophetic perfect idiom, see the REV commentary on Eph. 2:6.]
Isa 50:8
“declares me righteous.” The Hebrew word is tsadaq (#06663 צָדַק ), and here in Isaiah 50:8 it is in the hiphil aspect of the verb, and can mean to give one justice or bring justice to someone; to acknowledge or declare that someone is right, righteous, or not guilty; to pronounce someone, or treat someone, as not guilty (innocent); or to help someone gain his rights. Here in Isaiah 50:8, in the context of the coming Messiah who was accused of being a criminal, tsadaq carries a couple of those meanings. God would declare (and prove) that Jesus was righteous by raising him from the dead, and He would help Jesus gain his rights by making him Lord and giving him all authority in heaven and on earth. It is impossible to bring all that into English without writing a greatly expanded translation, and so most English translations choose either “justify” or “vindicate” as a translation. The REV went with “declares me righteous” because the person who is declared righteous in the sight of God will then get whatever they rightly deserve as well, and it connects the righteous Messiah with all the other righteous people in the Bible.
The vocabulary being used in the text portrays a court scene, with an accuser, an adversary, but the judge hears the case and declares that the accused is righteous.
“Let us stand up together.” In other words, “Let’s see each other face to face and before the Judge. No hiding here!
Isa 50:9
“the moth will eat them up.” The moth eating up a garment is a picture of destruction. Those who condemn the Messiah will be destroyed.
It is worth noting that this verse is one that portrays destruction for the unsaved sinner, not eternal torment. Garments that are eaten by moths are gone, totally destroyed. This is an accurate picture of the unsaved. They will not “be tormented in hell forever,” they will be thrown into the Lake of Fire and burned up; annihilated.
[For more on the annihilation of the unsaved, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
“declare me to be guilty.” The courtroom scene in Isaiah 50:8 continues in Isaiah 50:9. The person who declares that God’s Messiah is guilty of sin will himself be condemned to death.
Isa 50:10
“Who among you fears Yahweh.” Isaiah 50:1-3 was God speaking, Isaiah 50:4-9 was the Messiah speaking, and now Isaiah 50:10-11 is Yahweh speaking again. Some scholars end the Servant Song with Isaiah 50:9, and say that Isaiah 50:10 starts another section. The text does not clearly indicate when the song ends.
Isaiah 50:10 is translated a little differently in the English versions, primarily because it involves an ellipsis. A quite literal translation of the Hebrew text would be: “Who among you fears Yahweh, hearing the voice of his servant” with “hearing” having the meaning of obeying. If we complete the ellipsis, the reading becomes something like, “Who among you fears Yahweh? Who obeys the voice of His Servant?” The two lines together make the point that the person who fears Yahweh will obey the voice of His Servant, the Messiah.
Isa 50:11
“Walk in the light of your fire.” This is irony; sarcasm, to get people to think about their actions. The desire of God, of course, is that people would not walk in the light of their own fire. The prophets sometimes used irony to get people to think about what they were doing, as long as it was clear from the context and subject matter that the prophet’s words were indeed irony. For example, Amos said, “Go to Bethel, and sin” (Amos 4:4). Bethel had become a center of the worship of pagan gods, but Amos was certainly not encouraging people to go and sin. He, like Isaiah, was using irony. Amos and Isaiah were contemporaries.
“lie down in torment.” The phrase “lie down” here likely refers to dying, as it does in several places in the Bible (cf. 2 Sam. 7:12; Job 7:21; 20:11; 21:26; Isa. 43:17). The unsaved are thrown into the Lake of Fire and die there (Rev. 20:11-15).
For more on the annihilation of the wicked, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
 
Isaiah Chapter 51
Isa 51:1
“righteousness.” In this context, “righteousness” is doing what is right and just to other people and in the sight of God (see commentary on Matt. 5:6).
Isa 51:3
“For Yahweh will comfort Zion...and will make her wilderness like Eden.” Isaiah 51:3-6 is about the future and includes both the Millennial Kingdom and information about the Everlasting Kingdom (Isa. 51:6). The Hebrew is written in the past tense: “For Yahweh has comforted Zion; he has comforted all her waste places and has made her wilderness like Eden.” Writing about a future event as if it were past is idiomatic, and is the prophetic perfect idiom (see commentary on Eph. 2:6).
“Eden” is a transliteration of the Hebrew word. A good translation of “the Garden of Eden” is “the Garden of Delight” (see commentary on Gen. 2:15).
[For more verses in Isaiah that speak of the Millennial Kingdom, see commentary on Isa. 2:2. For more on Christ’s future kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
“the Garden of Yahweh.” The “Garden of Yahweh” is another term for the Garden of Eden (cf. Gen. 13:10). Isaiah 51:3 uses the common practice of Semitic parallelism, emphasizing a point by referring to it in two different ways: “like Eden...like the Garden of Yahweh.”
Isa 51:5
“my salvation is on the way.” This could even be translated as “my salvation will go forth.” The literal Hebrew is “my salvation has gone forth,” but it is the prophetic perfect idiom (see commentary on Eph. 2:6). The salvation is coming in the future. John Oswalt correctly states, “This is another ‘prophetic perfect’ (see above on v. 3), whereby the prophet sees the reality of what God is going to do so clearly that in his mind it is already done. …Isaiah sees God’s plan with startling clarity. The fulfillment of God’s righteousness, his faithfulness to his own nature and promises that culminate in human salvation, is now all in place as never before. …Yet for all this, it would be many long years before the promises here would come to fruition.”[footnoteRef:737] [737:  John N. Oswalt, The Book of Isaiah: Chapters 40-66 [NICOT], 337.] 

“islands.” In this context, the word “islands” refers to the Gentile lands in contrast to Israel, the homeland of the Jews. From Israel looking west, the Gentile lands were out in the ocean (the Mediterranean Sea) so the word “islands” is applied to them, even though we do not think of the countries west of Israel as islands.
“in my strength they will trust.” The Hebrew is idiomatic, literally, “on my arm they will trust,” where “arm” is put for the strength of the person.
Isa 51:6
“will die in the same way.” People will age and die as they always have. Some scholars have suggested that the Masoretic Hebrew text is corrupt and the verse should read like it does in the CSB: “die like gnats” (or “flies” or “lice,” which are other suggested readings). But there is no need to amend the text, and John Oswalt in his book on Isaiah, defends the Masoretic text very well.[footnoteRef:738] [738:  John N. Oswalt, The Book of Isaiah: Chapters 40-66 [NICOT], 332n17.] 

“but my salvation will be forever.” Those people who accept God’s salvation will live forever.
Isa 51:8
“For the moth will eat them up like a garment, and the worm will eat them like wool.” Unbelievers will eventually die and then, at the Resurrection of the Unrighteous, they will be judged and then thrown into the Lake of Fire and annihilated. Just as there is nothing left of a garment that has been consumed by moths, and nothing left of a wool garment that has been eaten by worms, eventually people who are thrown into the Lake of Fire will be totally burned up and there will be nothing left of them.
[For more on dead people are dead and not alive in any form, see Appendix 3: “The Dead Are Dead.” For more on the two resurrections, the Resurrection of the Righteous and the Resurrection of the Unrighteous, see commentary on Acts 24:15. For more on unsaved people being annihilated in the Lake of Fire and not being in torment forever, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.” For more about Gehenna, see commentary on Matt. 5:22. For information on the punishment of the wicked being in proportion to the wrong they have done, see commentary on Rom. 2:5. For information on how to be saved and live forever instead of dying unsaved and being annihilated, see Rom. 10:8-10 and see commentary on Rom. 10:9.]
Isa 51:9
“Awake, awake, put on strength, arm of Yahweh!” The people of Israel call out to Yahweh to apply His strength and help them “like in the days of old.” But in fact, in Isaiah 52:1, God uses the same language to tell the people to awake: “Awake, awake, put on your strength, O Zion!” God is always ready to help, but the people must trust in God and be obedient to Him.
“cut Rahab in pieces.” In this context, “Rahab” is another name for Egypt (cf. Isa. 30:7; Ps. 87:4). However, to understand more fully why Egypt would be called “Rahab,” and why Pharaoh is likely referred to as the “sea monster,” we need to know that Isaiah is referring to well-known myths about struggles between gods to make his point that Yahweh is the Most High God. John Oswalt writes: As is known from Ugaritic studies, the twisting monster is a figure in the struggles of Baal with the god of the sea, Yam, as is “Leviathan,” which is equated with the monster in Isa. 27:1. Given these facts, and the evidence that the myth of the struggle of the gods of the sea monster was known in one form or another all over the ancient Near East, one has reason to believe that Isaiah is here, as in 27:1, utilizing this acquaintance among the people for his own purposes. …there is an appeal here neither to some current Hebrew myth nor to some original one, now dead. Rather, just as a contemporary poet might allude to the Iliad or the Odyssey, utilizing imagery familiar to his hearers, but that is hardly part of their belief system, so Isaiah uses the imagery of the well-known stories of creation to make his point. It was not Baal or Marduk or Ashur who had any claim to being the creator—it was the Lord alone.”[footnoteRef:739] [739:  John N. Oswalt, The Book of Isaiah: Chapters 40-66 [NICOT], 341-342.] 

Oswalt also points out that “sea monster” (the Hebrew can also mean “dragon”) referred to Pharaoh, as Ezekiel 29:3 says, and the modern Arabic word for crocodile is derived from the word “Pharaoh.” So while “Rahab” and “sea monster” refer to Egypt and Pharaoh, the terminology used also points to the ancient spiritual struggle between God and the gods as to who is the Creator and real ruler of the universe.
Psalm 74:13-14, using much the same terminology, says, “You [Yahweh] broke the heads of the sea monsters in the waters. You broke the heads of Leviathan in pieces.” The “sea monsters in the waters” and “Leviathan” refer to gods in the known mythology (and the kernel of truth that mythology contains) about the ancient war between God and the “gods” (who were God’s created spirit beings like Satan), over God’s created order and who will rule creation. The “waters” and “sea” became symbolic of the chaos that surrounded these gods, and the Bible states that God had victory over them.
These verses point out that God is the Most High God and He showed Himself to be the most powerful one in ancient battles, both spiritual and physical, and He has not changed so He can deliver His people in the time the prophet Isaiah was writing about.
[For more verses connected to the concept of ancient waters of chaos and the monsters (“gods”) who lived in those waters, see Ps. 29:3, 10; 93:3-4; 74:13-14; 77:16-20; and 89:9-10]
Isa 51:17
“the cup that causes people to stagger.” The Hebrew is “the cup of staggering,” that is, a cup that causes the people who drink it to stagger.
 
Isaiah Chapter 52
Isa 52:1
“Awake, awake, put on your strength, O Zion!” Here in Isaiah 52:1, Yahweh calls to the people to be strong and faithful and obey Him, then He can help them and He will bring deliverance to them. In Isaiah 51:9, the people of Israel used almost the same words to ask for God’s help: “Awake, awake, put on strength, arm of Yahweh! Awake, like in the days of old.” But God has always been ready to help His people if they will be trusting and obedient.
Isa 52:2
“Shake yourself from the dust!” Sitting in dust was a sign of lowliness and humiliation, so getting up from the dust and shaking off the dust was a sign of being elevated in position, being exalted. It was also a sign of poverty (1 Sam. 2:8; Ps. 113:7). God raised King Jehu of Israel from the dust to the throne (1 Kings 16:2). The reverse is going from an exalted state to a humiliated and shameful state (see Isa. 47:1). A person can have their glory be put down in the dust (Ps. 7:5; cf. Ps. 44:25).
“Arise! Sit down.” What seems like a contradiction to us (get up and sit down) makes perfect sense according to biblical custom. Jerusalem had been like a captive, but now it was to be free. It could arise and get up off the ground, but more than that, it was to reign, and so it was to “sit down.” In the biblical culture, rulers sat while others stood. See commentary on Isaiah 14:13, “sit.”
“O captive.” The Hebrew word is a noun, not an adjective, so it is an apposition to “Daughter Zion.” So here in Isaiah 52:2, Jerusalem is called by three “names”: Jerusalem, captive, and Daughter Zion.
“Daughter Zion.” The Hebrew is idiomatic for Zion itself, i.e., Jerusalem (see commentary on Isa. 1:8).
Isa 52:3
“You.” The “you” is plural. The people of Israel sold themselves by their evil behavior.
“sold yourselves.” The Hebrew verb makar (#04376 מָכַר) is masculine plural and in the niphal aspect, and thus can either mean “to be sold” or “to sell oneself” (cf. Lev. 25:47). Although most English versions have “were sold,” and most commentaries say that God sold His people to the enemy, the fact that God could not protect Israel was their own doing. God loves Israel and would never sell them to an enemy unless He was somehow forced to, and He was. The truth is that Israel, through their defiance and disobedience to God, forfeited His care and protection and “sold themselves” into the hand of the enemy. Because Israel sold themselves, God was forced to let them go into the hands of the enemy. There are times when the text does say that God “sold” Israel (Isa. 50:1), but the deeper understanding, set forth here in Isaiah 52:3, is that Israel always first sold themselves by abandoning God.
Versions such as Rotherham’s Emphasized Bible and commentaries such as the Commentary on Isaiah by Harry Bultema translate the verb as a reflexive, that Israel “sold themselves.” Also, the verb “sell” is plural in the Hebrew text, but for God to be the seller we would expect the verb to be singular. Thus, the grammar in the verse also supports that it was the people, “you,” which is plural in the Hebrew text, who sold themselves.
It should be both a comfort and an exhortation for believers to know that the people of Israel sold themselves to the enemy and that God would never do that on His own, as if He were somehow fickle or vindictive. Believers have the comfort of knowing God will always be with them, but have the exhortation of knowing that if we abandon God, then we limit His protection over us. The believer’s best blessing and protection is by obeying God.
“without money you will be redeemed.” God knew that Israel’s, indeed, the whole world’s, redemption would not be by a payment of money but by a payment of innocent blood, and furthermore, on the basis of that payment the Messiah could conquer the earth and reign over it in righteousness.
[For more on Jesus Christ’s coming kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Isa 52:4
“the Assyrian oppressed them without cause.” Israel had done nothing to Assyria such that they should have attacked and conquered Israel.
Isa 52:5
“what am I to do here.” The Hebrew is an idiom: “What to me here?” The idiom likely means, “What am I to do here,” or “What should I do here?” God had helped Israel in Egypt, and from the Assyrians, but what is He to do now? Even if the phrase is translated as, “What do I have here,” He still has a situation that He needs to deal with.
“my people are taken away for nothing.” Israel was taken captive, and God got nothing for it. It was their own fault and the consequence they got for rebelling against God, and God gets nothing in return...except that His name is treated with contempt. The Assyrian conquest of Israel is in 2 Kings 17:6-23.
“and my name is treated with contempt all day long.” Sadly, God’s name (and thus what He stood for; his commandments and regulations) were treated with contempt by both the Assyrian captors and by the Israelites themselves.
Isa 52:6
“Therefore.” The people of Israel are in captivity and have contempt for God. But that state will not continue. When God finally delivers Israel, they will know His name and that it is Yahweh who moves and delivers them.
“my people will know my name.” They don’t “know” it now, in their captivity, in the real sense; at this time they believe a lie about God. But God will come, represented by His Messiah, and then people will know—really and experientially know—God. The word “know” means more than just an intellectual knowledge, it refers to a deep, personal, and experiential knowing.
“they will know in that Day that I am he who speaks.” The use of “that Day” to refer to the Day of the Lord (the Day of his conquest; the day of His judgment) is common in Isaiah (e.g., Isa. 2:11, 17, 20; 4:1, 2; 10:20, 27; 11:10; 12:1, 4; 17:7; 19:18, 19, 21, 23, 24; 24:21; 25:9; etc.).
Isa 52:7
“How beautiful on the mountains are the feet of him who brings good news.” After captivity and humiliation, the feet of the one who brings good news and proclaims the reign of God on earth through His Messiah can be considered “beautiful.” Isaiah 52:7 is quoted in Romans 10:15.
“Your God reigns!” The Hebrew text is literally in the past tense: “Your God has reigned,” and God certainly had manifested his power in the past, but the sentence does have present implications, as the versions and REV reads. The Septuagint has the sentence in the future, “Your God will reign.” God’s reign will be in full effect when His Messiah reigns on earth as king and subjects the earth to his righteous rule. People speak of God reigning now, but his reign is not in full effect as long as the Devil is the god of this age and the ruler of the world (see commentary on Luke 4:6). Right now there are many enemies that are not under Christ’s feet, i.e., in subjection to him (1 Cor. 15:25-28).
Isa 52:8
“together they shout for joy.” When the watchmen see the messenger coming and hear his announcement of good news, they shout for joy.
“for right before their eyes.” The Hebrew text is literally, “eye in eye,” which is an idiom for “right before your eyes.” The only other occurrence of “eye to eye” in the Bible is Numbers 14:14. This idiom is “used to speak of the incontrovertible evidence of God’s presence.”[footnoteRef:740] [740:  John Oswalt, The Book of Isaiah: Chapters 40-66 [NICOT], 365.] 

When Yahweh returns to Zion, which He does by sending the Messiah, His Son, those who are watching in Jerusalem will shout for joy.
Isa 52:9
“Yahweh will comfort his people, he will redeem Jerusalem.” The two verbs, “comfort” and “redeem” are in the past tense in the Hebrew text and are an example of the prophetic perfect idiom, in which the actual event is future but the verb is in the past tense. The verbs are in the past tense because God gives the prophet Isaiah a picture of the future and Isaiah is describing that future—but in the future, these events have already occurred, so Isaiah describes them as past events.
However, since most English readers are not familiar with the prophetic perfect idiom, it is helpful to write the English Bible as future events because they are in fact in the future. So writing in the future tense in English describes the reality of the situation (cf. GW, GNT, NOG, and JPS). The prophetic perfect idiom is used a lot in Isaiah 52 and 53 (cf. Isa. 53:5). Another way to tell that these verbs are the prophetic perfect idiom is that they are in the context of future tense verbs (cf. Isa. 52:12).
Isa 52:10
“will bare...will see.” This is the prophetic perfect idiom (see commentary on Isa. 52:9). There are other English versions that translate the prophetic perfect as a future event (cf. EXB, GW, GNT, ICB, NOG, NCV, NIV).
Isa 52:11
“Depart, depart, go out from there.” The location where the people are to depart from is unstated, and scholars have many suggestions, including Babylon, although that is after Isaiah’s time. It seems Edward Young[footnoteRef:741] could well be correct that Zion itself is an oppressor. Godly people should leave it in a more spiritual sense, leave the unclean and return to God. [741:  Edward J. Young, The Book of Isaiah [NICOT].] 

Isa 52:12
“rear guard.” The Hebrew word is being used as a technical military term in this context.
Isa 52:13
“my servant.” In this context, the “servant” is the Messiah, Jesus Christ. The first place in Isaiah where the Messiah is introduced as the servant of Yahweh is Isaiah 42:1-7.
Isaiah contains four sections that scholars refer to as “Servant Songs,” in which Isaiah portrays the Messiah as the Servant of Yahweh. Most scholars agree to when these Servant Songs start, but they do not have as good agreement as to when they stop; what is the last verse of the Song. For the purposes of the REV, the Songs are Isaiah 42:1-7; 49:1-7; 50:4-11, and 52:13-53:12. The start of the first Servant Song, Isaiah 42:1, is quoted in Matthew 12:18 and positively identifies the “servant” as the Messiah, Jesus Christ. The disciples understood that Jesus Christ was the servant of God and called him that (see REV commentary on Acts 3:13; cf. Acts 4:27).
Two of the four Servant Songs—the first and the last—are Yahweh speaking (Isa. 42:1-7, and 52:13-53:12), while two—the middle two—are the Servant speaking (Isa. 49:1-7, and 50:4-11). Reading the Servant Songs and applying them to Jesus Christ tells us—and they told Jesus—a lot about Jesus Christ, about his mission, what he would accomplish, and what would happen to him.
“will act wisely. He will be high and lifted up and exalted.” The verbs in Isa. 52:13 are an example of the prophetic perfect idiom, in which the actual event is future but the verb is in the past tense because God is giving the prophet Isaiah a picture of the future and Isaiah is describing that future (see commentary on Isa. 52:9). This section of Isaiah was written about 700 years before Jesus Christ was born.
Ephesians 1:20-22 says that after his resurrection, Jesus was high and lifted up far above every ruler, and authority, and power, and dominion, and every name that is named, thus fulfilling this prophecy.
Isa 52:14
“Just as many were appalled at you.” This line is the only time in the Servant Song of Isaiah 52:13-53:12 that the servant, the Messiah, was addressed directly. The rest of the Servant Song is about him but not “to” him. That Yahweh would directly address the Servant, His Son, in this prophetic utterance and forewarn him of what is coming is an act of love and tenderness. In light of what Christ sacrificed as the Suffering Servant, it is sad that so many people will be appalled (“shudder, shocked, dismayed, disappointed”) at him when they should be overwhelmed with thankfulness. We can well understand that if Christ had not been forwarned about this he could well have been very confused about people’s reaction to him and his ministry.
Some scholars suggest changing the “you” to “him.” The Syriac version reads “him,” and some English versions read “him” (e.g. CJB, JPS, NAB, NJB, NIV, NLT, NRSV), but “you” is likely the original reading, with Yahweh addressing the Servant directly. The Masoretic Hebrew text reads “you,” and so do the Dead Sea Scrolls. Also, we can see why scribes would change “you” to him,” but there does not seem to be any reason they would change “him” to “you.” John Oswalt adds, “this kind of inconsistency in pronoun reference is not untypical of the Hebrew prophets.”[footnoteRef:742] [742:  John Oswalt, The Book of Isaiah: Chapters 40-66 [NICOT], 373.] 

“were appalled.” This is the prophetic perfect, the past tense being put for a future event. In his vision, the prophet Isaiah is seeing these events as having already happened, so he writes about them in the past tense. Sometimes it is appropriate to translate the Hebrew prophetic perfect as a future tense verb in English for clarity (for more information on the prophetic perfect, see the REV commentary on Eph. 2:6).
“marred beyond human resemblance.” Jesus was beaten, whipped, and also tortured in other ways both by the Jews and the Romans. By the time he died on the cross, his body was deeply “marred” by his captors and covered with wounds, bruises, swelling, and blood, so that he did not look like a normal human being. The King James Version’s reading, “more than any man” does not capture the meaning and is misleading. Many humans have been in explosions, wrecks, or disasters that cut off limbs and disfigured them in ways that did not occur to Jesus, so Jesus was not disfigured “more than” anyone else, he was marred badly enough he did not resemble a healthy human being.
Isa 52:15
“sprinkle.” When the text says that Jesus will “sprinkle many nations” it refers to, and foretells of, Jesus’ priestly function as the ultimate High Priest and his making people clean before God. The term “sprinkle” takes us back to the Mosaic Law, for different things were “sprinkled” to make them ritually clean. For example, Aaron and his sons were sprinkled with oil and blood to make them clean in the eyes of God (Exod. 29:21; Lev. 8:30); oil was sprinkled on the altar and vessels to make them holy (Lev. 8:11); people with skin diseases were sprinkled when they were cleansed (Lev. 14:7); blood was sprinkled on the ark of the covenant on the Day of Atonement (Lev. 16:14-15), and there are many other examples as well. Jesus shed his blood, and symbolically he will sprinkle many nations—those who believe—and make them clean and acceptable in the eyes of God.
“Kings will shut their mouths on account of him.” Kings and people of prominence and power who had denigrated the Messiah and had contempt for him will stand in awe and fear when they see him for who he really is. Kings “will shut” their mouths, which is an idiom for being speechless (e.g., Job. 29:9; 40:4; Ps. 107:42; Mic. 8:16), and they “will see” and “will understand.” Those verbs are in the past tense and are the prophetic perfect idiom (see commentary on Isa. 52:9; and see commentary on Eph. 2:6).
“for they will see what had not been told to them.” This is one of the verses that reveals that the mission and ministry of the Messiah, and his two separate comings, are in the Old Testament but are in veiled terms. So the people did not understand Jesus when he came; certainly, Peter did not (Matt. 16:22), and his family thought he was out of his mind (Mark 3:21), and the crowds were confused about him (John 7:12). However, after the resurrection and ascension of the Messiah those things began to be clear (Luke 24:45), and they will be even more clear when everyone “sees” the Messiah at his Second Coming (Rev. 1:7), and then people will truly understand what Jesus accomplished and the way he accomplished it, and that he had died in place of people so they could have everlasting life.
 
Isaiah Chapter 53
Isa 53:1
“Who has believed...” This message about the coming Messiah, which takes all of Isaiah 53, starts in Isaiah 52:13. Isaiah 52:13 starts the section about the “servant” of God, who is the Messiah. The whole prophecy would have been clearer if Isaiah 52:13 had begun a new chapter and been Isaiah 53:1. As it is, Isaiah 53:1 starts several verses into the prophecy of the suffering savior, our Messiah. The prophecy was not understood by the Jews, who in general did not think that their Messiah would die. Note how Peter reacted when Jesus said he would die: “Be it far from you, Lord! This will never, ever, happen to you” (Matt. 16:22). Another thing that can be confusing is that some of the verbs in the prophecy are in the imperfect tense and can be translated as a future, while a great many of the verbs are in the perfect tense and normally refer to an event in the past. However, in this case, the perfect tense verbs are examples of the “prophetic perfect,” which is an idiom in which a future event is spoken of in the past tense to emphasize the certainty of the prophecy. In many of these cases, in the vision that God gives to the prophet, He takes the prophet into the future such that the prophet sees the prophecy as happening or as having happened. If we read Isaiah 52:13-53:12 straight through, we can see the possible confusion caused by the text switching the tenses of the verbs back and forth between past, present, and future, even though the entire prophecy is about Jesus Christ, whose birth was still some 700 years in the future.
[For more about the prophetic perfect idiom, see commentary on Eph. 2:6.]
Who has believed what we have heard? Isaiah 53:1 is directly connected to Isaiah 52:13-15, and the translation “what we have heard” comes from that connection. The NET text note expresses it well: “The first half of v. 1 is traditionally translated, “Who has believed our report?” or “Who has believed our message?” as if the group speaking is lamenting that no one will believe what they have to say. But that doesn’t seem to be the point in this context. Here the group speaking does not cast itself in the role of a preacher or evangelist. No, they are repentant sinners, who finally see the light. The phrase “our report” can mean (1) the report which we deliver, or (2) the report which was delivered to us. The latter fits better here, where the report is most naturally taken as the announcement that has just been made in 52:13-15.”
The people speaking in Isaiah 53:1 are the people who have just heard the prophecy in Isaiah 52:13-15, and they rightly ask “who has believed it,” because so many people reject that the Suffering Servant will be God’s exalted ruler.
“Isaiah 52:13-53:12.” 13behold my servant acts wisely; he is high, and has been lifted up and has been exalted. 14Just as many were appalled at you (his appearance was marred beyond human resemblance, and his form beyond that of human beings), 15so now he will sprinkle many nations. Kings shut their mouths on account of him, for they saw what had not been told to them, and what they had not heard they have understood. (53:1): Who has believed our message? To whom has the arm of Yahweh been revealed? 2For he grows up before him as a young plant and as a root out of dry ground. He has no good looks or majesty. When we see him, there is no beauty that we should be attracted to him. 3He is despised and rejected by people; a man of suffering, and one who knew sickness. Like one from whom men hide their faces, he is despised and we did not respect him. 4Surely he has borne our sickness and has carried our suffering, yet we have considered him plagued, struck by God, and afflicted. 5But he was pierced for our transgressions; was crushed for our iniquities. The punishment that brought us peace was on him, and by his wounds we are healed. 6We all like sheep have gone astray. Everyone has turned to his own way, but Yahweh has laid on him the iniquity of us all. 7He was oppressed, yet he suffered willingly, and he did not open his mouth. As a lamb that is led to the slaughter and as a sheep that before its shearers is mute, so he did not open his mouth. 8Due to oppression and unjust judgment he was taken away and who among his generation considered that he was cut off out of the land of the living and afflicted because of the disobedience of my people? 9They made his grave with the wicked, but with a rich man in his death, although he had done no violence and no deceit was in his mouth. 10Yet it pleased Yahweh to crush him. He has caused him to suffer. If his soul makes itself a guilt offering, he will see his seed. He will prolong his days, and the pleasure of Yahweh will prosper in his hand.11After the suffering of his soul, he will see the light and be satisfied. My righteous servant will justify many by the knowledge of himself, and he will bear their iniquities. 12Therefore I will give him a portion with the great, and he will divide the spoil with the strong because he poured out his soul to death and he permitted himself to be counted among the transgressors. Yet he himself carried the sin of many and made intercession for the transgressors.
“To whom has the arm of Yahweh been revealed?” The “arm,” or “strength” of Yahweh is openly revealed in the Messiah, but who sees it and believes it? Some people do, most do not.
Isa 53:2
“For he grows up before him.” The Messiah grew up “before God,” in the sight of God. Jesus Christ did not have a plush upbringing, and did nothing to attract the attention of the world around him, but he was always walking before God.
“young plant.” Although Jesus was the Son of God, he did not burst on the scene as a mighty tree, impressive and imposing. Instead, he showed up as a young plant. Jesus did not seem special, but was vulnerable, like a young plant struggling for life.
“a root.” Here “root” refers to a descendant, as it does in Isaiah 11:1 and 11:10, and in Revelation 5:5 and 22:16. Jesus Christ grew up before God as a “root” a descendant of David, and “he” [the Messiah, Jesus Christ] grows up before “him” [God] as a servant [Isa. 52:13. And also as a descendant of David and of the promises made to David of an everlasting kingdom (2 Sam. 7:13, 16)].
[For more information on “root” referring to “descendant,” see commentary on Isa. 11:10 and Rev. 22:16.]
“out of dry ground.” The Mediterranean climate in Israel meant that there was no rain from May to October, and the ground became hard and dry, and plants struggled to survive. There is no evidence that Jesus got “miraculous special help” growing up, but struggled like everyone else. He learned obedience from the things he suffered (Heb. 5:8).
Isa 53:3
“He is despised.” Some people did despise Jesus, they actively hated him, while others looked on him with disdain and did not value his life or work.
“man.” The Hebrew is ’iysh (#0376 אִישׁ) man. The Old Testament prophesied that the Messiah would be a man, and this is one of those places, although there is no extant written record that the ancient Jews considered Isaiah 53:3 to be a Messianic prophecy, even though Christians today know it is, and verses like Matthew 8:17 confirm that it is. The Old Testament prophecies about the coming Messiah foretold that he would be a human being. He would be the offspring of Eve (Gen. 3:15); a descendant of Abraham (Gen. 12:3; 18:18; 22:18), a descendant of Judah (Gen. 49:10); a prophet like Moses (Deut. 18:15); a son of David (2 Sam. 7:12-13; Isa. 11:1); a king ruling under Yahweh (Ps. 110:1); and a ruler from among the people of Israel (Jer. 30:21).
[For more information about Jesus being fully human, and not God or a God-man, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.”]
“one who knew sickness.” Isaiah 53:3 says that Jesus got sick, just like other people do. The Hebrew word translated “knew” is the common Hebrew word for “know,” which is yada (#03045 ידע), which occurs over 900 times in the Old Testament and often refers to knowing something by experiencing it. Jesus “knew” sickness in many different ways. One was that he ministered to the sick and infirm. Another was that he bore our sicknesses on the cross, and even did so in a certain sense when he healed the sick, and this is the likely emphasis in this passage, as Matthew 8:17 says.
However, a normal reading of the Hebrew text lets us know that Jesus also got sick himself. Although he did not have a sin nature, he was a fully human being who lived in a fallen world that was full of things that made people sick, especially in that culture and time when the average lifespan of a male was in the late thirties. Thus, it is extremely unlikely that he lived for some 30 years without once getting sick. Sickness and food poisoning were common, which is why Jesus healed the sick in the places where he traveled. The primary meaning of the Hebrew phrase “know sickness” is to know sickness by experience, thus, “get sick.” Also, the primary meaning of the Hebrew word translated as “sickness,” chali (#02483 חֲלִי) is “sickness” (HALOT, e.g. Deut. 7:15; 28:61; 2 Kings 8:8; 13:14; 17:17; 2 Chron. 16:12; 21:15; Eccl. 5:17; Isa. 1:5; 38:9; Hos. 5:13). The meaning is not primarily “grief” or “pain” as many English versions have, but “sickness,” and a number of English versions read “sickness” or “illness” (e.g., CEB, CJB, CSB, LSV, NASB2020, NET, YLT).
Sadly, the orthodox Chuch can be stuck on the perfection of Jesus Christ instead of recognizing that he was human and experienced what other humans regularly experience, and thus some translations distance themselves from the fact that Isaiah says the Messiah “knew sickness,” i.e., he got sick. A good example of that is the CSB which reads that Jesus “knew what sickness was.” Jesus did know what sickness was, partially by getting sick himself. The translation in the Word Biblical Commentary is very good: “a man of pains who was visited by sickness.”[footnoteRef:743] [743:  John D. W. Watts [WBC].] 

Also, the Bible says that Jesus was tempted in all points like we are, yet without sin, and sickness is one of the huge temptations common to humankind. Chronic sickness and pain lead to many kinds of sin, such as denying God, cursing, stealing, lying, and even suicide.
In large part due to the doctrine of the Trinity and the belief that Jesus is “God the Son,” there has been teaching that Jesus could not get sick, but that is not what the Bible says. Jesus did get sick, as Isaiah says.
Isa 53:4
“Surely he has borne our sickness and has carried our suffering.” This phrase in Isaiah 53:4 is quoted in Matthew 8:17. Here in Isaiah 53:4 the idea of substitutionary sacrifice is introduced. Here we see Jesus carrying our “sicknesses,” which in its broader application includes sin, for sin is not the natural God-created state of humankind, but an imputed sickness that leads to death.
“yet we have considered him plagued.” What an irony. We were the ones who were sick and afflicted, but when he carried our sicknesses and afflictions WE considered HIM sick!
Isa 53:5
“he was pierced.” This is an amazing prophecy, given over 700 years before the Messiah was actually “pierced,” and the people of Christ’s time did not see it coming because they did not apply Isaiah 53 to their Messiah. Christians today universally see that Isaiah 53 is speaking about the Messiah, but the Jews back then did not, and they still do not apply Isaiah 53 to the Messiah.
The Hebrew word translated “pierced” can also mean “wounded,” but since it is followed by the word “crushed,” the translation “pierced,” or even “pierced through” (NASB) makes more sense than “wounded.” Also, although “pierced” and “crushed” do not necessarily mean “killed,” the Servant’s death is strongly implied. But in other verses in Isaiah 53 the death of the Servant is clearly stated. In Isaiah 53:7, he is like a lamb led to the slaughter, which would not be a fitting parallel if the Servant was not killed. In Isaiah 53:8 the Servant was “cut off,” and in Isaiah 53:9 he died and had a grave. In Isaiah 53:11 the Servant sees the light, an expression of coming to life again, which speaks of his resurrection from the dead. Also, because of him, many people will be made righteous. Today we acquire righteousness in the sight of God by trusting in Christ and what he accomplished (Rom. 3:21-31). Then, Isaiah 53:12 closes this section about the Servant, the Messiah, by saying that the Servant poured out his soul to death.
“peace.” The Hebrew “shalom” means more than just peace, it means well-being, wholeness. The sacrifice of Jesus Christ gave us peace with God, and wholeness and well-being.
“by his wounds we are healed.” This is quoted in 1 Peter 2:24. This is an example of the prophetic perfect. The people of Isaiah’s time could not be healed by Christ’s wounds 700 years before Christ was born and was wounded, and we are not guaranteed healing in this life now. Isaiah is using the prophetic perfect idiom. The idiom is that something is stated as having happened when actually it will happen in the future, but it is stated as already being a reality because it is guaranteed to happen in the future. People who read the Hebrew text see this idiom over and over in the Old Testament, but people who do not understand the Semitic prophetic perfect idiom can be misled into thinking that what is stated is already a spiritual reality. It is not; it is a promise for a future reality. In the future, when Christ comes, every believer will be healed.
[For more on the prophetic perfect idiom, see the commentary on Eph. 2:6.]
Isa 53:6
“but Yahweh has laid on him the iniquity of us all.” All of us humans have behaved like sheep when it comes to God and the things of God. Sheep are self-concerned, singleminded (on themselves and their next meal or drink of water), shortsighted (thinking of only here and now), and notoriously unaware of their surroundings and situation. They are easily scared, scatter when frightened, and unlike most animals have no natural means of defense (they do not have sharp teeth or claws, and they don’t run fast). They focus on themselves and so go astray, and are not in a position to carry their own iniquities, much less the iniquities of someone else. Because of that, Yahweh had to put on the Messiah the iniquity of all of God’s “sheep,” His people. We might expect that last phrase of the verse to be something like, “and so Yahweh had to lay on him the iniquity of us all.”
Isa 53:7
“yet he suffered willingly.” The Hebrew verb is in the Niphal tense, which can be either passive or reflexive, and here the reflexive seems to fit the context of Scripture best. We know that Jesus suffered willingly. He suffered, or was afflicted, but he did so willingly (cf. John 10:17-18; John 12:27; Matt. 26:53-54; Luke 22:42). This is reflected in a number of translations. The CJB and TNK read, “he was submissive.” The Douay-Rheims reads, “He was offered because it was his own will.” The RV, JPS, and Rotherham read, “he humbled himself” The NAB reads, “he submitted.” Keil and Delitzsch reads “he suffered willingly.”[footnoteRef:744] John Oswalt reads, “it was he who was humbling himself.”[footnoteRef:745] The point is that Jesus knew that he was to die for the sins of humankind, and he did so willingly. Furthermore, in part because of that fact, he did not open his mouth and complain about it. [744:  Keil and Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament, 512.]  [745:  John Oswalt, The Book of Isaiah: Chapters 40-66 [NICOT], 389.] 

“he did not open his mouth.” Jesus was not a loudmouth, nor did he brashly proclaim who he was and what he would do to unrepentant sinners. As Isaiah 42:2, the first Servant Song, says of him: “He will not cry out or lift up his voice, or cause it to be heard in the street.”
Isa 53:8
“Due to oppression and unjust judgment he was taken away.” The idea of the phrase, especially when connected to the last phrases of the verse, seems to be: “due to oppression and unjust judgment [at the hands of the Jews and the Romans], he [the Messiah] was taken away [to his death]” and “cut off out of the land of the living” [i.e., he died].
Some scholars see the Hebrew being a causal statement, more like, “Because of oppression and unjust judgment he was taken away” to death. In any case, most conservative scholars agree that the “judgment” refers to unjust judgment, and that Jesus was taken away from that to his death. Understanding the verse that way certainly agrees with the last days of Jesus, when he was arrested by the authorities, tortured and mocked by Annas, Caiaphas, Herod Antipas, Pilate, and the Roman soldiers, and then taken to be crucified.
The opening of the verse is more literally “from.” That has caused some scholars to say the verse means that it was “from the restraint of judgment” that he was taken away, i.e., that righteous judgment was held back so he was arrested and killed, but that interpretation has not found much support among the English versions although the reading is possible. Many versions say “by,” and that makes good sense, however, the phrase “due to” seems clearer (cf. CEB).
“and who among his generation considered.” The Hebrew of this phrase has been debated, but most conservative scholars have sided with a translation that is like what is in the REV. People are absorbed with their own lives, and how many people give serious thought about what Jesus had to do to accomplish salvation for them?
“he was cut off from the land of the living.” A poetic way of saying that the Servant was killed. The wording of the verse makes it clear that he did not die of disease or old age, but was killed.
“because of the disobedience of my people?” Jesus had to die due to the sin of the people of the world since Adam sinned. The people of God had been practicing animal sacrifice for thousands of years, and the Mosaic Law specifically referred to one of the sacrifices as a “sin offering” (e.g., Lev. 6:24-30 and Numbers 15:22-31). Nevertheless, it seems clear that very few of the Jews, and few if any of the Gentiles, understood that the animal sacrifice was a type of which the sacrifice of Christ was the antitype. Animal sacrifice for sin taught that something innocent could die and thus atone for the sin of someone who was guilty, but almost no one got that lesson. One person who seems to have understood was John the Baptist, who said of Jesus, “Look! The Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world” (John 1:29).
Isaiah 53:8 quite clearly sets forth that Jesus Christ died because of the sin of the people, and 2 Corinthians 5:21 refers to Jesus Christ as a “sin offering” (see the REV commentary on 2 Cor. 5:21).
Isa 53:9
“His grave was assigned with the wicked.” Both the Jews and Romans held evil people and criminals in great contempt and did not bury them with any glory or fanfare. Dying as a criminal, Jesus would ordinarily have simply been buried in the ground where other criminals were buried or even been put in a mass grave. He was only saved from that by Joseph of Arimathea, who asked Pilate for his body.
“and with a rich man at his death.” Reading the Hebrew text before Christ’s crucifixion and burial took place would have been a puzzle. How could the Servant “be assigned a grave with the wicked and with a rich man?” This would have been one more of the many conundrums in the Old Testament regarding the Messiah. But we learn from the New Testament that because Jesus died as a criminal, the Roman custom would have been to assign him to a grave with the wicked, but because Joseph of Arimathea asked for the body of Jesus, Pilate gave the body of Jesus to Joseph, and in that act, Pilate assigned Jesus a grave with a rich man. The phrase “a rich man” comes from the fact that the word “rich” is a substantive, an adjective, in this case describing a man. There is no “the” in the Hebrew text. Jesus was assigned a grave with a rich man by Pilate.
“because he had done no violence.” Jesus ended up in the grave of a rich man because Pontius Pilate gave Jesus’ body to Joseph. There is little doubt that Pilate knew Jesus was innocent (Luke 23:4; John 18:38; 19:4, 6). His wife had told him the same thing (Matt. 27:19). Also, Pilate knew the Jews only wanted to get rid of Jesus because they were envious (Matt. 27:18; Mark 15:10). So Jesus ended up in the grave of a rich man “because” he was innocent, “he had done no violence.”
Isa 53:10
“Yet it was the will of Yahweh.” The Hebrew text is more literally, “it was the pleasure of Yahweh….and the pleasure of Yahweh will succeed in his hand.” But the use of the word “pleasure” twice in Isaiah 53:10 is idiomatic, and it gives the wrong impression to the reader if it is translated literally. God did not have pleasure in the death of His Son. He does not even have pleasure in the death of sinners. God says in Ezekiel 33:11, “‘As I live,’ says Lord Yahweh, ‘I have no pleasure in the death of the wicked, but desire that the wicked turn from his way and live. Turn! Turn from your evil ways, for why will you die, O house of Israel?’” So if God has no pleasure in the death of the wicked, how could he possibly have pleasure in the death of His Son? He didn’t! But He knew, and Jesus knew, that the only way to make everlasting life available for those people who accept God and His Messiah was for Jesus to die in place of sinners. Jesus knew that also, and so willingly gave up his life (John 3:16; Eph. 5:2). John Watts wrote on the idiom that uses “pleasure,” and says, “‘willed’ (lit. ‘was pleased’), is a term used of sovereigns. Their pleasure is equivalent to their will in a matter.”[footnoteRef:746] [746:  John Watts, Isaiah 34-66, revised [WBC], 789.] 

Israel (indeed, every human) sinned, and the only way for God to atone for that sin and grant everlasting life to people was for someone—a human without blemish (i.e., sin)—to die in place of the other humans, because the wages of sin is death (Rom. 6:23). Thus it pleased God to be able to have His Son die so that everyone else could live. As Romans 5:18 says, “So then just as one transgression [Adam’s sin] resulted in condemnation for all people, so also one act of righteousness [Christ’s atoning death] resulted in righteousness that brings life for all people.”
“If his soul makes” This is an idiom for “if he makes,” using the word “soul” to represent the person himself. The Hebrew verb form can be second-person masculine, “you,” or third-person feminine (“she” or “it” referring back to the word “soul” which is feminine, but which refers to the soul of the Messiah). In this context, it makes more sense that it is the servant (the Messiah) who is offering himself in obedience to God, and will be rewarded for it. So the idea is, “If his soul makes [itself] a guilt offering….”
“a guilt offering.” The Hebrew word is used of the “guilt offering” (some versions translate it “trespass offering”) in Leviticus 7 and 14, and in other places in the Old Testament. Jesus Christ was offered as a sacrifice that paid for our guilt and sin. This is also stated in the New Testament in 2 Corinthians 5:21. Israel sinned in so many ways that many of the sacrifices in the Mosaic Law applied to the death of Christ. Here in Isaiah 53:10, God specifically mentions the “guilt offering,” emphasizing the great deprivation of God and other humans when people live in sin. For example, God was deprived of much of Israel’s service to Him due to their sin, so a guilt offering was certainly appropriate.
“The guilt offering was a specialized kind of sin offering required in cases when someone had been denied his rightful due. …The offerer’s part in the ritual was probably identical to that of the sin offering…As with the sin offering, the animal went to the priest as food. …The guilt offering was commended in instances when another party had suffered some deprivation. [For example, in the case of a leper] the LORD was deprived of the service due from the infected person so long as his disease kept him outside the pale of the ritually clean society (Lev. 14:12-18).”[footnoteRef:747] [747:  Merrill C. Tenney, Zondervan Pictorial Encyclopedia of the Bible, s.v. “Sacrifices and Offerings.”] 

“and the will of Yahweh will succeed in his hand.” The phrase is somewhat idiomatic, and it means that the good things that Yahweh desires will succeed and prosper “in the hand” (i.e., “under the authority and control”) of the Messiah. The will (lit. the “pleasure”) of Yahweh will succeed. In this context, the Hebrew word which is more literally, “pleasure” can also be translated as “will,” “purpose,” or even “plan.”
Isa 53:11
“After the anguish of his soul.” The word “soul” is idiomatic and refers to Jesus himself. Thus, the phrase means, “after his anguish.” This verse is another window into the thoughts and experiences of Jesus Christ. He experienced life like any other human would experience it. He suffered anguish at what he saw around him and what he himself experienced.
“he will see the light.” This translation follows the scroll of Isaiah found in the Dead Sea Scrolls and the Septuagint. There is good reason to believe the Masoretic text was miscopied at this point. The promise of Isaiah is that the Messiah will die, but will be raised from the dead, he will “see the light” (NIV: “see the light of life”). Jesus clearly rested on this promise when he gave up his life on the cross.
“and be satisfied.” When he came to life after his crucifixion and death, Jesus was satisfied with what he had accomplished.
“righteous servant...make many righteous.” The root words for “righteous” are the same. The first, “righteous” servant, is an adjective, while the second, “make many righteous” is a verb. Through belief in the death and resurrection of the Messiah, Jesus Christ, we who were unrighteous in the sight of God were declared to be righteous just as he is righteous.
“and he will bear their iniquities.” This is restating in different words what had already been stated in Isaiah 53:4 and 53:6. Jesus carried our sins all the way to the cross, and when he died they were paid for. The wages of sin is death (Rom. 6:23), and Jesus died in our place (Rom 5:6).
Isa 53:12
“I will give him a portion with the great.” The Hebrew can also be translated as it is in the Christian Standard Bible: “I will give Him the many as a portion, and He will receive the mighty as spoil.” In that case, the Hebrew word “great” is translated “many,” which it can be. Although this translation is possible, the Hebrew grammar does make it slightly less likely than the way most versions translate the verse, and it does not seem to fit the context or scope of Scripture as well. This seems to be a case where just because a phrase can be translated a certain way does not mean it should be translated that way.
When Christ comes again and conquers the earth and sets up his Millennial Kingdom and rules over the earth, saved people who were “great” believers and lived righteous lives will get land on earth (e.g., Isa. 36:16; Mic. 4:4; Zech. 3:10), while saved people who live consistently sinful lives will not (1 Cor. 3:14-17). For example, Daniel was a righteous man, and the angel promised him an inheritance (Dan. 12:13). Ezekiel 48:21-22 describes the land in the Millennial Kingdom that will be given to “the ruler,” Jesus Christ. It will be in the middle of the territory that is currently Israel.
[For more on Christ’s Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
“because he.” Isaiah 53 closes with the reasons that God will give the Messiah a portion with the great. He “poured out his soul to death, and permitted himself to be counted among the transgressors.”
“he permitted himself to be counted among the transgressors.” The Hebrew text can be translated as a simple passive, that Jesus “was counted among the transgressors,” or it can be translated as a reflexive, that Jesus “permitted himself to be counted among the transgressors.” Although both statements would be true, the reflexive translation fits the context better, as this phrase is giving a reason that God exalted Jesus. This is not just a historical fact that he “was” counted with the transgressors, but the noble act that he allowed himself to be counted with them. Jesus voluntarily gave up his life for the sins of humankind.
“Yet he himself carried the sin of many and made intercession for the transgressors.” The Messiah, Jesus Christ, carried the sin of many so that they would not have to carry them. The last phrase, “and made intercession for the transgressors” is both tied to the phrase about carrying the sins of many and yet is also separate from it. Jesus Christ made intercession for sinners by carrying their sins, but he went beyond that and continues to make intercession to the Father for the sinners (Heb. 7:25). This is Jesus acting in his role as High Priest, and standing between the sinner and God.
Isaiah 53:12 concludes the Servant Song that started with Isaiah 52:13.
[For more on the Servant Songs, see commentary on Isa. 42:1. For more on Isaiah 53 being connected with Isaiah 52, see commentary on Isa. 53:1.]
 
Isaiah Chapter 54
Isa 54:1
“Sing, O barren one.” Isaiah 54:1-17 speaks of the future restoration and glory of Israel, which will occur in the Millennial Kingdom when Jesus Christ rules the earth. That fact becomes clear as one reads the chapter and fits it with the prophecies of the restoration of Israel in the future kingdom of Christ on earth.
Isaiah 54 and 55 cannot be properly understood unless their connection to Isaiah 53 is understood. John Oswalt correctly sees that the “barren one” referred to in Isaiah 54:1 is not just Zion, but everyone, all sinners, because all sinners benefit from the redemptive work of Christ. Oswalt writes: “It is probably not coincidental while the term “Zion” occurs eight times between Isaiah 49:14 and 52:8, it does not occur again until Isaiah 59:20. This suggests that the prophet is consciously resisting the limitation of the implications of God’s forgiving grace that would result from the use of that term [“Zion”] here. To be sure, the imagery is that which has been previously applied to Zion. But the absence of that term here when it has been used frequently immediately before suggests that, because of the work of the servant, all who feel barren and dejected and alone as a result of their sins have a reason to shout for joy now. All, Gentiles and Jews alike, may become blessed people of God.”[footnoteRef:748] [748:  John Oswalt, The Book of Isaiah: Chapters 40-66 [NICOT].] 

Isaiah 54 and 55 follow directly from the end of Isaiah 53, which closes with Christ bearing people’s sins. Without a way to atone for sin and be brought into God’s graces and salvation, all people are “barren,” powerless to save themselves from death, and even powerless to guarantee themselves a wonderful life on earth while they are still alive here. The “barrenness” mentioned in Isaiah 54:1 is not meant to be literal, but is a metaphor for powerlessness and shame. The barren woman cannot make herself pregnant, and nor can she escape the shame of her condition (barrenness in the biblical world was supposedly a sign of rejection by God), and similarly, the “barren” human is powerless to escape the defeat and shame of his or her fallen condition. But now, due to the redemptive work of Jesus Christ, all people should break forth into singing for joy.
From the flow of Isaiah, we learn that this is Zion (Jerusalem) representing Israel, along with all other sinners as well. Christ purchased redemption for all people, and all who believe in him will inherit everlasting life.
[For more verses in Isaiah that speak of the Millennial Kingdom, see commentary on Isa. 2:2. For more on Christ’s future kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Isa 54:2
“Enlarge the place of your tent.” Isaiah 54:2 is more directly referring to Zion, representing Israel than Isaiah 54:1 was, which was more inclusive of all people. Although Zion is not mentioned by name, the imagery fits her. Whereas she was once barren, as described. here in Isaiah 54:2, she will grow to include all the different peoples that Christ came to save, and so she will need to enlarge her tent to include them.
Isa 54:3
“For you will spread out to the right hand and to the left.” That Israel would expand to the right and left makes perfect sense in the Old Testament culture. In the biblical world, the map orientation was to the east, the direction of the rising sun. So, for example, the Tabernacle and Temple faced east. Similarly, in Genesis 14:15, the Hebrew text says that Abraham fought a battle on “the left hand of Damascus,” which meant the north side of Damascus. In contrast to the eastern orientation of the biblical world, most maps in the Western World are oriented to the north. Since Isaiah 54 is about Israel, it makes perfect sense that Israel would be foretold to spread out “to the right hand,” i.e., the south, and “to the left” i.e., to the north. Israel can grow toward the south, toward Egypt, and to the north, toward Lebanon and Syria, but it cannot spread out to the west because of the Mediterranean Sea, and nor can it grow to the east because of the Jordan River and the land God gave to the nations east of the Jordan.
“your seed will possess the nations.” When Jesus comes back and rules the earth from Jerusalem in his Millennial Kingdom, Israel will grow and will possess the nations and resettle desolate and uninhabited cities (cf. Ps. 2:8; Isa. 11:14; 14:2).
[For more on the Millennial Kingdom of Christ, see Appendix 5, “The Future Kingdom of Christ on Earth.”]
Isa 54:5
“Yahweh of Armies is his name, and the Holy One of Israel is your Redeemer.” God redeems people through the work of His Son, Jesus Christ, but the plan of redemption originated in Him.
“he will be called the God of all the earth.” In today’s world, the peoples of the earth have many gods, but that will not be the case in the future when Christ rules the earth. At that time God will not only be the God of all the earth, but He will also be recognized as such.
Isa 54:6
“even a wife of youth when she is rejected.” This does not refer to a young wife who is rejected (as the NET), but rather to a woman who became a wife in her youth but was later rejected. That is what happened to Israel. Her marriage covenant with God occurred on Mount Sinai on the way out of Egypt (Exod. 24), but she turned to idols and was rejected by God many years later. Nevertheless, in the future, God will call her back to Himself.
Isa 54:7
“but with great mercies I will gather you.” When Christ comes back and conquers the earth and rules it from Jerusalem, God will gather the Israelites from all over the earth to the land of Israel. Many prophecies speak about this (see commentary on Jer. 32:37).
Isa 54:11
“lapis lazuli.” The deep blue color of lapis lazuli—a stone that was well-known in the ancient Near East--was often associated with God and his throne (Exod. 24:10; Job. 28:16; Isa. 54:11; Ezek. 1:26; 10:1). The majority English translation, “sapphire,” is almost certainly wrong (see commentary on Ezek. 1:26).
Isa 54:17
“No weapon that is formed against you will prevail.” This verse is concerning Israel during the Millennial Kingdom when Christ rules the world. At that future time, no weapon that anyone would use against Israel will succeed. Even at the end of the Millennial Kingdom, when Satan and his demons are released from their prison and attack Israel, God will defend Israel and defeat the enemy (Rev. 20:7-10). That this verse is about the Millennial Kingdom can be clearly seen from the context right in the chapter (cf. especially Isa. 54:3, 7, 11, 12, 15).
Sadly, this verse is sometimes taken out of context and used to teach that if a person “has faith” no manmade weapon will be able to harm him. That is a false teaching, and it can be shown to be false by the large number of Christians who are murdered or killed all over the earth every day. When Christians are taught that human weapons cannot kill or harm them, and they are harmed or a Christian they know is killed, it hurts their trust in God. God never promises that Christians cannot be killed or harmed by human weapons. Christians are to live wisely and do their best to stay healthy and safe.
[For more information on the Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5, “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
 
Isaiah Chapter 55
Isa 55:1
“Hey!” The Hebrew term hoy (#01945,הוֹי), is an interjection that was used in different contexts and has to be translated in a way that fits with the context, and possible translations include “ah, alas, oh, woe, O, ho,” etc.). It was used in hard and difficult times such as deaths and funerals, and often is used in prophecies of judgment to catch the people’s attention. However, sometimes it was just used to get the reader to pay attention, and that seems to be the case here in Isaiah 55:1.
“all you who are thirsty.” This invitation is general and includes all humanity, not just Israel, as we see from the context, especially Isaiah 55:5.
Isa 55:2
“abundance.” The Hebrew is literally “fatness.” In ancient societies, it was uncommon to have a great variety of food, and the food people had was often meager. So a meal with things like olive oil and meat with fat was a real treat.
Isa 55:3
“David.” “David” refers to the future Davidic king, the Messiah. We see the Messiah called “David” in Ezek. 34:23 and 37:24 (see commentary on Ezek. 34:23). The covenant promises made to the Messiah are reliable, like the promises made to David.
Isa 55:4
“given him.” “given him,” that is, given the future Davidic Messiah, who we know as Jesus Christ.
Isa 55:5
“a nation that you do not know.” The Messianic kingdom will cover the whole earth and the Messiah will rule the whole earth, and people of every different nationality will come to him and serve him.
 
Isaiah Chapter 56
Isa 56:1
“This is what Yahweh says.” Isaiah 56:1-8 speaks about the Millennial Kingdom and what it takes to gain everlasting life and entrance into Christ’s kingdom on earth.
“do righteousness.” In this context, “righteousness” is doing what is right and just to other people and in the sight of God (see commentary on Matt. 5:6). The HCSB has, “Preserve justice and do what is right,” and that catches the meaning well.
“for my salvation is soon to come.” In this context, God’s coming salvation is the ultimate salvation that will come when the Messiah comes and rules the earth; the context is not about some short-lived deliverance from oppressive nations. The kingdom Christ will set up on earth will be salvation and deliverance such as the world has never seen, and it is often referred to by scholars as the “Millennial Kingdom” because it will last 1,000 years (Rev. 20:1-6). There were very few bright spots in history for Judah after the Assyrian attack that destroyed Israel (722 BC) in the time of Isaiah, so no historical time of deliverance would fulfill this prophecy in Isaiah 56.
[For more on the Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Isa 56:2
“Blessed is the man who does this.” Isaiah 56:2-8 now speak of what a person has to do to be part of the Millennial Kingdom, in other words, to gain everlasting life. What had to be very encouraging to non-Jews is that they were obviously included in God’s plan of salvation (cf. Isa. 56:3, 6-7).
Isa 56:3
“the foreigner.” Isaiah 56:1-8 makes it clear that non-Jews who keep God’s laws will gain everlasting life and be in the kingdom of the Messiah when he rules the earth.
Isa 56:4
“For this is what Yahweh says.” God now speaks about the blessings that those people who have obeyed God in their life on earth will receive in the Millennial Kingdom when Jesus Christ reigns as king on the earth (Isa. 56:4-8). Thus we see in Isaiah 56:7 that in the Millennial Kingdom, the Temple of God will be a house of prayer for all nations, not just the Jews. That is new revelation to the Jews, because up until that time the Temple had been off limits to non-Jews, and so much so that even during the lifetime of the apostles if a non-Jew entered into the sacred space of the Temple he was killed (cf. Acts 21:28-31).
[For more verses in Isaiah that speak of the Millennial Kingdom, see commentary on Isa. 2:2. For more on Christ’s future kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Isa 56:5
“I will give in my house and inside my walls.” This is a promise that will be fulfilled in the Temple that will be built in the Millennial Kingdom. This promise was certainly not fulfilled in Solomon’s Temple, nor the one built under the oversight of Ezra and Nehemiah (which was later enlarged and improved by Herod the Great). Isaiah 56:1-5 are promises that the righteous people will receive everlasting life, but that promise is couched in vocabulary that points to the Millennial Kingdom and Millennial Temple.
Isa 56:7
“my holy mountain...my house of prayer.” When God says “my holy mountain” and “my house of prayer,” He is referring to Mount Zion where the New Jerusalem ruled by Christ will be (cf. Isa. 27:13; 57:13; 65:11), and the new Temple that will be built for the Millennial Kingdom (cf. Ezek. 40-43).
[For more on the Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Isa 56:9
“All you animals of the field, come to devour.” The subject abruptly shifts in Isaiah 56:9 from the blessings that the righteous people will receive, which is being a part of Christ’s wonderful kingdom on earth, to the curse that the unrighteous will receive, which for some of them will be being killed and having their bodies eaten by wild animals (Rev. 19:17-18, 21). This kind of quick shift occurs often in prophecy. The righteous are blessed and the wicked are cursed. God would not have to go into the specifics of the Battle of Armageddon and its aftermath at this point in Isaiah because it was well-known that God said that people who disobeyed God would be cursed and part of that curse was that their dead bodies would be eaten by animals (Deut. 28:26).
Isa 56:10
“His watchmen are blind.” Isaiah 56:10 starts a new subject, which concerns the evil leaders of Judah and what happens under their rule. It would have been very helpful to the English reader if Isaiah 56:10 had been numbered as Isaiah 57:1, which would make the current Isaiah 57:1 be Isaiah 57:4. If that were done, the Bible reader would more easily see the scripture flow from the end of Isaiah 56 through the start of Isaiah 57. Then it would be much clearer as to why the righteous people were being taken from the earth and why no one seemed to notice or care (Isa. 57:1).
The close of Isaiah 56 (Isa. 56:10-12) describes the leaders of the time, and they are referred to by common words for leaders: “watchmen” and “shepherds.” But they are also referred to in a derogatory manner and called “dogs.” They did not keep watch and give warnings (they are mute dogs that cannot bark—so even as “dogs” they don’t bark and warn others); they love to sleep; they are greedy and seek their own gain instead of the welfare of others; they are shepherds who have no understanding; and they love to get drunk. In that horrific situation, the righteous people quietly disappear. Some no doubt die or are even executed after kangaroo courts and mock trials. Some likely move away, and some, sadly, seeing the prosperity of the wicked and that God does not seem to care or intervene, lose their will to stand up for the righteous laws of God and join the ranks of the evil leaders. Thus, slowly but surely, the righteous people “perish” and are “gathered to their ancestors,” a euphemism for death because dead people were often buried in the tombs of their ancestors. Yet the wicked people are so focused on themselves and their own gain that “no one takes it to heart” and there is “no one considering” what is happening or that in fact the righteous people are actually being taken from the earth and thus spared experiencing the terrible evil that God foretold would come upon the land.
 
Isaiah Chapter 57
Isa 57:1
“The righteous person.” Isaiah 57:1 continues the thought that was started in Isaiah 56:10 about the wicked rulers and what happens to people who are under their rule. One important thing that happens is that some of the righteous people disappear; they perish, they are taken away and gathered to their ancestors. That Isaiah 57:1 is specifically about the righteous people can be much more easily seen in the Hebrew text than the English Bible because the Hebrew text begins with “The righteous person” and ends with ‘the righteous person” (the Hebrew text ends more like: “away from evil is the righteous person”).
[For a better understanding of Isa. 57:1, see commentary on Isa. 56:10.]
“takes it to heart.” An idiom. The meaning is that no one understands or takes seriously the death of the righteous; in fact, it is likely that not many people even noticed.
“the righteous person is gathered to his ancestors, away from the presence of the evil.” Isaiah 57:1 makes several important points that are important to understand properly. One is that the verse is speaking about righteous people dying, but not of old age; they are dying unexpectedly. But “no one” takes this to heart (repeated twice for emphasis) likely because normally when someone died unexpectedly, a major belief in the culture was that the person must have had some kind of secret sin that deserved death. So, for example, when Job was attacked and sick, his friend Eliphaz thought he had secret sin, so he said, “Consider now: who, being innocent, has ever perished? Or where were the upright cut off? According to what I have seen, those who plow iniquity and sow trouble reap the same” (Job 4:7-8). So according to the common belief of many people, if a person died unexpectedly, they were not righteous at all, but had some kind of secret sin.
Another very important thing we need to consider is that the verse never says that God took the person’s life. Often people assume that God “took” the person so they could avoid evil, but the text never says that. There are many reasons that righteous people die before calamity strikes their country or city, but simply saying in a nice way that God kills righteous people to keep them from experiencing evil is seriously problematic. One who has the power of death is the Devil (Heb. 2:14). Also, Psalm 116:15 says, “Costly in the eyes of Yahweh is the death of his faithful people.” It is when times are evil that God really needs righteous people to call others back to God. Also, many righteous people do not die unexpectedly in evil times, but have to endure them. It seems illogical that God would kill some righteous people to keep them from an evil time but let other righteous people suffer through it.
It takes great spiritual maturity to see the value and love in what God is saying here—that if a righteous person dies in evil times, they are spared much evil and heartache. Most people cling to life so tightly and are so afraid of death that they cannot imagine death could be a blessing (see commentary on Heb. 2:15). But God sees human life in a totally different way. For example, even though Jesus was in the prime of his life at about 30 years old, God (and Jesus too!) saw the value of his death in bringing blessings to others. Similarly, there are some very horrific times when from an eternal perspective it is more of a personal blessing to die than to stay alive, no matter how one happened to die.
To understand Isaiah 57:1 properly, we must understand that it is not a “universally applicable” verse, meaning that it does not apply to the death of every righteous person. After all, every ‘righteous person’ still sins sometimes, and every righteous person dies (cf. Eccl. 7:20; Heb. 9:27). Also, we all live in an evil age dominated by the Devil (see the REV commentary on Luke 4:6 and 1 John 5:19). That is why Galatians 1:4 calls the time we live “this present evil age.” The “evil age” started when Adam and Eve sinned against God and were driven out of Eden and will end when Jesus comes back and conquers the earth and sets up his kingdom on earth (see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth”). In this evil age in which humankind has lived for some 6,000 years now, righteous people are dying all the time and it is not just so they do not experience evil. If that were the case, every righteous person would die unexpectedly or seemingly before they should, which is not what is happening on earth.
So what is Isaiah 57:1 saying? There are times in history when circumstances are particularly horrific and when a righteous person dies in that circumstance, that person dies (is “gathered to their ancestors”) and is away from the presence of evil. This could be clearly seen in the time of Isaiah. Isaiah lived during the Assyrian conquest and deportation of the Northern Kingdom of Israel (2 Kings 17:6, 23), and the Assyrian devastation of Judah (2 Kings 18:14). Assyria was arguably the cruelest nation of the ancient Near East. They immortalized the way they tortured people in bass-relief rock cuts. They spiked people on upright stakes, they skinned them alive, they burned them to death, they cut off various limbs..their tortures were horrific. The Assyrian king Ashurnasirpal II wrote how he treated the survivors of one of his “bloody battles”: “I caught the survivors and impaled (them) on stakes in front of their towns.”[footnoteRef:749] Later, King Shalmaneser III, successor to Ashurnasirpal II wrote: “(I am) Shalmaneser, the legitimate king, the king of the world, the king without rival, the ‘Great Dragon’...who has smashed all his enemies as if (they be) earthenware, the strong man, unsparing, who shows no mercy in battle….”[footnoteRef:750] Shalmaneser III wrote about another town he defeated, “Pillars of skulls I erec[ted in front of the town]. ...I slew their warriors...In the moat of the town I piled them up, I covered the wide plain with the corpses of their fighting men, I dyed the mountains with their blood like red wool.”[footnoteRef:751] Some of the horrors of the Assyrians are spoken of in the Bible itself. For example, Amos 4:2 says, “The Lord Yahweh has sworn by his holiness that, behold, the days will come on you that they will take you away with hooks, and the last of you with fish hooks.” Assyrian monuments show the Assyrians leading strings of captives from Israel. Each captive had a hook or fishhook through their lips or tongue, and the hook was attached to a cord which then went to the next captive and so on, such that there were lines of captives being led along by hooks on a line. Isaiah 7:20 says that there was a day coming when Yahweh would use the Assyrians to shave with a razor “the hair of the feet,” which is a euphemism for the pubic hair. Assyrians shamed and tortured their captives in many ways, and apparently one of them was shaving their pubic hair and exposing them to public nudity. It goes without saying that the women were raped and brutally abused. With the horrific cruelty of the Assyrians coming upon Israel and Judah, we can see why someone who died just before that time was spared that evil. [749:  James B. Pritchard, ed., Ancient Near Eastern Texts, 276.]  [750:  Pritchard, ed., Ancient Near Eastern Texts, 276.]  [751:  Pritchard, ed., Ancient Near Eastern Texts, 277.] 

Another place in the Bible where we see death being spoken of as a blessing is in the horrific circumstances of the Great Tribulation. Revelation 14:13 says, “A voice from heaven said, ‘Blessed are the dead who die in the Lord from now on,’ and the Spirit [Jesus Christ] answers ‘Yes’….” Those people who had suffered daily in the Great Tribulation were “blessed” when their pain finally ended, and they could “rest” in death and await their resurrection into a wonderful life. So it also was in the time of Isaiah when the Assyrian attacks on Israel and Judah and the extremely sinful leadership made life very difficult for believers, and slowly but surely the righteous people were taken away from the evil. God had said through Scripture and His prophets that because of the sin of the leaders and people, there would be much evil coming upon Israel and Judah, and we see from both the Bible and historical documents that it did.
The conclusion of this study is certainly not that a righteous person should consider death as an “easy out” of the pain of life, but to realistically consider that the death of a righteous person living in horrific times does in fact bring them out of pain and from the evil foretold to occur on earth, and that is what God is saying here in Isaiah 57:1.
Isa 57:2
“He enters into peace; they rest in their beds.” The righteous dead are here spoken of as if they are peacefully sleeping, which in a sense they are; they are sleeping the sleep of death and awaiting their resurrection to everlasting life. While “rest” (or “sleep” ) were well-known idioms for death, calling the grave a “bed” is the figure of speech hypocatastasis, a comparison by implication.
[For more on hypocatastasis, see commentary on Rev. 20:2, “dragon.”]
Isa 57:4
“sticking out your tongue.” The Hebrew is more literally, “making your tongue long.” The custom of jeering someone by sticking out the tongue at them has been around for thousands of years.
Isa 57:5
“inflame yourselves.” This very graphic language pictures the sexual excitement of the people involved with pagan ritual sex, who picked cool spots underneath the trees for their rituals, and then slaughtered their children to pagan gods. This horrific sin opened the doors for God’s judgment and attacks by demons.
Isa 57:6
“smooth ones.” The context shows that these “smooth ones” were the smooth stones of the ravines that were used as idols or were used as part of the idol worship ceremonies.
“how can I relent?” The Hebrew word translated “relent” is nacham (#05162 נָחַם), and here it refers to God backing off of the consequences that were coming on the people for their sin. In this context, nacham could also be translated “change my mind.” God interacts with people and will sometimes relent or change His mind about something if people have a change of heart and action. The NET text note makes a good case for the fact that the last phrase might also possibly be translated, “Because of these things I will seek vengeance.”
[For more on God changing His mind or having regret, see commentary on Jer. 18:8.]
Isa 57:7
“you have set your bed.” It was common to set up idols on the tops of hills, and Israel’s idol worship on the mountains is described as adultery. Israel had made a covenant with God, who was to be her only love: “Thou shalt have no other gods besides me.” But she ignored the covenant and worshiped idols, in part because of the sex involved in the cultic practices. Although the heart of the people was not particularly inclined to follow God in the first place, the cultic sex of the idol worship helped drag them away, and sex still drags people away from the Lord.
Isa 57:8
“reminder symbols.” These reminder symbols are the reminders that the Israelites were to write on their doors, obviously in a place where they could be seen, to remind them that Yahweh was to be their only God and they were to follow Him and obey His Law. To excuse her shameful activity and not be reminded of Yahweh, Israel moved these reminders from the doorpost to behind the doors and the posts. Removing God from their eyes and hearts, they practiced their idolatry and cultic sex “away from” God: “This people honors me with their lips, but their heart is far from me” (Matt. 15:8; cf. Isa. 29:13).
Some commentators and translations support the idea that these symbols are pagan symbols, but that does not seem to fit the context nearly as well as them being the reminder symbols that God commanded. The Israelites were openly practicing idolatry and cultic sex, so why would they put a symbol for it out of sight behind the door? Keil and Delitzsch write, and ably defend their conclusion: “The zikkaron, i.e., the declaration that Jehovah is the only God, which the Israelites were to write upon the posts of their houses, and upon the entrances (Deut. 6:9; 11:20) for a constant reminder, she had put behind the door and the post, that she might not be reminded, to her shame, of her unfaithfulness.”[footnoteRef:752] [752:  Keil and Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament, 7:545-46.] 

“at their genitals.” The Hebrew text is literally at their “hand.” Here the word “hand” is an idiom and stands for the genitals. Just as in that ancient society, a man’s hand was his strength and power, so too his ability to have children, especially sons, was strength and power (cf. Ps. 127:4-5), and on the basis of that comparison, the genitals were spoken of idiomatically as the “hand.” The firstborn son of a man was “the beginning of his strength” (Deut. 21:17). Although this is the only use of this idiom in the Bible, Keil and Delitzsch point out that “Arabic furnishes several analogies to this obscene use of the word,”[footnoteRef:753] and John Oswalt[footnoteRef:754] notes that “hand” is used for penis in Egyptian and appears to be in Ugaritic as well. [753:  Keil and Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament, 7:546.]  [754:  John Oswalt, The Book of Isaiah: Chapters 40-66 [NICOT], 18.] 

Isa 57:10
“You were worn out by the length of your journey.” The travel and efforts that Israel went to in order to worship other gods wore her out, but in the worship of those gods she found renewed strength. The translations vary on how to translate the verse, but the commentators mostly agree on the essence of what it is saying.
Isa 57:12
“I will declare your righteousness.” Here in Isaiah 57:12, God uses “righteousness” in an ironic way, for the “righteousness” of Judah was a sham righteousness; the people were deceiving themselves. The Day of Judgment is coming, and at that time the righteousness of every person will be revealed, and when God declares, openly reveals, the “righteousness” of Judah it will be seen for the ungodliness it really is.
Isaiah 57:12 brings out an important truth, which is that even in the midst of blatant idolatry, sexual immorality, and even child sacrifice, the people of Israel and Judah did not deny God or the existence of God, instead they deluded themselves into thinking they were pleasing God by what they were doing. So it is today. Many people today consider themselves “spiritual” and pleasing to God even though they ignore God’s commands: they do not pray to God, read His Word, live sexually pure and moral lives, or confess God’s Son, Jesus Christ, as their Lord and strive to live as he did. Instead, they look to idols and created things for help (in the form of lucky objects, crystals, amulets, astrology, etc.), and believe they will be acceptable to God on Judgment Day because they are “a good person.”
Isa 57:13
“the one who takes refuge in me will possess the land and will inherit my holy mountain.” This sentence speaks of the blessings that people who obey God in this life will receive in Christ’s Millennial Kingdom when Christ rules the earth as king. Note that the person will “possess the land,” which is why Jesus taught that “the meek will inherit the earth” (Matt. 5:5).
[For more verses in Isaiah that speak of the Millennial Kingdom, see commentary on Isa. 2:2. For more on Christ’s future kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Isa 57:18
“I have seen his ways and will heal him.” The ultimate fulfillment of this prophecy of Isaiah 57:18-19 will occur in Christ’s Millennial Kingdom when Christ rules the earth as king.
[For more verses in Isaiah that speak of the Millennial Kingdom, see commentary on Isa. 2:2. For more on Christ’s future kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
 
Isaiah Chapter 58
Isa 58:1
“shofar.” The ram’s horn trumpet, not the metal trumpet.
Isa 58:2
“delight to know my ways.” This is irony. It is obvious from the context that the people sought God to get what they wanted, not sought Him to know and obey His ways. This is one of the many places where totally selfish people seek God to get things from Him without giving a thought about whether they themselves are obeying God.
“a nation.” God usually refers to Israel as His people or the people. But here he refers to them as a nation, a word that He regularly uses for the pagan nations. Thus there is buried in the vocabulary God’s assessment of Israel: they were acting like pagans.
“did what is right.” That is, did righteous things. (See commentary on Matt. 5:6).
Isa 58:3
“Behold.” God starts speaking here. That would have been clearer if this sentence was the first part of verse 4 instead of the last sentence in verse 3.
Isa 58:4
“you fast.” The people fasted, but like the Pharisees in the time of Jesus, they did not fast out of a genuine and righteous love for God, but for their own pride and position, and then they used their religious scruples to berate and beat down everyone that did not fast like they did. That is why they fasted only “to strike others with the fist of wickedness.”
“You cannot fast as you do this day and make your voice heard on high.” This is an important truth that people must understand. God is not impressed with the works that people do if they do not do them with the right heart. If we want God to hear our prayers or respond to the sacrifices we make, we must do them with the purpose of humbly and honestly honoring and glorifying God. God does not listen to the prayers of the wicked or respond to the sacrifices of the wicked as if just praying or giving an offering somehow pleased God in and of itself. God does not need those things; He wants us to genuinely love Him and obey Him.
[For more information about the sacrifices of wicked people being of no value, see commentary on Amos 5:22.]
Isa 58:6
“Isn’t this the kind of fast that I choose.” In Isaiah 58 the people complained that they fasted but God did not pay attention. They complained to God, “Why have we fasted, and you do not see? Why have we afflicted our soul, and you take no knowledge?” (Isa. 58:3). It is obvious from that scripture that the people were fasting to get God’s help and were upset when God did not “see” their situation and help them. But God rebuked the people and answered that they fasted to get their own way, not seek God’s way, and they fasted without humility or repentance: “Behold, you fast only to quarrel and fight, and to strike with the fist of wickedness. You cannot fast as you do this day and make your voice heard on high” (Isa. 58:4).
So we see that in Isaiah’s time, the people were not fasting to learn or do the will of God, or to repent and obey God, they were fasting as a means of forcing their will upon God. Of course that will never work, but it teaches us what is perhaps one of the greatest lessons we can learn about fasting: God said that His fasts—meaning genuine fasts—were accompanied by true humility, repentance, and godly behavior. God said, “Isn’t this the kind of fast that I choose: to release the bonds of wickedness…Is it not to share your bread with the hungry, and that you bring the homeless poor into your house; when you see the naked person, that you cover him, and that you do not hide yourself from your own flesh?… Then you will call, and Yahweh will answer (Isa. 58:6-7, 9).
Sadly, sometimes the record in Isaiah 58:6-7 is used to try to show that God does not want people to abstain from food but instead just to do good works. As we can see from God’s command to fast on the Day of Atonement (Lev. 16:29, 31), and the many examples of godly men and women who fasted and went without food, fasting can move God and have other beneficial effects. What Isaiah 58 shows us is that going without food while still being proud, arrogant, and disobedient to God is ineffective and will not move God in any way. In that light, fasting is like prayer, the offerings and prayers of evil people are mostly ignored by God (see commentary on Amos 5:22).
Surely people fasted to get God to intervene in specific situations and to get His help, but true godly fasting was always done with humility and the idea that what the fast was supposed to help with was a godly purpose and in alignment with the will of God.
Isa 58:7
“your own flesh.” Meaning, other human beings. All humans are of the same flesh, descended from Adam and Eve, and we must recognize the value of every person.
Isa 58:8
“the glory of Yahweh will be your rear guard.” The glory of Yahweh is the brilliant cloud of light surrounding Yahweh, so if the glory of Yahweh is our rear guard, then God follows behind us guarding our backs against the enemy.
[For more on the glory of God, see commentary on Ezek. 1:28.]
Isa 58:9
“Then you will call and Yahweh will answer.” If a person is evil or unrepentant, God will not hear his prayers (cf. Job 35:12-13; Prov. 15:29; Isa. 1:15; 59:1-2; Ezek. 8:17-18; Mic. 3:4; Zech. 7:12-13; James 4:3). But the prayer of a righteous person accomplishes much (James 5:16). Isaiah 58:1-8 is a powerful section of Scripture on the value of being humble and obeying God.
“finger-pointing.” There is nothing new under the sun. This is not a biblical custom, because finger-pointing and blaming have always been a part of human culture.
Isa 58:12
“Some of you.” The Hebrew text is more literally, “Those from among you,” but it means “some of you.”
Isa 58:13
“turn back your foot from breaking the Sabbath.” God wanted people to refrain from traveling on the Sabbath and focus on Him, resting, and being with family (cf. Exod. 16:29; Exod. 20:11 and Deut. 5:14 say God “rested” on the Sabbath). By the time of Jesus, this travel restriction was codified in law to a distance of 2,000 cubits (slightly less than .6 mile), a “Sabbath day’s journey.”
Isa 58:14
“feed you with the inheritance of Jacob.” “The inheritance of Jacob” is the land of Israel, which was promised to Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Israel. In this verse, “the inheritance of Jacob” is put by metonymy for the abundance of food produced in the land of Israel—God would feed Israel with an abundance of food produced in the land. Many verses in the Old Testament foretell a time when the land of Israel and waters there will be healed and the deserts will bloom (indeed, this will happen to the whole earth) so food and wine will be abundant for both man and animals (Isa. 25:6; 30:23-26; 32:15; 35:1-7; 41:18-20; 44:3; 51:3; Jer. 31:5, 11-14; Ezek. 47:1, 2, 7-12; Hos. 2:21-22; Joel 2:18-26; 3:18; Amos 9:13). The time this will happen will be in the Messianic Kingdom (the “Millennial Kingdom”) when Jesus rules the earth after he conquers it in the Battle of Armageddon. Many Scriptures foretell the time when Jesus will rule over the whole earth (cf. Ps. 2:8; 72:8-11; Dan. 2:35; 7:14; Mic. 5:4; Zech. 9:10; Rev. 2:8; 19:11-21), and his palace will be in Jerusalem (Ps. 2:6; 110:2; Zech. 9:9).
The abundance of food in the Messianic Kingdom is linked to the feast that God will throw for the people of the Kingdom.
[For more on the promise of the land to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob as an inheritance, see commentary on Gen. 15:18. For more on the great feast in the Kingdom of Heaven, the Messianic Kingdom on earth, see commentary on Matt. 8:12. For more on the future Kingdom of Christ on earth, the Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
 
Isaiah Chapter 59
Isa 59:2
“so that he does not listen.” God does not hear prayers simply because people pray. Everyone sins, but some people are prideful and unrepentant about their sin, and God will not listen to the prayers of those people. It is the prayer of a righteous person that accomplishes much (James 5:16). There are a number of verses that say God does not answer the prayers of the wicked (cf. Job 35:12-13; Prov. 15:29; Isa. 1:15; 59:1-2; Ezek. 8:17-18; Mic. 3:4; Zech. 7:12-13; and James 4:3).
[For more on God not hearing the prayers of the wicked or honoring their sacrifices, see commentary on Amos 5:22.]
Isa 59:18
“to the islands he will repay.” In this context, the word “islands” refers to the Gentile lands in contrast to Israel, the homeland of the Jews. From Israel looking west, the Gentile lands were out in the ocean (the Mediterranean Sea) so the word “islands” is applied to them, even though we do not think of the countries west of Israel as being islands (although some of them were). The meaning of the verse is that God’s righteous justice will extend to all parts of the earth. It will even reach to the Gentile nations. God put it in the hearts and minds of people to know the difference between good and evil (Gen. 3:22; Rom. 2:14), and that is the basis on which He will judge all humankind.
Isa 59:19
“So they will fear the name of Yahweh from the west, and his glory from the rising of the sun.” The phrase “from the rising of the Sun” was a way of referring to the east, so this verse foretells a time when many who come from the west and the east will fear God. The ultimate fulfillment of this prophecy of Isaiah 59:19 will occur in Christ’s Millennial Kingdom when Christ rules the earth as king. At that time the earth will be full of the knowledge of God (Isa. 11:9; Hab. 2:14), and there will be many people there from many countries who had been granted everlasting life based on how they had lived. Jesus taught that at the feast in the Kingdom, many would come from the north, south, east, and west and eat with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, but the Jews who rejected God would be cast out (Matt. 8:11; Luke 13:28-30).
[For more verses in Isaiah that speak of the Millennial Kingdom, see commentary on Isa. 2:2. For more on Christ’s future kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Isa 59:21
“that is upon you.” This is speaking of the time of the New Covenant, when the gift of holy spirit will be in all the believers.
[For more about the holy spirit as God gave it in the Old Testament and then after the Day of Pentecost, see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’” For more about the gift of holy spirit being “upon” in the Old Testament and “in” after the Day of Pentecost, and the differences between holy spirit in the Old Testament and after Pentecost, see commentary on Eph. 1:13, “promised holy spirit.” For more about the holy spirit being the gift of God and not a “Person” called “the Holy Spirit,” see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?” For more on the holy spirit and New Birth, see Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation.” For more on Christians being part of the New Covenant, see commentary on 2 Cor. 3:6, “new covenant.”]
 
Isaiah Chapter 60
Isa 60:1
“Arise, shine; for your light has come and the glory of Yahweh has risen upon you.” The whole of Isaiah 60 is about the future restoration and glory of Israel. In the Millennial Kingdom when Christ rules the earth, Israel will be restored and will be the glory of the earth, in large part because Christ will rule the earth from Jerusalem and God’s Temple will be on Mount Zion. The “you” in Isaiah 60:1 is specifically Jerusalem, but then by extension all of Israel.
This opening verse, Isaiah 60:1 is the prophetic perfect idiom, speaking of a future event as if it were already a reality in order to emphasize the fact that it will happen and also, here in Isaiah, to communicate the feeling that it would happen soon (although we now know the coming of the Messiah would not be for another 700 years after Isaiah and his kingdom is still future after 2,700 years). More factually, the verse would read, “Arise, shine; for your light will come and the glory of Yahweh will rise upon you.” When God blesses Israel in the Millennial Kingdom, they are to rise and shine out the glory of Yahweh to the rest of the world.
[For more verses in Isaiah that speak of the Millennial Kingdom, see commentary on Isa. 2:2. For more on Christ’s future kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Isa 60:2
“gross darkness covers the peoples, but Yahweh will arise upon you.” The time that we humans have been living in since Adam and Eve sinned is called “this present evil age” (Gal. 1:4) and it is dark and evil. Furthermore, it will get very dark and dangerous as we approach the return of Christ (see commentary on Dan. 12:1). But when Christ comes back and fights the Battle of Armageddon (Isa. 63:1-6; Rev. 14:14-20; 19:11-21), he will conquer the earth and set up his kingdom on it. At that time there will be righteousness, peace, and prosperity that the world has never experienced before.
[For more on Christ’s Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on earth.”]
“his glory will shine upon you.” Taken most literally, the glory of Yahweh is the brilliant cloud of light surrounding Yahweh, so if the glory of Yahweh has shined upon people, they are in the presence of Yahweh and can see His glory. However, that the glory of Yahweh would shine on people can be more expansive and mean that Yahweh will bless the people. Also, although the Hebrew text places the verb “shine” in the past tense (qal perfect), the context indicates that it is the prophetic perfect idiom for “will shine upon you.” Also, the Hebrew word translated “shined” can also mean “risen,” in the sense that when the sun rises, it shines; and that is why some English versions say “has risen” while other versions use the word “shine.” Here in Isaiah 60:2, we see that “Yahweh” and the glory of Yahweh are used interchangeably because Yahweh is surrounded by brilliant light, which is His glory, so where the glory of Yahweh is, He is too.
[For more on the glory of God, see commentary on Ezek. 1:28. For more on the prophetic perfect idiom, see commentary on Eph. 2:6.]
Isa 60:6
“young camels.” This is the only place in the Hebrew text where this particular Hebrew word occurs. The translation “young camels” comes from an Arabic cognate, and is likely what the Hebrew word means. The translation “dromedaries,” which occurs in some versions, is likely not correct since the dromedary is the one hump camel and is the common camel of the Middle East.
Isa 60:7
“the house of my glory.” “The house of my glory” is the Temple that will exist in the Millennial Kingdom when Christ rules the earth, and that Temple is described in Ezekiel 40-43.
[For more on there being a Temple in the Millennial Kingdom, see commentary on Ezek. 40:5. For more on the Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Isa 60:9
“Surely the islands will wait for me.” The word “islands” refers to the Gentile lands west of Israel, in contrast to Israel, the homeland of the Jews. From Israel looking west, the Gentile lands were out in the ocean (the Mediterranean Sea) so the word “islands” is applied to them, even though we do not think of the countries west of Israel as islands.
“Tarshish.” There is good historical evidence that “Tarshish” was a part of what is today southern Spain.
Isa 60:13
“fir tree, the pine, and the cypress.” The exact species of these trees are debated and the English translations vary greatly (cf. Isa. 60:13).
Isa 60:14
“bow down.” The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body to the earth. It is the same Hebrew word as “worship.”
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
 
Isaiah Chapter 61
Isa 61:1
“The spirit of Lord Yahweh.” Here in Isaiah 61:1, God’s gift of holy spirit is called “the spirit of the Lord Yahweh.” In this verse, the “of” indicates the genitive case, which can be a genitive of possession, i.e., “the spirit belonging to Lord Yahweh,” or it can be a genitive of origin, “the spirit from Lord Yahweh,” or it can combine both meanings and be an amphibologia (double entendre) since both meanings are true.
In this verse, God foretells that the Messiah will have God’s gift of holy spirit upon him. God placed His holy spirit upon Jesus to spiritually empower him so that he could do mighty works. God put His gift of spirit, sometimes called “holy spirit,” upon people to give them spiritual power (cf. Num. 11:17-29; Judg. 3:10; 6:34; 11:29; 1 Sam. 10:6, 10; 16:13; 1 Chron. 12:18; 2 Chron. 15:1; Mic. 3:8), and Jesus needed God’s gift of holy spirit to have spiritual power just like the leaders and prophets of the Old Testament did. Jesus received the gift of holy spirit at His baptism and had it upon him when he started his ministry (Luke 4:18). Other verses that say God was going to put holy spirit upon the Messiah are Isaiah 11:2, 42:1 and 61:1.
Christians get spiritual power when they get the gift of holy spirit (Acts 1:8), but sadly, most believers are not taught how to use that spiritual power like Christ and the apostles did.
[For more on the holy spirit being a gift from God that empowered people to do wonderful things for God, see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
Isa 61:2
“the year of Yahweh’s favor and the day of vengeance of our God.” There is a time period between the “year of Yahweh’s favor” and “the day of vengeance of our God” that has now been about 2,000 years. The “year of the Lord’s favor” was the time of Jesus’ ministry on earth, as we see when Jesus quoted Isaiah 61:2 in Luke 4:18-19, and then said, “Today this Scripture has been fulfilled in your ears” (Luke 4:21). But “the day of vengeance of our God” is still future and is the great tribulation that is coming on the entire earth (Dan. 12:1; Matt. 24:21; Rev. 6:16-17). The Great Tribulation is the time of the vengeance of God, a day of wrath when He will avenge the blood of all the innocent people from Abel forward through history (Matt. 23:35; Luke 11:51).
There are many Scriptures in the Old Testament that speak of the coming of Christ and God’s vengeance on the wicked as if they were going to happen at the same time (cf. Isa. 9:6-7; 11:1-9; 61:1-3; Mic. 5:2; Zech. 9:9-10; Mal. 3:1-3; 4:1-3). Those many Scriptures, along with the fact that there are no clear Scriptures that portray the two comings of Christ, are the reason that at the time of Christ people did not think that Christ would die (cf. Matt. 16:21-22; Luke 18:31-34; 24:19-21, 44-46; John 12:34; 20:9).
That a “day of vengeance” was coming when God would take vengeance on His enemies is a theme that occurs a number of times in the Old Testament (cf. Isa. 34:8; 59:17; 61:2; 63:4; Luke 21:22).
[For more on the prophecies of the time of great tribulation, which is the day of vengeance, see commentary on Dan. 12:1.]
Isa 61:3
“by giving.” Gary Smith points out that the “second infinitive construct [of the verb]...is used to express attendant circumstances or manner “by giving,” and references Gesenius’ Hebrew Grammar.[footnoteRef:755] According to Isaiah 61:2-3, the Messiah will proclaim the year of Yahweh’s favor and the day of vengeance of God (although Isaiah only says he will “proclaim” them, from other verses we learn he fulfills them as well). He will comfort all who mourn, and provide for those who mourn by giving them a garland for ashes (people sat in ashes or put ashes on themselves when they were mourning over someone or something, cf. Esther 4:1, 3; Job 2:8; Jer. 25:34; Lam. 3:16; Ezek. 27:30; Jon. 3:6; Matt. 11:21). He will give them the oil of joy and a garment of praise. [755:  Gary Smith, Isaiah 40-66 [NAC].] 

Isa 61:4
“They will rebuild the old ruins​.” Isaiah 61:4-9, 11, is about the future restoration and glory of Israel. In the Millennial Kingdom when Christ rules the earth, Israel will be restored and will be the glory of the earth, in large part because Christ will rule the earth from Jerusalem and God’s Temple will be on Mount Zion. The cities will have been destroyed in the Tribulation and the Battle of Armageddon, but they will be rebuilt in the Millennial Kingdom. The rebuilding will be done by the people of Israel (Isa. 61:4) and by foreigners (Isa. 60:10).
[For more verses in Isaiah that speak of the Millennial Kingdom, see commentary on Isa. 2:2. For more on Christ’s future kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Isa 61:11
“righteousness.” In this context, “righteousness” is doing what is right and just to other people and in the sight of God (see commentary on Matt. 5:6).
 
Isaiah Chapter 62
Isa 62:1
“​until her righteousness goes forth as brightness and her salvation as a burning torch.” Isaiah 62 is about the future restoration and glory of Israel, although there are some statements in the chapter that relate to her condition in Isaiah’s time. In the Millennial Kingdom when Christ rules the earth, Israel will be restored and will be the glory of the earth, in large part because Christ will rule the earth from Jerusalem and God’s Temple will be on Mount Zion. In the various places where God speaks of the Millennial Kingdom, we learn different things about it. Here, for example, we learn that Jerusalem will have a new name (Isa. 62:2-4). Here also we see some of the similarities between the Garden of Eden and life in the Millennial Kingdom. Just as Adam and Eve were to work and care for Eden, so people in the Millennial Kingdom will work the soil (Isa. 62:8-9), and do other work as well (Isa. 62:10).
[For more verses in Isaiah that speak of the Millennial Kingdom, see commentary on Isa. 2:2. For more on Christ’s future kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Isa 62:6
“I have set watchmen on your walls.” It is likely that it is one of these watchmen who is portrayed as saying, “Who is this...” in Isaiah 63:1, although that is not explicitly stated.
Isa 62:7
“give him no rest.” Those who remember Jerusalem and Yahweh are to give Him no rest—in other words, be constant in prayer—until He establishes Jerusalem.
Isa 62:11
“Daughter Zion.” The Hebrew is idiomatic for Zion itself, i.e., Jerusalem (see commentary on Isa. 1:8).
 
Isaiah Chapter 63
Isa 63:1
“Who is this who comes.” Although the speaker is not specifically identified, it is likely the watchmen from Isaiah 62:6.
“from Edom” Edom is the country southeast of Israel, and Bozrah was a major city in Edom. Edom was a perennial enemy of Israel, and in fact “Edom” often has overtones of representing all of Israel’s enemies in the same way that “Ephraim” often stands for all of Israel. The name “Edom” is spelled in Hebrew very similarly to “adam,” mankind, and thus there is an overtone here of Jesus conquering “mankind,” inasmuch as so many of them turned away from God. Furthermore, “Edom” means “red,” and so there is a play on the concept of red as Christ coming from Edom (red) with his garments stained a red color. It is appropriate that the conquering Messiah who comes to conquer the enemy and deliver God’s people comes from the southeast. When Israel conquered the Promised Land under Joshua, they came as God’s army from the southeast (Deut. 33:2; Judg. 5:4; Hab. 3:3). Now, as part of what we know as the Battle of Armageddon, God’s Messiah comes from the southeast.
“Bozrah.” A major city in Edom.
“This one who is glorious in his apparel.” The fact that this coming conquerer has on glorious apparel, which some scholars think refers to battle armor, shows that he is more than just a regular Israelite. Indeed, he turns out to be the Messiah himself.
“striding confidently.” The Hebrew text is debated by scholars, but what is not debated is that the one who comes, the Messiah, is walking confidently and is one to be reckoned with. No wonder the watchmen, upon seeing this figure walking confidently toward him stained in blood asked, “Who is this who comes?”
“speaking in righteousness.” In this context, “righteousness” is doing what is right and just to other people and in the sight of God, and so speaking in righteousness is saying things that are right and just.
[For more on “righteousness” referring to doing what is right and just to other people and in the sight of God, see commentary on Matt. 5:6.]
“mighty to save.” Isaiah 62:11 said salvation was coming, and here we see it coming from the Deliverer, Jesus Christ.
Isa 63:3
“the winepress.” The “winepress” is an appropriate name for the Battle of Armageddon, in which Jesus Christ conquers the earth. There will be millions of people killed at that time, and their blood will splash onto his garments (Isa. 63:3; cf. Rev. 19:13). The Battle of Armageddon is also referred to as “the winepress” in Joel 3:13 and the book of Revelation (Rev. 14:19-20; 19:15, see commentary on Rev. 19:15).
Isa 63:6
“I poured out their lifeblood on the earth.” When the Messiah, Jesus Christ, comes back to earth and conquers it, he will kill the wicked people on earth. That is one of the reasons that the next life will be so wonderful—no wicked people will be there.
[For more on the wicked being killed by Christ, see commentary on Isa. 11:4.]
Isa 63:15
“bowels and your inward parts.” In the biblical culture, the bowels and abdominal organs were the seat of emotion. In this context, the prophet is wondering why God’s emotions and compassion seem to be withheld from him and Israel.
 
Isaiah Chapter 64
Isa 64:5
“righteousness.” In this context, “righteousness” is doing what is right and just to other people and in the sight of God (see commentary on Matt. 5:6).
“We have been in sin for a long time, and will we be saved?” This phrase is very unclear in the Hebrew text. Many scholars say the Hebrew text has been corrupted and there have been a number of emendations to the text that have been suggested to try to make the Hebrew more understandable, but the emendations are without textual support. Furthermore, the last sentence can be a statement or a question. The REV follows what some scholars believe is the most reasonable possibility that the text is saying.[footnoteRef:756] [756:  See John Oswalt, The Book of Isaiah: Chapters 40-66 [NICOT].] 

One thing that seems clear from the context and scope of Isaiah is that the people are caught up in sin and cannot be saved on their own, but need God’s merciful intervention to be saved.
Isa 64:7
“given us over to.” “Made us melt” is the reading of the Masoretic Hebrew text, but many scholars think that the text was miscopied. The Septuagint, Syriac, and Aramaic Targums read “handed us over” (“given us over”), and that may well be correct. If “melt” is correct, the idea is that the people are caught up in the power of sin (the hand of sin) and are powerless to escape on their own. That would be true, because only God can truly deliver people from their sin.
Isa 64:11
“is burned with fire.” This is a prophetic vision of the fate of the Temple due to Israel’s sin. It would be more than 100 years after Isaiah’s time that the Babylonian king, Nebuchadnezzar, would literally burn the Temple down. However, the sin of the people was so great that God was not listening to their prayers or respecting their sacrifices, so the Temple may as well have been burned down (cf. Isa. 1:10-15).
 
Isaiah Chapter 65
Isa 65:2
“spread out my hands.” This is a cultural expression of asking or imploring. God implored Israel “all day long” to come to Him and obey Him, but they defied Him and ignored Him and did what they wanted, sinning against God.
Isa 65:3
“insult me.” The Hebrew word is related to anger, but it makes the English translation awkward. For example, “anger me to my face” gets the idea but is not clear in English. The people angered God by worshiping pagan gods. Many versions use “provoke,” but the common definition of “provoke” is to purposely incite someone, and the Israelites did not worship God with the goal of making Him angry, they were self-centered and did not submit to God.
Isa 65:9
“and my chosen will inherit it, and my servants will live there.” In Isaiah 65:9, the prophet Isaiah shifts to the future to the Millennial Kingdom when Christ rules the earth, and the saved people will inherit the earth (cf. Matt. 5:5). Isaiah will pick up the theme again in Isaiah 65:13-25.
[For more verses in Isaiah that speak of the Millennial Kingdom, see commentary on Isa. 2:2. For more on Christ’s future kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Isa 65:11
“Fortune...Destiny.” Isaiah reproves people who worship the pagan gods “Fortune” (Gad #01409 גַּד) and “Destiny” (Meni #04507 מְנִי). The name of Leah’s son, “Gad,” is related to this word, hence the meaning of “Gad” as “Fortune” or more expansively, “Good fortune” (Gen. 30:11). However, Leah would not have been linking her son Gad to the goddess “Fortune,” she would have just been expressing the blessing she felt at the birth of a boy.
Isa 65:13
“Behold, my servants will eat, but you will be hungry.” In Isaiah 65:13-25, the prophet Isaiah shifts to the future to the Millennial Kingdom when Christ rules the earth, and the saved people will inherit the earth (cf. Matt. 5:5) and enjoy great blessings. Isaiah starts by contrasting those people who will be in the Kingdom and will be blessed with those people who rejected God and will suffer the consequences of not being saved. Thus, the saved will eat but the unsaved will be hungry, the saved will rejoice while the unsaved will be put to shame, etc. As the chapter goes on, especially starting in Isaiah 65:17, many more blessings of the Millennial Kingdom are revealed.
[For more verses in Isaiah that speak of the Millennial Kingdom, see commentary on Isa. 2:2. For more on Christ’s future kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Isa 65:17
“a new heaven and a new earth.” Isaiah 65:9 and 65:13-25 are about the future Millennial Kingdom, and reveal some wonderful truths about it. Two times in the future there will be “a new heaven and a new earth.” The “new heaven and earth” here in Isaiah 65:17 is the heaven and earth of Christ’s Millennial Kingdom on earth. The phrase “a new heaven and a new earth” can be confusing because Revelation 21:1 also says, “And I saw a new heaven and a new earth,” but the “new heaven and new earth” of Isaiah 65 is the Millennial Kingdom, whereas the new heaven and earth of Revelation 21 is the “Everlasting Kingdom,” the final heaven and earth.
There will be two kingdoms on earth in the future. The first will be Christ’s Millennial Kingdom, and it will last 1,000 years (Rev. 20:1-5). It will be “new” because when Christ comes back, the earth—the soil, oceans, lakes, and air—will be completely restored to its pristine condition. When Christ comes from heaven he will fight the Battle of Armageddon and conquer the earth and set up his Millennial Kingdom on earth. But the earth will have been so polluted and ruined by thousands of years of human occupation and pollution that he will have to regenerate it into an Eden-like state so people can live on it safely and joyfully. So the earth of Christ’s Millennial Kingdom really will be a “new heavens and earth” compared to what it is now. The total regeneration of the earth explains why Jesus spoke of a “New Beginning” in Matthew 19:28, and why in Acts 3:21, Peter said that Jesus will be in heaven until “the time all things are restored.” But the Millennial Kingdom and the earth at that time will come to an end after 1,000 years because of a war between God and the Devil, and the earth will be destroyed by fire (Rev. 20:7-10; 2 Peter 3:11-12). But after the war, God will again create a new heaven and new earth, which is briefly described in Revelation 21 and 22, and it is sometimes referred to as the “Everlasting Kingdom” because it will last forever.
We know this section in Isaiah is speaking of the Millennial Kingdom and not the final Everlasting Kingdom because of the earth it describes. For example, Isaiah 65:19 mentions the city of Jerusalem, and also there will still be people dying (Isa. 65:20).
[For more verses in Isaiah that speak of the Millennial Kingdom, see commentary on Isa. 2:2. For more on the Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth. For more on why there will be natural people in the Millennial Kingdom who are born, marry, bear children, and die, see commentary on Matt. 25:32, the sheep and goat judgment.]
“new heaven.” In the Hebrew text, the word “heaven” is plural, but it is always plural because there is no singular form of the noun in Hebrew; there is no word “heaven,” it is always “heavens.” The plural form is emphatic and points to the hugeness of “heaven,” which includes earth’s atmosphere and the sphere of God’s dwelling. Here in Isaiah, there is no reason to believe that the “heaven” in which God dwells is going to be recreated when Christ conquers the earth, but the earth’s atmosphere will certainly be recreated and air pollution will be a thing of the past.
“will not be remembered.” This phrase does not mean that all of our memories of this life that we are now living will be wiped out. We will remember our lives on earth, and that will actually give meaning to the life we are living in Christ’s future kingdom. For example, if we are rewarded, we will remember what we did that we were rewarded for. Also, it is clear that we will remember people. Christ remembered everyone when he was raised from the dead, and we will too. Here in Isaiah 65:17, the word “remember” is being used idiomatically in the sense of “be concerned about.” The idiomatic sense of the word “remember” is commonly used in the Bible (see commentary on Luke 23:42).
Isa 65:20
“For the young man will die at 100 years old.” There will be natural people in Christ’s Millennial Kingdom on earth, but they will live a long time, as this verse says. If a person dies at 100 years old they will still be considered as dying young. Isaiah 65:22 says the natural people in the Millennial Kingdom will live as long as trees, which could easily be several hundred years.
After Christ conquers the earth in the Battle of Armageddon (Rev. 19:11-21), he will gather the people who survive the battle and divide them into two groups, the “sheep” and the “goats.” The goats are immediately thrown into the Lake of Fire, while the “sheep” are let into the Millennial Kingdom (Matt. 25:31-46). The natural people who are allowed into the Millennial Kingdom at the Sheep and Goat judgment will have never experienced death, and so they will marry, bear children (Isa. 65:20, 23; Ezek. 47:22), age and die (Isa. 65:20), just as people do on earth now. It is some of those people who Satan will deceive when he is let out of the Abyss at the end of the 1,000-year Millennial Kingdom (Rev. 20:1-3, 7-10). Christ’s Millennial Kingdom on earth will be a time of unprecedented safety and health, and the children will grow up healthy and safe.
[For more on the Sheep and Goat Judgment and natural people being let into Christ’s Millennial Kingdom, see commentary on Matt. 25:32. For more on the Millennial Kingdom and the future reign of Christ on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on the future resurrections, the resurrection of the righteous and the resurrection of the unrighteous, see commentary on Acts 24:15.]
Isa 65:22
“for as the days of a tree.” The natural people in the Millennial Kingdom will live very long lives (see commentary on Isa. 65:20).
Isa 65:23
“children who will experience calamity.” The Hebrew text is more literally, “children for calamity,” but the meaning is children who will experience calamity (or “ruin”). The natural people who are allowed into the Millennial Kingdom at the Sheep and Goat judgment will have never experienced death, and so they will marry, bear children, age and die just as people do on earth now (cf. Ezek. 47:22, see commentary on Isa. 65:20). It is some of those people who Satan will deceive when he is let out of the Abyss at the end of the 1,000-year Millennial Kingdom (Rev. 20:1-3, 7-10). Christ’s Millennial Kingdom on earth will be a time of unprecedented safety and health, and the children will grow up healthy and safe.
[For more on the Sheep and Goat Judgment, see commentary on Matt. 25:32. For more on the Millennial Kingdom and the future reign of Christ on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Isa 65:25
“The wolf and the lamb will feed together.” Isaiah 65:25 is a shortened summary of what Isaiah had already said in Isaiah 11:6-9. The Hebrew word “together” is 'echad (#0259 אֶחָד), “one,” and it paints a beautiful picture of the harmony that will exist between the animals when Christ conquers the earth and sets up his kingdom on earth, and rules from Jerusalem. In Christ’s kingdom the animals will eat together as “one” (Rotherham’s Emphasized Bible says “in unity”), and they will all be eating plants, just as Isaiah 65:25 says. The Millennial Kingdom will be a reestablishment of Eden, and in Eden, all the animals ate plants, not each other (cf. Gen. 1:30).
[For more on the Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on the Millennial Kingdom being like the Garden of Eden, also called “Paradise,” see commentary on Luke 23:43.]
 
Isaiah Chapter 66
Isa 66:2
“look upon with favor.” In this context, “look” has the sense of “look upon with favor.”
“humble.” The same Hebrew word is translated “poor” in versions such as the KJV, and it can indeed refer to people who are physically poor and/or afflicted. But the Hebrew word can refer to “poor” or “humble,” and here “humble” is the better translation (cf. Matt. 5:3).
“contrite.” In English, the word “contrite” means “showing sorrow or remorse for a sin.”[footnoteRef:757] The Hebrew word means to be struck or beaten, and then in some contexts, the meaning is extended to “bruised,” “wounded,” “ruined,” or “destroyed.” Honest, humble people have a “contrite spirit,” that is, a contrite attitude toward God because they know that no matter how hard they try, they often sin or fall short of what they know they should do. Jesus taught us, “Blessed are the poor (humble) in spirit (attitude)” (Matt. 5:3). [757:  Cf. Merriam-Webster Dictionary, s.v. “contrite.”] 

Isa 66:3
“He who kills an ox is like he who kills a man.” The context picks up with the prideful people who thought they could do enough in their own ability to go through the motions of sacrifices and offerings to be righteous in God’s sight. It is always a pure heart and trust in God that makes what we do acceptable to God.
[For more information about the sacrifices of wicked people being of no value, see commentary on Amos 5:22.]
Isa 66:8
“Can a nation be brought forth all at once.” This phrase shows us that this section of Isaiah is about the future when Christ comes from heaven and fights the battle of Armageddon, conquers the earth, and sets up his kingdom on earth, that will happen on a day like no other day (Zech. 14:3-7). There have been events that have foreshadowed this final event, such as the return of Judah to the land of Israel, but no past event has fulfilled this prophecy literally or fully.
Associated with Christ’s conquest of the earth and setting up his Millennial Kingdom will be the building of the Temple described in Ezekiel 40-48, the Sheep and Goat Judgment (Matt. 25:31-46), and the Resurrection of the Righteous (Rev. 20:1-4).
[For more on Jesus’ kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Isa 66:10
“Rejoice with Jerusalem and be glad for her.” Isaiah now begins speaking about Jerusalem in the future, and Isaiah 66:10-13 and 18-24 are about the Millennial Kingdom when Christ rules the earth from Jerusalem. As Isaiah’s prophecy states, Christ’s kingdom will be a time of great abundance and peace, and the glory of God will be proclaimed to the nations and the people of Israel will be gathered in their own land.
[For more verses in Isaiah that speak of the Millennial Kingdom, see commentary on Isa. 2:2. For more on Christ’s future kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Isa 66:14
“and your bones will flourish like the tender grass.” This phrase will in part apply to those righteous people who are let into the future Kingdom of Christ on earth at the sheep and goat judgment (Matt. 25:31-46), but it mostly applies to those people who are dead and whose bones are dry and disintegrated. The righteous dead will be restored at the Resurrection of the Righteous just as Ezekiel described (Ezek. 37:1-14). The Old Testament has a number of verses about God raising the dead in the future (cf. Deut. 32:39; Job. 19:25-27; Ps. 71:20; Isa. 26:19; 66:14; Ezek. 37:12-14; Dan. 12:2, 13; and Hos. 13:14).
[For more on Christ’s future kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Isa 66:15
“Yahweh will come with fire.” Yahweh will come and judge the earth through the person of His Son, the Messiah.
Isa 66:16
“and the slain of Yahweh will be many.” There will be a huge number of godless people killed when Jesus comes to earth to establish his Millennial Kingdom (Isa. 11:1-4, Jer. 19:11; Rev. 19:15-21).
Isa 66:17
“to go to the gardens.” Sacred gardens were places where pagan gods were worshiped and ritual sex often took place (see commentary on Isa. 1:29).
Isa 66:19
“I will set a sign among them.” What this sign is, is not known.
“Tarshish.” There is good historical evidence that “Tarshish” was a part of what is today southeastern Spain.
“Pul.” The location of “Pul” is unknown, and so many scholars have suggested an emendation, but there is no reason not to believe that a nation existed (likely for a short time) that we do not yet know about today. If the Hebrew text is corrupted and the original word was “Put,” then the text referred to Lybia in northern Africa.
“Lud.” Historically, “Lud” referred to “Lydia” which was in western Turkey.
“Javan.” This was an ancient word for Greece.
“to the islands afar off who have not heard my fame.” In this context, the word “islands” refers to the Gentile lands in contrast to Israel, the homeland of the Jews. From Israel looking west, the Gentile lands were out in the ocean (the Mediterranean Sea) so the word “islands” is applied to them, even though we do not think of the countries west of Israel as being islands (although some of them were). The meaning of the verse is that God will reveal His glory to all parts of the earth. It will even reach to the Gentile nations.
Isa 66:21
“I will also take some of them as priests and Levites.” The natural reading of this verse is that in Christ’s future kingdom on earth some of the Gentiles will be taken as priests and Levites. This makes sense because many Gentiles will be saved and will be worshiping God (see commentary on John 10:16). Nevertheless, this is so different from what God has done in keeping the priests and Levites to only descendants of Levi (and the priests as only descendants of Aaron) that many scholars think the verse is still somehow speaking of this referring to Israelites becoming priests and Levites. But if God were going to open the priesthood to any Israelite, there seems to be no reason that He would not open it to Gentiles as well.
Isa 66:23
“From new moon to new moon.” The new moon, the beginning of the month, was celebrated with special sacrifices and offerings (Num. 28:11-15).
“worship me.” Or. “bow down to me.” The Hebrew verb translated “worship” is shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), and it is the same Hebrew word as is translated “bow down.” The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body to the earth. Shachah is translated as both “bow down” and “worship;” traditionally “worship” if God is involved and “bow down” if people are involved, but the verb and action are the same, the act of bowing down is the worship.
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
Isa 66:24
“They will go out.” The people will “go out” of the city of Jerusalem.[footnoteRef:758] Jerusalem is the context going back to Isaiah 65:18, and it is mentioned in Isaiah 65:18-19, and in Isaiah 66:10, 12, and 66:20, and is also referred to in different ways such as Zion (Isa. 66:8), and in association with the Temple (Isa. 65:6). [758:  C. F. Keil and F. Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament: Isaiah, 7:640.] 

Isaiah 66:24 seems to not be meant as a historically accurate picture of the future, but rather a generalized summary of God’s vengeance on His enemies and the horrific end of those who disobey God. In some ways, Isaiah 66:24 fits the New Jerusalem of Revelation 21-22 because the scene seems to fit with the situation after the second resurrection and final Judgment (Rev. 20:11-15). But the New Jerusalem of Revelation 21 and 22 does not have a temple (Rev. 21:22), but this vision does (Isa. 66:6). Thus the evidence supports that this is a generalized vision of the terrible end of the people who defy God.
“and look on the dead bodies of the people who have transgressed against me.” There is something very final about seeing the dead body of an enemy. It gives closure to the situation. When the Israelites saw the dead bodies of the Egyptians, then they knew the danger was over. They could feel safe and they had closure (Exod. 14:30). There are a number of times in Scripture when people see the dead bodies of the enemy and got closure from it (e.g. Exod. 14:30; Isa. 37:36; 66:24). In this case, for most of history the people of God have been outnumbered and persecuted by unbelievers. There was no sense of safety or of justice with the unbelievers around. But in the situation in Isaiah 66:24 that is no longer the case. The unbelievers and persecutors are dead, and can no longer harm the believers.
“for their worm will not die nor will their fire be quenched.” Isaiah 66:24 was quoted by Jesus Christ in Mark 9:48. The “worm” is the worms or maggots that are eating the dead bodies, and the fire is the fire that is burning them up. Although Isaiah 66:24 is a prophecy foretelling the End Times, the way things are portrayed in the verse, i.e., that the maggots will not die and the fire will not be snuffed out, refers to the common treatment of dead bodies in the time Isaiah wrote. Generally, human bodies were given some kind of burial, but the huge number of dead bodies that resulted from the Assyrian invasion, which Isaiah witnessed, combined with the fact that the Assyrians took most of the living people captive and carried them off to parts of the Assyrian Empire (2 Kings 17:6) meant that there were not a lot of people left in Israel to bury the dead bodies. In that scenario, the bodies would be left to be eaten by maggots and vermin, or just piled up and burned. As was stated above, this is not a historically accurate portrayal of any given point in time, but rather a kind of summary of the horrors of the vengeance of God upon His enemies. We know that the prophetic picture Isaiah describes is ultimately referring to the death and destruction of the unsaved in Gehenna, the Lake of Fire, because that is the way Jesus used it (Mark 9:43-48).
Contrary to statements by many commentators, Isaiah 66:24 is not portraying the “eternal torment” of the unsaved. The unsaved may have been in torment at some time before this, but now the verse says that the people who transgressed against God are just “dead bodies,” being eaten by maggots and burned with fire. Edward Fudge writes, “…in the prophetic picture of the future (Isa. 66:24), the righteous view with satisfaction dead bodies” or “corpses” of the wicked. These are dead bodies (Hebrew pegarim), not living people or imperishable zombies. The righteous view their destruction, not their misery. … Both the maggots (Greek skōkēx) and the fire speak of total extinction. Both terms make this picture repulsive or loathsome—they describe disgust, not pity. The picture is one of shame, not pain….”[footnoteRef:759] [759:  Christopher Date, Gregory Stump, Joshua Anderson, eds., Rethinking Hell, 36.] 

Edward Fudge correctly points out that the picture of the worms and the fire point to total destruction. In the garbage dumps of the ancient world where dead bodies (usually animals, not people) and other waste were thrown, everyone knew that the worms and maggots would not die until there was no more garbage to eat and the fire would not go out until there was nothing more to burn. The people reading Isaiah knew nothing of “eternal worms” or “eternal fire.” To them, Isaiah would have been clear because they witnessed it regularly in their lives—the worms and fire consumed the garbage in the garbage dump until it was all gone. Warren Prestidge writes: “The ‘worm’ and the ‘fire’ and consuming ‘dead bodies’ (Isa. 66:24, 16), ‘slain’ by God. The point is, that nothing will hinder the completion of their work: total destruction. Both worm and fire speak of total and final ‘destruction’ and of ‘shame, not pain.’”[footnoteRef:760] Helaine Burch writes the worm and fire can portray “everlasting destruction with no hope of reversal.”[footnoteRef:761] [760:  Warren Prestidge, Life, Death, and Destiny, 82-83.]  [761:  Helaine Burch, Asleep in Christ, 80.] 

There are only two destinies available for people: everlasting life or everlasting death (John 3:16; Rom. 6:23). Those who choose everlasting life will be blessed indeed, while those who choose everlasting death will die and eventually be totally annihilated—gone forever.
[For information on the dead being dead until the resurrection, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.” For more on the annihilation of the dead, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.” For more on the two destinies of humankind, see commentary on Rom. 6:23. For more on the worm and fire, see commentary on Isa. 66:24. For more information on Gehenna, see commentary on Matt. 5:22. For more information on “Hell” and Hades, see commentary on Rev. 20:13.]


Jeremiah Commentary
Jeremiah Chapter 1
Jer 1:1
“The words of Jeremiah.” Jeremiah likely prophesied into his late 50s or even his 60s. He started in the 13th year of the reign of Josiah (Jer. 1:2), and Josiah reigned 31 years (2 Kings 22:1). He prophesied through Zedekiah’s 11th year and the fall of Jerusalem, so by that time he had been prophesying for some 40 years (about 18 during the reign of King Josiah, 3 months during the reign of King Jehoahaz, 11 years during the reign of King Jehoiakim, 3 months during the reign of King Jehoiachin, and eleven years during the reign of King Zedekiah). Jeremiah started prophesying when he was a youth, likely in his mid to late teens (Jer. 1:6). So by the fall of Jerusalem he would have been in his mid to late 50s. He almost certainly wrote Lamentations, which he would have had to have written after the fall of Jerusalem (see the REV introduction to Lamentations), and then after that, he went to Egypt where he disappears from history—he apparently died there.
“the son of Hilkiah.” Nothing is known for certain about this Hilkiah except he was a priest in Anathoth, a city of priests in the tribal territory of Benjamin. However, it is possible and even likely that Hilkiah and thus Jeremiah were descendants of Abiathar (1 Kings 2:26), who was the High Priest during David’s time, but was removed by Solomon because he supported Adonijah (2 Kings 1:7), who was fomenting a rebellion against Solomon (1 Kings 1:5-7).
“Anathoth.” It was one of the 48 cities allotted to the Levites in Israel, and was in the territory of the tribe of Benjamin (Josh. 21:18). It is likely that it is modern-day Anata, a town three miles north of Jerusalem. The priests there did not like the prophecies of Jeremiah and at some point planned to kill him (Jer. 11:21).
Jer 1:2
“in the days of Josiah the son of Amon, king of Judah, in the thirteenth year of his reign.” The thirteenth year of Josiah was likely 627 BC. Josiah reigned 31 years (2 Kings 22:1). Jeremiah used Nisan dating; he counted Nisan as the first month of the year. Jeremiah had prophesied for some 40 years by the time Jerusalem was destroyed by Babylon (about 18 during the reign of King Josiah, 3 months during the reign of King Jehoahaz, 11 years during the reign of King Jehoiakim, 3 months during the reign of King Jehoiachin, and some 11 years during the reign of King Zedekiah). Jeremiah started prophesying when he was a youth, likely in his mid to late teens (Jer. 1:6). So by the time Jerusalem was destroyed, he would have been in his mid-50s.
Jeremiah lived in a time when politics and people were going downhill. Josiah had been a good king (2 Kings 22:2). But then Jehoahaz did evil in the eyes of Yahweh (2 Kings 23:31-32), and all the rest of the kings of Judah did evil as well. Thus Jeremiah is a great example of how Christians should be in dark times.
Jer 1:5
“womb.” The Hebrew does not have a specific word for “womb,” and so uses a more general term sometimes translated as “belly” but which can refer to the womb in the proper context, such as here.
“I have appointed you.” The Hebrew uses the word “given” which explains some English translations that do not use “appoint,” but because the Hebrew word is often understood as “appoint,” that translation is good here and generally accepted in the English versions.
“a prophet to the nations.” Although the great majority of Jeremiah’s prophecies were to the people of the Kingdom of Judah (the Northern Kingdom of Israel had been carried away before his lifetime), Jeremiah did prophesy to the nations, especially in Jeremiah 46-51.
Jer 1:6
“I do not know how to speak.” Jeremiah could speak, but he is telling God that he does not know how to handle that kind of huge speaking responsibility, to be a prophet not only to Israel, but to the nations. Jeremiah eventually did prophesy to the nations as well as to Judah. For example, he prophesied to Egypt (Jer. 46:2ff), the Philistines (Jer. 47:1ff); Moab (Jer. 48:1ff); Ammon (Jer. 49:1ff); Edom (Jer. 49:7ff); Damascus (Jer. 49:23); Kedar and Hazor (Jer. 49:28ff); and Babylon (Jer. 50ff).
Jer 1:8
“Do not be afraid of their faces.” Although some English versions translate the Hebrew as “Don’t be afraid of them,” we humans pay attention to the face and how a person looks when they speak. The ungodly men whom Jeremiah would speak to would have fierce faces that could tend to frighten young Jeremiah. Of course, Jeremiah could also be afraid of their words and threats, but that would be naturally included in the look on their faces.
“to deliver you.” God promised to deliver Jeremiah, but Jeremiah had to endure some horrible suffering in his stand for God. Of course, the final delivering is Jeremiah’s resurrection from the dead, at which time he will be richly rewarded. Faithful people can look forward to that no matter what the circumstances in life are (cf. Paul, 2 Tim. 4:8).
Jer 1:9
“Then Yahweh reached out his hand and touched my mouth.” From this we know that Yahweh personally appeared to Jeremiah, just like He had done to people before this and would do for people after this (see commentary on Acts 7:55).
Jer 1:10
“this day I have set you over the nations and over kingdoms.” Believers with the gift of holy spirit have spiritual power and are fellow workers with God (2 Cor. 6:1), helping God to carry out His work on earth. God did not need to give this authority and power to believers, but He did, and He commands us to use that power and guides us as to when and where. He did the same thing for Jesus Christ, who said, “I am not able to do anything on my own” (John 5:30). Jesus walked by revelation and was given power by God, and spirit-filled believers are to do that too.
[For more on Jesus not being God, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.”]
Jer 1:11
“I see a branch.” The Hebrew word translated as “branch” is maqqel (#4731 מַקֵּל) and it can also be translated as “rod,” or “staff.” The staff could be used for support or for defense or as an offensive weapon if need be.
“an almond tree.” The almond tree was the first tree to bud and bloom in the spring, and so it became symbolic of a watchman. Just as the almond “watched” for spring, i.e., let people know spring was coming, so God would watch over His word to make sure it came to pass. Anathoth has long been one of the places where almond trees were abundantly planted and grown.
Jer 1:15
“the north.” God told Jeremiah very early in his ministry that disaster was coming to Judah and Jerusalem from the north, and God said that many times (cf. Jer. 1:14-15; 4:6; 6:1, 22; 10:22; 13:20; 46:20, 24). The immediate enemy from the north turned out to be Babylon, and the result of the Babylonian attack was the destruction of the cities of Judah, the burning of the Temple, and the carrying away of the people of Judah to Babylon in an event known as the Babylonian Captivity. As it turned out, however, in Israel’s history there were other enemies from the north as well.
“they will each set his throne at the entrance of the gates of Jerusalem.” That the thrones of the enemy would be set up at the gates implies conquest and rule. Rulers would often sit in the gate of a city to be available to the citizens, but also to find out what was happening in the city and thus rule over it.
Jer 1:16
“worshiped.” Or “bowed down to.” See commentary on 1 Chronicles 29:20.
Jer 1:17
“tuck your cloak under your belt.” The literal Hebrew is “belt up your loins.” This refers to the custom of a man tying up his long clothing so he could move more quickly. In this context, it is equivalent to “prepare for battle” or “get ready for work or action.” Jeremiah had tough opposition, so he had to be prepared to do what God asked. See commentary on 2 Kings 4:29.
“Do not be dismayed at them, lest I make you dismayed before them.” This seems like a threat, but that would be totally out of character for God. Rather, it is a warning meant in love to help Jeremiah. If Jeremiah showed up before the elders but lost his composure—became dismayed because of them—then God says he will be dismayed in his heart and head and unable to complete the task God is telling him to do. It is not that God would “make” Jeremiah dismayed, it would be that failure of doing the job God sent him to do would make him dismayed in the presence of those elders.
A similar thing happened to Ezekiel, who started out as a young prophet. God appeared to him and gave him a message for the elders of Judah in the Captivity (Ezek. 2:3-5). God told Ezekiel not to be afraid or dismayed at their faces (Ezek. 2:6). But Ezekiel became afraid. He went to the elders as he was told to do, but sat among them for seven days overwhelmed by them and without speaking the message God gave him to speak (Ezek. 3:15). God had to come to Ezekiel and warn him that if he did not speak and people died, He would require their blood at Ezekiel’s hands (Ezek. 3:18). God moved powerfully to encourage Ezekiel, and apparently Ezekiel did speak to the elders, although that is not specifically stated in the Bible.
Jer 1:18
“against the kings of Judah, its officials, its priests and the people of the land.” Basically, Jeremiah ended up being against everyone, an example of how almost an entire society can be against God and the people who take a stand for him. Usually, the ruling classes stand against God because in their minds they have so much to lose if they do things God’s way, but the people support God. In this case, however, the people withstood Jeremiah’s message and that was likely because in this case they too had a lot to lose. If Babylon conquered Judah and Jerusalem, they would lose almost everything. Any property they had would be taken from them, and their family would likely be broken up and sent to different places. Nobody wanted to hear Jeremiah’s prophecy about the destruction of Judah and how what caused it was ignoring and defying God’s commandments.
 
Jeremiah Chapter 2
Jer 2:2
“in the ears of Jerusalem.” The phrase “in the ears of” is used elsewhere in the Bible, and is sometimes translated “in the hearing of.” In this case, God wanted Jeremiah to announce his message to all the people in Jerusalem, so “in the ears of Jerusalem” means to all the people in Jerusalem. “Jerusalem” is being put by the figure of speech metonymy for all the people of Jerusalem.
“your love as a bride.” The covenant that God made with Israel at Mount Sinai (Exod. 24:3-8), often referred to as “the Old Covenant,” is here referred to as a marriage covenant. When Israel broke the covenant over and over, God finally divorced her (Isa. 50:1; Jer. 3:8).
“through a land that was not sown.” The land where Israel wandered for 40 years after leaving Egypt was not a good land for farming, and so it was not sown with seed to grow crops.
Jer 2:3
“Israel was set apart to Yahweh.” In this context, the Hebrew word qodesh (#06944 קֹדֶשׁ), which is often translated as “holy,” has its basic meaning of “set apart.” Israel was set apart for her husband, Yahweh.
“the firstfruits of his harvest.” Although God intended to take a harvest from all the earth—all the people of earth would be invited to be saved—Israel was considered God’s firstfruits because He took them to Himself, and the firstfruits of the harvest was always given to God (Exod. 23:19; 34:26; Lev. 2:12, 14; 23:10; Deut. 18:2-5).
“devoured it.” The Hebrew is more properly “ate it” but in this context, the semantic range of the Hebrew allows for “devour” (cf. ASV, CJB, KJV, NET, NIV). The idea is that anyone who attacked or harmed Israel was guilty before God and would bring evil upon themselves.
Jer 2:4
“and all the families of the house of Israel!” By this time, the Northern Kingdom of Israel had been carried away by Assyria (2 King 17:6), but before that occurred, many Israelites moved south into Judah (2 Chron. 11:13-17).
Jer 2:5
“walked after.” In this context, the phrase “walked after” meant to become a vassal and serve.[footnoteRef:762] Judah was serving idols. [762:  J. A. Thompson, The Book of Jeremiah [NICOT], 167.] 

“worthlessness.” The Hebrew word is a noun, and it is hard to bring into English. It was used as a derogatory term that referred to idols. Many different phrases have been used to attempt to bring the meaning into English (e.g., “walked after vanity, and are become vain” (ASV); “walking after what is false, have become false” (BBE); “go after nothings and become themselves nothings” (CJB); “went after delusion and were deluded” (JPS); “so far as to follow Futility and become futile themselves” (NJB). It is a nice touch to spell Futility with a capital “F” because it points to the fact that God was speaking of an actual idol).
The meaning of the phrase is well picked up in the somewhat expanded version, the NET: “They paid allegiance to worthless idols, and so became worthless to me.” That the idolaters became worthless to God can literally be seen to be true, because people burn worthless things in the garbage, and God will burn up worthless people in the Lake of Fire (Rev. 20:11-15). Satan wants as many people to die in the Lake of Fire as possible, so he propounds the message that “everyone is valuable,” so people will feel valuable in and of themselves and not turn to God to acquire value. But the Bible does not say that people are inherently valuable. People who deny and defy God and do not get saved are indeed worthless to God, which is why God will burn them up.
[For more on people being totally annihilated, burned up completely, in the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
Jer 2:7
“enjoy.” The Hebrew is literally, “eat,” but “eat” is often used metaphorically for the more complete idea of “enjoy,” and that is the case here in Jeremiah 2:7.
“you defiled my land.” Land can be defiled physically and spiritually (which then leads to physical defilement)(Lev. 18:24-25).
Jer 2:8
“Where is Yahweh?” The priests quit being concerned that Yahweh was not making Himself known as He so often did in Israel’s history, and furthermore, they stopped asking Yahweh for guidance and direction.
“And those who handle the law.” That is, the priests and Levites. It is the priests and Levites who handle the Law. In this case, the priests and Levites do not know God and thus do not really know the Law or God’s will for the people.
“shepherds.” The Hebrew reads “shepherds,” and in this case, it refers to the rulers, who were the shepherds over the people. The Old Testament often refers to kings and leaders as shepherds (cf. Jer. 2:8; 6:3; 10:21; 12:10; 23:1-4; 49:19; 50:6; Ezek. 34:1-10, 23; 37:24; Zech. 10:2-3). Similarly, the verb, “to shepherd” was used for ruling (cf. 2 Sam. 5:2). In the New Testament, “shepherds” usually refers to the pastors over the people in the Church, but that is not its use here.
It is interesting that Micah 5:2, foretelling the birth of the Messiah, says he will “rule” his God’s people, but when Matthew quotes Micah 5:2, he uses the word “shepherd” (Matt. 2:6).
“the prophets prophesied by Baal.” The Hebrew text reads, “the Baal,” not just “Baal,” and therefore “the Baal” refers to the Canaanite storm and fertility god who was worshiped by the Judeans and therefore was the well-known Baal among them. That Baal was called “the Baal” shows that the worship of Baal among the prophets was not a passing knowledge but an entrenched relationship. The prophets who were supposed to follow Yahweh had turned to Baal as their source of information, thus they “prophesied by Baal.”
“walked after things that do not profit.” This refers to following (and thus worshiping) pagan idols, and is perhaps a second reference to Baal. The reason the verse ends with “things that do not profit” seems to be to make a wordplay in Hebrew that would catch people’s attention. The name for the god Baal is ba’al (בַּעַל) while the verb “do not profit” is spelled ya’al (יַעַל). So the people prophesied by ba’al and walked after ya’al. People reading the Hebrew text would catch the nuance (and perhaps learn from the reproof as well), and the Hebrews were fond of puns and wordplays.
Jer 2:9
“bring a case against you.” The Hebrew word translated “case” is riv (sometimes spelled ruv) (#07378 רִיב ,רוּב), and it often refers to a lawsuit, as it does here. God had a good basis for a lawsuit since Judah had broken her covenant with God. Earlier, Yahweh had a “case,” a lawsuit against Israel (Hos. 4:1).
Jer 2:10
“Cross over to the coastlands of Cyprus and see, or send to Kedar.” God challenges the Israelites to see if they can find a nation that has abandoned their gods like Israel has abandoned Yahweh. He challenges them to look to the west and to the east. The island of Cyprus was west of Israel, not just on the west coast of Israel, but across some of the Mediterranean Sea to the west. In contrast, Kedar was a territory that was in the northeast of Arabia (cf. Jer. 49:28).
Jer 2:11
“Glory.” Here used as a name for God. The people substituted “no profit” (i.e., idols) for their Glory, God.
“for that thing which does not profit.” The subject is singular, for that thing that does not (or cannot) profit. The reference is likely to Baal.
Jer 2:12
“Be appalled at this, O heavens.” Jeremiah 2:12 is about the reaction of the heavens to Judah’s abandonment of Yahweh. Occasionally the heavens are called upon by God to be a witness to things on earth, which makes sense because they “see” everything and are always there (cf. Deut. 30:19). The heavens and earth were witnesses to Israel’s apostasy (Isa. 1:2).
“and shudder.” The sin of Judah was so great the heavens shuddered at the sight.
Jer 2:13
“living water.” “Living water” was water that was used for ritual cleansing from sin and impurity. Living water came from God, and thus included rainwater, well water, and water from a flowing river or stream. Water that sat in a cistern was not living water.
In this case, the “living water” also includes not only physical water, but alludes to the gift of holy spirit that God gives to his people and the blessings that come with it. In contrast, the “cisterns” that people carve out for themselves are worthless. They contain no actual living water and they don’t bring the blessings that come with God’s gift of holy spirit. A number of verses equate water with the spirit (e.g., Isa. 44:3; Jer. 2:13; 17:13; 23:15). Without God and the blessings of spirit, the land becomes “dry and thirsty” (Ezek. 19:13).
[For more on living water, see commentary on Num. 19:17.]
Jer 2:15
“The young lions.” Lions are fierce foes (e.g., Jer. 4:7). The lion is a good illustration here because the lion was one of the symbols of Assyria,[footnoteRef:763] and it was Assyria that attacked Israel and carried its people away captive (2 Kings 17:6), and that is the threat to Judah in the book of Jeremiah. Judah will be carried away like Israel was if they do not repent and return to Yahweh. As for the Israelites (the Northern Kingdom), they never returned to their native land, but were replaced by what are now called the Samaritans (2 Kings 17:24-34). [763:  Walter Kaiser, Jr., Walking the Ancient Paths, 51.] 

However, here in Jeremiah 2, “Israel” is used for Judah (there were many people from Israel in Judah) with the word Israel also bringing to mind what happened to “Israel,” the Northern Kingdom of Israel (cf. Jer. 4:1 where “Israel” clearly applies only to the Southern Kingdom, Judah). Long before the Babylonian Captivity, the Assyrians, after destroying the Northern Kingdom of Israel and carrying away its people, came south and attacked Judah and devastated it (2 Kings 18:13). So Judah knew what it was like to sin and suffer the consequences for it.
Jer 2:16
“Memphis.” Egypt had been a long-time foe of Israel and Judah and had wanted to control them. Egyptians had often attacked Israel and Judah and had a presence there (e.g., 1 Kings 14:25-26). Memphis, an important city in Egypt, had once been the country’s capital.
“Tahpanhes.” Tahpanhes was a border city in Egypt. It was on the east part of the Nile Delta and bordered the Sinai peninsula. So it was in a position to harass Israel and be a place from which attacks on Israel could be initiated. Here, Memphis and Tahpanhes are two militarily important cities that are put by synecdoche for the cities and armies of Egypt. It was not just these two cities that caused Judah trouble, but the Egyptian army as a whole.
Jer 2:18
“to drink.” To eat or drink of something was to partake of it, to become related to it in some way. In this context, drinking the waters of the Nile was a way of expressing getting involved with Egyptian religion and the worship of Egyptian gods. Eating and drinking were common ways of expressing being involved with something (see commentary on John 6:54).
“the water of the Nile?” The word “Nile” is literally “Shihor,” which likely refers to the Nile itself, or it could refer to a branch of the Nile (see commentary on 1 Chron. 13:5). “To drink the water of the Nile” meant to participate in the lifestyle of the Egyptians, especially the worship of their gods.
“the Euphrates River.” In this context, “the River” is the Euphrates River. The Euphrates River ran through the Assyrian Empire, and here it stood for participating in the lifestyle of the pagan Assyrians, especially the worship of their gods.
Jer 2:19
“Your own wickedness will correct you.” It is a consistent theme throughout Scripture that evil people bring evil upon themselves (see commentary on Prov. 1:18). But at every level, from ignorance to evil, people are supposed to learn from their mistakes and misdeeds.
Jer 2:20
“you have broken.” Although the Masoretic Hebrew text is pointed to read “I have broken,” the Septuagint and Vulgate read “you” which fits the context better, and Keil and Delitzsch refer to this as an Aramaism and give grammatical and contextual reasons why “you” is correct.[footnoteRef:764] Here Israel is compared to an ox or donkey that has rebelled against its owner, broken its bonds, and ran off to do whatever it wanted. [764:  Keil and Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament, 8:42.] 

“your yoke and burst your bonds.” Here God uses the figure of speech hypocatastasis to portray Israel as a rebellious ox who breaks his yoke and breaks the ropes or bonds that tie him to the plow to refer to Israel. The image is not perfect, but it does portray that Israel was in a committed and mutual relationship with God, but that Israel rebelled. The relationship in mind is the covenant that Israel made with God on Mount Sinai (Exod. 24:3-8).
[For more on the figure hypocatastasis, and how it differs from a metaphor, see commentary on Rev. 20:2.]
“spread yourself.” The definition “spread” is given in some Hebrew and Aramaic lexicons.[footnoteRef:765] The BDB[footnoteRef:766] was more opaque, only daring to use the Latin: in sensu obsceno, which means “in an obscene sense.” God is being very graphic and not pulling any punches in letting the people of Judah know exactly how He felt about their idolatry. Judah was in a marriage covenant with God, but she was spreading herself spiritually by committing adultery with other gods, and physically because the people were involved in the ritual sex connected with the worship of those gods. [765:  Cf. HALOT and Holladay.]  [766:  Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon.] 

“prostituting yourself..” Ritual sex was often part of the worship of pagan gods. The people of Israel committed spiritual adultery and physical adultery right along with it.
Jer 2:21
“a choice vine.” Here God uses the figure of speech hypocatastasis to represent Israel as a “choice vine,” literally “a Soreq vine.” “This vine was a high-quality red grape grown in the Wadi al-Sarar between Jerusalem and the sea.”[footnoteRef:767] That God planted Israel as a Soreq vine implied His special love for her but also her responsibility to produce good fruit for God. [767:  J. A. Thompson, The Book of Jeremiah [NICOT], 178.] 

[For more on the figure hypocatastasis, and how it differs from a metaphor, see commentary on Rev. 20:2.]
“wholly of pure seed.” Bringing in the idea of the vine and the seed makes a literal translation difficult. The idea is that Judah was a specifically chosen “vine” (i.e., people) and was of “pure” seed—it had not been somehow polluted or crossbred. The Hebrew word translated as “pure” is more literally “faithful,” and using the word “faithful” to represent “pure” brings out the fact that the people were faithful to God when God brought them out of Egypt, at which time He made the covenant with them at Sinai, which is generally referred to as the “Old Covenant.” That was the formal beginning of the nation of Israel.
Jer 2:23
“in the valley.” This “valley” is almost certainly the “Valley of Hinnom” (which in Hebrew is ge hinnom, and in Greek became Gehenna). It is where child sacrifices occurred (Jer. 7:31; 19:5).
Jer 2:25
“Spare your feet from becoming bare.” In other words, don’t run after foreign gods, causing your shoes to wear off your feet.
“and your throat from thirst.” In other words, don’t run after other gods, causing you to become parched with thirst. The takeaway message is do not run after other gods.
“foreign gods.” The Hebrew is just “foreigners,” but it refers to foreign gods, which is in the REV text for clarity.
Jer 2:27
“to wood, ‘You are my father,’ and to a stone, ‘You gave birth to me.’” There is a powerful irony here. The Israelites were confused and in error as to who was their God and Creator. It was not the male and female gods of the pagan nations, it was Yahweh, the God of Israel. So too, here in Jeremiah 2:27, Jeremiah reverses the roles of the gods and goddesses as if he were confused. The “wood” was a pole, and in the Canaanite pantheon it was an Asherah pole and represented the female deity, not the “father.” Similarly, the “stone” was usually a standing stone or a stone idol and represented the male deity, not the mother who “gave birth to me.” So Jeremiah purposely reverses the roles of the gods and goddesses to mock the confusion that existed among the Judeans, with the hopes that his satire and irony would wake them up to the error they were in.
The idols are simply called “wood” and “stone” to lessen their credibility and wake people up to the fact that these idols were, in fact, just wood and stone.
Jer 2:28
“for according to the number of your cities are your gods.” This is almost certainly hyperbole, an exaggeration, because there were not that many major gods that were worshiped in Judah. On the other hand, however, it was very common to worship the same god in different ways with different ceremonies and sacrifices. It was also common to believe slightly different things about them, i.e., what they did, their history and ancestry, etc., so in a sense the gods were different.
Jer 2:29
“argue your case.” This is the same word that is used in Jeremiah 2:9, and it refers to a lawsuit or legal case. The reason that the people wanted to bring a case against Yahweh is unstated, but Yahweh likely did not mean it in a literal way, that the people wanted to sue God, but rather that the people were upset with God and His rules. Unbelievers today find themselves in the same place. They think God is unfair and narrow-minded.
Jer 2:30
“Your own sword has devoured your prophets.” The godless people of Judah killed the prophets God had sent to correct them and direct them in the way that would lead to a good life here on earth and everlasting life in the future. Right in Jerusalem while Jeremiah was there, King Jehoiakim killed the prophet Uriah the son of Shemaiah who was from Kiriath-jearim (Jer. 26:20-23).
Jer 2:31
“Have I been a wilderness to Israel?” God is asking if He has been like a wilderness in that a wilderness is hard to live in. It is difficult and inhospitable.
Jer 2:32
“Can a virgin forget her jewelry, or a bride her wedding sash?” The point God is making is that a young woman will not forget the things she wore that declared her to be a married woman. This was even more the case in the ancient world, when girls married very early and did not “sleep around” before they married. And furthermore, when they married, they left their own family and moved in with the husband and became part of his family, clan, and tribe, and her children were part of his tribe, not her birth tribe. Thus the marriage of a woman in biblical times involved a total change of location and identity, so no wonder she could not forget what she wore that introduced her to that change and a new identity. It was against that backdrop that God says of His bride, Judah, that she married Him but now has forgotten Him for countless days.
Jer 2:33
“you direct your course to seek love.” The woman, Judah, is married to God! Yet she ignores that marriage and is off running around and trying to seek other “lovers,” other gods. Also, given the Canaanite pantheon and practices, it is likely that the worship of pagan gods also involved sex or ritual sex.
Jer 2:34
“the blood of the souls of the innocent poor.” In this context, “poor” can have the literal meaning of “poor,” or it can have the meaning of “disadvantaged, downtrodden, afflicted.” The “innocent poor” who were killed could be prophets (Jer. 26:20-23), poor people who lost the means to survive, and also even child sacrifice (Jer. 7:31). The sacrifice of children is mentioned in Jeremiah 7:31 and in Jeremiah 19:5.
“You did not find them breaking in.” The Law of Moses allowed a person to defend his person and property and kill a person who was in the process of breaking into his home (Exod. 22:2-3). But the innocent people who these Judeans killed were not breaking into a home, they were innocent.
“But in spite of all these things.” This is a place where the verse break was put in the wrong place; the verse continues in the next verse.
Jer 2:36
“You will be ashamed of Egypt also as you were ashamed of Assyria.” The point of the verse is that Judah had changed what and how they worshiped depending on who they admired, but the fact is that the nations they admired (in this case Egypt) were as unstable as Judah thought Assyria was. The “rock” was Yahweh. Judah should follow Him and not change.
Jer 2:37
“with your hands on your head.” This was a sign of grief. Judah would find out to their grief and shame that other nations were fickle and unreliable, and their gods could not really help Judah.
 
Jeremiah Chapter 3
Jer 3:2
“like an Arab in the desert.” This refers to the custom of some of the Bedouin Arabs who robbed for a living. For millennia the Bedouin Arabs have been known to lie in wait for travelers and then rob them. Pliny the Elder wrote about them some 2,000 years ago (Natural History, vi. 28) and many books on the culture and customs of the Bible Lands from the 1800s and 1900s mention the fact.
Jeremiah compares the people of Judah and Jerusalem (and Israel, although Israel had been gone for over 100 years) to an Arab in the desert. Just as the Arab waits for unsuspecting travelers to rob, Judah sits and waits for more idol gods to satisfy her lust.
Jer 3:3
“Therefore the showers have been withheld​​.” One of the great lessons of the Bible is that the behavior of people affects the land that they live on. This lesson is throughout the Old Testament (cf. Deut. 11:13-17; 28:1, 12, 15, 22-25, 38-40; Lev. 18:24-25; Ps. 107:33-34; Jer. 3:2-3; 12:4; 23:10; Amos 4:6-10). (See commentary on Lev. 18:25).
“latter rain.” This is the rain that falls at the end of the rainy season which brings the grain to maturity. Without it, the grain will not mature and there will be no harvest. See commentary on James 5:7.
“forehead of a prostitute.” A descriptive metaphor for bold, shameless, committed to sin. The people of Judah were committed to their sin and had no desire to repent.
Jer 3:5
“Behold.” God now answers the people.
Jer 3:6
“has prostituted herself there.” This phrase is both literal and figurative. It was common to have Asherah poles on the hills and under the trees (1 Kings 14:23; 2 Kings 17:10; Jer. 17:2), and Asherah was the female consort of the god Baal and was worshiped, among other ways, by “sacred prostitution.” So while the worshipers worshiped the Asherah by literal prostitution, in their hearts they turned away from their covenant with God and thus figuratively played the prostitute against Him by being with other gods.
Jer 3:7
“I said.” The Hebrew word is “said,” although many commentators assume that God is talking to Himself, and thus translate the phrase as “I thought.” While that may be possible, and in some contexts the Hebrew “said” can mean “said to myself,” it is also possible that God actually “said” something about this situation to His council of spirits.
[For more on God’s council of spirits, see commentary on Gen. 1:26.]
“she will return to me.” This would be a logical assumption. Sin has consequences, and wise people learn from their mistakes. The cruelty and consequences of sexual sin that is part of most ancient idol worship, along with the lack of the blessings of God the people experienced in day-to-day life, should have been enough consequence that the people of Israel and Judah would have come to their senses and returned to God, but they were hard-headed (“the forehead of a prostitute,” Jer. 3:3) and would not return.
This verse in Jeremiah shows that people have the free will ability to disobey God and do what they want to in spite of His will and desire. God is not in control of what people do on earth.
[For more on God not being in control of what happens on this earth, see commentary on Luke 4:6.]
Jer 3:8
“She saw.” The “she” is Judah. The people of Judah saw Israel’s sin and destruction. Although the Masoretic Hebrew text reads “I saw,” that seems to be a copyist’s error; one Hebrew manuscript, along with the Septuagint and Aramaic texts read “she,” which fits the context.
“sent her away.” The country of Israel was conquered by the Assyrians and the people of Israel were deported to Assyria (2 Kings 17:5). However, when the Assyrian army tried to conquer the country of Judah, the godly Hezekiah was king and they were defeated by a miracle (2 Kings 19:35-36).
“divorce.” Israel sinned so egregiously that God divorced her (cf. Isa. 50:1).
Jer 3:9
“took her prostitution lightly.” The Hebrew is more literally, “the lightness of her prostitution,” but we would express that as she “took it lightly” or in other words, “it mattered very little to her.” Judah was like Israel in that her idolatry and sexual sin mattered little to her, and just as Israel was deported to Assyria, eventually Judah was deported to Babylon, and even after Judah was allowed to return to their homeland during the Persian empire, after they were deported to Babylon there never has been a time when there were as many Jews in Israel as there were scattered abroad. Sadly, much of the modern world is in the same position today. Israel and Judah experienced ruin from Yahweh because they abandoned Him, and people today can expect the same thing.
“stones and with trees.” The pagan idols were made of stone and wood. People today have to be cautious about the same thing. It is easy to make something made of rock (or minerals) or wood or other materials into an idol. People who have a “lucky hat” have an idol made of cloth, and people who think that plastic prayer hands on the dashboard of a car keep them from being in a wreck also have an idol. Spiritual help comes from God, and if we want His blessing we live godly lives and pray hard. It is fine to have objects that remind us of God or remind us to pray, but we are never to think that spiritual help comes because of the object. Never rely on wood and stone for any help—it is an offense to the One who created those materials.
God says that when you turn to wood and stone objects for help you are committing adultery with them. God is to be our Lover, and when we forsake Him, no matter how innocently or ignorantly, and turn to other things for spiritual help, it hurts Him and affects the blessings we receive from Him.
Jer 3:10
“her treacherous sister, Judah.” Here in Jeremiah 3:10, Israel and Judah are referred to as sisters. It was common to refer to cities and nations as being female (see commentary on Isaiah 1:8).
Jer 3:12
“toward the north.” Israel had been carried away from their homeland to Assyria, which was north of the land of Israel, so God instructed Jeremiah to speak his prophecy to the north. Although this prophecy is still not fulfilled, it will be, and Israel will return to the Promised Land in the Millennial Kingdom (Jer. 3:18; Ezek. 37:15-28).
[For more on the Millennial Messianic Kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.]
Jer 3:13
“scattered your favors.” The Hebrew is literally, scattered your roads, where “roads” has the common use of way of being. In this case, God is using it euphemistically to play down the idolatry and sexual sin of His people by simply saying they had scattered their “road” to strangers (see commentary on Jer. 3:6).
Jer 3:15
“I will give you shepherds who are after my heart.” When Christ reigns on earth as king, he will have people who help him rule who are godly and righteous and will take care of God’s people, (see commentary on Jer. 23:4). The twelve apostles will be among those rulers (Matt. 19:28). When Christ sets up his kingdom on earth, he will be assisted in governing the earth by people who have been faithful to him.
[For more on Christ’s future kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Jer 3:16
“it will not be made again.” Jeremiah 3:16 tells us what ultimately happened or will happen to the ark of the covenant that Moses made (Exod. 25:10-22; 37:1-9). Furthermore, it says that there will not be another ark made for the Temple in the Millennial Kingdom (the Messianic Kingdom on earth). At some point, the ark that Moses had made for the Tent of Meeting was destroyed—or it will be destroyed if it is still buried somewhere, which is very unlikely.
In the future Millennial Kingdom, there will be a Temple (Ezek. 40:1-43:27), but it will not have an ark of the covenant inside of it. We know that because Jeremiah 3:16 tells us that the ark will not come to mind or be remembered at that time. The last biblical record of the ark of the covenant is before Babylon conquered Jerusalem, and that, along with the fact that when the Persians conquered Babylon the ark was not returned to Jerusalem with the other treasures from Solomon’s Temple (Ezra 1:7-11), tells us that the ark was most likely destroyed during the Babylonian Captivity; it was likely melted down for its gold.
Supporting evidence that there will not be an ark of the covenant in the Millennial Temple comes from reading and comparing the building of Moses’ Tent of Meeting and Solomon’s Temple with the Millennial Temple. The ark of the covenant is mentioned in connection with both Moses’ Tent and Solomon’s Temple (1 Kings 8:20-21; 2 Chron. 5:2-7), but no ark is mentioned in the Millennial Temple. The obvious reason for Ezekiel not having any information about an ark in the Millennial Temple is what Jeremiah 3:16 says: one will not be built for it.
The ark of the covenant played a significant role in the Old Testament, with the phrase “ark of the covenant” occurring over 40 times. There is a very good reason that an “ark” was necessary under the Old Covenant but not under the New Covenant. The ark of the “covenant” contained the stone tablets with the Ten Commandments, which were the very heart of the Old Covenant that God made with Israel (Exod. 25:16; 40:20; Deut. 10:5). Moses’ stone tablets had to be put somewhere, so they were placed into the “ark” of the covenant. The Hebrew word translated “ark” means “chest,” “coffin” or “box,” and the English word “ark” comes from the Latin arca, meaning “chest.” Thus, the “ark of the covenant” could have legitimately been called “the box of the covenant.” It was because the words of the covenant were placed in the “box” that it was called “the ark (box) of the covenant,” or we might even nuance the genitive to be “the ark that contains the covenant.”
But Israel did not keep the “Old Covenant” that they had made with God, so God said He would make a New Covenant with them (Jer. 31:31-34). But whereas the Old Covenant was written on stone tablets that had to be put somewhere, the New Covenant will be written on people’s hearts (Jer. 31:31-34; cf. Heb. 8:10-12), and those hearts cannot be put in a box. Therefore, under the New Covenant, there is no need for a box and there will not be an “ark of the covenant” in the Millennial Temple.
The ark of God was vital under the Old Covenant for different reasons. One of them was that it contained the Ten Commandments, the “words” of the covenant (the Ten Commandments are actually called “the ten words” in the Hebrew text; cf. Exod. 34:28; Deut. 4:13; 10:4). However, it was also where God dwelt and where He met Israel. Under the Old Covenant, God said He dwelt between the cherubim and over the gold cover of the ark, which was the “mercy seat” (1 Sam. 4:4; Ps. 80:1; cf. Exod. 25:22; Num. 7:89). In the Millennial Kingdom, however, the city of Jerusalem itself will be called, “The Throne of Yahweh” (Jer. 3:17); Yahweh will reign from Jerusalem (Isa. 24:23), through His Son, our Messiah, over the whole earth (Dan. 7:13-14).
A quick overview of the ark of the covenant and where God met His people is as follows: Moses built a Tent of Meeting that had an ark, a box, that contained the words of the covenant. God dwelt over that ark, between the cherubim. Solomon brought that ark into his Temple, and it was there until the Babylonian Captivity. In 586 BC, the Babylonians burned the Temple down and the ark disappeared from history.
Then, between approximately 600 BC to 575 BC, God gave Ezekiel, who lived in Babylon, a series of visions about the glory of God. Those visions were related to the ark because that was where God dwelt. Before the Temple was burned down and the ark disappeared, when the Israelites were greatly sinning against God, God showed Ezekiel that the glory of God had left the Temple, then left Jerusalem. First, God’s glory moved to the threshold of the Temple, then to the East Gate of the Temple, then it left the city of Jerusalem and went to the Mount of Olives (Ezek. 10:4, 19; 11:23).
Later, after Solomon’s Temple was burned down, God showed Ezekiel a vision of a new Temple (Ezek. 40-43), which we know as the Millennial Temple. That new Temple did not have an “ark of the covenant,” but the vision God gave to Ezekiel showed the glory of God returning into the Millennial Temple from the east, entering the Temple through the east gate, and filling the entire Temple (Ezek. 43:1, 4, 5; 44:5).
There is no doubt that God gave Ezekiel the vision of the Millennial Temple to give His people hope that He would one day again dwell among them in His Temple. But the Jews did not wait for the Millennial Temple. When they returned from the Babylonian Captivity, they built another Temple that we refer to as “the Second Temple,” or “Herod’s Temple.” When the Romans burned that Temple down in AD 70, however, the Jews again found themselves without a Temple and without a place of worship.
Although the Millennial Temple was yet to be built (and is still in our future), God intensified the hope He gave His people by giving the apostle John a vision of a New Jerusalem, the Everlasting City. It will be about 1,380 miles (2,220 kilometers) long, wide, and high (Rev. 21:16), and shaped like a pyramid, no doubt with the throne of God and Jesus at the top and the river of life flowing out from the throne (Rev. 22:1-3). The river of life flowing out from the throne and then down over the city is an amplification of what will happen in the Millennial Kingdom when the river of life will flow from the Millennial Temple and down Mount Zion to the east and to the west (Ezek. 47:1-9; Zech. 14:8). The New Jerusalem, the Everlasting City, will not have an ark of the covenant in it, indeed, it will not even have a Temple (Rev. 21:22). Instead of living in a Temple, God will live among His people (Rev. 21-22).
When God gave Ezekiel the vision of His glory leaving Solomon’s Temple before it was burned down, it is worth noting that He never said where the glory went after it went to the mountain “east” of Jerusalem, the Mount of Olives (Ezek. 11:23). Furthermore, when the glory returns to the new Millennial Temple, God never says where it comes from except to say it comes from the “east” (Ezek. 43:1). Significantly, Jesus Christ ascended to heaven from the Mount of Olives (Luke 24:50; Acts 1:9-12), and will return to the Mount of Olives when he returns to earth (Zech. 14:4). Then during his kingdom, he will enter the Temple to offer sacrifices through the east gate of the Temple (Ezek. 46:11-12). Did God somehow honor His Son by associating him with His glory? It seems a distinct possibility.
[For more information about the future Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Jer 3:17
“The throne of Yahweh.” Yahweh will reign through His Son and king, Jesus.
Jer 3:23
“are a deception.” The Hebrew word for “deception” is sheqer (#08267 שֶׁקֶר), and it means lie, deception, fraud. The people went up on the mountains to worship their idols (idol temples and worship sites were often on the top of mountains, just like Solomon built worship sites, likely small temples, for Moloch and for Chemosh on the Mount of Olives, the only mountain in Israel east of Jerusalem (1 Kings 11:7). The worship, the blessings, and the answers to prayer that people got from their false gods were all a lie.
“that tumult.” The idol worship, the sex and even orgies, and sacrifice that was part of idol worship was just a lot of empty noise to God, just a tumult.
Jer 3:24
“Shameful Thing.” It is clear from the text that this wording does not just mean, “your shameful practices,” but rather is being used as a euphemism for the name of an idol god. Due to the fact that the god in mind was a god of human sacrifice, and because Jeremiah 11:13 refers to Baal as “that shameful god … Baal,” we know this is a reference to Baal.
 
Jeremiah Chapter 4
Jer 4:5
“shofar.” The ram’s horn trumpet, not the metal trumpet.
Jer 4:7
“A lion has gone up from his thicket.” In this context, the “lion” refers to Nebuchadnezzar and the nation of Babylon. Powerful animals like lions or bulls are often used to refer to powerful people, especially wicked leaders and officials—people with power in society. This is the figure of speech hypocatastasis (a comparison by implication, see commentary on Rev. 20:2).
Jer 4:10
“Then I said,” The speaker switches from Yahweh to Jeremiah.
Jer 4:11
“A hot wind.” This “hot wind” was the “east wind,” a wind that usually came off the desert and was hot, dry, unrelenting, and very uncomfortable (cf. Jer. 13:24; 18:17; Hos. 13:15; Jon. 4:8).
Jer 4:12
“a wind too strong for that.” A wind too strong to do anything good like winnowing the grain or cleansing the threshing floor of chaff and other unwanted material is coming upon Judah and Jerusalem due to their sin. In this verse, the “wind” is metaphorical for the Babylonian enemy.
Jer 4:15
“Dan...Ephraim.” These places are north of Judah. The Babylonian enemy will come from the north, so places north of Judah will see it first.
Jer 4:16
“Besiegers.” The verb is used in Isaiah 1:8 in reference to besieging a city. Although the verb can be used in a positive sense, such as “watch,” “watch over,” or “protect,” it can also be used in a negative sense, as is the case here in Jeremiah 4:16.
Jer 4:17
“Like guards guarding a field, they are against her from all around her.” The illustration seems somewhat out of place because the guards guard the field to protect it, but these attackers surround the city to attack it. So the illustration correctly conveys the idea that the attackers surround the city, but the reasons for surrounding the field or city are different. The guards surround the field to keep people out, while the army surrounds the city to keep people in and make the victory complete.
Jer 4:19
“My bowels, my bowels!” The speaker switches from God to Jeremiah. In the biblical culture, the bowels and abdominal organs were the seat of emotion. In this case, Judah had sinned and now Babylon was going to come and attack it. The death and destruction would be horrible in the extreme, and Jeremiah was very upset about it. It is a common occurrence that when a person is greatly upset their bowels are in turmoil and they are uncomfortable and cannot eat. Occasionally in difficult times a person will not even be able to control their bowels and either have diarrhea or defecate in their clothes.
“shofar.” The ram’s horn trumpet, not the metal trumpet.
Jer 4:21
“shofar.” The ram’s horn trumpet, not the metal trumpet. The shofar was blown to call people to battle.
Jer 4:22
“For my people are fools.” The speaker switches from Jeremiah back to Yahweh.
“my people are fools, they do not know me.” There is a clear path to knowing God, which is to know the Word of God, which is the Bible. Although God can be known in many different ways, the Word of God is the words of God from His mouth. The Word of God is “God-breathed” (2 Tim. 3:16). If people listen to you over time, they get to know you. If people listen to and obey the words of God over time, they get to know God. The words of God lead to life, while advice from humans often leads to death. Hosea 4:6 says that God’s people are destroyed for lack of knowledge. That is a shame and a waste. Why be destroyed when it is so easy to learn and obey the Word of God and prosper on earth and be given everlasting life?
When God says, “my people are fools, they do not know me,” we must not make the mistake of thinking that the people were not religious. Generally in the ancient world people were very religious. They had many different gods and many religious practices and superstitions that made them look extremely religious. Sadly, that is still true today. Many “very religious” people do not actually know God or Jesus. They are like the people of Christ’s time who acted religious but did not know Christ (Matt. 7:22-23).
Jer 4:23
“I saw.” Yahweh is giving Jeremiah revelation visions of the near future and the devastation caused by the Babylonians.
“formless and empty.” This is the same phrase as Genesis 1:2. Jeremiah is using hyperbolic language to express how total the Babylonian destruction of Judah was. It was like Genesis, the earth was formless and empty and even the light of the heavens was gone.
Jer 4:25
“the birds of the air.” The Hebrew is literally, “the birds of the heavens,” but the Hebrew word “heavens” is always plural, there is no singular word “heaven” in Hebrew.
Jer 4:30
“though you deck yourself with ornaments of gold.” There were a number of different ways that biblical women decorated themselves. Wrist and ankle bracelets were common, as were nose rings, and to a lesser extent, earrings, because often the head was covered. Also common were necklaces and weaving or pinning jewelry in one’s hair. Also, gold, silver, and jewels could be sown onto one’s clothing.
“though you enlarge your eyes with makeup.” The use of makeup by women dates back to earliest times, and appears several times in the Bible. The Hebrew word translated as “makeup” is pnkh (#06320 פּוּךְ). Pnkh is a noun that refers to a type of antimony-based eye makeup (see commentary on 2 Kings 9:30).
Jer 4:31
“Daughter Zion.” The Hebrew is idiomatic for Zion itself, i.e., Jerusalem (see commentary on Isa. 1:8).
 
Jeremiah Chapter 5
Jer 5:1
“her.” That is, Jerusalem.
Jer 5:4
“Surely these are the poor; they are foolish because.” Jeremiah looks at the ungodly state of Jerusalem and the people ignoring and defying the law of God and thinks it must be because the people he is seeing are the poor people who are uneducated and underprivileged, people who do not know God’s laws. But when he goes to the rich and powerful (Jer. 5:5) he finds the same thing. So in Jerusalem in Jeremiah’s time the people, from the least to the greatest, were ignoring the law of God.
It is extremely difficult to live a godly and thankful life when all around you people defy and reject God, and Jeremiah was one of the people who lived in that situation.
Jer 5:5
“broken the yoke and burst the bonds.” The yoke and bonds refer to the Law of God and the way it restrains people from evil and guides them in what is right. The people in Jeremiah’s time rejected the restrictions of morality that God places on people and defied God and followed their animal instincts, engaging in all kinds of immoral and ungodly behavior. Ignoring and disobeying God is not new, nor did it end after Jeremiah’s time. Today, more than 2,500 years after Jeremiah, ungodly behavior still goes on. But Jesus taught that those who hunger and thirst for righteousness will be filled (Matt. 5:6), and there will be a day of Judgment and a day of vengeance, and the wicked will be no more and the righteous will live forever in peace and joy. Other verses speak of people casting off the bonds God would place on them for them to follow (cf. Jer. 2:20).
Jer 5:6
“and their apostasies are numerous.” The people had committed sin after sin. Although many versions translate the Hebrew using the word “backslidings,” that does not give a true picture. The Hebrew word refers to “turning away” or “apostasy,” and is making the point that the number of times and ways that the people were turning away from the Law, not obeying it, were many. The word “backslidings” implies that the people once followed the Law but now had gone backward and no longer did, but that does not seem to be the case; it is more accurate that Jeremiah’s generation had never followed the Law, and had disobeyed it in many ways.
Jer 5:7
“and sworn by those that are not gods.” The Hebrew is punchy and pointed; “sworn by no-gods.” The people abandoned the true God to follow no-gods, those who are not gods.
“they committed adultery.” This is both literal and figurative. Having thrown off the bonds of morality, adultery and prostitution were rampant, but the words also refer to the spiritual adultery and prostitution the people engaged in. They were in a covenant marriage to Yahweh, but they abandoned him to worship and serve pagan gods. The “prostitutes’ houses” were both literal and referred to the temples (“houses”) of idols.
Jer 5:9
“punish.” The word is also translated “visit,” but here “punish” is the clearer translation.
[For more on “visit,” see commentary on Exod. 20:5.]
Jer 5:10
“Go up on her vineyard terraces and destroy.” In this verse, Yahweh describes His people as his vineyard, which has grown wild vines that are not Yahweh’s. The wild vine branches are to be pruned off and taken away.
Jer 5:11
“the house of Israel and the house of Judah.” Since the house of Israel had been carried away captive by the Assyrians well over 100 years before Jeremiah prophesied this (2 Kings 17:6), the house of Judah should have been more aware of the danger they were in of being destroyed for their disobedience, just as the house of Israel was. But the house of Judah did not repent or change their ways, and thus Judah was carried away captive to Babylon.
Jer 5:12
“He is nothing.” The Hebrew is simply, “Not he” (or “Not it”). This could mean a number of things, including “He does not exist,” or “He is nothing” (i.e., He will not do anything; that is, He will not do what the prophets are saying He will do), or “It is nothing” (i.e., “it,” the vengeance of God, will not happen). Actually, it is likely that the Hebrew text is worded in an ambiguous way because all of those different and erroneous things were being said by the people in Jerusalem.
Jer 5:13
“The prophets.” That is, the false prophets who were saying that nothing bad would happen to Judah and Jerusalem. Although some versions translate the verse as if the prophets are the true prophets and it is the godless people who are speaking, that does not seem to be what the text is saying.
“the word is not in them.” The false prophets were not speaking the words of God.
“Thus will it be done to them.” The prophets do not have the Word of God in them and they and their prophecies will prove to be empty, only wind, gone. Just as their prophecies will be shown to be false and will be gone, so the prophets themselves will be shown to be false and will be gone; destroyed.
Jer 5:15
“O house of Israel.” God calls Judah “the house of Israel” as antonomasia (name change), thus implying that the destruction of Israel will happen to Judah.
[See Word Study: “Antonomasia.”]
Jer 5:19
“your people.” The Hebrew is simply the plural “you,” in this case referring to the people. It is important to identify the plural from the singular in this verse: “It will happen when you (plural) say, ‘Why has Yahweh our God done all these things to us?’ Then you (singular: Jeremiah) will say to them, ‘Just like you (plural) have forsaken me and served foreign gods in your land, so you (plural) will serve strangers in a land that is not yours.’” The REV translation has been nuanced to reflect the differences in the Hebrew text.
“so you will serve strangers in a land that is not yours.” This prophecy came to pass, and the people of Judah were taken captive to Babylon. ​
Jer 5:22
“Do you not fear me.” Although there are some versions that translated the Hebrew word “fear” as “respect” (cf. NIrV), that is not its meaning here. When it comes to willfully disobeying God, a wise person is afraid to do that, knowing that God expects certain things from people, who are, after all, His creation. Jesus taught us not to fear people but to fear God who can destroy us in the Lake of Fire (Matt. 10:28). Here in Jeremiah 5 the people were willfully disobeying and/or ignoring God, and should have been afraid of the consequences they would receive for doing that.
Jer 5:24
“rain, both the former and the latter.” The latter rain is mentioned in Jeremiah 3:3.
[For information on the former and latter rain see commentary on James 5:7.]
“who keeps for us the appointed weeks of the harvest.” God ensures that the seasons are regular and productive, so the time of harvest is predictable.
Jer 5:26
“fowlers.” “Fowlers” are people who hunt birds. Birds are the fowl.
Jer 5:28
“They have grown fat, they are sleek.” The Hebrew verb occurs only here, so the meaning is debated. It seems to be related to “smooth,” as if they are so fat their skin is stretched and therefore smooth. In any case, the word is not a compliment.
“so that they may prosper.” It is debated if this refers to the rich men who will not plead the cause of the orphan so that they themselves get richer, or if it refers to not pleading the cause of the orphan so that the orphans do not have a chance to prosper. The latter seems to be the correct meaning. The rich will not plead the cause of the orphan because they just do not care about them, and for the same reason they will not defend the rights of the needy.
Jer 5:29
“punish.” The word is also translated “visit,” but here “punish” is the clearer translation.
[For more on “visit,” see commentary on Exod. 20:5.]
Jer 5:31
“But what will you do at the end of it all?” Indeed, people who have lived like they wanted and did whatever they wanted, what will they do when the end comes? They cannot give themselves life, and they will suffer the consequences of their actions. As Jesus taught, at that time there will be sobbing and gnashing of teeth (Matt. 8:12; 25:30).
 
Jeremiah Chapter 6
Jer 6:1
“O children of Benjamin.” Literally, “sons of Benjamin,” referring to the people of Benjamin. Jerusalem was in the tribal territory of Benjamin, so many of the inhabitants of Jerusalem were Benjamites. But it is likely that because people of other tribes of Israel had lived in Jerusalem for generations, even from the time of David hundreds of years earlier, that they were being considered as Benjamites also.
“shofar.” The ram’s horn trumpet, not the metal trumpet.
“raise a signal on Beth-haccherem.” The location of Beth-haccherem (“house of the vineyard”) is not known, but it would have been on a hilltop. The signals were fires that were lit and could be seen for miles.
Jer 6:2
“Daughter Zion.” The Hebrew is idiomatic for Zion itself, i.e., Jerusalem (see commentary on Isa. 1:8).
Jer 6:3
“Shepherds with their flocks.” This refers to leaders with their armies. The NET reads, “Kings will come against it with their armies.” Kings and leaders were referred to as “shepherds” (see commentary on Jer. 2:8).
Jer 6:4
“let’s attack at noon.” In the ancient world, almost all wars were fought during the daytime, and the armies did not like it as the darkness came, as this verse says. Jeremiah 6:5 then expresses the urgency felt by Judah’s enemies, as they decide to attack at night.
Jer 6:5
“let’s go up by night.” See commentary on Jeremiah 6:4.
Jer 6:6
“punished.” The Hebrew is literally, “visited,” but people and places were “visited” to be blessed or to be punished, and in this context, it means to be punished.
“she has nothing but oppression within her.” When ungodly people rule, they, and the systems of government they set up, are ungodly and oppressive. Ungodly people want control over others and make laws and regulations that oppress people and unnecessarily restrict their freedom.
Jer 6:8
“Be warned.” Here in Jeremiah 6:8 the speaker suddenly changes to Yahweh.
Jer 6:10
“they cannot pay attention.” The people of Judah had become so ungodly in their thoughts that they lacked the knowledge and background to even understand the word of Yahweh. It is similar to when someone today has such a darkened conscience that the laws and justice of God seem harsh and unreasonable.
Jer 6:11
“the aged and the one who is full of days.” That is, the older people and also those who are very old. The point of the verse is that when God’s judgment comes on Judah, it would come on everyone, both the young and old, both on the men and the women.
Jer 6:12
“and their wives.” The wives would be part of the booty of Judah that would be given to the victorious Babylonian army (cf. Jer. 8:10; 2 Sam. 12:8). As we would expect in these circumstances, many women were raped (Lam. 5:11).
Jer 6:14
“‘Peace, peace!’ when there is no peace.” If we understand the Hebrew shalom to mean “wholeness” or “wellness,” which it does in most contexts and seems to here in Jeremiah as well, we should understand the Hebrew text to be saying, “‘All is well, all is well!’ When nothing is well.” It is very common for evil people to either be deceived about the truth of a situation or else deliberately lie about a situation and say that things are well when they are not. In this case, we see that things were not “well” in Judah during Jeremiah’s time, but that was not keeping the evil leaders from saying all was well. This is stated again in Jeremiah 8:11.
Jer 6:16
“Stand at the crossroads and look.” What the people would look at was what they were doing and how that would turn out, and what they could be doing if they followed God’s way, and how that would turn out. The people of Judah were at a crossroads. They could listen to Jeremiah and repent and change their ways, or they could continue to live like they were living (which they did) and be destroyed as a result (which they were).
“the old paths.” This is most likely idiomatic for the ancient wisdom, “ask about the ancient wisdom.” Thus, “the good way” was the proper and godly way to live. The “ancient paths” were laid out in the Law of Moses. When people lived in accordance with the laws of God they found rest for their souls. There was no apparent value in simply walking on an old dirt pathway.
“But they said, ‘We will not walk in it.’” The Judean people continued to disobey and defy God in the way they lived. This resulted in the destruction of them and their country at the hands of Babylon. Whether in this life or the next, willful disobedience to God results in disaster.
Jer 6:17
“I set watchmen over you.” These “watchmen” were the prophets who warned them of the coming disaster if they would not repent and change (cf. Ezek. 3:16-21).
“shofar.” The ram’s horn trumpet, not the metal trumpet. The shofar warned of danger and battle and people did well to pay attention to it and prepare for potential disaster, but the people of Judah refused to pay attention, and as a result, were conquered and deported by Babylon.
Jer 6:18
“hear, you nations, and know, O assembly.” The Hebrew text is short and unclear. The “assembly” seems to be the assembly of nations that Yahweh was speaking to, and He had called them as witnesses to know “what is going to happen to them,” that is, to Judah for defying their God. The last phrase in the Hebrew text is quite unclear, and simply reads, “what is among them,” but it seems to mean, “what is going to happen to them.” God would be visiting their sin among them and they would be suffering the consequences of their sin.
Jer 6:20
“your sacrifices are not pleasing.” Sacrifices and offerings made to God by wicked people are detestable to God; He has no respect for them and will not accept them. Sacrifices and offerings were never designed to make a person with an evil heart acceptable in the sight of God. Proverbs 21:27 and 28:9 say that the sacrifices of a wicked person are an abomination to God.
[For more information about the sacrifices of wicked people being of no value, see commentary on Amos 5:22.]
Jer 6:23
“Daughter Zion.” The Hebrew is idiomatic for Zion itself, i.e., Jerusalem (see commentary on Isa. 1:8).
Jer 6:27
“I have made you.” Here in Jeremiah 6:27, Yahweh speaks directly to Jeremiah about his role as believer and prophet.
“an assayer.” The Hebrew text of this verse is difficult because it does not use complete thoughts and because it apparently uses meanings of words that are not common meanings, and that explains the big difference among the English translations. Nevertheless, the meaning of the verse seems clear, especially given the context, so most of the modern translations have a basic agreement on what the verse means even if their translations differ somewhat (cf. CJB, CSB, ESV, NAB, NASB, NET, NIV, NJB, NLT, NRSV, RSV).
The people of Judah were like impure metal, mixing mostly bad with some good. God appointed Jeremiah as an assayer and tester of that metal to show the impurities in the metal (i.e., the people) and also to see if there were any “pure” people in Judah. But how was Jeremiah supposed to test the people to see if any were pure? He was to speak the words of God to them. How each person responded to the words of God revealed what kind of metal they were. The “pure people” would listen and obey, while the “dross people” would ignore or defy Jeremiah and the God he spoke for. This verse is important because it shows one way that men and women of God are fellow workers with God (1 Cor. 3:9). Believers who walk in obedience to God and speak the word of God to others help reveal which people are godly and which people are ungodly. This is important here and now, but it will also be important on Judgment Day when the thoughts and deeds of each person will be revealed and it will be obvious to everyone who heard the word and obeyed it and who heard the word and rejected it.
The smelting of metals to remove impurities was an apt metaphor for God trying to remove impurities from His people and it is used several times in the Bible (cf. Jer. 6:27-30; 9:7; Isa. 48:10).
Jer 6:28
“rebels of rebels.” That is, the worst rebels, or hardened rebels. In the Hebrew text, the words translated “rebel” and “rebels” are verbs, and thus inherently have the idea of actively rebelling.
“going around spreading slander.” The Hebrew text is more literally, “going around with slanders,” and the word “slanders” is plural because they are speaking much slander wherever they go. In English we would not say the people go around “with slanders,” we would say “spreading slander” or something similar. We use the singular “slander” as a collective noun instead of pluralizing it and saying “slanders.”
“bronze and iron.” The meaning is that the people of Judah are hard and unyielding; they will not listen to the words of God.
Jer 6:29
“the lead is consumed by the fire.” The mention of lead points to how the ancients smelted metal. The NET text note says, “In the ancient refining process lead was added as a flux to remove impurities from silver ore in the process of oxidizing the lead. Jeremiah says that the lead has been used up and the impurities have not been removed.” The people of Judah have not been purified even though the Word of God has been spoken to them and they have had a chance to repent and believe.
Jer 6:30
“because Yahweh has rejected them.” Yahweh God will try and try to win over the people, as He did by sending Jeremiah and other prophets, but eventually, God will reject those who reject him. Jesus Christ told parables about this, such as the parable of the greedy farmers (Matt. 21:33-42; Mark 12:1-12; Luke 20:9-19).
 
Jeremiah Chapter 7
Jer 7:2
“Yahweh’s house.” That is, the Temple in Jerusalem. By standing in the gate of the Temple, Jeremiah was in a very good place to speak to both the honest and humble people who loved God and were going to the Temple to worship, and the coldhearted hypocritical people who were religious but not godly.
“worship.” Or “bow down to.” The same Hebrew verb, shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), is translated as both “bow down” and “worship;” traditionally “worship” if God is involved and “bow down” if people are involved, but the verb and action are the same, the act of bowing down is the worship. The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body to the earth.
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
Jer 7:3
“and I will let you live in this place.” We know from the Bible and history that the Judeans did not listen to God and amend their ways and obey God, and they were carried away from Judah and Jerusalem in the Babylonian Captivity (cf. 2 Kings 24-25; 2 Chron. 36:6-20.)
Jer 7:4
“lying words.” The fact that the Temple of Yahweh was in Jerusalem was not a lie, but what the false prophets meant by those words was a lie. The false prophets were promoting that since the Temple of Yahweh was in Jerusalem, He would never let Jerusalem be conquered (cf. Mic. 3:11). This idea was no doubt supported by the fact that God had miraculously protected Jerusalem during the time of Hezekiah when 185,000 Assyrian soldiers were killed by an angel of Yahweh and Jerusalem was saved (2 Kings 19:32-35).
But God said that because of the sins of Judah the idea He would protect Jerusalem because of His Temple was “worthless” (Jer. 7:8). God told the people to reflect on Shiloh where God had earlier had the Tent of Meeting (“Tabernacle”), because Shiloh had been destroyed (Jer. 7:12-15), and Jerusalem would be conquered also (Jer. 7:15).
Jer 7:9
“steal, murder, and commit adultery, and swear falsely.” Jeremiah’s accusation should have caught the attention of the people since he used the very words in the Ten Commandments: “steal” (Exod. 20:15), “murder” (Exod. 20:13), “commit adultery” (Exod. 20:14), and “swear falsely” (Exod. 20:16). Furthermore, Jeremiah’s reference to following other gods was in direct disobedience to the opening of the Ten Commandments (Exod. 20:3-5). But in spite of their flagrant sin and the clarity of their disobedience to God, the people did not repent.
Jer 7:10
“We are delivered!” The hard-hearted and self-deceived sinners of Judah would sin and then go into the Temple of Yahweh and proclaim they were delivered from danger, that they were “safe” from harm. “We are delivered” is translated as “We are safe” in some versions (NAB, NET, NIV, NLT, NRSV), and that is certainly what the people thought. The people did not believe that Yahweh would ever let His Temple be destroyed; how wrong they were!
Jer 7:11
“den of robbers.” The Hebrew word translated “den” is me`arah (#04631 מְעָרָה), which means “cave.” A robber’s den, or a “robbers cave” was generally a cave in a deserted area away from authorities where robbers could band together, live, and use as a hideout, and from which they could go forth and raid. Robber’s dens were very effective in the ancient world because there was no police force and thus for any wronged person or camp to get justice they would have to round up a large number of people and attack the robbers. Many people were reticent to do that since it almost always meant men would lose their lives in the fight, so often injustice would go on for years.
Here in Jeremiah 7:11, God compares the pious sinners’ use of the Temple as a robber’s cave. The context here in Jeremiah makes it clear that people, including the political and religious leaders, would sin and break God’s commands, and then retreat to the Temple where they thought they would be “safe.” Sadly, today this behavior still often continues, and some people use religion and pious behavior as a cover for their sin.
Jer 7:12
“But go now to my place that was in Shiloh.” Jeremiah was a descendant of Eli, and it was at Shiloh that Eli so disobeyed God that Eli’s line was somewhat set aside, and eventually the High Priest’s line was switched from Eleazar to Ithamar. Solomon sent Abiathar home to Anathoth, where Jeremiah was from (1 Kings 2:26).
Jer 7:13
“rising up early and speaking.” This is an idiom meaning to send again and again, and to be eager to do it. The idea is that God rose up early and sent His prophets, and sent them over and over as the day progressed. We have kept the idiom but inserted the meaning of the idiom by adding “again and again” in italics. The people rose up early to sin, and God rose up early to correct them (see Zeph. 3:7).
[For more on this idiom and where it occurs, see commentary on Jer. 26:5.]
Jer 7:14
“the house that is called by my name.” The Temple.
“in which you trust.” The false prophets and people “trusted” a lie: that the very presence of the Temple would protect them no matter how they behaved. This is a good example of false religion, and there are many false beliefs that involve “things” protecting or bringing God’s blessing. God protects us, and if we are evil we walk away from His protection no matter how many “religious things” we have or do.
Jer 7:15
“Ephraim.” The most influential tribe in the nation of Israel, and here put by metonymy for the ten tribes of Israel, which were carried into captivity by the Assyrians (2 Kings 17:5-6, 18-20).
[See Word Study: “Metonymy.”]
Jer 7:16
“As for you, do not pray for this people.” God spoke personally to Jeremiah here in Jeremiah 7:16 and told him not to pray for Judah. It would only allow their evil to continue. This was not the only time God told Jeremiah not to pray for Judah, He said it two other times (Jer. 11:14, 14:11). God also told Ezekiel, who was alive at the same time as Jeremiah, that He would not hear the prayers of the people of Judah (Ezek. 8:18). There are a number of verses that say God does not answer the prayers of the wicked (cf. Job 35:12-13; Prov. 15:29; Isa. 1:15; 59:1-2; Ezek. 8:17-18; Mic. 3:4; Zech. 7:12-13; and James 4:3). Nevertheless, it seems that Jeremiah did pray for the people but complained to God that He did not hear his prayers (see Lam. 3:8, 44).
[For information on God not hearing the prayers of the wicked or honoring their sacrifices, see commentary on Amos 5:22.]
Jer 7:18
“to make cakes.” Providing ritual food to the gods, which would usually be burned up or eaten by the priests, was part of what God meant when He said that His people were not to “serve” other gods. The pagan gods demanded things that required service.
“the Queen of Heaven.” The Queen of Heaven was the Assyro-Babylonian goddess Astarte (also known as “Ishtar,” although at different times and places there is a difference between the two goddesses, and she was worshiped in Canaan as Astoreth. She was widely worshiped in the Middle East, including in the west from Phoenicia on the Mediterranean coast and on into the Mediterranean world, to the east throughout Babylon, and south through Canaan, and she even had worshipers in Egypt. She was connected with fertility, sex, and war, and lust, although exactly which attributes were emphasized differed from place to place and at different times. Statues of her often show her naked. No doubt the ritual sex associated with her worship increased her popularity.
“making me angry.” The NET First Edition text note says, “There is debate among grammarians and lexicographers about the nuance of the Hebrew particle…Some say it always denotes purpose, while others say it may denote either purpose or result, depending on the context.” The people of Israel, the fathers, mothers, and children, did not worship other gods with the purpose of making God angry, so in this context translating the phrase as a result clause is likely more accurate than translating it as a purpose clause. However, it is possible the text is saying that God is venting His frustration and anger by making an ironic, hyperbolic statement, something such as “They do this just to make me angry.” God is an emotional God (and we emotional humans are created in His image), and He could be expressing His frustration with humans by saying they worship other gods to insult Him. The fact is that even if the humans did not worship other gods to spite Yahweh, the demons that were behind the pagan worship did have the purpose of insulting God in mind, and they led the humans astray.
Jer 7:19
“Are they not doing it to themselves.” The wrath of God is expressed in many ways on earth, including famine, plague, war, etc. Here God is saying that the godless actions of Judah are only really hurting themselves. Also, although the verb translated “making me angry” is not repeated in the second sentence, in a sense it is being brought forward by the missing verb (“doing it” is supplied in italics but is not in the Hebrew text). So the people were hurting themselves, and the evil consequences that they were experiencing because of their ungodly actions were making them angry, as well as likely frustrated and confused.
Jer 7:20
“on man and on animal, and on the trees of the field and on the fruit of the ground.” The anger and wrath of God did not come directly from God, but rather the words are an expression that summarized what things would be like on earth when people abandoned God. God’s wrath would come, but in contexts such as this one in Jeremiah, the wrath of God was the wrath the people and land would experience when they abandoned God and He could no longer protect them. When people disobey God, He cannot righteously protect them from His archenemy the Devil, and so the Devil and his demons attack in any way they can, affecting people, animals, and the land itself. It is why Leviticus 18:28, in the context of various kinds of sexual sin, says the land will vomit out its inhabitants. Demons afflict people and animals, and they affect the weather patterns so there are droughts and floods, they shake the land so there are earthquakes, they influence insects so there are locust plagues, and they do many other harmful things. One of the great lessons of the Bible is that the behavior of people affects the land that they live on. This lesson is throughout the Old Testament (cf. Deut. 11:13-17; 28:1, 12, 15, 22-25, 38-40; Lev. 18:24-25; Ps. 107:33-34; Jer. 3:2-3; 12:4; 23:10; Amos 4:6-10; see commentary on Lev. 18:25).
Jer 7:21
“Add your burnt offerings to your sacrifices.” The regulations for many of the sacrifices were that the people who offered them got to eat some of the meat, and the priests got some too. Here in Jeremiah 7:21, God is using sarcasm to point out that the people do not offer sacrifices to Him from love and devotion, but so they could feast on the meat. The people acted religious by making lots of sacrifices, but it was only to look good and so they could have meat to eat.
Jer 7:22
“out of concern for.” Jeremiah 7:22 has caused much controversy in the theological world, including the thought that the Torah might have been written much later than the Exodus. However, there is a very important and quite simple explanation for Jeremiah 7:22. The Hebrew phrase usually translated “concerning,” (“I did not speak to your fathers…concerning burnt offerings and sacrifices,” ESV, NASB) is the Hebrew al dibri (עַל־דִּבְרֵ֥י). The text note in the Holman Christian Study Bible reads that al dibri “is best rendered ‘for the sake of,’ ‘in the interest of,’ or ‘out of concern for’ (Deut. 4:21; 2 Sam. 18:5; 2 Kings 22:13).”
A study of the Hebrew vocabulary in Jeremiah 7:22-23 as well as the scope of Scripture shows that when God refers to “the day I brought your fathers out of Egypt,” He is referring to the time when Israel entered the “Old Covenant” with God, and had the “scroll of the covenant” read to them (Exod. 24:3-8). The scroll of the covenant contained the Ten Commandments and God’s commands that are recorded in Exodus 21-23. Although it has a few basic statements about the Feasts and sacrifices, it certainly has nothing as elaborate as the descriptions of the sacrifices in Leviticus. What God was clearly concerned about when He made the Old Covenant with Israel was that the people obey Him. The idea of obeying God is woven throughout the whole record of the making of the Old Covenant (Exod. 19:5, 8; 20:6; 23:21, 22; 24:3, 7).
C. F. Keil sums up the meaning of Jeremiah 7:22 very well in his commentary: “When the Lord entered into covenant with Israel at Sinai, He insisted on their hearkening to His voice and walking in all His commandments, as conditions necessary for bringing about the covenant relationship, in which He was to be God to Israel, and Israel a people to Him; but He did not at that time give all the various commandments as to the presenting of sacrifices. Such an intimation neither denies the divine origin of the Torah of sacrifice in Leviticus, nor discredits its character as part of the Sinaitic legislation. All it implies is, that the giving of sacrifices is not the thing of primary importance in the law, is not the central point of covenant laws, and that so long as the cardinal precepts of the Decalogue are freely transgressed, sacrifices neither are desired by God, nor secure covenant blessings for those who present them.”[footnoteRef:768] [768:  Keil and Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament, 8:103.] 

There are a number of verses in the Bible that show that God is much more interested in obedience and a humble heart than in a person’s making sacrifices. The sacrifices were designed to be an outward show of an obedient and humble heart, not to acquire God’s favor if one’s heart was not right with God, as if God would overlook evil as long as one offered sacrifices (cf. 1 Sam. 15:22; Ps. 40:6-8; 51:16-17; Hos. 6:6 [quoted in Matt. 9:13 and 12:7]; Mic. 6:6-8; Matt. 5:23-24).
[For more on the scroll of the covenant, see commentary on Exod. 24:7. For more on God not being as concerned with sacrifices and offerings as He is in the posture of a person’s heart, see commentary on Matt. 5:24.]
Jer 7:25
“rising up early and sending them.” This is an idiom meaning to send again and again. The idea is that God rose up early and sent His prophets, and sent them over and over as the day progressed. The REV has kept the idiom but inserted the meaning of the idiom by adding “again and again” in italics.
[For more on this idiom and where it occurs, see commentary on Jer. 26:5.]
Jer 7:27
“but they will not listen to you.” There are times when God asks believers to do something that does not seem to work out. Although the reason for that may not be apparent to us, God always has His reasons for doing that. When it comes to testifying for God and Jesus, there are times when God knows that people will not listen, such as here with Jeremiah, but the witness was important for God’s purposes. Judgment Day will come, and at that time scrolls that contain a record of what people have done will be opened and read (cf. Rev. 20:12). This is a serious matter, because people who are judged as being unrighteous will be thrown into the Lake of Fire and burned up (Rev. 20:14-15). In order for the judgment to be fair and just, it is important that people have had a chance to say “yes” or “no” to following God and His ways. It is quite possible that Judah was so evil in the days of Jeremiah that some people had not heard God’s law in a way that made it attractive and believable, or that they had not been warned about the seriousness of rejecting it. Jeremiah was to speak God’s word to the people and give them the chance to believe, even though God knew the hearts of the people and that they would not believe.
Jesus taught this same basic thing to his disciples. In Luke 21:12-15, when he told them they would be arrested and put on trial. He told them that their being brought before judges “will turn out as an opportunity for you to provide a testimony” (Luke 21:13; see commentary on Luke 21:13).
[For more on people burning up in the Lake of Fire and not “burning forever in hell,” see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
Jer 7:29
“Cut off your hair.” A sign of mourning and sorrow.
“the generation.” The Hebrew text leaves the door open for this statement to be a general principle and not just a singular statement for that one generation. When a generation abandons God, then He cannot be with them, so in effect, He rejects and forsakes them. The Hebrew text just leaves “generation” as the object of the verb and does not say “this generation.”
“that has aroused his wrath.” The Hebrew text reads, “of his wrath,” but this a genitive of production, i.e., the generation that has produced his wrath (cf. NET, NJB, NLT, NRSV). Some versions use the word “provoke” here, but that does not carry the correct implication. The people did not set out to make God angry, but what they did made God angry (cf. Deut. 4:25).
Jer 7:30
“they have set up their abominations.” This is restated in Jeremiah 32:34. The “abominations” were various idols and altars to idol gods (cf. Ezek. 8:10).
“the house that is called by my name.” That is, the Temple.
“to defile it.” This is the reading of the Hebrew text of Jeremiah 7:30, and it cannot be ignored. While some modern versions change the wording to “and defiled it” (cf. HCSB), and that certainly was a result of the abominations set up in the Temple, we cannot set aside the meaning of the Hebrew text that there were certainly at least some of the ungodly priests, prophets, and leaders who were in league with the Devil and put abominations in Yahweh’s Temple with the evil intent of defiling it.
The world is in a war between Good and Evil, and while many people who do evil things do them in ignorance of the spiritual realities, there are many evil people who know full well the evil that they do and do them intentionally to defy God, and to hurt God’s people. For example, the Jewish leaders at the time of Christ knew they were setting aside the commandments of God to keep their traditions (Mark 7:9).
[For more about the war between Good and Evil, see commentary on Luke 4:6.]
Jer 7:31
“shrines.” The Hebrew word “shrines” is bamot, which referred to a place that was leveled and built up and on which were placed various idols and objects of worship. The context indicates these shrines were pagan in nature (cf. NLT, “pagan shrines”). Many of the towns had such shrines (see commentary on Num. 33:52).
“Topheth.” A place where children were burned as human sacrifices (see commentary on 2 Kings 23:10). The sacrifice of children is mentioned here in Jeremiah 7:31 and also in Jeremiah 19:5.
Jer 7:32
“because there is no place left to bury.” This is a horrifying prophecy. No Jew would want their body buried in Topheth because of all the dead bones scattered there. Yet we know that in the future, at the Battle of Armageddon, there will be so many dead bodies that the blood from the slain will flow for 180 miles (Rev. 14:20). Isaiah 34:3 hyperbolically expresses the huge volume of blood by saying that there is so much blood rushing down the mountains that it “melts” them; it carries them away. Here in Jeremiah 7:32 it is foretold that Judah will be so full of graves that people will be forced to bury the dead in the Valley of the Son of Hinnom,” (in Greek, Gehenna) because there is no room anywhere else to bury them.
However, as unclean as the Valley of Hinnom will become at the time of Armageddon, it will be cleaned up in Christ’s Millennial Kingdom on earth (Jer. 31:40; cf. Ezek. 39:14-15).
“Topheth.” A place where children were burned as human sacrifices (see commentary on 2 Kings 23:10). Over time the area where that was done must have been referred to as Topheth, as we see in Jeremiah 7:32, 19:6, 11.
Jer 7:33
“The dead bodies of this people will be food.” It was considered a horrible tragedy for a person not to be buried, which showed honor and respect for the dead. It was even believed by many people that if a person was not buried their soul wandered the earth (see commentary on Jer. 14:16).
“the birds of the air.” The Hebrew is literally, “the birds of the heavens,” but the Hebrew word “heavens” is always plural, there is no singular word “heaven” in Hebrew.
Jer 7:34
“the sound of joy and the sound of gladness, the voice of the groom and the voice of the bride.” What God is saying here is that the normal sounds associated with happy and peaceful city life would cease. The Babylonian army would attack and conquer Judah and deport the people, and those happy sounds would come to an end.
 
Jeremiah Chapter 8
Jer 8:1
“and the bones…and the bones.” This is the figure of speech polysyndeton, “many ‘ands’” the repetition of “and” before each phrase to emphasize each phrase. Each group has been evil in its own way, and each will be humiliated.
[See Word Study: “Syndeton.”]
Jer 8:2
“and that they have worshiped.” The people worshiped and loved the sun, moon, and stars, and looked to them for guidance and protection. Now their bones will degrade into dust without being buried, unprotected by those same astronomical wonders. Thus, in the context of the spiritual battle between Yahweh and celestial deities, the deities are seen to be powerless against the vengeance of God, the Most High God and creator of the heavens and the earth. It was a terrible cultural disgrace to be exposed and decompose like this and to not be properly buried. John A. Thompson correctly notes, “Even in modern times, the opening up of graves and the throwing about of the bones of the departed is practiced as a mark of extreme contempt. In recent wars in the Middle East, such desecration and insult were perpetrated.”[footnoteRef:769] [769:  J. A. Thompson, The Book of Jeremiah [NICOT], 295.] 

The text could also read, “and that they have bowed down to.” The same Hebrew verb, shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), is translated as both “bow down” and “worship;” traditionally “worship” if God is involved and “bow down” if people are involved, but the verb and action are the same, the act of bowing down is the worship. The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body to the earth.
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
Jer 8:3
“that remains...that remains.” The doubling of “that remains” is in the Masoretic Hebrew text but is omitted in the Septuagint and Syriac, so many modern versions leave it out, but it could well be original and doubled for emphasis. The “evil family” is Judah, whose people were of the family of Jacob. The doubling of “that remains” may be to emphasize how difficult it would be for the people who survived the Babylonian attacks and deportations. They would choose death over life because life would be so hard.
Jer 8:4
“If one turns away, does he not return?” This is a rhetorical question. Normally, people who turn away repent at some later time and come back, but as we will see in the context, Judah does not repent, they are in perpetual backsliding (Jer. 8:5).
Jer 8:7
“crane.” The bird that the Hebrew word refers to is uncertain.
Jer 8:9
“will be.” The Hebrew is more literally, “have been” (cf. YLT), but this is the idiom of the prophetic perfect. They will be put to shame in the future. The REV has translated the Hebrew as a future to clarify the English meaning because the idiom is not well-recognized in English (cf. HCSB, ESV, NET, NIV, NLT, NRSV, RSV).
Jer 8:10
“So I will give their wives to others.” Jeremiah has said this before (cf. Jer. 6:12).
Jer 8:11
“superficially.” The Hebrew word means “lightly, of little account, insignificantly, swiftly.” When applied to healing a wound it would indicate that it was not dealt with seriously, but just superficially treated.
“‘Peace, peace,’ when there is no peace.” This is stated earlier in Jeremiah 6:14 (see commentary on Jer. 6:14).
Jer 8:12
“abominations.” The Hebrew is singular, abomination, but it is a collective noun.
Jer 8:14
“let’s perish there...doomed us to perish.” The Hebrew word translated “perish” is silence, so the phrases are more literally, “let us be silent there...put us to silence.” “Silence” in this context refers to the silence of death (cf. Ps. 94:17). Many versions translate “silence” as “perish” because it is not clear in English that “be silent” means “be dead.” That the men would yell, “let us enter into the fortified cities, and let us perish there,” is a cry of desperation, a cry of men who know they are about to die and want to make a desperate move to possibly save themselves from the “poisonous water” from Yahweh that is coming to them because of their sin.
“given us poisonous water to drink.” Poisonous water is also mentioned in Jeremiah 9:15 and 23:15.
Jer 8:19
“from a far away land.” The meaning of the Hebrew text is not certain. It is possible that the text means a far away land, which in this case would refer to Babylon. However, the text may also refer to the furthest parts of the land of Israel (cf. ESV, NAB, NJB, NLT). However, the cry and question about why the Judeans would have idols is universal.
“idols.” The Hebrew is hard to bring into English, because the Hebrew word is the same as is translated “pointless” in Ecclesiastes 1:2 (“vanity” in the KJV). A very literal translation of the Hebrew might be “pointlessnesses,” but that would not mean much in English. One could say “vapors,” or “vanities,” but again, that would not communicate well. One could also say “worthless things,” but that would not necessarily mean “idols” to the average reader. The best solution seems to be to just say “idols,” as many modern versions do, and then explain the meaning in the commentary. Idols cannot save. They are worthless, pointless, futile, a temporary vapor, and God calls them just that.
Jer 8:20
“The harvest is past, the summer is ended.” This does not likely refer to specific times of that particular year, but rather was likely a well-known saying about a seemingly hopeless situation. If the grain harvest was over and summer, the time of fruits and vegetables was over too, and there had been no harvest, then starvation loomed ahead. It seems that Jeremiah was saying that the time for repentance had come and gone and now God’s vengeance was in sight.
Jer 8:21
“the daughter of my people.” An idiom of endearment. The NET translates it, “my dear people.” Somewhat more literal to the Hebrew text but still idiomatic is the translation, “my daughter, my people.”
“I go about in black.” This is roughly equivalent to going about in sackcloth, which was made of goathair, which was generally black. It means Jeremiah was in mourning.
“dismay has seized me.” Jeremiah understood the situation in Judah perfectly, that his people sinned and were sinning and were unrepentant about it, and God’s vengeance was coming as a result. Nevertheless, Jeremiah loved the people, and his country, and the Temple, and was overcome with dismay. We may understand why evil comes, but that does not mean that we will not have intense grief and sadness about it.
 
Jeremiah Chapter 9
Jer 9:1
“fountain of tears that I might weep.” Jeremiah is known as the “weeping prophet” because of verses such as this (cf. Jer. 9:10; 14:17) and because of his writing the book of Lamentations. The Hebrew translated “fountain” means “spring,” a place where water bubbles up out of the ground, an apt description for crying, where tears well up from the eyes. Of all the prophets and men and women of God in the Bible, Jeremiah most openly shows his love for the people in the fact that in spite of their egregious sin and what they do to Jeremiah, he weeps and cries over them. In many verses, Jeremiah openly reveals the deep emotional hurt he has because of the sin of his people and the consequences of that sin (cf. Jer. 8:21, 9:1; 10:19-20; 13:17; 14:17).
“the daughter of my people.” An idiom of endearment meaning my dear people (see commentary on Jer. 8:21).
Jer 9:3
“They bend their tongue like their bow.” Other verses in the Bible compare the tongue to a bow that shoots words like arrows that then hurt and wound people (cf. Ps. 64:3-4; Jer. 9:8). Although the verse has been translated different ways depending on how the words in the text are arranged and punctuated, the meaning is basically that people speak hurtful words.
Jer 9:4
“deceive, yes, deceive.” Scripture emphasizes deceive by the figure of speech polyptoton, in which the verb is repeated twice, but in different verbal aspects. There is also a wordplay because the word used for “deceive” here is related to the name “Jacob.” Thus the idea in the text is something like every brother will be a “Jacob” and deceive and supplant his brother like Jacob deceived and supplanted Esau. In fact, it has been suggested that the verse could be translated that every brother is a “deceiving Jacob.”
[See Word Study: “Polyptoton.”]
Jer 9:5
“they weary themselves committing iniquity.” Many of the sinful things of life are tiring and wear people out.
Jer 9:6
“Your dwelling is in the midst of deceit.” The Hebrew text of Jeremiah 9:6 is difficult, and that plus the difference between the Masoretic text and the Septuagint and other ancient versions has led scholars to suggest a number of different changes to the text. This has resulted in the large number of different translations in the English versions. However, the message is basically the same: the people are mired in sin and refuse to acknowledge God.
Jer 9:7
“Behold, I will smelt them and test them.” Here in Jeremiah 9:7, God returns to the metaphor that compares Israel to impure metal (cf. Jer. 6:27-30).
“because of the daughter of my people?” Verses such as Jeremiah 9:7 highlight the interaction that occurs between God and people, and highlight the free will that people have.
Jer 9:9
“punish.” The word is also translated “visit,” but here “punish” is the clearer translation.
[For more on “visit,” see commentary on Exod. 20:5.]
“my soul.” Here the phrase “my soul” is used according to common idiom to mean “I,” thus, “should I not be avenged.”
[For more on the uses of “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
Jer 9:10
“and a lamentation for the pastures of the wilderness, because they are burned up.” God is God over the heavens and the earth, and when people sin, the weather patterns change and the land becomes harder to live on or even uninhabitable.
[For more on sin affecting the land, see commentary on Lev. 18:25.]
Jer 9:12
“that can understand this.” This may also be translated, “that can explain this,” because the Hebrew word translated “understand” is in the hiphil, “to cause to understand.”[footnoteRef:770] [770:  Cf. J. A. Thompson, The Book of Jeremiah [NICOT], 311.] 

Jer 9:15
“give them poisonous water to drink.” God speaks again about giving the people poisoned water in Jeremiah 23:15. The people spoke about it in Jeremiah 8:14.
Jer 9:17
“the mourning women...the skillful women.” In the ancient world, death often came quickly and unexpectedly, and often there was no time to gather the family because dead bodies were buried the same day the person died. Also, it was important and customary to make a loud weeping and wailing when someone died to demonstrate one’s feeling of loss and as more or less of a tribute to the dead person. Also, when other people at the funeral cried, it was easier to feel the emotion and cry too. All this contributed to there being professional mourners, women, who would loudly cry and lament the death of the person. Jeremiah is saying that because of the impending invasion of Judah by the Babylonian army, there will be much death and destruction and a need for the professional wailing women.
Jer 9:19
“For we have abandoned the land.” This is the prophetic perfect; the prophet is seeing the future, not what was real at the time.
“homes.” The Hebrew is more literally “tents,” but here it refers to the people’s homes because many of them lived in houses in cities.
Jer 9:20
“teach your daughters wailing.” The fact that mothers would teach their daughters to wail would refer to very young girls, because the daughters seem to be still at home, but they were usually married and gone by age 14. The idea of the verse is that there is so much death that even young girls would have to do the job of professional mourners.
Jer 9:21
“for death has come up through our windows.” This is a bold and chilling metaphor of death as a robber who climbs into the house through the window, who even enters the “strongholds,” the supposedly secure places in the house or town where people normally feel safe and protected, and kills the young men, who are the strength and future of society. The word “stronghold” can also be translated as “palace,” but the word “palace” usually causes the modern reader to think of opulence, wealth, and power, not the strength of its fortifications, but it is the strength of fortifications that is in view here, fortifications that cannot prevent death from coming in.
Jer 9:22
“Say this.” Yahweh now directs Jeremiah in exactly what to say. The image is not pretty, but it is designed to grab our attention. God created people to serve and obey Him and be blessed and be a blessing to others. When people defy and rebel against God they are like worthless garbage and will die and be burned up in the Lake of Fire. This is a consistent message in Scripture. By the time of Jesus, the garbage dump of Jerusalem was the Valley of Hinnom (“Ge Hinnom” in Hebrew). Jesus taught that the unsaved would be thrown into Ge Hinnom and thus burned up like the garbage (see commentary on Matt. 5:22).
“and no one will gather them.” To not be buried was a huge disgrace. In a culture when family tombs and burial plots were common and it was a great curse to not be buried, most people believed (falsely, but it was a very widely held belief) that a proper burial was important for a comfortable existence in the afterlife. Thus, this verse was a horrifying threat of unspeakable loneliness and rejection (see commentary on Jer. 14:16).
Jer 9:24
“let the one who boasts boast about this, that he has understanding and knows me.” This verse is quoted in 1 Corinthians 1:31.
Jer 9:25
“those who are circumcised only in the foreskin.” The Jews were circumcised in the foreskin, but that physical act was a sign of the covenant God made with Abraham (Gen. 17:1-14), and was worthless to God if the people were not also circumcised in their hearts and thus were intent on keeping their covenants with God.
 
Jeremiah Chapter 10
Jer 10:2
“do not be dismayed at the signs of heaven.” That is, do not be dismayed at what you think the heavens are predicting,” do not be dismayed at omens in the heavens. The ancients generally held that the stars influenced and sometimes even controlled what happened on earth. Furthermore, many of the deities of the nations were the sun, moon, and certain planets or stars. Jeremiah 10 is in large part a polemic against idols, and so Jeremiah 10:2 is a fitting way to start. The Judean king Manasseh was a worshiper of the celestial objects, referred to as “the army of heaven” (2 Kings 21:5).
Jer 10:3
“customs.” It is possible that the Hebrew word is used to refer to “idols” in this context.
“the work of the hands of a craftsman.” The point is that humans make idols to worship, while they ignore worshiping the One who created them: Yahweh.
“ax.” The “ax” may not be the exact tool the Hebrew word means in this context because the Hebrew word can refer to different cutting tools. So the tool could also be something like an adze.
Jer 10:5
“cucumber patch.” The Hebrew is more literally, “a field of cucumbers,” but we would commonly say “cucumber patch.” For the translation “plot of cucumbers,” see HALOT.[footnoteRef:771] [771:  Koehler and Baumgartner,  Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon.] 

Jer 10:6
“There is none like you.” The speaker suddenly shifts to Jeremiah, it had been Yahweh speaking.
Jer 10:8
“the instruction of Delusions...is wood!” This last phrase in the text is difficult. The Hebrew text literally reads, “the instructions of Delusions is wood.” Many scholars have suggested emendations to the text to make it make more sense, but there is no consensus among them. The idea may be that the instruction that comes from the idols is just useless wood, like the idols themselves, or it may be a rebuke that should be framed more like, “the instruction of Delusions...they are just wood! In any case, the idols are wood and the instruction they give is like them, useless or even harmful.
Jer 10:14
“Everyone is stupid.” This is “everyone” in the context of idolaters, i.e., all the idolaters, although at that time that included all the people. It is likely that “everyone” here is a hyperbole for the vast majority.
“no breath in them.” The Hebrew word translated “breath” is ruach (#07307 רוּחַ), and in this context, it primarily means “breath,” but it can also mean “spirit,” so the idols have no breath, no spirit, no life. They are just dead things, and the people who worship them are fools.
Jer 10:15
“a work of error.” This could also be translated “a work to be mocked” (cf. CSB, NASB).
“in the time of their punishment they will perish.” The word “punishment” is also translated “visitation,” that is, when God “visits” them, the idols and the demons who inspired their being made and worshiped, will perish. People may believe that idols have power, but there is a day coming when the true powerlessness of the idols will be revealed.
Jer 10:16
“the Portion of Jacob.” One of the many names of Yahweh (Jer. 10:16; 51:19; cf. Ps. 73:26). Yahweh is the God of Israel; He is all they need, He is their portion.
“tribe.” The Hebrew word also means “rod” (or “staff”) because the head of a tribe would have a recognizable staff that would in a way symbolize his leadership. Although some versions read “rod” here, the meaning here is “tribe.”
Jer 10:17
“belongings.” The Hebrew is more literally, “bundle” or “bag,” but it refers to the belongings of the people. The statement is an ominous one, because it means the defenders will lose the battle and be carried off to another land.
Jer 10:19
“an affliction.” The Masoretic Hebrew text simply reads “an affliction,” but other Hebrew texts read “my affliction,” which appears in some English versions.
“and I must bear it.” The nation of Judah was suffering, and Jeremiah personally shares the pain, and expresses it.
Jer 10:20
“My tent is destroyed and all my tent cords are broken; my children have gone from me.” Jeremiah is lamenting what is happening to Judah, his homeland, and to Jerusalem, his capital city, the city of the Temple of Yahweh. He is comparing it to “his tent,” as if Israel was still a tenting nation. Thus he says, “My tent [Jerusalem] is destroyed and all my tent cords are broken; my children [the citizens of Judah] have gone from me.” The “shepherds” in the next verse, Jeremiah 10:21, are the leaders, and their flock, the people, have been scattered. All this had not happened fully yet, but Jeremiah foretold it would, and it did.
Jer 10:21
“the shepherds.” The word “shepherds” here is being used for kings and leaders. When the leaders do not ask of God or follow His way, the people suffer, as is pictured here.
[For more on leaders being called “shepherds,” see commentary on Jer. 2:8.]
“and all their flocks are scattered.” When the leaders, the shepherds, are ungodly and unwise, the people are “scattered,” they are unorganized, uninformed, and fall victim to many evils.
Jer 10:22
“A great commotion.” The sound of armies and the sound of war; a great commotion. Town after town in Judah was sacked, and many towns were totally destroyed and never rebuilt. The Babylonian destruction, which came in stages, was horrific. Judah, God’s gem, had turned against Him, and was destroyed as a consequence. People think that God is so invested in His holy things on earth that He will protect them at all costs (cf. Jer. 7:4), but that is not the case. God made the earth beautiful for His people, not for Himself, and He gave Israel to His people, He Himself owns the whole earth, not just Israel. If God’s people turn against Him, He will not protect what He gave them, in fact, He cannot righteously protect it from the ravages of the Devil, His arch-enemy.
“to make the cities of Judah a desolation.” The Babylonians were coming, and would destroy Judah and Jerusalem, and carry the people away to Babylon.
Jer 10:23
“that the way of man is not in himself.” It is likely that Jeremiah 10:23 has a range of meanings that include that humans cannot control their destiny, and also that humans are so morally weak that they continually take the wrong path in life and sin against God. It seems here that Jeremiah is trying to intercede for the people and get God to have mercy on them for their foolish behavior. What Jeremiah said is very true, which is why to live a godly life people need the Word of God and other godly people to help them. Proverbs 14:12 and 16:25 say that there is a way that seems right to a person but it ends in death (see commentary on Prov. 14:12). As Jeremiah says, the way a person should live is not inside them, we humans need outside guidance from God to really please God in the best way possible.
Jer 10:24
“Yahweh, correct me.” Jeremiah speaks for himself and his people, using himself as the representative of Israel. The Septuagint reads “us” instead of me both times in this verse, and many English versions follow that reading. But it makes sense that Jeremiah would speak as the representative of the people.
Jer 10:25
“for they have devoured Jacob.” When Jeremiah pleaded with God to pour out His wrath on the nations that did not know God and were not in a covenant relationship with Him, of course he meant Babylon, the current enemy of Judah, but he likely had in mind all the nations that down through the years had attacked Israel and killed or captured people. Jeremiah longed for the promised time of peace and prosperity for Israel under the rule of the Messiah.
 
Jeremiah Chapter 11
Jer 11:7
“warned, yes, warned.” The Hebrew text repeats the verb warned, but in different verbal aspects (a hiphil infinitive and hiphil perfect). The meaning of that polyptoton is that Jeremiah strongly warned the people, he warned, yes, warned them. A quite literal translation of the phrase might be, “in warning I have warned you,” which does not translate well into English. This is the figure of speech polyptoton, and it is used for emphasis
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
“rising up early and warning them.” This is an idiom meaning to warn again and again. The idea is that God rose up early and warned His people, and warned them over and over as the day progressed. The REV has kept the idiom but inserted the meaning of the idiom by adding “again and again” in italics.
[For more on this idiom and where it occurs, see commentary on Jer. 26:5.]
Jer 11:8
“his evil heart.” The Masoretic Hebrew text reads the singular “his,” but some English versions use the plural “their.”
“Therefore I brought on them all the words of this covenant.” Many of the curses of the covenant that Judah had already experienced and would experience even more in the future are in Deuteronomy 28:15-68 (see esp. Deut. 28:36, 63-64).
Jer 11:13
“Shameful Thing.” It is clear from the text that this wording is being used as a euphemism for the name of an idol god. Due to the fact that the god in mind was a god of human sacrifice, and because Jeremiah 11:13 refers to Baal as “that shameful god … Baal,” we know this is a reference to Baal. The same name is used in Jeremiah 3:24.
Jer 11:14
“do not pray for this people.” God had said this to Jeremiah earlier (Jer. 7:16), He says it here in Jeremiah 11:14, and He will say it again (Jer. 14:11).
[For more on Jeremiah not praying for the people, see commentary on Jer. 7:16. For information on God not answering the prayer of the wicked, see commentary on Amos 5:22.]
“I will not listen to them.” God tries and tries to get people to listen to Him and obey him. But those who consistently ignore and defy God will suffer for it, and when their suffering comes, very often they will call out to God and He will not hear them (cf. Prov. 1:22-28, esp. v. 28).
“trouble.” The Hebrew is more literally “evil,” that is, when evil times come; when trouble and disaster come.
Jer 11:15
“What right has my beloved….” The vocabulary and syntax of Jeremiah 11:15 is broken and impossible to reconstruct with certainty, which explains the huge variation in the English versions. J. A. Thompson writes that the verse has “suffered severely in its textual transmission; any reconstruction is conjectural.”[footnoteRef:772] [772:  J. A. Thompson, The Book of Jeremiah [NICOT], 346.] 

“my beloved.” A reference to God’s people, perhaps even a sarcastic reference, given the circumstances.
“my house.” That is, the Temple in Jerusalem.
“Can holy meat take away your disaster?” That is, can your many sacrifices take away your disaster? No, they will not.
Jer 11:16
“worthless.” The NET text note explains the translation: “The verb here has most commonly been derived from a root meaning ‘to be broken’ ...which fits poorly with the metaphor of setting the plant on fire. Another common option is to emend it to a verb meaning ‘to be burned up’…However, it is better to follow the lead of the Greek version which translates ‘be good for nothing’...and derive the verb from (ra'a') meaning ‘be bad/evil.’”
Jeremiah 11:16 is a sobering prophecy showing that God will not continue to support and bless those who turn against Him, even if they were once beautiful in His eyes.
Jer 11:18
“Yahweh made it known to me, and I knew it.” A new subject is suddenly introduced at this point, and we are surprised to learn that men in Anathoth, Jeremiah’s hometown, and even people in Jeremiah’s own family, were planning to kill him. (Jer. 11:21; 12:6). No doubt Jeremiah himself was very surprised and shocked to find that out. The Bible does not say exactly how Yahweh made the plot known to Jeremiah; it could have been by direct revelation, or it could have been that a person from Anathoth was moved to let him know about it. This plot is the subject of Jeremiah 11:18-12:6. The whole plot would be easier to see and understand if a chapter break had not been put into the text, that is, if Jeremiah 12:1-6 had been Jeremiah 11:24-29.
Jer 11:20
“kidneys...heart.” The “kidneys” refers to a person’s emotional life. The Word of God points to the fact that our kidneys, bowels, and belly (or womb) are part of our mental/emotional life, not “just physical organs.” Our “gut,” including our intestines, bowels, kidneys, and stomach contain as many nerve cells as our brain, and studies are now showing that our “gut” contributes significantly to our emotional life and health. In contrast, in the biblical world, the “heart” refers to the thoughts, not the emotions. When the Bible mentions “heart” and “kidneys” together, it refers to the thought life (“heart”) and emotional life (“kidneys”).
[For more on the heart referring to the thought life, see commentary on Prov. 15:21. For more on kidneys referring to the emotional life, see commentary on Rev. 2:23, “kidneys.”]
“cause.” The Hebrew word is riyb (#07378 רִיב), and it means to quarrel or contend, to lodge a complaint, to make a lawsuit against. Here Jeremiah commits his cause (his legal case) to God.
Jer 11:21
“the men of Anathoth who seek your life.” Anathoth was Jeremiah’s hometown (Jer. 1:1; 32:7). The reason the men of Anathoth were seeking to kill Jeremiah is not stated, but it is most probably something Jeremiah did that some men and elders in the city thought brought shame to the village. Killing someone who brought shame upon the village was known to happen in olden times, and still goes on today, although sometimes the killing is localized to a family. It is known as “honor killing,” i.e., killing to preserve the honor of the family or village. It is likely that Jeremiah’s speaking out against the sins of Judah and Jerusalem embarrassed people in Anathoth, and it is also possible that Jeremiah supported king Josiah’s religious reforms which might have closed or destroyed local shrines and idols. In any case, the threat was serious enough that God told Jeremiah about it and promised vengeance on those who plotted against Jeremiah.
Jer 11:23
“and there will be no remnant of them.” This is a dire prophecy; Anathoth would be completely empty of people. This almost certainly happened when Babylon conquered Judah. But Anathoth was eventually repopulated and rebuilt, at least to some degree. Ezra 2:23 says 128 men returned from the Captivity, and they likely moved back to Anathoth.
 
Jeremiah Chapter 12
Jer 12:1
“bring a case against.” The Hebrew word is riyb (#07378 רִיב pronounced reeb), and it means to quarrel or contend, to lodge a complaint, to make a lawsuit against. In this context, the best meaning seems to be “bring a case, or lawsuit, against” (cf. HCSB, NASB, NIV, NRSV). On the basis of the Torah and the covenant God made with Israel, for example, the blessings and curses in Deuteronomy, it would seem that righteous people would do well and wicked people would suffer. However, in Jeremiah’s lifetime, the opposite seemed to be the situation, so Jeremiah was “bringing his case” before Yahweh. Of course, like Job the righteous sufferer, God was always able to vindicate Himself. However, Jeremiah, like Job, complained to God about the situation.
We now see things much more clearly than Job or Jeremiah ever could. Jesus Christ made known God in a way that He had never been known before (John 1:18; Luke 10:24). Today we see the great war between Good and Evil, between God and the Devil. Also, the New Testament makes it clear that the Devil is the ruler of the world, which is why the world has the nature of the Devil and not the nature of God. It is because the Devil is the ruler of the world that “the world” hates followers of Christ, and neither Christ himself nor his followers are “of the world” (John 15:18-19; John 17:14, 16). “The world” and the Father are opposed to one another (1 John 2:16), and the world is under the control of the evil one (1 John 5:19).
[For more on the Devil being in control of the world, see commentary on Luke 4:6.]
“Why does the road of the wicked prosper.” Godly people have noticed that wicked people often prosper, and have asked this same question for millennia (cf. Job 21:7-15; Ps. 10:3-11), but it has a good answer. Ungodly people are ruthless and often get ahead by evil and treachery. Also, being “of this world” they tend to pay closer attention to how to get ahead in life than godly people do, who are more interested in pleasing God and helping others than in building any kind of personal kingdom on earth. Furthermore, Satan, the god of this age, wants the wicked to be in charge and helps them in all kinds of ways. Job complained about the prosperity of the wicked some 1500 years before Jeremiah did (see commentary on Job 21:7).
Jer 12:2
“near in their mouth but far from their heart.” Religious hypocrisy and dishonesty are often hidden by smooth words, and sadly, too many people believe what people say and do not pay attention to what they do. Jesus taught us to watch what people do very carefully if we are going to know them (Matt. 7:16, 20).
Jer 12:3
“test my heart, that it is toward you​.” God tests the attitude and posture of our heart toward Him.
“Pull them out like sheep for the slaughter.” Jeremiah is praying to God, “Pull them out of the flock of mankind and get rid of them, the way sheep are pulled out of the flock and slaughtered.” This is what Theologians refer to as an imprecatory prayer, a prayer for judgment against an enemy. We are not to curse people, but that does not mean we cannot pray that evil people will be dealt with so their evil comes to an end. We can and should pray for them to change, but we can also pray their evil comes to an end.
Jer 12:4
“Because of the wickedness of those who dwell in it​​​.” One of the great lessons of the Bible is that the behavior of people affects the land that they live on. This lesson is throughout the Old Testament (cf. Deut. 11:13-17; 28:1, 12, 15, 22-25, 38-40; Lev. 18:24-25; Ps. 107:33-34; Jer. 3:2-3; 12:4; 23:10; Amos 4:6-10). (See commentary on Lev. 18:25).
Jer 12:5
“If you have run with the footmen.” In Jeremiah 12:1-4, Jeremiah has been speaking. The speaker now changes to God, but without any introduction such as “Then Yahweh said.” The reader has to pick up the change from the content of what is said.
“horses.” Jeremiah has been dealing with some very difficult situations, but they are “men” compared to the situations in store in his future, which God sees coming, and those future difficult people and situations are the “horses” (horses were the fast and powerful animals of the time). If we have trouble maintaining our trust in God and positive attitude when things are somewhat bad, how will we do if things get really difficult? We cannot be so connected to the things we enjoy in this life, including our hopes and dreams for here on earth, that we become discouraged and dejected if we lose them or never see them realized. God makes no promises for our prosperity here on earth, but He promises to be with us always and reward us for our faithfulness to Him.
Jer 12:6
“For even your brothers and the house of your father.” Even people from Jeremiah’s own family joined the plot to kill him (see commentary on Jer. 11:18).
Jer 12:7
“I have forsaken my house.” This is God speaking. The Kingdom of Judah had so forsaken God that He in turn has forsaken Judah. In this context, God’s “house” is “the house of Israel and the house of Judah” (Jer. 11:17). He had left “his house,” and cast off his heritage, the people of Judah, and given what His soul dearly loved, i.e., His people, into the hand of her enemies. The enemies are called “her enemies” because God is using the figure of speech personification and portraying Judah as the woman He has loved.
[For more on the figure of speech personification, see commentary on Prov. 1:20.]
Jer 12:8
“like a lion in the forest.” God’s people have rejected Him and raised their voice against Him; they roared against Him. Like a lion in the forest, Judah has even become dangerous to God, she rejects Him, twists His words, and hurts and even kills the individuals He loves, such as the prophets, the poor, and the widows.
“raised her voice against me.” The Hebrew is more literally like Young’s Literal Translation: “She gave forth against Me with her voice,” but that is not very clear in English, and the meaning is that Judah raised her voice against God.
Jer 12:9
“Is my heritage to me like a speckled bird of prey.” The reading in the REV follows the Masoretic text and the majority of English translations. However, there are scholars who support a different reading based on understanding the Hebrew differently and more closely following the Septuagint, for example, the NAB, which has: “My heritage is a prey for hyenas, is surrounded by vultures” (cf. NRSV). In any case, the meaning of the verse is that Judah is under attack from enemies, who are like wild animals ready to attack and devour her.
Jer 12:10
“many shepherds have destroyed my vineyard.” The “shepherds” are the rulers and leaders. This was a powerful word picture in biblical times because the animosity between shepherds, especially people shepherding goats, and farmers is age-old. The sheep and goats wandered the hillsides and often got into the crops and vineyards of the farmers. In this verse, God’s people are the vineyard, and the “shepherds” are the rulers, here especially foreign rulers, that trample God’s people.
The word “shepherd” was a common idiom for a ruler. That fact is in part obscured by the Christian tradition to translate the Greek word “shepherd” as “pastor” in the New Testament Epistles. If the Greek word “shepherd” were translated as “shepherd” in the New Testament, we would see much more clearly that God set “shepherds” over His people to care for them.
[For more on leaders being called “shepherds,” see commentary on Jer. 2:8.]
Jer 12:12
“the sword of Yahweh devours.” Here Yahweh speaks of Himself in the third person instead of saying, “my sword.” The use of “sword” is a beautiful and powerful personification. God’s sword is described as if it were a person with a great appetite, eating the people of the land.
Jer 12:15
“I will bring them again, each to his heritage and each to his land.” The promise of God is that the exiles will eventually be brought back to their countries. Although this prophecy was fulfilled in small part when the Judeans returned to Israel after the Babylonian Captivity, the ultimate fulfillment will be in the Millennial Kingdom, when Christ rules the earth (see commentary on Jer. 32:37).
[For more on the Millennial Kingdom when Christ rules the earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Jer 12:16
“learn, yes, learn.” The verb “learn” is repeated twice in different aspects for emphasis, which is the figure polyptoton (see commentary on Gen. 2:16). The meaning is that if the people will really learn and do.
“then they will be built up in the midst of my people.” This remarkable prophecy shows God’s great compassion for all humanity. Here he tells Judah’s enemies that if they will learn the ways of God’s people, the Judeans, and learn to swear by the name of Yahweh instead of the name of Baal, God will build them up, even in the midst of His people. God speaks of nations repenting in Jeremiah 18:8.
Jer 12:17
“But if they will not listen.” In a context like this, the word “listen” can also be used idiomatically and have the meaning “obey.” Some scholars refer to this as the “pregnant sense” of the word. In this verse it has the meaning “listen to and obey.” Many Hebrew words are used with an idiomatic or pregnant sense (see commentary on Luke 23:42). A number of versions translate the Hebrew word as “obey” here (CSB, KJV, NAB, NKJV, NLT).
 
Jeremiah Chapter 13
Jer 13:1
“linen loincloth.” The Hebrew word translated “loincloth” in the REV (cf. NAB, NRSV) has been translated many different ways in the English versions, including “belt” (NIV, NLT); “girdle” )KJV, ASV); “sash” (NKJV); “shorts” (TEV; GNB); “waistband” (NASB); and “waistcloth” (RSV). Scholars have determined that the article of clothing was less like a belt and likely more like a short skirt that was worn next to the body, perhaps even reaching the knees.
The reason God chose that particular piece of clothing is explained in Jeremiah 13:9-11. The loincloth represented God’s people, and just as a loincloth clings to a person, God said that He “made to cling to me [God] the whole house of Israel and the whole house of Judah.” It is also likely implied that just as a loincloth provided for modesty (holiness) so God wanted Israel to be holy and magnify His holiness. It is also important that God specified that the loincloth be made of linen, because the priest’s clothing was to be made of linen (Exod. 28:5-8, 15, 39, 42; cf. Ezek. 44:17-18). Although the reason for that is not specifically stated, it was likely to show God’s intent for Israel, that it was to be a kingdom of priests and magnify God’s glory to the world (Exod. 19:5-6). Sadly, just as the loincloth Jeremiah bought was ruined, so Israel failed miserably in their God-given role as priests or even as obedient worshipers.
Jer 13:4
“go to the Wadi Parath.” The Hebrew text reads parath, and the Parath is a well-known wadi just east of Anathoth, where Jeremiah lived, and some versions read Parath (NET, CJB).
Although many versions read the “Euphrates,” that is unlikely given the distance and the fact that Jeremiah would be traveling alone in a very dangerous time. Also, it was common that the Euphrates was referred to as the nahar parath, the “river Euphrates.” The Euphrates was some 350 miles (565 km) from Anathoth, making a round trip of 700 miles. For comparison, people traveling from Persia to Jerusalem, a journey of some 800 miles, took 100 days (Ezra 7:9). This would mean that Jeremiah would have had to have left Israel for three months two different times to carry out God’s command, which seems highly unlikely. Many places in the Bible have the same name, and given the seemingly unlikely journey that Jeremiah would have had to have made to the Euphrates River, scholars have suggested other places for parath. A likely one is the area of the spring whose water runs down the Wadi Parath, which would only be about four miles from Anathoth. The lesson of the loincloth does not depend on where it was hidden by Jeremiah. Just as Jeremiah ignored the loincloth, God would now seem to ignore Judah and let it be destroyed.
It seems likely that what God is doing here is using a play on words to make a point. Since the word parath is used of the Euphrates River (Jer. 51:63) as well as the Wadi Parath, taking a loincloth to the “parath” would be symbolic of Judah being taken beyond the Euphrates by the Babylonians and there be seemingly forgotten.
Jer 13:9
“In this way I will ruin the pride of Judah.” This could simply refer to the fact that just as the loincloth was totally ruined, so the pride of Judah would be totally destroyed. However, there may also be the lesson that as the loincloth was ignored and eventually ruined, Judah had been so sinful and willfully disobedient that God would ignore them until they were destroyed.
Jer 13:10
“good for nothing.” Or “not profitable for anything,” thus “worthless.” People who consistently disobey and defy God are worthless to him—worse than worthless if they harm His people—and their end will be the same as worthless cloth; thrown out with the garbage and burned in the fire (Rev. 20:11-15).
“to worship them.” Or “to bow down to them.” The same Hebrew verb, shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), is translated as both “bow down” and “worship;” traditionally “worship” if God is involved and “bow down” if people are involved, but the verb and action are the same, the act of bowing down is the worship. The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body to the earth.
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
Jer 13:12
“skin-bottle.” A “bottle” or container made from animal skin.
[For more on skin-bottles, which were usually made from the skins of goats, see commentary on 1 Sam. 10:3.]
“every skin-bottle will be filled with wine.” Jeremiah was giving a prophecy about the coming wrath upon Judah and Jerusalem, but the people did not understand him. But the Bible speaks of the wine of God’s wrath in a number of places (cf. Jer. 25:15; Rev. 14:10; 16:19). In Jeremiah 25:15, God speaks of the wine of His wrath that will be given to all the nations. The wine of God’s wrath was poured out on Judah, and it will be poured out again in the future on the AntiChrist and his kingdom.
Jer 13:16
“Give glory to Yahweh your God, before he causes darkness.” This is metaphorical language for the coming disaster. The “darkness” is the darkness of death and destruction, for example, Amos speaks of the coming Day of the Lord as being a day of darkness (Amos 5:18-20; 8:9). To give glory to Yahweh before he brings the darkness is to repent and confess your sins before disaster comes.
Jer 13:17
“my soul will weep in secret.” Jeremiah was deeply hurt by the godlessness of his people, Israel. He wept over them both for their coming destruction by Babylon but also because they would not have everlasting life.
“will be taken captive.” The Hebrew text is literally, “has been taken captive,” but this is the idiom of the prophetic perfect, where a future event is written about as if it had already happened, it was so certain it was “as good as done.” English readers do not usually understand the prophetic perfect and it confuses them.
[For more on the prophetic perfect idiom, see commentary on Eph. 2:6.]
Jer 13:18
“queen mother.” The Hebrew word translated “queen mother” is gebereth (#01404 גְּבֶרֶת), and in this context, the “queen mother” is the mother of the king.[footnoteRef:773] The Queen mother was the most powerful woman in the kingdom, much more powerful than any of the wives of the king, who often did not have much real power at all. [773:  Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon.] 

Jer 13:19
“The cities of the Negev are closed up.” Although that kept the enemy out, it also kept relief from coming in and people from leaving to try to escape the coming destruction.
“it is wholly carried away captive.” This is the figure hyperbole, exaggeration. Although the majority of the people were carried away captive to Babylon, not all of them were (cf. 2 Kings 24-25, esp. 2 Kings 25:12).
Jer 13:20
“Lift up your eyes and see those who are coming from the north.” The Babylonian army was coming from the north. Jeremiah had said the enemy was coming from the north many times before (Jer. 1:14-15; 4:6; 6:1, 22; 10:22; 25:9; 47:2; 50:3; ). The leaders of Judah were evil and blinded by their arrogance, and some of them wrongly thought that because God’s Temple was in Jerusalem they would be protected (cf. Jer. 7:1-15, esp. v. 4).
“Where is the flock that was given to you.” The “flock,” the people of Judah and Jerusalem, are exposed and helpless against the Babylonian army.
Jer 13:21
“those whom you yourself have taught to be friends to you?” Judah had cultivated a friendship with Babylon that extended back to Hezekiah (2 Kings 20:12-19), but now the Babylonians would attack and conquer Judah.
Jer 13:22
“and your heels are violated.” The Hebrew is more literally, “your heels have suffered violence.” This verse uses the idiom of “heels” representing the pubic area and genitalia, which are often spoken of idiomatically as “feet” (see commentary on Judg. 5:27). God is portraying Judah as a woman and saying her skirt has been stripped off and she has been raped.
Jer 13:23
“If they can, then you also can do good; you who are accustomed to doing evil.” The answer to the question, “Can the Ethiopian change his skin,[hp]or the leopard his spots” is obviously “No.” That leads to the second stanza in the verse, “If they can, then you also can do good; you who are accustomed to doing evil.” This is irony (sarcasm), and actually a veiled challenge to the ungodly Jews, who have likely been disobedient their entire lives. Jeremiah is taunting them into changing by telling them they cannot change. Sadly, the taunt did not work and the Jews did not change, which resulted in Judah being conquered by Babylon, which involved a huge amount of hurt, loss, and death.
Jer 13:24
“by the wind from the desert.” The wind from the desert was the “east wind,” a term for a wind that usually came off the desert and was hot, dry, unrelenting, and very uncomfortable (cf. Jer. 4:11; 18:17; Hos. 13:15; Jon. 4:8). Jeremiah had prophesied about a desert wind earlier (cf. Jer. 4:11-12). The people of Judah abandoned Yahweh, and so they would get the consequences of their disobedience.
Jer 13:25
“your lot.” The word “lot” is the regular word for a “lot” that is cast. It is as if the people played dice with God and lost. Their fate is how their “lot” came up when it was cast.
“and trusted in falsehood.” The Hebrew can also be translated, “trusted in the Lie,” that is, trusted in Baal, and that might be the most proper translation.
Jer 13:26
“Therefore I will also pull up your skirts over your face.” This is a reference to Jerusalem (Jer. 13:27). Jerusalem is being compared to a woman who is about to meet with disaster and shame. The comparison to a woman is clearly implied, which is the figure of speech hypocatastasis (see commentary on Rev. 20:2). It was common in the biblical culture to refer to cities and nations as women (see commentary on Isa. 1:8).
“your shame will be seen.” The word “shame” is used idiomatically for the genital area when it had been exposed in shameful situations. A lot of pagan worship involved il­licit sex, and the people of Judah had become caught up in it. Therefore, Jeremiah prophesied of the time when the Babylonians would conquer Judah because they had forgotten God and trusted in false gods, and so God said, “Therefore I will also pull up your skirts over your face[hp]and your shame will be seen.” (Jer. 13:26). Nahum 3:5 has a similar use. A New Testament reference is Revelation 16:15. “Shame” is used for the genital area; for other sexual idioms see commentary on Leviticus 18:6.
Also, “shame will be seen” means more than just “seen.” While it is true that what will happen to Judah will reveal the shame of her practices in defying God and worshiping other gods and oppressing the people, the phrase “will be seen” idiomatically can refer to the woman having sexual intercourse, in this context, being raped (cf. Lev. 20:17; Ezek. 16:37), and the Babylonian army would rape the land and also, literally, many of the women.
Jer 13:27
“lustful neighing.” As mentioned in Jeremiah 5:8, men neighing after their neighbor’s wife.
“On the hills and in the fields.” The idolatry and idolatrous practices were everywhere, not just localized to certain temples.
“I have seen your abominations.” The abominations were both the idols and the ungodly practices and worship that supported the idols.
 
Jeremiah Chapter 14
Jer 14:1
“The word of Yahweh that came to Jeremiah concerning the drought.” A drought had struck Judah, but we are not told how long it lasted. We do know from Scripture that when a nation continually sins and defies God, the Devil and demons can affect the land and change the weather patterns. It is one of the great lessons of the Bible that the behavior of people affects the land that they live on. This lesson about people’s behavior affecting the land is throughout the Old Testament (cf. Deut. 11:13-17; 28:1, 12, 15, 22-25, 38-40; Lev. 18:24-25; Ps. 107:33-34; Jer. 3:2-3; 9:10-14; 12:4; 23:10; Amos 4:6-10).
[For more on sin affecting the weather see commentary on Lev. 18:25.]
Jer 14:2
“her gates languish.” The drought affects people coming and going out of the cities—there is not as much traffic—so the gates languish. The servants do not go to the wells and cisterns for water, and the farmers do not go out to farm (Jer. 14:3-4).
Jer 14:3
“their servants.” The Hebrew text literally reads “little ones,” but in this context, where it is “nobles” (Lit. “great ones,” “majestic ones”) who do the sending, their “little ones” are their servants.
Jer 14:4
“the ground is cracked.” Israel had a dry season and a wet season. The Fall rain (the “former rain”) usually started in October and softened the ground and began the wet season which lasts usually until April. Usually by the end of April, the dry season starts and it does not rain again until October. The hot sun bakes the ground from April to October and it becomes dry, hard, and cracked. The farmers have to wait for the Fall rains to soften the ground so they are able to plow the ground and plant the seed. God promised that if Israel obeyed God the rain would come in its proper season (Lev. 26:3-4; Deut. 11:13-14; 28:12). If the rains do not come, the farmers know something is wrong and they are ashamed and cover their heads.
Jer 14:6
“their eyes fail.” When a person or animal lacks food and water, and they have no energy, their eyes glaze over and they do not look around. That is the picture that is being painted here; even the wild donkeys are close to death.
Jer 14:7
“Though our iniquities testify against us.” The subject suddenly shifts from the word of Yahweh to Jeremiah speaking. In the Israelite court of law there needed to be two or three witnesses, but there are many iniquities that testify against Judah and Jerusalem. In fact, Jeremiah lists three different “sin witnesses” in this verse: iniquity, apostasy (lit. “turning away”), and sin. Jeremiah openly admits and confesses the sin of the people to God and has no excuse or defense to offer for them because, indeed, there is none. The people have openly and willfully defied and disobeyed God. All Jeremiah can do is plead mercy and ask God to “act for your name’s sake,” that is, to ask God to act because, to some extent, His honor and reputation are at stake.
The drought should show those who have eyes to see that Baal and the other gods do not protect and bless the land. The land is ravaged in spite of the Baal worship going on. Sin always puts people, and God, into a difficult situation. If God helps the people then they just go on sinning, which will hurt them in the long run and especially on the Day of Judgment. But if He does not help them He hurts because He loves the people, and also it then looks like the national God of Judah, Yahweh, is not able to save His people. God’s people often face the same dilemma when people they love sin. Is it the right thing to help, or let the sinner suffer the consequences of their sin? Each situation is different and the decisions are difficult.
Jer 14:9
“a helpless man.” The Hebrew word translated “helpless” is daham (#01724 דּהם), and this is the only time it appears in the Old Testament. The lexicons generally have “astounded, surprised, confused” (cf. BDB, Holladay), but the NET text note says, “the word has been found in a letter from the seventh century [the time Jeremiah lived] in a passage where it must mean something like “be helpless”; see W. L. Holladay, Jeremiah (Hermeneia), 1:433, for discussion and bibliography of an article where this letter is dealt with.” The word “helpless” fits the context, and appears in some modern versions (cf. CSB, NET).
Jeremiah makes his plea to God more forceful, asking God why He stands aloof from the problems of Judah and Jerusalem. He asks God why He seems like a foreigner, someone disinterested who is just traveling through, someone who is helpless and cannot save (Jer. 14:8-9). Of course he has the answer; Judah has turned their back on Him and turned to other gods (see commentary on Jer. 14:7).
“we are called by your name.” The Hebrew is more literally, “your name is called over us” (cf. YLT). The phrase refers to ownership, and it might well be translated “we belong to you” (cf. NET, J. A. Thompson).[footnoteRef:774] [774:  J. A. Thompson, The Book of Jeremiah [NICOT].] 

Jer 14:10
“Now he will.” Yahweh speaks about Himself in the third person, “he,” distancing himself from the people.
“remember.” This is the idiomatic sense of “remember” which means “remember and do something about” (see commentary on Luke 23:42). In the phrase, “remember their iniquity and punish their sins,” “remember” and “punish” are synonymous. “Iniquity” and “sins” are mentioned in Jeremiah 14:7.
Jer 14:11
“Do not pray for the welfare of this people.” God had told Jeremiah not to pray for the people before this time (Jer. 7:16, 11:14), and now He tells Jeremiah not to pray for the people a third time here in Jeremiah 14:11.
[For more on Jeremiah not praying for the people, see commentary on Jer. 7:16. For information on God not answering the prayer of the wicked, see commentary on Amos 5:22.]
Jer 14:12
“When they fast, I will not hear their cry.” In this context, the people’s fasting was to appeal to God for help, and their fasting would be accompanied by prayers and cries for help, but the sin is entrenched and their fast is insincere, and God will not listen to their cries.
“I will not accept them.” Sacrifices and offerings made to God by wicked people are detestable to God; He has no respect for them and will not accept them. Sacrifices and offerings were never designed to make a person with an evil heart acceptable in the sight of God. Proverbs 21:27 and 28:9 say that the sacrifices of a wicked person are an abomination to God. Similarly, God will not listen to the prayers of wicked and unrepentant people; they are an abomination to Him (Prov. 28:9).
[For more information about the sacrifices of wicked people being of no value, see commentary on Amos 5:22.]
Jer 14:13
“the prophets.” The context tells us these are the false prophets. We can see why Jeremiah felt so alone and wept for the people. He heard from God and was not confused, but the people would have been confused by all the false voices. Furthermore, as we see in the fact that Jeremiah was beaten, put in stocks, etc., these false prophets came against Jeremiah personally.
“lasting.” The Hebrew word has many meanings, including “firm, faithful, sure, reliable, stable, continuing, true, etc.” The versions differ as to which meaning to choose for the best fit here. To the people listening to the false prophets, the word would indicate all of those things, and thus the false prophets were saying there would be a true, firm, reliable, lasting, stable state of well-being in Judah. They were very wrong.
“peace and prosperity.” The Hebrew word “shalom” means more than “peace,” it means well-being, wholeness. In this context of conflict and war with the Babylonians, “peace” is too narrow a meaning, The prophets were foretelling “shalom,” peace and prosperity.
Jer 14:14
“The prophets prophesy lies in my name.” It was a very serious sin to say that Yahweh said something that He did not say. Being a false prophet at all is a serious sin, but people who say that Yahweh, the God of Israel, told them to say something that He did not tell them to say are sinning very grievously. If a person says he is a prophet of Baal, God’s people can make a choice as to whether they want to listen or not, but if a person pretends to be a prophet of Yahweh, or says he represents Yahweh when he doesn’t, that requires a whole different level of diligence on the part of God’s people. People who say they represent God when they don’t are in danger of serious consequences, as Jeremiah 14:14-16 shows. Other verses that show false prophets prophesying in God’s name are Jeremiah 23:1-40, Jeremiah 28, Ezekiel 13:1-9 and 13:17-22.
“worthless divination.” The Hebrew text reads “divination and worthlessness,” which in this context is the figure of speech hendiadys, in which two nouns are joined by “and” with the second noun acting as an adjective of the first. “Divination and worthlessness” become “worthless divination” by hendiadys. This gives us some insight as to the source of the information of the false prophets; at least some of it was coming from divination. Divination was an abomination to God (Deut. 18:9-14), and it gave the Devil plenty of ways to feed false information to the false prophets.
Jer 14:16
“they will have no one to bury them.” The dead bodies of animals and unwanted or uncared-for humans were not buried in the biblical culture, but were left unburied and were usually eventually eaten by animals, birds, and vermin such as rats. For a person to have a proper burial showed that the person was honored and respected. In contrast, people were sometimes left unburied as a sign of disrespect and contempt. It still happens in some of the Middle East today that animals are sometimes left unburied. In 1935, Ida Bebbington made a pilgrimage to Israel and wrote in her diary, “At one part in the road lay a dead camel’s carcass, they never bother about removing the dead bodies (so you will gather what a lot of places are like).”[footnoteRef:775] [775:  The Jerusalem Report 30, no. 13 (Tamuz 5, 5779/July 8, 2019): 22.] 

In a culture where family tombs and burial plots were common and family and community ties were strong, to not have family or friends bury one’s dead body was considered a terrible curse. In fact, many people believed (falsely, but it was a very widely held belief) that a proper burial was important for a comfortable existence in the afterlife. Thus the threat of not being buried but having one’s dead body eaten by animals, birds, and vermin was a horrifying threat of unspeakable loneliness and rejection, both on this earth and in the afterlife. In this case, God’s threat is that not only will the men be not buried, but their wives and children will not be buried either. A lot of verses in the Bible speak of people not being buried (cf. 1 Sam. 17:44, 46; Prov. 30:17; Eccl. 6:3; Isa. 5:25; Jer. 7:33; 9:22; 15:3; 16:4; Rev. 19:21).
A major part of the threat of not getting a proper burial is that one’s dead body would be eaten by dogs. Dogs were considered unclean in the biblical world and were not generally kept as pets, but roamed the city streets and ate garbage and whatever else they could find, including dead bodies. In fact, the dogs that roamed the cities and countryside of the ancient world were a major reason that dead bodies usually disappeared fairly quickly. The Law of Moses prescribed that if there was a dead animal body found in the field it was not to be cooked and eaten but was to be thrown to the dogs (Exod. 22:31). The presence of feral dogs in the cities was so common that a standard curse was that the dogs would eat dead bodies in the city while carrion birds would eat the bodies that were in the field (cf. 1 Kings 14:11; 16:4; 21:24). The Bible has a number of verses about dogs eating dead bodies (cf. Exod. 22:31; 1 Kings 14:11; 16:4; 21:19, 23, 24; 22:38; 2 Kings 9:10, 36). For example, dogs ate the body of Queen Jezebel after Jehu had her thrown down from an upper window (2 Kings 9:10, 36-37).
There are a number of people in the Bible who were held in such contempt that they were not buried or were threatened with not being buried. For example, Goliath told David that he would leave David’s dead body to the birds of the air and animals of the field (1 Sam. 17:44). David gave the same threat to Goliath, and it was David’s threat that came to pass (1 Sam. 17:46). The first king of Israel, King Jeroboam, was told by the prophet Ahijah that because of his sins none of his family would be buried but instead the dead bodies would be eaten by dogs and birds (1 Kings 14:11). King Jehoiakim of Judah was an ungodly king who cut up part of a scroll containing the Word of God and threw it in the fire (Jer. 36:21-23). For that and other sins, God’s pronouncement upon Jehoiakim was that he would be “buried with the burial of a donkey, dragged off and cast outside; beyond the gates of Jerusalem” (Jer. 22:19). The phrase “buried with the burial of a donkey” is irony because donkeys were not buried, they were just left where they died or they were dragged away to where they could be eaten by vultures and vermin.
The case here in Jeremiah 14:16 was that so many people would be killed or carried away captive by the Babylonians that there would be no one left to bury the bodies of the men, women, and children who died in the Babylonian attack.
Jer 14:17
“the virgin daughter—my people.” The Hebrew is literally, “the virgin daughter of my people, but the genitive “of” is appositional, “the virgin daughter, that is to say, my people.”
[For more on God’s people being His “Virgin Daughter,” see commentary on Isa. 1:8.]
Jer 14:19
“utterly rejected.” The Hebrew uses the figure of speech polyptoton, repeating the word “rejected” (“have you rejected, yes rejected Judah;” see commentary on Gen. 2:16).
“your soul.” That is, “you” (see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul’”).
Jer 14:20
“We acknowledge our wickedness.” Jeremiah intercedes for his sin and the sin of his people.
Jer 14:21
“your glorious throne.” That is, the ark of the covenant in the Temple.
“do not break your covenant.” Judah had broken their covenant with Yahweh, but Jeremiah pleads with God not to completely break away from the covenant.
Jer 14:22
“Is it not you.” The Hebrew is idiomatic, “Are you not he.”
 
Jeremiah Chapter 15
Jer 15:1
“my mind.” The Hebrew translated “mind” is the word nephesh (#05315 נֶפֶשׁ), which has a wide range of meanings, a few of which apply here, making the translator’s choice difficult. Here in Jeremiah 15:1, nephesh seems to best refer to God’s thoughts and desires, which is why many English translations say “mind,” although some read “heart,” which also catches some of the meaning.
[For more on nephesh and soul see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
Jer 15:3
“four kinds of punishment.” The Hebrew word generally means “clans” in the sense of ethnic or national groups, or “kinds” in the sense of species, thus the sense is four different types of punishments. The idea of punishments is taken from the word “appoint” which is also translated as “visit” or “punish” in many places.
“the dogs...the birds...the animals.” The people who were killed by the sword would face the horrible fate of not being buried, but their dead bodies being eaten by the animals and birds. Not having a proper burial was considered a terrible curse (see commentary on Jer. 14:16).
Jer 15:4
“because of Manasseh...because of what he did in Jerusalem.” Manasseh sinned greatly against God (2 Kings 21:1-9, 16; 2 Chron. 33:1-10), and because he reigned for 55 years, that sin deeply planted itself in the culture of the people of Judah. The result of that was that even though Manasseh himself repented toward the end of his life, the sin that he sinned had taken root and grown and spread through Judah and affected what happened there generations later.
Jer 15:6
“You have rejected me.” The pronoun is emphatic and thus accusatory; “YOU have rejected ME.”
“I am tired of relenting.” God is compassionate and merciful, but His mercy and grace have limits. He will not continue to give grace after grace to people who are stubbornly defiant and continually stand against Him. Indeed, when people constantly and defiantly sin, He cannot hold back the forces of evil over and over and still be a righteous God.
[For more about God “relenting,” “regretting,” and “changing His mind,” see commentary on Jer. 18:8.]
Jer 15:7
“a winnowing fork at the gates.” Threshing floors for winnowing grain were often near the gates of the city. The grain was brought to the threshing floor, threshed to separate the grain from the stalk, and then the grain was gathered for use, the stalk gathered for fires and other uses, and the chaff was blown away, scattered to the wind. So too, different things would happen to the captives at the gates of the cities at the hands of the enemy, and Judah would end up divided and scattered.
Jer 15:8
“at noonday.” Ancient armies typically fought during the day, and so noonday was a good time to attack.
Jer 15:9
“her sun went down while it was still day.” The woman’s sons, the light of her life, were killed by the enemy so “her sun went down.”
Jer 15:10
“Woe is me, my mother.” The speaker now shifts to Jeremiah. It had been God. The reader is expected to notice the shift from the content itself, the Bible does not point out the shift. Jeremiah is under such pressure that here he laments his birth, similar to Job (cf. Job 3:1-16). Jeremiah was called by God from the womb, now things are so difficult in his life that he says he regrets being born. It is doubtful that he actually did, but his grief was deep and he expressed it by saying he wishes he had not been born.
“a man of accusation and a man of contention.” The two Hebrew words, rib (#07379 רִב), here translated “accusation,” and madon (#04066 מָדוֹן), here translated “contention,” were used in the legal system, and used of accusations and legal cases and also of the contention that occurs in courts. The genitive construction, “a man of accusation” can have either a subjective or objective meaning; so it can mean that Jeremiah instigated the court cases and contention, i.e., he accused others, or he was accused and contended with by others. Also, however, the genitive case leaves open both possibilities; sometimes Jeremiah accused others and sometimes they accused him, and that is likely what happened. Here in Jeremiah 15:10, Jeremiah expressed that he felt like he was always in battles with people and it was difficult for him. Frankly, he likely was in almost daily battles over the Law and doing what was godly, and that would have been difficult, but that was the ministry that God called him to (Jer. 1:10): that was what God wanted and needed him to do to try to call godless Judah back to God.
God called Jeremiah to an extremely difficult ministry, and although Jeremiah was up to the task, it did not mean that he did not often personally suffer for it. The fact is that the world is very ungodly, and people who stand up for God and take a stand against ungodliness regularly suffer for it. That is why we must know that great rewards will be given to those who stand for God and we must draw strength from that hope (Matt. 5:10-12). Even Jesus drew strength to endure the cross from the joy he saw coming in the future (Heb. 12:2), and we must also draw strength from the hope that is promised to us (Rom. 8:18).
“I have not lent.” In the context of breaking (or “stretching”) the law, “lending” was lending with interest (cf. Deut. 23:19).
Jer 15:11
“I will send you away.” The meaning of this verse is not well understood, and translations vary greatly. In this translation, the “you” refers to Jerusalem, not Jeremiah, which fits with the context and next verses (cf. NET First Edition text note).
Jer 15:13
“all your sins throughout all your territory.” The sin and idolatry of Judah was not just in Jerusalem or only localized in certain places. The sin of Judah was throughout Judah.
Jer 15:14
“It will burn against you.” That is, it will burn you up. There are some Hebrew manuscripts that read “burn forever,” but the Masoretic Hebrew reads “burn against you.”
Jer 15:15
“Yahweh, you know.” The brevity of this statement combined with the context gives us its meaning. Jeremiah was saying, “Yahweh, you know my situation.” Yahweh knew Jeremiah’s situation, his needs, and his enemies.
“Do not take me away from life because of your patience toward sinners.” This phrase in Jeremiah 15:15 is hard to understand without a scope of what Jeremiah knew about God. He knew God was patient and slow—sometimes very slow—to punish evil (cf. Exod. 36:6; Ps. 86:15). But Jeremiah felt that if God did not move quickly in avenging him from persecutors, they would kill him and thus take him from life. The NET Bible more freely translates Jeremiah’s request so it is easier to understand: “[God], do not be so patient with them [the persecutors] that you allow them to kill me.”
One lesson we can learn from Jeremiah is the love of life. To say that Jeremiah’s life was difficult is to understate the fact. Jeremiah’s life was so difficult, and things were going so badly for the country of Judah, that God told him not to marry and have children (Jer. 16:2). In that context, we might think that Jeremiah would have been happy to have his life end because not only was his life very difficult, he had confidence that he would be resurrected to a wonderful life in Paradise. In fact, it looked at one point he would be executed because of the prophecies he was giving (Jer. 26:14-15). But here we see the great love of life that Jeremiah had, and as tough as his life was, he prayed to God not to let people take his life from him.
Life can be difficult, but if we focus on God and His love for us, and focus on others and what we can do for them even if our own life is painful, we can love our life and the opportunities that we have each day.
Jer 15:16
“Your words were found, and I ate them.” This statement in Jeremiah 15:16 is generally taken by scholars to be a general statement, meaning that as Jeremiah got the Word of God from various sources, including revelation, he digested them and got great joy from them. Although that is certainly true, the word “found” is matsa (#04672 מָצָא) in the niphal aspect, and it literally means “to be found; to be discovered.” Only a few years before Jeremiah started prophesying, Manasseh had reigned over Judah for 55 years, and the vast majority of that time he had been extremely evil. He repented, but the evil he had done was not reversed and set in motion disaster for Judah many years after his death in the reign of King Jehoiakim (2 Kings 24:3). After Manasseh, his son Amon ruled Judah, and he was very evil also.
During that long time of evil, the scrolls of the Old Testament were apparently lost. Jeremiah started his ministry in the thirteenth year of the godly King Josiah (Jer. 1:1-2). In the eighteenth year of Josiah, when the Temple was being refurbished after years of neglect, the scrolls of the Law were found in the Temple (2 Kings 22:8-10). It was the first time Josiah the king had seen the scrolls of the Law, as is apparent from his reaction and the reform that he then started (2 Kings 22:11-13). Since Jeremiah lived in Anathoth in Benjamin, only 5 miles or so from Jerusalem, it is almost certain that he had never seen the scrolls of the Law either. When Josiah read the scrolls, he started a kingdom-wide reform. When Jeremiah read the scrolls of the Lord, he “ate” them, and they were to him the joy and rejoicing of his heart.
“for I am called by your name.” The Hebrew is literally, “for your name was called over me,” and the phrase seems to denote ownership, e.g., “I belong to you.”
Jer 15:17
“of those who make merry.” Although some versions read “mock” instead of “make merry,” the meaning of the Hebrew word here means more to laugh and make merry than to mock, and most modern versions have some version of making merry and having a good time. Jeremiah understood the consequences of the sin of the people and could not join them in their merrymaking as if nothing evil was going to happen in the future.
“I sat alone because of your hand.” Jeremiah sat alone because of the “hand” of God upon him. “Hand” in this context is multifaceted and refers to the many ways God was working with him, including the revelation he received, his calling and ministry, and his responsibility to try to turn the people from their ignorant and evil ways. Often true men and women of God are compelled to stand apart from people who ignorantly sin and party to their doom, and thus Jeremiah’s statement is similar to Psalm 26:4-7.
Jer 15:18
“like a deceitful brook, like waters that fail?” This is a reference to a physical attribute of Israel that was well-known, and thus it is similar to a custom or idiom because you have to know the land of Israel to understand it.
The majority of the streams in Israel only flow during the rainy season, so they stop flowing at some point during the dry season. The exact time that happens depends on the amount of rain that fell that year, how long the rainy season lasted, etc. That meant that if a person needed water during the dry season, they could never really be sure if the stream would still be flowing or if it had already dried up. The ironic thing about those streams was that often during the rainy season, there was water in lots of places, so the streams were not quite as necessary. However, later in the dry season when they were really needed, the streams did not have any water.
Jeremiah is asking God if He is like that; like a stream that only provides water during the “good” times and then stops providing when conditions get tough. It can seem like in the good times when we do not need God’s comfort, it is there in abundance, but then in the tough times, God’s comfort is not there. Jeremiah’s statement, expressing some doubt in God, brings a quick and stern rebuke from God (Jer. 15:19).
We can rely on God all the time, although sometimes it may not seem that way. Sometimes our pain and grief are so great that it makes God seem abnormally distant, and we expect more from God than we should. God is God, and life is difficult, and we need to have the strength and confidence to bear up in difficult times and not expect to be somehow coddled by God. In Jeremiah 15:21, God assures Jeremiah that He will deliver him, and we can rely on God’s deliverance too. But, as we learn from Proverbs, that does not mean that He will support our wrong expectations. We have to walk righteously and with wisdom.
Jer 15:19
“If you return back to me, then I will take you back.” God addresses Jeremiah directly and rebukes him. The Hebrew is hard to express in English. In this first sentence, the verb shub (#07725 שׁוּב) is repeated twice in a row but in different conjugations making the statement very punchy and powerful, literally “shub shub” but it is shub (qal), shub (hiphil). “If you return back (shub in the qal aspect: “return, turn back, repent”) to me, then I take you back (shub in the hiphil aspect: “make you return, cause you to return, take back, restore). To continue the emphasis on shub, God uses it twice in the last sentence of the verse. The people must turn back to Jeremiah and what he is saying, but Jeremiah is not to turn to them.
“you will stand before me.” This was a powerful promise and hope for Jeremiah. God uses the language of trusted leaders and ministers: they stand before the king, in his presence, to carry out his will. Thus, “you will stand before me” is a way of saying, “You will be my trusted minister/official.”
“utter the precious and not the worthless.” The Hebrew is more literally, “if you bring out (i.e., utter, speak) the precious from (away from) the worthless.” God challenges Jeremiah to only utter “precious” words, His words or words of truth, and not “worthless” words, words that are not true, and if Jeremiah does that, he will continue to be God’s mouth, His prophet.
 
Jeremiah Chapter 16
Jer 16:4
“their dead bodies will be food.” The dead bodies of animals and unwanted humans were left unburied and were usually eventually eaten by animals and birds. In this particular case, the Babylonians were about to kill many Judeans in their attack on Judah and Jerusalem, and those people would not be buried because their families would have been killed or captured. In a culture when family tombs and burial plots were common and it was a great curse to not be buried, most people believed (falsely, but it was a very widely held belief) that a proper burial was important for a comfortable existence in the afterlife. Thus, this verse was a horrifying threat of unspeakable loneliness and rejection (see commentary on Jer. 14:16).
“the birds of heaven.” The Hebrew is literally, “the birds of the heavens,” but the Hebrew word “heavens” is always plural, there is no singular word “heaven” in Hebrew.
Jer 16:5
“the house of mourning.” That is, a house where there is mourning, which would also have food for the family and guests to eat as often happens today.
Jer 16:6
“They will not be buried.” During the lifetime of Jeremiah, so many people were killed or carried away from Judah by the Babylonians that there were not enough family left to bury the dead. It was a terrible curse to not be buried (see commentary on Jer. 14:16).
“nor cut themselves.” It was a pagan custom practiced by some people to cut yourself when you were in mourning for the dead. This is mentioned in a number of verses (see commentaries on Jer. 41:5 and 1 Kings 18:28).
“shave their heads.” Some people shaved their heads as a sign of mourning (see commentary on Jer. 47:5, “baldness”).
Jer 16:7
“break bread for those in mourning to comfort them.” There was often food and drink associated with a funeral. The customs varied but were similar, which is understandable. Occasionally the house, and/or the family members in it, would be unclean from the dead body and so food had to be brought into the house by neighbors (cf. Ezek. 24:17).
Jer 16:8
“You must not go into the house of feasting.” God changes the subject from mourning to feasting for happy times. Although no specific reason for the feast was given here in Jeremiah 16:8, the next verse mentions marriage, and that would certainly be a reason for a feast.
The Hebrew word translated as “feasting” can mean “drinking bout,” and it generally refers to a meal with wine. It is almost always translated as “banquet” in the REV.
Jer 16:11
“worshiped them.” Or “bowed down to them.” The same Hebrew verb, shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), is translated as both “bow down” and “worship;” traditionally “worship” if God is involved and “bow down” if people are involved, but the verb and action are the same, the act of bowing down is the worship. The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body to the earth.
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
Jer 16:15
“I will bring them again into their land that I gave to their fathers.” There are many prophecies in the Bible that the people of Israel will be reunited as one country (see commentary on Jer. 32:37), and this will happen when Jesus Christ conquers the earth and rules over it. That Israel would be gathered back together and given their ancestral land was a major part of the wonderful hope for the future that Israel had, and having a bright hope for the future is important for having the mental energy to live a godly life, especially in challenging times.
[For more on Christ’s future kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Jer 16:16
“I will send for many fishermen.” Hunting and fishing were common practices and were well-known and thus a good metaphor to use for the enemy coming and “catching” the people. Fishing for people is is a common biblical metaphor (cf. Ezek. 12:13; 29:4; Amos 4:2; Hab. 1:14-17).
“hunt them from every mountain, and from every hill.” God pictures the coming judgment as a thorough one; the Judeans will be searched for and hunted out from wherever they are.
Jer 16:17
“they are not hidden from my face, nor is their iniquity concealed.” The ways of the Judeans, i.e. what they were doing and their sin, were not hidden from God, who sees everything.
Jer 16:18
“I will repay their iniquity and their sin double.” The Hebrew word translated “double” is mishneh (#04932 מִשְׁנֶה), and its normal meaning in a context like this is double. It is worth noting, however, there has been found at Alalakh in Syria a similar word (but not identical) that means “equivalent,” and some scholars have suggested that mishneh has that meaning here, that God will fully pay back the sin of Judah without showing mercy and lessening His judgment. Although that might be possible, at this time there is no way to know. “Double” makes sense because, as God says in the verse, the Judeans had defiled both themselves and God’s land.
“the corpses of their detestable idols.” The Hebrew reads more literally “detestable things,” but the “things” are idols. From God’s perspective, the idols are lifeless—dead—and they lay as dead bodies on the ground, defiling God’s land; dead bodies defile the land (Num. 35:33; Deut. 21:23). God uses humor and irony here in calling the idols “corpses” as if they were once living, but in the eyes of the idolatrous people they were alive in some way, so the word “corpses” would have hit them very deeply.
Jer 16:21
“my hand.” Idiomatic for “my power,” all that I will do.
 
Jeremiah Chapter 17
Jer 17:1
“with an iron stylus and with a flint point.” The sin of Judah was so grievous that it was written in such a way that it left a permanent mark and could not be erased. By this time the consequences of Judah’s sin could not be avoided. The Babylonians were coming to devastate the land (cf. Jer. 17:3).
“It is engraved on the tablet of their heart.” The implication is that the people had very hard hearts, because you could not “engrave” the sin of Judah on a person’s flesh heart, it would just get cut up.
Jer 17:2
“while their children remember their altars.” This is not clear, and as a result the English versions vary quite a bit, struggling with the translation.
Jer 17:3
“shrines.” The Hebrew word “shrines” is bamot, which referred to a place that was leveled and built up and on which were placed various idols and objects of worship. The context indicates these shrines were pagan in nature (cf. NLT, “pagan shrines”). Many of the towns had such shrines (see commentary on Num. 33:52).
Jer 17:4
“for ages.” The Hebrew word is olam (#05769 עוֹלָם), and it is often translated “forever,” but that is quite often misleading in English because olam generally refers to only a long period of time or an indefinite period of time. God’s anger against Judah will subside and He will eventually restore Judah completely, so here olam means “for a long time,” for ages. Rotherham’s Emphasized Bible reads that God’s anger will last, “unto times age-abiding.”
[For more on olam, see commentary on Josh. 4:7.]
Jer 17:5
“who trusts in humans.” This is not a blanket statement that we cannot trust anyone at any time. There are obviously times when it is important to trust people, but this is certainly a warning about trusting people. In the context of Jeremiah, the people had turned from God to idols and were exceedingly sinful (Jer. 17:1-2). Jeremiah’s prophetic ministry was to confront all Israel: the kings, officials, priests, and people (Jer. 1:8-19). There were not many people he could trust. In the same way, people today need to be diligent about who to trust. Many leaders and even many clergy, are wrong either out of ignorance or for their own gain.
Occasionally a Trinitarian will argue from Jeremiah 17:5 that Jesus cannot be a man because we are expected to trust Jesus, but not to trust men, and therefore Jesus must be a God-man (there are not many Trinitarians who make that argument, but some do). That analysis misses the point of this verse. The verse and its context must be read to get its proper meaning. The immediate context reveals that a person is cursed if he trusts man and also turns his heart away from the Lord. But we are not turning our hearts away from God by trusting in His Son Jesus. On the contrary, “he who does not honor the Son does not honor the Father” (John 5:23). God is the one who made Jesus our Lord and Head of the Church. Indeed, our hearts would be turning from the Lord if we did not trust Jesus. This same logic applies to other servants of God. The people were not cursed when they followed Moses, or Joshua, or David, and trusted in what they said, because these men were acting for God. Exodus 14:31 says the people trusted God and Moses. The husband of the virtuous woman is blessed when he trusts in his wife, as Proverbs 31:11 (KJV) says, “The heart of her husband safely trusts in her.” It is clear that there are times when trusting another person is completely appropriate.
[For more information on Jesus being the fully human Son of God and not being “God the Son,” see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.” For more on “the Holy Spirit” being one of the designations for God the Father and “the holy spirit” being the gift of God’s nature, see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
“and makes flesh his arm.” The word “arm” is a literal translation of the Hebrew, and was idiomatic for “strength” but the Hebrew idiom is clear enough to be left in the text. The “arm” of Yahweh is often used for the strength or might of Yahweh (cf. Exod. 6:6; 15:16; Ps. 79:11; 89:10; Isa. 33:2; 51:9; 53:1). Here in Jeremiah 17:5, the ungodly person makes “flesh,” i.e., people and what they say, his “arm,” his strength. But such a person will end up cursed and thus disadvantaged both in this life and the next.
Jer 17:6
“a juniper bush.” The Hebrew word only occurs twice in the Bible and is most likely a kind of desert juniper. Here it grows in the Arabah, the area in the Jordan River Valley, mostly just west of the Dead Sea. It is mostly desert with an occasional oasis such as En-gedi. The juniper “will not see when good comes” because generally there is no rain in the area, it falls before it reaches the Arabah. The juniper lives in “parched places,” away from the water, and water meant life. In contrast, the person who trusts God will be planted by the water.
The Hebrew has a beautiful poetic wordplay in the poetry of Jeremiah and it likely is the reason the word “juniper” was chosen as the plant in this verse. The word for “juniper” is arar (#06199 עַרעָר), whereas the Arabah is arabah (#06160 עֲרָבָה), so the bush is an “arar in the arabah,” and that wordplay would catch the attention of the reader.
“in the Arabah.” The “Arabah” is the hot and dry desert area around the Dead Sea. The Arabah extends from south of the Dead Sea to miles beyond its northern end, and is basically a desert.
“but will inhabit the parched places in the wilderness, a salt land and not inhabited.” The Hebrew word “wilderness” could also be translated “desert.” The point Jeremiah is making is that the person who trusts in people and not God, and whose heart is not inclined toward Yahweh, will live a barren and unproductive life.
In 1855 Horatio Hackett wrote about the uninhabited salt lands he went through when he traveled from Egypt to Gaza. He traveled “through a succession of basins or valleys, where the surface of the ground was moist, and covered with a thin incrustation of salt. It was so slippery here that camels could with difficulty keep erect; one of them actually fell at full length, with a groan which was piteous to hear. We were not far at this time from the Mediterranean [Sea], of which we had glimpses now and then. It is quite possible that a strong wind from the west causes the sea occasionally to overflow the entire tract, and on its receding, the water left in the low places evaporates and encrusts the earth with salt. There are other deserts, or parts of deserts, in the east, as travelers inform us, which have a similar peculiarity, though the salt may be formed in those cases in a different manner. Perhaps the most remarkable among these is the region south of the Dead Sea. A soil of this nature must, of course, be unproductive; nothing grows there, and the means of supporting life are wanting. It may be to this feature of an eastern desert, aggravating so much its other evils, and rendering it unfit to be the abode of men, that the prophet Jeremiah refers when he says of the ungodly man, “he shall inhabit the parched places of the wilderness, in the salt land, and not inhabited.”[footnoteRef:776] [776:  Horatio B. Hackett, Illustrations of Scripture, chap. 1, para. “Salt Deserts,” Kindle.] 

Jer 17:8
“a tree planted by the waters.” This tree is “planted” (also “transplanted”) by the waters. The clear implication in the verse is that someone “planted” the tree close to the waters, it did not grow there naturally. People who trust in God plant themselves by waters and are continually fed, versus the people who put their trust in what other people say and eventually end up without sustenance or support, like a juniper in the desert.
Jer 17:9
“The heart.” This is the only time in the Hebrew text where “heart” is combined with the definite article, and “the heart” is the heart of anyone, that is to say, people in general. The human heart is deceitful.
“deceitful above all things, and is incurable.” The human heart is deceitful, and is incurable. The Hebrew word translated as “incurable” generally refers to being sick, and especially sick beyond being able to be healed (cf. ESV: “desperately sick”). Here that meaning applies, but also by extension it refers to being sick in the sense that it is “corrupt,” “depraved,” “wicked,” etc., and thus “incurably bad” or “desperately corrupt” (cf. ASV, GNV, KJV, NET, NJB, NLT, NRSV, RSV). Because humans have a sin nature that will never go away in this life, there is a very real sense in which the natural human heart is indeed “incurably bad” (NET). Proverbs 28:26 says, “The person who trusts in his own heart—he is a fool.” The wise person trusts God and gets godly advisors to help him or her make the right decision.
That people are born with a deceitful, corrupt heart shows up in many areas of life. It explains why children have to be taught civilized characteristics such as sharing with others, not biting or hitting, not interrupting the conversation of others, etc. Those things do not come “naturally.” It also explains why even godly people fight with being selfish and self-centered throughout their life, and why the majority of the people of earth refuse to humble themselves to God and obey Him and His Son.
Thankfully, the human heart is constantly changing, and the wise person is in a constant dialogue with their heart so that it conforms to God’s ways of thinking and acting. The more we obey God despite our natural inclinations, the more our heart conforms to God’s ways, and the more “natural” it becomes to think and act like God (a heart changed to God’s ways is also sometimes referred to as “an educated conscience,” that is, a conscience educated to think like God).
The Devil knows that the human heart is deceitful and sick (corrupt), so he keeps up a constant societal pressure for people to “follow the heart,” because he knows it often leads them astray. “Follow your heart” is not the message of Scripture. The message of Scripture is “obey God.” As Moses wrote long ago, “It will be our righteousness if we are careful to do every one of these commandments before Yahweh our God, as he has commanded us” (Deut. 6:25).
“who can know it.” The Hebrew word is the common word yada, “to know,” (#03045 ידע), and it has a wide range of meaning including to know and to understand, and both meanings are applicable here. Who can really “know” their heart and fathom how deceitful and corrupt it really is and who can “understand” their heart and why it causes a person to think and act the way that they do? The human heart is corrupt, which is why we cannot “trust our heart,” we have to trust what God says.
Jer 17:10
“heart...kidneys.” In the biblical world, the “heart” refers to the thoughts, not the emotions. The Hebrew placed thinking and planning in the heart, and emotions in the organs of the abdomen, the bowels, and kidneys. The Word of God points to the fact that our kidneys, bowels, and belly (or womb) are part of our mental/emotional life, not “just physical organs.” Our “gut,” including our intestines, bowels, kidneys, and stomach contain as many nerve cells as our brain, and studies are now showing that our “gut” contributes significantly to our emotional life and health. When the Bible mentions “heart” and “kidneys” it refers to the thought life (“heart”) and emotional life (“kidneys”).
[For more on the heart referring to the thought life, see commentary on Prov. 15:21. For more on kidneys referring to the emotional life, see commentary on Rev. 2:23, “kidneys.”]
“to give to each one according to his ways.” The teaching that on Judgment Day people will get what they deserve, good or bad, based on what they have done in their life is taught many times in Scripture (e.g., Job. 34:11; Ps. 62:12; Prov. 24:12; Jer. 17:10; 32:19; Ezek. 33:20; Matt. 16:27; Rom. 2:6; 1 Cor. 3:8; see commentary on Ps. 62:12).
[For more on rewards in the future and people getting what they deserve, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10, “good or evil.”]
Jer 17:11
“fool.” The Hebrew word translated “fool” is nabal (#05036 נָבָל), and it generally refers to a godless person, or a person who acts ungodly, who is a fool. When the riches “leave” the person who got wealthy through injustice, then everyone will know that that person was a fool.
[For more on “fools” and the Hebrew word nabal, see commentary on Prov. 16:22.]
Jer 17:12
“from the beginning.” From the time that the Temple was first built by Solomon. God is not a latecomer or an imposter, His throne has been there since the Temple was built.
Jer 17:13
“written in the dirt.” Anything written in the dirt or dust of the earth in Israel soon disappears. The righteous are written in the Book of Life and will live forever (cf. Exod. 32:32; Dan. 12:1; Ps. 69:28; Phil. 4:3; Rev. 3:5; 13:8; 17:8; 20:12, 15; 21:27; 22:19). Those people who are not saved will die a second death in the Lake of Fire (Rev. 20:11-15). The unsaved do not burn forever, as is taught by some Christian denominations, but are burned up and die a second death. Jeremiah 17:13 is just one more piece of evidence revealing that fact. The saved are written in the Book of Life, but the unsaved are written in the dust, and like their names in the dust, which are written down but soon disappear, the wicked die in the Lake of Fire and are gone forever; annihilated.
The Hebrew can be translated such that “dirt” refers to the land, making the sense become “all in the land who depart from you.” The NASB goes that way: “Those who turn away on earth will be written down, because they have forsaken the fountain of living water.” However, the Bible says that people’s deeds are written down anyway, so that translation, while grammatically justifiable, does not seem to fit with the rest of Scripture (Exod. 32:32-33; Mal. 3:16-17; Rev. 20:12). On the other hand, that the wicked will disappear from history and memory is written many places in Scripture.
[For more on the annihilation of the wicked, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
“living water.” “Living water” was water that was used for ritual cleansing from sin and impurity. Living water came from God, and thus included rainwater, well water, and water from a flowing river or stream. Water that sat in a cistern was not living water. In this case, the “living water” is partly true, because God is the true source of water on earth, and partly metaphorical, because in this case the “living water” also represents the spirit that God gives that brings blessings and spiritual life.
[For more on living water, see commentary on Num. 19:17.]
Jer 17:14
“save me, and I will be saved.” The primary focus of Jeremiah’s plea is for healing and deliverance here and now and on earth; being healed and saved from his Judean enemies.
Jer 17:15
“Where is the word of Yahweh?” The unbelieving Jews mocked Jeremiah and questioned what he said. Jeremiah had been saying for years that Judah and Jerusalem would be stricken by God, but God’s judgment was delayed, causing people to doubt and mock. This was very hard on Jeremiah, and it happens to all prophets and believers (cf. 2 Pet. 3:4). God is merciful and wants to give room for people to be saved, but there will come a day, as there always has, when God’s pronounced judgment will come (2 Pet. 3:9).
Jer 17:16
“nor have I desired the woeful day.” Although Jeremiah was terribly persecuted by his own people, he took no pleasure in knowing that a day of disaster was soon coming upon them. He wanted God’s justice to come (Jer. 17:18), but it would still be a sad day for him.
Jer 17:17
“terror...refuge.” The words rhyme in Hebrew (“mechittah...machaceh”) and thus make a punchy point as Jeremiah expresses his confidence in God.
Jer 17:19
“the gate of the children of the people.” Which gate this refers to is not known, although many scholars feel it must be a gate on the north side of the city leading out into the tribal area of Benjamin. But in any case, God told Jeremiah to go and warn the people in every gate of the city. To best deliver God’s messages, Jeremiah had to go to where the people were, and the gates were gathering places and places where people would walk. Jeremiah would not have to do this for very long before basically everyone in the city had either heard him or heard of him.
Jer 17:21
“Be careful if you value your lives.” The Hebrew is perhaps translated more literally, “Be careful at the risk of your souls,” where “souls” refers to the lives of the people. If the people disobeyed God, they would be killed or captured by the Babylonians here on earth, and would forfeit everlasting life as well.
“Do not carry a burden on the Sabbath day.” Judah has many sins, but here the Sabbath day is used because breaking the Sabbath is a sin that clearly breaks one of the Ten Commandments and thus clearly shows that the people of Judah are not the least bit interested in obeying God.
Jer 17:23
“incline their ear.” To “incline the ear” is to bend the head in such a way that the ear is better positioned to hear. Thus the people did not listen or even incline their ear so that they could hear. Some English versions try to clarify the meaning of the verse by translating the idiom: “they did not listen or pay attention.” That is what Jeremiah 17:23 is saying.
Jer 17:24
“listen, yes, listen.” The Hebrew text has the figure of speech polyptoton, using “listen” twice in the sentence but inflected in different ways; an infinitive followed by an imperfect tense. In this context, listen has the meaning of “listen and obey,” which is why some versions have “obey” instead of “listen.”
[For more on polyptoton and the emphasis it brings, as well as the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
Jer 17:25
“sitting on the throne of David.” This is an idiom meaning that they are a descendant of David and are reigning as king. It does not mean that they are carried through the gate while sitting on a throne. This is an example of how one must understand the culture and idioms to understand the Bible.
“for ages to come.” The Hebrew word that many English versions translate “forever” is olam (#05769 עוֹלָם), and it is often translated “forever,” but that is quite often misleading in English because olam generally refers to only a long period of time or an indefinite period of time.
[For more on olam, see commentary on Josh. 4:7.]
Jer 17:26
“from the land of Benjamin, and from the Shephelah and from the hill country and from the Negev.” This is an accurate geographical description of the area around Jerusalem. Although Jerusalem is in the tribal area of Benjamin, it is on the extreme southern border, so Benjamin is to the north, the shephelah is the lowlands to the west toward the Mediterranean Sea, the hill country is generally to the northeast and southeast, and the Negev is to the south. So Jeremiah’s geographical description is accurate and describes territory in all four directions from Jerusalem.
“the Shephelah.” The Shephelah is the area of rolling hills east of Israel’s coastal plain and between the coastal plain and the hill country (see commentary on Josh. 9:1).
“thank offerings.” The Hebrew is more literally, “sacrifices of thanksgiving,” but that wording can be confusing. What is being offered is a “thank offering,” a sacrifice being offered in thanks to God for something He has done. The wording “sacrifices of thanksgiving” makes it sound like what is being offered is thanks.
Jer 17:27
“then I will kindle a fire in its gates.” An enemy would generally first breach the gates, often by burning them down, and then enter the city and burn it down. Jerusalem was burned down (2 Kings 25:8-9; 2 Chron. 36:19; Jer. 52:13).
“it will not be quenched.” The fires in the palaces of Jerusalem “will not be quenched,” meaning the fires will burn until the palaces are burned down.
[For how “quenched” is used in the Bible, see commentary on Mark 9:48.]
 
Jeremiah Chapter 18
Jer 18:2
“Get up.” The verb is imperative, so we might well understand the verse as “Get up! And go down to the potter’s house.” God had something he wanted to show Jeremiah and the potter was currently working, which was important for God’s lesson to Jeremiah, so He commanded Jeremiah to get up and go right then.
“go down to the potter’s house.” This is very likely geographically correct. Potters needed a lot of water, and water was generally found lower down than the rest of the surrounding geography, so “go down” is almost certainly literal.
“I will tell you my message.” The literal Hebrew is “I will cause you to hear my words,” but it means I will tell you my words.
Jer 18:3
“wheels.” This verse highlights one of the biblical customs involving pottery. The literal Hebrew text is “at the two stones.” The reason that there were “two stones,” actually, two stone wheels, is that in biblical times the potter worked at a wooden table with a hole in it. Thus, the table looked much like many of the small tables many people have on a deck or patio that has a hole in it that an umbrella goes through so the table will have shade.
Up through the hole in the table came a shaft, like the shaft that connects two wheels of a cart or wagon except thinner, and there was a stone wheel under the table and a stone wheel on top of the table that were both connected to the shaft. The potter put the clay on the wheel that was on top of the table and began to work it as he turned the wheel under the table with his feet. Although a number of English versions try to make the English easier to understand by saying “wheel” instead of “wheels,” it is helpful in building the scene in our mind if we understand what Jeremiah saw and the actual biblical custom of the two stone wheels.
Jer 18:4
“Whenever.” The Hebrew verbs indicate repeated action (cf. NET text note). As Jeremiah watched, there must have been a number of times the clay could not be made to form the pot the potter wanted, so he simply made that piece of clay into another kind of vessel. This is not unusual; every potter experiences this.
“came out ruined.” The Hebrew verb translated “ruined” is shachath (#07843 שָׁחַת), and here it is in the Niphal aspect and its meanings include, to be ruined, spoiled, corrupted, injured, marred, rotted. As the potter worked the piece, the clay would not form the shape the potter wanted and the pot became ruined, so the potter had to start over and make something else.
Jer 18:6
“can I not do with you as this potter.” The record of the potter and the clay here in Jeremiah 18 has been terribly misunderstood in traditional Christianity. It is generally taught that God is the potter and we humans are the clay and God can do anything He wants to with us. But that is not true, as a careful reading of Jeremiah shows, and especially if reading Jeremiah is coupled with knowledge of clay and pottery. For example, in Jeremiah 18:4, the clay vessel became “ruined” in the potter’s hand. The potter did not want to ruin the pot, he wanted to make the pot, so what went wrong?
Every potter knows that certain types and consistencies of clay are good for making some vessels but not others. Successfully making a clay vessel involves a kind of teamwork between the potter and the clay. A potter cannot just take “generic clay” (of course there is no “generic clay”—every clay is different) and make anything they want to. And sometimes what the clay will or will not do surprises the potter. Sometimes clay that should have worked for making a certain vessel simply doesn’t work, and sometimes clay that should not have worked to make a certain vessel works wonderfully. Ultimately, however, the fate of the clay is in the hands of the potter. The clay may not cooperate and let the potter make the vessel that he or she wanted to make, but the potter will then make another vessel from the clay, and that vessel may be a “vessel of dishonor” (Rom. 9:21), a vessel that the clay is not happy being made into.
It is the teamwork between the potter (God) and the clay (humans) that God wanted Jeremiah to see. God, like a master potter, was trying to make Judah into a glorious vessel, a great nation. But Judah did not cooperate and obey God, instead, they defied God, so He had to do something else with Judah, and they became a vessel of dishonor. This was the lesson that God gave Jeremiah in Jeremiah 18:6-10: God has plans for people and nations, but what He can do is often limited to what the person or nation is willing to do.
There are dozens of verses in the Bible that show that things do not always turn out the way God wanted them to. God did not create a spiritual and physical world full of mindless robots who simply always do what God wanted. God created spirit beings and humans with free will, which is the freedom to love and obey Him, or the freedom to disobey and defy Him. Sadly, lots of people make the free will choice to disobey God, which is why there are so many verses in the Bible telling people to obey God and confronting people over their disobedience. It is also why there are verses that show that God has to change and adjust His plans when people ignore or defy them, which is the subject of Jeremiah 18:6-10. There are dozens of verses that show that God does not always get what He wants (cf. Gen. 6:6; 1 Chron. 21:15; 2 Chron. 36:15-17; Jer. 15:6; 26:13; 35:15). A major lesson we are to learn from Jeremiah 18:1-10 is that if we want God to make us into a glorious vessel, we need to obey Him and follow His guidance. If we do not, we will still be made into some kind of vessel, but it may be a vessel of dishonor.
[For more about free will and how it affects the war between Good and Evil, God and the Devil, see commentary on Luke 4:6].
Jer 18:7
“At one moment.” In this context, the Hebrew can be understood as “at the moment,” or “suddenly.” Some versions use “moment,” as does the REV (CSB, DBY, NAB, NASB, NRSV, YLT); some use “instant” (ASV, JPS, KJV); some use “suddenly” (Douay-Rheims, Geneva Bible). William Holladay, who translates the word “suddenly,” writes, “The point of the passage is clearly not that Yahweh makes a judgment for some nations and against others, almost as if it were a matter of whim; the point is that whatever decision Yahweh has made about a nation, he is able ‘quickly’ or ‘suddenly’ to reverse the decision if the conduct of that nation merits it.”[footnoteRef:777] Holladay goes on to explain, “indeed the ‘suddenly’ may refer to the nation’s change of heart as much as to Yahweh’s change of plan, but the main emphasis is on Yahweh’s sudden change.” [777:  William Hollady, Jeremiah, Hermeneia.] 

Holladay points out, and rightly so, that God will suddenly change when people change. We also see in Scripture that God will be patient with people, but His patience does come to an end if people continually defy Him. We see this with King Saul, who defied God for years until there came a day when God took the kingdom from Saul (1 Sam. 15:28).
Jer 18:8
“change my mind.” The Hebrew word translated “changed his mind” is nacham (#05162 נָחַם), and the range of meanings of nacham include to be sorry, repent, regret, change one’s mind, have compassion, be comforted, console oneself.[footnoteRef:778] [778:  Strong’s Lexicon; BDB.] 

When speaking of humans, nacham can have a number of meanings, including “comfort” and other meanings, and also nacham can mean to change one’s mind (Exod. 13:17) or “repent” (to be sorry, regret, and have a change of heart; Jer. 8:6). When speaking of God it does not mean “repent” as if God had done evil, but depending on the context means “change His mind” (Exod. 32:14; Ps. 110:4; Jer. 18:8; 26:3, 13; Amos 7:3, 6; Jon. 3:10); “relent” (2 Sam. 24:16; Ps. 106:45); “to be moved to pity or to compassion (Judg. 2:18; Ps. 135:14; Hos. 13:14); and to “regret” (1 Sam. 15:11).
Historically, theologians have thought that God never changes, and so they assert that God does not actually change his mind. For example, in the text note on Exodus 32:12, the NET says, “The verb ‘repent, relent’ when used of God is certainly an anthropomorphism. It expresses the deep pain that one would have over a situation. Earlier God repented that he had made humans (Gen. 6:6). Here Moses is asking God to repent/relent over the judgment he was about to bring, meaning that he should be moved by such compassion that there would be no judgment like that. J. P. Hyatt observes that the Bible uses so many anthropomorphisms because the Israelites conceived of God as a dynamic and living person in a vital relationship with people, responding to their needs and attitudes and actions.”[footnoteRef:779] [779:  NET First Edition text note on J. P. Hyatt, Exodus, New Century Bible Commentary, 307.] 

It must be pointed out that there is no solid evidence that the emotions God has in the Bible are not real but are anthropomorphism. The Bible says many times that God changes His mind and has emotions such as anger, joy, and disappointment. Saying those emotions are anthropomorphisms is saying that God says He feels or thinks like a human but actually does not. But God created humans in His image, and we change our minds and have emotions, so it makes sense that God does too, and we have to acknowledge that the Bible certainly says that He does. Although J. P. Hyatt speaks condescendingly of the Jews when he says they “conceived of God as a dynamic and living person in a vital relationship with people, responding to their needs and attitudes and actions,” there is no actual evidence that Hyatt and other theologians are correct and the ancient Israelites are wrong.
A large number of the ancient people in the Bible had very personal and intimate interactions with God, interactions on a personal level that are only a thing of legend today. Given that, it seems to be hubris and arrogance to say those ancients, and the Bible itself, are wrong in the way they portray God but we know better today. Besides, there are plenty of verses that say God changed His mind. If those statements are not true, what are we to make of them?
In Jeremiah 26:13, Jeremiah told the people that God could change His mind about His prophecies of Jerusalem being destroyed if they would repent and change their evil ways. So even though prophets such as Micah had foretold the destruction of Jerusalem (Mic. 3:12), that prophecy was not set in stone and God would change if the people did. What we must notice, however, in the context of those verses in which God says He changes His mind, is that it is never God’s overall intention or purpose that is changed. God’s purpose in creating the human race was to have people who loved Him and worshiped Him. But sadly we humans have not always followed our Creator, but instead have often ignored or even disobeyed and defied Him. In those situations, God often had to change His mind about things in order to work out the best solution for humankind and His purposes. So, in effect, although God did change His mind about some specific circumstances, we can also see that God never changed His purposes.
Theologians say that the anthropomorphisms in the Bible help us relate to God. But is that really true? If I am led to believe things about God that are not true, how does that help me relate to Him as He really is? In fact, then, the anthropomorphisms mislead us when it comes to thinking about God. If the truth is that God is not upset when I sin and not glad when I obey Him, that is the truth that I must deal with. Pretending that God has emotions that are similar to human emotions is misleading if in fact He does not have those emotions. Believers should think and believe the truth about God. If God is emotionless, then we really don’t please him if we obey him. God would be more like a computer program that just gave out certain consequences for certain behaviors. The Bible speaks of us having fellowship with God. But there is no fellowship with a computer, it’s simply action and reaction. No emotion and no true fellowship. The Bible reveals God is an emotional being with whom believers will live in fellowship forever. There is no solid reason to believe the statements in the Bible about God are not true. When God says He loves you, He really does.
[For more on the conditional nature of prophecy, see commentary on Deut. 18:20.]
Jer 18:10
“change my mind.” The Hebrew word translated “change my mind” is nacham (#05162 נָחַם), see commentary on Jeremiah 18:8. That God could and would change His mind and thus change the predicted outcome of the situation is vital to understand about prophecy. Just because a prophecy does not come to pass does not mean the prophet is a false prophet (see commentary on Deut. 18:20).
Jer 18:11
“Turn back.” The idea in the text is, “I am planning a plan against you, so turn back from your evil ways.” It is always implied or stated in Scripture that if a person repents of their sin, God will “change his mind” and work to change the outcome of any prophecy of pain or disaster (see commentary on Deut. 18:20 and Jer. 18:8).
Jer 18:13
“Virgin Israel.” This is short for Virgin Daughter Israel (see commentary on Isa. 1:8). The Hebrew text reads, “the virgin of Israel,” but the text is idiomatic, and refers to Israel as a Virgin. The genitive is appositional.
Jer 18:16
“everyone who passes by it will be astonished, and shake his head.” This was exactly what happened (see Lam. 2:16).
Jer 18:17
“east wind.” The “east wind” was the term for a wind that usually came off the desert and was hot, dry, unrelenting, and very uncomfortable (cf. Jer. 4:11; 13:24; Hos. 13:15; Jon. 4:8).
Jer 18:18
“Then some people said.” The Hebrew text is literally “they said,” but who “they” are has to be gleaned from the context. In this case, it refers not to all the people but to Jeremiah’s enemies.
“for the teaching of the law by the priests will not be lost.” Jeremiah’s enemies planned to get rid of Jeremiah and almost managed to kill him on several occasions. Jeremiah was a priest and therefore supposedly valuable for society, but his enemies reasoned that even if they got rid of Jeremiah the priest there would still be other priests to teach the law, although the priests they listened to had been compromised and were teaching lies. Jeremiah’s enemies thought, “What’s the problem with getting rid of one priest, there are other priests around.”
“Come and let’s strike him with our tongue, and let’s not pay attention to any of his words.” Jeremiah’s enemies planned and plotted against him, something that is also mentioned in Lamentations 3:60-63.
Jer 18:23
“Deal with them in the time of your anger.” Jeremiah is asking Yahweh to not put off dealing with the evildoers, but deal with them now, while He is still angry about it. Although some people think Jeremiah should not have prayed this way, they miss the point. God had already told Jeremiah the people would be killed for their sin, so Jeremiah is only praying that God would fulfill His word before they had time to kill Jeremiah (cf. Jer. 18:15-17).
 
Jeremiah Chapter 19
Jer 19:4
“and have filled this place with the blood of the innocent.” This is a reference to human sacrifice, but specifically in this context the sacrifice of children.
Jer 19:5
“shrines.” The Hebrew word “shrines” is bamot, which referred to a place that was leveled and built up and on which were placed various idols and objects of worship. The context indicates these shrines were pagan in nature (cf. NLT, “pagan shrines”). Many of the towns had such shrines (see commentary on Num. 33:52).
“to burn their sons in the fire as burnt offerings to Baal.” This verse, along with historical evidence, shows that human sacrifice was made to Baal. The sacrifice of children is mentioned in Jeremiah 7:31 and Jeremiah 19:5.
Jer 19:6
“Topheth.” A place where children were burned as human sacrifices (see commentary on 2 Kings 23:10). Over time the area where that was done must have been referred to as Topheth, as we see in Jeremiah 7:32, 19:6, 11.
Jer 19:9
“I will cause them to eat the flesh of their sons and the flesh of their daughters.” Cannibalism was not common in the ancient Near East, but was sometimes practiced in times of siege or intense famine. God says that because of the sin of Judah times will become so difficult that people will be reduced to cannibalism.
Jer 19:11
“Topheth.” A place where children were burned as human sacrifices (see commentary on 2 Kings 23:10). Over time the area where that was done must have been referred to as Topheth, as we see in Jeremiah 7:32, 19:6, 11.
Jer 19:12
“Topheth.” A place where children were burned as human sacrifices (see commentary on 2 Kings 23:10). Over time the area where that was done must have been referred to as Topheth, as we see in Jeremiah 7:32, 19:6, 11.
Jer 19:13
“will be like the place of Topheth.” “Topheth” was the name of the place where children were burned as human sacrifices (see commentary on 2 Kings 23:10). This prophecy was that the houses of Jerualem would be destroyed like Topheth was eventually destroyed.
Jer 19:14
“Topheth.” A place where children were burned as human sacrifices (see commentary on 2 Kings 23:10). Over time the area where that was done must have been referred to as Topheth, as we see in Jeremiah 7:32, 19:6, 11, so in this context “Topheth” is used in a broad sense referring to a place in the Valley of Hinnom (NT “Gehenna”).
 
Jeremiah Chapter 20
Jer 20:2
“put him in the stocks.” Being put in stocks was a horribly painful experience, especially as time passed, and Jeremiah was left in them overnight. Walter Kaiser, Jr., writes: “The prophet is put into stocks that hold his hands, feet, and neck in a contorted position, causing him pain.”[footnoteRef:780] [780:  Walter Kaiser, Jr., Walking the Ancient Paths: A Commentary on Jeremiah, 247.] 

“the Upper Gate of Benjamin.” This is the gate in the northern wall of the Temple, not the northern gate in the city wall. It was built by King Jotham, son of Uzziah (2 Kings 15:35).
Jer 20:3
“Pashhur.” There clearly seems to be a play on words here in Jeremiah 20:3. There is evidence that “Pashhur” meant “Joy All Around,” but God changed it to “Terror All Around” because spiritually and physically he brought terror to the people of Judah. This was most clear when the Babylonians sieged and finally captured Jerusalem, as is expressed over and over in Lamentations. Walter Kaiser, Jr. writes: “The name Pashhur, according to Philip King, is probably of Egyptian origin, meaning “son of Horus,” an Egyptian god, but the name was fairly common, as attested by its use elsewhere in Scripture. ...Pashhur’s contemporaries may have taken the meaning of his name from Aramaic sources to mean ‘joy all around,’ but this may reflect popular ways of regarding the name rather than strict etymology (popularization often carried the greater weight anyhow). ...The literal Aramaic meaning of Pashhur’s name is “fruitful all around”; thus Jeremiah successfully distorts his name from “Fruitful All around’ to ‘Terror All Around,’ from something delightful to something terrible. ...Pashhur likely comes from the Aramaic ‘fruitful’ (pash) and ‘surrounding’ (sehor).”[footnoteRef:781] [781:  Walter Kaiser, Jr., Walking the Ancient Paths, 247-248 and footnote 274.] 

Kaiser is almost certainly right that “Pashhur” was taken to mean “Joy All Around,” as influenced by the Aramaic. At this time in history, the Judeans had already surrendered to Babylon and there had been a lot of contact between them (2 Kings 24:1). The Babylonians spoke Aramaic (this explains why so many Judeans spoke Aramaic at the time of Christ, they had been in captivity in Babylon for 70 years; two or three generations), so it makes sense that some of the leaders of Judah would have had names that reflected Aramaic influence.
Jer 20:5
“I will give all the riches of this city, and all its gains, and all its precious things.” This was fulfilled and is mentioned in Lamentations 1:7, 10.
Jer 20:6
“you will go to Babylon, and there you will die.” Pashhur was a false prophet. Worse than that, however, he did his best to stop Jeremiah from proclaiming the Word of Yahweh, including having him tortured, discrediting what he said, and being complicit with those who tried to kill him. No one can treat God’s workers that way and do well. Walter Kaiser, Jr., writes: “It does not matter that Pashtun held a position of influence; the point is that he has taken Jeremiah as being in his own sphere of authority and beat him for proclaiming the word of the Lord. We should not look lightly on those who belittle or try to disgrace God’s servants as they reject his word. Those who deny the inscripturated word of God in our day and mock those who try to faithfully teach are in for a rough time from the Lord of the word.”[footnoteRef:782] [782:  Walter Kaiser, Jr., Walking the Ancient Paths: A Commentary on Jeremiah, 248.] 

Jer 20:7
“Yahweh, you have deceived me, and I was deceived.” Jeremiah was speaking out of his emotion and pain. It is quite likely at this moment of pain that he was remembering what God told him when God called him as a prophet. God had said, “I am with you to deliver you” both in Jeremiah 1:8 and 1:19. It is very likely that what God meant by “I will deliver you,” was different from what Jeremiah thought the words meant. God often speaks in ideals and concerning the long haul, including everlasting life. In contrast, Jeremiah likely thought that God was telling him that God would deliver him from problems and evil. When Jeremiah was mocked, beaten, and in pain, he felt God had deceived him. The feeling, though misplaced, is natural. God promises to save His faithful people, but not save them from trouble or even physical death, He will save them from everlasting death.
Jer 20:12
“kidneys...heart.” The “kidneys” refers to a person’s emotional life. The Word of God points to the fact that our kidneys, bowels, and belly (or womb) are part of our mental/emotional life, not “just physical organs.” Our “gut,” including our intestines, bowels, kidneys, and stomach contain as many nerve cells as our brain, and studies are now showing that our “gut” contributes significantly to our emotional life and health. In contrast, in the biblical world, the “heart” refers to the thoughts, not the emotions. When the Bible mentions “heart” and “kidneys” together, it refers to the thought life (“heart”) and emotional life (“kidneys”).
[For more on the heart referring to the thought life, see commentary on Prov. 15:21. For more on kidneys referring to the emotional life, see commentary on Rev. 2:23, “kidneys.”]
“let me see your vengeance on them.” Jeremiah expressed the same thing in Lamentations (Lam. 3:64-66).
Jer 20:14
“Cursed is the day in which I was born.” Jeremiah was in a very low spot emotionally. He had been prophesying for years and taking all kinds of abuse. It is likely that he was just released from the stocks when he said this (Jer. 20:2-3) and was in horrific pain and discomfort. The book of Jeremiah is well-known to be the “most human” of all the prophetic books because it reveals so much about Jeremiah’s personal life and feelings, and we see that here. Everyone has a “breaking point” when they have endured so much physical and emotional pain that they want to die or wish they had never been born. Job certainly did, and spoke much like Jeremiah did (Job 3:1-8). God understands human emotions and that humans have “weak moments,” and there is no evidence He holds that against us. Quite the opposite, often He shows up in powerful and supportive ways in those times. Jeremiah recovered from his feelings at this time and continued to prophesy—and put up with the abuse that went along with it.
Jer 20:16
“and did not relent.” God overthrew the cities without relenting, that is, God did not back off of the destruction until it was done. However, the word nacham can also be translated as God overthrew the cities without pity, or without compassion (CSB; ESV). The Hebrew word nacham (#05162 נָחַם) has both meanings, and it is likely that both meanings apply in this verse. This is an example of when the receptor language, English, just cannot express the richness of the Hebrew without an expanded translation: God overthrew the cities without pity or relenting.
[For more on nacham, see commentary on Jer. 18:8.]
 
Jeremiah Chapter 21
Jer 21:2
“Perhaps Yahweh will deal with us according to all his wondrous works so that he will go away from us.” Zedekiah was wondering if Yahweh would deliver Judah by a miracle and somehow defeat Babylon as He had defeated Egypt, the Canaanites, and Assyria. The answer, as we know from the Bible and history, was “No.”
Jer 21:7
“the mouth of the sword.” Used to show great destruction, as if the sword was eating its victims (see commentary on Josh. 6:21).
Jer 21:9
“his life will be his spoils of war.” For more on this idiom, see commentary on Jeremiah 39:18.
 
Jeremiah Chapter 22
Jer 22:1
“the house of the king of Judah.” The “house” of the king is the palace, just as the “house” of God is the Temple. God told Jeremiah to go to the palace.
Jer 22:2
“your servants.” In this context, the “servants” of the king are his officers and high officials, both civil and military.
[For more on the word “servants” being used for people of high position in the kingdom, see commentary on 2 Sam. 11:1.]
Jer 22:3
“right.” The Hebrew word is literally “righteousness,” but in this context, it refers to doing what is right and just to other people and in the sight of God (see commentary on Matt. 5:6). This verse lists some ways we can be just and righteous toward others. There are several times in the Bible when God lists things He wants people to do, as He does here in Jeremiah 22:3-4, and they are sometimes quite similar, but the heart is the same (see commentary on Mic. 6:8).
Jer 22:5
“this house.” The king’s palace. As we know from history, the kings of Judah failed to obey the word of Yahweh and the Babylonians came and conquered Judah and destroyed Jerusalem, even burning the Temple of Yahweh.
Jer 22:7
“they will cut down your choice cedars.” Judah did not have “choice cedars,” so since the context of Jeremiah 22:7 is the “house” (or “palace”) of the king of Judah, it is quite likely that the choice cedars that will be cut down are the cedar pillars in the House of the Forest of Lebanon that Solomon built as a wing of his palace (1 Kings 7:2).
“against you.” Against the king’s palace. God started speaking about the palace in Jeremiah 22:6, and continues here in Jeremiah 22:7. The “choice cedars” are the choice cedar panels and boards of which the palace was constructed; Judah did not have cedar trees. The king’s palace ended up being burned down, even as Jeremiah had foretold (2 Kings 25:9).
Jer 22:9
“worshiped other gods.” Or “bowed down to other gods.” The same Hebrew verb, shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), is translated as both “bowed down” and “worshiped;” traditionally “worship” if God is involved and “bow down” if people are involved, but the verb and action are the same, the act of bowing down is the worship. The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body to the earth.
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
Jer 22:11
“Shallum.” This is apparently the given name of the king of Judah also known as Jehoahaz. He was captured by Pharaoh Neco and died in Egypt. Pharaoh Neco then installed Jehoiakim as the new king of Judah (2 Kings 23:30-34).
Jer 22:13
“builds his house through unrighteousness.” In Judah, the rich and powerful were oppressing the people. Only the rich and powerful could build houses with upper rooms and then find ways not to pay the workers.
“wages.” The Hebrew word is literally “work,” but in this case “work” is put by metonymy for that which is gained by work, which is “pay” or “wages.”
Jer 22:14
“vermilion.” A bright red color.
Jer 22:18
“‘Ah my brother!’ or ‘Ah sister!’.” These are the words of the mourners as they spoke to one another. The death of a king was always a traumatic time for the people in the kingdom. What would happen now? Who would reign over them and what would it be like? This was especially the case when a king was killed or deposed by a foreign power, as was the case in Judah at that time with Jehoiakim.
Jer 22:19
“the burial of a donkey.” The phrase is irony because donkeys were not buried, they were just dragged away to where they could be eaten by vultures and vermin. Jehoiakim rebelled against Nebuchadnezzar, and was bound by him to be carried off to Babylon (2 Chron. 36:6), but died before he could be exiled. He was not honored as a king, but instead, his dead body was simply thrown outside the gates of the city of Jerusalem as if he were a dead donkey or camel (Jer. 36:30; for more on the death of Jehoiakim, see commentary on 2 Kings 24:6).
In biblical culture, animals and sometimes unwanted or despised humans were not buried. In fact, that has been the case for centuries in the Middle East, and still happens today with animals—their dead bodies are left on the ground where they are eaten by the birds and animals. Goliath taunted David by saying he would give David’s body “to the birds of the air and to the animals of the field” and David answered back and said that he would give the dead bodies of the Philistines to the birds and animals (1 Sam. 17:44, 46). The Bible has several references to the unwanted dead bodies of people being left on the ground to be eaten by animals and birds (Jer. 7:33; 16:4; 34:20; Rev. 19:21).
In 1935, Ida Bebbington made a pilgrimage to Israel and wrote in her diary, “At one part in the road lay a dead camel’s carcass, they never bother about removing the dead bodies (so you will gather what a lot of places are like).”[footnoteRef:783] [783:  The Jerusalem Report 30, no. 13 (Tamuz 5, 5779/July 8, 2019): 22.] 

Jer 22:20
“Abarim.” A mountain range in Moab. Lebanon, Bashan (Syria), and Moab were places where Jehoiakim apparently expected to get help from his “lovers,” i.e., those people who he courted and who apparently indicated they would help him fight Babylon, but who turned against him (2 Kings 24:2).
Jer 22:22
“shepherd away all your shepherds.” A play on words to emphasize that the kings and leaders of Judah, the “shepherds,” would be “shepherded away,” that is, taken away by God’s “wind.” The word “wind” is ruach, (“wind, breath, spirit”), and is sometimes used of God’s judgment. This idiomatic verse could be understood as, “The judgment of God will remove your king and your leaders.”
Jer 22:24
“Coniah.” Coniah is a shortened version of Jeconiah, the son of Jehoiakim, king of Judah (1 Chron. 3:16-17). He is also known as Jehoiachin (2 Kings 24:6, 8). He is listed in Matthew 1:11 in the genealogy of Mary. Jeconiah is known as Coniah only in Jeremiah.
“signet rings.” A signet ring was a ring that was engraved with special letters and/or characters that identified the owner of the ring. The signet ring was very powerful because it gave the wearer the authority to sign documents in the name of the owner, often a king or high official. Yahweh states that even if Coniah was one with His royal authority, He would get rid of him.
[For more on signet rings and cylinder seals, see commentary on Gen. 41:42.]
Jer 22:28
“are he and his seed to be hurled out.” The Hebrew texts put the verbs in the past tense (the perfect tense) and they are prophetic perfects, expressing something that will be a future reality.[footnoteRef:784] [784:  Keil and Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament, 8:206-207.] 

[For more on the prophetic perfect, see commentary on Eph. 2:6.]
Jer 22:29
“Land, land, land.” This is the figure of speech epizeuxis, the repetition of the same word with the same meaning for emphasis. The triple repetition of “land” adds a lot of emphasis and emotion; most examples of epizeuxis only repeat a word two times. This phrase is also the figure of speech personification, with God addressing the land as if it could hear.
In this context, the translation “land” is better than “earth” (cf. CJB, ESV, NAB, NASB, NIV, Rotherham). That is because God is lamenting the great loss of the kingdom and the Promised “Land” because there will be no more king from the line of David to rule over it. To God (and to His people) this is an unbelievable tragedy. God had done so much for His people through the centuries, and yet they abandoned Him and defied Him time and again. God had divorced Israel, the ten northern tribes, years earlier and sent her away for her sin (Isa. 50:1; Jer. 3:8), and Israel was gone; scattered along the borders of the Assyrian Empire. Now the land area that once belonged to Israel was given over to strangers (2 Kings 17:21-25). But Judah had managed to stay intact as a nation and remain on the land God gave her. But that was soon to come to an end.
God had given the kingdom to David’s line and thus to Judah by a covenant, but the covenant promises were conditional upon the kings and people keeping the covenant (Ps. 132:11-12; Jer. 22:4). But the Judean people were as bad as Israel (perhaps worse; 2 Kings 17:19; Jer. 3:8-10; Ezek. 23:1-49). They broke the covenant they had with God, and now there would be no king from the line of David to rule over the land of Judah. The land of Judah would soon be like the land of Israel, controlled by foreigners, although some of the people of Judah would come back to the land (see commentary on Jer. 22:30). Historically, however, the last time there were more Judeans in Judah than scattered in foreign lands was before the Babylonian Captivity. That was one reason that some of the New Testament books were written to the Diaspora Jews, the Jews scattered outside of Israel (cf. James 1:1).
[For more on the conditional nature of prophecy, see commentary on Deut. 18:20.]
Jer 22:30
“childless.” The Hebrew word is actually “stripped.” In this context, it means stripped of children, but it also means stripped of other things as well. There are many clear ways God could have said Jehoiachin did not have children besides using the word, “stripped.” “Stripped” has many potential meanings, so no doubt its use here also includes many other things that Jehoiachin was stripped of besides children, such as power and prestige. Jehoiachin was also stripped of his kingdom. Jehoiachin was dishonored and disgraced; and worse, none of his seven sons ascended to the throne.
The prophecy to record this man “childless” is not to be taken in an absolute and strictly literal sense, because Jehoiachin was not childless. He had seven sons who are in fact recorded in the Bible (1 Chron. 3:17; Jer. 22:28, 30). He was to be written “stripped” of children, power, and prestige in the kingdom in the sense meant in this particular context: he was “a strong man who will not succeed in his days.” Thus Jehoiachin was stripped of children in the sense that none of them got to rule after Jehoiachin.
“a strong man who will not succeed.” This is an irony, as we can see from the Hebrew word translated “man,” which is not the usual word for “man,” but is geber (#01397 גֶּבֶר), meaning a strong man or warrior, emphasizing a man who is strong and has the ability to fight, for example, a warrior. Thus, the Hebrew text reads, “Write down this man [Heb. ish, ‘man’] ‘stripped,’ a man [Heb. geber, ‘strong man’] who will not succeed….” The irony portrays Jehoiachin as a strong and capable man in one sense, but we know from the Scripture that he did not use his abilities to serve God, but did evil in the eyes of Yahweh (2 Kings 24:9). So he did not “succeed” in life including the fact that none of his seven sons got to reign as king when he was deposed.
“none of his seed will succeed in sitting on the throne of David and ruling any more in Judah.” This prophecy literally came to pass, and also came to pass in a larger sense as well. To understand this prophecy of Jeremiah, it is helpful to know some information: for one thing, following King “Coniah” (Jer. 22:24, 28) through the Scripture can be confusing because he is also called “Jehoiachin” and “Jeconiah,” but he is most often referred to as “Jehoiachin.” Also, the word “seed,” like many biblical words, has more than one meaning, and it can refer to someone’s descendants far into the future or it can refer to someone’s direct descendants. Also, we must keep in mind that the original text of the Bible had no chapters and no verses, so a new chapter may not be a break in the subject matter, and that is the case here in Jeremiah 22-23.
In this context, Jeremiah 22:30, Jehoiachin’s “seed” refers to his direct descendants, his birth children. Given that, this prophecy about Jehoiachin and his children was literally fulfilled at the time Jehoiachin and his children lived. None of Jehoiachin’s “seed” ever sat on David’s throne or ruled Judah. We know that in this context Jehoiachin’s “seed” refers to his direct descendants, his sons, because two verses earlier, Jeremiah’s prophecy was about Jehoiachin and his “seed” being cast out into a land that they did not know: “Why are he [Jehoiachin] and his seed to be hurled out, and cast into a land [Babylon] that they do not know” (Jer. 22:28). That prophecy of Jeremiah 22:28 was very accurate, because Jehoiachin and his direct descendants—his birth children—were cast out of Judah and taken captive to Babylon. However, Jeremiah’s prophecy in Jeremiah 22:28-30 did not apply to Jehoiachin’s later descendants. They were never cast out of Judah. In fact, even Jehoiachin’s grandson Zerubbabel was not cast out of Judah; he was born in captivity in Babylon and later traveled back to Judah and became the governor of Judah during the reign of the Persians.
Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon, deported Jehoiachin, and his wives and children, and even his mother, to Babylon (2 Kings 24:15). The text does not specifically say that Jehoiachin’s sons were taken to Babylon, but we would not expect it to. Jehoiachin was only 18 when he started his reign, so he would not have been sexually active for very many years before his captivity, and he only reigned three months (2 Kings 24:8; 2 Chron. 36:9). Thus, any sons that his wives bore to him before he was taken captive were only babies or small children, and they would have been taken to Babylon along with their mothers.
Before he died, Jehoiachin was restored to favor by the king of Babylon who ruled after Nebuchadnezzar, Evil-merodach (2 Kings 25:27-30; he is also referred to as “Amel-Marduk”), but he never got to return to Judah. The line of David continued from Jehoiachin to his son Shealtiel (1 Chron. 3:17; Matt. 1:12), who died in Babylon, but Shealtiel’s son, Jehoiachin’s grandson, was Zerubbabel, who, because he was the lineal descendant of King Jehoiachin, was appointed governor of Judah by the Persians (Hag. 1:1, 14; 2:2, 21). So it is absolutely true that none of Jehoiachin’s “seed” (his direct descendants) sat on the throne of David, but instead, they were cast into a land they did not know: Babylon.
As well as the above sense in which Jeremiah’s prophecy was literally fulfilled, it seems to have been fulfilled in another, larger sense as well. Although the phrase “his seed” refers in this immediate context to Jehoiachin’s direct children, there is also a sense in which none of Jehoiachin’s descendants ever reigned on the throne of David over Judah until in the future when his descendant through Mary, Jesus Christ, will rule. Jehoiachin was the last surviving king to have ever reigned on David’s throne over the Kingdom of Judah until Jesus Christ will reign. After Jehoiachin, Nebuchadnezzar placed Zedekiah on the throne in Judah. Zedekiah was a descendant of David, but through Josiah; Zedekiah was not a son of Jehoiachin, so he was not “Jehoiachin’s seed.” Besides, Jehoiachin outlived Zedekiah. Zedekiah died during the reign of Nebuchadnezzar (Jer. 52:11) whereas Jehoiachin lived longer than Nebuchadnezzar and was brought out of prison by Evil-Merodach. Furthermore, Zedekiah’s children did not survive and outlive Jehoiachin, they were executed by Nebuchadnezzar (2 Kings 25:6-7; Jer. 52:10).
After King Zedekiah, the Old Testament Kingdom of Judah ceased to exist. While Zedekiah was on the throne, Judah was conquered by Babylon, which was conquered by Persia, which was conquered by Greece. Then the area was ruled by the Hasmoneans, but they never put a descendant of David on the throne. The Hasmoneans were conquered by Rome, who controlled it during the time of Christ. After the Romans, the history of Judah becomes very complex, but at no time did a king from the line of David ever rule in Judah after Jehoiachin then Zedekiah, right up to today.
However, did the prophecy that none of Jehoiachin’s seed would reign on the throne of David mean that Jesus Christ was not a descendant of Jehoiachin or that somehow he was an illegitimate ruler? Not at all. As we have seen, the specific meaning of Jeremiah’s prophecy was that none of Jehoiachin’s direct descendants would reign on the throne of David, and that came to pass. But we must also read Jeremiah 22:30 in its larger context, which includes Jeremiah 23 (Jer. 22:30 is the last verse in chapter 22, and the context continues into Jeremiah 23). As we read Jeremiah 23, we see that in Jeremiah 23:5 Yahweh says He will raise up a Righteous Branch “of David” (from David), who will reign as a wise king. God cannot say in Jeremiah 22:30 that no descendent of Jehoiachin would reign on David’s throne but then say five verses later that a Righteous Branch from David would reign as a wise king. That would be a huge contradiction. But there is no contradiction in the text. The prophecy of Jeremiah as recorded in Jeremiah 22 and 23 was that no direct descendent of Jehoiachin would reign on David’s throne (Jer. 22:30), but that God would later raise up a Righteous Branch from the line of David who would reign as a wise king (Jer. 23:5). Both of those prophecies are true. No direct descendant of Jehoiachin reigned on David’s throne, and a Righteous Branch and wise king from David will reign on the earth one day, and that wise king from the line of David is Jesus Christ.
The people of Judah had repeatedly broken the covenant they had made with Yahweh, and the promises associated with that covenant, such as the land, were conditional (Ps. 132:11-12; Jer. 22:4. Also, see commentary on Jer. 22:29, “land, land, land”). After the very evil reign of Manasseh, God said he would remove Judah from His sight (2 Kings 23:26-27; 24:3; Jer. 15:1-4), which He did. The Kingdom of Judah was reduced to a “stump” a cut-off tree (Isa. 11:1). It was no longer the “house” of David, but rather God called it a “fallen booth,” using the term “booth,” which referred to a small shelter that was usually set up for a temporary use and then allowed to collapse in disuse. Today, the “booth” of David is still fallen, but one day it will be restored to a kingdom that will rule over the earth. The Messiah will rule the world from Jerusalem, but not because he accepts rulership handed down from a previous king, but because he comes from heaven and conquers the world (Rev. 19:11-21). The Messiah will come as a “shoot” that springs from the stump of David; a branch that comes from his root (Isa. 11:1; cf. Jer. 23:5; 33:15).
 
Jeremiah Chapter 23
Jer 23:1
“the shepherds.” Here in Jeremiah 23:1-4, as in other places in the Bible, the word “shepherds” is used for the rulers and leaders (see commentary on Jer. 2:8).
Jer 23:2
“visit...visit.” When God “visits,” He does so either for good or for evil (see commentary on Exod. 20:5). Jeremiah 23:2 is an example of the figure of speech antanaclasis, called “word clashing” by E. W. Bullinger.[footnoteRef:785] Antanaclasis occurs when the same word is used in a sentence with two different meanings. In this case, the leaders would not “visit” the people to help them, so God will “visit” the leaders to repay them for their evil doings. [785:  Bullinger, Figures of Speech Used in the Bible, 286-293, “antanaclasis.”] 

[See Word Study: “Antanaclasis.”]
Jer 23:3
“I will gather.” Many verses prophesy Israel’s return to the land of Israel, most of which will happen at the first resurrection, referred to as the Resurrection of the Righteous (cf. Ezek. 37:12-28). Although Israel did return from Babylon, these prophecies will be fulfilled in the Millennial Kingdom, as is clear from the context (Jer. 23:3-8).
[For more information on Israel’s return to the Promised Land, see commentary on Jer. 32:37.]
Jer 23:4
“I will set up shepherds over them.” When Jesus Christ reigns as king on earth, he will be assisted in his reign by people who were faithful to God in their first life. These “shepherds” will genuinely care for God’s people and will keep law and order over the earth. Among those who will be judges in the Millennial Kingdom will be the twelve apostles (Matt. 19:28). Isaiah and Micah prophesy of the law going forth from Mount Zion (Isa. 2:3; Mic. 4:2), and that is in part because the Lord and some of his appointed judges will be there. Both the Old Testament and the New Testament indicate that people who have been faithful in their first life on earth will help rule the future earth (Isa. 1:26; 32:1; Jer. 3:15; 23:4; Ezek. 44:24; Matt. 19:28; Luke 22:30; 1 Cor. 6:2; 2 Tim. 2:12; Rev. 2:26). God will reward each person for what they have done in this life, and part of that reward for godly people is helping Christ rule the future earth (see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10, “good or evil”).
Jer 23:5
“for David.” The Messiah will be raised up “for David,” that is in fulfillment of the prophecy that the Messiah would come from the seed of David (2 Sam. 7:12; 1 Chron. 17:11-12), and as a blessing to David and “his house.” “David” is put by metonymy for “the house of David,” and then by extension includes all the people of God, who will be blessed by the Messiah.
“a righteous Branch.” This is one of the titles of the Messiah, Jesus Christ (see commentary on Zech. 3:8).
“justice and righteousness.” In this context, “righteousness” is doing what is right and just to other people and in the sight of God, and in effect is “justice.” In Jeremiah 23:5, “justice” means more like “judgment,” that is fair and equitable judgment, thus justice. The emphasis is the effect: justice. In contrast, “righteousness” has more emphasis on the action; doing what is right toward God and to fellow humans. There is no justice on earth now, but there will be in Christ’s Millennial Kingdom on earth.
[For more on “righteousness” having the meaning of doing what is right or just (“justice”), see commentary on Matt. 5:6. For more on Christ’s future Millennial Kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Jer 23:6
“this is its name by which he will call it.” Here in Jeremiah 23:6, the verb “called” is in the active voice. That would usually mean that the one doing the calling is the Branch of David, the king (Jer. 23:5), and he will call “it,” i.e., Israel, by the name “Yahweh is our righteousness.”
It is worth noting that the Hebrew word translated in many versions and the REV as “righteousness,” is not the normal way of writing “righteousness.” As it is written, the Hebrew word can mean more like “justice” (see NAB, NET, NJB), or the meaning in this context could even extend to “vindication” (“the LORD is our Vindicator” JPS). However, “righteousness” seems to be the best fit for the context, even if it is not a perfect match with the Hebrew.
The NET translation of the phrase is, “The LORD has provided us with justice,” and the NET text note says, “The Hebrew word translated ‘justice’ here is very broad in its usage, and it is hard to catch all the relevant nuances for this word in this context. It is used for “vindication” in legal contexts (see, e.g., Job 6:29); for “deliverance” or “salvation” in exilic contexts (see, e.g., Isa. 58:8); and in the sense of ruling, judging, with “justice” (see, e.g., Lev. 19:15; Isa. 32:1). Here it probably sums up the justice that the LORD provides through raising up this ruler, as well as the safety, security, and well-being that result (see vv. 5-6a).”
A second possible interpretation is that although the verb “called” is technically active voice, it is grammatically possible to take the active verb “called” in a passive sense so that it would read “it will be called” instead of “he will call it,” and most English versions do that. In that case, the verse would be saying that the Messiah would be called “Yahweh is our righteousness.” Trinitarians take Jeremiah 23:6 as evidence that Jesus is God. But that cannot be what the verse is saying, because the Messiah is not Yahweh; Yahweh is the personal name of the Father. Beyond that, however, when someone is “called” a certain name it does not mean the person is what the name means (see commentary on Matthew 1:23, “Immanuel”). In this Messianic prophecy, it would be possible, though unlikely, that the Messiah is prophetically being referred to as “Yahweh our Righteousness.” This would not mean that Jesus is being literally identified as Yahweh (“LORD”) simply because Jesus is being called that name. For example, about ten chapters later in Jeremiah, Jerusalem is also called, “Yahweh our Righteousness,” and Jerusalem is obviously not Yahweh (Jer. 33:16). So, calling something a certain name does not mean it is what the name says it is, or even that two things that have the same name have identical attributes in all respects.
Being “called” a certain name is often done as an honor to the one with the name (cf. Judg. 13:17). For example, when Abraham called the mountain on which he was about to sacrifice Isaac “Yahweh will provide,” he was not literally calling the mountain Yahweh. Similarly, calling an altar “Yahweh my banner” does not mean that the altar is Yahweh either, even if Moses called it that: “Moses built an altar and called it ‘Yahweh is my Banner’” (Exod. 17:15). Furthermore, Gideon also built an altar, but gave it a different Yahweh name. He called it “Yahweh is Peace.” Judges 6:24 says, “Then Gideon built an altar there to Yahweh and called it ‘Yahweh is Peace.’” These verses show that just because something is called Yahweh (“LORD”), that does not make it literally Yahweh, the name may just honor Yahweh. In conclusion, since Jerusalem is being called “Yahweh is our righteousness” in Jeremiah 33:16, it makes sense that Israel is being called “Yahweh is our righteousness” here in Jeremiah 23:6.
“Yahweh is our righteousness.” Here, Israel is called “Yahweh is our righteousness” or “Yahweh our righteousness.” In Jeremiah 33:16, Jerusalem is called “Yahweh is our righteousness.” It cannot mean that Jerusalem (or Israel) is literally Yahweh, that is simply the name of the city, a name that magnifies Yahweh.
[For more on the subject of “names” and being “called,” see commentary on Matt. 1:23. For more information on Jesus being the fully human Son of God and not being “God the Son,” see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.” For more on “the Holy Spirit” being one of the designations for God the Father and “the holy spirit” being the gift of God’s nature, see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
Jer 23:9
“the prophets.” In this context, “the prophets” are the false prophets. Sadly, there were so many false prophets that Jeremiah could just call them “the prophets.” In those days of trouble when Judah had been under threat and assault by Babylon, and would end up being destroyed by her, the number of false prophets grew like weeds. For example, the word “prophet” occurs over 90 times in Jeremiah, whereas in Isaiah, which is a longer book, it occurs less than ten times.
In times of danger. it is natural for people to want to know what is going to happen and so arrogant people step forward and claim to speak for God, even though God has not spoken to them. The Devil assists in that deception because many of those “prophets” acquire a demon that feeds them information, some of which is false and misleading, although some of it is true, which is how they get credibility in the first place (cf. the slave girl who had a “python spirit” and prophesied about the future (Acts 16:16-18). According to Jeremiah 23, the false prophets were not sent by God and were ungodly, wicked, liars, and adulterers. They prophesied by Baal and led Judah astray, and they filled people with false hope as they spoke from their own minds, not from Yahweh. Zephaniah 3:4 adds that these false prophets were arrogant and treacherous. They were deceivers, and a person who believed their words and followed their advice eventually was ruined.
It is sad that so many times in history the sound of the large number of ungodly and misleading voices is a huge roar while the godly voices seem to be a quiet whisper in comparison, but that is the nature of our fallen world, which is mostly controlled by the Devil and his people (1 John 5:19). Truth is available, and although it can sometimes seem hard to find it can be found. But that is why the Bible has kept repeating the message that godly people must seek and keep seeking God and truth, and that if they do seek Him from the heart, they will find Him (Deut. 4:29; Prov. 2:3-6; 8:17; Jer. 29:13; Matt. 7:7). God-seekers and truth-seekers must be courageous, however, because once you find truth you will find that living it openly in the world can be very challenging (2 Tim. 3:12).
Jer 23:10
“land mourns” This is the figure of speech personification, speaking of the land as if it were a person. The figure magnifies the emotion of the situation.
“the curse.” This refers to the curse of Deuteronomy 27-28, which stated that if Israel obeyed God the people would be blessed, and if the people disobeyed God they and the land would be cursed.
“the pastures of the wilderness are dried up.” One of the great lessons of the Bible is that the behavior of people affects the land that they live on. This lesson is throughout the Old Testament (cf. Deut. 11:13-17; 28:1, 12, 15, 22-25, 38-40; Lev. 18:24-25; Ps. 107:33-34; Jer. 3:2-3; 12:4; 23:10; Amos 4:6-10). (See commentary on Lev. 18:25).
Jer 23:11
“in my house.” The house of God is the Temple in Jerusalem. The false prophets and evil priests were so brazen and hard-hearted that they were not concerned about doing evil even in the Temple of God.
Jer 23:14
“Strengthen the hands.” This is an idiom for strengthen the power and authority.
Jer 23:15
“Poisonous water.” This is not literal water, but water often refers to, or is related to, the spirit, and that is the case here. The spiritual information the false prophets were getting from demons, that they thought was truth, was “poisonous water.” It led to death; both their death and the death of those who listened to them.
[For more on “water” being related to spirit, see commentary on Jer. 2:13.]
Jer 23:18
“for who has stood in the council of Yahweh.” This council of Yahweh is His inner divine council of spirit beings who help Him administer His creation. The word “council” is translated from the Hebrew word sōd (#05475 סוֹד), and it refers to a “council, secret council, intimate council, circle of familiar friends, assembly.” In this context, it refers to God’s intimate inner divine council in contrast to large general assemblies of spirit beings such as we see in Job 1:6 and 1 Kings 22:19.
In Jeremiah 23:16-22, the false prophets spoke from their own minds and had not “stood in the council [sōd] of Yahweh” (Jer. 23:18). If they had stood in the divine council of Yahweh, Jer. 23:22 says that they would have heard the truth and been able to tell it to the people of Israel. These verses show that Yahweh has a divine council with whom He confers, and those who stand in that council hear the truth. God’s prophets sometimes are given access to the information in those council meetings, which is why they can speak the truth. In Job 15:8, Eliphaz, who thought Job was hiding some secret sin and whose wisdom was false, asked Job if he had gotten to sit in on the divine council [sōd] of the Lord.
[For more on God’s divine council, see commentary on Gen. 1:26. For more on God’s holding general assemblies for all His spirit beings, see commentary on Job 1:6.]
Jer 23:19
“the storm of Yahweh!” The wrath of God is often portrayed metaphorically in Scripture as a powerful and destructive storm (e.g., Ps. 18:12-14; 77:17-18; 83:15; Isa. 28:17; 30:30; Jer. 23:19; 30:23; Ezek. 13:11; see commentary on Ezek. 13:11).
Jer 23:22
“council.” This is a reference to God’s divine council. See commentary on Jeremiah 23:18.
Jer 23:28
“What is straw to the wheat.” The process of threshing and winnowing left the grain divided into the straw (the broken pieces of shaft that were straw and chaff) and the wheat, the edible part that sustained life. God is making the point that just as there is a huge difference between the straw, which cannot be eaten, and the wheat, which is the very “staff of life,” so too there is a huge difference between His Word, which are the words of life, and the lies of the false prophets, which lead to death.
Jer 23:30
“who all steal my words from one another.” The false prophets were apparently speaking things that they had heard from other false prophets. It seems to happen a lot that when one person says something that others like or find personally advantageous, they repeat it, and “get on the bandwagon” so to speak.
Jer 23:33
“burdensome message.” The word of the Lord can be a burden to the prophet, and then, when it is spoken, can be a burden to the people. The Hebrew word means “burden,” but some scholars say it refers to a message, an oracle. In this context, as in many others in the Old Testament, it was the word of Yahweh that was the burden because of its weight and severity. The NET translation, “burdensome message,” seems to catch the sense well.
[For more information on “burden,” see commentary on Mal. 1:1.]
“You are the burden.” This translation follows the Septuagint and Latin (cf. ESV, NAB, NET, NLT, NRSV, RSV). The Hebrew reads “What burden” and is much less clear in this context and does not connect the two final sentences in the verse. The ungodly priests and false prophets were being a burden to God, so He decided to cast them away and not carry them anymore.
 
Jeremiah Chapter 24
Jer 24:1
“After Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon had carried away captive Jeconiah the son of Jehoiakim, king of Judah, and the officials of Judah with the craftsmen and smiths, from Jerusalem.” This captivity is recorded in 2 Kings 24:8-17 and 2 Chronicles 36:9-10.
Jer 24:2
“first-ripe.” A first-ripe fig was a fig that ripened earlier than the rest of the figs and was usually large and sweet. See commentary on Isaiah 28:4.
 
Jeremiah Chapter 25
Jer 25:3
“rising up early and speaking.” An idiom meaning, “persistently,” or “over and over.” The point was that the prophet got up early and started speaking, and kept on speaking.
Jer 25:4
“rising up early and sending them.” This is an idiom meaning to send again and again. The idea is that God rose up early and sent His prophets, and sent them over and over as the day progressed. The REV has kept the idiom but inserted the meaning of the idiom by adding “again and again” in italics.
[For more on this idiom and where it occurs, see commentary on Jer. 26:5.]
“inclined your ear to hear.” This is literal. When someone is speaking and we want to hear, we often turn our heads so we can hear better. God is reproving the Judeans because when His prophets spoke no one turned their head to hear better, instead they ignored the prophet.
Jer 25:6
“worship them.” Or “bow down to them.” The same Hebrew verb, shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), is translated as both “bow down” and “worship;” traditionally “worship” if God is involved and “bow down” if people are involved, but the verb and action are the same, the act of bowing down is the worship. The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body to the earth.
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
“with the work of your hands.” That is, with idols made by hand.
Jer 25:9
“everlasting.” The Hebrew word sometimes means “everlasting,” but sometimes is used of a limited time.
“devote them to destruction.” That is, destroy them.
[For more on things “devoted” to Yahweh and devoted to destruction, see commentary on Josh. 6:17.]
Jer 25:10
“groom.” In many English versions, the older term “bridegroom” is used, but it just means the groom.
Jer 25:20
“Ashkelon.” A chief Philistine city. The Philistine city of Gath is not mentioned (see commentary on Zeph. 2:4).
Jer 25:33
“On that day.” Although this verse occurs in the general context of the destruction of Judah by Babylon, the phrase “On that day,” which is often used of the Day of the Lord, especially together with the phrase, “from one end of the earth even to the other end of the earth,” makes this verse a distinct prophecy of the future Tribulation spoken of in the book of Revelation.
[For more on the Great Tribulation spoken of by the prophets and Jesus Christ, see commentary on Isa. 13:9.]
Jer 25:34
“you shepherds.” In this context, the “shepherds” are the “leaders” of the people, the people being the “sheep.” So here in Jeremiah, God is announcing that there will be a day of retribution against the evil leaders.
“and wallow in dust.” When leaders and rulers wallow in the dust it is a picture of humiliation and degradation (cf. Isa. 52:2).
“fall and be broken like a precious vessel.” The Hebrew text simply reads “fall like a precious vessel,” but in the biblical culture, the meaning of that would be very clear. “Precious vessels” were thin and delicate, unlike the common cookware that was thick and made to stand up to much use. “Precious vessels” were not put on the floor, and so if a “precious vessel” fell from where it was placed it would shatter into many pieces and be hopelessly destroyed. That is the picture in this verse: the evil leaders will be destroyed.
 
Jeremiah Chapter 26
Jer 26:2
“cities.” This is the figure of speech metonymy for the people who live in the cities. The metonymy emphasizes that Jeremiah will speak to people from many different parts of the country.
“to worship.” Or “to bow down to.” The same Hebrew verb, shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), is translated as both “bow down” and “worship;” traditionally “worship” if God is involved and “bow down” if people are involved, but the verb and action are the same, the act of bowing down is the worship. The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body to the earth.
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
Jer 26:3
“I will change my mind about the evil.” The Hebrew word translated “change my mind” is nacham (#05162 נָחַם), and in this context, it means to change one’s mind and the subsequent course of action (cf. NLT, NRSV). God sometimes changes His mind in response to what people do, as we see here.
[For more information on God changing His mind, see commentary on Jer. 18:8.]
Jer 26:5
“even rising up early and sending them.” This is an idiom meaning to send again and again and to generally be eager to do it. The idea is that God rose up early and sent His prophets, and sent them over and over as the day progressed. The same idiom occurs in Jeremiah 7:13, 25; 26:5; 29:19; 32:33; 35:15. We have kept the idiom but inserted the meaning of the idiom by adding “again and again” in italics. But the people rose up early to do evil (Zeph. 3:7. Zephaniah and Jeremiah both prophesied during the reign of Josiah, king of Judah).
We can hear the frustration in God’s voice. He does not want anyone to be hurt or lose out on everlasting life, but people have to make their own choice. Meanwhile, our loving God gives people chance after chance, sending prophet after prophet to bring them back to Him. He wants people to turn from their evil ways so He can repent and disaster can be averted (Jer. 26:3). But we know the end of the story. Judah did not listen, and so the Temple was burned down and the people were carried away captive to Babylon.
Jer 26:6
“Shiloh.” When Joshua crossed the Jordan River into the Promised Land, the Tabernacle with the ark of the covenant was set up at Shiloh (Josh. 18:1, 8, 10; 19:51; Judg. 18:31; 21:19; 1 Sam. 1:3, 24; 3:21; 4:4; Jer. 7:12). The Tabernacle stayed at Shiloh for so long that it seems to have been modified somewhat into a more permanent structure and is actually called a “Temple” (1 Sam. 1:9; 3:3). Hophni and Phinehas, the evil sons of the High Priest Eli, helped the army of Israel take the ark from the Tabernacle to the battlefield, where it was captured by the Philistines, and that was the last time the Tabernacle and ark were together (1 Sam. 4:3-11).
The ark was returned by the Philistines but was taken to Kiriath-jearim (1 Sam. 7:1-2). Then it was taken by David to Jerusalem, who pitched a tent for it, but that tent was not “the Tabernacle” (2 Sam. 6:17). The ark stayed in David’s tent until the Temple was finished, at which time Solomon moved it into the Holy of Holies in the Temple (1 Kings 8:4).
As for the Tabernacle itself, the Israelites apparently felt that the Tabernacle was in danger at Shiloh, so it was taken without the ark to Nob (1 Sam. 21:1-9). Then, when Saul killed the priests at Nob (1 Sam. 22:11-19), the Tabernacle was taken to Gibeon (1 Chron. 16:39). It was there at Gibeon until Solomon finished the Temple in Jerusalem, at which time it was placed in storage in the Temple.
God saying He would make His Temple (His “house”) “like Shiloh” should have been a very powerful warning to the people of Judah about their behavior. Both Shiloh and the Temple had been the center of worship for Israel, and God had made His very name to dwell at Shiloh (Jer. 7:12). But God’s name and His presence are a blessing to be enjoyed and to be honored by loving obedience. God will leave if He is misused. God abandoned Shiloh (Ps. 78:60), and centuries later the city of Shiloh was abandoned by the people. We know from history that despite the warning of the prophets, Judah continued to disobey Yahweh, and eventually He abandoned the Temple, which was burned down, and the city of Jerusalem was destroyed and the people carried away captive to Babylon.
Jer 26:8
“die, yes, die.” This is the figure of speech polyptoton.
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16, “eat, yes, eat.” The figure is the same as occurs in Genesis 2:17.]
Jer 26:12
“this house.” That is, the Temple (cf. Jer. 26:2).
Jer 26:13
“and Yahweh will change his mind.” The Hebrew word translated “change his mind” is nacham (#05162 נָחַם), and in this context, it means to change one’s mind and the subsequent course of action (cf. NASB, NLT, NRSV). God sometimes changes His mind in response to what people do, as we see here.
[For more information on God changing His mind, see commentary on Jer. 18:8.]
Jer 26:15
“know, yes, know.” The Hebrew verb translated as “know” occurs twice for emphasis, which is the figure of speech polyptoton (see commentary on Gen. 2:16). The idea is “absolutely know” or “know for sure.”
Jer 26:18
“Micah the Morashtite prophesied in the days of Hezekiah.” This prophecy of Micah is Micah 3:12.
“and the Temple Mount like a forested hill.” The Hebrew is more poetic: “the mountain of the house (i.e., the Temple) like the hill (“high place”) of a forest.” In other words, the Temple will be destroyed and trees will once again grow on Mount Zion. This no doubt happened in the time between when the Temple was destroyed by Babylon in 586 BC, and when it was rebuilt during the Persian empire (cf. Ezra 1:1-4).
Jer 26:19
“Yahweh changed his mind.” The Hebrew word translated “changed his mind” is nacham (#05162 נָחַם), and in this context, it means to change one’s mind and the subsequent course of action (cf. NASB, NLT, NRSV). God sometimes changes His mind in response to what people do, as we see here.
[For more information on God changing His mind, see commentary on Jer. 18:8.]
“upon ourselves.” The Hebrew is more literally, “upon our souls,” where “soul” stands for the person themself.
[For more on the uses of “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
 
Jer 26:20
“But there was also a man.” Jeremiah 26:20-23 is the opposite example of Jeremiah 26:16-19, and there are two different possibilities as to what is happening here. One is that there is a back-and-forth dialogue between Jeremiah’s supporters and those who wanted him dead. The supporters spoke in Jeremiah 26:16-19, but the people who were against Jeremiah responded in Jeremiah 26:20-23 with a contrasting example. The other is that the whole section, Jeremiah 26:16-23 was spoken by Jeremiah’s supporters, who first used the example of good King Hezekiah, during whose reign Yahweh saved Jerusalem by a miracle, and then used the example of evil King Jehoiakim, during whose reign Jerusalem was conquered by the Babylonians.
 
Jeremiah Chapter 27
Jer 27:1
“In the beginning of the reign of Jehoiakim.” This revelation came to Jeremiah in the “beginning” of Jehoiakim’s reign, but perhaps not the very beginning. But it was before Jehoiakim was conquered by Babylon, which was in 604 BC. So this prophecy could have been as early as 608 BC. Then, it was after the reign of Jehoiakim—and Jehoiachin and Jehoahaz—during the fourth year of the reign of King Zedekiah (Jer. 28:1), that Jeremiah spoke this same message to King Zedekiah (Jer. 27:12), likely at least ten years after getting the revelation in the beginning of the reign of Jehoiakim.
Jer 27:7
“great kings will make him their servant.” Babylon became a servant to other kings when it was conquered by Persia in 539 BC (Dan. 5).
Jer 27:8
“I will punish that nation.” The actual punishment would be done by Babylon, as Judah found out. It resisted the Babylonian advance and was destroyed by Babylon.
Jer 27:12
“I spoke words like all these to Zedekiah.” This was likely at least 10 years after Jeremiah got the revelation to give to King Jehoiakim (Jer. 27:1), (see commentary on Jer. 27:1).
Jer 27:15
“with the result that I will drive you out and you will perish.” This is a great example of how the Devil and demons work behind the scenes to destroy God’s plans and His people. We can tell from the context and scope of Scripture that the false prophets were getting their information from demons (Jer. 2:8; 23:13), although no doubt most of them did not know it. This is the same way that most psychics, fortune tellers, and mediums get their information today, which is why those practices are an abomination to God (Deut. 18:9-15). Not all false prophets and teachers are ignorant of the true source of their information, however. Some people actively work for the Devil (in person or in one of his many forms) and know the true source of the wickedness they are promoting, but it fits with their agenda.
Also, however, there are times when a prophet feels so strongly about something that he thinks it comes from God even though it is just his imagination (Jer. 23:16; Ezek. 13:2, 17). But in those cases, the reason the prophet would feel so strongly that false information was actually the truth would be due to the fact that his mind had been influenced to think that way because of the culture around him and his own ungodly thoughts and behaviors (cf. 1 Tim. 4:1-2; Eph. 4:17-19). That is a major reason that the Bible has so many verses about guarding your heart and thoughts and living a righteous life (cf. Prov. 2:20; 3:21-23; 4:23; 16:17; Phil. 4:8-9). Anyone’s heart can be darkened if he follows his own fleshly desires—our sin nature will lead us to evil and death (Prov. 14:12).
The Devil and demons want God’s plan and His people to be destroyed, so they promote information that will result in that end. This happens in every field of endeavor, especially fields of great influence, such as government, religion, education, and healthcare, and it is one reason that we must be godly and promote godly leaders. Ungodly leaders do not have to be “prophets” to promote evil plans, they just have to have an ungodly or anti-God understanding of life, and/or be getting information from demons. Godly leaders do not “just hope” ungodly people will go away—they won’t—so they watch for, and then scatter or destroy, evil within their field of influence (Prov. 20:8; 21:12).
Jer 27:18
“that the articles that are left in the house of Yahweh.” The articles in the Temple that were left included the huge pillars that Solomon made, and the bronze sea, which was also too heavy to be easily moved. However, as Jeremiah foretold (Jer. 27:22), they were broken up and carried to Babylon (2 Kings 25:13; Jer. 52:17).
Jer 27:22
“then I will bring them up and restore them.” The bronze sea and huge pillars were not restored, but the other articles were brought back to Jerusalem.
 
Jeremiah Chapter 28
Jer 28:1
“in the house of Yahweh.” So Hananiah, Jeremiah, and the people listening, were in the Temple.
Jer 28:2
“This is what Yahweh of Armies, the God of Israel, says.” The prophecy, spoken by Hananiah the son of Azzur, the prophet from Gibeon, was a false prophecy, and Hananiah was one of the false prophets, as we see from this record in Jeremiah 28.
Jer 28:4
“Jeconiah.” He is also called “Jehoiachin,” and he had been carried captive to Babylon. He outlived Zedekiah, and was therefore the last living king of Judah. After that, every ruler was an appointee of the Babylonians, Persians, Greeks, or Romans.
Jer 28:6
“Amen. May Yahweh do so!” Jeremiah used sarcasm here. He had heard from Yahweh the captivity would be 70 years.
Jer 28:17
“died that same year in the seventh month.” Since Jeremiah was prophesying in the fifth month (Jer. 28:1) and Hananiah died in the seventh month (Jer. 28:170, Hananiah died two months after he confronted Jeremiah. Hananiah prophesied that the Babylonian Captivity would end within two years (Jer. 28:3), but instead he died within two months.
 
Jeremiah Chapter 29
Jer 29:2
“this was after Jeconiah the king...had departed from Jerusalem.” “Jeconiah” is also called “Jehoiachin” (2 Kings 24:8-9). The Babylonian deportation of Jeconiah along with the large numbers of people was in 597 BC. Jeremiah wrote this prophecy during the reign of Zedekiah, after the vast majority of the Judeans had been carried to Babylon, and much of the wealth of Jerusalem had been carried there too. The conquest of Judah began during the reign of Jehoiakim and lasted through the reigns of Jehoahaz and Jehoiachin. So Jeremiah’s letter came after most of the carrying away to Babylon had occurred but Jerusalem had not been destroyed yet, which happened in the eleventh year of Zedekiah (2 Kings 25:2).
“queen mother.” The Hebrew word translated “queen mother” is gebereth (#01404 גְּבֶרֶת), and in this context, the “queen mother” is the mother of the king (BDB Hebrew-English lexicon). The queen mother was the most powerful woman in the kingdom, much more powerful than any of the wives of the king, who often did not have much real power at all. The mother of Jehoiachin was Nehushta, wife of Jehoiakim (2 Kings 24:8).
Jer 29:8
“the dreams that you are encouraging them to dream.” The Hebrew is more literally, “your dreams that you cause to be dreamed.” Since there is no indication that the common people were dreaming dreams but the false prophets were (Jer. 29:9), it seems clear that “your dreams” are not the ones that the common people themselves dreamed, but dreams that were dreamed due to the encouragement of the common people. In other words, the false prophets were being encouraged by the people to dream the dreams that they did. For his part, Jeremiah continues telling the people not to listen to the false prophets, something he had been saying all along.
The verse makes perfect sense. The people did not want Babylon to capture Jerusalem and destroy their families and lifestyles as Jeremiah had been saying (Jer. 6:12; 8:10), so any time a false prophet dreamed a dream indicating that would not happen, the people would encourage the prophet for more similar dreams that might have more details. This kind of thing happens in prophetic churches today. If a person in the church is known to have dreams that are supposedly from the Lord and come true, it often occurs that people in the congregation encourage that dreamer to “seek the Lord” and get more dreams with more details.
Jer 29:10
“After 70 years are accomplished for Babylon.” The Babylonian Captivity was 70 years (2 Chron. 36:21; Jer. 25:11-12). After that some of the Jews returned to Judah, however, we learn from history that there were more Jews that stayed in the area of Babylon/Persia than returned to Judah.
Jer 29:11
“I know the plans that I have in mind for you.” This verse has been used as a “proof text” and taken out of context by many well-wishing teachers who use it to try to show that God always has good plans for us. Nothing could be further from the truth. Although God loves us and would love to always have plans that seem good to us, when we do evil, God sometimes plans for disasters in our lives that He hopes will “wake us up” so that we turn from our evil. In Jeremiah 18:11 God spoke to Jeremiah and said, “So now, speak to the men of Judah and to the inhabitants of Jerusalem, saying, ‘This is what Yahweh says: Behold, I am shaping evil against you, and planning a plan against you. Turn back, each one of you, from your evil ways and amend your ways and your doings.’” Also, seven chapters later in Jeremiah, but earlier in time, before the Babylonian Captivity, God has “plans” to bring disaster upon the people of Judah unless they repent (Jeremiah is not in chronological order, some later chapters are earlier in time than some earlier chapters): “It may be that the house of Judah will hear all the disaster that I am planning to do to them, so that each one turns back from his evil way; then I will forgive their iniquity and their sin” (Jer. 36:3; cf. Amos 4:6-10).
Jeremiah 29:1 makes it clear that Jeremiah 29:11 is part of a letter that Jeremiah wrote from Jerusalem to the Jews who had been captured by the Babylonians and deported from Israel to Babylonia. The Judeans had repeatedly defied God, so He took His blessing off Judea and allowed them to be conquered. God said, “I will send and take all the families of the north, says Yahweh, and I will send to Nebuchadnezzar the king of Babylon, my servant, and will bring them against this land and against its inhabitants and against all these nations around, and I will devote them to destruction and make them a horror, and a hissing, and everlasting desolations” (Jer. 25:9). The Babylonians destroyed the cities of Judah, including Jerusalem, killed the men, raped the women, burned the Temple, and carried a huge part of the population away from their homes into captivity in Babylon. The devastation and sorrow are portrayed in the book of Lamentations.
Now in captivity, the people prayed that somehow they would be allowed to go back to their homes, but Yahweh had told Jeremiah that the captivity would last 70 years (Jer. 25:11-12), too long for most of the people to ever see their Judean homes again. Nevertheless, God had plans to prosper the people in their captivity, not to deliver them from it, but for many people who longed for their homeland, that was a difficult message to hear. In spite of the Israelites’ desire to go back to Judah, God’s word to the captives was to build houses, plant gardens, get wives or husbands for their children, and pray for the city they had been deported to. God planned to prosper them there (Jer. 29:5-7). God had stated earlier that he would bless the captives that had been deported from Judah, and had given Jeremiah a vision and a message about them (Jer. 24:1-10).
The 70 years of captivity (Jer. 29:10) were long enough for three or four generations of Judeans to be born in Babylon (girls usually married by age 15), and we know from historical records that when the Persians conquered Babylon and let the Judeans go back to Judah, that more Judeans stayed in Babylon, which they now considered home, than returned to Judah.
[For more on God allowing disaster so people will turn back to Him, see commentary on 1 Kings 17:1.]
Jer 29:14
“the place from which I caused you to be carried away.” The Judeans in Babylon would be allowed to return to Judah (cf. Ezra 1).
Jer 29:16
“concerning the king who sits on the throne of David and concerning all the people who live in this city.” This prophecy of Jeremiah (Jer. 29:16-19) would have been very alarming to the captives in Babylon. The “king who sits on the throne of David” was Zedekiah, who was the reigning king in Jerusalem. Jeremiah 29 tells us that this prophecy was given by Jeremiah, who was in Jerusalem (Jer. 29:1) and the prophecy was in a letter to the Judeans who had been taken captive to Babylon (Jer. 29:1, 4). The letter said that the Judeans who had been taken to Babylon should settle in there, have families, and do their best to make the cities where they had been taken prosper, for then they would prosper too, because the captivity would last 70 years, which was longer than most of that first generation would live (Jer. 29:5-7, 10). God had plans for those captives, plans for a good and hopeful future (Jer. 29:11).
In contrast, King Zedekiah of Judah decided to fight the Babylonians, and Jeremiah’s prophecy was that they would suffer the sword, famine, and pestilence, and that is exactly what happened. The disaster was horrific, and Jerusalem was burned and destroyed.
Jer 29:19
“rising up early and sending them.” This is an idiom meaning to send again and again. The idea is that God rose up early and sent His prophets, and sent them over and over as the day progressed. The REV has kept the idiom but inserted the meaning of the idiom by adding “again and again” in italics.
[For more on this idiom and where it occurs, see commentary on Jer. 26:5.]
Jer 29:24
“Shemaiah the Nehelamite.” Shemaiah is otherwise unknown in history and in the Bible, as is the town he apparently comes from, Nehelam. What we know of him comes from Jeremiah 29:24-32. He was a false prophet who wrote about the situation in Babylon and Jerusalem and spoke against Jeremiah. Yahweh said that He would deal with Shemaiah.
Jer 29:26
“overseers.” The Masoretic Hebrew text is plural, which is why some English versions have “officers” or some other plural term (the REV has “overseers”) but the Septuagint and Targums are singular, “overseer, ruler” which is why some versions use the singular. However, because Shemaiah wrote to the priests, the plural word “overseers” seems to make good sense.
“responsible for every man who is mad.” The priest and ruler of the Temple (ordinarily the High Priest) was responsible for discipline, including execution, anyone who led people away from Yahweh and the Law (Deut. 13:5). Although Shemaiah does not mention Jeremiah by name here, it is clear from the context that he had Jeremiah in mind. But Yahweh protects Jeremiah and says He will deal with Shemaiah. If evil people do not meet disaster in this life, they will on Judgment Day.
Jer 29:32
“I will punish Shemaiah the Nehelamite and his seed.” God normally does not punish children for the sins of their parents (Deut. 24:16), but He does when the children are involved with the sins of the parents, like happened with Achan in Jericho (Josh. 7:20-25). The fact that this prophecy was to Shemaiah and his “seed” indicates that his children were complicit in his sin. The fact that Shemaiah, who was in Babylon, would not live to see the good that God would do for His people, which good started in Babylon, meant Shemaiah would not live very long.
 
Jeremiah Chapter 30
Jer 30:3
“I will cause them to return to the land.” Jeremiah 30:3 shows us that this section of Jeremiah is speaking of the time after Armageddon when both Israel and Judah are returned to the land of Israel, as is foretold in many Scriptures. Judah returned from the Babylonian Captivity, but Israel has not returned from the Assyrian Captivity even to this day. Also, even after Judah returned to the land of Israel, they never possessed it as promised in the Scriptures, and it was always under the control of others: the Persians, Greeks, Romans, etc. So this verse in Jeremiah is about the restoration of Israel in the Millennial Kingdom of Christ, and the verses associated with it, such as Jeremiah 30:4-7 are about the Great Tribulation that precedes the Millennial Kingdom.
[For more information on Israel’s return to the Promised Land, see commentary on Jer. 32:37. For more on the coming Kingdom of Christ on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Jer 30:7
“Jacob’s trouble.” “Jacob’s trouble” in this context is the period of the Day of the LORD, also known as the Great Tribulation, that will come upon Israel and the earth for all the sin they have committed. That Israel will suffer greatly is why Jeremiah refers to the time as “Jacob’s trouble.” Although Israel and the earth will suffer great tribulation, some of the people both of Israel and the nations will survive and be allowed into the future Kingdom of Christ on earth at the “Sheep and Goat Judgment” (Matt. 25:31-46).
The context of Jeremiah 30 seems to be about the Babylonian Captivity and the return from captivity, but actually, the prophecy is looking beyond that to the reestablishment of Israel during the Millennial Kingdom. At that time all the scattered believers of Israel will be regathered to the land of Israel and the Messiah will rule over them. Both Israel and Judah will be regathered (Jer. 30:3), strangers will no longer enslave Israel (Jer. 30:8), and “David,” here referring to the Messiah, will rule over the people (Jer. 30:9).
[For more on the prophecies of the Great Tribulation, see commentaries on Isa. 13:9 and Dan. 12:1. For more on the Sheep and Goat Judgment, see commentary on Matt. 25:32. For more on the future Kingdom of Christ on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Jer 30:9
“David their king.” Here in Jeremiah 30:9, the Messiah is called “David.” This is the figure of speech antonomasia, “name change,” where a person is called by a name other than his or her own name in order to import characteristics from the other person. David was a well-known type of Christ, and the Bible calls the Messiah, Jesus Christ, by the name of “David” in Jeremiah 30:9; Ezekiel 34:23, 24; 37:24, 25, and Hosea 3:5 (see commentary on Ezek. 34:23).
[For a more complete explanation of the Messiah being called “David,” see commentary on Ezek. 34:23.]
Jer 30:10
“I will save you from that distant place, and your seed from the land of their captivity.” Although there were times in history when Israelites returned to the land of Israel, the ultimate fulfillment of this prophecy will be in the Millennial Kingdom when Christ rules the earth. At that time the resurrected Israelites will return to their land (Ezek. 37:12-14) and righteous Jews who survived the Tribulation will be let into Christ’s kingdom at the Sheep and Goat Judgment and will go to the land of Israel (cf. Matt. 25:31-46).
[For more on Israel and Judah being gathered in the future, see commentary on Jer. 32:37. For more on the Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Reign on Earth.”]
Jer 30:11
“For I am with you.” Jeremiah 30:11 is almost identical to the second part of Jeremiah 46:28.
Jer 30:14
“All your lovers have forgotten you.” This is a reference to the countries that used to be glad that Judah resisted Babylon because they themselves did not want to be conquered, for example, Egypt (Jer. 27:5-7). Egypt had tried to help Judah in the past, when Hezekiah was king (2 Kings 18:19-21), and they may have tried to support Judah early on, but now that the Babylonian army had conquered Judah, all the “lovers” abandoned Judah.
Jer 30:18
“mound of ruins.” The Hebrew is “tel,” a mound of ruins. See Deuteronomy 13:16 and Joshua 8:28.
Jer 30:21
“leader will be one of them...their ruler will proceed from their midst.” The “leader” and the “ruler” are the same person as we can see from the singular pronouns later in the sentence. This leader is never stated to be the Messiah. However, this section of Jeremiah is about the reestablishment of the kingdom of Israel, which other sections of Scripture make clear ultimately occurs under the reign of the Messiah. C. F. Keil writes, “The meaning is, that the people will no longer be ruled or subdued by foreign masters, but be ruled by glorious princes, i.e., leaders endowed with princely glory, and these out of the midst of themselves. Herein is contained the truth, that the sovereignty of Israel, as restored, culminates in the kingdom of the Messiah.”[footnoteRef:786] Barnes’ commentary on the Bible correctly states that the “Messiah shall be revealed to them out of their own midst.”[footnoteRef:787] Ancient Jews applied Jeremiah 30:21 to the Messiah. Alfred Edersheim wrote, “Jeremiah 30:21 is applied to the Messiah in the Targum, and also in the Midrash on Psalm 21:7.”[footnoteRef:788] [786:  Keil and Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament: Jeremiah, 8:266.]  [787:  Albert Barnes, Barnes’ Notes, s.v. Jer. 30:21.]  [788:  Edersheim, Life and Times, 731, app. XVI, “List of Old Testament Passages Messianically Applied in Ancient Rabbinic Writings.”] 

That this verse points to the Messiah and the Messianic Kingdom becomes clear from a study of the history of Israel. During Jeremiah’s time, Israel was conquered by the Babylonians. Then they were conquered by the Persians. Then Israel was conquered by the Greeks. Then there was a short time of rule by Israelites themselves, when the Hasmoneans defeated the Greeks, but that was very short-lived and was not the glorious time that the prophecies called for. Then Israel was conquered by the Romans, and so on down through history. The glorious kingdom of Israel portrayed in Old Testament prophecy has never been since Jeremiah’s time, but will be restored by the Messiah, who will conquer the earth, reestablish Israel, build the Temple, rule from Jerusalem, and make the earth into a “paradise.”
[For more about the coming Kingdom of Christ on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
“for who is he who would dare to risk his life to approach me.” The Hebrew is difficult and idiomatic, but the REV catches the sense of it (cf. NASB). The rulers were not normally priests, so they could not approach God without risking their life. But this ruler, the Messiah, will be a king and priest.
Jer 30:23
“Behold, the storm of Yahweh! His wrath has gone forth.” The wrath of God is often portrayed metaphorically in Scripture as a powerful and destructive storm (e.g., Ps. 18:12-14; 77:17-18; 83:15; Isa. 28:17; 30:30; Jer. 23:19; 30:23; Ezek. 13:11; see commentary on Ezek. 13:11).
 
Jeremiah Chapter 31
Jer 31:4
“I will build you again.” The primary fulfillment of Jeremiah 31 will be in the Millennial Kingdom when Christ rules the earth (see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” There have been times in history, especially after 1948, when people of Israel came back to the land of Israel, but those times did not fulfill this prophecy in Jeremiah 31. But when Jesus rules the earth from Jerusalem and all Israel is regathered to the land of Israel, then Jeremiah will be fully and literally fulfilled.
“O virgin Israel.” It was common in the biblical culture to refer to cities and nations as women (see commentary on Isa. 1:8).
Jer 31:6
“let’s go up to Zion to Yahweh our God.” Mount Zion is where the Temple is and thus where God said He dwelled (Ps. 132:13).
Jer 31:8
“gather them from the uttermost parts of the earth.” Many verses prophesy Israel’s return to the land of Israel. Although many Judeans returned from Babylon, these prophecies will be fully fulfilled in the Millennial Kingdom, as is clear from the context (Jer. 31:8-17, esp. v. 17). It should also be remembered that there were Israelites—people from the Northern Kingdom of Israel—in Judah (cf. 2 Chron. 11:3).
[For more information on Israel’s return to the Promised Land, see commentary on Jer. 32:37.]
Jer 31:9
“and Ephraim is my firstborn.” This is not meant to be literal, but is a poetic expression of the love God had for Israel, here called “Ephraim,” in parallel with “Israel” in the previous phrase. Israel is called “Ephraim” many times in the Old Testament because Ephraim was the most powerful tribe of the ten tribes that made up the nation of Israel. Also, that “Ephraim” (Israel) is called God’s firstborn is a poetic way of expressing that God had special love and concern for His people Israel, and was not meant to express in any way that Israel, who had been so unfaithful to God that they were scattered by the Assyrians, were somehow more loved than the Southern Kingdom of Judah. All the tribes of Israel are metaphorically referred to as God’s son (cf. Hos. 11:1).
Jer 31:10
“the islands afar off.” In this context, the word “islands” refers to the Gentile lands in contrast to Israel, the homeland of the Jews. Thus, the word “nations” and the word “islands” are parallel phrases, a duplication for emphasis. From Israel looking west, the Gentile lands were out in the ocean (the Mediterranean Sea) so the word “islands” is applied to them, even though we do not think of the countries west of Israel as being islands (although some of them were). The whole earth needs to hear the Word of Yahweh.
Jer 31:11
“will ransom.” The Hebrew uses the prophetic idiom, and puts this phrase in the past tense (“has ransomed”) for emphasis.
[For more on the prophetic perfect idiom, see commentary on Eph. 2:6].
“Jacob.” Jeremiah 31 has a mixture of references to God’s people returning to the land of Israel, and to Samaria and Zion. Thus Jeremiah 31 is not just about Israel returning from the Assyrian Captivity or about Judah returning from the Babylonian Captivity, but about all of God’s people returning from their captivity.
Jer 31:13
“rejoice with dancing.” The Hebrew is more literally, “rejoice in the dance,” but that phrase is not clear in English. It is the young women who rejoice by dancing (cf. Exod. 15:20; Judg. 21:19-23).
Jer 31:14
“I will fill the soul of the priests with fatness.” The ESV reads that the priests would have “abundance,” which is the right idea, but the Hebrew word is more literally “fatness.” In the biblical culture in which many people were hungry, to have enough food to be somewhat fat was considered a blessing from God. The fact that the priests would be “fat” indicated that everyone else was also well-fed and prosperous, because the priests lived off the tithe of the people. If the people had plenty, the tithe was plenty, but if the people were famished, then there was not much of a tithe given to the priests, and they would not be filled with fatness.
Jer 31:15
“A voice is heard in Ramah.” Jeremiah 31:15 is quoted in Matthew 2:18. “Rachel” is the perfect choice to weep for the captivity of both the kingdoms of Israel and Judah. Rachel was one of the wives of Jacob and the mother of Joseph and Benjamin (Gen. 30:22-24; 35:16-18), and thus the grandmother of Ephraim and Manasseh. Joseph fathered Ephraim and Manasseh while he was in Egypt (Gen. 41:50-52), and Ephraim became the chief tribe of the ten-tribe nation of Israel, which at the time Jeremiah wrote had been carried away over a century earlier by the Assyrians (2 Kings 17:5-24). Thus, at the time of Jeremiah, the nation of Israel was “no more,” so “Rachel,” who had been dead for many centuries, is poetically portrayed as weeping bitterly for her children. But God promises that he will bring Israel back from captivity to the land of Israel, a promise that has still not been fulfilled but will be when Christ rules on earth in his Millennial Kingdom.
Rachel was also the mother of Benjamin, and the tribe of Benjamin had joined with the tribe of Judah to form the nation of Judah. But the nation of Judah sinned against Yahweh too, just as Israel had, and so during Jeremiah’s ministry Judah had been conquered by Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon (cf. Jer. 1:1; 2 Kings 24:1). Nebuchadnezzar carried away huge numbers of Judeans to Babylon, so “Rachel” is portrayed as weeping for her captive children of Benjamin as well as for her captive children from Joseph.
Rachel’s connection with the tribe of Benjamin and the nation of Judah also connected her to the territory of Judea under King Herod the Great, so when Herod murdered the babies in the area of Bethlehem, Rachel was said to be weeping (Matt. 2:18).
[For more on Israel being brought back to the land of Israel in the Millennial Kingdom, see commentary on Jer. 32:37. For more on the Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Jer 31:18
“You have disciplined me.” Ephraim (Israel) begins speaking here and Jeremiah 31:18-19 are Ephraim speaking.
Jer 31:19
“Surely after I turned away, I repented.” Ephraim started speaking in Jeremiah 31:18 and is still speaking.
Jer 31:20
“remember, yes, remember.” The Hebrew verb translated as “remember” is repeated twice in the Hebrew text for emphasis, which is the figure of speech polyptoton (see commentary on Gen. 2:16). The idea of the text is, “I absolutely remember.”
“my bowels.” In the biblical culture, the bowels and abdominal organs were the seat of emotion. Yahweh has deep feelings for his people even though they have sinned greatly.
Jer 31:23
“righteousness.” The emphasis of “righteousness” here is the relation of people to each other, which is why some versions translate it as “justice” (cf. CJB, DRA, RV, GNV, KJV, NAB, NJB, NKJV).
[For more on why “righteousness” would be translated “justice” in some versions, see commentary on Matt. 5:6 and Rom. 3:22.]
Jer 31:31
“new covenant.” The New Covenant is spoken of here, and in a number of other places in the Old Testament, often using different names. For example, in Jeremiah 32:40 it is called an “everlasting covenant.” In Isaiah 54:10 and Ezekiel 34:25 and 37:26, it is called a “covenant of peace.”
The New Covenant, which was future to Jeremiah, has now been ratified with Christ’s blood and death on the cross. However, covenant promises, such as the one in Jeremiah 32:39 (cf. Ezek. 11:19) about the people having one heart and one way of life, will not be fully realized until the Millennial Kingdom and First Resurrection, when Christ rules as king over the earth and the righteous believers are raised from the dead in their new everlasting bodies.
It is common with covenants that there is a period of time—sometimes a long time—between when a covenant is ratified and when the covenant promises are fulfilled. For example, God made a blood covenant with Abraham and promised that Abraham and his offspring would get the Promised Land. It has now been 4,000 years and that covenant promise has not been fulfilled, but it will be. Part of the reason that believers of all time have a secure hope for the future is that God is a God who keeps promises.
[For more on the New Covenant, see commentary on Jer. 32:39. For more on Christ’s reigning as king on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on the Rapture and resurrections, see commentary on Acts 24:15.]
Jer 31:32
“not like the covenant that I cut with their fathers in the day that I took them by the hand to bring them out of the land of Egypt.” The covenant God cut with Israel when He brought them out of Egypt is what is commonly known as the “Old Covenant” (often miscalled the “Old Testament”), and it was a blood covenant (Exod. 24:3-8).
Jer 31:33
“covenant.” This refers to the New Covenant, whereas the covenant God made with Israel at Mount Sinai was the “Old Covenant” (usually but mistakenly called the “Old Testament”). The Old Covenant was made with animal blood, while the New Covenant was made with Christ’s blood. There are many aspects to the New Covenant, one of them being that we will live on a restored earth.
[For more on the restored earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Jer 31:34
“from the least of them to the greatest.” Under the New Covenant in Christ’s future kingdom, there will still be a hierarchy among the people. Although it is unclear how this hierarchy will be established in the New Jerusalem and Everlasting Kingdom of Revelation 21 and 22, in the Millennial Kingdom of Christ it will certainly be based in large part upon what a person did for the Lord in their life on earth, and reigning with Christ in his earthly kingdom will be part of the reward that people receive for being faithful to God and Christ now.
Jesus’ apostles knew there would be different positions of authority in Christ’s kingdom, which is why Zebedee’s wife, the mother of James and John, came to Jesus and asked that her two sons sit next to Christ—one on the right and one on the left—when he reigns as king, and why the other apostles were angry at the request (Matt. 20:20-24; Mark 10:35-41).
Getting to reign with Christ in the future is just one reason that believers should be very serious about their walk with the Lord and serving him. The person who serves well will reign with Christ (2 Tim. 2:12), while if we ignore Christ or turn from him we may forfeit all our rewards in the Millennial Kingdom (1 Cor. 3:11-15; 2 Cor. 5:10; 2 Tim. 2:12).
[For more information on the future Millennial Kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth,” and also see commentary on Matt. 5:12; 6:1; 1 Cor. 9:26, 27. For more about rewards in the future Millennial Kingdom, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10, “good or evil.” For a much more complete explanation of the Millennial Kingdom and rewards in the future, see John W. Schoenheit, The Christian’s Hope: The Anchor of the Soul.]
Jer 31:38
“are coming” The words “are coming” are lacking in the Masoretic Hebrew text but are in the Septuagint and Vulgate, and from other places in Scripture they seem to be properly supplied.
“Yahweh’s city.” This refers to the city of Jerusalem. Yahweh’s Temple will be just north of the city on Mount Zion (Ezek. 1:1-2), and it will be ruled by Yahweh’s designated ruler, His Son, the Messiah, Jesus Christ. The places mentioned that can be located were in Jerusalem.
“the Tower of Hananel.” The Tower of Hananel was at the northeast corner of Jerusalem (Neh. 3:1; 12:39; Zech. 14:10).
“the Corner Gate.” The Corner Gate seems to have been on the northwest side of Jerusalem (2 Kings 14:13; 2 Chron. 26:9; Zech. 14:10). 2 Chronicles 26:9 mentions King Uzziah building a tower at the Corner Gate, and considering the topography of the city, the northwest corner seems to be the most likely candidate for that gate. The northwest corner would also make sense because as Jeremiah 31:38-40 describes the city, the description moves in a counter-clockwise direction starting with the northeast corner then moving west, then south, then back to the east.
Jer 31:39
“the hill Gareb, and will turn to Goah.” These locations are not known to us, but are likely on the west side of Jerusalem because as Jeremiah 31:38-40 describes the city, the description moves in a counter-clockwise direction starting with the northeast corner then moving west, then south, then back to the east. So this would be the description of the west side of Jerusalem. J. A. Thompson writes: “The two places mentioned here...are not known; but since v. 38 is concerned with the northern limits of the city, and v. 40 with the south and east, it is a fair assumption that Gareb and Goath [sp] were on the west side.”[footnoteRef:789] [789:  J. A. Thompson, The Book of Jeremiah [NICOT], 538.] 

Jer 31:40
“The whole valley of the dead bodies and of the ashes.” The translation and meaning of Jeremiah 31:40 are somewhat debated by scholars, but there is general agreement that the description involves the Valley of Hinnom south of Jerusalem, and that the Horse Gate (Neh. 3:28) is on the east side, although where on the east side is debated. So the description of Jerusalem in Jeremiah 31:38-40 began at the northeast corner and then moved counterclockwise around the city.
 
Jeremiah Chapter 32
Jer 32:1
“in the tenth year of Zedekiah.” Jerusalem was captured and destroyed by the Babylonians in Zedekiah’s eleventh year (2 Kings 25:2; 2 Chron. 36:11; Jer. 52:1), so here in Zedekiah’s tenth year time was running out for him. Sadly, he ignored Jeremiah’s warnings and disaster overtook him, his family, and his city.
By this time, Zedekiah’s tenth year, Jeremiah had been prophesying for some 40 years (about 18 during the reign of King Josiah, 3 months during the reign of King Jehoahaz, 11 years during the reign of King Jehoiakim, 3 months during the reign of King Jehoiachin, and currently ten years during the reign of King Zedekiah). Jeremiah started prophesying when he was a youth, likely in his mid to late teens (Jer. 1:6). So by this time Jeremiah was in his mid to late 50s.
Jer 32:5
“he will bring Zedekiah to Babylon.” Ezekiel said that Zedekiah would not see Babylon, although he would die there (Ezek. 12:13), and that riddle is solved by knowing that Nebuchadnezzar had King Zedekiah blinded before he was taken to Babylon (see commentary on Ezek. 12:13). It is quite possible that Nebuchadnezzar was furious at Zedekiah for rebelling against him and then fighting his army, and did not think that Zedekiah was worthy enough to even see Babylon, Nebuchadnezzar’s greatest city, so he had him blinded before being taken there in chains.
Jer 32:7
“Buy my field.” See commentary on Jeremiah 32:8.
Jer 32:8
“Then I knew that this was the word of Yahweh.” God told Jeremiah to buy the field as an object lesson to show that there would be a time in the future when the Judeans would return from captivity and again buy and sell land. Jeremiah’s obedience is noteworthy because there is no evidence he ever got to take advantage of that land. The Babylonians were soon attacking Judah, and Jeremiah ended up being taken to Egypt, where presumably he died.
Jer 32:9
“17 shekels.” 17 shekels is roughly 6.8 ounces (193 grams). A shekel was roughly .4 ounces (11 or 11.5 grams). See commentary on Genesis 24:22, “shekel.”
Jer 32:10
“in the balances.” It is not that there was more than one balance, but the noun “balance” is a dual noun because there were two pans or pouches, one on each end of the balance beam.
[For more on the biblical balance, see commentary on Prov. 11:1.]
Jer 32:19
“to give to every one according to his ways and according to the fruit of what he does.” The teaching that on Judgment Day people will get what they deserve, good or bad, based on what they have done in their life is taught many times in Scripture (e.g., Job. 34:11; Ps. 62:12; Prov. 24:12; Jer. 17:10; 32:19; Ezek. 33:20; Matt. 16:27; Rom. 2:6; 1 Cor. 3:8; see commentary on Ps. 62:12).
[For more on rewards in the future and people getting what they deserve, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10, “good or evil.”]
Jer 32:23
“your Law.” The Hebrew word “Law” is Torah, and it refers more to “instruction” than law (see commentary on Exod. 24:7).
Jer 32:24
“famine.” The Babylonian attack produced a severe famine in Jerusalem (see commentary on Lam. 1:11).
Jer 32:33
“rising up early and teaching them.” The phrase “rising up early” is an idiom meaning to do something again and again. The idea is that God rose up early and taught Judah over and over as the day progressed. The REV has kept the idiom but inserted the meaning of the idiom by adding “over and over” in italics.
[For more on this idiom and where it occurs, see commentary on Jer. 26:5.]
Jer 32:34
“they set their abominations.” This is essentially a restatement of Jeremiah 7:30.
“in the house that is called by my name.” That is, the Temple.
Jer 32:35
“shrines.” The Hebrew word “shrines” is bamot, which referred to a place that was leveled and built up and on which were placed various idols and objects of worship. Many of the towns had such shrines (see commentary on Num. 33:52).
Jer 32:37
“and I will bring them again.” There are many verses like Jeremiah 32:37 that prophesy Israel’s return to the land of Israel (cf. Isa. 11:11-12; 27:13; 54:7; 56:8; 66:20; Jer. 12:15; 16:15-17; 23:3-8; 29:14; 30:3-10; 31:8; 32:37-38, 42-44; 33:10-13; 46:27; Ezek. 11:17, 28:25; 34:11-13; 36:24; 37:21; 39:28; Hos. 1:11; Amos 9:14-15; Mic. 2:12; Zeph. 3:18-20; Zech. 8:7-8; 10:6; John 11:52). God uses a number of different words and phrases to make his point; for example, some verses used both the word “gather” and the word “assemble” to emphasize and reinforce that this return to the land of Israel will be a great move of God, not something people do (cf. Isa. 11:12; Ezek. 11:17; Mic. 2:12; 4:6).
Jeremiah 32:37 is one of many verses that foretells Israel and Judah returning to the Promised Land, which was part of the promise of the New Covenant (Jer. 31:8-33). The return to the land of Israel will be in large part due to the first resurrection, the Resurrection of the Righteous (cf. Ezek. 37:12-28). It is likely that there will be many thousands of righteous Israelites, perhaps even millions of righteous Israelites, who will get up from the dead and return to Israel. And also there will be righteous Israelites who will survive the Great Tribulation and battle of Armageddon and will be allowed to enter the Millennial Kingdom at the Sheep and Goat Judgment (Matt. 25:31-46).
Although most of the prophecies about Israel being gathered from the nations and returning to the land of Israel occur after the captivities, especially the Babylonian Captivity, the prophecies of the return to the land are not fully fulfilled by the return from Babylon. For one thing, from the time of the Babylonian Captivity even until today, there have always been more Jews in the diaspora, the Jews who live outside of Israel, than in the land of Israel. The prophecy of Israel’s return to the land of Israel in Ezekiel 39:28 specifically says no one will be left behind in the nations.
Furthermore, there are a few verses that acknowledge that Israel was scattered among the nations long before the Babylonian Captivity. God had said if Israel sinned they would be scattered among the nations (Lev. 26:33; Deut. 4:27), and Israel started sinning very early and people left Israel or were taken captive and deported. The Psalmist (likely David) prays that God will bring Israel back from the nations to which they had been scattered (Ps. 106:47). Isaiah 11:11-12, which was written more than 100 years before the deportations of the Babylonian Captivity started, says that the Israelites had already been scattered to Assyria, Egypt, Ethiopia (Cush), Elam, Shinar, Hamath (in northern Syria), and the coasts (or islands) of the Mediterranean Sea.
Jesus will come from heaven and fight the Battle of Armageddon and conquer the earth (Rev. 19:11-21). After that, God will reunite the countries of Judah and Israel, and the land of Israel will again be given to the twelve tribes of Israel and divided up among them (Ezek. 47, 48), and Jesus will reign over the earth as king for 1,000 years, and people will be safe and joyful. That 1,000-year reign is known as Jesus’ Millennial Kingdom.
[For more on Jesus’ Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on the two future resurrections, the Resurrection of the Righteous and the Resurrection of the Unrighteous, see commentary on Acts 24:15. For more on the Sheep and Goat Judgment and the “big picture” chronology of the End Times, see commentary on Matt. 25:32.]
Jer 32:39
“way.” The Hebrew word is literally “road,” and “road” was used idiomatically for a way of life, and the verse could be amplified somewhat to read, “And I will give them one heart and one way of life.” We see “road” used of a way of life in dozens of verses (cf. Ps. 1:1, 6; 18:30; 25:9; 37:5; 101:2; Prov. 2:20; 4:14, 19; 8:13; 11:20; 12:15; 13:6; 15:9, 19; 16:7; etc.).
Under the New Covenant, when people get a new heart and God puts His Word in people’s minds, people will live a godly life. They will all have one heart, and one godly way of life. The New Covenant, which was future to Jeremiah, has now been ratified with Christ’s blood and death on the cross. However, the covenant promises, such as these in Jeremiah 32:39, will not be fully realized until the Millennial Kingdom and First Resurrection, when Christ rules as king over the earth and the righteous believers are raised from the dead in their new everlasting bodies. It is common with covenants that there is a period of time—sometimes a long time—between when a covenant is ratified and when the covenant promises are fulfilled. For example, God made a blood covenant with Abraham and promised that Abraham and his offspring would get the Promised Land. It has now been 4,000 years and that covenant promise has not been fulfilled, but it will be. Part of the reason that believers of all time have a secure hope for the future is that God is a God who keeps promises.
[For more on the New Covenant, see commentary on Jer. 31:31. For more on Christ’s reigning as king on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on the Rapture and resurrections, see commentary on Acts 24:15.]
“forever.” This is expressed in the Hebrew text by the idiom, more literally translated as “all the days,” In this context, this idiom means “forever” or “always.” This is a wonderful promise because it is saying that when God gathers Israel again, which will happen in the time of the New Covenant that people will get a new heart (they will all have “one heart”) and “a new spirit” (cf. parallel verse; Ezek. 11:19), and they will always fear God for their own good and for the good of their children. This promise is similar to the promise to the Christian Church that the New Birth is permanent (see commentary on 1 Pet. 1:3).
Jer 32:41
“in faithfulness.” Here in Jeremiah 32:41, God reminds us that He is a faithful God. The reason we can trust His promises is that He is faithful and He does not lie, and He made promises to Israel that they would have the Promised Land. Here in Jeremiah, He promises to plant Israel in the land, thus being faithful to what He had said.
“whole soul.” Here in Jeremiah 32:41, the word “soul” means “self” in the sense of God’s thoughts, emotions, and attitudes. God does not have a “soul” that gives him life, like humans do.
[For more on “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
Jer 32:44
“and…and…and…and…and.” Here in Jeremiah 32:44, God uses the figure of speech polysyndeton (many “ands”) to emphasize each individual point. From a human viewpoint, it seemed like Judah was so devastated that it would never thrive again, but God makes it clear it will flourish everywhere—the hill country, the lowlands, and even in the more arid Negev. When Christ rules in the Millennial Kingdom, the earth will be a paradise, which is why Jesus told the thief on the cross that he would be with the Lord in “paradise” (see commentary on Luke 23:43).
 
Jeremiah Chapter 33
Jer 33:4
“this city.” Jerusalem. Jeremiah was imprisoned in Jerusalem, the capital city of Judah.
Jer 33:5
“fill those houses.” The Hebrew text reads, “fill them,” but it is referring to the houses.
Jer 33:11
“groom.” In many English versions, the older term “bridegroom” is used, but it just means the groom.
Jer 33:13
“and...and...and...and.” This is the figure of speech polysyndeton, or “many ands,” in which the connective “and” is repeated before each item in a list to give emphasis to each individual item.
“pass under the hands of him who counts them.” This was referring to the custom of how a tithe was taken from a flock or herd. The herdsman drove the flock or herd through a gate, and someone counted the animals as they went through, marking every tenth one. Each tenth animal was given to God as His tithe. If a person was starting out with a small herd or flock, and ten animals were not born to him that year, then the man did not have to tithe that year, which was a way God provided for His people and helped them build their wealth (Lev. 27:30-33). In the Millennial Kingdom, the tithe will once again be established so the priests and Levites can live well.
Jer 33:15
“a righteous Branch.” This is one of the titles of the Messiah, Jesus Christ.
“for David.” See commentary on Jeremiah 23:5.
“justice and righteousness.” In this context, “righteousness” is doing what is right and just to other people and in the sight of God, and in effect is “justice.” In Jeremiah 33:15, “justice” means more like “judgment,” fair and equitable judgment, thus justice. The emphasis is the effect: justice. In contrast, “righteousness” has more emphasis on the action; doing what is right toward God and to fellow humans. There is no justice on earth now, but when Christ reigns on earth as king there will be justice and righteousness.
[For more on “righteousness” having the meaning of doing what is right or just (“justice”), see commentary on Matt. 5:6. For more on Christ’s future Millennial Kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Jer 33:16
“and this is what he will call her” The “her” in this verse is Jerusalem and it is a feminine singular. However, the verb “called” is masculine and active voice, and so would be ordinarily translated as “he will call her [i.e., Jerusalem].” From the context, the one who is doing the calling is the Branch from David, the Messiah, who says, “Yahweh is our righteousness” (Jer. 33:15). Most English versions translate the active verb “called” as if it were a passive (“she will be called”), but there does not seem to be much justification for that here, even though in Hebrew an active verb is sometimes used in a passive sense. Note that the grammar here in Jeremiah 33:16 is very similar to the grammar in Jeremiah 23:6, but the object of the verb is feminine here (i.e., Jerusalem), but it is masculine in Jeremiah 23:6 (i.e., Israel).
“Yahweh is our righteousness.” Here, Jerusalem is called “Yahweh is our righteousness” or “Yahweh our righteousness.” It cannot mean that Jerusalem (or Israel) is literally Yahweh, that is simply the name of the city, a name that magnifies Yahweh (see NAB, NET, NJB; cf. JPS. See commentary on Jer. 23:6).
Jer 33:18
“the Levitical priests.” The Masoretic Hebrew text reads, “the priests the Levites.” Every priest was also a Levite.
[For more on the Levitical priests, see commentary on 2 Chron. 30:27.]
 
Jeremiah Chapter 34
Jer 34:1
“against Jerusalem and against all its cities.” In this case, Jerusalem and “its cities” referred to Jerusalem and all the cities that were in touch with it and supported by it. We see from Jeremiah 34:7 that these cities included Lachish and Azekah.
Jer 34:3
“and you will go to Babylon.” Zedekiah did see Nebuchadnezzar the king of Babylon, and Zedekiah did go to Babylon, but as Ezekiel 12:13 says, he never “saw” Babylon. The answer to that apparent riddle is that Nebuchadnezzar had King Zedekiah taken to Riblah in Syria and blinded him, and then took him to Babylon (2 Kings 25:7; Jer. 52:10-11).
Jer 34:5
“you will die in peace. And just as with the burnings made for your fathers, the former kings who were before you, so they will burn a fire for you.” This prophecy, like most prophecies, was conditional (see commentary on Deut. 18:20), and this one was conditional upon Zedekiah surrendering to Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon, because it was not fulfilled. Zedekiah rebelled against Nebuchadnezzar and was captured. Zedekiah was taken to Riblah in Syria and his sons were executed while he watched and then he was blinded and carried to Babylon and died there in chains (2 Kings 24:20; 25:6-7). So Zedekiah did not die in peace and neither did the people make a memorial burning for him because of the total devastation of the cities and population of Judah and the removal of its leadership.
“the burnings made for your fathers.” The use of “fathers” shows that these memorial fires were regularly made for the kings of Judah. (See commentary on 2 Chron. 16:14).
Jer 34:9
“his brother.” That is, his fellow Israelite. Every Israelite was a descendant of Jacob, so in a sense they were all distant “brothers.”
Jer 34:13
“when I brought them.” The Hebrew text is more literally, “in the day that I brought them,” but that can be confusing because the Exodus took much more than a day. In this case, the word “day” is used idiomatically. The covenant was made in Exodus 24:3-8, and we refer to it as the “Old Covenant” (often incorrectly as the “Old Testament”). Part of the Old Covenant, the Law, was that a Hebrew slave was to go free after serving six years (Exod. 21:2-3).
Jer 34:14
“At the end of seven years.” The expression is strange to us in English, but it seems to be in the seventh year, when six years are fully finished (cf. Exod. 21:2).
Jer 34:17
“to the sword, to the pestilence, and to the famine, and I will make you to be tossed back and forth among all the kingdoms of the earth.” What Jeremiah’s prophecy stated is exactly what happened to Judah and Jerusalem. The Babylonian attack brought death by sword and famine (cf. Lam. 1:11 and commentary on Lam. 1:11), and although the Babylonians were the major attacker, other nations participated in the captivity of Judah (Jer. 34:1).
Jer 34:18
“when they cut the calf in two and passed between its parts.” A common way of making a blood covenant in the ancient world was to cut an animal in half and then for both parties to walk between the pieces. In the case of the Abrahamic covenant, God had Abraham cut animals in half, but then He put Abraham to sleep and went between the pieces Himself (Gen. 15:9-21).
The killing of the animals and cutting the large ones in half was a form of self-maledictory oath, and was the equivalent of saying, “If I do not keep this covenant, may what happened to these animals happen to me.” Then, if one party did break the covenant, the other party often did seek the death of the covenant breaker. Here in Jeremiah, the leaders who made the covenant and then broke it were the subject of divine retribution. God said, “I will even give them into the hand of their enemies…and their dead bodies will be for food to the birds of the heavens and to the animals of the earth.” Those leaders made a blood covenant and then broke it, and God sought their lives. It was acceptable in the culture to have someone else carry out the retribution, as we see here. It was the Babylonians who destroyed Judah.
Jer 34:20
“the birds of the air.” The Hebrew is literally, “the birds of the heavens,” but the Hebrew word “heavens” is always plural, there is no singular word “heaven” in Hebrew.
Jer 34:21
“who have withdrawn from you.” During the Babylonian siege of Jerusalem, the Pharaoh of Egypt came out to attack the Babylonians, apparently thinking that they may have spread their army too thin and thus were vulnerable to attack. The Babylonian army withdrew from Jerusalem to deal with them (Jer. 37:5). Apparently the Jews in Jerusalem thought the Babylonians were going to be defeated and took that opportunity to return to some of their sinful ways, including reenslaving some of the slaves they had made a covenant to release. But Jeremiah prophesied to them that the Babylonians would return and Jerusalem would be conquered.
Jer 34:22
“and burn it with fire.” Jerusalem was burned (2 Kings 25:9; Jer. 52:13) and many years later when the Jews were allowed to return to Jerusalem there was still major damage from the fire (Neh. 1:3). There is still evidence of this great fire in Jerusalem, and tourists today can go see “The burnt house,” remnants of the fire that consumed much of Jerusalem in 586 BC when the Babylonians burned the city.
“I will make the cities of Judah a desolation without inhabitant.” This prophecy was fulfilled. Many of the cities of Judah were depopulated in the Babylonian Captivity, and many, like the great city of Lachish, are only abandoned tels (mounds) even today, or, like happened to Beersheba, the ancient city was abandoned and a new city was built close by.
 
Jeremiah Chapter 35
Jer 35:14
“rising up early and speaking.” This is an idiom meaning to speak again and again. The idea is that God rose up early and sent His prophets who spoke to the people again and again as the day progressed. The REV has kept the idiom but inserted the meaning of the idiom by adding “again and again” in italics.
[For more on this idiom and where it occurs, see commentary on Jer. 26:5.]
Jer 35:15
“rising up early and sending them.” This is an idiom meaning to send again and again. The idea is that God rose up early and sent His prophets, and sent them over and over as the day progressed. We have kept the idiom but inserted the meaning of the idiom by adding “again and again” in italics.
[For more on this idiom and where it occurs, see commentary on Jer. 26:5.]
 
Jeremiah Chapter 36
Jer 36:3
“pay attention to.” The Hebrew text is literally “hear,” but this is the idiomatic use—the full or “pregnant” sense—of the word “hear,” which means more than just hear audibly, it means to hear, listen to, pay attention to, and act upon. In this context, “listen to” or “pay attention to” is better than “hear” because God’s intention was not just that the Judeans would “hear” about the disaster that was coming, but would “pay attention” to God’s warning and change their ways. Many verbs have an idiomatic or “pregnant” sense, including “remember,” “look” (or “see”), and “know” (see commentary on Luke 23:42).
“disaster.” The Hebrew is ra (#07451 רַע), which is the standard Hebrew word for “evil,” here put by metonymy for disaster and all that accompanies it.
“that I am planning to do to them.” This is a good example of the idiom of permission, in which God is said to do something that is actually a consequence of a person’s own actions.
[For a more complete explanation of the “idiom of permission,” see commentary on Exod. 4:21.]
“then I will forgive their iniquity and their sin.” God makes it clear in other places in the Bible that if people turn from their evil ways, God will bless them (cf. Jer. 18:7-10; 36:3; Ezek. 3:17-21; 18:21-24; 33:12-16).
Jer 36:5
“I am restricted.” Jeremiah could not go into the Temple, but no reason is given as to why. Scholars have suggested various reasons, the most likely of which seems to be that Jeremiah’s earlier prophecies made him unwelcome at the Temple. However, it may have been that he had some kind of sickness that made him unclean at the time. We do not know the reason Jeremiah could not go into the Temple.
Jer 36:6
“on a fast day.” The Jewish leaders would proclaim a fast day when there was some concern about a coming calamity and there was a need for prayer. By choosing a fast day to read the scroll, the people in the Temple would be concerned about a problem and in a mind to repent and confess sins, and he also knew there would be a large crowd in the Temple on a fast day, so lots of people would hear the Word of God being read. Thus a fast day would be a good chance for people to hear, believe, and repent.
Jeremiah dictated the scroll in the fourth year of Jehoiakim (Jer. 36:1), and an appropriate fast day came up the next year, the fifth year of Jehoiakim (Jer. 36:9). We do not know when in the fourth year Jeremiah wrote the scroll, but we do know that Baruch read it in the ninth month of the fifth year, which is our November/December (Jer. 36:22). This means there was at least a nine-month wait between when the scroll was written and when it was read. This is a great lesson in patience. Even though Jeremiah and Baruch wanted to read the Word of God to the people, they waited for the time that God told them to wait for. Spiritual maturity involves learning to wait for the right time to do God’s work. Although some commentators believe this fast day to be the Day of Atonement, that cannot be correct because this fast occurred in the ninth month (Jer. 36:9), while the Day of Atonement was the tenth day of the seventh month (Lev. 16:29).
“in the house of Yahweh.” The house of Yahweh is the Temple. Baruch was to read Jeremiah’s prophecy in the Temple to the people there.
Jer 36:10
“the upper court.” Very likely the court of the priests (cf. 2 Chron. 4:9).
Jer 36:21
“the scroll.” The scroll of the Word of God, which Jeremiah had dictated to Baruch the scribe.
Jer 36:22
“the ninth month.” The month Kislev, basically equivalent to our December, but the Hebrew months could shift back and forth somewhat due to the lunar calendar they were based on. It is cold in Israel in December, and can even occasionally snow.
Jer 36:30
“he will have no one to sit on the throne of David.” Jehoiakim’s son Jehoiachin did sit on the throne of David in Jerusalem for three months, but since his reign was so short we can see that Jeremiah’s prophecy did come to pass in effect. A three-month reign when the king was really set on the throne and controlled by Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon is hardly a reign.
“his dead body will be cast out in the day to the heat and in the night to the frost.” This is a more literal rendition of what happened to Jehoiakim, who was “buried with the burial of a donkey, dragged off and cast outside; beyond the gates of Jerusalem” (Jer. 22:19; for more on the death of Jehoiakim, see commentary on 2 Kings 24:6).
 
Jeremiah Chapter 37
Jer 37:1
“Coniah.” Coniah is a shortened version of Jeconiah, the son of Jehoiakim, king of Judah (1 Chron. 3:16-17). He is also known as Jehoiachin (2 Kings 24:6, 8). He is listed in Matthew 1:11 in the genealogy of Mary. Jeconiah is known as Coniah only in Jeremiah 22:24, 28; and 37:1.
Jer 37:2
“nor his servants.” In this context, the word “servants” refers to the high civil and military officials serving the king.
[For more on “servants” being high officials, see commentary on 2 Sam. 11:1.]
Jer 37:3
”Zedekiah...sent...to the prophet Jeremiah.” King Zedekiah was a weak and hypocritical king. He stood by and allowed the false prophets, priests, and officials to torture and imprison Jeremiah—and they would have killed him—but then when he needs information he sends to Jeremiah to hear from Yahweh or to pray to Him. It is a lesson worth learning that there are people like Zedekiah in leadership positions in the world today, and their works often reveal who they are.
Jer 37:9
“depart, yes, depart.” The Hebrew text uses the verb “depart” twice for emphasis, using the figure of speech polyptoton.
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
Jer 37:12
“to receive his portion of property there.” Jeremiah was from Anathoth in Benjamin and had property there (Jer. 1:1).
Jer 37:16
“the dungeon house.” The Hebrew is literally, “the house of the cistern” or “the house of the pit.” The Hebrew word translated as “dungeon” in the REV is bor (#0953 בּוֹר), and it means “pit, cistern, well” but it then gets used as a “dungeon,” generally a below-ground prison cell. This “cistern” (or dungeon; bor (#0953 בּוֹר) where Jeremiah spent “many days” was different from the cistern (bor) that Jeremiah’s enemies put him in that is mentioned in Jeremiah 38:6-13. Jeremiah was only in the cistern mentioned in Jeremiah 38:6-13 for a short time and would have died there if he had not been rescued from it. He had no food or water in the cistern, and had sunk into the mud that was in it.
Jer 37:17
“the king asked him secretly.” Zedekiah was a weak and cowardly king. He knew Jeremiah was a prophet, but he would not protect him from the evil men in his kingdom (see commentary on Jer. 38:5).
“in his house.” This could be translated “in his palace,” because the king’s “house” was his palace, but the Hebrew word is literally “house.”
Jer 37:18
“against your servants.” In this context, the king’s “servants” are his officials and military officers.
[For more on the word “servants” being used for people of high position in the kingdom, see commentary on 2 Sam. 11:1.]
Jer 37:19
“And where are your prophets who prophesied to you.” This is very honest communication and very valuable to God. It is important that people have a clear choice between doing good and doing evil, if for no other reason than that they will have no excuse for their behavior on the Day of Judgment. By speaking boldly and plainly, Jeremiah gives Zedekiah a chance to make a godly decision and do the right thing. Alas, like so many other people, Zedekiah is too wishy-washy and fearful to make a godly decision.
Jer 37:21
“until all the bread in the city was gone.” The Babylonian siege of Jerusalem produced a horrific famine in the city that is described in more detail in Lamentations (see commentary on Lam. 1:11).
 
Jeremiah Chapter 38
Jer 38:2
“his life will be his spoils of war.” For more on this idiom, see commentary on Jeremiah 39:18.
Jer 38:4
“let this man be put to death.” Killing Jeremiah was the desire and intention of the top officials, priests, and false prophets. Although the word “Pharisee” had not been invented yet, these leaders embodied the spirit of the Pharisees of the time of Christ who wanted to kill Jesus (in fact, they may have had some of the same demons). They wanted to kill Jeremiah but they did not want blood on their hands, so they put him in a cistern where they knew he would certainly die, but they could say, “We didn’t kill him.” The Pharisees let the Romans kill Christ; these “Pharisees” would have let the cistern kill Jeremiah.
Jer 38:5
“for the king cannot do anything against you.” Here Zedekiah speaks about himself as “the king,” rather than using the more personal “I,” saying “I cannot do anything against you.” But that was not true. Zedekiah was a weakling and coward. He knew Jeremiah was a prophet and had even sought his advice (Jer. 37:3-10, 17-20). Yet as we see here in Jeremiah 38:5, he was afraid of the powerful (and evil!) men in his kingdom so he gave in to their will and subjected Jeremiah to prison and suffering (Jer. 32:2; 33:1; 38:6). When leaders are weak and unrighteous, God’s people suffer. That is a reason that God’s people should do whatever they can to make sure that godly people are put into leadership positions.
Jer 38:6
“cistern.” The Hebrew word translated as “cistern” is bor (#0953 בּוֹר), and it means “cistern, pit, well” but its meaning expands to also mean “dungeon,” generally a below-ground prison cell. This “cistern” (or dungeon; bor) in Jeremiah 38:6-13 was different from the cistern (bor) that Jeremiah’s enemies put him in that is mentioned in Jeremiah 37:16, where he spent “many days.” Jeremiah was only in the cistern mentioned here in Jeremiah 38:6-13 for a short time and would have died there if he had not been rescued from it.
Jer 38:7
“Ebed-melech the Ethiopian.” For the kindness that Ebed-melech showed to Jeremiah, God made sure his life was spared when Babylon conquered Jerusalem (Jer. 39:16-18).
“was sitting in the Gate of Benjamin.” It was customary for kings and officials to sit in the gate and judge the people of the city and conduct business (e.g., 2 Sam. 19:8; 1 Kings 22:10; 2 Chron. 18:9; Esther 2:21; Jer. 38:7; Dan. 2:49). The fact that King Zedekiah was sitting in the gate was a gesture that he was king and was in control, which was not quite the truth given the situation.
Jer 38:16
“has given us this life.” Here Zedekiah uses the Hebrew word often translated as “soul” to refer to the life and breath of a living “person.” And so, the idiom can be understood that Zedekiah is claiming it was Yahweh “who made me.”
[For more on “soul” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
Jer 38:19
“The Chaldeans may deliver me.” The Hebrew text is “They may deliver me,” but the word “Chaldeans” has replaced the pronoun for clarity of meaning.
Jer 38:22
“All the women who are left in the king of Judah’s house.” The “house” of the king of Judah was the palace, and the women of his “house” are his harem, his daughters, and his servant girls. All the ones “who are left” are the ones who did not die from the famine or were killed in other ways. When a kingdom was conquered, the women of that kingdom became the property of the conquering nation (Jer. 38:23). The reason Absalom had sex with David’s wives was to show that he was the conquering king (2 Sam. 16:21-22).
When a kingdom was conquered and the women were taken from one house to another or one harem to another, what their new life would be like was uncertain. Although it seems most of them would have been treated worse than they had been treated, some would likely have been treated better.
“Your trusted friends have misled and overpowered you.” In this context, the “trusted friends” of the king were the false prophets and evil advisors that the king had trusted, who told him that Jerusalem would not be conquered by the enemy. King Zedekiah trusted them, but how wrong they were! Zedekiah, blinded and with no family, died in chains (2 Kings 25:5-7).
Jer 38:26
“Jonathan’s house.” The leaders in Jerusalem had made that the prison (Jer. 37:15).
 
Jeremiah Chapter 39
Jer 39:1
“And in the ninth year of his reign.” This event and chronology are in 2 Kings 25:1-4 and in Jeremiah 39:1-2 and 52:4-5. The siege of Jerusalem took from the tenth day of the tenth month of the ninth year of Zedekiah (2 Kings 25:1; Jer. 39:1; 52:4) to the ninth day of the fourth month of the eleventh year of Zedekiah (2 Kings 25:2-3; Jer. 39:2; 52:6-7). So the siege of Jerusalem took about 18 months.
Jer 39:3
“came in and sat in the Middle Gate.” It was customary for kings and officials to sit in the gate and judge the people of the city and conduct business (e.g., 2 Sam. 19:8; 1 Kings 22:10; 2 Chron. 18:9; Esther 2:21; Jer. 38:7; Dan. 2:49). So that fact that these Babylonian officials went and sat in the gate was a purposeful gesture to show everyone that Jerusalem was now under Babylonian control.
“Nergal-sharezer of Samgar, Sarsechim the Rabsaris, Nergal-sharezer the Rabmag.” These are Babylonian names and titles, and exactly what they mean and how they should be translated is debated, so different English versions handle them differently. No doubt that when the book of Jeremiah was written these names were well-known and understood, but they are lost to us now. A man named “Nergal-sharezer” became king of Babylon after Nebuchadnezzar, and it is quite possible that one of these two men with that name was the man who succeeded Nebuchadnezzar.
Jer 39:4
“toward the Arabah.” So they fled east and headed toward the Jordan Valley. The archaeological and geographical evidence supports the “king’s garden” being on the southeast side of the old city of Jerusalem. The king was heading east towards Moab and Arabia in hopes of escaping the Babylonians.
The Arabah is mentioned a number of times in the Bible, and it is the geographical designation of the part of the Great Rift Valley that is around the Dead Sea and north of it for 15 miles or so. It is mostly desert and scrub wilderness.
Jer 39:5
“Riblah.” A strategic town on the Orontes River in Syria. Riblah was about 200 miles north of where the Babylonians captured Zedekiah, so Zedekiah would have been in chains awaiting judgment for at least the better part of a month, and maybe considerably more. That would surely have been a fearful time for him, awaiting Nebuchadnezzar’s judgment.
Jer 39:6
“slaughtered.” The Hebrew text uses a word that means “slaughtered” instead of the normal word for “killed.” So although the way Nebuchadnezzar had the men executed is not described, it may have been quite gruesome. The punishment that King Zedekiah received was very harsh, but Zedekiah’s rebellion had cost Nebuchadnezzar time, money, and the lives of many soldiers, and it was exactly that kind of harsh punishment that kept other kings from rebelling against Nebuchadnezzar.
Jer 39:8
“the king’s house.” That is, the palace.
“and broke down the walls of Jerusalem.” This was not a small feat, as the walls of Jerusalem were thick and high. In many places, they had been there since the Jebusites some 500 years earlier.
Jer 39:9
“and the rest of the people who remained.” There would have been some people in places in Judah who had not fought against Babylon, who did not live in Jerusalem, and who were taken to Babylon. Only the poorest people in Judah were allowed to remain (Jer. 39:10).
Jer 39:10
“gave them vineyards and fields.” Nebuzaradan did not give land to the poor people just because he was a nice guy, although he may have had genuine pity for the poor people of Judah who had been so taken advantage of by the rich people. Having people in the land who would be thankful to Babylon and occupy and farm the land was good for taxes and also good as a small buffer from Egypt to the south. It ensured that the land was not just free for the taking by anyone who happened by.
Jer 39:11
“Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon commanded...concerning Jeremiah.” Neither the Bible nor history tells us how King Nebuchadnezzar knew about Jeremiah, but he did know, and he respected Jeremiah and had him treated well. The most likely way that Nebuchadnezzar knew about Jeremiah was from the Judeans who defected to the Babylonians. No doubt they were questioned and gave the Babylonians intelligence about what was happening in Jerusalem. Jerusalem was a large city for those days, but actually a small city compared to our modern cities; it was only about a square mile, so it is very likely that everyone knew about Jeremiah. Both in the city and in the Temple where many people gathered, Jeremiah had been very active in publicly declaring that Jerusalem should surrender to the Babylonians and that they would stay alive if they did (e.g., Jer. 27:8-12).
Jer 39:13
“Nebuzaradan the captain of the guard sent, and Nebushazban.” This list of officials who got involved in making sure Jeremiah was well taken care of shows us that Nebuchadnezzar clearly communicated his concern for the welfare of Jeremiah to his officials. It is a sad testimony of the Judeans, “God’s people,” that they treated Jeremiah so badly but the “pagan Babylonians” cared so well for him. Sadly, it still happens today that sometimes Christians treat other Christians worse than some unbelievers treat the Christians.
Jer 39:14
“they sent and took Jeremiah out of the court of the guard.” Here in Jeremiah 39:11-14, Jeremiah was released from prison and went to be with Gedaliah the man Nebuchadnezzar had appointed to be the new governor of the land. But somehow in the confusion of war, Jeremiah was taken prisoner again and chained and taken north. But Nebuzaradan, the commander of the guard, found Jeremiah at Ramah and let him go again (Jer. 40:1).
Jer 39:18
“your life will be your spoils of war.” An idiom meaning that the booty that Ebed-melech would get from the war would be his life; the spoils of war for Ebed-melech would be staying alive. Ebed-melech had helped the prophet Jeremiah (cf. Jer. 38:7-13), and so God promised that Ebed-melech would not die in the Babylonian attack. Given the ruthless attack of the Babylonian army on the city of Jerusalem once the army had broken through the gate and poured into the city, the promise that God would protect Ebed-melech in the midst of all that mayhem and carnage was no small promise. This idiom of a person’s life being the spoils of war occurs in Jeremiah 21:9; 38:2; 39:18; and 45:5.
 
Jeremiah Chapter 40
Jer 40:1
“from Ramah.” Ramah was the apparent assembly point of the captives from Judah and Jerusalem. It is a little over five miles north of Jerusalem. Ramah was the home of Samuel the prophet (1 Sam. 7:17).
“among all the captives of Jerusalem.” Jeremiah had been mistakenly rounded up with the people of Jerusalem and began the journey to Babylon, but was recognized and released again (cf. Jer. 39:11-14).
Jer 40:3
“you all.” The Hebrew text uses the second-person plural, thus “you all” or “all of you.” This is important to recognize here because the “you” in verse 4 is singular and refers to Jeremiah only.
Jer 40:10
“to represent you before.” The Hebrew is literally, “to stand before,” but it means to represent you.
“your cities that you have taken over.” When the Babylonians deported most of the people of Judah, the remaining people took over the empty cities.
 
Jeremiah Chapter 41
Jer 41:1
”royal seed.” The royal family.
Jer 41:3
“all the Jews who were with him.” That is, all the Jews at that meal, not all the Jews remaining in Jerusalem, as we learn by reading further.
“who happened to be there.” The Hebrew is more literally, “who were found there,” but in this case, the meaning is “who happened to be there.” The text is not saying that Ishmael and his people went looking for Babylonians to kill.
Jer 41:4
“the second day.” The day after the murders.
Jer 41:5
“from Shechem, from Shiloh, and from Samaria.” In the same way that there had been Jews who fled Judah and went east to Moab, Ammon, etc., (cf. Jer. 40:11), there were Judeans (and Israelites) who lived in the cities of the Northern Kingdom of Israel that had been conquered by Assyria. Men from these cities were apparently going south to Jerusalem with offerings for the Feast of Tabernacles, which was in the seventh month. It is unclear how much they knew about the destruction of Jerusalem, although they came mourning.
“having their beards shaved.” Easterners were very proud and protective of their beards, and shaving them off was a demonstration of great commitment, in this case showing the great sorrow they had. In 2 Samuel 10:4-5, the king of Ammon took the emissaries that had come from David and shaved off half their beards, and the men were so embarrassed that David advised them to stay away from Jerusalem until their beards had grown back.
A similar sign of mourning to shaving the beard was shaving the head. Verses that mention shaving the head in mourning for the dead include Isaiah 15:2; 22:12; Jeremiah 16:6; 48:37; Ezekiel 7:18; and Micah 1:16. Other signs of mourning include putting on sackcloth (cf. Jer. 48:37), having a time of silence (Jer. 47:5), and cutting oneself. It was also customary for people to bring food and have a mourning feast (Jer. 16:5-8).
“having cut themselves.” God made humans in His own image, and we are “fearfully and wonderfully made” (or “remarkably and wonderfully made,” Ps. 139:14 HCSB). Nevertheless, the Devil has been successful in getting people to cut and burn themselves for a number of different reasons. Here in Jeremiah, Israelites have slashed themselves as part of their mourning for the dead. Cutting oneself was a pagan custom that was done as part of mourning for the dead. It became a practice of some Israelites as they began to follow some of the pagan customs from the culture around them, particularly as they were influenced by demons (Jer. 16:6; 41:5; 47:5; 48:37), but God never wanted people to mourn that way and forbade it in the Law of Moses: “do not cut yourselves…for the dead” (Deut. 14:1). In that culture, cutting oneself not only needlessly harmed the person, and from the Devil’s point of view defaced God’s wonderful creation, but it was a genuine danger because the people had no effective way to fight infection if the wound should become infected. Thus every cut was a very real danger to the person. Of course, the pain and suffering of the cut was supposed to show how deeply the person cared for the one who had died, but that is a false and demonic display of sincerity. God never wants or requires it of people.
The fact that the Jews would cut themselves for the dead in spite of it being prohibited by the Law shows how deeply the pagan religions had penetrated the culture in Judah at this time. Jeremiah 2:8 gives a pretty graphic picture of the state of things in Judah: the priests had stopped asking about Yahweh’s involvement, the rulers broke the Law, and the prophets prophesied by Baal, and followed idols.
[For more on cutting and self-mutilation, see commentary on 1 Kings 18:28. For the custom of shaving the head for the dead and some other customs associated with death, see commentary on Jer. 47:5.]
“the house of Yahweh.” Normally “the house of Yahweh” would be the Temple, but the Temple had been burned to the ground. It may be they wanted to offer an offering where the Temple had stood, but the text does not say. The fact that the text says that they had “their beards shaved and their clothes torn and having cut themselves,” indicates they knew Jerusalem had been destroyed.
Jer 41:6
“weeping all along as he went.” Ishmael was a good liar, and his deceit fooled these men and led to their death. It is a valuable lesson that evil people are often excellent liars, which is why Jesus told people to look at their fruit instead of listening to their words (Matt. 7:15-20).
Jer 41:8
“brothers.” Here the word is used of companions, not blood relatives.
Jer 41:9
“was the one that Asa the king had made.” Asa king of Judah was concerned about Baasha king of Israel and so he fortified Mizpeh (2 Chron. 16:6; 1 Kings 15:22). Although it does not specifically say in Kings and Chronicles that Asa had cisterns dug as part of his fortification efforts, this verse in Jeremiah makes it plain that Asa did that.
Jer 41:10
“the king’s daughters.” It is highly unlikely that this refers to the daughters of Zedekiah, the last king of Judah, because Nebuchadnezzar would have taken those very important women captive to Babylon. Note that the actual sons of Zedekiah were killed while he watched (2 Kings 25:7). The “king’s daughters” is almost certainly a reference to other women who, although they were in some way related to the royal family and may have even been part of the royal court, were actually the daughters of less prominent men in the kingdom.
“departed to go over to the children of Ammon.” The phrase “departed to go over to” refers to going over the Jordan River.
Jer 41:12
“the great pool.” The Hebrew is more literally, “the great water” (or “the great waters;” the word “water” in Hebrew is always plural). There was a huge pool of water in Gibeon (cf. 2 Sam. 2:13).
“and they found him by the great pool that is in Gibeon.” It is unclear why Ishmael would have gone to Gibeon. It is southwest of Mizpah, and Ishmael wanted to go to Ammon, which is east. It is possible that he went west to get the foods that the ten men he spared said were hidden in the field. Or it is possible but less likely that a scribe miscopied and wrote Gibeon when he meant to write “Gibeah,” which would have been generally in the direction Ishmael wanted to go.
Jer 41:16
“Johanan took the men of war, and.” Johanan rescued the people that Ishmael had taken captive and they returned to Mizpeh. Then Johanan took all those people and traveled south, intending to go to Egypt (Jer. 41:17).
 
Jeremiah Chapter 42
Jer 42:1
“Jezaniah the son of Hoshaiah.” “Jezaniah the son of Hoshaiah” is very likely the same man as “Ahaziah the son of Hoshaiah” in Jeremiah 43:2. The two men, Jezaniah and Johanan, would then be together in both Jeremiah 42:1 and 43:2. The Septuagint reads “Ahaziah” here, and also King Uzziah of Judah was also referred to as Ahaziah. “Ahaziah” means something like “Yahweh grasps” [the hand], and the name may have been given to someone who supposedly received divine help, in this case, Jezaniah. So we have to carefully read to see when Jezeniah is called Ahaziah, just like we have to carefully read when other people in the Bible are called by two different names.
Jer 42:5
“sends us through you.” The Hebrew is more idiomatic and harder to understand in English: “will send you to us.” That could be expanded to “will send you to give to us.”
Jer 42:6
“or whether it is evil.” They are not saying that Yahweh will give them something “evil” to do, they are saying that if Yahweh gives them a command that they do not want to follow (and thus it is “evil” to them), they will obey it anyway. The CSB gets the sense: “whether it is pleasant or unpleasant, we will obey.”
Jer 42:10
“for I am grieved about the evil.” The Hebrew word translated “grieved” is nacham (#05162 נָחַם), and it has a wide range of meanings. It is difficult to be precise about the exact sense of nacham that God means in this context, which is why the English versions differ so greatly. The English translations read differently, and include “repent,” “relent,” “regret,” “grieve,” “sorrow,” “sad,” “appeased,” and “compassion.” It is likely that these all partly express what God was feeling, and together we get a much fuller sense of what God was trying to express about what had happened to Judah.
[For more on nacham, see commentary on Jer. 18:8.]
“that I have done to you.” This is the idiom of permission. God did not do the evil to the Judeans. They brought the evil upon themselves, as is clear in the biblical records in Kings and Chronicles as well as the prophets. But God put the laws in place that the Judeans broke, and so by the idiom, God is said to have done the evil.
[For a more complete explanation of the idiom of permission, see commentary on Exod. 4:21.]
Jer 42:13
“obey.” The Hebrew text is “listen to,” which in this context means “obey.”
Jer 42:14
“shofar.” The ram’s horn trumpet, not the metal trumpet. It was blown during war.
Jer 42:18
“and you will see this place no more.” Or, “you will never see this place again.”
Jer 42:20
“For you have deceived yourselves at the cost of your own lives.” The Hebrew of this phrase is idiomatic and can be brought into English in different ways, as the great variety in the English versions shows. The essence of the verse is that the Judeans were deceiving themselves, or going astray, at the cost of their lives (their “souls”), e.g., “you have been behaving deceitfully, against your own interests” (CJB); “You have led your own selves astray” (HCSB); “you have gone astray at the cost of your lives” (ESV); “ye have dealt deceitfully against your own souls” (JPS); “You are making a fatal mistake” (NET); “you were hypocrites in your hearts” (NKJV); “ye have shewed yourselves perverse in your souls” (YLT).
Jer 42:22
“know, yes, know.” The Hebrew text repeats the verb “know” in different inflections (an infinitive and an imperfect), thus using the figure of speech polyptoton to emphasize the fact that Jeremiah was giving the people of Judah a dire warning and they better know it.
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
 
Jeremiah Chapter 43
Jer 43:2
“Azariah the son of Hoshaiah.” This is very likely the same man as Jezaniah (see commentary on Jer. 42:1).
Jer 43:6
“the king’s daughters.” This almost certainly did not refer to actual daughters of King Zedekiah, who would have been carried to Babylon along with the rest of Zedekiah’s immediate family, but rather it was a title for the women of the royal court (see commentary on Jer. 41:10).
Jer 43:7
“and they went into the land of Egypt.” They had always intended to go to Egypt (Jer. 41:17). Because of that, even though they had agreed to obey the voice of Yahweh whether His direction was something they wanted or did not want (Jer. 42:6), when Jeremiah opposed their plan they called him a liar (Jer. 43:2) and went to Egypt anyway.
“the voice of Yahweh.” It was the prophet who did the speaking, but the “voice” was Yahweh’s voice.
“as far as Tahpanhes.” The Judeans did not go very far into Egypt. Tahpanhes was on the northern border of Egypt in the northeastern Nile delta. It was a fortress city that protected the northeastern border of Egypt. It is generally thought to be the same as the Greek city of Daphne.
Jer 43:9
“Pharaoh’s house in Tahpanhes.” That is, Pharaoh’s “palace” in Tahpanhes. In Hebrew, the word “house” had many meanings. The “house” of a king was a palace, and the “house” of a god was a temple. It is not unusual that Pharaoh would have a palace in the fortress city that guarded his northeast border. Of course that would not be his main palace, which would have been in his capital city. Pharaoh likely had several palaces, as did most kings.
“while the men of Judah watch.” The Hebrew is more literally, “in the sight of the men of Judah,” but that could be confused to mean that the men of Judah could see the place where the stones were. But God said to hide the stones while the Judeans watched.
Jer 43:10
“will set his throne on these stones.” It makes sense that King Nebuchadnezzar would set his throne right at the entrance to the palace. It would establish his royal presence and authority where everyone could see it, but also not allow everyone into his royal palace.
“he will spread his royal pavilion over them.” So the Judeans’ plan to go to Egypt to escape Nebuchadnezzar would not work after all, whereas if they had obeyed the voice of Yahweh that Jeremiah spoke they would have lived and prospered.
Jer 43:11
“the one who is destined for death to death.” The noun “death” is masculine singular, and so while in this context it refers to either man or woman, the singular indicates that each person will get what they deserve; there is no collective judgment here. Some scholars think that “death” refers to death by plague or disease, but the Hebrew is simply “death,” and it could come by many different means.
Jer 43:12
“He.” Nebuchadnezzar. The “he” is preserved in the Septuagint, Syriac, and Latin texts, the change from “he” to “I” was apparently a copyist’s error that now shows up in the accepted Hebrew text. The “he” continues in the rest of the verse in the Hebrew text.
“the houses of the gods.” That is, the temples. A victor would burn the temples and carry the gods away captive to show that their own gods were superior to the gods of the conquered nation.
“and he will burn them or carry them away captive.” This is referring to the gods of Egypt. Some were wood and would be burned, while valuable gods made of gold, silver, etc., would be carried away captive. The burning of the temples is stated in Jeremiah 43:12. The belief in the gods, even the gods of other nations, was strong, and so the idols were not considered booty, but captives.
“he will clean the land of Egypt as a shepherd cleans his garment of vermin.” This translation follows definitions preferred in the HALOT[footnoteRef:790] (cf. HCSB, ESV, NAB, NET, NLT, NRSV, RSV). Sheep and goats commonly got vermin like fleas and lice, and they would get on the shepherd’s body and clothing (which was often wool) when he handled them, and the shepherd would have to clean his clothing of them. [790:  Koehler and Baumgartner, Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon.] 

Jer 43:13
“standing-stones.” In the context of Egypt, the “standing-stones” were the obelisks, of which there were many in Heliopolis. In the rest of the Middle East, most standing-stones were natural stones, or slightly worked stones, that were set up as part of the worship of pagan gods. God commanded that they be destroyed. What is noteworthy here in Jeremiah 43:13 is that it is Nebuchadnezzar, not the forces of Yahweh, that destroy the obelisks in Egypt and burn the pagan temples. Rulers knew that people drew strength from relying on their gods, and if a foreign king could destroy a country’s gods then the people were more easily defeated and controlled. Nebuchadnezzar burned the Temple in Jerusalem for the same reason.
[For more on standing-stones, see commentary on Gen. 28:18. For more on idols being harmful, see commentary on Deut. 7:5.]
“House of the Sun.” The Hebrew is Beth-shemesh, but that means “the House of the Sun,” or, since “house” in this context can mean “temple,” it means “the Temple of the Sun.” There was also a Beth-shemesh in Judah (2 Kings 14:11), but that was a city. This “Beth-shemesh,” Temple of the Sun, was almost certainly in the city that is better known by its Greek name, Heliopolis, though it was called “On” (Gen. 41:45). Heliopolis was well-known for all the obelisks there, and of the many that were there, only one remains intact today.
“the houses of the gods.” That is, the temples of the gods.
 
Jeremiah Chapter 44
Jer 44:1
“Egypt.” This refers to what we today know as “Upper Egypt,” the northern Egypt that touched the Mediterranean Sea, and we can tell that by the towns associated with the name such as Tahpanhes, which is near the northeast border of Egypt. Also, the name “Pathros” refers to southern Egypt, the “Lower Egypt” that was deeper into the African continent.
Jer 44:4
“rising up early and sending them.” This is an idiom meaning to send again and again. The idea is that God rose up early and sent His prophets, and sent them over and over as the day progressed. The REV has kept the idiom but inserted the meaning of the idiom by adding “again and again” in italics. Thus the CSB has, “So I sent you all My servants the prophets time and time again.”
[For more on this idiom and where it occurs, see commentary on Jer. 26:5.]
“hate.” When God uses the word “hate” in this context, He does not mean that He has a “deep, enduring, intense emotion expressing animosity, anger, and hostility towards” what the people were doing.[footnoteRef:791] He means He is disgusted and repulsed by what the people were doing. [791:  Arthur Reber, Rhianon Allen, Emily Reber, Penguin Dictionary of Psychology, s.v. “hatred,” 342.] 

[For more on the large semantic range of “hate” and its use in the Bible, see commentary on Prov. 1:22, “hate.”]
Jer 44:7
“your own souls.” Here equivalent to “yourselves” (see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul’”).
Jer 44:8
“Why do you.” The “Why do” is picked up from Jeremiah 44:7, because the force of the question is continued, but the run-on sentence is confusing in English.
Jer 44:15
“Then all the men.” The men speak to Jeremiah first, then the women speak up in Jeremiah 44:19 (see commentary on Jer. 44:19).
Jer 44:17
“do, yes, do” The Hebrew uses the word “do” two times for emphasis, using the verb in different cases, which is the figure of speech polyptoton. Thus the people demonstrate their commitment to serve other gods by the emphatic way that they spoke. This phrase is repeated twice in Jeremiah 44:25, where it is translated “perform, yes, perform.” The English translation is different because we “do” what we say we will, but we “perform” a vow.
“the Queen of Heaven.” Although there is some disagreement among scholars, it seems that the Queen of Heaven is the pagan goddess of love and fertility that is known by different names, such as Ashtoreth in Israel, Anat in the land of Canaan, and Ishtar in Mesopotamia. Although she had somewhat different characteristics and worship practices from place to place, she was basically the same goddess.
“For then had we plenty of food, and prospered, and saw no evil.” The people miss the point and are spiritually blind. They do not see that any good times in Judah were due to God’s continued blessing on Judah because of His covenant faithfulness, and that the evil that came upon them was due to their breaking the covenant they made with God. Also, they thought that the evil that came upon Judah was due to the weakness of Yahweh, and that He could not protect them from evil. They ignored the prophets who said over and over that their evil activities would bring disaster upon them, and that there would be horrific consequences for breaking their covenant with Yahweh.
Interestingly, the spiritual blindness of the people shows up in that they seem to think that if they had been more dedicated to the Queen of Heaven she could have protected them, which is why they say they want to continue worshiping her now. But there are problems with their logic. For one thing, that “Queen” did not protect them in Judah, which is obvious from the fact that Judah was destroyed by the Babylonians (who included Ishtar in their pantheon). Also, why would the people believe that not serving the Queen of Heaven fervently enough would have consequences but ignoring their covenant with Yahweh would not have consequences? That does not even make sense.
There is a powerful lesson here: stubborn, prideful people, and people who are possessed by demons or led by demons, do not think clearly and avoid obeying God. By their evil thoughts and actions they can, if they gain enough influence, even destroy a country. Israel and Judah were both destroyed for that very reason. Godly people must know God and the Bible well enough to recognize when they are being led astray from the One True God of Scripture and must take a stand against evil. As we can see from culture after culture that has been destroyed by demons, if godly people do not stop the downward trajectory of culture, it will go into ruin, which is a chief aim of the Devil and his people (cf. John 10:10).
Sadly, the way these idolatrous people will discover that the pagan goddess that they call the Queen of Heaven cannot help them is when they die by famine, sword, or plague. Similarly, the unbelieving and godless people on earth may scoff at Christianity now, but when they stand on the brink of the Lake of Fire they will sob and gnash their teeth, but it will be too late (cf. Matt. 13:49-50; Rev. 20:11-15). As the prophet Jonah pointedly said, “Those who pay regard to worthless idols forsake their own mercy” (Jon. 2:8). The everlasting death of unbelievers is one reason that Christians should try to convince the world about Jesus Christ, salvation, and everlasting life.
[For more on the annihilation of the unsaved, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
Jer 44:19
“the women added.” The words “the women added” are demanded by the context because the women are obviously speaking here. The words are not in the Hebrew text, but they are in the Syriac version and a Septuagint text. Some scholars defend those texts and say the Hebrew text omits the words because of a scribal error, while other scholars believe the words were added to the other texts for clarification; it is not completely unusual for the Hebrew text to switch speakers without announcing that fact.
That the women spoke up in the confrontation with Jeremiah shows how adamant the people were about going to Egypt and resuming their sacrifices to the Queen of Heaven. The “Queen of Heaven” is also known as Ishtar, a Babylonian fertility goddess, and women had a major role in worshiping her. Fertility and having lots of children was very important to ancient society because of the mortality of babies and children who never reached adulthood, so we can see why Ishtar was popular with women. Ordinarily, the women stood silently watching while the men engaged in such confrontations. This shows that although women were usually quiet bystanders, they participated in certain rites and the worship of certain gods and goddesses.
Jer 44:21
“that Yahweh remembered and that came up into his heart.” This is a very idiomatic phrase. For Yahweh to “remember” what the Judeans did means He paid attention to them; they caught His attention (see commentary on Luke 23:42). That those things “came up into his heart” means they affected Him, they made an impact upon Him, as well they would have. Yahweh was the God who had delivered Israel for centuries by this time, yet the people were ignoring Him and giving credit for what He had done to an enemy goddess. Also, the word “heart” can mean “mind” in Hebrew, but although many English versions go that way, saying that the sins the people were committing came into the “mind” of God does not seem to have the strong emphasis that “heart” does in this context.
Jer 44:22
“and a curse.” This is not saying that Judah was cursed. It is saying that what happened in Judah was so well-known and proverbial that it was used in curses. For example, a person might curse someone else by saying, “May you become like Judah!”
Jer 44:24
“including to all the women.” The fact that the text adds “including to all the women” at this point shows that Jeremiah was especially addressing the women. The NET version picks up the sense well: “Then Jeremiah spoke to all the people, particularly to all the women.”
Jer 44:25
“fulfill, yes, fulfill.” Jeremiah repeats what the Judeans had said, using the same emphatic speech that they had used, employing the figure of speech polyptoton for emphasis (see commentary on Jer. 44:17).
“Then confirm, yes, confirm your vows! And fulfill, yes, fulfill your vows!” Here Jeremiah (and God!) sarcastically yields to the free will of the people. Neither Jeremiah nor God can keep the people from sinning if they want to sin. They will get the consequences that Jeremiah foretold would come upon them, but they did not believe Jeremiah had heard from God, and they obviously felt that the Queen of Heaven had more power to support and protect them than Yahweh did. They were wrong, of course, but they found that out just before they died, and by then it was too late to change the situation. That is similar to what will happen on Judgment Day. The people who rejected salvation all their lives and defied God will find out they were wrong, but it will be too late to prevent the consequences.
Jer 44:26
“my name will no more be named.” That is, no man of Judah in Egypt will any longer invoke the name of God in a promise or curse using “As the Lord Yahweh lives” as the anchor phrase to solemnify the promise or curse.
Jer 44:30
“I will give Pharaoh Hophra king of Egypt into the hand of his enemies.” Pharaoh Hophra died in 570 BC (this date is disputed) while trying to retake his throne and quell a rebellion in Egypt. He was actually being supported by Babylon at the time, but the Egyptian rebels were strongly against him. So the death of Hophra would have been more than 15 years after this prophecy by Jeremiah, so the Judeans did not die in Egypt immediately, but they did over a period of years. The point is that they had wanted to move to Egypt temporarily and then return to Judah, but they never returned, they died in Egypt as the prophet had said.
“This is what Yahweh says: Behold.” Jeremiah 44:30 ends the events after the fall of Jerusalem. Jeremiah chapter 45 occurred some 20 years before Jeremiah 44.
 
Jeremiah Chapter 45
Jer 45:1
“he wrote these words spoken by the mouth of Jeremiah.” This shows how the book of Jeremiah was written: Jeremiah dictated to Baruch the scribe.
“in the fourth year of Jehoiakim.” That is likely 605 BC, but due to the fact that the Judean calendar that Jeremiah was using was based on the New Year beginning on Nisan 1, and the Judean year was different from our years, it could also have been 604 BC. So this event occurred somewhere between April 605 BC and April 604 BC. That means that Jeremiah 45 predates Jeremiah 44 by about 20 years (most likely 19 years).
Jer 45:5
“Are you seeking great things for yourself? Do not seek them!” Baruch was a professional scribe and thus made a good living for himself. He wanted to better his life, but God told him not to get invested in material things. God foresaw the coming of the Babylonians and their destruction of Judah and Jerusalem, and that in that destruction Baruch would lose all he had built for himself. However, unlike the thousands who would die, God’s promise to Baruch was that he would stay alive.
There are many uncertainties in life, and wealth and possessions can disappear in an instant. In this life, God’s promise of everlasting life is the important thing that people should hold onto for their security.
“your life I will give to you as the spoils of war.” For more on this idiom, see commentary on Jeremiah 39:18.
 
Jeremiah Chapter 46
Jer 46:1
“The word of Yahweh that came to Jeremiah the prophet concerning the nations.” God called Jeremiah to be a prophet to the nations (Jer. 1:5). Although the great majority of Jeremiah’s prophecies were to the people of the Kingdom of Judah (the Northern Kingdom of Israel had been carried away before his lifetime), Jeremiah did prophesy to the nations, especially in Jeremiah 46-51.
Jeremiah’s prophecies to the nations show us that although Israel and Judah were of special interest to God, God is the One God, and is concerned about every person and every nation.
Although Jeremiah 46:2 was written after the Babylonian defeat at Carchemish, the prophecy in the rest of the chapter was not.
Jer 46:2
“which Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon defeated in the fourth year of Jehoiakim.” The Egyptians had controlled Palestine until their defeat at Carchemish (605 BC). After defeating the Egyptians, Nebuchadnezzar came to Judah and Jerusalem, which surrendered to him, and carried captives back to Babylon. Daniel was one of those first captives taken to Babylon in what is commonly called the “Babylonian Captivity.” The Babylonian Captivity was actually a series of captivities in which people were taken captive to Babylon. Ezekiel was taken captive to Babylon in the second major wave of the Babylonian Captivity (see commentary on Ezek. 1:2).
This prophecy of Jeremiah points to how God can work in historical events and why we know that God is the Almighty God and can influence and reveal the future. The prophecy of Jeremiah from verse 3 onward was not given “after the fact,” after the Babylonians had defeated Egypt. There would have been no point to that, nor to the information in the chapter. Jeremiah 46:1-2 are an introduction so readers know what is coming in the chapter, but the prophecy starting in Jeremiah 46:3 is Jeremiah revealing a future event by revelation from God. Furthermore, this prophecy was not just “good guesswork” on the part of Jeremiah. People who wagered would have predicted Egypt to win the battle at Carchemish. Egypt was the larger nation and had what was apparently the more powerful army. They had come from Egypt all the way north to Carchemish because they were confident of victory. But they lost, and were soundly defeated, just as Jeremiah describes in the chapter.
“Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon.” Jeremiah 46:2 is part of Jeremiah’s introduction to the prophecy that follows. When Jeremiah gave the body of the prophecy, before the battle between Egypt and Babylon at Carchemish, Nebuchadnezzar was not yet king, but was the crown prince. As it happened, the king, Nabopollassar, died that year and Nebuchadnezzar was the king when King Jehoiakim of Judah surrendered to him.
Jer 46:5
“They are terrified.” The Egyptian soldiers were terrified. They were soundly defeated by the Babylonians. However, that is not at first clear. From Jeremiah 46:3-10 it is not clear who the “they” is who are terrified and defeated. No doubt there were Judeans who would have been rooting for both sides. Pharaoh Neco had killed the godly king Josiah (2 Kings 23:29), so it seems many people would be hoping that Neco would be killed in battle. On the other hand, Pharaoh Neco had put the current king, King Jehoiakim on the throne (2 Kings 23:34), so it is likely that there would have been support for Neco in the royal court of Judah.
Beyond that, it is quite possible that there was some historical memory among the people that about 100 years earlier the prophet Isaiah had told King Hezekiah that the Babylonians would carry away both material things and human captives to Babylon (2 Kings 20:17-18), and that would only seem possible if Babylon won the battle. So for that reason, some people in Judah would have wanted Babylon to be defeated so they could not take captives back to Babylon.
Jer 46:6
“by the Euphrates River.” The Euphrates River is hundreds of miles north of Israel and runs through the country of Babylon.
Jer 46:7
“the rivers whose waters toss.” The “rivers” here are the rivers of the Nile, the various rivers and streams that feed the Nile (cf. Exod. 7:19). Thus, this is still a reference to Egypt.
Jer 46:8
“I will rise up, I will cover the earth.” As perhaps the most powerful nation in the Middle East at that time, Egypt was overconfident in its ability to conquer nations and territory. It boasted that it would be like the Nile at flood time, and rise up and cover the earth. This kind of megalomania is inspired by demons. Both Egypt and Babylon had plenty of land and resources to have a prosperous nation with cared-for people. Unnecessary wars like the one fought at Carchemish in 605 BC just end up killing and hurting a lot of innocent people. Truly, the Devil and his people only come to steal, kill, and destroy (John 10:10).
Jer 46:9
“Cush and Put...and the Ludim.” “Cush” refers to Ethiopia. Also, although there is some debate, “Put” likely refers to Lybia in Africa and “Lud” to Lydia in Asia Minor. These nations were known to send mercenaries to help Egypt in war (cf. Ezek. 30:5; Nah. 3:9).
Jer 46:10
“that day belongs to Yahweh.” Yahweh did not inspire this war that killed so many, but once demons and people put it in action, He worked behind the scenes to bring His plan to pass and His prophecies to fulfillment.
“that he may avenge himself on his adversaries.” Many scholars believe that Yahweh considered Pharaoh Neco His adversary and worthy of vengeance due to Neco’s killing of the godly King Josiah, although he did warn Josiah (2 Chron. 35:20-24; 2 Kings 23:28-30) and then afflicting Judah by replacing King Jehoahaz and carrying him off into captivity and placing a heavy fine on Judah (2 Kings 23:30-35; 2 Chron. 36:1-4).
Jer 46:11
“virgin daughter Egypt.” The literal Hebrew is “virgin daughter of Egypt,” but the phrase is idiomatic. It refers to Egypt as a virgin daughter, which here refers to her inexperience and vulnerability (see commentary on Isa. 1:8).
Jer 46:14
“Migdol...Tahpanhes.” These are border cities in northeast Egypt that would be quickly affected and conquered by a Babylonian army coming from the northeast heading southwest into Egypt.
“Memphis.” Memphis was the key city in lower Egypt (northern Egypt). The three cities of Memphis, Migdol, and Tahpanhes would certainly be affected and likely conquered in a Babylonian attack.
Jer 46:15
“bull.” The Hebrew word can mean “bull” or “strong one.” The noun is plural, but this is most likely because it is a plural of majesty. The Septuagint reads “Apis,” which was the bull god of Egypt. It is quite possible that the Egyptians took a statue of Apis or a live bull representing Apis into the battle with them, just as Israel carried the ark of God into battle with them (cf. 1 Sam. 4:3-5).
“It did not stand…pushed it” The words “stand” and “it” are singular in the Hebrew text.
Jer 46:20
“destruction out of the north.” The Babylonians have come from the north.
Jer 46:21
“will be like.” The Hebrew text is written as if the events are currently going on, but it is a vision of the future, so the REV and many English versions use the future tense for clarity.
“calves of the stall.” The reference to calves of the stall means the hired men, the mercenaries hired by Egypt, were like fattened calves, unprepared to fight but ready for the slaughter. Fattened calves were often used as sacrifices on the altar because, in some of the offerings, only some parts of the animal were burned into smoke on the altar while other parts were eaten by the priests and the people.
Jer 46:22
”Egypt.” The Hebrew text is “she,” but it is referring to Egypt. The “sound” (the Hebrew word can also mean “voice”) that the snake makes while getting away is unclear. Some English versions read “hissing,” and that may be the meaning of the text, but snakes don’t usually hiss when they are escaping, they hiss when they are ready to strike. A snake moving quickly through dry grass makes a noise too.
“they will march with an army.” This refers to the Babylonians, who defeated Egypt in battle. Axes are good for killing snakes.
Jer 46:23
“They will cut down her forest.” Egypt’s army will be so numerous it will appear like a forest of people. It is also possible that the image of a forest is being used because of the spears and bows the army will carry, which will be so numerous that they will look like a forest. The use of the word “forest” in this context is an example of the figure of speech hypocatastasis, comparison by implication (for more on figures of comparison, see REV commentary on Rev. 20:2).
Jer 46:24
“Daughter Egypt.” The Hebrew is more literally “the daughter of Egypt,” but this is an idiom for “daughter Egypt” (see commentary on Isa. 1:8).
“she will be given into the hand of the people of the north.” The people of the north in this context are the Babylonians. The word-picture painted by this sentence is of the female victims of a conquering army, helpless in the situation, many of them sexually abused, separated from their families, and carried off into slavery. Actually, Nebuchadnezzar never conquered the country of Egypt, but he did “conquer” it as far as putting an end to its dominant influence and control in the Middle East, i.e., Sinai, Israel, Syria, etc. The conquest of Egypt proper was accomplished by the Persians.
Jer 46:25
”Amon.” The god Amon was the chief god of the city of Thebes, the capital city of Upper Egypt.
“Pharaoh and those who trust in him.” The Judeans had trusted in Egypt to help them against Babylon, but it only resulted in failure and destruction.
Jer 46:26
“But afterward it will be inhabited, as in the days of old.” The Bible foretells that Egypt will be restored in the Millennial Kingdom when Christ rules the earth (cf. Isa. 19:23-25).
[For more on the Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Jer 46:27
“and Jacob will return and will be quiet and at ease, and no one will make him afraid.” This prophecy will be fully fulfilled in the Millennial Kingdom, when all the believers from Israel will be regathered to the Promised Land. There are many verses like Jeremiah 46:27 (see commentary Jer. 32:37). This future gathering of God’s people to the land of Israel (and it is still future!) will occur after the First Resurrection, the resurrection at the beginning of the Millennial Kingdom. That resurrection is spoken of in verses such as Ezekiel 37:11-13 and Revelation 20:4-6. Knowing that this return to Israel spoken about here in Jeremiah 46:27 is a return after believers have been raised from the dead solves the tension between promises such as this one and statements like are in Jeremiah 44:7-14, 27, which say that the people will not return to Israel. Jeremiah 44:7-14 and statements like them apply to Israelites who will not return to Israel in their mortal lifetime because they will die in exile, but if they are believers they will return to Israel after they are raised from the dead.
[For more information on the Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Jer 46:28
“For I am with you.” Jeremiah 46:28 is almost identical to Jeremiah 30:11.
 
Jeremiah Chapter 47
Jer 47:5
“Baldness.” The people in the East had many customs when it came to mourning the dead, and Jeremiah 47:5 mentions three of them: shaving the head (thus the “baldness”); having a time of silence; and cutting oneself. When it comes to baldness, for the sake of clarity the NIV translates it, “Gaza will shave their head in mourning.” Other verses that mention shaving the head in mourning for the dead include Isaiah 15:2; 22:12; Jeremiah 16:6, 48:37; Ezekiel 7:18, and Micah 1:16. Other signs of mourning include cutting off the beard (cf. Jer. 41:5), putting on sackcloth (cf. Jer. 48:37), having a time of silence (Jer. 47:5), and cutting oneself (see commentaries on Jer. 41:5 and 1 Kings 18:28). It was also customary for people to bring food and have a mourning feast (Jer. 16:5).
“cut yourself.” It was a pagan custom practiced by some people to cut yourself when you were in mourning for the dead. This custom was adopted by some Israelites even though it was forbidden by the Law (Deut. 14:1). This is mentioned in a number of verses.
[For more on cutting and self-mutilation, see commentary on 1 Kings 18:28. For the custom of shaving the head for the dead and some other customs associated with death, see commentary on Jer. 41:5.]
 
Jeremiah Chapter 48
Jer 48:1
“Of Moab.” Although Jeremiah was primarily a prophet to Judah, he was also a prophet “over the nations and over the kingdoms” (Jer. 1:10). So for that reason, and also because what happened in and to the other nations in the Middle East directly affected Judah, it is very appropriate that Jeremiah gave words of prophecy to other nations besides Judah. Jeremiah prophesied to Moab (Jer. 48); to Ammon (Jer. 49:1-6); to Edom (Jer. 49:7-22); to Damascus (Jer. 49:23-27); to Kedar and the kingdoms of Hazor (Jer. 49:28-33); to Elam (Jer. 49:34-39); and to Babylon (Jer. 50:1-46; 51:1-58).
“Nebo...Kiriathaim.” These are towns that were originally built by the people of the tribe of Reuben (Num. 32:37-38), and Kiriathaim was specifically assigned to the tribe of Reuben (Josh. 13:19), but as Moab gained power in the Transjordan, those towns were taken from Reuben and were part of Moab, as we see here in Jeremiah 48:1 and in Isa. 15:2).
“will be.” This prophecy about Moab, like many of the prophecies in Jeremiah, is written in the Hebrew text from the perspective of the prophet Jeremiah, who is seeing the vision as happening or as what has already happened. God has taken Jeremiah in a vision into the future to see these things, and so he writes as if they were being done or were already done. Writing about the future as if it were the past is known as the “prophetic perfect.” Some versions of the Bible translate the Hebrew very literally and it seems like these events are past (cf. ASV, ESV, KJV, NASB), but that can confuse the modern reader, whereas the ancient Hebrew reader would not be confused. Many modern versions are like the REV and use the future tense because the events are actually future (cf. CSB, CEV, NCV, NET, NIV).
Jer 48:2
“Heshbon.” Heshbon is a town in the Transjordan (east of the Jordan River) near the border of the tribes of Reuben and Gad, so it is north of the area originally south of Israel but was conquered by Moab, and it was apparently a good place for an invading army to stop and plan for a move south.
“O Madmen.” The location of the town of Madmen is unknown. Jeremiah foretold it would be conquered by the sword.
Jer 48:3
“Horonaim.” Horonaim is a town in Moab that is further south than Nebo or Kiriathaim, so Jeremiah’s prophecy depicts an army moving from north to south through Moab, conquering and destroying. Moab was cut from east to west by deep gorges that went from the upper highlands of the Transjordan down to the Arabah and the Dead Sea. From Jeremiah 48:5 we get the idea that Horonaim was on down towards or in the Arabah while a sister city, Luhith, was on or near the top of the highlands to the east.
Jer 48:4
“her little ones will cause a cry of distress to be heard.” This is a heart-wrenching phrase, and we can picture the cry of little children as fathers and brothers are killed in war, the women are captured and raped, and the children are sometimes killed and sometimes carried off into servitude.
Jer 48:5
“For by the ascent of Luhith....” Jeremiah 48:5 is quite similar to Isaiah 15:5, written over 100 years earlier. Actually, there is a lot in Jeremiah about Moab that is similar to what is written by Isaiah (e.g., Jer. 48:5 is similar to Isa. 15:5; Jer. 48:29-30 is similar to Isa. 16:6; Jer. 48:31 is similar to Isa. 16:7; Jer. 48:32 is similar to Isa. 16:9; Jer. 48:33 is similar to Isa. 16:10; Jer. 48:34 is similar to Isa. 15:4; Jer. 48:37-38 is similar to Isa. 15:2-3; Jer. 48:43-44 is similar to Isa. 24:17-18. Also, Jeremiah 48:45-46 is very similar to Numbers 21:28-29, which had been written many hundreds of years earlier.[footnoteRef:792] [792:  Also see John Goldingay, The Book of Jeremiah [NICOT], 850-852.] 

Jer 48:6
”Juniper bush in the desert.” The juniper bush is mentioned in Jeremiah 17:6. The juniper bush is a hardy bush that can survive lots of heat and low rainfall, but it would not be considered a “prosperous,” leafy bush, nor does it produce nice fruit like the fig, date palm, or pomegranate tree. The prophecy is more or less saying, “Flee, save your lives! You can survive, but life will be difficult and you will not prosper” (also, for more on the juniper bush see commentary on Jer. 17:6).
Jer 48:7
“and Chemosh will go out into captivity.” It was a common custom for a conquering nation to take back home with them the gods of the defeated nation (cf. Isa. 46:1-2; Jer. 48:7; 49:3; Hos. 10:5; Dan. 11:8; see commentary on Hos. 10:5).
Jer 48:11
“he has settled on his lees and has not been emptied from vessel to vessel.” Here in Jeremiah 48:11, Moab is compared by the figure of speech hypocatastasis to old wine that has been ignored by the vintner, who did not complete what should be done in order to make the wine good. As the wine ferments, “lees” (the waste product of the yeast as it makes alcohol) sink to the bottom of the vessel. The lees smell and taste bad. The way to separate the wine from the lees is to carefully pour the wine from the fermentation vessel into another vessel, being careful not to stir up the lees. The implication of the figure is that Moab has not taken the time or effort to do what it takes to become “good wine,” a good and godly people. They are bad wine, and they stink. Like bad wine, they need to be thrown out, destroyed.
[For more on the figure hypocatastasis, see commentary on Rev. 20:2.]
Jer 48:13
“Chemosh.” This was the chief god of Moab. Sadly, Solomon built a shrine to Chemosh on the Mount of Olives east of Mount Zion and the Temple of Yahweh (1 Kings 11:7). It was part of the reason the Bible says that Solomon did evil in God’s eyes (1 Kings 11:6).
“ashamed of Bethel.” Bethel was a main religious site in the Northern Kingdom of Israel, and the place of one of the golden calves that the Israelites worshiped (1 Kings 12:28-29). That “god” did not help them, and the Northern Kingdom, Israel, was destroyed by the Assyrians (2 Kings 17:6). Because their gods could not help them, Bethel was ashamed, and Moab will be ashamed for the same reason.
Jer 48:15
“will be laid waste.” Jeremiah 48:15 uses the prophetic perfect—the Hebrew text is literally written in the past tense, but it idiomatically portrays a future event.
Jer 48:29
“We have heard of the pride of Moab.” This is very similar to Isaiah 16:6 (see commentary on Jer. 48:5).
Jer 48:31
“So I will wail for Moab.” This is similar to Isaiah 16:7, written over 100 years earlier (see commentary on Jer. 48:5).
Jer 48:32
“With more than the weeping of Jazer.” This is similar to Isaiah 16:9, written over 100 years earlier (see commentary on Jer. 48:5).
Jer 48:33
“Gladness and joy is taken away.” Jeremiah 48:33 is similar to Isaiah 16:10, which was written over 100 years earlier (see commentary on Jer. 48:5).
Jer 48:34
“From the cry of Heshbon even to Elealeh, even to Jahaz.” Jeremiah 48:34 is similar to Isaiah 15:4, which was written over 100 years earlier (see commentary on Jer. 48:5).
Jer 48:35
“shrines.” The Hebrew word “shrines” is bamot, which referred to a place that was leveled and built up and on which were placed various idols and objects of worship. Many of the towns had such shrines (see commentary on Num. 33:52).
Jer 48:36
“Therefore my heart sounds for Moab like pipes.” Jeremiah 48:36 is similar to Isaiah 16:11, which was written over 100 years earlier (see commentary on Jer. 48:5).
Jer 48:37
“every head is shaved bald.” Jeremiah 48:37 portrays tremendous mourning in Moab, a nation just east of the Dead Sea, and has four ways of mourning for the dead; Isaiah 15:2 is also about Moab mourning, and has two of these four. One is shaving the head (see commentary on Jer. 47:5). Another is for a man to cut off his beard (cf. Jer. 41:5). Another is to cut oneself—self-mutilation (see commentaries on Jer. 41:5 and 1 Kings 18:28). The last is to put on sackcloth, a very coarse and uncomfortable cloth that was put on as a sign of grief or mourning (cf. Ezek. 7:18, which also mentions shaving the head). Jeremiah 48:37-38 has a lot in common with Isaiah 15:2-3, which was written over 100 years earlier (see commentary on Jer. 48:5).
Jer 48:43
“Fear and the pit and the snare are upon you.” Jeremiah 48:43-44 is very similar to Isaiah 24:17-18, which was written over 100 years earlier (see commentary on Jer. 48:5).
Jer 48:45
“for a fire has gone out of Heshbon.” Jeremiah 48:45-46 is very similar to Numbers 21:28-29, which had been written many hundreds of years earlier (see commentary on Jer. 48:5).
 
Jeremiah Chapter 49
Jer 49:1
“Milcom.” Milcom was the chief god of the Ammonites. The Israelite tribe of Gad settled in the Transjordan, the area east of the Jordan River (Josh. 13:8, 24-28). Thus, the eastern border of Gad was the western border of Ammon. By the time of Jeremiah, the Northern Kingdom of the Ten Tribes of Israel had been conquered by the Assyrians and deported (2 Kings 17:5-6, 18-20, 24), and so the Ammonites and their gods moved into the area that Gad had occupied.
Jer 49:2
“her daughters.” The phrase “her daughters” is an idiomatic use of language referring to the daughter cities of Rabbah, the capital of Ammon. The daughter cities are the cities supported by the capital city. This verse is not speaking about burning the women of Ammon, but cities in it.
Jer 49:3
“Milcom will go into captivity.” It was a common custom for a conquering nation to take back home with them the gods of the defeated nation (cf. Isa. 46:1-2; Jer. 48:7; Hos. 10:5; Dan. 11:8; see commentary on Hos. 10:5).
Jer 49:19
“who is the shepherd.” The word “shepherd” here is being used for kings and leaders. What king or leader can stand against God?
[For more on leaders being called “shepherds,” see commentary on Jer. 2:8.]
Jer 49:28
“Kedar and the kingdoms of Hazor.” Not much is known about Kedar and the “kingdoms” of Hazor. They were likely tribal groups in Arabia. Since “Hazor” is related to the Hebrew word for “enclosed space,”[footnoteRef:793] it is not unusual that there are a number of cities that are named Hazor in the Middle East, but this Hazor seems to be some kind of confederation of tribes or cities. “The Babylonian Chronicle records Nebuchadnezzar’s attack on Arab tribes and his taking plunder during the year before his invasion of Judah in 597 [BC].”[footnoteRef:794] [793:  Koehler and Baumgartner, HALOT Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon.]  [794:  John Goldingay, The Book of Jeremiah, NICOT, p. 892.] 

Jer 49:31
“bars.” The “bars” were strong wooden beams that were placed behind the doors of the gate so they could not be opened and could withstand pounding from the outside without giving way. Those bars were the origin of the shout “Bar the doors!” when an enemy would approach.
Jer 49:33
“Hazor.” This refers to a Hazor in Arabia, not the commonly known Hazor that is in the territory of the tribe of Naphtali.
 
Jeremiah Chapter 50
Jer 50:2
“Bel...Merodach.” “Bel” is another name for Marduk, the chief god of Babylon, and Merodach is another spelling of Marduk. So this is a repetition for emphasis. The top god of Babylon will fail to protect the Babylonians when their destruction comes at the hands of the Persians (Dan. 5), which at the time Jeremiah was writing was decades away (70 years after Babylon destroyed the Temple in Jerusalem).
“Her images.” That is, Babylon’s images. Marduk was male, so “her images” refers to the images and idols in Babylon.
Jer 50:3
“both man and animal.” This is a hyperbolic statement, but it makes the point that Babylon will be completely conquered.
Jer 50:4
“the children of Israel will come, they and the children of Judah together.” This is a very important verse for understanding the actual history of “Israel” (meaning the united kingdom composed of the Northern Kingdom of Israel and the Southern Kingdom of Judah). Although national Judah returned from the Babylonian Captivity, there were Israelites in the mix. The Northern Kingdom of Israel had been conquered by Assyria, and scattered around its kingdom and borders (2 Kings 17:6; 1 Chron. 5:26). So when the Babylonians (in league with the Medes) finally fought the last battle with Assyria and thus conquered it in 609 BC (there had been a series of battles that lasted more than ten years), what had been Assyria was now Babylonia. So when “Judah” returned from Babylon to rebuild the Temple, there were some true Israelites among them (see also Jer. 51:5).
Jer 50:6
“their shepherds have caused them to go astray.” “Their shepherds” were the leaders; religious leaders, political leaders, and popular leaders, that led them in the worship of idols and in many other things that were in disobedience to the laws of Yahweh.
[For more on “shepherds” being leaders, see commentary on Jer. 2:8.]
Jer 50:7
“We are not guilty, because they have sinned against Yahweh.” Even the enemies of Judah knew that the Judeans had sinned against their God, Yahweh, and because of that the enemies thought that they were not guilty of the crimes they had committed. That is false and harmful logic. Just because one group sins does not give another group (or nation) the right to attack them, as there are numerous sins and atrocities associated with war and conquest (see Jer. 50:14). We know that Judah sinned against Yahweh and we know that they were conquered by Babylon because of it, but then later Babylon was conquered also; by the Persians.
Jer 50:15
“will fall...will be thrown down.” Although the Hebrew text is written in the past tense, Jeremiah is seeing this as a vision of the future. This is a grammatical form known as the prophetic perfect. The REV and some other versions put this in the future tense so it does not confuse the reader.
Jer 50:16
“Cut off the sower from Babylon.” The idea is, “Do not let anyone sow or reap in Babylon.” Babylon will be attacked and conquered by the Persians, and so there will not be anyone to plant or reap. Some versions replace “cut off” with “kill,” and read, “Kill the sower,” but although the phrase “cut off” can mean “kill” it likely does not mean that here or else the people would not be alive to flee and go back to their homeland. “Cut off” can mean “stop” or “put an end to” and that is most likely its meaning here.
“everyone will return to his people.” Babylon had conquered many nations including Judah, and those people were now sowing and reaping in Babylon. But when Babylon is being attacked and conquered, those conquered people will flee and return to their homeland.
Jer 50:18
“as I have punished the king of Assyria.” Assyria was punished by being conquered by Babylon, now Babylon will be punished by being conquered by Persia.
Jer 50:19
“I will bring Israel again to his pasture...and his soul will be satisfied. Although many people of Judah did return from the Babylonian Captivity, the majority of the people did not return, and “Israel” did not return from their captivity by the Assyrians although some Israelites had moved to Judah and were carried away to Babylon. So the return from Babylon did not fulfill this prophecy. Many verses of Scripture testify that when Jesus Christ conquers the earth, Israel will be restored and the people of “Israel” (including Israel and Judah) will be regathered (see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth,” and commentary on Jer. 32:37).
“Carmel...Bashan.” These are two areas that were known to be lush or good for pasture; Carmel in central Israel and Bashan in Transjordan (east of the Jordan River).
“Ephraim...Gilead.” “Ephraim” is central in the Promised Land, and Gilead was good grazing and quite central in the Transljordan.
Jer 50:21
“Merathaim...Pekod.” These are towns in Babylon, picked because of their names and used in reference to the whole of the country of Babylon. “Merathaim” means “Double Rebellion” and “Pekod” means “Punishment.”
“devote them to destruction.” That is, devote them as an offering to Yahweh and destroy them.
[For more on things “devoted” to Yahweh and devoted to destruction, see commentary on Josh. 6:17.]
Jer 50:26
“devote her to destruction.” That is, devote her as an offering to Yahweh and destroy her.
[For more on things “devoted” to Yahweh and devoted to destruction, see commentary on Josh. 6:17.]
Jer 50:27
“bulls.” In this context, the “bulls” of Babylon are the strong male leaders, similar to the way “cows” were women in Amos 4:1.
“the time of their visitation.” When God “visits” someone it can be for good or bad, for reward or punishment. Here it is punishment (for more on “visits,” see commentary on Exod. 20:5).
Jer 50:30
“brought to silence.” A euphemistic way of saying the men will be killed.
Jer 50:34
“rest to the land.” That is, rest to the land of Israel, which is sometimes referred to as “the land.” The context lets us know that “the land” is Israel because when Babylon is destroyed then the land of Israel will have rest.
Jer 50:37
“become as women.” That is, they will be basically defenseless against the powerful male aggressors who come against them.
Jer 50:38
“and they go mad because of.” When we take an honest look at what people did because of their idols, hard service, unreasonable demands (like killing your children), and the very fact that they are “obeying” an object of wood or stone that they themselves have made, it is madness; insanity. It is religion directed and empowered by demons.
“idols that cause terror.” A more literal reading is “because of their Terrors,” but “terrors” is a metonymy for the idols that cause terror (by the atrocities they demand, the evil predictions they make, and the fact that they lead to everlasting death). In this case, the clearer English reading, “idols that cause terror,” is helpful, although “the idols that are terrors” would be good also.
Jer 50:39
“it will not be lived in from generation to generation.” The prophet Isaiah had said the same basic thing about Babylon some 200 years earlier (Isa. 13:20). In fact, there is much in Isaiah 13 about Babylon that is the same basic message as here in Jeremiah 50.
Jer 50:41
“a people comes from the north.” The Persians will come from the north and conquer Babylon. But the “Persians” had conquered nations before they conquered Babylon, so the army that came against Babylon was a mixed group with people from many kingdoms, especially Media.
Jer 50:42
“daughter Babylon.” For the translation and meaning of “daughter Babylon,” see the REV commentary on Isaiah 1:8.
Jer 50:44
“like a lion from the pride of the Jordan.” Until modern times, the banks of the Jordan River were heavily forested and many wild animals lived in the Jordan River forest, including lions. The lions became extinct in Israel during the Roman times because so many of them were captured and used in gladiator games, and the Jordan forest was cut down and killed off in modern times to keep enemy soldiers from the nations of Syria and Jordan from coming into Israel.
“who is the shepherd.” The word “shepherd” here is being used for kings and leaders. What king or leader can stand against God?
[For more on leaders being called “shepherds,” see commentary on Jer. 2:8.]
Jer 50:46
“her cry.” Babylon’s cry of distress and anguish when she is captured will be heard among the nations. Babylon had ruled over many nations, and when she is conquered those nations will hear her cry of anguish.
 
Jeremiah Chapter 51
Jer 51:1
“against those who lift up their heart against me.” The Hebrew text has the word “Lebkamai,” (spelled differently in various English versions; e.g., ASV: “Leb-Kamai” or CSB: Leb-qamai”). In this case, the Hebrew text is using a code word for the Babylonians. John Goldingay explains: “MT’s [the Masoretic Hebrew text] expression comes from substituting the Hebrew equivalent of ABC by ZYX; thus ksdym (Chaldeans) becomes lbqmy…. Jeremiah then provides these consonants with some vowels, generating a phrase that makes a point about Babylon. ...The letters of that phrase (lbqmy) are a reverse paronomasia on the name Chaldeans…. But in addition...the letters can be vocalized so that those who rise against me makes another comment on Babylon’s offensiveness and on the reason for bringing catastrophe upon it.”[footnoteRef:795] [795:  John Goldingay, The Book of Jeremiah [NICOT], 930-932.] 

Jer 51:2
“who will winnow her, and they will empty her land.” In a usual cultural context, this statement does not make sense. Normally, winnowing was the process that separated the grain from the chaff by throwing the threshed grain into the air. Then the wind would carry the light chaff away and the heavier round grain would fall to the ground in piles and be gathered up to be sieved and then ground into flour. But in this case, the winnowing leaves nothing behind and the land is “empty.” Both the chaff and the grain are gone. The apparent problem is cleared up by reading the context, specifically Jeremiah 51:1, in which Yahweh says, “Behold, I will raise up a destroying wind against Babylon.” So in this context, the reason that the winnowing empties the land is that the wind is a “destroying wind,” a gale, that blows both the grain and the chaff away.
Jer 51:3
“Do not let the archer bend his bow.” The enemies of Babylon—primarily the Persians—were to attack Babylon so hard and fast that the Babylonians had no time to even prepare to defend themselves. The archers were not to have time to string their bows, nor soldiers have time to put on their armor.
“devote to destruction.” That is, devote them to Yahweh as an offering and destroy them.
[For more on things “devoted” to Yahweh and devoted to destruction, see commentary on Josh. 6:17.]
Jer 51:5
“For Israel is not forsaken, nor Judah.” When the Persians allowed Judah to return from the Babylonian Captivity, some true Israelites returned with them (see commentary on Jer. 50:4).
Jer 51:7
“a gold cup.” A gold cup would be beautiful and apparently valuable, but was actually deceptive and resulted in ruin. Although the text does not indicate why “Babylon” was a gold cup that made people drunk, there is a good possibility that it had something to do with idolatry, sexual practices, and the killing of innocent people that was practiced, promoted, and promulgated during the Babylonian empire. That would fit with why in Revelation 17:4-6 Babylon is called “the mother of the prostitutes and of the abominations of the earth” (Rev. 17:5).
Jer 51:8
“perhaps she may be healed.” This suggestion goes against the other prophecies in Jeremiah that Babylon’s destruction is certain. It also goes against the context (see Jer. 51:9). It is therefore almost certainly sarcasm.[footnoteRef:796] [796:  John Goldingay, The Book of Jeremiah [NICOT], 933.] 

Jer 51:9
“We would have healed Babylon.” This would have been spoken by the foreign captives who were in Babylon, who, when Babylon could not be healed, made the choice to return to their homelands.
“for her judgment reaches to heaven.” The extent of God’s judgment on Babylon and the punishment she receives is extensive, hyperbolically even reaching into the sky.
Jer 51:10
“Yahweh has brought forth our vindication.” The speaker has now shifted, and this is now the Judean exiles in Babylon who are speaking and saying Yahweh has vindicated them by the destruction of Babylon. The word “vindicated” is more literally “righteousness,” with the idea that Judah’s righteousness was revealed by what happened to Babylon, but that does not bring forth the meaning of the text as clearly as “vindication.” Some versions read that Yahweh has “shown forth our righteousness” (cf. DBY, GNV), or “brought our righteousness to light” (Jubilee Bible 2000).
Jer 51:11
“the kings of the Medes.” Media was one of the powerful countries in the Middle East during the time of the Assyrian and Babylonian Empires, and it occupied territory north of those kingdoms. The extent and growth of the Median Empire is debated and hard to determine—in fact, much about the Median Empire is hard to determine—because unlike the Egyptians, Assyrians, Babylonians, Greeks, and many other ancient kingdoms, the Medes left no official records. What we know about them primarily comes from what was written about them by the countries they had contact with, especially the Assyrians, Babylonians, and Greeks. Nevertheless, they were a powerful empire and were closely related to the Persians. Persia had been a subjugated province of Media for years, but the Persians conquered Media around 550 BC. The website Wikipedia notes: “In 550 BC, Cyrus [the Persian] finally won a decisive victory [against Media] resulting in [the Median King] Astyages’ capture by his own dissatisfied nobles, who promptly turned him over to the triumphant Cyrus. After Cyrus’ victory against Astyages, the Medes were subjected to their close kin, the Persians. In the new empire they retained a prominent position; in honour and war, they stood next to the Persians; [and] their court ceremony was adopted by the new sovereigns, who in the summer months resided in Ecbatans: and many noble Medes were employed as officials, satraps, and generals.”[footnoteRef:797] [797:  Wikipedia, “Medes,” accessed June 6, 2023, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Medes.] 

About 200 years before the Medes and Persians conquered Babylon, during the time that the Assyrians were the major power in the Middle East, Isaiah the prophet foretold that the Medes would have a part in the destruction of Babylon (Isaiah 13:17-19; see commentary on Isa. 13:17).
Media is mentioned a number of times in Scripture. In 2 Kings 17:6 and 18:11, the Assyrians are said to have deported the people of the Northern Kingdom of Israel to the cities of the Medes. Ezra 6:2 mentions “Achmetha...the palace that is in the [Persian] province of Media.” Esther 1:19 and Daniel 6:8, 12, and 6:15 mention the laws of the Medes and the Persians. Jeremiah 25:25 says the wrath of God will fall on many nations, including the Medes. In Daniel 5:28, that the kingdom of Babylon would be given to the Medes and Persians was part of the message that God wrote on the wall of Belshazzar’s banquet hall. There were Jews from Media who came to the Day of Pentecost and heard the apostles speak in tongues in the language of the Medes (Acts 2:9).
Jer 51:12
“Yahweh has both purposed and done what he spoke concerning the inhabitants of Babylon.” God had given many prophecies that Babylon would be destroyed, and had even said it would happen after Judea had been captive 70 years (Jer. 25:11-14).
Jer 51:13
“You who dwell on many waters.” The primary meaning of “many waters” here in Jeremiah seems to be literal, because Babylon did have many rivers and canals. The mighty Euphrates River went right through the city of Babylon, and Babylon also had a very extensive canal system to take water around the city and surrounding area (cf. Ps. 137:1).
However, there is almost certainly another meaning as well, and that is that the “many waters” are people and nations. This meaning shows up to a certain degree in the Old Testament, but is explicitly stated in the Book of Revelation. The angel said to the Apostle John: “Come, I will show you the judgment of the great prostitute that sits on many waters, with whom the kings of the earth committed sexual immorality, and those who live on the earth were made drunk with the wine of her sexual immorality” (Rev. 17:1-2). This “prostitute” is further identified as “BABYLON THE GREAT. THE MOTHER OF THE PROSTITUTES AND OF THE ABOMINATIONS OF THE EARTH” (Rev. 17:5). Then in Revelation 17:15 the angel speaking with John identifies the “many waters and says, “The waters that you saw, where the prostitute sits, are peoples, and multitudes, and nations, and languages.” This identification of the “many waters,” or the “sea,” being masses of people can be confirmed from the Old Testament (Dan. 7:2-3, cf. Isa. 17:12-13. Also see Rev. 13:1).
Jer 51:19
“Jacob’s Portion.” God uses this title of Himself. Yahweh is the God of Israel; He is all they need, He is their portion. This name for God is also used in Jeremiah 10:16 (cf. Ps. 73:26).
Jer 51:24
“Before your very eyes.” That is, before the eyes of Israel. The subject has changed from Jeremiah 51:23, and the subject is plural and refers to Israel.
Jer 51:30
“her bars are broken.” The “bars” were strong wooden beams that were placed behind the doors of the gate so they could not be opened and could withstand pounding from the outside without giving way. Those bars were the origin of the shout “Bar the doors!” when an enemy would approach. “Her bars are broken” means that her gates can be easily opened, the city cannot withstand an attack.
Jer 51:37
“hissing.” Hissing in derision or disgust is common among humans, and it was a custom in the Old Testament world, which is why Babylon, a center of evil, would be hissed at when it was destroyed. Today we hiss at the villain in a movie or play.
Jer 51:39
“drinking-banquet.” The Hebrew word can mean “drinking bout,” and it generally refers to a meal with wine. This would have been a huge meal with lots of wine and likely beer as well. The Hebrew word is generally translated as “banquet” in the REV.
Jer 51:51
“the sanctuaries of Yahweh’s house.” The Hebrew word translated as “sanctuaries” in the phrase, “the sanctuaries of Yahweh’s house” clearly seem to refer to the Temple courts that surround the Temple. The Hebrew word is miqdash, sometimes spelled miqqedash (#04720 מִקְדָּשׁ ,מִקְּדָשׁ). and it means “holy place, sanctuary.” Of course, a number of different places can be referred to as holy places, so the culture and context is the best way to determine the meaning in any given verse. The word clearly seems to refer to the Temple courts in Psalm 68:35; 73:17; and here in Jeremiah 51:51).
Jer 51:58
“So the peoples will labor for nothing.” The last sentence in Jeremiah 51:58 is very similar to Habakkuk 2:13, but the context in Habakkuk is much less clear and it is not stated who the people and nations are who will work to no effect. Here in Jeremiah it is clear that it is Babylon and the nations allied with her that labor for nothing and will be fuel for the fire. Although some scholars argue over whether Habbakuk copied from Jeremiah or Jeremiah copied from Habakkuk (who is believed by conservative scholars to be earlier than Jeremiah), or whether they both copied from an earlier source, there is no reason to believe that either prophet copied from another source. God spoke to both prophets, so there is no reason to doubt that is what happened here. It is known and believed by godly men and women that ungodly people labor and toil on earth to no effect. Ungodly people and the works of ungodly people will be destroyed, and this is stated in many places in the Bible and stated in many different ways. That Jeremiah and Habakkuk state it in very similar ways just emphasizes that truth.
Jer 51:59
“when he went with Zedekiah the king of Judah to Babylon in the fourth year of his reign.” There is no record of this trip in 2 Kings, in 2 Chronicles, or in Jeremiah—this is the only place in Scripture where it is mentioned. Because of that, there are scholars who say the record is made up. But there is no reason to believe that, and actually it makes perfect sense that Nebuchadnezzar would want Zedekiah to visit Babylon. The previous two kings of Judah, Jehoiakim and Jehoiachin, had both rebelled against King Nebuchadnezzar (2 Kings 24:1-11) and so it makes sense that after Zedekiah reigned for four years that Nebuchadnezzar would want to see Zedekiah face to face in order to personally evaluate their relationship. Nebuchadnezzar had set Zedekiah on the throne (2 Kings 24:17) and changed his name from Mattaniah to Zedekiah, which indicated that there was some kind of covenant between them. So it would have been in those early peaceful years of Zedekiah’s reign that he was summoned to Babylon, and one of the top men to go with Zedekiah was Seraiah, the chief quartermaster.
“chief quartermaster.” The Hebrew is more literally, the “official of rest,” and scholars are not sure what that refers to, hence the large number of translations in the English versions. Whatever the official duties of Seraiah were, he was important enough to travel with the king to Babylon, and he was a faithful believer, which is why Jeremiah charged him with throwing the prophecy about Babylon’s destruction into the Euphrates River at Babylon (Jer. 51:61-64).
 
Jeremiah Chapter 52
Jer 52:1
“Hamutal the daughter of Jeremiah of Libnah.” This is not Jeremiah the prophet, who was from Anathoth.
Jer 52:4
“And in the ninth year of his reign.” This event and chronology are in 2 Kings 25:1-4 and in Jeremiah 39:1-2 and 52:4-5. The siege of Jerusalem took from the tenth day of the tenth month of the ninth year of Zedekiah (2 Kings 25:1; Jer. 39:1; 52:4) to the ninth day of the fourth month of the eleventh year of Zedekiah (2 Kings 25:2-3; Jer. 39:2; 52:6-7). So the siege of Jerusalem took about 18 months.
“They built a siege wall around it.” The siege wall the Babylonians built around Jerusalem is mentioned in 2 Kings 25:1, Jeremiah 52:4, and Ezekiel 17:17. It was a common practice for an army to build a wall that surrounded the city that they were attacking to keep the enemy from escaping and to keep weapons and supplies from being smuggled into the city (see commentary on 1 Kings 25:1).The famine in Jerusalem was in part caused by this siege wall (Jer. 52:6).
Jer 52:6
“In the fourth month.” Cf. 2 Kings 25:3.
Jer 52:7
“Then a breach was made in the city.” This verse is very similar to 2 Kings 25:4 (see commentary on 2 Kings 25:4).
Jer 52:8
“But the army of the Chaldeans.” See 2 Kings 25:5.
“Zedekiah.” The record in 2 Kings 25:5 has “him,” not “Zedekiah.”
Jer 52:9
“Then they took the king.” Cf. 2 Kings 25:6.
“and he pronounced judgment.” The “he” would be Nebuchadnezzar the king of Babylon.
Jer 52:10
“The king of Babylon killed the sons of Zedekiah.” Cf. 2 Kings 25:7.
Jer 52:12
“in the tenth day of the month.” 2 Kings 25:8 says the seventh day of the month. One of the two dates is a copyist’s error, but it is unclear which date is wrong.
Jer 52:13
“the house of Yahweh.” Cf. 2 Kings 25:9. The house of Yahweh is the Temple. The burning of the Temple in Jerusalem by Nebuchadnezzar’s army is mentioned in 2 Kings 25:9; 2 Chron. 36:19, and Jeremiah 52:13.
“every great house.” The “great houses,” the large and magnificent houses, are mentioned separately because they might normally be spared, especially if Nebuchadnezzar planned to have an administrative center in Jerusalem.
Jer 52:14
“All the army of the Chaldeans.” Cf. 2 Kings 25:10.
Jer 52:17
“the pillars of bronze that were in the house of Yahweh.” Cf. 1 Kings 7:15-22.
“the bronze sea.” Cf. 1 Kings 7:23-26.
“the stands.” The stands were the stands that all the washing basins were set in (1 Kings 7:27; cf. 2 Kings 25:13).
Jer 52:18
“the pots” Cf. 1 Kings 7:45.
“the sprinkling bowls.” Cf. 1 Kings 7:40.
Jer 52:19
“the sprinkling bowls.” Cf. 1 Kings 7:40.
“whatever was of gold, as gold, and whatever was of silver, as silver.” The idea was that whatever was of gold was taken away as gold, and the same with silver. So the Babylonians took away all the gold and silver before they burned Jerusalem to the ground. If they hadn’t, the gold and silver would have just melted into the ground. Compare the shorter list in 2 Kings 25:15.
Jer 52:20
“the 12 bronze bulls.” This is an addition to the list in 2 Kings 25:16. King Ahaz had taken the Sea off of the bulls (2 Kings 16:17), but what he did with the bulls we are not told. He must not have destroyed them because they are listed here.
Jer 52:24
“Chief Priest.” This is the same position as the High Priest (cf. 2 Kings 25:18).
Jer 52:25
“and seven men.” 2 Kings 25:19 says “five men,” and there is no known reason for the difference.
“Who See The King’s Face.” This is a title for the close advisors to the king (see commentary on 2 Kings 25:19).
“present in the city.” The Hebrew text reads “found in the city,” but the use of “found” is idiomatic. The people were not necessarily hiding, they were still present in the city when the Babylonian officials came into the city.


Lamentations Commentary
Lamentations Chapter 1
Lam 1:1
The probable writer of Lamentations is Jeremiah (see the REV introduction to Lamentations). He was a writing prophet and personally experienced the destruction of Jerusalem and the carrying away of the people to Babylon.
“How.” The first word in the Hebrew text, the adverbʾekhah (#0349 אֵיכָה) is usually translated “how,” but it means much more than that in this context. Leslie Allen writes that the word “traditionally belonged to the funeral dirge and introduced a contrast between a grim present and a good past. A chasm that bereavement had created. Here too, it introduces such contrasts. It is a shriek, a scream. Not the kind of scream that comes from fright, but the kind that comes from the deepest grief imaginable. It is a scream that comes when there are no words to express what you feel.”[footnoteRef:798] The word ʾekhah opens the verses such as Isaiah 1:21, “How the faithful city [Jerusalem] has become a prostitute!” Also, 2 Samuel 1:19 says, “How the mighty have fallen,” (cf. Jer. 50:23). [798:  Leslie Allen, A Liturgy of Grief: A Pastoral Commentary on Lamentations, 35.] 

Jerusalem had once been the gem of the Middle East, now it was in ruins, with its Temple and palaces burned to the ground and most of its people carried off in exile to a foreign land. It screamed in the pain of loss. So the word “how” is not to be understood forensically, as in the sentence, “How did you get to work today, by car or by bus?” It is to be understood more as a rhetorical question that has no answer and does not really expect one; the “how” is just an unanswerable expression of grief: “How did this tragedy happen? How, how, how!?”
“How lonely.” When the Babylonians finished their conquest of Jerusalem and Judah, the vast majority of the people were either dead or had been carried captive to Babylon. Only some of the poorest people were left in the area (2 Kings 25:12). Jeremiah had foretold that Jerusalem, where the Temple had stood, would become like Shiloh, where the Tabernacle had once been placed, which was destroyed and deserted (Jer. 26:6). He had foretold Judah and Jerusalem would become deserted (Jer. 34:22; 36:29).
“sits the city.” The “city” is Jerusalem, portrayed as a woman, who has no strength to stand, but, like Nehemiah, sat in grief and mourning (Neh. 1:4). People in deep grief and sadness often have little strength to face life. They sit and weep. In Hebrew, the word “city” is a feminine noun, making the personification of Jerusalem as a woman grammatically easier than it is in English.
“that was full of people.” The Hebrew text uses the same word that is translated as “great” in the phrase “great among the nations” later in the verse. Jerusalem was “great” with people. The people of the ancient Middle East lived in a culture that had little recognition of personal space. They crowded together and loved it. We see this at the Last Supper when John was leaning on Jesus as he ate. You would likely hate that. The people of the ancient Near East would have loved Times Square on New Year’s Eve when the crowd is so thick there is hardly room to breathe. But now, at the time of Lamentations, Jerusalem is alone and lonely. To someone used to their crowded culture, the loneliness is unimaginable, paralyzing, almost physically painful. More so if you are a widow with no support, as Jerusalem is being portrayed. God had said that if Judah continued in sin that the people would be carried away and the cities would be deserted (e.g., Jer. 9:11).
“She has become like a widow.” To properly grasp the impact of this verse we must remember that being a widow in ancient times was most often a terrible disaster. A widow needed the support of others, preferably a family, to manage life well. Nowadays, women typically have jobs and financial stability independent of their husbands, thanks in part to modern conveniences like cars, stoves, refrigerators, and washing machines that make daily tasks easier, as well as government programs that provide some degree of financial support. It was common in the biblical culture to refer to cities and nations as women (see commentary on Isa. 1:8).
“great among the nations.” The “nations” are not Jewish but are Gentile.
“forced labor.” Judah and Jerusalem are here portrayed as a slave, no longer in charge of their own life, but being forced to do the will of the master just like any donkey or ox owned by the master, and indeed, that is exactly the situation that most of the population of Judah was in—slaves to the Babylonians. Furthermore, the woman is not doing the normal work that women did in ancient society, but her cruel master has her working in forced labor doing things that women did not normally do.
Lam 1:2
“She weeps, yes, weeps in the night.” The Hebrew text contains the figure of speech polyptoton and can be translated as “she weeps, yes, weeps” (see commentary on Gen. 2:16). The word “weeps” is doubled in the Hebrew text for emphasis. The woman’s life is lonely, broken, and bitter.
The verse is also the figure of speech personification, giving human characteristics to inanimate things to communicate both information and emotion. In this case, Jerusalem, and by extension Judah as well, is portrayed as a woman who has been betrayed and conquered, and she is weeping bitterly about it, even though her destruction was caused by her own sin.
A theme that is repeated in Lamentations and almost universally seen in grieving people is the repetition of words and feelings. The emotions of grieving people come in waves and are called “grief waves” by psychologists and caregivers. We see the start of several grief waves here in Lamentations 1:2: weeping and crying; tears, and feelings of abandonment and betrayal. Lamentations 1:2 states that Jerusalem cries in the night, and crying is repeated periodically in Lamentations (e.g., Lam. 1:2, 16; 2:11, 18; 3:48-49). The verse also says that she has no one to comfort her, and this too is repeated (e.g., Lam. 1:2, 9, 16, 17, 21). Some other major themes that are repeated are that enemies laugh and mock (e.g., Lam. 1:7-9, 21; 2:15-16; 3:14, 46, 61-63). There is a recognition of sinning against Yahweh (e.g., Lam. 1:5, 8, 14, 18, 20, 22; 3:40-42; 4:6, 13; 5:16). Another theme is that God is angry with His people (e.g., Lam. 1:12; 2:1-4; 3:1-16; 4:11; 5:22), and against His people (Lam. 1:5, 13-15, 17; 2:1-8, 17, 22; 3:3, 10-13, 43-45). There was a terrible famine causing disaster (e.g., Lam. 1:11, 19; 2:11, 19, 20; 4:3-4, 9-10; 5:4, 6). There was prayer to God (e.g., Lam. 1:17; 2:19; 3:8, 55-57; all of Lam. 5). Also, there are many minor themes in which the subject is repeated two or three times, such as Daughter Zion feeling betrayed and deserted by her friends (e.g., Lam. 1:2, 8); feelings of hopelessness (e.g., Lam. 3:18; 4:18); desiring vengeance on her enemies (e.g., Lam. 1:21-22; 3:64-66; 4:21-22).
People who are deeply grieving often repeat the same or basically the same sentiments over and over. Caregivers know these as “grief waves,” and the grieving person goes through a range of emotions over and over. We see grief waves and repetitions here in Lamentations and we see it in real life around us.
In repeating the thoughts and feelings of “Daughter Jerusalem,” the writer reveals the deep grief that the people of the time felt, and also shows us how people today grieve, giving us a better understanding of what to expect from grieving people and also showing us how to be good comforters. Jerusalem’s comforters were far away from her (Lam. 1:16). Often the best comfort someone can give to someone who is grieving is just to be there with the person.
[For more on personification, see commentary on Prov. 1:20.]
“her tears are on her cheeks.”
“Among all her lovers.” In this case, Jerusalem’s “lovers” are her former allies in the nations around her, and her lovers are also the pagan gods that she has worshiped instead of Yahweh (cf. Jer. 3:1; 22:20-22). The nations around Judah that had already been conquered by Babylon joined the Babylonians against Judah, and in that way became her enemies (Jer. 34:1).
We must be careful to properly understand “lovers” in this context because this “love” is not the true love of a devoted husband in a committed marriage relationship. The word “lover” is almost being used ironically. This kind of “lover” is more of a “luster,” a person in the relationship for sex and the fulfillment of other personal desires. In this case, the nations that Judah had dealt with only were in the relationship because of what they could get from it. Promises were many but performance was scarce. We all should know that there is no actual personal commitment; no intention of self-sacrifice if the “beloved one” really needs help, which is the situation here.
Sadly, this is not just Hebrew poetry, this is also a teaching about real life. It is foolish to get involved in intimate relationships in which there is no other commitment than the commitment to self-gratification, like Judah with her “lovers.” “Lovers” leave relationships all the time when they don’t get what they want, and then what this verse says at the end often becomes true: the “lover,” once out of the relationship, becomes an enemy.
“she has no one to comfort her.” People who have gone through tragedy long for someone to be with them and comfort them—people need that comfort. So it makes sense that early on in Lamentations, comfort is a major theme, occurring in Lamentations 1:2, 9, 16, 17; and 2:13. People who are helpers and caregivers to those who have suffered loss generally recognize that just being there with the person who has suffered loss is in itself sometimes the greatest comfort that one can give, and of course, there are usually other things that can be done to provide comfort. But the value of just being there with the bereaved cannot be overstated.
Also, that the bereaved needs and longs for comfort is just one of the subjects that is repeated several times. As has been pointed out elsewhere in the commentary on Lamentations, the way the book is written gives us a window into how a bereaved person works through their loss. People repeat the loss, their circumstances, and their feelings over and over. The fact that four times in the first chapter it is repeated that Daughter Jerusalem has no one to comfort her is a good example of that.
Lam 1:3
“Judah has gone into captivity.” God warned Judah over and over again that they would go into captivity if they did not stop sinning and return to him (e.g. Jer. 7:1-15).
“under affliction.” Judah, in captivity to the Babylonians, is now being afflicted and made to serve as a slave. The reading in the REV translation is not the most normal way of reading the Hebrew text, but it is an acceptable way given the context and that Lamentations is Hebrew poetry. Most translations take the verb in its more usual sense of “because” or “away from,” but in the context of the chapter, it seems that does not make sense. The chapter describes Judah in slavery and affliction now, not before the Babylonians came. Although there was injustice in Judah before the captivity, and it was one of the causes of the captivity, it does not seem that she was “under affliction and great servitude” until the Babylonians came.
“she lives among the nations.” Judah had defied and disobeyed God, so now she is conquered and scattered among the nations. Although the primary captivity was to Babylon, other nations took advantage of Judah’s defenselessness and swooped in to take captives as slaves. Also, it was common in ancient times for slave traders to take advantage of the situation when a city or a nation was captured and that would have been the case here. Eventually, slaves from Judah ended up all over the Middle East. Deuteronomy said that if Israel disobeyed God they would be scattered among the nations but even there they would find no rest (Deut. 28:64-65), and that prophecy had now come to pass.
“in the middle of the narrow places.” The woman was overtaken in a way that she could not escape, and was therefore in distress (many English versions emphasize the distress she was in, but it was from being caught in places from which she could not escape). In their flight, the Judeans, like Zedekiah the king, were caught by the Babylonians. It is not so much that the places were literally narrow, but that the Babylonians were coming upon them from so many directions that they had nowhere to go to escape.
Lam 1:4
“The roads of Zion mourn.” This is the figure of speech personification, giving human characteristics to inanimate things in order to communicate both information and emotion more effectively.
[For more on personification, see commentary on Prov. 1:20.]
“no one comes to the appointed feasts.” In this case, the “appointed feasts” that people were to come to were Passover and the Feast of Unleavened Bread, Pentecost, and “Tabernacles” (more properly, “the Feast of Booths”), see Exodus 23:14-17. No one came to Jerusalem for those feasts; most of the people were gone and the Temple had been burned to the ground.
“her virgins are grieving.” The Hebrew text can also mean “are worried,” or “are afflicted” (but a different Hebrew word for “afflicted” than is used in Lamentations 1:3 and 1:7). Actually, aspects of all three English translations would be included in what the young women were going through. It is impossible to capture all the hardship and emotion with just one word. The young women, who would normally dance and rejoice at the feasts (cf. Jer. 31:13), are sad and scared, like Judah herself.
Lam 1:5
“her masters.” The Hebrew text is literally, “her head,” that is, her masters or her rulers. If Judah obeyed God they would be the head, but if not they would be the tail (Deut. 28:13).
“Her enemies are at ease.” The war is over and Judah was defeated, so any tension about time, money, and physical loss in war is over.
“because of the multitude of her transgressions.” Here for the first time in Lamentations, the writer makes the point that the tragedy that happened to Judah was the result of her sins against God. Lamentations 1:18 says, “Yahweh is righteous, for I have rebelled against his commandment.” There are times when people suffer due to no fault of their own; suffering can be simply what happens in our fallen world. But it is generally more often the case that people suffer because of sin or lack of wisdom and knowledge. That was the case with Judah. Her sin opened the door for demonic attack, and because she had sinned against Yahweh, He could not righteously defend her.
Judah recognizes that her sin was the root cause of her problems, and this is one of the topics that is repeated in Lamentations as “Daughter Jerusalem” works through her emotions and grief and deals with her situation. When people grieve, the same subjects come up again and again, and we see that in Lamentations. There are other verses in Lamentations that point to Judah’s problems as being due to her sin (Lam. 1:5, 8, 14, 18, 20; 2:13-14; 3:42, 59; 4:6, 13, 16, 22; 5:7, 16). By Lamentations 1:20, Jerusalem herself is able to admit that she had greatly sinned. Psychologists and caretakers notice that it often takes a person some time of healing before they can admit that they were at fault or partially at fault for what happened to them.
“driven before the enemy.” That is, the children have been driven into captivity in front of the enemy, herded and driven like cattle under the watchful eye of the enemy. Sheep were led by the shepherds who loved them, but these children are driven like cattle by a harsh enemy. One might well think of Daniel and his friends here, for they were taken captive to Babylon when they were quite young, separated from their family and the world they knew (Dan. 1:3-4).
Lam 1:6
“Daughter Zion.” The Hebrew is idiomatic for Zion itself, i.e., Jerusalem (see commentary on Isa. 1:8).
“they have fled without strength.” The leaders are like bucks (the word “deer” is masculine) that cannot find pasture and thus nourishment, sustenance, support, and strength, and so they have fled before the enemy.
Lam 1:7
“In the days of her affliction and her homelessness.” That is, in the current days that she is in captivity. It is not a reference to the past. Daughter Zion is “homeless” because the city and Temple have been burned.
“Jerusalem remembers.” People who suffer tragedy often flash back to memories of better days just like the woman “Jerusalem” (put by personification for the people of Jerusalem) is doing here. This is noteworthy because the book of Lamentations not only gives us historical truth, the way it is written helps us understand the thoughts and emotions of those who go through tragedies. The believer who wants to help others deal with grief needs to be aware that the victim of disaster will have flashbacks to better days, and that is normal and to be expected.
“her adversaries saw her.” The Hebrew word translated “saw” is the common word for seeing with the eye, ra’ah (#07200 ראה). Judah’s enemies saw her, they looked at her, they likely stared at her. The implication here is expressly stated in the next verse: her enemies saw her nakedness. Here in Lamentations 1:7, we see the woman’s discomfort at being looked at when she was in such a terrible state, and not only being stared at, but being laughed at. Discomfort and shame are being heaped upon her tragedy. Part of the extended range of meaning of the Hebrew word is “to gloat”
“laughed.” In derision and contempt, not because it was genuinely funny. For example, Ezekiel 25:1-7 mentions the joyful reaction of the Ammonites when Jerusalem fell.
“downfall.” The Hebrew word refers to an end, a cessation, a stopping. Jerusalem’s greatness ceased.
Lam 1:8
“greatly sinned.” The Hebrew text is more literally, “sinned a sin,” which means “greatly sinned.” Here, early on in Lamentations and for the second of many times, the text tells us that the destruction that has happened to Judah is not Yahweh’s doing, but is the result of Judah’s sin (see commentary on Lam. 1:5).
“an unclean thing.” Here Jerusalem, portrayed as a woman by the figure of speech personification, is said to be “unclean,” and therefore would be unable to enter God’s holy precincts, the Temple, and thus the presence of God. So Jerusalem’s sin has separated her from God.
“All who honored her hold her in contempt.” Because of what has happened to Judah, and her “nakedness,” (her destruction, distress, and perceived weakness; but likely also the fact that the women had been raped by their conquerors, cf. Lam. 5:11), those who honored her now hold her in contempt. They speak and act cruelly toward her, laughing, mocking, and “kicking her when she is down.” Sadly, that is common human behavior. People love a winner and tend to look down on losers. It is a mark of Christian maturity that Christians help the downtrodden and defeated.
“because they have seen her nakedness.” The phrase “seen her nakedness” (or, “uncovered her nakedness”) is an idiom that usually means “to have sex with” (cf. Lev. 20:17). The Israelites had entered into a covenant with Yahweh that was compared to a marriage covenant, and the people of Judah had committed adultery with other nations both spiritually and physically. Spiritually by spurning Yahweh and engaging in the worship of foreign gods and goddesses, and physically because both the men and women had sexual intercourse with their pagan lovers, sometimes as part of ritual worship and sometimes from pure lust (cf. Num. 25:1-3).
Christopher Wright wrote about the text saying that the nakedness of the woman, Judah, had been publicly exposed and she turned her face away in shame. He writes: “What is going on here? In the surrounding cultures, a woman caught in adultery could be publicly shamed by having her skirt pulled up to expose her genital nakedness in public—before an even worse fate awaited. The horrors of such punishment form part of the searing imagery of Ezekiel 23. The Poet [Jeremiah] here implies in excruciating irony: the lovers of verse 2 [Lam. 1:2], with whom the city-woman has indulged her promiscuity, now humiliate her with mockery as she suffers the exposure inflicted on her as a punishment for her infidelity. So painful is this unbearable public torture that the woman herself cannot even bear to look up, but groans and turns away, shrinking from the agony of her naked shame (Lam. 1:8).”[footnoteRef:799] [799:  Christopher Wright, The Message of Lamentations,The Bible Speaks Today, 64.] 

Jerusalem had committed adultery with other gods and broken her covenant with Yahweh, and in that figurative sex her “nakedness,” euphemistic for her most private parts, was exposed. But now her nakedness is exposed for a different reason. When one nation conquered another in those ancient times it commonly occurred that the women were stripped naked (and worse) to shame and humiliate them, and that is what is going on here in Lamentations 1:8 (see Isa. 7:20 and commentary on Isa. 7:20).
Lam 1:9
“Her uncleanness.” In this context, “her uncleanness,” is euphemistic and refers to her menstrual blood. That a woman would be seen publically with menstrual blood on her clothing would have been a terrible embarrassment. Menstruation made a woman levitically unclean (Lev. 15:19, 25). The NET translates the verse less literally and reads, “Her menstrual flow has soiled her clothing.” The word translated “skirts” refers to the lower part of her clothing, where menstrual blood would appear.
That “Daughter Zion” is seen in public with menstrual blood on her skirts is a revolting mind picture that is designed to grab the attention of the reader and make both a mental and emotional impression. Lamentations uses hyperbolic language and mind pictures to communicate the pain and emotions of what the people of Judah are going through so that the sensitive reader can understand it and empathize with them (see commentary on Lam. 3:4).
“O Yahweh, see.” Here “Daughter Zion” speaks, and calls upon Yahweh to “see” her affliction. This is the idiomatic use of “see,” sometimes called the “pregnant use.” It means more than just “see,” of course Yahweh “sees” what Judah is going through. The word “see” is used of seeing the problem and then doing something about it (see commentary on Luke 23:42). This is the first prayer to God in Lamentations. There are a number of times that prayer to God occurs (Lam. 1:9, 11, 17, 20-22; 2:20-22; 3:19, 55-66; 5:1-22).
Lam 1:10
“has stretched out his hands upon all her pleasant things.” That is, he has taken her valuable things. The word “hands” is singular in Hebrew, but we would say “hands” in English. The word translated “stretched out” is more literally, “spread out,” but we would say “stretched out” in English. The text clearly says “his hands,” so there is an undertone that it is a more powerful brutish man who is taking advantage of the weaker woman, Zion. “His hands” take “her pleasant things.” Jeremiah foretold this (Jer. 20:5).
Lam 1:11
“All her people groan while they search for bread.” During the Babylonian siege of Jerusalem there was a severe famine; some people literally starved to death (e.g., Lam. 1:11, 19; 2:11, 19, 20; 3:16; 4:3-4, 9-10; 5:4, 6). The famine is also mentioned in Jeremiah (e.g., Jer. 16:1-4; 19:9; 21:7-9; 23:10; 29:17, 18; 32:24; 37:21; 38:2), and in Ezekiel (Ezek. 6:12).
“in order to stay alive.” The Hebrew is an idiom, more literally, “to refresh soul,” and it occurs three times in Lamentations (Lam. 1:11, 16, 19).
“Look, Yahweh.” Here for the first time in Lamentations, Jerusalem (or Judah) herself speaks, calling out to Yahweh about her miserable condition. This was historically true of the people of Judah, who no doubt cried out to Yahweh just as Jeremiah did. Here in Lamentations, Jerusalem’s crying out to God and pointing out that she has sinned, that she is now despicable, and that the enemy should get what they deserve just like she has, takes up ten verses (Lam. 1:11-20).
However, as a universal lesson to us all, crying out to God like this is also true of people who go through tragedy; there is weeping and grieving, but at some point, people almost always cry out to God either in anger, or out of confusion about their circumstances, or asking Him for mercy and intervention. In Lamentations 1:17, Zion (Jerusalem) spreads out her hands to God, a posture of asking—pleading—for help and mercy. Daughter Jerusalem then goes on to tell her story and express her feelings. This, too, is universal grieving behavior. People who grieve typically look for someone they can tell their stories to.
“despicable.” The Hebrew word is zolelah (#02151 זוֹלֵלָֽה), and it has multiple meanings and nuances as can be seen from the many English translations. For example, “a thing of shame” (BBE); “vile” (KJV); “worthless” (NET, NRSV;); “scorned” (NKJV); “demeaned” (NAB); “lightly esteemed” (YLT); “despised” (CEB, CJB, CSB, ESV, NASB, NIV, RSV); “despicable” (NICOT; Leslie C. Allen[footnoteRef:800]). All of these translations contain some truth, but it takes more than one to get the full meaning of the Hebrew word. [800:  Leslie C. Allen, A Liturgy of Grief: A Pastoral Commentary on Lamentations, 42.] 

Lam 1:12
“Look and see if there is any sorrow like my sorrow.” In Lamentations 1:12 the speaker shifts from the narrator, Jeremiah, to “Daughter Zion” herself speaking. The pronouns switch from “she” and “her” to “my.”
Lam 1:13
“From on high he has sent fire into my bones and it overcame them.” The Hebrew is very difficult and the English versions vary greatly. Furthermore, the Septuagint interprets the Hebrew text differently, and instead of “overcome” (prevail, rule), the reading becomes “go down” (descend). A Jewish targum understands the “bones” to be the fortified cities of Judah, which were the “bones” of Judah, the strength of Judah. Also, the last phrase is technically, “and it overcame it,” not “and it overcame them.” In that case, the “it” could refer especially to the city of Jerusalem. Babylon burned the cities of Judah. Lamentations 1:13 is Jerusalem speaking.
“he has turned me back.” The image is of an army going out that is not supported by God but instead, God causes it to retreat in defeat.
“faint all day long.” The Hebrew word means “faint,” “sick,” and it is a word for menstruating, with the idea that menstruation would sap a woman’s strength. “Faint” is the most likely connotation here.
Lam 1:14
“it has made my strength fail.” The Hebrew can read “it” or “he.” In this context, the “it” makes good sense. “And the yoke was so heavy that it sapped the animal’s energy.”[footnoteRef:801] Most English versions go with “he,” referring to God, but there is nothing in the context that demands that. Jerusalem sinned and her sins became a yoke that weighed her down and sapped her strength. [801:  John Goldingay, The Book of Lamentations [NICOT], 73.] 

“The Lord has given me into the hands of those whom I am not able to stand against.” In Lamentations 1:14-15, “Daughter Jerusalem” laments what has happened to her and not only openly shares her feelings, but as she is expressing them she becomes more intense in her conclusions and spirals downward in what she considers God to have done. In these two verses, Daughter Jerusalem does not use God’s name, Yahweh, but refers to Him as “the Lord,” that is, her master, seeing herself as under his control. Thus, in Lamentations 1:14, she says that “the Lord” has put her into an impossible situation, He has given her into the hands of people she cannot stand against. Then, in Lamentations 1:15 she starts out the verse by intensifying her accusation against God and saying that “the Lord” has “tossed aside” all her strong men who were there to defend her and actually called together an army to crush her “young men,” her soldiers. But then she intensifies even more and states that the Lord Himself has trampled her like grapes in a winepress.
Lam 1:15
“The Lord in my midst, has tossed aside all my mighty men.” Although most English versions put the phrase “in my midst” with the word “men,” the Hebrew text puts it at the end of the sentence, best going with “the Lord.” This seems ironic at first, but the idea of Yahweh being in the midst of Israel but being against them is not a new concept in Scripture. John Goldingay writes: “the Lord acting in the midst of the city should surely be good news Psalm 46:5[6]; Isa. 12:6; Joel 2:27), but references to God in the midst of the city often carry some irony or threat (Jer. 14:9; Amos 5:17; Mic. 3:11). …The middle line thus has Yahweh tossing the warriors aside by summoning an assembly….”[footnoteRef:802] [802:  John Goldingay, The Book of Lamentations [NICOT], 74.] 

Christopher Wright writes: “… how had the God who was supposed to be inside Jerusalem defending it become the God outside the city leading the triumphant pagan armies into it for their orgy of rampage, rape, and desecration? The irony of that is somewhat hidden by the English translation of verse 15a: ‘The LORD has rejected all the warriors in my midst.’ Actually, the words ‘in my midst’ go with ‘the Lord,’ not the warriors. The subject comes at the end of the sentence. In Hebrew the line reads: ‘he has rejected (i.e., he despises as worthless, hardly worth fighting) all my warriors, the Lord in the midst of me.’ The last phrase clearly echoes the great affirmation of Psalm 46:5, ‘God is in the midst of her, she shall not fall’ (my translation). That Psalm celebrates the security of the city of God that was one of the songs of Zion they would not be singing by the rivers of Babylon, then (Psalm 137). God the defender had become God the attacker.”[footnoteRef:803] [803:  Christopher Wright, The Message of Lamentations [BST], 70-71.] 

R. B. Salters writes: “the entire verse, therefore, turns Israel’s traditional language upside down. Yahweh might have been expected to act for Jerusalem, but he appears here to be on the side of the enemy.”[footnoteRef:804] [804:  R. B. Salters, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on Lamentations [ICC], 80.] 

Lamentations 1:15 is one of the many verses in the Bible that makes the point that when people sin and defy God, he cannot protect them from the attacks of the Devil. Sadly, some people do not put the revelation of the Old Testament together with the revelation in the New Testament, so they conclude that God is the enemy, when actually God was working for their good (Rom. 8:28 REV, NIV), but their own sin was allowing the Devil’s attacks.
Another possible meaning of the verb besides “tossed aside” can be “trampled.” The verb can be taken as coming from different root words.
“assembly.” This can be an assembly like an army, but it is also the word used for what happens at a religious feast. That could well be an implication here, that Yahweh has called for a religious feast, but it is the enemy army attacking Jerusalem. As Salters said, the vocabulary turns tradition upside down.
“Virgin Daughter Judah.” The Hebrew is literally, “the virgin daughter of Judah,” but the phrase is idiomatic for Judah itself (see commentary on Isa. 1:8). This is an expansion of the context because she is referred to as “Daughter Zion” in Lamentations 1:6, and “Jerusalem” in Lamentations 1:7-8. But the expansion to “Daughter Judah” is warranted because the Babylonians have indeed trampled Judah, not just Jerusalem. The ungodliness among God’s people is not just in Jerusalem but in all of Judah.
Lam 1:16
“the comforter.” This is a reference to God.
“keeps me alive.” The Hebrew is an idiom, more literally, “to refresh soul.” The idiom is in Lamentations 1:11, 16, and 1:19.
Lam 1:17
“Zion stretches out her hands.” There are a couple of important things to notice here. The first is the change in speaker. In Lamentations, the first speaker had been a narrator, assumably Jeremiah (Lam. 1:1-11.) Then starting in verse 12, Daughter Zion (Daughter Jerusalem) had been the speaker until here, Lamentations 1:17, when Jeremiah speaks again for this one verse. Then Daughter Zion begins speaking again in the next verse (Lam. 1:18).
Another thing to notice is that Jerusalem is now stretching out her hands in a plea for help and mercy. However, it is not clear in the text who she is asking for help. It is possible that she is pleading to both God and people around—anyone who will listen and can help. One wonders if here in Lamentations 1:17, Daughter Zion is taking a cue from Solomon’s prayer in 1 Kings 8:37-38. In that prayer, Solomon mentioned enemy attack and famine, both of which Jerusalem was experiencing, and Solomon said that if a person “spreads out his hands” toward the Temple, that God would hear the prayer. But at this point, there is no help from people or from God, but neither was there a sign that Judah was genuinely repentant. She was sad and troubled because of what she was going through, surely, but there is no sign she was genuinely repentant. Later, in Lamentations 2:18-22, Judah prays to the Lord, but even then she appeals more on the basis of her hurt rather than showing signs of repentance and simply asking God for mercy in a straightforward manner.
An important lesson that people who want God’s help must learn is that God usually does not respond to human misery alone, especially because, as we see here in Lamentations, many times people have brought that misery upon themselves by their disobedience. The world is a hard and cruel place, and human misery abounds. Many people in miserable circumstances call out to God for help and then blame God if He does not answer, but most of the time God needs people to be repentant and obedient, and also do what they can to help themselves by acting wisely (see commentary on Prov. 4:7). Furthermore, if a person leads an evil and ungodly lifestyle, God tells us openly that He does not usually answer the prayers of such people (cf. James 4:6; 1 Pet. 5:5; see commentary on Amos 5:22).
[For more on personification, see commentary on Prov. 1:20.]
“Jacob.” Jacob, the father of the twelve tribes of Israel, is here put for the nation of Judah. The switch from Judah and Jerusalem being portrayed as a woman to suddenly being portrayed as “Jacob” is likely because, by this time in the history of Judah, people from all of the tribes had moved to Judah and lived there. So in reality it was not just Judeans who were being afflicted, but people from all over Israel who were being afflicted.
“those who are around him are to be his adversaries.” The “those who are around him” refer to the enemy nations that surround Judah.
“Jerusalem is like a menstruous woman.” The Hebrew word translated as “menstruous” is niddah (#05079 נִדָּה), and it can refer to many things that are impure or filthy. But it is also used to refer to a woman’s menstrual flow and her being unclean and set apart as a result (Lev. 15:19, 25), and that seems to be the context here (cf. DRA, KJV, GNV, NJB, Rotherham). Also, the Latin Vulgate translated it as referring to being defiled by menstruation. Although some versions translate it as simply “unclean” or even as “garbage,” the context seems more specific than that. Because Judah is like a menstruous woman, she is separate and no one wants to touch her.
Lam 1:18
“Yahweh is righteous.” In this context, the word “righteous” is used to mean “just.” Yahweh’s judgment on Judah is just because Judah rebelled against His commands. Judah was in a covenant relationship with Yahweh and yet rebelled against Him, so the consequences that came upon her were just and part of God’s justice.
[For more on Judah’s disaster being her own fault, see commentary on Lam. 1:8.]
Lam 1:19
“I called for my lovers.” These are not lovers in the godly sense of the word, see commentary on Lamentations 1:2.
“died.” The Hebrew verb is gava (#01478 גָּוַע) and it refers to dying and is fundamentally synonymous with the verb “die,” muth (#04191 מָוֹת), although gava can imply a violent death (see commentary on Gen. 25:8, “breathed his last”). In this context, the people starved to death, a slow death. Other translations are “breathed their last” or “passed away.”
“in order to stay alive.” The Hebrew is an idiom, more literally, “to refresh soul.” The idiom is in Lamentations 1:11, 16, and 1:19.
Lam 1:20
“My bowels are troubled.” This could be literal, or it could be more metaphorical for guts in general: my guts are churning; my stomach is upset, etc.
“my heart is pounding within me.” The literal is that the heart is turned upside down.
“I have rebelled, yes, rebelled.” The Hebrew text is a polyptoton (for the form of the translation see Gen. 2:16), Jerusalem is now to a point where she can admit that what happened to her was at least partly her fault. Many times when there is a tragedy it takes a person some time to heal before they can admit that they were partly or totally at fault for what happened. The root of Judah’s disaster was a spiritual problem caused by her rebellion against God. Leslie Allen writes about the path to recovery for Judah: “Their path to a brighter future lies via their taking responsibility for the nation’s guilt and appealing directly to God. No good can come from their engaging in loud denials of their guilt.”[footnoteRef:805] [805:  Leslie Allen, A Liturgy of Grief, 111.] 

“the sword makes women childless.” That is, the sword kills people. The language is close to Deuteronomy 32:25. So what happened to Judah is closely tied to the curse that God said in Deuteronomy would fall upon Israel if they abandoned Him.
Lam 1:21
“and they are glad that you have done it.” That God’s enemies rejoice when something bad happens to God’s people is one of the themes that gets repeated in Lamentations (cf. Lam. 2:17 and 4:21; and see commentary on Lam. 4:21)
“May you bring the day that you have proclaimed, so that they will be like me.” Yahweh had foretold the eventual destruction of the enemies of Judah and Israel, so now Judah, destroyed by Babylon and desolate, cries out to God and longs for the day when the enemy will be desolate like she is (and in that day Judah will be restored). Isaiah had foretold the destruction of Babylon many years before Babylon conquered Judah (Isa. 13:1-14:11; the rabbis teach that Isaiah prophesied from 740-686 BC. Babylon first subjugated Judah and brought captives from Judah to Babylon in 605 BC). Also, Isaiah told King Hezekiah that Babylon, which at that time was an ally to Judah, would become an enemy (2 Kings 20:17). So the destruction of Babylon had been foretold, but that destruction did not occur until long after it was foretold and after Babylon had destroyed Judah.
That Judah’s enemies would also be punished by God is one of the repeated themes in Lamentations (e.g. Lam. 1:21-22; 3:64-66; 4:21-22). There are many repeated themes in Lamentations (see commentary on Lam. 1:2).
Lam 1:22
“Do to them as you have done to me.” Judah has admitted that what happened to her was due to her sin (Lam. 1:14, 18, 20), but also the enemy that destroyed her has sinned. They crossed the line of cruelty and greed concerning what should be done to a conquered enemy. For example, they did not just take captive the people of Judah, they entered Yahweh’s Temple and took whatever they wanted, and then burned the Temple to the ground. Daughter Jerusalem recognized Babylon’s transgression and asks that what happened to her be done to her enemy, and it did. Isaiah foretold that disaster would come upon Babylon almost 200 years before it did (Isa. 47), and that disaster came when the Persians conquered Babylon (Dan. 5:30-31).
Lamentations 1:22 reveals a truth that is not clearly articulated but needs to be understood. The enemy’s attack on Judah and the tragedy they experienced was due to Judah’s own sin; in a very real sense Judah “deserved” some of what happened to them (see commentary on Lam. 1:5). But in this case the cruelty of the Babylonian enemy went too far; the torture, rape, destruction, and killing went beyond the judgment that was merited. In one sense we could say that the enemy was pagan, ungodly, and idol worshipers, and so we should expect that they would not have any human decency or kindness. But on the other hand, we know that at a fundamental level, humans know good from evil (Gen. 3:22) and so they inherently know the basics of human decency. The laws of pagan nations consistently reveal that fact. But sadly, throughout human history, demonic forces and demonic ideas have infiltrated tribes, nations, and people groups, and they ignore what their hearts would otherwise tell them, and things such as torture and rape become commonplace. However, that does not excuse them in the sight of God and in His courtroom. People are God’s creation, not the Devil’s creation or their own creation, and God expects His creation to follow His ways. God says, “Woe to those who call evil good, and good evil” (Isa. 5:20). In this case, the Babylonians were overly cruel, and so they themselves “deserved” divine retribution, which they got at a national level at the hands of the Persians when the Persians conquered Babylon. However, on an individual level, the Lake of Fire is the destiny of those who ignore or defy God and follow their own selfish desires (Rev. 20:11-15), so it behooves people who want to have a wonderful future to learn about God and follow His ways.
It is human nature that when someone is treated unjustly they desire vengeance upon those who have hurt them, and that comes up several times in Lamentations (Lam. 1:22; 3:64-66; 4:21-22).
 
Lamentations Chapter 2
Lam 2:1
“How.” This is to be understood more like “Alas!” (see commentary on Lam. 1:1).
“the Lord.” In Lamentations chapter 2 the speaker changes. As chapter 1 closes, the speaker is Daughter Zion herself, lamenting her situation and expressing her desires. Now Jeremiah takes up the lament, repeating much of what has been said in chapter 1 and adding intensity, detail, and even his own experience (Lam. 2:11-13). Jeremiah addresses Judah and Jerusalem as “you” and “your” in every verse in Lamentations 2:13-22.
“has darkened Daughter Zion with a cloud in his anger!” The Hebrew text is short, and the word “cloud” is not separately in the text, but is implied in the verb, which could also be something like, “made dark with a cloud.” Here in Lamentations 2:1-9, Jeremiah (the assumed writer) repeats in essence what he has already portrayed Daughter Jerusalem saying in the first person in Lamentations 1:12-15, that the anger of Yahweh is upon Jerusalem. There are different details and more intensity, but the basic idea is the same: Yahweh was angry with Daughter Jerusalem (aka “Daughter Zion”) and brought disaster upon her. There are other things in chapter 1 that are repeated in chapter 2, and in fact, repetition of thoughts and subjects is a theme throughout Lamentations.
Repetition of one’s feelings and the reason for them is common in grief. The broken person repeats over and over things like, “I can’t believe this has happened,” “Why Lord?” “I can’t believe (person’s name) is dead,” and “I feel so alone” (or “lost,” “broken,” “defeated”). So the repetition of the facts and feelings here in Lamentations 2 would have been true for Jeremiah, and it is true for people today who have suffered great loss. Leslie Allen writes, “Grief is demonstrated largely through flashbacks that tell the story again but also by giving way to waves of emotion that the flashbacks stir up.”[footnoteRef:806] [806:  Leslie Allen, A Liturgy of Grief, 65.] 

In helping people who have gone through loss, it is important for the helper to know that the Bible never gives any time period that grief should last. Each person and each situation is different. Although it is true that getting “stuck” in grief is not healthy, neither is prematurely cutting off grief. The Bible counsels us to “cry with those who are crying” (see commentary on Rom. 12:15).
“Daughter Zion.” The Hebrew is idiomatic for Zion itself, i.e., Jerusalem (see commentary on Isa. 1:8).
“cast down the glory of Israel.” Here is a multi-level flashback. Although we cannot be exactly sure of what the writer had in mind, the glory of the United Kingdom of Israel died long ago, soon after the death of Solomon, and the glory of “Israel,” the Northern Kingdom of Israel, had disappeared with the Assyrian invasion over a hundred years earlier. Many Israelites had fled into Judah during those times, so perhaps the writer is lamenting that now, at the Babylonian Captivity, the glory of Israel is indeed gone.
“has not remembered.” The meaning here is “has not cared for” or “has not protected.” God “remembered” the Temple but He did not protect it from being destroyed. The word “remember” is used in the Semitic language in both a straightforward sense (cf. Gen. 40:23) and an idiomatic sense as is the case here and in Luke 23:42.
[Many words are used in an idiomatic sense in the Bible including, “remember,” “know,” “foreknow,” “look,” and “watch.” For more on these idiomatic uses, see commentary on Luke 23:42.]
“his footstool.” It is more commonly remembered that God’s enemies will be a footstool because it is in the New Testament as well as the old (cf. Ps. 110:1; Luke 20:43; Acts 2:35), or that the earth is God’s footstool (Isa. 66:1; Matt. 5:35; Acts 7:49). However, the Temple was also called the footstool of God. David first called it that before the Temple was even built, and then Psalms calls it that also (1 Chron. 28:2; Psalm 99:5; 132:7). Now Jeremiah laments that God has not “remembered” (i.e., cared for and protected) “his footstool” the Temple in the day of His anger. The Temple was destroyed by the Babylonians.
Lam 2:2
“and has not had mercy.” The truth is that even in His wrath God has mercy and covenant faithfulness. If He didn’t Judah, (yes, and likely us too) would be totally destroyed. But when disaster after disaster comes down on us as it did here on Judah, we do recognize God’s mercy even when it seems as if He has none.
“he has destroyed the strongholds of Daughter Judah.” The Babylonian army destroyed the fortified cities in Judah, the most fortified of which was Jerusalem itself, whose walls the Babylonians knocked down (2 Kings 25:10; 2 Chron. 36:19).
“Daughter Judah.” The Hebrew is literally “the daughter of Judah,” but the phrase is idiomatic for Judah itself (see commentary on Isa. 1:8).
“he has defiled the kingdom.” That is, the Kingdom of Judah.
Lam 2:3
“he cut off every horn of Israel.” Biblically a “horn” usually referred to power, strength, or even pride. Thus, “I have thrust my horn into the dust” (Job 16:15) refers to Job saying his power and strength were gone, and he felt defeated in life rather than on top of life. When Hannah, Samuel’s mother, finally gave birth after being barren for years, she exclaimed, “my horn is lifted high in Yahweh” because her strength, attitude, and position in life had been lifted up (1 Sam. 2:1). A horn can also represent a ruler or kingdom (cf. Dan. 8:5-9, 20-23; Rev. 17:12).
In this context in Lamentations 2:3, the “horn” refers to the ability of Israel to fight and defend itself, just as animals with horns such as bulls and rams use them to fight. The phrase “every horn” is likely not referring to one thing, such as the fighting men of Judah, but rather it is a more general reference to God defeating (“cutting off”) every way that Judah could fight or defend itself. The use of “horn” here in Lamentations 2:3 is a little different from the use of “horn” in Lamentations 2:17. In Lamentations 2:3, the “horn” refers to the ability to fight, and because of Judah’s sin, the enemy has been empowered and has conquered Judah. In Lamentations 2:17 however, the horn would imply more than just military might, it would include pride and national pride, and a sense of jubilation. As the verse says, Yahweh “has caused the enemy to rejoice over you; he has exalted the horn of your adversaries.” So rejoicing at their victory over Judah is part of the “exalting” of the horn (strength, power) of the enemy.
“he has drawn back his right hand from before the enemy.” This is an idiomatic way of saying that God has stopped fighting against the enemy so it was then free to attack and destroy Judah and Jerusalem.
“devouring all around.” The Hebrew is literally, “eating all around.” Instead of being against Judah’s enemies, Yahweh is in their midst eating [the people] all around.
Lam 2:4
“bent his bow like an enemy.” The bow is “like an enemy” because it is pointed at Judah, not Judah’s enemies.
“he is standing.” The “he” is ambiguous in the Hebrew text. It can refer to Yahweh or the right hand. The REV prefers that it refers to Yahweh because Yahweh is the subject elsewhere in the verse (cf. ASV, JPS, KJV).
“Daughter Zion.” The Hebrew is idiomatic for Zion itself, i.e., Jerusalem (see commentary on Isa. 1:8).
“In the tent of Daughter Zion he has poured out his wrath like fire.” The use of “tent” here makes Yahweh’s attack intimate and personal. Yahweh, now an enemy, has invaded Daughter Zion’s private space. The word “tent” and the word “fire” also in a way refer to the Temple, which has been burned to the ground. Using the word “tent” brings to mind the Tabernacle, the Law of Moses, the covenant that Israel made with God to obey Him, and the curses that God said would come upon Israel if they ignored and disobeyed Him (Deut. 28:15-68).
Lam 2:5
“its palaces...its strongholds.” The literal Hebrew text is “her palaces” and “his strongholds,” and the change between “her” and “his” is because when the writer thought of palaces, he thought of Jerusalem, which was often presented as a “she,” while when he thought of the “strongholds,” they were normally thought of as being throughout the country, and thus were places for the people of Israel, thus “his strongholds.” Perhaps not a walled city, but a fortified place inside a city.
“multiplied.” The Hebrew is literally, “more and more,” so “increased” would be an acceptable translation as well.
“mourning and lamentation.” This is the figure of speech paronomasia, “rhyming words.” The two Hebrew words are from the same root and thus catch one’s attention by the rhyme. The English “mourning and moaning” catch our attention by rhyming, even though they are not from the same English root word. The same Hebrew words are in Isaiah 29:2.
“Daughter Judah.” The Hebrew is literally “the daughter of Judah,” but the phrase is idiomatic for Judah itself (see commentary on Isa. 1:8).
Lam 2:6
“booth.” The word “booth” refers to the Temple in Jerusalem. The Hebrew text of the first phrase is difficult, and the way it is translated in the different English versions varies greatly. The word translated as “tabernacle” or “temple” in some English versions is literally more like “booth,” as the REV has. The “booth” is a reference to the temporary structures found in gardens that watchmen and caretakers used for protection from the sun and dew, especially as harvest approached. The idea behind the whole verse in its context is that God’s people disobeyed and deserted Him, so He treated His dwelling like a booth in a garden after harvest. He let it be destroyed. At the time the Temple was destroyed by Babylon, it was a magnificent edifice but in God’s eyes it was no less temporary than a booth in a garden; without God’s presence, it was just another building.
“as if it were a booth in a garden.” The word “garden” refers to an enclosed area. Farmers and even homeowners would own enclosures of land in which they grew vegetables and crops to feed themselves and even sell the produce. These were not “hobby gardens,” but neither were they “farms.” They were small areas for serious planting for food. Temporary booths in people’s “gardens” that gave shade for watchmen during the harvest were common, and that seems clearly to be the analogy the writer is drawing here. R. B. Salters writes: “The situation is not so corrupt as is sometimes claimed. …If we read the phrase not ‘as a garden’ but ‘as in a garden,’ then the entire statement can be rendered ‘he has torn down his booth as in a garden’, meaning ‘he has torn down his booth as one tears down a booth in a garden.’”[footnoteRef:807] The next phrase, “he has destroyed the place of assembly,” amplifies Yahweh’s wrecking His “booth,” i.e., His Temple. [807:  R. B. Salters, Lamentations [ICC], 131.] 

[For more information on the temporary booths, see commentary on Isa. 1:8.]
“he has spurned the king and the priest.” Lamentations 2:6 refers to the Temple and the feasts associated with it. In that particular context, both the king and the priests had specific roles they played, but with the destruction of the Temple, those roles vanished. This is an important unspoken message, that God has a role for people to play and jobs for them to do, but if they are not going to do them as God designed them, He will not support a sham system, but will destroy it.
Lam 2:7
“The Lord has rejected his altar.” This “altar” would be the great altar of sacrifice in the courtyard of the Temple.
“he has abandoned his sanctuary.” The Hebrew may also be a little stronger, like, “renounced” or “rejected” the sanctuary.
Lam 2:8
“Daughter Zion.” The Hebrew is idiomatic for Zion itself, i.e., Jerusalem (see commentary on Isa. 1:8).
“he has stretched out the line.” Jeremiah pictures Yahweh as having a measuring line and has measured what has been and/or will be destroyed, generally with the idea that something else will be built there, but that may not be implied in this poetic section of Scripture.
“he has not withdrawn his hand from destroying.” The Hebrew word translated “destroying” is literally, “swallowing” or “swallowing [her] up.”
“he has made the rampart and wall to mourn; they languish together.” The wall and the rampart were part of the defensive system that was vital for the protection of Jerusalem, and they failed miserably, so they mourn and waste away. They are joined in the context (Lam. 2:9) by the gates and bars, which also failed. The failure is given emotional power by the figure personification, by which the walls and ramparts are said to “mourn.” Also, that personification is carried over to include the gates in verse 9, which are said to sink into the earth, ostensibly to hide themselves due to the shame they feel because of their failure. Actually, historically, the gates did not sink into the ground but were broken down and likely also burned by the Babylonian army. Failure is generally emotionally difficult, and we see that here with Daughter Zion and the things that were to protect her.
The Hebrew word translated “rampart” seems to be a technical term for part of a defensive wall system. It could be the top part, or the outer part, or an outer wall. In English, the “rampart” was the flat top of an outer wall or wall system with a walkway, but the Hebrew word may not mean that.
Lam 2:9
“broken her bars.” The “bars” were strong wooden beams that were placed behind the doors of the gate so they could not be opened and could withstand pounding from the outside without giving way. Those bars were the origin of the shout “Bar the doors!” when an enemy would approach. If the bar is broken, the gate cannot be kept shut and cannot withstand an enemy attack.
“her king and her officials are among the nations.” “Among the nations,” i.e., “among the [hated] Gentiles.” The king of Judah and his officials had been taken captive to Babylon. Jehoiakim was captured but died in Jerusalem as a prisoner before he could be taken to Babylon (2 Chron. 36:6; Jer. 22:19); Jehoiachin was carried captive to Babylon but later restored as king but kept in Babylon (2 Chron. 36:10; 2 Kings 25:27-30). Zedekiah was captured and carried captive to Babylon, where he died (2 Kings 25:5-7).
“the Law is no more.” The “Law” existed, but it could no longer be completely obeyed. The Temple was destroyed and the priests were in captivity in Babylon. The feasts could no longer be celebrated, the Day of Atonement could no longer be obeyed as commanded, and there were many more parts of the Law that could no longer be followed as written. It was due to these things that the Babylonian Captivity was the impetus for the development of synagogues and the focus on local gatherings and worship, and it also caused the development of many traditions that did not require the Temple. Furthermore, that trend was exacerbated by the fact that when the Persians allowed the Jews to return to Judah, many Jews had made where they lived their home, and so more Jews stayed in Babylon/Persia than returned to Judah.
“receive.” Literally “find,” but the meaning in this context is “receive.” The prophets were false prophets and ungodly men. Jeremiah had a lot to say about the false prophets (cf. Jer. 2:8, 26; 5:13, 31; 14:14; 23:14-15, 25-31; 26:8, 11, 16; 27:15-16; 29:8).
Lam 2:10
“Daughter Zion.” The Hebrew is idiomatic for Zion itself, i.e., Jerusalem (see commentary on Isa. 1:8).
“The elders of Daughter Zion sit on the ground.” Lamentations 2:10 is the perfect picture of mourning. The elders of Jerusalem are sitting on the ground. Sitting on the ground (sometimes portrayed as sitting in the dust, e.g., Isa. 47:1), being silent, putting dust on one’s head, and wearing sackcloth were all done when mourning. Mourning is universal to every culture, so cultures have mourning customs. In modern times, people, especially women, wear black to show they are in mourning.
Sadly, today it is becoming less customary and acceptable to grieve and mourn, especially publicly. Instead of funerals, we have “celebrations of life.” The title can be okay as long as people realize that it is healthy to mourn and grieve and deal with one’s feelings of loss in an honest way. Suppressing or ignoring feelings of loss can cause both mental and physical problems later. Note that in Lamentations, people who have experienced tragedy express their feelings of grief both verbally and physically. The feelings are expressed, not suppressed, and that is a godly model for us. Life is painful, and it is not honest or helpful to deny that.
“they keep silent.” The elders were like Job’s friends who kept silent while mourning with Job (Job 2:13). In situations of deep grief there is often no helpful thing to say. Any words just seem tripe, inappropriate, and insufficient. Being together in silence is often the most healing thing a person can do.
“dust on their heads.” A common custom when mourning or to show repentance was to put dust on one’s head (Josh. 7:6; Job 2:12; Ezek. 27:30; Rev. 18:19).
“clothed themselves with sackcloth.” Wearing sackcloth, which was roughly woven cloth that was just for sacks (basically equivalent to burlap), was a common way of expressing grief or repentance. It was very uncomfortable to wear, and was a demonstration to God and others that one was truly grieved about the situation (c.g., Gen. 37:31; 2 Sam. 3:31; 1 Kings 21:27; 2 Kings 6:30; 19:1; Esther 4:1-3; Isa. 37:1; Jer. 4:8; Matt. 11:21).
Lam 2:11
“My eyes are worn out from tears.” Lamentations 2:11-13 suddenly changes the subject. The speaker, Jeremiah, now speaks of his own experience. This is in essence what Jeremiah said in the book of Jeremiah (Jer. 9:1), lending support to the idea that Jeremiah is the writer of Lamentations (see the REV introduction to Lamentations). For a fuller description and overview of Lamentations 2, see commentary on Lamentations 2:1.
“my bowels are troubled.” See Lamentations 1:20, which uses the same phrase. The word “bowels” is general and can refer to the internal organs in general.
“are fainting away.” The Hebrew is that they are becoming weak or sick because of the famine, and they are dying. The cost of war is horrific. Perhaps we expect soldiers to die, but the death of the children is a tragedy beyond words. The grief over the children is expressed in Lamentations 2:11-12, and then comes up again (Lam. 2:19; 4:4).
Lam 2:12
“as their life is poured out.” The word translated as “life” is often “soul,” but here it is well translated as “life.”
Lam 2:13
“What can I testify on your behalf?” The Hebrew is more literally, “What can I testify for you,” but the idea is, “on your behalf.” Jeremiah would like to speak up in God’s court on behalf of Judah, and he would like to comfort Daughter Zion, but her sin is so great he does not know what he could say on her behalf. Judah’s sin has gotten her into trouble, so there is really no “reason” that Jeremiah might say in God’s court that would excuse or explain her behavior. And given that, he does not know how he can comfort her. She has acted in a way that has brought her suffering upon herself (see commentary on Lam. 1:8).
“Daughter Jerusalem.” The Hebrew is similar to Daughter Zion (see commentary on Isa. 1:8).
“Daughter Zion.” The Hebrew is idiomatic for Zion itself, i.e., Jerusalem (see commentary on Isa. 1:8). In typical poetic fashion, Jerusalem is referred to twice in the verse by two different names, “Daughter Jerusalem” and “Daughter Zion.”
Lam 2:14
“whitewashed.” The Hebrew refers to something that has been covered over, and the false prophets whitewashed the truth of the situation.[footnoteRef:808] [808:  For “whitewashed,” see Koehler and Baumgartner, HALOT Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon.] 

“so that you could be restored from captivity.” The Hebrew is more literally, “to restore your captivity,” but the REV nuances the literal to make the meaning clearer in English. If the prophets had been true prophets of Yahweh and reproved Judah in such a way that the people listened and turned from their idols and immorality, Judah could have been saved like Nineveh was saved by the prophecies of Jonah. But the false prophets, instead of giving godly advice, gave ungodly and misleading advice that led Judah deeper into sin, which led her into destruction.
“false.” The Hebrew can also be translated as “worthless.”
Lam 2:15
“Daughter Jerusalem.” This is similar to “Daughter Zion,” (see commentary on Isa. 1:8).
“clap their hands at you.” We generally think of clapping our hands in the context of enjoyment and approval, but there are times when we clap our hands when something bad happens to an enemy or someone we do not like, and that is the situation here. The enemy was approving of the disaster that had come upon Judah. Thus, the clapping was a sign of derision and glee over the destruction of Judah.
“the joy of the whole earth.” This phrase occurs in Psalm 48:2. The fact that people would speak of Jerusalem as “the perfection of beauty, the joy of the whole earth” shows how truly magnificent the city of Jerusalem was. At that time when most people lived in small villages, Jerusalem was huge, about a square mile in size, surrounded by a wall, and built mostly of stone. And the Temple was the centerpiece, glorious with its closely fitted stones, bronze, exotic woods, and gold.
Lam 2:16
“All your enemies have opened their mouth wide against you.” That Judah’s enemies opened their mouths wide against her is repeated in Lamentations 3:46. When disaster happens to someone who is disliked, it is common for enemies—and even people who just dislike the troubled person—to gloat and say such things as, “They deserved what they got.” To the one who has suffered disaster, this only adds to their feelings of being despised and despicable. It adds shame and misery to a miserable situation. Jeremiah foretold that this would happen to Jerusalem (Jer. 18:16).
Sadly, it is sometimes taught in Christian circles that if a person has troubles then they are not “right” with God—they have been sinning in some way. Job’s friends thought that. We know that Job’s troubles were not because of any “secret sin” that he had, but his friends looked at his troubles and were convinced that he had sin. His friend Eliphaz said, “Consider now: who, being innocent, has ever perished? Or where were the upright cut off? According to what I have seen, those who plow iniquity and sow trouble reap the same” (Job 4:7-8). It is truly a miserable situation—and very unjust—when a person’s friends turn against them because they are suffering disaster or some kind of trouble such as a sickness. This world has truckloads of trouble, and some of it is deserved and some of it is not, but no matter which, what people need in times of trouble is comfort and love, not scorn.
“that we hoped for.” The Hebrew uses a common word for “hope” here, but it can also be translated as the day we “longed” for. Both meanings are included in the word. The word “hoped” or “longed for” reveals the heart of the enemy. They had been hoping that the one they disliked would suffer disaster, and now it has happened.
Lam 2:17
“fulfilled his word that he commanded in the days of old.” God said that those who broke the Law would be cursed (Deut. 28:15-68; 32:19-26), and now that has come to pass in Judah.
“He has caused the enemy to rejoice over you.” That God’s enemies rejoice when something bad happens to God’s people is one of the themes that gets repeated in Lamentations (cf. Lam. 1:21; 2:17 and 4:21; and see commentary on Lam. 4:21)
“he has exalted the horn of your adversaries.” As in Lamentations 2:3, the “horn” refers to the ability to fight, and because of Judah’s sin, the enemy has been empowered and has conquered Judah. In this context, however, the horn would imply more than just military might, it would include pride and national pride, and a sense of jubilation. As the verse says, Yahweh “has caused the enemy to rejoice over you; he has exalted the horn of your adversaries.” So rejoicing at their victory over Judah is part of the “exalting” of the horn (strength, power) of the enemy (cf. commentary on Lam. 2:3).
Lam 2:18
“Their heart cried out to the Lord.” The “their” is all the people in Judah who have suffered disaster. The list is long, even in this chapter. It is “Daughter Zion” herself (Lam. 2:1), her leaders (Lam. 2:2), her powerful men, the “horns” (Lam. 2:3), all who were pleasant (Lam. 2:4), “Israel” (Lam. 2:5), the king and priest (Lam. 2:6), the prophets (Lam. 2:9), the elders and virgins (Lam. 2:10), and the children (Lam. 2:11). They are the suffering ones who cry out to the Lord.
Some scholars have suggested that the “their” refers to Israel’s enemies because that is the nearest antecedent to the “their,” but, as John Goldingay points out, the circumstances and the vocabulary in the verse “makes that interpretation implausible.”[footnoteRef:809] [809:  John Goldingay, The Book of Lamentations [NICOT], 112.] 

“O wall of the Daughter Zion.” Here the speaker speaks directly to the wall of Daughter Zion, which is the figure personification, as if the wall could hear and respond. The “wall” of Daughter Zion (Daughter Jerusalem) was supposed to protect her from the enemy. But alas! “Yahweh determined to destroy the wall of Daughter Zion...he has made the rampart and wall to mourn; they languish together” (Lam. 2:8).
“Daughter Zion.” The Hebrew is idiomatic for Zion itself, i.e., Jerusalem (see commentary on Isa. 1:8).
“do not let the tear of your eye cease.” The Hebrew is an idiom, more literally, “let not the daughter of your eye be still.” Many scholars think the idiom refers to the “tears” in the eye, and that meaning is likely given the context. The eyes give birth to tears like women give birth to children, so it seems natural that “the daughter of your eye” would be your tear.
Lam 2:19
“the beginning of the watches.” In the Old Testament, the Jews divided the night into three watches; roughly 6 p.m. to 10 p.m., 10 p.m. to 2 a.m., and 2 a.m. to 6 a.m. Under Roman influence, the watches changed to four watches (cf. Matt. 14:25). So at the time of Christ, both the Jews and Romans divided the night into four watches, each being three hours long: 6-9 p.m., 9 p.m.-12 a.m., 12-3 a.m., and 3-6 a.m.
“Pour out your heart like water.” This communicates an intensity of emotion, like water flowing like a flood.
“your young children that faint away because of hunger.” The horrific circumstances of children are expressed several times in Lamentations (Lam. 2:11, 12, 19; 4:4). Verses in Lamentations, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel all mention a famine in Jerusalem.
Lam 2:20
“Should the women eat their fruit, the children that were tenderly cared for?” The phrase, “women eat their fruit” refers to women eating their children because of the famine, and that cannibalism is mentioned again in Lamentations 4:10. There is no evidence that parents were killing their children and eating them, although that was known to occur sometimes in deep famine (2 Kings 6:28-29). It is most likely that people were eating the remains of their children who had died from starvation and other causes. Ezekiel, who also lived through the Babylonian siege of Jerusalem, mentions fathers eating their sons and sons eating their fathers (Ezek. 5:10). Jeremiah had prophesied that if Judah resisted the Babylonian army that the famine in the city would become so severe that parents would eat their children (Jer. 19:9). It was the women who boiled their children; household cooking was done by the women in the biblical culture, and so that is the case here.
The point of the verse is that the people of Jerusalem (Lam. 2:18) were crying out to God that the disaster the people were living through was so horrific that God should pay attention to their cries for help.
Lam 2:22
“You have called together my terrors.” Here in Lamentations 2:22, the word “terrors” is put by the figure of speech metonymy for the things that caused terror. Without the figure, the sentence might read, “You have called together the things that terrify me.”
“from every side.” The terrors came from every side. This would certainly be true physically during the Babylonian attack on Jerusalem, but it is also an expression of how helpless, confused, and defeated people feel when “everything” seems to go wrong all at once. The people of Jerusalem (Lam. 2:18) are feeling like Yahweh has called together the enemies of Daughter Zion from every direction, and these would include the Babylonians, the famine, the death of many people in the city, and evil officials and priests (cf. Jer. 20:3). The idea of “terrors on every side” is evidence that Jeremiah is the writer of Lamentations because he uses a very similar phrase (Jer. 6:25; 20:3, 10; 46:5; 49:29). John Goldingay writes about the ones Yahweh called together against Judah, “The invitees are terrors for me from all around, a variant on a phrase that recurs in Jeremiah in the singular and thus more abstractly. ...In this context [i.e., Lamentations] it is natural to take the preposition min to mean from, whereas in Jeremiah it means ‘on.’”[footnoteRef:810] [810:  John Goldingay, The Book of Lamentations [NICOT], 115-16.] 

“like on a day of an appointed feast.” Israel had three main “appointed feasts”: Passover and the Feast of Unleavened Bread; Pentecost; and the Feast of Booths (cf. Exod. 23:14-17). At the time of an appointed feast, people would gather together from all over Israel. Here, Daughter Zion compares her enemies coming against her from every side to the people who come to Jerusalem from every side to go to one of the appointed feasts.
 
Lamentations Chapter 3
Lam 3:1
“I am the man that has seen.” Lamentations chapter 3 is written from a first-person perspective. The writer has experienced the tragedy and devastation that he is writing about. This is part of the reason that conservative scholars usually affirm that Jeremiah wrote Lamentations. Since Jeremiah lived in Jerusalem, much of the devastation that “Daughter Zion” experienced he personally experienced, so there are many parallels in chapter 3 (Jeremiah’s personal experience) and the other chapters that describe the experience of Daughter Zion.
Much has been written in psychological circles about “the wounded healer.” It has long been realized that people who have personally experienced being wounded and/or are still wounded, have been able to heal others when they communicate their personal stories. Hearing how others overcome tragedy helps us overcome our own tragedy.
Reading Lamentations chapter 3 affords readers the opportunity to experience the tragedy in Jeremiah’s life, and thus to some degree recognize the different feelings and different stages one goes through when tragedy occurs. Hopefully, the reader who goes through tragedy can be helped by Jeremiah who, here in Lamentations, is a wounded healer. There are emotionally low points in the chapter, but also periodically a proper assessment of God’s love and a hope for a better future shine through Jeremiah’s tears.
Jeremiah starts by announcing that God is against him and not listening to his prayers (Lam. 3:3, 8). Jeremiah is a laughingstock to others and is bitter because of what he is going through (Lam. 3:15). Jeremiah came to feel that his future and his hope were gone (Lam. 3:18). Then, in a moment of clarity, Jeremiah remembered Yahweh’s covenant faithfulness and “has hope in him” (Lam. 3:21-24). He remembered that Yahweh is good (Lam. 3:25-27). He states that Yahweh will not abandon His people forever, and it was not God’s heart to afflict people (Lam. 3:33). Jeremiah even encourages other people, saying, “Let us…turn again to Yahweh. Let us lift up our hearts…to God” (Lam. 3:40-41). But the troubles around Jeremiah are overwhelming, so he has an emotional relapse and again repeats that he is crying unceasingly (Lam. 3:48-49), and his enemies have gotten the better of him (Lam. 3:52-53). But he closes his account by pleading with Yahweh for vengeance on the enemy, saying that Yahweh has seen his situation, and the enemy is against him and he is the subject of their mocking songs (Lam. 3:61-63). Out of his pain, he speaks of God’s destruction of the enemy (Lam. 3:64-66). All of this is common for people who have suffered extreme tragedy.
“the rod of God’s wrath.” The text reads “the rod of his wrath,” but that could be confusing in English. Many English versions see the problem and replace “his” with “God’s” or “the Lord’s,” and some just capitalize “His.”
Lam 3:2
“walk in darkness.” Jeremiah is expressing his feelings. He is “walking” (living) in “darkness,” i.e., despair, hopelessness, and sadness instead of “light,” i.e., happiness, joy, and hope.
Lam 3:3
“Surely he.” The “he” is God.
“he turns his hand against me again and again.” Jeremiah feels like God is causing him to suffer constant setbacks, defeats, and roadblocks.
Lam 3:4
“he has broken my bones.” This is not literal but is hyperbolic language meant to both grab the reader’s attention and express the depth of the pain that Jeremiah is feeling. A broken bone hurts terribly and for a long time, and that is the pain that Jeremiah is trying to express here in Lamentations 3:4. David used the same language in Psalm 51:8 to express the emotional pain he felt over his sin with Uriah and Bathsheba. Both Jeremiah and “Daughter Zion” use hyperbolic language and draw mind pictures to express what they are feeling (e.g., Lam. 1:9, 13, 15; 2:4, 9; 3:4, 11, 12,16).
Caregivers and pastors can expect hyperbolic language from the people they are ministering to who have been deeply hurt. People who have suffered tragedy will often exaggerate their situation just as Jeremiah and Daughter Zion do. Thus, what we see in Lamentations is what we see today in real life.
Lam 3:5
“gall.” The word “gall” refers to a bitter and poisonous plant. This is a figure for the enemy nation surrounding him.
Lam 3:6
“live in dark places like those that have been long dead.” Jeremiah is lamenting about his life. He feels like the situation he has been living in is dark and without the joy and light of life, and so he compares it to death.
This verse adds to the many that show that when a person dies they are not alive in heaven or “hell,” but are dead in the ground awaiting their resurrection and the Day of Judgment. When Jeremiah says the dead “live” in the ground, he does not mean they are alive in the ground, but that is where they are, in the ground, and that is correct. Ecclesiastes 9:5-6 says it well: “For the living know that they will die, but the dead do not know anything, nor do they have any more a wage, for even the memory of them is forgotten. Also their love, and their hatred, and their envy, have already perished, and they do not have anymore a portion forever in anything that is done under the sun.” The dead are in the ground awaiting their resurrection and the Day of Judgment.
[For more on dead people being truly dead, see Appendix 3: “The Dead Are Dead.”]
Lam 3:7
“He has walled me in so that I cannot go out.” Here in Lamentations 3:7, Jeremiah is likely expressing both a fact and a feeling. Jeremiah had been flogged and put in stocks (Jer. 20:2), and he had been in prison, which at some point may have involved actually being chained, although that is not expressly stated (Jer. 32:2; 33:1, 38:6). Yet in the context of Lamentations 3:7 it seems that what Jeremiah is expressing is a feeling based on facts and not that he was in prison at the time.
Jeremiah is expressing feelings that are common for people in horrific situations: they feel they are walled in, that they have no choices and no future, that they are doomed to lifelong misery. Different situations give rise to these feelings. Jeremiah felt them due to the Babylonian attack, while Job felt them due to the death of his family and workers, and the loss of his health and wealth (Job 19:8), but both situations were horrific and involved great loss. Caregivers and encouragers learn to help people through these kinds of emotions and see options available to them.
“he has made my prison chain heavy.” The Hebrew is more literally, “He has made heavy my bronze,” where “bronze” is used by the figure of speech metonymy for the prison chains that were made of metal, not even necessarily bronze.
Lam 3:8
“call for help.” The verb has the meaning “call out,” “call out for help,” thus the translation in the REV and many other English versions.
“he shuts out my prayer.” The word “shuts” is the same word as when a person “shuts” their mouth. Another translation would be “blocks,” that Yahweh “blocks” the prayer. The idea is that God simply does not hear the prayer. The essence of this verse is repeated again in Lamentations 3:44, which says, “You have covered yourself with a cloud so that no prayer can pass through.” Here again, like so many times in Lamentations, we see that grief and frustration lead to repetition. The same thoughts and feelings recur in the grieving person over and over. In this case, Jeremiah feels that God does not hear his prayer, and he expresses that feeling more than once, which is normal for grieving people.
We might wonder why God does not hear Jeremiah’s prayer, why he shut it out. To understand that we need to be aware that the sin of Judah was so egregious in God’s sight and their sin had continued for so long that at this point God, who knows the hearts of all people, knew that they were beyond help. The wheels that had started grinding because of their sin could not be stopped now. God knew this and told Jeremiah not to pray for Judah three different times (Jer. 7:16; 11:14; and 14:11). It is possible that here in Lamentations 3:8 Jeremiah only prayed for himself, but that is unlikely. For one thing, Jeremiah’s woes were directly connected with the woes of the people of Judah. We can understand Jeremiah’s love for Judah and his desire to pray for them (and himself) even though God said not to, but if God tells you three times not to pray for something then you should not feel abandoned by God if He does not hear your prayer.
[For information on God not answering the prayers of the wicked, see commentary on Amos 5:22.]
Lam 3:9
“He has walled up my ways...he has made my paths twisted.” The idea is that the writer has been walled in so that he is not free to go where he wants, so his paths seem twisted to him. This verse is a picture of restricted travel. God is said to be the cause, but the oppressor, Babylon, is the instrument of God’s wrath.
“cut stone.” “Cut stone” is stone that has been worked and shaped so that it fits tightly together with others. A wall of cut stone is very firm and stable, and will not fall down easily. Normally if a city was under siege and the enemy was building a siege wall, it would be of any material the enemy could find. The use of “cut stone” here shows a deliberate action to stop someone from doing something.
Lam 3:10
“To me, he is a bear lying in wait.” The Hebrew text is saying that to the writer, that is, as the writer sees things, God is like a bear or lion just waiting for the opportunity to attack and hurt him. Both bears and lions were native to Israel at the time of Jeremiah, and both were dangerous. The lions were taken from Israel by the Romans, who used them in gladiator games, but we see both lions and bears in the Old Testament in various contexts (e.g., Judg. 14:5; 1 Sam. 17:34-37; 1 Kings 13:24; 20:36; Prov. 28:15; Hos. 13:8).
Lam 3:11
“He has turned aside my ways.” Like in Lamentations 3:9, God made the writer go where he did not want to go.
Lam 3:12
“arrows.” The Hebrew is “arrow” (singular), but it is a collective singular so the translation “arrows” gets the meaning.
Lam 3:13
“shot.” The Hebrew is more literally “brought” or “brought in,” but that would be unclear in English. The idea is that God “shot’” the arrows.
“the shafts of his quiver.” “The shafts of his quiver” are His arrows, which are mentioned in Lamentations 3:12. The Hebrew is idiomatic, literally, “the sons of his quiver.” A “quiver” is the tube that holds the arrows that is usually carried on the back or side by a strap.
“kidneys.” The “kidneys” refers to a person’s emotional life. The Word of God points to the fact that our kidneys, bowels, and belly (or womb) are part of our mental/emotional life, not “just physical organs.” Our “gut,” including our intestines, bowels, kidneys, and stomach, contains as many nerve cells as our brain, and studies are now showing that our “gut” contributes significantly to our emotional life and health. In contrast, in the biblical world, the “heart” refers to the thoughts, not the emotions.
Jeremiah, the writer of Lamentations, is emotionally distressed because of all the trouble and disaster that is happening in his world.
[For more on the heart referring to the thought life, see commentary on Prov. 15:21. For more on kidneys referring to the emotional life, see commentary on Rev. 2:23, “kidneys.”]
Lam 3:14
“I have become a laughingstock to all my people.” It seems that this is the personal experience of Jeremiah, who had prophesied that disaster would happen and that it was from Yahweh. Most of the people of Judah, who were ungodly and idolaters, would have laughed that it was their behavior that brought on this disaster.
Lam 3:16
“He has made my teeth grind on gravel.” There was a famine in the city of Jerusalem so there was not much to eat.
“made me cower.” The Hebrew word only occurs here, and it has a number of possible meanings, which is why there is so much variation among the English versions. As translated in the REV, the idea is that the Babylonian attack was so strong and cruel that Jeremiah was cowering among some ashes. However, the meaning could be more like that Jeremiah was pushed down into the ashes, or even that Jeremiah was forced to eat ashes. If Jeremiah was hungry like so many others, he may have been picking scraps off the ground that would have had gravel and ashes mixed with them.
Lam 3:18
“future.” The Hebrew is related to “victory.” The word is also related to “endurance”—which is why some versions go with that translation—but it seems that in the context here, Jeremiah, now having seen Jerusalem destroyed and the Temple burned, sees his future and what he had hoped for—which could well be that Jerusalem would be somehow saved—was now gone.
“also what I hoped for from Yahweh.” This is a place where the Hebrew has to be expanded somewhat to bring the correct meaning into English. The Hebrew text reads “and my hope from Yahweh.” That literal rendition makes it seem like Jeremiah’s hope was gone, as if there was no hope of the Promised Land or everlasting life. That is not what the verse means. What Jeremiah had hoped for was gone, which was likely that somehow the people of Judah would change their hearts toward Yahweh and that God would rescue Judah, Jerusalem, and the Temple from the Babylonians. Now all those hopes were gone: Judah and Jerusalem were conquered and the people taken as captives to Babylon, and the Temple and the great houses in Jerusalem were burned to the ground.
Lam 3:19
“Remember.” Jeremiah here suddenly shifts from speaking to others to speaking to Yahweh, who was mentioned in Lamentations 3:18. Although this is not specifically said to be a prayer to God, that is no doubt who Jeremiah is speaking to (see commentary on Lam. 1:9), but only apparently for three sentences (Lam. 3:19-21). Then he returns to speaking to others until Lamentations 3:43-66, which are again addressed to Yahweh.
“homelessness.” The word can also mean “wanderings,” but here it most likely means “homelessness” (cf. CEB, CSB, NASB2020, NET, NRSV, NAB). Jeremiah, who was a priest by birth, had been living in Jerusalem, but that was destroyed. Also, his native hometown, Anathoth (Jer. 1:1), was too dangerous for him because the people there were seeking to kill him (Jer. 11:17-23).
“gall.” See commentary on Lamentations 3:5.
Lam 3:20
“is bent over within me.” The bending here is due to the oppression of the circumstances. Although some versions use “depressed” (cf. CEB, CJB, NET), that may not be exactly what the verse is saying even if the person is depressed by the circumstance.
Lam 3:22
“Yahweh’s covenant faithfulness.” Lamentations 3:22 is the first time in Lamentations 3 that the writer, likely Jeremiah, who began speaking in Lamentations 3:1, has mentioned God by name or by title. Before this, he has always used “he” and “his” (the use of “God’s” in Lamentations 3:1 was added for clarity in English, the Hebrew text reads “his”). After this, he uses “Yahweh” frequently, and also uses “Lord,” “God” (el), and “Most High.”
“we have not ceased to be.” The Hebrew text and the Aramaic targums and Syriac texts disagree. The Hebrew reads “we,” while the targums read “they,” and many English versions follow the Syriac and targums (cf. CEB; ESV), but other versions follow the Hebrew text (cf. CSB).
Lam 3:23
“great.” This does not mean so much “big” but rather “abundant,” or “numerous.”
“is your faithfulness.” God is faithful; He is reliable; He keeps His promises.
Lam 3:24
“Yahweh is my portion.” The text means that Yahweh is the center and focus in my life.
“therefore I will hope in him.” The word translated “hope” here has a lot of meanings, all of them applicable. We “hope” in God’s promises; we “wait” for Him, and we “long for” what He has promised. All these nuances are present in the phrase, “I will hope in him.”
Lam 3:25
“Yahweh is good.” There is a shift of emphasis and direction in Lamentations 3:25-39. These verses are less like Jeremiah’s personal experience and more like a teaching, a sermon, on God and his character and actions. Whereas in the rest of Lamentations 3, Jeremiah is speaking about his own suffering or including himself in what is going on using “us” or “we,” in verses 25-39 Jeremiah teaches and gives advice to other people. He speaks to “a man” or to people (using “those”). Then starting in Lamentations 3:40, Jeremiah returns to using “us,” or “we,” or he speaks again about his own personal pain.
“good.” In the Hebrew text of Lamentations 3:25, 26, and 3:27, “good” is the first word in the verse. This threefold repetition of “good” might seem strange in the circumstances, and strange in light of the fact that life in Judah was so difficult that Jeremiah said he had forgotten what “good” even was (Lam. 3:17). We could well ask, “How can Yahweh be said to be ‘good’ to people when they are suffering so badly?” Indeed, it is common for people to be angry with God when they or people that they love suffer. But the verse shows us that even in the midst of suffering people have moments of clarity when they deal honestly with the situation instead of being overcome by emotion. Yahweh is a good God. Yahweh is not the cause of evil in the world or in a person’s life. God always works for the good of those who love him (see commentary on Rom. 8:28).
There are several factors to consider in understanding Lamentations 3:25. A major factor is that Yahweh did not cause Judah’s suffering. In this case, it was the sin of the people that brought disaster upon them, something that is stated over and over again in the five chapters of Lamentations (see commentary on Lam. 1:5). Another factor—one that Scripture (but not human theology) makes clear—is that God is not “in control” of everything that happens. He does not micromanage the earth or people. Life is harsh and difficult now because of the immense and direct influence that the Devil, “the god of this world,” has on the physical world and on people (sec commentary on Luke 4:6 and 1 John 5:19). Also, God cannot stop people from sinning. He has no way to do that. He cannot stop you or anyone else from sinning by telling “little white lies,” which are still lies (Col. 3:9), or keep people from using foul language or telling “dirty jokes,” (cf. Eph. 5:3-4), or getting drunk (Eph. 5:18), or committing sexual sin (Exod. 20:14; 1 Thess. 4:3). God gave people free will and cannot stop them from sinning. Instead, He sets life and death before people and asks them to choose the path they will take—and He encourages us to choose life (Deut. 30:15-19). Lamentations 3:25 is spot on: “Yahweh is good to those who wait for him, to the soul who seeks him.”
“Yahweh is good to those who wait for him, to the soul who seeks him.” This statement has to be understood in light of the scope of the whole Bible. Actually, God is good to everyone, believer and sinner alike. This was Christ’s message in the Sermon on the Mount (Matt. 5:43-48). But God is especially good and helpful to those who seek Him and obey Him (James 4:6; 1 Pet. 5:5), and that is what Lamentations 3:25 is saying when it says that “Yahweh is good to those who wait for him.” The word translated “wait” also has the meaning of “hope.” It would not be off the mark to translate the verse as “those who wait with expectation,” or, ‘those who wait in hope.”
“soul.” In this context, “soul” refers to a person. God is good to every person who seeks Him.
[For more on the way “soul” is used in the Bible, see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
Lam 3:26
“quietly wait.” The word “wait” is not specifically in the text. The idea is being quiet, but we wait in quietness, not in the sense of not talking, but in the sense of being mentally still, not worried, anxious, or causing a fuss.
“wait for the salvation of Yahweh.” In this context (and the way “salvation” is generally used in the Old Testament) the word “salvation” refers to physical deliverance at the time—being rescued, delivered, saved—from some circumstance or enemy. The Babylonian Captivity was horrible and the Babylonians were cruel to the Judeans (cf. Lam. 5), but there was nothing Jeremiah could do about it. In those situations in life, it is good if one can hold on to hope for the future and wait patiently for God’s deliverance. Deliverance did eventually come for the Judeans, at different times and in different ways.
Lam 3:27
“It is good for a man that he carry the yoke in his youth.” At first glance, this verse seems very confusing. How does this verse apply to Judah and how could carrying a yoke while a youth be good when often in Scripture the “yoke” is a bad thing? Earlier, in Lamentations 1:14, Judah’s sins became a yoke she had to wear. The slavery in Egypt was like wearing a yoke (Lev. 26:13). The hard work Solomon made the people do was considered a heavy yoke(1 Kings 12:4). And now, in the time of Jeremiah and Lamentations, servitude to Babylon was considered a yoke of iron (Jer. 28:14). But here in Lamentations 3:27, carrying the yoke while a youth is considered a good thing. What is the verse saying?
It is important to keep in mind that a “yoke” was a neutral thing. Sometimes it was good and sometimes it was bad. The context determined which it was. John Goldingay writes: “Wearing a yoke need not be a burden: it can be a means of discipline and training.”[footnoteRef:811] In the culture, the Law and the teaching of the priests (the rabbis in Jesus’ time) were considered a “yoke.” That was true of Jesus’ teachings too, and was why he said, “Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, because I am meek and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is kind, and my burden is light.”(Matt. 11:29-30). Jesus’ “yoke,” his commands and guidance, were a blessing, not a burden. Furthermore, what a person learns in their youth generally sticks with them and becomes part of how they live. Proverbs 22:6 says that if you train a child in the way they should live when they are young, when they are old they will continue to live that way. In fact, Proverbs is staged as a father teaching his son how to live, and it mentions the teaching of the mother as well (Prov. 1:8; 6:20; 23:22; 30:17; cf. Prov. 1:10, 15; 2:1; 3:1, 11, 21; 4:10, 20; 5:1; 6:1; 7:1). [811:  John Goldingay, The Book of Lamentations [NICOT], 142.] 

Lamentations is saying—in a way that grabs our attention because a “yoke” is generally a bad thing—that Judah should have carried the yoke of the Law in her youth and obeyed its commands and guidance. Had she done that, she would have been blessed by God and not be in the mess that she is in. Frankly, Lamentations 3:27 is a lesson for all parents, because children have a much better chance of living godly and productive lives if they have love, attention, and training from their parents. “A rod and reproof give wisdom, but a child who is left to itself puts his mother to shame” (Prov. 29:15).
Lam 3:28
“Let him sit alone and be silent.” Sometimes the best way to deal with a tragic situation is to stop talking and take time to think about the situation and life in general. That sometimes allows one’s mind to calm down and opens the door for healing reflection. We cannot expect suffering people to quickly shift from being in despair to seeing a happy future, and we don’t see that in Lamentations. However, the next verse, Lamentations 3:29, says “Perhaps there is still hope,” and in saying “perhaps,” we see a shift in Jeremiah’s perspective. Instead of apparently feeling hopeless and like a dead person, he now acknowledges that there could be some hope for the future.
“because he has laid it on him.” The Hebrew does not say who the “he” who has put the yoke on the person is. It could be the man putting it on himself by his actions, or Yahweh putting it on him. There is a good chance that it is both; the man and Yahweh playing different parts in what happens.
Lam 3:29
“Let him put his mouth in the dust.” This is an idiom for humility, respect, and submission. The person who expects things from God must be humble, respectful, and submissive.
“perhaps there is still hope.” In saying “Perhaps,” Jeremiah opens the door to hope (see commentary on Lam. 3:28). If people seem to be in impossible circumstances but repent and are humble before God, and work on seeing a brighter future, it is amazing the deliverance that God can accomplish.
Lam 3:32
“grief.” The subject of grief has come up before (Lam. 1:5, 12).
“yet he will have mercy.” This is confirmed in Lamentations 4:22.
Lam 3:33
“For it is not God’s heart to afflict people.” It is never God’s heart to afflict people, because God is love. Nevertheless, there are times when God has to act to prevent greater harm, like He did in Noah’s flood, and there are times when He cannot stop people from being afflicted because of the free will decisions they have made.
A number of English versions translate Lamentations 3:33 as God does not afflict people “willingly,” but that misses the point. God is willing to afflict evil people, and He often does. For example, in the records of the Old Testament, God often afflicts the enemies of Israel, like when He threw hailstones down on the Canaanites (Josh. 10:11). Furthermore, in many cases, when the text says that God afflicts people, such as when Exodus 4:21 says that God hardened Pharaoh’s heart, God did not actually do it, but it was the idiom of permission (see commentary on Exod. 4:21). It is not God’s heart to afflict people, He would love it if everyone obeyed Him, but since some people make God and God’s people their enemies, God acts against them.
Lam 3:34
“To crush underfoot all the prisoners of the land.” In Lamentations 3:34, Jeremiah suddenly shifts from what Yahweh is doing and how he is feeling to how he and others have been treated by human oppressors. At first glance, Lamentations 3:34 seems to be speaking about the Babylonian oppressors who have conquered Judah, and to a certain extent that interpretation is correct. But it seems that the context, Lamentations 3:34-36, is about the Judean rulers and how they crushed their subjects, denied them justice, and subverted them when they tried to get justice. Jeremiah himself experienced this kind of mental and physical crushing when he was unrighteously put in the stocks (Jer. 20:2), unjustly imprisoned (Jer. 32:2), and even thrown into a pit with no food (Jer. 38:6-9). The leaders of Judah and the wealthy men crushed the poor and needy instead of helping them (Amos 2:6-7). However, the promise of God is that both good people and evil people will get what they deserve on Judgment Day, and the righteous can look forward to a glorious Hope of a better life (see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth”).
Lam 3:35
“to deny a man justice before the face of the Most High.” The fact that Lamentations 3:35 speaks of denying a man justice is evidence that this verse, and thus Lamentations 3:34-36, is speaking about the sin of the rulers and leaders of Judah and not the Babylonians. The Judean prisoners of war had no rights and no expectation of justice, but the poor people of Judah surely deserved and expected justice from the rulers of Judah as stated in the Law of Moses.
Also, the phrase, “before the face of the Most High” clearly seems to be more than the universal truth that God sees everything. Very often people would go to the priests to try to get justice, and the priests represented God and were supposed to give the judgment of God (Deut. 17:8-12). So people who went to the priests, especially if they were in the Temple or one of the cities of the priests, were in a very real sense, “before the face of the Most High,” but the priests in the time of Jeremiah were evil (cf. Jer. 1:18; 2:8; 5:31; 26:8; 32:32; 34:19-20; Lam. 4:13).
Lam 3:36
“to subvert a man in his lawsuit.” This phrase adds weight to the idea that Lamentations 3:34-36 are mainly about the leaders of Judah who abused their people and ignored and twisted the Law of Moses. The Judeans who were captives of the Babylonians had no rights and could not bring a lawsuit against their captors. The word “lawsuit” is one of the meanings of the Hebrew word, and fits well here. A broader term would be “case” or “cause,” because the leaders of Judah did not just subvert righteous people in the lawsuits they brought, but subverted them in all sorts of causes they worked to achieve. However, the major emphasis here seems to be lawsuits, and many English versions also have “lawsuits” (cf. CEB, CSB, ESV, NASB, NET, NAB).
It is also important to keep in mind that in the ancient world, it was both easier and cheaper to bring a lawsuit against someone than it is today. There was a king, judge, or priest, and people came on their own—no lawyers needed—and brought their case to the judge. The judge would hear it and make a decision, which was final. Wealthy and powerful men could easily win in court by bribing the judge, bribing false witnesses, or simply finding ways to threaten the person so that he did not bring his case. There were many ways the wealthy and powerful subverted justice, and sadly they still do it today.
Lam 3:37
“if the Lord has not commanded it?” This verse seems to say that both good and evil—such as the Babylonian attack on Judah—occur at the command of God, but that is not actually the case. There are a number of factors that must be considered when we are looking at verses such as Lamentations 3:37-38. The first is, where are the verses found? In this case, Lamentations is in the Old Testament, not in the New Testament. We know the world is a war zone between God and the Devil, and God is trying to do good while the Devil is working from an evil agenda. However, the conflict between God and the Devil is not clearly revealed in the Old Testament as it is in the New Testament. Jesus spoke of this fact in Luke 10:23-24. The Old Testament generally shows God being in control of both good and evil as it does here and in other places.
Another thing that we must be aware of is “who is speaking?” In this case, the writer Jeremiah is speaking, which is clear from the context. Jeremiah, like Job and the other Old Testament believers, generally thought that God was in control of both good and evil, and so it is perfectly natural that he would express that fact.
These verses are a good example of why we must examine the whole Bible in order to get a proper understanding about God. These verses clearly show us what the people of Jeremiah’s time thought, but they do not clearly reveal the truth about the goodness of God like the New Testament does.
Lam 3:38
“bad and good.” Although some English versions invert the Hebrew text from the original “bad and good” to the more common English “good and bad,” that misses the point Jeremiah is making. In circumstances like Jeremiah and the people of Judah are experiencing, the “bad” comes first, and after suffering and repentance, then “good” comes from Yahweh, the “Most High” God.
Lam 3:39
“any man.” Lamentations 3:39 seems almost ironic in light of Lamentations 3:1, which starts, “I am the man,” and then the writer (Jeremiah) seems to complain about the consequences of the sin of Judah.
Lam 3:40
“Let us search out and examine our ways, and return to Yahweh.” Lamentations 3:40 is a key verse when it comes to personal healing and returning to God’s favor. It is the very essence of “Repent!” To repent is to examine your thoughts and behavior and change to living God’s way, according to His guidance and rules. We cannot expect God’s blessings if we do not live according to His guidance and regulations. The self-examination of our lives must be very honest. Everything we do will come to light at the Judgment anyway, so there is no point in trying to hide anything now, or compromise on what God expects of us. “Cafeteria Christianity,” where believers “go through the commandment line and pick what they want to eat (obey) and ignore what they don’t want to eat” is not acceptable with God. He wants us to follow His ways when we like them and when we don’t. The message of “Repent” occurs many times throughout the Bible (e.g., Joel 2:12-14; 1 Kings 8:47, Isa. 1:27-28; Ezek. 18:30; Matt. 3:2; 4:17; Acts 2:38; 26:20; Rev. 3:19), and we see it here in Lamentations.
Lam 3:41
“in addition to.” The meaning of the text seems to be that the person is not to just lift up their hands, which can be done insincerely or just for show, but also lift up their hearts and thus really mean what they say. For the translation “in addition to,” see commentaries by John Goldingay[footnoteRef:812] and by R. B. Salters.[footnoteRef:813] [812:  John Goldingay, The Book of Lamentations [NICOT], 150-151.]  [813:  R. B. Salters, Lamentations [ICC], 249.] 

Lam 3:42
“you have not forgiven.” Although at first glance God’s not yet forgiving seems uncharacteristic of God, when we read the whole context and know the history of the situation we can see that Judah is still sinning and has not asked for forgiveness. It should go without saying that if we want God to forgive our sins we should first stop sinning and then ask for forgiveness (see commentary on 1 John 1:9). No doubt many of the people were sad and broken over what was happening to them, but that did not mean that they saw that their sin was the cause of the problem and that they had ignored and defied God. Many times in the life of an unbeliever the person is sad and broken over what they are going through but does not humbly go to God and ask forgiveness and also change their own behavior. We cannot appeal for God’s forgiveness based on the tragedy of our circumstances, we ask for forgiveness based on our repentance and appeal to God’s mercy.
Lam 3:43
“You have covered yourself with anger.” Jeremiah suddenly shifts from speaking to others to speaking directly to Yahweh, and he continues that for the rest of the chapter. This sentence points to human free will and our responsibility to obey God, our Creator. This is best understood when we connect Lamentations 3:42 and 3:43: “We have transgressed and have rebelled; you have not forgiven. You have covered yourself with anger....” By reading the context we can see that God’s anger is a response to human sin, just as God’s blessings are His response to human obedience (Deut. 28:1-14). Humans regularly ignore and/or defy God, and act like that has no consequences, but the Bible warns us differently and says there is a Day of Judgment coming when people will be held responsible for their actions and will get what they deserve (see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10, “good or evil”). Evil people will be thrown into the fire and burned up (cf. Mal. 4:1; Matt. 3:12; 7:19; 13:36-43; John 15:6; Rev. 20:11-15).
[For more information on the wicked being burned up, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
Lam 3:44
“so that no prayer can pass through.” Jeremiah’s prayers were ineffective. God did not answer them. This is the second time Jeremiah complained about this (cf. Lam. 3:8), but God had told Jeremiah not to pray for the people (Jer. 7:16, 11:14; 14:11).
[For more on Jeremiah’s complaint and God’s command not to pray for the people, see commentary on Lam. 3:8 and Jer. 7:16).
Lam 3:45
“offscouring.” The Hebrew word occurs only here, so scholars try to pick an appropriate meaning from the context, and so the English translations vary greatly (e.g., “offscouring” ASV, KJV, NASB1995, RSV; “waste” BBE; “trash” CEB; “rubbish” CJB, NJB; “scum” ESV, NIV; “filth” JPS, NRSV; “refuse” NASB2020, NLT).
The word “offscouring” refers to the black and burnt remains of food in a pot or pan. In the ancient world when everyone cooked over open fires, it was easy to burn the food and have its blackened remains stick to the pan. The offscourings are useless and have to be scraped out of the pan and thrown away. Jeremiah feels like God has treated him and the people of Judah like useless burnt food in a pan that is thrown away. It seemed God did not care about Judah and just threw them aside.
It could be confusing that the same man who in Lamentations 3:39 spoke about not complaining, now, in Lamentations 3:43 and following, breaks into a litany of complaints. But we must remember that Jeremiah is in the depths of grief and despair, and emotions flow like water and change constantly. So in his mind, Jeremiah knows that he should not complain, but his heart is hurting so badly that it overrides the mind and complaints burst forth into the open. This is common behavior for people experiencing deep grief.
Lam 3:46
“opened...wide.” The Hebrew word can, and seemingly here does, include the meaning of “open wide,”[footnoteRef:814] not just “open.” The sentiment about the enemy opening their mouth against Judah was first stated in Lamentations 2:16, where the enemy gloats against Judah. [814:  Koehler and Baumgartner, HALOT.] 

Lam 3:47
“the pit.” This word is commonly used as the grave.[footnoteRef:815] Death was so common it seemed almost inescapable. The Hebrew text is very poetic. The first two words, “panic” and “pit” rhyme in Hebrew, and the second two, translated as “devastation” and “destruction,” also rhyme. The words themselves, emotionally emphasized by the rhyme, portray some of the fear and hopelessness the people of Judah were experiencing at the collapse of their country and the death or exile of so many people. At the time of the Exodus, there was loud crying among the Egyptians because “there was not a house where there was not one [person] dead” (Exod. 12:30), and the situation had to be somewhat similar in Judah. Almost every household would have had someone killed or carried away into captivity. The sorrow would have been almost unbearable, so Jeremiah cried so much that his tears flowed down like a river (Lam. 3:48). [815:  HALOT; BDB.] 

Lam 3:49
“My eyes flow.” Here in Lamentations 3:49, the word “eyes” is put by the figure of speech metonymy for what flows from the eyes, which is tears. Some versions put the substitution in the text: “Tears flow from my eyes” (NET).
Lam 3:51
“What my eyes see hurts my soul.” This is perhaps more literally, “my eye causes my soul pain (or hurt).” Sometimes what we see causes huge emotional pain and also painful memories that stay with us and continue to be painful. There is little doubt that some of what Jeremiah saw not only hurt him at the time, but became painful memories.
Almost no one gets through life without having experiences that are painful and often regretful, and learning how to deal with those memories and the emotions they bring up in a godly and mature way is part of learning how to live a godly life.
“the daughters of my city.” In this case, the word “daughters” refers to the women in general, since every woman is someone’s daughter. Jeremiah here expresses special empathy for the women of Jerusalem because of the inexpressible hurt they are experiencing: their husbands and sons are killed or captured and carried off (Lam. 1:1, 3), their young children starved to death (Lam. 2:11, 12, 20), and they and their daughters are raped (Lam. 5:11) and killed or else carried off to Babylon to become someone’s slave.
Lam 3:52
“For no reason, my enemies have hunted.” Here in Lamentations 3:52, Jeremiah shifts his focus, and his “enemies” are the Judean leaders who are persecuting him and seeking to kill him (Jer. 11:19; 38:4), even his “friends” were against him (Jer. 20:10). The Babylonians had a “reason” for their attack and conquest, and that reason, as Jeremiah has expressed in other places, is the sin of Judah (e.g., Lam. 1:5, 8, 20). However, that was not the case with the Judean leaders. Their thoughts and actions, including gross idolatry, were defying God’s laws and thus bringing both personal and national trouble from God. All Jeremiah was doing was obeying God’s guidance and pointing out the sin of Judah and the need for repentance. But the leaders took Jeremiah’s warnings as a personal affront, and wanted him dead. So it is with ungodly people. They don’t want to repent or obey God, and they work to destroy anyone and anything that stands for godliness. That is certainly evident in the life of Jesus Christ and the world in general.
Lam 3:53
“They have.” The ones who threw Jeremiah into prison were his political and spiritual enemies, the leaders of Judah and the priests (Jer. 37:15-16; 38:1-4).
“confined me alive.” The Hebrew is more literally, “they have forcefully confined[footnoteRef:816] my life in the cistern.” Jeremiah was put into a “cistern” two different times. The first one is mentioned in Jeremiah 37:16, and that “cistern” was more likely a dungeon. The second “cistern” that Jeremiah’s enemies put him in was a genuine cistern (Jer. 38:6-13). Jeremiah was only in that cistern for a short time, and he would have died there if he had not been rescued from it. He had no food or water in that cistern, and had sunk into the mud that was in it. [816:  Koehler and Baumgartner, HALOT.] 

“and have thrown a stone over me.” Neither time that Jeremiah was in a “cistern” (Hebrew, bor; #0953) is it recorded that there was a stone placed over the “cistern,” and indeed, that seems most unlikely. This is almost certainly hyperbolic language in which Jeremiah is expressing his inability to escape his circumstances and imprisonment. He feels like he is trapped in a cistern and a stone has been placed over the top so there is not only no escape, but there is no light or fresh air.
Lam 3:54
“I am cut off.” Here in Lamentations 3:54, “I am cut off” is used idiomatically for “I am about to die.” Some English versions put the idiomatic meaning in the text with phrases such as, “I’m finished” (CEB). “I am going to die” (CSB). “This is the end” (NLT).
What Jeremiah wrote here was likely a reference to a real event. He had been put in a cistern that had mire in it. It is very likely that he thought he would die. The intent of the Judean officials seemed to be to kill Jeremiah without bloodshed (Jer. 38:4). Because of this verse, it is possible that people poured water onto Jeremiah to mock him and because they knew he was thirsty but had no way to get the water, it just became part of the mud he was in. Thankfully, Ebed-melek the Ethiopian, a eunuch in the palace, helped Jeremiah and rescued him from the cistern and the mire (Jer. 38:4-13).
Lam 3:55
“I called on your name, O Yahweh.” Here in Lamentations 3:55, the writer, Jeremiah, breaks out into prayer to God. Humble and sincere prayer is one of the outward signs of inner healing and working through grief. In the early stages of grief, many people may be too angry at God or confused by what has happened to pray. But here we see Jeremiah, who has just expressed how deeply hurt he is, reaching out to God in prayer. It is truly the case that in many situations God is our only hope, and humble and earnest prayer to him is a sign of healing but also a sign of turning from self-pity to right thinking. Also, prayer does help. God responds to prayer even when we do not receive exactly what we pray for.
Here in Lamentations 3:55, once again, we see Jeremiah, the wounded healer, correctly dealing with his own pain and at the same time being a model for us to follow in dealing with our pain. The example Jeremiah gives us is incredibly helpful. It gives us a depth and detail of how to work through painful emotions that we only get a small glimpse of in the life of Jesus Christ, a glimpse we see most fully in the Garden of Gethsemane when he prayed to God to remove his cup of suffering. In the situations that Jesus was in he was so in control, and so well understood the “what” and “why” of what was happening around him, that he does not present for us a good model of how to work through emotions when life is totally out of our control and our situation is horrific. God graciously gives us the example of Jeremiah and the Book of Lamentations to model for us the thoughts and emotions that are natural in horrific situations and how to work through them in a godly way.
“out of the depths of the cistern.” Jeremiah’s political and spiritual enemies, the leaders and priests of Judah, had Jeremiah put both into prison and also into an actual cistern (Jer. 37:16; Jer. 38:6-13). The Hebrew that is translated as “out of the depths of the cistern” in the REV is more literally translated as, “out of the cistern of the depths,” but we understand that to mean the depths of the cistern. The Hebrew word translated as “cistern” is bor (#0953 בּוֹר), and it means “pit, cistern, well” but it then gets used as a “dungeon,” generally a below-ground prison cell. Although the general meaning of bor makes Lamentations 3:55 understandable—Jeremiah was in some kind of dungeon cell—the breadth of meaning of bor makes its precise meaning uncertain. Was the dungeon a pit, or a converted cistern, or was it a place that was intentionally designed as a dungeon cell to hold the king’s prisoners? The specifics are not known.
It is also difficult to tell if Jeremaih was speaking metaphorically, expressing feelings of being trapped in a cistern or pit, or if Jeremaih is relating his feelings and experience of being in a literal cistern or dungeon. As was stated above, Jeremiah had literally been in a bor (cistern, pit, dungeon) two different times. He was imprisoned in one bor for “many days” (Jer. 37:16), and that “cistern” was more likely a dungeon. Then later he was put into a literal cistern with no food or water and he sank into the mud in it, and he would have shortly died in it if he had not been quickly rescued (Jer. 38:6-13). It seems likely that Jeremiah called on the name of Yahweh out of both “cisterns,” so Jeremiah’s statement, “I called on your name, O Yahweh, out of the depths of the cistern” is likely recalling a literal event or events.
Lam 3:58
“you have taken up my cause.” The Hebrew words in Lamentations 3:58 are often used in legal settings, and that has given rise to translations that more clearly present a courtroom setting, e.g., “You pleaded my case, Lord” (NAB). However, the Hebrew vocabulary can be used in a wider context than just a lawsuit and courtroom, and so the REV is translated to reflect that fact.
“my cause.” The Hebrew is more literally, “the causes of my soul,” where “soul” refers to Jeremiah himself. The word translated “cause” is plural; Here Jeremiah feels defended by God on many levels, but the word “cause” can refer to more than one aspect of the cause.
[For more on “soul” being used for the person himself, see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
Lam 3:59
“Judge my case.” The Hebrew is more literally, “Judge my judgment,” but that is unclear in English. In this context, the verb “judge” refers to not just making a mental judgment, but to act on behalf of the one who is favorably judged. Similarly, the Hebrew word translated as “case” is more literally “judgment,” which here is put by the figure of speech metonymy for those things that require judgment, i.e., the particulars of Jeremiah’s situation. Written in an expanded manner, the verse might be, “Judge and act on the things that need to be judged in my case.”
Lam 3:60
“vengeance.” Jeremiah is speaking of the vengeance of the Judean leaders against him. He spoke and wrote against them (cf. Jer. 19:6-15), so they sought vengeance against him. Jeremiah had been flogged and put in stocks (Jer. 20:2; 32:1-5; 38:2-3), and he had been in prison, which at some point may have involved actually being chained, although that is not expressly stated (Jer. 32:2; 33:1, 38:6). Many of the leaders of Judah wanted to put Jeremiah to death, but in a “bloodless” way, so they put him in a cistern with mud at the bottom where he would die of hunger and thirst (Jer. 38:4-9).
“plans against me.” Leaders and priests plotted and made plans against Jeremiah (Lam. 3:60; Jer. 18:18-19, 23).
Lam 3:61
“all their plans.” The Hebrew word translated as “plan” can refer to a plan, a plot, a thought, an intent, etc. The point Jeremiah was making was that what the Judean leaders did to him was not just a “crime of passion,” committed in the heat of emotion without forethought, but rather that the leaders knew what Jeremiah was saying and plotted against him to kill him. This is exactly what happened to Jesus 2,000 years ago and it is still happening today. Evil, godless people plot against godly people, it is all part of the battle between Good and Evil that started with Satan’s rebellion against God even before God created Adam and Eve.
Lam 3:62
“the lips.” The “lips” are put here by metonymy for the words spoken through the lips.
Lam 3:63
“their sitting down and their rising up.” “Their sitting down and their rising up” is the figure of speech polarmerismos, where the two extremes of something are given for the whole, in this case, the entire time. Saying that God sees “their sitting down and their rising up” is thus an ear-catching way of saying “You see their entire lives, the way they live.”
[For more on the figure of speech polarmerismos, see commentary on Josh. 14:11.]
“I am the object of their mocking song.” The Hebrew is short and poetic: “I am their song.” However, the word “song” in this context refers to a mocking song. Jeremiah’s enemies were mocking him and cruelly even making up “songs” (rhymes, sayings, and such) about him, so he was the object of their mocking songs. Sadly, it is often the case that hard and cruel people make up songs and rhymes about their enemies and people upon whom hard times have fallen. We see the same thing in Job 30:9 after Job had been struck with disaster.
Lam 3:64
“Give them back what they deserve.” Jeremiah’s desire for God to punish the enemy is also expressed in the book of Jeremiah (Jer. 20:12). The desire to give one’s enemies what they deserve occurs several times (cf. Lam. 1:22; 3:64-66; 4:21-22).
Lam 3:65
“tortured mind.” The Hebrew text is difficult to bring into English. Saying, “an insane/crazy heart” might be a more literal translation of the Hebrew text, but the Hebrew text has the idea of a mind that is twisted or tortured more than just “insane.” In Hebrew, the word translated “tortured” rhymes with “songs” used in Lamentations 3:63. The enemies of Jeremiah mocked him with mocking “songs,” so Jeremiah prayed for them to get tortured minds in return for their mistreatment of him (see commentary on Lam. 3:63). In Hebrew, the word “heart” can refer to the mind.
“as your curse to them.” The Hebrew can also be understood as “Give them a tortured mind; put your curse on them.” Jeremiah may well have had in mind some of the curses mentioned in Deuteronomy 28, such as confusion and madness (cf. Deut. 28:20, 28, 29).
Lam 3:66
“from under Yahweh’s heaven.” Here Jeremiah, in his poetic fashion, refers to Yahweh in the third person rather than addressing Him as “your” here. Addressing Yahweh, or other people, in the third person is not common, but it does occur.
 
Lamentations Chapter 4
Lam 4:1
“How.” This is the same Hebrew word that is translated “how” in Lamentations 1:1. It is a shriek or scream that comes from deep grief (see commentary on Lam. 1:1).
The opening of Lamentations 4, indeed, the whole chapter, might catch us off guard. Lamentations 1-3 covered Judah’s and Jeremiah’s suffering in some detail, and also that the cause of the suffering was Judah’s sin. Then Lamentations 3 ends with Jeremiah having hope for the future and praying to God (Lam. 3:43-66). But now, suddenly, we are back in the depths of suffering, with no prayer to God and no clear mention of hope for the future. The writer again mentions Judah’s sin (Lam. 4:6, 13), death and destruction (Lam. 4:7-10), God’s anger and wrath (Lam. 4:11, 16), and he expresses that it looks hopeless for Judah (Lam. 4:17), and death seems near (Lam. 4:18).
But Lamentations 4 shows us that there is no timetable for grief. Grief almost always comes in waves. Many times, just when a person thinks “I am through the worst of this, my strong and sad feelings are almost gone,” feelings of grief, sadness, and even anger come back as strong (and sometimes stronger) than they were before. People who have been through tragedy and the caregivers of those people can learn from Lamentations 4 that the return of strong feelings of grief is normal and even should be expected.
It is worth noting that lots of people die in the Bible, so lots of people mourn, but there is not one statement in the Bible about how intense or how long “normal” mourning is. There is no such thing as “normal” mourning. Grief and mourning are individual and personal. All the Bible says for caregivers to do is “cry with those who are crying” (Rom. 12:15).
It is also worth noting that our Western Culture is not honest about grief. In television shows and movies, it is important that “the show must go on,” so after a person dies on TV (often by murder or unexpected accident) there is no grief expressed beyond a “that’s too bad” and one or two sad looks. Seeing that fake stuff day after day sets people up for false expectations and failure. Tragedy and death are horrific and genuine grieving is a recurring event that takes time, energy, clarity of thought, and often support from friends and caregivers, to properly deal with. Lamentations show us how painful tragedy and grief can be when it compares grief to having broken bones (Lam. 3:4).
There are a couple of patterns in Lamentations 4 that help the reader understand the text and also get in touch with the physical and emotional pain that the Babylonian attack and the famine had caused. One pattern is that there are four or five verses that speak of tragedy, then a verse that mentions Yahweh’s wrath or punishment (see commentary on Lam. 4:6). So there is an outpouring of grief, then a realization of what is happening spiritually due to sin and Yahweh’s anger. The other striking pattern is the pattern of situation reversal throughout the chapter. Things go from good to bad, or bad to worse. The gold goes from shiny to dim (Lam. 4:1); the people go from being valued like gold to being worthless as clay pots (Lam. 4:2); mothers go from being loving to being cruel (Lam. 4:3); children go from being well cared for to being uncared for (Lam. 4:4); nobles go from being healthy and wealthy to being sick and poor (Lam. 4:7-8); mothers go from caring for their children to eating their children (Lam. 4:10); the priests and prophets go from being respectable leaders to being unclean in the eyes of the people and thus driven away (Lam. 4:13-15). These are the effects of sin. Sin turns things upside down and destroys people, and if not repented of, results in the ultimate destruction—eternal death.
“the gold has become dim!” Gold does not tarnish, so various suggestions have been made as to what this sentence means, and there is likely some truth in each of them. Jerusalem was burned down by the Babylonians (2 Kings 25:9; 2 Chron. 36:19), so it is likely that the literal gold in Jerusalem, especially on the Temple, had become dimmed and discolored by soot and smoke. It is also likely that, in light of the devastation and the inability of the gold to buy off the Babylonian aggressors, the gold had become “dim” (useless) in the eyes of the people. It is also a possibility that the “gold” in the city was metaphorical for the people, the Jews, who were God’s chosen people, but in light of their sin and God’s anger against them, they had become dim instead of shining brightly. The likelihood of that interpretation is augmented by the comparison to people as “pots” in Lamentations 4:2. As stated above, there is likely truth in each of these interpretations.
“The stones of the sanctuary.” The Hebrew text can also be translated as “ The holy stones are poured out.”
“at the head of every street.” The main streets of the city led to the Temple, so when the stones of the Temple were thrown down, they poured out onto the “head,” the start, of every street. It is worth noting that Lamentations chapter 4 starts with the stones of the Temple being poured into the “streets,” because the chapter follows with a number of “street scenes,” Jeremiah “narrates a series of street scenes in the first eighteen stanzas.”[footnoteRef:817] In fact, the word “street” appears in Lamentations 4:1, 5,8,14, 18 (v. 18 uses a different word, one that refers to the open squares in the city, but in the context, it is basically equivalent to “streets.” Although “streets” are mentioned in other places in Lamentations (e.g. Lam. 2:11, 12, 19), no chapter has the kind of pattern we see in Lamentations 4. [817:  Leslie Allen, A Liturgy of Grief, 124.] 

The “street scenes” of chapter 4 emphasize the hardships the Babylonian attack has caused for the people of Judah, from the commoner on the street to the priests and royalty. The sin of the leaders, followed by the sin of the people, has brought indescribable tragedy upon everyone.
Lam 4:2
“once valued as fine gold.” Gold is expensive, clay is not, but also, gold is made by God while clay pots are made by humans. The people of Judah—God’s chosen people—once seemed to be valued like gold, but now they are considered only as clay pots, ordinary things to be used and that are often broken without much concern.

 
Lam 4:3
“daughter.” The Hebrew is “daughter,” a reference to “Daughter Zion” and a collective singular; the daughters among God’s people, which included every woman.
“cruel like the ostriches in the wilderness.” The plural word “ostriches” supports the idea that the word “daughter” (singular noun) is being used as a collective singular for “daughters,” i.e., “people,” the daughters of Jerusalem. If “daughter” was meant to be a reference to just one woman, we would expect “cruel like an ostrich.” Both Job and Lamentations write about ostriches in an unfavorable light (cf. Job 39:13-18).
There are many myths about ostriches, and we can see why female ostriches were thought to be cruel. Alice Parmelee writes about them: “The cock ostrich scoops a shallow depression in the ground where the hen lays her clutch of 12 to 20 eggs. Often two hens use the same nest, for these birds are polygamists. The cock is the chief guardian of the family nest, watching over it and incubating the eggs for a month and a half [the hen takes time watching over the nest as well]. …The glazed shell, six times thicker than that of a hen’s egg, protects the embryo within from the desert heat and an ostrich can safely leave her nest exposed during the noonday. When parent birds sense danger they run from the nest, apparently careless of the safety of the eggs or young. As the desert affords no good hiding places, however, the best safety for ostrich young lies in the protective coloration of eggs and chicks and the diversionary tactics of their parents. As soon as the chicks break through their shells the cock assumes all their care while the hens generally go off together.”[footnoteRef:818] [818:  Alice Parmelee, All the Birds of the Bible, 207.] 

Since ostriches flee the nest area if there is danger—it is in order to save the nest but does not appear that way—and since the female ostriches generally leave after the chicks are born, we can see why the women of Jerusalem are compared to ostriches. They did not follow God and did not do what it took to protect their children, who then starved in the streets.
Lam 4:4
“young children ask for bread, but no one gives to them.” The horrific circumstances of children during the Babylonian attack are expressed in heart wrenching terms several times in Lamentations (Lam. 2:11, 12, 19; 4:4).
Lam 4:6
“the iniquity of the daughter of my people.” A number of times in the Book of Lamentations the writer notes that Judah’s problems are due to her sin, and this verse, Lamentations 4:6, is one of those times (see commentary on Lam. 1:5). Lamentations chapter 4 has a pattern that has been pointed out by scholars and commentators, which is that the chapter divides into sections where there are four or five verses that speak about various aspects of Judah’s disaster, and then there is a verse about Yahweh’s wrath and/or punishment of Judah. Thus, Lamentations 4:6, 11, 16, and 4:22 mention Yahweh’s wrath or punishment (see commentary on Lam. 4:1).
“is greater than the sin of Sodom.” This is a sad but powerful statement that is important in understanding what happened to Judah and why. Sodom was a city that was so wicked that it did not even have ten righteous people in it (Gen. 18:32), and Yahweh destroyed it Himself, without human intervention (Gen. 18:20-33; 19:1-29). But what is germane to the point in Lamentations is that more than one hundred years before Babylon conquered Judah, Isaiah the prophet compared Judah and Jerusalem to Sodom (Isa. 1:10). So the sins of Judah had been ongoing for years and years with no intent to obey God and no repentance, and now those sins had come to the point of consequence, and Judah was conquered by the Babylonians.
“even though no human hands were laid against her.” The scholars and English versions differ on the meaning of this last phrase. Some think it basically means “without a hand to help her” (CJB). However, the comparison with Sodom seems to communicate that Sodom was overthrown in a moment (in contrast to Judah’s downfall, which took years), and in Sodom’s case God destroyed Sodom but it is the Babylonians who are destroying Judah because they abandoned God. In any case, there was no one to help the people of Sodom, and there is no one to help the people of Judah.
Lam 4:7
“Her nobles were purer than snow.” The meaning “nobles” is debated by scholars, and the English versions reflect that difference; note the translations: “nobles” (ASV, REV); “Nazirites” (CEB, KJV, YLT); “princes” (CJB, ESV, NIV); “dignitaries” (CSB); “consecrated ones” (NASB, NET); “young people” (NJB). Although “Nazirite” is a typical translation of the Hebrew word, that does not seem to be the most natural meaning here. It was the upper class, royalty, and the nobles who were “polished” and “known in the streets” (Lam. 4:8), not the Nazirites who were often ordinary people who had just taken a Nazirite vow for some special reason. John Goldengay writes: “While nazirim are usually people dedicated to Yahweh in a distinctive way (“Nazirites”), that meaning does not fit here. But nezer can mean a crown, which suggests a meaning such as “princes” here.”[footnoteRef:819] The upper crust of society was normally well-fed, well-rested, well-educated, and not overworked, so they had a nice physical appearance. They were “purer than snow,” “whiter than milk” (this is not “white” skinned because the people were olive-skinned; but a reference to being clean and fresh-looking), ruddy (reddish, thus healthy looking) and “polished” like lapis lazuli (lapis lazuli was blue, but it symbolized glory and splendor; see Song 5:14). [819:  John Goldingay, The Book of Lamentations [NICOT], 171.] 

“snow...milk...coral...lapis lazuli.” Lamentations 4:7 stands out from other verses in Lamentations in that the whole verse is full of color, and indeed, that is likely how the wealthy nobles seemed to the common people—full of color. Their skin was not wrinkled or darkened from the sun and hard work (cf. Song 1:5), their clothing was expensive and brightly colored, and they (especially the women, cf. Isa. 3:18-24) wore gold and colorful jewelry. That is how they were before their sin caught up with them and the Babylonians conquered Judah, but now things have changed drastically. “But now their appearance is darker than soot; ...Their skin has shriveled on their bones.” The Babylonian attack hit all segments of society very hard.
“brighter than milk.” The Hebrew word translated as “brighter” is tsachach (#06705 צָחַח), and it means “to shine, to be bright; to gleam” (BDAG); be “dazzling, be aglow” (Strong’s). There was not much that was really “white” in the ancient world. Wool was an off-white, but not a bright white. So milk stood out as something that seemed to be bright, to shine, and that seems to be the emphasis here more than the color white, especially because the next phrase says they were “ruddy,” which is a healthy pinkish color.
“coral.” The coral being mentioned here came from deep in the Mediterranean Sea and had a beautiful deep orange-red color (see commentary on Prov. 31:10).
“their form was like lapis lazuli.” The Hebrew text of this phase is difficult and has been interpreted in several different ways, as reading the English versions reveals. However, the scholarly consensus is that the phrase refers to the form or shape of the bodies of the nobles, just as lapis lazuli is cut and polished into various beautiful shapes in pieces of jewelry. The Hebrew text being translated as “lapis lazuli” is correct. Some versions say “sapphire,” but there were no sapphires (or rubies) that archaeologists are aware of around Israel in those ancient times. However, since the Hebrew refers to a blue stone, the older translations that pre-date archaeology, such as the King James Version, assumed that the valuable blue stone was a sapphire, and that tradition has continued to this day (cf. CEB, CJB, ESV. Note that the NIV84 read “sapphire,” but was changed to lapis lazuli in the 2011 update).
[For more on lapis lazuli, see commentary on Ezek. 1:26.]
Lam 4:9
“those killed by famine.” The attack and siege of the Babylonian army had produced a horrible famine in Jerusalem, which is mentioned many times in Lamentations (e.g., Lam. 1:11, 19; 2:11, 19, 20; 4:3-4, 9-10; 5:4, 6).
“by the lack of the fruit of the field.” The words, “lack of” are added for clarity, but they change the text somewhat. The Hebrew is more literally “stabbed by the fruit of the field.” Although a little more difficult to understand, it makes perfect sense that the people in Jerusalem, who were starving to death, felt “stabbed by the fruit [the produce] of the field.” Used in that way, the fruit of the field, the crops, are an enemy who has betrayed the people of Judah and stabbed them to death by not producing the necessary food to eat. “Stabbed by the fruit of the field” is a beautiful poetic expression that fits well in the poetry of Lamentations.
When the people of Judah abandoned Yahweh, they acquired many enemies, including the ground itself, that when blessed by God produces abundant fruit. We learn from Jeremiah 14:1-6, 16, that there was a famine in Judah around the time of the Babylonian attack. The famine is also mentioned or made note of in other places as well in Jeremiah and Lamentations (e.g., Jer. 14:1-7; Lam. 4:4; see commentary on Jer. 14:1).
Lam 4:10
“The hands of the compassionate women have boiled their own children.” That the bodies of the children were being eaten is also mentioned in Lamentations 2:20 (see commentary on Lam. 2:20). There is no evidence that parents were killing their children and eating them, although that was known to occur sometimes in deep famine (2 Kings 6:28-29).
Lam 4:11
“He has kindled a fire in Zion that has devoured its foundations.” Lamentations 4:11 is metaphorically true in the sense that Zion’s foundations, the people who were the pillars of society had been killed or carried away to Babylon. However, it is also most likely literally true to some extent because the stone buildings of Jerusalem were built mainly from limestone, and limestone breaks down into powder when it is heated to a high temperature. Ancient cultures used to regularly burn limestone to get lime for the soil to make the soil more productive. That is a sad reality for archaeologists and historians because many ancient ruins have been devastated by locals burning pieces of the buildings for lime.
Lam 4:12
“that the adversary…would enter into the gates of Jerusalem.” It was commonly believed that because the Temple of Yahweh was in Jerusalem, Yahweh would protect Jerusalem from enemy attack, like He did in the days of Hezekiah when the angel of Yahweh killed 185,000 enemy soldiers and saved Jerusalem (2 Kings 19:35). God warned people against that false belief. The false prophets in Jerusalem were saying that Jerusalem would not fall (Jer. 14:13-14; 23:16-17). In Jeremiah chapter 7, He said 3“This is what Yahweh of Armies, the God of Israel, says: Amend your ways and your doings, and I will let you live in this place. 4Do not trust in lying words, saying, ‘This is the Temple of Yahweh, the Temple of Yahweh, the Temple of Yahweh.’ 5But if you truly amend your ways and your doings…7then I will let you live in this place…. 8Behold, you are trusting in lying words that cannot help.” (Jer. 7:3-8) Jeremiah went on to tell the people of Jerusalem to go and visit Shiloh, where the Tabernacle of Moses once stood. The people of Israel ignored God and now Shiloh was just a ruins. God does not promote or defend empty religion, and if the people of God are idol worshipers, then God will let His Temple be burned to the ground, which is what happened.
Lam 4:13
“It was because of the sins.” This first sentence is not complete in the Hebrew text, reading more like, “because of the sins of her prophets and the iniquities of her priests.” The incomplete start of the first sentence means that it looks backwards to the verses before it and thus in a very real sense blames the ungodly priests and false prophets for the devastation of Judah and its people that is spoken of in those earlier verses.[footnoteRef:820] [820:  See commentary by John Goldingay, The Book of Lamentations [NICOT], 175.] 

But what was the sin of the prophets and priests? We might expect that God would have said something about the false prophecies that were given, because false prophets and false prophecies are mentioned over and over again in Jeremiah and even mentioned in Lamentations (e.g., Jer. 5:31; 14:14; 20:6; 23:9-40, 32; 27:15; 29:9; Lam. 2:14). But what God was clearly upset about was the killing—the blood—of innocent, righteous, people. Of course, the false prophecies were responsible for the death of innocent people. For example, Jeremiah prophesied over and over that if Jerusalem surrendered to Babylon that many people would be spared, but if they fought Babylon there would be devastation (e.g., Jer. 21:1-7; 24:1-10; 27:1-15; 28:1-17; 32:1-5). In contrast, the false prophets were prophesying to resist Babylon and that there would be peace (e.g., Jer. 6:13-14; 8:10-11; 14:13-15; 23:16-22; 28:1-17). The leaders of Judah believed the false prophets, and the death of many thousands of people was the result of that error. It is worth noting that the false prophets were given their visions and dreams by demons or demonic influence, and Satan’s agenda is always to steal, kill, and destroy (John 10:10), and he certainly did a good job of that in Judah.
Besides the consequence of their false prophecies, the Bible tells us twice in Jeremiah that the priests and prophets were greedy for gain and were dealing falsely with the people (Jer. 6:13; 8:10). We can imagine what the greed of the priests and prophets led to, including immorally seizing people’s property and possessions and leaving them destitute. They also were responsible for killing people who opposed them, just as they would have killed Jeremiah if some people had not saved him (Jer. 26:7-16; 38:4-13). Many influential priests and prophets were immoral and ungodly, and Judah paid the price for it. Furthermore, things have not changed. Ungodly and immoral people at the top of nations today cause untold harm to people by their ungodly policies.
Lam 4:14
“They wander like blind men in the streets.” “They,” the priests and prophets (Lam. 4:13), wander like blind men in the streets. Blind men wander the streets, unaware of who is defiled and who is not, and thus they become unclean without even realizing it, and then touch others and make them unclean. The priests and prophets are like that; they are polluted with blood but are unaware of it, even though they were the ones who shed the blood.
Although the “they” is not specifically stated to be the priests and prophets, that makes the most sense in the context.[footnoteRef:821] [821:  Cf. John Goldingay, The Book of Lamentations [NICOT], 176.] 

Lam 4:15
“Go away!” they cried out to them.” The ones crying out are yelling to the polluted priests to leave.
“Unclean! Go away!” The people are treating the prophets and priests like lepers and are driving them away. The priests had been the very standard of cleanliness, but now they are unclean themselves. They have the blood of innocent people upon them, not physically, but morally and from God’s point of view, so they are unclean.
“people among the nations said, ‘They cannot continue to stay here anymore.’” The ungodly prophets and priests are driven from the land of Israel, but when driven among the nations, even the nations did not want them and told them to leave. Thus the curses of Deuteronomy 28:64-65 are fulfilled in these ungodly leaders.
Lam 4:16
“The face of Yahweh has scattered them.” The look on Yahweh was so fierce it scattered the evil leaders (cf. Prov. 20:8). See Deuteronomy 28:64.
“They did not respect.” The context is ambiguous. It could refer to the people of Judah because “the sins of her prophets and the iniquities of her priests” (Lam. 4:13) would have been well-known. It could also be the Babylonians who showed no honor to the elders or priests. However, the text is likely ambiguous because it refers to both the people of Judah and the Babylonians.
“They did not respect the persons.” The Hebrew is idiomatic: “They did not lift up the face….”
Lam 4:17
“Our eyes.” Note that the speaker in the text has suddenly changed, and the verses are now being spoken by more than one person, not just Jeremiah or God. This starts in Lamentations 4:17 and goes through at least verse 20.
still fail watching in vain for our help.” The Hebrew lacks the verb, here supplied as “watching,” and thus the sentence is awkward in English. A more literal translation of the Hebrew text would be, “Our eyes still fail for our help in vain,” but adding the verb “watching” and thus making the sentence read as “Our eyes still fail watching in vain for our help” makes the text much easier to understand.
“a nation that could not save.” In this case, the nation that people would have looked to for help against the Babylonians would be Egypt, but Jeremiah said they would not save Judah (Jer. 37:1-10).
Lam 4:18
“They hunt our steps so that we cannot go in our open squares.” The verse is poetry, using “our steps” for “us.” We would say more literally, “They hunt us.” The word “steps” is put by metonymy for the person who takes the steps, and the figure adds urgency and emotion as if to say, “The enemy is right at our heels, chasing us down.” The exact meaning of the verse is not stated, but many scholars assume that the Babylonians had thrown up their siege works against the walls of Jerusalem as Ezekiel had foretold (Ezek. 4:2; 21:22) and 2 Kings and Jeremiah describe (2 Kings 25:1; Jer. 6:6; 32:24; 33:4; 52:4), and they were using that high position to shoot arrows or sling stones at the people who came out into the open.
“Our end is near, our days are done.” The phrase “our end is near” (or “our ends have come”) is unusual because the noun “end” is plural but the verb “has come” is singular. The plural “ends” can be referring to a cataclysmic end, such as would happen at the fall of Jerusalem to Babylon, or it may be more like a plural of emphasis, expressing the totality of the end.[footnoteRef:822] The verse is expressing a feeling more than a fact. Judah survived, even in captivity, and the city of Jerusalem survived and was eventually rebuilt, even though it was devastated. Nevertheless, the people felt that their end had come, and for some of them it had indeed come; many people were killed by the Babylonians. [822:  John Goldengay, The Book of Lamentations, NICOT, p. 182] 

After a great tragedy, it is common for people to think and express that their end has come; they don’t know how they will go on.
“our end...our end.” The phrase is repeated for emotional emphasis. The writer feels doomed.
“our days are done.” The word “done” is literally “filled, fulfilled.” The end has come. The time to die has come. “Our days are full” is an expression for the soon-coming end of something; the completion of a time period (cf. Gen. 29:21; Mark 1:15), here in Lamentations, it refers to the end of life (cf. Jer. 25:24).
Lam 4:19
“Those who chased us.” Lamentations 4:19-20 skips forward in time a little bit from Lamentations 4:18, and they describe the desperate attempt of some of the Judeans, including King Zedekiah Himself, to escape Jerusalem. The details are given in 2 Kings 25:3-5 and Jeremiah 52:6-9.
“were swifter than the eagles.” The writer uses hyperbole to express his emotion. The Babylonians were not literally faster than flying eagles, but if someone is running after you to take your life, it can well seem that they are faster than eagles.
“of the heavens.” In Hebrew, the word “heavens” is always plural, there is no singular word “heaven.” Here it means the sky, but the Hebrews called it the heavens.
“They hotly pursued us.” This pursuit was no mere game of tag, but a desperate chase. The people fleeing did not know what fate awaited them if they were caught, but they knew it would not be good. Similarly, the Babylonian pursuers knew that if the king and Judean leaders escaped their victory over Judah would not be complete. The fleeing people were caught, and as for king Zedekiah, “They killed the sons of Zedekiah before his eyes and then put out the eyes of Zedekiah and he [Nebuchadnezzar] bound him in bronze chains and carried him to Babylon, (2 Kings 25:7), where he died. Two other places where the Hebrew phrase is used are Genesis 31:36 and 1 Samuel 17:53.
“wilderness.” The “wilderness” in Israel is more like a desert, and some translations say “desert” (CJB; NIV). The “Judean Wilderness was east and southeast of Jerusalem, which was the direction given in 2 Kings 25:4 and Jeremiah 52:7.
Lam 4:20
“The breath of our nostrils, the anointed of Yahweh.” Here King Zedekiah is portrayed as the very life-breath of the people of Judah, which was much better than he actually was in real life, but he was the descendant of David reigning on the throne of David, and as such he was very much the hope of the people—but what a disappointing hope he was! Actually, once Zedekiah was taken to Babylon he was outlived by the former king, Jehoiachin, who thus became the last rightful king of Judah. That the identity of “The breath of our nostrils, the anointed of Yahweh” is Zedekiah is confirmed by him being called “the anointed of Yahweh,” a phrase that referred to the king or priest (1 Sam. 10:1; 15:17; 16:6; 26:9, 23; 2 Sam. 19:21; 2 Kings 9:6, 12; Isa. 45:1), and by the last part of the verse about his protective “shade.” Even in captivity, the people thought they could depend upon Zedekiah for protection and procuring favor for them from the Babylonians. The people would take shelter “under his shadow (or “shade”) even when among the nations (cf. Dan. 4:12; people found shelter under Nebuchadnezzar).
Jeremiah had foretold that Zedekiah would be captured by the Babylonians (Jer. 21:7).
“their pits.” Here the word “pits” is used metaphorically. Pits were dug to catch wild animals, and so by using the word “pits” Zedekiah is portrayed as some kind of wild animal and not the godly king and descendant of David that he actually was. To our knowledge Zedekiah was not caught in a pit, but was captured in the Plains of Jericho (2 Kings 25:5; Jer. 52:8). The “Plains of Jericho” is the flat area around the town of Jericho. The Bible tells us that when the Babylonians breached the wall of Jerusalem, Zedekiah and the men with him fled the city through a gate on the southeast of the city. The group headed east down into the Arabah (the Rift Valley), apparently trying to get across the Jordan to Moab, likely planning to go onward from there, but Zedekiah was caught at the plains of Jericho (2 Kings 25:3-6; Jer. 52:6-8).
“Under his shade we will live among the nations.” The people of Judah thought Zedekiah could provide help for them even when they were in exile in Babylon. It could be that kings in exile continued to have some influence in the courts of foreign kings.
The phrase “under his shade,” points to the relaxing and protective value of shade in Israel. Israel was very hot in the summer, and some places were almost always hot, such as by the Dead Sea. Shade was a very valuable asset, and was understood in the culture to refer to help, support, and longed-for relief from the hot sun. For example, Psalm 121:5 says, “Yahweh is your protective shade.” Many verses refer to the value of shade (cf. Judg. 9:15; Job 7:2; Isa. 25:4; 32:2; Ezek. 31:6, 12, 17; Dan. 4:12).
Lam 4:21
“Rejoice and be glad.” “Edom” represents the country of Edom itself and God’s enemies in general, who rejoice at the calamities that come upon God’s people. This is a sad but solemn reality. The lives of many people are so empty of true meaning and value, and they are so envious and upset by the success of others, that they cannot be happy within themselves but instead rejoice at the troubles of others. But there will be a day of reckoning later, so the imperative commands in the Hebrew text to “rejoice!” and “be glad!” are meant to be ironic, not literal, because the day of their judgment will come. However, until Judgment Day comes for the enemies of God, believers must learn to comfort and support each other, and must learn how to not lose their own joy just because others are mocking or disparaging them. That God’s enemies rejoice when something bad happens to God’s people is one of the many things that is repeated in Lamentations (cf. Lam. 1:21; 2:17; 4:21).
What the enemies of God don’t know because they ignore and defy God, is that the “last laugh” will be God’s. He will laugh and mock them when His anger is finally released (Ps. 2:3-4). God has made it very clear in many different verses that people are His creation and He expects them to know and obey Him, and He will judge them for how they lived. Wise people pay attention to that and humble themselves before God.
“O Daughter Edom.” The country of Edom is personified as a woman, and is portrayed as being in personal conflict with “Daughter Zion” (“Daughter Jerusalem,” “Daughter Judah”). Since Israel (Jacob) and Edom (Esau) were brothers and both descendants of Abraham and Isaac, the conflict between the two countries, Judah and Edom, here being portrayed as a bitter conflict between two sisters, almost like Jacob’s wives, Leah and Rachel were in conflict.
Edom is often portrayed as an ancient and aggressive enemy of Israel (e.g., Ps. 137:7; Jer. 49:7-22; Ezek. 25:12-14; 35:1-15; Amos 1:11-12). The entire book of Obadiah is about Edom and its sins and punishment (note especially Obad. 1:13 in the context of tragedy in Israel). Because of that, it makes sense that although many countries joined Babylon in taking advantage of Judah’s defenselessness, Edom was the one God chose to mention in Lamentations as being Judah’s enemy and rejoicing at her destruction.
“Edom, you who live in the land of Uz.” Job lived in the land of Uz (Job 1:1). If this is the same location, which it likely is, then Job lived in the area of Edom.
“the cup of judgment.” The remoter context reveals that Jeremiah is speaking of the cup of judgment and wrath (Jer. 25:15-26). In the biblical culture, the “cup” often, but not always, represented disaster and wrath, especially the wrath of God (cf. Isa. 51:22; Jer. 25:15; Rev. 14:10; 16:19). Jesus prayed to let the “cup” pass from him, meaning this time of disaster and wrath (Matt. 26:39).
“you will get drunk and strip yourself naked.” Alcohol lowers a person’s natural inhibitions, and under its influence people do things that they would not ordinarily do (cf. Hab. 2:15). In this case, the cup of God’s wrath and judgment will come upon Edom and they will be ashamed of their behavior just as they would be ashamed of being naked in public. The writer uses the word picture of being naked to express the feelings of shame that go with it.
Lam 4:22
“Daughter Zion.” The Hebrew is idiomatic for Zion itself, i.e., Jerusalem (see commentary on Isa. 1:8). The same is true of the phrase “Daughter Edom.”
“the punishment of your iniquity is completed, he will not continue to exile you.” Here at last in Lamentations 4:22 is the only glimmer of hope that is offered to Judah in Lamentations 4. But it is not as bright as it could be. The verse seems to pick up on the hope offered in Lamentations 3:31-32, but even so, it is not saying that Judah’s exile is coming to an end and the people will return to Judah (which they eventually did, but not now), nor is it saying that Judah will never be exiled again in the future. Rather it is saying that the exile of Judah, which was the punishment for their sin, has been completed—this series of exiles has come to an end. If this is a historically accurate statement, that would place this comment sometime after 586 BC. Furthermore, Judah will get to see some divine retribution for sin visited upon Daughter Edom, who had afflicted Judah. The “he” in the verse (“he will not continue to exile you;” “he will punish your iniquity”) is God. So Lamentations 4 ends with God being the One who acts in life’s situations.
“he will punish your iniquity.” The word “punish” is more literally, “visit.” The Hebrew verb is paqad (#06485 פָּקַד), and it often describes a divine intervention for blessing or cursing; the coming of good or evil. Here it is used of “visiting” for punishment (see commentary on Exod. 20:5).
 
Lamentations Chapter 5
Lam 5:1
“Remember, Yahweh.” In one sense, Lamentations does not end on an “up note;” it does not end in a positive way. The end of Lamentations chapter 4 seems to be headed in a hopeful direction (Lam. 4:22), but then Lamentations 5 puts the reader right back into grieving over the circumstances. But we need to read more deeply, because actually, all of Lamentations chapter 5 is a prayer. Yahweh is specifically addressed by name three times, and spoken to as “you” in verses 19, 21, and 22. In that sense, Lamentations 5 is an appropriate ending to Lamentations. It is always a hopeful sign when a grieving person can turn to God and pray for guidance and help.
Often our circumstances in life do not improve, even until our death, and that was certainly the case for many Judeans. Many were killed, and many others were taken into slavery and many of those no doubt ended up in horrific circumstances. In all circumstances, but perhaps most especially in those kinds of circumstances, the most profitable thing a person can do is pray, like Jeremiah is doing here. God sees people praying, and he rewards those who pray with a sincere and humble heart. People who pray may not have a wonderful life here on earth but they do have a wonderful reward awaiting them in the next life.
Hebrews 4:16 directs us to “approach the throne of grace with open and honest speech, in order to receive mercy and to find grace to help us in our time of need.” We certainly see that in the prayer of Jeremiah in Lamentations chapter 5. He doesn’t hold anything back in his prayer to God. He openly speaks of the tragedy that he himself and Judah are going through. He speaks of disaster and disgrace in both general terms and with specific examples. He is obviously not afraid of making God angry by asking the wrong question. In fact, he openly questions God about what is happening in Judah, and asks, “Why do you continually forget us and forsake us for so long?”
There are a couple of things that we should particularly take note of and learn from in Lamentations 5. One is that Jeremiah models for us how to pray with humility, and yet honesty and intensity. Everyone should pray like that. God looks on the heart, and honest, heartfelt prayers, not flowery-sounding insincere prayers, are a breath of fresh air to Him. Another noteworthy thing is that Jeremiah’s prayer did not get answered for years. Jerusalem was still in ruins and the people were in exile in Babylon when Jeremiah died. Eventually, Jerusalem was rebuilt and the people returned from exile, but that was years after Jeremiah’s prayer. Sometimes it takes years for peoples’ prayers to be answered. Often the sin that caused the problem took place over years, and it takes years to correct the sin, so people should not be discouraged when their prayers, like Jeremiah’s prayers, are not answered quickly. Also, it seems that many prayers will not be answered in full until the Kingdom of God comes.
“Remember, Yahweh...Look, and see.” Jeremiah is not praying in vague, third-person terms. He has a personal relationship with Yahweh and prays to Him as if He were a friend who simply had not noticed the need. Furthermore, his prayer is a call for God to see, and then ostensibly do something about it. The idea behind this request is the idea that if God really understood what we humans were going through, He would do something about it. But God does see and does understand what we humans go through. So while the words honestly express our feelings, we must also intellectually grasp that it is our repentance for our sins, our commitment to live a holy life, and our faithful prayers made from a humble heart that really make a difference.
Lam 5:2
“Our inheritance has been turned over to strangers.” God gave the land of Israel to Israel as an inheritance for them to live in (Num. 34:1-15), but their sin caused it to be taken from them by the Babylonians. The verse could be written more honestly as “Our sin has allowed our inheritance to be given over to strangers.” Sadly, that is the way it is in the lives of many people. They give away their inheritance and any possessions they have or could have had because of the bad choices they make. How many people could be wealthy but spent their money on alcohol, drugs, unnecessary stuff, and such like? Wisdom and self-control are major keys to success in life.
Lam 5:3
“without a father; our mothers are like widows.” Many of the fathers had been killed, and many of them had been carried away to Babylon, making the children like orphans and the wives like widows.
Lam 5:4
“the wood we get comes at a price.” The idea is that the people had to buy the water they drank and the wood they cooked on and used for heat. They were no longer in control of their own land.
Lam 5:5
“we are weary and have no rest.” The Babylonians were always around; the threat was always present.
Lam 5:6
“put out a hand.” An idiom for making a treaty or agreement that places you in a subservient position to the other party. The Jews who had been deported into other lands had to make an agreement with the people there to serve them in order to get food and water.
Lam 5:7
“fathers.” Not just the people’s immediate fathers. Here, in typical Semitic idiom, “fathers” means ancestors, and the ancestors were “no more,” they were dead. The Jews had been sinning for centuries, and the Babylonian Captivity was a consequence for that. It is a sad reality that in many cases, some of the consequence for other people’s sin often comes upon those who do not deserve it or do not deserve the full force of it. Life is not fair in that way, but that is the reality of life.
“bear.” The Hebrew word often has the sense of suffering under a burden, and that is the sense here. The CEB tries to catch the sense of the text: “Our fathers have sinned and are gone, but we are burdened with their iniquities.”
“iniquities.” The Hebrew text has a word that means both “iniquities” and the punishment for iniquities. So, in this context, “iniquities” are also being put by metonymy for “punishment.” The children were bearing the iniquities and the punishment that their ancestors should have received themselves because they were the ones who sinned. However, Jeremiah’s generation was sinning too, so what had come upon them was not all the fault of the ancestors. The people of Judah were sinning too. However, it often happens in historical and/or spiritual settings that an ancestor does something bad that later affects the children. The NET text note speaks to the vocabulary in the verse and says, that the Hebrew word translated as iniquities “...has a broad range of meanings, including: (1) iniquity, (2) guilt of iniquity, and (3) consequence or punishment for iniquity (cause-effect metonymical relation). The context suggests that ‘punishment for sin’ is most appropriate here.”
Here in Lamentations 5:7, Jeremiah admits that sin is the cause of Judah’s problems, but he does not specifically admit the sin of his own generation, but he does at other places (cf. Lam. 5:16; and see commentary on Lam. 1:5).
Lam 5:8
“Slaves rule.” The culture is upside down due to sin. Slaves (and “servants;” the Hebrew word can refer to both) of Nebuchadnezzar (2 Kings 24:10-11) were ruling over the Judeans (Prov. 17:2; 19:10). No doubt they abused their authority and made the lives of the Judeans miserable.
“to tear us out.” The Hebrew text uses a word for pulling something apart (cf. NAB). The Babylonians had a firm grip on Judah, and no one was there to tear Judah from the grip of Babylon.
“hand.” In typical Semitic idiom, “hand” is put by metonymy for “power” or “authority.” It was common for people of power to use trusted slaves to rule over others. During the time of the Roman Empire, even Roman senators complained bitterly that the slaves of the emperor were given positions of power and ordered them around.
Lam 5:9
“We get our food.” The Hebrew is more literally, “we bring our bread,” and the picture being painted is that the people had to travel home with the food they acquired and that was dangerous.
“souls.” Here the word translated as “souls” means “life.”
“sword.” In this case, the “sword” refers in large part to the sword of robbers who lurk in the wilderness and desert regions, but it also has the wider meaning of other dangers, such as getting lost in the desert and dying.
“wilderness.” This is hard to translate into English because we don’t have an equivalent word. It refers to a place that cannot be, or easily be cultivated, and thus wilderness, desert, remote place, uninhabited place, etc. Sometimes these areas were very small, perhaps just a few acres, just very rocky or barren, but sometimes they would be the great deserts. The places to which the Jews were deported had uninhabited places that were dangerous. The Hebrew text is more literally, “the sword of the wilderness,” but the sword is “in” the wilderness.
Lam 5:10
“because of the burning heat of hunger.” The Hebrew is unclear, and there are two primary meanings suggested by scholars. One is that the skin is hot due to fever caused by hunger and thirst. The other is that the people’s skin is hot because the people’s hunger drove them out into the hot wilderness to search for food. It is very possible that the reality of the situation involved both those things.
Lam 5:11
“raped.” The Hebrew word is poetic and means more like “humbled, humiliated, degraded, or caused to submit,” but the idea is that the women were raped. Note that this happened in the “cities of Judah,” showing that the Babylonian conquest was widespread and not just around Jerusalem. The rape of female captives was commonplace (cf. Zech. 14:2).
Lam 5:12
“Officials were hung up by their hands.” The commentators and versions disagree about what this phrase means. The Hebrew “by their hand” (the Hebrew is singular but can often be put for what we would understand as plural, “hands”) can be literal, that the officials were hung up by their hands as torture and to disgrace them (cf. CJB, HCSB, ESV, NIV), or it can be the simple idiom “by them,” meaning the official were hung by their oppressors, the Babylonians (cf. NAB, Rotherham).
The context favors that the officials were indeed hung up by their hands as torture and to disgrace them. The women were raped (Lam. 5:11), the elders were abused (Lam. 5:12), the young men were shamed by having to do women’s work (Lam. 5:13). It is not out of context that the officials, who would have given the orders to fight the Babylonians instead of just surrendering, would be tortured. Torturing captives was common in the ancient world, and the Bible mentions several cases of it, including the ones here in Lamentations 5:12. Women were commonly abused. They were raped, led around on ropes by hooks that went through their lips or tongues (Amos 4:2-3), and sometimes even their pubic hair was shaved to embarrass them (see commentary on Isa. 7:20).
“the faces of elders were not honored.” This is the figure of speech tapeinosis; stating something in a lesser way to magnify it. The elders were not just “not honored,” they were dishonored and treated with great disrespect.
[See Word Study: “Tapeinosis.”]
Lam 5:13
“Young men labor at millstones.” Many translators do not understand the huge cultural disgrace it was for a young man, especially of higher rank, to have to grind grain with a hand mill, which was always the work of women or slaves. The Philistines did the same thing to Samson (Judg. 16:21). This was not difficult physical labor, this was to disgrace them and break their spirit.
[For more on the hand mills, see commentary on Deut. 24:6.]
“boys stumble under loads of wood.” It is hard for us today to imagine the immense amount of wood that was burned in the ancient world. Everyone cooked with it, warmed themselves with it, and used a tremendous amount of it to burn all their various sacrifices. If a person had slaves, one of their jobs was almost always to carry wood (cf. Josh. 9:21, 23, 27).
Lam 5:14
“elders have ceased from the city gate.” In the biblical culture of the Old Testament it was the custom that the elders of a city would sit at the city gate (Gen. 19:1, 9; Deut. 21:19; 22:15; 25:7; Josh. 20:4; Ruth 4:11; 1 Sam. 4:18; Esther 2:19, 21; 3:2; Lam. 5:14; Dan. 2:49). The Hebrew word translated as “ceased” is related to the word “Sabbath,” and during the Babylonian Captivity the land would get a chance to rest and have a “Sabbath” (cf. 2 Chron. 36:21). So during the “Sabbath” for the land, normal activity ceased, like elders judging in the gates and young men playing music for weddings, celebrations, and funerals.
[For more on the elders at the gate, see commentary on Ruth 4:11; and for Wisdom being at the city gate, see commentary on Prov. 1:21.]
Lam 5:15
“dancing has been turned into mourning.” This is the case when national tragedy strikes. When the Lord Jesus rules the earth the situation will be different and mourning will be turned to dancing (cf. Jer. 31:13; and see Ps. 30:11).
Lam 5:16
“The crown has fallen from our head.” The word “head” is singular, but here it most likely means “heads,” referring to the people. The meaning of this would then be similar to what Job expressed when he experienced tragedy: “He [God] has stripped me of my glory and taken the crown from my head.” God’s people had a kind of royal honor due to their relationship with and obedience to God. But when tragedy strikes due to the people’s sin, it is like the crown has fallen from the heads of the people. The other possibility is that the “head” of the people was the king, and the king had been conquered, so it is as if the crown had fallen off the king and the royal dynasty he represented.
“Woe to us, because we have sinned!” Here again we see people in Lamentations, in this case, Jeremiah, admitting their sin and thus admitting that they caused the disaster that had come upon them (see commentary on Lam. 1:5).
Lam 5:17
“faint.” The Hebrew word can mean “faint” or “sick,” but in this context “faint” seems the better choice. In light of all the horrific things happening, people’s energy to press on was sapped and gone. The people were “faint.” When used of women, the Hebrew word often means menstruating.
“our eyes grow dim.” The heart is faint and the eyes are “dim.” There is no energy for life and no clear vision of the future—the future looks bleak. Although some translations say that the eyes are “dark” (cf. BBE), that does not fit well with the first part of the verse. While it is true that excessive crying can make the eyes bloodshot and dark looking, that does not seem to fit with the heart being “faint” as well as the idea of the vision of the future being “dim” does, so most versions go with “dim.”
Lam 5:18
“jackals.” The Hebrew word for “fox” and “jackal” is the same, so the versions are divided, some saying foxes and some saying jackals. The context and known behavior of the animals is the determining factor in the translation. Foxes are solitary, not really dangerous to people, and tend to avoid human contact. In contrast, jackals are pack animals, dangerous to humans, and become very bold in their packs. Jerusalem was destroyed by the Babylonians and by the time Jeremiah was writing it had become abandoned so completely that jackals roamed there, making the holiest sight on earth, the singular place where God decided to put His house, the Temple, unsafe for humans.
“prowl.” The Hebrew is the intensive form of the verb for “to walk.”
Lam 5:19
“You, Yahweh.” Jeremiah continues his prayer (see commentary on Lam. 5:1, and also the REV introduction to Lamentations).
“You, Yahweh, reign forever.” The literal Hebrew text is more like, “You, Yahweh, sit forever,” the custom being that the king “sits,” that is, sits on a throne. So the meaning of the sentence is that Yahweh sits on His throne forever.
Lam 5:20
“Why.” Most people who are experiencing deep tragedy ask “Why?” Leslie Allen writes, “‘Why?’ in the complaint psalms is never an intellectual request for information but a loaded rhetorical question that conveys emotional bewilderment and protest. It expresses an indirect petition that God should act otherwise, to be consistent with the divine character.”[footnoteRef:823] Of course at one level the person wants to know why what happened happened, but on another level, the “why” is a disguised way of saying, “This should not have happened.” [823:  Leslie Allen, A Liturgy of Grief, 161.] 

“continually.” The word is different from “forever” in Lamentations 5:19, but it can also mean “forever” and thus be a hyperbole.
“forsake us for so long.” The Hebrew is more literally, “for length of days,” meaning, “for so long.”
Lam 5:21
“as of old.” This refers to former times. We might say, “Renew our days as they were in former times.” A similar use is in Micah 5:2.
Lam 5:22
“rejected, yes, rejected.” This is the figure of speech polyptoton, used for emphasis (see commentary on Gen. 2:16).


Ezekiel Commentary
Ezekiel Chapter 1
Eze 1:1
“in the thirtieth year.” This is Ezekiel’s age. Although that fact is not plainly stated and has been challenged, that the 30 years refers to Ezekiel’s age has been generally accepted since the time of the Church Father Origin. It is unlikely it refers to an unstated and unknown event. According to Num. 4:3, a descendant of Aaron, and thus a priest, entered priestly ministry at age 30, and Ezekiel was a priest (Ezek. 1:3). Thus it is appropriate that his prophetic visions started when he was 30.
Moses had set that descendants of Kohath, which included the priests, were to start their service at 30 (Num. 4:3). But David changed the age to 20 years old (1 Chron. 23:27), although it seems from 20 to 30 the priests were just assistants and apprentices (note 1 Chron. 23:3). So Ezekiel was taken captive before he could begin his full priestly service, and then when Nebuchadnezzar burned the Temple, there was no way Ezekiel could ever serve as a priest in the way his ancestors had.
“in the fourth month, in the fifth day of the month.” Edwin Thiele[footnoteRef:824] has proposed that this date, in the fifth year of the captivity of Jehoiachin (Ezek. 1:2), is July 31, 593 BC, and that date has been accepted by many scholars. Ezekiel is the most exactly dated of all the prophetic books. [824:  Edwin Thiele​​​​​​​, The Mysterious Numbers of the Hebrew Kings, 73.] 

“I was among the captives.” Ezekiel was a priest (Ezek. 1:3) and was taken captive by Nebuchadnezzar’s army when Jehoiachin, who only reigned three months, was king of Judah (2 Kings 24:14-16). He was taken to the area of Nippur, about 600 miles (950 km) east of Jerusalem. Ezekiel was taken captive to Babylon when he was 26 years old and when Jehoiachin was king of Judah (Ezek. 1:2; 33:21; 40:1; 2 Kings 24:14-16), and the Babylonians settled him in the area of the Chebar canal close to the city of Nippur. It is worth noting that Ezekiel the priest was taken captive to Babylon, while Jeremiah the priest (Jer. 1:1) was left in Judah and had many interactions with King Zedekiah there. Ezekiel was a priest from a line of priests (Ezek. 1:3) and was in the fifth year of his captivity when God appeared to him (Ezek. 1:2). He had just turned 30 when God appeared to him (Ezek. 1:1) which meant that he was not yet considered in the fullness of his priestly service in Jerusalem when he was taken captive (cf. Num. 4:3-47), although he likely had started working as priest when he was 20 (1 Chron. 23:24-25).
“Chebar canal.” Of this canal that is mentioned in Ezekiel 1:1, Daniel Block writes: “Located in the vicinity of Nippur, the Chebar conduit was but one of many branches of an elaborate canal system that distributed water from the Tigris and the Euphrates throughout the city and its environs.”[footnoteRef:825] [825:  Daniel I. Block, The Book of Ezekiel: Chapters 1-24 [NICOT], 84.] 

Because Ezekiel says he was among the captives located by the canal, we do not know if Ezekiel was personally near the canal at the time of the vision. Nippur is around 70 miles southeast of the city of Babylon, which would have been a good two-day journey at that time, so Ezekiel was far enough from the captive royalty of Judah that he would not have been influenced much by them.
“I saw visions of God.” The opening chapters of Ezekiel are an amazing introduction to Ezekiel’s calling and experience with God. It gives us a view of God and how He moves in the spirit world and among humans that does not occur anywhere else in the Bible. The opening chapters of Ezekiel, especially chapter 1, have been hard to translate and understand because they present spiritual realities that are difficult to describe. Added to that is the fact that some Christian traditions make it hard to understand Ezekiel chapter 1. For example, the Christian tradition that people cannot see God makes chapter 1 very difficult to understand because God appears bodily to Ezekiel. Also, that God portrays Himself riding on a chariot-throne is not expected or understood by most Christians, which adds to the difficulty in understanding Ezekiel.
Ezekiel 1:1-3 gives us the date and place that God called Ezekiel to ministry. Then, starting with Ezekiel 1:4, Ezekiel describes God’s chariot-throne, and quite specifically describes the cherubim who power it (Ezek. 1:5-14). God and His chariot-throne first appear to Ezekiel like a cloud of fire moving toward him from the north (Ezek. 1:4). Then, Ezekiel describes the cherubim that he saw powering the chariot-throne—they were the “engine” of the chariot-throne. The cherubim were basically humanoid in form (Ezek. 1:5), but they also had many distinct differences. For example, each of the cherubim had four faces that were facing in four different directions, the face of a man, a lion, an ox, and an eagle. Also, each of the cherubim had four wings with which they flew (Ezek. 1:6. This fits with 2 Sam. 22:11 and Ps. 18:10, that God rode on a cherub and flew). The cherubim took God’s chariot-throne wherever God, “the Spirit,” wanted to go (Ezek. 1:12), and when the cherubim moved, their wings made a loud sound (Ezek. 1:24).
Ezekiel then tells us that God’s chariot-throne had wheels but describes them in a way that is challenging to understand and translate (Ezek. 1:15-21). In any case, we learn that when God’s chariot-throne was on the ground it rolled on the wheels, but verses 19-21 tell us that when God wanted to fly, His chariot-throne lifted off the earth and the wheels traveled right along with the chariot-throne, much like an airplane has wheels that it uses when it’s on the ground but does not use them when flying.
Then, from Ezekiel 1:22-26, we learn that the cherubim supported a platform. The platform was above the cherubim, and on the platform was the throne of God with God sitting on the throne. The throne had the appearance of lapis lazuli, and God appeared in the form of a man sitting on the throne with shining brightness like fire all around Him. God would speak to the cherubim and they would stop or go at His command (Ezek. 1:25).
So, Ezekiel chapter 1 describes God riding a chariot-throne. It was powered by cherubim with wings and it had wheels on which it rolled when it was on the ground. It had a platform above the cherubim on which was God’s throne, and God, in the form of a man, was sitting on the throne. In response to this unexpected and powerful revelation, Ezekiel fell on his face before God, and God spoke with him (Ezek. 1:28).
At this point, Ezekiel chapter 2 begins. After Ezekiel fell on his face, God told him to get up (Ezek. 2:1), and then God told Ezekiel that He was sending him to speak to the people of Israel, that “nation of rebels” (Ezek. 2:3). God’s first commissioning of Ezekiel and His first set of commands is recorded in Ezekiel 2:1-3:11. Then God moved Ezekiel to a place where Israelites lived so that he could speak to them. Those particular Israelites had been taken captive by Babylon and moved to a site in Babylon named Tel Aviv, which was relatively close to where Ezekiel lived by the Chebar canal (Ezek. 3:12-15; see commentary on Ezekiel 3:15, “Tel Aviv”). Then the ministry and revelations of Ezekiel continue and are recorded in the rest of Ezekiel.
God called and chose Ezekiel and, as we learn when we read the book, involved him in an honorable and amazing mission, but one fraught with difficulties and dangers. Ezekiel’s calling was not guesswork on the part of the prophet, nor was it a subtle revelation to him. God shows us by Ezekiel’s example how personal He can be.
Ezekiel was justifiably angry and bitter about his situation as a captive (Ezek. 3:14) because throughout his early years he no doubt looked forward to being a priest and getting to serve God, only to have that—and his homeland and even likely his family—taken from him due to the sin of the leaders of Judah who had consistently ignored the warnings of the prophets, Jeremiah being one of them.
We need to see Ezekiel 1 for what it really is: not just a confusing description of what some people think is a spaceship, but rather a loving and righteous God, angry over the sin of His people, who came to call a young man into His service. God called Ezekiel to a very serious and difficult ministry, in very difficult times, and He showed up in person to do it. He came to Ezekiel in all the power and majesty of His holy position as God; riding on his chariot-throne, complete with glittering colors, fire, flashing lightning, and the sound like the commotion of a coming army. Yahweh’s coming to Ezekiel demanded his attention. At some point in the future, Jesus will come in person, accompanied by angels and great glory, and that fact demands the attention of believers today so we are prepared for his coming.
[For more information on God coming into concretion in the form of a man, see commentaries on Gen. 18:1 and Acts 7:55.]
Eze 1:2
“the fifth year of King Jehoiachin’s captivity.” Ezekiel is the most exactly dated of all the prophetic books, and the dates reckoned from the captivity of King Jehoiachin of Judah (2 Kings 24:8-17; 2 Chron. 36:9-10).
There are 15 dated visions in Ezekiel, and many undated revelations, for example, Ezekiel 12 has five undated revelations from Yahweh (cf. Ezek. 12:1, 8, 17, 21, 26). Ezekiel 1:1-2 is the first dated vision, and it occurred in the fifth year of Jehoiachin’s captivity, the fourth month, the fifth day, which scholars have pinpointed as July 31, 593 BC.
Ezekiel was taken captive by Nebuchadnezzar in the second major wave of the deportations of the Israelites to Babylon. The first had come in the “first year” of Nebuchadnezzar (which in Babylonian biblical counting was his accession year, but in non-accession counting was his first actual year). This was the third year of Jehoiakim according to Babylonian counting (Dan. 1:1) and the fourth year of Jehoiakim according to Judean dating (Jer. 25:1; cf. Jer. 46:2). Daniel had been taken captive to Babylon in the accession year of Nebuchadnezzar, which was nine years before Ezekiel was carried to Babylon. Jeremiah was prophesying at the same time as Ezekiel and Daniel, but remained in Judah, eventually going to Egypt (Jer. 43:6-7).
Eze 1:4
“a stormy wind came out of the north.” It is certainly no accident that God appeared to Ezekiel coming out of a storm cloud. Nippur was one of the most ancient Sumerian cities, and the name “Nippur” comes from ancient Sumerian and means “Lord wind.” In Sumerian mythology, Nippur, the city close to where Ezekiel was located, was the home of Enlil, the Sumerian storm god and creator of mankind. In fact, the ancient mythology was that Enlil actually created mankind at Nippur. Through the centuries and conquests of nations, Enlil lost his powerful position to the Babylonian god Marduk, but Enlil remained as one of the powerful Mesopotamian gods and the god who carried out the decrees of the council of gods that met at Nippur. The sanctuary of Enlil at Nippur was considered sacred by all the various dynasties that ruled Mesopotamia.
Understanding the religious context of the area where Ezekiel was located helps us understand why Yahweh showed Himself to Ezekiel in the way He did. Yahweh showed Himself to Ezekiel not only as the true God and thus the creator of mankind, but as the “real” storm God as well, approaching Ezekiel like a powerful storm on His chariot-throne, complete with wind, clouds, and lightning. Yahweh is rightfully called, “the Most High God” because He rules over all other gods and lords (cf. Gen. 14:18; Ps. 7:17; Isa. 14:14; Dan. 4:2; Mark 5:7; Acts 16:17. This is often abbreviated to simply “Most High”).
“a great cloud with fire flashing back and forth.” Although this is described as if Ezekiel is seeing an actual storm coming, we learn as we read that this “storm” is Yahweh approaching, and what Ezekiel is seeing is part of a grand vision in which Yahweh appears to him. The “cloud” surrounding God was the cloud of glory around him. The “glory of God” (or “glory of Yahweh”) is the phrase that is sometimes used to describe God’s presence veiled in a brilliant cloud surrounding Him; the cloud of glory prevented people from seeing God.
Sometimes when Yahweh comes in person the brightness around Him is described as a cloud. This is what happened at the dedications of Moses’ Tent of Meeting and Solomon’s Temple. The cloud of light that filled Moses’ Tent and Solomon’s Temple was so bright that the priests could not minister there (Exod. 40:34-35; 1 Kings 8:10-11; 2 Chron. 5:13-14; 7:1-3). The glory of Yahweh is quite commonly described as a bright cloud. For example, 2 Chronicles describes the glory of God as a cloud (2 Chron. 5:13-14. Also, Ezekiel 10:3-4, and God said he would appear in a cloud on the mercy seat between the cherubim in the Holy of Holies (Lev. 16:2; cf. Num. 7:89). Also, if we compare the descriptions of what happened at Solomon’s dedication of the Temple, we can see that the brilliant light that surrounded Yahweh was sometimes described as a “cloud” and sometimes as God’s “glory” (cf. 1 Kings 8:10-11 with 2 Chron. 7:1-3). We can understand why the brightness around God is sometimes described as a “cloud” because His brightness was localized and thus was much like a bright cloud in the sky with the sun shining through it such that it can only be squinted at. A brilliant cloud also appeared at the Transfiguration and indicated the presence of God, and God spoke from the cloud and said, “This is my beloved Son…” (Matt. 17:5; Mark 9:7; Luke 9:34).
The appearance of the cloud around God could change, depending on the situation. Although it was usually a brilliant light, sometimes it was dark. Furthermore, sometimes it had lightning or both thunder and lightning, and sometimes it had some of the other colors of the rainbow around God as well, or the colors of fire. When God came down on Mount Sinai at the time of the Exodus, there was a thick dark cloud, thunder and lightning, smoke, and the appearance of a consuming fire (Exod. 19:16-18; 24:16-17). When God first showed Himself to Ezekiel, he saw a cloud flashing with fire and there was a brilliance around the cloud and a glow in the middle of it that had the deep yellow-orange color of amber (Ezek. 1:4).
[For more information about the “glory of Yahweh” and the bright cloud that surrounds God, see commentary on Ezek. 1:28.]
“And out of the center of it gleamed something like the glow of gleaming amber.” As Yahweh’s chariot-throne approached, surrounded by clouds and flashing like lightning, it makes sense that the inside would gleam and glow like amber, for Yahweh Himself was on the throne of His chariot. As for the gleaming “amber,” the meaning of the Hebrew word is uncertain, and it is only used in Ezekiel 1:4, 27; and 8:2. We know that God’s presence caused a gleam or glow, but the exact nature of it is unknown, although amber is a likely candidate. The fact that Ezekiel describes the gleam from the presence of God in rare and uncertain terms shows us that it was a rare and hard-to-describe sight.
The word “gleam,” which in some versions is “the color of” (CJB, JPS, KJV) is the same Hebrew word as many versions translate as “eye” in Ezekiel 1:18.
Eze 1:5
“four living creatures.” These “living creatures” are not said to be cherubim until Ezekiel 10:15 and 10:20. The Hebrew word translated “living creature” is from the Hebrew word “living” (alive) and generally refers to living animals, although most English versions render that as “living creatures,” and some as “living beings.” It is completely understandable why the prophet Ezekiel would call them “living creatures.” He had never seen a cherub before his own description in Ezekiel 1 and 10, so he didn’t really know what they looked like. Although there are cherubim over the ark of the covenant, they are not described in any kind of detail in the Bible, and it seems like the way they are portrayed over the ark was different than the more exact description that Ezekiel saw.
For example, the cherubim over the ark seem to have only one face instead of four, one set of wings instead of two, and are not described as having arms with hands at all. Furthermore, the cherubim that are portrayed in the Millennial Temple only have two faces, not four; a human face and a lion face (Ezek. 41:18-19). It is possible that the sculpture, carvings, and weavings of the cherubim in the Temple are not fully accurate representations of them, but are more general representations. However, it is also possible that “cherub” is a general description of a category of spirit beings rather than a specific spirit being in the same way that “beetle” loosely describes a category of insects and not a specific insect such as a “rhinoceros beetle” or a “ladybug.” If that were the case, we could see how the descriptions of the cherubim differed, yet each being would still be a cherub. That also opens the door for the six-winged creatures in Revelation 4:6-8 to be cherubim.
The book of Ezekiel does not tell us when or how Ezekiel came to the realization that the “living beings” were cherubim, but we learn from Ezekiel 10:15 and 10:20, that they were indeed cherubim.
We were first introduced to cherubim in Genesis 3:24 when God employed them to guard the way into the Garden of Eden and the tree of life, but they were not described other than they were obviously powerful and could wield a flaming sword. The next times we saw the cherubim in the Bible they were associated with the ark of the covenant in both Moses’ Tent of Meeting and Solomon’s Temple, and likely symbolize that cherubim guard the ark of the covenant just as they guarded the Garden of Eden (cf. Exod. 25:20; 37:9; 1 Kings 6:27; 2 Chron. 3:11, 13). In Exodus, we learned that cherubim have wings, but we do not learn that they each had four wings until Ezekiel 1 and 10. We learn that God used cherubim to move from one place to another in Samuel and Psalms (2 Sam. 22:11; Ps. 18:10), but those verses made it seem like God rode on them like one rides on a horse. However, since Ezekiel tells us they have the general form of a human, that is unlikely. God’s riding a cherub is likely an abbreviated way of saying what is described in much more detail in Ezekiel, that the cherubim power God’s chariot-throne. Finally, here in Ezekiel 1 and 10, we are given a much more complete picture of cherubim.
Like angels, they are alive; they are said to be living creatures. They are basically humanoid in shape (Ezek. 1:5), but have some very significant differences. On their head, each one of them has four different faces that each face in a different direction; the face of a human, the face of a lion, the face of an ox, and the face of an eagle, so they keep watch in every direction at once (Ezek. 1:10; 10:21). They each have four wings (Ezek. 1:6, 11; 10:21), so they fly, and can fly quick as lightning, and when they fly with God’s chariot-throne, they make a sound like a coming army (Ezek. 1:24). When they are not flying, one set of wings is stretched outward and one set is down and covers their body (Ezek. 1:11). Also, they have arms and hands like human hands under their wings (Ezek. 1:5; 10:21). The arms and hands allow them to grasp things as a human would, which is why the cherubim in Genesis could wield a flaming sword (Gen. 3:24). Also, although their basic form was human, including their upper leg, their “feet,” which included the area up to about the knee, were like those of a calf (Ezek. 1:7). Although the exact purpose for that is not given, it no doubt enables them to run on rocky soil and perhaps also they can be used as weapons.
[For more on the cherubim and their purpose, see commentary on Ezek. 1:10.]
“they had human form.” This refers to their basic shape. Obviously, humans do not have wings and four different faces.
Eze 1:7
“legs.” The Hebrew word is actually “feet,” but in the Hebrew culture the “foot” can also refer to the lower leg, which apparently it does here. Similarly, the “hand” can refer to the lower arm almost to the elbow, which is why the Bible says the nails were driven into Jesus’ “hands,” but we know from Roman custom it was actually the wrist.
“soles.” The Hebrew is a collective singular, literally “sole.”
“gleamed.” The Hebrew word also can be translated “shined” or “sparkled” so exactly how the feet looked is unclear, other than that they were glorious.
Eze 1:8
“They had human hands under their wings.” The Hebrew is unclear as to how many arms with hands the cherubim had. The ancient exegetes said four sets of arms with hands, but modern scholars tend to believe the Hebrew text should be understood to mean two arms with hands, as a human has. Ezekiel 10:7 and 10:8 also mention the hands of the cherubim, and in Genesis 3:24 the cherubim held a sword.
Eze 1:10
“of a man in front.” It seems that the way Ezekiel was looking, the face he was looking at was a human face. The four living creatures formed a hollow square, and the platform with God’s throne was somehow supported above them, but how it was supported is not given in the text. As the living creatures were assembled and moved, all their faces aligned the same: the human face faced straight ahead, the lion faces to the right (from the perspective of the human face looking forward), the ox faces to the left, and the eagle faces to the back. When the cherubim-throne moved, whichever way it moved all the same faces would be looking in that direction.
The four specific faces of the cherubim are no accident. The lion, eagle, and ox are often portrayed in the art and architecture of the ancient Near East, and all three animals were known for their respective strength: the lion in the fight, the eagle as the most powerful of birds, and the ox in plowing and hauling. Their strength made them formidable guards. Beyond pure strength, the lion was also known for courage and ferocity, as well as serving as a royal symbol (note the lions on each side of Solomon’s throne: 1 Kings 10:19-20). The eagle was thought to be the fastest and most noble bird, and the ox was also a symbol of fertility and divinity (note Jeroboam’s golden calves: 1 Kings 12:28; 2 Chron. 13:8). Mankind is the pinnacle of God’s creation and the wisest of all the creatures, so the human face was fitting as well.
The function of the cherubim is not specifically described, but it is at least in part to guard and protect God and the things of God, and perhaps to worship as well. The derivation of the word “cherub” is not known, although it could have a meaning related to “strength, mighty” and to “bless, praise” (cf. BDB). Smith’s Bible Dictionary says that a good possible derivation is from the Aramaic for “great, strong,” and it references Philo and Gesenius. God placed cherubim with flaming swords to guard the Garden of Eden (Gen. 3:24). The book of Enoch, widely read and believed among the Jews, says the cherubim do not sleep, and guard God’s throne and glory (Enoch; LXXI:7). Ezekiel’s cherubim are closely related to the “living creatures” in Revelation 4:6-8, and we can see in Revelation that the living creatures stand in a guarding position between God and the spirit beings who are around Him.
That the cherubim were involved in guarding God and the things of God has been widely recognized. Smith’s Bible Dictionary mentions them being guardians of the covenant and avengers of its breach.[footnoteRef:826] Hasting’s Bible Dictionary also sees a connection between cherubim and guardianship of the divine. The fact that there were cherubim above the ark of the covenant, and also cherubim on the curtains of Moses’ Tent of Meeting (Exod. 26:1), including the curtains that separated the Holy Place from the Holy of Holies (Exod. 26:31-35), and also on the walls of the Temple (1 Kings 6:29) reinforces the connection between cherubim and guarding God and His holy place. [826:  Horatio B. Hackett, Dr. William Smith’s Dictionary of the Bible, 1:420.] 

Although it may seem strange to us that God would have guards, it makes perfect sense when we see how God works hard to be close to His creation. God spent time with Adam and Eve in the Garden (cf. Gen. 3:8) and He will live among His people in the everlasting future (Rev. 21:3-4). Between the Fall and Revelation 21, God sometimes appears to people in human form (see commentary on Gen. 18:1). Similarly, God sits among his spirit beings and deals personally with them (see commentary on Gen. 1:26). But there is a potential problem that is created when God works closely to His creation: evil spirits such as Satan may try to directly intervene and overthrow Him. While we know that would be impossible due to God’s great power, it is a scene that God no doubt wants to avoid, and the way to avoid it is to have a contingent of powerful and ever-vigilant guards around Him, and the “living beings” known as cherubim serve that purpose and guard Him as well as worship Him.
The Second Commandment says not to make an image of anything in heaven or on earth. Yet there were sculptured cherubim in the Tent of Meeting and the Temple, and also woven and carved bas-relief cherubim in those holy places. This shows that the cherub motif was not borrowed from the mythology or experience of any other Eastern culture, but they were actual creatures of God, and their presence in the Tent of Meeting and Temple was not just for decoration but communicated a deep truth: they were representing the spirit creatures that guarded God and the things of God.
Furthermore, the fact that many eastern cultures, including the Egyptian, Phoenician, Assyrian, Babylonian, and Persian, have powerful winged creatures, for example, the winged bulls that guard Assyrian palaces, testifies to the reality of the cherubim. The Devil is a copycat and deceiver, and no doubt his demons appeared to ancient people in forms that in some ways mimicked the creatures of God and confused people. Of course, the most egregious misrepresentation of cherubs is the transformation of these powerful guardian creatures into chubby babies with tiny wings, as has been done in Western art and religion. The Devil cannot defeat God’s powerful cherub bodyguards, so he mocks them.
Eze 1:11
“two wings that touched the wing of another.” It does not seem that the wings of the cherubim were in constant contact, but rather they were large enough that the wing of one cherub could reach and touch the wing of another. This indicates that the cherubim did not have a huge distance between them.
“and two wings covering its body.” Each cherub had four wings (Ezek. 1:6). The NLT is a paraphrased translation, but it gives the picture very clearly: “Each [cherub] had two pairs of outstretched wings—one pair stretched out to touch the wings of the living beings on either side of it, and the other pair covered its body.” This was while the chariot-throne was at rest. It seems clear that each cherub used all four wings when in flight, and let their body wings down when stopped (Ezek. 1:24).
Eze 1:12
“the Spirit.” In Ezekiel chapter 1, “The Spirit” occurs here in Ezekiel 1:12, and later in Ezekiel 1:20. We later learn that “the Spirit” is Yahweh (see commentary on Ezek. 8:2). God appears as “the Spirit” in Ezekiel 1:12, 20; 2:2; 3:12, 14, 24; 8:3; 11:1, 24).
[For more on the uses of “spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
As many commentators point out, “the Spirit” (or “the spirit”) here in Ezekiel 1:12 has been interpreted many ways, including the wind, the Spirit of God, the spirit within the living creatures themselves, and the vital energy or impulse by which God, from His throne, acted upon them. However, since these cherubim carry God upon His throne, they would never go where they wanted to, they would always go where God wanted them to. Therefore we must understand “the Spirit” to be a reference to God here, and that is borne out in many other references in Ezekiel (cf. Ezek. 1:12, 20; 3:12, 14; 8:3; 11:1, 24; and see commentary on Ezek. 8:3).
“The Spirit” is not a reference to the preincarnate Christ or to a third member of the Trinity referred to as the Holy Spirit. Putting the whole multi-chapter vision that Ezekiel had together makes it very clear that the Spirit is Yahweh Himself.
[For more on why this Spirit could not be a preincarnate Christ, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son,” and for more on why it could not be a third member of the Trinity referred to as “the Holy Spirit,” see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
“They did not turn when they went.” They did not veer from their course; they traveled straight ahead (cf. Ezek. 1:17; 10:11).
Eze 1:13
“their appearance was like burning coals of fire.” This description is confusing, and we are confronted with the fact that describing God’s chariot-throne which was glorious in the extreme, is exceedingly difficult. This would be one occasion when we could genuinely say, “a picture is worth a thousand words,” but even a photo would likely not capture the greatness of this vision, a video would do much better.
“The fire moved back and forth.” The Hebrew text simply has “it” moved, but that is unclear in English, so most versions nuance this in some way for clarity.
Eze 1:14
“moved backward and forward as quickly as.” The text seems to be emphasizing how fast these cherubim could move, not how they were moving, as if they were constantly darting around. That would hardly seem appropriate considering the throne of God was on the platform they were carrying. From the vision we see that power and majesty of God, that when He wanted to, He could move like a flash of lightning, but He did not just keep darting back and forth.
Eze 1:15
“I saw one wheel on the ground beside the living creatures.” We now get a more complete picture of God’s cherubim chariot-throne. It is an awesome sight. Four cherubim somehow have a platform above them on which was placed God’s throne, and we are told it can move quick as lightning, being carried through the air by cherubim with powerful wings. But here in Ezekiel 1:15, we see the chariot-throne is equally as capable when moving on the ground, being equipped with four gleaming wheels. The wheels are mentioned again in Ezekiel 10:2 and 10:9, and apparently in Daniel 7:9. We have seen God fly on cherubim in other verses (2 Sam. 22:11), but this is the first time we see God’s throne with wheels. The wheels seem to be on the outside of the cherubim (cf. Ezek. 10:2).
Eze 1:16
“gleam.” See commentary on Ezekiel 1:18, “their rims gleamed all the way around.” Ezekiel 10:12 also mentions the gleam.
“beryl.” The stone has also been proposed to be yellow topaz. There is really no way to be sure. This same color is mentioned in Ezekiel 10:9.
“as if one wheel was inside another wheel.” This is impossible to fully understand because we have not been given enough information. Many interpretations are possible and many have been given.
It seems quite likely that each wheel was composed of two wheels that were placed at 90-degree angles. If that is the case, then each wheel was similar to the cherub beside it in that it could move straight ahead in four directions without turning. Just as each cherub had four faces and each face was looking in a different direction so that the cherub could move straight forward in different directions, a wheel composed of two wheels at 90-degree angles would allow God’s cherubim chariot to roll straight forward in four different directions.
Another possible interpretation is that the “wheel in a wheel” description could mean that each wheel had an inner hub and outer rim, and that gave the picture of a wheel inside a wheel. That kind of wheel construction was common in the ancient world and is a standard way of constructing wheels. However, it seems that the common nature of wheel construction using a hub, spokes, and rim argues against that being what Ezekiel saw, because he would likely then have said that he saw wheels next to the cherubim.
Eze 1:17
“they did not turn when they went.” The wheels rotated when they moved, but they did not veer from their direction. Like the cherubim, they went straight ahead.
Eze 1:18
“they were high and awe-inspiring.” The translation “awe-inspiring” may be the meaning, but the Hebrew word is more actually “dread,” than awe. Although many English versions have “awe-inspiring” or “awesome,” others have “terrifying” (NIrV); and “frightening” (HCSB, NLT). The wheels were no doubt awesome, but their power and size would also seem to be somewhat frightening.
“their rims … gleamed all the way around.” Although most Bibles translate the Hebrew word `ayin (#05869 עַיִן) as “eyes,” and say the wheels are full of “eyes” all around, that does not fit with the idea of a chariot, nor does it fit the way that `ayin is used in Ezekiel. The word `ayin is used in Ezek. 1:4, 7, 16, 18, 22, and 1:27, although it is plural here in verse 18 (cf. the NJB: “and the rims of all four sparkled all the way around.”
It does not seem that the wheels themselves were alive and could see, and in fact, that is highly unlikely. The Hebrew word “eye” was used of many things, including things that sparkled or gleamed, like eyes are said to gleam. Also, in the Babylonian world, “eye” was used to refer to a nail or pebble that looked like an eye or had the shape of an eye. It is possible that the text is simply saying these wheels sparkled all around, or that they were decorated with sparkling gems or rivets like eyes. There are many examples of the Hebrew word not referring to an eye, many in Ezekiel itself. For example, the word “eye” is used for “gleam” in Ezekiel 1:4, 16; 10:9, and “glittering” in Ezekiel 1:22. Also, it is used of wine which “sparkles” (gives its eye) in the cup (Prov. 23:31), and many other uses could be cited.
Eze 1:19
“When the living creatures moved, the wheels went beside them.” This same idea is expressed in Ezekiel 10:16.
Eze 1:20
“the Spirit.” “The Spirit” occurs in Ezekiel 1, here in Ezekiel 1:12, and later in Ezekiel 1:20. We later learn that the Spirit is Yahweh (Ezek. 8:2). God appears as “the Spirit” in Ezekiel 1:12, 20; 2:2; 3:12, 14, 24; 8:3; 11:1, 24). See commentary on Ezekiel 1:12 and 8:3.
“for the spirit of the living creature was in the wheels.” What the phrase means is unclear. Scholars mostly agree that the phrase serves to show that the whole chariot-throne system works and moves together in concert. This same truth is expressed in Ezekiel 10:17.
Eze 1:21
“cherubim.” The word “cherubim” has been added to the text for clarity. In the Hebrew text of Ezekiel, the “living creatures” of Ezekiel 1:5-14 are not identified as cherubim until Ezekiel 10:15 and 10:20.
“for the spirit of the living creature was in the wheels.” What the phrase means is unclear. Scholars do mostly agree that the phrase serves to show that the whole chariot-throne system works together and moves together in concert (cf. Ezek. 10:17).
Eze 1:22
“platform.” Although the Hebrew word raqiva (#07549 רָקִיעַ) is usually rendered “firmament,” “dome,” or “expanse,” there are good lexical and contextual reasons to translate it as “platform” here; a platform with Yahweh’s throne set on it.[footnoteRef:827] [827:  Cf. NET, WBC, NICOT, Hermeneia, The Anchor Bible: Ezekiel, Tyndale Old Testament Commentaries: Ezekiel, NJB, NRSV, and NLT.] 

The TWOT says that the basic concept of the Hebrew root of raqiva is “stamping, as with the foot, and what results.”[footnoteRef:828] Thus, raqiva referred to broad plates, beaten out. We certainly see this when the Septuagint, the Greek translation of the Old Testament, translated raqiva as stereōma, a solid supporting structure. The BDB gives one of the two definitions of raqiva as “the vault of heaven, or ‘firmament,’ regarded by the Hebrews as solid, and supporting ‘waters’ above it.”[footnoteRef:829] Holladay says that raqiva refers to a beaten metal “plate, firmament (i.e. vault of heaven, understood as a solid dome).”[footnoteRef:830] [828:  Harris, Theological Wordbook of the Old Testament, 861.]  [829:  Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon.]  [830:  Holladay, Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon.] 

The Latin Vulgate translated raqiva as firmamentum, referring to something which strengthens or supports, thus a firm structure, and that came into English as “firmament,” which lexically means the same as the Latin, something firm that strengthens or supports. However, because of its use in Genesis and a lack of understanding of Hebrew cosmology, the “firmament” lost its attachment to something firm, and was thought to refer to an expanse, the expanse of heaven. Many people today think it refers to the expanse of heaven, but we must keep in mind that the ancients thought of the “expanse of heaven” as a kind of hard dome over them, an expanse that had some solidness to it. The concept of “infinite space” was not a cosmological concept in the ancient Near East.
The important point for understanding Ezekiel is that the raqiva, the “firmament,” was not thought to be an empty expanse of air like we moderns might imagine. Even as an “expanse,” it was a hard surface that extended out into the distance. Ezekiel used raqiva as a hard surface, but as the hard platform that was above the cherubim and upon which God’s throne was placed.
It has been traditionally thought by many (and with good reason) that above the cherubim was an “expanse” like described in Genesis, the expanse of heaven, and God’s throne was above it. But while that seemed logical, it makes Ezekiel’s vision impossible to understand. If God is in heaven on His throne, what is the point of the cherubim with four wings and the wheels beside them coming to Ezekiel? This vision makes sense to us once we realize that the cherubim and wheels are part of God’s chariot-throne and God’s throne is on a platform above the cherubim.
It seems that the cherubim were such a vital part of God’s chariot-throne that when the ark of the covenant with the mercy seat and cherubim are being described as a centerpiece of Solomon’s Temple, the cherubim are even called, “the chariot” (cf. 1 Chron. 28:18).
“glittering.” See commentary on Ezekiel 1:18, “their rims gleamed all the way around.”
“like crystal.” The Hebrew word qerach (#07140 קֶרַח), which often refers to ice and could refer to that here, also can refer to crystal, hence the different English translations. Both ice and crystal can glitter and shine awesomely in the sunlight. Also, both crystal and ice are clear enough that Yahweh could see the cherubim and wheels, and anything else beneath Him, and the cherubim could watch Him.
Eze 1:24
“When they went, I heard the sound of their wings.” It seems clear that when the cherubim flew, they used all four wings, but when they stopped they let down the wings that covered their bodies. The Bible does not say why, but it may have been a gesture of modesty to draw attention away from themselves so God got the glory.
“like the sound of mighty waters, like the voice of El Shaddai.” When the cherubim flew, the sound of their wings was quite loud, described here three different ways: the sound of mighty waters, the sound of the voice of El Shaddai, and the sound of an army. Ezekiel 10:5 also describes the sound the cherubim made when they flew as the sound of the voice of El Shaddai.
Eze 1:25
“Then a voice came from above the platform.” Although it is not explicitly stated, we can see that this is Yahweh, directing his chariot-throne.
“platform.” See commentary on Ezekiel 1:22.
Eze 1:26
“Above the platform.” Ezekiel 1:26 is similar to Ezekiel 10:1. God, riding on His chariot-throne, appeared to Ezekiel here and later, in Ezekiel 10, and the descriptions are very similar.
“over their heads.” That is, over the heads of the cherubim, as the context shows.
“lalpis lazuli.” The deep blue color of lapis lazuli was often associated with God and his throne (Exod. 24:10; Job. 28:16; Isa. 54:11; Ezek. 1:26; 10:1), and it was used in the breastplate of the High Priest (Exod. 28:18; 39:11). Although the Hebrew word often gets translated as “sapphire” in English versions, this is quite unlikely because the stone that we know as “sapphire” was rarely known—if known at all—in the ancient Near East.[footnoteRef:831] Sapphires are found in the Roman empire, presumably due to Roman trade with central Asia.[footnoteRef:832] It is very unlikely that the High Priest would have an actual sapphire in his breastplate because of its being rare if available at all, and due to the fact that it would be difficult to inscribe. In contrast, lapis lazuli was a deep blue, quite easily workable, and was “one of the most precious stones known the to ancients.”[footnoteRef:833] It was well-known and sought after in Egypt. Also, when the High Priest’s breastplate was made for Aaron, the Israelites had just come from Egypt, where lapis was well-known, so lapis would have been available for the Israelites to use. “Lapis, one of the most sought-after and prized stones of ancient times, was used for personal adornment, seals, ornaments, and inlaying.”[footnoteRef:834] Part of the tribute that Pharaohs received from Babylonia included amounts of lapis lazuli, and various objects and animals were carved from lapis lazuli and used on necklaces or as pendants, including goddesses, hearts, a cat, crocodiles, scarabs, eyes, and also part of the Egyptian Book of the Dead was inscribed on a lapis tablet.[footnoteRef:835] The fact that lapis lazuli was easily workable is likely the explanation for its use in Lamentations 4:7. [831:  Daniel I. Block, The Book of Ezekiel: Chapters 1-24 [NICOT], 102n89.]  [832:  Katherine Sakenfeld, ed., The New Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible, 5:107.]  [833:  Block, The Book of Ezekiel: Chapters 1-24 [NICOT], 104. Block footnotes J. R. Harris, Lexicographical Studies in Ancient Egyptian Minerals Deutsche Akademie der Wissenschaften zu Berlin Institut für Orientforschung 54 (Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 1961), pp. 124–29.]  [834:  Ruth Wright and Robert Chadbourne, Gems and Minerals of the Bible, 81.]  [835:  George F. Kunz, The Curious Lore of Precious Stones, Dover Publications, New York, 1971, p. 37, 227, 229, 293, 294,] 

Lapis lazuli, or “lapis” for short, is a semi-precious stone that has been prized since antiquity for its intense blue color. The term “lapis lazuli” originated from the Persian word for “gem.” Lapis lazuli artifacts have been found at the oldest site of the Indus Valley civilization and a testimony to the value and appeal of lapis lazuli is that it was used as a gem in the funeral mask of the Egyptian pharaoh Tutankhamun.[footnoteRef:836] In contrast to lapis lazuli, sapphire, if it was present at all in the early ancient Near East, would have been extremely rare, and almost impossible to fashion into gems and figurines. Sapphire is composed of corundum, and corundum is the second-hardest mineral known, second only to diamond. It is highly unlikely that many people in ancient times would have known what a sapphire was, but rulers and wealthy people would have worn lapis lazuli and it would have been well-known and recognized. [836:  Wikipedia, “Lapis Lazuli,” accessed June 18, 2024, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lapis_lazuli.] 

There are two very likely reasons that “sapphire” is the preferred reading in many English Bibles in spite of the fact that most historians and archaeologists know that “sapphire” is likely not correct. One reason is that the reading “sapphire” is traditional. The older English versions that pre-date archaeology, such as the King James Version (1611) and Geneva Bible (1599), assumed that the valuable blue stone was a sapphire, and “sapphire” became the traditional reading. Today most translators try to preserve traditional readings if they can, even if they believe those readings are probably wrong. Secondly, however, at the time the Bible was written lapis lazuli was a very prized gem, and highly valued. Today, however, lapis is not highly valued and a lot of people do not even know what it is or looks like, whereas sapphire is highly valued and well-known. Thus, to many translators, the term “sapphire” carries the blue color and value of the stone even if it is not actually the correct stone. The REV and some other modern versions (e.g., CEB, CSB, NASB, NIV, NLT) have the reading “lapis lazuli” because it is almost certainly the stone the writer had in mind.
“the form of a man.” This is God, Yahweh, appearing in the form of a man, as is clear from the context.
The book of Ezekiel gives us a lot of information about God and His chariot-throne, which He traveled on when He came to speak with Ezekiel. The chariot-throne travels lightning-fast through the air (Ezek. 1:14), powered by four four-winged cherubim (Ezek. 1:11), and when it lands it has wheels and can roll (Ezek. 1:16-17). It is quite compact, and thus can park between the south side of the Temple and the Temple enclosure wall (Ezek. 10:3). The cherubim are close enough together that their wings can touch (Ezek. 1:9). Above the cherubim and the wheels is a platform that glistens like crystal and is likely somewhat transparent, allowing God to see the cherubim, wheels, and ground below Him (Ezek. 1:22). Upon the platform is a sapphire-blue throne, and upon the throne, God sits in the form of a human (Ezek. 1:26). The cherubim are living creatures, and go wherever and whenever God instructs them to (Ezek. 1:20), and when they move they make a great noise like the noise of an army (Ezek. 1:24).
Given the human shape of the cherubim and their four faces looking in four different directions (Ezek. 1:5-6, 10), it is likely that when God traveled on His cherubim-powered chariot-throne it is sometimes expressed simply as “God rode on a cherub” (2 Sam. 22:11; Ps. 18:10). It is unlikely that God would ride piggyback style on a cherub. Also, that God rides on a cherubim-powered chariot-throne explains why cherubim are referred to as God’s “chariot” in 1 Chronicles 28:18.
[For more on Yahweh appearing in human form, see commentary on Acts 7:55 and Gen. 18:1; cf. Ezek. 8:2.]
Eze 1:27
“And there was brightness all around him.” This brightness is the “glory” of the LORD, the glory of Yahweh. See commentary on Ezekiel 1:28.
Eze 1:28
“the rainbow.” The colors of the rainbow are also associated with God’s throne in Revelation 4:3. God loves brilliant colors, and we see them associated with God in different places, particularly here and Revelation 4, and, of course, in God’s world around us.
“This was the appearance of the form of the glory of Yahweh.” This translation in the REV is quite literal. The sense of the sentence is picked up in several versions that are slightly less literal but catch the sense well. For example, “This was how the appearance of the glory of ADONAI looked” (CJB). Or “This is what the glory of the LORD looked like to me” (NLT).
Here in Ezekiel 1:28 and most other places, the “glory of Yahweh” is the brilliant light that surrounds Yahweh, and He is in the center of the brilliant light. Sometimes, such as in Ezekiel 1:28 and Revelation 4:3, the light surrounding God is multi-colored. Ezekiel saw both the brilliant light that surrounded Yahweh and Yahweh Himself in a human form (Ezek. 1:26-28). Historically it has sometimes been thought that the “glory” was the divine presence itself, but the Bible describes the brilliant glory as being around God, not God Himself appearing as a brilliant light. Thus the Hastings Bible Dictionary has: “It [“glory”] is also frequently used…to denote a particular physical appearance indicating the divine presence.”[footnoteRef:837] [837:  James Hastings, A Dictionary of the Bible, s.v. “Glory,” 184.] 

As we will see below, Yahweh appeared in different ways. There are times when He appeared to people without His glory being visible, such as when He visited Abraham (Gen. 18:1). At other times He appeared in a cloud of brilliant light, and people could see the light but not Yahweh Himself. Sometimes, like here in Ezekiel, Yahweh appeared in His “glory,” the brilliant light that surrounded Him, but Yahweh Himself could also be seen in the light (Ezek. 1:26-28).
Since the phrase “the glory of Yahweh” is a way of describing the brilliant light that surrounds Yahweh with Him in the center, sometimes the Bible focuses on the glorious brilliance around Yahweh and sometimes on Yahweh Himself. This in large part explains why, when Yahweh appears in a given record, the Bible sometimes says “Yahweh” while at other times it says “the glory of Yahweh.” For example, “the glory of Yahweh” stood in front of Ezekiel on a plain near Nippur, but it was Yahweh Himself who spoke to Ezekiel (Ezek. 3:22-24). Similarly, Ezekiel 3:12 says that “the glory of Yahweh rose from its place,” but it is clear in the context that Yahweh’s chariot-throne was lifting off and moving with Yahweh Himself in the center of the glory that surrounded Him. Also, in Ezekiel 9:3, “the glory of God” moved to the threshold of the Temple, but “He” (Yahweh) spoke to Ezekiel. Also, because of the sin of the religious and political leaders of Judah, “the glory of Yahweh” left the Temple (Ezek. 10:4, 18; 11:23), but it was Yahweh who left; and He returns in Ezekiel 43:1-6, which is still future. But the Bible says “the glory of Yahweh” left because Yahweh in all His glory left the Temple.
When Stephen was being stoned, he looked up and saw “the glory of God, and Jesus standing at the right hand of God,” but he described it saying, “I see…the Son of Man standing at the right hand of God” (Acts 7:55-56). Stephen saw “the glory of God,” i.e., the brilliant light that surrounded God, but he described it to the people there as “God” because he and his audience all knew that the “glory of God” was there because God was present in the center of the brilliant glory. Furthermore, to Stephen, “God” was the important focus, not the light around Him.
There are many times in the Bible when “the glory of Yahweh” is said to be present but Yahweh Himself was apparently not seen. The “glory of Yahweh” is not separate from Yahweh as if Yahweh Himself could be in one place and the “glory of Yahweh,” the brilliant light around Him, could be in another place. When the people saw the glory of Yahweh, they knew that the reason for the brilliant light was that God was in the center of it, and often when Yahweh appeared, He only allowed people to see the glorious light that surrounded Him, but not He Himself (cf. Exod. 16:7, 10; 24:16-18; Lev. 9:23-24; Num. 14:10; 16:19, 42; 20:6; 1 Kings 8:10-11; 2 Chron. 5:13-14; 7:1-3). God said “I will appear in the cloud over the atonement cover,” so again we see God appearing in a cloud of bright light (Lev. 16:2).
A good example of people seeing the light around God but apparently not God in person was when “the glory of Yahweh” filled Moses’ Tent of Meeting and Solomon’s Temple. The brilliant light revealed that God was present there in a special way, dwelling above the mercy seat and between the cherubim (Exod. 25:22; Num. 7:89; 1 Sam. 4:4; 2 Sam. 6:2; 2 Kings 19:15; 1 Chron. 13:6; Ps. 80:1, 99:1; Isa. 37:16). When “the glory of the Lord” shined around the shepherds at the birth of Christ, it almost assuredly indicated that a very proud Father God was personally present there at the announcement of the birth of His only begotten Son, but the shepherds did not see Yahweh Himself (Luke 2:9).
God is in control of when and how He appears to people, so it should not surprise us that when God shows up in person, He shows up in different ways, each appropriate to the circumstance. Sometimes He is surrounded by brilliant light, which can be multi-colored as it is in Ezekiel 1:27-28 and Revelation 4:3-5. The brilliant light around God is the unapproachable light of 1 Timothy 6:16. Sometimes when God shows up in the form of a human as He did to Ezekiel, His body is described as being like fire (Ezek. 1:27). This may refer to the yellow, orange, red, blue and even green colors of fire, but also it likely describes the fact that, like fire, God Himself is glowing and the light shining from Him is moving and changing. God does not have to show up in a dull human form, but can reveal Himself in an amazing form that apparently shines, glows, and flashes like fire. However, when God showed up in Daniel’s vision of the end-times judgment, it was a regal indeed, with God in snow white clothing and with the white hair of age and wisdom, sitting on a fiery throne of judgment (Dan. 7:9-10).
Sometimes when Yahweh comes in person the brightness around Him is described as a cloud. This is what happened at the dedications of Moses’ Tent of Meeting and Solomon’s Temple. The cloud of light that filled Moses’ Tent and Solomon’s Temple was so bright that the priests could not minister there (Exod. 40:34-35; 1 Kings 8:10-11; 2 Chron. 5:13-14; 7:1-3). The glory of Yahweh is also described as a bright cloud in Ezekiel 10:3-4, and God said he would appear in a cloud on the mercy seat between the cherubim in the Holy of Holies (Lev. 16:2). We can understand why the brightness around God is sometimes described as a “cloud” because His brightness was localized and thus was much like a bright cloud in the sky with the sun shining through it such that it can only be squinted at. A brilliant cloud also appeared at the Transfiguration and indicated the presence of God, and God spoke from the cloud and said, “This is my beloved Son…” (Matt. 17:5; Mark 9:7; Luke 9:34).
The appearance of the cloud around God could change, depending on the situation. Although it was usually a brilliant light, sometimes it was dark. Furthermore, sometimes it had lightning or both thunder and lightning, and sometimes it had some of the other colors of the rainbow around God as well, or the colors of fire. When God came down on Mount Sinai at the time of the Exodus, there was a thick dark cloud, thunder and lightning, smoke, and the appearance of a consuming fire (Exod. 19:16-18; 24:16-17). When God first showed Himself to Ezekiel, he saw a cloud flashing with fire and there was a brilliance around the cloud and a glow in the middle of it that had the deep yellow-orange color of amber (Ezek. 1:4).
It is important to recognize that there are a couple of times when “the glory of Yahweh” does not seem to refer to His personal presence. In the phrase, “the glory of Yahweh,” the Hebrew word “glory” is kabod (#03519 כָּבוֹד), and kabod has a broad range of meanings. The Hebrew word kabod can mean glory, splendor, honor, distinction, reputation, importance, essence, power, and even heaviness or burden, depending on the context.
When the Bible speaks of the “glory” of Yahweh as the brilliant light that surrounds Him, it is using “glory” with the meaning of something that is awe-inspiring and of great splendor and wonder. As we have seen above, that brilliant awe-inspiring and wonderous light indicates the presence of God.[footnoteRef:838] There are times, however, when the word “glory” refers to God’s majesty, power, or His praise and honor. For example, in Isaiah 35:2 when the wilderness and desert will see the “glory of God” and be transformed into fertile land, the word “glory” most likely refers to His awe-inspiring power that elicits praise. A similar use is in Habakkuk 2:14 when the whole world is filled with the knowledge of the “glory of Yahweh,” most likely meaning His power and majesty. [838:  Cf. BDB, s.v. כָּבוֹד def. 2c, “of God, glory, in historic theophanies,” 458; Strong’s #03519.] 

In contrast to the “glory of Yahweh,” which occurs quite often in the Old Testament and almost always refers to the personal presence of Yahweh, the phrase “glory of God” occurs very rarely in the Old Testament and never refers to His personal presence. In the Old Testament, the phrase “the glory of God” refers to the power and majesty of God (cf. Ps. 19:1, Prov. 25:2). However, the phrase “the glory of the God of Israel” refers to the glorious brilliance around Yahweh, and it only occurs five times, all in Ezekiel (Ezek. 8:4; 9:3; 10:19; 11:22; 43:2).
In the New Testament, the phrase “glory of the Lord” is rare, occurring three times, and it can refer to God’s personal presence (Luke 2:9), to praise and honor (2 Cor. 8:19), or in one case it refers to the glory of the Lord Jesus (2 Cor. 3:18). The phrase “the glory of God” in the New Testament almost always refers to the power and majesty of God or something that elicits the praise and honor of God (cf. John 11:4, 40; Rom. 3:23; 15:7; 1 Cor. 10:31; 2 Cor. 4:14). Only a few times does the “glory of God” refer to the brilliant light that surrounds God (Acts 7:55; Rev. 15:8; 21:23, and perhaps Rev. 21:11).
God desires a special and personal relationship with people, so it is not unusual that He would manifest His presence among humans at various critical times in history, and often He is surrounded by glorious light, “the glory of Yahweh.”
[For more on the movement of the glory of Yahweh out and back into Jerusalem and the Temple, see commentary on Ezek. 9:3. For more on Yahweh appearing in human form, see commentary on Gen. 18:1 and Acts 7:55.]
 
Ezekiel Chapter 2
Eze 2:1
“son of man.” The phrase “son of man” is a Semitic idiom for a human being (see commentary on Dan. 7:13). Because of that, most commentators say that the reason that God refers to Ezekiel as “son of man,” which He does over 90 times, “distinguishes the prophet from the nonhuman beings that are present in the world of his vision” (text note: NET Bible). However, while the phrase “son of man” distinguishes the human prophet from the divine visions he sees, it almost certainly does more than that. Many prophets had profound visions of the divine realm, including Isaiah, who saw Yahweh on his throne (Isa. 6:1-13), and Daniel, who had angelic visitations and very complex visions of the future. Amos had a vision of Yahweh, but Yahweh just called him “Amos,” not “son of man” (Amos 7:7-8). No prophet except Ezekiel is called “son of man,” so there have to be deeper reasons for that besides just that Ezekiel was human.
Ezekiel and Daniel were contemporaries, and it was Daniel who saw the vision of “one like a son of man,” the Messiah, coming in the clouds of heaven and getting everlasting dominion of the earth from “the Ancient of Days,” that is, God. Thus, it was in the time of Ezekiel and Daniel that “son of man” became a messianic title as well as an idiom meaning “human being,” and Jesus referred to himself as “the son of man” on many occasions.
One reason that God called Ezekiel “son of man,” a title Jesus regularly used of himself, was to establish the typological relationship between Ezekiel and Christ. Many of the Old Testament figures were types of Jesus Christ in one way or another. Joseph was a type of Christ who went from a lowly person in Egypt to second-in-command under Pharaoh himself. Joshua was a type of Christ who took charge of the army of God and conquered the Promised Land. David was a type of Christ who ruled Israel in a time of great prosperity. The list goes on and on.
One profound way that Ezekiel was a type of Christ was they were both priests who could not perform their priestly function in their earthly life but would in their next life. Ezekiel was a priest in exile in Babylon and removed from the Temple by some 600 miles. Similarly, Jesus was not only a priest, but God’s High Priest, but due to the circumstances of his life he could not function as a priest in his first life. But of all the prophets in Israel, it was to Ezekiel that God showed the revelation of the Millennial Temple (Ezek. 40-48), and in the Millennium both Jesus and Ezekiel will minister in that Temple as priests.
Another way that Ezekiel was a type of Christ concerned the consistent contact the two of them had with God. Jesus was in consistent contact with God, so much so that John 3:34 says that Jesus spoke the words of God because God “continues to give to him the spirit without measure.” God consistently gave revelation to Jesus Christ. Although Ezekiel did not have the consistency of contact with God that Jesus did, you might not know that from a quick read of the book of Ezekiel. Of the 48 chapters of Ezekiel, all but two, chapters 14 and 20, open with God speaking to Ezekiel, or God’s hand being upon him, or him seeing a vision from God, or God or His angel somehow directing him; and the two chapters that don’t have that contact in the opening verse have it in the second verse. No other prophet seems to have had the constant contact with God that Ezekiel did. Based on what he saw in Ezekiel, Jesus Christ could be confident that God would be in regular contact with him.
Ezekiel, the prophet that God called “son of man,” was not just called that because he was human and not divine, Ezekiel was an important type of Christ.
Eze 2:3
“I am sending you to the children of Israel.” This is some important information. For one thing, “the children of Israel” that Ezekiel was commissioned to speak to were not in Israel, they were in captivity in Babylon, as was Ezekiel himself. The Judeans back in Judah were being addressed by prophets there, such as Jeremiah. Also, Ezekiel is sent to “the children of Israel,” not “the children of Judah,” although sometimes people of Judah are singled out. Although Nebuchadnezzar had deported the Judeans, the Assyrians had deported the ten northern tribes of Israel about 125 years earlier (Samaria had been breached and captured in 722 BC, and the people were carried away into exile). So apparently there were both people from the Northern Kingdom of Israel and the Southern Kingdom of Judah that were addressed by Ezekiel, and the people from both Israel and Judah had rebelled against God.
 
Ezekiel Chapter 3
Eze 3:3
“Then I ate it, and it was as sweet as honey.” This is a similar experience to what John experienced in Revelation 10:9, except after John ate the scroll it became bitter in his stomach.
Eze 3:12
“the glory of Yahweh.” In this context, the “glory of Yahweh” is Yahweh in the midst of His glory. It is not as if the glory of Yahweh was in one place and Yahweh was in another. We have already seen how glorious Yahweh is, shining and glowing like fire and glowing metal, and surrounded by a brightness that has the colors of the rainbow (Ezek. 1:26-28).
[For more on the phrase “the glory of Yahweh” referring to Yahweh’s presence surrounded by a cloud of brilliant light, see commentary on Ezek. 1:4 and Ezek. 1:28.]
“rose from its place.” The REV translation follows the textual change suggested in Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia,[footnoteRef:839] that the Hebrew word brum (בְּרוּם) should be in the text instead of barukh (בָּרוּךְ). The NET text note says, “The letters mem (ם) and kaph (ך) were easily confused in the old script while ) בָּרוּךְ‘blessed be’( both implies a quotation which is out of place here and also does not fit the later phrase, ‘from its place,’ which requires a verb of motion.” The BBE, NET, NAB, NIV, and NRSV translations also adopt the emendation. [839:  Elliger and Rudolf, eds., Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia (Hebrew Bible, Stuttgart [BHS] as preserved in the Leningrad Codex [WTT]).] 

It is important to pay attention to the fact that the glory of the Lord is moving in this initial section of Ezekiel, because due to sin it moves away from the Temple, and then in the prophecy of the Millennial Temple it moves back into the Temple again (Ezek. 43:4).
Eze 3:14
“the Spirit.” This is Yahweh, just as it is in Ezekiel 37:1. Some commentators take this use of ruach (“spirit; wind”) to refer to the wind caused by God’s chariot-throne moving, but there is no reason to believe that a wind from God’s chariot would take Ezekiel to a specific place and not just blow him around and even be potentially harmful.[footnoteRef:840] [840:  Cf. Leslie C. Allen [WBC].] 

“took me away.” That is, took Ezekiel away from where he was by the Chebar canal to the area of Tel Aviv where other exiles lived, as we learn from Ezekiel 3:15. Ezekiel was supposed to speak to them, but he sat overwhelmed for seven days until Yahweh spoke to him again.
“and I went in bitterness, in the heat of my spirit.” This is a rare look at the internal emotion of a prophet. But we could say that Ezekiel had good reason to be wrestling with bitterness and anger. He was a captive priest in exile in Babylonia, far from the Temple in which he should have been serving, because of the sin and ungodliness of the priests, Levites, and leaders of the country. And those leaders had had plenty of warning about the consequences that their sin could bring upon them. They had been told by prophet after prophet, and they had the clear example of the destruction of the ten northern tribes and the country of Israel. Yet they remained obstinate and Ezekiel was in exile because of it, and was wrestling with bitterness and anger.
Eze 3:15
at Tel Aviv.” This is not the modern city of Tel Aviv in Israel, which was founded in 1909, but an area in the vicinity of the Chebar canal near Nippur in Babylonia. Daniel Block writes: “While the name Tel Abib translates literally, ‘mound of spring produce,’ as a Mesopotamian toponym, it is derived from til abubi, ‘mound of the flood [debris].’ The phrase denotes a ruin-hill, popularly conceived as having been destroyed by the primeval deluge. This name may have been applied to the present site in the aftermath of the Chaldean destruction of the region around Nippur, prior to the arrival of the Judeans.”[footnoteRef:841] [841:  Daniel I. Block, The Book of Ezekiel: Chapters 1-24 [NICOT], 135-136.] 

“I sat there among them...overwhelmed for seven days.” God had called Ezekiel to speak to the children of Israel there in captivity with him, but Ezekiel was so stunned by the revelation he received, and overwhelmed, and perhaps not knowing exactly where to start, that he sat for seven days without saying anything. God had told Ezekiel to speak (Ezek. 3:4, 11), but after seven days Ezekiel had said nothing. God’s patience with Ezekiel wore out and He gave Ezekiel another revelation (Ezek. 3:16), and this one was a stern warning that God made Ezekiel a watchman, and if he did not speak the message that God had for the children of Israel then God would hold Ezekiel accountable for their blood (Ezek. 3:16-19). We tend to think of prophets as ready and willing to speak the words of the Lord no matter what the cost, but that kind of spiritual maturity and warrior-mindedness took growing up in the things of God, it did not come right away. God had to get angry at Moses before he would stop making excuses instead of obeying God (Exod. 4:13-17).
Eze 3:16
“at the end of seven days.” This is the second dated vision of Ezekiel, and it is seven days after Ezekiel’s first vision, so it occurred in the fifth year of Jehoiachin’s captivity, in the fourth month. This is likely the 24th of July 593 BC. But if Ezekiel is using inclusive counting, it is the 25th of July, 593 BC. To understand how this prophecy is “later” in Ezekiel’s life but “earlier” in our BC dating, we must keep in mind that Ezekiel lived before Christ, so “later” to him meant closer to 1 BC. Ezekiel’s first vision and commission had overwhelmed him, and he had been silent for seven days, thus God’s second revelation (see commentary on Ezek. 3:15).
Eze 3:17
“Son of man, I have made you a watchman to the house of Israel.” The message that God gave Ezekiel here in Ezekiel 3:17-21 is the same basic message that God gave in Ezekiel 18:21-24 and Ezekiel 33:7-16. Ezekiel 3:17-21 includes the responsibility of the person called to be a watchman to tell others about the disaster that will come upon those who disobey God, and it includes a warning to people not to believe that past righteousness will cover for current sin, and the encouragement that sin in one’s past will not keep a person from being considered righteous in God’s sight if they repent of their sin and live righteously.
Eze 3:18
“but his blood I will require at your hand.” Although this is a specific revelation to Ezekiel, it has general application to every believer. The unsaved and ignorant do not know that people who are not saved will be destroyed in the Lake of Fire (Rev. 20:11-15), while people who are saved but live rebellious and disobedient lives will not have any rewards in the future Millennial Kingdom (1 Cor. 3:14-15; also, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10). It is the responsibility of people who are saved to do their best to warn the unsaved and disobedient about their upcoming fate and how to avoid it and have a wonderful everlasting future.
Jesus said to go preach the Gospel (Matt. 28:18-20) and called his disciples to be fishers for people (Mark 1:17). 2 Corinthians 5:20 says Christians are ambassadors for Christ. If believers warn unbelievers about the future but are ignored, the believers are not held accountable for the disobedience of others and in fact are rewarded for their evangelical efforts. If, on the other hand, believers stand idly by while unbelievers die in ignorance, God holds the believers accountable to some degree for not at least trying to save their fellow humans from everlasting death.
[For more on annihilation in the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.” For more on the future Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Eze 3:20
“A righteousness man.” In this context, “righteousness” is doing what is right and just to other people and in the sight of God (see commentary on Matt. 5:6).
Eze 3:22
“and he said to me.” The “he” in this verse is Yahweh, as is made clear in the context.
“broad valley.” The Hebrew word biqah (#01237 בִּקְעָה) refers to a broad valley or a plain. Apparently, it was a broad valley, and it is mentioned again as “the valley” in Ezekiel 37:1, and when God showed it to Ezekiel then it was full of dry bones.
There were many times when God revealed Himself to Ezekiel and other prophets right where they were, but there are times when it is important to be alone, and this was one of them. Ezekiel’s commission was important for Israel and His prophecies important for the people then and for future generations, and God took Ezekiel alone into the valley and spoke clearly to him about his mission and ministry. For the other great event that took place in this valley between Ezekiel and God, see Ezekiel 37 and commentary on those verses.
Eze 3:23
“like the vision that I had seen in the plain.” The vision Ezekiel had on the plain is the vision he had in Ezekiel chapter 1.
Some English translations read “valley,” and in Hebrew, a “valley” can in fact refer to something we would call a “plain.” For example, the “Jezreel Valley” is many miles wide, and we Westerners would call it a “plain.” It does have hills on both sides, but they are many miles apart. The land that Ezekiel was on would have been more like a plain in our minds than our common idea of a “valley.”
“The glory of Yahweh stood there.” In this case, what Ezekiel saw was the brilliant cloud that surrounds Yahweh, with Yahweh in the middle of the cloud, just like Ezekiel had seen in Ezekiel 1:27-28. The text could have just said “Yahweh” because Yahweh was personally present in the cloud of glory, but it says “the glory of Yahweh” because that is what Ezekiel saw.
The Tanakh version by the Jewish Publication Society clearly understands that the “glory of Yahweh” surrounds Yahweh and thus indicates His presence, because they translate Ezekiel 3:23 as: “I arose and went out to the valley, and there stood the Presence of the LORD, like the Presence that I had seen at the Chebar Canal….”
[For more on the glory of God, see commentary on Ezek. 1:28.]
“and I fell on my face.” This is a very appropriate response to being in the presence of Yahweh.
Eze 3:24
“and he spoke with me.” The “he” in this verse is Yahweh, as is made clear in the context.
 
Ezekiel Chapter 4
Eze 4:10
“20 shekels.” 20 shekels is roughly eight ounces, half a pound (226.8 grams). A shekel was roughly .4 ounces (11 or 11.5 grams). See commentary on Genesis 24:22, “shekel.” Half a pound of food per day is not a lot of food.
“from time to time.” Ezekiel was not to eat the eight ounces all at once, but spread out through the day.
Eze 4:15
“cow’s dung for human dung.” This record in Ezekiel 4:1-17 is one of the places where God has a prophet not only speak a prophecy, but act it out. God had originally told Ezekiel to bake his food over human dung (Ezek. 4:12), but Ezekiel protested, so out of respect for him, God changed what He required (even though then it would sometimes not accurately represent what the people in Jerusalem would have to endure).
The Babylonians were about to attack Jerusalem and lay siege to it, and things were about to get so bad inside the city that people would cook what little food they had using dried human poop for fuel. People would only do that in the most dire of circumstances. God had mercy on Ezekiel and honored his request not to cook on human dung, and instead allowed Ezekiel to use dried cow manure (often referred to as “cow pies” in American slang) for fuel. Cooking over dried animal dung was quite common in the biblical world. Wood was often unavailable or at a premium, and dried cow and camel dung burned slowly and hot enough to cook over, although it smelled terrible (at least to most modern noses).
Cooking over dried animal dung was one of the multitude of biblical customs that did not change in the East over the centuries. In 1889, Gottlieb Schumacher wrote about his experiences in Jordan: “…owing to the great need of fuel during the rainy season…the nomad Bedawin and the villagers tear up every young tree before it has time to grow. …The villagers and Bedawin for their fuel as a rule make use of dried dung.[footnoteRef:842] [842:  Schumacher, Across the Jordan, 5.] 

When God gave a prophetic word to a prophet, that word was often called a “burden,” and when we see what God required of His servants, we can see that the prophecies God gave could truly be burdensome.
[For more on a prophecy being a burden, see commentary on Mal. 1:1.]
Eze 4:16
“staff of bread.” “Bread” was a common idiom for food. “Bread” came to be used by metonymy for food in general because bread was the main food in the culture and a staple of life. Bread was called “the staff” or “the staff of life” because the people leaned on it for their staple food (cf. Lev. 26:26; Ps. 105:16; Ezek. 5:16).
 
Ezekiel Chapter 5
Eze 5:1
“balances for weighing.” For more on the biblical balance used in trade, see commentary on Proverbs 11:1.
Eze 5:2
“the city.” That is, Jerusalem. The words “the city” are supplied for clarity in many English versions such as the REV; the Hebrew text reads “it.”
Eze 5:7
“arrogant.” The NET text note has a good explanation. It notes that the Hebrew word “is likely derived from ) מָנוֹןmanon(, meaning ‘disdain’ )see L. C. Allen, Ezekiel ]WBC[, 1:52(. A derivative from this root is used in Prov. 29:21 of a rebellious servant. See HALOT 600 s.v. מָנוֹן.” The word “arrogant” fits the context and the attitude of the people of Jerusalem.
“even acted according to the ordinances of the nations.” The pagan nations were more godly than Judah and Jerusalem!
Eze 5:10
“fathers will eat their sons...and sons will eat their fathers.” This refers to the cannibalism that was the result of the severe famine in Jerusalem due to the Babylonian siege of the city. Lamentations, almost certainly written by Jeremiah, who lived in Jerusalem during the Babylonian siege of the city, also mentions the cannibalism that occurred during the siege of Jerusalem (Lam. 2:20; 4:10, see commentary on Lam. 2:20). There is no evidence that parents were killing their children and eating them, although that was known to occur sometimes in deep famine (2 Kings 6:28-29). It is most likely that people were eating the remains of their children who had died from starvation and other causes.
Eze 5:14
“I will make you a desolation.” Although this is spoken directly of Jerusalem, the Babylonian attack devastated the whole Kingdom of Judah as well.
Eze 5:16
“staff of bread.” “Bread” was a common idiom for food. “Bread” came to be used by metonymy for food in general because bread was the main food in the culture and staple of life. Bread was indeed the staff upon which the people leaned for food, and in literature it is sometimes referred to as the “staff of life” (cf. Lev. 26:26; Ps. 105:16; Ezek. 4:16).
 
Ezekiel Chapter 6
Eze 6:2
“toward the mountains of Israel.” From where Ezekiel was near Nippur in Babylonia, the direction of the mountains in Israel was due west, and about 500 miles (800 km).
“and prophesy against them.” The most likely reason that Yahweh tells Ezekiel to prophesy against the mountains of Israel is that is where many of the idols were worshiped. Thus, Ezekiel 6:13 says, “their slain men will be among their idols around their altars on every high hill, on all the tops of the mountains.” It was believed by many ancient people that God or the gods ruled from mountains.
[For more about God or gods ruling from mountains, see commentary on Gen. 17:1.]
Eze 6:3
“shrines.” The Hebrew word “shrines” is bamot, which referred to a place that was leveled and built up and on which were placed various idols and objects of worship. Many of the towns had such shrines (see commentary on Num. 33:52). In this case, the shrines were on the mountains, in high places, but the primary emphasis is that God will destroy the pagan shrines.
Eze 6:4
“I will throw your slain men down in front of your idols.” God will throw the slain men of Judah down in front of their idols to show that the idol gods were powerless to protect them and cannot raise them from the dead.
Eze 6:5
“I will scatter your bones around your altars.” The bones around the pagan altars will prove that the pagan gods are powerless to raise the dead. In contrast, God takes dead, dry bones and gives them life (Ezek. 37:1-14). Jonah rightly said, “Those who worship worthless idols forsake their own mercy” (Jonah 2:8), because only Yahweh can give a person everlasting life, so those who abandon Yahweh and worship idols die forever instead of live forever.
[For more on people dying forever, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
Eze 6:12
“die by the famine.” The Babylonian siege of Jerusalem had produced a horrible famine (see commentary on Lam. 1:11).
 
Ezekiel Chapter 7
Eze 7:3
“the end is upon you.” Here in Ezekiel 7:3, God speaks directly to the land. Although the people of Israel sinned, the land itself will be punished, although as you read the text, the “land” is also intermingled by metonymy with the people of the land. When the people of a land sin, the land itself becomes defiled and reaps consequences (Lev. 18:25, 27-28). The land then becomes barren, desolate, subject to drought or flood, insects or disease, and the inhabitants are forced to abandon it, or it becomes conquered and other people take charge of it.
“hold you accountable for.” The Hebrew is more literally, “bring upon you,” but it means to “hold you accountable for” (NET) or can be nuanced even further to “punish you for” (HCSB; ESV).
Eze 7:5
“A unique disaster.” Or a “one-of-a-kind” disaster, or “an exceptional disaster.”[footnoteRef:843] Some Hebrew manuscripts read, “disaster after disaster,” and a number of modern versions read that way (cf. HCSB, ESV, NLT, NRSV). [843:  Daniel I. Block, The Book of Ezekiel: Chapters 1-24 [NICOT], 242.] 

Eze 7:7
“inhabitant.” Although some versions nuance “inhabitant” to “inhabitants,” the Hebrew is singular. Each person, each “inhabitant” faces his situation and divine retribution alone.
Eze 7:8
“hold you accountable.” The Hebrew is more literally, “bring upon you,” but it means to “hold you accountable for” (NET) or can be nuanced even further to “punish you for” (HCSB; ESV).
Eze 7:12
“Do not let the buyer rejoice, or the seller mourn.” This is a reference to the standard back-and-forth haggling play between the buyer and the seller in the biblical culture, and when the sale is over, the buyer rejoices he got the deal at such as good price and the seller mourns that he will be ruined for selling so low. The point Ezekiel is making is that in the day of disaster buying and selling will not be as normal and even perhaps there will be no buying and selling.
Eze 7:13
“For the seller will not regain what he has sold.” This unusual line can be understood in light of the day of disaster. It seems the sale will not be completed, and the seller not paid, but the seller will not get back what he “sold.” The NET has, “the customer will no longer pay the seller” following the Septuagint.
Eze 7:14
“shofar.” The ram’s horn trumpet, not the metal trumpet.
Eze 7:18
“baldness.” A symbol of mourning. See commentary on Jeremiah 47:5.
Eze 7:19
“like an unclean thing.” The silver and gold they covet so dearly will not just be worthless to them, it will be like filth, like things that are unclean.
“appetites.” The Hebrew word is “soul,” nephesh (#05315 נֶפֶשׁ), but here it is used of the appetite. People focused their lives on silver and gold, but in the day of disaster, they cannot eat it. Furthermore, the famine will be so great in the city that all their silver and gold will not be able to buy food. This verse in Ezekiel is not talking about the final Day of Judgment but the lesson applies to that great and terrible Day. There is a Day of Judgment coming for every person, and the only wealth that will be valuable on that Day is the wealth of having obeyed God during one’s life.
[For more on nephesh and its uses, see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
“stumbling block that brought about their iniquity.” The Hebrew reads, “stumbling block of their iniquity,” but it is a genitive of production and thus “brought about” or “produced” their iniquity is the meaning. Wealth became a stumbling block for these Judeans 2,500 years ago, and it is still a stumbling block for many people today, and entices people into lives of sin—lives that will end in everlasting death. There is a great irony in people living lives of sin in the pursuit of wealth. Even if they get it, it will only last a few decades at best, and sinful gain is never peaceful; it always comes with anxiety and fear—who will find out, will I lose it after all? In contrast, those people who obey God can live without anxiety now and will live in a gold city with walls of gemstones and streets of pure gold (Rev. 21:18-21).
Eze 7:20
“God’s ornaments.” The Hebrew text is “his ornaments” but that leaves the English unclear, so the REV nuances “his” to “God’s” for clarity. The people took some of the gold and silver articles in the Temple and made idols and perhaps other things such as decorations for idols from them (cf. Ezek. 16:17).
Eze 7:22
“my treasured place.” The meaning of the phrase is debated because it could refer to the Temple (and even be translated, “my secret place”), but the context indicates a wider scope, likely Jerusalem or even the whole land of Judah. The Hebrew can be “secret” or “treasure,” and likely refers to both Jerusalem and the Temple, or even Judah, Jerusalem, and the Temple. The point is that the sin of the people of Judah opened them up to attack and conquest by foreigners. The wise Christian should learn from that. No sin is harmless. Sin opens people up to being attacked by spiritual and physical forces.
Eze 7:23
“Make the chain.” This phrase is unclear in the context, and many different emendations and translations have been suggested. It seems logical that since captives were led away in chains, that it is a reference to the upcoming captivity of the people.
“the city.” Jerusalem.
 
Ezekiel Chapter 8
Eze 8:1
“in the sixth year, in the sixth month, in the fifth day of the month.” This is Ezekiel’s third revelation recorded in the book of Ezekiel (cf. Ezek. 1:1-2; 3:16). It starts in Ezekiel 8:1 and ends in Ezekiel 11:25. The sixth year refers to the sixth year of the Babylonian Captivity, which started when Jehoiachin was king of Judah (2 Kings 24:14-16). Many scholars accept that this date is September 18, 592 BC. That makes this vision a little over 13 months later than Ezekiel’s first vision (see commentary on Ezekiel 1:1, “in the fourth month”). Thus, after Ezekiel got his first revelations, it was over a year before he received this vision.
“the elders of Judah sat before me.” These elders, like Ezekiel himself, had been carried to Babylon by Nebuchadnezzar’s army (2 Kings 24:2-16). These elders, like King Jehoiachin of Judah himself, apparently had no formal authority in Babylon, but they had been recognized as leaders and elders among the Jews before the Captivity and they were still recognized by the Jews in that capacity, so they did have a genuine influence among the Jewish exiles.
The fact that they came to Ezekiel’s house indicates that they recognized Ezekiel’s prophetic ministry, even if they did not believe everything he said. This delegation is different from the one in Ezekiel 14:1, which is designated as “the elders of Israel,” instead of “the elders of Judah.” They could have been many of the same elders, but the occasions were different.
The reason for the elders of Judah coming to Ezekiel is not stated, but it is logical to conclude that they came to hear a word from Yahweh about the situation in Judah and Jerusalem as well as any word from Yahweh about their situation and fate. That they wanted to know about Jerusalem may in part explain why it was at that time that the spirit being took Ezekiel on a multi-chapter tour of Jerusalem and the Temple there, and showed him the abominations that were going on there, and with such egregious abominations, Yahweh could hardly bless and protect Jerusalem, Judea, and the people there.
“fell on me.” The word “fell” indicates a sudden and powerful revelation to Ezekiel. This included speaking loudly into Ezekiel’s ears (Ezek. 9:1). Ezekiel 6:1 and 7:1 simply said the word of Yahweh “came” to Ezekiel. But this revelation “fell” on him.
Eze 8:2
“there was a form that had the appearance of a man.” The Hebrew words “fire” and “man” are very similar, but “man” fits the context and is properly preserved in the Septuagint. At some point, the Hebrew text was improperly transmitted, which is why versions such as the KJV read “fire” and not “man.”
This mysterious figure is not specifically identified in this context, but the evidence in the text is that it is Yahweh Himself. A number of things support this. One of them is that this description of Yahweh is extremely similar to the description of Yahweh in Ezekiel 1:26-27. Also, the form of the man on the throne on top of the platform above the cherubim in Ezekiel 1:26-27 is described as being “the God of Israel” (Ezek. 10:20). Yahweh does appear as a man or man-like figure many times in the Bible (cf. Adam and Eve who heard His footsteps, Gen. 3:8; Abraham, Gen. 12:7; 15:1; 17:1; 18:1; Jacob, Gen. 28:13; Moses and the elders of Israel, Exod. 24:9-11; Samuel, 1 Sam. 3:10; Solomon (twice), 1 Kings 3:5; 9:2; 11:9; Micaiah, 1 Kings 22:19-22; Isaiah, Isa. 6:1-5; Ezekiel, Ezek. 1:26-28; Daniel, Dan. 7:9-14; Amos, Amos 7:7; Stephen, Acts 7:56; and the apostle John, Rev. 5:1-8. See commentary on Gen. 18:1).
Also, this spirit uses the first person, “I” or “me” when God is speaking, e.g., Ezekiel 8:6, 17. Also, this “man” refers to the Temple as “my sanctuary” (Ezek. 8:6). Also, the last verse in the chapter, Ezekiel 8:18, is similar to what God had said elsewhere (cf. Ezek. 5:11; 7:9). Also, the Spirit continues speaking in chapter 9, and commands spirit beings in their roles in the destruction of Jerusalem, and by 9:4 the speaker is Yahweh (Ezek. 9:1-4). Then in Ezek. 9:5 the speaker is again referred to as “he,” and Ezekiel identifies him with Yahweh, saying, “Oh, Lord Yahweh!” (Ezek. 9:8). Chapter 9 ends with a statement that is similar to many other places in the Old Testament where Yahweh says He will not spare but will punish people for their sins, and in the closing verse the angel scribe reports back to Yahweh that he has done as “you have commanded me.” The personal appearance of God is theologically referred to as a theophany.
Eze 8:3
“the Spirit lifted me up.” Yahweh, who appeared to Ezekiel in Ezekiel 8:2 in the form of a human, now forcibly picks him up and takes him in a vision from Babylon, where he lived as an exile in the Babylonian Captivity, to Jerusalem, to show him the abominations going on there. God took Ezekiel to Jerusalem in this vision even though Ezekiel was right in the middle of meeting with the elders of Judah that had been taken captive to Babylon. Ezekiel’s vision lasted from Ezekiel 8:3 to 11:24, but even though it was complex it must not have taken very long in actual time because the elders of Judah sat there the entire time, and when the vision ended Ezekiel told them about it (Ezek. 11:25).
“statue of jealousy.” Here in Ezekiel 8:3, God calls the idol the “statue of jealousy” and it makes God jealous. We are not told what god or goddess is represented by the statue, and that would not have mattered much because God detests all idols. Israel made a covenant with God on Mount Sinai that He would be their only God, so rightfully God is jealous that He is sharing Israel’s worship with an idol god. The priests, Levites, and many of the people had abandoned the Law of God in order to have this kind of idol at one of the gates into the Temple.
It is because of idolatry like this among the priests and Levites that God showed Ezekiel that in the Millennial Kingdom, the priests who live near the Temple and serve with Christ will not have been idolaters like these priests and Levites were (Ezek. 48:11).
Eze 8:4
“the glory of the God of Israel was there.” The personal presence of Yahweh, surrounded by His bright glory, was now at “the entrance of the gate of the inner court [of the Temple] that looks toward the north” (Ezek. 8:3-4).
What we see in Ezekiel chapters 8-11 is God taking Ezekiel in a vision from Babylon to Jerusalem and showing Ezekiel some of what was happening there and why He must abandon His Temple and destroy Jerusalem. Then, when Ezekiel’s vision is over, he tells his vision to the elders back in Babylon (Ezek. 11:25).
When Ezekiel arrives in Jerusalem in the vision, God is already there, surrounded by His glory (Ezek. 8:4). Then God gives Ezekiel a personal tour around different places in the Temple and shows him all the idolatry and idols that are there. God had already told Ezekiel about all the sin and rebellion going on in Judah, and that He was going to go against it (Ezek. 5:8) and also that He would have to withdraw from Jerusalem and the people (Ezek. 5:11). But in Ezekiel 8 God personally shows Ezekiel some of what was happening in Judah, even in the Temple itself (Ezek. 8:5-17), and God says He will act in wrath (Ezek. 8:18).
Then, in Ezekiel 9:3, and repeated with a different emphasis in Ezekiel 10:4, God moves from His cherubim chariot-throne to the threshold of the Temple, which was the entrance to the Holy Place, the outer room of the Temple. (Chapters 9 and 10 can be very confusing if it is not recognized that 9:3ff and 10:4ff are speaking of the same event but with a different emphasis.) At that point, the whole Temple is filled with the glory of God (Ezek. 10:4). In Ezekiel 9:1-11, the emphasis is on the spirit beings that God summons to destroy Jerusalem. In contrast, Ezekiel 10:1-17 focuses on the role of God’s personal presence and the cherubim chariot-throne in the destruction of Jerusalem.
In Ezekiel 9:1-7 God moves to the threshold of the Temple at the entrance of the Holy Place. From there He faces and speaks to the spirit beings who were standing beside the great bronze altar that was in the inner courtyard of the Temple (Ezek. 9:2). God tells the one spirit being who had an inkhorn to mark those who groan over the abominations done in Jerusalem, and He tells the other spirit beings to destroy all the inhabitants of the city who do not have a mark (Ezek. 10:3-7).
After doing that, God left the threshold of the Temple and mounted His cherubim chariot-throne, and then traveled to over the far east gate of the Temple (Ezek. 10:18-19). Then God brought Ezekiel to the east gate and showed him evil men and told him to prophesy against them and Ezekiel did so (Ezek. 11:1-13). God closes Ezekiel’s vision by speaking to him about the hope of Israel: that the people of Israel will be regathered to the very soil of Israel, all the idols and ungodly things will be removed, that the people will have a new heart and new spirit, and God will be their God and the people will be God’s people (Ezek. 11:17-20). Then God traveled on His cherubim chariot-throne to over the top of the Mount of Olives and Ezekiel was brought back in his vision to the exiles in Babylon where the vision ended (Ezek. 11:23-24). Ezekiel then told his fellow exiles the vision he had received from God (Ezek. 11:25), but the Bible never tells us about when God leaves the Mount of Olives or where He goes after that. We do know there is no record of God coming back to His Temple when it was rebuilt when the exiles returned from Babylon or when it was remodeled by King Herod. The Bible tells us God’s glory will return from the east when the Messiah builds the Millennial Temple and rules the earth in righteousness (Ezek. 43:1-4). So what we see in Ezekiel is the sad record of how the sin of God’s people eventually had existed so long, and was such great sin, that God had to leave, and He left in stages, going from inside the Temple to the threshold of the Temple, to the East Gate of the Temple to the Mount of Olives east of the Temple and then onward toward the east.
“like the vision that I had seen in the plain.” The vision Ezekiel had on the plain is the vision he had in Ezekiel chapter 1.
In Hebrew, a “valley” can in fact refer to something we would call a “plain.” For example, the “Jezreel Valley” is many miles wide, and we Westerners would call it a “plain.” It does have hills on both sides, but they are many miles apart.
Eze 8:5
“in the direction of the north.” In the vision, Ezekiel was placed at the entrance to the gate from the inner court of the Temple that looks north, i.e., the north gate of the inner court (Ezek. 8:3). He was told to look north, and when he did he saw the image of jealousy in the entrance to the gate. So we know from this information that in the vision Ezekiel was set down inside the inner court, not outside it. If Ezekiel was outside the gate he would have had to have looked southward to see an idol in the north gate.
“the Altar Gate.” The Hebrew is “the gate of the altar,” but that is unclear in English because the altar did not have a gate, the gate was roughly adjacent to the altar in the inner courtyard, so it was called “the Altar Gate.”
“image that aroused God’s jealousy.” The literal Hebrew is “this image of jealousy,” and the genitive is a genitive of production, so it means an image (an idol) that arouses God’s jealousy or produces jealousy, that is, the idol made God jealous. Translating the Hebrew text literally and saying “an image of jealously” would be unclear, for one thing, you can’t make an image of jealousy because jealousy is an emotion.
Eze 8:6
“do you see what they are doing.” This is a rhetorical question. God is emphasizing the evil by formulating what He says as a question. He is building a case and showing Ezekiel why He has to leave His Temple, and also why Judah will be conquered and its people carried into exile in Babylon.
“so that I must go far away from my sanctuary.” The last sight of Yahweh as He leaves His Temple and Jerusalem is Ezekiel 11:22-23, when He is over the Mount of Olives. We know He goes from there into the east, but exactly where we are not informed. In the Millennial Kingdom, He will come back to His Temple from the east (Ezek. 43:1-4).
Eze 8:8
“when I had dug through the wall, behold, a doorway.” Exactly what is happening here is unknown, in part because we do not know the exact location where the hole in the wall was, and in part because we do not know the exact construction of the Temple at this time. The Temple had storerooms between the Holy Place and Holy of Holies and the wall to the courtyard, so it is likely that Ezekiel dug into a wall that gave him entrance to a storage room on the outer wall of the Temple proper, and the room had been converted into a pagan cult center.
Eze 8:10
“engraved on the wall.” Since these detestable things and idols were engraved on the wall of a room in the Temple (or perhaps even the Temple sanctuary itself), only the priests and Levites would supposedly have ever seen them, but it seems that the priests had let other leaders in the Temple—the 70 elders mentioned in Ezekiel 8:11—against the Law of Moses.
Eze 8:11
“70 men of the elders of the house of Israel.” A parallel horror to the engravings and idols in a room of the Temple were these 70 men who were elders of Israel but not Levites or priests worshiping idols inside the Temple when the Law of Moses strictly forbade their being there. Thus, not only were the priests and Levites not doing their duty to keep the sanctity of the Temple, but the elders, who knew better, seem more than happy to elevate their status at the expense of the Law and worship idols in the Temple. The avarice of fallen man is such that it takes laws and people willing to enforce them to keep people civil and obedient.
Eze 8:14
“the entrance of the north gate of the house of Yahweh.” Exactly how this gate differed from the earlier north gate is not known. This gate may have been further west than the Altar Gate (Ezek. 8:3-5) and been adjacent to the Temple proper, not just the eastern part of the inner courtyard.
Eze 8:16
“into the inner courtyard of the house of Yahweh.” Ezekiel had been in the inner court, but now he was directly in front of (east of) the Temple itself.
“with their backs toward the Temple of Yahweh and their faces toward the east.” Yahweh resided in the Temple, in the Holy of Holies, between the cherubim and over the mercy seat, and the men could have been facing Yahweh and worshiping Him. Instead, they turned their backs on Yahweh and worshiped the sun from inside Yahweh’s Temple. Since the men were facing east, and Ezekiel was facing west toward the Temple, Ezekiel was looking directly at these men and if he was visible they would have seen him.
“were worshiping.” Or “were bowing down to.” The same Hebrew verb, shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), is translated as both “bow down” and “worship;” traditionally “worship” if God is involved and “bow down” if people are involved, but the verb and action are the same, the act of bowing down is the worship. The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body to the earth.
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
Eze 8:17
“to my nose.” Here in Ezekiel 8:17, the ancient scribes deliberately changed “my nose” to “their nose” to avoid offensive theology, and because that change is reflected in the standard Hebrew text, many English versions read “their nose” instead of “my nose.” The ancient scribes emended (changed) the text occasionally to, in their minds, preserve the sanctity of God.
The custom of putting a twig to the nose has been lost in antiquity, and scholars are not sure of its significance. A possible parallel might be a bas-relief of a Syrian king holding a flower to his nose as he worshiped the stars (ANEP 281). If that is the case, it may be that God is telling Ezekiel that the worship of idols in the Temple was so bold and arrogant that it was as if the people of Judah were putting a branch to His nose so that He could worship their idols too.
It seems that the meaning of the custom was lost by 250 BC because the Septuagint does not translate the phrase but translates a possible meaning: “and behold, they are like those who mock” (the LXX using muktērizō, “to turn up the nose at; to mock” to make the point).
About the change to the Hebrew text, E. W. Bullinger writes: “The Massorah, i.e., the small writing in the margins of the standard Hebrew codices…consists of a concordance of words and phrases, etc., safeguarding the Sacred Text. A note in the Massorah against several passages in the Hebrew Bible states: ‘This is one of the Eighteen Emendations of the Sopherim [Scribes]’, or words to that effect. Complete lists of these emendations are found in the Massorah of most of the model or standard codices of the Hebrew Bible, and these are not always identical; so that the number exceeds eighteen…”[footnoteRef:844] [844:  Bullinger, Companion Bible, Appendix 33.] 

Eze 8:18
“though they cry out in my ears with a loud voice.” This seems cold of God, but actually it is not. God knows that when disaster strikes the people will not cry out to Him because they love Him and wish to repent of their sins, they will cry out to Him out of their selfish desire to save their lives and property.
“I will not listen to them.” God does not hear prayers simply because people pray. Everyone sins, but some people are prideful and unrepentant about their sin, and God will not listen to the prayers of wicked and unrepentant people; those prayers are an abomination to Him (Prov. 28:9). It is the prayer of a righteous person that accomplishes much (James 5:16). There are a number of verses that say God does not answer the prayers of the wicked (cf. Job 35:12-13; Prov. 15:29; Isa. 1:15; 59:1-2; Ezek. 8:17-18; Mic. 3:4; Zech. 7:12-13; and James 4:3). God spoke to Jeremiah, who was alive at the same time as Ezekiel, and told him on three different occasions not to pray for Judah (cf. Jer. 7:16; 11:14, 14:11; see commentary on Jer. 7:16).
[For more on God not hearing the prayers of the wicked or honoring their sacrifices, see commentary on Amos 5:22].
 
Ezekiel Chapter 9
Eze 9:1
“cried out in my ears.” This is a splendid example of audible revelation, although it is part of the larger revelation Ezekiel was having.
[For more information on revelation, what it is, and how it works, see commentary on Gal. 1:12.]
Note that Yahweh cries into Ezekiel’s ears with a loud voice to make a strong impression on Ezekiel, right after saying that the sin of the people was so great that if they cried out to God with a loud voice He would not hear them (Ezek. 8:18).
Eze 9:2
“six men.” These are not human beings, but spirit beings in the form of men, and therefore called “men.” They are never specifically said to be angels, and they may not have been. Apparently, there are many different types of spirit beings, just as there are many types of people and animals on earth (see commentary on Eph. 3:15).
“Upper Gate.” Also called, “the Upper Gate of Benjamin,” this is the gate in the northern wall of the Temple, not the northern gate in the city wall. It was built by King Jotham, son of Uzziah (2 Kings 15:35).
“shattering weapon.” This is most likely a war club. It is not the word for sword. Judah will be shattered.
“they went in.” That is, into the inner courtyard of the Temple area.
“and stood beside the bronze altar.” The bronze altar was between the entrance to the Temple proper and the east gate of the Temple, so God, standing in front of the Holy Place in the threshold of the Temple, could look directly at these spirit beings.
Eze 9:3
“And the glory of the God of Israel went up.” In Ezekiel’s vision, God, surrounded by His glory, that is, His glorious brightness, moves to the threshold of the Temple (when the text says “the glory of God” moved, it is assumed that the reader knows the glory is surrounding God—that He is personally present in it, so that in this context, when the glory moves, God moves. See commentary on Ezek. 1:28).
The text is not specifically clear about where God had come from when He moved to the threshold of the Temple. When Ezekiel was taken in his vision to the north gate of the Temple adjacent to the altar, God was already there (Ezek. 8:3-4). Then God led Ezekiel on a tour of the Temple and the wickedness going on there (Ezek. 8:5, 7, 14, 16). It is possible that God rode on His cherubim chariot-throne while giving that tour, and that does seem to be the natural reading of the text seeing that after the tour God moves from over the cherubim to the threshold of the Temple (Ezek. 9:3; 10:3-4).
It does not seem that God moved from inside the Holy of Holies to the threshold of the Temple, although some scholars believe that when the text says God moved from the “cherub” to the threshold that He moved from the cherubim inside the Holy of Holies to the threshold. But we learn from Ezekiel 10:3 that God had parked His chariot-throne on the south side of the Temple in the courtyard, and God’s glory had filled the inner courtyard. God apparently had come into the Temple courtyard riding on His cherubim chariot-throne and would have been “above” the cherubim on his throne (cf. Ezek. 1:26). Then He got off his throne that was above the cherubim and went to the threshold of the Temple, immediately in front of the entrance to the Holy Place.
Once at the threshold of the Temple, God issues a command to destroy Jerusalem. Most scholars agree that the threshold of the Temple is the entrance to the Temple itself, which is the entrance to the Holy Place. God did not issue His command to destroy Jerusalem from His chariot-throne even though He could have; He issued His command from the Temple itself. This is significant because He had wanted to live in His Temple among His people, but their egregious sins drove Him away, and even resulted in His command to destroy Jerusalem. God understands that people sin, but when people willfully sin against Him out of a hard and rebellious heart, He withdraws from them and their sin has terrible consequences.
What Ezekiel 9:3 says is stated again in Ezekiel 10:4, Yahweh coming off His chariot-throne and going to the threshold of the Temple. However, in Ezekiel 10 the text focuses on the glory of God—the brilliant light that surrounded God and indicated His presence—and shows how it filled both the Temple court and the Temple itself. Also, Ezekiel 10 tells us more about the “man” who will bring judgment on Israel, and that he is to scatter burning coals on Jerusalem (Ezek. 10:2, 6-7).
In summary, then, when Ezekiel arrived in the Temple in his vision, God’s cherubim chariot-throne and God were already there (Ezek. 8:3-4). Then God moved to the threshold of the Temple and gave the command to destroy Jerusalem (Ezek. 9:3-7). Then He got back on His chariot-throne and moved to the east gate of the Temple (Ezek. 10:18-19). From over the east gate, He moved to over the Mount of Olives (Ezek. 11:22-23). God and His glory will not return to a Temple in Jerusalem until the Millennial Temple (Ezek. 43:1-4). So the continual sin of Judah, and their hard-heartedness, drove God away. God, surrounded by His glory, left Judah and Jerusalem, which were then destroyed by the Babylonians.
[For more on Ezekiel 8-11 and what happened, see commentary on Ezek. 8:4.]
Eze 9:6
“begin at my sanctuary.” The Temple of God is where the rebellion against God and the idolatry was most apparent, and where there should have been the most reverence and attention to holiness. Cleansing of evil must start at the house of God.
“the house.” The Temple.
Eze 9:7
“Defile the house.” A dead body would make the Temple area unclean, but the sin was so egregious, and the timing so urgent, that God overlooked making His Temple unclean so that evil and the evil ones could be dealt with. The Temple had been defiled by all the evil things the priests and leaders were doing, and now it would be defiled by their dead bodies.
Eze 9:9
“injustice.” The Hebrew word occurs only here in the Old Testament, and the exact meaning is uncertain. Logical suggestions include “injustice” (ESV, NIV, NLT); perverseness, perversity, perversions (KJV, NASB, NRSV); “lawlessness” (NAB); “corruption” (NET). We do know that the people were involved in egregious sin against God, and there were serious consequences for it.
“because they say.” When people do not believe in God or that God sees sin and will punish it, they are emboldened to do all kinds of evil We see that here. There were terrible things going on in Judah and Jerusalem in the times of Ezekiel, Jeremiah, and Daniel. The leaders and many of the people were involved in egregious sin against Yahweh. They did not believe in Yahweh or that He would punish their sin, but He will. He did punish them then nationally by destroying their country, and He will punish them individually on the Day of Judgment (Rev. 20:11-15).
“Yahweh has forsaken the land, and Yahweh does not see.” This sentence reveals how many of the ancient people thought about their gods. They usually thought their gods were local, not “everywhere,” like modern Christians think about God being everywhere. We see this in a number of places in the Bible such as 1 Kings 20:28, when the Syrian army thought they lost a battle because they fought where Yahweh lived but if they could fight it away from there then their gods would prevail and they would win the battle. Also, Jonah tried to run away from Yahweh by leaving Israel and going to Tarshish. Also, Naaman the Syrian wanted to take dirt from the land of Israel so he could worship Yahweh when he got back to Syria, thinking that the god went with the land (2 Kings 5:17). So here in Ezekiel 9:9, the people said Yahweh had left the land and did not see what they were doing.
It is reasonable to assume that part of the reason the people thought Yahweh was no longer in the land was due to the terrible things that had happened in Judah in their recent history, for example, being defeated by the Egyptians and Babylonians (2 Kings 23:31-24:20). What they were seemingly ignorant of, but certainly should not have been, was that it was their sin that caused the blessings and protection of God to be removed from Judah and brought the terrible consequences they were experiencing upon themselves.
The situation in which God can bless a land has not changed. The Devil constantly pushes society to be more and more ungodly so that he and his demons have a greater and greater influence in society, and he pushes his agenda through ungodly people. As a society increases sinfulness, including ignoring God’s commands, lawlessness, greed, sexual perversion, idolatry, etc., God’s blessings are removed from the country. Weather patterns change, disease and sickness, crime, and economic instability increase, and there are pressures and threats from enemies from within and without. The Bible makes this all very clear. It is difficult to stop evil, but it must be done for society to survive. There is no “low point” in society when the Devil is satisfied and will leave it alone—his goal is the annihilation of all godliness in society, which is why Christianity is illegal in so many countries, and godly men and women need to realize that and be willing to fight for godliness and freedom. In Judah’s case, the godly people were too few, and Judah was conquered: the Temple was burned, Judah’s cities burned, the men killed or carried away captive, the women raped and carried away captive, and what was left of the land was under ungodly governors. That is the Devil’s agenda for godly countries, and only godly people fighting against it will stop it.
Eze 9:10
“what they have done.” The Hebrew is literally, “their road;” thus, “I will bring their road down upon their own heads.” This is a standard Hebrew idiom. A person’s “road” was the way they were living and what they were doing.
 
Ezekiel Chapter 10
Eze 10:1
“platform.” For information on the platform, see the REV commentary on Ezekiel 1:22.
“like a lapis lazuli stone in color.” This is similar to Ezekiel 1:26. The deep blue color of lapis lazuli—a stone that was well-known in the ancient Near East—was often associated with God and his throne (Exod. 24:10; Job. 28:16; Isa. 54:11; Ezek. 1:26; 10:1). The majority English translation, “sapphire,” is almost certainly wrong (see commentary on Ezek. 1:26).
“in appearance resembling a throne.” In this verse the throne is empty. God had come down from the throne in Ezekiel 9:3 and stops above the cherubim, and thus remounts His chariot-throne, in Ezekiel 10:18. C. F. Keil[footnoteRef:845] punctuates the last Hebrew phrase as “He [God] appeared above them,” as if God was seated on the throne, however, the English translations almost universally describe the scene with the throne being empty, which according to the chronology in Ezekiel, is correct. [845:  Keil and Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament, Ezekiel, 133.] 

Eze 10:2
“And he spoke.” This is Yahweh, who is commanding His angels and cherubim.
“whirling wheels.” The wheels of God’s chariot-throne are first mentioned in Ezekiel 1:15-21. Here in Ezekiel 10:2, 6, and 10:13, the Bible uses a different word for “wheels” than it had used earlier in Ezekiel. Ezekiel now uses galgal (#01534 גַּלְגַּל), which can mean a wheel, whirlwind, or even whirl. Some English versions translate it as “whirling wheels,” while others translate it as “wheelworks.” The Word Biblical Commentary has “rotary system,” while the New International Commentary on the Old Testament: Ezekiel, has “castors.” The word focuses on the whirling motion of the wheels.
“even under the cherubim.” The cherubim were no doubt quite large, and had one set of wings stretched up and out, so the angel would have to go “under” the cherubim to get to the fire between them. Some scholars have understood this to mean that the cherubim were suspended below the platform and above the wheels, but the Bible describes the wheels as beside the cherubim. When the wheels were on the ground, so were the feet of the cherubim.
“from between the cherubim.” The four cherubim formed a hollow square, with the fire between them, and the wheels are on the outside of the cherubim.
Eze 10:3
“the south side.” The Hebrew is literally, “the right side,” but the biblical culture was oriented to the east and thus “ahead” was east, not north. The Temple faced east, so “the right side” is the south side. Leaving “the right side” in the text could be confusing to the Western reader. Thus in Ezekiel’s vision, God parked His chariot-throne in the courtyard on the south side of the Temple. This may well have been due to the fact that there was an idol, “the image of jealousy,” in the north gate of the Temple (Ezek. 8:5).
“the house.” The “house” is the house of God, the Temple.
“the cloud filled the inner courtyard.” The cloud was the brilliant light that surrounded God and indicated the presence of God, and it filled the inner courtyard. The altar was in the inner courtyard of the Temple, and Yahweh and His chariot-throne were on the south side of the Temple, but Yahweh’s brilliant presence was so bright that it, “the cloud,” filled the inner courtyard of the Temple. That the Temple in Ezekiel’s vision had an inner courtyard means it was similar to Herod’s Temple that had an outer courtyard for the Israelites, and an inner courtyard where the altar was, which was where the priests ministered and people with sacrifices were allowed to enter.
[For more on the cloud being the brilliant light that surrounded Yahweh, see Ezek. 1:17-28, and commentary on Ezek. 1:28.]
Eze 10:4
“And the glory of Yahweh rose up from the cherub to the threshold of the house.” When the Bible says “the glory of Yahweh rose up,” it is referring to Yahweh Himself, surrounded by the cloud of brilliant light, rising up and moving—God is moving (for more on the glory of Yahweh being Yahweh surrounded by a cloud of brilliant light, see commentary on Ezek. 1:28).
Ezekiel 10:4 is a repetition of Ezekiel 9:3, as many scholars point out. God does not twice get off His chariot-throne and go to the threshold of the Temple; Ezekiel 10:4 would better read that “the glory of Yahweh had risen up” because it had in Ezekiel. 9:3. John Taylor seems to correctly suggest that “it is best to understand that [verse] as a pluperfect, hearkening back to what was described in Ezekiel 9:3.”[footnoteRef:846] However, whereas Ezekiel 9:3ff describes the impending destruction of Jerusalem, Ezekiel 10:4 focuses on the glory of Yahweh. Most scholars agree that the threshold of the house is in the front portico of the Temple at the entryway to the Holy Place. [846:  John Taylor, Ezekiel [TOTC].] 

[For more on Ezekiel 8-11 and the sequence of what happened and what God showed Ezekiel, see commentary on Ezek. 8:4.]
“the cherub.” This is apparently a collective singular, like the Hebrew text in Ezekiel 10:2 uses the singular “wheel” for the four wheels collectively.
“the house was filled with the cloud, and the court was filled with the brightness of the glory of Yahweh.” Yahweh was personally in the threshold of the Temple (cf. Ezek. 9:3), and the cloud of glory around Him filled both the Temple and the court of the Temple. God sometimes appears as a bright “cloud of glory” (see commentary on Ezek. 1:28).
Eze 10:5
“as far as the outer court.” The Temple had an inner (western) court and an “outer” (eastern) court, separated by a wall with a gate. The sound of the wings of the cherubim was loud enough to be heard in the outer court. The loud sound of the cherubims’ wings is also described in Ezekiel 1:24.
“Shaddai.” “Shaddai” is the name of God that is commonly translated as “Almighty” (see the REV commentary on Gen. 17:1).
Eze 10:7
“stretched out a hand from between the cherubim to the fire.” The cherubim had hands and arms like a human (Ezek. 1:8; 10:8) and they could wield a sword (Gen. 3:24).
Eze 10:8
“form of a man’s hand under their wings.” See commentary on Ezekiel 1:8.
Eze 10:9
“beryl.” The same color is mentioned in Ezekiel 1:16.
Eze 10:10
“like a wheel inside a wheel.” This same structure is mentioned in Ezekiel 1:16.
Eze 10:11
“the head.” In this context, the head of the chariot. The chariot would go in any of the four directions.
“they did not turn as they went.” The chariot-throne traveled straight forward, it did not veer from side to side or turn as it traveled. This is also stated in Ezekiel 1:12 and 1:17.
Eze 10:12
“and the wheels gleamed all the way around.” Ezekiel 1:16 and 1:18 mention the gleam of the chariot-throne. See commentary on Ezekiel 1:18.
Eze 10:14
“the first face was the face of the cherub, and the second face was the face of a man, and the third the face of a lion, and the fourth the face of an eagle.” This is an apparent discrepancy with the description given in Ezekiel 1:10, and it has been explained in a few different ways, some of them more plausible than others. The easy way out for some scholars is to simply suggest that the Hebrew text had been corrupted, and “bull” (or “ox”) changed to “cherub.” However, that is generally rejected due to the lack of similarity between the Hebrew for “ox” and “cherub.”
The wording of the text here in Ezekiel 10:14 is different than in Ezekiel 1:10, and here just one face of each cherub is described, rather than the four faces of each cherub, and thus, as the scholars point out, there is no need for a complete redescription of the cherubim (that each one did have four faces is repeated in Ezekiel 10:21). So it seems that what Ezekiel is describing in Ezekiel 10:14 seems to be the face of each cherub that he is looking most directly at. In the case of “the cherub” face, it is the face of a cherub, so that is correct even if it is uninformative, but we would know from Ezekiel 1:10 that it is the face of an ox. On the other hand, C. F. Keil[footnoteRef:847] proposes that since the text reads “the face of the cherub” instead of what we would expect, “the face of a cherub,” it is intending to point out and emphasize that “the” cherub is “the” cherub who took the coals from the fire in Ezekiel 10:7, and thus emphasize that individual cherub rather than its ox face, and that seems certainly plausible also. [847:  Keil and Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament: Ezekiel, 140-41.] 

Eze 10:15
“And the cherubim rose up.” Here in Ezekiel 10:15 we learn for the first time that the “living creatures” of Ezekiel 1:5-14 are cherubim, and this is confirmed in Ezekiel 10:20.
Eze 10:16
“when the cherubim lifted up their wings to rise up from the earth.” When God’s chariot-throne was on the ground it rolled on the wheels, but when it went into to air the cherubim flew and carried it.
“did not turn from beside them.” The wheels stayed with the cherubim when they moved. This is the same idea that is expressed in Ezekiel 1:19-21.
Eze 10:17
“for the spirit of the living creature was in them.” This phrase in Ezekiel 10:17 is like the one in Ezekiel 1:21 (cf. Ezek. 1:20), but what the phrase means is unclear. Scholars mostly agree that the phrase serves to show that the whole chariot-throne system works together and moves together in concert.
Eze 10:18
“the house.” This is the Temple in Jerusalem.
“and stopped over the cherubim.” This is a very brief and clipped description, but clear enough in the context of Ezekiel’s visions. God had parked His cherubim chariot-throne in the courtyard of the Temple, south of the Temple itself (Ezek. 10:3). Above the cherubim was the sapphire-colored platform, and on the platform was God’s throne. So this short phrase is describing Yahweh moving from the threshold of the Temple where He had been (Ezek. 9:3; 10:4), and getting on His throne, which is on the platform over the cherubim, and in the next verse Yahweh, on his chariot-throne, moves on to the next location, which we learn in the next verse, Ezekiel 10:19, is the entrance of the east gate of the Temple. This “east gate” is the far east gate on the eastern wall of the Temple complex. So the sin of the leaders and people of Judah drove Yahweh from His place between the cherubim in the Holy of Holies to the threshold of the entrance of the Temple, and then to the east gate of the Temple. God is steadily leaving His Temple. God’s next stop as He leaves Jerusalem, and the last one recorded in Ezekiel, is over the Mount of Olives east of Jerusalem (Ezek. 11:23). There is no record of the glory of God returning to the Temple built by the people who returned from the Babylonian Captivity as recorded in Ezra, the Second Temple that was embellished by Herod the Great and destroyed by the Romans in AD 70. The glory of God will return to the Millennial Temple built by Jesus Christ as per the prophecy of Ezekiel 43:1-4.
[For more on Ezekiel 8-11 and what happened, see commentary on Ezek. 8:4.]
Eze 10:19
“they stopped at the entrance of the east gate of the house of Yahweh.” See commentary on Ezekiel 10:18.
“and the glory of the God of Israel was up over them.” At this point, Yahweh covers Himself with His glory, and that brilliant cloud of glory is what Ezekiel sees.
[For more on the glory of God being the bright cloud that surrounds Him, see commentary on Ezek. 1:28.]
Eze 10:21
“what looked like human hands.” The Hebrew is more literally, “the likeness of the hands of a man,” but the meaning seems to be “what looked like human hands” or perhaps, “something like human hands.”
 
Ezekiel Chapter 11
Eze 11:1
“the spirit.” This is Yahweh, who appeared to Ezekiel in Ezekiel 8:2, and now continues taking Ezekiel around the Temple in Jerusalem.
“and brought me to the east gate of the house of Yahweh.” So God brought Ezekiel to Jerusalem, to the Temple, in a vision.
Eze 11:3
“The time is not near to build houses. This city is the caldron, and we are the meat.” The meaning of these phrases in Ezekiel 11:3 is debated. The idea in the text as espoused by the REV seems to be that these new “leaders,” who were left in Jerusalem after the former leaders and citizens such as Daniel and Ezekiel were carried away to Babylon, did not need to build houses. This could be because they needed to fortify the walls of Jerusalem, or more likely, because they had taken over the estates of those people who had been carried away already, and they did not need to build places for themselves to live in. Actually, if the text is worded as a question, “Is not the time near to build houses?” (NASB), then the idea would be that these new leaders had taken over the estates of the people who had been carried away captive to Babylon and so could build themselves nice new houses. In either case, the new leaders who had taken over Jerusalem had only their own interests in mind.
The phrase, “This city is the caldron and we are the meat” has to be understood from the context, which is that these new leaders were thinking of themselves and relishing in the fact that, with the king and former leaders led away captive, they had risen to rulership in Jerusalem. These men were plotting evil and giving wicked advice (Ezekiel 11:2). Therefore, this verse does not mean that Jerusalem was a vulnerable pot and the men were “just meat,” that is, somehow in deep trouble. Rather, the meat in the caldron was the best part, certainly much better than the vegetables, and the caldron, which usually had a lid, protected the food from things getting into it and spoiling the taste. Thus, these men were saying that Jerusalem would protect them and they were the meat, the “best part,” or the most privileged part, and they certainly were taking advantage of their new power and taking advantage of the common people who were their prey.
“this city.” The Hebrew is “she,” but that would be very unclear in English; the leaders are referring to the city of Jerusalem, a “she” (or an “it”) to them.
Eze 11:5
“fell on me.” This was a revelation that came suddenly, powerfully, and clearly to Ezekiel. Verses like this show that when God wants a prophet to speak something, He can make it very clear, and the experienced prophet understands what God is doing and cooperates by prophesying boldly and saying what God wants said.
“and he said to me.” That is, and Yahweh said to me. “Spirit” is feminine, while Yahweh takes the masculine pronoun. Yahweh puts His gift of spirit upon people such as the prophets and then speaks most directly to them via His gift of spirit. The direct communication that the gift of holy spirit allows a person to have with Yahweh is why He put His spirit upon the prophets (cf. Num. 11:17, 25). The verb “fell” is feminine singular and refers to “spirit,” while the verb “said” is masculine singular and refers to Yahweh. The spirit of God is not a person but is the gift of God’s nature that He puts upon people to empower them spiritually.
[See Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
“thinking.” The Hebrew verb is more literally “saying,” but it is used of “saying to yourself,” or thinking, which is apparently what is going on in this verse since the last phrase is about things that come into people’s minds.
Eze 11:9
“the city.” The Hebrew is “she” but the REV and other English versions nuance the text to “the city” for clarity.
Eze 11:10
“in the territory of Israel.” The word most versions translate “border” also means “territory,” and in this case, the meaning of the Hebrew phrase refers to the territory of Israel. It is misleading to translate it “at the border of Israel” as if it were right at the border that God’s judgment would take place. The phrase “in the borders” (Darby, Douay-Rheims) gets the sense somewhat (although “within the borders” would be clearer). The NASB has “to the border” which also gets the sense. Daniel I. Block has “On Israelite territory,” which gets the meaning also.[footnoteRef:848] The people sinned against God and would be judged on God’s holy territory. [848:  Block, The Book of Ezekiel: Chapters 1-24 [NICOT], 328.] 

Eze 11:15
“They are far away from Yahweh.” This translation of Ezekiel 11:15 is more consistent with the context than, “Go far from Yahweh,” which most versions have. The vowels in the Masoretic text, which were added centuries after the Old Testament was written, make more sense if added such that the verb is a perfect (“They are far”) instead of an imperative (“Go far”), and some versions and commentaries adopt this reading, as does the REV (cf. NAB, NET, NIV, NLT, NRSV, RSV, NICOT[footnoteRef:849]). [849:  Daniel I. Block, The Book of Ezekiel: Chapters 1-24 [NICOT].] 

The sentiment of the people in Jerusalem reveals the coldness of their hearts, as well as their arrogance, for they themselves had certainly gone far away from Yahweh when they turned to idols. And now, instead of doing what they could to support those people who had been carried away from the land of Israel and taken as captives to Babylon, they coldly announced that the captives were, after all, far away from Yahweh and so the land belonged to the Jews who were still there. In fact, it may have in part been due to a “land grab” situation that they did not want to try to help their fellow Judeans in captivity. The phrase “this land has been given to us” indicates that they thought that because they were still in the land, the ancient promise of the gift of the land to Abraham and his seed was somehow meant for them but not for the people who had been taken captive, and that, of course, is a complete misrepresentation of the truth.
In Ezekiel 11:16, Yahweh corrects the arrogant Jews who still lived in Israel and who were thinking that the captives in Babylon were far away from Yahweh. God says that even though the captives had been carried to far-off countries, He has still been a sanctuary for them. Furthermore, in Ezekiel 11:17, God says He will bring the captives back to Israel and give the land to them. We know historically that many Jews died in captivity and never returned to the land in their first life, but those who lived lives faithful to God will inherit the land once the First Resurrection occurs, and the land of Israel will be distributed as is laid out in Ezekiel 48.
[For more on the Promised Land being given to the resurrected Jews, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Eze 11:17
“I will gather you from the peoples and assemble you.” Ezekiel 11:17 says Israel would come back to the land, which was part of the promise of the New Covenant (Jer. 31:8-33), and the gathering would in large part be due to the first resurrection, the Resurrection of the Righteous (cf. Ezek. 37:12-28).
[For more on Israel and Judah being brought back to the Promised Land, see commentary on Jer. 32:37. For more on the two future resurrections, the Resurrection of the Righteous and the Resurrection of the Unrighteous, see commentary on Acts 24:15.]
“the soil of Israel.” The Hebrew word usually translated “land” is not the more normal eretz, but adamah (#0127 אֲדָמָה) ground, soil, land. Although often translated “land,” it seemed appropriate in this context to catch the contrast in the Hebrew text and render the word as “soil.” The Israelites said the land (eretz) was theirs (Ezek. 11:15), but God said no, He would give the “soil” to the returning captives.
Eze 11:18
“its detestable things and all its abominations.” Sadly, the “detestable things and abominations” were not due to pagans, but due to the Israelites themselves who had turned away from God.
Eze 11:19
“I will give them one heart.” Ezekiel 11:19 is very similar to Ezekiel 36:26. Also, it has some things in common with Jeremiah 32:39, see commentary on Jeremiah 32:39.
“I will put a new spirit inside you.” Ezekiel 11:19 has a couple important meanings, based on the word “spirit.” The word “spirit” can mean one’s thoughts, attitudes, and emotions, and it means that here, as we can tell from the whole verse. In the future, when the New Covenant is fully realized, people will have new thoughts and attitudes. This same truth is expressed in Ezekiel 36:26.
Also, however, “spirit” refers to the holy spirit of God, which in the Old Testament God placed “upon” people but which in the New Covenant will be “in” people. Jesus Christ understood this and taught it to his apostles at the Last Supper (see commentary on John 14:17).
Eze 11:21
“are devoted to.” The Hebrew text seems to have been miscopied, but as it is, it basically says, “whose heart walks after the heart of their detestable things.” The meaning of the verse, as is generally admitted, refers to the people whose hearts are committed to their idols.
“I will bring their way on their own heads.” It is a consistent theme throughout Scripture that evil people bring evil upon themselves (see commentary on Prov. 1:18). The Hebrew “their way” is literally “their road.” The Bible uses “road” for “way of life.”
Eze 11:22
“the glory of the God of Israel was over them, above them.” The “glory of God” is God surrounded by His cloud of brilliant light (see commentary on Ezek. 1:28). The cherubim powered Yahweh’s chariot-throne. Above the cherubim was a platform, and on the platform was a throne, and on the throne sat Yahweh (see commentaries on Ezek. 1:22, 26).
Eze 11:23
“The glory of Yahweh.” That is, Yahweh surrounded by His brilliant light (see commentary on Ezek. 1:28).
“and stopped.” God had moved to the threshold of the Temple and gave the command to destroy Jerusalem (Ezek. 9:3-7). Then He got back on His chariot-throne and moved to the east gate of the Temple (Ezek. 10:18-19). From over the east gate, He moved to over the Mount of Olives (Ezek. 11:22-23). God and His glory will not return to a Temple in Jerusalem until the Millennial Temple (Ezek. 43:1-4). So the continual sin of Judah, and their hard-heartedness, drove God away. God, surrounded by His glory, left Judah and Jerusalem, which were then destroyed by the Babylonians. In Ezekiel’s vision this mountain east of Jerusalem, which would have been the Mount of Olives, is as far east as the glory of Yahweh traveled, although it seems clear from Ezekiel 43:2 that it had eventually left Judah and traveled east.
[For more on Ezekiel 8-11 and what happened, see commentary on Ezek. 8:4.]
“the mountain that is on the east side.” That mountain is the Mount of Olives.
Eze 11:24
“The Spirit.” This is Yahweh, who appeared to Ezekiel in Ezekiel 8:2 and 11:1, and now takes Ezekiel back to Chaldea and the exiles there, and at that point the vision Ezekiel was having stopped (see commentary on Ezek. 8:2).
“by the spirit of God.” This is most likely the spirit that God puts on prophets to best communicate with them, often called “holy spirit” (cf. Num. 11:17, 25). It could, however, also just be a reference to God like in Genesis 1:3.
[For more on the spirit of God, see Appendix 7: “What is the ‘Holy Spirit.’”]
“the vision that I had seen went up from me.” This was the end of Ezekiel’s second vision, which began in Ezekiel 8:1 (see commentary on Ezek. 8:1).
 
Ezekiel Chapter 12
Eze 12:2
“because they are a rebellious house.” Free will is a powerful thing, and when people are greedy, envious, angry, and self-focused in those and other ways, they do not see the truth or the actual situation. That is clearly the case when it comes to God and the things of God. There is evidence for the existence of God all around us, but many people “just don’t see it.” In this situation, Judah had plenty of evidence about God, but completely ignored/overlooked it.
Eze 12:4
“while they are watching.” Literally, “in their eyes.”
Eze 12:10
“burden.” The Hebrew word is “burden” but in this context, the burden is not the supplies Ezekiel was carrying, but the message he was communicating by way of his acted-out prophecy. The word of the Lord is often a burden to the prophet because of the heavy message being communicated, and then, when it is spoken, can be a burden to the people.
[For more information on “burden,” see commentary on Mal. 1:1.]
Eze 12:13
“I will spread my net over him, and he will be taken in my snare.” Yahweh speaks as if Zedekiah was a fish caught in a net or an animal caught in a snare. People who sin against God will not escape His judgment.
“he will not see it even though he will die there.” This riddle in Ezekiel 12:13 is solved in the historical record in the book of Kings. After capturing Zedekiah, the king of Judah, Nebuchadnezzar, the king of Babylon, blinded him before he exiled him to Babylon (2 Kings 25:7; Jer. 52:11). Thus, Zedekiah did die in Babylon, but he never saw it.
Eze 12:22
“The days go by.” This is more literally, “The days are prolonged.” The reference is to how the days pass without the prophecies being fulfilled. Given the context, the reference is to prophecies of the false prophecies that foretold of good times ahead.
“every vision fails.” In this context, “every vision” refers to every prophecy. Prophets often got their information in a vision, and then the prophets spoke and described what they had seen.
Eze 12:23
“And tell them, ‘The days are at hand, even the fulfillment of every vision.’” In the context, “the fulfillment of every vision” applies to the prophecies of the true prophets, such as Ezekiel, who was prophesying in exile (Ezek. 1:1), and Jeremiah, who was prophesying in Jerusalem. It did not refer to the prophecies of the false prophets, whose prophecies of things like the defeat of the Babylonians and prosperity for Judah were not fulfilled.
Eze 12:27
“is for many days to come.” Zedekiah and the people of Israel were saying that the words of Ezekiel were for times in the far future, and denied their own sin and the prophecies of destruction from Ezekiel and many prophets before him.
 
Ezekiel Chapter 13
Eze 13:2
“prophesy against the prophets of Israel.” God’s people are fellow workers with God, and there are times when God asks prophets to speak to influence things to happen. This is more than God just saying to Ezekiel that “such and such will happen.” The fact that Ezekiel prophesies about it means his prophecy has an actual effect. See commentary on Hosea 6:5.
Eze 13:4
“jackals.” The Hebrew word for “fox” and “jackal” is the same, so the versions are divided, some saying foxes and some saying jackals. The context and known behavior of the animals is the determining factor in the translation. Foxes are solitary, not really dangerous to people, and tend to avoid human contact. In contrast, jackals are pack animals, dangerous to humans, and become very bold in their packs. Given that, it is very appropriate that God referred to the false prophets as “jackals.” They worked in groups supporting one another by their false visions, and were very dangerous to God’s people, feeding them with all manner of bad information.
Eze 13:6
“cause others to hope.” The Hebrew verb can be causative, and that is the case here. The false prophets say wonderful things about the future—but they are falsehoods—and they cause the people who listen to them to have false hopes about the future.
Eze 13:7
“Have you not seen.” Here in Ezekiel 13:7, Yahweh, or Ezekiel as Yahweh’s spokesman, speaks directly to the false prophets for just this one verse.
Eze 13:9
“They will not be in the council of my people.” To understand this, we need to realize that the nation of Israel was mostly related by blood. However, because God opened membership in the community to people who worshiped Yahweh and kept his laws, more than anything Israel was a community of people who had a covenant with Yahweh and worshiped Him in the ways that He prescribed. But these false prophets had gone so far against God that He denies they are part of the community of Israel, He “dismisses their claim to membership in the earthly community of faith—the people of Yahweh.”[footnoteRef:850] God has stated in a very graphic way that these false prophets would not be saved and be part of the future Messianic Kingdom of Israel. [850:  Daniel I. Block, The Book of Ezekiel: Chapters 1-24 [NICOT], 404.] 

“written down in the register of the house of Israel.” In this context, the “register” is the Book of Life, in which the names of those who are saved are recorded (cf. Ps. 69:28; Phil. 4:3). Before the Day of Pentecost which started the Christian Church and the Age of Grace, and after the Rapture, a person could sin so badly that he had his name expunged from the Book of Life (cf. Exod. 32:32-33; Rev. 3:5; 22:19). For God to say that the false prophets would not be in the register of Israel was another graphic way of saying they would not be in the Book of Life, and so they would not have everlasting life in the Messianic Kingdom.
“nor will they enter the land of Israel.” The promise to Abraham and the patriarchs was that they would inherit the Promised Land, the land of Israel (see commentary on Gen. 15:8). Ezekiel 37:12-14 tells how Israel will get back to the land. It specifically says that God will open the graves and bring the Israelites back to the land of Israel. Ezekiel 37:13-48:29 specifically lays out how the land of Israel will be divided to the different tribes of Israel in the future Messianic Kingdom on earth. So to say that the false prophets would not enter the land of Israel was a powerful and graphic way of saying that the false prophets would not be given everlasting life. The three statements together, about not being in the council of God’s people, not being in the register of the house of Israel, and not getting to enter the land of Israel struck at the very heart of everything the common Israelite hoped for and what it meant to be an Israelite. God’s harsh words would hopefully turn some false prophets from their sinful ways while discouraging others from following in their footsteps.
We should take note that these false prophets had taken it upon themselves to say they were speaking the words of God when they were not. Everyone sins, but it is a very serious sin indeed to say that you are speaking for God when you are not.
[For more on Christ’s Millennial Kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Eze 13:10
“Because, indeed, because.” The word “because” is repeated twice for emphasis. The English word “indeed” is part of the second “because” and is not an independent word in the Hebrew text. This text is very clear. It is “because” the false prophets have done the evil that they have done in misrepresenting God and building false hope in others that they will receive the consequences that God speaks of here in Ezekiel 13 and in other places.
“they have seduced.” This refers to the false prophets who seduced the people by their false prophecies.
“Because when anyone builds a flimsy wall.” In this context of Israel’s war with Babylon, people built mental walls for protection, and their “flimsy walls” were walls built on false hopes. A person’s hope can be a wall of protection and blessing for them because it prepares them mentally for the future and helps them stand firmly against things that would distract or discourage them. The false prophecies of the false prophets, along with people’s own false expectations of the future, which were based on God’s delivering his people in the past—for example, in the time of Hezekiah (2 Kings 19:35-36)—caused people to build flimsy mental walls because they were built on false hopes. The false prophets would then elaborate on—whitewash—the false hopes of the people, leading them more deeply into error. For example, the false prophet Hananiah foretold that Israel would be delivered within two years (Jer. 28:2-4). In contrast, Jeremiah said the captivity would last 70 years (Jer. 25:11). There have always been false hopes and false prophets to bolster and whitewash those hopes, so the wise believer spends time in prayer, reading the Bible, and talking with other sincere and knowledgeable Christians to discern truth from error.
Eze 13:11
“a flooding rain will come.” The wrath of God is often portrayed in Scripture as a powerful storm (e.g., Ps. 18:12-14; 77:17-18; 83:15; Isa. 28:17; 30:30; Jer. 23:19; 30:23; Ezek. 13:11). Powerful storms were dangerous and deadly in the ancient world just as they are today. The “storm” of God is portrayed in different scriptures as having wind, rain, thunder, lightning, fire, hail, and a flood. Powerful storms can destroy crops and leave people with nothing to eat; they could destroy houses and even sometimes whole villages and leave people with no shelter; and they could kill people in various ways, such as being struck by falling or flying objects, drowning, dying from exposure, or dying from famine after the storm. Given that, it is appropriate to compare the wrath of God to a dangerous storm.
Eze 13:14
“I break down the wall that you have plastered with whitewash.” This continues the metaphor of the wall and the whitewash. The false hope—the flimsy wall—of the people and the false prophets will be destroyed by the reality of the situation. Babylon will conquer Judah and the people will be carried into exile for many years.
Eze 13:17
“prophesy against them.” In Ezekiel 13:2, God told Ezekiel to prophesy against the false prophets. Now He tells Ezekiel to prophesy against the women who were false prophetesses. God’s people are fellow workers with God, and there are times when God asks prophets to speak prophetically about things that are going to happen and even sometimes to influence things to happen. See commentary on Hosea 6:5.
Eze 13:18
“magic bands.” The exact meaning of the Hebrew vocabulary is not known, partially because it is technical and therefore uncommon, and partially likely because the description of the items originated in another language. However, the translation “magic bands” is certainly the general idea, and most modern translations are going that way, with some variation such as “magic charms,” “amulets,” etc. The NET text note has, “The wristbands mentioned here probably represented magic bands or charms.” An older idea was that the word was related to the word “pillow” (e.g., ASV, KJV, Geneva), but most scholars have abandoned that position.
These women prophesied, but in fact, they were witches, making objects for people to wear that then through sympathetic magic (and perhaps, sex, drugs, or suggestion) gave the women some kind of control over the people. This was very purposeful, and the women “hunted for souls,” indicating they lured people away from the true God and salvation. From the culture, we can glean that the armbands and headbands would have likely had various charms on them or hanging from them.
That these women used magic to “hunt for souls” reveals the difference between the Devil and God. The Devil wants to control people and does not want people to think differently than he does, and he will use whatever force necessary to accomplish that—these woman in Ezekiel used black magic to control others. We see the Devil’s desire to control how people think all around the world today, for example, in many countries the free practice of Christianity is persecuted simply because the godless leaders don’t like it. The same is true for the new WOKE ideology. Many of the proponents talk about “inclusion” and “diversity,” but they are liars because they rail against and persecute anyone who does not accept their ideology. The Devil and his people don’t tolerate people who think differently than they do. In contrast, God recognizes the value of freedom of choice, and gives people the freedom to live and believe the way they want as long as it is not hurtful to others. Historically the Devil has been very good at overturning Christian cultures by using their tolerance to insert intolerant people and religions among them, who then grow into a majority and persecute the Christians who gave them the liberty to be different in the first place. Thus is the nature of evil, it uses the goodness of others to gain an advantage, then, when it is able, it controls the good people and persecutes their goodness.
“headbands.” The meaning of the Hebrew word is unknown. Some English Bibles have “veils,” but there is no record of men wearing veils. A headband is more likely, especially since they were being made for every size head. A veil would be a “one size fits all” type of garment. It is almost certain that from that headband, or on that headband, would usually be magic charms. Whatever the headbands and wristbands were, they were part of the magic that these women were using on their victims.
“hunt souls...soul.” The Hebrew word translated as “soul” is nephesh (#05315 נֶפֶשׁ), and nephesh has a wide range of meanings. In this case, the word “soul” refers to lives, living people.
[For more information on “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
“Will you hunt the souls of my people and yet save your own souls alive?” God’s rhetorical question needs to be understood in the wider context of the chapter. The prophetess-witches hunt for the souls of others, but on the Day of Judgment, they will find that they cannot keep their own souls alive. These ungodly women will be like the false prophets at the beginning of the chapter (Ezek. 13:1-16) who do not have everlasting life (Ezek. 13:9), these women will not be able to keep themselves alive but will be destroyed in the Lake of Fire (Matt. 10:28).
Eze 13:19
“handfuls of barley and for pieces of bread.” Prophets were often paid a wage to prophesy for someone. These false prophetesses were taking a meager wage for their prophetic witchcraft, and giving godless prophecies.
“putting to death souls who should not die.” As part of the Noahic Covenant, God placed people in charge of policing their own society (Gen. 9:6). This is a major reason why people should be invested in who gets voted into positions of power. Evil people in power will put innocent people to death (see commentary on Gen. 9:6).
Eze 13:22
“and preserve his life.” Wicked people tend to have shorter lives than godly people, but the more complete meaning of this phrase in this context refers to the everlasting life that a godly person enjoys versus the everlasting death that the wicked experience.
[For more on the wicked experiencing everlasting death, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
Eze 13:23
“therefore you will no longer see false visions or practice divination.” In the short term, that these false prophetesses would no longer see false visions would be the by the death of the false prophetesses, almost certainly as part of the Babylonian Captivity. However, that would not stop false prophets and prophetesses from continuing to be active on the earth, as we can see from the fact that it is now over 2500 years after the Babylonian Captivity and false prophets are still alive and well on the earth. However, when the Lord Jesus Christ comes back and conquers the earth, Ezekiel’s prophecy will fully come to pass and there will be no more false prophets.
 
Ezekiel Chapter 14
Eze 14:1
“and sat before me.” The use of “sit” in this context was most likely purposeful and indicated the arrogance of these men. Biblically, rulers “sat” while those underneath them in position or authority stood (see commentary on Isa. 14:13, “sit”).
Eze 14:3
“and put the stumbling block of their sin before their faces.” The Hebrew phrase, “the stumbling block of their sin,” is either a genitive of relation, thus, “the stumbling block related to their sin,” or it could be a genitive of cause, “the stumbling block that causes their sin,” or it could be a genitive of result, “the stumbling block that is a result of their sin.” The stumbling block is the idols that Yahweh abhors. The author of the text, God, likely used a genitive in this case as He spoke to Ezekiel because to a certain degree, all three of these explanations are correct and all are involved in communicating a meaning that God wanted communicated. These men set up idols in their hearts, and also had idols of wood and stone set up for them to worship and serve.
Setting up idols of wood and stone is a slippery downward slope. Once the idols are set up they must be worshiped and served. But the more one worships and serves an idol god, the deeper that worship lodges itself in one’s heart. And the deeper in the heart the idolatry is, the more important worshiping and serving the idol becomes. Thus, the person who sets up idols is on a downward slope to ignoring or rejecting God and putting their everlasting life in jeopardy.
“Should I let them ask me for advice?” God’s clearly implied answer to the question is, “No, I should not let them ask me for advice.” This is a great lesson for believers. When unbelievers have their minds made up about something, it is a waste of time to try to change their minds. These men who came to Ezekiel pretended to come to ask advice, but God, who knows the hearts, told Ezekiel that they already had their minds made up—they had idols in their hearts. Although the Bible does not give us the real reason that these men came to Ezekiel—perhaps it was to look good to their peers by going to the prophet, or perhaps it was to get a chance to openly challenge and embarrass Ezekiel—one thing we do know is that they did not come humbly and honestly to ask for advice from Ezekiel.
So that they do not waste their time with people who have no interest in the truth or in changing their opinion, Christians need to develop an “early warning alarm” in their minds that alerts them to the times when people clearly have their minds made up and are making ungodly statements and asking stupid questions. Paul wrote to Timothy and said to “avoid foolish and uninformed speculations, knowing that they breed fights” (2 Tim. 2:23). God gave Ezekiel the right advice in this situation: just tell the men to turn away from their idols and abominations and return to God (Ezek. 14:6). That is the simple truth, and if people won’t hear that they won’t hear other truth either.
Eze 14:4
“I, Yahweh, will answer him according to the multitude of his idols.” In saying this, God is stating that he will answer anyone who has an idol in their heart as he would answer anyone who is an idolator and sinner. The fact that these men were leaders in Israel would not cause God to show them any special favors or give them any special treatment. They were idolaters and God would answer them according to that fact.
Eze 14:9
“I, Yahweh, have deceived that prophet.” This is an excellent example of the Semitic idiom of permission, where God is said to actively do something that He only played a part in. God did not deceive the false prophets. God spoke the truth through His Word and His prophets. However, the false prophets and the Jews in general did not want to obey God. They loved their idol gods and their pagan worship practices such as ritual prostitution, and the leaders, elders, and wealthy did not want to humble themselves to the will of God and thus give up their power and control over the people. So the Jews rejected what Ezekiel, Jeremiah, and other true prophets of God were saying at that time and allowed their greed and pride to lead them into deception. Thus they thought that what prophets such as Ezekiel and Jeremiah were saying was just false and misleading information, in today’s jargon, “misinformation.”
So, in summary: God tells the Jews how to live to be godly, which forces the Jews to either obey or disobey God. The Jews reject God’s commands and purposely turn to pagan gods and practices and become deceived by their proud hearts and their pagan gods. Because God was the one who gave them the choice to obey or not, which forced the Jews into a decision, in the Semitic idiom of permission, God is said to have deceived the Jews.
[For a more complete explanation of the Semitic idiom of permission, see commentary on Exod. 4:21.]
Eze 14:13
“and break the staff of its bread.” Bread was considered the “staff of life,” because bread was the staple food that everyone relied on. Thus, everyone leaned on “the staff of bread” for support and sustenance. Famine broke the staff of bread.
 
Ezekiel Chapter 15
 
Ezekiel Chapter 16
Eze 16:2
“make known to Jerusalem her abominations.” Jerusalem is being compared to a woman who has abandoned God, and disobeyed and defied Him. The comparison to a woman is clearly implied, which is the figure of speech hypocatastasis (see commentary on Rev. 20:2). It was common in the biblical culture to refer to cities and nations as women (see commentary on Isa. 1:8).
Eze 16:4
“you were not salted at all.” This refers to the ancient custom of putting a little salt on the baby, either in water or even just touching the baby with salt. It was one way that the baby was dedicated to God. This custom still exists in some parts of the East, but the reasons for it have been forgotten.
[For more on the salt covenant, see commentary on 2 Chron. 13:5.]
Eze 16:7
“hair was grown.” Referring to the pubic hair.
Eze 16:8
“your time was the time for love.” Israel had matured to the point she could marry and have sexual relations.
“I spread the corner.” More literally, “I spread my corner” (or my “wing;” the corner, or border, of the garment was called the “wing” of the garment, cf. Malachi 4:2, where the Messiah, the “sun of righteousness” has healing in his “wings,” i.e., the corners of his garment.” “Spread the corner of my garment over you” is not quite literal since the “corner” or “border” of the garment would not cover the couple; the phrase was an idiom for taking a woman under one’s protection and care, and also implied the sexual relations that went with that.
Eze 16:10
“dugong.” A mammal quite like a manatee that lives in the Red Sea and Gulf of Aqaba. The skin was excellent for sandals. See commentary on Exodus 25:5.
Eze 16:12
“ring in your nose.” It was the custom in biblical times for women to wear nose rings rather than earrings because the women not only had long hair, but they often wore head coverings, and those things covered any earrings such that they could not be seen. So, women customarily wore nose rings for personal decoration (Gen. 24:47; Isa. 3:21; cf. Prov. 11:22).
Eze 16:15
“you trusted in your beauty.” This is a case where the woman’s trust shifted from the one who had made her beautiful (Yahweh, the giver) to the beauty itself (the gift given by Yahweh). Many people shift their trust from Yahweh to something else that seems to make them successful. For example, it is common for a person who trusts Yahweh in day-to-day life and work, to become wealthy and then stop trusting Yahweh the giver and start trusting money (the gift). Career women who make their living in the beauty industry are tempted to trust their beauty rather than the One who made them beautiful, Yahweh.
“poured out your prostitution.” The term “poured out” in a context like this portrays abundance and overflow. Judah was an aggressive prostitute, seeking out lovers and “throwing herself at them” (cf. “poured out” in Joel 2:28, used of the abundance of the spirit in the Last Days).
Eze 16:16
“shrines.” The Hebrew word “shrines” is bamot, which is often translated as “high place,” but which referred to a place that was built up or raised up and leveled and on which were placed various idols and objects of worship. The bamot was thus a “high place” (a raised up place), but not because it was particularly high, but rather because it was raised up to be higher than what was immediately around it, even if that was the floor of a temple. Many of the towns had such shrines (see commentary on Num. 33:52). However, in this context, the word bamot had another meaning, and thus was a double entendre. At the shrines, there were often raised platforms where the temple prostitutes prostituted themselves.[footnoteRef:851] These, as we can imagine, were usually covered with something such as thick cloth to make sex more comfortable. [851:  Daniel I. Block, The Book of Ezekiel: Chapters 1-24 [NICOT], 488.] 

Eze 16:17
“male images.” The text is unclear as to exactly what these images were. There was no known phallic worship in Israel, so that is almost certainly not what this text is about. The reference is most likely at least in part to idols, which may have specifically been male, such as a bull god or an image of Baal (in keeping with Israel generally being referred to as a woman who commits adultery with her lovers). However, there was all kinds of illicit sex in ancient Israel, and it is quite possible that the Israelites made dildos out of silver and gold and engaged in sexual activity with them. The use of dildos for sexual pleasure is very ancient, and was certainly part of the Mediterranean world by this time, for example, in ancient Greece.
Eze 16:18
“set my oil and my incense before them.” When the Bible speaks of “worshiping and serving” pagan gods, part of that service was offering food and incense. Performing and maintaining the worship service at a pagan shrine was usually just as involved—sometimes perhaps more involved—as performing and maintaining the worship service at the Tabernacle or Temple of Yahweh. It required a lot of work. The reason God calls it, “my oil and my incense” is due to the fact that these were things that were due Yahweh, not pagan gods. Yahweh is always the source of abundance in Israel.
Eze 16:19
“set it before them for a pleasant aroma.” This phrase with “pleasant aroma” indicates that the flour, oil, and honey were burned on the altar that was in front of the pagan idol that the Judeans were worshiping, although which specific idol is not mentioned. Ostensibly, different pagan gods were worshiped in different ways. Yahweh required that on His altar the morning and evening regular sacrifice of a lamb was accompanied by an offering of grain, oil, and wine (Exod. 29:48).
Eze 16:20
“to idols.” In this instance, we replaced the pronoun “them” with “idols” so the reader would better understand the verse.
“to be devoured.” Children were sometimes sacrificed to pagan gods, and God speaks of that here as if the gods were eating the children as food. The sacrifices that were regularly burned to both God and pagan gods were food and would have otherwise been eaten by the priests and the people, and meat, grain, and oil were burned to God and the gods. In many cases, people presented food they had baked as a gift-offering to the gods. So the image in this verse is very cultural, but horrific: people are offering their children as food to the gods, and murdering their children in the name of religion. That anyone, pagan or not, could do that is beyond understanding, but that the people of Israel could stray so far from God, His commandments, and family love boggles the mind. Because child sacrifice was common among the pagans, God specifically forbade it for Israel (Lev. 18:21; 20:2; Deut. 12:31; 18:10).
Eze 16:21
“pass through the fire to them.” These wicked Israelites took the children that were born due to their prostitution and offered them up as sacrifices to their idol gods. This was specifically forbidden in the law of Moses (Lev. 18:21; Deut. 18:10). Before the Assyrian conquest of the Northern Kingdom of Israel, King Ahaz, father of Hezekiah, was sacrificing children by burning them (2 Kings 16:3). Now it is over 100 years after the fall of Israel and people were still sacrificing their children to idol gods. Thus, like Israel fell to Assyria, Judah fell to Babylon. Sin has consequences, and sin on a national level has national consequences.
Eze 16:24
“a vaulted place...a lofty place.” The meaning of the Hebrew words is uncertain, and besides that, the specific nature of the context indicates that they are being used in a technical sense. When words are used in a sexual context they often take on a specific idiomatic meaning. For example, we know that when we say a man and woman “slept together” we are not talking about “sleep” at all, we are talking about sexual intercourse. That kind of specific idiomatic meaning seems to be the case here, and both words likely refer to places that were built up or raised up and used for sex and ritual prostitution. The English versions vary: “brothel house...high place” (KJ21); “altar for prostitution...high place for ritual prostitution” (Amplified); “mound...elevated place” (CSB); “pavilion...platform” (CEB); “place of debauchery...high place” (Darby); “places to worship idols and practice prostitution” (GNT).
Eze 16:25
“spread your feet wide.” Some English versions read, “spread your legs,” and that is the idea in the text, but the Hebrew text reads “feet,” not legs, and the biblical association between feet and the genitals is strong and important, so the REV left the word “feet” in the text. The addition of the word “wide” is due to the implication of the word “spread.” The implication is that she spread her legs wide for “everyone,” thus indicating her willing (and even eager) participation in her promiscuity.
Although there was ritual prostitution at many of the pagan shrines, we must not forget that this is a type of double entendre. While physical prostitution certainly occurred, we must not forget that there was spiritual prostitution as well, and that spiritual prostitution had to do with the worship of pagan gods. The people of Judah were all too willing to worship many different different idols. The cultures that Judah came in contact with had their own gods, and Judah seemed more than happy to worship any gods that they came in contact with.
Also, we must not think that spiritual prostitution is limited to worshiping statues of ancient gods. Any object can become an idol if it is worshiped in the sense that it is “worth it,” and it is looked to for help or advice. Thus, for example, objects that bring spiritual help, such as “lucky charms” or “lucky objects” such as lucky hats, are actually idols. Yahweh our God is to be our only source of help.
[For more on “feet” being a euphemism for sex and the genitals, see commentary on Judges 5:27. For more on how God feels about getting help or advice from other things besides Him, see Deut. 18:9-14.]
Eze 16:26
“great of flesh.” The word “flesh” is being used euphemistically for the penis. This is done in other places in the Bible as well (cf. Ezek. 23:20).
Eze 16:27
“the daughters of the Philistines who are ashamed of your lewd way.” Judah was behaving so badly that even the pagan Philistines were ashamed of her.
Eze 16:51
“and have justified your sisters.” It is not as if Judah’s sin actually justified the sin of Samaria, Sodom, etc., but rather that Judah’s sin was so egregious that it made the sin of the other cities seem much less serious.
Eze 16:57
“Aram.” Often called “Syria.”
Eze 16:60
“Nevertheless, I myself will remember.” There is now a distinct shift in the emphasis and tone of the text. God now promises the restoration of Israel. Whereas Israel and Judah had sinned egregiously and deserved (and received) punishment, now God promises He will remember His earlier covenant with Israel (the “Old Covenant”) and so will establish a new covenant, an everlasting covenant, with Israel.
In the Old Covenant, God promised that Israel would be God’s own possession, a kingdom of priests and a holy nation (Exod. 19:5-6). Although Israel failed to keep their part of the covenant, God remembered His original intention and planned to put a new covenant in place that would be an everlasting covenant. Salvation is always individual and personal, never corporate. No one is given everlasting life just because they are part of a group, even if that group is the Jews, God’s chosen people. From the scope of Scripture, we learn that it is the people who obey God and are saved that get to be part of the New Covenant and live forever on a restored earth.
“an everlasting covenant.” This refers to the New Covenant that God will establish with Israel.
“in the days of your youth.” The covenant God made with Israel in the days of her youth was the “Old Covenant,” made at Sinai just after Israel had left Egypt and as it was forming as a nation, not just related tribes (Exod. 24:1-8).
Eze 16:62
“my covenant.” The context show that this is the New Covenant.
Eze 16:63
“and be ashamed.” Many people who are saved and have everlasting life never make the effort to live a truly godly life on earth. In the future Kingdom of Christ, there will be a distinct difference between those people who made the effort to live truly godly lives and those people who got saved but continued living selfishly and in sin. The people who have little or no rewards in the Millennial Kingdom will realize why that is, and will be ashamed of their selfish lives.
[For more on shame in the future life, see commentary on 1 John 2:28 and 2 Cor. 5:10, “good or evil.” For more on the future Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
 
Ezekiel Chapter 17
Eze 17:4
“a city of merchants.” Babylon (Chaldea) was known as a place of merchants (cf. Ezek. 16:29).
Eze 17:12
“rebellious house.” The country of Judah.
Eze 17:13
“mighty men.” The Hebrew word translated by the phrase “mighty men” is literally “rams,” the powerful male leaders of the flock. So, “he took away the rams of the land.” The powerful leaders of the country are called “rams” by the figure of speech hypocatastasis (see commentary on Rev. 20:2). The mighty men are also called “rams” in Exodus 15:15.
Eze 17:14
“brought low so that it could not lift itself up.” This verse shows us the value of leaders. Not everyone is a leader. The Bible makes it clear that God gives different people different “ministries,” or “ways of serving,” and one of those ways of serving is leadership (Rom. 12:8). A wise ruler knows that some people are leaders and some people are not. If you want something organized and run correctly, choose a leader to do it; if you want to bring an organization or country down, remove its leaders. Nebuchadnezzar was a smart man, and knew if he removed the leaders from Judah, the country would never successfully organize and rebel, and they never did. It was God’s power that finally brought Judah back from the Babylonian Captivity after the Persians had conquered Babylon.
Eze 17:16
“the king lives who made him king.” Nebuchadnezzar, who lives in Babylon, carried away king Jehoiachin and made Zedekiah king of Judah instead of Jehoiachin. Ezekiel foretold that Zedekiah would die in Babylon (Ezek. 12:13).
Eze 17:17
“when ramps are thrown up.” When Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon attacks and builds siege ramps to take cities, Pharaoh of Egypt will not help Judah.
“and siege walls are built.” The siege wall the Babylonians built around Jerusalem is mentioned in 2 Kings 25:1, Jeremiah 52:4, and Ezekiel 17:17. It was a common practice for an army to build a wall that surrounded the city that they were attacking to keep the enemy from escaping and to keep weapons and supplies from being smuggled into the city (see commentary on 1 Kings 25:1).
Eze 17:23
“birds of every kind.” The Hebrew is idiomatic: “all birds of every wing.” Reading the Hebrew text without understanding it makes it sound like every bird on earth will live under the tree, and that is not what the text is saying; every kind of bird will be there.
Eze 17:24
“trees.” In this context, a “tree” is a person. This is the figure of speech hypocatastasis.
[For more on trees being people, see commentary on Luke 3:9. For more on hypocatastasis, see commentary on Rev. 20:2.]
 
Ezekiel Chapter 18
Eze 18:2
“sour grapes.” The Hebrew word translated as “sour” refers to fruit that has not yet fully ripened and is therefore sour or bitter.
“The fathers have eaten sour grapes and the children’s teeth are set on edge.” It was widely believed in the ancient Near East that the sins of one’s ancestors carried over and fell upon the descendants. In this case, Ezekiel is among the people who have been carried captive from Judea to Babylon. Those captives were angry and bitter about the fact that they had been carried away from their homeland in Judah. They blamed their ancestors for sinning in such a way that they were the ones who were carried away to Babylon, and that was in part true because the ancestors had sinned. However they themselves continued in the same idolatry that their ancestors had engaged in, and they were being intellectually dishonest about that fact. Ezekiel chapter 2 says that the people of Judea were a rebellious house. Ezekiel chapter 6 speaks about all the evil abominations that the people were involved in. Ezekiel chapter 14 mentions the elders who came to Ezekiel but had set up idols in their hearts and had idols before their faces (i.e., idols that they looked at and worshiped). Ezekiel chapter 16 is about all the idolatry that the Judeans engaged in. More examples could be given but the point should be made: it wasn’t just the ancestors who were sinful and idolaters. The exiles from Judah who were alive at the time were also sinful and idolaters, and because of that, to blame their situation on their ancestors, and saying that the fathers (the ancestors) sinned and the children’s teeth were set on edge was not accurate when it came to the exiled Judeans. There are reasons to believe that if their generation had repented en masse, like the Ninevites did at the preaching of Jonah, God could have kept them from being exiled.
Eze 18:4
“soul.” In this verse, “soul” has the common meaning of a “person.” The verse is saying, “Behold, every person is mine; the people who are fathers as well as the people who are sons, and the person who sins will die.”
[For more on the use of nephesh, “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
Eze 18:5
“But if a man is righteous.” What God requires of people is to recognize Him as the one true God and be loving, giving, and kind. This is stated here in Ezekiel 18:5-9, and also in a few different ways in other places in the Bible (see commentary on Mic. 6:8).
Eze 18:6
“has not eaten on the mountains.” There were shrines and altars to pagan gods on the mountains, and sacrifices to the pagan gods were made there (cf. Deut. 12:2; 1 Kings 14:23; 2 Kings 16:4; 2 Kings 17:10; 2 Chron. 28:4; Jer. 3:6; Hos. 4:13). When a sacrifice was made on the altar it was customary to have a community meal for the worshipers gathered there, so the primary meaning of the phrase “eaten on the mountains,” refers to participating in the worship of idols.
It was also common that one of the goddesses that was worshiped on the hills was Asherah, the female consort of the god Baal, and she was worshiped in part by sacred prostitution. So although “eaten” in Ezekiel 18:6 does not have the primary meaning of enjoying sexual pleasure, it was likely included as a sub-theme of “eaten” here (see commentary on Jer. 3:6). Sex was often spoken of euphemistically as eating (e.g., Prov. 9:17; 30:20; Song 2:3; 4:16; 5:1).
“come near to a woman.” This is an idiom for sexual intercourse. According to the law of Moses, it was a sin to have sex with a woman when she was on her period.
Eze 18:8
“not lent money and charged interest.” Israelites were not to charge interest to other Israelites (Lev. 25:36). But they could charge interest to foreigners.
“nor has taken any profit.” That is, the lender has not taken a profit from the loan. Loaning without interest or profit is sacrificial, and that was the point. God wanted the Israelites to be a people who loved and supported each other, helping others as they had need.
Eze 18:9
“live, yes, live.” The verb “live” is repeated twice, once in the infinitive form, then in the imperfect form. This is the figure of speech polyptoton, and it is done for emphasis. That the person will live does not mean that he will necessarily survive the Babylonian conquest of Judah or the Babylonian Captivity, “live” refers to everlasting life. In the Old Testament, an Israelite who lived righteously according to the Mosaic Law would be given everlasting life.
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16).
Eze 18:13
“will he then live?” The phrase means, will he then live forever, i.e., have everlasting life.
“He will not live.” The “he” in Ezekiel 18:13 refers to the son, who is a sinner. The pronoun shifts are not always clearly delineated in the Hebrew and Greek text, so care must be taken to read and understand the context.
“die, yes, die.” This is the figure of speech polyptoton, used for emphasis (see commentary on Gen. 2:16).
Eze 18:19
“live, yes, live.” The Hebrew text repeats the word “live” twice, but in different aspects of the verb. This is the figure of speech polyptoton, and is used for emphasis (see commentary on Gen. 2:16).
Eze 18:20
“The soul who sins will die.” This is a good example of the word “soul” being used as “person.” The person who sins will die.
“The son is not to bear the iniquity of the father.” This verse says the son will not share the guilt of the father, nor the father share the guilt of the son. But in Exodus 20:5 and Numbers 14:18, the sins of the fathers are visited on the children. In Ezekiel God is telling us that a child is not “accountable” or “liable” for the sins of the father. Whereas the Generational Curse that God speaks of in Exodus 20:5 and Numbers 14:18 is referring to the “consequences” of the sin. The child is not liable for the sin but they still suffer the effects of the sin. For instance, if my dad was an alcoholic I am not held accountable to God for my father’s sin, but I still feel the effects of his alcoholism.
Eze 18:21
“if the wicked person turns from all his sins that he has committed...he will live.” The message that God gave Ezekiel here in Ezekiel 18:21-24 is also given in Ezekiel 3:17-21 and Ezekiel 33:7-16. However, Ezekiel 3:17-21 and Ezekiel 33:7-16 include the responsibility of the person called to be a watchman to tell others about the disaster that will come upon those who disobey God. There is a warning and a message of hope in these passages. The warning, and the message of hope is that if a person has committed sins in the past, these do not keep him from being righteous before God if he changes and does what is right, and it includes a warning to people not to believe that past righteousness will cover for current sin, and the encouragement that sin in one’s past will not keep a person from being considered righteous in God’s sight if they repent of their sin and live righteously.
“live, yes, live.” The Hebrew text repeats the word “live” twice, but in different aspects of the verb. This is the figure of speech polyptoton, and is used for emphasis (see commentary on Gen. 2:16).
Eze 18:24
“righteous.” In this context, “righteous” means doing what is right and just to other people and in the sight of God; it does not mean “saved” (see commentary on Matt. 5:6).
Eze 18:26
“he will die because of those things.” In the Hebrew text, “those things” is plural. “The plural suffix perceives, ‘turning’ from righteousness and ‘practicing evil’ [‘commits iniquity’ in the REV] as two separate actions.”[footnoteRef:852] [852:  Daniel Block, The Book of Ezekiel: Chapters 1-24 [NICOT], 584n146.] 

Eze 18:27
“He will keep his soul alive.” This is a wonderful example of how a person by their own free will participates in receiving everlasting life. A person does not have the power to keep their soul, i.e., themselves, alive, it is God who has the power of resurrection and life and death. However, God exercises that power in accordance with the decisions the person makes in life. If a person decides to do evil and to reject God and his Messiah, then they will die in the lake of fire (Rev. 20:11-15). If a person decides to believe and obey God, then God will respect that decision and give the person everlasting life (cf. John 3:16; Rom. 6:23).
[For more on dying in the lake of fire and not “burning in hell forever,” see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
Eze 18:28
“live, yes, live.” The Hebrew verb is repeated twice for emphasis. This is the figure of speech polyptoton (see commentary on Gen. 2:16). The person who turns from their sin will live forever.
Eze 18:30
“a stumbling block.” This is also used in Ezekiel 3:20. English versions that use “stumbling block” include the Amplified Bible, CSB, CJB, ISV, LSB, NASB, TLV, YLT (Cf. NET). As long as a person is alive, their sin is a stumbling block that can lead to their death, but they can always change. As Ecclesiastes 9:4 says, “a living dog is better than a dead lion.” But once the person is dead, they can’t change, and they will be judged for their sin.
Eze 18:31
“make a new heart and a new spirit for yourselves.” This is a powerful phrase because it points to the free will that God has given to each person. The Calvinists who say that God makes the decisions that govern a person's life are not correct. It is your own free will and your own free will decisions that govern your life. So, as Deuteronomy 30:19 says, “choose life so that you will live.” Make good and godly decisions.
 
Ezekiel Chapter 19
Eze 19:1
“a lamentation.” The Hebrew word translated as “lamentation” is qina, and it is often used to mean a dirge, a musical composition sung at someone's death.[footnoteRef:853] However, it is likely that when Ezekiel penned this lamentation, it was in part prophetic and all the players had not yet died. Nevertheless, their circumstances were such that a lamentation was appropriate. [853:  Daniel Block, The Book of Ezekiel: Chapters 1-24 [NICOT], 592-95.] 

Eze 19:2
“What was your mother?” This line introduces a new meaning to the lamentation (or perhaps “dirge”). It is also a riddle, and solving it requires a knowledge of the history of Judah, but even so, the illustrations are not strictly literal and the people being referred to is debated although the scholars agree that the lion cubs who grow to be lions are kings of Judah.
“lioness.” Ezekiel 19 is a metaphorical illustration of the last kings of Judah, and technically it uses the figure of speech hypocatastasis, which is usually confused with, or included in, metaphor. Technically a metaphor is a comparison by representation, i.e., “You are a lioness,” while a hypocatastasis is a comparison by implication, simply the word “lioness” with no indication of who the lioness is. That is the situation here: the identity of the lioness and cubs is not given.
[For more on metaphor and hypocatastasis, see commentary on Rev. 20:2.]
“she nourished her cubs.” The evidence best supports the two lion cubs being the Judean kings, King Jehoahaz and King Zedekiah. Of the last Judean kings, King Jehoahaz was the only one who was taken as a captive to Egypt, so scholars mostly agree that he is the first lion cub. However, the scholars are divided about the second lion cub, some arguing for Jehoiakim, some for Jehoiachin, and some for Zedekiah. But only Jehoiachin and Zedekiah were taken captive to Babylon, so that evidence supports one of those two being the second lion cub.
Of those two kings, Jehoiachin and Zedekiah, Zedekiah fits the biblical description the best. For one thing, both Jehoahaz and Zedekiah were the sons of one mother, Hamutal (2 Kings 23:31; 24:18) although it is also possible that in the prophecy, the “mother” is Israel herself (Israel is the vine that puts off shoots in the metaphor of the vine given after the lioness and cubs metaphor). Also, although both Jehoiachin and Zedekiah were taken to Babylon, it seems that only Zedekiah ruled in Jerusalem long enough to fulfill the prophecy that he “devoured men...and laid waste their cities, and the land was desolate, and everything in it” (Ezek. 19:6-7). Jehoiachin only reigned three months (2 Kings 24:8), whereas Zedekiah ruled for 11 years (2 Kings 24:18).
The information in the books of 2 Kings, 2 Chronicles, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel shows that Zedekiah was a weak and ungodly king who “did evil in the eyes of Yahweh” (2 Kings 24:19). He was the last Judean king to rule in Jerusalem, and it was his rebellion against Nebuchadnezzar that resulted in the Babylonian Captivity and the destruction and burning of Jerusalem, which cost many thousands of lives. Also, when Zedekiah was taken to Babylon, he was imprisoned in such a way that he no longer influenced the people of Judah, which seems to fulfill the prophecy of Ezekiel 19:9, which says he was confined “so that his voice could no longer be heard.” In contrast, Jehoiachin, who also did evil in the eyes of Yahweh, was taken to Babylon but then seems to have lived there peacefully under house arrest. When Evil-merodach became the king of Babylon, he elevated Jehoichin and honored him. Jehoiachin outlived Zedekiah and so became the last legitimate king of Judah (Jer. 52:31-34).
“A lioness.” The text shows a good knowledge of the lion in Judah, and Ezekiel 19:2 uses four different Hebrew words for “lion.”
Eze 19:3
“one of her cubs.” This first lion cub is most likely Jehoahaz (see commentary on Ezek. 19:2).
Eze 19:5
“waited in vain.” This is the idea behind the Hebrew “waited.” In this context it refers to waiting in vain.[footnoteRef:854] [854:  See Daniel Block, The Book of Ezekiel: Chapters 1-24 [NICOT], 596.] 

“she took another of her cubs.” The evidence supports that this second cub was Zedekiah (see commentary on Ezek. 19:2).
Eze 19:6
“prowled about.” The Hebrew is more literally, “he walked up and down,” but since it refers to him as a lion prowling around among the lions, “prowling about” is a good translation and adopted in some English versions.
Eze 19:9
“into the fortress.” The meaning of this phrase is disputed, but the main idea is that this king, likely Zedekiah, was confined in a way that he could no longer influence the people of Judah (for more on this king being Zedekiah, see commentary on Ezek. 19:2).
“on the mountains of Israel.” The Judean kings ruled from Mount Zion in the hill country of Judah, and there were mountains all around it. When the king was taken to Babylon, his voice would no longer be heard on the mountains of Israel. In this context, “Israel” stands for the whole country of historic Israel, not just the Northern Kingdom of Israel in contrast to the Southern Kingdom of Judah. After the Northern Kingdom of Israel was destroyed by Assyria, the southern kings of Judah had more influence over all of the historic territory of Israel.
Eze 19:10
“Your mother was like a vine.” Here in Ezekiel 19:10 the imagery abruptly switches from a lioness and cubs to a vine with branches. But on close examination, the switch may not be as abrupt and unexpected as it first seems. It is noteworthy that this switch parallels the switch in Jacob’s prophecy of Judah in Genesis 49:9-12. Jacob’s prophecy starts with Judah being a lion’s cub and ends up with vine and wine imagery (Gen. 49:11-12). Daniel Block points out that even some of the vocabulary words are the same.[footnoteRef:855] [855:  Daniel Block,The Book of Ezekiel: Chapters 1-24 [NICOT], 608.] 

An examination of the illustration of the vine and branches in Ezekiel 19:10-14 reveals that the “mother” and fruitful vine is Judah, and the branches are the rulers of Judah. Judah started as a fruitful and godly nation, but over time it sinned and grew more sinful. The branches were proud and arrogant, and finally, an unnamed someone, who is no doubt the Babylonians carrying out the wrath of God, came and uprooted it.
“full of shoots.” The Masoretic Hebrew text reads, “in your blood,” which makes no sense in the context. There have been numerous attempts to make sense of the passage. One of the most likely was suggested by J. A. Bewer, who suggested redividing the words and recombining them differently.[footnoteRef:856] The reading “full of shoots” makes sense and fits the context perfectly. [856:  Block, The Book of Ezekiel [NICOT], 607n68. He refers to J. A. Bewer, “Textual and Exegetical Notes on Ezekiel,” JBL 72, no. 3 (1953): 159.] 

“abundant water.” In this context, “water,” which is always a plural noun in Hebrew, should be translated as the singular “water” and not the plural “waters,” and in this case the “water” stands for the blessing of God and God working through His spirit in Judah. Thus, early on in her history, Judah was a truly blessed country.
[For more on water being related to spirit, see commentary on Jer. 2:13.]
Eze 19:11
“conspicuous.” The Hebrew is more literally “seen,” but in this case, the reason the vine and branches were seen was because they stood out, they were conspicuous. This was a bad thing, not a good thing. To get the negative impact of what Ezekiel 19:11 is saying, we must remember that Judah is being compared to a once fruitful vine. Vines grew relatively close to the ground and thus were humble before God. But this vine wasn’t humble. She exalted herself and her branches above the clouds, and eventually, that arrogance brought evil consequences.
Eze 19:12
“the east wind.” Here in Ezekiel 19:12, the “east wind” refers to Babylon. Babylon dried up the rulers of Judah and destroyed them. The “strong branches” were the rulers of Judah.
“strong branches.” The Hebrew word translated as “branches” here is a branch, rod, staff, or, when used of rulers, a scepter, representing a king. The branches were kings (and perhaps other rulers) in Judah.
Eze 19:13
“Now it is planted in the wilderness.” The one who uprooted Judah ended up planting it in the wilderness.
“In a dry and thirsty land.” The meaning of this is likely at least twofold. Obviously, the land of Judah cannot be moved, but it can be “dry and thirsty” in the sense that is is removed from God. The people of Judah forsook Yahweh, “the spring of living water” (Jer. 2:13). Water often stood for spirit and the blessings of Yahweh (see commentary on Jer. 2:13). So when Judah forsook Yahweh, the land was left dry and thirsty. Ezekiel portrays Yahweh leaving Israel due to its sin (see commentary on Ezek. 11:23).
Also, in a very real sense “Israel” was moved to Babylon, a dry and thirsty land ruled by pagan kings and pagan gods. Many people died in the Babylonian attacks, but the articles of the Temple were taken to Babylon, as well as the kings of Judah and their families and the people of Judah. God sent word via the prophet Jeremiah to the Judean people in Babylon, to the elders, prophets, priests, and people, that they were to prosper in Babylon. They were to build homes, have families, plant gardens, and seek the welfare of the places they lived in Babylon, for God planned to prosper them there (Jer. 29:1-14). God said they would be there 70 years (Jer. 29:10), long enough for three generations of children to be born, so they needed to settle in Babylon and prosper there. And they did. We know from history that when the Persians conquered Babylon and allowed the Judeans to return to the land of Israel, more Judeans stayed in Babylon than returned to Judah.
Eze 19:14
“Fire.” This is not referring to a literal fire, but metaphorically refers to something that can totally consume the “branches,” the kings of Judah. In this case, the illustration is a good one because after Jehoiachin, the last king of Judah to die (Zedekiah died before Jehoiachin did), there were no more kings of Judah. After the deportation of Zedekiah, governors put in place by the Babylonians ruled Judah, then when Babylon was conquered by Persia, governors appointed by Persia ruled, and so on down through the conquest of the Greeks, Hasmoneans, Romans, etc. To this day the “throne of David” has never been occupied by a descendant of David, but it will in the future when Christ reigns from Jerusalem, just as the angel said to Mary (Luke 1:32).
 
Ezekiel Chapter 20
Eze 20:1
“seventh year, in the fifth month, the tenth day of the month.” That is, the seventh year reckoned from when Jehoiachin was taken into exile in the Babylonian Captivity (2 Kings 24:8-17; 2 Chron. 36:9-10). Thus, this revelation came to Ezekiel on August 14, 591 BC. The date sets this chapter apart from chapter 19, and starts a new subject.
[For more on the chronology of Ezekiel, see commentary on Ezek. 1:2.]
“certain of the elders of Israel came to inquire of Yahweh.” What they came to ask Ezekiel about is unstated and therefore not important for the record. They may have come to see if Ezekiel would confirm Hananiah’s prophecy that the Judeans would return to their homeland soon (Jer. 28:1-4). They may have come thinking that they were righteous and were seeking Yahweh and wanted to know if Yahweh would soon let them return to Judah. Deuteronomy 4:25-31 said that if the Israelites engaged in idolatry they would be scattered, but if they changed and sought him out, then God would remember his covenant, which meant that God would bring them back to Judah (although these elders had not changed but had idols in their hearts). Those are viable possibilities, but there are no doubt others as well, and the text just does not tell us why these elders came to Ezekiel.
Eze 20:3
“I will not be inquired of by you.” The elders who came to Ezekiel to ask him about any word from Yahweh were insincere. They had idols in their hearts and had no intention of abandoning their gods and following Yahweh. Yahweh knew that, and thus had no intention of playing their fake game. Instead, Yahweh confronted them about their idolatry. In doing that, Yahweh set the example that believers should follow. Many times people come to pastors or people they know are godly and ask them questions, wanting to get the pastor to “rubber stamp” what they have already decided to do. Godly people should never be pulled into the trap, but should speak what God leads them to say.
Eze 20:5
“In the day when I chose Israel.” God now reminds the people how He had chosen Israel to be His people and brought them out of Egypt.
“lifted up my hand.” One way a person swore a solemn oath was to raise his hand and swear. See commentary on Genesis 14:22.
Eze 20:6
“lifted up my hand.” A way of swearing an oath. See commentary on Ezekiel 20:5.
Eze 20:7
“the detestable things that are before his eyes.” The Hebrew text reads, “detestable things of his eyes,” that is, that he sees or looks at. The NIV nuances the text but makes it clear: “get rid of the vile images you have set your eyes on.” This context shows that those things were idols.
“Stop defiling yourselves with the idols of Egypt.” The sense of the text is “stop defiling yourselves.”[footnoteRef:857] This is not a warning about what Israel might do, it is a command to stop doing what they were already doing. The books of Moses do not specifically refer to the Israelites worshiping idols while they were in Egypt, but it is apparent they did. They had barely left Egypt when they desired to have gods made, and made a golden calf (Exod. 32:1-4). Also, according to Joshua 24:14, the Israelites still had gods with them that they had worshiped in Egypt. So from here in Ezekiel 20:7 we learn that at least some of the Israelites who left Egypt brought Egyptian gods with them. [857:  Translation by Daniel Block, The Book of Ezekiel; Chapters 1-24 [NICOT], 625.] 

God’s people need to realize that having idols of any kind (and “good luck charms” and protective amulets are idols) defiles a person in the eyes of God. That point is made several times in Ezekiel (cf. Ezek. 20:7, 18, 31; 22:4; 23:7, 30).
Eze 20:9
“eyes…sight.” The Hebrew words are literally “eyes” (ayin, #05869) in both places, but the first use refers to the mental eyes, i.e., the knowledge or understanding, while the second use refers to the physical sight. The use of the same word in one sentence with two different meanings is the figure of speech antanaclasis, and it is meant to catch the attention.
[For more on antanaclasis, see commentary on 1 Sam. 1:24.]
“by bringing the Israelites out of the land of Egypt.” The Hebrew text reads “them,” not “the Israelites,” but “them” is confusing because the immediate context is the pagan nations.
Eze 20:11
“live.” This is the pregnant sense of “live,” meaning live a meaningful life now but also live forever.
Eze 20:12
“gave them my Sabbaths.” The plural “Sabbaths” indicates that Ezekiel is not referring to just the weekly Sabbath, but to all the Sabbaths in the Mosaic Law; the feasts such as Passover and Tabernacles had Sabbaths as part of the feast. Here we see some of God’s reasons for the Sabbaths. They were to be a sign that reminded the people of the covenant that they had made with God, and they were to make people holy. Most ancient cultures had feasts and festivals when people did not work or work much, but Yahweh gave His people a Sabbath every week so they had a rest day every week and could rest, rejuvenate, have family time, and spend time with God. That gave people time to reflect on God and commit to being holy. The weekly Sabbath made sure that parents had time to spend with their children to educate them about Yahweh and the covenant responsibilities they had before Yahweh.
Eze 20:14
“eyes…sight.” The Hebrew words are literally “eyes” (ayin, #05869) in both places, but the first use refers to the mental eyes, i.e., the knowledge or understanding, while the second use refers to the physical sight. The use of the same word in one sentence with two different meanings is the figure of speech antanaclasis, and it is meant to catch the attention.
[For more on antanaclasis, see commentary on 1 Sam. 1:24.]
Eze 20:15
“lifted up my hand.” A way of swearing an oath. See commentary on Ezekiel 20:5.
Eze 20:22
“eyes of the nations in whose sight I brought them out.” This is the figure antanaclasis, “word-clashing,” when a word is used in the same sentence with two different meanings. In this case, the Hebrew word for “eyes” is used twice. The first time refers to the mental eyes, the mind or understanding, and the second time it refers to the physical eyes, the sight.
[For more on antanaclasis, see commentary on 1 Sam. 1:24.]
“brought them out.” Brought them out of Egypt.
Eze 20:23
“lifted up my hand.” A way of swearing an oath. See commentary on Ezekiel 20:5.
“scatter them among the nations.” God said if Israel sinned He would scatter them (e.g., Deut. 28:36, 46, 64).
Eze 20:25
“statutes that were not good.” It is not that the statutes were not good, they were good. But because Israel could not keep some and refused to keep others, those good statutes ended up producing death (cf. Rom. 7:10).
Eze 20:26
“and I defiled them by their gift-offerings.” This is a great example of the idiom of permission. God did not actively defile the Israelites, they defiled themselves (cf. Ezek. 20:30-31). God did not actively defile the Israelites, but what He did do was give them Laws that commanded them not to worship idols and defile themselves by the idols. Since God gave the laws, there is a sense that God participated in the sin of the Israelites. If God had not given those laws, their idolatry would not have been directly disobeying God and sinning, thus defiling themselves. So, by the Semitic idiom of permission, God can be said to have defiled the people.
[For a much more complete explanation of the Semitic idiom of permission, see commentary on Exod 4:21.]
“their firstborn children.” The Hebrew uses the idiom, “all that opens the womb,” referring to the firstborn children. The Israelites were so heartless that they burned their children to death as gift-offerings to the idol gods they worshiped.
“that I might make them desolate in order that they would know.” The point God is making is that the sin of the people in burning their firstborn children would result in their destruction as a consequence and show the people that Yahweh was God. People cannot sin against God without consequence.
Eze 20:28
“lifted up my hand.” A way of swearing an oath. See commentary on Ezekiel 20:5.
“there...there...there...there.” God had told the Israelites to offer their offerings at the place that he would choose, and at that time in Israel’s history, that place was wherever the Tabernacle was. But the Israelites ignored God’s command and worshiped like the pagans did.
Eze 20:29
“What is the shrine where you go to worship.” Although the Hebrew word bamah is usually translated as “shrine” in the REV, in this context is it clear that the shrine is on a hill or high place (see commentary on Num. 33:52).
The meaning of God’s question to the Israelites is captured well in the CJB version, “This high place where you go, what is the meaning of it?” God, the searcher of every human heart, wants the people who visit the shrines to admit what they are doing, worshiping their pagan gods, and thus admit how they are blatantly disobeying God. People cannot hide their sin from God, and God will judge every person (Eccl. 12:13-14; 2 Cor. 5:10; Rev. 20:11-15), so people who openly sin should at least know about the judgment that will come in their future.
Eze 20:30
“detestable things?” Referring to the idols of the ancestors.
Eze 20:34
“will gather you out of the countries in which you are scattered.” It is clear from the context that this gathering is not a return at the end of the Babylonian Captivity, but rather the regathering of Judah and Israel into the land of Israel when Christ sets up his Millennial Kingdom. That is why there is a judgment and a separation of the godly people from the ungodly (Ezek. 20:38). That judgment is the Sheep and Goat Judgment (Matt. 25:31-46).
Eze 20:35
“into the wilderness of the peoples.” This is the wilderness through which Israel passed on their way from Egypt to the Promised Land. Jesus Christ will enter the Promised Land from the south, from Edom, when he comes to conquer in the same way that Israel came out of Egypt into the Promised Land (Isa. 63:1). After the conquest, he will set up his throne in the “wilderness of the people” and separate them there into Sheep and Goats (Matt. 25:31-46). The “sheep,” the godly people, will be let into his kingdom, but the “goats” will not get to go into the Promised Land (Ezek. 20:38) but will be destroyed (Ezek. 34:16); they will be thrown immediately into Gehenna (Matt. 25:41, 46).
This “wilderness” (or “desert”) of the people” is not the desert between Babylon and Israel to gather the people coming back from the Babylonian Captivity, because this gathering is after Armageddon as the context shows (cf. esp. Ezek. 20:38). This gathering of God’s people has some important similarities to the Exodus. At the Exodus, God took Israel from their bondage in Egypt and judged them in the wilderness (Ezek. 20:36). In the future, God will take Israel from the nations where they have been scattered due to their sin and will again judge them in the wilderness (Ezek. 20:35). Israel will be judged by God; it will be put under His “rod” and the flock separated into good and bad before the good are allowed to enter the Promised Land and the bad people destroyed (Ezek. 20:38; 34:16). Jesus spoke of this in Matthew 25, and it is referred to as the “Sheep and Goat Judgment” (Matt. 25:31-46). Also, in the future Israel will meet God “face to face” and be judged in the “wilderness” (Ezek. 20:35) just as Israel met God “face to face” after the Exodus (cf. Moses meeting God “face to face” (Exod. 33:11; Deut. 34:10)), the Israelite leaders personally seeing God (Exod. 24:9-11), and Israel meeting God “face to face” at Mount Sinai (Deut. 5:4) and hearing His voice (see commentary on Exod. 20:1).
Eze 20:37
“I will make you pass under the shepherd’s staff.” A shepherd counted his sheep for different reasons and he would count them by passing them under his staff. The shepherd or herdsman drove the flock or herd through a gate, and someone counted the animals as they went through. In the case of the tithe, every tenth animal passing under the rod would be marked because each tenth newborn animal was given to God as His tithe. If a person was starting out with a small herd or flock, and ten animals were not born to him that year, then the man did not have to tithe that year, which was a way God provided for His people and helped them build their wealth (Lev. 27:30-33).
Ezekiel 20:37 is a picture of God gathering His faithful people together and counting them to make sure none of them is missing, as well as separating them into good and bad. God’s people have sinned and will suffer consequences, but there will be a time in the future when God’s faithful ones will be gathered together and not one will be missing. “The covenant” referred to here is the New Covenant. We learn from other scriptures that when the people are judged (“passed under the staff”) the righteous will be separated from the unrighteous and the unrighteous will not enter into the Promised Land in Christ’s Millennial Kingdom but will be destroyed (Ezek. 20:38; 34:16). Jesus Christ speaks of this time of judgment as the Sheep and Goat Judgment (Matt 25:31-46).
[For more on the Sheep and Goat Judgment, see commentary on Matt. 25:32. For more on the Millennial Kingdom, Christ’s 1,000-year kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Eze 20:38
“I will bring them forth out of the land where they live, but they will not enter into the land of Israel.” The Bible does not tell the fate of those who rebel against God here in Ezekiel 20:38, but it does give the fate of the ungodly in other places. Since the judgment spoken of here is associated with the time that the people of Israel are gathered out of the countries to which they have been scattered, the most likely time this will happen is immediately after Christ fights the Battle of Armageddon, when he sets up the Sheep and Goat Judgment (Matt. 25:32-46). At that time the “sheep” will enter Christ’s kingdom, but the “goats,” those who have rebelled and transgressed, will be thrown into the Lake of Fire (see commentary on Matt. 25:32).
Eze 20:40
“For on my holy mountain.” That is, Mount Zion in Israel. When Ezekiel was prophesying, Israel and Judah had been captured by foreign armies and scattered throughout foreign lands. But just as there had been an exodus from Egypt and Israel got its own land, now Ezekiel foretells of another exodus, with the faithful people of Israel leaving their exile and being regathered in Israel and worshiping God on His holy mountain. That regathering is still future.
“on the highest mountain of Israel.” The literal Hebrew is difficult to understand: “On the mountain of the height of Israel.” The meaning is the highest mountain of Israel (cf. “on the highest mountain in Israel” NAB). In the Millennial Kingdom, the mountain on which God’s Temple and the city of Jerusalem are located will be the highest mountain in the world. Other verses that say that Mount Zion will be the highest mountain include Isaiah 2:2 and Micah 4:1.
[For more on the Millennial Kingdom of Christ, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
“all the house of Israel, all of them, will serve me in the land.” Although by Ezekiel’s time the Northern Kingdom of Israel, consisting of the ten northern tribes, had been long before carried away by the Assyrians (2 Kings 17:6), the prophecy was that Israel would be regathered and would serve God in the land of Israel.
[For more on the ten lost tribes of Israel being regathered in the Millennial Kingdom, see commentary on Jer. 32:37.]
“there…there…there.” When God reestablishes Israel, which will be in the Millennial Kingdom, the Temple will be on Mount Zion and the worship of Yahweh will happen there. There is a clear emphasis in this verse that it will be “there,” on Mount Zion in Israel, that Yahweh will be worshiped. Ezekiel’s prophecy of that fact would be very comforting and encouraging to the people listening to Ezekiel who had been carried as captives to Babylon and places some 600 miles east of Jerusalem.
Eze 20:41
“I will show my holiness through you.” All the nations will see that God is holy because of the way He treats Israel.
Eze 20:42
“lifted up my hand.” A way of swearing an oath. See commentary on Ezekiel 20:5.
“I lifted up my hand and swore to give to your fathers.” One of the reasons that there must be a Millennial Kingdom, a future Kingdom of Christ on earth, is that God swore to give the land of Israel to Abraham and his descendants. Yet Abraham never owned land in Israel (cf. Acts 7:5). Furthermore, between Israel’s failure to conquer the land under Joshua, and the fact that through much of Israel’s history part or all of the land was controlled by foreigners—the Philistines, Syrians, Assyrians, Babylonians, Persians, Greeks, Romans, and others—God’s promise that Israel would have the land has not been fulfilled. Yet God’s promise must be fulfilled; and it will be when Jesus Christ comes back to earth, fights the Battle of Armageddon, conquers the earth, and gives the land of Israel back to the Israelites.
Eze 20:43
“And there you will remember.” When the Israelites are back in the land of Israel, which will occur at the Resurrection of the Righteous (the First Resurrection), the people will remember how they lived their first life, and if they were sinful and selfish, they will hate that they lived that way.
“and you will loathe yourselves.” This is very strong wording considering that it is speaking about people who are saved and alive in the Millennial Kingdom. Many people who are saved and have everlasting life never make the effort to live a truly godly life on earth. In the future Kingdom of Christ there will be a distinct difference between those people who made the effort to live truly godly lives and those people who got saved but continued living selfishly and in sin. The people who have little or no rewards in the Millennial Kingdom will realize why that is, and will be ashamed of their selfish lives.
[For more on shame in the future life, see commentary on 1 John 2:28 and 2 Cor. 5:10, “good or evil.” For more on the future Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Eze 20:46
“brushland.” The Hebrew is more literally, “the forest of the field,” which seems to refer to the brushland. Although many translations read “forest,” there is no forest in the Negev, which is in the southeast of Israel, and it is doubtful there ever was a forest there. On the other hand, there is brush and small trees. Daniel Block uses the word “brushland” in his translation and it fits the context and geography.[footnoteRef:858] [858:  Daniel I. Block, The Book of Ezekiel, Chapters 1-24 [NICOT], 663.] 

“prophesy against the brushland in the Negev.” Some scholars give reasons why this prophecy applies to Jerusalem and not directly to the Negev.
Eze 20:48
“it will not be quenched.” That the fire will not be “quenched” means that people will not be able to put out the fire until it burns out on its own or God puts it out. It does not mean that the fire will burn forever.
 
Ezekiel Chapter 21
Eze 21:2
“prophesy against the land of Israel.” Jerusalem was full of pagan worship, and there were many pagan “holy places” in Israel, and God could not hold back the consequences any longer.
Eze 21:3
“will cut off from you the righteous and the wicked.” It is a sad reality that when a country experiences the consequences of its sin, such as by war, famine, plague, or natural disasters such as hurricanes, both the righteous and the wicked suffer. God can do some things to lessen the suffering of the righteous, but often there is no way to punish the wicked and protect the righteous when the whole country is caught up in sin. That kind of “universal sin” generally occurs when the leaders of a country enact laws that promote or protect sin. What is promised to the righteous is that on the Day of Judgment, the righteous will be granted everlasting life while the wicked will die in the Lake of Fire (Rev. 20:11-15).
Eze 21:5
“it will not turn back any more.” Perhaps in the past when God’s sword was drawn against His enemies He had mercy and did not follow through with His threats, but now God specifically says that He will not turn back from what He said would happen. God’s sword would go to work and fulfill its purposes.
Eze 21:6
“you will groan before their eyes.” Righteous people are especially affected by the horrific consequences of sin. They often see the consequences coming (cf. Ezek. 21:7) and are appalled and confused by the sin of the leaders and people. So they groan in agony as they watch the destruction of themselves and their beloved country.
Eze 21:7
“every knee will run with urine.” Ezekiel is describing a time of intense fear. Although the majority of English versions read something like “every knee will be weak as water,” the Hebrew word, translated as “weak,” is more literally “walk, go, run.” That the knee would “run” with water more likely refers to urine (water is sometimes used euphemistically for urine). Versions that translate this verse as urine include the CSB, CEB, and NIV.
Eze 21:10
“How can we rejoice in the scepter of my royal son? The sword condemns every tree..” The Hebrew is unclear, and there are many tentative possible translations, but none that are generally accepted. The English versions differ widely, as do the commentaries. The REV translation generally follows the idea in the NIV. As it stands, the “trees” that are condemned by Nebuchadnezzar’s sword are the royal family and the rulers, elders, and powerful people in society. Those people are referred by the figure of speech hypocatastasis as “trees” (cf. Luke 3:9).
The “royal son” is the king in the line of David. Because of God’s promise that the throne of David would last forever, many people expected a miraculous deliverance for Jerusalem such as happened in the time of Hezekiah (2 Kings 19:36-37). But the sin of Judah drove God away. David’s throne will continue—it will be continued by the Messiah, Jesus Christ (Luke 1:32).
[For more on “trees” being people, see commentary on Luke 3:9. For more on the figure of speech hypocatastasis see commentary on Rev. 20:2.]
Eze 21:12
“it will.” The text is in the past tense, but it is a prophetic perfect. The destruction is future.
[For more on the prophetic perfect, see commentary on Eph. 2:6.]
“so slap your thighs.” Slapping the thigh was a sign of grief, frustration, and failure, just as it can be today.
Eze 21:14
“the sword for the wounded to death.” The Hebrew is idiomatic and refers to the sword that will attack the people and wound them resulting in death. The sword will strike them twice, yes, three times, as the verse says.
Eze 21:15
“grasped.” The meaning of the Hebrew word is uncertain and the English versions differ widely.
Eze 21:19
“mark out two roads for the sword of the king of Babylon to come.” In this context and situation, Ezekiel would have marked out two roads by drawing them on the ground or perhaps on a clay tablet, but the ground seems more likely because it allowed for a much larger map. Ezekiel was part of the Babylonian Captivity, and had been taken from his homeland in Judah to Babylon, close to Nippur (see commentary on Ezek. 1:1). He would not have been able to get to the actual site of the two roads, so God told him to draw them, which almost certainly meant drawing them on the ground or a tablet.
Depending on the detail that the drawing had, the land the road originated from was Babylon. The most likely place where the one road would have divided into two roads and allowed for a choice of two desirable targets—Jerusalem and Ammon (Ezek. 21:20)—would have been Damascus. From Damascus, anyone traveling south has two major routes they can take to continue their journey. They can either take the main eastern road and travel south on it toward Ammon in the Transjordan, or they can take the main road on the west side and continue as if they were going to Egypt or Jerusalem, and continue on to Jerusalem. As we see in Ezekiel 21:22, when Nebuchadnezzar looked at the omens, they pointed to Jerusalem, which means he will take the western road and attack Jerusalem first.
“make a signpost, make it at the beginning of the road to the city.” The “city” is Jerusalem, so it seems that Ezekiel, after drawing a roadmap in the dirt, puts up a sign pointing to Jerusalem, thus indicating what city Nebuchadnezzar would attack, which was the city the omen pointed to as well.
Eze 21:20
“to Rabbah of the children of Ammon, and to Judah.” Nebuchadnezzar’s army will come from the north and advance toward Judah and Ammon.
Eze 21:21
“shakes the arrows.” A form of divination that seems to have included shaking arrows and dropping them and receiving guidance from the way they landed.
“he consults the teraphim.” Teraphim were household gods and were seemingly associated with ancestors, so consulting the teraphim seems to be equivalent to asking of one’s ancestors.
[For more on teraphim, see commentary on Gen. 31:19.]
“looks at the liver.” A common form of divination in the biblical world, as well as among the Romans, was to kill an animal and look at the liver and/or intestines and receive guidance from them. This practice is still occurring in a few parts of the world today.
Eze 21:22
“On the right side of the liver.” This seems to be the meaning of the text. Although many versions say something like, “into his right hand,” there is no indication that Nebuchadnezzar actually touched the liver, that was the job of the priests.
“is the divination pointing to Jerusalem.” The exact situation of looking at the liver is not explained, but we know the liver has lobes, and Nebuchadnezzar is coming from the north and looking south. If the result of the divination was an omen on the right side of the liver, then that would indicate heading toward the right, heading west toward Jerusalem. If the omen had been on the left side of the liver, that would have pointed toward the east, toward Ammon. But the omen pointed toward Jerusalem.
Eze 21:23
“But to them.” The Hebrew text is difficult to translate in an understandable way in part due to the subject matter and pronouns. The king of Babylon is coming to attack Jerusalem, “but to them” (the Israelites) this seemed like a false divination because they had sworn an oath of loyalty to Babylon. But the king of Babylon was aware of their iniquity (or “guilt,” the Hebrew word can mean either) and so to him, the country and Jerusalem could be attacked and captured in spite of the oath.
“it will remind them of their iniquity.” The fact that Jerusalem is being attacked will remind the Jews of their sin, and the consequences of sin. The Jews would certainly remember the Assyrian conquest of the Northern Kingdom of Israel, which occurred because of Israel's sins, and now they are in the same situation: their sin is bringing dire consequences. Many scholars think the “it” should be translated as “he,” which is a legitimate translation of the Hebrew text, but if Nebuchadnezzar reminded Judah of their sin, it was only through his attack and conquest of Judah, not because he said anything to them that reminded them of it. The translation “it” seems more likely.
“taken captive.” The Hebrew word is just “taken,” but it is used in some contexts for being taken captive or conquered.
Eze 21:24
“Because you have brought to mind your iniquity.” The Hebrew is more literally, “caused your iniquity (or “guilt”) to be remembered.” The sin of the Judeans resulted in the Babylonian attack but did not result in the Judeans repenting. They continued to sin openly so that their sin could not be ignored, so eventually, the consequence of their sin was being conquered by Babylon.
Eze 21:25
“punishment.” The Hebrew is more literally “iniquity,” but here it is put by metonymy instead of its consequence, which is punishment. A number of English versions pick up on that idea (e.g., BBE, CEB, CJB, CSB, ESV, JPS, NASB, NET, NIV, NRSV).
Eze 21:26
“Things will not remain as they are.” The Hebrew is more literally, “This—not—this!” The meaning is “This new way, not this old way.” The English versions have many different ways of bringing the short and punchy Hebrew phrase into a more understandable English phrase.
Eze 21:27
“A ruin, a ruin, a ruin.” The rare threefold repetition emphasizes the totality of the ruin.
“until he comes whose right it is.” The Hebrew text can be legitimately read in two different ways. The first way, “whose right it is,” is favored by many translators, especially those who see this as a messianic prophecy (e.g., ASV, BBE, Geneva Bible, KJV, NASB, NET, NJB, NIV, NRSV, RSV). The other way, which refers to its being a rightful judgment, is favored by those translators who are neutral or who do not think this is a messianic prophecy (cf. LSV, “Whose is the judgment.” See also the NLT). Many modern scholars feel the rightful coming judgment is Nebuchadnezzar’s conquest of Judah. But, given the full context of Scripture foretelling the coming of a Messiah starting as early as Genesis 3:15 and continuing through the Bible with dozens of verses, there is every reason to believe this is a prophecy of the Messiah.
“and I will give it to him.” There is a longstanding Christian tradition that this prophecy refers to the Messiah, and there is a recognizable parallel between Ezekiel 21:27 and Genesis 49:10. Recently it has become fashionable to say that this prophecy is about the coming of Nebuchadnezzar, but conservative scholars usually reject that. The NET text note on Ezekiel 21:27 says, “Hummel, Ezekiel, 2:658, states that ‘very early’ interpreters saw similarity between this verse and Gen 49:10. Early Christian scholars like Jerome interpreted Ezek 21:27 of Jesus Christ, as did the majority of Christian scholars until rather recent times. The phrase ‘until he comes to whom it belongs’ in Gen 49:10 resembles the words here.”
C.F. Keil writes, “The thought is this: ‘nowhere is there rest, nowhere security; all things are in a state of flux till the coming of the great Restorer and Prince of Peace’ (Hengstenberg). …He then, to whom this right belongs, and to whom God will give it, is the Messiah, of whom the prophets from the time of David onwards have prophesied as the founder and restorer of perfect right on earth (cf. Ps. 72; Isa. 9:6; 42:1; Jer. 23:5; 33:17).[footnoteRef:859] Robert Jenson writes, “I lean to the Messianic reading, because of the eschatological rhetoric of the whole poem and because ending merely with Nebuchadnezzar would be a poetically disastrous anticlimax, unlikely in so powerful a poet.[footnoteRef:860] [859:  Keil and Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament, 175.]  [860:  Robert W. Jenson, Ezekiel, Brazos Theological Commentary on the Bible. Kindle edition, 202.] 

One compelling argument in favor of Ezekiel 21:27 being a messianic prophecy is that the kingdom of Judah was a ruin, with no king sitting on the throne of David in Jerusalem from the time of the Babylonian destruction of Jerusalem even until today, and there will be no king sitting on the throne of David in Jerusalem until Jesus comes back and sits there himself. Thus, understood messianically, this prophecy fits with the history of Judah and also with all the other prophecies of the coming of the Messiah. The true kingdom of Judah with the throne of David was indeed a total ruin after Nebuchadnezzar’s conquest. No king ever sat on the throne of David in Jerusalem again until now, and no one will until Jesus Christ comes and conquers the earth. He will rule from the rebuilt Jerusalem (Isa. 2:3; Mic. 4:2) and will sit on the throne of David (Luke 1:32). But if we make this prophecy about Nebuchadnezzar, it is indeed a “disastrous anticlimax,” as Robert Jenson said. No future hope for Israel would be spoken of or expected, and that would not be like what we read elsewhere in Ezekiel, which, for example, spends nine whole chapters speaking of the future of Israel and Jerusalem on earth (Ezek. 40-48).
Eze 21:29
“while they.” In this context, “they” refers to the false prophets who were speaking lies to the people of Ammon (Ammon, not Judah, is the context here).
“about you...about you...to put you.” The key to understanding Ezekiel 21:19 is to realize that the context is about the sword, the sword of Babylon. The prophecy seems to be saying that the message of the false prophets about the sword—which would have been that somehow the sword will not come to Ammon—will actually result in the Ammonites being killed.
Eze 21:30
“Return it to its sheath.” It seems the context and timing have suddenly and drastically changed. The sword of Yahweh, wielded by Nebuchadnezzar, is to be returned to its sheath, the conquest is over. But Nebuchadnezzar and his army were not innocent in the way they warred against the land and people of Judah. They will return to Babylon and be judged, which indeed they were. They were conquered by Persia, and the Persians let the people of Judah return home and build the Temple again (Ezra 1:1-4).
 
Ezekiel Chapter 22
Eze 22:2
“the bloody city.” The Hebrew is literally, “the city of bloods,” with “bloods” being a plural of emphasis. In their greed and avarice, the wicked rulers of Jerusalem had shed much innocent blood.
“confront her.” More literally, “cause her to know,” but that would occur by Ezekiel confronting the leaders.
Eze 22:3
“O city.” This prophecy of Jeremiah is spoken to Jerusalem, a city, as if it were a person. This is a kind of metonymy, where the city is put for the people in the city. If it were literal, and not figurative, the sentence might read, “The people of a city who shed blood in the midst of it, so that its time of doom is coming, and the people of the city that make idols for themselves that defile them.”
Eze 22:4
“You have become guilty.” “You,” i.e., the city of Jerusalem (put for the people of Jerusalem) have become guilty (see commentary on Ezek. 22:3).
“will make you.” The Hebrew is a prophetic perfect (“I have made you”) for emphasis, but the event is future (see commentary on Eph. 2:6).
Eze 22:6
“each uses his power to shed blood.” The rulers in the city have used their power to gain advantages over people and shed innocent blood to take what the people have. The NLT, an expanded version, has, “Every leader in Israel who lives within your walls is bent on murder” which was in order to take what others have.
Eze 22:7
“they have wronged the fatherless and the widow.” The Bible often places widows and orphans in the same context because both of those groups are subject to many different ways of being exploited and many different kinds of oppression (cf. Deut. 14:29; 16:11, 14; 24:19-21; 26:12-13; Jer. 7:6; 22:3). Sadly, God’s people, the leaders in the city of Jerusalem, are not part of the solution but are themselves a part of the problem.
Eze 22:8
“You.” “You,” i.e., the city of Jerusalem (put for the people of Jerusalem) have become guilty (see commentary on Ezek. 22:3).
Eze 22:9
“In you are men who slander in order to shed blood.” “In you,” that is, in the city of Jerusalem, which is put by metonymy for the people of Jerusalem (see commentary on Ezek. 22:3). There were people in Jerusalem who slandered others and lied about them in order to have innocent people killed so they could take their possessions and/or land. That kind of thing happened to Naboth, who Ahab and Jezebel murdered just so they could take Naboth’s land (1 Kings 21:1-16).
“those who have eaten on the mountains.” That is, within Jerusalem are those who go to the mountain shrines and eat food offered to the idol to establish a communion with the pagan gods.
“lewdness.” In this context, the Hebrew word refers to different kinds of sexual immorality.
Eze 22:10
“In you they have uncovered their fathers’ nakedness.” “Uncovering your father’s nakedness” is an idiom for having sex with your father’s wife, who may or may not be your mother (Lev. 18:8).
“humbled her who was unclean in her impurity.” This is an idiomatic way of speaking of having sex with a woman on her period, which made the man unclean (Lev. 15:24). However, the Hebrew text here uses vocabulary that indicates the men forced themselves on the women, so the sex was closer to rape than consensual sex.
Eze 22:11
“defiled his daughter-in-law.” Sex with a daughter-in-law was forbidden (Lev. 18:15; 20:12).
“another in you has humbled his sister.” Sex with a sister was forbidden in the Mosaic Law (Lev. 18:6, 9; 20:12). Until the Mosaic Law, while the earth’s population was building, sex with a sister was not forbidden, in fact, early on brothers and sisters and other close relatives were the only ones alive. However, by the time of the Mosaic Law, sex with a close relative was no longer necessary.
Eze 22:12
“they have taken bribes to shed blood.” The judges and rulers took bribes to rule against and then execute innocent people for someone else’s advantage. This is premeditated murder, and shows the cruelty and heartlessness of the leaders in Judah. They were indeed deserving of God’s wrath.
“and have forgotten me.” The Judeans had not “forgotten” Yahweh, but they ignored and defied Him, which means they paid no attention to His commandments and the Day of Judgment.
Eze 22:16
“by your own doings.” The Hebrew is “by yourself,” but it means by what you yourself do. Ezekiel 22:16 highlights the value of the free will decisions that people make. It is in our own power to do what blesses God or do what defiles us in God’s sight.
Eze 22:18
“the house of Israel has become dross to me.” This is a graphic metaphor. In the smelting process, the dross is worthless and is thrown away. Apparently, Judah and Jerusalem were so sinful they had become worthless to God. So they were conquered by Babylon and carried away from the Promised Land. There is a limit to the sin that God can tolerate. Sin opens the door for the Adversary to afflict people, and that was clearly the case when it came to Judah.
Eze 22:24
“tell her.” Here Judah is referred to in the feminine.
“nor rained on.” The form of the Hebrew word translated as “rained” only occurs here in the Hebrew Bible, but “rain” is likely and makes sense in the context. If rain is meant, it is meant both physically and spiritually. There had been little genuine revelation from God or spiritual blessings for a while. Godless people don’t admit it, but sin affects the weather (cf. 1 Kings 17:1; see commentary on Lev. 18:25). The saying is “Blessed is the nation whose God is Yahweh,” and that is true in a large number of ways, good weather with seasonal rain being one of them.
Eze 22:25
“they have made her widows many in its midst.” The result of the false prophecy of the false prophets is that many people died. In this context, because the verse says that the false prophets had made many widows, the indication is that those false prophecies led to war in which many men died. For example, Jeremiah had been telling the people not to rebel against Nebuchadnezzar, while the false prophets were saying that God would protect Jerusalem. Even after Nebuchadnezzar conquered Jerusalem, they said the captivity would not be long. The false prophets fueled the fire of disobedience and rebellion against Babylon which cost many lives.
Eze 22:31
“Their own way I have brought on their heads.” It is a consistent theme throughout Scripture that evil people bring evil upon themselves. This can happen in many different ways, and often in multiple ways at the same time. Many verses say that the evil deeds of evil people will eventually come upon their own heads (see commentary on Prov. 1:18).
 
Ezekiel Chapter 23
Eze 23:4
“Oholah the elder.” The word elder is literally “greater.” In this case, the Northern Kingdom of Israel, represented by its capital city Samaria, was larger than the Southern Kingdom of Judah, and was first in formal idolatry. The first king, Jeroboam I, set up golden calves in Bethel and Dan. Also, Israel was the first kingdom to be conquered and carried away—by Ezekiel’s time Israel had not existed as a nation for over 100 years.
“they became mine.” This is a way of saying that God married the sisters.
“they gave birth to sons and daughters.” This proved the marriages had been consummated; there had been a real marriage. Although who the sons and daughters are is not described, that they are mentioned indicates that early on both Israel and Judah grew in size and prospered.
Eze 23:5
“when she was mine.” The meaning is, when she was God’s wife.
“craved.” The Hebrew word is ʿagav (#05689 עָגַב); it is “a rare expression meaning ‘to be driven by luse, by inordinate passion/affection.’”[footnoteRef:861] [861:  Daniel I. Block, The Book of Ezekiel Chapters 1-24 [NICOT], 738.] 

“Officers.” The meaning of the Hebrew word is uncertain, but since these men were dressed in purple (or bluish purple), they had to have been men of some standing. The traditional reading, “neighbors,” does not fit. The Assyrians were not neighbors to Israel and furthermore, the Hebrew syntax does not work well. This may well be a title from the Aramaic brought into Hebrew.[footnoteRef:862] [862:  Block, The Book of Ezekiel [NICOT], 738.] 

Eze 23:8
“poured out their whoredom upon her.” The verb translated as “poured out” is masculine, which then would refer to ejaculation, and the “pouring out” implies a large volume. This is very graphic writing and is part metaphorical and part physical. There is idol worship, which is spiritual adultery, and very often there was ritual physical sex involved in the idol worship as well. Leslie Allen translates it as they were “wantonly ejaculating upon her.”[footnoteRef:863] [863:  Allen, Ezekiel 20-48 [WBC]. See also Daniel Block, The Book of Ezekiel; Chapters 1-24 [NICOT], 737.] 

Eze 23:10
“They uncovered her nakedness.” This phrase is often used for having sexual intercourse (Lev. 20:17, 18, 21), and it has that meaning here, but this verse has a couple different layers of meaning. We cannot forget the idolatry that has been interwoven throughout the whole chapter, and although Israel started by giving herself freely to the Assyrian idols and men, eventually things changed and the Assyrian gods and men became aggressive adversaries (Ezek. 23:9-10). The Assyrian gods showed up more powerfully than Israel’s, and Israel was defeated in battle and carried away captive to Assyria. In that situation, many of the women would have been raped and their “nakedness” forcibly “uncovered,” but beyond that, in this context of the people being carried as captives to Assyria, in many cases their nakedness being “uncovered” would have also included it being “displayed.” Some captives were carried away naked, sometimes even with their hair and/or pubic hair shaved to humiliate them (Isa. 7:20 and 20:4).
“they killed her with the sword.” The Assyrians “killed” Israel. They came in and destroyed the cities and carried the people away captive and scattered them, thus putting an end to the Northern Kingdom of Israel. So “Israel” was “killed” by Assyria, but they “seized her sons and her daughters,” the people of Israel, and carried them captive to cities in the Assyrian empire (cf. 2 Kings 17:6, 23).
Eze 23:14
“The images of the Chaldeans portrayed in vermilion.” How images of the Babylonians would have gotten on the wall in Jerusalem is not stated. It could have gone back over a century to when the Babylonians visited Hezekiah (2 Kings 20:12-19). The use of “Chaldeans” instead of Babylonians in this context points to the men being leaders and rulers in Babylon, and perhaps connected with the military as well.[footnoteRef:864] [864:  Daniel Block, The Book of Ezekiel: Chapters 1-24 [NICOT], 744-45.] 

Eze 23:18
“uncovered her prostitution.” An unusual phrase, where her “prostitution” is put by metonymy for the nakedness that led to it. The Hebrew word translated as “uncovered” is repeated twice in the verse. Thus, in practical terms, the phrase is doubled for emphasis. She uncovered her nakedness which allowed for her prostitution.
Eze 23:20
“whose flesh is like the flesh of donkeys.” Here “flesh” is being used euphemistically for the penis (see commentary on Ezek. 16:26).
Eze 23:21
“Thus you.” The text has been third person, “she,” but now it abruptly changes to second person, “you,” and addresses Judah (“Oholibah”) directly, making for a much more personal rebuke.
“squeezed.” This is the reading of the Syriac and Latin, and fits much better than the Masoretic Hebrew which is “in order to.”[footnoteRef:865] [865:  Daniel Block, The Book of Ezekiel: Chapters 1-24 [NICOT], 743.] 

Eze 23:23
“Pekod, and Shoa, and Koa.” These were tribes (or people groups) within the Babylonian empire, east of Israel.
“all the Assyrians.” As a nation, the Assyrians had been conquered by Babylon, but as a people group they still existed, and joined the Babylonians.
Eze 23:24
“weapons.” The Hebrew word translated as “weapons” is a hapax legomenon (it only occurs here), so while “weapons” makes sense in the context and thus occurs in many English versions, the word may not mean “weapons.”
“chariots, and wagons.” The meaning of this is not exactly known. The Hebrew word translated as “wagons” is “wheels,” and so while “wagons” makes sense in the context—they would be used for carrying supplies—it is only a guess; the word “wheels” may refer to something else.
“they will judge you according to their judgments.” The meaning of the phrase is that the Babylonians will use their own laws and standards of judgment when they conquer and judge the Judeans. For the rebellious leaders, that judgment was very harsh (cf. 2 Kings 25:7).
Eze 23:25
“They will cut off your nose and your ears.” This was a common atrocity committed by Assyrian victors against the victims that had withstood them (and continued into the Babylonian empire which had many Assyrians in its army). Captives were often mutilated and tortured and stripped naked and publicly disgraced (Ezek. 23:26; cf. Isa. 20:4).
“your remnant.” Daniel Block correctly says that the Hebrew “is difficult.”[footnoteRef:866] The word is used twice in the verse, quite clearly applying to two different things. It refers to what is “behind,” and in Ezekiel 8:16 refers to the “backs” of the men. Perhaps here it refers to people who were left behind (i.e., not carried away) who died by the sword, while later in the verse it seems to refer to the buildings in the city that were left behind and thus not destroyed in the fighting and so were later burned with fire. [866:  Daniel Block, The Book of Ezekiel: Chapters 1-24 [NICOT], 748n103.] 

Eze 23:27
“lift up your eyes to them.” This is a cultural idiom. A woman would lift up her eyes to her lover in love and respect.
Eze 23:29
“take away all the fruit of your labor.” The Hebrew text reads, “take away your labor,” referring to what the labor has produced, i.e., the fruit of the labor.
“completely naked.” The Hebrew text uses two nouns that both refer to being naked, “naked and bare” (cf. KJV, NASB), but this is almost certainly a hendiadys for emphasis, meaning “completely naked,” and many English versions go that way (or, “stark naked,” “utterly naked,” e.g., CEB, CSB, NAB, NJB, NIV, NLT, Rotherham). Captors and robbers often stripped their victims and left them naked (this is mentioned in the Parable of the Good Samaritan, see commentary on Luke 10:30).
Eze 23:31
“her cup.” Here in Ezekiel 23:31, “her cup” represents the “cup,” the “experience” that Israel had, which will now pass to Judah, and they too will be conquered.
[For more on the idiomatic use of “cup,” see commentary on Matthew 26:39.]
Eze 23:33
“the cup of your sister Samaria.” So Judah will experience for their idolatry and immorality what the Northern Kingdom of Israel had suffered many years before.
Eze 23:34
“you will tear at your breasts.” The phrase is unparalleled in Scripture. While there are verses that speak of remorse for sins committed, nothing is as graphic or ironic as this statement. The scholars disagree on the exact meaning of the vocabulary. Does it refer to “tearing” or “tearing at” the breast, or does it refer to “tearing out” the breast? It seems that “tearing at” the breast is more logical, and could have actually been done to some degree. It is ironic that the very breasts that gave her sexual excitement and pleasure were now so loathed that she tears at them (the New Jerusalem Bible has “lacerate your own breasts). This verse shows how greatly our view of things can change when the circumstances change. For example, Isaiah 2:20 says that in the day of God’s wrath, when money will be worthless and idols will be seen for the affront to God that they are, people will throw their gold and silver idols to the moles and the bats, i.e., in the ground and away from their sight.
Eze 23:37
“For they have committed adultery.” The spiritual adultery that the Judeans committed with idols was often accompanied by ritual sex, which sometimes caused pregnancies. In some cases, the children of that adultery were then offered to the pagan gods as human sacrifices, although it seems that sometimes people used their children from their marriages as human sacrifices as well (cf. Jer. 7:31; Jeremiah and Ezekiel were contemporaries).
“to be passed through the fire to their idols as food.” Part of the concept of offering sacrifices to God and the pagan gods was to share a meal with the god. Thus, usually, part of the sacrifice was burned up, thus “eaten by the god,” part of the sacrifice was eaten by the priests, and part of the sacrifice was eaten by the person doing the offering. Leviticus gives details on many different sacrifices and what was to be done with each sacrifice. The concept of sharing a meal with God (or the god) is why the altar where the sacrifice or incense was burned is called a “table” (cf. Ezek. 41:22; Mal. 1:7, 12; cf. Ezek. 39:20; 44:16). When the priests were ungodly and sinners, like Eli’s sons were, then they took parts of the sacrifice for their personal meals that were not authorized in Leviticus (1 Sam. 2:12-17).
[For more on the altar being called a “table,” see commentary on Mal. 1:7.]
Eze 23:40
“they sent.” In this case, the same Hebrew verb form can be read as “you sent” or “they sent.” In this case, the “they sent” fits with the flow of the context best and the second person “you” then starts with the next sentence.
“you bathed yourself.” The text becomes very personal as Yahweh now addresses the Judeans personally with “you.” The woman here in Ezekiel does several things to make herself look and feel attractive for her male visitors. She bathes, puts on makeup, puts on jewelry, and sits on an elegant couch with a table prepared before it.
“painted your eyes.” The custom of eye makeup, especially for women, is very ancient and lost in ancient history. It likely predates Noah’s flood. One of Job’s daughters was named “Keren-happuch” (Job 42:14), which refers to a container for holding the black powder that women used to paint their eyes, and those containers were often made of animal horn. Based on that, some scholars have suggested that the girl’s name means “horn of eye paint” (for more on eye makeup in the Bible, see commentary on 2 Kings 9:30).
“adorned yourself with adornments.” The verb “adorned” and the noun “adornments” are related. It would be similar to saying that a woman “bejeweled herself with jewelry.”
Eze 23:42
“The sound of a carefree multitude was there with her.” People today normally associate sexual activity with privacy, but in this case, Judah has invited all kinds of men to what was some kind of orgy. The men from the desert is likely a derogatory term for people from Babylon, across the desert to the northeast.
Eze 23:43
“Then I said about her.” The Hebrew text of Ezekiel 23:43 is so disjointed that almost every English translation reads differently. There is no translation that scholars generally agree on. The message seems to be that Judah is so worn out from adultery that it is amazing that pagan gods even pay attention to her.
Eze 23:44
“But they went in to her just as they go in to a prostitute.” This is idiomatic for sexual intercourse. The CSB reads, “Yet they had sex with her as one does with a prostitute.” The implication is that the woman was available for sex any time, and the phrase “as they go in to a prostitute” indicates they had sex over and over. The ERV reflects this in their translation and reads that the men went to the women “again and again.”
Eze 23:45
“because they are adulteresses and blood is on their hands.” There have always been women like Oholah and Oholibah who commit adultery and shed blood in various ways, and they will be judged for what they have done. Many Scriptures teach that on Judgment Day people will get what they deserve, good or bad (e.g., Job. 34:11; Ps. 62:12; Prov. 24:12; Jer. 17:10; 32:19; Ezek. 33:20; Matt. 16:27; Rom. 2:6; 1 Cor. 3:8; see commentary on Ps. 62:12).
[For more on rewards in the future and people getting what they deserve, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10, “good or evil.”]
Eze 23:46
“and will hand them over to be terrorized and plundered.” At that time, the assembly that would terrorize and plunder Judah were the Babylonians and the armies that joined them.
Eze 23:47
“cut them down.” The Hebrew text just has “cut,” but the implied meaning is to kill them, thus “cut them down.”
Eze 23:49
“They will return your lewdness on you.” Here, “your lewdness” is put by metonymy for the consequences of the lewdness. So the statement could be more completely worded, “they will return the consequences of your lewdness upon you.” That is the meaning of the text.
“and you will bear the sins of your idols.” This phrase is also a metonymy, where “the sins of your idols,” is put by metonymy for the consequences of sinning by having idols. Thus the meaning of the sentence is, “you will bear the consequences of the sin of worshiping your idols.”
 
Ezekiel Chapter 24
Eze 24:2
“the name of the day.” That is, write the date.
“The king of Babylon has laid siege to Jerusalem this same day.” There is no way that Ezekiel, a captive in Babylon, could have known that Nebuchadnezzar began his attack on Jerusalem except by revelation from God. This is a great example of the manifestation of holy spirit called “a message of knowledge” (1 Cor. 12:8). God told Ezekiel something that he would not have known for several months—the time it would take to get a message from Jerusalem to where Ezekiel was near Nippur in Babylon.
The phrase “laid siege against” is more literally in Hebrew “leaned near,” but in this context it refers to laying siege or beginning an attack.
Eze 24:4
“the choice bones.” In this context, the bones would be expected to have the good meat on them. They would not be bare bones.
Eze 24:6
“No lot has fallen on it.” It has not been chosen by lot to be blessed. The people cannot say that Yahweh has chosen Israel.
Eze 24:14
“nor will I change my mind.” The Hebrew word translated “change my mind” is nacham (#05162 נָחַם), and in this context, it means to change one’s mind and the subsequent course of action (cf. NLT). God sometimes changes His mind in response to what people do, but in this case, the sin of the people was so great that disaster could not be averted.
[For more information on God changing His mind, see commentary on Jer. 18:8.]
Eze 24:17
“and do not eat food given by people.” There would commonly be food and drink at the home of the person who died (cf. Jer. 16:7). In this case, Ezekiel’s wife was about to die, but God told Ezekiel not to openly mourn her and not to partake of the food that people brought to comfort the family.
Eze 24:21
“my sanctuary.” That is, the Temple.
“your sons and your daughters whom you have left behind will fall by the sword.” What an irony! When the Babylonians carried away Ezekiel and the people he was speaking to as captives to Babylon, but left others back in Judah, the exiled captives likely thought of themselves as the unlucky ones. But now we find out that the people who were taken captive to Babylon have the opportunity to live and prosper while the people left back in Judah will suffer in wars and many, perhaps even most, will die.
Eze 24:24
“When this happens.” When everything that Jeremiah said and portrayed happens, the people will supposedly know that Yahweh is God, and no doubt some of them did. But we can tell from the behavior of the exiles who returned to Judah (displayed in Ezra, Nehemiah, Haggai, and Malachi) and from the historical fact that more Jews decided to stay in Babylon rather than return to Judah that most of them were more interested in their sinful desires than in obeying Yahweh.
Sadly, the same is still true today. Most believers do not “seek first the kingdom of God,” but put their own desires and agendas ahead of that.
Eze 24:25
“strength.” In this context, their “strength” (some translations read “stronghold”) is the Temple.
“their glorious joy.” The Hebrew text read, “the joy of their glory,” but the genitive seems to refer to their glorious joy, which again is a reference to the Temple.
“the desire of their eyes.” Again, this refers to the Temple. The immensity of the disaster of losing the Temple is indescribable, and is magnified here by the multiple descriptions of it.
“that which lifts up their soul.” This also refers to the Temple. The Temple of Yahweh back in Jerusalem was their strength, joy, desire, and that which inspired them. This fourfold description of the Temple gives us an idea of how much personal joy and inspiration thinking about that glorious Temple back in Jerusalem gave the exiles in Babylon. What an incredibly crushing blow it must have been to them when the news arrived from Judah that it had been burned to the ground. Combined with the knowledge of the loss of their children and relatives by war and famine as described in Lamentations, the news would have been almost unbearable.
Besides being almost unbearable news, that particular news about the Temple and the people in Jerusalem would rock the theology and faith of the people exiled in Babylon. We hear of Christians who experience something tragic and unexpected that “rocks their faith” or even causes them to “lose their faith.” The conquest of Jerusalem and destruction of the Temple must have shaken the faith and theology of many Judeans. They had trusted that Yahweh would somehow miraculously protect His Temple. But that was a false theology (cf. Jer. 7:3-8, esp. v. 4). False theology leads to doubt about God and about the truth and reliability of the Bible.
Eze 24:27
“and they will know that I am Yahweh.” The destruction of Jerusalem and the resulting destruction and revision of their faith in God would result in a new knowledge of Yahweh. When people believe something about God that turns out to be false, it causes an upheaval and revision of their faith, which is then anchored in a new knowledge of God. In this case, the exiles in Babylon learned a hard lesson that God does not value physical things such as His Temple, above true and humble obedience and worship.
 
Ezekiel Chapter 25
Eze 25:3
“Aha.” In this context, “aha” is a general utterance of pleasure and “you deserved this.” The English “aha” is not an exact translation of the Hebrew, but gets the idea across.
“my sanctuary.” That is, the Temple in Jerusalem.
Eze 25:4
“the children of the east.” The eastern border (if you can call it that—there was no crisp border line) of Ammon was the vast Arabian desert, which was inhabited by many different nomadic Arabian tribes. Ezekiel foretold that these tribes would overrun Ammon, which they did after Nebuchadnezzar and his successors attacked the area and weakened it. But eventually, as Ezekiel had said, Ammon became a place where the camels and flocks of the eastern people grazed.
Eze 25:5
“Rabbah.” Rabbah was the capital city of Ammon.
Eze 25:7
“I will stretch out my hand against you.” The Hebrew is written in the past tense (“I have stretched out my hand”), for emphasis, which is the idiom referred to as the “prophetic perfect” (see commentary on Eph. 2:6).
Eze 25:8
“Moab.” Jeremiah had a long prophecy against Moab (Jer. 48:1-17).
“Seir.” In this context, this is another name for Edom.
Eze 25:9
“I will expose the flank of Moab.” The Hebrew is more literally, “open the shoulder,” but in this case it refers to exposing the flank of Moab to its enemies such that cities in Moab will be conquered.
Eze 25:13
“I will stretch out my hand against.” A prophetic perfect (see Ezek. 25:7).
Eze 25:14
“Edom.” The Hebrew text is “they,” but that is a confusing sentence in English because according to English grammar, the “they” would refer to Israel. Other English versions also change the pronoun for clarity (e.g., EXB, GW, NCV, NLT).
“they will know my vengeance.” Edom will “know” God’s vengeance. This is the more idiomatic sense of the word “know,” meaning “experience.” Edom will experience God’s vengeance.
Eze 25:15
“have acted revengefully and have taken vengeance, yes, vengeance.” The root word of vengeance occurs three times, emphasizing the vengeful malice of the Philistines. The first and last times are nouns, the middle occurrence is a verb form.
“due to.” The Hebrew is more literally “with,” but in this context it seems that the extreme malice against Israel is “due to” their ancient and perpetual enmity. The NJB reads “because of their long-standing hatred” (cf. CSB, EXB, NCV, NKJV). The CJB reads, “due to their long-standing hatred.”
“ancient enmity.” The Hebrew word translated as “ancient” is ōlam (#05769 עוֹלָם), and although it is often used for “everlasting,” “perpetual,” or “age-abiding,” it can refer to things that are “ancient” as well. “Ancient” seems to be the meaning here in Ezekiel although it could refer both to “ancient” and “perpetual.” The JPS reads “ancient hatred.” The CEB reads, “old hatreds” (cf. KJV, NKJV, Darby, Douay, Geneva). The CJB reads, “long-standing hatred” (cf. GW).
The ancient people of the Middle East were well-known for having blood feuds that went on for centuries. For example, Joel 3:4-8 speaks of the Philistines’ hatred for Israel, which we can document as far back as the Judges period of Israel (Judges 13:5).
Eze 25:16
“and destroy the remnant of the people of the sea coast.” The Philistines had not been a powerful nation for a long time, they were just a remnant of the former powerful Philistine nation. But now Ezekiel prophesies that even the remnant of the nation will be destroyed, which came to pass. Ezekiel calls them “the remnant of the sea coast,” where “sea coast” is put by metonymy for the people who live on the eastern coast of the Mediterranean Sea.
 
Ezekiel Chapter 26
Eze 26:1
“in the eleventh year.” This timing is problematic because Ezekiel 33:21 says that Ezekiel learned of the fall of Jerusalem in the twelfth year, not the eleventh, and Ezekiel learned that from a fugitive who came to him and brought the message. But if the eleventh year in Ezekiel 26:1 is correct, then Ezekiel already knew of the destruction of Jerusalem before the messenger came, because his prophecy against Tyre in Ezekiel 26 includes information that Jerusalem had been conquered and was a waste (Ezek. 26:2). But the timing is not impossible if God told Ezekiel about Babylon’s attack of Jerusalem, which began in the 9th year, 10th month, 10th day (2 Kings 25:1). The city was breached in the 11th year, 4th month, 10th day (2 Kings 25:2-3). In the 11th year, 5th month, 7th day the city of Jerusalem was burned, including the Temple (2 Kings 25:8-9). In the 12th year, 10th month, and on the 5th day (Ezek. 33:21).
Eze 26:2
“she has turned over to me. I will be filled now that she is laid waste.” The keys to understanding Ezekiel 26:2 include recognizing that Tyre, personified as a person, is speaking about Jerusalem, not just “gates.” Jerusalem was a major 'gateway' for trade that flowed between Egypt, the Middle East, and the Far East. Tyre was envious of the trade that went through Jerusalem and wanted that trade to enrich herself. Now that Jerusalem had been conquered by Babylon, Tyre could exert pressure to route that trade through her and cities under her national umbrella, and thus become “filled,” i.e., enriched.
Eze 26:3
“will cause many nations to come up against you.” Tyre did become subservient to Babylon and the many nations that were confederate with it, but it was completely conquered by the Greeks under Alexander the Great.
Eze 26:4
“They will destroy the walls of Tyre and break down her towers.” 'This did not happen during the time of Nebuchadnezzar but it was accomplished by Alexander the Great.
Eze 26:5
“in the middle of the sea.” This is accurate. Tyre was built on an island off the east coast of the Mediterranean Sea.
Eze 26:6
“her daughters.” This refers to Tyre’s “daughter cities,” i.e., the cities that were on the mainland of Phoenicia which were under the control of Tyre (see commentary on Josh. 15:45). Those small cities did not have the defenses or the military manpower to stand up against Babylon, and then later the Greeks.
Eze 26:11
“standing-stones.” This is the most likely meaning of the Hebrew here, which is literally, “standing-stones of your strength.”[footnoteRef:867] Tyre was a pagan nation and likely had many standing-stones representing various gods (cf. CJB). The Hebrew word refers to standing-stones in the other places it is used. However, many scholars believe the Hebrew refers to the large stone pillars that supported the mighty buildings in Tyre. [867:  Cf. Moshe Greenberg, Ezekiel 21-37 [AB].] 

[For more on standing-stones, see commentary on Gen. 28:18. For more on idols being harmful, see commentary on Deut. 7:5.]
Eze 26:12
“in the midst of the water.” Tyre is an island city, so the enemy will push the rubble from the destroyed city into the Mediterranean Sea. The prophet says the destruction of Tyre will be so complete that even the dust from the destruction will be thrown into the sea—this is a hyperbolic statement to emphasize the totality of the destruction, which was completed by the Greeks.
Eze 26:18
“islands...islands.” The Hebrew word is the same and it can mean either “coastlands” or “islands.” Since the major subject in the context is Tyre, which is itself an island kingdom, the translation “islands” fits well. The word “islands” refers to the Gentile lands in contrast to the land of Israel, the homeland of the Jews. From Israel looking west, the Gentile lands were far out over the ocean (the Mediterranean Sea) so the word “islands” is applied to them, even though we do not think of the countries west of Israel as islands. The word “islands” is repeated twice for emphasis, something that is not uncommon in the Old Testament.
However, since the Hebrew word translated as “islands” can also mean “coastlands,” some English translations treat the word as if its meaning changes within the verse and translate the Hebrew two different ways (e.g., CSB, CJB, GW, ICB, LEB, NCB, NIV, NLT). While it is possible that the Hebrew word changed meanings in the verse, it seems that since the word has both meanings, then both meanings apply both times the word is used, and the verse simply repeats the word for emphasis. After all, the fall of Tyre would have a huge impact on the Mediterranean world.
Tyre was powerful and influential. As one of the “superpowers” in that part of the Mediterranean Sea, it controlled trading routes and shipping, but it also provided some protection and stability. Tyre was so powerful and well-fortified that even Nebuchadnezzar’s forces could not conquer it—however, Alexander the Great did. So when it fell there was alarm and uncertainty about what would happen afterward.
Eze 26:19
“the great waters.” The “great waters” refers to the Mediterranean Sea, but the statement is hyperbolic because although there may have been huge waves at one time or another that washed over part of the island, the island never sunk under the ocean the way that some Greek cities did. But Tyre did eventually lose its importance and influence, so in one sense it was indeed covered by the sea.
Eze 26:20
“I will bring you down with those who descend into the pit,” Tyre is now personified, as if she were a person. The “pit” is used figuratively for the grave in many places in the Bible.
“you will no longer display your glory.” The verb is a rare second-person form, not a first-person form as most English versions have it.[footnoteRef:868] [868:  Daniel Block, The Book of Ezekiel: Chapters 25-48 [NICOT], 48.] 

 
Ezekiel Chapter 27
Eze 27:3
“islands.” In this context, the word “islands” refers to the Gentile lands in contrast to Israel, the homeland of the Jews. From Israel looking west, the Gentile lands were out in the ocean (the Mediterranean Sea) so the word “islands” is applied to them, even though we do not think of the countries west of Israel as being islands (although some of them were). Tyre was indeed a merchant to Gentile nations as well as to Israel.
Eze 27:6
“They made your deck from cypress wood from the coasts of Cyprus, inlaid with ivory.” Scholars disagree on the translation of some of the nautical references in Ezekiel 27. For example, “decks” could be “hull,” and it is doubtful that ivory was used on the deck where people would walk on it. Some translations have “benches,” but that is not what the Hebrew text means. In any case, the boat was well-made and beautiful, and that is the point of the section.
Eze 27:7
“Elishah.” The location is debated, but there is some evidence that it was an ancient name for the island of Cyprus.
Eze 27:9
“repairers of the ship’s seams.” Ancient ships often leaked, and the seams of the hull often needed to be recaulked.
“All the ships of the sea with their mariners came alongside you.” The Hebrew is more literally, “All the ships of the sea with their mariners were in you,” but that does not make sense in English, so the versions usually have something such as “alongside you” or “in your harbor.” Both meanings are possible.
Eze 27:13
“human beings.” In this context, the term human beings refers to slaves, and the fact that the text says “human beings” (more literally, “the souls of men)” instead of “slaves” makes the crime more graphic. There was no respect for the person and rights of others.
Eze 27:35
“islands.” In this context, the word “islands” refers to the Gentile lands and nations in contrast to Israel, the homeland of the Jews. From Israel looking west, the Gentile lands were out in the ocean (the Mediterranean Sea) so the word “islands” is applied to them, even though we do not think of the countries west of Israel as being islands (although some of them were).
 
Ezekiel Chapter 28
Eze 28:12
“the king of Tyre.” The “king of Tyre” is Satan, the Devil. Although this is denied by many scholars, many godly scholars agree that the “king of Tyre” refers to Satan. In his marginal note on Ezekiel 28:12, E. W. Bullinger wrote: “Here we have a supernatural being addressed: he of whom the ‘prince of Tyre’ was only a type; he who was using that ‘prince’ as one of his agents to secure the world-power. He is not a mere ‘man’ as [was] ‘the prince of Tyre.’ His description is superterrestrial, and superhuman, and can refer to no other than Satan himself.”[footnoteRef:869] [869:  Bullinger, The Companion Bible.] 

The text note in The Holy Bible: Pilgrim Edition[footnoteRef:870] reads, “once more the agent king is used as a symbol for a greater personality. From verses 12 to 17, the language is such as to be applicable only to Satan, the arch-enemy of God. Together with Isaiah 14:12, describing the fall of Lucifer from Heaven, it forms one of the most important revelations in Scripture regarding the origin and fall of Satan. God did not create a devil. He created a cherub…and placed that cherub in a place of great importance in the Kingdom of God. The description of this cherub is such as to indicate that he was the highest of all created beings, although in no sense the equal of God. When this high being sinned, he became Satan, the final example of the corrupting power of sin. The final doom of Satan is foretold in Rev. 20:10.” [870:  Holy Bible: Pilgrim Edition, Oxford University Press, 1948.] 

J. Vernon McGee wrote, “in back of the king of Tyre is Satan. Ezekiel 28 is one of the few passages in the Word of God that gives us the origin of the devil and of evil.”[footnoteRef:871] [871:  McGee, Thru the Bible with J. Vernon McGee: Proverbs - Malachi.] 

Many scholars recognize that Ezekiel 28:11-19 is about Satan but see him as being portrayed through the arrogant King of Tyre. So, for example, The Scofield Study Bible has the following note: “Here in vv. 11-17, the language goes beyond the king of Tyre to Satan, inspirer and unseen ruler of all such pomp and pride as that of Tyre. …The unfallen state of Satan is here described; his fall is written in Isaiah 14. …Moreover, the vision is not of Satan in his own person, but of Satan fulfilling himself through an earthly king who arrogates to himself divine honors so that the prince of Tyre foreshadows the beast (Dan. 7:8; Rev. 19:20).”[footnoteRef:872] [872:  Scofield Study Bible, English Standard Version, Oxford University Press, New York, 2006.] 

There is every reason to see Satan as the one being written about here, and he is the real King of Tyre. As has been stated, the description of the King here in Ezekiel 28 fits Satan exactly. “You were the seal of perfection, full of wisdom and perfect in beauty” (Ezek. 28:12). “You were in Eden, the garden of God…you were created” (Ezek. 28:13; the human King of Tyre was born, not created). “You were the anointed guardian cherub, and I placed you there. You were on the holy mountain of God” (Ezek. 28:14). “You were blameless in your ways from the day that you were created until unrighteousness was found in you” (Ezek. 28:15).
God created Satan as a beautiful cherub, but he became lifted up with pride and rebelled against God. But he was cast from his position of authority on God’s holy mountain, and now is an example of how pride goes before destruction.
While it is true that the majority of the people of Ezekiel’s time, and for some time after, did not understand enough about Satan to apply this revelation to him, God’s purpose in writing this was primarily to Jesus Christ and those who would come after him. Jesus knew a lot about Satan, and in large part that was because the Bible was his guide into many of the spiritual realities that he dealt with. Jesus would have seen that this revelation in Ezekiel 28:12-19 was about his arch-enemy, the one who tempted him in the wilderness and tried to turn him against God, and would have had many insights about Satan because of this section in Ezekiel.
It is worth noting that in Daniel 10:13, the demon spirits that were in control of Persia are referred to as “kings,” so it is not unreasonable to refer to Satan as a king.
Eze 28:13
“You were in Eden, the garden of God.” The context shows that this garden in Ezekiel 28:13 is not referring to the Garden of Eden that Adam and Eve lived in. The Hebrew word “Eden” means “land of bliss,” “happy land,”[footnoteRef:873] “pleasure.”[footnoteRef:874] “Eden” was a name for a pleasurable, blissful place, a “garden of delight” (see commentary on Gen. 2:15), and there was one in heaven in the spiritual world and one on earth in the physical world, just like there is a temple in the spiritual world (Isa. 6:1; Rev. 11:19; 15:5-8) and God had Israel build a temple in our physical world. [873:  Koehler and Baumgartner, HALOT.]  [874:  Robert L. Thomas, ed., New American Standard Exhaustive Concordance of the Bible : Including Hebrew-Aramaic and Greek Dictionaries.] 

The English word “Eden” is a transliterated word from the Hebrew ‘eden (#05731 עֵ֖דֶן), but the transliteration does not help people understand the meaning of “Eden.” The “Garden of Eden” could well be translated as “Garden of Delight.” It was a delightful place, both in God’s realm (Ezek. 28:13) and also on earth when God made an earthly Garden of Eden for Adam and Eve to enjoy (Gen. 2:8-10). The Garden of Eden in the spirit world is associated with the “holy mountain of God” (Ezek 28:14). It seems likely, given that the garden was associated with the holy mountain, that the garden was on the mountain, but it might have been just closely associated with it. The Garden of Eden on earth was certainly elevated in an area higher than the surrounding territory because water flowed through it and became four rivers, which, of course, flowed downhill (Gen. 2:10). Ugaritic is a close cognate language to Hebrew, and it is noteworthy that in Ugaritic mythology the dwelling place of El (God) was “at the ‘sources of the Two Rivers.”[footnoteRef:875] That myth could have been derived from the earthly Garden of Eden, which had rivers flowing from it (Gen. 2:10), or it could be a picture of what the spiritual world was like, which had God’s holy mountain and garden, and God revealed that in early times to some of His people, and it became immortalized in myth. [875:  Richard Clifford, The Cosmic Mountain in Canaan and the Old Testament, 159.] 

The Hebrew word “Eden” was translated in the Greek Bible, the Septuagint, as paradeisos (παράδεισος), and the English word “paradise” comes from the Greek. The New Testament was written in Greek, so it uses the word “paradise” (e.g. Luke 23:43; 2 Cor. 12:4; Rev. 2:7), but if one was reading the New Testament in Hebrew instead of Greek the word would likely be “Eden,” not “Paradise.” Frankly, it would have helped people see the plan of God from Genesis to Revelation if the whole Bible was in one language instead of three (Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek).
“every precious stone adorned you.” The evidence supports that “heaven” (the spiritual abode of God and spirit beings), although invisible to us humans, is very colorful to the spirit beings. It is logical that the God who made the earth so colorful and enjoyable for us would make the spirit world colorful and enjoyable for the beings who live there. We certainly see beautiful colors in Ezekiel 28:13. The stones that Satan wore before he fell were very colorful, including greens, whites, reds, and deep blues, so those stones and colors exist in the spirit world. Furthermore, the spiritual world of Heaven is not flat, but has mountains (Ezek. 28:14, 16; Isa. 14:13).
The stones themselves are mostly tentatively identified. Educated guesses make the list 1) carnelian (red); 2) peridot (pale green); 3) moonstone (whiteish); 4) topaz (likely golden color); 5) onyx (pale white with black, brown or gray stripes); 6) jasper (red, brown, or yellow); 7) lapis lazuli (deep dark blue); 8) unknown (perhaps turquoise or feldspar); 9) unknown (perhaps emerald). 10) gold (some scholars make the gold a 10th stone, but most put the gold with the next phrase, as does the REV).
Eze 28:14
“the anointed guardian cherub.” Although the meaning of this phrase is debated by scholars, the Hebrew word translated as “guardian” occurs in Exodus 25:20 in reference to the cherubim “covering” the ark which likely included “covering” in the sense of protecting. A number of modern translations have “guardian” or a related concept (cf. CEB, CSB, ESV, NET, NIV, NLT, NRSV). Satan was likely created with some kind of guarding or ruling role.
“You were on the holy mountain of God.” This “holy mountain of God” is almost certainly the “Mountain of Assembly” that is mentioned in Isaiah 14:13, where the top spirit rulers of the world assembled with God at their head. Besides His mountain in heaven, God also has mountains on earth. For example, Mount Sinai is called the mountain of God (Exod. 3:1; 18:5; 24:13).
[For more on the mountain of God, see commentaries on Gen. 17:1 and Isa. 14:13].
“You have walked up and down in the midst of the stones of fire.” What “the stones of fire” are is unknown. They may have been stones that actually burned with perpetual fire, or they may have been red/yellow/orange stones that gleamed and glistened like fire. Although they could have been for decoration, like the stones worn by Satan before he fell (although those may have had specific meaning too), it seems unlikely that they were “just decoration” with no other meaning. There is a strong relationship between fire and judgment throughout the Bible (e.g.. Lev. 10:1-2; 2 Kings 1:9-12; Dan. 7:9-10; Matt. 3:11; Rev. 20:14). Given that, it seems likely that these stones were a reminder of the seriousness of what took place on the Mountain of God. God’s divine council that met on this “Mount of Assembly” did serious work in ruling the earth. We see an example of that serious work in ruling in Genesis 11 when the people in the land of Shinar decided to build a tower into the heavens. God saw their sinful desire and said to His council, “Come, let’s go down there and confuse their language” (Gen. 11:7), which they did.
That Satan had “walked up and down” (we would say “back and forth”) among those stones of fire shows the authority he had as an anointed cherub. He was one of the spirit beings whose voice was heard in determining what happened in the universe. Amazingly, he was not content with that and wanted to be like the Most High God, meaning he wanted to be the Most High on the mountain.
Eze 28:15
“until unrighteousness was found in you.” God created angels and humans with free will. In the case of the Devil, at some point in the ancient past the Devil turned against God and became His enemy, and now is our enemy too.
Free will has to be managed to keep it pointed in the right direction. For that purpose, God created free will—in humans at least, and it clearly seems in angels too—along with other faculties of the mind that work together so that humankind can obey God and be godly. These faculties are no doubt part of what God gave us when He created humankind in His image, and they are a major reason that humankind is different from the animals, who do not have all these faculties. Although psychologists differ on the exact number of faculties of the mind, and exactly how to define them, a common belief is that there are six, and they work in concert with one another: Intuition, Imagination, Perception, Reason, Will, and Memory. So, while our free will allows us to think and do many different things, including profitable and unprofitable things, our reason, intuition, and memory should keep us from doing unprofitable things. Nevertheless, sometimes things like greed cloud our reason and we make unprofitable free will choices. That is what happened to the Devil (and to Adam and Eve).
Eze 28:16
“you were filled to the core with violence.” The Hebrew more usually would be “midst” or “middle,” but in this context, the idea is that Satan was completely filled or filled to the core.[footnoteRef:876] [876:  See translation by Daniel Block, The Book of Ezekiel: Chapters 25-48 [NICOT].] 

“you have sinned; therefore I have cast you out of the mountain of God as a defiled thing.” In this context, “the mountain of God” is the same mountain as is found in Isaiah 14:13, “the Mountain of Assembly,” the mountain that exists in the spirit realm where God meets with His divine council and they rule the world from there. Besides His mountain in heaven, God also has mountains on earth. For example, Mount Sinai is called the Mountain of God (Exod. 3:1; 18:5; 24:13).
It seems apparent from verses such as Ezekiel 28:14, 16, and Isaiah 14:13 that God ruled from a mountain in the spirit world, which we think of as “heaven.” This then is replicated on earth. God’s temple is on top of Mount Zion, which in the future Millennial Kingdom of Christ will be very high (Ezek. 40:2), and in fact will be the highest mountain on earth (Isa. 2:2; Mic. 4:1; Ezek. 20:40). Many pagan gods were believed to rule from mountains as well, for example the Greeks believed that the gods ruled from Mount Olympus, and it was believed by many Canaanites that Baal ruled from Mount Zaphon. This in part explains why pagan gods were often worshiped on mountains. God told Ezekiel to prophesy against the mountains of Israel (Ezek. 6:2) because that was a primary place where the Israelites built their altars and worshiped their pagan gods (Ezek. 6:13).
[For more on the mountain of God, and gods ruling from mountains, see commentaries on Gen. 17:1 and Isa. 14:1.]
Eze 28:18
“in your unrighteous trade.” The text is more literally, “the unrighteousness of your trade,” but the phrase means “your unrighteous trade.”
“you have defiled your holy places.” The Hebrew word translated as “holy places” can refer to a Temple and its courts, a palace, or anywhere else that is considered holy. There is not enough detail here to know exactly what is being referred to, but we get the idea that Satan has become so sinful and corrupt that he defiles the holy places where he goes.
“therefore I will bring a fire out of the midst of you.” In the Hebrew text, this passage is written in the past tense for emphasis, to bring out the fact that this “king’s” future destruction is certain. Writing about a future event as if it had already happened is a Semitic idiom and is referred to as the “prophetic perfect” idiom (see commentary on Eph. 2:6). A more literal translation of the Hebrew is: “therefore I have brought forth a fire from the midst of you; it has devoured you, and I have turned you to ashes on the earth.” Worded literally that way, the text is confusing to most people because the events being referred to are future to Ezekiel (and to some extent are still future to us today). The CEB translation gets the sense of the text well: “Therefore, I will bring fire from your midst. When it has consumed you, I will turn you into dust on the earth in the sight of all who see you.”
“I will turn you to ashes on the earth.” The context of Ezekiel 28:18 shows that becoming ashes refers to Satan. It is almost universally believed in Christendom that Satan will burn forever in the Lake of Fire, and that may be true. But “spirit” can be destroyed in the Lake of Fire (cf. Matt. 10:28 where “soul” is destroyed, but soul is a variety of spirit, which explains why the Bible seems to occasionally use them interchangeably). Ezekiel 28:18 seems to say that eventually even the Devil himself will be annihilated in the Lake of Fire.
[For more on the unsaved being annihilated in the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4, “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
Eze 28:19
“and you will be no more forever.” Although Ezekiel 28:19 could be saying that the Devil will no longer be important forever, it is more likely that it is saying that after being in Gehenna “for ages and ages” (Rev. 20:10) the Devil will be ultimately annihilated and not exist anymore in any way.
Eze 28:25
“When I have gathered the house of Israel.” Many verses prophesy Israel’s return to the land of Israel. Although Israel did return from Babylon, this prophecy will not be fully fulfilled until in the Millennial Kingdom, as is clear from the context.
[For more information on Israel’s return to the Promised Land, see commentary on Jer. 32:37.]
 
Ezekiel Chapter 29
Eze 29:5
“I will give you for food.” The Hebrew is written in the past tense, “I have given you for food,” but it is the idiom of the prophetic perfect, putting a future event in the past tense for emphasis (for more on the prophetic perfect, see commentary on Eph. 2:6).
 
Ezekiel Chapter 30
Eze 30:3
“a time of doom for the nations.” This is one of the many prophecies that the great tribulation will be a time of great distress for the earth and the people on it. See commentary on Isaiah 13:9.
Eze 30:13
“idols.” The Hebrew text has the word 'eliyl (#0457 אֱלִיל), more literally “Worthless Ones” or “worthless things,” a sarcastic name for “idols” (see commentary on Hab. 2:18, “worthless things”).
 
Ezekiel Chapter 31
Eze 31:1
“the eleventh year, in the third month, in the first day of the month.” This is the 11th year, 3rd month, and 1st day of the month of King Jehoiachin’s exile. The dates in Ezekiel are very exact, and are reckoned from the exile of King Jehoiachin of Judah (see Ezek. 1:2). The dates are so exact that many scholars believe they can arrive at the year, month, and day BC that these events occurred. So this vision is dated to June 21, 587 BC.[footnoteRef:877] [877:  Daniel I. Block, The Book of Ezekiel: Chapters 25-48 [NICOT], 183.] 

Eze 31:3
“the Assyrian.” Although many modern scholars emend the text and remove the reference to Assyria, there is evidence that the reference to Assyria is original and valid.[footnoteRef:878] God asked who Pharaoh and Egypt were like, and the answer is that they are like Assyria was. So in this section of Ezekiel, God is using the allegory of Assyria, which had been destroyed some years before by the Babylonians, as a comparison and allegory of the current greatness of Egypt but picturing its future fall—it was conquered by Babylon, but to a degree rose again in time. [878:  Daniel I. Block, Ezekiel: Chapters 25-48 [NICOT], 184-187.] 

Eze 31:9
“trees of Eden that were in the garden of God.” The Garden of Eden was long gone before Assyria came to be, but God is comparing Assyria, a great tree, to the trees in Eden to make a point about how magnificent Assyria was. In this section of Ezekiel, God is using the allegory of Assyria, which had been destroyed some years before, as a comparison and allegory of Egypt and its future fall—it was conquered by Babylon, but to a degree rose again in time.
Eze 31:11
“I will even deliver him into the hand of the mighty one of the nations.” Historically, Egypt was conquered by Nebuchadnezzar.
Eze 31:12
“will cut him off.” Ezekiel 31:12 is written in the past tense, which is the idiom called the “prophetic perfect.” Ezekiel sees the destruction of Egypt in a vision, and so he writes as if it was already destroyed, thus describing what he saw in his vision. However, that is confusing to the average reader who does not know the idiom. Some English versions and the REV change the figurative past to a literal future (i.e., “will cut him off” instead of “has cut him off”) which makes the Bible easier to understand.
[For more on the prophetic perfect, see the REV commentary on Eph. 2:6.]
“gone away from his shade” The Middle East was very hot in the summer, and some places were almost always hot, such as by the Dead Sea. Shade was a very valuable asset, and was understood in the culture to refer to help, support, and longed-for relief from the hot sun. For example, Psalm 121:5 says, “Yahweh is your protective shade.” Many verses refer to the value of shade (cf. Judg. 9:15; Job 7:2; Isa. 25:4; 32:2; Ezek. 31:12).
Eze 31:16
“Sheol.” Sheol is the state of being dead (see the REV commentary on Rev. 20:13).
“the pit.” The pit is another word for the grave and/or being dead, depending on the context, as can be seen by the way it is used in the Bible.
“were comforted in the lower parts of the earth.” This is the figure of speech in which non-human things are spoken of with human characteristics, and it also assigns feelings experienced by the living to things that are dead to make it seem like death can be a blessing. All that becomes obvious because the things that are in Sheol and are “comforted” are trees.
On earth, there are many troubles and many worries about all kinds of different things. But in death all—all those who go down to the pit—are equal. There is no social standing to worry about if you are like a tree of Eden or a little shrub. Also, there is no work or knowledge, so there is “comfort” for the dead in comparison to the worries of life. But in reality, death is death, and like Ecclesiastes says, “there is no work, or planning, or knowledge, or wisdom, in Sheol” (Eccl. 9:10). So in death there are no troubles and no worries. The saying “Rest in peace” is true.
[For more on the figure personification, see the REV commentary on Prov. 1:20. For more on the dead being dead in every way and not alive in any form, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.”]
Eze 31:17
“those who were his arm.” This refers to those who were the strength and support of the king.
 
Ezekiel Chapter 32
Eze 32:18
“send them down.” This statement reveals the power and necessity of prophets speaking the revelation they received from God. When a prophet receives a revelation and speaks it boldly and with confidence, it has great power to affect the spiritual and physical world (cf. Hos. 6:5).
“even her and the daughters of the majestic nations.” The Hebrew text is very confusing, hence the great number of different translations. It has also been suggested by some scholars that this phrase could go with the opening words, such that the verse would read, “Son of man, wail—you and the women of the majestic nations—over the pomp of Egypt.”[footnoteRef:879] In that case, the women would not be part of those consigned to the underworld, but rather would join Ezekiel in wailing. However, most scholars reject that as the original meaning. [879:  Daniel I. Block, The Book of Ezekiel: Chapters 25-48 [NICOT], 215.] 

 
Ezekiel Chapter 33
Eze 33:2
“the sons of your people.” This is literal. Although the message of Ezekiel applied to the women and children too, culturally, Ezekiel would only speak to the men, the heads of the families.
Eze 33:3
“shofar.” The ram’s horn trumpet, not the metal trumpet.
Eze 33:4
“shofar.” The ram’s horn trumpet, not the metal trumpet.
Eze 33:5
“delivered his soul.” That is, saved his life from the invading army. This is not speaking of eternal life salvation. Verses like this are examples of “soul” meaning “life.”
Eze 33:6
“I will require from the watchman’s hand.” An idiomatic statement meaning that God will hold the watchman accountable for the blood of those he did not warn.
Eze 33:7
“I have made you a watchman to the house of Israel.” The message that God gave Ezekiel here in Ezekiel 33:7-16 is the same basic message that God gave in Ezekiel 3:17-21 and Ezekiel 18:21-24. Ezekiel 33:7-16 includes the responsibility of the person called to be a watchman to tell others about the disaster that will come upon those who disobey God. It also includes a warning to people not to believe that past righteousness will cover for current sin, and the encouragement that sin in one’s past will not keep a person from being considered righteous in God’s sight if they repent of their sin and live righteously.
Eze 33:12
“righteousness.” In this context, “righteousness” is doing what is right and just to other people and in the sight of God (see commentary on Matt. 5:6).
“fall by it.” That is, fall to his death, or die unsaved.
“live by it.” This is the “pregnant sense” of “live,” where it refers to staying alive with God’s blessing but more fully refers to living forever. Thus, the primary meaning of “live” here is “live forever.” In the Church Age, believers are “born again,” which is a one-time event of spiritual birth that assures that they will live forever. However, before the Day of Pentecost, in the Old Testament and Gospels, a person had to maintain their trust in God to be assured of being saved.
[For more on Christian salvation, see Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation.”]
Eze 33:13
“live, yes, live.” The Hebrew is the figure of speech polyptoton, which is used for emphasis. Saying the person will “live, yes, live”’ is a very strong affirmation that the person will live, i.e., live forever. The primary meaning of “live” in this context is “live forever,” and similarly, the primary meaning of “die” in this context is “die forever.”
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16. For more on the wicked being annihilated in the Lake of Fire and not living forever in torment, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
Eze 33:14
“die, yes, die.” The Hebrew is the figure of speech polyptoton.
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16; cf. Gen. 2:17, “you will die, yes, die.”]
Eze 33:15
“live, yes, live.” The Hebrew is the figure of speech polyptoton.
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
Eze 33:16
“live, yes, live.” The Hebrew is the figure of speech polyptoton.
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
Eze 33:17
“the children of your people.” This is an idiom for “your people.”
Eze 33:20
“I will judge each one of you according to his ways.” The teaching that on Judgment Day people will get what they deserve, good or bad, based on what they have done in their life is taught many times in Scripture (e.g., Job. 34:11; Ps. 62:12; Prov. 24:12; Jer. 17:10; 32:19; Ezek. 33:20; Matt. 16:27; Rom. 2:6; 1 Cor. 3:8; see commentary on Ps. 62:12).
[For more on rewards in the future and people getting what they deserve, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10, “good or evil.”]
Eze 33:21
“fugitive.” In this case, a “fugitive from Jerusalem,” meaning one who had escaped death but also escaped the ungodly and dangerous leadership in Jerusalem. This “fugitive” was most likely part of the Babylonian Captivity, but a person whose life was spared and who now could start over in Babylon.
“defeated.” Literally, “struck, struck down.” The city had been taken by the enemy.
Eze 33:22
“in the evening.” The Bible does not say if this was before or after sunset. If before sunset, then God’s hand had been on Ezekiel on the fourth day of the tenth month, but if after sunset, then God’s hand was on Ezekiel and he could speak on the fifth day of the tenth month, the same day the fugitive arrived. The consistent dating in Ezekiel is evidence for the conclusion that it was after sunset.
 
Ezekiel Chapter 34
Eze 34:13
“and will bring them into their own land.” Many verses prophesy Israel’s return to the land of Israel, the Promised Land. Although Israel did return from Babylon, this prophecy will not be fully fulfilled until in the Millennial Kingdom, as is clear from the context.
[For more information on Israel’s return to the Promised Land, see commentary on Jer. 32:37.]
Eze 34:23
“David.” Here in Ezekiel 34:23, the Messiah is called “David.” This is the figure of speech antonomasia, “name change,” where a person is called by a name other than his or her own name in order to import characteristics from the other person. Here the Messiah, Jesus Christ, is called “David” because the reign of David, especially early on, was a glorious time in Israel, and David was a man after God’s own heart. Thus the literal David was a type of the “David” to come, Jesus Christ, who will save people from their sins and reign over a glorious kingdom. The Messiah is called “David” in Ezekiel 34:23, 24; 37:24, 25, as well as Jeremiah 30:9 and Hosea 3:5. Other examples of antonomasia in the Bible include John the Baptist being called “Elijah” (Mal. 4:5), and Jehu being called “Zimri” (2 Kings 9:31).
We can tell that the name “David” actually refers to the Messiah from the context, which is about the glory of Jesus’ coming kingdom on earth, when Jesus will rule the earth, God will judge evil people, God’s people will no longer be the prey of the strong and ruthless but will be properly shepherded and fed, God will be their God, there will be a new covenant, evil animals will cease and people will be safe and secure, and the weather will be a blessing so crops will grow abundantly (Ezek. 34:25ff).
[For more information on antonomasia, see commentary on Matt. 17:10. For more information on Jesus’ future rule on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Eze 34:24
“David.” The Messiah is called “David” by the figure of speech antonomasia (“name change”). See commentary on Ezekiel 34:23.
“ruler.” The Hebrew word translated “ruler” is nasi (#05387 נָשִׂא or spelled נָשִׂיא nasiy). The root meaning refers to being lifted up, and thus it can mean prince, ruler, leader, chief, captain, etc. It can also refer to a rising mist or vapor. In this context or other contexts in which it refers to the Messiah, “ruler” is a good translation because God is the king and the Messiah is His only son and rules under Him and with His authority. As the ruler present and available on earth, the Messiah is the de facto king, and is called the king in Ezekiel 37:24.
Eze 34:25
“and I will cause evil animals to cease out of the land.” When Christ conquers the earth and reigns as king, the earth will be restored to an Edenic state and animal nature will revert to the wonderful way it was before Adam and Eve sinned. There will not be any more harmful animals on earth (cf. Isa. 11:6-9).
 
Ezekiel Chapter 35
Eze 35:2
“Mount Seir.” Mount Seir is another name for Edom and is identified with Edom in Ezekiel 35:15.
Eze 35:6
“since you have not hated bloodshed.” The Edomites did not “hate bloodshed” and thus they did not avoid it. They participated in bloodshed, and so now bloodshed will come upon them.
 
Ezekiel Chapter 36
Eze 36:5
“utter contempt.” The Hebrew is more literally, “contempt of soul,” referring to complete or utter contempt.
“so that its pastureland became plunder.” The exact meaning of this Hebrew phrase is unclear, and the English versions vary greatly. What is clear is that the nations surrounding Israel were more than happy to take advantage of Israel’s weakness and grab some of Israel’s land for themselves.
Eze 36:7
“lifted up my hand.” One way a person swore a solemn oath was to raise his hand and swear. See commentary on Genesis 14:22.
Eze 36:8
“for they will soon come home.” It is in the Millennial Kingdom, when Christ rules the earth, that this prophecy in Ezekiel 36:8-12 (and also in Ezek. 36:22-38) of the return to Israel will be fully fulfilled. There was a partial fulfillment when the Persians let Israelites return to Israel, and many people did come back to Israel after the Babylonian Captivity, which is the subject of Ezra and Nehemiah. However, historically more Israelites stayed in the areas where they had been scattered than returned home to Israel, and the prophecies of Israel’s abundance that are here in Ezekiel 36 will not be fully fulfilled until Christ rules the earth.
[For more on Israel’s return to their land when Christ rules the earth, see commentary on Jer. 32:37. For more on the Millennial Kingdom of Christ, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Eze 36:24
“bring you into your own land.” Many verses prophesy Israel’s return to the land of Israel, most of which will happen at the first resurrection, the Resurrection of the Righteous (cf. Ezek. 37:12-28).
[For more information on Israel’s return to the Promised Land, see commentary on Jer. 32:37.]
Eze 36:26
“I will put a new spirit inside you.” Ezekiel 36:26 is very similar to Ezekiel 11:19. Also, it has some things in common with Jeremiah 32:39 (see commentary on Ezek. 11:19 and Jer. 32:39). Also, although “spirit” can have several meanings in this verse, one of them is the gift of holy spirit, which in the Old Testament God placed “upon” people but which in the New Covenant will be “in” people. Jesus Christ understood this and taught it to his apostles at the Last Supper (see John 14:17 and commentary on John 14:17).
Eze 36:27
“and cause you to walk in my statutes.” The context of this phrase is the resurrected believers in the Millennial Kingdom, and they will have the gift of holy spirit and will also have the advantage of not having a sin nature that fights with the spirit nature, like Christians do today (cf. Gal. 5:17).
“and you will keep my ordinances and do them.” It is clearly implied here, and in other verses as well, that when God pours out the new gift of holy spirit upon people in the future, that it will be with them and help them forever. Jesus certainly saw that in the Scripture (cf. John 14:16, and see commentary on John 14:17).
Eze 36:36
“rebuilt.” The Hebrew word is banah (#01129 בָּנָה) and it can mean “build” or “rebuild” depending on the context. Here it means “rebuild.” Over the centuries many of the cities of Israel and Judah were destroyed (and here in Ezekiel the primary emphasis is on the cities of Judah that were destroyed by Babylon), but God promises that in the future, which we know will be in the Millennial Kingdom when Jesus Christ rules the earth from Jerusalem, Israel will be repopulated and the cities rebuilt.
[For more on God regathering all the Israelites to Israel, see commentary on Jer. 32:37. For Jesus Christ reigning over all the earth see commentary on Dan. 2:35. For more on the future reign of Jesus Christ over the earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Eze 36:37
“I will increase them.” The prophecies of the future Millennial Kingdom include all Israel being filled with people. This will be due in large part to the number of righteous people who will be in the first resurrection, the Resurrection of the Righteous, and also because the natural people allowed into the Kingdom from the Sheep and Goat Judgment will multiply greatly.
[For more on the Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on the Sheep and Goat Judgment, see Matt. 25:31-46 and commentary on Matt. 25:32.]
 
Ezekiel Chapter 37
Eze 37:1
“plain.” The Hebrew word is biqah (#01237 בִּקְעָה). While most English translations read “valley,” in Hebrew a “valley” can in fact refer to something we would call a “plain.” For example, the “Jezreel Valley” is many miles wide, and we Westerners would call it a “plain.” It does have hills on both sides, but they are many miles apart. The land that Ezekiel was on would have been more like a plain in our minds than our common idea of a valley.
Eze 37:6
“sinews.” The Hebrew word is giyd (#01517 גִּיד), and the part of the body this refers to is not exactly known. A few translations say “tendons” and some others say “ligaments,” but most say “sinews.” The word “sinew” refers to tough fibrous tissue that connects bone to bone or muscle to bone, and it seems that God is using the term in a general way here since the bones needed sinew of different types to be mobile when they came alive.
Eze 37:12
“I will open your graves, and cause you to come up out of your graves.” That God is going to raise people from the dead is clearly set forth in a number of verses in the Old Testament and Gospels (cf. Job 19:25-27; Ps. 49:15; 71:20; Isa. 26:19; 66:14; Ezek. 37:12-14; Dan. 12:2, 13; Hos. 13:14; Matt. 12:42; Luke 11:31; 14:14; John 5:28-29). Then, after the day of Pentecost, it is set forth again in the Epistles and book of Revelation (Acts 24:15; 1 Cor. 15:20-22, 42-49, 52; 1 Thess. 4:16-17; Rev. 20:4-15).
There will be two resurrections in the future: the first resurrection (the resurrection of the righteous people), and the second resurrection, (the resurrection of the unrighteous people (Dan. 12:2; Luke 14:14; John 5:29, Acts 24:15). These two resurrections will be separated by 1,000 years (Rev. 20:1-6, 13). The fact that in this section of Ezekiel God speaks of bringing the resurrected people “into the land of Israel” shows us that the resurrection being portrayed here in Ezekiel is the first resurrection, the “Resurrection of the Righteous.”
Many Christians do not believe in a literal Millennial Kingdom where Christ reigns as king on earth and Israel is restored. but these verses argue strongly that Christ does reign as king on earth and Israel is restored (cf. Ezek. 48:1-29). God keeps His promises, and He promised the Promised Land to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. God told Abraham that he and his descendants would get the land (Gen. 12:7; 13:15-17; 15:7, 18; 17:8). He told it to Isaac (Gen. 26:3). He told it to Jacob (Gen. 28:13; 35:12; 48:4). Then over and over He told Israel about the promise or that He would give them the land (cf. Exod. 6:4, 8; 12:25; 13:5, 11; Lev. 14:34; 20:24; 23:10; 25:2). The Eternal City described in Revelation 21-22 is not the land of Israel. Some people say that God gave the land he promised to Israel, the descendants of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, during the reigns of David and Solomon, but when God was speaking with those three men God said he would give the land “to you,” to them, not just their descendants (Gen. 13:15; 17:8; 26:3; 28:13; and 35:12). God will keep those promises and give the land to them when they are raised from the dead (cf. Ezek. 37:11-14).
[For more on the two resurrections, see commentary on Acts 24:15.]
Eze 37:21
“and I will gather them from every side and bring them into their own land.” Many verses prophesy Israel’s return to the land of Israel, the Promised Land. Although Israel did return from Babylon, this prophecy will not be fully fulfilled until in the Millennial Kingdom, as is clear from the context.
[For more information on Israel’s return to the Promised Land, see commentary on Jer. 32:37.]
Eze 37:24
“David.” This is the figure of speech antonomasia, “name change,” where a person is called by a name other than his or her own name in order to import characteristics from the other person. Here the Messiah is called “David” to highlight that the Messiah would be a lineal descendant of David, which he was through Mary, and also because the reign of David, especially early on, was a glorious time in Israel and the Messiah’s reign on earth will be a glorious time. The Messiah is called “David” in Ezekiel 34:23, 24, and 37:24, 25. We also see antonomasia when John the Baptist is called “Elijah” (Mal. 4:5), and Jehu is called “Zimri” (2 Kings 9:31).
[For more on antonomasia, see commentary on Matt. 17:10. For more on Jesus’ kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
“king.” Here the Messiah is called the “king,” while in other places he is called the “prince” (cf. Ezek. 34:24). While Jesus Christ is a “prince” under his father, God, he will be the de facto king over the people, ruling with God’s authority.
Eze 37:25
“David my servant.” This is an antonomasia for the Messiah (see commentary on Ezek. 37:24).
“ruler.” The Hebrew word translated “ruler” is nasi (#05387 נָשִׂא or spelled נָשִׂיא nasiy). The root meaning refers to being lifted up, and thus it can mean prince, ruler, leader, chief, captain, etc. It can also refer to a rising mist or vapor. In this context or other contexts in which it refers to the Messiah, “ruler” is a good translation because God is the king and the Messiah is His only son and rules under Him and with His authority.
 
Ezekiel Chapter 38
Eze 38:1
“The word of Yahweh came to me.” Ezekiel 38-39 is one vision (Ezek. 40 starts a different vision) and describes the invasion of Israel by Gog and its hordes, and then the destruction of those armies by Yahweh.
Eze 38:2
“set your face toward Gog...and prophesy against him.” Ezekiel 38:1-6 describes a war against Israel that involves enemies from all directions: the north, northwest, northeast, east, and south (see the geographical locations below).
In this context in Ezekiel, Gog is the name (or designation) of a person. For centuries scholars have tried to identify Gog and even what the name “Gog” means, all without success. Most scholars try to identify him as a historical figure, believing Ezekiel was written in post-exilic times, but that is a mistake and, predictably, has not yielded any satisfactory results. The Word of God is “God-breathed” and in this prophecy, God is speaking about the distant future. The content of the prophecy (Ezek. 38-39) shows that this is a prophecy that even now is future, and the most likely candidate for “Gog” is the Antichrist, the one who will attack Israel during the Great Tribulation. In Revelation 20:8, “Gog” is the name of a country or gathering of people.
“Magog...Meshech, and Tubal.” These are countries or people groups, not individuals, but exactly which countries are not known (although widely guessed at). It is even possible that the countries were not formed in Ezekiel’s time and may not even be in place today. They are countries during the Great Tribulation. C. F. Keil writes, “These are all summoned by Gog, and gathered together for an attack upon the people of God. This points to a time when their [Israel’s] former foes, Ammon, Moab, Edom, Philistines, and Syrians, and the old imperial powers, Egypt, Asshur, Babel [Babylon], Javan [Greece], will all have passed away from the stage of history, and the people of God will stand in the centre [sic] of the historical life of the world, and will have spread so widely over the earth, that its foes will only be found on the borders of the civilized world (cf. Rev. 20:8).”[footnoteRef:880] [880:  Keil &amp; Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament: Ezekiel, Daniel, 160-61.] 

Although some versions read, “the prince of Rosh, Meshech, and Tubal,” the term “Rosh” is much more likely that part of a title, i.e. “chief ruler,” or “chief prince.”
Eze 38:4
“and I will turn you around and put hooks into your jaws, and I will bring you out with all your army.” In this prophetic metaphor, Gog and his confederate armies are portrayed as some kind of animal (a crocodile or sea monster has been suggested by scholars, as well as a horse) that has been hooked by God and is being drawn out of his lair to God’s battle. This is a seemingly enigmatic sentence because in the prophecy of Ezekiel 38-39, God will destroy Gog and his confederate armies, so if that is the case, why is he turning them, hooking their jaw, and drawing them out to battle? This can be explained from the scope of the whole Bible and the way God consistently uses the idiom of permission throughout the Bible. The actual fact of the situation is that the Devil will draw these enemy armies into the battle (cf. Rev. 16:12-16). God will be working in Israel in the Last Days to show His glory to the world, and that will provoke the Devil and his hordes to attack Israel. The “you” in this sentence is singular, “you,” not “you all.” This indicates Gog’s leadership in this conspiracy.
[For an explanation of the idiom of permission, see commentary on Exod. 4:21.]
Eze 38:5
“Persia, Cush, and Put.” These three countries represent the area to the northeast (Persia) and the south (Ethiopia and Libya) of Israel. What in biblical times was the heartland of Persia is now Iran. Cush was ancient Ethiopia, and Put was ancient Libya in North Africa. A confederacy that involved both Persia and North Africa would represent the “whole inhabited world” (Rev. 16:14).
Eze 38:7
“and you be a guard for them.” This is in a military context and thus has the implication of the leader being a guard to his gathered forces in the sense that he would lead them to victory. That idea is simplified and clarified in many versions that read something such as “take charge of them” (CJB); “take command of them” (NIV, NLT).
Eze 38:8
“After many days you will be mustered; in the latter years.” This phrase is not explicit as to how long a time “many days” is. However, we are now some 2,500 years after Ezekiel wrote, and the event described is still future. The war described occurs in the “latter years,” and will occur during the Great Tribulation.
“a land that has been restored from the sword.” Ezek. 38:8 is about the End Times attack on Israel. At the time of Ezekiel, the fact that Israel is said to come to a time when it will be restored from the sword, which in Ezekiel’s time meant the conquest by Babylon and other pagan nations before it, would have been somewhat comforting, even though this prophecy would mean there would be another attack in the future. The phrase “restored from the sword,” means restored from war.
Eze 38:11
“bars.” The “bars” were strong wooden beams that were placed behind the doors of the gate so they could not be opened and could withstand pounding from the outside without giving way. Those bars were the origin of the shout “Bar the doors!” when an enemy would approach.
Eze 38:13
“the young lions.” The young and powerful leaders. This is the figure of speech hypocatastasis, comparison by implication (see commentary on Rev. 20:2).
“hordes.” This is the army, see Ezek. 38:15.
Eze 38:14
“will you not know it.” In this context, “know” means more than just “know,” it means to take notice and then do something about it, as we see in the next verse.
Eze 38:19
“a great shaking in the land of Israel.” This refers to a great earthquake, and there are several in the book of Revelation. However, given the extent of the destruction that is described here in Ezekiel 38:19-20, the most likely earthquake is the one described in Revelation 16:18. But it could also be that “a great shaking” is a collective description of the effects of all the earthquakes that happen during the Great Tribulation (cf. Rev. 6:12; 8:5; 11:13, 19; 16:18).
Eze 38:20
“and the birds...and the animals...and all creeping things...and all the people…and the mountains...and the steep places...and every wall.” The “and” between each member in the list is the figure of speech polysyndeton, which emphasizes each thing in the list and thus highlights the huge extent of the destruction caused by the earthquake or earthquakes.
[See Word Study: “Syndeton.”]
Eze 38:22
“great hailstones.” The Bible mentions great hailstones in Revelation 16:21, but that does not mean this is a prophecy of that event. God has used hailstones to defeat His enemies several times in the past (Cf. Josh. 10:11) and has said He will use them again in the future.
 
Ezekiel Chapter 39
Eze 39:11
“the east of the sea.” This is not the Mediterranean, for all of Israel is east of the Mediterranean. This may be the Sea of Galilee (according to the Targum), or it may be the Dead Sea (Keil and Delitzsch; who say north of the Dead Sea, in the Jordan Valley).[footnoteRef:881] [881:  Keil and Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament: Ezekiel and Daniel, 174-75.] 

Eze 39:14
“the invaders.” The Hebrew text is more literally, “those who were passing through,” but those passing through who are dead on the ground are the invaders.
“After the end of seven months they will make their search.” It seems that there will be mass burials going on for seven months (Ezek. 39:12), and then after that, people will be regularly employed to bury others that die or bones that work to the surface of the ground. That is why they have to “search” for the bodies. Some scholars think that these seven months are the time the burials take, and that is reflected in some translations (cf. NAB, NET), but that interpretation seems less likely and is a minority opinion.
Eze 39:17
“Speak to the birds.” This is an example of God telling His prophets to speak, that is, to prophesy, which is sometimes important in God bringing His Word to pass (see commentary on Hos. 6:5).
“of every kind.” The Hebrew text is literally, “of every wing,” meaning of all the different kinds of birds.
“Gather yourselves from all around.” The Hebrew is more literally, “from every side.” The birds and wild animals that were going to assemble and eat the flesh of all the people who died in the Tribulation and Armageddon were the “guests” who God called to His great sacrifice and feast (cf. Zeph. 1:7; Rev. 19:17-21).
“in order that you may eat flesh and drink blood.” In a culture where family ties were strong and family tombs common, to not have anyone bury your dead body was considered a terrible curse. In fact, many people believed (falsely, but it was a very widely held belief) that a proper burial was important for a comfortable existence in the afterlife. Thus the threat of not being buried but having one’s dead body eaten by animals, birds, and vermin was a horrifying threat of unspeakable loneliness and rejection, both on this earth and in the afterlife (see commentary on Jer. 14:16).
Eze 39:18
“of rams, of lambs and of male goats, of bulls.” These animal terms are all referring to people of various ranks and authority. Technically, the figure of speech is called hypocatastasis, a comparison by implication (see commentary on Rev. 20:2).
Eze 39:20
“You will be filled at my table.” Here in Ezekiel 39:20, the enemy is metaphorically spoken of as being a sacrifice (Ezek. 39:17, 19), and in the context of the Temple and sacrifices, “my table” refers to the great altar of sacrifice in front of the Temple building (cf. Mal. 1:7, 12; see commentary on Mal. 1:7).
Eze 39:26
“They will bear their shame.” Although the Hebrew text has been amended to “forget” in many English versions, based on a belief that the accepted Hebrew text was miscopied, there is every reason to believe that people who lived in sin in this life will be aware of that in the next. There are a number of verses that speak of people being ashamed in the future (cf. Ezek. 16:54, 61; 39:26; 1 John 2:28).
Eze 39:28
“and have gathered them to their own land.” Many verses prophesy Israel’s return to the land of Israel, the Promised Land. Although Israel did return from Babylon, this prophecy will not be fully fulfilled until in the Millennial Kingdom, as is clear from the context.
[For more information on Israel’s return to the Promised Land, see commentary on Jer. 32:37.]
“leave none of them there.” When God gathers Israel from the nations, He will leave no one behind.
Eze 39:29
“I will pour out my spirit.” The Hebrew is in the past tense, “I have poured out my spirit,” and is the prophetic perfect idiom in which a future event is spoken of as being in the past to assure people it will happen. There are many verses that say literally that the spirit will be poured out in the future (cf. Joel 2:28-29).
[For more on the prophetic perfect, see commentary on Eph. 2:6.]
 
Ezekiel Chapter 40
Eze 40:1
“in the beginning of the year, on the tenth day of the month, in the fourteenth year after the city of Jerusalem was struck down.” The date of this vision has been calculated by some scholars to be April 573, BC, even perhaps April 28, 573 BC.
“twenty-fifth year of our captivity.” Ezekiel 38-39 is one vision, and Ezekiel 40:1 starts another. All of the dates like this one in Ezekiel—“In the twenty-fifth year of our captivity, in the beginning of the year, on the tenth day of the month, in the fourteenth year after the city was struck down”—are reckoned from the captivity of Jerusalem when King Jehoiachin was taken captive in 597 BC (2 Kings 24:8-17). This date in Ezekiel 40:1 would be 573 BC. When Nebuchadnezzar conquered Judah during the reign of Jehoiakim (2 Kings 24:1; 2 Chron. 36:5-8) he took “some” of the articles of Yahweh’s Temple to Babylon (2 Chron. 36:7; Dan. 1:2). But when he conquered Judah again after Jehoiakim’s rebellion and installed Jehoiachin, he took “all” Yahweh’s treasures to Babylon (2 Kings 24:13; 2 Chron. 36:10).
This vision is 14 years after the destruction of the Temple, and 20 years after God had shown Ezekiel the evil that was going on at the Temple in Jerusalem (Ezek. 8:1). So just as God showed Ezekiel a vision of why Solomon’s Temple would be destroyed, He now shows Ezekiel a vision of what the Messiah will rebuild in the Millennial Kingdom.
[For more on the Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
“captivity.” The Hebrew can also be translated as “exile.” This was the captivity of Judah, when the people were taken captive to Babylon.
“after the city was struck down.” That is, after Nebuchadnezzar’s army destroyed Jerusalem and burned it.
“and he brought me there.” That is, Ezekiel was brought to the land of Israel in his vision. He could see Jerusalem (Ezek. 40:2), but he was brought to the Temple, which was north of the city of Jerusalem.
Eze 40:2
“In the visions of God.” In Ezekiel 40-48, God takes Ezekiel into the future in a vision and shows him what the future kingdom of the Messiah will be like when Jesus rules the earth. The Temple and city of Jerusalem are literal and will be as they are described in these chapters (see commentary on Ezek. 40:5).
[For much more on the Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
“a very high mountain.” This mountain is Mount Zion, where Jerusalem and the Temple will be during the Millennial Kingdom. Mount Zion will indeed be a very high mountain during the Millennial Kingdom. It will be lifted up to be the highest mountain, while other mountains will be lowered in size (cf. Isa. 2:2; Mic. 4:1; Zech. 14:10).
“like a city.” We can see why Ezekiel would look at the Millennial Jerusalem and say it was “like a city.” This new Jerusalem will be a city, but unlike any Ezekiel had ever seen for beauty and brilliance. It will be a very large city by biblical standards; it will be a walled square of about 1.5 miles on each side, with three gates on each side (Ezek. 48:30-35).
“on the south.” In the Millennial Kingdom, the Temple will be on the top of Mount Zion and the New Jerusalem will be on the south side of the mountain. That places Jerusalem, where Christ’s kingly throne will be, at the right hand of the Temple where God will live. This fulfills the prophecy in Psalm 110:1 that the king will be at the “right hand” of God. According to biblical custom, compass directions were oriented to the east, and the Temple looked east, so Christ’s throne was “at the right hand” of God.
Eze 40:3
“there was a man.” In the early chapters of Ezekiel, there is a supernatural “man” who is actually Yahweh (Ezek. 8:2). However, this “man” is not Yahweh but a supernatural being, most likely an angel. However, God Himself reenters the scene in the form of a man in Ezekiel 43:2 and takes Ezekiel into the inner court of the Temple (Ezek. 43:5) and begins to speak with Ezekiel (Ezek. 43:6).
“and he stood in the gate.” That is, the gate of the Millennial Temple. The opening of Ezekiel 40 can be confusing, so the reader must pay close attention. Ezekiel was in captivity in Babylon when God took him in a vision to Israel. He saw the New Jerusalem on the south side of Mount Zion, but the angel was in the gate of the Temple, north of Jerusalem.
Eze 40:4
“see with your eyes and hear with your ears.” This is idiomatic for look and listen carefully. God is about to reveal to Ezekiel what the Temple and land of Israel will be like in the Millennial Kingdom, and Ezekiel needed to pay close attention.
Eze 40:5
“And behold.” This section of Ezekiel is very difficult for a number of reasons. One is that Ezekiel uses a number of technical architectural words whose exact meanings have been lost so exactly how to translate them is disputed. Also, due to the subject matter, some more common words are used in ways that are accepted but are not often used. Another reason is that this chapter has apparently been subject to a number of copyists’ errors and scholars disagree on how to reestablish the correct meaning. Still another is that Ezekiel is giving an overview as he sees it, and so some details that we would like to have to build a mental picture of the Temple compound, or try to build a model of it, are simply not given.
“there was a wall all around the outside.” Ezekiel sees the outer wall around the Temple compound, but the angel does not measure it until he has shown Ezekiel all around the inside of the compound. We learn from Ezekiel 42:15-20 and 45:2 that the wall on each side of the Temple is 500 cubits (about 285 yards or 260 meters; just under 3 football fields), and the Temple compound is a square with 500 cubits on each side.
“of the house of God.” The “house” is the Temple in Ezekiel 40-48. The angel took Ezekiel north of the Millennial City of Jerusalem to the Millennial Temple, which was higher up on Mount Zion (on the top of Mount Zion) than the city of Jerusalem, which was on the south slope of Mount Zion (Ezek. 40:2). The Hebrew text, using jargon commonly used in the Old Testament, simply calls the Temple, “the house,” but that could easily be misunderstood by the modern reader. Many English Bibles simply change “house” to “Temple,” but that loses some of the meaning, and also obscures verses such as Acts 2:2, where the Temple of God is called “the house.” The REV has “house of God” for clarity, putting “of God” in italics to show it was added. In this context, the “house” is the entire Temple compound, not just the sanctuary itself. This Temple has a strong wall enclosing the entire Temple compound.
The extremely detailed description of the Temple in Ezekiel tells us that it is a literal building—there will be a physical Temple in Christ’s Millennial Kingdom. Furthermore, there are statements in other prophetic books of the Bible that indicate the Millennial Temple is a literal Temple. For example, Zechariah says that the Messiah will build the Temple of the Lord and be a priest and king (Zech. 6:12-15). Haggai says that when the “desired of the nations comes,” i.e., the Messiah comes, then the glory of the Temple will be more glorious than the glory of Solomon’s Temple (Hag. 2:6-9). The context of Haggai makes it clear he was speaking about a physical temple, not a metaphorical one. Joel 3:18 says there will be a “house of Yahweh” when Christ rules the earth, and that water will flow from it, and that agrees with what Ezekiel and Zechariah say about the Millennial Temple (Ezek. 47:1-12; Zech. 14:8-9). Isaiah 56:5, speaking of the future Kingdom of Christ on earth, says that eunuchs who did what pleased God will have a memorial “within my Temple and its walls.” Furthermore, the Millennial Temple will be “a house of prayer for all nations” (Isa. 56:7), which makes sense if the temple is literal, but nowhere in the Bible is a group of believers referred to as a “house of prayer.” Micah 4:2 also testifies to there being a Temple of God in the Kingdom of Christ, “Many nations will come and say, ‘Come and let us go up to the mountain of Yahweh and to the house of the God of Jacob.’” These believers were going to worship at a physical temple; this is not a metaphorical statement. Other verses that speak of a temple being in Israel in the future include Isaiah 60:7.
There has been a long debate among scholars as to whether or not there is a Millennial Temple, and if Ezekiel describes it, or whether the temple described in Ezekiel is just a figure of speech, a metaphor for the Church or for something else. However, the evidence leads to the conclusion that Ezekiel is describing a Millennial Temple. The description is so detailed, taking seven chapters (Ezek. 40-46) that there is no reasonable way that the Temple could be the Christian Church. In the New Testament, the Bible simply states that the Church is the Temple of God, but that is not what Ezekiel does. Almost every part of the Temple is described, and not as the Church, but as a building. If this Temple in Ezekiel is a metaphor for the Church, then who are the doors? Who are the walls? Why are the walls and doors even measured? What could that mean in terms of being people? Furthermore, in the New Testament, believers are said to be priests, but in the Millennial Temple there are priests, but also Levites and other people (Ezek. 44). That makes sense if the Millennial Temple is an actual Temple, but how can the New Testament say the people of the Church are priests, but then imply in Ezekiel that not all of them are? Which believers would get to be priests, which would be Levites, and which would be the people of Israel and “foreigners?” Furthermore, the priests in Ezekiel have priestly duties and wear special clothing, which makes sense if the Temple and priests are literal, but how are we to understand special clothing and special duties applying to the Church? Furthermore, Ezekiel describes sacrifices, such as the burnt offering and sin offering, but if they are not literal what are they? What “sacrifice” that Christians make could be represented by killing animals? The extensive and detailed description of the Temple in Ezekiel is a description appropriate for a physical temple, not a metaphor.
Also, in the Bible, physical things and spiritual realities are measured, but metaphors are not. Things that are measured in cubits include Noah’s ark (Gen. 6); Moses’ Tabernacle (Exod. 25-27); city structures in the Promised Land (Num. 35:5); people (1 Sam. 17:4; 1 Chron. 11:23); Solomon’s Temple (1 Kings 6); cherubim (1 Kings 6:24); houses (1 Kings 7:2); execution stakes (Esther 5:14); idols (Dan. 3:1); and Ezekiel’s Temple (Ezek. 40). In contrast, the Christian Church is called a temple, but it is never measured or described in detail. The metaphor of “pillars” is used, but “pillar” was a common term for someone who provided support in an organization, and that expression is still used today. But no one in the Church is called a “door,” “table,” “stairs,” etc. The fact that Ezekiel’s Temple is measured in cubits testifies to it being a real structure and not a metaphor.
Also, and very importantly, if the last chapters of Ezekiel are not literal but are some kind of nine-chapter metaphor, then Ezekiel has nine chapters that metaphorically describe the Church with lots of details that do not clarify things but only raise questions, and the Bible has no chapters that tell us what Christ’s Millennial Kingdom will be like. If we say that the closing nine chapters of Ezekiel are not literal, then God has provided us nine chapters that tell us what will not happen in Christ’s 1,000-year reign, but no chapters that tell us what will happen in Christ’s 1,000-year reign. That seems incredibly unlikely. The descriptions of Ezekiel’s Temple and the City of Jerusalem and the land of Israel leave us with some questions, but they do fit into a cogent picture of Christ as king and High Priest in the Millennial Kingdom, and they do fit with the other places in the Bible that speak of the New Jerusalem and the future Temple.
[For more on the Temple and sacrifices, see commentary on Ezek. 42:13. For more on Christ’s Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth”].
“each cubit being a cubit and a handbreadth.” So the “cubit” that the angel measured with was the long cubit or “royal cubit” of about 21 inches (53.3 cm).
“the thickness of the wall, one reed, and the height, one reed.” So the wall around the Temple was about 10.5 feet thick and 10.5 feet high. The height of this wall is the only height given in the description of the Temple,
Eze 40:6
“the gate that looks toward the east.” The East Gate was the most important gate in the Temple because the Temple itself had its doors facing east. If the doors and curtains in the Temple were all opened, a person could stand in the innermost chamber, the Holy of Holies, and see the sunrise to the east. The day’s new sun, arising in the east, was always a blessing, bringing light and dispelling darkness as it rose. That was analogized to the Messiah, who was called “the Rising Sun from on high” (Luke 1:78), and the “Sun of Righteousness” (Mal. 4:2).
“and went up its steps.”As a person entered from outside the Temple compound to the Temple itself, the elevation got higher and higher. There were steps from outside the Temple compound up to the outer gate, then another set of steps from the first courtyard, the “outer” courtyard, up to the “inner gate,” the gate in the inner wall that led into the inner courtyard where the altar of sacrifice was, then there were more steps up to the Temple itself, which had the outer vestibule, the Holy Place, and the Holy of Holies. Thus, the “lower gate” is the gate in the outer wall of the Temple compound (Ezek. 40:19).
Eze 40:7
“vestibule.” This has been translated in different ways, but as we see its whole description in Ezekiel 40 we can see that the vestibule was a large covered room at the inner end of the gate complex. It was at the inner end of the gate complex after you passed the guardrooms. Technically a “vestibule” is a passage, hall, or room between the outer door and the interior of a building, in some cases a lobby, but “lobby” would not be correct here. Here it refers to a large room under the roof of the gate just before you enter the outer court of the Temple. In the ancient world, gates tended to be large in order to allow for good defense of the city and they became places of business. It is likely that this large room inside the gate complex would be used for people to meet each other and such things as that. Although the Hebrew has been translated in some versions as “porch” or “portico,” those translations give the wrong impression. The “vestibule” of the gate is a room at the inner end of the gate after passing the three guardrooms on each side of the gate.
Eze 40:8
“Then he measured the vestibule of the gate.” The Masoretic Hebrew text has a long addition that probably came about by dittography. As it is in the Hebrew text, it reads, 8“Then he measured the vestibule of the gate, [on the inside it was one rod. 9Then he measured the vestibule of the gate] it was eight cubits...” The words encased by brackets are most likely not in the original text, although they are in some English versions because they are in the Hebrew text. The words are omitted in some Hebrew manuscripts, the Septuagint, the Syriac, and the Vulgate, and in many English versions, including the REV. The extra addition added words to both Ezekiel 40:8 and 40:9.
Eze 40:9
“eight cubits” This eight cubits (14 feet; 4.3 meters) is the measurement of the vestibule from front to back. From side to side, it was much larger.
Eze 40:11
“Then he measured the width of the opening of the gate, ten cubits.” All three of the outer gates into the Temple compound were the same. The width of the opening was 10 cubits (17 feet, 6 inches; 5.3 meters). The gates were wide enough to let a large number of worshipers into the Temple, after all, this Millennial Temple was to be a house of prayer for all nations (Isa. 56:7; Mark 11:17). Isaiah 2:2 says people will “stream” to Mount Zion, and of course Jerusalem and the Temple that are on Mount Zion. When God is in His Temple in Jerusalem and Christ is reigning as king over the world, the nations will not just “trickle” into Jerusalem, they will come as a river of people. The wide gates will allow all those people access to the Temple.
“total width of the gate.” The total width of the gate was 13 cubits (22 feet, 9 inches; c. 22.5 meters). After measuring the width of the opening of the gate, the angel measured the total width of the gate. The Hebrew text uses the term “length,” but in this context, it refers to the total width, not just the width of the opening of the gate. The “length” of the gate from outside to inside is given in Ezekiel 40:15 as 50 cubits (87 feet, 6 inches; 26.6 meters).
Eze 40:12
“border.” This seems to be some kind of boundary line. It does not seem to be a wall of any kind, for that would make the rooms much less effective and available. Daniel Block refers to it as a “boundary line.”[footnoteRef:882] [882:  Daniel I. Block, The Book of Ezekiel: Chapters 25-48 [NICOT], 518.] 

Eze 40:14
“He also measured the vestibule, 60 cubits.” The Masoretic Hebrew text is disputed and is likely corrupted. It is possible that the original reading was more like the ESV or NIV. The ESV reads, “He measured also the vestibule, 20 cubits. And around the vestibule of the gateway was the court.” The NIV reads, “He measured along the faces of the projecting walls all around the inside of the gateway—60 cubits.”
The Masoretic Hebrew text reads more like, “He also made side pillars, 60 cubits [105 feet], and the court reached to the posts around the gate.” It is unlikely that the original text read “pillars” or that the measurement of 60 cubits refers to the height of the pillars. It is most likely that a height is not being given here because it would be the only thing in the entire description of the Temple buildings whose height is described. Also, as Daniel Block describes, it would only take a “simple orthographic adjustment” in the Hebrew text for “vestibule” to be miscopied to “pillar.”[footnoteRef:883] Ezekiel 40:14 is likely a description of the vestibule but the measurement is disputed. Furthermore, the measurement of 60 cubits may be correct or it may be corrupted, and the English versions reflect that fact and read differently: “20 cubits” (BBE, ESV, NJB, NRSV, RSV, Rotherham), “six cubits” (NAB). Also, the scholars differ as to exactly what was being measured, which is also reflected in the versions. [883:  Daniel I. Block, The Book of Ezekiel: Chapters 25-48 [NICOT], 518n24.] 

Eze 40:15
“from the front of the gate at the outside entrance to the front of the vestibule on the inside side of the gate​.” The Hebrew text of this verse can be confusing, and translations that woodenly follow it, such as the NASB, are confusing as well. Nevertheless, the meaning of the text is quite clear. The total length of the gate, from the front of its outer entrance as people enter the Temple compound, to where the gate ends and people leave the gate and enter the inner court, which is “the front of the vestibule on the inside side of the gate,” was 50 cubits (87 feet 6 inches; c. 26.6 meters). A number of English versions translate this quite clearly (cf. CJB, CSB, NAB, NIV, NLT, NRSV, RSV). The words “at the entrance” are a likely guess. The Hebrew word is an architectural term of unknown meaning and it only occurs here in the entire Bible. People in Ezekiel’s day knew what the term meant, but its meaning has been lost in history.
Eze 40:16
“narrowing inwards.” The Hebrew can also mean “closed; shuttered,” and some translations have that meaning here (cf. KJV).
“on the jambs were palm trees.” Solomon’s Temple also was decorated with palm trees (1 Kings 6:29, 32, 35).
Eze 40:17
“there were rooms and a pavement​ laid out around the entire court.” This seems to be the meaning of the Hebrew text. Daniel Block is correct when he writes, “What he [Ezekiel] sees is not entirely clear because he employs technical architectural terms whose meanings are disputed.”[footnoteRef:884] So even though Ezekiel described what he saw, we today do not have complete clarity on what that was. Furthermore, even though some things were described in great detail, every detail of the Temple was not described, so there are things we have to assume or guess at. On the other hand, enough is described that a good representation of this Temple can be drawn and thus is depicted in many commentaries and study Bibles. [884:  Daniel I. Block, The Book of Ezekiel: Chapters 25-48 [NICOT], 524.] 

What seems clear is that butted up against the outer walls of the Temple compound were 30 rooms. There is less room for these rooms on the west wall than on the other walls because there were rooms for the priests on the west wall, so if there were eight rooms on the north, east, and south walls and six rooms on the west wall that would make 30 rooms. These rooms will likely be used for worshipers who have come to the Temple, much like the porticos that abutted Herod’s Temple and were used by worshipers. Perhaps worshipers will relax, eat, and fellowship in these rooms. “Solomon’s porch” was one of the porticos abutted against the east wall of Herod’s Temple where people went and hung out and fellowshipped together (John 10:23; Acts 5:12).
It also seems clear that covering the floor of the outer courtyard there was a pavement that had two levels, because Ezekiel 40:18 refers to the lower pavement. So the outer courtyard will be paved, not just a dirt floor like in the Tabernacle of Moses.
“30 rooms.” In the Millennial Kingdom, Christ will rule the whole world and there will not be any pagan worship, so people will come from all over the world to worship God in this Temple, so it will be a busy place and lots of rooms will be needed for different purposes. Here Ezekiel mentions 30, but we later see there are more than that, but these 30 are against the outer wall of the Temple.
Eze 40:19
“the width of the court.” The words “of the court” are in the Septuagint and can be supplied from the context even though they are not in the Masoretic Hebrew text.
“from the front of the lower gate.” The “lower gate” is the gate in the outer wall of the Temple compound. As a person entered from outside the Temple compound to the Temple itself, the elevation got higher and higher. There were steps from the outside to the outer gate, then another set of steps from the first courtyard, the “outer” courtyard, up to the “inner gate,” the gate in the inner wall that led into the inner courtyard where the altar of sacrifice was, then there were more steps up to the Temple itself with the outer vestibule, the Holy Place, and the Holy of Holies.
Eze 40:20
“the gate of the outer court that faced toward the north.” This is the north gate of the Temple complex.
Eze 40:21
“guardrooms.” Guardrooms are mentioned here as well as in Ezekiel 40:29, 33, and 40:36. Why would there be a need for guards or guardrooms in the Millennial Kingdom, a time of great peace and justice and of plentiful amounts of food, with Satan and all his demons locked up in Tartarus? There will still be some mortal natural human beings who remain on the earth after the battle of Armageddon. During the sheep and goat judgment at the start of the Millennial Kingdom, they will have been judged worthy and will live in the kingdom.
These people, and their descendants, will still be mortal and therefore still have a flesh and blood sin nature. This is also why in the book of Revelation, Scripture says the Messiah (Jesus) will shepherd them with a rod of iron. As a result, there will be a need for guards and for guardrooms.
Eze 40:22
“And people.” The Hebrew text reads “and they,” but it refers to the worshipers.
“would go up to it by seven steps.” As a person entered from outside the Temple compound to the Temple itself, the elevation got higher and higher. There were steps from outside the Temple compound up to the outer gate, then another set of steps from the first courtyard, the “outer” courtyard, up to the “inner gate,” the gate in the inner wall that led into the inner courtyard where the altar of sacrifice was, then there were more steps up to the Temple itself, which had the outer vestibule, the Holy Place, and the Holy of Holies.
Eze 40:23
“And the inner court had a north gate opposite the outer gate on the north, just like the gate on the east did.” From the outside of the Temple compound going in, from the north, east, and south there was an outer gate that led into the Temple compound and then an inner gate opposite the outer gate that led into the inner court where the altar and Temple proper was. So there were six gates in all; three outer gates with three inner gates directly opposite them. There was about 175 feet (c. 53 meters) from each outer gate to its corresponding inner gate.
Eze 40:24
“there was a gate on the south.” This is the south gate in the outer wall.
Eze 40:26
“seven steps going up to it.” The Temple compound was higher than the ground around it, and as one entered the Temple compound the courts got higher and higher as one approached the Temple proper where the Holy Place and Holy of Holies were. Thus we see steps to enter the Temple compound through the outer gate, more steps to enter from the outer courtyard to the inner courtyard, and still more steps to go from the inner courtyard to the Temple itself (see commentary on Ezek. 40:6).
“was before them.” This is explaining the same thing that is expressed in Ezekiel 40:22, that “before them” is referring to “in front of the person who just walked up the steps, i.e., that a person walking up the steps to the gate would have the vestibule in front of them. We know that technically the guardrooms on the sides of the gate came before the vestibule, but since the average worshiper would simply pass by them it was the vestibule where people could meet and that led into the Temple that Ezekiel portrays in his explanation.
Eze 40:27
“from gate to gate on the south side.” From the south gate of the inner court to the south gate of the Temple was 100 cubits or 175 feet.
Eze 40:28
“Then he brought me through the south gate to the inner court.” The “tour” the angel is giving Ezekiel now takes him from the outer court to the inner court. The fact that there are gates to the inner court tells us that it had a wall around it just like there was a wall around the whole Temple compound. So there was an outer wall with gates around the whole Temple compound, and then another wall with gates around the area of the Temple building itself. Inside the inner wall was the inner courtyard with the altar of sacrifice, and then west of that was the Temple proper with the Holy Place and Holy of Holies.
Eze 40:29
“according to those same measurements.” That is, the measurements of each gate were the same.
Eze 40:30
“The vestibules all around.” The vestibules at all the gates on the north, south, and east side were all the same size. There was no gate on the west side of the outer wall or inner wall.
Eze 40:31
“and its stairway had eight steps.” The Temple compound was higher than the ground around it, and as one entered the Temple compound the courts got higher and higher as one approached the Temple proper where the Holy Place and Holy of Holies were. Thus we see steps to enter the Temple compound through the outer gate, more steps to enter from the outer courtyard to the inner courtyard, and still more steps to go from the inner courtyard to the Temple itself. This was the stairway on the south side from the outer courtyard into the inner courtyard, and it had eight steps.
[For more on the steps into the Temple, see commentary on Ezek. 40:6.]
Eze 40:32
“and he measured the gate.” This is the east gate in the inner wall, leading from the outer court into the inner court where the altar was.
Eze 40:34
“the stairway to it had eight steps.” The Temple compound was higher than the ground around it, and as one entered the Temple compound the courts got higher and higher as one approached the Temple proper where the Holy Place and Holy of Holies were. Thus we see steps to enter the Temple compound through the outer gate, more steps to enter from the outer courtyard to the inner courtyard, and still more steps to go from the inner courtyard to the Temple itself. This was the stairway on the east side from the outer courtyard into the inner courtyard, and it had eight steps.
[For more on the Temple steps, see commentary on Ezek. 40:6.]
Eze 40:35
“Then he brought me to the north gate.” This is the north gate of the inner wall, the gate that led from the outer court into the inner court where the altar was.
Eze 40:37
“the stairway to it had eight steps.” The Temple compound was higher than the ground around it, and as one entered the Temple compound the courts got higher and higher as one approached the Temple proper where the Holy Place and Holy of Holies were. Thus we see steps to enter the Temple compound through the outer gate, more steps to enter from the outer courtyard to the inner courtyard, and still more steps to go from the inner courtyard to the Temple itself. This was the stairway on the north side from the outer courtyard into the inner courtyard, and it had eight steps.
[For more on the Temple steps, see commentary on Ezek. 40:6.]
Eze 40:38
“by the jambs.” The Hebrew text reads “jambs,” but many scholars say that does not make sense and say it should be “vestibule.”
“at the gates.” These “gates” are the gates that have just been mentioned. They are the inner gates that lead from the outer court to the inner court where the altar of burnt offering is.
“they washed the burnt offering there.” Here we see the physical tied to the spiritual. Being physically clean did not necessarily mean being spiritually clean, and vice versa, but here the animals are washed as an act of ritual cleansing before going further into the Temple. It is also possible that they washed the slaughtered pieces of the animal before offering them on the altar; which was prescribed in the Mosaic Law for parts of the sacrifices (Lev. 1:9, 13).
[For more on the sacrifices in the Millennial Temple, such as the burnt offering, see commentary on Ezek. 42:13.]
Eze 40:39
“on which to slaughter the burnt offering and the sin offering and the trespass offering.” The slaughter of these animals is not described in detail like it is in Leviticus, so presumably, the animals were slaughtered and sacrificed the way it is prescribed in the Mosaic Law.
[For more on the sacrifices in the Millennial Temple, such as the burnt offering and sin offering, see commentary on Ezek. 42:13.]
Eze 40:40
“as one goes up to the entrance of the north gate.” The platform of the inner court and the Temple proper was higher than the platform of the outer court. The elevation of the platforms got higher as one got closer to the Temple proper and thus to God in the Temple.
Eze 40:42
“with which the burnt offering and the sacrifice were slaughtered.” For more on the sacrifices in the Millennial Temple, such as the burnt offering and sin offering, see commentary on Ezekiel 42:13.
Eze 40:43
“hooks.” The meaning of the Hebrew word is uncertain. “Hooks” seems to be the most likely possibility and that reading is supported by the Aramaic Targum, but the Septuagint, Vulgate, and Syriac say a shelf or projection. The Hebrew word is also dual, which is why some versions say “double hooks.” If the projections are shelves, then they are only a handbreadth wide—about three inches—which does not seem to be wide enough to be functional as a shelf.
Eze 40:44
“On the outside of the inner gate.” This wording can be confusing, but it refers to outside the gate on the inner side, toward the Temple, not outside the gate in the outer court. According to our Western way of speaking, we would normally say “inside the inner gate,” but the Hebrew custom is different. In any case, the rooms were on the outside of the gate on the inner side.
“there were two rooms.” The Masoretic Hebrew text reads “rooms for the singers,” but that does not seem correct. For one thing, the Bible then goes on to say that the south room is for the priests who are in charge of the Temple, and the north room is for the priests who are in charge of the altar. Neither is for the singers. Furthermore, in this instance the copying error that led to the reading “singers” can be easily explained, as Daniel Block points out, “the reading of the LXX [the Septuagint] makes perfect sense, and the rendering of the MT [Masoretic Hebrew text] is readily explained as a spelling error, a taw having been misread as a resh.”[footnoteRef:885] (Block also gives other reasons that “singers” is unlikely.) Many scholars agree that “two rooms” is the correct reading, and that reading occurs in many versions (BBE, CEB, DBY, ESV, NAB, NIV, NJB, NLT, RSV). [885:  Daniel I. Block, The Book of Ezekiel: Chapters 25-48 [NICOT], 535-37.] 

So we learn that when Ezekiel is taken into the inner court, he sees two rooms, one at the north gate and one at the south gate, which are for the priests who minister there and have charge of the Temple proper and the altar.
“south gate.” The Masoretic Hebrew text reads “east gate,” which does not make sense in this context; the Septuagint reads “south gate” which is almost certainly correct.
Eze 40:45
“keep charge.” The Hebrew word means to guard, but it can also refer to other kinds of service duties.
“the house.” That is, the Temple.
Eze 40:47
“the altar was in front of the house.” The altar was east of the Temple. In the biblical culture, maps and directions were oriented to the east, so anything to the east was “in front of” anything west of it. Similarly, anything south of something else was “at the right hand” or to the right side of it. When Jesus rules from his palace which will be on the south side of the Temple (Ezek. 40:2), he will be “at the right hand” of God, who lives in the Temple (Ps. 110:1, 5).
Eze 40:48
“Then he brought me.” The angel now begins to give Ezekiel a tour of the Temple proper, which had three main rooms: the vestibule (or lobby) before entering in the Holy Place, then the Holy Place where the Menorah and Bread of the Presence are, then the Holy of Holies. Ezekiel 40:48 should have started a new chapter and been labeled as Ezekiel 41:1, because the information about the Temple proper started with Ezekiel 40:48 and then keeps on going through Ezekiel 41. All those verses should have been one chapter, which would have made understanding this vision of Ezekiel a little easier. When a chapter marking is put in the wrong place it causes confusion, as it well could here.
“the vestibule of the house.” The “house” is the Temple. In the Millennial Temple there will be a vestibule, a foyer or lobby, if you will, before one even enters the Holy Place. So to get to God in the Holy of Holies, one must walk up the steps to the Temple, walk through the vestibule, then walk through the Holy Place, and then finally walk into the Holy of Holies.
“measured each jamb of the vestibule, five cubits on this side and five cubits on that side.” The door jambs were over 8 feet, 9 inches wide, but that is not excessive for the size of the Temple that they are supporting.
“14 cubits, and the sidewalls were.” This phrase apparently got dropped from the Masoretic Hebrew text in the process of copying, but is restored from the Septuagint.
Eze 40:49
“The vestibule was 20 cubits wide and 12 cubits deep.” The way this is written can be confusing. In this case, “wide” is the length of the vestibule from side to side, and “deep” is the depth of the vestibule from front to back. The vestibule is wider than it is deep. Many versions read like the ESV: “The length of the vestibule was 20 cubits, and the breadth 12 cubits,” but we must see things as Ezekiel is looking at them, from inside the courtyard to outside the gate. From his perspective, the length (side to side) was 20 cubits while the “breadth” (width; depth) from front to back was 12 cubits.
“12 cubits.” The Masoretic Hebrew text reads “11 cubits,” but the Septuagint reads 12, and that is almost certainly correct because the overall measurements of the Temple are given (Ezek. 41:13) and the width needs to be 12 so the numbers come out correctly.
“ten.” The “ten” is supplied by the Septuagint. The evidence is that the Masoretic Hebrew text suffered quite a bit in the process of copying this section of Ezekiel, and the Septuagint seems better in many places. Here it seems that the number “ten” was dropped from the Hebrew but remained in the Septuagint.
“steps led up to it.” The Temple compound was higher than the ground around it, and as one entered the Temple compound the courts got higher and higher as one approached the Temple proper where the Holy Place and Holy of Holies were. Thus we see steps to enter the Temple compound through the outer gate, more steps to enter from the outer courtyard to the inner courtyard, and still more steps to go from the inner courtyard to the Temple itself. This was the stairway from the inner courtyard up to the Temple itself. There was an increasing sense of holiness as one got closer and closer to God in the Holy of Holies.
[For more on the Temple steps, see commentary on Ezek. 40:6.]
 
Ezekiel Chapter 41
Eze 41:1
“Then he brought me.” The angel is continuing his tour of the Millennial Temple. He started showing Ezekiel the Temple in Ezekiel 40:48, and this is a continuation of that part of the tour. It would have been easier for Bible students if Ezekiel 41:1 did not start a new chapter, but was marked as 40:50 and continued from there. Actually, the best move would be to have made Ezekiel 40:48 be Ezekiel 41:1 and start the new chapter at that verse.
“the Holy Place.” The nave, or main hall, is the Holy Place in the Temple, the main room in which are the menorah, the table with the Bread of the Presence, and the golden altar of incense.
“width of the jams.” The Masoretic Hebrew text reads “tent,” which does not make any sense in this context, which is about the jambs. Furthermore, the building was not just 6 cubits wide, but the jambs were. Many modern versions understand the subject to be the jambs (cf. CSB, ESV, NASB, NET, NIV, NJB, NLT, RSV, TNK). Even if we think that this may be referring back to Moses’ Tabernacle to make some kind of comparison, Moses’ Tabernacle was ten cubits wide, not six. The Septuagint reads “jambs,” and that almost certainly is how the original Hebrew text read also.
Eze 41:2
“the length of the Holy Place.” The Hebrew text just reads “its length,” but given the fact that the subject had just been the entrance, that wording is very confusing unless you are already familiar with the Temple structure. Most people are not that familiar with the Temple, so most versions add something that identifies what is being measured, as does the REV. The “Holy Place” is the outer room of the Temple where the menorah, the golden altar of incense, and the Bread of the Presence are. It is sometimes referred to as the “nave,” “outer sanctuary” or “main hall.”
Eze 41:3
“Then he went into the inner room.” Here the angel goes into the “inner room,” the Holy of Holies. Note that although he had been bringing Ezekiel along with him (cf. Ezek. 40:17, 24, 28, 32, 35, 48; 41:1), when he enters the Holy of Holies he leaves Ezekiel in the Holy Place. Ezekiel was a priest and so was entitled to go into the Holy Place, but he was not the High Priest and could not go into the Holy of Holies.
Eze 41:4
“before the outer Temple.” The meaning of this phrase is not clear. It seems to be saying that from God’s position looking out, the Holy of Holies was before the outer rooms of the Temple.
“This is the Holy of Holies.” The Holy of Holies is the most inner and most holy room in the Temple, and it is where the cherubim are and where God is said to dwell. This is the Millennial Temple, so there is no ark of the covenant in this Temple.
Eze 41:6
“with 30 rooms in each story.” So there were 30 sets of rooms stacked three high, for a total of 90 rooms.
Eze 41:7
“And the side rooms surrounding the house got longer.” This description is hard to imagine. Admittedly, the Hebrew is somewhat obscure, but what seems to be portrayed is that up against the walls of the “house” (the Temple) are 30 sets of three-story rooms. Each set has three rooms, one on top of the other, and the rooms get longer as they go upward, that is, longer in the direction away from the Temple. Although many scholars see this as very unlikely and amend the text such that it does not say that, scholars that see the rooms widening as they go up, which is certainly what the text seems to say, either see the Temple begin to look like an upside-down pyramid or they say that the Temple building itself gets thinner at the top such that the wider rooms only serve to keep the look of the outside of the Temple as going straight up.
Eze 41:8
“It’s elevation.” The meaning of the Hebrew word is uncertain. Different scholars assign it different meanings, but given that it is in the context of a foundation, the elevation of the foundation seems a likely explanation. The King James Version reads like that also.
Eze 41:9
“side rooms of the house.” The side rooms of the Temple, the “house” is the Temple.
Eze 41:12
“And the building that was facing the separate area.” Ezekiel tells us about two things in this verse that have not been mentioned before, the “building” (Hebrew is binyan), and the “separate area.” About the “building,” Daniel Block writes: “Only the barest details concerning this nondescript edifice are given: (1) It was located west of the temple building. (2) It was separated from the temple by a gizra, “restricted space.” (3) Its walls were 5 cubits thick (about 8.5 ft), like the side chambers. (4) The building was imposing for its size. Internally it measured 90 cubits long by 70 cubits wide (about 150 ft. by 120 ft.), which means that its external dimensions were 100 by 80 cubits, exceeding the area of the temple itself!”[footnoteRef:886] [886:  Daniel I. Block, The Book of Ezekiel: Chapters 25-48 [NICOT], 553.] 

“the separate area on the west side of the Temple.” This is the first mention of this separate area just west of the Temple. The Bible does not describe its purpose, but it was between the Temple and the “building” mentioned here.
Eze 41:13
“So he measured the house.” Here we learn that the Temple proper including the vestibule, was 175 feet long (53.3 meters).
Eze 41:14
“also the width of the face of the house.” So the front of the Temple with its adjoining separate space was also 175 feet.
Eze 41:20
“the nave.” The Holy Place, the larger room before the Holy of Holies.
Eze 41:21
“As for the nave, the doorposts were squared, and as for the front of the Holy of Holies.” Ezekiel is looking into the Temple. He describes the front of the nave, the Holy Place, and then looks inward to the front of the Holy of Holies, which had the same appearance as the front of the Holy Place.
Eze 41:22
“The “altar” in the Holy Place.” This description is confusing because in the Tabernacle and Solomon’s Temple, the “altar” in the Holy Place was the golden altar of incense (Exod. 30:1-10; 1 Chron. 6:49). However, this “altar” is correctly called a table later in the verse, and it is the wooden table on which the Bread of the Presence was placed weekly.
“three cubits high, and two cubits long; and two cubits wide.” The phrase, “two cubits wide” was dropped from the Masoretic Hebrew text in the process of copying, but is restored from the Septuagint.
“its base.” The Masoretic text reads “length,” but that would be the walls. The Septuagint has “base,” which is evidently correct.
“This is the table that is before Yahweh.” The altar was sometimes referred to as a “table” because God got to partake of what was offered on it. In this case, the “table” is the altar of incense inside the Holy Place of the temple.
[For more on the altar being called a table, see commentary on Mal. 1:7.]
Eze 41:23
“the nave.” The Holy Place; the room that had the menorah and the Bread of the Presence.
“the Holy of Holies.” The Hebrew reads “holy,” (there is no word for “place,” even though that appears in most versions) but that could be confused with the outer room of the Temple. This is referring to the Holy of Holies, and both it and the Holy Place, the outer room, had double doors.
Eze 41:25
“carved.” The literal Hebrew is “made,” but they were made on the doors by carving.
Eze 41:26
“and the beams.” The Hebrew word translated “beams” in the REV is an architectural term that is not known, and interpretations vary widely. For example, “thresholds” (ASV); “beams” (CEB); “canopies” (CSB); “portals” (DBY); “planks” (KJV); “overhangs” (NIV); “porch roofs” (NJB); “vestibule” (RSV). and “lattices” (TNK).
 
Ezekiel Chapter 42
Eze 42:1
“the way of the north gate.” That is, the way that led from the inner court to the outer court through the north gate. The angel could have used the east gate or south gate, but used the north gate.
“set of rooms.” The Hebrew is more literally “room,” but here it is a collective singular.
Eze 42:3
“a gallery facing a gallery in three stories.” Exactly how this is structured and looks is debated, but there are 30 sets of three stories of rooms, one on top of the other, for a total of 90 rooms. The purpose of these rooms is not described, but it seems they could be for the priests who minister there.
Eze 42:4
“on the inside.” The text is not clear about this. “On the inside” of what? The courtyard? Or the text could be saying “on the inner side” (cf. NRSV).
Eze 42:7
“And there was a wall that ran outside in front of the rooms.” Although the purpose of this wall in front of the rooms is not stated, it is likely that it screened the rooms from worshipers and gave some privacy to the priests in the rooms.
Eze 42:8
“For the length of the rooms.” This is the length of all the rooms, not the length of one room.
Eze 42:10
“At the beginning of the wall of the court toward the south.” This is the reading of the Septuagint, which makes good sense and is accepted by many scholars and is in some English versions (cf. NAB, NET, NIV, NLT, RSV). The NRSV put the rooms in the passageway, but not in the wall. The Masoretic Hebrew text became corrupted in copying and reads “In the width of the wall of the court toward the east.” However, it does not seem that the wall would have been wide enough to have rooms in it, but more to the point is that Ezekiel 42:11-12 mentions the rooms to the south, while no other verse mentions rooms that were in the wall, and from the context, the wall ran north-south, so “east” does not seem to fit well either.
Eze 42:12
“on the east side.” This entrance allowed people to enter the passageway from the east side.
Eze 42:13
“eat the most holy offerings...the grain offering, and the sin offering, and the trespass offering.” In the Millennial Kingdom, the Temple and its practices will be restored. There will again be a physical Temple with Jesus as High Priest, and there will be other priests and Levites, and sacrifices and offerings.
The exact reason for the restoration of the Temple system and the sacrifices that go with it is never explained in the Bible, but the text is clear that it is restored (cf. Ezek. 43:18-27; 44:15, 27; 45:17-25; 46:2-24; ). But since Jesus is the one-time offering for sin for all time (Heb. 7:26-27; 9:11-14, 22-28; 10:11-14), it is unclear why the offerings for sin are restored. There will be “natural people” in the Millennial Kingdom, and they will sin and need to be forgiven, but that happens today without Levitical priests and physical sacrifices, so why would those physical sacrifices be reestablished?
Scholars have set forth some theories, such as the sacrifices might be memorial offerings, and that might be the case if the offerings are correctly understood. Until the death and resurrection of Christ, when the Temple and sacrificial system were superseded by the work of Christ, animal sacrifices prefigured the work of Christ and provided a temporary covering for sin. However, it is important to understand that the offerings and sacrifices were never sufficient in and of themselves to take away sin. The sacrifices had to be offered in sincerity of heart and with trust in God to be accepted. That sincerity and trust were represented by the salt of the covenant, which was offered along with every offering (Lev. 2:13), and which was a way of proclaiming, “What I am saying and doing is true and sincere.” In the same way, therefore, it could possibly be in the Millennium that the sacrifices and sin offerings will be a way of demonstrating one’s trust in God that Jesus’ sacrifice could and did take away sin (although salt will be used on at least some of the Millennial sacrifices as well; Ezek. 43:24).
It could be that the sin offerings in the Millennial Kingdom will be a way of restoring the fellowship relationship between the sinner and Jesus Christ. Although today we do not offer a sin offering when we sin, we do have to confess our sin to be cleansed from sin and thus have our relationship with the Lord fully restored. It is important for the restoration of our relationship with God and Jesus that we confess our sin (1 John 1:9). In the Millennial Kingdom, Jesus Christ will be personally present, and the presence and blessings of God abundantly clear all over the earth. If a person sins in those conditions, it seems logical that the Lord would want more from the sinner than simply saying, “I’m sorry,” although that would be necessary also. If a person sinned, having to sacrifice a sin offering would be costly in both time and the cost of the animal, and almost surely make the person think hard about sinning again, and the sacrifice would also point to the value of the completed work of Christ, who saves from sin.
Another possible reason that God is going to restore the system of sacrifices and offerings is that it was the primary way that the priests and Levites had always lived and eaten. As we see in Ezekiel 42:13 and Ezekiel 44:29-31, the priests will eat of the offerings and sacrifices just as they had always done since the Mosaic Law had established the priestly system. So it seems that if God is going to reestablish the Temple, priests, and Levites, which the Bible says He is going to do, then He must either change the way the priests and Levites will be sustained and fed, or reestablish the system of offerings and sacrifices as it had always been. Verses such as Ezekiel 42:13 show us that God is going to reestablish the sacrificial system and that the priests will at least in part live off that system just as they have always done. Thus, the Bible lets us know that one function of the sacrificial system in the Millennial Kingdom will be to sustain the priests and Levites. The priests eating meat in the Millennial Kingdom will not be unusual. People will eat meat in the Millennial Kingdom (Isa. 25:6).
However, although we know that the priests and Levites will be at least sustained in part by the sacrificial system, that does not tell us why God reestablished it in the first place. We know that God says in a number of places, not just in Ezekiel, that there will be a physical Temple in the Millennial Kingdom and Jesus will be the High Priest (cf. Isa. 56:7; Zech. 6:12-15; Ps. 110:4), but since there is no Temple now and people are forgiven and saved, why reestablish the Temple system? The Bible does not tell us, so we can offer logical possibilities, but we do not know for sure.
[For more on the Millennial Temple being a literal temple, see commentary on Ezek. 40:5. For more information about salt being offered with the sacrifices, see commentary on Lev. 2:13. For more information on the sacrifices of wicked people being of no value, see commentary on Amos 5:22. For more information about the natural people being in the Millennial Kingdom, see commentary on Matt. 25:32, which is about the “Sheep and Goat Judgment.”]
Eze 42:14
“they must not go out of the holy place into the outer court.” The priests who ministered in the Temple and in the inner courtyard were not to go into the outer courtyard with the clothes they ministered in, but were to leave them in the sacred space of the inner courtyard, no doubt in one of the buildings there.
“the area that is for the people.” The Hebrew reads more literally, “that which is for the people,” but it is speaking of going out of the inner court into the area of the outer court of the Temple, where all the people are.
Eze 42:15
“the inner house.” That is, the Temple building itself, not including the area around it, the outer court. The angel takes Ezekiel through the outer court to exit the Temple complex, but the outer court is not mentioned in Ezekiel 42:15, it is not important in this context. Here, as often, the Temple is called the “house.” It is the house of Yahweh.
“he brought me out.” Now the angel takes Ezekiel out of the Temple complex so that the entire Temple complex can be measured, and it is 500 cubits (875 feet; c. 267 meters) on each side.
“the gate that faced toward the east.” The east gate was the most important gate in the Temple, the sunrise shone through it.
Eze 42:16
“He measured on the east side with the measuring reed, 500 cubits.” The distance on each side of the Temple is 500 royal cubits (about 285 yards or 260 meters), and thus almost 3 football fields long on each side (for more on measurements in the Millennial Kingdom, see commentary on Ezek. 48:8). It is interesting that the angel does not start with the outer wall of the Temple and give its total dimensions at the beginning of the tour. This shows us that what is important is getting an understanding of inside the Temple, where the activity is, and only secondarily understanding exactly how the Temple looks. We also get that idea from the fact that we have no heights of what is in the Temple. With the exception of the height of the outer wall, we do not know the height of any of the inner structures, including the inner Temple itself.
The angel used the measuring rod to measure the outer wall, but the total measurement is given in cubits. The scholars disagree about whether or not the internal measurements of the Temple match the 500 cubits, but we can assume it does, and Daniel Block[footnoteRef:887] shows how that can be done: [887:  Daniel I. Block, The Book of Ezekiel: Chapters 25-48 [NICOT], 570.] 

	Depth of the Eastern exterior gate
	50 cubits

	Distance between the exterior and inner gates
	100 cubits

	Depth of the inner Eastern gate
	50 cubits

	Depth of the inner temple court
	100 cubits

	Length of the temple with auxiliary structures
	100 cubits

	Depth of the restricted area at the rear of the temple
	20 cubits

	Depth of the binyān (inclusive of the walls)
	80 cubits

	Total distance east to west
	500 cubits


Eze 42:17
“500 cubits.” The distance on each side of the Temple is 500 cubits (875 feet; c. 267 meters).
Eze 42:19
“Then he turned around to the west side.” The west side was the least important side of the Temple. Unlike the north, east, and south sides, it had no gates leading to it and the back of the Temple faced to the west.
Eze 42:20
“500 cubits.” The distance on each side of the Temple is 500 cubits (875 feet; c. 267 meters), almost three football fields (900 feet) on each side. In this closing statement about the measurements of the Temple, the text is not interested in repeating all the measurements it had given earlier, but simply repeating that the length and width of the Temple compound were the same, as had been stated earlier. What is important is the closing statement, that the Temple compound had a wall around it to separate the holy areas from the common areas outside the wall.
 
Ezekiel Chapter 43
Eze 43:2
“the glory of the God of Israel came.” Ezekiel had been being led around his vision of the future Millennial Temple by a supernatural being, most likely an angel (Ezek. 40:3). Now God Himself returns and takes over and leads Ezekiel just as He had in earlier chapters (cf. Ezek. 8:2). God is surrounded by His glory. In visions like this, God is not separate from His glory as if the glory could be there without Him. God is surrounded by glory (cf. Ezek. 1:26-28). God and His glory had left the Temple and Jerusalem due to the sin of the people and gone east (Ezek. 9:3; 10:4, 18; 11:23), now in this vision of the future Millennial Temple, God returns from the east.
[For more on the travels of the glory of God, see commentary on Ezek. 9:3. For more on the glory of Yahweh, see commentary on Ezek. 1:28].
“sound.” The Hebrew word translated “sound” in the REV can be either “sound” or “voice” (cf. Gen. 3:8). Here, “sound” is the better translation. Ezekiel heard the sound of God coming. The coming of the glory of God, which surrounded God, was the coming of God in his glory. The sound that he heard now was basically the same as what he heard when God appeared to him the first time (Ezek. 1:24), it was the sound made by the quickly beating wings of the cherubim.
Eze 43:3
“when he came to destroy the city.” The Hebrew text was apparently corrupted from “he” to “I,” and this is explained in many commentaries. Ezekiel never came to destroy the city, destroying spirits did (cf. Ezek. 9:1-11).
“by the Chebar Canal.” Ezekiel was by the Chebar canal when he received his early visions (Ezek. 1:1).
Eze 43:4
“the glory of Yahweh.” See commentary on Ezekiel 43:2.
Eze 43:5
“the Spirit.” This likely refers to God via the power of His spirit (cf. Ezek. 2:2), however, it could also refer to the angel who was taking Ezekiel around the Temple.
“inner court, and behold, the glory of Yahweh filled the house.” The Spirit took Ezekiel into the inner court of the Temple, from which he could see into the Temple proper, into the vestibule, then the Holy Place, then the Holy of Holies, that is, if the double doors of the Holy Place and Holy of Holies were open. Once God was in the Temple, His glory filled the entire Temple. The glory of Yahweh had left the Holy of Holies in the Temple in Ezekiel 9:3. Now that Israel’s sin has been dealt with, in the Millennial Temple the glory of God returns.
Eze 43:6
“I heard someone speaking to me out of the house.” We learn from Ezekiel 43:7-8 that this “someone” is God Almighty. Here He speaks person-to-person with Ezekiel. God would have been speaking from the Holy of Holies out to Ezekiel in the courtyard.
Eze 43:7
“place of my throne.” The Millennial Temple will not have an ark of the covenant (see commentary on Jer. 3:16). Furthermore, Jerusalem itself will be the throne of God (Jer. 3:17).
“the dead bodies of their kings at their shrines.” This enigmatic line is irony, and the “dead bodies of their kings” are the destroyed idols who the people worshiped and obeyed more than Yahweh. They made idols at the high places and treated them like their kings, but those “kings” will be destroyed and be just the broken bodies of statues of idols.[footnoteRef:888] There are scholars who think that the kings of Judah were buried close enough to the Temple to defile it, but there is no evidence that that ever happened. Even more evidence that the “dead bodies” are the “bodies” (statues) of idol gods is that Ezekiel 43:9 says the Israelites need to put “the dead bodies of their kings” far away from God if He is going to dwell in Jerusalem, but there is no requirement in the law that the dead bodies of ungodly people need to be moved away in order to get God’s blessing. But in contrast, the bodies of the lifeless idols did need to be removed and destroyed. [888:  Cf. Keil and Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament: Ezekiel and Daniel, 280-81.] 

The Hebrew word translated “shrines” is bamot, which referred to a place that was leveled and built up and on which were placed various idols and objects of worship. Many of the towns had such shrines (see commentary on Num. 33:52).
Eze 43:9
“dead bodies of their kings.” The lifeless statues of their pagan gods, who they treated as kings (see commentary on Ezek. 43:7).
Eze 43:10
“describe the house to the house of Israel, so that they may be ashamed of their iniquities.” Here God tells Ezekiel to describe to the people of Israel what he is seeing in the vision with the hope that they “may” be personally convicted of their sin and change (but they did not change). Periodically, in Ezekiel’s description of the future Temple and the land of Israel, God breaks in with a message to the people of Ezekiel’s time, as He does here in Ezekiel 43:10 (cf. Ezek. 43:10-11; 44:6-16; 45:9-10). This shows us that the vision of the future Temple and the land of Israel is not just for head knowledge and intellectual stimulation, but to give hope, excitement, and clarity about the future to the faithful and a stern warning to the unfaithful that their lives will be judged and there will be consequences for their sin and indifference toward God.
The phrase, “describe the ‘house’ [i.e., the Temple] to the ‘house’ [i.e., the community] of Israel” is a beautiful antanaclasis, which is a figure of speech in which a word is used twice in close proximity but has two different meanings.
[See Word Study: “Antanaclasis.”]
Eze 43:11
“and if they become ashamed.” The scholars differ on how to translate Ezekiel 43:11. The word “if” is in the Hebrew text, but it does not always have to be translated as an “if.” However, it seems that God is not telling Ezekiel whether or not Israel will believe and repent. From this, it seems that Ezekiel was to tell the community of Israel some things about the Temple, and if that convinced them and they repented of their sin, then Ezekiel was to tell them more about the future Temple.
Eze 43:12
“the house.” That is, the Temple, the “house of Yahweh.”
“the whole area on the top of the mountain—all around it—will be most holy.” In the Millennial Kingdom, the Temple will be on the very top of Mount Zion, and the whole area around the Temple will be most holy.
Eze 43:13
“These are the measures of the altar.” The Millennial Temple has sacrifices that are burned on the altar just as occurred in the Tabernacle and Temple.
[For more on the sacrifices in the Millennial Temple, such as the burnt offering and sin offering, see commentary on Ezek. 42:13.]
“the cubit is a cubit and a handbreadth.” The standard cubit was about 18 inches (46 cm) and the “long” or “royal” cubit was about 21 inches (53.5 cm). A “span” was about 9 inches (23 cm). The angel had been using the royal cubit to measure the whole Temple and Temple compound (Ezek. 40:5).
“the height of the bottom is to be a cubit.” The altar was bigger at the bottom than at the top. It went up by stages, and the bottom was the largest part. The bottom of the altar stuck out one cubit (21 inches) beyond the walls of the altar, and thus looked like a step, but of course, going nowhere. The extra width of 21 inches at the bottom could have provided some stability to the walls of the altar, which were seven feet high.
Eze 43:14
“From the bottom on the ground to the lower ledge is to be two cubits.” Ezekiel 43:14 gives us a better picture of how the altar goes up in stages, with each stage being smaller than the one below it. The base at ground level was the largest, then the lower part (the lesser ledge) was above that then the “greater ledge,” the upper part, was above that.
Eze 43:16
“12 cubits long by 12 wide, square in the four sides of it.” The altar hearth on which the sacrifices will be burned will be a square that will be 21 feet by 21 feet (c. 6.4 meters).
Eze 43:17
“and its steps will face to the east.” It seems that the altar in the Millennial Temple will be accessed by steps, unlike the Tabernacle of Moses that had a ramp. Steps were forbidden for the Tabernacle of Moses (Exod. 20:26). The steps will be on the east side of the altar. It has also been suggested by some scholars that the Millennial Temple will have a ramp but that here in Ezekiel the way up to the top of the altar is called “steps” even though it will be a ramp.
Eze 43:18
“These are the ordinances concerning the altar on the day it is built.” After the altar is built, it is to be cleansed and sanctified for seven days before it goes into regular use. There will be a special cleansing and atonement on the first day, and the next six days the sacrifices on it will always be the same.
[For more on the sacrifices in the Millennial Temple, such as the burnt offering and sin offering, see commentary on Ezek. 42:13.]
Eze 43:19
“the Levitical priests.” The Masoretic Hebrew text reads, “the priests the Levites,” and this phrase is correct since every priest was also a Levite, but it can be confusing so many versions and commentaries read “Levitical priests,” as does the REV. We know this is speaking of priests and not just Levites because Zadok was a priest so his descendants are priests.
[For more on the Levitical priests, see commentary on 2 Chron. 30:27.]
“a young bull for a sin offering.” The exact reasons for the sacrifices and offerings in the Millennial Temple are not known but there are some likely reasons for them (see commentary on Ezek. 42:13).
Eze 43:20
“and make atonement for it.” Before the altar could be regularly used for sacrifice it had to be cleansed and made holy. This was also done for the altar in Moses’ Tabernacle (cf. Lev. 16:18).
Eze 43:21
“the house.” The “house” is the Temple. The body of the sin offering was to be burned in an appointed place that was associated with the Temple (all sacrifices and offerings were done in connection with the Temple), but outside of the Temple compound.
“outside of the holy place.” Although the Hebrew word translated “holy place” can refer to different holy places or things, in this context, the “holy place” (or “sanctuary”) is the entire Temple compound (cf. Lev. 12:4; 19:30; 21:12; Num. 3:38; 18:1; Ezek. 45:4). In many cases, the bodies of animals that were sacrificed were burned on an altar outside the Temple. Students of Scripture are aware that the Tabernacle and Temple had two altars, which were the golden altar of incense inside the Holy Place (Exod. 30:1-10; 37:25-28) and the large altar of sacrifice in the courtyard of the Tabernacle/Temple (Exod. 27:1-8; 38:1-7). However, there was a third altar associated with the Tabernacle and Temple that is not at all well-known. That altar was “outside of the camp,” that is, it was outside of the area of the Tabernacle/Temple, and it was where things that were often considered unclean were burned (cf. Exod. 29:14; Lev. 4:12, 21; 8:17; 9:11; 16:27). This “altar” (it is called an altar in Heb. 13:10) was not described in detail in the descriptions of the Tabernacle or Temple, so it is not well-known, but it is the place to the east of the Tabernacle/Temple where the bodies of the sin offering, and some other things as well, were burned.
[For more on this third altar and especially how it relates to Jesus’ sacrifice and death on the cross, see commentary on Heb. 13:10.]
Eze 43:22
“On the second day.” The offerings to initially cleanse and sanctify the altar were the same on days two through seven (Ezek. 43:22-26), then the altar was put into regular use.
[For more on the sacrifices in the Millennial Temple, such as the burnt offering and sin offering, see commentary on Ezek. 42:13.]
Eze 43:26
“dedicate it for divine service.” The Hebrew text uses the idiom “fill its hands,” but that idiom was commonly used in the Bible for divine ordination for service to God (cf. Exod. 28:41; 29:9, 33; Lev. 8:33; 16:32; 21:10; Num. 3:3).
Eze 43:27
“your burnt offerings.” The “your” is plural, meaning the offerings of the people of Israel.
[For more on the sacrifices in the Millennial Temple, such as the burnt offering and sin offering, see commentary on Ezek. 42:13.]
 
Ezekiel Chapter 44
Eze 44:3
“the ruler.” This will be Jesus Christ, the ruler over the Millennial Kingdom. He will be both ruler and High Priest. There is no one else qualified to be the ruler. The Hebrew word translated “ruler” is nasi (#05387 נָשִׂא or spelled נָשִׂיא nasiy). The root meaning refers to being lifted up, and thus it can mean prince, ruler, leader, chief, captain, etc.; the context determines the best translation. It can also refer to a rising mist or vapor. In this context or other contexts in which it refers to the Messiah, “ruler” is a very good translation because God is the king and the Messiah is His only son and rules under Him and with His authority. The ruler is called “David” by the figure of speech antonomasia (“name change) in Ezekiel 34:23-24). Also, he is called the “king” in Ezekiel 37:24 because he will be the de facto king on earth, ruling with the full authority of God. The Messiah is called the “ruler” quite a few times in Ezekiel (Ezek. 34:24; 37:25; 44:3; 45:7, 16, 17, 22; 46:2, 4, 8, 10, 12, 16, 17, 18; 48:21, 22).
“to eat bread before Yahweh.” Here “bread” refers to food in general. This eating would seem to certainly include the sacrificial meals that he would get to eat as the High Priest.
“he must enter by the way of the vestibule of the gate.” Even the prince/ruler will not be allowed to enter through the east gate that Yahweh had entered through because it was closed to all traffic (Ezek. 44:3). He must enter the east gate area from inside the Temple court, and the vestibule was the room that was closest to the inside of the gate (Ezek. 40:9, 15). This verse shows a clear distinction between the prince (the Messiah; Jesus Christ) and “Yahweh the God of Israel” (Ezek. 44:2). The prince is not God, nor does he have the privileges of God.
[For more on Jesus Christ not being God, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.” Also see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
Eze 44:4
“Then he brought me by the way of the north gate to the front of the house.” Ezekiel had been in the outer courtyard looking at the east gate (Ezek. 44:1-3). Now God brings him through the north gate of the inner wall into the inner courtyard and right to the front of “the house” (the Temple), and Ezekiel could see that the glory of Yahweh filled the Temple, and Ezekiel fell on his face.
Eze 44:12
“lifted up my hand.” One way a person swore a solemn oath was to raise his hand and swear. See commentary on Genesis 14:22.
Eze 44:13
“they will bear their shame and the consequences of the abominations that they have committed.” Many people who are saved and have everlasting life never make the effort to live a truly godly life on earth. In the future Kingdom of Christ, there will be a distinct difference between those people who made the effort to live truly godly lives and those people who got saved but continued living selfishly and in sin. The people who have little or no rewards in the Millennial Kingdom will realize why that is, and will be ashamed of their selfish lives. In this case in Ezekiel 44:13, there will be priests who did enough to get saved, but worshiped both God and idols, and they will bear the consequence of their idolatry.
[For more on shame in the future life, see commentary on 1 John 2:28 and 2 Cor. 5:10, “good or evil.” For more on the future Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Eze 44:14
“house.” This refers to the Temple, which is called “the house” or “the house of God.”
Eze 44:15
“the Levitical priests.” The Masoretic Hebrew text reads, “the priests the Levites,” and this phrase is correct since every priest was also a Levite, but it can be confusing so many versions and commentaries read “Levitical priests,” as does the REV.
[For more on the Levitical priests, see commentary on 2 Chron. 30:27.]
“sons of Zadok.” “Sons” is being used for descendants.
“Zadok.” Zadok was a priest (thus, a descendant of Aaron) who descended through Aaron’s son Eleazar, and was a priest during the time of David. Zadok supported David and then Solomon, and so it is fitting that the faithful priests who will serve the Messiah, the “greater David,” in the future Millennial Temple are here referred to as the “sons of Zadok.”
“to offer to me the fat and the blood.” The sacrifices and offerings will be restored in the Millennial Temple, but the Bible never explains why.
[For more on the sacrifices in the Millennial Temple, such as the burnt offering and sin offering, see commentary on Ezek. 42:13.]
Eze 44:16
“my table.” The altar in the Temple was referred to as God’s “table” because of the offerings given to Him there (see commentary on Mal. 1:7).
Eze 44:22
“And they are not to take a wife who is a widow or is divorced.” This is what the Law of Moses stipulated about priests (Lev. 21:7, 13-14). However, the idea that the priests in the Millennial Kingdom can marry must mean that this regulation is for priests and Levites who were “natural people” who survived the Tribulation and were allowed into Christ’s kingdom on earth at the Sheep and Goat Judgment. The priests and Levites who were allowed into the kingdom at the Sheep and Goat Judgment will apparently minister along with the priests and Levites who will be raised from the dead in the First Resurrection. Jesus made it clear that people who had lived their life on earth, died, and were in the resurrection did not marry (Matt. 22:30). However, before Jesus clarified that point, we can see that scriptures such as Ezekiel 44:22 could have introduced the idea that people did marry in their next life.
[For more information about the natural people being in the Millennial Kingdom, see commentary on Matt. 25:32, which is about the “Sheep and Goat Judgment.” For more on the resurrections, see commentary on Acts 24:15.]
Eze 44:24
“they are to judge it according to my judgments​.” When Christ sets up his kingdom on earth, he will be assisted in governing the earth by people who have been faithful to him (see commentary on Jer. 23:4).
[For more on Christ’s future kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Eze 44:27
“he must offer his sin offering.” The sacrifices and offerings will be restored in the Millennial Temple, but the Bible never explains why (see commentary on Ezek. 42:13).
Eze 44:29
“They will eat the grain offering.” That the priests get to eat of the sacrifices and offerings is also stated in Ezekiel 42:13.
[For more on the sacrifices in the Millennial Temple, such as the burnt offering and sin offering, see commentary on Ezek. 42:13.]
 
Ezekiel Chapter 45
Eze 45:2
“500 cubits.” Given the length of the royal cubit as 20.59 inches (52.3 centimeters; see commentary on Ezek. 48:8), then the Temple complex in the Millennial Jerusalem will be about 285 yards (260 meters) square.
Eze 45:6
“as the property of the city an area 5,000 cubits wide and 25,000 long.” The city of Jerusalem was to be on the south side of the Temple Mount (Ezek. 40:2; 48:15), and it had land associated with it. The land was 25,000 cubits east to west, and 5,000 cubits north to south, whereas the city of Jerusalem was only 4,500 cubits square (Ezek. 48:16). The rest of the land was for the people and farming, and was “for the whole house of Israel,” meaning that it was not a sacred district with limited access, but was for everyone to enjoy.
“alongside of.” The Hebrew is more literally, “side by side with.”
Eze 45:7
“ruler.” The Messiah, Jesus Christ. Jesus is the “ruler” because he is the Son of the King, God, and he rules the world (see commentary on Ezek. 44:3).
“on each side of the holy offering area and of the property of the city.” In this verse, God divides “the holy offering area” from the area given to the city of Jerusalem and the “whole house of Israel” (Ezek. 45:6). The “holy offering area” mentioned here in Ezekiel 45:7 includes the 25,000 by 10,000 cubit area set aside for the Levites and the 25,000 by 10,000 cubit area set aside for the priests. That area is holy and so it is separated from the 25,000-cubit by 5,000-cubit area that will be set aside for the city of Jerusalem, its property, and the “whole house of Israel” (Ezek. 45:6, some of whom may not be ceremonially clean. The three areas together make the 25,000-cubit square offering area that is spoken of in Ezekiel 48:20.
The prince will get the land on “each side” of the 25,000-cubit square area, extending to the borders of Israel: the Mediterranean Sea and the Jordan River (cf. Ezek. 48:8).
Eze 45:9
“This is what the Lord Yahweh says: enough, you rulers of Israel!” Periodically in Ezekiel’s description of the future Temple and land of Israel God breaks in with a message to the people of Ezekiel’s time, as He does here in Ezekiel 45:9 (cf. Ezek. 43:10-11; 44:6-16; 45:9-10).
Eze 45:10
“You must have just balances.” Leviticus 19:35 commanded people to have honest weights and measures. The fact that Ezekiel has to remind the people of that shows that they were acting unrighteously in their business deals; just more of the sin that the people of Judah were involved in during the time of Ezekiel.
[For more on the biblical balance used in buying and selling, see commentary on Prov. 11:1.]
“bath.” A liquid measure roughly equal to nine gallons.
Eze 45:11
“The ephah and the bath will be of one measure.” The ephah was a dry measure and the bath was a wet measure, like we might have a peck and a gallon today.
Eze 45:16
“ruler.” The Messiah, Jesus Christ, is the ruler, the Son of God the king (see commentary on Ezek. 44:3). He is not only the ruler, but the High Priest as well.
Eze 45:17
“new moons.” The new moon, the beginning of the month, was celebrated with special sacrifices and offerings under the Law of Moses (see commentary on Num. 28:11).
“the sin offering, and the grain offering, and the burnt offering, and the peace offerings.” The sacrifices and offerings will be restored in the Millennial Temple, but the Bible never explains why (see commentary on Ezek. 42:13).
Eze 45:22
“ruler.” The Messiah, Jesus Christ, is the ruler, the Son of God the king (see commentary on Ezek. 44:3).
 
Ezekiel Chapter 46
Eze 46:1
“The gate of the inner court.” The east gate from the outside world to the outer courtyard of the Temple compound was always shut (Ezek. 44:1-2). However, the east gate of the inner courtyard was to be shut the six working days of the week but opened on the Sabbath and the new moon (the new moon started the new month in the Hebrew calendar). During the week people could enter the inner court through the north and south gates. Reasons for the east gate being open on the Sabbath and new moon likely include because on those days there would be a large number of worshipers in the Temple, and also to honor God who established the calendar.
“new moon.” The new moon, the beginning of the month, was celebrated with special sacrifices and offerings under the Law of Moses (Num. 28:11-15; 10:10), and it will be again in the Millennial Kingdom of Christ.
Eze 46:2
“ruler.” The Messiah, Jesus Christ, is the ruler, the Son of God the king (see commentary on Ezek. 44:3).
“his burnt offering and his peace offerings.” The sacrifices and offerings will be restored in the Millennial Temple, but the Bible never explains why (see commentary on Ezek. 42:13).
“worship.” Or “bow down.” The same Hebrew verb, shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), is translated as both “bow down” and “worship;” traditionally “worship” if God is involved and “bow down” if people are involved, but the verb and action are the same, the act of bowing down is the worship. The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body to the earth.
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
Eze 46:3
“worship.” Or “bow down.” See commentary on 1 Chronicles 29:20.
Eze 46:4
“ruler.” The Messiah, Jesus Christ, is the ruler, the Son of God the king (see commentary on Ezek. 44:3).
Eze 46:10
“ruler.” The Messiah, Jesus Christ, is the ruler, the Son of God the king (see commentary on Ezek. 44:3).
Eze 46:12
“ruler.” The Messiah, Jesus Christ, is the ruler, the Son of God the king (see commentary on Ezek. 44:3).
Eze 46:16
“ruler.” The Messiah, Jesus Christ, is the ruler, the Son of God the king (see commentary on Ezek. 44:3).
Eze 46:20
“the trespass offering and the sin offering.” The sacrifices and offerings will be restored in the Millennial Temple, but the Bible never explains why (see commentary on Ezek. 42:13).
Eze 46:22
“the same size.” The Hebrew is more literally, “of one measure.”
 
Ezekiel Chapter 47
Eze 47:1
“the house.” The “house” is the Temple, as it has been since Ezekiel 40:5 (see commentary on Ezek. 40:5).
“water was flowing out from under the threshold of the house toward the east.” Ezekiel describes the river that flows from the Temple to the east and down to the Dead Sea. For some reason it does not mention the river that flows from the Temple toward the west and into the Mediterranean Sea; that river is mentioned in Zechariah 14:8. This river is also mentioned in Joel 3:18. Joel says the river flows through the Valley of Acacia Trees. Although we cannot identify that exact valley by that name, from its name as the Valley of Acacias we know it is a valley that leads down to the Arabah, the dry area just west of the Dead Sea.
“the right side.” That is the south side; the biblical world was oriented looking east, so south is to the right. Ezekiel 47:1 uses different words here for “right side” and “south” in the same sentence
“house.” The house, house of God, is the Temple.
“south of the altar.” The healing water flowed out from the south side of the Temple threshold, then flowed eastward south of the altar, then flowed to the wall of the Temple just south of the east gate (Ezekiel 47:2). As it left the Temple it was just a trickle.
Eze 47:2
“right side.” That is, the south side, in this case from the context it is the south side of the gate, the wall just south of the gate, and the flow was still at this point just a trickle. The biblical custom was to face east, so the right side was the south side.
Eze 47:3
“the man went out eastward.” Today the Mount of Olives is directly east of the Temple in Jerusalem and so water could not flow directly east from the Temple Mount. Today, water from the Temple Mount would flow down from the Temple Mount into the Kidron Valley then flow to the south and through the Judean Wilderness, and eventually flow into the Dead Sea. However, when Christ conquers the earth the Mount of Olives will split, with part moving north and part moving south and opening a valley from the Temple to the east so water will be able to flow in a much more direct path from the Temple Mount into the Dead Sea.
Eze 47:4
“water that was to the waist.” So it took about a mile (1.6 km) for the water from the Temple to be waist-deep.
Eze 47:8
“the sea.” The sea in this verse is what we today call the Dead Sea.
Eze 47:10
“En-gedi.” “En-gedi” means “spring of the wild goat” and it is not quite halfway down the west side of the Dead Sea.
“En-eglaim.” “En-eglaim” means “spring of the calf (or heifer)” and its location is not known. There is a site several miles south of Qumran that might be the location.
“fish will be of many different kinds.” There will be a great variety of fish. Here in Ezekiel, “many different kinds” seems to be a better translation than “every kind” (see commentary on Gen. 1:11).
“Great Sea.” The common Old Testament name for the Mediterranean Sea. Although this river is flowing from Jerusalem to the Dead Sea, it will have many varieties of fish like the Mediterranean Sea does. To the Israelites, the Great Sea was the Mediterranean Sea, which was the western border of Israel.
Eze 47:13
“This will be the border.” The subject now switches from the river flowing from Jerusalem to the borders of the Promised Land in the Millennial Kingdom. It would have been helpful if the people who originally added chapters to the Bible made this a new chapter, including from Ezekiel 47:13 through chapter 48, which deals with land areas.
[For more on Christ’s future kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.]
Eze 47:14
“lifted up my hand.” One way a person swore a solemn oath was to raise his hand and swear. See commentary on Genesis 14:22.
“to give it to your fathers.” God promised the land of Israel to the fathers of Israel. God told Abraham that he and his descendants would get the land (Gen. 12:7; 13:15-17; 15:7, 18; 17:8). Then God said the same thing to Isaac (Gen. 26:3), to Jacob: (Gen. 28:13; 35:12; 48:4), and to the tribes of Israel many times: (cf. Exod. 6:4, 8; 12:25; 13:5, 11; Lev. 14:34; 20:24; 23:10; 25:2). The reason that Israel is called “the Promised Land” is because God promised it.
“fall to you.” An idiomatic phrase meaning “be yours.” The idiom came from the tradition of giving land by lot, that is, by casting stones or “lots” in some way. Thus the land would “fall” to the person. We still speak of dice “falling” for or against us.
Eze 47:15
“the Great Sea.” The common Old Testament name of the Mediterranean Sea.
“by the way of Hethlon.” This could also be translated, “by the Hethlon road” (cf. NIV.) The word “way” is “road.”
Eze 47:18
“eastern sea.” This is the Dead Sea.
Eze 47:19
“And the south side toward the south.” This could also be understood as “On the side of the Negev toward the south.” The “Negev” (the word also means “south”) is the geographical designation of the arid region in the south of Israel, including the area of Beer-sheba (cf. CJB).
“the Great Sea.” The common Old Testament name of the Mediterranean Sea.
Eze 47:21
“according to the tribes of Israel.” This quick summary is explained in detail in the next chapter. There will be 12 tribal areas, because the tribe of “Joseph,” one of the 12 sons of Jacob, had two sons, Ephraim and Manasseh, and each of them will get a tribal area equal to the land area the other tribes get, and Levi will not get a land area like the other tribes but will have a holy area north of the Temple (Ezek. 48:13-14).
 
Ezekiel Chapter 48
Eze 48:1
“Beginning from the north end.” That is, the north end of the Promised Land as it will be divided into tribal areas in the Millennial Kingdom.
“Dan, one portion.” The twelve tribes of Israel that were allotted a land area by Joshua (cf. Joshua 13-19) will receive a land area in the Millennial Kingdom. At the time of Joshua, the land was divided by lot. The High Priest would draw lots and the lot would determine how the Promised Land was to be allocated (Num. 26:55-56; 33:54; 34:13; 36:2; Josh. 14:2). However, it was believed that Yahweh determined how the lot fell. In the Millennial Kingdom, the lot will not be used to determine the various tribal areas but Yahweh will simply decree the areas of land the various tribes will get.
It seems fitting that in the Millennial Kingdom, the tribe of Dan will get the northernmost section of land, furthest from Jerusalem and the Temple. When Joshua divided up the Promised Land, Dan got a tribal area quite close to Jerusalem (Josh. 19:40-48). However, the Danites failed to conquer their land (Judg. 1:34-36), which they could have done with more focus, prayer, godly behavior, and possible help from other tribes. Then, instead of doing what it took to acquire the land that God had given them by lot, the majority of the tribe moved north and conquered the city of Laish and settled there, and immediately began worshiping idols (Judg. 18). Since the Danites chose to be the northernmost tribe throughout the Old Testament, it is fitting that God assigned them the northernmost tribal area in the Millennial Kingdom.
Nothing is said about the width from north to south of each tribal area except it seems that they are equal. Also, since the scholars are somewhat divided on the exact northern and southern boundaries of Israel, it is hard to exactly draw a map of the future Israel and put each tribe on that map. It does seem that Israel in the Millennial Kingdom will be somewhat larger than historical Israel, but by exactly how much is hard to determine.
[For more on the future earth and Christ’s kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Eze 48:2
“And on the border of Dan.” That is, on the south border of Dan. So the northern border of the tribe of Asher is the southern border of the tribe of Dan.
Eze 48:3
“Naphtali, one portion.” So the northern border of the tribe of Naphtali is the southern border of the tribe of Asher.
Eze 48:4
“Manasseh, one portion.” So the northern border of the tribe of Manasseh is the southern border of the tribe of Naphtali.
Eze 48:5
“Ephraim, one portion.” So the northern border of the tribe of Ephraim is the southern border of the tribe of Manasseh.
Eze 48:6
“Reuben, one portion.” So the northern border of the tribe of Reuben is the southern border of the tribe of Ephraim.
Eze 48:7
“Judah, one portion.” So the northern border of the tribe of Judah is the southern border of the tribe of Reuben.
Eze 48:8
“the offering.” Here in Ezekiel 48:8, the “offering” is an area of land in the middle of the tribes of Israel that stretches from the Mediterranean Sea on the west to the Jordan River on the east, and is 25,000 cubits, just over 8 miles, from north to south (25,000 cubits is just over 8 miles; some scholars would say 8.12 miles or 13.06 km). We know that it stretches from the Mediterranean Sea to the Jordan River because it is “as long as one of the other portions” and the other portions are for the other tribes of Israel, especially Judah and Benjamin that border this offering area, and the Jordan River has always been the natural boundary of the central portion of Israel.
Ezekiel 48:8-21 can be somewhat confusing because the word “offering” refers to different areas of land, all of which are offerings to Yahweh. Here in Ezekiel 48:8, the “offering” is the whole strip of land that is about 8 miles from north to south between the tribal area of Judah to the north and the tribal area of Benjamin to the south.
Inside the “offering” of the strip of land from the Mediterranean Sea to the Jordan River is another “offering” that is a square of land that is 25,000 cubits by 25,000 cubits (8.12 miles; 13.06 km); thus a square of just over 8 miles (Ezek. 48:20). The 25,000-cubit square “offering” area is divided into three separate “offerings” that are each rectangular in shape.
The northernmost rectangular area is for the Levites, and it is 25,000 cubits east to west and 10,000 cubits (3.25 miles; 5.23 km) north to south (Ezek. 48:13).
South of the area of the Levites is another area that is 25,000 cubits (8.12 miles; 13.06 km) by 10,000 cubits (3.25 miles; 5.23 km), and it is for the priests (Ezek. 48:9-12). Ezekiel describes it as the offering for the priests who had remained faithful when Israel and the Levites went astray (Ezek. 48:11). It is called an “offering” (Ezek. 48:9, 12), a “holy offering” (Ezek. 48:10), and a “most holy place” (Ezek. 48:12). We can tell that the section for the priests is the center section of the three areas because it has the Temple in it (Ezek. 48:10), and the Temple is in the middle of the whole 25,000-cubit square offering area (Ezek. 48:8). Having the Levites occupy the north section, the priests occupy the center section, and Jerusalem occupy the south section, is the only way to get the Temple to be in the center of the 25,000-cubit square area.
South of the area for the priests is the “offering” which is the area for the city of Jerusalem. That area is also 25,000 cubits from east to west, but is only half the size from north to south; 5,000 cubits instead of 10,000 cubits (Ezek. 48:15). The dimensions and partial description of the Millennial city of Jerusalem are given in Ezekiel 48:16-20; 30-35). Jerusalem is on the south side of Mount Zion as described here and stated in Ezekiel 40:2. So as seen from an airplane’s viewpoint, Mount Zion is a high mountain with the Temple on the top which has an area for the priests associated with it. North of the area for the priests, on the north slope of the mountain, is an area for the Levites, and south of the area for the priests, on the south slope of Mount Zion, is the city of Jerusalem, which is just under 1.5 miles (2.4 km) square. The description of Jerusalem can be somewhat difficult in Ezekiel 48 because it is only called “the city,” and never by its name, Jerusalem.
[For more information on the measurements, see commentary on Ezek. 48:8, “25,000 cubits.” For more information on Christ’s Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
“25,000 cubits.” The standard of measurement in chapter 48 is never given, but because of the size of Israel and the areas given, and because in Ezekiel 40:5 the measuring reed used was in royal cubits, it is logical to conclude that the “royal cubit” (which is a regular cubit and a hand width: Ezek. 40:5) of about 20.59 inches (52.3 centimeters) is the standard of measurement used in Ezekiel 48. The actual lengths of the cubit and royal cubit are debated by scholars, but they generally estimate the length of the royal cubit to be between 20.3 inches (51.56 centimeters) and 20.7 inches (52.57 centimeters), although some go up to 21 inches (53.34 centimeters). Nevertheless, recent study done in Israel has led researchers to conclude that the ancient royal cubit was 52.3 centimeters, or 20.59 inches.
If that is the case, then 25,000 royal cubits is just over 8 miles (8.12 miles; 13.06 km), and the sacred area in the Millennial Kingdom will be a square of just over 8 miles. The 10,000 royal cubits (cf. Ezek. 48:9) is roughly 3.25 miles (5.23 km). The 5,000 royal cubits (Ezek. 48:14) is about 1.62 miles (2.6 km).
“in width.” In this context, “width” is the north-south measurement. Since the biblical worldview was oriented to the east, “width” was usually, but not always, a north-south measurement.
“and the sanctuary will be in its middle.” The “sanctuary” is the Millennial Temple. South of the territory of Judah, and north of the territory allotted to Benjamin, will be an area that is set apart. It will be about 8 1/3 miles wide from north to south, and as wide from east to west as the areas allotted to the other tribes (generally from the Jordan River to the Mediterranean Sea). In the center of this special area will be an area 8 1/3 miles square, which will be divided into three parts: a part for the Levites, a part for the priests, and a part for the city of Jerusalem. In the very middle of this special area (in the area designated for the priests), will be the Millennial Temple.
Eze 48:9
“The offering.” See commentary on Ezekiel 48:8.
“25,000 cubits…10,000.” 25,000 royal cubits is just over 8 miles (8.12 miles; 13.06 km), while 10,000 royal cubits is roughly 3.25 miles (5.23 km). For the measurement of the royal cubit, see commentary on Ezekiel 48:8.
“in length.” “Length” is the east-west measurement. Since the biblical worldview was oriented to the east, “length” was usually an east-west measurement.
“in width.” In this context, “width” is the north-south measurement.
Eze 48:10
“for these, even for the priests.” In the Millennial Kingdom the priests will get a section of land that is 25,000 royal cubits (8.12 miles; 13.06 km) from east to west and 10,000 royal cubits (roughly 3.25 miles; 5.23 km) from north to south. This is very different from how things were in the Old Testament when the priests, who are all also Levites, did not get any land of their own but were assigned cities (Josh. 21:1-42). Every priest was a Levite, a descendent of Jacob’s third son, Levi (Gen. 29:34), but not every Levite was a priest, because the priests were descended from Aaron, who was a great-grandson of Levi (Levi, Kohath, Amram, Aaron; 1 Chron. 6:1-3).
“The side toward the north will be 25,000 in length.” The rectangle for the priests was to have its north and south border be 25,000 cubits long, and its east and west border 10,000 cubits long, and 25,000 royal cubits is just over 8 miles (8.12 miles; 13.06 km), while 10,000 royal cubits is roughly 3.25 miles (5.23 km). For the measurement of the royal cubit, see commentary on Ezekiel 48:8.
In this context, “length” is the east-west measurement, and “width” is the north-south measurement. This is contrary to our normal Western thinking, but that is the case here.
“and the sanctuary of Yahweh will be in its middle.” The Temple of Yahweh was to be in the middle of the area for the priests, and was thus in the middle of the whole 25,000 cubit square. The square was an offering to Yahweh, but the priest’s section, which contained the Temple, was the holiest part of the offering, and was “a most holy place” (Ezek. 48:12).
Eze 48:11
“who kept my instruction.” The section for the priests is for priests who were faithful to God during their lives and did not abandon the Law and go astray after idols and participate in other such sins. There has always been a difference between salvation and rewards. Salvation is, and always has been, by grace through trust in God. In contrast, rewards are earned for serving God and will be given out during the Millennial Kingdom of Christ. In this case, part of the rewards for faithful priests is that they get to live in the priestly area that contains the Temple. God does not tell us where priests who got saved but were unfaithful get to live in the Millennial Kingdom.
[For more on rewards in the Kingdom, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10, “good or evil.” For more on the Millennial Kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Eze 48:12
“a most holy place.” The priest’s section, which was 25,000 cubits from east to west and 10,000 cubits from north to south, and contained the Temple, was the holiest part of the 25,000-cubit square offering area, and was “a most holy place.” Of the whole 25,000-cubit square land area for the city of Jerusalem, the priests, and the Levites, the 25,000-cubit by 10,000-cubit section for the priests is the only section of the three sections that is referred to as a “most holy place.” That makes perfect sense considering that the priests were the most holy of the people and because the Temple was located in the priest’s section of land.
[For more on the measurements, see commentary on Ezek. 48:8.]
Eze 48:13
“And alongside the territory for the priests.” When we put the three sections of the holy offering area together, we can see that the priests have the central section that contains the Temple, and the section with the city of Jerusalem is the south section, so the section for the Levites is next to the section of the priests and on the north side of it (see commentary on Ezek. 48:8).
“length...width.” In this context, the length is the east-west measurement and the width is the north-south measurement.
“25,000…10,000.” 25,000 royal cubits is just over 8 miles (8.12 miles; 13.06 km), while 10,000 royal cubits is roughly 3.25 miles (5.23 km).
[For the measurement of the royal cubit, see commentary on Ezek. 48:8.]
Eze 48:14
“choice portion.” The section of land given to the Levites is just north of the section for the priests, and very close to the Temple, so it is indeed a “choice portion.”
Eze 48:15
“will be for common use for the city.” Here in Ezekiel 48, “the city” is Jerusalem. We know that because Jerusalem is the subject of much of the restoration of Israel and it is also the only city referred to as the “holy city” in the Bible, and the city in Ezekiel 48 is the only city in the 25,000 cubit square special gift area that Ezekiel is describing. “The city” can be no other besides Jerusalem.
“5,000 cubits in width and 25,000 in length.” The land area for the Millennial city of Jerusalem will be south of the area for the priests. In this context, the length is the east-west measurement and the width is the north-south measurement. This area will be 25,000 royal cubits from east to west (just over 8 miles; 8.12 miles; 13.06 km), and 5,000 royal cubits from north to south (about 1.62 miles or 2.6 km) (Ezek. 48:14). The city of Jerusalem inside this area will be smaller, only 4,500 royal cubits on a side and 18,000 cubits in circumference (This is just under 1.5 miles (1.44 miles) or 2.4 km. Cf. Ezek. 48:30-35).
[For more on the measurements, see commentary on Ezek. 48:8.]
Eze 48:16
“its measurements.” The measurements of the city of Jerusalem, as per Ezek. 48:15.
“4,500 cubits.” This is about 1.46 miles (2.34 km). So the city of Jerusalem in the Millennial Kingdom will be a square that is about 1.5 miles square.
[For more on the measurements, see commentary on Ezek. 48:8.]
Eze 48:17
“pastureland.” The Hebrew can also refer to “open land,” or “open space.” However, although that seems like very little space for pasture, animals could be kept there for a short time if they were going to be offered in the Temple.
“250 cubits.” 250 royal cubits is about 143 yards (130.7 meters).
[For more on the measurements, see commentary on Ezek. 48:8.]
Eze 48:20
“The entire offering.” That is, the entire offering area that is for the Levites, the priests (and the Temple), and the city of Jerusalem. The square area is roughly 8.12 miles (13.06 km) on each side. For more detail, see commentary on Ezekiel 48:8.
“the property of the city.” That is, the city of Jerusalem.
Eze 48:21
“ruler.” The Messiah, Jesus Christ, is the ruler, the Son of God the king (see commentary on Ezek. 44:3). He will have a land area set aside for himself in the Millennial Kingdom. Joshua, a type of Christ, foreshadowed this when he received a city in the Promised Land as his personal inheritance in return for his faithfulness to God (Josh. 19:49-50).
“to the east border of the land.” The east border of the land of Israel in the Millennial Kingdom will be the Jordan River.
“to the west border.” The west border is the Mediterranean Sea.
“the sanctuary of the house.” In this context, the “sanctuary” seems to refer to the Temple building proper and “the house” refers to the “house of God,” the entire Temple complex, including the courtyards and what is in them. The Millennial Temple will be in the middle of the 25,000 cubit holy area, which is toward the north side of the area given to the priests.
“will be in its middle.” That is, in the middle of the 25,000-cubit square holy area, not in the middle of the whole east-west strip of land. Jerusalem and the Temple are not “in the middle” of the land belonging to the prince, the Messiah. They are to the east of the middle of that whole section, and although the topography of the earth will be different in the Millennial Kingdom than it is now, there is no indication that the Temple Mount will shift to the west from its current position.
Eze 48:22
“ruler.” The Messiah, Jesus Christ, is the ruler, the Son of God the king (see commentary on Ezek. 44:3).
“the land between the border of Judah and the border of Benjamin.” So, there is the special land area that is to be for the “ruler,” Jesus Christ and for the 25,000 cubit square holy area that is for the Levites, priests, and the city of Jerusalem. That entire special area is between the land that is given to the tribe of Judah, which is to the north, and the tribal area of the tribe of Benjamin which is to the south. So going through Israel from north to south one would have to travel through the tribal area of Judah, then through the special area, then through the tribal area of Benjamin.
Eze 48:23
“Benjamin, one portion.” Nothing is said about the width of each tribal area except it seems that they are equal. Also, since the scholars are somewhat divided on the exact north and south boundaries of the Land, it is difficult to determine each area’s precise dimensions. The result of that is that we are not sure how wide from north to south each tribal area is. (See commentary on Ezek. 48:1).
Eze 48:24
“Simeon, one portion.” So the northern border of the tribe of Simeon is the southern border of the tribe of Benjamin.
Eze 48:25
“Issachar, one portion.” So the northern border of the tribe of Issachar is the southern border of the tribe of Simeon.
Eze 48:26
“Zebulun, one portion.” So the northern border of the tribe of Zebulun is the southern border of the tribe of Issachar.
Eze 48:27
“Gad, one portion.” So the northern border of the tribe of Gad is the southern border of the tribe of Zebulun.
Eze 48:30
“the city.” This is the city of Jerusalem as it will be in the Millennial Kingdom. It will be on the south side of Mount Zion, which has the Millennial Temple at the top (Ezek. 40:2).
“4,500 cubits by measure.” This is just under 1.5 miles (1.46 miles) or 2.35 km. The city will be a square with about 1.5 miles on each side. This is larger than the walled city of Jerusalem has ever been, giving more evidence that this is the Millennial Jerusalem, not some Jerusalem that has existed at some time in the past. Jeremiah 31:38-40 also gives the dimensions of the city and refers to it being part of the New Covenant, but Jeremiah uses landmarks instead of measuring by cubits. Unfortunately, those landmarks cannot now be identified, but enough is known about them that the basic idea of the layout of the city can be known.[footnoteRef:889] [889:  Keil and Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament: Ezekiel and Daniel, 380.] 

Eze 48:31
“Reuben...Judah...Levi.”It makes sense that the three gates leading north from the city of Jerusalem would be for Reuben, Judah, and Levi. The north gates would lead directly uphill to the Temple, which was on top of Mount Zion.
The city of Jerusalem will be on the south slope of Mount Zion (Ezek. 40:2) so the palace of the Messiah will be on the “right hand” of God, who dwells in the Temple just north of the city of Jerusalem (Ps. 110:1). The Messiah, Jesus Christ, comes from the tribe of Judah, so that Judah Gate would give him direct access to the Temple (of course he could use other gates as well to leave Jerusalem, but the one named after his tribe would be to the north). Similarly, the Levites would have quick access to the Temple where they served through the Levi Gate. Lastly, it would honor Reuben, who was the first son of the twelve sons of Jacob, to have a gate on the north side of Jerusalem.
Eze 48:35
“Yahweh is There.” Yahweh will be present in the Millennial Jerusalem because He will reign through His Son, Jesus Christ, and His nature, righteousness, will reign in the land. Also, just uphill to the north of the city will be Yahweh’s Temple.


Daniel Commentary
Daniel Chapter 1
Dan 1:1
“In the third year of the reign of Jehoiakim king of Judah.” At first blush, Daniel 1:1 seems to contradict Jeremiah 25:1-9. Here in Daniel 1, in the third year of Jehoiakim of Judah, Nebuchadnezzar had already attacked Judah and taken captives, and Daniel was one of them (Dan. 1:2-6). In contrast, Jeremiah says it was Jehoiakim’s fourth year and Nebuchadnezzar had not even attacked yet.
Actually, both Jeremiah and Daniel are accurate. What the reader must know is that when dates are given in the Bible, they are usually, but not always, given from the point of view of the one who is writing. Jeremiah, living in Judah, was dated using the Judean Nisan year (the Judean year started in Nisan in Judah, just as our modern year starts in January). In contrast, Daniel, a captive in Babylon, was using Tishri dating, starting in the month Tishri, which was 6 months different (in this case, later) than Nisan. So when Nebuchadnezzar started his first year, it was the third year according to Daniel’s Tishri year dating, but it was already the fourth year of Jehoiakim according to Jeremiah’s Judean dating system.[footnoteRef:890] [890:  Cf. Edwin Thiele, The Mysterious Numbers of the Hebrew Kings, 183.] 

Dan 1:2
“Jehoiakim king of Judah into his hand.” The conquest of Judah by Babylon was in 605 BC, and that is the year that Daniel would have been taken captive to Babylon.
“articles of the house of God.” The “house of God” is the Temple in Jerusalem. The Temple had lots of different kinds of gold and silver vessels. Some were used to keep and or transport water, oil, wine, and blood. Some vessels were used in butchering the animals and offering them as sacrifices. Also, the priests got to partake of some of the offerings, so some were used by the priests when they ate and drank. It was some of these holy vessels that Belshazzar had brought to his banquet hall to drink from when God wrote on the palace wall and pronounced his doom and the doom of his kingdom.
“into the land of Shinar.” “Shinar” is the ancient biblical name for lower Mesopotamia, where the city of Babylon was located. By the time of this prophecy, the country of Babylon was huge and included all the territory that Nebuchadnezzar had conquered. By saying “the land of Shinar” instead of “the land of Babylon” the Author gives us a much more accurate understanding of where Daniel was taken. It is also possible that using the word “Shinar” links the Neo-Babylonian empire with the ancient empire of Nimrod, whose capital was in the land of Shinar (Gen. 10:8-12).
Dan 1:3
“Ashpenaz the commander of his eunuchs.” At this time in history, the word “eunuch” was used of both literal eunuchs and high officials. That seems to be due to the fact that many high officials were eunuchs, so the word “eunuch” was used generally of both literal eunuchs and high officials. Given that, there is no way to tell whether Ashpenaz was a eunuch himself, although he was in charge of some and may have well been a literal eunuch. Also, although some people believe Daniel and his friends were made literal eunuchs, that is likely not the case.
“the people of Israel.” The Hebrew phrase, “ben yisrael” (מִבְּנֵ֧י יִשְׂרָאֵ֛ל) is literally “sons of Israel,” but it is usually translated “children of Israel.” It refers to the people of Israel, who were the “children” (descendants) of Jacob, who was given the name “Israel.” Translating ben yisrael as “children of Israel” in this context would be misleading because most people would think that all the people that Nebuchadnezzar brought from Babylon were young people, which is not what the text is saying. “Children of Israel” means “people of Israel” or “Israelites.” Historically what happened was that Nebuchadnezzar conquered Judah and brought Israelites from there to Babylon. Although he brought many people, Daniel 1 focuses on Nebuchadnezzar’s special request to have intelligent young people brought that might become valuable to him, and among those young Israelites were Daniel (Belteshazzar), Hananiah (Shadrach), Mishael (Meshach), and Azariah (Abednego).
Dan 1:7
“Belteshazzar.” The commander of the eunuchs for Nebuchadnezzar changed the names of the young men from Judah to Babylonian names. Changing a person’s name was a cultural way to show authority over someone else. In this case, changing the names not only showed authority, but since the young men were in training to have positions in Nebuchadnezzar’s kingdom, the Babylonian name would help them fit better into that society (for more on changing someone’s name, see REV commentary on John 1:42).
Arriving at the meaning of a biblical name is not exact, because the names are often composed of word roots or combinations of word roots, but how those were understood in the real life of the person usually cannot be determined with certainty. The NET text note on Daniel 1:7 says: “The probable etymologies are as follows: Belteshazzar means “protect his life,” although the MT [Masoretic Hebrew text] vocalization may suggest “Belti, protect the king” (cf. Dan 4:8); Shadrach perhaps means “command of Aku”; Meshach is of uncertain meaning; and Abednego means “servant of Nego.” Assigning Babylonian names to the Hebrew youths may have been an attempt to erase from their memory their Israelite heritage.
Dan 1:17
“God gave them knowledge and skill.” The Bible does not specifically say that God put his spirit upon Daniel and the others like it often does in other places (cf. Num. 11:25; Judg. 3:10; 6:34; 11:29; 1 Sam. 10:10; 16:13; 2 Chron. 15:1), but the fact that the text says “God gave them knowledge” shows that He had put His holy spirit upon them.
[For more information on revelation, what it is, and how God gives it, see commentary on Gal. 1:12.]
Dan 1:21
“even to the first year of King Cyrus.” This verse is not saying that Daniel’s life and ministry stopped during Cyrus’ first year; that would contradict Daniel 10:1. It is saying that Daniel still continued up to that point, when the Babylonian Empire came to an end, which was an amazing feat in those days. Daniel was taken into captivity by the Babylonians when he was in his mid-teenage years, and yet was not only still alive, but was still performing his ministry when Cyrus the Great of Persia (c. 600-530 BC) began to reign over Babylon (the conquest was October, 539 BC). Daniel would likely have been around 85 years old when Cyrus conquered Babylon.
 
Daniel Chapter 2
Dan 2:1
“In the second year of the reign of Nebuchadnezzar.” God gave Nebuchadnezzar his dream which resulted in the elevation of Daniel (Belteshazzar), Hananiah (Shadrach), Mishael (Meshach), and Azariah (Abednego) to top positions in Babylon. In those positions they were able to considerably influence the religious and political climate of Babylon. Nebuchadnezzar himself reigned 44 years, and with this incident began to honor Yahweh, the God of Israel. He honored other gods as well, but he clearly recognized Yahweh as a most important, perhaps even the most important, God.
Dan 2:3
“my spirit is troubled.” This is one of the places where “spirit” refers to thoughts, attitudes, and emotions. Nebuchadnezzar’s thoughts and emotions were troubled by the dream he had the night before.
Dan 2:5
“This is what I have decided.” This portion of Daniel is in Aramaic, and the idea of the texts is that a command had “gone,” or “gone out” from the king. With rare exception, all modern versions, including the New King James Version, say something like what is in the REV, that King Nebuchadnezzar had made a firm decision about how he was going to handle the situation. In order to be sure that the wise men of Babylon were accurate in their interpretation, Nebuchadnezzar had decided that they were to tell him what the dream was as well as the interpretation. The older versions of the Bible such as the Geneva (1599) or the King James Version (1611), are worded as if Nebuchadnezzar had forgotten the dream, but that is not what happened.
“you will be cut in pieces.” The text is more literally, “you will be made limbs” or “you will be made pieces.” This was not an idle threat, Nebuchadnezzar was fully capable of inflicting such a punishment. John Collins writes, “The dismemberment of enemies is attested in ancient Mesopotamia, but see also the late cases of the death of Antiochus III as reported in 2 Macc 1:16 and the dismemberment of an informer in the time of Herod (Ant 15.8.4; 289).[footnoteRef:891] Because the text can be understood in different ways and the punishment delivered different ways, and the word “limb” in the text, some English versions read that you will be “torn limb from limb,” but the word “piece” or “limb” only occurs once in the text. [891:  John Collins, Daniel, Hermeneia.] 

“dunghill.” It is hard to know exactly what Nebuchadnezzar had in mind here, and his punishment might even have varied according to the severity of the crime. The word can refer to a ruins after the house has been demolished, a garbage dump, or a public latrine. Given his emotional state at the time, that he would suggest that the houses of people who spoke against God would be made into public latrines is quite likely.
Dan 2:9
“until time has changed things.” There are a number of things that could change with time. Nebuchadnezzar may lose interest in the dream and focus on other things in his life or kingdom, or he may have another dream that modifies this one, or something might happen that would make the wise men very valuable and he might relent on his threat.
Dan 2:11
“except the gods.” We can see why Nebuchadnezzar would become so furious at this answer. The wise men usually claimed to know the will of the gods, most often by divination, but also by visions and dreams. So to claim to be able to tell the will of the gods but also claim to not know what the gods could reveal about this dream made them look like frauds. As the story develops, we see that Daniel did know Nebuchadnezzar’s dream, and he got that knowledge from Yahweh, the god (actually, “God”) of Israel.
Dan 2:12
“violently angry.” As John Collins points out, this is the figure of speech hendiadys in the Aramaic text, “enraged and angry,” which basically means “violently angry.”[footnoteRef:892] [892:  John Collins, Daniel, Hermeneia, 149.] 

[See Word Study: “Hendiadys.”]
Dan 2:15
“urgent.” The Aramaic word can also mean “harsh,” but in the context, the fact that Nebuchadnezzar thought the wise men had conspired to make up lies about his dream would explain the harshness, but why the need to act so hastily? What had gotten the king so stirred up? Daniel did not ask the death sentence be reduced if it was warranted, but rather that the speed of executing the decree be modified and that he be given some time to seek God.
Dan 2:25
“I have found.” Arioch was experienced enough not to miss this chance to make himself seem more important to Nebuchadnezzar. In a culture where the favor of the king could make or break a person’s future, what Arioch said could pay huge dividends down the road. Of course, if Daniel was wrong, it could mean Arioch’s head, so he must have really trusted Daniel.
Dan 2:28
“there is a God in heaven who reveals secrets.” This statement by Daniel could well be the key to understanding why Nebuchadnezzar was so zealous about having people bow down before his statue. He knew that he had had a dream from God and what he built represented God’s revelation to humankind. There is no indication in the text that Nebuchadnezzar made a statue of himself or for his own glory, especially when the revelation from God was that his kingdom would come to an end and be replaced by other kingdoms that would come after him. Contrast this revelation of his empire coming to an end with the revelation that Nathan gave to David that his dynasty would last forever (2 Sam. 7:13, 16, 25-29).
Dan 2:31
“statue.” Although many English versions read “image,” that gives the wrong impression to the reader. The Aramaic word is tselem (#06755 צֶלֶם), and what Nebuchadnezzar saw was not an “image” in the modern sense of an image in a mirror or in one’s mind, but an “image” of something in the sense that an idol is an “image” of a god, a physical representation of a god. What Nebuchadnezzar saw in his dream was a statue, in this case, a statue—a physical representation—that represented the timeline of future kingdoms.
Dan 2:34
“it struck the statue on its feet.” It has been historically believed that the legs of iron and feet of iron and clay in Daniel’s vision refer to the Roman Empire. There are a number of reasons why people believe this; for example, Rome was divided into two parts, Western and Eastern Rome, which at first glance seems to match the two legs of the image. Furthermore, Westerners tend to focus on Rome. However, the Bible never says the fourth kingdom is Rome, and there are a number of reasons why the Roman Empire is not the best choice. There is evidence that the Islamic “kingdom” (“empire”), the Caliphate, is much more likely than Rome (by the way, the Islamic Empire is also divided into two major parts).
One of the reasons Rome cannot be the fourth kingdom is that the vision was given to Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon, and Rome never controlled Babylon. In the vision, Daniel was explaining to Nebuchadnezzar the “kingdoms” that would arise after him (we often refer to these “kingdoms” as “empires”). Thus, the vision focuses on kingdoms that were in the area of Babylon. Many ancient empires arose around the world that were arguably as great as Babylon, but they were not part of Nebuchadnezzar’s vision because they were not in the area of Babylon. Thus it seems that Rome, to the west of Babylon, was one of those empires not included in the vision. The empires of Babylon, Medo-Persia, and Greece all controlled Babylon and were the first three empires of the vision—the head of gold, chest of silver, and belly and thighs of bronze.
Another reason that Rome is not a good candidate for the fourth empire in Nebuchadnezzar’s vision is that this fourth empire, or “fourth beast,” is specifically said on three different occasions to be “different from all the others” (Dan. 7:7, 19, 23). It will devour, crush, and trample all the other kingdoms. But Rome was not different from the kingdoms that came before it, and it did not devour, crush, and trample the kingdoms it conquered. On the contrary, Rome assimilated the kingdoms it conquered and adopted much from them, including art, music, athletics, religion, language, and more. In fact, the most widely spoken language of the Roman empire was Greek, not Latin. But the Islamic empire is different from the kingdoms that came before it. Islam is so strict that no other worship is tolerated, Arabic is the dominant language, and almost everything in the culture from dress, to art, and even to personal sexual behavior, is strictly limited to what Islamic law allows. The countries that have been conquered by Islam have quickly succumbed to its strict regulations.
Another reason that the Roman Empire is not a good candidate for the fourth kingdom is that the fourth empire will exist when Christ fights the Battle of Armageddon and conquers the earth (Dan. 2:44). But the Roman Empire does not exist now, and it seems quite impossible that it would arise in these Last Days. The great empire that arose in the area of Babylon after Greece, and that will almost certainly exist at the time of Christ’s return, is the Islamic Empire.
Some defenders of the Rome theory say that the fourth empire will be the Roman Catholic Church, but that does not fit with the details given in the Bible. The fourth empire in Daniel is an actual empire that conquers others and crushes and smashes them. But the Roman Catholic Church is not that kind of empire. Many different religions and cultures exist even where Roman Catholicism is the dominant religion. Furthermore, the teachings of the Roman Catholic Church are moving in the opposite direction of Daniel’s prophecy. Instead of being vehemently against other religions and crushing them, the Catholic Church is becoming more welcoming of other religions and beliefs, even to the point of Pope Francis saying he would baptize aliens if they came to Earth (May 2014).
Another thing about Nebuchadnezzar’s vision is that during the time of the fourth empire, “a stone was cut out, but not by human hands” and it smashes the fourth empire (Dan. 2:34). The “stone” is the Messiah, Jesus Christ, and he will destroy the fourth empire, which at that time will be ruled by the Antichrist. Yet Daniel goes on to say that when that fourth empire is destroyed, all the empires before it will be destroyed also (Dan. 2:35). This has caused some commentators to suggest that all of the four empires exist together, but it is clear that they do not, they succeed one another (Dan. 2:39; 7:4-7). How then are they all destroyed when the Messiah conquers the earth and smashes the fourth kingdom? The answer is that although the Islamic Empire covers the land area of the Babylonian Empire before it, here on the earth there are still vestiges of all the ungodly earthly kingdoms that have existed until now. Some remnants of those kingdoms are small, but they are still there. Furthermore, and more to the point, the spiritual influences that have existed from one ungodly kingdom to another still exist. The Devil and his demons, who promote things such things as idolatry, strife, sexual perversion, and general ungodliness, continue to exist and persist in kingdom after kingdom. But when Christ conquers the earth and sets up his kingdom, it will fill the earth (cf. Ps. 2:8; 66:4; 72:8-11; Dan. 2:35, 44; 7:14; Zech. 9:10), and the evil influences of the Devil and his demons will be done away with (Heb. 2:14; 1 John 3:8). The ungodliness that has characterized all earthly kingdoms will all be swept away when Christ conquers the earth.
In closing, we should address an issue that has been pointed out by those commentators who wish to defend that the legs of iron are Rome. Those commentators generally assert that the point of Nebuchadnezzar’s vision was the control of Jerusalem, not the control of the area of Babylon. We would first point out that the Bible never says that; it is only an assumption made because in general Israel and Jerusalem are major topics of prophecy. Besides, it does not appear that Israel was of great concern in Nebuchadnezzar’s mind when he had the vision, especially not at that early time in his life. However, if Jerusalem is in mind in the vision, the Islamic Empire still makes more sense as a fulfillment of Nebuchadnezzar’s vision than the Roman Empire does, and for a couple of different reasons.
For one thing, the legs of Nebuchadnezzar’s statue do not match the history of Rome. The Western Roman Empire started long before the Eastern Roman Empire and ceased to exist long before the Eastern Empire ceased to exist. The Western Roman Empire started in 27 BC (although the conquest of Israel by the Roman Republic was in 63 BC). Western Rome declined for years, but formally ended in AD 476. The Eastern Roman Empire, usually referred to as the Byzantine Empire, started in AD 330 when the Roman emperor Constantine moved the capital of the Roman Empire from the city of Rome to Constantinople. The Byzantines lost control of Israel in 638 when the Muslims took control of it. Thus, it is hard to see how Western Rome and Eastern Rome can be portrayed as two legs of Nebuchadnezzar’s image when historically they only co-existed for less than 150 years. The image would be standing first on one leg, then on the other leg. In contrast, the division of the Islamic Empire into two major sects started in the first generation after the death of Mohammad, and continued throughout the Caliphate and still exists today. If the fourth beast is the Islamic Empire, then the two legs are equal and appropriate.
Also, the Islamic Empire would be a better fit for Nebuchadnezzar’s vision because it has controlled Jerusalem longer than Rome did. The Romans conquered Israel in 63 BC when Rome was still a Republic. Then starting in 27 BC the Western Roman Empire, based out of Rome, and then later the Eastern Roman Empire, based out of Constantinople, controlled Israel until AD 638, when the Muslims took control of it (there had been a minor disruption of Roman control, from AD 614 to 629, when the Persians controlled Jerusalem). However, the Muslim control over Jerusalem, starting in AD 638, was considerably longer than Rome’s control.
Although Jerusalem was ruled by Muslims from Damascus, Baghdad, Cairo, and Turkey at different times, Israel was under Muslim control from AD 638 until the Christians conquered Jerusalem in AD 1099, in the First Crusade. However, the Christians who organized and led the Crusades were not from Eastern Rome, they were from places like Belgium, France, and England, in what had once been Western Rome but was no longer Western Rome, so they were not technically “Romans,” even though some people from Eastern Rome joined that crusade. The Christians and Muslims exchanged rule over various cities in Israel for almost 200 years through the nine distinct Crusades, and when the Crusaders were in control of Jerusalem, it was called “the Kingdom of Jerusalem” or sometimes “the Crusader Kingdom of Jerusalem.”
The time the Christians were in control of Jerusalem and the time the Muslims were in control of it was pretty evenly split during the time of the Crusaders, with the Christians dominating the first half of the time, and the Muslims dominating the second half. Then, in AD 1291, the Muslim ruler Saladin gained and kept control of Israel. In 1798 Napoleon entered Palestine, and although he captured a few cities, he never ousted the Muslims from Jerusalem or most of Israel, and he withdrew to Egypt the following year. The Muslims kept control of Israel until 1917 when the British took control after World War 1.
Thus, although Western and Eastern Rome controlled Israel for some 700 years, the Muslims controlled Israel for almost 1,200 years. So, if Nebuchadnezzar’s vision is about Jerusalem, the Islamic empire is still a better choice than Rome, especially given that the fourth empire will be around and in control of Jerusalem when Christ conquers the earth. Islam is indeed well-positioned to take control of much of the world. David Garrison writes: “The House of Islam, Dar al-Islam in Arabic, is the name Muslims give to an invisible religious empire that stretches from West Africa to the Indonesian archipelago, encompassing 49 nations and 1.6 billion people. Dwarfing the size of any previous earthly kingdom, Islam directs the spiritual affairs of nearly a quarter of the world’s population.”[footnoteRef:893] If the Antichrist gains control of that empire, he will be powerful indeed. [893:  David Garrison, A Wind in the House of Islam, 5.] 

Dan 2:35
“filled the whole earth.” The coming Kingdom of Christ on earth will be worldwide. In the future, Christ will come back to earth, fight the battle of Armageddon, and conquer the earth. Then he will set up his kingdom and rule over the whole earth, just as Psalm 2:8 says. It is because Christ’s Kingdom will be on earth and fill the earth that in the Sermon on the Mount Christ said, “Blessed are the humble, for they will inherit the earth” (Matt. 5:5) and that Revelation says God’s people will “reign on the earth” (Rev. 5:10). There are a number of verses that say Christ’s kingdom will fill the earth (cf. Ps. 2:8; 72:8-11; Dan. 2:35; 7:14; Mic. 5:4; Zech. 9:9-10).
[For more on the coming Kingdom of Christ on earth, the Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Dan 2:38
“birds of the heavens.” The phrase means “the birds of the air.” This is an example of a place where “the heavens” refers to the air above the earth.
“into your hand.” This is an idiom for “under your authority.”
Dan 2:43
“they will mix themselves with the seed of men.” The most common understanding of this is that it is idiomatic for intermarriages among the different groups, but even so, the groups will not combine but will remain separate. The kingdom that will be iron mixed with clay is not the Roman Empire of the past for a number of reasons, not the least of which is that it was not shattered by Christ. The kingdom in Daniel 2:43 that is iron and clay is the future kingdom of the Antichrist, and that kingdom will be powerful but internally divided, as we can see by reading Revelation and noting the number of “kings” who have power in it and the fact that they war against each other. It seems from the prophecy in Daniel that these future kingdoms (nations) that make up the kingdom of the Antichrist will try at different times to unite with each other but try unsuccessfully.
Dan 2:46
“prostrated himself before.” The act of prostration was an act of worship, and the word is sometimes translated “worship,” especially when it is used in relation to God or a god (see Word Study: “Worship”; here in Daniel the Aramaic word for prostration is used, not the Hebrew word).
Dan 2:49
“Daniel...gate of the king.” This designates Daniel as one of the royal officials (cf. Esther 3:2). It was customary for kings and officials to sit in the gate and judge the people of the city and conduct business (e.g., 2 Sam. 19:8; 1 Kings 22:10; 2 Chron. 18:9; Esther 2:21; Jer. 38:7; Dan. 2:49), and also the elders of a city would sit at the city gate (Gen. 19:1, 9; Deut. 21:19; 22:15; 25:7; Josh. 20:4; Ruth 4:11; 1 Sam. 4:18; Esther 2:19, 21; 3:2; Lam. 5:14).
[For more on the elders at the gate, see commentary on Ruth 4:11; and for Wisdom being at the city gate, see commentary on Prov. 1:21.]
 
Daniel Chapter 3
Dan 3:1
“an image of gold.” The statue would not have had to have been pure gold to be considered “an image of gold.” It was almost certainly overlaid with gold.
“whose height was 60 cubits, and its width six cubits.” Given the standard 18-inch cubit, the statue was about 90 feet (27.5 meters) high and 9 feet (2.7 meters) wide. These are not normal human proportions, so it is likely that the statue measurement included some kind of base for the human-like statue.
“in the plain of Dura.” This location has never been specifically identified, and there were several different places that had that name. It makes sense, however, that this “plain of Dura” was located close to Babylon. Also, a statue of this size would be very possible. There were other tall statues in the ancient world. For example, one of the seven wonders of the ancient world was the Colossus of Rhodes, which was a huge statue of the god Helios that stood at the entrance to the harbor at Rhodes, and it was said to be 70 cubits tall (105 ft or 32 m), and so it would have been even taller than Nebuchadnezzar’s statue.
Dan 3:4
“commanded.” The Hebrew verb is the common word amar (#0560 אַמַר), which just means “said” or “say,” but it is used in many contexts and sometimes takes on the meaning of “command,” as it does here in Daniel 3:4, or often it is used with the connotation of “promise.” What the king said to do was a de facto command.
Dan 3:5
“horn, flute, lyre, trigon, psaltry, harp, pipe.” The exact nature of some of these musical instruments is not known, and some of the Aramaic words seem to be loanwords from ancient Greek.
“worship.” The Hebrew could also be translated “pay homage to” (cf. NET, YLT).
[For more on kneeling down in homage or worship, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
Dan 3:6
“the same hour.” This event was fairly early in Nebuchadnezzar’s reign, and as king over a large, diverse, and growing empire, he had to rule with an iron hand or rebellions would pop up like mushrooms. In this case, he would move quickly against any defiance of his command.
“be cast into the middle of a burning fiery furnace.” Death by burning is well documented in the ancient Near East, even in the Bible. Judah was going to burn Tamar for sexual promiscuity (Gen. 38:24). A priest’s daughter who engaged in prostitution was to be burned (Lev. 21:9), and some forms of incest were punished that way (Lev. 20:14) (it must be noted that it is possible the person was killed first then the dead body burned. that was the case with Achan and his family, cf. Josh. 7:15, 25). There are records attesting that the Assyrian king, Ashurnasipal II, burned some prisoners alive. Also, the ancient Babylonian Code of Hammurabi, dating from the early Babylonian empire, stipulates death by burning for various crimes. Also, Jeremiah 29:20-23 tells of two false prophets who Nebuchadnezzar burned in the fire.
Dan 3:7
“all the peoples, the nations, and the languages.” This refers to all the people in the area of Babylon who came from different nations and who spoke different languages, all bowed down and paid homage to the statue.
Dan 3:8
“Chaldeans.” Originally Chaldea was the name of a small territory to the north of the Persian Gulf and going south into the Arabian peninsula. It was a difficult and inhospitable area, and so the Chaldeans were somewhat independent. As Assyria grew, and then with the dominance of Babylon, in some contexts “Chaldea” became synonymous with Babylonia, however, that does not seem to be the case here. In this context, the “Chaldeans” are likely from the area of traditional Chaldea and ancient Babylon and were likely jealous of the Jews and the power and prestige they had under Nebuchadnezzar, something that shows up in their malicious slander against the Jews.
“brought an accusation against.” The literal Aramaic text—and Daniel was written in Aramaic, not Hebrew—is “ate the pieces of” the Jews, which is a graphic idiom for malicious slander. The Chaldeans ate the pieces of the Jews, they slandered them.
Dan 3:14
“answered and said.” The original text of the Old and New Testaments has the phrase, “answered and said” more than 100 times in the Bible, and it can sometimes be confusing because “answered and said” is often used when no one asked a question. The phrase is an idiom, so it gets its meaning from the cultural use and not the specific meanings of the words in the phrase, but in this case the idiom has a literal overtone behind it. The person who “answered and said” may not have been answering a direct question from someone, but they were answering and addressing the situation that was presenting itself before them. For example, in this case, Nebuchadnezzar was answering to the situation that Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego had not bowed down before Nebuchadnezzar’s golden image.
Dan 3:15
“Now if you are ready...to fall down and worship the image that I have made….! But if you do not...you will be cast the same hour into the middle of a burning fiery furnace.” Nebuchadnezzar never completes his first sentence, he just stops mid-sentence, letting the hearers imagine what will happen to them if they obey Nebuchadnezzar. The sudden silence is the figure of speech aposiopesis (see commentary on Luke 19:42).
Dan 3:17
“If our God whom we serve exists.” The NET text note has this explanation: “The Aramaic expression used here is very difficult to interpret. The question concerns the meaning and syntax of ) אִיתַי'itay, ‘is’ or ‘exist’(.” There are several possibilities. (1) Some interpreters take this word closely with the participle later in the verse ) יָכִלyakhil, ‘able’(, understanding the two words to form a periphrastic construction (‘if our God is…able’…(2) Other interpreters take the first part of v. 17 to mean ‘If it is so, then our God will deliver us’ (cf. KJV, ASV, RSV, NASB). However, the normal sense of 'itay is existence…The statement may be an implicit reference back to Nebuchadnezzar’s comment in v. 15, which denies the existence of a god capable of delivering from the king’s power.” Both the NET and CSB have the idea of “If our God whom we serve exists.”[footnoteRef:894] [894:  Cf. Andrew Steinmann, Daniel [ConcC].] 

“and he can deliver us.” The form of the verb “deliver” (“deliver,” “save,” “rescue”) can either be an imperfect and thus “he will save,” or a jussive, “may he save” (or “let him save”). The context calls for the jussive, because in the next verse, Daniel 3:18, they say that they might not be saved, but even if not they would not worship Nebuchadnezzar’s image. Also, there is no evidence that these three youths knew beforehand they would be saved, and it is unlikely that they would have directly challenged Nebuchadnezzar that way even if they knew they would be saved. Simply saying that their God could save them would be enough.
Dan 3:19
“form of his appearance.” In this case, this refers to the expression on Nebuchadnezzar’s face.
Dan 3:25
“I see four men.” The “fourth man” was an angel who appeared in the form of a human (Dan. 3:28). Angels often appeared as human beings, and many times the people who interacted with them were not even aware they were speaking to an angel. Although it is commonly taught that this “fourth man” was Jesus, that is only tradition, there is no evidence for it.
[For more on Jesus not being God, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.”]
“the appearance of the fourth is like a son of a god.” In Hebrew, the last phrase is ben elohim (לְבַר־אֱלָהִֽין), but elohim is a noun that is always plural in form, and it can refer to “a god,” “gods,” or “God” (see commentary on Gen. 1:1). Because of the large number of potential meanings of elohim, the word has to be translated from its context and the culture of the speaker. In this context, we know that Nebuchadnezzar worshiped a number of Babylonian gods, and at this time did not recognize Yahweh as an important god. In fact, just a couple of minutes earlier, when the three young men defied him, he denied the power of Yahweh and said, “who is that god that can deliver you out of my hands?” (Dan. 3:15). Only when Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego could be seen to be alive and unhurt in the fire did Nebuchadnezzar acknowledge their God as the “Most High God” (Dan. 3:26).
Dan 3:28
“And they changed the king’s word.” The shift to the plural verb here, in contrast to the singular verb “delivered” earlier in the sentence, marks the shift from speaking about God and His angel to speaking about the actions of Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego. It was those three, by their actions and faithfulness to their God, Yahweh, who changed Nebuchadnezzar’s word.
Dan 3:29
“will be cut in pieces.” See commentary on Daniel 2:5.
“dunghill.” See commentary on Daniel 2:5.
 
Daniel Chapter 4
Dan 4:12
“the animals of the field found shelter under it.” The Aramaic can also be translated as “shade,” but “shelter” is a good translation and is more general.
Dan 4:16
“mind.” The Hebrew word is often translated “heart,” but in this context, it refers to the thoughts, thus the translation “mind.”
“seven times.” The exact amount of time that this represents is debated.
Dan 4:17
“the decree of the watchers.” God has an inner divine council of spirit beings who help Him administer His creation, and Daniel 4:13-25 gives us some excellent insight into that divine council. In Daniel, members of God’s divine council are referred to as “watchers” and “holy ones.” From the context of Daniel and with the help of the scope of Scripture, we can see that “the watchers” are spirit beings who help to watch over God’s creation and make and enforce decrees. The word “watcher” is unique to Daniel, and is a good example of how God works with a person in the terms of his understanding. In this case, due to Nebuchadnezzar’s Babylonian upbringing and culture, he would have already believed in some sort of heavenly council, or “council of gods,” but he would have viewed any such council in pagan terms, not the way the divine council is revealed in Scripture. So God, in typical loving fashion, gave Nebuchadnezzar a dream in a way that he could understand it, but that still fit the truth of the Scripture. It showed that God worked with other “gods” (high-ranking spirit beings), but was still ultimately in control of the situation and the final decision maker.
Nebuchadnezzar tells Daniel, “I saw in the visions of my head on my bed, and behold, a watcher, a holy one, came down from heaven” (Dan. 4:13). Daniel then interprets Nebuchadnezzar’s dream and mentions that what is about to happen to Nebuchadnezzar is “by the decree of the watchers” (Dan. 4:17), but is also a “decree of the Most High” (Dan. 4:24). That the decree is by both the watchers and the Most High God shows that God is working with a council of spirit beings to make and enforce decrees. The picture being drawn in Daniel is of a council that works together to agree upon a decree, but ultimately it is “the Most High” who rules the council, which then carries out His will.
[For more information about God working with a divine council, see commentary on Gen. 1:26.]
 
Daniel Chapter 5
Dan 5:5
“opposite the lampstand.” The wall of the palace opposite the lampstand would be the most well-lit spot in the room. God wanted everyone to see what He was doing and what the fingers were writing.
Dan 5:6
“the king’s face became pale.” The literal Aramaic is more like, “the king’s brightness changed in him.” The idea is that the natural face is bright and flesh-colored or reddish-colored, and perhaps more so when the person has been drinking, but now the king is so frightened that the blood drained from his face such that it turned pale.
“the joints of his loins were loosed.” This could refer to the fact that Belshazzar’s body was so shaken that his knees freely struck against each other, and the word “struck” implies that they struck hard, basically pounding each other. Some scholars think that his loins being loosed refers to Belshazzar losing control of his bowels and defecating on himself (cf. CSB), but that may be assuming too much about the situation.
Dan 5:7
“purple.” Purple dye was rare and very expensive (see commentary on 2 Chron. 3:14).
“the third ruler in the kingdom.” What we learn from Babylonian history is that Belshazzar was already the second ruler in the kingdom, acting as de facto king. The actual king was Nabonidus, but he was away from Babylon at this time and had been away for a number of years, so Belshazzar acted as king in his absence, and so is rightly called “king” in the book of Daniel. That Belshazzar himself was the second ruler in the kingdom explains why the best he could offer to anyone who could read the writing was to be the third ruler in the kingdom.
Dan 5:24
“sent from him.” The text is idiomatic and more literally, “sent from before him,” or “sent from his presence,” but the meaning is “sent from him.”
Dan 5:27
“weighed on the scales.” In the ancient world, when people were buying or selling, or determining the value of something, things were weighed on scales. The “scales” were most often a cord that was tied to the middle of a stick, and at the ends of the stick were cords that went down to small dishes. In buying or selling grain, for example, the merchant would hold the scales up by the cord in the middle of the stick, and then some grain was placed in one dish while weights, usually made of stone, were placed in the other dish (cf. Prov. 11:1; 20:23). When the scales balanced, the weight, and thus the value, of the grain was known. In Daniel’s description of Belshazzar, he is put in one dish while God’s value of a godly human being is put in the other dish. Sadly, Belshazzar had been such a miserable example of a human being that he did not have enough weight to balance the scales; hence his fate was sealed and he was doomed to die.
There is a Judgment Day for every human, at which time each person will be “valued,” and it will be determined whether or not the person is saved and will live forever, or is condemned and will die in the Lake of Fire. The Bible is very clear about that, and every person should be aware of it and thus should take their life seriously and get saved through Jesus Christ by obeying Romans 10:9. Then, wise believers go on to obey God’s commands to have rewards in the next life.
[For more on how to be saved, see Rom. 10:9. For more on what the future holds for those who are saved, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on the rewards that obedient Christians will receive, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10. For more on the fate of the unsaved, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
Dan 5:28
“the Persians and the Medes.” Media had been a powerful nation but had been conquered by the Persians. Nevertheless, they had much in common, including some ancient laws. For more on the country of Media, see the REV commentary on Jeremiah 51:11.
 
Daniel Chapter 6
Dan 6:8
“the law of the Medes and Persians.” Media had been a powerful nation but had been conquered by the Persians. Nevertheless, the two nations had much in common, including some ancient laws. For more on the country of Media, see the REV commentary on Jeremiah 51:11.
Dan 6:10
“his windows were open toward Jerusalem.” It was customary among the Jews to pray toward Jerusalem (see commentary on 1 Kings 8:30).
“three times a day.” The first and last of these times was most likely the time of the morning and evening sacrifice at the Temple in Jerusalem, although for much of Daniel’s life there would not have been a Temple because it had been burned down by Nebuchadnezzar.
Dan 6:11
“petitions and supplications.” The Hebrew words are singular, “petition and supplication,” but it is a collective singular for a lot of different ones, thus the plural in English.
Dan 6:17
“signet.” Here it seems that the “signet” was a signet ring, which was a ring that was engraved with special letters and/or characters that identified the owner of the ring.
[For more on signet rings and cylinder seals, see commentary on Gen. 41:42.]
 
Daniel Chapter 7
Dan 7:2
“four spirits of heaven.” The word “spirits” is ruach (#07308 רוּחַ), and ruach has many definitions, including “wind,” “breath,” “spirit” in the sense of the spirit life of a person or animal (Eccl. 3:21), and also “spirit” in the sense of an angel or demon. When great movements of people occur, there is spiritual power and influence involved. Merrill Unger writes: “However, in the realm of human government the unseen personalities of the evil supernatural sphere are just as real and active as their visible human agents, and any deeper interpretation of human history, tracing in it a divine purpose and goal, must take into account the invisible yet very real realm of spirit.”[footnoteRef:895] [895:  Merrill Unger, Biblical Demonology, 181.] 

“were stirring up.” The Aramaic can also be translated “broke forth upon” (cf. CJB, JPS). Both meanings have validity, because the great sea is people, and when spirits (angels or demons) move masses of people they move quickly and powerfully, but then keep stirring the people up to action.
“Great Sea.” The common Old Testament name for the Mediterranean Sea. That the term “great sea” is a hypocatastasis and can be representative of many nations, which is the case here in Daniel, is made clear in Revelation 17:15. However, it is most likely the case that in this vision Daniel actually saw a vision of a Great Sea, the Mediterranean Sea, and not a sea of people. But he would have understood the prophetic vision and how the sea was used in biblical prophecy and that it represented a great mass of people. Daniel would certainly have understood that, as is clear from reading the book of Daniel.
[For more information on “great sea,” see commentary on Rev. 17:15, “Peoples, and multitudes, and nations.” For more information on hypocatastasis, see commentary on Rev. 20:2.]
Dan 7:4
“like a lion.” This first “beast” is the Neo-Babylonian Empire. The fact that before its demise a man’s heart was given to it likely refers to the change in Nebuchadnezzar at the end of his life (cf. Dan. 4:1-37).
Dan 7:5
“a bear” The bear is the Medo-Persian Empire, and it is raised up on one side because in the confederation of Persia and Media, Persia was always the dominant power.
“three ribs were in its mouth.” The three ribs represent the three kingdoms that the Persians conquered: Babylon, Lydia, and Egypt.
Dan 7:6
“a leopard.” This is the Greek Empire of Alexander the Great, and the four wings represent great speed. Alexander became king in 336 BC, and had conquered from India to Ethiopia before his death in 323 BC. When he died, his kingdom was divided into four smaller kingdoms, the four heads of the beast. His generals Antipater and Cassander ruled Macedon and Greece; Lysimachus ruled Thrace and Asia Minor (Turkey); Seleucus I ruled Syria; and Ptolemy I ruled Palestine and Egypt.
Dan 7:7
“fourth beast.” This fourth beast is the kingdom of the Antichrist in the book of Revelation. Although many scholars think that the start of the beast was the Roman Empire, which will morph into the kingdom of the Antichrist, that is debated. The fact that this fourth kingdom in Daniel “was different from all the beasts that were before it” is evidence that it could not have been the ancient Roman Empire. The Romans, like many of the kingdoms before them, did not destroy the kingdoms they conquered but incorporated those kingdoms into the Empire. For example, when the Persians conquered Babylon, they kept Daniel in a position of leadership. The Romans often even let the indigenous government remain in place as it did when Rome conquered Israel and allowed Herod the Great to remain as king. It seems likely that in Daniel’s vision, the Roman empire was skipped and the list of empires went from Greece immediately to the empire of the Antichrist.
Dan 7:8
“came up…a little one.” Daniel 7:8 shows us that the antichrist will have a small and unimpressive beginning, but he will grow (thus “came up”) and eventually have more power than all the other horns. We learn more about the Antichrist by his parallel, his type, who is Antiochus Epiphanes, who is also called a little horn in Daniel 8:9-12.
“eyes like the eyes of a man.” The “eyes” and “mouth” of this little horn alert us to the fact that this is a person, not a kingdom. In the biblical culture, “eyes” were a primary instrument of learning, and in this context, the fact that the little horn had eyes like a man points to both humanity and intelligence and insight. The antichrist will be smart and cunning.
Dan 7:9
“thrones were set in place.” On Judgment Day people will be judged according to what they have done on the earth. Scripture indicates that on that day angels will assist in some way with the judging of people. That “thrones” are set in place indicates more than one throne and likely more than a few. These thrones are likely the thrones of the angels who are also referred to as “elders” in Revelation 4:4, 10 (cf. Luke 12:8).
“Ancient of Days.” Daniel 7:9 introduces us to a new title for God, Yahweh, which is “the Ancient of Days.” This is one of the times in Scripture when God is shown coming into concretion in a human form. He does this many times in the Bible, starting in the Garden of Eden (Gen. 3), when Adam and Eve heard the sound of Him walking in the Garden. This is the only verse where God has the title “Ancient of Days,” but it is very appropriate, especially in light of the biblical culture which honored the aged. The fact that God is the Ancient of Days helps qualify Him to be the Judge of all the earth; He would have great experience and wisdom and could render a righteous verdict.
[For more on God coming into human form, see commentary on Acts 7:55.]
“the hair of his head was white like pure wool.” This is likely to symbolize age and wisdom (cf. Prov. 20:29).
“and its wheels burning fire.” We were shown the wheels of God’s cherubim chariot-throne in Ezekiel 1:15-21 (see commentary on Ezek. 1:15). These may be different wheels, however. In any case, the idea that God and His throne move from place to place is not just here in Daniel.
Dan 7:10
“river of fire.” When fire appears in Scripture in connection with God, sometimes it is associated with light and protection (Exod. 13:21), or with the blessing and acceptance of God (Lev. 9:24; 1 Kings 18:38). At other times, however, fire is associated with judgment (Lev. 10:1-2; Num. 16:35; Rev. 20:10; 20:14-15). God’s presence is often associated with fire (Exod. 19:18), and God’s presence, while a blessing, is often dangerous and mysterious. God is portrayed as a jealous God and a consuming fire (Deut. 4:24). Here in Daniel 7 there is a river of fire, sometimes translated as “fiery stream” coming forth from His throne, and since the scene is a scene of judgment, it reminds us of the fire that destroys the enemies of God. Like Aslan the lion in The Chronicles of Narnia, God is “righteous” and “just,” but He is not necessarily “safe,” and He is not to be trifled with.
God standing in heaven, or sitting on His throne in heaven, occurs several times in Scripture. In Genesis 28:13 Yahweh is standing in heaven, but what He is standing on is not described. Isaiah 6:1 shows God seated on a throne in heaven, but what it is sitting on is not described. In Exodus 24:10 God is standing on, or seated on a throne on, a pavement like a sapphire (or lapis lazuli). Ezekiel 1:26-28 shows God on a throne, and the throne is like sapphire (or lapis lazuli), but the pavement it is on is simply referred to as an “expanse,” “dome” or “platform.” When Stephen sees God, He is apparently seated on His throne, because Jesus is “standing” at the right side of God (Acts 7:56). However, in Stephen’s vision, neither the throne nor the pavement it is sitting on is described. In Revelation 4:2-5:13 we see God on His throne, along with 24 other thrones. Lightning and thunder come from God’s throne (Rev. 4:5), and before it (and perhaps under it) is a pavement like a sea of glass like crystal. The sea of glass, but this time mixed with fire, occurs in Revelation 15:2.
Daniel 7 portrays a scene of judgment, and Daniel 7:9-10 shows God on a throne, and his throne and its wheels were ablaze and flaming with fire. Furthermore, something unique to Daniel is that there is a river of fire flowing from God’s throne. The fire in these verses is significant, because it is the fire of God that destroys the enemies of God (Heb. 10:27), and the unsaved are burned up in a lake of fire and burning sulfur (Rev. 19:20; 20:10; 21:8).
In contrast to God’s throne in this judgment scene, in the Millennial Kingdom, after Jesus conquers the earth and sets up his kingdom, a river of life will flow from God’s Temple in Jerusalem. Ezekiel 47:1-9 shows the river that flows east from the Temple into the Dead Sea. Zechariah 14:8 shows that the river actually flows both to the west to the Mediterranean Sea and to the east to the Dead Sea. So there is a huge difference between the river of fire that flows from God’s throne during the time of judgment and the river of living water that flows from the Temple in the Millennial Kingdom.
It is speculation, but it is perhaps possible, that the “river of fire” that flows from God’s throne at the time of the Judgment in Daniel 7, which is associated with the end of the Tribulation, eventually forms the Lake of Fire. The river of fire has to flow somewhere, and there is no indication it burns out on its own. Furthermore, there is no mention of the Lake of Fire any time before this river of fire comes from God’s throne here in Daniel. There is no lake of fire mentioned anywhere in Scripture before the Tribulation period, and no one, no human or demon, was thrown into the fire before the Battle of Armageddon. Therefore Scripture does not express a need for the Lake of Fire before this judgment in Daniel 7 and the Battle of Armageddon. But if this river of fire formed and flowed into the Lake of Fire mentioned in Revelation, that would explain where the Lake of Fire came from and why it is not mentioned before the book of Revelation. There will be a need for the Lake of Fire immediately after the Battle of Armageddon, because the Antichrist and false prophet will be thrown into it right after being defeated in the Battle of Armageddon (Rev. 19:20), and then very shortly after that the people who lived through the Tribulation period but whom Jesus judges as unrighteous in the Sheep and Goat judgment will be thrown into the Lake of Fire as well (Matt. 25:41, 46). Eventually, all the unsaved will be thrown into the Lake of Fire and annihilated.
[People in the Lake of Fire do not burn forever; they burn up. For more on annihilation in the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire”.]
“stood before him.” It was a common custom that rulers sat while the subjects of the rulers stood before them. (See commentary on Isa. 14:13, “sit”).
“the court was seated.” God has an inner circle of spirit beings who help Him administer His creation, and these spirit judges seem to be part of that divine council. Here in Daniel 7, God gave Daniel a vision of the Last Days, and Daniel 7:10 and 7:26 portray the heavenly court that will convene at that time, headed up by “the Ancient of Days” (Dan. 7:9), who is God. In Daniel 7:8, the man known as the “Little Horn,” one of the biblical titles for the person commonly known as the Antichrist, is speaking arrogantly against God. During those Last Days, God will sit with other spirit judges, likely His divine council or part of that group, and give judgment concerning the Antichrist.
This heavenly court and its judgment of the Antichrist is shown again in Daniel 7:26: “But the court will sit, and his [the Antichrist] power will be taken away and completely destroyed forever.” Since this court will judge the Antichrist who will be defeated in the Battle of Armageddon and thrown into the Lake of Fire immediately following that battle, it is likely that this court in Daniel is the same judges who sit on thrones in Revelation 20:4 and judge those who get up in the First Resurrection (and it seems logical that the judges in Daniel 7:10 are not only the judges in Rev. 20:4, but the “elders” in Rev. 4:4).
[See commentary on Rev. 20:4 for more information on the judges in that verse; and commentary on Rev. 4:4 for information on the 24 spirit elders.]
We see in Daniel 7:9 that God is not the only one who has a throne. There are other thrones for other judges. The Aramaic word translated “court” in Daniel 7:10 and 7:26 is divn (#01780 דִּין), and in this context, it refers to a council of judges.[footnoteRef:896] God could rule and judge on His own, but He does not want to operate that way; He works in cooperation with His created beings to maintain order in the universe. [896:  Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon; Holladay, Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon.] 

[For more on God’s divine council, see commentary on Gen. 1:26.]
Dan 7:11
“and it was given over to be burned with fire.” The little horn (Dan. 7:8) is the Antichrist, and he will be defeated at the Battle of Armageddon and thrown into the Lake of Fire (Rev. 19:20).
Dan 7:12
“their dominion was taken away.” This verse refers to the dominion of the demons who serve Satan—the demons’ dominion will be taken away. The demons who serve Satan will be defeated in the Battle of Armageddon (Rev. 19:11-21) and thrown into the Abyss along with Satan. They will be there in prison during the 1,000-year reign of Christ on earth (Rev. 20:1-3). Revelation 20:1-3 does not mention Satan’s demons—it focuses on the leader, Satan—but the scope of Scripture along with verses such as Daniel 7:12 and Isaiah 24:21-22 show us that the demons are also imprisoned with Satan. They are imprisoned in a god-prison technically referred to as “Tartarus” in 2 Peter 2:4, but also called “prison” in 1 Peter 3:19, “the Abyss” in Revelation 20:1, and the “pit” in Isaiah 24:22.
God could have thrown the demons into the Lake of Fire immediately after the Battle of Armageddon, but instead, he had them imprisoned with Satan during the 1,000-year Millennial Kingdom, and this is why the text says these demons “were granted an extension of their lives for a season and a time” (see commentary on Rev. 20:7). At the end of the 1,000 years, Satan and his demons will be released, and the demons will help Satan gather an army to fight against God’s people. But Satan and his demonic army will be defeated in the Final War of Revelation 20:9-10, and then they will be thrown into the Lake of Fire (Rev. 20:7-10) (see commentary on Isa. 24:21).
The “beasts” that will be imprisoned and thus granted an extension of their lives are the demons behind the scenes controlling the kingdoms of the earth. As Daniel’s vision opens in Daniel 7:3, there are “beasts,” kingdoms, that come out of the “sea” (the “sea” is the masses of Gentile people; cf. Rev. 17:2). But those kingdoms did not arise spontaneously, there were four spirits that stirred up and influenced the rise of those kingdoms, and they would have had help from other demons as well. However, in Daniel 7:12, the “beasts” are not kingdoms or earthly kings, but are the demons who were behind the scenes influencing what happened in the kingdoms. The “beasts” of Daniel 7:12 cannot be earthly kings or earthly kingdoms because all earthly kingdoms are destroyed by the Messiah at Armageddon (Dan. 2:34-35, 44) and all earthly kings and armies are killed in that battle (Rev. 19:19-21). After the Battle of Armageddon, Jesus Christ will rule over the whole earth (cf. Ps. 2:8; 72:8-11; Dan. 2:35; 7:14; Mic. 5:4; Zech. 9:10), and the Antichrist and satanic systems on earth will be destroyed (2 Thess. 2:8; Rev. 19:20). No evil or satanic “kingdom” or “nation” will be on earth during the Millennial kingdom, and “kingdom” cannot be imprisoned, so the fact that these “beasts” will be granted an extension of life during that time shows that they are demons. Demons will be imprisoned in Tartarus during the 1,000-year reign of Christ on earth.
[For more on Tartarus, see commentary on 2 Pet. 2:4. For more on the demonic army, see commentary on Isa. 24:21. For a better understanding of the chronology of the End Times, see commentary on Matt. 25:32, “as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats.”]
Dan 7:13
“son of man.” The phrase “son of man” is a Semitic idiom for a human being, and the phrase occurs in both the Hebrew and Aramaic sections of the Old Testament (some parts of the Old Testament are written in Aramaic). In Hebrew the basic phrase translated “son of man” is ben adam (cf. Num. 23:19), while in Aramaic (cf. Dan. 7:13), it is bar enash. The phrase occurs in different ways, “son of man,” “sons of man,” “sons of men,” etc., but the meaning is basically the same: it means a human or humans. When it occurs in the Greek text of the New Testament, the Semitic idiom is simply imported literally into the Greek. When the phrase occurs in more literal translations of the Bible such as the King James, it usually appears like “son of man,” but when it is translated in gender-neutral Bibles such as the NRSV it is usually translated as “human,” “human being,” “mortal,” “one/anyone,” etc.
The phrase “son of man” occurs throughout the Old Testament, and interestingly, the first time it occurs is when Balaam the prophet said that God was not a “son of man,” that is, a human (Num. 23:19). In Deuteronomy 32:8, we see that God divided “the sons of man,” the humans, into their respective nations. In 2 Samuel 7:14, God speaks about Solomon via the prophet Nathan and says that if Solomon sins then God will punish him with blows “of the sons of men,” that is blows by humans (cf. NET, NIV), which is indeed what happened to Solomon. In Jeremiah 32:19, the ways of the sons of man, i.e., humans, are all open to God. In Joel 1:12, due to the foretold destruction of the land, joy among the sons of man, the people, withers away. Also, in Daniel 10:16 an angel is referred to as being in the “form” of a son of man, that is, in the form of a human being. There are many other clear references to “son of man” referring to humans (cf. Job 25:6; Ps. 144:3; 146:3; Isa. 51:12; 56:2; Jer. 49:18; Dan. 8:17). God addresses Ezekiel as “son of man” over 90 times. Although it seems clear that God is referring to Ezekiel as a human being, there are other reasons for that as well.
The meaning of “son of man” became more complicated when the book of Daniel was written because the phrase took on a second meaning. In Daniel 7:13, “one like a son of man” was used to describe the Messiah, and so “son of man” became a messianic title. Thus, as we enter the New Testament era, “son of man” had both meanings: “human being” and “Messiah,” and that was confusing to many people. We see that confusion in verses such as John 12:34, when the crowd said to Jesus, “…how can you say, ‘The Son of Man must be lifted up?’ Who is this Son of Man?”
The “one like a son of man” in Daniel 7:13 is not specifically called the Messiah, and that has led to many theories about what it refers to, including the nation of Israel itself. John Collins wrote about how Daniel 7:13 has been interpreted, starting in the early centuries after Christ:
“The messianic interpretation prevails in rabbinic literature and remains the majority opinion among the medieval Jewish commentators…Early Christian interpreters assume the identity of the ‘son of man’ with Christ and usually read Dan. 7:13 as a prophecy of the second coming. …In summary, the traditional interpretations of the ‘one like a human being’ in the first millennium overwhelmingly favor the understanding of this figure as an individual, not as a collective symbol. The most usual identification was the messiah…. [But] Since the rise of critical scholarship, diverse explanations of the one like a son of man have been set forward. They may be classified in three categories: (1) an exalted human being, (2) a collective symbol, (3) a heavenly being.”[footnoteRef:897] [897:  John J. Collins, Daniel, Hermeneia, 307-08.] 

As Collins points out, in the centuries after Christ, both Jewish and Christian scholars thought Daniel 7:13 was speaking of the Messiah, but in the last century or so that has shifted, and many modern scholars do not think that “one like the son of man” refers to Jesus Christ, a fact that is reflected in many of the modern commentaries. Conservative Christian scholars, however, still conclude that the “son of man” in Daniel 7:13 is the Messiah.
The context and scope of Scripture, and Jesus’ own use of the phrase “son of man,” strongly support the conclusion that the son of man in Daniel 7:13 is the Messiah. One of the strongest examples from Scripture is Mark 14:61-62, when Jesus was on trial before the Sanhedrin. It says, “Again the high priest asked him [Jesus], and says to him, ‘Are you the Christ, the Son of the Blessed?’ And Jesus said, ‘I am, and you will see the Son of Man sitting at the right hand of Power, and coming with the clouds of heaven.’” Here, Jesus equates “the Christ” with “the Son of Man” and refers those two titles to himself. Also, Daniel 7:13 is the only Old Testament reference of anyone besides God coming in the clouds of heaven, which Jesus said he was going to do.
Daniel 7:14 then shows God giving the “son of man” dominion, glory, and an everlasting kingdom in which all people serve him. In all of Scripture, there is only one being who fulfills that prophecy, and that is the Messiah, Jesus Christ. Many Old Testament scriptures indicate that the Messiah will rule the earth (cf. Ps. 2:8-12; 72:1-17; 110:1-5; Isa. 9:6-7; 11:1-5, 10; 42:1-7; 49:5-7; 55:1-5; Ezek. 37:24-28; Dan. 2:35, 44; and see also Rev. 21-22).
Further evidence that the son of man in Daniel 7:13 refers to the Messiah is that in the New Testament, the phrase “son of man” is used only of Jesus Christ and not of any other person or entity. So the biblical evidence leads to the conclusion that in Daniel, “one like a son of man” is the Messiah.
We also get some insight from the New Testament as to why the text of Daniel says, “one like a son of man.” The word “like” can refer to what Daniel saw, i.e., someone who looked human, and that would certainly be true. But more than that, when the Messiah, Jesus Christ, comes in his new glorified body, he will be fully human just as he always was, but his new, spiritually powered everlasting body will only be “like” the flesh body we humans have now, and thus the statement “one like a son of man” perfectly fits the glorified Christ.
It is worth noting that Daniel says that the Messiah comes “with the clouds of heaven.” The bright glory that surrounds God is often described as a cloud (Ezek. 10:3-4), and we see it in Moses’ Tent of Meeting and Solomon’s Temple (Exod. 40:34-35; 1 Kings 8:10-11; 2 Chron. 5:13-14; 7:1-3), and at the Transfiguration (Matt. 17:5; Mark 9:7; Luke 9:34). Sometimes the cloud could be dark and threatening, as it was on Mount Sinai (Exod. 19:16-18; 24:16-18). It is appropriate that when the glorified Messiah comes as God’s Son and regent, he also is described as coming in the clouds because it points to his glory and power due to his being “Lord and Christ” (Matt. 24:30; 26:64; Mark 13:26; Rev. 1:7).
Another implication of Jesus’ “coming in the clouds” is that he is coming in judgment. In the Old Testament, God came in the clouds to fight and judge His enemies (Ps. 18:6-14; 97:1-3; Isa. 19:1; Nah. 1:3-6). Similarly, when Jesus comes in the clouds it will be to fight the Battle of Armageddon and judge the earth (Matt. 24:29-31; 25:31-46; cf. Rev. 19:11-21). Then, after Jesus conquers the earth, he will set up his kingdom on it as Scripture says.
[For more on the cloud that often surrounds God see commentary on Ezek. 1:28. For more on Jesus’ kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on Jesus Christ being fully human, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.” For more on why God addresses Ezekiel as “son of man,” see commentary on Ezek. 2:1.]
“coming with the clouds of heaven.” We today know from the New Testament that this refers to Jesus Christ coming down from heaven, but in the Old Testament and Gospels the people did not know that. They did not know about the ascension, and it caught even Jesus’ apostles by surprise (Acts 1:9-11). They had just asked him if he was going to restore the kingdom to Israel and all he told them was it was not for them to know the timing of that (Acts 1:6-8). At the Last Supper, Jesus told the apostles he was going away, but he never told them that meant into heaven and they were very clear that they did not know where he was going. Thomas said, “Lord, we do not know where you are going” (John 14:5), and Jesus never told them anything except, “I go to the Father” (John 14:28), but they still did not know what that meant. We must keep in mind that even at the Last Supper the apostles did not really understand that Jesus was going to die, so they certainly did not understand the ascension.
Not only does the Old Testament not speak of an ascension, the text here in Daniel does not explicitly tell us whether this son of man is moving up, down, or sideways. Competent scholars have argued for both upwards from earth to heaven and downwards from heaven to earth. The clouds of heaven are generally above the earth, but sometimes the cloud of glory associated with God was on earth and moved along with Him (cf. Ezek. 1:4, 28. See commentary on Ezek. 1:28).
The major reason for confusion about this verse, and the reason that the apostles were so caught off guard by the ascension, was the fact that in the entire Old Testament there is no verse about the Messiah ascending to heaven to be with God. The Messiah is born on earth (Isa. 9:6) and conquers evil and rules the earth (cf. Ps. 2:6-8; Isa. 9:6-7; 11:1-9; 61:1-3; Mic. 5:2-4; Zech. 9:9-10; Mal. 3:1-3; 4:1-3).
There are Old Testament scriptures about the Day of Yahweh and the great tribulation associated with it but the Messiah is not there in that tribulation, which we today know is because he ascended into heaven and is not on earth during that time (see commentary on Dan. 12:1). Isaiah 63 portrays the Messiah conquering the nations, and even the ancient rabbis knew that Isaiah 63 referred to the Messiah.[footnoteRef:898] However, when Jesus comes and conquers the nations as portrayed in Isaiah 63, he does not come down from heaven, he comes from the southeast of Israel, from Edom, and how he got there is never explained. Also, Zechariah 14:3-5 speaks of Yahweh fighting His enemies, which He would do through His Messiah, and standing on the Mount of Olives. It is assumed by some teachers that the Messiah will land on the Mount of Olives, but the text never says that. Putting Isaiah 63 together with Zechariah 14:4, it is more likely that the Messiah comes into Israel from the south and reaches the Mount of Olives. [898:  Cf. Alfred Edersheim, The Life and Times of Jesus the Messiah, Appendix IX, “List of Old Testament Passages Messianically Applied in Ancient Rabbinic Writings.”] 

In conclusion, we today with 20/20 hindsight can see that Daniel 7:13 is about Jesus coming down from heaven, conquering the earth, and taking dominion of it, but that was unclear until New Testament times.
Dan 7:14
“to him was given dominion.” In Daniel’s vision, the Messiah “is given” dominion and the kingdom. This is accurate. God, by his power, and because of who He is, gives rulership of the earth to His Son.
“all the peoples…will serve him.” Jesus’ future kingdom on earth will fill the earth (cf. Ps. 2:6-8; 66:4; 72:8-11; Dan. 2:35, 44; 7:13-14; Zech. 9:10).
[For more on the coming Kingdom of Christ on earth, the Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Dan 7:15
“within me.” The text, which is in Aramaic in this part of Daniel, reads, “in the midst of its sheath,” thus making the body like a sheath for the spirit, which is the thoughts, attitudes, emotions, etc.
[For more on the meaning of “spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
Dan 7:18
“holy ones.” Here in Daniel 7:18, the “holy ones” are the people who obey God. The text is traditionally rendered “saints,” but it refers to people who obey God, not to the Roman Catholic concept of “saints.” Both angels and God’s holy people are called “holy ones,” which makes sense because they are both holy before God. The reader must be sensitive to the context to see if the text is referring to a person or an angel (compare Dan. 7:18 with Dan. 8:13). In fact, many versions translate the Hebrew as “saints” when it refers to people and “holy ones” when it refers to angels, but the wording in the Hebrew text is the same.
“will receive the kingdom, and possess the kingdom.” For more on the kingdom, see commentary on Daniel 7:22.
Dan 7:21
“holy ones.” These are the people who obey God and live holy lives. See commentary on Daniel 7:18.
“prevailed.” Daniel 7:21 (also Dan. 7:25) foretells what is also prophetically spoken in Revelation 13:7, that during the last half of the seven-year Tribulation, when the Antichrist is in full power, he will wage war against God’s people and overcome them (cf. Rev. 13:7, 10; 14:12-13).
Dan 7:22
“holy ones.” God’s holy people. See commentary on Daniel 7:18.
“and the time came that the holy ones took possession of the kingdom.” The “holy ones” are the believers, and the “kingdom” they take possession of is the 1,000-year Millennial Kingdom of Christ, when Christ rules the earth. After the Rapture of the Christian Church, there will be terrible wars, plagues, and more, and eventually the Antichrist will rule the earth and persecute and kill believers. This time is called by Christ a time of “great tribulation” (Matt. 24:21; Rev. 7:14). The Great Tribulation will end when Christ comes from heaven, fights the battle of Armageddon, conquers the earth, and sets up his kingdom on earth, which many scholars refer to as “the Millennial Kingdom” because it lasts 1,000 years (Rev. 20:2-6).
[For more on the coming Kingdom of Christ on earth, the Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on the duration of the last half of the Tribulation, as well as the days of Judgment following Armageddon, see commentary on Dan. 12:11. For more on the terrible death and destruction in the Great Tribulation and Armageddon, see commentary on Dan. 12:1. For more on the first and second resurrection, see commentary on Acts 24:15. For more on how the future will unfold from this present age to the Millennial Kingdom to the Everlasting Kingdom, see commentary on Matt. 25:32 and Rev. 21:1.]
Dan 7:23
“The fourth beast will be a fourth kingdom on earth that will be different from all the other kingdoms, and will devour the whole earth, and will trample it down and crush it.” It has been commonly believed that this fourth kingdom is the Roman Empire, but that cannot be the case. For one thing, the Roman Empire was not different from all other kingdoms. It conquered them the same way, and in many cases ruled them in basically the same way. Furthermore, it did not devour and trample and crush the whole earth, but in fact, much of the earth prospered under Roman control. Also, although most Christians are aware of the Roman persecution of Christians, the fact is that during the Roman dominion over Christianity, Christianity actually grew and spread. That will not be the case when the antichrist controls the world: the believers will suffer greatly (Dan. 7:21, 25; Rev. 13:7; 14:13). Also, the dominion of this beast over the holy ones will last 3 1/2 years (Dan. 7:25; Rev. 13:5-7), whereas the official Roman persecution of the Christian Faith lasted for over 250 years (64 AD to 312 AD).
Dan 7:25
“wear down.” This is an Aramaic word, bela (#01080 בְּלַא), and it is a hapax legomenon in biblical Aramaic, meaning it only occurs here in the Old Testament. However, the cognate word in Hebrew means “to wear out [like a garment],” or “wear away,” and thus by extension, “harass” (continually harass) or “oppress.” The English versions translate it somewhat differently: “wear out” (ESV); “wear down” (NAB), “exhaust” (CJB); “oppress” (HCSB); “harass” (NET), and the point is well made that the Great Tribulation will be a very difficult time for believers. This is further information as to how the Antichrist will “prevail” against believers (Dan. 7:21).
Daniel 7:25 is saying that the Antichrist will put constant pressure on the believers—a constant persecution—and no doubt some will get worn down and give in to his pressure. Jesus knew this and warned his followers about the troubles they would have to endure in the Great Tribulation, including some being tortured and put to death (Matt. 24:9, 13; Mark 13:13; Luke 21:12-19; cf. Rev. 2:10; 13:7, 10; 14:12-13). By forewarning his disciples of the coming tribulation, Jesus prepared them to endure the tribulation. Revelation 13:7 says that when the antichrist comes to power he will “overcome” the believers.
“the holy ones.” God’s holy people. See commentary on Daniel 7:18. The text simply says “they,” but it refers to God’s holy people being handed over to the dominion of the antichrist for the last half of the Great Tribulation; that is, for 3½ years, which is “a time, times and half a time.” During that time there will be terrible persecution against the believers, and many will be tempted to renounce their trust in God and Jesus (cf. Rev. 13:7, 10; 14:12-13). No wonder Revelation 14:13 says, “Blessed are the dead who die in the Lord from now on.” Those believers who maintain their trust in the Lord during that terrible time and are martyred for it will be greatly rewarded.
[For more on the Great Tribulation, see commentary on Dan. 12:1.]
“will be given into his hand for a time, times and half a time.” This time period is 3½ years. It is the last half of the Great Tribulation, the time of trouble spoken of in Daniel 12:1. The period of great tribulation spoken of in Daniel 12:1 and Matthew 24:21 will be seven years, starting with the covenant made between the Antichrist and Israel, and ending with the Battle of Armageddon, when Jesus defeats the Antichrist (called “the beast” in Rev. 19:19-20). We learn about the seven years from Daniel 9:25-27, which speaks of a “week,” which in that context is a week of years, or seven years.
The last half of the “week,” the seven years, the Antichrist himself is exercising great power on earth. The length of this 3½ year period is recorded in different ways: it is recorded as “a time, times, and half a time,” that is, “a year, [two] years, and half a year” (Dan. 7:25; 12:7; Rev. 12:14); it is also recorded as “42 months” (Rev. 11:2; 13:5), and also as 1,260 days (Rev. 12:6). All these time periods equal 3½ years.
This 3½ year period will be especially hard for believers because there will be a terrible persecution against them, as Daniel 7:21 and 7:25 say (cf. Matt. 24:9; Rev. 14:13).
[For more on the seven-year Great Tribulation, see commentaries on Dan. 12:1 and 12:11.]
Dan 7:26
“the court will sit in judgment.” This court likely is, or is part of, God’s divine council. See commentary on Daniel 7:10.
Dan 7:27
“his kingdom is an everlasting kingdom.” That is, God’s Kingdom is an everlasting kingdom, ruled—as we learn from Scripture—by God’s regent, Jesus Christ.
 
Daniel Chapter 8
Dan 8:1
“vision.” This vision occurred in the third year of Belshazzar’s reign, so it was after Daniel 4 but before Daniel 5, the end of Belshazzar’s reign. It is in fact possible that this kind of prophecy about the end of the Babylonian empire was a reason that Daniel was no longer a top-seated administrator in Babylon and may have even contributed to Belshazzar’s anger against Yahweh and why he would want to have a drinking party using vessels from Yahweh’s Temple (Dan. 5:2).
Dan 8:2
“palace-fortress.” See commentary on Esther 1:2.
“I was by the Ulai Canal.” Although some commentators think that Daniel really was by the Ulai Canal and away from Babylon on some kind of mission, the more natural reading of the text is that it was part of his vision that he was by the Ulai. The reason that God took Daniel to Susa and the Ulai Canal in the vision is not stated, but we know that Persia conquered Babylon and Susa was eventually one of the capital cities of Persia (Esther 1:2). So it seems likely that Daniel was made to understand that even as the vision God gave him portrayed the fall of Babylon to Persia, so Daniel was taken to Persia to emphasize that point.
Dan 8:3
“a ram.” This is a picture of the Medo-Persian Empire. “A ram was a fitting symbol of the empire, for according to Ammianus Marcellius (10.1; fourth century AD), the Persian ruler carried the gold head of a ram when he marched before his army.”[footnoteRef:899] [899:  Stephen Miller, Daniel [NAC], 221-22.] 

“high.” Many versions read “long,” but the text reads “high” and thus makes a cultural reference to being exalted and honored. The horn that was “higher” than the other was more exalted and honored (and powerful) than the other.
Dan 8:5
“conspicuous horn.” The Hebrew text is “a horn of vision,” that is, a horn that could easily be seen. This is Alexander the Great, the first great ruler of the Greek Empire.
Dan 8:8
“four conspicuous horns.” For who these four horns are, see commentary on Daniel 8:22.
Dan 8:9
“Out of one of them came a little horn.” The little horn that came from one of the Greek Empires was Antiochus Epiphanes, who was the eighth ruler of the Seleucid kingdom. He is the most profound type of the Antichrist in Scripture, so much so that we learn about what the Antichrist will be like by studying Antiochus. The parallel between the Antichrist and Antiochus Epiphanes even shows up in the name Antiochus gave himself, “Epiphanes,” which means “god manifest” or “god visible,” in other words “the visible manifestation of god” or even “the visible god.” When the Antichrist shows up, he will go into the Temple and portray himself as a god (2 Thess. 2:4). The “little horn” here in Daniel 8:9 is Antiochus, and the “little horn” in Daniel 7:8 clearly refers to the Antichrist.
The little horn here in Daniel 8:9 is Antiochus Epiphanes, who is a type of the Antichrist, gives us another important piece of information about the Antichrist that historians and biblical commentators have mostly been wrong about. It has been assumed for generations that the Antichrist would come from the ancient Roman empire, but there are serious problems with that, one of them being that the little horn here in Daniel 8:9 is an Easterner, and does not come from Rome. Although a type of the Antichrist does not have to match the Antichrist in every way, just as a type of Christ does not have to match Christ in every way, this particular mismatch has been a problem for scholars.[footnoteRef:900] This is actually more evidence that the fourth beast in Nebuchadnezzar’s dream vision was not Rome, but the Islamic Caliphate. [900:  Cf. Stephen Miller, Daniel [NAC], 225, n. 22.] 

It should not surprise us that we learn about the Antichrist by studying a biblical figure as ungodly as Antiochus. In the same way that Jesus could say, “Whoever has seen me has seen the Father” (John 14:9), if we have seen the Devil’s people we have seen the Devil. Thus, for example, when Jesus was speaking to the very evil religious leaders of his time, he said, “You are of your father the Devil, and you want to do the desires of your father” (John 8:44).
“toward the south, and toward the east.” This is historically accurate concerning Antiochus Epiphanes, who had great military success in Egypt to the south, as well as to the east, where he had victories in Persia, Parthia, and Armenia. Also, he conquered Palestine, “the glorious land.”
“glorious land.” That is, the land of Israel.
Dan 8:10
“army of heaven…stars.” This language helps us see that Antiochus was a true type of the Antichrist, challenging God Himself, but in its historical context, the army of heaven and the stars are God’s holy people. We have not yet made the jump to verses that speak strictly of the Antichrist.
“trampled on them.” The horrible persecution of the Jews under Antiochus Epiphanes is well documented by historians.
Dan 8:11
“Commander of the army.” In this context, this refers to God, which is why the text refers to “his” burnt offering and sanctuary. Antiochus had no regard for God at all. He showed his disdain for God and the Jews in many ways, including trying to force the Jews to abandon the Law, demanding that the Jews worship him and the Greek gods rather than Yahweh, desecrating Yahweh’s Temple, and also persecuting the Jews and coldly murdering thousands of them.
“brought low.” Antiochus did not destroy the Temple, but he desecrated it. All the practices that elevated the Temple such as the daily sacrifices and priestly services were stopped, and horrific insults to God were made, such as offering a pig on the altar, setting up an altar to Jupiter in the Temple, and destroying every scroll of God’s Word that could be found, and killing anyone found hiding one.
Dan 8:12
“because of transgression.” The sins of the Jews were many both before and after the Babylonian Captivity, and here God tells Daniel that the sins of the Jews will again cause them to be vulnerable to Satanic attack. The book of Maccabees (in the Roman Catholic Apocrypha) shows this to be true (cf. 1 Maccabees 1:11-15), fulfilling Daniel’s prophetic vision.
Dan 8:13
“holy one.” This is an angel. Both angels and God’s holy people are called “holy ones” (see commentary on Dan. 7:18), which makes sense because they are both “holy ones.” The reader must be sensitive to the context to see if the text is referring to a person or an angel. Here in Daniel 8:13, the “holy one” is an angel.
“How long.” Although one angel asked this question to the other angel, it appears he did it for Daniel’s sake because the answer was given directly to Daniel (Dan. 8:14).
Dan 8:14
“For 2,300 evenings and mornings.” The Old Testament always reckoned time by “evening and morning,” not by “morning and evening” as we do. This makes perfect sense because the Hebrew day started at sunset not at midnight like our Western days do.
[For more on the hours of the day and watches of the night, see commentary on Mark 6:48.]
The period of time covered by 2,300 days is six years and almost four months. This is longer than the Antichrist will have his full power in the book of Revelation (he will wield his full ungodly power for three and a half years). Daniel 8:14 gives us the end of the 2,300 days, which is when the sanctuary is restored. Historically, that was in December of 164 BC. The likely start date of the 2,300 evil days was when a legitimate High Priest of Israel, Onias III, was murdered. The cause of the murder was jealousy and suspicion between Menelaus, the High Priest who had come to power by bribing Antiochus, and Onias, and after Onias was murdered the relationship between Antiochus and the Jews went quickly downhill.
There are scholars who think that the 2,300 evenings and mornings refer to 2,300 sacrifices, one in the evening and one in the morning, which would occur over a period of 1,150 days, but this is short of the three and a half years the Antichrist will be in power in Revelation (but it can be made to fit events in Antiochus’ reign). Nevertheless, to us the stronger position is that the 2,300 evenings and mornings means 2,300 days.
Dan 8:15
“mighty man.” The Hebrew word for “man” is geber (#01397 גֶּבֶר), referring to a strong man, a mighty man, a warrior. This was a powerful angel, and we learn from Daniel 8:16 it was Gabriel.
Dan 8:16
“Gabriel.” Means, “God is my strength.”
Dan 8:17
“the time of the end.” This phrase has been the cause of much scholarly debate. There are a few major positions possible. One is that “the time of the end” refers to the end of the time of the prophetic picture being presented, not “the end” of time before the Millennial Kingdom of Christ. Scholars have shown that “the end” is used in many ways besides the end days; and similarly, the “Last Days” have been occurring now for many centuries. Another is that “the time of the end” refers to the time of the Antichrist in Revelation. In that case, Daniel 8:23-26 refers to the Antichrist, not Antiochus Epiphanes. Still another position is that this prophecy is one with a double fulfillment and thus while it was fulfilled by Antiochus, it will be again fulfilled in many ways by the Antichrist. This is the safest conclusion. Usually when “the time of the end” is mentioned, it does refer to the time before the Millennial Kingdom. Furthermore, the parallel between Antiochus and the Antichrist is so close that in seeing Antiochus and his activities we are in fact seeing the time of the End, and the person and actions of the Antichrist.
Dan 8:18
“deep sleep.” In contexts such as this one, when God is revealing truth, the Hebrew phrase can mean a state of sleep or a deep sleep-like state. God often reveals things to people when they are asleep, but also when God communicates directly to people they can be in a sleep-like state. That Daniel was in a sleep-like state is likely the case here and also in Daniel 10:9.
Dan 8:21
“first king.” This is Alexander the Great.
Dan 8:22
“four kingdoms.” Alexander the Great had two sons, but both of them were murdered, so it happened that after Alexander the Great died, his kingdom was divided up among four generals, who each started kingdoms. The four were: Cassander, who ruled over Macedonia and Greece, the traditional homeland of Greece. Lysimachus, who ruled over Thrace, Bithynia, and most of Asia Minor (mostly today’s Turkey). Seleucus, who controlled Syria and the lands east of it including Babylonia; and Ptolemy, who took control of Egypt. He also controlled Palestine and some of south-eastern Arabia, but those areas were not firmly in his control and they were fought over and went back and forth between being under Seleucid control and Ptolemaic control.
Dan 8:23
“kingdom.” The Hebrew can also be “reign,” “rule.”
“have reached their full measure of sin.” The Hebrew text is more literally, “when the transgressors have finished,” but it refers to completing their sin, which must refer to some measure of sin at which point God had had enough. The HCSB expands the text to read, “when the rebels have reached the full measure of their sin,” which gets the sense of the phrase.
“an insolent king.” The Hebrew text is more literally, a king “strong of face” or “of fierce face,” which is an idiom that can mean insolent, shameless (cf. Prov. 7:13), bold, and of firm conviction. This is a shameless and insolent person who will not be deterred from what he sets out to do by morals, laws, or shame.
“skilled in intrigue.” The Hebrew reads more literally, “understanding riddles” or “discerning unclear things,” but it is also an idiom in this context because the biblical culture was one that loved riddles and sayings that were unclear. This man is not a riddle solver or puzzle master; he will be a master of understanding what to do in difficult situations and understanding how to manipulate and control people. Thus, he is “skilled in intrigue” (HCSB, NAB, NASB); a “master of intrigue” (NIV, NLT); “understanding stratagems” (JPS); “deceitful” (NET); and “understanding hidden things” (YLT).
Dan 8:24
“but not by his own power.” The Devil gives the Antichrist his power. This fact is alluded to in prophecy here in Daniel 8:24, but it is not as clearly stated here as it is in 2 Thessalonians 2:9. Then in Revelation 13:2 it is stated again.
“he will destroy.” In Daniel 7:25, the believers are given into the power of the Antichrist, and here in Daniel 8:24, Antiochus and, by foreshadowing, the Antichrist, will destroy God’s holy people.
“the holy people.” The literal Hebrew is “the people of the holy ones.” There are two suggestions as to how to understand and translate this. The genitive can be a kind of genitive of possession and mean “the people belonging to the holy ones,” where “belonging to” means something more like “protected by.” In that case, the “holy ones” would be angels as they are in Daniel 8:13. However, the idea that the holy people are protected by God’s holy angels is not a common theme, and therefore the more likely possibility is that the genitive is a genitive of apposition, and the text means, “the people, that is, the holy ones,” or we would often just say, “the holy people” as in the REV.
[For the designation “holy ones” referring to God’s people, see commentary on Dan. 7:18.]
Dan 8:25
“By his cunning he will cause deceit to prosper under his hand.” In order to understand how the Antichrist will succeed, we must see the semantic range of some of the words in this phrase and also see the idiom involving “hand.” The word “cunning” (sekel #07922 שֶׂכֶל) can also mean “understanding” or “insight,” and it certainly means that here, but when used in a negative situation it also means “cunning,” “craftiness” (CJB), and even “treachery” (cf. NET).
The phrase “under his hand” (more literally “in his hand”), refers to both his own power and also his authority as exercised over others. Biblically, to be under someone’s hand is to be under their authority or power. So a very free and expansive translation of this verse could be something like: “The Antichrist will succeed in his purposes due to his understanding and insight and by virtue of the fact that he is cunning, deceitful and treacherous, and he will use his own power to accomplish his will and also accomplish his evil purposes through those he controls.”
“in his own mind.” The Hebrew is “in his heart,” but in this context, it refers to his mind, what he thinks. The Hebrews did not know the function of the brain and assigned thinking to the heart.
[For more on the use of the word “heart” in the Bible, see commentary on Prov. 15:21.]
“in a time of peace.” The Hebrew is difficult due to the cryptic nature of the phrase, which is simply, “and in peace will destroy many.” This has led some translators to say something like, “He will destroy many in a time of peace” (HCSB). However, there are other translators who think the phrase refers to the fact that the people are deceived into not expecting attack and thus are at peace themselves. So, for example, the NASB has, “And he will destroy many while they are at ease.”
It is likely that both meanings are true. The Antichrist makes a covenant with Israel, and that covenant no doubt promises peace (Dan. 9:27). But he breaks the covenant and will attack without warning “in a time of peace.” However, during that time of peace, the people unwisely feel peaceful and safe but are attacked without warning (1 Thess. 5:3). Given that people are usually feeling peaceful and at ease in a time of peace, the REV reads “in a time of peace,” which certainly is true. The suddenness and ferocity of the attack is the reason that the ESV reads “without warning,” and while that is certainly true, that translation omits that it will be a time of peace, which we felt was important.
“but not by human power.” The Hebrew is more literally, “without hand he is broken” (YLT). In this context, the idiomatic use of “hand” refers to human power. The Antichrist will be broken, but not by any kind of regular earthly fighting; not by human armies. We learn from the New Testament that the Prince of princes will use the spoken word to destroy the Antichrist and his system (2 Thess. 2:8; Rev. 19:15, 21).
Dan 8:27
“exhausted.” This Hebrew word is unclear, but this seems to be the general meaning of the text, and most translators agree (cf. “fainted” JPS, KJV; “weak” CJB, NAB; “overcome” NLT, NRSV). Exhaustion and weakness is also a natural human reaction to emotional shock and mental stress. To us today, Daniel’s vision was mostly of ancient events that are long past, but to Daniel, those events were coming upon the world and his people, the Jews, and as we now know from history, would have a great impact upon them. Besides, although the vision included successive empires, there was no portrayal of the restoration of the Jewish nation. There would be centuries of heartache before then.
“could not understand it.” This seems to be a natural understanding of Daniel’s situation, although some scholars think the Hebrew is more like, “there was no one to explain it.” But even so, that would result in Daniel’s not understanding the vision.
 
Daniel Chapter 9
Dan 9:2
“70 years.” This is written in Jeremiah 25:11-12 and 29:10. This is not a round number. It is the time that the Temple vessels were captive in Babylon. It is an amazing testimony to the trust that one prophet of God had in the words of another prophet of God that Daniel would read the book of Jeremiah and know the truth of the situation of the Babylonian Captivity that God revealed to Jeremiah. Christians would do well to learn from Daniel, and spend time reading and studying the Word of God. God only authored one book, and yet it is amazing how few Christians read it faithfully and the even fewer number that actually take the time to learn the history and customs to be able to understand it. The Father, God, authored a book; His children should read and understand it.
Dan 9:3
“set my face.” An idiom which here means “gave my attention to,” “set my focus on,” and we can see that Daniel was very serious when he did this because he prayed and fasted in sackcloth and ashes. Sackcloth is like our burlap; rough and scratchy. It was very uncomfortable clothing, and what Daniel did was designed to show God that he understood that God’s plans and purposes were more important than Daniel’s personal comfort, and that he was very serious about getting his prayers heard.
Dan 9:11
“for we have sinned against him.” The “him” is Yahweh. It is not uncommon for the Hebrew text to go back and forth between the second and third person for God, and that is the case here.
Dan 9:13
“sought the favor of Yahweh.” The Hebrew text is idiomatic. More literally it is “appeased the face of Yahweh.” Daniel is admitting that the Israelites had never appeased the face of God by turning from their sin. Seeing this in Scripture could be very comforting to people who have been caught up in sin. They cannot undo the past, but they can appease God and receive His mercy and grace by turning from their sin and following His ways.
Dan 9:16
“your holy mountain.” Jerusalem was at least in part on Mount Zion, God’s “holy mountain” (see commentaries on Ps. 48:1 and 48:2).
Dan 9:17
“for your own sake, Lord.” The Hebrew reads more simply, “for the Lord’s sake,” but the REV nuances that reading to make the English read more clearly as do some other English versions (e.g., ESV, NAB, NET, NLT).
“your sanctuary that is desolate.” At the time Daniel was praying, the Temple of God in Jerusalem had been burned to the ground.
Dan 9:21
“the man Gabriel.” Gabriel is an angel, but Daniel calls him “the man…whom I had seen,” because Gabriel had appeared in the form of a man. It is clear from the context that even Daniel did think Gabriel was a human.
“previously.” The Hebrew reads more literally, “in the beginning,” but the Hebrew uses “beginning” more loosely than we typically do in English, and in this case, it would be confusing to translate it literally. The reference is to an earlier vision and seeing Gabriel (Dan. 8:16).
“came to me in my extreme weariness.” The Hebrew phrase is difficult. Scholars are divided as to whether the Hebrew comes from the root “to fly,” or the root “to be weary.” Some scholars and translators favor “to fly,” and then the verse refers to Gabriel flying quickly. Others favor the root “to be weary,” and then the verse refers to the fact that Daniel was tired or tired out when Gabriel came. We think the phrase refers to Daniel’s physical and mental state, which was weak because of Daniel’s circumstances, the intensity of the spiritual battle, and the weight of realization and responsibility that the visions put upon him, something that shows up in several verses (cf. Dan. 7:28, 8:27; 10:8-9, 16-17).
“about the time of the evening offering.” Daniel was still telling time by the offerings in the Temple at Jerusalem even though that Temple did not exist anymore. The evening offering would have been roughly 3 PM, depending on the season of the year.
Dan 9:24
“everlasting righteousness.” In this context, “righteousness” is doing what is right and just to other people and in the sight of God. There are many people today who are not treating God or other people very well, but that will change when Christ is king.
[For more on “righteousness” having the meaning of doing what is right or just (“justice”), see commentary on Matt. 5:6. For more on Christ’s future Millennial Kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Dan 9:25
“that from the going forth of the commandment.” Part of the problem with knowing the time frame that Gabriel is speaking about is that we today do not know when that commandment occurred. There were different commandments given, and the subject is hotly debated.
“the Anointed One, the ruler.” This refers to Jesus Christ.[footnoteRef:901] The Jews today, along with many other scholars, do not think that the Anointed One in Daniel 9:25 is the Messiah, and the evidence is that most of them at the time of Christ did not think that either, although some of the more spiritual among them certainly could have.[footnoteRef:902] But the purpose of Scripture is to point to the Messiah, and many conservative scholars agree that the Anointed One is Jesus Christ. [901:  Cf. C. F. Keil and F. Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament: Ezekiel, Daniel, 350-59; See also Stephen Miller, Daniel [NAC], 263-66.]  [902:  Cf. Alfred Edersheim, The Life and Times of Jesus the Messiah, Appendix IX, “List of Old Testament Passages Messianically Applied in Ancient Rabbinic Writings.”] 

“be 7 weeks, and 62 weeks.” The 7 weeks (49 years) and 62 weeks (434 years) add up to 69 weeks (483 years). But the angel had said “70 weeks” (Dan. 9:24), so in this counting the last “week” is missing. It is also important to note that the 69 weeks are broken into two periods, 7 weeks and 62 weeks, with the 62 weeks coming last. This verse is one of the great keys leading to the conclusion that the “weeks” are not just common 7-day weeks, but “weeks” of years, and thus the total time period is 483 years. The “Anointed One” is the Messiah, Jesus Christ. He will be “cut off,” killed, at the end of the 69th week.
The 70th “week” is the seven years of the Tribulation, and it is counted separately from the 69 weeks. There is no explanation for this separation given in the Old Testament, but we today know that between the year the Messiah was killed and the year that starts the 7 years of the Great Tribulation, God placed the “Administration of Grace,” which was a secret time (Eph. 3:2-6, 9). There is quite a bit of information about the Great Tribulation written in the Bible (see commentary on Dan. 12:1).
Dan 9:26
“after the 62 weeks.” Jesus Christ will be killed at the end of the 69th week, after the 7 weeks and the 62 weeks, likely at the very end of, the 69th week.
“Anointed One.” That is, the Messiah (see commentary on Dan. 9:25).
“cut off.” This phrase is commonly used for being put to death, which Jesus Christ was. It is used of the death of the Messiah in Isaiah 53:8.
“and will have nothing.” The Hebrew text reads, “and there is nothing to him,” which is exactly what happened to Jesus Christ when he died. He got nothing of what we would expect with the death of the Messiah and a king. He died as a criminal and his body was treated as if he were a criminal, and he was not even buried in a family tomb, but in a borrowed tomb of a non-family member. After he was buried and the tomb shut, Nicodemus came and buried him with spices, but even his family and closest disciples did not know that had happened. When Jesus died, “he had nothing,” as this text in Daniel says.
[For more on his family and disciples not knowing he was buried with spices, see commentary on John 19:40.]
“the ruler who will come.” This ruler that will come is the Antichrist, though he is not often called that in the Bible.
“the city and the sanctuary.” That is, the city of Jerusalem and the Temple in it. There will be a Temple built again before Jesus builds the Temple portrayed in Ezekiel, which he will do early on in his Millennial Kingdom. The materials for building that Temple have already been gathered together in Israel. That is the Temple spoken of in Revelation 11:1-2, and the Temple into which the Antichrist, “the man of sin,” enters to show he is God to the people (2 Thess. 2:4).
“its end will be with a flood.” This is not a flood of water but a flood of people, a massive attack. The image of a flood is used several times in Scripture for an attack by an enemy (e.g., Isa. 8:7; 59:19; Jer. 46:7-8; 47:2; Nahum 1:8). Just as a flood sweeps over the land and devastates it, so a massive army devastates the land.
“Desolations are determined. This statement is not connected to any one specific “desolation,” and the fact that the verb is plural means it refers to more than one desolation. There is no reason to believe that these desolations do not involve the city of Jerusalem, the Temple (the “sanctuary” of Dan. 9:26), people at the time of the Antichrist’s rule (cf. Dan. 9:27), and even the Antichrist himself.[footnoteRef:903] [903:  Cf. Keil &amp; Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament: Ezekiel, Daniel, 359-65.] 

Dan 9:27
“And he will.” The “he” is the “ruler that will come” (Dan. 9:26) who is the little horn of Daniel 7:8, 11, 20, and 7:21, who will wage war against God’s people and prevail against them for 3½ years (Dan. 7:21, 25). We generally refer to this ruler as the Antichrist, and he will make a covenant of peace with Israel, but the fact that the text says “with many” shows that not all Israel will agree to the covenant. However, enough of the leadership will agree to it that the covenant will be made.
It is important to realize that Daniel 9:27 does not follow chronologically after Daniel 9:26, but is giving details that will occur during the time of the Antichrist. When Daniel 9:26 says, “the people of the ruler who will come will destroy the city and the sanctuary,” that is a summary giving the end result of what will happen after Israel makes a covenant with the Antichrist, and some of the details of that covenant are given in Daniel 9:27. So Daniel 9:26-27 need to be read together and fit together to get the full picture of the situation.
“make a firm covenant.” The making of the covenant starts the seven years of the Great Tribulation. This covenant is future, and from the scope of Scripture, we can see that it is the seven years of the Tribulation most clearly described in the book of Revelation. This is not a covenant made sometime in the past. There has never been a covenant between any great world ruler and Israel that was for, or only lasted for, just seven years. It is a future covenant and is between “many” in Israel and the Antichrist.
It is sometimes taught that the seven-year Great Tribulation starts with the Rapture of the Christian Church, but that is not true—there is no verse that says that. There is very good evidence for a pre-tribulation Rapture, but the Rapture is not the event that starts the countdown of the seven years of tribulation, the treaty between Israel and the Antichrist is. There is apparently a short time period between the Rapture and the covenant between the Antichrist and the leaders of Israel, but the length of that time period is never stated in Scripture.
The verb translated as “make…firm” in the phrase “make a firm covenant” is gavar (#01396 גָּבַר), in the hiphil aspect. The root of gavar is gbr, which is related to being strong or mighty. The only other use of gavar in the hiphil aspect is in Psalm 12:4 (Ps. 12:5 in Hebrew), ““With our tongue we will prevail (gavar).” The aspect of strength or might is why many translations say “make a firm covenant” (ASV, CSB, JPS, NAB) or “make a strong covenant” (CEB, CJB, ESV, NRSV, RSV). The idea of strength of might, combined with the word “covenant,” thus can mean “to make a strong covenant.” More literally, the translation would read, “shall cause a covenant to be strong.”
The Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament says, “In Daniel 9:27, the Hiphil of gbr is used in the expression, “to make a firm agreement with the multitude of the people.” …Sometimes the verb must be translated more freely, especially when it is used figuratively. This happens frequently, but one must keep in mind in translating that the element of strength or superiority is always present.”
Although some English versions say “confirm a covenant” (NASB2020, NET, NIV; cf. KJV), it is unlikely that the Hebrew text is indicating that there was a prior covenant that is now being “confirmed.” For one thing, the Hebrew text says “a covenant,” whereas if there had been an earlier covenant, we would expect the text to say “the covenant.” Also, it is more likely that the Antichrist (the “he” in Daniel 9:27) would make a new covenant with “the many” rather than try to amend and enforce an older one.
“with the many.” It is important to notice that Daniel says “with the many” and not just “with many” or “with Israel.” From Daniel 9:24-27, the subject is Israel, not the Gentile nations. In the context, “the” many are the many of Israel. The case could even be made that the Antichrist represents the Gentile nations and that they, represented by the Antichrist, are making a covenant, a treaty, with “the many” of Israel. This covenant will be after the Rapture of the Christian Church (see commentary on 2 Thess. 2:2), and will be made with many of the Jews in the Tribulation period, in keeping with Daniel 9:24, in which the angel says to Daniel that 70 weeks are determined for “your people” (the Jews) and “your holy city” (Jerusalem). Those many Jews will include the leaders in Israel, because for a covenant to be made and be effective for the Jews in general, that “many” would have to include the leaders of Israel even though all the Jews did not agree to it. The use of “the many” shows that there will be Jews who will not agree with making such a covenant, and it seems certain that many of those will be Jews who come to believe in Christ during the Tribulation period. To better understand “the many” of Israel in modern terms, it must be known that Israel has a government of many factions, and that laws almost always have to be passed by different factions forming “coalitions” that then have the majority vote. That being the case, we can see that it is almost certain that any treaty made between Israel and the Antichrist will not be looked upon with favor by all the Jews, but rather by “the many” in Israel.
“for one week.” The prophetic “weeks” in Daniel are weeks of years, that is, seven years. This describes the duration of the Great Tribulation; seven years. The natural and supernatural disasters spoken of in the book of Revelation begin to unfold when or soon after the covenant is made between Israel and the Antichrist.
But in the middle of the “week,” in the middle of the seven years, thus after 3½ years, the Antichrist will begin to fully exercise his satanic power and oppress God’s people. For example, here in Daniel 9:27, we see he will cause sacrifices and offerings to God to cease being made. The last half of the Great Tribulation, the 3½ years when the Antichrist is fully exercising his power, will be very difficult for anyone who believes because believers will be relentlessly persecuted, and that time period is described in four different ways: half of the “week” of years, 42 months, 1260 days, and “a time, times, and half a time.” The description, “a time, times, and half a time” would not be clear if it were not for the other time periods that describe it, but because of those other descriptions, we can see the phrase means, “a time [a year], times [two years] and half a time [1/2 year] for a total of 3½ years.
The description “42 months” occurs in Revelation 13:4-5 and describes the time when the dragon, Satan, gives power to the “beast,” the Antichrist, for 42 months, which is 3½ years. That same time period is described in Daniel 7:25, which says believers will be handed over to the antichrist for “a time, times and half a time.”
But Israel will not be totally destroyed by Satan and his Antichrist. Revelation 12:6 says that during that time of persecution, God protects Israel, which is portrayed as a woman, and the time of protection is given as 1260 days, and Revelation 12:14 shows that Israel is protected for “a time, times, and half a time,” and both those time periods are 3½ years.
“And on a wing of the Temple he will set up an abomination.” The Antichrist will set up a great abomination on a wing of the Temple in Jerusalem. For this understanding of the text, see the NIV84 (cf. HCSB, Douay-Rheims, NJB). The wording of the text in Daniel is obscure and debated, but thankfully it is somewhat clarified by Jesus Christ, because he spoke of the abomination that Daniel spoke about, pointed out that it was something that people could see, and that it would be in the Temple, the Holy Place (Matt. 24:15). This is an important verse for Christians today because it confirms that before the Second Coming of Christ and the Battle of Armageddon that the Jews will build a Temple in Jerusalem.
Interestingly, Matthew 24:15 also adds the phrase, “let the one reading understand.” It is possible that the phrase about the wording in Daniel was added because the text was already being corrupted and the Hebrew text and the Septuagint that was available during Christ’s time already differed.
The word “abomination” is plural in the Hebrew text, but that is likely the plural of emphasis because it was going to be a great abomination, much like “blood” is pluralized to “bloods” in Genesis 4:10 because Cain’s murder of Abel was so heinous. Jesus certainly thought the “abomination” was singular when he spoke about it.
“that causes desolation.” The verb “desolation” is shamem (#08074 שָׁמֵם) and it occurs twice in Daniel 9:27 and is the same verb as in the last phrase of Daniel 9:26 (“Desolations are determined”). The specific “desolation” that is caused by whatever it is that the Antichrist sets in the Temple is not specified. However, because the Antichrist will rule over the world’s financial, military, and religious systems, it would relate in some way to the “desolation” of God’s people who are tortured and killed under the reign of the Antichrist (cf. Dan. 7:21, 25; Rev. 13:7, 10; 14:12-13).
The Bible indicates that the majority of believers, but not all of them, will die or be killed during the Great Tribulation, and especially during the last half of it. That some believers will live through the Tribulation and Armageddon explains why, when Jesus conquers the earth and sets up his kingdom, there will still be believers, “sheep,” left on earth to enter his kingdom (Matt. 25:31-34). Also, Jesus himself said that some believers would survive the Great Tribulation (Matt. 16:28).
[For more on Jesus’ coming kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth. For more on the Sheep and Goat Judgment, see commentary on Matt. 25:32.]
 
Daniel Chapter 10
Dan 10:1
“third year of Cyrus king of Persia.” Therefore 536/535 BC.
“word.” This is the biblical use of “word” as a message, not just a single “vocabulary word.” Christians typically use this language today, such as, “I have a word [message] from the Lord.”
“whose name was called Belteshazzar.” See commentary on Daniel 1:7.
“And he understood the word, and had understanding of the vision.” This is a summary statement explaining that Daniel understood the vision once it was explained to him by the angel (Dan. 10:10-14). From the time Daniel first got the vision until the angel came to him, he went through the actions of mourning, which would include not washing, and a limited diet, as well as perhaps doing other things, all designed to get God’s attention and favor so his request would be granted (Dan. 10:2-3). He acted in a state of mourning until the angel came and explained God’s vision to him.
Dan 10:3
“I ate no pleasant bread.” How Daniel was in a state of mourning—acting as if he was mourning a death—is described here in Daniel 10:3.
Dan 10:4
“the Tigris.” The Hebrew text in Daniel reads “Hiddekel,” which is one of the names of the river that is more commonly known as the “Tigris.” The Tigris River is also called Hiddekel in Genesis 2:14.
Dan 10:9
“I fell on my face into a deep sleep.” See REV commentary on Daniel 8:18.
Dan 10:13
“But the leader of the kingdom of Persia.” The “leader” of the kingdom of Persia is a powerful demon who would not allow the angel God sent to answer Daniel’s prayer and deliver his message to Daniel. This demon is referred to as a “leader” (the Hebrew can also mean “ruler” or “commander”), and he had other demons with him. Later in the verse, they are all referred to as “the kings of Persia.” These are the demons who controlled the territory of Persia.
“Michael, one of the chief leaders.” Michael was a ruling angel. When God created the spiritual world with different spiritual beings, He made some of His angels to be ruling angels, “archangels.” The ruling angel Michael is specifically called one of the “chief princes” (or “primary rulers”) in Daniel 10:13. Similarly, Revelation 10:1 and 18:21 mention “strong” angels who are more powerful than others. So, like people, God’s angels have different abilities and responsibilities. Daniel refers to Michael as one of the “chief leaders,” that is, one of the top leaders of God’s angels.
[For more information on ruling angels and the spiritual world, see the REV commentaries on Jude 1:9 and Gen. 1:26.]
“because I was detained there.” The Hebrew is perhaps more literally, “because I was left there” or “because I remained there,” but in this case the reason that the angel remained there was that he was detained by the “leader” of Persia, the demon who controlled the area (cf. NIV, JPS; “detained”).
Dan 10:16
“sons of men.” The Hebrew reads “sons of man,” that is the sons of “mankind” (or “humankind”), i.e., human. The angel was in human form.
 
Daniel Chapter 11
Dan 11:1
“in the first year of Darius the Mede.” Making Daniel 11:1 the first verse of Daniel 11 instead of the last verse of Daniel 10 makes the chronology of Persia unworkable. Daniel 11:1 should be the last verse of Daniel 10, not the first verse of Daniel 11. The chapters were put in the Bible long before archaeologists and historians pieced together an understanding of Persian history, and in this case, the chapter break between Daniel 10 and Daniel 11 was put in the wrong place: Daniel 10 was ended one verse early.
The Bible was originally written with no spaces, punctuation, verses, or chapters. An entire scroll was just one solid string of letters. So, for example, if the original Bible was in English, John 11:34-36 (RSV) would be: ANDHESAIDWHEREHAVEYOU LAIDHIMTHEYSAIDTOHIMLORD COMEANDSEEJESUSWEPTSO THEJEWSSAIDSEEHOWHELOVEDHIM.
Chapters: The Jews began dividing the Old Testament into “sections” (not chapters yet) before the Babylonian Captivity in 586 BC. Our modern chapter divisions in the Old Testament came from Stephen Langton, a professor in Paris engaged in editing a Latin version of the Bible in 1205. These chapter divisions were added to the Hebrew text in 1330. The chapter divisions in the New Testament began to be made much earlier, before the Council of Nicea in AD 325, but today’s chapter divisions were not finished until the Archbishop of Canterbury did so in about 1227.
Verses: After the Babylonian Captivity of 586 BC, the Jews started to occasionally add spaces to the Hebrew text of the Old Testament before what to them was the start of a new thought, and some of those spaces later became verse divisions in our modern English Bible. However, our modern verse divisions in the Old Testament were standardized much later, about AD 900.
When it came to the verses in the New Testament, the first systematic verse divisions were added by Robert Stephanus to his critical Greek text of 1551. Those verse divisions were then used by William Whittingham in 1557, a major translator of the Geneva Bible of 1560; and thus the Geneva Bible of 1560 was the first English Bible to use standardized chapter and verse divisions. The Geneva Bible was the Bible used by William Shakespeare and John Bunyan (author of Pilgrim’s Progress), and was also the Bible brought across to America on the Mayflower by the Pilgrims, who used that version, not the King James Version. It should be noted, however, that even today scholars occasionally differ on where to divide a verse and thus even modern versions still occasionally differ a little (see commentary on Ps. 36:1).
The standardization of the chapter and verse divisions by 1560 was both a good and bad thing. On the good side, it allowed for much easier and more accurate communication about the Bible, because one person could write to another and comment about a chapter and verse and they both could then communicate about the same verse.
On the bad side, however, was the fact that there was a lot about Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek, and also about biblical history, that was not known in the 1500s. As a result, many chapters and verses in the Bible are broken in the wrong place, often causing confusion or misinterpretation of the Bible, or at least a loss of the proper emphasis of what the Bible is saying.
The traditional chapter break in Daniel 11:1 is one of the places where the chapter is in the wrong place. This is well understood by conservative scholars, but not easily seen by the English reader who is not familiar with Persian history. “The people who divided Scripture into chapters have not done this accurately at all times. Thus the first verse of this chapter [Dan. 11] should have been the last one of chapter 10.”[footnoteRef:904] “Nothing could be clearer than that this verse [Dan. 11:1] still belongs to what was just considered [in Dan. 10].[footnoteRef:905] “…it is clear that it [Dan. 11:1] should be considered with the statement in 10:21 concerning the reciprocal aid between Michael and the interpreting angel.”[footnoteRef:906] Daniel would be easier to read and understand if Daniel 11:2 had been correctly marked as Daniel 11:1. [904:  Harry Bultema, Commentary on Daniel, 313.]  [905:  H. C. Leupold, Exposition of Daniel, 468.]  [906:  Stephen Miller, Daniel [NAC], 289.] 

Dan 11:2
“Now I will show you the truth.” The Complete Jewish Bible (CJB) translates this sentence as, “What I am going to tell you now is true,” which, while not a strict translation, catches the meaning very well. Daniel 11:2 should actually have been numbered Daniel 11:1, see commentary on Daniel 11:1.
The verses that follow include a thumbnail history of Persia, Greece, and the Seleucid and Ptolemaic empires. Obviously, not every historical detail of that time period can be covered; that would take a huge book, but enough detail is covered that we get a general overview of many major events. The record of the events in Daniel 11, however, does not cover the Church Age.
Due to the short and thumbnail-like overview of the events, there are some descriptions in the prophecies that are either unclear or that do not seem to exactly match history. That is to be expected for several reasons. One is that God is not trying to give us the exact history of every event, but a general overview, especially from His perspective, of events. It often occurs in prophecy that what we get is a “take-home message,” not a blow-by-blow narrative.
Another reason is that not everything we find in the ancient records is accurate. Historians know this, and ancient histories are constantly being rewritten as new research reveals that what used to be thought as true has been found to be false or “not exact.” For example, kings were notorious for doctoring records to make themselves look favorable, and also, while God can reveal people’s hearts and motives, human historians cannot.
Another reason is that we often do not know the accurate translation of a word, or especially an idiomatic phrase. One only has to read an older version of the Bible such as the King James Version (1611) and compare it to a much more modern version such as the English Standard Version (last revised 2016) to see that the modern translations often differ greatly from the older versions.
Daniel 11 is broken into two major sections. Daniel 11:2-35 starts out by very briefly covering events in the Persian Empire, then the Greek Empire of Alexander the Great, and four of his generals. After that, it launches into a much more detailed account of the empires of two of Alexander’s generals and the two dynasties they start: the Ptolemaic and Seleucid dynasties. Then there is a time gap that includes the Church Age, and then Daniel 11:36-45 deals with the time of the End, a time that is still future when the last Gentile ruler, whom we know as the Antichrist, rules the earth and meets his end: “he will come to his end with no one to help him” (Dan. 11:45).
Although Daniel saw the vision and wrote it down in 536/535 BC (Dan. 10:1), the events described in Daniel 11:2-35 happened many years after that. For example, Alexander the Great reigned from 336-323 BC, 200 years after Daniel wrote, and the wars between the Seleucids and Ptolemies described in Daniel 11:5-35 took place over many years and many rulers, and ended some 350 years after Daniel wrote. Yet Daniel’s prophecies are so incredibly detailed, and so well documented in history by ancient authors such as Josephus (c. AD 37-100), that historians who do not believe in God and prophecy deny that Daniel wrote them, asserting instead that they are so accurate they had to be written after the fact.
For example, The Interpreter’s Bible says, “Once we have accepted the second century BC as the time of writing rather than the seventh century BC, we have a book that is religiously significant. …The book [of Daniel] is not magical foretelling. It deals with a contemporary situation, which removes it from the realm of suspicious superstitious magic to the realm of faith.[footnoteRef:907] To us, this kind of interpretation is double talk. Why would a history written after the fact be more “religiously significant” than one written by revelation before the events happened? Indeed, why would writing a history after the fact be in “the realm of faith” at all? Furthermore, if God is real then surely He can reveal future events without that being “magical” foretelling. There is no “magic” involved. The believer accepts Daniel at face value, as Jesus did (cf. Matt. 24:15), and realized that God told Daniel what would happen before it happened. [907:  Buttrick, Daniel, The Interpreter’s Bible, vol. 6, 355.] 

It is proper to ask the question, “What was God’s purpose for giving such a detailed history of events involving the Jews so many years before the fact?” The answer is “hope.” The Jews could have hope in the midst of their difficult situation because they knew God had His hand upon them and their future is bright—even though it was still in the distant future. Furthermore, the hope God gives us from these limited vignettes of history should give us hope for all of history. The fact that God shows us that He has His hand on a small section of history is meant to teach us that He has His hand on all of history. Not that God controls history, He doesn’t. The earth is still a war zone between Good and Evil, and people still have free will, but God can still influence the way history will develop, and He will bring things to a righteous and godly solution in the End.
To the Jews living through the Seleucid-Ptolemaic wars, those wars likely seemed endless, but the Jews who believed knew there was an end in sight, so they knew to stay faithful to God. Similarly, today and during the Great Tribulation in the future, believers going through those times may think the End is never coming, but reading Matthew 24, the book of Revelation, and chapters about the Tribulation in the Old Testament should give them the stamina, courage, and hope to stand and speak what is right (cf. Matt. 10:16-23).
“three more kings.” The current king was Cyrus (Dan. 10:1). The three more Persian kings were Cambyses (530-522 BC); Pseudo-Smerdis (also known as Gaumata) (522 BC); and Darius I (522-486 BC). Historians debate the exact dates, but these are very close.
“the fourth.” The fourth king of Persia after Cyrus was Xerxes I (486-465 BC). It was Xerxes I who stirred up his people against Greece, and then led against the Greeks one of the largest armies ever to be amassed in the ancient world consisting of hundreds of thousands of men. But the attack was a disaster and a great loss from which Xerxes never recovered. Thus, Daniel’s vision now moves on to Greece.
Dan 11:3
“a mighty king.” This is Alexander the Great. The Bible’s description of him is accurate: he had a vast empire, was an absolute ruler, and did what he pleased. But, as we know from history, he died prematurely and his kingdom was divided up and ruled by four of his generals. He had a huge impact on history. For example, his conquest of Egypt led to Egypt being ruled by Greeks (“Cleopatra Queen of Egypt” was actually a Greek), and to the development of the Septuagint, the Greek translation of the Old Testament.
Dan 11:4
“will be divided...but not to his posterity.” After Alexander the Great died, his sons were murdered and his kingdom was eventually divided up between four of his generals: Cassander, who ruled over Macedonia and Greece, the traditional homeland of Greece. Lysimachus, who ruled over Thrace, Bithynia, and most of Asia Minor (mostly today’s Turkey). Seleucus, who controlled Syria and the lands east of it including Babylonia; and Ptolemy, who took control of Egypt. He also controlled Palestine and some of south-eastern Arabia, but those areas were not firmly in his control and they were fought over and went back and forth between being under Seleucid control and Ptolemaic control, as we see here in Daniel 11.
Dan 11:5
“king of the South.” This is Ptolemy I Soter (323-285).
“one of his commanders.” This is Seleucus I Nicator (312/311-280 BC). Seleucus was appointed satrap over Babylonia but had to flee from a rival general, Antigonus. He fled to Ptolemy in Egypt and served under him, but when Antigonus was defeated in 312 BC, Seleucus returned to power in the north and eventually became more powerful than Ptolemy.
Dan 11:6
“After some years.” The Hebrew is an idiom; the text more literally reads, “At the end of years.”
“the daughter of the king of the south will come to the king of the north.” There were continual periodic clashes between the Seleucids in the north and the Ptolemies in the south, in Egypt. After the death of Ptolemy I in 285 BC, Ptolemy II Philadelphus (285-246 BC) took the throne in Egypt, and about 250 BC made a peace treaty with the current Seleucid ruler, the grandson of Seleucus, who was Antiochus II Theos (261-246 BC). Under the peace treaty, Berenice, the daughter of Ptolemy II Philadelphus, was to marry the Seleucid king, Antiochus II, and then after Antiochus II died, the Seleucid throne would be given to a child of theirs. The phrase “come to” in this context means for a woman to go live in the man’s house; i.e., marry the man (cf. Josh. 15:18).
The plan failed. In order for the treaty to work Antiochus had to divorce his wife, a powerful woman named Laodice (or Laodiceia), and exclude his two sons by her from the throne. But Laodice managed to have Antiochus, his new wife Berenice, and their child, all killed. Thus, Berenice did not retain the “strength of her arm,” that is, her power, and neither did Antiochus, who strengthen her in those times. Furthermore, Berenice’s father, Ptolemy II, died about that same time.
Dan 11:7
“But from a shoot from her roots one will arise.” The phrase, “from her roots,” means from the same family stock as she was from. After Ptolemy II Philadelphus (285-246 BC) died, his son, Ptolemy III Euergetes (246-221 BC; “Euergetes” means “benefactor”) came to the throne in Egypt. He was the brother of Berenice, and he amassed a large army and attacked the Seleucid kingdom to avenge his sister’s murder. The war lasted from 246-221 BC, and Ptolemy had great success. He even successfully entered and looted the Seleucid capital city, Antioch. A monument erected to him claims he subjugated Mesopotamia, Persia, Susiana, Media, and all countries as far as Bactria.[footnoteRef:908] He also apparently put Laodice to death. [908:  John Walvoord, Daniel, 333-34.] 

Ptolemy carried the Seleucid gods into Egypt as a sign of their total defeat. This was often done by victorious nations (see commentary on Dan. 11:8).
Dan 11:8
“Also their gods.” It was a common custom for a conquering nation to take back home with them the gods of the defeated nation (cf. Isa. 46:1-2; Jer. 48:7; 49:3; Hos. 10:5; see commentary on Hos. 10:5).
Dan 11:9
“will come into the realm of the king of the south.” The Seleucid king of the north, Seleucus II Callinicus, tried to mount a counterattack against Ptolemy (c. 240 BC), but he was soundly defeated and returned to his own land.
Dan 11:10
“But his sons will continue the war.” Seleucus II Callinicus had two sons: Seleucus III Ceraunus (ca. 227-223 BC) and Antiochus III the Great (ca. 223-187 BC). They waged war on Ptolemy in Egypt.
“his sons…he…he.” This is very historically accurate. Although the sons of Seleucus II Callinicus started to make war on Ptolemy together, the elder son, Seleucus III Ceraunus, died in a war and the younger son, Antiochus III “the Great” took over. The verse represents this by changing from the plural to the singular.
Antiochus III “the Great” was successful in restoring the territory of Phoenicia and Palestine to Seleucid control as far south as Gaza, which was strong and well fortified, and thus aptly referred to as a “fortress.”
Dan 11:11
“The king of the south.” This king of the south is Ptolemy IV Philopator (reigned ca. 221-204 BC).
“the king of the north.” This is Antiochus III the Great (reigned ca. 223-187 BC). Both Ptolemy and Antiochus amassed huge armies. “According to Polybius, Ptolemy’s forces consisted of 70,000 infantry, 5,000 cavalry, and 73 elephants; whereas Antiochus’ army had 62,000 infantry, 6,000 cavalry, and 102 elephants.”[footnoteRef:909] Despite the fact that the armies were closely matched, Ptolemy IV Philopator won a decisive victory and basically wiped out the northern army, with Antiochus barely escaping into the desert. [909:  Stephen Miller, Daniel [NAC], 295.] 

“who will set forth a great multitude.” The text is “and he will,” and it is referring to the king of the north. The king of the north will set forth a multitude, that is, Antiochus III will be the aggressor; however, that multitude will be given into the hand of the king of the south, Ptolemy IV Philopator, who will defeat Antiochus.
Dan 11:12
“his heart.” This is now referring to the king of the South, Ptolemy IV Philopator.
“lifted up with pride.” Ptolemy’s heart was lifted up with pride, which caused him not to press his advantage and head north and completely conquer the Seleucids, especially since he still controlled Phoenicia and Palestine. This would turn out to be a huge mistake because the Seleucids grew strong again, and thus Ptolemy “would not prevail.” While Ptolemy was basking in the glow of his victory, and generally not being of a warlike character anyway, Antiochus III the Great focused on conquests in other areas, and gathered his troops and was very successful. From 212-204 BC he moved east as far as India, and as far north as the Caspian Sea. Meanwhile, the Egyptian king, Ptolemy IV Philopator, died in 204 BC, and his young son, Ptolemy V Epiphanes, who was four to six years old (the age is not exactly known), was crowned in 203 BC.
Dan 11:13
“For the king of the north will return.” With these words, Daniel 11:13 marks a shift in the back-and-forth conflicts in the Ptolemaic and Seleucid dynasties. During the time covered by Daniel 11:13-35, it is the Seleucid dynasty that has greater power.
“after some years.” The Hebrew is idiomatic, and literally reads: “at the end of years.”
“he will come on with a great army.” In 202 or 201 BC, Antiochus III the Great mounted another attack on the holdings of the Ptolemies, taking full advantage of the death of Ptolemy IV Philopator and the fact that Ptolemy V Epiphanes was only a child. Antiochus attacked and conquered Phoenicia and Palestine, and captured the fortress of Gaza by 201 BC.
Dan 11:14
“the violent ones.” The Hebrew is idiomatic: “the sons of violence.” This is a general idiomatic term for unlawful men such as robbers or bandits. It is not making a distinction between people who are “peaceful” and people who are “violent.” It is saying that some of the lawless among the Jews joined in the war.
“among your people will lift themselves up.” This vision is being given to Daniel, so “your people” refers to the Jews. A number of violent Jews joined with Antiochus III in his war against the young Egyptian king, Ptolemy V Epiphanes.[footnoteRef:910] [910:  Josephus, Antiquities of the Jews, 12.3.3.] 

“but they will fail.” The more literal Hebrew is “but they will fall,” but it refers to them failing. This is a very accurate piece of history because although Antiochus III the Great had great success against Ptolemy, and gained much territory, and was joined in the war by some violent Jews, the Jews suffered for it. Although the Egyptian forces of Ptolemy led by the general Scopas, ultimately lost the war, it was not before he “punished the leaders of Jerusalem and Judah who rebelled against the Ptolemaic government.[footnoteRef:911] [911:  Stephen Miller, Daniel [NAC], 295.] 

Dan 11:15
“the king of the north.” This is Antiochus III the Great. In the wars between Antiochus III and Ptolemy V Epiphanes, the army of Antiochus engaged the southern army led by Ptolemy’s general Scopas who eventually ended up in the fortified city of Sidon. But after a siege, Antiochus took Sidon in 198 BC and Scopas surrendered. This victory resulted in Antiochus controlling Palestine down to Gaza, as well as Phoenicia and even some areas on the coast of Asia Minor (now Turkey) that had been under Ptolemaic control.
“the forces of the south will not stand.” This seems to refer to the fact that Egyptian forces sent north to support Scopas at Sidon failed to turn the tide of the war and thus give the Ptolemaic general the victory.
Dan 11:16
“But he who comes against him will do as he pleases.” This is to be understood as “But he [Antiochus III the Great] who comes against him [Ptolemy V Epiphanes] will do as he [Antiochus III] pleases.
“and he will stand in the glorious land.” The “glorious land” is Israel. The Seleucids had controlled Israel for a brief time before this, but now Antiochus III had undisputed control of Phoenicia and Israel, and this control would last. This set the stage for the control of Israel by the son of Antiochus III the Great, Antiochus IV Epiphanes, who was the infamous person who did so much harm to the Jews and who was the clearest type of the Antichrist in the Bible, and who is the subject of Daniel 8:9-14.
“and in his hand will be destruction.” This is idiomatic for Antiochus having the power of destruction. Israel was under his firm control.
Dan 11:17
“set his face.” This is a Hebrew idiom for “resolve,” “firmly decide.” Antiochus III the Great decided to make a treaty with Ptolemy rather than face possible conflict with the growing power of Rome.
“terms of an agreement and will perform them.” Instead of pressing on to an even greater military victory after defeating the forces of Ptolemy V Epiphanes in Sidon, in 197 BC, Antiochus III the Great opted to force a peace treaty upon Ptolemy. This was due to the growing influence of the power of Rome. Antiochus feared that if he attacked Egypt, Rome might intervene.
“he will give him a daughter of women to destroy the kingdom, but she will not stand with him.” As part of the peace treaty of 197 BC, Antiochus III gave one of his daughters, Cleopatra, to Ptolemy V Epiphanes in marriage. Basically, Antiochus forced his daughter upon the young Ptolemy, who was still under ten years old. Antiochus planned to have Cleopatra undermine Ptolemy V, but instead, she loved her husband and stood with him against her father, even working to make alliances with Rome as a way of protecting the kingdom.
Antiochus’ daughter Cleopatra was the first Cleopatra of Egypt, not the famous Cleopatra of the movies. The famous Cleopatra was Cleopatra VII Philopater (c. 69-30 BC), who lived more than a century after the first Cleopatra. Cleopatra VII was the last queen of Egypt (her son Caesarion reigned as Pharaoh for less than a month after she died), then Rome took control of Egypt.
The phrase, “a daughter of women” is more literally in Hebrew, “a daughter of the women,” which is an interesting and uncommon idiom for “a daughter.”
Dan 11:18
“turn his face.” A Hebrew idiom, here meaning “turn his attention.”
“and will capture many of them.” After Antiochus III the Great was not able to move against the Ptolemaic kingdom (which included his daughter, the new queen), he turned his attention to the coastlands and islands around the Mediterranean Sea, especially Greek holdings in Asia Minor but eventually in Greece itself, and had good success.
“But a commander will put a stop to his insolence.” The aggression of Antiochus III aroused the ire of Rome, and Rome sent against him an army led by Lucius Cornelius Scipio (he was the brother of Publius Cornelius Scipio, called “Scipio Africanus” whose chariot army was portrayed in the movie “Gladiator,” which lost in the movie but won in real life). After a series of defeats, in 188 BC Antiochus was forced to sign a peace treaty with Rome that included his surrendering territory, troops, hostages (including his son), and paying a heavy tribute to Rome.
Dan 11:19
“turn his face.” A Hebrew idiom, here meaning “turn his attention.”
“toward the fortresses of his own land.” It is possible that this refers to Antiochus III the Great going back to his homeland for protection, but it could also be a reference to the fact that the money he needed to pay Rome was mostly in fortified cities and temples.
“and will be found no more.” After being humiliated by the Romans, and in desperate need of funds, Antiochus went back to his country and in 187 BC tried to pillage the temple of Zeus (Bel) at Elymais, but he was killed by a mob that was apparently trying to defend their god.[footnoteRef:912] [912:  Cf. John Goldingay, Daniel [WBC], 535.] 

Dan 11:20
“Then will stand up in his place one who will cause a tax collector to pass through the kingdom.” After Antiochus III the Great was killed in 187 BC, Seleucus IV Philopater (187-175 BC) took over the Seleucid kingdom. The kingdom was still in desperate need of money to pay the heavy tribute exacted by Rome, so Seleucus IV sent a tax collector, Heliodorus, around the kingdom to get money. This would be of interest to Daniel because Heliodorus got some of the money by passing the oppressive tribute to Rome onto the Jews in the form of oppressive taxes. As Daniel’s prophecy says, Seleucus IV did not die in battle, or by an angry mob like his father died, but instead was poisoned as part of a plot by his tax collector, who was most likely trying to take over the kingdom for himself.[footnoteRef:913] [913:  Stephen Miller, Daniel [NAC], 297.] 

Dan 11:21
“a despised person.” This is Antiochus Epiphanes, the Seleucid ruler. He is described in Daniel 8:9-13, and as a foreshadowing of the Antichrist in a doubly fulfilled prophecy in Daniel 8:23-25.
Dan 11:36
“The king will do according to his will.” This verse in Daniel 11:36 is the shift between the historical type of the Antichrist (up to Dan. 11:35), and the Antichrist himself (Dan. 11:36-45). This has been understood by many commentators through the years from Jerome (AD 347-420) to modern conservative commentators.
Dan 11:44
“devote many to destruction.” That is, to destroy them totally.
[For more on things “devoted” to Yahweh and devoted to destruction, see commentary on Josh. 6:17.]
 
Daniel Chapter 12
Dan 12:1
“over your people.” The Hebrew is literally, “over the children of your people,” but in this context, that idiomatic wording can be confusing.
“there will be a time of trouble.” This time of trouble is often called the “Great Tribulation” by Christians because Jesus called it a time of great tribulation: “for at that time there will be great tribulation, such as has not been from the beginning of the world until now, no, and it will never ever happen again” (Matt. 24:21). The Great Tribulation will be so terrible for humans that Jesus said, “If those days had not been cut short, no one would survive” (Matt. 24:22 NIV; cf. Mark 13:20). Although Jesus described some of the events of the Great Tribulation (cf. Matt. 24; Mark 13; Luke 21), this time of tribulation is most clearly set forth in the book of Revelation, which reveals terrible events associated with seven seals (Rev. 6:1-17; 8:1), seven trumpets (Rev. 8:6-9:21; 10:7), seven thunders (Rev. 10:3-4), and seven bowls of judgment (Rev. 16:1-21). but Jesus was not the first person to speak of the tribulation in the End Times. The time of great trouble had also been foretold by many of the Old Testament prophets centuries before Jesus spoke of them.
The Bible also refers to this time of great tribulation as “the Day of Yahweh” (“the Day of the LORD” in most English versions). But the phrase “Day of Yahweh” can refer to the End Times as a whole or to only part of the End Times; each occurrence must be interpreted in its own context. By far the majority of the times “the Day of the Lord” is used, it is associated with wrath and destruction, and thus refers to the Great Tribulation (cf. Ezek. 30:3, Joel 1:15; 2:1; Amos 5:20; Zeph. 1:7ff; 1:14ff; Mal. 4:1-5). Also, quite often instead of using the whole phrase, “the Day of Yahweh” or “the Day of Judgment,” the End Times are simply referred to as “the Day,” “that Day,” etc., (cf. Isa. 11:10; Jer. 3:16; 46:10; Amos 8:9; 9:11; Mal. 4:1). The Great Tribulation is also called “the day of vengeance of our God” (Isa. 61:2; cf. Isa. 63:4).
According to the prophets, the Day of Yahweh, the Great Tribulation, will be a cruel day, with people becoming as scarce as gold (Isa. 13:9-13). The earth will be laid waste with very few people left (Isa. 24:1-23). The slain will lie like refuse on the ground, and the leaders will not escape (Jer. 25:29-38). It will be “Jacob’s trouble” (Jer. 30:7), a time of doom for the nations (Ezek. 30:1-19), and a time of distress such as has never been seen before on earth (Dan. 12:1). Believers will have an especially difficult time because the Antichrist will make war against them and prevail against them (Dan. 7:21, 25). The Great Tribulation will be a time of darkness and gloom (Joel 1:15; 2:1-11). Woe to people who think they are righteous and long for the Day of the Lord as if it would vindicate them because it will not (Amos 5:18-20). People’s evil deeds will return on themselves (Obad. 1:15-16). God, in anger and wrath, will take vengeance on the land and on nations, and destroy witchcraft and idols to the end that there will be no more idolatry (Mic. 5:10-15). It will be a day of wrath, distress, and anguish; a day of trouble, ruin, gloom, and darkness. No one’s wealth will be able to deliver them. God will make a terrible end to the people who dwell in the land. God will sweep away humans, animals, fish, and birds—everything—from the face of the earth (Zeph. 1:2-18). God will shake both the heavens and the earth (Hag. 2:6-7), and that Day will burn like a furnace (Mal. 4:1).
The “time of trouble” will be seven years, and will start when the Antichrist makes a covenant with Israel, which he will then break after 3½ years (Dan. 9:27), and it will end with the Battle of Armageddon when Jesus Christ and his armies come down from heaven and conquer the earth and Satan is imprisoned so he cannot be active on earth (Rev. 19:11-20:4). Then Christ will set up his kingdom on earth and reign 1,000 years (Rev. 20:2-8). During that time there will be unprecedented peace, prosperity, and health on the earth. The scriptural evidence points to the fact that the Rapture will be just prior to those seven years of tribulation.
[For more on the Rapture, see commentary on 1 Thess. 4:17. For more on Christ’s wonderful future kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
“will be delivered.” This does not mean that the people who believe will be saved from the persecution and wrath of the Tribulation period. Jesus made it clear that many believers would be killed (Matt. 24:9; Luke 21:16). But the believers who endure to the end of their lives will be saved, delivered from everlasting death, and granted everlasting life (see commentary on Luke 21:18).
“the book.” This is a reference to “the Book of Life,” the book that has the names of all those who will be granted everlasting life (cf. Exod. 32:32; Ps. 69:28 [some versions have it as 69:29]; Phil 4:3; Rev. 3:5; 13:8; 17:8; 20:12, 15; 21:27).
Dan 12:2
“And many.” Daniel 12:2 is one of the clear statements in the Old Testament that there is a resurrection from the dead. However, the reference to “many” has been confusing for scholars because there are other verses that seem to indicate that everyone is resurrected and judged by God. There are several ways this verse has been explained.
Some commentators note that there are times when “many” can be a type of tapeinosis (understatement) for “all.” However, that has not generally been an accepted explanation because the following preposition (the Hebrew min) is most naturally used in a partitive sense, meaning only some people will awake.
Some commentators see the verse as referring to two groups who awake to different fates. In that case, “many” (the NIV has “multitudes”) people awake from the dead; that is, there are multitudes who have died since Adam and Eve, and some of them have life while others have shame.
Other commentators see the verse as saying that “many” get up from the dead, while other people remain dead. That is a very likely possibility. God is a righteous and just God, and there seems to be little point in raising someone from the dead who never had a chance to believe or be saved. For example, if the Nephilim were who many people believe they were, that is, genetically modified “humans” that were not able to believe, then there would be no point for God to raise them from the dead. They are already dead, so why raise them just so they could die again when they could not have believed and been saved in the first place? They are wicked and not saved, but not due to any free will guilt of their own. In fact, that may be the meaning of Isaiah 26:14 (NIV84), “They are now dead, they live no more; those departed spirits [Hebrew is “rapha,” likely a progenitor of the Rephaim, a group of the Nephilim] do not rise. You punished them and brought them to ruin; you wiped out all memory of them.” Commentators such as E. W. Bullinger say that the statement that they “do not rise” indicates they will not be in the resurrection.
Also, for example, children of unsaved parents who die very young before they can speak or reason could not be righteously judged, so it is possible that they do not get up from the dead. So it seems that when Daniel says “many,” he is being accurate.
“who sleep in the dust of the earth.” The people being referred to are not in heaven, they are sleeping in the dust of the earth. They are not alive in heaven awaiting the resurrection of their dead body, they are in the ground “sleeping,” that is, dead. The reference to “dust” is likely a deliberate allusion to Genesis 3:19, where God tells Adam that he is dust and will return to dust.
[For more information on the dead being dead, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.”]
“will awake.” The Old Testament has a number of verses about God raising the dead (cf. Deut. 32:39; Job. 19:25-27; Ps. 71:20; Isa. 26:19; 66:14; Ezek. 37:12-14; Dan. 12:2, 13; and Hos. 13:14).
“some to everlasting life.” Daniel 12:2 is one of the verses in the Bible that mentions the two future resurrections, the Resurrection of the Righteous and the Resurrection of the Unrighteous, as if they were occurring at the same time. However, we learn from the New Testament, from the book of Revelation, that the two resurrections are separated by 1,000 years (Rev. 20:4-6). During the 1,000-year period that separates the two resurrections, Jesus Christ reigns on earth in his Millennial Kingdom. The phrase “everlasting life” in the Hebrew text (or perhaps more accurately “long life,” became “life in the age,” that is, life in the coming age, in the Septuagint, and then that same language was used often in the New Testament.
[For more about Christ’s reign on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on the phrase “life in the age to come,” see Appendix 1: “Life in the Age to Come.”]
“shame.” Most people who are raised in the Resurrection of the Unrighteous, the Second Resurrection, will be thrown into the Lake of Fire and eventually be completely consumed. However, before they die they will experience shame, and there will be “sobbing and gnashing of teeth.”
[For more on the “sobbing and gnashing of teeth, see commentary on Matt. 8:12. For more on the resurrections, see commentary on Acts 24:15. For more about the unsaved being annihilated in the Lake of Fire and not burning forever, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
“everlasting contempt.” This phrase does not prove that people burn forever in the Lake of Fire. For one thing, the Hebrew word translated “everlasting” does not have to mean “forever,” but can refer to a long time. However, that is not likely its meaning here because it is contrasted with “everlasting life,” which does go on forever. Although the unsaved do not burn forever, the “contempt” (abhorrence) that God, angels, and the righteous have for them does go on forever. They were wicked when alive, and that memory of wickedness is always associated with them.
Dan 12:3
“wise will shine.” Wise people get saved and serve God, and in the future Kingdom of Christ on earth will shine and stand out from those who were barely saved but did not live a wise and obedient life. Part of what it means to be wise is to share the Good News of salvation and obedience with others, and that is highlighted in the second part of Daniel 12:3.
Dan 12:7
“a time, times, and half a time.” This is 3½ years (see commentary on Dan. 7:25).
Dan 12:10
“And none of the wicked will understand.” One of the characteristics of the End Times will be the marked division between the wicked and the wise. Of course, there have always been wicked people on earth. But in the End Times the sheer numbers of the wicked, and their inability to see actual goodness and truth, and instead “call evil good and good evil,” and put “darkness for light and light for darkness” (Isa. 5:20), will make the End Times exceeding difficult for those people who love God (which is an important reason for godly people to fellowship together for mutual support).
Jesus said that “the love of the many will grow cold” (Matt. 24:12), and that will be true. In the End Times, and especially during the Tribulation itself, there will be a coldness and hatefulness on earth like the world has not seen before; but there will also be a deceiving blanket of false love bandied about—an acceptance of those things that God forbids and dislikes—and that will be called “love.” Jesus said the increase in hatefulness would be due to an increase in lawlessness. To be sure, an “increase in lawlessness” means an increase in crime, but more pointedly it refers to people turning away from God’s laws and commands and being “lawless” in His eyes. But since God is love, when a person turns away from God’s commands the only thing there is to turn to is less love; that is, less genuine love.
Dan 12:11
“1,290 days.” This is 30 days longer than the 1,260 days that are the last half of the Tribulation. This 30 days is the period of time it will take to prepare the nations for Judgment after the Tribulation and the Battle of Armageddon.
The period of tribulation spoken of in Daniel 12:1 and Matthew 24:21 will be seven years, starting with the covenant made between the Antichrist and Israel, and ending with the Battle of Armageddon, when Jesus defeats the Antichrist (called “the beast” in Rev. 19:19-20). We learn about the seven years from Daniel 9:25-27, which speaks of a “week,” which in that context is a week of years, or seven years.
We also learn the duration of the seven-year time period of the Tribulation from the fact that half of the seven years is 3½ years, a figure that is stated several different ways. The Antichrist, also called the “beast,” and the “little horn,” makes a covenant with Israel for the “week,” (seven years), but in the middle of the seven years he breaks the covenant and comes to power. He is in power for “a time, times, and half a time,” that is, “a year, [two] years, and half a year” (Dan. 7:25; 12:7; Rev. 12:14). That same time period is also recorded as “42 months” (Rev. 11:2; 13:5) and 1,260 days (Rev. 12:6). All these time periods equal 3½ years.
At the end of the seven-year Tribulation, Jesus Christ fights and wins the Battle of Armageddon and conquers the earth. Then, he sends out his angels all over the earth to gather the survivors of the Tribulation and Armageddon (Matt. 24:30-31; 25:31-32). That would be no small task just by itself, but to complicate matters, at that same time the First Resurrection will occur (Rev. 20:4-6). The First Resurrection is also called the “Resurrection of the Righteous” (Luke 14:14; Acts 24:15), and the “Resurrection of Life” (John 5:29).
In the First Resurrection, all the righteous dead from Adam to Pentecost come to life. Millions of people will suddenly be raised from the dead (cf. Isa. 26:19; Ezek. 37:12-14; Dan. 12:2; Hos. 13:14). All these people will need to receive their rewards for their godly works on earth (Matt. 16:27), and they will need to be organized and shown what to do and where to go. Jesus does not do the judging alone, he will have help with the judging and rewarding of all these people. There are spirit being “elders” who have authority to judge who will be helping him, and those elders are associated with the First Resurrection (Rev. 20:4; cf. Rev. 4:4, Dan. 7:10, 26).
We must also keep in mind that every person in the First Resurrection is saved. The unsaved are in the Second Resurrection (Rev. 20:12-15). The First Resurrection is to raise and reward people who are saved. After the judging and rewarding of the people in the First Resurrection, the Israelites will go back to the land of Israel (Ezek. 37:12, 14), while the Gentile nations will be disbursed to places around the earth, likely to where they came from (this explains how it is that during the Millennium, the nations come to Israel to worship).
It is easy to imagine that after the carnage of the Tribulation and Armageddon, and with the added activity of trying to organize, reward, and disperse all the righteous dead who have come to life, it will take 30 days to gather all the Tribulation survivors and prepare the Sheep and Goat Judgment (Matt. 25:31-46). The Sheep and Goat Judgment is different from the First Resurrection because it involves both saved people (the “sheep”) and unsaved people (the “goats”). The 1,260 days that are the last half of the Tribulation are extended by 30 days in part to gather all the survivors on earth and get the Sheep and Goat Judgment ready. This all becomes even clearer when we read Daniel 12:12, which says, “Blessed is the one who waits for, and reaches the 1,335 days.” Thus, Daniel 12:12 adds another 45 days to the 1,290 days of Daniel 12:11.
There is little doubt, given the context and scope of Scripture, that the 45 days after the 1,290 days are the 45 days of the Sheep and Goat Judgment of Matthew 25:31-46, and that anyone who was still alive and on earth after the 45 days was “blessed” because he or she was judged to be a “sheep” and allowed to enter the Millennial Kingdom of Jesus Christ, while those who did not make the 1,335 days were judged to be “goats” and were thrown into the Lake of Fire.
Dan 12:13
“go your way until the end.” The words “your way” are not in the Hebrew but are implied and thus properly supplied. “Go your way until the end” implies that Daniel would not get any more visions. By this time he was a very old man and had accomplished much for Yahweh and stood righteous before Him his whole life. Now he would rest and await the Resurrection of the Righteous, when he would “stand” in his own allotted territory. The Old Testament has a number of verses about God raising the dead (cf. Deut. 32:39; Job. 19:25-27; Ps. 71:20; Isa. 26:19; 66:14; Ezek. 37:12-14; Dan. 12:2, 13; and Hos. 13:14).
[For more on the two resurrections, see commentary on Acts 24:15.]
“in your allotted place.” God had allotted territories for the twelve tribes of Israel in the Millennial Kingdom (Ezek. 47:13-48:29). Furthermore, God had said that in the resurrection of the Righteous, the first resurrection, people would come up out of their graves and return to the land of Israel (Ezek. 37:11-14; cf. Isa. 26:19; Hos. 13:14; Dan. 12:2).
We learn from the scope of Scripture that people who have been faithful, like Daniel, will inherit a possession in the Millennial Kingdom, while those who were unfaithful to God but faithful just enough to get saved, will be in the Millennial Kingdom but will not have a land inheritance there but will be workers (cf. 1 Cor. 3:12-15). The importance of knowing about the Millennial Kingdom and rewards in the Kingdom cannot be overstated. The vague teaching that saved people “go to heaven” provides little incentive for people to make difficult choices for Christ. If people knew that they could be saved but do so little for the Lord they would have no land in the Kingdom but would just be workers there, that might motivate them to work harder to be Christlike and follow Christ.
[For more on the Millennial Kingdom of Christ, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on rewards in the coming Kingdom, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10, “good or evil.”]


Hosea Commentary
Hosea Chapter 1
Hos 1:1
“in the days of Uzziah, Jotham, Ahaz, and Hezekiah.” Hosea’s ministry lasted 50 years, say from 770 BC to 720 BC, although those dates could be moved forward or backward. Uzziah (also called Azariah) started his sole reign over Judah about 775 BC, and Hezekiah ended his reign in Judah about 697 BC. Jeroboam II of Israel reigned as sole king from about 790 BC to 760 BC. Jeroboam was the last powerful king of Israel before it was conquered by Assyria, and that is likely why Hosea does not mention any other king of Israel besides Jeroboam.
Prophets who were contemporaries of Hosea include Isaiah (Isa. 1:1), and Micah (cf. Mic. 1:1. Micah started a little later than Hosea and Isaiah). Amos likely was (Amos 1:1), and also Jonah and Nahum likely were as well.
Hos 1:2
“Go, take for yourself a wife of prostitution and have children of prostitution.” The Hebrew text is brief and powerful, but that can make its meaning unclear. A “wife of prostitution” is a prostitute, and given the situation that Israel was in, given over to the worship of Baal and other pagan gods, it is quite possible that this prostitute was a temple prostitute in one of the pagan temples. In the Old Testament God often required prophets to act out the lesson that God wanted to show to the people. In this case, Israel had abandoned her legitimate “husband” (she had made a covenant to be faithful at Sinai; Exod. 24:3-8), and had gone after other gods, and God used the example of Hosea to show Israel how they were behaving.
The meaning of the phrase “children of prostitution” is not exactly clear. Grammatically, it can mean have children by Gomer, the prostitute, or it can mean have children who will become prostitutes themselves, or it can mean both those things, and some scholars suggest that Hosea was to marry Gomer who already had children through her prostitution. However, because Hosea could not determine what his children would grow up to do, the most likely meaning is “have children by the prostitute” (cf. CJB, NJB, GW).
“the land commits great adultery.” In this case, “the land” is put by metonymy for the people who live on the land, but as we know from so many other scriptures, when the people of the land sin, the land itself is affected (see commentary on Lev. 18:25).
[See Word Study: “Metonymy.”]
Hos 1:3
“Gomer.” The name means “completion; ripeness.” As symbolic of the country of Israel, she was the completeness of sensuality and thus wickedness. It seems that Gomer ran away from Hosea and became the lover/slave of another man, and Hosea had to buy her back, and Gomer’s life as symbolic of Israel continued (Hos. 3:1-5).
“Diblaim.” Hosea 1:3 is the only occurrence of the name Diblaim in the Bible, and it means something like “Double fig cakes” or “Twin fig cakes.” The name is an obvious reference to sensuality and shows that Gomer’s mother was a prostitute like Gomer was. The pair, Diblaim then Gomer, the prostitute and the daughter of a prostitute, are symbolic of Israel, which was wicked and increasing in wickedness until that wickedness was complete and ripe for God’s judgment. Indeed, Israel incurred that judgment at the hands of the Assyrians who carried Israel away and replaced the people with pagans from other countries Assyria had conquered. “Diblaim” also is likely to be a pointed reference and reminder of Israel’s idolatrous sin in that her name, “Double fig cake,” reminds Israel of their idolatry and that they loved the raisin cakes that were offered as a food offering to some of their idol gods (Hos. 3:1). Typically in food offerings, some of it was burned for the gods and the rest eaten by the priests or people.
Hos 1:4
“Jezreel.” The name has a double meaning that God uses very effectively in Hosea 1. Here it refers to scattering; that God would scatter Israel, but in Hosea 1:11 it refers to the “gathering” that follows the sowing (see commentary on Hos. 1:11).
Hos 1:6
“Lo-ruhamah.” The Hebrew word Ruhamah means “compassion, pity, mercy, love.” The Hebrew word “lo” means “no,” and thus “Lo-ruhamah” was a name that meant “No compassion” or “No mercy” or No love” (the English versions differ in their translation depending on what the translator felt was being emphasized in the context). Probably “mercy,” with its technical sense of withholding merited judgment” is not the best, while “no love” may be too broad. It seems “No compassion” or “No pity” is most fitting in the context. However, in Hosea 9:15 God says that He no longer loves Israel.
Hos 1:7
“I will have compassion on the house of Judah.” God had compassion on Judah and saved them from the Assyrians by a miracle (2 Kings 19:32-35). But Judah continued to sin and so God did not save them from the Babylonians. Nebuchadnezzar carried the people captive to Babylon and burned down Jerusalem and the Temple (2 Kings 24-25).
Hos 1:9
“Lo-ammi.” The Hebrew word Am means “people” and Ammi is the possessive, “my people.” The Hebrew word “lo” means “no,” and thus “Lo-ammi” was a name that meant “Not my people.” The people of the country of Israel (the ten northern tribes) had sinned so greatly and for so long that God rejected them as His people. Nevertheless, He will in the future regather them and give them their inheritance in the land of Israel.
[For more on the ten lost tribes of Israel being regathered in the Millennial Kingdom, see commentary on Jer. 32:37.]
“and I will not be your God.” The Hebrew is more literally, “and I will not be yours.” Although many translations add the word “God” for clarity, some scholars suggest that it should not be supplied here. God is still the God of Israel in reality, and so what the text is saying is that from a practical and experiential sense, God will no longer be Israel’s God. But we know from many verses of Scripture that Israel will eventually be regathered and God will be their God again (see commentary on Hos. 1:11).
Hos 1:11
“jezreel.” The name has a double meaning that God uses very effectively in Hosea 1. It refers to the act of sowing, which involves both scattering, the scattering of seed, and the planting of seed by means of scattering it on the ground, and by extension, also the act of gathering. So “jezreel” can mean “to scatter” or “to plant” depending on the context. So in Hosea 1, “jezreel” does not refer to the city, but God is using the meaning of the name to prophesy about the future of Israel. It will be scattered, and years later it will be replanted in the land of Israel.
In Hosea 1:4, God uses “jezreel” with the meaning of “scatter,” because Israel was about to be scattered by the Assyrians. During the reign of Hoshea, the last king of Israel, the Assyrians conquered Israel and carried the people away captive, and scattered them in different places around the Assyrian Empire (cf. 2 Kings 17:6). However, in Hosea 1:11 God used “jezreel” to refer to God’s “sowing” or planting Israel in its own land, bringing it back from captivity. Many verses prophesy Israel’s return to the land of Israel, the Promised Land, and Hosea 1:11 is one of them.
[For more information on Israel’s return to the Promised Land, see commentary on Jer. 32:37.]
“flourish in the land.” The Hebrew text is unclear, and one of the common translations, “go up from the land” does not fit the context or the many other prophecies about the restoration of Israel. J. Andrew Dearman writes, “The verb may be used here in an agricultural sense, however, as in ‘growing up’ or ‘increasing/flourishing’ (Deut. 29:23 [MT22]), rather than in its more common geographical sense of departing.”[footnoteRef:914] Other similar translations include the CEB, GW, NET, NIrV, NLT; cf. NRSV. [914:  J. Andrew Dearman, The Book of Hosea [NICOT], 105-06.] 

 
Hosea Chapter 2
Hos 2:2
“your mother.” Israel is called “your mother,” as the source and intended nurturer of the people of Israel, but she has led them astray, and God will soon divorce her (she will be conquered and carried away captive by Assyria).
“let her put an end to her prostitution that is on her face and her adulteries from between her breasts.” This seems to be the figure of speech amphibologia (double entendre) where one thing is said but two things apply.
It is clearly an admonition from God for the woman, the “mother,” (in this case, Israel) to stop committing adultery, which in this case is both spiritual, the worship of other gods, and physical, because pagan religion often involved prostitution and cultic adultery. However, the admonition also seems to refer to literally removing the physical symbols of paganism and prostitution. Prostitutes and idol worshipers would “advertise” their beliefs and practices just as today certain modes of dress let people know a person’s profession or position on a subject. Thus, removing prostitution from her face would involve removing the idol or idol symbol that was worn as a nose ring on her face, and removing the adultery from between her breasts would mean removing the symbol of her god or her profession as a prostitute from between her breasts.
Hos 2:11
“her new moons.” This is referring to the celebrations and feasts that were connected with the new moon. The new moon, the beginning of the month, was celebrated with special sacrifices and offerings under the Law of Moses (see commentary on Num. 28:11).
Hos 2:14
This verse is an abrupt shift in the context and speaks of the future restoration of Israel, which will fully occur in the Millennial Kingdom of Christ when Jesus rules over the earth.
[For more on the Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Hos 2:19
“righteousness.” In this context, “righteousness” is doing what is right and just to other people and in the sight of God (see commentary on Matt. 5:6). God is promising that when He brings Israel back to Himself, he will treat her in a just and godly way.
 
Hosea Chapter 3
Hos 3:4
“For the children of Israel are going to remain many days without a king.” Hosea was one of the prophets who foretold the destruction of the Kingdom of Israel (Hos. 1:4), which came to pass in 722 BC at the hands of the Assyrians (2 Kings 17:6). Then, “afterward,” the children of Israel would return to Israel, which will happen when Jesus comes from heaven, conquers the earth, and regathers the people of Israel. From 722 BC even until now the Kingdom of Israel consisting of the ten northern tribes of Israel, has not existed. So, true to the prophecy, it has had no king, no sacrifice, no standing-stones, and no ephod or idol; it has been gone as a kingdom.
[For more on the ten lost tribes of Israel being regathered in the Millennial Kingdom, see commentary on Jer. 32:37. For more on the future reign of Christ on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
“teraphim.” Teraphim were household gods (see commentary on Gen. 31:19).
“without a standing-stone.” In this case, the standing-stone is similar to the idols in the verse; they were representative of the idol gods Israel worshiped in defiance of God’s command.
[For more on standing-stones, see commentary on Gen. 28:18. For more on idols being harmful, see commentary on Deut. 7:5.]
Hos 3:5
“return.” That is, return to the land of Israel (see commentary on Jer. 32:37).
“David.” Here in Hosea 3:5, the Messiah is called “David.” This is the figure of speech antonomasia, “name change,” where a person is called by a name other than his or her own name in order to import characteristics from the other person. The Messiah is called “David” in Ezekiel 34:23, 24; 37:24, 25, as well as Jeremiah 30:9 and here in Hosea 3:5.
[For a more complete explanation of the Messiah being called “David,” see commentary on Ezek. 34:23.]
 
Hosea Chapter 4
Hos 4:1
“lawsuit.” The Hebrew noun translated “lawsuit” is rib (#07379 רִיב pronounced reeb, related to the verb, #07378), and it has a wide range of meanings including strife, controversy, dispute, quarrel, accusation, lawsuit, etc. The wide range of meanings is attested to by the different translations in the English versions: “controversy” (ASV, ESV, KJV); “cause against” (BBE); “grievance against” (CJB); “case against” (HCSB, NASB); “enter into judgment with” (DBY); “dispute” (NAB); “charge to bring against” (NIV); “indicts” (NJB); “has an indictment against” (NRSV); “brought charges against” (NLT).
The NET uses “covenant lawsuit,” which can be clarifying because the charges in the lawsuit are based upon the covenant that Israel made with God (Exod. 24:3-8; we refer to it as “the Old Covenant”). Israel broke the covenant so God is bringing a lawsuit against Israel which, because of her refusal to repent and return to God, will eventually lead to Him divorcing her and sending her away (Isa. 50:1; Jer. 3:8).
“covenant faithfulness.” The word translated “covenant faithfulness” is hesed (#02617 חֶסֶד), and it has a very broad range of meanings, including “mercy, faithfulness, goodness, graciousness, etc. It was also the word used when two or more parties had an agreement or covenant, and it expressed the joint obligations of the parties, such as covenant faithfulness, love, loyalty, or obligation. It is used almost 250 times in the Old Testament, often because Israel had failed to keep the covenant they made with God and thus abandoned their obligations and the covenant faithfulness and love they agreed to. That is the case here in Hosea 4:1.
The reason Yahweh had a “covenant lawsuit” against Israel is that they had broken the covenant they made with God (Exod. 24:3-8; we refer to that covenant as “the Old Covenant”). Israel ignored the covenant they made with God and even openly defied it. God compared His covenant with Israel as a marriage, and when Israel broke the covenant and refused to repent, eventually God divorced Israel and sent her away (Isa. 50:1; Jer. 3:8); Israel was captured by the Assyrians and deported from their land (2 Kings 17:6-23). The deportation of Israel was still future when Hosea 4:1 was written.
The range of meanings of hesed in this context makes it hard to agree on the best English translation, and that fact is reflected in the translations: “goodness” (ASV); “faithful love” (CJB, HCSB); “steadfast love” (ESV); “mercy” (KJV); “loyalty” (NAB, NET); “kindness” (NASB, NLT); “love” (NIV). In fact, however, all those things are based on the fact that Israel abandoned the covenant, and thus “covenant faithfulness” seems to catch all the different failures of Israel. God expects people to keep their vows, oaths, promises, and covenants, and it is very serious when they do not, and ignore what they said. As God says in Ecclesiastes: “It is better that you should not vow than that you should vow and not pay. (Eccl. 5:5).
Hos 4:2
“break all boundaries.” The Hebrew is literally, “they break out,” and that phrase is used literally of breaking physical boundaries but here it is used figuratively of breaking moral boundaries and resorting to immoral behavior and even violence. That explains translations such as the NET: “they resort to violence.” While that is historically true, the people did more than resort to violence, they were involved in many different kinds of immoral behavior and shed lots of blood.
Hos 4:5
“destroy your mother.” In this case, the “mother” is the whole nation, the nation as a whole, who has given birth to the rebellious Israelites of the time. That did happen when Assyria conquered and carried away the nation of Israel.
Hos 4:6
“My people are destroyed for lack of knowledge.” The people of God are expected to know the will of God, and the best way to do that is to know the Word of God, which are the words from the mouth of God and therefore the will of God. If we do not take the time to know God we are fools, just like God says: “For my people are fools, they do not know me. They are senseless children, and they have no understanding” (Jer. 4:22).
“you have forgotten the law.” Here in Hosea 4:6, God uses the word “forgotten” idiomatically. Here it means more than “forget,” although the people certainly did forget much of the Law simply because they paid no attention to it for so long. Here the Hebrew means that Israel “ignored” the Law, then “rejected” the Law, then forgot it due to neglect. The BBE translation reads that the people “have not kept in mind” the Law. The NIV reads that the people “ignored” the Law. The NET translation says the people “reject” the Law. All those different English translations get part of the meaning correct. The meaning of the idiom is very broad.
[For more on the idiomatic use of words such as “forget,” see commentary on Luke 23:42, “remember.”]
Hos 4:8
“feed on the sin offerings of my people.” The Hebrew word translated as “sin offering” is chattah (#02403 חַטָּאָה) means both “sin” (Lev. 4:3) and “sin offering” (Lev. 4:8), and the English versions have both readings: “sin” (CSB, ESV, KJV); “sin offering” (JPS, NET, NLT). Here in Hosea 4:8 it likely means both and thus is an amphibologia, a double entendre. The priests were living off of (feeding on) the sin of the people by literally eating the sin offerings of the people (“feed on” can also be translated “eat up” as in the KJV). “Sin offering” is singular in the Hebrew text, but it is a collective singular, and thus “sin offerings” is a viable translation (cf. JPS, NET, NLT).
The priests were allowed to eat portions of many of the sacrifices. For example, the priest ate some of the grain offerings (Lev. 6:4-16, 18; 7:9-10), the sin offerings (Lev. 6:26, 29), the guilt offerings (Lev. 7:6), and the fellowship offerings (Lev. 7:28-34). The fact that the priests got to eat parts of some of the sacrifices is one reason why the altar of the Lord was also referred to as the “table” of the Lord (see commentary on Mal. 1:7).
We learn from Hosea 1:1 that Hosea wrote at the very end of the Kingdom of Israel, after which it was conquered and deported by the King of Assyria (2 Kings 17:5-23). At the time of Hosea, the political and priestly system of the Kingdom of Israel was very corrupt; in fact, the whole priestly system in the Kingdom of Israel had started with priests who were not from Aaron and who led the worship of golden calves (1 Kings 12:28-32). The priests in the Kingdom of Judah were corrupt as well.
The second stanza of the verse, “and set their heart on their iniquity,” shows that the priests enjoyed eating the rich meat of the various offerings, and thus had no real incentive to work to help the people overcome their sin. The more the people sinned, the more food the priests got to eat. God originally gave the priests a share of some of the sacrifices as a reward for their labor, but now the priests had perverted the system and were happy when people sinned.
That the priest got to regularly eat meat already put them in a very privileged position in the biblical culture, because it was not common in those days for people to eat meat for a number of reasons: most people were poor, there was no way to reliably preserve the meat, and much of the meat that was eaten was of poor quality. Proverbs 7:14 gives us some insight into how attractive good meat could be in the biblical culture and how it could be used to help lure people into sin (see commentary on Prov. 7:14). The priests got the best meat in the land because the animals had been offered to God, but they were not thankful for that and instead looked forward to people sinning so they could have more.
One point that the Bible makes again and again is that if the heart of the person doing the sacrifice was not right with God, then the sacrifice was not acceptable to God (see commentaries on Amos 5:22 and Matt. 5:24). This should have been something that the priests were teaching the people and themselves as well.
Hos 4:11
”prostitution, wine, and new wine.” Wine and alcoholic drinks have always been associated with sex and sexual promiscuity, as we see here in Hosea (cf. Hab. 2:15).
“understanding.” The Hebrew word translated “understanding” is leb (#03820 לֵב), which is often translated “heart.” Leb occurs over 800 times in the Old Testament, and it has a very large number of different meanings—and often combines a number of meanings into one use. The Hebrew language and culture ascribe physical, mental, and moral functions to the heart, as well as control over the physical body. Actually, leb has so many meanings that saying it means “heart” is too restrictive. The full range of meanings of leb includes, but is not limited to, heart, inner man, mind, will, thinking, reflection, inclination, resolution, understanding, sense or good sense, and in some contexts, it can also refer to the seat of passion and emotion. In this context in Hosea, idolatry and wine take away the understanding and good sense of the people. Different English versions translate leb differently in this context (“wisdom” BBE; “wits” CJB; “heart” KJV; “mind” TNK).
[For more on the Hebrew word leb and its use in Scripture, see commentary on Prov. 15:21.]
Hos 4:12
“a spirit of prostitution has led them astray.” In this context, “a spirit” is not an “attitude” or function of the mind; it is a demon. When someone begins to break the first and great commandment about having no other gods except Yahweh, and turns away from God and begins to worship idols, there are serious consequences. Demons crave worship, and are drawn to any idol that is worshiped, so having idols invites demons into one’s life. Furthermore, because of the rejection of the true God, divine protection and blessing is limited or cut off. The person who seeks idols for blessings ends up bringing trouble on themselves, even if sometimes that trouble is delayed and/or results in lack of rewards on the Day of Judgment.
Here in Hosea 4:12, the people had been consulting their idols and asking them for guidance, and thus it is easy to see how demons could have entered into the situation. Demons are more than happy to “help” people with spiritual advice and lead them away from the true God. The fact that often demonic advice is good advice fools people, because they think, “This is good advice, so it must somehow come from God.” Untrue! The fact that the person did not go to God to get the advice, and then gets good advice from an idol only reinforces their abandonment of God and His commandments, which eventually leads to disaster for the individual. Deuteronomy 18:10-13 sternly warns people to avoid pagan and ungodly ways of gaining information.
Ahaz, king of Judah, worshiped pagan gods to get help from them, but they were his downfall (2 Chron. 28:22-23). Ahaz should have stopped sinning and been diligent to return himself and his kingdom to obedience to Yahweh, and then he could have gotten the help he wanted from Yahweh, but instead, he turned to idols. Idols of any kind will eventually, if not immediately, bring trouble upon the worshiper.
Idols take many forms, and we Christians must be vigilant to keep our lives pure. The Epistle of 1 John ends with, “Little children, guard yourselves from idols” (1 John 5:21). People often think that an idol is always in the form of a statue of some kind, but by definition, an idol is anything that is worshiped instead of the true God. It could be a “protective statue” of some kind, but it could also be a “lucky hat,” angel pin, rabbit’s foot, or anything else that is looked to for spiritual help and protection of any kind. That explains why the apostle John would warn his Christian audience to guard themselves against having idols. He was not really worried about them having statues of Zeus or other Greco-Roman gods, but the Roman world was full of amulets and other “protective objects,” or objects that supposedly brought blessings, and those things are idols.
Also, although here in Hosea 4:12 “a spirit of prostitution” refers to a demon, the Hebrew vocabulary allows for the word “spirit” to mean “attitude,” and in this case, there seems to be a subtle undertone that once a person becomes insensitive to what the true worship of Yahweh involves, and they begin to worship idols, including having protective amulets and lucky objects, they tend to become more and more involved with, and/or defensive of, their idolatry. Many people become very committed to their beliefs and superstitions about the things they believe protect or bless them, and their committed attitude toward their idols results in their being unwilling to let their idols go and return to the worship of Yahweh alone. But that is what we must do to be pure before God and give Him the worship He deserves; worship with all our heart, all our mind, and all our strength. God does not want “some” of our heart, while we give the rest to some protective amulet or “lucky” object. “Little children, guard yourselves from idols.”
Hos 4:15
“Gilgal.” Gilgal had long been a center of idol worship (cf. Judg. 3:19).
“Beth-aven.” “Beth-aven” means “House of Wickedness,” and it was the name that God was giving Bethel (Beth-el; House of God) which is where Abraham had stayed a while and Jacob had seen God in the “Jacob’s Ladder” incident. That once godly place had become a center of idolatry.
 
Hosea Chapter 5
Hos 5:3
“You have now turned to prostitution.” This included the worship of pagan gods, which God considered adultery or prostitution (cf. Hos. 2:13, 17), and also ritual prostitution at the pagan temples and sites of worship, and also just plain prostitution (cf. Hos. 1:2; 4:10-11).
Hos 5:6
“go with their flocks and with their herds.” The people are being very religious and bringing multitudes of animal sacrifices to the Temple to seek God, but their heart is not right with God. They may be “religious,” but they do what they want to do and disobey God in their thoughts and deeds, so God will not listen to them. This is a consistent message in Scripture, and verses like this occur many times in both the Old and New Testaments.
[For more information, see commentary on Matt. 5:24.]
“He has withdrawn himself from them.” Sacrifices and offerings made to God by wicked people are detestable to God; He has no respect for them and will not accept them. Sacrifices and offerings were never designed to make a person with an evil heart acceptable in the sight of God. Proverbs 21:27 and 28:9 say that the sacrifices of a wicked person are an abomination to God. Similarly, God will not listen to the prayers of wicked and unrepentant people; they are an abomination to Him (Prov. 28:9).
[For more information about the sacrifices of wicked people being of no value, see commentary on Amos 5:22.]
Hos 5:7
“the new moon will devour them.” In astronomy, the “new moon” is the time when the moon cannot be seen from Earth, and the sky is dark. But biblically, the “new moon” is when the first sliver of the moon can be seen, and when it was seen, and the sighting was verified by other witnesses, the new month began on the Jewish calendar and the Jews held a festival to celebrate.
The phrase “the new moon will devour them” here in Hosea 5:7 is a reference to the fact that the Israelites had mixed their pagan worship into the worship of God, and so their new moon festivals had become pagan and evil (Isa. 1:13-14; cf. Neh. 10:33; Ps. 81:3; Jer. 8:2; Ezek. 46:6). Now the consequences of their sin were about to come upon them, and they were about to be destroyed because of their ungodly ways.
Hos 5:8
“shofar.” The ram’s horn trumpet, not the metal trumpet.
“Beth-aven.” “Beth-aven” means “House of Wickedness,” and was a derogatory term the prophet used for the town of Bethel (Beth-el), which means “House of God,” but which had the golden calf idol that Jeroboam had made. See commentary on Hosea 4:15.
Hos 5:12
“like a moth.” In biblical times moths were very destructive and very hard to stop. They destroyed many vital and valuable things, including clothing and shelter made of wool. God is threatening to destroy Israel.
 
Hosea Chapter 6
Hos 6:2
“After two days…on the third day.” This is an idiom meaning after a little while. Some of the Israelites were confident, as they should have been, that if they returned to Yahweh, He would bless them. It might not happen immediately, but they were confident it would happen shortly. Sadly, Israel never did return to Yahweh, and they were conquered by the Assyrians and deported from the land of Israel (2 Kings 17:5-23).
Andersen and Freedman write: “The use of the series x, x+1 to achieve a climax is common in ancient literature, especially in the Canaanite tradition.”[footnoteRef:915] Normally the third day was used to mark a short period of time. Often it was connected with resurrection and life, which was due to the fact that it was believed that a dead body could be revived through the third day, after which decay made resurrection impossible (see commentary on John 11:6). Here, the people were saying God would revive Israel if they returned to Him. [915:  Francis Andersen and David Noel Freedman, Hosea [AB], 421.] 

Hos 6:3
“spring rain.” This is also known as the “latter rain,” and it brings the harvest to maturity. See commentary on James 5:7.
Hos 6:4
“Ephraim, what am I going to do with you.” The speaker abruptly shifts and now is God.
“morning cloud.” The context shows us that this simile in Hosea 6:4, “like a morning cloud,” refers to the morning clouds that look promising, like they will bring some needed rain, or at least bring shade, but then they disappear as the day goes on. So many people are like that: they make promises and talk big talk, but then do not do what they said and are gone when you need them.
Hos 6:5
“have cut.” This is partially true, and partially a prophetic perfect idiom, which could be translated “I will cut them in pieces” (cf. NET). By the time of Hosea, Israel had disobeyed God over and over, and had suffered for it. However, they had not yet suffered the destruction that was about to come upon them.
Since Israel had already suffered greatly for her sins, the fact that the verb is past tense should not be ignored completely, even though there is also a future tense meaning to the verb as expressed by the prophetic perfect idiom. Whereas some versions translated the verb as a future (cf. NET), to translate the verb as a past tense follows the Hebrew text. God is loving and patient, and when people turn from Him there are usually many warnings and chances to repent before total disaster comes. In this case, the destruction of Israel had already begun to happen, but its complete destruction was still future.
[For more on the prophetic perfect idiom, see commentary on Eph. 2:6.]
“by the prophets.” The prophets did not execute God’s judgment on the Israelites, the Israelites brought disasters on themselves by their own sin. Nevertheless, what the prophets spoke by revelation played an important role in bringing God’s will to pass. When a prophet spoke by revelation, having trust and confidence in the words that he or she was speaking, the words had spiritual power and made an impact in both the spiritual and physical world. Although God can act in the world without help from human agents, the fact that God sometimes directs humans to speak into the physical world the revelation that He gives to them shows that the action that humans take is important in getting God’s work done. The majority of the time prophets speak, they speak about God and what He has done or will do. But sometimes the prophets themselves speak the words of God to bring things to pass on earth, which is a major reason why Hosea 6:5 says God cut people in pieces by the prophets. While there are times when that could just mean the prophets spoke warnings about disasters that came to pass when the people ignored the warnings, it can also mean the words of the prophets directly affected what happened on earth.
The reason that the cooperation between God and the prophet is important in accomplishing the will of God is never explicitly explained in Scripture. Nevertheless, that cooperation occurs throughout the Bible, and that explains why sometimes God commands prophets to speak things that they themselves could never accomplish in the flesh. Thus, for example, God told Jeremiah to speak what He commanded, and thus, “to pluck up and to break down and to destroy and to overthrow, to build and to plant” (Jer. 1:7, 10), and God told Ezekiel to send Egypt to the underworld, in other words, prophesy the defeat and death of the Egyptians (Ezek. 32:18). But there are times when the prophets prophesied healing and restoration as well (cf. Ezek. 37:4-10). There are many other examples of God telling a prophet to speak against someone or something (cf. Ezek. 13:2, 17; 39:1).
It could well be that since Adam gave dominion of the earth over to Satan who now holds sway over the earth (Luke 4:6; 1 John 5:19), that for God to righteously act on the earth He often needs the willing cooperation of the people of earth. Whatever the reason, God does command His people to speak things into the physical world that God wants accomplished, and it is important that God’s people speak with confidence and boldness the things God tells them to speak. Especially today in the Administration of Grace, when every believer has the gift of holy spirit and every believer can prophesy, each Christian should realize the powerful and important role they play in the unfolding of God’s will on earth, and always be watchful for how God or the Lord Jesus might direct them to speak by the spirit and influence the spiritual and physical happenings on earth. The New Testament is clear that when believers get revelation they can speak miracles and healings into being, and we must be ready, willing, and confident to speak the revelation God gives us, whatever that revelation is, and to participate in bringing His will to pass on earth.
[For more on the Devil ruling the earth, see commentary on Luke 4:6.]
“my judgments.” This is the correct reading of the text, which was corrupted. The correct reading is preserved in Septuagint, Syriac Peshitta text, and Aramaic Targums and is followed in a number of English versions, including the ESV, HCSB, NAB, NCV, NET, NIV, NJB, and NRSV.
“go forth like the light of dawn.” The Hebrew text of Hosea 6:5 simply reads that God’s judgments “go out as light.” The ambiguity of the phrase has caused some scholars to think that the “light” that goes out is lightning and that God’s judgments are like lightning, swift and terrible (cf. HCSB, NIV84); while other scholars think that the light going out is the light of the sun at dawn; sure to come (cf. CEV, NET, NIV2011). We favor the position that this verse is referring to the morning light going forth at dawn. There are plenty of examples of the Hebrew word for “light” being used that way: Judg. 16:2; 19:26; 1 Sam. 14:36; 25:34, 36; 2 Sam. 17:22; 23:4; 2 Kings 7:9; Neh. 8:3; Job 24:14; Prov. 4:18; Mic. 2:1.
Furthermore, that God’s judgment would be compared to the light of dawn flows from the context, starting in Hosea 6:2, where the idea of reviving and being raised up is introduced. Hosea 6:3 is much clearer, with God being compared to the dawn. Hosea 6:4 is also a clear picture of the dawn light, which makes the morning clouds and dew disappear. Hosea 6:5 simply continues that flow of meaning, except now God’s judgments are compared to the dawn light: they are sure to come, because Israel is not repentant.
Hos 6:6
“For I desire mercy, and not sacrifice.” This phrase is quoted in Matthew 9:13 and 12:7.
“I desire.” What God desires here—mercy and knowledge of God (both intellectual and experiential)—is timeless. Although the verb is in the perfect tense, the translation in the present tense catches the meaning and is preferred in almost all translations. Jesus certainly understood the meaning of this verse to be a timeless truth and quoted it on two different occasions (Matt. 9:13; 12:7).
“mercy.” The word translated “mercy” is hesed (#02617 חֶסֶד), and it has a very broad range of meanings. The translation “mercy” was chosen because of the way the verse is quoted in the Septuagint and in the Greek text of Matthew, which read eleos (#1656 ἔλεος), meaning “mercy; kindness or good will toward the poor, weak, afflicted.” The Shem-Tov Hebrew manuscript of Matthew reads hesed, as the Hebrew Old Testament does.
[For more on “mercy” and hesed, see commentary on Hos. 4:1. For more on the Shem-Tov manuscript of Matthew, see commentary on Matt. 3:3.]
“and not sacrifice.” By the time of Hosea, the sacrificial system had been perverted and the heart of the people was cold toward God. We can see this from both the historical books such as Kings (cf. 2 Kings 17:7-23), and from the prophets, such as Hosea, as well as Amos, Isaiah, and Micah, who were all contemporaries with Hosea but at different times during his life. Moreover, God never intended for sacrifices and offerings to make people be, or feel, accepted in His sight if they were not also genuinely repentant for their sin and had a desire to obey His Word. Sacrifices and offerings do not buy God’s acceptance. In fact, the offerings and even the prayers of the wicked are not accepted by God. Humility and obedience always come first and are what God is looking for.
[For more on God being more concerned with love and obedience than sacrifices, see commentary on Matt. 5:24. For more on God not speaking much about sacrifices when Israel came out of Egypt, see commentary on Jer. 7:22.]
Hos 6:7
“at Adam.” The exact location of the city of Adam has not been confirmed, but it is almost certainly the same city of Adam that is mentioned in Joshua 3:16.
The translation of Hosea 6:7 has been hotly debated, and the debate is mainly about the meaning of the Hebrew כְּאָדָ֖ם, which has been primarily understood as being either “like Adam” (the person), “at Adam” (the city), or “like mankind.” There have been some other suggestions for the translation, such as “they have walked on my covenant like dirt,”[footnoteRef:916] but these have not been well supported by other scholars. We will examine the three main possible meanings below. [916:  Douglas K. Stuart, Hosea-Jonah [WBC].] 

A number of modern versions have the translation, “like Adam.” The main reasons for translating כְּאָדָ֖ם as “like Adam” is that the Hebrew letter kaph most naturally means “like” and not “at,” and also “like Adam” is a way that many Christians have understood the text for years (in part because it supports the theological viewpoint of Covenant Theology, although John Calvin himself favored the translation, “like men;” see Calvin’s Commentaries[footnoteRef:917]). However, a number of things militate against the translation “like Adam.” [917:  John Owen, trans., Twelve Minor Prophets: Hosea by John Calvin, 233.] 

First, there is no other mention of a covenant with Adam anywhere in Scripture, and that is a significant problem. God was consistently angry with Israel for breaking the Mosaic Covenant and Israel’s unfaithfulness is mentioned many times in the prophetic books (including Hosea, cf. Hos. 8:1). It would be extremely unusual for God to deviate from His standard line of reproof for Israel’s breaking the Old Covenant and bring up a covenant that is nowhere else mentioned in the Bible. Many times in Scripture God brings up the point that Israel broke her covenant with Him, but He just states that as a fact without saying Israel broke His covenant “like” anyone else (cf. Josh. 7:11; Judg. 2:20; 2 Kings 18:12; Ps. 78:10; Jer. 11:10; Ezek. 44:7; Hos. 8:1), so saying that Israel broke His covenant “like Adam” would be very unusual.
Also, the word “Adam” in Hosea 6:7 is not the form of the name that is used in Genesis. In Genesis, when the man Adam is spoken of, the Hebrew text places the definite article before the name. So it seems that if God was trying to say Israel sinned “like Adam,” meaning the man Adam in Genesis, He would have used the familiar form of the name “Adam” that appears in Genesis. In fact, that God does not use the familiar form of the name “Adam” is one of the reasons that some English versions have “like men” (cf. KJV), which is a meaning of “Adam” without the article.
Also against “Adam” being a man’s name is that the most natural reading of the second stanza of Hosea 6:7 uses the word “there” as a reference to a place, as in the REV translation: “They have dealt deceitfully with me there.” In fact, the Hebrew word translated “there” is so commonly used of a place that many of the English versions that have “Adam” as the person’s name also have “there” as a place name even though that produces an incongruity between the two halves of the verse (cf. the ESV: “But like Adam they transgressed the covenant; there they dealt faithlessly with me”). If the second stanza is referring to a place then the most natural reading of the verse is that the first stanza is too. There are rare times in Hebrew poetry when the Hebrew “there” can be the equivalent of “Look,” “See,” “Behold,” etc., (the NET is an example of that form of translation), but most scholars feel that is forcing the meaning to fit the first stanza. Also, another possible reason that the man “Adam” does not fit in Hosea 6:7 is that the specific sin spoken of in the context of Hosea 6:7-9 is murder, and Adam did not murder.
There are some English translations that have “like men” (cf. KJV) instead of “like Adam.” The main reasons for translating Hosea 6:7 as “like men” is the Hebrew prefix most naturally reads “like,” and the word “Adam” does not have the definite article as it does in Genesis when it refers to the individual, “Adam.” “Adam” without the definite article is the standard form of the word when it refers to people in general.
However, there are significant things that militate against the translation “like men.” For example, just as with the translation “like Adam,” there is no record of “men” [“humankind”] making a covenant with God. Even if they had at some point, why would Hosea mention it if it was not well-known? Even more to the point is that “humankind” does not seem to make good sense in the context of Hosea. Israel was a part of “humankind,” so to say that Israel broke a covenant like “humankind” seems to miss the point. The best way to have the text make sense would be to understand “humankind” as referring to non-Israelites, the nations. But God mentions Israel along with the pagan nations on many occasions and never refers to those nations as “humankind.” Also, as was stated above, God says many times that Israel broke her covenant with Him, but He just states it as a fact without saying Israel broke His covenant “like” anyone else. So saying that Israel broke His covenant “like mankind” would be very unusual. Also, brought up above but applicable here is the strong point that the most natural reading of the second stanza of the verse refers to a place, and not a person or persons.
In contrast to the translations “like Adam” or “like mankind,” a number of modern versions read like the REV and translate the Hebrew as “at Adam,” that is, at the city of Adam (cf. NAB, NET, NIV, RSV, JB, NJB, Moffatt Bible). Significantly, the NIV committee changed “like Adam” in the original 1984 NIV to “at Adam” in the 2011 revision.
One argument against “Adam” being a city name is that the Hebrew prefix before “Adam” most naturally reads as “like” and not “at.” However, some scholars point out that the single Hebrew letter prefix meaning “like” (the kaph כ) and “at” (the beth ב) are so similar that a copying mistake could have been easily made, while others point out that the proposed emendation is not actually necessary. Also, although some opponents to Adam being a city point out that there is no mention of idolatry at Adam anywhere else in the Bible, there is a city of Adam mentioned in Joshua 3:16.
There are a number of factors that weigh heavily in favor of “Adam” being a city. As is pointed out by Francis Andersen and David Noel Freedman,[footnoteRef:918] Hosea 6:7-9 fit together as a unit, and in any case they are each about places. Hosea 6:7 mentions “Adam,” Hosea 6:8 mentions “Gilead,” and Hosea 6:9 mentions “Shechem.” Also, as was pointed out above, the second stanza of Hosea 6:7 most naturally reads “Adam” as a place name, as in the NIV: “they were unfaithful to me there.” [918:  Andersen and Freedman, Hosea [AB], 436.] 

Also, the “covenant” that Israel is regularly accused of breaking, as was pointed out above, is the Mosaic Covenant (cf. Hos. 8:1), and the Israelites did not specifically break that covenant “like Adam” because the Mosaic Covenant was 2,500 years after Adam, nor could they break it “like mankind” because God did not make the Mosaic Covenant with mankind. Also as was pointed out above, although Israel broke God’s covenant in many ways, the specific sin in the context is murder and Adam did not commit murder. On the other hand, the Israelites could have easily broken the Mosaic Covenant at the city of Adam, just as they were breaking it all over the nation of Israel.
A city named “Adam” is mentioned in Joshua 3:16, and it makes sense that it would be the same city as is mentioned in Hosea. The New Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible[footnoteRef:919] says that Adam is a “…Transjordanian city, described as ‘beside Zarethan’ south of the meeting of the Jabbok and Jordan rivers and modern Tell ed-Damiyah, where the Jordan’s waters miraculously arose upstream from the Israelites, allowing them to cross the river on dry land (Josh. 3:16). Hosea denounces certain priests’ disloyalty to Yahweh and murderous activities at the city (Hos. 6:7).” [919:  Sakenfeld, New Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible, s.v. “Adam”] 

Good evidence that the “Adam” in Hosea 6:7 is the same city as the city of Adam in Joshua 3:16 is that it perfectly fits the geographical information given in Hosea. According to Hosea 6:9, the murderous priests were on their way to Shechem. Shechem was a well-known place of worship in Israel and it would have drawn people such as the idolatrous priests mentioned in Hosea (see commentary on Hos. 6:9, “Shechem”). The priests were coming from Gilead in the Transjordan (that is, east of the Jordan River), and would cross the Jordan River from east to west at the ford near the city of Adam on their way to Shechem. The commentary in The Interpreter’s Bible points out that both the translations “like Adam” and “like human beings” have problems. Then it goes on to say, “But we may consider Adam as a place name, and read ‘at [i.e., ב for כ] Adam.’ In this case, Adam would be understood to be the well-known ford of the Jordan (cf. Josh. 3:16); people going from Gilead to Shechem would normally cross the river there,”[footnoteRef:920] Thus, what Hosea 6:7 points out is that when the evil priests who lived in Gilead were going to Shechem, they had to go by the city of Adam to cross the Jordan River and they would have sinned at Adam just as they had back in their hometown of Gilead. [920:  Buttrick, Interpreter’s Bible, brackets and parentheses theirs.] 

In conclusion, although each possible translation of Hosea 6:7 has its proponents, the weight of evidence seems to most strongly support that Hosea is referring to the city of Adam, where the bloodthirsty priests of Israel broke God’s covenant.
“dealt deceitfully.” The Hebrew word is bagad (#0898 בּגד), and it means to “deal treacherously with; deal deceitfully with, be unfaithful to.” It is used a lot in interpersonal relationships of people who were deceitful or unfaithful to another. In this case, the people of Israel were unfaithful to God at the city of Adam, and broke their covenant with Him.
Hos 6:8
“Gilead is a city.” Although the common use of “Gilead” was of a region (the region east of the Jordan River south of the Sea of Galilee and north of the Dead Sea), the statement that “Gilead” in Hosea 6:8 “is a city” means the reference here is most likely to the city of Ramoth-gilead in northeastern Gilead.
Hos 6:9
“so a band of priests murder.” The priests would have committed many crimes, with “murder” being one of the most heinous. Historically, religiously overzealous and greedy priests have committed murder or framed people so that they were murdered as we see in the Four Gospels (John 7:1, 19, 25), and which is exemplified in movies such as The Three Musketeers in which the coldhearted and powerful Cardinal Richelieu set up the murder of his enemies.
“on the road to Shechem.” Shechem was a well-known place of worship in Israel, and it became a center for the perverted worship in Israel during Hosea’s time, which is why priests from Gilead in the Transjordan would make a pilgrimage there. Shechem was the very first place mentioned in Genesis where Abraham stopped when he entered Canaan (Gen. 12:6). After the conquest of the Promised Land, Joshua gathered all the tribes to Shechem and cut a covenant with the people that they would serve Yahweh (Josh. 24:1, 24-28). Shechem was a Levitical city and city of refuge (Josh. 20:7, 21; 1 Chron. 6:66-67). It was the city in which Rehoboam, son of Solomon, chose to be crowned king but was rejected, the people of the ten northern tribes rejecting Rehoboam and making Jeroboam their king, who then made Shechem the first capital city of the new nation of Israel (1 Kings 12:1-25). After the destruction of Israel by Assyria, Shechem remained an important city and according to Josephus was the leading city of the Samaritans.[footnoteRef:921] [921:  Josephus, Antiquities of the Jews, 11.8.6.] 

Hos 6:11
“a harvest of judgment.” Like Israel, Judah has sinned, so Judah too will reap what she has sown. The NET nuances the verse for clarity, and reads, “I have appointed a time to reap judgment for you also, O Judah!”
“When I restore the fortunes of my people,” It is unfortunate that the chapter ends here, in the middle of a sentence. To get the whole thought, the reader must continue into Hosea 7:1.
 
Hosea Chapter 7
Hos 7:14
“slash themselves for grain.” The Israelites had forsaken Yahweh and turned to pagan practices to increase the fertility of the land. It was a Canaanite practice, mainly done by the pagan priests of Baal, to cut themselves so that the blood fell on the ground to elicit fertility for the crops.
[For more on people slashing and cutting themselves, see commentary on 1 Kings 18:28.]
 
Hosea Chapter 8
Hos 8:1
“shofar.” The ram’s horn trumpet, not the metal trumpet.
Hos 8:4
“with the result that it will be cut off.” The phrase “cut off” often means “destroyed,” and it can have that meaning here as well. This sentence seems very unclear, so some English versions try to make sense of it by amending it, but that is not necessary once the sentence is properly understood. The scholars disagree on the strict interpretation of the verse, but the end result of Israel’s idolatry was the same: both Israel and the idols themselves were “cut off;” Israel was destroyed and the wealth was “cut off” from them. The verse makes sense if we understand the consequences for evil and God’s uses of irony (sarcasm), and also the possible use of the figure of speech amphibologia (double meaning). The people used their silver and gold to make idols, which were an abomination to God and which caused them to be conquered (“cut off”) by enemies, and also had the result of their silver and gold being taken (cut off) from them.
The phrase “with the result that it will be cut off” applies equally to “with the result that it (Israel) will be cut off,” and “with the result that it (the silver and gold) will be cut off.” In fact, it is likely that God authored the text the way He did with the idea that both Israel and their silver and gold would be cut off (thus the amphibologia). Also, although the Hebrew grammar allows for the last phrase to be a purpose clause or a result clause, its being a result clause fits the context, the scope of Scripture, and what actually happened historically much more naturally than trying to make it a purpose clause. Israel should have known that their making idols would result in both their destruction and the enemy taking their silver and gold from them. God had stated quite clearly in the Law of Moses that people who worshiped idols would be cut off, destroyed (cf. Lev. 20:3-5; Deut. 4:3; 6:14-15; 7:4; 8:19-20; 11:16-17; 17:2-5; 29:25-28; 30:17-18; 31:16-18).
Hos 8:5
“Let Samaria throw out their calf idol!” The calf idol had been set up during the reign of Jeroboam I, the first king of Israel, about 940 BC (1 Kings 12:28-29). Hosea prophesied over a long period, but the calf idol had likely stood for some 200 years when Hosea made this prophecy.
Hos 8:9
“lovers.” The Hebrew word “lovers” is masculine, implying that Ephraim is a prostitute who hired herself out to the men of Assyria.
Hos 8:12
“as something foreign.” Like the “foreign” woman of Proverbs, to the Israelites, the words of God were “foreign” and therefore unacceptable.
 
Hosea Chapter 9
Hos 9:1
“Do not rejoice, Israel, with jubilation like the nations!” Israel was worshiping pagan gods, and attributed to them the blessings that actually came from Yahweh (Hos. 2:5, 8), and so they rejoiced “like the nations” at the grain harvest, honoring pagan gods.
“You love the wages of a prostitute at every threshing floor.” A prostitute could be paid with grain, and God is saying that Israel committed prostitution against Him and served pagan gods expecting to be paid by a bountiful harvest. Also, however, it was common for prostitutes to show up at threshing floors. They knew the men would generally be away from their families, and they could pay right away with grain. If the guard was a servant and not the landowner, they might be able to be enticed to hire a prostitute for some grain they would sneak from the pile, and no one would have known it.
Hos 9:3
“They will not live in Yahweh’s land.” Although God gave the Promised Land for Israel to live in, he did not give them the land, God owned the land. Furthermore, He warned them that if they abandoned Him and His laws, the blessing of the land would be removed and the land would not sustain its inhabitants (Lev. 18:28; 20:22), which we see in Hosea 9:2. In other places, God said that if Israel abandoned Him they would be scattered among foreign people (cf. Lev. 26:33; Deut. 4:27; 28:64).
“Ephraim will return to Egypt.” In this context, “Egypt” refers to exile and bondage, not the literal country of Egypt. The last sentence expresses how they will “return to Egypt”—they will be taken as captives to Assyria, which occurred in 722 BC (2 Kings 17:6, 18, 23).
Hos 9:4
“They will not pour out wine offerings.” They will not pour out wine offerings to Yahweh because they will be exiled away from Judah and will be in foreign lands.
“will be to them like the bread of mourners.” The sacrifices of idolatrous Israel done in exile will be unclean. The bread (food) of mourners was unclean (Deut. 26:14).
Hos 9:6
“even if they have fled from destruction, Egypt will gather them up.” The Israelites who escape death from the attacks by foreign powers are not safe; they will be gathered up and exiled, and die in exile. Nettles and thorns will take over the places where they had lived.
Hos 9:7
“have come…have come.” These are prophetic perfects.[footnoteRef:922] The days of visitation and reckoning will come. [922:  Cf. J. Andrew Dearman, The Book of Hosea [NICOT].] 

[For more on the prophetic perfect idiom, see commentary on Eph. 2:6.]
“The prophet is a fool, and the man who is moved by the spirit is insane.” The prophet and man of the spirit in this verse are the false prophets who were leading Israel astray. Thus they were “fools” and “insane” because they led people away from Yahweh and directed them into pagan worship which would bring God’s judgment upon them.
Hos 9:8
“The prophet is a watchman.” This verse is extremely difficult in Hebrew, and beyond that, there are variant texts. The difficulty is reflected in the different English translations. The translation in the REV is one possibility, that the prophet is to be a watchman for Yahweh, and yet in Hosea’s time, there was hostility toward true prophets and traps laid for them.
“on behalf of my God.” This could also be “along with my God.”
Hos 9:9
“as in the days of Gibeah.” Although the text does not say exactly what days, and although there is some scholarly debate about it, conservative Bible scholars believe that the most fitting time described by “the days of Gibeah” was apparently very soon after Joshua’s generation died out when the men of Gibeah wanted to assault a Levite traveling through their town but instead ended up raping a woman to death. Then, as bad if not worse, the rest of the tribe of Benjamin defended the men of Gibeah and went to war with Israel rather than bring the men of Gibeah to justice. The account is in Judges 19-21, and it explains what happened in Gibeah and what happened to the tribe of Benjamin. Gibeah is again mentioned in Hosea 10:9.
Hos 9:10
“I found Israel like grapes in the wilderness.” Finding grapes in the desert is a pleasant and unexpected surprise. God is saying that early on in Israel’s history, He expected to have a wonderful relationship with them. This is confirmed by the next phrase, that God found the founders of Israel (the “fathers”) as first-ripe figs, which were highly prized.
“but they came to Baal-peor.” The infamous incident involving Baal-peor is recorded in Numbers 25:1-11, and mentioned in Deuteronomy 4:3.
“Shame.” God calls the idol at Baal-peor “Shame” here, a circumlocution for the idol’s actual name.
Hos 9:11
“their Glory will fly away like a bird.” The word “glory” likely refers to two things here. First and foremost, Israel’s “Glory” was Yahweh (cf. 1 Sam. 4:21-22). Of all the peoples of earth, Yahweh had chosen Israel as His people, and He had protected and sustained them in spite of their unfaithfulness, for many centuries. But now God’s patience was coming to an end, and with it Israel’s occupation of the Promised Land. Israel was about to be attacked and deported to various places in Assyria. Without their Glory, their God, Israel would have none of the blessings that the presence of God brings, such as conception, healthy pregnancies, and healthy children.
Also in the verse is “glory” with the sense of it being Ephraim’s wealth and prosperity, but that does not seem to be the primary meaning in this context. The Hebrew text, which only has capital letters, just reads “GLORY,” and the reader will see all the possible meanings. English has “G” and “g,” and so the translator must make a choice between the two, and “Glory” seems to be the primary meaning in the context.
As we know from history, Judah fared no better than Israel. The sin and hard-heartedness of Judah drove God away from Judah just like the sin and hard-heartedness of Israel drove God away from Israel. Israel was conquered and taken away from the Promised Land by Assyria, and has not yet returned, and Judah was conquered and carried away from the Promised Land by the Babylonians, but when the Persians conquered Babylon they did return to their land (see Ezra and Nehemiah). Just as the Glory left Israel, it left Judah (see commentary on Ezek. 9:3).
Hos 9:13
“Ephraim will bring out his children to the slaughterer.” When the Assyrians conquered city after city in Israel, many people who left the cities were killed, although many were taken into captivity.
Hos 9:14
“Give them, Yahweh.” Although this has the possible overtones of a prophet who has been persecuted and is frustrated and is awaiting God’s promised judgment, what he says is not different than what was foretold to happen to the people when they turned to idols and abandoned Yahweh.
 
Hosea Chapter 10
Hos 10:1
“fertile.” The Hebrew word describes abundant growth and much fruit.
“standing-stones.” Most standing-stones were set up as part of the worship of pagan gods, and that is the context here. God has no tolerance for idols. They are harmful in many different ways, and God commanded that they be destroyed.
[For more on standing-stones, see commentary on Gen. 28:18. For more on idols being harmful, see commentary on Deut. 7:5.]
Hos 10:5
“Beth-aven.” “Beth-aven” means “House of Wickedness,” and was a derogatory term the prophet used for the town of Bethel (Beth-el), which means “House of God,” but which had the golden calf idol that Jeroboam had made. See commentary on Hosea 4:15.
“it will be taken from them into exile.” It was a common custom for a conquering nation to take back home with them the gods of the defeated nation, as we see here in Hosea 10:5 (cf. Isa. 46:1-2; Jer. 48:7; 49:3; Dan. 11:8), and this was especially true if they were made of valuable metals. When Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon conquered Judah, he took away the Temple vessels, because they were valuable but also because there wasn’t any god in the Temple to take away to show that the God of Judah had been defeated (2 Kings 24:13; 25:13-15; 2 Chron. 36:7, 18). When the Assyrians conquered Israel, they took the golden calves of Israel back to Assyria with them.
The literal Hebrew is that the calf “had been taken from them,” using the prophetic perfect idiom to express a future certainty.
[For more on the prophetic perfect, see commentary on Eph. 2:6.]
Hos 10:8
“shrines.” The Hebrew word “shrines” is bamot, which referred to a place that was leveled and built up and on which were placed various idols and objects of worship. Many of the towns had such shrines (see commentary on Num. 33:52).
Hos 10:9
“you have sinned from the days of Gibeah.” The “days of Gibeah” seem to be the days when the men of Gibeah wanted to assault a Levite traveling through their town and ended up raping a woman to death (Judg. 19-21; see commentary on Hos. 9:9).
Hos 10:10
“are bound up.” Like prisoners.
“for their two transgressions.” What the transgressions are is not clear. Some translations suggest “double transgressions.”
Hos 10:12
“in righteousness.” In this context, “righteousness” is doing what is right and just to other people and in the sight of God (see commentary on Matt. 5:6). God is telling the people to live in a just and godly way toward God and others.
Hos 10:15
“At daybreak the king of Israel will be destroyed.” Armies typically started battles at daybreak, and that seems to be alluded to here, but this time God will not deliver Israel, the king of Israel will be destroyed. It is not mentioned who the king is. It could be Hoshea the last king of Israel, but that is uncertain.
 
Hosea Chapter 11
Hos 11:1
“and called my son out of Egypt.” This phrase is quoted in Matthew 2:15. God’s children, Israel, were called out of Egypt at the Exodus, and they were a type of Christ who was called out of Egypt.
Hos 11:2
“they called.” “They called” is the reading of the Hebrew text; God called Israel through His prophets. The Septuagint and the Syriac read “I called,” and some modern versions follow that alternate reading. It is hard to know which is original, but since Hosea 11:1 reads “I,” changing the “I” to “they” in Hosea 11:2 is more difficult and therefore more likely original. The prophets were consistently attempting to call Israel back to God, but without success. Israel went further and further away from God until they were finally conquered by Assyria and deported from the land of Israel (cf. 2 Kings 17:6-23).
Hos 11:6
“bars.” The “bars” were strong wooden beams that were placed behind the doors of the gate so they could not be opened and could withstand pounding from the outside without giving way. Those bars were the origin of the shout “Bar the doors!” when an enemy would approach.
Hos 11:8
“How can I make you like Admah...Zeboiim.” Admah and Zeboiim were two cities close to Sodom and Gomorrah which were destroyed along with Sodom and Gomorrah (cf. Deut. 29:23).
Hos 11:12
“And Judah is unruly against God.” The last sentences in Hosea 11:12 have been taken in totally different directions by the translators: that Judah is faithful to God (cf. CJB, ESV, NET, NLT), or that Judah is not faithful to God (cf. JPS, NASB, NIV). The historical evidence from Hosea and the historical books of the Bible is that Judah was not faithful to God. Although many translators have been influenced by Hosea 1:7, that verse does not say Judah was faithful to God, only that God would rescue Judah, which He did when the Assyrians attacked. But Judah is shown to be unfaithful to God in Hosea (cf. Hos. 5:12-13; 6:4, 10-11; 8:14; 10:11; 12:2), so it would be incongruous for Hosea 11:12 to suddenly say Judah had been faithful. The translation by Francis Andersen and David Noel Freedman sees the text as saying Judah is faithful, but not to God. Their translation reads “Judah still wanders with the holy gods. He is faithful to the holy gods.”[footnoteRef:923] In other words, Judah is faithful to idol gods, not God. [923:  Andersen and Freedman, Hosea [AB], 593.] 

 
Hosea Chapter 12
Hos 12:2
“a lawsuit.” See commentary on Hosea 4:1.
Hos 12:7
“dishonest balances.” Unscrupulous merchants often kept stones of different weight in their bag or had measuring cups of slightly different sizes that only they could easily tell apart so that they bought a lot and sold a little. But that kind of dishonest dealing is an abomination to Yahweh (Lev. 19:35; Deut. 25:13-16).
[For more on trading using honest balances, see commentary on Prov. 11:1.]
 
Hosea Chapter 13
Hos 13:1
“when he became guilty through Baal, he died.” There is a lot about this verse that is uncertain, for example, does “Ephraim” refer to the one tribe here in Hosea, or does it refer to the Kingdom of Israel, as it often does? Also, the reference to Ephraim becoming guilty through Baal, does that refer to a specific event, or is it a sweeping generalization about the trouble Ephraim got into due to worshiping Baal? This seems to be more of a widely sweeping statement than a reference to any single event, and it makes the general point that when people abandoned Yahweh they brought trouble on themselves.
Hos 13:3
“they will be like the morning mist.” These four metaphors all make the same point, and reinforce each other: idolaters will have a short existence. The metaphors are all more weighty than they might at first appear, however. Many idolaters live long lives and are powerful people with accumulated wealth, but they will all be gone one day, with no trace of them left. The morning mist and dew are heavy enough to water and refresh the land, but soon they are gone. Similarly, the chaff on the threshing floor can pile up and be substantial, but when the storms come it blows away and is gone. Smoke from a cooking fire in the house may be thick and problematic, but eventually, it goes out the window.
Hos 13:4
“besides me there is no savior.” Yahweh is the only true God. The Bible has many verses that say there is only one God, “Yahweh.”
[For more on Yahweh being the only God, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son,” point 11, and the REV commentary on Deut. 6:4.]
Hos 13:14
“I will ransom them from the power of Sheol.” The scholars are divided as to whether this is a statement, as in the REV and as is implied by Paul in 1 Cor. 15:54-55, or a question, “Will I ransom them from the power of the grave?” Although it is inserted abruptly into the text, that it is a statement of Hope seems to be preferred, although many scholars disagree.[footnoteRef:924] [924:  Cf. Keil and Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament.] 

“I will redeem them from death.” Contrary to popular Christian opinion, people do not die and go to heaven or “hell.” People die and are in the ground awaiting the resurrection and Day of Judgment, and those events are still future. The Old Testament has a number of verses about God raising the dead (cf. Deut. 32:39; Job. 19:25-27; Ps. 71:20; Isa. 26:19; 66:14; Ezek. 37:12-14; Dan. 12:2, 13; and Hos. 13:14). The New Testament does also (cf. Matt. 12:42; Luke 11:31; 14:14; John 5:28-29; Acts 24:15; 1 Cor. 15:20-22, 42-49, 52; 1 Thess. 4:17; Rev. 20:4-13).
[For more on people dying and being dead in the ground, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.”]
Hos 13:15
“east wind.” The “east wind” was the term for a wind that usually came off the desert and was hot, dry, unrelenting, and very uncomfortable (cf. Jer. 4:11; 13:24; 18:17; Jon. 4:8).
 
Hosea Chapter 14
Hos 14:2
“so we offer our lips like bulls.” This phrase is very literal and contains a metonymy and a simile that we must understand to understand the verse. The metonymy is that “lips” is put for the words that come from the lips, especially praise and worship. The simile is “like bulls,” i.e., that instead of sacrificing bulls on the altar, the person offers praise from his lips as his sacrifice to God. Many versions pick up on the meaning and nuance the translation for clarity. For example, the NJB reads: “instead of bulls we will dedicate to you our lips.” The NET reads, “that we may offer the praise of our lips as sacrificial bulls.” It is worth mentioning that the Septuagint has “fruit” instead of bulls, and many English versions pick up on that translation. So, for example, the NRSV reads, “we will offer the fruit of our lips.” However, there is no compelling reason to reject the Masoretic Hebrew text, because its reading makes sense.


Joel Commentary
Joel Chapter 1
Joe 1:5
“for it will be cut off.” The Hebrew text more literally reads that the wine has been cut off, but that is a prophetic perfect idiom, expressing a future event as a past action. The idiom is used to express the certainty of something that will happen and also for emotional impact. The destruction foretold in Joel is a future event, but a certain one.
Joe 1:6
“For a nation.” In this context, the “nation” is a nation of locusts. There may have been an actual locust plague around the time Joel wrote, but commentators agree that in Joel the locusts represent the attacking army that will attack God’s people, most specifically in the Day of the Lord, the Great Tribulation.
Joe 1:7
“my vine...my fig tree.” Israel was God’s land and the produce in Israel and the vines and figs were gifts of God to be stewarded by humans. But God’s people sinned against Him so now judgment will come on the land, even on the gifts God has graciously given to humankind.
Joe 1:9
“the house of Yahweh.” That is, the Temple in Jerusalem.
Joe 1:12
“the apricot tree.” Although many English versions read “apple tree,” that is not likely. The apricot tree is the tree that best meets all the requirements in the Bible for this tree.[footnoteRef:925] [925:  See Harold and Alma Moldenke, Plants of the Bible, 184-188.] 

Joe 1:13
“the grain offering and the drink offering are withheld.” The grains and vines are withered and dry, so there is no grain or drink offering available from them.
Joe 1:15
“it will come as destruction from El Shaddai.” The “day” here in Joel 1:15 that will come with destruction is the Day of Yahweh (“the Day of the LORD”) when the earth and the people on it will suffer great tribulation. See commentary on Isaiah 13:9.
Joe 1:17
“The seeds have shriveled under their shovels.” The Hebrew of this line is unclear, and many suggestions as to how it can be translated have been given. Examples of other suggestions include “The seeds shrivel under their clods” (NJB) and “the seeds die in the parched ground” (NLT). In any case, the picture is one of the devastation of the crops.
 
Joel Chapter 2
Joe 2:1
“shofar.” The ram’s horn trumpet, not the metal trumpet. In this context, it would be blown to warn the people of a coming army.
“for the Day of Yahweh comes.” See commentary on Joel 1:15.
Joe 2:2
“a day of darkness and gloom, a day of clouds and thick darkness.” This phrase is also found in Zephaniah 1:15.
“a large and strong people comes.” Although many armies have attacked Israel since the time of Joel, this verse describes the army that will attack Israel in the Great Tribulation.
Joe 2:11
“his camp is very large.” This refers to the large size of the army.
“survive it.” The Hebrew is “endure it,” but we think of “enduring” something as being able to put up with it. In this case, it means “survive it” or “live through it.” The vast majority of mankind will die in the Tribulation of the Day of the Lord.
Joe 2:14
“Who knows.” God had pronounced destruction upon Israel, but that did not mean that there was no chance He would change His mind, or at least some of the severe consequences, if His people would repent and return to Him. That certainly happened in the case of Jonah and Nineveh. If that did happen, instead of total destruction, God would “leave behind” people and a harvest that would allow for the worship of Yahweh to continue with grain and drink offerings.
“He may turn and change his mind.” The Hebrew word translated by the phrase “change his mind” is nacham (#05162 נָחַם), and in this context, it means to back off of the consequences that had already started and were said to continue coming. God sometimes changes His mind in response to what people do, as we see here.
[For more information on God changing His mind, see commentary on Jer. 18:8.]
Joe 2:15
“shofar.” The ram’s horn trumpet, not the metal trumpet. In this context, the shofar is blown to call for an assembly of the people, whereas in Joel 2:1 it was blown as a warning of the approaching army. The shofar was blown for different reasons, so the reader has to be sensitive to the context to understand why it was blown.
Joe 2:16
“groom.” In many English versions, the older term “bridegroom” is used, but it just means the groom.
Joe 2:17
“weep between the porch and the altar.” The “porch” is at the front of the Temple, which faced east, so the priests would be in the Temple courtyard between the Holy Place and the altar in the courtyard of the Temple.
“Where is their god.” The word “god” is lowercase because this was the pagan nations speaking and they would have thought of the God of Israel as just another “god” of a nation, like Chemosh was the chief god of the Moabites or Marduk was the chief god of the Babylonians.
Joe 2:18
“Yahweh will be jealous.” The context indicates that the verb, which is normally a past tense, is referring to the future, which is common in biblical prophecy (cf. CJB, KJV, NASB, NLT).
Joe 2:20
“the eastern sea.” That is, the Dead Sea.
“the western sea.” That is, the Mediterranean Sea.
Joe 2:23
“the former rain and the latter rain.” There was one rainy season in Israel, and it usually started in mid to late October and ended in April. The rains at the start of the season got the planting going and were called the “former” rains. The rains at the end of the wet season allowed the grain to come to maturity and were called the “latter” rains.
[For more on the rainy season and the former and latter rain, see commentary on James 5:7.]
Joe 2:27
“there is no other.” There is no other God but Yahweh. The Bible has many verses that say there is only one God, “Yahweh.”
[For more on Yahweh being the only God, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son,” point 11, and the REV commentary on Deut. 6:4.]
Joe 2:28
“I will pour out my spirit on all flesh, and your sons and your daughters will prophesy.” There is a lot in this verse that we can learn about the gift of holy spirit that God promised to give to His people in the future. One is that the spirit would be “poured out,” that is, given in abundance. This is in contrast to how holy spirit was given in the Old Testament and Gospel when it was given in differing ways to different people (cf. 2 Kings 2:9-10). Another is that the spirit would be poured out “on all flesh.” Throughout the Old Testament and Gospels, God’s gift of holy spirit was only given to select people, like the prophets and some kings. However, what we learn from this verse, which is clarified by Christ, is that “all flesh” refers to all those who believe (cf. John 7:38-39). Also, we learn from this verse that the gift of holy spirit was not “just there,” but it empowered people to prophesy and see visions and thus have spiritual empowerment from God. The Old Testament has quite a lot to say about the holy spirit that God promised to give and now has given to the Church.
[For more about the holy spirit that God promised in the Old Testament to give in abundance in the future but had not given by the time of Christ, see commentary on John 7:39. For more about the gift of holy spirit being “upon” people in the Old Testament and “in” people after the Day of Pentecost, and the differences between holy spirit in the Old Testament and after Pentecost, see commentary on Eph. 1:13, “promised holy spirit.” For more about the holy spirit being the gift of God and not a “Person” called “the Holy Spirit,” see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?” For more on the holy spirit and New Birth, see Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation.” For more on Christians being part of the New Covenant, see commentary on 2 Cor. 3:6, “new covenant.”]
 
Joel Chapter 3
Joe 3:2
“I will gather all nations.” In this context, “all nations” are the nations that are enemies of Israel and of God. They will be gathered for war (Rev. 16:12-16) and gathered for judgment.
“Valley of Jehoshaphat.” For more on the Valley of Jehoshaphat, see commentary on Joel 3:12.
Joe 3:3
“have cast lots for my people.” Occasionally when large numbers of people were captured at one time the captive slaves would be gambled for to decide who got which slave or slaves. That apparently happened in some of the captivities of the people of Judah.
“have traded a boy for a prostitute and sold a girl for wine.” In the ancient world when a nation conquered a foreign nation or even a large city, the people were usually taken as slaves. It sometimes happened that immediately after a conquest there were so many slaves that they were sold for ridiculous prices. That is depicted here: when God’s people were conquered and enslaved by foreign nations a boy was sold for the price of a prostitute, and a girl for some wine.
Joe 3:4
“and what would you do to me.” The sentence is unfinished in Hebrew, and is thus an anacoluthon, showing God’s great emotion at His people being conquered, mistreated, and scattered.[footnoteRef:926] The verb is supplied in the REV for clarity of meaning. [926:  Cf. Keil and Delitzsch, Old Testament Commentary.] 

“Are you repaying me for something I have done?” God asks the Phoenicians and the Philistines if their evil treatment of Israel is the result of some perceived wrong that Israel has done to them. The expanded translation in the REV follows the pattern in many English versions that expand the verse for clarity (cf. ESV, NAB, NIV, RSV, TNK). One of the lessons of this verse is that hurting God’s people is hurting God, and God will repay. Similarly, in the Church today, hurting Christians is hurting Christ (Acts 9:4).
“I will swiftly and speedily return your repayment on your own head.” The perceived justification for attacking and hurting Israel is not actual justification, and God says He will avenge His people. Evil people do their evil without considering that there will be a Judgment Day in the future, but there will be and things will not go well for the wicked.
Joe 3:5
“my silver...my gold.” Just as the grapevines and fig trees were God’s in Joel 1:7, here we see that the gold and silver in Judah, and especially in the Temple, belonged to God. God’s enemies had killed the vines and trees and taken the valuables home to their nations. But God will gather those enemies to Judah (the Valley of Jehoshaphat) and “judge” them, which in this context involves both killing them and then judging them on Judgment Day (Joel 1:2, 12).
Joe 3:6
“people of Judah.” The Hebrew text reads “the sons of Judah and the sons of Jerusalem,” which in this context is idiomatic for the people of Judah and Jerusalem.
“to the Greeks.” The Hebrew text reads, “to the sons of the Greeks,” which is a Hebrew idiom for “the Greeks,” and many English versions read that way.
“remove them far from their territory.” Selling Jews to faraway places often ensured that they would never be able to return to Israel, even if they were freed from slavery.
Joe 3:7
“and will return your repayment.” It is important to notice that the Bible does not say it is the Jews who return to take revenge on those who have sold them. Joel 3:7 speaks of two different actions. God will “rouse” His people, and the verb can mean rouse, stir up, or awaken. Some of God’s people were “roused, stirred up” historically, and went back to Israel, for example, Alexander the Great let many Jews return to Israel. Other Jews died in captivity but will be “awakened” at the resurrection and return to the land of Israel (see commentary on Jer. 32:37).
Joe 3:8
“I will sell your sons and your daughters into the hands of the people of Judah.” This did not happen wholesale, at one specific time, but did occur over time. Interestingly, Alexander the Great and his successors set many Jews that were in their conquered lands free and allowed them to return to Israel. In contrast, Greek rulers enslaved many people in their conquered lands and sold them. For example, in 345 BC, Antiochus III sold the people of the Phoenician port city of Sidon into slavery, and in 332 BC, Alexander the Great enslaved the people of Tyre and Gaza. The close proximity of those cities to Israel would have generally ensured that at least some of those slaves were sold to Jews, who in turn would sell them to people with whom they traded.[footnoteRef:927] [927:  Cf. Leslie Allen, The Books of Joel, Obadiah, Jonah, and Micah [NICOT], 114.] 

Joe 3:9
“Prepare for war!” In Joel 3:9-11 the nations, who have been so quick to fight and conquer Israel, are now challenged to fight with God. The nations are told to “Stir up the mighty men” (v. 9); “Beat your plowblades into swords, and your pruning hooks into spears” (v. 10); and call even the weak man strong (v. 10). Then all the nations around Israel are called to gather together to fight with God (v. 11). But the last sentence of Joel 3:11 changes and addresses God, not the enemy nations. “Cause your mighty ones to come down there, O Yahweh.” So in Joel 3:9-11, the nations are summoned together to fight with God.
However, the last sentence of Joel 3:11 is a complete change. Someone, likely the prophet although the speaker is not identified, requests that God send down His “mighty ones” (or “strong ones,” “warriors,” “heroes”) to fight this army of unbelievers. This is clearly a foreshadowing of the Battle of Armageddon when God’s heavenly army will come down from heaven and fight and destroy the army on earth that Satan has gathered (Rev. 16:12-16; 19:11-21). This idea is reinforced by the fact that after the battle in Joel 3:11, the Judgment is portrayed in the next verse, Joel 3:12.
Joe 3:10
“Beat your plowblades into swords, and your pruning hooks into spears.” This is an ironic twist of the statement made in Isaiah 2:4 and Micah 4:3 that in the future Millennial Kingdom of Christ, God’s people will beat their swords into plowblades and their spears into pruning hooks because there will be no more war.
Here in Joel 3:10, God is preparing for the Final Battle, Armageddon, and the judgment that will follow, and so he calls all of God’s enemies to Israel (represented by the “Valley of Jehoshaphat.” The name “Jehoshaphat” means “Yahweh has judged”). Here in Joel, God gathers His enemies to Israel so he can fight and destroy them, but in the book of Revelation it is demons sent out by the Devil, the Antichrist (the “Beast”), and the false prophet that gather the people of the world to Israel to fight against God (Rev. 16:12-16). Revelation is literal, God only gathers His enemies in the sense that He stands for righteousness, obedience, and love and His enemies hate that and rebel against it (this is known as the “idiom of permission,” see commentary on Exod. 4:21).
Joe 3:11
“Hurry and come.” This may be the speaker (perhaps the prophet) exhorting God’s enemies to hurry to the battle, or it may even be the enemies exhorting each other to hurry, but in any case, the enemies of God are being exhorted to come to battle with God and His people. The enemy would be bloodthirsty and arrogant in their false confidence of victory and domination, but they are hurrying to their doom because he who fights with God fights a losing fight. The Egyptians did not win at the Exodus, the Canaanites did not win at the time of Joshua, and the enemy will not win at the Battle of Armageddon, their dead bodies will be food for the carrion birds (Rev. 19:19-21).
“Cause your mighty ones to come down there, O Yahweh.” The subject shifts to someone, perhaps the prophet, speaking directly to God and requesting that He send down His mighty ones. This will happen when the heavenly armies come down and fight the Battle of Armageddon.
[For more context of this, see commentary on Joel 3:9.]
Joe 3:12
“the Valley of Jehoshaphat.” The word “Jehoshaphat” means “Yahweh judges” (or “Yahweh has judged” or “Yahweh will judge”). This valley is not identified in Scripture. It is called “the Valley of Jehoshaphat” here in Joel 3:12 and also in Joel 3:2 which are the only times the phrase is used in the Bible or in secular history. It is called “the Valley of Decision” in Joel 3:14. It has long been thought that the “Valley of Jehoshaphat” is the Kidron Valley east of Jerusalem, partly based on Zechariah 14:2. “Christian tradition made this identification at least as early as the fourth century AD, perhaps beginning with the Bordeaux Pilgrim’s account.”[footnoteRef:928] The Bordeaux Pilgrim account is from AD 333-334). However, Eusebius (c. 260-339) identified it as the Valley of Hinnom just south of Jerusalem, but the famous Saint Jerome (AD 347-420), who lived in Bethlehem and did most of the translation of what is now known as the Latin Vulgate, identified it as the Kidron Valley, and his opinion became generally accepted Christian tradition. Nevertheless, even though many scholars have followed Jerome, there are good reasons to understand that the location of the Valley of Jehoshaphat is outside of the Jerusalem area. [928:  Merrill Tenney, Zondervan Pictorial Encyclopedia of the Bible, s.v. “Jehoshaphat, Valley of.”] 

For one thing, it must be remembered that from quite early on in Christian history the actual way that the End Times events will occur was lost. This was no doubt due in part to the persecution and killing of Christians that started officially in AD 64 with Nero and continued to AD 312, and many knowledgeable Christian leaders were killed in that persecution. It was also due in part to the Greek concept of the “eternal soul” coming into Christianity both from the converted Greeks (such as Augustine) and Greek-speaking Jews who had been raised on the Septuagint and not the Hebrew text. In those early centuries the concept that believers who had died would “be in heaven forever” replaced the clear teaching of Scripture that Christ would come to earth, conquer it, and set up his kingdom on earth (note Jesus’ teaching, “the meek will inherit the earth” in Matt. 5:5).
Once the concept of Christ coming to earth and fighting the Battle of Armageddon and conquering the earth was lost, then the meaning of the Sheep and Goat Judgment (Matt. 25:31-46) was lost too. But the Sheep and Goat Judgment is an essential part of understanding what is going to happen in the future and Christ’s Millennial Kingdom on earth, because the Battle of Armageddon will not kill everyone on the earth. Some people will survive the battle, and with over seven billion people on earth today, those survivors could number in the millions. But all those survivors will not be allowed into Christ’s kingdom because many of them are evil and God-rejectors. So when Christ comes back to earth as king, he will set up a judgment to decide who gets to enter his earthly kingdom and who does not, and that judgment is called the Sheep and Goat Judgment.
The Bible says that once Jesus conquers the earth he will set up his throne and the people who are alive on earth will be gathered before him and judged (Matt. 25:31-32). The exact location of that judgment is not known today, although it might have been known in biblical times. The location of the “Valley of Jehoshaphat” and “Valley of Decision” seems to be “in the wilderness,” as Ezekiel says, “I will bring you into the wilderness of the peoples, and there I will enter into judgment with you face to face” (Ezek. 20:35). The place of judgment cannot be the Kidron Valley or the Valley of Hinnom because Ezekiel 20:38 says it will not be in Israel: “I will purge out from among you those who are rebelling and those who are transgressing against me. I will bring them forth out of the land where they live, but they will not enter into the land of Israel, and you will know that I am Yahweh.” The identification of the Valley of Jehoshaphat as the Kidron Valley has been supported by associating it with Zechariah 14:2, but Zechariah is speaking of the Battle of Armageddon and its effects, not the judgment after the Battle of Armageddon. Even if some of the survivors of Armageddon are in Israel, Ezekiel says they will be brought out from there to the place of judgment (Ezek. 20:38).
So the Sheep and Goat Judgment will be in the Valley of Jehoshaphat, but where is that? In taking a close look at the “Valley of Jehoshaphat,” there are some important things we should know. The name “Jehoshaphat” is significant because it can mean “Yahweh will judge,” and it could be the actual historical name of a valley or it could be a symbolic name that is applied to the valley in prophecy because that is where the Sheep and Goat judgment and perhaps other judgments as well, will take place. Also, the Hebrew word translated “valley” in Hebrew is amaq (#06010 עֵמֶק), and it can refer to a valley with steep sides, but also it can mean a lowland, open country, or plain. For example, the “Valley of Jezreel” (Josh. 17:16) is a plain many miles wide, but it is bordered by mountains on the north and south. The huge variation in what a “valley” can actually look like means we cannot just go to a topographical map, locate a suitable steep valley, and say that is likely the place of judgment. It might be on a plain, not in what we typically think of as a valley. Another important thing is that in the days of Jehoshaphat, God did indeed judge people in the “wilderness” as Chronicles states.
During the reign of Jehoshaphat the armies of Moab, Ammon, and the area of Edom, attacked Judah (2 Chron. 20:1,10). They came up from the south through the wilderness of Judah to En-gedi, then moved inward toward the hill country of Judah via the ascent of Ziz, a little way north of En-gedi (2 Chron. 20:16). Jehoshaphat’s forces traveled south from Jerusalem and stopped in the wilderness of Tekoa (2 Chron. 20:20), and began to sing and praise, and when they did, the armies of the enemy fought with each other until there was not a man left alive (2 Chron. 20:22-24). So in Jehoshaphat’s situation, his name, “Yahweh will judge” was prophetic because God judged the nations, and furthermore, He did so “in the wilderness,” just as Ezekiel says a coming judgment will be in the wilderness (Ezek. 20:35). It could be that the future judgment in the “Valley of Jehoshaphat” spoken of in Joel will be in the same “valley” (or plain) where the enemies of Judah killed each other as 2 Chronicles 20 records, and it became known as the Valley of Jehoshaphat because of the great victory that occurred there. However, it seems more likely that the place where Christ will set up his throne for the judgment will be in the wilderness and outside of the territory of Israel, as Ezekiel states. In that case, the reason the place is called “the Valley of Jehoshaphat” would be to remind people of God’s victory over His enemies and thus encourage people to obey God. In that sense, God’s judgment on His enemies in the wilderness at the time of Jehoshaphat is typological of the coming Sheep and Goat judgment, which will be in the wilderness and at which time God’s enemies will be destroyed while His followers will be blessed.
[For more on Christ’s Millennial Kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on a person’s soul not being an “eternal soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’” For more on dead people being dead and awaiting a resurrection, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.” For more on the chronology of the End Times, see commentary on Matt. 25:32.]
Joe 3:14
“Multitudes, multitudes.” The immediate doubling of the word “multitudes” is the figure of speech epizeuxis, which is used for emphasis. There will be a huge multitude at the Sheep and Goat Judgment (Matt. 25:32).
“the Valley of Decision.” This is apparently the Valley of Jehoshaphat of Joel 3:2 and 3:12; see commentary on Joel 3:12.
[For more on the Sheep and Goat Judgment, see commentary on Matt. 25:32.]
Joe 3:18
“a spring will flow out from the house of Yahweh.” The Hebrew is more literally, “a spring will come forth out of the house,” but it refers to the water flowing out of the Millennial Temple. The water flowing out of the Temple is also mentioned in Ezekiel 47:1-9 and Zechariah 14:8.
[For more on the Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
“Valley of Acacia Trees.” The Hebrew word for the acacia tree is “shittim,” and many English versions leave the Hebrew untranslated. However, in this context understanding that this is a valley named because of its abundance of acacia trees is important and points to its geographical location. Acacia trees grow in very dry and therefore relatively infertile soil, and that kind of soil is found in Israel in the Arabah, the land that bordered the Dead Sea and northward up the Jordan Valley for some 40 miles. So the river described in Joel 3:18 is also mentioned in Ezekiel 47:1-12 and Zechariah 14:8.


Amos Commentary
Amos Chapter 1
Amo 1:1
“Tekoa.” Tekoa is a small town about 11 miles south and very slightly west of Jerusalem. It was on the western edge of the Judean Wilderness, in an arid and stony land. The soil was a kind of chalk marl, and any cultivation was scant in the valleys between the hillsides. Besides the grazing of sheep and goats, the land grew olives and “sycamore figs” (Amos 7:14). The land is dotted with caves that shepherds and flocks used for shelter.
“that he saw concerning Israel.” Amos lived in the Kingdom of Judah in the tribal area of the tribe of Judah, but God chose him to prophesy to the Northern Kingdom of Israel (the ten tribes of Israel). Sometimes God wants us to serve where we live, sometimes He wants us to serve somewhere else. The reason God did not choose a prophet from Israel to deliver the message Amos delivered is not known.
“Uzziah...Jeroboam.” Uzziah was the king of Judah, and he reigned 52 years. Jeroboam II was the king of Israel and he reigned 41 years. The two kingdoms had peace between them, and enemies were not very active, so from the outside looking in this might be seen as a very good time for both kingdoms. But an inside view revealed that there was a lot of sin and disobedience, so trouble was ahead and coming.
“two years before the earthquake.” The earthquake was not foretold by Amos, but between the time Amos saw the vision and when he penned the book of Amos, there was a huge earthquake that was long remembered. It is likely the one mentioned in Zechariah 14:5. Large earthquakes produced tremendous damage to ancient cities. Mud-brick houses and temples collapsed, and often water sources were interrupted; often so badly that the town was abandoned.
Amo 1:2
“Yahweh will roar from Zion and utter his voice from Jerusalem.” This shows that God is still the God of both Israel and Judah, even though Israel had rejected him. After the death of Solomon, the ten northern tribes of Israel separated themselves from the southern tribes of Judah and Benjamin and set up the “kingdom of Israel.” They abandoned Yahweh and set up golden calf gods in Bethel and Dan, and made priests from people who were not Levites (1 Kings 12:28-33). But in spite of human efforts to control their own life and destiny, Yahweh is still God and His Word is everlasting, and He spoke to the people from the city where His Temple was—from Jerusalem.
Amo 1:3
“For three transgressions...yes, for four.” The poetic expression “three…four” is an idiom for “many.”
“threshing instruments of iron.” For more on threshing grain, see commentary on Ruth 2:17.
Amo 1:4
“the palace-fortresses.” The Hebrew word in Amos 1:4 translated palace-fortresses armown (#0759 אַרְמוֹן), and it can refer to a palace or a fortress. Although today people generally think of palaces and fortresses as being two different buildings, in the ancient world it was normal for a king to make the palace into a fortress that could withstand an attack from hostile forces. Herod the Great was known for building palace-fortresses and built them in Jerusalem, Jericho, Masada, Caesarea, and other places as well. Amos foretold that the palace-fortresses in Syria would be destroyed, and they were by the Assyrians.
Amo 1:8
“Ashdod.” A chief Philistine city. The Philistine city of Gath is not mentioned (see commentary on Zeph. 2:4).
Amo 1:13
“For three transgressions of the children of Ammon, yes, for four.” The poetic expression “three…four” is an idiom for “many.” The Ammonites were a rather constant adversary to Israel, in spite of being descendants of Abraham’s nephew Lot. Nahash the Ammonite tried to take territory from Israel and humiliate God’s people (1 Sam. 11:1-2). Hanun the Ammonite humiliated David’s ambassadors (2 Sam. 10:1-4). And the trouble continued after the time of Amos. For example, Tobiah the Ammonite was an adversary to Israel in the time of Nehemiah (Neh. 2:10, 19; 4:3, 7; 6:12-14), and Baalis the king of Ammon hired a man to kill the Babylonian provisional governor of Judah after the Babylonian destruction of the country (Jer. 40:14).
 
Amos Chapter 2
Amo 2:1
“he burned the bones of the king of Edom into lime.” This vicious and vengeful act was done not because Moab needed lime, but because it was believed by many in the ancient world that if a dead body was destroyed and did not get a proper burial, the spirit would wander without rest. The king of Moab wanted to deprive the king of Edom of resting in death.
Amo 2:2
“shofar.” The ram’s horn trumpet, not the metal trumpet.
Amo 2:4
“their lies.” This likely refers to the idols that they follow, because they are the same things their “fathers” (ancestors) followed after, but it could then also refer to the words of the false prophets of those gods, e.g. the prophets of Baal, etc. The NIV has, “they have been led astray by false gods, the gods their ancestors followed,” and that gets the main sense of the text. God uses descriptors such as “Worthless,” and “Lies” to describe idols. Many people in Judah were following pagan gods, as we know from Kings and Chronicles and other prophets such as Jeremiah.
Amo 2:7
“same girl.” The Hebrew word translated “girl” here in Amos 2:7 is na`arah (#05291 נַעֲרָה), which usually refers to a girl who is young, not an older woman. The girl can be simply a young girl, a newly married girl, a female slave, or a prostitute. The context here is unspecific, and it is also possible that the girl, if a female slave, is being used without her consent. But it is clear that the text is not accusing the woman even if she is complicit; God holds each person responsible for maintaining their own holiness and avoiding sin. The Torah forbids a man from having his father’s wife (Lev. 18:8; 20:11; Deut. 22:30), and people who were closely related were not to have sex with the same person (Lev. 18:15; 20:12, 14, 20). Sexual holiness is very important to God and requires great restraint and diligence on the part of people because humans have such strong sexual urges. People who love God make the effort to obey Him and fulfill His requirements. Although it was permissible in the Old Testament for a man to have more than one wife, for Christians today God has brought sexual fulfillment back to His original design: inside a marriage between a man and a woman. Scripture says that each man is to have his own wife and each woman her own husband (1 Cor. 7:2).
Amo 2:8
“on clothes taken in pledge.” If a person gave his clothing as a pledge for a loan he was almost certainly poor, and those clothes were to be returned by nightfall so the person had something to sleep in (Deut. 24:12-13). These leaders were incredibly cold and hard-hearted, and sinned against the poor. No wonder God threatened judgment on the nation.
“The house of their God.” That is, the Temple. The Temple was to be a holy place for God, but these leaders use it as a place to celebrate their power over others.
 
Amos Chapter 3
Amo 3:6
“shofar.” The ram’s horn trumpet, not the metal trumpet.
Amo 3:8
“The lion has roared.” In this context, the “lion” is God. God and people are sometimes referred to as lions by the figure of speech hypocatastasis (a comparison by implication, see commentary on Rev. 20:2).
Amo 3:12
“two legs or a piece of an ear.” A shepherd was charged with protecting the flock, but sometimes despite his best efforts a lion or other predator would kill a sheep. In that case, usually the shepherd would try to find a piece of the animal to take back to the owner to prove that he had not just eaten the sheep or sold it for money. Ordinarily, if a shepherd did that, the owner of the flock would bear the loss without taking wages from the shepherd. Jacob made the case before Laban that if an animal was snatched from the flock, he bore the cost himself (Gen. 31:39).
Amo 3:15
“the winter house along with the summer house.” Although a person could have a two-story house in which the winter house would be the lower level and the summer house would be the upper level and have many more windows to let any breeze blow through in the summer, in this case, the Hebrew text reads most naturally that the wealthy people owned two separate houses, one for the summer and one for the winter. Thus, Amos 3:15 reveals the extreme wealth of the wealthy, which makes their mistreatment of the poor and needy even more egregious.
“the houses of ivory.” The houses of the king and other wealthy people living in Samaria would not have been made of ivory but were decorated with ivory, an expensive and luxurious material that ostentatiously displayed their wealth. Many fragments of ivory have been found in the excavation of Samaria, revealing the truth of this prophecy.
 
Amos Chapter 4
Amo 4:1
“cows of Bashan.” Bashan was an area east and north of the Sea of Galilee that was known for its cattle. The cows of Bashan were the fattest and sassiest cows in all Israel, and so here the prophet Amos refers to the fat and sassy rich and powerful women of Israel, who live in the capital city of Samaria, as “you cows of Bashan.” Referring to a woman as a “cow” was not necessarily an insult in biblical times. Cows were expensive and well cared for. Samson referred to his young wife as a heifer (Judg. 14:18). Nevertheless, calling the ruling women of Samaria, “cows of Bashan” was an insult in this context.
“Bring us drinks!” These would normally be alcoholic drinks, and what was available at the time were wines and beers, and other fermented drinks. Distilled liquor like whisky could not be produced yet.
Amo 4:2
“they will take you away with hooks, and the last of you with fish hooks.” This sounds like a metaphor or hyperbole, but it is historically accurate. The Assyrians were very cruel people, and the Assyrian monuments show the Assyrians leading strings of captives from Israel. Each captive had a hook or fishhook through their lips or tongue, and the hook was attached to a cord which then went to the next captive and so on, such that there were lines of captives being led along on a line with hooks.
Amo 4:3
“the breaks in the wall.” The captives would not have the honor of leaving through the city gates which would either be destroyed and collapsed or controlled by the enemy army for their use. They would be taken captive through the breaches in the wall made by the attacking Assyrian army.
“you will be thrown out toward Harmon.” The women would be rounded up, put on ropes that had hooks that were put through the lips or tongues, and led away (there are Assyrian bas-reliefs that show this being done to women). Historically, the women were “led out” on the rope, but here in Amos 4:3, God says they are “thrown out,” that is thrown out of Jerusalem, thrown out like garbage. From God’s perspective, these women had participated in hurting His people and were no better than garbage, so they were “thrown out” of His city like garbage.
The location of “Harmon” is unknown, and even whether is it a real place is debated. The word seems to be related to “dung” or “dunghill,” and it may be that God considered being taken to Babylon to be taken to a dunghill. Translations include “thrown on a dunghill” (REB), “the dung heap” (NEB, cf. JPS), and “the garbage dump” (NCV). Other scholars, however, think the word is related to a fortress or fortified place, thus “thrown from your fortresses” (NLT).
Amo 4:4
“Bethel…Gilgal.” The towns of Bethel and Gilgal were two centers of pagan worship in Israel. Jeroboam I, the first king of Israel, set up a golden calf in Bethel soon after Solomon died (1 Kings 12:28-29).
“and sin.” This is irony. The prophet is magnifying the sin by making an ironic statement about it. He is certainly not encouraging the people to go sin by worshiping idols. The same kind of irony is used by Isaiah (Isa. 50:11).
Amo 4:5
“for this is what you love to do.” The people of Israel loved to make a show of their religious activities and were for the most part blissfully ignorant of the fact that they were living in disobedience to Yahweh and His laws and their rituals meant nothing to God; in fact, they offended Him. God does not value ritual for ritual’s sake. On the few points in which they knew they were not obeying the Law, they made excuses for it, thinking it did not matter much. That behavior still goes on. People who knowingly disobey God convince themselves that obeying God in everything is not really that important.
Amo 4:6
“cleanness of teeth.” An idiom for famine. The people had nothing to eat, so their teeth were clean. This is clear from the context (Amos 4:7-9).
“and lack of food in every town.” One of the great lessons of the Bible is that the behavior of people affects the land that they live on. This lesson is throughout the Old Testament (cf. Deut. 11:13-17; 28:1, 12, 15, 22-25, 38-40; Lev. 18:24-25; Ps. 107:33-34; Jer. 3:2-3; 12:4; 23:10; Amos 4:6-10). (See commentary on Lev. 18:25).
The Hebrew word translated “food” is literally “bread” in the Hebrew text, but here, as in many other places, “bread” is used for food in general.
“but you have not returned to me.” The Bible is very clear that if Israel was faithful to God, they, as well as their animals and land, would be blessed and there would be plenty of food. So, since there was famine, the people should have known what was happening, known that they had abandoned God, and repented and returned to Him. But they were so set on their ungodly ways that they ignored the disasters that were occurring in Israel.
Amo 4:7
“withheld the rain from you.” Rain in season and abundant harvests were promises of God’s blessing, and no rain was a sign Israel had not obeyed God (Deut. 28:12, 24), so what was happening with the rain should have been a sign to Israel they needed to repent and return to God.
Amo 4:13
“and declares to humankind what are his thoughts.” The meaning and translation of Amos 4:13 is debated by scholars, and this phrase is included in the debate. The primary debate about this phrase is whether it is speaking about human thoughts being revealed to other people by God, or God’s thoughts being revealed to humans. Making things difficult is that it is not clear in the verse who the “his” refers to in the phrase “his thought”— Is it referring to God or people? Also, the Hebrew word translated “thought” only occurs here in the entire Bible. A closely related word is used of human thoughts or counsel, or worry or lamenting, but is never used of God’s thoughts, and that has led some scholars to say that the verse is likely speaking of God revealing human thoughts to humans. However, arguing from what the Bible does not say is very weak, and it is especially weak when the argument is not even really based on the actual Hebrew word in the text. Furthermore, the scope of Scripture and the context of Amos favor the interpretation that this verse is about God revealing His thoughts to humans. Amos opens with Yahweh roaring from Mount Zion, giving His word and will to the people, and the phrase “this is what Yahweh says” is prominent in Amos. God is clearly revealing His thoughts and plans to people through the prophet Amos.
The Bible has many places that state that God declares His will to people so that they can obey it or be held accountable if they do not—in fact, one could make the case that a huge percentage of the Bible is God revealing His thoughts to humankind so they know how He is thinking and what they should do. One of the loving things that God does for humankind is to reveal His thoughts to them so they are guided in life. Versions of the Bible that clearly support that Amos 4:13 is referring to God revealing His thoughts to humankind are the BBE, CEB, CSB, GW, NET, NIV, NJB, NLT, and TNK.
 
Amos Chapter 5
Amo 5:1
“a lamentation.” A lamentation is an expression of sorrow and mourning, usually for someone who has died, and it is often expressed in poetry, as we see here in the Hebrew text of Amos. God’s beloved children, the nation of Israel, have abandoned Him and will suffer destruction, and He is broken-hearted about it, but the people have chosen to reject Him and there are consequences for that.
Amo 5:2
“The Virgin, Israel.” The Hebrew can be read as a genitive, “The virgin of Israel,” but in this idiom the virgin is Israel. Amos is portraying Israel as a young woman who, because of her sins and disobedience is cut off from life, no more to rise. This is such a sad situation but common: people abandon God and suffer in this life and the next, and God’s heart is broken about it, and expresses his heart through the prophet Amos, who no doubt felt the same way God did. Thus the lamentation (cf. Amos 5:1). Although Amos speaks of Israel as already being cut off, it is a future event spoken of as if it were already accomplished.
Amo 5:5
“Bethel…Gilgal…Beer-sheba.” Three centers of pagan worship that had been established by Amos’ time. For Bethel and Gilgal, see commentary on Amos 4:4. Beer-sheba too had become a center of pagan worship (Amos 8:14). God is warning, as He does over and over, about the dangers of pagan worship. Yahweh alone is God and to worship anything but Him will only result in disaster, as is portrayed here: captivity and destruction. All of these cities were places where God had moved powerfully, and great men and women of God had been. The Devil loves to take such places and pervert the worship there so that it is directed to him instead of God, as if he could humiliate God. But also, it seems to be easier to get people to pervert godly worship and godly sites than to start over with brand new sites. Among all his other horrible attributes, the Devil is a parasite, building his perverted worship on the foundation God established for loving and godly worship.
Amo 5:6
“no one to quench it in Bethel.” When the real battle comes between good and evil, between God and idol gods (or the Devil), godless people will discover that the idols they trusted for support are no help at all.
Amo 5:7
“You who turn justice into wormwood.” “Wormwood” is the name of a perennial plant that bears yellow flowers and was used to flavor water even though it made the water bitter (Prov. 5:4; Lam. 3:15). Here in Amos 5:7, evil people turn good to evil. In this case, although they had the power to do good, evil people perverted justice and made people’s lives bitter. In contrast, God turns darkness to light (Amos 5:8). God’s people imitate God, and work to make people’s lives better.
Amo 5:10
“him who reproves at the gate.” The city elders sat at the gate of the city, and if one was honest and godly, he would try to stand for what was right and reprove the others, and was hated for it.
[For more on the elders at the gate, see commentary on Ruth 4:11.]
Amo 5:13
“a prudent person keeps silent.” There are times when the society around you is so evil that it is simply not wise to speak up against it. The wise and godly person prays for the right time and place to speak up to reprove and correct, or simply waits for God’s judgment. Other verses teach a similar lesson, cf. Proverbs 28:12, 28; Micah 7:5.
Amo 5:14
“just as you have said he is.” The Israelites said God was with them, but He was not: their sin had driven Him away, as we see in Amos. The situation is common when people disobey God: some of the leaders knew God was not with them (it was quite obvious to anyone who knew the Law) but said He was with them in order to “comfort” the people so they could be misled; some of the people were self-deceived and wanted to believe God was with them even though no signs of His presence were around them; some of the people were ignorant and were simply deceived and led astray by what the leaders and false prophets said. But whether a liar, self-deceived, or led astray, the facts were that Israel had abandoned God and would suffer for it.
Amo 5:15
“hate.” When God tells us to “hate” evil, that does not mean to have a “deep, enduring, intense emotion expressing animosity, anger, and hostility towards” it.[footnoteRef:929] He means we are to have nothing to do with evil, be disgusted and repulsed by it, and actively work to eradicate it. [929:  Arthur Reber, Rhianon Allen, Emily Reber, Penguin Dictionary of Psychology, s.v. “hatred,” 342.] 

[For more on the large semantic range of “hate” and its use in the Bible, see commentary on Prov. 1:22, “hate.”]
Amo 5:17
“in all the vineyards.” Vineyards were typically a place of rejoicing because wine and wine vinegar were such an important part of ancient life, but now there will be no harvest and so there will be wailing.
Amo 5:18
“Woe to you who desire the Day of Yahweh.” The Day of Yahweh (“the Day of the LORD”) is the period of great tribulation that will come on the earth as a consequence for all the sins that have been committed. It is a time of great tribulation. Here in Amos 5:18, Yahweh is speaking to the arrogant and ignorant Jews in Israel (Amos 5:1, 4), who wrongly thought that the Day of Yahweh was a time of the destruction of their enemies and a time of deliverance and vindication for them. But as Amos 5 shows, Israel was as big or bigger a sinner than even the pagans, after all, the pagan nations did not have any guidance from God as to how to live and how to act in a way that pleased God, but by the time Amos wrote, Israel had the Law of Moses and quite a few of the books of the Old Testament, so the Jews in Israel had the Law of God but refused to obey it. To whom much is given, much will be required, and the house of God will be judged along with everyone else (1 Pet. 4:17). Sadly, what happened in Israel over 2,700 years ago is happening today. The Bible is available to millions of people on earth who ignorantly and arrogantly ignore it, not realizing that their Judgment Day is coming.
[For more information on the Day of Yahweh, the Great Tribulation, see commentaries on Isa. 13:9 and Dan. 12:1. For more information on Jesus’ future kingdom that will be set up on earth after Armageddon, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For a basic timeline of End Times events, see commentary on Matt. 25:32.]
Amo 5:19
“and a bear met him.” The prophecies of the Great Tribulation (the Day of the Lord) make it clear that life will be very dangerous and that most people on earth will die. This prophecy of fleeing one problem only to encounter another is similar to Isaiah 24:18. The disasters in the Day of the Lord are described in many of the Old Testament prophetic books (see commentary on Isa. 13:9).
Amo 5:22
“I will not accept them.” Many verses show that God does not accept the offerings of evil and unrepentant people and that God will not answer their prayers (cf. Prov. 15:8; 21:27; 28:9; Isa. 1:11-15; 8:17; 58:1-8; Jer. 6:20; 14:10-12; Hos. 5:5-6; Amos 5:21-23; Mal. 1:10; 2:13-14; James 4:6. Verses that specifically mention prayer include: Job 35:12-13; Prov. 15:29; Isa. 59:1-2; Jer. 11:11; Ezek. 8:17-18; Mic. 3:4; Zech. 7:12-13; James 4:3).
Offerings and sacrifices were never designed to make a person with an evil heart acceptable in the sight of God, as if God would overlook evil and sin if the person offered sacrifices. Nor did God want people to just “go through the motions” of praying, sacrificing, and giving offerings. No one can procure God’s favor just by doing a sacrifice if their heart is not in the right place. Sacrifices and offerings were designed to show, in a very visible manner, the obedient and humble heart of the person who brought the offering. Animal sacrifices were also designed to show how horrible sin was and the cost required to forgive it, and to show that God indeed forgives or favors people who had an acceptable sacrifice or offering.
The Bible says that when a person is evil and unrepentant, the sacrifices, offerings, and prayers that he or she makes are simply rejected by God: “A sacrifice offered by the wicked is an abomination; how much more when he brings it with deceitful intent.” (Prov. 21:27). God’s favor is not for sale, nor is He some kind of vending machine that if you put prayers or offerings in, then you get grace and mercy out. It is very worldly, and very tempting, to treat sacrifices and offerings as if they are gifts that buy God’s favor instead of being gifts that express love and thankfulness for God’s favor and forgiveness. The offerings were meant to be done “after the fact.” The sinner was to repent and genuinely seek God’s favor before he offered the sacrifice so that the sacrifice would be acceptable to God. If a person’s heart was evil and unrepentant, the sacrifice was not acceptable to God, and it did not procure any favor from God.
For much of the Old Testament, the system God lovingly put in place to support the priests was actually abused by many of them. The priests were allowed to eat part of many of the sacrifices offered by the people and thus could profit from the failure of the people. For example, the priests ate some of the grain offerings (Lev. 6:4-16, 18; 7:9-10), the sin offerings (Lev. 6:26, 29), the guilt offerings (Lev. 7:6), and the fellowship offerings (Lev. 7:28-34). Since they ate a portion of some of the sacrifices, unscrupulous priests had no incentive to work with the people to help them overcome their weakness and sin; instead, they wanted to see sin continue. That some of the priests did not do their best to stop the sin in Israel but enjoyed eating the sin offering is no doubt why God accused them, saying, “they feed on the sin offering of my people.” Amazingly, in spite of their elevated status and the level of luxury they enjoyed, because most people were not wealthy enough to eat meat regularly, many of the priests were still unthankful to God even though they were afforded this privilege (Mal. 1:7-14; see commentary on Mal. 1:7).
Although the drink offering accompanied many of the sacrifices, it was always to be poured out (Num. 28:7). One thing accomplished by that was the priests did not get drunk, in contrast to some Christian denominations that allow the priest to drink leftover wine from the Lord’s Supper and some of them do get drunk, which is a sin (cf. Eph. 5:18).
Also, although many kind and humble people follow their leaders into error, and most often God responds to the people’s heart and overlooks their error, that does not mean that God does not care about people’s error. God wants people to know the truth and obey it (1 Tim. 2:4). God expects people to get to know His will, which they will do if they read the Bible and make an effort to understand it. God says to the ignorant leaders and people, “For my people are fools, they do not know me. They are senseless children, and they have no understanding” (Jer. 4:22). In Jeremiah’s time the common people were following their leaders and worshiping idols, and although many of them did so out of ignorance, that did not mean God completely overlooked their sin. Today, many “common Christians” do much the same thing. They do not read their Bibles or seek to understand what is in it, and so they are led to do things that are contrary to the Bible, such as pray to dead saints.
In contrast to God not hearing the insincere prayers of sinful people, God hears the prayers of the godly and humble, even though they are sinners. Proverbs says, “the prayer of the upright brings his favor (Prov. 15:8).
[For more on God being more concerned with love and obedience than sacrifices, see commentary on Matt. 5:24. For more on God not speaking much about sacrifices when Israel came out of Egypt, see commentary on Jer. 7:22. For more on the lawsuit that God had with Israel because they broke the covenant they made with Him, see commentary on Hos. 4:1. For information on God being so upset with the people of Judah that he told Jeremiah not to pray for them, see commentary on Jer. 7:16.]
Amo 5:27
“beyond Damascus.” Although Damascus, the capital of Syria to the immediate north of Israel, seemed to be the logical threat to Israel, God foresaw that Israel would not be destroyed and carried captive by the Syrians, but by the Assyrians. The nation of Assyria was north of Syria and certainly “beyond Damascus.”
 
Amos Chapter 6
Amo 6:1
“Woe.” A word used to warn of, or lament over, future destruction. It was used at funerals. Some commentators think of it as “You are as good as dead.”
“at ease in Zion…secure on the mountain of Samaria.” The leaders of the country of Israel lived in the city of Samaria, and the leaders of Judah lived on (or near) Mount Zion, and it was to these leaders that God’s people, the “house of Israel” (“Israel” being used in the inclusive sense of all the people of Israel) looked for guidance. But the leaders were morally bankrupt and evil. Woe to them! Their end will be in the Lake of Fire (Matt. 25:41; Rev. 20:11-15).
Amo 6:13
“Lo-debar...Karnaim.” These were two towns under Syrian control that Israel captured from Syria and Israel was boasting about. A subtle irony that can be seen in the Hebrew text is that in this case, Lo-debar is spelled differently than it is in 2 Samuel 9:4 and 17:27 (although it refers to a different city there, but apparently with the same name). Here in Amos, it is spelled such that the meaning is “No thing,” that is, God’s opinion of what Israel accomplished was insignificant to Him because they were not living in holiness.
 
Amos Chapter 7
Amo 7:1
“Lord Yahweh showed me, and behold, he was forming locusts.” God showed Amos a disaster that was about to come to pass. Amos prayed, and God moved in such a way that the plague did not come to pass.
Amo 7:3
“Yahweh changed his mind concerning this.” The Hebrew word translated “changed his mind” is nacham (#05162 נָחַם), and in this context, it means to change one’s mind and the subsequent course of action (cf. CJB, NASB; cf. BBE, NLT). God sometimes changes His mind in response to what people do, as we see here.
[For more information on God changing His mind, see commentary on Jer. 18:8.]
Amo 7:6
“changed his mind.” See commentary on Amos 7:3.
Amo 7:9
“shrines.” The Hebrew word “shrines” is bamot, which referred to a place that was leveled and built up and on which were placed various idols and objects of worship. Many of the towns had such shrines (see commentary on Num. 33:52).
Amo 7:14
“son.” Here used in the cultural sense of “disciple.” Amos was not a prophet nor the disciple of a prophet.
[For more on “son” meaning “disciple,” see commentary on Matt. 12:27.]
“a farmer of sycamore figs.” It is noteworthy that Amos said he was a farmer of sycamore figs because the sycamore fig does not grow around Tekoa, but rather in the lowland, so it is possible that Amos agreed to take care of someone else’s trees in return for grazing rights, or it is also possible that Amos was wealthy enough to own land where he grew the sycamore figs. Since it would be impossible to both watch sheep around Tekoa and also take care of sycamore fig trees at the same time, Amos could well have been quite well off, which would also be why he could take time to go north into Israel and prophesy.
 
Amos Chapter 8
Amo 8:5
“When will the new moon be gone.” The Law of Moses specified that the new moon, the beginning of each month, would be dedicated to Yahweh with special sacrifices and blowing of trumpets (Num. 10:10; 28:11-15). In time it became a feast day in which no work was done, as we see here and 2 Kings 4:23.
“false balances.” Unscrupulous merchants often kept stones of different weight in their bag or had measuring cups of slightly different sizes that only they could easily tell apart so that they bought a lot and sold a little. But that kind of dishonest dealing is an abomination to Yahweh (Lev. 19:35; Deut. 25:13-16).
[For more on trading using honest balances, see commentary on Prov. 11:1.]
Amo 8:12
“from sea to sea.” This is likely from the Mediterranean Sea to the Red Sea (cf. Exod. 23:31).
Amo 8:14
“the sin of Samaria.” The “sin” of Samaria are the idols there that people worshiped. This is the figure of speech metonymy, where “sin” is put for things that cause people to sin, in this case, idols that people swear by. Samaria was the capital city of the Northern Kingdom of Israel and it had been a center of idolatry since it was established.
“As your god lives, O Dan.” Dan had been a center of idol worship since the time of Judges (Judg. 17-18; esp. Judg. 18:28-31). When Jeroboam I became the first king of the Northern Kingdom of Israel, he set up a golden calf idol in Dan (1 Kings 12:28-30).
“the Way of Beer-sheba.” This is apparently the name of an idol god in Beer-sheba. The Septuagint translators understood it that way, and translated “Way” (“Road”) as “god.” Also, that fits well with the rest of the verse. It has been suggested that “way of Beer-sheba” refers to the pilgrimage route there to worship idols, but that is less likely given the immediate context and the difficulty in having a road “live.”
Sinners and idolaters can be very arrogant and self-assured about how their “way” is right, and it makes sense that they would call an idol god “the Way.” But there is a true and proper “way.” Jesus Christ said he was “the way” to God, and indeed he was correct (John 14:6).
 
Amos Chapter 9
Amo 9:4
“evil.” In this case, “evil” does not mean moral evil, but it refers to something bad happening to people as an “evil.” Thus, the essence of the statement is, “I will set my eyes on them for bad things to happen to them instead of good things.” The disobedient people had walked so far from God that He could not, as a righteous God, protect them from demonic attack and horrific consequences.
Amo 9:5
“and all of it [the land] will rise up like the Nile River, and will sink again, like the River of Egypt.” The Nile River was well-known for its annual floods. The Nile rose into a flood every year and then sank back down into its normal riverbed. In fact, it was the alluvial soil that was washed down the Nile and covered the land when the Nile flooded that made the land close to the Nile so fertile. Here God states that there will be a future judgment when the very land will rise and fall.
Amo 9:8
“utterly destroy.” The Hebrew is the figure polyptoton, where the Hebrew verb translated as “destroy” is repeated twice, first as an infinitive verb and second as an imperfect verb. Often in the REV, this figure would be translated as “destroy, yes, destroy.” The promise of God is that there will come a time when the Israelite sinners will be destroyed, but it will not be a total destruction of the people.
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16.]
Amo 9:9
“I will sift the house of Israel among all the nations as grain is sifted in a sieve, yet not the least kernel will fall on the earth.” To understand this verse it is necessary to understand the process of harvesting grain in the ancient biblical world.
In biblical times grain was harvested by hand. When the grain was ripe and ready to harvest, the stalk of wheat or other grain was cut off close to the ground with a sickle or knife of some kind. When the person harvesting the grain had cut too many stalks to easily hold, he or she wrapped them in a bundle (usually by wrapping some of the stalks around the bundle) and left them on the ground so they could be easily seen, gathered, and taken to a threshing floor. At that point, the grain was still on the stalk.
The threshing floor was a large flat area of rock or very hard ground. It was usually on top of a hill so the breeze would blow across it. “Threshing” was the process of separating the grains of wheat from the stalk, and various methods were used to do that. The most primitive method was simply to beat the wheat—or whatever grain was being harvested, such as barley or millet—with a stick over and over again to knock the grain off the stalk (e.g., Judg. 6:11). However, there were other more efficient methods of knocking the grain off the stalk, such as a “threshing sled” (cf. Isa. 41:15; Amos 1:3).
After the grain was threshed, there was a large pile of broken stalks, chaff, and grain all mixed together in a heap on the threshing floor. To separate the grain out from among the chaff and broken stalks, the farmer would wait for a breeze and then winnow the pile with a winnowing fork by throwing the stalks and grain into the air over and over again. The breeze would catch the stalks and the chaff, which were very light, and blow them to the side. The grains of wheat, which were heavier and oval-shaped, would fall almost straight back down to the threshing floor.
After the winnowing, the wheat would be left on the threshing floor, and it would be picked up to be eaten or ground into flour. But it usually happened that some pieces of stalk or little stones or pebbles would be picked up from the threshing floor with the grain, so the final thing before eating the grain or grinding it into flour was that it was shaken in a kind of sieve. The sieve was made in such a way that the grain did not fall through to the ground, but instead was separated from rocks when the sieve was shaken by an experienced woman (the women sifted the grain in the biblical world). Any stalks or rocks in the sieve would then be discarded and thrown on the ground.
Here in Amos 9:9, God is using the process of sifting grain to show that during His judgment, no “grain,” that is, no good or godly person, would be discarded, but He would keep them just as grain is kept, but in contrast, any “stones” would be thrown out.
[For more detail on harvesting grain in biblical times, see commentary on Ps. 1:4]
Amo 9:11
“booth.” People built temporary booths to watch their crops and keep them safe, especially as harvest approached, but those temporary shelters soon fell down and fell apart. Here, David’s kingdom is compared to a temporary booth that has fallen over. Judah was in ruins, but God foretells of a time when David’s kingdom will be restored, which will be when Christ rules the earth. Isaiah, who prophesied about the same time as Amos, also said Zion was in ruins like a booth in the field (see commentary on Isaiah 1:8).
Amo 9:14
“I will bring my people Israel back from captivity.” Many verses prophesy Israel’s return to the land of Israel, the Promised Land. Although Israel did return from Babylon, this prophecy will not be fully fulfilled until in the Millennial Kingdom, as is clear from the context.
[For more information on Israel’s return to the Promised Land, see commentary on Jer. 32:37.]


Obadiah Commentary
Obadiah Chapter 1
Oba 1:1
“The vision of Obadiah.” “Obadiah” is a fairly common name, and means “One who serves [or worships] God.” So Obadiah got his revelation about Edom in a vision, but exactly what that vision was is not revealed. Sometimes an angel appeared with a message, sometimes Yahweh Himself did. We are not told how the vision came, which by default puts more emphasis on what is in the vision than how the vision came. No matter how the vision came, the content was from Yahweh Himself, as Obadiah 1:1 states.
“Yahweh says concerning Edom.” Although an envoy went to the nations, he did not go with the contents of the book of Obadiah, he went to rally troops against Edom as we see by the message itself here in Obadiah 1:1. What Yahweh said concerning Edom was a message to the people of Judah; a message of encouragement to God’s people that God sees the evil they endure and will eventually punish the evildoers. Obadiah 1:1 has the only use of “Yahweh” in the book.
“envoy.” A messenger, usually on a diplomatic mission.
“Rise up! And let’s rise up against her in battle.” That is, rise up against Edom in battle, and the double use of “rise up” is emphatic and lends to the urgency of the situation. The message in this sentence, and continuing through Obadiah 1:4, is largely also stated in Jeremiah 49:14-16. This adds support that Obadiah was contemporary with at least some of Jeremiah’s life, and the time Edom attacked Judah was during or just after the Babylonians attacked. The “let’s” shows that Judah would participate somehow in getting vengeance on her enemies, but exactly how is not clear.
Oba 1:2
“I will make...you will be” The text uses the prophetic idiom for “will make” (the Hebrew verb is past tense) and the participle verb in “You will be” follows suit. The events referred to are future. A number of English versions represent the verb as future to help the English reader who may not be familiar with the Semitic idiom; the NET text note refers to this idiom as the “perfect of certitude” (cf. CSB, ESV, NASB, NET, NIV, NKJV, NLT, NRSV, RSV).
[For more on the prophetic perfect idiom, see commentary on Eph. 2:6.]
“You will be greatly despised.” Or “you will be held in great contempt” (cf. NJB). This indicates that Edom would become insignificant among the nations. Indeed, it has disappeared and no longer exists as a nation or people group.
Oba 1:3
“The pride of your heart has deceived you.” In Hebrew, the noun usually follows the verb, but in this case, the pride of the heart precedes the verb, taking an emphatic position in the sentence and thus showing us that the dominant sin of Edom was pride, and their pride led to other sins and faults.
“you who dwell in the clefts of the rock.” Edom was very mountainous and very tough terrain, and that gave the Edomites a false sense of security. They may boast that no one can bring them down from their lofty position, but God can, and did, make sure that happened. In that sense, Edom is a type of all the proud enemies of God, who exalt themselves and think that disaster will never happen to them. But even if one of those enemies lives a long life and exercises ungodly power over other people, in the resurrection they will be pulled up out of the grave, judged for their ungodly actions, and thrown into the Lake of Fire where they will burn until they are completely consumed.
[For more on people being consumed in the Lake of Fire and not living there forever, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
Oba 1:4
“soar high like the eagle.” The Hebrew is not completely clear, and basically just has “go high like the eagle,” so the scholars are divided, as we can see from the English versions. Some versions read “soar high,” and some, tying the two halves of the verse together, have “build your nest high.” The point is that no matter how high the Edomites could go, even to the stars, Yahweh can bring them down. There is no point in exalting yourself above God or ignoring and defying the commands of God. The Day of Judgment will come, and there is no safety or security except in Yahweh.
Oba 1:5
“would not they leave some gleanings among the grapes?” The Law of Moses commanded that when things were harvested that there be some left in the field or on the vine for the poor to glean (Lev. 19:9; 23:22). The two illustrations; the thieves and the grape gatherers, would not take everything but would leave some things behind, but in contrast, when Edom is attacked it will be picked clean and nothing will be left.
Oba 1:6
“Esau.” Esau was the oldest son of Isaac and Rebekah and twin brother of Jacob (Esau came out of the womb before Jacob). “Esau” means “hairy,” and Esau was born with a lot of hair, and he was also called “Edom” (red) because his skin was reddish (Gen. 25:25). Isaac prophesied about where Esau would live: “Behold, away from the fatness of the earth will be your dwelling-place, and away from the dew of heaven from above (Gen. 27:39). True to the prophecy, Esau moved to the area that became known as Edom, and founded that country, and it is indeed “far from the fatness of the earth.” However, as undesirable as the area of Edom is, Obadiah foretold the area would be ransacked. The fact that Edom had “hidden treasures” is historically accurate because Edom had loads of caves and places where loot that was captured on raids and other valuables could be hidden, but Yahweh says those hiding places will be discovered and Edom will itself be looted.
There is an interesting parallel in Obadiah 1:6 to people on the Day of Judgment. In a time of God’s judgment, people’s hidden physical treasures will be sought out, but on the Day of Judgment, the secrets of people’s hearts will be sought out and revealed (Luke 8:17; 2 Cor. 5:10).
Oba 1:7
“to your border.” The Hebrew is more literally, “to the border,” but it refers to the border of Edom, thus their own border. The men from allied nations who were supposed to help the Edomites ended up turning against them and driving them out of Edom, right to the border of Edom and then into foreign territory, where they would be easy prey for enemy armies.
“All the men with whom you have made a covenant.” Literally, “all the men of your covenant.” These men were supposed allies, and many English versions read “allies,” but covenants were strong and sacred in the ancient Near East, and breaking one was almost unthinkable and would certainly lead to a feud. But here even the people that the Edomites cut a covenant with turned against them. When God’s blessing is off a nation evil people reveal their selfish and evil nature.
“have deceived you and prevailed against you.” The Hebrew is the past tense, but it has a future meaning as well (the prophetic perfect idiom).
“There is no understanding in him.” The idea of “him” seems to be a collective singular for Edom, just as countries are sometimes called “she.” Edom had no understanding. This is connected to Obadiah 1:8, where the men of understanding were gone.
Oba 1:8
“and understanding from the mountain of Esau.” Understanding itself will be taken from Edom.
Oba 1:9
“And your warriors.” Once the warriors are dead, the rest of the population will be killed easily.
“Teman.” Teman is the name of a major city in northern Edom, as well as the name of a northern district in Edom. Although “Teman” does apply to the city here in Obadiah 1:9, the wider application is that “Teman” is being used as another name for Edom, as we see by the parallel in the last half of the verse. It is very common in the Bible to use a major city when meaning the country that the city resides in. Israel is often called “Samaria,” Syria is sometimes called “Damascus,” Judah is sometimes referred to as “Jerusalem,” etc.
Oba 1:10
“to your brother Jacob.” Jacob and Esau were the twin sons of Isaac and Rebekah, and historical memories are very long in the biblical world. God would not let Israel attack Edom when they came out of Egypt and Edom should have shown kindness to Israel. But Edom turned to idols, and Satan, the god behind idols, hates God and His people.
Oba 1:11
“In the day that you stood aloof.” This may refer to when Judah was being attacked and burned by the Babylonians, Edom should have been there to help. Instead, they were “like one of them,” the foreign invaders. Because of the last phrase, J. A. Thompson has suggested that the opening phrase should be “In the day that you stood in opposition.”[footnoteRef:930] Actually, in standing aloof, Edom did stand in opposition to Judah and was like the invaders. However, Obadiah may be earlier, for example when Judah had been attacked by the Philistines and Arabs (2 Chron. 21:16-17). The revolt of Edom was 2 Chron. 21:8). [930:  Billy Smith and Frank Page, Amos, Obadiah, Johah [NAC], 192.] 

“strangers carried away his wealth.” When the Babylonians invaded Judah and Jerusalem, they took people and goods (cf. 2 Kings 24:13-16; 2 Chron. 36:18).
“and cast lots for Jerusalem.” The conquering army would cast lots for all kinds of booty, but men and women as slaves were a prize choice. Joel 3:3 and Nahum 3:10 mention casting lots for people, which would then be slaves.
Oba 1:12
“have gloated over.” The Hebrew text is more literally, “looked at,” but it is used idiomatically for gloating in this context. It is looking at something with smug pleasure, or gloating.
“spoken proudly.” The Hebrew is more literally, “make great [or big] your mouth.” The idiom means to speak proudly or boast.
Oba 1:13
“You should not have entered into the gate of my people.” The Babylonian army broke down the gate of Jerusalem and entered the city. After they left, the Edomites took advantage of the situation and entered Jerusalem to take anything they wanted and to kill or enslave people who were left. God’s ire and indignation show up in Obadiah 1:13 as He calls Judah, in spite of her sin, “my people.” Edom was a blood relative of Judah and should have been helpful, instead, they take full advantage of God’s people and will suffer the consequences for it.
Oba 1:14
“You should not have handed over his survivors.” The Edomites blocked the way of escape for many of the Judeans who were fleeing the Babylonians. They captured the fleeing Judeans and handed them over to the Babylonians. This would have been a slave trade; capture fleeing people and sell them to the Babylonians. The word, “his” refers to those of Judah.
Oba 1:15
“the Day of Yahweh.” The Day of Yahweh (“the Day of the LORD”) is the period of great tribulation that will come on the earth as a consequence for all the sins that have been committed. It is a time of great tribulation. See commentary on Isaiah 13:9.
“As you have done, it will be done to you.” The Bible repeatedly declares that people will eventually get what they deserve. From the book of Job, believed to be one of the oldest books in the Bible, to Paul’s writings in the New Testament, the theme that God will give to people what they deserve based on their deeds is clearly set forth. The following verse from Jeremiah is a good example. Jeremiah 17:10 says, “I, Yahweh, search the heart, I test the kidneys, in order to give to every man according to his ways, according to the fruit of his doings.” Matthew 16:27 says, “For the Son of Man is about to come with his angels in the glory of his Father, and then he will repay each person according to what he has done.” Many other verses say almost the same thing (cf. Job 34:11; Ps. 62:12; Prov. 24:12; Jer. 32:19; Ezek. 33:20; Rom. 2:6; and 1 Cor. 3:8. Cp also, Luke 9:26; 1 Cor. 3:10-17; 2 Cor. 5:10; Col. 3:23-25). It is because people will get what they deserve that 1 John 2:28 says, “And now, O children, remain in him, so that when he appears, we will have confidence and not shrink back in shame from him at his coming.
[For more on people getting what they deserve, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10.]
Oba 1:16
“For just as you drank on my holy mountain.” Although it is not mentioned in Scripture, this no doubt refers to the Edomites drinking themselves drunk in Jerusalem, celebrating the Babylonian (and their own) victory over the Judeans.
“the nations drink continually.” The “cup” and drinking are often used in Hebrew literature to refer to God’s judgment and wrath. The figurative language is not expressed in the complete thought that prose is, but the idea is that Edom drank in victory, but now Edom and the nations will drink the cup of God’s wrath. They will “drink continually,” and “drink and swallow down” meaning that there will be wave after wave of God’s wrath until there is nothing left of those nations. This verse is not about personal judgment, it is about the judgment of the ungodly nations, and that they will disappear from history.
“and they will be as though they had never been.” The Hebrew text is unclear as to what this phrase refers to, Edom or the nations. The scholars are divided.
Oba 1:17
“But in Mount Zion.” It must be remembered that the context is now the Day of Yahweh, the Day of the Lord (Obad. 1:15). In Obadiah’s time Judeans did not escape, but in the Day of the Lord the tables will be turned and God’s people will escape and Mount Zion (and Jerusalem where it is located) will be holy.
“will dispossess those who had dispossessed them.​” The meaning of this phrase has been hotly debated. The phrase can mean “will possess their possessions,” that is, Israel will once again possess its rightful land and other possessions. However, the same Hebrew letters can be vowel-pointed to mean “dispossess those who dispossessed them.” There are valid arguments on both sides, and the correct meaning is difficult to determine. In fact, it could be that given the Hebrew text, both meanings could be correct.
Oba 1:18
“the house of Esau will be for stubble.” The house of Esau is Edom. “Stubble” is a term that was used for the cut-up stalks of grain or grass that burned very fast and hot and were used to start fires or heat an oven (cf. Isa. 5:24; Matt. 6:30), and it also referred to the cut-off stalks of grain that were left in the field after the harvest. However, it was not a custom to burn the stalks in the field, although they would sometimes catch fire due to the many campfires in the biblical culture (cf. Exod. 22:6).
“They will burn among them, and consume them.” That is, Judah and Israel will burn the Edomites and consume them. It is unclear when this could happen, but what is clear is that Edom would be completely consumed and not exist anymore. Edom does not exist anymore as a nation or a people group. This may be a case where “Edom” is used by a metonymy for all the evil nations, which will be consumed in the future. The most likely application of this verse is that Jesus Christ, representing all twelve tribes of Israel, will conquer the nations in the Battle of Armageddon, and then Israel and Judah will be reunited and placed in the Land of Israel (see commentary on Jer. 32:37; cf. Ezek. 47, 48).
“there will not be a survivor to the house of Esau.” Although it is literally true that Edom would be completely destroyed, the “house of Esau” was a lot bigger than just Edom, and even though “Esau” had been used of Edom earlier in Obadiah, here “the house of Esau” means more than just Edom and reflects the fact that eventually all the pagan nations will be completely destroyed and Yahweh will reign over the earth through His right-hand man, Jesus Christ. The fact that Jacob (Judah) and “Joseph” (Israel) would be a flame that would destroy the unbelieving and Godless nations would lead Jews to believe that when the Messiah came, he would throw off the yoke of any nations oppressing Israel and lead them in a conquest of the earth. This belief in world conquest when the Messiah came was one reason that the people did not expect Jesus to die (Matt. 16:21-23; John 12:34), and why, after he was raised from the dead, the apostles asked Jesus if he was now going to restore the kingdom to Israel (Acts 1:6).
Oba 1:19
“Those of the Negev will take possession of the mountain of Esau.” This has not happened in recorded history, but Jesus will conquer all of Israel and the surrounding territory in the Battle of Armageddon, and then the land will be given to the tribes of Israel (cf. Ezek. 47, 48).
“the Shephelah.” The Shephelah is the area of rolling hills east of Israel’s coastal plain and between the coastal plain and the hill country (see commentary on Josh. 9:1). It has many important cities, most of which were occupied by the Philistines at one time or another.
Oba 1:20
“And the exiles of this army of the children of Israel will take possession of the land of the Canaanites.” Obadiah 1:20 is considered by many scholars to be the most difficult verse in Obadiah to translate and understand, and frankly, it cannot be done without making some assumptions. The construction in the REV is similar to that in many versions (cf. CEB). For a discussion of some of the possible translations, see the Tyndale Cornerstone Biblical Commentary, Philip Comfort editor.
Even though the verse is translated in different ways in different versions, the general consensus is that Obadiah 1:20 is about the return of the Israelites to the land that God promised them. Over the centuries, Israel and Judah have been scattered from the Promised Land, but in the Millennial Kingdom, they will return and be given the land (cf. Jer. 32:37; Ezek. 47, 48).
“as far as Zarephath.” Zarephath was just south of Sidon (1 Kings 17:9) and so that Israel would take possession of the land of Israel as far as Sidon fulfills what Joshua assigned to the tribe of Asher, thus restoring the northern border of the Promised Land (Josh. 19:28). Zarephath was the place where Yahweh sent Elijah when he lived with the widow and the oil and bread she had was multiplied and sustained her family (1 Kings 17:8-16; Luke 4:26).
“who are in Sepharad.” The location of Sepharad is unknown. Scholars have made various educated guesses, but in the end, they are just guesses. The location is unknown, but it does seem to be far away from the Negev.
“will take possession of the cities of the Negev.” Just as in the first part of the verse the Israelites take possession of the northern border of the land of Israel, in the last part of the verse the Israelites take possession of the southern border of Israel in the Negev.
Oba 1:21
“And saviors will go up on Mount Zion.” In the Millennial Kingdom, “saviors,” will go to the top of Mount Zion where the Temple of God and the palace of Jesus Christ are, and they will judge the “mountains of Esau,” which not only refers to the people of the area of Edom, but also refers in a wider sense to the nations of the world. Of course, the unspoken Savior of saviors, the Messiah, the Lord Jesus Christ, will be the king and chief savior on Mount Zion. He is not specifically mentioned in this verse, but he is in many other verses.
[For more on people assigned to be judges in the Millennial Kingdom, see commentary on Jer. 23:4. For more on Christ’s Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]


Jonah Commentary
Jonah Chapter 1
Jon 1:1
“Jonah the son of Amittai.” This is the Jonah of 2 Kings 14:25, who was from Gath-hepher in the Galilee (contrast what the Pharisees thought they knew; John 7:52), and he most likely lived during the reign of Jeroboam II, as 2 Kings indicates.
Jon 1:2
“Get up.” The Hebrew word translated “Get up” is qum (#06965 קוּם), and although qum has a wide semantic range and many different meanings, “get up” is a meaning that figures prominently in the book of Jonah. The phrase occurs in Jonah 1:2, 6; 3:2.
God told Jonah to get up and go to Nineveh (Jon. 1:2), and Jonah did get up, but to flee from God to Tarshish (Jon. 1:3). Then on the boat, the captain told Jonah to get up and pray (Jon. 1:6). After Jonah was vomited out by the fish God told Jonah a second time to get up and go to Nineveh and Jonah did (Jon. 3:2-3). Then, after hearing of Jonah’s prophecy, the king of Nineveh got up off his throne and dressed in sackcloth and sat in ashes.
“Nineveh.” Nineveh was located a little east of the east bank of the Tigris River in Mesopotamia, and the ancient ruins are now in the suburbs of the modern city of Mosul in Iraq. The name “Nineveh” is a transliteration of one of the names of the goddess Ishtar. Nineveh provided a great source of learning about the ancient Near East because when it was excavated more than 16,000 clay tablets and fragments comprising some 10,000 texts were discovered there covering many different subjects including epics, legends, rituals, hymns, prayers, lists of gods and temples, letters, and historical texts, some even written in two languages, helping us to understand the ancient languages.
Nineveh is over 400 miles from the Phoenician coast and the mouth of the Orontes River, which is one of the places where Jonah would likely have been vomited out by the whale (or great fish), or he may have been vomited out further north, west of Carchemish. This is important to understand because Jesus Christ twice mentioned Jonah as being a sign, but the two signs are different. Jonah was a sign to Jesus’ generation because he was dead for three days and three nights and then got up (Matt. 12:40), and Jonah was a sign to the people of Nineveh because he walked alone into the capital city of an enemy country and boldly spoke the Word of God to it at the risk of his life (Luke 11:29-30). The people of Nineveh would have known nothing about him being dead in a whale, and would not have believed if he told them.
[For more on the two signs of Jonah, see commentary on Matt. 12:40.]
Jon 1:3
“But Jonah got up.” God told Jonah to “get up” (Jon. 1:2) and Jonah did “get up” (the same Hebrew word is used in Jonah 1:2 and 1:3). But he did not “get up” to obey God, he “got up” to flee from God and His command.
“to flee to Tarshish.” Jonah was a great prophet, and was used twice by Jesus Christ as an example (Matt. 12:40; Luke 11:29-32), so why did he flee from God’s command? The answer is that Jonah knew that Israel, his country and the people he loved, were caught up in great sin, and he knew that a day of reckoning was coming for Israel. Soon after Solomon’s death and the split of the United Kingdom of Israel into the Kingdom of Judah and the Kingdom of Israel, during the reign of the very first king of the Northern Kingdom of Israel, Jeroboam I, the prophet Ahijah prophesied that because of its sin, the Northern Kingdom of Israel would be destroyed and would be scattered “beyond the Euphrates River” (cf. 1 Kings 14:1-16, see esp. 1 Kings 14:15). Now it seemed that woeful day had come.
In Jonah’s lifetime, the only power that was able to scatter Israel beyond the Euphrates River was Assyria. Egypt was south, not north, and Syria was not far enough north to be “beyond the River.” But Assyria was poised to attack and defeat Israel and carry them beyond the Euphrates, except they had some internal struggles that might have kept them from being so aggressive. In that political environment, suddenly the word of Yahweh came to Jonah that he was to travel over 600 miles to Nineveh, the capital city of Assyria, and preach against it. Although Yahweh said for Jonah to preach in Assyria because their wickedness had come up to Him, Jonah knew that all the pagan countries were wicked in the sight of God. Jonah put history together with the prophecy of Ahijah and realized that if he preached to Nineveh and they repented of their sin and solved their internal problems, then they would come down and attack and destroy Israel and carry the people away to pagan lands (which is exactly what happened; see 2 Kings 17:5-6, 18).
Not wanting Israel to be destroyed, and perhaps hoping that God would give Israel more time to repent if he did not act to hasten their destruction, Jonah fled to Tarshish rather than obeying God. God, however, intervened and via the fish incident got Jonah to go to Nineveh. Jonah did preach to Nineveh, the people there did repent and were spared, and Jonah, seeing the inevitable future destruction of Israel, was angered by the Ninevites’ repentance (Jon. 3:5, 10; 4:1). But Jonah was right; the Assyrians did attack Israel, conquer it, and scatter the Israelites “beyond the Euphrates River.”
“Tarshish.” Tarshish is usually identified as a city in southwest Spain, Tartessos, near the mouth of the Guadalquivir River.[footnoteRef:931] In a culture that generally believed that gods inhabited certain locations, for Jonah to run from God from Israel to Southwest Spain was going to the ends of the world. Jonah was a prophet and knew that God ruled the whole world, but he may have thought that if he got far enough from Israel, God would leave him alone and find someone more convenient to fulfill God’s will in the situation. [931:  Leslie Allen, The Books of Joel, Obadiah, Jonah, and Micah [NICOT], 204.] 

“away from the presence of Yahweh.” The phrase, “from the presence of Yahweh,” which occurs twice in this verse, is literally, “from the face of Yahweh,” but in this case “face” is used idiomatically and means “presence.” The belief of many people was that individual gods lived in different places. Yahweh was the God of Israel, so the belief was that if Jonah could get away from Israel there was a chance that he could get away from Yahweh.
[For more on people believing that different gods lived in different places on earth, see commentary on 1 Kings 20:23.]
Jon 1:4
“But Yahweh hurled a great wind upon the sea.” The vocabulary, that Yahweh “hurled” (the Hebrew is tuwl, #02904 טוּל) or “threw,” the same word is used for throwing a spear) a great wind shows us that the storm was not natural. It does not always happen that God strongly intervenes when someone wants to disobey Him, but in this case, He did. God intervened in Jonah’s life by hurling a great wind onto the sea, and in Jonah 1:15 the sailors intervened to save themselves and the ship by hurling (same Hebrew word) Jonah into the sea.
“that the ship threatened to break up.” The intensity of the storm was such that the ship is personified in the Hebrew text, and the text could literally read: “the ship thought it would break up,” or “the ship seriously considered breaking up.” Most lexicons and versions render the Hebrew idiomatically, that the ship was “about to break up.”
Jon 1:5
“Then the mariners were afraid, and every man cried out to his god.” The weather on the Mediterranean Sea is usually very predictable. There are very few untimely storms. The timing and ferocity of this storm led the sailors to believe it had a spiritual cause, or one that could be remedied by the gods. The fact that every sailor called out to his own god speaks to the diversity of the crew. The men believed in different gods, depending on where the man was from.
“cargo.” The Hebrew term is actually broader in meaning than just “cargo,” although that is its primary meaning here. The word could also be translated as “articles” or simply “things that were on the ship,” and that might include the cargo and anything else that was not vital, after all, these men were trying to keep the boat from sinking and thus save their lives.
“to lighten it for them.” Although the versions differ as to how to translate this, the sailors threw the cargo over to lighten the load “for them,” that is, the sailors saw the cargo as a huge danger to them and the ship, so for their own sake they threw it overboard.
Jon 1:6
“Get up! In Jonah 1:2 God told Jonah to “get up,” and here the captain does, using the same words. God uses the phrase again for a third time in Jonah 3:2, so the phrase is important in Jonah and in human life. God created the human race for a purpose, and people need to “Get up” and get doing God’s work.
Call on your god!” It is ironic that it is a pagan sailor who has to urge Jonah to pray. This is noteworthy because even if Jonah was not concerned for his own life he should have been concerned for the life of the ship’s crew. In this case, the pagan captain was more concerned about the crew and the ship than Jonah was. It is possible, but unlikely, that Jonah was so sound asleep and/or was not used to sailing and was below deck that he was not aware of the danger to the ship and crew. The Bible only tells us he was asleep.
It is noteworthy that the captain said, “Call on your god.” The captain was an experienced man and had just come from Joppa, the port of Israel at that time. He likely knew that Yahweh was the god of Israel and would have also known that none of the crew of his ship were worshipers of Yahweh. The captain was concerned for his crew and ship, and did not want to let there be any god of anyone on the ship who was not appealed to for help, so he demanded that Jonah get up and pray to his god, Yahweh. The phrase, “Call on your god,” refers to prayer (see commentary on 1 Cor. 1:2).
Jon 1:7
“And they said to one another.” The decision to cast lots did not come as a result of a meeting but was someone’s idea that then got passed back and forth among the crew until there was a general consensus on what they should do. The sailors were very superstitious, and they relied on things like lots to acquire information. Although throwing lots would not always yield truth, in this case, Yahweh guided the lots and they correctly pointed out Jonah as the cause of the untimely storm.
“cast lots.” There were various ways to cast lots. In this case, exactly how they did it is not described and is not vital to the story.
Jon 1:9
“the God of heaven.” In this context, that statement means the God whose primary abode is heaven. The gods of the other men might differ and be said to live somewhere else, for example, on a particular mountain, like the Greek gods were said to live on Mount Olympus. Also, although Jonah would have spelled “God” with a capital “G,” the other sailors would have considered Jonah’s god to be no better than their gods, and so would have understood “God” to be spelled with a lowercase “g.”
“who made the sea and the dry land.” To Christians today, the statement about God making the sea and the dry land would not have to be stated because it would have been understood. However, that was not the case in the ancient world. To the ancients, the various gods and goddesses had their own jobs and powers. One god might control the rain, another god might be in charge of victory in battle, a goddess might control love, etc. So in this eclectic context, Jonah says that he “feared” (i.e., worshiped) “Yahweh, the God of heaven, who made the sea and the dry land.” In saying that, Jonah gave the name of his God, where He lived, and some of what He did.
Jon 1:10
“Then the men were exceedingly afraid.” At this point, the men realized that Jonah was running away from a very powerful God who was the cause of this untimely storm, and so they became very afraid.
“because he had told them.” This statement shows us that there had been much more conversation between Jonah and the sailors than is revealed in the book of Jonah. Nevertheless, the facts that we need to know to understand the events in the book of Jonah are in the book of Jonah.
Jon 1:11
“What should we do to you.” Different gods had different punishments for sin, and the sailors were not followers of Yahweh, so they asked Jonah what his god would require of him so the storm would stop.
“was getting rougher and rougher.” The Hebrew text uses an idiom: the sea “was walking and storming,” meaning that it was growing rougher and rougher, getting worse and worse. The different translations in the different English versions reflect the fact that a choice has to be made as to how to translate the Hebrew idiom.
Jon 1:12
“Pick me up and throw me into the sea.” The lives of the sailors and the well-being of the ship were at risk because of Jonah, and it seems at this point that he knew that his only option was to be thrown overboard to die in the ocean. Although we might think Jonah could have said, “Row me to land and let me off the ship,” his option to be thrown into the sea proved to be correct when the men tried to row him to shore but could not. This is an unusual case because God does not require the death penalty for disobedience to Him, but in this instance, God was setting up a type that would be clarified almost 800 years later when Jesus was three days and three nights in the grave and spoke of the sign of Jonah (Matt. 12:40).
Jon 1:13
“get the ship back to the land.” The Hebrew text does not supply an object, but simply reads, “to bring back to land.” The implied object seems to be “the ship,” which is supplied in many versions. From the perspective of the sailors, getting the ship to land even in the storm would not have been impossible. In those ancient times, the ships did not have any reliable way to tell where they were once they were out of sight of land if it was cloudy, and most ships were quite small, so the custom was to sail along the coast in the sight of land. So it was likely that the sailors could see the land they were trying to get to, but the storm kept them from reaching land.
Jon 1:14
“this man’s life.” The Hebrew for “life” is nephesh (#05315 נֶפֶשׁ), more generally “soul,” but here correctly understood as “life.”
[For more on nephesh and soul, see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
“do not hold against us innocent blood.” The Hebrew is more literally, “Do not put on us innocent blood,” that is, “Do not hold us accountable for shedding innocent blood.” The sailors were afraid that if they threw Jonah overboard, the same god that was angry at Jonah would be angry at them. They were not familiar with Yahweh, and most pagan gods were capricious and vengeful.
Jon 1:15
“and hurled him.” This is the same word as “hurled” in Jonah 1:4 (see commentary on Jon. 1:4).
“and the sea stopped its raging.” This was clearly a miracle. The storm did not simply abate over time, but as soon as Jonah was in the water the storm stopped. This was clearly a sign to the sailors of the power and presence of Jonah’s God, Yahweh. The reduplication of the vocabulary in Jonah 1:16 shows the intensity of the sailors’ thoughts and actions: they feared Yahweh with fear, sacrificed a sacrifice, and vowed vows.
Jon 1:16
“the men feared Yahweh with great fear.” The reduplication of the vocabulary in Jonah 1:16 shows the intensity of the sailors’ thoughts and actions: they feared Yahweh with fear, sacrificed a sacrifice, and vowed vows. This is one of the places in Scripture when “feared Yahweh” clearly does not mean “have respect for Yahweh,” but means “were afraid of Yahweh.” These pagan sailors would have been very superstitious men—most ancient sailors were—and they had just seen the tremendous and miraculous power of Yahweh to make a deadly storm on the sea and then stop that storm, and that frightened them. Their fear of Yahweh, and desire to appease him and get safely back to port caused them to offer a sacrifice right then and there on the ship. Although there were not priests or Levites and they did not know the Mosaic Law, they sacrificed the way they would have in their religion, doing the best they could. They also vowed vows. Since they did not know Yahweh, the vows likely were vows to do more for Him when they got back to port, for example, offer more proper offerings.
Jon 1:17
“had prepared.” The Hebrew word more usually means “appointed” or “sent,” but here it seems to have the emphasis of “prepared” (cf. ASV, CJB, Douay-Rheims, KJV, GNV). The same Hebrew word is used in Jonah 4:6-8, when God prepared a vine to shade Jonah and then prepared a worm to kill the vine, and then prepared a scorching east wind to make Jonah uncomfortable. The book of Jonah emphasizes the role of God in human history.
“great fish.” Although the REV translation reads “fish,” we do not really know what swallowed Jonah. The reading “fish” comes from Jonah 1:17, but the Hebrew text allows for other sea creatures besides fish, including whales.” Today we very carefully classify life into things like phyla, genus, and species, and if the book of Jonah were written in modern times we would know exactly what swallowed Jonah. But the ancient classification of animals and sea life was much less exact than ours, and it was based on different standards. For example, we make a distinction between a “fish” and a “whale” based on things like whether it breathes air with lungs or via gills. Thus, a “fish” can be big or small, but they all have gills. Similarly, a “whale” can be big or relatively small—the dwarf sperm whale grows to only eight feet and is much smaller than many “fish”—but all whales have lungs. But the ancient cultures and vocabulary did not make those exact distinctions, so we cannot tell from the ancient Hebrew (and Greek) vocabulary whether what swallowed Jonah was a fish or whale. All we really know about the creature is that it was big enough to swallow Jonah whole.
Also, the text says, “Yahweh prepared a great fish to swallow up Jonah,” so it is also possible that the creature that swallowed Jonah was not normal, but was some kind of aberration that God prepared so Jonah could be swallowed whole and be in the creature for three days and nights without being substantially damaged. The lack of exact knowledge of what swallowed Jonah explains the difference in the English versions. Although almost all English translations of Jonah 1:17 read “fish,” the identity of the creature in Matthew 12:40 is much more diverse, which seems strange since it seems that what swallowed Jonah according to the book of Jonah would be reproduced in what Jesus said about Jonah. Nevertheless, the English versions differ: “fish” (HCSB, ESV, NIV, NLT); “whale” (ASV, KJV, NAB, RSV ); and “sea monster” (CJB, NASB, NJB).
“and Jonah was in the belly of the fish.” Quoted in Matthew 12:40.
Jonah died inside the fish and was dead for three days and three nights, just as our Lord Jesus was dead in the grave for three days and three nights. It was by being dead for three days and three nights, and then being raised from the dead, that Jonah was a true type of Christ (see commentaries on Matt. 12:40 and Jon. 2:1). Sadly, the vast majority of the Christian world does not know about Jonah dying inside the fish and the Christian art is very unhelpful. Although most drawings and illustrations show Jonah kneeling in prayer, some pictures show Jonah in the fish sitting beside a campfire, while one picture that is likely for children showed Jonah with a chair and TV set!
 
Jonah Chapter 2
Jon 2:1
“And Jonah prayed.” The prayer Jonah prayed would have been very short because he would have quickly run out of oxygen and become unconscious and then died. It is not commonly known that Jonah died in the fish, but he did, and in that way was a “type” of Christ: Jonah was dead in the fish for three days and three nights and then was raised from the dead by God, and Jesus was dead in the “heart of the earth” for three days and three nights and then was raised by God.
It is because Jonah 2:1 says Jonah prayed out of the fish’s belly that most Christians believe Jonah was alive inside the fish. But it would have likely taken Jonah at least a minute to pass out inside the fish, and it could have been longer, and during that time Jonah would have prayed. Christians who think that Jonah was alive in the fish for three days know that would have had to have been a miracle, but what would have been the point of that miracle? What would have been its parallel in the Bible or history? In contrast, Jonah being dead for three days and three nights makes him a perfect type of Christ, who died on the cross and arose three days and nights later. Jonah being alive or Jonah being dead and then raised from the dead both required God to do a miracle for Jonah, but the miracle that best parallels the life of Christ is that Jonah was dead and then raised from the dead, and that also best fits what Jonah 2:2-9 says.
Jonah 2:2-9 is not the prayer that Jonah prayed from inside the huge fish. For one thing, in reading Jonah 2:2-9 it can be seen that some of what Jonah said could only have been said after Jonah was out of the fish and thus raised from the dead, not before then. For example, Jonah 2:2 says Jonah called and God heard his voice, but Jonah would have only known God heard him after he was out of the fish’s belly and alive on the shore; he would not have known that while still inside the fish. Also, the fact that Jonah had been thrown “into the depths” and “into the heart of the seas” is a record of him being thrown into the ocean, not a record of him being in the fish (Jon. 2:3). He thought he was going to die, a reasonable conclusion for one thrown off a ship into the ocean, yet he was confident of his resurrection (Jon. 2:3). In Jonah 2:5, Jonah is still remembering being in the ocean with the seaweed around him and the water up to his neck. But in Jonah 2:6 he is remembering being in the fish and blacking out, realizing he had died, and then giving God praise for raising him from death, from the “pit” (“pit” is commonly used for the grave). In Jonah 2:7, Jonah records that it was as his life was ebbing away that he remembered Yahweh and prayed a prayer, and he knew Yahweh heard him because Yahweh raised him from the dead.
[For more on Jonah being dead and the prayer he prayed, see commentary on Matt. 12:40.]
Jon 2:2
“And he said.” Jonah spoke this after God raised him from the dead. The verses that follow are not Jonah’s prayer, they are what he said about his experience of being in the water, then eaten by the fish, then being raised from the dead (see commentary on Jonah 2:1).
“Out of the midst of my distress.” Jonah had fled from Yahweh, but now his trouble brings him back to his roots and his reliance on Yahweh, and he calls out to Him. Often it takes trouble and distress to bring us to our knees and recognize our need for God. Thankfully, at those times Yahweh does not spurn us, saying, “I told you so,” but from His heart of mercy and grace He helps us.
“the belly of Sheol.” Sheol is the state of death. Jonah was saying he was as good as dead, which he was about to be; he died in the fish’s belly.
[For more information on Sheol, see commentary on Rev. 20:13.]
“You heard my voice.” Jonah could only have said this after he was raised from the dead.
Jon 2:3
“you threw me.” Jonah recognized that God caused the storm which resulted in his being in the sea.
“The currents swirled around me.” The translation “currents” fits the context and accords with the Ugaritic cognate (cf. Amplified Bible, CSB, LEB, LSB, NASB, NET, NIV). When Jonah was thrown into the water, the waves of the ocean pulled him around.
“your breakers and your waves passed over me.” Jonah apparently knew how to swim, and stayed afloat in the ocean for a short while before being swallowed by the fish.
Jon 2:4
“I said, ‘I have been banished from your sight.’” Jonah 2:4 is an important verse in that it gives supporting evidence for the fact that when a person dies, he is dead in every sense of the word and not alive in any form. Jonah is recalling what he thought before his death and resurrection. He thought he would die and stay dead until Judgment Day, when he would be raised from the dead (cf. John 5:21-29). During that time of being dead, he would not be in heaven or hell, he would be dead and thus banished from God’s sight and active care.
The Hebrew word translated as “banished” is garash, and it means “drive away, cast out, banish, and it is also used of divorcing a woman.
[For more information on the dead being dead in every way and not alive in any form or place, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.”]
“yet I will look again toward your holy Temple.” Jonah was a prophet of God, and knew he had not rejected Yahweh or His law, but ran from Yahweh to protect Israel, and so he fully expected to be in the Resurrection of the Righteous and again see the Temple. This is the wonderful hope that sustains knowledgeable believers: there will be a resurrection from the dead and believers will get new and glorious bodies and live forever.
Some commentators believe that Jonah already knew he would be rescued from death, but there is no reason to believe that Jonah thought that or else he would not have said, “I have been banished from your sight,” which would occur when he died.
Some scholars think that the Greek text of Theodocian, which reads “how” (“How will I look again at your Temple”) is the correct reading, but that text disagrees with every other ancient witness and casts an unnecessary negative light on Jonah.
Jon 2:5
“the point of death.” The Hebrew text reads, “to the nephesh.” But the Hebrew word nephesh (#05315 נֶפֶשׁ) has many meanings. It can mean “life,” as it may mean here, “to the life,” or “to the soul,” that is, to the point of death (cf. ASV, CJB, ESV, KJV, NASB, NIV). Or, as many versions reflect, it can have a physiological meaning and thus mean “neck,” such that the water was up to Jonah’s neck (cf. CSB, NAB, NET, NJB). Frankly, it is hard to decide what the text meant here, and the use of nephesh may have been purposely used to picture Jonah’s peril in different ways by using one word, in a sort of amphibologia (double entendre).
Jon 2:6
“I went down to the bottoms of the mountains.” This is one of the verses that shows that Jonah’s recounting of his experience (Jon. 2:2-9) happened sometime after he had been vomited out of the fish and had been raised from the dead. There was no way he could have known this while he was in the fish, it had to be an awareness of what had happened to him after he was out of the fish.
“The earth with its bars was around me forever.” The “bars” were what kept gates closed and locked in the ancient world. The Old Testament refers to the gates of Sheol (Job 17:16; Isa. 38:10), and the “gates of death” (Job 38:17; Ps. 9:13; 107:18). This is the same idea without using the word “gates.” In Matthew 16:18, Jesus said the “gates of Hadēs” (#86 ᾅδης) would not prevail against his believers, and that was because death could not conquer believers, they would be raised from the dead.
The Greek word Hadēs (#86 ᾅδης), came over into English as the loanword Hades (pronounced 'hay-dees). Hadēs was the Greek word that was used in both the Old Testament LXX and the New Testament to represent what the Hebrew word Sheol meant in the Hebrew language, which was the state of being dead. Sheol was not the physical grave itself, but the state of being dead (the actual physical grave was referred to in Hebrew as the qeber (#06913 קֶבֶר). Some theologians refer to Sheol as “gravedom” (the reign of the grave; or the reign of death). Sheol (Hadēs in the Greek Bible) is not a place, it is a state of being—the state of being dead. In the Hebrew Old Testament, dead people are said to be in Sheol (cf. Gen. 37:35; 42:38; 1 Kings 2:6; Job 7:9; Ps. 6:5; 16:10; 31:17; Prov. 7:27; Eccl. 9:10; etc.).
“then you brought up my life from the pit.” The Hebrew word translated “pit” is shachath (#07845 שַׁחַת), and it means “pit,” which was used for the grave; being dead (e.g., Job 17:14; 33:18; Ps. 30:9; 103:4; Isa. 51:14; Ezek. 28:8; Jon. 2:6).
Jon 2:7
“life.” The Hebrew is nephesh, which is often translated “soul” but here refers to Jonah’s human life. As Jonah neared death, he prayed to God, and the reason he knew God heard him is that these words of Jonah were recorded after God raised him from the dead.
[For more on “life,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
“in to you, into your holy Temple.” Jonah expected to be resurrected and again see Yahweh’s Temple. Jonah says that his prayer came to Yahweh in His holy Temple because Yahweh was known to dwell in His Temple above the mercy seat between the cherubim (see commentaries on Isa. 6:1 and Num. 7:89).
Jon 2:8
“Those who worship worthless idols.” This powerful and pointed verse speaks the truth! Only Yahweh God has the power to save and genuinely give mercy. People who rely on other gods or other things that promise life and deliverance will sadly find out too late that they have believed a lie. Salvation and wholeness come only from the true God, the Father of the Lord Jesus Christ. The phrase “worthless idols” is used in Psalm 31:6. Some versions read “worthless” while others read “lying.” The confusion is due to the fact that the Hebrew word has both meanings. The derogatory word translated “idols” is more literally, “nothings,” “vanities,” “empties,” and in this context, it refers to idols. Douglas Stuart translates the phrase “empty nothings.”[footnoteRef:932] [932:  Douglas K. Stuart, Hosea-Jonah [WBC], 478.] 

The word “worship” is translated from the verbal root shamar (#08104 שָׁמַר), which means “to keep, guard, watch, watch over,” and in this context “keeping” or “watching over” pagan gods refers to worshiping them. Some other English Bibles besides the REV use “worship” (e.g. BBE, CJB, NAB, NCV, NEB, NET, NLT, NRSV).
Jon 2:9
“But I...will sacrifice to you.” This line expresses a simple but profound truth: God’s deliverance should be responded to with praise and worship. Especially as a prophet of Yahweh, Jonah would have offered sacrifices to Yahweh before this, but here Jonah responds to Yahweh’s saving his life by vowing to give thanks and offer sacrifices to Him.
“Salvation belongs to Yahweh.” Throughout the Old Testament, the word “salvation” almost always refers to temporal salvation, i.e., salvation from the situation you are in at the time; in other words, “deliverance.” However, in this context, and especially in light of Jonah 2:4 and 2:8, it seems that “salvation” is being used in a more universal sense and refers to both temporal salvation and eschatological salvation, i.e., salvation being everlasting life. Jonah knew that both his deliverance from death in the water and his everlasting life belonged to Yahweh.
Jon 2:10
“Yahweh spoke to the fish.” The whole universe and everything in it is the creation of God, and all God’s creation recognizes His voice. God likely did not actually “speak” to the fish using words, but “spoke” in a way that the fish obeyed.
“vomited out Jonah.” Many fish can vomit out that which they have just swallowed, but Jonah had been in the fish for three days and three nights. Nevertheless, it vomited out Jonah—completely whole and undigested—onto the dry land. That the fish could vomit Jonah onto the dry land shows that at the place where that happened the shore was steep to the point that the fish could mostly be in the water and yet Jonah could be spit up onto the dry land.
“the dry land.” Jonah, now on the Phoenician coast, was 400 miles from Nineveh. He still had a long journey ahead of him. The Bible does not tell us the details of how Jonah reached Nineveh. Perhaps from where he was he could join a caravan. Nineveh, the capital city of the Assyrian empire, was a major destination point for trade and travel of all kinds.
 
Jonah Chapter 3
Jon 3:2
“Get up! Go to Nineveh.” This is exactly what God had said to Jonah when he was back in the land of Israel (Jon. 1:2).
Jon 3:3
“So Jonah got up and went to Nineveh.” In Jonah 1:3, Jonah “got up” and ran away from Yahweh. Now, a recommitted man, Jonah gets up and obeys God.
“​exceedingly great city.” The Hebrew uses the idiom, “a city great to God,” which if rendered literally would give the wrong impression to the reader. Using elohim as a descriptor, it means exactly what most English translations say, an exceedingly large city. The phrase, however, could also have the undertone meaning that the city was important to God, which it certainly was for His purposes in that day and age. Also, the word translated “great” can also mean “important.” So it seems very likely that there are a couple of meanings that God is trying to communicate built into a single sentence: that Nineveh was indeed a very large city, but also that it was important to God.
“of a three-day journey.” The Hebrew word translated “journey” in some English Bibles is mahalak (#04109 מַהֲלָךְ), and though it can mean “walk, journey, or “place to walk,” it can also refer to a visit (cf. NIV84, “a visit required three days”). Although many English translations say the city took three days to walk through (or walk around) even if a person could only walk 5 miles a day through the city, Nineveh was not 15 miles across, nor was it 45 miles in diameter (if a person walked 15 miles a day, a very reasonable amount for walking outside the city).
Nineveh was a very important city for politics and commerce, and social norms required lengthy greetings and introductions, as well as meals together and entertainment, so for a visitor to conduct serious business in the city could easily take three days.[footnoteRef:933] [933:  For a more detailed study of the translation “visit,” see Douglas K. Stuart, Hosea-Jonah [WBC], 486-88.] 

Jon 3:4
“In 40 days Nineveh will be overthrown.” This prophecy of Jonah did not come to pass because the circumstances changed and the people of Nineveh repented (see commentary on Deut. 18:20 about genuine and false prophets).
Jon 3:5
“And the people of Nineveh believed God.” This is nothing short of astounding. God’s people Israel rejected God’s prophets, but the pagan Assyrians believed Jonah.
Jon 3:6
“the word.” In this context, “the word” could be understood as “the news,” but it could also be that what Jonah said, “the word,” reached the king.
Jon 3:8
“the violence that is in his hands.” That the violence is “in his hands” means it was being done commonly, as a part of the way they lived.
Jon 3:9
“change his mind.” The Hebrew word translated “change his mind” is nacham (#05162 נָחַם), and in this context, it means to change one’s mind and the subsequent course of action (cf. CJB, NET, NJB, NLT, NRSV). God sometimes changes His mind in response to what people do, as we see here.
[For more information on God changing His mind, see commentary on Jer. 18:8.]
Jon 3:10
“God changed his mind.” The Hebrew word translated “changed his mind” is nacham (#05162 נָחַם), and here it refers to God changing His mind. God interacts with people and will sometimes change His mind and course of action if people have a change of heart and action (see commentary on Jer. 18:8; cf. NLT, NRSV).
“and he did not do it.” Jonah’s prophecy was conditional, even though nothing in the text says it was. Most prophecies are conditional and can be altered by the behavior of the person or people receiving the prophecy (cf. Ezek. 33:11-20).
 
Jonah Chapter 4
Jon 4:1
“But it displeased Jonah exceedingly.” Jonah must have waited around Nineveh for the fulfillment of the 40 days, and when no disaster occurred in Nineveh he became very angry. His belief that Assyria would march around the fertile crescent and launch an attack on Israel proved to be correct, as Israel was subsequently destroyed.
Jon 4:2
“change your mind” The Hebrew word translated by the phrase “change your mind” is nacham (#05162 נָחַם), and here it refers to God backing off of the consequences that were coming on the people for their sin. Nacham is used in Jonah 3:9, 10; and 4:2.
[For more on God changing His mind or having regret, see commentary on Jer. 18:8.]
Jon 4:3
“for it is better for me to die than to live.” The context of this verse is the mind of Jonah. He fled from the presence of Yahweh so he would not have to preach to the Assyrians, the Ninevites, and see them repent and then attack his country. Now he says it would be better for him to die than to live to see the Assyrian conquest of Israel and the horrific devastation that conquest would bring to the people and land of Israel. The Assyrians did repent at the preaching of Jonah; they did attack Israel and conquer it; and the devastation of Israel was horrific (perhaps more horrific), just as Jonah had thought. Archaeological evidence confirms that it took centuries for the land of Israel to recover, and some cities were never rebuilt, and the Israelites who were scattered in the Assyrian Captivity never returned to Israel.
Jon 4:4
“Is it right for you to be angry?” God asked Jonah this question, but Jonah never answered it. It is never right to be angry with God. God is love, and what He does is godly and purposeful. Nevertheless, due to the fallen nature of the world and the sinful nature of humankind (Jer. 17:9), there are times when God seems to act or fail to act in ways that we do not understand and thus what happens angers us, confuses us, or makes us brokenhearted. In this case, Jonah was angry at God because he realized that his people, Israel, were about to be destroyed (which is what happened—they were destroyed; see commentary on Jonah 1:3).
But the fault was not God’s it was Israel’s. Israel sinned egregiously against God, and by the time Jonah lived and prophesied, Israel had sinned against God for well over 100 years, and they continued to sin after Jonah’s lifetime in spite of all the prophets, such as Isaiah, Hosea, and Amos, who worked hard to get Israel to repent and return to God. The Devil is the ruler of the world and the god of this age (see commentary on Luke 4:6), and when we disobey God we open ourselves up to demonic attack, and that is exactly what Israel had done. Eventually, due to Israel’s continual sin, the prophecy of Ahijah (1 Kings 14:15) was fulfilled and Israel was destroyed by Assyria and the people were carried captive beyond the Euphrates River.
Jon 4:5
“and made himself a booth there and sat under it in the shade.” Wood is very scarce in the area of Nineveh, and not much that can provide shade can be found. So the “shade” that Jonah sat under was sparse, to say the least, but better than nothing. But the leaves of the vine (Jon. 4:6) would have provided wonderful shade.
Jon 4:6
“a vine.” The type of plant that God prepared to shade Jonah is not known. Some English versions simply say, “a plant.” The translation “gourd” apparently arose because early translators recognized that what grew up over Jonah was some kind of climbing vine, and gourd plants do that and have wide leaves, so “gourd” was a logical guess, but a guess nevertheless.
Jon 4:8
“a scorching east wind.” The “east wind” was the term for a wind that usually came off the desert and was hot, dry, unrelenting, and very uncomfortable (cf. Jer. 4:11; 13:24; 18:17; Hos. 13:15).
“And he asked with all his soul to die.” Jonah seems to have earnestly asked God to die, but there is no indication that God answered that prayer. Jonah lived during the time of King Jeroboam II of Israel, which was years before Assyria conquered and destroyed Israel, so it is likely that Jonah died of old age before Israel was destroyed.
“It is better for me to die than to live.” What Jonah means here is, “It is better for me to die than to live and see the destruction of my people, Israel.” Jonah loved his country and the people, and as a prophet, he had no doubt worked hard to try to get them to repent and return to God, but without success. It surely would have been hard for him to experience preaching to God’s people, Israel, without results, but then go to a cruel and sinful nation like Assyria and have them respond to his prophecy and repent. Jonah did not want to see the destruction of his people, so he prayed to die.
Jon 4:9
“Is it right for you to be angry about the vine?” Jonah would not answer God when God asked him if it was right for him to be angry about Nineveh’s repentence (Jonah 4:4), so God asked him about something less significant, the death of a plant. Perhaps that would “wake Jonah up” and get him thinking more correctly about his mistaken thinking and his not being in control of the world. Sadly, it did not. At this point, Jonah was still so angry (and perhaps hurt) that he was angry with God and life.
In this interaction between God and Jonah, we see the Father God’s love and care for people and especially the people like Jonah who have served him. God patiently and persistently tries to win people back to himself. In contrast, we see Jonah acting out as people often do when they are hurt and confused. They are emotional, obstinate, and unreasonable, just like Jonah was.
Jon 4:11
“And I, shouldn’t I be concerned for Nineveh.” God expresses his concern for all people and animals in His closing remarks to Jonah. Then the book abruptly ends in what to us humans is a most unsatisfactory way. What happened to Jonah? Did he see the error of his thinking? Did he go back to Israel and if so, how? We have no answers to those questions. Neither the Bible nor history tells us what happened to Jonah. We can assume that Jonah would have eventually calmed down, returned to Israel, and resumed his prophetic ministry, but that is an assumption.
What we do know is that the “end” of the book of Jonah is in 2 Kings. Jonah was correct and Ahijah’s prophecy was fulfilled (2 Kings 14:15). Assyria conquered and destroyed Israel (2 Kings 17:6-23).


Micah Commentary
Micah Chapter 1
Mic 1:1
“in the days of Jotham, Ahaz, and Hezekiah, kings of Judah.” Micah prophesied between 750 and 686 BC, as recorded here in Micah 1:1 (cf. Jer. 26:18). He was a contemporary with Isaiah (cf. Isa. 1:1) and Hosea (cf. Hos. 1:1).
Mic 1:5
“Samaria...Jerusalem.” The capital cities of Israel and Judah; they were both full of idols and idolatrous practices.
“shrines.” The Hebrew word “shrines” is bamot, which referred to a place that was leveled and built up and on which were placed various idols and objects of worship. Many of the towns had such shrines (see commentary on Num. 33:52).
Mic 1:6
“I will pour down its stones into the valley.” The huge stone wall that fortified Samaria would be pushed over and the stones rolled down the hill into the valley below.
Mic 1:7
“prostitute’s wages will be burned with fire.” This would not refer to money, but to gifts that were received for both spiritual and physical prostitution. People would bring gifts to honor the pagan gods, the idols, and temple prostitutes would receive gifts as well.
Mic 1:8
“For this I will lament and wail.” The prophets were not unaffected by what Yahweh showed them. They loved their country and the people, and tried to convince the people to turn from their sin, and tried to get Yahweh to hold back the coming disaster. Micah aggressively interceded for Israel and Judah, but their sin continued and consequences came.
Mic 1:13
“Daughter Zion.” The Hebrew is idiomatic for Zion itself, i.e., Jerusalem (see commentary on Isa. 1:8).
Mic 1:15
“nobles.” The Hebrew is singular; “honor,” or “glory” but it refers to the honorable ones in Judah.
Mic 1:16
“Shave your heads.” The people in the East had many customs when it came to mourning the dead, and Micah 1:16 mentions shaving the head. Other verses that mention shaving the head in mourning for the dead include Isaiah 15:2; Jeremiah 16:6, 47:5; 48:37; Ezekiel 7:18, and Micah 1:16. Other signs of mourning include cutting off the beard (cf. Jer. 41:5), putting on sackcloth (cf. Jer. 48:37), having a time of silence (Jer. 47:5), and cutting oneself (see commentaries on Jer. 41:5 and 1 Kings 18:28). It was also customary for people to bring food and have a mourning feast (Jer. 16:5-8).
“they have been taken from you into captivity!” The destruction of Jerusalem and deportation of its people is mentioned here in Micah 1:15-16; 3:12 and 4:10 (see commentary on Micah 4:10).
 
Micah Chapter 2
Mic 2:1
“plan iniquity.” The evil people plan iniquity, evil, and sin, on their beds, which cause God to “plan” their ruin (Mic. 2:3). The evil people do often returns upon their own heads (see commentary on Prov. 1:18).
Mic 2:3
“Behold, I am planning.” The people planned evil (Mic. 2:1) but were unaware that God was planning their disaster because of it.
“from which you will not remove your necks.” The text imports the image of an ox who is forced to wear a yoke and labor through the day. These evil leaders have put the poor and disadvantaged under their yoke, so now foreign invaders will capture them and put those evil leaders under a burdensome yoke. ​
Mic 2:4
“and wail a wail with much wailing.” The English translation is somewhat difficult, but it brings out the emphasis of the Hebrew text, which repeats wailing three times. This will be a time of terrible emotional pain for the people, especially the rich and powerful who lose everything, but they brought it on themselves by their evil thoughts and deeds.
“ruined, yes, ruined.” This is the figure of speech polyptoton for emphasis (see commentary on Gen. 2:16).
“he takes it from me.” The rich and powerful stole the land from the poor; now in poetic justice, their land is taken from them by invaders. Their evil has come upon them.
“assigns our fields.” The Hebrew uses the same verb as is used when God divided up the land to the tribes of Israel in the time of Joshua (e.g., Josh. 13:7; 19:51). It is as if God originally assigned the land to the tribes of Israel, but when they abandoned Yahweh to serve other gods, Yahweh divided up the land and gave it to someone else.
“to the rebellious.” The Hebrew is more literally, “to the one turning back,” but it is unclear exactly who Micah is referring to, and the English versions differ widely: “the rebellious” (ASV, DBY); “traitors” (CSB, NIV); “apostate” (ESV, NASB); “conqueror” (NET); “turncoat” (NKJV); “those who betrayed us” (NLT); “captors” (RSV). Some English versions do not understand the Hebrew as referring to people at all (cf. CJB, JPS, KJV, NAB). However, it seems from Micah 2:5, and the history of Israel preserved in Kings, that it must refer to the Assyrian conquerors who got the land. The Assyrians conquered the land and carried the people captive back to Assyria, and replaced them with pagans from other countries (2 Kings 17:6-33). Thus, “rebellious,” “captors,” “apostates” and “conquerors” all fit the Assyrians.
Mic 2:6
“‘Do not prophesy,’ they prophesy.” Here we see the “battle of the prophets.” Micah is prophesying that disaster is coming, and the false prophets are prophesying that it is wrong for him to say that because no disaster will come. Evil people do not want to know God, and harden their hearts against Him (cf. Job. 21:14; 22:17; Isa. 30:11; Mic. 2:6. See commentary on Matt. 13:13).
Mic 2:8
“You strip the rich cloak off.” The wealthy and powerful sinners even took the outer garments from people, not caring about how that would affect them and how they would sleep or be protected in the weather. That was strictly forbidden by Yahweh (Exod. 22:26-27).
“like those returning from battle.” This seems to be a reference to the fact that people returning from battle were carefree in the sense that the battle was over and they were alive and well and able to return home. It could be possible, but is less likely, that it refers to men who were actually returning from a battle, but that is possible. The rich and powerful took the clothing (the protection) from the men, the houses from the women, and the land inheritance from the children. Thus we see that the leaders were heartless sinners, but Yahweh will repay them and their destruction is coming, now and/or in the future Judgment.
Mic 2:9
“you take away my splendor forever.” The poor were driven from the homes that they had, and the children were displaced from land ownership, the land being the splendor of God and His gift to people.
Mic 2:10
“Arise and depart.” The prophet brings God’s word to the wealthy and powerful sinners. They caused the poor to depart from their houses and land, and now God will repay them in the same way: their country will be conquered by the enemy, the Assyrians, and they will be deported from the Promised Land into the land of the enemy. The Promised Land will not be their resting place. Their sin will bring destruction upon them.
Mic 2:11
“walking with a lying spirit.” The Hebrew translated as “lying spirit” is more literally, “a spirit of falsehood,” and it refers to a type of demon. The NAB gets the idea correct: “If one possessed with a lying spirit speaks deceitfully….” People get possessed by a demon for various reasons. Sometimes they want and focus on what the demon has to offer, which in this case would be knowledge that is not generally available in the flesh, and which elevates the person in the eyes of others and usually financially and/or politically as well. There are prophets in the Bible who are said to have lying spirits (e.g. Mic. 2:11; 1 Kings 22:22; Acts 16:16).
Mic 2:12
“I will assemble, yes, assemble Jacob, all of you. I will gather, yes, gather the remnant of Israel.” Israel and Judah are currently scattered, but God promises to reassemble them and gather them to the historical land of Israel, a promise that will be fulfilled in the future after Jesus conquers the earth. God emphasizes His promise to regather Israel by using the figure of speech polyptoton, doubling the verb but in different tenses. This prophecy of the regathering of Israel and Judah presupposes that they will be scattered, a prophecy that had been given before and would be given many times again, and sure enough, Israel did not repent and they were scattered, and Judah was eventually taken captive and removed from their land also.
[For more on polyptoton and the way it is translated in the REV, see commentary on Gen. 2:16. For more on Israel and Judah being gathered and placed in the land of Israel, see commentary on Jer. 32:37. For more on Jesus ruling the world from Jerusalem in the future, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Mic 2:13
“breaks open the way.” The idea could also be “The one who breaks through” the barrier (cf. NET). The one who breaks open the way refers to the Messiah, who is the one who opened the way to an abundant life here on earth as well as everlasting life. He broke through the gate of death and made available everlasting life. His followers also break through the gate and “go out;” they go out of the places where they have been held captive, and they “go out” (escape) death and receive everlasting life. The king who passes on before them is the Messiah, representing Yahweh their God. He is the one who will bring both Israel and Judah back from any and all captivities to the land of Israel.
“They break through the gate.” The reference to “the gate” is not explained in this verse, but it likely refers to any kind of enclosure that keeps people from being free, and it also likely more specifically refers to the “gates” of Sheol, the gate of death. Sheol, the state of being dead, was said to have gates that kept people from escaping death and going back to the land of the living (see commentary on Matt. 16:18).
 
Micah Chapter 3
Mic 3:2
“who tear the skin off of my people.” The Hebrew is more literally, “from off them,” the “them” being God’s people, who are not in a position to defend themselves against the unscrupulous rich and powerful people.
 
Mic 3:3
“who eat the flesh of my people.” The leaders and powerful people were supposed to help the common people live good lives and prosper, but instead they were only interested in living off the people and enriching themselves from the labor of others. The people were just a source of wealth and food for them. But there is a time coming when the leaders will need help and cry out to God, but He will not hear them (Mic. 3:4).
“flay their skin from off them and break their bones.” When animals were eaten they were first skinned, and then, with some animals (like goats) when the meat was cooked the bones were broken and put in the pot along with the meat to add flavor. So what is being said here is that the rich and powerful people were heartlessly treating the people as if they were animals to be eaten. The people were shown no human mercy or consideration. Because of this, when trouble comes to the leaders, God will close His ears to their cries for help (Mic. 3:4).
Mic 3:4
“they.” The ones who hate good and love evil and oppress the poor (Mic. 3:2-3).
“he will not answer them.” God does not hear prayers simply because people pray. Everyone sins, but some people are prideful and unrepentant about their sin, and God will not listen to the prayers of wicked and unrepentant people; those prayers are an abomination to Him (Prov. 28:9). It is the prayer of a righteous person that accomplishes much (James 5:16). There are a number of verses that say God does not answer the prayers of the wicked (cf. Job 35:12-13; Prov. 15:29; Isa. 1:15; 59:1-2; Ezek. 8:17-18; Mic. 3:4; Zech. 7:12-13; and James 4:3).
[For more on God not hearing the prayers of the wicked or honoring their sacrifices, see commentary on Amos 5:22.]
Mic 3:5
“who cry out ‘Peace’ when their teeth have something to bite.” Micah speaks out against the false prophets who would prophesy good things for people who gave them food (or money, or other things), but prophesied evil against people who would not support them and give them things.
Mic 3:6
“it will be night for you—with no vision.” The false prophets will find that what has worked for them, even if it was a combination of God’s power and demonic power, will fail. There will be no more prophetic visions and their divination will no longer work.
“the sun will go down on the prophets.” Not only will the prophetic abilities of the false prophets fail, their reputations will be ruined and their personal lives will fall apart.
Mic 3:8
“to declare to Jacob his disobedience and to Israel his sin.” Micah prophesies to both the country of Israel in the north and also the country of Judah in the south (as we see from Mic. 3:10).
Mic 3:9
“who abhor justice.” The evil, unscrupulous, greedy leaders abhorred justice because justice would mean quitting the way they immorally gained power, money, land, and even slaves. Sadly, this immoral behavior has been the behavior of many leaders throughout the centuries and up to this very day. Sometimes, such as in Micah’s time, the majority of the leaders were evil. This behavior is immoral and ungodly, but often it is not “illegal” because the powerful people make the law of the land in a way that favors them. That “lawful” behavior is “lawless” (see commentary on Matt. 24:12).
Mic 3:10
“who build up Zion with blood.” Archaeological discoveries reveal the truth of the fact that Jerusalem was indeed being “built up” and expanded during Micah’s days. Also, although during much of it, godliness was on the decline, religion was booming, as is evidenced by the false prophets, divination, and the keeping of religious feasts and festivals (Isaiah, a contemporary to Micah, also spoke out against the false and shallow religion, cf. Isa. 1:2-23). There are many ways that blood could have been shed in the building of Jerusalem. There were likely “kangaroo courts” like the one that resulted in the execution of Naboth and his family but added land to the royal estate (1 Kings 21). Also, King Ahaz sacrificed some of his children to pagan gods to win their favor (2 Kings 16:3; 2 Chron. 28:3). There were altars to pagan gods all over Jerusalem (2 Chron. 28:24).
Mic 3:11
“her priests teach for a price.” The priests were supposed to teach the Law and promote godliness. However, by this time the priests were so corrupt that if people paid enough, the priests would teach whatever the people wanted to hear (cf. 2 Tim. 4:3-4).
“yet they lean on Yahweh and say, ‘Isn’t Yahweh in the midst of us.’” The leaders, prophets, and people were deceived into thinking that they were “spiritual” and that God would approve of what they were doing. They had the Law but did not read it, or take it literally, or they applied it in inaccurate ways. The same is true for many confessing Christians today. The Bible says to pray but they don’t for various reasons; the Bible says to fellowship with other Christians (which would normally be in a church-type setting) but they ignore that and think nothing of it. The Bible says to be modest and sexually pure, but many Christians think that God ignores those “old laws” and loves them for who they are no matter what they do. So in both ancient and modern times, people did not take God at His word and did not realize that God meant it when He said, “Be holy for I am holy” (1 Pet. 1:15-16).
Mic 3:12
“Therefore because of you.” That is, because of the sin of the people Jerusalem will be destroyed, which it was. This prophecy was given in the days of Hezekiah (cp Jer. 26:18), more than 100 years before it was fulfilled in 586 BC by Nebuchadnezzar, and people in Jerusalem knew about it and quoted it before Jerusalem was destroyed. However, this prophecy was not set in stone and it could change if the people repented and changed their evil ways (cf. Jer. 18:8; 26:13).
The destruction of Jerusalem and deportation of its people is mentioned here in Micah 3:12 and is also mentioned in Micah 1:15-16 and 4:10 (see commentary on Mic. 4:10).
 
Micah Chapter 4
Mic 4:1
“It will come to pass in the last days.” In this context, the “last days” are the Millennial Kingdom. Having a vivid and living Hope is so important that verses about it spring up seemingly without warning throughout the prophetic books. Micah 4:1 is very similar to Isaiah 2:2 (see commentary on Isa. 2:2).
“the house of Yahweh.” That refers to the Temple, and since this is the last days, it is the Temple in the Millennial Kingdom, which is described in Ezekiel 40-43.
“lifted up above the hills.” The Hebrew word “lifted up” can also mean “exalted.” In this case, both meanings are true because in the Millennial Kingdom, the mountain on which God’s Temple and the city of Jerusalem are located will be the highest mountain in the world, and also will be “exalted” in both a physical sense and spiritual sense. Other verses that say that Mount Zion will be the highest mountain include Isaiah 2:2 and Ezekiel 20:40 (see commentary on Isa. 2:2).
[For more on the coming Kingdom of Christ on earth, the Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on the chronology of the End Times, see commentary on Matt. 25:32. For more on the terrible death and destruction in the Great Tribulation and Armageddon, see commentary on Dan. 12:1. For more on the first and second resurrection, see commentary on Acts 24:15.]
Mic 4:2
“many nations.” Micah 4:2 is almost identical to Isaiah 2:3. The Old Testament foretold that the Messiah would be a blessing both to the Jews and to the Gentiles, the “nations.” The first prophecy of the Messiah is the one God made to Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden in Genesis 3:15, and that was thousands of years before the Jews existed. About 2,000 years after that first prophecy of the Messiah, God promised Abraham that all the people of earth, not just the Jews, would be blessed through him (Gen. 12:3). Then God repeated that promise to Isaac (Gen. 26:4); and to Jacob (Gen. 28:14). Besides those promises, the Old Testament had a number of verses that spoke of Gentiles being included in the Messianic Kingdom, which meant they were granted everlasting life (Ps. 102:15; Isa. 2:2-4; 19:23-25; 42:6; 49:6; 51:4-5; 56:3-7; 60:3; 66:18-21; Ezek. 39:21, 27; Mic. 4:2; Hag. 2:7; Zech. 8:22).
“to the house of the God of Jacob.” The “house” of God is the Temple, and there will be a Temple in Jerusalem when Jesus rules the earth (see commentary on Ezek. 40:5, “of the house of God”).
“so that he can teach us about his ways.” Although Micah 4:2 and Isaiah 2:3 are about Christ’s Millennial Kingdom, there will be natural people in it who will marry, have children, and die, and those natural people will need to learn the laws of God. Jesus will be reigning as king in Jerusalem, which is why the law and knowledge of God will go forth from there. Those natural people will need to learn about God and His ways and laws.
[For more on the Millennial Kingdom of Christ on Earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Mic 4:3
“and will decide concerning strong nations that are far away.” When Jesus Christ rules the earth from his capital city, Jerusalem, there will still be nations, or people groups that have leaders, all over the world. These groups will answer to the king, Jesus, as we see here in Micah 4:3, but they will be run by leaders who have been appointed by Jesus Christ.
[For more on Christ’s Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”
Mic 4:4
“But they will sit, each person, under his vine and under his fig tree.” That everyone would sit under their own vine and fig tree is an idiomatic saying that expresses peace and abundance. The phrase does not mean that each and every person will have a grapevine and fig tree, but each person will have peace and joy. Grapevines and fig trees were two things that took years to grow and develop, so to say that individuals would have their own vines and figs indicated times of lasting peace. Also implied in the idiom are leisure and abundance. To have time to sit in the shade under a vine or fig tree and rest, eat, or chat with friends, portrayed time for leisure rather than having to work hard all day long under the hot sun. Micah 4:4 is a prophecy of the future Kingdom of Christ on earth, and it shows that God’s original intention of having the earth be a wonderful place—an Eden-like Paradise—will be fulfilled in the future.
The figurative meaning of the phrase about each person sitting under their own vine and fig tree can be seen from its other uses in the Word of God. For example, the reign of Solomon was portrayed as a time when “Judah and Israel lived safely, every man under his vine and under his fig tree, from Dan to Beer-sheba, all the days of Solomon” (1 Kings 4:25). In general, the reign of Solomon was a time of unprecedented peace and abundance, but even in Solomon’s days, there were slaves and other people without property or much leisure. Also, when Assyria attacked Jerusalem, the king of Assyria stated that if Jerusalem would surrender, then each person would eat of his own vine and fig tree (2 Kings 18:31; Isa. 36:16), but of course, everyone knew that many of the people in Jerusalem did not even have a vine or fig tree. The Assyrians were simply making a statement that the people would live peaceful lives without fear of war if they surrendered.
Zechariah 3:10, which like Micah 4:4 is about Christ’s kingdom on earth, says that people will invite their neighbors to come and sit down under their vine and fig tree, which was simply a way of saying that people would invite others to their house for a time of relaxation, conversation, and eating together.
[For more on Christ reigning as king on the future earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Mic 4:5
“but we will walk in the name of Yahweh.” Here in Micah 4:5, the writer shifts from his description of the future (Micah 4:1-4, 6-7) to his present situation. The verb “walk” is used idiomatically for living life in general. The verse, when more paraphrased, is saying, “Indeed, all the nations may live their lives in the name of their gods, but we will live our life in the name of Yahweh.”
Mic 4:6
“I will assemble...I will gather.” When Christ comes and conquers the earth and sets up his Millennial Kingdom on earth, he will gather Israel and Judah to the land of Israel. Here in Micah 4:6, God uses both the word “gather” and the word “assemble” to emphasize and reinforce that this will be a great move of God, not something people do. In this context, the words “gather” and “assemble” are used synonymously, and there are other texts where they are used together (cf. Isa. 11:12; Ezek. 11:17; Mic. 2:12; 4:6).
[For more on the coming Kingdom of Christ on earth, the Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on Israel being gathered together in the future after Christ conquers the earth, see commentary on Jer. 32:37. For more on the chronology of the End Times, see commentary on Matt. 25:32. For more on the terrible death and destruction in the Great Tribulation and Armageddon, see commentary on Dan. 12:1. For more on the first and second resurrection, see commentary on Acts 24:15. For more on people being dead when they die and not alive anywhere in any form, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.”]
Mic 4:7
“and Yahweh, on Mount Zion, will reign over them.” Yahweh will reign over the earth through his vice-regent, the Messiah, Jesus Christ (Ps. 2:6). The palace of Jesus Christ will be on the south side of Mount Zion (Ezek. 40:2).
[For more on Christ’s ruling over the whole earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Mic 4:8
“Migdal-eder.” The Hebrew means “tower of the flock,” and it was a fairly common name for places that had built a sturdy watchtower from which to guard the flocks of sheep and goats. In Micah 4:8, Jerusalem is compared to a tower that could watch over and protect the sheep, and the lame and scattered sheep were coming to it. The picture is appropriate because in the End Times, the Lord will gather his flock to the Promised Land. The term “Migdal-eder” also occurs in Genesis 35:21.
“Daughter Zion.” The Hebrew is idiomatic for Zion itself, i.e., Jerusalem (see commentary on Isa. 1:8).
“Daughter Jerusalem.” The Hebrew is similar to that of Daughter Zion (see commentary on Isa. 1:8). In typical poetic fashion, Jerusalem is referred to twice in the verse by two different names, “Daughter Jerusalem” and “Daughter Zion.”
Mic 4:10
“Daughter Zion.” The Hebrew is idiomatic for Zion itself, i.e., Jerusalem (see commentary on Isa. 1:8).
“you will go out of the city and will live in the field, and will go to Babylon.” In this context, the “city” is Jerusalem and this is one of the earliest references to the Babylonian Captivity of Judah. It is around the time of the Assyrian Captivity of Israel in 722 BC, but before it (cf. Mic. 1:5-7). The Babylonian Captivity was also mentioned to Hezekiah (2 Kings 20:12-19; Isa. 39:1-7). The destruction of Jerusalem and deportation of its people is mentioned in Micah 1:15-16; 3:12 and 4:10.
Mic 4:13
“Daughter Zion.” The Hebrew is idiomatic for Zion itself, i.e., Jerusalem (see commentary on Isa. 1:8).
“I will make your hoofs bronze.” This is a zoomorphism, using the figure hypocatastasis and comparing Israel to a cow or ox treading grain.
[For more on hypocatastasis, see commentary on Rev. 20:2.]
“devote.” That is, devote them to Yahweh as an offering.
[For more on things “devoted” to Yahweh, see commentary on Josh. 6:17.]
 
Micah Chapter 5
Mic 5:1
“He has laid siege against us.” If this was occurring in the present tense, then it is speaking of the Assyrian assault on Judah. Assyria was defeated by God and never accomplished their purpose of destroying Judah like they destroyed Israel.
“strike the judge of Israel on the cheek.” To strike someone on the cheek was not deadly, but was an insult and may produce a wound. Striking or slapping someone on the cheek was often done as an insult. The phrase, “the judge of Israel” is purposely unclear and therefore expansive. The word “judge” can refer to the king, because the king was the ultimate judge in his kingdom. In this context, Hezekiah was certainly a judge of Israel. With Israel taken captive, Hezekiah of Judah would take over the old position of the Judges of Israel or King David, being a judge and king over all the tribes of Israel. Also, there may be a passing allusion to the fact that behind the king of Israel is God the king, and the enemies of God insult Him and strike Him (and His Messiah) on the cheek.
Mic 5:2
“Bethlehem Ephrathah.” Micah 5:2 is quoted in Matthew 2:6. In Hebrew, “Bethlehem” means “House of Bread,” and the name was literally true because Bethlehem had good weather for growing grain, which was then ground into bread (cf. Ruth 2:2ff). However, the name “Bethlehem” is also typological, because Bethlehem was the birthplace of the Messiah and thus the place where Jesus Christ, “the Bread of Life,” came into the world (John 6:35, 48).
“Ephrathah.” “Ephrathah” means “fruitful,” but exactly what it refers to is debated. It could be another name for Bethlehem (and was likely used that way), or the area around Bethlehem, or a small village very close to Bethlehem, or perhaps the name of a clan that lived in that general area.
“being small among the clans of Judah.” Bethlehem was a small town, but just how small no one really knows. Since Bethlehem was only a couple of hours’ walk from Jerusalem, its population would have fluctuated with the calendar because more people would go there during the Jewish feasts. The small size of Bethlehem would not have been unusual for an Israelite town on the edge of the Judean Wilderness where water was limited. But the small size of Bethlehem was not a problem with God, who announced through the prophet Micah that the Messiah would come from Bethlehem.
“out of you will come forth for me one who is to be ruler in Israel.” The Jews of Jesus’ day correctly understood Micah’s prophecy to be saying that the Messiah would be born in Bethlehem and come from the line of Judah. Although there is a town called Bethlehem in northern Israel, the fact that Micah specified “Bethlehem Ephrathah,” combined with the many prophecies that the Messiah would be of the line of David who was from Bethlehem in Judah, made it clear that Micah’s prophecy was that the Messiah would be born in the Bethlehem in the tribal area of Judah. So when King Herod asked the religious leaders where the Messiah was going to be born, they said “in Bethlehem of Judea” and quoted from Micah 5:2 (Matt. 2:5-6).
That this ruler was to come forth from Bethlehem “for me,” i.e., for Yahweh, shows that the ruler would support and promote Yahweh and His laws and ways, which Jesus Christ, did. In fact, both the Old Testament and New Testament show that this ruler became God’s vice-ruler, His second-in-command over God’s creation. The fact that this ruler is “for Yahweh” shows that Jesus is not Yahweh or God. Also, only two verses later, in Micah 5:4, the Bible says that this promised shepherd-ruler will shepherd his flock “in the strength of Yahweh, in the majesty of the name of Yahweh his God.” Like Moses and David, the coming shepherd-ruler is not God, but has a God, and is empowered by God.
“whose origin is from of old, from ancient times.” The phrase “whose origin is from old, from ancient times” ties this coming ruler to the ancient promises of the Messiah, including the prophecies that he would come from the tribe of Judah and specifically from the line of David. The phrase “whose comings forth” can refer to his origin or his activities, as noted in the NET text note: “The term may refer to the ruler’s origins (cf. NAB, NIV, NRSV, NLT) or to his activities.” Actually, the phrase likely refers to both his origin being from the tribe of Judah and also to things that the Messiah was foretold to do, such as reign as king in Jerusalem. Jacob foretold that the Messiah was to come out of Judah some 900 years before Micah prophesied (Gen. 49:10). Then Nathan the prophet foretold that the Messiah would come from the line of David over 300 years before Micah prophesied (2 Sam. 7:16; cf. Isa. 9:7; Jer. 33:15), and both those times would be considered to be “of old, from ancient times” by the time Micah prophesied.
Some English translations of Micah 5:2 use phrasing like “whose origins are from of old, from everlasting,” and some Christian teachers then use that to teach that Jesus is God and that he has existed forever. But that is not what Micah is saying. For one thing, Micah was a prophet to the Jews, and there is no record that Jews ever thought that Micah’s prophecy meant the Messiah had existed from eternity and was going to be “God incarnate.” In fact, we saw above that this ruler would rule “in the strength of Yahweh” and in “the name of Yahweh his God.” As we will see, the Hebrew should not be translated “from everlasting,” but beyond that, if the Hebrew text is understood to read “origins” (cf. CJB, CSB, NAB, NET, NIV, NLT) then it is understood that this ruler had an “origin,” which of course God did not. God is unoriginated; He never had an origin, He has always been. But God’s designated ruler, the Messiah, did have an origin—he had an origin in the mind and plan of God that goes back to Genesis 3:15, and he had a physical origin when God impregnated Mary.
The Hebrew vocabulary used in Micah 5:2 is not saying that Jesus physically existed forever. Bill Schlegel writes about the Hebrew word sometimes translated “origins,” and says, “The word translated as “origins” or “goings forth” (motsa’ot, מוצאות) [Strong’s #04163] occurs only here in the Bible in the feminine form (and only in plural), with one additional possible textual variant in 2 Kings 10:27. The masculine form (motsa מוצא) has various meanings including “a place or act of going forth, a word, an exit, an issue, a source, a spring of water, east” (e.g., Deut. 8:3, Hos. 6:3, Isa. 58:11, Ezek. 43:11). The meanings are all related to the root word yatsa יצא, “to go or come out.” From the same root is “descendant” צאצא (e.g. Job 5:25, Isa. 44:3) and later Hebrew “ancestry” ממוצא. In association with miqedem, mimei olam “from before, from days of long ago” which relate to Israel’s historical past...the feminine plural form in Micah 5:1 (5:2 in the English versions) most likely relates to physical ancestry, especially David’s and/or Abraham’s.”
As Schlegel has suggested, the word motsa’ot, translated “goings forth” or “origins” can simply relate to the prophecies of the physical ancestry of Jesus Christ and does not force the meaning of the Messiah having a literal existence before his birth, in fact, the context and scope of Scripture show that cannot be the case.
Moreover, the word “everlasting” is actually two Hebrew words yōm ōlam (#03117 יוֹם, #05769 עוֹלָם), meaning “days of antiquity.” It is this description of the Messiah’s “going forth” that is often claimed to suggest his eternal preexistence before being born on earth. Looking at other occurrences of the phrase yōm ōlam reveals that it simply refers to the past, and each occurrence is dependent upon the context in order to figure out what about the past is being referred to. In some of its occurrences, it is used in reference to times and events before Israel’s exile (Amos 9:11; Mic. 7:14; Mal. 3:4), a couple other places it is used in reference to the times and events surrounding Israel’s exodus from Egypt (Isa. 51:9; 63:9, 11), and also it is used to refer generically to days in the past (Deut. 32:7). Furthermore, ōlam is used as an adjective in conjunction with other nouns to refer to such things as the “ancient foundations” or “ancient ruins” of Israel before being conquered (Isa. 58:12; 61:4), prophets from “ancient times” (Jer. 28:8), Babylon as an “ancient nation” (Jer. 5:15), and “ancient ways” or “ancient paths” (Job 22:15; Jer. 6:16; 18:15).
In Micah 5:2, the use of mōtsa’ah along with yōm ōlam conveys the idea that “the ancestry of the expected ruler traces back to David’s time as well as David’s city.”[footnoteRef:934] Furthermore, J. M. P. Smith also sees this as a reference to the Messiah belonging to one of the oldest families, that is, the Davidic family,[footnoteRef:935] and so does Ralph L. Smith, describing how Micah has in mind the idea of a “new David” by making use of colloquial language where the days of David were spoken of as “the ancient days” like in Amos 9:11.[footnoteRef:936] In addition, there are strong linguistic parallels between the Lord’s calling of David to shepherd Israel and the language used in Micah’s Messianic prophecy of the new Davidic king who would also shepherd God’s people (cf. 2 Sam. 5:2; 7:7-14). [934:  Harris, Archer, and Waltke, Theological Wordbook of the Old Testament, 394.]  [935:  John Merlin Powis Smith, Micah, Zephaniah, Nahum, Habakkuk, Obadiah, Joel [ICC], 104.]  [936:  Ralph L. Smith, Micah-Malachi [WBC], 44.] 

Throughout Micah 4-5, one of the major themes is the rescue and restoration of the people of Israel and the rise of a conquering king who would bring together and provide security and peace for God’s people. Micah 5:2 declares that the Lord will establish a descendant of Judah to rule His people. And then, after the rest of the king’s kindred have returned, it says that “he shall stand and feed his flock in the strength of the LORD, in the majesty of the name of the LORD his God” (Mic. 5:4 NRSV).
The context suggests that this ruler of Israel will come from Bethlehem Ephrathah and will rule with the strength of Yahweh his God and his greatness will extend to the ends of the earth (v. 4). A distinction is made in the context between this Messianic ruler and the Lord God. The Lord God would enable this ruler to govern over His people, and therefore, the ruler would rule in the name of Yahweh, but the ruler would not be Yahweh. And by the strengthening of Yahweh, it would be the Lord’s righteous ruler who would bring wholeness (“peace”) and safety to God’s people and ultimately establish a kingdom where His people will live like “a lion among the animals of the forest, like a young lion among the flocks of sheep” (v. 8).
Therefore, this prophecy is proclaiming the divine appointment for where and from what family the Messiah would come. The promise for the coming Messianic ruler was made long ago (“from ancient times”) and would be the fulfillment of God’s covenant with the Messiah’s ancestor David. In order to better convey the meaning of the text, many modern English versions offer more accurate translations that attempt to communicate the meaning of the idiomatic expression (see CEB, ESV, NAB, NIV, NLT, NRSV).
[For more information on the Millennial Kingdom that Jesus will set up when he rules the earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more information on Jesus being the fully human Son of God and not being “God the Son,” see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.” For more on “the Holy Spirit” being one of the designations for God the Father and “the holy spirit” being the gift of God’s nature, see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
Mic 5:3
“he will abandon them until the time.” We today know that between the Babylonian Captivity and Jesus Christ, no legitimate descendant of David ruled on the throne of Judah or Israel. The Babylonian Captivity brought an end to the Davidic dynasty that had lasted for over 400 years, but when the Messiah came there was once again a Davidic king in Israel, even though he did not claim his throne in the way people expected him to. That is waiting until his Second Coming, at which time Jesus will rule over the earth from Jerusalem.
There was no indication that between the life of Christ (Mic. 5:2) and the time Israel will be restored (Mic. 5:3), would be over 2,000 years, but that is the case: Israel has still not been restored and united as the Twelve Tribes. That will not occur until Christ sets up his kingdom on earth and the First Resurrection, the resurrection of the righteous dead, occurs (Rev. 20:4-6).
[For more on Jesus’ Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on the two future resurrections, the Resurrection of the Righteous and the Resurrection of the Unrighteous, see commentary on Acts 24:15. For more on the Sheep and Goat Judgment and the “big picture” chronology of the End Times, see commentary on Matt. 25:32.]
Mic 5:6
“shepherd the land of Assyria with the sword.” The statement is an irony, written for effect. The shepherds were supposed to shepherd the people for their own good, but because of the way Assyria treated Israel, Assyria would in turn be “shepherded” with the sword.
Mic 5:10
“in that day.” The “day” being referred to is the Day of Yahweh. The Day of Yahweh (“the Day of the LORD”) is the period of great tribulation that will come on the earth as a consequence for all the sins that have been committed. It is a time of great tribulation. See commentary on Isaiah 13:9.
Mic 5:13
“standing-stones.” Most standing-stones were set up as part of the worship of pagan gods, and that is the context here. God has no tolerance for idols. They are harmful in many different ways, and God commanded that they be destroyed.
[For more on standing-stones, see commentary on Gen. 28:18. For more on idols being harmful, see commentary on Deut. 7:5.]
“worship.” Or “bow down to.” The same Hebrew verb, shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), is translated as both “bow down” and “worship;” traditionally “worship” if God is involved and “bow down” if people are involved, but the verb and action are the same, the act of bowing down is the worship. The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body to the earth.
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
 
Micah Chapter 6
Mic 6:2
“Hear, you mountains.” The idea that inanimate things that were around for a long time could be witnesses to what had happened on earth was common in the culture. The mountains and the foundation of the earth had been around for uncounted generations and had seen the disobedience of the people and how they ignored and/or defied God, and therefore were good witnesses when God brought the people to trial.
Mic 6:5
“righteous acts.” The “righteous acts” of God are all the “right,” godly, and just things God did. (“Righteous,” in this context, refers to what is right and godly. See commentary on Matt. 5:6).
Mic 6:6
“burnt offerings.” The point that Micah is making in Micah 6:6-8 is that what God really wants is for people to be humble and obey Him, as we see in verse 8. For more on God’s perspective on offerings and sacrifices, see commentary on Matthew 5:24.
Mic 6:8
“What does Yahweh require of you.” What God requires of people is to recognize Him as the one true God and be loving, giving, and kind. This is stated a few different ways in the Bible (e.g., Deut. 6:4-5; 10:12-13; Ps. 15:2-5; Isa. 1:16-17; 58:1-11; Jer. 22:3; Ezek. 18:5-9; Mic. 6:8; cf. Isa. 66:2). It is not difficult to be loving and kind, which is why Jesus said his yoke was kind and his burden light (Matt. 11:30). In sharp contrast, the religious leaders were “religious.” They thought they were very obedient to God, but they were not merciful or kind, and the “godly rules” they heaped upon people were actually ungodly “burdens” that people had to carry (Matt. 23:4; Luke 11:46). No wonder Christ had to tell the leaders, “go and learn what this means, I want mercy, and not sacrifice” (Matt. 9:13; Hos. 6:6).
Mic 6:11
“dishonest balances.” It is not that there was more than one balance, but the noun “balance” is a dual noun because there were two pans or pouches, one on each end of the balance beam. Unscrupulous merchants often kept stones of different weight in their bag that only they could easily tell apart. That allowed them to buy more of something but sell less of something, and thus they cheated in their business dealings (Lev. 19:35; Deut. 25:13-16).
[For more on the biblical balance, see commentary on Prov. 11:1.]
 
Micah Chapter 7
Mic 7:1
“Woe is me!” Micah feels like a person who is hungry but the fruits have been harvested and even gleaned; there is nothing to eat.
“the first-ripe figs.” A fig that ripened earlier than the rest of the figs and was usually large and sweet. See commentary on Isaiah 28:4.
Mic 7:4
“then is the time of their confusion.” The Hebrew reads, “now is the time,” but it is written from the perspective of the previous phrase, that the time of their punishment (or “visitation,” when God will visit and punish them) is coming.
Mic 7:5
“from the woman.” The text is “from her.” The message of the verse is, do not trust anyone, because your enemies may well be the ones in your own house (Mic. 7:6).
Mic 7:6
“For the son dishonors the father.” Micah 7:6 is quoted by Jesus in Matthew 10:35-36.


Nahum Commentary
Nahum Chapter 1
Nah 1:1
“burden.” The word of the Lord can be a burden to the prophet, and then, when it is spoken, can be a burden to the people. It might have been more clear in English to say “burdensome message” instead of “burden,” but the Hebrew word is “burden.”
[For more information on “burden,” see commentary on Mal. 1:1.]
Nah 1:2
“he stores up wrath.” The Hebrew translated “stores up” has a few different meanings, and it can also be understood as Yahweh “reserves” his wrath for his enemies (JPS, KJV), He “sustains” or “maintains” his wrath against His enemies (NET, NIV); and/or He “stores up” His wrath for His enemies (CJB, NJB, REV).
Nah 1:8
“he will make a complete end of its site.” God will make a complete end of Nineveh.
 
Nahum Chapter 2
Nah 2:7
“she.” This is the figure of speech personification. Nahum is a prophecy against Nineveh, who here is portrayed as a woman.
“stripped naked.” Although the meaning of the Hebrew is debated, “stripped” fits the context and the culture. It was common that when a city was captured, people would be led away as captives stripped naked (Isa. 20:4). Egypt’s Queen Cleopatra committed suicide so she would not be paraded naked through the streets of Rome.
 
Nahum Chapter 3
Nah 3:5
“I will lift your skirts over your face.” This is a reference to the city of Nineveh (Nahum 3:7). God made a similar statement about Jerusalem many years later (Jer. 13:27). Nineveh is being compared to a woman who is about to meet with disaster and shame. The comparison to a woman is clearly implied, which is the figure of speech hypocatastasis (see commentary on Rev. 20:2). It was common in the biblical culture to refer to cities and nations as women (see commentary on Isa. 1:8). Nineveh was destroyed in 612 BC by an alliance of countries led by Babylon, and then in 586 BC, Babylon destroyed Jerusalem.
“shame.” Used here for the genital organs. See commentary on Jeremiah 13:26.
Nah 3:12
“with the first-ripe figs.” A first-ripe fig was a fig that ripened earlier than the rest of the figs and was usually large and sweet. See commentary on Isaiah 28:4.
Nah 3:13
“bars.” The “bars” were strong wooden beams that were placed behind the doors of the gate so they could not be opened and could withstand pounding from the outside without giving way. Those bars were the origin of the shout “Bar the doors!” when an enemy would approach.
Nah 3:18
“shepherds.” Here as in many other places, “shepherds” refers to the leaders.


Habakkuk Commentary
Habakkuk Chapter 1
Hab 1:1
“burden.” The word of the Lord can be a burden to the prophet, and then, when it is spoken, can be a burden to the people. It might have been more clear in English to say “burdensome message” instead of “burden,” but the Hebrew word is “burden.”
[For more information on “burden,” see commentary on Mal. 1:1.]
“saw.” God gives revelation to people in different ways, and one of those ways is via a vision or vision with sound (Acts 10:9-13). That is the way that God gave the revelation of the future to Habakkuk; a vision with sound and dialogue.
[For more on revelation and how it is received, see commentary on Gal. 1:12.]
Hab 1:2
“Yahweh, how long will I cry out.” The book of Habakkuk starts out with Habakkuk talking to God, but the dialogue goes back and forth, changing without warning, so the reader has to pay close attention to the context. God answers Habakkuk starting in Habakkuk 1:5, and then in Habakkuk 1:12, the prophet begins to speak back to God again, which continues to the end of the chapter.
Hab 1:4
“surround.” The idea is that the wicked surround the righteous and intimidate them (cf. NET, “intimidate”), to the end that justice is not carried out. To the righteous, the wicked seem everywhere, and they threaten in such a way that the righteous feel they have no way out of the situation except to do what the wicked suggest. That righteous people are intimidated into not standing up for what is right is an ongoing problem. Habakkuk encountered it some 2,600 years ago.
Hab 1:5
“Look among the nations.” Here in Habakkuk 1:5, God begins to speak back to Habakkuk (see commentary on Hab. 1:2). The imperative verbs in Habakkuk 1:5 are plural, so they are meant for the entire nation of Israel, not just for Habakkuk. The entire nation of Judah is to pay attention to what God is doing. Their coming destruction is due to their continued sin and unwillingness to repent and obey God. The plural is hard to bring out in English.
Hab 1:6
“Chaldeans.” Strictly speaking, “Chaldea” (sometimes “Chaldaea”) was the area on the north-west end of the Persian Gulf, but especially since a number of Babylonian kings came from Chaldea, the name “Chaldea” was often used for the whole of Babylonia, and that is the case in Habakkuk.
“who march through the width of the earth.” This is a hyperbole, but the conquest of the Babylonians did cover much of the known world at that time.
Hab 1:7
“They are dreaded.” The Hebrew text is singular, “He is dreaded” (we could also translate the phrase as “it is dreaded”), portraying the Babylonian army as unified as one person or one unit. This use of the singular for the Babylonians continues on in the chapter.
Hab 1:9
“They gather.” The Hebrew text is “He gathers” (we could also translate the phrase as “it gathers”), portraying the Babylonian army as unified as one person or one unit. This use of the singular for the Babylonians continues on in the chapter.
Hab 1:10
“build up an earthen ramp.” The Hebrew is more literally, “they pile up dirt,” but the reference is to the building of siege ramps by piling up huge amounts of dirt and rock, so we have followed the pattern of many other versions and nuanced the text for ease of understanding. Without a knowledge of ancient warfare, the reader might not know why piling up dirt was a way to conquer a city. Building earthen siege ramps was a common way that ancient walled cities were taken, and it is described in many ancient texts. Also, there are remains of them from the ancient world. One very good example is the siege ramp the Roman army built so they could conquer the Jewish fortress of Masada.
Hab 1:12
“Aren’t you.” Here in Habakkuk 1:12, the dialogue shifts back to Habakkuk speaking back to God (see commentary on Hab. 1:2).
“We will not die.” Habakkuk hears what God is saying—that the Babylonians are coming to attack Judah—and he does not comprehend it, just as God had said he wouldn’t in Habakkuk 1:5. We can understand that Habakkuk would have a hard time comprehending why God could not somehow find a way to protect His people, His holy city Jerusalem, and His Temple, and not see them destroyed. At this point in the narrative, Habakkuk believes that God would protect His people so the Babylonians would not kill them, and therefore says, “We will not die.” But the people of Judah had turned from God, and He could not protect them from the consequences of their sin. The Babylonian attack was terrible. Thousands died as the Babylonians destroyed the cities of Judah, killed, raped, pillaged, and eventually burned Jerusalem and God’s Temple to the ground.
We must not prooftext this sentence, “We will not die,” and try to make it mean that people never really die. That is not the context of what Habakkuk was saying. We must not get fooled into believing the first lie the Devil ever told, ‘You will not surely die” (Gen. 3:4). People do die, and are dead in every way, awaiting the resurrection and their judgment by God.
[For more on the fact that dead people are really dead, and that their soul does not live on, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.” For more on the soul, and that it does not live on after a person dies, see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
Hab 1:14
“Why.” The “why” comes from the previous verse, Habakkuk 1:13, which did not have to end but could continue on with this verse. A number of versions do that (cf. ASV, RV, JPS, YLT). The NASB1995 adds the “why,” as the REV does, and has, “Why have You made men like the fish of the sea, Like creeping things without a ruler over them?” Some other versions add “why” as well (cf. NJB). Nevertheless, many versions do not see the need for the “why” and simply say “You make mankind like the fish of the sea” (ESV). However, it seems more likely that Habakkuk is asking why God has created people the way He did rather than making a statement to God about the nature of mankind as a whole.
Hab 1:15
“The Chaldeans.” The Hebrew text has “he,” (or “it”) referring to the Babylonians (here called Chaldeans), referring to the nation as a single “he,” which is confusing in English (see commentary on Hab. 1:7). The REV does not normally substitute the proper noun for the pronoun, but in this case the “he” could be so confusing in the context that we opted to put in the proper noun, as did some other versions (cf. HCSB, GW, NASB, NET, NRSV).
Hab 1:17
“Will they therefore continually empty their net.” This verse ends the chapter and is an indirect challenge to God. Habakkuk is distressed that the Babylonians attack and conquer nation after nation, enriching themselves with booty and captives, and now they are about to attack Judah, so he asks God if He will allow this behavior to continue on and on. If God answered, “No,” then Habakkuk would obviously assert that if God was going to stop the evil Babylonians at some point, why not stop them before they attacked Judah?
 
Habakkuk Chapter 2
Hab 2:4
“the righteous person will live by his faithfulness.” The Hebrew is written in the singular. Salvation is a personal issue. No one is saved as part of a group. Each person is saved individually. This is also reflected in the Greek text of Romans 1:17 where Habakkuk is quoted.
Hab 2:5
“wine.” This verse is very difficult in Hebrew, as the many different translations in the different English versions attest. The mention of wine in this verse seems sudden and to some commentators out of context. But history, and even the Bible (Dan. 5:1-2) testify that the Babylonians loved wine, and in their inebriated state they made many ungodly decisions, no doubt in many cases decisions that were influenced by demons. Rulers and leaders need to be especially aware of the problems that can be caused by alcohol (and drugs). Scripture says, “It is not for kings, O Lemuel, not for kings to drink wine, nor for those who rule to drink beer. Lest they drink and forget that which has been decreed, and alter the legal claim of all the afflicted people.” (Prov. 31:4-5; cf. 1 Tim. 3:3; Titus 1:7). The Persian king Ahasuerus made a rash and unwise decision when he was drunk (Esther 1:10-11). Eventually, the sin of the Babylonians for their ruthless and ungodly ways caught up with them and they suffered the consequences and were conquered by the Persians.
Hab 2:6
“and who enriches himself by keeping goods taken as a pledge.” The literal Hebrew is difficult due to the culture and idiomatic use of the language. The Hebrew text is more literally, “who makes himself heavy with heavy debts” (or “the weight of pledges”).
The idea is that the wealthy powerbroker makes loans and takes collateral (the NAB reads, “collateral,” while the CJB, HCSB, and NRSV read, “goods taken in pledge”), but then ends up keeping the goods he has collected, making himself rich. Because the collateral he has taken are material things and have weight, the reading of the Hebrew text, “makes himself heavy with…” is very accurate. Some versions nuance the text and read “extortion” (cf. NET, NIV, NLT), but while this is easy to understand in English, it is not exactly accurate. Although extortion may well be involved in some cases, what the powerbroker is doing is closer to simple dishonest business practices: making loans then figuring out how to keep the collateral, perhaps by charging excessive interest and claiming the loan was never really repaid.
Hab 2:7
“creditors.” The Hebrew literally reads, “those who bite you,” referring to the fact that people who have come to collect from you “bite” you. We use the same terminology today. We might say, “Those taxes took a bite out of my paycheck.”
Some versions translate this as “creditors” (cf. CJB, HCSB, NASB, NET, NIV2011, NRSV); while other versions understand this as the “debtors,” that is, those who have been taken advantage of who now rise up and attack the powerbrokers (cf. ESV, NAB, NIV84, NLT, RSV). However, historically, it was the Persians, not the other people who Babylon had conquered, who rose up and conquered the Babylonians. So while the text is not specific as to who it is who “bites” the Babylonians, it seems like the text is implying that the evil ways of the Babylonians were piling up a debt that the creditors, the Persians, came to collect and the Babylonians became their plunder.
Hab 2:13
“Behold.” Habakkuk 2:13 is a close parallel to Jeremiah 51:58.
“is it not from Yahweh of Armies.” In other words, “Does it not come from Yahweh…?” The NET Bible has nuanced this for clarity to “The LORD who commands armies has decreed…,” while the NLT has “Has not the LORD of Heaven’s Armies promised.” Yahweh had stated over and over that people’s evil work would not last, and in this verse, God is reminding people of that fact.
“labor only to fuel the fire.” The Hebrew is more literally, “labor for the fire,” but that is unclear in English, so the REV nuanced it for clarity. The NET went with a much less literal reading, but it is very clear: “The nations’ efforts will go up in smoke.” All the evil work done by nations, even if it enriches them in this life, will burn up on the Day of Judgment. When the text says, “the peoples labor only to fuel the fire,” we have to know from the context that it is evil work, evil labor that will burn up. This is not a general statement that people’s work on earth will not survive; good works will be rewarded while evil work will be burned up (cf. 1 Cor. 3:10-14).
Hab 2:15
“makes.” The Hebrew is the verb “gives” in the hiphil aspect (so more literally, “causes his neighbor to drink), so “makes” is appropriate (cf. ESV, NASB, NJB, NRSV. The NET has “force”).
“you who makes.” The Hebrew opens the sentence with the third-person singular, “his,” and then changes to the second-person form, “you” (“your”). This is not uncommon in Hebrew, but it is very confusing in English. The translations have handled it in different ways. We made the whole sentence second-person. The “you” in the sentence makes it very personal.
“pouring out your wrath.” This statement is seemingly unclear, but it makes perfect sense once it is understood. What is literally being poured out is the wine, but the word “wrath” is a metonymy of cause, and it gives us the selfish motive that lies behind a person making his neighbor drink. He wants to indulge his own perverted behavior at the expense of another (like sex traffickers do today) because the text says he wants to look at the person’s naked body. The relation between alcohol and sex has long been known, and getting drunk lowers a person’s sexual inhibitions. It is not unlikely that that motive is mixed with other motives as well, such as the one pouring the wine may want to compromise the other person and rejoice in their being shamed. There may be other evil motives mixed in as well.
The word “wrath” is the noun chemah (#02534 חֵמָה), and it relates to the word “heat.” TheTWOT[footnoteRef:937] lists its meanings as, heat, hot displeasure, indignation, anger, and wrath; but also as “poison” (thus the NASB has “venom” in this verse), and also “bottles,” which is why some versions have “bottle” or “wineskin” (cf. KJV, NIV), but most modern scholars see “wrath,” “anger,” or “venom” as the better choice here, due to other words being better choices for “wineskin.” [937:  Harris, Archer, and Waltke, Theological Wordbook of the Old Testament, s.v. “חֵמָה.”] 

“genitals.” The Hebrew word is maor (#04589 מָעוֹר), which most literally means “uncircumcision,” and it is being used here as a synecdoche of the species for genital organs, male or female. For millennia people have gotten women drunk to take advantage of them sexually, and in the mind of the Author, women are certainly meant to be included, which is why we went with the translation “genitals” (cf. NET. Rotherham has “their parts of shame”). Although most versions say “nakedness,” or “naked bodies,” those are euphemisms for the sake of modesty. The Hebrew text is graphic and meant to be brutally honest and even shocking.
Hab 2:16
“expose your uncircumcision.” The literal Hebrew is “be uncircumcised,” but the meaning is to show your uncircumcision to others. This would mean the genitalia would be exposed. Some English versions have “stagger,” or “stumble.” That reading comes from a few Hebrew manuscripts and the Dead Sea Scrolls, but the accepted Hebrew text makes sense in the context and has been defended by scholars.
Hab 2:17
“For the violence done to Lebanon will overwhelm you, as will the destruction of the animals that terrified them.” This seems to be a reference to the fact that when the Babylonians came through Lebanon, they cut down many of the trees and destroyed the environment the animals lived in. They would have used the wood for military purposes, from everything from carts and chariots to wood for siege works, but it is also possible that some of the wonderful wood of Lebanon was sent back to Babylon to be used in building palaces, temples, etc. They would have also hunted and eaten the animals that lived there. Now the violence that they did to the woods and animals will come upon them. There are places in the Bible where the leaders of Judah are compared to the cedars of Lebanon, and because of that some commentators think the whole verse refers to destruction in the Promised Land, but there is no need to apply a figurative meaning here. The literal makes perfect sense, that both Lebanon and other lands, along with Judah, are included.
Hab 2:18
“Worthless Ones.” The Hebrew is the noun eliyl (#0457 אֱלִיל), and it means “worthlessnesses” (worthless thing, worthless one), or a “non-entity.” These carved images are not real gods, they are “worthlessnesses,” good for nothing. The word eliyl was a sarcastic term God used of idols, who are not gods and are worthless, but it does not technically mean “idol.” More properly, it means “non-entities,” “worthless things,” or “worthless ones.” It is valuable to translate eliyl as “Worthless Ones” or “worthless things” in the text when the readers can see that the phrase refers to idols, but the English phrase “worthless things” is so broad that in many verses most readers would not realize that “worthless things” was a reference to idols. Nevertheless, the meaning of the Hebrew—Worthless Ones—is accurate. False gods cannot save and they don’t even help, in fact, they cause harm in many ways.
Christians should pay attention to what God is saying here. Even the pagans did not usually believe that the idol they carved out of wood or stone, or cast out of metal, was the “real god,” but they did often believe that the god inhabited the idol, and therefore the idol was more than just a representation or reminder of the god, it was some kind of embodiment of the god. And, in fact, often the “god” (a demon) did inhabit or hang around the idol in some way, and thus the idol did sometimes seem to respond to the people. The fact that demons can make inanimate objects move, make sounds, bleed or cry (history has many bleeding and/or crying statues and paintings), and seem alive in other ways has reinforced the idea that the idols are “real” gods.
Sadly, Christians sometimes behave like pagans and ascribe actual power to things that should only be used to serve as reminders. For example, a cross hung on a wall, worn around the neck, or hanging from the mirror in a car can remind us of the work of Christ, but we should never (never ever!) ascribe any kind of protective power to that cross. The cross is like an ancient idol in that it is carved out of wood or cast out of metal and is mute; it cannot speak and it cannot act or give power. It is not God, nor do God or Jesus ever give it power. Any image or object must be a reminder only!
If a person starts to ascribe the power of protection or blessing to it, that is idolatry and false worship. The cross itself has become important and powerful, instead of reminding us of Him who is important and powerful. Worse, demons, who crave the worship and attention the cross is now getting, can then be attracted to it and hang around it, bringing harm instead of blessings. And that is not only true of crosses, but can be true of any Christian symbol such as prayer hands, angel statues or pins, statues of saints or of Joseph, Mary, or Jesus, and other “Christian things.” Christians must always be careful and on guard concerning the “natural attraction” that things like nice crosses, statues, and other Christian mementos can have, and take care never to let them cross over from being mere reminders to becoming idols, which happens as soon as some kind of invisible or spiritual power is ascribed to them.
 
Habakkuk Chapter 3
Hab 3:1
“Shigionoth.” The meaning of Shigionoth is unknown. It may be a reference to the musical notation or to the literary genre of the poem.
Hab 3:2
“Yahweh, I have heard the report about you.” Habakkuk has heard what Yahweh is about to do to Judah through the Babylonians, but he also realizes that God will judge the Babylonians. Habakkuk fears God, and is also afraid of what will happen to Judah (the Hebrew phrase is just, “I fear, O Yahweh.” What Habakkuk fears is not specifically stated, and the phrase may also mean, “and I stand in awe”). Therefore, he asks God to revive His works to deliver his people, which would mean destroying the Babylonian enemy, a theme that is much clearer in the next verse, Habakkuk 3:3. Because of all that will happen to his people, Habakkuk asks God that in His wrath to also show mercy.
Hab 3:3
“Teman.” The word Teman means “southland,” and here it refers to a place south of the Promised Land, and it is connected with Mount Paran, a mountain believed to be between Edom and Mount Sinai and connected with the Exodus from Egypt (Deut. 33:2). As Habakkuk’s poem unfolds in the next verses, it is easy to see the connection that Habakkuk is making with Israel’s deliverance from Egypt. When Israel was in trouble in Egypt, “God came from Teman,” south of the Promised Land, even from Mount Paran, to deliver them. In Habakkuk’s time, the people of Israel were in trouble again, but this time from the Babylonians. Habakkuk is portraying a hoped-for coming deliverance from Babylon using the vocabulary and imagery of God’s past deliverance of Israel from Egypt, as well as some other past times that God delivered Israel.
Hab 3:5
“Pestilence.” This is a reference to the plagues on Egypt which eventually resulted in Israel’s deliverance from Egypt.
Hab 3:7
“Cushan.” This is a reference to the Ethiopians. The Ethiopians and the people of Midian, both of whom were near God as He passed by to deliver Israel from Egypt, were distressed and afraid. The picture being painted by Habakkuk is that God is so powerful that even when He passes by people become afraid.
Hab 3:17
“the yield of the olive.” The Hebrew text is literally, “the labor (or “work”) of the olive fails.” In this case, “work” is put by metonymy for the results of work, which is the yield of fruit. There is no work to be done because there are no olives to pick.
[See Word Study: “Metonymy.”]


Zephaniah Commentary
Zephaniah Chapter 1
Zep 1:1
Zephaniah. He was the great, great-grandson of the godly King Hezekiah, and that explains why the genealogy in Zephaniah 1:1 is so long, going back four generations. He apparently lived in Jerusalem because he called the city “this place” (Zeph. 1:4). He is the only prophet with such a long genealogy, but it was important to tie him back to Hezekiah and show his relationship to the royal family in order to understand the impact of the prophecies in the book of Zephaniah. Zephaniah was the only prophet of royal blood and a distant cousin to the reigning king, Josiah (reigned 640-609 BC). Thus, he was also a distant cousin to Josiah’s sons, who reigned after Josiah was killed and who were evil in the sight of Yahweh (2 Kings 23:31-37). Zephaniah had likely finished his prophecy or had died by the death of Josiah since he is only mentioned as prophesying during his reign. Zephaniah’s blood relation to the royal family would have made his prophecies personal and uncomfortable to them when Zephaniah prophesied against Josiah’s evil sons (Zeph. 1:8) and foretold destruction for Jerusalem (Zeph. 1:4-6). But followers of God and Jesus do the right thing even when it is difficult. Jesus spoke about this when he said his followers would have to carry their own cross (Matt. 16:24).
Zep 1:2
“sweep everything off of the face of the earth.” This statement is a hyperbole designed to catch our attention and emphasize to us the tremendous destruction that will occur on earth during the Great Tribulation, the horrendous period of time that is portrayed in the book of Revelation. Many of the statements fit well with the destruction of Judah by Babylon, and thus many scholars think that is the destruction coming that Zephaniah is referring to, but there is much in what God says that does not fit the Babylonian destruction but does fit with the Great Tribulation and Armageddon. Thus, the destruction of Judah by Babylon is at best a partial fulfillment of Zephaniah’s prophecy.
[For more on the prophecies of the Great Tribulation, see commentary on Isa. 13:9.]
Zep 1:3
“the birds of the heavens.” The word “heavens” (or “heaven”) is always plural in Hebrew; thus the phrase could be translated “the birds of the sky.” In Zephaniah 1:3 God mentions much the same things as in the destruction of Noah’s Flood, except this list has “fish,” while Genesis had “creeping things” (Gen. 6:7), and this list adds “stumbling blocks. However, this next destruction will not be by water.
“the stumbling blocks with the wicked.” The Hebrew word can mean “stumbling blocks,” and that seems to make good sense here, although many modern English versions have “ruins” or some equivalent. In the Day of Yahweh, not only will the wicked be destroyed, but also the stumbling blocks that they have created. For example, the idols of Syria caused Israel to stumble (2 Chron. 28:23), and God said that he would destroy the idols (Ezek. 30:13). It is also very possible that it was because of this verse that Jesus said that God would gather both the lawless people, the wicked, and all the stumbling blocks (likely the idols) and cast them into the fire (Matt. 13:41-42).
Zep 1:4
“the remnant of Baal.” That Baal was being worshiped in Judah and Jerusalem shows how insensitive the people of Israel had become to God and His ways. Baal was the top god of Canaan, the Canaanite storm god, and his worship involved sacred prostitution and occasionally child sacrifice. The sacred prostitution was a kind of sympathetic magic in which humans on earth engaged in sex which then was somehow tied into pleasing Baal and getting him to fertilize the earth so there would be a bountiful harvest. Only a blinded heart can worship both Yahweh, who promotes family and godly sexual practices, and Baal, who promotes promiscuity and then occasionally sacrifices the baby that is the fruit of the sexual union. No wonder Yahweh will put an end to Baal.
“idolatrous priests.” The exact meaning of the Hebrew word is uncertain and is debated. Presumably, it refers to the priests who had turned to idols, but that may not be accurate.
Zep 1:5
“worship.” Or “bow down to.” The same Hebrew verb, shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), is translated as both “bow down” and “worship;” traditionally “worship” if God is involved and “bow down” if people are involved, but the verb and action are the same, the act of bowing down is the worship. The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body to the earth.
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
“on the housetops.” The worship of the heavenly bodies was tied to the gods those heavenly bodies represented in the mind of the people (such as during the time of the Greeks the planet Mars represented the god Mars). The fact that these planets and stars were worshiped “on the housetops” shows that they were worshiped by families and friends, not only as some form of corporate worship done at a national level by idolatrous priests and pagan priests. Zephaniah’s words were not heeded, and so half a generation or so later, in the time of Jeremiah, the practice was still going on (Jer. 19:13). In fact, although it seemed to have stopped after Jerusalem was destroyed, the women regretted stopping (Jer. 44:19). This worship of the heavenly bodies is parallel to the practice of astrology today, which is usually done on an individual level and involves the worship of the planets and stars. Although devotees of astrology would say they do not “worship” the stars, from a biblical perspective of looking to them for advice and guidance and giving one’s time to them, they are worshiping them and also disobeying Deuteronomy 4:9; 17:3; and 18:9-12.
“their ‘king’”. This is apparently a sarcastic referral to a god (perhaps Baal) that the people worshiped. Although the Hebrew text is debated and many versions prefer “Milcom” or “Moloch,” the meaning of the verse is not. The people of Israel were going through the motions of worshiping Yahweh but were also heavily involved in the worship of pagan gods. This kind of worship made a mockery of the first great commandment about not having any other gods.
Zep 1:6
“have not sought Yahweh or asked anything of him.” Genuinely worshiping Yahweh means more than going through the motions of doing the sacrifices and things He requires. A true worshiper believes Yahweh exists and cares for His people, and so they seek a relationship with Him and ask things of Him in prayer. So Zechariah 1:6 gives us another proof the people did not worship Yahweh in their hearts but had another “king” and other gods, because they did not ask anything from Yahweh.
Zep 1:7
“Be silent in the presence of the Lord Yahweh.” Zephaniah says the Day of Yahweh is at hand (is near), so Yahweh is also near. Be reverently silent in the presence of the Most High God, creator of the heavens and the earth.
“the Day of Yahweh is at hand.” The “Day of Yahweh” (“the Day of the LORD” in most English translations), is a general phrase, and the “Day of Yahweh” has many parts, including the Tribulation (see commentary on Dan. 12:1), the Battle of Armageddon, the judgments, and the coming Kingdom of Christ on earth. The reader must pay close attention to the context to figure out which part of the Day of Yahweh is being emphasized in any given verse. Often the Day of Yahweh is simply called “the day” or “that day” (cf. Zeph. 1:9, 10; 2:2; 3:8, 11, 16). For example, in most of Zephaniah, “the Day of Yahweh” refers to the Tribulation and Armageddon, which will come with destruction on earth (cf. Zeph. 1:7, 8, 14, 18; 2:2, 3; 3:8). However, in Zephaniah 3:11 and 3:16, “the day” refers to the time after God’s wrath when Christ will reign on earth and things will be godly again.
The Day of Yahweh begins with terrible tribulation on earth (see commentary on Dan. 12:1), then comes the Battle of Armageddon, the Sheep and Goat Judgment (Matt. 25:31-46), the First Resurrection (Rev. 20:1-6), and then Christ’s reign on earth. There was no knowledge of the 1,000-year Millennial Kingdom of Christ in Zephaniah’s time, so that was not included in their thinking. According to Zephaniah 1:7, the Day of Yahweh was very close, but it turned out that God delayed it (and has continued to delay it) for His own purposes. It is noteworthy that at no point in Zephaniah’s prophecy is there any mention of any course of action that would cool God’s wrath and stop the Day of Yahweh from coming. The Day of Yahweh was going to come, but an individual could repent and not be an object of God’s wrath. The Day of Yahweh is mentioned ten times in five verses later in the chapter (Zeph. 1:14-18).
[For more on the Great Tribulation, see commentary on Dan. 12:1. For more on Christ’s Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
“Yahweh has prepared a sacrifice.” This is covenant language, and the “sacrifice” is all the wicked people on earth. This is covenant language because under ordinary circumstances God would never do a “sacrifice” because there would be no God that He could offer the sacrifice to, nor any reason for Him to offer a sacrifice. But God had established covenants with Israel and had also promised a New Covenant. Israel had broken the Old Covenant, and humankind had lived in rebellion against their Creator. Now Zephaniah foretold a time when God would show Himself to be Creator and Lord of the universe by destroying His enemies and also fulfilling the curses of the covenant He made with Israel (Deut. 28:20-26).
The context of Zephaniah 1:7 is the Day of Yahweh, and that those people who will be killed during the Great Tribulation and Armageddon are referred to as a “sacrifice” points both backward and forward. It points backward to the fact that the sacrifices made at the inauguration of a covenant were a form of self-maledictory oath (an oath of destruction of oneself if the covenant was broken), and so dire consequences were coming because people had lived in rebellion against God. They had broken the covenant, so they will be sacrificed just as they sacrificed animals when they made the covenant. The “sacrifice” of God also points forward to the fact that a sacrifice is offered to inaugurate a new covenant, and God’s “sacrifice” of all the wicked people makes the way ready for Jesus to set up his Millennial Kingdom on earth and fulfill the New Covenant promises.
Jesus Christ himself was both a sacrifice that fulfilled the self-maledictory oath and the sacrifice that inaugurated the New Covenant from the standpoint of human salvation (cf. commentary on Luke 22:20). But Jesus knew that there was also going to be planet-wide destruction coming as a consequence of sin (the “Great Tribulation”), and he taught about the tribulation at different times in his ministry (cf. Matt. 24, esp. Matt. 24:21. Luke 11:50 also mentions a generation suffering because of sin and bloodshed).
“He has consecrated his guests.” This borders on sarcasm, but there really will be “guests” at the great sacrificial feast of God. The “guests” that God will call to His “sacrifice” and sacrificial banquet, which will be given due to the worldwide destruction coming on the earth, are the animals and birds that will feast on the dead bodies. They will especially gorge themselves on flesh after the Battle of Armageddon (Rev. 19:17-21; Ezek. 39:17). Most of the sacrifices that people offered according to the Law of Moses allowed for the people to eat some of the meat of the sacrifice, and so too, after Armageddon, God’s “guests” will gorge themselves on the meat of God’s “sacrifice.”
Zep 1:8
“I will punish.” The sentence changed abruptly from third person to first person. This kind of change happens quite often in the Old Testament and a number of times in Zephaniah. This is the kind of thing that supports that the book was inspired by a divine Author—God. A professional scribe, and even a fairly well-educated prophet, would not normally write in that seemingly broken fashion.
“the officials.” There are three categories of people mentioned: the officials, the king’s sons, and those people who were wearing foreign clothing. Why not the king? The answer is that Josiah was a godly king.
“the king’s sons.” This is a very important detail because the godly king Josiah was the only king of Judah or Israel to have three of his sons reign as king after him, and all three were evil in the sight of Yahweh. The three were Jehoahaz (2 Kings 23:30); Eliakim also called Jehoiakim (2 Kings 23:34), and the last king of Judah, Mattaniah who was called Zedekiah (2 Kings 24:17).
“clothed with foreign clothing.” Although some commentators think this refers to Judeans who adopted the ways and clothing of foreign lands, especially during Zephaniah’s time in the country of Babylon, that is not likely because God never condemned any specific kind of clothing unless it had pictures or pagan designs woven into the fabric. Besides, the clothing of the common people of the ancient Middle East was mostly quite similar. One great exception to that was the priests of the various gods and goddesses. The pagan priests, just like the priests of Yahweh, had distinctive garments that set them apart from the rest of the people. For example, at the time of Jehu, the worshipers of Baal had distinctive garments that were specifically used in the worship of Baal (2 Kings 10:22). So there is good evidence that the people who were wearing foreign clothing were the Judean priests. Zephaniah 3:4 says the priest profaned the Temple of God, and it would make sense that one of the ways they had done that was by dressing like the priests of pagan gods. There is no reason to assume that the atrocities committed by the priests of Judah that are revealed in Ezekiel were not already being committed in Jerusalem a generation earlier, even if they were not as open or widespread (cf. Ezek. 8:5, 10-17). Josiah’s reform did away with many of the atrocities but did not remove them from the hearts of the people, so they were hidden and then came right back when Josiah was not around.
Zep 1:9
“In that day.” “That day” is the “Day of Yahweh” (see commentary on Zeph. 1:7).
“those who leap over the threshold, who fill the house of their Lord with violence and deceit.” The custom of stepping over the threshold is not well understood. In the time of the Judges the ark of the covenant was captured from Israel by the Philistines, who took it to a temple of Dagon, and because of what happened the priests of Dagon do not step on the threshold of the temple “to this day” (that is, the day when Samuel was written; cf. 1 Sam. 5:5). But how that custom or a custom like it could have come into Israel and been practiced at the time of Josiah is not known.
What can be clearly seen, however, is the hypocrisy of the practice, because the same priests who were careful not to step on the threshold went on to fill God’s house with violence and deceit. Thus they cared about things that made no difference and cared nothing about things that mattered greatly. So 600 years before Christ, the priests were straining out a gnat but swallowing a camel, just as they were at the time of Christ (cf. Matt. 23:23-24).
“the house of their Lord.” This is God’s Temple.
Zep 1:10
“In that day.” “That day” is the “Day of Yahweh” (see commentary on Zeph. 1:7).
“and a great crashing from the hills.” The hills around Jerusalem had idols and temples for idols, and it is likely that the great crashing from the hills in the Day of Yahweh is the idols and idol temples being destroyed (cf. Ezek. 6:3-6, 13), as God foretold in Leviticus (Lev. 26:30-31).
Zep 1:11
“the Mortar.” The meaning of this is uncertain. It could refer to a part of Jerusalem that was bowl-shaped like a mortar where trading occurred, or, more likely, it refers to all of Jerusalem, which was surrounded by hills, making Jerusalem itself like a mortar in which the people and idols would be pounded and ground up in the Day of Yahweh.
“merchant people.” The Hebrew could be “the Canaanites,” but since the Canaanites were known to be merchants and traders, the term “Canaanite” came to refer to a merchant or trader, which is the meaning in this context. Jerusalem was a prosperous center of trade, wealth, power, and luxury, but all of that would come to an end.
Zep 1:12
“I will search Jerusalem with lamps.” On the day of God’s wrath, no one will be able to escape. There will be no dark corners to hide in. The “lamps” were the common oil lamps in use at the time, they put off the same amount of light as a candle.
“like wine comfortably settled on the lees.” This refers to the custom of letting wine age and develop strength and flavor by leaving it on the lees instead of straining it (cf. Isa. 25:6). Wine bought in bottles today is well strained and very rarely has any lees, which is a fine sediment at the bottom of the wine bottle or wineskin, but homemade wine almost always has lees. The lees at the bottom of a wine bottle are easily stirred up into the wine if the bottle is moved, so for people to be like wine comfortably settled on the lees is a picture of people who are completely comfortable sitting in their sin. They are not disturbed by their sin and have no intention of moving to correct it. They do not think that God would act against them and they certainly do not think about any future Judgment Day, but their unbelief will not change the reality that a day of reckoning is coming.
“Yahweh will not do good, nor will he do evil.” The essence of this phrase is picked up in the more paraphrased NET translation: “The LORD neither rewards nor punishes.” The people treated Yahweh as an unimportant and powerless god.
Zep 1:13
“Their wealth will become plunder.” On the day of God’s wrath, the people who had treated God as a powerless God and had said that He would not do good or evil will find out that they are the ones who are powerless; powerless to save themselves and the things that they coveted from the consequences of their sin.
Zep 1:14
“Near...Near.” Placing the word “near” at the beginning of the phrase emphasizes it. It was as if the Day of Yahweh was so close you could even hear it coming: “The sound of the Day of Yahweh.” Included in the sound of the Day of Yahweh are the screams and bitter cries of even the mightiest of men, as this verse says. Zephaniah said the Day was close, but as it has turned out, God has delayed that day for his purposes, and thus “the day of vengeance of our God” (Isa. 61:2) is still future.
“the great Day of Yahweh.” The Day of Yahweh is now mentioned ten times in five verses, Zephaniah 1:14-18 (see commentary on Zeph. 1:7).
“the sound.” The Hebrew word translated “sound” can also be “voice,” and the “voice” of the Day of Yahweh is people’s bitter cries. It can also be nuanced to “listen” (HCSB, NASB, NIV), but given what will surely be the cacophonous noise of the Tribulation, “sound” seems like the best choice.
“The mighty man cries out bitterly.” The Day of Yahweh will be a horrible time, and the cries of the hurt and dying will be everywhere.
Zep 1:15
“A day of darkness and gloom. A day of clouds and thick darkness.” This phrase is repeated in Joel 2:2. That the Day of Yahweh will be a dark time is also mentioned in Amos 5:18-20. The “gloom” is the same “gloom” as in Exodus 10:22, when Egypt was smitten with a “darkness that could be felt.”
Zep 1:16
“shofar.” The ram’s horn trumpet, not the metal trumpet. In the Day of Yahweh, there will be wars and conquests, so there will be trumpet blasts and battle cries (cf. Matt. 24:6; Rev. 6:2).
“the high corner towers.” The corner towers of a walled city were the most heavily fortified places in the city wall.
Zep 1:17
“they have sinned against Yahweh.” Although in many places God goes into great detail about how the people have abandoned Him and the various sins they have committed, here in Zephaniah God justifies the Day of Yahweh and the vengeance associated with it by simply saying that people have “sinned against Yahweh.” That is all that needed to be said.
“their blood will be poured out like dust, and their bowels like dung.” The contrast of blood and bowels with dust and dung is sharp and striking. Blood and bowels are the very life of the person, and in that sense they are priceless. In contrast, dust and dung are worthless. In effect, God is making the point that people who arrogantly spurn God and live a life of sinning against Him are ultimately worthless. Although many versions say “flesh” instead of “bowels,” the Hebrew word is not “flesh,” but a word used for the bowels, intestines, entrails.
[For more on the destruction of the wicked in Gehenna, see commentary on Matt. 5:22. Also see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire”].
Zep 1:18
“Neither their silver nor their gold will be able to deliver them on the Day of Yahweh’s wrath.” In the wars of the ancient world, often the weaker nation was able to give silver, gold, and other wealth to the stronger nation to pay them off and avoid total destruction. This was common and occurs several times in the biblical record (cf. 1 Kings 20:1-4; 2 Kings 12:18; 18:14; 23:31-33). But in this case, the people sinned against God, and unlike earthly rulers, God is not interested in gold and silver. No one can pay off God; sin deserves wrath, and His wrath will come! For more on the “Day of Yahweh,” see commentary on Zeph. 1:7).
“the whole earth will be devoured.” Although some scholars believe this is “apocalyptic language” and just refers to the land of Israel, the scope of Scripture argues against that (see commentary below, “on the earth”).
“on the earth.” Although this could also be translated “in the land,” the beginning of the chapter applies more to the whole earth (cf. Zeph. 1:1-2) and there are many other scriptures that refer to the tribulation on both Israel and the nations of the earth (see commentary on Dan. 12:1). Thus, there does not seem to be any good reason to restrict this wrath to just the land of Israel, and some very good reasons not to. The Messiah will rule over the whole earth, and so all the evil on earth must be destroyed and the whole earth cleansed in preparation for his rule. The book of Revelation describes the seal judgments, trumpet judgments, thunder judgments, bowl judgments, and Battle of Armageddon, and collectively they will involve the entire earth. In the end, there are only two ends facing each person, just as verses such as John 3:16 and Romans 6:23 state: each person will either “perish” or get saved and live forever.
 
Zephaniah Chapter 2
Zep 2:1
“Gather yourselves together like stubble.” Although most versions just have, “gather yourselves together,” the Hebrew verb is qashash (#07197 קָשַׁשׁ), and it was used of gathering stubble or sticks (cf. Exod. 5L7, 12; Num. 15:32-33; 1 Kings 17:10), so the translation “gather yourselves together as stubble” is justified, and certainly applicable here in Zephaniah 2:1, especially since verse 2 mentions “chaff.” When grain was harvested and threshed, the process of threshing produced three distinct products: the kernels of grain, stubble (or “straw”), and chaff. The stubble was the large pieces of the shaft, and the chaff was the tiny broken pieces of the stalk. The NET has, “Bunch yourselves together like straw.”
God’s wrath was going to be poured out with a fiery fury (Zeph. 1:18; 3:8; Mal. 4:1). The arrogant people lived in sin, so now it seems that God calls them to gather together to see if they can face God’s fiery judgment, but from reading the whole verse (Zeph. 2:1-2), we can see that God is warning the people that they have little time to repent. The “Day” is coming and will pass by quickly, like chaff blown by the wind, so if anyone decides to repent they should do it quickly. Once the wrath of God strikes it will be too late.
“O nation without shame.” That the people of Israel could sin egregiously against God and not have feelings of guilt and shame means that they had thoroughly hardened hearts.
Zep 2:2
“before the decree becomes reality.” The sheer number of different English translations testifies to the difficulty of understanding the clipped and figurative Hebrew text. What does seem to be clear is the general message of the verse, which is captured well in the paraphrased version, the NLT: “Gather before judgment begins, before your time to repent is blown away like chaff. Act now, before the fierce fury of the LORD falls and the terrible Day of the LORD’s anger begins.”
The “decree” was the Word of God that foretold the coming disaster. The phrase “becomes reality” is more literally “is brought forth” (is “born”). The scholars disagree whether the “decree” is brought forth, or if it is the decree that brings forth, i.e., the decree then brings forth all the specifics of the Day of Yahweh that have been foretold. In both cases, there is a reality coming when all kinds of disastrous things will happen on the earth.
“the day passes on like the chaff.” The “day” is the Day of Yahweh, and just as chaff is driven very quickly by the wind, the Day of Yahweh is coming quickly. Here again, we see no hint of anything that can stop the Day of Yahweh from coming.
“the Day of Yahweh’s anger.” For more information on “the Day of Yahweh” see commentary on Zephaniah 1:7.
Zep 2:3
“righteousness.” “Righteousness” can refer to a right standing in the sight of God, being accepted by God, or doing those acts that are “right” and godly in God’s sight and that put one into a right relationship with God. Although both meanings apply here, the fact that the people being addressed in the verse are already humble and obedient to God means that when God tells them to “seek righteousness” and “seek humility,” He is encouraging them to press into being humble and doing “righteous” things, things that are right and godly, especially godly and just things for others. This verse is similar in many respects to Matthew 6:33 in that it encourages people to seek “righteousness,” both vertically to God and horizontally to other people.
[For more on “righteous” referring to things we do that are right, just, and godly, see commentary on Matt. 5:6.]
“It may be that you will be hidden.” It “may be” indicated that there were no promises that any one person would be spared in the wrath. Judah had sinned egregiously and was about to suffer the wrath of God (Zeph. 1:4ff). Yet some people would be “hidden” and not get the full force of God’s anger. God does not say exactly who will be hidden, and the prophet certainly does not, but doing godly, righteous and just things for others would help ensure a person that they might be hidden. Jesus frankly told his disciples that some of them would be killed in the tribulation (Matt. 24:9).
Zep 2:4
“For Gaza.” The rest of Zephaniah chapter 2 is about the nations surrounding Israel, starting with the west, then moving east (Moab and Ammon, v. 8), then moving south to Ethiopia (the “Cushites,” v. 12), then moving north (v. 13, Assyria).
“Gaza…Ashkelon…Ashdod…Ekron.” There were five chief Philistine cities that contributed men to a council that ran the government, these four that are mentioned in Zephaniah 2:4, and the city of Gath (cf. Josh. 13:3; 1 Sam. 6:17-18). The reason Gath is missing from this list is unclear, but the most likely explanation is that it ceased to be a city, or a city of any importance, by the time Zephaniah wrote. Gath was attacked and destroyed by the Assyrian king Sargon II in 715 BC, and it disappeared from history after that. In fact, today archaeologists are not completely sure where Gath even was. If it was where archaeologists think it was, it was the easternmost of all the chief cities of the Philistines, which explains why David conquered it, so he would not have any quick surprise attacks from Gath into southwestern Judah (1 Chron. 18:1). However, at some later date, Gath regained its independence from Judah and was considered a Philistine city again, as it was when Sargon conquered it. The prophets who wrote after the Assyrian conquest do not mention Gath when they mention the other chief Philistine cities (cf. Jer. 25:20; Amos 1:6-8; Zeph. 2:4-6; Zech. 9:5).
Zep 2:5
“I will destroy you.” God briefly speaks in the first person for emphasis.
Zep 2:7
“And the coastland will be for the remnant of the house of Judah.” This is a prophecy of the restoration of the land for the tribes of Judah. Ezekiel 47 and 48 show a much more complete picture of Israel in the Millennial Kingdom. In Christ’s future Millennial Kingdom on Earth, the tribes of Israel will be restored and given territory. The west boundary of the tribes of Israel will be the Mediterranean Sea (Ezek. 47:20). The “house of Judah” in this context refers not just to the tribe of Judah, but the tribes of the Kingdom of Judah, and in the prophecy of Ezekiel, given some decades later, the area of the tribes of Judah, Benjamin, and Simeon did indeed stretch westward to the Mediterranean Sea and thus cover the area where the chief Philistine cities had been located (Ezek. 48:7, 24, 25).
“restore their fortunes.” The Hebrew text may be read as “restore their fortunes” (HCSB, ESV, NASB, NIV) or “return their captivity” (ASV, DBY, JPS, KJV), depending on which way the Hebrew text is vowel pointed. However, in the original Hebrew text which had no modern vowel pointing, the phrase could be naturally read both ways and is an amphibologia, a double entendre, in which both meanings are equally true. God will visit Judah and end their captivity and restore their fortunes.
Zep 2:8
“I have heard the reproach.” Once again God speaks in the first person for emphasis.
Zep 2:9
“surely Moab will be as Sodom, and the children of Ammon as Gomorrah.” The cities of Sodom and Gomorrah were not picked at random. God could have used any number of examples of destruction, such as the destruction at the time of the Flood, the destruction of Egypt, the fall of Jericho, etc. But the countries of Moab and Ammon overlooked the Dead Sea region to the west of them, and the sites where Sodom and Gomorrah had been would have been clearly visible (those sites are now lost in history). So Sodom and Gomorrah should have been a warning to Moab and Ammon not to defy God, but that warning went unheeded, and eventually, Moab and Ammon were mostly destroyed, a destruction that will be completed in the Great Tribulation and Battle of Armageddon.
“and the survivors of my nation will inherit them.” This can be confusing because according to Ezekiel 47 and 48, in the Millennial Kingdom, the tribes of Israel will be on the west side of the Jordan River, while traditionally Moab and Ammon were on the east side of the Jordan. But early on in history when Moab and Ammon were born as sons of Abraham’s nephew Lot, they were born on the west side of the Jordan River, in the territory that would become Israel, because Abraham conceded that territory to Lot (Gen. 13:10-11).
Zep 2:10
“This they will get.” The narrative now shifts back from first person to third person.
“pride.” Pride was often associated with Moab (Isa. 16:6; Jer. 48:29).
Zep 2:11
“starve.” The Hebrew word is very rare and only used here in the whole Bible. It most likely means something like “make lean,” with “starve” (or “cause to waste away”) being a very likely translation. Various English translations include, “starve,” “waste away,” “shrivel,” “weaken,” and “destroy.” The gods of the nations will not be worshiped; there will not be any sacrifices or sacrificial offerings burned to them, so they will starve to death. This is a graphic way of saying the idols and the gods that they represent will disappear or be destroyed (see commentary on Isa. 2:20).
“will bow down to.” Or “will worship.” The same Hebrew verb, shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), is translated as both “bow down” and “worship;” traditionally “worship” if God is involved and “bow down” if people are involved, but the verb and action are the same, the act of bowing down is the worship. In this context, “bow down to” seems better because some may not really “worship” even if they bow down. The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body to the earth.
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
“each one from his own place.” There are scholars who say that “from his own place” refers to the fact that the nations will travel “from” their own place to Jerusalem to worship.[footnoteRef:938] While that will certainly happen (Isa. 2:3; 60:6; Mic. 4:1; Zech. 14:16; Matt. 8:11), that is not the primary emphasis of this verse. In the Millennial Kingdom people all around the whole world will worship Yahweh, and that will not only be when they travel to Jerusalem; they will worship from their own homes and lands. This will be a fulfillment of God’s promise to Abraham that “all of the nations of the earth will be blessed through you” (Gen. 18:18; cf. Gen. 22:18). God intended that the blessing of salvation and knowing Him would be available to everyone everywhere, but years after Abraham lived, that blessing was obscured by the Jews who tended to view Yahweh as their personal possession and denigrated the Gentiles. But God’s promise to Abraham did not mean that people would be blessed if they traveled to Jerusalem to worship, especially since God spoke to Abraham more than 400 years before there even was a Jewish nation and “Old Covenant,” and more than 850 years before Jerusalem was the capital of Israel and the site of the Temple. [938:  Cf. Keil and Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament: The Twelve Minor Prophets, 2:145.] 

In the Millennial Kingdom, people all over the world will worship Yahweh right at home as well as travel to Jerusalem to worship Him. For example, many years before Zephaniah lived, the prophet Isaiah said that there will be an altar to Yahweh in Egypt and a pillar erected to honor him at the border between Egypt and Israel (Isa. 19:19). Even the Assyrians and Egyptians, historical enemies, will worship Yahweh together (Isa. 19:21-25). Isaiah also said that even though there will be relatively few people left alive on earth after the Great Tribulation, people will praise and honor God all over the earth (Isa. 24:13-16). Isaiah foretold that people around the world would honor God, and because of that God would bring them to Israel and they would worship at His Temple (Isa. 56:3-8). Malachi also prophesied that Yahweh’s name would be honored with incense and offerings all over the world (Mal. 1:11).
So although Zephaniah 2:11 certainly includes the fact that in the Millennial Kingdom people from around the world will travel to Jerusalem to worship, when Christ reigns as king over the whole world people will also worship Yahweh right where they live. Jesus basically said that also, because he told the woman at the well that it would not just be in Jerusalem that people would worship, but Jesus knew from the Old Testament prophets that the holy spirit of God would be poured out on people in the Millennial Kingdom, he said that people would worship “in spirit and in truth” (John 4:20-24).
[For more on the Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.]
Zep 2:12
“slain by my sword are they.” Several things about this statement draw the reader’s attention. The statement abruptly changes from the second person “you” to the third person “they” (although uncommon, that does occur in other places in the Bible, cf. Zeph. 3:18; Ezek. 28:22; Zech. 3:8). Also, the fact that when God turns from speaking to nations on the east and speaks to a nation on the south, we would normally expect it to be Egypt, the more powerful and important nation, or perhaps the traditional enemy Edom, but instead He addresses Cush (Ethiopia). Also very noticeable is the very brevity of this address. God spends much more time speaking to nations on the west, north, and east, but then only makes this very short but powerful statement to the Ethiopians. The evidence is that God mentioned Ethiopia because it was the furthest south of all the nations known (or perhaps just written about) by the Hebrews, and thus it was a way that God could express the fact that when His vengeance came upon the earth, it would come upon the entire earth—no one would be “too far away” to be affected (cf. Isa. 18:1).
Zep 2:13
“Nineveh.” The capital city of Assyria. Assyria was weaker than it was when it destroyed Israel but was defeated in Judah (2 Kings 17:6; 19:35-37). Nevertheless, it was still powerful enough to destroy Judah, and a prophecy that it would be destroyed would be welcome in Judah.
Zep 2:14
“herds.” The Hebrew word eder (#05739 עֵדֶר) can refer to both flocks and herds. The NET conflates the English to “flocks and herds” for clarity.
“all the animals of the nations.” The meaning of the Hebrew is unclear because it literally reads “all animals of a nation.” Most scholars feel that the phrase means “every kind of wild animal” (HCSB), and that seems to be the most likely way to understand the verse. However, O. Palmer Robertson[footnoteRef:939] may be correct in constructing the genitive “of a nation” (“nation” is singular in the Hebrew text) as “making up a nation.” In that case, the phrase would be something like, “And herds will lie down in the middle of her; every animal constituting a nation.” Robertson points out that the locusts are referred to as a nation in Joel 1:6, and thinks that is the case here. If Robertson is correct, the “nation” of Assyria has defied God and so become replaced with a “nation” of wild animals. What is clear is that the animals will take over the capital city of the great country of Assyria. [939:  O. Palmer Robertson, The Books of Nahum, Habakkuk, and Zephaniah [NICOT].] 

“desert owl and the screech owl.” The exact identity of these animals is unknown. The desert owl is some kind of unclean bird, but the screech owl may be a bird or a rodent. The Hebrew vocabulary may be unclear but the point is not: Nineveh will be uninhabited ruins.
“Devastation will be on the thresholds.” The beautiful buildings of Nineveh will be destroyed, exposing the cedar beam framework. The stonework, decorations, etc., will fall down and cover the thresholds of the buildings, so the “devastation” will be on the thresholds. For ease of understanding, some versions nuance the text, e.g., “Rubble will cover the thresholds” (NET). Also, the Septuagint reads “raven” instead of “devastation,” so some English translations have “ravens.” The fact that Nineveh will go from a city of beautiful buildings with cedar woodwork to a devastated haunt of animals and birds shows that Yahweh is the Most High God and defying Him and hurting His people will only result in destruction.
Zep 2:15
“I am, and there is none besides me.” The people of Nineveh proudly boasted that they lived in the most exalted city on earth, but pride goes before a fall, and it certainly did in their case. It is one thing to be blessed by where you live, but it is quite another to think that somehow makes you better than others.
“will hiss and wave his hand in contempt.” The people who pass by Nineveh will show utter contempt for it. The actions of hissing and waving the hand in contempt, as a person does today when they are disgusted with or over and done with something shows how the feelings and actions of people are “very human” and have not changed in over 2,500 years.
We today still hiss at villains and “wave off” people and situations we have contempt for. Some modern translations have “shake the fist” (ESV, NAB, NIV), but “wave the hand” is the more literal translation of the Hebrew text. Nevertheless, both actions can demonstrate contempt.
 
Zephaniah Chapter 3
Zep 3:1
“Woe to her who is rebellious and defiled, the oppressing city!” The subject abruptly shifts from Nineveh to Jerusalem. Although Jerusalem is not mentioned by name in this section, she is the city where Yahweh Himself lives (Zeph. 3:5), and the accusation that she did not draw near to “her God” could only refer to Yahweh (Zeph. 3:2). God would never chide a pagan city for not drawing close to her chief idol. Jerusalem was “rebellious” because the people of Israel had made a covenant with Yahweh, and in disobeying it they rebelled against Him. Furthermore, the people of Jerusalem and Judah were “defiled” because as part of the covenant they agreed to God’s terms of purity, but they ignored them, eating defiled offerings and committing adultery with other gods (some translations have “polluted,” but this verse is not referring to pollution in our modern sense of the word).
“the oppressing city.” The word “oppression” is very descriptive of what happens among people when God’s laws and moral principles are abandoned: people oppress one another. Life feels “hard” and “heavy,” and living does not seem “fun” or “safe.” Sometimes people deliberately oppress others for their own benefit, and sometimes they oppress others simply by their willingness to ignore the plight of others and unwillingness to enforce godly laws and put a stop to evil.
The Devil promotes the lie that people are basically good, and if left to themselves will be fine, and many people believe that lie. The Bible says exactly the opposite. God specifically said that people are evil from childhood (Gen. 8:21), and that children who are left to themselves and raised without discipline and training will only become shameful and godless (Prov. 29:15; cf. Ps. 58:3). That is why the Bible has much to say about properly raising children. Anyone who has observed children knows that although they can be cute and fun, they are very selfish and have to be taught to be nice, to share, and to be respectful of others; they do not have those traits from the womb. The heart of human beings is corrupt and deceitful (Jer. 17:9), and people’s sin nature inclines them to evil and sin, which is why it is difficult even for Christians to live truly godly lives (Gal. 5:17; Eccl. 7:20). It takes much effort and godly laws and morals to have a decent society. God knows that, which is why the Bible has so much information about how to treat others and have a godly society. God has given laws, moral codes, wise counsel, and many good examples of how to have a safe and godly society, and He has given those directives because, without godly laws and moral codes, people end up oppressing each other.
Why would the Devil promote the lie that people are basically good? Because he himself is lawless and a rebel. He rebels against laws and rules, and therefore against God. Furthermore, he is evil and he knows the hurt and pain that exists in lawless societies; he has watched those barbarian societies for millennia. The Devil knows that if he can successfully promote the lie that people are basically good, then people will not be concerned about having and enforcing godly laws, after all, everything will be okay without them, right? Wrong!
In Zephaniah’s time, Judah had abandoned God’s laws with predictable results—the city had become full of various types of oppression. That happens any time and place that God’s laws are abandoned, and in our modern world, it is happening more and more. That too, is predictable, because as Jesus said, as earth moves closer and closer to the End Times, the love of many will grow cold, so people will begin to oppress each other (Matt. 24:12). The Bible describes exactly what people are like without godly laws, and sadly, it is a prophecy about how life will be in the End Times: “But know this, that in the last days difficult times will come. For people will be lovers of themselves, lovers of money, boastful, arrogant, blasphemers, disobedient to parents, ungrateful, unholy, without natural affection, unwilling to be reconciled to others, slanderers, without self-control, brutal, not interested in doing what is good, treacherous, reckless, conceited, lovers of pleasure rather than lovers of God” (2 Tim. 3:1-4).
The next life will be safe and fun because Jesus will be king and enforce godly law. That Jesus will conquer the earth and rule with a rod of iron is a well-established prophecy (Ps. 2:9; Rev. 2:27; 12:5; 19:15). If Jesus will need to have and enforce godly laws in his society, it goes without saying that we need to follow his example if we want our society to be godly.
Zep 3:2
“She has not listened.” The literal Hebrew is “she has not listened,” or “she has not heard,” the Hebrew word means “heard” or “listened.” In this case, the people did not “listen to,” that is, “obey” God, “the Voice.” In this context, the word “listen” means “obey” and some English versions translate it that way (ASV, HCSB, NIV), but the literal word “listen” carries the meaning well too.
“the Voice.” That is, God’s voice. God had spoken directly to Israel in a loud voice when He gave the Ten Commandments (see commentary on Exod. 19:9), but since that time He had spoken through the prophets (Heb. 1:1).
“did not trust…did not approach.” These statements are pregnant with meaning because it is not that Israel did not trust or approach Yahweh with an offering because they had become atheists. They did not trust or approach Yahweh because they were trusting and worshiping other gods (2 Kings 21:1-9, 19-22). Josiah tried to reform Judah and bring them back to Yahweh (2 Kings 22-23; 2 Chron. 34-35) but the idolatry was too deeply established and as soon as he was killed in battle his sons and grandson returned to idolatry (2 Kings 23:31-32, 36-37; 2 Kings 24:8-9, 17-19).
“approach.” This is the term used in the Mosaic Law for approaching God with an offering. Leviticus says, “When any one of you approaches with an approach offering to Yahweh from the livestock, you may approach with your approach offering from the herd or from the flock. If his approach offering is a burnt offering from the herd, he is to approach with a male without blemish. He must approach to the entrance of the Tent of Meeting so that he may be accepted before Yahweh” (Lev. 1:2-3). The point Zephaniah was making was the people were not approaching God with offerings because they were worshiping other gods instead of Yahweh.
Zep 3:3
“are roaring lions.” Zephaniah uses the metaphor to express how powerful, dangerous, and fierce the leaders of Judah are. One of the inherent problems with figures of comparison (simile, metaphor, and hypocatastasis) is that one has to be very sensitive to the context to get the meaning. For example, in other places in Scripture the “lion of Judah” is strong, courageous, and protective (Rev. 5:5). The leaders are supposed to be shepherds who care for the sheep, instead, these leaders are lions who eat the sheep.
[For more on figures of comparison, see commentary on Rev. 20:2.]
“wolves at evening.” Wolves are fierce and merciless, and an apt metaphor for the judges who pervert justice and thus kill the dreams and aspirations of those they are supposed to protect by justice. The addition “at evening” is also apt, because just as evening wolves use the cover of darkness to make their kill, these unjust judges cover their sin and avarice with the darkness of lies, “reasons,” and wise-sounding words and “kill” justice. They don’t even leave “a bone” of justice in their decisions so the weak are helped out a little.
Zep 3:4
“arrogant.” The Hebrew word is pachaz (#06348 פָּחַז), which has a basic meaning of boiling up, boiling over, overflowing, and thus many versions take it to mean reckless or undisciplined, as if they speak whatever comes up for them, but it can also mean “haughty” (BDB Hebrew and English lexicon), and thus proud or arrogant. The NET translates the word as “proud” (cf. “arrogant” NIV84; NLT) and the NET text note says, “Applied to prophets, the word פֹּחֲזִים (pokhazim, ‘proud’) probably refers to their audacity in passing off their own words as genuine prophecies from the LORD (see Jer. 23:32).” However, both “arrogant” and “reckless” apply. Jeremiah was a contemporary of Zephaniah during the time of Josiah, and he had much to say about the prophets.
For example, according to Jeremiah 23, the false prophets were not sent by God and were ungodly, wicked, liars, and adulterers. They prophesied by Baal and led Judah astray, and they filled people with false hope as they spoke from their own minds, not from Yahweh (see commentary on Jer. 23:9). The word “arrogant” fit those false prophets very well. Furthermore, Zephaniah 3:4 adds that the prophets were treacherous; they were deceivers, believing their words and following their advice led only to destruction, personally and nationally.
“her priests have profaned the holy place.” The Hebrew could also be read, “her priests have profaned that which is holy.” Both readings can be found in the English versions, and both statements are true, but the emphasis is likely on the fact that the priests defiled the Temple, the dwelling place of Yahweh. It was the job of the priests to ensure that Israel would stay holy before Yahweh, but they did not do their job. In fact, they did worse than ignore their job, they themselves actually defiled the Temple and perverted the pure worship of God by bringing pagan gods and pagan and ungodly practices into the Temple.
What the priests in Zephaniah’s time did was not new. Hundreds of years before Zephaniah’s time the sons of Eli the High Priest were perverting the sacrifices and having sex with the women who served at the Tabernacle (1 Sam. 2:12-17; 22, 29). Also, many years after Zephaniah’s time the priests were still defiling God’s holy ways, and God said that He would rather have the priests close the Temple than pervert it (Mal. 1:6-10). The arrogance and ungodliness of the priests was one of the reasons God abandoned His Temple (Ezek. 8:6). Eventually the ungodliness of the leaders—the kings, officials, prophets, and priests—resulted in the destruction of the Temple and Jerusalem and the people of Judah being carried captive to Babylon.
It would be naïve to think that the religious leaders of Israel were more or less perverted for thousands of years and there have been horrible perversions among the Christian leaders in centuries past but there is no such perversion today. There is perversion in Christian leadership today, and it comes out regularly in the news. Christian leaders have even higher standards of godliness than the average Christian, and it is up to the Christian believers to help leaders resist the temptations of their office and stay pure and godly, and also to remove them if they become ungodly. Specific guidance for how Christian leaders are to live can be found in places such as 1 Timothy 3:1-13 and Titus 1:5-9.
“they have done violence to the law.” The priests “did violence” to God’s Law, His Torah, by perverting it and twisting its meaning. The demonic pressure to pervert God’s Law and the evil or ignorant people who carry it out are still active today, which is why Christians need to learn God’s commandments for themselves, so they know how to rightly walk before God and obey Him.
Zep 3:5
“who resides in the midst of her.” Yahweh was in His Temple in the midst of Jerusalem.
“is righteous.” That is, God treats people with justice and equity (see commentary on Matt. 5:6).
“Morning by morning.” Although this is a general phrase meaning “over and over,” it was chosen on purpose to highlight the justice and love of God, because every morning, morning after morning, the priests offer the morning sacrifice in the Temple and portray how God cares for people and atones for people’s sin.
“an unjust person knows no shame.” In the honor-shame society of the biblical world, and still in the East and Middle East today, concern about “shame” (sometimes referred to as “losing face” in Asia) is very real, and avoiding shame and being honored is very important to people and a huge motivator to behave according to societal standards. But these unjust people were so committed to their sin and had such hard hearts that they did not experience (“know”) any shame over their horrendous acts against God and other people. They refused correction and so to protect other people from them God’s only course of action was to act powerfully against them. That situation is still true today, and is why laws must be enforced by police in today’s society and why death in the Lake of Fire is God’s righteous action against willful evil (Rev. 20:11-15).
Zep 3:6
“I have cut off nations.” The speaker abruptly changes from Zephaniah to Yahweh, and Yahweh reminds the people that rebellion against Him only results in destruction. It has happened in the past and will happen again, even to Judah and Jerusalem if the people do not repent and accept God’s correction (Zeph. 3:7).
Zep 3:7
“because of all.” The exact meaning of this phrase in Zephaniah 3:7 and the proper way to translate the sentence is unclear, which can be seen by the many different ways it has been translated in the English versions. However, the basic meaning of the text is quite clear. As God said in Zephaniah 3:6, nations had been destroyed because of sin against God and humanity, and the Judeans also knew Israel had been destroyed by Assyria for her sin, and now Judah was in danger of being destroyed. But because of the disasters of the past, God thought, “Surely you [Judah] will fear me; you will accept correction” so that you will not be completely destroyed. But alas! The Judeans rejected God’s reproof and “rose up early” (i.e., they committed themselves) to corrupt themselves in everything they did. We know from history that as a result Judah and Jerusalem were destroyed.
We should pay attention to the fact that God, the Creator of the heavens, earth, and humans, sets the standards of what is “corrupt” and what is not. If you took a poll of all the people in Judea in Zephaniah’s day, no doubt many of them would say the way they lived was “normal,” “fine,” and “a matter of personal choice.” But people do not get to dictate what is right and what is not; God does. The Psalmist correctly states: “The earth is Yahweh’s, and all it contains; the world, and those who dwell in it” (Ps. 24:1). God set standards for godly human behavior, and people ignore and defy those standards to their peril.
“But they rose early.” This is an idiom for being eager or excited to do something, thus the translations such as the NRSV: “But they were the more eager to make all their deeds corrupt.” But God shows how much He loved the people and “rose early” to guide and correct them (cf. Jer. 7:13, 25; 11:7; 25:3; 26:5; 29:19; 32:33; 35:14-15; 44:4).
“corrupted all that they did.” Some 800 years earlier Moses had foretold that the Israelites would become corrupt. Here in Zephaniah that has occurred and Yahweh says that they corrupted “all” that they did.
Zep 3:8
“wait for me.” We must wait for God. His promises sometimes seem delayed, but they will come. Many people think and act like there will not be a Day of Judgment, but there will be. We must be patient and faithful. God does not lie, and He tells us to wait for His judgment.
“I rise up to testify.” At the time of the End, God will testify against humanity. God’s court will be seated and judgment will take place (Dan. 7:9-10; Rev. 4:2-5). The Hebrew text, if the vowels are added differently, can read “rise up for the prey,” but although the Masoretic Hebrew Text reads that way, it seems less likely. For example, the Septuagint reads “for a witness.”
“for in the fire of my jealousy all the earth will be devoured.” Although much destruction would occur to Israel and the nations between 600 BC and the Day of Yahweh (which is still future), this prophecy is for more than those short and local destructions. In the Day of God’s wrath, the Tribulation and Armageddon, all the earth will be devoured. Indescribable devastation is foretold for the earth during that time (see commentary on Daniel 12:1).
Zep 3:9
“change.” The Hebrew is “turn.” It may mean “restore” (HCSB), but that may be too much. It does mean “change” (ESV).
“speech.” The Hebrew is “lips,” here put for what is spoken by the lip, “speech” or “language.” The pure language does not mean Hebrew will be the universal language. The language people will speak in the future is unknown. The pure language in this context is the language of praise and honor to Yahweh, the Creator of all.
“shoulder to shoulder.” The Hebrew is idiomatic, “with one shoulder,” thus picturing the people crowded together serving Yahweh and calling upon Him in worship, bowing down before Him together. However, the idiomatic phrase “with one shoulder” is somewhat unclear in English, and we often render the concept with the phrase “shoulder to shoulder.”
Zep 3:10
“beyond the rivers of Cush.” “Cush” is Ethiopia, and “beyond the rivers of Cush” was a way of describing even the remotest lands, we might phrase it as, “the ends of the earth” (cf. Zeph. 2:12; Isa. 18:1).
“the daughter of my scattered people.” This is very telling because the fact that these were “my people,” means they were almost certainly dispersed Israelites. It would not be impossible that the Jews had been widely scattered, even to Cush and beyond by the time of Zephaniah. The people of Israel had been in Egypt for some 200 years, from their time with Joseph to the Exodus and it is likely that some of them were scattered during that time. Then, during the over 400 years of the time of Joshua and the Judges, they were attacked by many foreign nations and captives would have been taken, and the same happened during the kings period, including Judah being invaded by Shishak, Pharaoh of Egypt, soon after Solomon died (2 Chron. 12:1-9) and troops from Egypt, Libya, and Cush were part of Shishak’s army. Also, about 722 BC, before Zephaniah’s time, Israel was carried away captive by the Assyrians and scattered around the borders of Assyria. So God had “scattered people” at the ends of the earth, but they will be regathered to the land of Israel in the Millennial Kingdom. Furthermore, Gentiles who believe will also come to Jerusalem and worship (Zeph. 3:8-9; Isa. 66:18-21).
[For more on the ten lost tribes of Israel being regathered in the Millennial Kingdom, see commentary on Jer. 32:37.]
Zep 3:11
“In that day.” “That day” is the “Day of Yahweh.” Here in Zephaniah 3:11 and also in Zephaniah 3:16, the emphasis of “that day” is not the wrath of God, as was the case in the other occurrences of “that day” and the “Day of Yahweh” in the book of Zephaniah, but rather this part of “that day” refers to the peaceful reign of Christ on earth after God’s wrath has passed. The “Day of Yahweh” has many parts, and different parts are emphasized at different times (see commentary on Zeph. 1:7).
“you will not be put to shame.” The verb is feminine singular, and thus the “you” is singular, referring to Jerusalem, and thus by metonymy the people who live there. In the Millennial Kingdom, Jerusalem will be exalted (cf. Isa. 2:1-3; Mic. 4:1-2; Jer. 33:15-16).
“remove from your midst.” In the coming Tribulation, Armageddon, and judgments, especially the Sheep and Goat Judgment, the proud and arrogant people will be removed from Jerusalem, indeed, at the start of Christ’s Millennial Kingdom they will be removed from the whole earth. The Tribulation and Armageddon will kill many of them, and those who survive will be weeded out and thrown into the Lake of Fire at the Sheep and Goat Judgment (Matt. 25:31-46; see commentary on Matt. 25:32). After the judgment, the people who will be left will inherit the earth, just as Jesus taught (Zeph. 3:12; Matt. 5:5).
[For more on the Tribulation, see commentary on Dan. 12:1. For more on the Millennial Kingdom of Christ, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
“your people.” The Hebrew text makes it clear that the proud people are Jews, not just Gentiles who live in the midst of the Jews. Many of God’s chosen people rejected God. It has always been that way and still is today.
“rejoice in their pride.” The Hebrew phrase refers to those people who are defiantly proud, they will not humble themselves and obey God. The phrase is translated differently in the different English versions as they try to capture the meaning of the Hebrew text: “take joy in arrogance” (CJB); “your proud, arrogant people” (HCSB); “proudly exultant ones” (ESV); “rejoice in thy pride” (KJV); “those who proudly boast” (NET); “rejoice in their pride” (NIV84); “arrogant boasters” (NIV2011).
From God’s perspective, a proud person is someone who will not humble themselves and submit to the rule of God. A humble person bows the knee to Jesus Christ and recognizes his lordship. A proud person might be a “nice guy,” but in their heart they are self-sufficient. The most recognized definition of a proud person is a person who outwardly shows that they have an excessively high opinion of themselves and/or are self-important, but from God’s perspective, a proud person is also one who is satisfied with themselves and their own qualities and achievements and does not or will not recognize God’s place and lordship in their lives. Thus, Zephaniah 1:6 includes among the people who will be removed “those who have not sought Yahweh or asked anything of him.” People who do not recognize the Lordship of God and Christ have no place in their kingdom.
Zep 3:12
“But I will leave among you a humble and lowly people.” After the Battle of Armageddon, when Christ sets up his kingdom on earth, all the proud and arrogant people will be weeded out, and the humble, meek, and lowly people who humbled themselves and obeyed God’s commands and were saved will be in Christ’s kingdom. This was why Jesus taught that the meek will inherit the earth (see commentary on Matt. 5:5). The “humble and lowly” are humble and lowly in their heart, not just their status in life. Many “lowly” people are bitter and arrogant, and that is not the kind of people Zephaniah is speaking about. He is speaking of those humble people who obey God and thus at the Judgment are granted everlasting life.
Zep 3:13
“they will feed and lie down.” This is a clear allusion to God’s people as the sheep of His pasture (cf. Isa. 40:10-11; Jer. 23:1-4; Ezek. 34:1-31).
Zep 3:14
“Daughter Zion.” The Hebrew is idiomatic for Zion itself, i.e., Jerusalem (see commentary on Isa. 1:8).
“Daughter Jerusalem.” The Hebrew is similar to that of Daughter Zion (see commentary on Isa. 1:8). In typical poetic fashion, Jerusalem is referred to twice in the verse by two different names, “Daughter Jerusalem” and “Daughter Zion.”
Zep 3:15
“the judgments against you.” The Hebrew is more literally, “your judgments,” which can also include God’s “punishments” on Judah, and some versions read “punishments.” But translating the sentence literally and saying, “Yahweh has taken away your judgments” could be misunderstood to be saying that the people will no longer be judgmental, and that is not what the verse is saying. When Christ comes back and sets up His kingdom God’s judgments and punishments against Judah and Jerusalem will be over. The people will be in a New Covenant and will have a new heart and new spirit (Jer. 32:36-41; Ezek. 11:17-20; 36:26).
“You will not be afraid of evil any more.” Feeling and being safe in one’s person and possessions is so vital to people’s enjoying life that it is no wonder that God has much to say about Christ’s future kingdom on earth being safe: (cf. Isa. 11:6-9; 32:18; 54:14-17; 60:11,17,18; 65:17-25; Jer. 23:4; 30:10; 32:37; 33:6; Ezek. 28:26; 34:25-31; Mic. 5:4,5; Zeph. 3:13-17).
[For more on the wonderful attributes of the Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Zep 3:16
“in that day.” “That day” is the Day of Yahweh. See commentary on Zephaniah 3:11.
“Do not let your hands fall limp.” Letting the hand “fall limp” is idiomatic and based on the experience of being afraid and/or discouraged. Often when a person is physically scared, discouraged, confused, etc., they do not have the motivation and strength to get to work and deal with the situation they are in. Some English versions translate the idiom out of the text: “do not be discouraged” (NAB); “Don’t be afraid” (NLT); “Do not lose courage” (GW). But being that specific in the translation leaves out all the other possibilities that a person’s hands might fall limp, so in this case it is best to leave the idiom in the text.
Zep 3:17
“He will calm you with his love.” The Hebrew is more literally, “He will be silent in his love,” but that God would be “silent” makes very little sense in the context and especially so since the preceding sentence is about God rejoicing with joy over the people, and rejoicing is not silent. Quite a few English versions and commentaries, along with the REV, say that God will calm His people with His love, and given all the other verses about the blessings people will have in the Millennial Kingdom, that is a most plausible meaning. Some scholars believe that the text saying God will be “silent” in His love refers to Him feeling His love for people very deeply and contemplating plans for the good of His people, but although the Hebrew can read that way, expressing that would be rare and unusual. Some English translations see the difficulty in the Hebrew text and so follow the Septuagint, which reads “He will renew you in his love,” but leaving the Hebrew text for the Greek is not necessary here. The Hebrew text can be understood to mean “He will calm [or “quiet”] you with His love, and many English versions including the REV have a reading similar to that.[footnoteRef:940] [940:  Cf. Barker and Bailey, Micah, Nahum, Habakkuk, Zephaniah [NAC], 496-97.] 

We can see why God would have a wonderful verse about Him quieting the worries and fears of His people here at the end of Zephaniah. The first two and a half chapters of Zephaniah were about destruction coming on Judah and the world, and those prophecies of destruction are echoed in the books of Zephaniah’s contemporaries, Jeremiah and Nahum, and it is likely that Habakkuk was a contemporary as well. Given the destruction the prophets foretold for Judah and Jerusalem, we can see why the people would be worried and anxious. But although God does not promise health and well-being in this life, it is comforting to know that there is another life coming that will be full of joy and good things.
Ever since Adam and Eve were expelled from Eden, there has always been a lot of anxiety and fear in human life. Life is uncertain and there are innumerable things to worry about. Life itself is fragile and death or disability can come without warning at any time for oneself or loved ones. Staying healthy is never guaranteed, and neither are the simple comforts of having food to eat, clothes to wear, or a bed at night. The Bible has many verses about worry and anxiety, and almost 1,000 years before Christ, Solomon said, “Anxiety in a person’s heart weighs it down, but a good word makes it glad” (Prov. 12:25). But in contrast to the constant worries of this life, Christ’s future Millennial Kingdom will be a time of great joy. Many verses attest that people will be healthy, safe, well-fed, and joyful. What a wonderful promise of the future God gives us here in Zephaniah, that God will calm people with His love. Having a peaceful heart and mind is a wonderful blessing from God.
[For more on Christ’s Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth”].
Zep 3:18
“I will.” The text abruptly changes from the third person to God speaking directly to the people via the prophet’s mouth and pen, and the close of Zephaniah, Zephaniah 3:18-20, is spoken by Yahweh.
“gather together those who grieve.” The Hebrew text of this verse is very choppy and it is unclear exactly how to construct it in English, which explains the large number of different renderings in the English versions. The marginal note in the NET Bible says, “Any translation of this difficult verse must be provisional at best.” Nevertheless, the overall meaning of the end of Zephaniah is clear: despite the opening of the book which speaks of disaster, God shows that there will be a happy final end for good people.
“they came from you.” The scattered people in this immediate context came from Judah, so here Judah, or more likely even Jerusalem, is the “you.” The speaker and the subject often change abruptly in the prophetic books, and this is an example. Usually, a knowledge of the scope of Scripture and a careful study of the context allows the reader to figure out the meaning of the text.
“the reproach of exile is a burden.” Jerusalem (and Judah) was constantly degraded, derided, and mocked due to the judgments of God that fell upon her. The nations ridiculed her, and that reproach was a burden.
“to you.” To Jerusalem (and Judah). The Hebrew text reads “her,” but many English versions nuance the English to “you” for clarity. The reproach was a burden to Jerusalem.
Zep 3:19
“those who are lame.” God is portraying the people as sheep, and in that context, the word “lame” is not only an allusion, but a synecdoche of the part, where “lame” stands for more than just “lame,” it refers to people who are injured or hurt or wounded in any way.
[See Word Study: “Synecdoche.”]
“gather.” Many prophecies speak of the future time when God will gather together the scattered people of Israel and bring them back to their land (see commentary on Jer. 32:37).
“scattered.” This continues the allusion to the people of God being sheep. In other contexts it would be “driven away” or “banished,” but when used of animals “scattered” is the implication.[footnoteRef:941] The NET has “scattered sheep” for clarity. [941:  Koehler and Baumgartner, HALOT Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the Old Testament.] 

“I will change their shame into praise and a name in all the earth​​.” There are two major ways in which this sentence has been translated (and there are also some other variations), and the scholars and translations are divided. Part of it has to do with whether the Hebrew word erets (#0776 אֶרֶץ), refers to “land” (an individual country) or to “earth” (the whole earth). Both meanings are valid, and there are arguments in support of both translations. The two major ways of translating can be seen in the difference between the ESV (“and I will change their shame into praise and renown in all the earth”) and the KJV (“and I will get them praise and fame in every land where they have been put to shame”).
Zephaniah 3:19 is about Christ’s conquest of the earth and the glory of Israel in the Millennial Kingdom. After the Tribulation, Jesus will come and fight the Battle of Armageddon and conquer the earth (Isa. 63:1-6; Rev. 19:11-21). At that time God “deals” with the wicked (Isa. 11:4), and reestablishes the kingdom of Israel (Ezek. 40-48) which will be the glory of the earth; it will be a thing of praise and renown.
Some scholars see this verse in Zephaniah as referring to Judah returning from the Babylonian Captivity, but although many Judeans did return from Babylon, there are a number of reasons why that was not the fulfillment of this prophecy. For one thing, God’s “sheep” had been being scattered for centuries, and this prophecy is more universal than just referring to the Babylonian Captivity. Also, although many Judeans returned back to Judah from Babylon, historical records show that more people stayed in Babylon and Persia than returned, so God’s sheep were not gathered to Israel as they will be in the future. Also, although many Judeans returned to Israel from the Babylonian Captivity, Israel was not the praise and renown of all the earth, the people were disgraced and Judah was in ruins (cf. Neh. 1:3).
[For more on the future Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Zep 3:20
“restore your fortunes.” See commentary on Zephaniah 2:7.


Haggai Commentary
Haggai Chapter 1
Hag 1:1
“In the second year of Darius.” Many scholars have concluded that the date in Haggai 1:1 is August 29, 520 BC. Since the Temple was burned in 586 BC, it had remained destroyed for 66 years. The fact that Haggai records this as the sixth month of Darius, we can tell he is using Nisan (Abib) as the first month of the year.
Hag 1:4
“this house.” The Temple. The Temple was called “the house of God,” or simply, “the house.”
Hag 1:14
“Joshua.” The High Priest (see commentary on Zech. 3:1, “Joshua”).
 
Haggai Chapter 2
Hag 2:2
“Joshua.” The High Priest (see commentary on Zech. 3:1, “Joshua”).
Hag 2:3
“this house.” The Temple was often called “the house of God” or simply the “house,” as it is here.
“in its former glory.” That is, before it was burned to the ground by Nebuchadnezzar, and all the Temple vessels, such as the bronze sea, bronze pillars, etc., were carried off to Babylon (2 Kings 25:8-15). The Babylonian Captivity was 70 years, so although there were some people in the audience who had seen the Temple when they were small children, they would be very old at the time of Haggai.
Hag 2:4
“Joshua.” The High Priest (see commentary on Zech. 3:1, “Joshua”).
Hag 2:6
“the heavens and…and…and the dry land.” The repetition of “and” before every point is the figure polysyndeton. The “and” before each word emphasizes each point.
[See Word Study: “Syndeton.”]
Hag 2:7
“The desired of all nations will come.” The desired of the nations is the Messiah. Haggai does not say or imply that the coming of the Messiah will be in two stages, a first coming in which he is killed and a second coming in which he conquers the earth and sets up his kingdom. The book of Haggai focuses on the Tribulation, which is the major subject of the book of Revelation, and Christ’s second coming at which time he will conquer the earth and set up his kingdom on earth.
[For more on Christ setting up a kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
“and I will fill this house with glory.” When Jesus comes and conquers the earth and sets up his kingdom, he will build the Temple and it will be filled with glory due to the presence of God. What Haggai did not mention was that the Temple that was being rebuilt in his time would be destroyed (which it was in AD 70), but when Jesus came back he would build another Temple (see commentary on Ezek. 40:5). Haggai says that “this house” (this Temple) will be filled with glory because even though the Temple will be new, it will be built on the same place as the Temple that Haggai and those with him were looking at, it will be built on top of Mount Zion. Some scholars do not believe there will be a Millennial Temple, and that references to it refer to the Church, but in saying “I will fill THIS HOUSE with glory,” Haggai makes it clear that there will be a literal Millennial Temple, and that Temple is described in Ezekiel 40-48, which speak of things that will happen in the Millennial Kingdom.
Hag 2:8
“The silver is mine, and the gold is mine.” The people were poor and Zerubbabel’s Temple was nothing spectacular, so the people could easily wonder how the future Temple could be filled with glory. But God makes it clear that the silver and gold are His, and so the glory of the future Temple will be greater than the “former” Temple, Solomon’s Temple, as Haggai 2:9 says.
Hag 2:9
“The latter glory of this house.” The context indicates that this “latter glory” will occur in the Millennial Kingdom and refers to the Millennial Temple described in Ezekiel 40-47. Because of the sin of the leaders and people, the glory left the Temple and Jerusalem (cf. Ezek. 11:23 and commentary on Ezek. 11:23). It will not return until the Millennial Temple described in Ezekiel 40-47 (cf. Ezek. 43:2-5; 44:4).
[For more on the Millenial Kingdom, Christ’s 1,000-year reign on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
“this house.” The Temple was referred to as “the house,” i.e., the house of God.
“the former.” The former “house” was Solomon’s Temple.
“prosperity.” The standard rendering of the Hebrew word shalom is “peace,” but it means much more than that; it means peace, well-being, wholeness, prosperity. Especially in a context like this, “peace” is too limited. God is promising that in the future Jerusalem there will be shalom, prosperity, well-being. Of course, this could only happen in a time of peace, so peace is certainly included. There are many prophecies of prosperity and well-being in the future earthly Kingdom of Christ. The NRSV and Rotherham’s Emphasized Bible also say “prosperity.”
Hag 2:23
“signet.” Here it seems that the “signet” was a signet ring, which was a ring that was engraved with special letters and/or characters that identified the owner of the ring. The owner of the ring would use it as a stamp of authority, and that is what Yahweh is saying to Shealtiel, that he would have authority to act for Yahweh.
[For more on signet rings and cylinder seals, see commentary on Gen. 41:42.]


Zechariah Commentary
Zechariah Chapter 1
Zec 1:1
“In the eighth month, in the second year of Darius, the word of Yahweh came.” The Bible does not say what day of the eighth month God spoke to Zechariah. This was the beginning of his visions and hearing from God. His next vision came about four months later, on the twenty-fourth day of the eleventh month (Zech. 1:7).
“Zechariah the prophet.” Zechariah was also a priest (Zech. 1:1, 7; Neh. 12:16), but what is important here is his prophetic calling.
“the son of Berechiah, the son of Iddo.” Zechariah was the son of Berechiah, who was the son of Iddo. As is sometimes done in biblical genealogy, names are omitted for various reasons. That is the case in the genealogy of Zechariah in the book of Ezra, where Zechariah is called the son of Iddo, when he was actually the grandson of Iddo (Ezra 5:1; 6:14). It is likely that Berechiah was left out of the genealogy in Ezra because he was not as prominent as Iddo, and also perhaps because he died young and so Iddo was the primary influence in his life. These are things that would have been known when Zechariah lived but are lost to us today.
Zec 1:2
“Yahweh was angry with your fathers.” God was angry with the people of Israel from the time they left Egypt. The Israelites regularly ignored, disobeyed, and defied God, and he was angry with them and their disobedience brought consequences upon them. This can be seen throughout the Old Testament and the number of verses that reveal it would be too long to be listed (cf. Num. 14:11-12, 22-23; Jer. 7:19-20, 25-26; Ezek. 20:4-21; Isa. 1:2-15; Hos. 1:2-9; Amos 2:4-16; Mic. 1:2-7). God created humankind and He expects love, respect, and obedience. That has always been the case and still is the case today. Disobedience to God brings consequences in this life and in the next. The beginning of wisdom is the fear of God (Prov. 9:10).
Zec 1:6
“so that they turned and said.” Even the disobedient and rebellious among the Israelites had to admit that they had been told that if they continued to disobey God’s commands there would be grave consequences.
For the translation “so then they turned” see C. F. Keil and F. Delitzsch,[footnoteRef:942] although some other versions are very similar (cf. ASV, CJB, DBY, RV, JPS). The 1985 JPS Tanakh gets the sense: “and in the end they had to admit, ‘The LORD has dealt with us according to our ways and our deeds, just as He purposed.’” The NET has, “Then they paid attention and confessed…,” which also gets the sense. Quite a few English versions translate the Hebrew as “they repented and said” (cf. CSB, ESV, NAB, NASB, NIV, NJB, and RSV), but although the Hebrew word “turned” can also be understood to mean “turned back” or “repented,” that is not the case here. The Old Testament is very clear that in most cases the people did not listen to the prophets and died in their sin. Furthermore, when they did destroy their idols, often it was not because their hearts had changed, but instead, it was because they could see that their idols were not helping them and they were in such dire circumstances that needed Yahweh’s help and so they had to get rid of their idols and turn to Him. There are many examples of Israel not repenting of sin or temporarily changing but then going back to idols when things were better. Israel spent 40 years in the wilderness as a consequence of their sin and there was no national repentance during that time; the book of Judges covers more than 400 years of history and records slavery to Syria, Moab, Canaanites, Midianites, Ammonites, and Philistines and each slavery was the result of turning from God. Israel so completely turned from God during the kings period that they were conquered and taken away from their land by Assyrians (2 Kings 17) and Judah so abandoned Yahweh during the kings period that He let his chosen city, Jerusalem, and his “House,” the Temple, be destroyed and the people of Judah to be carried off to Babylon. Furthermore, here in Zechariah’s time, in the post-exilic time when many from Judah had returned from Babylon, there was still much sin and disobedience to God. So Zechariah 1:6 reflects the reality that although the majority of idolaters in Israel did not repent, they still had to admit that the words of the prophets about the consequences of their sin had come to pass. [942:  Keil and Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament, 10:508.] 

Zec 1:7
“On the twenty-fourth day of the eleventh month.” The visions that God gives Zechariah in the night of that one day are so important that God tells us the exact day that Zechariah received the visions. Zechariah has a series of eight prophetic visions in one night (Zech. 1:7-6:8).
“as follows.”Although the Hebrew text is more literally “saying,” in this context that translation is confusing, so the REV and some other English versions translate the word as “as follows” (cf. NASB, NET, NJB), while other versions simply leave it off (cf. CJB, CSB, NAB, NIV, NKJV). The NRSV and RSV have “and Zechariah said,” to show that what followed was what Zechariah said in describing his vision.
Zec 1:8
“I had a vision in the night.” What a night for Zechariah! He had eight separate visions from God in that one night. The eight visions were:
1. The man among the myrtle trees (Zech. 1:7-17)
2. The four horns and the four craftsmen (Zech. 1:18-21)
3. The surveyor with a measuring line (Zech. 2:1-12)
4. The cleansing and crowning of Joshua, the High Priest (Zech. 3)
5. The gold menorah and the two olive trees (Zech. 4)
6. The flying scroll (Zech. 5:1-4)
7. The wicked woman in the basket (Zech. 5:5-11)
8. The four chariots (Zech. 6:1-8)
“in the night.” Much spiritual activity occurs at night. This makes sense because especially before reliable and bright electric and gas lights were invented, the daytime was used for productive work and people were busy. Beyond that, in general the culture in ancient societies was such that people had much less personal space than we modern Westerners are used to. In the ancient world people often crowded together and were constantly in each other’s business. At night people could slow down, calm down, and be more alone with their thoughts and with God. Mark Boda correctly observes, “Night was a time associated in the OT with heightened spiritual activity, whether longing for and seeking God (Isa. 26:9), praising (Job 35:10; Ps. 42:9[8]), meditating (Ps. 77:7), being tested by God (Ps. 17:3), and especially receiving revelation from God (Gen. 20:3; 31:24; 46:2; 1 Kings 3:5; Job 4:13; 33:15; Dan. 2:19; 7:2, 7, 13).[footnoteRef:943] [943:  Mark J. Boda, The Book of Zechariah [NICOT], 118.] 

“red.” Indicating war, vengeance, and bloodshed. This is not the red of the blood of Jesus, but the red of war. The red horse in Revelation 6:4 is representative of war. It is important to notice that there were two red horses—there was going to be significant bloodshed before the Messiah would reign on earth.
“myrtle trees.” The myrtle trees stand for Israel. The myrtle “tree” (sometimes called a “shrub”) is an evergreen tree that can grow to 20-25 feet, usually in cooler, wetter areas of Israel. It used to grow on the Mount of Olives, but it no longer grows there; it is now used as an ornamental shrub in Israel. It has a pleasant odor and delicate white flowers, and its branches were used as part of the booths built during the Feast of Tabernacles (Neh. 8:15).
The significance of the myrtle is not revealed here, which has opened the door to a lot of guesswork on the part of commentators. Not being considered one of the stately trees of Israel but being an evergreen, it likely refers to Israel in its humble but hopeful state, at that time under Persian rule but promised restoration by the prophets, and that fits with what the angel said, “‘O Yahweh of Armies, how long will you not have mercy on Jerusalem and on the cities of Judah, against which you have had indignation these 70 years?’ (Zech. 1:12). The myrtle trees do not represent the Christian Church, although some commentators think they do.
Note that the angel did not ask “if” God would someday have mercy on Israel and restore her to glory. God had said through the prophets that he would do that, so the angel asks how long before it will happen.
“sorrel.” The Hebrew word translated as “sorrel,” does not occur anywhere else as an adjective of color, so the exact color of the horse is unclear. In modern English, a “sorrel” horse is a chestnut color and without any black. Some English translations have “bay” as the color, which is also brown but the horse also has black markings. Also, a “roan” horse has a dark base color, like brown or black, but has white or gray hair. It is possible that the sorrel horse is indicating the mixed character of the mission of these angelic messengers. A sorrel, bay, or roan color would be about as close as one could get in mixing the red horse with the white horse; and the implication would be that the future of Israel would be one of both war and bloodshed and the victory of the righteous.[footnoteRef:944] [944:  David Baron, Zechariah: A Commentary on His Visions and Prophecies, 27, 28.] 

“white.” White represents righteousness and justice, and in this context, it represents the victory of righteousness over evil.
Zec 1:10
“the ones Yahweh has sent to go back and forth through the earth.” Here in Zechariah 1:10, the angels are sent out by God to scope out what is happening on the earth and report that back to God, and in verse 11 they report what they have seen (Zech. 1:10-11).
Zec 1:11
“the angel of Yahweh.” It is widely believed that the angel of Yahweh is Jesus Christ before he was born of Mary, but that is not the case. The angel of Yahweh is an angel.
[For more information on the angel of the Lord not being Jesus Christ, see commentary on Gen. 16:7. For more information on God coming into concretion, see commentary on Acts 7:55. For more information on Jesus being the fully human Son of God and not being “God the Son,” see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.”]
“all the earth is at rest and in peace.” At this time in history, the known pagan world was largely at rest. Furthermore, there was no sign of the shaking of the nations that Haggai foretold, which we know was to precede the coming of the Messiah and the restoration of Israel: “in a little while…I will shake all nations…I will shake the heavens and the earth. I will overthrow the throne of kingdoms. I will destroy the strength of the kingdoms of the nations. I will overthrow the chariots and those who ride in them” (Hag. 2:6-7, 21-22).
But while the pagan world was at rest, the people of God were in a sad state, ruled by pagans and not fully returned to God in their hearts (Zech. 1:3).
Zec 1:12
“these 70 years.” Technically speaking, the 70 years of the Babylonian Captivity had ended when Cyrus the Persian allowed the Jews to return to their homeland and they returned bringing furnishings of the Temple with them (cf. Ezra 1:1-4). Jeremiah had prophesied that the Babylonian Captivity would be 70 years (Jer. 25:11-12; 29:10). Although at the time Zechariah 1:12 was written the 70 years had passed, Judah and the Temple had not been restored, so the indignation and anger of Yahweh against Judah was still visible and Judah needed mercy from God to be more completely rebuilt and established, and we learn from Haggai and Zechariah that there were enemies within and without that were hindering the work and God’s mercy and help were needed to overcome the obstacles.
Zec 1:13
“good words, comforting words.” The REV translation is very literal but like the Hebrew text itself, it grabs the ear and the mind. The “good” and “comforting” words are in the next four verses, Zechariah 1:14-17: God was jealous (the Hebrew word can also mean “zealous”) for Jerusalem and Zion; God was angry with the nations (in the context this is the nations that afflicted Judah); God will show mercy to Jerusalem and the Temple will be rebuilt; and the cities of Judah will be rebuilt and God will again choose Jerusalem (implying that when the Temple is finished God will dwell there like He had done in the past).
Also likely included in the good and comforting words was the second and third vision of Zechariah, the vision of the horns and the craftsmen. God showed Zechariah the horns (the forces) that had scattered Israel and Judah, but then showed him the craftsmen who would defeat the horns that scattered God’s people so that they could receive God’s grace and mercy (Zech. 1:18-21).
Zec 1:16
“I will return.” The Hebrew is more literally, “I have returned,” but in the context that is a prophetic perfect, referring to a return in the future in a way that had not happened yet.
“my house will be built in it.” That the “house” of God, the Temple, will be built is a prophecy that became partially fulfilled during the time Zechariah lived, but it will ultimately be fulfilled when Jesus builds the Millennial Temple that is described in Ezekiel 40-44 (cf. Zech. 6:12). There was and will be several temples built before that last Temple. Solomon’s Temple, the First Temple, had been destroyed by Nebuchadnezzar. The Second Temple had been started in Zechariah’s time but was not complete at the time this verse was written. The Temple built in Zechariah’s time was totally rebuilt and remodeled by Herod the Great, and that was the Temple that Jesus taught in. That Temple was destroyed in AD 70. In the future, there will be another Temple that will exist during the period of the Great Tribulation (2 Thess. 2:4; Rev. 11:1-2). That Temple will also be destroyed in the Great Tribulation, and then Jesus Christ will build the final earthly Temple when he reigns as king over the earth, and that Temple is described in Ezekiel 40-44. When the Millennium comes to an end (Rev. 20:7-10) the Heavenly Jerusalem will come to earth and it will last forever and not have a temple in it (Rev. 21:22).
“a measuring line will be stretched out over Jerusalem.” When a building or city was going to be built or changed according to a plan, the area was measured and laid out with measuring lines. Here God encourages His people that Jerusalem will once again be built according to His plan. Although Jerusalem would continue to be rebuilt during the time of Zechariah, and it would be destroyed or partially destroyed and rebuilt again several times in history, the ultimate fulfillment of this prophecy will be in the Millennial Kingdom when Christ rules the earth and the people live under a New Covenant and Jerusalem is rebuilt using a measuring line (cf. Jer. 31:38-40). The city of Jerusalem in the Millennial Kingdom will be a square with each side measuring 4,500 cubits, which is just under 1.5 miles on each side (Ezek. 48:15-16, 30-35).
[For more on the Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Zec 1:17
“My cities.” “My cities” are God’s cities, that is, the cities in Israel. By the time of Zechariah they had been devastated by the Assyrians and the Babylonians, but the prophecy is that they will be rebuilt and be prosperous. The ultimate fulfillment of this prophecy will occur in the Millennial Kingdom when Christ rules the earth. There are other prophecies that the cities of Israel will be rebuilt and be prosperous, and although they may have a more immediate partial fulfillment, the ultimate fulfillment will be when Christ rules (cf. Ps. 69:35-36; Isa. 51:3; 61:4; Ezek. 36:10, 33; Amos 9:14-15).
[For more on the Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Zec 1:18
“four horns.” By telling us about the four horns, God has told us what we need to know about the powers that attacked and scattered Israel and Judah. Yet the prophecy of the horns is short and the explanation seems incomplete. First of all, how did Zechariah see the vision of the horns? Were they on an animal, or suspended in the air, or what? The Bible does not tell us. Biblically a “horn” usually referred to power, strength, or even pride. Thus, “I have thrust my horn into the dust” (Job 16:15) refers to Job saying his power and strength were gone. When Hannah, Samuel’s mother, finally gave birth after being barren for years, she exclaimed, “my horn is lifted high in Yahweh” because her strength, attitude, and position in life had been lifted up (1 Sam. 2:1). A horn can also represent a ruler or kingdom (cf. Dan. 8:5-9, 20-23; Rev. 17:12). Scholars have put forth many different ideas about what the four horns in Zechariah are, including the four empires of Nebuchadnezzar’s statue and the four horns being a representation of many different opposing forces from the “four corners” of the earth, but frankly, no one knows for sure what they represent. What is clear is that there have been both spiritual and human forces that have been marshaled against Israel and Judah, but God is doing something about them, as the next vision reveals.
Zec 1:19
“Judah, Israel, and Jerusalem.” All these had been scattered by Israel’s enemies, and there are many prophecies in the various prophets that all these would be rebuilt and God’s people regathered, but that will not become a full reality until Christ rules the earth, an event which is still future (see commentary on Jer. 32:37). By the time of Zechariah, Israel, Judah, and Jerusalem had been scattered, and a remnant of the Judeans had returned. Jerusalem is mentioned because as the center of the worship of Yahweh in the world, one would think that Yahweh would have defended it and not allowed it to be scattered. But the fact that Jerusalem and the Temple were burned down shows that Yahweh is not interested in physical temples, He is interested in being worshiped with one’s whole heart, soul, mind, and strength. Priests and others who keep the Temple and “worship” at it are not going to do that, Yahweh has no interest in protecting His Temple for symbolism’s sake.
Zec 1:20
“craftsmen.” The Hebrew word means a skilled worker in wood, metal, or stone.
Zec 1:21
“to cast down the horns of the nations.” The craftsmen are spirits or spiritual forces that God sent to defeat the evil horns. What is not clearly set forth here in Zechariah, or clearly spoken about anywhere else in the Old Testament, is the war that is constantly going on behind the scenes between good and evil. Furthermore, for the most part, the Christian world is blind to it, believing that “God is in control” and that “everything that happens is God’s will.” Nothing could be further from the truth. There is a huge war going on all the time between God and the Devil and between God’s angels and His people and the Devil’s demons and his evil people. The war between David and Goliath is one small example of the war between Good and Evil that is occurring all over the earth every day. It is not that both David and Goliath were somehow working for God or God made Goliath do evil things such that at some level Goliath was an agent of God. David was a warrior for God and Goliath was a warrior for the Devil. Even if Goliath did not know much about the true identity of the Devil, he was working on Devil’s behalf, being guided by one of the Devil’s many forms or disguises such as pagan gods, hatred, greed, or demonic guidance.
When the Jewish leaders accused Jesus of casting out demons by Beelzebub, the prince of demons, Jesus corrected them and said that if Satan cast out Satan then his kingdom would be divided and it would not stand (Matt. 12:24-28). The same truth applies here. If God sent horn-angels to scatter His people, but then sent craftsmen-angels to cast down the horn-angels, then God’s kingdom would be divided and would not stand. God would never send angel against angel. When Israel and Judah sinned, God could not protect them and demons were able to ruin them. Eventually, when God’s people turn again to Him, He is able to protect and bless them and send angelic help to reestablish them. We learn this from the New Testament. It was Jesus Christ and the New Testament in general that revealed the war between Good and Evil (see verses such as Acts 10:38; 13:8-11; John 8:37-47; 10:10; and Luke 10:17-24).
God is “the Most High God,” and He always has the strength and resources to deal with evil and demonic forces. However, He has set things up here on the earth in such a way that humans can determine their own destiny. People make their own decision whether to accept Christ and be saved and live forever or reject Christ and die. Similarly, humans decide to obey God so He can bless them, or disobey God, which ties His hands and allows the Devil to act in ways he otherwise could not have acted. Unlike the Devil who sins in many ways, God has to act righteously, and if people continually reject, disobey, and defy Him, He cannot righteously protect them.
The reason that God did not clearly reveal the war between God and the Devil in the Old Testament is that the vast majority of the people had no power against demonic forces except to obey God and pray for His protection. When Jesus was on earth he gave his apostles authority over demons, and then he could reveal the spiritual war to them knowing they were equipped to deal with demons (Matt. 10:1). Then after his resurrection and before his ascension Jesus taught that when people received holy spirit they would have “power,” that is, spiritual power they did not have before, and then they could deal with demons and manifest the power of holy spirit in other ways as well (cf. Acts 2:38; 1 Cor. 12:7-10).
[For more on the war between God and the Devil see commentaries on Luke 4:6 and 1 John 5:19.]
 
Zechariah Chapter 2
Zec 2:1
“a man with a measuring line.” There have been quite a few assertions about Zechariah 2:1-5 and who the men are in the vision God showed Zechariah. But the interpretation seems not that difficult. An angel had been speaking to Zechariah (Zech. 1:9, 11, 12, 13, 14, 19), and here God shows Zechariah more angels who look like men (that angels appeared as men is quite common in the Bible, and often the human does not even know he or she is talking to an angel, cf. Gen. 18:1-2, 22; and 19:1; Judg. 6:11, 22; 13:3-6). So as the vision opens, Zechariah sees a “man” (an angel; Zech. 2:3) with a measuring line in his hand. Zechariah spoke directly to the angel and asked where he was going, and the angel answered that he was going to measure Jerusalem (Zech. 2:2). However, as that angel left Zechariah, another angel came and met that angel (the angel with the measuring line) and told him to go to the “young man,” that is, Zechariah, who was young at the time, and give him a message about how Jerusalem would be restored and be prosperous (Zech. 2:4-5).
Zec 2:2
“to measure Jerusalem.” Jerusalem will be rebuilt, but beyond that, it will be enlarged and be even bigger than it was before it was destroyed by Babylon (cf. Zech. 2:4).
“width...length.” In this context, since the orientation of the people in Bible times was to the east, “width” was the north-south measurement and “length” was the east-west measurement.
Zec 2:3
“the angel who talked with me went out, and another angel went out to meet him.” The Bible here reveals that the knowledge of angels is limited. God gives angels different assignments and they know different bits of information.
Zec 2:4
“Run, speak to this young man.” The “young man” is Zechariah himself. The angels are talking and one is told to go give Zechariah the message. It is not unusual that Zechariah would be young—Jeremiah was too (Jer. 1:6). There is a youthful energy and positive outlook among the young that older people often lack.
Zec 2:5
“For I, says Yahweh, will be to her a wall of fire around it.” Jerusalem had been vulnerable to attacks through the ages, and had been destroyed by the Babylonians (2 Kings 25:8-10). But God promised that in the future, He Himself would be a wall of fire around Jerusalem and thus she would be protected. We know this prophecy applies to the city of Jerusalem in the Millennial Kingdom of Christ because historically Jerusalem was sacked after this, with the most noteworthy of those times being the Roman conquest of Jerusalem in AD 70.
[For more on the Millennial Kingdom of Christ, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom On Earth.”]
Zec 2:6
“Flee from the land of the north.” The “land of the north” is Babylon, where Judah had been carried captive in the days of Nebuchadnezzar (cf. 2 Kings 24 and 25). God warns the people to flee because Babylon was under the judgment of God and was conquered by her enemies (see commentary on Zech. 2:7).
Zec 2:7
“Escape.” God has to tell the people of Judah to “flee” (Zech. 2:6) and “escape” because many of the Judeans whose families had been carried captive to Babylon had now settled in there and had good jobs, houses, and family members who had been born there. They saw no good reason to leave Babylon, even though as Jews they were God’s people and God had said he would dwell in Jerusalem. Likely many people felt that since Solomon’s Temple had been destroyed that there was no compelling reason to go back to Judah. Also, Ezekiel had reported that the glory of Yahweh had left the Temple and Judah (see commentary on Ezekiel 11:23). Before Zechariah spoke this prophecy, Jeremiah had warned the Jews to flee from Babylon and escape the judgment of God that would befall her (Jer. 51:6, 45).
Ironically, Jeremiah, who lived in Jerusalem, had written a letter to the Jews who had been taken to Babylon and told them that the captivity would last 70 years and that they should build and plant and have families there and not expect to come home soon or listen to the false prophets who told them the captivity would end soon (Jer. 29:1-14). But even in that letter, Jeremiah told the people that God would bring them back from Babylon. Nevertheless, many Jews became so comfortable in Babylon that they did not return to Judah.
We now know from historical records and also the record in Ezra that more Jews stayed in Babylon than returned to Israel. That many Jews stayed in Babylon in part explains records like Esther, whose family stayed in Babylon which then became part of the Persian Empire.
“Daughter Babylon.” The Hebrew, “daughter of Babylon,” is idiomatic for Babylon itself (see commentary on Isa. 1:8).
Zec 2:10
“Daughter Zion.” The Hebrew is idiomatic for Zion itself, i.e., Jerusalem (see commentary on Isa. 1:8).
“and I will dwell in the midst of you.” The key to understanding Zechariah 2:10 is reading it together with Zechariah 2:11: “Many nations will join themselves to Yahweh in that day, and will be my people….” The “day” (the time) that many nations will join themselves to Yahweh and become His people is during the Millennial Kingdom when Christ reigns over the earth from Jerusalem, and Yahweh has a temple (cf. Ezek. 40-46). The idea that “many nations” will go to Jerusalem to worship God is also in Zechariah 8:23, and is also stated in Micah 4:2, and the context there is also the Millennial Kingdom.
The idea that Yahweh will “dwell” in the midst of His people when He dwells in His Temple is a common theme in the Old Testament. God first dwelt in the Tabernacle (Exod. 25:8; 29:45-46; 40:35; Num. 5:3; 9:17-18, 22; 10:12; 35:34; Deut. 12:5), and then He dwelt in Jerusalem, in His Temple (1 Kings 6:12-13; 8:12-13; 1 Chron. 23:25; 2 Chron. 6:1; Ezra 6:12; Ps. 68:16-17; 74:2; 135:21; Isa. 8:18; Ezek. 43:7, 9; Joel 3:17, 21). Given that, the clear implication is that when God comes to “Daughter Zion” to dwell in her midst, He is speaking of dwelling in the Millennial Temple (there is no Temple in the Everlasting Kingdom (Rev. 21:22)).
Zec 2:11
“Many nations will join themselves to Yahweh in that day. The phrase, “in that day” refers to the Day of the Lord, and specifically, the Millennial Kingdom when Christ rules the earth. During the Millennial Kingdom, as Zechariah 2:11 says, “many nations will join themselves to Yahweh,” that is, many nations will believe in Yahweh and follow His way (see commentary on Zech. 2:10). That time will be the fulfillment of many prophecies, beginning in early Genesis. In Genesis 12:3 and 18:18, God told Abraham that many nations would be blessed “through him,” i.e., through their connection with him, and that connection is through his seed, the Messiah (cf. Gal. 3:7-9, 14, 29).
Although there will be saved people from every nation in the Everlasting Kingdom, the new Jerusalem that comes down from heaven (Rev. 21:1-4, 9-27), that is not primarily what this verse is speaking about. This verse says that “many nations” will join themselves to Yahweh, and in the Millennial Kingdom when Christ rules on earth that will be literally fulfilled. At that time the earth will be like it is today in many respects and the nations will be where they are (or have been) on earth. For example, Egypt will still be where it has always been, as will Israel (cf. Isa. 19:19-25).
As more books of the Bible were written, God’s promise to Abraham was clarified and confirmed over and over. (Ps. 102:15; Isa. 2:2-4; 19:23-25; 42:6; 49:6; 51:4-5; 56:3-7; 60:3; 66:18-21; Ezek. 39:21, 27; Mic. 4:2; Hag. 2:7; Zech. 2:11; 8:22). Also, Jesus Christ told it to his disciples (Matt. 8:11)
[For more on the Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom On Earth.”]
“will join themselves to Yahweh...and will be my people.” The terminology “will join themselves” is typical covenantal language. The language implies more than just that the nations will want what Yahweh has to offer; it implies that the people of the nations, Gentile people, will enter into a covenant with God, likely by becoming part of the New Covenant, and will follow His ways.
Zec 2:12
“and will again choose Jerusalem.” This is more than a statement that Yahweh would bless Jerusalem. As early as while Israel was still wandering in the wilderness God said he would choose a place to dwell, and then years later he said that of all the places on earth He would choose to live in Jerusalem and that He would dwell in the Temple there, and those prophecies were about to be again fulfilled. Yahweh had indeed chosen Jerusalem and had His Temple built there and dwelled in it, but the sin of Judah was so egregious that Yahweh and His glory left the Temple and Jerusalem and they both were burned to the ground. But now the years of God’s wrath on Judah were over and the Jews had been allowed to return to Judah and Yahweh’s Temple was being rebuilt, and so now the prophecy was that God would “again choose Jerusalem,” meaning that He would return to Jerusalem and dwell in the new Temple. But in fact, although the Jews—or at least some of them—returned from Babylon and built the physical Temple, they did not return to God in their hearts.
 
Zechariah Chapter 3
Zec 3:1
“Joshua the high priest.” Joshua was the High Priest, as we see here and in Haggai 1:14. “Joshua” and “Jeshua” are variant spellings of the same name, and it can be confusing to the English reader that Haggai and Zechariah use “Yehoshua” shortened to “Joshua” (cf. Hag. 1:14; 2:2, 4; Zech. 3:1), while Ezra and Nehemiah use “Jeshua” (cf. Ezra 3:2, 8; 5:2; Neh. 7:7). To make matters more confusing, since “Joshua” was a very common name, many people had that same name, so the reader has to be very careful about who is who.
In this context, “Joshua” the High Priest is not representing himself, but is a vision and Joshua the High Priest represents the spiritual side of Israel and Judah and their situation in the eyes of God. Sadly, the nations of Israel and Judah had been very sinful. Zechariah 3:8 says that Joshua and the other men who were with him were signs, they represented things, and Joshua represented the spiritual side of Israel. In the vision, God removes the filthy garments on Joshua (Zech. 3:4-5), and what that symbolizes is that God will remove the sin of Israel (cf. Zech. 3:9). God had used the image of filthy cloth to represent moral filth earlier in the Bible (cf. Isa. 64:6), and clothing is used that way here in Zechariah as well.
“Satan standing at his right hand to be an adversary to him.” This “Satan” is the Satan from Job 1, the Devil, the evil spirit who has been the constant adversary of God. This phrase is one of the times when transliterating the title “Satan” from the Hebrew text takes away some of the punch and meaning of the original text. Also, the Hebrew text actually reads, “the satan.” The word satan in Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek means “adversary,” and a more literal translation of this phrase would be, “And he showed me Joshua…and the Adversary standing at his right hand to be an adversary to him.” Although translating the literal Hebrew “the Adversary” as “Satan” makes the English reading clearer to most readers, we are in danger of losing the fact that God is revealing to us that the Devil always acts out of his nature: one of his “names” is “the Adversary” and he always is and always will be an adversary to God.
Satan and his followers are evil and hurtful, and the wise Christian keeps a wary eye out for them. Satan’s followers carry out the works of Satan (John 8:44; Acts 13:10) and often come in sheep’s clothing and are disguised as servants of righteousness (Matt. 7:15; 2 Cor. 11:13-15). But if we keep our eye on the fruit they produce, we will know them (Matt. 7:16, 20).
Satan can be in the presence of the angel of Yahweh and Joshua the High Priest because God is a righteous God and in order to be that He has to allow Satan to accuse people if the situation warrants it. In this case, it seems that Satan is present because he knows that Israel and Judah have not been obedient to God.
[For more on the names God gives to the Devil, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
Zec 3:2
“Yahweh rebuke you, Satan!” Since Yahweh alone knows the hearts of all humans and the reality behind every situation, He alone is in the position to make an accurate assessment of the situation and rightly rebuke Satan in accordance with what he deserves.
“Isn’t this man a burning stick plucked out of the fire?” In this vision, “Joshua,” the “man,” represents all Israel, and Israel has been a stick that God has rescued from the flames. God had been rescuing Israel for centuries, and He had just rescued them from the Babylonian Captivity.
In this context, the image of a stick in the fire would have been appropriate for Babylon because the Babylonians did occasionally execute people by burning them (cf. Dan. 3:6).
Zec 3:3
“filthy garments.” This English translation perhaps understates the situation because it is common to think of “filth” as just a lot of dirt, but that is not the case here. Actually, the primary definition of the English word “filth” is “foul or putrid matter” (Merriam-Webster), which would be correct, but we typically hyperbolize it and, for example, say that a child who has played in the dirt is “filthy.” The Hebrew word for “filthy” is tsow (#06674 צוֹא) and in its unpointed form it refers to excrement (cf. Deut. 23:13; 2 Kings 18:27) or extreme filth, such as “vomit” (Isa. 28:8) or menstrual blood (Isa. 4:4). This explains the translation in the Complete Jewish Bible, which reads that Joshua was “clothed in garments covered with dung.” This, of course, would exclude him from being able to carry out the duties of the priesthood until he was cleansed, which God did.
It seems that Joshua the High Priest is being described as unclean both in his own person and in his representative position for the nation of Israel. Both the priest and the people were unclean before the Babylonian Captivity and during the Babylonian Captivity, especially with the Temple destroyed and thus no proper cleansing sacrifices or Day of Atonement. But now, with the Temple being rebuilt and sacrifices reestablished, both the priest and the people will be able to be clean before God if they will turn their hearts to Him, which many did.
Zec 3:4
“and I will clothe you with rich clothing.” We must keep in mind that Joshua represents Judah, and thus in Zechariah’s vision when God takes the filthy garments off Joshua and puts “rich clothing” on him, it is representing that God has removed the filth off of Judah and is clothing her in His righteousness, which is “rich clothing” indeed. Furthermore, in Zechariah 3:5, the High Priest gets his turban placed back on his head, which represents the nation of Judah being restored to their position of being a priest to the nations, which, since the Temple was being built in Jerusalem, it would soon be in a position to be. The people of Israel are being positioned to be “the priests of Yahweh,” just as Isaiah foretold (Isa. 61:6).
Obeying God and being clothed in His righteousness is rich clothing indeed! Here we see God’s mercy in that He is always desirous that people would walk in obedience to Him, and He would then clothe them in righteousness. The ultimate righteousness before God comes when we accept His total provision via His Son, Jesus Christ, who is God’s Servant, the Branch (Zech. 3:8).
Here in Zechariah, however, the rich garments and turban are put on Joshua with the same conditions that have always been set by God for His people: they must walk in obedience to God (Zech. 3:7). Sadly, they did not.
Zec 3:5
“set a clean turban on his head.” This turban represents the office of the High Priest. In the vision, that God would command that the turban be replaced on the head of the High Priest is a prophecy that Israel was again to be—if they remained obedient to God—a priest nation to the nations of the world (see commentary on Zech. 3:4).
Zec 3:7
“If you will walk in my ways.” The blessings and privileges of God for Israel were always given upon the condition that she would obey God, but sadly she did not. Judah had been conquered by the Babylonians but was allowed to return to her homeland, Israel, after 70 years of captivity. But Israel rejected her Messiah when he came and she was conquered by the Romans, who, in AD 70 destroyed Jerusalem and the Temple like the Babylonians had done in 586 BC. The Temple was rebuilt in the lifetime of Zechariah, but since the time that the Romans destroyed it, the Temple has not been rebuilt.
Zec 3:8
“you and your friends who are sitting before you, for they are men who are a sign.” To Zechariah who was seeing the revelation vision, Joshua and the men with him were not literal people, but “signs,” people in the vision who stood for something else. In this case, “Joshua the High Priest” stood for the priesthood and the spiritual well-being of Israel (see commentary on Zech. 3:1 and 3:3). Joshua was a sign of the restoration of Israel. But Israel would not be fully restored until it was restored by “the Branch,” the Messiah Jesus Christ. The Messiah was foretold to conquer the earth and set up a worldwide kingdom with his throne in Jerusalem and the new Temple on Mount Zion.
It seems likely that one of the “friends” of Joshua the High Priest would have been Zerubbabel the governor because Zerubbabel is in some prophecies along with Joshua. The first governor of Judah after the return from the Babylonian Captivity was Sheshbazzar (Ezra 1:8), but he was succeeded at some point by Zerubbabel (Hag. 1:1).
[For more on the 1,000-year rule of Christ on the earth generally known as the “Millennial Kingdom,” see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth”].
“for behold, I will bring in my servant, the Branch.” The phrase “my servant the Branch” refers to the Messiah, Jesus Christ. The Messiah was called both the “Servant” of Yahweh and also “the Branch.” The Messiah was called the “Servant” many years before Zechariah in what are now referred to as the four “Servant Songs” in Isaiah (Isa. 42:1-7 (esp. v. 1); 49:1-7 (esp. v. 5); 50:4-11 (esp. v. 10); and 52:13-53:12 (esp. 52:13); see commentary on Isa. 52:13), and here in Zechariah he is again called “my Servant,” i.e., the servant of Yahweh.
The Messiah is also called “the Branch” or “the Branch of Yahweh.” For example, speaking of the Day of the Lord, “In that day, the Branch of Yahweh will be beautiful and glorious” (Isa. 4:2). Jeremiah 23:5 says, “Behold, the days are coming, says Yahweh, that I will raise for David a righteous Branch, and he will reign as king and deal wisely.” Isaiah 11:1 also mentions the “Branch,” and that it will come from the stump and roots of Jesse, the father of King David (cf. Isa. 11:1-5).
The Messiah, the “Servant” of Yahweh and the “Branch” would do what the next verses in Zechariah say he will do, which is that he “will remove the iniquity of this land [Israel] in one day” (Zech. 3:9) and would set up a glorious kingdom on earth such that every person would “to sit under his vine and under his fig tree” (Zech. 3:10).
Zec 3:9
“on one stone are seven eyes.” Earlier prophets had identified the stone as being Jesus Christ. Hundreds of years before Zechariah wrote, the Psalmist wrote that the “stone” that the builders rejected has become the cornerstone (Ps. 118:22), and that particular statement in the psalm was so notable that it is quoted or referred to six times in the New Testament (Matt. 21:42; Mark 12:10; Luke 20:17; Acts 4:10-11; 1 Pet. 2:4 and 2:7). The prophet Isaiah, about 200 years before Zechariah, had written about the Messiah being the stone. He wrote: “Behold, I lay in Zion for a foundation a stone, a tested stone, a precious cornerstone of a sure foundation” (Isa. 28:16). The stone, the Messiah, was set before Joshua, the representative of the priesthood of Israel, because he is the key to their deliverance and salvation.
The exact meaning of the seven eyes has been debated, but one of two meanings—or perhaps even both—is certainly correct. The Hebrew text can be interpreted to mean either that there are seven eyes “on” the stone, that is, looking at the stone, or that the stone itself has seven eyes. It has been pointed out that Zechariah says that Yahweh has seven eyes, which are apparently angels that keep watch for Him (Zech. 4:10), and it would be logical that the seven eyes of Yahweh watching out for the Messiah represent God’s watchful care over the lineage of the Messiah and then certainly over the Messiah himself. Also, however, the Messiah himself is said to have “seven eyes, which are the seven spirits of God, sent out to all the earth” (Rev. 5:6).
Indeed, it could well be that before the Messiah was given all authority by the Father, that the “seven eyes” of Yahweh, the angels that watched over the earth for Him and are mentioned in Zechariah 4, were then assigned to Jesus Christ to assist him in his rule over God’s creation, because Revelation 5:6 identifies them as “the seven spirits of God” even though they are now the “seven eyes” of the lamb.
Readers of the New Testament have even more evidence that Jesus Christ is the “stone” or “rock” in Scripture. For example, when Moses struck the rock in the wilderness and water came out, that was a picture of the Lord Jesus Christ and the living water that he would provide for believers (cf. 1 Cor. 10:4).
“I will engrave an engraving on it.” The meaning of this is not explained, and there are various interpretations, but the most logical and applicable seems to be the nail prints in Jesus’ hands and feet. The sentence is, “Behold, I will engrave an engraving on it, says Yahweh of Armies, and I will remove the iniquity of this land in one day.” So it seems that the engraving is closely tied to the removal of sin, which happened when Jesus died on the cross for our sin. The nail prints are visible in Jesus even after he was raised from the dead and in his glorified body. They are the evidence of God’s gift of His Son, the Son’s love and obedience, and the fact that Jesus died for our sins. They are engraved in his flesh even in his new body.
That God would give a veiled prophecy about the way Jesus would die here in Zechariah is perfectly logical. Hundreds of years earlier he did the same thing in David’s Psalm 22:16. It would have been verses such as Psalm 22:16, Isaiah 53:5, and Zechariah 3:9 and 12:10, that revealed to Jesus that he would die by crucifixion (John 12:32-33).
“I will remove the iniquity of this land in one day.” Many commentators have correctly noted that the “one day” in history that allowed the iniquity of Israel to be removed was the day Jesus Christ died on the cross. C. F. Keil plainly writes, “This one day is the day of Golgotha.”[footnoteRef:945] That Jesus was the perfect offering that cleanses from sin is clearly stated in Scripture: “For by one offering he [Jesus] has perfected for all time those who are being made holy” (Heb. 10:14; cf. Heb. 10:11-14). This statement about the iniquity of the land being removed in one day further confirms that the “Servant” and “Branch” is the Lord Jesus Christ, because only his atoning death had the power to cleanse Israel (and all believers!) that way. Also, that Zechariah 3:9 would speak of removing the sin of the “land” in one day by this “stone” that is “set before Joshua” is more evidence that in this context “Joshua” is a sign and representative of all Israel, and by extension all people, for truly the sacrifice of Christ was for every person. [945:  Keil and Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament, 10:531.] 

Zec 3:10
“In that day.” Here in Zechariah 3:10, the phrase “in that day” can be confusing because it is in such close proximity to the “one day” in Zechariah 3:9, but the two words “day” refer to totally different things. The “one day” in Zechariah 3:9 refers to the day Jesus died, while the “In that day” of Zechariah 3:10 is formulaic and refers to the Day of Yahweh, which has many different phases, from the agony that precedes Armageddon, to the Battle of Armageddon and its aftermath, to the Millennial Kingdom of Christ (e.g., Isa. 2:11, 17, 20; 4:2; 11:10, 11; 17:7; 19:19, 23, Ezek. 39:11; Hos. 2:18; Joel 3:18; Amos 9:11). In this context in Zechariah 3:10, the part of the Day of Yahweh that is being referred to is the later part when Christ rules the earth.
“sit under his vine and under his fig tree.” Zechariah 3:10 is about Christ’s kingdom on earth. Saying that people will invite their neighbors to come and sit down under their vine and fig tree, was an idiomatic way of saying that people would invite others to their house for a time of relaxation, conversation, and eating together (see commentary on Mic. 4:4).
 
Zechariah Chapter 4
Zec 4:1
“The angel who talked with me came again.” Here the Bible again confirms that the one who had been speaking to Zechariah was an angel. This would not even need to be said except for the fact that many Trinitarians believe it was Jesus Christ before he was born of Mary.
“and roused me, as a man who is awakened out of his sleep.” It is unlikely that Zechariah was actually asleep, and the text does not say he was asleep, but rather was roused “like” someone who is awakened from sleep. Zechariah had just had three very powerful visions, and it is likely that he was submerged in thought about what he had seen and what the visions meant, but now the angel returns and he is given a fourth vision, the vision of the gold menorah.
Zec 4:2
“a solid gold menorah.” There is almost no symbol that represents Israel as clearly as the menorah. No other nation or religion has a menorah like the Jewish menorah—a lamp holder with seven oil lamps on top of the branches. This explains why even when Zechariah said he did not know what the vision meant (Zech. 4:5), the angel did not explain it but rather gave the meaning of the vision. The vision itself is plain enough to figure out.
The menorah goes back to Moses’ Tabernacle, almost 1,000 years before Zechariah lived, and Solomon’s Temple had ten of them (1 Kings 7:49; 2 Chron. 4:7). The Hebrew word “menorah” means “lampstand,” and the menorahs in the Tabernacle and Temple were lampstands with seven upward pointing “branches” with an oil lamp on top of each branch (Exod. 25:31-36; 37:17-24). It was the duty of the priests to take care of the menorahs (Num. 3:31; 8:2-3; 2 Chron. 13:11). They kept the oil lamps filled with oil and trimmed and lit the lamps every night and snuffed them out every morning (thus the need for the “snuffers,” which are often mentioned in connection with the lamps—a “snuffer” is a little cap that is put over the wick to snuff out the flame of the oil lamp).
But the menorah in Zechariah’s vision was different from the menorahs in the Temple. It had a bowl with it that contained olive oil, and there were little “channels” that ran from the bowl to each lamp so that the lamps did not need to be filled by priests but were continually filled. Also, there were flourishing olive trees on each side of the menorah so that the menorah and its bowl would never run out of oil. The symbolism is clear: God Himself would sustain Israel and keep its light burning.
God placed Israel where He did, in the midst of many nations so they could be a light, but instead, they rebelled against Him (Ezek. 5:5-6). But a time was coming in the future when Israel would indeed be the light for the nations of the earth. Although that new light from Jerusalem could start during Zechariah’s time, sadly, as before, human weakness prevailed and by the time of Jesus evil people again managed the Temple and ruled Israel. However, there would come a time (it is still future) when Jesus himself will reign from Jerusalem and prophecies like those of Isaiah 60:1-3 and 62:1-2 will be fulfilled and light from Jerusalem will shine out to the whole earth.
[For more on Christ’s future Millennial Kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Zec 4:6
“Then he answered and spoke to me, saying, “This is the word of Yahweh to Zerubbabel, saying, “Not by might, nor by power, but by my spirit, says Yahweh of Armies.” Here the angel tells Zechariah what the message from Yahweh for Zerubbabel, the governor of Judea, is. Zerubbabel is building the Temple of God, but it will not be done by human effort, but by God’s power. This turned out to be very true, because the Temple then being built by Zerubbabel was completely remodeled by Herod the Great just before the birth of Christ (in fact, the work was still going on during Christ’s lifetime) and then destroyed by the Romans in AD 70, but a new one will be built by Christ during the Millennial Kingdom (cf. Ezek. 40-48), and unlike the Old Testament Temple that was for Jews only, it will be “a house of prayer for all nations” (Isa. 56:7; Matt. 21:13; Mark 11:17; Luke 19:46).
Sheshbazzar had been the first governor of Judah after the return from the Babylonian Captivity (Ezra 1:8). He was succeeded at some point by Zerubbabel (Hag. 1:1).
The word “might” is also used of an “army,” and may refer to the might of many, while the word “power” likely refers to the power or ability of an individual. Thus, what God seems to be saying is that what will be accomplished will not be by the power of many or few, but by Him.
[For more on Christ’s Millennial Kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Zec 4:7
“Who are you.” The Hebrew text reads “Who.” Although there are occasions when the pronoun “who” can mean “what,” (and some English versions read “What”), there does not seem to be a compelling reason to change “who” to “what” here. There were plenty of influential people who did not want Judah to prosper and have a Temple, including some Jews, the Samaritans, and some people back in Persia. There were circumstances as well, such as the enormity of the task, but if all the people were like-minded about it, much like what happened in the days of Solomon, the circumstances would have been easily overcome.
“O great mountain.” In this context, the “great mountain” is not specific, but referred to any worldly or human obstacle that stood in the way of what Zerubbabel was doing in building the Temple of Yahweh. It has been suggested by some commentators that the great mountain is the mountain of rubble in Jerusalem from Nebuchadnezzar’s destruction of the city, but that does not seem likely in this context. The Judean workers were prepared to remove the physical rubble by their human strength. Also, the fact that the text reads, “Who are you, O great mountain” points to demonic and human opposition as the “who” causing the problems, and the biblical text supports that conclusion. Although some modern versions of Zechariah read “What are you” (cf. CSB, NASB, NIV), the Hebrew reads “who.” Although there are times when the Hebrew pronoun “who” is used generically and can be a “what,” there does not seem to be any reason for that here. There were plenty of people who stood in the way of building the Temple, thus the “mountain” in Zerubbabel’s way was mainly the people and worldly powers who tried to impede or stop the work (cf. Ezra 4:5).
When we read Zechariah 4:6-7 as a unit, we see that it is by the spirit of Yahweh that the building of the Temple will be accomplished, and “not by [human] might, nor by [human] power.” Removing the physical rubble could be done with human power, but removing the human and demonic obstacles had to be done by God. In this case, the building of the Temple was not going to occur because the Judeans were such powerful people that they could force their will on their Persian overlords. The building of the Temple occurred because God was working behind the scenes to accomplish His purposes. God foretold that Zerubbabel would finish the Temple (Zech. 4:7), and he did (Ezra 6:15).
There is much that we cannot accomplish by our human power that can only be accomplished by God working with us and for us. In this case, Jerusalem and the Temple were destroyed because of human disobedience, but they could only be rebuilt by God’s power. We are wise in our endeavors if we are humble and obedient to God and always pray for His help.
“the capstone.” In this context, this “stone” is the capstone, not the foundation stone (the “cornerstone”) although there could be a hint of a double meaning, and that in full application the “stone,” the Messiah, is both the capstone and the foundation stone (see commentary on Matt. 21:42). C. F. Keil writes that the Hebrew text “does not mean the foundation-stone… But the stone of the top, i.e., the finishing or gable stone. …That these words refer to the finishing of the building of the Temple which Zerubbabel had begun, is placed beyond all doubt in v. 9.”[footnoteRef:946] [946:  Keil and Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament: The Minor Prophets, 10:537.] 

That Jesus Christ is the capstone (or “cornerstone”) is a very important concept. The concept is first mentioned in Psalm 118:22, and it is very important in identifying the great importance of Jesus Christ as the Messiah, and so Psalm 118:22 is quoted or referred to six times in the New Testament (Matt. 21:42; Mark 12:10; Luke 20:17; Acts 4:11; 1 Pet. 2:4 and 2:7).
Zec 4:9
“The hands of Zerubbabel have laid the foundation of this house. Zerubabbel was a governor of Judea and was a prime mover in the start of the building of the Temple in Jerusalem (Ezra 3:8-10), so the statement that Zerubbabel laid the foundation of the Temple is history; it had already happened. When the foundation of the Temple was laid there was great joy and shouting. But the old men who had seen Solomon’s Temple when they were very young boys wept when they saw this modest new Temple, and the rejoicing and weeping were so loud and so mixed that the noise of the shouting could not be discerned from the noise of the weeping (Ezra 3:10-13). This new Temple was “nothing” in the eyes of the people (Hag. 2:3), but prophets had foretold a new Temple coming in the future (cf. Ezek. 40-44; Isa. 56:5, 7; 60:7, 13; Joel 3:18; Mic. 4:2; Hag. 2:6-9; Zech. 6:12-15), and this Temple of Zerubabbel was a start and was important to God (Hag. 2:1-7).
“His hands will also finish it.” When this prophecy was spoken by the angel, the Temple was still being built. But the prophecy of the angel came to pass (Ezra 5:2; 6:14-15).
“and you will know that Yahweh of Armies has sent me.” God keeps his promises, and one of the ways we know that is by His predictions of the future that come true. That was in contrast with the prophecies of the false prophets who served the pagan gods—and there were a lot of them—whose words often did not come true.
Zec 4:10
“these seven.” The seven oil lamps that gave light to the things of Yahweh (Zech. 4:2) are the “seven” here in Zechariah 4:10, and correspond to the seven spirits in Revelation 3:1 and 4:5, which are under the headship of Jesus Christ (Rev. 5:6). Very little is known about them. Trinitarian commentators say that these “seven spirits” are “the Holy Spirit,” the “sevenfold Spirit of God” and third member of the Trinity, but there is absolutely no justification for doing that. In fact, that the seven lamps in the menorah represent these seven spirits argues strongly against it.
[For more on the identity of the Holy Spirit, see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
“the plumb line in the hand of Zerubbabel.” The Hebrew translated “plumb line” is uncertain but likely, and if it refers to a plumb line this vision would be a blessing because Zechariah had just been told that Zerubbabel, the governor of Judea, would oversee the finishing of the Temple (Zech. 4:9), and the vision of the plumb line in the hand of Zerubbabel indicated that he would oversee the work.
Zec 4:14
“These are the two anointed ones who stand by the Lord of the whole earth.” In the context of the visions Zechariah was having, and also the historical context of what was happening in Judah at the time (cf. Ezra, Nehemiah, and Haggai), the two “anointed ones” (literally, the two “sons of oil”) were Zerubbabel the governor and Joshua the High Priest. These two men were standing as representatives of their offices: king and priest. As Zechariah 3:8 says, these two men are signs, and they represent their offices. The offices of king and High Priest will continue in Israel, and would one day be filled by the man who is both king and High Priest, the Lord Jesus Christ, but at that specific time, Zerubbabel and Joshua were two “sons of oil” who kept the light of God burning in Jerusalem and Judah.
It is quite clear that the two men, Zerubbabel and Joshua, have to be signs and representatives of the offices of king and High Priest for the simple reason that the Temple will continue but they will not. They are mortal and will die, but their offices will continue forever and will eventually be filled by Jesus Christ.
 
Zechariah Chapter 5
Zec 5:2
“a flying scroll.” The scroll was “flying,” going quickly across the whole land, which would include Israel but also the rest of the world. The scroll flew so that it could represent God’s judgment coving the whole earth, because in God’s future judgment of people, everyone will be judged; no one will escape. Although there are times when wicked people are judged on earth, the size, scope, and context of this judgment show that it refers to God’s final judgment of the wicked, much of which will happen when Jesus comes and conquers the earth. No one will be able to hide and escape from being judged. God will send His angels and gather people (Matt. 25:31-32), and He will search cities with lamps to find any people trying to hide (Zeph. 1:12). There will be “no place” for people to go and escape God’s judgment (Rev. 20:11).
“its length is 20 cubits and its width is ten cubits.” The length and width of the curse scroll are important; the scroll is the size of the vestibule of Solomon’s Temple (1 Kings 6:3) and most likely the size of the Holy Place in the Tabernacle of Moses (depending on the size of the cubit). Also, it is the size of the cherubim in Solomon’s Temple (1 Kings 6:23-26). The curse is a spiritual reality, and it will have a devastating effect on those who disobey God. That the size that is specifically mentioned is related to things in the Tabernacle and Temple may be due to the fact that, although the curse is upon every sinner, it is also upon “God’s people,” the Jews who broke the covenant. Being a Jew did not mean that somehow a person was protected from God’s judgment, although many religious leaders at the time of Christ felt that way (Matt. 3:9; Luke 3:8). The size of the scroll may also indicate that there is so much sin among the people that it takes a huge scroll to write down all the names of the sinners.
This scroll would be similar in many ways to the scroll that God showed Ezekiel (Ezek. 2:9-10). However, the scroll God showed Ezekiel years earlier almost certainly contained things that applied to the people that Ezekiel was speaking to that did not apply in Zechariah’s time, but both scrolls would have contained material about the future judgment of sinners.
Zec 5:3
“This is the curse that goes out over...the whole land.” Zechariah had just been given visions of blessings (Zech. 1-4). For example, the Messiah would come, Judah would be restored, the Temple would be rebuilt, and Israel would be a light (a menorah) shining out to the whole earth. But before that glorious time can happen and the Messiah rule the earth, there must be a cleansing of the evil on earth, and that is what this sixth vision is about.
“The God of Israel has two methods in dealing with sin and removing iniquity, both of which are in perfect accord with the absolute holiness of His character.”[footnoteRef:947] The two ways are “grace” and “judgment.” For those people who have a humble heart and ask for God’s forgiveness, God gives grace. For those people who defy God and continue in sin and selfishness, God gives judgment, and that is what we see here in Zechariah 5:3. People such as thieves and liars will be purged from Israel when Christ sets up his kingdom on earth. When Christ comes to rule the earth he will kill the wicked (Isa. 11:4; cf. Matt. 25:31-46). [947:  David Baron, Zechariah: A Commentary on his Visions and Prophecies, 143.] 

Killing the wicked is an unpleasant but necessary task if Christ’s kingdom on earth is going to be a wonderful place. Even this earth right now would be a nice place to live if there were no evil people, and the future Kingdom of Christ on earth will be a wonderful place to live in large part because there will not be evil people. But God cannot remove people’s free will and force them to be godly and love and obey Him. To be a righteous God, He must allow people to choose whether or not they want to obey Him, and those people who persist in evil—which always hurts others—must be removed from the earth. Eventually, sin and godless sinners will be removed from the earth, so people have a choice: they can repent and be cleansed from their sin, or they can defy God and be cleansed from the earth along with their sin.
It is sometimes said that God cannot be love and also kill people, even wicked people, but that misunderstands what love really is. Love gives people choice and freedom, and expects people to understand the consequences of their choice. It is not loving to put up with evil people and all the harm and hurt that they do, but neither is it loving to force a person to worship God against their free will choice. It is because God is love that He lovingly gives people a choice about whether to obey Him or defy Him, and the consequence for obeying God is life, and the consequence for disobeying is death (John 3:16; Rom. 6:23). So here in Zechariah 5:3, we see one of the places in the Bible that speaks of God removing evil from the earth before Christ sets up his kingdom on it. Thieves and liars, two kinds of evil people representing all evil people, will be purged off of the earth. In contrast to people who say that God cannot be love and also kill wicked people, the truth is that love must recognize the free will choice of evil people and kill them so they stop being hurtful to others (see commentary on Exod. 21:12).
Those people who choose to humble themselves and obey God and ask for His mercy and forgiveness are forgiven because God is a merciful and loving God. However, it is important to know that God is not a dispenser of “cheap grace,” that just lets a sinner off the hook for their sin. A person’s repentance must be genuine, and in that light, it is important to recognize that God’s forgiveness, when genuinely asked for and received, leads to the sinner having increased love and reverence for God (Ps. 130:4). After all, it is not as if the sinner deserves to be forgiven, the sinner deserves to be punished. It is only because God is a loving and merciful God that forgiveness is granted to those people who ask for it from a humble and honest heart.
“everyone who steals...everyone who swears falsely.” Only two categories of sinners are listed here in Zechariah, but they represent in a kind of synecdoche all the different sinners on earth. Everyone will be judged; no one is exempt from their day of judgment. Nevertheless, we should ask why these two types of sin, lying and stealing, should be singled out to represent all sin. It has likely been correctly stated that these two sins were heinous and ongoing around the time that Zechariah wrote.[footnoteRef:948] For example, the tithes due to the Levites were not being given to them (Neh. 13:10), the wealthy were stealing from their laborers (Mal. 3:5), and people were lying about and stealing their tithes and offerings from God (Mal. 3:8-10). Also, the priests were lying to God about their sacrifices (Mal. 1:14). Thus, Zechariah’s writing about these sins was an attempt to prick the heart of those involved so that they would stop their sinful behavior and live godly lives. [948:  See David Baron, Zechariah, 151.] 

Zec 5:4
“and it will enter into the house of the thief.” This statement is metaphorical and very powerful. A person’s “house” was where they felt most safe, secure, and unreachable. Also, in the biblical world, a person’s house was often very close by the houses of family and friends who could give help or support in times of danger or need. But there is no hiding from God’s judgment. The sinner will die in their sin; the curse will enter the very house of the sinner if need be and find them.
“and it will remain.” God’s judgment upon a person will remain until it has accomplished its work. In this case, God’s judgment upon the sinner will remain until that sinner is destroyed. In the case of the unsaved, that means until they are totally consumed and annihilated in the Lake of Fire (Rev. 20:11-15).
“along with its timber and its stones.” This statement continues the metaphor of the sinner and his house, and figuratively represents the fact that after the sinner’s final judgment is complete there will be nothing left of them. Their house will be completely consumed. Beyond that, however, Zechariah 5:4 likely contains a very purposeful comparison between the sinner’s house and the house in Leviticus 14 that has a plague of spreading mildew or mold (Lev. 14:33-45). Leviticus 14 is about leprosy on people and about plague on objects such as a house. It is well-known by scholars that the leprosy (or skin disease) in Leviticus 14 is used as a type for sin, which is why some of the consequences of having skin disease are so severe in the Mosaic Law, and the same is true with a spreading mildew on an object such as a house. According to Leviticus, if a house had a plague, its “stones” and “timbers” were to be carried away (Lev. 14:45), which meant that there would soon be no trace that the house had ever existed. Similarly, the unsaved sinner will be so totally destroyed that there will be no evidence that they ever existed.
[For more information on the death of sinners and their annihilation in the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
Zec 5:5
“that is going out.” As we see as this vision develops, the evil in the basket is “going out” to the world (cf. ASV, ESV, DBY, JPS, KJV). The word is the same as in Zechariah 5:3 when the curse scroll goes out over the earth. This basket contains more evil that will go out over the earth. The two visions, the curse scroll (Zech. 5:2-4) and the wickedness in the basket (Zech. 5:5-11), are both about evil and destruction that is going to come on the earth. Like the 2 visions that Pharaoh had, the withered grain and the emaciated cattle, and they both pointed to the same disaster (Gen. 40:1-7, 17-25), so here in Zechariah 5 there are two visions but they both are about evil and destruction that will come on the earth.
Some Church Fathers and commentators assert this vision of the basket is about people’s sins being filled up, due to the large size of the basket, but the context and scope of Scripture militate against that. The wickedness, like the curse scroll, is “going out” to the earth.
Zec 5:6
“this is the ephah basket that is going out.” Various suggestions have been made about this ephah basket and its meaning. Mark Boda gives a number of good reasons why this is in a cultic context and associated with a temple. For example, the ephah basket would not be something that would have been found in a standard home. Boda points out that the two primary contexts in which an ephah basket would have been found were places where grain was grown, ground, or sold, and at sanctuary sites where grain was needed for all the offerings that required grain.[footnoteRef:949] Furthermore, the lead talent-weight (a 66-pound weight) that was used as a lid for the ephah basket to keep the woman Wickedness from escaping out of the basket would have been found in a temple but not in a standard home (Zech. 5:7). Also, it seems clear that the “woman” in the basket was not just some regular woman but was almost certainly a goddess. She represented wickedness, just like “Babylon the Great” (Rev. 17:5) is represented as a woman—the “great prostitute”—in Revelation 17:1 and 19:2. Furthermore, the woman Wickedness and the basket she was in was taken by the two female spirits to “Shinar,” which was part of the ancient homeland of the Babylonian Empire and the place where the Tower of Babel was built (Gen. 11:2-5), and in time she will be placed in a temple there (Zech. 5:11). [949:  Mark Boda, The Book of Zechariah [NICOT], 343.] 

“This is their iniquity in all the land.” Both the translation and meaning of this sentence are uncertain: there are many different translations of this sentence and many different explanations of what it could mean. The uncertainty is such that there is little profit in going over all the problems and potential meanings here; they can be found in good commentaries on Zechariah, but without any agreed-upon resolution. The fact that Zechariah has many symbols does not help the situation.
Zec 5:7
“a round talent-weight lead cover.” In the Babylonian/Persian period a “talent” was roughly 66 pounds (using the American 16-ounce pound). A round, flat weight of that amount would not have been found in the standard house, but would have been found and regularly used in a temple to weigh the offerings that were brought and consumed in the temple (see commentary on Zech. 5:6).
“one woman.” The Hebrew text is literally “one woman,” so the number “one” seems important although the text does not say why the number one is important. It would be easy for the text to say “a woman,” but it does not (for more on the woman, see commentary on Zech. 5:6).
Zec 5:8
“This is Wickedness.” Here, “Wickedness” is stated as if it were the name of the woman, who was given the symbolic name because of the wickedness she represented. Although our modern sensibilities may be offended by wickedness being represented by a woman, this was quite in keeping with the culture of the time, which often viewed women as being temptresses who lured men into evil (cf. the women in Proverbs who lure men to their death, Prov. 5:3-8; 7:4-27; 9:13-18).
“and he threw her down into the middle of the ephah basket and thrust the weight of lead on its mouth.” When the lead cover on the basket was lifted up, the woman was sitting in it (Zech. 5:7). But now it is apparent that she tried to escape because the angel threw her down into the basket and quickly put the lead cover back on top of it. The “mouth” of the basket is its opening at the top. Wickedness is always trying to break out into the world because the Devil and his demons are always active and always trying to cause hardship and devastation. God’s forces keep wickedness in check, but—as we see from many Scriptures—their ability to do that is directly related to the godliness and prayers of the people. The Bible commands over and over that people must obey God, and also commands over and over that people pray for God’s help, and that obedience and prayer are vital to keeping evil in check on earth.
It seems clear according to Zechariah 5:11 that there will be a time when evil is released, and that agrees with the prophecies that a time of great evil will come upon the earth. The Old Testament, Jesus Christ, and the book of Revelation all speak of this time of terrible evil, which is called the “Tribulation.”
[For more information on the horrible time of the Tribulation, see Matt. 24:3-22; the book of Revelation, and the commentary on Dan. 12:1.]
Zec 5:9
“two women.” These “women” are spirit beings. God created both male and female spirit beings just as He created male and female humans, but of course, the spirit beings have different purposes than human beings do. Whereas humans marry and have children, angels do not. For example, Jesus said angels do not marry (Matt. 22:30; Mark 12:25), which points to angels having different sexes; in fact, Jesus’ statement about angels not marrying would not have made any sense if there were not different sexes among the angels. Both the Bible and ancient folklore have both male and female spirit beings. We see females here in Zechariah, and Isaiah 34:14 mentions the female demon “Lilith” (see commentary on Isa. 34:14).
We do not know if these spirits are good spirits or evil spirits, and the Bible may not have told us because it is not relevant here. Some scholars assert they are evil spirits because they have wings like those of a stork, and a stork is an unclean bird (Lev. 11:13-19; Deut. 14:11-18). But it is possible that they are good spirits and have the wings of a stork because storks are very powerful birds and would be a good choice of bird to carry a load (historically, for example, they have been said to carry babies to new parents, and that folklore likely goes back at least as far as Ancient Greece and appears in the folklore in Europe, the Americas, Africa, and the Middle East).
Another indication they may be good spirits is that they suppress evil until the time is right—they pushed Wickedness back into her basket and put the lid on it until the time for her to be loosed, and that is in keeping with evil being held back now but loosed on the world in the Tribulation that will come in the future before Christ comes and fights the Battle of Armageddon and conquers the earth. Still another indication these spirits are good spirits is that it is a godly principle that women deal with women and men deal with men. Although it might seem more natural for male spirits to carry this heavy load from where Zechariah was in Judea the hundreds of miles to Shinar (ancient and ancestral Babylonia), men have a history of being tempted and deceived by women, and so it is best and godly that this Wickedness woman be taken to her place by female spirits.
[For more on the terrible time during the Great Tribulation, see commentary on Isa. 13:9 and Dan. 12:1. For more on the Sheep and Goat Judgment and the chronology of the events in the End Times, see commentary on Matt. 25:32. For more on the godly kingdom that Christ will rule when he conquers the earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Zec 5:11
“To build her a temple.” The Hebrew word translated as “temple” is literally “house.” Although the REV often leaves the word “house” in the text, in this context, what the text is saying becomes much clearer when the word “temple” is used, and a number of English versions use “temple” (e.g., AMP, CSB, CJB, NAB, NASB, NET, NLT). The connection of the “woman” to wickedness and worship is much clearer when we see that she is connected with a temple (see commentary on Zech. 5:6).
“Shinar.” Shinar was the ancient ancestral home—the ancient core area—of the country of Babylon. However, “Babylon” conquered the areas around it and grew well beyond its ancient boundaries to the end that “Shinar” and “Babylon” were not the same, although sometimes the words might be used synonymously, depending on the context. Shinar was the home of the world’s first evil human empire and the place of the tower of Babel (Gen. 11:2). That nation was so evil that God scattered the languages to keep that evil from controlling the world. Similarly, in the future, God will bring to nothing the evil system of “Babylon the great,” which is called “The mother of the prostitutes and of the abominations of the earth” (Rev. 17:5). Zechariah 5 is almost certainly prophetically connected to the wickedness in the Last Days.
It has also been postulated by scholars that “Shinar” is used here as a symbol of the one-world political and economic power that existed in the Babylon of Genesis 11:1-4, and that in the End Times, the world will return to being influenced by a one-world system.
“When it is prepared.” The tie-in between the vision of the flying scroll (Zech. 5:1-4) and this ephah basket with the woman/goddess Wickedness in it is that both “go out” to their place on the earth (Zech. 5:3, 6). The point is that both the scroll and wickedness go out to spread what they have to the earth. However, the vision of the woman in the basket is fulfilled in a future time, and so also the vision of the flying scroll is ultimately fulfilled in a future time.
 
Zechariah Chapter 6
Zec 6:1
“Again I lifted up my eyes and looked.” This is the eighth and last of Zechariah’s eight visions, and it entails God’s angel army chariots going out over the earth to conquer and thus to prepare the earth for the coming of the Messiah. This vision is followed by the symbolic crowning of Joshua the High Priest (Zech. 6:11), and the words, “This is what Yahweh of Armies says, ‘Look! The man whose name is the Branch. And he will branch up out of his place, and he will build the Temple of Yahweh’” (Zech. 6:12).
“four chariots.” It should not surprise us that God sends his angels out on chariots to do His work. The chariots represented strength, speed, and power, and those things are certainly inherent in God’s army (the horses are called “strong ones” in Zech. 6:7). Furthermore, Psalm 68:17 says, “The chariots of God are ten thousands.” Although the phrase “chariots of God” can also refer to earthly human chariots under the command of godly men, God had many chariots in his angel army (cf. 2 Kings 6:17). God has an army of mighty angels who do His work (cf. Ps. 103:19-22).
“the two mountains.”Given both the future context of the prophecy and the fact that Zechariah was in Jerusalem when he saw the vision, the two mountains are almost certainly Mount Zion where the Temple was, and the Mount of Olives. The Hebrew text calls them “the” two mountains, indicating that they were well-known mountains, and the two most prominent mountains around Jerusalem are Mount Zion and the Mount of Olives. Furthermore, the mountains were bronze. The bronze indicates strength, which is inherent in Christ’s future kingdom on earth. Also, however, bronze often represents judgment. In the Bible, bronze (miscalled “brass” in some English Bibles) was associated with judgment and justification, and that certainly seems to be the case here in Zechariah 6:1. When Christ is king over the earth, judgment and justice will go forth from Jerusalem, and there will be great peace and safety on earth because Jesus will rule with a “rod of iron” (KJV Ps. 2:9; Rev. 2:27; 12:5; 19:15). In the Millennial Kingdom when Christ rules the earth, he will rule from Mount Zion (Ps. 2:6; 110:2; Ezek. 40-48).
More evidence the two mountains are Mount Zion and the Mount of Olives is that the angelic chariots go out to the north and to the south (Zech. 6:6). But “north” and “south” of where? Where are they starting from? The logical place would be Mount Zion and Jerusalem. That is where God’s “house,” the Temple, will be. and where the city of Jerusalem will be (Ezek. 40:2-5; 48:30-35). Also, Jerusalem was the place where Zechariah was when he saw the vision, and so north and south to him would be north and south from Jerusalem.
Zec 6:3
“dappled horses.” A dappled horse has spots. The King James Version can be confusing because it says, “grizzled and bay horses,” but there were not two kinds of horses with the fourth chariot; “grizzled and bay” is the way the KJV represents the color of the fourth set of horses.
Zec 6:5
“the four spirits of heaven.” These spirits are sent by God to do His work on earth. It is Bible verses such as we see here in Zechariah 6 that show us that much of what happens on earth is due to unseen spirits that are working behind the scenes. Both angels and demons work behind the scenes in unseen ways to influence and even control what happens on earth, and they are at war with each other.
Some English Bibles translate the Hebrew word ruach (#07307 רוּחַ), which can mean “spirit,” “wind,” and more, as “winds” here in Zechariah, but that is not correct in this context. God did not send out “winds” on chariots, he sent his angels out (although some scholars think that “winds” in this context is the right nuance because the angels were fast as the wind, but that is speculation and makes the English meaning unclear). Also, some versions have “of the heavens,” but we must understand that in Hebrew the word “heaven” is always a plural noun. There is no singular word “heaven” in Hebrew, it is always “heavens.” In this context, saying “spirits of the heavens” is unclear; what could that mean? The context makes the meaning of the verse clear: these are “spirits of heaven,” that is, angels of God, and they are going out to do His will.
“after presenting themselves before the Lord of all the earth.” Angels on horseback had searched the earth and then reported back to God in Zechariah 1:8-11. Now it appears that God, having received the report, sends out angel chariots to make things happen on earth.
Zec 6:7
“strong ones.” This is a reference to the horses, which represented military might.
Zec 6:8
“quieted my spirit.” This is a use of “spirit” where it refers to attitude and emotion. Whatever the angel chariots did in the north country, it quieted God’s anger. The NASB catches the sense and reads, “See, those who are going to the land of the north have appeased My wrath in the land of the north.”
Zec 6:9
“The word of Yahweh came to me, saying.” The eight visions of Zechariah are now over. There is a prophecy of the Messiah and the building of the Millennial Temple in Zechariah 6:10-15. The first verses, (Zech. 6:9-11) are symbolic, with Joshua the High Priest standing in the place of the Messiah (it helps us to see the symbolism if we remember that the Greek name “Jesus” is “Joshua” (“Yeshua”) in Hebrew). Then the next verses (Zech. 6:12-15) are a literal explanation of future events.
Zec 6:11
“crowns.” It is unclear and debated by scholars as to whether the plural “crowns” is a plural of majesty, or if Joshua was given more than one crown, or if there were also crowns for others, such as those mentioned in the context. A crown was a symbol of honor and authority.
Zec 6:12
“the man whose name is the Branch.” This refers to the Messiah, Jesus Christ, as it does in other places (Jer. 23:5; 33:15; Zech. 3:8; 6:12).
Zec 6:13
“Indeed, it is he who will build the Temple of Yahweh.” There are a number of Temples to Yahweh in the Bible. The first was Solomon’s Temple, which was destroyed by Nebuchadnezzar in 586 BC. The second was the small Temple that was built in the time of Ezra and Nehemiah, and that Temple was completely remodeled and enlarged by Herod the Great. It was the Temple that Jesus Christ taught in and it was destroyed in AD 70 by the Romans. There has been no temple in Jerusalem since AD 70, but the Bible tells us that the Jews will build a third Temple which will be the one mentioned in 2 Thessalonians 2:4 and Revelation 11:1-2, and that temple will be destroyed in the Great Tribulation and Battle of Armageddon. Then Jesus will oversee the building of a fourth Temple which is described in Ezekiel 40-47, and that Temple will last 1,000 years and be destroyed in the great fire that melts the elements of the earth. Then, in the new heaven and earth, there will be no temple because God and the Lamb are the Temple in that everlasting city (Rev. 21:22).
“and he will have the glory.” The first time the Messiah came, there was “no beauty that we should be attracted to him” and he was “despised and rejected by people” (Isa. 53:2, 3). But when he is present the second time, conquering and ruling the earth, he will “have the glory,” and be “beautiful and glorious” (Isa. 4:2).
“both offices.” That is, the office of king and the office of High Priest. Jesus will be king, and he will be a High Priest after the order of Melchizedek (Heb. 7:11, 17).
Zec 6:15
“Those who are far off.” This phrase is often used for non-Israelites and used in the New Testament that way too, and it likely is here also (cf. Isa. 49:12; Jer. 25:26; Joel 3:8; Eph. 2:13). However, it can be used for Israelites who are simply far away. So this verse may be a prophecy with a double fulfillment, with Israelites who are far away coming and helping build the Temple and in the Millennial Kingdom non-Israelites helping to build that temple as well.
 
Zechariah Chapter 7
Zec 7:7
“the Shephelah.” The Shephelah is the area of rolling hills east of Israel’s coastal plain and between the coastal plain and the hill country (see commentary on Josh. 9:1).
Zec 7:11
“hear.” In this instance, the word “hear” has the pregnant sense of not just hearing, but also paying attention to and obeying what God said. The people did not want to obey, they wanted to do what they were doing—sinning and defying God—so they did not “hear” Him.
Zec 7:13
“I will not listen.” God does not hear prayers simply because people pray. Everyone sins, but some people are prideful and unrepentant about their sin, and God will not listen to the prayers of wicked and unrepentant people; those prayers are an abomination to Him (Prov. 28:9). It is the prayer of a righteous person that accomplishes much (James 5:16). There are a number of verses that say God does not answer the prayers of the wicked (cf. Job 35:12-13; Prov. 15:29; Isa. 1:15; 59:1-2; Ezek. 8:17-18; Mic. 3:4; Zech. 7:12-13; and James 4:3).
[For more on God not hearing the prayers of the wicked or honoring their sacrifices, see commentary on Amos 5:22.]
 
Zechariah Chapter 8
Zec 8:2
“I am jealous for her with great fury.” The idea is that God is extremely jealous about Judah and has great fury or wrath against the nations because of her.
Zec 8:3
“I will return.” The Hebrew text uses the prophetic perfect idiom and uses the past tense, “I have returned.” While the idiom makes the promise sure by stating a future event as if it had already happened, it can be confusing to the English reader, and for that reason the REV has “will return” (cf. HCSB) rather than “have returned” (cf. ESV).
[For more on the prophetic perfect idiom, see commentary on Eph. 2:6.]
Zec 8:8
“and I will bring them.” When Christ conquers the earth and sets up his Millennial Kingdom, the scattered Israelites will all be gathered to the land of Israel again (see commentary on Jer. 32:37).
“in righteousness.” In this context, “righteousness” is doing what is right and just to other people and in the sight of God (see commentary on Matt. 5:6). It can be confusing to read that God will be Israel’s God “in faithfulness and in righteousness” because it seems that God has always been faithful and acted in righteousness to His people, and in fact He has. But in this fallen world in which the Devil is the god of the age (2 Cor. 4:4) and people have made many free will decisions that go against God and His justice, God has not been free to execute His righteous acts. That will not be the case in the future when the Devil and demons will not be present and Christ will rule with a rod of iron. That Jesus will conquer the earth and rule with a rod of iron is a well-established prophecy and occurs four times in Scripture (Ps. 2:9; Rev. 2:27; 12:5; 19:15).
[For more detail on Jesus ruling with a rod of iron, see commentary on Rev. 2:27. For more on Jesus Christ’s kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Zec 8:16
“in your gates.” The elders and judges in a city usually sat in (or by) the gate of the city. So “render judgments of truth and peace in your gates” is an exhortation to the elders and judges of the cities to be rendering true and honest judgments.
[For more on the elders and judges at the gate, see commentary on Ruth 4:11.]
Zec 8:22
“will come to seek Yahweh.” The Old Testament foretold that the Messiah would be a blessing both to the Jews and to the Gentiles, the “nations.” The first prophecy of the Messiah is the one God made to Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden in Genesis 3:15, and that was thousands of years before the Jews existed. About 2,000 years after that first prophecy of the Messiah, God promised Abraham that all the people of the earth, not just the Jews, would be blessed through him (Gen. 12:3). Then God repeated that promise to Isaac (Gen. 26:4); and to Jacob (Gen. 28:14). Besides those promises, the Old Testament had a number of verses that spoke of Gentiles being included in the Messianic Kingdom, which meant they were granted everlasting life (Ps. 102:15; Isa. 2:2-4; 19:23-25; 42:6; 49:6; 51:4-5; 56:3-7; 60:3; 66:18-21; Ezek. 39:21, 27; Mic. 4:2; Hag. 2:7; Zech. 8:22).
“entreat the favor of Yahweh.” The Hebrew is an idiom: “to pacify the face of Yahweh,” from a verb which means to soften by caressing: thus, “to soften the face of Yahweh by caressing it; although no one would actually think that Yahweh would want His face caressed. The full impact of the idiom cannot be caught in one English phrase. It means to ask for the blessing and favor of Yahweh (cf. NLT), as well as to pacify or appease Yahweh (indicating that He may have been upset at one’s past actions, and needed to be pacified while seeking His favor).
Zec 8:23
“Jew.” The “man” (Hebrew is “a man, a Jew”) in Zech. 8:23 is a Jew, a Jewish man, not the Messiah. This is a picture of the wonderful time to come in the Millennial Kingdom. There will be many feasts and festivals, always a fun time for people (Zech. 8:19). These will be held in Jerusalem (Zech. 8:22) and many people will come (Zech. 8:20, 22), even going to other cities and encouraging people to come with them (Zech. 8:21). Whereas in OT times not even all the Jews came, or wanted to come to Jerusalem, that will not be the case in the Millennial Kingdom. People from the nations (Zech. 8:22-23) will come, which means they are Gentiles, not Jews. There will not be just a few, but so many Gentiles will want to participate that there will be at least 10 for every Jew (likely much more, “ten” being a round number in these instances). These Gentiles will go to the Jews and want to go with them to Jerusalem. In the MK the Temple will be a house of prayer for all nations (Isa. 56:7). The Jew in this verse is not Jesus because 1) he is already in Jerusalem reigning as the King, and 2) this is general. There is not just one Jew with 10 Gentiles, but there are lots of Gentiles and at least 10 of them will grab each Jew. Although there are some Gentiles who will be born during the Millennial Kingdom, most will be resurrected into it, which means most of them loved God enough in this life to be in the resurrection, so in the Millennial Kingdom their love and understanding of God will grow and flourish. This is proof of that—they would rather be with the saints at a festival in Jerusalem than stay home.
 
Zechariah Chapter 9
Zec 9:1
“burden.” The word of the Lord can be a burden to the prophet, and then, when it is spoken, can be a burden to the people. It might have been more clear in English to say “burdensome message” instead of “burden,” but the Hebrew word is “burden.”
[For more information on “burden,” see commentary on Mal. 1:1.]
Zec 9:5
“Ashkelon.” A chief Philistine city. The Philistine city of Gath is not mentioned (see commentary on Zeph. 2:4).
Zec 9:7
“his.” Referring to the Philistines as if they were one person.
“blood out of his mouth.” This is the blood (Hebrew is plural, “bloods,” meaning much blood) of the idolatrous sacrifices which were not kosher and had blood in the meat. We can see this from the next phrase, “and his abominations from between his teeth.”
Zec 9:9
“Daughter Zion.” The Hebrew is idiomatic for Zion itself, i.e., Jerusalem (see commentary on Isa. 1:8).
“Daughter Jerusalem.” The Hebrew is similar to that of Daughter Zion (see commentary on Isa. 1:8). In typical poetic fashion, Jerusalem is referred to twice in the verse by two different names, “Daughter Jerusalem” and “Daughter Zion.”
“He is righteous, and having salvation.” The word “salvation” throughout the Old Testament often refers to physical deliverance, and that is the way people of the Old Testament times would have understood it here, especially since Zechariah 9:10 speaks of destroying the weapons of war and establishing a peaceful reign on earth. The people were expecting the Messiah to deliver them from all their oppressors and also from the general evils of life. Zechariah 9:9-10 is one of the many places in the Old Testament that connect Jesus’ first coming, when he was crucified, and his second coming, when he will come as the conquering king, without any indication that Jesus would die, be raised, ascend to heaven, and then a period of time would elapse (now some 2,000 years) before he would come as the conquering king.
Actually, there are many Scriptures in the Old Testament that speak of the coming of Christ and God’s vengeance on the wicked as if they were going to happen at the same time (cf. Isa. 9:6-7; 11:1-9; 61:1-3; Mic. 5:2; Zech. 9:9-10; Mal. 3:1-3; 4:1-3). Those many Scriptures, along with the fact that there are no clear Scriptures that portray the two comings of Christ, are the reason that at the time of Christ people did not think that Christ would die (cf. Matt. 16:21-22; Luke 18:31-34; 24:19-21, 44-46; John 12:34; 20:9).
[For more on Scriptures that directly connect the coming of Christ with him conquering the earth, see commentary on Isa. 61:2.]
Zec 9:14
“shofar.” The ram’s horn trumpet, not the metal trumpet.
 
Zechariah Chapter 10
Zec 10:1
“spring rain.” The spring rain is also called the “latter rain.” This is the rain that falls at the end of the rainy season which brings the grain to maturity. Without it, the grain will not mature and there will be no harvest.
[For more information on the former and latter rain, see commentary on James 5:7.]
Zec 10:2
“For the teraphim have spoken wickedness.” The teraphim were household gods, and they were sometimes consulted by various means of divination as we see here in Zechariah 10:2, when the teraphim “speak” (see commentary on Gen. 31:19). The Hebrew word translated “wickedness” is aven (#0205 אָוֶן), the common meanings of aven include trouble, wickedness, and sorrow. The BDB[footnoteRef:950] gives the meaning of “thoughts of trouble” and “wicked imaginations” for the definition of aven in Zechariah 10:2, which makes perfect sense. The teraphim were idol gods and were an abomination to God. When they were consulted it was not God who answered through them, but demons, and those demons gave wicked advice and led people away from God. Consulting idols is a lose-lose situation. If the demons think they can get away with giving evil and harmful advice they do, and cause trouble for those who ask for answers from them. On the other hand, if the demons give good advice then people trust them and are pulled deeper into idolatry and disobedience to God which always has bad consequences. [950:  The Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon.] 

[For more on demonic practices that believers are not to be involved in, see Deut. 18:9-14.]
“there is no shepherd.” There were no godly leaders. Here, as in many other places, “shepherds” refers to the leaders (see commentary on Jer. 2:8).
Zec 10:3
“male goats.” The male goat (he-goat) or ram was used idiomatically by the figure of speech hypocatastasis for the powerful people or rulers, and it was especially true when used of ungodly leaders, as it is here and Isaiah 14:9. When one studies the use of “goats” in the Bible, and also studies their destructive behavior, it is easy to see why, in the Bible, the “goats,” were often put for the unbelievers or the unsaved (cf. Matt. 25:33).
[For more on goats in the Bible, see commentary on Isa. 14:9. For more on the figure of speech hypocatastasis, see commentary on Rev. 20:2.]
Zec 10:6
“the house of Joseph.” This refers to Israel, the ten tribes that were carried away from the land of Israel by the Assyrians (c. 722 BC) and have not yet returned to Israel.
“and I will bring them back.” Many prophecies foretell the restoration of the country of Israel in the land of Israel, the Promised Land, and Ezekiel 40-48 gives a lot of information about what that restoration of Israel will look like.
[For more information on Israel’s return to the Promised Land, see commentary on Jer. 32:37. For more on the coming Kingdom of Christ on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
 
Zechariah Chapter 11
Zec 11:3
“shepherds.” Here, as in many other places, “shepherds” refers to the leaders.
Zec 11:4
“the flock doomed to be slaughtered.” The literal Hebrew is “the flock of slaughter.”
Zec 11:5
“shepherds.” Here, as in many other places, “shepherds” refers to the leaders. The leaders did not take care of the people but only had their own interests in mind.
Zec 11:8
“three of the shepherds.” The Hebrew text can be read as “three of the shepherds” or as “the three shepherds.” There have been centuries of debate as to how the sentence should be translated and what it refers to, and there has never been a totally satisfactory answer set forth. We only know that some shepherds were removed.
Zec 11:17
“right eye.” The right eye was invaluable to the warrior because in order for the body to be protected in war the shield had to be mostly in front of the warrior, covering the left eye. If the right eye was blind, the warrior had to move the shield so far to the left to see to fight that the shield became essentially useless (cf. 1 Sam. 11:2).
 
Zechariah Chapter 12
Zec 12:1
“burden.” The word of the Lord can be a burden to the prophet, and then, when it is spoken, can be a burden to the people. It might have been more clear in English to say “burdensome message” instead of “burden,” but the Hebrew word is “burden.”
[For more information on “burden,” see commentary on Mal. 1:1.]
Zec 12:4
“open my eyes.” An idiom meaning to keep a watchful eye on. Yahweh will fight against those who come against the house of Judah, but keep a watchful eye on Judah.
Zec 12:6
“but Jerusalem will yet again dwell.” This use of “Jerusalem” is the figure of speech metonymy, where “Jerusalem” is put by metonymy for the inhabitants of Jerusalem; the people who live there.
[See Word Study: “Metonymy.”]
Zec 12:10
“they will look to me because of him whom they have pierced.” Some English versions of Zechariah 12:10 read: “They will look on me, the one they have pierced…” (NIV). However, there are textual issues involved in the transmission of the Hebrew text that we must examine so that we have the right translation and meaning of the verse. Some translators supply a first-person pronoun (“me”) because they see this verse as referring back to God and hence they translate “they will look on me.” But other translators supply a third-person pronoun (“him,” or “the one”) because they see the phrase referring to someone other than God. Both the Revised Standard Version (RSV) and the New American Bible (NAB) translate the phrase as “so that when they look on him….”
Translators and commentators who believe that the word “pierced” should refer back to the pronoun “him” cite textual variants that more clearly read “him.” This agrees with the flow of the sentence that continues with the word “him” in the phrases “they shall mourn for him” and “grieve bitterly for him.” The Jewish understanding of this verse has always been that the one pierced was one in an intimate relationship with God, but there is no record of any early Jewish commentator understanding Zechariah 12:10 to be saying that somehow Yahweh Himself would come into the flesh and be “pierced.” Instead, this verse relates to the piercing of the promised Messiah, whom many in Jerusalem would mourn and weep for, and thus it is apparent that the RSV and NAB offer a better translation of the verse in order to convey this meaning.
Another important reason to believe that “him” is the correct reading of the original text of Zechariah 12:10 is the way it is quoted in John 19:37, after the Roman soldier thrust his spear into Christ’s side. The Greek text of John 19:37 reads: “and again, another scripture says, ‘They will look on the one they pierced.’” Different English versions may disagree on whether the Hebrew text of Zechariah 12:10 says “me” or “him,” but none of them disagree on the translation of the Greek text in the New Testament. None of the versions include a first-person pronoun (“me”), and most of them supply the word “him” as the KJV, NAB, and RSV do. If the original reading of Zechariah 12:10 read “me” instead of “him,” then “me” would almost certainly be the reading of John 19:37. On the other hand, the New Testament quotation in John 19:37 agrees with the reading of Zechariah 12:10 in the RSV and other versions. Therefore, we believe that the proper reading of Zechariah 12:10 is “him,” and that is reflected in John 19.
Not only is Zechariah 12:10 quoted in John, but also it is alluded to in Revelation. Revelation 1:7 says, “Look, he is coming with the clouds, and every eye will see him, even those who pierced him; and all the peoples of the earth will mourn because of him. So shall it be! Amen.” Commentators freely admit that this verse alludes back to Zechariah, and it uses the pronoun “him” and not “me.” This is more evidence that the Hebrew text of Zechariah should read “him,” or “the one,” and thus we conclude that the internal evidence of Scripture suggests that the one who is pierced in Zechariah is not God Himself but one who is in an intimate relation with God, i.e., the Messiah.
Zec 12:11
“Hadad-rimmon.” This compound word is made from Hadad, a storm and rain god (most modern scholars think Hadad was the same god as the Canaanite god Baal), and Rimmon, a thunder god (2 Kings 5:18. Some scholars believe Rimmon was also identified with Baal).
The use of the word here in the genitive case, “the mourning of Hadad-rimmon,” is unclear. It could refer to “the mourning for Hadad-rimmon” (cf. ESV, NAB, NLT), that is, the mourning done by the pagans when their gods were destroyed by Yahweh.
Also, however, Hadad-rimmon could be a place name, in which case the phrase would mean “the mourning done at Hadad-rimmon.” Although there is no known mourning event at a place by that name, the fact that Zechariah 12:11 says, “Hadad-rimmon in the valley of Megiddo,” has led many to believe that it is likely that Judah mourned the death of the righteous king Josiah at that place in the valley of Megiddo after Josiah was mortally wounded by an arrow (2 Chron. 35:22-25). The fact that it is the families of the Judeans who are mourning and not the pagans (Zech. 12:12-14), tends to support this latter interpretation.
 
Zechariah Chapter 13
Zec 13:1
“to cleanse them from sin and from uncleanness.” The Hebrew is literally, “for sin and for uncleanness,” but that abrupt Hebrew is not clear to most readers, letting them know that the purpose of the spring is to provide living water that is cleansing.
Zec 13:6
“wounds between your hands.” It is unclear exactly what this refers to, so it has been interpreted different ways. For example, “on your chest” (HCSB); “on your back” (ESV); “on your body” (NIV). “Between your hands” would be naturally historical, because the testimony from ancient cultures was that the hands and arms were often slashed. The question would be an honest one in the context because the false prophets sometimes slashed themselves to try to make their prayers more powerful (cf. 1 Kings 18:28). It seems like the person is avoiding the true answer that he received the wounds as a part of pagan worship, and instead is perhaps saying that they were scars from childhood chastisement from parents or teachers, who in fact were often that severe with children, although it would not be tolerated today.
Zec 13:7
“Awake, sword, against my shepherd.” The prophecy in Zechariah takes a dramatic turn in Zechariah 13:7. In the earlier verses we have seen the sin of Israel and its leaders, and see that it must be cleansed. Now we see how: through the substitutionary death of God’s “shepherd,” the “man” who is close to him—the Messiah. Jesus understood this verse to apply to him, and knew both that he would be smitten and his flock would be scattered (Matt. 26:31; Mark 14:27). This verse is one of a number of verses in the Old Testament that show the Messiah would be a “man” close to God.
“sword.” Here the sword is personified as if it had a mind of its own.
[For more on the figure of speech personification, see commentary on Prov. 1:20.]
Zec 13:8
“two-thirds.” The Hebrew is more literally, “two parts,” but here it refers to two-thirds.
“die.” The Hebrew verb gava (#01478 גָּוַע) refers to dying and is fundamentally synonymous with the verb “die,” muth (#04191 מָוֹת), although gava can imply a violent death (see commentary on Gen. 25:8, “breathed his last”).
 
Zechariah Chapter 14
Zec 14:2
“For I.” The prophecy switches to a first-person narrative. Zechariah 14:3 switches back to the prophet speaking.
“I will gather all the nations against Jerusalem to battle.” This is also in Zechariah 12:1-3. Jesus knew this was coming and warned his disciples to flee if they ever saw armies coming to surround Jerusalem: “But when you see Jerusalem surrounded by armies, then know that her desolation has drawn near. Then those who are in Judea must flee to the mountains, and those who are in the midst of her must leave, and do not let those who are in the country enter her” (Luke 21:20-21; cf. Luke 19:41-44). This confederation of nations coming to fight against Jerusalem will occur during the terrible time of Tribulation foretold in the Old Testament and by Jesus (see commentary on Dan. 12:1).
[For more on the terrible death and destruction in the Great Tribulation and Armageddon, see commentary on Dan. 12:1. For more on the duration of the last half of the Tribulation, as well as the days of Judgment following Armageddon, see commentary on Dan. 12:11. For more on the basic chronology of the End Times, see commentary on Matt. 25:32. For more on the worldwide kingdom that Jesus Christ will set up on earth after he conquers it at the Battle of Armageddon referred to as the Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on the first and second resurrection, see commentary on Acts 24:15.]
“and the women raped.” Warfare is usually very brutal, and women are usually brutalized in war. The women were raped when Babylon conquered Judah (Lam. 5:11), and Isaiah foretold the same thing would happen when the Medes and Persians conquered Babylon (Isa. 13:16). The same thing happens in modern warfare, although civilized nations supposedly have rules that make it a crime.
Zec 14:3
“Yahweh will go out and fight against those nations​.” Yahweh will fight through His agent, the Messiah, Jesus Christ, just as he heals through Jesus Christ (cf. Isa. 63:1-6). Yahweh’s battle will be the Battle of Armageddon, when the enemy nations will gather on earth to fight with the Lord Jesus and his armies as they come from heaven (Rev. 19:11-21).
Zechariah 14:3-4 speak of Yahweh fighting and his feet standing on the Mount of Olives, but this is an example of the Semitic custom of agency, where the principal (or “author”) sends an agent who represents him, and the agent so fully represents the principal that he can act on behalf of the principal and even take his name (cf. Matt. 8:5).
[For more on the Semitic custom of agency, see commentary on Matt. 8:5). For a basic chronology of the End Times, see commentary on Matt. 25:32. For more on the coming Kingdom of Christ on earth, the Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on the duration of the last half of the Tribulation, as well as the days of Judgment following Armageddon, see commentary on Dan. 12:11. For more on the terrible death and destruction in the Great Tribulation and Armageddon, see commentary on Dan. 12:1. For more on the first and second resurrection, see commentary on Acts 24:15.]
Zec 14:4
“His feet will stand that day on the Mount of Olives.” Grammatically, “his feet” would refer to Yahweh (Zech. 14:3). Yahweh’s feet will stand on the Mount of Olives in the person of His agent, the Messiah, Jesus Christ. Yahweh’s agents often represent Yahweh (see commentary on Matt. 8:5).
Zec 14:7
“It will be a unique day that is known to Yahweh.” The word “day” in this verse could refer to “time,” so from the text alone we do not know if this “day” will be a regular day of 24 hours, or if it will be a somewhat longer time.
Although the text says that this day is known only to Yahweh, and there are aspects of it that are indeed known only to Yahweh, there is still a lot that we can know about it. From the context of Zechariah, we know that it is associated with the end of this “present evil age” (Gal. 1:4) and the beginning of Christ’s Millennial Kingdom on earth. The “Day of Yahweh” that is coming (Zech. 14:1) is the time of the Great Tribulation and the Battle of Armageddon, and during that time Jerusalem will be attacked by many nations. Also, the time when Yahweh will go out and fight the evil nations (Zech. 14:3) will be the Battle of Armageddon, when Jesus Christ, Yahweh’s representative, will fight and conquer the earth (Isa. 11:4; 63:1-6; 2 Thess. 2:8; Rev. 19:11-21).
Furthermore, the Mount of Olives will split around this time (Zech. 14:4), and that split will allow the water from the Temple to flow to the Dead Sea (Ezek. 47:1-12; Zech. 14:8).
At some point during the latter part of the Battle of Armageddon, or in the immediate aftermath of it, God’s unique day will begin. Before that “unique day” the earth is in the “present evil age” that we all live in today, but after that day, the earth will be restored to a state very similar to the Garden of Eden (“Eden” in Hebrew is “Paradise” in the Septuagint, and the Bible says that when Christ reigns as king on earth the earth will be “Paradise” again. See commentary on Luke 23:43).
God needed the “unique day” because there is a huge amount of things to change in a very short period of time, and much of it is so complex that it would take volumes for God to explain it to us. For example, animal nature will have to change. In this present evil age, many animals are dangerous. But in the Millennial Kingdom, the animals will be harmless like they were in the Garden of Eden (Gen. 1:30; Isa. 11:6-9). Today the soil, water, and air are so polluted or affected by sin that people are starving, or else eating food and drinking water that is often dangerous, but in the Millennial Kingdom the soil, water, earth, and air will be healed and the earth will produce abundant food (Isa. 25:6; 30:23-26; 32:15; 35:1-7; 41:18-20; 44:3; 51:3; Jer. 31:5,11-14; Ezek. 47:1-12; Hos. 2:21,22; Joel 2:18-26; Amos 9:13). Today sickness and disease can make life very difficult and dangerous, but in Christ’s Millennial Kingdom people will be healthy (Isa. 33:24). Today the world is full of dangerous people, but when Christ comes to earth he will kill the wicked (Isa. 11:4) and will rule over the earth such that there will be peace and safety for everyone, and no war (Isa. 2:4; 9:4-7; 60:18; Hos. 2:18; Mic. 4:3, 4; Zech. 9:9, 10).
Those are just some of the things that will change in that one “unique day,” and there are more. The Bible does not explain how all this will happen, which is why this unique day is known only to Yahweh. We don’t know how the animals will become harmless or how the earth, water, and air will become unpolluted and healthy, but the Scripture says it will happen. Living forever on a wonderful earth, in a wonderful healthy body, with wonderful people will make everlasting life a truly amazing and joyful experience. After all, who doesn’t like good food, good friends, and cute fuzzy animals? But that wonderful life is part of the great Hope that people who take Christ as Lord and get saved (Rom. 10:9) can look forward to.
[For more on the “Day of Yahweh,” see commentary on Dan. 12:1. For more on the wonderful Millennial Kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Zec 14:8
“half of it toward the eastern sea.” The eastern sea is the Dead Sea, and this eastern flowing river is described in Ezekiel 47:1-9. This river is also mentioned in Joel 3:18. The Hebrew text reads “half of them” instead of “half of it” because in Hebrew the word “water” is always plural so the pronouns associated with it are plural, but in English, we would say “water” and “it,” not “waters” and “them.”
[For more on this river, see commentary on Ezek. 47:1.]
“the western sea.” The western sea is the Mediterranean Sea.
“in summer and in winter.” This statement was very comforting to the people in Israel in biblical times because most of the rivers (actually “streams”) in Israel were not perennial, but dried up in the summer months. The rain in Israel usually fell from late October until mid-to-late April, and then it was without rain from May until October, and most of the streams dried up in those six rainless months. Here in Zechariah God promised that the river from His Temple would flow both east and west all year long.
Zec 14:9
“In that day Yahweh will be alone.” Yahweh has always been the one and only true God, the Creator of the heavens and the earth. However, that fact has been obscured by all kinds of false gods, and even by the Christian Trinity. But there is a day coming when God will rule the whole earth, and rule it through Jesus Christ His Son. In that day, all false gods and theologies will be gone. In that day, the Shema of Deuteronomy 6:4, “Yahweh is our God; Yahweh alone,” will not just be the cry of Israel, but will be the cry of all the people on earth. The Bible has many verses that say there is only one God, “Yahweh.”
[For more on Yahweh being the only God, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son,” point 11, and the REV commentary on Deut. 6:4. It is also helpful to see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
Zec 14:16
“worship.” Or “bow down to.” The same Hebrew verb, shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), is translated as both “bow down” and “worship;” traditionally “worship” if God is involved and “bow down” if people are involved, but the verb and action are the same, the act of bowing down is the worship. The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body to the earth.
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
Zec 14:17
“worship.” Or “bow down to.” The same Hebrew verb, shachah (#07812 שָׁחָה), is translated as both “bow down” and “worship;” traditionally “worship” if God is involved and “bow down” if people are involved, but the verb and action are the same, the act of bowing down is the worship. The common biblical way of bowing down before people or God was to fall to one’s knees and bow the upper body to the earth.
[For more on bowing down, see Word Study: “Worship.”]


Malachi Commentary
Malachi Chapter 1
Mal 1:1
“burden.” The Hebrew is massa (#04853 מַשָּׂא), which means burden, load, and is then used of things that are a load or a burden. Many modern versions say something such as “oracle” or “word,” but that is not the proper meaning in the context of the prophecies of the prophets.
In their commentary on the Old Testament (note on Nah. 1:1), Keil and Delitzsch write:
[The Hebrew word] מַשָּׂא [massa] signifies a burden, from נָשָׂא, to lift up, to carry, to heave. The meaning has very properly been retained by Jonathan, Aquila, Jerome, Luther, and others, in the heading to the prophetic oracle. Jerome observes on Hab. 1:1: ‘Massa never occurs in the title, except when it is evidently grave and full of weight and labour.’ On the other hand, the LXX [Septuagint] have generally rendered it lēmma in the headings to the oracles, or even horasis, horama, rhēma (Isa. 13ff, 30:6); and most of the modern commentators since Cocceius and Vitringa, following this example, have attributed to the word the meaning of ‘utterance,’ and derived it from נָשָׂא, [the Latin] effari. …מַשָּׂא, which never means [the Latin] effatum, utterance, and is never placed before simple announcements of salvation, but only before oracles of a threatening nature.[footnoteRef:951] [951:  Keil and Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament: Minor Prophets.] 

In his commentary on Malachi 1:1, Ralph Smith writes: “It is best to read it here as “burden” referring to something the prophet must accept, carry, and deliver to others.”[footnoteRef:952] [952:  Ralph L. Smith, Micah-Malachi [WBC], 30.] 

It is easy to see why some translators would want to use “word,” “oracle,” or “message” instead of “burden” (or “burdensome message”). The vast majority of Christians have never had a “burden” or burdensome message from the Lord to deliver to another, so they have a hard time identifying with it. However, most people have been faced with difficult decisions about whether or not to confront another person and how to go about it. Confrontation is difficult, and giving bad news to someone is difficult too, and God called upon His prophets to do both, and it was difficult for them. It was indeed a “burden.”
Anyone who has received a prophetic message to deliver has experienced some of the burden of prophecy. Even if the prophetic word is generally favorable, the burden the prophet feels to deliver it at the right time in the right way with the proper emphasis is palpable. However, if the message is unfavorable, then that message is indeed a burden to the prophet and the one who hears it. The fact that the prophecy is a word from Yahweh is a given. The fact that it is a “burden” to the prophet and usually to the people who hear it is the truth that needs to be understood. The message given to a prophet to deliver to others is referred to as a “burden” in 2 Kings 9:25; Isaiah 13:1; 14:28; 15:1; 17:1; 19:1; 21:1; 21:11; 21:13; 22:1; 23:1; 30:6; Jeremiah 23:33, 34, 36, 38; Ezekiel 12:10; Nahum. 1:1; Habakkuk 1:1; Zechariah 9:1; 12:1; Malachi 1:1.
“Malachi.” The Hebrew word means, “My messenger.”
Mal 1:2
“Wasn’t Esau Jacob’s brother?” God told Abraham that through Abraham all the clans of the earth would be blessed (Gen. 12:3). At that point Yahweh had to begin to make choices of which of Abraham’s descendants would be in the genealogy of the Messiah, the promised seed. Abraham had eight sons, and God chose Isaac. Isaac had two sons, and God chose Jacob. Jacob had 12 sons, and God chose Judah, and so it went, generation after generation. Part of God’s proof to Israel that he loved them is that he could have chosen Esau to be the one in the line of the Promised Seed, but He didn’t. He “loved” Jacob, and thus Israel.
“loved Jacob.” God’s loving Jacob and hating Esau does not refer to how He treated the two men personally. In this context, “Jacob” and “Esau” are used figuratively for the nations built from their descendants.
[For more information on the use of Jacob and Esau in this context, see commentary on Rom. 9:13.]
Mal 1:3
“I have hated.” In Hebrew and Greek, the word “hate” has a large range of meanings from actual “hate” to simply loving something less than something else, neglecting or ignoring something, or being disgusted by something. Malachi 1:3 is an example where the word “hated” is used idiomatically for “loved less,” “disliked,” or “ignored.”
[For more information on “hate,” see commentary on Prov. 1:22.]
“Esau.” Here in Malachi, the name “Esau” is not being used for the man, but rather for the nation that came from his descendants. Note how the nation is called by name, Edom, in Malachi 1:4.
[See commentaries on Malachi 1:2 and Romans 9:13.]
Mal 1:5
“even beyond the border of Israel.” Yahweh was known as the God of Israel, but Yahweh’s greatness extends all over the earth, indeed, all over the universe. Yahweh’s greatness was not limited to the physical boundaries of the land of Israel. In this context, the example that proves that fact is that Yahweh’s influence extends “beyond the border of Israel” to the territory of Edom (Malachi 1:3-5).
Mal 1:6
“master...master.” The Hebrew is ʾadon (#0113 אָדוֹן, אָדֹן), Lord.
“O priests.” The very existence of priests shows the failure of humans to continue in a sinless relationship with God and demonstrates a need for there to be some specially appointed people who would teach the people about God and godliness and thus keep the way to God open to people. But when the priests who are entrusted with that sacred task act as bad or worse than the people they are supposed to be helping, the way of God becomes clouded and God holds them especially accountable.
“O priests, who show contempt for my name.” The fact that the priests showed contempt for Yahweh by cheating Him in tithes, offerings, and sacrifices is simply astounding. The priests in Judah had been very sinful before the Babylonian Captivity, and in fact, their sin in part caused the Babylonian Captivity, which involved the destruction of the Temple and their being carried to Babylon. They endured captivity and decades with no temple at all, and now, finally, they are back in Judah and have a temple. But instead of being profoundly thankful and dedicating themselves to serving God from a pure heart, they are right back in the sin that caused so much disaster in the first place.
Mal 1:7
“food.” The Hebrew word translated as “food” is more literally “bread,” but “bread” was a common idiom for food. “Bread” came to be used by metonymy for food in general because bread was the main food in the culture and a staple of life. See commentary on Leviticus 26:26.
“table.” We can see from the question and answer that in this context God is using the word “table” for His altar, the altar of sacrifice in the Temple (cf. Mal. 1:12; Ezek. 44:16). It is appropriate in this context for God to refer to His altar as a “table” because God is speaking to the priests (Mal. 1:6). The priests ate portions of many of the sacrifices. For example, the priest ate some of the grain offerings (Lev. 6:4-16, 18; 7:9-10), the sin offerings (Lev. 6:26, 29), the guilt offerings (Lev. 7:6), and the fellowship offerings (Lev. 7:28-34). The people who brought the sacrifice also sometimes got to eat some of it. Thus, in a very real sense, the altar of Yahweh was a table associated with food and eating. The altar is also called the “table” of Yahweh in other verses (cf. Ezek. 41:22; Mal. 1:7, 12; cf. Ezek. 39:20; 44:16).
Furthermore, it was customary in the biblical culture—customary, but not commanded by God—that the two parties who made a covenant would share a meal together. So for God to call His altar a table was also supposed to remind the priests that they had a covenant relationship with God that they were obligated to honor.
There are a few examples of covenant meals in the Bible. That there are not more examples is not surprising, because things that were customary and were “standard operating procedure” were often simply assumed and not specifically mentioned in the Bible. In Genesis 26:28-30 Abimelech made a covenant with Isaac and they shared a meal together. In Genesis 31 Jacob and Laban made a covenant together and shared a meal (Gen. 31:44, 46).
In Exodus 24, the people of Israel made a covenant with God, and that covenant formed the basis of what we now call “the Old Covenant” (or “Old Testament”). The people of Israel sacrificed animals and made the covenant with God (Exod. 24:4-8), then the elders of Israel, the representatives of the people, went up the mountain and saw God (Exod. 24:9-10), and then, upon seeing God, the elders ate a covenant meal (Exod. 24:11). Since the Old Covenant was inaugurated with a blood sacrifice and a shared meal, it is not at all surprising that the Lord Jesus would, at the Last Supper, tell the apostles to eat of the bread and drink of the wine that represented his body and blood. In that rare case, they ate the covenant meal before the covenant was made because Jesus was the sacrifice, and his shed blood inaugurated the covenant.
Mal 1:8
“When you offer the blind for sacrifice, is that not evil?” The Mosaic Law clearly stated that sacrifices had to be “without blemish” (cf. Lev. 1:3, 10; 3:1, 6; 4:3, 23; 5:15; 6:6).
“Present it now to your governor!” The “governor” in this case was likely a Judean who had been appointed as governor by the king of Persia (cf. Hag. 1:1).
“accept you.” The Hebrew is an idiom and literally reads, will He “lift up your face?” When a person came before a superior such as a king or governor it was customary to bow or prostrate oneself with one’s face down. If the ruler accepted the person, he would lift up the person’s face, or say something that would cause the person to lift up his face. Thus, to “lift up the face” meant to accept someone.
The question is, “Will God be pleased with you or accept you?” The obvious answer in this context is “No.” The priests were cheating God, not fully serving Him. This should be a warning to those believers who want God’s blessing in this life and the next, but don’t fully commit themselves to serve God in the way He deserves. For example, many Christians say they love God, but they also follow their horoscope, or have “lucky” objects they believe in, or hold to superstitions (like “knock on wood”) that give credit to other things besides God. Or they simply ignore commandments that they don’t want to follow. The Shema of Israel should still apply to Christians: “Yahweh is our God, Yahweh alone” and believers are to love Him with all their heart, soul, and strength (Deut. 6:4-5). In the future Kingdom of God on earth there will be no idols of any kind, and also no false prophets or demon spirits (Zech. 13:2). But God wants that right now among His people, and if Christians want His full blessing then they need to follow God with their full heart and not share the glory due Him with other things.
Mal 1:9
“plead for God’s favor.” The Hebrew text is an idiom: “appease the face of God.” It should go without saying that “pleading for God’s favor” while continuing in disobedience to His commands is not only worthless, it is absurd. If we are genuinely pleading for God to bless us, any expectation that our pleading would reach the ears of God is to be based on the fact that we have repented of sin and disobedience and are doing our best to serve God. The Bible makes it clear that in general, purposeful sin blocks the blessings of God (see commentary on Amos 5:22).
“accept...you.” The Hebrew is an idiom and literally reads, “lift up your face.” See commentary on Malachi 1:8 for the idiom.
Mal 1:10
“Oh that there were one among you who would shut the doors of the Temple.” The priesthood in Israel was in a sad state of affairs. It seems the majority of the priests were willingly participating in the sinful activities going on in the Temple. It is not as if God thought that any single priest could make a fuss and actually shut the doors of the Temple and close it down, but if one saw the worthlessness of the sacrifices being made and spoke up for God that might help the situation.
“so that you would not kindle a fire on my altar.” The meaning of this is not completely certain. It could be that “kindle a fire on my altar” referred to lighting a new fire on the altar after letting the old one go out—something that the priests were not supposed to do. Or, “kindle” could refer just to building up the fire that was already on the altar so that it had the heat energy to burn up a sacrifice.
“in vain.” This is one of the many verses in the Bible that says that if a person’s heart is not right with God, all the “religious actions,” such as offering, prayers, fasting, etc., are of no purpose—those ungodly offerings do not get a godly result. God looks on the heart. As God says in this verse, He will not accept an offering from these evil people.
[For more information about the sacrifices of wicked people being of no value, see commentary on Amos 5:22.]
Mal 1:11
“my name will be great among the nations.” This prophecy will be fulfilled when Christ is ruling the earth. In the Millennial Kingdom, people all over the earth will worship Yahweh (see commentary on Zeph. 2:11).
[For more on the Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Mal 1:12
“its product.” The Hebrew is literally, “its fruit,” but here “fruit” is used of what the table of Yahweh produces. Like the Hebrews, we use the word “fruit” to refer to product or what is produced, such as when we say, “the fruit of one’s labor,” meaning what they produce. In this case, the “fruit” of the altar, or what the altar produces for the priests is the part of the sacrifices that the priests got to eat, thus, the “fruit” (product) of the altar was the food of the priests, but they disdained it.
“its food, is contemptible.” Although it is possible that the meaning of this phrase is that the food from the blind, lame, and otherwise blemished animals was not good, that is likely not its meaning. The priests got the best parts of the animals that were being offered as sacrifices and the fact that an animal was blind or lame usually did not affect the taste of the meat. The meaning is much more likely that it was the whole service of making sacrifices and offerings that the priests held in contempt (cf. Mal. 1:13).
Mal 1:13
“what a weariness it is!” The priests were weary of doing the work that was required to run the Temple. The altar fire was to be kept burning every day and night all year long, sacrifices had to be made every day, etc., so there was a lot of work to do. But since the priests served in courses, that is, in rotation, no priest had to serve all year long day after day. The priests served one week twice each year, and then came to the Tabernacle to serve for all of the three major feasts: the Feast of Unleavened Bread, Pentecost, and the Feast of Tabernacles.
Mal 1:14
“my name will be feared among the nations.” In the Hebrew text, the verb “will be” is not in the text, the verb “feared” is a participle, and the future tense “will be feared” comes from the context and scope of Scripture. God’s name was not then, and is not now, feared among the nations of the world, but the day is coming when it will be (cf. Zeph. 2:11).
 
Malachi Chapter 2
Mal 2:2
“the curse.” This could also be translated as, “I will send Curse against you,” as if Curse was a real being (it may be a real demon). “The curse” seems likely to be the one in Deuteronomy 28:15-20 and following (see commentary on Deut. 28:20). Note that in Deuteronomy there is Curse, Confusion, and Rebuke,” and here in Malachi the priests and people are being disobedient and are under the curse (Mal. 2:2) and rebuke (Mal. 2:3). Some scholars feel “the curse” could be, for example, what God says in Malachi 1:10 when He says that He will not accept the sacrifices, but that seems less likely than the curse being the well-known one in Deuteronomy.
“I have cursed them already.” When people turn away from God, the consequences can begin to happen immediately, or it may be some time before the effects are noticeable. In this case, the priests had been turning away from God for years, and the curse that was the consequence of that had begun.
Mal 2:3
“and you will be taken away with it.” Parts of the sacrifices that were not burned or eaten were taken outside of the camp and burned in a clean place (cf. Lev. 4:11-12). Traditionally this “clean place” was to the east of the camp, and at the time of Christ, the evidence points to that clean place being on the Mount of Olives, which adds to the evidence that Christ was crucified on the Mount of Olives (see commentary on Heb. 13:10).
Mal 2:4
“that my covenant with Levi may stand.” The Bible never says that God made a covenant with “Levi” the man. In fact, He could not have, because in Exodus 19:6 it was God’s intent to make Israel “a kingdom of priests,” and by that time the man Levi was long dead. But Israel sinned, and so God ordained the Levites to serve Him (Exod. 32:29), which would have involved some kind of covenant. The Bible never explicitly says that God made a covenant with the Levites in the Book of Exodus, but it is implied (e.g. Exod. 32:29; Deut. 10:8-9). However, here in Malachi 2:4, we learn that God did make a covenant with the tribe of Levi, and the priests are all from the tribe of Levi, and direct descendants of Aaron, the first High Priest.
Mal 2:5
“My covenant with him...so he.” Here God treats all the Levites as a whole, a group, a single unit. God often treats groups of people as one whole (cf. Exod. 32:17, 21).
“I gave them so he would be reverent toward me.” This is a very important verse because it points to why God expects people to obey Him. God wanted to fellowship with the human beings He created, but He wanted more than that, he wanted love and respect. God did not create people just so they could do their own thing, whatever they wanted. When He created people He desired life and peace for them in part “so ‘he’ (Levi; all the Levites) would be reverent toward me.”
This righteous expectation of love and respect is the basis for God’s judgment of all humans. He is the Creator, and also every human has an innate sense of right and wrong (Gen. 3:22). So every person should understand that he or she has an innate obligation to their Creator to love and reverence Him. Not to do that is rebellion and sin, and the wages of sin is death (Rom. 6:23). In the end, sinners who refuse to worship God are harmful to His creation and are destroyed (Rev. 20:11-15).
Mal 2:6
“and turned many away from iniquity.” When priests and Levites lived godly lives and taught people the Law of God, they turned many people from sin to living righteously. The priests were to be “teaching priests,” and study the Law and then teach it to the people (cf. Lev. 10:10-11; Deut. 24:8; Neh. 8:9; 2 Chron. 15:3).
Mal 2:7
“For the priest’s lips should preserve knowledge.” The priests in Israel were the ones God held primarily responsible for teaching the people the Law and preserving and promulgating the truth and value of God’s commands. Instead, through most of history, they were more concerned with enriching themselves and lording over the people (cf. Mic. 3:11).
“for he is the messenger of Yahweh of Armies.” The Hebrew word for “messenger” is malak (#04397 מַלְאָךְ), and it is also translated “angel” many times in the Old Testament because “angels” were messengers of God. The fact that a “messenger” could be a human or a spirit messenger, an angel, can cause problems for translators because in some passages we cannot tell whether the “messenger” is a human being or a spirit being. A good example is Judges 2:1, where the “messenger” who spoke to Israel could have been an angel or could have been a human being.
Mal 2:8
“out of the right road.” In the idiom of the Bible, a person’s way of doing things or the direction of his or her life was called a “road” (often translated as a “way”). The idiom of a “road” is used many times in the Bible, especially in Proverbs. Proverbs speaks of the road of the righteous (e.g., Prov. 1:15; 2:20; 5:8; 6:23; 9:6; 10:29; 11:20; 12:29, etc.) and the road of the wicked (e.g., Prov. 2:13; 4:14, 19; 12:15, 26; 15:9, etc.). These priests had turned from God’s road to the road of the wicked.
Mal 2:11
“the holy place of Yahweh.” The Hebrew can “mean ‘holy place,’ ‘holy thing,’ ‘holy one,’ or ‘holiness.’ Here it probably refers to the holy place or temple.”[footnoteRef:953] That Judah defiled the holy place of Yahweh, the Temple, fits with Judah marrying the daughter of a foreign god. [953:  Ralph L. Smith, Micah-Malachi [WBC], 319.] 

“the daughter of a foreign god.” This phrase occurs only here in the Bible, and the meaning of the phrase is unclear and debated. Although it might refer to marrying foreign women, there are more common ways to say that. Besides, that would not defile the Temple. Thus, it is more likely that this refers to the Judeans worshipping a pagan goddess or pagan goddesses, and that worship would defile the Temple. That kind of worship had been common in Israel for millennia, despite the efforts of some kings and godly priests and prophets to wipe it out. The “marriage” would involve a covenant, worship, sacrificial meals, and likely ritual sex.
“which Yahweh loves.” The Hebrew text is literally, “which he loves,” but the way the sentence is structured in English, the phrase “which he loves” could point back to Judah, which is not at all what the verse is saying. To avoid confusion, the REV has nuanced “he” to “Yahweh.” Yahweh loves His Temple.
Yahweh does not love His Temple because He loves buildings. He loves His Temple because that is where the people that He loves gather to worship Him and to fellowship together. If people are not going to get together and fellowship and worship God in a godly fashion, then He is not pleased with the people and He does not want them in His Temple, His “house” (cf. Isa. 1:9-15).
Mal 2:12
“cut off from the tents of Jacob.” In this context, the “tents of Jacob” refers to the Israelite community. It does not clarify if this means the person is to be ejected from Israel or is to be executed. Technically, according to the Law of Moses, idolaters among the Israelites were to be executed (Deut. 13:6-11). But Israel had had many idolaters in their congregation for centuries and had not followed that law. However, although humans may not follow God’s law, on Judgment Day it seems God may well follow His law and not grant everlasting life to the idolaters in Israel.
“the one who wakes and the one who answers, and the one who offers an offering to Yahweh of Armies.” This is a difficult text, and many scholars, and the Septuagint, have offered emendations to the Hebrew text so that it makes more sense. The idea seems to be some kind of polarmerismos, where two extremes are given to represent a whole, thus “the one who wakes” and “the one who answers” becomes a figure for “everyone” (cf. CSB, ESV, NET, NIV). Also, “the one who offers an offering” must be taken in this context, that is, an ungodly offering, and that is why the person will be “cut off from the tents of Jacob.” In other words, God will cut off all those who offer at the Temple the ungodly offerings of the kind Malachi was talking about.
Mal 2:13
“tears.” The priests and people were crying, but for the wrong reason. They were not crying tears of repentance, being sorry for their sin and the way they had turned away from God and His Word. Instead, they were crying because they were not getting their way and God was not accepting them. Evil and prideful people want their way, and cry and complain when they don’t get it. That was the case with these people.
“no longer pays attention to the offering.” Sacrifices and offerings made to God by wicked people are detestable to God; He has no respect for them and will not accept them. Sacrifices and offerings were never designed to make a person with an evil heart acceptable in the sight of God. Proverbs 21:27 and 28:9 say that the sacrifices of a wicked person are an abomination to God.
[For more information about the sacrifices of wicked people being of no value, see commentary on Amos 5:22. For more information about God not hearing the prayers of the ungodly and unrepentant, see commentary on Prov. 28:9.]
Mal 2:14
“the wife of your covenant.” Biblically, marriage is a covenant relationship between a man and a woman. God’s plan was to make humans male and female (Gen. 1:27; 5:2) and then they would go on to have children—a family—and populate the earth (Gen. 1:28). The New Testament has the same idea that Malachi 2:13-17 has; if a husband and wife are at odds with no desire or attempts to become one flesh, their prayers are hindered. (1 Pet. 3:7).
Mal 2:15
“But not one has done so who had a remnant of spirit.” The Hebrew of this sentence is some of the most difficult in Malachi, and there are many ideas as to what it means, as is evidenced by the different English versions. It seems to point to the fact that people who have any reason (“spirit” being put for the activity of the mind), do not deal treacherously with their wife. This verse is important in helping to reveal that part of God’s purpose in creating people as male and female was so that there would be godly children. The best hope of having godly children is to have a godly father and a godly mother.
 
Malachi Chapter 3
Mal 3:1
“Behold, I am sending my messenger, and he will prepare a road before me.” This phrase in Malachi 3:1 is quoted in Matthew 11:10; Mark 1:2; and Luke 7:27, and in Matthew and Luke, Jesus identifies this “messenger” as John the Baptist.
“Prepare a road.” This is the same Hebrew phrase that was used hundreds of years earlier by Isaiah (Isa. 40:3).
“suddenly.” We know from the history of the coming of the Lord Jesus Christ that “suddenly” means “unexpectedly.”
Mal 3:5
“I will come near to you for judgment.” “Come near to you” is simply an idiomatic way of saying “come to you,” which is what some versions have (cf. CSB, Douay, NET, NJB, NIV2011). It does make it clear that the Lord will not judge from afar, but that the judgment will be very personal, “face to face,” if you will. The vocabulary alludes to a trial or courtroom, which some English versions attempt to catch (cf. “I am coming to put you on trial” (NJB), “I shall appear before you in court” (REB); see also NIV2011, NLT).
Yahweh will come near to the sinners via His personal representative, His Son, the Lord Jesus Christ (cf. John 5:22).
Mal 3:8
“In tithes and offerings.” For more on tithes, see commentaries on Genesis 14:20 and 2 Corinthians 9:7.
Mal 3:9
“You are cursed by the curse.” This could also be translated as “You are cursed by Curse,” (see commentary on Deut. 28:20 and Mal. 2:2). The curse is spoken of in detail in Deuteronomy 28.
Mal 3:10
“Bring the whole tithe into the storehouse.” For more on tithes, see commentaries on Genesis 14:20 and 2 Corinthians 9:7.
Mal 3:16
“and a book was written before him in order to remember those who feared Yahweh.” God’s angel scribes write down what people do so that they can be dealt with justly on Judgment Day. These scrolls (aka, “books”) will be opened and referred to on Judgment Day (cf. Rev. 20:12). The scrolls that have the record of what people do in life are mentioned more than once in the Bible (e.g., Ps. 56:8). One of the scrolls is known as “the Book of Life,” and it is mentioned several times in the Bible (e.g. Exod. 32:32-33; Phil. 4:3; Rev. 3:5; 13:8; 17:8; 20:12, 15; 21:27).
Moses apparently knew about these record books (Exod. 32:32-33), and so did the psalmist (Ps. 56:8) and the Apostle John (Rev. 20:12), but how they knew is never stated in Scripture. Nevertheless, at certain times in history, God must have revealed things about the Judgment to His people that became general knowledge in the culture, and God also had them written down as part of the Bible. It makes sense that God would have scribes that write down what people do, because the Bible has many verses that say that on Judgment Day people will be repaid for what they have done. Sometimes that is quite explicitly stated, and sometimes only the fact that a person will be rewarded or punished for certain things is stated (e.g., Job 34:11; Ps. 62:12; Prov. 24:12; Jer. 17:10; Ezek. 33:20; Matt. 16:27; Rom. 2:6; 2 Cor. 5:10; Col. 3:23-25. Cf. Eccl. 12:13-14; Jer. 32:19; Matt. 6:1; 10:41-42; Luke 12:47-48; 1 Cor. 3:14-17; 1 Tim. 6:17-19). Since God made it so clear that people would be judged for what they had done in their life, it makes sense that He would keep a record book of those things so that people could be judged justly.
When we realize that God’s angel scribes are writing down what we do in a book, and that book will be opened and referred to on Judgment Day, a couple of important facts are emphasized. One is that no person is a “mistake.” With millions of sperm and eggs available to become a particular individual, the fact that “you” exist is not a mistake. God designed every person with gifts and abilities and the capacity to love and serve Him, and God’s desire is that every person comes to know Him and be saved and be with Him forever (1 Tim. 2:4). God created each of us, and each of us has an obligation to our Creator to love and serve Him. When we ignore, disobey, or defy God there are consequences. This commentary entry is not the place to try to cover what those consequences are, but suffice it to say that the Bible gives us quite a bit of information about them. One consequence of ignoring God is that the unsaved will die in the Lake of Fire (Rev. 20:11-15).
Another fact that is emphasized once we realize that what we do is being recorded is that we need to confess our sins. The Bible is clear that if we humbly confess our sins, God forgives them and expunges them from our record. If we confess our sins, God “cleanses” us from all unrighteousness (1 John 1:9). Everyone sins, so being forgiven for our sins is very important and comes up many different ways in the Bible. For example, there is the sin offering in the Mosaic Law which covered people’s sin. Also, David confessed and was forgiven (Ps. 51:17). Also, the person under the Mosaic Law who fears God (which would include doing the necessary sacrifices) has his sins removed “as far as the east is from the west” (Ps. 103:11-12). Also, the tax collector who humbly addressed his sin was declared righteous (Luke 18:9-14). Other examples could be used as well, but the point is clear: everyone sins, so to cleanse your record before God, deal honestly and humbly concerning your sins and confess them and they will be forgiven.
A note about the translation “scroll.” Some English translations read “scroll,” while others read “book.” Technically, what we today refer to as a “book” with pages that are bound flat did not exist until New Testament times. In fact, it was likely invented during the lifetime of the Apostle John, but at that early time a “book” would have been rare. However, the scrolls of the Old Testament times were their books, their way of recording information, so the translation “book” is acceptable from a practical information standpoint even if the “book” is a scroll.
Mal 3:17
“on the day that I make up my own treasured possession.” On Judgment Day, God will separate the wheat from the chaff, the good from the evil, and evil people will be destroyed while the godly people will be granted everlasting life (cf. Mal. 4:1-2). God chose the nation of Israel to be a special possession (Exod. 19:5; Deut. 7:6) but it was if Israel would keep their covenant with God, which they did not do. Nevertheless, some people did revere and obey God, and on Judgment Day those godly people will make up God’s treasured possession.
 
Malachi Chapter 4
Mal 4:1
“the day is coming.” The day, or “time,” is coming when the wicked will be totally destroyed. This will start with the Great Tribulation and continue through the judgments, and finally be completed when the wicked are burned up in the Lake of Fire (Rev. 20:11-15).
[For more on the prophecies of the destruction during the Great Tribulation, see commentary on Dan. 12:1. For more on the wicked being annihilated in the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
“stubble.” Evil people will be like “stubble,” i.e., like the dry grass in a field. They will be burned up in the Lake of Fire.
Mal 4:2
“the Sun of Righteousness.” A title of the Messiah, Jesus Christ. This is a similar title to “the Rising Sun from on high” (Luke 1:78). It is fitting that Malachi, the latest and last of the prophets would end with the prophecy of the coming Messiah (however, 2 Chronicles is the last book in the Hebrew Bible). Of note is that the first question in the books we refer to as the “New Testament” is, “Where is he who has been born king of the Jews” (Matt. 2:2).
“with healing in his wings.” The “wing” is the border or outer edge of the garment (cf. Ruth 3:9). That Malachi foretold that the Messiah would have healing in the edge of his garment is the likely reason that the unnamed woman who had an issue of blood for 12 years said to herself, “If I can only touch his garment, I will be healed” (Matt. 9:21). Apparently the woman believed Jesus was the Messiah and therefore that God would honor His prophecy that the Messiah would have healing in his garment (see commentary on Matt. 9:21).
Mal 4:4
“Remember.” This is the idiomatic or “pregnant” sense of the word “remember,” and in this context, it means to remember it and then “pay attention to it and obey it.” The NLT conflates the translation to “remember to obey.” It is appropriate to have this verse where it is because Malachi 4 starts with destruction foretold for the wicked (Mal. 4:1) but healing for the righteous who fear God (Mal. 4:2), then the destruction of the wicked again (Mal. 4:3) then the instruction on how to fear God and be righteous by “remembering” (obeying) the Law (Mal. 4:4). Then Malachi 4:5-6 foretells of the one who will come before the Messiah. So in this section, God does not just foretell the destruction of the wicked, He tells the people how not to be wicked.
[For more on the idiomatic sense of “remember,” see commentary on Luke 23:42.]
“the Law of Moses.” The Hebrew is “the torah of Moses,” where “torah” is much more than “law.” The torah involves instruction in many different ways (see commentary on Prov. 1:8).
Mal 4:5
“Elijah the prophet.” This “Elijah” was John the Baptist (Matt. 17:10-13). Calling John the Baptist “Elijah” is the figure of speech antonomasia, “name change,” where a person is called by a name other than his or her own name in order to import characteristics from the other person. Antonomasia was used and understood in the biblical culture (cf. 2 Kings 9:31; Isa. 1:10), and Elijah had been dead for over 400 years when Malachi was written and over 800 years when John the Baptist was born, so thinking people would have known that the real Elijah himself was not going to come, but instead someone like Elijah would come.
[For more on John the Baptist being called “Elijah” and more on the figure of speech antonomasia, see commentary on Matt. 17:10].
“Day of Yahweh.” The phrase, “Day of Yahweh,” which is translated as “Day of the LORD” in most English versions is one of the more common terms that refers to the End Times, and it can refer to the End Times as a whole, or it can refer to a specific part of the End Times. The meaning of the phrase must be determined from the context.
By far the majority of the times the phrase, “the Day of the Lord” is used, it is associated with wrath and destruction, and thus refers to the tribulation and destruction that will precede the Second Coming of Christ (cf. Ezek. 30:3, Joel 1:15; 2:1; Amos 5:20; Zeph. 1:7ff; 1:14ff; Mal. 4:1-5; 1 Thess. 5:2; 2 Pet. 3:10). For example, in Isaiah 13, the Day of the Lord is referred to as a “cruel day,” in which people will “wail,” and there is wrath and destruction (cf. Isa. 13:6, 9), and that cruel day is the Tribulation period before the actual Day of Judgment.
Some verses connect the Day of the Lord with the judgment that follows the tribulation (Joel 2:31; 3:14). Some Jews connected the Day of the Lord with God’s judgment of the nations, without properly realizing that they themselves would also go through the period of God’s wrath and the Judgment, but everyone alive on earth when the Tribulation occurs will experience it (Amos 5:18-20). Furthermore, the Jews will not get special treatment at the Judgment, but will be judged based on how they lived and what they did in this life, just as everyone else. The Old Testament Scriptures, Jesus, John the Baptist, and the New Testament all with one voice warn the Jews not to think of themselves as special just because they are Jews, but to obey God if they want to do well on the Day of Judgment.
Sometimes it can be difficult or impossible to tell exactly in any given context if the phrase “Day of the LORD,” or equivalent phrases such as “that Day,” includes the Judgment itself or just refers to the tribulation that precedes it. When used to refer to the End Times, “the Day of the Lord” can encompass the Tribulation that precedes the Second Coming of Christ, the Second Coming itself and the Battle of Armageddon, the judgments that follow Christ’s conquest of the earth, and the Millennial Kingdom of Christ on earth.


Matthew Commentary
Matthew Chapter 1
Mat 1:1
“a scroll.” For why there are four Gospels, see commentary on Mark 1:1, “the good news of Jesus Christ.”
“the son of David, the son of Abraham.” The phrase “the Son of David” is a messianic title, and that is why it is listed before “the son of Abraham” even though Abraham lived before King David. God had promised David that his kingdom would never end (2 Sam. 7:16), and as a response to that revelation, David prayed a wonderful and heartfelt prayer to God (2 Sam. 7:18-29).
David’s kingdom would continue forever by way of the reign of the Messiah, who would live forever. People understood this, and so one of the messianic titles was “the Son of David.” When people call Jesus “the Son of David,” they are indicating that he is the Messiah.
The Gospels of Matthew, Mark, and Luke use the title “Son of David,” but it does not appear in the Gospel of John due to the primacy of Jesus being the Son of God (see commentary on Mark 1:1, “the good news of Jesus Christ”). In fact, Matthew, which portrays Christ as the king, shows people using the title “the Son of David” in six different records, whereas Mark and Luke only record people using the title “Son of David” in one record, the record of the blind men Jesus healed at Jericho. In the Gospels, people used the title Son of David to either indicate they thought Jesus might be the Messiah, or they believed that he was the Messiah (cf. Matt. 9:27; 12:23; 15:22; 20:30-31 (cf. Mark 10:47-48; Luke 18:38-39); Matt. 21:9, 15; 22:42; ).
That some people called Jesus the “Son of David” indicates they believed he was the Messiah. They would not have had any other reason to call Jesus “the Son of David” except that they thought Jesus was the Messiah and thus the true Son of David and also the “King of Israel” (John 1:49; 12:13). People would not have had any reason to think that Jesus was the legitimate linear heir to the throne of David even if they knew he was, in fact, an actual descendant of David, which he was through his mother, Mary. There would have been many descendants of David alive at the time of Jesus; Mary herself had five sons including Jesus. Yet only one of all those people could be the true king of Israel during the lifetime of Jesus because there could only be one king reigning at a time. Although Joseph was also a descendant of David, the fact that Joseph adopted Jesus would not make Jesus an actual descendant of David. Many people died very young in the biblical world, and so many children were adopted into other families, but that did not make the adopted child an actual descendant of the people who adopted them.
The Kings of Judah from David to Jeconiah, a period of some 400 years, are listed in 1 Chronicles 3:1-24. But then the kingship stopped due to the Babylonian Captivity. Thus, the descendants of David who reigned as king over Israel (or Judah) stopped with Jeconiah, the last descendant of David to reign as king (Jeconiah is also known in the Bible as “Jehoiachin” and “Coniah”). One king reigned over Judah after Jeconiah, and that was Zedekiah. He was also a descendant of David but was put on the throne illegitimately by Nebuchadnezzar. Furthermore, Zedekiah did not outlive Jeconiah, the legitimate king. In fact, after Zedekiah was dead Evil-merodach, king of Babylon, set Jeconiah on a throne—but in Babylon—where he theoretically reigned until his death as the last king of Judah (2 Kings 25:27-30; Jer. 52:31-34).
After the death of Jeconiah, even if people tried to trace the lineage of King Jeconiah to determine who was the legitimate king of Judah it could not have been done. Jeconiah had seven sons who are listed in the Bible: Shealtiel, Malchiram, Pedaiah, Shenazzar, Jekamiah, Hoshama, and Nedabiah (1 Chron. 3:1-34). But which son was the legitimate heir to the throne of David? No one knew and there was no way to tell. Furthermore, Jeconiah’s sons had sons, who had sons, who had sons, and so on. So in the over 600 years from Jehoiachin to Christ, no one could have possibly known who was the legitimate heir to the throne of David and thus who was the true “Son of David” and king of Israel. Once Jesus was born and recognized as the true king of Israel, his genealogy can be traced backward to discover the line of those who could have been king, but from Jeconiah forward until the time of Christ, no one knew the line of the kings of Judah.
After Jechoniah, Judah never had a Davidic king. Judah was ruled by Babylon, then Persia, then Greece, then the Hasmoneans (who were not descendants of David), then the Idumean vassal king of Rome, Herod the Great, then by a combination of Roman governors and Roman vassal kings. In fact, from Jeconiah until this day, no Davidic king has reigned in Judah. The world is awaiting the Second Coming of Christ, who is the true “Son of David” and who will set up his throne in Jerusalem and reign over the whole earth.
Because no one knew who the true Son of David was, if anyone called Jesus “the Son of David,” it was not because they knew from history and genealogy that he was the legitimate lineal heir to the throne of David, it was because they believed he was the Messiah and thus the legitimate heir to David’s throne.
Mat 1:3
“Judah fathered Perez and Zerah of Tamar.” The record of Judah and Tamar is in Genesis 38:6-30.
Mat 1:5
“Rahab.” This is Rahab the Canaanite prostitute (see commentary on Josh. 2:1).
Mat 1:6
“(by the wife of Uriah)” The parenthesis is the figure of speech epitrechon, a form of parenthesis where the statement is not itself a complete thought.[footnoteRef:954] [954:  Bullinger, Figures of Speech Used in the Bible, 472, “epitrechon.”] 

Mat 1:8
“Joram fathered Uzziah.” Uzziah is also called Azariah in some places in the Old Testament. Three generations were skipped between Joram and Uzziah (cf. 1 Chron. 21:4-26:23), these were Ahaziah, Joash, and Amaziah.
Mat 1:11
“and Josiah fathered Jechoniah.” One generation was skipped here, because Josiah fathered Jehoiakim (also called Eliakim), who fathered Jeconiah (also called Jehoiachin).
Mat 1:16
“father.” The Greek is anēr (#435 ἀνήρ), and means “an adult human male.” Anēr is generally assumed to mean “husband” in this verse, but that cannot be the case. For one thing, the list of the three sets of 14 generations that go from Abraham to Christ (vv. 2-16), makes this impossible. If Joseph is the husband of Mary, there would only be 13 generations in the last list of “14 generations.” Also, the Aramaic text reads differently in this verse than it does in verse 19, and in verse 19 Joseph is unmistakably referred to as the “husband” of Mary. The difference in the vocabulary indicates a difference in the relationship.
The Gospel of Matthew contains the genealogy from David to Jesus via his mother Mary. In contrast, the Gospel of Luke contains the genealogy from David to Jesus via his adopted father, Joseph. There has been a lot of controversy about the genealogy of Jesus because at first reading, both Matthew 1:16 and Luke 3:23 seem to indicate a genealogy that comes through Joseph, which is confusing. For one thing, Joseph ends up with two different fathers, “Jacob” (Matt. 1:16) and “Heli” (Luke 3:23), and Mary, who is the blood link between David and Jesus, ends up having no genealogy in the Bible.
Different scholars have tried to explain how both genealogies can be Joseph’s. For example, some say that Joseph himself was adopted as a child, and thus had both a “natural” genealogy and an “adopted” genealogy. Others say that both genealogies are Joseph’s, but the contradictions between them are simply a matter of poor record-keeping in those days. Other scholars assert that both genealogies are about Joseph, but the people in them had multiple names so that the two genealogies actually refer to the same people. All these theories, and more, have been set forth to explain why Joseph seems to have two genealogies in the Bible, but they all have serious problems, which is why there are so many different theories and why none of them have been widely accepted.
As we study the genealogies, it becomes clear that Luke contains that of Joseph. Luke’s genealogy shows the ancestry of Jesus coming through King David via his son Nathan (Luke 3:31). Nathan, who is not as well-known as Solomon, was one of the four children that David fathered by Bathsheba (1 Chron. 3:5). Nothing is known about Nathan’s life except that he did have children and descendants who then multiplied in Israel, and so he is mentioned in Zechariah 12:12 as having a clan. The genealogy in Luke reads in a straightforward manner from God through Adam to Joseph the supposed father of Jesus, ending with Jesus. More evidence that Luke contains Joseph’s genealogy is that Mary is never mentioned, but the name “Joseph” appears in it three times. It often happened in the biblical culture (and modern cultures as well) that children were named after an ancestor (which was why Zechariah’s relatives wanted to name his child after him; Luke 1:59), so the fact that two ancestors in Luke’s genealogy have the name “Joseph,” but none do in the genealogy in Matthew is good support for Luke containing Joseph’s genealogy.
In spite of the fact that Luke seems to give the genealogy of Joseph in a very clear and straightforward manner, some scholars assert that the genealogy in Luke is Mary’s, not Joseph’s. The main reason they say Luke has Mary’s genealogy is that they believe, and rightly so, that Mary should have a genealogy in the Bible. They then assert that because Luke says that Joseph “was thought” to be the father of Jesus (Luke 3:23), Mary is in the genealogy in Luke even though she is never named in it. But the fact is that Mary is not named in Luke, and arbitrarily trying to make Luke contain Mary’s genealogy just so Mary will have a genealogy in the Bible is not the way to solve a biblical problem. Scholars recognize this, which is why that “solution” to the genealogical problem is not widely accepted. It seems clear that if Luke did have Mary’s genealogy, as many believe, that Luke would mention Mary and not have a cryptic statement that Joseph was the supposed father of Jesus. We believe that the Gospel of Luke can be taken at face value and that it records the genealogy of Jesus through Joseph.
Mary does have a genealogy in the Bible, and it is in the Gospel of Matthew. However, it can seem like Matthew records the genealogy of Joseph. However, if Matthew’s genealogy is about Joseph, then there are some significant problems in the biblical text. One is that Joseph would then have two contradictory genealogies in the Bible while Mary had no genealogy. An even larger problem, however, is a mathematical one. If Joseph is counted as the “husband” of Mary (Matt. 1:16), there are only 13 generations from the carrying away to Babylon to Christ, and not 14 generations, as Matthew 1:17 says there are: “So all the generations from Abraham to David are 14 generations, and from David to the carrying away to Babylon are 14 generations, and from the carrying away to Babylon to the Christ are 14 generations.”
The first set of 14 generations, from Abraham to David, are: 1) Abraham, 2) Isaac, 3) Jacob, 4) Judah, 5) Perez, 6) Hezron, 7) Ram, 8) Amminadab, 9) Nahshon, 10) Salmon, 11) Boaz, 12) Obed, 13) Jesse, 14) David.
The second set of 14 generations, from David to the carrying away to Babylon, are:
1) Solomon, 2) Rehoboam, 3) Abijah, 4) Asa, 5) Jehoshaphat, 6) Jehoram, 7) Uzziah, 8) Jotham, 9) Ahaz, 10) Hezekiah, 11) Manasseh, 12) Amon, 13) Josiah, 14) Jeconiah
When it comes to the last list of 14 generations, however, if we count the generations as they are translated in most Bibles, there are only 13 generations although Scripture says there are 14 generations. 1) Shealtiel, 2) Zerubbabel, 3) Abiud, 4) Eliakim, 5) Azor, 6) Zadok, 7) Akim, 8) Eliud, 9) Eleazar, 10) Mattan, 11) Jacob, 12) Joseph (the husband of Mary), 13) Jesus.
The problem with the list is obvious and has been pointed out by many commentators: it has only 13 generations, not 14 like Scripture says. Some scholars have tried to solve the problem by doing such things as counting names twice, but that hardly does justice to the text.
It was very important that Matthew portray a pattern of three sets of 14 generations. We know that because if we count the actual generations, there were more than just 42 people (3 times 14) from Abraham to Christ. To make the pattern fit, some people had to be left out of Matthew’s list. When the genealogy in Matthew is compared with the other genealogies in the Bible, it is clear that there are people missing from Matthew’s genealogy. For example, in Matthew 1:8, between Jehoram and Uzziah, there are actually three unmentioned generations. Jehoram begat Ahaziah (2 Kings 8:25), who begat Joash (also called Jehoash; 2 Kings 11:2, 21), who begat Amaziah (2 Kings 12:21). These three names do not appear in Matthew, and there are some other unmentioned names as well.
Although there are some names missing from Matthew’s list, it was not essential to give every name in a biblical genealogy of kings. Many genealogical lists in the Bible have names missing for various reasons. What was important to Matthew is that he set forth the genealogy of Jesus in a pattern of three sets of 14 generations from Abraham to Christ. Therefore, to have only 13 names in the last set of 14 tells us something is very wrong. But if we closely examine the list, we see that it does have 14 names, and thus 14 generations if each name represents a generation.
Mary is not usually counted in the list of 14 because she and Joseph are usually thought of as husband and wife and thus in the same generation. However, there is good evidence that “Joseph” is not only the name of Mary’s husband, but also the name of her father as well. That would not be unusual in the biblical culture, because Joseph was a common name. For example, in the Roman Catholic Bible, which includes the Apocrypha, there are 16 different people named Joseph, not counting Mary’s father, who would make 17.
If the “Joseph” in Matthew 1:16 was the father of Mary, not her husband, then there would be 14 generations from Babylon to Christ, just like Scripture says there is: 1) Shealtiel, 2) Zerubbabel, 3) Abiud, 4) Eliakim, 5) Azor, 6) Zadok, 7) Akim, 8) Eliud, 9) Eleazar, 10) Mattan, 11) Jacob, 12) Joseph (the father of Mary), 13) Mary, 14) Jesus.
That Matthew contains Mary’s genealogy and Luke contains Joseph’s genealogy makes sense because Mary’s genealogy in Matthew does not mention Joseph, her husband, who was not part of her genealogy anyway, nor does Joseph’s genealogy in Luke mention Mary, who had nothing to do with his genealogy. In Mary’s genealogy in Matthew, four other women are mentioned, Tamar, Rahab, Ruth, and “Uriah’s wife,” emphasizing the role that women play in a genealogy. Joseph’s genealogy in Luke does not include any women but does include two of his ancestors who were also named Joseph.
There is still one important thing to resolve. Most versions translate Matthew 1:16 to say that Joseph was the “husband” of Mary, not the “father” of Mary. However, we believe that “husband” is a mistranslation. The Greek word translated “husband” is anēr, and means an adult male. Usually when anēr is used with the phrase “of [a woman’s name], such as in “Joseph, the anēr of Mary,” it refers to the woman’s husband. But there is good evidence that in this verse anēr should be translated “father.” First, translating it “husband” creates a contradiction in the Word of God because then there are not 14 generations from Babylon to Christ. Second, it creates a confusing situation in the Word because both Matthew and Luke then refer to Joseph’s genealogy, such that Joseph ends up with two different fathers.
Thankfully, the Aramaic text of Matthew has good evidence that Matthew 1:16 should read “father.” In the Greek text, both Matthew 1:16 and 1:19 use the word anēr (“man” or “husband”). Matthew 1:19 clearly refers to Joseph as the “husband” of Mary because it speaks of Joseph thinking of divorcing her. However, the Aramaic text of Matthew does not use the same word in Matthew 1:16 and 1:19, but has two different words, and thus makes a distinction between the two men. In Matthew 1:16, the Aramaic word is gavra, which means “mighty man,” “father,” or “husband,” while in Matthew 1:19 the word is bala, which is “man” or “husband.” Thus the Aramaic text preserves the truth that there is a difference between the “Joseph” of verse 16, the “mighty man” of Mary, and the “Joseph” of verse 19, the “husband” of Mary.
Once we realize that “Joseph” is the name of both the father and the husband of Mary, the Word of God fits together perfectly. Both the genealogies of Mary and Joseph are in the Bible so that everyone could see they were both descendants of David and thus Jesus was indeed, “the Son of David.” Scripture also shows in other places that both Joseph and Mary are from David (Joseph: Matt. 1:20; Luke 1:27; 2:4. Mary: Acts 2:30; Rom. 1:3). Luke contains the genealogy of Jesus via his adopted father, Joseph, and never mentions Mary, who was not part of Joseph’s genealogy. Matthew contains the genealogy of Jesus through his mother Mary, and never mentions her husband Joseph. Joseph has two ancestors also named Joseph in his genealogy, while four other women are included in Mary’s genealogy. Last but not least, the three sets of 14 generations mentioned in Matthew are all complete when we realize Joseph in Matthew 1:16 is Mary’s father.
In closing, it should be mentioned that each of the Four Gospels emphasizes a different aspect of Christ’s life. Matthew portrays Jesus as the King, Mark as the Servant, Luke as the Man, and John as the Son of God. Thus it perfectly fits that Matthew traces Jesus’ royal bloodline and emphasizes Abraham who was promised the land and David the king, continuing the royal line down through David’s son Solomon. Luke, on the other hand, emphasizes the human side of Jesus, including being adopted by Joseph, and records his genealogy all the way back to Adam, the first human being.
“Mary.” The first time her name occurs in the NT. Here she is said to be of royal birth, and her father’s (and thus her) line is traced from none other than King David himself. Yet there is another, unspoken truth that needs to be weighed. Her “relative” was Elizabeth, who was a daughter of Aaron, the Priest (Luke 1:5). Elizabeth had to be related to Mary through Mary’s mother, who may have even been the sister of Elizabeth’s father.[footnoteRef:955] Thus, in Mary we see the meeting of the King and the Priest, Jesus himself being the ultimate fulfillment of those offices. [955:  Edersheim, Life and Times of Jesus the Messiah, 2:149.] 

Mat 1:17
“are 14 generations.” The pattern of the number 14 occurring three times is important in Matthew 1, so important in fact that it is more important than giving the accurate genealogy from Abraham to Christ, because in several places generations have been skipped (cf. Matt. 1:8, 11, 12). When we count the last 14 generations, Mary is number 13 and Jesus Christ is number 14, showing us that Matthew is giving Mary’s genealogy, while Luke 3 gives us Joseph’s genealogy.
Mat 1:18
“Now the birth of Jesus Christ happened this way.” The record of the events surrounding the birth of Christ occurs in Matthew and Luke, and the two Gospels interweave when it comes to the chronology of the events. If you want to read about the birth of Christ in chronological order, it is: Luke 1:5-80; Matt. 1:18-25; Luke 2:1-38; Matt. 2:1-22. Then Matt. 2:23 and Luke 2:39-40 are both summary statements about Jesus growing up in Nazareth.
“birth.” The Greek noun is genesis (#1078 γένεσις), and strictly speaking, it means “origin, source, or beginning.”[footnoteRef:956] It is from the verb, ginomai (#1096 γίνομαι, pronounced 'gin-o-my), which means “to become, to come into existence, begin to be.” We get the English word “genesis” from genesis. Genesis also became used for that which flows from what is begun, hence it was used to express the concept of “nature,” or “natural” (cf. James 1:23; 3:6). Since we usually think of the birth of a person as his or her “beginning,” genesis was used by the Greeks of birth. However, there is a much more accurate Greek verb for “birth,” and that is gennaō (#1080 γεννάω, pronounced ghen-'nah-o), and the nouns associated with it are gennētos (#1084 γεννητός, pronounced ghen-nay-'tos, meaning “born”) and gennēsis (#1083 γέννησις, pronounced 'ghen-nay-sis; meaning, “a birth”). The two words, genesis and gennēsis, are very similar, which has led to some confusion in Matthew 1:18, because although the earliest and best Greek texts have genesis, origin, some later manuscripts, have gennēsis, birth. [956:  Liddell and Scott, Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “γένεσις.”] 

Textual scholars have concluded that the most original reading of the Greek text of Matthew 1:18 is genesis, meaning, beginning or origin. Bruce Metzger writes:
“Both γένeσις [genesis] and γέννησις [gennēsis] mean “birth,” but the former also means “creation,” “generation,” and “genealogy” (compare 1.1), whereas the latter means more strictly “engendering”…. In the present passage not only do the earlier representatives of several text-types support γένεσις [genesis], but the tendency of copyists would have been to substitute a word of more specialized meaning for one that had been used in a different sense in verse 1, particularly since γέννησις [gennēsis] corresponds more nearly with the verb γεννᾶν [gennan] used so frequently in the previous genealogy.”[footnoteRef:957] [957:  Metzger, A Textual Commentary on the Greek New Testament, 8.] 

Although the substitution of gennēsis for genesis in some Greek texts (which led to gennēsis being the Greek word in the text from which the King James Version was translated) may have been completely accidental, it might also have been purposeful. Trinitarian scribes may have been uncomfortable with the idea that Jesus’ “origin” was when God impregnated Mary, and so might have substituted what was to them a much clearer word, gennēsis, which would then clearly make the subject of Matthew 1:18 be only Jesus’ birth, not his real “beginning.” The word genesis points to the fact that God impregnating Mary not only led to Jesus’ birth but was in fact his “origin” or “beginning.” He had been in the mind of God from before the foundation of the world but did not exist in any form except as part of God’s plan. When God impregnated Mary, Jesus “began” in reality, not just in the mind of God.
It is part of the doctrine of the Trinity, and also the teaching of some other people such as Arians, that Jesus existed in some form before he was physically conceived in Mary. They teach that Jesus existed either as a spirit like God or an angel or even as a physical being. That is not the case. Jesus was in the mind of God before his birth. He was part of God’s plan, but he did not exist in any other form than that. The theological term, “preexistence” was coined to support the doctrine of the Trinity and describe Jesus’ state before his birth, but “preexistence” is not in the Bible and is an invented nonsense term. Things either exist or they don’t; there is no such thing as “preexistence,” that is, something existing before it exists.
Theologians could use a different term to support Jesus’ existence before his conception in Mary, such as “preincarnate,” but that is also an invented non-biblical term, and they would still have to prove that Jesus existed as the Son of God before he was physically created when God impregnated Mary. But Scripture does not support the claim that Jesus existed before his conception in Mary.
Part of that lack of support is that Jesus is called “the Son of God.” Jesus is the Son of God, so He could not exist until God had a Son, and the conception of God’s Son occurred when God impregnated Mary. There is no other verse of Scripture anywhere that says that Jesus was conceived at any other time or place than when he was conceived in the womb of Mary. Trinitarians say that Jesus was “eternally begotten,” but that is also an invented nonsense term and unsupported by Scripture. The term “eternally begotten” is internally contradictory because, by definition, anything “begotten” (i.e., “born”) had a time at which it was born. Nothing eternal is “born.” If Jesus is eternal, then he was never born. If he was born, then he is not eternal. The term “eternally begotten” was invented to support the Trinity and is never used in any other context.
Since the Bible clearly calls Jesus the “Son,” and even the only begotten Son, there has to be a time when he was begotten. That being the case, we can search the Scripture and see when Jesus was begotten. When we search, we find that there is only one time when Jesus was conceived, and that was when God impregnated Mary, and only one time when Jesus was “begotten,” and that was when Mary gave birth to Jesus, making Mary the mother of Jesus.
That leads us to another proof that Jesus did not exist before his conception in the womb of Mary: for Jesus to be the “begotten Son,” there had to be a mother. If Jesus was “eternally begotten,” or born at any other time besides when Mary gave birth to him, who gave birth to him? Jesus cannot be “eternally begotten,” or even begotten at all if no one gave birth to him. “Begotten” means “born,” and if no one gave birth to him, then he was never “begotten.” But then who would be the mother that gave birth to him before Mary? There is no such mother-being and no such birth in Scripture.
It would be possible for God to create Jesus without there being a mother, just as He created the heavens and the earth out of nothing. However, that would make Jesus the first being of God’s creation. But that would be problematic because the Bible says that Jesus “was born from the seed of David according to the flesh” (Rom. 1:3). But if Jesus preexisted his earthly life as God, and then “incarnated” into Mary, then he would not have been an actual descendant of David.
Matthew 1:18 is very clear that the origin “of Jesus Christ happened this way,” which is that God impregnated Mary who later gave birth to the Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God. If Christ was born before Mary gave birth to him, then the Scripture should say, “the birth of Jesus Christ happened this way: before time began God gave birth to him.” But there is no Scripture that says anything like that. Scripture is clear. The “way” that Jesus was born was that God impregnated Mary, and Jesus himself was born as a fully human being, which is why he is called “the last Adam” (1 Cor. 15:45).
Jesus was the plan of God for the salvation of God’s people from before the foundation of the world (Rev. 13:8) and prophecies of his suffering go back to early Genesis (Gen. 3:15). Yet the plan that became reality in Jesus did not become that reality in the flesh until Jesus was conceived in Mary. Jesus is clearly called a “man” in the Bible, and furthermore, one “who has been tempted in every way just as we are” (Heb. 4:15).
Also, 1 Timothy 3:16 says that part of Jesus’ coming was that he was “seen by angels.” That phrase and that event are important and are properly placed in 1 Timothy 3:16 if the angels had never seen Jesus until he was born. But if Jesus existed before he was born, then of course the angels would have seen him, and seen him for millennia, not just when he came in the flesh, and according to some Christians, Jesus even created the angels. The reason that it was so important to insert the phrase “seen by angels” in 1 Timothy 3:16 is that Jesus Christ is not only the savior of people, but the savior of the whole universe, which is in bondage due to sin (cf. Rom. 8:19, 22). Once Jesus was born, then the angels could see him.
Also, Hebrews 1:1-2 says that it is in these last days that God spoke to us through His Son. But if the Son is the “angel of Yahweh,” as many Christians believe, or if he existed from the time of Adam and Eve, then Jesus has been speaking to us for millennia, in fact, he spoke to us even before most of the prophets that Hebrews 1:1 is speaking about were born.
The biblical evidence is that Jesus was the plan of God, and it was in that sense that he was the Messiah from the foundation of the world. Furthermore, Jesus’ being the plan of God before he was a reality in the flesh is also what is said about the Christian Church, of which the Bible says that “he [God] chose us [the Church] in him before the foundation of the world” (Eph. 1:4). The Church did not exist physically when we were chosen, but we were chosen in the plan of God, and the Messiah, Jesus Christ, was chosen that same way.
Adding up the biblical evidence makes the situation clear. Jesus was the plan of God to atone for the sins of the world long before he existed. Jesus began his physical existence when Mary conceived in her womb, and thus when Jesus was born he was literally “the Son of God.”
[For more on Jesus being a fully human person, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.” For more on the gift of holy spirit and the Trinity, see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
“Joseph.” Not much is said about Joseph in the Bible, but there are things said about him that give us important information about him and thus about Jesus (see commentary on Matt. 13:55).
“before they came together she was found to be with child.” Mary was likely 14 or so when she was impregnated by God (see commentary on Luke 1:31). The phrase “before they came together” is an idiom for coming together in sexual intercourse.
“from the Holy Spirit.” The Greek reads literally, “of Holy Spirit,” which in this context is the genitive of origin, thus the translation “by.” Mary was impregnated “by” or “from” God. “The Holy Spirit” is the name for God that emphasizes His power in operation. God is called “the Holy Spirit” in a number of verses in the NT, including Matthew 1:20; 12:32; and Hebrews 9:8.
The Bible has many names that refer to our One God, who is the Father of the Lord Jesus Christ. Some of the Hebrew names for God are: Yahweh, Elohim, El, Elyon, Adonai, and Shaddai. In the New Testament, He is referred to as Theos (God). Furthermore, the attributes that are used as names for God include: “the Almighty” (2 Cor. 6:18; Rev. 1:8. Greek is pantokrator); “the Ancient of Days” (Dan. 7:9,13, 22); “the Blessed” (Mark 14:61); “Father” (Ps. 68:5; Eph. 1:2); “Judge” (Judg. 11:27); “King” (Ps. 5:2; 47:6; 1 Tim. 1:17); “Yahweh of Armies” (1 Sam. 1:11; 17:45); “the Mighty One” (Gen. 49:24; Ps. 132:2; Isa. 1:24); and “the Rock” (Deut. 32:18; Isa. 30:29; Hab. 1:12). Moreover, God is holy (Isa. 6:3; John 17:11), so He was also known as “the Holy,” which is usually translated in English Bibles as “the Holy One” (2 Kings 19:22; Job 6:10; Ps. 71:22; 78:41; 89:18; Isa. 1:4; 29:23; Luke 1:49; John 17:11). Sometimes “Spirit” is combined with “holy,” and God is called “the Holy Spirit,” pneuma hagion. In fact, holiness and “spirit” are so essential to God that it would be strange if “the Holy Spirit” were not one of His names. Thus, in Acts 5:3, Peter told Ananias, “You have lied to the Holy Spirit,” whom he identified in Acts 5:4 as “God.”
Every name of God emphasizes a different aspect of His character. Calling God “the Ancient of Days” magnifies His age and timelessness; calling him “the Blessed” magnifies the blessings He gives and receives; calling Him “the Rock” magnifies His stability and invulnerability. Similarly, since “spirit” is used of invisible power, when God is called “the Spirit,” or “the Holy Spirit,” it emphasizes His invisible power at work. The Gospels say that Mary was impregnated by “the Holy Spirit,” (Matt. 1:18, 20; Luke 1:35) because that name emphasized God’s power at work. That “the Holy Spirit” is a name for God and not a separate being is why Jesus is always called “the Son of God” and never “the Son of the Holy Spirit.” There is no reason to make “the Holy Spirit” into a separate “Person.” We do not make any of the rest of God’s names into other “Persons,” and the Jews never made “the Spirit” in the Old Testament into another person. There is one God, and He has many names. Every use of “the Holy Spirit” can be explained as being a name for God without once making “the Holy Spirit” into another “Person” [we must, however, differentiate between “the Holy Spirit,” which is another name for God, and “the holy spirit,” which is the gift of God’s nature that He gives to believers; cf. Acts 2:38).
[For more information on the uses of “Holy Spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
Here in Matthew 1:18, there is not a definite article before “Holy Spirit.” The preposition ek is before the phrase. In Greek, if a preposition precedes a noun, the noun can be definite without specifically adding the definite article; the subject and context are the final arbiters. Daniel Wallace writes: “There is no need for the article to be used to make the object of a preposition definite.”[footnoteRef:958] A. T. Robertson writes: “...the article is not the only means of showing that a word is definite. ...The context and history of the phrase in question must decide. ...[As for prepositional phrases], these were also considered definite enough without the article.” Robertson then cites some examples that use ek.[footnoteRef:959] [958:  Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics, 247.]  [959:  Robertson, Grammar of the Greek New Testament, 790-92.] 

[For more on God the Father being called “the Holy Spirit,” see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?” For more on Jesus being a fully human person, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.”]
Mat 1:19
“Joseph.” For more on Joseph and his trade as a builder, see commentary on Matthew 13:55.
“husband.” The Greek word is anēr (#435 ἀνήρ), and generally refers to an adult male. It can refer to a man in contrast to a woman (Acts 5:1; 8:12); a man in his role as a husband (Mark 10:12; Luke 2:36; Acts 5:9; thus sometimes the translation “husband” is acceptable); and a man in contrast to a boy (1 Cor. 13:11). Sometimes it was used universally when both men and women were present, “men” being inclusive of men and women because men were more visible in the culture and women were sheltered (Luke 11:32; James 1:20). Similarly, “man” was used in a way equivalent to “someone” or “a person” even if there was no specific need to refer to the sex of the person (Luke 9:38; John 1:30; Rom. 4:8). Matthew 1:19 is a case where culturally “man” (or “husband”) is used because, in the conservative Eastern biblical culture to which Joseph and Mary belonged, a betrothal (engagement) was as strong as the marriage, so strong, in fact, that it had to be dissolved by divorce, as this verse makes clear. Thus, in the eyes of the people, Joseph was the “husband” of Mary, even though the two had not yet been through the marriage ceremony. This verse is a case where trying to translate anēr as “fiancée” or “betrothed” causes problems because then the reader is left wondering why a divorce was necessary to break the engagement. It is better to translate the Greek more literally and then learn the biblical culture. This approach promotes a better understanding of the entire Bible.
“and yet.” From Joseph’s point of view, his betrothed had unfaithfully slept with another man while still out of wedlock. He is now facing his legal options, out of his just nature desiring to fulfill the Law, and yet also desiring not to shame Mary. His options would be to either institute a lawsuit against Mary or issue her a certificate of divorce, dismissing her quietly. According to the Law, if a husband finds his new wife has had premarital sex, she should be stoned (Deut. 22:20-21). Joseph does not seem to be afraid that Mary will be stoned to death, however, instead, he wished to save her from “public disgrace.” The reason for this is that by this time, death by stoning could not be accomplished in court (cf. John 18:31: “It is not lawful for us to put anyone to death”). As Hendriksen explains: “This law had been modified by so many man-made restrictions that this possibility could be safely dismissed, [yet, instituting a lawsuit] would nevertheless have exposed Mary to public disgrace and scorn, the very thing which Joseph wanted by all means to avoid.”[footnoteRef:960] The only other option for Joseph is what is described in Deuteronomy 24:1-4. He could quietly issue her a certificate of divorce because he “found indecency” in her, and Mary could leave him and “become another man’s wife” (Deut. 24:1-2). Joseph wanted to allow her to go quietly and marry whom he presumed to be the man she had slept with. This would preserve her from public disgrace and, technically, fulfill the righteousness of the law prescribed in Deuteronomy 24:1-4. [960:  William Hendriksen, New Testament Commentary: Matthew, 131.] 

Mat 1:20
“But after he considered these things.” Joseph apparently fell asleep after considering the situation, and it was while he was asleep that the angel appeared to him in a dream. The verb “considered” is an aorist participle, which normally carries with it the idea of a concluded action (cf. CSB, NIV).
“behold.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού). The second-person singular aorist middle imperative of eidon (εἶδον; “to see, to look at, to perceive) is ἰδοῦ (note the special accent mark on the “u”). However, when idou has an acute accent (ἰδού) as it does in this verse and many others in the New Testament, it is used as a demonstrative particle to draw our attention to something. To be strictly literal we would stick with translations that retain the meaning of seeing something (“Look!”; “Behold!”; “See!”). But ἰδού was used more idiomatically than literally, and thus would be heard by anyone listening as an attention grabber appropriate to the context, not a command to actually look at something. We do the same thing in English. If someone is being accused of being somewhere he was not supposed to be, he may well say, “Look, I told you I was home, and I was.” In this case, the man does not expect us to see anything just because he said “Look.” In the same way, idou should be translated in ways that are appropriate to the context. Thus it is best translated “look” or “behold” if the context is visual, “Listen” if the context is audible, “Pay attention,” etc. It often introduces something new or unusual, or something that requires special attention. In that light, there are contexts in which “consider” would be an appropriate translation (cf. Matt. 10:16).
As with any exclamation meant to get people’s attention, the force and meaning of the exclamation idou would be expressed by the tone and volume of the way it was spoken. Thus there are times when idou is clearly meant to forcefully grab our attention—an angel just showed up with a message about the birth of the Messiah, and we had better pay attention. On the other hand, there are times when the context dictates that it would have been used with less force but still deep meaning. For example, in Matthew 19:27, Peter is reminding the Lord that he and the other apostles have left everything to follow him. It is a gentle reminder, so a harsh attention grabber such as “Pay attention!” would not be an appropriate translation in that context, but perhaps “consider,” or even “remember” (cf. Matt. 28:20). Often the punctuation associated with idou can help express the meaning, there being a difference in force between “Look,...” and “Look!”
Many translations of the English Bible (cf. NIV, NRSV, HCSB) omit the word, usually on the logic that it is based on an underlying Semitic expression and does not bring meaning to the subject. We disagree, and note that BDAG says that it is “frequently omitted in translation, but with some loss of meaning.” In fact, we agree with Bullinger that it is the figure asterismos (“indicating;” related to “asterisk”), and calls attention to the subject.[footnoteRef:961] This can be seen by simply noting that it is not used in every speech or before every interesting or important event, but is carefully placed and when it does occur it always is appropriate. [961:  Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 926, “asterismos.”] 

[See Word Study: “Asterismos.”]
“take.” At this point, Joseph would naturally have presumed his wife had been unfaithful. Since Joseph was “righteous” (Matt. 1:19), he would be obligated to put her away and not take her to himself after she had been “defiled” (Deut. 24:4; See commentary on Matt. 1:19; “and yet”). In this context, the angel appears and tells Joseph not to fear to paralambanō (#3880 παραλαμβάνω) his wife. This word is usually translated as “take” or “receive,” but can also have the meaning of accept favorably: “Sometimes the emphasis lies not so much on receiving or taking over, as on the fact that the word implies agreement or approval, accept.”[footnoteRef:962] Hence, the angel is assuring Joseph that he may accept his wife, not fearing any defilement. Additionally, the word would come with the strong connotation of “taking to one’s self” or receiving Mary into his house (as in Matt. 1:24). [962:  BDAG, s.v. “παραλαμβάνω.”] 

“because the child who has been conceived in her.” The conception of Jesus Christ, i.e., when God impregnated Mary, was the actual beginning of Jesus Christ. He had been foretold in prophecy and thus expected since Genesis, but now he was actually conceived and was alive as a human being.
[For more information on Jesus being a true human, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.”]
“the Holy Spirit.” “The Holy Spirit” is the name for God that emphasizes His power in operation. God is called “the Holy Spirit” in a number of verses in the NT, including Matthew 1:20; 12:32; and Hebrews 9:8. In this case, there is not a definite article before “Holy Spirit” due to the preposition ek before the phrase, making the definite article unnecessary.
[For more information on the uses of “Holy Spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’” Also see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
Mat 1:21
“Jesus.” Jesus is the Greek form of the name “Joshua,” which means “Yahweh saves.” It was a common name at the time of Christ. The angel would have spoken to Joseph in Hebrew or Aramaic because the phraseology is Semitic,[footnoteRef:963] and the name “Jesus” means “Yahweh is salvation.” The angel explains the name “Jesus” by saying, “for, he will save his people from their sins.” “Jesus” is the same name in Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek, as “Joshua” in the Old Testament, something that has caused some confusion in some modern versions. For example, in the King James Version in Acts 7:45 and Hebrews 4:8, the Old Testament man Joshua is mistakenly called “Jesus.” Joshua was one of the types of Christ in the Old Testament and there are some profound parallels between Joshua and Jesus. [963:  Grant Osborne, Matthew [ZECNT], 77.] 

It should be noted that “Jesus” is the English name of the man Jesus, and the name is spelled and pronounced differently in different languages. In Hebrew, the name is Yeshua or Yehoshua (the shorter and longer form of the name), in Greek the name is Iēsous (approximately pronounced Ē-ā-sous; Greek has no “Y” or “J”), in Latin the name was Iesus (from the Greek, and also approximately pronounced Ē-ā-sous), in English the name is “Jesus” (the letter “J” was invented for English in 1524), in French the name is Jésus (pronounced Jézu), in Spanish the name is Jesús (pronounced Hay-'soos). In some English-speaking Christian circles it has become fashionable to call Jesus “Yeshua,” but that is not “more holy” than using his name in the vernacular of one’s own language, thus “Jesus” in English. In fact, there is little doubt that when Jesus was alive on earth, the people around him (including his family, who were most certainly bi-lingual and likely even tri-lingual) called Jesus by different names depending on whether they were dominantly Hebrew (like many rabbis), Aramaic, Greek or Latin (like Pontius Pilate). Jesus knows his name and answers people who call out to him no matter how his name is spelled or pronounced in the language of the one calling to him.
“because he.” The pronoun “he” is in an emphatic place in the Greek text since it is put as the very last word in the sentence for emphasis. That would only be confusing in English, so we would have to use capital letters or bold letters. We might say, “Because HE will save his people from their sins.”
“sins.” In this context, to be saved from sin is multifaceted. The major emphasis is a metonymy of effect, where “sin” is put for the effect of sin, i.e., the consequences of sin, which is death. In saving people from their sin, Jesus saves people from everlasting death. Jesus Christ came to give people everlasting life, as Scripture attests in many places. Also, however, Jesus saves people from sin in many other ways, including changing their life so that they do not continually live in sin and its consequences, and forgiving sin so people do not have the weight of sin on their shoulders.
[For more on sin, what it is, and what it does, see commentary on 1 John 1:7, “sin.”]
Mat 1:22
“with the result that.” The Greek reads hina plērōthē (ἵνα πληρωθῇ), which is the conjunction hina followed by the verb for “fulfilled” in the subjunctive mood. Although the conjunction hina can have several different meanings, in general, it either introduces a purpose clause (“so that,” “in order that”) or a result clause (“with the result that,” “resulting in”). The fact that the hina can be translated either way leaves the door wide open to the theology of the translator. If the translators believe that God is totally in control of what people do and the events of history, then they use “so that” or “in order that.” Thus the BBE (Bible in Basic English) says, “Now all this took place so that the word of the Lord by the prophet might come true.” In other words, according to that translation, the events surrounding the birth of Christ happened the way they did “so that,” or for the purpose of, fulfilling the Old Testament prophecy. But that is not the correct way to think about history and man’s free will decisions.
God works with our free will and in history such that what we do by our free will fulfills what He foretold. No person is forced to act in such a way that Scripture is fulfilled. Rather, God is so knowledgeable and skillful that what happens fulfills what He has written, not the opposite. What happens results in His Word being fulfilled, not that He writes and then forces events to occur “so that” His Word is fulfilled.
“the Lord.” “Yahweh” is the personal name of God, and a rabbinic abbreviation for it appears in the Hebrew manuscript of Matthew as well as in the verses of the Old Testament that Matthew quoted. There is evidence that Matthew wrote his Gospel in Hebrew and used the name Yahweh (see commentary on Matt. 3:3).
Mat 1:23
“Behold! The virgin will be pregnant and will give birth to a son, and they will call his name Immanuel.” This quotation is much closer to the Septuagint than the Hebrew text. For example, the Hebrew text has the phrase “is pregnant,” while the Greek text has the phrase, “will be pregnant.” Also, the word in the Hebrew text which gets translated “virgin” means “young woman,” not specifically “virgin.” Thus, Isaiah 7 spoke of a “young woman” being pregnant and, furthermore, pregnant at that very time, not more than 700 years later: “Therefore the Lord himself will give you a sign. Look, the young woman is with child and shall bear a son, and shall name him Immanuel. He shall eat curds and honey by the time he knows how to refuse the evil and choose the good. For before the child knows how to refuse the evil and choose the good, the land before whose two kings you are in dread [Syria and Israel] will be deserted” (Isa. 7:14-16 NRSV). Historically, Syria and Israel were both attacked and conquered by Assyria shortly thereafter.
The prophecy and imminent fulfillment of Isaiah 7 during Isaiah’s time is why even very spiritual Jews like Joseph and Mary were not expecting a virgin birth. When the angel told Mary that she was going to give birth to the Messiah, she was very surprised that it was going to be a virgin birth. She said to the angel, “How will this be, seeing I am not knowing [not currently having sex with] a man” (Luke 1:34).
When the Hebrew text was translated into Greek about 250 BC, making the version we know as the Septuagint, the translators translated the Hebrew word almah (#05959 עַלְמָה), “young woman,” as parthenos (#3933 παρθένος). The Hebrew word almah refers to a “young woman” but not necessarily a virgin. Similarly, there is good evidence in Greek literature that the word parthenos does not specifically refer to the virginity of the woman or man. Rather it refers more to their age as being young (parthenos with the masculine pronoun refers to a young man). Liddell and Scott[footnoteRef:964] give references to when parthenos was used of young married women. Also, some scholars say that if strictly “virgin” was meant, then parthenois would have been used instead of parthenos.[footnoteRef:965] That the Septuagint reads parthenos in Isaiah 7:14, but the Jewish people did not think their Messiah would be born of a virgin, is quite conclusive evidence that the word parthenos did not have to refer to a virgin, even though it could refer to one. [964:  Liddell and Scott, Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “παρθένος.”]  [965:  See note in The Source New Testament by A. Nyland, 13n4.] 

Mary was certainly a young woman, thus an almah and a parthenos, and she was also a virgin. We know she was a virgin, not from the meaning of the word parthenos, but from the clear statements in both Matthew and Luke where Mary is referred to as a parthenos.
Many commentators have written about Isaiah 7:14 and how the vocabulary and the context are not about a virgin birth but about a birth that would occur in Isaiah’s time, and that is true. Easily available commentaries include J. P. Lange’s commentary and the commentary on the Old Testament by Keil and Delitzsch. English versions such as the Revised Standard Version read “young woman” instead of “virgin” in Isaiah 7:14, and that is the proper way to translate the Hebrew text (other versions that read “young woman” include: BBE, CJB, NAB, NET, NJB, NRSV, RSV, The Complete Bible: An American Translation; and the Moffatt Bible).
We can tell from Matthew that the prophecy in Isaiah, which referred to a young woman, had a second fulfillment in Jesus Christ. We must remember that it is God who prophetically tells the future, and God can shape His prophecies so that they fit multiple situations, even if unbelievers or over-zealous Christians deny a double fulfillment. Interestingly, unbelievers usually agree that the prophecy was fulfilled in Isaiah’s time and deny the fulfillment in Matthew, while over-zealous Christians deny the fulfillment in Isaiah’s time and invent reasons why the only fulfillment is with the birth of Christ.
When it comes to Isaiah 7:14, it is like Hosea 11:1 in that it involved two fulfillments. What we should be aware of when it comes to prophecies that are fulfilled twice, is that once it is fulfilled the first time, the only way people can see a second fulfillment is if God tells them about it, like He does with Isaiah 7:14 or Hosea 11:1.
[A good, but technical treatment of Isa. 7:14 is in The Bible Translator, July 1958, “A Study of Isaiah 7:14,” by Robert G. Bratcher.]
It fits perfectly within the scope and purpose of the book of Isaiah that the prophecy in Isaiah 7:14 would have a second fulfillment in the birth of Jesus Christ, because Isaiah and his children are specifically said to be “signs” (Isa. 8:18). Just as the prophet Isaiah foretold the birth of a son who would be born in his own time and be associated with the deliverance of Judah, so the prophecy also was fulfilled by a son who would be born centuries later who was associated with the ultimate deliverance of Judah.
As the New Testament makes clear in Matthew and Luke, Mary was impregnated by God. In fact, the very reason Isaiah is quoted in this context is because it is the second and ultimate fulfillment of the prophecy in Isaiah. That is why Matthew 1:22 says, “Now all this took place with the result that what was spoken by the Lord through the prophet [Isaiah] was fulfilled.” If Mary’s having a son did not fulfill Isaiah, then it would not have been appropriate to quote it as Matthew quoted it. Matthew 1:22 shows that Mary’s being impregnated by God fulfilled the prophecy in Isaiah 7:14.
[For more clarity on Matt. 1:23, see commentary on Isa. 7:14.]
“Behold!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. Although the literal meaning of idou relates to visual perception (seeing), it was used idiomatically, and thus should be translated in ways appropriate to the context, such as “look,” “listen,” “pay attention,” “consider,” “remember,” etc. Many translations of the English Bible (cf. NIV, NRSV, HCSB) do not translate idou, but in doing so miss the meaning that it is bringing to the context. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“Immanuel.” One of the names of Jesus Christ is “Immanuel,” which can be translated as, “God with us” or “God is with us.” We know that God was with us in Jesus Christ, and Jesus himself said that if one had seen him, he had seen the Father. Names are often symbolic, the meaning of the name importing some characteristic that God wants us to know. When Jesus is called the Lion of the tribe of Judah (Rev. 5:5), the Lamb of God (John 1:29), or the tent peg (Zech. 10:4), God is importing characteristics about Jesus that He wants us to know. When it comes to Immanuel, God wants us to know that through Jesus Christ, God was with us. Not with us literally, but acting powerfully through His Son, just as 2 Corinthians 5:19 indicates: “That God was in Christ, reconciling the world to Himself” (NKJV). It is important to read exactly what was written: God was in Christ, not God was Christ.
Symbolism in names can be seen throughout the Bible, it is not something that is unique to Jesus Christ. Many people were given names that would cause great problems if they were believed literally. Are we to believe that Bithiah, a daughter of Pharaoh, was the sister of Jesus because her name is “daughter of Yahweh?” Are we to believe that Eliab was the real Messiah since his name means “My God [is my] father?” Of course not. It would be a great mistake to claim that the meaning of a name proves a literal truth. We know that Jesus’ name is very significant—it communicates the truth that, as the Son of God and as the image of God, God is with us in Jesus, but the name does not make Jesus God.
[For more information on Jesus being the fully human Son of God and not being “God the Son,” see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.” For more on “the Holy Spirit” being one of the designations for God the Father and “the holy spirit” being the gift of God’s nature, see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?” For more on a name being significant but not necessarily a literal truth, see Graeser, Lynn, and Schoenheit, One God & One Lord, also, A. Buzzard and C. Hunting, The Doctrine of the Trinity; Patrick Navas, Divine Truth or Human Tradition; D. Snedeker, Our Heavenly Father Has No Equals.]
(which is translated as “God with us”). The parenthesis is the figure of speech epitrechon, a form of parenthesis where the statement is not itself a complete thought.[footnoteRef:966] [966:  Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 472, “epitrechon.”] 

Mat 1:24
“took Mary as his wife.” The phrase “took Mary as his wife,” or as the KJV has it, “and took his wife to himself,” does not mean that Joseph married or consummated his marriage to Mary that very morning. It simply means that he immediately started the process by which he would be married.
Mat 1:25
“know her sexually.” Matthew 1:24 says Joseph took Mary home as his wife, but Matthew 1:25 makes it clear that he did not have sexual intercourse with her until after Jesus was born. Mary’s being pregnant would not have stopped her from having sexual intercourse, so why would they have waited until after Jesus was born? Before we answer that question, we need to be sure we correctly understand what this verse is saying.
In both Hebrew and Greek, the word “know” was a common idiom for having sexual intercourse (cf. Gen. 4:1; 1 Kings 1:4), even including rape (Gen. 19:5; Judg. 19:25). Other idioms for sexual intercourse include, “go into” (2 Sam. 3:7), and “go near; approach” (Exod. 19:15 ESV, NAB), “be with” someone (2 Sam. 13:20), “uncover the nakedness” (Lev. 18:12); and sometimes “see the nakedness” (Lev. 20:17).
The Hebrew word “know” that is used idiomatically for sexual intercourse is the common word yada (#03045 ידע), which is used well over 800 times in the Old Testament. Its first use in the Bible for sexual intercourse is Genesis 4:1, and it is used many other times that way (cf. Gen. 4:1, 17, 25; 19:8; 24:16; Judg, 11:39; 19:25; 1 Sam. 1:19; 1 Kings 1:4). In the Greek New Testament, the word “know” is the common word ginōskō (#1097 γινώσκω), which occurs more than 200 times and is used of “knowing” someone sexually in Matthew 1:25 and Luke 1:34. The association between sex and “knowing” was most likely made because modesty and sexual privacy are normal parts of our humanity, so if we become sexually intimate with someone, we “know” them in a unique and personal way. Interestingly, throughout the ages, spies have used the special connection and intimacy that comes with “knowing” someone sexually to get to know other things about them, including top-secret information, because knowing a person sexually often leads to intimate knowledge in other areas as well.
From a lexical viewpoint, “knowing” someone sexually, which involves intimate and experiential knowledge, is quite close to the ordinary semantic range of the word “know,” which includes thorough or experiential knowledge as well as just intellectual knowledge. For example, when the Bible says that Jesus “knew” no sin (2 Cor. 5:21 KJV), it is not that he did not have intellectual knowledge of sin, but rather that he had no experiential knowledge of sin. Similarly, when Romans 3:17 says the wicked have not “known” the way of peace, it is not saying that the wicked do not know what peace is, but they have not experienced it. It is possible that “know” as an idiom for sexual intercourse came into the Greek language after the Greeks conquered Israel and Egypt, because “know” is used for sexual intercourse from the time of Alexander the Great down. In any case, “know” shows up as an idiom for sexual intercourse in the writings of Greek authors such as Menander of Athens, Hiraclides, Plutarch, and the apocryphal book of Judith.[footnoteRef:967] [967:  Thayer; BDAG; EDNT.] 

It has been suggested by at least one theologian that “know” refers to sexual intercourse that results in conception, but that is not accurate, something that can be seen by studying the Hebrew and Greek writings and lexicons. In the OT, verses such as Genesis 19:8 and Judges 19:25 clearly make a separation between sexual “knowing” and conception. Similarly, in the New Testament in Luke 1:34, when the angel tells Mary she will be pregnant, she replies, “How will this be, since I am not knowing a man” (literal translation). In Luke 1:34, the verb “know” is present tense, active voice, which indicates action that is currently going on in the present. Thus, when Mary told the angel she was not “knowing” a man, she was saying she was not actively having sex at the time, in her case, because she was not married. It is clear from Mary’s statement to the angel that she did not think “know” included conception. Furthermore, verses such as Genesis 4:1, 17 and 4:25, show that the “knowing” and the conception were two separate events because the verses say that the husbands “knew” their wives and also say they “conceived.” If “know” included conception, then adding the phrase “and she conceived” would have been inappropriate.
The question remains as to why Joseph did not have sexual intercourse with Mary until after Jesus was born, and the answer is both simple and profound. He wanted there to be no doubt in anyone’s mind that Jesus was not his child. Today we track pregnancies with a precise knowledge of when the baby will be born, and women who have only been pregnant for a couple of months speak of their “due date” months away. In our world of precise due dates and DNA paternity testing, Joseph could prove he was not Jesus’ father. However, things were much less clear in the ancient world. For example, Sarah Pomeroy notes that the exact period of gestation was not known in ancient times, and she writes, “Some Romans believed that children could be born seven to ten months after conception, but that eight-month babies were not possible.”[footnoteRef:968] There was just no way Joseph could conclusively prove that he was not Jesus’ father if he had sexual intercourse with Mary before Jesus was born. In fact, the uncertainty about paternity was one reason kings did not let women leave their harems, even if they were no longer interested in them, and why David wanted his first wife Michal to be in his harem even though he had other wives and she had married another man during the years David was running from Saul (2 Sam. 3:13-15). If a woman who had been with a king had a baby, it could be set forth as an heir of the king without there being a way to disprove the claim. And even if the paternity was unlikely, no king wanted to take the risk of having a possible heir and rival out causing trouble. [968:  Pomeroy, Goddesses, Whores, Wives and Slaves, 168.] 

Joseph was a godly and honorable man, and did not want to cast any doubt on the fact that God was the father of the Lord Jesus Christ, so he and Mary restrained their passions and acted in the best interests of God and Jesus, waiting until after Jesus was born to have sexual intercourse. Matthew 1:25 makes it clear that the birth of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ was indeed a virgin birth, one of the great miracles in history, and because Joseph and Mary waited to have sex, we can be sure that God is the Father of the Lord Jesus Christ.
[For more on the idiomatic sense of “know,” see commentary on Gen. 3:22. For more on the idiomatic sense of other words such as “remember,” see commentary on Luke 23:42.]
 
Matthew Chapter 2
Mat 2:1
“Now after Jesus was born.” This phrase should have done away with any thought that the Magi belong in any manger scene, or are associated with the night of the birth of Christ in any way. The Magi did not even arrive in Jerusalem, much less Bethlehem, until after Jesus was born. They were not present with Joseph, Mary, and the shepherds on the night of Jesus’ birth. The verb “born” is gennaō (#1080 γεννάω) and it is an aorist participle in the Greek text, meaning, “having been born,” which is how Young’s Literal Translation of the Bible translates it. In English, we would usually not say, “Jesus, having been born,” but would more likely say, “after Jesus was born” as does the HCSB, ESV, NASB, NET, NIV, NKJV, and NRSV. We learn from history and Herod’s killing the children up to two years old that the amount of time “after” Jesus was born was likely close to a year and a half.
The record of the events surrounding the birth of Christ occurs in Matthew and Luke, and the two Gospels interweave when it comes to the chronology of the events. To read about the birth of Christ in chronological order, it is: Luke 1:5-80; Matt. 1:18-25; Luke 2:1-38; Matt. 2:1-22. Then Matt. 2:23 and Luke 2:39-40 are both summary statements about Jesus growing up in Nazareth.
“Bethlehem of Judea.” The ancient tribal territories of the twelve tribes had given way to the kingdom of Herod, and other kingdoms before that. Nevertheless, the Bethlehem in which Christ was born was in the tribal territory of Judah, and thus the prophecy that Christ would be from the tribe of Judah was important to emphasize, which was done by saying that the city was Bethlehem of Judea. There was also a Bethlehem in Galilee in the tribal territory of Zebulun, and that must not be confused with Bethlehem of Judea.
“behold.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. Although the literal meaning of idou relates to visual perception (seeing), it was used idiomatically, and thus should be translated in ways appropriate to the context, such as “look,” “listen,” “pay attention,” “take notice,” “consider,” “remember,” etc. Many translations of the English Bible (cf. NIV, NRSV, HCSB) do not translate idou, but in doing so miss the meaning that it is bringing to the context. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“Magi.” The Greek word magoi, correctly translated as “Magi,” (Matt. 2:1 NIV) is a plural proper noun referring to people of a specific religious group that existed in the ancient Near East, most specifically the area of ancient Media and Persia. Although by the time of Christ there were groups of Magi in other countries, such as Egypt, these Magi came “from the east,” so it is almost certain they were from Parthia, which is north and east of Israel. Much has been written in encyclopedias and Bible dictionaries about their origin, history, and beliefs, so that need not be repeated here, however, it is important to know that at least some Magi were looking for a Messiah who would conquer darkness and restore justice in the world.
The NASB and NIV are two modern versions that say “Magi,” while other modern versions retain the designation “Wise Men” (KJV, ESV, NRSV). Magi, especially their leaders and priests, were considered to be wise and even to have occult powers, so the translation “Wise Men” might at first seem to be a fitting translation, but it is far too broad a term to communicate the meaning of the word “magoi.” After all, there were many wise men in the ancient world, just as there are today, whereas the Magi were a specific group. A good comparison might be if Catholic Cardinals from Rome came to visit Jesus but we only knew them as, “Good Men from the West.” The designation might be true, but it would not give us important and accurate information about them. The title “Wise Men” does not tell us who the Magi were, but their proper title does. Similarly, calling them “kings,” as in the song verse, “We three kings from orient are…,” only confuses the record. They were not kings.
Perhaps the most important reason to refer to these men by the name “Magi” is so we can see their relation to the religious group that was at one time led and instructed by Daniel. In the late 500s BC (Jerusalem was conquered by Nebuchadnezzar in 586 BC, and Daniel was promoted shortly after that) Daniel was made ruler over the Magi, although this is not as clear as it could be because the book of Daniel says “Magicians,” and Daniel is referred to as “chief of the Magicians” (Dan. 4:9; 5:11; cf. Dan. 2:48 NIV). Although there is no proof for it outside the Bible, it seems certain that Daniel instructed the leaders of the Magi about the Jewish origin of the true Messiah.
As the centuries passed after the birth of Christ, the true knowledge about the Magi was replaced by superstition and tradition, and this has persisted in spite of the fact that it contradicts what is clearly written in Scripture. For example, the Magi did not follow a star to Bethlehem. No super-bright, westward traveling celestial phenomena appeared in the sky and went from Parthia to Bethlehem. The “star” they saw was not an unusual celestial object, but a unique occurrence of planetary conjunctions and appearances that, viewed by themselves and considered individually, would not have grabbed anyone’s attention—which explains why only the Magi, diligent astronomers, and observers of the heavens, showed up in Judea asking where the new king had been born. We have to keep in mind that in a culture in which a substantial part of the population lived in tents or spent a lot of time outdoors, any unusual event in the heavens got a lot of attention. The fact that there was no such attention at the time of Christ is good evidence that to an untrained observer, the heavenly events were normal.
These Magi were astronomers, and it seems quite certain that the “star” they saw was a series of celestial events, including stars, planets, and conjunctions, especially involving the “king planet” Jupiter.[footnoteRef:969] Before telescopes were invented, planets, stars, novas, and comets were all called “stars,” and before the invention of modern devices for measuring their movement, ancient astronomers tracked the timing and position of the stars by when they were first visible over the horizon. We know the Magi used this technique because it was a usual procedure, and also by what they said when they reached Jerusalem: “For we saw his star when it rose and have come to worship him” (Matt. 2:2 ESV). The ESV does a superb job of translating the phrase “when it rose.” The Magi were watching the stars and noting their relation to points on the horizon, to each other, and to the constellations in which they appeared. Eventually, they saw patterns that convinced them the Messiah had been born (see, “in its rising” below). [969:  Cf. Ernest Martin, The Star that Astonished the World; Victor Wierwille, Jesus Christ Our Promised Seed.] 

The Magi would have traveled to Jerusalem by joining a trading caravan that was heading in that direction. It was unsafe to travel in small groups, especially carrying valuables across the international border between the enemy countries of Rome and Parthia. We do not know how long the journey took, but it likely would have taken several months or even more (Parthia itself is hundreds of miles across, and we do not know exactly where they started their journey). The trip from Persia (Parthia in New Testament times) to Jerusalem took Ezra four months (Ezra 7:9), and the Magi could easily have taken about as much time.
Also, the Bible does not say how many Magi came to see Jesus. Tradition says three, but that idea comes from the three kinds of gifts: gold, frankincense, and myrrh. These gifts were all fitting for a king, and each could easily be sold or bartered, so they would greatly help Joseph and his new family. It is not likely that each Magi individually brought “a gift,” like we would bring “a gift” to a birthday party. The three gifts would have been presented as a collective offering from the Magi who made the journey and from the people they represented back in Parthia, who put together the gift. There were almost certainly many more than three Magi who made the trip. For one thing, the purpose of the trip was to pay homage to the long-awaited Messiah, and many devout people would have wanted to be part of that event. Furthermore, the trip was long and dangerous, and it was standard procedure in those days to travel with a large number of people for protection.
Another good reason to believe there were more than three Magi is that when they arrived in Jerusalem, King Herod and “all Jerusalem” were disturbed at their coming (Matt. 2:3). To fully appreciate this, we need to remember that Herod and Jerusalem were not disturbed when, about a year and a half earlier, shepherds announced that they had seen angels and that the Messiah had been born (the chronology of the year and a half is explained in the books by Martin and Wierwille mentioned earlier, and is why Herod killed all the babies two years old and under). When, however, a group of Magi arrived from Parthia and wanted to know where the Messiah was born, that got the attention of Herod and Jerusalem, and upset them greatly.
When the Magi arrived in Jerusalem, neither they nor King Herod knew where to find the young Messiah. Herod had to call the priests and experts in the Law to find out where the Old Testament said the Messiah would be born (Matt. 2:4). They told him that the book of Micah (Mic. 5:2) foretold that the Messiah would be born in Bethlehem, so that is where King Herod sent the Magi (Matt. 2:4-8). Bethlehem is seven miles (11.2 km) south of Jerusalem, and the Magi did not travel there the day they got an audience with King Herod. Even at two miles per hour, the journey would have only taken three and a half hours, and we can conclude from the biblical record that they returned to where they were staying and prepared to make the journey the next day. It was usual for caravans to get started very early in the morning, while it is still dark, and that is what they did.
When the Magi headed out for Bethlehem, the “star” they had observed back in Parthia “went before them” (Matt. 2:9 KJV, ESV). It is important to remember that these Magi did not follow the star to Bethlehem, they were already going there. Thus the “star” did not lead them to Bethlehem. They rejoiced at seeing it because it seemed a confirmation of the godly purpose of their journey, to meet and pay homage to the new king. The evidence is that the star that seemed to go in front of them was the planet Jupiter, which at that time was in the southern sky.[footnoteRef:970] As it rose in the sky, it became more and more directly south, the very direction they were heading, and thus appeared to be “going before them.” Finally, as it reached its zenith (high point) in the sky south of them, it “stood” directly over Bethlehem, which was also south of them (by the way, astronomers still use the same language today, saying stars “rise,” “stand” and “set”). [970:  Martin, The Star that Astonished the World.] 

Seeing Jupiter going before them caused great joy among the group. Although they certainly would have known Jupiter was visible in the sky, they did not know where the Messiah was to be born, or where Bethlehem was, and thus would not have known the star would also seem to go before them. To the untrained eye, there was nothing in the sky that morning that would have been a cause for rejoicing, which accounts for the fact that there were not large crowds of people traveling south along with the Magi.
Bethlehem was a small village, and houses in such villages of the ancient Near East were all crowded together, so nothing in the sky could point out an individual house. This is more evidence that the star did not lead the Magi to the Messiah. Nevertheless, the Messiah would be easy to locate in Bethlehem, thanks to the shepherds, who had told the whole town about him. All the Magi had to do was ask, and everyone would remember the baby who the shepherds had announced so joyfully was the promised Messiah and whose parents were both of the line of David.
Upon finding the “child” (Jesus was not a “baby” anymore; Matt. 2:11), the Magi paid homage to him and presented their gifts. The Magi were not stupid, and Herod had a reputation for killing potential rivals, so they asked God for guidance as to what to do after they found the Messiah. This fact is not clearly stated in most English Bibles, but the Greek word translated “warned” in most of them was usually used of a divine instruction or warning that came to people who asked for guidance from an oracle. The Magi asked God what to do, and He warned them not to go back to Herod, so they went home by another route (Matt. 2:12).
Likely right after the Magi left, Joseph was also warned by God to flee the area, which he did, going down to Egypt (Matt. 2:13, 14). This is another piece of evidence that shows the Magi were not present at the birth of Jesus, but long after. Herod and the powers in Jerusalem had ignored the shepherds, and so after the birth of Jesus, Joseph and Mary stayed in Bethlehem. They completed the 40 days of cleaning and the sacrifice required by the Law of Moses (Luke 2:22-24; Lev. 12:1-8).
However, after the Magi left Judea, Herod was furious and would have moved very quickly to do away with this new potential rival for his throne. There is no way that Joseph and Mary could have then stayed around for 40 days without Herod finding and killing both them and Jesus. This accounts for the urgency in the angel’s message to Joseph: “Get up…take the child and…escape to Egypt.” “Take” and “escape” are in the imperative mood; they are firm commands, and Joseph acted on them immediately (Matt. 2:13 NIV).
Another way we know the Magi came to see Jesus long after his birth is that when Mary offered a sacrifice for her cleansing after giving birth, she offered two doves or pigeons (Luke 2:24), but this was only allowable if a person could not afford a lamb (Lev. 12:8). If the Magi had come and given the family gold, they could have afforded a lamb. Thus it is clear that the Magi did not arrive until at least 40 days after Jesus was born, and it was very likely closer to 18 months based on the time the Magi gave to King Herod.
The truth about the Magi teaches us a lot. We see the great patience and faithfulness they had, passing down the information about the Messiah generation after generation, waiting over 500 years for him. That should remind us to pass on our knowledge of God’s Word to the next generation. We see the great risk the Magi were willing to take, carrying valuables hundreds of miles across an international border to pay homage to the Messiah, and the value of the gifts they brought indicates how thankful they were for him. They remind us that living a godly life often involves risk, and also that prayer, Bible study, worship, and financial support of the Church may not be easy or convenient, but the same Lord who was worthy of the sacrifice the Magi made is worthy of our sacrifice of time, money, and energy.
[For more on the actual story of the birth of Jesus, see the REV commentary on Luke 2:7 about there being no space in the guest room, and see Luke 2:8-18 about the shepherds who came to see Jesus.]
“from the east.” The Greek word translated “east” is anatolōn (ἀνατολῶν), the plural of anatolē (#395 ἀνατολή), which is translated “when it rose” in the next verse, verse 2. Anatolē is one of the Greek words that usually has a different meaning if it is singular than if it is plural. In the singular, as in verse 2, it usually refers to the “rising,” but when plural it usually refers to the direction, “east.”
[For more information on “when it rose,” see the REV commentary on Matt. 2:2.]
“arrived.” Using this particular word and employing it in the aorist tense emphasizes the arrival of the Magi. If the text were going to emphasize the travel it would have used the word for “came” in the imperfect tense. But here we have the word paraginomai (#3854 παραγίνομαι) in the aorist, the word for an arrival or making a public appearance.[footnoteRef:971] Holman captures the sense of the emphasis and translates it “arrived unexpectedly,” which makes the point, but perhaps too strongly; the translation “arrived” seems the best choice. The trip from Persia to Jerusalem took Ezra exactly four months (Ezra 7:9), and the Magi would have taken about as much time. [971:  BDAG, s.v. “παραγίνομαι.”] 

The Magi would have arrived in Jerusalem as part of a caravan of camels, and there would likely have been hundreds or even thousands of camels. Caravans of hundreds, and thousands of camels were common because they traveled with valuable goods and needed the large numbers for security. Britannica.com, the website of Encyclopedia Britannica (accessed Dec. 2019) says, “The size of the caravan was dependent upon the amount of traffic, the insecurity of the route, and the availability of camels. The largest recorded caravans were those for special purposes, such as the Muslim pilgrim caravans from Cairo and Damascus to Mecca, which might include over 10,000 camels, or the trans-Saharan salt caravans from Taoudenni to Timbuktu or Bilma or Aïr. Even in its decline in 1908, this latter caravan numbered 20,000 camels.”
The caravan routes across the ancient Near East passed by dozens of areas controlled by separate tribal groups, many of which enriched themselves by preying on smaller groups or groups that were not prepared to defend themselves against attack. The only defense against such tribes was size and strength, so a large camel caravan was essential for safety. It is worth noting that in Genesis 27:40, in Isaac’s prophecy over Esau, Isaac said, “By your sword you will live.” Nahum Sarna writes about that prophecy: “Edom shall subsist, not from pastoral or agricultural pursuits, but from violence and pillage, raiding its neighbors and plundering the caravans that pass through its land.”[footnoteRef:972] [972:  Nahum Sarna, The JPS Torah Commentary: Genesis, 194.] 

Two things we don’t know about the Magi’s coming to Jerusalem are how many Magi traveled to Judea, and how long a time the trip took. According to the book of Ezra, the trip from Persia—Parthia in New Testament times—to Jerusalem took four months (Ezra 7:9), and it is likely that the trip of the Magi took at least that long. This was not a short trip for the Magi, but a trip of many months. We also do not know how many Magi traveled to Judea. The camel caravans were usually composed of a mixture of people, all traveling together for safety, and the Bible does not say how many Magi were in the caravan, so we just don’t know. However, considering that these Magi were going to see the one they considered to be the Savior of the world, we can expect that there was a large number of them. A large number would also contribute to why Herod and “all Jerusalem” were troubled by them and the question they asked the king.
Mat 2:2
“Where is he?” This is the first question in the New Testament and is appropriate guidance for all believers. The Messiah, the “King of the Jews” is the source of everlasting life, and so finding him and believing in him is the most important thing a person can do. This life is short and difficult, and to just live it and die is unsatisfying, to say the least. Everlasting life in a new, glorious body with wonderful people in a wonderful place is available, and wise people take advantage of the opportunity to live forever by confessing Christ as Lord (Rom. 10:9).
It shows God’s mercy and grace that the first people in the New Testament to seek the Messiah were Gentiles, not Jews. Salvation and everlasting life through Jesus Christ are available to anyone.
“who has been born king of the Jews?” When the Magi got an audience with King Herod, they asked him, “Where is the one who has been born king of the Jews? (Matt. 2:2 NIV). Herod was deeply troubled by what the Magi said (Matt. 2:3). Herod was paranoid about anyone replacing him, and the Magi had said this new king was “born” king of the Jews. In contrast, Herod had not been “born” the king, but was appointed king of the Jews by the Roman senate. Herod certainly knew that there were prophecies of a Messiah/king who was going to be “born” of the lineage of David and that he would rule Israel, and the thought that that Messiah/king had been born and would certainly replace him deeply upset Herod.
“when it rose.” Most Bible versions say the Magi saw the star, “in the east,” instead of “when it rose.” However, studies have shown that when the Greek reads like it does in the Greek text of the New Testament, en tē anatolē (ἐν τῇ ἀνατολῇ) in the singular, it has a special astronomical meaning. That meaning is, “when it rose” or “at its rising,” referring to a heliacal rising, that is, when a star appears on the horizon in the early dawn before sunrise. The reason it was important to be able to see a star when it first rose was that the horizon line gave a point of demarcation that made it easier to see where it was in relation to other stars, as well as how far north or south it was when it rose in relation to other times it appeared. When the Greek reads en tē anatolai (in the plural), then it means “in the east,” but in the Bible the phrase is singular, referring to a heliacal rising.
Although “in the east” is not the most accurate translation of the Greek text, it does tell us that most English Bibles give enough information to dispel some of the traditional mythology that has arisen about the Magi. In other words, if we would just read the Bible carefully, many traditions could be dispelled. For example, the Magi did not see the star in the western or southwestern sky—the direction of Jerusalem from where they lived. If they traveled toward the “star” that they saw “when it rose” (or, “in the East”), then they would have traveled eastward to India. Also, there is no verse that says they “followed” the star to get anywhere. The idea that they “followed” the star comes from an old tradition that was popularized by Christmas music. The Magi saw celestial events that led them to conclude that the Jewish Messiah had been born in Israel. Therefore, they made a decision based on logic and knowledge, and went to Jerusalem, the capital of Israel, and asked the king where to find this new Messiah. Matthew 2:1 makes it clear they came to “Jerusalem,” not to Bethlehem. There they got an audience with King Herod, who directed them to go to Bethlehem.
“pay homage to him.” The Greek verb that is translated as “pay homage to” in the REV and as “worship” in many English versions is proskuneō (#4352 προσκυνέω). Something that causes confusion to the modern English reader, and especially Trinitarians, is that it is a convention in many English Bibles that the same Hebrew and Greek words are translated “worship” when referring to God or Jesus Christ, but “bow down to” or something similar when the person is showing respect to another person. Translating the Hebrew and Greek words for worship and respect one way when humans are involved and another way when God is involved may be an acceptable translation practice, but it almost always gives the English reader the wrong impression, which is that only God or Jesus was “worshiped.”
This phrase is usually translated as “worship him,” and the reason for translating it “pay homage to him” is explained in Word Study: “Worship.” See the REV commentary on 1 Chron. 29:20 for more on how humans can be rightly “worshiped.”
Mat 2:3
“deeply troubled.” How deeply troubled Herod was, and how dangerous that made life for Joseph, Mary, and baby Jesus, can be seen from history. Herod was a suspicious, jealous, and evil man, and the group of Magi arriving in Jerusalem from Parthia and asking where the new king was born got his attention right away. Herod had a reputation for being ruthless in getting what he wanted and maintaining his authority. Early in his political career, before he was king of Judea, he was appointed by Antipater, under the rule of Cassius, to collect taxes, something at which he was so successful that Cassius appointed him ruler of Coele-Syria, a region of the Roman province of Syria, which was much larger than Syria today. Herod had to fight a number of wars and conflicts to come to the throne, as well as ingratiate himself to a number of leaders, some of whom he had even fought against. As it turned out, he was a brilliant tactician and could also read people very well, and thus he preserved and even increased his power when others would have likely been executed.
Herod was ruthless in getting rid of anyone he thought of as a rival of any kind. Over his life, he married ten women and so had many children and relatives that plotted against him and each other, which resulted in the death of a number of his relatives and children. For example, he had his brother-in-law, the High Priest, drowned in a swimming pool. He executed his wife, Mariamne, because of suspicions against her, and had her mother executed for plotting against him. Other sons were executed as well. Caesar Augustus is reported to have made the pun, “I would rather be Herod’s pig (Greek ‘hus’) than his son (Greek ‘huios’),” because Herod, acting Jewish, would not eat pork so his pigs got to live.
As it became certain that Herod was going to die very soon from the disease that ended his life, he summoned leaders of the Jews from all over his kingdom to come to Jerusalem. But when they arrived he imprisoned them in the hippodrome with orders that they all be killed the day he died so that day would be a day of mourning for the Jews instead of a day of rejoicing. However, when news of Herod’s death arrived in Jerusalem the guards let the men go free.
Herod’s reign was so ruthless and bloody that his having the children around Bethlehem killed to protect his throne from a potential rival did not even make it into the history books and is only mentioned in the Bible.
Mat 2:4
“high priests.” In Old Testament times the High Priest served for life. However, that custom had been changed for political reasons, such that at the time of Herod (and at the time of Christ’s crucifixion) there was more than one High Priest. Furthermore, it seems that members of the High Priest’s family also could be called high priests.[footnoteRef:973] [973:  R. C. H. Lenski, Interpretation of St. Matthew’s Gospel, 62.] 

“the People.” The Greek is ho laos, (ὁ λαός). The word “people” can mean different things in the Bible, depending on the context. It can refer to a specific group, and often refers to the Jews, the “people” of God.[footnoteRef:974] When it is used of the people of Israel, it becomes a specific designation of the Jews and as such can be capitalized. Many scriptures use “people” as a designation of the Jews. (cf. Matt. 2:4, 21:23, 26:3, 47; Mark 14:2; Luke 19:47, 22:66; John 11:50; Acts 3:23, 4:8, 25, 7:17, 26:17, 23; Rom. 15:11; 2 Pet. 2:1) In many cases the REV translation has capitalized “People” to make it clear to readers that the Jews as a specific group are being referred to. However, there are also many scriptures that use “the people” that do not clearly refer to Israel, and when the exact designation is in doubt, we have left “people” in lowercase. [974:  BDAG, s.v. “λαός.”] 

“he inquired of them where the Christ would be born.” Like many leaders, even supposedly religious ones, Herod did not know the Bible and did not know where it said the Christ would be born. The religious leaders knew that the prophet Micah said the Christ would be born in Bethlehem of Judah (Mic. 5:2) but at the time of Christ the Bible had neither chapters nor verses; the religious men simply had to know the scrolls well enough to find it.
Mat 2:5
“In Bethlehem of Judea.” The full name, Bethlehem of Judea, was necessary because there was another Bethlehem in Galilee in the tribal area of Zebulun (cf. Josh. 19:15). Micah 5:2 said the city was Bethlehem in “Judah,” because at the time Micah wrote, the tribal territory of the tribe of Judah had not been compromised. It had been attacked but was still intact. In contrast, when the religious leaders spoke with King Herod, the tribal territories were not in use, and the tribe of Judah had become part of the larger territory of “Judea.” “Judea” was the Greco-Roman designation of southern Israel, which included the original tribal territory of Judah, but also included a larger land area. Since the religious leaders were talking to Herod about territory that he was king over, they used the designation that he would have known and used, which was “Judea,” not “Judah.”
“the prophet.” That is, the prophet Micah (Mic. 5:2).
Mat 2:6
“And you, Bethlehem.” This verse is quoted from Micah 5:2, but with some significant alterations that make the application to New Testament times and the Messiah more vivid. This is common with quotations; often quotations are changed such that they are better understood as long as the original meaning is not lost. For example, Micah reads “Bethlehem Ephrathah,” whereas Matthew reads “Bethlehem in the land of Judah.” Also, Micah uses “clans” (literally, “thousands”) whereas Matthew uses “leaders” who represent the thousands. Also, Micah uses the word for “rule” whereas Matthew uses “shepherd,” which fits with both the Old Testament and New Testament use of “shepherd” for a ruler.
“in the land of Judah.” Some translations read “Bethlehem, in the land of Judah” (e.g., ESV, NIV) and some read, “Bethlehem, land of Judah” (e.g., ASV, NASB). The Greek word for “land,” gē (#1093 γῆ), has the same form for the dative (“in the land”) and vocative (“O land” [direct address]) cases. The dative, “Bethlehem, in the land of Judah,” is correct; for “Bethlehem, land of Judah” does not make sense. When Joshua divided up the Promised Land, the town of Bethlehem was in the tribal territory of Judah (Josh. 15:1-12).
“are by no means the least among the leaders of Judah.” Understanding this phrase involves understanding a custom that the leader of a city often represented the city.[footnoteRef:975] The Author is expecting that the reader will see that the city of Bethlehem is important and eventually its leader will be the one who shepherds all of Israel, not just the people from Bethlehem. Although there is a temptation to make “leaders” into “ruling cities” (cf. NLT), that does not catch the fullness of the prophecy which combines the thought of the ruling city with the ruler himself. [975:  Cf. Lenski; Hendriksen, New Testament Commentary: Matthew, 167.] 

Mat 2:7
“the time when the star appeared.” Herod called this meeting secretly, to avoid arousing any more interest among the people about the birth of a new king, who many of the people would have suspected was their Messiah. Furthermore, Herod tried to hide his true intention—killing the child—from the Magi by not asking, “How old would the child be,” but only seeming to be interested in the star and its various appearings. The Magi were almost certainly not fooled; why call a secret meeting to ask about the appearances of a star?
It helps us to properly understand this verse when we remember that in biblical times, before the invention of the telescope, the word “star” was used for many things in the heavens, including stars, planets, novas, and asteroids. Herod wanted to know the timing of the “star,” in order to ascertain how old the child must be (cf. Matt. 2:16). In this verse we find evidence for the view that the “star” was a prolonged astronomical event(s), rather than a one-time past appearance seen in the east, then miraculously appearing again to lead the Magi in Matthew 2:9. The text uses the word chronos (#5550 χρόνος) to describe the timing of the star, and chronos usually refers to “an indefinite period of time during which some activity or event takes place, time, period of time.”[footnoteRef:976] Literally, the verse reads, Herod “determined from them the period of time of the appearing star.” Appearing is in the present tense, indicating a continual action; the star was “continuously shining” (phainō [#5316 φαίνω]) over an indefinite period of time. Hence, the way most translations go, “the time the star had appeared,” captures the sense of what Herod wanted to know (when the star first appeared), but unfortunately misses the fact that the star appeared over a period of time, and was still appearing when Herod spoke to the Magi. At this point, we believe that the best candidate for the “star” was the planet Jupiter in its various positions and in various associations with different stars and planets.[footnoteRef:977] [976:  BDAG, s.v. “χρόνος.”]  [977:  Cf. Ernest Martin, The Star that Astonished the World.] 

Mat 2:8
“sent them to Bethlehem.” Note that the Magi did not go to Bethlehem because they were following a star, as tradition says. They were going to Bethlehem because the Word of God said that the Messiah would be born in Bethlehem and so that is where King Herod sent them.
“search diligently for the child.” Herod understood from the times given to him by the Magi that by this time Jesus was not a baby (brephos, #1025 βρέφος) but a “child,” (paidion, #3813 παιδίον). Sure enough, the Magi found the “child” in a house in Bethlehem (Matt. 2:11).
“as soon as.” The word epan (#1875 ἐπάν) can mean “when” or “as soon as,” (BDAG; see also NIV, Rotherham). Herod’s eagerness to get rid of the competition for his throne makes the translation “as soon as” the best choice.
“pay homage.” See commentary on Matthew 2:2.
Mat 2:9
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. Although the literal meaning of idou relates to visual perception (seeing), it was used idiomatically, and thus should be translated in ways appropriate to the context, such as “look,” “listen,” “pay attention,” “take notice,” “consider,” “remember,” etc. Many translations of the English Bible (cf. NIV, NRSV, HCSB) do not translate idou, but in doing so miss the meaning that it is bringing to the context. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“The star that they had seen when it rose.” The fact that this verse points out that this “star” (or planet) was the one “they had seen when it rose” in the eastern sky when they were in the area of Babylon seems to indicate that they had not seen it on their journey from Babylon to Jerusalem, which could have been the case. For one thing, they may have been traveling during the day.
“was going ahead of them until it came and stood over where the child was.” As the Magi headed south to Bethlehem (Bethlehem is 7 miles south of Jerusalem), the “star,” the planet Jupiter, was rising in the southern sky. So it appeared in the sky ahead of them, and in the hours that they traveled, likely about three hours, it rose in the sky, seeming to go ahead of them toward Bethlehem, and it was “before” them, always in the southern sky. As the Magi were arriving, the “star,” Jupiter, reached its zenith in the southern sky and thus was directly over Bethlehem. The astronomical phraseology used in the Bible is still used by astronomers today.
The timing of the star in the sky shows us the Magi would have gotten up in the early morning, before light, and traveled south. This was very common. Often travelers got an early start and then stopped traveling and rested when the sun was hot. They would have arrived at Bethlehem right around dawn. The fact that the Magi started in the early hours of the morning when it was still dark is evidence that the Magi were not traveling in the middle of winter.
The fact that the “star” was the planet Jupiter, the “king planet,” would have been obvious to the Magi, who were astronomers and who rejoiced greatly, but entirely unnoticed by the average person. If the “star” had been an unusual celestial event, thousands of people would have been watching and waking their neighbors, and Bethlehem would soon have been overrun by curiosity seekers. Tradition is silent on why only the Magi seemed to notice the mysterious star that stood over Bethlehem, but the answer is logical and beautiful.
Mat 2:10
“rejoiced exceedingly with great joy.” The Greek text contains the figure of speech polyptoton, the repetition of the same word but in different parts of speech. Here, the word is “joy,” appearing in both noun and verb forms, emphasizing the great joy of the Magi.[footnoteRef:978] Although in English “rejoiced” and “joy” are separated, in the Greek text they are together, echarēsan charan (ἐχάρησαν χαρὰν; “rejoiced [with] joy). The Magi were excited to see the star. When they traveled to Jerusalem to meet with King Herod, they had no idea where in Judea the Messiah was born. It could have been west towards the Mediterranean Sea; east towards the Jordan River, back north towards Gibeah, the hometown of King Saul, Israel’s first king—the Magi had no idea where in Judea they would be directed to go. When they were told to go south to Bethlehem and then saw the star in front of them, that was very exciting to them. [978:  Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 267, “polyptoton.”] 

[See Word Study: “Polyptoton.”]
Mat 2:11
“house.” The Magi were not at the birth of Christ. They came over a year later. Joseph and Mary were in a “house,” but the Scripture does not tell us whether they were staying with someone else or had their own house by then. Bethlehem was a small town, and the Magi would have had no trouble finding the right house. No one would have forgotten what the shepherds had said less than two years earlier when Jesus was born, how angels appeared to them and said the promised Messiah had been born.
“child.” The Greek is paidion (#3813 παιδίον), which means “young child.” Jesus was no longer a “baby,” which is the Greek brephos (#1025 βρέφος), as he was in Luke 2:12, 16. Now, at over one year old, he is a young boy.
“with Mary his mother.” The Magi no doubt saw Joseph too, but Matthew’s focus is on the Messiah himself, and the woman who was divinely impregnated by God. Thus the record mentions Jesus and Mary, but not Joseph.
“paid homage.” See commentary on Matthew 2:2.
“treasure boxes.” The Greek word simply refers to a container of some kind that holds a treasure. It could have been treasure boxes or treasure bags, the word is too general to be sure. Although some versions have “treasure chests,” that brings to mind visions of pirate treasure chests and so clouds the idea of what these containers would have actually been like. For one thing, they would have not been overly large, which would have attracted attention. It would have been better to have more smaller containers than a few large ones to avoid too much curiosity about them. Also, Joseph left with them that night and took them to Egypt with him and his family, so they could not have been really large. It also makes the point, however, that the Magi likely left Joseph with a donkey or camel so that he could travel with his new possessions.
“gold and frankincense and myrrh.” These gifts were all valuable and easy to trade for goods or sell for more spendable cash. Although many people believe that three gifts were mentioned so there must have been three Magi, that is not the case. For one thing, the Magi would have arrived in Jerusalem as part of a caravan. There would have almost certainly been hundreds of camels, but frankly, given the extent of the journey and the fact they were crossing an international border between unfriendly countries, Parthia and Rome, there would have been thousands of camels. This was common because the caravans traveled with valuable goods and needed large numbers for security. Encyclopedia Britannica says, “The size of the caravan was dependent upon the amount of traffic, the insecurity of the route, and the availability of camels. The largest recorded caravans were those for special purposes, such as the Muslim pilgrim caravans from Cairo and Damascus to Mecca, which might include over 10,000 camels, or the trans-Saharan salt caravans from Taoudenni to Timbuktu or Bilma or Aïr. Even in its decline in 1908, this latter caravan numbered 20,000 camels.”[footnoteRef:979] [979:  Britannica.com, s.v. “caravan: desert transport.”] 

Also, the Bible never says how many Magi traveled to Judea. The Magi would likely only have been a small contingent within the caravan. Ulrich Luz writes: “The number three appears to have been established for the first time by Origin [although]…in the Syrian Church one often assumed that there were twelve Magi who traveled to Jerusalem with a large retinue.”[footnoteRef:980] Tradition has even assigned names to the “three kings,” and although the names were different at different places, the Armenian tradition is the generally accepted one, and the names Gaspar (or Caspar), Melchior, and Balthasar, first appear in the sixth century.[footnoteRef:981] To name the Magi is just to heap tradition on top of tradition. [980:  Ulrich Luz, Matthew 1-7, Hermeneia, 116.]  [981:  Luz, Matthew 1-7, Hermeneia, 116] 

Camel caravans were generally composed of a mixture of people, all traveling together for safety, and the Bible does not say how many Magi were in the caravan. However, these Magi were making this long and somewhat dangerous journey to see the one they considered to be the Savior of the world. Also, the gifts they were carrying were very valuable, which meant they not only had to be guarded from outside attack, but also from unscrupulous thieves within the caravan itself. Given all that, it certainly seems there would have been many Magi on the trip, all of them wanting to see the Savior. Also, a large number of Magi would help explain why not only Herod but “all Jerusalem” was disturbed when the Magi arrived (Matt. 2:3). So saying there would have been several dozen Magi would not necessarily be overstating the case.
The gold, frankincense, and myrrh were gifts that were fit to bring a king, and the Magi brought them in containers, but what kind of containers is not described in the text. Likely it was in bags or small boxes.
“frankincense and myrrh.” Frankincense and myrrh were two of the more common types of incense used in the ancient world. The Magi brought incense, which made a wonderful gift because it was very portable, quite expensive, and easy to sell. Incense of various kinds was used in all kinds of things, for example in most temples, and places of worship, and also it was burned regularly in many homes.
Wendell Phillips writes, “Today we can scarcely appreciate the role of incense in the ancient world because, for one thing, it is difficult to imagine the odors of that world, requiring clouds of sweet-smelling smoke to cover them.”[footnoteRef:982] [982:  Phillips, Qataban and Sheba, 4.] 

Basically, the whole ancient world smelled terrible, and there were lots of reasons for that: smelly people, smelly clothes, human and animal excrement all over, dead animals (and people) rotting in the open, and garbage and more garbage everywhere you looked.
Most of the people in the ancient world bathed seldom if ever, so we can imagine what they smelled like. While there were public baths in some of the Roman cities, a lot of people did not get to take much advantage of them and there was no truly effective deodorant soap. Furthermore, the vast majority of the people did not or could not wash their clothes. For the most part, the people and their clothes stank.
Also, very few places had an effective way of handling the bodies of dead people and animals, human and animal excrement, of which there was a lot, and normal garbage, which ended up being dumped everywhere. We must remember that there was no “public works department” of the government that took care of sewage, dead bodies, and garbage.
Gregory Aldrete writes about Rome and other larger cities which had very large problems but the same basic problems as other smaller cities and towns:
“The streets of Rome were breeding grounds for numerous disease-causing organisms due to the widespread presence of human and animal cadavers in various states of decomposition as well as the copious quantities of raw sewage deposited in the streets.
“The normal course of events produced enormous numbers of dead bodies, many of which were not properly disposed of. The truly impoverished who could not afford to join a burial club or who lacked nearby family members to cremate or bury their bodies, along with Rome’s large population of homeless and beggars, simply lay where they dropped or else were thrown into the Tiber [River] or into open pits just outside the city. It has been estimated that the city of Rome produced perhaps 1,500 such unclaimed [human] bodies per year [and many animal bodies as well].
“A number of literary anecdotes vividly illustrate the presence of both bodies and scavenging animals in the streets of the city. The poet Martial describes the gruesome death of a beggar whose last moments are spent trying to fend off the dogs and vultures that have gathered to feed on him (Martial, Epigrams 10.5).
“Although Rome possessed some sewers, their purpose was more to provide drainage than to actually carry away waste. While latrines were sometimes present in buildings…most often they were not, suggesting that people relieved themselves in the streets or in chamber pots. Unfortunately, most city inhabitants appear to have emptied their chamber pots by simply dumping them out the windows of their dwellings. Much of Rome’s garbage and sewage seems to have ended up in the streets. This was no small problem since, at its height, Rome’s human inhabitants were producing about 50,000 kilograms [over 55 tons] of excrement each day. … Rome’s animals certainly also contributed to the general level of filth. Thus the streets of the city probably more closely resembled open sewers than our modern notion of roadways.”[footnoteRef:983] [983:  Aldrete, Daily Life in the Roman City, 97-99.] 

The fact that the ancient world stunk produced a great demand for incense. For example, the Beloved in Song of Songs speaks of a sachet of myrrh between her breasts, which would have given off a pleasant odor. The golden incense altar in the Tabernacle/Temple was to be burned twice a day every day (Exod. 30:7-8). The fact is that cities stunk up until our modern age. As long as things and people moved by horse and carriage there was always some amount of dung in the streets, and truly modern toilets and sewers were not commonly used until the mid-1800s.
Mat 2:12
“instructed by God.” This is a fascinating word. The Greek is chrēmatizō (#5537 χρηματίζω). Its basic meaning is “to make known a divine revelation from God.”[footnoteRef:984] The word is usually translated as “warn,” yet its full meaning is much richer than that. The REV has “instructed by God,” which is the same idea as the TDNT: “In the NT the verb denotes divine instruction by revelation.”[footnoteRef:985] The translation of the NT done by Nelson Darby has “divinely instructed.” [984:  Louw and Nida, s.v. “χρηματίζω.”]  [985:  Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, s.v. “χρηματίζω”] 

Outside the New Testament, chrēmatizō is used as a response of those seeking an oracle—it, therefore, designates the answer given to someone who is seeking a divine answer. Thayer defines the word: “to give a response to those consulting an oracle… to give a divine command or admonition, to teach from heaven.”[footnoteRef:986] Likewise, Bullinger writes in his lexicon, “spoken of a divine response, to give a response, to speak as an oracle, speak or warn from God.”[footnoteRef:987] The only example of the noun form in the New Testament follows this definition. In Romans 11:2-4, Elijah makes intercession to God about Israel (Rom. 11:2) and God gives back a “divine answer” (Rom. 11:4); it is not meant as a warning, but an answer from God to Elijah’s appeal. [986:  Thayer, Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “χρηματίζω”]  [987:  Bullinger, Critical Lexicon and Concordance, s.v. “warned of,” 854.] 

Chrēmatizō is used nine times in Scripture: four times to indicate the divine instruction given in response to an implied seeking of God (Matt. 2:12; 2:22; Luke 2:26; Acts 10:22), three times to indicate the message from God with emphasis on warning (Heb. 8:5; 11:7; 12:25), and twice it is used in its second definition, “to be called, designated as” (Acts 11:26; Rom. 7:3).
When applied here in Matthew 2:12, chrēmatizō shows us that the Magi asked God what to do, and God instructed them to leave for home by another route and not to go back to Jerusalem and speak with Herod. These men were godly and smart. They did not need to be “warned” that Herod was corrupt and evil—that was well-known. The absurdity of Herod’s claim that he would come and worship the Christ would have been very apparent to them. Would Herod, who was so paranoid about losing his throne that he had close relatives executed, really prostrate himself before a would-be usurper of his throne? Never. The Magi did not need a warning; what they needed was divine instruction as to what to do about their situation, and that prompted them to seek advice from God. Concerning this verse Meyer writes in his commentary, “the question that preceded [the dream] is presupposed.”[footnoteRef:988] Similarly, Vincent writes, “The verb means to give a response to one who asks or consults… [it] therefore implies that the wise men had sought counsel of God.”[footnoteRef:989] [988:  Meyer’s Commentary on the New Testament: Matthew, 63.]  [989:  Vincent, Word Studies, 21.] 

This same reasoning can be applied in Matthew 2:22. Joseph already heard of Archelaus and was afraid to go to Judea, so to translate the verb “he was warned” does not fit the situation, but “divinely instructed” does. Joseph, along with the Magi (Matt. 2:12), Simeon (Luke 2:26), and Cornelius (Acts 10:22), were spiritually discerning and seeking counsel from God, and thus were divinely instructed in what path to take.
“by a different road.” The Magi came to see the Messiah at great personal risk and sacrifice. They likely never knew that at least the start of their trip home would likely be as dangerous as any other part of their journey. Herod was furious at them for not telling them who and where the new king was, and Herod was a very vengeful person. For example, near his death he ordered that a large group of distinguished men in his kingdom be killed on the day he died so that the day of his death would be a day of mourning, not rejoicing (when Herod died, however, the men were released). Herod had palace-fortresses in many places that covered the roads the Magi would have normally taken home. The Bible does not tell us what route the Magi took home, but whichever it was, they had to be very judicious about it. It likely took them a lot of extra time to get home by a road that would keep them and the new Messiah safe, but that was a sacrifice they were no doubt glad to make.
Mat 2:13
“behold.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. Here in Matthew 2:13, “take note” or something similar catches the meaning. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“the Lord” “Yahweh” is the personal name of God, and a rabbinic abbreviation for it appears in the Hebrew manuscript of Matthew as well as in the verses of the Old Testament that Matthew quoted. There is evidence that Matthew wrote his gospel in Hebrew and used the name Yahweh (see commentary on Matt. 3:3).
“Get up!... take the child and his mother… stay.” These exact words are used to describe what Joseph did in response to the command from the angel of the Lord. The angel says “get up,” so Joseph “got up” (Matt. 2:14); the angel says, “take the child and his mother,” so Joseph “took the child and his mother” (Matt. 2:14); the angel says “stay there until,” so Joseph “stayed there until” (Matt. 2:15). This parallelism highlights Joseph’s obedience to the word of the Lord, by describing what Joseph did with the same words the angel used in his command. The same parallelism occurs in Matthew 2:20-21.
“stay there until I tell you.” For the word stay, the angel uses the verb “to be,” eimi (#1510 εἰμί), with the sense of “remain” or “stay;” Joseph is told to “be there” in Egypt until the angel tells him differently. Then in Matthew 2:15, we are told that Joseph “was there”—using the same verb and word for “there.” Since we do not know when the Magi arrived in Bethlehem, we do not know how long Joseph and Mary stayed in Egypt. However, it seems like it would not have been too long—months, not years.
Mat 2:14
“the child.” Although some versions (cf. ASV, KJV, NKJV) have “young child,” the Greek is just “child.” In the traditional Christmas story, Jesus would have been a newborn baby, but when we correctly understand that the Magi came one and a half to two years after Jesus was born, the word “child” is exactly accurate.
[For an accurate understanding of the Christmas Story, see commentary on Matt. 1:25; 2:1-14; and Luke 2:4-24. Also, download the free ebooklet “Retelling the Christmas Story” by John W. Schoenheit. Please see the description and link below, or click here to download it directly.]
Mat 2:15
“stayed there.” See commentary on Matthew 2:13, “stay.”
“with the result that...” The hina (#2443 ἵνα) clause typically communicates either purpose or result. In this context, since Matthew is quoting Hosea 11:1 which was not a future prophecy about Jesus but was referring to the exodus, in which Israel (God’s son) left Egypt, the hina communicates a result. Jesus did not stay in Egypt in order to fulfill Hosea 11:1, because Hosea 11:1 was not a prophecy that needed to be fulfilled. Instead, a more accurate understanding of the event is that Jesus stayed in Egypt and then came back to Nazareth (Matt. 2:19), and that just happened to give a second fulfillment to the words of Hosea 11:1, but those words were not originally a prophecy.
[For more information on hina see Word Study: “Hina.”]
Mat 2:16
“tricked by.” From empaizō (#1702 ἐμπαίζω), “To trick someone so as to make a fool of the person.”[footnoteRef:990] The Greek is actually deeper than just being “tricked” by the Magi. Herod reigned by fear and control, so having someone disobey a direct command, from his perspective, was to make a mockery of his reign. He would have expected the Magi back the next day, two at the most. He felt they made a fool of him by slipping away, and was furious. [990:  BDAG, s.v. “ἐμπαίζω”; Lenski, St. Matthew’s Gospel, 79-80.] 

“having sent orders.” The Greek text simply has that Herod “sent,” but the text does not supply an object. Some versions say “men,” but given the circumstances in Herod’s kingdom that we learn from history and archaeology, it seems much more likely that rather than send a lot of men from Jerusalem, Herod would have sent orders to fortresses such as the Herodian and perhaps even Masada and dispatched soldiers from those places to execute the children in Judah.
“he killed all the male children…in Bethlehem and all its surrounding region, from two years old and under.” Killing potential rivals was standard operating procedure for Herod. King Herod the Great was so afraid of anyone taking his throne that he even had one of his wives and three of his sons executed because he was suspicious of them. The Bible does not say how many children in Bethlehem were killed, and it is very likely that because the killing was in Bethlehem “and all its surrounding region,” no one kept count. However, the “surrounding region” could not have been very large—perhaps only a few miles—because Zechariah and Elizabeth lived in the hill country of Judah and there is no evidence that John, who was only six months older than Jesus was in danger (although he could have been older than two by the time the Magi arrived, likely 18 months to 2 years after Jesus was born). In any case, demographic studies of the city of Bethlehem and the surrounding region done by scholars have led to the conclusion that almost certainly less than two dozen children were murdered, and perhaps only half that many. Although this was certainly a tragedy, Herod’s reign was so filled with violent acts including murder and death that this particular killing is not even noticed in any secular writing of the time or in Josephus. The palace-fortress of Herodium was just east of Bethlehem and was clearly visible from there, and it is likely that soldiers were dispatched from the Herodium to kill the babies.
The fact that Herod’s murder of the children is not mentioned in secular writings of the time has caused some historians to say the record is a myth and that it never really happened. Many of them say it was just an invention by Matthew to build a parallel story of Pharaoh’s killing of the male babies in Egypt (Exod. 1:15-22) into the biblical account of the birth of Jesus. However, that argument is pure speculation; there is no good reason to reject what Matthew wrote.
Many things in the Bible are not recorded in secular history, and Herod’s known character fits with him killing anyone he thought was a rival. Josephus does not mention the killing, but there could be many reasons for that, including that the details of the event were not well-known. Furthermore, although there are a few parallels—a very few—between Herod and Pharaoh, there is also such a large number of differences that the average reader never even sees any parallel between them. If Matthew concocted the story of Herod killing the children around Bethlehem to draw a parallel to the story of Pharaoh ordering the death of the male babies of Israel, it seems he would have made the parallels easier to see. Furthermore, if Matthew invented the story of the killing of the babies, it would have defeated his purpose of writing an account of the life of Jesus that was designed to get people to know about Jesus and accept him as Messiah. When Matthew wrote it could still be confirmed or rejected that Herod killed the babies; some of the siblings and most likely even some of the parents of those babies would still have been alive. If word got around that Matthew fabricated what is certainly a major event in his gospel record, then many people would doubt the entire account Matthew had written. But, on the other hand, if what Matthew wrote could be confirmed by people who lived through the events that Matthew recorded in his gospel, then what Matthew wrote would indeed get people to believe, which is exactly what has happened through the millennia; people read the Gospel of Matthew and believe that Jesus is the Messiah and that he died for their sins.
[For more on Herod’s character and ruthless ways, see commentary on Matt. 2:3, “deeply troubled.”]
Mat 2:18
“a sound was heard in Ramah.” Most translations read, “a voice was heard.” However, the Greek word phōnē (#5456 φωνή) can be used to mean just a sound (e.g., John 3:8; 1 Cor. 14:7; Rev. 8:5; 8:13 [“blasts”]). Though the sound would have been coming from a human voice, it would have been the sound of sobbing.
“sobbing.” Traditionally, this has been translated “weeping.” But it does not seem that “weeping” best captures the sense of the Greek word klauthmos (#2805 κλαυθμός). In English, weeping conjures up pictures of a weak and quiet, teary sadness. Klauthmos is more of a loud crying with obvious physical manifestations: “not merely with tears, but with every outward expression of grief.”[footnoteRef:991] Hence, we have rendered the word here “sobbing,” which gives a better sense of physical wailing than does the term “weeping;” after all, these mothers’ babies had just been murdered. This is the noun form of the verb klaiō (#2799 κλαίω) translated as “crying” in the second sentence of this verse. [991:  Cf. Bullinger, Critical Lexicon, s.v. “weeping,” 862.] 

“Rachel.” The favorite wife of Jacob the father of the twelve tribes of Israel. Here, Rachel, Jacob’s favorite wife represents the people around Bethlehem. Rachel was buried near Bethlehem; she died while giving birth to Jacob’s youngest son, Benjamin (Gen. 35:16-20), whereas Leah was buried in Hebron (Gen. 49:31).
“crying.” The Greek verb is klaiō (#2799 κλαίω). We have translated it as “crying” rather than “weeping.” Klaiō is the verb form of klauthmos; see commentary on “sobbing” in this verse.
Mat 2:19
“after.” The phrase “after Herod had come to the end of his life” is a Greek construction known as a genitive absolute. Although there are no specific time words, a genitive absolute has a temporal sense, usually translated “while,” “when,” or “after.” Did the dream come “while,” “when,” or “after” Herod died? To say “after Herod died” is the most ambiguous translation (the dream could have come right after Herod died, or at some later point). To say “while” or “when” would mean the dream occurred simultaneously with Herod’s death, which most likely would not have been the case. Political and social tension always accompanied regime change in ancient times; would there be a peaceful transfer of power, or a coup d’état? We have translated the genitive absolute with “after,” to allow for the possibility of some time elapsing for Archelaus—who had already begun reigning when Joseph arrived in Israel (Matt. 2:22)—to stabilize control and for things to settle down after the transfer of power.
“had died.” The Greek is teleutaō (#5053 τελευτάω), which is related to the word telos (#5056 τέλος), “end,” and means to finish, bring to an end, come to an end, close. It was used by the Greeks as a euphemism for death. God could have used a common word for death here, such as apothnēskō (#599 ἀποθνῄσκω), so the fact that he did not, but used the euphemism, should catch our attention. All of us will eventually, “come to the end,” so it behooves us to take our lives seriously because after our end will come Judgment Day.
[For more on dead people being truly dead and not alive in any form or place, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.”]
“behold” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“the Lord.” For more information on “the Lord” see commentary on Matthew 3:3.
Mat 2:20
“saying.” The REV follows the verse division of the Nestle-Aland text, including this word at the beginning of Matthew 2:20. However, some translations put it at the end of verse 19 (cf. NASB, NRSV, RSV, ASV).
“Get up! Take the child and his mother.” For the significance of the parallelism between the angel’s command and Joseph’s response see commentary on Matthew 2:13.
“life.” The Greek word often translated “soul” is psuchē (#5590 ψυχή, pronounced psoo-'kay), and psuchē has a large number of meanings. Here it refers to the physical life of the body, which is why most versions translate it “life,” which is accurate in this context.
[For a more complete explanation of “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
Mat 2:22
“instructed by God.” The Greek word is chrēmatizō. See commentary on Matthew 2:12.
Mat 2:23
“he will be called a Nazarene.” This phrase is not meant to be a quotation of any Scripture, for the saying is not found in any of the biblical writings. So what does Matthew mean here? There are two possibilities. First, these words could be a prophecy that was “spoken” (rheō, #4483 ῥέω), but not written. Unlike any other such reference in Matthew, this was said to be spoken by the “prophets” (plural), rather than by the “prophet.” The fact the noun is plural tells us Matthew did not intend this to be taken as a reference to a particular prophetic writing, but the words of the “prophets.” Hence, there were some things God told his prophets regarding the Messiah that were spoken and preserved in oral tradition but never inspired as holy writ—that the Messiah would be called a Nazarene was one such orally preserved prophecy. In this case, it is the figure of speech hysteresis, when an author gives added information not known in the historical narrative.[footnoteRef:992] [992:  Cf. Bullinger, Companion Bible, Appendix 6.] 

The second possibility for understanding this phrase—the way it is understood by Lenski and Hendriksen, for instance—is that the expression “he will be called a Nazarene” is meant as a summary statement of what the prophets spoke about the Messiah, that he would be considered lowly and rejected. We recall the words of Nathanael, who showed typical disdain for Nazarenes: “Is any good thing able to come out of Nazareth?” (John 1:46). If this interpretation was correct, Matthew would be combining the sense of several prophetic writings about the Messiah and then describing them by saying “He will be called a Nazarene.” But this view is unlikely, for why would Jesus have to literally move to Nazareth in order to fulfill this saying? If being called a Nazarene does not refer to actually living in Nazareth, then moving there would not fulfill the prophecy. If the phrase was meant as simply a derogative saying, “he will be called ‘a Nazarene,’” then there would be no need for the Messiah to literally live there. Therefore, the first interpretation is to be preferred.
“so that.” The Greek word translated “so that” is hopōs (#3704 ὅπως), and it denotes purpose. Often when prophecies were fulfilled the Greek text used hina (cf. Matt. 1:22), but this use of hopōs shows that Joseph moved to Nazareth with the intention that the prophecy would be fulfilled. A study of prophecy shows that there are different “kinds” of prophecies. There are prophecies that will come to pass without or in spite of human involvement, and there are prophecies that require human involvement to come to pass. This is quite clearly articulated in Jeremiah 18:5-10. God can say something, but human involvement can help it be fulfilled or cause it to go unfulfilled. In this case, Joseph moved to Nazareth “so that” the words of the prophets were fulfilled.
[For more on the relationship between human behavior and fulfillment of prophecy, see commentary on Deut. 18:20.]
 
Matthew Chapter 3
Mat 3:1
“in those days.” “In those days” is a literal rendering of the Greek phrase in Matthew 3:1, however, the phrase is quite peculiar because Matthew had just finished talking about how Joseph, Mary, and Jesus went to Nazareth and lived there when Jesus was a baby (Matt. 2:23). So, Matthew 3:1 is almost 30 years after Matthew 2:23. So, why does Matthew say, “in those days” in Matthew 3:1 as if he were speaking of the same time frame as Matthew 2:23?
There are no clear occurrences of the phrase “in those days” being used to introduce a completely new time frame, as it is seemingly used here. Many commentaries suggest that this phrase can introduce a new time frame, but when looking at each of those occurrences they put forward such as Genesis 6:4, Deuteronomy 17:9, and Daniel 10:2 there is a defined time frame already within the context. The phrase never introduces a new time frame. R.T. France proposes a good solution to the problem.[footnoteRef:993] France suggests that the best way to understand “in those days” is that it refers to “in those days when Jesus was still living in Nazareth.” So, although 30 years have passed, what Matthew mentions in Matthew 2:23, that Jesus is living in Nazareth, still holds true in Matthew 3:1, and so “in those days” is properly supplied. In the days that Jesus was still living in Nazareth, John the Baptist came on the scene. [993:  R. T. France, Matthew: An Introduction and Commentary [TNTC], 100.] 

The Bible does not tell us how long before Jesus was baptized and started his ministry that John started his ministry. It could have been months or a few years. John was six months older than Jesus (Luke 1:26), and for a period of time, both John and Jesus were ministering separately and were both baptizing people (John 3:22-23). Then John was thrown in prison and executed.
Mat 3:2
“the Kingdom of Heaven has drawn near.” The phrase “Kingdom of Heaven” only appears in the Gospel of Matthew, while everywhere else in the New Testament, it is called “the Kingdom of God.” Matthew, the most Jewish of all the Gospels, avoids using “God” and uses the circumlocution “Heaven.” The Jews today do the same thing and do not mention God by name.
John the Baptist taught that the Kingdom of Heaven (also called the Kingdom of God) was near, and Jesus taught that too (Matt. 4:17, Mark 1:15). It is important to note that although neither the phrase “Kingdom of Heaven” nor the phrase “Kingdom of God” appears in the Old Testament, the people listening to John the Baptist and Jesus understood what they were talking about. That is because although the phrase “Kingdom of God” was not used, the idea of a Kingdom ruled by God’s appointed ruler, the Messiah, occurs in many places in the Old Testament. The Messiah was foretold to rule the whole world from Jerusalem, and the kingdom that he would rule would have all the blessings of God: health, peace, safety, food, joy, and more.
We learn from the New Testament, especially the Book of Revelation, that the kingdom of the Messiah will come in two stages. There will be a first part, which will last 1,000 years and which scholars now refer to as Christ’s “Millennial Kingdom,” and there will be a second part, an eternal kingdom, that will come to earth and last forever (Rev. 21, 22).
The Old Testament spoke of God’s king ruling the world from Mount Zion, which was partly the city of Jerusalem and partly where Solomon had built the Temple (Ps. 2:6-8), and we learn that Christ’s kingdom would fill the whole earth (Ps. 2:8; 72:8-11; Dan. 2:35; 7:14; Mic. 5:4; Zech. 9:10; Rev. 2:8; 19:11-21). Christ’s earthly kingdom will be filled with joy and be a wonderful place to live.
[For more on this wonderful coming Kingdom of Christ, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”
Mat 3:3
“A voice of one calling out in the desert, ‘Make the road ready for the Lord! Make the paths straight for him!’” This quotation is from Isaiah 40:3 and it is quoted in Luke 3:4 and Mark 1:3 as well. In the Hebrew text of Isaiah, the word translated “Lord” in the Greek text is Yahweh, the personal name of God.
[For more on the custom of making a road ready by clearing and leveling it, see commentary on Mark 1:3. For more on the Septuagint and the original NT texts being in Greek, see commentary on Luke 3:4.]
“the Lord.” The Greek text reads “Lord.” However, it is worth noting that the Hebrew manuscripts of Matthew read “Yahweh,” not “adonai” or another word for “lord.” Yahweh is the personal name of God, and a rabbinic abbreviation for it appears in the Hebrew manuscript of Matthew as well as in the verses of the Old Testament that Matthew quoted. As we will discuss below, there is evidence that Matthew wrote his gospel in Hebrew and used the name Yahweh, however, there is debate about the fidelity of the Hebrew text of Matthew, and since the rest of Matthew in the REV is from the Greek text, the REV followed that construction here in Matthew as well.
In the fourteenth century, a complete Hebrew text of Matthew appeared in the body of a Jewish polemical treatise entitled Even Bohan, “The Touchstone.” The manuscript was not all in one place, but when gathered together was the complete book of Matthew. The author of the treatise, and thus the one who copied Matthew into it, was Shem-Tob ben Isaac ben-Shaprut (sometimes called Ibn Shaprut; also, because his name was actually Shem-Tob, sometimes the manuscript is referred to as the Shem-Tob or Shem-Tov manuscript (the “b” and “v” in Hebrew are the same consonant). The Shem-Tov manuscript is not well-known, so it is important to say a few things about it.
The Even Bohan treatise contains the entire book of Matthew in Hebrew, but unfortunately, Shem-Tob wrote his notes in Hebrew right into the Hebrew text, which means they have to be lifted out of the text of Matthew for it to be read without them.
For many years the Shem-Tov manuscript was ignored, even though there was historical evidence that Matthew wrote in Hebrew. It was ignored because it had been the opinion of most scholars that the Shem-Tov manuscript was a translation back into Hebrew from the Latin, or perhaps from Greek. However, recent interest in the Hebrew language has caused a reexamination of the text. There are now some scholars who, for a number of reasons, think that the Shem-Tov manuscript represents a Hebrew manuscript tradition that goes back to the Hebrew text Matthew wrote. One reason is that there seem to be too many verses that differ from any known Greek or Latin manuscript for the Shem-Tov manuscript to be a translation from either of those manuscript traditions. Another very important reason is that the Shem-Tov manuscript uses a rabbinic abbreviation for Yahweh, the only personal name of God (all His other “names” are actually titles). No Jew in the Middle Ages would have used “Yahweh,” and no scholarly Jew would ever have placed the holy name of God, which they would not even say out loud, into a Christian Bible. A third reason involves some of the commentary Shem-Tob wrote. For example, after Matthew 2:12 and the verse about Jesus being born in Bethlehem, he comments that the Hebrew text is wrong and the error is not in “Jerome’s version” (the Latin). From comments like these, we can see that Shem-Tob was copying an earlier Hebrew text. He would not have created a unique, and incorrect, Latin text, and then criticized it.
It is too much to go into all the various reasons for believing that the Shem-Tov manuscript represents a Hebrew manuscript tradition that goes back to an original that Matthew wrote, and there are still many scholars who believe Matthew first wrote in Greek, but more information can be found in the work by George Howard, The Hebrew Gospel of Matthew.
It is also important to remember that although there are quite a few places that the Shem-Tov manuscript differs from the Greek text, it will take thorough study before adopting any of its readings into the English Bible because the Shem-Tov manuscript was in the hands of Jews, not Christians and also, as with any other manuscript from centuries after Christ, would have been copied several times before it existed as the Shem-Tov manuscript we have available today. However, when it comes to the name “Yahweh,” the evidence is strong that it would have had to have been passed down from an original Hebrew text of Matthew.
Until recently scholars believed that Hebrew was not spoken in Palestine in the first century and that when the word “Hebrew” appeared in documents from the first or second century, “Aramaic” was actually meant. However, the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls and other documents from around the time of Christ have revealed that Hebrew was both written and spoken in the first century. Given that, there is reason to believe that when the ancients said “Hebrew” they meant “Hebrew.”
A number of Church fathers said that Matthew wrote his gospel in Hebrew. Unfortunately, some of them are quoted in Eusebius, Ecclesiastical History and we do not have their original surviving statements. Nevertheless, it seems highly unlikely that Eusebius would have said they said Matthew wrote in Hebrew if that was not what they said. Eusebius was not trying to build a case that Matthew wrote in Hebrew; he was simply writing a history of the Church. Furthermore, the accuracy of Eusebius’ statements would have been much easier to check in his day than now.
· Papias. The Church Father Papias, who wrote in the first third of the second century was a bishop of the early Church. According to Eusebius, Papias said: “Matthew collected the oracles [literally: “words”] in the Hebrew language, and each interpreted them as best he could.” (Quoted in Eusebius, Ecclesiastical History (Lake Translation, p. 297). The statement, “each interpreted them as best he could” refers to the declining knowledge in Hebrew as the years went on and the Church became more Hellenized.
· Ireneus (pronounced I-ren-'ā-us). In about AD 170, Irenaeus wrote in Against Heresies (3:1): “Matthew also issued a written gospel among the Hebrews in their own dialect.”
· Origen. Origen lived about AD 210. He was cited by Eusebius in Ecclesiastical History (6:25) saying that Matthew wrote his gospel in Hebrew.
· Jerome. Jerome (AD 347-420) said Matthew originally wrote in Hebrew, and he apparently had a Hebrew manuscript of Matthew, because he quotes from it. From Jerome, Commentary on Psalm 135 (de Santos 22): “In the Hebraic gospel according to Matthew it has thus: Our bread for tomorrow give us this day, that is, the bread which you will give in your kingdom give us today.”
Jerome also wrote, On Famous Men 3 (de Santos 18): “Matthew, who is also Levi, the ex-publican apostle, first composed in Hebraic letters the gospel of Christ in Judea on account of those who had believed from among the circumcision; [but those] who afterward translated it into Greek is not sufficiently certain. Furthermore, this Hebraic [text] is held even until today in the Caesarean library which Pamphilus the martyr studiously put together. There was an opportunity for me from the Nazaraeans to copy this volume, which is used in Beroea, a city of Syria. In which [gospel] it must be noted that, wherever the evangelist, whether from his own person or from the Lord and savior, makes use of testimonies of the old scriptures, he does not follow the authority of the 70 translators [the Septuagint version], but the Hebrew. From which things two are: From Egypt did I call my son, and: For he shall be called a Nazarene.” (These references are 2.15 and 2.23, respectively).
Jerome said in the Prologue of the Four Gospels: “First of all is Matthew, a publican with the cognomen of Levi, who published a gospel in Judea in the Hebrew speech, especially on account of those who had believed in Jesus from among the Jews, and with the shadow of the law in no way succeeding he served the truth of the gospel.”
“Make the road ready for the Lord! Make the paths straight for him!” When the people said, “Prepare a road for Yahweh in the wilderness” (Isa. 40:3), no one thought that God would actually come and use the road. It would be well understood in the culture that the road would be prepared for God’s representative, in this case, the Messiah. Some Trinitarians say this verse shows that Jesus was God, but that is not the case. Jesus was God’s Messiah, and as such, when the road was prepared for him, it was prepared for God.
We see the cultural thought and expression that God’s representative was referred to as “God,” or that God somehow came via a representative, in other places in the Bible. For example, after Jesus raised a man from the dead, Luke records that the people said, “‘A great prophet has arisen among us!’ And, ‘God has visited his people!’” (Luke 7:16). The people did not think God Himself had somehow shown up among them; for one thing, they would never call God a prophet. The people realized God had “visited” them by sending a great prophet.
God comes to us through many different intermediaries and circumstances, but the fact that God is the one behind the actions of His intermediaries explains why, in the culture, the intermediary is not mentioned at all. For example, sometimes angels speak or act as if they were God Himself, but they are actually His intermediaries. A good example is when Jacob wrestled with “God” (Gen. 32:28, 30). Genesis never tells us that “God” is not God Himself but a representative—we have to learn that from other places in the Scripture. It was an angel who wrestled with Jacob (Hos. 12:4). Another example is when Naomi, living in Moab, heard that “Yahweh had visited Israel by giving them bread” (Ruth 1:6). Saying that God “visited” Israel was just an idiomatic way of saying He had blessed Israel, in this case with food. God did not show up in Israel carrying a basket of food, as we might do if we visited a neighbor with food. Instead, God blessed the efforts of the laborers who planted and tended to the food, so there was plenty of food.
The custom of using mediators and intermediaries was so deeply ingrained in the culture that sometimes they are completely left out of the biblical record. For example, Matthew 8:5 says that when Jesus entered Capernaum, “a centurion came to him.” The entire record of the centurion and Jesus is recorded in Matthew without any hint that the centurion was not present at all—he worked through intermediaries. Only in Luke do we find the full record with the intermediaries included. Luke says that when the centurion heard of Jesus, “he sent elders of the Jews to him” (Luke 7:3). The whole conversation between the centurion and Jesus occurred through intermediaries.
We see the idea of intermediaries when Jesus is called “Immanuel” which is Hebrew for “God with us” (Matt. 1:23). Calling Jesus Immanuel does not make him God any more than David’s brother Eliab was the son of God because his name means “God is my father.” Names often have a significance or are a kind of prayer or wish of the one doing the naming, but they are rarely purely literal. Jesus was “God with us” as God’s Messiah and intermediary.
It might well be asked that if the Bible is really saying to prepare the road for the Messiah, God’s representative, why not just say that; why say prepare the road for God? The “Messiah” was “the anointed one,” but as we can see from the biblical text itself, there were many “anointed ones” (cf. King Saul, 1 Sam. 24:6; King David, 2 Sam. 19:21; King Zedekiah, Lam. 4:20). We learn that there were many gods and many lords (1 Cor. 8:5), as well as many “anointed ones” and “saviors.” Many of them did not represent the true God, or represent Him fully or faithfully. A wonderful way to make sure that everyone knew the way was to be prepared for God’s true representative was to say to prepare it for God.
[For more on names being significant but not literal, see commentary on Matt. 1:23, “Immanuel.”]
Mat 3:4
“camel’s hair.” The garment of camel’s hair was a rough, thick, outer robe. It was common, and when James Freeman wrote Manners and Customs of the Bible in 1875, it was still worn quite commonly by Arabs. It was likely an outer robe similar to what Elijah wore centuries before (2 Kings 1:8).
Mat 3:5
“Jerusalem...Judea...the whole region.” The names of the areas are a metonymy for the people in Jerusalem, Judea, etc. The area is put by metonymy for the people in those areas.
[See Word Study: “Metonymy.”]
Mat 3:6
“openly confessing.” The Greek verb is exomologeō (#1843 ἐξομολογέω), and it means to confess or admit openly or publicly. In this instance it is a plural participle, and indicates that the confession was connected with the baptism: they confessed their sin as they were being baptized, i.e., just before going under the water. The form of the verb indicates that they openly confessed their sin, not just whispered it to John. John Peter Lange writes: “The compound ἐξομολογούμενοι denotes public confession.”[footnoteRef:994] Meyer points out that public confession is also indicated in Acts 19:18 and James 5:16.[footnoteRef:995] [994:  John Peter Lange, A Commentary on the Holy Scriptures: Matthew, 107.]  [995:  H. Meyer, Meyer’s Commentary, 6:78.] 

The public confessions at the baptism of John showed how serious the people were about being saved and entering the Kingdom of Heaven after they heard from John that the Kingdom was about to arrive (cf. John’s message in Matt. 3:2, “the Kingdom of Heaven is near”). The “Kingdom of Heaven” was the kingdom promised in the Old Testament and ruled by Christ where no one was sick, the government was just, there was an abundance of food, and there was no war or crime.
People wanted to get into that kingdom, and they set aside their reservations and, out in the water with John, openly confessed their sins. Their being immersed in the waters of the Jordan then symbolized the death of the old ways and rebirth or resurrection into a new life, which they would then have to live out in the flesh day after day. In contrast to the common people, the religious leaders such as the Pharisees refused to be baptized by John, no doubt in part because they had no intention of openly confessing their sin (Luke 7:30).
We may gain some insight into part of the reason why God spoke from heaven and said about Jesus, “This is my beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased,” when we contrast what occurred with the common people and what happened with Jesus. The common people all openly confessed their sin in the hearing of the crowd, but of course, Jesus did not do that. It is possible that there were people in the crowd who were confused about Jesus and wondered why he did not confess any sin, but the loud voice from heaven would have made it quite clear that God was pleased with Jesus, as well as testify to the crowd who Jesus was. The voice was not for John’s sake. John knew who Jesus was, although miraculous confirmation is always welcome. The voice was for the crowd’s sake. Also, there is little doubt that news of the voice got around, which would have only heightened the Messianic expectation that was already quite high due to things such as the teachings of John.
[For more on John’s baptism, see the commentary on Mark 1:4. For more on the Messianic Kingdom on earth, see commentary on Matt. 5:5, “inherit the earth.”]
Mat 3:7
“But when he saw many of the Pharisees and Sadducees coming to his baptism.” This event is also recorded in Luke 3:7-9, and that record lets us know that the “multitudes” were coming to John and he was speaking to them. However, Matthew lets us know that, although John said what he said in a way that everyone could hear him, part of what he said, was to, and specifically applied to, the Jewish leaders, which were the Pharisees and Sadducees mentioned here in Matthew 3:7. They were the “trees” (Matt. 3:8), the high and mighty “pillars of society” who ruled Israel and thought themselves better than others (Luke 18:11), and refused to be baptized by John (Luke 7:30), and who were in danger of being “cut down” and thrown into the fire of Gehenna, the Lake of Fire (Matt. 3:10; Luke 3:9; cf. Rev. 20:11-15).
“You offspring of vipers!” The phrase, “You offspring of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come” appears in the same context in Matthew 3:7 and Luke 3:7. Jesus also called the religious leaders a generation of vipers (Matt. 12:34; 23:33).
“The wrath to come.” This is the wrath associated with the Day of the Lord (see commentary on Rev. 6:17). The wrath did not come quickly, and still has not come. John the Baptist did not know that God would interpose the Administration of the Sacred Secret, which we are in today, between the resurrection of Christ and his coming in Judgment. He thought since the Messiah was on earth, Armageddon would come soon.
[For a more complete understanding of the Administration of the Sacred Secret, and an explanation of administrations in the Bible, see Graeser, Lynn, Schoenheit, The Gift of Holy Spirit: The Power to be like Christ, Appendix A “The Administration of the Sacred Secret.” Also, see commentary on Eph. 3:2.]
Mat 3:8
“Come now.” See commentary on Luke 3:8.
“produce fruit that is consistent with repentance.” In other words, produce fruit that shows or demonstrates that you have repented, such that the works are consistent with the person’s repentance. The CEB reads, “Produce fruit that shows you have changed your hearts and lives.” That translation catches the sense, but is idiomatic.
Mat 3:9
“to yourselves.” This phrase could also be understood in the Greek as, ‘among yourselves.’ Thus, they would be saying this to each other.
“these stones.” The Jews claimed that salvation was in large part due to their being descendants of Abraham, and John was repudiating that belief. His sharp rebuke was made even sharper by his reference to “these stones.” If anything is common in Israel it is stones, and the Bible has many, many references to them. Solomon’s wealth was described by saying that he made silver to be in Jerusalem as “stones” (1 Kings 10:27). Dashing one’s foot against a stone was common and painful (Ps. 91:12). When a dignitary would come through the area, the roads would have to be cleared of stones (Isa. 62:10), and to plant one would have to get the stones out of the vineyard (Isa. 5:1-2). This record is also in Luke 3:8.
Mat 3:10
“trees.” The “trees” are people, and in this context, it refers to rulers and leaders. This is the commonly used figure of speech hypocatastasis.
[For more on “trees” being people, see commentary on Luke 3:9. For more on hypocatastasis see commentary on Rev. 20:2.]
“will be cut down.” Although the Greek text has the verb in the present tense, the cutting will be done in the future, as the English translation has the text. This is the idiom some scholars refer to as the “prophetic present,” and it takes an event that is future but certain to happen and coming soon, and treats it as if it is present.
[For more on the prophetic present, see commentary on Luke 3:9.]
“and thrown into the fire.” John is giving these leaders a very serious warning. God expects people to have faith in Him, obey Him, and do good works, and those who do not are in danger of being thrown into Gehenna, the Lake of Fire, which is the “second death” and is everlasting death (Rev. 20:14-15).
[For more on annihilation in the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
Mat 3:11
“as a symbol of your repentance.” The Greek can be expressed that way, even if it is not the predominant way eis and the accusative is translated. D. A. Carson expresses the situation well:
The phrase “for repentance” (eis metanoian) is difficult: eis plus the accusative frequently suggests purpose (“I baptize you in order that you will repent”). Contextually (v. 6), this is unlikely, even in the telic sense suggested by Broadus: “I baptize you with a view to continued repentance.” But causal eis, or something very close to it, is not unknown in the NT (cf. Turner, Syntax, pp. 266-67): “I baptize you because of your repentance.”[footnoteRef:996] [996:  D. A. Carson, Matthew, The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, 8:104.] 

We assert the scope of Scripture shows that John did baptize people because of their repentance, and indeed, it was because of their repentance that the people came to John to be baptized by him. Indeed, Luke 7:29-30 make it clear that the sinners came to John to be baptized while the religious leaders rejected God’s purpose for themselves by not allowing themselves to be baptized by John, which would have involved their publicly confessing their sins.
The water baptism was a symbol, an outward demonstration, of the inward repentance that had happened in the heart of the people who came to be baptized. Many scholars and translators recognize this, and Daniel Wallace expresses it well: “Water baptism is not a cause of salvation, but a picture; and as such it serves both as a public acknowledgment (by those present) and a public confession (by the convert)....”[footnoteRef:997] [997:  Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics, 371.] 

Scholars and translators express how water baptism is a symbol or picture of the inner work of God in different ways in their writings. For example, Charles Williams translates Matthew 3:11: “I am baptizing you in water to picture your repentance” (The NT in the Language of the People). Ann Nyland has: “I baptize you in water to show that you have changed your minds” (The Source NT). J. B. Phillips says: “I baptize you with water as a sign of your repentance” (NT in Modern English). Goodspeed’s New Testament reads: “I am baptizing you in water in token of your repentance.” Davies and Allison, after examining other possible interpretations, conclude: “It is, however, better to endorse a more nuanced position: baptism presupposes and expresses repentance.”[footnoteRef:998] Robert Mounce writes as if John is speaking in the first person: “‘My baptism’ he might say, ‘indicates you have repented.’”[footnoteRef:999] See commentary on Mark 1:4. [998:  Davies and Allison, Matthew 1-7 [ICC], vol. 1A:208.]  [999:  Robert H. Mounce, Matthew [NIBCNT], 60.] 

“I am not even worthy to carry his sandals!” That John would compare himself to Jesus in this way is very important in showing the humble and obedient heart of John, who was God’s loyal servant. John’s comparison occurs in all four Gospels (Matt. 3:11; Mark 1:7; Luke 3:16, and John 1:27). Matthew is slightly different but the heart is the same.
“with holy spirit or with fire.” This is the gift of holy spirit. The Messiah will baptize every person with either the gift of holy spirit or the fire of God’s judgment.
[For more information on “holy spirit or fire,” see commentary on Luke 3:16. For more information on the uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’’’]
Mat 3:12
“wheat…chaff.” This is the figure of speech hypocatastasis; the wheat and chaff represent people. The “wheat” was the grains of wheat that could be ground into flour, while the chaff was small broken pieces of the stalk on which the wheat grew.
[For more on hypocatastasis, see commentary on Rev. 20:2, “dragon.”]
“he will thoroughly clean out his threshing floor.” The threshing floor is a metaphor for the final judgment when there will be “wheat” people (the saved) and “chaff” people (the unsaved). The floor will be thoroughly cleaned out—no one will escape the final judgment.
“barn.” This word could also be in reference to a granary which would normally be a pit in the ground. Regardless, it is in reference to a place where grain is stored. In general, the word “barn” is a historical anachronism because the granaries and storehouses used by people of biblical times in the ancient Near East were not like our modern barns but were much more modest storehouses. Archaeology has revealed that in many cases, grain was even stored in large clay storage jars which could be closed with a lid or stone on top.
“unquenchable fire.” The fire cannot be put out, but it will go out when all the fuel is used up. Interestingly, one of the illustrations given in the Liddell and Scott Greek-English Lexicon was of laughter that could not be quenched, but of course, it eventually would stop. That is the same with the fire that burns the ungodly. Eventually, like chaff (Matt. 3:12) or weeds (Matt. 13:40), or branches (John 15:6) the ungodly will be burned up and there will be neither root nor branch left (cf. Mal. 4:1).
Mat 3:13
“Then Jesus came.” The record of Jesus’ baptism is in Matthew 3:13-17; Mark 1:9-11; Luke 3:21-22; and is mentioned in John 1:31-34.
Mat 3:15
“Allow it for now.” Jesus does not deny what John just said, “I [John]have the need to be baptized by you [Jesus].” Yet at this time, Jesus was allowing both he and John to fulfill their calling by God. John’s baptism portrayed cleansing from sin, surely, but also the picture of going under the water and then coming up out of it also signified death and resurrection, something that Jesus certainly went through. So Jesus’ being baptized by John was proper on a number of levels.
“this is the proper way for us to fulfill all righteousness.” The fact that Jesus said, “this is the proper way,” even though he did not need to be cleansed from sin, points to another purpose for Jesus’ baptism that was proper, appropriate, or “right,” in the eyes of God. Although Jesus did not need John’s baptism to be cleansed from sin, he went to John specifically to be baptized by him (Matt. 3:13). Furthermore, Jesus did not say, “this is the proper way for ‘me’ to fulfill all righteousness,” but rather, “this is the proper way for ‘us’ [John and Jesus] to fulfill all righteousness.” So here we see Jesus, before his public ministry began, submitting to God and the offices that God ordained: God sent John to baptize, and God told Jesus to go to John and get baptized. Lenski writes, “It was proper that they should carry out whatever their respective positions required.”[footnoteRef:1000] John’s baptism of Jesus was tied into Jesus’ being revealed to Israel (John 1:31), perhaps as one obedient enough to be “the Lamb of God” (John 1:29). [1000:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. Matthew’s Gospel, 126.] 

Mat 3:16
“as he stepped up out of the water.” The heavens did not open and the holy spirit descend while Jesus was standing in the Jordan River, but as he came “away” (apo) from the river and stepped up onto the bank. This fact becomes especially clear when Matthew is read in harmony with Mark. Here in Matthew 3:16, “away from” is from the Greek preposition apo (away from). The only way to be “away from” the water is to be out of it. Leon Morris writes:
Matthew does not describe the baptism, but takes up his narrative from the time when it was completed...He uses the preposition apo (which he uses 113 times) whereas Mark uses ek (Mark 1:10). But Matthew has no dislike for ek, for he uses it 82 times, so he is not simply avoiding Mark’s preposition. He may, of course, use apo to indicate “more clearly Jesus’ complete departure from the waters of the Jordan” than does Mark’s ek....[footnoteRef:1001] [1001:  Morris, The Gospel According to Matthew [PNTC], 65-66.] 

Robert Gundry writes: “[Matthew] makes Jesus go up from the water immediately after the baptism, i.e., clamber up on the riverbank...Matthew’s apo does not negate the thought of emergence contained in Mark’s ek, but it indicates more clearly Jesus’ complete departure from the waters of the Jordan.”[footnoteRef:1002] [1002:  Gundry, Matthew: A Commentary, 51.] 

Other commentators make note of the fact that by leaving John and stepping out of the Jordan River, Jesus is shown to be starting his own new ministry, not connected with John the Baptist. Davies and Allison make that point: “Jesus’ emerging from the water and climbing the bank...connects the heavenly vision and voice not with an action of John but with an action of Jesus.”[footnoteRef:1003] They further state that it brings to mind at least two strong images that are embedded in the Jewish mind: the creation of order from watery chaos (Gen. 1:2), and Israel’s new beginning as it came up and out of the Red Sea. Jesus’ coming up out of the Jordan marked the start of something new. [1003:  Davies and Allison, Matthew 1-7 [ICC], 328.] 

[For more on Jesus’ baptism, see commentary on Mark 1:10.]
“behold” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“he saw the spirit of God descending.” In Matthew, Mark, and Luke, the “he saw” can refer to Jesus or John, the pronouns are unclear. But in any case, this was an event visible to anyone there and John did actually see it (John 1:32). The fact that the spirit came down upon Jesus was important because it openly demonstrated to the world that Jesus had been “anointed” with holy spirit, something that normally cannot be seen (cf. Acts 10:38).
Mat 3:17
“behold.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“This is.” What God said at Jesus’ baptism is recorded in Matthew, Mark, and Luke, and in Mark and Luke, God speaks directly to Jesus, saying, “You are my beloved Son.” Here in Matthew, the text says, “This is” my beloved Son. While it is possible that God made more than one statement about His Son, one being “You are” and one being “This is,” that is not likely. The greater possibility is that Mark and Luke recorded what the voice from heaven actually said, while Matthew recorded what the voice fully intended: that we the audience be included in the knowledge that Jesus is the Son of God. Thus, when Matthew, Mark, and Luke are put together and understood as communicating God’s heart to mankind, we see that Jesus got clear confirmation that he was the Son of God, and God intends for us to have that understanding too. That Jesus is the Son of God is not a message just for Jesus. It is for the world to know. It seems likely from John 1:34 that the audience, including John the Baptist, heard the voice from heaven as well as Jesus did.
Due to the pressure to harmonize Scripture so that the same record reads the same way in different Gospels, the Greek manuscript “D” from the fifth century, and some Syriac (Aramaic) manuscripts, have Matthew read “You are my beloved Son,” like Mark and Luke do. Thankfully, that harmonization was copied into so few manuscripts that it does not show up in any well-known version of the Bible. In support of the reading “This is my beloved Son” are not only almost every known Greek manuscript and some Syriac manuscripts, but also the Shem Tov Hebrew manuscript of Matthew. The Shem Tov Hebrew manuscript is believed to be a lineal descendant of the original manuscript of Matthew that the apostle Matthew wrote in Hebrew.
[For more on the Shem Tov Hebrew Manuscript of Matthew see commentary on Matt. 3:3.]
One last reason to believe that “this is” was the original reading of Matthew 3:17 is that there would be lots of pressure to change “this is” to “you are,” but no pressure to change “you are” to “this is.” That makes “This is” what textual scholars call “the more difficult reading,” which in most cases is the original reading because scribes tended to make the text easier to read and understand rather than harder to read and understand. Given all the evidence, “This is my beloved Son” can be seen to be the original reading of Matthew 3:17.
[For more on the harmonization of Scripture, and how it has affected translations, see commentary on Luke 11:2, “Father.”]
 
Matthew Chapter 4
Mat 4:1
“Then Jesus.” The record of Jesus’ being tempted in the desert is in Matthew 4:1-11; Mark 1:12-13; and Luke 4:1-13.
“led up.” The Greek is anagō (#321 ἀνάγω) and means, to lead or bring from a lower to a higher point; thus, lead up, bring up. This shows us conclusively that Jesus was led into the desert of Judea immediately after his baptism in Matthew 3. The Jordan River is the low point in that area, being around 900 or so feet below sea level, and the Judean desert was above it to the west, with some mountain summits approaching 1,500 or more, and over 2,000 as one gets close to Jerusalem.
“by the spirit.” The Greek text reads, hupo tou pneumatos (ὑπὸ τοῦ πνεύματος), using the preposition hupo followed by “the spirit,” in the genitive case. Thus here, hupo denotes agency and tells us that Jesus was led “by” the spirit. It is difficult to decide whether we should say “by the Spirit,” i.e. “by God;” or “by the spirit,” that is, by the gift of God that Jesus had just received 2 verses earlier. The ancient texts were all capital letters, so it was up to the reader to decide what PNEUMATOS (Spirit or spirit) meant. Because English forces the translator to choose between “Spirit” and “spirit,” modern translators have to make a decision for the reader and hope to educate the reader via commentary.
Actually, in this case, it is likely that both “Spirit” and “spirit” are true, and this is an example of the figure of speech amphibologia, where there are two meanings, both of them true. God, the Spirit, led Jesus into the desert, communicating and leading him “by the spirit,” just as He had done for millennia with Moses, Joshua, David, and the prophets and prophetesses. What actually happened was that Jesus was led “by the Spirit by the spirit.”
[See Word Study: “Amphibologia.”]
“desert.” The Greek is erēmos (#2048 ἔρημος), and it means a solitary, lonely, desolate, uninhabited place, a desert, a wilderness, a lonely region. However, the word erēmos can refer to an uncultivated region fit for pasturage, even though that area may be right next to fields and houses, thus the title of Gertrude Bell’s book, The Desert and the Sown. Areas in the Middle East were thought of as being good for farming or pasture, and a valley used for farming might butt right up to a hillside used for pasture. This situation always produced the tension that existed between the shepherds and the farmers.
“to be tempted.” Here in Matthew, the Greek text uses the infinitive tense of the verb peirazō (#3985 πειράζω), so “to be tempted,” as the English translations say, is a good translation. The infinitive clause expresses purpose. It is God who leads Jesus into the Judean wilderness “to be tempted,” but it is the Devil (Slanderer) who does the tempting. It can be confusing at first to see that God led Jesus into the desert “to be tempted,” but there are good explanations for it.
For one thing, we must realize that both God and Jesus knew that a showdown between the Devil and Jesus was inevitable. For millennia the Devil had been aggressively trying to prevent the Messiah from even being born. Then, when he was born, he tried to kill him as an infant through his evil servant, Herod the Great. So it was better for Jesus if he met the Devil head-on and dealt with him personally at the beginning of his ministry. It accomplished many things.
One thing the temptation accomplished is that it cemented in Jesus’ mind who the Devil was and what he wanted: to be in God’s place and to be worshiped. The Devil is like the Wizard of Oz. He makes himself look much larger and more powerful than he really is and controls people by threats, fear, lies, etc. The prophet Isaiah tells us that when the Devil meets his doom and we get to see him for what he really is, we will say, “Is this the man who made the earth to tremble, who shook kingdoms, who made the world like a wilderness and overthrew its cities, who didn’t release his prisoners to their home?” (Isa. 14:16-17). When the Devil met Jesus face to face, it gave Jesus a chance to see who he was really dealing with. And the Devil, for his part, revealed his crafty and evil nature perfectly for Jesus to see.
Another thing it did was make Jesus stronger in the spiritual battle. It is commonly said that what does not kill us makes us stronger, and successfully enduring temptation does make us stronger. Facing the Devil’s temptations cemented in Jesus’ mind that he did not need the world’s fame, power, or even food. He could rely on God—on God’s provision and God’s timing. This was a huge lesson to learn. And even though Jesus had certainly learned to rely on God in the first 30 years of his life, talking to God via the gift of holy spirit would have bolstered his confidence, and things such as the angels coming to minister to him after the Devil left would have helped also (Matt. 4:11).
Another thing it accomplished was to cement for Jesus, and show us, the absolute necessity to know and understand the Word of God, and to use it in our lives to fight the spiritual battle. Jesus resisted each of the temptations by saying, “It is written,” and quoting Scripture. This set the tone for how he would deal with opposition from that time forward, and it sets the tone for how we must act if we are going to be successful in the spiritual fight. Furthermore, it shows us how important it is to use Scripture as a “measuring tool” to determine good from evil. How did Jesus know what was right and what was wrong? Via Scripture, and anything contrary to the proper interpretation of Scripture must be resisted.
Another thing it accomplished, and continues to accomplish, is that it lets everyone know that just as Christ resisted the Devil and overcame his temptations, so we too can have victory in Christ. Believers do not have to be victims of the Devil, we stand against the Devil and win even as Christ did.
Also, although there is no way to know this for sure, Jesus made it clear to the Devil that he was not going to be simply fooled or led astray, and there are no more direct encounters between the Devil and Jesus mentioned in the Gospels. The Devil realized he would have to kill Jesus to get rid of him, and he tried in multiple ways to do that: from inciting mobs such as at Bethlehem, to trying to drown him via storms on the Sea of Galilee. He thought he won when he finally engineered his crucifixion, only to find like Haman in the book of Esther, that he had killed himself via his own stake.
“tempted.” The Greek word peirazō (#3985 πειράζω) can mean several different things depending on its context. It is used for (1) tempting and (2) testing (i.e., trying, examining, proving); its semantic range also includes (3) “attempting to do something,” like when Paul and Timothy tried to go into Bithynia but were prevented (Acts 16:7); and (4) trying to “entrap through a process of inquiry,” such as the Pharisees testing Jesus with questions.[footnoteRef:1004] The differences in meaning are found not in the word itself, but in the circumstance and especially the motive behind the one who is tempting, testing, attempting, etc. The distinction between testing and tempting, then, is this: testing comes from a desire to see the person prove himself true, to pass the test, and to gain confidence from the victory; temptation, on the other hand, is when evil is placed before someone in hope that he or she will fail. Thus God never tempts people (James. 1:13) but he does test people (Gen. 22:1; Heb. 11:17). Both temptation and testing are meant to see what is in a person, whether they will obey, but temptation is meant to make someone fall, while testing is to raise them up. God always tests in order to reward or bring about good (Deut. 8:16). Hence, Jeremiah 17:10 says, “I the LORD test the mind and search the heart, to give to all according to their ways, according to the fruit of their doings” (ESV). [1004:  BDAG, s.v. “πειράζω.”] 

“by the Devil.” “Devil” is a transliteration of the Greek word, diabolos (#1228 διάβολος), which literally means “Slanderer.” A primary attribute of the Devil is slander, and slander is so central to who the Devil is and how he operates that one of his primary names is “the Slanderer.” “The Slanderer” works hard to slander others and destroy them and their reputation. He has no regard for law or honesty and uses many different illicit means to discredit and destroy people.
The literal Greek phrase in this verse is “of the Slanderer,” a genitive of origin, the Slanderer being the source of the temptation, so “by the Slanderer” (by the Devil) is a good translation.
[For more information on the names of the Devil, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
Mat 4:2
“40 days and 40 nights.” Here Jesus is clearly being shown as a new Moses, who had twice spent 40 days and nights on Mount Sinai (First time: Exod. 24:18, which was retold in Deut. 9:9; Second time: Exod. 34:28). Jesus also spent 40 days fasting in the wilderness, and is now the new Lawgiver, superior to Moses. Jesus brings a “better hope” (Heb. 7:19); initiates a “better covenant” (Heb. 7:22; 8:6) that is based on “better promises (Heb. 8:6); and is a “better sacrifice” (Heb. 9:23).
Mat 4:3
“If you are.” The Devil did not doubt who Jesus was, and neither did Jesus. The Devil, called “the Tempter” in the verse, is goading Jesus, prodding and poking him in order to get him to act rashly. He was trying to get a reaction from Jesus like, “I am the Son of God, and I’ll prove it to you,” and then do something stupid. This event is historical fact, but we must learn from it because the Devil and those who follow him use the same tactic every day, poking at people until they get angry and do something stupid. We are to be peaceful and controlled and not be victims of the Devil’s tricks.
“the Tempter.” This is a name for the Slanderer (the Devil). The Greek is peirazō (#3985 πειράζω, pronounced pay-'rah-zō), which means to tempt, to put through an ordeal. It can also be used in a good sense, to test with the idea of the one tested being successful, but that is not its meaning here. The Tempter is an apt name for the Slanderer because he is constantly at work setting up traps and temptations so that people will fall. The Adversary comes to steal, kill, and destroy (John 10:10), and often he sets the stage with a temptation so that we end up destroying ourselves.
[For other names of the Devil and their meanings, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
Mat 4:4
“It is written: Man cannot live on bread alone, but on every word that comes from the mouth of God.” Here in Matthew 4:4, Jesus refers to Deuteronomy 8:3. The quotation in Matthew is from the Septuagint, and it is close to the Hebrew text, but not exact.
The Old Testament context of Deuteronomy 8:3 is that God humbled Israel and made them reliant on Him by providing manna for them for their 40 years in the wilderness. God provided for their physical needs to teach them about their spiritual need of God, although, many times they complained and grumbled. God taught them a similar idea to what we read in Matthew 6:33, that if we seek first the Kingdom of God, he will provide our physical needs. However, Israel’s reliance upon God was imperfect, in contrast to Jesus’ reliance upon God, which was perfect.
The Tempter (the Devil) is trying to tempt Jesus using two methods. First, he challenges Jesus’ sonship, saying, “If you are the Son of God, command these stones to become bread.” Yet, this is a false notion, because Jesus’ sonship does not rely upon his ability to turn stones into bread. Jesus would still be the Son of God without doing this. But the Devil attacks his identity wanting him to feel the need to prove himself as God’s son. Interestingly, in trying to prove his sonship, if Jesus had taken up the Devil’s offer, he would not have actually proved what the Devil wanted him to prove. Old Testament prophets did miracles and weren’t the Son of God.
Secondly, the Devil is trying to tempt Jesus to satisfy his physical hunger. However, in quoting Deuteronomy 8:3 Jesus is showing his complete trust in God, showing that his physical hunger pales in comparison to his spiritual hunger for God. He embodied what Israel had to learn, a complete reliance upon God and his word.
Mat 4:5
“Then the Devil took him into the holy city.” This reveals some of the power of the Devil. The Devil had the power to physically move Jesus from one place to another, and he did. Jesus could have resisted, but the ability of Jesus to fully experience and resist the temptations of the Devil was part of the fact that he was tempted in every way like we humans are. Although most of us are not tempted directly by the Devil, historically many people have been. Some scholars assert that Jesus was only taken mentally to Jerusalem, but then that would not have been a real temptation. Jesus would not have been tempted to jump because he would have known that any “fall” he would have taken would have been a mental act, just make-believe. The Devil is real, his power is real, and he can move a physical body as he did to Jesus.
“Devil.” The Greek is literally “the Slanderer,” and we know him as “the Devil.”
[For more information on the Devil, see commentary on Matt. 4:1. For more information on the names of the Devil, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.” For this temptation actually being the last of the three temptations and Luke 4 having the correct order of temptations, see commentary on Matt. 4:8, “showed him all the kingdoms.”]
Mat 4:6
“Son of God.” The phrase “Son of God” is one of the pieces of evidence that Jesus is not God and the doctrine of the Trinity is not in the Bible. The doctrine of the Trinity is that the Father is God, the Son is God, and the Holy Spirit is God, and the three of them are co-equal and co-eternal and together make up “one God;” and that Jesus is both 100% man and 100% God with both Jesus’ human and divine natures co-existing in the human body of Jesus.
God was not born, but is eternal. But in contrast to the eternal God, Jesus Christ is “begotten.” Jesus had a beginning. Jesus is the “Son” of God, and children have a beginning. Although many orthodox Trinitarians say that Jesus was “eternally begotten,” that phrase is not in the Bible. It is a made-up phrase that is both nonsensical and self-contradictory. The only reason the phrase “eternally begotten,” exists at all in theological circles is that the Bible says Jesus is the Son of God, and Trinitarians assert that Jesus is eternal God, so they assert that Jesus must be “eternally begotten.” But Jesus is God’s “Son,” and nowhere in the Bible does God state the word “Son” does not have its common meaning when it comes to Jesus. In fact, the opposite is true. The angel Gabriel told Mary that God would impregnate her, and “for that reason” the child Jesus would be called “the Son of God” (Luke 1:35).
A study of the theological concept of “eternally begotten” reveals that a debate has raged for centuries about whether Jesus is in fact “the eternally begotten Son.” There are a number of Trinitarians who admit that Jesus cannot be an “eternal Son,” many of them noting that a “Son” had a beginning. However, rather than saying that there was a time Jesus did not exist, they say that Jesus existed as God, but not as the Son, before he was born of Mary. However, the Bible has no description or explanation of how that could have been. God is a spirit, so was Jesus a spirit before he was human? The Bible never says. We assert that the reason that the Bible never speaks about the kind of being Jesus was before his birth is very simple: before God impregnated Mary, Jesus did not exist except in the mind of God and as part of God’s plan.
The Jews of the Old Testament never thought that their Messiah was somehow alive. The Messiah was coming in the future. Dustin Smith writes: “Jesus is certainly not alive and active anywhere within the pages of the Hebrew Bible. …In fact, the author of Hebrews argues that God used to speak through prophets, but in these last days He has spoken to us through a Son (Heb. 1:1-2) indicating that God didn’t speak through a Son in the Hebrew Bible.”[footnoteRef:1005] [1005:  Irons, Dixon, and Smith, The Son of God: Three Views on the Identity of Jesus, 27 (emphasis Smith’s).] 

The prophecies of the Old Testament always spoke of the Messiah as one who was coming in the future, not someone who was already there. He was to be the offspring of the woman (Gen. 3:15). He would be a descendant of Abraham (Gen. 12:3; 18:18; 22:18). He would be from the tribe of Judah (Gen. 49:10). He was still far off, but a star coming out of Jacob (Num. 24:17). He would be a descendant of David (2 Sam. 7:12-13; Isa. 9:7; 11:1). He will rule over the world (Ps. 2:8; Dan. 2:44). He would be both a king and priest (Ps. 110:1-4). The Jews were well aware that God was with them, but there is no indication that any of them thought of their Messiah somehow with them too; that he was with them as some kind of spirit being, but would later come and be with them in the flesh.
The phrase Son of God is simple and straightforward. God impregnated Mary while she was still a virgin and she bore God’s son, making Jesus “the Son of God.”
[For more on Jesus having a beginning, see commentary on Matt. 1:18.]
Mat 4:7
“the Lord.” A rabbinic abbreviation for “Yahweh” appears in the Hebrew manuscript of Matthew as well as in the verses of the Old Testament that Matthew quoted. There is evidence that Matthew wrote his gospel in Hebrew and could have used the name Yahweh, so we have put it here in the commentary in the REV (see commentary on Matt. 3:3).
Mat 4:8
“Devil.” The Greek word is diabolos (#1228 διάβολος), which literally means “Slanderer,” but diabolos gets transliterated into English as our more familiar name, “the Devil.” Slander is so central to who the Devil is and how he operates that one of his primary names is “the Slanderer.”
[For more information on the names of the Devil, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
“very high.” The Greek adjective hupsēlos (#5308 ὑψηλός) has a basic meaning of “high” (as in Matt. 17:1, Mark 9:2, and Rev. 21:10). However, it can also have the connotation of “proud” or “arrogant.” We see this in Romans 12:16 when we are told to “not mind high things” (μὴ τὰ ὑψηλὰ φρονοῦντες), i.e. not be arrogant. The LXX uses this sense in Isaiah 2:12-14: “the LORD of hosts has a day against all that is proud and lofty…against all the lofty mountains, and against all the uplifted hills.” It is possible that here in Matthew the adjective has this connotation implied; the Devil tempted Christ to ‘mind high things’ by taking him to a ‘proud’ mountain, showing him all the splendor of ruling the kingdoms of the world. In English, the word “high” conveys altitude but can also suggest arrogance when understood in context.
“showed him all the kingdoms.” Matthew and Luke both record the three temptations that the Adversary tempted Jesus with, but worded slightly differently and in a different order. We believe Luke has the order correct because Luke says he recorded things “in order” (Luke 1:3). However, it makes sense that Matthew, which emphasizes Jesus’ role as the king, would have the temptation about ruling over the world as the last temptation because to a king, the domain and people over whom he rules is of primary importance.
Commentators differ as to whether Matthew or Luke has the order of events as they actually happened. We suggest that another reason that Luke has the correct order is that it makes sense that to the Devil, the most desirable outcome would be to have Jesus worship him, but if he could not accomplish that, to kill Jesus and be done with him. The order of temptations in Luke accomplishes that goal. The second temptation would result in Jesus worshiping the Devil, and if that failed the third temptation would have resulted in Jesus’ death.
Mat 4:9
“worship.” The Devil wanted Jesus to revere him as he revered God. Thus “worship” is appropriate here. See commentary on Matthew 2:2, “pay homage.”
This is one of the many places the Bible reveals that Jesus Christ was not God, but a human being. If the doctrine of the Trinity is true, and Jesus was God and an indivisible part of the Trinity, there is no way that he, as God, could have or would have worshiped the Devil. Jesus and the Devil would have been intimately acquainted for many eons of time. Jesus, as part of the Trinity, would have created the angel who eventually rebelled against God and became known as the Devil, the archenemy of himself and the Father. Jesus and the Devil would have been battling each other for ages, especially during the 4,000 years since the Fall of Adam and Eve. Given that huge history of animosity, and given that if Jesus was God, would the Devil really think that now that Jesus was on earth he would somehow decide to worship his age-long enemy—and to gain what? To become the ruler of the world? The idea is absurd. If Jesus as God would have made the world, he could even make another one if he wanted to. The Devil would know that God would not worship him. The Devil would know that he had nothing of value to offer God Himself. The very fact that the Devil offered Jesus the rulership of the world if Jesus would worship him is very strong evidence that Jesus was not God.
[For more information about Jesus not being God, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.”]
Mat 4:10
“For it is written: Worship the Lord your God, and serve only him.” The quotation is not exact. Deuteronomy 6:13 says, “You are to fear Yahweh your God.” Jesus correctly gets the sense of “fear” in that context, and so brings it forward as “worship.” This is not a case where Jesus was quoting the Septuagint and it read “worship,” because both the Hebrew text and LXX read “fear.”
It is sometimes stated that since we are to worship only God, and because we are also supposed to worship Jesus, therefore he must be God. That argument is not valid and is based on a false understanding of the word “worship.” While it is true that we are to worship God in a special way reserved only for Him, there is no Greek or Hebrew word that represents that fact. It is an issue of the heart and cannot be represented on the written page. The words for “worship” in both the Hebrew Old Testament and the Greek New Testament are used of both people and God. In fact, the entire temptation of Christ by the Devil proves that Jesus was not God. God cannot be tempted (James 1:13). Also, if Jesus were God, the Devil would never have asked Jesus to worship him. God is worshiped, but there is no evidence He worships anything else at any time. It was for desiring to be like God (and thus be worshiped like God) that the Devil was thrown out of heaven in the first place (Isa. 14:12-15), and it is unreasonable to think that the Devil would have believed that God could now be persuaded to worship him.
In the biblical culture, the act of worship was not directed only to God. It was very common to worship (i.e., pay homage to) men of a higher status. Sadly, almost always this fact has been obscured by the translators of the Bible and therefore is impossible to see in the English translations. The translators usually translate Hebrew or Greek words that relate to worship as “worship” when they refer to God or a pagan god, but as some other word, such as “bow before,” or “pay homage to,” when the worship involves men. This double standard of translation does not allow the English reader to see what any person reading the Hebrew or Greek text can see: that “worship” is not just reserved for God. A few examples should make our point.
· Exodus 34:14 NIV84: “Do not worship [#07812 שָׁחָה shachah] any other god, for the LORD, whose name is Jealous, is a jealous God.
· Genesis 19:1 NIV84: When Lot saw the two strangers, he got up to meet them “and bowed down [#07812 shachah] with his face to the ground.”
· Genesis 27:29 NIV84: Isaac said to Jacob: May…peoples bow down [#07812 shachah] to you. Be lord over your brothers, and may the sons of your mother bow down [#07812 shachah] to you.
· Exodus 18:7 NIV84 “So Moses went out to meet his father-in-law and bowed down [#07812 shachah] and kissed him.
· 1 Samuel 1:19 NIV84 Early the next morning they arose and worshiped [#07812 shachah] before the LORD.
· 1 Samuel 2:36 Then everyone left in your family line will come and bow down before him [#07812 shachah] for a piece of silver and a crust of bread.
· 2 Samuel 1:2 On the third day a man arrived from Saul’s camp…. When he came to David, he fell to the ground to pay him honor [#07812 shachah].
The above list confirms what has already been pointed out—that the translators used the word “worship” when the worship was to God or pagan gods, but never used the word “worship” when people were “worshiping” other people, even though the Hebrew text used the same word for both types of worship. And the above list is only a tiny sampling of the examples that could be given, or of what one will see if he studies the subject for himself. “Worship,” usually expressed by bowing down before someone, was a part of the culture and a way of showing respect or reverence. However, because of the theological position that only God should be worshiped, translators have avoided the English word “worship” when people worship people, in spite of the fact that it is clearly in the original text. We assert that not translating into English what is clearly in the original text has created a false impression in the Christian community and supported the belief that “only God can be worshiped, so if Jesus is worshiped he must be God too.” It is very clear in the biblical text that people “worshiped” other people who deserved that worship, and no person deserved worship more than Jesus Christ.
There is a sense, of course, in which there is a very special worship (homage, allegiance, reverent love, and devotion) to be given only to God, but there is no unique word that represents that special worship. Rather, it is a posture of the heart. Scripturally, this must be determined from context. Even words like proskuneō, which are almost always used of God, are occasionally used for showing respect to other men (Acts 10:25). And the word “serve” in Matthew 4:10 is latreuō, which is sometimes translated worship, but used of the worship of other things as well as of the true God, as in “worship the host of heaven” (Acts 7:42 KJV) and “served created things” (Romans 1:25). Thus, when Christ said, “Worship the Lord your God, and serve only him,” he was speaking of a special worship of God that comes from the heart, not using a special vocabulary word that is reserved for the worship of God only.
Once we understand that in the Bible both God and men are worshiped, we are forced to look, not at the specific word for “worship,” but rather at the heart of the one doing the worship. It explains why God rejects the worship of those whose hearts are really not with Him. It also explains why there are occasions in the Bible when men reject the worship of other men. In Acts 10:26, Peter asks Cornelius to stand up because Cornelius was paying homage to Peter in a way that made Peter uncomfortable even though Cornelius felt Peter was worthy of it. In Revelation 19:10, an angel stops John from worshiping him. In these cases, it is not the “worship,” per se, that was wrong, or it would have been wrong in all the other places throughout the Bible. In the aforementioned accounts, the one about to be worshiped saw that it was inappropriate or felt uncomfortable in the situation. Actually, the example of John in Revelation is another strong proof that men did worship others besides God. If it were forbidden to worship anyone besides God, the great apostle John would never have even started to worship the angel. The fact that he did so actually proves the point that others besides God were worshiped in the biblical culture.
It is clear why people fell down and worshiped Jesus while he walked the earth and performed great miracles: people loved him and respected him greatly. It is also clear why we are to worship him now—he has earned our love and our highest reverence. He died to set us free, and God has honored him by seating him at His own right hand above all other powers and authorities. Just because we worship God and worship Jesus, does that mean they are the same or receive the same worship? No, it does not. We reserve a special place in our hearts for God, for Jesus, and frankly, for those other people who deserve our “worship” in the biblical sense of the word.
[For more information on Jesus being the fully human Son of God and not being “God the Son,” see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.” For more on “the Holy Spirit” being one of the designations for God the Father and “the holy spirit” being the gift of God’s nature, see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
“the Lord.” A rabbinic abbreviation for “Yahweh” appears in the Hebrew manuscript of Matthew as well as in the verses of the Old Testament that Matthew quoted. There is evidence that Matthew could have written his gospel in Hebrew and used the name Yahweh, so we have put it in the REV commentary (see commentary on Matt. 3:3).
“Adversary.” The Greek word for Adversary is Satanas (#4567 Σατανᾶς), which has been transliterated as “Satan” in most versions. This causes the meaning of the word, which is important, to be lost. For more information, see commentary on Mark 1:13.
[For information on the names of the Devil, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
Mat 4:11
“Devil.” The Greek word is diabolos (#1228 διάβολος), which literally means “Slanderer,” but diabolos gets transliterated into English as our more familiar name, “the Devil.” Slander is so central to who the Devil is and how he operates that one of his primary names is “the Slanderer.”
[For more information on the names of the Devil, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
“behold.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“began ministering.” See commentary on Mark 1:13.
Mat 4:12
“Now when he heard that John had been arrested.” John was arrested between Passover and Pentecost. It was after John the Baptist was arrested (Matt. 4:12, 17; Mark 1:14) that Jesus started preaching and telling people to repent because the Kingdom of Heaven (also called the Kingdom of God) had drawn near (Matt. 4:17; Mark 1:15). John the Baptist had been preaching that message until his arrest (Matt. 3:2). If Jesus’ ministry was just over a year, as many believe, then he started his ministry before a Passover, and was crucified the next Passover.[footnoteRef:1006] John the Baptist was arrested between the first Passover (likely April) and Pentecost (likely June). We know that because Jesus was at the Passover Feast in Jerusalem (John 2:13, 23), and when he left Jerusalem after the Passover, he went into other parts of Judea (John 3:22). At that time John had not been arrested and was still baptizing (John 3:23). However, by Pentecost, John had been arrested (John 5:35). [1006:  Daniel E. Stalker, The Gospels Unified: A Fresh Perspective of the Life of Jesus Christ, 393-410; Walter J. Cummins, The Acceptable Year of the Lord, 27-73.] 

“he withdrew into Galilee.” Herod Antipas imprisoned John at his palace-fortress of Machaerus, which was in Perea, the area beyond Jordan where John had been baptizing according to John 1:28. When Jesus knew John was imprisoned there, he went north into Galilee. For a while anyway, Jesus concentrated his evangelistic efforts in Galilee, far removed from Jerusalem, the center of Jewish life. He also left Nazareth, where he had encountered great resistance, even though it was a city in Galilee (Matt. 4:13; Luke 4:28-31; John 2:12).
Mat 4:13
“And he left Nazareth and went and lived in Capernaum...” Jesus left Nazareth after the people there tried to kill him (Luke 4:28-31). He made Capernaum his home
[For more information, see commentary on Mark 2:1.]
Mat 4:14
“what was spoken through the prophet Isaiah.” Matthew 4:15-16 quote from Isaiah 9:1-2.
Mat 4:15
“The land of Zebulun and the land of Naphtali.” (Matt. 4:15-16 are quoted from Isa. 9:1-2). Zebulun and Naphtali were two of the twelve tribes of Israel and two of the twelve tribal areas that were assigned by Joshua (Josh. 19:10-16, 32-39). They were both in the area most frequented by Jesus in his ministry.
“The Way of the Sea.” This major trade route that went right through Capernaum (there is a Roman mile marker now on display at Capernaum) is most often known by its more modern name that comes from the Latin, the Via Maris. The Via Maris is the ancient trade route linking Egypt with Damascus and all Syria, Anatolia (modern Turkey), and Mesopotamia. Its early name was “Way of the Philistines” (cf. Exod. 13:17) because after leaving Egypt it ran north along the coast of Israel through the territory of the Philistines. The name “Via Maris” is much later and based on the Latin Vulgate translation of Matthew 4:15. It means “the Way of the Sea,” or “the Road of the Sea.” The history of the Via Maris is long and the main road changed during different periods. For example, before the Roman period, the Via Maris went from Capernaum north to Hazor, and from Hazor, it crossed the Jordan River at Jacob’s Ford then went over the Golan Heights to Damascus. This road still existed in the time of Christ, but recent archaeological evidence suggests that in Roman times the road left Capernaum and headed east to Bethsaida-Julius and then northeast to Damascus.
The Via Maris goes from Egypt across Sinai, through the Philistine Plain and the Plain of Sharon through the cities of Gaza, Ashkelon, Ashdod, and Joppa. At Dor it branches into two roads. One continues directly north along the Mediterranean coast, and the other follows an inland route by Megiddo, through the Jezreel Valley, then to Old Testament Beth-shean (which is New Testament Scythopolis, a city of the Decapolis). From there it branched, and one branch ran on the west side of the Sea of Galilee, passing through Tiberias, then continuing north through Migdal and Capernaum. The east branch crossed the Jordan south of the Sea of Galilee and ran along the east coast of the lake until Hyppos (Susita) when it turned northeast and climbed over the Golan and then continued down to Damascus. The fact that the Via Maris passed by Capernaum helps explain why that city had a tollhouse (Matt. 9:9) so revenue could be collected from the passing caravans. That money needed protection, so it was also a Roman outpost and had a centurion and troops (Matt. 8:5). Also, it shows us that when Jesus Christ chose Capernaum to be his hometown after he left Nazareth, he chose a cosmopolitan town where there would be plenty of opportunity to share the Word and reach others, as well as opportunity for others to more easily reach him.
“beyond the Jordan.” The phrase “beyond the Jordan” can refer to either east (Deut. 3:8; Josh. 24:8) or west (Deut. 3:20; 11:30; Josh. 5:1) of the Jordan River depending on the context or the location of the speaker. Here in Matthew 4:15, and in Isaiah 9:1-2, which Matthew quotes, “beyond the Jordan” refers to the east side of the Jordan River.
Mat 4:16
See commentary on Matthew 4:15.
Mat 4:17
“From that time on.” Jesus waited until John the Baptist was arrested before he started preaching the message that John had been preaching, which was that the Kingdom of Heaven had drawn near. Jesus had been teaching things about the Kingdom of Heaven (also called the Kingdom of God),
“The Kingdom of Heaven has drawn near.” This message was spoken by both John and Jesus. Neither of them knew that the fullness of the coming of the Kingdom of Heaven would be more than 2,000 years in the future. The parallel passage to Matthew 4:17 is Mark 1:15 (see commentary on Mark 1:15).
Jesus taught on many things, but the primary focus of his teaching was the Kingdom of Heaven (also frequently called “the Kingdom of God”). We certainly see that in Matthew. Some of the primary verses about Jesus teaching on the Kingdom of Heaven are: Matthew 4:17, 23; 5:3, 10, 19, 20; 6:33; 7:21; 8:11-12; 9:35; and 11:11. In Matthew 10:7 Jesus sent his disciples to preach the Kingdom.
[For more on what Christ’s kingdom on earth, the “Kingdom of God,” will be like, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on the many different ways that Jesus said the Kingdom of God was coming soon, see commentary on Matt. 16:28.]
Mat 4:18
“Sea of Galilee.” The “sea” of Galilee is actually a rather small lake, only 7 miles (11.2 km) across and 12 miles (19.3 km) long, and the entire lake can be seen from the escarpments on both the east and west sides. The Greek word thalassa (#2281 θάλασσα), lake, sea, or ocean, does not really refer to the size of the body of water, and thus has to be translated into English as “lake,” “sea,” or “ocean” by knowing the body of water that is being referred to. Because the body of water is historically known as, and called, “the Sea of Galilee” we leave that name intact when its proper name is mentioned. However, when it is not referred to by name, we refer to it like it actually is—a lake. The “Sea of Galilee” is the only freshwater lake generally referred to as a “sea.” Technically, “seas” are saltwater, but the “Sea of Galilee” is fresh water.
Mat 4:19
“Follow me.” See commentary on Mark 1:17. The word “follow” here is a different word from “follow” in Matthew 4:20. The disciple would follow behind the teacher in the biblical culture.
“I will have you fish for people.” The Greek text literally reads, “I will make you fishermen of people.” For more on Jesus’ metaphor about his followers becoming fishermen of people, see commentary on Mark 1:17.
Mat 4:20
“And immediately they left their nets and followed him.” The Gospels contain records of Jesus calling his disciples which can be very confusing. To understand Jesus’ calling of his disciples, one must read all four Gospels and piece the records together. Furthermore, it is important to have some knowledge of the first-century rabbinic practices. The four Gospel records we will compare are: Matthew 4:18-22; Mark 1:16-20; Luke 5:4-11; and John 1:29-2:2.
If we start by reading the record in Matthew 4, we can see that Jesus’ calling of the disciples can be confusing. It seems as if Jesus just walks by the area where the men are working, calls out “Follow me,” and they leave their fishing business and follow Jesus. This behavior of Peter, Andrew, James, and John seems abrupt and even reckless. If we start reading at Matthew 1:1 and read until Matthew 4:20 and 4:22 when the disciples left their work and followed Jesus, it seems Jesus had never met those four men before. Just because a rabbi, even a powerful one, said “Follow me,” who would leave their profession?
The key to understanding Matthew (and Mark and Luke) is to read it in the context of all four Gospels and pay close attention to the details. When we read all four Gospels, we see that Peter, Andrew, James, and John knew Jesus, and knew him well. In fact, they were already his disciples when he called them from their boats. Actually, as this study develops, we will see that he called them from their boats on two different occasions. The key to the records in Matthew, Mark, and Luke, is the Gospel of John.
Andrew and Peter were brothers and were deeply spiritual men, something that is obvious from reading John 1. Andrew was a disciple of John the Baptist before he ever met Jesus (John 1:35-40). That speaks volumes about Andrew. As a disciple, not just a “listener” or someone in John’s audience, Andrew understood the message of the Baptist, which included that the Messiah was coming soon. Of course, there would have been many things John taught about the spiritual situation of the times, and so Andrew would have seen through the religiosity and corruption of the spiritually bankrupt Pharisees and Sadducees. John the Baptist’s opinion of those religious leaders is clear from when he met them because he called them “offspring of vipers” (Matt. 3:7). Furthermore, John would have taught his disciples much more about the truth and error of the religious system of his time. The Four Gospels do not say much about the teaching of John. This is understandable since the Gospels are about Jesus, not John. Nevertheless, John was a great prophet, and since his followers were actual “disciples,” John would have taught the truth on many different subjects.
One of the great truths that John would have taught his disciples was that he was the forerunner of the Messiah who was to come shortly. We know this because he openly proclaimed it. When asked who he was, John said, “I am the voice of one crying out in the desert, make straight the way of the Lord” (John 1:23, a quotation of Isa. 40:3). The “way of the Lord” was the road the Lord would travel on. The word “way” is also “road” in both Hebrew and Greek, and in the USA many small roads and paths use the designation “way.” Roads in the Middle East were fixed up (“made straight”) for passing dignitaries, but they deteriorated quickly, so there was no need to repair the roads until just before the arrival of the dignitary. The fact that John declared that he was the voice who shouted to repair the road of the Lord meant the Lord would come on the scene shortly after he did.
When John the Baptist pointed to Jesus and said, “Look! The Lamb of God,” (John 1:36), Andrew believed his teacher. But before going to Jesus, he first went and got his brother Peter and said, “We have found the Messiah” (John 1:41). Then Peter and Andrew both went to Jesus, who immediately changed Peter’s name from “Simon” to “Rock” (“Cephas” in Aramaic, “Peter” in Greek; John 1:42). In the biblical culture when a person changed someone’s name, it meant that he had some kind of control over the person’s life. In the Old Testament, God, as well as other rulers, changed people’s names; for example, Abram to Abraham (Gen. 17:5); Sarai to Sarah (Gen. 17:15); Jacob to Israel (Gen. 32:28); Joseph to Zaphenath-paneah (Gen. 41:45); Eliakim to Jehoiakim (2 Kings 23:34); Mattaniah to Zedekiah (2 Kings 24:17); Pashhur to Magor-missabib (Jer. 20:3); Daniel to Belteshazzar (Dan. 1:7). That Peter would accept what Andrew said and also immediately accept the new name Jesus gave him shows us that Peter was a deeply spiritual man too, and immediately willing to become a disciple of Jesus.
[For a deeper study of God or a ruler changing someone’s name, see commentary on John 1:42.]
The next day Philip and Nathanael began to follow Jesus, along with Andrew and Peter, and this was before John was arrested and before Jesus started ministering in Galilee (John 1:43-51). This is important because it shows that Peter, Andrew, Philip, and Nathanael were “following” Jesus, and even believed he was the Messiah before John was arrested, and that was before Jesus called them from their boats the first time (Matt. 4:18-22; Mark 1:16-20). Jesus called the disciples from their boats after John was arrested, so they had already been following Jesus for some time (Matt. 4:12-22). The record shows us that Peter, Andrew, Philip, and Nathanael were following Jesus, and we can also assume that since James and John were business partners with Peter and Andrew, and also deeply spiritual men, they believed what Peter and Andrew said about Jesus.
But if Peter and Andrew were following Jesus before John was arrested, why were they fishing when Jesus called them? In the biblical culture, a person could be a disciple or follower of a rabbi without giving up his occupation. Although some men were full-time disciples, discipleship often did not require that. For example, Andrew was a disciple of John (John 1:35-37) but still made a living as a fisherman, which is what he was doing when Jesus called him (Matt. 4:18). Chronologically, then, Peter, Andrew, Philip, and Nathanael first became aware that Jesus was the Messiah and became his disciples while they were in Bethany beyond Jordan where John was baptizing, and yet they still worked for a living. This was before Jesus lived in Galilee. Then, after Jesus moved to Capernaum (Matt. 4:13), Jesus called them to intensify their discipleship with him, which they did (Matt. 4:18-22 and Mark 1:16-20). Jesus told them “Follow me, and I will have [future tense] you fish for people” (Matt. 4:19; cf. Mark 1:17). Even after this calling to more intense discipleship, however, they still continued to fish for a living.
The final time Jesus called Peter and the other fishermen is recorded in Luke 5:1-11. This record is significantly different from the records in Matthew 4:18-22 and Mark 1:16-20. In Matthew and Mark, Jesus was walking beside the Sea of Galilee, and Peter and the others were in the boats fishing or washing nets. In Luke, Jesus was teaching the people and the boats were empty, while the fishermen were washing their nets from the previous night’s work. This time Jesus got into the boat with Peter, and James and John were close by, likely in another boat so they could help with the nets. This time, in Luke 5, Jesus calls the apostles from fishing to being full-time disciples. He said, “From now on you will be catching people.” Jesus’ words, “From now on” are important—they mark the start of the apostles’ full-time discipleship. So it was at this time the apostles left fishing to others and followed Jesus on a full-time basis.
This last calling of the apostles was associated with a miracle—the catching of such a huge haul of fish that those professional fishermen were amazed. It seems certain that this miracle was designed to comfort and encourage the disciples, who had families to take care of. It was as if God was saying by this miracle, “You can leave your human wisdom and your fishing and I will take care of you and your loved ones.” The disciples were comforted and convinced and left their boats and equipment to the care of others while they followed Jesus.
Wisdom and logic are a part of good biblical interpretation, and they are certainly necessary when understanding the calling of the disciples. When Luke 5:11 says they “left everything and followed” Jesus, it does not mean they just walked away from the fish they had just caught, leaving them in the boats. It is a summary statement, summarizing what happened after catching all the fish. The apostles did not just abandon their boats or leave the fish to rot in the sun. The fish would have been divided up as usual so the families were provided for, and the fishing equipment would have been given into the care of others. But it is clear that this calling in Luke was the turning point at which those future apostles started in full-time ministry.
Even so, it is likely that these future apostles never completely left the fishing business; it seems likely that they simply handed their business over to managers or other family members so they could then follow Jesus on a full-time basis. That would explain how they could go back to fishing so quickly after Jesus was crucified (John 21:3). While acquiring the boats, nets, and other equipment for successful fishing would have certainly taken at least a few weeks and perhaps longer, simply stepping back into an ongoing business would have been something they could have done very quickly.
Realizing that Peter never actually gave the fishing business up completely not only explains how he could get back into it so quickly after the crucifixion, it also explains Jesus’ final call to Peter. When Jesus met Peter at the Sea of Galilee after his resurrection, he said, “Simon, son of John, do you love me more than these [fish]?” (John 21:15). Even after seeing the resurrected Messiah both individually (Luke 24:34; 1 Cor. 15:5), and as part of various group appearances (cf. John 20:19ff), Peter returned to the fishing trade rather than continuing in the footsteps of Jesus and making disciples—which admittedly was a risky business. So Jesus met Peter on the shore of the Sea of Galilee and challenged him: “Do you love me more than fishing?” Peter said “Yes,” and Jesus pressed forward, asking three times if Peter loved him, always following it with an exhortation to feed the sheep, that is, to become the shepherd for the new and at that time very confused and frightened flock of the developing church. Their conversation led to Jesus giving Peter the command, “Follow me!”
In summary, many of the apostles, certainly Peter, Andrew, Philip, and Nathanael, and likely James and John as well, became followers of Jesus before he lived in Galilee, while John the Baptist was alive. Months later, after Jesus had performed many miracles and John the Baptist had been killed, Jesus told some of the apostles he would make them fishers of men, and their discipleship intensified. At some time after that, in Luke 5, Jesus said, “From now on you will be catching people,” and at that time the disciples started into full-time ministry. So when we study the full chronology of the calling of the apostles, Jesus did not simply tell people who barely knew him to give up their occupations and follow him. He cultivated a relationship with his future apostles, discipled them to some extent, and then finally called them into full-time ministry.
The full account of how Peter and Andrew came into full-time ministry is helpful to those of us today who are not aware of the customs and processes involved in becoming a disciple of Jesus, or for that matter, of any rabbi of that time period. We can see that it was not an instantaneous and mysterious event in which Jesus just said “Follow me” to total strangers who then gave up the work that supported them and their families and trotted off to follow someone they did not know. Understanding that, we should also understand that the Bible does not need to give us an account of the discipleship process of all the apostles. For example, we do not know how Matthew became a disciple of Jesus, but we know by custom and logic that it was not magical or mystical. Jesus and Matthew somehow developed a relationship, and then at the right time, Jesus asked Matthew to follow him. The fact that the Bible does not give us the details of how Matthew became a disciple does not mean it was a mystical experience. Quite the opposite! If the process was ordinary, normal, and usual, then the Bible would not have to say anything about it because the reading audience would understand the process from their culture. However, if the calling of the disciples was mystical and unusual, then we should expect the Bible would say something about that for the benefit of the reading audience.
Mat 4:23
“the good news of the kingdom.” The “good news of the kingdom” primarily refers to the coming of the Millennial Kingdom of Christ, and the fact that Christ (and John the Baptist) was teaching that it was near (Matt. 4:17). The coming Kingdom of God was the primary subject of Christ’s teaching, and Matthew 4:23 is very similar to Matthew 9:35.
[For more on the Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Mat 4:24
“throughout all Syria.” “Syria” can refer to the Roman province of Syria, or to the territory belonging to the Syria (Aramea) of the Old Testament, and that is likely given its use here in contrast to Galilee (Matt. 4:23). Jesus had been healing all over Galilee, immediately south of Syria, and it would be natural for the news of this miracle worker to spread far and wide and not just stop at a political border. And while there were Jews in Syria who would have wanted to be healed by Jesus, there were Gentiles who wanted to be healed too, such as the Syrophoenician woman of Matthew 15. So it is quite natural that both Jews and Gentiles would come from Syria to be healed, and Jesus responded by healing them.
Mat 4:25
“Decapolis.” The Decapolis was a loosely associated league of ten cities (Deka means ten; polis means city) and is also the name of the area where these cities are located. By 200 BC the Greeks had occupied towns like Gadara and Philadelphia, and in 63 BC the Roman General Pompey liberated Hippos (Susita), Scythopolis (built on the ancient site of Beth-shean), and Pella from the Jews and gave them municipal freedom, allowing them to answer directly to the governor of Syria. About 1 BC they formed a league, even minting their own coins. Although the number of cities was probably ten at an early date, with time the number of cities changed. The Roman historian Pliny named the ten cities as Damascus, Philadelphia (modern Amman, Jordan), Canatha, Pella, Hippos, Gadara, Dion, Raphana, Gerasa (modern Jerash), and Scythopolis (ancient Beth-shean and the only city west of the Jordan River). In the second century AD, Ptolemy named 18 cities in the Decapolis, and another source mentions 14 cities. Hence the number of cities varied from time to time.
The original Decapolis was settled by Greeks who migrated into the area shortly after the conquest of Israel by Alexander the Great. For the most part, they either founded a city or moved into a city that did not have a large population and became the dominant influence there. Jesus is never mentioned as going into any specific city of the Decapolis. Nevertheless, he did minister in the area of Tyre, Sidon, and the Decapolis, so he well may have been in a Decapolis city (Mark 7:31), even though he primarily ministered to the “lost sheep of the house of Israel” (Matt. 15:24). Also, when word about Jesus and what he was doing reached the cities of the Decapolis, “large crowds followed him from Galilee and the Decapolis and Jerusalem and Judea and from beyond the Jordan” (Matt. 4:25). Thus, the teachings and miracles of Jesus clearly caught the attention of the Greeks as well as the Jews.
“from beyond the Jordan.” Since the list specifically mentions the Decapolis, the region across the Jordan River refers to Perea, the territory controlled by Herod Antipas, who was the son of Herod the Great by his wife Malthace (Herod had 5 wives in his lifetime). Herod Antipas married Herodias, who divorced his half-brother Herod Philip to marry him, and it was Herod Antipas who imprisoned John the Baptist in his castle at Machaerus when John confronted Herod Antipas and told him it was against the Law of Moses to marry his brother’s wife.
 
Matthew Chapter 5
Mat 5:3
“Blessed are the poor in spirit, because the Kingdom of Heaven is theirs.” The verse is idiomatic, and the meaning is, “Blessed are those who are humble, for the future Kingdom of Heaven is theirs.”
“Blessed.” This verse is the first of what is called “The Beatitudes.” The word “beatitudes” means “supreme blessedness or happiness, perfect bliss,” so theologians named the first nine verses in the Sermon on the Mount, “The Beatitudes” because they each start with the phrase, “Blessed are.” The pattern Christ used of putting the word “blessed” first for emphasis is the same pattern God used in Deuteronomy 28:3-6. Starting a sentence in the same way over and over is the figure of speech anaphora, and it is done for emphasis.[footnoteRef:1007] In Deuteronomy 28, God wanted Israel to know and clearly understand that if they would obey Him they would be blessed, and here in Matthew, Jesus Christ wanted people to know that if they were humble and obeyed God they would be blessed. Being humble and obedient to God is not just a good thing to do, people who make an effort to live godly lives will be abundantly blessed. [1007:  See E. W. Bullinger, Figures of Speech Used in the Bible, 199, “anaphora.”] 

[See Word Study: “Anaphora.”]
The Beatitudes primarily refer to the Hope, the future Kingdom on earth, not this life. Although some aspects of them can sometimes apply to this life, the promises of the Beatitudes will only be fully fulfilled in Christ’s Millennial Kingdom when he reigns as king over the earth.
Jesus knew the value of having a clear and living hope, as opposed to a hazy or even false hope, so he spent the opening part of his first major teaching recorded in the Word of God—the Sermon on the Mount—rebuilding the Hope for Israel. Most Christians do not know that everything Jesus said in the Beatitudes, which is the opening of the Sermon on the Mount, relates primarily to the future Hope. Also, most Christians do not know that what he taught was not “new revelation.” It had already been stated in the Old Testament but had been almost forgotten by Jesus’ time.
Sadly, most Christians today believe that the Beatitudes refer to this life. For example, under “Beatitudes” in the Mercer Dictionary of the Bible, the following definition is provided:
Beatitudes. The term is used to designate the condition of individuals or groups who are faithful or righteous and who may therefore expect to enjoy the favor of God. Such blessings were expected to be realized in this life…”[footnoteRef:1008] [1008:  Watson Mills, Mercer Dictionary of the Bible, 92-93.] 

It is a distortion of the text to interpret the Beatitudes as referring to this life. Although there are certain aspects that do apply today, such as a pure-hearted person seeing God more clearly than someone with an impure heart, the primary emphasis of the Beatitudes is on the future. Students of the Bible must understand the difference between “interpretation” and “application.” “Interpretation” is what the verse is actually saying—what it means. “Application” is how a person can apply the verse or derive meaning from the verse in his own life. Some people may say that they are “blessed” by God because they are “poor in spirit” (i.e., humble) and refer to Matthew 5:3. However, that is not the primary meaning of the verse, even though a person may apply it to their life. A more accurate application (and interpretation) of his idea would come from his using 1 Peter 5:5.
How can “Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted” be accurately applied to this life when many people who mourn die without ever being comforted? Or, how can “Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth” be applied to this life? Many meek people never own land and most never “inherit” any land at all. These blessings relate to the future, and Christ was simply teaching what the prophets of long ago had taught. He was rebuilding the walls of doctrine that had been torn down by years of unbelief.
Some Christians try to apply the Beatitudes to this life by spiritualizing them, i.e., by making them something other than a strictly literal reading would say. For example, The NIBCNT expounds on the phrase “the meek shall inherit the earth” by saying that greedy, aggressive people are not able to enjoy what they have in this life, but the meek “have the capacity to enjoy in life all those things that provide genuine and lasting satisfaction.”[footnoteRef:1009] The first and most obvious problem with this interpretation is that it does not deal with what the verse actually says. There is a world of difference between “inheriting the earth” and “enjoying what one has.” It is safe to assume that if Christ had wanted to communicate to his audience that only meek people can enjoy what they have, he would have said just that. [1009:  Robert H. Mounce, Matthew [NIBCNT], 39.] 

A second problem with the idea that the verse refers to enjoying things now is that such an interpretation does not provide the comfort and hope that many people need. Many of those in Christ’s audience were poor, hungry, sick, had lost children or relatives to premature death, and were terribly oppressed by the Romans and even their fellow Jews who had rulership over them. They owned little and life was very difficult. Would it really have comforted them if what Christ said had meant, “Don’t worry, those greedy people cannot really enjoy all the wealth they have, but you can enjoy what you have”? It would not have comforted them any more than it would comfort people who are poor, sick, and oppressed today. But having hope that things in the future will be better than they are now can be very comforting and encouraging. Furthermore, experience teaches that hope in a wonderful future is more important to people who are having difficulties in life than to those who are having an easy life. William Shakespeare, a brilliant writer and keen observer of human life, wrote, “The miserable have no other medicine, but only hope,” and the Beatitudes provide a wonderful hope for the future.
When a person understands that the subject of the Beatitudes is primarily the future life and not this current life, the Beatitudes become easy to understand, profound in their meaning, and powerful in their impact. Christ, the master teacher, garnered truth from the Old Testament and taught it, and as long as the Beatitudes are taken literally and applied to his future Kingdom, what is taught is simple and clear. The Beatitudes are recorded in both Matthew and Luke. There are significant differences between the two Gospels, so both should be examined carefully. In Matthew, Jesus was teaching to a crowd (Matt. 5:1), some of whom were his disciples, but many were not. Not everyone in the crowd was a believer. Since he was teaching from a mountainside, the teaching is called, “The Sermon on the Mount.” In Luke, Christ was teaching on a plain (Luke 6:17) and although a crowd was listening, he spoke specifically to his disciples (Luke 6:20). Each of the Beatitudes should be studied in light of the Old Testament verses that teach the same basic truth.
“poor in spirit.” This is a Semitic idiom and is an idiomatic way of saying “humble in their attitude.” To fully understand the idiom, we must examine both “poor” and “spirit.” The Greek word “poor” is ptōchos (#4434 πτωχός), and it means poor in wealth, but can refer to being “poor” in other ways. For example, the people Christ addresses in Revelation 3:17 are technically wealthy in material goods, yet Jesus says: “you say, ‘I am rich, and have acquired riches, and have need of nothing,’ and yet do not know that you are the wretched one, and pitiful, and poor, and blind, and naked.” In this verse, “poor” refers to being poor in godliness and in the treasure that will be bestowed at the Judgment. Similarly, the word “poor” can refer to being poor or humble in one’s attitude. This is reflected in Isaiah 66:2, which mentions the person to whom God will pay attention: “but to this man will I look, even to him that is poor and of a contrite spirit, and trembleth at my word.” This verse mentions a “poor and contrite spirit” but many versions correctly understand that the word “poor” refers to “humble,” and translate it that way (ESV, HCSB, NASB, NIV, NRSV). Kenneth Bailey does a good job in showing from the Old Testament, the Qumran texts, and even early Christian sources, that “poor” was used idiomatically for “humble.”[footnoteRef:1010] [1010:  Bailey, Jesus Through Middle Eastern Eyes, 68, 69, 158-59.] 

The word “spirit” is translated from the Greek word pneuma (#4151 πνεῦμα), and pneuma has many meanings, such as “wind” and “breath.” Furthermore, when pneuma is translated as “spirit,” it can refer to many different things, including God who is spirit (John 4:24); Jesus who is called “the spirit” (2 Cor. 3:17); angels who are spirits (Heb. 1:14); and demons who are spirits (Matt. 10:1). It can also refer to “attitude,” which it does here in Matthew 5:3. Other places it refers to attitude are Matthew 26:41 and Mark 14:38, when Peter and the other disciples were sleepy and Jesus told them, “The spirit [attitude] is willing, but the body is weak.” It is also “attitude” in Acts 18:25 when Apollos was called, “fervent in the spirit” (KJV), meaning that he had a fervent attitude, which is why the NRSV translates the phrase, “he spoke with burning enthusiasm.” Interestingly, English also uses “spirit” as “attitude.” For example, we speak of a person being “in good spirits,” or a school having good “school spirit.”
The “spirit” in Matthew 5:3 cannot refer to the gift of holy spirit, because before the day of Pentecost, holy spirit was only upon a select few people, not upon the crowds Jesus was speaking to. Also, before the Day of Pentecost God gave His holy spirit to whom He wanted and in the measure He wanted, so there was no way anyone could have been “poor” in holy spirit.
It is important for us to understand that Jesus opened the Sermon on the Mount by teaching that those who were humble in their attitude were blessed. This was not a new teaching but was an important teaching in the Old Testament as well. Being humble is the door to God’s further blessings. 1 Peter 5:5 says, “God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble.” When we are humble we hear the voice of God and obey it. When we are not humble we do not get the blessings God would have poured out to us. In the context of Matthew 5:5, which is the coming Kingdom of Heaven, those who are humble will obey God and thus receive everlasting life in the Kingdom, so they are blessed. References in the Old Testament that humble people would be blessed include Psalm 149:4; Isaiah 29:19; 66:2; and Zephaniah 3:12.
In an interesting and godly irony, it is often the people who are poor (humble, low) in their attitude and very often self-critical who think of themselves as unworthy of salvation and the Kingdom of Heaven, who are the ones whom Christ came to save, and they will be saved through their trust in Jesus. Jesus said, “I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners, to repentance” (Luke 5:32), and in the context, the “righteous” are the ones who are prideful and righteous in their own eyes, while the “sinners are the people who are “poor in spirit” and very aware of their sin and shortcomings. Those “poor” people are the ones who know they could never attain everlasting life on their own merits and come to Christ for his free gift of salvation.
[For more on the “righteous” not really being righteous in the sight of God, see commentary on Mark 2:17. For more about the “poor in spirit” (the humble) being in Christ’s kingdom on earth, see the REV commentary on Matt. 5:5, that the humble will inherit the earth. For more about the uses of pneuma (spirit) see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit,’” and also Graeser, Lynn, and Schoenheit, The Gift of Holy Spirit: The Power to be like Christ, Appendix B.]
“the Kingdom of Heaven is theirs.” The Kingdom of Heaven was still in the future, but Christ was saying that people who are “poor in spirit,” that is, humble in their attitude, were the kind of people who were going to be in the kingdom when it came (cf. Luke 6:20).
[For more on the future Kingdom of Christ on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Mat 5:4
“Blessed are those who mourn, because they will be comforted.” This truth was revealed in the Old Testament in verses such as Isaiah 61:3, and it is not primarily referring to people being comforted in this life. As this verse promises, no matter how sad and difficult a person’s life is here on earth, and even if they die without experiencing true comfort, the promise will be fulfilled and they will be comforted in the next life.
[For more on the Beatitudes being about the future, see commentary on Matt. 5:3. For more on Christ’s coming kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Mat 5:5
“Blessed are the humble, for they will inherit the earth.” This verse is a quotation, or at least a rephrasing, of Psalm 37:11. The plain and simple meaning of this verse has been lost due to the traditional teaching that saved people go to heaven when they die and then live in heaven forever. Actually, what the Bible teaches is that Jesus Christ will come down from heaven to the earth, fight and win the Battle of Armageddon, and set up his kingdom on earth, which will fill the whole earth (Dan. 2:35, 44; Rev. 19:11-21). He will set up his palace in the newly rebuilt Jerusalem, and for 1,000 years reign over all the earth. Many scholars refer to this 1,000-year kingdom as the “Millennial Kingdom.” It is the “Kingdom” that Jesus spoke about so often. After the 1,000 years are over there will be a great war (Rev. 20:7-10). Then there will be the second resurrection, and after that, the Eternal City will come from heaven to earth, in which the saved will live forever (Rev. 21:1-4).
The reason the “humble” will inherit the earth is that the humble believe and obey God and thus will be granted everlasting life. Furthermore, that future life will be on earth, as many verses of Scripture teach, and as Jesus himself taught here in Matthew 5:5 (cf. Ps. 37:9-11; Isa. 57:13; Ezek. 37:12; Zeph. 3:8-12, Matt. 5:5). Many commentators espouse the erroneous teaching that “the humble...will inherit the earth” means something like, “the humble can enjoy what they have on earth.” But that is not what the verse is saying. Anyone who has lived among the truly poor and destitute knows that their lives are incredibly hard and a daily struggle, and to say, “Well, if they are godly they can enjoy what they have” is ignorant and insulting; they have little or nothing, often not even food, adequate clothing, or health.
Matthew 5:5 says nothing about enjoying life now, nor does it say the opposite—although the opposite is sometimes taught—that wicked people cannot enjoy what they have. The verse is simple and straightforward and says exactly what the Old Testament says: that humble people will be saved and will live in Christ’s Millennial Kingdom, which will be on earth. In contrast, we also know from the Old Testament that the wicked will be destroyed and will not live on the earth: “Yet a little while, and the wicked will be no more. Yes, though you look all over for his place, yet he will not be. For the wicked will perish. Yes, the enemies of Yahweh will be like the beauty of the fields. They will vanish—vanish like the smoke” (Ps. 37:10, 20).
[For more on the Beatitudes being about the future, see commentary on Matt. 5:3. For more on Christ’s coming kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more about the wicked being totally destroyed and not alive in any form or in any place, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
“earth.” The Greek word gē (#1093 γῆ, pronounced “gay”), means the earth as opposed to heaven. The Greek word ge has a wide range of meanings that include: 1. arable land; 2. the ground, the earth; 3. the mainland, as opposed to sea or water; 4. the earth as a whole, the world; a. the earth as opposed to the heavens; 5. a country, land enclosed within fixed boundaries, a tract of land, territory, or region, when it is plain from the context what land is meant, as that of the Jews. Here in Matthew 5:5, “earth” is the better translation because the humble, those who are saved, will fill the earth. Psalm 37:11 says the humble will inherit the “land,” which makes sense in the more limited prophecies to Israel at the time of David. The humble were promised the land of Israel. However, by the time of Christ it should have been clear that the humble were going to inherit much more than just Israel, they would cover the earth. God promised Abraham—who was a Gentile—that his descendants would be numerous like the stars of heaven, and so it would be expected that they would occupy more than just the land of Israel.
Mat 5:6
“Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, because they will be filled.” What Matthew 5:6 is saying is, “Blessed are those who earnestly desire righteousness and justice because they will have what they desire.” This is one of the clear verses in the Beatitudes that shows that Jesus was speaking about the future Hope—his future Millennial Kingdom and his reign on earth—and not about this life. To “hunger and thirst” for something is idiomatic, and means to earnestly desire something, to long for it. But it does not matter how much people hunger for justice in this life, they will not be “filled,” that is, “satisfied.” We live in an evil world and the Devil is the god of this age (2 Cor. 4:4) and the earth is under his sway (1 John 5:19). There will not be justice on earth until Christ reigns as king over the earth, and then there will be justice for everyone, just as the Old Testament prophecies say. When Jesus reigns as king over the earth, those who hunger for righteousness and justice will be filled.
It is important to note, however, that even though there will not be justice on earth until the Lord Jesus reigns as king, people who “hunger and thirst” for righteousness and justice on earth should do their best to accomplish what they can here and now. For example, the dedicated believer knows the value of putting on the armor of God to be able to stand in the spiritual battle day after day (cf. Eph. 6:10-17). We can make a difference to some people, and the Lord will reward people for their efforts on his behalf.
“righteousness.” To understand what it means to hunger and thirst for “righteousness,” one must understand that there are two aspects, two meanings, to “righteousness” and they both apply here. “Righteousness” refers both to having a right standing in the sight of God and also acting in a godly and just manner toward others. To fully understand that, it is important to know that in Hebrew the word “righteousness” could mean either or both being right in the sight of God and doing what was right, while in Greek, both “righteousness” and “justice” are usually translated from the same Greek words. It has been a general convention in translating the Greek New Testament that when the context is one’s relationship with God the translators use the word “righteousness,” and when the context is how one treats other people the translators use “just” and “justice.”
The meaning that most Christians think of when they think of “righteousness” is being righteous in the sight of God, that is, being accepted by God. In the minds of most Christians, righteousness in the sight of God is equivalent to, or almost equivalent to, being saved. A person who is righteous in the sight of God is saved, and a person who is saved is righteous in the sight of God. So, for most Christians, being “righteous” means having a solid vertical relationship with God and being “right” in His sight. Based on that understanding of “righteousness,” most Christians read Matthew 5:6 as if it said, “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for salvation, for they will be saved.” While it is true that people who seek salvation will find it, that is not the primary point that Jesus was making in this Beatitude in the Sermon on the Mount. For example, people don’t have to “hunger and thirst” for salvation to be saved. There are things to do to be saved, but “hunger and thirst” are not necessary.
The primary meaning of “righteousness” here in Matthew 5:6, as well as in the Old Testament, Gospels, and even many verses in the New Testament Epistles, is “doing what is right and just to other people and in the sight of God.” God sets the norms of what is right and godly, and He determines how to treat God and others. When we understand that, we can see why there are verses in the Old Testament that say that God acts righteously—He keeps His own laws and norms and treats others “rightly.” God has “righteous acts” because He acts rightly and justly (Judg. 5:11; 1 Sam. 12:7; Mic. 6:5). Nehemiah said God was “righteous” because He acted rightly toward others and treated them as they deserved to be treated (Neh. 9:33).
Similarly, “righteous” people do what is right toward God and to fellow humans. They act as God would have them act, in a loving and godly manner, and with justice. In contrast, “wicked” people are “wicked” because they defy God and do terrible things to other humans. God the Creator set the laws and standards of life, and He sets the definition of right and wrong. Thus, people who love and obey Him and treat other people in a godly and just manner are “righteous,” while people who defy God and hurt other people are “wicked.” Many verses in the Bible contrast the righteous and the wicked, and a study of those verses shows that “righteous” people treat others justly, while “wicked” people hurt others and take advantage of them (cf. 1 Kings 8:32; Ps. 7:9; 11:5; 37:21; Prov. 10:11, 32; 11:23; 12:5, 10, 12, 26; 13:5; 14:32; 15:28; 24:15; 29:7; Hab. 1:4).
This second meaning of “righteous”—treating people in a just and godly manner—is the primary meaning in Matthew 5:6. Based on the use of “righteous” in the Old Testament and many other places in the Gospels, and remembering that Jesus was speaking to a mostly Jewish audience early in his ministry, the people who were hungering and thirsting for “righteousness” wanted “justice” on earth. They were tired and worn down by the evil and injustice of their leaders, the injustice in the courts, and frankly, the injustice everywhere in their lives. By the way, that situation has not changed. Even Christians who know they are saved and are right with God hunger and thirst for the future time in which Christ will reign and there will be justice on earth.
We live in a world controlled by the Devil and there is no way that Jesus could promise that people who hungered for “righteousness”—justice on earth—would be “filled” (satisfied) in this life. Ever since Cain killed Abel there have been countless people who have been treated unrighteously throughout their lives right up to their death. But one of the great promises of the future Kingdom of Christ is that there will be “righteousness” on earth, that is, people will be right in the sight of God and also there will be true justice on earth for everyone (cf. Isa. 1:26-27; 11:4; 16:5; 32:1, 16, 17; 33:5; 56:1; Jer. 23:5; 31:23; 33:15; Dan. 9:24; Zech. 8:8).
When we understand that “righteous” and “righteousness” refer to acting in a way that was “right” and godly in God’s eyes, and that was also “just” and fair, many New Testament verses become clear. For example, still teaching the Sermon on the Mount, just a little while after Matthew 5:6, Jesus said, “For I say to you, that unless your righteousness exceeds the righteousness of the experts in the law and the Pharisees, you will absolutely not enter into the Kingdom of Heaven” (Matt. 5:20). Jesus was not saying, “Unless you are more saved than the Pharisees you will not enter the Kingdom of Heaven.” He was saying “Unless you live a life in which you do more right and godly things than the Pharisees, you will not enter the kingdom.” Considering the injustice of the Pharisees, he was also saying, “Unless you are more just and fair to other people than the Pharisees are, you will not enter the kingdom.”
Also, even later in the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus said, “But seek first the Kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things will be added to you” (Matt. 6:33). Here again, the primary meaning of seeking God’s “righteousness” was seeking to act like God and do what is right, godly, and just in His sight. The primary meaning of Jesus’ teaching was not, “seek to be saved.” Of course, it is wonderful to be saved, but in teaching us to “seek God’s righteousness,” Jesus was teaching us to act like God acts, in a way that is right, just, and fair.
Matthew 25:31-46 is the record of the Sheep and Goat Judgment, at which time Jesus will judge the people who are left alive on earth after the Battle of Armageddon and will decide who is allowed to enter his kingdom and who is not. The “righteous” get to enter the kingdom (Matt. 25:37). But how were they said to be “righteous”? Jesus made it clear: they did what was right to other people. They fed the hungry, gave water to the thirsty, showed hospitality to people in need, gave clothes to the naked, and visited the sick and those in prison (Matt. 25:35-36).
Besides the Old Testament and Gospels, we also see “righteous” and “righteousness” with the meaning of “doing what is right” in Acts and the New Testament Epistles. For example, Acts 10:35 (KJV) says, “But in every nation he that feareth him, and worketh righteousness, is accepted with him.” To “work righteousness” is to act rightly and justly. Ephesians says, “for the fruit of the light consists in all goodness and righteousness and truth” (Eph. 5:9 REV). The “fruit” of the light is doing what is right and just to other people and in the sight of God. In Philippians 3:6, Paul said he was blameless concerning “the righteousness that is in the law,” which was all the righteous acts covered in the law. Timothy says that the law was not made for a “righteous” person (1 Tim. 1:9). But that is not saying that saved people do not need law; it is saying that people who act toward others in ways that are right and just in the sight of God don’t need law. 1 Timothy 6:11 (REV) says the godly person should “diligently pursue righteousness, godliness, trust, love, endurance, and meekness.” “Righteousness” in the list does not mean salvation, it means doing righteous acts; doing things that are “right” in the sight of God and people (cf. 2 Tim. 2:2). 2 Timothy 3:16 (REV) speaks of “training in righteousness.” That is not training, or instruction, in how to be saved and thus be in a righteous state before God; it means training in how to make right and godly decisions and do what is right and just for God and fellow humans. There are other verses in the New Testament Epistles besides those given above that use “righteous” or “righteousness,” with the sense of doing righteous acts (cf. Titus 2:12; 3:5; Heb. 1:9; 11:33; 12:11, James 3:18; James 5:16; 1 Pet. 2:23, 24; 3:12; 2 Pet. 3:13; 1 John 3:12; Rev. 16:7; 19:2, 11).
Jesus taught that people who hunger and thirst for righteousness will be filled because there is a time coming when the Lord will come from heaven, set up his kingdom on earth, and rule with righteousness and justice over the whole earth. That is a wonderful message of hope.
[For more on the Beatitudes being about the future, see commentary on Matt. 5:3. For more on the meanings of “righteousness,” see commentary on Rom. 3:22 and commentary on 1 John 1:9. For more on Christ’s future Millennial Kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
“filled.” The Greek word is chortazō (#5526 χορτάζω) and it means “filled” or “satisfied.” When it is used in the context of eating, it means “filled, fully satisfied,” and Jesus used “filled” here because it fits with the idiom “hunger and thirst.” If Jesus had not used the illustration of hunger and thirst, he might have said something like, “Blessed are those who long for righteousness, because they will get what they want and be satisfied.” In the Millennial Kingdom, people will get the righteousness and justice they long for.
Mat 5:7
“Blessed are the merciful, because they will be shown mercy.” This is one of the clear verses in the Beatitudes that shows they are about the future Hope, not this life. There are many merciful people who never receive mercy in this life, but they will definitely be shown mercy by God at the Judgment and afterward. In Matthew 25:31-46, Christ said that those who had fed the hungry, given drink to the thirsty, sheltered the outcast, clothed the naked, and visited those who were sick or in prison would be shown mercy at the Judgment and allowed into the Kingdom where they will enjoy everlasting life with Christ, while those who had not shown mercy would be excluded. Old Testament verses that show that people who are merciful will be shown mercy include Hosea 6:6; Micah 6:8; and Zechariah 7:9.
Mat 5:8
“Blessed are the pure in heart, because they will see God.” People who are pure in heart believe God and thus will be saved, which is why Jesus said they would see God. In the future, God will indeed live with His people (Rev. 21:3). That the pure in heart would be saved and live forever, and thus get to see God, was a common teaching in the Old Testament (cf. Ps. 24:3-5; 73:1).
That the pure in heart will “see God” is literal, and mostly refers to seeing God in the future when the Lord returns. In the Millennial Kingdom saved people will see God like the apostles did, by seeing Him in His Son and representative, Jesus Christ, and in the Everlasting Kingdom they, all the saved, will see God face to face (Rev. 21:3). Here in the context of Matthew 5:8, the word “see” would include not only seeing God but understanding Him better. Isaiah 11:9 says, “the earth will be full of the knowledge of Yahweh like the waters cover the sea” (cf. Hab. 2:14). In the future, the people who are saved will physically see God and also know Him.
Mat 5:9
“Blessed are the peacemakers, because they will be called children of God.” This clearly refers to the future because the peacemakers on the earth today are often scoffed at and discounted as cowards and compromisers. This is the case whether the conflicts are interfamily, interracial, or international. Nevertheless, the Lord recognizes their efforts and they will be called “the children of God” in the Kingdom, where they will live forever. That peacemakers would have everlasting life was stated in the Old Testament. Psalm 37:37 says, “there is a future for a person of peace.”
Mat 5:10
“Blessed are those who have been persecuted because of their righteousness, because the Kingdom of Heaven is theirs.” Many of the people who have been persecuted died in the persecution, but they are promised “the Kingdom of Heaven,” i.e., everlasting life in Christ’s wonderful future kingdom on earth. In this context, “righteousness” in the phrase “because of their righteousness” refers to both a believer’s righteous standing in the sight of God and the righteous acts that they do. The primary emphasis of “righteousness” in this verse is “righteous acts,” because it is the righteous acts of godly people that draw the attention of ungodly people and incites them to persecute the godly. Thus, in that sense, this verse is very similar to 2 Timothy 3:12, that everyone who lives a godly life will be persecuted. Also, however, on a spiritual level, the Devil and his people cannot be at peace with people who have a right standing in the sight of God (are spiritually “righteous”) and so they persecute them for that reason also. Many verses show that those people who endure persecution will be blessed for their stand for the Lord (cf. 1 Pet. 4:12-16; Rev. 2:10).
[For more on “righteousness” having the meaning of doing what is right or just (“justice”), see commentary on Matt. 5:6. For more on the meaning of “righteousness” and that word family, see commentary on Rom. 3:22. For more on Christ’s future Millennial Kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Mat 5:11
“because of me.” This is a difficult phrase to translate due to the possible ways people could misinterpret it. The phrase is heneken emou (ἕνεκεν ἐμοῦ) which can be translated “because of me,” or “on account of me,” or “for my sake.” The phrase usually occurs in a context in which negative events happen to people due to their trust in Jesus. One way to translate this phrase used by Jesus in a consistent way is “for my sake.” The downside to this is that typically “for my sake” in English carries the connotation that Jesus is being benefited by the events that are unfolding, however, in the biblical uses, Jesus is not receiving any benefit and in fact, his people are suffering. Another way to translate it, which the REV has chosen, is to translate this phrase as “because of me.” Although, since Jesus does not cause people to speak evil against his followers (Matt. 5:11), or cause people to lose their life (Matt. 10:39), or cause people to leave their houses (Mark 10:29) it is best to understand that Jesus is more of an indirect cause. All of those things would happen not because of Jesus, but because of one’s trust in Jesus and the repercussions that a life lived for Jesus brings. Therefore, Jesus is not the direct cause of these events, but the indirect cause. Through belief in him, the disciples could expect certain negative consequences to unfold.
Mat 5:12
“reward.” The Greek is misthos (#3408 μισθός), and it refers to a payment made for work done; wages. As “wages” or “payment,” it can refer to either a reward (cf. Matt. 5:12; 10:41; Luke 6:35; 1 Cor. 3:14) or a punishment (2 Pet. 2:13), depending on what kind of “payment” is due. In the future Millennial Kingdom, when Jesus Christ rules as king on the earth, people will be repaid for what they have done in this life (see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10, “good or evil”). Some people might think they have done very little to support God’s work, but if anyone has helped accomplish God’s work on earth, he will be amply rewarded.
In Matthew 5:12 and some other verses, the reward is said to be “in heaven.” The Bible makes it clear that, with the exception of Christians, who are in the Rapture, believers from Old Testament times get up from the dead and live on the earth. Ezekiel 37:12 (KJV) says, “Thus saith the Lord GOD; Behold, O my people, I will open your graves, and cause you to come up out of your graves, and bring you into the land of Israel.” There is no verse in the Old Testament that states that people go to heaven to live forever. The OT states that when people are resurrected they live on earth.
The rewards that people would receive for their works were said to be “in heaven,” meaning, in God’s keeping. God is keeping a record of people’s deeds, and is thus said to be storing up either the reward, or the punishment, that the person deserves and will receive after the Day of Judgment when Jesus is reigning as king on the earth.
It is understandable that Matthew 5:12 and other verses like it, which speak of rewards, treasures, or even a home in heaven, can be confusing and may lead one to believe that righteous people go to heaven when they die. These include verses such as Matthew 5:12 (“your reward in heaven is great.”), Matthew 6:20 (“store up for yourselves treasures in heaven”), Colossians 1:5 (“the hope that is being stored up for you in heaven”), and 1 Peter 1:4 (“kept in heaven for you”). However, Jesus was talking to Jews who knew (or should have known from the Old Testament Scriptures) that they would inherit the earth when the Messiah sets up his kingdom on earth (see commentary on Matt. 5:5: “Blessed are the humble, for they will inherit the earth.”). Therefore, the Jews’ understanding of these concepts would not be based on a literal use of the word heaven in the sense that these physical things, namely, rewards, treasures, and homes, were actually in heaven, but rather, that God, who is in heaven, is “storing” them or keeping record of them. The actual receipt of these things will occur in the future on earth.
God is keeping records of the behavior of each person, a fact that is clearly stated in the Old Testament.
· Malachi 3:16: Then those who feared the LORD talked with each other, and the LORD listened and heard. A scroll of remembrance was written in his presence concerning those who feared the LORD and honored his name.
· Ecclesiastes 12:14: For God will bring every deed into judgment, including every hidden thing, whether it is good or evil.
The “record books” of God are also mentioned in the book of Revelation. At the Judgment, “The books were opened” and “The dead were judged according to what they had done as recorded in the books” (Rev. 20:12).
Because the Old Testament said that God in heaven was recording people’s deeds, it was a common (and true!) concept in Judaism that people could add to that treasure by their good deeds.
“The notion of a heavenly treasure, beyond the reach of corruption, was a common eschatological concept in Judaism. The righteous on earth do not yet possess it, for it belongs to the future; nevertheless they can now add to it”[footnoteRef:1011] [1011:  Davies and Allison, Matthew [ICC], 584.] 

“An important concept in Jewish and Christian theology is the belief that sins and virtues accumulate and are “stored” the way money might be stored in a treasury. The Lord was believed to keep records of every sin and virtue and require the books be balanced from time to time.”[footnoteRef:1012] [1012:  George Wesley Buchanan, To the Hebrews [AB], xxv.] 

The Jews in Christ’s audience knew that God was keeping track of their deeds with the intention of rewarding them. They will receive what is rightfully theirs when the Messiah returns and establishes his Kingdom on earth.
Mat 5:13
“if the salt has become unsalty.” Some commentators say that Jesus is stating something that is unnatural (that salt could become unsalty) to catch people’s attention and make them realize that while salt cannot become unsalty, believers can stop serving God and thus become “unsalty,” and if that happens, how could they become salty again? However, that is much less likely than the fact that biblical salt in Israel came from places such as the salt marshes around the Dead Sea (cf. Ezek. 47:11), and salt that had evaporated from the sea and was sitting on the soil was often mixed with dirt and other minerals such as gypsum. Thus it could happen that over time a block of “salt” could have the actual salt leached out of it, leaving the “salt” unsalty and worthless. At that point it could not be “resalted,” it could only be thrown out as worthless. Similarly, if a believer is exposed to the world and allows the “salt” in them to be leached out, they are in danger of being worthless for the work of the kingdom.
Matthew 5:13 is well explained by William McClure Thomson (1806-1894). Thomson did missionary work in the biblical lands for over 30 years. He acquired a vast knowledge of the customs of the land, many of which had not changed or not changed much since the biblical period. He was used as a guide by some noted biblical scholars, and traveled with Edward Robinson, one of the founders of modern biblical archeology, on Robinson’s second tour of the Holy Land. He was beloved by the locals, who took notice of the broad-brimmed hat he always wore and called him “Abu Tangera,” which means “father of a cooking pan” because of the shape of his hat. His famous book, The Land and the Book was first published in 1859, and for several decades was the second-best-selling book in America after Uncle Tom’s Cabin. It was framed around a pilgrimage around the Bible Lands that he took in 1857. As well as describing the places he saw, Thomson weaved many customs and personal experiences into the book that make it invaluable to Bible Study, especially since many of the customs he describes are biblical but are no longer practiced. Thomson’s 1850s English can make the book somewhat challenging in places, but it can be understood. About salt losing its saltiness, Thomson wrote:
“It is plainly implied that salt, under certain conditions so generally known as to permit him [Jesus Christ] to found his instruction upon them, did actually lose its saltness; and our only business is to discover these conditions, not to question their existence. Nor is this difficult. I have often seen just such salt, and the identical disposition of it that our Lord has mentioned. A merchant of Sidon having farmed of the Government the revenue from the importation of salt, brought over an immense quantity from the marshes of Cyprus—enough, in fact, to supply the whole province for at least 20 years. This he had transferred to the mountains, to cheat the Government out of some small percentage. Sixty-five houses in June—Lady Stanhope’s village—were rented and filled with salt. These houses have merely earthen floors [i.e., have only dirt floors], and the salt next [to] the ground in a few years entirely spoiled. I saw large quantities of it literally thrown into the street, to be trodden underfoot of men and beasts. It was “good for nothing.” Similar magazines [storehouses] are common in this country, and have been from remote ages, as we learn from history both sacred and profane; and the sweeping out of the spoiled salt and casting it into the street are actions familiar to all men.
It should be stated in this connection, that the salt used in this country is not manufactured by boiling clean saltwater, nor quarried from mines, but is obtained from marshes along the seashore, as in Cyprus, or from salt lakes in the interior, which dry up in the summer, as one in the desert north of Palmyra, and the great Lake of Jebbul, south-east of Aleppo. The salt of our Sidon merchant was from the vast marches near Larnaca. I have seen these marshes covered with a thick crust of salt, and have also visited them when it had been gathered into heaps like haycocks [haystacks] in a meadow. The large winter lake south-east of Aleppo I found dried up by the last of August, and the entire basin, further than the eye could reach, was white as snow with an incrustation of course salt. Hundreds of people were out gathering and carrying it to Jebbul, where the Government stores were kept.
Maundrell, who visited the lake at Jebbul, tells us that he found salt there which had entirely “lost its savor;” and the same abounds among the debris at Usdum, and other localities of rock salt at the south end of the Dead Sea. Indeed, it is a well-known fact that the salt of this country, when in contact with the ground, or exposed to rain and sun, does become insipid and useless. From the manner in which it is gathered, much earth and other impurities are necessarily collected with it. Not a little of it is so impure that it cannot be used at all; and such salt soon effloresces and turns to dust—not to fruitful soil however. It is not only good for nothing itself, but it actually destroys all fertility wherever it is thrown; and this is the reason why it is cast into the street. There is a sort of verbal verisimilitude in the manner in which our Lord alludes to the act—“it is cast out” and “trodden underfoot;” so troublesome is this corrupted salt that it is carefully swept up, carried forth, and thrown into the street. There is no place about the house, yard, or garden where it can be tolerated. No man will allow it to be thrown on to his field, and the only place for it is the street; and there it is cast, to be trodden under the foot of men.”[footnoteRef:1013] [1013:  W. M. Thomson, The Land and the Book, “Kersa-Tiberias,” 26.381-382.] 

“thrown out into the street.” The words “into the street” are added for clarity. Although the text just says “thrown out,” to most people today that means “thrown into the trash.” But there were no trash cans in the biblical world, and no trash collectors. “Thrown out,” meant “thrown out of the house into the street,” and that happened with most unwanted things. For example, in the Roman world, sewage was almost always simply thrown into the street, which was a major reason for the horrible stench in the cities, the prevalence of disease, and why it was important to wash one’s feet upon entering a house (and why that job was given to the lowest slaves in the household). Salt that had lost its saltiness was thrown out into the street and was trampled on by the street traffic.
Mat 5:15
“basket.” The Greek is modios, a dry measure of about a peck, or 9 liters.
Mat 5:17
“I did not come to destroy them, but to fulfill them.” Jesus makes this remark to clarify his purpose. He is a Jew, not an insurrectionist, and came to fulfill the law, not to destroy it. Jesus has just finished teaching some new things (Matt. 5:3-16) and will practice some things (healing on the Sabbath) which more legalistic Jews might interpret as Jesus overthrowing the law.[footnoteRef:1014] However, Jesus makes his intentions clear upfront, he is going to fulfill the law and prophets, although at times he does not fulfill the Pharisee’s version of the law (Mark 7:8-9). [1014:  R. T. France, Matthew: An Introduction and Commentary, 119.] 

Notice how Jesus did not just say that he has come to fulfill just “the Law” but “the Law and the Prophets” which often means the whole Old Testament. So, not only did Jesus fulfill every single letter of the law perfectly (1 Pet. 2:22) which is miraculous on its own, he also fulfilled “the prophets.” Jesus is the suffering servant in Isaiah 53, the son of man in Daniel 7:13-14, the new King David of Ezekiel 37:24, and the everlasting King of 2 Samuel 7:16.
There is an apparent dilemma when we look at Hebrews 10:9 which teaches that Jesus abolishes the first covenant to establish the second, alongside of Matthew 5:17. So, what is happening here? Has Jesus come to destroy the law or not? When we read the context of Hebrews 10:9, it is clear that Jesus abolishes the first covenant because he fulfills it, not because he is overthrowing it. Hebrews 10:18 explains this, “Now where there is forgiveness of these things, there is no longer an offering for sin.” In other words, since Jesus has provided the once-for-all atonement for our sin, the sin offerings mentioned in the Law of Moses do not need to be mentioned anymore. Thus, Jesus did not come to destroy the Law or the Prophets, but to fulfill them, thereby abolishing them and accomplishing their purpose (Rom. 10:4).
Mat 5:18
“not…will ever.” This phrase is constructed in the Greek by ou mē, an intensified form of “no.” Literally, it is composed of two words for no, “no not.”
“smallest letter.” Matthew 5:18 is an interesting study in translation. The ESV says, “For truly, I say to you, until heaven and earth pass away, not an iota, not a dot, will pass from the Law until all is accomplished.” But what are an “iota” and a “dot”? An “iota” is the smallest letter in the Greek alphabet, and the “dot” is from the Greek keraia, which means “little horn.” Of course, Jesus was speaking Hebrew or Aramaic to his audience, and the King James Version picked up on that and brought the Greek into Hebrew, using “jot,” which is more properly “yod,” the tenth and smallest letter in the Hebrew alphabet, and tittle, which are the little horns or ornaments on nicely drawn letters in the Hebrew text. Most modern translators do not want to force their readers to know details of Greek or Hebrew, and so translate the phrase something such as, “not the smallest letter, not the least stroke of a pen,” as the NIV does. The point of what Jesus was saying was that nothing would pass from the Law until all was fulfilled.
Mat 5:19
“whoever does them and teaches them will be called great in the Kingdom of Heaven.” The “Kingdom of Heaven” will be a kingdom on earth in the full sense of the word “kingdom.” Christ’s kingdom will fill the whole earth (Ps. 2:8; 72:8-11; Dan. 2:35; 7:14; Mic. 5:4; Zech. 9:10; Rev. 2:8; 19:11-21), and Christ will rule as king. As with any kingdom, there will be different jobs with differing prestige and glory. The person who obeys the commandments and teaches other people to do so as well will be considered “great” in Christ’s kingdom.
[For more on rewards in Christ’s future kingdom, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10, “good or evil.” For more specifics about Christ’s kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Mat 5:20
“your righteousness exceeds.” This is one of the places where the word “righteousness” does not refer to salvation, but refers to doing right in the sight of God and others. It is obeying God and treating others in a godly and just fashion. The Pharisees were hypocrites and were not doing right by God and others, which is why Jesus called them “snakes” and challenged them with, “How can you escape the judgment of Gehenna” (Matt. 23:33). Here in Matthew 5:20, Jesus boldly stated to the people that unless they obeyed God and treated people in a godly and just manner, and certainly better than the Pharisees did, they would not be granted everlasting life.
[For more on this use of “righteousness,” see commentary on Matt. 5:6.]
“enter the Kingdom of Heaven.” In this context, the phrase “enter the Kingdom of Heaven” means to enter the future kingdom of Jesus Christ when he reigns as king on earth. It means being in the resurrection of the righteous (the first resurrection) and being granted everlasting life.
[For more on Jesus reigning on earth and the names of his future kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on the resurrections in the future, see commentary on Acts 24:15.]
Mat 5:22
“I.” The addition of the first-person personal pronoun egō along with the first-person singular verb, legō (I say) is emphatic.[footnoteRef:1015] Jesus not only demonstrated his authority when he taught by doing signs and miracles, he taught with authority, i.e., he taught as one who had the authority to say what he was saying (cf. Matt. 7:29; Mark 1:27). [1015:  BDAG, s.v. “ἐγώ,” “λέγω.”] 

“brother or sister.” The Greek word adelphos (typically translated “brother”) is often not gender exclusive, in other words, it often refers to both genders.
[See Word Study: “Adelphos.”]
“You idiot!” An Aramaic word meant to be an insult, probably meaning something like “empty,” with the idea of denoting someone as having an “empty head” or “blockhead.” The point Jesus is making has little to do with the exact word, as if there was some “magic word” that got you in trouble with God. The point is that the word—in this example, raca—expresses the contempt of the heart and one person’s judgment on another person, and it is that contempt and judgment that is the real sin in the eyes of God.
“the fire of Gehenna.” The Greek is literally, “the Gehenna of the fire,” which can be understood as “the fiery Gehenna” (Rotherham), or more clearly, “the fire of Gehenna,” because Revelation 20:14-15, combined with other scriptures about “Gehenna” and/or “the Lake of Fire” indicate that the Gehenna of the Day of Judgment refers to the Lake of Fire and not a literal garbage dump in the Valley of Hinnom.
There are levels of sin and darkness in the human heart. We all have some darkness because we all have a sin nature, but sin does not keep a person from being saved, or else no one would be saved. It is the rejection of God and his ways of forgiveness that keeps a person from being saved. Here in the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus was using an example that in the biblical culture was so heinous and unfeeling that it revealed a heart that had never known forgiveness and salvation, so the person would be in danger of death in the Lake of Fire (Gehenna) if they did not change. Although what Jesus said sounds harsh, it is a great example of being a loving, honest teacher. If a person finds themselves constantly saying hateful, hurtful, and nasty things about others, then they have a dark heart (Matt. 12:34), and it is likely that they are unsaved or at least are in danger of having little or no rewards in the Kingdom of Christ. Christ’s warning could help people see the danger they were in and decide to change their ways.
“Gehenna” is Greek for the “Valley of Hinnom.” Gehenna is the Greek word that comes from the Hebrew words “ge,” meaning “valley,” and “Hinnom,” which was a man’s name. In the Old Testament, the valley is known both as the Valley of Hinnom (Neh. 11:30; and some Hebrew texts of Josh. 15:8) and also as the “Valley of the sons (or son) of Hinnom” (Josh. 18:16; 2 Kings 23:10; Jer. 7:31). It seems that Hinnom’s descendants eventually took over and controlled the valley, and thus “the Valley of Hinnom” became “the Valley of the sons of Hinnom.” The “Ge Hinnom,” the Valley of Hinnom, is first mentioned in the book of Joshua as part of the northern boundary of the tribal area assigned to Judah (Josh. 15:8). It is the valley immediately south of the city of Jerusalem. This geographical point is very important because the history of the Ge Hinnom is closely tied to Jerusalem.
In Old Testament times, the Valley of Hinnom became associated with pagan sacrifice and even child sacrifice. For example, Ahaz, king of Judah, offered his children as human sacrifices there (2 Chron. 28:1-3). The prophet Jeremiah spoke out against these evils and foretold that the Valley of Hinnom would be so full of buried bones that there would finally be no more room to bury anyone else (Jer. 7:31, 32). Although Jeremiah spoke of dead bodies and ashes being thrown there, he also mentioned that it would one day be clean, which will happen in the Millennial Kingdom of Christ (Jer. 31:40). The bones made the whole area a place to avoid, because if an Israelite touched a human bone then that person would be unclean for seven days (Num. 19:16). This could be a serious hindrance to worship, especially if someone had come a long way to Jerusalem to worship but then became unclean and unable to worship for seven days because he or she accidentally touched a bone on the way into the city.
Because it was unclean, the Valley of Hinnom came to be used as a garbage dump by the people of Jerusalem. This was very handy because, as anyone who has to take out the garbage knows, it is always nice if you can carry it downhill and not too far. The inhabitants of Jerusalem would just carry their garbage, including dead animals, bones, and other waste, outside the south gate of the city (still to this day called “the dung gate”), down the hill, and into the “Valley of Hinnom”; into Ge Hinnom. The waste that was dumped there was then either burned up in the fires that usually burned there, or it rotted away, being eaten by maggots and worms. The fire and maggots that continually consumed the garbage in the Valley of Hinnom are the reason Scripture says that after the Judgment, the fire will not be quenched nor the worm die (Isa. 66:24; Mark 9:48). By the time of Christ, the Valley of Hinnom had been used for centuries by the inhabitants of Jerusalem as their local garbage dump.
When the Hebrew words, “Ge Hinnom” were translated into Greek in the Septuagint, the Greek translation of the Old Testament, the “Ge Hinnom” became the “pharagx Hennom,” because “pharagx” is the Greek word for “valley.” Then, by the time the New Testament was written, the Greek name for the valley had simply become “Gehenna.” The Greek word for “valley,” pharagx, dropped off and the Hebrew word for valley, “ge,” was brought directly from the Hebrew into the Greek even though it did not have a meaning in Greek. Of course, something got lost when that happened, and what got lost was that Gehenna was a real geographical valley south of Jerusalem, and that real place became thought of as some otherworldly fiery region and eventually translated “hell” in some English Bibles, including the King James Version.
Christ spoke in Aramaic or Hebrew, so his audience was never confused about the identity of the place he was talking about. Christ’s audience knew the Ge Hinnom very well, and a large percentage of them had probably thrown garbage there. They understood perfectly what Jesus was saying and the seriousness of his words: if someone purposely continues in flagrant sin, then on the Day of Judgment that person would not be let into the wonderful Millennial Kingdom, but like the garbage, would be thrown out and destroyed. The garbage was worthless, and people who arrogantly and flagrantly lived a life of sin were worthless to their Creator, and both the garbage and the unsaved sinners were to be destroyed. These are hard words, but they are the truth, and Christ taught them.
Christ’s audience knew about the Valley of Hinnom where the garbage was burned until it was gone, but they would have known nothing about a place where people are burned alive forever. The Old Testament certainly does not mention such a place. However, when Gehenna is translated as “Hell,” English readers are led to believe that when Christ spoke of Ge Hinnom he was speaking of a place of eternal torment. He was not. He was speaking of the simple concept that the wicked and unsaved will be destroyed. The wicked will, like the garbage, be totally consumed into nothingness. Their lives will end in every way—they will be annihilated.
The concept of “burning forever in hell” came into Christianity from the Greeks who believed in an “immortal soul.” It is important, however, to realize that the phrase “immortal soul” is not in the Bible. Eternal torment is not the teaching of Scripture. John 3:16, and many other verses teach the simple truth that each person will either live forever or be destroyed and be totally gone.
Although many Christians believe that the unquenchable fire and worms that do not die refer to everlasting torment, that is not the case. No one in Christ’s audience thought the garbage thrown into Gehenna burned forever or that the worms (maggots) were “eternal maggots.” Christ’s audience knew that the fire burned and the worms ate until the garbage was gone, and after the judgment, the garbage people thrown into Gehenna will one day be gone too. The picture of Gehenna is one of the total destruction of the sinner.
At the Judgment, sinners will be thrown into the Lake of Fire (Rev. 20:15), which Christ compared to the Valley of Hinnom (Gehenna). In the Lake of Fire, sinners will burn until they are completely consumed. There will be no repentance accepted and no restoration to life. The punishment is not for a specific time of repayment, as if the sinners were only in jail, after which they are restored to everlasting life. The death of the unsaved sinner will be ultimate and final. The fire will not be “quenched,” it will burn until all the garbage is gone. Similarly, the worms in Gehenna (if there are actually some kind of maggots there) will not die off until there is no more garbage to consume. Thus, the “punishment” of the sinners is eternal. The people whose bodies are burned up in the Lake of Fire (which Jesus compared to the Valley of Hinnom) never receive eternal life. They die, and that punishment, their death, lasts forever.
Some scholars teach that when Christ mentioned Gehenna, he was referring to the Valley of Hinnom and thus only referring to bad things that can happen to people in this life. That is not the case at all. Reading the uses of Gehenna in the New Testament shows that it is a reference to future destruction, not ruin in this life (cf. Matt. 5:22, 29; 10:28; 23:33; Luke 12:5).
It is not clear when “Gehenna” began to be used for the Lake of Fire in which the unsaved will be thrown and destroyed (cf. Rev. 20:11-15), but by the intertestamental period it was, and it clearly was by Jesus Christ in his teaching. The analogy is a good one. That the wicked will be destroyed in the Lake of Fire, Gehenna, was clearly taught by Jesus and recorded in the Gospels. It is not nearly as clear in the Old Testament. There are some verses about fire, but not many. One of the clearest is Malachi 4:1.
[For more on annihilation in the Lake of Fire, Gehenna, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
Mat 5:24
“and then come and offer your gift.” This teaching of Jesus shows that having the right heart toward God and other people is much more important in God’s sight than sacrifices and offerings. By extension, this teaching also means that loving God and people is also more important than the other “religious duties” that make people feel accepted in the sight of God. Offerings and sacrifices were never designed to make a person with an evil heart acceptable in the sight of God. An evil and arrogant person who has no real intention of obeying God cannot simply do a sacrifice, make an offering, or pray, and by doing that be accepted by God.
The sacrifices and offerings in the Law were designed to be an outward show of an obedient and humble heart; they were not designed to allow the person to gain favor in the sight of God if the person was evil and unrepentant, as if God would overlook evil as long as the person offered sacrifices. God is much more interested in obedience and a humble heart than in a person’s making sacrifices (1 Sam. 15:22; Ps. 40:6-8; 51:16-17; Jer. 7:22-23; Hos. 6:6 [quoted in Matt. 9:13 and 12:7]; Mic. 6:6-8).
In fact, the Bible is quite clear that when a person is evil and unrepentant, the sacrifices and offerings he makes, including prayers, are simply rejected by God. God’s favor is not for sale: no amount of sacrifices, offerings, or prayers, can buy God’s favor or prod Him into giving His grace. God is looking for a humble heart, and that is what He responds to. This is a huge point with God, and so He makes it over and over (cf. Prov. 15:8; 21:27; 28:9; Isa. 1:11-15; 58:1-8; Jer. 6:20; 14:10-12; Hos. 5:5-6; Amos 5:21-23; Mal. 1:10; 2:13-14; James 4:6. Verses that specifically mention prayer include: Job 35:12-13; Prov. 15:29; Isa. 59:1-2; Ezek. 8:17-18; Mic. 3:4; Zech. 7:12-13; James 4:3; 1 Pet. 3:7).
Jesus corrected many religious errors in the Sermon on the Mount, and here he corrected the self-righteous attitude of many of the religious leaders and people who were hypocrites and who made sure they paid tithes from their herb gardens and gave mint, dill, and cumin, but who omitted the much weightier matters of justice, mercy, and trust (Matt. 23:23). The Jews were treating the sacrifices like they were gifts that bought God’s favor instead of being offerings that expressed their love and thankfulness for God’s favor and forgiveness.
Being truly humble and loving is much harder than giving offerings and prayers. In this teaching of Jesus, the man going to the altar with his gift had a fairly easy road: procure the gift, go to the Temple, offer the gift, and leave feeling righteous in the sight of God (but sadly, perhaps not being righteous in the sight of God). On the other hand, going to another person who is offended at you and doing what it takes to mend the relationship—well, that can be difficult indeed. We all know how hard it can be to mend a broken relationship. Proverbs 18:19 says an offended brother or sister is harder to win than a strong city.
Of course, there are some people who simply refuse to mend a relationship, and Jesus does not speak about those people in this context; he is only speaking about the person who wants to offer the gift to God. If the offended person does not want to heal the relationship, then Romans 12:18 applies: “as far as it depends on you, live in peace with all people.”
[For more on God not being as concerned with sacrifices as obedience, see commentary on Jer. 7:22.]
Mat 5:25
“accuser.” The Greek word is antidikos (#476 ἀντίδικος), and it has two meanings: to be constantly against as an enemy to, or to be an opponent in a court of law (thus, an “accuser” or “plaintiff”). The word antidikos occurs five times in the New Testament, and here in Matthew, it has the legal meaning of an opponent in a lawsuit (cf. NASB in Matt. 5:25). The other occurrences seem to fit the general situation of an accuser well (see commentary on 1 Pet. 5:8).
Mat 5:26
“quadrans.” The quadrans was a Roman coin, and was worth 1/4 of an asserion (also known as an “as”), which was the same as 1/64 of a denarius (at the time of Christ, there were 16 asserion in a denarius). A denarius was a day’s wage for a common laborer. So, for example, if a laborer makes eight dollars an hour for eight hours (64 dollars a day), a quadrans would be worth one dollar.
Mat 5:29
“causes you to fall away.” The REV has translated the Greek as “causes you to fall away,” a translation of skandalizō (#4624 σκανδαλίζω). “Offends you” misses the mark, because many people are not offended by sin, especially their own. You may or may not be offended by your own sin, but that is not the point of the verse. The idea is that if your hand causes you to fall away from obedience, then something has to be done. We felt that “cause you to stumble” was too weak, given that by definition stumble means “almost fall.” Christ is not saying that if your hand almost makes you fall, then cut it off, but rather if your hand causes you to fall into sin and disobedience, do what it takes to stop the situation from happening. Christ’s making this point is important and occurs three times (Matt. 5:29; 18:9; and Mark 9:47).
“gouge it out.” This is the figure of speech hyperbole (exaggeration).[footnoteRef:1016] The people of the Eastern culture often use hyperbole to make a point, even as we Westerners do. We say, “I’m starved,” when we mean we are hungry, or “I’m freezing” when we are uncomfortably cold. In the same way, people in the biblical culture overstated points to make a point. In this case, Christ was saying that people need to take drastic action to keep from sinning. This is a lesson we all need to learn: many people make peace with their sin rather than deal with it and stop sinning. [1016:  Cf. Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 423, “hyperbole.”] 

“Gehenna.” For information on Gehenna and that people do not burn forever, see commentary on Matthew 5:22.
[For information on annihilation in the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
Mat 5:30
“cut it off.” This is the figure of speech hyperbole (see commentary on Matt. 5:29).
“Gehenna.” See commentary on Matthew 5:22.
[For information on annihilation in the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
Mat 5:32
“sexual immorality.” The Greek is porneia (#4202 πορνεία). Pornē (#4204 πόρνη) is traditionally a female prostitute, while pornos (#4205 πόρνος) is masculine and in the Greek culture, especially in the early centuries, referred to a male prostitute. However, in the New Testament, the words were often used in a more general sense and so often referred to sexual immorality of many kinds, even though the Greek words still retained some of the gender overtones. In this context, which is a man divorcing his wife for “sexual immorality,” the obvious assumption would be that she had committed adultery. Although the Old Testament stated that adulterers were to be executed (Lev. 20:10), by Roman times that was seldom done, in part because the Romans had taken the authority for capital punishment away from the Jews (cf. John 18:31). Generally, husbands who thought their wives had committed adultery just divorced them, as Joseph initially intended to do to Mary (Matt. 1:19).
“makes her look as if she had committed adultery.” To properly and fully understand Jesus’ teaching about divorce and remarriage, we need to closely examine the three different times he addressed the subject in his teaching ministry, which were:
1. The Sermon on the Mount (Matt. 5:32).
2. When the Pharisees specifically questioned him about it (Matt. 19:3-9, esp. verse 9; and Mark 10:2-12, esp. verses 11 and 12).
3. When he directly confronted the Pharisees (Luke 16:14-18, esp. verse 18).
Matthew 5:32 seems almost identical to the records in Matthew 19:9; Mark 10:11-12; and Luke 16:18, but the three events are actually different in important ways (Matt. 19 and Mark 10 are the same event with different details). In the culture in which Christ lived, the prevailing belief among the people—promoted by the rabbinic school of Hillel and opposed by the rabbinic school of Shammai—was that a man could divorce his wife for any reason whatsoever. Although Jesus addressed the debate among the Jews about “easy divorce” in Matthew 19, that is not what he was doing here in the Sermon on the Mount. Here, in the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus was trying to get the people to return to God; he is not promoting any specific rabbinic school of thought over another.
[For Jesus’ comments on divorce in the context of the debate about it going on between the Jews, see commentaries on Matt. 19:3 and 19:9.]
Matthew 5:32 occurs in a teaching context, and we will understand it better if we grasp that context. After teaching the people about anger and the need for reconciliation with others (Matt. 5:21-26), Jesus turned his attention to the foundation of the family, and thus of society itself, which was the marriage of a man and a woman. Marriage was under attack in Jesus’ day just as it is in ours, and it was common for men to have wandering eyes, something perhaps made easier by the nudity, prostitution, and easy divorce that was common at that time (also, any slave was considered the sexual property of the owner and sex with one’s slaves was commonplace). The people had become lax about the fact that God’s original intention for marriage was that it was to be something the husband and wife could both depend on—providing a life partner—and that the marriage “glued” the couple together as “one flesh” until one of them died.
In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus did not start talking about divorce and remarriage “out of thin air.” He had been talking about adultery, which usually starts with wandering eyes and lust (Matt. 5:27-30). That also explains why Jesus spoke of the right eye and the right hand causing a man to fall (Matt. 5:29-30). Sexual sin usually starts with a lax mindset, then a wandering eye, and then it moves on to physical touch. Once a man has lusted after another woman and his eyes and hands have become involved and he is physically touching her, leaving his wife for his “new love” can be a small step. So we can see why Jesus, after speaking about adultery, lust, and watching what you see and touch, talked about divorce.
To properly understand Matthew 5:32, we must pay close attention to “who” the verse is speaking about, “what” the verse is actually saying, and also to the Greek verbs, which sadly have not been accurately translated in most English versions. Matthew 5:32 is one of the verses in the Bible that people do not really read accurately. Instead, most people read what they think it says. To rightly understand it, we must read what it actually says.
As we read the verse, we see that it is the man who divorces his wife. That certainly was the most common situation in the biblical culture, but Jesus’ teaching applies in today’s culture to both men and women, because both sexes are victims of unwanted divorce. In the biblical culture, a man divorcing his wife almost always left her in a very difficult situation. The usually mostly innocent woman had to suffer many things: the disgrace of being rejected by her husband; frequently, the terrible loss of her children; and the hardship of how to provide for herself unless her parents or a sibling would take her into their home. But Jesus seems to make her situation even worse—the way most English versions are translated, Jesus says that the woman is an adulteress! Furthermore, any man who married her, which would almost certainly be a huge help to her, became an adulterer. This just does not seem to make sense.
The way Matthew 5:32 is translated in most English versions, there are many things that should alert us to the fact that something is wrong. For one thing, although it was the husband who broke the original intention of God by divorcing his wife, there is nothing in the verse that says he did wrong or became an adulterer. The verse makes the wife guilty, not the husband, even though he is the guilty party.
Also, the way most English versions are translated, the woman is made to be an adulteress simply because her husband divorced her. For example, the NASB says, “everyone who divorces his wife, except for the cause of unchastity, makes her commit adultery.” But why would being divorced make a woman an adulteress? Just because a man divorces a woman does not make her an adulteress; she could have been faithful to her husband before the divorce and then chosen to remain unmarried after the divorce. So why would her divorce make her an adulteress? It would not.
Most commentators explain away that fact by saying that in that culture, a man’s divorcing his wife basically forced her to remarry to survive in society, and thus commit adultery. But there are two big problems with that interpretation—for one thing, it is not what Jesus actually said, and secondly, it does not fit the facts. Just being divorced does not make a woman an adulteress. There were women who were pure in their marriage and then did not remarry after their divorce. Some were taken back in by their families, and a few others, like Lydia in Acts 16, did well on their own. Thus we can see that Matthew 5:32 has been misunderstood and mistranslated.
Moses allowed a divorced woman to remarry and not be an adulteress and so did Paul (1 Cor. 7:27-28). Nevertheless, there are commentators who say Jesus contradicted Moses and set new standards of sexual behavior, allowing for divorce only where there has been sexual sin. However, that does not make sense. For one thing, the words of Moses, Jesus, and Paul came from God, and it does not make sense that it would be okay with God for a divorced woman to remarry throughout the 4,000 years of the Old Testament, and then again as soon as the Church started after Jesus’ ascension, but for the short time of Jesus’ public ministry, if she remarried it would be adultery. Furthermore, Moses allowed divorce if the husband would not feed, clothe, or provide for his wife’s future and protection by having sex with her so she could have children who would care for her (Exod. 21:10-11). It does not make sense or represent the love of God that in the Old Testament, God allowed a woman to remarry after divorcing a man who refused to feed, clothe, or care for her, but somehow now that Jesus was on the scene she could only leave if the man was sexually unfaithful, no matter how badly he treated her.
Actually, Jesus did not contradict Moses, and the woman did not become an adulteress if her husband divorced her, even if she remarried. Furthermore, her new husband did not become an adulterer by marrying her. The key to understanding Matthew 5:32 is that the two Greek verbs for “adultery” in this verse are in the passive voice. They are passive verbs, not active verbs, despite the fact that most English versions translate them as if they were active verbs. William Hendriksen writes: “The Greek, by using the passive voice of the verb, states not what the woman becomes or what she does, but what she undergoes, suffers, is exposed to. She suffers wrong.”[footnoteRef:1017] R. C. H. Lenski agrees, and writes: [1017:  Hendriksen, New Testament Commentary: Matthew, 306.] 

A further complication is due to our helplessness in translating this passive infinitive (also the passive moichatai) into English. We have no passive corresponding to the active “to commit adultery.” But this is no justification for translating these two passives like the two actives in [Matt. 5:27-28]. Since our English fails us, we must express the two passive forms as best we can to bring out the passive sense of the Greek forms. We attempt this by translating the [passive] infinitive, “he brings about that she is stigmatized as adulterous” and the finite verb as “he is stigmatized as adulterous.”[footnoteRef:1018] [1018:  Lenski, St. Matthew’s Gospel, 233.] 

What Hendriksen and Lenski are saying is profound. Because English has no passive voice for verbs like “commit adultery,” it is very challenging to translate the passive Greek verb into English. But, as Lenski points out, that is no reason to twist what Jesus said and distort the meaning of the verse.
The passive voice of a verb describes what happens to someone, not what they do. In the phrase, “She hit the ball,” the verb “hit” is active; the woman acted and hit the ball. To make the sentence passive we have to say, “She was hit by the ball.” The passive describes what happened to the woman, not what she did. But how can you “passively” commit adultery? You cannot. So the passive verb describes what happens to the woman, what she suffers, just as Hendriksen said. The woman “looks as if she committed adultery” and suffers because of it. In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus was talking about divorce and showing the harm that it does. If a man divorced his wife, what would people think? They would think she must have committed adultery. She did not commit adultery, but that is what people would think and accuse her of.
The passive verb in Matthew 5:32 shows us that the woman is made to seem like she and the man she later married had committed adultery even though they had not. Thus, one way of translating Matthew 5:32 is: “…everyone who puts away his wife, except for the cause of sexual immorality, makes it seem like she is an adulteress, and whoever marries her when she is put away seems like he is committing adultery.” In that culture, the man was the provider and protector, so Jesus says if a man divorces his wife everyone will think it is due to sexual sin.
Now we see why, in his Sermon on the Mount, Jesus spoke about divorce. He was trying to call the people back to God and convince them to live godly lives, so he emphasized how God never intended for married couples to divorce, and he strengthened his point by speaking about the terrible consequences of divorce: if a man divorced his wife, unless it really was because she committed adultery, he stigmatized her in society because people branded her as an adulteress, and furthermore, any man who married her was branded as an adulterer.
Jesus did not contradict Moses (or Paul) in his Sermon on the Mount. He did not forbid a divorced person from marrying again. He pointed out to the people God’s original intention in the marriage, and also pointed out that anyone who divorced his wife caused her great hardship, including the burden of being thought of as an adulteress. The English version, God’s Word to the Nations, gets the sense of Matthew 5:32: “But I can guarantee that any man who divorces his wife for any reason other than unfaithfulness makes her look as though she has committed adultery. Whoever marries a woman divorced in this way makes himself look as though he has committed adultery.”
Now that we have seen that there are cases in which a divorced woman (or man) is not an adulterer and can remarry with God’s blessings, we need to honestly remember that Jesus’ teaching in Matthew 5:32 is different from his teaching in Matthew 19:9, Mark 10:11-12, and Luke 16:18. Not all divorcees are “mostly innocent victims.” Some people force a divorce upon their spouse for reasons that are unacceptable to God, such as unbridled lust, and God refers to that behavior as adultery.
From God’s standpoint, there is little difference between staying married but committing adultery, and getting legally divorced just so you can be with someone you like better than your spouse. Both behaviors destroy the marriage and harm society. God’s advice to people who divorce due to wandering eyes or just to better their financial or social position is given in 1 Corinthians 7:11, which is spoken in the context of women but also applies to men: stay unmarried or be reconciled to your former spouse.
[For more on Jesus’ teaching about marriage and divorce, see commentaries on Matt. 19:3; 19:9; Mark 10:11 and Luke 16:18; and for more information on divorce and remarriage, see commentary on 1 Cor. 7:27.]
Mat 5:33
“Do not break your oaths.” Jesus’ statement about oaths is a summary taken from the Old Testament from verses such as Leviticus 19:12 and Numbers 30:2. It is not an exact quote from the Old Testament. The Bible instructs us to keep the oaths we have made (cf. Ps. 15:4; Eccl. 5:4-7).
“the Lord.” For more information on “the Lord” see commentary on Matthew 3:3.
Mat 5:34
“God’s throne.” In the OT, heaven is ascribed as God’s throne (cf. Isa. 66:1).
Mat 5:37
“comes from the influence of the Wicked One.” In this verse, Matthew 5:37, Jesus is trying to address a matter of personal integrity and being a trustworthy person. In other words, you should not need to make oaths for people to trust you, you should be trustworthy enough without them.
The Devil is a liar and the father of lies (John 8:44), and he influences people to do ungodly things.
The Law of Moses clearly allowed for oaths and vows (Lev. 19:12; Num. 30:2-16, esp. v. 2; Deut. 23:21-23; cf. Ps. 76:11; Eccl. 5:4) and godly people throughout the Old Testament vowed and made oaths (cf. Judg. 11:30; 1 Sam. 1:11; Isa. 19:21). So why would Jesus say not to make vows? The answer has to do with the culture of the time.
The Old Testament Scriptures seem straightforward when it comes to vows: “You must not swear by my name falsely and profane the name of your God” (Lev. 19:12). “When a man vows a vow to Yahweh or swears an oath to bind his soul with a bond, he must not break his word; he must do according to all that proceeds out of his mouth” (Num. 30:2). “When you vow a vow to Yahweh your God, you are not to delay paying it” (Deut. 23:21). But by the time of Christ, the religious leaders had changed the clear meaning of the Mosaic Law.
The heart of the Law was that if you vowed, pay your vow, but at the time of Christ the religious leaders had perverted the Law and interpreted it to say, “When you vow a vow to Yahweh your God, you are not to delay paying it.” In other words, they taught, “I have to pay the vows I make ‘to Yahweh,’ but I can make vows to and about other things and not be obligated.” Matthew 5:33-36 shows us that at the time of Christ people were making vows based on things besides Yahweh, including heaven, earth, Jerusalem, and their own head.
We get a very good look at how the religious leaders’ lying system of vows and oaths worked from Matthew 23:16-22. That section of Scripture shows that the religious leaders had devised a dishonest system of making vows such that a person could swear by the Temple (the “sanctuary”) and the vow be worthless, but an oath on the gold of the Temple had to be kept. Similarly, a vow on the altar in the Temple was worthless, but a vow made based on a sacrifice on the altar was binding. This meant that anyone who did not know the “secret code” of which vows were considered binding and which vows could be ignored was open to being deceived when dealing with those who purposely made vows they did not think they needed to keep.
In saying what he did, “let your word ‘Yes’ mean ‘yes,’ and your ‘No’ mean ‘no.’ Anything more than this is from the influence of the Wicked One,” Jesus did not change the Mosaic Law concerning oaths and vows. Instead, he brought them back to God’s original intent. Any vow or oath must be kept, and in fact, even if a person did not vow but just said “yes” or “no,” that must be kept too. Like his other teachings here in the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus is going above and beyond the Old Testament commands and getting to the heart of the issue. He is not just saying that one should keep their oaths, but that something less than an oath, a simple “yes” should also be kept.
We know Jesus did not change the Law concerning oaths because he himself took one at his trial (Matt. 26:63-64). Also, Hebrews 6:16 confirms that oaths were still being made and ending disputes, and people such as Paul and James were still involved with oaths and vows after the time of Jesus (Acts 18:18; 21:23). On the other hand, people were still dishonest and trying to hoodwink people by false oaths, so James repeated what Jesus had said years before and tried to impress upon people that whatever they said or promised was binding (James 5:12).
Ecclesiastes expresses the heart of God concerning what we say: “It is better that you should not vow than that you should vow and not pay. Do not let your mouth cause your whole body to sin. Do not say before the messenger that it [your vow] was a mistake. Why should God be angry at your voice and destroy the work of your hands (Eccl. 5:4-6)?
Believers should pay close attention to what the Bible says about making false statements because it is a serious sin in the eyes of God. Today many untrue things are regularly said in many and various contexts. Advertisers regularly are deceptive about their products; the news media and politicians regularly distort the truth, and average people regularly lie about things to get their way, stay out of trouble, or gain some perceived advantage. All this lying in the world around believers makes it seem like lying is no big deal. But it is. We should make no mistake: lying is a way of the world, comes from the Devil, and is a sin. Believers should not lie.
“Wicked One.” The Greek is ponēros (#4190 πονηρός), “pertaining to being morally or socially worthless; therefore, ‘wicked, evil, bad, base, worthless, vicious, and degenerate.’”[footnoteRef:1019] Ponēros is an adjective, but it is a substantive (an adjective used as a noun). A good example of a substantive in English is the adjectives in the well-known Clint Eastwood movie, “The Good, The Bad, and The Ugly.” The adjectives “good,” “bad,” and “ugly” refer to people (“good people,” “bad people,” “ugly people”), and thus the words function as nouns even though they are adjectives. Similarly, “the wicked” here in Matthew 5:37 is a substantive and means, “the Wicked One,” which is the translation in most modern versions. [1019:  BDAG, s.v. “πονηρός.”] 

Other substantives in the Bible include: 1 John 5:19 where “the wicked” also means “the wicked one”; Revelation 1:18, where “the Living” actually is “the Living One”; Matthew 10:41, where “a righteous” actually refers to “a righteous one” (or someone righteous); Matthew 12:41, where “a greater” means “a greater one”; Romans 8:28, where “called” refers to “the called ones” (although some versions translate “called” in that sentence as if it were a verb, which it is not); 1 Thessalonians 4:6, where “avenger” is “an avenging one” and 1 Corinthians 2:6, where “the perfect” refers to “the perfect [or mature] ones.” In Acts 2:11, the adjective megaleios, which means “great, powerful, magnificent,” is used as a substantive, such that “the megaleios” means “the magnificent acts” or “the mighty works.”
Some translators do not believe that ponēros is a substantive, but is only the word “evil.” However, evil does not “just happen.” The wording the Bible uses, that sin is “from” evil, points to a source. “Evil” is not just floating around, it comes from somewhere. The evidence is that if the Lord simply meant to say that swearing oaths by Jerusalem, or by your hair, was evil, he would have simply said, “it is evil,” and not, it “is from the evil.”
The Devil (Slanderer) is the fount and foundation of wickedness. It was in him that wickedness was first found, when he was lifted up with pride and decided to rebel against God. Ever since that time, he has been true to his name, “the Wicked One,” and has been doing and causing wickedness wherever he can, which, since he is “the god of this age,” is a considerable amount of wickedness.
[For more names of the Devil and their meanings, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
Mat 5:39
“turn the other cheek to him also.” See commentary on Luke 6:29.
Mat 5:40
“And let the one who wants to sue you and take away your tunic.” What is understood in the context is that the offended person thinks that he is due some payment for something that has happened, and so he sues to get his money (or whatever) back.
Mat 5:41
“forces you to carry his things for one mile.” Here in Matthew 5:41, Jesus is likely referring to the practice of Roman soldiers wherein they would force private citizens to carry equipment or items for them.[footnoteRef:1020] We see an example of this when Simon of Cyrene is forced to carry Jesus’ cross (Matt. 27:32). Jesus’ heart for service shines through here. If someone asks something difficult of you, do even more than they asked. As usual, Jesus is taking our understanding of what it means to be selfless to another level. [1020:  Craig Blomberg, Matthew [NAC], 113.] 

Mat 5:43
“and hate your enemy.” We can see why the religious leaders would teach that. It does seem to be the message of the Old Testament. Yahweh hates the wicked person (Ps. 11:5). He hates prideful people, liars, murderers, wicked people, and those who do evil, false witnesses, and divisive people (Prov. 6:16-19). Jesus’ message was thus very new and very different. He indeed brought “a new commandment” to the people.
[For more on “hate” and the semantic range of “hate,” see commentary on Prov. 1:22.]
Mat 5:44
“Love your enemies and pray.” The word “love” is the verb agapaō (#25 ἀγαπάω; the more familiar noun is agape). In this context, to love one’s enemy does not mean to “feel good” about them, but rather to act toward them in a loving manner. To better understand what God is telling us when He says, “love your enemies,” see the commentary on John 21:15, “I am your friend.”
The words, “bless them that curse you, do good to them that hate you,” which appear in the KJV, NKJV, and YLT, and partially in Darby’s NT, were not in the original text of Matthew. They were added by scribes who took them from Luke 6:27-28. Early manuscript evidence from Alexandrian, pre-Caesarean, Western, Coptic, and Syriac texts, indicates that the words are not original in Matthew. Also, some early manuscripts do not have both phrases, which is still more evidence that these two phrases were not in the original text of Matthew.[footnoteRef:1021] [1021:  See Bruce Metzger, A Textual Commentary on the Greek New Testament, 14.] 

 
Matthew Chapter 6
Mat 6:1
“acts of righteousness.” This is the figure of speech, metonymy.[footnoteRef:1022] The result, righteousness, is put instead of the action that produces it. A more literal rendition of the verse, without the figure, would read, “Take care that you do not do your acts of righteousness before men, to be seen by them….” [1022:  Cf. Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 538, “metonymy.”] 

[See Word Study: “Metonymy.”]
“you have.” The Greek is in the present tense, “you have,” and it is making the point that God is storing up rewards now, and will dispense them later.
“no reward stored up with your Father.” This is a very strong warning for people to watch the motives that drive their actions. If a person does good deeds, which normally would be rewarded by God in the future Paradise, but he only does them to impress people, when people are impressed that is his payment. God will not pay us for work we do not do for His glory. Instead of “from your Father,” the more natural meaning of the Greek preposition para, translated “with” in the REV, is “beside,” but that is not as clear as “with” is to the average reader. If we have the translation as “with,” or even more literally, “beside,” combined with the present tense of “having” a reward, then the translation is: “you have no reward stored up beside your Father.” The picture being painted by this verse is very biblical and very oriental: God is in heaven sitting on His throne, and he is watching what people are doing on earth and making up rewards and setting them beside Him so that He can give them out in the future. The biblical picture is that God makes the rewards as the people do the good deeds, He does not manufacture them in the future and distribute them at that time. Of course, we learn from other verses, such as 2 John 1:8, that if we are not faithful, we can lose the rewards we have stored up for ourselves.
Mat 6:4
“repay you.” God promises to repay those who give to the poor and needy: “The one who shows favor to a poor person lends to Yahweh, and he will repay him according to his good work” (Prov. 19:17).
The word “openly,” which occurs in versions such as the King James, was added by scribes to some Greek texts, but it is not in the original text.[footnoteRef:1023] [1023:  See Metzger, Textual Commentary, 15] 

Mat 6:5
“like to.” The Greek is phileō (#5368 φιλέω). See commentary on John 21:15.
Mat 6:6
“inner room.” A room in the interior of the house. Calling it a “closet” misses the point, since most people think of closets as a place to store clothes. Jesus was saying to go into an inner room where no one would see, so your devotions could be private.
“repay you.” The word “openly” occurs in some versions but was added by scribes to some Greek texts. It was not in the original text (See commentary on Matt. 6:4).
Mat 6:7
“keep repeating the same phrases.” The Greek word is battalogeō (#945 βατταλογέω), and it means, use the same words again and again,[footnoteRef:1024] “to babble” in the sense of trying to achieve success in prayer by heaping up repetitions.[footnoteRef:1025] Williams translates it as “keep on repeating set phrases.”[footnoteRef:1026] That is what many religions do, repeat set prayers because “they think that they will be heard because of their many words.” [1024:  BDAG, s.v. “βατταλογέω.”]  [1025:  Kittel, TDNT, s.v. “βατταλογέω.”]  [1026:  Charles B. Williams, The New Testament: A Private Translation in the Language of the People.] 

“like the Gentiles do.” Many pagan religions had formulaic prayers that were repeated over and over, or they repeated the names of the gods over and over. God is not swayed by such behavior. He looks on the heart, and the earnestness of the person praying. Simple, heartfelt prayers associated with the circumstances in which one needs God’s help are the prayers that God desires.
Mat 6:8
“your Father knows what you need.” It is often asked, “If God knows what I need before I even ask Him, why do I need to ask Him?” The reason has to do with the fact that God gave people free will to choose their own way and their own life. Many people do not want God’s help and/or they choose not to have Him help, and God cannot give people the power to accept or reject His help but then take that choice away from them by barging into their lives when they need Him.
Parents often experience this with their children. A child may need help with their homework but not want any help. In that situation, the parent has to wait until the child figures things out for themselves or asks for the help. Similarly, we may need help, and God knows we need help, but until we ask Him for it He is not free to give it. That is why prayer is so vital to the Christian life. Prayer is asking God for things, and when we ask God for the help we need, He is free to give it. No wonder God says to be steadfast in prayer (Rom. 12:12; Col. 4:2) and to pray without ceasing (1 Thess. 5:17). Here in Matthew 6:8, Jesus told the people that God knew what they needed before they asked him, but he was teaching about prayer, so the context was that the people would be asking God for things as part of their prayers. Jesus’ comment that God already knew what they needed even before they asked was to give them confidence in their prayer life that God cared for them and was listening to them.
Mat 6:9
“So pray in this way.” Matthew 6:9-13, five verses, are commonly known as “The Lord’s Prayer,” and it is found here in the Sermon on the Mount, and Jesus also taught it in an abbreviated form months later (Luke 11:2-4). The two prayers are quite similar, but Matthew’s prayer consists of seven requests and Luke has five. Luke omits the requests, “May your will be done on earth as it is in heaven,” and “Deliver us from the Wicked One.”
1. May your name be treated as holy (Matt. 6:9; Luke 11:2).
2. May your kingdom come (Matt. 6:10; Luke 11:2).
3. May your will be done on earth as it is in heaven (Matt. 6:10)
4. Give us today our daily bread (Matt. 6:11; Luke 11:3)
5. Forgive us our debts as we also have forgiven our debtors (Matt. 6:12; Luke 11:4)
6. And do not bring us into temptation (Matt. 6:13; Luke 11:4).
7. Deliver us from the Wicked One (Matt. 6:13).
By teaching on how to pray in the Sermon on the Mount, which was Jesus’ first major teaching to the crowds after he started his ministry, Jesus emphasizes the importance of prayer.
Although the Lord’s Prayer is repeated verbatim on many occasions, Jesus taught not to repeat the same prayers over and over (Matt. 6:7). So the Lord’s Prayer is a model prayer, pointing out things that are important for us to pray for, but as we see from reading the entire New Testament, especially the writings of Paul, there are lots of different things that believers need to be praying for.
“in heaven.” The Greek text literally reads “in the heavens.” While Jesus would have been speaking Hebrew (possibly Aramaic), and in Hebrew, “heavens” is always plural, the Greek text reflects this Hebraism that Jesus would have likely been using here. It is always best to represent the idioms of the culture accurately if possible in English. Sometimes that means replicating them literally and other times it means adapting them to the understanding of the reader.
“may your name be treated as holy.” This is a reference to the coming kingdom when the people will “keep My name holy” (Isa. 29:23) and Cf. Ezekiel 36:23.
Mat 6:10
“May your kingdom come.” The “Kingdom” that Christ prayed about had not come in his lifetime and has still not come; it is still future. The Kingdom that Christ prayed about, and that the people wanted to come, was the future time when Christ will rule the earth and the earth itself will be restored to a paradise state. Although there are some aspects of Christ’s future Kingdom that we enjoy today, such as the presence of the gift of holy spirit in believers, the fullness of the Kingdom is still future.
Paul wrote that we are still in the “present, evil age” (Gal. 1:4), not “the Kingdom,” and we can tell that just by looking around. Evil is all around us, and believers experience sickness and death, but that will not be the case when the Kingdom comes.
Many verses indicate the Kingdom of God is future.
· Jesus instructed people to pray for the Kingdom to come (Matt. 6:10; Luke 11:2).
· Just before his crucifixion, Jesus told the apostles he would not drink wine again “until the Kingdom of God comes” (Luke 22:18).
· When Jesus was on the cross, one of the criminals said to Jesus, “Remember me when you come into your Kingdom,” indicating that even criminals knew the Kingdom was future.
· After Jesus died on the cross, Joseph of Arimathea, a dedicated disciple of Jesus, was still “waiting for the Kingdom of God” (Luke 23:51).
· At Christ’s Triumphal Entry into Jerusalem, the people shouted “Blessed is the coming Kingdom of our father David” (Mark 11:10).
· When the Kingdom finally comes, the apostles will sit at the table with Jesus and dine with him, and judge the twelve tribes of Israel, and other faithful people will also sit with Jesus (Luke 22:30; Matt. 8:11).
· When Jesus’ Kingdom comes to earth it will fill the earth and be the only kingdom on earth (Dan. 2:34-35, 44-45; 7:13-14). The book of Revelation confirms Daniel’s prophecy, and when the earthly kingdoms are destroyed, voices from heaven will shout, “The kingdom of the world has become the kingdom of our Lord and of His Christ” (Rev. 11:15).
· In Luke 21 Jesus spoke of signs that would precede the Kingdom, including false Messiahs; wars; earthquakes; famines; pestilences; great signs in heaven; great persecution; Jerusalem being trampled on by Gentile armies; signs in the sun, moon, and stars; great tumults in the ocean; and the Son of Man coming in the clouds. Then Jesus said, “when you see these things coming to pass, then you know that the Kingdom of God is near.”
· After Jesus was raised from the dead the apostles asked him if he was going to restore the Kingdom, to which he replied that it was not for them to know the time that would happen (Acts 1:6-7).
When the Kingdom of God does come, all the Kingdom promises will be fulfilled. Wicked people will be destroyed and the righteous will live forever on a wonderful restored earth. At that time the deserts will bloom, wild animals will not be dangerous, and there will be plenty of food (Isa. 11:6-9; 30:23-25; 35:1-7; Amos 9:13). Christ called this wonderful time “the New Beginning” (Matt. 19:28) and it will be. The Kingdom of God cannot, and does not, co-exist with the kingdoms of men, but it is coming in the future.
There are a few verses that seem to indicate the Kingdom is here now in some way. These include Matthew 12:28 (Luke 11:20), Matthew 23:13, and Luke 17:21. These few scriptures have swayed many theologians into believing the Kingdom is here now in some way, but that is not what those verses mean. For example, in Matthew 12:28, Jesus casts out a demon and says, “But if I drive out demons by the Spirit of God, then the Kingdom of God has come upon you.” Does Jesus driving out a demon mean the Kingdom has come? No, it does not. David drove demons out of Saul by his music (1 Sam. 16:23) but that did not mean the Kingdom had come. That Jesus, and later his disciples, drove out demons shows what will happen in the Kingdom, that people will be healed of every kind of sickness and disease, was happening in the ministry of Jesus Christ and pointing to him as the Messiah. When the Kingdom does come, every person, not just some people, will be healed (cf. Isa. 35:5-6). Jesus told people that his works testified to the fact that he was the Messiah, and that they should believe his works (John 10:25, 37, 38; 14:11). Jesus’ healings pointed to the certainty of the Kingdom coming, not that it was actually there, and the people listening to Jesus were not confused by what he said. They knew the Kingdom was future, and the apostles even asked when it was coming after Jesus was raised from the dead (Acts 1:6-7).
Another scripture that confuses some people is Matthew 23:13. Jesus said to some religious leaders, “You shut the Kingdom of Heaven in men’s faces. You yourselves do not enter, nor will you let those enter who are trying to.” What Jesus was saying was that the religious leaders were putting so many rules and regulations on being righteous before God that it seemed impossible to be saved. Jesus called those regulations, “heavy burdens” (Matt. 23:4), and they discouraged people from making the effort to be saved and thus enter the Kingdom when it comes.
The most common unclear scripture that theologians use to show the Kingdom is here now is Luke 17:21, which in many English versions reads, “the kingdom of God is within you.” This verse is often quoted as if it were the only clear verse on the subject of the Kingdom of God and absolutely self-explanatory. Ironically, it is perhaps the most obscure verse on the subject. First of all, there is no other verse of Scripture that indicates the Kingdom of God is “in” anyone. Many scriptures show that the Kingdom of God is a real kingdom that will be ruled by the Messiah and fill the earth. Furthermore, when Christ said, “the Kingdom of God is within you,” he was speaking to the Pharisees, who opposed both him and his Father. It was to them that he said, “You do not know me or my Father” (John 8:19). The Kingdom was certainly not within them—they were even in danger of being excluded from it altogether (Matt. 21:23-31, especially verse 31).
To properly understand Luke 17:21, it helps to know the Greek word translated “within” in many English versions is better translated as “among” or perhaps even better, “in your midst.” There is an impressive list of versions that read “among” or “in your midst,” including the NASB, ISV, NEB, JB, RSV, The Emphasized Bible (by J. B. Rotherham), The Bible: James Moffatt Translation, Complete Jewish Bible (by David Stern), God’s New Covenant (by Heinz Cassirer), and the acclaimed translation in contemporary idiom, The Message (by Eugene Peterson). Jesus was the King, and so he told the religious leaders that the Kingdom of God was in their midst, not in its fullness, but in the person of the king himself.
After telling the people that the Kingdom was among them (in the person of the king), he told them that when the Kingdom did come they would not have to look for it, they would know it was there. Jesus said that when the Kingdom comes it will be like lightning that lights up the entire sky—so everyone will see it (Luke 17:24). That makes perfect sense because the prophecies of the Kingdom show it will fill the whole earth. Jesus went on to say that as it was (in the past) in the time of Noah, so it will be (in the future) in the “day the Son of Man is revealed” (Luke 17:26-30). The Flood was universal and some were saved and most were not, and that is the way it will be when Christ comes and sets up his future Kingdom.
Lastly, it is a well-entrenched doctrine in the Church that “the Kingdom of God” is a phrase that refers to the rule of God in people’s hearts. But the Scripture says the Kingdom of God will fill the whole earth and destroy the human kingdoms that are on earth. Furthermore, there are dozens of verses that speak of what that future Kingdom on earth will look like. There is no scriptural reason to take the clear verses about an actual kingdom ruling over the whole earth and making it into a spiritual kingdom that only exists in the hearts of believers. There is no reason to say “the rule of God in people’s hearts” is the Kingdom. For one thing, there is no place where Jesus told people plainly that God ruling their lives was the Kingdom. Also, what would it then mean for verse after verse to say the Kingdom was future? And how could the apostles sit with Jesus at a table and eat or rule on twelve thrones over Israel in a person’s heart? Those prophecies are literal and will be fulfilled in the future Kingdom of God on earth. The many prophecies and clear scriptures that tell us what the Kingdom of God is, and that it is future, must be allowed to rule the day and guide us into what the Kingdom is: a wonderful paradise Kingdom that God will set up on earth that will be ruled by His Son.
[For more on the Kingdom of God, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth i,.”]
“May your will be done on earth as it is in heaven.” The will of God is not always done on earth, and so we need to pray that it is. Also, the will of God occurring on earth starts with each Christian doing the will of God. If we are going to pray that the will of God is done on earth we need to start by doing the will of God ourselves. The earth is a war zone between God and the Devil; between Good and Evil. Some battles are won by God, and some are won by the Devil.
[For more on the war between God and the Devil, see commentary on Luke 4:6.]
Mat 6:11
“Give us today our daily bread.” This is very similar in meaning to the line in Proverbs, “provide to me my portion of bread” (Prov. 30:8). That line is in the only prayer to God in all of Proverbs (Prov. 30:7-9). It is quite possible that Jesus got the idea for this line in his prayer from Proverbs, the Word of God.
Christ mentioned “our daily bread” because daily bread was a foundation of life. However, Christ did not mean this to just be about food. Christ was using “daily bread” as an example of something we needed that day. The proper way to think of Christ’s prayer as a model prayer is that we are supposed to pray for the things we need in life—things that we need that day, that week, that month, that year. We are to pray for things that we need in life.
Mat 6:12
“And forgive us our debts.” In the Lord’s prayer in Matthew 6:12, the word “debts” is in the text instead of “sins,” which is what Luke 11:4 has. The prayer is the same, and the Bible is telling us that one way God thinks of sin is that it is a debt that must be paid. The idea that sin was a debt seems to have existed to some extent in the minds of the Jews before the Babylonian Captivity (Lev. 26:34; Isa. 40:2; 50:1), but it became a common way of thinking under the influence of the Aramaic language during and after the Babylonian Captivity. In Aramaic, one of the words for “sin” also means “debt.” That sin was thought of as a debt is clearly represented in the Aramaic Targums and is also represented in the New Testament.
When Matthew 6:12 reads, “and forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors,” but Luke 11:4 reads, “And forgive us our sins, for we ourselves also forgive everyone who is indebted to us,” these are not two different teachings. The people listening to Christ and the early Christians reading the Gospels were used to thinking in terms of sin being debt, so to them, Matthew and Luke were simply saying the same thing in two different ways—and if Jesus was speaking Aramaic at the time he spoke his prayer, which he most likely was, then both “sin” and “debt” were meant in the same word.
It is common in translations that words are translated in a way that best relates to the reading audience. The more Greek audience of Luke would not be used to thinking of sin as a debt because “sin” and “debt” are totally different words in Greek, so in writing down the words of Christ, Luke would say “sin” to clearly communicate to his audience what Jesus was saying. Matthew, however, was the most Jewish of all the Gospels and his audience would understand that when Jesus says, “forgive us our debts,” he meant “forgive us our sins,” so Matthew has “debts.” We can also tell that “debt” meant “sin” in the Gospel of Matthew because when Jesus starts explaining his prayer to the people, he makes it clear he is referring to sins and says, “For if you forgive people their transgressions, your heavenly Father will also forgive you. But if you do not forgive people their transgressions, your Father will not forgive your transgressions” (Matt. 6:14-15).
[For more on “sin,” see commentary on 1 John 1:7.]
Mat 6:13
“Wicked One.” The Greek is ponēros (#4190 πονηρός), “pertaining to being morally or socially worthless; therefore, ‘wicked, evil, bad, base, worthless, vicious, and degenerate.’”[footnoteRef:1027] [1027:  BDAG, s.v. “πονηρός.”] 

Ponēros is an adjective, but it is a substantive (an adjective used as a noun). A good example of a substantive in English is the adjectives in the well-known Clint Eastwood movie, “The Good, The Bad, and The Ugly.” The adjectives “good,” “bad,” and “ugly” refer to people (“good people,” “bad people,” “ugly people”), and thus they function as nouns even though they are adjectives.
The Slanderer is the fount and foundation of wickedness. It was in him that wickedness was first found when he was lifted up with pride and decided to rebel against God. Ever since that time, he has been true to his name, “the Wicked One,” and has been doing and causing wickedness wherever he can, which, since he is “the god of this age,” is a considerable amount of wickedness.
[For more on substantives, see the commentary on Matt. 5:37.]
[For more on the names of the Slanderer (the Devil) and their meanings, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
[“For yours is the kingdom and the power and the glory forever. Amen.”] There are some manuscripts that have this longer reading at the end of Matthew 6:13. However, most of those manuscripts are ninth or tenth century or later, the earliest being the fifth century (Codex Washingtonianus), and all of the Syriac manuscripts. Yet, the earliest and best manuscripts do not have this longer reading, and thus, following the Nestle-Aland 28th edition, this reading has not been included in the REV.
In textual criticism, typically the shorter reading is the correct one, and the textual evidence supports that this is what happened in Matthew 6:13. It is more likely that scribes added in a longer ending to the prayer than that they took out this long ending, because the longer ending does not teach anything that would be controversial that would cause scribes to omit it. Almost all modern versions have the shorter reading (e.g., ASV, CSB, CEB, ESV, Mounce, NAB, NASB2020, NET, NIV, NRSV, RSV).
Mat 6:16
“when you fast.” The Jews had regular fast days built into their calendar by tradition, but the Day of Atonement, the tenth day of Tishri, was taken as a fast day that was commanded by God (Lev. 16:29; 23:26-32). This was so much the case that “the Fast” became a name for the Day of Atonement (Acts 27:9). The fasts in the Jewish calendar were the reason Jesus said, “when you fast” and not “if you fast.” Today fasts are not commanded for Christians, but many Christians fast for different reasons. If a person is fasting for the Lord they should do so in the knowledge that it is something they do as a blessing to them or to others, and they should follow Christ’s directive to fast between themselves and the Lord and not do things that make their fasting obvious to others.
Mat 6:18
[“openly.”] The word “openly” was added by scribes to some Greek texts, but it is clearly not in the original.[footnoteRef:1028] [1028:  Cf. Metzger, Textual Commentary, 15.] 

Mat 6:19
“where moth and rust ruin them, and where thieves break in and steal.” The lesson that Jesus is teaching here is a valuable one. There is the common saying, “You can’t take it with you” when you die, but that does not seem to keep people from spending most or all of their time and money on themselves and their pleasures in life. The wise person stores up treasure in heaven by giving of their time and material things to God’s work.
Earthly possessions are transitory at best, and especially so in the ancient world. Moths, rust, and thieves were great enemies in the biblical world, and they are just three examples that Jesus used here; there were many other things that destroyed earthly possessions as well. The modern things we have that preserve and protect what we have just did not exist in the ancient world. Warm wool clothing was always in danger of being eaten by moths, so being eaten by moths occurs elsewhere in the Bible (cf. Job 13:28; Ps. 39:11; Isa. 50:9; 51:8). Rust would attack and degrade anything made of iron, and so things made of iron had to be constantly cared for and protected. A common protectant among the Gentiles was pig fat, but the Jews would not use that.
Also, thieves were a huge problem. For one thing, there was no police force. A person could not just “call the cops” even if something was stolen. Furthermore, in the biblical world, many things looked very much alike. My clay pots looked like your clay pots, so who was to say that I took your pots or your things? Also, even if I knew you stole something, how would I get it back? The only way to do that was to have enough “family muscle” (men in the household) or neighborhood pressure that the thief could be pressured or forced to return what they took. Much that was stolen was simply never recovered. So, as Jesus said, the best solution was not to try to store up wealth here on earth, but store up treasure in heaven by providing for others who are less fortunate.
Mat 6:20
“treasures in heaven.” See commentary on Matthew 5:12.
Mat 6:22
“generous.” The Greek word translated “generous” is haplous (#573 ἁπλοῦς), and means “single,” therefore “unmixed.” The key to this saying about the “single” eye and the “evil eye,” in this context of wealth, is to realize they are Semitic idioms. In this context the “single eye” is the “generous” eye, it is unmixed with worldly desires for wealth and possessions, and is therefore generous toward others. In contrast, the “evil eye,” is used idiomatically in the Semitic languages for a person who is greedy, covetous, and envious. Not content with what he has, he casts his eye upon the things that others have, and desires them. The well-known Semitic scholar John Lightfoot writes that the saying about the single and evil eye is “From a very usual manner of speech of the [Jewish] nation. For a good eye, to the Jews, is the same with a bountiful mind; and an evil eye is the same with a covetous mind.[footnoteRef:1029] [1029:  John Lightfoot, Commentary on the New Testament from the Talmud and Hebraica, 2:156 (emphasis the author’s).] 

Romans 12:8 says that the person who gives must give with “singleness” (haplotēs), again, idiomatically meaning “generously.” In James 1:5, the related word haplōs (simplicity, openness) is used idiomatically for “generously.”
It is easy to see how the words “good eye,” or “single eye,” became connected with generosity, and were used idiomatically for someone who was generous. The single eye was an eye that was unmixed with ulterior or selfish motives, and so the person was generous.
In Western cultures, the “evil eye” was a look or glance that meant harm and brought harm. Although this use of the “evil eye” may have existed in ancient Judaism, there is no reason to think it is used in Matthew or Luke. The Semitic idiom of the “good” or “single” eye being generous, and the “evil eye” being greedy, covetous, and stingy, holds true throughout the Bible. The “good eye” of Proverbs 22:9 is generous, and the “evil eye” of Deuteronomy 15:9; 28:54; Proverbs 23:6; 28:22 refers to someone who is greedy and stingy.
Once we understand that the “single eye” is generous, and the “evil eye” is greedy and envious, we can see why Jesus used it in this context. Jesus starts in Matthew 6:19 talking about laying up treasures in heaven, not on earth, and to do that one must have a single eye and be generous, and not have an evil eye and be greedy. Then he explains that no one can have two masters: you cannot try to serve heaven and earth. You cannot effectively love both God and wealth. The dialogue develops from there: if you are truly trying to serve God, then you cannot be worried about your earthly possessions. You must let go of your love for them and trust God to meet your needs.
Mat 6:23
“But if your eye is stingy, your whole body will be full of darkness” The “evil eye” is a Semitic idiom for being greedy, stingy, and selfish. In contrast to the “evil eye,” which is greedy, stingy, selfish, the “good eye,” or a “single eye,” is generous. This statement of Jesus is a serious warning to people who are stingy and greedy. It may be hard for a greedy, selfish person to change, but it can be done, and it will yield great reward.
[For more on idioms involving the good eye, see commentary on Prov. 22:9. For more on the idiom of the evil eye, see commentary on Prov. 28:22.]
Mat 6:24
“two masters.” Matthew 6:24 has three difficult phrases, and to properly understand the verse we must understand its vocabulary and customs. Jesus told us plainly about what would happen if a person tried to serve two masters. One was that the person would love one master, and thus serve that one well, and “hate” the other, and thus not serve that one as well. It helps us make sense of the verse when we realize that in the Eastern mindset and vocabulary, “hate,” does not always mean “hate” as we generally use it today, in the sense of extreme hostility or intense dislike. Especially when used in contrast to “love,” in the biblical culture (both Hebrew and Greco-Roman) the word “hate” often means “love less.”
The second difficult phrase in the verse, in typical Eastern fashion of teaching, is an amplification and clarification of the first phrase. Jesus made sure we understood what he meant by saying that a person trying to serve two masters would “hold to the one, and despise the other.” As in the first phrase about love and hate, we must understand the biblical vocabulary to understand this phrase. The first phrase, translated “hold to” in the KJV, is cleared up for us in most modern versions, which read, “be devoted to” (HCSB, ESV, NET, NIV). However, the use of “despise” in both the KJV and many modern versions, is less clear and needs to be properly understood.
It is surprising that many modern versions continue to use the word “despise,” even though it gives most readers the wrong impression. The Greek word translated “despise” is kataphroneō (#2706 καταφρονέω), and it has a range of meaning that encompasses looking down on someone or something with contempt or aversion; considering something not important and thus disregarding it; and not caring about, or ignoring, someone or something. In defense of the modern version’s use of “despise,” it is true that one of the primary meanings of the English word “despise” is to look down on with contempt or to regard as worthless (this is even the first definition in the Merriam-Webster Dictionary). However, the much more well-known use of “despise” is one of its other definitions: an intense dislike and even loathing.
Jesus was not saying a person would be devoted to one master while intensely disliking or loathing the other master. Jesus was making the simple statement that if a person had two masters, he would often be devoted to one and end up ignoring the other.
There are other uses of the Greek word kataphroneō that are translated “despise” in many versions, which can give us the wrong impression of what the verse is saying. One is when Paul writes to Timothy and says, “Let no one despise you for your youth” (1 Tim. 4:12 ESV). No one would hate someone who was young; the better way to understand the verse is just like Matthew 6:24 about the two masters; Paul told Timothy not to let anyone ignore him just because he was young. Similarly, in many versions Hebrews 12:2 says that Jesus endured being crucified, “despising the shame.” It was indeed a shameful thing to be crucified, but Jesus did not “hate” it, he ignored it. In doing that he set a wonderful example for us to follow. Many times we will find that if we are to be a true follower of Jesus, we will have to ignore the shame and mistreatment we endure.
[For more on the large semantic range of “hate” and its use in the Bible, see commentary on Prov. 1:22, “hate.”]
“Wealth.” The Greek is mammōnas (#3126 μαμμωνᾶς). “Mammon” is an Aramaic term for wealth, property, or anything of value. “Mammon” was the Syrian god of riches. Thus, the idea is that you cannot serve both God and the idol of Wealth. In Luke 16:9, “mammon” is not compared to serving God, so simply “wealth” is a better translation there. Furthermore, “Wealth” is a better translation than “money.” There are Greek words that specifically mean “money,” and that would have been used in the verse if Jesus had meant only “money.” In contrast, “Mammon” refers to total “wealth,” including money, property, and possessions, any or all of which some people serve instead of God.
It should catch our attention that the Greek text does not say “wealth,” but rather retains the Aramaic term that is transliterated in the KJV as “Mammon.” The Young’s Literal Translation of the Bible has the right idea when it translates “Mammon” with a capital “M.” Jesus was speaking of “Mammon” as if it were a god. It was much easier to personify “Wealth” in the Greco-Roman world than it is today because the Greeks and Romans often personified concepts as gods and goddesses. For example, Abundantia was the divine personification of abundance and prosperity, Aequitas (Equity) was the divine personification of fairness, Bonus Eventus was the divine personification of “Good Outcome,” and Mors was the personification of death (the Greek personification of death was Thanatos). Thus, to a person living at the time of Christ, it was clear that Jesus was making a kind of play on words, and saying in a very graphic and clever way, “You cannot serve God and the ‘god of Possessions’” (wealth, things, stuff). In Acts 28:4, “Justice” is personified.
Mat 6:25
“life” (2x). The Greek word is psuchē (#5590 ψυχή, pronounced psoo-'kay), and psuchē has a large number of meanings, often “soul” or “life.” Here it refers to the physical life of the body, which is why most versions translate it “life,” which is accurate in this context.
[For a more complete explanation of psuchē, “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
Mat 6:26
“Look at the birds in the sky.” The Greek word translated “sky” is ouranos (#3772 οὐρανός) and it is commonly translated as “heaven” (the ASV reads, “the birds of the heaven”). It is important to be aware of this because the word “heaven” does not always refer to the place “somewhere up there” where God lives, but can refer to the air just above the ground where the birds fly.
Mat 6:27
“one hour.” The Greek text does not use the common word for “hour,” which is hōra (#5610 ὥρα), instead, it uses pēchus (#4083 πῆχυς), which is the normal word for “cubit,” a unit of measure. However, although pēchus (“cubit”) is normally a measure of length, it can be used idiomatically as a measure of time.[footnoteRef:1030] The fact that pēchus can be used as a measure of length or a measure of time explains the different English translations, e.g., “And which of you by being anxious can add a single hour to his span of life?” (ESV) or “Which of you by worrying can add one cubit to his stature?” (NKJV). Given the culture, adding a “cubit”—a foot and a half—to the average man who in Christ’s time was only about five and a half feet tall, would seem ridiculous. The seven-foot-tall man would not be able to walk into many of the doorways or stand inside many of the common houses. Given that, the more reasonable interpretation is that pēchus (“cubit”) is being used in its idiomatic way to describe a small measure of time. Worrying does not add time to one’s life. [1030:  BDAG, s.v. “πῆχυς.”] 

Mat 6:30
“grass.” This is not “grass” as we think of in the United States today, green grass that we care for and cut with a lawn mower. In the biblical world, most field plants did not have names; typically, only the edible plants had names. The rest of the field weeds were simply called “grass.” Green lawn grass does not burn well, even when dry, but a stack of field weeds burned fast and hot, and was commonly used to start campfires or heat the oven.
Mat 6:33
“seek.” The Greek word is zēteō (#2212 ζητέω), and it means to seek, to search for, to crave. It is present tense, active voice, imperative mood, which means it is a command that we should be continually doing. “Be seeking first the Kingdom of God!” Charles Williams’ translation reads, “But as your first duty, keep on looking for….” Sadly, people do not “keep seeking first” the Kingdom, but get distracted. Sinners ignore God, and can appear to be doing better (or having more fun) than those who are obeying God, so God admonishes us: “Let not your heart envy sinners, but continue in the fear of the LORD all the day” (Prov. 23:17 ESV).
“righteousness.” There are two aspects to “righteousness” and they both apply here. “Righteousness” refers both to having a right standing in the sight of God and also acting in a godly and just manner toward others. “Righteousness” has a vertical meaning to it—how we stand in the sight of God—and also a horizontal meaning to it—how we treat other people. God’s “righteousness” in the Old Testament referred to how He related to people in godly and just actions. Here in Matthew 6:33, by using the word “righteousness,” Jesus is encouraging people to live in a way that one has a right relationship with God and also is living in a godly and just manner toward others and seeking justice on earth. No one is demonstrating God’s righteousness unless they are being helpful, just, and doing what is right for other people. This is not new information; what Jesus says here in Matthew 6:33 is quite similar to Zephaniah 2:3.
[For more on “righteousness” having the meaning of doing what is right or just (“justice”), see commentary on Matt. 5:6. For more on the meaning of “righteousness” and that word family, see commentary on Rom. 3:22. For more on Christ’s future Millennial Kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
“and all these things will be provided for you.” This is an example of a promise and prophecy that might be fulfilled here on earth in this life but definitely will be fulfilled in the future Kingdom of Christ on earth. It is always God’s intention to bless His people, and the general principle is that if a person is godly and wise they will be blessed on earth. But not everyone who seeks righteousness here on earth gets what they deserve (“all these things”). Sadly, many people are poor and persecuted here on earth and die that way, but even so, Jesus’ prophecy will come to pass because they will get everything that they deserve in the next life, in Christ’s Millennial Kingdom.
[For more on “ideal” prophecies and promises that are not fulfilled in this life but will be in the next, see commentary on Prov. 19:5.]
 
Matthew Chapter 7
Mat 7:1
“Do not judge.” When Christ said for us not to judge here in Matthew 7:1 and in Luke 6:37, we can tell from the context that he meant for us not to condemn others unrighteously, like the religious leaders around Jesus were doing when they judged (condemned) him for healing on the Sabbath or telling someone his sins were forgiven. As Christians, we not only have to judge just so we can function in day-to-day life, but God expects us to judge others so our lives, and the Church, are not destroyed by the Devil and evil and ungodly people.
The Greek word translated “judge” is krinō (#2919 κρίνω), and basically, it means to make a selection or express an opinion about something. It is used in many contexts, including to separate, to select, to approve, to be of the opinion of, to determine, to judge, to rule, to contend together (of warriors and combatants), to dispute, or in a forensic sense, to have a lawsuit with. So whether “judging” is a good thing or a bad thing, or even just a part of life, must be determined from the context in which the word is used. For example, in Romans 14:5, a person “judges” what days he considers special (we, for example, might judge Christmas Day to be a special day, but many people would not).
Here in Matthew 7:1, krinō means to pass an unjust judgment upon someone or something. Not just an unfavorable judgment, but an unjust judgment. We can tell that from the context of pointing out the sin of others, and also from Luke 6:37, a parallel verse. There are times when an unfavorable judgment is a righteous judgment. For example, in this verse, “Do not judge so that you are not judged,” the last “judged” is a judgment from God, and His judgment, even if it declares someone unrighteous, is a righteous judgment. God is not unrighteous for judging us, or even condemning the unrighteous.
Krinō can also refer to the righteous judgments that we make. In fact, no one can live wisely without making judgments, and Christians are called to make correct judgments about others. If we do not make judgments about others, the Devil will take advantage of our weakness or indecisiveness and wreak havoc on the Church. In John 7:24, Jesus called upon us to “judge with righteous judgment.”
In 1 Corinthians 5:12, Paul told the Corinthians that it was their responsibility to judge other Christians. The Corinthians had been blind and weak, too affected by the culture around them, which was very sexual. Corinth was a center of sexual profligacy in the Roman world, so much so that a common Latin slang term for a prostitute was a “Corinthian girl.” The Corinthians had allowed egregious adultery in their congregation—a man having sex with his father’s wife. Paul told them he had judged that person (1 Cor. 5:3), and they were to throw him out of the Church.
Other uses of “judge” in the NT that show it is something we have to do include: in Luke 7:43, Jesus praised Peter for making a correct judgment about what he was teaching, and in Luke 12:54-56 he reproved the religious leaders for correctly judging the weather, but not making a correct judgment about the times of the Messiah in which they lived. In Acts 20:16 Paul made a judgment while traveling not to stop at Ephesus. We are to judge the things of this life (1 Cor. 6:3). We are to judge what we hear people say (1 Cor. 10:15).
In the wider context of living life, we can see that it is impossible to live wisely without making judgments. We make judgments about everything we do and everyone we are with all day long. The judgments we make are expressed in words such as “test,” and “determine.” In 2 Corinthians 13:5, we are to test ourselves; in 1 John 4:1 we are to test the spirits, and in 1 Thessalonians 5:21 we are to “test everything and hold on firmly to what is good.”
Considering the wide range of meanings of “judge,” and the fact that Christians are called upon to judge others in the Church to keep the congregation godly, it is amazing that the Adversary has been so effective at using the phrase, “Do not judge, so that you will not be judged,” to keep people from standing against evil. In the first place, the context of this verse is verse 2, that we will be judged by the same standard we use to judge. We should correctly judge others because we want God to correctly (and graciously) judge us. But what if we will not make any judgments against others? Can we “opt out” of judging? No, we cannot. Opting out of judging was what the people of Corinth were trying to do in 1 Corinthians 5. There was evil in their midst, but rather than make a difficult judgment, they allowed the evil. Christians must accept the fact that living wisely means making judgments, and all judgment against evil is difficult and distasteful; no one wants to do it, even though it has to be done. Was it a blessing for the people in Corinth to be able to go before God and say, “Even though there was sin in our church, at least we did not judge anyone.”? No, instead they were reproved by God for their lack of making the kind of difficult judgment that protected the Church—a judgment Paul ended up having to make for them.
It should go without saying, however, that Christians should not make judgments about people based on information they cannot know. For example, sometimes you will hear a Christian say of another person, “That guy is not saved.” That is an unrighteous and fleshly judgment. Perhaps the person is behaving badly or sinning, but that does not mean the person is not saved. Maybe they aren’t, but maybe they are; we humans cannot know that, so to make that judgment about someone is ungodly and should not be done.
Mat 7:4
“look.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Mat 7:6
“dogs…pigs.” Here in Matthew 7:6, “dogs” and “pigs” represent, by the figure of speech hypocatastasis, those things that are most unclean and vile to the Jew. Although in some contexts, “dogs” represent Gentiles, that is not the case here, for even Jesus gave pearls of wisdom to Gentiles (cf. the Samaritan woman in John 4). Here they refer to those who are unclean and ungodly in their thoughts and lifestyle. Those who reject the pearls of love and blessings that are given to them will not only reject what was said to them, but often use what was said to them against the one who spoke to them. The verse is a lesson in that we have to use wisdom in what we say to whom. Proverbs 1:7 says, “The fear of Yahweh is the beginning of knowledge, but fools show contempt for wisdom and sound teaching.”
[For more on the figures of speech of comparison, and the figure hypocatastasis, see commentary on Rev. 20:2.]
“pearls.” Pearls were very expensive in the ancient world, and very highly valued.
[For more on pearls, see commentary on Rev. 18:12.]

“otherwise.” The Greek μήποτε (mēpote) is better translated as “otherwise” so as to not imply a potential contingency (e.g., “perhaps,” “lest”) but the more properly understood negated purpose (e.g., “so that…not”).
Mat 7:7
“keep asking.” If we want to receive blessings from God and get our prayers answered, it is important to know that most of the time we have to ask and keep asking for them. We should not think that we can just ask God one time for things that we are praying for and He will get them for us. We must repeatedly ask, just as the widow kept asking the unjust judge (Luke 18:1-8). The verb translated “keep asking” in Matthew 7:7 is in the active voice, present tense, and imperative mood. The present tense in this case is what is known as a broadband present, or continuous present.[footnoteRef:1031] This form indicates a continual action that takes place over a long time, rather than a one-time event. Wallace explains the present tense here in Matthew 7:7 this way: “The force of the present imperatives is ‘ask repeatedly, over and over again…seek repeatedly… knock continuously, over and over again.”[footnoteRef:1032] The imperative mood is the mood of command or of exhortation. Jesus is not just making a statement that we should ask, as if he thinks it would just be a nice thing to do. He is making an impassioned plea, an earnest exhortation that believers ask and keep asking for what they need. [1031:  Cf. Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics, 519-25.]  [1032:  Wallace, Greek Grammar, 521.] 

One of the faults that Christians have is that they stop praying for things before they get an answer. Of course, there are times when we learn that something we are praying for is not God’s will. In that case, we should stop praying for that thing. Also, there are times when we are praying that the circumstances change, such as if we are praying for a sick person to get healed but they die, which occasionally happens. In these cases, too, we should stop praying. But otherwise, we need to be like the persistent widow in Luke 18 who keeps coming to the judge time after time. We need to pray and pray and pray. When Daniel wanted an answer from God about the revelation he received from God, he prayed for three weeks (Dan. 10:2) before he got an answer, and we do not know how much longer he would have prayed if an answer had not come to him when it did.
Some Christians teach that it is disrespectful to God, or shows a lack of trust (“faith”) if we pray more than one time for something. Their theology is that if you pray one time with trust, that is enough, and then just wait for the prayer to be answered. That sounds good, but it is unbiblical. The Bible says if we want to get our prayers answered we are to keep praying for what we want, keep asking, and keep knocking. Cf. Luke 11:9, John 16:24, and commentary on 1 John 3:22.
“keep seeking, and you will find.” God said basically the same thing to the Judeans (Jer. 29:13).
Mat 7:12
“Therefore.” The “therefore” goes all the way back to Matt. 7:1 about judging. We should not judge others, but treat them like we would want to be treated.
“however you want people to treat you, treat them the same way.” We know this as “the Golden Rule,” and it is generally stated as, “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.” The parallel is Luke 6:31.
Mat 7:13
“gate.” The Greek word translated “gate” is pulē, (#4439 πύλη, pronounced 'poo-lay), and it means “gate,” and is used just as we use the English word “gate,” usually referring to entering a city, yard, courtyard, or some other type of wide area like a park. In contrast, the Greek word thura (#2374 θύρα) is “door,” and usually referred to the door of a more enclosed or defined area, such as a house or a room. Thus, Jesus called himself the “door” of the sheepfold (see commentary on John 10:1, “door”). The fact that Matthew 7:13 says that it is a gate that leads to death and a gate that leads to life helps make the point that life and death are wide areas that can accommodate many people. Every person who has ever lived will enter either the wide gate to their death or the narrow gate to everlasting life.
In this teaching, the “road” and the “gate” are the figure of speech hypocatastasis (see commentary on Rev. 20:2). They illustrate in a way that is easy to understand that not many people would make the effort to live the lifestyle that results in everlasting life, while lots of people will live an undisciplined life which results in everlasting death. Thankfully, now, in the Administration of Grace, salvation is by faith alone based on Jesus’ accomplished work (cf. Rom. 10:9).
[For more information on the salvation that was made available due to the work of Christ, see Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation.”]
“destruction.” The Greek word translated as “destruction” is apōleia (#684 ἀπώλεια). Apōleia means “the destruction that one experiences; annihilation.”[footnoteRef:1033] Jesus said that the road is narrow and the gate small that leads to “life” (everlasting life), while the broad road and broad gate leads to “destruction.” Philippians 3:19 and 2 Peter 3:7 say the end of ungodly men and the enemies of God is “destruction,” and Romans 9:22 speaks of vessels (i.e., people) prepared for “destruction.” Hebrews 10:39 (KJV) says that believing results in the “saving of the soul,” while unbelief results in “destruction.” In each of these cases, “destruction” means total annihilation, where the person ceases to exist in any form; flesh or spirit. To contrast apōleia with other words that mean destruction or total destruction, perhaps “annihilation” would be a clear translation. Apōleia is just one word that shows us the end of the unsaved is annihilation, not eternal torment. [1033:  Arndt and Gingrich, BDAG Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early Christian Literature.] 

[For more information on the annihilation of the unsaved, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
Mat 7:14
“How narrow is the gate and constricted is the road.” Today, after Christ’s sacrificial death on the cross, salvation is a free gift (Rom. 5:15, 16; 6:23), so getting saved is easy. Romans 10:9 makes this clear: “if you confess with your mouth, ‘Jesus is Lord,’ and believe in your heart that God raised him from among the dead, you will be saved.” So getting saved is easy. That being said, then why is the gate narrow and the road constricted that leads to everlasting life? The road is narrow because there is only one way to be saved, and that way is through Jesus Christ (Acts 4:12). Christ is the “narrow road.” There may be many roads to Rome but there is only one road to salvation: Jesus Christ. Jesus said, “I am the way, the ‘road.’” (The Greek word generally translated as “way” is hodos (#3598 ὁδός, “road”). Many people would like to define their own reality and believe they will be saved because they are “good” or because although they don’t follow Jesus they worship other gods, but God says, and means what He says, that the only road to everlasting life is through Jesus Christ. So although salvation is free, the road to salvation is narrow.
“life.” This refers to “everlasting life.” See commentary on Luke 10:28.
Mat 7:15
“who come to you in sheep’s clothing.” The false prophets don’t actually wear sheep’s clothing. But that graphic description depicts what Proverbs 26:24 says, that a person who hates “disguises himself with his lips.” The false prophets and other ungodly people who hate disguise themselves and their true character and intentions by lying. Sadly, lying often turns out to be a very effective disguise and many people are hurt by liars. The best way to find out the true character of a person is to look for the fruit in their lives (Matt. 7:16, 20).
“destructive, greedy.” The Greek is harpax (#727 ἅρπαξ), an adjective, and it means, 1) vicious, ravenous, destructive, like a wild animal (Matt. 7:15) (2) violently greedy (Luke 18:11). When harpax is used substantively [when it is used as a noun], it means robber or swindler (1 Cor. 6:10).[footnoteRef:1034] Jesus, speaking of the false prophets, compared them to wolves, and used the adjective harpax, which means both destructive and greedy. Most versions chose one definition or the other so that the one word in the Greek text matches one word in the English translation, but we felt that the greedy and destructive nature of wolves and false prophets needed to be accurately represented in English. The one Greek word, harpax, carries both meanings, but two are necessary in the English translation. False prophets are very destructive, and greedy in that they never seem to be satisfied, pouring out their evil prophecies upon unsuspecting people. [1034:  Friberg, Analytical Lexicon, s.v. “ἅρπαξ.”] 

Mat 7:16
“You will recognize them by their fruit.” For people to do well in life, it is vital that they make accurate judgments about others so they know who to trust and who not to trust. Jesus taught here in Matthew 7 and later in Matthew 12 that we can recognize people by their fruit (see commentary on Matt. 12:33). Some people are talked out of making judgments about others because they are told it is wrong to judge. It is wrong to make evil judgments, but Christ taught the Jews to judge with righteous judgment. He said, “Stop judging by the outward appearance! Instead, judge with a righteous judgment” (John 7:24).
Mat 7:17
“good fruit.” A good example of “fruit” that is good in the eyes of God is the list of the fruit of the spirit in Galatians 5:22-23: “love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, meekness, self-control. The list in Galatians is not complete, but that list gives us an idea of things that are good fruit.
Mat 7:18
“tree.” Although the illustration that Jesus is using certainly applies to literal trees, the illustration is made more powerful and relevant because in the Bible the powerful people in a kingdom were sometimes referred to as “trees,” something that would not have been missed by Jesus’ audience (cf. Judg. 9:8-15; Song 2:3; 7:8; Isa. 56:3; Ezek. 17:22-24; Dan. 4:10, 22; Zech. 4:3-14; 11:1-3; Luke 3:9; Rom. 11:16-24). Calling people “trees” is usually the figure of speech hypocatastasis.
[For an explanation of the figure of speech hypocatastasis, see commentary on Rev. 20:2.]
Mat 7:20
“So then, you will recognize them by their fruit.” A good example of needing to see fruit is in the Old Testament with the example of the evil man, Ishmael. He lied and deceived people with his actions and people died because of it (Jer. 41:1-7, esp. v. 6).
Mat 7:21
“will enter into the Kingdom of Heaven.” The Kingdom of Heaven will be the kingdom that Jesus will set up on the earth after he comes down from heaven and fights the Battle of Armageddon (Rev. 19:11-21). People who get to enter the kingdom live forever, so in this context, the phrase means having everlasting life and living in the kingdom, complete with all the kingdom blessings of perfect health, safety, no hunger, etc.
[For more information, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Mat 7:23
“I never knew you.” Matthew 7:23 shows us that we are supposed to do things the way God wants us to, and not make up our own agenda and expect that it will be acceptable to God. Jesus does not contest the fact that the people had cast out demons and done miracles in his name. They almost certainly did those things. However, they did things in their own way, in their own timing, and for their own glory, because Jesus calls them workers of “lawlessness.” Thus, when Jesus said he never “knew” the people, he is not saying that he did not know about them or have intellectual knowledge of them, but rather that he had no experiential knowledge of them—they did not really love him or walk in fellowship with him.
The word “know” is the word ginōskō (#1097 γινώσκω), which occurs more than 200 times and has a wide semantic range including intellectual knowledge (Acts 1:19; 23:28) and experiential knowledge. For example, when the Bible says that Jesus “knew” no sin (2 Cor. 5:21 KJV), it is not that he did not have intellectual knowledge of sin, but rather that he had no experiential knowledge of sin. Similarly, when Romans 3:17 says the wicked have not “known” the way of peace, it is not saying that the wicked do not know what peace is, but they have not experienced it. The semantic range of ginosko also includes “knowing” someone intimately and experientially via sexual intercourse (see commentary on Matt. 1:25).
This verse applies to Christians because even though a Christian’s salvation will not be in doubt at the Judgment, there are Christians who live “lawlessly” and never really follow or obey Jesus. Jesus will not “know” those people in the sense of having fellowshipped with them, and the works they did that were not built on Christ will be burned up (1 Cor. 3:10-15). 1 Corinthians 8:3, which says, “but if anyone loves God, that one is known by him.” In this verse, God “knows” the people who love Him. God “knows” everyone, but in this verse, like Matthew 7:23, “know” means to know on an experiential level, not just “have mental knowledge of” (cf. 2 Tim. 2:19).
“Depart from me.” This verse is written about people before the Day of Pentecost who acted as if they are walking with Christ and obeying God but were not. Today a Christian can turn from God and live lawlessly and selfishly without his everlasting life being in jeopardy, but before the Age of Grace that was not possible because there was no New Birth and no guarantee of salvation.
[For information on salvation, see Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation.”]
It is very important that Christians understand this verse in Matthew, even though it was written to people who lived before the Administration of Grace. The general principle is that even if people do some good things or utilize the power of God, if their use of God’s power is outside the will of God such as being for their own aggrandizement or done without love, it is not pleasing to God. The phrase “depart from me” has to be taken in the context of Matt. 7:21, which speaks of entering into the Kingdom of Heaven and having everlasting life. Before the Day of Pentecost, those people who were not faithful to God will have to depart from Christ and will not receive everlasting life.
We should ask the question, “When can we use the power of God and be outside the will of God?” The abilities, talents, and ministries that people have are given to them by God. In contrast to our God-given talents, which we naturally possess, is godly character, which takes a lot of effort to develop. Developing godly qualities such as the fruit of the spirit (Gal. 5:22-23) or the character that leaders are supposed to have (1 Tim. 3:3-12; Titus 1:6-9) is hard work. In the systems of the world that Satan sets up or oversees, talent is more valuable than character. If a person is a good singer and can pack an auditorium, the fact that he or she is a drunkard, sexually immoral, mean-spirited, etc., gets overlooked by the world. This attitude must never be allowed to leak over into the way believers do things.
Every believer has God-given talents. There are believers who are great singers, administrators, teachers, businesspeople, etc., but their talent and their success are never as important as whether or not they exhibit the character of Christ. That was the case in this section of Matthew. Jesus teaches us that at the Judgment, men and women with ministries and abilities in prophecy, working miracles, and discerning of spirits will come forward, proud of their “great accomplishments.” However, if these people did not develop the character of Christ and did not walk in obedience to God, then they “did their own thing,” and thus they are said to “work lawlessness,” i.e., do things in a way that does not follow the ways and laws of God. This is made clear by the last phrase in Matt. 7:21, which makes the point that these people did not do the will of God.
We must not be confused by the fact that the people Jesus was referring to here in Matthew had holy spirit and were casting out demons, and think because of that, this was a reference to people who were born again, like Christians are today. The New Birth that we Christians have started on the Day of Pentecost, but God had given the gift of holy spirit to many people in the Old Testament. Many leaders of Israel had it (cf. Num. 11:17, 25), the prophets, the judges in the book of Judges, many kings like David and Solomon, and others, had the gift of holy spirit upon them.
“lawlessness.” The Greek word is anomia (#458 ἀνομία), literally, “a,” without, and “nomos,” law, therefore “lawless, contempt for and violation of, the law (lawlessness can also be due to ignorance of the law). Although some English versions have “iniquity” (KJV), “evildoers” (NIV), or “you people who do wrong” (CEB), those translations are not as accurate as “lawlessness.” Usually casting out demons is a good thing, but these people were doing it “lawlessly,” meaning they were doing it outside the law of God, and therefore for their own purposes and self-aggrandizement, not for furthering the Kingdom of God. Many people use the power of God to further their own cause, not God’s cause. It has been said, “The gifts and talents we have are God’s gift to us; the way we use them is our gift to God.” The people in Matthew 7 were not being faithful to God in their use of His power; they were being selfish and unloving. So Christ said he did not know them.
Mat 7:24
“will be like.” The Greek is homoioō (#3666 ὁμοιόω). The verb is in the future tense, passive voice, so “will be like” is a good translation. The future tense, “will be like,” is important here, although some English versions ignore it and say “is like.” The context is the future, i.e., Judgment Day (Matt. 7:21, 23). Today people who build their lives on “sand” may be rich and powerful, but deny and defy God and His laws. They are building on sand, but do not appear to be doing that as far as the world is concerned. Nevertheless, on Judgment Day, they “will be like” people who built on sand—their life’s work will be demolished and they will be destroyed. In a similar way, many people who are actually “wise” today seem foolish to the world; indeed, many people even lose their lives because of Christ. The true wisdom of these people will not be revealed until the Day of Judgment, when the words that Jesus spoke, that the one who will lose his life for Jesus will find his life (Matt. 10:39), will be seen to be true.
“wise.” The Greek word is phronimos (#5429 φρόνιμος), and it refers to using one’s thoughts, being prudent, thoughtful, sensible, intelligent, wise. Although it is not the common word for “wise,” sophos,(#4680 σοφός), in this context the concept of “wise” fits very well.
Mat 7:25
“beat violently against.” In this parable, Jesus shows the importance of a person building his “house,” his life, on a firm foundation. One of the important changes that is missed in many versions is that the wind did not just “beat upon” both houses (KJV), or “beat against” both houses (NIV). The Greek words are different. The Greek word we translate as “beat violently against” is prospiptō (#4363 προσπίπτω) and its meaning in this context is to rush against, to move with force against. In contrast, the word “beat against” in Matt. 7:27 is proskoptō (#4350 προσκόπτω) and it means to beat on in a violent manner, bruise, cause to stumble. It is clear that the way these two verbs are juxtaposed in this parable that the second one, proskoptō, has less force than the first. Lenski addresses this well: “[Proskoptō] is the weaker verb, “to stumble against,” “to strike the foot against,” while...[prospiptō] means “to fall upon suddenly,” “to strike.” The idea suggested is that the house on the rock withstood all the pounding of the winds and the waters while the house on the sand gave way as soon as the tempest stumbled against its foundation.”[footnoteRef:1035] [1035:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. Matthew’s Gospel, 313.] 

Mat 7:26
“foolish.” The Greek word is mōros (#3474 μωρός), which means “foolish,” or “stupid,” but is also used for godless or impious. This is a good example of a place where the full meaning of the Greek word cannot be brought into the English translation unless it is expanded. The man was likely not just “foolish,” but was probably “godless” as well, because he is a man who would build on sand and the parable is about people who hear the words of Christ but do not believe or act on them.
Mat 7:29
“as one who had authority, and not as their experts.” Jesus taught “as one who had authority.” He taught in his own name. He taught saying, “but I say to you.” This was in sharp contrast to the way the religious leaders taught. The rabbis of the day constantly quoted earlier rabbis and made reference to precedents that were given by man. Jesus taught as one who knew the Scriptures and their Author, and spoke what the Author, God, meant. The rabbis of the time not only quoted earlier rabbis but often quoted rabbis that disagreed, leaving the audience with no clear idea of what the Scripture meant or what God wanted. When Jesus taught the crowds, they knew what God wanted to be done.
 
Matthew Chapter 8
Mat 8:2
“look.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“bowed down before.” See commentaries on Luke 5:12 and Matthew 2:2.
“are willing.” The Greek is thelō (#2309 θέλω), which means to want or to desire, or to have a willingness. However, when it comes to healing and miracles, someone usually has to be more than just “willing,” he must really want it. Similarly, the one doing the miracle must be more than just “willing,” he must want the miracle to occur. The force of Jesus’ energy and desire comes out in the way he says “Be clean” in Matt. 8:3, which is in the imperative mood in Greek (the mood of command), and which we translate with an exclamation point to alert the reader to that fact.
Mat 8:5
This record about the centurion is also found in Luke 7:1-10.
“a centurion came to him.” This verse reflects the custom of “agency” in the biblical world, and in this case also has the custom of using an intermediary to represent oneself to a person of “higher” position, power, or influence, instead of direct person-to-person negotiation. Although the text seems to say that the centurion came to Christ, that actually never happened, as we can see from the parallel record in Luke 7:1-10. Instead, the centurion sent intermediaries who acted as his agents to speak to Christ. The custom of agency is that a representative, intermediary, or “agent” can speak and act on the full behalf of the one who sent him, who is usually referred to as the “author” or “principal,” In fact, the agent can represent the one sending the agent (the “author”) so fully that the agent is actually called by the name or title of the author.
There were various reasons why a person would use an agent or intermediary, and although the functions often overlapped and an intermediary would also be an agent, there were differences between an intermediary and an agent. If a powerful person needed work done that he himself could not do, he used an agent who was empowered to speak and act on his behalf. If a person of less status or power needed something from someone of more status, he used an intermediary who often also acted as an agent. It often happened in the biblical world that a person of high rank or position simply would not bother to see someone who was considered somehow “lower,” especially since that lower individual almost always needed something. So, it was incumbent on that lower person to find an intermediary who would be considered respectable enough to get an audience with the person of higher rank. That was the case here in Matthew 8. The centurion, who was a Roman soldier and Gentile, would likely have thought that a great healer and rabbi like Jesus would never see him, so he sent intermediaries as agents to make contact for him. Another example in the Gospels is when some Greeks wanted to see Jesus, they went to Philip and asked to see him rather than trying to go to Jesus himself (John 12:21).
Because of the very limited nature of communication in the biblical world (i.e., no phones, cell phones, etc.), it was necessary, especially for people of status and power, to use agents to represent them and get their work done. The agent would speak and act with the full authority of the one who sent him, the author, as if he were that person. In the Bible agents sometimes speak in the third person, as when a prophet says, “The Lord says…,” but sometimes the agent can so fully represent the author (or “principal”) that the agent actually uses the word “I” or speaks as if he were the person that he represents. In our modern world, the concept of agency is commonly practiced in what is known as power of attorney. The person with the power of attorney speaks on full behalf of the person, the principal, who gave him the power of attorney.
In Roman custom, an agent of the Emperor was sometimes called the Imperial Legate, although today the word “legate” usually refers to a representative of the Pope. The Greeks used the word presbeuō (pronounced pres-'boo-ō), which occurs in 2 Corinthians 5:20. The Jews had the same custom, where the agent was regarded as the principal person himself. This is well expressed in The Encyclopedia of the Jewish Religion:
“Agent (Heb. Shaliah): The main point of the Jewish law of agency is expressed in the dictum, ‘a person’s agent is regarded as the person himself’ (Ned. 72b; Kidd. 41b). Therefore any act committed by a duly appointed agent is regarded as having been committed by the principal, who therefore bears full responsibility for it with consequent complete absence of liability on the part of the agent.”[footnoteRef:1036] [1036:  Werblowsky and Wigoder, Encyclopedia of the Jewish Religion, 15.] 

One major difference between the biblical agent and an agent in our modern world is that today the agent makes it clear that he is an agent, and not the principal, but that was not always the case in the biblical text, as we will see from the examples below. That means that in reading the Bible we must often study the scope of Scripture to see if it is the principal or an agent of the principal who is speaking and acting.
The record of Jesus healing the Roman centurion’s servant is a clear example of agency (and the use of intermediaries). Reading only Matthew 8:5-13, it seems clear that a Roman centurion came to Jesus to ask him to heal his servant. Scripture records the scene as if the centurion and Jesus are having a conversation. However, when the same record is read in Luke 7:1-10, we find that the centurion never actually spoke with Jesus, but had acted through agents, in this case, Jewish elders. The concept of principal and agent was so firmly cemented in the minds of the people of the first-century culture, both Jews and Gentiles, that people had no problem harmonizing Matthew and Luke and seeing that when Matthew said, “a centurion came to him [Jesus]” it meant he came in the form of the agents he sent.
One reason it is important to understand the law of agency is that Christians are agents of Jesus Christ. In 2 Corinthians 5:20, the Greek text says we are the presbeuō (#4243 πρεσβεύω) of Jesus Christ. Although presbeuō is usually translated “ambassador” in English Bibles, in the Greco-Roman world it was used for elders, ambassadors, and legates. As was stated above, the Emperor of Rome used legates—people who spoke and acted in his place—to get his work done across the empire. Similarly, there are times when Christians speak and act for Jesus. There are clear places in the New Testament when people did healings or miracles and identified themselves as agents of Jesus Christ by using the formula, “in the name of Jesus Christ,” that is, “by the authority of Jesus Christ” (Acts 3:6; 16:18). However, there are times when believers simply represented Christ without using any kind of formula that identified them as agents of Christ (cf. Acts 9:34, 40; 13:10-11; 14:10). If we Christians are going to be fully effective in this world, we must recognize that we are agents of Jesus Christ and many times he will use us to do his work.
The lack of knowledge of the custom of agency has caused a lot of confusion when it comes to properly understanding the Bible, especially in the area of the Trinity. Many Trinitarians see verses where angels refer to themselves as “God,” and instead of properly seeing that the angels are simply agents of God who can speak on His behalf, they try to prove the Trinity. The Bible has a number of records where an agent of God is referred to as “God” or “the LORD” (“Yahweh”), but those verses only show that God used angels as His agents to do His work. The prophets spoke for God, but it was God’s angel-agents who represented Him so powerfully that the biblical text and people sometimes referred to seeing them as having seen God. The following are examples of angels standing in the place of God such that afterward the human beings involved said they had encountered God Himself. We must emphasize, however, that when angels acted as God’s agents, their identity as angels is unmistakably preserved in Scripture. The Bible says they were angels, and they were angels.
HAGAR AND THE ANGEL (Gen. 16:7-14). In Genesis 16:7-10, 13-14, the angel who appears to Hagar speaks as God, identifies himself with God, and claims to exercise the prerogatives of God. Many orthodox Bible commentators say Old Testament accounts of angelic manifestations such as this one are appearances of Jesus in his “pre-incarnate” state, but there are Trinitarian commentators who recognize that is just a supposition and is never directly stated. For example, Charles Ryrie calls this use of “the angel of the Lord” a “theophany, a self-manifestation of God.” However, Ryrie does recognize that the doctrine that this “angel” is the pre-incarnate Christ is an inference based on Trinitarian doctrine; it is never directly stated in the Bible.[footnoteRef:1037] [1037:  Ryrie, The Ryrie Study Bible, text note on Genesis 16:9.] 

We assert that when Ryrie and other theologians say that in these “theophanies,” God Himself is present and acting in the form of the pre-incarnate Christ, they are missing the point that the angel is an angel acting as an agent of God. Trinitarian theologians often say that Jesus is probably “the angel of the Lord” because the angel of the Lord never appears after Jesus’ birth, and it seems “reasonable” to Trinitarians that the angel of the Lord would appear in the Bible until the end. But the angel of the Lord does appear after Jesus’ conception, as we can see from Matthew 1:24. Since Jesus was already in Mary’s womb when the angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph we can conclude that “the angel of the Lord” cannot be Jesus. Furthermore, once Jesus ascended, he took charge of God’s creation, so there would be no need to emphasize that it was an angel of God.
The NIV Study Bible acknowledges the principle of divine agents being identified with God Himself, and says:
“Since the angel of the Lord speaks for God in the first person and Hagar is said to name ‘the Lord who spoke to her: “You are the God who sees me,”’ the angel appears to be both distinguished from the Lord (in that he is called ‘messenger’—the Hebrew for ‘angel’ means ‘messenger’) and identified with him. Similar distinction and identification can be found in Gen. 19:1, 21; 31:11, 13; Exod. 3:2, 4; Judg. 2:1-5; 6:11-12, 14; 13:3, 6, 8-11, 13, 15-17, 20-23; Zech. 3:1-6; 12:8. Traditional Christian interpretation has held that this ‘angel’ was a preincarnate manifestation of Christ as God’s messenger-Servant. It may be, however, that, as the Lord’s personal messenger who represented him and bore his credentials, the angel could speak on behalf of (and so be identified with) the One who sent him. Whether this ‘angel’ was the second person of the Trinity remains therefore uncertain.”[footnoteRef:1038] [1038:  The NIV Study Bible (1984), text note on Genesis 16:7.] 

We are glad that scholars like Ryrie and the authors of the NIV Study Bible accept the possibility that it could have been an angel, not the “pre-incarnate Christ” who spoke to Hagar, but we strongly assert that the Bible says in black and white that the speaker was an angel. In order to make the jump from the speaker being an angel to the speaker being the pre-incarnate Christ, there would have to be some clear scriptural evidence, and that evidence does not exist. The biblical record makes it clear that Hagar was speaking to an angel of God acting as God’s agent.
SODOM AND GOMORRAH (Gen. 19:1-15, 21). God is said to have destroyed Sodom and Gomorrah but actually, He sent two angels to do the job. The two angels arrived at Sodom in the evening (Gen. 19:1). They informed Lot that “we” are going to destroy this place. Lot called the angels “my lords” (Gen. 19:18), asking them if he could flee to Zoar. God spoke via the angels: “He” [God, singular, not “they,” the angels] said to Lot that his request was granted. Then Yahweh rained on Sodom and Gomorrah brimstone and fire, and He overthrew those cities (Gen. 19:24). These scriptures combine to portray a beautiful picture of agency. Of course, God is the One who supplied the power and authority, but the angels did the work. We use the same kind of language today. The owner of a construction company might be showing off some of the buildings his company had built. He might well say, “I built that building over there,” and everyone would understand that he did not actually do the physical work, but was the planner and the authority behind the job.
THE ANGEL AND ABRAHAM (Gen. 22:15-17). The angel who stopped Abraham from killing Isaac (Gen. 22:15), then uses the first person “I” as if he were God. He was God’s agent.
JACOB’S DREAM (Gen. 31:11-13). Jacob said to his wives, “The angel of God said to me in a dream…I am the God of Bethel…” Jacob’s statement shows that the concept of agency was not confusing to the people who knew the customs and the culture. Jacob was comfortable saying that an angel said, “I am the God of Bethel.”
JACOB WRESTLES WITH “GOD” (Gen. 32:24-30). In Genesis 32, Jacob wrestled with “a man” until daybreak (Gen. 32:24), but in verse 30, Jacob said he had “seen God face to face.” We might think this was one of the times that God took on the form of a man in order to better relate to mankind (for information on God appearing in human form, see commentary on Acts 7:55). However, the book of Hosea speaks of the same record and lets us know that the one who wrestled with Jacob was an angel (Hos. 12:3-4). Thus, the one who is called “God” in Genesis is identified as an angel in Hosea, a clear example of agency.
MOSES AND THE BURNING BUSH (Exod. 3:2, 4, 6, 16). Exodus 3:2 says, “And the angel of Yahweh appeared to him [Moses] in a flame of fire out of the midst of a bush.” Yet the record then goes on to say that “God” and “Yahweh” spoke to Moses. The reader has to pay attention in this record because, although the angel is said to be in the fire, the record never says that the angel speaks. It is possible that this is an example of agency and the angel spoke for God, or it could be that the angel was involved with the fire and when Moses drew near the bush, then Yahweh Himself spoke.
TRAVEL IN THE WILDERNESS (Exodus-Deuteronomy). Understanding the concept of agency allows us to better understand the records of the Lord accompanying the Israelites in the wilderness. Some records indicate an angel was in the pillar of fire, while others indicate that it was God in the pillar of fire (cf. Exod. 13:21; 14:19; 23:20-23). Exodus 23:21 gives us more evidence of the custom of agency because God said that His “name” was “in” the angel. A study of the culture and language shows that the word “name” stood for “authority.” Examples are very numerous, but space allows only a small selection. Deuteronomy 18:5 and 18:7 speak of serving in the “name” (authority) of the Lord. Deuteronomy 18:22 speaks of prophesying in the “name” (authority) of the Lord. In 1 Samuel 17:45, David attacked Goliath in the “name” (authority) of the Lord, and he blessed the people in the “name” (authority) of the Lord. In 2 Kings 2:24, Elisha cursed troublemakers in the “name” (authority) of the Lord. These scriptures are only a small sample, but they are very clear. God told the Israelites to obey the angel because God’s name, i.e., His authority, was in him, and thus the angel represented God. Today we use “the name of Jesus Christ,” meaning the authority of Jesus Christ.
THE ISRAELITES AND THE ANGEL (Judg. 2:1-5). Judges 2:1 identifies the speaker as “an angel of Yahweh” (many English versions say “The angel,” but the Hebrew text is “an angel”), and verse 4 also says the speaker was an angel. But then the angel says “I brought you up out of Egypt and I led you to the land…,” speaking in the first person as if he were God.
GIDEON AND THE ANGEL (Judg. 6:11,12,14,16,22). Judges 6:11, 12, say that an angel spoke to Gideon. However, in verses 14 and 16, “Yahweh” spoke. This may be confusing to English readers, but Gideon was not confused. In Judges 6:22 he said, “I have seen the angel of Yahweh face to face.” Gideon knew the custom of agency, and had no trouble understanding that the angel could represent God.
MANOAH AND THE ANGEL (Judg. 13). The record in Judges 13 is very interesting because when the angel first showed up, Manoah and his wife did not recognize him as an angel, they thought he was a man of God (Judg. 13:3, 6, 21). Finally, they realized it was an angel (Judg. 13:21). However, immediately after Manoah realized that, he exclaimed, “We are going to die, yes, die, because we have seen God.” (Judg. 13:22). So Manoah knew he had seen an angel, but he also knew the angel was God’s agent and representative, so he said he had seen God.
BEFORE GOD OR BEFORE THE JUDGE? The concept of agency can cause translators some real difficulties. The Hebrew word elohim can refer to “God” (which is how it is used most often), “a god,” “gods” (because elohim is plural), “angels,” “heavenly beings,” or human beings who represent God, such as judges. So in verses like Exodus 21:6, different translators think differently: “Then his master shall bring him unto the judges” (KJV and NIV); “Then his master shall bring him to God” (NASB and RSV). Human judges are sometimes called elohim because they are agents of elohim (although sometimes they don’t do a good job of it).
Exodus 21:6 is about a slave who did not want to be released. In those cases, the master was to bring him to “the elohim” to become a slave forever. But does elohim mean “God” or “judges?” Because the judges represented God as his agents on earth, they are called by His name, “elohim.” There is a sense in which both of the above translations are correct. The judges did, in fact, represent God, elohim, and so were called elohim. But also, in bringing the slave to the judges, he was being brought to God, elohim. In this case, because the actual representatives of God were the judges, and it was the judges who actually witnessed the slave’s vow, “judges” seems to be the better contextual translation of elohim in Exodus 21:6 and 22:8, 9.
It is important to understand the custom of agency and the use of intermediaries to properly understand the Bible, and the Bible contains examples of men being agents of other men, men being agents of God, and angels being agents of God. It also helps to remember that the custom of agency was much more prevalent in biblical times than it is today. Our swift and reliable means of direct communication, such as by telephone or email, or swift travel by car, train, and airplane, have made the actual practice of agency much less necessary.
[For more on the use of intermediaries, see commentary on John 12:21.]
Mat 8:11
“many will come from the east and the west.” Jesus taught this truth again at a different time in his ministry (see Luke 13:22-30, esp. Luke 13:29). These people who come from the east and west are Gentiles, not Jews, as we see from Matthew 8:12 which refers to the Jews as the “sons of the Kingdom” because as God’s chosen people they were the rightful heirs of the land and kingdom, but they rejected God and so were rejected by him. In contrast, many non-Jews throughout history kept the heart of the Law by being loving, giving, and kind, and they are granted everlasting life and so get to eat at the feast in the Kingdom of Christ. The Old Testament foretold that people would come from the east and west and be in the Kingdom (cf. Isa. 59:19).
[For more on Gentiles being saved, see commentary on Rom. 2:14.]
“recline to eat at the banquet.” Jesus is referring to the great banquet or feast that God will hold in the future Messianic Kingdom on earth. Many Jews thought of everlasting life in the Messianic Kingdom as a giant banquet, where they would get to recline and dine with other saved people and biblical greats like Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob—and a huge banquet is certainly part of the biblical picture of the Messianic Kingdom. The banquet referred to in Isaiah 25:6, called the marriage banquet (or “wedding supper”) of the Lamb in Revelation 19:9, is most likely near the beginning of the Messianic Kingdom, and thus would be a giant inaugural banquet at the start of the Kingdom. But the abundance of food that will be present in the Millennial Kingdom, along with the peace, prosperity, and joy in the Kingdom will make life there seem like it is a continual feast.
Although there are not a lot of verses in the Bible that refer to the great feast in the Messianic Kingdom, clear verses like Isaiah 25:6 caught the imagination of the Jews and so the feast was well-known, which was why Jesus could mention it in his teachings without many explanatory remarks. Culturally, this is similar to the way that most Christians know about the shepherds in the fields on the night of Christ’s birth even though there is only one small passage 11 verses long about them in the entire Bible.
The Greek word translated “recline” in Matthew 8:11 is anaklinō (#347 ἀνακλίνω), and it means “to recline, lie down, lean against or lean on, or to ask (or make) someone to recline or lie down.” It was the standard word used when reclining to eat, so “recline to eat,” or a similar English translation catches the meaning well. Eating in the biblical world was done by reclining on the left side, usually on pillows or rolled-up blankets (or couches in the Roman world), and then eating with the right hand. The feet were behind the person, away from the food, and no one ate with the left hand, which was used for washing oneself after going to the bathroom. The “table” with the food was usually just a rug or blanket spread out on the ground, but may have been an actual very low table, a few inches off the ground.
Our Western way of eating with a table about 30 inches off the ground with chairs around it was not used for eating in the biblical world, so using the translation “sit” or “sit down” in Matthew 8:11 and other verses that speak of sitting to eat is misleading to the modern reader. In most contexts, we would simply translate this verse as “recline to eat” or “recline at the table” (NASB), but in this context, Jesus is talking about eating at the feast in the Kingdom of Heaven, so the translation “recline at the feast” is contextually acceptable (cf. CJB, NAB, NIV).
Isaiah 25:6 speaks specifically about the feast in the future Messianic Kingdom. It says: “On this mountain the LORD Almighty will prepare a feast of rich food for all peoples, a banquet of aged wine—the best of meats and the finest of wines” (NIV). The mountain Isaiah refers to is Mount Zion where the rebuilt Jerusalem and the Millennial Temple described in Ezekiel 40-47 will be. Proverbs 9:1-5 also speaks of a feast and portrays “Wisdom,” personified as a woman, throwing a huge feast and inviting people to it. Many verses in the Old Testament refer to the large amounts of food for both people and animals that will be in the Kingdom (Isa. 25:6; 30:23-26; 32:15; 35:1-7; 41:18-20; 44:3; 51:3; Jer. 31:5, 11-14; Ezek. 47:1, 2, 7-12; Hos. 2:21-22; Joel 2:18-26; 3:18; Amos 9:13).
The New Testament also speaks of a feast in the Messianic Kingdom. Jesus mentioned it on a number of occasions, and an unnamed man who was eating with Jesus mentioned it (Luke 14:15). The book of Revelation calls this great feast, “the marriage banquet of the Lamb” (Rev. 19:9). Jesus taught that this wonderful future feast was not just for the Jews, in fact, many of the Jews would be excluded because of their unbelief (Heb. 4:6-11). The feast will be for the righteous—those people who trust God. Jesus made this clear in his teachings. For example, after healing the servant of a Roman centurion who trusted in God and loved the Jewish nation enough to build a synagogue for the Jews (Luke 7:5), Jesus said, “I say to you that many will come from the east and the west, and will take their places at the feast with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob in the Kingdom of Heaven. But the subjects of the kingdom will be thrown outside, into the darkness, where there will be sobbing and gnashing of teeth” (Matt. 8:11-12; cf. Luke 13:28-29).
The people who come from “the east and the west”—places outside Israel—are Gentiles, while the “subjects of the kingdom” (the Greek literally reads, “the sons of the kingdom”) are the Jews. The salvation and everlasting life given by the Messiah was not just for the Jews. The first prophecy of the Messiah is the one God made to Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden in Genesis 3:15, and that was thousands of years before the Jews existed. About 2,000 years after that first prophecy of the Messiah, God promised Abraham that all the people of earth, not just the Jews, would be blessed through him (Gen. 12:3; 18:18). Then God repeated that promise to Isaac (Gen. 26:4); and to Jacob (Gen. 28:14). Besides those promises, the Old Testament has a number of verses that speak of Gentiles being included in the Messianic Kingdom (Ps. 102:15; Isa. 2:2-4; 19:23-25; 42:6; 49:6; 51:4-5; 56:3-7; 60:3; 66:18-21; Ezek. 39:21, 27; Mic. 4:2; Hag. 2:7; Zech. 2:11; 8:22).
Despite all the verses about the nations being blessed in connection with the Messiah, the Jews seemed to ignore them and think that the Messianic Kingdom was just for them. Yet many Gentiles will be included in the feast, while many Jews will be left outside in the “darkness”—and since the Messianic Kingdom fills the whole earth (Dan. 2:35, 44), a person is either in the Kingdom or cast into the Lake of Fire (Matt. 25:34, 41; Rev. 20:12-15), and in terms of the well-lighted banquet in the Kingdom, the Lake of Fire is the “darkness” outside the feast.
Jesus taught about the feast in the Kingdom of Heaven on a number of different occasions, although, since the feast was so well-known to his audience, he often did not describe it fully enough that the modern Bible reader picks up on what he was saying. This is the case with Matthew 8:11-12. Jesus taught about the feast and his Messianic Kingdom in a parable that compared the Kingdom of Heaven to a king who prepared a wedding feast for his son (Matt. 22:1-13, esp. v. 2). God is the king who throws a wedding feast for His Son—a great feast that includes oxen and fattened cattle (Matt. 22:4; cf. Isa. 25:6 NIV, “the best of meats”). But the people the king had originally invited, referring to the Jews, refused to come, so the king sent his servants out to bring anyone who would come, including both the bad and the good (Matt. 22:10); and that would mean the Gentiles would be included. Those people who did not come to the feast were killed (Matt. 22:7), and the unsaved will be destroyed in the Lake of Fire (Matt. 10:28; Rev. 20:13-15). Jesus taught a different parable about a man putting on a great banquet in Luke 14:16-24.
In a different parable, Jesus taught about wise virgins who got to go into a wedding feast while foolish virgins were shut out (Matt. 25:1-12, esp. v. 10). Then, at the Last Supper, Jesus held up the wine and said, “And I say to you, I will absolutely not drink of this fruit of the vine again until that day when I drink new wine with you in my Father’s kingdom” (Matt. 26:29; cf. Mark 14:25; Luke 22:18). Jesus knew from the Old Testament that there would be wine at the feast in the Kingdom, and he promised his apostles he would wait until the Kingdom to drink wine again.
The Bible does not tell us when, in Christ’s future Messianic Kingdom on earth, the wedding banquet will occur. We surmise that it will be quite close to the start of the Kingdom itself since it was customary for a king to start his reign with a feast to celebrate his inauguration (1 Sam. 11:15; 1 Kings 1:9, 25). However, it would have to be after the Sheep and Goat Judgment (Matt. 25:31-46) and the First Resurrection (Rev. 20:4; Ezek. 37:11-14) so the righteous people like Abraham would be there as Matthew 8:11 says. Also, it seems that it would be after the Temple was built in Jerusalem so that God could be properly honored (Ezek. 40-43). In Haggai 1:1-11, God rebuked His people for taking care of themselves and building nice houses before they took care of Him and built the Temple. So too, it would seem that in the Millennial Kingdom, Jesus Christ would want to make sure that the Temple was built so God could be worshiped before anyone sat down to a wedding banquet.
We should notice that when Jesus spoke of this future feast in the Kingdom, no one in his audience said, “What feast? What are you talking about?” They all had been told about the great feast in the future Messianic Kingdom even if they did not believe it themselves. Today very few people understand anything about the magnificent feast that will occur at the beginning of the Millennial Kingdom—in fact, most people have no idea about the Millennial Kingdom on earth at all. The proper understanding of the feast, the marriage banquet of the Lamb, has been obscured by many false doctrines. Most Jews today do not believe, or have only a very vague belief, in an afterlife, so a Messianic Kingdom on earth with a large feast is not part of their thinking. In a similar vein, most Christians believe that people die and go to heaven or “hell” forever, and so they think the verses in the Bible about Christ reigning on earth are figurative and refer to some kind of spiritual reign. That belief does not leave room for a magnificent feast in Christ’s future kingdom on earth. With the loss of understanding about the Kingdom of Heaven and Jesus’ rule on a restored earth, there is no proper understanding of the wonderful feast at the beginning of the Millennial Kingdom.
The stark reality about the future feast in the Kingdom is that you will either be part of it or you will be excluded from it. There will be no “visitors” or “bystanders.” Every person will either be in the feast or out in the darkness. This great banquet, and everlasting life, will be a blessing that words cannot express, and every person should make sure they will be included by accepting the salvation that is in Christ (Rom. 10:9).
[For more on the attributes of the Messianic Kingdom on earth and the names by which it is called, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more information on the people who are not included in the feast, see the commentary on Matt. 8:12, “cast out into the darkness outside.” For more information about Isaiah’s prophecy of the feast, see commentary on Isa. 25:6. For more about the unsaved being annihilated in the Lake of Fire and not burning forever, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
“Kingdom of Heaven.” This is one of the many names for the future Messianic Kingdom on earth, the Millennial Kingdom. There is only one future kingdom, and it has many names. Luke 13:28-29 uses “Kingdom of God” instead of “Kingdom of Heaven” when speaking of the same subject.
[For more on the many names of the Millennial Kingdom,” see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Mat 8:12
“the sons of the Kingdom.” This is a designation for the Jews, who were called “the sons of the Kingdom” because so many of the Kingdom promises pertained directly to them. The Jews should have all been in the Kingdom, but many (perhaps most of them) rejected God and His Messiah, and they will be excluded from the Messianic Kingdom (Isa. 50:1; Jer. 3:8; Hos. 1:9; Rom. 10:1-3, 21; 11:1-8).
“cast out into the darkness outside.” The “darkness outside” is the darkness that is outside the feast in the Kingdom of Heaven (Jesus spoke of the feast in the Kingdom in Matt. 8:11). The “darkness outside” the feast is the darkness of the Lake of Fire, where the unsaved will be destroyed.
The Bible has different ways of portraying that some people will be saved and the rest will be destroyed in the Lake of Fire, but what we must keep in mind is that there is only one fate for the saved, which is life in the Messianic Kingdom on earth followed by everlasting life in the New Heaven and New Earth. Also, there is only one fate for the unsaved, which is to be destroyed in the Lake of Fire. Once we understand that, we can see that Jesus was teaching that when people are not allowed into the brightly lit Kingdom and feast, the only alternative they have is to be “cast out into the darkness;” into the Lake of Fire.
God describes the fate of the unsaved in different ways to emphasize different aspects of their experience. For example, Jesus taught that the unsaved would be thrown into “Gehenna.” “Gehenna” was the garbage dump south of Jerusalem where much of the garbage of Jerusalem was dumped and then either burned or consumed by maggots (worms). By saying the unsaved would be thrown into Gehenna, Jesus was emphasizing that at the Judgment, the unsaved would be thrown out and destroyed. Historically, the word “Gehenna” came to be used of the Lake of Fire itself, but at the time of Christ, it still retained the image of being the garbage dump south of Jerusalem (Matt. 5:22, 29, 30; 10:28; 18:9; 23:15, 33, etc.).
In one of his parables, Jesus compared the unsaved “children of the wicked one” to the “darnel” (“tares” KJV), that are gathered up and thrown into the fire (Matt. 13:36-43). In that parable, Jesus was emphasizing that the darnel were poisonous and harmful, and were gathered and burned up. In another parable, Jesus compared the unsaved to foolish virgins who were denied entrance to the wedding banquet (Matt. 25:1-13). Besides the obvious lesson about making foolish decisions, in that parable Jesus emphasized that salvation would not always be available—there will be a time when the door will be shut and the Day of Judgment will begin. In another place, Jesus compared the unsaved to “bad fish” that are thrown away in contrast to good fish that are kept (Matt. 13:47-50). One of the things Jesus emphasized by that teaching was that not every person will be kept—some people are wicked (unsaved) and they will be thrown out.
When Jesus taught about the feast in the Kingdom of Heaven and compared it to the “darkness outside,” he was pulling together a number of scriptures and biblical images. Of course, there is the feast itself with “the best of meats and the finest of wines” (Isa. 25:6 NIV). Then there is the fact that the feast, and the Kingdom itself, is brightly lit, more brightly lit than any feast on earth has ever been. Isaiah 30:26 says that in the Messianic Kingdom, the light of the moon will be as bright as the sun is now, and the light of the sun will be seven times brighter than it is now. Even if that is hyperbole, exaggerating the situation somewhat, the fact is that the Kingdom and the feast will be very brightly lit, while those not in the feast, in the Lake of Fire, will be in the “darkness” outside the feast. So when Jesus speaks of the feast in the Kingdom, he is bringing to mind and emphasizing a sumptuous, brightly lit banquet with all the food, fun, and fellowship with all the biblical “greats” like Abraham and David, and at the same time contrasting that wonderful experience with the unsaved who are in the darkness—the darkness of burning sulfur, sadness, crying, pain, anger, and eventually death.
Matthew 8:12 can be difficult to understand because the Greek is an idiom, and idioms can be hard to translate. The Greek text reads ekblēthēsontai eis to skotos to exōteron (ἐκβληθήσονται εἰς τὸ σκότος τὸ ἐξώτερον), which literally means “they will be cast out (or “thrown out” or “driven out”) into the outer darkness.” In their Greek-English Lexicon, the authors Johannes Louw and Eugene Nida point out that this expression is “an idiom.” Translating idioms is very challenging, and the only way to do it correctly is to understand the meaning of the idiom and then bring that meaning into the receptor language with a comparable expression. Louw-Nida says this idiom is referring to “a place or region which is both dark and removed (presumably from the abode of the righteous)…‘outer darkness, darkness outside.’ …In a number of languages, this expression in Matt. 8:12 must be rendered as ‘they will be thrown outside where it is dark.’”[footnoteRef:1039] [1039:  Louw and Nida, Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament based on Semantic Domains, 1:368.] 

Many English versions translate the Greek idiom literally and read that the unsaved will be cast out into “outer darkness,” but translating the idiom literally causes problems. For one thing, what the verse means becomes unclear, and that has led to some false teachings, such as there is an “inner darkness” that is not very dark, and an “outer darkness” that is very dark. Thankfully, many English versions have brought the Greek idiom into English in a way that makes the verse more clear:
· “But the sons…will be put out into the dark” (BBE; cf. CJB, GW).
· “But the subjects of the kingdom will be thrown outside, into the darkness” (NIV).
· “but the children of the kingdom will be thrown out into the darkness outside” (NJB; cf. NEB, Douay-Rheims, Rotherham, The New Testament by Charles Williams, The New Testament by E. Goodspeed).
Many commentators understand that Matthew 8:11-12 is a reference to the banquet in the Kingdom and the darkness is referring to being excluded from it. Robert Gundry writes about the “outermost darkness,” and says it “refers to the darkness outside the brightly lit hall where the festivities are taking place.”[footnoteRef:1040] Newman and Stine write that “The outer darkness is also used elsewhere by Matthew as a description of the doom that awaits people who reject God.”[footnoteRef:1041] [1040:  Gundry, Matthew: A Commentary on His Literary and Theological Art, 146.]  [1041:  Newman and Stine, A Translators Handbook on the Gospel of Matthew, 238.] 

Matthew 8:11-12 is a graphic portrayal of the future. There will be a huge and wonderful feast in Christ’s future Messianic Kingdom on earth, and many people, both Jews and Gentiles, will be included. Sadly, while the righteous are enjoying the feast, the unsaved, including the Jews who rejected God and His Messiah, will be outside in the darkness; the darkness of the grim flames of the Lake of Fire.
The darkness outside the feast is not well understood by Jews or Christians, and this is usually due to misconceptions that obscure what the Bible is really saying. For example, people who believe that when a person dies they go immediately to heaven or hell think that a person’s judgment happens right when they die, and thus, the “Day of Judgment” is not a “day” at all, but a continuous event. So those people never understand the impact of the resurrection and what it will mean when millions of people all come to life from the dead at the same time, experience the Day of Judgment, and then enter the Messianic Kingdom en masse as a large group.
Similarly, those people who believe that “heaven” is where the saved live and will live forever can never really understand all the hundreds of verses about the restored earth (which is restored to an almost Eden-like state and called “Paradise”), the rebuilt Temple (Ezek. 40-47), Jesus reigning from Jerusalem, the new boundaries of Israel (Ezek. 47:13-48:29), the prophecies of the nations in the future and Christians administering the world to come (1 Cor. 6:2), and much more.
Once we understand that Jesus will come back from heaven and conquer the earth, we get a whole new understanding of the Bible. Jesus will come back from heaven and fight the Battle of Armageddon (Rev. 19:11-21), and conquer the earth. Christians, who were Raptured into heaven will come back down from heaven with him and continue to be with him, as 1 Thessalonians 4:17 promises. Then, Jesus will set up his Kingdom on earth. There will be the Resurrection of the Righteous, when millions of righteous people from the Old Testament, Gospels, and Tribulation come to life and live in the Kingdom (Ezek. 37:12-14). Also, the people in the Kingdom include the “sheep” (believers) of Matthew 25:31-46. Once all the believers are gathered and the Kingdom is set up, there will be a great, brightly lit feast for everyone. Meanwhile, the unsaved who are alive, such as the “goats” of Matthew 25 and the Antichrist and False Prophet (Rev. 19:20), are not allowed in the feast but are thrown into the darkness of the Lake of Fire (Matt. 25:41, 46; Rev. 19:20; 20:13-15).
[For more on the attributes of the Messianic Kingdom on earth and the names by which it is called, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more about the feast in the Kingdom, see commentary on Matt. 8:11, “recline to eat at the feast.” For more about the unsaved being annihilated in the Lake of Fire and not being tortured forever, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.” For more about the different resurrections—the Resurrection of the Righteous and the Resurrection of the Unrighteous, see commentary on Acts 24:15. For more about the “sheep” and the Sheep and Goat Judgment, see commentary on Matt. 25:32.]
“sobbing and gnashing of teeth.” This phrase expresses some of the horror and sadness that the unsaved will feel on Judgment Day and afterward as they face annihilation in the Lake of Fire. The Greek text reads, “the” sobbing and “the” gnashing of teeth, and one purpose the double article serves is to emphasize both things: sobbing and gnashing. The word “gnashing” can also be translated “grinding.” People will gnash or grind their teeth because Judgment Day and the time following it will be a terrible time for the unsaved.
There is no reference in the Old Testament associating sobbing and gnashing of teeth with the Day of Judgment, but it is certainly implied. Daniel 12:2 says some people will be resurrected and experience “shame” and “contempt.” Furthermore, a large number of verses speak of the wicked being destroyed, which they will obviously be unhappy about, especially when they see so many people who are going to live forever with God and the Lord Jesus (cf. Job. 20:7; Ps. 1:6; 37:10, 20; 73:17-19; 92:7; 145:20; Prov. 10:25; Isa. 41:11; Ezek. 18:4; 33:13-16).
The Bible says in many places in very straightforward language that the wicked will be destroyed by being burned up. They will be consumed like dry stubble (Nah. 1:10, cf. Isa. 29:20), and will vanish like smoke (Ps. 37:20). God’s fire will consume them (Ps. 21:9). Malachi 4:1 says there is a day coming that will burn like a furnace and all the evil people will be like stubble and will be set on fire. Then they will be ashes under the feet of the righteous (Mal. 4:3). John the Baptist and Jesus both spoke of the wicked being burned up, as do many verses in the New Testament (cf. Matt. 3:12; 10:28; 13:40; 18:8; 25:41; Mark 9:43; Luke 3:9; John 15:6; Heb. 10:27; Rev. 19:20; 20:14-15).
While it is possible, even likely, that some people will burn up immediately in the Lake of Fire, the Bible implies that many will suffer for a period of time before being consumed by the fire. The Bible says in many different places that people will be repaid for what they have done on earth (cf. Job 34:11; Ps. 62:12; Prov. 24:12; Jer. 17:10; 32:19; Ezek. 33:20; Matt. 16:27; Rom. 2:5-6; 1 Cor. 3:8), and during that suffering, there will be sobbing and gnashing of teeth.
Like many words and phrases in the Bible, the phrase, “sobbing and gnashing of teeth,” has a wide range of meanings. But it is used to describe the disgruntled and inflamed emotions of the unsaved at that time. Sobbing and gnashing of teeth imply a feeling of great loss as well as great pain, and those things will certainly be present. But the gnashing of teeth also implies anger and indignation (Job 16:9; Ps. 37:12; Lam. 2:16; Acts 7:54).
No doubt some of the unsaved will be very sad and sorry, but many others will be angry at God, thinking they are being treated unfairly, and will gnash their teeth at God. Also, it seems certain that some people will be angry and disappointed in themselves—people who “knew” to do better on earth but were too weak-willed to stand up for God against the peer pressure around them. On earth they went along with the crowd even though God said not to do that: “You must not follow a crowd to do evil” (Exod. 23:2), and so after the Judgment they will again “go along with the crowd” and be part of those who suffer until death consumes them.
The mention of sobbing and gnashing of teeth occurs seven times in the Bible (Matt. 8:12; 13:42, 50; 22:13; 24:51; 25:30; Luke 13:28). All of these occurrences are in the Gospels, and they are set in three different contexts: two are in the context of the unsaved being thrown into the Fire, and these are more straightforward because of all the clear verses that say the unsaved will be destroyed by fire.
Three of the seven occurrences of sobbing and gnashing of teeth are in the context of the Kingdom being like a great, well-lit banquet where the saved enjoy the blessings of food, fun, and the favor of the Lord (Matt. 8:12; 22:13; Luke 13:28). Many Jews rightly believed that there would be a huge banquet in the Messianic Kingdom, and they would get to recline and eat with all the other saved people and the biblical greats like Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Moses, and David—and that banquet is certainly part of the biblical picture of the Messianic Kingdom. Isaiah 25:6 shows us that God will have a great feast for the saved in the future Messianic Kingdom on earth: “On this mountain the LORD Almighty will prepare a feast of rich food for all peoples, a banquet of aged wine—the best of meats and the finest of wines” (Isa. 25:6 NIV). However, the unsaved are excluded from this great and wonderful banquet, and are left outside in the darkness—actually the darkness of the Lake of Fire—and they will sob and gnash their teeth.
The last two occurrences of sobbing and gnashing of teeth are in the general context of not being pleasing to the Lord and ready for him when he comes (Matt. 24:51; 25:30). In Matthew 24:51, the evil person is given a place with the hypocrites where there is weeping and gnashing of teeth, and the scope of Scripture shows us that place is the Lake of Fire. In the parable of Matthew 25:14-30, the master of the house leaves on a trip and entrusts his household and money to his servants. When one of his servants turns out to be “worthless,” the master has him “cast” into the darkness outside, meaning the darkness outside the master’s household. Thus, in the cultural context of the Bible, we can understand that the master’s household is put for the Messiah and his kingdom, and the good servants are the faithful ones who will be included in the Kingdom, while the worthless servants, the unsaved, are excluded and left in the darkness outside to be destroyed in the Lake of Fire, where there will be sobbing and gnashing of teeth.
[For more on the attributes of the Messianic Kingdom on earth and the names by which it is called, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more about the feast in the Kingdom of Heaven, see the REV commentary on Matt. 8:11, “recline to eat at the feast.” For more about death being actual death and “dead” people not being alive in any way or form, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.” For more about the unsaved being annihilated in the Lake of Fire and not burning forever, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.” For more about the different resurrections—the Resurrection of the Righteous and the Resurrection of the Unrighteous, see commentary on Acts 24:15.]
Mat 8:14
“his mother-in-law.” Peter was married (cf. 1 Cor. 9:5), but typical of the biblical culture we know little about Peter’s family. Clement of Alexandria said Peter had children (Stromata; book 3, chap. 6). They are protected by the silence from personal intrusion. This record is in Matthew 8:14-15; Mark 1:29-31, and Luke 4:38-39.
Mat 8:16
“with his word.” For people who have been involved in deliverance ministry, this seems so natural that it can escape our notice. We think, “Of course he cast out demons by his word, how else would he do it?” We have to remember that in the cultures of the biblical world, if there was deliverance from demons at all it usually involved complicated exorcism ceremonies. In stark contrast to those involved ceremonies, all Jesus did was command the demon to go and it left the person.
Mat 8:19
“an expert in the law came.” This incident is also recorded in Luke 9:57-58. See commentary on Luke 9:58.
Mat 8:20
“the Son of Man has nowhere to lay his head.” See commentary on Luke 9:58.
Mat 8:21
“another of his disciples.” The expert in the Law, who said he would follow Jesus wherever he went, was a disciple, and now another disciple and Jesus are speaking together. We learn from Luke 9:59 that Jesus requested this next disciple to follow him, but this second disciple wanted to stay home until his father died. See commentary on Luke 9:59.
Mat 8:22
“leave the dead to bury their own dead.” This incident also occurs in Luke 9:59-60. See commentary on Luke 9:60.
Mat 8:23
“And when he got into the boat, his disciples followed him.” The record of Jesus calming a storm—which is immediately followed by the record of Jesus healing a man afflicted by demons—occurs in Matthew 8:23-27, Mark 4:35-41, and Luke 8:22-25. The most detail occurs in Mark (see commentary on Mark 4:35).
Mat 8:24
“look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“A violent storm rose up on the lake.” The “sea” of Galilee is actually quite a small lake, only 7 miles (11.2 km) across and 12 miles (19.3 km) long, and the entire lake can be seen from the escarpments on both the east and west sides. The Greek word thalassa (#2281 θάλασσα), lake, sea, or ocean, does not really refer to the size of the body of water, and thus has to be translated into the English “lake,” “sea,” or “ocean” by knowing the body of water that is being referred to (see commentary on Matt. 4:18).
Mat 8:26
“subdued.” The Greek word translated “subdued” is epitimaō (#2008 ἐπιτιμάω). Usually, epitimaō means to express strong disapproval of someone: rebuke, reprove, censure; or to speak seriously, and thus warn in order to prevent or end an action. It can also mean “punish.”[footnoteRef:1042] [1042:  Cf. BDAG, s.v. “ἐπιτιμάω.”] 

In this context, epitimaō has a technical meaning: it is used in Greek religion of gaining control over a spirit, a demon. Robert Guelich writes that epitimaō can mean “a commanding word uttered by God or by his spokesman, by which evil powers are brought into submission.”[footnoteRef:1043] Jesus subdued the storm, which was no doubt caused by a demon, by the power of God that he wielded, which he expressed in words. The power came from God and was used by Jesus. Jesus did not gain control over the storm by some “magic words” or formula that he used. “It is not a magical incantation...it is powerful Word of the Son.”[footnoteRef:1044] This storm on the Sea of Galilee is recorded in Matthew, Mark 4:35-41, and Luke 8:22-25, and in every record, epitimaō is used. [1043:  Guelich, Mark Mark 1:1-8:26 [WBC], 57.]  [1044:  Kittel, Theological Dictionary, s.v.“ ἐπιτιμάω,” 2:626.] 

[For more on epitimaō, and Jesus’ use of the power of God, see the commentary on Mark 1:25.]
Mat 8:28
“two men who were afflicted by demons met him.” This record of Jesus casting out demons that then went into pigs occurs in three of the four Gospels: Matthew 8:28-34; Mark 5:1-20; and Luke 8:26-39. As we would expect, although the records are of the same event, the different Gospels give different, but not contradictory, accounts.
Almost never are the details of an account the same in all the Gospels that record it, and there are a number of reasons for that. One reason is that the Four Gospels are specifically written from four different perspectives, and each Gospel is written in a way that highlights the perspective from which it was written
[For more on the different perspectives of the Four Gospels, see commentary on Mark 1:1.]
Another reason is that the different details in the different Gospels allow us to get a “larger picture” of what happened than just a verbatim repetition of the account could ever give us. For example, in the record of the trial of Jesus Christ before Pilate, the different Gospels have somewhat different details as to what Pilate and Jesus said to each other, with the Gospel of John giving the most information. But in reality, even the Four Gospels combined don’t give us anywhere near the full conversation between them. Jesus was on trial for his life, and Pilate did not want to crucify an innocent man—and he knew Christ was innocent (Matt. 27:18)—so he surely would have pressed Jesus very hard for details. But the details of the conversation are not important for God to make His point and the end result—Jesus’ crucifixion—would have been the same whether they were given or not, so the Bible only records the conversation in brief.
Most of the records of Jesus speaking only contain a very small portion of what he said. For example, the record of Jesus with the woman at the well (John 4:4-42) records Jesus speaking to the woman in only 12 verses, but we know he said a whole lot more than that to her, because she told the people of her village that he told her everything she ever did (John 4:29). Of course the woman was exaggerating, but the point is that Jesus had told her more than enough to convince her he was the Messiah. Had that record in John 4 been recounted in other Gospels, no doubt what Jesus said to the woman would have been recorded differently, with each Gospel picking up different details of the account, but even then the full conversation would not have been recorded.
Still another reason that the Four Gospels give different details of an account, or express what happened in different terms, is to make it clear as to exactly what happened and what was being communicated. For example, in the Lord’s prayer in Matthew, Jesus says, “and forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors” (Matt. 6:12). In contrast, Luke 11:4 reads, “And forgive us our sins….” It is possible that Jesus repeated the prayer, or lines of it, for emphasis and used the words “debts” and “sins,” and the different Gospels reflect that fact, but there is another possible explanation as well. During the Babylonian Captivity, the Jews began to equate sin with debt, and a sin was a debt that had to be repaid.
[For more on sin being referred to as a debt, see commentary on 1 John 1:7, “sin.”]
Matthew is the most Jewish of the Four Gospels and his audience would not misunderstand that when he wrote “Forgive us our debts,” he was referring to sins. Luke, on the other hand, was likely a Greek (he may have been a Hellenistic Jew) and his audience would not instinctively equate debt with sin, so he would have taken what Jesus most likely said to his audience, “debt,” and translated it for his more Greek audience and wrote “sin.” Thus Luke would have written what Jesus meant but not the exact word he spoke, which is the way translation always works.
Still another reason for the different Gospels to give different details is so that anyone who really wants to find out what happened in the life of Jesus must read all Four Gospels. The whole Bible is “God-breathed,” and God is not interested in giving us an “easy way out” so we don’t have to work to get to really know Him and His Word. It honors God when we take the time to read His whole Word and learn from the details.
Returning to the record of the men in the tombs, we can see from the context and content of the accounts in the three different Gospels that they are the same account. It would stretch the limits of credulity to say that Jesus went twice to the east coast of the Sea of Galilee, twice met demonized people from the tombs who kept people from passing by there, twice cast out demons who caused pigs to drown themselves in the Sea, and so forth. The records are of the same account with differing details, and the details never contradict one another.
One differing detail is that Matthew says the region of the “Gadarenes,” while Mark and Luke say “Gerasenes.” Although there are a number of manuscripts that make all the names the same, that is most likely an attempt to harmonize the three Gospels. The more likely explanation is that to Matthew’s more Jewish audience, the region was best known for the important Jewish city, Gadara, and thus the region was called that of the Gadarenes, while the Gospels that were written from a more Greek perspective, Mark and Luke, would label the region by the more well-known Greek city, Gerasa, and thus have the regional name Gerasenes.
Matthew tells us there were two men, and that is almost certainly correct. Mark and Luke mention only one, but never say there was “only one,” and thus there is no contradiction in the Gospels, just differing details. The point is not how many people there were, the point is to show Jesus’ love for otherwise unlovable people and how he can deliver them and turn their lives around.
The records have many details that differ but do not contradict. For example, Matthew uses the Greek word “daimōn” for “demon,” while Mark and Luke use the word “daimōnion,” and for the reason for that see commentary on Matthew 8:31. Mark mentions that the man cut himself with stones (Mark 5:5), a typically demonic activity, but Matthew and Luke omit that detail. Similarly, Luke says the man was naked (Luke 8:27) which is a detail that neither Matthew nor Mark mention.
[For more on the demonic activity of self-mutilation see commentary on 1 Kings 18:28.]
The three records show the great love that Jesus Christ had for people—even the most sinful and unlovable of people—and how anyone who comes to him can be saved and have everlasting life.
Mat 8:29
“look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“What do you want with us?” The literal Greek is, “What is there to us and to you?” This was originally a Semitic idiom, but it was pulled into the Greek idiomatic language. As with many idioms, its meaning is somewhat flexible, depending on the context in which it is used. Here, the essence of the message is “Leave me alone.”[footnoteRef:1045] Mark Strauss writes, “The question ‘what do you want with us’ comes from a Hebrew idiom. It is a response to (perceived) inappropriate intervention and can mean ‘What do you have against me?” or ‘Why are you trying to involve me?’ (cf. Judg. 11:12; 2 Sam. 16:10; 19:22; 1 Kings 17:18; 2 Kings 3:13; 2 Chron. 35:21; cf. Matt. 8:29; Mark 5:7; Luke 8:28; John 2:4) Here the question is rhetorical: ‘Mind your own business!’ or ‘Get out of my face!’”[footnoteRef:1046] However, the phrase is also used when Jesus was speaking to his mother about changing water to wine, and there the essence is more, “What is that to me and to you?” (see commentary on John 2:4). This phrase is spoken by demons five times in the Four Gospels, but two are in the singular, as here, and three are in the plural. This is important and gives us a peek into how demons work. In this record in Matthew, while there are many demons in these men, Matthew has more than one speaking, while Mark and Luke are singular, as if only one demon were speaking. Thus, one is in charge, but others are chiming in. The demons are bothered by Jesus Christ and are challenging him; they are not asking him a serious question as if they cared to get an answer. [1045:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. Matthew’s Gospel, 329.]  [1046:  Srauss, Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament, commentary on Mark 1:24, 92.] 

The Word of God records several incidences of demons speaking to Jesus: In the Synagogue: Mark 1:24, Luke 4:34 (τί ἡμῖν καί σοι [both plural]); from the tombs: Matthew 8:29 (τί ἡμῖν καί σοί [plural]); and Mark 5:7, Luke 8:28 (τί ἐμοὶ καὶ σοί [singular]).
The slight difference in the Greek words in the record of the tombs shows that there was one demon who was the main speaker, but also that the demons spoke as a group. The Greek word hēmin (ἡμῖν) is plural, “we,” while emoi (ἐμοι) is singular, “I.”
“torment us before the appointed time.” The Greek word translated “torment” is basanizō (#928 βασανίζω), and in this context, it means “torment” or “torture.” The demons knew that they rebelled against God and sinned horribly throughout the millennia, and that they would suffer greatly in the Lake of Fire along with the Devil (Rev. 20:10). Although Revelation 20:10 does not mention the demons along with the Devil, that was often done in the Bible and literature, where only the leader was mentioned but it included his or her followers.
[For the Devil and demons being destroyed in the future, see commentary on Mark 1:24.]
The word translated “appointed time” is kairos, whereas the Greek word for the flow of time is chronos. The Devil and the demons know that there is a time coming when they will be tormented in Gehenna and eventually destroyed. They understand God’s retributive justice, and they understand the meaning of the Flood, which was the destruction of the ungodly (2 Pet. 2:5); and the meaning of the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah, which was also an example of the destruction of the ungodly (Jude 1:7). They know they will be bound, tormented, then destroyed (Dan. 7:12; Matt. 25:41; Rev. 20:10). They knew, however, that the Messiah was to have his heel bruised before he bruised the head of the Serpent (Gen. 3:15), and so they asked if he had come to torment them before the proper time. There were demons who had caused the Nephilim (Gen. 6:4) during the days of Noah that led to the hardening of the human race and its eventual destruction. Genesis 6:5 describes how great mankind’s wickedness had become in the days of Noah by saying that “every intention of the thoughts of his heart was only evil all the time.” The demons who caused that hardening were now imprisoned in Tartarus, “gloomy darkness,” awaiting the Judgment (1 Pet. 3:19-20; 2 Pet. 2:4). Although not the Gehenna, Tartarus must be very unpleasant, to say the least. These demons thought Jesus might send them to Tartarus too, so they asked if he had come to torment them before “the time,” i.e., their being bound in the Abyss (Rev. 20:1-3) and then eventually thrown into Gehenna (Rev. 20:10).
Mat 8:31
“demons.” The Greek word for “demons” is daimōn (#1142 δαίμων), and in the Bible it means “demons,” evil spirit beings who are fallen angels. Demons are evil spirits, fallen angels, the 1/3 of the angels that followed “the Devil” and rebelled against God. Both the Greek words daimōn and daimōnion mean “demon.” The word daimōn occurs only once in the New Testament, here in Matthew 8:31, while the word daimōnion occurs 63 times, for a total of 64 occurrences. (This count is based on the better Greek texts. In the Western Text family, the word daimon occurs 5 times and the word daimonion occurs 60 times. The difference between 64 total occurrences in the Nestle-Aland text and 65 in the Western texts is due to the addition of daimon in Mark 5:12 in the Western text.)
To the average Greek, a daimōn was a god, the spirit of a dead person, or a supernatural being, and could be either good or evil, or like people, could do both good and evil depending on the circumstances. In fact, in the Greek classics, a daimōn was more often than not a force for good. In contrast, the word daimōnion, especially by New Testament times, was considered to be a god, the spirit of a dead person, or a supernatural being, but was generally thought of as being evil or hostile. This fact explains why the word daimōnion is used almost exclusively in both the Septuagint, the Greek translation of the Old Testament, and in the Greek text of the New Testament. To the Greek readers in the first century, using daimōnion would make it clear that the demon spirits were evil, while using daimōn would not unless the context clearly dictated it, which it does in Matthew 8:31.
The word daimōn also appears one time in the Septuagint, the Greek Old Testament. Daimōn is the Septuagint translation of the Hebrew word gad, the goddess of Good Fortune, in Isaiah 65:11. Translating gad as daimōn makes sense, because, “the Greek tragic poets use daimōn to denote fortune or fate.”[footnoteRef:1047] [1047:  Spiros Zodhiates, The Complete Word Study Dictionary, 395.] 

Since a daimōn was often thought of as doing good, and the demon “Good Fortune” brings “good things” (like winning in gambling, which only lures people into evil behavior and gets them hooked on it), the Greek translation of gad as daimōn makes sense in Isaiah 65 given the Greek culture.
The New Testament use of daimōn is in Matthew 8:31 where it is used in the plural for the demons who were inside the man who lived in the tombs. The record of the man of the tombs occurs in Matthew 8, Mark 5, and Luke 8. Mark does not use daimōn or daimōnion, but uses “unclean spirit.” Luke uses both daimōnion and “unclean spirit.” By comparing all three records, the reader can see that the Greek words daimōn and daimōnion referred to evil spirits, something that the Greek-speaking believers would need to know to be fully equipped in the spiritual battle.
It is sometimes taught that daimōnion is a diminutive form of daimōn as if daimōn ruled over daimōnion, but the two uses of daimōn in the Bible (Isa. 65:11; Matt. 8:31), as well as the use of the words in Greek literature, do not support that conclusion. Furthermore, daimōnion is not technically the diminutive form of daimōn. It is the substantive of the neuter adjective daimōnios, i.e., “pertaining to a demon.”[footnoteRef:1048] [1048:  W. E. Vine, Vine’s Complete Expository Dictionary of Old and New Testament Words, “Demon”; BDAG, s.v. “δαιμόνιον”; Gerard Kittel, Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, 2:8.] 

[For information on the actual existence of the Devil, the “Slanderer,” and Demons, see commentary on Luke 4:2, “Slanderer.” For more on the Devil as the “serpent,” see commentary on Rev. 20:2. For more on the names of the Devil, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
Mat 8:32
“And he said to them, ‘Go.’” The Bible does not state why Jesus allowed the demons to enter and possess the pigs, but it is clear that he did (cf. Mark 5:13; Luke 8:32). A number of explanations have been given to try to make sense of what Jesus did, but the Bible does not tell us why, so we don’t know for certain. The most logical explanation is that the owners of the pigs were Jews. In that case, as Lenski points out, “It was illegal for Jews to possess swine; their destruction, therefore, was the execution of God’s law.”[footnoteRef:1049] Although the area east of the Sea of Galilee was mostly Gentile, there were Jews there, and if the owners were Jews we can see why they kept the pigs in the Transjordan east of the Sea of Galilee; it would have been difficult indeed for them to have such a herd in Israel proper. Also, if they were Jews, then as Jews they were operating outside of God’s law and would not have gotten His protection. In that case, it seems that the demons could have possessed the pigs anyway, with or without Jesus’ permission, and Jesus would have known that. In fact, the demons may have done what they did in order to cast Jesus in a bad light so the people of the area would reject him, which they did in spite of the fact that he had healed the men who were afflicted by the demons (Matt. 8:33-34; Mark 5:16-17; Luke 8:34-37). [1049:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. Matthew’s Gospel, 353.] 

“And they came out and went into the pigs.” Matthew 8:32 reveals the fact that demons can possess animals, and cause them to do things that they would not normally do. Believers should be aware of that, because many animals that are behaving in a very unusual manner, and especially if they become dangerous, need to be destroyed. Many “animal lovers” are ignorant of this and try to keep dangerous animals alive “because they love them,” and someone ends up getting hurt. The Bible makes it clear dangerous animals must be destroyed (cf. Exod. 21:28-32).
“look.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“steep bank.” On the east side of the Sea of Galilee is a place just south of where Jesus cast the demons out of the men, today called the Nokeib Overlook, where the steep bank runs right down to the lake.
Mat 8:33
“who were looking after them.” Herding pigs was hard, lonely, and dangerous work. The pigs were outside the city, so there was very little social interaction with other people. Also, the herdsman had to keep watch day and night, so if the animals were nervous for whatever reason, the herdsman could go night after night without a good night’s sleep, as well as be out in the weather by day and night, whatever that may have been. Also, both robbers and wild animals were a constant source of danger, and the herdsman was expected to protect the herd from both. Also, if any pigs were missing, the herdsmen were immediately suspected of slaughtering them to eat or selling them for profit, and that partly explains why, when the herd ran into the Sea of Galilee, the herdsmen went into the city right away to report what had happened.
Mat 8:34
“look.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“the whole city.” This is the figure of speech synecdoche, the “whole” being put for the greater part.
[See Word Study: “Synecdoche.”]
“territory.” See commentary on Mark 5:17.
 
Matthew Chapter 9
Mat 9:1
“the boat.” This would have been the boat that he had come over on (cf. Mark 5:18). It seems most likely that Jesus would have gotten into the same boat he came in, and the Gospel of Mark says, “the boat.” Also, many Greek manuscripts read “the boat” here in Matthew 9:1.
“the lake.” The “sea” of Galilee is actually quite a small lake, only 7 miles (11.2 km) across and 12 miles (19.3 km) long, and the entire lake can be seen from the escarpments on both the east and west sides. The Greek word thalassa (#2281 θάλασσα), lake, sea, or ocean, does not really refer to the size of the body of water, and thus has to be translated into the English “lake,” “sea,” or “ocean” by knowing the body of water that is being referred to (see commentary on Matt. 4:18).
“his own city.” Capernaum. Jesus moved to Capernaum after the people of his hometown, Nazareth, tried to kill him (Luke 4:29-31; cf. Matt. 4:13). Jesus either bought or rented a house in Capernaum, because John 2:12 indicates he even moved his family there. As we see in this verse, Capernaum became known as Jesus’ “own city.” One of the likely reasons Jesus chose to move to Capernaum was that it was on the Via Maris, the Road of the Sea, which was the great trade route from Egypt in the south to Damascus in Syria and on to Mesopotamia (see commentary on Matt. 4:15).
[For more about Capernaum being Jesus’ hometown, see commentary on Mark 2:1.]
Mat 9:2
“look.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“brought to him a paralyzed man.” This record of the healing of the paralyzed man occurs in Matthew 9:2-8; Mark 2:3-12; and Luke 5:18-26.
“lying on a bed.” This was not a modern bed, but mats for sleeping.
[For more on beds in the biblical culture, see commentary on Matt. 9:6.]
“child.” See commentary on Mark 2:5.
Mat 9:3
“look.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“speaks blasphemy.” The religious leaders thought that by forgiving sins, Jesus was harming the reputation of God, who was alone thought to be able to forgive sins.
[For more on forgiving sins, see commentary on Mark 2:7.]
Matthew 9:3 is the first use of the 34 uses of the Greek verb blasphēmeō (#987 βλασφημέω, pronounced blas-fay-'meh-ō). The noun form of the word is blasphēmia (#988 βλασφημία, pronounced blas-fay-'me-ah), which occurs 18 times. Both blasphēmeō and blasphēmia are transliterated (not translated) from the Greek into English as “blasphemy.” There is a problem with that, however, because “blasphemy” in English has a different meaning than blasphēmeō and blasphēmia do in Greek. In English, “blasphemy” is only used in reference to God. It is insulting God or a god, insulting something considered sacred (like defacing a cross or statue of Jesus), or claiming to be God or a god in some way. BDAG correctly says that the English word blasphemy “has to some extent in English gone its own emotive way semantically and has in effect become a religious technical term, which is not the case with βλασφημέω.”[footnoteRef:1050] [1050:  BDAG Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “βλασφημέω.”] 

In Greek, blasphēmeō and blasphēmia did not have to refer to God or a god but were common words that were used of someone speaking against another. The primary meaning of blasphēmeō and blasphēmia as they were used in the Greek culture was showing disrespect to a person or deity, and/or harming his, her, or its reputation. In the honor/shame society of the biblical world, that was even more heinous an act than we would think of it today because honor and reputation were at the very core of societal status and were the basis of all social interaction. Perhaps a good comparable analogy is how horrible “losing face” is in Asian society, which is an honor/shame society.
For the definition of blasphēmia, Louw-Nida says: “to speak against someone in such a way as to harm or injure his or her reputation (occurring in relation to persons as well as to divine beings) — ‘to revile, to defame, to blaspheme, reviling.’”[footnoteRef:1051] BDAG has: “speech that denigrates or defames,” hence “reviling, denigration, disrespect, slander.”[footnoteRef:1052] Thayer defines blasphēmia as, “speech injurious to another’s good name” and lists railing, reviling, and slander, as some of the definitions.[footnoteRef:1053] Thayer also points out that not only is “blasphemy” a loanword into English, but it is in Latin also, and is “blasphēmia” in the Latin Vulgate. [1051:  Louw and Nida, s.v. “βλασφημία.”]  [1052:  BDAG, s.v. “βλασφημία.”]  [1053:  Thayer, s.v. “βλασφημία.”] 

Blasphēmeō and blasphēmia are used in the Bible of blasphemous speech toward God (e.g., Rom. 2:24; Rev. 13:6), but also it is often used of people; for instance, in Titus 3:2, we are commanded not to speak in this way toward anyone. Other examples of blasphemy against humans can be found in Acts 18:6; Romans 3:8; 1 Peter 4:4; and Revelation 2:9. Besides God and humans, the Bible also refers to “blasphemous” speech toward angelic beings (2 Pet. 2:10-12; Jude 8-10; Rev. 13:6). Lastly, it is also possible to blaspheme against impersonal things, such as the Word of God (Titus 2:5), or the way of the truth (2 Pet. 2:2).
Given that the essence of blasphēmeō and blasphēmia is speaking words that injure or harm the reputation of another, “blaspheme” is generally the best definition of those words in contexts where it is used in reference to God or a god, and “insult” or “slander” seems to be a better fit when the context is about people. This is because English speakers do not use “blasphemy” in reference to other people, but they do use “slander” or “insult.”
Mat 9:5
“which is easier.” Which is easier to say and accomplish, declaring someone’s sins are forgiven, or divine healing? They are equally easy. See commentary on Luke 5:23.
Mat 9:6
“you.” The “you” is plural. So that all of you know.
“the Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins.” This is an anacoluthon, an unfinished sentence. Jesus does not complete his sentence by words, instead, for emphasis, he completes it by action.
[See Word Study: “Anacoluthon.”]
“pallet.” This is referring to a small “bed,” generally made up of some thick blankets, perhaps here with some poles and matting to give it structure. It is the same event and object, but not the same word as “pallet” (κράβαττόν, krabatton, #2895) in Mark 2:11 or “small bed” (κλινίδιόν, klinidion, #2826) in Luke 5:19, 24 but are all referring to the same thing. All these words can legitimately describe what the paralytic was lying on.
If Jesus asked most Westerners to “pick up your bed, and go home” they could not do it. Our beds are far too big and bulky. However, the beds of the biblical culture were usually thin mattresses stuffed with cotton or wool, and often they were only layers of blankets. Therefore, they were easy to carry and they were also easy to roll up for storage in the house. For this man to take up his bed and walk would be quite similar to a camper rolling up a thick sleeping bag (the old-fashioned thick cotton kind, not the modern thin backpacking sleeping bag) and walking off with it.
The fact that Eastern beds did not take up much space during the day was important because houses in Eastern culture did not have separate bedrooms as Western houses do. At bedtime, the mats (“beds”) were taken from where they had been stored for the day and simply laid out on the floor, and then the family slept together on the floor of the main room of the house. In the morning, the “beds” were rolled up and usually placed in a pile against the wall, although, in a larger house, there may have been another place they were kept.
Many modern translations read “mat” or “pallet” instead of “bed”. This is acceptable but can lead the reader to the false conclusion that the man was not actually lying on his regular bed while he was at the Pool of Bethesda, but rather on a mat he brought to rest on during the day just as we Westerners might take a blanket to a park or to the beach. The mat or pallet was in fact his bed, which is why Jesus told the man to pick up his bed.
Under some circumstances, a bed might be placed on a board or something stiff so that the bed and person could be carried, as we perhaps see in Acts 5:15, but even then the people might have been carried separately from the bed and then the person laid on the bed in a place that Peter might pass by. In the Roman world many of the houses, and certainly the houses of the wealthy, did have separate rooms that were used as bedrooms and many of those rooms had a special type of stiff bed that was raised a little off of the floor, but poor people would not have these.
Mat 9:8
“given such authority to humans.” Some of the teachers of the Law could not believe that a man could forgive sins. In a parallel account recorded in Mark, they claim, “He is blaspheming! Who can forgive sins but God alone?”
[For more on the authority to forgive sin, see commentary on Mark 2:7.]
Mat 9:9
“a man called Matthew.” The calling of Matthew (also called Levi) is recorded in Matthew 9:9-13; Mark 2:14-17; and Luke 5:27-32. The three Gospels that record the calling of Matthew differ in some significant details. That is typical of the Gospels because each of the four Gospels has its own purpose and significance. Matthew emphasizes Jesus as the king, Mark as the servant of God, Luke as a human being, and John as the Son of God (see commentary on Mark 1:1, “the Good News of Jesus Christ”). Before delving into some of the differing details of the three Gospel accounts of this event, we must remember that this exchange between the Pharisees and Jesus Christ was more than just a couple of sentences. The Pharisees were the religious leaders in the Galilee and they were possessive and stubborn men, which is one reason they spoke to Jesus’ disciples and not directly to Jesus, and so the conversation between them and Jesus would have taken some time and many things would have been said—much more than is recorded in a very abbreviated form in Scripture. The back-and-forth between Jesus and the Pharisees gives room for each Gospel to record the event in light of its particular emphasis.
Matthew has the most intense engagement between Jesus and the Pharisees. For one thing, it is the only Gospel that mentions that Jesus quoted the Old Testament, saying, “I want mercy, and not sacrifice” (Hos. 6:6). This would have mainly been a rebuke, but also was an instruction to anyone with ears to hear. However, Matthew, Mark, and Luke also have an intended rebuke in Jesus’ statement, “I did not come to call the righteous, but sinners” (Matt. 9:13; Mark 2:17). Calling the Pharisees “righteous” was a tongue-in-cheek rebuke because the Pharisees were not actually righteous in the sight of God (even though they thought they were), a point Jesus made on more than one occasion (cf. Matt. 5:20; Matt. 23:15-17). It makes sense that the Gospel of Matthew would have the most intense interaction with the ungodly Pharisees because it was the duty of the king to protect his people.
The Gospel of Luke shows the most interest in the “sinners” that Jesus was with, which is typical of Luke, and emphasizes Jesus’ humanity. Luke points out that Matthew made the feast for Jesus, indicating the high regard that Matthew had for Jesus, and obviously, Matthew’s friends were welcome, they did not “just happen” to be there. Also, it is in Luke that Jesus clearly stated a major part of his purpose for being at the feast: that he came to call sinners “to repentance” (Luke 5:32). That Jesus was there to make an impression that would lead the sinners to repent is not stated in Matthew or Mark, but shows Jesus’ love for the people. Jesus loved the sinners and did not want them to die in their sin, so he was not around them just to “hang out,” he was there to call them to repentance so they could have everlasting life (see commentary on Luke 5:32, “to repentance”).
“sitting at the tax collector’s booth.” The tax office was close to the shore of the Sea of Galilee. See commentary on Mark 2:14.
Mat 9:10
“the house.” Although Matthew 9:10 says “the” house, and Mark 2:15 says “his” house, Luke 5:29 makes it clear that it is Matthew’s house (“Matthew” is called “Levi” in Mark 2:13-17, and Luke 5:27-30).
Matthew was a tax collector, so it makes sense that his friends were tax collectors and “sinners,” which is why so many people like that were at the dinner. This is a very good model of how to spread the gospel. Matthew became a follower of Jesus, and instead of starting to spread the Gospel by speaking with strangers, started by inviting his friends to a huge dinner and making sure Jesus was there to speak with them.
“look.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Mat 9:11
“Why is your teacher.” Matthew 9:11 and Matthew 9:14 are an interesting case study on how evil works to sow division and tear a group apart. Both the Pharisees and the disciples of John had questions about Jesus’ ministry. But the Pharisees were not really seeking an answer, and so they went to Jesus’ disciples and asked them about it. Their real motive in such an action was to discredit Jesus. The watchful Jesus saw the situation developing and stepped in and answered the question, but in a way that challenged the Pharisees to study the Word and rethink their position—which they never did.
In Matthew 9:14 the disciples of John had a question, but they went directly to Jesus and asked it. Jesus answered them too, but also in a way that would have caused John’s disciples to ponder the answer. Evil always works to break apart godly groups, and wise leaders are always on guard against those subtle attacks.
Mat 9:13
“I want mercy, and not sacrifice.” See commentary on Hosea 6:6 for more understanding of why Jesus quoted that verse. Also, he quoted it a second time under different circumstances in Matthew 12:7.
“I did not come to call the righteous.” See commentary on Mark 2:17.
“but sinners.” For more on Jesus calling sinners to repentance, see commentary on Luke 5:32.
Mat 9:14
“fast often.” The Mosaic Law only required fasting one day a year; the day of Atonement. Leviticus 16:29 (KJV) says, “And this shall be a statute for ever unto you: that in the seventh month, on the tenth day of the month, ye shall afflict your souls, and do no work at all, whether it be one of your own country, or a stranger that sojourneth among you.” The idiomatic phrase, “afflict your soul,” was known to refer to fasting. Nevertheless, fasting became a regular practice for many people.
The first fasting in the Bible is when Moses went up on Mount Sinai for 40 days and nights and did not eat or drink (Exod. 34:28). Often a fast was just from sunrise to sunset, much like Muslims do today during the month of Ramadan, and after sunset the person could eat (Judg. 20:26; 1 Sam. 14:24; 2 Sam. 1:12; 3:35).
Fasting was done for many different reasons, but most often as a demonstration of humility toward God, and to get His favor. Of course, for some religious people, including the Pharisees, part of the reason for fasting was so that others would see and be impressed (Matt. 6:16; 23:5). We learn from history, and from the example of the Pharisees, that the Pharisees fasted twice a week, Monday and Thursday (Luke 18:12). By the second century there were Christians who were fasting twice a week, but they chose days when the Jews were not fasting (Didache 8:1).
In contrast to fasting, feasting was common also. Feasts were generally held for an important occasion: weddings; the weaning of a child; the arrival or even the approaching departure of guests; sheep shearing time; the weekly Sabbath, which was considered a joyous occasion; the sighting of the new moon, which started the new month; and of course the Feasts in the Law such as the Feast of Unleavened Bread, and the feasts such as Purim that post-dated the Law.
The life of a Jew who loved God was one that showed great dedication to God, and also showed a great love of life and enjoyment of what God had created.
On a textual note, there is some question as to whether the word “often” was in the original text of Matthew. Some Greek manuscripts include it and some do not have it. The Shem Tov Hebrew text has it, and that along with the Greek manuscript evidence is why the REV includes it.
Mat 9:15
“wedding guests.” The literal Greek is “sons of the bridechamber,” which was an idiom for the wedding guests; and in some contexts more specifically for the friends of the bridegroom who were at the wedding.
“groom.” In many English versions, the older term “bridegroom” is used, but it just means the groom.
“and then they will fast.” People fasted for different reasons, but often for a disaster or difficult situation, and to get God’s help with it, or to procure the favor of God. Jesus’ presence in and of itself brought “the acceptable year of the Lord” (Luke 4:19), and the grace and favor of his Father was upon him (Luke 2:40, 52; 4:19; John 1:14). This combined with the short duration of Jesus’ ministry on earth (likely just over a year; not the three years many people believe) in which he ate and drank with sinners, made physical fasting not the right choice. His disciples would fast after he left them.
Mat 9:16
“no one puts.” This in Matthew 9:16 is an expansion of what Jesus had just said about fasting in Matthew 9:15. What Jesus was doing was so new and different that the “old system” of doing things would no longer be adequate. Jesus spoke of the “new commandment” he brought (John 13:34), but the truth is that he brought new light in many, many ways. Things like his approach to the Law, “you have heard it said...but I say to you” in his Sermon on the Mount (Matt. 5:21-22, 27-28, 31-34, 38-39, 43-44), or his way of dealing with sinners by being close to them, or his way of relating to women, were all new. The old way of doing things that was overseen by the likes of the Pharisees and Sadducees could not be just patched, it needed to be newly made.
Mat 9:17
“Neither do people put.” This is an expansion of what Jesus taught in Matthew 9:15-16 (see commentary on Matt. 9:16). Old wineskins get stiff and inflexible, and so when the new wine ferments and expands, the old skin cannot expand with it like a new wineskin can, and so it bursts. Occasionally the pressure of fermentation is so great that even sometimes our modern glass bottles burst if wine is incorrectly or prematurely bottled. The understanding and way of doing things that Jesus was bringing to Judaism was “new wine” that could not be put in the “old wineskins” of the religious understanding of the Law and Prophets that was held by the religious leaders of his time. They, and the generations before them, had so thoroughly perverted the true meaning of the Law that they had become “blind guides” (Matt. 15:14). Jesus said that if you put the new wine (the new commandments and the new understanding of the Law that Jesus brought) and put it in the “old wineskins,” they would burst. Indeed, that is exactly what happened. His death and resurrection fulfilled the Law in such a way that the Law, if it was alone and apart from the risen Messiah it pointed to, was considered a veil that blinded the eyes of the heart (2 Cor. 3:15-17).
“wineskin.” A “bottle” or container made from animal skin.
[For more on skin-bottles, which were usually made from the skins of goats, see commentary on 1 Sam. 10:3.]
Mat 9:18
“look.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“a leader came and bowed down before him.” The “leader” is named Jairus, and he was one of the leaders of the synagogue in Capernaum. The record of the healing of Jairus’ daughter and the healing of the woman who was bleeding is in Matthew 9:18-26; Mark 5:22-43; and Luke 8:41-56. Jairus had a great need, and showed respect to Jesus in asking for his help.
[For more on this event occurring in Capernaum, see commentary on Luke 8:40.]
“bowed down before.” The synagogue leader did not think Jesus was God and likely did not even believe he was the Messiah, but rather was paying him homage, as he would to a superior, or to a prophet of God. See commentary on Matthew 2:2.
“My daughter has just died.” This is a summary statement of the sum of the events of this record, which occurs in Matthew, Mark, and Luke. Technically, Jairus came to Jesus and the daughter was still alive but near death, but died while Jairus was with Jesus, at which point Jairus let Jesus know that, but Matthew did not include all the details and the chronology of the event. Matthew’s Gospel is a summary of events.
“come and lay your hand on her, and she will live.” This is remarkable because Jesus had not yet raised anyone from the dead.
Mat 9:20
“look.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Mat 9:21
“If I can only touch his garment, I will be healed.” Why would this unnamed woman think that if she just touched Jesus’ garment she would be healed? The very likely answer is that she had absolute trust that the garment of the Messiah was holy and would produce healing, a belief she would have gotten from Malachi 4:2, that the Messiah would have healing in “his wings,” that is, in the extremity of his clothing. For this woman to believe that, she must have concluded from what she knew about Jesus that he was the Messiah and therefore would fulfill the prophecies about him, which in this case he did.
That the evidence in Scripture points to the fact that this woman could learn about Jesus and conclude he was the Messiah sheds light on the hardheartedness and spiritual blindness of many of the people of Jesus’ time. There was plenty of evidence that Jesus was the Messiah, and many people realized he was the Messiah, but many didn’t.
Mat 9:22
“Jesus, after turning around and seeing her.” See commentary on Luke 8:47.
“in that moment.” The Greek is idiomatic; literally, “in that hour.” However, taking the idiom literally can be confusing and lead one to think that perhaps the woman was not immediately healed. The woman was healed immediately, not just sometime “in that hour.”
Mat 9:23
“the flute players and the crowd making a commotion.” The flute players were musicians who would have been there to play for the funeral ceremony, this is why Matthew makes mention of them. Clearly, then, the girl was dead, and this truly was a resurrection performed by Jesus. “Even the poorest people were required to hire at least two flute players and one wailing woman to perform these services (m. Ketub. 4:4).”[footnoteRef:1054] [1054:  Craig Blomberg, Matthew [NAC], 161.] 

[For more information on the commotion see commentary on Mark 5:38.]
Mat 9:24
“asleep.” The Greek verb is katheudō (#2518 καθεύδω). Sleep is used as a euphemism and metaphor for death (see commentary on Acts 7:60).
Mat 9:27
“Have mercy on us, Son of David.” The fact that these men called Jesus the “Son of David” indicates that they believed he was the Messiah (see commentary on Matt. 1:1).
Mat 9:28
“And after he had come into the house…” The blind men cried out to him as he was walking, but he ignored them until he got inside the house he was going to, leaving them to follow him as best they could, given their blind condition. This would be considered very unchristian behavior today, and be called “unloving,” and other such things. Nevertheless, Jesus did it, and it was to crystallize their trust (“faith”). They did not give up on asking him for healing, an act of trust.
Mat 9:30
“See to it.” The Greek verb is horaō (#3708 ὁράω), and it means to see with the physical eye, or to see with the mental eye. It is a play on words, because Jesus just gave sight to these two blind men, then told them to “see” (“make sure;” “be careful”) that no one knew about them getting their sight. Both the verb horaō, and the verb for “know” are in the imperative mood, and are stern commands, hence the exclamation point at the end of the sentence. Interestingly, in spite of Jesus’ stern command, the men who received their sight spread the news about him. This was likely due to a number of factors. In the honor-shame society of the biblical world, if someone did something great for you, it was socially expected that you would laud the person and thus increase his honor in society. Added to that was their obvious elation about being healed. The two things combined made it impossible for them to hide what had happened, and they freely spoke about it.
Mat 9:32
“look.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Mat 9:34
“By the ruler of the demons he casts out demons.” This opinion is generated by pure spiritual arrogance. The Pharisees had no evidence for what they said except their displeasure, and they were wrong.
Mat 9:35
“the good news of the kingdom.” The “good news of the kingdom” primarily refers to the coming of the Millennial Kingdom of Christ, and the fact that Christ (and John the Baptist) was teaching that it was near (Matt. 4:17). The coming Kingdom of God was the primary subject of Christ’s teaching and Matthew 9:35 is very similar to Matthew 4:23.
[For more on the Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
The fact that Jesus performed these specific miracles (healing diseases and sicknesses) and even raised the dead (Matt. 9:25), and preached the good news of the Kingdom of God at the same time is no coincidence. These miracles are glimpses of what the Kingdom of God will be like. It was prophesied that it would be a place where sicknesses and diseases are done away with (Isa. 33:24; Psa. 41:3), and it will be a place where the dead are raised to life (Isa. 25:8; 26:19; Dan. 12:2), where death is defeated (1 Cor. 15:54). So, when Jesus arrives on the scene and performs these miracles, things that have always been God’s heart for humankind (God does not want people to perish; 2 Pet. 3:9), then we know that he is bringing the Kingdom. He is the King.
Mat 9:38
“ask.” The Greek is deomai (#1189 δέομαι). Deomai is a specific request, not a general prayer. It is a petition.[footnoteRef:1055] [1055:  See R. Trench, Synonyms of the New Testament.] 

 
Matthew Chapter 10
Mat 10:1
“And he called his twelve disciples.” The choosing of the apostles is in Matthew 10:2-4; Mark 3:14-19; and Luke 6:13-16.
Mat 10:4
“the Zealot.” The Greek is Καναναῖος (‘Cananean’) which transliterates the Aramaic qanʾān (āʾ), meaning ‘zealous one.’[footnoteRef:1056] Thus, it is very likely that “Simon was a former adherent of the Jewish party of “the Zealots” (Acts 5:37; Josephus, Ant., 18.1.1 and 6; Wars, 2.8.1).”[footnoteRef:1057] This should not be confused with a Canaanite, someone from the land of Canaan which is Χαναναίος (‘Canaanite’). One can see the slight difference in the Greek spelling. [1056:  John Nolland, The Gospel of Matthew: A Commentary on the Greek Text [NIGTC], 412.]  [1057:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. Matthew’s Gospel, 390.] 

“Iscariot.” “‘Iscariot’ is usually interpreted as Hebrew for man of Kerioth, the name of cities in both Judea and Moab, which could make Judas the only non-Galilean of the Twelve. Others take Iscariot as from a word for assassin or from a term meaning false one.”[footnoteRef:1058] However, “Iscariot” appears to be what people called Judas even before he betrayed Jesus (Matthew 26:14; Luke 22:3), which means this is not just a title given to him after the betrayal. Therefore, it seems hard-pressed to believe that his own friends would give him the nickname “assassin” or “false one.” Thus, the first interpretation is more plausible. [1058:  Craig Blomberg, Matthew [NAC], 170.] 

Mat 10:9
“gold, nor silver, nor bronze.” Jesus is referring to money: the gold, silver, and bronze coins available at the time. In Mark 6:8, “bronze” is simply translated “money” for clarity because there is not as much context as there is here in Matthew.
“belts.” The “belts” did not have money in them, but the belt around the outer garment allowed the garment to be folded in such a way as to make a pocket in which small items such as coins could be kept.
Mat 10:10
“traveler’s bag.” See commentary on Mark 6:8.
“two tunics.” The tunic was the long shirt, like a long undershirt, that was against the skin. See commentary on Mark 6:8.
“nor two tunics, nor sandals, nor staff.” This phrase catches our attention because, although it agrees with the Gospel of Luke (Luke 9:3), it seems to contradict what Jesus told his disciples according to the Gospel of Mark (Mark 6:8-9). A quick reading of Matthew and Luke, makes it seem like in those Gospels Jesus told his disciples to take no staff, while in Mark, Jesus told them to take a staff. Also, in Mark, Jesus told the disciples to “tie on” sandals (Greek text), that is, wear them, but in Matthew, Jesus seemingly says to not take sandals (Luke says nothing about sandals). How do we resolve this problem?
Mark gives the essentials of the record, which make perfect sense in the culture: the disciples were to rely on help from people they met for their food and protection from the elements (hence, no need for money, food, or two tunics, which might be needed if they were going to sleep outdoors). However, they would need sandals if for no other reason than any extended journey that involved walking in unfamiliar territory, and in cities would require sandals. But they would not need two pairs of sandals, and in Matthew, the word “two” before “tunics,” immediately before “sandals” in the list must also refer to sandals, which is also plural, like “tunics.” Of course, “sandals” is always plural, but since the Gospel of Mark says take “sandals” and Matthew says not to, the most obvious way to explain the situation is that Jesus was saying not to take two pairs of sandals—if anything happened to the one pair, they would be helped to get another pair by people who were caring for them.
Like sandals, a staff was a necessity when traveling. It provided protection and support, so it makes perfect sense that Jesus would say to take the staff along, as the Gospel of Mark says. However, Matthew and Luke seem to say not to take a staff. Two ways to explain the apparent contradiction seem to be the most likely. One is that the word “two” in Matthew also governs the word staff, and that Jesus told the apostles not to take two staffs, as if they might break or lose one. Although that is possible, it is not easy to make Luke read that way, and the chances of losing or breaking a staff are slim. Furthermore, if one was lost or broken, a new one could be acquired the same way new sandals could be.
The more likely explanation for the difference Matthew and Luke have with the Gospel of Mark is that the list in Matthew starts with the word “acquire,” (ktaomai; #2932 κτάομαι), which the KJV translates as “provide,” and the ESV translates as “acquire.” However, there are many English versions that start Matthew 10:9 with “take” or “take along,” which clouds the issue and makes the apparent contradiction between Matthew and Mark very difficult. Jesus was telling his disciples not to “acquire” things for their journey (which they would then “take” with them, as Mark and Luke say). One of the things that the apostles might want to “acquire” would be a walking stick that was more appropriate for someone who traveled a lot than the walking sticks they already owned. They were fishermen and would not have traveled much, and when they did travel it would have been in familiar places, so it is likely that they did not have a staff that they thought was the best choice for travel in areas where they had never been before.
In summary, Jesus told the apostles not to take with them things that a host family would provide: money, food, and shelter. However, they did need their sandals and walking stick. However, they were to guard against acquiring things they thought they might need, such as a new walking stick. If it turned out on the journey that something was needed, the same people who welcomed them into their houses would no doubt provide it or help them acquire it, and be glad to do so.
Mat 10:11
“that area.” The REV adds “that area” for clarity. This is somewhat similar to Luke 9:4, but the Greek text of Matthew simply says, “stay there until you leave.”
Mat 10:13
“let your peace come upon it.” This is an idiom. If a person was worthy, the guest would bless the house, and that blessing would involve “shalom,” translated “peace” but really meaning “total well-being.” If the apostles were well received and well treated, they were to bless the house with shalom. Jesus instructed his disciples to let their shalom fall on those who graciously took care of them.
“let your peace return to you.” This is an important lesson, because most of the people Christians witness to do not believe, and often Christians become self-condemned about this, thinking that they must have done something wrong or are not a good enough witness. But Christ taught us that when people reject the Word of God, the witnesses are to let the peace they have been offering to others return to them.
Mat 10:15
“more bearable.” The Greek word translated as “more bearable” is “anekteron” (#414, ἀνεκτότερον) and it has the comparative ending “teron” (τερον) which means the Greek word is best translated as “more” bearable. Some translations use “more tolerable” here, however, the word “tolerable” typically carries the meaning of tolerating bad behavior, putting up with something, or experiencing things that one does not deserve. Yet, these punishments that the wicked will receive are certainly deserved. Therefore, “bearable” is a more appropriate translation. The punishments that Sodom and Gomorrah will receive will be more bearable, or less severe, than the punishments for the people who rejected the apostles (Matt. 10:15) and Jesus himself (Matt. 11:22).
These verses which are similar to Matthew 10:15 (cf. Matt. 11:22; 11:24; Luke 10:12; 10:14) all support the theology that there are varying degrees of punishment for the unsaved. This means that unbelievers will receive some sort of punishment relative to the amount of their sin, prior to receiving the ultimate punishment for sin, which is death (Rom. 6:23). This is also supported by the verses which speak of all people being judged according to their works (cf. 2 Cor. 5:10; 1 Pet. 1:17; Rom. 2:6). If all unbelievers received the same punishment of only “death,” why do any of their bad works matter? Ultimately, in that scenario, their good and bad works would not really make a difference at all, only if they had trust or if they did not, that is all that would matter. Yet, clearly, our individual works do matter in the judgment (2 Cor. 5:10; 1 Pet. 1:17; Rom. 2:6), therefore, there must be some levels of reward and punishment.
Also, if the only punishment for sin was death, and an equal death for all sinners, it would be difficult for verses like Matthew 10:15 or Luke 10:12 to have any real meaning. There would be no “more bearable” or “less bearable” punishment because all the punishments would be the same, i.e., death. Thus, although death will be the end result for unrepentant sinners, there will be punishment relative to one’s good and bad works prior to that death. Yet, for those who believe in Jesus Christ, there is forgiveness of sins, and no condemnation (Rom. 8:1), but rather life in the age to come (Rom. 2:7).
[For more on the unsaved experiencing varying degrees of suffering before they are finally annihilated in the Lake of Fire, see commentary on Rom. 2:5.]
Mat 10:16
“Pay attention.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“innocent as doves.”Although many older English versions took the dove as “harmless,” most modern versions recognize that “innocent” or “pure” is not only the meaning of the Greek word, but fits with what the people of the culture thought (e.g., CEB, CSB, ESV, NASB, NET, NJB, NIV, NRSV, RSV). Doves were considered by both the Greeks and Jews to be pure and have integrity, and were thought to be chaste and married for life (some doves do mate for life, while others do not). “the dove was used in the Rabbinic literature as a symbol of Israel—patient, submissive, faithful.”[footnoteRef:1059] The disciples were to be “pure in their motives and genuine in their behavior.”[footnoteRef:1060] The disciples were to be like that, i.e., be pure and have integrity. [1059:  David Hill, The Gospel of Matthew, New Century Bible, 187.]  [1060:  H. N. Ridderbos, Matthew, Bible Student’s Commentary, 201.] 

Mat 10:18
“because of me.” For an explanation of this phrase, see the commentary on Matthew 5:11.
Mat 10:19
“at that time.” The Greek is literally, “in that hour,” which is idiomatic for “at that time” or “in that moment.”
Mat 10:20
“you are not the ones speaking.” Although Matthew 10:20 says that the disciples would not be speaking, this is not to be taken as some demonic possession or something similar in which a person’s body is taken over and something else is speaking inside them. Instead, in this verse, Jesus is assuring his disciples that they would be given words to say (Matt. 10:19), so, in this sense, they are not the one’s speaking, but in actuality, they are the ones verbally speaking these words given to them by the holy spirit (Luke 12:11-12).
Mat 10:23
“before the Son of Man comes.” The Son of Man “coming” in this verse refers to Christ’s Second Coming, when Jesus comes to earth, fights the Battle of Armageddon, conquers the earth, and sets up his kingdom. Many theologians attest to this. E. W. Bullinger says in his marginal note on the verse: “…His coming…would then have been (and will now yet be) the judicial coming of “the Son of Man.”[footnoteRef:1061] The Ryrie Study Bible correctly states: “These verses are a prediction of persecution in the tribulation days and at the second coming of Christ.” [1061:  Bullinger, Companion Bible, 1329.] 

Davies and Allison say: “On the lips of Jesus, a saying such as Mt. 10:23 would have been a word of encouragement to disciples or missionaries whose future included suffering in the eschatological tribulation: take heart, for salvation is near to hand. The attempts to interpret 10:23 as fulfilled prophecy have been numerous. …Against all these interpretations, there is every reason to urge that Matthew identified the coming of the Son of Man with the coming of the kingdom of God in its fullness. According to the First Gospel, when the Son of Man comes, the angels will be sent forth, every man will be requited according to his deeds and Jesus will sit on his throne. (Matt. 13:41; 16:27; 24:27-44; 25:31). In other words, the coming of the Son of Man will mean the final judgment.”[footnoteRef:1062] [1062:  Davies and Allison, Matthew 8-18 [ICC], 189-90.] 

The idea of the “coming of the Son of Man” (using the phrase “Son of Man”) is universally used of the Second Coming. There is no use of the phrase other than that in the Bible. Since that is the case, what would be the reason that any theologian would try to say that in this one instance, the phrase somehow takes on a new meaning? There is one and only one reason: the “coming of the Son of Man” did not occur in the apostles’ lifetimes, but is still future. People who say that this verse cannot refer to the Second Coming for the simple reason that it is future are using circular reasoning. The assumption is that Jesus cannot be mistaken for any reason, then using that assumption, they search for an “explanation” for what he could have meant that is different from the clear implication of his words. That is not good theology. Good theology comes from properly reading and interpreting the words of Scripture. In this case, the meaning of the coming of the Son of Man is clear in Scripture, it is his Second Coming.
Could it be that the “you” in the verse has just a general meaning and just means something such as “you believers” instead of you apostles who I am speaking to? In other words, could Jesus just have been making the general statement that evangelism would not stop in Israel before he came? That cannot be correct, because none of Jesus’ audience would have ever thought that. Why would anyone doubt that evangelism in Israel would stop? After all, the Old Testament prophecies indicate that there will be “saints” (“holy ones”) resisting evil right up until the time of the End (Dan. 7:18-28). There would have been no point in Jesus making the general statement that evangelism would continue in Israel—the statement would have been so universal and obvious that it would have been essentially meaningless. In contrast, if the “you” he was speaking to were those specific apostles and disciples in his audience, then what he said would have been very exciting and encouraging.
Although we do not know why God inspired Jesus to say his Second Coming would be before the apostles had evangelized Israel, we know that Jesus said things similar to other prophets like Isaiah, Ezekiel, and Paul who, speaking what God told them to, said the Day of the Lord was near. So for Christ to say that the Day of the Lord is near (“you shall not finish going through the cities of Israel before the Son of Man comes”) would not be materially different from what the prophets of both the Old and New Testaments said. The context of Jesus’ statement is what would happen to the disciples during the Tribulation that will precede the End Times. Reading Matthew 10:15-23 is very similar to reading Matthew 24:9 or more exactly, Luke 21:12-17. Jesus forewarned his disciples of the troubles they would have to endure, and then gave them the encouragement that before they finished evangelizing Israel, the Second Coming would occur.
[For more of Jesus making statements about the timing of his Second Coming that did not come to pass as predicted, see commentary on Matt. 16:28. For more on the kingdom that Christ will set up on earth after his Second Coming, the Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Mat 10:25
“Beelzebul.” The Greek is Beelzeboul (#954 Βεελζεβούλ), which gets put into English as “Beelzebul.” He is called the “ruler of the demons” in Matthew 12:24. “Beelzeboul” is “lord of the dunghill.” This comes from the Hebrew zebul (dung, a dunghill).
[For more on the name Beelzebul and other names of the Slanderer (the Devil), see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
Mat 10:27
“What I tell you in the darkness.” Jesus Christ told his disciples, and especially his apostles, many things in secret (“in the darkness”) that he did not announce to the world. A major reason he did that was so the apostles would be prepared for what they would be facing after Jesus died, was resurrected, and then ultimately was no longer on earth with them. Jesus knew even at the Last Supper that they did not understand at the time, but that they would understand later (cf. John 13:7).
But another reason Jesus spoke secretly to the apostles was that much of the material could not be understood until after it was experienced. For example, Jesus told the apostles many times that he was going to die, and even at the Last Supper he told them he would be betrayed and was going to “go away,” but none of them understood it until after Jesus was resurrected and appeared to them (Luke 24:45-48). Once Jesus had been crucified, and resurrected, and the gift of holy spirit had been given, then those things were confirmed by many people, and knowledge of them was to be broadcast to others.
“proclaim on the rooftops.” The flat rooftop of the average biblical house was a perfect place to broadcast news to the neighborhood. Believers are not to keep the truth to themselves, but are to tell it to others.
Mat 10:28
“do not be afraid of those who kill the body.” Matthew 10:28 and Luke 12:4-5 teach the same message. The teaching that we should not fear those who can only kill the body but instead should fear God who can destroy a person’s body and “soul” (life) in Gehenna, the Lake of Fire is a very important one because the natural human tendency is to overly fear those who can kill the body and not fear God nearly enough. The wise person fears God and the Day of Judgment much more than anyone or anything that can only kill the body. Here in Matthew 10:28, Jesus teaches the twelve apostles, who he is about to send out on a missionary journey. In Luke 12:4-5, Jesus teaches this lesson to a huge crowd (Luke 12:1). Isaiah taught the same thing 700 years earlier than Jesus (cf. Isa. 8:13).
“destroy...soul.” The Greek word translated “destroy” is apollumi (#622 ἀπόλλυμι). Apollumi means “to cause or experience destruction.[footnoteRef:1063]” The concept of “burning forever in hell” came into Christianity from the Greeks (and Jews like the Pharisees who were influenced by Greek teaching going back to the time of Alexander the Great who conquered Palestine in 332 BC). The Greeks believed in an “immortal soul.” The phrase “immortal soul” is not in the Bible. Once we understand the soul is not eternal, it does not have to “go” to heaven or hell when a person dies. Eternal torment is not the teaching of Scripture. John 3:16, and many other verses, teach the simple truth that each person will either live forever or be destroyed, annihilated. Matthew 10:28 is one of the clear verses that says the soul can die (cf. Ps. 22:29). [1063:  BDAG, s.v. “ἀπόλλυμι.”] 

[For information on “Gehenna” see commentary on Matt. 5:22. For information on annihilation in the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.” For more information on the soul, see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
Mat 10:29
“little sparrows.” Matthew 10:29-31 and Luke 12:6-7 teach the same message. The Greek word translated “little sparrows” is strouthion (#4765 στρουθίον), the diminutive of strouthos (στρουθός), sparrow. However, the Greek word is sometimes used of little birds that were not specifically sparrows.
“assarion.” The Roman as or the Greek assarion (#787 ἀσσάριον). It was worth 1/16 of a denarius (or drachma), which was a day’s wage for a day laborer or soldier. If a day laborer makes $10 per hour, or $80 per day, then an assarion would be worth about $5. For a person working eight hours a day, an assarion was worth about a half hour’s work.
“apart from your Father.” This phrase means “apart from your Father’s knowledge and care.” The phrase contains the figure of speech ellipsis,[footnoteRef:1064] which is constructed in the Greek by the preposition aneu (#427 ἄνευ), which means “without” or “apart from,” and then the words for “your father” (patros humōn) functioning as the genitive of possession—the object of the father’s possession is elided. Literally, it would read, “apart from of your father,” with the involvement on God’s part omitted for emphasis. We have left the figure of speech in the translation, rather than supply the omitted word. [1064:  Cf. Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 1, “ellipsis.”] 

Many commentators who are zealous to bolster the position of divine sovereignty (that God is in control of everything that happens), have interpreted this verse to mean God has a specific will for the death of even every sparrow (cf. NIV, NET), and also that no sparrow can fall without God’s will and consent (cf. HCSB, CJB). But this is importing meaning into the text because it goes beyond what the text says. The Greek simply reads “without your Father” (“without” is the Greek word aneu, #427 ἄνευ), which leaves open exactly how the Father is connected with the sparrow. Without His will (NET)? Without His consent (HCSB)? Without His knowledge (NAB, NLT)? Without His care (TNIV)? The text does not precisely tell us “without what,” which is why there are so many variations between the translations. The Greek text simply leaves the impression that the Father is present and caring in his relation to the bird.
To understand this passage properly we must interpret it in light of clear meaning that is given to us from other scriptures. As Louw and Nida write, “The particular manner or mode of involvement by God must depend upon the broader context and not upon the meaning of ἄνευ.”[footnoteRef:1065] In this case, we have a parallel account in Luke 12:6 that helps us understand what Jesus meant. In the account in Luke, Jesus does fill out the meaning for us, saying, “not one of them [sparrows] is forgotten in the sight of God.” The Greek word translated “forgotten” is epilanthanomai (#1950 ἐπιλανθάνομαι), which can have the meaning of “neglect,” “overlook,” or “care nothing about.”[footnoteRef:1066] More evidence that this verse is about care and concern rather than “God’s will” is supplied by the next verse in Matthew, which declares that, “the hairs of your head have been counted,” i.e. God knows how many there are. The verse about our hair is not about the will of God, as if it were somehow God’s will every time a hair of our head fell out, but rather it is about God’s love and concern for us. [1065:  Louw and Nida, Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “ἄνευ.”]  [1066:  BDAG, s.v. “ἐπιλανθάνομαι.”] 

Matthew 10:29 is not speaking of divine sovereignty, but rather divine benevolence and care. From reading Matthew in the greater context of the parallel account, then, we see that this passage teaches that God knows and cares even about sparrows. He has not forgotten about the sparrow, and its fall is not something overlooked or uncared for.
What a comfort this is, that God would have such care even for sparrows, and emphasizes how much He must care for us! What a greater comfort this biblical teaching is than the idea that no sparrow falls without God’s specific will and consent. If not even one sparrow can die without the will and consent of God, how are we to understand a cat torturing and killing a sparrow? Is that the will of a loving God? And if God wills that, does He really care if we are hurting? On the other hand, if the fallen state of the world is due to Adam and Eve’s free will decision to sin, and the world is now under the control of Satan (1 John 5:19), and God is fighting for us in all situations (Rom. 8:28 REV, NIV), then it is a comfort to know that even though God cannot simply stop pain and problems, He knows and cares about what is going on and is willing to bless and help as He can, without overstepping things such as people’s free will decisions.
We conclude along with Robertson, “There is comfort in this thought for us all. Our father who knows about the sparrows knows and cares about us.”[footnoteRef:1067] [1067:  A. T. Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, 1:83.] 

Mat 10:30
“have been counted.” This verse shows how important we all are to God. The average head has a lot of hairs. Blondes average 150,000 hairs, redheads average 90,000, and people with black or brown hair average 110,000 hairs.[footnoteRef:1068] We don’t know how many hairs we have, but God does. People are very important to God. [1068:  BaumanMedical.com, accessed Feb. 1, 2019.] 

Mat 10:31
“you are of more value than many little sparrows.” See commentary on Luke 12:7.
Mat 10:32
“will acknowledge.” The overarching context is hypocrisy and being afraid of people to the end that a person will not say or do what is in their heart to do. People need to love God to the extent that they will openly confess allegiance with Christ and not fear the consequences of it. The Greek verb translated “acknowledge” is in the future tense and the context is that Jesus is speaking to his disciples of the coming persecution in which people who testify of Jesus will be dragged before the authorities and interrogated and beaten (cf. Matt. 10:16-20). While Jesus is speaking specifically of the difficult times that lay ahead for the disciples, the same principle rings true for us today. Today, people who acknowledge Christ as Lord are sometimes tortured, imprisoned, and even killed. Although there would surely be great temptation to simply deny the Lord to be set free, Jesus warns them, and us, to continue to acknowledge him as Lord in those difficult times, and if we do, he will acknowledge us before the Father.
Mat 10:34
“I did not come to bring peace, but a sword.” This is a powerful statement that is widely misunderstood or ignored in Christendom. We often hear people say that Christ came to bring peace on earth, but according to Matthew 10:34 he did not come to bring peace, but a sword. Some of the meaning of Christ’s statement is right in the context of Matthew 10:34 and some of it comes from the whole scope of Scripture. For example, Jesus said that even family members will fight against one another (Matt. 10:34-37), and even Jesus’ own family thought he was insane and tried to restrain him (Mark 3:21). More meaning comes from the scope of Scripture. For example, the world is in a fallen state with the Devil having much control over the earth and what happens on it (Gen. 3:16-19; Luke 4:6; 1 John 5:19; see commentary on Luke 4:6). Also, we learn that when Jesus Christ comes back to rule the earth he will indeed bring a sword. The Bible makes it very clear that he will kill his enemies and evil people when he returns (Isa. 11:4; 63:1-6).
Mat 10:35
“and the daughter-in-law against her mother-in-law.” Matthew 10:34-36 is quite similar to Luke 12:49-53.
In the biblical culture in which extended families were usually tight and depended on each other, these words of Jesus were impactful and attention-grabbing (see REV commentary on Luke 12:53).
Mat 10:36
“and a person’s enemies will be those of his own household.” In this context, the word “household” refers, as it usually does, to one’s extended household, including uncles, aunts, cousins, and in-laws. In fact, Jesus specifically mentions the in-laws in the context. Division over Jesus splits both nuclear families and extended families.
Micah 7:5 sets the context, which is that things will become so full of animosity and hatred that people cannot seem to trust anyone and must be careful who they talk to. The main idea is the same in Matthew and Micah, but the verbiage is slightly different. Matthew does not quote the Septuagint here.
Mat 10:37
“loves.” The Greek is phileō (#5368 φιλέω). See commentary on John 21:15.
Mat 10:39
“life” (2x). The Greek word is psuchē (#5590 ψυχή, pronounced psoo-'kay), and psuchē has a large number of meanings, often “soul” or “life.” Here it refers to the physical life of the body, which is why most versions translate it “life,” which is accurate in this context.
[For a more complete explanation of psuchē, “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
“because of me.” For an explanation of this phrase, see the commentary on Matthew 5:11.
Mat 10:41
“a righteous person.” The Greek word dikaios (#1342 δίκαιος) is an adjective, and in this case is a substantive, an adjective used as a noun, “a righteous” referring to a “righteous person.” Using the substantive instead of just supplying the noun and saying “righteous person,” places the emphasis on “righteous.” If we want the reward of the righteous, we must receive “the righteous.”
“reward.” The Greek is misthos (#3408 μισθός), and it refers to a payment made for work done; wages. As “wages” or “payment,” it can refer to either a reward (cf. Matt. 5:12; 10:41; Luke 6:35; 1 Cor. 3:14) or a punishment (2 Pet. 2:13), depending on the context and what kind of payment is due. In the future Millennial Kingdom, when Jesus Christ rules as king on the earth, people will be repaid for what they have done (see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10, “good or evil”). Some people might think they have done very little to support God’s work, but if anyone has helped accomplish God’s work on earth, he will be amply rewarded.
Mat 10:42
“reward.” See commentary on Matthew 10:41.
 
Matthew Chapter 11
Mat 11:3
“should we expect someone different?” John the Baptist sent his disciples to Christ with the question, “Are you the Coming One, or should we expect someone different?” (Matt. 11:3; Luke 7:19). The question is problematic because John was the one who identified Christ with the words: “Look! The lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world!” and “And I myself have seen it, and have testified, that this is the Son of God” (John 1:29, 34). Had John developed doubts that Jesus was the Messiah? Considering that a number of people close to Jesus, including his mother Mary and Peter, misunderstood him, that is possible, but we think not as likely as the other two possibilities stated below.
Another reason for John’s question is given by Joseph Good in his book. Good writes:
As the ancient Jewish scholars and Rabbis began to study the scriptural information about the Messiah, they encountered a serious problem: many of the passages seemed to contradict one another. Often the Messiah is seen as a conquering king…Other passages speak of a suffering servant. From this paradoxical description of the Messiah came a first-century Common Era (AD) rabbinical teaching of two Messiahs.[footnoteRef:1069] [1069:  Good, Rosh HaShanah and the Messianic Kingdom to Come, 2.] 

Good goes on to say that the ancients called the conquering Messiah “Messiah Ben David,” and called the suffering Messiah “Messiah Ben Joseph.” The Talmud applied Zechariah 12:10, which says, “they will look to me because of him whom they have pierced, and they will mourn for him, as one mourns for his only son,” to Messiah Ben Joseph. However, Edersheim writes that even on that point the Jewish rabbis were divided, some saying the mourning is caused by the death of the Messiah Ben Joseph, while others said it was due to evil concupiscence.[footnoteRef:1070] [1070:  Edersheim, The Life and Times of Jesus the Messiah, 2:736.] 

Good goes on to conclude:
This anticipation of two Messiahs by the Jewish people of the first century is the background for the question posed by Yochanan the Immerser (John the Baptist) to Yeshua [Jesus] as to whether He was the Messiah (indicating one, singular), or if they were to expect another. His question was specifically whether Yeshua would fulfill all of the prophecies concerning Messiah, or whether the Rabbis, who said there would be two Messiahs, were right. Yeshua’s answer is a paraphrase of various passages that Rabbis identified as referring partially to Messiah Ben Joseph and partially to Messiah Ben David. Therefore, Yeshua was expressing, in dramatic language that was clear to His listeners, that He would fulfill all of the messianic prophecies. Rather than send two Messiahs with two different roles, G-d would send one Messiah in two separate appearances or comings.[footnoteRef:1071] [1071:  Good, Rosh HaShanah, 5.] 

It is also possible that John was not confused about who Jesus was, but his disciples had doubts, and John, fairly certain that he was about to die, wanted his disciples to hear for themselves who Jesus was, so they would follow him when John was no longer alive.
“someone different.” The Greek word “different” is heteros (#2087 ἕτερος), in this case, referring to someone of a different quality. Another in number, another of the same kind, would have been the Greek word allos. The Emphasized Bible by Rotherham and The New Testament by Williams are versions that also use the word “different.” Was this gentle and loving man the Coming One, or was there another, different, conquering Messiah Ben David, who they should be looking for? Interestingly, the question that John’s disciples ask Jesus that is recorded in Luke 7:19 is not heteros, but allos. So there the emphasis is not on “another of a different kind or quality,” but just “another,” i.e., a second one.
Mat 11:7
“A reed swaying in the wind.” The area around the Jordan River where John was baptizing had very dense vegetation, including lots of reeds that grew close to the water. No one ever went to see them. Jesus was speaking to the people about John, whom the people had gone out to see. Was he “a reed swaying in the wind,” in other words, a man of weak character, easily swayed by circumstances and the opinions of others? Or was he a man of soft clothing, in other words, rich and politically connected? Or was he a prophet? Jesus testified that he was more than a prophet, but the very one Isaiah had referred to as a voice in the wilderness.
Mat 11:8
“Of course not!” This expression was added for clarity. Jesus is using a rhetorical question that expects the answer “Of course not.” However, this rhetoric does not come across quite as clearly in English. Thus, the REV has added this negation for clarity.
“soft clothing.” In the ancient world in general there were three classes of people: the wealthy; the working middle class, and the destitute, who barely survived. The wealthy were separated from the rest of society by where they lived, walls, bodyguards, and social norms, so the genuinely poor rarely interacted with them. If they were out in public some people might go to view them.
“Look.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Mat 11:9
“you saw much more than a prophet.” The literal rendering of the Greek text is, “Yes, I tell you, and much more than a prophet.” However, this could be understood to mean, “Yes, I tell you, you went out to see a prophet and you went out to see much more than a prophet,” because this is the only real action of Matthew 11:9, so to complete the ellipsis, this thought might be what the reader would think to provide. However, they did just go out to see a prophet, they did not go out to see more than a prophet, yet, they ended up seeing more than just a normal prophet. They saw arguably the greatest prophet (Matt. 11:11), or at the very least the prophet with the greatest message. John the Baptist had the privilege of proclaiming that the Messiah, the King, was about to arrive (Matt. 11:10). Therefore, the people saw something even greater than what they were expecting. Thus, it is fitting to add in “you saw” to the literal reading: “Yes, I tell you, and you saw much more than a prophet.”
Mat 11:10
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“I am sending my messenger.” This is quoted from Malachi 3:1.
“who will prepare the road.” See commentary on Mark 1:3.
Mat 11:11
“least important person.” The Greek is mikros (#3398 μικρός). It can refer to being a limited size, measure, or quantity, or it can refer to being of little import and thus means insignificant or unimportant. In this verse, it is an adjective, and so the supplied noun “person” is understood. The grammarians argue about whether mikros is used in a comparative sense (“the unimportant person”) or a superlative sense (the least important person).[footnoteRef:1072] However, “least” seems to make sense in this context. The Kingdom of Heaven has not come yet, but will come when Christ sets it up on earth after he comes and fights the battle of Armageddon (Rev. 19). At that time the dead people who are judged to be righteous are raised and get to live with Christ in his kingdom (Ezek. 37; Rev. 20:4-6). Thus, the “least” person in the Kingdom of Heaven is still in the Kingdom of Heaven, and has passed from death to everlasting life. No wonder the “least” in the Kingdom of Heaven is greater than John! Also, that explains the next verse, in which Jesus speaks of how to attain the Kingdom of Heaven. No one can ignore the commands of God and expect to get in. Christ said at many times, and in many different ways, that getting into the Kingdom took work and focus. The way in was narrow and difficult (Matt. 7:13). God’s commands had to be obeyed (Matt. 19:16-19). A person had to take up his cross and follow Christ (Luke 9:23-26). In Matthew 11:12 Jesus taught the same message, that it took a violent effort, but the Kingdom of Heaven could indeed be seized as a prize. Surely the Kingdom of Heaven and everlasting life are available for those who really want it, and anyone there is greater than John, who was still in his fleshly body. [1072:  Cf. Lange’s Commentary, 206.] 

Some theologians teach that the one who is “least” is Jesus himself, because Jesus was younger than John by six months. However, that interpretation seems quite forced, because there is no reason in the context or culture that Jesus would point to the fact that although he was younger than John he would be greater. The Messiah was always assumed in all the prophecies and Scripture to be the greatest of all the prophets and indeed, the greatest person to ever live.
Mat 11:12
“advancing.” Matthew 11:12 has been an enigma for generations of Bible scholars for a couple reasons: the vocabulary in the Greek New Testament is unclear due to multiple possible definitions of some of the Greek words, and also the verb baizetai (“suffers” or “has been forcefully advancing”) can be either passive voice or middle voice. Because of that, the verse has been translated in two different ways, represented by the two versions below.
ASV “And from the days of John the Baptist until now the Kingdom of Heaven suffereth violence, and men of violence take it by force.”
NIV “From the days of John the Baptist until now, the Kingdom of Heaven has been forcefully advancing, and forceful men lay hold of it.”
There are two basic possible interpretations:
1. The passive voice of baizetai (i.e., “suffereth”) would indicate that the Kingdom of Heaven is being attacked. The context shows that John was in jail and Jesus was being persecuted. Furthermore, “violent” (the Greek word is usually used in a negative sense) men are trying to “take” it, i.e., trying to overcome it and stop it.[footnoteRef:1073] [1073:  Cf. Robert H. Mounce, Matthew [NIBCNT], 104; Morris, Gospel According to Matthew [PNTC], 281.] 

2. The middle voice of baizetai would indicate that the Kingdom is “forcefully” (instead of violently) “advancing itself,” i.e., it is moving forward, and those men who are forceful and determined are the ones who will seize it. The context shows that the Gospel message is being preached and people have to make a decision about it.[footnoteRef:1074] [1074:  Cf. R. C. H. Lenski, St. Matthew’s Gospel, 472; Bullinger, Companion Bible, 1331.] 

The more likely interpretation of the verse is as we have in the REV, also represented in the NIV. The first interpretation, that the Kingdom of Heaven suffers violence is less likely due to the qualifying phrase, “from the time of John the Baptist until now.” The Kingdom had always suffered violence, it had always been attacked. This is clear from the time when Cain killed his brother on down through the centuries, so it does not seem proper to say that it has suffered violence from the time of John. In contrast, with the appearance of John and Jesus, the kingdom was forcefully advancing. Both John and Jesus were preaching that “the Kingdom is near.” John was ministering in the power and spirit of Elijah, even as Gabriel had said to Zechariah (Luke 1:17), and Jesus was ministering more powerfully than any prophet before him. There is a third possibility that seems less likely, and also hard to represent fully in English. Since the Greek can be legitimately translated both ways, it is possible that both interpretations are valid. In that case, this verse would be an example of the figure of speech amphibologia, literally, “a throwing in both directions.”[footnoteRef:1075] However, in the REV we have gone with the translation we consider more likely. [1075:  Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 804, “amphibologia.”] 

[See Word Study: “Amphibologia.”]
“are seizing it as a prize.” The Greek is harpazō (#726 ἁρπάζω), and it means “to make off with someone’s property by attacking or seizing, steal, carry off, drag away, to grab or seize suddenly so as to remove or gain control, snatch/take away.”[footnoteRef:1076] It is commonly used with seizing or dragging off someone else’s property. Thus in this case the clear implication of the word is that forceful men grab hold of the kingdom as a prize for themselves, not just that they “seize it.” Lenski writes: “…the kingdom itself, with all its gifts, treasures, and blessings put power and courage into them “to snatch,” let us say “to grab” it all. Williams translates the last half of the verse: …those who take it by storm are seizing it as a precious prize.” This verse helps us to understand the effort it takes to walk in the blessings of the Kingdom. We must each make up our minds to “grab” the kingdom blessings, and that usually takes both desire and effort. [1076:  BDAG, s.v. “ἁρπάζω.”] 

Mat 11:14
“Elijah.” For information on John the Baptist being Elijah, see commentary on Matthew 17:10.
Mat 11:15
“Anyone who has ears had better listen!” The word “listen” is akouō (#191 ἀκούω, pronounced “ah-'koo-oh”), and it can mean “hear” (the opposite of deaf; i.e., hearing the sounds or words), or it can refer to listening and understanding what you hear (the English word “hear” is used the same way). In this verse, it is third person, present tense, active voice, imperative mood, and is thus a command, not a suggestion.
The NET translation is quite literal and very good: “The one who has ears had better listen!” The NET translators explain their translation with the following note: “The translation, ‘had better listen!’ captures the force of the third person imperative [which is the conjugation of the Greek text] more effectively than the traditional, ‘let him hear,’ which sounds more like a permissive than an imperative to the modern English reader.” A. Nyland (The Source NT) is a little more casual, but catches the sense very well: “If you have ears, you had better listen!” Stern (Complete Jewish Bible) translates: “If you have ears, then hear!” Phillips translates: “The man who has ears to hear must use them!” (NT in Modern English).
The Interpreter’s Bible correctly notes that the way Jesus spoke the phrase was “urgent” and “sharp kindness.” Jesus sharply but kindly reminded his audience that God created them to hear and obey, and they better get about doing it. Lenski adds: “In ‘he that has ears’ lies the implication of willful guilt when those ears that were made to hear (and understand) are not used for this purpose.”[footnoteRef:1077] [1077:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. Matthew’s Gospel, 439.] 

Some Greek manuscripts have “the one who has ears to hear,” instead of “the one who has ears.” However, the verb “to hear” was almost certainly added so that this verse matches other verses that do include it, such as Mark 4:9, 23; Luke 8:8; 14:35. If it were original, there seems to be no reason it would have been omitted from early and important texts.[footnoteRef:1078] [1078:  Cf. Metzger, Textual Commentary, 29.] 

This phrase, or a very similar one, occurs here and in Matthew 13:9, 43; Mark 4:9, 23; Luke 8:8; 14:35. It is important to ask, “Why is this phrase here” each time it occurs. In this case, Jesus was teaching about John the Baptist, and in Matthew 11:14 he made the point that John was Elijah. Malachi 4:5 made it clear that “Elijah” would come before the Messiah, and before the Day of the Lord. The fact that Jesus (the Messiah) seemed to come before Elijah confused many, even the disciples (Matt. 17:10; Mark 9:11). In Matthew 11:14 Jesus points out that “Elijah” was John, which would have not only answered their questions, but would have awakened the people to the days in which they were living—the days of the Messiah. No wonder Jesus said, “Anyone who has ears better listen!”
[For more on John the Baptist being Elijah, see commentary on Matt. 17:10.]
Mat 11:18
“neither eating nor drinking.” The context, and the fuller explanation in Luke 7:33-34, shows that John lived an ascetic lifestyle and did not eat all the food that others did, and did not drink wine. Jesus, on the other hand, ate like others and drank wine, such as at the wedding in Cana. But neither behavior satisfied the religious Jews, who criticized them both.
[For more information on eating and drinking, and the contrasting ministries of John and Jesus, see commentary on Luke 7:33.]
Mat 11:19
“See.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“A gluttonous man and a drunkard.” The Greek word translated as “drunkard” is oinopotēs (#3630 οἰνοπότης), a word built from “wine” and drinking. The usual way to drink and get drunk in biblical times was to drink wine, of which there was an abundance. That is why verses like Ephesians 5:18 say “And do not get drunk on wine….” (cf. 1 Sam. 1:14; Isa. 28:1; 49:26; Jer. 23:9; Dan. 5:23; Joel 1:5, 3:3; Rev. 17:2). However, there was beer in the biblical world, so oinopotēs was also used for just being drunk. It is worth noting that historically, there were no distilled alcohol drinks like whiskey or bourbon in the biblical world—distilling and the means of distilling had not been invented yet.
“But wisdom is vindicated by her actions.” When people do wise things and they work out well, then the “wisdom” that they applied is shown to be true wisdom. Many things that are “wise” from a godly point of view are “foolishness” to the world (1 Cor. 1:18-25), but actually, the “wisdom” of this world is foolishness with God (1 Cor. 3:19). Believers need to be confident that when they obey God, no matter how foolish it seems to the world and no matter how loud the unbelievers mock, in the end, the true wisdom will be shown to be the right way, and the “worldly wisdom” will be shown to be foolish.
In the context of Matthew 11:19, the primary examples of people who were wise in a godly way are John the Baptist and Jesus, and their works, though foolish in the eyes of the world, will prove to be wise and right in the end, and the same is true for all believers who follow God’s guidance. Sometimes the true wisdom of following God is not revealed until much later or even until the Day of Judgment. The “wise” action of Jesus in following God’s guidance and going to the cross was not revealed until his resurrection and actually will not be fully revealed until all the righteous people whose salvation was paid for by Jesus’ blood are raised from the dead also. Christians must trust God and be patient to let the wisdom of what they do be revealed, and that may take some time.
This statement in Matthew 11:19 harmonizes with Luke 7:35, which says basically the same thing but uses slightly different wording. Luke 7:35 says, “wisdom is vindicated by all her children” (see commentary on Luke 7:35). The “children” of a mother follow in the ways of the mother and do the works the mother and father instruct (cf. Prov. 1:8). It helps to understand what Christ was saying when we know that the word “wisdom” is feminine in both Greek and Hebrew, and is represented by a woman in Proverbs (cf. Prov. 9:1-5).
[See commentary on Proverbs 1:20 for more discussion on personification.]
Mat 11:21
“How terrible.” The Greek word is ouai (#3759 οὐαί, pronounced ooh-'eye). Ouai can be an interjection or a noun, and depending on the context, it can be an expression of grief because of extreme hardship or distress due to a calamity that has happened (Rev. 18:10, 16, 19); or an expression of grief because of a calamity or divine retribution that is coming in the future (1 Cor. 9:16; Rev. 9:12); or it can be a call for, or warning about, a coming calamity or divine retribution (Matt. 11:21; Mark 14:21; Luke 6:24-26). A triple “woe” like in Revelation 8:13 is a warning about horrible and unavoidable calamity coming in the future. In this context, ouai is primarily a warning about divine retribution that is coming to Chorazin and Bethsaida (here the city names are put by metonymy for the people who live in those cities) because they failed to repent at the teaching and rebuke of Jesus Christ. God is our creator, and He created us for His purposes, and expects something from us. When we ignore and defy Him, there are very serious consequences. Today both Chorazin and Bethsaida are just rock ruins, and in fact, there is some disagreement among archaeologists as to which ruin north-east of the Sea of Galilee is Bethsaida.
Mat 11:22
“more bearable.” See the commentary on Matthew 10:15.
“Tyre and Sidon on the Day of Judgment.” Tyre and Sidon are cities in Phoenicia, on the coast of the Mediterranean Sea. They were known for their wickedness and were denounced by Old Testament prophets (e.g., Isa. 23; Ezek. 26; Amos 1:9-10).
Mat 11:23
“will you be exalted to heaven? No, you will go down to the grave.” It is possible, but not certain, that Jesus was alluding to Isaiah 14:13, 15, and Satan’s desire to be exalted to heaven but relegated to Sheol. Just as Satan was close to God and privileged, but rebelled and will be destroyed, Capernaum had been Jesus’ headquarters in Galilee and should have responded to him and his ministry, but did not, so it was destined for destruction. That destruction has occurred, and today Capernaum is just a ruins and an archaeological site. God can withhold the judgment of a person until the resurrection and Judgment Day, but the judgment on a non-human, such as a city, has to occur in historical time.
Mat 11:24
“more bearable.” See the commentary on Matthew 10:15.
“the land of Sodom.” Jesus uses the phrase “the land of Sodom” to include Gomorrah and the other nearby cities of the plain (Gen. 19:24-25). The whole area was wicked before Yahweh and He destroyed it by fire. The destruction of those wicked people became a type and warning of what will happen to unsaved sinners on Judgment Day: “he condemned the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah to destruction by reducing them to ashes, which made them an example of what is about to happen to ungodly people” (2 Peter 2:6).
Mat 11:25
“Jesus continued to pray, saying.” This verse is paralleled in Luke 10:21. The original text has the phrase, “answered and said” more than 100 times in the Bible, and it can sometimes be confusing because it is often used when no one asked a question. The phrase is an idiom, but it has a literal overtone behind it. The person who “answered and said” may not have been answering a direct question from someone, but they were answering and addressing the situation that was presenting itself before them. For example, in this case, Jesus was answering (continuing to pray aloud) the question, “Why do people who are supposedly wise not know the great spiritual truths that people of much lower status in society and who have much less education seem to know and understand?”
Mat 11:27
“All things.” Although the text does not say so, we learn from the content of what Jesus is saying that he has stopped his prayer and has started speaking to his disciples.
“really knows...really know.” The Greek word is epiginōskō (#1921 ἐπιγινώσκω), an intensified form of ginōskō (#1097 γινώσκω). At that time in Jesus’ ministry, no one really understood the Son except the Father, and no one really knew and understood God but the Son and those people to whom the Son revealed Him, such as Jesus’ close disciples. All one has to do is look at the misguided doctrine and behavior of the Pharisees and Sadducees to know they did not “really know” God. They knew things about Him, but they did not “really” know Him. That is still true today. Many people know some things about God, but do not “really know” Him.
“anyone to whom the Son decides to reveal him.” This verse is not saying that Jesus picks and chooses who gets to know about God, including some and excluding others apart from that person’s desires. God wants everyone to know Him, and calls them fools if they do not (Jer. 4:22). Jesus Christ came to make known the Father (John 1:18), and expended himself trying to get people to understand both him and his Father. Jesus went so far as to say that people could see the Father by seeing him (John 14:9). God also makes it clear that He wants everyone to fully know the truth (1 Tim. 2:4). Nevertheless, many people do not know God. They do not know Him because they do not want to know Him, something they express by both their words and actions. John 3:20 says that people who practice evil will not come to the light. Also, we must keep in mind that when someone does not love God or want God in his life, God honors that. Similarly, when someone loves God, that is honored also, and Jesus says he will show himself to that kind of person (John 14:21).
“decides.” The Greek is boulomai (#1014 βούλομαι), and it means, to deliberately desire, will, or purpose something. To plan. Although it can be used of desire or want, it is somewhat different than thelō, which more refers to “want” or “desire.” Thus, boulomai includes “the thought of ‘purpose, intention, not mere will, but will with premeditation.’”[footnoteRef:1079] This verse is very similar to Luke 10:22, but Luke uses ginōskō instead of epiginōskō for “know.” Jesus knew the people and he knew who was honestly seeking to know God and who did not but was hypocritical. [1079:  Moulton and Milligan, Vocabulary of Greek New Testament, s.v. “βούλομαι,” 115.] 

Mat 11:29
“take my yoke.” In this phrase, the word “yoke” refers to what Jesus is asking people to do: the sum total of his teachings, and he said it was gentle (not “easy”) and light. The word “yoke” is the figure of speech, hypocatastasis, a comparison by implication (see commentary on Rev. 20:2).
In the biblical culture, the literal yoke that was used to harness animals together for work was essential for survival: it was used so animals could plow, thresh grain, and pull loads such as carts. The yoke was not something animals liked to wear, because the loads they pulled were often heavy and difficult. Furthermore, many yokes rubbed sores on the animal’s necks because they were quickly and crudely made.
People also used the word “yoke” figuratively and applied it to things that were heavy and unpleasant. The hard work that Solomon made his subjects do was called a “yoke” by his subjects (1 Kings 12:4). Enemies put a “yoke” on the people of Israel, placing various kinds of burdens on them (Deut. 28:48; Isa. 10:27; 47:6; Jer. 27:11). The word “yoke” was also used of being a slave because it was usually burdensome (1 Tim. 6:1). It was foretold that when the Messiah came he would shatter the yoke that burdens people (Isa. 9:4).
The word “yoke” was also used for submission to a system of beliefs, and the expression, “the yoke of the Law” was common in rabbinic literature. “In Jewish literature, a ‘yoke’ represents the sum total of obligations which, according to the teaching of the rabbis, a person must take upon himself. This definition accounts for such terms as ‘yoke of the Torah,’ ‘yoke of the commandments,’ ‘yoke of the Kingdom of Heaven, etc.”[footnoteRef:1080] In saying, “the yoke of the Law,” the rabbis were not so much emphasizing the “weight” of the Law, or the difficulty of keeping it (although that could easily be part of the meaning, depending on the context), but rather the fact of being submitted to the system of beliefs that constituted the Law. The Law of Moses was considered a “yoke” because of the restraints it put on people and the amount of effort it took to keep it and obey its precepts. [1080:  Hendriksen, New Testament Commentary: Matthew, 504.] 

Although the Law was a “yoke” upon people, whether they found it difficult or a blessing depended upon the attitude of the people. Romans 7:12 says the Law is holy, righteous, and good. The apostle Peter used “yoke” to represent the teachings of the Law in Acts 15:10: “Now then, why do you test God by putting a yoke on the neck of the disciples that neither our fathers nor we could carry?” Peter did not mean to say the Law was in any way ungodly—he did not feel that way. However, even though he believed the Law was from God and was a good thing, he still recognized that it was a system that restrained and controlled people and no one, not even the Jews to whom God gave the Law, could obey it without sin.
As the Early Church continued, the figure “yoke” was even used for the teachings about grace in the New Testament. The Church Father Clement of Rome referred to Christians as those who come under the yoke of grace. Even the teachings about grace include restrictions and responsibilities that Christians need to heed.
Jesus says, “Take my yoke upon you and learn from me.” The verbs “take” and “learn” are in the imperative mood, which in this context is an imperative of exhortation but has the overtone of a command. Jesus’ statement was a strong exhortation, made with love. Christ’s “yoke” is still a yoke. Jesus did not say, “I free you from religious bondage; go do whatever you want!” Jesus wants us under his yoke, his system of grace and love. It is gentle and light, but it is still a yoke, and we must have the desire and self-control to live under the yoke of Christ.
The yoke Jesus asks us to take is different than a yoke of religious bondage. The people in Jesus’ time had been burdened by the yoke of the religious leaders—their system of religious requirements. In fact, something that does not show up well in English is that in Matt. 11:28 (ESV), when Jesus says, “Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden...,” the verb “are heavy laden” (one word in the Greek text), is in the passive voice. This means that the burdens had been placed upon the people (although it is possible, but less likely, that a burden had been placed on them because they picked them up themselves). Little has changed since the time of Christ. Many religious systems are full of man-made regulations that are a great burden, and there is as much need now as there ever was to “learn of me,” learn the truth about Christ and what he teaches, and then take his yoke.
“souls.” The Greek word often translated “soul” is psuchē (#5590 ψυχή, pronounced psoo-'kay), and it has a large number of meanings, including the physical life of a person or animal; an individual person; or attitudes, emotions, feelings, and thoughts. Here it refers to the thoughts, feelings, and emotions of the person himself. The person will find rest within himself and be at peace
[For a more complete explanation of “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
Mat 11:30
“comfortable.” The Greek word is the adjective chrēstos (#5543 χρηστός), and it means “kind” (the noun form is chrēstotēs (#5544 χρηστότης), which in Galatians 5:22 is the fruit of the spirit, “kindness”). Christ’s yoke is “kind” or “comfortable” (chrēstotēs, not “easy” as many translations have), because there is nothing harsh, sharp, or galling about it. You can put on Christ’s yoke without worrying about getting painful blisters, splinters, etc.
“light.” The load that Jesus asks us to carry is “light,” not heavy, but it is still a “load” we must make up our minds to carry. But sometimes the loads of life are not light at all, but very heavy, even for the most faithful believers, so how can it be that Jesus says his load is “light”? The load that Jesus asks us to carry is always light. It includes things like trust and obedience, and it lightens the heart and rests the soul. The confusion that many people have over this verse is they think that any burden we have in our lives is part of the yoke of Christ, but that is not true.
A person who believes God controls everything that happens in this world has trouble understanding the words of Jesus. If God is in control of the world and everything that happens is His will, then the burdens we carry are all due to the will of God and are all part of the yoke of Christ. But those burdens are often very heavy, so why did Jesus say his yoke was “light?” The truth is that God is not in control of everything that happens in our lives or in the world around us. The world is a battleground, where the forces of Good fight the forces of Evil. The Adversary is the god of this age (2 Cor. 4:4) and “the whole world lies under the control of the Wicked One.” (1 John 5:19). Satanic forces and evil people can make life very hard to bear. Also, the earth is a fallen world. Hunger, poverty, deterioration, and aging, are a part of the curse on the world. Added to that, we humans have freedom of will and make stupid decisions that cause problems for ourselves and others. None of these things are part of the yoke of Christ, even though we have to bear them and they make life difficult.
Jesus said his yoke was gentle and the load was light, and that is true of the yoke of Christ. As for the yoke that is put upon us by the Fallen World, thankfully, Isaiah foretold that when the Messiah came in his kingdom, which is still future, he would shatter the yoke that burdens people (Isa. 9:4). That is a wonderful Hope to look forward to.
 
Matthew Chapter 12
Mat 12:1
“Jesus went through the grainfields.” This record occurs here in Matthew 12:1-8; Mark 2:23-28, and Luke 6:1-5. There were six incidents in the ministry of Jesus in which he showed that taking care of people was not considered “work” by God and thus was more important than keeping rules about the Sabbath that were made by humans. The six incidents were picking grain on the Sabbath and five healings (see commentary on Matt. 12:9).
Mat 12:2
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“Your disciples are doing what is not lawful to do on the Sabbath.” To the Pharisees, plucking grain on the Sabbath was breaking the Mosaic Law. See commentary on Luke 6:2.
Mat 12:3
“you.” This “you” is plural in the text. “Have all of you never read….”
Mat 12:4
“ate.” The “ate” is plural. David and the men with him all ate the Bread of the Presence (1 Sam. 21:1-6). A more literal, but more difficult rendering in English would be, “he [David] went into the house of God and they ate the Bread of the Presence.” This is a case where a literal translation from the Greek makes the English difficult.
“the Bread of the Presence.” The Bread of the Presence was large cakes of bread that were in the Tabernacle and Temple (see commentary on Exod. 25:30).
Mat 12:7
“I want mercy and not sacrifice.” See commentary on Hosea 6:6 for more understanding as to why Jesus quoted that verse. Also, he quoted it once before under different circumstances in Matthew 9:13.
Mat 12:8
“For the Son of Man is lord of the Sabbath.” Jesus is the Lord of people, so he is Lord of the Sabbath (Mark 2:27-28; see commentary on Mark 2:28)
Mat 12:9
“and went into their synagogue.” The record of healing the man with the shriveled hand is in three Gospels (Matt. 12:9-14; Mark 3:1-6; Luke 6:6-11).
There were six incidents in the ministry of Jesus in which he showed that taking care of people was not considered “work” by God and thus was more important than keeping rules about the Sabbath that were made by humans. The six incidents were picking grain on the Sabbath (Matt. 12:1-8; Mark 2:23-28; Luke 6:1-5), and five healings. The five healings are (1) healing a man with a withered hand (Matt. 12:9-14; Mark 3:1-6; Luke 6:6-11); (2) healing a woman who was bent over (Luke 13:10-17); (3) healing a man with edema (Luke 14:1-6); (4) healing a crippled man at the Pool of Bethesda (John 5:1-18); and (5) healing a man who was born blind (John 9:1-14).
Jesus knew that healing people on the Sabbath would greatly upset the religious leaders, but to him, God’s work was more important. There are times in life when things come up that are God’s will but break the “rules” of society, and it takes great courage, and often great sacrifice, to do God’s will in those situations. Sometimes when Jesus healed on the Sabbath it seemed to be a case when Jesus was in the synagogue on the Sabbath and he healed a person who also happened to be there that day, which is what happened with the man whose hand was withered (cf. Matt. 12:9-14). But in the case of the crippled man at the Pool of Bethesda (John 5:1-18), it was obvious to everyone that Jesus purposely chose the Sabbath to heal the crippled man, and that was a direct assault against the traditions of the Jews. The Jews responded by seeking to kill him, which they eventually accomplished. Throughout history, the work of God has been accomplished by men and women who were willing to make great sacrifices to obey God—sacrifices that sometimes cost them their lives. The names would number in the thousands, including such stars as the apostles, Joan of Arc, William Tyndale, and on and on. God exhorts us to give our bodies as living sacrifices to do His work (Rom. 12:1-2).
Mat 12:10
“look.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“And in order to accuse Jesus.” The evil nature of these religious leaders is exposed in the fact that they did not care at all about the man with the shriveled hand who in that “hands-on” culture would have been terribly handicapped. They simply wanted to get rid of Jesus.
“they asked him.” The literal is “they asked him, saying,” which is exactly the Aramaic idiom, but we would say, “they asked him,” which reads more smoothly in this context.
Mat 12:15
“Great crowds.” There is good evidence that the word “crowds” was in the original text, although it is omitted in Alexandrian texts, which is why it is missing in some modern English versions. However, some modern English versions have it.
Mat 12:16
“warned.” The Greek word translated “warned” is epitimaō (#2008 ἐπιτιμάω). Usually, epitimaō means to express strong disapproval of someone: rebuke, reprove, censure; or to speak seriously, and thus warn in order to prevent an action or bring one to an end. It can also mean “punish.”[footnoteRef:1081] Epitimaō is also used in a technical sense in the NT (see commentary on Mark 1:25). Jesus “warned” his disciples, no doubt including some of what might happen if they ignored what he said. [1081:  Cf. BDAG, s.v. “ἐπιτιμάω.”] 

Mat 12:17
“so that what was spoken.” The passage, “so that what was spoken through Isaiah the prophet was fulfilled” does not just refer to Jesus telling the people not to make him known. Many of the people already did not know who he was and furthermore, there was no way the “great crowd” that followed Jesus was not going to tell others about the healing they had both personally experienced and/or seen when Jesus healed others (Matt. 12:15). The phrase “so that what was spoken...was fulfilled” refers to all the things Jesus did in the context—all the healings and then also telling people not to make him known. To Jesus, what he did was not about him or personal fame, it was about glorifying God and being the perfect servant, as Isaiah points out.
Mat 12:18
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“my servant.” Matthew 12:18-21 are quoted from Isaiah 42:1-4 and are the first four verses of the first “Servant Song” in Isaiah (called a “song” because Isaiah wrote in Hebrew poetry). The “Servant Songs” are sections of Isaiah that are about the Messiah, Jesus Christ, and present him as the Servant of God. The four “Servant Songs” are: Isaiah 42:1-7; 49:1-7; 50:4-11; and 52:13-53:12. The last Servant Song is familiar to us because of Isaiah 53, but few people realize the song starts in chapter 52, and unfortunately is broken up by the chapter break of Isaiah 53. The chapter breaks were added to the Old Testament in the thirteenth century AD, some 2,000 years after Isaiah wrote, and the song would have been much easier to see and understand had it not been interrupted by the chapter break.
The fact that Matthew 12:17 says that Jesus fulfilled the Servant Song shows conclusively that Jesus is the “servant” of the Servant Songs in Isaiah. The disciples understood this also because in Acts 4:27 they prayed to God and referred to Jesus as “your holy servant Jesus, whom you anointed.” This is likely an allusion to Isaiah 42:1, which speaks of Jesus as the Servant of God and that he was given (thus “anointed with”) the holy spirit by God.
The Servant Songs are sections of Isaiah that are specifically about the Messiah, and would have enabled Jesus to more clearly understand his mission and what he would have to endure to accomplish it.
The Servant Songs and the way Isaiah is quoted in the New Testament provide more good evidence that Jesus Christ was not God, but the Son of God, a servant of God (see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son”).
“my soul.” The Greek word often translated “soul” is psuchē (#5590 ψυχή, pronounced psoo-'kay), and it has a large number of meanings, including the physical life of a person or animal; an individual person; or attitudes, emotions, feelings, and thoughts. We can tell that in this verse “my soul” is equivalent to “me” (including my thoughts, emotions, and feelings) because the “my” is God, and He is not a body powered by soul.
[For a more complete explanation of “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
Mat 12:19
“and no one will hear his voice in the streets.” The reason no one would hear his voice is because he would not be making a noise. Although it might be possible to cry out in a modern city and no one hear because they had their windows closed and there was background noise, that would not be the case in the biblical world. The streets were narrow and there was no window glass and no radios, etc., to make background noise, so everything said out loud in the streets could be heard by the people who lived there.
Mat 12:20
“He will not break off a bent reed.” In this verse, the “bent (or broken) reed” and the “smoldering wick” are the figure of speech hypocatastasis for afflicted and weak people. In fact, the verse is a litotes (“meiosis”),[footnoteRef:1082] because it is stating in the negative something that is really positive. It is not just that Jesus will not break a reed that is bruised, but he will heal the reed and cause it to stand upright. It is not just that Jesus will not put out a smoldering wick, he will trim that wick and make it burn brightly. Jesus will not oppress the oppressed. A smoldering wick is a “smoking flax”—the wicks of the oil lamps (sometimes mistranslated as “candles”) that were used at the time were often made of flax or linen. For example, the remains of a 1500-year-old linen wick was discovered at the town of Shivta in the Negev in 2018, the wick being kept from disintegrating by the dry conditions of the Negev. The Mishna, tractate Shabbat, mentions the materials that kosher wicks can be made from. [1082:  Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 155, “litotes” (“meiosis”).] 

[For an explanation of hypocatastasis, see commentary on Rev. 20:2.]
[See Word Study: “Tapeinosis/Meiosis.”]
“leads justice to victory.” This is the figure of speech personification. “Justice” is portrayed as a person, and today justice is currently being thwarted and ignored. If we were to translate the verse without the personification, we might say something like: “until the Messiah’s victory brings justice.”
Mat 12:23
“Son of David.” A messianic title (see commentary on Matt. 1:1).
Mat 12:24
“Beelzebul.” The Greek is Beelzeboul (#954 Βεελζεβούλ), which gets put into English as “Beelzebul.” “Beelzeboul” is “lord of the dunghill.” This comes from the Hebrew zebul (dung, a dunghill).
[For more on the name Beelzebul and other names of the Slanderer (the Devil), see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
Mat 12:26
“the Adversary.” The Greek word for Adversary is Satanas (#4567 Σατανᾶς), which has been transliterated as “Satan” in most versions. This causes the meaning of the word, which is important, to be lost. For more information on it, see commentary on Mark 1:13.
[For information on the names of the Devil, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
“How then….” This is the figure of speech erotesis (rhetorical question).[footnoteRef:1083] [1083:  Cf. Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 943, “erotesis.”] 

Mat 12:27
“Beelzebul.” See commentary on Matthew 12:24.
“sons.” Here “sons” refers to disciples, not literal children. The Greek word is huios (#5207 υἱός), and means “son,” but the key to understanding what the verse is saying is recognizing that “son” was used in many ways in Semitic languages, just as it is used in several ways in English. In this case, the “sons” are the students, or disciples, of the Pharisees, in the same way that in the Old Testament, the disciples of the prophets were called “the sons of the prophets” (1 Kings 20:35; 2 Kings 2:3, 5, 7, 15; 4:1, 38; 5:22; 6:1, etc.).
Other meanings of the word “son” include: someone who was a person’s immediate child (John 9:19); a grandchild or descendant, such as a “son of David” (Matt. 1:20); a male heir that is adopted or taken into the family (Exod. 2:10); and a younger person for whom you have taken on a fatherly role or the role of a mentor/teacher and have special affection for (2 Chron. 29:11; 1 Pet. 5:13). The word “son” also refers to a person who is closely related or associated, especially in a group; thus all mankind is referred to as the “sons of men,” and Jesus referred to himself as “the son of man” which confused the religious leaders, because it could have been a simple way of saying “a man,” but was also a messianic title due to Daniel 7:13. “Son” also was used to refer to a person who has the character, and even follows in the footsteps, of another (Acts 13:10 “son of the Devil”). Also, a person who has a certain specific characteristic is called a “son” of that characteristic (e.g., “sons of disobedience” are disobedient people, Eph. 2:2).
Just as someone’s disciples were called “sons,” a person who was a father figure, mentor, and guide, was called a “father.” Thus, Joseph said he had become a “father” to Pharaoh (Gen. 45:8). In the book of Judges, first Micah of Ephraim, and then people of the tribe of Dan, asked a Levite to be a “father” to them, that is, be their spiritual guide (Judg. 17:10; 18:19). The prophet Elisha referred to the elder prophet Elijah as his “father” (2 Kings 2:12), and the servants of the Syrian commander, Naaman, referred to him as “father” because he was a mentor and guide (2 Kings 5:13). The king of Israel referred to the prophet Elisha as his “father,” his spiritual mentor and guide (2 Kings 6:21). Job was wealthy, and he said he had been a “father” to the poor (Job 29:16).
[For more on “father” see commentary on Gen. 4:20.]
Since the disciples of a Rabbi were called his “sons,” and the Rabbi was called their “father,” in the Jewish culture of biblical times if a Rabbi died or left the area, his disciples were then referred to as “orphans,” and this terminology shows up a couple times in the New Testament (John 14:18; 1 Thess. 2:17. See commentary on John 14:18, “orphans”).
In this verse, the “sons” of the Pharisees were the disciples of the Pharisees. This same use of “sons” or “children” can be found in Revelation 2:23, where the “children” of Jezebel were those people who were following in her footsteps and acting like she did.
“cast them out.” See commentary on Luke 11:19.
“Therefore they will be your judges.” This is not the most straightforward statement by Jesus but the general idea can be understood. The first problem is that the five English words, “they will be your judges,” are in a different order in the Greek manuscripts. There are four different orders of these four Greek words. This is likely due to the unexpected way Jesus said this statement and therefore, scribes might seek to make his statement clearer with a different word order. One would expect Jesus to say that the Pharisees are actually judging their own “sons” by casting judgment on Jesus. Instead, Jesus says that they (their “sons”) will be your judges.
So, what does Jesus mean by this statement? Taking the context as the driving factor, Jesus is saying that the Pharisees’ logic falls back onto themselves. They end up judging and condemning themselves. If they want to accuse Jesus of this, then they are accusing their own people of this too, because Jesus is performing the same act as their disciples. “The proposal being made as to how Jesus does it could not be extended to other exorcists without considerable embarrassment. To seek to blacken Jesus’ name in this way is to cast doubt on all other Jewish exorcists.”[footnoteRef:1084] [1084:  John Nolland, The Gospel of Matthew: A Commentary on the Greek Text [NIGTC], 499.] 

Mat 12:28
“spirit of God.” This is the gift of holy spirit that God put upon believers in the Old Testament so they could do the works of God. It is not a “person,” but the very nature of God; holy and spirit. It is referred to as the finger of God in Luke 11:20 (see commentary on Luke 11:20).[footnoteRef:1085] [1085:  See also, Graeser, Lynn, Schoenheit, The Gift of Holy Spirit: The Power to Be Like Christ.] 

Mat 12:29
“ties up.” The Greek word translated “ties up” is the common word deō (#1210 δέω), which means to bind or tie up. However, here it has a special meaning. The word was used in magic and spells for binding someone via a spell. The word was used “to describe the ‘binding’ power of curses.”[footnoteRef:1086] The context is the casting out of demons (v. 28), so the “binding” in this verse refers to binding a demon and making it powerless by the power of God. [1086:  Moulton and Milligan, Vocabulary of the Greek New Testament, s.v. “δέω,” 144.] 

Mat 12:30
“He who is not with me is against me.” This verse does away with the idea that people can somehow “sit on the fence” when it comes to God and the things of God. There are many people who fancy themselves “not religious,” who would say that they are not for Jesus but neither are they against him. Actually, that is an impossibility. We are God’s creations, and as such we have a moral obligation to serve God. Furthermore, the Adversary is constantly attacking God, and one of the ways he does it is to get people to not commit to any religious belief. However, not being committed to a religious belief is being committed to the idea that there is nothing that deserves to be committed to. Thus these “uncommitted” people are committed to something, just not God. Furthermore, they are a part of the general “background noise” of the many people who are not committed to God, which helps encourage other people that being “uncommitted” is okay. In one of his sermons, Rabbi Shalom Lewis of Atlanta said, “Brutal acts of commission and yawning acts of omission both strengthen the hand of the devil.” Each person either scatters or gathers, there is no middle ground. This maxim is stated the opposite way in Mark 9:40, and for more information on it, see commentary on Mark 9:40.
Mat 12:31
“people will be forgiven for every sin and blasphemy, but the blasphemy of the Spirit will not be forgiven.” These words of Jesus Christ in Matthew 12:31-32 (cf. Mark 3:28-29; Luke 12:10) are very direct: “every” sin and blasphemy will be forgiven except one, a sin he referred to as “blasphemy” or to “speak against,” the Holy Spirit. The definition of “blasphemy” includes slander, speaking against God, or verbal abuse, and it is clear from comparing the above two verses that Christ is defining blasphemy as “speaking against” something.
Jesus said there is one form of blasphemy against God that will never be forgiven, and he was referring to a specific blasphemy, not just speaking against God in general. Many people have at some time been angry at God due to the horrific circumstances of this fallen world, and many have spoken very harshly about God and/or to Him. In fact, it is safe to say that most people have even cursed at God, and yet when they ask for forgiveness, He forgives them. The same is true of other kinds of sin. Many people sin horribly against God but are later forgiven. But there is a blasphemy that will not be forgiven.
What we learn from the scope of Scripture is that the blasphemy that cannot be forgiven is a person saying, and truly meaning in the depths of their heart, that Satan is the true God. The Bible reveals that the Devil can have “children,” that is, people who have a unique relationship with him that makes them different from other sinners whose sins can be forgiven. People who are children of the Devil have sinned in such a way that they are no longer redeemable, that is, they cannot be forgiven, and it is not possible for them to be saved. The world is full of sinful people, and some of those sinners do very horrible things. Nevertheless, in the spiritual world, there is a difference between people who sin and can be forgiven and people who cannot be forgiven because in their heart of hearts they have taken the Devil as their god and have become his “children” and are true enemies of righteousness.
The Bible has much evidence of the “unforgivable sin,” which leads to the everlasting death of the individual who commits it.
1 John 5:16 (KJV): If any man see his brother sin a sin which is not unto death, he shall ask, and he shall give him life for them that sin not unto death. There is a sin unto death: I do not say that he shall pray for it.
This verse reveals the same basic truth Jesus spoke about: there are sins that are “not unto death,” and there is a sin that is “unto death.” The Word of God directs us not to pray for those who have committed the sin unto death because they cannot be forgiven.
Scripture shows a link between the unforgivable sin and those referred to as “children of the Devil.” When speaking to some of the religious leaders, Jesus said, “You are of your father the Devil” (John 8:44 NASB). These leaders were in a different category than “regular” sinners like the prostitutes and tax collectors, whom Jesus never referred to as “children of the Devil.” Jesus always reached out to sinners like prostitutes, tax collectors, and even the thief on the cross. He actively tried to win them to salvation and to living a life of righteousness. In contrast, there is no evidence Jesus attempted to evangelize those he referred to as being fathered by the Devil. Instead, he told his disciples, “Leave them alone! They are blind guides” (Matt. 15:14). Jesus’ teaching does show us that a person can be “religious” and be a child of the Devil, but upon examination, it can be seen that the person’s so-called religion is hurtful, oppressive, and contradicts the heart of God.
The apostle Paul also encountered a child of the Devil. Confronting the false prophet Bar-jesus, he said by revelation: “You are a child of the Devil and an enemy of everything right” (Acts 13:9-10). Paul confronted many stubborn, sinful, hard-hearted people on his journeys, but this was the only man he called a child of the Devil. The fact that the text tells us that Paul was filled with the holy spirit when he spoke alerts us to the fact that this was not just his opinion, but came from the Lord. Those people who commit the unforgivable sin become children of the Devil.
Interestingly, there is a lot of folklore about people who “sell their soul to the Devil.” The folklore usually goes something like this: a person wants something really badly, like money, power, fame, or love. So the Devil comes to him and says, “I will give you what you want at a very reasonable price—your eternal soul.” The person, blinded by desire, makes the deal with the Devil and then at the end of his life has to go to “hell,” with no chance of “heaven.” Most folklore has some basis of truth in it, and this folklore is no different. Throughout history, many people have sensed that, in contrast to the majority of sinners who are simply caught up in their sin, some people are truly evil to the core and are somehow connected to evil spiritual forces, and many of those people are indeed “children” of the Devil, just as Christ said.
Some people so strongly lust for what they want that in their heart they make Satan, or one of his many fronts or idols, their “true” god and provider, and thus become his “children.” These self-centered people turn to Satan in order to quickly gain their desires, and in so doing turn away from the true God. The Bible does not describe exactly what a person does to become a child of the Devil, but it gives us some important information. Because Christ categorized it as a form of blasphemy, we know it is something that is said, either audibly or by speaking to oneself, but it cannot simply be saying, “I hate God” or “I love the Devil,” or something such as that. It has to be fully believed in the heart as well as in the mind. From what we see in Scripture, it occurs when someone completely turns away from God, and confesses and believes in their heart that Satan, or one of his many forms—such as money, power, fame, or love—is the true “god” by being their sustainer, provider, or the “lord” of their life.
The Bible makes it clear that committing the unforgivable sin is a decision of the heart, not just something people say or act out without being heart-committed to it. The world is full of many kinds of egregious sinners—murderers, rapists, and much more—who later repent and get saved. That includes many people who dabble in the black arts, magic, spells, divination, and such. We know from Acts 19 when Paul was in Ephesus that many of the people who had been involved in magic got saved (Acts 19:18-20). Although some people are frightened that because of the sins they have committed they might not be able to be saved, the scriptural evidence is that if a person wants to be saved, or is concerned about not being saved, then they have not committed the unforgivable sin. The people in the Bible who had committed the unforgivable sin, such as Cain, the religious leaders Jesus was talking to in John 8:44, or Elymas the sorcerer, had no desire to humble themselves to God and get saved. In contrast, Simon the sorcerer got saved despite his background in magic arts because he had never made a heart commitment to Satan (Acts 8:13).
In the context of the unforgivable sin, it is important that Christians understand “god” in its more basic meaning of sustainer, provider, something that is worshiped or idealized, and something considered of supreme value. To blaspheme God does not mean one has to believe that the Devil is actually the Christian God and Father. Nor does it mean a person has to know that the Devil is a fallen angel who opposes the true creator God. To commit the unforgivable sin a person only has to truly take the Devil or one of his fronts as his own true god and provider. For example, it is unlikely that the Pharisees who were children of the Devil had taken “the Devil” per se as their god, but rather that they so highly valued their prestige, power, and position that they had in their hearts made that their god, and in doing so completely turned away from the true God and turned to the Devil via one of his fronts.
The unforgivable sin can be committed by believing and saying in your heart that Satan or one of the forms he hides behind and supports is the true sustainer, provider, or object of supreme value in one’s life. No doubt that was what Satan was asking Jesus to do when he offered him all the power of the world if Jesus would worship him (Luke 4:6). The Devil was not asking Jesus to think that God did not exist or that Satan somehow was, in fact, God, but rather that Satan would be Jesus’ true sustainer and provider, the true god of his life. The Devil wanted Jesus to become a child of his, which would have been the ultimate coup, but to do so Jesus would have had to “worship” the Devil, not just in form, but in the depths of his heart.
It is not specifically stated in Scripture what happens to a person spiritually, mentally, and physically when he becomes a child of the Devil such that he is unable to repent and be saved. We have no way of knowing what actually happens, but one possibility is that when a person commits the unforgivable sin, a demon enters them and gains access to, or perhaps even takes control of, the portion of the brain that controls freedom of choice, and the demon continually blocks the person’s ability to repent.
The Bible has a lot to say about the people who have committed the unforgivable sin and become God’s enemies, and it can be found throughout the Scripture. Cain committed the unforgivable sin and was a child of the Devil, see commentary on Genesis 4:8, 9, 10, 11, 13, 14, 15; 1 John 3:12. The sons of Eli the High Priest were also sons of the Devil (1 Sam. 2:12).
Some people who have greatly sinned or been very angry with God are afraid they have committed the unforgivable sin, so it is worth repeating that if a person desires to repent and follow Jesus then they have not committed that sin. In the Bible, the children of the Devil are enemies of God and they reflect the Devil’s nature. They are envious, murderers, liars, and show no genuine godly concern for humankind (Gen. 4:8-9; 1 John 3:12). They lead people away from God and into idolatry or false systems of worship (Deut. 13:13); they rape, murder, and instigate wars (Judg. 19:22-28; 20:11-14); they blaspheme God and the things of God (1 Sam. 2:12-17); they lie (1 Kings 21:10, 13), and they resent godly leadership and work to weaken it (1 Sam. 10:27; 2 Sam. 20:1); they sow division (1 Sam. 30:22; 2 Chron. 13:7). They do the works of the Devil (John 8:44) and try to pervert the ways of God (Acts 13:10), and they work to make it hard for people to obey God (Matt. 15:3-9; Luke 11:46). Children of the Devil will never repent, so believers should follow Christ’s guidance and leave them alone. In contrast, if a person wants to repent and follow Jesus, they are not a child of the Devil.
[For more on “sons of Belial, see commentary on 1 Sam. 2:12. For more on Elymas the sorcerer being a child of the Devil, see commentary on Acts 13:10. For religious leaders at the time of Christ who were sons of the Devil, see commentary on John 8:44. Also see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil,” under “Belial” and “Father.”]
“blasphemy...blasphemy” The Greek noun blasphēmia (#988 βλασφημία), and the verb blasphēmeō (#987 βλασφημέω) are transliterated (not translated) from the Greek into English as “blasphemy.” “Blasphemy” in English has a different meaning than blasphēmeō and blasphēmia do in Greek. In English, “blasphemy” is only used in reference to God. It is insulting God or a god, insulting something considered sacred (like defacing a cross or statue of Jesus), or falsely claiming to be God or a god in some way. However, in Greek, blasphēmia and blasphēmeō did not have to refer to God or a god, but were common words that were used of someone speaking against another, slandering or insulting them. The primary meaning of them as they were used in the Greek culture was showing disrespect to a person or deity, and/or harming his, her, or its reputation. In the honor/shame society of the biblical world, that was even more heinous an act than we would think of it today because honor and reputation were at the very core of societal status and were the basis of all social interaction.
So, in this context, translating blasphēmia as “blasphemy” works perfectly, because it is being used in reference to God.

[For more on blasphēmia and blasphēmeō, see commentary on Matt. 9:3.]
Mat 12:32
“the Holy Spirit” Literally, “the Spirit, the Holy one.” A name of God.
[For more information on the uses of “Holy Spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
“it will not be forgiven him.” See commentary on Matthew 12:31.
Mat 12:33
“Either make the tree good, and its fruit good.” The key to understanding this verse is realizing that Jesus is referring back to the evil and hypocritical judgment of the Pharisees, who said that when Jesus was delivering people by casting out demons, he was doing it by the prince of demons (Matt. 12:24). Jesus was telling the Pharisees that they could not rightly come to the conclusion that Jesus was evil when the result of his work was good. If they said the tree (i.e., Jesus) was evil, then his fruit would have to be evil too. That the “tree” in this context is Jesus is affirmed by Lenski, who wrote: “The tree is Jesus himself, and poiein refers to mental action (much like John 5:18; 8:53; 10:33) in good Greek fashion: ‘In your thinking and judging you will have to make the tree and its fruit the same, either excellent or worthless; for it is certainly beyond question that a tree is known by the fruit it bears.’”[footnoteRef:1087] The point that Jesus was making is that if the religious leaders acknowledged that Jesus’ fruit was good, then they should acknowledge that he was good. The context of the section is the unjust judgment that the religious leaders were making against Christ: note what the Pharisees were saying (Matt. 12:24ff), and Christ’s reference to what is coming out of the mouth and idle words (Matt. 12:34-37). [1087:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. Matthew’s Gospel, 486.] 

It is worth noting that what Christ taught about the tree and its fruit is somewhat similar here in Matthew 12 and earlier in Matthew 7. Here in Matthew 12, the context is the unjust judgment of the religious leaders. Earlier, in Matthew 7:15-23, Jesus was teaching about how to recognize false prophets. To do well in life, people have to make judgments about others. In biblical times false prophets could lead people astray and cause great harm. So in Matthew 7, Jesus taught the people, “Beware of false prophets,” and then he taught them how to recognize people and make a correct judgment about them. He said, “you will recognize them by their fruit” (Matt. 7:20). Then Jesus gave an example of making a good judgment based on fruit, not words. People would come to him saying “Lord, Lord” with their mouths (Matt. 7:21-22), but they were actually lawless people. Jesus recognized their fruit and said to them, “Depart from me, you who practice lawlessness!” (Matt. 7:23).
Mat 12:34
“You offspring of vipers!” Jesus called the religious leaders a generation of vipers (Matt. 12:34; 23:33). John did too (Matt. 3:7; Luke 3:7).
“What overflows from the heart.” This is why the wise person guards their heart, because out of it are the issues of life (Prov. 4:23). The Bible says in many different places that what comes out of the mouth originates in the heart (see commentary on Matt. 15:18).
Mat 12:36
“careless word.” The Greek word the REV translates “careless” in Matthew 12:36 is argos (#692 ἀργός). It is a word that pertains to being unproductive and is therefore worthless, and in the context of speaking is basically a worthless word spoken carelessly.[footnoteRef:1088] Some translations read “worthless” (NET), but in this context “careless” seems to be better, although we would understand what Jesus was saying even better if we understood “careless” to mean “without care,” i.e., that the person could not “care less” and thus did not care what they said and who it hurt. [1088:  Cf. BDAG, s.v. “ἀργός.”] 

The Devil’s people have no fear of God or of the Day of Judgment, so they constantly spew worthless, hurtful, ungodly language. Because unsaved people make up the majority of the people on the planet, they create an atmosphere in which people are not taught to pay attention to what they say, and so they say (or text or email) many ungodly and hurtful things. Christians beware! There is a Day of Judgment coming, and how we have used our tongue will be part of what is judged. Jesus was not kidding when he said people will be judged for what they say. Does any Christian really want to lose rewards in the coming Kingdom of Christ just so that right in the moment of emotion they can say what they feel no matter what it is or who it hurts? We Christians need to obey God and control what we say to people (Eph. 4:29). How we feel is not more important than how God commands us to behave.
[For more on the future Kingdom of Christ, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on the future judgment of Christians, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10, “good or evil.”]
Mat 12:38
“Teacher.” A respectful address spoken in hypocrisy
Mat 12:39
“sign of Jonah the prophet.” Here in Matthew 12:39-40, the “sign” of Jonah was that he was dead in the fish for three days and three nights, just like Jesus would be dead for three days and nights in the grave. This verse shows us how obscure a “sign” can be. We like to think that a “sign” is something that can clearly be understood. Today, sign makers spend many hours thinking about how to make their signs visible and easily understood so people know what is coming in the future. A “deer crossing” sign, for example, shows an image of a deer crossing the road so people of any language still understand the sign. But God has some signs that are not clear at all. Jonah disobeyed God and as a result, ended up dead in a large fish (or perhaps a whale) for three days and three nights. Who knew that Jonah was a “sign” of the Messiah? When we look for patterns of the Messiah in the Old Testament, we have to be prepared to look prayerfully and patiently and use the New Testament to help identify and confirm them. They may not be clear.
Jesus also talked about the sign of Jonah in Luke 11:29-30. However, the “sign” of Jonah in Luke is different than the sign of Jonah in Matthew. In Luke, Jesus was teaching at a totally different time and place to a different audience. Here in Matthew, Jesus was in Capernaum, his hometown, and he was speaking to the Pharisees and experts in the Law, and he was answering their question about a sign that would show his authority to say the things he was saying. In contrast, in Luke, the evidence is that Jesus was in Perea, east of the Jordan River, and Jesus was teaching the multitudes, whom he was encouraging to repent and live a godly life (Luke 11:32). In Luke, Jesus pointed out that the unbelieving Ninevites repented when they heard Jonah, and since someone greater than Jonah was among them, they should repent.
In Luke, the Bible says that Jonah was a “sign” to the people of Nineveh, but they did not know anything about Jonah being dead in a fish (and they likely would not have believed it if he had told them). Nineveh was over 400 miles (650 km) from the Mediterranean Sea where Jonah had been swallowed by the great fish, and it likely took Jonah three months or so to reach Nineveh after the fish vomited Jonah out on the Phoenician shore. The “sign” of Jonah to the Ninevites was that a prophet of God came alone and unarmed into the capital city of an enemy country and boldly proclaimed the truth to them—that they would be destroyed if they did not repent—at the possible cost of his life. In fact, it is likely that Jonah’s life was spared only because the people of Nineveh believed him. Like Jonah, Jesus came and boldly preached the Gospel, but the Jews killed him.
Mat 12:40
“For just as Jonah was.” Jonah was dead inside the big fish (or whale) for three days and three nights, and so is a perfect “type” of the Messiah. The common Christian teaching is that Jonah was alive inside the fish, but that is not what the Bible says. It does say that Jonah prayed from inside the fish, but that prayer is never recorded and would have been a very short prayer. The prayer that is recorded in Jonah 2 is a praise-prayer that he prayed after he was out of the fish. We can tell that just by reading it. For one thing, it is spoken in the past tense.
When we examine Jonah’s prayer it begins: “I cried out of my distress unto Yahweh, and he answered me” (Jon. 2:2). This is not a prayer, this is the memory of a prayer. A prayer of distress would be, “Yahweh, help me!” It certainly would not be prayed in the past tense. Furthermore, the reason Jonah knew that God “answered me” was that he was already out of the whale when he said it. This praise-prayer in Jonah 2:2-10 is placed as if it were spoken while in the whale’s belly, and surely it contains things that Jonah thought while still alive in the whale, but in its form and entirety, it was spoken after he was out of the whale and alive, as we can see from the prayer itself.
The last half of Jonah 2:2 echoes the first: “Out of the belly of Sheol I cried, and you heard my voice.” Here again, we can see that Jonah has been answered by God and is alive again—he came out of Sheol, his state of being dead, the grave. Jonah 2:3 continues the praise-prayer in the past tense. It was not what Jonah was experiencing, it was what he had experienced. In Jonah 2:4 Jonah recalls some of his final thoughts before he died, and they are very comforting. He thought he was going to die, and said, “I am cast out of your sight.” But he knew that he would be in the resurrection and so he also said, “yet I will look again upon your holy Temple.” Jonah knew what we all should know: our sins and shortcomings will not keep us from being saved. We are saved by faith, and even in disobedience, Jonah had faith in God and assurance of his eventual salvation.
In Jonah 2:5 he continues his praise-prayer, recounting how deeply he had been in trouble. In Jonah 2:6-7, Jonah praises God, saying, “You brought up my life from the pit,” a way of saying that God got him up from the dead. In Jonah 2:7, Jonah remembered Yahweh, and the help Yahweh could give, and he said, “When my soul was fainting away within me, I remembered Yahweh and my prayer came up to you, into your holy Temple.” Jonah was remembering praying in his dying moments and says that his prayer reached God inside the Temple. In Jonah 2:8, Jonah says, “Those who pay regard to worthless idols forsake their own mercy.” In saying that he was saying that prayer to Yahweh works, while people who pray to “worthless idols” don’t get answers and so they forsake their own mercy, i.e., the help that they could have had. Again, this is clearly not a prayer from inside the fish. This is a reflection that Jonah spoke after he was raised from the dead. In Jonah 2:9 he says he will be thankful and obedient; he will pay what he has vowed, which as a prophet of God was to obey God no matter what He asked. Jonah’s reflection ends with “salvation is of Yahweh,” and surely he was thinking of both his temporal salvation from death and his ultimate salvation from everlasting death.
That Jonah was dead in the fish for three days and three nights fits with Jonah being a type of Christ as well as the rest of the book of Jonah. That Jonah was dead and then raised from the dead was the great “sign of the prophet Jonah” mentioned by Jesus in Matthew 12:38-41. How could Jonah have foreshadowed the Messiah if he did not die in the fish, but Jesus Christ did die on the Cross? How can a living man be a “sign” for a dead man? The great “sign” of Jonah was that he was dead for three days and nights in the fish and then was raised from the dead, just as Jesus was dead for three days and three nights in the “heart of the earth,” the tomb, and then was raised from the dead. There are some well-respected Christian commentators who show from Scripture that Jonah was dead. A very good example is J. Vernon McGee, author of the book, Jonah: Dead or Alive?
“three days and three nights.” Jesus was in the “heart of the earth,” the grave, for three days and three nights, from Wednesday just before sunset to Saturday evening just before sunset. Tradition teaches that Jesus died on Friday and was up Sunday morning, but that would not fulfill the words of Christ. Jesus was crucified on Wednesday morning, died Wednesday afternoon, and was placed “in the heart of the earth,” i.e., the grave right at sunset when the new day began. Some commentators say that it is wrong to take Jesus’ words about “three days and three nights” too literally, but we assert that Jesus used words very precisely in his teachings, and the only reason to say that what Jesus said here in Matthew 12:40 should not be taken literally is to support the tradition of a Friday crucifixion—a tradition that should be abandoned. Tradition acts as if Jesus said he would be “three days” in the grave, treating a “day” as any part of a day. But that is not what Jesus said! He specifically said he would be “three days and three nights” in the grave.
Before we get into the specifics of the tradition and the truth, we need to remember that the Jewish day started at sunset, not midnight. Thus the Jewish day is a “night and day,” not, as we normally say in English, “day and night.” In that light, it is noteworthy that Jesus said “three days and three nights,” because historically he was placed in the grave during the day, just before sunset, basically right at sunset, then night fell quickly afterward. The traditional teaching about Jesus dying on Friday does not fulfill the prophecy of Jesus Christ, and there are other problems as well, which we will see below.
It is often stated that Jesus was in the grave for “three days,” and that biblically any part of a day could be called a “day.” Thus, Friday, Saturday, and Sunday made three days. While it is true that biblically, and also according to the Rabbis, any part of a day could be called a “day,” Jesus did not say he would be in the heart of the earth “three days.” Jesus specifically said he would be “three days and three nights” in the heart of the earth. That is hugely significant because there are many times in Scripture that the term “three days” is used to indicate any part of the three days, even if they are not complete days, but again, Jesus did not say “three days” (examples include: Gen. 42:17; Exod. 10:22; 15:22; Num. 10:33; Josh. 1:11; 2:16, 22; Judg. 19:4; 2 Sam. 24:13; 2 Kings 20:5, 8; 1 Chron. 21:12; 2 Chron. 20:25; Hos. 6:2; Jon. 3:3; Matt. 15:32; Luke 2:46; Acts 9:9).
In stark contrast to the over 50 times that the phrase “three days,” referring to any part of those days, occurs in Scripture, the phrase “three days and three nights” only occurs three times in the Bible (1 Sam. 30:12; Jon. 1:17; and Matt. 12:40). The first time “three days and three nights” occurs in Scripture it refers to the Egyptian slave of an Amalekite. He got sick and was left behind while the Amalekite army continued on, and he did not have any food or water for “three days and three nights” (1 Sam. 30:11-12). It is clear from the context that the Bible is not simply saying that he did not have any food or water for just under 36 hours, which would have been the time Jesus was in the grave according to Christian tradition. Rather, the Bible is telling us that he was close to death, and only “revived” when given food and water because he had literally been three days and nights without food and water. Interestingly enough, in the common idiom of the day, the Egyptian said he had been left three days before (1 Sam. 30:13); it is the Divine Author who gives us the full story and tells us that he had been “three days and three nights” without food or water.
Jonah 1:17, speaking of the time that Jonah was in the belly of the sea creature (neither the Hebrew nor the Greek language allows us to tell whether it was a fish or whale), says Jonah was there for “three days and three nights.” A couple of things are very important to know to properly understand the Jonah record. For one thing, it was common at that time to sail close enough to land to keep it in sight. The boats and navigation equipment were not well prepared for voyages across the Mediterranean, so most boats kept land in sight. Also, due to the Mediterranean climate in that part of the world, sea travel was generally very reliable during the “calm season,” and then people did not travel by boat during the stormy season (cf. Acts 27:9 for the stormy season). So when a huge storm came up, the sailors correctly discerned that it had a spiritual cause and that someone had angered a god (Jon. 1:6-7). However, when Jonah said that to stop the storm he would have to be thrown into the ocean, the sailors did not want to be responsible for his death and tried hard to row to land, which they could have seen in the distance (Jon. 1:13). They would have tried hard for hours, but eventually gave up, likely as darkness was coming on, and so they threw Jonah into the sea, which calmed down right away (Jon. 1:15). That would mean that Jonah was thrown into the sea and then swallowed by the fish at about the same time of day that Jesus’ body was placed in the grave.
Given all the times in the Bible that the phrase “three days” refers to any part of a day, there is no good reason the Bible would have used the phrase “three days and three nights” in Jonah 1:17 unless that actually was the amount of time Jonah was in the fish. Furthermore, the book of Jonah was written some 750 years before Jesus Christ, and no one at the time the book of Jonah was written, and in fact, no one at the time of Christ, knew that Jonah was a sign of the Messiah until Jesus himself said so. Only God, the Divine Author of the book of Jonah, knew the connection between Jonah and Jesus and knew Jesus would be in the grave for three days and three nights, and so created the connection between Jonah and Jesus. Jesus openly established the connection between himself and Jonah when he quoted Jonah 1:17 and said he would be “three days and three nights” in the heart of the earth.
A major principle in biblical interpretation is that the Bible should be taken literally unless there is a compelling reason not to do so. But in this case not only is there no compelling reason not to take the three days and three nights literally, instead, there are reasons it should be taken literally.
The major reason tradition says Jesus was crucified on Friday is the Bible says he was crucified the day before the Sabbath (Mark 15:42; Luke 23:54; John 19:31). However, John 19:31 says that Sabbath was a “high day,” a special Sabbath. It was not Saturday, the regular Sabbath. The Passover Lamb was always killed before a Sabbath because sunset after the Passover Lamb was killed started the first day of the Feast of Unleavened Bread which was always a Sabbath (Exod. 12:16; Lev. 23:6-7). Nisan 15, the first day of the Feast of Unleavened Bread, was always a Sabbath, no matter on which day of the week it occurred (Exod. 12:16-17; Lev. 23:6-8). So just because Jesus was crucified the day before a Sabbath does not mean he was crucified on Friday, and we will see below he was not.
The truth of the situation is that Jesus was crucified on Wednesday, was buried just before sunset on Wednesday night, and got up Saturday evening just before sunset. Then when the women came to the tomb on Sunday morning they were told that he had already risen from the dead and was not there. To fulfill the prophecy Jesus gave, he had to be in the grave three days and three nights. Wednesday just before sunset to Thursday just before sunset is one full day and one full night. Thursday before sunset to Friday before sunset makes two full days and nights, and Friday before sunset to Saturday before sunset makes three full days and nights. So Jesus got up just before sunset Saturday night, three days and three nights after he was buried. Then, when Mary came to the tomb on Sunday morning while it was still dark, the tomb was open and Jesus was gone (John 20:1-2). Most people assume that Jesus had just gotten up a few minutes before the women arrived, but the Bible never says that. The Bible never says exactly when Jesus got up except by telling us that he would fulfill the sign of Jonah and be in the heart of the earth for three days and nights, a period that ended just before sunset on Saturday, the seventeenth of Nisan. On Sunday morning when Mary, Peter, John, and the other women arrived at the tomb, he was already up.
One of the keys to understanding the record of Jesus’ crucifixion is realizing that Jesus died on the cross on Golgotha as our true Passover Lamb at the same time the regular Passover Lamb was being slain in the Temple. Leviticus 23:5-7 and Exodus 12:6-16 set forth the regulations of Passover and Feast of Unleavened Bread. According to the Hebrew text, the Passover Lamb was slain on the fourteenth of Nisan “between the evenings,” a phrase that has been interpreted to mean the time when it can be clearly seen the sun is starting to fall in the sky, thus about 3 p.m. The lamb is cooked before sunset, and the Passover meal is eaten after sunset, which, according to Jewish reckoning of time started the next day, the fifteenth of Nisan. The fifteenth of Nisan was the first day of the Feast of Unleavened Bread, which according to the Mosaic Law was always a special Sabbath. Thus, the sunset after the Passover Lamb was killed began a Sabbath—the special Sabbath of the Feast of Unleavened Bread.
The day the Passover Lamb was killed was known as “the preparation” or “the preparation day,” because preparations were being made for the special Sabbath that began at sunset. The Bible is clear that Jesus Christ was the true Passover Lamb who died for our sins (1 Cor. 5:7), and all four Gospels testify that Jesus was killed on “the preparation day” (cf. Matt. 27:62; Mark 15:42; Luke 23:54; John 19:31, 42), so Jesus died on the cross at the same time the Passover Lamb was slain in the Temple. Then, the day after the “preparation” day is the first day of Unleavened Bread and always a Sabbath, and John 19:31 correctly differentiates that Sabbath from the regular weekly Saturday Sabbath by saying the Sabbath after Jesus died was “the High Day” (REV); “a special day” (HCSB), and thus not the weekly Sabbath.
To take all of the above information and find out what day Jesus was crucified and buried we have to fit together some basic facts. First, he had to be in the grave three days and three nights. Second, he was already up on Sunday morning when the women came to properly bury him. Third, just before sunset, he was placed in the grave by Joseph of Arimathea, who closed the grave by rolling the stone over the door (Mark 15:46), so since he was three days and three nights in the grave he would have to get resurrected and out of the grave just before a sunset. Fourth, Luke tells us the women got and prepared the spices before a Sabbath Day, while Mark says they bought the spices after the Sabbath day.
The evidence about the women buying and preparing spices has been ignored by traditional Christianity, but it is very solid evidence for a Wednesday crucifixion of Christ. The Bible says that women, at least Mary Magdalene and Mary the mother of Joses, but likely other women as well, saw Joseph of Arimathea bury Jesus without spices, which is why they bought and prepared spices and brought them Sunday morning to the grave. But Joseph buried Jesus so close to sundown—so close to the special Sabbath, that the women would not have had time before the Sabbath started to go and buy spices and then prepare them (Matt. 27:60-61; Mark 15:46-47; Luke 23:53-55). Furthermore, they could not have bought and prepared the spices on the Sabbath, and it is highly doubtful that they could have bought the spices in the dark after the Saturday Sabbath was over, and thus both bought and prepared them at night so they were ready Sunday morning with the spices. But there is a textual problem that is created by a Friday crucifixion and Saturday Sabbath. The Gospel of Luke says that the women bought and prepared the spices before the Sabbath and then rested on the Sabbath (Luke 23:56). But the Sabbath was beginning when Joseph buried Jesus (Luke 23:54). So the women did not have time to buy and prepare the spices before the Sabbath, like Luke says. But there is a greater problem. While Luke says the women bought and prepared the spices before the Sabbath and then rested on the Sabbath, the Gospel of Mark says the women bought and prepared the spices after the Sabbath (Mark 16:1). In the traditional chronology, there is no way to solve that contradiction. But if there was a Wednesday crucifixion, then Joseph of Arimathea buried Jesus at sunset on Wednesday, and the women saw it but did not have time to buy the spices then, because of the Thursday special Sabbath. So they bought and prepared the spices on Friday, after the special Sabbath but before the weekly Sabbath, but could not take them to the tomb because of the Roman guard, so they took the spices to the tomb on Sunday morning.
A Wednesday crucifixion makes all the biblical data fit without contradiction. Jesus is in the ground for three days and three nights, and the women bought and prepared spices after the “Sabbath” (the special Sabbath) and also before the “Sabbath” (the weekly Sabbath). Using these facts and working backward in time from Sunday morning, we can see that Jesus got up Saturday evening just before sunset, and thus had to be crucified and buried on Wednesday. Thus, Wednesday was the “preparation” when the Passover Lamb and Jesus were slain. Thursday was the first day of the Feast of Unleavened Bread and a Special Sabbath. Friday was a regular workday so the women could buy and prepare the spices. Saturday was the regular weekly Sabbath, and Saturday at sunset fulfilled the “three days and three nights” prophecy, so Jesus got up from the dead at that time. So, Sunday morning when the women came, Jesus was not in the tomb because he had already been raised.
We can now construct the chronology and make Jesus’ prophecy of being in the grave for three days and three nights work perfectly with him being the real Passover Lamb.
· Wednesday, Nisan 14: Passover Day. Jesus is crucified about 9 a.m. (Mark 15:25).
· Wednesday, Nisan 14: Darkness comes over the land from 12 noon to 3 p.m. (Matt. 27:45; Mark 15:33; Luke 23:44)
· Wednesday, Nisan 14: Jesus dies on the cross around 3 p.m. at the same time the Passover Lamb was being slain in the Temple (Matt. 27:46-50; Mark 15:34-37; Luke 23:44-46).
· Wednesday, Nisan 14: Joseph of Arimathea goes to Pilate and gets permission to take the body of Jesus (Matt. 27:58; Mark 15:43-45; Luke 23:52; John 19:38). Shortly before sunset he wrapped Jesus’ body in a clean linen cloth, put it in the tomb, rolled the stone over the door of the tomb, and went away (Matt. 27:59-60; Mark 15:46; Luke 23:53).
· Wednesday, Nisan 14: The women were watching Joseph and saw that he had laid Jesus’ body in the tomb without preparing it with spices according to the common custom (Matt. 27:61; Mark 15:47; Luke 23:55).
· Wednesday, Nisan 14 (Or Thursday, Nisan 15): It was now either extremely late on Nisan 14, immediately before sunset and the start of the special Sabbath, or the sun had just set and Nisan 15 and the special Sabbath had started. Nicodemus, who was late for some reason to meet with Joseph of Arimathea and help bury Jesus, came with his servants carrying 75 pounds of spices and gave Jesus a burial that was according to Jewish custom (John 19:39-40). When Nicodemus arrived, Joseph and the women had left and the stone tomb door was rolled shut, so the women did not see Nicodemus properly bury Jesus’ body. Nicodemus would have had servants with him to help him carry the spices and also as a guard because 75 pounds of spices would have been extremely valuable. Those servants would have helped Nicodemus open the tomb, rewrap Jesus’ body but this time with spices, and reclose the tomb. The Bible does not say if the sun had set and the special Sabbath had started when Nicodemus arrived, but it likely had because Joseph and the women left just as the Sabbath was starting (Luke 23:54).
· Thursday, Nisan 15: Special Sabbath and day of rest. Sunset on Passover (Nisan 14 began the fifteenth of Nisan and the first day of the Feast of Unleavened Bread which was a Special Sabbath (Exod. 12:16-17; Lev. 23:6-8; Num. 28:19-25).
· Friday, Nisan 16: The women, not knowing that Nicodemus had come and buried Jesus with spices, go and buy spices and prepare them to properly bury Jesus. It is after the Sabbath like Scripture says; that is, it was after the Special Sabbath that was on Thursday (Mark 16:1). It was also before the Sabbath like Scripture says, that is, it was before the regular weekly Sabbath on Saturday (Luke 23:56). But the women cannot take the spices to the tomb on Friday because the tomb was sealed and guarded by the Roman guard (Matt. 27:63-66).
· Saturday, Nisan 17: The women rest on Saturday the weekly Sabbath (Luke 23:56).
· Saturday, Nisan 17: Jesus gets up from the grave just before sunset on Saturday after being in the grave for “three days and three nights,” just like he said (Matt. 12:40).
· Sunday, Nisan 18: The women come to the tomb early Sunday morning, the first day of the week (Mark 16:2), bringing the spices. When they get to the tomb they find out Jesus has already risen from the dead.
There is another fact about the three days and nights that is worth mentioning. As the Passover Lamb, Jesus was killed on Nisan 14 and buried the same day before Sunset. He got up three days and nights later, before sunset on Nisan 17. That is the same day Noah’s ark landed. Genesis 8:4 says the ark “came to rest” on the seventeenth day of the seventh month. Before the Exodus, Nisan was the seventh month and Tishri was the first month. At the Exodus, God changed the calendar by six months and Nisan became the first month and Tishri became the seventh (Exod. 12:2). So Noah’s ark landed and humanity was safe on Nisan 17. Similarly, when God raised Jesus from the dead on Nisan 17, humanity was safe. Christ was the firstfruits, and the living proof that God was going to raise the dead and save humanity. And just as there was a period of time after the ark landed when Noah had to stay on the ark before the earth was fit for human life, there is a period of time between the resurrection and when Jesus conquers the earth at Armageddon and makes it a wonderful place for humanity again. This fact about Noah’s Flood is not well-known because tradition teaches that Jesus died as the Passover Lamb on Friday the fourteenth of Nisan and was raised on Sunday morning, which would have been the sixteenth of Nisan. According to tradition, the seventeenth of Nisan would occur on the Monday after Jesus was raised, and nothing significant happened on the Monday after the Passover. If traditional dates are followed, the great typological parallel between Noah’s ark and Jesus’ resurrection is lost.
[For more information on the events from Jesus’ arrest to his death, see commentary on John 18:13 and 19:14. For more information on Nicodemus and that he came after Joseph of Arimathea left the tomb, see commentary on John 19:40.]
“great fish.” It is impossible to know from the Hebrew and Greek whether “whale” or “fish” is correct. For more on the exact identity of this sea creature, see commentary on Jonah 1:17.
“in the heart of the earth.” This phrase means in the grave, or as the Hebrew text would say, in Sheol (#07585 שְׁאוֹל; the state of being dead). It is a unique phrase, and it is obvious that Jesus was being purposely unclear because he was speaking to his opponents, the experts in the Law, and the Pharisees. When Jesus spoke with those religious leaders it was common for him to speak in veiled terms, and he did so in this case too. Jesus was very careful when he was around them not to state too plainly that he was the Messiah. He did all the things the Messiah was to do, and hinted to them he was the Messiah, but when they asked him to tell them plainly if he was the Messiah he only said that he had told them and that his works testified to who he was (John 10:24). One reason for that was that the testimony of one man about himself is not a legally binding testimony (he would wait until others testified to that truth), and another reason is likely that he knew they would try to kill him for saying it and he needed to fulfill his ministry. Only at his trial, when the time was clearly right and when the High Priest put him under oath before God to tell whether or not he was the Messiah did Jesus clearly say, “Yes” (Matt. 26:63-64). The result was predictable: they condemned him to die.
It is not hard to see the meaning of Jesus’ phrase “in the heart of the earth,” from the context and scope of Scripture. He said he would be “just as Jonah was,” and Jonah was dead (it is common to think Jonah was alive in the whale, but he only lived long enough to pray a quick prayer). Furthermore, it is clear from the scope of Scripture that Jesus was dead and in the grave for three days and nights. The Bible plainly teaches that he was dead. He died on the cross, and he was dead until God raised him from the dead. He was not alive anywhere; he was dead. Because the common teaching in Christianity is that dead people are not really dead, but alive somewhere (such as heaven, hell, or purgatory), and that similarly, Jesus was not really dead, his soul was alive somewhere doing something, there is a lot of Christian speculation about where Jesus was. There is no need to speculate. Jesus was dead and his body was in the tomb.
The phrase “in the heart of the earth” is unique, but not so much so that we cannot discern what it means. Ephesians 4:9 says Jesus went into the lower parts of the earth. This is a simple phrase meaning into the grave. We know that because that is where Joseph of Arimathea put him: in a tomb. We can see that the “lower parts of the earth” means being dead in the grave from its use in the Hebrew text of the Old Testament: Psalm 63:9; Ezekiel 32:18, 24 (cf. Young’s Literal Translation). Many other clear scriptures testify that Jesus was dead while he was in the heart of the earth.
[For more information on the fact that dead people are dead see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.”]
Mat 12:41
“men of Nineveh.” The Greek word translated “men” is anēr (#435 ἀνήρ, pronounced 'an-air), meaning men; males. This verse is a window into the biblical culture. It would never have been considered in the biblical world that women would sit as judges, hence the men will rise up in judgment.
“behold” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“someone greater.” The adjective “greater,” pleiōn (#4119 πλειῶν) is being used as a substantive.[footnoteRef:1089] As such, it implies a greater something, which is in this case a person, so “someone” is an appropriate noun to use to complete the sense. This is another time when Jesus revealed that he was the Messiah to those who had ears to hear. He was not simply saying he was a greater person or a greater prophet than Jonah. [1089:  BDAG, s.v. “πλειῶν.”] 

Mat 12:42
“queen of the south.” This is who the Old Testament refers to as the “Queen of Sheba,” here called the “queen of the south” because Sheba was south of Israel (1 Kings 10:1-2; 2 Chron. 9:1).
“will be raised up in the Judgment with this generation.” This is one of the clearer verses showing that dead people are dead in the ground awaiting the resurrection and Judgment Day. The Bible does not teach that people die and immediately go to heaven or “hell.” Instead, it teaches that people are dead in the ground and awaiting the resurrection. The Queen of Sheba, who lived almost 3,000 years ago, at the time of Solomon, is still dead in the ground and awaiting her resurrection, at which time she will be judged.
[For more on the resurrections, see commentary on Acts 24:15. For more on the dead being dead, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.”]
“and will condemn it.” This statement of Jesus, along with his reason, that she came from the ends of the earth to hear Solomon, implies that she will be in the Resurrection of the Righteous and have everlasting life. It is valuable to understand what Jesus meant when he said that the Queen of the South will condemn this generation. Jesus did not mean that she would be a judge on Judgment Day. What Jesus meant was that the thoughts and actions of the Queen of Sheba revealed the humility in her heart and her desire for knowledge and truth, and thus on Judgment Day, her example will show up in stark contrast to how many of the people of Jesus’ generation heard what Jesus taught but were unwilling to step out and obey it. Believers need to realize how important it is that they obey God and tell others about Him (cf. Jer. 6:27).
“behold.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“someone greater.” See commentary on Matthew 12:41.
Mat 12:43
“a resting place.” The Greek is anapausis (#372 ἀνάπαυσις), and it can either mean “rest” or “a resting place.” Here, the better translation is “a resting place,” that is a place to settle in and use as a base for causing trouble and harm. See commentary on Luke 11:24.
Mat 12:46
“look.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“his mother and his brothers stood outside.” This record is in Matthew 12:46; Mark 3:21, 31-35; and Luke 8:19-21 (see commentary on Mark 3:21).
Mat 12:47
Brackets. This verse is omitted in many of the early and diverse manuscripts, including some manuscripts from the Majority Text, so it is omitted in some of the modern versions, such as CJB, ESV, RSV, and NJB. We put it in brackets to mark the fact that it is doubtful.
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“your mother.” There is no mention of Joseph; he had apparently died. See commentary on John 19:27.
Mat 12:49
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
 
Matthew Chapter 13
Mat 13:1
“the lake.” The “sea” of Galilee is actually quite a small lake, only 7 miles (11.2 km) across and 12 miles (19.3 km) long, and the entire lake can be seen from the escarpments on both the east and west sides. The Greek word thalassa (#2281 θάλασσα), lake, sea, or ocean, does not really refer to the size of the body of water, and thus has to be translated into English as “lake,” “sea,” or “ocean” by knowing the body of water that is being referred to (see commentary on Matt. 4:18).
Mat 13:2
“such a large crowd gathered.” Jesus taught the crowd in parables, and those included the parable of the Sower (Matt. 13:3-9), the parable of the good and bad seed (Matt. 13:24-30), the parable of the mustard seed (Matt. 13:31-32), and the parable of the leaven (yeast) that the woman put in the dough (Matt. 13:33).
However, he left the crowd (Matt. 13:36) and taught other parables to his disciples, and these included the parable of the treasure in the field (Matt. 13:44), the parable of the pearl of great price (Matt. 13:45-56) and the parable of the net that gathered fish (Matt. 13:47-50). It is worth noting that the parables about obtaining the treasure in the field and the pearl of great price involved risk and sacrifice, and he had not emphasized that to the crowds. Risk and sacrifice are important things for disciples to know and understand about obtaining the Kingdom, but they are not generally attractive to people who have not yet shown a genuine interest, and in fact, talking to people about commitment before they are genuinely interested may cause them to turn away from further hearing. Even disciples may turn away when they realize the depth of commitment that Jesus is asking for from his disciples. That was certainly the effect Jesus’ teaching about commitment had in John 6:66 when many disciples turned away once Jesus explained the amount of commitment involved in being a disciple (John 6:53-57).
The crowds came primarily because Jesus was doing healings and miracles; they had not yet made the decision to be disciples. Once they made that decision, Jesus taught them deeper truths about the kingdom, as we see here in Matthew 13.
Mat 13:3
“parables.” Matthew 13:3 is the first use of “parable” in the New Testament. A parable is a story that illustrates one or more points, principles, or instructive lessons that the speaker wants to make. Parables typically use familiar situations from everyday life or use things that are well-known or commonly believed. A parable differs from a fable. Parables use human characters and situations that are known and understood while fables generally use non-human characters such as plants, animals, and inanimate objects. Jotham made his point in a fable when he said, “The trees once went out to anoint a king over them” (Judg. 9:8; cf. Judg. 9:7-20). Parables also differ from allegories. In an allegory, each major part of the allegory has a counterpart in real life; there is no single important point like there is in many parables. However, many parables have aspects of an allegory in that they have more than one important point that has a counterpoint in real life.
Rhetoricians have argued for years about parables and whether they use similes or metaphors, or whether they make one point or can make several. The reason for the lack of rhetorical clarity with parables is almost certainly that in centuries past no one analyzed parables—or cared to analyze them—the way that rhetoricians and grammarians try to do now. The people like Jesus Christ who used parables used them to make a point or points, and sometimes the parable was only a sentence long, and sometimes it was a whole story; sometimes the speaker used similes, sometimes metaphors, and sometimes the figure hypocatastasis; sometimes many points were significant but often there was only one major point. The student of the Bible will find much more value in learning the meaning of each parable—the point or points it makes and why, when, and to whom it was spoken—than in trying to figure out if the parable really is a “parable” based on man-made rhetorical definitions.
Often a speaker will use a parable because the point that he or she is trying to make is immediately understood and quite easily remembered by the audience. But Jesus Christ used parables in a unique way: he used them in such a way that the spiritually mature usually understood what he meant, but people with no spiritual understanding—the curiosity seekers, the doubters, the proud—did not understand what he meant. This caused some consternation among his disciples. They wanted the audience to understand Jesus, so they asked him, “Why do you speak to them in parables?” Jesus explained that part of the reason he spoke in parables was that it revealed the heart and character of the people in his audience (see commentary on Matt. 13:13).
We are now some 2,000 years after Christ and his parables are doing what they did in Christ’s day; confusing the spiritually immature, and blessing the spiritually mature.
[For more on the figures of comparison; simile, metaphor, and hypocatastasis, see commentary on Rev. 20:2.]
“The Sower.” The Parable of the Sower and its explanation is in Matthew 13:3-9, 18-23; Mark 4:3-9, 14-20; and Luke 8:5-8, 11-15.
The parable Jesus tells in verses 3-8 is almost universally referred to as “The Parable of the Sower” because that is what Jesus called it (Matt. 13:18). However, it could just as well be called “The Parable of the Soils,” because the parable is not primarily about God who sows the seed; nor is it about the seed itself, which is the Word of God (Mark 4:14; Luke 8:11). The parables have different names in different Bibles and commentaries because they are not named in the Bible itself: different scholars named the parables according to their best understanding of the subject of the parable.
In the Parable of the Sower, the people would have likely thought that the “sower” was God, but Jesus could have been referring to himself as he did in the parable of the weeds of the field (Matt. 13:27). Actually, however, in the Parable of the Sower, the “sower” is not specifically named because it is anyone who speaks the Word to lead people to salvation. The seed in this parable is the word of God (Mark 4:14; Luke 8:11), specifically the “message about the kingdom” (Matt. 13:19) which Jesus and others were preaching and teaching, and if a person believed the message and obeyed God they would be saved. Today, after the Day of Pentecost (Acts 2), we are in the Administration of Grace and people who believe in the death, resurrection, and Lordship of Jesus are saved (Rom. 10:9).
The focus of the Parable of the Sower is not the seed, but the people who hear the Word of God and the kind of soil they are. The important but unstated lesson in the Parable of the Sower is that each person determines the kind of “soil” they are: like the path (v. 4); like rocky places (v. 5); like thorny ground (v. 7), or good soil (v. 8). It is misreading this parable and misunderstanding life to read the parable and say, “we are what we are,” and we are stuck that way. Christ did not teach about the types of soils so we can discover what kind of soil we are but cannot change that. He taught about them as a warning, so people who need to change can change.
It is a powerful lesson that the first parable in the New Testament is Jesus speaking about people being different kinds of soil. Jesus was always trying to get people to focus on God and thus be saved and also have great rewards in his coming kingdom. He knew that in the huge crowd, he was addressing all kinds of people were there: “path people,” “rocky soil people,” “among-the-weeds people,” and “good soil people,” and the goal of his parable was to wake people up to the kind of soil they were being and get them to change and be good soil. No wonder he ended his parable with, “Anyone who has ears had better listen!” Today, some 2,000 years after Jesus taught the parable, it should still be having the same effect Jesus meant it to have: waking each person up to the necessity of being a “good-soil” person.
Jesus’ explanation reveals the lesson.
· The person who is the path: If a person is hard-hearted (like the soil on the path is hard), then they will not understand the Word, and/or not care about it. However, that should be obvious to them, even if they have to hear it from others. The challenge that the “path-person” has is to soften their heart and do things that cause them to grow in the Word so that their heart will receive it. If they do not care enough to do these things, the Devil will eventually snatch away the Word from their heart and mind and it will cease to matter to them at all. But be warned: no one has to remain hard soil.
· The person who is rocky soil: This is the person who receives the Word with joy but has no depth of understanding, so they abandon the Word when there is trouble or persecution. The key to understanding this “soil” (this kind of person) is realizing that when a person has no depth of knowledge or understanding, they know it. We all know when we do not know or understand something, and when it comes to the things of God, that is unacceptable. After hearing the Word of Christ, each person has the responsibility to do what it takes to grow in the Word, both by quitting activities that are ungodly or detrimental and by doing things that contribute to a complete and godly walk with the Lord. No one has to remain shallow, rocky soil.
· The person who is soil with thorns: This is the person who likes the Word of God, but never gets rid of their worldly attachments. They want to be rich, or want “to have fun” or want to be involved in worldly interests (Mark 4:19), and/or they are overly concerned about worldly things. The key to this “soil” (this person), is that anyone who hangs on to worldly desires realizes that fact. No one loves money, fame, sports, sex, alcohol, drugs, video games, etc., without realizing it. A man or woman knows if he or she has watched 20 hours of sports, soap operas, or game shows, on TV in the week but has not read the Bible at all. Everyone can make the free will choice to put away the things of the world and spend more time and energy with the things of God. No one has to remain thorny soil.
· The person who is good soil: This is the person who hears the Word and understands it and brings forth fruit. The mistake that people can make when reading about this soil is assuming that the “soil” (person) was always that way—somehow inherently godly and God-knowing. Nothing could be further from the truth. Christ is talking about soil in a kind of overview of a person’s life. The person who is good soil started out as everyone else started: ignorant of the deep things of God and with worldly loves and attachments. But they put aside the things of the world and focused on the things of God and grew in the Word. Eventually, their life produced great fruit. Everyone can be good soil if they want to badly enough.
[For more on the future Kingdom of Christ on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on rewards in the future, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10, “good or evil.”]
“Pay attention!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. Ordinarily, it would have been good to translate this as “Listen,” but since the parable ends with a command to “listen” (v. 9), it would have seemed an undue emphasis to double up on that word, thus the translation here, “pay attention.” See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Mat 13:4
“and the birds came and devoured them.” To best understand the Parable of the Sower it is helpful to understand that in biblical times, birds were usually considered evil or harmful. The ancient Hebrews lived close to nature and took note of the beauty, songs, and behavior of birds, and taught many lessons from them. Also, they enjoyed bird songs (Song 2:12), and some of them were eaten as food (Matt. 10:29; Luke 12:6). Nonetheless, from a practical standpoint, most often birds were considered harmful or associated with evil. In this case, the “birds” in Matthew 13:4 represent the Devil and his demons and the demonic influence they exert in the world. Thus, in Jesus’ explanation of the parable, the birds are “the Wicked One” (Matt. 13:19), “the Adversary” (Mark 4:15); and “the Devil” (Luke 8:12).
Part of the reason that birds were much more harmful in biblical times than they are today has to do with the way farming was done back then. Today, tractors dig trenches in the dirt, put the seeds in the trench, and then cover the trench back up so that the seeds are protected from birds. But in biblical times the October rains—the former rains—softened the hard ground, then the farmer loosened the soil with his scratch plow, and then the seeds were scattered on the top of the ground, as we see in the Parable of the Sower. The seeds on the ground were exposed and so they were easily eaten by the birds, so the birds were dangerous and evil, and furthermore, they were very hard to get rid of. Some varieties of birds also ate the fruit that people were trying to grow.
The result of this harmful interaction between birds and people was that often in the Bible birds are associated with evil. In Genesis 15:11, birds try to eat Abraham’s sacrifice. In Ecclesiastes 10:20, birds tell your secrets to people and can cause trouble. In Genesis 40:17-19, birds are an evil omen in the dream of Pharaoh’s chief baker, and after he was executed they ate the flesh of his dead body. In Deuteronomy 28:26, birds will eat the dead body of those who disobey God (birds eating people’s dead bodies so that they would not be buried was a common curse in the ancient Middle East, cf. 1 Sam. 17:44, 46; 1 Kings 14:11; 16:4; 21:24; Ps. 79:2; Jer. 7:33; 15:3; 16:4; 19:7; 34:20; Ezek. 39:17; Rev. 19:21). Birds especially tend to peck out people’s eyes (cf. Prov. 30:17). The people who were listening to Jesus tell the parable knew that the birds that ate the seed scattered by the sower were harmful, and literally took food out of the mouth of God’s people.
[For more on the former and latter rains in the Bible, see commentary on James 5:7. For more on plowing and sowing in the Bible, see commentary on Eccl. 11:1.]
Mat 13:5
“because the soil was not deep.” The Greek is more literally, “because they had no depth of soil,” but that is awkward in English (cf. CEB, NAB, NET).
Mat 13:9
“Anyone who has ears had better listen!” See commentary on Matthew 11:15. This is the same Greek phrase. Jesus has just taught the Parable of the Sower (Matt. 13:3-8), which shows that each person has the responsibility before God to do something godly with his life and bring forth fruit. Unfortunately, as the parable shows, many people will never do what it takes to bring forth fruit, but that does not absolve us from the responsibility to do so. Each person should heed the words of Jesus and strongly endeavor to bring forth fruit.
Mat 13:10
“Why do you speak to them in parables?” This question is asked and answered in Matthew 13:10-17; Mark 4:10-12; and Luke 8:9-10. Matthew has the most complete answer.
Mat 13:11
“sacred secrets”. We translate the Greek word mustērion (#3466 μυστήριον) as “sacred secret” because that is what mustērion actually refers to: a secret in the religious or sacred realm.
[For more information on the “Sacred Secret” and the Administration of Grace, see commentary on Ephesians 3:9.]
“the Kingdom of Heaven.” The “Kingdom of Heaven” is the coming Kingdom of Christ on earth.
[For more information on the coming Kingdom of Christ, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Mat 13:12
“For whoever has.” Jesus taught this principle of having and not having five different times. See commentary on Matthew 25:29.
Mat 13:13
“nor do they understand.” Jesus spoke in parables to reveal the hearts of the people who were hearing him speak. Why did some people listen to Jesus but not understand? They did not bother to find out what the teachings meant. Humble, godly people found out what the parables meant while pious, arrogant people did not make the effort to find out. In their arrogance, they covered their ears and closed their hearts, as Matthew’s record portrays (Matt. 13:14-15). This truth is given via the idiom of permission by saying that God has blinded their eyes and hardened their hearts (John 12:38-40). Matthew 13:13-15 cannot be understood without understanding the Semitic idiom that many scholars call “the idiom of permission” (for more on the idiom of permission, see commentary on Rom. 9:18; for a good example of the idiom of permission see Exod. 4:21 and see commentary on Exod. 4:21).
Why did the Lord speak to the crowds with parables? To this question, Christ could have responded that he takes his own advice, by not throwing his pearls in front of pigs (Matt. 7:6). Furthermore, God says, “Do not speak into the ears of a fool, for he will have contempt for the prudence of your words.” (Prov. 23:9). Parables are designed so that the hearers must think, seek, and even ask to understand. By speaking to the crowds in this way, the Lord separates those who have a will to listen and learn from those who foolishly reject his teachings without giving them any thought.
All three synoptic Gospels record the parable of the Sower in the context of the fulfillment of the prophecy of Isaiah (Matt. 13:10-18; Mark 4:2-12; Luke 8:9-11). John does not relate the Sower parable but speaks of the prophecy of Isaiah (John 12:35-42). It is interesting that the Parable of the Sower is in this context, for that parable deals with how one’s heart is prepared to receive the Good News. In the Parable of the Sower, there is no indication that God decides what kind of soil one’s heart is. Rather, it is the person who decides by their thoughts and actions what kind of soil they are. This is where the quotation from Isaiah comes in. Jesus says in Matthew the prophecy “is fulfilled” (Mat. 13:14, present indicative), in that some of those listening had dull hearts and could barely hear, and also that they chose to close their eyes and ears lest they see, hear, understand, and turn. The Greek word for “lest,” mēpote (#3379 μήποτε), is an indicator of negative purpose, showing the sinful people purposely intended to not see, hear, or understand. Those Jews hardened their hearts against God, and in general evil people do not want to know God (cf. Job. 21:14; 22:17; Isa. 30:11; Mic. 2:6).
John begins the record by pointing out that even though Jesus had done so many signs before these people, they still did not believe in him (John 12:37). This “resulted in” another word of Isaiah being fulfilled regarding Israel’s unbelief: “who has believed our report?” (John 12:38). The “with the result that” in John 12:38 comes from the Greek preposition hina which in that verse introduced a result clause (see Word Study: “Hina”). John says it was “for this reason,” “on account of this,” (Greek: dia touto) that these people could not believe (John 12:39). That is to say, because they rejected Jesus and refused to believe, “He has blinded their eyes and hardened their hearts, lest they should see with their eyes and perceive with their heart, and would return to God, and I would heal them.” (John 12:40).
God is portrayed as doing the blinding and hardening in the passage in John. Yet we know from Matthew these people hardened their own hearts first by choosing not to believe. John tells us that it was because of this unbelief they were blinded. How are we to understand this blinding? It is not as though God actively hardens the hearts of those who close their eyes to the truth. Rather, he has allowed them to be blinded by setting in place a spiritual principle that while one is rejecting Jesus they are left in a state of spiritual blindness. It is the idiom of permission. Scripture teaches that in actuality, the Devil is the one who blinds these people: “in whom the god of this age has blinded the minds of those who do not believe, to keep them from seeing and shining forth the light of the good news of the glory of Christ,” (2 Cor. 4:4); it is only when they turn to the Lord that the veil is taken away (2 Cor. 3:14-16). Unbelievers have dull hearts and ears that can barely hear, but whether they will turn to the Lord or decide to close their eyes is their free choice. If they turn to him, the veil is lifted off their hearts and they can see. But if they choose to reject Christ and close their eyes then those people remain under Satan’s dominion of spiritual blindness. This is why Christ told these people, “The light is among you for a little while longer. Walk while you have the light, lest darkness overtakes you… While you have the light, believe in the light, so that you become sons of light” (John 12:35-36).
Once someone rejects the light they are “overtaken” by darkness and they remain in that state until they turn to the Lord and are healed. Only in the sense of the idiom of permission can it be said that God blinds people and hardens their hearts. Thus we can get to the proper understanding of passages like Matthew 13:13-15 only if we consider the whole of Scripture and understand the language and idioms that it uses. We must put the records together to understand the full picture, that people first choose to harden their own hearts and as a result, they are left in a state of spiritual blindness.
When this record occurs in Mark 4:12 and Luke 8:10 it comes in the form of two purpose-result clauses (see Word Study: “Hina”), thus sandwiching the truth revealed in Matthew and John together into one perspective. Taken together and in the scope of Scripture, they show that Jesus taught in parables “so that” the people may see but not perceive, and hear but not understand (cf. Mark 4:12). The “so that” indicates the purpose and the result of the speaking in parables, which was to teach the humble and godly but reveal the arrogant heart of the ungodly.
Mat 13:15
This quote of Isaiah 6:9-10 follows the Greek Septuagint, which differs from the Hebrew text.
Mat 13:18
For an explanation of the parable of the Sower, see commentary on Matthew 13:3.
Mat 13:19
“Wicked One.” The Greek is ponēros (#4190 πονηρός), “pertaining to being morally or socially worthless; therefore, ‘wicked, evil, bad, base, worthless, vicious, and degenerate.’”[footnoteRef:1090] Ponēros is an adjective, but it is a substantive (an adjective used as a noun). [1090:  BDAG, s.v. “πονηρός.”] 

[For more on substantives, see the commentary on Matt. 5:37.]
The Devil (the “Slanderer”) is the fount and foundation of wickedness. It was in him that wickedness was first found, when he was lifted up with pride and decided to rebel against God. Ever since that time, he has been true to his name, “the Wicked One,” and has been doing and causing wickedness wherever he can, which, since he is “the god of this age,” is a considerable amount of wickedness.
[For more names of the Slanderer (the Devil) and their meanings, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
Mat 13:22
“and he becomes unfruitful.” The Greek verb “becomes” does not have a gender, so it can be translated as “he,” “she,” or “it,” and the versions are divided between “he” (ASV, DBY, DRA, KJV, NKJV) and “it” (CEB, CJB, CSB, ESV, NET, NRSV). The REV translated the verb as a “he” because that best fits the context. In Matthew 13:19, the soil of the path was a “he,” a person, and the word was snatched from his heart. Then, in Matthew 13:20-21 the rocky soil was a “he,” who had no root in himself. Then, in Matthew 13:23 the good soil was a “he” who brought forth fruit, with some people bringing forth a hundredfold increase, some sixtyfold, and some thirtyfold. In the light of the other three soils being people, it does not seem correct that in Matthew 13:22 the teaching about the seed being sown on weedy soil would suddenly shift and be the only “it” in the context. It is the person who was the soil and it was the person who became unfruitful, just as with the “path soil” and “rocky soil” people.
Mat 13:23
“the seed.” The Greek text does not have the word “seed,” but it is the understood object since it is what was “sown.”
Mat 13:24
“a man.” In his explanation, Jesus said that he was the man (Matt. 13:37: “He who sows the good seed is the Son of Man”).
Mat 13:25
“but while the men were sleeping.” There is nothing wrong with sleeping after a hard day’s work. This statement in the parable is not meant to denigrate the farmer or his men in any way but rather to reveal the sneaky and evil ways of the Devil. He is sneaky and an opportunist, and he regularly takes advantage of opportunities to disrupt God’s plans and disrupt and hurt God’s people. He does not come “in the daylight” and do his dirty work, he comes at night. He works in the dark. Having darnel sown into the crop of wheat would cause problems and lots of extra work for the farmer when harvest time came.
“weeds.” The Greek word is zizanion (#2215 ζιζάνιον) and it refers to the plant Lolium temulentum, or the Bearded Darnel. There are other varieties of Lolium, but they do not closely resemble wheat, and therefore are almost certainly not the plant referred to in the parable. The Bearded Darnel looks so much like wheat that it cannot be distinguished from it except by an expert until the grain starts to form. The darnel grain is much smaller than wheat and dark brown. The seeds of the darnel were believed to be poisonous to men and animals (although not fowl). It has now been asserted by some botanists that it is not the seed of the darnel that is poisonous, but rather that it is easily susceptible to getting a mold that is poisonous.[footnoteRef:1091] Nevertheless, the ancients, and even the modern Arabs, do not make any such distinction and consider the seeds to be poisonous. The symptoms of eating the darnel include nausea, vomiting, diarrhea, convulsions, and sometimes even death. The roots of the darnel are quite extensive, and when it appears in a wheat field, they become entangled with the roots of the wheat so that if anyone tried to pull up the darnel they would most certainly pull up the wheat also. [1091:  Harold and Alma Moldenke, Plants of the Bible, 134.] 

Also, the parable epitomizes “by their fruit you will know them,” because it is when the grain starts to appear that the darnel can be easily seen.
Mat 13:27
“Then where did the weeds come from?” The Greek is idiomatic: “Then where has darnel?” Different versions have brought the idiomatic Greek into English in slightly different ways.
Mat 13:31
“mustard seed.” See commentary on Matthew 13:32.
“sowed.” The Greek word can mean “scattered,” and in the biblical world, seed was often scattered on the top of the ground.
Mat 13:32
“smaller...becomes a tree.” The mustard seed is a very tiny seed but grows into a very tall plant, which Jesus hyperbolically calls a “tree.” Although there has historically been some disagreement about it, today scholars identify the “mustard” in the parable as the common black mustard (brassica nigra). In the parable, the man purposely grew this mustard in his garden, just as people still do today, and mustard was valued as a spice and for the oil it produced. Although these annual plants commonly grew to only 3 to 4 feet tall, much larger plants are regularly observed, some growing to 10 to 15 feet tall with a central stem as large as a man’s forearm, and especially in the fall as the lack of rain hardens the plant they are well able to support a bird’s nest.[footnoteRef:1092] [1092:  Harold N. and Alma L. Moldenke, Plants of the Bible, 59, 60.] 

The context of Jesus’ statement about the size of the mustard seed is the man sowing seed in his garden, which is confirmed by the word “garden plants” (lachanon; #3001 λάχανον; a potable herb; a vegetable). This verse is not a botanical reference to the size of every seed known to man, but rather a comparison of the mustard seed to the other seeds a gardener would typically sow in his garden in the biblical world at the time of Christ. It is absurd, and a misuse and misunderstanding of how the Word of God is written, to try to prove an error in the Word of God by finding a seed smaller than a mustard seed. Harold and Alma Moldenke correctly point out, “Such statements as that concerning the size of the mustard seed must always be judged in the light of the knowledge of the time of the people involved.”[footnoteRef:1093] Furthermore, but less likely, Jesus may also have been using a natural hyperbole (exaggeration), a common figure of speech used in discourse, the same way many Westerners will say, “I am starving” when they are just hungry, or “I’m freezing” when they are just cold. The point of Jesus’ parable was that just as the mustard seed starts out very small but becomes very big, so too the Kingdom of Heaven seems to have a small start, but will one day fill the earth. When Jesus said the seed “becomes a tree,” we must remember that the word “tree” is flexible and can refer to both large and small trees, and many of the trees in the Middle East are quite small. Thus a mustard plant that grew to 10 or 15 feet (2 or 3 meters) could rightly be said to “become a tree.” [1093:  Moldenke, Plants of the Bible, 61.] 

Matthew 17:20 and Luke 17:6 refer to “trust like a mustard seed.” The mustard seed is small, but it has complete trust that it can grow into the large garden herb. See commentary on Matthew 17:20.
“the birds of the sky.” The word translated as “sky” is the standard Greek word that refers to heaven, so the verse can be translated as “the birds of heaven.” In this context, the word “heaven” meant the sky, the atmosphere, or the air. The “birds of heaven are not “spiritual birds,” they are normal birds that fly in the sky.
Mat 13:33
“leaven.” “Leaven” was something that made dough rise, “leaven” is typically yeast. Although leaven is often portrayed as an evil thing such as sin, in this parable it is a good thing, the Kingdom of Heaven. It is not uncommon for things in the Bible to be either bad or good depending on the context. For example, Satan is called a lion (1 Pet. 5:8), but so is Jesus (Rev. 5:5).
“that a woman took and hid.” No woman “hides” yeast in bread dough; they put it in so that the dough will rise. In this parable, God is compared to a woman hiding yeast in bread, and the wording reveals the purpose and activity of God. God conceals the Kingdom as people get saved and join it, and as the yeast spreads throughout the loaf, Kingdom people, saved people, spread throughout the world, mainly being ignored by the worldly people.
“50 pounds.” The Greek measure is three satons, and “saton” was the Greek name for the Hebrew term “seah” (Sarah used three seahs of flour for her divine guests in Gen. 18:6). A saton is a little over 16 pounds (7 kg) of dry measure (or just over 13 liters). So this was over 47 lbs (21 kg) of flour total, which would feed more than 100 people. No ordinary housewife would cook that much meal, so the parable points to the Kingdom of God and His provision for all the people who would be saved and enter the Kingdom.
Mat 13:34
“Jesus spoke...to the crowds.” See commentary on Matthew 13:2.
Mat 13:35
“I will open my mouth in parables; I will utter things hidden from the foundation of the world.” Not only does Jesus speak in parables, fulfilling this prophecy in Psalm 78:2, but this verse also teaches us that Jesus taught new teachings in parables, especially concerning the Kingdom of God. There were teachings hidden from the foundation of the world that God gave to Jesus to reveal to humanity. This is the idea of progressive revelation. Namely, that throughout history, God has revealed himself more and more.
“from the foundation of the world.” This portion of the quote from Psalm 78:2 does not match the Hebrew Old Testament or the Greek Septuagint translation of the Old Testament. The Hebrew in Psalm 78:2 is literally translated, “from the olden days,” and the Greek in Psalm 78:2 LXX is “from the beginning.” Yet, here in Matthew 13:35 it is, “from the foundation of the world.” In cases like this, it is unclear if the author is using a different Hebrew version, a different Greek version, or simply recalling the verse from memory and capturing the essence of the meaning. Regardless, the meaning of “from the foundation of the world,” and, “from the beginning,” are very similar, so the meaning has not been lost.
Mat 13:38
“the Wicked One.” See commentary on Matthew 13:19.
Mat 13:39
“Devil.” The Greek word is diabolos (#1228 διάβολος), which literally means “Slanderer,” but diabolos gets transliterated into English as our more familiar name, “the Devil.” Slander is so central to who the Devil is and how he operates that one of his primary names is “the Slanderer.”
[For more information on the names of the Devil, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
Mat 13:40
“burned up.” The Greek is katakaiō (#2618 κατακαίω) and means to burn up, or to consume. It cannot be overstated that the weeds “burn up,” they do not burn forever. Similarly, the people who are unsaved will be burned up in Gehenna, they will not burn forever.
“the end of the age.” The Jews taught that we are in the present evil age, but there was a wonderful Messianic Age coming in the future. Although some versions read “world” instead of “age,” that is misleading. The world will not come to an end, but this evil age will. See commentary on Galatians 1:4.
Mat 13:41
“The Son of Man will send out his angels.” Matthew 13:41-43 describes what happens after the Battle of Armageddon: Jesus sends out his angels and gathers the people of the earth who have survived the Great Tribulation and the Battle of Armageddon and separates them into two groups: the godly (“sheep”) and the ungodly (“goats”). Then he judges them and the sheep are allowed to enter his kingdom while the goats are thrown into the Lake of Fire. This judgment is described in more detail in Matthew 25:31-46.
[For more on the Sheep and Goat Judgment, see commentaries on Matt. 25:31; 25:32; and 25:33. For more about Jesus’ future kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
“those who are guilty of lawlessness.” The Greek text is more literally, those who “are doing lawlessness,” but that does not read well in English. Some versions have “those who practice lawlessness,” but that does not read well in English either. The phrase, “those who are guilty of lawlessness” catches the sense well (cf. CSB).
Mat 13:42
“the furnace of fire.” Here in Matthew 13:42, Jesus refers to the Lake of Fire (Rev. 20:14-15) as a “furnace.” The Greek word translated “furnace” was used of furnaces that smelted metal (cf. Rev. 1:15) or potters kilns for hardening clay. The people thrown into the Lake of Fire will eventually burn up (Matt. 13:40).
[For more on annihilation in the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
“weeping and gnashing of teeth.” The mention of weeping and gnashing of teeth occurs seven times in the Bible (Matt. 8:12; 13:42, 50; 22:13; 24:51; 25:30; Luke 13:28). All of these occurrences are in the Gospels. There is only one future Messianic Kingdom, and it fills the whole earth. The unsaved are not part of that Kingdom but are thrown into the Lake of Fire where there is weeping and gnashing of teeth (Rev. 20:13-15).
[For a more complete explanation of the weeping and gnashing of teeth, see commentary on Matt. 8:12.]
Mat 13:43
“Anyone who has ears had better listen!” See commentary on Matthew 11:15. This is the same Greek phrase. Jesus has just finished teaching that wicked people will be burned up in Gehenna, while godly people will live and shine in the Kingdom of God. This is not mere threats. There will be a Judgment and unsaved people will be annihilated in Gehenna while saved people will live forever. Everyone better listen and pay attention.
[For more on annihilation in Gehenna, the Lake of Fire, see commentary on Rev. 20:10.]
Mat 13:45
“fine pearls.” Matthew 13:45-46 contains a short but powerful parable about the value of attaining everlasting life and living in the Messianic Kingdom, which Jesus often referred to as “the Kingdom of Heaven.” As clear as the parable about the pearl of great price seems to us, it was much clearer to people who lived before the 1900s. The early 1900s saw the collapse of the pearl industry and the decline in the value of pearls as a status symbol because it was then that the Japanese invented a way to grow cultured pearls. Worse, not too long after that, plastics and resins were also used to produce very realistic pearl look-alikes. Then finally, the invention of the scuba diving system made gathering real pearls much easier and safer. The result of all this was that pearls, which for millennia had been a mark of high culture, social standing, and financial wealth, were suddenly seemingly being worn by anyone who wanted to. This caused them to be less of a status symbol and less desirable to wear. As the attraction of pearls wore off, they were worn by fewer and fewer people, even being ignored by those who could afford the “real” ones. So while there are natural pearls of great value still around, the desire to own and wear them, and the status they project, are not what they were in years past.
However, the value of pearls in the biblical period is why Jesus chose a pearl to compare the value of the Kingdom of Heaven to, instead of something else. In the biblical world, the pearl was incredibly expensive, in fact, it was the apex gem in the culture. The Roman historian, Pliny the Elder (AD 23-August 24, AD 79), said this about pearls: “The topmost rank of all things of price is held by pearls.”
Oysters that produce pearls are found all over the world, in both saltwater and fresh, and yet the round, white pearls that have been so prized in history are amazingly rare. Although the translation “pearls” is disputed, Job 28:18 (ESV) certainly shows the value of pearls when it is trying to show the value of wisdom: “the price of wisdom is above pearls.” When pointing out that women should not dress extravagantly, 1 Timothy 2:9 says women should not dress with gold and pearls (not that women should not wear gold and pearls, but they should not flaunt them as if worldly wealth was the important thing in life).
Part of the mystique of pearls in the first century was that, even by the time of the early church, people were not sure where they came from. Expensive pearls that came into the Roman world from the Persian Gulf (still today perhaps the most reliable source of natural pearls) and from India had traveled far, and anyone who deals in vulnerable and expensive items knows that creating an air of mystery and guarding your sources can create value in the item and also protect your source of supply. “Pliny claimed that pearls rose to the sea’s surface and swallowed dew to achieve their luster and beauty, while other authors suggested that lightning hitting an oyster produced the gem.”[footnoteRef:1094] [1094:  Andrew Lawler, “The Pearl Trade,” Archaeology Magazine, March/April 2012, 48.] 

Although some pearls were discovered in shallow water, most pearls in the ancient world were brought up from deeper water. In the Persian Gulf region, a fruitful source of pearls in biblical times, they were often at a depth of about 40 meters (about 45 yards). To get down to the oyster beds, divers held a weight on a rope to make a quick descent to the beds. The weight was pulled back up to the ship by the rope, while the diver swam back up, having put the oysters he had gathered into a sack he had with him. Until the invention of scuba gear, this diving-with-a-weight method of pearling was the common way of pearling, with only slight improvements over the years, such as hand and foot protection from the sharp oysters, and face masks to enable better vision and protect the eyes. It was a dangerous way to make a living and a major reason that natural pearls continued to be so expensive until our modern times.
When we understand the rarity of a round, white, pearl in the biblical world, and understand the mystique that surrounded them as well as the monetary and social value they had, we are in a position to see why Jesus compared gaining the Kingdom of Heaven to finding and buying a pearl of great value. The pearl of great price was valuable, but nothing is more valuable than salvation and everlasting life. And just as no merchant in the ancient world would hesitate to sell everything else he owned to gain a very valuable pearl, no person should hesitate to make every effort to be saved and be assured of everlasting life.
[For more about the wonderful Kingdom of Heaven on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.]
Mat 13:46
“pearl.” Pearls were very expensive in the ancient world, and very highly valued.
[For more on pearls, see commentaries on Rev. 18:12 and Matt. 13:45.]
“great value.” The Greek word is polutimos (#4186 πολύτιμος), and it means to be of great value, or very expensive. To say the pearl was of “great price” is not as accurate a translation today because many things are priced way above, and sometimes way below, their actual value. This pearl was of great value, but the only way we know the price was high was that the man had to sell all he owned to buy it.
Mat 13:47
“net that was let down.” The Greek word translated “net” is sagēnē (#4522 σαγήνη), and it refers to a dragnet or seine. The Greek word translated “let down” is ballō (#906 βάλλω), and it is usually translated as “cast” or “throw,” but when the context warrants it, as a transitive verb it can also be used as “of putting or placing someone or something somewhere: put (money into a treasury box), put (a sword into its scabbard), place (someone into a pool).”[footnoteRef:1095] [1095:  Friberg, s.v. “βάλλω.”] 

In this context, the net is a dragnet, and dragnets were let down into the water from a boat or usually a couple of boats. The dragnet was placed parallel to the shore and then dragged by people to the shore, who gathered the fish, keeping the good and throwing the bad away.
[For more information on fishing in Jesus’ time, see commentary on Mark 1:17.]
“lake.” He was teaching from a boat on the “Sea of Galilee,” which is actually a lake, so the context dictates that thalassa (#2281 θάλασσα) be translated as “lake.”
“and gathered fish of every kind.” The Kingdom of Heaven is the kingdom with heavenly qualities that is ruled by Christ when he comes from heaven, conquers the earth, and rules over it (Ps. 2:8; 72:8-11; Dan. 2:35; 7:14; Mic. 5:4; Zech. 9:10). When Christ comes to earth and conquers it, there will be people of every sort left on earth, and the “good” will be allowed into the Kingdom, and the “evil” will be thrown away, into the Lake of Fire (Matt. 25:31-46; cf. commentary on Matt. 25:32).
[For more on the coming Kingdom of Christ on earth, the Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Mat 13:48
“when it was filled.” Here we see God’s timing in bringing His Kingdom to pass on earth and a detail in the parable that is different from fishing in real life. In the parable, the net was not drawn up until it was filled, whereas in real life the net is drawn up but there is no way of knowing until it gets into very shallow water if there are many fish in it or not. However, when it comes to bringing the Kingdom of Heaven into fulfillment here on earth, God will wait until He knows the saved have reached whatever full number He had in mind.
“gathered the good fish into containers.” The parable of the net and the fish uses imagery that was well-known to Jesus’ Galilean audience, especially since he taught it close to the Sea of Galilee (Matt. 13:1). The nets of the fishermen were just as Jesus described: they brought in various kinds of fish, and the “good” (valuable) fish were kept while the “bad” (worthless) fish were thrown away. The “containers” in the parable of the net are the equivalent of the “storehouse” in the parable of the good and bad seed (Matt. 13:30).
“but the bad they threw away.” The world would have us believe that every human is equally valuable, but that is not the testimony of the Word of God. Every person has the opportunity to be valuable by recognizing and obeying God, but those who ignore God or reject God or deny God have denied their Creator and thus prove themselves unfit to be in His everlasting Kingdom. God created people to love and serve Him and love and serve each other, and those who will not do that will be “thrown away,” they will be thrown into the Lake of Fire and annihilated.
[For more on annihilation in the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
Mat 13:49
“The angels will come out and separate the wicked from the midst of the righteous.” The separation of the righteous from the wicked that Jesus is referring to here is the Sheep and Goat Judgment (Matt. 25:31-46). That Judgment occurs at the end of this “present evil age” (Gal. 1:4) and at the beginning of the Millennial Kingdom.
[For more information on the Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Mat 13:50
“weeping and gnashing of teeth.” The mention of weeping and gnashing of teeth occurs seven times in the Bible (Matt. 8:12; 13:42, 50; 22:13; 24:51; 25:30; Luke 13:28). All of these occurrences are in the Gospels. There is only one future Messianic Kingdom, and it fills the whole earth. The unsaved are not part of that Kingdom but are thrown into the Lake of Fire where there is weeping and gnashing of teeth (Rev. 20:13-15). People in the Lake of Fire will suffer in proportion to their sin before they burn up and are annihilated.
[For a more complete explanation of the weeping and gnashing of teeth, see commentary on Matt. 8:12. For more information on suffering in the Lake of Fire in proportion to one’s sin, see commentary on Rom. 2:5. For more information on annihilation in the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
Mat 13:52
“has been trained.” The Greek word mathēteuō (#3100 μαθητεύω) means to be a disciple, to be one who is trained, and the fact that it is an aorist participle means that the disciple has graduated and finished his training and reached a level of expertise. It is related to the noun mathētēs (#3101 μαθητής, pronounced ma-thay-'tase) “disciple.”
“new and old.” The person who has been well trained about the Kingdom of Heaven has wisdom and knowledge and applies it well. Some of it is old knowledge that has been around for many generations, and some of it is new knowledge that has recently been revealed. In English we would usually say, “old and new,” but their idiom is “new and old.”
Mat 13:54
“And after coming to his hometown.” This record is also in Mark 6:1-6.
Mat 13:55
“builder’s son.” The “builder” is Joseph, the father of Jesus, and Jesus himself is called a builder in Mark 6:3). The Greek word translated “builder” is tektōn (#5045 τέκτων). The Greek word tektōn can refer to a carpenter, builder, or craftsman of most any kind. For example, the Septuagint uses tektōn to describe a metalsmith (1 Sam. 13:19; Isa. 44:12), a worker in bronze or cast metal (1 Kings 7:14; Isa. 40:19), a craftsman who makes idols, which would usually be from wood, metal, or stone (Hos. 8:6), and a worker in wood (Isa. 40:20; 41:7; 44:13).
Although tektōn could refer to different types of craftsmen, the word “carpenter” was chosen by the ancient translators and that tradition continues today in most Bibles (cf. Tyndale’s Bible of 1534; Bishops’ Bible of 1595; Geneva Bible of 1599 and the King James Version of 1611, which all say “carpenter”). However, there are several reasons those older translators likely chose “carpenter” over “builder.” One reason is that the Greek they knew was the ancient Greek of Homer and Plato, and Greece had lots of trees so a tektōn in ancient Greek literature often built with wood. Another reason is that England and Europe, where those older translations of the Bible were made, were covered with trees and so wood was the common material people built with. A third reason that “carpenter” would have been chosen as a translation of tektōn was that those ancient translators had never been to Israel. If they had, they would have realized that the sturdy wood used in building was fairly scarce in Israel, which is why when Solomon built the Temple, he had cedar wood brought down to Israel from Lebanon. The primary building material in Israel was stone, which has been a blessing to archaeologists because many of those stone buildings survive today to one extent or another even though they are thousands of years old. As “builders,” Joseph and his sons (who would have grown up in their father’s trade), would have been skilled in building with all kinds of materials, primarily with stone, but also with mud brick, clay tile, wood, and to some extent metal, such as might be used for door hinges.
Once we understand that Joseph and his sons were builders, a few things about Jesus become clearer. One is that in the Roman society that controlled Israel and among the Jews who tried to fit in with Rome, being a builder was generally considered to be a lower-class job, not one that had a lot of prestige associated with it. Thus, when the people of Nazareth said of Jesus, “Isn’t this the builder’s son?” (Matt. 13:55), and “Isn’t this the builder…?” (Mark 6:3), those were not compliments, but rather were derogatory remarks as if they had said, “Is this not the son of that common laborer Joseph?” So from Jesus’ job, we know he did not grow up being highly respected and well-treated by others but instead grew up being treated like the common laborer he was. Being humble about who he was and what he did was part of Jesus’ daily life, and no doubt Joseph coached Jesus through challenging situations as they worked together through the years. Also, that Joseph was a builder and did not have a prestigious job also helps explain why he could not afford a lamb as a birth sacrifice after Jesus was born, but Mary had to offer birds instead (see commentary on Luke 2:24).
Another thing we learn about Jesus from the fact he was a builder is that he would have worked with other people almost every day. While a carpenter may well end up doing a lot of work alone, a builder in that society before any power tools almost always had to work with others, and the “others” that one worked with in the building trades were often crude and tough people. So Jesus’ daily work taught him how to deal with difficult people, something that would serve him well in his ministry.
Still another thing we learn about Jesus is that he would have had the strong and muscular body that comes with cutting, lifting, and setting stone every day. Much of the building in the Galilee was done with the native basalt stone. That means that the paintings that show Jesus as a pale-skinned, somewhat emaciated human being are simply off the mark. Jesus would be tanned and look like he worked out every day—because he did.
One more thing we can see from knowing that Jesus was a builder is that it gives good evidence that what the New Testament says about him is true. After all, if some author was going to invent a story about the Messiah who would one day rule the world, we would think that the author would give Jesus a prestigious career. Perhaps he would write that Jesus was a scribe or something like an independently wealthy farmer, but why invent a story that Jesus was a laborer? The Bible says Jesus was a builder because he was. Then at the proper time he left that trade, was anointed with holy spirit, and began his ministry as the Savior of the world.
“And aren’t his brothers, James, and Joseph, and Simon, and Judas?” Women had no way of effective birth control and likely would not have wanted it if it was available. Mary herself had at least seven children. Her sons were Jesus, James, Joseph, Simon, and Judas, and she had at least two girls who were the “sisters” (plural) of those boys as well (cf. Mark 6:3). It was important to have large families for many reasons. Children supported their parents in their old age and lots of children died young, so a small number of children meant that there may be no one to take care of elderly parents if the children died. Also, there was no police force at that time, and people were responsible for figuring out how to protect themselves and their property, and the best way to do that was to have a large family with lots of sons, uncles, and cousins. Psalm 127:5 says a man with a lot of children is blessed, and they will defend him when he needs it.
Mat 13:57
“A prophet is honored everywhere except.” The literal Greek is a double negative (actually a triple-negative), “not without...except,” which was much more easily understood in Greek than in English because the Greek language uses double negatives for different reasons. The double negative was changed in English for clarity (cf. CEB; NLT).
Mat 13:58
“because of their unbelief.” There would have been no point in doing miracles in front of an unbelieving crowd. Miracles win people and bring them to a point of belief in some circumstances, but much of the time unbelievers stay unbelievers no matter what miracles and wonders are done around them, as the ministry of Jesus around Israel attested. God does not do miracles to entertain or just put on a show, they are to genuinely help people both physically and in their understanding and belief in God. If people have hard hearts there is no point in doing miracles and other mighty works. Jesus taught not to cast one’s pearls to pigs, and he followed his own teaching. Believers must learn an important lesson from Jesus. It is not that he loved the people here less than in other places, but he recognized that what he did was pointless, so he moved on, and his disciples must learn to walk in wisdom and follow his example.
 
Matthew Chapter 14
Mat 14:3
“put him in prison.” According to the records we have from Josephus, Herod Antipas put John in prison at Machaerus, his palace-fortress east of the Dead Sea. Machaerus was originally built about 90 BC by the Hasmonean king, Alexander Jannaeus (104 BC-78 BC). It is located about 15 miles (24 km) south and east of the point at which the Jordan River enters the Dead Sea. In 57 BC it was destroyed by Pompey’s general Gabinius, but rebuilt by Herod the Great in 30 BC. Machaerus was the easternmost palace-fortress of Herod, and he strongly fortified it, in part due to its proximity to Arabia.
When Herod the Great died, the palace-fortress Machaerus was passed to his son, Herod Antipas, who ruled from 4 BC until AD 39, and who imprisoned and beheaded John the Baptist at Machaerus. Because Herod the Great built his palace in the center of the fortified area, we know the location where Salome was when she danced before Herod Antipas and his guests and asked for the head of John the Baptist. Machaerus passed from Herod Antipas to Herod Agrippa I, and when he died in AD 44, it came under Roman control. Jewish rebels took control after AD 66 during the First Jewish Revolt, but the Romans began a siege of the fortress in AD 72. They built a wall of circumvallation around the fortress, and an embankment and ramp for the Roman siege engines, but the Jewish rebels surrendered before the Romans began their attack. The rebels were allowed to leave and the Romans tore the palace-fortress down, leaving only the foundations, which are still there today.
Some scholars think John was in prison for two years at Machaerus, but that is because they think Jesus had a three-year ministry. There is good evidence that Jesus’ ministry lasted only shortly over a year, from before Passover in AD 27 to Passover in AD 28, and therefore the imprisonment of John would have been considerably less than a year. It seems that John was put in prison not too long after he baptized Jesus because Jesus had not yet gone into Galilee and started his teaching nor had called out his disciples to follow him, who were later to be the apostles (Mark 1:14-16). However, John was imprisoned after Passover of AD 27 (compare John 2:13ff with John 3:22-24). John the Baptist was beheaded by Herod Antipas at his birthday celebration, but unfortunately, we do not know when Herod’s birthday was. However, it was before the feeding of the 5,000 (Matt. 14:13ff; Mark 6:32ff; Luke 9:10ff; John 6:1ff), and thus before the Feast of Tabernacles, which occurred in our September/October (John 7:1ff). Actually, it was likely some months before Tabernacles, likely sometime in the summer months. Thus, if John was imprisoned in our April or May of AD 27, and beheaded by October that same year at the latest, the most he would have been in prison is 6 months, but it was likely a much shorter time.
Mat 14:5
“people.” The Greek is “multitude” or “crowd,” but there was no gathering of people where John was imprisoned; this refers to all the people in Herod’s territory who supported John.
Mat 14:6
“the daughter of Herodias.” Her name was Salome (see commentary on Mark 6:22).
Mat 14:13
“he withdrew from there in a boat by himself to a solitary place.” The feeding of the 5,000 is in all four Gospels (Matt. 14:13-21; Mark 6:32-44; Luke 9:10-17, and John 6:1-13. The feeding of the 4,000 is in Matt. 15:29-39; Mark 8:1-10).
Matthew 14:13 tells us that Jesus went away from the crowds to spend time alone with his disciples because he had just gotten the news about the death of his cousin, the great prophet John the Baptist. That is true, but it is only part of the reason Jesus wanted some time alone with his disciples. The Gospel of Mark omits the part about Jesus being told about John’s death, although that might be assumed in the record, but Mark adds another reason Jesus wanted to get away with his disciples. Jesus had sent out the Twelve to go to the cities of Israel and heal the sick, cast out demons, and proclaim the Good News about the Kingdom of God (Mark 6:7-12). When the disciples gathered back to Jesus, he wanted to make sure they had some rest time, because they were not even getting enough time to eat (Mark 6:30-32).
Once again we can learn an important lesson from Jesus Christ: self-care is important. Many people are not good at taking care of themselves, and that is to their hurt. We only have one body, and if we want to do well in life and be mentally, physically, and emotionally whole and healed, we have to take care of it. We have to rest, eat well, get exercise, and think godly thoughts. But the Devil and the world are very good at talking us out of those things. Christians need to learn that saying “Yes” to one thing is saying “No” to another, and we must have the discipline to say “No,” even to things we want to do, if we have not yet said “Yes” to the things we need to do for ourselves. Many good and fun things are not good if they keep us from godly self-care.
Mat 14:14
“a large crowd.” The multitudes in Matthew 14:13 had gathered into a crowd and met him on the shore of the Sea of Galilee.
Mat 14:20
“twelve baskets full.” See commentary on Matthew 15:37.
Mat 14:21
“not including women and children.” If we add the women and children, it is very possible the crowd that ate was 10,000 or more.
Mat 14:22
The record in Matthew 14:22-33 (Mark 6:45-51; John 6:15-21) is a good example of how different Gospels treat the records of Christ’s life, because all four Gospels record Jesus feeding the 5,000, so what happens after that could be similar. We must keep in mind that although there is a “total picture” of what Jesus did, each Gospel portrays that in a different way to reveal and emphasize different things. The Gospels of Matthew, Mark, and John record Jesus walking on the water, but Luke says nothing about it at all. Only Matthew records that Peter walked on the water. This no doubt helped people recognize the primacy of Peter in relation to the rest of the apostles, and also showed that Peter’s personal doubt was created by fear and taking his eyes off Jesus, a valuable lesson. By leaving the Peter event off, Mark is better able to emphasize the hardness of the disciples’ hearts and that they had not gained insight from the multiplying of the loaves, something that would have been overshadowed by the Peter incident. Thus Mark emphasizes that we are all supposed to learn from the examples of Jesus—what Jesus did and what is recorded about him is not just for us to know, but for us to learn from in our own walks. The Gospel of John does not focus on Jesus’ interaction with the apostles at all, but keeps its focus on what Jesus said and did, thus elevating him as the Son of God.
“immediately he made.” See commentary on Mark 6:45.
Mat 14:24
“a long way from the land.” The Greek is literally, “many stadia away from the land,” and a “stadia” was about 607 feet or 185 meters. Since the text simply says “many stadia,” the translation “a long way” represents the distance well enough without introducing the stadia measurement into the text.
Mat 14:25
“fourth watch of the night.” Here in Matthew 14:25 we see the night had four watches. At the time of Christ, both the Jews and Romans divided the night into four watches, each being three hours long: 6-9 p.m., 9 p.m. -12 a.m., 12-3 a.m., and 3-6 a.m. So the fourth watch of the night started at our 3 a.m. (see commentary on Mark 6:48 and 13:35). So this is sometime between 3 a.m. and 6 a.m. Since the apostles had started sometime before sunset (Mark 6:47) and it was now at least 3 a.m., so the apostles had been rowing for at least six hours to go about five or six miles.
“the lake.” The “sea” of Galilee is actually quite a small lake, only 7 miles (11.2 km) across and 12 miles (19.3 km) long, and the entire lake can be seen from the escarpments on both the east and west sides. The Greek word thalassa (#2281 θάλασσα), lake, sea, or ocean, does not really refer to the size of the body of water, and thus has to be translated into the English “lake,” “sea,” or “ocean” by knowing the body of water that is being referred to (see commentary on Matt. 4:18).
Mat 14:26
“ghost” is from the Greek phantasma, which means “an appearance.” Something that would appear and be of the spiritual world. Ghost is not exactly a perfect translation, since “ghost” means the spirit of a dead person, while “phantasma” might be any sort of spiritual appearance. Nevertheless, the disciples yelling, “It is an appearance!” just does not seem to do the verse justice.
Mat 14:30
“saw.” The Greek is blepō (#991 βλέπω), and it means to see, but its semantic range includes, “to notice, to pay attention to.” Peter was so focused on the Lord that even though he and the others had been fighting the wind, he did not pay attention to it. However, once he was away from the boat and out on the water, his attention once again turned to the strength of the wind and he “saw” it clearly.
Mat 14:33
“bowed down before him.” See commentary on Matthew 2:2, “homage.”
Mat 14:34
“Gennesaret.” This is where Jesus and the disciples landed, and it is confirmed in Mark 6:53. The records of Matthew, Mark, and John must be understood in light of the storm, which was coming from the northwest, so that the apostles on the boat were rowing right into it. Jesus apparently told them to go “toward” (pros = toward) Bethsaida (Mark 6:45), and the Gospel of John says that the apostles were sailing “to” (eis = to, into) Capernaum (John 6:17). Thus, Capernaum is likely where Jesus told the apostles to go. Bethsaida was almost a suburb of Capernaum, which was a major city, and the site of a tax office and Roman troops, so for travel purposes, the names Bethsaida and Capernaum were basically synonymous. However, when Jesus got on the boat, that is not where they eventually went. Both Matthew and Mark make it clear that the boat landed at Gennesaret, which was a fertile plain just south and west of Capernaum. At the time of Christ, it was densely populated and had a small city by the same name on it. According to Josephus, date palms, figs, walnuts, olives, and grapes were all grown there. No doubt Jesus planned to go to Capernaum shortly, but landed at Gennesaret and healed people there, then made the short walk to Capernaum, where he was when the people found him (John 6:24).
 
Matthew Chapter 15
Mat 15:1
“Then Pharisees and experts in the law.” This teaching about clean and unclean is more detailed in Mark 7:1-23.
Mat 15:3
“even you yourselves.” The kai (#2532 καί) before the emphatic humeis (#5210 ὑμεῖς) is not ‘also’ and does not place the Pharisees alongside of Jesus’ disciples [as if they too had sinned]; it signifies ‘even you yourselves,’ the very ones who are truly guilty of transgression, while they pretend to find transgression in others.”[footnoteRef:1096] [1096:  Lenski, Matthew, 583.] 

Mat 15:4
“Whoever speaks evil of his father or mother.” This is quite close to Mark 7:10 and catches the sense of the Hebrew text quite closely. Children are not to speak evil of their parents or treat them with contempt (see commentary on Exod. 21:17).
Mat 15:9
“Moreover.” This comes from Isaiah 29:13 in the Septuagint, the Greek translation of the Old Testament.[footnoteRef:1097] [1097:  Lenski, Matthew, 587.] 

“they worship me in vain.” The worship of the religious leaders was “vain,” i.e., pointless, worthless, and ineffective. It does not show true allegiance to God because it is not what God commanded and, in some cases, contradicts what God commanded (or contradicts the heart of what God commanded). The Greek word translated as “worship” is sebomai (#4576 σέβομαι (σέβω)), which means “to express in gestures, rites, or ceremonies one’s allegiance or devotion to deity.”[footnoteRef:1098] Sebomai is not the usual word translated as “worship,” which is proskuneō (#4352 προσκυνέω), which is a compound word built from the preposition pros, “to, toward,” and the verb kuneō, “to kiss,” and generally refers to the custom of bowing down before or prostrating oneself before a person of higher rank or authority. Nevertheless, sebomai is translated as “worship” here because what the religious leaders were doing we would normally think of as an act of worship. [1098:  BDAG, s.v. “σέβομαι.”] 

“doctrines.” The Greek word is didaskalia (#1319 διδασκαλία), a noun, and it has two primary meanings: It is used of the act of teaching or instruction (as if it were a verb), and it is also used for what is taught, i.e., the doctrine or material that was presented. In this verse, “doctrine” fits better than “teaching.”
[For more on didaskalia see commentary on 1 Tim. 4:13.]
Mat 15:13
“Every plant.” Jesus is using the figure of speech hypocatastasis, comparing the Pharisees to “plants.” In the Bible, people are compared to plants (especially trees, see commentary on Luke 3:9), animals, and all kinds of things.
[For more on the figures of speech of comparison, see commentary on Rev. 20:2.]
Mat 15:17
“sewer.” The Greek word is aphedrōn (#856 ἀφεδρών), and it refers to a place where human waste goes: toilet, latrine, privy, sewer. By the time of Christ, many of the larger cities even in Israel had some kind of public toilets and sewer systems. Often there were seats over a kind of sluice that was periodically flushed by water. Also, some cities had very developed sewer systems. Caesarea Maritima and Scythopolis are two prime examples. For example, Caesarea, on the coast of the Mediterranean Sea, had a sewer system that was flushed by the tide.
Mat 15:18
“come from the heart.” The “heart” is the source of life. Mark 7:20-23 has a list of things that come out of the heart that is more inclusive than this list in Matthew. The Bible says in many different places that what comes out of the mouth generally originates in the heart (cf. Matt. 12:34; Luke 6:45). Although the biblical use of “heart” refers to the center of a person’s life and may include the interworking of the heart, brain, and other organs as well, modern medicine is now showing more and more each year that the actual physical heart not only has a leading role in directing the physical/chemical/emotional activities of the body but has been shown to even have stored memories. Proverbs 4:23 tells us that above all else, we are to guard our heart because from it come the issues of life.
[For more on the heart, see commentary on Prov. 4:23.]
Mat 15:19
“insults.” The Greek noun is blasphēmia (#988 βλασφημία, pronounced blas-fay-'me-ah) and was used of someone speaking against another. The primary meaning as it was used in the Greek culture was showing disrespect to a person or deity, and/or harming his, her, or its reputation.
[For more on blasphēmia, see commentary on Matt. 9:3.]
Mat 15:20
“does not defile a person.” The Mosaic Law stated that eating certain foods made a person “unclean” in the eyes of God (Lev. 11:4-24), but Jesus changed the Levitical law on food and made it all “clean” (cf. Mark. 7:19).
Mat 15:22
“And Look!” This record of the Canaanite woman is also in Mark 7:24-30. The Greek word translated “look” is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“Son of David.” “Son of David” is a messianic title. It is unknown how this Canaanite woman came to know that Jesus was the Messiah, but she did. God reveals the truth to people who are humble and hungry (see commentary on Matt. 1:1).
Mat 15:23
“as she follows us.” The Greek reads, “from behind us,” which most versions translate “after us.” However, to cry out “after” someone can mean that you are chasing after, or “chasing,” the person (like “He is after me,” means “He is chasing me”), but that is not its meaning here. She was not chasing them. She knew they heard her and that she was being ignored. So she was walking behind them trying to get them to change their minds and help her, give her mercy. We tried to better capture the sense of the scene with “as she follows us.” Jesus was coming into the region of Tyre and Sidon, on the Phoenician coast, and was apparently walking down the road with the apostles following him. This woman followed the group, crying out as she went, “Have mercy on me!”
Mat 15:24
“I was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel.” At first glance, Jesus’ statement concerning the healing of the Syrophoenician woman’s daughter seems hard, cold, and difficult to understand, but we must understand it in the context of his earthly mission and what God sent him to do.
The Greek word translated “sent” is the common Greek word apostellō (#649 ἀποστέλλω), from which we get the English word “apostle,” meaning, “one who is sent.” Apostellō often simply means “to send away, dismiss, allow one to depart.” However, it often has the meaning “to dispatch someone for the achievement of some objective,” and that is the meaning it has here in Matthew 15:24.[footnoteRef:1099] That is why R. C. H. Lenski translated the word as “commissioned,” that Jesus was only commissioned to go to the lost sheep of Israel.[footnoteRef:1100] Jesus was commissioned by God to go to the lost sheep of Israel; that was the specific mission God sent him on, and although that mission involved being the sin-offering for the sins of the world (cf. 2 Cor. 5:21), in his earthly ministry he was specifically to go to Israel and call it back to God. [1099:  BDAG, s.v. “ἀποστέλλω,” def. 1.]  [1100:  Lenski, St. Matthew’s Gospel, 623.] 

We see evidence of Jesus’ specific mission to Israel in the fact that, earlier, when he sent his disciples out to evangelize, he told them to go only to Israelite towns. He said, “Do not go on any road of the Gentiles, and do not enter into any city of the Samaritans, but go instead to the lost sheep of the house of Israel” (Matt. 10:5-6). It is not that Jesus did not care about the Gentiles, but rather that at that time in history his specific ministry was to the Jews. That had to do with the Jews being God’s chosen people and the covenant that God made with Israel (Exod. 24:3-8). God loves the world (John 3:16) but He redeemed the world through Jesus Christ, who was a Jew and was specifically sent to the Jews first. Later he would command his disciples to evangelize the whole world (Matt. 28:19; Acts 1:8).
Although Jesus’ specific mission while he was on earth was to Israel and set the stage for the fulfillment of prophecies such as Isaiah 61:3, he also fulfilled the prophecies such as the ones in Isaiah 42:6 and 49:6 that he was to be a light to the Gentiles. We see that in the fact that Jesus did occasionally minister to Gentiles or in Gentile areas. For example, he healed people from Syria, which was a Gentile area (Matt. 4:24), a Roman soldier’s servant (Matt. 8:5-13), men afflicted by demons (Matt. 8:28-34); and a Samaritan woman (John 4:1-42). Also, after going to the region of Tyre and Sidon where he healed the woman’s demon-possessed daughter, he went into the Decapolis, a Gentile area, and healed a man who was deaf and dumb (Mark 7:31-37) and many others as well (Matt. 15:30), and he also fed the 4,000 in the same area (Matt. 15:29-39, Mark 8:1-9). But although Jesus did heal Gentiles as we see here in Matthew 15:21-28, he said what is recorded here in Matthew 15:24 to teach and remind his followers that his earthly ministry was to Israel.
However, Jesus certainly knew that his ministry would one day lead to his conquest of the whole earth and reigning over the whole earth as king, so, for example, in John 10:16 he spoke of the future when all believers would be one flock with one “shepherd” (king: the word “shepherd” was often used idiomatically for “king,” see commentary on Jer. 2:8). That is why he told his followers that he had other sheep (Gentiles) that were not of “this fold” (Israel) and that he must bring them to himself also (John 10:16), and why, after his resurrection, he told his disciples to tell the whole world about him.
Mat 15:25
“bowed down before.” See commentary on Matthew 2:2.
Mat 15:26
Matthew 15:26, 27. (Cf. Mark 7:27-28)
“good.” Read below.
“pet dogs.” The Greek uses kunarion (#2952 κυνάριον), which is the diminutive of “dog.” The NET text note reads, “The diminutive form originally referred to puppies or little dogs, then to house pets.” There are some contexts in which the word simply means “dogs,” but not likely here. This verse is a wonderful example of how one reading the Bible must pay attention to the cultural background involved. Although Jesus was Jewish and most of the time in the Gospels the standards of Jewish culture apply, in this verse the standards of Greek culture apply. It sometimes happened in the Greek and Roman world (although not in the Jewish world except among those who had given up being Kosher and were more apt to follow Roman customs) that “little dogs,” or “house dogs” were kept, and like our house dogs today, sometimes ate under (or beside) the table.[footnoteRef:1101] The word can also refer to “puppies,”[footnoteRef:1102] but that would probably not be the case here, since the woman was a Syrophoenician and would have been familiar with the Greek custom of having a little house dog that would eat by the table. The reference to the “little dog” is made only in the account of the Syrophoenician woman. There is no other use of kunarion in the Septuagint (Greek OT) or the Greek NT. [1101:  Cf. Xenophon, Plato, Theophrastus, Plutarch, others. See Thayer’s lexicon and Liddell and Scott.]  [1102:  Cf. Liddell and Scott; Vine.] 

That Jesus would say “pet dogs” is amazing grace. He did not, even by implication, call her a “dog,” which in Greek culture had overtones of shamelessness or audacity in women.[footnoteRef:1103] Instead, by using the word “little dog,” or “housedog,” he only made a glancing reference that she did not deserve any help (but really, who does?). He opened a door of grace for her, and she walked through it. Also, he said it was not “good,” kalos (#2570 καλός), for the children’s bread to be thrown to the pet dogs. He did not use the word “lawful,” exestin (ἔξεστιν #1832). Rather, it was not “good” or “proper,” or “a fine thing to do.” [1103:  Cf. Liddell and Scott.] 

Mat 15:27
“yet even...” The woman is not opposing Jesus in any way. She is merely pointing out that the little dogs do get crumbs when the family eats. Also see commentary on Matthew 15:26.
Mat 15:28
“in that moment.” See commentary on Matthew 9:22.
Mat 15:29
“And Jesus departed from there.” The record of the feeding of the 4,000 is in Matthew 15:29-39 and Mark 8:1-9. Mark 7:31 tells us that when Jesus left the area of Tyre and Sidon he traveled to the area of the Decapolis, which was mostly northeast, east, and southeast of the Sea of Galilee and a Gentile area. So Jesus healed and blessed the Gentiles as he fulfilled the prophecy of being a light to the Gentiles (Isa. 42:6; 49:6).
Mat 15:31
“glorified the God of Israel.” This is a very good indication that many in the crowd were Gentiles, not Israelites. Jesus had been ministering in the region of Tyre and Sidon, Gentile areas, and had done a miraculous healing there of a demonized girl. Right after leaving there, the text says that “great multitudes” came to him, and it makes sense that many of those multitudes were Gentiles, and that was why they “glorified the God of Israel.” Matthew 15:31 is one of only two places in the New Testament where that phrase is used. “The God of Israel” was a common phrase in the Old Testament, and spoken by Zechariah at the birth of his son, John the Baptist (Luke 1:68), but it is not used anywhere else in the New Testament except for those two places. When the crowds were Jews, they “glorified God” (cf. Matt. 9:8; Mark 2:12; Luke 2:28; 7:16; 13:13; 18:43; etc.).
Mat 15:37
“seven.” Many theologians have tried to figure out what is the significance of mentioning in the record that there were “seven” baskets of leftover bread—why mention the number seven? The number seven is included in the record for a reason, and while there actually may be several different things it relates to, one of them certainly seems to be a reference to the fact that Jesus would be a blessing to the Gentiles.
To understand the feeding of the 4,000, we must read it in connection with the feeding of the 5,000. The two records both show that the Messiah will provide for God’s people (for all intents and purposes, the audience was God’s people—people who believed in Jesus or were seeking his teaching and help. Surely there were some people who were there just due to curiosity, but even they were “seekers” at some level. Non-believers stayed home and did not take the trouble to follow Jesus from place to place). So the feeding of the 5,000 and the 4,000 have a similar and interrelated message about the Messiah being the source of blessing for both the Jews and Gentiles, and as such the two records need to be considered together as one interconnected teaching.
The feeding of the 5,000 and the twelve baskets of leftovers point to God’s blessing on the twelve tribes of Israel. Although there were other lessons built into the “twelve baskets” of leftovers, such as that if we will feed God’s people we will be blessed ourselves—the twelve apostles fed the multitude and each got a full basket back—it seems the primary meaning is that all Israel will be blessed by the Messiah. There are many pieces of evidence that point to that. For one thing, the feeding of the 5,000 is one of the few events in Jesus’ ministry that is recorded in all four Gospels (Matt. 14:13-21; Mark 6:32-44; Luke 9:10-17; John 6:1-13). That makes sense because God wanted to magnify the fact that His Messiah would provide for Israel.
In the feeding of the 5,000, the audience was certainly almost all Jews. They came from the surrounding towns and were familiar with where Jesus was going with his apostles to get some time alone. Then, after he fed them, they were about to come and make him king (John 6:15). Furthermore, there are things in the vocabulary of the feeding of the 5,000 that point back to the Pentateuch, and the covenant promises and blessings there. For example, Jesus made the people sit in groups of hundreds and fifties (Mark 6:40; Luke 9:14). This number goes back to the way Israel was governed under the Law, when they had rulers over fifties and hundreds (Exod. 18:25). And under the Law, Israel was promised covenant blessings if they obeyed the Law, which included plenty of food (Deut. 28:4, 5, 8, 11, 12). So the evidence in the accounts, especially when contrasted with the feeding of the 4,000, shows that one of the lessons of the twelve baskets of leftovers from the feeding of the 5,000 is that the tribes of Israel would be blessed by the Messiah.
The feeding of the 4,000 has many things that point to the Messianic blessing on the Gentiles. In contrast to the feeding of the 5,000 which occurs in all four Gospels, the feeding of the 4,000 only occurs in Matthew and Mark, as if saying that although the Messiah came for Israel, the Gentiles would be blessed in him too. Furthermore, the feeding of the 4,000 occurs after Jesus goes to “the region of Tyre and Sidon” (Matt. 15:21). That was Gentile territory, although there would have been some Jews that lived there, which is why he was able to stay in a house there (Mark 7:24). But if Jesus went into the Gentile territory to minister to Jews, there is no record of it. Quite the opposite. The only healing miracle that Jesus did in that Gentile territory was to cast the demon out of a Canaanite woman’s daughter. The fact that the woman is specifically identified as a “Canaanite” (Matt. 15:22) who lived in Syrian Phoenicia (Mark 7:26) is important in tying the feeding of the 4,000 to the Messianic blessing of the Gentiles. We have seen how the feeding of the 5,000 has connections to the Law, now we will see that the feeding of the 4,000 does too. In the Law, the Israelites were told that God would “drive out” the seven nations that were in the Promised Land so God could give the land to Israel (Deut. 7:1) and if any Canaanites remained in the land, the Israelites were to destroy them totally (Deut. 7:2). That the only miracle Jesus is recorded as doing in the region of Tyre and Sidon is healing the daughter of a Canaanite is a clear sign that the Messianic blessing is now extended to them through the Messiah, and it is a fulfillment of the prophecy that the Messiah was to be a “light to the Gentiles” (Isa. 42:6; 49:6). When Jesus left the area of Tyre and Sidon, no doubt a group of Gentiles followed him for the same reason crowds of Jews followed him—to hear him and see the miracles he did. But when Jesus left the area, he did not go back to Jewish territory. Mark tells us that he went to the Sea of Galilee and then to its east coast, “the region of the Decapolis,” which was also territory populated by Gentiles (Mark 7:31). There he healed a deaf-mute, and the people there spread the word about him (Mark 7:31-37).
By now there would have been a large number of Gentiles following Jesus from the region of Tyre and Sidon and from the Decapolis. He went up onto a mountain and did many healings (Matt. 15:29-31), and they “praised the God of Israel.” That the crowd would “praise the God of Israel” points to the fact that this crowd was not primarily Jews. When Jesus did miracles among the Jews, they “praised God” (cf. Matt. 9:8; Mark 2:12; Luke 13:13; 18:43; etc.). Then, after the healings, Jesus fed the 4,000 and took up seven large baskets full of leftovers. In thinking about the feeding of the 5,000 and feeding of the 4,000 we see that the record of the feeding of the 5,000 has distinctive Jewish elements throughout it, and it makes sense that twelve baskets of leftover bread would point to covenant blessings on the twelve tribes of Israel. Then, the feeding of the 4,000 has distinctive Gentile elements, and the seven baskets of leftover bread hearken back to the seven Gentile nations in Canaan that God drove out before Israel that, along with the other Gentiles, will receive a blessing through God’s Messiah.
“baskets full.” In the feeding of the 5,000 (Matt. 14:13-21), the Greek word for “baskets” is kophinos (#2894 κόφινος), a wicker or reed basket. However, in the feeding of the 4,000 (Matt. 15:29-39), the Greek word for basket is spuris (#4711 σπυρίς), which refers to a much larger reed or wicker basket, or a woven hamper. It was one of these larger woven baskets that the disciples put Paul into when they let him down from the wall of Damascus (Acts 9:25). Given the size of the different types of baskets, it is possible that there could have been as much food left over from the feeding of the 4,000 as there was from the feeding of the 5,000.
Mat 15:38
“And those who ate were 4,000 men.” The feeding of the 4,000 is in Matt. 15:29-39; Mark 8:1-10. The feeding of the 5,000 is in all four Gospels (Matt. 14:13-21; Mark 6:32-44; Luke 9:10-17, and John 6:1-13).
Mat 15:39
“Magadan.” Some manuscripts read “Magdala.” It seems that Magadan was contiguous with “Dalmanutha” (Mark 8:10). Magadan also was either Magdala or was included in Magdala. The name “Magdala” is most likely derived from migdal, the Hebrew word for “tower,” and Magdala is located at an important road juncture and so it makes sense that at one time there was a well-fortified tower there. Magdala was the hometown of Mary Magdalene; Mary of Magdala.
 
Matthew Chapter 16
Mat 16:1
“And the Pharisees and Sadducees came.” This record is also in Mark 8:10-13.
Mat 16:5
“to the other side of the lake.” The “sea” of Galilee is actually quite a small lake, only 7 miles (11.2 km) across and 12 miles (19.3 km) long, and the entire lake can be seen from the escarpments on both the east and west sides. The Greek word thalassa (#2281 θάλασσα), lake, sea, or ocean, does not really refer to the size of the body of water, and thus has to be translated into the English “lake,” “sea,” or “ocean” by knowing the body of water that is being referred to (see commentary on Matt. 4:18).
Mat 16:12
“the doctrine of the Pharisees and Sadducees.” In Matthew 16:12, the “leaven” of the Pharisees and Sadducees was false doctrine. In contrast, in Luke 12:1, which is a totally different context, Jesus states that the leaven of the Pharisees is hypocrisy. Both are related, because the Pharisees and Sadducees taught false doctrine, but did not even keep their own false doctrine (cf. Matt. 23:2-4; Luke 11:46).
Mat 16:14
“Elijah.” For information on why the people thought that Elijah would come, and why John the Baptist was called “Elijah,” see commentary on Matthew 17:10.
Mat 16:16
“You are the Christ.” This statement of Peter’s is in Matthew 16:16, Mark 8:29, and Luke 9:20.
Mat 16:18
“I also say to you that you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my congregation.” We can see from the context and grammar that Jesus is addressing Peter here. Jesus said, “I also say to you [singular] that you [singular] are Peter and on this rock I will build my congregation.” There have been many different meanings suggested for what Jesus said. Some of these are that Peter is the rock on which Christ built the church and therefore is the first of a long line of Popes; that Peter is the rock but only in his role of leading the early church; that the confession of Christ as the Son of God was the rock; that Christ himself is the rock; and that the place where they were standing in Caesarea Philippi was the rocky cliff area where Christ would start to build his church.
To understand what Christ said, we must note that there are two words for “rock” in the verse, and the two words are different in Greek. The first is the word translated “Peter,” which is petros in Greek and is masculine and refers to a rock, a piece of stone (it could be large or small). The second word for rock is petra, and it is feminine and refers to a cliff or rocky shelf or rocky peak. It is sometimes argued that Jesus spoke Aramaic and in Aramaic there was no difference between the words, but William Hendriksen correctly argued: “…we do not know enough about Aramaic to make this assertion. We have the inspired Greek text and we must be guided by that.”[footnoteRef:1104] Lenski adds, “this appeal to the Aramaic substitutes something unknown and hypothetical for what is fully known and insured as true on the basis of the inspired Greek of the holy writers themselves.”[footnoteRef:1105] Hendriksen adds, “If Jesus had intended to convey the thought that he was going to build his church on Peter he would have said, ‘and on you I will build my church,’” and that point is made by other scholars as well. Also, for Jesus to address Peter as “you” twice in the sentence, but then as “this” argues against Peter being the rock Jesus would build on. [1104:  Hendriksen, New Testament Commentary: Matthew, 646.]  [1105:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. Matthew’s Gospel, 627.] 

Besides the grammatical evidence in Matthew 16:18 itself, there is a lot of evidence that the “rock” on which Jesus would build his church is not Peter. We must remember that Jesus made this statement in front of all the apostles and perhaps some disciples as well (Matt. 16:13-20). Yet not too long after that time, the apostles were arguing about who among them was the greatest (Mark 9:33-37; Luke 9:46-48). Then, later, the mother of James and John asked Jesus if her two sons could be the number one and two men in his kingdom, something that angered the other ten apostles (Matt. 20:20-28; Mark 10:35-45). And even though Jesus tried to teach them how to be great in the Kingdom it was an important subject to them and so they argued about it again at the Last Supper (Luke 22:24). If Jesus had told Peter in front of everyone that he would build his congregation on Peter, there would have been no further argument about who was greatest, and the fact that the apostles argued about who was the greatest right up to the Last Supper shows that Jesus had not made any statement about it. Also, Ephesians 2:20 says the Church is built upon the apostles and prophets, with Jesus Christ himself being the chief cornerstone. Nothing is said about the Church being built on Peter.
Also, the argument that Peter was the “rock” Jesus spoke of, but only in his role as leader of the early church, falls apart when we see that in Peter’s lifetime, his role as leader of the Church vanishes. By the Jerusalem council (Acts 15), it was Jesus’ brother James (not the apostle James, who was executed by Herod; Acts 12:2) who had the final word, not Peter (Acts 15:13-21). Earlier, Paul had to confront Peter about his error (Gal. 2:11), and Peter had stated that his ministry would be to the Jews, not the Gentiles (Gal. 2:6-9). So, as Jesus expanded his Church to include many Gentiles, Peter declined to go in that direction and decided to focus on the Jews. But it was the Gentiles who, after Acts 15, added the most to the early Church. So to say that the early Church was built on Peter is simply not true. Given all that, the idea that Peter is the rock on which Jesus would build his church must be rejected.
Having rejected Peter as the “rock,” there is no exact way to determine what the “rock” Jesus referred to was. Two very likely suggestions are that the “rock” Jesus referred to was Peter’s confession, “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God” (Matt. 16:16), and that the rock Jesus spoke of was he himself. In favor of the “rock” being the confession of Christ is the wording of Matthew 16:18, that it seems strange for Jesus to speak about a “rock” in the third person if he was referring to himself, and also the fact that people join the Church by believing in and confessing Christ (cf. Rom. 10:9). In favor of Jesus himself being the rock is that the Bible refers to him as the foundation of the Church (1 Cor. 3:11). Scholars are divided on the issue, and we should also consider that Jesus might have been purposely ambiguous because he spoke in such a way as to include both meanings. In the end, the fact that we cannot figure out with certainty exactly what Jesus meant does not affect how we think about the Church. Jesus Christ is clearly the foundation of the Church, and the Church is built person by person as people confess Christ as Lord, as Peter did.
“congregation.” This is the translation of the word commonly translated “Church,” ekklēsia (#1577 ἐκκλησία). Ekklēsia has a wide range of meanings, but none of them refer to a physical building. The word ekklēsia refers to an assembly of people, any assembly of people for any reason. It does not have to be a religious gathering. The gathering of people in Acts 19:32 was a mob coming together with no particular ethnic or religious affiliation, in fact, the Bible says, “most of them did not know why they had come together” (ESV). In Acts 7:38 the term is used of the Jewish throng, including some Gentiles (Exod. 12:38), who were led out of Egypt by Moses. Another example is Matthew 18:17, where the “congregation” could refer to a congregation of Jews or the Church. In that verse, “congregation” has a multidispensational application. So the term ekklēsia does not solely apply to the Christian Church.
In modern English the term “Church” refers to a Christian building of worship, however, this is not how the word ekklēsia is used in Scripture. Translating ekklēsia as “Church” causes some problems, primarily because almost everyone who reads “Church” thinks of the Christian Church. But, as we have seen, ekklēsia does not always refer to Christians.
We do need to recognize that the most common use of ekklēsia is referring to Christians, but as a congregation of people, not as a “church” building. This is made clear in Colossians 1:18: Christ is “the head of the body, the church,” which refers to the entire world congregation of Christians (Cf. also: Acts 5:11). The term ekklēsia can be used solely of a particular local assembly of believers (e.g., 3 John 1:10), or to specific groups, which by extension applies to the entire Church (e.g., 1 Cor. 1:2; 2 Cor. 1:1; Gal. 1:2; Eph. 1:22). Lastly, ekklēsia is used in Revelation (2:1, etc.) in regard to the “congregation” after the Rapture. These are Jews and some God-fearing Gentiles, but not Christians who have been Raptured off the earth before the book of Revelation starts (see commentary on Rev. 2:1).
“gates of the grave.” This was a Semitic idiom for death. The word picture being painted was that when a person died, he entered the world of death (Sheol = “gravedom,” the state of being dead) and the gates were shut behind him and he could not get back to the world of life. For the Hebrews who correctly believed that when a person died he was actually dead and not alive in any form, the “gates of the grave” were a picture of the permanence of death, and the only way to reenter life was by resurrection. However, most cultures in the ancient world believed in some form of life after death, and in some of those cultures in the Middle East, dying was thought of as going through a gate or even a series of gates. The NIV Study Bible (1984 edition) text note on Job 17:16 says: “In Mesopotamian literature, all who entered the netherworld passed through a series of seven gates.”
Sheol was the Hebrew word for the state of being dead. It was not the act of dying or the grave, which was the physical place where dead bodies were, Sheol was the state of being dead. People who were dead were said to be “in Sheol,” in the state of death. The Old Testament refers to the gates of Sheol (Job 17:16; Isa. 38:10), and the “gates of death” (Job 38:17; Ps. 9:13; 107:18), and other literature of the time period does too, such as the Apocrypha. In Matthew 16:18, Jesus is speaking of building his “congregation,” which will consist of saved people from Israel and Gentiles, and he knows that some will be alive when he comes and some will be dead, so he makes the point of saying that the “gates of the grave will not prevail against it.” Jesus knew the reason that the gates of the grave would not overcome his congregation was that he would raise those who were dead back to life; the gates of the grave would open and the dead would come out. The Old Testament and Gospels have a number of clear verses about the dead being raised, including Job 19:25-26; Isaiah 26:19; Ezekiel 37:12-14; Daniel 12:2, 13; Hosea 13:14; and John 5:28, 29.
The righteous people who have died will be raised in one of the resurrections (while dead Christians will be raised in the Rapture (1 Thess. 4:13-17)). Dead people who are resurrected in the “first resurrection” (Rev. 20:5, 6), also called the “Resurrection of the Righteous” (Luke 14:14; Acts 24:15), and “the resurrection of life” (John 5:29), will be part of the Messianic Kingdom on earth and live forever with Jesus.
There are some commentators who historically have made “death” figurative for the powers of death or evil that cause death and so the way the phrase “gates of hell” is generally used in Christendom is that it means that demons and the powers of the Devil (“hell”) will not overcome the Church. However, although it is true that demons will not overcome the Church, that is not what the verse is saying. Jesus was not making the point that the Devil would not be able to overcome the Church, he was making the point that death could not defeat his Church. A more idiomatic translation of this phrase would be, “the gates of the grave will not be strong enough to hold believers in a state of death.”
[For more on Sheol, see commentary on Rev. 20:13. For more on dead people being dead, lifeless in every way, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.” For more on the Rapture and the resurrections, see commentary on Acts 24:15.]
Mat 16:19
“I will give to you the keys.” The “you” is singular; Jesus is speaking most directly to Peter, but the other apostles are included, as we see from John 20:23.
“whatever you forbid on earth must be already forbidden in heaven, and whatever you permit on earth must be already permitted in heaven.” On the flyleaf of the paper cover to The New Testament: A Private Translation in the Language of the People, by Charles B. Williams (1953), the Greek grammarian Mantey, introduced the translation by saying that Williams did a better job of translating the Greek verb into English than any other New Testament he had studied. One of the examples he gave was Matthew 16:19 and 18:18. These are almost always translated as: (NIV) “I tell you the truth, whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven.”
However, the phrase, “will be bound in heaven” is not a good translation of the Greek verb. The “to be” verb is not a simple future, but rather a future passive periphrastic (and thus is most accurately translated “shall have been”), while the verb “bind” is a perfect passive participle. Williams translates the verse as:
Matt. 16:19: “I will give you the keys of the Kingdom of Heaven, and whatever you forbid on earth must be what is already forbidden in heaven, and whatever you permit on earth must be what is already permitted in heaven.”
Matt. 18:18: “...whatever you forbid on earth must be already forbidden in heaven, and whatever you permit on earth must be already permitted in heaven.”
The 1995 revision of the New American Standard Bible follows that translation quite closely: Matt. 16:19: “I will give you the keys of the Kingdom of Heaven; and whatever you bind on earth shall have been bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth shall have been loosed in heaven.” Matt. 18:18: “Truly I say to you, whatever you bind on earth shall have been bound in heaven; and whatever you loose on earth shall have been loosed in heaven.”
Williams’ translation not only fits the Greek, but is how ministry actually works. God’s ministers do not make commands that God must then follow. Rather, God’s ministers work hard to be aware of what God is doing and then follow His lead. God’s ministers follow God’s guidance, so what we bind or loose on earth must be inside the will of God, or what He has first done in heaven. Jesus himself worked that way, even as he said over and over: “So Jesus said to them, ‘Truly, truly, I say to you, the Son can do nothing of his own accord, but only what he sees the Father doing. For whatever the Father does, that the Son does likewise’” (John 5:19 ESV). “I am not able to do anything on my own. As I hear, I judge.…” (John 5:30). “For I have come down from heaven, not to do my own will but the will of him who sent me” (John 6:38 ESV). “…I do nothing on my own authority, but speak just as the Father taught me” (John 8:28 ESV). “The words that I say to you I do not speak on my own authority, but the Father who dwells in me does his works” (John 14:10 ESV).
It is clear that even Jesus did not bind and loose on his own, without knowing the Father’s will. Similarly, we also must know what God has already bound or loosed in heaven before we try to act on earth. It is appropriate that when Jesus was giving Peter the keys to the kingdom, he also told Peter that he walk in the will of God and not try to bind or loose on his own. The ministry does not belong to people, it belongs to God and Jesus, and the minister of the Lord follows the leading of the Lord.
Robertson provides a wonderful explanation of this difficult verse, based on his extensive knowledge of Greek and understanding of the use of the language at the time by the Rabbis. He writes:
“The same power here given to Peter belongs to every disciple of Jesus in all the ages. Advocates of papal supremacy insist on the primacy of Peter here and the power of Peter to pass on this supposed sovereignty to others. But this is all quite beside the mark. We shall soon see the disciples actually disputing again (Matt. 18:1) as to which of them is the greatest in the Kingdom of Heaven as they will again (Matt. 20:21) and even on the night before Christ’s death. Clearly, neither Peter nor the rest understood Jesus to say here that Peter was to have supreme authority. What is added shows that Peter held the keys precisely as every preacher and teacher does. To ‘bind’ (dêsêis) in rabbinical language is to forbid, to ‘loose’ (lusêis) is to permit. Peter would be like a rabbi who passes on many points. …The teaching of Jesus is the standard for Peter and for all preachers of Christ. Note the future perfect indicative (estai dedemenon, estai lelumenon), a state of completion. All this assumes, of course, that Peter’s use of the keys will be in accord with the teaching and mind of Christ. The binding and loosing is repeated by Jesus to all the disciples (Matt. 18:18). Later after the Resurrection Christ will use this same language to all the disciples (John 20:23), showing that it was not a special prerogative of Peter. He is simply first among equals because on this occasion he was spokesman for the faith of all. …Every preacher uses the keys of the kingdom when he proclaims the terms of salvation in Christ.”[footnoteRef:1106] [1106:  Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, 1:134-35.] 

Robertson correctly states (above) that the Greek is a future perfect indicative, and could literally be translated “will have been bound…will have been loosed.” As he points out, this construction indicates a state of completion. Williams understands this when he translates the verse such that what we allow or forbid must be inside the will of God, or already allowed or forbidden in heaven. If God had wanted the verse to say that what we bind on earth will then be bound in heaven, the Greek would have been worded quite differently than it is.
Mat 16:21
“From that time Jesus began to show to his disciples.” Once the disciples realized that Jesus was the Christ, the Son of God, Jesus began to tell them that he must suffer, die, and be raised from the dead. Jesus taught about his suffering, death, and resurrection many times. He taught about it right after the disciples recognized him as the Christ (Matt. 16:21; Mark 8:31, 32; Luke 9:22). Then he taught about it again immediately after the Transfiguration (Matt. 17:9-12; Mark 9:9-13); then again when he was in Galilee shortly after the Transfiguration (Matt. 17:22, 23; Mark 9:31, 32; Luke 9:43-45), then again at the Feast of Tabernacles (John 8:21, 28); then again while he was going up to Jerusalem for the Passover, at which time he would be killed (Matt. 20:17-19; Mark 10:32-34; Luke 18:31-34); and then again when he was in Jerusalem for the Passover (Matt. 26:2; cf. John 12:7). In spite of his clear teaching about it, however, they did not understand what he meant.
[For more on Jesus’ teaching about his suffering and death, see commentary on Luke 18:34.]
“be raised from the dead.” The words “from the dead” are added for clarity. Jesus would be killed and after three days, “rise,” which would have to mean rise from the dead. This teaching of Jesus was very important, and is repeated in Matthew 16:21, Mark 8:31, and Luke 9:22.
Mat 16:22
“And Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him.” The record of Peter rebuking Jesus is only in Matthew and Mark.
“never, ever.” The Greek double negative ou mē is usually translated “by no means” in the REV. However, in this case, the reader may think that Peter is saying that Jesus could not be killed by any means known to man. The “never, ever” makes the point clear and preserves the double use of “no.”
The disciples did not expect Jesus to be killed and then raised from the dead. That is simply not what most first-century Jews believed about the Messiah, so they did not understand what Jesus was speaking of when he spoke of being raised from the dead (see commentary on Luke 18:34).
Mat 16:23
“Get behind me, Adversary!” The Greek is hupagō opisō satanas, “Go behind me, Adversary!” This is a very strong rebuke. Jesus is calling Peter an “Adversary,” and is likely comparing him by the figure hypocatastasis to the Devil.
[For more on the figure of speech hypocatastasis, see commentary on Rev. 20:2.]
The Greek is similar to what Jesus said to the Adversary in Matthew 4:10, hupagō Satanas “Go away, Adversary!” It is most likely that what Jesus said to Peter was just a rebuke meaning “Get away from me”;[footnoteRef:1107] “Get out of my sight.”[footnoteRef:1108] However, the addition of opisō (“behind, after”), which can in certain contexts be translated “follow,” (“Follow me, and I will make you fishers of men”; Matt. 4:19, ESV) has led some people to conclude that Jesus is saying in essence, “Get following me,” meaning, “become a disciple again.” Although that is a lexical possibility, there are a couple of reasons that militate against it. For one thing, if Jesus was telling Peter to be a follower again, it seems that he would not have added “Adversary.” After all, “Follow me again, Adversary,” does not seem very likely. Secondly, early scribes ascribed the same phrase to the Adversary himself in Luke 4:8. Although modern textual research shows that the phrase was added later, many Greek texts in the Western family have the same phrase in Luke 4:8 when Jesus was speaking to the Adversary (which is why “Get thee behind me, Satan” appears in the KJV). Thus it is clear that the early scribes did not think it was a request to return to being a proper follower, or disciple. Given the evidence, it seems that Jesus was strongly rebuking Peter, saying in essence, “Go away from me, Adversary,” a harsh rebuke that would have gotten Peter’s attention immediately, and caused him to think about the seriousness of the situation. [1107:  Davies and Allison, Matthew [ICC], 181.]  [1108:  Lenski, Matthew, 640; cf. Thayer; BDAG.] 

“Adversary.” The Greek word for Adversary is Satanas (#4567 Σατανᾶς), which has been transliterated as “Satan” in most versions. This causes the important meaning of the word “Satan” to be lost. For more information on it, see commentary on Mark 1:13.
[For information on the names of the Devil, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
Mat 16:24
“Then Jesus said to his disciples.” This record is in Matthew 16:24-28; Mark 8:34-9:1; and Luke 9:23-27. Matthew says Jesus is speaking with his disciples, which was the major intent of what he was saying, however, Mark and Luke point out that the multitude was there also and was listening to this part of what he was teaching. What Jesus taught about him being the Messiah and suffering and dying was only taught to the disciples, which is why for this teaching he had to call the multitude to him.
“he must.” Jesus’ statement contains three imperative verbs: “deny,” “take up” [lift up], and “follow.” In some cases, the imperative verb has the sense of an invitation, hence the traditional translation, “let him.” In this context, however, the sense of the verse is not an invitation, but a command, and a number of versions pick up on that fact (cf. HCSB, NAB, NET, NIV, and The Source New Testament). However, in this case, the first two imperatives are aorist while the last is present tense, which makes a difference (see commentary on Mark 8:34).
“take up his cross.” To “take up one’s cross” is to be willing to do what is right for the sake of Christ even if you do not want to (like Christ in Gethsemane who did not want to be crucified), and also to suffer for Christ if doing the will of God means suffering (1 Pet. 3:17; 4:9; cf. Phil. 1:29). Carrying one’s cross is mentioned several times in the Gospels (Matt. 16:24; Mark 8:34; Luke 9:23; 14:27).
The phrase “take up one’s cross” comes from the Roman custom of crucifixion and the fact that it often occurred that the person about to be crucified had to carry his own cross or a piece of it, just as Jesus and then Simon had to carry the cross-piece of Jesus’ cross (John 19:16-17; Matt. 27:31-32). Although the custom of crucifixion was Roman, the dominance of Rome at the time of Christ was such that the whole Mediterranean world and the Middle East were familiar with it, and thus understood what Jesus meant when he said that anyone who followed him must take up their cross.
Sadly, the term “taking up one’s cross” or “bearing one’s cross” has been misunderstood and misused in Christendom. It does not refer to “suffering” in general. The wicked suffer for many reasons, but they do not suffer for the cross. Furthermore, much of the suffering righteous people endure is not related to following Jesus.
Jesus was not speaking of the fact that everyone suffers, he was specifically referring to the fact that godly people who openly follow him will suffer (cf. 2 Tim. 3:12). Jesus knew that the Devil has so orchestrated life that people who live godly lives will suffer, and it is not right or godly for a disciple of Christ to act like the people of the world act and thus try to avoid the suffering that comes with being a follower of Christ. Jesus said, “he must deny himself and take up his cross and follow me.” The true disciple “must” be willing to suffer for Christ, as difficult as that suffering can be.
It should be noted that in Luke 9:23 Jesus says that one must take up their cross “daily.” The difficulties of life and the ongoing war between Good and Evil is such that there can be daily struggles, and the believer must be mentally prepared to take up their cross and struggle against evil day after day.
[For more on the transfer of the cross from Jesus to Simon, see commentary on John 19:17. For more on the chronology of the events of the last week of Jesus’ life, see commentary on John 18:13.]
Mat 16:25
“life” (2x). The Greek word is psuchē (#5590 ψυχή, pronounced psoo-'kay), often translated “soul.” The Greek word has a large number of meanings, including the physical life of a person or animal; an individual person; or attitudes, emotions, feelings, and thoughts. Here it refers to the physical life of the body, which is why most versions translate it “life,” which is accurate in this context. However, although the interpretation of “lose his life” is to die, what Christ said has a wider application, because often, for the work of Christ, the believer “loses their life” in the sense of giving up things that they desire or want to do. The believer must be willing to die for Christ if that is what is called for, but they also must be willing to give up things they want for the cause of Christ.
[For a more complete explanation of psuchē, “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
“because of me.” For an explanation of this phrase, see the commentary on Matthew 5:11.
Mat 16:26
“life” (2x). The Greek word is psuchē, as in Matt. 16:25. It is used twice in verse 25 of the life of the body, and it is expanded in this verse to be life in general, both here and the hereafter, which is why many versions translate it “life” in verse 25 but “soul” in verse 26 (ESV, KJV, NASB, NIV). We felt it was better to translate the word the same way in these two verses and point out that “life” can be just our physical life or both our physical and everlasting life.
[For a more complete explanation of psuchē, “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
Mat 16:27
“about to come”[footnoteRef:1109] Jesus spoke of his Second Coming and the events that surround it quite often, although at the time, the disciples did not realize that he was speaking about a Second Coming. They thought that Jesus’ conquering the earth was going to happen later on in his ministry; they did not yet know, and never really understood until after his resurrection, that he was going to die. Yet now, with 20/20 hindsight, we can see some things he taught are about his second coming (Matt. 16:27 (cf. Mark 8:38; Luke 9:26); Matt. 24:30-44 (Mark 13:26; Luke 21:27); Matt. 25:31-46; 26:64 (Mark 14:62); Mark 8:38; Luke 12:40; 17:24-30; John 14:3, 18; 21:22). The Old Testament also is worded such that it seemed the Messiah was only going to come one time. Nevertheless, we today can look at the Old Testament and see that some of them are speaking of Jesus’ Second Coming even if the people of the time did not know it (cf. Isa. 63:1-6, Dan. 2:34-35, 44; and Zech. 14:3-6, and there are many more that speak of Christ ruling the earth, which we today know he will do after his Second Coming. [1109:  Lenski, Matthew, 673; cf. Kenneth S. Wuest, New Testament, 43.] 

The “Second Coming” is not “the Rapture,” which is a totally different event that is best described in 1 Thessalonians 4:16-18. In the Rapture, Jesus does not land on earth, but Christians are taken up into the air to be with Christ. There is a debate among Christians who believe in the Rapture (some do not believe there will be one) as to exactly when it will occur and whether it is before all the tribulation described in Revelation, during it, or after it, but all agree that the Rapture and the “Second Coming” when Christ physically comes to earth and conquers it, are different events.
“with his angels in the glory of his Father.” In the future, there will be a time of great tribulation; a time of terrible destruction and death. The Old Testament prophets spoke of it often (see commentary on Dan. 12:1), Jesus Christ taught about it (Matt. 24, Mark 13, Luke 21) and it is described in some detail in the book of Revelation which says there will be seal judgments, trumpet judgments, thunder judgments, and bowl judgments. That time of great tribulation will end when Jesus Christ comes down to earth and fights the Battle of Armageddon and conquers the earth (Rev. 19:11-21). Then Jesus will set up his 1,000-year kingdom on earth. There will be the resurrection of the righteous (the first resurrection; Rev. 20:1-5) and the Sheep and Goat Judgment (Matt. 25:31-46), and Jesus will reward those people for what they had done for him. Other scriptures also speak of Jesus coming with his angels when he comes to earth (Matt. 13:41; 16:27; 24:31; 25:31; Mark 8:38; 13:27; Luke 9:26).
[For more on the Sheep and Goat Judgment, see commentaries on Matt. 25:32 and 25:33. For more about Jesus’ future kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
“he will repay.” Jesus Christ stands at the right hand of God and is the agent through whom God acts. Note that Romans 2:16 says that “God, through Jesus Christ, will judge what people have kept secret.” Jesus knew that he was going to be God’s agent even before his death and resurrection, so he said, “…the Father does not judge anyone, but he has given all judgment to the Son” (John 5:22; cf. Acts 17:31; Rom. 2:16).
[For more on Jesus Christ judging as the agent of God, see commentary on Rom. 14:12.]
“repay.” The teaching that on Judgment Day people will get what they deserve, good or bad, based on what they have done in their life is taught many times in Scripture (e.g., Job. 34:11; Ps. 62:12; Prov. 24:12; Jer. 17:10; 32:19; Ezek. 33:20; Matt. 16:27; Rom. 2:6; 1 Cor. 3:8; see commentary on Ps. 62:12). The Greek word translated as “repay” is apodidōmi (#591 ἀποδίδωμι), and it means to give or give out; to pay, repay, or fulfill a contractual obligation, to reward or give a recompense. It is used in both a positive sense (Matt. 6:4) and a negative, or bad sense (Matt. 12:36). In this verse, the word “repay” can refer to a good repayment if the person has obeyed God, or a bad repayment if the person has disobeyed God. Those people who have completely ignored God and not even gotten saved will be “repaid” by being thrown into the Lake of Fire and burned up (see commentary on Rev. 20:10). Those people who have gotten saved will be “repaid” with everlasting life, and also rewarded in the future Millennial Kingdom, for what they have done for Christ (see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10, “good or evil”).
Mat 16:28
“some of those who are standing here who will absolutely not taste of death until they see the Son of Man coming in his kingdom.” Jesus taught the same thing in Mark 9:1 and Luke 9:27. “Taste of death” is an idiom that means “die,” and Matthew 16:28, Mark 9:1, and Luke 9:27 are some of the very clearest scriptures that show us that Jesus taught that the end of this age and his Millennial Kingdom were going to come very soon. The “kingdom” that Jesus taught was going to come before some of the people he was speaking to would die is his Millennial Kingdom on earth. This “kingdom” was the primary subject of his teaching ministry, and it would be established when he came back to earth in power and glory with his angels, as Matthew 16:27 says.
The reason that Matthew 16:28 is problematic is that in spite of what Jesus said about some of his disciples not dying before they saw the Kingdom come in power, all of them are now dead and the Son of Man has still not come in his kingdom. Theologians who do not believe that Christ can be mistaken in what he said have given various possible explanations for what Christ said, and these will be handled further on in this commentary entry.
What Jesus said is very clear if we understand that he taught that his Second Coming would occur shortly after his death, which is certainly implied in the Old Testament. For example, Isaiah 61:1-2 ties “the year of Yahweh’s favor” to “the day of vengeance of our God,” and there are other scriptures that do that too (cf. Isa. 9:6-7; 11:1-9; 61:1-3; Mic. 5:2; Zech. 9:9-10; Mal. 3:1-3; 4:1-3). The New Testament also has many verses that show that people thought the Second Coming was going to be soon, even in the lifetimes of those people who saw Jesus when he was alive on earth (cf. Matt. 3:2; 10:23; 16:28 [Mark 9:1; Luke 9:27]; Matt. 23:35-36 [Luke 11:49]; Matt. 24:34 [Mark 13:30; Luke 21:32]; Matt. 26:64; Mark 1:15; John 4:23-24; John 5:25; 12:31; 21:22; Rom. 13:12; 16:20; 1 Cor. 7:29; Phil. 4:5; Heb. 10:37; James 5:8-9; 1 Pet. 4:7; Rev. 1:1, 3; 22:6, 20).
Jesus taught that “the year of the Yahweh’s favor” was already happening during his ministry, because he quoted these verses in Isaiah and said, “Today this Scripture has been fulfilled in your ears” (Luke 4:21). Jesus knew the acceptable year of the Lord had started, and so he taught that his Second Coming and the “day of vengeance” would be shortly after his death. In fact, the apostles expected him to establish his kingdom soon after his resurrection (Acts 1:6).
Here in Matthew 16:28, we know what Jesus meant by his “kingdom,” because the context is clear: it is the Second Coming, complete with angels, the glory of God, the Judgment, and repaying people for what they had done on earth. This has not ever happened, not back then, and not yet, but it will happen when Jesus returns to earth and sets up his Kingdom.
Many theologians do not believe Jesus could have been inaccurate in what he said about the timing of the coming of his kingdom in spite of the fact that prophets had written the Old Testament books centuries earlier and had been inaccurate about it, something that is clear in the Old Testament Scriptures themselves. Therefore, some theologians say that the “Kingdom” that Christ was referring to in Matthew 16:28 came at the Transfiguration, but there are a number of reasons why this cannot be the case. The first and foremost is that what Jesus said would happen in Matthew 16:27-28 did not happen at the Transfiguration and still has not happened. Jesus said he was going to come with his angels, and that did not happen at the Transfiguration. He also said that when the kingdom came he would, “reward each person according to what he has done,” and that has not happened yet either. The Transfiguration simply does not fulfill the words of Christ.
People knew then, as they should now, that when the Kingdom comes, it will stay. No one thought of the kingdom that figured so prominently in prophecy as being temporary, or just “coming” as a vision but not in fact. In fact, if the disciples standing there with Jesus thought he was actually saying, “some who are standing here will not die before God gives a secret vision of the future Kingdom to three men,” no one would have been particularly excited. God had given visions of the Kingdom to prophets who lived before Jesus, such as Ezekiel (chapters 37-48), and also to people who lived after Jesus, such as Paul (2 Cor. 12:1-7). Jesus’ words were exciting to the disciples specifically because they understood perfectly what he was saying: Jesus’ Kingdom on earth would come very soon.
Jesus had been teaching that the Kingdom was near since he started his ministry (Mark 1:15), and no theologian says that Christ’s message, “the Kingdom is near,” is actually saying, “the Transfiguration is near.” Most scholars agree that the Kingdom was the central theme of Christ’s teaching ministry. Therefore, we must stress that the one and only time when Jesus taught about the Kingdom, concerning which some scholars say he was speaking about the Transfiguration, is the event recorded in Matthew 16:28, Mark 9:1, and Luke 9:27. Their only reason for saying so is that what Jesus said about some disciples not dying did not come to pass. To say that only in that one single teaching of Jesus, “the Kingdom” refers to the Transfiguration is just sophistry to make what Jesus said in that one place become historically correct.
The Transfiguration was a vision of Christ in his glorified body. It was not “the Kingdom of Heaven come in power,” and in fact, it was not even a vision of “the Kingdom of Heaven” at all; it was a vision of the glorified Christ. This is confirmed by Peter, who wrote: “we were eyewitnesses of his majesty,” which referred at least in part to Peter seeing the glorified Christ at the Transfiguration. Peter saw the glorified Christ, but never claimed the kingdom came in any way. Matthew 17:9 clearly calls the experience a “vision” (ESV, HCSB, KJV, NASB), although the NIV and some other English translations do not clearly make that point.
Many of the prophets of old, and certainly the apostles Paul and John, had visions of the future Kingdom, but it would be wrong to say that because Isaiah, Zechariah, Paul, or John got a vision of the future Kingdom, then the Kingdom had actually come in some way. Similarly, it is wrong to say that the Transfiguration was what Jesus was referring to when he spoke of his Kingdom and the judgments associated with it.
The purpose of the Transfiguration was to help prepare Jesus for his suffering and death, and in the vision at the Transfiguration, Moses and Elijah appeared to Jesus and spoke with him about his death, his “departure” from life (Luke 9:30-31). Mankind could not be redeemed if Jesus “broke” while being tortured or while he was on the cross, so God, via a vision, prepared him for his suffering. It bears repeating that this was not a vision of the coming kingdom and was not the kingdom actually coming in some way.
It is important that we understand what Peter wrote about the vision, because the fact that the Transfiguration is mentioned in 2 Peter 1:16-17 is a major reason people say Jesus was speaking of his Transfiguration. In those verses, Peter spoke of being an eyewitness of the majesty of Christ, and he was, but in a prophetic sense. Peter did not see the reality of Christ as the exalted Messianic King, he saw a prophetic image of it. The vision that Peter, James, and John saw does not mean that the “kingdom” came at the Transfiguration any more than the kingdom came when Daniel, Ezekiel, Paul, or John had a vision of it.
One of the themes of 2 Peter is to convince his readers of the divine origin of the Scripture and that it is trustworthy. So he said the power and glory of the coming of Christ was not “cunningly devised myths,” but will really happen (cf. 2 Pet. 1:11; 1:16; 2:9; 3:7-14). As evidence of that fact, he speaks of being an eyewitness of the majesty of Christ in a prophetic sense. The whole context of the mention of the Transfiguration in 2 Peter is prophecy. In fact, the Transfiguration made the word of the prophets “more reliable” (2 Pet. 1:19). To say that the Transfiguration is the fulfillment of what Jesus spoke of in Matthew 16 is to misunderstand both Jesus and Peter.
Theologians who make the Transfiguration the fulfillment of Jesus’ words in Matthew 16:28 create a couple of insurmountable problems. One of those problems is that Jesus’ words in Matthew 16 were not fulfilled at the Transfiguration: angels did not come and people were not repaid for their works. Worse, however, is the fact that if the Transfiguration was the fulfillment of what Jesus said in Matthew 16:28—that “some” of the disciples would not die until they saw Jesus coming in his kingdom—then that certainly did not come to pass. The Transfiguration was only about 8 days after Jesus spoke in Matthew 16:28 (Matt. 17:1; Mark 9:2; Luke 9:28), and it is certain that not just “some” of Jesus’ disciples were still alive, but likely that all of them were still alive 8 days later.
The short eight-day period puts the people who say that Jesus could not be wrong about the timing of his coming kingdom into a vice. If Jesus was not wrong about the timing of the coming of his kingdom and it actually was the Transfiguration, then he was wrong about only “some” of the believers still being alive 8 days after he taught. If he was not wrong about only “some” of his audience being alive when the kingdom came, then he was inaccurate when it came to the time of his kingdom because they are all dead. Since the evidence is that the Transfiguration was not the coming of his kingdom, and since Jesus himself made it clear that he did not actually know when the kingdom would come (Matt. 24:36; Mark 13:32), the evidence is that it was God who delayed the coming Kingdom of Christ, but Jesus did not know that was going to happen. We learn from reading the prophecies about the End Times in the Old Testament that God had delayed it before, so delaying it again was not out of character for God, who in His great mercy keeps giving humankind more and more time to be saved.
The renowned scholar, F. F. Bruce saw the problem with the 8 days, and did not believe the Transfiguration was what Jesus was speaking about in Matthew 16:28. He wrote: “It cannot be said that the transfiguration was the event which Jesus said would come within the lifetime of some of his hearers: one does not normally use such language to refer to something that is to take place in a week’s time.”[footnoteRef:1110] F. F. Bruce believed that the Kingdom came on the Day of Pentecost (Acts 2), but that date does not fulfill the words of Christ either. For one thing, even if Jesus’ ministry was over three years, it would still have been probable that almost all of the disciples Jesus addressed in Matthew 16 were still alive. Besides that, on the Day of Pentecost, no angels came and no one was judged and rewarded or punished. Pentecost and the Age of Grace are not the Kingdom and are not a fulfillment of what Christ said in Matthew 16:27-28. Jesus was speaking to his disciples about a kingdom, glory, angels, judgment, rewards, and repayment, all of which they understood, and none of which has occurred yet, but they will occur at the Second Coming of Christ. [1110:  Bruce, The Hard Sayings of Jesus, 155.] 

Jesus said that only “some” of his followers would be alive when he came and set up his kingdom on earth, and that is because the Great Tribulation spoken about in the Old Testament, and which Jesus himself taught about, was to come between his teaching in Matthew 16:28 and his Second Coming. Daniel 12:1 speaks of that time of tribulation, and so do many of the other prophets. Jesus taught about it in Matthew 24, Mark 13, and Luke 21. The book of Revelation describes this tribulation in graphic detail. The majority of the people on earth will not survive the tribulation, but Jesus prophesied that some of his disciples would live through it and see him come into his kingdom, and we can assume that his prophecy would have come true if God had not delayed his Second Coming.
In summary, it needs to be restated that the one and only reason that anyone says that the Transfiguration, resurrection, Day of Pentecost, or other events that occurred in apostolic times is what Christ was talking about in Matthew 16:28 is that the people he was speaking to are dead, which makes Christ’s statement not historically accurate. But prophets and apostles such as Ezekiel, Isaiah, Joel, Zechariah, Peter, Paul, and John also wrote that the Day of the Lord was close at hand, and what they said has turned out to be inaccurate too. What we see is that God is a God of mercy, and for His own purposes He delays the timing of the End without announcing that He will do so, most likely in the hope that more people will get saved and join Him in Eternity. For his part, Jesus, like the prophets of old, could not go beyond what God revealed to him, and, in the case of the time of the Second Coming, God had indicated it was coming soon.
Although some people teach that the Kingdom of God is here now, or it was here on earth when Jesus was here, that is not reflected in what Jesus prayed or taught. In the Lord’s prayer he prayed “your kingdom come,” and in verses like Matthew 16:28, Mark 9:1, and Luke 9:27 he taught the Kingdom was not here yet. All the evidence indicates that the message Christ was preaching was straightforward and were the words he received from God: that the Kingdom was near (cf. John 7:16; 12:49; 14:10; 14:24). The same thing can be said for the prophets of old. Jesus and the prophets had proclaimed the Kingdom was near because God told them to say that, but then for reasons known only to Him, God delayed what He said would come soon. Many people have a hard time with this because they say that it made what Jesus said historically inaccurate, but the same thing had happened to many prophets before Jesus, and the fact is that God controls the timing of the Second Coming, and if God saw fit to delay it then we should accept what God did and not think less of Jesus, John the Baptist, or the prophets because of an action God took for His own reasons.
[There are more verses in which Jesus made statements that his coming was near (cf. Matt. 10:23; 23:35; 24:34; 26:64; Mark 1:15; Luke 11:50, 51; John 4:23; 5:25; 12:31). For more on the Kingdom of God being “near,” see commentary on Mark 1:15. For more about the wrath in the Great Tribulation and that most of the people on earth will die, see commentary on Dan. 12:1. For more on the coming Kingdom of Christ on earth, the Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
 
Matthew Chapter 17
Mat 17:1
“led them by themselves up onto a high mountain.” The evidence is that the “high mountain” was Mount Hermon, the start of which is immediately adjacent to Caesarea Philippi (see commentary on Mark 9:2).
Mat 17:2
“transformed.” The event described as the “Transfiguration” is recorded in three Gospels (Matt. 17:1-9; Mark 9:2-9; Luke 9:28-36). In this event, Jesus was “transformed” before Peter, James, and John, and the event is referred to as “the Transfiguration” because early influential English versions used the word “transfigured” (cf. Tyndale’s New Testament, KJV). Today we would usually say “transformed,” or his “appearance changed” (GW), or his “appearance was transformed” (NLT).
The Transfiguration was a wonderful miracle of God’s grace, preparing Jesus for his torture and death by giving him a taste of his glorious future and by having him talk, via a revelation vision, with “Moses,” and “Elijah.” The Transfiguration shows how much God loved both Jesus and us, and it serves as a model and reminder that God is always at work behind the scenes to prepare people for the difficulties that they will face in life.
Many theologians do not believe Jesus could have been inaccurate in what he said about the timing of the coming of his kingdom in spite of the fact that many Old Testament prophets had been inaccurate about it, saying the Day of the Lord would come soon, but it did not come soon (cf. Joel 1:15; 2:1; 3:14; Isa. 13:6; 29:17; 46:13; 51:5; 56:1; Zeph. 1:7, 14; Ezek. 30:3; Obad. 1:15; Hag. 2:6-7). Therefore, some theologians say that the “Kingdom” that Christ was referring to in Matthew 16:28 came at the Transfiguration, but there are a number of reasons why this cannot be the case.
The first and foremost reason is that the Kingdom did not come at the Transfiguration; what Jesus said would happen in Matthew 16:27-28 did not happen at the Transfiguration and still has not happened. Jesus said he was going to come with his angels, and that did not happen, and he also said that when the kingdom came he would, “repay each person according to what he has done,” and that has not happened yet either. Furthermore, beyond what Christ said, the Old Testament prophecies make it clear that when Christ’s kingdom comes to earth, he will rule the earth from Jerusalem, the land and water will be healed, the animals will not be dangerous anymore, there will be plenty of food for everyone, wars will cease, and there will be other blessings as well. None of those things happened at the Transfiguration; for all those reasons and more, the Transfiguration simply does not fulfill the words of Christ, it was not the Kingdom coming in power (Mark 9:1).
People knew then, as they should know now, that when the Kingdom comes to earth, it will stay. No one would have ever thought, based on what the Old Testament, John the Baptist, and Jesus himself said about the Kingdom, that it would come in a short vision and be gone. In fact, if the disciples standing there with Jesus thought he was actually saying, “some who are standing here will not die before God gives a secret vision of the future Kingdom to three men,” no one would have been particularly excited. God had given visions of the Kingdom to prophets who lived before Jesus, such as Ezekiel (chapters 37-48), and also to people who lived after Jesus, such as Paul (2 Cor. 12:1-7). Jesus’ words were exciting to the disciples because they understood perfectly what he was saying: Jesus’ Kingdom on earth would come very soon.
Jesus had been teaching that the Kingdom was near since he started his ministry (Mark 1:15), and there is no theologian who says that Christ’s message, “the Kingdom is near,” is actually saying, “the Transfiguration is near.” Most scholars agree that the Kingdom was the central theme of Christ’s teaching ministry. Given that, it is important to point out that the one and only time when Jesus taught about the Kingdom that some scholars say he was speaking about the Transfiguration is the event recorded in Matthew 16:28, Mark 9:1, and Luke 9:27, and their only reason for saying that is what Jesus said about some disciples not dying did not come to pass. To say that in all of Jesus’ teaching about the Kingdom of God, only that one time in Matthew 16:28 the “kingdom” meant “the Transfiguration” is just sophistry to make what Jesus said in that one place become historically correct. Furthermore, saying the kingdom somehow came at the Transfiguration introduces confusion into the Gospel record because Jesus prayed and taught about the Kingdom throughout his ministry, including after the Transfiguration. For example, although the Transfiguration is recorded in Luke 9, in Luke 11 Christ prayed in the Lord’s Prayer, “Your kingdom come.” If Christ prayed for the Kingdom to come soon after the Transfiguration, then it seems evident that the Transfiguration was not the Kingdom.
The purpose of the Transfiguration was to help prepare Jesus for his suffering and death, and in the vision at the Transfiguration, Moses and Elijah appeared to Jesus and spoke with him about his death, his “departure” from life (Luke 9:30-31). The Kingdom could not come if the Messiah was an unacceptable sacrifice, and so his continuing to be without sin until his death was extremely important. Mankind could not be redeemed if Jesus “broke” and sinned while being tortured or while he was on the cross, so God, via a vision, prepared him for his suffering.
At the Transfiguration, Jesus was given a taste of what he would be like in the future; he was clothed in white and was glorious in appearance to help prepare him for “his departure.” Thus, the Transfiguration was not “the Kingdom of Heaven come in power,” and in fact, it was not even a vision of “the Kingdom of Heaven” at all, it was a vision of the glorified Christ. This is confirmed by Peter, who wrote: “we were eyewitnesses of his majesty,” which referred at least in part to Peter seeing the glorified Christ at the Transfiguration. Peter saw the glorified Christ, but never claimed the kingdom came in any way. Matthew 17:9 calls the experience a “vision” (ESV, HCSB, KJV, NASB). Many of the prophets of old, and certainly the apostles Paul and John, had visions of the future Kingdom, but it would be wrong to say that because Isaiah, Zechariah, Paul, or John got a vision of the future Kingdom, then the Kingdom had actually come in some way. Similarly, it is wrong to say that the vision of the glorified Christ at the Transfiguration was what Jesus was referring to when he spoke of his Kingdom and the judgments associated with it.
It is important that we understand what Peter wrote about the vision, because the Transfiguration being mentioned in 2 Peter 1:16-17 is a major reason people say Jesus was speaking of his Transfiguration. In those verses, Peter spoke of being an eyewitness of the majesty of Christ, and he was, but in a prophetic sense. Peter did not see the reality of Christ as the exalted Messianic King, he saw a prophetic image of it. But the vision that Peter, James, and John saw does not mean that the “kingdom” came at the Transfiguration any more than the kingdom came when Daniel, Ezekiel, Paul, or John had a vision of it.
One of the themes of 2 Peter is to convince his readers of the divine origin of the Scripture and that it is trustworthy. So he said the power and glory of the coming of Christ was not a “cleverly invented” story, but will really happen (cf. 2 Pet. 1:11; 1:16; 2:9; 3:7-14). As evidence of that fact, he speaks of being an eyewitness of the majesty of Christ in a prophetic sense. The whole context of the mention of the Transfiguration in 2 Peter is prophecy. In fact, the Transfiguration made “the word of the prophets more certain” (2 Pet. 1:19). To say that the Transfiguration is the fulfillment of what Jesus spoke of in Matthew 16 is to misunderstand both Jesus and Peter.
Another reason that the Transfiguration cannot be “the Son of Man coming in his Kingdom” is that there is no evidence Jesus knew it was coming until shortly before it happened. It was a miracle done by God to help prepare Christ for his death. It was not foretold in prophecy nor anticipated in Scripture in any way. It certainly caught the only three witnesses by surprise. Jesus may have been given revelation that it was going to occur shortly before it happened, but none of the disciples knew anything about it. For Christ to tell his disciples that some of them would not die until he came in his Kingdom, and then somehow to expect them to realize that he was speaking about an unknown future event and not about the well-known Kingdom they and their ancestors had expected for years makes that interpretation unacceptable. There is simply no good reason to equate the well-known and expected “Kingdom” with an unknown and unexpected vision of the glorified Christ.
Theologians who make the Transfiguration the fulfillment of Jesus’ words in Matthew 16:28 create a few insurmountable problems. One of those problems is that Jesus’ words in Matthew 16 were not fulfilled at the Transfiguration: angels did not come and people were not repaid for their works.
Another problem is that in one way or another what Jesus said turned out to be inaccurate. If the Transfiguration was the fulfillment of what Jesus said in Matthew 16:28—that “some” of the disciples would not die until they saw Jesus coming in his kingdom—then that certainly did not come to pass. The Transfiguration was only about 8 days after Jesus spoke in Matthew 16:28 (Matt. 17:1; Mark 9:2; Luke 9:28), and it is certain that not just “some” of Jesus’ disciples were still alive, but most or even all of them were still alive 8 days later.
The short 8-day period puts the people who say that Jesus could not be wrong about the timing of his coming kingdom into a vise. If Jesus was not wrong about the timing of the coming of his kingdom and it actually was the Transfiguration, then he was wrong about only “some” of the believers still being alive 8 days later—most or all of them would be alive. If what he said about only some of the disciples being alive when the kingdom came in power—and it has not come yet—then he was wrong because “some” of the disciples are not still alive, they are all dead now. So people who try to rescue Jesus from making a statement that is historically inaccurate do not succeed. The solution is easy and biblical: Jesus, like the prophets, said the Second Coming was near but God for His own purposes delayed the Second Coming.
The renowned scholar, F. F. Bruce saw the problem with the 8 days, and did not believe the Transfiguration was what Jesus was speaking about in Matthew 16:28. He wrote: “It cannot be said that the transfiguration was the event which Jesus said would come within the lifetime of some of his hearers: one does not normally use such language to refer to something that is to take place in a week’s time.”[footnoteRef:1111] [1111:  Bruce, The Hard Sayings of Jesus, 155.] 

It should be pointed out that F. F. Bruce believed that the Kingdom came on the Day of Pentecost (Acts 2), but that date does not fulfill the words of Christ either. For one thing, even if Jesus’ ministry was over three years, it would still have been probable that almost all of the disciples Jesus addressed in Matthew 16 were still alive, not just “some” of them. Certainly, all of the apostles were still alive. Besides that, on the Day of Pentecost, no angels came and no one was judged and rewarded or punished. Pentecost and the Age of Grace are not the Kingdom and are not a fulfillment of what Christ said in Matthew 16:27-28. Jesus was speaking to his disciples about a kingdom, glory, angels, judgment, rewards, and repayment, all of which they understood, and none of which has occurred yet, but they will occur at the Second Coming of Christ. God has the power and authority to delay the Second Coming, and that is what He did.
Another way we know that the Transfiguration was not the fulfillment of what Jesus said in Matthew 28:16 is that Jesus foretold that “some” of his disciples would still be alive when the Kingdom came with power and those disciples would “see” it (Matt. 16:28; Mark 9:1; Luke 9:27). But by eight days later when the Transfiguration occurred, all of the apostles were at least to see the Kingdom, but only Peter, James, and John were present at the Transfiguration, and they were strictly told to keep it a secret (Matt. 17:9). If the Transfiguration was a secret between Jesus and 3 disciples, it was not the fulfillment of Jesus’ public prophecy that “some” of his disciples (including at least all of his apostles) would be alive to see it.
Since the evidence is that the Transfiguration was not the coming of his kingdom, and since Jesus himself made it clear that he did not actually know when the kingdom would come (Matt. 24:36; Mark 13:32), the evidence is that it was God who delayed the coming Kingdom of Christ, but Jesus did not know that was going to happen. We learn from reading the prophecies about the End Times in the Old Testament that God had delayed it before, so delaying it again was not out of character for God, who in His great mercy keeps giving humankind more and more time to be saved.
[For more on Christ’s coming kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on the Resurrection of the Righteous and Resurrection of the Unrighteous, see commentary on Acts 24:15.]
Mat 17:3
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“Moses and Elijah.” To properly understand the Transfiguration, we must recognize that it was “a vision;” a spiritual experience. Moses and Elijah were not there in person, but only as part of the vision. Matthew 17:9 clearly calls the experience a “vision.” The Greek word translated “vision” is horama (#3705 ὅραμα), and besides here, it is used of visions in Acts 9:10, 12; 10:3, 17, 19; 11:5; 12:9; 16:9-10 and 18:9. Many Bible versions translate the Greek text as “vision” (cf. HCSB, DBY, ESV, KJV, NAB, NASB, NET, NKJV, RSV, YLT). The NIV is not as clear, saying, “What you have seen.”
In the revelation experience at the Transfiguration, Jesus was transported to the future, to the exalted state he would have after his resurrection. The Bible says, “and his face shone like the sun” (Matt. 17:2), which is exactly how it was after he was glorified when he appeared to the apostle John (Rev. 1:16); in fact, the promise of God is that after the resurrection, all the righteous people “will shine like the sun” (Matt. 13:43). And just as on that mountain that day Jesus was not yet actually glorified, neither were Moses and Elijah actually there in person. But the promise was that if Jesus succeeded in being a sinless sacrifice for the sins of mankind, he would be glorified, and also Moses and Elijah would really be raised from the dead in the Resurrection of the Righteous (Luke 14:14; Acts 24:15). The vision God gave Christ would one day be a reality if Jesus endured to the end, which he did.
The most likely reason that God had Moses and Elijah in the vision is that Moses represented the Law and Elijah represented the prophets. Beyond that, both Moses and Elijah ministered for many years in extremely difficult circumstances. Moses had spent 80 years serving God (40 in exile and then 40 in the wilderness) and Elijah had spent years ministering during the time of Jezebel when his life was in danger all the time. So Moses and Elijah were fine examples of people who suffered and endured, and that was what the Transfiguration was about, it was God preparing Jesus to endure the pain and suffering of torture and crucifixion until his last breath, and Moses and Elijah spoke to Jesus about his death (Luke 9:31).
God gave Jesus a revelation vision of what things would be like in the future for the same reason that He gave many prophets a vision of the future—for encouragement, strength, and hope. God gave Christ the vision to help prepare him for “his departure,” and the subject that “Moses” and “Elijah” discussed with Jesus was his death (Luke 9:31). Jesus was not the only one to whom God gave courage and hope by giving them a revelation vision of the future. Prophets such as Isaiah, Ezekiel, and Zechariah had very clear revelations of the future, and so did New Testament figures such as Paul and John. So while what God did for Jesus at the Transfiguration was very graphic, it was not materially different from what God had done to encourage others. This should show us the importance of having a clear hope, and building hope in the lives of others.
Although it is commonly taught that Moses and Elijah appeared in person at the Transfiguration, they were only there in a vision, not in reality. The Bible teaches that when a person dies, he is dead in every way, and not alive in any form until God raises him from the dead at the Rapture or one of the resurrections.
[For more information, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.”]
Another clear reason that Moses and Elijah could not have been on the Mount of Transfiguration is that they could not be alive before Christ paid the price for their sin. If Moses and Elijah could get up from the dead and be in a glorified state before Jesus paid for their sin, then anyone could be raised before Jesus paid for their sin. In that case, there would have been no point in Jesus dying. Some people say, “Well, the body does die, but the soul lives on.” That cannot be correct. If the “souls” of Moses and Elijah could be as glorious as they were on the Mount of Transfiguration before Christ died for sin, then anyone’s soul could live with God in a glorified state before Christ died, so we again arrive at the conclusion that there would have been no need for the death and resurrection of Christ. The Bible is clear that until the death of Christ, no one’s sin had been paid for, which is why no one who had died could be alive in any form before the death and resurrection of Christ.
Another reason we know it was not really Moses and Elijah on the Mount of Transfiguration with Jesus is that 1 Corinthians 15:23 says that Christ is the “firstfruits” from the dead. However, if Moses and Elijah were alive on the Mount of Transfiguration in glorified bodies, then they were alive and glorified before Jesus got up from the dead. In that case, Jesus would not have been the “firstfruits” from the dead, but Moses, Elijah, or even some other godly person who died before they did would have been the real “firstfruits.” That cannot be the case. Moses and Elijah were not “firstfruits” before Jesus; they were a vision of the future.
Another reason that we know the Transfiguration event was a “vision” was that neither Jesus nor the apostles would have known Moses and Elijah by sight. So part of the revelation vision was that Jesus, Peter, James, and John actually understood who and what they were seeing. God did not need to say, “Hey everyone, this is Moses and Elijah.” It often happens that when God gives someone a revelation vision, He also gives him an understanding of what he is seeing in the vision, and that is what happened on the Mount of Transfiguration.
It is sometimes taught that Elijah could be on the Mount of Transfiguration because he never died, but was taken directly up to heaven by God. This idea comes from 2 Kings 2:11, which says that Elijah “goeth up in a whirlwind, to the heavens” (YLT). To understand this verse we need to understand that the word “heaven” (“heavens” in the Hebrew), can refer either to the dwelling place of God or to the air above the earth. That is why the Bible speaks of the birds of heaven (often translated “birds of the air), the rain from heaven, and the snow from heaven (2 Sam. 21:10; Deut. 11:11; Isa. 55:10). Elijah was taken by God’s whirlwind into the air, and in that manner moved away from Elisha, who could then take over his position as head prophet. Culturally, Elisha could never replace Elijah as long as Elijah was there, so God took Elijah away in a dramatic fashion.
The prophets with Elisha knew that God did not take Elijah to heaven, but to somewhere else on earth, and they begged Elisha to let them go look for him, which he finally allowed them to do. Of course, they never found Elijah—God made sure of that, and Elisha stepped into the leadership role over the prophets of Israel. In any case, Moses and Elijah appeared in a vision at the Transfiguration, and even if Elijah never died that does not explain how Moses could have been there.
Elijah eventually died somewhere on earth. We know that because the wages of sin is death, and Elijah was not sinless; no person has ever lived a sinless life except Jesus Christ. If God could take Elijah to heaven and give him everlasting life without Jesus dying for his sins, then God could have taken any good person to heaven before Christ paid for their sins, and the death of the Christ would have been unnecessary. In summary, Moses and Elijah were visions. If Moses and Elijah could have been alive in glorified bodies before Christ died, then Christ did not need to die.
Mat 17:5
“behold.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“a bright cloud overshadowed them.” This “bright cloud” was a cloud of brilliant light that surrounds God, and it is mentioned in many places in the Bible. For example, the cloud of God’s presence covered Mount Sinai, and Moses went into the cloud, into the presence of God (Exod. 24:19). This “cloud” covered the Tabernacle and was inside it (Exod. 40:35-36) and also filled the Temple (1 Kings 8:10-11; 2 Chron. 5:13-14). The “cloud” around God was what Ezekiel saw in his vision when God’s presence went into the Temple (Ezek. 10:4; see commentary on Ezek. 1:4). This cloud of glorious light that surrounds God is referred to as “the glory of Yahweh” (Ezek. 1:27-28) and it is why 1 Timothy 6:16 says God lives in “unapproachable light.” When God was present at the birth of His Son, Jesus, “the glory of the Lord,” i.e., the brilliant light that indicated God’s presence, shined all around the shepherds (Luke 2:9,13). At the Transfiguration, God was in the middle of the cloud of light that overshadowed the men, and that is why the text says that God’s voice came out of the cloud (Matt. 17:5; Mark 9:7; Luke 9:35). God was present in a very powerful way inside the “glory” that surrounded Him.
[For more on the bright cloud and the “glory of Yahweh” see commentary on Ezekiel 1:28.]
Mat 17:9
“from among the dead.”[footnoteRef:1112] See commentary on Romans 4:24. [1112:  Cf. Wuest, New Testament, “out from among those who are dead,” 44.] 

Mat 17:10
“Then why do the experts in the law say that Elijah must come first?” The religious leaders of Christ’s day taught that Elijah would come before the Messiah, a doctrine based on a misunderstanding of Malachi 4:5: “Behold, I will send you Elijah the prophet before the great and terrible Day of Yahweh comes.” However, Elijah was long dead, and God did not raise him from the dead to live again before the time of the Messiah. To properly understand Malachi 4:5, we need to know that the name “Elijah” in that verse is the figure of speech antonomasia, or “name change.”[footnoteRef:1113] Antonomasia is the figure of speech in which one person is called by the name of another person in order to ascribe the characteristics of the second person to the one we are addressing. For example, we might say to a child who is jumping on the couch, “Stop that, Tarzan!” We know the child’s name is not “Tarzan,” but by calling him “Tarzan,” we ascribe the jungle behavior of Tarzan to the child. Some examples of antonomasia in the Bible include: [1113:  Cf. Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 682, “antonomasia.”] 

· Jezebel called Jehu, “Zimri” (2 Kings 9:31) as a threat that his reign as king would be short if he killed her (which he did and still reigned for 28 years; 2 Kings 10:36).
· The Bible calls the Messiah, Jesus Christ, by the name of “David” in Jeremiah 30:9; Ezekiel 34:23, 24; 37:24, 25, and Hosea 3:5 (see commentary on Ezek. 34:23).
· Judah is called “Sodom” and also “Gomorrah” because it was so wicked (Isa. 1:10).
· John the Baptist is called “Elijah” because Elijah’s life and ministry paralleled John’s in many ways.
That John would be like Elijah was made clear to Zechariah by the angel Gabriel. When Zechariah was ministering in the Temple, Gabriel appeared to him and said that Elizabeth would have a son they were to name “John,” and he would go before God “in the spirit and power of Elijah” (Luke 1:17). For those who remembered the angel’s words years later when John started his ministry, it was clear that John was indeed the “Elijah,” who was to come.
[See Word Study: “Antonomasia.”]
Mat 17:11
“Elijah is coming and will restore all things.” Jesus knew that John the Baptist was “Elijah.” Here Jesus used the words of the doctrinal formula commonly used about Elijah by the religious leaders. They would say, “Elijah is coming and will restore all things,” and they were correct in saying that Elijah would come, but they missed him when he came because they were expecting “Elijah” to do things that the Elijah of the Old Testament did, such as raise the dead and confront the government in power at the time, things that John the Baptist was not called to do. So by the time Jesus was speaking to his disciples here after the Transfiguration, he had already come. The Scribes had not been wrong when they said “Elijah is coming”; they just did not know to whom they referred and thus missed it when he was among them. Jesus, however, knew that “Elijah” was John the Baptist, as is clear from Matt. 17:12-13.
In this verse, Jesus was referencing the promise in Malachi that Elijah would come. The verb “will restore” (apokatastēsei #600 ἀποκαταστήσει) appears here in the same form as in the Septuagint text, an echo of the fact that Jesus, speaking Hebrew or Aramaic, would have been using the same vocabulary as Malachi. The apostles were not confused by Jesus saying John “will restore” things because they knew the Old Testament text and Jesus immediately followed up what he said by adding that “Elijah” was John. Since John was already dead (see Matt. 14:1ff), it was clear that the restoration work that John did in turning the hearts of the people back to God was done. That restoration work was now left to Jesus. We learn from Mark that John the Baptist came to restore things, and he did baptize many people and turn them back to God, but neither he nor Jesus Christ could turn the nation back to God. Jesus suffered and died so that those who did turn to God and believed could have everlasting life (see commentary on Mark 9:12).
Mat 17:14
“And when they came to the crowd.” The record of the healing of the epileptic boy is in Matthew 17:14-20, Mark 9:14-29, and Luke 9:37-43.
Mat 17:18
“And Jesus subdued him.” The “him” refers to the demon. This is a good example of how spiritual insight and being a “sympathetic listener” (one who is looking for the author’s meaning, not stumbling at every “possible meaning) is necessary to understand the text. Jesus did not “subdue” the child.
“subdued.” The Greek word translated “subdued” is epitimaō (#2008 ἐπιτιμάω). Usually, epitimaō means to express strong disapproval of someone: rebuke, reprove, censure; or to speak seriously, and thus warn in order to prevent or end an action. It can also mean “punish.”[footnoteRef:1114] However, in this context, epitimaō has the technical meaning it has in Greek religion of gaining control over a spirit, a demon. Robert Guelich notes that in contexts like these epitimaō is “a commanding word uttered by God or by his spokesman, by which evil powers are brought into submission.”[footnoteRef:1115] Jesus subdued the demon by the power of God that he wielded, power that he expressed in words. [1114:  Cf. BDAG, s.v. “ἐπιτιμάω.”]  [1115:  Guelich, Mark 1:1-8:26 [WBC], 57.] 

The demon would not respond to just being “rebuked.” Therefore, we cannot agree that Jesus “reproached the demon for having taken possession of the boy.”[footnoteRef:1116] For a “rebuke” to be effective, the hearer must have a heart to listen to and obey God, and demons do not have that kind of heart. The demon had to be dealt with by spiritual power. See commentary on Mark 1:25. [1116:  Meyer, Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament: Matthew, 315.] 

“in that moment.” See commentary on Matthew 9:22.
Mat 17:20
“trust like a mustard seed.” This phrase has been mistranslated in a number of versions, resulting in confusion and Jesus giving a teaching contradictory to the context. The context of Jesus’ statement is that Jesus’ disciples were not able to cast a demon out of a boy (Matt. 17:16) and wanted to know why (Matt. 17:19). Jesus told them it was because of their little trust (Matt. 17:20). At that point, the Greek text says: “If you have trust [faith] like a mustard seed….” How much trust does a mustard seed have? Total trust! It may look small to the world, but it has no doubt that it can do what God created it to do and become the largest garden herb. That is the point Jesus is trying to make. It does not matter what he, or his disciples, looked like to the world, if they have the same kind of total trust that a mustard seed does, they could move mountains.
Unfortunately, many translations entirely miss the point that Jesus was making. For example, the NIV84 has Jesus saying, “…if you have faith as small as a mustard seed….” But they added the word “small,” which is not in the Greek text, and that added word completely turns the parable upside down. Other versions that add words about the size of the mustard seed include the HCSB, NET, and NRSV. The problem the disciples had was that their trust was too small for them to cast out the demon. So Jesus is not saying if they had small faith they could move mountains—that is the opposite of what he is saying! Small faith won’t cast out demons or move mountains. But total trust, like the tiny mustard seed has in its ability to grow into a huge plant, will cast out demons and move mountains.
Mat 17:21
This verse was added to some texts by being copied from Mark 9:29. The textual evidence is quite clear that it was not in the original version of Matthew.
Mat 17:22
“about to be.” (Lenski; Wuest’s Expanded New Testament).
“handed over.” Jesus’ teaching that he (the Messiah) was going to be betrayed, suffer, and die, was so contrary to what the disciples believed that they could not grasp his clear teaching about it. See commentary on Luke 18:34.
Mat 17:23
“kill him.” For more on Jesus’ clear teaching that he would suffer and die, see commentary on Luke 18:34.
Mat 17:24
“the two drachma Temple tax.” This tax was paid by every Israelite male 20 years old and older for the maintenance of the Tabernacle and later the Temple (Exod. 30:13; 2 Chron. 24:9; Neh. 10:32). During the Greek control of Palestine, the tax was paid with a coin referred to as the didrachmon (“double drachma”) and the tax took on that name. At the time of Christ, the didrachmon coin was no longer in circulation and the tax was paid with other coinage, but the name of the tax remained the same. The tax was equivalent to about 2 days’ wages.
Mat 17:25
“poll tax.” The Greek word is kēnsos (#2778 κῆνσος). In the NT it referred to the tax or tribute levied on individuals, and it was to be paid yearly. See commentary on Mark 12:14.
Mat 17:27
“the lake.” The “sea” of Galilee is actually quite a small lake, only 7 miles (11.2 km) across and 12 miles (19.3 km) long, and the entire lake can be seen from the escarpments on both the east and west sides. The Greek word thalassa (#2281 θάλασσα), lake, sea, or ocean, does not really refer to the size of the body of water, and thus has to be translated into the English “lake,” “sea,” or “ocean” by knowing the body of water that is being referred to (see commentary on Matt. 4:18).
 
Matthew Chapter 18
Mat 18:1
“At that time.” The Greek is literally, “in that hour,” but it means “at that time.”
“Who is greatest in the Kingdom of Heaven?” The word translated “greatest” is actually “greater,” the comparative, not the superlative (This record occurs in Matt. 18:1-5; Mark 9:33-37, and Luke 9:46-48. See commentary on Luke 9:46).
Mat 18:2
“him.” The same record is in Matthew 18:2 and Mark 9:36 (see commentary on Mark 9:36).
Mat 18:6
“huge millstone.” The Greek literally reads, “millstone of a donkey,” and it refers to the large commercial millstones, which weighed many hundreds of pounds and were turned by donkeys or oxen; see commentary on Mark 9:42.
“the lake.” The “sea” of Galilee is actually quite a small lake, only 7 miles (11.2 km) across and 12 miles (19.3 km) long, and the entire lake can be seen from the escarpments on both the east and west sides. The Greek word thalassa (#2281 θάλασσα), lake, sea, or ocean, does not really refer to the size of the body of water, and thus has to be translated into the English “lake,” “sea,” or “ocean” by knowing the body of water that is being referred to (see commentary on Matt. 4:18). The name, “the Sea of Galilee,” was given by people who had never seen it. It is actually quite a small lake. Using “the sea” here makes Jesus’ statement much more general and removes it from its geographical context.
Mat 18:7
“how terrible.” The Greek word is ouai (#3759 οὐαί, pronounced ooh-'eye). For an explanation of the meaning of “woe,” see commentary on Matthew 11:21. In the phrase, “Woe to the world,” the “world” is put by metonymy for the people in the world, and woe to them because of the skandalon (#4625 σκάνδαλον) that are in the world. A skandalon is technically the movable stick or trigger of a trap; a trap-trigger; then, a trap or snare; and then any impediment placed in the way and causing one to stumble or fall, thus a “stumbling block.” Here, a skandalon could be translated as a stumbling block, a trap or snare, or even a “death trap,” since final and ultimate death is the result of being caught in the world’s trap. In this context, “how terrible” is an expression of warning of grief and disaster that is coming. Woe to the world, and especially “woe,” a warning about divine retribution, to the person who is so caught up in the Devil’s trap that he or she becomes a trap to others.
Mat 18:8
“life.” This refers to “everlasting life”. See commentary on Luke 10:28.
“the fire of the age to come.” See commentary on Matthew 25:46 for information about a parallel passage.
Mat 18:9
“gouge it out.” The Greek is literally “tear it out,” which is different from the phrase in Mark 9:47. Christ’s making this point is important, and occurs three times (Matt. 5:29; 18:9; and Mark 9:47).
“life.” The Greek is literally, “the life,” which refers to the life in the Age to Come, that is “everlasting life.” See commentary on Luke 10:28.
“fire of Gehenna.” The Greek is literally, “the Gehenna of the fire,” which could be more literally understood as “the Gehenna which has the fire,” or we would say, “the fire of Gehenna.” See commentary on Matthew 5:22.
[For information on annihilation in the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
Mat 18:11
The textual evidence is that this verse was not in the original text, but was added by copyists to harmonize with Luke 19:10.[footnoteRef:1117] [1117:  See Metzger, Textual Commentary, 44-45.] 

Mat 18:12
“does he not leave the 99.” This is similar to the parable in Luke 15 (see commentary on Luke 15:4).
Mat 18:15
“sins.” It is very important to pay attention to the word “sins” here. Far too often in the Church, someone becomes offended at the behavior of someone else and makes it his or her job to “set them straight.” This verse is not about enforcing our opinions as to what is right, but correcting someone who is actually sinning in the eyes of God. While having friendly relations in the Church is important, there is a huge difference between helping people avoid being offensive to each other and helping people to stop sinning.
“against you.” Early and important manuscripts of this passage omit “against you.” It is possible that scribes added the words “against you” to make it agree with what Peter said in Matthew 18:21, about a brother sinning “against me.” It is also possible, however, that the scribes copying the earlier manuscripts omitted the words to make the text have a wider application: i.e., that a person did not have to wait until someone sinned “against him,” he could intervene if he saw someone sinning. However, it was the tendency of scribes to add material to the text for clarity or harmony, rather than delete material from the text, making the shorter reading more likely to be original. Although most modern versions leave “against you” in the text, some modern versions omit the phrase (cf. GW, NASB, NET, NIV, NJB, and Rotherham).
Whether the words “against you” are in the text or not, it is clear from the scope of Scripture, including verses such as Galatians 6:1, Ephesians 5:11, and 1 Timothy 5:20, that Christians do not have to wait until someone actually specifically sins against them personally before going to the person and pointing out the problem.
“go and tell him his fault.” This passage of Scripture in Matthew 18:15-17 gives four stages of action that a believer should take if there is someone in the congregation who is sinning. First, take the person aside and discuss it between yourselves. Second, take two or three other witnesses with you and discuss it together. Third, take the issue to the congregation, and fourth, if the person will not even listen to what the whole church congregation has to say, excuse that person from your company. The disciplined believer follows this pattern. Far too many believers are scandalized by the behavior of someone else and then go and tell lots of other people about it before they ever (if they ever!) tell the sinner to his or her face. If we want the Church to be a loving and godly place for people, we must follow Christ’s directives about how to handle problems.
We should also be aware that in many cases there is a fifth action, a very first action, that is not mentioned in the list of four actions here, and that is to overlook the sin if that can be done without compromising godliness (Prov. 19:11). Many times the best action to take when someone sins, especially since many sins are accidental and/or not habitual, is simply to overlook them. We sin too, and it would cause many hard feelings and be divisive in the Church if every time someone sinned another person tried to reprove him for it (cf. Eccl. 7:21-22).
Mat 18:18
See commentary on Matthew 16:19.
Mat 18:19
“Again.” The Greek word palin (#3825 πάλιν), here rendered as “again,” could be translated “furthermore.” The sense of the word is described by BDAG as a “marker of a discourse or narrative item added to items of a related nature, also, again, furthermore, thereupon” The word is not necessarily totally changing subjects but introducing a slightly related subject—that is, the topics of binding and loosing covered in Matthew 18:18 and of agreeing together in Matthew 18:19 are technically different subjects, although they are slightly related. Other examples of palin being used to change subjects are Matthew 5:32-33 and 2 Corinthians 11:15-16.
Mat 18:22
“seventy times seven.” Forgiveness: “77” or “70 times 7?” The versions differ. The King James Version says, “Jesus saith unto him, I say not unto thee, Until seven times: but, Until seventy times seven.” In contrast, the NIV says: “Jesus answered, ‘I tell you, not seven times, but seventy-seven times.’”
Although the Greek reads in a way that means seventy times seven in regular Greek, Matthew 18:22 may not be “regular” Greek. The Greek in Matthew 18:22 is the exact wording of the Septuagint (LXX) of Genesis 4:24, where Lamech is bragging to his wives about the vengeance he will take on his enemies: “77” times. The Hebrew text of Genesis 4:24 is very clear: 77 times, and very noted linguists assert that the accepted translation of the LXX came into Greek usage such that what in classical Greek meant “70 times 7,” in this biblical context of revenge and forgiveness it meant “77.” If this is the case, Jesus was contrasting the vengeful Lamech, who stated he would avenge himself “77 times” with the behavior of a godly person, who should forgive “77 times.” If the allusion is to Lamech, it forces us to be forgiving, but also to face the end of our forgiving. Will we act like the vengeful Lamech, willing to take vengeance on those we will not forgive?
Scholars who assert that the number should be “70 times 7” play down the association with Lamech and assert that the standard reading of the Greek should apply here. Some argue that “77 times” is not enough, and that the larger figure, 70 times 7, is hyperbole (exaggeration), which was common in oriental thought. In that case, the hyperbole would be simply making the point that all the forgiving we can do is not enough—we must keep on forgiving.
Michael Hall (unpublished manuscript) pointed out that there were 70 periods of 7 in Daniel 9:24, from the going forth of the commandment to restore Jerusalem until the Messiah came and set up the Millennial Kingdom. Thus, he suggested that “70 times 7” was a veiled way of saying, “until the Millennial Kingdom.” If that is the case, then Jesus told us to forgive and forgive until this age of sin is over and he sets up his kingdom on earth. Mitigating against that idea are the number of scriptures showing that sin and forgiveness will still be necessary in the Messianic Age. Although Christ will reign, he will rule with a rod of iron, and although he, and the judges he appoints, will judge justly, they will still have to “settle disputes for many peoples” (Isa. 2:4). Furthermore, the existence of the Temple and the sin offering (Ezek. 43:19ff) show that mankind will still make mistakes and need forgiveness.
There is a good reason why scholars are in profound disagreement about this verse: the real meaning is not clear. If we had the original Hebrew or Aramaic that Jesus was speaking we could be sure, but we do not have them. It could also be argued that Jesus knowingly used a number that was unclear, driving us to both conclusions at the same time: by hyperbole, we should always forgive people, and by comparison, when we refuse to forgive anymore, we become like ungodly Lamech who boasted of his revenge. However, there is no way to know that for sure either.
Mat 18:23
“That is why.” The Greek is dia touto, and it connects the parable which follows with the forgiveness in the verses above. Jesus was teaching on unlimited forgiveness, and after making the statement that Peter should forgive seventy times seven times, he said that is why what we should be doing can be compared to the Kingdom of Heaven, because God practices unlimited forgiveness.[footnoteRef:1118] [1118:  Cf. Myer’s Commentary, 332; Hendriksen, New Testament Commentary: Matthew, 704.] 

“a certain king.” The certain king in the parable represents God, who will one day in the future have a Day of Judgment and settle accounts with people. In Christ’s parables, the “king,” and often the “man” or “landowner” represented God.
[For more on the “king,” “landowner,” “ruler,” or “man” in Christ’s parables being God, see commentary on Luke 15:11. For more on Christ ruling the earth in the future, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Mat 18:24
“10,000 talents.” In the New Testament, the “talent” was once used as a unit of weight (cf. Rev. 16:21), but otherwise, it was a unit of money. Different cultures had different talents, but most scholars believe Christ would have been referring to the Attic talent, which was equal to 6,000 denarii, or 6,000 days’ wages. One denarius (the plural is denarii) was a day’s wage for a field hand or a soldier. Different classes of workers worked different weeks, most would work 6 days per week in the biblical world. If we assume they would have two weeks off for sickness and perhaps a small vacation, the worker would work 50 weeks, or 50 X 6 days, which equals 300 days. Thus, to be paid a talent he would work 6,000 ÷ 300, or 20 years. If one talent was 20 years wage, then 10,000 was the wages for 200,000 years, or 60 million days. To arrive at an idea of how much money is being referred to, if a field hand made $8 per hour ($64 per day), then one talent was $384,000, and 10,000 talents was $3,840,000,000 dollars (3 billion, 840 million dollars), a ridiculously huge sum. According to Josephus, the total taxes that Judea, Samaria, and Idumea made to imperial Rome was only 600 talents a year. The figure is meant to make the point that no one can ever actually pay off their debt to God. Another way of looking at the debt would be that a minimum wage worker would have to work 6,000 days times 10,000 talents, or 60 million days to work off the debt. Even if a person had a working life of 100 years he or she would only work 30,000 days, far short of the 60 million he would need to pay off the debt. At the time of Christ, the average lifespan for a woman was in the early 30s and for men, it was their late 30s. Since a person usually only worked about 300 days per year, if a boy started to work at 10 and worked to 50, he would only work 12,000 days in his life, not even getting a good start on the 60 million days needed to work to pay his debt.
Mat 18:25
“his lord commanded him to be sold…” Slave owners were under no obligation to keep families together, and it was common for slave families to be separated by being sold one by one to others, although sometimes more compassionate owners tried to keep families together. This was at least as true in Rome as in Israel and the other countries of the East. Furthermore, people sometimes even sold their own children to pay their debt (Neh. 5:5).
Mat 18:26
“the slave.” This man was a slave, not a “servant.” We can tell that because the master was going to sell him to help pay his debt, and a slave can be sold but a servant cannot be.
“and bowed down before him.” The way of bowing down was to either get on one’s knees and put one’s chest to the ground, or it was to lay prostrate with the whole body on the ground.
Mat 18:28
“100 denarii” This equals 100 days’ wages, which, by the figures given for Matt. 18:24 above, would be $6,400. Not a small sum, but infinitesimal compared to the 10,000 talents. Jesus made an important point in his parable. Notice that he did not act as if the slave was owed nothing by his fellow slave. When people sin against us it hurts, sometimes very deeply. Jesus knows that and used the figure of 100 denarii to demonstrate that the debt we feel that is created by the sin of others is very real. Nevertheless, if we keep in mind how much we have been forgiven for, we can forgive it.
Mat 18:34
“the torturers.” Prisoners were often tortured, so what Jesus said would have made sense in his social context. At the time Jesus was teaching, under the Law Administration, salvation was not guaranteed, and thus if lack of forgiveness was profound enough to destroy a person’s trust (“faith”) in God, it could jeopardize his everlasting life. Today in the Grace Administration, everlasting life is guaranteed after a person has trust in Christ, but rewards are not, so profound disobedience in the form of unforgiveness could lead to a loss of rewards in the Kingdom.
“until he paid back all that was owed.” This is one of the many verses that supports that unsaved people will be annihilated in the Lake of Fire and that they will not “burn forever in hell,” as many Christians teach. The Bible teaches that the unsaved will be thrown into the Lake of Fire where they will suffer until their crimes have been paid for and then they will be annihilated—completely burned up. Christians who teach that people burn forever in the Lake of Fire assert that no one can ever pay back what they owe to God so they must burn forever, but the Bible never says that, and furthermore that contradicts what Jesus clearly said; that the unsaved will suffer until they have paid for their sin. Sin can be paid for just as Jesus taught; it is not an unpayable amount.
[For more on people being annihilated in the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
 
Matthew Chapter 19
Mat 19:3
“testing him.” This record in Matthew 19:3-9 is the same event as is recorded in Mark 10:2-12, which includes different details than the Matthew record. However, this event is different than Jesus’ teaching at the Sermon on the Mount (Matt. 5:32), and when he spoke directly to the Pharisees about divorce (Luke 16:14-18).
The short phrase, “tempting him,” reveals the heart of the Pharisees in this situation. Their question about marriage and divorce was a genuine one and hotly debated in the culture of the day. However, they were not being genuine in asking it. They had no intention of changing what they believed based on Jesus’ answer to their question. In that light, we can see that the real reason they asked the question was to discredit Jesus. They were supporters of the school of Hillel and champions of “easy divorce,” which was popular in their culture just as it is in ours today. It is likely that they thought that Jesus would not support easy divorce (a correct conclusion) and that by making that fact public they could take away part of his popular support and possibly even sow division among his followers. Thus God calls their question a “temptation.” Jesus was tempted, as all ministers are, to avoid “hot topics” that may cause division in the Church. As we see from Jesus’ answer, he was more interested in pleasing God and telling the truth than he was in pleasing people—something we should all emulate.
“for any reason at all.” The Pharisees were asking Jesus a technical question about the Law: they were asking him how he would interpret Deuteronomy 24:1, which is about divorce. At the time of Christ, the Jews differed in their interpretations of Deuteronomy 24:1, which allowed for a man to divorce his wife if he found something “shameful” or “improper” in her. The problem is that the wording of Deuteronomy 24:1 in the Hebrew text is unclear. The relevant Hebrew word is `ervah (#06172 עֶרְוָה), translated “some uncleanness” in the KJV; the man could divorce his wife if he found “some uncleanness” in her. `Ervah has a rather wide range of meanings and interpretations including nakedness, pudenda, shame, shameful exposure, indecency, and improper behavior.
Many rabbis, particularly those of the school of Hillel, believed that Deuteronomy was saying that a man could divorce his wife for any reason whatsoever; he just had to find something indecent, improper, or displeasing in her. The rabbis of the school of Hillel thought `ervah could not just be referring to sexual immorality because the woman was married. That would mean that any “sexual immorality” would almost always be adultery, and adultery was punishable by death, not divorce. The teaching of Hillel was very popular at the time of Christ and many men were divorcing their wives on all kinds of pretexts just because they found another woman they liked better.
In contrast to the school of Hillel, rabbis in the school of Shammai taught that Deuteronomy 24:1 was speaking of sexual sin. They pointed out that a man did not have to have his wife stoned for adultery. He could have her stoned, but he could also just divorce her, just as Joseph was going to divorce Mary when she was found to be pregnant before they had come together sexually. Since the debate on the meaning of Deuteronomy 24:1 was a “hot topic” at the time of Christ, the Pharisees came to Christ and tempted him by asking for his opinion.
It is the social context of the time and the Pharisees’ specific question that sheds light on Jesus’ answer about divorce in Matthew 19:9, an answer that has been mistranslated in most English versions and misunderstood by most Christians.
[For more information on divorce and remarriage, see commentary on Matt. 19:9.]
Mat 19:5
“be joined to.” The Greek word translated as “be joined to” is the verb kollaō (#2853 κολλάω), which literally means “to be glued to,” related to the noun kolla, “glue.” This verse is closely related to Mark 10:7 and Ephesians 5:31 (see commentary on Eph. 5:31).
Scholars have been able to determine that the original Greek text read kollaō here in Matthew 19:5, but there are later Greek manuscripts that read proskollaō as Mark and Ephesians do. However, changing a word in one verse—in this case, Matthew 19:5—to match a word in another verse—Mark 10:7 and Ephesians 5:31—was a common scribal tendency known as “harmonization,” and that is no doubt what happened to the Greek text of Matthew 19:5 in some later manuscripts.
Mat 19:7
“command.” The hard-hearted Pharisees used the word “command,” emphasizing their belief that if a woman committed adultery, the husband had to divorce her. Jesus gently corrected their belief by saying Moses “allowed” (or “permitted”) divorce (Matt. 19:8), but it certainly was not a command. Many marriages have been healed even though one spouse committed adultery.
Mat 19:9
“commits adultery.” The context of Jesus’ statement in Matthew 19:9 is the debate on the interpretation of Deuteronomy 24:1 and the reasons a man could divorce his wife (see commentary on Matt. 19:3 for more on that debate).
Before we examine the meaning of Matthew 19:9, there are a couple of things to consider. First, we should know that Jesus spoke about divorce on three different occasions (Matt. 5:32; Matt. 19:3-9 and Mark 10:1-12; and Luke 16:14-18). Although there are similarities between these three teachings, there are also significant differences. What we can conclude from reading these three distinct teachings and putting them together is that divorce is a sin in the eyes of God, but God allowed it because of the hardness of human hearts. Nevertheless, even though there are cases in which a mostly innocent party has been harmed and can remarry without it being sin (see commentary on Matt. 5:32), there are times when divorce and remarriage are tantamount to adultery (that is the case here in Matt. 19 and in Luke 16).
Second, the Greek texts on Matthew 19:9 differ: there is a shorter and longer reading of the verse. Textual scholars have concluded that the shorter reading is original, but the longer reading has been translated into many of the older English versions of the Bible, such as the King James, ASV, and YLT. The versions with the longer reading usually have a final phrase that reads something such as: “and whoever marries her who is divorced commits adultery” (NKJV).
The key to understanding Jesus’ statement in Matthew 19:9 is to recognize that it is not a “blanket statement.” Jesus was not saying that anyone who remarries after being divorced, unless the divorce was due to adultery, commits adultery; we can see this from reading what Jesus said in Matthew 5:32. In this case, Jesus was addressing a specific debate between the rabbis about the Law, which is why he focused on divorce connected with remarriage, and ignored the possibility of divorce without it. He said that a man who got divorced and remarried committed adultery, but he ignored the sin of a man just divorcing his wife for his personal reasons and ruining her life. In that culture, divorcing a woman could leave her alone and destitute, certainly a grievous sin, but Jesus did not address it because it was not a part of the question and debate the Pharisees wanted Jesus to comment on (cf. Matt. 19:3).
As was just stated, Jesus was not making the blanket statement that anyone who remarried after being divorced was committing adultery unless the divorce was because of sexual immorality. For one thing, the Old Testament Law allowed a divorced person to remarry, and the Pharisees were asking Jesus to interpret and explain the Mosaic Law, not to void it and make a new law, something they would not have accepted anyway. Also, for his part, Jesus explained and confirmed the Mosaic Law; he did not say that Mosaic Law needed modification. However, he appealed to God’s original intentions as revealed in Genesis, and pointed out that although Moses allowed for divorce, it was never God’s original intention.
Paul, in the Church Epistles, again confirmed what both the Law, and Jesus, said: that a person should not divorce, but if they did then it was not a sin to remarry after being divorced. Paul wrote in 1 Corinthians 7:27-28: “Are you bound to a wife? Do not seek to be loosed. Are you loosed from a wife? Do not seek a wife. But if you marry, you have not sinned….”
Also, although Deuteronomy 24:1 does not give any specific reasons for divorce, other places in the Mosaic Law do set forth some specific circumstances in which divorce was allowed. For example, the Law said that if a man took a second wife, but then did not provide his first wife with food, clothing (and by extension, shelter), and conjugal rights, his wife could divorce him. Just as He does today, God honored the marriage covenant, and both parties of the marriage covenant had responsibilities. The man was responsible for providing for his wife and making sure she had food, clothing, and shelter, and the sexual intercourse that gave her the opportunity to have children who would protect and care for her. If a man would not do these things for his wife, then he was not keeping his part of the marriage covenant and God allowed the wife to divorce him (Exod. 21:10-11). At that point, she was free to marry someone else (Deut. 24:1-4).
In Matthew 19:9, Jesus was not nullifying the Mosaic Law. He was not saying that although it was okay according to the Mosaic Law for a woman to leave her husband and remarry if he did not provide her with food, shelter, and sexual intercourse, it was not okay according to him. In other words, Jesus was not saying that now, according to his teaching, a woman could only divorce and remarry if sexual immorality was the cause of the divorce, otherwise, she was committing adultery if she remarried.
Matthew 19:9 can only be fully and properly understood if we know what the Old Testament says about marriage and divorce, and if we also know that Jesus was speaking in the very specific context of an ongoing debate between the rabbis about what constituted legal grounds for divorce. Jesus was making a specific statement and saying that God intended for men and women to stay together in marriage, so if a man or woman divorced simply in order to marry someone they liked better, in God’s eyes they were committing adultery.
Jesus anchored his comments firmly in the writings of Moses (Genesis-Deuteronomy), and this silenced the Pharisees, who then left the scene. The disciples, however, were steeped in the culture of easy divorce and were still confused about what Jesus said, and that part of the record is recorded in Mark 10:10-12 (see commentary on Mark 10:10).
On a technical note, it is worth noting that the phrase “commits adultery” is actually a passive verb in the Greek text. The verb is moichaō (#3429 μοιχάω, pronounced moy-'kah-ō), and it is in the passive voice. The passive verb is very important for the interpretation of the verse in Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount (see commentary on Matt. 5:32), but not so important here, because in this verse the wicked husband is both the agent and the subject of the verb. Thus, while it is true that the husband “is made to commit adultery,” he was the one who made himself adulterous by his own action of divorcing his wife and remarrying another woman. Nevertheless, a technically correct translation of the last phrase of the verse would be “is made adulterous,” instead of “commits adultery.”
[For more on divorce and remarriage, see commentary on 1 Cor. 7:27.]
Mat 19:13
“so that he could lay his hands on them.” It was common in the culture that people would bring their children to the rabbis, and the rabbis would put their hands on the children and bless them. Note that in this case, Jesus was not asking to bless the children, this is what the parents wanted.
Mat 19:15
“And, having laid his hands on them.” Jesus laid his hands on the children and blessed them (Mark 10:16).
Mat 19:16
“And look! A man came to him.” The record of the rich young ruler is in Matthew 19:16-22; Mark 10:17-22, and Luke 18:18-23. It is Luke who tells us that the man was a ruler. The Greek text reads more literally, “one came to him,” but the context makes it clear it was a man.
“look.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20. The “look” (the figure of speech asterismos) in this verse is important because it shows that it was considered remarkable that someone (especially someone well off) would come to Jesus and ask how to have everlasting life. How many people actually seek everlasting life, especially rich people?
[See Word Study: “Asterismos.”]
“what good thing must I do.” Although this is worded differently than the question in Mark and Luke, the records are the same; they only have a different emphasis. Mark 10:17 and Luke 18:18 say, “what must I do,” instead of “what good thing must I do,” but of course whatever the man had to do to attain life in the Age to Come would have been a “good thing.” The man involved was a “rich,” “young,” “ruler,” something we learn by piecing together the information in the different Gospels (Matt. 19:20; Luke 18:18, 23). We also learn from piecing the details in the different Gospels together that the fullness of what he said to Jesus was, “Good master, what good thing must I do….” The Gospel of Matthew records Jesus’ response to the question, “what good thing…,” while in contrast, Mark and Luke record the part of the conversation when Jesus responds to the man’s saying, “Good master.” There are multiple issues involved in the man’s question, and the different Gospels engage those different issues. There is no contradiction between the Gospels, they just deal with different details in the record.
Jesus’ answer is different in Matthew than it is in Mark and Luke, although the conclusion is the same, that there is only one who is good, and that is God. The issue being dealt with in Matthew, and Jesus’ answer to this rich young ruler, is an important lesson for each of us. Jesus said, “Why do you ask me about that which is good?” (Matt. 19:17). Jesus went on to say, “You know the commandments” (Mark 10:19). Jesus was making a powerful point. God is good, and truth and everlasting life come from Him. Furthermore, God has not made salvation difficult to understand; it is clearly presented in His Word. Although this man was young, because he was a rich ruler he would have been well educated and experienced in life. Educated people should have the confidence to read and believe the fundamental truths of the Word of God without having to have them explained to them.
One of the huge problems among believers today is that they spend very little time actually reading the Bible and learning it, so they end up confused by it and all the different opinions people have about it. As we see from the record, when Jesus did say what it took under the Old Covenant to have everlasting life, the young ruler already knew it and was doing it. In the Grace Administration in which we live, salvation is very easy (because Jesus paid for it and all we do is accept it!), and also clearly set forth in the Bible: “if you confess with your mouth, ‘Jesus is Lord,’ and believe in your heart that God raised him from among the dead, you will be saved” (Rom. 10:9).
[For more on Jesus’ answer to the rich young ruler, see commentary on Mark 10:18.]
“life in the age to come.” The “age to come” is the future Messianic Age, the Millennial Kingdom of Christ on earth, when Christ will reign over the whole earth as king. Once a person is raised from the dead in the age to come, they will never die again, thus it is appropriate, although not as accurate, to use “everlasting life” instead of “life in the age to come.”
[For more on the translation “life in the age to come,” see Appendix 1: “Life in the Age to Come.”]
Mat 19:17
“Why do you ask me about that which is good.” For an explanation of Jesus’ answer, see commentary on Matthew 19:16. This verse reads differently in some of the English versions such as the KJV. For example, in the KJV, Matthew 19:17 reads basically the same as Mark 10:18 and Luke 18:19. Historically, scribes disliked when the Gospel records read differently, and so they “adjusted” the text so that they read the same way. Textual scholars refer to this tendency as “harmonization,” and it occurs a number of times in the over 5,700 manuscripts of the New Testament extant today, but in most cases, the change to a manuscript is caught before it ever gets into an English version. The scribes harmonized the text, sometimes on purpose, sometimes because they were copying from memory and simply mistakenly copied what they remembered from another place in the Bible. In any case, in this instance in Matthew, the textual evidence from the early manuscripts clearly points to the fact that the Greek text and the reading that is based upon it in the REV and almost all modern English versions is the reading of the original manuscript of Matthew.
“life in the age to come.” This refers to “everlasting life,” the life in the Age to Come, which is the future Millennial Kingdom of Christ on earth. We know that from the previous verse, when the young man wanted to know what to do to have “life in the age to come.” See commentary on Luke 10:28.
“keep the commandments.” Before the Day of Pentecost and the start of the Christian Church, salvation was by faith that was demonstrated by works. There was an interplay between them that is hard to exactly know but it is clearly there. Comparing Acts 16:31 with the time before the Administration of Grace shows us the dramatic change that occurred when the Administration of the Law came to an end and the Administration of Grace began (this change occurred on the Day of Pentecost in Acts 2). Under the Law, to be saved a person had to have faith, but that faith had to be expressed outwardly in the way the person lived. Under the Law, and until the Day of Pentecost, being “born again” was not yet available, neither was being sealed with holy spirit or being guaranteed salvation; God started those things in the Grace Administration. We can clearly see this when we compare Acts 16:30-31 with Matthew 19:16-17 (see commentary on Acts 16:31).
Mat 19:19
“neighbor.” On who is our neighbor, see commentary on Luke 10:27.
Mat 19:21
“If you really want to reach the goal.” The Greek word teleios (#5046 τέλειος, pronounced 'te-lay-os) refers to bringing something to an end, a finish; bringing to completeness, maturity, perfection, or to a goal. In this case, the word “perfect” can be misleading. The man wanted to have everlasting life, which Jesus said he could have by keeping the commandments (Matt. 19:17). However, when the man pressed in and asked if he lacked anything, Jesus took the conversation to a new level and said, if you really want to reach your goal, sell all you have and you will have treasure stored up in heaven (that treasure will actually be conferred when the Lord sets up his Millennial Kingdom on earth).
[For more on the Millennial Kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Mat 19:22
“these words.” The Greek is simply “the word,” meaning “the message,” or “word” can be understood to be a collective singular for “words.”
Mat 19:24
“camel.” Here, “camel” is a hyperbole, an exaggeration to make a point. Jesus’ illustration is not extreme given the fact that Jesus, and Orientals from that era in general, were fond of hyperbole (cf. Luke 6:41, a person having a “log” in his eye). As the “gnat” in Matthew 23:24 is a hyperbole, so also is the camel. For the idea of the needle’s eye being a gate, or the “camel” being a “rope,” see commentary on Luke 18:25.
Mat 19:26
“for people...for God.” See commentary on Mark 10:27.
Mat 19:27
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention (see commentary on Matthew 1:20). Here it is not spoken with great force, but to remind Jesus of the sacrifices the apostles had made. In this context, the meaning is close to “Look at what we have done. We have left everything and followed you.”
“…so what will we have?” Peter’s question is a good one, and one that all of us should be asking more. All of us are either like the rich man in Matt. 19:16-22 who hold on to worldly things and lose out on heavenly things, or we are like Peter who has “left everything” and will have great reward in the kingdom.
Mat 19:28
“New Beginning.” The words New Beginning in Matthew 19:28 are from the Greek word palingenesia (#3824 παλιγγενεσία), a compound word that means “new origin” or “new birth.” It is comprised of palin, meaning “again,” and genesis, “origin” (the Greek word used for the book of “Genesis”). Here in Matthew 19:28 palingenesia is used as a technical term for the Messianic Age (the HCSB translates the word “Messianic Age”), which is why it is capitalized in the REV. The only other usage of palingenesia in Scripture is Titus 3:5, which uses the term in a totally different context, and refers to the new beginning (the New Birth) given to Christians when they are born again and receive holy spirit. By using palingenesia, Jesus describes the Age to come as a “new beginning,” or alternately, a “second genesis.” The coming Millennial Kingdom, Paradise, is like starting creation all over again, renewed.
The everlasting Kingdom of God and Christ on earth will come in two stages. The first stage is often referred to by theologians as Christ’s Millennial Kingdom because it lasts 1,000 years (Rev. 20:2-4) and is Christ’s Kingdom on earth (the term “Millennial Kingdom” is not in the Bible, but is a designation given that time by scholars). After the Millennial Kingdom will be a great war (Rev. 20:7-10), and then God will bring a heavenly city down to earth where the saved will live forever (Rev. 21:1-4).
After the Great Tribulation (Matt. 24:21, 29-30), Jesus will come back to earth, fight the battle of Armageddon, and set up a kingdom that fills the earth (e.g., Ps. 2:8; 72:8-11; Dan. 2:35, 44; 7:14; Mic. 5:4; Zech. 9:10). The name “Armageddon” comes from Rev. 16:16, the place where the enemy kings are gathered). Jesus’ Kingdom on earth is so different from our current fallen world and this present evil age that the Bible calls it a new beginning or new creation. Here in Matthew 19:28. Jesus calls it a palingenesia, a new beginning. Isaiah 65:17 says God will create a new heaven and earth (this is a different creation from the final heaven and earth of Rev. 21:1, which are also called a new heaven and earth). Peter called it the “restoration of all things” (Acts 3:21). The Bible also calls this future earth “paradise,” and it is the earth that the meek will inherit when they are raised from the dead. In Matthew 19:28, Jesus is specifically speaking of what we know as the Millennial Kingdom, because it is during that time that the apostles will sit on thrones and judge the 12 tribes of Israel.
Sadly, the wonderful teaching of the new earth that saved people will enjoy is almost completely unknown by Christians due to the unbiblical teaching that “heaven” is the eternal home of those who are saved. But the Bible is clear that Jesus comes back to earth, and when he does, the saved will be where he is.
[For more information on the Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on the chronology of the End Times, see the commentary on Matt. 25:32]
“you also will sit on twelve thrones, judging the twelve tribes of Israel.” Jesus’ prophecy that the 12 Apostles would sit on thrones in his Kingdom is also in Luke 22:30. According to the Old Testament prophecies, in the Millennial Kingdom, Jesus Christ will live in a palace on the south slope of Mount Zion, and the Temple of God will be on the top of Mount Zion. Jesus will be king over the earth (cf. Ps. 2:8; 72:8-11; Dan. 2:35; 7:14; Mic. 5:4; Zech. 9:10; Rev. 2:8; 19:11-21). Furthermore, Jesus will set up rulers who will help him rule, and they will be righteous people who have been faithful to him in their lives on earth (cf. Jer. 23:4, also Jer. 3:15; 33:26; Matt. 19:28; Luke 22:30; 1 Cor. 6:2; Rev. 2:26-27).
Mat 19:29
“will receive a hundredfold.” Not everyone who is saved and receives everlasting life will receive the same reward on the Day of Judgment. Those people who have obeyed God’s commands, and done more for Christ, will receive more (see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10, “good or evil”).
“life in the age to come.” This is the everlasting life that begins with the new Messianic Age, the Millennial Kingdom.
[See Appendix 1: “Life in the Age to Come” for commentary on this phrase.]
 
Matthew Chapter 20
Mat 20:1
“a man, a head of a house.” In this parable, the man, the head of the house, represents God, who will grant salvation to those who come to Him, no matter if they have been believers for all their life or if they become a genuine believer at the end of their life.
Mat 20:3
“third hour.” About our 9 a.m. The original workers had likely started about 6 a.m., the start of the day, and when hired for a day were expected to work until 6 p.m.; 12 hours.
Both the Jews and Romans divided the day into 12 hours, starting at daylight, roughly 6 a.m. The start of the Christian Church on the Day of Pentecost, marked by the outpouring of the gift of holy spirit, occurred at the third hour of the day (cf. Acts 2:15).
[For the hours of the day and the watches of the night, see commentary on Mark 6:48.]
Mat 20:5
“sixth hour; ninth hour.” The sixth hour is our noon, and the ninth hour is our 3 p.m. Both the Jews and Romans divided the day into 12 hours, starting at daylight, roughly 6 a.m.
[For the hours of the day and the watches of the night, see commentary on Mark 6:48.]
Mat 20:6
“eleventh hour.” The eleventh hour is roughly 5 p.m. The workers were hired at the eleventh hour, and were expected to work until 6 p.m.
[For the hours of the day and the watches of the night, see commentary on Mark 6:48.]
Mat 20:8
“evening having come.” This is defined in Matt. 20:12 as 6 p.m. The last workers started at the eleventh hour, 5 p.m., and worked only one hour.
Mat 20:15
“is your eye evil.” Meaning, are you greedy for more, covetous of what the others received? The “evil eye” was idiomatic in Semitic languages for someone who was greedy, covetous, and stingy. In Western cultures, the “evil eye” was a look or glance that meant harm and brought harm, but there is no evidence it was used that way in the Bible. See commentary on Matthew 6:22.
[For more on the idiom of the good eye, see commentary on Prov. 22:9. For more on the idiom of the evil eye, see commentary on Prov. 28:22.]
Mat 20:16
“So the last will be first, and the first last.” This sentence was spoken by Christ, not the landowner in the parable who had been speaking. Different scholars have put forth theories as to exactly what Christ meant by the sentence. We can pretty well rule out the idea that Christ is teaching that those who came early and worked hard would be “last” and those who came late and worked little would be first. That would contradict all the verses that teach about the great value of faithfulness.
This sentence is the original reading of Matthew 20:16 according to the oldest and best Greek manuscripts. A few manuscripts add “For many are called but few are chosen,” at the end, but that is almost certainly a scribal addition from Matthew 22:14. Older English versions, such as the King James (1611) and the Geneva Bible (1599) have the additional sentence, and the New King James Version, which was translated from the same manuscripts as the King James. But almost without exception, all modern Bibles omit the phrase. In the last couple of centuries, literally thousands of Greek manuscripts have been found, and there are now over 5,700 Greek manuscripts, almost all of them incomplete but still very helpful, from which scholars can work to get back to the original God-given text.
Mat 20:17
“And as Jesus was going up to Jerusalem.” Jesus knew he had to die in Jerusalem (Luke 13:33) and he knew he had to die as the true Passover Lamb (cf. John 1:29). The Jews in Jerusalem had been looking for a way to kill Jesus for months. Ever since Jesus had healed a lame man on the Sabbath at the Pool of Bethesda the Jews had been trying to kill him (John 5:16-18). That desire to kill Jesus only intensified as his ministry continued—e.g., when he came to Jerusalem for the Feast of Tabernacles (John 7:1, 14, 19-25); then at the Feast of Dedication (John 10:39); then when he raised Lazarus from the dead (John 11:53).
There was a bit of a cat-and-mouse game going on between Jesus and the religious leaders in Jerusalem because Jesus knew he had to die as the Passover Lamb, but how could he ensure that would happen at exactly the right time? So he would go to Jerusalem, stir up the religious leaders, then leave, then come back and things would get stirred up again. So for example, he came to Jerusalem for the Feast of Dedication (John 10:22), but after that, he left and went east of the Jordan River (John 10:40). Then he came back to the Jerusalem area when he raised Lazarus but he did not go into Jerusalem on that trip, he left the area after raising Lazarus (John 11:54). It was a genuine interplay between God and the forces of evil that eventually resulted in Jesus dying on the cross at exactly the right time, the same time as the Passover Lamb was killed in the Temple.
“he took the twelve disciples aside privately and said to them.” This record of Jesus telling the twelve apostles that he would be arrested and killed is in Matthew 20:17-19, Mark 10:32-34, and Luke 18:31-34.
Mat 20:18
“Pay attention!” The Greek word translated “pay attention” is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Mat 20:20
“the mother of the sons of Zebedee.” This record also occurs in Mark 10:35-45 (see commentary on Mark 10:35). The mother of James and John and the wife of Zebedee was named “Salome” (“Peaceful”). This can be determined by comparing Matthew 27:56 with Mark 15:40; 16:1-2. She witnessed the crucifixion (Mark 15:40) and was one of the women who brought spices on Sunday morning to anoint the body of Jesus (Mark 16:1). Many infer from John 19:25 that Salome was the sister of Mary, and that is likely true. We should note that the grammar of John 19:25 would allow for the possibility that Mary the wife of Clopas was Mary’s sister, but it seems that would not have been very likely because it is somewhat doubtful that parents would name two different daughters “Mary.”
“bowing down.” For more on bowing down, see commentary on Matthew 2:2.
Mat 20:22
“drink the cup.” “Drinking the cup” was a common idiom meaning to experience, whether that experience was good (cf. Ps. 16:5; 23:5; 116:13; Jer. 16:7) or bad (cf. Ps. 11:6; 75:8; Isa. 51:17; Jer. 25:15). Jesus spoke of the cup of his sufferings (Matt. 26:39, 42; Mark 14:36; Luke 22:42).
Mat 20:24
“angry.” The Greek word is aganakteō (#23 ἀγανακτέω), and it refers to being angry or displeased at a situation that is perceived to be unjust.
Mat 20:28
“life.” The Greek word is psuchē (#5590 ψυχή, pronounced psoo-'kay), often translated “soul.” The Greek word has a large number of meanings, including the physical life of a person or animal; an individual person; or attitudes, emotions, feelings, and thoughts. Here it refers to the physical life of the body, which is why most versions translate it “life,” which is accurate in this context. This verse is evidence that the soul does not continue on after the body dies. Jesus gave up his soul and died so that others could have life.
We must realize that Jesus gave up his soul, his life, as a ransom for many, meaning that his soul died. It had to. If Jesus did not really die, then he never actually paid the price for our sin, which is death. When God raised Jesus from the dead, his body was no longer powered by soul, but by spirit. There are many verses in the Bible that refer to the “soul” dying or being dead, although often psuchē is translated “life” in those verses, with the result that people reading the English Bible cannot see that the soul dies (cf. John 10:11, 15, 17; 13:37, 38; Acts 20:24; 27:10; 1 John 3:16; Rev. 8:9; 12:11; 16:3).
[For a more complete explanation of psuchē, “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’” For more on why Jesus, a human, could die for the sins of humankind, see commentary on Matt. 27:50.]
“ransom.” The Greek word is lutron (#3083 λύτρον, pronounced 'loo-tron). In Greek literature, the lutron, “ransom” was the price paid for the release of a slave or prisoner of war. See commentary on Mark 10:45.
Mat 20:29
“going out of Jericho.” This record occurs in Matthew 20:29-34, Mark 10:46-52 and Luke 18:35-43. The timing of the event in Matthew and Mark seems to contradict Luke 18:35-39, but they actually do not (see commentary on Luke 18:35).
Mat 20:30
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“Son of David.” A messianic title. It is not known how these men came to believe that Jesus was the Messiah, but they did. God reveals the truth to people who are humble and hungry for truth (see commentary on Matt. 1:1).
 
Matthew Chapter 21
Mat 21:1
“came to Bethphage, to the Mount of Olives.” Bethphage is on the east side of the Mount of Olives.
Mat 21:3
“The Lord has need of them.” Jesus needed them to fulfill the prophecy of Zechariah 9:9 (cf. Matt. 21:5)
“and he will immediately send them back here.” See commentary on Mark 11:3.
Mat 21:5
“Daughter Zion.” The phrase “daughter of Zion” is idiomatic for Zion itself, i.e., Jerusalem, and occurs many times in the Old Testament (see commentary on Isa. 1:8). Translating the Greek literally as “daughter of Zion” is confusing, because a “daughter of Zion” is a female descendant of Zion, whereas the idiomatic phrase refers to Zion as the daughter. Thus, the translation “Daughter Zion” more accurately communicates the meaning of the text. A number of modern versions use “Daughter Zion” (or “daughter Zion) (cf. CEB, CSB, NAB, NIV2011). When the 1984 NIV was updated in 2011, the translators changed the wording from “daughter of Zion” to “Daughter Zion.”
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Mat 21:7
“the donkey and her colt.” Much has been written about this, and some scholars have tried to make this into one animal, but the text clearly indicates two; a donkey and a colt. Piecing together the Gospel records indicates that Jesus sat on the colt, and it was so young that no one had ever ridden on it before (Mark 11:2). In the case of an animal that had never been ridden, it is wise to make sure that the animal will be as calm as possible, and that explains the second animal, the donkey. It seems the disciples, who lived in a culture in which it was common to ride donkeys, understood to bring the mother along with the colt, and Jesus sat on the colt, as Mark indicates.
“he sat on them.” Jesus sat on the garments, not on the two animals.
Mat 21:9
“Hosanna.” The people who were shouting praises to Jesus as he entered Jerusalem were for the most part not the same group as the group that shouted, “Crucify him” only a few days later. See commentary on Luke 23:21.
“Son of David.” A messianic title. These people assumed and asserted that Jesus was the Messiah and the true king of Israel (John 12:13) and the Messiah, the “Son of David,” (see commentary on Matt. 1:1).
“the Lord.” For more information on “the Lord” see commentary on Matthew 3:3.
Mat 21:12
“And Jesus went into the Temple.” The Greek manuscript evidence is divided between manuscripts that read “the temple of God,” and those that just read “the temple,” but the earlier manuscripts are shorter. Also, it seems that it would be much more likely that a scribe would add “of God” than delete the phrase if it were original. Thus it is most likely that the phrase “of God” was added by copyists. Also, the Hebrew gospel of Matthew reads, “the house of Yahweh,” using a scribal notation for the name Yahweh, and saying “house,” which was the standard Old Testament word for the Temple.
“and overturned the tables of the money changers.” The Gospel of Mark reveals that the overturning of the tables was the day after Jesus’ triumphal entry (cf. Mark 11:7-12). The Gospel of Matthew collapses the time in this account.
“doves.” See commentary on Mark 11:15.
Mat 21:15
“angry.” The Greek word is aganakteō (#23 ἀγανακτέω), and it refers to being angry or displeased at a situation that is perceived to be unjust.
Mat 21:16
“Out of the mouth of little children and nursing children you have brought forth praise.” In our modern world, “nursing children” are normally too young to praise God, but in the biblical world, it was common for a mother to nurse a baby until three years old or even older, and so nursing children could praise God. For the meaning “brought forth,” see Louw-Nida, and also the EDNT.
Mat 21:19
“a lone fig tree by the path.” This is an important addition because it tells us that the fig tree was not owned by anyone, but was public property. Jesus did not destroy private property.
“And immediately the fig tree withered.” The fig tree was a symbol of Israel, and the fact that Jesus cursed it was a foreshadowing of Israel’s eventual destruction (see commentary on Mark 11:20).
Mat 21:21
“trust.” To properly understand “trust” in this verse, see the commentary on 1 Corinthians 12:9, “trust.”
“this mountain.” Jesus was on the Mount of Olives, where both Bethany and Bethphage were.
“lifted up.” The Greek is airō (#142 αἴρω, pronounced 'eye-ro), and it is passive voice, imperative mood. Although it would be very literal to say, “Be taken up,” the imperative mood combined with the context, moving a mountain at your command, gives the sense that the mountain is being snatched up out of its place and thrown into the ocean.
“doubt.” See commentary on Mark 11:23.
Mat 21:25
“discussed it among themselves.” The Jewish rulers were lying to Jesus, and he knew it (cf. Matt. 21:32). John 2:25 says that Jesus knew what was in people. The Jews believed that John’s baptism was from man and had no divine authority whatsoever, but they would not say so publicly. This kind of thing goes on all the time in religion, business, and politics. People lie to get an advantage. That is why we have to be “wise as serpents” and walk by revelation if we are going to do well in the world.
Jesus did not want to answer the question that the Jews asked about where he got his authority. He knew they would only use the information against him. He also knew that if he asked them the right question, in this case about John, he could stop their attack, which is exactly what happened. We have to follow Jesus’ example and realize that many people will use what we say against us, so we have to rely on God to know what is really going on in the hearts of people and what we should or should not say.
Mat 21:27
“Then I will not tell you.” Jesus was not fooled by the Jews saying they did not know. They knew exactly what they believed, but those hypocrites and cowards were afraid to say it. Jesus had said if they would tell him about John’s baptism, he would tell them about the source of his authority. Since they would not tell him, he kept his word and would not tell them.
Mat 21:29
“changed his mind.” The Greek is metamelomai (#3338 μεταμέλομαι); but it is sometimes spelled with two “L”s and it has two distinct meanings in the NT: 1) to change one’s mind; and to regret; be ashamed over; feel remorse for, or 2) to reproach oneself for what one has done. It occurs six times in the NT: Matthew 21:29, 32; 27:3; 2 Corinthians 7:8 (twice); and Hebrews 7:21.
Mat 21:31
“and the prostitutes.” The prostitute Rahab (Josh. 2:1) is a wonderful example of a prostitute who had faith in God and eventually married into Israel.
Mat 21:33
“Listen to another parable.” This parable of the Greedy Farmers is in Matthew 21:33-46; Mark 12:1-12, and Luke 20:9-19. This parable is a clear reference to the parable of the vineyard in Isaiah 5:1-7, except in Isaiah the vineyard is itself Israel, and is wicked, while in Jesus’ parable the vineyard is God’s and it is the people who are hired to tend it who are evil. Jesus was using thinly veiled language to speak of the leaders of the Jews, who had been entrusted by God to take care of His vineyard, i.e., His people, but were evil. The Jews got his point (Matt. 21:45), and wanted to arrest him but were afraid of the people.
“and put a wall around it.” Farmers would surround their plots and vineyards with a short stone wall. Stones were abundant in Israel whereas wood and fence material was scarce and expensive to work into a proper fence. So culturally the man would have built a low stone wall around his vineyard (cf. Prov. 24:30-31).
Mat 21:42
“the cornerstone.” The quotation comes from Psalm 118:22. The Greek text literally reads, “the head of the corner,” not “the cornerstone.” However, the stone that is “the head of the corner” can be the cornerstone. However, the phrase “the head of the corner,” can refer to two different stones, the cornerstone and the capstone, and there is some discussion about what is meant. “The phrase ‘head of the corner’ can indicate one of the large stones near the foundations of a building which by their sheer size bind together two or more rows of stones,” or it can “refer to the final stone which completes an arch or is laid at the top corner of a building.”[footnoteRef:1119] [1119:  J. B. Taylor, “Cornerstone,” New Bible Dictionary, 228.] 

There is some scholarly discussion about which stone is meant, and it is even possible that Christ is thinking of both stones, because when he says, “the one who falls on this stone will be broken to pieces, but on whomever it falls it will grind to powder” (Matt. 21:44; cf. Luke 20:18), he seems to be referring to both stones. A person would fall on or stumble over the “cornerstone,” but the stone that could fall on someone and grind them to powder would be the capstone. Both the cornerstone and the capstone are important to the building and thus the analogy is that Christ, who was rejected, has become of supreme value. Translators can only pick one of the two words for their translation, and like most English versions, the REV has chosen “cornerstone” to be in the text.[footnoteRef:1120] [1120:  Taylor, New Bible Dictionary, 228.] 

Psalm 118:22 is very important in identifying Jesus Christ as the Messiah, and it is quoted or referred to six times in the New Testament (Matt. 21:42; Mark 12:10; Luke 20:17; Acts 4:11; 1 Pet. 2:4 and 2:7).
“the Lord.” The Shem Tov Hebrew manuscript has “Yahweh,” the personal name of God, and a rabbinic abbreviation for it appears in the Hebrew manuscript of Matthew as well as in the verses of the Old Testament that Matthew quoted. There is evidence that Matthew wrote his gospel in Hebrew and used the name Yahweh (see commentary on Matt. 3:3).
 
Matthew Chapter 22
Mat 22:2
“a wedding feast for his son.” This is a parable, but it is very accurate in its details and fits well with the Jewish expectation of a great feast, based on Isaiah 25:6. The king is God. The servants who go out and proclaim the coming feast are God’s servants, most specifically in the context of the Old Testament, God’s prophets. Those who had been specifically invited, in the context of the parable, are the Jews. The sumptuousness of the feast, including the oxen and fatted cattle, fits with the Old Testament prophecy that there would be the best of meat and the finest of wine (Isa. 25:6 NIV). That those who had been invited ignored the invitation and even abused the king’s servants fits exactly with how Israel responded to the prophets’ calls for repentance and obedience. That the king then kills those who had been invited fits with the fate of the wicked—destruction in the Lake of Fire, and that the king would invite and accept any who would come fits with the invitation of God that anyone can be saved if they will humble themselves and obey Him, which today means accepting Jesus Christ, the King’s Son, as Lord (Rom. 10:9).
[For more on the “king,” “landowner,” “ruler,” or “man” in Christ’s parables being God, see commentary on Luke 15:11. For more on Christ ruling the earth in the future, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on the feast in the Messianic Kingdom, see commentary on Matt. 8:11.]
Mat 22:4
“Look” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Mat 22:10
“both wicked and good.” Although the use of “wicked” can be general and some of the people who respond to God’s call to be saved are not society’s best people, in the context of the king (God) inviting the Jews to His banquet and them refusing, He invited the Gentiles. The Gentiles were considered unclean and wicked by the Jews because they had many practices, like eating meat with blood in it, or eating pork, or many of the sexual practices in Roman society that were considered “wicked.” Yet we learn from Jesus’ teaching that many people will come from the north and south and east and west—the Gentiles—and eat at the banquet with Abraham, and the Jews, the “sons of the kingdom,” will not be allowed in (cf. Matt. 8:11-12; Luke 13:22-30).
Mat 22:11
“had not been clothed.” In this case, it is important to translate the text in a way that brings out the force of the verb and provides the best understanding of the parable that Jesus is telling. The verb is a passive perfect participle. Although the form of the Greek verb is such that it can be read as either middle voice or passive voice, in this context it is best understood as a passive voice verb, showing that the man had not let himself be clothed in wedding clothes by the king’s attendant.[footnoteRef:1121] [1121:  Cf. R. C. H. Lenski, St. Matthew’s Gospel, 864.] 

The parable is about the Kingdom of Heaven and being clothed with “wedding clothes,” that is, garments appropriate for being saved and being at the wedding banquet of the Lamb. But no one can clothe themselves with righteousness or salvation to the end that they have everlasting life. To have everlasting life and be at the wedding banquet of the Lamb, each person must let themselves be clothed by God in the garments of righteousness and salvation that He provides.
Mat 22:12
“Friend.” The Greek word translated “friend” is hetairos (#2083 ἑταῖρος), and although it means “friend, companion, mate, partner,” that is not really its meaning in this context. The king did not know the man; hetairos is “a general form of address to someone whose name one does not know.”[footnoteRef:1122] So by addressing the man as hetairos (“friend”), the king was being polite and friendly, instead of saying something much more crass such as “Hey you!” [1122:  BDAG, s.v. “ἑταῖρος.”] 

“without wedding clothes.” The man at the king’s banquet did not have a wedding garment, but how could he be expected to have one? The king’s servants had gone out and rounded up people—“both wicked and good”—who happened to be out on the roads, (Matt. 22:10). Some commentators suggest that the people had time to go home and change clothes, but generally the kind of people who were on the street did not have nice clothing (cf. Matt. 11:8). Many people in the biblical culture were poor, and it was common for them to only own one set of clothing (cf. Deut. 24:10-12).
The answer to the problem of the man not having wedding clothing is partially given in Matthew 22:11: the man had refused to be clothed in wedding garments by the king’s attendants when he entered the wedding—he had not allowed himself to be clothed (see commentary on Matt. 22:11). The man had the opportunity to be clothed in wedding garments but had refused them, and that is why he was speechless when the king questioned him. He had no excuse other than his own pride and his arrogant belief that what he was wearing was good enough for the banquet.
Commentators often point out that there is no verse that says the attendants were offering wedding garments to guests, but things that were common in the culture or obvious in the context are often not mentioned in the biblical record. There are many reasons for believing that the king would have provided wedding clothes to his guests. Matthew 22:11 indicates the people were offered clothing. The man had no excuse for not having a wedding garment. Most of the people the king invited did not have clothing suitable for a king’s wedding, so the garments would have had to have been provided. The king expected the people present to be wearing wedding clothing. Also, the parable illustrates salvation, and it is King God who by grace provides the “clothing,” the righteousness and salvation, that enables believers to have everlasting life.
Also, there are verses in the Bible that indicate that proper clothing was provided for special occasions (2 Kings 10:22; Isa. 61:10; Rev. 19:7-8). Furthermore, there is some external evidence from ancient historical records that monarchs sometimes gave clothing to wear to people whom they had invited to their events.
The most important evidence that the king provided the wedding garments for the guests is the fact that the wedding garments were part of a parable that Jesus was telling about the Kingdom of Heaven. When Jesus told parables, he was careful to include things from the culture that would make the parable effective. If kings and nobles did not occasionally provide garments for their guests, then that part of his parable would have been so removed from reality that the parable would have lost much of its effectiveness because his listeners would have been confused about what Jesus was trying to tell them.
When it comes to entering the Kingdom—which means having everlasting life—no one can enter it on their own merits, “clothed in their own righteousness.” No one is righteous enough to enter without the grace of God covering them with a robe of righteousness and garments of salvation (Isa. 61:10).
In Jesus’ parable, the king who threw the banquet is God. The wedding banquet is the banquet that will occur in Christ’s future kingdom on earth (Isa. 25:6; Matt. 8:11; Rev. 19:9). The wedding garments are the righteousness and salvation that God provides by grace to everyone who will accept them. The ones who were initially invited to the wedding feast but would not come are God’s chosen people, the Jews. The slaves who went out to invite the guests were the prophets and others who brought the good news of salvation to the people. The ones who are gathered in from off the street are the Gentiles, who the Jews thought of as unclean and unworthy of everlasting life (cf. Matt. 8:11-12). The man who was not wearing a wedding garment and thought he could enter the banquet without it represents those who think they are worthy of everlasting life on their own merits and arrogantly reject God’s righteousness. The darkness outside the banquet is the darkness of the Lake of Fire and death, which is where everyone not found worthy of everlasting life is thrown (Rev. 20:11-15).
Jesus’ parable is about God’s grace and people’s personal responsibility. God graciously offers a great banquet and everlasting life to anyone who will humbly accept them. Then people individually choose whether or not to accept God’s invitation. Those who accept are granted everlasting life, while those who do not accept have no excuse except their own pride, and will come to a dark end. Sadly, when the people who have rejected God realize they have chosen death over life, they will sob and gnash their teeth, but to no avail; they made their choice and God will honor it.
[For more about the future Kingdom of Christ on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Mat 22:13
“sobbing and gnashing of teeth.” The mention of sobbing and gnashing of teeth occurs seven times in the Bible (Matt. 8:12; 13:42, 50; 22:13; 24:51; 25:30; Luke 13:28). All of these occurrences are in the Gospels. There is only one future Messianic Kingdom, and it fills the whole earth. The unsaved are not part of that Kingdom but are thrown into the Lake of Fire where there is sobbing and gnashing of teeth (Rev. 20:13-15).
[For a more complete explanation of the sobbing and gnashing of teeth, see commentary on Matt. 8:12.]
Mat 22:14
“For many are called, but few are chosen.” This verse is quoted as if God was the one who did the choosing, but in fact, it is solid evidence that God chooses those who first choose Him. We cannot ignore the parable and just interpret the conclusion like we want to. In the parable, the king invited people to the feast, but the first people who were invited “did not want to come” (Matt. 22:3). Then the king sent more people to invite them again, but they “paid no attention” (Matt. 22:5). Worse, they not only declined the king’s invitation, they mistreated the servants who were sent to invite them (Matt. 22:6). So the king invited others and they came to the feast (Matt. 22:10). Thus it is clear that the “chosen” are “chosen” because, as well as God choosing them, they chose God.
Mat 22:15
“to entrap him in his words.” The record of the trap about paying taxes is recorded in Matthew 22:15-22; Mark 12:13-17, and Luke 20:20-25.
Mat 22:16
“because you do not show favoritism.” The Greek text is idiomatic, see commentary on Mark 12:14.
Mat 22:17
“census tax.” The Greek word is kēnsos (#2778 κῆνσος). In the NT it referred to the tax or tribute levied on individuals, and it was to be paid yearly. See commentary on Mark 12:14.
Mat 22:19
“census tax.” The Greek word is kēnsos (#2778 κῆνσος). In the NT it referred to the tax or tribute levied on individuals, and it was to be paid yearly. See commentary on Mark 12:14.
Mat 22:23
“who say that there is no resurrection.” At the time of Christ, the High Priest and the majority of the Sanhedrin, the Jewish ruling council in Jerusalem, were Sadducees. The Sadducees denied the legitimacy of the “oral law,” and for the most part saw themselves as drawing their beliefs directly from the Torah, the five books of Moses (Genesis-Deuteronomy). On that basis, they denied the resurrection from the dead, and believed that both the body and soul of a person died and were gone forever. For the Sadducees, there was no Messianic Hope promised by God. There is evidence that because the Sadducees believed that they had no life but their one life, they tried to capitalize on every advantage they could in this life, which, as one can imagine, led to stretching moral boundaries to the breaking point. Thus the Roman guard could tell the priests that an angel had rolled back the stone of Jesus’ tomb and that Jesus had risen from the dead, and the priests, rather than say they were wrong about Jesus and jeopardize their position of power, bribed the guards to say Jesus’ disciples stole his body. The Old Testament has a number of verses about God raising the dead in the future (cf. Deut. 32:39; Job. 19:25-27; Ps. 71:20; Isa. 26:19; 66:14; Ezek. 37:12-14; Dan. 12:2, 13; and Hos. 13:14).
Mat 22:25
“Now there were with us seven brothers.” The Sadducees cite this as if it were a real case, and it probably was. Jesus did not try to refute their example. If there was one woman married to two brothers, that would have been good enough to make their case, but the Sadducees had a more involved example, so they used it.
Mat 22:29
“You are in error.” You are mistaken. Lenski asserts that the verb may be taken in a middle sense, “you are deceiving yourselves,” and he may be right.[footnoteRef:1123] [1123:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. Matthew’s Gospel, 871.] 

“because you do not know the Scriptures.” The word “know” is a participle in the Greek, eidotes (#1492 εἰδότες, knowing) and in this context has a causal sense: “because you do not know” (cf. CEB, HCSB, NAB, NET, NIV, NRSV). To make their argument, the Sadducees were unknowingly misusing Moses’ teaching on what came to be called the “Levirate Law;” that if a man died, his brother would marry the widow and have children by her to preserve the name of the brother (Deut. 25:5-10). There is no reason to assume conditions on earth in the resurrection will be the same as they are in this life. Moses certainly did not teach that they were, so the Sadducees were taking a liberty with the text that had no foundation in truth. Furthermore, the Scriptures clearly teach a resurrection from the dead (Matt. 22:30-32). Even though the Sadducees only take the Torah (Genesis-Deut.) as authoritative, there is certainly an afterlife implied in the Torah. Abraham believed God would raise Isaac from the dead, for example. Moses knew there was a book of life (Exod. 32:32). Furthermore, Job, who lived around the time of Abraham, certainly knew about it (Job 19:25ff). Besides, the Sadducees were in error in rejecting the Word of God spoken through the prophets, saying it was not Scripture.
“or the power of God.” In denying the resurrection from the dead, the Sadducees denied the power of God. Furthermore, God is not only able to raise dead people to the state they were before, i.e., living, it is in His power to raise them such that they will be different from how they were on earth. On earth, we have a need for children and families, but that may not be the case in the next life. Our fleshly bodies will change. “…the doctrine of the future state was there [in the Scripture], and the Sadducees should have believed it as it was, and not have added the absurd doctrine to it that men must live there as they do here. The way in which the enemies of the truth often attempt to make a doctrine of the Bible ridiculous is by adding to it, and then calling it absurd.”[footnoteRef:1124] [1124:  Barnes’ Notes on Matt. 22:29.] 

Mat 22:30
“neither marry nor are given in marriage.” This phrase exactly represents the biblical culture. Men marry, while women are “given in marriage.”
“but are as the angels in heaven.” The assumption is that angels do not marry and have families. That will be the case with us in the next life. There are some important things to pay attention to in this verse. One is that Jesus said we will be like the angels, not that we become angels. There are people who believe when a believer dies, he or she goes to heaven and becomes an angel. That is not the case. Dead believers do not become angels. The context of this section is marriage, and when it comes to marriage, resurrected believers will be like angels in that they do not marry.
Also, this verse comes as close as any to addressing the question about whether or not there will be sexual intercourse in the next life, but it does not settle the issue completely. It is possible but unlikely that angels have sexual intercourse. There is no indication in Scripture that angels participate in sexual intercourse with each other, even though there are both male and female spirit beings in the Bible (cf. Zech. 5:9). The most likely case is that human sexual drive was given by God to ensure the future of the race, and that there will be no sexual drive in our new bodies. Without any sexual drive or desire, there would be little point to sexual intercourse. It is true that sexual intercourse is exciting and fulfilling here on earth, but again, that is most likely God’s design for life here and now so that the human race would continue.
Many people ask about the nature of personal relationships in the next life: for example, will people in a wonderful marriage still be friends even if they are not married? In the next life, we will know the people we knew in this life. Just as Jesus came back from the dead in his new body and knew everyone he had known on earth, we are promised that in our new bodies, “I will know fully just as also I was fully known” (1 Cor. 13:12).
However, the kind of relationships people who were married on earth will have in the future is not answered in the Bible beyond it simply saying that people who are married on earth will not be married in the next life. One likely reason for that is that relationships are complex. For example, the woman the Sadducees were using as an example had been married to seven different men (Matt. 22:25-28). It is probable that she liked or even loved some of them, and just as probable that she did not like others but married them out of duty to the Mosaic Law (Deut. 25:5-10).
Marriages on earth are very complex: some are wonderful relationships; some are a continual battle, often including adultery and even occasionally murdering the spouse; some people marry multiple times; and there are many other permutations of the marriage relationship. Some people would love for their marriage to continue as a friendship in the next life while other people would not even want to be friends with the person they had been married to. Given all that, we can see why God does not give us a better glimpse of the next life—it would just lead to more questions. On the other hand, the Bible does promise happiness and joy in the next life, so there is some reason to believe that people who have had horrible relationships will be delivered from those, while people who have been in wonderful relationships might well have those relationships continue. Thankfully, because God is a Father and a God who loves family, and because He does promise joy in the next life, no matter what our relationships are on earth, we can look forward to joyful ones in the next life.
Mat 22:32
“I am the God of Abraham, and the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob.” Jesus uses this verse to show that the Torah teaches a resurrection from the dead. God did not say that He “had been” the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, but rather that He was the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. That is, He was still their God, and would actively be so when they were raised from the dead. Some would say that the present tense of the verb proves that Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob were alive in heaven at that time (and now), but the context is clearly “the resurrection,” (used four times in the context: Matt. 22:23, 28, 30, 31).
“God is not the God of the dead, but of the living.” The Greek word translated “living” is a participle, and in this context, the participle is not defining a current state of being, but rather a state of being that has occurred or will occur at some point in time. In this case, the dead people are not “living” now, but because God is the God of the living, He is saying that the people will be alive in the future. In the future, at the resurrection of the dead, dead people will hear the voice of the Son of God and be resurrected in a physical body just like Christ had a physical body (John 5:25-29; Luke 24:39; 1 John 3:2; Phil. 3:21). Jesus used the example of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob to prove that God would raise the dead because if those men were dead and gone forever, God would not say He was their God, He would say He had been their God.
The noted New Testament scholar, N.T. Wright, wrote about this record of Jesus and the Sadducees discussing resurrection, which occurs in Matthew, Mark, and Luke. Concerning what Christ taught, Wright wrote, “People are easily confused here. I frequently hear ‘resurrection’ used to mean simply ‘life after death’; and since many imagine life after death taking place in a disembodied state called ‘heaven’ where (among other things) angels may be found, they understand a passage like this to be saying after death you will go to heaven, and be a disembodied spirit like an angel—and that will be resurrection. That is precisely what this passage, and the New Testament teaching about resurrection in general, does not mean. The whole point of the Jewish doctrine of resurrection was that it meant a new embodied life, a life that would be given at some future date…. Saying that the resurrected dead will be ‘like angels in heaven’ does not mean they will be like them in all respects, including disembodiment. They are like angels in this respect only: that they will not marry. This is Jesus’ first point: resurrection, which he affirms, will not simply reproduce every aspect of our present humanity. It will be a recognizable and reembodied human existence…. Second, Jesus finds a passage at the heart of the Pentateuch, acknowledged by the Sadducees as authoritative, which, he claims, demonstrates that the dead will indeed be raised. When God meets Moses at the burning bush, he introduces himself as Abraham’s God, Isaac’s God and Jacob’s God. If this is how God chooses to reveal himself, argues Jesus, it cannot be the case that the patriarchs are dead and gone for ever. This again can be misunderstood. Jesus is not simply saying that Abraham, Isaac and Jacob are still alive in the presence of God, and that their present afterlife is what is meant by ‘resurrection’. Everybody knew that Abraham, Isaac and Jacob had not yet been raised from the dead. The point is precisely that they are ‘dead’ at present, but that since God desires to be known as their God he must be intending to raise them from death in the future. ‘Resurrection’, in other words, is not another, somewhat nicer, description of ‘being dead’. It is the reversal of death, the gift of a new body to enjoy life in God’s new world.”[footnoteRef:1125] [1125:  N.T. Wright, Mark for Everyone, 167-69.] 

[For more about dead people being dead in every respect and not alive until the resurrection, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.”]
Mat 22:35
“testing him.” The Greek word translated “testing” is peirazō (#3985 πειράζω, pronounced pay-'ra-zō), which can mean to tempt or to test. In this case, “test” is better. Behind this question by the Pharisee was a swirling undercurrent of group rivalry coupled with suspicion about Jesus. The Sadducees and Pharisees differed greatly about what were the commandments in the Law. The Sadducees only accepted commandments in the five books of Moses, while the Pharisees thought there were many more. Thus, when the Pharisees heard that Jesus had silenced the Sadducees, they were looking for even more ammunition against them, and would have been happy to have more to hold against Jesus as well. Thus they wanted to see what this young Rabbi from the Galilee could add to the ongoing debate about the commandments.
Mat 22:37
“Love.” This is an instance of the verb “love,” agapaō, (#25 ἀγαπάω) being in the future tense and the indicative mood but being used idiomatically as a present imperative.[footnoteRef:1126] Given the imperative mood of “love,” it would be quite correct to translate this verse: “You must love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind.” (cf. this command in Mark 12:30 and see commentary on Mark 12:30). [1126:  See Robertson, Grammar, 330.] 

“the Lord.” The Hebrew text reads “Yahweh,” which is the personal name of God, and a rabbinic abbreviation for it appears in the Hebrew manuscript of Matthew as well as in the verses of the Old Testament that Matthew quoted. There is evidence that Matthew wrote his Gospel in Hebrew and used the name Yahweh (see commentary on Matt. 3:3).
“soul.” The Greek word often translated “soul” is psuchē (#5590 ψυχή, pronounced psoo-'kay), and it has a large number of meanings, including the physical life of a person or animal; an individual person; and attitudes, emotions, feelings, and thoughts. Here psuchē is used very broadly, but certainly includes the attitude, feelings, and emotions of the person himself.
[For a more complete explanation of “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
Mat 22:38
“most important.” In this context, “most important” is literally “first” but means “first place” not “first in order.” See commentary on Mark 12:28.
Mat 22:39
“neighbor.” On who is our neighbor, see commentary on Luke 10:27.
Mat 22:40
“hang.” After speaking about love, Jesus said, “On these two commandments hang all the law and the prophets” (Matt. 22:40 KJV). An essential part of every biblical household were the pegs in the walls and posts from which things could be hung. Even tents sometimes had pegs in the tent poles, or at least some kind of hook tied to the tent poles so that clothes and other items could be kept in order and off the ground.
It was important that pegs for hanging things were made of good solid wood so that they would be sturdy and not break off. Wood from vines, for example, was not good for pegs, as we learn in Ezekiel. God asked Ezekiel, “Is wood ever taken from it [a vine] to make anything useful? Do they make pegs from it to hang things on?” (Ezek. 15:3 NIV). The expected answer was “No, they do not.” A peg made from the wood of a vine would break when something heavy was hung from it. In Isaiah 22, God said He would remove Shebna, the steward in charge of Hezekiah’s palace, and replace him with Eliakim. Shebna had been a disappointment, but God said that He would make Eliakim like a firm peg, so firm that all the glory of his family could hang from him. “I will fasten him [Eliakim] like a peg in a sure place. He will be for a throne of glory to his father’s house. They will hang on him all the glory of his father’s house, the offspring and the issue, every small vessel from the cups even to all the pitchers.” (Isa. 22:23-24).
Sadly, Eliakim was human, and eventually was not able to perform his duties, and even though he had once been a firm peg, he was broken off and what he supported was destroyed. “…the peg that was driven into a firm place [Eliakim] will give way, be cut off, and fall, and the load on it will be destroyed” (Isa. 22:25 HCSB). The word “destroyed” is accurate because many different things were hung from pegs, and it was common that when a peg broke holding a clay jar, or a skin of wine or milk, the load was destroyed.
Psalms speaks of a wineskin being hung from a peg. People hung their wineskins from pegs to keep them from being accidentally kicked, and also because they were less likely to spill when hung. “Though I am like a wineskin in the smoke, I do not forget your decrees” (Psalm 119:83 NIV). The wineskin was “in the smoke” because in the biblical era common houses did not have chimneys. If a fire was built in a house, for warmth and/or to cook, it was usually built in the middle of the room. The room would fill with smoke, but since people sat, ate, and slept on the floor, the really thick smoke usually stayed above them. In contrast, the poor wineskin was hung on a peg up in the thick smoke. What a wonderful Psalm! The psalmist says that even if he feels like a wineskin in the smoke, neglected, and in a difficult situation, he would not forget God’s decrees and laws.
Wall pegs were vital to ancient living. They gave order and organization to the ancient household and held clothes, water jars, and other things that were essential to life. Thus it is not surprising that one of the many names of Jesus Christ is “the tent peg.” Zechariah 10:4 has three of the names of Jesus, the “cornerstone,” the “tent peg,” and the “battle bow.” “From Judah will come the cornerstone, from him the tent peg, from him the battle bow, from him every ruler” (Zechariah 10:4 NIV). Calling Jesus Christ “the tent peg” shows how essential he is to the organization of our lives. He does much more than give us everlasting life. He organizes our lives in a meaningful way, does a lot to keep us out of the dirt of life, and helps keep us from some of the kicks and bumps of life. In return, we should realize that we are hung up for all to see, and like a nice piece of clothing on a peg reflects the wealth and value of the household, we can reflect the glory of Christ to those around us.
In Matthew 22:40 Jesus is using a very familiar scene in every home, and even in tents, of a peg or nail from which were hung wineskins and many other valuable things. In a very real sense, as a wineskin or article of clothing hangs from a peg and depends on the peg to keep it orderly and effective, the laws and commandments depend on love for God and love for mankind to be truly orderly and effective. It helps us understand how love is the peg that keeps the commandments orderly if we remember that the Hebrew word “torah” does not mean “law,” but “instruction.” Most of the “laws” in the Law of Moses are individual commands, certainly, but more than that, they are examples that serve as guides for us from which to build godly rules and laws to govern our society. For example, the Law tells us what to do if a person’s ox gores a person (Exod. 21:28-32), but does not tell us what to do about other animals that might be dangerous. We are to understand that the rules about oxen are “instruction” that we then use to build other, similar righteous rules and laws.
One of Jesus’ complaints about the rules the religious leaders had put in place was that they did not properly apply the instruction of the Torah when making up their rules. So, for example, they realized a person could pull an animal out of a ditch on the Sabbath, but believed that healing a human being on the Sabbath was breaking the Sabbath (Luke 13:14; 14:3-6). Similarly, the Jews wrongly thought that the message of Torah was to withdraw from sinners, while Jesus properly understood Torah and spent time with them. When questioned about it, he said to them, “Go and learn what this means: ‘I desire mercy, not sacrifice.’”
With the above background about tent pegs, we are now able to see the wonderful point Jesus was making when he spoke of the law and commandments hanging from love. He was speaking to the Pharisees, who were trying to trap him in his words (Matt. 22:15). One of them asked him which was the greatest commandment in the Law, to which he answered, love God with all your heart, soul, and mind; and love your neighbor like yourself. Then Jesus added, “On these two commandments hang all the law and the prophets” (Matt. 22:40 KJV). Jesus was making the point that loving God and loving our neighbor are like a great peg in God’s house that give order and meaning to the rest of His commandments. Without love, the commandments lie broken, or in a disorganized heap, on the muddy floor, not able to profit us or others. Without love, the commandments are just heartless demands, but with love, they become the godly fabric upon which a godly society can be built. This should have been a huge lesson to the Pharisees, who were very particular about keeping the fine points of the Law, but often did so without love. Let us not be like the Pharisees, but instead let us understand the point that Jesus was making, that love is the essential peg from which every commandment hangs, and that gives order and meaning to the commandments.
As a final comment, we should point out that the REV and the King James Version give us the correct and literal rendering of the Greek text by using the word “hang.” However, most Christians do not understand the common illustration that Jesus was making by comparing love to a great wall peg, so modern versions such as the HCSB, ESV, NASB, NET, and NIV, say “depend” instead of “hang.” While “depend” gets the general sense of “hang,” some of the depth of what Jesus was saying is lost.
Mat 22:42
“The son of David.” “The Son of David” was a messianic title, as we see here (see commentary on Matt. 1:1).
Mat 22:43
“spirit.” It is very hard to tell whether it is more proper to say “Spirit” referring to God, or “spirit” referring to God’s gift of holy spirit when translating this verse. The Greek had no such problem because every letter was either capital (in uncial manuscripts) or lowercase (in minuscule manuscripts). God works seamlessly with people through the agency of His gift of holy spirit, which He puts upon people (and now is born and sealed inside people; Eph. 1:13-14). It was God who originated the words David spoke, but like any prophet, he spoke them because he was energized by way of the gift of holy spirit that was upon him (cf. 1 Sam. 16:13). We used “spirit” here, knowing that the English “spirit” limits what actually transpired to the gift of holy spirit upon David energizing him, but knowing that the educated Christian knows that the gift of holy spirit never acts on its own, but is energized by God. (Cf. Mark 12:36; Acts 1:16; 4:25, which are the other times when David is said to speak by spirit).
It seems in keeping with the flow of the context and standard OT usage that Jesus is saying that David was speaking “by” (or “in association with”) the gift of God. In other words, it seems more likely that Jesus is saying David is speaking by the spirit of God (i.e., not on his own) than saying that he was speaking, being directed by God Himself, although it may well be that is indeed the emphasis here; it is very hard to tell, and it bears repeating that the original text did not make a difference between spirit and Spirit. Also adding weight to the fact that this is likely a reference to the gift, not the Giver (God) is the fact that ἐν πνεύματι is clearly used of the gift of God in other places (cf. Matt. 3:11; Mark 1:8; Luke 3:16; 11:13; John 1:33; Acts 11:16; Rom. 9:1; 14:17; 15:16; 1 Cor. 12:3; 1 Thess. 1:5; Jude 1:20), but not once clearly used with God Himself.
The Old Testament context of speaking out in prophecy because a person has the spirit of God upon them is well established (and “upon,” as per the KJV, is a good rendition of the Hebrew and very accurate, in contrast to some modern versions). Many people spoke or acted prophetically when the spirit came upon them (cf. Num. 11:17, 24, 25; 24:2; Judg. 3:10; 1 Sam. 10:6, 10; 1 Chron. 12:18; 2 Chron. 15:1; 24:20). That would make this verse in Matthew similar, and show David to be following in that prophetic pattern.
The REV has “by the spirit,” adding the word “the” even though the Greek text does not have it. The Greek reads en pneuma (“in spirit;” ἐν πνεύματι), but the definite article is not needed in prepositional phrases to make the noun definite. Daniel Wallace writes: “There is no need for the article to be used to make the object of a preposition definite. ...This is recognized by most grammarians.”[footnoteRef:1127] Thus, when prepositions such as en, dia, or hupo are used before the noun pneuma, as occurs here in Matthew, the noun can either be definite (i.e., “the pneuma”) or indefinite (i.e., “pneuma”) depending on the context or what reads most smoothly in English, because sometimes “the” just refers to “the” spirit in the context or the spirit that is commonly known. [1127:  Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics, 247.] 

Mat 22:44
“The Lord said to my Lord.” This is quoted by Jesus in Matthew 22:44; Mark 12:36, and Luke 20:42-43. The Hebrew text reads, “Yahweh said to adōni [translated “my lord], “Sit at my right hand until I make your enemies a footstool for your feet.”
This is a very important verse showing that Jesus Christ is not God, but a fully human servant of God. To see that, however, we must understand the use of “Lord” in this verse. Trinitarian commentators sometimes argue that “my Lord” in this verse is another name for God, and is, therefore, proof of the divinity of the Messiah. However, that is incorrect. Actually, this verse is one of the great proofs of the complete humanity of the promised Messiah.
In all languages, words are built from root words, and the meaning of the inflected word can sometimes be quite different from the meaning of the root. Psalm 110:1 is an example of the root word, which means “lord,” taking on a more specific meaning when it is inflected, and we need to understand that meaning to understand this verse.
The root word of the word “lord” in Psalm 110:1 is adōn, which means “Lord or lord,” and can refer to a human lord or God (#0113 אָדוֹן, pronounced ah-'dōn, and sometimes shortened to אָדֹן). When the root word adōn is inflected to adōnay, it refers to God. (#0136 אֲדֹנָי, usually spelled out as adōnay or adōnai and usually pronounced either ah-doe-'nay or ah-doe-'nigh).
In stark contrast, however, when the root word adōn is inflected to adōni, it refers to a human or angelic lord (#0113 אֲדֹנִי, pronounced ah-doe-'nee). The “i” ending is possessive in Hebrew, and thus is usually translated “my.” Some examples will help us understand this: El is a name of God, so Eli (pronounced El-'ee) is “my God” (cf. Matt. 27:46). Ab or abba is “Father,” so abi (ab-eeˈ) is “my father.” The name Abimelech (pronounced Ab-ee-'mel-ek) is a compound word from abi, “my father” and melek, king, and meant, “my father is king” (cf. Judg. 8:31). Similarly then, adōn is “Lord,” and adōni is “my Lord,” and that designation was never used of God; instead, the Hebrew uses adōnay for God.
What people who study the Bible must understand is that most Hebrew-English concordances and lexicons, for example, Young’s Concordance or Strong’s Concordance, give only root words, not the word that actually occurs in the Hebrew text. Even most computer-based research programs give the root word when you mouse over “lord” in Psalm 110:1. The roots can be confusing, and we have sometimes discovered that even the same research tools assign different Strong’s numbers for these words, making exacting study using English resources sometimes quite difficult. This is one reason why biblical research done by people using only tools such as a Strong’s Concordance is limited, and people who genuinely want to do serious research into the text of Scripture must understand, not just the root words, but the inflected forms of the words and the impact those infections have on the translation of the Bible.
Adōni is always used in Scripture to describe human masters and lords, but never God. Buzzard and Hunting write:
Psalm 110:1 provides a major key to understanding who Jesus is. The Hebrew Bible carefully distinguishes the divine title, adōnai, the Supreme Lord, from adōni, the form of address appropriate to human and angelic superiors. Adōni, “my lord,” “my master,” on no occasion refers to the deity. Adonai, on the other hand is the special form of adōn, lord, reserved for address to the One God only.[footnoteRef:1128] [1128:  Buzzard and Hunting, The Doctrine of the Trinity, Christianity’s Self-inflicted Wound, 49-50.] 

The difference between adōn (the root word), adōni (“lord,” always used of men or angels), and adōnai (which is almost always used of God) is critical to the understanding of Psalm 110:1. The Dictionary of Old Testament Words by Aaron Pick makes a difference between adōnay and adōni, saying that adōni was “applied to man.”[footnoteRef:1129] The Hebrew Lexicon by Brown, Driver, and Briggs (BDB), considered by many to be the best available, makes the distinction between these words, and says that adōni “refers to human superiors.” The BDB lexicon points out that the following people were among those called “lord.” A master (Exod. 21:5); a husband (Gen. 18:12); a prophet (1 Kings 18:7 and 18:13); a prince (Gen. 42:10; 43:20); a king (1 Sam. 22:12); a father (Gen. 31:35); Moses (Num. 11:28; 12:11); a priest (1 Sam. 1:15 and 1:26); a theophanic angel (i.e., an angel representing God; Josh. 5:14; Judg. 6:13); a captain (2 Sam. 11:11); and adōni was used for general recognition of superiority: Genesis 24:18; Ruth 2:13. [1129:  Aaron Pick, Dictionary of Old Testament Words, s.v. “Lord, my,” 247.] 

The fact that the Hebrew text uses the word adōni of the Messiah in Psalm 110 is very strong proof that he is not God. If the Messiah was to be God, then the word adōnai would have been used.
Psalm 110 is a Messianic and prophetic psalm in which God gave David a vision of the future, when God and the Messiah speak about what the Messiah will accomplish. The fact that David does not call both God and the Messiah his “Lord,” but carefully words what he says such that Yahweh maintains His elevated position while the Messiah, God’s “right-hand man,” is seen as David’s “lord.” If God and Christ were both God and were co-equal and co-eternal, as the Trinity states, then Psalm 110:1 fails to recognize that equality, or even that Yahweh and the Messiah are both God. Quite the opposite! The Messiah, David’s adōni, is seen to be distinct from, and lesser than, Yahweh.
[For more information, see Word Study: “Lord.”]
One of the clearest proofs that there is no Trinity is that neither Jesus nor the apostles ever taught it. Psalm 110:1 is just one of many verses that were reasons the Jews were expecting a human Messiah. The ancient Jews had a lot of expectations about their Messiah that were based on Scripture. The Jews worshiped one God (Deut. 6:4), and never considered there to be a Trinity. Similarly, the Messiah the Jews were expecting was to be a real human, not a God-man. He was to be a descendant of Eve (Gen. 3:15), a descendant of Abraham (Gen. 22:18), from the tribe of Judah (Gen. 49:10); and a descendant of David (2 Sam. 7:12, 13; Isa. 11:1). He was to be a “lord” under Yahweh (Ps. 110:1) and a servant of Yahweh (Isa. 42:1-7), but he was to be able to draw near to Yahweh (Jer. 30:21). He was to be a Jew, “one of their own” (Jer. 30:21), and he was to be born in Bethlehem (Mic. 5:2).
Since the Jews were expecting a human Messiah and did not think of “the Holy Spirit” as a “Person,” if the doctrine of the Trinity was true and was to be believed, someone, ostensibly the Messiah himself, had to teach it. But he never did. While there are a few verses where Jesus said things that modern Trinitarians say mean he was God, each of those can also be interpreted from the perspective that Jesus was not God, and many biblical Unitarian scholars have demonstrated that in their writings. Meanwhile, the vast preponderance of New Testament verses are Jesus or the New Testament authors showing that Jesus was sent by God and did God’s will, not his own. Jesus quoted the Shema (Deut. 6:4), that there was only one God, to Jews who would have taken what he said at face value. Jesus did not take the opportunity—ever!—to teach what modern Trinitarians say is the foundation of the Christian Faith: that the Father is God, the Son is God, and the Holy Spirit is God, and together the three Persons make One God. Why not? The most logical explanation is that there is no Trinity
[For more information see, One God & One Lord: Reconsidering the Cornerstone of the Christian Faith, by Graeser, Lynn, and Schoenheit.]
“Yahweh.” “Yahweh” is the personal name of God, and a rabbinic abbreviation for it appears in the Hebrew manuscript of Matthew as well as in the verses of the Old Testament that Matthew quoted. There is evidence that Matthew wrote his Gospel in Hebrew and used the name Yahweh, however, there is debate about the fidelity of the Hebrew text of Matthew, and since the rest of Matthew in the REV is from the Greek text, the REV followed that construction here in Matthew as well. (see commentary on Matt. 3:3).
Mat 22:45
“how is he his son?” Jesus is the Son of David (cf. Matt. 1:1; 9:27; Luke 18:38-39, etc.), so this question is inviting a discussion on the subject.
 
Matthew Chapter 23
Mat 23:4
“For they tie up burdens that are heavy and hard to carry.” Matthew 23:4 is similar to what Jesus said in Luke 11:46: “For you load people with burdens that are hard to carry, and yet you yourselves do not touch the loads with one of your fingers.” The fact that Jesus would say basically the same thing in two different contexts to two different groups of people shows us that it is important. Religious people try to keep the letter of the law but miss the heart of the law, and they are so afraid of offending God that they heap up unbiblical regulations and try to force people to keep them. Christ said his “yoke,” i.e., the doctrines he propounded, were “kind” and the things he told people to do were “light” (Matt. 11:30). Religion is the opposite: many hard-to-carry regulations that keep people in failure and guilt.
Mat 23:5
“phylacteries.” A phylactery is a little leather box that contains Scripture. The very religious male Jews (today, the ultra-orthodox Jews) tie one on their arm and another on their forehead, especially when they are praying or in the morning service, although in ancient times some very religious men apparently wore them all day. The Pharisees and experts in the Law at the time of Christ loved to be recognized by the people, called “Rabbi,” and thought of as being very godly, so they did things that caught people’s attention, such as making their phylacteries large so they were especially noticeable.
The origin of phylacteries is debated, and just when people started wearing them is unknown, but apparently, it predates the time of Christ. Justification for wearing the phylacteries came from verses such as Deuteronomy 6:8, which says to tie the commandments to your hand (or arm) and put them on your forehead (Exod. 13:9, 16; Deut. 6:8; 11:18 are the verses generally used to support the wearing of phylacteries). However, God never meant for people to literally tie Scripture to themselves. For one thing, the nature of daily life in ancient Israel would not accommodate it, and also, God’s command was for every Israelite, men and women, but in ancient times, and still today, only the men wear phylacteries.
When God said to bind the commandments to the head and hand, He was emphasizing that the Word of God should be near our thoughts (head) and in what we do (hands). The pure nature of God’s command to keep His Word as the center of our thoughts and actions was perverted by religious superstition, as we can see by the very word “phylactery,” which comes from the Greek word phulassō (#5442 φυλάσσω) which means to guard, to keep watch, to protect you from a person or thing, to keep safe. “The only instance of the name ‘phylacteries’ in ancient times occurs once in the Greek New Testament (Matt. 23:5) whence it has passed into the languages of Europe. ‘Phylacteries’ derives from the Greek phulaktērion - φυλακτήριον, ‘defences,’ and in late Greek, ‘amulets’ or ‘charms.’ …The choice of this particular Greek equivalent to render the Heb. Tefillin bears witness to the ancient functional interpretation of the said device as a kind of an amulet.”[footnoteRef:1130] [1130:  Wikipedia, “Tefillin,” accessed August 1, 2016, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tefillin.] 

So the very thing that God said to assure that people would keep His Word occasionally became an object of superstition, complete with all the rules and regulations about exactly how to tie it on, when and where to wear it, etc. Many Jews would insist the phylactery was only worn in obedience to God and so people would keep God’s commands in mind, but there is evidence that the Jews did indeed consider the phylacteries to be protective in nature, if only to secure God’s blessings. “…the early Rabbinic sources furnish more or less explicit examples of the apotropaic qualities of tefillin [“apotropaic” means having the power to ward off evil]. For instance, Bamidbar R. 12:3 presents tefillin as capable of defeating “a thousand demons” emerging on “the left side,” rabbis Yohanan and Nahman used their sets [of phylacteries] to repel the fiends inhabiting privies in BT Berakhot 23a-b, whereas Elisha the Winged, who was scrupulous in performing this mitzvah, was miraculously saved from the Roman persecution in BT Shabbat 49a. Also, tefillin are believed to possess life-lengthening qualities, as suggested in BT Menahot 36b, 44a-b and in BT Shabbat 13a-b and they are often listed in one breath among various items which are considered amuletic in nature, as is the case in M Kelim 23:1, M Eruvin 10:1 or BT Eruvin 96b-97a.[footnoteRef:1131] [1131:  Wikipedia, “Tefillin,” accessed Aug. 1, 2016.] 

“lengthen the tassels on their clothes.” The Law of Moses commanded that all Jews wear tassels with a blue cord on the outside of their outer garment (Num. 15:37-40). God commanded the tassels be worn after a man broke the Sabbath and gathered sticks on the Sabbath and was stoned for it (Num. 15:32-36). The tassels were to remind people of all the commandments of God. The tassel was only to have a cord of blue that could be seen; it was not commanded that the entire tassel be blue.
At the time of Jesus, the religious leaders made a show of how “religious” they were by making the tassels with the blue cord especially long in order to be sure that everyone would notice them. This outward show was not only unnecessary, it was hypocritical because while the tassel with the blue strand was supposed to remind people to keep the Law, the religious leaders broke the law by their traditions (Matt. 15:1-9; 23:16-34 Mark 7:1-13). Today, modern Jews have tassels on their prayer shawls, and each tassel has a blue strand in it.
Mat 23:6
“like.” The Greek is phileō (#5368 φιλέω). See commentary on John 21:15.
Mat 23:13
“how terrible.” The Greek word is ouai (#3759 οὐαί, pronounced ooh-'eye). For an explanation of the meaning of “how terrible,” see commentary on Matthew 11:21. In this context, ouai is an expression of warning of the grief and disaster that is coming to the experts in the Law and Pharisees if they do not repent and change their ways.
Mat 23:14
Matthew 23:14 is omitted in the earliest and best Greek manuscripts of the Western, Alexandrian, and Caesarean text families. Furthermore, when it is included in some Greek manuscripts, different manuscripts have it in different places, which is a clear indication it was added as a harmonization taken from Mark 12:40 or Luke 20:47. If a verse is original, and gets deleted from the manuscripts for some reason, it is always deleted from the same place. However, if a verse is added, sometimes different scribes add it in different places, and that is the case here. Thus, the evidence in the Greek manuscripts supports that Matthew 23:14 is not original in Matthew, so we put the verse in double brackets to show it is almost certainly not original.
Mat 23:15
“How terrible.” See commentary on Matthew 23:13.
“Gehenna.” See commentary on Matthew 5:22.
[For information on annihilation in the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
Mat 23:16
“How terrible.” See commentary on Matthew 23:13.
“it is nothing.” The practices regarding oaths reveals the blindness and dishonesty of the religious leaders. Of course, they had a “reason” for their view that an oath made by the gold of the sanctuary or the gift on the altar was binding, but an oath made by the sanctuary or altar itself was not binding. It seems that they reasoned that the binding nature of the oath was determined by the value of what the person swore by, and because neither the Temple nor the altar was for sale, an oath by those things was not binding.[footnoteRef:1132] Of course, the priests could use this to their advantage, because they could very sincerely swear an oath by the Temple to someone who did not know their customs, knowing full well that they were deceiving the person, and just shrug off their oath if it was not convenient to keep it, saying that “it is nothing,” that is, it is not binding. They were so blind and self-righteous that they did not think God would judge such behavior. No wonder Jesus called them “fools,” and “blind,” and said “woe” to them, referring to great distress and disaster. [1132:  R. L. Harris, Inspiration and Canonicity of the Bible, 49-50.] 

Mat 23:21
“and by the one who dwells in it.” That is the One God; He lives in the Temple in the Holy of Holies.
Mat 23:23
“how terrible.” The Greek word is ouai (#3759 οὐαί, pronounced ooh-'eye). For an explanation of the meaning of “how terrible,” see commentary on Matthew 11:21. In this context, ouai is an expression of warning of the grief and disaster that is coming to the experts in the Law and Pharisees if they do not repent and change their ways.
“faithfulness.” “Faithfulness” is a much better translation of the Greek word pistis (#4102 πίστις) in this context than “trust.” Faithfulness to God and the covenant Israel made with God was one of the most important things in the Law. God was a “faithful” God (Deut. 7:9; 32:4), and God’s people were to be faithful to Him (Ps. 31:23; 101:6; Isa. 1:21, 26). Indeed, faithfulness is a fruit of the spirit (Gal. 5:22). But the religious leaders at the time of Christ were not being faithful to God or to the Law and covenant, and Jesus pointed that out to them in clear language.
Mat 23:24
“gnat ... camel.” The illustration combines the figures hyperbole (exaggeration) and hypocatastasis (comparison by implication; see commentary on Rev. 20:2). The “gnat” is the small things, while the “camel” represents the big things. The illustration was made more emotionally graphic to the Jews because the camel was an unclean animal and could not be eaten at all. For Jesus to imply that the Jews swallowed a camel would have been extremely offensive to them.
Mat 23:27
“How terrible.” The Greek word is ouai (#3759 οὐαί, pronounced ooh-'eye). For an explanation of the meaning of “how terrible,” see commentary on Matthew 11:21. In this context, ouai is an expression of warning of the grief and disaster that is coming to the experts in the Law and Pharisees if they do not repent and change their ways.
Mat 23:28
“lawlessness.” Although many people think of lawlessness as in early America’s Wild West when there were no laws and no effective way of enforcing laws, actually, much lawlessness occurs when there are plenty of well-defined laws but the authorities refuse to enforce them, and also when the authorities make all kinds of oppressive and demonic laws that go against the way God would rule.
[For more on lawlessness, see commentary on Matt. 24:12.]
Mat 23:29
“How terrible.” The Greek word is ouai (#3759 οὐαί, pronounced ooh-'eye). For an explanation of the meaning of “how terrible,” see commentary on Matthew 11:21. In this context, ouai is an expression of warning of the grief and disaster that is coming to the experts in the Law and Pharisees if they do not repent and change their ways.
Mat 23:33
“You offspring of vipers!” Jesus called the religious leaders a generation of vipers (Matt. 12:34; 23:33). John did too (Matt. 3:7; Luke 3:7).
“Gehenna.” In this context, Gehenna is the Lake of Fire (Rev. 20:14-15).
[For more on Gehenna and how it came to represent the Lake of Fire, see commentary on Matt. 5:22. For information on annihilation in the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
Mat 23:34
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Mat 23:35
“so that on you will come all the righteous blood shed on the earth​.” Matthew 23:35 is similar to what Jesus said in Luke 11:50, but it was spoken at a different time and with a different primary emphasis. Matthew uses the preposition hopōs (#3704 ὅπως) instead of hina at the beginning of the verse, which puts a greater emphasis on the purpose and plan of God, whereas the hina in Luke puts more emphasis on the result than the purpose. Both purpose and result are important, and the two different Gospel records and the two different words make that point very well.
[For more information on the conjunction hina and how Luke 11:50 puts more emphasis on result than purpose, see commentary on Luke 11:50.]
This is the second time in Jesus’ ministry that he pronounced woes on the Pharisees and said there would be a generation that would experience God’s wrath for all the bloodshed on earth. The first time was at a Pharisee’s house (Luke 11:37-52), and this second time, recorded in Matthew 23:13-36, occurred in the Temple during the week before Jesus’ arrest and crucifixion.
God has always had a plan to rid the world of evil and bring about justice on earth, and it is a harsh reality that in order for evil to show itself there must be an opportunity for it to do so, and innocent people get hurt as a result. The situation is this: in the beginning, God created wonderful, innocent people (Adam and Eve), and gave them free will so they could serve Him from their heart and establish their relationship with Him on the basis of love, not fear. Sadly, they decided not to obey God, but followed their own desires. More sadly, the progeny of Adam and Eve, the people of earth, have in large part rejected God and there has been war, slavery, abuse, and pain on earth for millennia as a result. In any society when people serve their own interests and disobey God, other people get hurt, and that has been the situation on earth since Eden.
What God needed was a plan to rescue those people who loved Him and desired to serve Him (but fell short due to sin nature), while justly ridding the earth of selfish and evil people who have no intention of serving God, but desire to serve only themselves. The way to bring that plan to pass was to send prophets and wise, righteous people—who accepted the assignment willingly—to bring the message of salvation to the world. Of course, God knew that sending those messengers into the world put them in a dangerous position, because if no one listened to them they would be persecuted and killed (which is what happened and is still happening today), but presenting the world a message of redemption from the lips and lives of righteous people was the only way to really tell who would serve God and who would reject Him. Those who rejected Him would be “condemned to Gehenna” (Matt. 23:33), where they would burn up and be annihilated. Those who accepted Him would be granted everlasting life in the Messiah’s kingdom.
Given the purposes of God and His plan to accomplish those purposes, He sent prophets into the world so that He could bring the guilt of the world on evil people. Also, however, He sent them “with the result” that His wrath could be poured out upon the earth and the earth cleansed of evil. Robert H. Mounce writes: “Prophets and wise men and teachers (leaders of the early church) will be sent to them, but they, like their forefathers, will persecute and kill the messengers of God. As a result, the guilt for all the innocent blood shed on earth will fall on them.”[footnoteRef:1133] [1133:  Robert H. Mounce, Matthew [NIBCNT], 218-19.] 

Matthew 23:35 and Luke 11:50 are also supporting evidence for a pre-Tribulation Rapture of the Christian Church. God is righteous, and it does not seem fair of God to punish one generation of people for all the sin that happened from Adam until their generation—about 6,000 years of sin—without giving them a way to escape that punishment. After all, all that unfortunate generation did was be born at the wrong time and be the generation of the Great Tribulation. But God planned for the Christian Church and the Rapture before the foundation of the world (Eph. 1:4), and so He saw, but kept the Church Age a secret (Eph. 3:1-5).
The Rapture will end the Church Age, the Administration of Grace, and at that time everyone who believed in the Lord and got born again will be taken into heaven. That will mean that no believers will be left on earth, only unbelievers. So God planned for, but kept secret, a way to make sure that before the Great Tribulation every righteous person who believed would escape that terrible time on earth.
[For more verses in which Jesus says that his return would be soon, see commentary on Matt. 16:28. For more information about the Eden-like Messianic Kingdom that will be on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more information about why, historically, “that generation” did not experience the wrath Jesus spoke about, and why the Rapture is a righteous act of God, see commentary on Luke 11:50. For more on the Rapture, see commentary on 1 Thess. 4:17. For more information on annihilation in Gehenna, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.” For more information on suffering for doing good, see 1 Pet. 2:20, 3:14, 17; 4:16, 19.]
“will come.” The verb erchomai (#2064 ἔρχομαι) is in the subjunctive mood, but that is due to the conjunction hopōs at the beginning of the verse. Therefore, the verb must be translated from the context, which is future (cf. HCSB, NET).
“Zechariah.” The “Zechariah” that Jesus speaks of is almost certainly Zechariah the priest who was unjustly murdered in 2 Chronicles 24:20-22, the last book of the Hebrew Bible. (Unlike modern Christian Bibles, the last book of the Hebrew Bible, then and today, is 2 Chronicles.) Thus, Zechariah would be one of whom the religious leaders would have said, “If we had been in the days of our fathers we would not have been partners with them in the blood of the prophets” (Matt. 23:30) but actually they would have. The religious leaders could not deny that Zechariah was unjustly murdered, because it is in the Old Testament. As Zechariah was dying from being stoned to death, he said, “May Yahweh see this and repay it” (2 Chron. 24:22), and Yahweh will repay the people of earth for their evil in the Great Tribulation, which Jesus speaks about in Matthew 24 (cf. Mark 13 and Luke 21).
Mat 23:37
“she.” The definite article is feminine and agrees with the pronoun “her” at the end of the phrase.
“keeps on killing.” The Greek word apokteinō (#615 ἀποκτείνω), kill, is a present participle. She kills and keeps on killing. The translation, “is killing” would be appropriate in some contexts, but not here. The point is that she has killed the prophets and keeps on killing them, something that was about to be fulfilled in Jesus himself in just a few days.
Mat 23:38
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Mat 23:39
“Blessed is he...” The Hebrew text of Matthew is different from the standard quotation from the Old Testament. It simply reads, “Blessed is our savior.” See commentaries on Matthew 21:9 and 3:3. Since the Hebrew text did not have Yahweh, the REV followed the reading of the Greek text.
 
Matthew Chapter 24
Mat 24:1
“his disciples came to him to draw his attention to the buildings of the Temple.” To fully understand what is happening in Matthew 24:1-2, we must connect them with Jesus’ teaching in the Temple in Matthew 21-23. In fact, Matthew 24:1-2 are perhaps easier to understand if they are thought of as the last two verses in Matthew 23 rather than the first two verses in Matthew 24.
In Matthew chapter 21, Jesus enters the Temple and disrupts the crooked buying and selling, saying that the leaders have made God’s house into a den of thieves (Matt. 21:12-17). The next day Jesus has a pointed discourse with the leaders (Matt. 21:23-27) and speaks a number of parables about them (Matt. 21:28-46; 22:1-14). The leaders, in return, try to trap Jesus with questions about taxes, the resurrection, and the Law (Matt. 22:15-40). Jesus asked them a question they could not answer (Matt. 22:41-46), then spoke to the crowd about the leaders (Matt. 23:1-12) and pronounced woes over the leaders themselves (Matt. 23:13-36). Then Jesus made what must have been a very disturbing statement to his disciples and others who were around him: “Look!, your house is left to you desolate. For I say to you, you will absolutely not see me again until you say, ‘Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord.’” (Matt. 23:38-39).
After hearing that statement by Jesus, we can see why the disciples wanted to draw Jesus’ attention to the magnificent buildings of the Temple, which were also likely filled with excited worshipers who were there for Passover. To the disciples, it certainly did not look like the House of Yahweh was desolate. In fact, since many of the disciples were from Galilee and did not see the Temple very often, they themselves were likely excited and proud of this wonderful national treasure. So it would be natural for them to try to draw Jesus’ attention to the magnificent buildings there. But Jesus, looking at the future and not being attached to the things of this life no matter how magnificent, spoke of the future of the Temple—this den of thieves—that it was desolate and would be completely destroyed (Matt. 23:38, 24:2).
Jesus’ attitude and his awareness of the future is an example that every believer should follow. It is hard not to get attached to the things of this world when we put so much time and effort into making them nice for ourselves and others, but no one knows when this age will end and the earth will be devastated by wars, famines, plagues, earthquakes, and more. The right way to live is to obey God, enjoy the work of our hands (Eccl. 2:24), be helpful and thankful, and not be overly attached to the things of this life.
“to draw his attention to.” The Greek word epideiknumi (#1925 ἐπιδείκνυμι) means “show” or “point out,” and in this context, “call his attention to” catches the meaning very well (cf. CJB, CSB, NIV, NJB).
“Temple.” Properly understanding this verse requires an understanding of the Temple complex during the time of Jesus. The “Temple” that Jesus was going out of in the first part of Matthew 24:1 is the Temple proper, into which only Jews were allowed to enter. Once a person left the Temple proper, he was in the Temple courts. The courts were an approximately 40-acre area enclosed by walls. On the south end were tall buildings that were used as marketplaces, etc. On the north end was the Antonia Fortress, the Roman fortress that allowed the Romans to control mobs in the Temple (cf. Acts 21:34, etc., “castle” KJV).
Jesus left the “Temple,” the Temple proper, called the “sanctuary” in some versions, but in doing so was in the presence of the huge buildings on the south end of the Temple Mount enclosure. The disciples, mostly Galileans who did not have anything in Galilee like the Temple structure, were amazed by the buildings, even though they had seen them before, and pointed them out to Jesus. Jesus answered them in a way that should have kept them grounded in the truth that we are not to get too attached to the things of this life, for they are all temporary. Jesus said that not one stone of all those great buildings would be left standing on top of another. True to Jesus’ teaching, there is now not one single stone of those buildings left standing. The disciples, rightly believing they were speaking with the Messiah, but wrongly thinking that very soon he was going to come into Jerusalem and conquer it and set up his kingdom, then asked him the question in Matt. 24:3, “What will be the sign of your coming and end of the age?”
Mat 24:3
“And as he was sitting on the Mount of Olives.” The Mount of Olives is across the Kidron Valley from Jerusalem and the Temple, and gives a wonderful view of both. Matthew 24:3 begins a new discourse and Matthew 24:1-2 are perhaps better understood as the end of Matthew 23 than the beginning of Matthew 24 (see commentary on Matt. 24:1).
“the disciples came to him privately.” Mark 13:3 identifies these disciples as Peter, James, John, and Andrew.
“Tell us, when will these things be.” This question elicited a long answer from Jesus, in fact, Jesus’ answer is the rest of Matthew 24 and all of Matthew 25. It is unfortunate that the scribes put in a chapter break (chapter 25) and broke Jesus’ answer into two chapters because the disciples asked one question and Jesus’ answer is long and quite complex, covering a lot of material. Furthermore, his answer is only partially answered in each Gospel. Each Gospel has material that the other two Gospels do not have, so to get Jesus’ complete answer (at least as complete as is included in the Bible), a person must read the question and answer in the three Gospels that cover it, Matthew, Mark, and Luke.
This discussion between Jesus and his disciples is extremely important and would have taken a lot of time, much more time than it would take to read what is said about it in Matthew 24-25, Mark 13, and Luke 21. Even the opening question asked by the disciples, which is different in all three Gospels, shows us that there was not just one question, but a number of disciples speaking up and asking Jesus about the end after he told them that not one stone would be left upon another. Thus, Matthew has, “Tell us, when will these things be, and what will be the sign of your coming and end of the age?” Mark has, “Tell us, when will these things be, and what will be the sign when these things are all about to be accomplished?” And Luke has, “Teacher, so when will these things be? And what will be the sign when these things are about to come to pass?” The Gospels do not contradict each other but instead, show that Jesus’ statements provoked an intense interest among the disciples with lots of them speaking up and asking questions that differed somewhat.
“what will be the sign of your coming.” This question of the disciples was prompted by Jesus saying that not one stone in all the buildings around them would be left upon another (Matt. 24:2). The “coming” of Christ that the disciples asked about in this verse is misunderstood by most Christians. As we study the verse, we will see that the apostles were not speaking of Jesus “coming” from heaven to earth, but were talking about him simply coming into Jerusalem and conquering it.
It is important to properly understand both the apostles’ question and Jesus’ answer. It helps if we remember that the apostles asked this question during the last week of Jesus’ life here on earth, and even though they had been with him for a long time, there was a lot they did not understand. For example, the apostles did not think of Jesus’ “coming” the way we do today. Therefore, we must be careful not to read our understanding of the coming of Christ back into the minds of the apostles and disciples.
The apostles did not think of Jesus’ “coming” as “coming from heaven.” To fully understand this, it is helpful to know that the word translated “coming” is parousia (#3952 παρουσία, pronounced par-oo-'see-ah), a fairly common Greek word with several different meanings, including to refer to a king or official “coming,” “arriving,” the “presence” of the person after he arrived, or a “visit,” in the biblical sense of visiting in blessing or judgment. The visit of a king, for example, was referred to as a parousia.
Parousia was “the official term for a visit of a person of high rank, esp. of kings and emperors visiting a province.”[footnoteRef:1134] Robert Mounce writes that parousia “is widely used in nonbiblical texts for the arrival of a person of high status.”[footnoteRef:1135] Ann Nyland writes that Emperor Nero wanted as many people present as possible at his parousia to Corinth.[footnoteRef:1136] Visits by dignitaries were expensive, so the cost of the “visit” was often paid for by special taxes that were levied, making the parousia of a high-ranking official a burdensome event for many people. A parousia was a public event because kings and dignitaries arrived with great pomp and pageantry. So when the apostles asked Jesus about his parousia, they understood that when he came in judgment and to set up his kingdom it would be something everyone would see. It was not going to be an event that was private or hidden from public view. [1134:  BDAG, s.v. “παρουσία.”]  [1135:  Robert H. Mounce, Matthew [NIBCNT], 222.]  [1136:  Nyland, The Source New Testament, 59n4.] 

Even after Christians started using parousia as a technical term for the “coming” of Christ from heaven, which they did after Jesus ascended into heaven, it still never lost its ordinary meaning of the arrival or personal presence of someone important. So, for example, Paul refers to the “coming” (parousia) of Stephanas (1 Cor. 16:17) and the “coming” (parousia) of Titus (2 Cor. 7:6-7). Paul also uses parousia to refer to his own “coming” to visit people (Phil. 1:26; 2:12), and in 2 Thessalonians 2:9, he refers to the “coming” (parousia) of the antichrist. Then Paul uses another meaning of parousia, “personal presence,” in 2 Corinthians 10:10.
Knowing the many meanings of parousia helps us understand that just because the apostles asked, “what will be the sign of your coming,” that does not mean that they knew he was going to come down from heaven. They did not even know he was going to die, so they certainly did not understand the things that were going to happen to him after his death; i.e., his resurrection, ascension into heaven, and his coming back to earth from heaven.
The apostles could not have known about Jesus’ coming from heaven when they asked him about it as recorded in Matthew 24:3 because they did not know about it a couple days later at the Last Supper (almost one-quarter of the Gospel of John is taken up by the Last Supper; chapters 13-17). At that final meal before his arrest, in a lengthy teaching and prayer, Jesus told the apostles he was going away to the Father. But the apostles did not understand what he was saying to them. They said among themselves, “We do not know what he is saying” (John 16:18; see commentary on John 16:31).
Since the apostles did not know Jesus was going to die, be raised, ascend, or return to earth from heaven, what did they mean by the question, “What will be the sign of your coming…”? To answer that question it is vital to remember that Jesus had been speaking of the city of Jerusalem and that it would be destroyed (Matt. 24:1-2). Although Jerusalem was controlled by the Romans, the apostles knew that it was going to be conquered by the Messiah and that he would rule the earth from there (Isa. 2:1-3; Jer. 3:17; Mic. 4:1-2; Zech. 2:12). So when Jesus spoke of the destruction of the Temple, it was natural for the apostles to ask when it would happen.
Jesus was going to “come” to Jerusalem, bring the “present evil age” to an end, and start the new age. The New Jerusalem, the new Temple, and the division of the land of Israel when Jesus rules the earth are described in Ezekiel chapters 40-48. The essence of the apostles’ question was, “Tell us when you are going to come to Jerusalem in judgment and end this age?” It is possible that the apostles thought that Jesus was going to go back to Galilee for a while before he came in judgment. Or, since Isaiah said that the Messiah would come from Edom, splattered in blood (Isa. 63:1-4), they may have thought he needed to leave Jerusalem and start his conquest of the earth from another place.
What the apostles were asking was, “When are you going to come to Jerusalem to conquer and judge it, and end this present evil age?” Roger Hahn writes, “The fact that they connected the coming of the Messiah and the end of the age reflected their acceptance of the general Jewish understandings of eschatology. Most Jews believed human history was divided into two great ages: the present, evil age and the glorious age to come. …The ages overlapped during the lifetime of the Messiah.”[footnoteRef:1137] Sadly, the preconceived notion held by the apostles from their Jewish upbringing, that when the Messiah came the present age would end and the new age would begin, was the main thing that kept them from understanding what Jesus had been clearly telling them for months about his death and resurrection. That teaching did not fit with what they had been taught, and so they did not understand it. Similarly, they could not grasp that Jesus would go away into heaven without ushering in the Messianic Age. They had been taught since they were children that when the Messiah came he would bring in the Messianic Age, but that erroneous teaching was why, at the Last Supper, they did not understand what Jesus was talking about when he told them he was going to the Father (John 14-16). [1137:  Hahn, Matthew: A commentary for Bible Students.] 

Jesus did not try to directly correct the apostles’ misunderstanding about his parousia. W. C. Allen correctly observes that Jesus “overlooks the fact that the disciples, according to the Gospel narrative, did not have the requisite understanding of the future for a question about Christ’s coming.”[footnoteRef:1138] Instead, he answered the apostles’ question in a straightforward way, realizing that they would later be able to remember and understand those things that they did not understand right then. After Jesus’ ascension into heaven, the nature of his parousia became clear, just as what Jesus had said about his death and resurrection became clear after his resurrection. Hindsight is always 20/20, especially if we remember that people told us beforehand what would happen. [1138:  Allen, Matthew [ICC], 254.] 

The book of Acts gives us more proof that the apostles did not understand about Jesus ascending to heaven until when it occurred. In the days between Jesus’ resurrection and ascension, the disciples asked him, “Lord, is it at this time you are going to restore the kingdom to Israel?” (Acts 1:6). Their question was logical because Jesus had just spoken to them about the coming holy spirit (Acts 1:5), and the disciples knew that the Old Testament prophecies connected the giving of the gift of holy spirit with the Messianic Age (cf. Isa. 32:15-18; Joel 2:28-3:17). So when Jesus told them that the gift of holy spirit was going to be poured out, it was natural for them to assume that the Messianic Kingdom was at hand. But for them to think that Jesus could restore the Kingdom to Israel right then meant they did not expect him to go to heaven and spend time there. Had the disciples known that Jesus was going to ascend into heaven and be there for a while, they would have never asked him if he was going to restore the Kingdom to Israel at that time (see commentary on Acts 1:6).
We now shift our focus from the “coming” of Christ to the purpose of the Gospel of Matthew, and study the word parousia from that perspective. Each of the Four Gospels presents a different picture of the Messiah. Matthew shows Jesus as the King, Mark as the servant, Luke as a man, and John as the Son of God (see commentary on Mark 1:1; “the good news of Jesus Christ”). In light of that, it is noteworthy that the only Gospel that uses the word parousia is Matthew (Matt. 24:3, 27, 37, 39), the Gospel portraying Christ as a King. In Matthew, the “coming” of Christ is a parousia. In contrast, Jesus’ “coming” in Mark is the word erchomai (#2064 ἔρχομαι), the standard Greek word for coming or going, used over 600 times in the New Testament. Since Mark portrays Christ as a servant, it makes sense that Mark does not use the word parousia. Similarly, Luke portrays Jesus as a man, a human being, and Luke also uses the word erchomai for Christ’s coming. Kings got a parousia, servants and “men” did not. The Gospel of John, which portrays Jesus as the Son of God, could appropriately use parousia for the coming of Jesus, but does not contain Jesus’ teaching on the end of the age that Matthew, Mark, and Luke, do. So from a study of the Four Gospels and an understanding of the word parousia, we can see that the use of parousia in Matthew supports its specific portrayal of Jesus as the King.
“and end of the age.” One thing we can see from the Greek text is that the disciples thought of Jesus’ “coming” and the end of the age as one event, not two. Although most translations have something such as, “the sign of your coming and the end of the age,” in the Greek text the sentence has only one definite article (“the”), thus connecting the “coming and end of the age.” We know that when Jesus comes from heaven and fights the Battle of Armageddon (Rev. 19:11-21), he will end this present evil age and start the new Messianic Age. The apostles did not know anything about the Rapture of the Christian Church, which is part of the Administration of the Sacred Secret, so they did not mention it (see commentary on Eph. 3:2).
Mat 24:4
“Watch out, so that no one leads you astray.” The Greek word translated “lead … astray” is planaō (#4105 πλανάω, pronounced plan-'ah-ō). It means to cause to stray or to lead astray, lead aside from the right way; to go astray, wander, roam around. We get the English word “planet” from planaō because, unlike the fixed stars, the planets “wandered about” in the night sky. Planaō was used metaphorically for “to lead away from the truth, to lead into error, to deceive.”
It is a powerful truth that when the disciples asked Jesus about the end of the age, the very first thing he told them was to make sure they were not being misled and deceived. There will be much deception in the End Times, and deception figures prominently in Jesus’ teaching in Matthew 24. There will be general deception (Matt. 24:4) and deception concerning the Messiah (Matt. 24:5). Also, Jesus said that many false prophets will arise and deceive many (Matt. 24:11), and there will be false prophets and false Messiahs who even do lying signs and wonders (Matt. 24:24). It is important that we take the time to understand Jesus’ teaching about false prophets. In today’s world, a “false prophet” is not some wild-eyed person who is dressed in some kind of long robe and is predicting the end of the world, although there will no doubt be some of those. A false prophet is someone who claims to have heard from God or ascertained some spiritual truth that supposedly is from God. They may be well-educated, clean-cut, and soft-spoken, but their doctrine is of the Devil. Like the beast from the earth in Revelation 13:11, they may have the outward appearance of a lamb, but they speak like a dragon. These people will be very effective in deceiving people, and it will be due, at least in part, to the fact that they are “of the fold.” In our case, they will be, or say that they are, Christians.
When Jesus told the apostles to beware of false prophets, he was not warning them to be wary of pagan prophets. The prophets, oracles, and spiritualists from the Greco-Roman culture that surrounded the Jews would not have misled the apostles or many other Jews for that matter. The false prophets that would be able to mislead the Jews were Jewish false prophets. That same truth applies today. Most Christians are not in danger of being misled by a Muslim Imam or a Buddhist holy man, but they are in danger of being misled by a well-educated, soft-spoken, “man of God” who teaches about “God’s love” and under that guise contradicts the basic truths of Scripture. For example, a modern false prophet might say that God loves everyone, but then misinterpret that and teach that God would never be so restrictive as to say that salvation only came through belief in Christ. Or that God understands human faults and failures so He would never condemn anyone to the Lake of Fire but will ensure that everyone is saved and lives forever. Or that God is too compassionate to say that the only acceptable sexual relation is between a man and a woman inside a marriage relationship; that God promotes love, and as long as two people love each other and their relationship is a free will choice, God is okay with it. Or that, the Bible is a very old book, and teachings that applied thousands of years ago do not apply today, we have to be guided by “goodness and love.” These are all hollow and sinful teachings, but they sound good and logical to someone who does not know the Bible.
But how are we to know who is a false prophet? The fact that Jesus told us to see to it we are not deceived tells us that there is a way we can know a false prophet from a true one. The key to not being deceived is to know the Bible, and know it well. We cannot trust our heart and follow our own human logic and wisdom: “He that trusteth in his own heart is a fool” (Prov. 28:26 KJV), and “The heart is deceitful above all things, and is incurable” (Jer. 17:9). We only get one life to live, and then comes Judgment Day. Is it really wise to ignore what God has said and had written down, and bet that God did not really mean what He said, but would instead relent and ignore His own words on that Day? Hebrews 4:12 says it is the Word of God that is sharper than any two-edged sword and is able to judge the considerations and intentions of the heart. Revelation 20:12 says that on Judgment Day “the books” (the scrolls) will be opened and people will be judged “out of the things that were written in the books.” Wise people learn and live the Bible and biblical principles.
Mat 24:5
“in my name, saying, ‘I am the Messiah’” There are three aspects to this statement, and they seem to be in conflict, but actually they add depth to one another. The first is that Jesus said that many will come “in my name.” A quick perusal of the many uses of the phrase “in my name” in the Bible shows that it refers to representing someone or the authority of someone. For example, prophets who prophesy “in my [God’s] name,” speak as God’s representatives or with His authority. Those who pray “in the name” of the Lord call upon his authority.
There are no examples in the Bible of someone coming “in the name of” God who is passing himself off as God, or anyone praying in the name of Jesus who is claiming to be Jesus. So here in Matthew 24:5 (cf. Mark 13:6; Luke 21:8), the fact that the person comes “in my name” suggests that he is not claiming to be the Messiah himself, but rather is coming as a representative of the Messiah or in the power and authority of the Messiah. However, the second part of the phrase seems to be saying that the person who comes is saying, “I am the Messiah,” and thus claiming to be the Messiah—the anointed one or savior—or even Jesus Christ himself.
How do we reconcile these seemingly contradictory statements? One thing we should do is recognize that all three things are true: there will be people who claim to come in the authority of Jesus or to have special revelation from him but who are deceivers (even if they are deceived themselves), there will be people who will actually claim to be the Messiah, the anointed savior, and there will even be some people who will claim to be Jesus Christ himself. Thus, this verse is not speaking about only one particular type of person, but three.
To more fully understand Jesus’ statement, we must have the same concept of “Messiah” as the people in biblical times. If we translate the verse as it appears in most English versions, “I am the Christ,” most Christians will get the wrong idea about the verse: they will think that many people will actually claim to be Jesus Christ. Although there may be people who will make that claim, that is not the primary meaning of the verse. In Greek, the word christos (#5547 Χριστός) meant “anointed” or “anointed one.” It was a translation of the Hebrew word mashiyach (#04899 מָשִׁיחַ), which gets transliterated into English as “Messiah,” but which means “anointed” or “anointed one.”
Linguistically, the Hebrew word mashiyach (Messiah) means the same as the Greek word christos (Christ), which is “anointed one.” But the term “anointed one” was widely used of different people. Throughout the Bible, many people were “anointed ones,” thus Messiahs or Christs. For example, Leviticus 4:5 mentions the priest that is “anointed,” which is mashiyach (Messiah) in the Hebrew text and christos (Christ) in the Septuagint. So the priest was a Messiah or Christ. (Lev. 4:16; 6:22). In 1 Samuel 2:10, the king is called a Messiah or Christ (1 Sam. 12:3, 5). In 1 Samuel 16:6, when Samuel saw Jesse’s son Eliab, he thought he was the Messiah, the Christ (i.e., the next king). In 1 Samuel 24:6 (and other verses as well), David refers to King Saul as God’s Messiah, or Christ. In 2 Samuel 19:21, Abishai called David the Messiah, or Christ. The Bible even says the pagan Persian king Cyrus is a Messiah, a Christ, because he did God’s work (Isa. 45:1).
Nobody thought that these different Messiahs or Christs were THE Messiah or Christ that God promised who would bring salvation to the world. The people who lived in the biblical culture and spoke the biblical languages understood that God anointed many different people for many different tasks. That is why when the angels appeared to the shepherds at Jesus’ birth, they made themselves clear by saying this baby was “Savior,” “Christ” and “Lord,” not just “Christ.”
The average Christian does not know that priests, kings, and people commissioned to do God’s work were called “Messiah” or “Christ” because when mashiyach (Messiah) appears in the Hebrew Old Testament (and christos in the Septuagint) those words are not transliterated as “Messiah” or “Christ,” but are instead are typically translated as “anointed” or “anointed one.” That means that the average Christian never sees that there are many Messiahs (or “Christs”), in the Bible. However, once we know that there were many “Messiahs” in the Bible, we are in a better position to understand what Christ was saying, which in its fullness was that as we approach the final days, many deceivers will come. Some will say they represent Christ or have his authority. Others will say they are anointed by God (“I am the anointed one”) and demand that people follow them. And still others will actually claim to be Christ himself.
Mark and Luke record the same basic statements as Matthew does (Mark 13:6; Luke 21:8). Just like in Matthew, both Mark and Luke say deceivers will come “in my [Jesus’] name.” However, instead of then saying, “I am the Messiah,” like Matthew does, they have, “I am the one” or “I am he.” But in the culture, the phrases “I am the Anointed One” and “I am the one” can be equivalent. It is likely that when Jesus was speaking to his disciples on the Mount of Olives, he made the statement both ways to be sure they understood him, and Matthew records one way Jesus said it while Mark and Luke record the other way. Just like “I am the Messiah,” the phrase “I am the one,” could mean someone was claiming to come in the authority of Jesus Christ with a special revelation, or that he was claiming to be an “anointed one” and people should follow him, or that he was actually Jesus Christ.
The REV translation uses “Messiah” rather than “Christ” for clarity, although it could have used “Anointed One.”[footnoteRef:1139] The REV used “Messiah” for the Greek christos in several other places, so that pattern was continued in Matthew 24:5 as well. [1139:  Cf. Nyland, The Source New Testament, 60.] 

Although some scholars assert that Jesus is only speaking of people who are claiming to be a Messiah, other scholars do not make that claim. For example, Grant Osborne writes, “‘In my name’ has a twofold thrust—they will come using Jesus’ personal name and also his ‘name’ or office as Messiah. In terms of the latter, there were many false messiahs in the first century, several named in Acts (Theudas, Acts 5:36; Judas the Galilean, Acts 5:37; the Egyptian, Acts 21:38) and more in Josephus. …Jesus is also predicting the rise of Christian false teachers, as in 1 John 2:18, ‘even now many antichrists have come.’ Instead of proclaiming truth they will ‘deceive many,’ (exactly what Jesus warns against in verse 4).[footnoteRef:1140] R. T. France notes: “A Christian reader…might think that those who will come in Jesus’ name claiming to be the Messiah are claiming actually to be Jesus…[But] He would be coming in Jesus name not because he is impersonating Jesus but because he is claiming the role and title which properly belong to Jesus.”[footnoteRef:1141] [1140:  Osborne, Matthew [ZECNT], 873.]  [1141:  France, The Gospel of Matthew [NICNT], 902.] 

What believers must learn from Matthew, Mark, and Luke is that in the Last Days there will be liars and deceivers who will try to get believers to follow them instead of the true Messiah who brings salvation to the world. Some will claim to come with authority and revelation from the Messiah, others will come claiming to be a Messiah, and still others will actually claim to be Jesus Christ (Jesus “the Messiah”). The believer’s best defense against these false Messiahs and prophets is to know the Word and train ourselves to hear God’s still, small voice. Jesus Christ knew the Word and heard God’s voice, and in cases when he could have been misled, he said, “It is written.” We need to do the same.
Mat 24:6
“you will hear wars nearby and reports of wars far away.” This phrase is traditionally translated as “wars and rumors of wars.” But that can be misleading even though some of the “reports” may in fact turn out to be rumors. We should keep in mind that this statement of Jesus is a prophecy of the Last Days. In our modern time, worldwide communication and reporting are both more immediate and more accurate than they were years ago. In our common English, a “rumor” is a report that is most likely false, and that is not the meaning of the Greek here. In this verse, the “reports” are reports of war, not false or unsubstantiated reports of war. The Greek word usually translated “rumors” is simply akoē (#189 ἀκοή, pronounced ah-ko-'ā), a noun, and it means the ear (the organ of hearing), or what is heard by the ear, in this case, a report.
In the first part of the sentence, “you will hear wars nearby,” the word “hear” is a verb, akouō (#191 ἀκούω, pronounced ä-'koo-ō), and it means “hear.” The verb “hear” is followed by the noun “wars,” and the whole phrase is usually translated as, “you will hear of wars,” as if the word “wars” was in the genitive case, but it is not. The word “wars” is accusative, the direct object of “hear,” meaning the people will “hear wars.” To understand what Jesus is saying we must remember that the Bible is Israel-centered. So in the first part of the sentence, Jesus is saying that as the times of the end approach, the people in Israel will be able to hear wars going on (which they may themselves be involved in). Then, the second part of the sentence tells us that people will also hear “reports” (or “news”) of wars that they cannot hear themselves; wars far away.
B. Newman and P. Stein write: “The word ‘rumors’ in English is usually used for news about things that may or may not have happened, but it is important to note that the sense here is that there will be wars everywhere. The TEV rendering [given below] is thus a good model to follow.”[footnoteRef:1142] Also, H. Meyer notes that Jesus is speaking “with reference to wars near at hand, the din and tumult of which are actually heard, and to wars at a distance, of which nothing is known except from the reports that are brought home.”[footnoteRef:1143][footnoteRef:1144] [1142:  Newman and Stein, A Translator’s Handbook on the Gospel of Matthew, 734.]  [1143:  Meyer, Critical and Exegetical Handbook to the Gospel of Matthew, 408.]  [1144:  See also, John Bengel, Bengel’s New Testament Commentary: Matthew and Mark, 418; Donald Hagner, Matthew 14-28 [WBC].] 

Today’s English Version (TEV) translates the sentence as “you will hear the noise of battle close by and the news of battles far away.” The New English Bible is very similar to that, saying, “near at hand” instead of “close by.” The Source New Testament has, “You will hear wars nearby and you will hear reports of wars.” Other versions that have a similar translation include the Complete Jewish Bible and the Concordant Literal New Testament.
Mat 24:7
“group will rise against group.” The Greek word translated as “group” is ethnos (#1484 ἔθνος), which has a large number of different meanings. These include the meaning that we feel fits the best in this context: a group of people united by kinship, culture, or traditions. The other meanings of ethnos include: a group or multitude (of people or animals) that is living together or closely associated; the whole human race (thus “people”); a race; a nation; a company, troop, or mass of people; a group of the same nature or ancestry; the unbelievers in contrast to God’s chosen people; also, in the New Testament ethnos is sometimes used for Gentile Christians in contrast to Jewish Christians.
The exact meaning of ethnos has to be determined by the context in which it is used. In this case, Jesus is speaking of the End Times and saying that ethnos will rise and fight against ethnos, and the meaning that fits best is people groups that are united by kinship, culture, traditions, and belief systems. Lenski basically agrees and says the term refers here to “a body of people that is held together by the same customs.”[footnoteRef:1145] Although ethnos has been traditionally translated “nation,” that is not its best use in this context. One reason for that is today most of what we call “nations” would be called “kingdoms” in the biblical culture, even though they are not strictly ruled by a “king,” and thus would be included in the next phrase, “kingdom against kingdom.” That leaves the phrase ethnos against ethnos to refer to smaller people groups. [1145:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. Matthew’s Gospel, 931.] 

What we see in the world around us is “group against group” and “kingdom against kingdom” (more properly, “nation against nation”). While it is true that nations (kingdoms) are fighting each other, such as North versus South Korea, or Russia versus the Ukraine, the greater fighting seems to be group against group. In the USA, gangs are fighting other gangs, and there is also much racial violence. All over Europe, anti-Jewish groups are rising up and terrorizing Jews. In the Muslim world, Shiites are fighting Sunnis. It seems to be group versus group all over the world. These “groups” are people groups that are united by kinship, culture, traditions, and belief systems, and the “group versus group” mentality is intensifying around the world.
It is decidedly difficult to translate the word ethnos as it is used in Matthew 24, Mark 13, and Luke 21 into English. A few modern translations are getting away from the word “nation,” which is misleading, and translating ethnos as “people” or “peoples” (cf. CJB, MGI). While “people” is certainly better than “nation,” the reader may misunderstand and think that Jesus was speaking of general violence between individuals. While there will certainly be violence by individuals in the End Times, that is not what the verse is referring to. On the other hand, we must understand “group” as referring to a group that is connected by lineage, race, creed, tradition, or belief, and not just a gathering at the local store. Each member of the group is definitely connected to the group. Perhaps 50 years ago, “tribe” would have communicated the meaning well, but today “tribe” is more exclusively used of native tribes. Other words that come close are “sect,” but that puts too much emphasis on belief, and “ethnic group,” but that puts too much emphasis on race. Jesus was referring to the fact that as we approach the end, groups will rise up against each other: racial and ethnic groups, religious groups, socio-economic groups, and so forth. The concept of ethnos as a connected group of people was much easier to understand in the ancient world, when governments were often adversarial to people and families, and families were both big and the foundation of the culture. In the ancient world much more than today there was “safety in a multitude,” and people grouped based on family, ancestry, and creed.
Mat 24:8
“the beginning of birth pains.” The Bible foretells a period of seven years of tribulation for the people of earth (Dan. 9:27). This period of tribulation is described in some detail in the book of Revelation. Especially for people who come to believe in Christ during this tribulation period, the first half of this tribulation period is the “beginning” of the birth pains. The really intense “birth pains” for believers and unbelievers alike but especially for believers, are the last half of the Tribulation period—the last three and a half years of it, when the Antichrist comes to full power and has authority over the believers and persecutes, tortures, and kills them (Dan. 7:21, 25; Rev. 13:7).
Events that occur in this beginning-of-birth-pains time period include false Messiahs (Matt. 24:5; Mark 13:5-6; Luke 21:8), wars and group-on-group conflicts (Matt. 24:6-7; Mark 13:7-8; Luke 21:9-10), “famines” (Matt. 24:7; Mark 13:8; Luke 21:11), “earthquakes” (Matt. 24:7; Mark 13:8; Luke 21:11) “plagues” (Luke 21:11) and “terrifying events and great signs from heaven” (Luke 21:11).
If we put the teaching of Jesus about the “beginnings of birth pains” together with the seal judgments in the book of Revelation, we can see that what Jesus referred to as the “beginning of birth pains” is the seal judgments of Revelation 6 and the first half of the “week” in Daniel 9:27). There are false Messiahs (Rev. 6:2; Matt. 24:5; Mark 13:5-6; Luke 21:8), wars (Rev. 6:3-4; Matt. 24:6-7; Mark 13:7-8; Luke 21:9-10), “famines” (Rev. 6:5-6; Matt. 24:7; Mark 13:8; Luke 21:11) all kinds of lethal things including “death,” that is, “plagues” (Rev. 6:7-8; Luke 21:11) earthquakes (Rev. 6:12; Matt. 24:7; Mark 13:8; Luke 21:11), and “terrifying events and great signs from heaven” (Rev. 6:12-14; Luke 21:11).
Mat 24:9
“Then they will hand you over.” Jesus will speak of this terrible time during the Great Tribulation again at the Last Supper (John 16:2).
“tortured.” The Greek is thlipsis (#2347 θλῖψις), and it refers to outward trouble that inflicts distress; oppression; affliction; tribulation; and also the inward experience of distress, affliction, or trouble.[footnoteRef:1146] It was common practice to torture prisoners in the first century, and in this case, the fact that believers would be handed over to thlipsis clearly means torture. Two thousand years after Matthew was written, we humans have not become any more civilized, and torture is common practice all over the world. It will be even worse after the Rapture, which is why Revelation 14:13 says that those who die in the Lord (i.e., without remaining unconverted or renouncing the Faith) will be blessed. [1146:  BDAG Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “θλῖψις.”] 

“you will be hated by all the nations.” The Greek word translated as “nations” is ethnos (#1484 ἔθνος), and it is translated as “group” in Matthew 24:7, and it arguably should be translated that way here. In the Last Days, believers will be hated by everyone. There will be such widespread ungodliness and wickedness that every different group will have a reason to hate believers. Although “nations” has more the meaning “group” in this context than what is today referred to as a “nation,” it should be recognized that it often referred to the Gentiles in exclusion of the Jews. Thus the emphasis here in Matthew is that in the End Times believers will be hated by everyone, with more emphasis placed on the Gentiles.
Mat 24:11
“false prophets.” One of the most important things we need to be aware of about these false prophets is that they will arise from among the believers. While there will certainly be people who are not believers who will say many erroneous things about God, Christ, the Word, Christians and Jews, etc., these are not “false prophets” in the most common sense of the Word. In the Old Testament, the false prophets who got the most attention were prophets from among the Jews who left the true faith and followed other gods or spoke lies to the Jews.
Deuteronomy 13:1-5 says there will be prophets who try to lead the Jews into the worship of other gods. Jeremiah 28 records the conflict between Jeremiah and the prophet Hananiah, who turned out to be a false prophet. Ezekiel 13:1-12 is about the false prophets in Israel who “see false visions and speak lying divinations. They claim, ‘This is the LORD’s declaration,’ when the LORD did not send them” (Ezek. 13:6 HCSB). Jeremiah 27:14-15 and Jeremiah 29:8-9 record God saying that He did not send many of the prophets who were speaking in His name. Thus, they were prophesying lies (Jer. 23:26). In fact, Jeremiah 29:8 (HCSB) says, “Don’t let your prophets who are living among you…deceive you.”
Many of the false prophets in the Old Testament were living among the Jews because they were Jews. It will be the same today. Many of the false prophets will be believers—which at this time means Christians—who will be claiming to speak by revelation or what they know from the Word, but what they will be saying will not be true. We hear many of those voices today already (although they don’t necessarily agree with each other): “There is no everlasting punishment for the unsaved; people can get saved without believing in Jesus Christ; sexual sin is not a sin after all; diligently obeying the Word is ‘legalism,’” and so much more. The wise believer knows the Word of God and diligently works to separate truth from error so he is not misled. In Matthew 24:4, Jesus said to watch out that we are not misled, and it is up to each believer to take the time to learn the truth about God and the Word so he or she is not misled.
Mat 24:12
“And because of the increase in lawlessness.” There are many ways that lawlessness will increase in the Last Days. Although many people think of lawlessness as in early America’s Wild West when there were no laws and no effective way of enforcing laws, actually, much lawlessness occurs when there are plenty of well-defined laws but the authorities refuse to enforce them. Also, lawlessness can occur when the authorities make all kinds of oppressive and demonic laws that go against the way God would rule.
“Lawlessness” is generally defined as contempt for, and violation of, the law. But whose law? People might be deceived into thinking that lawlessness is breaking man’s laws, and in certain contexts that may be true, but the greater truth is that God is the creator of the heavens and the earth and the earth belongs to Him (Ps. 24:1; 1 Cor. 10:26), and He is the lawgiver, not any human being (Isa. 33:22; James 4:12). Any human law that contradicts a written or unwritten law of God is “lawless.” Jesus Christ made it clear that any laws that the religious leaders put in place that contradicted God’s laws were not valid (Matt. 15:4-9; Mark. 7:5-13). The religious leaders made the laws for Israel, yet Jesus Christ called them lawless people because they broke God’s laws, which are the only valid laws, by their evil laws (Matt. 7:23, 29). Isaiah 10:1-3 makes it clear that the human laws have to be in line with God’s laws to be righteous. Isaiah says, “Woe to those who enact unrighteous laws, and to the writers who write oppressive regulations, to deprive the needy of justice and to rob the poor among my people of their rights, so that widows may be their spoil, and so that they may make the fatherless their prey!” (Isa. 10:1-2).
When there is lawlessness, life becomes unpredictable and frightening, and often good or righteous acts only bring persecution and trouble. In those conditions, people keep to themselves and try to stay safe and not draw attention to themselves, and thus their love to reach out and help others grows cold because there is no way to tell how trying to help someone will really turn out. Proverbs 28:12 says, “when the wicked rise up, people conceal themselves.”
Mat 24:13
“the one who.” Salvation is an individual thing. No one is saved and granted everlasting life based on being a part of a group.
Mat 24:14
“good news of the kingdom will be proclaimed.” In this context, the “good news of the kingdom” refers to the coming of the reign of Jesus Christ as king on the earth (the Millennial Kingdom), and the fact that Jesus, John the Baptist, and Jesus’ disciples all taught that it was near (Matt. 3:2; 4:17; 10:7; Mark 1:15). The coming kingdom, called the “Kingdom of God” and “the Kingdom of Heaven” was the primary subject of Christ’s teaching. Although some people say that the Kingdom of God was the time that Jesus was on earth, Matthew 24:14 (and Luke 21:31) shows that cannot be the case. In the time when Matthew 24:14 applies, Jesus will have already ascended into heaven and will not be on earth any longer, but Christ’s kingdom on earth, the Millennial Kingdom, will still need to be a major subject of preaching and teaching.
Jesus foretold that the Good News of the kingdom would be preached to the whole world, and then the end would come. But a study of the Tribulation period shows how difficult preaching the Good News will be because the Antichrist and evil people will pretty much control the world. But the prophecy of Jesus will be fulfilled by an angel flying high in the sky and proclaiming the Good News to the people of earth (Rev. 14:6). Everyone on earth will have a chance to hear the Good News and believe. Furthermore, soon after the angel proclaims the Good News, the end will come. The seven last plagues, the bowl judgments, come upon the earth (Rev. 16:1-21), then Jesus comes from heaven and conquers it and defeats the army of the enemy (Rev. 19:11-21), and then Jesus sets up his Millennial Kingdom on earth.
[For more on Jesus’ Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Mat 24:15
“when you see the abomination of desolation.” The people of Jerusalem would go to the Temple regularly, and would very likely literally “see” the abomination of desolation in the Temple—although we are not even certain what the abomination is. Also, there were inside parts of the Temple that could be seen from the top of the Mount of Olives. Also, because the word translated as “you see” is plural and refers to the people in and around Jerusalem who lived in the houses there, it does not mean each and every person has to see, but that some of the collective body of people would see it and could then report to others. Thus the “you see” is general and does not mean “each of you see.”
“Holy Place” is a designation of the Temple.
“Place” is the Greek topos (#5117 τόπος). The word “place” can refer to any place specifically mentioned; however, it was also one of the designations of the Temple in Jerusalem, which it is here in Matthew 24:15 and other places in the New Testament as well (cf. Matt. 24:15; John 4:20, 11:48, 19:20; Acts 6:13-14, 21:28).[footnoteRef:1147] [1147:  Also see Kittle, TDNT, s.v. “τόπος”; Ernest Martin, Secrets of Golgotha, chap. 8.] 

Mat 24:17
“not go down.” How could a person on the roof leave town without coming down from the roof? It was often possible to get quite close to the edge of town without going down into a house. In biblical times, houses had flat roofs, and the Mosaic Law commanded that a railing be built around the roof so people would not fall off (Deut. 22:8). People would spend time on the roof when the weather was nice, which is why Peter went up on the rooftop to pray (Acts 10:9).
The houses were built close together, often even having common walls, and were generally close enough to get from one roof to another. The streets between the houses were usually very narrow. That meant that getting to the outside of town by traveling from rooftop to rooftop was usually quicker than using the narrow streets through town. Moving from roof to roof was known as “the road of the roofs,” and that was why Jesus said that when people saw the signs of the End Times they should flee town without going back down into their houses (Matt. 24:17; Mark 13:15; Luke 17:31). In contrast to the flat roofs, the narrow and often winding roads between the houses were not a good way to travel quickly through town because they would clog up so quickly.
[For more on houses, see commentaries on Isa. 22:1 and Prov. 17:19].
Mat 24:19
“But how terrible.” This warning is also in Mark 13:17.
“how terrible.” The Greek word is ouai (#3759 οὐαί, pronounced ooh-'eye). For an explanation of the meaning of “how terrible,” see commentary on Matthew 11:21.In this context, ouai is an expression of grief because of the distress, hardship, and divine retribution that is coming in the future (1 Cor. 9:16; Rev. 9:12). People who cannot easily travel or who have to take care of others will have a very hard time in the Great Tribulation.
Mat 24:21
“great tribulation.” Jesus would have learned a lot about the Tribulation period from the Old Testament. For example, Isaiah 13:9-13; 24:1-23; 34:1-8; 63:1-6; Jeremiah. 30:6-7; Daniel 12:1; Joel 1:15; 2:1-11; 3:14-16; Amos 5:16-20; 8:8-14; Obadiah 1:15-16; Micah 5:10-15; Zephaniah 1:7-18; Zechariah 12:1-9; 14:1-6; and Malachi 4:1-3. It is a terrible time on earth in which most people will be killed.
Those who survive the Tribulation and Armageddon are divided by Jesus into two groups: the sheep and the goats, and the sheep will be allowed into Christ’s kingdom, while the goats will be thrown into the Lake of Fire (Matt. 25:31-46).
[For more on the terrible time during the Great Tribulation, see commentaries on Isa. 13:9 and Dan. 12:1. For more on the Sheep and Goat Judgment and the chronology of the events in the End Times, see commentary on Matt. 25:32.]
Mat 24:22
“no flesh would have been saved.” The Tribulation and Armageddon are so horrific that compared to the number of people alive on earth today, only “very few” are left.
[For more information on very few people surviving the Tribulation and Armageddon, see commentary on Isa. 24:6.]
Mat 24:23
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“Messiah.” See commentary on Matthew 24:5.
Mat 24:24
“Messiahs.” See commentary on Matthew 24:5.
Mat 24:25
“Pay attention!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Mat 24:26
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“inner rooms.” A reference to the inner rooms of the Temple. It would have been a sin for an ordinary Israelite to enter into the Holy Place or the Holy of Holies of the Temple, so it was safe to say the Messiah was in there when no one would check to see if the report was true.
Mat 24:30
“Son of Man coming on the clouds of heaven.” Jesus’ coming in the clouds is a reference to Daniel 7:13. This is the “Second Coming” of Christ. Jesus spoke of his Second Coming and the events that surround it quite often. Some of these include, Matthew 16:27 (cf. Mark 8:38; Luke 9:26); Matthew 24:30-44 (Mark 13:26; Luke 21:27); Matthew 25:31-46; 26:64 (Mark 14:62); Mark 8:38; Luke 12:40; 17:24-30; John 14:3, 18; 21:22). See commentary on Matthew 16:27.
Mat 24:31
“they will gather together his chosen ones.” In this context, the “chosen ones” are the sheep of the Sheep and Goat Judgment, and also likely the people of the first resurrection, the resurrection of the righteous, who come up out of the graves and are brought back to the land of Israel (Ezek. 37:12-14).
In the future, there will be a time of great tribulation; a time of terrible destruction and death. The Old Testament prophets spoke of it often (see commentary on Dan. 12:1), Jesus Christ taught about it (Matt. 24, Mark 13, Luke 21) and it is described in some detail in the book of Revelation, which says there will be seal judgments, trumpet judgments, thunder judgments, and bowl judgments. That time of great tribulation will end when Jesus Christ comes down to earth and fights the Battle of Armageddon and conquers the earth (Rev. 19:11-21). Then Jesus will set up his 1,000-year kingdom on earth. Christ’s kingdom on earth will include Christians, who were in the Rapture, the people who are in the first resurrection (Rev. 20:1-5), and the “sheep” of the Sheep and Goat Judgment (Matt. 25:31-46).
When Christ conquers the earth he will send out his angels who will gather the people who survived the Tribulation and Armageddon. Those survivors will be divided into two groups, the “sheep” and the “goats,” and the sheep will be allowed to enter the Millennial Kingdom of Jesus Christ (the “sheep” of Matt. 25:31-46 are also the “wheat” of Matt. 13:24-30, 36-43). The “sheep” who are gathered are part of the “chosen” who are gathered in Matthew 24:31. Also, however, the Old Testament says that when the people get up from the grave in the first resurrection, they have to be brought back to Israel, so it is likely that here in Matthew 24:13, the “chosen” who are gathered also include both the “sheep” and the righteous people who are in the resurrection of the righteous, the first resurrection. Other scriptures also speak of Jesus coming with his angels when he comes to earth (Matt. 13:41; 16:27; 24:31; 25:31; Mark 8:38; 13:27; Luke 9:26).
[For more on the Sheep and Goat Judgment, see commentaries on Matt. 25:32 and 25:33. For more about Jesus’ future kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Mat 24:33
“door.” The Greek text is actually “doors” or “gates.” “Doors” (or “gates”) made more sense in the biblical world than it does to us today because double doors, and certainly double gates, were much more common then than now. The word “door” carries the sense of the situation much better in modern English than “doors” does, and it avoids the confusion that there may be more than one door that Jesus has to go through to get to us. Or “gates” would be a good translation if the reader thought of Jesus approaching the cities and being right at the gates of the city.
Mat 24:34
“this generation will absolutely not pass away.” Matthew 24:34 is part of the very long two-chapter answer—Matthew 24:4-25:46—that Jesus gave to the disciples when they asked when the End of the Age would be: “Tell us, when will these things be, and what will be the sign of your coming and end of the age?” (Matt. 24:3).
The disciples wanted this present evil Age to end and the blessings of the Messianic Kingdom to be real, so they asked Jesus about when the End of the Age would come. Jesus answered their question, and part of what he said was, “this generation will absolutely not pass away until all these things come to pass.” The straightforward meaning of Jesus’ multi-verse answer is simple: he told the disciples that their generation would not pass away until the things he had just mentioned had occurred, which no doubt gave the apostles much energy and hope. After all, how would any of us feel if we found out Jesus would return in our generation?
As it has turned out, what Jesus said was historically inaccurate. That generation passed away and what Jesus said would happen did not happen. In that sense, Jesus followed in the footsteps of many prophets before him who prophesied that the End was coming soon but then God delayed it for His own purposes (see commentary on Matt. 16:28).
We will better understand how to properly interpret Jesus’ statement if we review what he said would happen in “this generation.” Gleaning information from the records in Matthew, Mark, and Luke, we see that there will be “many” false prophets and false Messiahs who will mislead many people. There will be wars, famines, earthquakes, plagues, and “terrifying events and great signs from heaven” (Luke 21:11). A great persecution of the believers will occur, and many believers will turn from the faith and betray one another, and people’s love will grow cold. Jerusalem will be surrounded by armies (Luke 21:20). The “abomination that causes desolation” that Daniel wrote about will stand in the holy place, the Temple, and there will be great tribulation, which will be so great that if the time was not shortened by God, no one would survive (Matt. 24:22). The sun and moon will be darkened, stars will fall from the sky, and the sign of the Son of Man will appear in the sky. He will come with “power and great glory,” and seeing this, all the nations will mourn (Matt. 24:30). Then his angels will go out with a loud trumpet blast and gather the elect from the ends of the earth.
As we read these words of Jesus, we can see that these events of which he spoke are still future. No events in past history have fulfilled these prophetic words of Jesus, but the Great Tribulation, written about by Old Testament prophets and described in some detail in the book of Revelation, will fulfill every prophecy. However, the fact that these prophecies have not been fulfilled has caused a problem for Bible commentators because Jesus said, “this generation will certainly not pass away until all these things have happened,” and yet “this generation” has indeed passed away but the signs he spoke of have not yet happened.
Theologians have set forth a number of theories to avoid the natural conclusion people would get from a straightforward reading of Matthew 24:34, which is that what Jesus said did not happen as he said it would. Some of these explanations are below, and all of them fall short of explaining what Jesus said.
1. Jesus was referring to the fall of Jerusalem in AD 70.
2. The word “generation” refers to the “race” of Israel, the Jewish race.
3. The word “generation” refers to the “kind” of people (i.e., wicked).
4. The word genetai, “happened” can be taken as an ingressive aorist and can mean “will have started to take place.”
5. The word “this” in “this generation” refers to the generation at the time, not the one Christ was talking to.
6. The prophecy, like others, is capable of multiple fulfillments, some of which have occurred, and some have not yet.
These explanations that have been posited by various theologians need to be examined one at a time. As to possibility number 1, that Jesus was referring to the fall of Jerusalem in AD 70, the fact is that the events mentioned by Jesus in Matthew 24 did not occur in AD 70. Anyone reading the list of signs in Matthew 24:4-31 will see that most of the signs Jesus spoke about were not fulfilled. Furthermore, the destruction of the Temple in AD 70 does not answer the question Jesus’ disciples asked him. The disciples wanted to know when the Second Coming and end of this present evil age would come, and neither of those things happened in AD 70.
Explanation number 2, that the word “generation” should be translated as “race” and refers to the “race” of Israel, the Jewish race, does not explain what Jesus said. Frankly, the word “generation” does not refer to “race.” If it did, then that would make Jesus say that the Jewish race would not pass away until the signs he spoke of had happened. But that would not answer the disciples’ question or tell us when Jesus would come. The Jews were on earth long before Jesus was born, and the Jewish race will continue through the Tribulation and on into the Messianic Kingdom.
When the disciples asked Jesus for signs about the timing of his coming and the end of the age, what if Jesus had said, “God will still be God.” Well, that would be true, for God will still be God when Christ comes, but is that a sign of his coming? No, it is not. Similarly, since the prophecies indicate that the race of Israel would always continue, Jesus saying that the race of Jews would not pass away would not have been a sign of his coming. Beyond that, however, the wording Jesus used shows that “generation” cannot mean “race.” If Jesus had said, “this race will not pass away until...,” then he would have been saying that after the signs he spoke of occurred, then the Jewish race would pass away. But that will not happen. The Bible says that the Jewish race would continue and be a part of Christ’s kingdom on earth. So Jesus could not have said “This ‘race’ will not pass away until…” because it is untrue and because it does not answer the apostle’s question. If, however, Jesus said that “this generation,” i.e., the one he was speaking to, would not pass away, then that would be a very important sign that his coming was close, which is exactly what the disciples were asking about.
Explanation number three, that the word “generation” refers to the “kind” of people (i.e., wicked) not passing away until the signs are fulfilled, falls short on the same basic grounds that trying to make the word “generation” mean “race” does. Many prophecies in the Old Testament speak of how wicked the earth is when the Messiah comes to conquer it, and even by the end of Christ’s kingdom on earth there will still be wicked people on earth (Rev. 20:7-9). Unbelieving people will not “pass away” when Jesus sets up his kingdom. So Jesus would not be answering the disciple’s question and giving a sign of the timing of his Second Coming by saying that wicked people would not be gone from the earth until his prophecies were fulfilled.
One of the major works arguing that the word “generation” refers to the “kind” of people was done by Neil Nelson, Jr., and published in the Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society 38, no. 3 (September 1996). However, to make this idea work, Nelson asserts that the first part of Jesus’ answer (Matt. 24:4-14) refers to an “interadvent age” a period of “indefinite duration” that perhaps starts with the destruction of the Temple (and thus is now some 2,000 years long), and only Matthew 24:15-28 refer to the End Times. However, there is no reason to split Jesus’ explanation like that, and the fact that Jesus is speaking to his disciples and saying “you” throughout the teaching argues strongly against it (Matt. 24:4, 6, 9, 15, 20, 23, 25). Even if Jesus’ teaching were divided, the explanation still does not work because it does not answer the apostle’s questions. Jesus clearly said that even the appearance of false messiahs, wars, famines, and earthquakes were “the beginning of birth pains” (Matt. 24:8), but how is that helpful to show the sign of the Second Coming if those birth pains last some 2,000 years? Nelson then states that the only specific answer to when the close of the age will come is Jesus’ statement that “of that day and hour no one knows,” but that explanation turns Jesus’ 32-verse answer into a non-answer. If Jesus did not know the time or any sure signs of it, then he should have simply said so in Matthew 24:34 and ended the conversation. Saying that there would be some 2,000 years of non-signs before the Second Coming only clouds his answer. The only reason that Nelson and others go to great lengths to try to explain what Jesus was saying instead of taking it at face value is that the apostle’s generation is dead and what Jesus said did not come to pass.
Explanation number four, that the word genetai, “happened” should be taken as an ingressive aorist and read to mean “will have started to take place,” is rejected by most theologians, and for good reason. First and foremost, it is a “forced” translation. It would have never been posited as an explanation if people were not uncomfortable with the plain meaning of Scripture. Secondly, if the signs of the Second Coming started while the apostles were still alive, then we have been seeing the signs of his coming for the last 2,000 years! Thus, those “signs” would not be helpful in pointing to the timing of the Second Coming and would not answer the disciple’s questions. If on the other hand, the signs Jesus mentioned as signs of his Second Coming were to occur in one generation, as the text says when properly translated, then there are indeed some very specific signs to pay attention to.
As to explanation number five, that “this generation” refers to the generation the events were to happen to, not the generation that was listening to Jesus, falls short for a few different reasons. While that explanation does admit that all the signs will occur in one generation, grammatically the explanation is untenable, and it is fair to point out that we know of no scholar familiar with the Greek text who takes that position. The word “this” in “this generation” refers to the generation Christ was actually speaking to at the time, which is why scholars attempt to make “generation” become “race” or “kind.” Jesus was speaking to disciples alive at the time, and he told them to be careful that no one “misleads you,” and he continued speaking to them as “you” throughout his teaching (Matt. 24:4, 6, 9, 15, 20, 23, 25). Furthermore, the explanation that “this generation” can refer to any future generation does not answer the question the disciples asked. The disciples asked Jesus for a sign of his coming, and if he said, “Well, there will be a future generation that will experience great tribulation,” that would not be helpful because they already knew that from the Old Testament prophecies (see commentary on Dan. 12:1). The disciples asked Jesus for a sign of his coming and the End of the Age and he told them what would happen, but then God delayed his Second Coming, something Jesus had no way of knowing or anticipating.
As to explanation number six, some people have postulated that Christ’s prophecy in Matthew 24, Mark 13, and Luke 21 is capable of multiple fulfillments, part having been fulfilled during the life of the apostles, and part not having been fulfilled. While it is true that some prophecies have multiple fulfillments, the evidence is that is not the case here. Jesus’ teaching was a single long answer to the disciple’s question, and Jesus’ use of “you,” speaking to the disciples, shows that he expected them to go through every event. Also, the nature of many of the signs Jesus mentioned is such that they will only happen one time, not two times. Also, the disciples wanted to know the timing of the Second Coming and the end of the age, and if Jesus answered them by speaking about signs that were going to be fulfilled more than once, then he did not answer them at all. How were they to know which signs to look for? Also, the double fulfillment explanation fails to explain what Christ actually meant when he said “This generation will not pass away until all these things be fulfilled.” That generation is dead and gone but all those signs were not fulfilled. The fact is that all of Christ’s prophecies in Matthew 24-25, Mark 13, and Luke 21 will be fulfilled in one generation, but God delayed the timing of the Second Coming so that fulfillment is still future.
F. F. Bruce writes, “When we are faced with the problem of understanding a hard saying, it is always a safe procedure to ask, ‘What would it have meant to the people who first heard it?’ And there can be but one answer to this question in relation to the present hard saying. Jesus’ hearers could have understood him to mean only that ‘all these things’ would take place within their generation. Not only does ‘generation’ in the phrase ‘this generation’ always mean the people alive at one particular time, the phrase itself always means ‘the generation now living.’ Jesus spoke of ‘this generation’ in this sense several times, and generally in no flattering terms.”[footnoteRef:1148] In saying that, F. F. Bruce is correct. The simple and straightforward meaning of what Jesus said was that that generation, the generation that he and his disciples lived in, would not pass away until all the signs he spoke of were fulfilled. The only difficulty is that the generation died and the signs were not fulfilled; the Second Coming did not occur and the age did not end. But God has the authority to delay the Second Coming, and He did. Jesus only spoke what God revealed to him, and he also had very good scriptural reason to believe that the Tribulation would come very shortly after his death and resurrection, certainly within his generation. [1148:  F. F. Bruce, The Hard Sayings of Jesus, 226-27.] 

[For more on Jesus speaking about his Second Coming occurring soon, see commentary on Matt. 16:28. For more on the coming Kingdom of Christ on earth, the Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Mat 24:35
“Heaven and earth will pass away.” The Greek text of this sentence is almost exactly the same in Matthew 24:35, Mark 13:31, and Luke 21:33.
Mat 24:36
“But no one knows about that day and hour.” Many attempts have been made to determine when Jesus will Rapture the Church, then later come to earth, fight the Battle of Armageddon, and set up his Millennial Kingdom. Usually, people who try to determine the dates for the events of the End take the phrase “day and hour” in a Western, literal way, and say that we may not know the day and hour, but we can know the year. This misses the simple point of the way the vocabulary was used at the time of Christ and in the Bible. Although they could be used specifically for a 24-hour “day” and a 60-minute “hour,” there is no reason to think “day” or “hour” were used that way here.
In the Bible and in the Greco-Roman world, both “day” and “hour” were often used generally. In fact, the word “day” was sometimes used to describe a quality, such as in the phrase, “children of the day” (1 Thess. 5:5), and “day” was also used to describe a period of time (cf. Eph. 6:13, the evil day). Similarly, although “hour” is sometimes used of just an hour or a short period of time, it is also used of a specifically appointed time, such as the hour of the incense offering (Luke 1:10), or the dinner hour (Luke 14:17). Remember, in this teaching, Jesus is trying to tell people what they do not know, and making the point that these future times are unknown; he was not trying to tease people and get them to guess the “year” by saying they did not know the “day” or “hour.” In this context, the phrase seems to best refer to the fact that people do not know the time period (including the duration) or appointed time of the return, and in fact, we do not. We do not know how long the Battle of Armageddon will take, for example.
This understanding of the verse is augmented by the way Matthew 24:36 reads. It does not say that only the Father knows the day and hour. It says that only the Father knows “about” or “concerning” (the Greek is the preposition peri; “about” or “concerning”) that day and hour. This is a subtle but important point to understand, because since the Father works with people, it is possible that even He does not know the exact time He will send Jesus back to earth, but will adjust it depending on what people do, just as He did with many other events in history, such as the death of Hezekiah (2 Kings 20:1-6); the destruction of Ahab (1 Kings 21:20-29).
“nor the Son.” This is also stated in Mark 13:32. This verse is part of the biblical evidence that shows that Jesus was not God, but only knew what God showed him. Although there are Greek texts that omit the phrase “nor the Son,” textual scholars are quite convinced that the phrase was in the original text of Matthew. Roger Omanson writes, “The best representatives of the Alexandrian and the Western text-types contain the words oude ho huios [“nor the Son”], and the syntax of the sentence suggests that these three words are original. …Copyists omitted these words because of the doctrinal difficulty of saying that the Son did not know when the Son of Man would come.”[footnoteRef:1149] Omanson goes on to say that it is very unlikely that “nor the Son” was not in the original texts but was added by scribes so Matthew would then agree with Mark 13:32, which has “nor the Son.” Even if the words, “nor the Son” were not in the original text of Matthew, the textual evidence is clear that they are in the original text of Mark 13:32. [1149:  Omanson, A Textual Guide to the Greek New Testament, 44.] 

Matthew 24:36 and Mark 13:32 are problematic for Trinitarians, who are forced to say that Jesus’ human side had limited knowledge and did not know the time of the events of the End, but his God nature had unlimited knowledge and did know the time. But there are huge problems with that assertion. One is that the Bible never says it was only Jesus’ human nature that did not know but his God nature did know. That is only assumed because it makes Trinitarian doctrine work. Furthermore, it cannot be explained how Jesus could have had both limited and unlimited knowledge at the same time. Theologians refer to it as communicatio idiomatum, but that is just Latin for “the communication of the properties,” and it does not explain how Jesus’ two natures could co-exist; it just assumes they do.
Trinitarians also assert that the two natures, God and man, existing simultaneously is a mystery, but again, the Bible never even says the two natures exist in Christ, much less that it is a mystery. About mysteries, Roger Olson wrote: “We must point out here the difference between mystery and contradiction; the former is something that cannot be fully explained to or comprehended by the human mind, whereas the latter is just nonsense—two concepts that cancel each other out and together make an absurdity.”[footnoteRef:1150] Although Olson wrote about the mysteries of Calvinism, his comment about mysteries applies equally to the “mysteries” created by the doctrine of the Trinity. We assert that it is a clear contradiction that Jesus is both 100% God and 100% man. [1150:  Olson, Against Calvinism, 105.] 

Jesus got knowledge from God throughout his ministry. For example, John 5:20 says that the Father was showing Jesus what He was doing, and also Jesus said that his teaching was not his own, but came from God (John 7:16-17). Even after His resurrection Jesus still receives knowledge from God. The information in the book of Revelation was given by God to Jesus Christ: “The revelation of Jesus Christ, which God gave to him” (Rev. 1:1). The simple and straightforward explanation for why Jesus did not know the timing of the events of the End is that he was not “God in the flesh” as the Trinitarian doctrine stated, but “a man pointed out to you by God” as Peter so plainly stated (Acts 2:22).
[For more information on Jesus not being God in the flesh, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.” Also see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
Mat 24:37
“For as in the days of Noah…” For an explanation of why Jesus used the days of Noah as a comparison to his Sheep and Goat Judgment, see commentary on Matthew 24:40.
Mat 24:40
“one is taken, and one is left.” This verse describes the harsh reality of what happens when Jesus Christ comes down from heaven and sets up his kingdom on earth—some people will be allowed into the Messianic Kingdom on earth and some will be destroyed in the flames of Gehenna. Jesus describes this event in different terms about 50 verses later in his explanation of what is known as “The Sheep and Goat Judgment” (Matt. 25:31-46). The people who are “taken” are the goats, and they are taken away to Gehenna. The ones who are “left” are the sheep, and they are allowed to enter the Messianic Kingdom, the “Kingdom of Heaven.” It helps to understand this section of Scripture if we keep in mind that Matthew 24:3-25:46 is all an answer to the question Jesus was asked in Matthew 24:3.
The apostles knew some general facts about the end of the Age. For example, they knew about the Tribulation period from the many references to it in the Old Testament (Isa. 13:9-13; 24:1-6; Dan. 12:1; Amos 5:18-20; cf. Matt. 24:21). They also knew that the Tribulation would be followed by Jesus setting up his kingdom on earth (cf. Dan. 2:44; 7:13, 14; Ezek. 40-48), and that the Messiah’s kingdom would be inhabited by resurrected believers (Ezek. 37:11-14; Dan. 12:2; cf. John 5:25-29). Of course, there were things the apostles did not understand—such as that the Messiah would have to die, be resurrected from the dead, and then ascend into heaven for a time before setting up his kingdom on earth.
The apostles were anxious for the Kingdom to come, so in Matthew 24:3 they asked Jesus about when his kingdom would come. Matthew 24-25 are Jesus’ answer to their question. In the first part of Matthew 24, Jesus describes some events of the Great Tribulation, which occurs after the Rapture of the Christian Church and precedes his coming from heaven (Rev. 19:11ff). Matthew 24:30 begins to describe Jesus coming to earth and gathering the elect, who are the ones who will be allowed into the Kingdom. Jesus described the Judgment that will follow his arrival on earth in a way they could all understand it: the Flood of Noah. In the Flood, evil people were “taken” away, while Noah and his family were “left” on earth and repopulated the earth.
After comparing the Judgment to Noah’s Flood, Jesus tells the disciples to watch and be ready, and tells the “Parable of the Ten Virgins” (Matt. 25:1-13) about staying ready in order to be able to enter the Kingdom, and he also tells the “Parable of the Talents” about getting into the Kingdom and being rewarded by the Master (Matt. 25:14-30). Then Jesus returns to his teaching about the events of the Tribulation and Judgment. In Matthew 25:31-46, Jesus tells about how, when he comes to earth, he will gather everyone who is left alive after the Great Tribulation (“all the nations”). He will have them brought before his throne and he will judge them, dividing the people into two categories: the “sheep” (righteous) and the “goats” (unrighteous). Jesus will let the sheep into his kingdom and they will live on the earth. In contrast, the “goats” will be taken away to destruction. Although it was never stated in the Old Testament or Gospels, we learn from the book of Revelation that the first part of Jesus’ Kingdom on earth lasts 1,000 years (Rev. 20:2-5).
It is sometimes wrongly taught by Christians that Matthew 24:37-41 is about the Rapture of the Church. But these verses in Matthew 24 cannot be wrested from their context, which is Jesus Christ’s Second Coming, when he comes to the earth in judgment and to reign as king (cf. Rev. 19:11-20:4). Matthew 24:30 says the nations will see the Messiah as he comes in power and glory, and that they will “mourn.” Then Matthew 25:31-33 speaks of the coming of the Messiah and notes that Christ will “sit on his glorious throne” and “all the nations will be gathered before him.” These things are not associated with the Rapture of the Christian Church. At the Rapture, the Church meets the Lord in the air (1 Thess. 4:17). He never comes all the way to the earth. Those left on earth will be confused about the disappearance of the Christians. They will not know where the Christians went. Furthermore, at the Rapture the nations do not see Christ nor do they “mourn.” So the context shows that Matthew 24 and Luke 17 are speaking of the Second Coming of Christ to the earth to Israel when he fights at Armageddon, judges the people, and sets up his Kingdom.
The meaning of “one is taken, and one is left” is made clear by the words themselves, the context, and the scope of Scripture. The time of Christ’s coming in judgment will be similar to the time of the judgment in the days of Noah when the flood came and “took” people away. Note that Matthew 24:39 specifically says that the flood “took” the unrighteous, while the righteous—Noah and his family—were “left.” That is historically correct. The flood took all the unrighteous people away and left Noah and his family alive on earth. So too in Matthew, the ones who are “taken” are taken for judgment and then “taken” off the earth and sent to the “fire prepared for the Devil and his angels” (Matt. 25:41 NIV). Being “taken” is not a blessing. At the Sheep and Goat Judgment, the unrighteous are “taken” to punishment in the flames (Matt. 25:41, 46), while the righteous are “left” on the earth and inherit the Kingdom. Spiros Zodhiates writes:
In Matt. 24:40-41; Luke 17:34-35, paralambano in the passive form is used as the opposite of aphiemi, “to let be.” In these verses, those who are taken are not to be misconstrued as those whom the Lord favors, as if they were the same saints spoken of in 1 Thess. 4:17 who will be raptured (harpazō, “to seize, catch away, as if by force”) to meet the Lord in the clouds. The verb paralambano in most cases indicates a demonstration in favor of the one taken, but not always. In Matt. 4:5, 8, it is used of Satan “taking” Jesus up to tempt him. In John 19:16 it is used of “taking” Jesus to lead him to the cross. It is used to refer to those in the days of Noah who were taken away, not being favored but being punished, while Noah and his family were “left” intact. Therefore, in this passage in Matthew and the parallel passage in Luke, paralambano must not be equated to the believers who are to be raptured at the coming of the Lord for his saints. It refers rather to those who, as in the days of Noah, are taken to destruction. The others are left alone (aphiemi) for the purpose of entering into the blessings of Christ’s kingdom (identified by some as the Millennium) and the righteous rule of Christ upon earth.[footnoteRef:1151] [1151:  Zodhiates, The Complete Word Study Dictionary: New Testament, entry on paralambano, 1108.] 

Robert Mounce writes:
“The man working in the field (Matt. 24:40) and the woman grinding meal (Matt. 24:41) will be taken away in judgment (not to safety; cf. parallel in Matt. 24:39 with those ‘taken away’ by the flood).”[footnoteRef:1152] [1152:  Robert H. Mounce, Matthew [NIBCNT], 229.] 

Another way we know that Matthew 24:37-41 is not about the Rapture is by comparing it to its parallel Scripture in Luke 17:26-27. As in Matthew 24, in Luke 17 Jesus was asked when the Kingdom would come (Luke 17:20). Luke 17 gives a much shorter answer than Matthew 24, and includes different information, but it speaks of Noah’s Flood and says when the Flood came, it “destroyed them all” (Luke 17:27). Luke also then compared the coming of the Son of Man to the days of Lot, when fire fell on Sodom and Gomorrah and “destroyed them all.” This parallel teaching shows that Jesus was not teaching about the Rapture. In the Rapture, Christians will be taken from the earth, while the unrighteous who are left on earth will experience the Tribulation. The unbelievers will not be destroyed at the Rapture but will continue their lives.
People sometimes doubt that there will be the “Rapture” because Jesus did not mention it in this teaching about the End Times. Jesus did not teach about it because it is part of the “Sacred Secret,” of the Administration of God’s Grace (see commentary on Eph. 3:2). The Rapture is not found in the Old Testament or the Gospels but is part of the revelation of the Church Epistles. The revelation that is addressed specifically to the Christian Church is written in the seven Epistles (letters) of Paul to the Church, known theologically as the “Church Epistles.” The fact that these seven Epistles (Romans through Thessalonians) are especially important to the Christian Church is not often taught, yet it is of vital importance. Israel will not be Raptured but will be resurrected and then return to the land of Israel (Ezek. 37:11-14).
One last thing to cover is the objection of those Christians who say that the scholars quoted above are wrong and that “take” refers to those who are taken for a blessing in the Rapture while “left” refers to those who are left for judgment. Even though this interpretation ignores the context, there is another, more important point that needs to be made. The context of Matthew and Luke are crystal clear about the circumstances of Christ’s coming, such as the nations mourning and being gathered to the Judgment, and this is plainly his Second Coming and not the Rapture. Therefore, no matter which group is blessed and which group is judged, neither group is Raptured. One is blessed and left on earth to enter the Kingdom (Matt. 25:34) while the other is judged and taken away (Matt. 25:41).
[For more on Matthew 24:40 not being about the Rapture, see, John W. Schoenheit, The Christian’s Hope: The Anchor of the Soul, Chapter 3.]
Mat 24:41
“Two women.” Although the word “women” is supplied from the context and is not in the Greek text, it is correctly supplied on the basis of the biblical culture. The biblical culture was very segregated by sex: there were jobs men did that women just did not do, and jobs that women did that men would not do. Working in the fields was usually done by men, hence “men” is supplied in verse 40, and the grinding of the grain with a hand mill was always considered to be women’s work, just as carrying water was considered women’s work (thus it is a woman Jesus meets at Jacob’s well in John 4:7). It was also considered women’s work to set up and take down the family tent, which was why Jael was so confident in driving a tent stake through Sisera’s head (Judg. 4:21); she had driven many tent stakes in her lifetime.
Mat 24:43
“allowed.” This is the Greek word eaō (#1439 ἐάω) which means “1. to let, allow, permit; 2. to let alone, to allow to do as one wishes; 3. to let go, give up, leave.” The difference between “let,” “allow,” and “permit” can be very slight, but “allow” usually means no more than a lack of prohibition whereas “permit” implies a granting of express permission. Thus “allow” is the better choice for eaō in this verse.
“his house to be broken into.” Although thieves would often try to break into a house through the door when they thought no one was home (most houses had just one outer door), it was also common that a thief would try to dig through a wall. The walls of most houses were at least partly of mud brick, which was cheap, sturdy, and easy to repair, and generally lasted for years. However, it was also easy to dig through and thus gain entrance to a house. Thieves are also mentioned in Matthew 6:19 and Exodus 22:2.
Mat 24:51
“sobbing and gnashing of teeth.” The mention of sobbing and gnashing of teeth occurs seven times in the Bible (Matt. 8:12; 13:42, 50; 22:13; 24:51; 25:30; Luke 13:28). All of these occurrences are in the Gospels. There is only one future Messianic Kingdom, and it fills the whole earth. The unsaved are not part of that Kingdom but are thrown into the Lake of Fire where there is sobbing and gnashing of teeth (Rev. 20:13-15).
[For a more complete explanation of the sobbing and gnashing of teeth, see commentary on Matt. 8:12.]
 
Matthew Chapter 25
Mat 25:1
“At that time.” This is one of the times when chapter headings are not helpful, but actually hinder understanding the Bible. Matthew 25 continues Jesus’ teaching that he started in Matthew 24:4. From Matthew 24:4 all the way to the end of Matthew 25 (Matt. 25:46), is one long answer to the question asked to him by the apostles: “What will be the sign of your coming and of the end of the age” (Matt. 24:3). Jesus gives a basic overall chronology of some major end-times events, such as the wars, earthquakes, tribulation, him coming in the clouds down to earth, then gathering all the nations before him and judging them at the sheep and goat judgment. But understanding the chronology of the End Times is “head knowledge.” It is nice to know, even important to know, but neither knowing it nor being ignorant of it will change it—the things Jesus spoke of will come to pass.
However, there are some very important facts we need to know and must keep in mind, and so in the middle of explaining to the apostles how some major end-times events will play out, Jesus adds some very pointed parables to drive home the fact that we must take this life very seriously.
The first parable is of the wise and foolish virgins (Matt. 25:1-13). The point of that parable is that there will be a time when the door to salvation will be closed and so “now is the day of salvation.” Now is a time to be prepared for the future (exemplified by the wise virgins), because when Jesus finally comes (exemplified by the bridegroom) the time of salvation is over. At that time the unsaved people will realize they have been foolish and want to get into the Kingdom (exemplified by the marriage feast) but they will not be able to get in; the door will be closed (Matt. 25:10-12). Those who have been obedient (Matt. 24:46) and wise (Matt. 25:2) will get to enter. The evil and foolish will be shut out, and “there will be sobbing and gnashing of teeth” (Matt. 24:51). The message of the parable is get saved now “because you do not know the day or the hour” when Judgment day comes, and when it does the invitation to be saved will no longer be offered; it will then be the time of judgment (Matt. 25:13). Jesus taught this same truth in Luke 13:22-30, but in Luke, he taught it plainly, without using a parable.
The second parable in Matthew 25 is the parable of the talents. The emphasis of the parable of the talents is that people will be rewarded according to their works. It is similar to the first in that there is a time to be wise and do what it takes to get saved and that time will come to an end. But the emphasis of the parable is that at some unknown point in the future, the Lord will come and judgment will begin, and people will be either rewarded or punished depending on how they lived their life. A major difference between the parable of the wise and foolish virgins and the parable of the talents is that in the parable of the talents, Jesus teaches that even the people who are saved will be judged (evaluated) and then rewarded according to their works.
In the parable of the virgins, the issue was salvation, and that a person was either allowed in the wedding feast or was closed out (in which case the Lake of Fire would be their end). In the parable of the talents, even the saved are judged, and they are then rewarded differently according to what they had done in their life. This is a huge lesson. Many people think that “being saved” is the goal, and as long as you are saved you have “made it.” That is far from the truth.
People will have different positions in the Kingdom: some will have charge of “many things” (Matt. 25:21-23), and some will not. There is no reason to have little in the future Kingdom of Jesus Christ. All he asks for is that we “seek first the Kingdom of God” and obey Him. We should all make his work and his agenda more important than our own. If we do that, we “will receive a rich welcome into the eternal kingdom of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ” (2 Pet. 1:11 NIV). If we do not, and are ashamed of him (as demonstrated by the way we behave), “the Son of Man also will be ashamed of him when he comes in the glory of his Father with the holy angels” (Mark 8:38). It is our decision to be saved or not, and it is our decision to obey him or not. Let’s be like the wise virgins and the “good and faithful” servants, and get saved and be richly rewarded. It will be more than worth it.
“will be like.” Often parables have the phrase “is like” (Matt. 13:24, 31, 33, 44), but this parable is about a future event, so “will be like” is accurate.
“virgins.” The Greek word is parthenos (#3933 παρθένος), and it most properly means “virgin.” Since girls were usually married between 12 and 14 years of age, these girls were likely in their early teens. Scripture does not say how these ten were chosen, and there are a lot of things about marriages in that culture that we do not know today. One thing that is unstated but implied is that even people who are young by today’s standards are expected to both know and do what is right.
“groom.” In many English versions, the older term “bridegroom” is used, but it just means the groom.
Mat 25:2
“foolish.” The Greek word is mōros (#3474 μωρός), which means “foolish,” or “stupid,” but is also used for godless or impious. This is a good example of a place where the full meaning of the Greek word cannot be brought into the English translation unless it is expanded. The virgins were not just “foolish,” they were almost certainly “godless” as well, which is why they did not make the effort to be prepared for the bridegroom. The parable is about being ready for the coming of the Lord, and while those who do not prepare are indeed foolish, they are also godless.
“sensible.” The Greek word is phronimos (#5429 φρόνιμος), and it refers to using one’s thoughts, being prudent, thoughtful, sensible, or intelligent. This is in contrast to the word sophos (#4680 σοφός), the more common Greek word that generally means “wise.”
Mat 25:3
“did not take oil with them.” The lamps and the oil provide a real-life backdrop to the parable. Through the years many preachers and teachers have postulated what the oil might be related to, such as the Holy Spirit, but all that guesswork is unnecessary. There is no reason to make the oil anything other than oil, and it was foolish to not know when a night event was going to happen yet not bring extra oil in case things got delayed. One thing is certain, however, and that is that each girl was expected to be prepared. When it comes to the Day of Judgment and the Kingdom of God, each person stands before God and then enters (or not) on their own; no one can make an entrance for anyone else. We all enter due to our relationship with God and Christ.
Mat 25:5
“groom.” In many English versions, the older term “bridegroom” is used, but it just means the groom.
“was a long time in coming.” This phrase would have had more impact when the Gospel of Matthew was written and circulated than when Jesus spoke it to a limited number of people. Christ’s disciples thought that he would soon act as the conquering Messiah they expected—none of them expected Christ to die at this time before his arrest—and so it is likely that they did not even understand the fullness of the parable. But by the time the Gospel of Matthew was penned and circulated, the parable would have had much more meaning, and most, if not all, of the Christians would be asking themselves why Christ’s coming was being delayed.
Mat 25:6
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“groom.” In many English versions, the older term “bridegroom” is used, but it just means the groom.
Mat 25:9
“Go instead to the dealers and buy some for yourselves.” This is one of the points in which the parable does not represent what would be normal in a village. An oil seller would not normally be awake and doing business at midnight.
Mat 25:10
“groom.” In many English versions, the older term “bridegroom” is used, but it just means the groom.
“the marriage feast.” Jesus is speaking a parable, but it is an important teaching about the Kingdom of Heaven and the marriage feast associated with it, and it is accurate in important details. There will be a huge feast, most likely at the beginning of Christ’s Millennial Kingdom. Isaiah 25:6 speaks of this feast, and Jesus taught about it. Revelation 19:9 calls it the “marriage banquet of the Lamb.” In this parable, Jesus makes it clear that entrance to this feast is not to be taken lightly, and at some time in the future, the door will be shut and people who have been foolish will be excluded.
[For more information on the feast, see commentary on Matt. 8:11. For more information about those people who are excluded from the feast, see commentary on Matt. 8:12.]
Mat 25:12
“Truly I say to you, I do not know you.” This is one of the places where the parable does not represent what would normally happen at a wedding in a village. Even late guests would be allowed into the house where a wedding was taking place, but in this parable, the “house” (or gated area) represented the Kingdom of God, and so the time to enter was limited and would come to an abrupt close.
Mat 25:13
“stay alert.” The Greek is grēgoreō (#1127 γρηγορέω, pronounced grey-gor-'eh-ō), which means “be awake” (sometimes used for being alive) “watch,” “be alert,” “pay attention.” However, in this context, it means more than just “watch”; it has the pregnant meaning of being alert and paying attention, in large part by doing what we are supposed to be doing. It does not mean, “sit back, relax, and just keep watch.” It means be doing what you are supposed to be doing until the Lord comes.
Mat 25:14
“a man going on a journey.” This is similar to the parable in Luke 19:12-27. The “man” in the parable represents God.
In the parable of the ten minas (Luke 19:11-27), each servant was given the same amount, one mina. One servant took his one mina and made ten more minas. Another servant took his one mina and made five more minas. But the wicked servant did not trade or invest his one mina but hid it in the earth and it did not even earn interest.
The parable of the talents here in Matthew 25:14-30 is different. One servant was given five talents and made five more talents with them; one servant was given two talents and made two more with them, and one servant hid his talent in the earth and did not invest it. The major lesson of both parables is the same: we were created by God with a purpose—we were created to do good works, His works (Eph. 2:10)—and people who do not invest their lives to enrich His kingdom are wicked in His sight.
[For more on the “king,” “landowner,” “ruler,” or “man” in Christ’s parables being God, see commentary on Luke 15:11. For more on Christ ruling the earth in the future, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Mat 25:15
“talents.” In the New Testament, the “talent” is used once as a unit of weight (cf. Rev. 16:21), but otherwise, it was a unit of money. Different cultures had different talents, but most scholars believe Christ would have been referring to the Attic talent, which was equal to 6,000 denarii, or 6,000 days’ wages. At the time of Christ, one denarius (the plural is denarii) was a day’s wage for a field hand or a soldier, which would make a talent about 20 years’ wage for the average worker. To arrive at an idea of how much money is being referred to, if a low-wage worker made $8 per hour ($64 per day; just above minimum wage), then 1 talent was $384,000, and five talents would be 1,920,000 dollars (one million, nine hundred twenty thousand dollars), a huge sum to entrust to a slave.
In parables like this one in Matthew 25:14-30, in the mind of the Jews of the time, the wealthy man (some parables have a king, ruler, or landowner) was God, and the servants or workers were the people on earth, who are all God’s servants, whether they know it or not. In this parable, Christ is making the point that God has given humans great wealth, which we understand from Scripture is their life and all that they have, and each person has the obligation to use the wealth they have been given to benefit God. Many people acknowledge that what they have been given in life is from God, and they use their “talent” for His benefit. But many other people are like the fearful slave who does not use his talent in a way that benefits God, and God refers to those people as “wicked” and “lazy.”
This parable makes a number of important points. Certainly one of them is that each person has an obligation to use his or her “talent” for God’s benefit. In this particular case, there is what is sometimes referred to as a “happy coincidence” of language, where the Greek word “talent,” which is a unit of money, also makes sense, but in a different way, in English, where “talent” refers to the natural abilities of a person. Some people use their abilities in God’s service, others choose not to serve God, but “bury” their abilities when it comes to God’s service.
Another important point in the parable is that people have different “talents,” and God expects us to use what we have. Luke 12:48 makes it clear that much will be required from people who have been given much, and less will be required from people who have been given less. It is absolutely detrimental to try to compare what we do for God with what other people do for God, because we cannot know the true “talents” within them. Instead, each person should focus on using all their talents for God to the maximum degree.
Still another noteworthy point of the parable comes out of the mouth of the slave who buried his talent; he was afraid. Countless numbers of people do not do their best for God because they are afraid of something, and the list of things to be afraid of seems endless. The Bible tells us not to be afraid of people and what people can do, but to be afraid of the consequence of not serving God. Since the Devil is the god of this world, and has an army of godless people to support his causes, God’s people must learn to overcome personal fear so they can best serve God.
[For more information on the talent as a measure of money, see commentary on Matt. 18:24.]
Mat 25:16
“five talents.” At just above minimum wage, five talents would be $1,920,000 (see commentary on Matt. 25:15).
Mat 25:17
“two talents.” At just above minimum wage, two talents would be $768,000 (see commentary on Matt. 25:15).
Mat 25:19
“Now after a long time.” This parable in Matthew 25 is about the coming Kingdom of Heaven (cf. Matt. 25:1). The wealthy landowner who entrusted money to his slaves represents God, and the slaves to whom the property was entrusted represent Israel. This God-Israel relationship is common in the parables. God is compared to a landowner, rich person, or king in a number of the parables, although the relationship is not spoken but implied (cf. the parable of the unforgiving servant; Matt. 18:23-35. The parable of the workers in the field; Matt. 20:1-16. The parable of the man with two sons; Matt. 21:28-31. The parable of the evil tenants; Matt. 21:33-40; the parable of the wedding banquet; Matt. 22:1-14; Luke 14:16-24).
God gave land and wealth a long time ago, but He will not settle accounts with people until Christ reigns as king on earth. Thus Jesus accurately represents that it is indeed a long time between when the slaves were entrusted wealth and when God settles accounts on the Day of Judgment.
[For more on the future Kingdom of Christ on earth, see Appendix 5: Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth. For more on rewards in the future, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10, “good or evil.”]
Mat 25:29
“to everyone who has.” At first reading, this verse is unclear and seems very unfair. It seems to say that if a person has something they will get more, while if a person does not have anything, they will lose even what they have. Of course, that would be unfair, and thankfully that is not what Jesus is teaching.
Jesus is teaching a very important lesson, and we can tell that because the Gospels record him teaching it five different times (Matt. 13:12; 25:29; Mark 4:25; Luke 8:18, 19:26). In the context of Jesus’ teachings, it is clear that the reason a person “has” is that he used his time and resources wisely, while a person who does “not have” is in that position because he made unwise choices and/or lived an ungodly life. That is certainly the case here in Matthew, because the servant who “had” and to whom more would be given had used his time and ability wisely, while the servant who did “not have” was lazy and wicked. The New Living Testament is more paraphrastic than literal, but it gets the sense of the verse in its translation: “To those who use well what they are given, even more will be given, and they will have an abundance. But from those who do nothing, even what little they have will be taken away.”
It is also important to note that in all of the five times Jesus taught this lesson, he never explained what it was that anyone would “have.” Normally, we would think that Jesus would not just say, “to everyone who has…But from the one that does not have….” We ask, “has what? Does not have what?” But Jesus did not say, “to everyone who has money,” or “land,” or “servants,” or anything specific at all. Thus, Jesus left it open as to what a person could have. It could be money or material things, or it could be something immaterial such as “peace” or “joy.”
What is clear from the context and was clear in the culture of Jesus’ day, was that if a person “had” something it was almost always because of the good choices they had made. In contrast, if a person did not have, it was because of poor choices, and eventually, they would lose even what little they had.
In our modern world it is common to think that if anyone has anything, they should share it with those who do not have. And while there are people today who “have” due to unrighteous circumstances, there are many more people who “have” because they worked hard, took proper risks, lived a godly life, and were blessed. Similarly, although some people today who “have not” are the victims of unfortunate circumstances, there are many people today who “have not” because they are not diligent to work hard, control their desires, and make godly choices. Thus, in many circumstances, it is not right or godly to take from people who have and give to people who do not have. Yet the governments of the world do that all the time; and godly people should stand against that kind of taking and the mentality behind it as well. God did not design life so everyone would have the same things; He designed the earth to reward those people who work hard and make godly choices.
Jesus’ parable would upset many people today because Jesus does the opposite of what governments usually do: he takes from the lazy and ungodly person and gives to the diligent person. This parable of Jesus points out the way life really works when godly people are in charge, and the way it will be on the Day of Judgment. On that Day the injustice of the world will disappear, and the diligent and godly will be richly rewarded, while the lazy and ungodly will get what they deserve—whether it be loss of rewards (1 Cor. 3:12-15) or dying unsaved and being cast into the Lake of Fire and being annihilated (Rev. 20:11-15). Thus, this parable serves as a warning to lazy people who want to live off the work that others do. It is an encouragement to people who are diligent and godly: even if somehow things don’t work out well in this life, they will in the next. So keep on being godly and diligent; there is a reward for it.
Mat 25:30
“the darkness outside.” This is a reference to the darkness outside the Kingdom and the great banquet there, which is the darkness of the Lake of Fire.
[For more information on the banquet see commentary on Matt. 8:11, “recline to eat at the feast.” For more information on what happens to those people who are not included in the banquet, the unsaved, see commentary on Matt. 8:12. For more on the attributes of the Messianic Kingdom on earth see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more about the unsaved being annihilated in the Lake of Fire and not being tortured forever, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.” For more about the different resurrections—the Resurrection of the Righteous and the Resurrection of the Unrighteous, see commentary on Acts 24:15.]
“sobbing and gnashing of teeth.” The mention of sobbing and gnashing of teeth occurs seven times in the Bible (Matt. 8:12; 13:42, 50; 22:13; 24:51; 25:30; Luke 13:28). All of these occurrences are in the Gospels. There is only one future Messianic Kingdom, and it fills the whole earth. The unsaved are not part of that Kingdom but are thrown into the Lake of Fire where there is sobbing and gnashing of teeth (Rev. 20:13-15).
[For a more complete explanation of the sobbing and gnashing of teeth, see commentary on Matt. 8:12.]
Mat 25:31
“glorious throne.” This is an example of the figure of speech antimereia (of the noun in regimen for an adjective).[footnoteRef:1153] The Greek literally reads “a throne of his glory.” “Glory” is moved by antimereia from an adjective to a noun to give it more emphasis. Unfortunately, in English, it makes the sentence hard to understand, so using the simple adjective makes sense. [1153:  Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 491, “antimereia.”] 

Jesus will come in his glory at the Battle of Armageddon, at which point he will conquer the armies of the Antichrist, Satan will be imprisoned, and Jesus will rule over the earth (Rev. 19:11-20:3). For the Sheep and Goat Judgment, Jesus will set up his throne in the “wilderness of the people” which is between Egypt and Israel (see commentary on Matt. 25:32).
Mat 25:32
“all the nations will be gathered before him.” Matthew 25:31-46 describes the Sheep and Goat Judgment. In the End Times, there is horrible tribulation on earth, often described by Christians as “the Great Tribulation.” The Great Tribulation ends with the Battle of Armageddon when Jesus comes down from heaven with his army and conquers the earth (cf. Rev. 19:11-21). The great majority of people on earth will have been killed in the Tribulation and in the Battle of Armageddon (see commentary on Dan. 12:1 and Isa. 13:9), but there will be survivors. Given the huge number of people alive on earth today, even if the vast majority of them are killed in the Tribulation and Armageddon there could still be millions left alive, which explains why Joel 3:14 says, “Multitudes, multitudes in the Valley of Decision.”
After the Battle of Armageddon, Jesus will send out his angels and gather the survivors and will judge them, and that judgment is often referred to as “The Sheep and Goat Judgment.” Jesus will let the “sheep,” the good people, into his Millennial Kingdom, while the “goats,” the evil people, will be thrown into the flames of the Lake of Fire.
Separating the righteous people from the unrighteous people is also described in different ways in other places in the Gospels. For example, in the Parable of the Good and Bad Seed (Matt. 13:24-30, 36-43), Jesus taught that both good and evil people live together on earth until the end of the age, at which point the angels gather up the bad people, called “darnel” in the parable, and throw them into the fire. Also, in Matthew 13:47-50, Jesus taught that the Kingdom of Heaven was like a net that gathered every kind of fish, and that is what will happen when Jesus comes and conquers the earth, every sort of person will be there. But then in his parable, Jesus explains that the fish will be sorted into “good” and “bad” and the “good” will be kept while the “bad” will be thrown into the fire. Jesus’ teachings build on each other and teach the same basic thing: good people and evil people live together here on earth until Christ comes and conquers the earth. Then everyone alive at that time will be gathered to “the Sheep and Goat Judgment.” The good people will be let into Christ’s kingdom and the evil people will be thrown into the Lake of Fire (Matt. 25:31-46).
There is a good chance that many people who escape death during the Tribulation and Armageddon will do so by hiding, and although it is impossible to successfully hide from God and His angels, God emphasizes that no one will escape judgment. He says, “it will happen at that time that I will search Jerusalem with lamps” (Zeph. 1:12), so there will be no dark places to hide in. After Armageddon, everyone left alive on earth will be rounded up and judged.
The Sheep and Goat Judgment will not happen in Jerusalem, it will happen in the “wilderness of the people,” that is, the wilderness between Egypt and Israel, just as Ezekiel 20:35 says (cf. Ezek. 20:34-38). The wicked Israelites, the “goats,” will not get to enter the land of Israel (Ezek. 20:38), but will be destroyed (Ezek. 34:16).
“as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats.” After the Battle of Armageddon (Rev. 19:11-21), Jesus will gather together the people who survived Armageddon and will divide them into two groups, “sheep” (righteous people) and “goats” (unrighteous people), so theologians refer to this judgment as “The Sheep and Goat Judgment.” The sheep and goat judgment occurs at the start of Christ’s Millennial Kingdom on earth. It is possible that Jesus got the terminology of “sheep” and “goats” from Ezekiel 34:11-24, where God’s people are sheep but there are also male goats among them (Ezek. 34:17).
The Sheep and Goat Judgment is not well understood by Christians. It has been called a parable by some theologians, which it is not, and it has been called an illustration of the final judgment, and it is not that either. The Sheep and Goat judgment has been misunderstood for a number of reasons. One is that it happens on earth, but most Christians are taught that when a person dies he or she is immediately judged and is either granted entrance to heaven or is sent to “hell.” In that system there is no judgment on earth, nor is there a judgment of a large group of people at one time, as we see here in Matthew 25 when Christ judges the nations.
Another reason the sheep and goat judgment is misunderstood is that some Christians are taught that when Christ comes from heaven and fights the Battle of Armageddon, no one on earth survives. In that case, even though in Matthew 25 this judgment occurs after the Tribulation and Armageddon, supposedly there would be no one left on earth to judge. However, the Bible makes it clear that some people will survive the Tribulation and Armageddon. For example, Isaiah 13:12 and 24:6 show us there will be “very few” survivors, but given that there are more than seven billion people on earth, “very few” could easily mean a few million or more. Matthew 25:31-46 implies that there will be a significant number of people alive because the “nations” will be brought before Christ.
The record of the Sheep and Goat Judgment is also confusing to some people because it does not seem to be clearly connected to the other resurrections and judgments, so people have a hard time figuring out what it is and when it occurs. Actually, when we properly understand the Bible and the chronology it sets forth, the Sheep and Goat Judgment not only makes sense, it can be seen to be a necessity. To understand it, we must fit it into the general chronology of the book of Revelation. Thankfully, we can do that because Jesus taught about the end of this age and the tribulation period in some detail (Matt. 24, 25; Mark 13:5-31; Luke 21:5-36).
When fitting the sheep and goat judgment into the chronology of the End Times, it helps to keep in mind that Matthew 24:4-25:46 is Jesus’ very long but single answer to the question the apostles asked in Matthew 24:3: “Tell us, when will these things be, and what will be the sign of your coming and end of the age?” It would have helped us understand the End Times if Jesus’ teaching that is recorded in Matthew 24 and 25 had been kept as one chapter instead of broken into two because the overall flow of Matthew 24:4-25:46 is chronological: There will be tribulation on earth; then Jesus will come with his angels and the elect and nations will be gathered; then there will be the sheep and goat judgment when all those gathered will be judged. At that point, the righteous people will be allowed to enter the Millennial Kingdom, while the unrighteous people are sentenced to punishment and are cast into the Lake of Fire. The righteous people marry, have children, age, and die (Isa. 65:20-23). What we now know from the New Testament that no one knew until the New Testament was written was what happened to those natural people after they died. We now know that they will get up in the second resurrection, the Resurrection of the Unrighteous, which is at the end of the 1,000-year Millennial Kingdom of Christ, and if they lived righteous lives they will have been written in the Book of Life and granted everlasting life (Rev. 20:4-6, 11-15).
Jesus’ teaching about the sheep and goat judgment comes near the end of his answer to the apostles’ question and connects that judgment to the Tribulation and the end of the Age. In fact, Jesus’ teaching shows us that the sheep and goat judgment comes after the Tribulation and his being on earth (Matt. 24:29-30; 25:31).
There is a lot of confusion and disagreement about how the details of the book of Revelation fit together, but this is in large part due to erroneous teaching. For example, in the Gospels and Revelation, Christ comes to earth, but orthodox Christianity teaches that Jesus stays in heaven, and this obviously confuses people. Or when the Bible says that Satan is bound in the Abyss-prison while people reign on earth 1,000 years, some denominations teach that those statements are just figures of speech—Satan is not literally bound and the 1,000 years are not a literal period of time but are a figure of speech—so again, people are confused. Or people are taught that the book of Revelation is not chronological, so they don’t look for it to set forth a timeline that can be followed.
But the “big picture” set forth in Revelation is indeed in chronological order. There will be a period of great tribulation; then the Battle of Armageddon will occur; then Satan will be bound for 1,000 years; then there will be the Sheep and Goat Judgment for people who lived through the Tribulation and Armageddon and the resurrection of the Righteous (the first resurrection) for those people who had died by the end of Armageddon; then there will be the 1,000-year Millennial Kingdom of Christ on earth; then Satan will be loosed and will gather an army and attack Jerusalem. That army will be defeated and Satan will be thrown into the Lake of Fire; then there will be the White Throne Judgment; then the New Jerusalem comes to earth and the righteous live forever in it. This “big picture” chronology can be seen if Revelation is read and believed literally. We give the following summary (events that are not mentioned in the book of Revelation but occur within the general timeframe of Revelation are in brackets):
1. [The Christian Church is Raptured into heaven (1 Thess. 4:15-18). The evidence is that the Rapture occurs before the Great Tribulation].
2. There is a time of great tribulation on earth. Jesus said, “at that time there will be great tribulation unlike anything that has happened since the beginning of the world” (Matt. 24:21). The events of the Tribulation are described in many places in the Old Testament (see commentary on Dan. 12:1 and Matt. 24:21), and Jesus described the Tribulation in Matthew 24 and 25. The description of the Tribulation events also takes up the majority of the book of Revelation (Rev. 6-19). For example, there are seal judgments, trumpet judgments, thunder judgments, and bowl judgments.
3. The Tribulation ends when Jesus rides down to earth with his armies (including Christians) and fights the Battle of Armageddon (Rev. 14:19-20; 16:14-16; 19:11-21). The battle is not called “Armageddon” in Revelation 19, but it is in Revelation 16:16. In Revelation 19 it is called the “winepress,” and used in the phrase, “the winepress of the fury of the wrath of God.” The word “winepress” ties this huge battle back to the Old Testament, which also calls it the “winepress” of God (Isa. 63:2-6; cf. Rev. 14:19-20; 19:15). The name “winepress” is appropriate because in making wine a person became covered with red juice, and in fighting the Battle of Armageddon the people will be covered with blood (cf. Isa. 63:1-4). In fact, there will be so much blood that it will flow in streams, sometimes as deep as a horse’s bridle, for 180 miles or 290 km (Rev. 14:20).
4. The Battle of Armageddon results in the enemy army being killed, and the Antichrist (called the “beast”) and the false prophet being thrown into the Lake of Fire (Rev. 19:20-21).
5. [God’s “unique day.” God restores the polluted and destroyed earth so that the water, soil, and air are fit for Christ’s kingdom on earth, and so the earth will be again called “Paradise” (Zech. 14:6-8, see commentary on Zech. 14:7].
6. During or just after the Battle of Armageddon, the Devil and his demons are chained and thrown into the Abyss-prison for 1,000 years (Rev. 20:1-3; Dan. 7:12; Isa. 24:21-22).
7. [Christ sets up his kingdom on earth, as was foretold in many scriptures in the Old Testament (cf. Ps. 2:8; Dan. 2:35; 7:13-14). This is not explicitly stated in Revelation 20, but Christ has to set up his kingdom in order for all the righteous people of the Sheep and Goat Judgment and the First Resurrection to have somewhere to live. This earthly kingdom is known as the “Millennial Kingdom” because it lasts 1,000 years (Rev. 20:1-6). During this time the earth is referred to as “Paradise” because it will have been restored to an Eden-like state. Many Old Testament scriptures refer to this Eden-like time when the deserts will bloom, there will be plenty of food, no war, righteous rulers on earth, and Christ will be king and reign from Jerusalem. For more on this Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
8. [The Sheep and Goat Judgment. Jesus will have fought the Battle of Armageddon and conquered the earth, and the people left alive on earth now have to be dealt with, so they are judged right then and there. The righteous “sheep” are allowed into the Millennial Kingdom, and the unrighteous “goats” are thrown into the Lake of Fire (Matt. 25:41). Although the righteous people are allowed into Christ’s kingdom, they are still mortal—they have not died yet and they all have the sin nature humans inherit from Adam. Thus, they and their descendants are the ones who get old and die in the Millennial Kingdom (Isa. 65:20), and because of their sin nature and rebellious nature some of their descendants are the “natural people” who the Devil deceives after he is loosed from the Abyss at the end of the 1,000 years (Rev. 20:8)].
9. All the righteous people of the Old Testament get up in the “first resurrection” and live with Christ (Rev. 20:4-6). The first resurrection is called, “The first resurrection” (Rev. 20:5-6); “the resurrection of life” (John 5:29); and “the resurrection of the righteous” (Luke 14:14; Acts 24:15), and it is described in Ezekiel 37:12-14. These righteous people then reign with Christ 1,000 years on earth in his Millennial Kingdom. The Millennial Kingdom will be populated by the righteous people in the First Resurrection; the Christians who were Raptured into heaven but came back to earth with Christ; and the “sheep” of the sheep and goat judgment who are mortal. [For more on the resurrection of the righteous, see commentary on Acts 24:15].
10. After the 1,000-year Millennial Kingdom, Satan and his demons are loosed from the Abyss, will deceive many of the “natural people” on earth, and attack Jerusalem (Rev. 20:7-8). Then there is a final war in which the Devil is defeated and thrown into the Lake of Fire (Rev. 20:9-10). This final war is not well-known because orthodox Christianity teaches that Armageddon is the final war, but reading Revelation 19-20 shows that Armageddon is not the final war. Simply reading and believing Revelation chapters 19 and 20 will show that the real final war is at the end of the Millennial Kingdom, although it is not given a name in Scripture.
11. After the final war, there is the second resurrection and “White Throne Judgment” (Rev. 20:11-15). The second resurrection is called “the resurrection of “judgment” (John 5:29 ESV), and “the resurrection of the unrighteous” (Acts 24:15). All the unsaved people of all time get up in this resurrection, as well as a few righteous people such as those righteous “natural” people who died during the Millennial Kingdom, so the vast majority of the people being judged are unrighteous, hence the name, “resurrection of the unrighteous.” Those people who are judged to be unrighteous are thrown into the Lake of Fire, where they will eventually burn up and be annihilated. [For more on annihilation in the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire”].
12. The New Jerusalem comes down from heaven with streets of gold, and the saved live in it forever (Rev. 21 and 22).
[For more on the coming Kingdom of Christ on earth, the Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on the duration of the last half of the Tribulation, as well as the days of Judgment following Armageddon, see commentary on Dan. 12:11. For more on the terrible death and destruction in the Great Tribulation and Armageddon, see commentary on Dan. 12:1. For more on the first and second resurrection, see commentary on Acts 24:15. For more on how the future will unfold from this present age to the Millennial Kingdom to the Everlasting Kingdom, see commentary on Rev. 21:1.]
“goats.” The typical goat of the ancient Middle East was black. This made separating the sheep from the goats an easy job and added to the differences between the sheep and goats in biblical metaphor. Second to man, goats have been the most severe destroyers of land in history. They will overgraze areas of vegetation, eating weeds, shrubs, and small trees, and stand on their hind legs to eat the twigs of larger trees (and will climb the trees if the branches are dense enough and eat twigs and small branches they can reach). They will usually stick with a flock, but are not averse to wandering off, and a couple of goats can quickly establish a feral flock that damages crops. The meat was eaten, but usually only of the young goat, or kid, and it was not valued as highly as the meat of the cow or sheep. Similarly, goat milk was used, but not valued as highly as cow milk, perhaps in part due to volume. Those things, added to the fact that the sheep were white, the color of righteousness and purity, and the goat was black, the color of evil and darkness, made the metaphor between the sheep (believers), and goats (unbelievers), a natural and good one.
A major reason for keeping goats was their hardiness and their hair. Usually, goat hair was long and black, and thus easily woven. It was woven into a rough cloth which was made into sacks for storing and carrying things, and thus this cloth was called “sackcloth” (cf. Matt. 11:21; Luke 10:13; Rev. 6:12; 11:3). Another important use for goat hair was it was tightly woven into the cloth that tents were made from. The reason that goat hair was especially good for tents was that it swelled when wet, and shrank when dry. That meant that if it started to rain, the tent cloth would swell and naturally repel the rain, but when it was dry the tent hair shrank and let the air circulate so that the tent was comfortable.
The Beloved woman in Song of Songs said her skin was “dark like the tents of Kedar” (Song 1:5), because she worked out in the sun so her skin had become dark like goat hair. Her lover said to her: “Your hair is like a flock of goats that lie along the side of Gilead.” (Song 6:5), meaning she had black hair that waved and bounced from the top of her head over her shoulders, dark and shining and bouncing like a large flock of goats winding its way down the mountain.
The goat has been associated with evil for so long that when the association began is lost in ancient history. We could speculate that it is because the Devil and demons sometimes appear to people in the form of goats or goat people (people involved in witchcraft attest that still happens today), but no one is really sure. In Leviticus 16:8, the Hebrew word “Azazel” most likely means “Mighty Goat” and is a name for the Devil, and even the people of Israel occasionally worshiped goat demons (Lev. 17:7; 2 Chron. 11:15). Leaders, especially evil or unscrupulous and overbearing ones, were referred to as “he-goats” (Isa. 14:9; Zech. 10:3).
[For more on Azazel, see commentary on Lev. 16:8. For more on leaders being referred to as “he-goats,” see commentary on Isa. 14:9.]
Mat 25:33
“right…left.” Jesus taught that at the Sheep and Goat Judgment, the sheep will be placed on his right side and the goats on his left side. Everyone in that biblical culture immediately understood from Christ’s words that the sheep were blessed and the goats were cursed. In the biblical culture, people were taught to wipe themselves with their left hand after they went to the bathroom. In contrast, they were taught to eat, give gifts, touch another person, etc., with their right hand. Thus the left hand was known as the hand of cursing and the right hand as the hand of blessing. Meals were communal, and the food was served in communal dishes. We see an example of that at the Last Supper when Jesus said that the one who dipped his piece of bread in the dish with Jesus would betray him (Matt. 26:23; Mark 14:20). For anyone to eat with their left hand would be considered completely unacceptable and they would have been immediately expelled from the meal (this custom is still practiced in some places where people eat with their hands from communal dishes, such as some parts of India). When Christ put the goats on his left, he was clearly communicating that they were cursed, which we see play out later in the chapter when they are thrown into the Lake of Fire (Matt. 25:41). In contrast, the sheep on his right hand were blessed and were allowed into Christ’s Millennial Kingdom.
Ecclesiastes 10:2 says, “A wise person’s heart inclines him toward his right hand, but a fool’s heart inclines toward his left.” In this case, the wise person’s heart leads to blessings, while a fool’s heart leads to bad things, including being cursed. In John 21:6, when the apostles had fished all night but not caught anything, Jesus said to cast the net “on the right side of the boat,” and the net was full of fish, which was a wonderful blessing, both as a testimony of God’s goodness and provision, and financially to those fishermen and their families, as well.
In Proverbs 3:16, Lady Wisdom has life in her right hand, and riches and glory in her left. In this case, the left hand is not a hand of cursing, but riches and glory are certainly less valuable than life and especially everlasting life. Riches and glory fade but everlasting life is forever.
Mat 25:34
“inherit the kingdom.” In this verse, the “sheep” get to enter the Millennial Kingdom of Christ. The “sheep” are the people who stayed righteous during the Tribulation period and did not die in the Tribulation or the Battle of Armageddon. Jesus lets them into his kingdom. So from Scripture, we learn that there are three “categories” or “types” of people in the Millennial Kingdom.
1. Christians raptured into the air at the close of the Church Age who then return to earth with Christ during his Second Coming to fight the battle of Armageddon. They will remain on earth and enter the Millennial Kingdom. Each Christian will have a glorious new body fashioned after Jesus’ resurrected body (Phil. 3:21).
2. Believers (both Jew and Gentile) who died before the day of Pentecost (Acts 2) and believers who will die during the Tribulation. These believers will be resurrected and transformed into immortals during the First Resurrection, which occurs after the battle of Armageddon (Ezek. 37:12-14; Rev. 20:4-6). This category includes believers such as Abraham and Sarah, Moses and Miriam, Joshua, Ruth, Samuel, David, Esther, Daniel, and those murdered during the Tribulation for their refusal to worship the Beast (Rev. 13:15).
3. “Natural” or mortal believers who survive the Tribulation and the battle of Armageddon and are judged “righteous” (Matt. 25:31-46). This category will include both Jews and Gentiles. The term “natural” is used to provide a distinction between these people, who are mortals, and the people who are no longer “natural” but immortal, namely, those in categories a and b. These “natural” people will experience the same life cycle as all mortals. They will grow, mature, marry, procreate, age, and die (Isa. 65:20-25).
There will be no war and plenty of food in the kingdom, so these mortal people will multiply rapidly and will repopulate the earth. In fact, they will multiply to such a degree that by the end of the 1,000 years, they will be as numerous “as the sand on the seashore” (Rev. 20:8). This growth in population should not be surprising. In the Old Testament, Israel entered Egypt as a group of 70 people (Gen. 46:27). When they came out they numbered about three million. This significant increase in population occurred under horrible conditions. Even if only a million or so natural people are allowed in at the beginning of the Millennial Kingdom, imagine the growth potential when the prevailing conditions are peace and prosperity!
Prophecies of Christ ruling with an iron scepter are strong evidence that there will be a Millennial Kingdom populated at least in part by unsaved, mortal people. In addition, it should be obvious that these prophecies must apply to the future because they were not fulfilled during Christ’s first coming. In spite of the many clear verses on this subject, some people do not believe that the 1,000-year reign of Christ on earth is literal, and others who do not believe the Kingdom is coming in the future (Some people erroneously believe that the 1,000-year reign of Christ on earth is happening now in a “spiritual sense.”)[footnoteRef:1154] If either of these beliefs were correct, then the only people available for Christ to rule with an iron scepter would be the saved believers in the Everlasting Kingdom. Being ruled with an iron scepter is not how most Christians envision everlasting life. Thankfully, that is not how the Bible portrays it either. It is the unregenerate, “natural” people alive during the Millennial Kingdom who will need to be ruled with an iron scepter. [1154:  Robert Clouse, The Meaning of the Millennium, 155-87.] 

More evidence that there will be “natural,” mortal people in the Millennial Kingdom is that at the end of the 1,000 years, Satan is loosed from the Abyss and will be able to deceive the nations (Rev. 20:7-9). It is inconceivable that Satan could deceive people who had died and been resurrected to everlasting life—he has to deceive natural people who had not died yet.
The need for the iron scepter is in part due to the fact that these “natural people” still have a sin nature and are therefore prone to be selfish and sinful. Although they will live in Paradise and be surrounded by bounty, many of them will still find reasons to complain. That is not unusual. Both history and the Bible teach that there are many times when people who should be happy because they are healthy, well-fed, and financially secure are still unhappy and find reasons to complain constantly.
The presence of these “natural” people in the Millennial Kingdom explains in large part why there will be disputes in the Millennial Kingdom (Isa. 2:4; Mic. 4:3). The book of Zechariah says that if any nation selfishly decides not to go and worship in Jerusalem, then that nation will have no rain (Zech. 14:17). This is an example of the natural selfishness and “can’t be bothered” attitude prevalent among “natural” people. It is also an example of how Christ will wield the iron scepter.
Some Christians do not believe there will be two literal and distinct kingdoms in the future because, to them, it does not seem possible to have “natural” people (mortals), and immortals alive on the earth at the same time. So they take verses like those cited above and “spiritualize” them by saying they are figurative and not literal. There is no justification for handling these verses in that manner. They are written very clearly and do not have any of the aspects of figurative language. Just because something God says about the future is hard to believe or hard to understand does not mean it is not literal and true.
[For more on Christ’s Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on the sheep and goat judgment, see commentary on Matt. 25:32.]
Mat 25:41
“fire in the age to come.” The Greek does not refer to “eternal fire,” as if the fire would last forever, but rather “the fire in the age to come,” that is, the fire associated with Christ’s kingdom on earth, when the wicked will be punished by being thrown into Gehenna. The Greek word aiōnios (αἰώνιος) in this context does not refer to how long the fire burns as to the fact that it is the fire that is spoken of that relates to the Day of Judgment associated with the Messianic Age, the Coming Age, the age to come.
Centuries before the New Testament was written, and still during New Testament times, the Rabbis taught about two Ages, the present one we live in and the future Messianic Age. This teaching of two ages can be seen throughout Scripture, and indeed, understanding them can really boost our understanding of Scripture. The age we live in today is referred to as the “present evil age” (Gal. 1:4). In Luke 20:34-35, Jesus said the people of “this age” marry, but those people who are considered worthy to attain “that age” (the future Messianic Age) do not marry. Jesus also taught about a sin that would not be forgiven in “this age” or the coming one (Matt. 12:32). The Devil is called “the god of this age” (2 Cor. 4:4) because he rules this age but not the next. Furthermore, his demons are called “the rulers of this age” (1 Cor. 2:6-8) because of the power they wield, and what they promote as wise is called “the wisdom of this age” (1 Cor. 2:6). The present evil age offers a lot of temporal satisfaction, so God warns those people who are rich in “this age” not to be haughty (1 Tim. 6:17), but Demas loved “this present age” and left Paul (2 Tim. 4:10). In fact, believers are strictly warned not be conformed to “this age” (Rom. 12:2), but in this “present age” are to live self-controlled, upright, godly lives (Titus 2:12).
Here in Matthew 25:41, depicting the Sheep and Goat Judgment, which is the Judgment Day for those people still alive on earth after the Battle of Armageddon, Scripture tells us that the goats will be put in the fire—the fire associated with judgment and the Messianic Age. This “fire” is the Lake of Fire into which the unrighteous are thrown on the Day of Judgment (Matt. 25:41, 46; Rev. 20:10, 14, 15).
There is no evidence that the Lake of Fire came into existence very long before Armageddon and the Day of Judgment. The first people thrown into it are the Antichrist and the false prophet (Rev. 19:20). Then, very shortly afterward, the “goats” (unbelievers; unrighteous) from the Sheep and Goat Judgment are thrown in (Matt. 25:41, 46).
[For more on the Greek word aiōnios and how it relates to the coming Messianic Age, see Appendix 1: “Life in the Age to Come.” For more on the possible origin of the Lake of Fire, see commentary on Dan. 7:10.]
“prepared for the Devil and his angels.” This is an important phrase because it shows that God never intended for people to die in the Lake of Fire. In this verse, Jesus sends the people who have fought against him into the Lake of Fire, but at the same time points out that it was never intended for them; it was intended for the Devil and his angels.
God prepared the Lake of Fire for the Devil and his angels because of their rebellion against Him, but He pleads with people to “choose life” (Deut. 30:19; cf. Ezek. 33:11). This verse shows that those Christians who teach that God predestines some people to everlasting life and others to torment in the Lake of Fire are wrong. If God predestined people to the Lake of Fire, and they never had the ability to choose to be saved, as Calvinists teach, then God did indeed prepare the Lake of Fire for those unsaved people.
That the Lake of Fire was prepared for the Devil and his angels, but not for humans, even though we know from Scripture that many humans do reject God and will die in the Lake of Fire, shows God’s continued love for mankind, and He wants “everyone to be saved and to come to a knowledge of the truth” (1 Tim. 2:4). Only when people reject God and thus choose death does God honor their free will choice and end their life in the Lake of Fire.
[For more on the Lake of Fire resulting in annihilation, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
“Devil.” The Greek word is diabolos (#1228 διάβολος), which literally means “Slanderer,” but diabolos gets transliterated into English as our more familiar name, “the Devil.” Slander is so central to who the Devil is and how he operates that one of his primary names is “the Slanderer.”
“his angels.” What we refer to as “demons” (or “devils”) today are fallen angels, who joined Satan in his rebellion against God and became part of Satan’s demonic army of evil spirits, which is why demons are referred to as “his” angels.
The Bible never tells us the original God-given name of the spirit being we now know by names such as “Satan” and “the Devil.” We know he was a leader in God’s original creation but became filled with pride and rebelled against God (Isa. 14:12-17; Ezek. 28:11-19). One-third of God’s created angels joined Satan in his rebellion (Rev. 12:4), and the Devil and his angel followers will eventually be thrown into the Lake of Fire (Matt. 25:41; Rev. 20:10; and clearly implied in Dan. 7:12).
[For more on the names of the Devil, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
Mat 25:46
“punishment in the age to come.” This sheep and goat punishment is the punishment that is associated with the Judgment at the end of this age and the beginning of the next (i.e., the coming age). The punishment that will be rendered will take place at the start of “the age [to come],” i.e., at the very start of the Messianic Age. Thus, the adjective “age” (aiōnion) is best understood as referring to what will take place “in” that age.
[For the translation “life in the age to come,” see Appendix 1: “Life in the Age to Come.”]
The simple understanding of this verse has been obscured by orthodox Christian tradition. The context and scope of Scripture support the translation and primary emphasis of the phrase as it is translated in the REV: “the punishment of the age to come,” and not “eternal punishment,” everlasting punishment,” or “age-long punishment,” all of which have an emphasis on duration. The primary emphasis of the punishment in this verse is that it will occur in the age to come when Jesus rules the earth. During that future age, the righteous will be rewarded and the unsaved will be punished.
People who have died are not being punished “in hell” now as is commonly taught. Right now, when a person dies, they are dead in the ground awaiting resurrection and judgment. Furthermore, the Bible never says how long an unsaved sinner will be in Gehenna before they are annihilated. While the Bible indicates that some people will be in torment for a long time, no verse says that is true for every unsaved person. In fact, there are reasons to believe that many or most will be consumed very quickly.
When Christ comes to earth and fights the Battle of Armageddon, he will throw the “beast” (the Antichrist) and the false prophet into the Lake of Fire (Rev. 19:20). Those two are the first two people who are thrown into the Lake of Fire. After Armageddon, Jesus will set up his Millennial Kingdom on earth. It is called his “Millennial Kingdom” because it lasts 1,000 years (Rev. 20:2-6).
When Jesus sits on his throne in his Millennial Kingdom, one of his first acts will be to gather before him all the people who have survived the Tribulation and Armageddon and judge them according to their works. This judgment is called by scholars, “the sheep and goat judgment,” because Jesus is said to separate the people into two categories, “sheep” (believers), and “goats” (unbelievers) (Matt. 25:32). The goats are then led off to their punishment.
Another misconception that must be cleared up about this verse is that it does not teach that people burn forever in the Lake of Fire. The “goats” are thrown into the fire and burned up; annihilated. The phrase that has caused the confusion is κόλασιν αἰώνιον, which usually gets translated, “eternal punishment” (kolasis aiōnios literally means, “age punishment,” because in Greek the adjective (aiōnios; age) usually is after the noun (κόλασιν; punishment)). As was stated above, because of the context of the verse, which is the start of Christ’s kingdom on earth, the evidence supports the conclusion that the primary emphasis of this verse is the time the punishment starts, which is the age to come, and not the duration of the punishment. However, the adjective aiōnios can refer to duration as well as a specific age, so there is a sense in which “everlasting punishment” can be a good translation if it is properly understood—that is, that the “punishment,” not the “punishing,” goes on forever.
The Greek word kolasis, “punishment,” is a noun, not a verb. The phrase is not “everlasting punishing,” as if the “punishing” went on forever and people writhed in pain forever. Instead, it is “everlasting punishment,” because the punishment, which is death, goes on forever. For those who are thrown into the Lake of Fire and experience the “second death” (Rev. 20:14), their punishment, which is death, will never end. They are never given life again; they are annihilated and thus gone from existence forever.
There are times when the noun “punishment” is used for the process of the act of being punished, so how do we know that this verse does not use “punishment” in the sense of “punishing”? The way to know that is from the scope of Scripture. Does the whole Bible, taken together, teach that the unsaved are annihilated in the fire, or survive in the fire and burn forever? The clear reading of Scripture is that mankind is given a choice between life and death. There is no verse that states that God gives people a choice between living forever in a good place or living forever in a bad place. John 3:16 gives the choice between “perish” or “everlasting life.” Romans 6:23 says the wages of sin is “death,” but the gift of God is “life.” Jesus said the believer has passed from “death” to “life” (John 5:24). The orthodox teaching is that people burn “in hell” forever, but that mostly comes from the unbiblical idea of the “immortal soul,” a concept that does not exist in the Bible.
Here in Matthew 25:46, the Greek text does not have a definite article “the” before “punishment” but the REV includes the article. That is because the preposition eis is before the noun “punishment.” In Greek, if a preposition precedes a noun, the noun can be definite without specifically adding the definite article: the subject and context determine whether or not the article should be included, and sometimes it is added because that is the way we would say the phrase in English. Daniel Wallace writes: “There is no need for the article to be used to make the object of a preposition definite.”[footnoteRef:1155] A. T. Robertson writes: “...the article is not the only means of showing that a word is definite. ...The context and history of the phrase in question must decide. ...[As for prepositional phrases], these were also considered definite enough without the article.” Robertson then cites some examples that use ek.[footnoteRef:1156] That the wicked would be punished and annihilated is taught throughout Scripture, so saying “the” punishment fits with the scope of Scripture. [1155:  Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics, 247.]  [1156:  Robertson, Grammar of the Greek New Testament, 790-92.] 

[For the dead being dead now, and not alive in any form, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.” For more on Christ’s Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on people being annihilated in the Lake of Fire and not burning forever, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire. For the fact that there is no such thing as an “immortal soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
“life in the age to come.” That is, the life that people have in the Messianic Age.
[See Appendix 1: “Life in the Age to Come.”]
 
Matthew Chapter 26
Mat 26:3
“the one called Caiaphas.” The reason that Caiaphas had to be named was that Annas was also the High Priest. Annas should have been the only High Priest, since the High Priest served until death, but the Romans favored Caiaphas and made him the High Priest.
Mat 26:5
“Not during the feast.” The Feast of Passover was attended by hundreds of thousands of Jews from around the world, and there was great nationalistic fervor that accompanied it because of its historic roots associated with deliverance from Egypt. The Jews of Jesus’ day would have loved nothing better than deliverance from Rome, and would welcome a Messiah to do that for them. The Jews knew this and, as much as they wanted to arrest Jesus, did not want to risk a riot, but preferred to wait until after the feast when the crowds went home. Their plans were altered when one of Jesus’ closest men, Judas, offered to hand him over to them. Jesus himself, knowing that he was to die at the same time the Passover lamb was killed, prodded Judas to make his move quickly to turn Jesus over to the authorities (John 13:27).
Mat 26:6
“Now when Jesus was in Bethany.” This event about Jesus being anointed in Bethany is recorded in Matthew 26:6-13; Mark 14:3-9; John 12:1-6. Judas Iscariot started the discontent and murmuring (John 12:4), and it spread to the others.
“Simon the Leper.” Simon had had a skin disease of some kind, but he was now cured or people would not have been in his house. Nevertheless, the name “Simon the Leper” stuck.
Mat 26:7
“a woman came to him.” John 12:3 identifies this woman as Mary, the sister of Lazarus and Martha (see commentary on John 12:3). This record of Mary pouring the oil on Jesus occurs in Matthew 26:6-13; Mark 14:3-9; and John 12:1-8, it is not included in Luke.
[For more information on this anointing and the controversy it stirred up, see commentary on John 12:4.]
“perfume.” The Greek word is muron (#3464 μύρον), and it is a general term for perfume, ointment, perfumed oil, or even a sweet-smelling substance. In the New Testament, the emphasis is on the way it smells, and thus “perfume” seems to be the best translation. It is not an “ointment,” per se, because that implies it would be being used for healing. Also, what Mary put on Jesus was likely not oily, so “perfumed oil” is perhaps not the best translation.
“poured it on his head.” The anointing of Jesus occurred in the house of Simon the Leper (Matt. 26:6; Mark 14:3), which is why John specifically says Martha was serving. If the supper occurred at the house of Mary and Martha that would never be stated because it would be obvious and expected.
At first glance, there seems to be a contradiction between Matthew, Mark, and John, because Matthew and Mark say the ointment was poured on Jesus’ head, while John says the feet. The key is to realize that a flask of oil worth a year’s salary would be quite large, and covered both his head and feet. That is why Jesus said that the woman “poured this perfume on my body” (Matt. 26:12).
Mat 26:8
“the disciples became angry.” The Greek word translated “angry” is aganakteō (#23 ἀγανακτέω), and it refers to being angry or displeased at a situation that is perceived to be unjust. This grumbling of the apostles started with Judas, who was in charge of the money that people gave to Jesus and stole from it. Judas saw the woman pouring expensive ointment on Jesus as a lost opportunity to enrich himself and started to grumble about the “waste” of money. The other apostles, not knowing Judas’ motive, picked up his cause and also started grumbling, which is what we read in Matthew and Mark. To see the cause of the grumbling, see commentary on John 12:4.
Mat 26:12
“she did it to prepare me for burial.” The perfume was very expensive and therefore likely quite strong, so it is possible that there could have been a faint smell of it even days later when Jesus was buried. It is impossible to know what the disciples thought Jesus meant when he spoke of his burial. They did not expect him to die, much less be buried. However, taking Matthew 26:12 literally could well show us that in contrast to the disciples who did not know Jesus was going to die, Mary believed what Jesus said about dying and anointed his body as part of the preparation for death and burial (cf. Mark 14:8).
Mat 26:14
“Iscariot.” See the commentary on Matthew 10:4 for more information on this name.
Mat 26:17
“Now on the first day of the Feast of Unleavened Bread.” The commentators recognize that this phrase involves an idiomatic understanding of the Feast of Unleavened Bread, because technically the Feast of Unleavened Bread began the evening after the Passover Lamb was sacrificed (Exod. 12:15-20; Lev. 23:6), and this event in Matthew—and the Last Supper associated with it—occurred before that time.
Different scholars postulate different possibilities for the meaning of this phrase because it is not literal, but it is not difficult to understand what is being said here. Technically the first day of the Feast of Unleavened Bread was on Nisan 15, which started at sunset after Nisan 14, when the Passover Lamb was sacrificed. However, as Lenski correctly observes, the “first day” “originally designated the celebration of the afternoon and evening of the 14th of Nisan (the eating of the Paschal Lamb) and [then] naturally came to be used by both Jewish and Greek writers also for the entire week of the celebration that followed.”[footnoteRef:1157] [1157:  R. C. H. Lenski, The Interpretation of St. Mark’s Gospel, note on Mark 14:12, 609.] 

So, from the way people commonly thought, the Feast of Unleavened Bread originally and technically did not start until sunset ending Nisan 14 and starting Nisan 15 (the Jewish day started at sunset). Then in time, the “first day” of the Feast of Unleavened Bread included the afternoon of Nisan 14 when the Passover Lamb was killed, then eventually the saying, the “first day of Unleavened Bread,” came to occasionally be used to refer to the whole week, and that is the way it is used here in Matthew. Similarly, just as the Passover gets swept up in common language into the Feast of Unleavened Bread, the Feast of Unleavened Bread is sometimes called the “Passover” (cf. Luke 22:1). In the United States a similar thing has occurred with Christmas, and it would not be uncommon for someone to see Christmas lights and trees and exclaim “It’s Christmas!” when technically Christmas (Dec. 25) was still even weeks away.
The season of Passover and Unleavened Bread took some preparation. For example, the Passover lamb was selected on the tenth day of Nisan, and that was a couple of days before the disciples ate the Last Supper, especially if Jesus was arrested in Gethsemane after dark on our Monday night, which would have been Nisan 13 to the Jews. Also, although people did not technically have to remove the leaven from their houses until Nisan 15, the first day of the Feast of Unleavened Bread (Exod. 12:15), we know that later in history people started making plans to remove the leaven days in advance, and there is little reason that could not have happened in Christ’s time as well.
Although we cannot pin down the exact meaning of the idiom here in Matthew, or the exact day it referred to, it is clear that Matthew, who was an observant Jew, knew only too well that technically the Feast of Unleavened Bread occurred the night after the Passover was killed, but that did not stop him from writing what he did in his gospel. This tells us that Matthew and his immediate audience knew something that we modern interpreters do not know; but likely it had to do with the Feast of Unleavened Bread being idiomatically used for that general season.
[For more information on Jesus being in the grave for three days and three nights—from Wednesday Nisan 14 to Saturday Nisan 17, see commentary on Matt. 12:40, “three days and three nights.” For more information on the events from Jesus’ arrest through his resurrection appearances, see commentary on John 18:13 and 19:14. For more information on Nicodemus and that he came after Joseph of Arimathea left the tomb, see commentary on John 19:40.]
Mat 26:20
“he was reclining to eat with the Twelve.” Matthew, Mark, and Luke all agree that Jesus ate the Last Supper with the twelve apostles (Matt. 26:20; Mark 14:17, and Luke 22:14). That makes sense because much of the Last Supper was instruction and guidance that they needed to be able to start and run what would become the Christian Church.
There is not much instruction in Matthew, Mark, and Luke. Jesus instituted the communion service, which explained the need for his death to the apostles and established a rite that would keep his sacrifice in the minds of believers. He also told the apostles to prepare for dark times ahead (Luke 22:35-38).
Mat 26:24
“but how terrible it will be for that man.” This warning is in Matthew 26:24, Mark 14:21, and Luke 22:22. The Greek word translated “how terrible it will be for” is ouai (#3759 οὐαί, pronounced ooh-'eye). For an explanation of the meaning of ouai, see commentary on Matthew 11:21. In this context, ouai is an expression of warning of the grief, disaster, and divine retribution that is coming to the one who betrays God’s Messiah.
Mat 26:25
“Rabbi.” It is very telling that Judas would call Jesus “Rabbi” when the other disciples call him “Lord” (cf. Matt. 26:22). In the book of Matthew, Jesus is only called “Rabbi” by Judas.
Mat 26:26
“bread.” This was not special bread, but the ordinary bread that the apostles were eating. Originally, communion was not a “ceremony,” but occurred at the start of a communal meal. There was no special bread or wine. Jesus did not have any, nor did the early Church. They used the bread and wine they were already eating and drinking. As with most things, over time the simple offering of thanks and time that was taken to eat some bread and drink some wine in recognition of Jesus’ sacrifice became ritualized and the “communion service” was invented.
In the early Church, anyone who wanted to eat and drink and recognize the sacrifice of Jesus could. There was no “membership,” or “requirements” that had to be met. Jesus did not ask for any, nor, as far as we can tell from the apostolic Church, did the early Christians. Again, over time Christians became concerned about not having the “right” people partake of the bread and wine, especially because it was supposed to accompany a personal commitment to the Lord. That was exacerbated by the Roman persecution of the early Church, because many Christians, rather than be tortured, gave in and offered sacrifices to the Roman gods. They would be “Romans” until the time of persecution was over (most persecutions lasted only a short time), and then they wanted to be received back into the congregation. However, the “confessors,” (those Christians who were tortured and often maimed because they continued to confess Jesus as Lord but survived—in contrast to the martyrs, those Christians who died for Christ) often did not want to allow these “weak” and “uncommitted” Christians back into the Church. Thus they would try to exclude them from the meetings and the communion.
Mat 26:28
“this is my blood.” Here in Matthew, Jesus emphasizes that his death paid the penalty for Israel breaking the Old Covenant (the Mosaic Covenant). In Luke, Jesus emphasizes that his death ratifies the New Covenant.
[For more information on the difference between Matthew and Luke, and the two aspects of Jesus’ death, see commentary on Luke 22:20.]
“covenant.” See commentary on Hebrews 7:22. The word “new” is not included, as it is in the KJV. Textual scholars conclude that it was added to some Greek texts so that this verse mirrored Luke 22:20 more closely. Had “new” been original, there is no good reason for dropping it from the early texts.
Mat 26:29
“this fruit of the vine.” The “fruit of the vine” is wine. There are people who teach that Jesus was drinking grape juice because they think that someone as holy as Jesus would never drink alcohol. But drinking wine and beer was a part of the biblical culture, and the Bible testifies that Jesus drank wine (and it is likely he also drank beer, which was part of the biblical culture, but mistranslated in many older English versions. Cf. Lev. 10:9; Num. 28:7; Judg. 13:4; 1 Sam. 1:15; Prov. 31:6; Isa. 28:7; 56:12, etc. HCSB). When Jesus said, “the Son of Man came eating and drinking” (Matt. 11:19; Luke 7:34), he was contrasting himself to John the Baptist who came “neither eating bread nor drinking wine” (Luke 7:33; cf. Matt. 11:18). So unlike John who did not eat rich foods or drink wine, Jesus did both.
Also, the Last Supper was in the late spring, likely our April, and the grape harvest is in July. R. C. H. Lenski correctly writes: “in April such a thing as grape juice was an impossibility in the Holy Land in Christ’s time. It could be had only when grapes were freshly pressed out, before the juice started to ferment.”[footnoteRef:1158] [1158:  Lenski, Interpretation of St. Mark’s Gospel, note on Mark 14:25, 628.] 

[For more on John not drinking wine, likely because he was a Nazirite, see commentary on Luke 1:15.]
“when I drink new wine with you in my Father’s kingdom.” The “fruit of the vine” is wine. At the Last Supper Jesus promised his apostles that he would not drink wine again until he drank it with them in his Father’s kingdom, the Kingdom of Heaven, which was the Messianic Kingdom on the restored earth. The Old Testament had many verses that promised that when the Messiah conquered the earth and restored it to “Paradise,” that wine would be abundant (Isa. 25:6; Jer. 31:12; Hos. 2:22; Joel 2:19; Amos 9:13). In fact, the great feast that will be held on the mountain of Yahweh will have “the best of meats and the finest of wines” (Isa. 25:6 NIV). Jesus and his disciples knew about the future restored earth and the food and wine that would be there, and it was very meaningful to his disciples that Jesus promised that he would not drink wine until he got to drink it with them in the Kingdom. It has now been some 2,000 years since Jesus made that promise to his disciples, and we can be sure that Jesus has kept his promise and has not had any wine since the Last Supper. It is likely that Jesus will break his wine fast with his apostles and all of us at the great feast, the marriage supper of the Lamb, that will almost surely be held very soon after Jesus establishes his Kingdom on the earth.
The REV has “new wine,” but the Greek uses the word “it,” and in this case, the “it” refers to what is being consumed, which is the wine. This is clear in Greek, which is an inflected language, but it is not clear in English if the Greek is translated literally. Saying in English, “until that day I drink new it” makes no sense, so the REV replaces the “it” with what the “it” refers to, which is wine.
[For more on the attributes of the Messianic Kingdom on earth and the names by which it is called, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more about the feast in the Kingdom of Heaven, see the REV commentary on Matt. 8:11, “recline to eat at the feast.” For more about the fate of the unsaved who are not allowed into the feast but are excluded from it, see commentary on Matt. 8:12.]
Mat 26:31
“with me.” The Greek is literally, “in me,” which can be understood as “in connection with me,” or more simply, “with me.”
Mat 26:32
“Galilee.” See commentary on Matthew 28:7.
Mat 26:38
“soul.” The Greek word often translated “soul” is psuchē (#5590 ψυχή, pronounced psoo-'kay), and it has a large number of meanings, including the physical life of a person or animal; an individual person; or attitudes, emotions, feelings, and thoughts. Here it is used more broadly of Jesus himself with an emphasis on his thoughts and emotions. Thus, while the verse could read something such as, “I am troubled” (cf. NAB, CJB), the inclusion of the word “soul” points us to his thoughts, feelings, and emotions.
[For a more complete explanation of “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
“deeply grieved.” The Greek word is perilupos (#4036 περίλυπος), and it means deeply grieved, very sad, exceedingly sorrowful. Jesus knew the time of his arrest was approaching, and he was dealing with the emotions that were flooding him. He knew from Scripture and from the culture that he would be whipped and beaten for some 40 hours before dying on the cross as the true Passover Lamb. It was requiring all his love and resolve to move ahead and obey God to his painful death.
“almost to the point of death.” The Greek is more literally simply “to death.” The Greek phrase “to the point of death” means “that his sorrow is so great that he is hardly able to bear it.”[footnoteRef:1159] Jesus is not saying that his sorrow will literally result in his death, but the phrase is idiomatic and means that he is very deeply grieved. We use the same idiomatic phraseology when saying things like, “I am freezing to death,” or “I am starving to death.” The word death is more idiomatic than literal and expresses the depth of the emotion. [1159:  Donald Hagner, Matthew 14-28 [WBC], 782.] 

Mat 26:39
“let this cup pass from me.” In the culture of the Bible, the “cup” can refer to many different things that a person can experience, and the context determines whether that experience is good or bad. The most familiar of the idiomatic uses of “cup” in Christendom is when Jesus asked God to have the “cup” pass away from him (Matt. 26:39; Mark 14:36; Luke 22:42). In that context, the “cup,” or experience, is suffering and death. The cup can refer to wrath and judgment (e.g., Ps. 11:6; Isa. 51:17; Rev. 14:10).
The “cup” can also refer to a good experience. For example, it can refer to experiencing deliverance from some disaster (Ps. 116:13). In the famous Psalm 23, David says, “my cup overflows,” referring to his experiencing overflowing blessings. Although most often the exact nature of the cup, the experience, must be learned from the context, sometimes the experience is quite exactly described. For example, Ezekiel 23:33 speaks of the “cup of astonishment and desolation.” Also, the cup, the experience, can be given by God or by demons (1 Cor. 10:21).
Here in Matthew 26:39 the use of “cup” is likely based on the custom of the drink at a meal being passed around from one person to another. Cups were usually easily broken, and there was often only one cup, so people passed the cup around and drank what was put in it without having a choice of drinks like we do in the modern world today. Thus the cup at a meal was very similar to life: we often do not have a choice of what happens to us, we get the “cup” that we get. Here in Matthew 26:39, Jesus is asking God if he can avoid partaking of the “cup” that is being passed to him.
[For more on the custom of the cup, see commentary on Ps. 11:6.]
Mat 26:41
“the spirit is willing, but the flesh is weak.” The Greek text contrasts the spirit and flesh quite strongly. This is the use of “spirit” that refers to the action of the mind, i.e., attitudes and emotions. The apostles had a willing attitude, but their flesh was weak and unable to stay awake.
[For more on “spirit,” including a long list of the ways it is used in the Bible, see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
Mat 26:45
“Are you still sleeping…?” The verse can be translated with a statement, i.e., “sleep on now…” or with a question, “Are you still sleeping…?” Commentators are divided, but most of them agree that, since Christ said very shortly after that, “Rise and let us go,” if Christ did in fact make a statement, then it is irony, not a serious statement. We have decided to translate the verse as a question given the following:
A) The words can legitimately be translated as a question.
B) Irony is hard to detect in a book and usually confuses the reader.
C) Christ obviously did not mean for them to sleep since he spoke to them (if they were sleeping and he wanted them to continue sleeping, he would not have woken them up just to tell them to sleep on) and since he told them to get up in the very next verse.
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Mat 26:46
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Mat 26:47
“look.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“and with him was a large crowd.” This “crowd” consisted of both Jewish police and Roman soldiers (see commentary on John 18:3).
“clubs” The KJV has staves, but the Greek just reads “woods” leaving the reader to figure out what the people were carrying that was made of wood. Since many people carried staffs, it would be natural to say that, but staffs were hard to fight with in a crowd and the association of this weapon with swords makes “clubs” the more likely choice.
Mat 26:51
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Mat 26:52
“those who take the sword will perish by the sword.” This verse is speaking about self-willed aggression outside the bounds of the law. It has nothing to do with self-defense or the proper use of the criminal justice system. Earlier that same day, Jesus had told the disciples to buy a sword if they did not have one. “And he said to them, ‘But now, he who has a purse, let him take it, and likewise his provision bag; and let the one who has no sword sell his outer garment and buy one’” (Luke 22:36). Obviously, Jesus would not tell people in the afternoon to go buy a sword if they did not own one, but then later that night teach that if they used the sword they had bought they would die by it.
There is a perfectly good reason Christ told his disciples to go buy a sword: self-defense. Peter, however, was not acting in self-defense when he drew his sword and used it on the servant of the priest. The people who came to arrest Jesus represented the legal authorities at the time. If the police came to your house to arrest you, even if you had not actually committed the crime, you would not be acting in self-defense if you pulled a weapon and started to fight with them. To be acting legally, you would have to win your case in court. When Peter pulled his sword and smote the servant of the High Priest, he was acting outside the will of God and outside the law of the land, and that is the context of Jesus’ rebuke. What Jesus said has absolutely nothing to do with self-defense, war, or the criminal justice system.
What Jesus said has historically been proven to be true. Throughout history, robbers and brigands who unlawfully took up the sword against the legal authorities were frequently killed or executed.
The police and other civil authorities set up by governments are charged with the duty of maintaining a social justice system. They “bear the sword” to keep society safe, and God calls them His “servants.” The Bible states: “for he is God’s servant to you for good. But if you do what is wrong, be afraid, for he does not carry the sword for no reason, for he is God’s servant, an agent of punishment to bring wrath upon the one who practices that which is wrong” (Rom. 13:4).
Mat 26:53
“he will send me more than 12 legions of angels.” Matthew 26:53 is one of the many verses that are evidence that Jesus Christ is not God, but the human Messiah, the “man approved by God” that the Jews were expecting. If Jesus had been teaching the apostles that he was God in the flesh, they would not have been worried about protecting him, and neither would Peter have drawn a sword to defend him: God is fully capable of defending Himself!
Also, Jesus did not say to Peter: “Put away your sword. I can defend myself if I want to.” No. Jesus said he could ask his Father who would send him 12 legions of angels (72,000 angels) to rescue him. God does not need angels to defend Himself, but the Son of God, the fully human Messiah, would have needed God’s help to be delivered from the multitude of people who came to arrest him with swords and clubs.
[For more on Jesus being the fully human Son of God, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.”]
Mat 26:57
“led him away to the house of Caiaphas.” Caiaphas was the High Priest. The Gospel of Matthew skips over the fact that Jesus was taken first to Annas, and from Annas to Caiaphas, but that is clearly recorded in the Gospel of John (John 18:13, 24). Annas was the father-in-law to Caiaphas, and from the biblical record and archaeological evidence, Annas and Caiaphas lived side by side in a family compound, which was not unusual. That would also explain how Peter could follow what was happening to Jesus through the night even though the Gospels seem to have him in the same general area. The compound in which Annas and Caiaphas lived would have had a big yard and been surrounded by a fence or wall, which explains why Peter had to be let into the area through a gate (John 18:16).
[For more on the chronology of the last week of Christ’s life from his arrest in the Garden of Gethsemane to his appearances on Sunday after his crucifixion, see commentary on John 18:13. For more information about Jesus being in the tomb, “the heart of the earth,” for three full days and three nights, see commentary on Matt. 12:40. For information on the chronology of the four trials of Jesus on Tuesday (before the Jewish Sanhedrin, then Pilate, then Herod, then Pilate) see commentary on John 19:14, “the sixth hour.” For information on the two-stage burial of Jesus, first by Joseph of Arimathea and then by Nicodemus, see commentary on John 19:40. For information on the Hasmonean palace as the likely location of Jesus’ trial before Pilate, see commentary on Luke 23:7.]
Mat 26:61
“I am able to destroy the Temple.” This is not what Jesus said! Speaking to the Jews he said, “If you destroy this temple, I will raise it up in three days.” See commentary on John 2:19 and Mark 14:58.
“and to build it in three days.” See commentary on John 2:19.
Mat 26:63
“that you tell us if you are the Christ, the Son of God.” What the Jews asked Jesus at his trial, and how Jesus answered, is good evidence that Jesus never claimed to be God and that there is no Trinity. Trinitarians often say that Jesus was claiming to be God, but there is no clear evidence that is true. Here is clear evidence that the priests thought Jesus was claiming to be the Messiah, the Son of God, and they did not think that “Son of God” was in any way equivalent to “God.”
[For more on Jesus being the Son of God and not “God in the flesh,” see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.”]
Mat 26:64
“Yes, it is as you say.” See commentary on Matthew 27:11; “It is as you say.” In the related record in Mark 14:62, Jesus says, “I am.” Some critics say that Jesus never claimed to be the Son of God. Here, he swears to it.
“Moreover.” Jesus agrees that he is the Christ, but he is certainly not confirming the accusation of blasphemy, so he says, “Moreover ... you will see the Son of Man....”
“you will see the Son of Man sitting at the right hand of Power.” The most natural reading of this verse is that Jesus is specifically speaking to the leaders in front of him and saying that they would see him come down from heaven. This would then fit with all the other places in which Jesus indicated that his return would occur during the lifetime of the generation in which he lived.
It is possible, but unlikely, that this statement made by Jesus is a general statement and the “you” is not specific but refers to rulers in any age who are ungodly, such as these ungodly Jews. However, in order to make Jesus’ statement more general, the two main phrases have to be understood in an allegorical, not literal, way. As to the first of these phrases, about Jesus being at the right hand of God, many commentators say that it refers to the way it was possible to “see” the effects of Jesus’ reign from heaven through the actions of the Church. The problem with that interpretation is that there is no evidence that the unbelievers “saw” Christ reigning by watching Christians. Unbelievers regularly mocked, ridiculed, and persecuted Christians. They did not “see” the reign of Christ through them. In contrast, when Jesus actually comes from heaven where he is sitting at the right hand of God, “every eye will see him, even those who pierced him; and all the peoples of the earth will mourn because of him” (Rev. 1:7). When Jesus starts to come down from heaven to conquer the earth (Rev. 19:11ff), not even an unbeliever will be able to deny it; everyone will see him.
The phrase, “coming on the clouds of heaven,” should be understood in a literal way too. When it is taken allegorically, it is said to be a general phrase referring to Christ’s actions in judgments after his ascension. However, there is no reason to assume that Jesus meant it that way with the exception that his return did not occur in the lifetime of those he was speaking to. Had he returned in their lifetimes, the prophecy of him coming in the clouds of heaven and judging the earth and ruling over it (Dan. 7:13, 14), would have been fulfilled. If we read the Bible literally, then the evidence is clear that Jesus was expecting his Second Coming to occur during the lifetime of those Jews to whom he was speaking.
What Jesus said here in Matthew 26:64 (cf. Mark 14:62) fits with what Jesus said to other people at other places in the Gospels, that they would be alive to see Jesus return to earth at his Second Coming. Jesus apparently thought he would return soon and spoke that way in a number of places in the Gospels.
“The Power” is a circumlocution for God.[footnoteRef:1160] [1160:  Grant Osborne, Matthew [ZECNT], 998.] 

[For more on Jesus speaking about his Second Coming occurring soon, see commentary on Matt. 16:28. For more on the coming Kingdom of Christ on earth, the Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Mat 26:65
“tore his clothing.” The word “clothing” is himation (#2440 ἱμάτιον; hĭ-'mä-tee-on), which refers to clothes of any type, or the outer garment like a cloak or mantle. The Greek is plural, so it may well be that the High Priest grabbed both his inner and outer clothing at the neck and tore them a handbreadth, which was the standard tearing when blasphemy was heard. This was a sin on the part of the High Priest because the Mosiac Law specifically commanded that the High Priest was not to tear his clothes (Lev. 21:10). There are many things in the record of the arrest and trial of Jesus Christ that show that the High Priest was a wicked, ungodly man, and this is one of them. Jesus Christ said we are to know ungodly people by what they do, and this is an example of that.
“Blasphemy...blasphemy.” The Greek noun blasphēmia (#988 βλασφημία), and the verb blasphēmeō (#987 βλασφημέω) are transliterated (not translated) from the Greek into English as “blasphemy.” “Blasphemy” in English has a different meaning than blasphēmeō and blasphēmia do in Greek. In English, “blasphemy” is only used in reference to God. It is insulting God or a god, insulting something considered sacred (like defacing a cross or statue of Jesus), or falsely claiming to be God or a god in some way. However, in Greek, blasphēmia and blasphēmeō did not have to refer to God or a god, but were common words that were used of someone speaking against another, slandering or insulting them. The primary meaning of them as they were used in the Greek culture was showing disrespect to a person or deity, and/or harming his, her, or its reputation. In this case, the religious leaders thought it was insulting to God’s reputation that Jesus would refer to himself as God’s Messiah.
[For more on blasphēmeō and blasphēmia see commentary on Matt. 9:3.]
Mat 26:66
“He deserves to die!” The Law of Moses stated: “But whoever blasphemes the name of Yahweh, he is to be put to death, yes, death” (Lev. 24:16). Since blaspheming Yahweh was the only blasphemy that was deserving of death in the Law, by the time of Christ the overly religious and hypocritical Sadducees and Pharisees had apparently decided that if anyone claimed to be the Messiah they had blasphemed Yahweh and were worthy of death. As we would expect of their hypocrisy, however, they would not have put everyone who claimed to be the Messiah to death because there are always insane people who think they are the Messiah; they would have only put people to death who they considered a threat to their control over society.
Mat 26:69
“servant girl.” The Greek word can be either “slave girl” or “servant girl.” The context determines which. This girl (and the ones in Mark 14:66, 69; Luke 22:56; Acts 12:13) may have been slave girls, but there the context does not give enough weight to go in that direction.
Mat 26:70
“But he denied it before everyone.” Each of the Four Gospels has three times that Peter denied Jesus, but they are in different circumstances. Putting the Four Gospels together we see that there are three “denial events.” The first was a denial that occurred at the gateway to the compound of the High Priest. From history and archaeology, it seems clear that the High Priests Annas and Caiaphas lived side by side, or very close to each other, and shared a courtyard. The common custom among people of such wealth and distinction was to have a courtyard enclosed by a wall with a gate. When Peter followed Jesus and got to the compound he was stopped at the gate and questioned and denied Christ (John 18:17). Then he went to the campfire in the courtyard where he was questioned by several people and denied Christ (Matt. 26:69; Mark 14:66-68; Luke 22:55-57; John 18:18, 25). Then he went back to the gate where he was questioned again, and again denied Christ, and a rooster crowed twice (Matt. 26:71-75; Mark 14:68-72; Luke 22:59-62; John 18:26-27). So there were three “denial events,” with different specific denials occurring at each place. The rooster crowed twice, both while Peter was at the gate the second time (Mark 14:68-72). It is very common that roosters crow twice or several times, and often those crowings are not separated by much time at all. It is quite possible that Peter would deny Christ, the rooster crow, then someone else quickly make an accusation, Peter deny Christ again, and then the rooster crow again. The denial event at the gate would not have had to have taken long at all. Because the accusations and denials at any one place—the gate, the courtyard, and the gate again—happened in quick succession, Jesus was accurate in saying that Peter would deny him three times, counting a flurry of accusations and denials as one denial.
Mat 26:71
“another servant girl.” The REV adds “servant girl” in italics because the Greek is feminine. Thus, any Greek reader would recognize that it referred to another servant girl, rather than just another servant. There are times the Greek can be more succinct and clearer than the English.
Mat 26:72
“he denied it, this time with an oath.” For more on the denials of Peter, see commentary on Matthew 26:70.
Mat 26:73
“your accent makes you known.” It is common for “city folk” to make fun of the way “country folk” talk, and the culture at the time of Christ was no different. Galilee was considered unsophisticated by the standards in Judea and Jerusalem. Robertson writes: “The Galileans had difficulty with the gutturals.”[footnoteRef:1161] Paul Maier writes: “It was a standing joke that you couldn’t tell if a Galilean were talking about an ass, a lamb, or a jug of wine, since they pronounced hamor, immar, and hamar just about the same.”[footnoteRef:1162] [1161:  A. T. Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, 1:220.]  [1162:  Paul Maier, First Easter, 53.] 

Mat 26:74
“curse...swear.” See commentary on Mark 14:71.
Mat 26:75
“the words.” The Greek text has “the word,” which is a collective singular. In English, we would say “the words” for clarity.
“he went outside.” Peter was in the courtyard, but he did not give himself away by openly crying in the courtyard with all the people there. He left the courtyard and cried privately.
 
Matthew Chapter 27
Mat 27:1
“Now early in the morning.” This council is the trial of the Sanhedrin that occurred around dawn on Tuesday morning. Jesus was condemned and sent from this trial to Pilate. This trial is covered in Matthew, Mark, and Luke, but left out of John (Matt. 27:1; Mark 15:1; Luke 22:66-23:1).
Mat 27:2
“Pilate.” This is the first mention of Pontius Pilate in the Bible. Pilate was Prefect from AD 26-36, the second longest rulership of any Prefect of Judea. It helps to know this because there is a lot of misinformation among Christians about Pilate being a horrible governor, but not according to Roman standards.
In order to really understand Pilate’s actions at the trial of Jesus Christ, it is helpful to understand another incident that occurred less than a year earlier. About half a year before the trial of Jesus, Pilate had set up some golden shields in his Jerusalem headquarters that had a dedication to Tiberias on them. The Jews protested the presence of these shields, but Pilate refused to remove them. The Jews took their case straight to Tiberias, the emperor of Rome at the time. The letter got to Tiberias as quickly as it did because it was sent through Herod Antipas, the Tetrarch of Galilee, who forwarded it from the Jews to Rome. No wonder Scripture says Pilate and Herod were hostile toward each other before the trial of Jesus (Luke 23:12).
Tiberias wrote a terse letter to Pilate, ordered him to move the shields to Caesarea, and warned him to uphold all the religious and political customs of the Jews. This letter was no doubt on his mind at the trial of Jesus, and when Pilate was about to let Jesus go, the Jews played their trump card and said, “If you release this man, you are not Caesar’s friend. Everyone who makes himself a king speaks against Caesar” (John 19:12).
What is not known by the average reader is that “Caesar’s Friend” is more than just a phrase; it is a name, a designation, a “badge of belonging” to a very exclusive group of people who were especially close to Caesar. If a person who was designated to be “Caesar’s Friend” officially displeased Caesar to the point of being kicked out of the club, so to speak, the consequence was compulsory suicide or exile from Rome.
When we closely follow the events in the trial of Jesus, we can see that the Jews knew about the letter from Tiberias to Pilate and Pilate’s position as “Caesar’s Friend,” and used them to their advantage to pressure Pilate. When Jesus first came before Pilate, the Jews accused him of being an evildoer (John 18:30), and tried to say things that would convince Pilate to crucify him because of Roman law and sensibilities, such as that he had been corrupting the nation and forbidding paying taxes to Caesar (Luke 23:2). Had Pilate complied, that would have ended the matter as far as the Jews were concerned. But when Pilate refused to crucify Jesus, saying he had not committed a capital crime, the Jews moved their reason to their religious customs and the charge of blasphemy, saying that Jesus needed to die because he made himself the Son of God (John 19:7). Of course, when Pilate heard that Jesus had called himself the Son of God, he tried even harder to let Jesus go, but that was when the Jews, in a less than subtle way, made it clear it was going to be Pilate or Jesus. Besides, as Pilate continued to resist the Jews’ pressure to crucify Jesus, it got to the point where a riot started to break out (Matt. 27:24). Preventing a riot was the reason the Roman governor came from Caesarea to Jerusalem during the feasts in the first place, and if there had been a riot, and if news of that got back to Tiberias, it would not go well for Pilate. Pilate realized that, in the face of the hatred and determination of the Jews, he was not accomplishing anything but stirring up a riot, something that would likely cost lives—including his own.
Pilate also realized that if he did not crucify Jesus, the Jews would write to Tiberias and say that Pilate had not obeyed Tiberias’ command that had come in the letter, because he had not been respectful of Jewish laws and customs about things such as blasphemy, and worse, he allowed a man to live who called himself a king and threatened the unity of the Jewish people and even the Roman Empire. At that point, most people would have done what Pilate did: save his own life. Pilate had Jesus crucified.
[For the order of the events of Jesus’ last days, see commentary on John 18:13.]
We know quite a bit about Pilate from Roman records. However, there was no physical evidence found in Israel for his governorship until 1961. An Italian team of archaeologists under the direction of Antonio Frova discovered a stone about two feet by three feet while excavating an ancient theater in Caesarea, the Roman capital of Israel. The stone tablet read in Latin: “Pontius Pilatus, Prefect of Judea, has presented the Tiberium to the Caesareans.” The record that Pilate was a “Prefect” is correct; he was not a “Procurator” (despite the many reference works that say he was). Calling Pilate a “Procurator” is a historical anachronism, because it was not until later, under the emperor Claudius (ruled 41-54) that the Roman governors of Judea were referred to as Procurators. The Prefects had more military responsibilities than the Procurators. We can correctly call Pilate a Prefect or a governor.
Pilate’s name tells us much about him. The family name Pontius was the name of a prominent clan among the Samnites, a group of people who lived along the Apennine Mountains southeast of Rome. Early on in Rome’s history, the Samnites had fought a series of wars with Rome and almost conquered them. A fighter that was often seen in the gladiator arena was a person dressed as, and trained to fight as, a Samnite warrior. The Samnites were conquered and absorbed by Rome, their leading class becoming the Roman equestrian class (the Roman middle class). Pilates’ first name is typically Samnite, and means, “armed with a pilum.” The pilum was a javelin about 6 feet long that was half wooden spear handle and half pointed iron shaft. It was a very effective weapon, and quickly copied by the Romans and used in the legions.
[For more information on Pilate likely being at the Hasmonean Palace just west of the Temple, see commentary on Luke 23:7.]
Mat 27:3
“brought back the 30 pieces of silver.” Judas had gotten the money from the priests in payment for betraying Jesus (Matt. 26:14-16). Now he regretted it and returned it, but could not overcome his feelings of wrongdoing and self-condemnation, and so committed suicide.
Mat 27:5
“he hanged himself.” The natural reading of Matthew 27:5 leads us to believe that Judas killed himself very soon after Jesus was arrested, and the rest of Scripture supports that conclusion (cf. John 17:12). We have supporting evidence from Luke 24:9 that Judas killed himself before Jesus was raised from the dead, because when the women found the tomb empty on Sunday morning, they went to “the Eleven,” which is a title that the remaining apostles were given after Judas killed himself (see commentary on Luke 24:9). Although there seems to be a contradiction between Matthew 27:5 and Acts 1:18, that can be resolved (see commentary on Acts 1:18).
The verb for “hanged himself” is apagchomai (#519 ἀπάγχομαι) and it occurs here in the aorist tense, middle voice (apēgxato; ἀπήγξατο), and thus it refers to something that Judas did to himself, in this case, hanged himself. Apagchomai only occurs this one time in the New Testament, and Robert Gundry offers a reason that Matthew would have this unusual verb here. Apagchomai is the same verb and in the same verb form (aorist middle, third-person singular) that is used in the Septuagint (the Greek Old Testament) in the record of the death of David’s friend and counselor Ahithophel. Ahithophel had been David’s friend for years, but he turned against David and joined Absalom’s rebellion against David (2 Sam. 15-18). He began to advise Absalom, David’s son and enemy (2 Sam. 17:1-3), but when his advice was not heeded, he committed suicide by hanging himself. In explaining the occurrence of apagchomai in Matthew, Gundry writes that it “alludes to Ahithophel’s suicide by hanging (2 Sam. 17:23). The allusion not only exemplifies Matthew’s habit of borrowing OT [Old Testament] phraseology. It also agrees with his interest in Jesus as the son of David…for Ahithophel was a friend of David. As Ahithophel turned against David, Judas turned against Jesus.”[footnoteRef:1163] [1163:  R. Gundry, Matthew: A Commentary on His Literary and Theological Art, 555.] 

Jesus Christ is called “the Son of David” many times in Scripture, and the comparisons and typology between David and Jesus Christ are numerous and strong. That seems to be the case here in Matthew 27:5 as well. Ahithophel, David’s friend, turned against David and then ended up hanging himself, and similarly, Judas, an apostle of Jesus Christ, turned against the Son of David and then later hanged himself. The typology between David and Christ in the context of Judas betraying Christ can also be seen at the Last Supper (John 13:18), when Jesus quoted Psalm 41, a psalm of David, and said “The one who eats my bread lifted up his heel against me” (Ps. 41:9). This betrayal happened to David, possibly by Ahithophel, and it happened to Jesus as well when Judas betrayed Jesus.
Unlike Peter who denied Christ but then repented and rebuilt his relationship with Jesus, Jesus indicated that Judas would kill himself rather than repent and continue as part of the believing community. Quite early on in his ministry Jesus knew Judas was “a devil” (John 6:70). Furthermore, at the Last Supper Satan entered Judas and influenced him to betray Christ and likely kill himself shortly afterward as well (Luke 22:3). Furthermore, people who sin, even who sin greatly, are forgiven if they repent and ask for forgiveness, but Jesus said of Judas, “how terrible it will be for that man by whom the Son of Man is betrayed! It would have been better for that man if he had not been born” (Matt. 26:24). It does not seem that Jesus would have said this if he believed Judas would repent of betraying Jesus.
Also, the disciples knew that Judas had betrayed Jesus, so it is unlikely that they would have received him back into their company. Jesus had revealed at the Last Supper that one of the apostles would betray him, and the apostles discussed it at that time (Matt. 26:20-25; Mark 14:17-21). Then, in the Garden of Gethsemane Jesus asked Judas directly if he was betraying him (Luke 22:48), and the apostles were right there with Jesus to hear that. Since Judas came to the Garden with the Roman soldiers, and given what Jesus had said about being betrayed by one of the twelve, the apostles had to know that Judas was the one who had betrayed them. Given that, it would be very unlikely that the rest of the apostles would have taken Judas back into their company. However, if they had, it would have only been with Judas’ heartfelt and humble apology and confession of sin, but there is no such confession recorded in the Bible.
Judas knew his betrayal was known to the apostles, and thus to him, it would have been highly unlikely that the apostles would take him back into their company, especially after Jesus said it would be better if Judas had not been born. All this is evidence that Judas killed himself very soon after returning the money to the religious leaders (Matt. 27:3-5).
Mat 27:9
“spoken.” Not “written,” either by Jeremiah or Zechariah, but “spoken” by Jeremiah.[footnoteRef:1164] These words are found in Zechariah 11:12-13 with allusions to Jeremiah 18:1-4; 19:1-3. They are ascribed to Jeremiah since, in Jesus’ day, the books of the prophets were headed by Jeremiah, not Isaiah as now, and the quotation is identified by the name of the first book of the group, rather than by the name of the specific book within the group. Similarly in Luke 24:44, “Psalms” includes all the books known as the writings because it is the first book of the group.[footnoteRef:1165] [1164:  See Bullinger, Companion Bible, note on Matt. 27:9, 1375.]  [1165:  See commentary in The Ryrie Study Bible.] 

The Hebrew Gospel of Matthew has the abbreviation for Yahweh in this verse, but it is very different from the Greek text and is not included in the REV (see commentary on Matt. 3:3).
Mat 27:10
“Lord.” The Greek is kurios, Lord, and the Hebrew text of Matthew reads adōnai, Lord. The Hebrew of Zechariah 11:13 reads “Yahweh” (see commentary on Matt. 3:3).
Mat 27:11
“Are you the king of the Jews?” Pilate’s question, “Are you the King of the Jews,” and Jesus’ affirmative answer, “Yes,” is very important, both for Pilate and for us, and it is recorded in all four Gospels (Matt. 27:11; Mark 15:2; Luke 23:3; and John 18:33 and 18:37). The question and answer also show us that this interaction was in the first of Jesus’ two trials before Pilate, something that is made clear in Luke (Luke 23:1-19). Neither Matthew, Mark, nor John mention Pilate sending Jesus to Herod Antipas (Luke 23:6-12), but they blend Jesus’ two trials before Pilate as if they were one trial. However, by studying all four Gospels together we can see that this question was part of Jesus’ first trial before Pilate and when Matthew speaks of Barabbas (Matt. 27:15-22), that was part of Jesus’ second trial before Pilate.
“Yes, it is as you say.” Jesus answered Pilate’s question in the affirmative, that, yes, he is a king. It is important to translate this verse in the affirmative. Jesus was not playing word games with Pilate, giving him an ambiguous answer. Pilate’s everlasting life was at stake, and Pilate, like everyone else, had to have a chance to believe and accept Jesus as the Messiah. This should not be considered unusual. Jesus had told many others he was the Messiah (Matt. 16:16-20; Mark 14:62; John 4:26; 10:24-25); besides that, the conversation between Pilate and Jesus was not as short as Matthew 27:11-14, Mark 15:2-5, or Luke 23:3 record. The Gospel of John records the longer conversation (John 18:33-38; 19:9-11). In this longer conversation, Jesus tells Pilate that although he is a king, “My kingdom is not of this world” and “my kingdom is not from here” (John 18:36), and “Everyone who is of the truth hears my voice” (John 18:37). Of course Pilate, being a Roman and believing in the Roman gods, if he believed anything at all, did not have a clear and accurate picture of God, the afterlife, the Messianic Age, or anything that would have given true meaning to what Jesus said. To Pilate, Jesus’ words were likely nonsense, and he responded with “What is truth?” (John 18:38). One thing Pilate did get from his conversation with Jesus was that he was not a threat to Rome in the sense that he was trying to foment rebellion and overthrow Roman rule. That is what the religious leaders were accusing Jesus of, so that Pilate would crucify him, but Pilate, after questioning Jesus, was satisfied that was not the case, and came to the religious leaders and said, “I find no reason for a charge against him” (John 19:6).
Many excellent Greek scholars attest to the fact that Jesus’ answer to Pilate, which in Greek is more literally, “You are saying,” was idiomatic and not an ambiguous statement. A. T. Robertson correctly states, “By his answer (‘thou sayest’) Jesus confesses that he is.”[footnoteRef:1166] W. R. Nicoll simply says that Jesus’ answer “= yes.”[footnoteRef:1167] R. C. H. Lenski says this about Jesus’ answer: “It is the regular way of affirming the contents of the question.”[footnoteRef:1168] Albert Barnes says, “Thou sayest.” [KJV] That is, thou sayest right, or thou sayest the truth. …Though he acknowledged that he was the king yet he stated fully that his kingdom was not of this world, and that therefore it could not be alleged against him as treason against the Roman emperor.”[footnoteRef:1169] Further evidence that this was an affirmative statement comes from Matthew 26:64 and Mark 14:62.[footnoteRef:1170] In these two parallel records the high priest asks Jesus if he was the Messiah. Matthew records that the Lord answered, “You have said it” (su eipas); but Mark reports the answer with the clear affirmative, “I am” (ego eimi). This interchangeability of the two statements demonstrates that the idiom was confirmatory. (Cf. Matt. 26:64; 27:11; Mark 15:2; Luke 22:70; 23:3; John 18:37). [1166:  Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, 1:225.]  [1167:  Nicoll, Expositor’s Greek Testament, 1:324.]  [1168:  Lenski, St. Matthew’s Gospel, 1085.]  [1169:  Barnes, Barnes’ Notes.]  [1170:  Robertson, Word Pictures, 218, 388.] 

Translators are often in a bind when translating the Bible, and especially so when the original language uses an idiom, because there are times when a literal translation in one language means something else in another language, and that is the case here. Jesus was not being cute or playing games with Pilate. Pilate’s believing in Jesus as the Christ and Pilate’s everlasting life was in play, and so Jesus was not playing word games with him, any more than when Jesus answered the question of the High Priest, “Are you the Christ” and Jesus said, “I am, and you will see the Son of Man sitting at the right hand of Power, and coming with the clouds of heaven” (Mark 14:61-62). In English “You say so” is a way of deflecting from giving an answer, but that is not what Jesus was doing here. Some scholars say Jesus was being unclear in his answer like he often was when answering questions about who he was during his ministry. But earlier in his ministry Jesus did not clearly reveal himself to the religious leaders because his time to suffer and die had not come. At his trial before them earlier that day he was very clear that he was the Christ, and he was that clear to Pilate as well, saying he was a king.
There is even more evidence that this phrase is not vague but is an affirmation. During the Last Supper, in Matthew 26:25, Judas asks Jesus if he is the one who will betray Jesus, and Jesus responds with this exact phrase “You have said it.” But we know that this did come to pass, and that Jesus knew Judas would betray him (John 13:2, 11). Thus this phrase in Matthew 27:11 is used as an affirmation.
Mat 27:15
“Now at the Passover Feast, it was the governor’s custom” Matthew blends Jesus’ two trials before Pilate as if they were one trial. However, by studying all four Gospels together we can see that this mention of Barabbas was part of Jesus’ second trial before Pilate (see commentary on Matt. 27:11).
Mat 27:16
“Barabbas.” It is ironic that the “notorious” (or “well-known”) prisoner was called “Barabbas,” because in Aramaic it means “son of [the] father,” from the Aramaic bar, “son” and abba, “father.” In releasing a prisoner, the people had a choice between a “son of a father” (Barabbas), or the “Son of the Father” (Jesus Christ). The bad choice they made was Barabbas, the revolutionary. There is no explanation in the text for why Pilate would have put only those two men before the crowd for consideration. It seems clear that Pilate was hopeful that the crowd would ask to set Jesus free. For example, when presenting Jesus he said, “Jesus who is called Christ” (Matt. 27:17), perhaps he was making an attempt to try to remind the people that even they were aware of the healings and miracles that Jesus had done and the possibility that he was the Messiah. In any case, his efforts were in vain.
In Matthew 27:17, there are a number of manuscripts that read, “Jesus Barabbas, or Jesus who is called Christ?” Although there are more manuscripts that read “Barabbas” than read “Jesus Barabbas,” there is good reason to believe that “Jesus Barabbas” was original. For one thing, “Jesus,” which is the same name as “Joshua,” was a very common name at that time so there would be no problem with both men being named “Jesus.” Also, textually, there seems to be no good reason any scribe would add the word “Jesus” to a manuscript of Matthew, whereas it can be easily seen that religious scribes zealous to protect Jesus’ name, would omit the name “Jesus” before Barabbas.
Mat 27:19
“wife.” According to tradition, Pilate’s wife is named Procla, or Claudia Procla, but there is little actual support for the name.
“sent to him.” The dream so disturbed Pilate’s wife she actually interrupted Pilate’s work as governor to tell him not to have anything to do with “that righteous man.” We do not know any details as to how Pilate’s wife came to that conclusion about Jesus. She was almost surely well aware of the greedy, power-hungry religious leaders, even as Pilate was (Matt. 27:18), and may have heard of Jesus’ miracles and done some investigation on her own. It is also possible that the dream was so vivid, and Jesus’ innocence proclaimed so vividly in it, that she came to the conclusion that Jesus was a righteous man based on the dream alone. Given what we know about where Pilate was when he tried Jesus, most likely at the ancestral Hasmonean Palace near the Temple, it is clear why she “sent to him.” She would have been staying at Herod’s Western Palace.
“today.” The Greek is sēmeron (#4594 σήμερον), which means “today.” This is a very accurate chronological statement, although some English versions completely misinterpret and mistranslate it, and read “last night.” This was “today.” It was Jesus’ second trial before Pilate, which was around noon (John 19:14). The Jews had taken Jesus to Pilate early in the morning (John 18:28). But when Pilate learned that Jesus was from Galilee, he sent him to Herod Antipas, the Tetrarch of Galilee. But Herod Antipas could not get any satisfaction from Jesus and sent him back to Pilate who had to call the Jews back together (Luke 23:13), and put Jesus on trial again. The three Roman trials of Jesus are recorded in Luke 23. Pilate’s wife sent to him during this second trial before Pilate, a fact we know because Pilate was already trying to get the Jews to choose between Jesus and Barabbas, something that occurred during this second trial before Pilate. Typically, the Romans got up very early in the morning, and it is very likely Pilate’s wife did too. She did not have the dream during the night, or she would have interrupted Pilate’s first trial of Jesus. She would have had no way of knowing Pilate would send Jesus to Herod; Pilate did not even foresee that himself. During her morning snooze, which would have been in the day—thus, “today”—she had the dream that so disturbed her, and sent to Pilate to have nothing to do with Jesus.
[For more information on the chronology of the events from Jesus’ arrest to his death, see commentaries on John 18:13 and 19:14. For information on the events and chronology of Jesus’ death and resurrection and his being in the tomb from Wednesday night to Saturday night, see commentaries on Matt. 12:40 and Luke 23:50. For more information on Nicodemus and that he came after Joseph of Arimathea left the tomb, see commentary on John 19:40.]
One thing the dream does is show us God’s love for people and that He genuinely did try to warn Pilate not to have anything to do with Jesus. Furthermore, Pilate himself knew Jesus was innocent (Matt. 27:18). In spite of God’s warning and what Pilate himself knew, he condemned an innocent man to death so he could augment or save his political career. Godly people must learn that the Devil works hard behind the scenes to set people up so that they face potential ruin if they do not give in to evil. But we must not give in to evil. God will deliver us now and/or reward us in the future. Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego could have been killed for not bowing to Nebuchadnezzar’s golden image (Dan. 3). Daniel could have been killed just for praying (Dan. 6). Godly people must follow their example.
“dream.” The Romans put a lot of weight into dreams, particularly when there was a lot going on politically. Calpurnia, the wife of Julius Caesar, had a dream that he was going to be killed, and her pleas were so insistent that he almost stayed home, but did not, and was killed by Brutus and his co-conspirators. That event gave dreams a lot of standing to the Romans, and was no doubt one of the reasons Pilate worked so hard to have Jesus released.
Mat 27:20
“persuaded.” The Greek word is peithō (#3982 πείθω), to persuade, have confidence in. Zodhiates does a very good job defining this word.[footnoteRef:1171] It sometimes gets translated “trust” but the REV has stayed away from that translation and stayed with “persuaded.” It also gets translated “obey,” but that is not technically correct, and especially in Hebrews 13:17 (“obey your leaders”) it gets misused. We have left it “obey” in James 3:3, because although the horse’s bit does allow us to persuade it, “obey” is more understandable in the context. [1171:  Zodhiates, The Complete Word Study Dictionary: New Testament, 1133-34.] 

Mat 27:22
“He should be crucified!” The Greek has an aorist imperative verb, which can be translated as “Let him be crucified,” or “He should be crucified,” or even as “He must be crucified.”
Mat 27:23
“He should be crucified.” This is not the same crowd that had said, “Hosanna,” and “Son of David” some days earlier. See commentary on Luke 23:21.
Mat 27:24
“but rather that a riot was starting.” Pilate did not want to put Jesus to death and tried to dissuade the Jews from pressing the issue. But the Jews used pressure tactics to get Pilate to order the crucifixion. They lied (Luke 23:2), threatened (John 19:12), and started a riot (Matt. 27:24). The riot would have been an important factor in Pilate giving in to the Jews and agreeing to crucify Jesus. As the Roman governor, Pilate was charged with two top responsibilities: keep tax money flowing into Rome, and keep the peace. Keeping the peace was important to the flow of tax money and the well-being of society. In Judea at that time there were the Jesus supporters, including his disciples and many who believed in him, but also many who sided with the religious leaders and thought Jesus was a fraud. As the day drew on and the crowd at the trial swelled, there was a growing danger that any riot would turn into a battle between the two sides with people being hurt and even killed, and Pilate would be held responsible. From his gubernatorial perspective, it was now expedient that Jesus be sentenced to be crucified. Pilate’s instincts were correct: as soon as the trial was over and the issue settled, the religious leaders stopped stirring up the people and the crowd dispersed.
Mat 27:27
“the governor’s headquarters.” The Greek text is “the praetorium,” and the praetorium was normally the headquarters of the residence of the Roman governor. The exact place that was called the praetorium is debated. Roman Catholics mostly say it was the Antonia Fortress north of the Temple. Protestant scholars mostly tend to say it was Herod’s western palace. However, it is likely that in this case, the praetorium was the ancient Hasmonean place in the middle of Jerusalem (see commentaries on Luke 23:7 and John 18:28).
“the whole cohort of Roman soldiers.” The standard size of a cohort was 600 men. It was one-tenth of a “legion,” which was 6,000 men. However, just as the size of a “legion” was almost never exactly 6,000 men, and was often considerably smaller, that same was true of a cohort. It is unlikely that this cohort was fully 600 men. It was likely smaller, but it still would have been a lot of men.
Mat 27:29
“mocked.” The Greek word translated “mocked” is empaizō (#1702 ἐμπαίζω), and means “mock,” “make fun of,” “ridicule.” In some contexts it has a second meaning, that of outwitting someone in a way that makes a fool of the person; to trick; to deceive; (Matt. 2:16). The “mocking” can be simply verbal, or it can be physical as well, and thus it can be categorized as physical abuse. It is used that way in the Septuagint (Judg. 16:25; 1 Sam. 31:4; Prov. 23:35). Empaizō is also used euphemistically for rape (Gen. 39:14, 17; Judg. 19:25; 20:5), which has caused some people to speculate that during his torture Jesus was raped by one or more of the Roman soldiers. Although homosexuality and bisexuality were common in the Roman world, the context of “mock” in the NT seems to exclude rape. For one thing, empaizō is used of Jesus being mocked when he was in public settings and even when he was on the cross (Luke 22:63; 23:36). He was also mocked in Herod’s presence but certainly not likely raped right there in the public of Herod’s court (Luke 23:11).
The times Jesus is recorded as being “mocked” when he was alone with the soldiers also seem to exclude him being raped. Both records, Matthew 27:29-31 and Mark 15:17-20, show that the soldiers put royal clothes on Jesus, then mocked him, then removed those clothes. That the clothes were removed after he was “mocked” certainly seems to exclude rape as part of the mocking. Jesus went through terrible and prolonged verbal and physical abuse between the time he was arrested and the time he died on the cross, and that included being mocked in many different settings by many different people. Sadly, Jesus still suffers physical abuse via his Body, the Church, which is persecuted for his name. Nevertheless, there will come a day when that will stop, and every knee will bow before him.
Mat 27:32
“Cyrene.” Cyrene was settled by Greeks in the seventh century BC and was the leading city of the district of Cyrenaica (also called Pentapolis) in North Africa. The city of Cyrene was about 17 miles from the Mediterranean Sea, built on a plateau. Cyrenaica was ruled by its own people but surrendered to Alexander the Great in 331 BC. Later, it was given to the Romans. At the time of Christ, the city of Cyrene was the capital of Libya in northern Africa on the Mediterranean Sea, which in 27 BC was made, together with Crete, the Roman province of Cyrenaica. People from Cyrene were present in the Temple on the day of Pentecost (Acts 2:10).
Mat 27:33
“to a place called Golgotha (which means, Place of the Skull).” There is strong evidence that the crucifixion of Christ occurred on the Mount of Olives. While no one piece of evidence completely makes the case, the cumulative evidence is overwhelming that the Lord Jesus was crucified near the top of the Mount of Olives. Added to that is the fact that the other two sites proposed by most of Christianity, the Church of the Holy Sepulcher and the Garden Tomb, do not fit with all the biblical evidence for the place of the crucifixion. Nine points of evidence are listed below:
1) A Mount of Olives crucifixion fits with the roads of Jerusalem, especially the road between the Temple and the Mount of Olives.
Many people and priests passed by and mocked Jesus, so he was crucified near a road, one that a lot of people and priests would travel on Passover day (Matt. 27:37, 41; Mark 15:29, 31; John 19:20-21. There is historical evidence that at the time of Christ, there was a bridge or partial bridge over the Kidron Valley leading from the Mount of Olives to the Temple. Although archaeologists and historians argue about the bridge, at the very least there was a well-traveled road from the east gate of the Temple to the Mount of Olives. Also, there was a well-traveled north-south road on the top of the Mount of Olives. So a crucifixion site near the top of the Mount of Olives would have been close to major roads, and the people and priests would have been traveling on those roads to get to the Temple for Passover. Furthermore, the priests would have used the east-west road to get to the place where the unclean parts of the sacrifices were burned, which was on the east side of the city and most likely near the top of the Mount of Olives. It is unlikely that the chief priests and people would go much out of their way to mock a dying criminal. But if the crucifixion was near the top of the Mount of Olives, the road between the Temple and the eastern altar on the Mount of Olives would have made access to the crucifixion site easy and a large number of priests and people would pass there on their way to or from the Temple, especially on the eve of Passover. In contrast, it does not seem like there would be nearly the foot traffic at the traditional sites and especially not for the priests.
2) Jesus was our sin offering, and was crucified where the Temple sin offerings were burned, on the east side of the Temple.
Jesus Christ was the sin offering that paid for our sin (2 Cor. 5:21). The Bible says that the bodies of the sin offerings were burned outside the camp, and the evidence supports that place outside the camp and the city of Jerusalem was to the east. The Bible says that the bodies of sin offerings were to be burned at a place outside of the camp that was ceremonially clean (cf. Exod. 29:14; Lev. 4:12, 21; 8:17; 9:11; 16:27; cf. Heb. 13:11). The ashes from the altar of sacrifice in the Tabernacle and Temple were taken to a clean place outside the camp and dumped there, and that dumping would have been at one specific place; the priests and Levites did not dump ashes from the altar in lots of different places. Then Leviticus specified that the bodies of sin offerings were burned at that same “clean place where the ashes are poured out” (Lev. 4:12). That clean place was outside the camp of Israel while they traveled, and outside the city of Jerusalem once that capital city was established.
There is historical evidence that the “clean place” was east of the camp. Also, the Tabernacle only had one gate and it was on the east side. Hebrews 13:11-12 speak of the sin offerings being burned outside the camp, and for that reason, Jesus suffered “outside the gate,” which would have been to the east.
It would have taken a lot of effort to burn the bodies of the sin offerings. Burning the body of a bull to ashes takes a lot of wood and heat. Logically, to do that would have meant building some kind of altar or altar-like structure that would support the wood and the animal body and allow air to get to the fire and keep it hot and burning. Although the Old Testament does not call the place of burning an altar, the book of Hebrews does, and Hebrews 13:10-12 refers to an “altar” outside of Jerusalem where the bodies of animals were burned. In fact, the book of Hebrews goes so far as to say that “we [Christians] have an altar” where the sin offerings were burned, so the altar east of the Temple is for believers, which is exactly correct if Jesus was the sin offering and died near that eastern altar. After all, Jesus Christ was God’s sin offering for the sins of the people of the world, so it would be logical that he would be sacrificed near that altar where the bodies of sin offerings, including the Red Heifer, were burned, which would be on the Mount of Olives.
Furthermore, the wording of Hebrews 13:10-13 supports the connection between the sin offerings and Jesus Christ. Thus, Hebrews 13:11 says that the bodies of the sin offerings are burned outside the camp, and then Hebrews 13:12 says, “for this reason Jesus also suffered outside the gate.” It is important to note that the comparison that Hebrews is making is drawing upon the Tabernacle of Moses. For example, Hebrews 13:10 speaks of people serving in the “tent” (i.e., the Tabernacle), not the “Temple.” Also, Hebrews 13:11 speaks of the sin offerings being burned outside “the camp,” that is, the camp of Israel in the wilderness. If the text was referring to a later time, i.e., after the city of Jerusalem was conquered and the Temple set up, the text would have said “outside the city.” The reason that Hebrews refers back to the Tabernacle is that the Tabernacle was portable and it moved around, and Hebrews is contrasting that with a permanent city that is coming in the future. Hebrews says that believers “do not have a permanent city here” but are looking forward to there being one (Heb. 13:14). It would not do for Hebrews to speak of Jerusalem but then indicate it was not permanent, because Old Testament prophecy shows that Jerusalem is permanent; it will be rebuilt and renewed, but it is permanent, it will be Jesus’ capital city when he rules the earth. The Tabernacle imagery in Hebrews is important for the study of where Jesus was crucified because Hebrews says that Jesus suffered “outside the gate” and the only gate of the Tabernacle was on the east side. So Jesus suffering where the bodies of the sin offerings were burned and that being “outside the gate” is supporting evidence that Jesus was crucified east of the Temple, and east of the Temple was the Mount of Olives.
[For more on the altar east of the Temple where the bodies of sin offerings were burned, see commentary on Heb. 13:10.]
3) The Red Heifer sin offering was a type of Christ and it was both sacrificed and burned on the Mount of Olives.
The Red Heifer was a sin offering that typified Christ in many ways. She (a heifer is a female cow) was a sin offering (Num. 19:9, 17), but unlike the regular sin offerings that were slaughtered in the Temple and then the body was carried out east of the Temple and burned, the Red Heifer was both slaughtered and completely burned to ashes outside the Temple and east of it. Numbers 19:1-9 describes the burning of the Red Heifer outside of the camp of Israel and according to the Mishnah, a Jewish commentary on the OT, a bridge across the Kidron led to an altar where this burning occurred. “After the establishment of the Temple in Jerusalem, the ritual of the Red Heifer was celebrated on the Mount of Olives; leaving the Temple by the East Gate, the procession led by the High Priest crossed the Kidron Valley on a special causeway [bridge] and climbed to the summit where the animal was sacrificed” (Mishnah, tractate ‘Parah’).
The book of Numbers also gives good evidence the Red Heifer was slaughtered and burned east of the Temple. Numbers 19:4 says, “and Eleazar the priest is to take some of her blood with his finger and sprinkle her blood toward the front of the Tent of Meeting seven times.” The fact that the priest sprinkles the blood “toward the front of the Tent of Meeting” shows that the Red Heifer was sacrificed on the east side of the Tabernacle/Temple because the “front” of the Tabernacle/Temple was to the east. Blood could not be sprinkled toward the front of the Tabernacle from any direction but the east. Any blood sprinkled from the north, south, or west of the Tabernacle or Temple would be sprinkled toward the side or back, not the front. Jacob Milgrom writes about the phrase “toward the front of the Tent of Meeting” in The JPS Torah Commentary: “According to the rabbis, the front, that is, the entrance of the Tent [the Tabernacle], must be seen. Hence if the wind blows the Tent flap shut, the sprinkling is invalid. During Second Temple times, the High Priest performed the ceremony atop the Mount of Olives, which afforded a view of the entrance to the Temple building.”[footnoteRef:1172] Also, the Oxford Archaeological Guide to the Holy Land[footnoteRef:1173], notes that the Red Heifer was burned on the Mount of Olives.[footnoteRef:1174] [1172:  Jacob Milgrom, The JPS Torah Commentary: Numbers, 159.]  [1173:  Jerome Murphy-O’Connor, The Holy Land: An Oxford Archaeological Guide from Earliest Times to 1700, 121.]  [1174:  Jerome Murphy-O’Connor, Oxford Archaeological Guide to the Holy Land, 139.] 

4) The Bible says Jesus was crucified near “the Place of the city,” which was the Temple, and the Mount of Olives was very near the Temple.
John 19:20 says that Jesus was crucified near the Temple, “the Place of the city,” and the Mount of Olives was very close to the Temple, right across the Kidron Valley. The NIV translates John 19:20 as “the place where Jesus was crucified was near the city,” and almost all English versions read in a similar way. But a more accurate translation of the Greek text is “where Jesus was crucified was near the Place of the city” (cf. Rotherham’s Emphasized Bible). The Jews referred to the Temple as “the Place,” and the word “Place” is used for the Temple in a number of verses in the New Testament (cf. Matt. 24:15; John 4:20, 11:48, 19:20; Acts 6:13-14, 21:28). If Jesus was crucified near the “the Place of the city,” i.e., the Temple, then the most likely place would have been on the Mount of Olives, right across the bridge and a few hundred yards from the Temple.
In the Greek text the word “city” is in the genitive case (thus, “of the city”), and the governing noun of the genitive phrase is topos, “place,” so the correct translation of the Greek text is “near the Place of the city.” To translate the Greek text as “the place where Jesus was crucified was near the city” is to separate the genitive from its governing noun and treat the genitive as an accusative, which it is not.
There are several reasons why most English Bibles read “the place where Jesus was crucified was near the city,” instead of “where Jesus was crucified was near the Place of the city.” One reason is the lack of understanding among Western scholars that the Temple was called “the Place,” especially in light of where Jesus was crucified. Another reason is that the traditional English translation of John 19:20 goes back to the 1500s (cf. William Tyndale’s New Testament of 1534 and the Geneva Bible of 1599; etc.), and many translators like to stay close to a traditional reading if they can. Also, the traditional translation supports the traditional sites for the crucifixion because they are “close to the city” of Jerusalem but would not likely have been considered to be close to the “Place” (the Temple) by people in Jesus’ time.
The tradition of referring to the Temple as “the Place” is very old. For example, in the Old Testament, the Temple is referred to as ‘the place.’ Geoffrey Bromiley writes, “In a rich formula which is constantly repeated, the Jerusalem Temple is called ‘the holy place which Yahweh your God shall choose…to cause his name to dwell there’”[footnoteRef:1175] “…the LXX [Septuagint] developed the term [topos, “place”] into a technical one for the holy place.[footnoteRef:1176] “Historically, then, the land is no longer Israel’s place even before the final expulsion from Palestine [at the Babylonian Captivity], the theological understanding of ‘place’ is fully oriented to the Temple as the holy place.”[footnoteRef:1177] “The OT-Jewish use of topos for the Jerusalem Temple is continued in the New Testament…”[footnoteRef:1178] (Punctuation added for clarity and Greek words were put in English letters). [1175:  Gerhard Kittel, ed., Geoffrey Bromiley, trans., Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, 197.]  [1176:  Kittel, TDNT, 198.]  [1177:  Kittel, TDNT, 199.]  [1178:  Kittel, TDNT, 204.] 

5) People near the cross could see the tearing of the Temple veil, which would only be possible from near the top of the Mount of Olives.
The Bible indicates that the soldiers and people at the crucifixion could see the Temple veil tear, and the only place outside the walls of Jerusalem where that curtain could be seen was near the top of the Mount of Olives. Matthew shows that the veil of the Temple tore right when Jesus died. Matthew 27:50, 51; and 27:54 say, 50“And Jesus, having cried out again with a loud voice, gave up his spirit. 51And Look!, the curtain of the sanctuary was torn in two from top to bottom, and the earth was shaken, and the rocks were split. 54Now the centurion and those who were with him keeping watch over Jesus, when they saw the earthquake and the things that were happening, were greatly afraid, saying, ‘Truly this was the Son of God.’”
All three of the synoptic Gospels point out that people “saw” things that were happening, and the tearing of the Temple veil is specifically mentioned in all three synoptic Gospels, and seeing it tear would have made a powerful impact on anyone at the crucifixion site. Also, the fact that the Temple veil tore from top to bottom showed that God was the one who tore the veil because if people had done it, they would have had to have torn it from bottom to top. This act of God was almost certainly part of the reason the centurion said that Jesus was the Son of God (Matt. 27:54).
When Matthew says when the centurion and soldiers “saw the earthquake and the things that were happening,” there is no good reason to exclude the ripping of the Temple veil from the things the people saw, and the only place in Jerusalem outside of the Temple where a person could see the Temple veil was the Mount of Olives. The Temple was clearly visible from the Mount of Olives, and so was the veil that covered the front of the Temple. The veil in front of the doors of the Holy Place was a massive curtain that Josephus describes as being 55 cubits high and 16 cubits wide, which would be over 80 feet high and 24 feet wide.[footnoteRef:1179] The Temple faced east toward the Mount of Olives, and so anyone standing near the top of the Mount of Olives would have been able to physically see the Temple veil being torn. Note that Matthew 27:50-51, Mark 15:37-38, and Luke 23:45-46 all record the events of Jesus dying and the Temple veil being torn in the same two-verse context. Upon seeing what happened the soldiers and the people proclaimed that Jesus was righteous or even the “Son of God” (Matt. 27:54; Mark 15:39; Luke 23:47-48), and the people in the crowd beat their chests (Luke 23:48). So the fact that Matthew, Mark, and Luke all indicate that the people at the crucifixion site could see the Temple veil torn open is good evidence that the crucifixion was on top of the Mount of Olives. [1179:  Josephus, Jewish Wars, 5.5.4, 210-214.] 

The Bible says that the “veil of the Temple” was torn, but scholars are divided as to whether the veil that was torn was the inner veil between the Holy Place and the Holy of Holies, or whether it was the outer veil that could be seen by worshipers and was in front of the doors of the Temple. But logically, if only the inner veil was torn the common people would still not have access to God. In fact, if only the inner veil was torn the people would not have known it. Only the priests and Levites could go into the Holy Place, so if only the inner veil was torn the priests and Levites would be able to enter the presence of God, but the people would not be able to enter, and would have had no sign that they could enter. The point of the Temple veil tearing was not so that Levites and priests would have access to God, but that every believer had access to God, and that would demand that it was the outer veil that was torn open, and many scholars agree with that.
Ulrich Luz writes: “The narrator speaks of ‘the curtain.’ It does not appear to bother him that there is more than one. The [two] possibilities are the curtain that separates the holy of holies…from the rest of the Temple, and the curtain at the main gate between the Court of the Israelites and the actual Temple building...the outer curtain is more suitable for an interpretation as a sign of disaster. It was the only curtain that was visible and publicly accessible so that people could see at all what had happened. Furthermore, there are texts that associate this main entrance to the Temple with signs of disaster that announce its impending destruction. …For the readers of the Gospel of Matthew who are aware of Jesus’ prediction of the coming destruction of the Temple (Matt. 23:38-24:2)…an interpretation in terms of the destruction of the Temple was more likely.”[footnoteRef:1180] [1180:  Ulrich Luz, Matthew 21-28, Hermeneia, 565-66.] 

The theologian and translator Saint Jerome (c. AD 345-420) wrote that in his estimation it was the outer veil of the Temple that tore.[footnoteRef:1181] Grant Osborne admits that there is no way to know for sure which of the two veils is meant, but writes: “The outer veil...fits the imagery of a public sign, and Josephus (J. W. 5.3) and several Jewish sources speak of the tearing of Herod’s magnificent veil at the entrance (so [William] Lane, [Craig L.] Blomberg, [Herman] Ridderbos, [W. D.] Davies and [Dale C.] Allison).”[footnoteRef:1182] Robert Gundry writes that the “veil” of the Temple “refers either to the inner curtain dividing the holy place from the holy of holies in the Temple or to the outer curtain at the front of the holy place (see BAG, s. v., whose certainty in favoring the inner curtain is not justified). If the outer curtain is meant, we might think of a sign of judgment visible to the general public….”[footnoteRef:1183] Alan McNeile makes a case for the outer veil and wrote that the Gospel “almost certainly pictures a portent visible to all, not only the priests who happened to be in the Holy Place at the moment.”[footnoteRef:1184] [1181:  Jerome, Epistle 120, his letter to the woman Hedibia, question #8.]  [1182:  Grant Osborne, Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament: Matthew, 1043.]  [1183:  Gundry, Matthew: A Commentary on His Literary and Theological Art, 575.]  [1184:  McNeile, The Gospel According to St. Matthew, note on Matt. 27:51, 423.] 

Davies and Allison write, “Some expositors hold that the veil is the outer veil and its rending foreshadows or symbolizes the destruction of the temple in AD 70. …This interpretation is especially attractive as similar portents announcing the doom of the temple are recorded by both Josephus (Bell. 6:288-309) and the Talmud (b. Yoma 39b; y. Yoma 6.43c). One may also observe that Liv. Proph. Hab. 12 attributes the prophecy to Habakkuk: Concerning the end of the temple…the veil of the sanctuary will be torn to pieces….’ If our Gospel’s rending of the veil anticipates or inaugurates the end of the temple, it thereby vindicates Jesus’ prophecy against the place (Matt. 24:2). Further, it is most appropriate that, immediately after people mock Jesus for his prophecy about the temple (Matt. 27:40), his word should be vindicated. …In addition to the two common lines of interpretation, several others may be noted. (i) T. Levi 10:3 foretells that ‘the curtain of the temple will be torn so that it will no longer conceal your [priests] shameful behaviour.’ (ii) those who view the darkness of Matt. 27:45 as mourning can find the same theme here: the temple mourns by tearing its garment. (iii) several early Christian sources refer to the temple Angel mourning and then leaving. …In addition, if there is any connection between the rending of the veil and the similar signs remembered in the Jewish sources…it is worth observing that these last mention signs near the outer entrance, not the Holy of Holies.”[footnoteRef:1185] [1185:  Davies and Allison, Matthew 19-28 [ICC], (full biblical references added).] 

6) The Bible says Jesus was crucified at the place of the skull, and the word “skull” was used for counting people, and the top of the Mount of Olives was a place where people were counted for the Temple tax.
John 19:17 says that Jesus was crucified at “the place of the skull (which in Aramaic is called golgotha and in Hebrew is called gulgoleth).” It was common to use the word “skull” to mean “counting” or “numbering.” We do a similar thing today when we “take a headcount.” The word gulgoleth is used 12 times in the Old Testament, and although three times it refers literally to a skull, the other nine times it refers to a poll or counting of people (cf. Exod. 16:16 “each”; Exod. 38:26 “person”; Num. 1:2, 18, 20, 22 “one by one”; Num. 3:47 “each one”; Judg. 9:53 “skull”; 2 Kings 9:35 “skull”; 1 Chron. 10:10 “head”; 1 Chron. 23:3 “total”; 1 Chron. 23:24 “individually”). Also, the word translated as “census” in many English versions is actually “rosh,” “head” (Exod. 30:12; Num. 1:49; 4:2, 22).
So, when Jesus went “to the place of the skull” it could easily have meant “to the place of the counting” which is what gulgoleth meant most of the time in the Old Testament. The top of the Mount of Olives was a place where the Jews registered for the Temple Tax prior to the feast.[footnoteRef:1186] Thus, the top of the Mount of Olives would have been known as “Golgotha,” the place of the counting. [1186:  Ernest Martin, Secrets of Golgotha, chap. 8.] 

While Gordon’s Calvary, the traditional protestant spot of the crucifixion, looks somewhat like a skull today, there is no evidence that it did at the time of Jesus. The hollow eyes and nose of the “skull” at Gordon’s Calvary are cisterns that were broken and exposed through erosion, and it is quite possible that the erosion occurred after the time of Christ and that the area did not resemble a skull at the time of Jesus, 2,000 years ago. But in any case, it is most likely that “the place of the skull” referred to counting, not to a literal skull.
7) The Hebrew text of Matthew does not say Jesus was crucified at the “place” of a skull, but the “mountain” of a skull, and the most prominent mountain in the area was the Mount of Olives.
There is historical evidence that Matthew penned the Gospel of Matthew in Hebrew, not Greek, and the Gospel of Matthew that exists in Hebrew is called Even Bohan. In Even Bohan the site of Christ’s crucifixion in Matthew 27:33 is referred to as a “mountain.”[footnoteRef:1187] The word in the Hebrew text is har, mountain or hill, not just “place.” So, whereas the Greek text of Matthew calls the site of the crucifixion a “place” (“the place of skull” or “the place of numbering”), the Hebrew says the “mountain of a skull” or “the mountain of numbering.” Jerusalem is hilly. Jerusalem has a valley to the east and one to the south, and a third valley running up through the core of the city just west of the Temple. Also, the Temple is on a mountain, Mount Zion, and the Mount of Olives is directly east of Jerusalem. However, there is no mountain to the north, northwest, or west of the Temple Mount. Given the hilly nature of Jerusalem, there is no good reason that the traditional sites of the crucifixion would be called a “mountain” or even thought of as a separate prominent hill, whereas the Mount of Olives clearly would be. In fact, it is called the “Mount” of Olives because it is a mountain—indeed, the most prominent mountain in the vicinity of Jerusalem, even higher than the Temple Mount itself. Furthermore, it is directly across the Kidron Valley from the Temple and thus only a few hundred yards east of the Temple. There is no good reason that the Hebrew text of Matthew would have “mountain” to describe the traditional sites of the crucifixion, but it would have used “mountain” to describe the Mount of Olives. Thus, the Hebrew Gospel of Matthew gives us supporting evidence that the site of the crucifixion was on the Mount of Olives. [1187:  George Howard, Hebrew Gospel of Matthew, 144-45.] 

[For more on the Gospel of Matthew being penned in Hebrew before being translated into Greek, see commentary on Matt. 3:3. For a version of Even Bohan with commentary, see George Howard, Hebrew Gospel of Matthew.]
8) Roman custom was such that the Romans tried to crucify people close to the crime they committed or the place of their arrest, and for Jesus, both of those were on the Mount of Olives.
According to Roman custom, enemies of the state were regularly crucified at the scene of the crime or the place of arrest. Dr. Ernest Martin gives evidence for this fact in his book Secrets of Golgotha.[footnoteRef:1188] The Romans correctly assumed that most criminals against the state had local support, so crucifying a criminal in the general area of their crime or arrest made sense in that it discouraged people from becoming involved with criminal activities. In fact, much of the reason for crucifying a criminal instead of executing them in some other way was the public terror caused by crucifixion, which was gruesome and excruciatingly painful, and especially so since the crucified person usually did not die until the third day on the cross. [1188:  E. Martin, Secrets of Golgotha, 6.72-79.] 

Pilate crucified Jesus for the “crime” of declaring himself a king, and he was publicly declared to be the king by the people as he rode on the donkey from the top of the Mount of Olives. The people shouted, “Blessed is the king who comes in the name of the Lord” (Luke 19:38; John 12:13). Pilate confirmed that by asking Jesus if he were a king, to which Jesus replied that he was (John 18:37). Also, it is well-known that Jesus was arrested in the garden of Gethsemane, which is on the west slope of the Mount of Olives. So both the “crime” and the arrest of Jesus were associated with the Mount of Olives, and given the traffic that would have passed by the top of the Mount of Olives on Passover, and given Roman custom, a crucifixion site near the top of the Mount of Olives makes perfect sense.
9) The Bible says that in the place where Jesus was crucified was a garden and a new tomb, and the Mount of Olives is known for having both those things.
John 19:41 says that at the place where Jesus was crucified there was a garden with a new tomb in it, and both tombs and evidence of ancient olive trees have been found on the Mount of Olives. In fact, the Hebrew words transliterated as “gethsemane” are gat sehmanim, or “oil press,” and a grove of olive trees large enough to have an oil press would rightly be called a “garden.” The Mount of Olives was a customary place in Jerusalem for a tomb to be cut out of the rock, and many tombs have been found there. Since the west slope of the Mount of Olives was close to the Temple it was expensive land, so it makes sense that if a tomb was cut out on the Mount of Olives, it would have had to have been paid for by a wealthy man, and the Scripture points out that Joseph of Arimathea was wealthy (Matt. 27:57). Thus, the Mount of Olives perfectly fits the description in the Gospels that the crucifixion was close to a garden and Joseph’s tomb.
Mat 27:34
“they gave him wine mixed with gall to drink.” The “gall” is more specifically said to be myrrh in Mark 15:23. “Gall” is a more general term for a bitter drink, and in this case the myrrh was bitter, so Matthew refers to it as “gall.” Wine mixed with myrrh was sometimes offered to people being crucified because the myrrh deadened the senses, stupefied the person, and thus helped to lessen the pain. Jesus refused it because he needed full control of his senses and the suffering was part of the redemption of humankind. In this case, the “wine” was almost certainly wine vinegar because this was the spring of the year and the last grape harvest was the previous summer, many months before. For the most part, the ancients had no way to keep wine fresh such that it did not turn into wine vinegar.
Mat 27:35
“casting lots for them.” The better manuscripts end with this phrase. Some manuscripts also have the words that are translated in the KJV, “that it might be fulfilled which was spoken by the prophet, They parted my garments among them, and upon my vesture did they cast lots.” But those words seem to be a harmonization with John 19:24 and also to make the verse fit better with Psalm 22:18; thus the evidence is that the longer phrase is not original.
Mat 27:39
“insults.” The Greek verb blasphēmeō (#987 βλασφημέω) is transliterated (not translated) from the Greek into English as “blasphemy.” However, in Greek, blasphēmeō and blasphēmia (the noun) did not have to refer to God or a god, although they could, but were common words that were used of someone speaking against another. The primary meanings were showing disrespect to a person or deity, and/or harming his, her, or its reputation. In this case, the people were hurling insults at Jesus.
[For more on blasphēmeō, see commentary on Matt. 9:3.]
Mat 27:40
“rebuild.” The Greek text is just “build,” not “rebuild,” but in both Hebrew and Greek the word “build” is used for rebuilding and for building up a building, city, etc.
Mat 27:43
“let God rescue him.” The Greek is literally, “let him rescue him,” but that could be unclear in English.
Mat 27:45
“sixth hour…ninth hour.” The sixth hour is our noon, and the ninth hour is about our 3 p.m. Both the Jews and Romans divided the day into 12 hours, starting at daylight, roughly 6 a.m.
[For the hours of the day and the watches of the night, see commentary on Mark 6:48.]
Mat 27:46
“Eli, Eli.” This is Hebrew, while the Eloi, Eloi, of Mark 15:34 is Aramaic. Matthew wrote in Hebrew, but beyond that, it seems most likely that Jesus originally spoke these words in Hebrew (see commentary on Mark 15:34).
[For more about Matthew originally writing his gospel in Hebrew, see commentary on Matt. 3:3.]
“My God, my God.” For this being evidence that Jesus Christ is not God, see commentary on Mark 15:34. Also see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.”
“why have you forsaken me?” It is sometimes taught that God forsook Jesus, and that He did so because Jesus became sin. That is simply not true. First, God did not forsake Jesus; the Scripture clearly states that Jesus was doing God’s will and could even have had 72,000 angels to help him if he wanted (Matt. 26:53). At the time of the crucifixion, “God was reconciling the world to himself through Christ” (2 Cor. 5:19). Furthermore, God does not leave us when we sin. If there is any truth that is central to Christianity, it is that God loves sinners and stays with us even when we do sin. Even if Jesus did “become sin,” God would have stayed with him just like He stays with us when we sin. Also, Jesus did not “become sin,” as if he could somehow embody sin. He became a “sin offering,” and was the completion and fulfillment of all the sin offerings that had gone before him that could not actually take away sin.
[For more on Jesus becoming a sin offering, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:21.]
In one of the greatest examples of love the world has ever seen, Jesus continued to try to demonstrate to people that he was the promised Messiah even from the cross. One notable way he did that was by quoting at least the first and last verse of Psalm 22, a Psalm of David and one that his audience would have known well. Psalm 22 is a Messianic Psalm, and one that clearly portrays the crucifixion and what was going on in those circumstances.
For one thing, it certainly looked like Jesus had been forsaken by God, even though he certainly knew he had not been (cf. Ps. 22:1).
· Ps. 22:6 says, “I am a worm,” and the Hebrew word for “worm” also refers to the scarlet color of the dye produced by the worm, and Jesus, covered with blood from head to toe, fit the description of that red worm.
· Ps. 22:7 says, “All those who see me mock me. They insult me with their lips. They shake their heads,” That was certainly true as anyone at the location could see.
· Ps. 22:8 tells us what the mockers said: “He trusts in Yahweh, so let him deliver him. Let him rescue him, since he delights in him.” We know from the Gospel records that this is what the mockers were saying.
· Ps. 22:11 says, “Do not be far from me, for trouble is near. For there is no one to help.” and that was certainly true. Trouble was all around him in the form of his enemies, and his disciples had fled the scene.
· Ps. 22:12 says, “Many bulls have surrounded me. Mighty bulls of Bashan have encircled me.” The bull represented a powerful, irresistible force, and in this case, the Roman soldiers who guarded Christ were certainly like bulls surrounding him.
· Ps. 22:14 says, “I am poured out like water. All my bones are dislocated.” Jesus’ strength was almost gone, he was dehydrated, and his bones had been pulled and stretched by Roman torture and by the act of crucifixion itself, but miraculously, not a bone was broken.
· Ps. 22:15 says, “My strength is dried up like a potsherd. And my tongue sticks to the roof of my mouth.” After losing all that blood and being beaten for so long Jesus has almost no strength left. As he became dehydrated, his tongue would swell and become sticky in his mouth. This also explains why, even though he quoted Psalm 22:1, some people misunderstood and thought he was calling out for Elijah.
· Ps. 22:16 says, “For dogs have surrounded me. A company of evildoers have enclosed me. They have pierced my hands and feet.” The Gentiles were known as dogs, and the Roman soldiers surrounded Jesus and had pierced his hands and feet. This is an amazing prophecy since crucifixion did not exist in the time of David, so David wrote this prophecy purely by revelation, there is no cultural way David could have known about crucifixion.
· Ps. 22:17 says, “I can count out all of my bones. They look, they stare at me.” Jesus hurt so badly that it was like he could count all his bones. Besides that, the Roman flagellum whip was tipped with pieces of metal or bone and ripped the flesh off the body, often exposing some of the bones. It may well have been possible that some of Jesus’ bones were actually exposed. Also, people were staring at him and gloating.
· Ps. 22:18 says, “They divide my garments among them. They cast lots for my clothing.” The Roman soldiers did exactly what the prophecy said.
· Ps. 22:24 says, “For he [God] has not despised or ignored the affliction of the afflicted person, nor has he hidden his face from him; but when he cried out to him, he heard.” This shows that although we can feel like we are abandoned when we are suffering, godly people know in their heart that God is still with them, and Jesus certainly knew that.
· Ps. 22:31 closes with, “for he has done it,” which can be “It is finished.”
Jesus knew that godly people standing within hearing distance would be able to mentally recite much or all of Psalm 22 and then see how it was being fulfilled right before their very eyes, and then would also be able to describe that to others and spread the news about him. Thus, with his dying words Jesus was trying very hard to reach a lost world and reconcile them to God.
As Jesus was quoting from Psalm 22, there is every reason to believe that his audience recognized what he was quoting, even if he only quoted the first and last verse. (It is noteworthy that Charles Spurgeon thinks that Psalm 22, “may have been actually repeated word by word by our Lord when hanging on the tree.”)[footnoteRef:1189] [1189:  Spurgeon, The Treasury of David, introductory notes on Psalm 22, 365.] 

By the time of Jesus, the Jews read from the Old Testament in the synagogue every week (Acts 13:15; Acts 15:21; see also Luke 4 when Jesus read from Isaiah). After Nebuchadnezzar burned the Temple to the ground and thus brought the sacrifices and rituals associated with the Temple to an end, the reading and study of the Old Testament became much more central to Judaism. Even after the Temple was rebuilt in the Persian period, the attention to reading and study of the Old Testament that had become part of the synagogue service never stopped. Since the average Jew did not have a copy of much if any of the Old Testament, it was important to them to go to the synagogue to hear it read and discussed. Furthermore, the Jews encouraged each other to memorize the Scriptures even starting from the time they were children (Deut. 6:1-5). This meant that every devoted Jew had more than a passing familiarity with the Psalms.
Another way we can see that the Jews were very familiar with the Psalms is from how many times Psalms are quoted in the New Testament, and quoted as if the audience was familiar with them (Matt. 4:6 [Luke 4:10, 11]; Matt. 5:5; 13:35; 21:9; 23:39 [Mark 11:9; Luke 13:35; 19:38; John 12:13]; Matt. 21:16, 42 [Mark 12:10-11; Luke 20:17; Acts 4:11; 1 Pet. 2:7]; Matt. 22:44 [Mark 12:36; Luke 20:42-43; Acts 2:34-35; 1 Cor. 15:27; Heb. 1:13]; Matt. 27:46 [Mark 15:34]; Luke 23:46; John 2:17; 6:31; 10:34; 13:18; 15:25; 19:24; Acts 1:20; 2:25-28; 2:30-31; 4:25-26; 13:22, 35; Rom. 2:6; 3:4, 10-14, 18; 4:7-8; 8:36; 10:18; 11:9-10; 15:3, 11; 1 Cor. 3:20; 10:26; 15:27; 2 Cor. 4:13; 9:9; Eph. 4:8, 26; Heb. 1:5-13; 2:6-8, 12; 3:7-11, 15; 4:3, 5, 7; 5:5-6; 7:17, 21; 10:5-9; 13:6; 1 Pet. 2:7; 3:10-12; and Rev. 2:26-27).
This large number of quotations shows that, as well as comforting and encouraging verses, the Psalms contained verses that gave important information about the Messiah and the Kingdom—something that would not have been lost on the Jewish audience, nor on the converts who came to Judaism.
The words that Jesus spoke from the cross were not the words of a man who had been forsaken by God. They were Jesus’ last possible attempt to reach the world with the Word of Truth.
“ninth hour.” About our 3 p.m. Both the Jews and Romans divided the day into 12 hours, starting at daylight, roughly 6 a.m.
[For the hours of the day and the watches of the night, see commentary on Mark 6:48.]
Mat 27:50
“gave up his spirit.” When Jesus “gave up his spirit,” he died, and the fact that Jesus died shows he was a human. God cannot die. The death of Jesus has been a topic of discussion among theologians for many centuries. Most of the discussion centers around various theories of atonement, but some of the discussion has centered around the belief held by some Trinitarians that Jesus had to be God because the death of a human could not pay for all the sins of mankind.
It is a common Trinitarian assertion that only the death of God could pay for the sins of all mankind. While at first glance that belief may seem logical to some people, it falls apart under deeper scrutiny. Let’s examine why. Trinitarian doctrine is that Jesus is 100% man and 100% God. Moreover, when Jesus died on the cross, Trinitarian theologians do not say that “God died,” because everyone knows that God cannot die, He is eternal and immortal. Instead, theologians teach that the human part of Jesus died and the God part lived on. But that creates a problem. Since the Trinitarian assertion is that “God” had to die to pay for the sins of all mankind, but only the human part of Jesus died and the “God” part did not die, then “God” did not die on the cross. But if “God” had to die to pay for the sins of humankind, then when the human part of Jesus died on the cross, that could not pay for the sins of humankind, so the sins of humankind were not paid for.
So although some Trinitarians say that “God had to die for the sins of mankind,” they have to admit that only the human part of Jesus died, and thus it was the death of a human being, a man, that paid for the sins of mankind. But that means that Jesus did not need to be God to pay for the sins of mankind, he could have just been fully human, and that is what the Bible says about Jesus; that he was fully human. This accords with what Romans teaches, that death came to mankind as a result of a man, Adam, and so everlasting life came by a man also (Rom. 5:15). Thus, as Peter said on the Day of Pentecost, Jesus was “a man pointed out to you by God” (Acts 2:22).
[For more on dead people being totally dead and not alive in any way, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.” For more on why Jesus had to be fully dead, not just have his body die, see commentary on 1 Cor. 15:20. For more on Jesus being fully human and not “God in the flesh,” see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son,” and see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?” and also see Graeser, Lynn, Schoenheit, One God & One Lord: Reconsidering the Cornerstone of the Christian Faith.]
“spirit.” The Greek word is pneuma (#4151 πνεῦμα). Here it refers to the natural life of the body. Note that what is here called “spirit,” referring to “life,” is called “soul” in Matthew 20:28. Both the words “spirit” and “soul” are sometimes used for the human life of the body.
[For more on this, see commentary on Luke 23:46, and see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
Mat 27:51
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“curtain of the sanctuary.” At the time of Christ, the Temple had two veils, or curtains. The inner veil separated the Holy of Holies, where the ark of the covenant was, from the Holy Place, where the menorah and table of the Bread of the Presence were. This inner veil is mentioned in Hebrews 6:19. The second veil, the outer veil, was in front of two huge doors. Together, the doors and veil separated the Holy Place from the Court of the Priests, where the great altar was and sacrifices were made.
The second veil, the one in front of the doors of the Holy Place, was a massive curtain that Josephus describes as being 55 cubits high and 16 cubits wide, which would be over 80 feet high and 24 feet wide.[footnoteRef:1190] It was a most beautiful curtain that is described as being woven from blue, purple, and scarlet yarn and fine linen, all made with mystic significance and having a panorama of the heavens portrayed on it. [1190:  Josephus, Jewish Wars, 5.5.4, 210-214.] 

“from top to bottom.” This showed that God tore the Temple veil. If people had torn it, they would have had to start at the bottom and torn it to the top. That the Temple curtain was torn from top to bottom not only showed that God tore the veil, but the act was also likely very symbolic. It showed the extreme grief God experienced when His only begotten son died. God symbolically tore his clothes, which is exactly what the Jews did when they experienced heavy grief and sorrow (e.g., Gen. 37:29, 34; Josh. 7:6; Judg. 11:35; 2 Sam. 1:11; 2 Kings 6:30; Mark 14:63; Acts 14:14).
“the earth was shaken.” Earthquakes were viewed symbolically as denoting the presence and intervention of God (cf. Exod. 19:18; 1 Kings 19:11). The sign of an earthquake upon Jesus’ death is indicative of God’s power being displayed through the death of Jesus on the cross. Large earthquakes were known to have occurred in Judea. Josephus mentions one during the reign of Herod the Great, “such as had not happened at any other time, which was very destructive to men and cattle.”[footnoteRef:1191] [1191:  Josephus, Antiquities of the Jews, 15.5.2.] 

Neither the Gospel of Mark (Mark 15:38) nor the Gospel of Luke (Luke 23:45) record any geological events coinciding with Jesus’ death. All three Synoptics record the tearing of the Temple curtain, but only Matthew provides details surrounding the additional signs that accompanied Jesus’ death.
“the rocks were split.” This is not referring to rocks on the ground that would have simply moved around. This is referring to the huge “rocks” that were the rock faces of cliffs and slopes, or huge rocks that were partially buried in the ground and would split rather than move. Zechariah 14:4 mentions an earthquake that will occur when Christ returns to earth and fights the Battle of Armageddon that will split the Mount of Olives itself, and create a valley running from east to west where the mountain used to be. This earthquake at the time of Christ likely caused great fissures in the ground in some places and landslides in other places. It is also possible, even likely, that the huge lintel rock that supported the Temple curtain was split, and as it fell it tore the Temple curtain.
Mat 27:52
“many bodies of the holy ones who had fallen asleep were raised.” For information on this event, see commentary on Matthew 27:53.
“fallen asleep.” The Greek verb is koimaō (#2837 κοιμάω), to fall asleep, to be asleep. Sleep is used as a euphemism and metaphor for death. See commentary on Acts 7:60.
Mat 27:53
“they entered the holy city and appeared to many.” Matthew 27:52-53 has caught the attention of readers for centuries because of the notable miracle that the verses describe. These verses occur immediately after the death of Jesus recorded earlier in the chapter.
In this third sign that Matthew records in association with Jesus’ death-resurrection event, it seems that a point is being made about the effectual power of the cross for not just opening up the way to God but also to the conquering of the power of death itself (cf. 1 Cor. 15:54-57). Just as Jesus had died and was raised back to life, the record of people being raised from the dead testifies to the victory over death that Jesus has brought about as Messiah.
It is most likely that the significance of this death-resurrection sign is that it is a prophetic foreshadowing that points to the resurrection of everyone who believes that God raised Jesus from the dead (some see an echo here of Ezek. 37:12-14). As Leon Morris remarks concerning this sign, “Matthew is making the point that the resurrection of Jesus brought about the resurrection of his people.”[footnoteRef:1192] Thus, in a dramatic way, the death and resurrection of Jesus will end the power of death itself. [1192:  Morris, The Gospel According to Matthew [PNTC], 725.] 

Despite the testimony that this last sign of Jesus’ death-resurrection seems to provide, it raises a number of questions about details surrounding this sign.
One question that is hotly debated is whether or not these “many saints” were raised in glorified bodies or their natural bodies. The traditional answer to that question is that when the saints got up from the dead they were in their glorified bodies and then, at some point, perhaps very shortly after going into Jerusalem, they ascended into heaven. However, the biblical evidence is against the saints being raised in glorified bodies. Jesus Christ had not yet been raised from the dead, and Jesus was the “firstborn from among the dead” (Col. 1:18; cf. Rev. 1:5), and the “firstfruits” from the dead (1 Cor. 15:20, 23). Some Bible teachers try to get around this objection by asserting that the phrase, “after his resurrection,” in verse 53 refers to the entire event, and that the dead were not raised until after Jesus’ resurrection. However, that is not the reading of the Greek text. According to the text of Matthew, the saints were raised from the dead when Jesus died. R. C. H. Lenski gets around the firstfruits argument by saying that Jesus is still the firstfruits from the dead even though these many saints were raised before him, because the saints stayed around their graves for the three days before appearing to people and thus gave time for Jesus to get up.[footnoteRef:1193] But that is an unjustified sidestep of the problem: if many people were resurrected in glorified bodies before Jesus was, then Jesus was not the firstfruits from the dead. [1193:  Lenski, St. Matthew’s Gospel, 1131.] 

Another reason the saints could not have been raised from the dead in glorified bodies and shortly after that ascended into heaven is that when the Gospel of John was written (perhaps AD 80-90), no one was in heaven but Jesus. The textual evidence is that the way John 3:13 is written in the KJV represents the original reading of the Greek text, and it says, “And no man hath ascended up to heaven, but he that came down from heaven, even the Son of man which is in heaven.” Thus, when John wrote, no human was in heaven but Jesus. That would mean that the many saints were still on earth in glorified bodies at least until the Gospel of John was written, perhaps 50 years later, which stretches the limits of credulity.
[For more on the correct translation of John 3:13, see commentaries on John 3:13 and 3:16.]
There is another piece of supporting evidence that the “many saints” had not been raised in glorified bodies and quickly ascended to heaven. On the day of Pentecost, only 50 days after Jesus died, Peter taught the crowds that part of the proof that Jesus was indeed “Lord” and “Christ” was that Jesus had been raised from the dead and had ascended to the right hand of God, and that this was in contrast to great men like David who were still buried in the ground (Acts 2:24-33). But if “many saints” had also been raised from the dead in glorified bodies, and also ascended into heaven, then a large group of saints, including Jesus, had been raised and ascended to heaven, and that would have considerably weakened Peter’s argument because then Jesus would have not been special, he would have been part of a group. Opponents could have simply said that lots of people were raised and ascended, so why was Jesus different from the others (even though we know he was)?
The evidence from Acts and the early Church leads us to conclude, but the Bible never specifically says, that the many saints got up in their natural bodies and died again quite quickly. But even if that was the case, there are still many unanswered questions about the event. For example, who were these many saints, and how would people know they had been raised from the dead? Also, what was the reason they stayed near (or perhaps even “in”) the tombs for three days before going into Jerusalem? Also, why is there no other mention of them in the Bible? The chief priests apparently knew nothing about them, and were concerned only that Jesus’ tomb be sealed (Matt. 27:62-66), and why did none of those “many saints” get word of their resurrection to the apostles who were living in fear during those same three days (John 20:19)?
Also, after the three days were over and they went into Jerusalem, why does the biblical evidence lead us to believe they never appeared to the apostles? After all, evidence of Jesus’ resurrection was coming to those confused believers from many sources; Mary Magdalene, the other women, Peter himself, and the men who were on the road to Emmaus, so why not from a few of those “many saints” as well? Another concern is how these many saints would rejoin society. Theories differ, and perhaps a possible one is that these people had not been long dead, as many assume, but had just recently died and simply returned to their families.[footnoteRef:1194] [1194:  Cf. Spence-Jones and Exell, The Pulpit Commentary, 596.] 

Most conservative commentators recognize there are difficulties with the record in Matthew but just take what Matthew says at face value without commenting too much about it or offering potential solutions to those problems. Many other scholars recognize problems with Matthew 27:52-53 and offer different solutions to them. A common one is that Matthew is speaking in an apocalyptic fashion and using a word picture that draws on Old Testament motifs and connects Jesus’ death and resurrection to the future resurrection of believers. Another explanation is that by the time Matthew wrote, there was a tradition that the event had happened, and Matthew pulled that tradition into the text.[footnoteRef:1195] A. B. Bruce writes: “We seem here to be in the region of Christian legend.”[footnoteRef:1196] However, it seems very unlikely that Matthew would put apocalyptic typology, legend, or tradition into the Gospel of Matthew as if it were literal history. A few Bible teachers have suggested that the record was added to the early texts of Matthew, but there is no textual evidence for that. So as obscure as it is, it seems that to show that the death of Jesus conquered death for everyone, when Jesus died some dead believers got up from the dead for a few days then rather quickly died again, awaiting the first resurrection. [1195:  Alfred Plummer, An Exegetical Commentary on the Gospel of S. Matthew, 402.]  [1196:  A. B. Bruce, The Expositor’s Greek Testament, 1:332.] 

As a side note, Matthew 27:53 uses the Greek word egersis (#1454 ἔγερσις), “resurrection,” and this is the only time it is used in the New Testament. In fact, it is also used only once in the Greek Old Testament, the Septuagint, and that usage was not about getting up from the dead, but arising from sleep. “You know when I sit and when I rise” (Ps. 139:2 NIV). The word means “a waking up as from sleep, a rousing or rising up.” As far as all other extant Greek literature is concerned, egersis was not used of rising from the dead until the Church Father, Irenaeus.[footnoteRef:1197] Several scenarios are possible: by the time Matthew wrote, Christians were using “egersis” to refer to the resurrection because it can mean a waking from sleep, and Matthew used it that way. Or Matthew may have been the first to use it that way and the concept spread in Christianity. [1197:  Gerhard Kittel, TDNT, 2:337.] 

Mat 27:56
“Mary Magdalene.” Mary is called “Magdalene” because her hometown was Magdala, on the west shore of the Sea of Galilee.
[For more information on Mary Magdalene see commentary on Luke 8:2.]
Mat 27:57
“when it was evening.” In the biblical culture, “evening” was used two different ways. It was “either from our three to six o’clock p. m., …or from our six o’clock p. m. to the beginning of night,”[footnoteRef:1198] That the people in the biblical culture thought of evening in terms of an early evening and a later evening explains verses such as Exodus 12:6; 16:12, and 29:39 where the Hebrew text reads, “between the evenings” (cf. YLT, Rotherham’s Emphasized Bible). The cultural use of “evening” beginning at 3 p.m. also explains why the daily afternoon sacrifice, which was killed around 3 p.m., was called “the evening sacrifice.” Jesus had died at 3 p.m., so according to biblical culture, “evening” had come. [1198:  Thayer’s Greek-English Lexicon.] 

After Jesus died, Joseph of Arimathea went to Pilate and got permission to take the body of Jesus (Matt. 27:58; Mark 15:43; Luke 23:52; John 19:38). He then went and bought the linen to wrap Jesus in. He did not do that earlier, perhaps in expectation that Jesus would somehow not die at the hands of the Romans (Mark 15:46). He wrapped the body in a clean linen cloth and put it in the tomb without using any spices, which was not the traditional Jewish burial custom (Matt. 27:59; Mark 15:46; Luke 23:53). Why would Joseph do that? The most likely reason is that Nicodemus, who brought the spices, was supposed to meet Joseph at the tomb but was delayed. Then Joseph, not knowing what had happened to Nicodemus, closed the tomb and left (Matt. 27:60; Mark 15:46). At that point, the women from Galilee who were watching Joseph, and had seen that he had laid Jesus’ body in the tomb without preparing it with spices according to the common custom, left also (Matt. 27:61; Mark 15:47; Luke 23:55). The Sabbath would have been about to start or just starting by that time.
It has sometimes been taught that the reason that Joseph only wrapped Jesus in a linen cloth without spices was that he believed Jesus would be raised from the dead, and thus he did not bother to bury Jesus with all the spices and formal wrappings. However, that explanation is not likely. It leaves us with some unanswered questions, such as how Nicodemus knew Joseph was going to get Jesus’ body and how he knew where Joseph buried him. Also, if Joseph did not properly bury Jesus because he believed Jesus would be raised from the dead in three days, it would have been inappropriate and presumptuous for Nicodemus to go to Joseph’s personal tomb, open it, and wrap Jesus’ body without Joseph’s permission.
The women from Galilee had watched Joseph put Jesus’ body in the tomb without preparing it with spices as was not only the common custom but certainly would have been the respectful thing to do to Jesus. That is why they went and bought and prepared spices, and went to properly bury Jesus on Sunday morning—they weren’t expecting Jesus to get up either. It was Wednesday just before sunset when the women saw Joseph bury Jesus without spices, but they could not buy the spices at that time. Luke 23:54 says the Sabbath was beginning, however, this “Sabbath” is not the weekly Sabbath, but the Sabbath that was the day of Nisan 15, the first day of the Feast of Unleavened Bread, which was always a Sabbath (Exod. 12:16-17; Lev. 23:6-8). The year Jesus was crucified, Nisan 15 was a Thursday. So the woman bought and prepared the spices on Friday, and rested Saturday (the weekly Sabbath), and then brought the spices to the tomb early Sunday morning (see commentary on John 20:1).
That the women had to wait until after the Special Sabbath on Thursday to buy spices explains why Mark 16:1 says they bought the spices after the Sabbath, but Luke 23:56 says they bought and prepared them before the Sabbath. They bought and prepared the spices on Friday, which was after the Special Sabbath on Thursday, which was the first day of Unleavened Bread, and before Saturday, which was the regular weekly Sabbath.
Although the women would have had time to bring the spices to the tomb on Friday, they did not do that. The most logical explanation for that is that they knew there was a guard at the tomb. The guard had been set for three days (Matt. 27:62-66). However, they would have thought that by Sunday, the fourth day, the guard would be gone and they could successfully anoint Jesus’ body, which is why they came on Sunday morning.
After Joseph of Arimathea and the women left the tomb, Nicodemus came with his servants and gave Jesus a burial that was according to Jewish custom. He brought spices with him, and rewrapped Jesus’ body with the spices. However, the women had already left and did not see what Nicodemus had done. It would have been natural for a rich man like Nicodemus to have servants with him, who are the “they” of John 19:40. After all, Nicodemus was a wealthy man and member of the Sanhedrin (John 3:1), and he was bringing 75 pounds of spices, which would have required help and were very valuable. Also, as an older man, 75 pounds of spices would have been a lot to carry. Furthermore, because Joseph and his servants had already sealed the tomb with the huge rolling stone, Nicodemus would have needed his servants to open it back up (Matt. 27:60; Mark 15:46). It is possible that Nicodemus’ work was completed after dark, and thus on the Sabbath, or he may have gotten Jesus buried just before the Sabbath started. In either case, he would not have been able to eat the Passover meal because he had touched Jesus’ dead body.
[For more on the three days and nights between Jesus’ death and resurrection, see commentary on Matt. 12:40. For more on the chronology of the last week of Jesus’ life beginning with his arrest, see commentary on John 18:13. For more on Joseph of Arimathea and Nicodemus burying Jesus, see commentary on John 19:40. For more on the concept of “between the evenings,” see commentary on Exod. 16:12.]
Mat 27:58
“Then Pilate commanded it to be given to him.” From a Roman perspective, Jesus was a criminal, and after his death, his dead body would have been simply thrown into a pit with the other criminals who were crucified that day and all of them would have been buried together and forgotten. Of course, if a family member or friend wanted a body, he could have it. Thus, when Joseph asked Pilate for the body of Jesus, it was given to him. The whole arrest, trial, and crucifixion of Jesus seems to have caught Mary and the apostles completely off guard. They were unprepared for his death, and the apostles were not ready to publicly step forward and claim the body. From a Roman legal perspective, after Pilate gave Joseph the body, it belonged to him and he could do with it as he pleased.
Mat 27:60
“laid it in his own new tomb.” This was just before sunset on Wednesday evening. Joseph was supposed to work in tandem with Nicodemus, but for some reason, Nicodemus was late and showed up after Joseph had closed the tomb and left. The fact that Jesus was buried without a proper kingly burial was part of the fulfillment of Daniel 9:26, that after the Anointed One was “cut off,” dead, he would have nothing.
As it turned out, Jesus was dead on the cross and taken down from the cross before sunset and buried, just as the Mosaic Law required (see commentary on Deut. 21:23).
[For more on Joseph and Nicodemus planning to work together but Nicodemus being late, see commentary on John 19:40. For more information on a Wednesday crucifixion and burial, see commentary on Matt. 12:40.]
Mat 27:61
“And Mary Magdalene was there, and the other Mary…” The Bible tells us how the women knew about where Jesus was buried. It seems that they did not want to leave Jesus just hanging on the cross, so they stayed in the area. In any case, the women were still there when Joseph took Jesus down from the cross and carried his body away, and they followed Joseph, and sat down where they could see what he was doing (Luke 23:55). That is why Matthew 27:61 says they were “sitting opposite the tomb,” i.e., they were sitting in a way they could see the tomb. Joseph may have noticed them, or he may have been trying so hard to finish burying Jesus before the darkness set in that he did not pay attention to them. After all, it was Passover, and Jerusalem was packed with people. The women noticed that Joseph did not properly prepare Jesus’ body for burial, but simply wrapped him in a cloth, closed the tomb, and left, which is why they went to prepare spices themselves. (see commentaries on Matt. 27:60 and John 19:40).
[For more information on Mary Magdalene, see commentary on Luke 8:2.]
Mat 27:62
“Now on the next day.” This is the morning of Nisan 15 (Nisan 15 had started at sunset the night before). The Passover sacrifice is killed in the late afternoon on Nisan 14 but eaten after sunset. Since sunset starts the next day, the Passover meal actually ends up being eaten on the next day, Nisan 15, which is the first day of the seven-day Feast of Unleavened Bread (Exod. 12:6-19). In spite of the fact it was a Sabbath day, the Pharisees and chief priests were so filled with trepidation about Jesus that they went to Pilate and requested a guard to keep the tomb secure.
Pilate’s answer, “You have a watch,” or as it is in some versions, “You have a guard,” has sometimes been misunderstood to mean that the Priests already had the Temple police, so they should use them. That is not correct. Pilate gave permission to the priests to requisition a detachment of Roman guards, which is why the guards would have been in trouble if the governor heard that the body of Jesus had been stolen while they were guarding it (cf. Matt. 28:12-15).
“gathered together.” This gathering would not have involved every member of the Sanhedrin, but only a select group. Also, they would not have met together somewhere and then marched as a group to Pilate because that would have attracted too much attention, and it was a Sabbath day. Instead, they would have communicated their purpose quietly, and then gone as individuals to Pilate, gathering together as a group once they were in his presence.
Mat 27:63
“will be raised.” Passive voice. The religious leaders remembered, but did not believe, what the disciples never grasped—that Jesus taught he would be raised after three days.
Mat 27:65
“You can have.” The Greek word is echō (#2192 ἔχω), which is usually “you have,” but in this case, it can be “you can have.”[footnoteRef:1199] [1199:  See BDAG, s.v. “ἔχω,” def. 9.] 

“a guard of soldiers.” The Greek word is koustōdia (#2892 κουστωδία), a guard of Roman soldiers. The Pharisees and chief priests were so filled with trepidation about Jesus that they went to Pilate and requested a guard to keep the tomb secure (Matt. 27:62-66). Pilate’s answer as it appears in many English versions, “You have a watch,” or “You have a guard,” has sometimes been misunderstood to mean that Pilate told the priests that since they already had the Temple police, they should use them. That is not correct. Pilate gave permission to the priests to requisition a detachment of Roman guards, which is why those soldiers would have been in trouble if the governor heard that the guard had fallen asleep and the body of Jesus had been stolen (Matt. 28:12-15). Pilate would not care if the Temple police had fallen asleep and Jesus’ body had been stolen.
Mat 27:66
“sealing the stone.” They did not “seal” the stone in the sense of somehow gluing it closed. That is not the meaning of “seal” in this case. If they could have glued the stone closed, they would not have needed the guard. They put a seal on the stone, which would have been wax or clay that connected the stone to the wall and which would have had a “seal” (an insignia of some kind), pressed into the wax. If the stone were moved, the wax or clay would have been broken and the insignia destroyed. This seal let everyone know the grave had not been tampered with. It is even possible that, in this case, the seal was clay attached to the wall of the tomb and wax on the rolling stone, with a cord between them.
“setting the guard.” The Greek text simply has the phrase “with the guard” at the end of the sentence, which has led to various interpretations and translations. For example, the NASB says that the Jews sealed the tomb “along with the guards.” Some interpreters have even suggested that the Jews “sealed” the tomb “with the guards,” meaning that the guards were the effective seal, but this interpretation seems very unlikely. It seems most likely that the phrase is not meant to communicate that the guards helped seal the tomb, but rather that the tomb was left “with the guard,” as the Jews requested, so the body would not be stolen. It is likely that the “guard” is not referring to an individual soldier but is a collective reference to those soldiers who were left to guard the tomb. Therefore, perhaps a more conflated translation would be: “So they went and made the tomb secure by sealing the stone and leaving it with soldiers of the guard.”
 
Matthew Chapter 28
Mat 28:1
“as it began to dusk and come toward the first day of the week.” This event, Mary Magdalene and the other Mary coming to view the tomb, is not recorded in any Gospel but Matthew.
The translations differ about this verse, so to properly understand it we must pay strict attention to the Greek text, the Jewish customs, and the event itself. This event occurred on Saturday, Nisan 17, in the late evening, just as the Jewish day Sunday was “dawning,” i.e., starting, that is just before the Saturday Sabbath ended at sunset and Sunday, the first day of the week, began. The fact that Matthew records that the Sabbath was just ending at sunset tells us that Matthew is written from the point of view of Jewish timing, not Roman timing. The Jews began their new day at sunset, while the Romans began their new day at midnight (like Westerners still do). This verse is not speaking about Sunday morning when the sun came up, as many people believe.
Although many translations have the word “dawn,” in this verse, we must not confuse that with the Western view of “dawn,” i.e., when the sun comes up. To the Jews, a new day “dawned,” or started, at sunset. The Greek text reads in a way that seems very difficult when translated literally, which is due to the idioms involved. A very literal rendering of the Greek text is: “Now late of the [on the] Sabbaths, at the dawn toward the first of the Sabbaths.” This is a very difficult sentence, and to understand it we need to know two things: the first thing is that “Sabbaths” (the plural of Sabbath) was the regular Jewish idiom for a week. The second thing is that the word “dawned” is the Greek word epiphōskō (#2020 ἐπιφώσκω, pronounced eh-pee-'phōs-kō), which literally means, “to grow light,” and it was used of the “dawn” or “beginning” of something. In the United States, we have the same basic idiom and use “dawn” for the beginning of something. When something brand new is coming that will make significant changes, someone might say, “A new day is dawning,” even though it is technically not either a new “day,” nor is it “dawn.”
[For more on epiphōskō, see commentary on Luke 23:54.]
According to Jewish reckoning of time, the new day was beginning, or “dawning,” at sunset on the weekly Sabbath. Thus, sunset on Saturday started Sunday and the new week. Many English versions read “dawn” in this verse, but to understand the verse, we must realize that the sun is going down and the new day is starting; the verse is not saying that the sun is coming up. About this verse, Robertson writes: “This careful chronological statement according to Jewish days clearly means that before the Sabbath was over, that is before six PM, this visit by the women was made ‘to see the sepulcher.’”[footnoteRef:1200] Robertson is correct that this is a “careful chronological statement,” and not paying attention to it is one of the reasons people wrongly think the Bible contradicts itself in the timing of some of the events that occurred after the death of Jesus. [1200:  A. T. Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, 1:240.] 

If we read the verse in an amplified form with notes included, we get: “Now late of the [on the] Sabbaths [the week, i.e., as the week was ending on Saturday night], at the dawn [the ‘beginning’] toward the first of the Sabbaths [i.e., at the beginning of the next week, which started at sunset Saturday night when Sunday, the next week began].”
There are an impressive number of versions that translate this verse so that it can be correctly understood if the reader knows the Jewish customs. Furthermore, there are a number of scholars and commentators who understand it properly, such as A. T. Robertson, Heinrich Meyer, and Robert Gundry. However, there are also translations and commentators who think the verse is referring to Sunday morning, not Saturday night. What we must remember, however, is that very few translators or commentators understand the correct chronology of Jesus’ death, burial, and resurrection, which means they interpret the text in light of their erroneous understanding. They try to squeeze all the biblical events in between Friday afternoon and Sunday at daybreak while it is still dark, and to do that, records that are separate events need to be melded together as single events. Lenski, for example, equates this visit of the two Marys to be the same as the visit of the women on Sunday morning despite the fact that on Sunday morning Mary Magdalene went alone to the tomb, met Jesus alone (Mark 16:9), never saw an angel, and quickly went and told the disciples that the tomb was empty and Jesus’ body gone (John 20:2), whereas when the group of women came to the tomb on Sunday morning they met the angel, then Jesus, and went to tell the disciples Jesus was alive (Matt. 28:5-10). Blending records together, such as these, creates insurmountable apparent contradictions that there is simply no need to create if we allow for more time in the record and correctly interpret the chronology. Even the simple reading of Matthew 28:1-2 has the earthquake happening after the two Marys come to see the tomb, but if their visit is Sunday morning, as commentators like Lenski propose, then the earthquake had to come before they came to the tomb.
Many versions translate the verse in a way that shows that the women came to the tomb on Saturday evening as the Saturday Sabbath was ending and the new day, Sunday, was beginning. As we said above, to properly understand some of these versions, we must keep in mind that “late on the Sabbath,” or “at the close of the Sabbath,” or “in the end of the Sabbath” was always Saturday evening before sunset, never Sunday morning. Sunday began at sunset on Saturday; that was when the new day, Sunday, “dawned,” or “began.”
ASV and RV: “Now late on the sabbath day, as it began to dawn toward the first day of the week....”
William Barclay: “Late on the Sabbath, just as the day was breaking on the Sunday….”
BBE: “Now late on the Sabbath, when the dawn of the first day of the week was near….”
Darby: “Now late on sabbath, as it was the dusk….”
Douay-Rheims: “And in the end of the sabbath, when it began to dawn toward the first day of the week….”
Geneva Bible: “Now in the end of the Sabbath, when the first day of ye weeke began to dawne….”
KJV: “In the end of the sabbath, as it began to dawn toward the first day of the week….”
Moffatt Bible: “At the close of the Sabbath, as the first day of the week was dawning….”
The Scriptures: “But late in the Sabbath, as it was dawning into day one of the week….”
Translations from the Aramaic also read that the women came on Saturday evening.
Murdock: “And in the close of the sabbath, as the first [day] of the week began to dawn….”
Magiera: “Now in the evening of the Sabbath, as it was twilight [on] the first of the week….”
Another important fact we must pay attention to if we are going to properly understand this event is that Mary Magdalene and the other Mary came to “see the tomb.” This is very important and ignored by most commentators. This is not the trip the women made on Sunday morning when they came with spices. They did not have any spices with them. The text specifically says they came to see the tomb, not to anoint Jesus’ body. One reason they likely did not have any spices with them is that it would have been breaking the Mosaic Law for them to carry a load of spices on the Sabbath day—that would have been considered “work” (cf. Jer. 17:22). But the women could walk to see the tomb because walking on the Sabbath was allowed as long as one did not walk too far or carry anything heavy. Thus, this verse does not contradict the verse that says the women “rested” on the Sabbath (Luke 23:56).
We also must realize that this trip to the tomb is not the one that Mary Magdalene made alone on Sunday morning. On the trip Mary Magdalene made on Sunday morning, she was alone, and when she saw the tomb was open she ran and got Peter and John who then went to the tomb with her following. Then, after they left, she met the “gardener” who was actually the Lord (John 20:1-18).
On this trip that Matthew 28:1 speaks of, as the Sabbath was coming to an end on Saturday evening, the women came to “look at” the tomb. The Greek word theōreō (#2334 θεωρέω), “to look at,” usually refers to viewing something from a distance, which would have been the case since the guards would have kept the women from getting too close to the tomb. At this time on Saturday evening, the stone would have been still in place in front of the tomb. Since the women came Saturday night just to see the tomb, it is very possible that they were checking to see if the Roman guard was gone yet. The third day of Christ’s “three days and three nights” ended just about sunset Saturday evening, so if the guards had already left, then the way was clear to bring the spices Sunday morning. However, the guards were still there and so was the stone that was covering the tomb door. Due to the time of day, it is possible that Jesus was already up from the dead and out of the tomb—he did not have to move the stone to get out in his newly resurrected body. If not, his resurrection would have occurred very shortly after they saw the tomb and left.
There is a time break between Matthew 28:1 and Matthew 28:2. The events of 28:2 occurred around dawn Sunday morning because when the angel opened the tomb, some of the guards went and reported to the chief priests what had happened. One of the astounding things about the four Gospels is that there is no explicit description of Jesus getting up from the dead, an event that would have happened around the time Mary Magdalene and the other Mary came to the tomb. There is no description such as, “Then the life of God entered Jesus and he woke up from the dead and passed effortlessly through the stone wall of the tomb.” No amount of guesswork will tell us for certain, but it is possible that any description of the resurrection cannot come close to describing it as it would need to be described. After all, it involved changing Jesus’ dead human body into the living spirit-powered body of the one who is second in command to God in all the universe.
“the other Mary.” This is presumably Mary, the mother of James and Joses (Matt. 27:56).
Mat 28:2
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“there was a great earthquake.” On Nisan 18, Sunday morning, while it was still very dark, but getting close to early dawn, there was an earthquake and an angel rolled the stone away from the tomb door. We know this occurred in the dark but close to dawn because Mary Magdalene had not come to the tomb yet, and she came when it was dark (John 20:1), and also because the guards went back into the city and told the chief priests what had happened shortly after they had been frightened by the angel (Matt. 28:4, 11). Scripture says that the guards were still talking to the chief priests when the women (who had gone to the tomb with spices to bury Jesus with and had arrived at the tomb at dawn just after the sun rose; Mark 16:2; Luke 24:1), had already seen both the angels and Jesus, and were on their way to tell the disciples what they had seen (Matt. 28:5-11). Thus, the angel rolling back the stone and scaring the guards could not have been too long before daybreak. However, it was early enough that the guards had left by the time Mary Magdalene arrived, and she had come alone to the tomb before the sun rose and thus before the group of women who came with the spices, who arrived after the sun had risen. The guards coming to their senses, discussing what to do, and then going to the chief priests and reporting to them what happened, would have likely taken no more than an hour, two at the most.
It is often taught that the resurrection occurred simultaneously with this earthquake. However, Scripture never says this. The actual event of the resurrection is not portrayed in Scripture. Furthermore, this was now Sunday, the first day of the week, which would have been the fourth day since Jesus was buried. But Jesus was only in the grave for three days and three nights (Matt. 12:40). Christ’s resurrection was “three days and three nights” after his burial, so the resurrection would have occurred on Saturday just before sunset.
If Jesus got up from the dead Saturday night around sunset, why would the angel wait until just before dawn to open the grave? The most likely reason is that God knew the disciples would start coming to the tomb Sunday morning, and did not want to have the tomb open all night without a guard lest people think that the most likely explanation for the missing body of Jesus was that people stole it (which is what people believed anyway; cf. Matt. 28:15). So likely not too long before sunrise Sunday morning (an hour or so would be enough), there was an earthquake. The earthquake and angel were not needed for Jesus to rise from the dead and leave the tomb, they were for a witness of the resurrection to people, and to clear the way for the disciples to get to the tomb without Roman interference. The angel rolled the stone away, doing it without human involvement, proving the tomb was empty. Then, when Mary Magdalene arrived at the tomb before sunrise, the guard was already gone, and by the time the women who brought the spices to the tomb were going to tell the disciples what had happened to them, the guard was in the city reporting the event to the priests.
The fact that the earthquake and stone being moved in Matthew 28:2 comes after the women went to see the tomb (Matt. 28:1) is more confirmation that Matthew 28:1 occurred Saturday night, hours before the stone was rolled away by the angel (see commentary on Matt. 28:1)
“the Lord.” For more information on “the Lord” see commentary on Matthew 3:3.
“rolled away the stone.” The Greek is apokuliō (#617 ἀποκυλίω), to roll away. In this context, it seems that the stone was more than simply rolled back away from the entrance of the tomb, but rather rolled away from the tomb entirely. It would have been lying flat on the ground some distance from the grave to mark the fact that the grave was empty for all to see, and could not be closed again without a major effort requiring many men. The flat stone also provided a good seat for the angel, who sat on it in triumph of the resurrection.
Later Greek manuscripts added “from the door” for clarity, but the textual evidence shows that reading was not original. Nevertheless, it is in some Byzantine manuscripts and appears in the King James Version. Then other scribes added to that addition “of the sepulcher,” making the long reading, “rolled away the stone from the door of the sepulcher,” but the original reading was simply “rolled away the stone.”
Mat 28:3
“his clothing was white as snow.” This does not mean much to us today because we have clothing that is bright white, in fact, white as snow. But that was not the case in the ancient world. Natural wool and natural fibers such as cotton or linen are not normally bright white, and in the ancient world, it was very difficult to get those natural fibers to the point of being really white. And even if they could get their clothing bright white, almost no one would want to. The ancient world was very dirty, and any bright white garment would soon have very obvious stains all over it. It was much better to have a natural color that would be easier to maintain and not show dirt as easily.
Mat 28:5
“And the angel answered and said to the women.” There is a time break between Matthew 28:2-4 when the angel rolled away the stone and Matthew 28:5-10 when the angel, and then Jesus, speak to the women. The women had arrived after the sun rose (Mark 16:2; Luke 24:1; see commentary on Matt. 28:2).
Mat 28:6
“he has been raised.” The Greek verb is an aorist passive, that Jesus Christ “was raised” or “has been raised” (see commentary on Luke 24:6).
“Come, see the place where he was lying.” Since the women were already in the tomb, this is a clear indication that there was more than one room in the tomb, and the women were standing in the weeping chamber, the large room just inside the door of many tombs. The angel invited the woman to step into the room that had held the dead body of Jesus (See commentary on Mark 16:5).
Mat 28:7
“go.” The Greek verb is poreuomai (#4198 πορεύομαι), and is an aorist participle, literally, “having gone.” This is the idiom of the prophetic perfect, when a past tense is put for something that is actually future to express the certainty of it or emphasize it.
[For more information on the prophetic perfect, see commentary on Eph. 2:6.]
“indeed.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“Galilee.” One of the interesting details in the record of the death and resurrection of Christ is the fact that it took so long for the disciples to obey the command to go to Galilee. The chronology of the trip to Galilee is: On the night of his arrest Jesus told the disciples that he would meet them in Galilee after his resurrection; so obviously they were supposed to go there (Matt. 26:32). However, they were all denying that they would forsake him, and his statement about Galilee seemed to go unnoticed. It would have been a great act of trust for them to have gone to Galilee and waited for him to meet them, just as he said. It seems certain, however, that he knew they did not believe he would be raised from the dead, and just as certain that he would have to tell them a few times to go to Galilee, which is what he ended up doing.
The Sunday after he was resurrected, angels, then Jesus himself, told the women to tell the disciples to go to Galilee (Matt. 28:7, 10), but they still did not go. Then, when Jesus appeared to the disciples behind closed doors that evening (Luke 24:36-46; John 20:19-24), the Bible does not say he told them to go to Galilee, but at that point, they should have believed the women (and what Jesus said in Matt. 26:32) and left for Galilee. Instead, they were still in Jerusalem, still behind locked doors, a week later when Jesus appeared to them again (John 20:26-29).
The Bible does not say if Jesus told the disciples to go to Galilee in this second behind-locked-doors meeting with his disciples. However, it seems that he did, because the next thing the Bible says after the second meeting is that the disciples went to Galilee (Matt. 28:16a), and Jesus met them at the Sea of Galilee (which John 21:1 calls the Sea of Tiberias because Tiberias was the most influential city on the lake).
A major reason for the disciples to go to Galilee was it was the base of Jesus’ operation and where he had the most disciples. In the days before his ascension, in Jerusalem there were only 120 disciples (Acts 1:15). In contrast, he met with more than 500 people at one time (1 Cor. 15:6), which is likely the meeting on a mountain in Galilee, mentioned in Matthew 28:16-20.
The Bible does not record the consequences of the disciples not obeying Jesus and going to Galilee. However, we know that Jesus would not say to do it if there was not some good reason, so we can be sure that there were some consequences. There were almost certainly two important consequences: for one thing, if all the apostles had returned to Galilee right after his death, the rumor that they had taken Jesus’ body from the tomb would have been difficult to perpetrate, because if his leaders had all left the area, what disciple would steal the body? The lie that the disciples had stolen Jesus’ body only made sense because the apostles were still in town and in hiding.
Even on Sunday morning, however, Jesus was still directing the apostles to go to Galilee. He still wanted the witness of his resurrection to reach the people of Galilee, and there may have been another reason as well. It is likely that the disciples were being sought out by the religious leaders and painfully interrogated. The situation was dangerous enough that a week after the resurrection the disciples were still hiding behind locked doors. It is typical that the Bible would not focus on any hardship to the disciples at this time, focusing instead on the resurrection of Christ and events involving his appearances to people, so the fact that the Bible does not mention any specific persecution does not mean it did not happen. By the time Jesus and the apostles showed back up in town, likely almost a full month later, Jesus apparently did not publicly show himself, and the religious leaders apparently thought the crisis was over and left them alone.
“Look.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Mat 28:9
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“Jesus met them.” The first person that Jesus met after his resurrection was Mary Magdalene. The next people Jesus appeared to was this group of women that had come to the tomb to properly bury his body but were met by angels and now were on their way to the disciples to tell them that Jesus had been raised from the dead. How much more convincing their testimony should have been now that they could all say in unison that they had actually seen the living Christ. No matter; the Eleven and the disciples did not believe them any more than they had believed Mary Magdalene. By evening, however, when Cleopas and the other disciple returned from the road to Emmaus, where they had seen the Lord, Jesus had already appeared to Peter, and at last the disciples (most of them, anyway), believed he was raised from the dead (Luke 24:34).
“Greetings.” The Greek reads chairō (#5463 χαίρω, pronounced 'kī-rō). It means “be well,” or “rejoice,” and was a standard greeting like our “Hi.” The Hebrew text of Matthew (see commentary on Matt. 3:3) has, “May the Name deliver you.” In this case, “the Name” in full is used instead of the rabbinic abbreviation for Yahweh, which is apparently an abbreviation of the Hebrew for “the Name.”
“paid homage.” The act of grabbing the feet was an act of homage. See commentary on Matthew 2:2.
Mat 28:11
“behold.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“some of the guard.” At the same time that the women were traveling to tell the disciples, some of the guards arrived at Jerusalem and gave their report to the Jews. The Bible does not say how many guards watched the tomb, but only “some” of the guards reported what they saw, the rest were apparently so terrified they ran off and stayed hidden.
The religious leaders bribed the guards with a large amount of money to say the disciples stole the body while they were asleep, a report that is still often believed. Also, the Jews told the guards that if Pilate heard they had fallen asleep, a capital offense, the Jews would take care of that also. That fact confirms that the guards were Roman soldiers and not Temple police, because if Jewish police had fallen asleep on the job and the body of Jesus had been stolen, Pilate would have not cared at all about it. But if Roman soldiers on duty had fallen asleep and botched their assignment, they could have been executed.
God sent an angel to roll back the stone in sight of the guards (Matt. 28:2-4). This was grace upon grace to them. He did not have to do that. He could have just rolled the stone back by invisible power. God gave the guards a wonderful opportunity to believe in, and testify to, the resurrection of Jesus Christ. It was not something they expected when they got “tomb guard duty,” but it is what happened. We never know when God is going to move powerfully in the world. If we happen to be fortunate enough to be part of a move of God, we need to be prepared to believe and testify. These guards showed that they were more interested in money than the truth.
Mat 28:16
“The eleven disciples.” The “eleven disciples” are the apostles minus Judas, who has committed suicide (Matt. 27:5). In Greek, the second word in the sentence is the particle de, which is usually a break or a change of subject. It seemed the best way to represent that break here was simply to start the new sentence without any connective particle in English.
“went to Galilee.” The “eleven disciples” now travel to Galilee. There is a long time break between Matthew 28:9-10, when Jesus met with the women and told them to report to the apostles and tell them to go to Galilee, and Matt. 28:16 when the Eleven actually go to Galilee. It would have been ten days or more.
Jesus had met the women on Resurrection Sunday, the eighteenth of Nisan, and spoken with them about the disciples going to Galilee. But they were still in Jerusalem on Sunday the twenty-fifth of Nisan when he appeared to them a second time behind closed doors. Even if the disciples left that day for Galilee, it was usually a trip of three days.
Then between the first half and second half of Matthew 28:16 there is another time break. After the apostles went to Galilee, Jesus met them on the Sea of Galilee, which is the third time he appeared to all of them together (John 21:14). Then, sometime after that meeting, Jesus met with the apostles and a large group of disciples on a mountain (Matt. 28:16b).
Mat 28:17
“they.” This refers to all the disciples together. This is almost certainly the event recorded in 1 Corinthians 15:6 when he was seen by more than 500 believers at one time. There were not 500 disciples in Jerusalem, which is clear from the fact that there were only about 120 there around the Day of Pentecost (Acts 1:15). However, Jesus’ headquarters through most of his ministry had been Galilee, and thus the account of the more than 500 people who saw him at one time would have occurred there. The fact that he met with so many disciples at least partially explains why he would go to Galilee at all. There were many like Thomas who needed to see proof to be sure, and Jesus’ appearing in person in Galilee was surely a boost to the believers.
Although all the disciples “worshiped” Jesus, which in that culture meant to bow down before him or prostrate oneself before him, some of them “doubted.” This is understandable. Jesus told the apostles over and over he was going to be killed and then raised from the dead, and it was such a foreign concept to them they did not understand the plain words he was speaking. The death and resurrection of the Messiah was a new concept to these Jews, and so it was natural that, even when they were faced with the living Christ, some of them “doubted;” they were not 100% sure of what they were seeing.
“bowed down before him.” See commentary on Matthew 2:2. Most versions translated proskuneō as “worship” here, but that is an unclear translation. The act of “worship” in that biblical culture was to fall down before someone, which is what these disciples did. That does not mean that they did not doubt at the same time. They bowed (or fell down) before him, but even in doing that act of showing respect, some were doubting.
Mat 28:18
“all authority in heaven and on earth.” God has set Jesus Christ as His second-in-command, his under-ruler, and given him all authority to administer His creation (Matt. 28:18; Eph. 1:18-22). He has made Jesus, “Lord” (Acts 2:36). Given that, what are some of the things that Jesus is doing now? Jesus is the head of the body of Christ, directing and guiding it (Eph. 1:22-23; Col. 1:18). Jesus gives the gift of holy spirit to people when they get saved, and thus he adds to his body (Acts 2:32-33; 2:47; Matt. 16:18). He supports his body, the Church, and causes it to grow (Eph. 5:15-16; Col. 2:18-19), and he organizes it, for example, by creating leadership positions (Col. 1:15-19). Jesus sets people in their personal ministries (Eph. 4:7-8, 11). He gives revelation to people (Gal. 1:11-12; Acts 9:10-17; 16:7; 18:9). He is a wonderful counselor (Isa. 9:6).
Jesus also ministers through his angels (Rev. 1:1). He prays and intercedes for us (Rom. 8:26-27, 34; Heb. 7:25). He protects us from evil (2 Thess. 3:3). Jesus heals people (Acts 9:32-34). He gives grace and peace to us (1 Cor. 16:23; Eph. 1:2; 1 Thess. 5:28). He is with us in our trials and suffering (Acts 9:4; Rom. 8:26). We can fellowship with Jesus (1 John 1:3), and we can pray to him for support (John 14:12-14; Acts 7:59; 1 Cor. 1:1; 2 Cor. 12:8-9). Jesus will raise us from the dead (1 Thess. 4:15), transform our bodies when we are raised at the Rapture (Phil. 3:21), and be our judge on our Day of Judgment (John 5:21-29; 2 Cor. 5:10).
It is important to understand that when Jesus said, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me,” he did not mean that he was now in control of everything that happens on earth or even that he could micromanage what happens on earth if he wanted to. God had “all authority” before He gave it to the resurrected Christ, and God could not and did not control what the Devil, demons, or even people do; they are free will beings.
When we read that Jesus has “all authority,” we need to define it in biblical terms and see how it plays out in the Bible. God did and to a degree still does have all “authority” in the sense that He is the final judge and the most powerful One in creation. It is based on God’s ultimate authority that allows Him to send Christ back when He decides to do so, judge and reward the righteous, and judge and condemn the unsaved. God’s ultimate authority was why He could create free will beings without fear of them overthrowing Him, and also why it was He who created the rules by which all living beings are governed and will be judged. God does not lose His authority just because He allows free will beings to act of their own volition. After all, it was because of His love and desire for spirit beings and physical beings to love Him that He created that free will volition.
When God raised His Son from the dead, He invested Christ with His authority, such that now Christ works with the Church, gives grace and mercy, works through the gift of holy spirit, and will be the judge of both the righteous and unrighteous at the resurrections. But in the same way that God had all authority before Christ’s resurrection but allowed free will beings to live by their own free will decisions, today Christ has all authority but allows free will beings, including the Devil, demons, and people, to live by their free will decisions. However, there will come a day in the future when Christ’s authority over God’s creation will be more fully demonstrated, and he will come down from heaven, kill or imprison all of God’s enemies, and conquer the earth. Then, eventually, he will have judged every person and the Devil and his demons, and the saved will live forever while the unsaved will be annihilated and gone forever.
“has been given to me.” This is one of the many verses that make it clear that Jesus Christ is not God. If Christ were really God, and co-equal and co-eternal with the Father as the Trinitarians teach, then it is illogical to say Christ was given authority. God, by definition, has authority.
Jesus is a man, and the authority he has was given to him by God and is not a function of his “divine nature.” The wording of Matthew 28:18 is, in actuality, a refutation of the Trinity. Jesus is that man to whom God gave “all authority.” In contrast to Christ, there is no verse anywhere that says “God” was given authority. God has all authority, and delegates it to others. Although there are some Trinitarians who teach that Jesus divested himself of his authority when he was incarnated as a human, this verse is after Jesus’ resurrection, and all Trinitarians affirm Jesus had his full position as God after he was raised from the dead, which was the case in this verse.
The Trinitarian refutation to the Scripture saying that “God” gave Jesus his position and authority, such as in Acts 2:36, which says, “God has made Jesus both Lord and Christ,” is to say that “God” means the Father. But there is no evidence for that; it is an assumption to support the doctrine and not what the Bible actually says. If we simply read the Bible as we would normally understand it, then “God” does not have to be constantly redefined. Jesus is the man, Jesus, and “God” is God.
Many verses say that Jesus was given what he had from “God.” These include that he was “given” all authority (Matt. 28:18), “made Lord and Christ” by God (Acts 2:36); and that God “put” everything under his feet and “appointed” him to be Head of the Church (Eph. 1:22). The most natural reading of the Bible is that “God” is the Father, and Jesus is the human Messiah, and “God” does things for Jesus, but “God” never does things for “the Father” because He is the Father.
Another reason that Matt. 28:18 disproves the Trinity is that if “God” is made up of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, then by definition Jesus cannot have “all authority.” By virtue of being “God,” the Father and Holy Spirit would both have equal authority with Jesus. In fact, it is part of the standard definition of the Trinity that the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are “co-equal.” The only way Jesus could be given all authority would be if he were not God, but the Messiah, God’s chosen ruler, and the Father had entrusted him with all authority, just as God gave Jesus the authority to judge on the Day of Judgment (John 5:22).
[For more information on Jesus being the fully human Son of God and not being “God the Son,” see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.” For more on “the Holy Spirit” being one of the designations for God the Father and “the holy spirit” being the gift of God’s nature, see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
Mat 28:19
“Go and make disciples of all the nations.” The phrase, “of all the nations” reads as if it were a genitive when in fact “nations” is in the accusative case (direct object), not the genitive case. Thus, in one sense, a more proper translation is “go disciple all the nations.” Normally we would want to avoid the genitive in this case because it can be limiting and mean “out of,” thus referring to making some of the people disciples, whereas the accusative is a clearly broad goal, “disciple all the nations.” The reason that most versions read, “make disciples of all the nations” rather than “disciple all nations” is that the Greek word mathēteuō (#3100 μαθητεύω) more naturally refers to both the making and training of disciples. Thus, if we say, “go and make disciples of all the nations,” we clearly understand that they were not disciples before, and we have to get them saved and then disciple them, whereas if we say, “go disciple all nations,” they may already be disciples and we are going to give them further instruction. Translators differ as to which translation is closer to representing what Christ said, and so both translations exist among the English versions.
It seems clear that after his resurrection Jesus expanded the missionary work of his disciples. Whereas before his resurrection he clearly said, “Do not go on any road of the Gentiles, and do not enter into any city of the Samaritans, but go instead to the lost sheep of the house of Israel” (Matt. 10:5-6), now he says to go to the nations and disciple them.
“baptizing them in the name of the Father and the Son and the holy spirit.” This phrase is part of a famous last saying of Jesus in the Gospel of Matthew now generally known as “The Great Commission.” The passage has elicited much discussion because it is an important declaration of Jesus to his disciples before he ascended into heaven.
The ancient Church applied this command to the apostles and rarely applied this command to any concept of universal evangelism.[footnoteRef:1201] In the Middle Ages it was associated with apostolic succession and even in the Reformation it was not thought of as a general mission of the Church, although the Anabaptists and some independent Protestant theologians applied it to mission work. It was not until around the year 1800 that Matthew 28:19 began to be generally accepted by Protestants as applying to universal mission work. [1201:  For a fuller explanation of the history, see Ulrich Luz, Matthew 21-28, Hermeneia, 626.] 

The phrase “baptizing them in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit (or “holy spirit”)” has been the common reading in every major English translation. However, there has been some debate in the past century about whether this reading is original to the Gospel of Matthew. There is a shorter reading of the verse that a few theologians have thought to be original based on the writings of Eusebius of Caesarea in the early fourth century AD, and the Shem Tov Hebrew manuscript of Matthew, an independent Hebrew witness, omits the baptismal command in this verse. However, trying to modify the Greek text of Matthew based on that slim evidence is not generally good exegesis.
If the current manuscript reading of Matthew 28 is not correct, that would mean that all the “correct” manuscripts, and the literature of the early church including the quotations of Matthew 28:19 in the writings of the Church Fathers, would have had to have been destroyed or altered, and in general, the early church was too fragmented and not centralized enough for that to happen.
[For a more complete discussion of this, see “Is Matthew 28:19 a Forgery?” by Sean Finnegan on biblicalunitarian.com.]
Further evidence that the reading of Matthew 28:19 was not changed after the Council of Nicea is that there were still many people in the Church who did not believe that Jesus was fully God and fully human, and if the text of Matthew had been changed at or after the Council of Nicea, then it seems certain that people who opposed the developing theory of the Trinity would have made enough of an issue of it that some trace of those arguments could be found in the literature of the time, but no evidence of any argument about changing the text exists.
The REV reads “baptizing them in the name of the Father and the Son and the holy spirit” on the basis of the Greek manuscript evidence. In order to substantiate the conclusion for the longer, common reading as being original to the Gospel of Matthew, we will discuss both the textual and external evidence in support of the common reading and respond to some of the major questions that are often raised about them.
The external evidence in support of the longer, common reading is strong in that it appears in every single New Testament Greek manuscript that contains this section of Matthew. However, it must be pointed out that the oldest manuscript witnesses of Matthew 28:19 are Codex Vaticanus and Codex Sinaiticus from the fourth century, after the Council of Nicea, because the last section of the Gospel of Matthew is missing from all extant papyri and the Old Syriac manuscripts. But in addition to the manuscript evidence in favor of the longer, common reading, there are a number of patristic writers who support this reading as well.
Does the commonly accepted translation of Matthew 28:19 prove the existence of the Trinity? No. The mention of the Father, Son, and holy spirit together in one context only shows that these three exist. The doctrine of the Trinity that states there are three “Persons” in one God was not codified until AD 381. The Council of Nicea in AD 325 merely decided that Jesus was God, and did not make the Holy Spirit into a “third Person” in the Trinity. Also, there is a debate about whether the English translation of Matthew 28:19 should read “Holy Spirit” or “holy spirit” (the biblical evidence supports “holy spirit”), but in any case, there is no presentation in Matthew 28:19 of any formal doctrine of the Trinity. The doctrine of the Trinity states that the Father, Son, and “Holy Spirit” together make “one God” and that the three “Persons” are co-equal and co-eternal, and that doctrine is not stated in this verse. This verse refers to three, but never says they are “one.” If the phrase about the Father, Son, and holy spirit is original, then the three things this verse refers to are: God the Father; His Son the Lord Jesus Christ; and the holy spirit, a “gift” from God (cf. Acts 2:38).
Given God’s ultimate authority and power, Christ’s exalted position as the risen Messiah and Lord, and the power of God to believers via the holy spirit, which Jesus spoke of at the Last Supper, it makes sense that Jesus would mention all three of them here in Matthew 28. However, if Jesus commanded to baptize in the name of the Father, Son, and holy spirit, why, in the book of Acts, did the disciples consistently baptize “in the name of Jesus Christ” (Acts 2:38; 8:16; 10:47-48; 19:5-6)? There are a couple of possibilities as to why that would happen, and none would require us to change the wording of Matthew 28:19 in the Greek text. For example, we today think of a baptism “formula” because we are thinking in terms of what happens in churches based on 2,000 years of church practice. But there is no evidence that John the Baptist or Jesus’ disciples used any “formula” when they baptized as recorded in the Four Gospels. So it could well be, and it makes sense in the historical context, that Jesus was not giving his disciples a “baptismal formula” to use, but rather just telling them to baptize in the “name” (authority) of the Father, Son, and holy spirit, and they did that, but in the baptism itself, they just pronounced the name of Jesus Christ, the risen Lord and head of the Church. There are also some other possibilities that have been set forth by church historians as well.
[For more information on Jesus being the fully human Son of God and not being “God the Son,” see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.” For more on “the Holy Spirit” being one of the designations for God the Father and “the holy spirit” being the gift of God’s nature, see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
“name.” A study of the biblical culture and language shows that in this context the word “name” primarily stood for “authority,” and doing something in the “name” of a person or persons who had great authority was very common. In fact, acting “in the name of” is still common today, and the Macmillan Dictionary says that to act “in the name of” is “using the authority given by someone or something.” Biblical examples are very numerous and space allows for only a few examples, but Deuteronomy 18:5-7 speak of serving in the “name” (authority) of the Lord; Deuteronomy 18:22 speaks of prophesying in the “name” (authority) of the Lord; 1 Samuel 17:45 says David attacked Goliath in the “name” (authority) of the Lord, and 2 Samuel 6:18 says David blessed the people in the “name” (authority) of the Lord; and 2 Kings 2:24 says Elisha cursed troublemakers in the “name” (authority) of the Lord.
In Acts, the apostles baptized in the “name” of Jesus Christ because it meant all his authority. Similarly, Paul rhetorically asked the Corinthians if they were baptized “in the name of Paul” (1 Cor. 1:13), which of course they were not because Paul had no power or authority to save anyone. These scriptures are only a small sample of the examples that could be given, but they make the point. Also, although there are other customs involving the word “name,” authority is one that is most applicable in Matthew 28:19.
It was also part of the customary use of the word “name” that it was often used in the singular even when there was more than one person involved. It is sometimes claimed that because Matthew 28:19 says the “name” (singular) of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, that the three must be one God, but that is not true, as a study of the word “name” in the Bible and biblical culture shows. The word “name” in the singular was often used of two or more. For example, Genesis 48:16 (KJV) says, “…the name of my fathers Abraham and Isaac.” Some modern versions read, “names of my fathers,” but the Hebrew text uses the singular, “name.” We see the same distributive use of the word “name” in verses such as 1 Samuel 17:13, where the “name” of Jesse’s three oldest sons was Eliab, then Abinadab, then Shammah. No one claims that the three eldest sons of Jesse, the father of David, were somehow “one,” it is just that the Bible sometimes uses “name” in a distributive sense.
The word “name” is also used in the singular when speaking of more than one god. Exodus 23:13 (KJV) says not to mention the “name of other gods” (cf. Deut. 18:20; Josh. 23:7). We should note that although the Hebrew text uses the singular word “name,” some modern versions ignore that fact and translate the Hebrew word as “names” (cf. HCSB, ESV, NET, NIV), but other modern versions leave “name” singular (cf. NAB, NASB, NLT, JPS, NJB). 2 Samuel 7:9 has the singular word “name” as a collective singular that refers to a group of people. The King James Version reads, “And I [God]was with thee [David]…and have made thee a great name, like unto the name of the great men that are in the earth” (most modern versions have translated the second “name” in the verse as the plural noun “names,” but the Hebrew text is singular and reads “name,” and the same is true in 1 Chron. 17:8). We also see the singular word “name” used to refer to a group of people in Proverbs 10:7: “…the name of the wicked will rot” (NASB). There are English versions that change “name” to “names,” but in the Hebrew text “name” is singular. Also, the NET and the Complete Jewish Bible translate the word “name” as “reputation” in Proverbs 10:7, but the Hebrew word is “name,” even though a person’s name and reputation were intertwined. In concluding this discussion on “name,” we should see that “name” referred to the name and the authority and reputation of the one or ones whose name was being used, and also that a common custom was to use the word “name” in the singular even when it referred to a group.
Also, although it is sometimes stated that in order to be baptized into something, that something has to be God, that reasoning is false because Scripture states that the Israelites were “baptized into Moses” (1 Cor. 10:2).
In Acts, the apostles baptized in the “name,” the authority, of Jesus Christ.
Mat 28:20
“Remember.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20. This could have been translated “Pay attention,” because Jesus was trying to make sure he had the attention of those he was speaking to, but given the circumstances, “remember,” is a good way to translate the word idou here (cf. HCSB).
“I am with you always.” This is a wonderful promise to believers, especially when we feel that Jesus is not with us. Life is difficult, and there is a universal spiritual war going on between the forces of light and the forces of darkness. God cannot “just make things better.” He will one day, but not right now. Furthermore, we must remember that God has to be righteous and also follow His own promises. For example, He says that as we sow we reap. So if we sow into our lives in such a way as to cause trouble for ourselves, God just cannot step in and override His own law so things will be better for us here on earth. That does not mean that Jesus is not with us, watching us and helping as best he can: he always does that, and we need to trust that he is
[For more on God’s help in troubled times, see commentary on Rom. 8:28.]
Occasionally this verse is used to prove the Trinity because it is said that the only way that Jesus could always be with his Church is if he were God. However, that is an unproven assumption and is not stated in Scripture. Furthermore, there are different ways of being “with” someone. For example, Scripture shows us that there is a use of “with us” that is spiritual in nature, not physical. Also, we must be careful not to underestimate the power and authority God gave Christ when He set him at His own right hand and gave him a name that is above every name. Just two verses before this one, Christ said he had been given “all authority.” God gave Christ all authority, and made Christ Head of the Church, so it is only logical to conclude that God also gave Christ the power to stay in communion with his Church.


Mark Commentary
Mark Chapter 1
Mar 1:1
“The beginning.” Mark is the only Gospel that has anything like the phrase, “the beginning of the Good News of Jesus Christ.” Yet when we understand that Mark is the Gospel that portrays Jesus Christ as the Servant of God, we can see that the phrase fits perfectly with the purpose of Mark (see commentary below on “the Good News of Jesus Christ” as to why there are four Gospels). Jesus Christ’s ministry as the obedient and suffering Servant of God came to an end with his death, which is why in the Gospel of Mark, Jesus never appears after his death. He was resurrected, not as a servant, but as Lord of all. But the Good News of Jesus Christ did not end with his death. It continued with his resurrection, his ascension, and now with his ministry from heaven. Thus Mark, which portrays Jesus as the Servant of God, only gives us the “beginning” of the Good News concerning him. In contrast to Jesus’ ministry as a Servant, which came to an end, his ministry as King (Matthew); human man (Luke); and Son of God (John) continues to this day, and Matthew, Luke, and John all have post-resurrection appearances of Jesus Christ.
Some scholars have suggested that the word “beginning” refers to the start of Jesus’ ministry, as if the verse read, “This is the way the Good News of Jesus begins.” However, that cannot be correct. The “Good News” of Jesus began many years before John the Baptist came on the scene. At his birth about 30 years before, the angel announced that Jesus’ birth was “Good News” (Luke 2:10).
“the good news of Jesus Christ.” It is sometimes asked why there are four Gospels. Part of the answer is likely that for any testimony to be validated, there needs to be 2 or 3 witnesses (Deut. 17:6, 19:15; Matt. 18:16; 1 Tim. 5:19; Heb. 10:28), and the four Gospels provide that, especially since Matthew and John were eyewitnesses. Nevertheless, the accounts by Mark and Luke have been recognized by most Christians not only as authentic historical documents, but also as God-inspired records of the life of Christ just as Matthew and John are.
The second reason there are Four Gospels is that each is written from a different perspective, and together they comprise a very profound, prophetic, and precise fourfold pattern of the Messiah. The pattern set forth in the four Gospels is that Matthew portrays Christ as a king, Mark as a servant, Luke as a man, and John as the Son of God. This pattern had already been set forth and foreshadowed long before by the Old Testament prophets. This fourfold pattern has its roots in an important Hebrew term used in the prophecies of Christ, which is tsemach. Tsemach means “sprout” or “offspring,” and is often translated “Branch,” and the vital “Branch,” and center of Old Testament prophecy is the Messiah, Jesus Christ.
Tsemach paints a mental picture of a new sprout or shoot coming up out of a dead-looking stump, certainly an appropriate picture of the Messiah, because just when it looked like Israel was cut down and dead, out of it sprang the Messiah. In the Old Testament, tsemach is used five times in direct prophetic reference to the Messiah and aspects of his life. Although “the branch” was a common term for the Messiah, five Old Testament verses in particular lay out a fourfold prophetic picture of him. In two verses the Branch is shown to be a king (Jer. 23:5; 33:15), also the Branch is shown as a servant (Zech. 3:8), also the Branch is shown to be a man (Zech. 6:12), and also, the Branch is shown to be “the Branch of the LORD (Yahweh)” i.e., one directly from LORD God (Isa. 4:2).
These four descriptions of the Messiah subdivide according to one of the most basic distinctions we can make about any person: who he is and what he does. Two of the four terms refer to his person—Son and man, while the other two relate to his work—King and servant. Intrinsic to these terms is another important distinction in the life of the Messiah: he is humbled and he is exalted, that is, both “sufferings” and “glory” will characterize his life. We see Jesus’ humility in the designations man and servant, we see his exaltation in the terms king and Son of God. Although the four Gospels are in many ways the same, they are also unique, each having its own vocabulary and style.
The Four Gospels all begin and end in a way that points out their unique purpose. The book of Matthew starts with a genealogy that presents Jesus as a King from the line of David; showing that Jesus is the Messianic fulfillment of God’s promise to David that his kingdom would never end (2 Sam. 7:16). Thus, Matthew starts with the “record of the genealogy of Jesus Christ the son of David,” and then gives the genealogy from Abraham, the one who was promised the land, and the genealogy goes through King David, who was the king and promised the kingdom in a covenant of salt with God (2 Chron. 13:5). Then Matthew ends with Jesus commanding his disciples to teach people to obey his commands, which is what subjects of the king do—obey—and also he told them he would always be with them, which makes sense because his kingdom will never end.
Mark has no genealogy, which makes sense because a servant’s genealogy is not relevant—the work he does is what matters, and servants are employed when they are ready to serve. Mark begins with John the Baptist preparing for the coming of God’s prophesied “Servant” (cf. Isa. 52:13), and then Jesus is equipped for ministry by receiving holy spirit and being tested in the desert (Mark 1:9-13), after which he begins his ministry (Mark 1:14). Mark ends suddenly. The angel told the women Jesus had been raised from the dead and they left trembling and astonished. That abrupt ending of Mark is appropriate because once Jesus had been raised from the dead the work of Jesus the Suffering Servant was over. Once Jesus arose he was now the exalted and glorified king
Luke portrays Jesus as a man, and as such it is appropriate that Luke begins with the birth of John the Baptist, who will prepare the people of Israel for his arrival. Then Luke records Jesus’ birth almost as if it were the birth of any other person, including his circumcision and being presented in the Temple along with sacrifices prescribed in the Law of Moses. However, the testimony of shepherds, Anna, and Simeon remind us that the baby was the promised Messiah. Then Luke 3 gives the human genealogy of Jesus going back to Adam, the first human. Luke ends with Jesus ending his earthly ministry and being carried up into heaven, at which point he began a totally new aspect of his ministry.
The Gospel of John begins with showing that God had a plan from the beginning (John 1:1) and that plan for salvation and redemption became flesh in Jesus Christ. John introduces Jesus as “the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world” (John 1:29), and only the sinless Son of God was qualified to be the sacrifice for all human sin. The Gospel of John does not end with the resurrection or ascension, because as the Son of God, Jesus’ ministry continues on forever. Instead, John ends with statements about how the Gospel of John was written so that people would believe that Jesus was the Son of God, and thus receive everlasting life (John 20:31; 21:24).
Beyond the way they begin and end, the Gospels have contents that point to their unique purpose. Matthew has a number of unique characteristics that point to Christ as King. Matthew mentions the humble birth of Christ in one sentence (Matt. 1:25), but then skips forward almost two years until the Magi arrive and ask “Where is he who has been born king of the Jews?” (Matt. 2:2). Then the Magi present the royal Son with gifts appropriate for his status as king. The phrase, “the Kingdom of Heaven” is associated with the specific reign of the Messiah on earth. It occurs more than 30 times in the Gospel of Matthew, but not once in any of the other Gospels, which use the phrase, “Kingdom of God.” The title, “Son of David,” occurs ten times in Matthew and only six times in all the other Gospels combined. There are a number of parables that are unique to Matthew, and most of them have a clear reference to the Kingdom. These include: the Darnel (Matt. 13:24-30); the Hidden Treasure (Matt. 13:44); the Pearl (Matt. 13:45); the Dragnet (Matt. 13:47); the Unmerciful Servant (Matt. 18:23-35); the Laborers in the Vineyard (Matt. 20:1-16); the Two Sons (Matt. 21:28-32); the Marriage of the King’s Son (Matt. 22:1-14); and the Ten Virgins (Matt. 25:1-13). Only Matthew records the “sheep and goat judgment,” when the king lets the righteous into his kingdom but excludes the unrighteous (Matt. 25).
The Gospel of Mark, which presents Christ as a servant, is short, simple, and forceful, emphasizing Christ’s works more than his words. Commentators have long noticed that Mark focuses more on what Jesus did than what he said, which makes sense because obedient action is the sign of a good servant. Mark also moves quickly from one event to another. Even the vocabulary reflects this pattern. The Greek word eutheos (“immediately”) occurs 40 times in Mark but only 27 times in all the other Gospels combined. That statistic is made even more vivid when one realizes that there are only 16 chapters in Mark, but 73 chapters in the other three Gospels.
A valued servant is quick to obey. E. W. Bullinger, who also saw the fourfold portrait of Christ, notes that Jesus “is addressed as ‘Lord’ in the other three Gospels 73 times,...he is addressed as such in the Gospel of Mark only twice.”[footnoteRef:1202] Bullinger notes that of these two uses of “Lord” that appear in the KJV, one was by a Gentile woman and was simply the title equivalent of “sir” (Mark 7:28), and one is Mark 9:24, which is not even in the earliest Greek texts, but was a later addition. So actually, Jesus is never called “Lord” in Mark by anyone who knew he was the Messiah, a clear indication of the emphasis in Mark on Jesus’ role as God’s servant. Appropriately, more than a third of Mark takes place in the last week of Jesus’ life, which places special emphasis on his obedience and the fact that he was the suffering Servant foretold in the Old Testament. [1202:  Bullinger, Companion Bible, intro to Mark.] 

Mark also opens with the phrase that presents the “beginning” of the Good News of Jesus (Mark 1:1). That is true, because the Good News of Jesus continues to this day with Jesus sitting at the right hand of God. Jesus’ role of King, human man, and Son of God, all continue to this day, but Jesus’ role as the Servant of God ended with his death. Since Mark portrays Jesus as the Servant, it is appropriate that Jesus does not appear in Mark after his resurrection, when he is no longer the Servant, but “Lord of all.” Thus the Gospel of Mark only gives us the “beginning” of the Good News about Jesus, it does not continue with Good News about him after his resurrection.
The Gospel of Luke, which portrays Christ as a man, presents the Messiah and his relationships in a way that highlights his humanity as the Last Adam. Luke has an emphasis on both prayer and praise to God, which is appropriate for all mankind. Jesus is shown praying in Luke 3:21; 5:16; 6:12; 9:18, 29; 11:1; 22:32, 41, 44, and 23:34. Luke has four great praise hymns that are unique to Luke: the Magnificat of Mary (Luke 1:46-55); the Benedictus of Zechariah (Luke 1:68-79); the Gloria in Excelsis of the angels (Luke 2:14), and the Nunc Dimittis of Simeon (Luke 2:29-32), and praise to God is mentioned in many other verses.
Luke clearly portrays Jesus’ great love for all people and describes him as a warm and loving person. Commentators note that the book of Luke portrays Jesus’ special concern for the poor, sinners, women, and the family more clearly than any other Gospel. Luke has a unique emphasis on women, and speaks of women in a way not covered in the other Gospels, for example, Elizabeth, Anna, the widow of Nain, the repentant woman (Luke 7:37-50); the women who ministered to Christ (Luke 8:2-3), the daughters of Jerusalem (Luke 23:27-28), and Mary and Martha (Luke 10:38-42). Also, Luke shows Jesus sympathetically acknowledging the Gentiles. The parables that are unique to Luke emphasize human traits such as love for fellow man (and the importance of an individual), wisdom, and foolishness. Parables unique to Luke include: the Two Debtors (Luke 7:41-42); the Good Samaritan (Luke 10:30-37); the Persistent Friend (Luke 11:5-8); the Rich Fool (Luke 12:16-21); the Lost Coin (Luke 15:8-10); the Forgiving Father (Luke 15:11-32); the Wise Manager (Luke 16:1-12); the Rich Man and Lazarus (Luke 16:19-31); the Persistent Widow (Luke 18:1-8); the Pharisee and the Tax Collector (Luke 18:9-14).
The Gospel of John, which portrays Christ as the Son of God, starts out by saying that God, in the beginning, had a plan, purpose, or wisdom (the logos) that became flesh, that is, the Son “comes from” the Father. This is a very short genealogy: the Father had a Son, an only begotten Son, and since Jesus’ father is God, any portrayal of his earthly birth would only take emphasis away from the true Father. Jesus’ intimacy with his Father is uniquely portrayed in John. For example, the word “father” occurs as many times in John as in all the other Gospels combined.
The narrator writes the Gospel of John from the standpoint that Jesus is already exalted and in heaven, something both unique to John and appropriate to his status as the Son of God (cf. commentary on John 3:13). Theologians have long noticed that John is different from the other Gospels and truly unique. This fits with our expectations because, as “the only begotten Son of God,” Jesus is truly unique.
John is also unique from the standpoint of what it leaves out. For example, there is no temptation in the wilderness. Kings, servants, and humans need to demonstrate their qualifications and be proven for the job they do, but as the Son of God, Jesus is qualified to be the Messiah without being tempted first. Similarly, there is no record of the event called “the Transfiguration,” because, as we have already said, John sees Jesus from the perspective of already being risen and in glory, not the perspective of preparing for his glory. Also, Jesus is called by the messianic title, the “Son of David” in every Gospel except John. As a king, servant, and man, Jesus was indeed the Son of David. But the emphasis in John, that Jesus was the Son of God, is more important and needs more emphasis than pointing out that Jesus was also “the Son of David.”
It should catch our attention that when the Messiah does a miracle in his role as King, Servant, or Man, the act is called a “miracle” (dunamis). The Greek word dunamis (miracle; power) occurs almost 40 times in Matthew, Mark, and Luke, but it does not occur at all in John. In contrast to the other Gospels, when Jesus does a miracle in the Gospel of John, the work is called a “sign” (simeion). A “sign” is something that gives information and points to something else. For example, a road sign with a curved line on it points out that there is a curve in the road ahead. The eight “signs” in John that are clearly miracles are called “signs” because they point to Jesus as the Son of God. Thus, Jesus could say, “though you do not believe me, believe the works, so that you will come to know and continue to know that the Father is in union with me, and I am in union with the Father” (John 10:38); and “Keep on believing me, that I am in union with the Father and the Father in union with me, or else keep believing me because of the works themselves” (John 14:11). The eight miracle signs in John are:
1. Water to Wine (John 2:1-11; called a sign in v. 11)
2. The Ruler’s Son Healed (John 4:46-54; called a sign in 48, 54)
3. Sick Man at the Pool of Bethesda (John 5:1-47; not specifically called a sign, but in John 6:2 Jesus’ healing the sick was called a sign)
4. Feeding the 5,000 (John 6:1-14; called a sign in 14)
5. Walking on the Sea (John 6:17-21; not specifically called a sign, but obviously included in the plural “signs” in John 6:26)
6. Man Born Blind (John 9:1-39; called a sign in 16)
7. Lazarus Raised From the Dead (John 11:1-45; called a sign by the Jews in John 11:47, and called a sign in John 12:18)
8. Multitude of Fish (John 21:1-11; Although the word “sign” is not used in John 21, the sign of the fish occurs immediately after John 20:30-31, which speak of “these” signs that are written, and thus certainly includes the sign that follows immediately afterward)
Besides these specifically mentioned signs, there are other places in John that refer to signs Jesus was doing, such as John 2:23; 3:2; 7:31, and 12:37. The signs that Jesus was doing show the prejudice and spiritual blindness of the Jews, who a number of times asked Jesus to show them a sign of who he was (John 2:18; 6:30).
The fourfold portrait of Christ given by the Four Gospels is good evidence they are the God-breathed Word of God, and not just the writing and memories of four men. There is no way the four different writers could have collaborated on their individual Gospels and produced this remarkable fourfold portrait of Christ. Like all the different writers of the Bible, they each wrote independently of one another, separated by both time and space. They could not have agreed upon what to include together and what to emphasize individually such that the wonderful fourfold portrait of Christ that was foretold in the Old Testament was laid out in the Four Gospels. The Four Gospels, like the rest of the Bible, are the God-breathed Word.
“The Son of God.” This phrase, which is only two words in the Greek text, is missing from some early and important manuscripts. The variety of manuscripts that do not have the phrase is such that many scholars have concluded that differences in the manuscripts are not due to an accidental deletion that was simply recopied but was a deliberate change. That fact has not ended the debate; it has just shifted the question. Is it more likely that the phrase was original, but adoptionist scribes (those who say Jesus “became” the Son at his baptism) deleted it to add support for their position; or is it more likely that the phrase was not original, but scribes added it, following their general tendency to expand titles? At this point, there is no conclusive evidence for either position. Since the adoptionist view is erroneous, whether the phrase “Son of God” was added to simply expand the title of Jesus Christ, or whether it is original, the fact remains that Jesus was the Son of God from his conception, so we left the phrase in.
Mar 1:2
“As it is written in Isaiah the prophet.” The quotation is from both Malachi 3:1 and the book of Isaiah 40:3. This is not “a mistake” or “error,” as some people claim, as if Mark thought the whole quotation was from Isaiah. Mark 1:2-3 are run together as if they were one quotation, not two. By just mentioning the part quoted from Isaiah, Mark is using a literary device that puts the emphasis of the extended quotation on the part that Isaiah wrote, which says what we are to do in light of the Lord’s coming. Hendriksen writes: “Mark tells us that he is going to quote from Isaiah. He does exactly that, though not immediately.”[footnoteRef:1203] Had Mark quoted only Isaiah, we would be left knowing only that a “voice” was crying in the wilderness. By quoting Malachi before Isaiah, we know to whom the “voice” belongs: to none other than the messenger who will begin to prepare the way of the Lord. [1203:  Hendriksen, New Testament Commentary: Mark, 69.] 

The quotation from Malachi has been adapted to fit the Messiah. A more literal quotation of the Hebrew of Malachi 3:1 would be, “Behold, I [Yahweh] am sending My messenger, and he will clear the way [road] before me.” In Mark, the verse has been modified so that the messenger prepares the road for the Messiah. Hence here in Mark the verse means, “Look!, I am sending my [Yahweh’s] messenger before your [the Messiah’s] face, who will prepare your [the Messiah’s] way.
This is not the only instance where two passages in the OT are quoted, but only one prophet is cited. For example, Matthew 27:9-10 come from Zechariah and Jeremiah, but only Jeremiah is quoted. This same pattern occurs in the OT in 2 Chronicles 36:21, which says it quotes Jeremiah, but actually quotes both Jeremiah and Leviticus. When God quotes two sources, but only gives credit to one, He is telling us where to place the emphasis in what he is quoting so there is no guesswork about it.
In light of the fact that the extended quotation comes from Malachi and then Isaiah, it is easy to see why copyists would change “Isaiah the prophet” to “in the prophets.” The earliest texts from both the Alexandrian and Western text families have Isaiah the prophet, and the change to “the prophets” is “an obvious correction.”[footnoteRef:1204] [1204:  Roger Omanson, A Textual Guide to the Greek New Testament.] 

“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“prepare the road.” See commentary on Mark 1:3.
Mar 1:3
“A voice of one calling out in the desert, ‘Make the road ready for Lord! Make the paths straight for him!’” This quotation is from Isaiah 40:3 in the Septuagint (the Greek Old Testament), and it is quoted here in Mark 1:3 and also in Matthew 3:3 and Luke 3:4.
[For more information on the Septuagint and the original NT texts being in Greek, see commentary on Luke 3:4.]
“make the road ready.” The word “road” is hodos (#3598 ὁδός ). Like the English word “way,” it can refer to a road or path, or it can refer to a specific way of doing things. Many times, such as here, its primary meaning is “road,” and it is helpful to translate it that way.
In the Old Testament times (this verse is quoted from Isaiah, roughly 750 BC), there was not much attention paid to the condition of the roads in a country. Even in Roman times, usually only the very important central roadways, and the roads in cities, got any real attention. Nobody owned the roads, and nobody profited from spending time repairing them. It was just repeated use that made the terrain into dirt paths, some wider than others, that then were referred to as roads. Books on the customs of the Bible lands (especially those from the 1800s or earlier) are replete with stories of the horrors of traveling on roads. They were full of pits, or were rocky, or had overhanging foliage that could knock a rider off the donkey, horse, or camel he or she was riding. They were dark at night and slippery when wet or frozen. They often ascended or descended quickly, and became very dangerous if the conditions were less than ideal. Often thornbushes grew near the road such that unwary travelers were scratched or had their clothing torn. Added to all this was that there were no road signs to tell travelers where they were, or what road to take if they came to a crossroads. This caused a lot of anxiety to travelers, who did not want to waste time going the wrong way, and could be quite dangerous if the road went to an area that was inhabited by robbers. When Jesus said, “I am the road,” (usually translated, “I am the way”), he was being clear that if a person did not want to get lost trying to get to God, that Jesus was the road to travel on.
When a king (or sometimes a high official) was going to go on a journey, he would send out messengers before he traveled. They would announce to the farmers and villagers who lived close to the road to take the time to go out and prepare it to make the king’s trip easier. The villagers would clear the rock and bushes, fill in ruts and pits, and generally make the road safer and easier to travel (cf. Isa. 62:10). “Make his paths straight” does not refer to taking winding sections of the road and rerouting them, although that might have been done on a small scale if the road went around something that was no longer an obstacle. The word “straight” can also mean “level,” and in this context refers to filling up the pits and holes that developed in the road so it was level and easy to ride on.
[For more on roads and the danger of travel in the ancient world, see commentary on 2 Cor. 11:26.]
Mar 1:4
“John came.” The Bible does not tell us how long before Jesus was baptized and started his ministry that John started his ministry. It could have been months or a few years. John was six months older than Jesus (Luke 1:26), and for a period of time, both John and Jesus were ministering separately and were both baptizing people (John 3:22-23). Then John was thrown in prison and executed.
There is a textual variation in this verse concerning whether or not John came baptizing or John the Baptizer came. Some versions read, “John appeared, baptizing in the wilderness” (ESV); while others read, “John the baptizer appeared in the wilderness,” (NRSV). The difference depends on the addition or deletion of the single letter for the article ho, (#3588 ὁ), meaning “the.” It is most likely, however, that the ho is not original and the preferred reading is “John came baptizing.” The reason for this is that John is frequently elsewhere called John the Baptist, but never John the Baptizer. This lends credence to viewing the participle “baptizing” as descriptive of John’s action and not a title.[footnoteRef:1205] [1205:  Cf. Metzger, Textual Commentary, 73.] 

“baptizing...baptism.” Although there is a heated debate about it, Scripture is not clear as to whether John, Jesus, and the apostles immersed people in water or poured water onto them. There are four Greek words in the New Testament associated with baptism, one verb and three nouns. Two of them occur here in Mark 1:4: the verb baptizō (#907 βαπτίζω), from which the nouns derive, and the noun baptisma (#908 βάπτισμα). The verb baptizō is a common word found in many Greek writings and it means to submerge, immerse, dip, dip repeatedly, or soak. It was used for washing things, for cleansing them either by immersion or dipping, and for cleaning the body by bathing, which did not necessarily mean immersion. The word baptizō was also used metaphorically for being overcome or overwhelmed. As the ritual of baptism developed, baptizō was used of the immersion in water that took place in baptism ceremonies and it was also the word that was used for affusion, or baptism by pouring water.
The noun baptisma (“baptism”) is found only in the New Testament and ecclesiastical literature that was written after the New Testament. Baptisma refers to the baptism that John and Jesus did, and also to Christian baptism. Like the verb baptizō, it was also used figuratively for afflictions that were overwhelming, including martyrdom (Mark 10:38). Another noun used for baptism is baptismos (#909 βαπτισμός), and it means to wash or to purify by washing (Mark 7:4). It was also used for the various Jewish washings required by the Mosaic Law (Heb. 6:2; 9:10) and for Christian baptism.
The third noun associated with baptism is baptistēs (#910 βαπτιστής), and it means “baptizer” or “one who baptizes” (Matt. 3:1). In the New Testament it always refers to John the “Baptist,” which would be clearer if the phrase was translated “John the Baptizer.”
Although most people think of “baptism” as being in water, the word “baptism” has no reference to what the person is baptized in. Besides water, baptism in other religions has been known to occur in wine, oil, honey, blood, and even cow’s urine.[footnoteRef:1206] John the Baptist spoke of two different baptisms, water and spirit. He said, “I baptized you in water, but he [the Messiah] will baptize you with holy spirit” (Mark 1:8). [1206:  Vergilius Ferm, An Encyclopedia of Religion, 54.] 

Debates have raged through the centuries about the “right” way to water baptize: by immersion, affusion (affusion, sometimes called infusion, is the practice of pouring water on the head of the person being baptized), or aspersion (sprinkling). These debates sometimes center on the meaning of the Greek words for baptism and whether or not they demand immersion, but the historical practice of administering water baptism is also considered. Too many times people have drawn conclusions about the meaning of a word, for example, baptizō, by just looking it up in a lexicon and taking that definition as the “true meaning” of the word. But to know the full range of meaning of any biblical word we must discover the different ways the people who lived in the biblical culture used it. The definitions given in lexicons are often not complete, and they can occasionally give erroneous or misleading information, especially if the lexicon is an older one. Archaeologists and historians are constantly discovering ancient documents that expand our understanding of the meaning of ancient words. For example, Thayer’s lexicon, which is commonly used but was written in 1896, gives the following definitions for baptizō: to dip repeatedly, to immerse, submerge; to cleanse by dipping or submerging, to wash, to make clean with water; to wash oneself, bathe.[footnoteRef:1207] Thus, from reading Thayer’s, a person might conclude that baptism has to be by immersion. However, baptizō is the word that is consistently used of “baptism” with holy spirit (cf. Matt. 3:11; Acts 1:5; 11:16), and every reference to baptism in the spirit, including the Old Testament prophecies about it, shows that the spirit is “poured out” upon us (Isa. 32:15, 44:3; Ezek. 39:29; Joel 2:28, 29; Zech. 12:10; Acts 2:17, 18, 33; 10:45; Titus 3:6). So the Bible itself shows us that baptizō, “baptism” can refer to baptism by pouring water as well as immersion. [1207:  Thayer, Thayer’s Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “βαπτίζω.”] 

John and Jesus baptized in the Jordan River, and could well have baptized in other places as well because there were baptism sites all over Israel. The baptisms they performed were most likely by immersion because that would follow the pattern of the immersion rituals that were already being performed by the Jews. But since many people could not swim and may have been afraid of deep flowing water, there is no reason John could not have poured water onto people in the same way the Bible says the holy spirit was to be “poured out.” The Greek vocabulary about baptism does not forbid pouring. Furthermore, although immersion was the general practice of the Jews in their baptism rituals, there is very good evidence that affusion (baptism by pouring the water on the person) was practiced very early in the Church. For example, it is mentioned in the Didache, which could have even been written as early as in the latter years of the first century. But how would pouring the water have started? We cannot conclusively prove it did not start with John or Jesus themselves and then been continued by the apostles.
It is also important to notice that early Christian art depicts baptism by pouring, not immersion. T. M. Lindsay writes,“…if the witness of the earliest pictorial representations be collected, then we must infer that affusion was the usual method [of baptism] and that immersion was exceptional; for the pictorial representations, almost without exception, display baptism performed by affusion; i.e., the recipient is seen standing in water while the minister pours water on the head.”[footnoteRef:1208] The early Christians baptized by pouring water, and that practice could have started with John, Jesus, or the apostles, but in any case, it was a practice that started very early, was the dominant way of baptizing for centuries, and has continued among some Christians to this day. It is very likely that at least some of the baptisms mentioned in Scripture were by pouring and not immersion (cf. Acts 8:38; 9:18; 16:33). [1208:  Geoffrey Bromiley, ed., ISBE, s.v. “Baptism,” 419.] 

We have to be honest about the fact that just as the Bible does not describe any “right way” to have a Christian meeting, it does not describe a “right way” to baptize. Perhaps that is because baptism was a symbol: water was always a symbol. Water baptism never actually conferred spiritual cleanness in the Old Testament, and in New Testament times it never actually conferred salvation or any other spiritual grace. All the various washings in the Law were symbolic and pointed to the ultimate baptism, the baptism in the holy spirit.
John the Baptist, who was both a priest and a prophet, clearly pointed to baptism in the holy spirit being greater than his water baptism. He said that in contrast to his baptism in water, the Messiah would “baptize” in the spirit. Another thing that points to the symbolic nature of water rituals is that God did not give any commandments about washing or cleansing in water before the Mosaic Law, and that was given to Israel by God about 1450 BC. Considering Adam was created around 4000 BC, it is hard to imagine that water is necessary for spiritual cleansing, but God never mentioned it for the first 2500 years of human existence.
Water can remove physical uncleanness, but it cannot remove mental and spiritual uncleanness. But a person’s willingness to be symbolically baptized in water showed their faith that God could and would make them clean in His sight, and that is the goal: to be pleasing to God and clean in His sight.
“a baptism that was a sign of repentance.” The Greek word translated “repentance” is, metanoia (#3341 μετάνοια), and it means to change one’s mind, and therefore life and lifestyle. It is ceasing thinking and doing things that are contrary to God, and instead, thinking and behaving in a way that is in obedience to God.
“repentance” is in the genitive case, so the literal translation is: “baptism of repentance.” Daniel Wallace points out that the genitive is so ambiguous that it can have many meanings, and therefore he says, “it may well be best to be non-committal: ‘baptism that is somehow related to repentance.’”[footnoteRef:1209] While Wallace’s statement is accurate, it is unsatisfying. It leaves us with the same problem we started with, which is that we do not know the meaning of the phrase. We should be able to draw a conclusion about the meaning of the genitive from the scope of Scripture. Of course, the denominations vary greatly in their interpretation of the scope of Scripture, and the scholars do also. On one extreme, for example, is the assertion that the genitive is one of production, implying the meaning to be “a baptism that produces repentance.” We assert that the baptism did not produce the repentance, or “complete” it in any way, except perhaps cementing in the mind of the person who had been baptized that since he had made a public declaration before God and people, he better honor his vow and live a godly lifestyle. [1209:  Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics, 80.] 

In his list of possible interpretations, Wallace himself gives what may be the best way to understand and translate this verse and the concept behind it: “baptism that symbolized repentance.” In the same way that animal sacrifice was a symbol that pointed to the ultimate sacrifice of Christ, water baptism and washing rituals were part of the Old Testament and pointed to and symbolized the coming of the greater baptism, which was baptism with holy spirit. Many Old Testament prophets foretold the coming of the spirit, which they universally said would be poured out from heaven (Isa. 32:15; 44:3; Ezek. 39:29; Joel 2:28-29; Zech. 12:10). Then, John the Baptist was the first person we know of to refer to that pouring out as “baptism,” and then Jesus also referred to the pouring out of the holy spirit upon people as a “baptism” in the holy spirit (Matt. 3:11; Acts 1:5).
A number of translators and scholars have seen that the genitive in this sentence is a genitive of relation, and the relation being best expressed is that when a person repents before God, he demonstrates that repentance by a public ceremony of baptism. Thus the outward act of water baptism symbolized the inner act of going from the old to the new, or from death to life, in the heart. C. S. Mann writes: “An alternative rendering of this Semitism would be, ‘A baptism which symbolized repentance.’”[footnoteRef:1210] F. Grant writes: “This baptism was the symbol of repentance.”[footnoteRef:1211] Walter Wessel writes: “the baptism indicated the repentance had already occurred or was being accompanied by it.”[footnoteRef:1212] Ann Nyland translates the last part of Mark 1:4 as: “He [John] preached that people should be baptized as a symbol that they had changed their minds, and this resulted in their sins being canceled,”[footnoteRef:1213] Charles Williams translates: “a baptism conditioned on repentance.”[footnoteRef:1214] J. B. Phillips translates the last part of the verse: John came... “proclaiming baptism as the mark of a complete change of heart and of the forgiveness of sins.”[footnoteRef:1215] [1210:  C. S. Mann, Mark [AB], 196.]  [1211:  F. Grant, The Interpreter’s Bible, 7:649.]  [1212:  Wessel, Mark, Expositor’s Bible Commentary.]  [1213:  Nyland, The Source New Testament, 71.]  [1214:  Williams, The New Testament in the Language of the People.]  [1215:  Philips, The New Testament in Modern English.] 

“repentance for the forgiveness of sins.” The Greek word eis (for) has many meanings, primarily purpose or result. The translation in most versions, “for,” is somewhat ambiguous although accurate. A major theme in the Bible is that if a person will repent he will be forgiven. Over and over God tells people that if they will humble themselves and come to Him for forgiveness, he will indeed forgive them (1 John 1:9 is very clear, but also see such verses as: Neh. 9:17; Ps. 32:5; 103:11-13; Prov. 28:13; Jer. 5:1; 36:3; Luke 6:37). There is no place where God says something such as: “If you confess your sin I will consider forgiving you.”
The eis can be translated “because,” a less frequent but very valid meaning of eis.[footnoteRef:1216] In that case, people were baptized as a symbol because their sins had been forgiven. However, that is actually just another way of understanding the eis as a result clause—it would be saying the people were baptized because their repentance led to remission. That concept can be worded as a result clause, as we have in the REV: “baptism that was a sign of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.” In other words, the people were baptized as a symbol, or sign, that they had repented, a repentance which had, as always, resulted in the remission of their sin. [1216:  Cf. Wuest, Word Studies: Mark in the Greek New Testament, 18.] 

The people came to John to be baptized so they could enter the Kingdom of God. As they stood by John they confessed their sins and repented. That confession and repentance resulted in their sins being forgiven (remitted), and John baptized them as a symbol of that repentance and forgiveness. Ann Nyland translates the phrase: “baptized as a symbol that they had changed their minds, and this resulted in their sins being canceled.”[footnoteRef:1217] [1217:  Nyland, The Source NT, 71.] 

Mar 1:5
“the whole region of Judea, and all the people of Jerusalem.” A good example of oriental hyperbole (exaggeration). Not everyone went to John to be baptized, but a great many did. The Greek reads “Jerusalemites,” but “all the people of Jerusalem” is clearer in English.
“openly confessing their sins.” See commentary on Matthew 3:6.
Mar 1:7
“the strap.” This could be a collective singular for “straps,” but perhaps not, so it is better to keep the singular.
“I am not even worthy to stoop down and untie the strap of his sandals.” That John would compare himself to Jesus in this way is very important in showing the humble and obedient heart of John, who was God’s loyal servant, and John’s comparison occurs in all four Gospels (Matt. 3:11; Mark 1:7; Luke 3:16, and John 1:27). Matthew is slightly different but the heart is the same.
Mar 1:8
“with holy spirit.” This is the gift of holy spirit. The Messiah will baptize every person with either the gift of holy spirit or the fire of God’s judgment (Matt. 3:11; Luke 3:16). The record here in Mark is different than the records in Matthew and Luke. Matthew and Luke focus on sinners (Pharisees, Sadducees, tax collectors, etc., who need to repent or they will be “baptized with fire,” (be thrown into the Lake of Fire after the Judgment). In contrast, Mark focuses on the people of Judea and Jerusalem who were humble and were making the journey to see John the Baptist and accept his baptism of repentance and confess their sins. Those humble people were not in danger of the Lake of Fire, so it is not mentioned in the Gospel of Mark. The book of Acts records that Jesus baptizes in holy spirit (Acts 2:33).
[For more information on the phrase “holy spirit or fire,” see commentary on Luke 3:16. For more information on the uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’” For more information on the difference between God, the Holy Spirit, and God’s gift to people, the holy spirit, see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
Mar 1:9
“Jesus came.” The record of Jesus’ baptism is in Matthew 3:13-17; Mark 1:9-11; Luke 3:21-22; and is mentioned in John 1:31-34.
Mar 1:10
“immediately as he was stepping up.” The words in many versions, “coming up out of the water,” do not make it clear that the Greek text of Matthew and Mark do not refer to Jesus breaking the surface of the water of the Jordan, but rather to him walking out of the water, up the bank, and away from the river after the baptism was completed. The Greek text of Mark reads, anabainōn ek tou hudatos (ἀναβαίνων ἐκ τοῦ ὕδατος), “coming up out of the water,” where the word “ek” means “out of,” in the sense that he was getting “out of” the water, not standing in it. The water was below the level of the bank, as it is in all rivers, so in order to get out of the water, Jesus had to “come up” out of the Jordan. We need to become clear about the fact that someone standing waist-deep in water is not “out of” the water, but very much in it. However, the text says that Jesus was coming “out of” the water.
The Gospel of Matthew makes the action of Jesus crystal clear, especially when combined with Mark. Matthew 3:16 reads, anebē apo tou hudatos (ἀνέβη ἀπὸ τοῦ ὕδατος), “he came up away from the water.” This is the same basic vocabulary as Mark but inflected differently, except Matthew uses the preposition apo, “away from,” not ek, “out of.” Thus while Mark says Jesus was coming “out of” the water, Matthew emphasized that he was moving “away from” it, walking up the bank and away from the Jordan River.
The Greek word anabainō (#305 ἀναβαίνω) means “to go up,” “to come up,” and so saying, like many English versions, that Jesus “was coming up” out of the water is a very literal translation, and the REV could have used the translation “coming up from” in Mark, and “coming away from,” in Matthew. However, these translations are too often misinterpreted to mean that Jesus was still in the Jordan River with John when the heavens opened, so given the context, saying he “was stepping up” out of the water is a very acceptable translation, especially in light of the fact that it exactly describes what he was doing. It is also the translation preferred by Hendriksen.[footnoteRef:1218] The noted commentator R. C. H. Lenski writes: [1218:  Hendriksen, New Testament Commentary: Mark, 82.] 

“The descent of the Spirit occurred after the baptism had been completed, while Jesus was walking up onto the bank of the river. We should not picture it as the artists do, as though it occurred while Jesus was being baptized or while he was standing knee-deep in the water. Matthew 3:16 has apo, Jesus went away from the water; Mark has ek...Jesus stepped out of (ek) the water onto the bank and walked away from (apo) the water up the bank.”[footnoteRef:1219] [1219:  Lenski, Interpretation of St. Mark’s Gospel, 46.] 

But why is it important to know that John’s baptism was finished and Jesus was walking away on the bank of the river? After being baptized by John, Jesus was truly ready to start his own ministry as the Messiah apart from the ministry of John or anyone else. By making it clear that the baptism of John was over and Jesus had left John, we can clearly see that the heavenly vision and voice were not connected with John, but were specifically and individually to Jesus.[footnoteRef:1220] It is appropriate that God would put holy spirit upon Jesus just as he started off to do his own ministry, and not as he was standing in the water with John, as if the two ministries were somehow related. The work of the Messiah could only have been done by the one man, the true Messiah, Jesus Christ. [1220:  Cf. Davies and Allison, Matthew 1-7 [ICC], notes on Matt. 3:16.] 

Another time people stepped up and out of the Jordan was in Acts 8:38-39 when Philip baptized the Ethiopian eunuch. Acts makes the getting into and out of the water of the Jordan River a little more clear because it speaks of them both getting in the water and coming back up from it. We can mentally picture them as they “went down into the water,” getting out of the chariot, walking down the bank into the water, and then Philip baptizing the eunuch. Then Acts 8:39 says they “came up out of the water” (“stepped up out of the water;” REV) coming up the bank and back toward the chariot, at which point Philip was miraculously transported away from there to Azotus (the Ashdod of the OT).
[For more, see commentaries on Matt. 3:16 and Acts 8:39.]
“he saw...the spirit descending.” In Matthew, Mark, and Luke, the “he saw” can refer to Jesus or John, the pronouns are unclear. But in any case, this was an event visible to anyone there and John did actually see it (John 1:32).
“upon him.” The Greek manuscripts are divided about the reading of the preposition, some having epi, “upon,” and some having eis, “to, into, toward.” The Old Testament tradition is more firmly based on the spirit coming “upon” people, and that is likely the tradition that would be continued here.
Mar 1:11
“You are my beloved Son.” The verb in this phrase, translated “are,” is in the present tense and is ontological: it is declaring who Jesus is. The second phrase is God declaring that He is pleased with Jesus, which makes perfect sense because Jesus had prepared himself through his life and now was ready to step into his public ministry.
Some people have tried to say that Jesus somehow “became” the Son when he received holy spirit, but that argument fails on a number of points. Grammatically it fails because to state that Jesus became the Son at his baptism, the text should say, “You have become my Son.” God uses the present tense verb in 1:11, and He uses the present tense verb again at the Transfiguration, when He says, “This is my beloved Son” (Mark 9:7). Both statements are ontological, stating a fact. There is no evidence that either is announcing a change that had occurred.
It also fails because Jesus had been called the “Son” before his baptism, based on his birth and that God was his Father (cf. Matt. 1:20; Luke 1:32, 35; John 1:14). It also fails because what happened at the Baptism was that Jesus received the gift of holy spirit, but there is no other change than that recorded about him. However, Moses, Joshua, and the prophets of the Old Testament all had the gift of holy spirit put upon them, and there is no evidence that this act then made them “Sons” of God.
Mar 1:12
“And immediately.” The record of Jesus’ being tempted in the desert is in Matthew 4:1-11; Mark 1:12-13; and Luke 4:1-13.
“the spirit.” Jesus had just received the gift of holy spirit, and now via that spirit He was commanded to go into the desert.
[For more on the Holy Spirit and holy spirit, see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
Mar 1:13
“being tempted.” The Bible does not record what all these temptations were, but they certainly included hunger and danger from wild animals. The Bible records that at the end of the 40 days, the Devil himself came and tempted Jesus (Matt. 4:3). We can see part of the reason for the temptations in the fact that they are recorded in Matthew, Mark, and Luke, but not John. As the king and representative of the people (in Matthew), as the servant of God (in Mark), and as the perfect human and second Adam (in Luke), Jesus had to show that a man could stand up to the temptations of life and of the Devil. As the Son of God (in John) there was no point in recording his temptation; he did not need to resist temptation to show who he was and what he could do. As the Word in the flesh, he had a higher calling—to make known his Father to the world.
[For information on the reason for four Gospels, see commentary on Mark 1:1, “the good news of Jesus Christ.”]
The fact that Jesus was tempted in the desert should prove once and for all that the earth is a war zone and there is an ongoing battle between Good and Evil. God does not tempt (James 1:13), yet life is full of temptations. The world we live in is under the control of the Devil (1 John 5:19) and that should be obvious to us because of the evil that is all around us, which cannot be from our loving God. God did not tempt Jesus in the desert, the Devil did.
What a great victory Jesus had for himself and humankind, and what a contrast to Adam and Eve. Adam was in the best of circumstances in the Garden of Eden, yet he chose to abandon God’s command, following his own fleshly desires instead. In contrast, Jesus was in the worst of earth’s circumstances yet held fast to the humble service and obedience due his Father, God. In the experience of those two men, Scripture lays before us the two paths available to us: the path of Adam and the path of the Second Adam, and it is our choice which one to follow. We can be like the first Adam and ignore God’s commands and give in to our flesh, or we can be like the Second Adam and be willing to devote ourselves to selfless service and believe and follow the Word of God and not our own desires and feelings. The choice is ours to make, but the consequences are not ours to pick. The consequences of obedience are everlasting life and rewards. The consequences of disobedience can include death in the Lake of Fire. May we all have the wisdom and strength to choose the path of Christ.
[For more on the war between God and the Devil that is going on in the world, see commentary on Luke 4:6.]
“the Adversary.” The Greek word for Adversary is Satanas (#4567 Σατανᾶς ). The term means “Adversary,” and it was borrowed from the Aramaic, Satana (סָטָנָא) which originally referred to one who laid in ambush [as an adversary], and then became used as a proper name meaning “Adversary.”[footnoteRef:1221] The word “satan” means “adversary” in all the biblical languages: Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek, although sometimes it is used just as “an adversary,” and sometimes, especially with the article, it is used as an appellative, a name, for the Devil. [1221:  See Moulton and Milligan, Vocabulary of the Greek New Testament, s.v. “Σατανᾶς,” 570.] 

Being an adversary to God and the things of God is a major part of the Devil’s character and strategy. “Satan” can refer to the direct work of the Devil as in Job 1, or it can refer to indirect work as in Matthew 16:23 when Jesus called Peter “Satan.” Usually, the word “Satan” places the emphasis on the indirect work of the Devil. As the great adversary of the true God, the Adversary is the indirect cause of people’s problems by way of situations or circumstances or other people, which he arranges and controls. He is the influence of these situations, circumstances, and people. It has been generally unhelpful that satanas has been transliterated as “Satan” rather than translated as “Adversary.” Anyone reading Hebrew or Greek knew what the word meant, but almost no Christian knows that “Satan” is not just a name, it is a word that became used as a name, and its meaning, Adversary, is important.
[For information on the names of the Devil and their meanings, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil”.]
“were ministering to him.” The Greek verb is diakoneō (#1247 διακονέω), and it is in the imperfect tense, thus indicating an action in the past that occurred over a period of time. The exact nature of this ministering is not described, but especially after Satan left it may have involved bringing Jesus food and serving him.
Although a number of commentators state that they believe that Satan had already left Jesus’ presence when the angels came, that does not seem to be the sense of the Greek text or a simple reading of the verse itself. The flow of the verse clearly seems to indicate that the angels were with him at times while he was in the desert, just as the wild animals were. If we read the verse as it stands, the wild animals were certainly with Jesus during his time in the desert, and the verse simply continues on and says that the angels were ministering to him, as if they also were there at times during his temptation in the desert. Jesus’ desert experience would have been like life: the hardships of life (the desert), the presence of physical enemies (the wild animals), the hordes of Satan (including Satan himself), and God’s angels, all around one man who needed to resist temptation and walk in wisdom and power. There is no reason to believe that the presence of angels somehow meant that Jesus was not really tempted. For one thing, it is unlikely that the angels were there all the time, any more than he was constantly surrounded by wild animals. They would likely come and go. Also, the angels did not keep Jesus from being tempted, but their presence helped remind Jesus how much was at stake in his living a sinless life.
God, who is the Spirit, led Jesus into the desert, but He did that via the gift of holy spirit that had just come upon Jesus (cf. Matt. 3:16; 4:1; Luke 4:1). The Gospel of Mark is even more forceful, saying that the spirit “drove” Jesus into the desert (Mark 1:12). But why? Why the need to be in the desert? It surely makes a parallel between Jesus in the desert and Moses and Israel in the desert. Jesus was 40 days in the desert fasting just as Moses was 40 days fasting on Mount Sinai (Moses was there twice: Exod. 24:18; 34:28), and Israel was 40 years in the desert. There was an angel of the Lord in the desert who helped Israel in its wanderings (Exod. 14:19; 23:20, 23; 32:34; 33:2) and so too Jesus had angelic support. It was Moses’ and Israel’s disobedience in the desert that led to the death of a generation of Israelites, the deaths of Israel’s great leaders, and by dividing the Twelve Tribes to both sides of the Jordan River, put an end to the vision of a united Israel in the Promised Land. In contrast, Jesus’ obedience in the wilderness, and his resisting physical, mental, and spiritual temptation, contributed to his being able to restore and give life to the nation of Israel once again.
Mar 1:14
“After John was arrested.” John was arrested between Passover and Pentecost. It was after John the Baptist was arrested (Matt. 4:12, 17; Mark 1:14) that Jesus started preaching and telling people to repent because the Kingdom of Heaven (also called the Kingdom of God) had drawn near (Matt. 4:17; Mark 1:15).
[For more information on the chronology, see the REV commentary on Matt. 4:12.]
“good news of God.” The words “of the kingdom” were added by copyists, to conform this verse to many others that appear in the Four Gospels. This is the only use of “Good News of God” in the Gospels, and from the context, it is clear that it does indeed refer to the Good News of the Kingdom.
“Jesus came into Galilee.” In this context, the Word saying, “Jesus came into Galilee” refers to his “coming” as the fulfillment of a divine call to preach the Good News there. In this context, “came” (or the Greek could also be translated “went”) does not seem to refer as much to a change in physical location, (although it does do that) as to the fact that Jesus is following the leading of the spirit. He had been in Galilee before this. After Jesus had been baptized by John and spent 40 days in the wilderness, he met disciples (John 1:35-51) and then returned to Galilee for a wedding at Cana (John 2:1-11) then went to Capernaum (John 2:12), and even went back to Jerusalem for Passover (John 3).
John the Baptist said one would come who would baptize in holy spirit (Mark 1:7-8). Jesus came from Nazareth to John (Mark 1:9). Jesus came into Galilee (Mark 1:14). It is likely that in this context Jesus was coming up from Jerusalem to Galilee.
Mar 1:15
“The time has been fulfilled and the Kingdom of God has drawn near. Repent and believe the good news.” What Jesus said here in Mark 1:15 is also stated with slightly different wording in the parallel passage, Matthew 4:17. Matthew and Mark do not contradict, but instead, they reveal some of the different ways that Jesus spoke his message. Jesus, like prophets of both the Old and New Testament, taught that the Day of the Lord was near, and like those prophets, he said it in many different ways. Sometimes he said that the “Kingdom” was near, referring to the Kingdom he would set up immediately after the Great Tribulation. Sometimes he spoke of his return, which immediately precedes the Battle of Armageddon and then the Kingdom of God being set up on earth. Also, Jesus taught his disciples to teach the same message that he was (Matt. 10:7; Luke 9:2). The one major difference between the prophecies of Jesus Christ and those of the other Old and New Testament writers is that Jesus defined the word “near” more specifically when he said in several different ways that the people of the generation in which he lived would see his Second Coming and the Kingdom of God come in power.
There is no indication in the Bible or in the history of the early church that his followers misunderstood what he meant, so we should not either. But the obvious problem with Jesus’ teaching that the Kingdom is “near” is that it has been almost 2,000 years since he taught that, and the Kingdom has not come, not at least in the full sense in which the people expected it. The Greek word translated “near” is engizō (#1448 ἐγγίζω) and it is quite common, occurring more than 40 times in the New Testament. Engizō can refer to either near in time, or near in location. The people John and Jesus spoke to knew what “near” meant, and reacted with predictable enthusiasm, just as we today would be excited if we knew that Jesus’ return was near.
Although many conservative commentators say that the word “near” just refers to the fact that the Kingdom was “imminent,” i.e., that it could come at any time, that explanation is contrived. As was stated above, the word “near” was a common word and means “near, close at hand;” it does not mean “imminent” and is not used that way in other contexts in the New Testament. Furthermore, just reading the records in the Bible shows us that the people took what John the Baptist (Matt. 3:2) and Jesus said at face value. Jesus’ audience knew the Old Testament prophecies and knew that if the Kingdom was near, then all the Kingdom prophecies—such as those that said the Messiah would rule justly, there would be peace, safety, and an abundance of food—were close too, and so naturally they got excited.
In contrast to “near” (i.e., close at hand), the coming of the Messiah had been “imminent” (“it could happen any time”) for centuries. If all John, Jesus, and the other New Testament writers were saying was that the Kingdom could happen any time, the people who heard that message would not have gotten excited about it—there would have been nothing revolutionary about that message. The teaching of John and Jesus that the kingdom was near was a powerful message and also in agreement with the many other ways Jesus spoke about the Kingdom being close at hand (cf. Matt. 16:28).
Very solid evidence that when Jesus said “near” he did not mean “imminent” (i.e., it can happen at any time) comes from reading and understanding Mark 1:15 itself. Mark does not have the simple statement we find in Matthew, “Repent, for the Kingdom of Heaven is near.” Mark adds that Jesus prefaced his statement with these important words: “The time is fulfilled.”
The Greek word translated “time” is kairos (#2540 καιρός) and it refers to a measure of time (a limited period of time) or a fixed and definite time, an opportune time, the right time. Also, the Greek word translated “fulfilled” is plēroō (#4137 πληρόω) and in reference to time, it means to complete a period of time; to reach the end of a period of time. Jesus did not only say the Kingdom was near, he also said that the period of time that needed to be fulfilled before the Messianic Kingdom could come to earth had now been fulfilled, completed. Jesus recognized that certain things had to occur (or a certain time had to be completed) before the Kingdom could come—and he said that that necessary time had now been completed and thus the Kingdom was at hand.
Another solid piece of evidence that the word “near” does not mean “imminent” is that God could have sent the Messiah any time He deemed fit, so in that sense, the coming of the Messiah was always “imminent.” So if “near” meant “imminent,” then from Genesis onward the End Times should have always been spoken of as being “near” or “imminent.” But that is not the case. From Genesis to perhaps the 800s BC, a period of more than 3,000 years, God indicated that the Day of the Lord, which included the Tribulation, Armageddon, Jesus’ Second Coming, and the resurrection of the dead, was not near, but was far away. For example, Job, who lived about 2,000 BC, stated that “a man lies down and does not rise. Until the heavens are no more they will not awake, nor be roused out of their sleep.” (Job 14:12). Similarly, Baalam (c. 1450 BC) said “I see him [the Messiah], but not now. I behold him, but not near” (Num. 24:17). Ecclesiastes (c. 950 BC) says that the days a person will be in the grave will be “many” (Eccl. 11:8) and that people who die go to their “age-long home,” meaning the grave (Eccl. 12:5). Only perhaps in the 800s BC, and certainly in the 700s BC, did God start saying through His prophets that the Day of the Lord was “near” (cf. Joel 1:15; 2:1; 3:14; Isa. 13:6; 29:17; 46:13; 51:5; 56:1). Very striking is that when Joel says the Day of the Lord is “near” (Joel 1:15; 3:14), he uses the same Hebrew word for “near” as when Numbers 24:17 says the Messiah was “not near.” We do not know why God started saying the Day of the Lord was near but then kept delaying it, but that is what Scripture reveals.
It is worth noting that some people say that the Bible says the Day of the Lord is near because when people die the next thing they will experience is their resurrection and the Day of the Lord. But that explanation has the same problem that “imminent” does; if the Day of the Lord was near because it came for the person when they died, then throughout the Old Testament it would have always been said to be “near,” but for more than the first three-quarters of the Old Testament the Day of the Lord was not near, but far away.
Some theologians state that the Kingdom was “near” in the sense that Jesus was personally present, but that explanation is not correct. For one thing, Christ did not say that “the King” was near. He said that “the Kingdom was near,” and what that meant to his listeners was that all the promises of the Old Testament about the Kingdom were about to be fulfilled. Also, Jesus revealed who he was many times, such as to the apostles (Matt. 16:16-20), the woman at the well (John 4:26), the blind man Jesus healed (John 9:35-39), and more, and in none of those cases in which Jesus revealed himself did he say he was “near.” So there is no Scriptural reason to take Jesus’ message that the Kingdom was near to mean that he himself, “the king,” was near.
All the evidence indicates that the message Christ was preaching was straightforward and were the words he received from God: that the Kingdom was near (cf. John 7:16; 12:49; 14:10; 14:24). The same thing can be said for the prophets of old. Jesus and the prophets had proclaimed the Kingdom was near because God told them to say that, but then for reasons known only to Him, God delayed what He said would come soon. Many people have a hard time with this because they say that it made what Jesus said historically inaccurate, but the same thing had happened to many prophets before Jesus, and the fact is that God controls the timing of the Second Coming, and if God saw fit to delay it then we should accept what God did and not think less of Jesus, John the Baptist, or the prophets because of an action God took for His own reasons.
[For more on the many different ways that Jesus said the Kingdom of God was coming soon, see commentary on Matt. 16:28. For more on what Christ’s kingdom on earth, the “Kingdom of God” (also called “the Kingdom of Heaven”) will be like, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Mar 1:16
“the lake.” The “sea” of Galilee is actually quite a small lake, only 7 miles (11.2 km) across and 12 miles (19.3 km) long, and the entire lake can be seen from the escarpments on both the east and west sides. The Greek word thalassa (#2281 θάλασσα), lake, sea, or ocean, does not really refer to the size of the body of water, and thus has to be translated into the English “lake,” “sea,” or “ocean” by knowing the body of water that is being referred to (see commentary on Matt. 4:18).
“for they were fishermen.” In this case, Peter and Andrew were fishermen. There would be other people who used cast nets to catch fish to eat.
Mar 1:17
“Follow me.” The Greek is a three-word phrase, “come after me,” which is idiomatic for “follow me. The word “follow” here is a different word from “follow” in Mark 1:18. The disciple would follow behind the teacher in the biblical culture (cf. Matt. 4:19-20).
“I will have you fish for people.” The Greek text literally reads, “I will make you become fishermen of people.” The kind of fishing the disciples did was not like the fishing that most people think of today, which uses a rod and reel, line, hook, and often a bobber (there was some hook-and-line fishing in Israel, but it was for a quick meal, not for making a living; cf. Matt. 17:27).
The disciples generally would have fished by cast net fishing. That involved a circular net with weights around the perimeter that was thrown by hand into the water. When properly cast, the net would open into a wide circle that was pulled down by the weights, edges first, over the fish and thus entrapped them. This technique has been improved significantly with today’s monofilament cast nets that have special strings that draw the net closed after it has been thrown and allowed to sink. Cast net fishing is why the Gospel records say the disciples cast their nets into the sea (Matt. 4:18; 13:47; Mark 1:16; John 21:6).
Cast net fishing is hard work. The nets can be heavy and the act of repetitive throwing and pulling in empty nets can be exhausting and frustrating. Furthermore, cast net fishing, like most fishing, gets the best results before dawn or near dusk and into the night, so the hours are long and inconvenient. Also, if the fishermen have any hope of being successful, they must know both the waters and the habits of the species of fish they are after, so success involves study, not just happenstance.
The other common type of fishing in the Middle East and on the Sea of Galilee involved a dragnet. That involved a net that could be up to 300 yards (274 meters) long and 8 yards (7.3 meters) deep, although it could also be considerably smaller. The dragnet had weights at the bottom of the net and floats at the top, and it was put out into the water parallel to the shore by boats, and then pulled into shore by groups of people who would “drag” the net through the water and over the bottom. Dragnet fishing is mentioned in the Old Testament and the Gospels (cf. Hab. 1:14-16; Ezek. 26:5; 32:3; 47:10; Matt. 13:47-48).
So when Jesus said that he would make his disciples into fishers for people, his metaphor—which was not picked by accident—included hard work, frustration, patience, endurance, and knowledge. It is by following Jesus, the master fisherman, that disciples learn to bring people into a saving knowledge of Jesus Christ. It is not easy, but it is rewarding in this life and will be richly rewarded by the Lord in the next life.
[For more information, see The Sea of Galilee and its Fishermen in the New Testament by Mendel Nun.]
Mar 1:18
“and immediately they left their nets.” Reading this verse without its full context in the Gospels and culture of the time makes the calling of the apostles seem magical on Jesus’ part and rash and unwise on the apostles’ part. These future apostles were already disciples.
[For more information, see commentary on Matt. 4:20.]
Mar 1:19
“he saw James the son of Zebedee, and his brother John.” James and John were the sons of Zebedee.
Mar 1:20
“And immediately.” See commentary on Mark 1:18.
Mar 1:21
“Capernaum.” Capernaum would become Jesus’ hometown when he left Nazareth.
[For more information, see commentary on Mark 2:1.]
The record of Jesus casting a demon out of a man in the synagogue at Capernaum is in Mark 1:23-28 and Luke 4:33-37.
“began to teach.” The verb is likely the ingressive imperfect, that Jesus began to teach. Jesus did not just read the scrolls in the synagogue, he taught the people. Jesus went into the synagogue and began to teach. Of course, Jesus would not have taken over the meeting, but rather when the opportunity came he taught the people to bring them God’s truth.
Mar 1:24
“What do you want with us.” See commentary on Matthew 8:29.
“Have you come to destroy us?” Jesus Christ came to destroy the Devil and his followers and his works, and the demons who followed the Devil knew that. The Greek word translated “destroy is apollumi (#622 ἀπόλλυμι). Apollumi means “to cause or experience destruction.”[footnoteRef:1222] The Gospel of Matthew says that we are to fear God, who is the one who can “destroy both soul and body” in Gehenna (Matt. 10:28), and John 3:16, using the same Greek word, says that the unsaved will “perish,” but those who believe will have everlasting life. Romans 2:12 also says the unsaved will “perish.” The demons knew that Jesus Christ came to destroy them in the Lake of Fire after a period of burning in the Lake of Fire (cf. commentary on Matt. 8:29). [1222:  Bauer, BDAG Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “ἀπόλλυμι.”] 

Mar 1:25
“subdued.” Verse 25 has a couple words that have technical meanings relating to Greek magical arts (which we understand is actually part of the spiritual battle), that we must pay attention to in order to understand the verse. In every language, there are words that have a technical meaning as well as a standard or usual meaning. In this verse, the Greek word translated “subdued” is epitimaō (#2008 ἐπιτιμάω), which usually means to express strong disapproval of someone: rebuke, reprove, censure; or to speak seriously, and thus warn in order to prevent or end an action; or “punish.”[footnoteRef:1223] [1223:  Cf. BDAG, s.v. “ἐπιτιμάω.”] 

That is not its meaning here, however. For one thing, the demon would not respond to being “rebuked.” It is too arrogant to know, or it does not care, that it is doing evil. Jesus would have certainly followed the wisdom of Proverbs: “a mocker does not listen to rebuke” (Prov. 13:1; cf. Prov. 9:7, 8; 15:5, 12; 17:10; 23:9; 29:9). In this context, epitimaō is used in the technical sense within Greek religion for gaining control over a spirit, a demon.
The technical sense is not common in Greek literature that has survived to this day, and so does not show up in many Greek lexicons.[footnoteRef:1224] That fact helps explain why not many Bible teachers are aware of the technical use of the word that refers to subduing rival powers in the spiritual battle between good and evil. Robert Guelich translates the opening phrase of verse 25: “Jesus subdued him....” and notes that in contexts like these, epitimaō is “a commanding word uttered by God or by his spokesman, by which evil powers are brought into submission.”[footnoteRef:1225] Greg Boyd writes: “...the term denotes an authoritative exercise of God’s power in subduing his enemies. It accomplishes what it speaks[footnoteRef:1226]” [1224:  Cf. Bullinger, BDAG, Thayer, and Vine.]  [1225:  Guelich, Mark 1:1-8:26 [WBC], 57; cf. Ann Nyland, The Source New Testament.]  [1226:  Boyd, God at War, 207.] 

Epitimaō also occurs in the records of Jesus “rebuking” the storm on the Sea of Galilee, after which there was a great calm (Matt. 8:26; Mark 4:39; Luke 8:24). Jesus subdued the storm by superior spiritual power. Greg Boyd writes: “It thus appears that, in “muzzling” this storm, Jesus is muzzling yet another demon.”[footnoteRef:1227] It seems clear that the storm was caused by a demon. Many of Jesus’ apostles who were with him on the boat when the storm came up were experienced fishermen and would not have risked their lives if the weather looked threatening. The Devil was trying to take advantage of Jesus being in a supposedly vulnerable position and kill him or the apostles by drowning them. [1227:  Boyd, God at War, 206.] 

In the spiritual battle, there are some spirits that are more powerful than others. Strength and authority are real among spiritual beings, just as they are real on earth among creatures of the flesh. In Daniel 10:1-13 there is a spiritual battle in which an angel of God is prevented by a demon from answering Daniel’s prayer until a stronger angel shows up and assists in the fight. Revelation 12:7-9 describe a war in heaven in which the Devil is the weaker one and loses the fight, resulting in his being thrown down to earth.
Describing the spiritual battle, or any spiritual reality for that matter, is difficult. Therefore the Bible uses vocabulary that describes the spiritual battle that the Greeks would be familiar with—sorcerer against sorcerer and god against god—so the people could understand that Jesus was subduing evil spirits by using greater spiritual power. Jesus wielded the power of the true God, and thus was able to subdue the demon by that power, expressed through words. Jesus did not gain control over the demon by virtue of some “magic words” or formula that he used, as if he were some sort of Greek sorcerer. “It is not a magical incantation...it is powerful Word of the Son.”[footnoteRef:1228] The power came from God and was used by Jesus, who then instructed the twelve apostles (Matt. 10:5-8), and the seventy-two disciples (Luke 10:1-17), in casting out demons in the spiritual battle. Every Christian has the inherent power through the gift of holy spirit to subdue and cast out demons. [1228:  Gerhard Kittel, Theological Dictionary, s.v. “ἐπιτιμάω,” 2:626.] 

“Be bound.” As with the word “subdued” (Mark 1:25 above), the Greek word phimoō (#5392 φιμόω) has a technical meaning in this context that relates to the spiritual battle. Ordinarily, phimoō means to close the mouth with a muzzle or to silence. For example, “Do not muzzle the ox while it treads out the grain” (1 Cor. 9:9). Phimoō is also used in Matthew 22:12 for the man who came to the wedding without the proper wedding clothes and upon being confronted was “speechless” (literally, “muzzled”) and not able to say a word. However, phimoō was used in Greek magic to denote the binding of a person with a spell. Moulton and Milligan write that it can refer to “the binding of a person by means of a spell, so as to make him powerless to harm.”[footnoteRef:1229] Ann Nyland writes in her footnote for Matt. 22:12 that phimoō is “a technical term from pagan magic. It was used…to denote the binding of a person by means of a spell…The verb is ‘Be muzzled!’ but translated as ‘bound’ in the magical texts. This is one of the 2 technical terms used for binding in Greek pagan magic.”[footnoteRef:1230] [1229:  Moulton and Milligan, Vocabulary of the Greek New Testament, s.v. “φιμόω,” 672.]  [1230:  Nyland, The Source NT, 57n1, footnote on Matt. 22:12.] 

While it is true that the translation, “Be quiet” or “Silence,” which most versions have, is part of the meaning, the real force of the command, phimoō, is about binding the power of evil. Thus, the Greek conveys a spiritual power that binds evil and that is much better expressed by the command “Be bound,” than it is by the English, “Silence,” which does not convey any of the spiritual binding of evil that is the real point of the command. Jesus did not just command the demon to be quiet—although that is included in what he did—he bound it with the power of his word. That he commanded the demons not to speak can be gained from the sense of the word, the context, and scope of Scripture, as we see in Mark 1:34. Another indication that Jesus’ command was not an immediate demand for silence was that the demon came out with a shriek. If Jesus had in fact commanded by the power of God that there be “silence,” the demon would not have even shrieked.
Mar 1:26
“throwing him into convulsions.” Although the Greek word is more literally “tear,” it has the medical meaning of throwing someone into convulsions. Demons who inhabit a person’s body can easily do that.
Mar 1:30
“Simon’s mother-in-law.” The apostle Peter was married, but typical of the biblical culture, neither his wife nor his children get much attention; in fact, their private lives are protected by the silence. This record is in Matthew 8:14-15; Mark 1:29-31, and Luke 4:38-39.
Mar 1:32
“they brought to him everyone.” This verse shows the great dedication the people of the time had for obeying the Law, and it sets a great example for us. The day being spoken of, that had just ended, was a Sabbath, as we learn from Mark 1:29. On the Sabbath people could not walk very far (a Sabbath day’s journey” was just over a half mile or .8 km), and they could not carry a burden, so carrying a sick person could not be done. If the people did not put the Law above their own desires, they would have said, “Forget the Law! I need help now!” and they would have ignored the Law and brought the sick to Jesus as fast as possible. The fact that they waited until sundown to bring the sick to Jesus shows their dedication to God and the Law.
Mar 1:34
“because they knew him.” This is expanded in Luke 4:41, where the text says, “they knew that he was the Christ.” People may have been confused about who Jesus was, but the demons were not.
Mar 1:36
“went searching for him.” Jesus had left without telling anyone, and when the disciples knew it they went searching for him. The KJV, “followed after him,” is not correct here.
Mar 1:38
“towns.” This is a very rare word in the New Testament, signifying a town that is not big enough to be called a “city” or have a wall around it, but is too big to be called a “village.” It is likely referring to a nearby town that is just big enough to have a market.
“for that is why I came.” Jesus’ ministry on earth was to proclaim the Good News of the Kingdom and get people saved (cf. Luke 4:43). The Greek could be translated “for this purpose I came.” Jesus was born and came to humankind to do God’s work and to give his life a ransom for many (John 18:37).
Mar 1:40
“kneeling down.” The word for “kneeling” is not in some Greek manuscripts and is disputed, but the man did kneel. The way of paying respect in the biblical world was to go down to one’s knees and then bend the body and face down to the ground. Comparing this record in Matthew, Mark, and Luke shows that is what the man did. Matthew indicates he paid respect by bowing down to the ground (the same word Matthew uses for bowing down is used for “worshiped,” cf. Matt. 8:2). Mark 1:40 says the man kneeled, which was preliminary to bowing down to the ground in respect, and Luke 5:12 says the man fell facedown to the ground. All three records are true. The man showed respect as Matthew says, which would have been by bowing down, then Mark says the man kneeled, which was necessary before bowing the upper body and face to the ground, then Luke says the man fell with his face to the ground, which is the final part of the bowing down (see commentary on Luke 5:12).
Mar 1:41
“touched.” The Greek verb is haptō (#681 ἅπτω), a word that has two distinct meanings. It properly means “to fasten to, make adhere to; hence, specifically to fasten fire to a thing, to kindle, set on fire, (often so in Attic Greek); cf. Luke 8:16; 11:33; 15:8. However, when it is used in the middle voice (haptomai; #680 ἅπτομαι) it means “to make close contact with,” and has a very wide range of applications. It can mean, touch, take hold of, hold; cling to; to have contact with, or partake of something with cultic implications, (often used of touching as a means of conveying a blessing or “touching” or partaking of an unclean thing, including eating, almost like we would say, “you have not touched your food”); it can be used almost idiomatically for intimate touch, sexual contact (1 Cor. 7:1; we use “touch” the same way today); and it can be used for contact with someone with a view to causing harm, i.e., injure (Job 5:19 LXX, “no evil shall touch you.”).[footnoteRef:1231] [1231:  BDAG and Thayer, s.v.“ ἅπτομαι.”] 

In this verse, there is little doubt that Jesus did more than just make light physical contact with the leper. He would have at the very least placed his hands on him as any priest or healer would do to convey a blessing. He may have even gone so far as to hug the leper, but that is less probable, especially given the culture and cultural expectations of both the leper and the people.
On a lexical note, some confusion can occur when studying haptō because most lexicographers recognize it as one Greek verb that has different definitions in different voices, something not uncommon. Nevertheless, James Strong, author of Strong’s Concordance, assigned a different Strong’s number to haptomai, the middle voice of the verb. Thus there appear to be two words in Strong’s Concordance and The Englishman’s Greek Concordance, but only one word in Thayer and most other Greek lexicons.
Mar 1:44
“See to it that you don’t say anything to anyone.” Jesus often said this when he healed people. (cf. Matt. 9:30, blind men; Mark 7:36, a deaf person; Luke 8:56, a dead girl). On the other hand, he told some of the people he healed to spread the news (cf. Mark 5:19). The reason Jesus told people to not talk about their healing is never explicitly stated, and there are likely various reasons for it. One reason would be the often infectious doubt and unbelief that come from scoffers who hear of the deliverance, which could adversely affect the person who was healed. Another reason would be the personal privacy of the individual, who would often be immediately elevated to “movie star status” in their community, as happened to Lazarus. Still another reason would be likely, especially in cases such as this healing, the need for Jesus to not be thought of as “unclean” or worse, as “contagious,” in his culture. Touching a leper made the person unclean (Lev. 15:7), and since the cause of leprosy was unknown, not only were people with leprosy scrupulously avoided, no doubt sometimes people who touched lepers were looked upon with suspicion and avoided.
“as a testimony to them.” Jesus’ healing the leper would be one more testimony that he was the Messiah. However, the Greek wording can, and often is, understood in a negative sense, “as a testimony against them.”[footnoteRef:1232] The priests were against Jesus, and their not seeing the miracles that he did as proof of who he claimed to be was against them. [1232:  See Robert Guelich, Mark 1:1-8:26 [WBC].] 

 
Mark Chapter 2
Mar 2:1
“entered again.” Jesus had been teaching in the towns in Galilee. Now he returns to Capernaum (Mark 1:38-39).
“at home.” The Greek phrase is en oikos, and it does not mean “in a house” or “in the house,” as if it were Peter’s house. The phrases en oikos and eis oikos (Mark 3:19) are standard Greek phrases or idioms equivalent to our “at home.” Jesus moved to Capernaum after the people of his hometown, Nazareth, tried to kill him (Luke 4:29-31; cf. Matt. 4:13). Jesus either bought or rented a house in Capernaum, because John 2:12 indicates he even moved his family there. Shortly after Jesus moved to Capernaum, it became known as his “own city” (Matt. 9:1).
According to Mark 2:1, Jesus was “at home” when the people crowded his house to such a degree that men had to let a paralyzed man down through the roof (Mark 2:4). This was one of the times that the amazing love and compassion that Jesus had for people was clearly visible because he was much more concerned about the man and amazed by the trust in God those men had than he was concerned about any damage that was done to his house, which was no doubt repaired reasonably quickly.
One of the reasons Jesus likely picked to move to Capernaum was that it was on the Via Maris, the “Road of the Sea,” which was the great trade route from Egypt in the south to Damascus in Syria and on to Mesopotamia (see commentary on Matt. 4:15). The fact that the Via Maris passed by Capernaum helps explain why that city had a centurion living there (Matt. 8:5ff; Luke 7:3ff), which meant having Roman troops stationed in the town, and that it had a tollhouse and tax collectors like Matthew so revenue could be collected from the passing caravans (Mark. 2:14). Capernaum was thus a cosmopolitan town with much commerce and opportunity. No wonder, Jesus was so disappointed at the overall reception he got in Capernaum, despite the fact the people were so proud of their town and Jesus referred to it as “exalted.” It was a town with lots of people, yet such a small group of them really believed. Thus he said, “And you, Capernaum, will you be exalted to heaven? No, you will go down to the grave. For if the miracles had been done in Sodom that were done in you, it would have remained until this day” (Matt. 11:23).
Jesus Christ chose Capernaum to be his hometown after he left Nazareth; he chose a cosmopolitan town where there would be plenty of opportunity to share the Word and reach others, locals as well as people traveling through the town, and also the opportunity for others to more easily reach him.
Mar 2:2
“the word.” The “word” that he was teaching about was likely about the Kingdom of God (cf. Mark 1:14-15).
Mar 2:3
“bringing to him a paralyzed man.” This record of the healing of the paralyzed man occurs in Matthew 9:2-8; Mark 2:3-12; and Luke 5:18-26.
“being carried by four men.” The man was being carried on a “bed,” which in that culture was a thick cloth that people slept on.
Mar 2:4
“uncovered the roof.” The literal Greek is “they unroofed the roof.” This record contains an unspoken lesson in ministry and life that is important to learn. Jesus was teaching the Word of God to the crowd, as Mark 2:2 says. He was interrupted by this man and his friends who very badly wanted the man healed. The word of God does not tell us about what Jesus was teaching, it tells us about him being interrupted and changing direction to take care of the man and teach the crowd and Pharisees about what is really important and about his authority on earth. The unspoken lesson has to do with interruptions. Although we generally do not like to be interrupted from something we are doing, we should look to see if there is an opportunity to do God’s work when we are interrupted, rather than just being annoyed or always assuming that interruptions are from the Devil.
“bed.” This was not a modern bed, but mats for sleeping.
[For more on beds in the biblical culture, see commentary on Matt. 9:6.]
Mar 2:5
“saw their trust,” Jesus saw the trust that they had because of their action.
“Child.” The word “child” is likely not referring to the paralyzed man’s age, but instead denoting Jesus’ authority and compassion. Jesus is speaking endearingly to the paralyzed man as a father would to his child.
Mar 2:7
“He speaks blasphemy.” The Greek verb blasphēmeō (#987 βλασφημέω) is transliterated (not translated) from the Greek into English as “blasphemy.” In English, “blasphemy” is only used in reference to God. However, in Greek, blasphēmeō and blasphēmia (the noun) did not have to refer to God or a god, although they could, but were common words that were used of someone speaking against another. The primary meanings were showing disrespect to a person or deity, and/or harming his, her, or its reputation. In this case, the religious leaders thought it was insulting to God’s reputation that Jesus would forgive sins, so “blasphemy” is appropriate, because it is related to God.
[For more information on blasphēmeō, see commentary on Matt. 9:3.]
“Who can forgive sins except God alone?” The religious leaders thought that by forgiving sins, Jesus was harming the reputation of God, because they thought that only God was able to forgive sins. But the Bible never says that only God can forgive sins. The rabbis taught that, but that does not make it true: it was just their tradition. In truth, only God can forgive sins; however, God’s representatives, to whom God delegates the authority to forgive sins, can forgive them—or, more accurately, declare that they are forgiven if they receive the revelation to make that declaration.
The religious leaders were used to prophets speaking for God, but not forgiving sins, although they should have been open to that. Nathan came very close when he said to David, “Yahweh also has transferred your sin” (2 Sam. 12:13). Actually, given the author/agent aspect of the Hebrew language and culture, acting on revelation from God, Nathan could have said, “Your sin has been forgiven.” It should be especially clear to us that God delegated to Jesus the authority to forgive sins, because Jesus taught that very explicitly. “For the Father does not judge anyone, but he has given all judgment to the Son….I am not able to do anything on my own. As I hear, I judge. And my judgment is righteous because I do not seek to do my own will, but the will of him who sent me” (John 5:22, 30). Note that Jesus could forgive sins against God, but it was only “as he heard” from God, and born-again children of God have that same privilege today.
Forgiving sins, or knowing that one’s sins have been forgiven, is essential to having a peaceful life. Great anxiety, and both mental and physical sickness, can come from feeling unforgiven and in danger of judgment. Jesus knew that, and loved the man in the record and told him his sins were forgiven, which opened the door for the man to be healed. Experience tells us that many times people are not healed because they do not think they are forgiven, or they do not forgive others. Christians should be quick to tell unbelievers that if they get saved, their sins are forgiven and remind believers that if they confess their sins, then the sins they have committed after their salvation are forgiven (1 John 1:9).
Jesus’ action in stating that the man’s sins were forgiven was not meant to prove that he was God, rather, it was to show that God “has given [Jesus] authority to execute judgment, because he is the Son of Man” (John 5:27). Notice that the onlookers were amazed that such authority had been given to men. They did not conclude from what Jesus did that he must be God. They drew the simple conclusion that God must have given authority to this man to forgive sins. Elsewhere, Jesus delegates the authority to the apostles saying, “If you forgive the sins of anyone, their sins have been forgiven them; if you retain the sins of anyone, they have been retained” (John 20:23). If being given the authority to forgive sins means the person is God, then we should conclude the apostles were God also. But this is surely absurd. Instead, we should acknowledge that the authority ultimately comes from God, and he delegates it to people in certain situations.
[For more information on Jesus being the fully human Son of God and not being “God the Son,” see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.” For more on “the Holy Spirit” being one of the designations for God the Father and “the holy spirit” being the gift of God’s nature, see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
Mar 2:8
“perceived in his spirit.” Jesus perceived in his spirit, meaning that he received revelation from his Father, God, via the gift of holy spirit that was upon him.
[For more on what “revelation” is and how it works, see commentary on Gal. 1:12. For more on the manifestations of holy spirit referred to as a message of knowledge and a message of wisdom, see commentary on 1 Cor. 12:8. For more on the uses of “spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’” For more on the difference between Holy Spirit and holy spirit, see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
Mar 2:9
“Which is easier...?” Which is easier to say and accomplish, declaring someone’s sins are forgiven, or divine healing? They are equally easy. See commentary on Luke 5:23.
“pallet.” This was not a modern bed, but mats for sleeping.
[For more on beds in the biblical culture, see commentary on Matt. 9:6.]
Mar 2:10
“to forgive sins.” This is an anacoluthon, an unfinished sentence. Jesus does not complete his sentence by words, instead, for emphasis, he completes it by action.
[See Word Study: “Anacoluthon.”]
Mar 2:12
“picked up the pallet.” [See commentary on Matthew 9:6]
“glorified God.” The people did not know Jesus was the Messiah, the Son of God; they thought he was a prophet. Thus as God’s prophet, when Jesus did a miracle, the people rightly credited God for raising up the prophet and giving him the power to do healings and miracles. The people are not thinking Jesus is God.
Mar 2:13
“the lake.” The “sea” of Galilee is actually quite a small lake, only 7 miles (11.2 km) across and 12 miles (19.3 km) long, and the entire lake can be seen from the escarpments on both the east and west sides. The Greek word thalassa (#2281 θάλασσα), lake, sea, or ocean, does not really refer to the size of the body of water, and thus has to be translated into the English “lake,” “sea,” or “ocean” by knowing the body of water that is being referred to (see commentary on Matt. 4:18).
Mar 2:14
“Levi.” This is another name for the apostle Matthew. The calling of Matthew is recorded in Matthew 9:9-13; Mark 2:14-17; and Luke 5:27-32.
“sitting at the tax collector’s booth.” We know from Roman records that tax collectors checked what the fishermen had caught as they brought in their boats, so it makes sense that the tax office was very close to the shore of the Sea of Galilee. So Jesus was walking by the Sea of Galilee (v. 13) and stopped at the tax office to call Matthew.
Mar 2:15
“his house.” Matthew’s house. Luke 5:29 makes it clear that it is Matthew’s house (Matthew is called Levi in Mark 2:13-17, and Luke 5:27-30). Matthew was a tax collector, so it makes sense that his friends were tax collectors and “sinners,” which is why so many people like that were at the dinner.
[For more information see commentary on Matt. 9:10.]
Mar 2:16
“Why is.” The Greek word hoti is not typically used as an interrogative, “why,” but it can be, and seems to be doing that here. The Greek texts of Matthew and Luke do have the “why.”
“and drinking,” which appears in many versions, was added by copyists, probably to harmonize with Luke 5:30. There is strong evidence that it is not original.
Mar 2:17
“not come to call the righteous.” This verse has a couple of meanings that are interwoven. It has a strong meaning with a built-in confrontation that is right on the surface, but also another, deeper meaning that is important to understand. The primary meaning has to do with the contrast between the Pharisees, who thought they were righteous, and the “sinners” they condemned. The secondary meaning is that no one is righteous in the sight of God based on their own merit, so Jesus is actually saying he came to call everyone.
The Pharisees believed they were righteous before God. This shows up in quite a few verses. For example, in Luke 7:29-30 the common people admitted their sin and went to John the Baptist to be baptized and cleansed from their sin, but the Pharisees considered themselves to be righteous in the sight of God and thus refused to be baptized by John. Also, Jesus again confronted the Pharisees and said to them: “You are the ones who make yourselves righteous in the sight of others” (Luke 16:15 REV).
A vital part of the self-righteousness of the Pharisees was that they kept apart from things (including people) that they thought might defile them. In fact, the very name “Pharisee” comes from the Greek word Pharisaios (Φαρισαῖος), which comes from the Aramaic word Perisha (פְּרִישָׁא), which means “set apart” or “separated.” While there were some good-hearted Pharisees like Nicodemus (John 3:1) who wanted to be separated unto God in a right way by living in humility and obedience to God, as we see in Scripture, far too many Pharisees allowed their “separation” to separate them from the real work of God and keep them aloof from God’s work on earth. Thus, while Jesus ate at Matthew’s house with Matthew’s tax-collector friends, the Pharisees kept themselves separate from the group.
It should have been obvious to all the Pharisees, as it was to Nicodemus, that Jesus was a teacher who was sent by God. His teachings were powerful, and he demonstrated his authority by doing signs, miracles, and wonders, which they knew to look for (1 Cor. 1:22; Matt. 12:28; 16:1; John 2:18; 6:30). If Jesus was eating and drinking with “sinners” and speaking to them about the Kingdom of God, then they should have followed his example. The fact that they didn’t, indeed, couldn’t, should have driven them to repentance. Instead, they plotted to kill Jesus. So when Jesus said to the self-righteous Pharisees that he had not come to call the righteous, far from confirming their belief that they were righteous, they should have been stricken by the difference between Jesus’ ministry and theirs, repented, and changed.
As for any “sinners” in the area close enough to hear the Pharisee’s question and Jesus’ answer, when Jesus said he had not come to call the righteous, they would have immediately seen the irony of the situation. It is even likely that they had been shunned by the Pharisees before, and saw through their religious hypocrisy, and they would have immediately picked up on the fact that when Jesus seemingly referred to them as “righteous,” it was irony, even perhaps humorous and bordering on sarcastic.
The other meaning in Jesus’ answer to the Pharisees is that no one is righteous, so everyone was in need of being saved, and Jesus came to save everyone. In Romans 3, Paul quotes extensively from the Old Testament to show that no one is righteous in God’s sight based on their own merits (Rom. 3:10-17). But the verses that Paul quoted, and others like them, were conveniently explained away by the Pharisees. In truth, every person needs to be saved by Jesus Christ. This brings up a very important point: it is not a person’s perfect godliness or sin-free life that makes them attractive to God and worthy of His grace, it is a person’s humble acceptance of his fallen state and his need for God’s mercy and grace that opens the door for God’s saving grace. Herman Ridderbos wrote: “It is emphatically maintained with good reason that Jesus’ preaching is much rather dominated by the conviction that man has lost his value and that, notwithstanding, God is willing to accept him, or, as Wendland puts it paradoxically: ‘It is not the value, but the unworthiness of man in God’s eyes...which brings man into relation with God.’”[footnoteRef:1233] [1233:  Herman N. Ridderbos, The Coming of the Kingdom, 21.] 

“but sinners.” For more on Jesus calling sinners to repentance, see commentary on Luke 5:32.
Mar 2:18
“fasting.” See commentary on Matthew 9:14.
Mar 2:19
“wedding guests.” The literal Greek is “sons of the bridechamber,” which was an idiom for the wedding guests; and in some contexts more specifically for the friends of the bridegroom who were at the wedding.
“groom.” In many English versions, the older term “bridegroom” is used, but it just means the groom.
Mar 2:20
“groom.” In many English versions, the older term “bridegroom” is used, but it just means the groom.
“in that day.” Meaning, “in that time period.” The word “day” is being used as a period of time.
Mar 2:21
“No one sews.” See commentary on Matthew 9:16.
Mar 2:22
“No one puts new wine.” See commentary on Matthew 9:17.
“wineskins.” A “bottle” or container made from animal skin.
[For more on skin-bottles, which were usually made from the skins of goats, see commentary on 1 Sam. 10:3.]
“so are the wineskins.” There is also significant textual evidence for the reading of this phrase as: “the wine is poured out and the skins are ruined.” The likely reason that the NA 28 goes with the reading in the REV is that it is the shorter reading. It is much more likely that the copyists added clarifying words to later manuscripts rather than leaving out the word “poured out” and switching the word order. Therefore, this shorter reading is likely the original.
Mar 2:23
“he was going through the grainfields.” This record occurs in Matthew 12:1-8; Mark 2:23-28, and Luke 6:1-5. There were six incidents in the ministry of Jesus in which he showed that taking care of people was not considered “work” by God and thus was more important than keeping rules about the Sabbath that were made by humans. The six incidents were picking grain on the Sabbath and five healings (see commentary on Matt. 12:9).
Mar 2:24
“Why are they doing.” To the Pharisees, plucking grain on the Sabbath was breaking the Mosaic Law. See commentary on Luke 6:2.
Mar 2:25
“you.” This “you” is plural in the text. “Have all of you never read….”
“and those who were with him.” David was not alone when he came to Abiathar the priest. Just like Jesus had his disciples with him, David had some men with him (cf. Mark 2:26).
Mar 2:26
“Abiathar.” The name “Abiathar” is questioned because in the record in 1 Samuel 21:1-9, Ahimelech is the priest. Although many commentators simply assume Mark made a mistake, we believe the Word of God is “God-breathed” (2 Tim. 3:16), and that “Abiathar” is not a mistake. There are several ways this apparent contradiction might be solved. One of them is that both men may have been referred to by both names. That would be one good explanation for why 1 Samuel 22:20 refers to Abiathar as the son of Ahimelech, but 2 Samuel 8:17; 1 Chronicles 18:16; and 24:6 refer to Ahimelech as the son of Abiathar. It was quite common for someone to be referred to by different names. But it also has been suggested that Abiathar had a son named Ahimelech who was a priest, and that could explain the Old Testament verses that seem to switch the names.
Another solution, frankly, a more likely one, is that both Ahimelech and Abiathar were present when David came. It is even possible that due to Ahimelech’s age, Abiathar had started to take on the duties of the priesthood and Mark recognized him for that. That would be similar to the position of Annas and Caiaphas at the time of the ministry of Christ. Annas was the elder and still called High Priest, but Caiaphas was the man actually running the priesthood and he is also called High Priest. But even if that was not the case, we know it was common for priestly families to live together, just like Eli did with his sons (cf. 1 Sam. 2:12ff), and the city of Nob had at least 85 priests (1 Sam. 22:17). When Doeg the Edomite killed 85 priests, Ahimelech was killed and Abiathar escaped and went to David (1 Sam. 22:20), and became High Priest under David. This could be why Mark says that David entered the house of God “in the days of Abiathar” (KJV, NIV), or “in the time of Abiathar” (ESV, NASB). Since Abiathar would have taken over the priesthood de facto as soon as his father died, David did in fact enter the house of God “in the days of Abiathar,” the well-known High Priest under David.
“the Bread of the Presence.” The Bread of the Presence was large cakes of bread that were in the Tabernacle and Temple (see commentary on Exod. 25:30).
Mar 2:27
“The Sabbath was made for people.” God gave the Sabbath to Israel as a blessing so that people might have time to rest, and also so that the Israelites would remember that it was Yahweh who brought them out of the slavery of Egypt (Deut. 5:15), which would help them praise Him on the Sabbath day. Yet the religious leaders had gradually made the Sabbath regulations so oppressive that the Sabbath was often more of a burden than a blessing. God simply said not to “work,” but the religious leaders so tightly defined with ungodly restrictions what “work” was (and then figured out for themselves ways around their regulations), that people became slaves to the Sabbath, instead of the Sabbath being a blessing and servant to people. The Sabbath regulations became part of “the yoke of the Law,” and that harsh yoke was done away in Christ. The New Testament is clear that people do not have to keep the Sabbath (Col. 2:14-17).
[For more on the Sabbath, see commentary on Exod. 20:10.]
“people.” Although many versions have “man,” that must be properly understood. The Greek is anthrōpos, which is being used in the generic sense of humankind or “people,” not a man, a male. An easy way to tell that is that the Greek word is singular, but the verse is certainly not saying that the Sabbath was made for one individual male person. The Sabbath was given so people could have a day of rest. Even slaves were to be allowed to rest on the Sabbath and not be forced to work (Exod. 20:10).
Mar 2:28
“For this reason, the Son of Man is lord even of the Sabbath.” If the Sabbath is made for people, and Jesus Christ is Lord of people, then Jesus Christ is Lord of the Sabbath for the benefit of the people. We see that here when Jesus allowed his hungry disciples to pick off heads of grain and eat them even though it was the Sabbath.
 
Mark Chapter 3
Mar 3:1
“a shriveled hand.” The record of healing the man with the shriveled hand is in three Gospels (Matt. 12:9-14; Mark 3:1-6; Luke 6:6-11). There were six incidents in the ministry of Jesus in which he showed that taking care of people was not considered “work” by God and thus was more important than keeping rules about the Sabbath that were made by humans. The six incidents were picking grain on the Sabbath and five healings (see commentary on Matt. 12:9).
Mar 3:3
“Get up in the midst of the people.” Christ told the man to stand up in the midst of the crowd (cf. Luke 6:8). The healing would be performed by a word, not by a touch. He did not ask the man to come up front, but healed him in the middle of the crowd, right where he was.
Mar 3:4
“or to do harm.” The Greek word translated “harm” in this context is often translated “evil,” but that translation does not fit well here. It is never lawful to do “evil,” not on the Sabbath or on any other day. Here in Mark, the word “evil” has the same connotation that it does throughout the Old Testament; it refers to something bad or harmful happening. In this case, we are helped by the complete verse, where doing “harm” is paralleled to the word “kill.” The Pharisees were so mean-spirited that they would have done “harm” and flogged or executed a criminal on the Sabbath, and they knew it, so they remained silent when Jesus brought it up. But they could not bring themselves to do good on the Sabbath if it meant breaking their Sabbath traditions.
“to save a life or to kill.” In the phrase “to save a life or to kill,” Jesus might have been alluding to the Pharisees’ overwhelming desire to keep the law even perhaps to stone someone to death on the Sabbath, yet, they are not willing to save lives on the Sabbath. This is brought out more clearly in the parallel passage which talks about the sheep falling into the pit (cf. Matt. 12:11). The Greek word translated “life” is psuchē (#5590 ψυχή, pronounced psoo-'kay), often translated “soul.” The Greek word has a large number of meanings, including the physical life of a person or animal; an individual person; or attitudes, emotions, feelings, and thoughts. Here it refers to the physical life of the body, which is why most versions translate it “life,” which is accurate in this context.
[For a more complete explanation of psuchē, “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
Mar 3:5
“anger.” The Greek word translated “anger” is orgē (#3709 ὀργή, pronounced “or-'gay”). The Greeks used the word orgē for natural human anger, and for violent emotions in general, such as anger, wrath, or indignation—the context determined the exact meaning. Here we see Jesus expressing his (and God’s) anger at the hard-heartedness, blindness, and cruelty of the religious leaders. For more on orgē meaning anger, wrath, and punishment, see commentary on 1 Thessalonians 1:10.
Mar 3:7
“the lake.” The “sea” of Galilee is actually quite a small lake, only 7 miles (11.2 km) across and 12 miles (19.3 km) long, and the entire lake can be seen from the escarpments on both the east and west sides. The Greek word thalassa (#2281 θάλασσα), lake, sea, or ocean, does not really refer to the size of the body of water, and thus has to be translated into the English “lake,” “sea,” or “ocean” by knowing the body of water that is being referred to (see commentary on Matt. 4:18).
“a large crowd from Galilee.” Mark 3:7-8 seems to actually describe two different sets of people, one from Galilee where Jesus had his headquarters and spent most of his time, and one from many other places where either Jesus had visited or word about him had reached.
“followed him.” Jesus’ headquarters was in Galilee, so he was near the people of Galilee most of the time, so they could “follow him.” In contrast, the crowd that had come from further away had to travel to get to where he was, so the text says those people “came to him” (Mark 3:8).
“And people from Judea.” The idea of “people” comes from the third-person plural verb “came” (“they came”) at the end of the verse.
Mar 3:8
“and from Jerusalem.” The wide area covered by this crowd of people who came to Jesus shows the tremendous influence that his ministry had. It was not easy to travel in those days, so the people who came really wanted to see him. Jerusalem is at least a few days’ journey to the south of the Sea of Galilee,
“Idumea” Idumea is the territory south of Judea and at least a five-day walk from the Sea of Galilee. When the Nabateans displaced the Edomites, the Edomites moved west into southern Israel and over time became known as “Idumaeans.” Herod the Great was an Idumaean.
“beyond the Jordan.” The phrase “beyond the Jordan” refers to territories east of the Jordan River and could be a day’s to many days’ journey from the Sea of Galilee.
“Tyre and Sidon.” The areas of Tyre and Sidon are some 35 to 50 miles to the northwest of the Sea of Galilee, generally at least a few days’ journey away.
It is easy to surmise that many of the people came because they heard about healings and miracles, but with such large crowds, there is every reason to believe that some of the people came because they heard about the teachings of Jesus and were searching for truth and answers to long-held questions.
Mar 3:9
“And he told.” Mark 3:9 is unusual because it has two subjunctive verbs in the same sentence. Some commentators suggest that in this case, the first subjunctive should be understood as an imperative.[footnoteRef:1234] The grammarian Daniel Wallace says that while rare, that is an acceptable understanding of the subjunctive in some circumstances. It makes sense in this verse. [1234:  R. T. France [NIGTC]; R. Guelich [WBC].] 

“crush.” The Greek thlibō (#2346 θλίβω) is to press (as grapes), press hard upon.[footnoteRef:1235] The versions are split between “press upon” and “crush,” but the people were already pressing upon him (v. 10). He wanted to be sure they did not crush him. [1235:  Thayer’s Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “θλίβω.”] 

Mar 3:11
“when the unclean spirits saw him, they fell down.” These unclean spirits are inside human beings, people, who fall down under the control of the demons and cry out. A person in the crowd would just see a person fall before Jesus and cry out, but the Bible shows us the reality behind the physical occurrence.
Mar 3:14
“And he appointed twelve.” The choosing of the apostles is in Matthew 10:2-4; Mark 3:14-19; and Luke 6:13-16.
“whom he named apostles.” The phrase “whom he named apostles” is lacking in the majority of Greek manuscripts, but some important Alexandrian and Caesarean witnesses have it. So the external textual support is actually in favor of the inclusion of the reading. Also, Mark tends to redundancy. So the phrase is more likely original than not, although there is enough textual variation that this phrase could have been added by copyists from Luke 6:13. The inclusion of the phrase in Luke 6:13 is not in doubt, so the phrase does occur in the original text, even if not in Mark.
Mar 3:16
“Peter.” Jesus continues the tradition of God and other ancient rulers by changing the names of those whom he rules. He changed Simon’s name to “Peter.” Historically, changing someone’s name might be done to prove your power over someone, but Jesus would not have done it if Peter, James, and John were not dedicated to him. Notice that he does not change Judas’ name. (Cf. Gen. 17:5 and 17:15; 32:28; 2 Sam. 12:24 and 12:25; Jer. 20:3; Gen. 41:45; 2 Chron. 36:4; 2 Kings 24:17; Dan. 1:7.)
Mar 3:18
“Simon the Zealot.” See Commentary on Matthew 10:4.
Mar 3:19
“came home.” The Greek phrase is eis oikos, and it does not mean “into a house” or “into the house,” as if it were Peter’s house. The phrases eis oikos and en oikos (Mark 2:1) are standard Greek phrases or idioms equivalent to our “at home.” Whether Jesus was in his own house or “at home” in Capernaum is not clearly described. The Word Biblical Commentary has “went to his house,” and that is a distinct possibility.
[For more information see commentary on Mark 2:1.]
“Iscariot.” See the commentary on Matthew 10:4 for more information.
Mar 3:20
“and the crowd came together again, to such an extent that they were not even able to eat bread.” The multitude had come together before, but this time it was to such an extent that Jesus and his apostles could not even eat.
Mar 3:21
“when his family heard this.” The Greek is idiomatic: literally, “those who were beside him,” but that is an idiom that generally refers to friends, family, or associates, and here the context favors Jesus’ family (cf. Mark 3:31). The Greek is para (#3844 παρά), a preposition usually meaning “beside.” Thus the book of Mark is vague here, saying only that these people were those who were beside him. This is a case when we have to rely on other parallel records to give the details, and we learn what happened from the scope of Scripture. Matthew 12:46 and Luke 8:19 let us know that this group of people is his mother and brothers. At this point, Jesus’ brothers did not believe in him (John 7:5) and thought he was out of his mind. It is not clear what Mary thought. Given the way Jesus said, “Who is my mother” (Matt. 12:48), it is possible and perhaps even likely that, although Mary knew Jesus was the Messiah, she was confused about him and thought that he had somehow gotten away from what he was supposed to do as Messiah. The common teaching of the day about the Messiah was wrong, for example, that he would never die. It is also possible, however, that with her husband dead she was not able to stand against her sons who would have been running the family at the time.
This record of Jesus’ family coming to take charge of him is a clear indication that Jesus’ stepfather, Joseph, was dead; otherwise, he would have been leading the group. That means Joseph died between the time Jesus was 12 (Luke 2:42) and the time he started his ministry. He had worked with his father, the builder, and had become a builder himself (Mark 6:3). This group “set out” to take him. They arrive in verse 31.
“to seize him.” In the honor-shame society of the ancient Near East, if a family member was behaving in such a way that the family thought he or she was bringing shame to the family, members of the family would seize the offending person and take physical charge of him. Women were sometimes killed for dishonoring the family, and this is still known today as “honor killing.” Jesus was in a precarious situation if his family had won the crowd, but as it turned out (and we are not told exactly how this occurred) his family left without taking him with them.
“they were saying.” Jesus’ family was saying that Jesus was out of his mind, and they were supported in what they thought by others who were saying basically the same thing (e.g., Mark 3:22).
Mar 3:22
“Beelzebul. The Greek is Beelzeboul (#954 Βεελζεβούλ), which gets put into English as “Beelzebul.” He is called the “ruler of the demons” in Luke 11:15. “Beelzeboul” is “lord of the dunghill.” This comes from the Hebrew zebul (dung, a dunghill).
[For more on the name Beelzebul and other names of the Slanderer (the Devil), see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
The versions differ as to whether this is one statement by the scribes, or two statements. The Greek could go either way, but it seems like the people who were accusing Jesus of having Beelzebul also said that was how Jesus was casting out demons.
“the ruler of the demons.” This phrase is used in part to describe Beelzebul, in the first part of the verse, so from it, one thing we know is that the Jews were considering Beelzebul to be the ruler of the demons or to us, another name for the Slanderer (Devil). The Greek word translated “ruler” is archōn (#758 ἄρχων), which is from archē, “first,” and it means the one who is first, thus the “ruler, commander, chief,” etc.
[For more on the names of the Devil, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
Mar 3:23
“the Adversary.” The Greek word for Adversary is Satanas (#4567 Σατανᾶς), which has been transliterated as “Satan” in most versions. This causes the meaning of the word, which is important, to be lost.
[For more information on it, see commentary on Mark 1:13. For information on the names of the Devil, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
Mar 3:26
“the Adversary.” The Greek word for Adversary is Satanas (#4567 Σατανᾶς), which has been transliterated as “Satan” in most versions. This causes the meaning of the word, which is important, to be lost.
[For more information on it, see commentary on Mark 1:13. For information on the names of the Devil, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
Mar 3:27
“ties up.” The word “ties up” (deō) was a common word for bind, “tie up,” and one of its uses was “to describe the ‘binding’ power of curses.”[footnoteRef:1236] The context is the casting out of demons (v. 28), so the “binding” in this verse refers to binding a demon and making it powerless by the power of God. See commentary on Matthew 12:29. [1236:  Moulton and Milligan, Vocabulary of the Greek New Testament, s.v. “δέω,” 144.] 

Mar 3:28
“people...their sins.” The text is literally, “sins of the sons of men,” but “sons of men” is an idiom for people and can be unclear in English because some people are not familiar with the idiom.
“and whatever blasphemies they speak.” The literal is “whatever blasphemies they speak blasphemously.” The Greek noun blasphēmia (#988 βλασφημία) and the verb blasphēmeō (#987 βλασφημέω) are transliterated (not translated) from the Greek into English as “blasphemy.” In English, “blasphemy” is only used in reference to God. However, in Greek, blasphēmeō and blasphēmia (the noun) did not have to refer to God or a god, although they could, but were common words that were used of someone speaking against another. The primary meanings were showing disrespect to a person or deity, and/or harming his, her, or its reputation. The two uses of “blaspheme” in this verse inflected differently is the figure of speech polyptoton.[footnoteRef:1237] [1237:  See Bullinger, Figures of Speech Used in the Bible, 267, “polyptoton.”] 

[For more on blasphēmeō, see commentary on Matt. 9:3.]
[See Word Study: “Polyptoton.”]
Mar 3:29
“blasphemes.” See commentary on Mark 3:28.
“the Holy Spirit.” “The Holy Spirit” is the name for God that emphasizes His power in operation and His special holiness. God is called “the Holy Spirit” in a number of verses in the NT, including Matthew 1:20; 12:32; and Hebrews 9:8.
[For more information on the uses of “Holy Spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
“will never be forgiven.” For more information on the “unforgivable sin,” see commentary on Matthew 12:31.
“an everlasting sin.” That is, a sin that will not be forgiven but will have everlasting consequences.
Mar 3:31
“arrived.” They started out in Mark 3:21. The parallel passage is Matthew 12:46-50.
Mar 3:32
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“looking for you.” The Greek is forceful, “seeking you.”
 
Mark Chapter 4
Mar 4:1
“the lake.” The “sea” of Galilee is actually quite a small lake, only 7 miles (11.2 km) across and 12 miles (19.3 km) long, and the entire lake can be seen from the escarpments on both the east and west sides. The Greek word thalassa (#2281 θάλασσα), lake, sea, or ocean, does not really refer to the size of the body of water, and thus has to be translated into the English “lake,” “sea,” or “ocean” by knowing the body of water that is being referred to (see commentary on Matt. 4:18).
“facing the lake.” The crowd was on the land, and Jesus was in the boat on the Sea of Galilee, so the crowd was “facing the lake.”[footnoteRef:1238] [1238:  Cf. R. C. H. Lenski, St. Mark’s Gospel, 182.] 

Mar 4:3
“The Parable of the Sower.” The Parable of the Sower and its explanation is in Matthew 13:3-9, 18-23; Mark 4:3-9, 14-20; and Luke 8:5-8, 11-15.
The parable Jesus tells in verses 3-8 is almost universally referred to as “The Parable of the Sower” because that is what Jesus called it (Matt. 13:18). However, it could just as well be called “The Parable of the Soils,” because the parable is not primarily about God who sows the seed; nor is it about the seed itself, which is the Word of God (Mark 4:14; Luke 8:11). The “sower” in the Parable of the Sower is not specifically named because it is anyone who speaks the Word to lead people to salvation.
[For more information on the Parable of the Sower, see commentary on Matt. 13:3.]
“Listen!” The Greek is akouō (#191 ἀκούω), which means to hear, to listen, or to understand, and it is in the imperative mood. Coupled with idou (“Pay attention!) it is an extremely powerful way to say that we better pay attention to what Jesus is saying in the parable.
“Pay attention!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“The sower went out to sow.” The seed in this parable is the word of God (Mark 4:14; Luke 8:11), specifically the “message about the kingdom” (Matt. 13:19) which Jesus and others were preaching and teaching—that if a person believed would lead to salvation. Now, in the Administration of Grace, people believe in the death, resurrection, and Lordship of Jesus to be saved (Rom. 10:9). The “sower” is not specifically named in this parable because it is anyone who speaks the Word to lead people to salvation.
Mar 4:4
“the birds.” In biblical times, birds were usually considered evil or harmful, and in the Parable of the Sower, the “birds” represent the Devil and his demons and the demonic influence they exert in the world. Thus, in the explanation of the parable, the birds are “the Wicked One” (Matt. 13:19), “the Adversary” (Mark 4:15); and “the Devil” (Luke 8:12).
[For more information on the birds being evil, see commentary on Matt. 13:4.]
Mar 4:5
“because the soil was not deep.” The Greek is more literally, “because it had no depth of soil,” but that is awkward in English (cf. CEB, NAB, NET).
Mar 4:8
“some fell.” The manuscripts are divided, with some reading the singular and some the plural, but Mark has been using the singular and the accompanying verb is singular.
Mar 4:9
“Anyone who has ears to hear had better listen!” This is almost the same Greek phrase as occurs in Matthew 11:15. For an explanation of the exclamation, see the commentary on Matt. 11:15. This verse is longer, reading, “Anyone who has ears to hear had better listen,” while the occurrences in Matthew read, “Anyone who has ears had better listen!”
Mar 4:10
“began asking him the meaning of the parables” The disciples’ question is asked and answered in Matthew 13:10-17; Mark 4:10-12; and Luke 8:9-10. Matthew has the most complete answer.
Mar 4:11
“sacred secret.” The Greek word mustērion (#3466 μυστήριον) means “sacred secret.” It refers to a secret in the religious or sacred realm.
[For more information on the “Sacred Secret” and the Administration of Grace, see commentary on Eph. 3:9.]
“those who are outside.” The “outside” is not referring to outside the Twelve, because more people than the Twelve were around him and were taught the sacred secrets of the Kingdom (cf. Mark 4:10). Rather, the outside refers to those outside Christ’s group, many of whom were not invested in following Christ. Some of them were new, some of them were only interested in seeing miracles and such, and some of them were detractors who did not believe what he was teaching.
“everything is in parables.” Jesus spoke in parables to reveal the hearts of the people who were hearing him speak. Humble, godly people found out what the parables meant while pious, arrogant people did not bother to find out.
[For more on Christ speaking in parables, see commentary on Matt. 13:13.]
Mar 4:12
“although they see...and although they hear.” The Greek text is worded in a typical Semitic idiom, more literally, “seeing they see but do not perceive, and hearing they hear but do not understand.”
“with the result that although they see, they do not perceive.” This verse is quoted from Isaiah 6:9-10 and follows the Septuagint more closely than the Hebrew text. The “with the result that” is the translation of the Greek proposition hina which in this context shows the purpose of the parables. Jesus taught in parables with the result that the hearts of his listeners were revealed, and that is more clearly stated here in Mark than in any other of the Four Gospels.
Some New Testament Greek texts such as the Byzantine Text from which the KJV was translated, read “of sins” at the end of the verse, but scholars are now aware that this is an explanatory gloss that worked its way into the text.
[For this quotation from Isaiah and the purpose of parables, see commentary on Matt. 13:13.]
“otherwise they would turn to God.” The people who are sinning, who are so hard-hearted that they will not even try to understand Christ’s parables, do not want to stop sinning, so they have no interest in knowing the will of God (cf. Job 21:14; 22:17; Isa. 30:11). If they did turn to God, He would heal them.
“and be forgiven of their sin.” The more literal translation is, “and it be forgiven them,” but the verb “be forgiven” is singular in the text, so it does not refer to the people but to the sin of the people.
Mar 4:13
“understand...understand.” In the REV, there are two Greek words translated “understand,” oida (#1492 οἴδα), and ginōskō (#1097 γινώσκω). Many times in the New Testament the two words are synonyms, which explains why so many English versions translated them both as “understand” here in Mark 4:13. It seems here that Jesus thought his parable was so clear that his disciples would just “grasp” what he was saying, and when they didn’t, he wondered how they would come to understand all his parables.
Mar 4:15
“the Adversary.” The Greek word for Adversary is Satanas (#4567 Σατανᾶς), which has been transliterated as “Satan” in most versions. This causes the meaning of the word, which is important, to be lost.
[For more information on it, see commentary on Mark 1:13. For information on the names of the Devil, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
Mar 4:19
“and he becomes unfruitful.” For the translation “he,” see commentary on Matthew 13:22.
Mar 4:21
“Is a lamp brought out.” The Greek is worded in the negative, “A lamp is not brought out to be placed under a basket,” but then to make the sentence make good sense words have to be added like “is it? So for clarity, many English versions word the sentence without the negative like the REV does.
“basket.” The Greek is modios (#3426 μόδιος), a container for measuring dry goods equal to about 2 gallons (8 liters).
Mar 4:22
“hidden.” “Hidden” has the same root word as “concealed” later in the verse.
“For what is hidden is meant to be revealed​.” Mark 4:21-22 (and Luke 8:16-17) are about the Kingdom of God being hidden, not about secret sins coming to light. The Greek text of Mark 4:22 uses a double negative, which can be seen in Young’s Literal Translation: “for there is not anything hid that may not be manifested.” This is difficult to reproduce in English because we do not use the double negative in the same way the Greeks did, and that difficulty explains why the English versions differ so widely in their translations. Some versions simply make the two negatives into a positive like the REV and NIV do for clarity in English.
The meaning of Mark 4:22 has been much discussed by scholars. This is in large part because the subject of the verse is not well understood. Many people believe that Mark 4:21-22 and Luke 8:16-17 are about hidden sins being revealed, but that is not what these verses are talking about. The reason for most of the discussion is that the Gospel of Mark uses the Greek preposition, hina, which in this context describes purpose and means, “in order to,” or “for this purpose.” Thus, Mark is saying that the purpose of hiding the thing was in order to bring it out in the open at a later time. That is confusing to the people who think that Mark 4:22 is about sin, because people do not hide their sins with the purpose of later revealing them.
The reason that Mark 4:21-22 and Luke 8:16-17 are worded the way they are in the Greek text is they are about the Kingdom of God and the secrets of the Kingdom, which God hid and is still hiding in part from people, but will reveal when the time is right. The context, as well as the verses themselves, show that Mark 4:21-22 and Luke 8:16-17 are speaking about the Kingdom of God and not “secret sins.” For example, the lamp which is “brought out” is not a bad thing, it is a good thing, and it is brought out to be put on the lampstand to give light for all to see by. There is no indication in the text that the “lamp” is a bad thing like a secret sin that is dragged out of someone against their will and then revealed to others, or revealed on the Day of Judgment to the shame of the one who sinned. Also, Mark 4:22 says that what is hidden is hidden “in order to” (hina) be revealed, but that is not true of secret sins. As has been pointed out, people do not hide their sins with the purpose of later revealing them, and also, although some hidden sins will be revealed on Judgment Day, many sins are confessed and cleansed before they are publicly revealed, so in fact, those sins are never revealed. In contrast, the Kingdom of God, which is hidden now, will be revealed and it will come to light in a powerful way that is obvious to everyone (cf. Rev. 1:7).
More evidence from Mark 4:21-22 that Jesus is speaking about the Kingdom of God being hidden but later being revealed comes from the context immediately before and after the event described in Mark 4:21-22. Just before that teaching, Jesus taught the parable of the Sower, and in explaining it he told the disciples that the secrets of the Kingdom of God were given to them (Matt. 13:11; Luke 8:10). Furthermore, immediately after the event described in Mark 4:21-22, Jesus told parables that confirmed that the Kingdom was small and hidden but would become huge and unable to be missed. For example, he told the parable of the Kingdom being like seed on the ground, which would hardly be noticeable, but it grows up into a crop (Mark 4:26-29). Then he told the parable about the Kingdom being like a small mustard seed (Mark 4:30-32). He also told the parable about the Kingdom being like leaven that a woman “hid” in a large amount of meal (Matt. 13:33). Invisible at first, it would eventually leaven the entire loaf.
Mark 4:21-22 and Luke 8:16-17 are about God hiding the Kingdom of God so that He could later reveal it, and that fits perfectly with the context. In contrast, there is nothing in the contexts of Matthew, Mark, or Luke that give any reason why Jesus would suddenly shift his teaching topic from the Kingdom of God to hidden sin.
As was stated at the opening of this entry, the fact that Mark 4:22 has a hina purpose clause has been a problem for translators. Understandably, it is a problem for most translators to think that Mark 4:22 is about secrets sins being revealed when the Greek text says that the thing was hidden “in order to” later reveal it, or that it was hidden “with the purpose of” later being revealed. Sadly, some English translations get around the problem by translating Mark 4:22 in a way that totally ignores the Greek preposition hina and its meaning, “in order to.” For example, the NLT translates Mark 4:22 as “For everything that is hidden will eventually be brought into the open, and every secret will be brought to light.” No one would ever read that translation and be able to discern that what was hidden was purposely hidden in order to reveal it later, and no one would conclude from that translation that Mark 4:22 is about the Kingdom of God. It is in part due to translation such as is in the NLT that the teaching that Mark 4:22 is about secret sins continues to be taught.
However, there are English translations that are more faithful to the meaning of Mark 4:22 and bring out its meaning. For example, the NIV reads, “For whatever is hidden is meant to be disclosed, and whatever is concealed is meant to be brought out into the open.” The Kingdom New Testament, a translation by N.T. Wright, has, “No: nothing is secret except what’s meant to be revealed, and nothing is covered up except what’s meant to be uncovered.” The translation by Heinz Cassirer, God’s New Covenant, has this translation: “Nothing is kept hidden except with the intention that it should come into the open, nothing kept secret except with the intention that it should be brought to light.” It is easy to see from those translations that this verse cannot be about secret sins being revealed; no one hides their sin for the purpose of revealing it later.
Mark L. Strauss sees that Jesus is speaking about the Kingdom of God and writes, “In context, the lamp more likely represents either (1) the message of the kingdom of God or (2) the kingdom itself, the coming of which Jesus had been announcing. Either of these fits the context….This may also be the point in Mark: the kingdom of God, though presently veiled, will one day be revealed.”[footnoteRef:1239] [1239:  Strauss, Mark [ZECNT], 195.] 

Another piece of evidence that needs to be explained is the singular nouns and verbs in Mark 4:22. The Emphasized Bible by Rotherham gets the sense, and translates the opening phrase as, “For it is not hidden.” The thing that is hidden is not a lot of secret sins, which would seemingly be represented by a plural subject, verb, and object, but rather it is a singular thing, a “what” or an “it,” and that is expressed by the subject (it), verb (is), and object (hidden), which are all singular in the Greek text. The thing hidden is the Kingdom of God that was purposely hidden by God with the purpose of fully revealing it when He was ready to reveal it.
Realizing that Mark 4:21-22 and Luke 8:16-17 are about the Kingdom of God being hidden with the purpose of later being revealed does not mean that people’s unconfessed secret sins will not be revealed on the Day of Judgment, because they will be revealed, but secret sins is simply not what Mark 4:21-22 and Luke 8:16-17 are talking about.
Mar 4:23
“Anyone who has ears to hear had better listen!” This is the same Greek phrase as occurs in Mark 4:9 (see commentary on Mark 4:9), and almost the same Greek phrase as occurs in Matthew 11:15. For an explanation of the exclamation, see the commentary on Matthew 11:15. Jesus emphasized his teaching that everything we do will be disclosed on Judgment day with this solemn command and warning.
Mar 4:25
“For whoever has.” Jesus taught this principle of having and not having five different times. See commentary on Matthew 25:29.
Mar 4:31
“mustard seed.” For more information on this parable, see commentary on Matthew 13:32.
“when it is sown on the ground.” The farmer literally scatters the seed on the ground. It is not planted in the ground, but thrown on top of the soil, which is why the birds can come and eat it so easily.
Mar 4:32
“becomes larger than all the other garden plants.” See commentary on Matthew 13:32.
“birds of the sky.” See commentary on Matthew 13:32.
Mar 4:33
“to the extent that they each were able to, they understood him.” This phrase is quite peculiar and its meaning could be missed if the context is ignored. One might assume that Jesus taught in parables in order to be clear, to use illustrations to bring clarity to his points, as modern preachers often do. However, what we find here in Mark and in the other Gospels is something quite different. In Mark 4:34, Mark tells us that Jesus explained these parables privately to his own disciples, thus, they needed further explanation; the parables were not clear teaching. In fact, just a few verses prior, Jesus gave the reason for why he spoke in parables, “The sacred secret of the Kingdom of God has been given to you. But to those who are outside, everything is in parables, with the result that although they see, they do not perceive, and although they hear, they do not understand; otherwise they would turn to God and be forgiven of their sin.” (Mark 4:11-12). Therefore, the parables actually served to keep the truth hidden from people who were not seeking after God.
This phrase in Mark 4:33 follows Jesus’ parable of the sower and his parables on the kingdom. In his parable on the sower, Jesus speaks of the seed that falls in different places and either grows fruitfully or dies (Mark 4:3-9), as the “word” (logos, #3056 λόγος) having various levels of growth in people’s hearts depending upon their posture toward God. Some people receive the word initially and then fall away (Mark 4:16-17); in some, they receive it and it keeps growing (Mark 4:20); and in some, the word is never received (Mark 4:15). “The parable of the sower has asserted that people’s ability to ‘hear’ is quite varied, and is determined by factors in their own character and situation rather than by the form of teaching.”[footnoteRef:1240] This context is vital to keep in mind when we arrive at Mark 4:33. Notice how Mark says that Jesus spoke the “word” to them (Mark 4:33). So, the very same parable that Jesus just finished telling at the beginning of the chapter applies to those listening to Jesus’ parables here in verse 33. Then Mark says, “to the extent that they each were able to understand him.” By this phrase, Mark believes that different people would have different levels of understanding of Jesus’ words. Some would receive it joyfully and others would reject it. Mark believes that the “words” of Jesus would fall in different places, just as Jesus taught in his parables. [1240:  R. T. France, The Gospel of Mark [NIGTC], 218.] 

Therefore, Mark is not trying to tell us that Jesus only used parables to the extent that they would understand him, and if they did not understand him, then he would stop using parables. Instead, Mark is applying the parable of the sower that Jesus just taught, making the point that some people will understand his parables more than others.
Mar 4:35
“Let’s cross over to the other side of the lake.” The record of Jesus calming a storm—which is immediately followed by the record of Jesus healing a man afflicted by demons—occurs in Matthew 8:23-27, Mark 4:35-41, and Luke 8:22-25. The most detail occurs in Mark. For one thing, in Mark, we see that Jesus was exhausted from ministering all day. In fact, he was so tired that even the water splashing on him from the great storm did not wake him up. It is also in Mark that we see that there were other boats sailing along with the boat Jesus was in, so the storm not only endangered Jesus and the disciples, but also other boats and people as well.
Mar 4:36
“just as he was.” This is a very important verse that shows us how hard Jesus pushed himself to serve and bless people. He was exhausted from serving. That is why he went right to sleep in the boat. The storm on the lake may have been natural, but the fact that it came up so quickly and was so fierce is evidence that it was likely caused by the Devil, the ruler of the authority of the air (Eph. 2:2). Thus, this would be similar to the deadly storm caused by the Devil in Job 1:18-19. The Devil knew Jesus was exhausted and would have tried to kill him off, thinking he might be too weak to defend himself and calm the storm.
[For more on “ruler of the authority of the air,” see commentary on Eph. 2:2.]
Mar 4:39
“And he got up,” In v. 38 the disciples woke him up, and the verb in v. 39 is stronger. He was not “sleepy” or “just coming to his senses” as so many do when they are awakened. He became fully awake and thus got up.
“subdued.” In this context, epitimaō (#2008 ἐπιτιμάω) has a technical meaning: it is used in Greek religion of gaining control over a spirit, a demon. Jesus subdued the storm, which was no doubt caused by a demon, by the power of God he wielded, which he expressed in words. The power came from God and was used by Jesus. Jesus did not gain control over the storm by some “magic words” or formula that he used. “It is not a magical incantation...it is powerful Word of the Son.”[footnoteRef:1241] For a more complete explanation, see commentary on Mark 1:25. [1241:  Gerhard Kittel, Theological Dictionary, s.v. “ἐπιτιμάω,” 2:626.] 

“Silence!” The Greek siōpaō (#4623 σιωπάω). “To refrain from speaking or making a sound, keep silent, say nothing, make no sound.”[footnoteRef:1242] Although this word gets translated “Peace” in many versions, it is not the standard word for peace. [1242:  BDAG, s.v. “σιωπάω.”] 

“Be still!” As with the word “subdued” (above), the Greek word phimoō (#5392 φιμόω), translated “be still,” also has a technical meaning that applies in this context. Ordinarily, phimoō means to close the mouth with a muzzle or to silence. However, it was used in Greek magic to denote the binding of a person with a spell. Moulton and Milligan write that it can refer to “the binding of a person by means of a spell, so as to make him powerless to harm.”[footnoteRef:1243] Jesus commanded the water to “be still,” but also conveyed in the Greek is a spiritual power behind the command. Jesus did not just command the storm to be still—he bound it and the demon behind it with the power of his word. See commentary on Mark 1:25. [1243:  Moulton and Milligan, Vocabulary of the Greek New Testament, s.v. “φιμόω,” 672; cf. A. Nyland, The Source NT, 57n1, footnote on Matt. 22:12,“Be bound!”] 

Mar 4:41
“were filled with great fear.” The Greek is literally, “they were afraid with a great fear.” The word can mean “awe” in some contexts, and here in this context, the feeling the disciples had would have been a blend of fear and awe. Awe at the power of Christ, but fear of that power as well and how it would show itself. Especially to the people of this time period, God seemed somewhat unpredictable.
“Who is this.” The text is literally, “Who then is this,” but the “then” is drawn from the context and the event that had just occurred, but that is not clear and is not the way we would say that in English, so adding the “then” makes the sentence awkward. The NIV and some other translations omit it for clarity, as does the REV.
 
Mark Chapter 5
Mar 5:1
“the lake.” The “sea” of Galilee is actually quite a small lake, only 7 miles (11.2 km) across and 12 miles (19.3 km) long, and the entire lake can be seen from the escarpments on both the east and west sides. The Greek word thalassa (#2281 θάλασσα), lake, sea, or ocean, does not really refer to the size of the body of water, and thus has to be translated into the English “lake,” “sea,” or “ocean” by knowing the body of water that is being referred to (see commentary on Matt. 4:18).
“Gerasenes.” While Mark and Luke say “Gerasenes,” Matthew says “Gadarenes.” For more on how to harmonize this account in Matthew, Mark, and Luke, see commentary on Matthew 8:28.
Mar 5:2
“a man...with an unclean spirit.” Matthew says there were two men, and has other different details as well. For more on how to harmonize this account in Matthew, Mark, and Luke, see commentary on Matthew 8:28.
Mar 5:3
“who lived in the tombs.” The Greek text has the noun “dwelling,” as if it were a home, but that is hard to express in English because the man did not build a home in the tombs, he lived there. Changing the noun to a verb, “lived” makes the sentence clear in English. The man lived in the tombs (cf. Luke 8:27).
“in the tombs.” The Greek word “in” (en) can be “in” or, as many versions, “among,” but since the hillsides of that area east of the Sea of Galilee are steep and have many cave tombs, it is not likely he lived “among” the tombs. That would be akin to living on a hillside with some cave tombs around. It is much more likely that he lived inside a cave tomb, but what the state of dead bodies he would be around were, we are not told. They could be rotting, or have turned to dust.
Mar 5:5
“night and day.” The biblical day began at sunset, so “night and day” is correct.
Mar 5:6
“bowed down before him.” See commentary on Matthew 2:2.
Mar 5:7
“What do you want with me.” See commentary on Matthew 8:29.
“demand that you swear under oath.” The Greek word translated into this phrase is the verb horkizō (#3726 ὁρκίζω), and in this context, it means to put someone under oath;[footnoteRef:1244] to demand that Jesus swears an oath by the name of God that he will not torment the demon. Many English versions translate horkizō by the English word “adjure,” which is a good translation, however, the term “adjure” might not be a familiar term to many English readers. [1244:  BDAG, s.v. “ὁρκίζω.”] 

It seems very strange that the demon would demand that Jesus swear under oath “by God” not to torment him. How and why would he do that? In Matthew 8:29 the demons asked if Jesus was going to torment them before the “appointed time.” Demons know there is a day of judgment coming when they will be punished for their millennia of sins. But at the time of this encounter between demons and Jesus, they also knew from Scripture that there were things that had to happen before the day of judgment arrived, such as Jesus having his heel bruised (Gen. 3:15; which we now know was Jesus being tortured and put to death). By this time in Jesus’ ministry, it was clear to the demons that he was the one who would be the final warrior and judge who would see them put into Gehenna, but according to the promises in Scripture, that day could not come quite yet, so the demon wanted to put Jesus under an oath that he would not somehow circumvent the apparent timeline in Scripture and put him immediately into Gehenna. The plea went nowhere; Jesus would not agree to that.
This scripture is very revealing in that it shows that the demons are afraid of the Day of Judgment, but there are millions of human beings who have ignored or defied God all their lives who are not. The Day of Judgment and the punishment for unbelief that follows it should be frightening to anyone who does not believe. However, it is part of the pride of humankind that people willingly ignore God and also ignore their own death and destiny, acting as if they will not happen. But Judgment Day and the punishment that follows it will indeed happen, and at that time there will be sobbing and gnashing of teeth, just like Jesus said. It has been a major role of believers of all time to try to turn evil people back to God so that they too can live forever.
[For more on the sobbing and gnashing of teeth, see commentary on Matt. 8:12. For more on annihilation in Gehenna, the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
“torment me.” See commentary on Matthew 8:29.
Mar 5:12
“enter into them.” When demons enter a person or an animal they can enter right into the person’s body and exert control from the inside.
Mar 5:13
“And he allowed them.” See commentary on Matthew 8:32.
“the unclean spirits came out and entered into the pigs.” Animals can be possessed by demons (see commentary on Matt. 8:32).
Mar 5:14
“the men who were looking after them fled.” See commentary on Matthew 8:33.
“the people.” The text reads “they,” but it is clarified in the REV as “the people,” that is, the people of the city.
Mar 5:15
“clothed.” The clothes would have likely come from the apostles. It was common to have at least an extra tunic to travel with (cf. Matt. 10:10).
Mar 5:17
“territory.” The Greek is more literally, “border” or “boundary,” and then, by metonymy, what is surrounded by a boundary, a region, territory, etc. The exact nuance must be determined from the context. In this case, “region” seems too large. The people just wanted Jesus out of their area. They did not understand his power over demons and seem to have been frightened by it (cf. Luke 8:37), and also perhaps they were concerned about losing more of their valuable animals.
[See Word Study: “Metonymy.”]
Mar 5:18
“afflicted by the demon.” The Greek is singular, “by the demon,” and thus reference is being made to the top demon who was in charge of the other demons. The demonic world has higher and lower-ranking demons just as the angelic world does.
Mar 5:19
“but he did not let him.” This was a good answer given that the man was almost certainly a Gentile, and it would have caused problems for a Gentile to travel with Jesus and the apostles.
Mar 5:20
“Decapolis.” See commentary on Matthew 4:25.
Mar 5:21
“the lake.” This is the lake called “the Sea of Galilee.”
Mar 5:22
“one of the rulers of the synagogue came.” For evidence that this event occurred in Capernaum, see commentary on Luke 8:40.
Mar 5:23
“Come.” R. C. H. Lenski points out that in certain cases the Greek word hina [untranslated] simply introduces an imperative, not a purpose clause.[footnoteRef:1245] Here, it is the imperative of prayer, which is why some versions, fill in the “ellipsis” with “I pray.” [1245:  Lenski, St. Mark’s Gospel, 208.] 

“close to dying.” The Greek is more literally that she “has the end,” meaning that she “is at the end” of her life.
Mar 5:25
“And there was a woman.” See commentary on Luke 8:47.
Mar 5:28
“was saying.” She talked to herself (cf. Matt. 9:21) over and over.
“If I just touch.” The Greek word kan goes with the verb “touch” and has the force of “just” or “only” in this verse (cf. NASB2020, CEB, CSB, NIV, NJB).
“healed.” The word “healed” is the Greek word sōzō (#4982 σῴζω). The Greek word sōzō has a wide semantic range and thus means different things in different contexts. For example, it can mean “be healed” from disease, as it is here in Mark 5:28, or it can mean things such as “delivered” or “rescued,” as from some danger, or it can mean “saved” as in saved from death and given everlasting life.
Mar 5:29
“dried up.” The Greek means to dry up, but the meaning of the word, in this case, is that her blood flow stopped immediately and she was healed.[footnoteRef:1246] [1246:  See BDAG, s.v. ξηραίνω.] 

Mar 5:30
“knowing in himself.” The translation “knowing in himself” is very literal and very accurate. When a person with holy spirit ministers healing to other people, that ministering places a strain on the person that a spiritually sensitive person can feel. The strain is as much a spiritual drain as a physical one, although the feeling is in the physical body. For most Christian healers, it takes ministering to a lot of people before the drain can be clearly felt in one’s body, but Jesus Christ was the most spiritually sensitive person who ever lived and there is no reason to doubt that when the woman with the issue of blood took her healing from him that he felt it in his body, and thus knew it within himself.
Mar 5:34
“has healed you.” The Greek sōzō, in the context of sickness, is to be made whole or to be healed. In the context of everlasting life, it is to be “rescued, saved,” but that is not the context here.
“Go in peace.” Had Jesus simply let the woman take her healing and leave, she would likely have been wracked by guilt. Jesus knew not to let that happen, and in doing so set a wonderful example for us. We need to take care of people emotionally as well as physically.
“and free from your affliction.” The woman had already been healed, so Jesus is not commanding her to be healed, but to continue enjoying life in her restored health. The Greek noun translated “affliction” is mastix (#3148 μάστιξ), which is literally a whip, and was used metaphorically for a whipping, affliction, disease, etc.
Mar 5:35
“Jairus.” The name “Jairus” has been added for clarity due to the large number of pronouns in the context.
Mar 5:36
“overhearing what they said.” This phrase is more literally, “overhearing the word that was spoken,” but it refers to what the people said.
Mar 5:38
“and people crying and wailing loudly.” In the biblical culture, it was common and customary for people to cry loudly when someone died as a tribute to the person and to outwardly demonstrate one’s love for the deceased person. Also, there were professional mourners who would come to a funeral and weep and wail loudly to get people’s emotions flowing (cf. Jer. 9:17). If there were musicians available they often came as well (cf. Matt. 9:23). Jairus was a leader in the synagogue and an important person, and Capernaum was an influential town in the Galilee, so there is no doubt that there were professional mourners there, who had little or no actual ties to the family, and others who were not particularly close friends of the family, and so when Jesus announced that the girl was not dead they started laughing (Mark 5:38-40). Ordinarily, a person close to the family would have thought of Jesus as a hard-hearted troublemaker and become angry at him. The reason this crowd did not was due to custom: they were there to show support and not because they had a deep emotional tie to the family.
[For more on the difference between lamenting and mourning, see commentary on 2 Sam. 11:26.]
Mar 5:39
“asleep.” The Greek verb is koimaō (#2837 κοιμάω), to fall asleep, to be asleep. Sleep is used as a euphemism and metaphor for death (see commentary on Acts 7:60). What Jesus said was true in the common idiom of the day, which used “sleep” to mean dead, but the way he said it did not communicate that to the people.
Mar 5:40
“they began to laugh.” This is an ingressive imperfect.
“and those who were with him.” That is, those who he had brought along with him, i.e., Peter, James, and John.
Mar 5:42
“for she was 12 years old.” This describes why she could walk even though she had been referred to as “little” in this and other Gospel records.
“greatly amazed.” The Greek text is “amazed…with a great amazement,” which is the figure of speech polyptoton, the repetition of both noun and verb forms together.[footnoteRef:1247] It highlights the degree of astonishment, they were greatly amazed. Some manuscripts add “immediately,” and have “and immediately they were utterly amazed.” [1247:  Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 267, “polyptoton.”] 

[See Word Study: “Polyptoton.”]
 
Mark Chapter 6
Mar 6:1
“came to his hometown.” This record is also in Matthew 13:53-58. The context indicates that the “hometown” is referring to Nazareth, even though he had moved to Capernaum, which was now considered his home (see commentary on Mark 2:1).
Mar 6:2
“being done.” Present tense. Astonishingly, the people of Nazareth, who did not have trust in him, were able to admit that Jesus was doing miracles.
Mar 6:3
“builder.” See commentary on Matthew 13:55.
“the son of Mary, and the brother of James, and Joses, and Judas, and Simon? And aren’t his sisters here.” Mary had at least seven children, five boys, and at least two girls (see commentary on Matt. 13:55).
Mar 6:4
“A prophet is honored everywhere except.” See commentary on Matthew 13:57.
Mar 6:5
“he was not able to do any miracles there.” This is contributing evidence showing that Jesus is not God. It seems that in this instance, God did not grant Jesus his typical power to heal because of the unbelief of the people. If Jesus was God, he would never “not be able” to do a miracle, instead, the text would simply say that he did not do any miracles.
[For more on Jesus not being God, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.” Also see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
Mar 6:6
“in a circuit.” This gave Jesus the chance to revisit the places he had been before. Samuel had done the same thing centuries before: “he went from year to year in a circuit to Bethel and Gilgal and Mizpah” (1 Sam. 7:16).
Mar 6:8
“staff.” In Matthew and Luke, it seems Jesus said not to take a staff. For the apparent contradiction, see commentary on Matthew 10:10. It was common for men to walk with a staff or walking stick. The roads were often just paths that were rocky, uneven, and sometimes slippery. Bandits were common, and wild dogs were always a threat. A staff provided some support and protection.
“traveler’s bag.” The Greek word is pēra (#4082 πήρα), which referred to a bag that was often made of leather and which had a strap so it could be easily carried. Travelers would often carry such a bag and have supplies in it. Although the word pēra was also used of a “beggar’s bag” carried by Cynic philosophers, it is highly unlikely that would be the meaning here. The disciples of Christ are never portrayed as having to beg, and the Old Testament constantly affirmed that people who lived godly lives would be provided for. In this case, Jesus’ intention was that the people whose lives were touched by the apostles would take care of their needs.
“money.” The Greek word is chalkos (#5475 χαλκός), and it can refer to copper, brass, bronze, or sometimes even other metals. Also, by the figure metonymy, chalkos can refer to things made of those metals, such as idols or in this case, coins. Bronze coins were common at the time of Christ, and much more common among the people than silver or gold coins.
[See Word Study: “Metonymy.”]
“belt.” The “belt” did not have money in it, but it allowed for the garment to be folded in such a way as to make a pocket in which small items such as coins would be kept.
Mar 6:9
“two tunics.” The “tunic” was the long shirt that was against the skin, like a very long undershirt. Sometimes travelers would take an extra one to keep from being cold. Jesus was making it clear that if the apostles were doing what he instructed and really helping people, their needs, which were little, would be taken care of. The outer garment was a thick cloak that was for warmth, weather protection, and could serve as a blanket to sleep under at night.
Mar 6:10
“that area.” See commentary on Luke 9:4.
Mar 6:12
“people.” The Greek text reads “they,” but it refers to people.
Mar 6:14
“some people were saying.” The manuscript evidence is divided. Some ancient manuscripts read “And he [Herod] said,” while other manuscripts read, “And they [some people] were saying.”
The contextual evidence, and the evidence from the other Gospels, is that Mark 6:14 is not recording what Herod himself said, but what others were saying about Jesus; likely other people who had witnessed the miracles that Jesus did. Herod heard what others were saying about Jesus (Luke 9:7), and drew his conclusion that Jesus was John who had been raised from the dead (of the choices he had, it may have been his guilt over killing John that led him to that conclusion). Herod had to draw his conclusion about Jesus from what he heard from others because Herod himself had never personally met Jesus until Jesus had been arrested in Jerusalem, taken to Pontius Pilate, and then sent by Pilate to Herod (Luke 23:6-8). Furthermore, if Mark 6:14 is what Herod said, then Mark 6:15 does not fit in the context. If, in Mark 6:14, Herod made a definitive statement that Jesus was John, then there would be no point for Mark 6:15 to say, “But others said, “He is Elijah.” And others said, “He is a prophet, like one of the prophets.’” Mark 6:15 would not contradict Herod’s conclusion if that is what Mark 6:14 had stated. The proper chronology of the situation is that Mark 6:14-15 fits with what Luke 9:7-8 says, that Herod was perplexed “because it was said by some that John had been raised from among the dead, by some that Elijah had appeared, and yet by others that one of the prophets of old had risen.” Seen this way, Mark 6:14-15 is saying exactly what Luke 9:7-8 is saying, and Herod had to make a choice as to who Jesus was. Then Mark 6:16 reveals to us that Herod decided that Jesus was John, raised from the dead.
[For more on the chronology of what Herod heard and his conclusion about who Jesus was, see commentary on Mark 6:16.]
“from among the dead.” For an explanation of this phrase, see commentary on Romans 4:24.
Mar 6:15
“Elijah.” For information on why the people thought that Elijah would come, and why John the Baptist was called “Elijah,” see commentary on Matthew 17:10.
Mar 6:16
“But when Herod heard these words, he said, “John, whom I beheaded, has been raised.” The evidence in Scripture is that Mark 6:16 is the first time that Herod declared that Jesus was John the Baptist raised from the dead.
Herod himself had no personal knowledge about Jesus. Herod had never personally met Jesus until Jesus was arrested in Jerusalem and sent to Pontius Pilate, who then sent him to Herod (Luke 23:6-8). So Herod said what he did about Jesus—that he was John the Baptist who had been raised from the dead and that was why he could do miracles—only because that was what he heard people say and it convinced him (cf. Mark 6:14; Luke 9:7).
The Bible tells us that when Herod first heard about Jesus, he did not know what to think; he was “greatly perplexed” (Luke 9:7). Herod heard from some people that this Jesus was John the Baptist; from other people that Jesus was Elijah; and from other people that Jesus was one of the Old Testament prophets who had been raised from the dead (Luke 9:7-8; Mark 6:14-15 REV). Upon hearing the three possibilities, Herod did not know what to think and said, “Who, then, is this about whom I hear such things?” (Luke 9:9).
At some point, and for some unstated reason, Herod decided that Jesus was John the Baptist raised from the dead (Matt. 14:2; Mark 6:16). Herod parroted what he had heard but had no personal knowledge of, that Jesus was John raised from the dead and that that was why Jesus could do the miracles that he did (Luke 9:7; cf. Matt. 14:2).
[For more on Mark 6:14 and 6:16, see commentary on Mark 6:14.]
Mar 6:20
“feared.” Better than “was afraid of” here because there is an element of holy awe with the fear. In Hebrew, the two most common words for “fear” are the noun yir’ah (#03374 יִרְאָה) and the verb form of the same word, yare (#03373 יָרֵא). In Greek, the common words for fear are the noun phobos (#5401 φόβος) from which we get the English word “phobia,” and the verb form of the same word, phobeō (#5399 φοβέω). Both the Hebrew and Greek words for “fear” have a large semantic range, a large range of meanings, that includes our English concepts of “terror, dread, fear, timidity, respect, reverence, and awe.” Herod was somewhat afraid of John, but at the same time was in awe of him.
“liked to listen to him.” The Greek we translate as “liked to” is hēdeōs (#2234 ἡδέως, pronounced hay-de-ōs) and it means with pleasure, with delight, gladly. This shows that people can hear the Word of God taught and enjoy it, but not have it change their lives (see commentary on Mark 12:37).
Mar 6:21
“military commanders.” The Greek word designates a chiliarch. See commentary on John 18:12.
Mar 6:22
“And when the daughter of Herodias came in.” The daughter of Herodias is not named in the Bible but is named in Josephus as “Salome.”[footnoteRef:1248] The manuscript evidence slightly supports the reading, “the daughter of Herodias herself” over the reading that says, “his daughter Herodias.” Furthermore, the reading “the daughter of Herodias herself” makes more sense when compared to the parallel passage in Matthew, especially Matthew 14:8 which says, like Mark 6:22, that Herodias is the mother of Salome, and also when compared to the historical evidence in Josephus, which identifies Salome as Herodias’ daughter. [1248:  Josephus, Antiquities of the Jews, Book 18.] 

Mar 6:30
“And the apostles gathered together.” The feeding of the 5,000 is in all four Gospels (Matt. 14:13-21; Mark 6:32-44; Luke 9:10-17, and John 6:1-13. The feeding of the 4,000 is in Matt. 15:29-39; Mark 8:1-10).
Mar 6:31
“Come away with me to a solitary place all by yourselves and rest a while.” Mark 6:30-32 says the reason Jesus went to a “solitary place” is that the disciples had recently gathered back together to Jesus after traveling to the cities of Israel and healing the sick, casting out demons, etc., and they had no time even to eat. In contrast, Matthew says it was because Jesus had just heard about the death of John the Baptist. Both things contributed to Jesus’ decision to go away with his disciples and get away from the crowd.
[For more on Jesus’ getting away for some time alone with his disciples, see commentary on Matt. 14:13.]
Mar 6:33
“knew where they were going.”[footnoteRef:1249] It is not that the people “recognized them.” Jesus had just been with them. They knew both Jesus and the apostles well. And, had they been sensitive at all, they also would have known why he was leaving—to get some privacy. But they were selfish, and knowing where he would go to be alone, got there before he did. [1249:  Cf. Brown and Comfort Interlinear; Lenski.] 

“from all the surrounding cities.” This is hyperbole to emphasize how many cities were involved.
“arrived before them.” This, and the start of verse 34, which is translated in many versions as “came ashore” or something similar, creates a contradiction with John 6:3-5. The crowd was not waiting on the shore for Jesus. If it were, he would have seen the people long before he came ashore. John makes it clear that the crowd, even if it was ahead of Jesus and the group with him for a little while, eventually lagged behind. Thus, Jesus arrived with his disciples on the shore and spent some time with them before the crowd assembled. Jesus “came out” of his retreat and saw the multitude assembled, and had compassion on them.
Mar 6:39
“on the green grass.” This is not grass as we in the West think of grass. This is just a field of weeds, but the Greek does not have a word that would be equivalent to our “weeds.”
Mar 6:40
“of hundreds and fifties.” The feeding of the 5,000 hearkens back to the time of Moses and the Mosaic Covenant when the people were governed by hundreds and fifties (Exod. 18:25). God had fed the people miraculously with manna at that time, and promised them abundance if they would obey the covenant (Deut. 28:1-14).
Mar 6:43
“twelve baskets full.” There are many different interpretations of what the “twelve” represents. However, we can see that each of the apostles went to collect the leftovers, and each came back with a full basket. Since the Bible does not give a specific reason for it, we can assume the number 12 has multiple implications. One implication is that each apostle would be taken care of even as he gave himself to others. Also, it showed that each apostle would have so that he could give—give to others and give to the Lord (it is noteworthy that the Lord did not have a basket for himself). However, the details in the record show that the primary meaning is that there would be bread for all twelve of the tribes of Israel through the Promised Messiah (see the commentary on Matt. 15:37).
Mar 6:44
“the loaves.” The words, “the loaves” are not in some of the ancient manuscripts.
Mar 6:45
“immediately he made.” The record of Jesus walking on the water is in Matthew 14:22-33, Mark 6:45-51, and John 6:15-21.
The feeding of the five thousand (much more when you include the women and children who were there) is one of the few events that is recorded in all four Gospels. It is a watershed time for Jesus Christ, and needs to be studied from all four Gospels to really understand it and what happened after it. After the feeding, the huge crowd became convinced that Jesus was their Messiah and they were going to come and take him by force and make him their king (John 6:14, 15). Jesus had to act swiftly to avoid a potential revolution which would have certainly also included charges against him by the Romans that he was a revolutionary, which would have no doubt landed him in prison.
As well as realizing the intent of the crowd, he recognized that his apostles were basically of the same mind as the crowd. They too were tired of Roman domination, Jewish perversion of religion, and the cares of the world, and they too were anxious for the Kingdom of God to come, which Jesus had been saying was at hand ever since he started his ministry. It was a very real possibility that the apostles could have been swept away with the emotion and conviction of the crowd and joined in the revolt. To prevent this, Jesus acted decisively. First, “immediately he made” his disciples leave the scene (Matt. 14:22; Mark 6:45). He made them get into a boat and head west to Gennesaret (Matt. 14:34; Mark 6:53), and the next day they went from there a few miles northeast to Capernaum (John 6:59). Then he dealt with the crowd and sent it away (Matt. 14:23; Mark 6:45). This was not easy to do. The people had to be calmed down and convinced to leave. Mark 6:45 says Jesus “was sending” the crowd away, the verb being in the present tense, indicating the action was ongoing, taking some time. It was not as easy as saying, “Go home now.” Jesus worked with the people to convince them to leave.
Now finally alone, with no disciples and no crowds, Jesus went to a mountain to pray (Matt. 14:23; Mark 6:46; John 6:15). He needed wisdom and needed God’s help to keep his ministry on track, he needed to keep defeating the temptation to avoid the cross and try to become king immediately, and no doubt he prayed hard for his apostles that they would not be led away by false Messianic expectations. We get a glimpse of the wisdom and direction that God gave Jesus in his teaching and action when we read John 6:22-70, which occurred the day after the five thousand were fed (John 6:22). Jesus made a decisive shift in his ministry from just demonstrating the power of God for people and teaching them, to starting to require commitment from them (John 6:29, 53-58).
The reaction of the crowd was about the same then as it is today: most people talk about loving God and living the Word, but when you really require them to do it, they refuse. The people in Jesus’ audience said, “This is a hard saying; who is able to hear it?” (John 6:60), Even Jesus’ disciples grumbled about it (John 6:61). Jesus challenged his disciples about their unbelief, and many of them left (John 6:66). Jesus, most likely hurt and angered by the selfishness of the crowd and many of the disciples, turned to the twelve and asked, “Will you also go away?” Thankfully, they did not.
There are many lessons that can be learned from this account. One is that people are selfish. They are now, and they always have been. Jesus did not convince them otherwise, and neither will we. We must do what Jesus did: work with the people who want to work and let the others go. Another lesson is to not allow ourselves to be tricked and trapped by worldly aspirations. No doubt Jesus would have loved to have come into his kingdom without the pain of rejection and crucifixion, but it was not the will, nor the way, of God. Selflessness, humility, and giving are the godly way forward.
Another thing we can learn from the account is that sometimes quick and decisive action is needed to keep us out of trouble. Had Jesus not compelled the disciples to immediately leave the scene, he could have been fighting a battle on two fronts and had a hard time indeed. Another lesson is that prayer is essential for success. If Jesus needed to pray, surely we do too. One more thing we can learn is that the wisdom from God may be to change the direction of what you are doing. The result of what happened after Jesus’ great miracle, the potential revolt against Rome, and his hours of prayer was to change the direction of his ministry by adding that he required things from his disciples. This seemed to have the wrong effect because many disciples left, but the history of the early church shows us that those who stayed were tried and tested, and able to carry on the work of Christ after he ascended.
“toward Bethsaida.” Jesus sent them “toward” (the Greek is pros, “toward”) Bethsaida, which is nearer to Capernaum than they were on the east side of the Sea of Galilee, but the eventual destination was Capernaum (John 6:16-17). Bethsaida was almost a suburb of Capernaum, which was a major city, and site of a tax office and Roman troops, so for travel purposes, the names Bethsaida and Capernaum are synonymous. However, the boat landed at Gennesaret (see commentary on Matt. 14:34).
Mar 6:47
“the lake.” The “sea” of Galilee is actually quite a small lake, only 7 miles (11.2 km) across and 12 miles (19.3 km) long, and the entire lake can be seen from the escarpments on both the east and west sides. The Greek word thalassa (#2281 θάλασσα), lake, sea, or ocean, does not really refer to the size of the body of water, and thus has to be translated into the English “lake,” “sea,” or “ocean” by knowing the body of water that is being referred to (see commentary on Matt. 4:18).
Mar 6:48
“struggling as they rowed.” The apostles were struggling as they were fighting against the jerking of the oars while the ship itself was being beaten (same Greek word as “struggling”) by the waves (Matt. 14:24).
“fourth watch of the night.” The Roman watches of the night were three hours each, and the fourth watch of the night started at our 3 a.m. and ended at our 6 a.m.
At the time of Christ, in both Jewish and Roman reckoning of time, the “day” was divided into 12 hours (John 11:9, “Are there not 12 hours in the day?). The first hour started at roughly 6 a.m. That made the “third hour” about our 9 a.m. (cf. Matt. 20:3; Acts 2:15); the “sixth hour” about our noon (cf. John 4:6; John 19:14; Acts 10:9); the “seventh hour” about our 1 p.m. (John 4:52), the ninth hour about our 3 p.m. (cf. Matt. 27:45, 46; Mark 15:34; Acts 3:1; 10:3); and the tenth hour about our 4 p.m. (John 1:39); and the eleventh hour about our 5 p.m. (Matt. 20:6).
Also, both the Jews and Romans divided the night into four “watches,” each being three hours long. This was true even though the Jews started their new day at sunset, at the start of the first watch of the night, and the Romans reckoned their new day at midnight, at the start of the third watch of the night (our day beginning at midnight comes from the Romans). That the Jews started their new day at sunset explains why the Bible usually puts the evening before the morning (cf. Gen. 1:5, 8; Dan. 8:14; 1 Kings 8:29; Mark 5:5; Acts 20:31).
The names of the four night watches were “evening,” “midnight,” “cockcrowing,” and “morning” (Mark 13:35: “Therefore, keep watch, for you do not know when the lord of the house is coming back, whether during the evening watch, or the midnight watch, or the rooster-crowing watch, or the morning watch.”). Sometimes, however, the watches were just called “first watch,” “second watch,” “third watch,” and “fourth watch.” On occasion, the “watches” were not accurate enough, and so even the night was divided into hours. This is why Paul was taken to Caesarea at the “third hour of the night,” our 9 p.m. (Acts 23:23).
The hours of the day in Roman times were often approximations, because there was longer daylight in the summer and shorter in the winter. However, in both seasons the day was divided into 12 hours. Thus we would say that the “third hour” of the day was around our 9 a.m., not 9 a.m. exactly.
The feeding of the 5,000 took place in the area we know as Bethsaida-Julius, on the northeast shore of the Sea of Galilee (Luke 9:10). The disciples left that general area in the evening and headed for “Bethsaida” (Mark 6:45; cf. “Bethsaida of Galilee, John 12:21), which was apparently a small fishing village to the southwest of Capernaum (it can be confusing that the disciples left the area of Bethsaida and sailed toward Bethsaida. “Bethsaida” means “House of fishing,” and there were a couple of them on the Sea of Galilee). Thus the total distance the apostles had to row was likely somewhat less than five miles (eight km). This should have been an easy journey, but the wind was so against them that they had rowed for hours and were no doubt incredibly frustrated and near exhaustion.
“he intended to pass by near them.” Jesus would not have left the disciples in the lake in the storm, but wanted to pass close enough to be seen. The fact that they saw him on the lake was not an accident; Jesus intended for it to happen. It seems that Mark is intentionally borrowing from the Old Testament Hebrew idiom where God reveals Himself by “passing by” them. For example, God revealed Himself to Moses, saying, “I will make all my goodness pass by in front of you” (Exod. 33:19, cf. Exod. 33:22). Similarly, when Elijah ran from Jezebel, Yahweh revealed Himself to Elijah, and the text says, “Behold, Yahweh passed by” (1 King 19:11). Ezekiel 16:6 speaks of Yahweh passing by Israel when she was a forsaken baby and rescued her, then passed by again when she was of marriageable age and married her (Ezek. 16:8). In a similar way, Jesus, as God’s Messiah and representative on earth, intended to pass by the disciples in a manner in which they would see him and the situation would develop from there. Jesus’ walking on water was a teaching moment about trusting God for miracles and also Jesus continuing the process of the disciples recognizing him as the Messiah, which they fully acknowledged in Mark 8:29.
Mar 6:49
“a ghost.” The Greek word is phantasma (#5326 φάντασμα) and it means “something that appears,” from phaino, to appear. Thus an apparition or a ghost of some kind. The only other appearance of the word is in Matthew 14:26, where it is used in a sentence and translated “ghost.” It was a long-held belief that the sea was the home of spirits of various kinds. That the disciples saw what they thought was an apparition, a disembodied spirit coming toward them on the water, filled them with terror and they cried out in fear.
Mar 6:53
“Gennesaret.” This is where Jesus and the disciples landed, and it is confirmed in Matthew 14:34 (see commentary on Matt. 14:34).
 
Mark Chapter 7
Mar 7:1
“And the Pharisees and some of the experts in the law…” Mark can be read to mean that only the scribes came from Jerusalem, but Matthew 15:1 is clear that the entire delegation came from there. This record about clean and unclean is also recorded in Matthew 15:1-20, with some different details.
Mar 7:3
“up to the wrist.” The Greek literally reads “to the fist.” This is a good example of a custom being so obscure that a literal translation would only be confusing to the reader. Edersheim gives the best explanation we have seen, and Young’s Literal Translation renders according to his explanation.
“The water was poured on both hands…. The hands were lifted up, so as to make the water run to the wrist, in order to ensure that the whole hand was washed, and the water polluted by the hand did not again run down the fingers. …But there was one point on which special stress was laid. In the ‘first effusion,’ which was all that originally was required when the hands were Leviticaly ‘defiled,’ the water had to run down to the wrist. “The language of the Mishnah…can only refer to the wrist. The rendering ‘wash diligently’ gives no meaning; that ‘with the fist’ is not in accordance with Jewish Law; while “up to the elbow’ is not only contrary to Jewish Law, but apparently based on a wrong rendering of [the Hebrew].”[footnoteRef:1250] [1250:  Edersheim, Life and Times of Jesus the Messiah, 11.] 

The general uncertainty among commentators, however, about what the Greek text, “with the fist” means, explains the huge number of variations in the translations: “oft” (KJV), “carefully” (NASB), “ceremonial washing” (NIV), “thoroughly” (NRSV), “to the wrist” (YLT), etc. “wash.” The Greek is niptō (#3538 νίπτω), to wash.
Mar 7:4
“they bathe themselves.” The Greek is baptizō (#907 βαπτίζω), which means “…Properly, 1. to dip repeatedly, to immerge, submerge. 2. to cleanse by dipping or submerging, to wash, to make clean with water; in the middle and the 1 aorist passive to wash oneself, bathe; so Mark 7:4….metaphorically, to overwhelm, as … to be overwhelmed with calamities, of those who must bear them, Matt. 20:22f Rec.; Mark 10:38 f; Luke 12:50.[footnoteRef:1251] Many commentators have had problems with this verse, believing that even the religious Jews did not bathe themselves each time they came from the marketplace, but the text seems clear, and we must assume that some people did that, because his audience did not charge him with an absurdity. [1251:  Thayer, s.v. “βαπτίζω.”] 

Some versions have “and couches” (YLT) or “and tables” (KJV) after “copper vessels,” Metzger writes, “It is difficult to decide whether the words…were added by copyists who were influenced by the legislation of Leviticus 15, or whether the words were omitted (a) accidentally because of homoeoteleuton or (b) deliberately because the idea of washing or sprinkling beds seemed to be quite incongruous. In view of the balance of probabilities, as well as the strong witnesses that support each reading, a majority of the Committee preferred to retain the words, but to enclose them within square brackets.”[footnoteRef:1252] The REV leaves them out, following the original translation of the ASV. [1252:  Metzger, Textual Commentary, 93-94.] 

Mar 7:6
“This people.” The phrase “this people” is a title that refers to Israel. The nation of Israel was called “the people,” so in some cases, it is appropriate to capitalize it when it refers to Israel.
Mar 7:7
“they worship me in vain.” The worship of the religious leaders was “vain,” i.e., pointless, worthless, and ineffective. It does not show true allegiance to God because it is not what God commanded and, in some cases, contradicts what God commanded (or contradicts the heart of what God commanded (see commentary on Matt. 15:9).
“doctrines.” The Greek word is didaskalia (#1319 διδασκαλία), a noun, and it has two primary meanings: It is used of the act of teaching or instruction (as if it were a verb), and it is also used for what is taught, i.e., the doctrine or material that was presented. In this verse, we felt “doctrine” was better than “teaching.” For more on didaskalia see commentary on 1 Tim. 4:13).
Mar 7:9
“tradition.” The Greek word is paradosis (#3862 παράδοσις), and it means something that is handed over, or something that is handed down. Thus it can mean surrender or arrest, or it can refer to a “tradition.” Traditions can be a great help to people. God established traditions in the OT, such as keeping the Passover Feast every year. Jesus himself started the tradition of “the Lord’s Supper.” However, there are Christians who believe that any tradition created by man is an offense to God and should not be practiced or condoned. How should Christians view traditions? It seems clear that we should view traditions the same way Jesus did. There were hundreds of traditions in the Judaism of the time of Jesus (cf. Mark 7:4), but the ones he spoke against fall into several categories.
One category that Jesus spoke against was traditions of men that had, in the minds of the religious leaders, become equal to the commands of God. No matter how helpful they are or holy they seem, and no matter how many years they have been observed, traditions are only traditions, they are not commandments, and should not be treated as such. When traditions are treated like commandments, first, the words of man become elevated to the status of the word of God, and second, someone who is unable or unwilling to keep the tradition is almost always treated badly by those who do.
Another category of tradition that Jesus spoke against was traditions that could not be kept without ignoring or rejecting the commandments of God (Mark 7:8, 9). These traditions, by their very nature, are harmful. Jesus cited the tradition of giving “to God” the support that elderly parents needed (Mark 7:10-13). Of course, the support that was supposedly given “to God” ended up enriching and empowering the religious leaders, and the honor that God commanded that children give to parents was ignored.
A third category of tradition that is harmful is a tradition that has become a burden to a Christian’s life and walk, instead of being a blessing. The religious leaders had many burdensome traditions that they enforced (Matt. 23:4). A godly tradition is to be a blessing and bring people closer to God. A tradition that makes living a godly life into a burden should not be kept.
There are many traditions in the Church, and very few are kept by all Christian denominations. Most are not harmful, and can be helpful. For example, dressing up for Sunday church is a tradition in some denominations, and is not harmful unless it takes on the force of a command and someone who comes not dressed up is scorned or rejected. It can be helpful in that it helps some people take their worship time more seriously. On the other hand, the tradition of praying to “the saints” is practiced in some denominations, but is against the command of God and therefore harmful.
Christians should view traditions like Christ did. Even if a tradition is not “in the Bible,” it can still bring people closer to God in a very meaningful way. However, if a tradition begins to take on the force of a commandment, or if it makes godly living a burden, or especially if it contradicts the Bible or can only be kept at the expense of ignoring a biblical command, then the words spoken by Isaiah more than 2500 years ago still apply: “in vain do they worship me” (Mark 7:7; cf. Isa. 29:13).
Mar 7:10
“Whoever speaks evil of their father or mother.” This is similar to Matthew 15:4, and quite close to the Hebrew text of Exodus 21:17 (see commentary on Exod. 21:17).
Mar 7:11
“But you say.” Due to the rules that the Pharisees had put in place, they prevented people from helping their parents. It is showing us that if someone said that what they could have given to others is “Corban,” then the Pharisees held them to that for the rest of their lives and thus prevented them from helping their parents. It is not by saying Corban that people are prevented from helping their parents, but after people say Corban, the Pharisees then prevent them from helping their parents, and Jesus said that tradition was breaking the commandment of God. Believers have to be sensitive to what the Word of God really says about a subject because sometimes overzealous religious leaders put rules in place that keep people from obeying the Word of God.
Mar 7:16
This verse is omitted in the REV. This verse is absent from some important early texts such as A, B, and L. It seems to be a scribal addition, perhaps to parallel Mark 4:9 or Mark 4:23. There seems to be much more likelihood that the verse was added to later texts than removed from earlier ones.[footnoteRef:1253] [1253:  See Metzger, Textual Commentary, 94-95.] 

Mar 7:20
“comes out of a person.” That is, comes out of the person’s mouth (Matt. 15:18).
Mar 7:21
“out of people’s hearts.” The “heart” is the source of life. Mark 7:20-23 is similar to what Jesus taught in Matthew 15:18-19 (see commentary on Matt. 15:18).
[For more on the heart, see commentary on Prov. 4:23.]
Mar 7:22
“stinginess.” Literal: “an evil eye.” The “evil eye” was idiomatic in Semitic languages for someone who was greedy, covetous, and stingy, which is why some versions translate it as “envy” or “stingy” (cf. HCSB, ESV, NASB, NET, NIV, NRSV). In Western cultures, the “evil eye” was a look or glance that meant harm and brought harm, but there is no evidence it was used that way in the Bible. See commentary on Matthew 6:22.
[For more on the idiom of the good eye, see commentary on Prov. 22:9. For more on the idiom of the evil eye, see commentary on Prov. 28:22.]
“insults.” The Greek noun is blasphēmia (#988 βλασφημία, pronounced blas-fay-'me-ah) and was used of someone speaking against another. The primary meaning as it was used in the Greek culture was showing disrespect to a person or deity, and/or harming his, her, or its reputation.
[For more on blasphēmia, see commentary on Matt. 9:3.]
Mar 7:24
“Tyre.” Some manuscripts add the words “and Sidon,” but the textual evidence is that “and Sidon” was not original.
“and yet he was not able to avoid being noticed.” Many things happened to Jesus that he did not want to happen, and in this context, being noticed was one such thing.
Mar 7:26
“Gentile.” The Greek word is Hellēnis (#1674 Ἑλληνίς, pronounced hell-lay-'nis). The word Hellēnis can refer to a true ethnic Greek, or it can be used in the general sense of a non-Jew, a “Gentile.” Here the word means non-Jew, and translating it as “Greek” can be confusing, especially when Matthew 15:22 says she was a Canaanite woman. Versions such as the ESV, NASB, NJB, NLT, and NRSV, read “Gentile.” The language the woman would have spoken would have been Greek.
Here we see God extending His kingdom to the non-Jews. God has always wanted all people to be saved.
“she kept begging.” This translation comes from understanding the context and social situation.
Mar 7:27
“pet dogs.” see commentary on Matthew 15:26.
Mar 7:28
“Lord.” Some manuscripts have “Yes, Lord,” but the earliest manuscripts omit the “yes,” and its addition seems to be an attempt to harmonize Mark 7:28 with Matthew 15:27. Typically in manuscript studies, the shorter reading is more likely original, and scribes expand the reading as they copy it.
Mar 7:30
“had gone out.” The Greek is exerchomai (#1831 ἐξέρχομαι). The meanings include: to move out of or away from an area, and thus of an animate entity to go out, come out, go away, retire. Demons can inhabit the mind or body, and thus when they leave they are “gone out.”
Mar 7:31
“he again came to the Sea of Galilee by way of Sidon.” This is not what we would normally expect. Sidon is about 25 miles north of Tyre, so instead of heading southeast to the Sea of Galilee, Jesus headed deeper into Gentile territory and went through Sidon, then did a sort of loop and turned southeast and went through the region of the Decapolis, which was also Gentile.
“Decapolis.” See commentary on Matthew 4:25.
Mar 7:32
“one who was deaf and had a speech impediment​.” The record of the healing of this man only occurs in Mark.
Mar 7:33
“and he put his fingers into his ears. Then, after spitting on his fingers, he touched his tongue.” This record shows the great sensitivity and compassion that Jesus had for people. People brought this deaf-mute to Jesus. It is almost certain that he had never heard or spoken in his whole life because if he had become deaf he would still be able to speak. That means that he would not have understood much about what was happening as his family and friends led him to see Jesus. He likely picked up on the people’s excitement, but no doubt would have been confused and perhaps cautious as well. In that state, Jesus did not want him to be distracted by the crowd, but took the man aside by himself, where the two of them could make eye contact and the man could calm down and focus on Jesus.
Jesus understood the confusion the man would have been in and wanted to calm him and also communicate to him what was going to happen, but how? The man was deaf. So in this situation, Jesus communicated in the best way he could, using “language” the man could understand. Jesus put his fingers into the man’s ears, indicating that something was going to happen that would involve them. Then he spat and touched his tongue.
Jesus would have spat on his hand and then touched the man’s tongue with the wet fingers, and he did that because it was believed in the culture that the spit of a holy man had healing power. Robert Guelich writes: “We do know, however, that the spittle supposedly had a therapeutic function in Greco-Roman (e.g., Pliny, Nat. Hist. 28:4.7; Tacitus, Hist. 6:18; Suetonius, Vesp. 7) and the Jewish world (Str-B, 2:15-17).”[footnoteRef:1254] The Bible itself has evidence that people believed in the healing power of the spit of a holy man, and Jesus has used his spit in the healings recorded in Mark 8:22-23 and in John 9:6-7. [1254:  Guelich, Mark 1-8:26 [WBC], 395.] 

Two other pieces of the “silent language” that Jesus used to communicate about the healing were that he looked up to heaven and that he sighed. That he looked up to heaven would indicate that he was looking to get, and perhaps asking for, help from God above. The sigh would communicate the relaxed state the man had no doubt longed for. To us, a “sigh” is generally a sign of resignation and is associated with disappointment, defeat, frustration, sadness, and perhaps also longing. But much of that comes from the sound we make, and the man was deaf. He could not hear the sigh, and furthermore, there is a “sigh of relief,” which is no doubt what this was. The man could see Jesus’ body relax after he breathed out; a relaxation that would have indicated freedom from frustration and pain.
Jesus’ non-verbal communication would have been clear enough to the man that he understood what Jesus was going to do, which shows Jesus’ desire that the man be calmed and not at all fearful. Furthermore, Jesus’ healing was much more than just a “surface healing” of some physical organs. When a baby is born it hears what is going on around it, but not knowing any words, all the talk and background sound around it is just disassociated noise. Over months of development, the sounds begin to be organized in the brain of the child, and it can begin to differentiate and eventually understand spoken language. But clinical work has now generally shown that if physical hearing is restored to someone who has been totally deaf into their mid-teens, the brain can no longer organize the mixed sounds of talk and background noise into discernable verbal communication, so the person can “hear” sounds but not learn or understand speech. So in this healing, not only did Jesus heal the man’s hearing, but the man’s brain was actually rewired so he could both understand what was said and speak. Thus this is one of the truly great healing miracles in the Bible, and it happened to a Gentile in the Gentile region of the Decapolis.
Mar 7:35
“And immediately.” Some Greek texts omit the word “immediately” and the scholars are divided. The miracle likely happened immediately whether or not the original text specifically said so.
 
Mark Chapter 8
Mar 8:1
“there was again a large crowd and they had nothing to eat.” The record of the feeding of the 4,000 is in Matthew 15:29-39 and Mark 8:1-9. Mark 7:31 tells us that when Jesus left the area of Tyre and Sidon he traveled to the area of the Decapolis, which was mostly northeast, east, and southeast of the Sea of Galilee and a Gentile area. So Jesus healed and blessed the Gentiles as he fulfilled the prophecy of being a light to the Gentiles (Isa. 42:6; 49:6).
Mar 8:8
“baskets.” The Greek word simply means “baskets.” Although some English translations say “large baskets,” the size of the baskets is not indicated by the Greek word, and it is unlikely that Jesus and the disciples had “large baskets” handy, whereas it is very likely that people who came to hear Jesus, or even his disciples, might have brought some smaller baskets with provisions for travel and such.
Mar 8:9
“Now about 4,000 men were there…” The feeding of the 4,000 is in Matt. 15:29-39; Mark 8:1-10. The feeding of the 5,000 is in all four Gospels (Matt. 14:13-21; Mark 6:32-44; Luke 9:10-17, and John 6:1-13).
Matthew 15:38 clarifies that 4,000 men were there and there were also women and children, so actually, many more than just 4,000 were fed. This is the shorter reading represented in the Nestle-Aland Greek text, 28th edition; the longer reading, which is not likely original, is “Now those who had eaten were about 4,000 men.”
Mar 8:10
“Dalmanutha.” See commentary on Matthew 15:39.
Mar 8:11
“And the Pharisees came out.” This record is also in Matthew 16:1-4. The Pharisees were accompanied by the Sadducees (Matt. 16:1). The Bible says that everyone who lives a godly life will suffer persecution. These religious zealots did not even wait for Jesus to come to where they were; instead, they came out to him to argue with him and defend their religious turf.
Mar 8:12
“he sighed deeply in his spirit.” The word “spirit” is sometimes used to express an innermost part of a person or, more often in the case of God, when God is acting. In this case, Jesus’ “spirit” is simply a way of saying “sighed deeply within himself.” Some English versions try to make the English more understandable by translating the idiomatic use of “spirit” into more common English. Thus, the CJB says, “With a sigh that came straight from his heart.” The NIV simply says, “He sighed deeply,” and the NJB says “with a profound sigh.” The CEB tries to pick up some of the motion usually associated with the word “spirit” and says, “with an impatient sigh.”
The Pharisees had come to Jesus to test him and to ask him to do a spectacular sign. We can see how Jesus would have been frustrated and impatient with them, because he had done so many signs and miracles in the Galilee (he had just fed over 4,000 people with seven loaves of bread and a few small fish not too many miles away). Nevertheless, he was still hopeful he might reach some of them, along with the people he had not yet convinced of who he was (and he almost certainly would have been surrounded by people who were watching him closely). We can see why he would sigh deeply out of a mixture of frustration and hope, and then say that “no sign” would be given to them.
Mark’s record of this event gives us an important insight because the Gospel of Matthew records the same event but records Jesus as saying that no sign will be given to them except the sign of the prophet Jonah (Matt. 16:4; Jesus also said that in a different context in Matt. 12:39). The fact that Matthew and Mark differ in exactly what Jesus said is profound, because what Jesus actually said was almost certainly recorded in Matthew, while what Jesus effectively said to the Pharisees, given the fact that no sign he ever did convinced them of who he was, was that “no sign” would be given to them. Thus, there was a sign for them, the sign of the prophet Jonah, but “no sign” was given to them that they accepted as a genuine sign, including his being raised from the dead.
“no sign will be given to this generation.” The Greek is more literally, “If a sign were to be given to this generation….” If Jesus was speaking Greek, this would be an anacoluthon, an unfinished sentence that is filled in in the minds of the speaker or hearer. However, there is evidence that it was a Semitic idiom that was basically a denial, so the translation “no sign will be given” is warranted.
[See Word Study: “Anacoluthon.”]
Mar 8:14
“And they had forgotten to bring bread.” When Jesus and the apostles landed on the east side of the lake the apostles discovered they had forgotten to take food with them. Getting bread on the populated west and northwest side of the lake would have been easy, but not easy on the more deserted east side. So the apostles were concerned about forgetting food and thus misunderstood Jesus when he said to beware of the leaven of the Pharisees, Sadducees, and Herod” (Matt. 16:6; Mark 8:15).
“one loaf.” A “loaf” of the flatbread of the Bible was quite like a pancake, so only one loaf of bread would be like having one pancake for the twelve apostles and Jesus. The only thing the disciples had in the boat was one “loaf” of bread.
Mar 8:15
“of the Pharisees.” The Gospel of Matthew adds the Sadducees as well (Matt. 16:6); they had different doctrines but both were erroneous.
“the leaven of Herod.” There are various opinions about the meaning of the leaven of Herod, and there may be an element of truth in all of them, because Jesus was warning the apostles about things that would make their ministry ineffective or even against God. Both the Pharisees and Herod wanted “proof” (a sign) that Jesus was who he said he was, and both refused to believe the evidence that was right before their eyes. Also, the Pharisees, Sadducees, and Herod all doubted who Jesus was and spoke lies about him (Herod, for example, said that Jesus was John the Baptist raised from the dead). So each party failed to understand the ministry of Jesus or take the man and his ministry at face value as being from God. It is also interesting that Matthew says “Pharisees and Sadducees,” while Mark says “Pharisees and Herod.” One of Herod’s wives was Mariamne, the daughter of Simon who once was the High Priest and was a Sadducee, so the family of Herod was connected with the Sadducees by marriage.
Mar 8:16
“with one another that they did not have any bread.” Some Greek manuscripts read, “with one another, ‘we have no bread.’” That reading is somewhat closer to Matthew, but not identical to it. In any case, the difference makes no impact on the understanding of the event.
Mar 8:22
“Bethsaida.” That is, Bethsaida Julius, on the eastern side of the lake (the Sea of Galilee). It was not on the shore of the lake, showing that Jesus was still seeking to go to many places around the Galilee and spread the Good News. Philip the tetrarch had enlarged the village of Bethsaida Julius and named it after the daughter of Augustus Caesar. Bethsaida had always been a village even after it was enlarged. Josephus still refers to it as a village, and not a true city.[footnoteRef:1255] The fact that Bethsaida has always been a “village” and had only recently been enlarged explains why Mark calls it a “village.” [1255:  Josephus, Antiquities, 18.2.1.] 

Mar 8:24
“And regaining his sight.” The participle here in Mark 8:24 is translated as “regaining his sight.” The translation is explained in the text note of the NET Bible: “The verb ἀναβλέπω [anablepō], though normally meaning ‘look up,’ when used in conjunction with blindness means ‘regain sight.’” (See the translations in the NET, NJB.)[footnoteRef:1256] [1256:  Also see Robert A. Guelich, Mark 1-8:26 [WBC], 428.] 

Mar 8:25
“Then he laid his hands on his eyes again.” This record of the healing of the blind man outside of Bethsaida is only in Mark. It seems unusual that it would only be recorded in Mark since it is the only healing or miracle in the Gospels in which Jesus laid hands on anyone twice in order for them to be healed, and the reason that Jesus did that is not explained in the text.
Mar 8:26
“Do not even enter into the village.” The Bible does not tell us why Jesus said this. Blindness did not make a person unclean, so that could not have been a reason. It seems therefore that the reason had to be personal; that the man himself had to have time to fully reflect on what had happened to him and not get swept away by an emotional crowd. Jesus’ healings were all personal, there is no set pattern to them. If this man needed time to fully appreciate what had happened to him, and also make plans for the future, Jesus would have wanted the man to make sure to take that time, and of course, rejoice with his own family.
Being able to see again would have given this man opportunities he had not had before, and it is certainly likely that loads of people would have had “good ideas” for him, but they were ideas that he and his family needed to work out without everyone else’s opinion.
Mar 8:27
“the villages of Caesarea Philippi.” The “villages of Caesarea Philippi” were the little villages around the major town of Caesarea Philippi.
Mar 8:28
“And they said to him.” The literal text is, “And they said to him, saying,” which is idiomatic and means “they said to him.”
“Elijah.” For information on why the people thought that Elijah would come, and why John the Baptist was called “Elijah,” see commentary on Matthew 17:10.
Mar 8:29
“You are the Christ.” This statement of Peter’s is in Matthew 16:16, Mark 8:29, and Luke 9:20.
Mar 8:31
“the Son of Man must suffer many things.” Now that the disciples know that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God (Matt. 16:13-17; Mark 8:27-30; Luke 9:18-21), Jesus begins to tell them that he must suffer, die, and be raised from the dead. In spite of his clear teaching about it, however, they did not understand what he meant, and Peter even tried to stop Jesus from voicing it.
[For more on Jesus’ clear teaching that he would suffer and die, see commentary on Luke 18:34.]
“after three days rise from the dead.” Mark 8:31, along with quite a few other verses in the New Testament, is taken by some Christians to mean that Jesus raised himself from the dead. However, that is not the best way to understand this passage for quite a few reasons.
First, other times the Bible speaks of Jesus getting up from the dead it is the Father, God, who raises Jesus, he does not raise himself. Many verses plainly state that it was God who raised Jesus (cf. Acts 2:32; 4:10; 5:30; Rom. 10:9; 1 Cor. 6:14; Gal. 1:1; 1 Thess. 1:9-10). Secondly, Jesus was a man, a human being (1 Tim. 2:5) so it would be impossible for him to raise himself from the dead. If he was truly dead he could not do that (Eccl. 9:5, 6, 10).
Thirdly, the Greek word that is translated as “rise” is anastēnai (#450 ἀναστῆναι), and it can mean to rise up, raise up, or get up. There is an important distinction that needs to be made between “rise up” and “raise up.” Typically, “rise up” is used when you (the subject) are rising up, and “raise up” is used when you (the subject) are raising up something else. Thus, if I am rescued out of a swimming pool, my body “rose up” but I was “raised” by someone else. Both are true simultaneously, however, “rise” is from an active perspective and “be raised” is from a passive perspective. This is important because although anastēnai in Mark 8:31 is an active infinitive, it does not necessarily mean that Jesus raised himself from the dead. Jesus’ body did “rise” (active) from the dead (if we take the meaning to be “rise”), but, as we will see, it rose because God raised it. Mark 8:31 does not tell us the cause, or, who raised Jesus from the dead, but just the result, that Jesus rose. It is from the rest of Scripture that we learn that God raised Jesus and thus his body did “rise.”
The two parallels, in Matthew 16:21 and Luke 9:22, both use the passive form when talking about Jesus’ resurrection, “be raised.” So, if we know that the parallels speak of Jesus being raised, in other words, someone else is doing the raising, then that should influence how we understand the active infinitive here in Mark 8:31. If both “rise” and “raise” are perfectly good options, and we know Jesus did not raise himself from the dead, we should understand the Greek text to mean “rise.” Jesus was raised from the dead by the power of God (Acts 2:32, passive sense), and his body did rise (active sense). Both are true.
Lastly, the active form of “anistēmi” is used of other humans who certainly do not raise themselves from the dead (Mark 12:25) and carries the meaning of “rise” instead of “raise.” Therefore, Mark 8:31 is a remarkable prediction by Jesus that he will rise from the dead three days after he is killed, not that he will raise himself from the dead.
[For more on God being the one to raise Jesus from the dead, see commentary on John 10:17. For more information on dead people being dead in every way and not able to help themselves, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.” For more information on Jesus not being God and therefore not being able to raise himself when he is dead, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.”]
“and after three days rise from the dead.” The words “from the dead” are added for clarity. Jesus would be killed and rise after three days, “rise,” which would have to mean rise from the dead. This teaching of Jesus was very important and is repeated in Matthew 16:21, Mark 8:31, and Luke 9:22.
Mar 8:32
“And he was speaking about this matter plainly.” This statement is only in Mark, but it makes the important point that when Jesus spoke of being killed, he was not speaking in veiled language. Nevertheless, the apostles did not understand what he meant.
“And Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him.” The record of Peter rebuking Jesus is only in Matthew and Mark.
Mar 8:33
“Get behind me, Adversary.” See commentary on Matthew 16:23.
“thinking about.” The Greek phronein means to have in mind something that sways the thinking.[footnoteRef:1257] [1257:  Cf. R. C. H. Lenski, St. Mark’s Gospel, 348.] 

Mar 8:34
“And calling the crowd to himself.” This record is in Matthew 16:24-28; Mark 8:34-9:1; and Luke 9:23-27. Matthew says Jesus is speaking with his disciples, which was the major intent of what he was saying, however, Mark and Luke point out that the multitude was there also and was listening to this part of what he was teaching. What Jesus taught about him being the Messiah and suffering and dying was only taught to the disciples, which is why for this teaching he had to call the multitude to him.
“he must.” In this context, the Greek imperative verb is best translated “he must,” not “let him” (see commentary on Matt. 16:24).
“take up his cross.” The follower of Christ must be willing to suffer for Christ.
[For more on the meaning of “take up his cross,” see commentary on Matt. 16:24.]
“he must deny himself and must take up his cross, and then follow me.” The first two things, denying oneself and taking one’s cross are aorist imperatives, while the “follow me” is a present imperative. So to be a true follower of Jesus Christ one must deny themself and take up their cross and then they are qualified to genuinely follow Jesus.
Mar 8:35
“life” (2x). The Greek word is psuchē (#5590 ψυχή, pronounced psoo-'kay), often translated “soul.” The Greek word has a large number of meanings, including the physical life of a person or animal; an individual person; or attitudes, emotions, feelings, and thoughts. Here it refers to the physical life of the body, which is why most versions translate it “life,” which is accurate in this context.
[See commentary on Matthew 16:25. For a more complete explanation of psuchē, “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
“because of me.” For an explanation of this phrase, see the commentary on Matthew 5:11.
Mar 8:36
“life.” The Greek word is psuchē, as in Mark 8:35. It is used twice in verse 35 of the life of the body, and it is expanded in this verse to be life in general, both here and the hereafter, which is why many versions translate it “life” in Mark 8:35 but “soul” in Mark 8:36 and 8:37. It is better to translate the word the same way in Mark 8:35, 36, and 8:37 and point out that “life” can be just our physical life or our physical and everlasting life
[For a more complete explanation of psuchē, “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
Mar 8:37
“life.” The Greek word is psuchē, the same as in Mark 8:35 and 8:36. See commentary on Mark 8:36.
 
Mark Chapter 9
Mar 9:1
“will absolutely not taste death.” Mark 9:1 is a continuation of what Jesus taught in Mark 8:34-38, just as it is in Matthew 16:24-28, and Mark 9:1 should not have been a new chapter but instead should be thought of as Mark 8:39, the last verse in Mark clchapter 8. Jesus was teaching that people must live with such a mindset that they would be ready to give up their life for Jesus’ sake, and that Jesus was coming back soon (Matt. 16:27), and that is why he said that “some” of the people in his audience would not die before they saw the “the Kingdom of God come with power.”
[For more information on what Jesus was teaching, see commentary on Matt. 16:28.]
“they see that the Kingdom of God has come with power.” This text is not just saying that these people will see the kingdom as it comes, but they will see it after it has come.
Mar 9:2
“Peter and James and John.” Thus there are three witnesses to the Transformation.
“led them by themselves up onto a high mountain.” Jesus and the apostles were at Caesarea Philippi (Matt. 16:13; Mark 8:27), which is at the base of Mount Hermon. The Transfiguration would have been on one of the mountain peaks of “Mount Hermon,” which is actually a range of peaks that runs for over thirty miles, basically from north to south. Mount Hermon is so high that the snow at the top never melts, and it is sparsely populated even to this day, so it was a great place for Jesus, with Peter, James, and John, to be alone.
As far as historians can tell, the idea of the traditional site of the Transfiguration being Mount Tabor originated in AD 326. That year, Queen Helena, Emperor Constantine’s mother, had a vision that Mount Tabor was where the Transfiguration occurred. However, the text of Scripture indicates otherwise. Mount Tabor is much more centrally located in Israel, and the top is quite small. It is likely that it was accepted as the site for the Transfiguration because it was “apart” from other mountains, rising out of the plain, and furthermore, it was easy for pilgrims to get to. But Jesus would have had to travel south for quite some distance to get to Mount Tabor from Caesarea Philippi, and once there and on the top, he would have no guarantee that he would be alone. For one thing, there was a fort on top of Mount Tabor at the time of Christ, which makes Mount Tabor a most unlikely location.
More evidence that Mount Hermon is the Transfiguration site is that after Peter’s statement that Jesus was the Christ and the discussion that followed (Matt. 16:21-28; Mark 8:27-9:1; Luke 9:18-27), which took place at Caesarea Phillipi, the Gospel of Luke says, “he [Jesus] took with him Peter and John and James, and went up onto the mountain to pray. The fact that the text just says “the” mountain, strongly supports that Mount Hermon is the mountain on which the Transfiguration took place. If one is at Caesarea Philippi, which is at the very base of Mount Hermon, then “the” mountain is Mount Hermon, not some mountain over 40 miles away.
“transformed.” The event described as the “Transfiguration” is recorded in three Gospels (Matt. 17:1-9; Mark 9:2-9; Luke 9:28-36). For an explanation of the Transfiguration, see commentary on Matthew 17:2.
Mar 9:6
“say.” The Greek is apokrithē (#611 ἀποκριθῇ), technically, “answer,” but in this case, he was “answering” the situation, not a question. Hendriksen states: “Here, as in verse 5 and often, the verb ἀποκριθῇ has a wide meaning, so that τί ἀποκριθῇ means, “what he should say,” or “what to say.”[footnoteRef:1258] [1258:  Hendriksen, New Testament Commentary: The Gospel of Mark, 340n391.] 

Mar 9:9
“from among the dead.”[footnoteRef:1259] See commentary on Romans 4:24. [1259:  Cf. Kenneth S. Wuest, New Testament, “out from amongst the dead,” 101.] 

Mar 9:10
“And they kept the matter to themselves, discussing…” The disciples did not expect Jesus to be killed and then raised from the dead. That is simply not what most first-century Jews believed about the Messiah, so they did not understand what Jesus was speaking of when he spoke of being raised from the dead (see commentary on Luke 18:34).
Mar 9:11
“Elijah.” John the Baptist was “Elijah.” See commentary on Matthew 17:10.
Mar 9:12
“come first to restore.” If the text is to be translated and understood as if John did restore everything, then the restoration has to refer to a spiritual restoration. However, it seems apparent that John did not restore everything. In fact, that John did not manage to restore everything sets the stage for Jesus’ question, “why is it written about the Son of Man that he must suffer many things and be treated with contempt?” In other words, the disciples need to understand that John did not restore everything, which is one reason the Messiah must suffer and die.
It is a well-known aspect of Semitic languages that an active verb can represent an attempt to do something, not an accomplishment of something. In other words, instead of John “restoring” everything, he “tried” to restore everything. This use of the Hebrew verb is well documented and even appears in places such as the “Hints and Helps to Bible Interpretation” section in the front of Young’s Concordance (hint #70). Young’s has, “Active verbs frequently express only an attempt to do the action,” and one of the examples it gives is Matthew 17:11 about Elijah restoring everything. For clarity, the REV uses the translation “to restore,” in place of the participle “restoring,” which is in the Greek text. It is because of the Semitic idiom that versions such as the ESV, NRSV, and RSV, say “to restore all things.” John came to restore all things, but could not accomplish that task, which is a reason that Jesus had to suffer and die.
“and yet.”[footnoteRef:1260] Jesus was asking the question, without answering it, how it could be that if Elijah came and restored everything, there was any need for the suffering of the Messiah. The disciples did not believe that the Messiah would die (and did not truly understand that until after his resurrection). Thus, Jesus is just trying to get them to open their mind to other possibilities for the Messiah than they had learned in Synagogue. The question is a good one, because although the death of the Messiah was veiled to the disciples, the fact that he would suffer should have been clear to them. But why even that if John did indeed restore all things? The restoration of John was a spiritual restoration, turning people’s hearts back to God. It was not a political restoration, or a full restoration in which the Devil and his minions were defeated, all the people turned to God, and the curse removed from the earth. [1260:  Cf. R. C. H. Lenski, St. Mark’s Gospel, 362; NASB.] 

Mar 9:13
“just as it is written about him.” In the comparison between Elijah and John the Baptist, the things that were written about how Elijah was treated are brought forward to John the Baptist just like the name “Elijah” was brought forward to apply to John. Although “Elijah” (John the Baptist) in Malachi 4 is not foretold to be treated with contempt, since the prophet Elijah was treated with contempt in the Old Testament, we would expect John, who was called Elijah, to be treated with contempt in the New Testament.
[For more on John the Baptist being called “Elijah,” see commentary on Matt. 17:10.]
Mar 9:14
“And when they came to the disciples.” The record of the healing of the epileptic boy is in Matthew 17:14-20, Mark 9:14-29, and Luke 9:37-43. Luke tells us that this event happened the day after the Transfiguration (Luke 9:37).
“and experts in the law disputing with them.” The crowd was not disputing with the nine disciples Jesus had left at Caesarea Philippi; rather, it was the experts in the law, likely Pharisees, who were disputing with the disciples, as this event occurred so deep in the Galilee.
The man had brought his epileptic son to the disciples, and they could not cast out the demon (Mark 9:18).
Mar 9:15
“very excited.” For the definition “very excited,” see BDAG, and see the CEB. The people were excited to see Jesus because of what they had seen him do and his reputation. Although most versions read “amazed,” there is no particular reason that the crowd would be “amazed” here. Jesus was not doing any miracles at this time, he simply had come down from Mount Hermon.
Mar 9:16
“What are you disputing with them about?” Note that the “experts in the Law” did not answer Jesus’ question to them. They were brave and bold around his young apostles but did not have the courage to speak up to Jesus. Sadly, that scenario is typical for people who are bullies and cowards at heart. They will bully people they can, but suddenly disappear when someone who can legitimately challenge them comes on the scene.
Mar 9:17
“I brought my son to you.” That was the man’s intention, but when he got to where the apostles were, Jesus was gone. So he asked the disciples to cast out the demon, but they could not.
Mar 9:18
“And I asked your disciples to cast it out, but they were not strong enough.” This gives us a window into what the experts in the Law were disputing with Jesus’ disciples about. If the man brought his epileptic son to the disciples to cast out the demon, no doubt they would have tried to do it using the only tools they knew, some formula, and perhaps even the name of Jesus himself. But that would not be acceptable to the experts in the Law, who had their own formulas and “names” by which they tried to cast out demons (cf. Acts 4:7). The “experts” would have been delighted that Jesus’ disciples could not cast out the demon because they looked for any way available to discredit Jesus.
“strong enough.” The Greek is ischuō (#2480 ἰσχύω), which means strength. This verse gives us a glimpse into the spiritual battle that can wage when demons live inside a body. It takes spiritual strength to cast them out. That strength comes from trust (Matt. 17:20), which is connected to one’s prayer life (Mark 9:29). Another example of strength in the spiritual battle is Revelation 12:8. The Devil and his demons wanted to remain in heaven, but they were not strong enough to fight against Michael and the angels. To say the apostles “could not” cast out the demon is correct, but not helpful because then we have no idea why. The Greek is more helpful, saying that the spirit did not come out because the apostles were not spiritually strong enough. Spiritual power in the life of a believer is usually not a matter of either having it or not; it is usually a matter of how much power one has, and do we have enough to get the job at hand done for the Lord.
Mar 9:20
“the boy.” The Greek uses the pronouns, “he” and “him,” but those can be confusing, so the text has been clarified for the reader.
“immediately it threw the boy into a convulsion.” Demons are vindictive and cruel. He knew Jesus could cast him out, so he tried to hurt the child any way he could before he left. That behavior is typical of demons and demonic people—people who are possessed by demons or are in allegiance with them; servants of Satan.
Mar 9:21
“how long.” The Greek is more literally, “how long a time,” but we would simply say “how long.”
“How long has this been happening to him?” This question is unique. It is the only time in all of Jesus’ healing miracles that Jesus asked how long the person was sick. Jesus obviously received revelation to ask the question, but the Bible does not say why, although there may have been one reason or multiple reasons for it. Perhaps it was to ascertain the kind of emotional pain the family had endured. Perhaps, as Lenski suggests, it was to point out to the man that as long as the problem had existed, he had not gotten any help from any other source, but now Jesus would help him.[footnoteRef:1261] Or perhaps he asked the question to make it clear to the crowd how long the boy had been sick and thus by healing him he gave hope to others who had been sick a long time and were discouraged about ever getting well. There was a fair amount of malaria in that part of Galilee and many people had been sick for years. We do not know for sure why Jesus asked the question, but it does emphasize the fact that every healing and miracle is different. There is no “magic formula.” Every healing requires God’s power and the minister to walk by revelation. [1261:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. Mark’s Gospel, 378.] 

Mar 9:22
“if you are able to do anything.” The man obviously knows Jesus can do some miracles. The question he is asking is “Are you strong enough to fight this spirit and cast it out?” After all, he said the disciples were not strong enough to cast it out.
Mar 9:23
“What do you mean, ‘If you are able to?’” The Greek text is simply, “if you are able to.” There are two different ways the phrase can be understood. The most accepted way is that Jesus is repeating the man’s words because the man questioned Jesus, and Jesus was saying, “How can you be questioning me when you can see the miracles that I do?” However, the phrase can also be taken as Jesus throwing the man’s question back onto the man, and saying, “No, if YOU are able to,” meaning the man has to believe in the power of God in order to see God’s miracles in his life.
“All things are possible for the one who believes.” This is not a “blanket statement,” that all you have to do is believe and anything at all will be done for you. It is clear from the rest of Scripture, and even in Jesus’ life, that what is being said is that once God makes His will known and gives you revelation about something, then all you do is believe God’s revelation and what God said will be done. We must be careful not to read ourselves into this verse or to understand this verse as “All things are guaranteed to the one who believes.” Instead, Jesus is assuring the father of this epileptic boy about the power of God. With revelation and belief, or trust, God can do anything.
 
Mar 9:25
“subdued.” The Greek word translated “subdued” is epitimaō (#2008 ἐπιτιμάω). In this context, epitimaō has a technical meaning: it is used in Greek religion of gaining control over a spirit, a demon (see commentary on Mark 1:25).
Mar 9:27
“Jesus, taking him by the hand, lifted him up and he stood up.” There are two things going on here: Jesus lifted and the boy stood. The boy seemed to be dead, so Jesus lifted him up. But in that weakened state, if Jesus had let go of the boy he would have dropped back to the ground. So we see that as Jesus lifted the boy up his body was energized with strength; “and he stood up.”
Mar 9:29
“by anything except prayer.” This statement does not mean that one has to pray before casting the demon out of the person. Jesus did not take the time to pray. It means to be effective in delivering people from demons, one must live an obedient life before God, which includes much prayer.
Some Greek texts have “prayer and fasting,” but textual research available today shows that the phrase “and fasting” was added to the original text.
Mar 9:31
“is going to be handed over.” The Greek is paradidōmi (#3860 παραδίδωμι), and in this context, it means to give into the hands of another; to deliver up treacherously; by betrayal to cause someone to be taken. It is present tense, but is an example of the “prophetic present,” meaning the present tense is stated, but it is prophetic of something that will happen in the future. Thus, some versions render the verb, “will be delivered over” or something similar. The prophetic present has “the note of certain expectation,”[footnoteRef:1262] because it is spoken as if the action is occurring at that very time. Jesus’ betrayal was not far away. [1262:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. Mark’s Gospel, 387.] 

[For more on the idioms of the prophetic present and prophetic perfect, see the commentary on Luke 3:9 and Ephesians 2:6.]
“he will rise from the dead.” This is not saying that Jesus raises himself from the dead, but instead, only that Jesus will rise from the dead. The person who is doing the raising is not specified in this verse.
[For more on this phrase, see commentary on Mark 8:31.]
Mar 9:32
“But they did not understand the saying.” Jesus taught about his suffering, death, and resurrection many times. However, in spite of Jesus’ clearly stating he would suffer, die, and be raised from the dead, the disciples never understood what he meant. This gives us some very important insight into how the Jews at the time of Jesus viewed their Messiah. Just as they never expected a virgin birth (note Mary’s reaction to the angel’s message in Luke 1:34), they never expected their Messiah to suffer and die. This verse and others, such as Luke 18:34, make that plain. Even after his death and resurrection, upon seeing the empty tomb, they did not understand what had happened (John 20:9). It took Jesus personally appearing to a number of people for the disciples to believe he had been raised from the dead. Jesus first appeared to Mary Magdalene (John 20:16), then to the women who came to the tomb (Matt. 28:9), then to Peter (this appearing is not recorded in Scripture; we are only told that it happened; Luke 24:34; 1 Cor. 15:5); then to the two men on the road to Emmaus (Luke 24:31), then to the disciples as a group (Luke 24:36ff). Even with all that evidence, Thomas, who was not with the disciples when Jesus appeared, still did not believe until he had personally seen the resurrected Lord (John 20:26-28). Ultimately, it took both understanding the Scriptures and seeing the resurrected Christ to fully confirm their belief in the resurrected Christ (Luke 24:45; and see commentary on Matt. 16:21).
Mar 9:33
“And when he was in the house.” Lenski says, “ ‘in the house’ with its definite article means the house or home of Jesus.”[footnoteRef:1263] Thus this verse could well be translated, “When he was at home.” People are so convinced that Jesus was poor that they do not consider that Jesus could have owned a home, but there is no reason he could not have, even if many people contributed to it. [1263:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. Mark’s Gospel, 389.] 

“arguing about.” The Greek could also be “discussing,” but it is likely that since the young men were speaking about who was the greatest among them it was at least a somewhat heated discussion or small argument.
Mar 9:34
“greatest.” This record occurs in Matthew 18:1-5; Mark 9:33-37; and Luke 9:46-48. The word translated “greatest” is actually the comparative “greater.” The argument was about who was the greatest in the Kingdom of Heaven (Matt. 18:1). (See commentary on Luke 9:46).
Mar 9:36
“him.” This same account is in Matthew 18:2 and Luke 9:47. The text does not give us the sex of the child but culturally it would have been a boy that Jesus would set “in the midst” of a group of men. Jesus would have been more respectful in the culture than to pick up someone’s little girl and set her in the middle of a group of men, and in fact, that a little girl would be in his immediate audience is possible but not probable.
That there would be other people and children in the house with Jesus and the apostles makes perfect sense. Jesus would have been almost surrounded by people everywhere he went. The fact that Jesus had people around him all the time (and others traveled in groups as well) was so “common” and “ordinary” that the other people are almost never mentioned. We see this all over the Bible. For example, when Abraham sent his servant to Padan-aram to get a wife for Isaac we could read almost the entire record and never know that the servant traveled with other men except that Genesis 24:32 mentions them. Similarly, when Mary went from Galilee to Judea to see Elizabeth, there is no hint in the record that Mary traveled with other people and men to protect her. However, in the culture, it would have been unheard of to let a young woman travel alone for what was at least a three-day journey (and was more likely five or six days). The people who traveled with Mary are not mentioned simply because they did not need to be—everyone knew they were there. That is the situation here in Mark 9:36. Jesus was not alone in the house with just the apostles, there would have been others there, including children.
Mar 9:37
“Whoever receives a child like this one in my name receives me.” The child mortality rate at the time Jesus lived was quite high, and that was just one reason that children were not held in high esteem but were often considered almost ancillary to the family until they could be genuinely productive. The children were loved, but not treated particularly well.
“only...also.” When a person receives Christ, he receives God as well. For more on this idiomatic way of speaking, see commentary on 1 John 3:18.
Mar 9:40
“For whoever is not against us is for us.” This is said in the opposite way (and perhaps more clearly) in Matthew 12:30: “Whoever is not with me is against me, and whoever does not gather with me, scatters” (cf. Luke 11:23). Although they are worded differently, both have the same message and neither statement allows for a neutral ground. There is no neutrality in the spiritual battle: we are either for or against God.
Both ways of saying that people were either for you or against you were attested in the ancient world, and Jesus’ disciples were no doubt familiar with the concepts. The world in ancient times was very tough and there were many situations in which neutrality was not acceptable and people had to choose which side they were on. When the Roman philosopher Cicero (106-43 BC) defended the people of Pompeii to Caesar, he quoted Caesar’s own words back to him, saying to Caesar, “Let that maxim of yours, which won you your victory, hold good. For we have often heard you say that, while we considered all who were not with us as our enemies, you considered all who were not against you as your friends.”[footnoteRef:1264] [1264:  Quoted by William L. Lane, The Gospel of Mark [NICNT].] 

We are all either “for” or “against” God and Jesus. If we are not “against” him then we are for him. If we are not “with” him then we are against him. Someone might say, “Well, I am not against him, but I am not ‘for’ him either.” That statement only shows an ignorance of the spiritual battle and the reality behind the spiritual battle. God created the world, and us, and He demands our allegiance. Someone who is unwilling to recognize God to the point of getting saved is an enemy of God and will end up in Gehenna. Someone who recognizes God to the point of getting saved is part of the Kingdom of God. There is no place where “neutral people” go on the Day of Judgment. The sheep go into the Kingdom, the goats into the Lake of Fire. Being unwilling to commit to being “for” or “against” God is actually part of the Devil’s plot to steal, kill, and destroy (John 10:10). Especially to our modern ears, not being for or against something sounds so reasonable and good-natured that it is easy to think that God must be some kind of ogre for demanding that we believe in Him. But in the End, we will not be able to sweep under the rug the fact that He is our creator, and He created us for a purpose; a purpose that is intertwined with His own purposes, and if we do not want to support Him, then we are in fact against Him.
There is a story about a man who was sitting on a fence, with the Devil on one side and God on the other. God and the Devil were both trying to get the man to come down off the fence to their side. The arguments and pleas went on hour after hour, but the man would not make a decision or come down from the fence. At the end of the day, God went home to heaven and the Devil said to the man, “OK, come down and come with me.” The man said, “But I am still on the fence; I have not made a decision yet.” The Devil replied, “Come down. You obviously don’t understand. I own the fence.” How true. In reality, there is no fence. There is no “place” for people who say they are “neutral” because there are no “neutral” people. People who are for God will be in the future Kingdom of Christ. People who are against God will be in the Lake of Fire. Those are the only two futures for humankind (see commentary on Rom. 6:23).
Mar 9:41
“in my name.” The “my” is not specifically in the text but is implied.
Mar 9:42
“huge millstone.” The Greek literally reads, “millstone of a donkey,” and it refers to the large commercial millstones, which weighed many hundreds of pounds and were turned by donkeys or oxen. There would be no point in tying a commercial millstone to anyone’s neck and throwing him in the water—any much smaller weight would do the job. Jesus is using hyperbole to make his point. Most translations do not point out that this verse is speaking about the huge commercial millstones and not the standard household millstone that women used to grind the household grain.
[For more on millstones, see commentary on Deut. 24:6.]
“lake.” From the context, Jesus was teaching in Capernaum, right beside the Sea of Galilee, which is actually a lake (see commentary on Matt. 4:18).
Mar 9:43
“Gehenna.” See commentary on Matthew 5:22.
[For information on annihilation in the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
“life.” This refers to the Life in the Age to Come, and it is equivalent to entering the Kingdom of God (Mark 9:47). See commentary on Luke 10:28.
“unquenchable fire.” That the fire is “unquenchable” does not mean that it will never burn out, it means that it cannot be purposely put out until the fuel is gone and it burns out on its own (see commentary on Mark 9:48).
Mar 9:44
This entire verse (and Mark 9:46) was an addition to the text, and so is omitted in the REV, and it is omitted in many other modern versions as well. Metzger simply comments that these verses are “lacking in important early witnesses” [i.e., manuscripts] and “were added by copyists from v. 48.”[footnoteRef:1265] In other words, the evidence that this verse, as well as verse 46, were added by copyists is so strong that it is not even debated by scholars. See commentary on Mark 9:48. [1265:  Metzger, Textual Commentary, 102.] 

Mar 9:45
“Gehenna.” See commentary on Matthew 5:22.
[For information on annihilation in the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
“life.” The Greek is literally, “the life,” which refers to the life in the Age to Come, that is “everlasting life.” See commentary on Luke 10:28.
Mar 9:46
This entire verse (and Mark 9:44) was an addition to the text, and so is omitted in the REV, just as it is omitted in many other modern versions as well. Metzger simply comments that these verses are “lacking in important early witnesses” [i.e., manuscripts] and “were added by copyists from v. 48.”[footnoteRef:1266] In other words, the evidence that this verse, as well as verse 44, were added by copyists is so strong that it is not even debated by scholars. See commentary on Mark 9:48. [1266:  Metzger, Textual Commentary, 102.] 

Mar 9:47
“gouge it out.” The Greek is literally, “throw it out,” but we would say “gouge it out.” Christ’s making this point is important, and occurs three times (Matt. 5:29; 18:9; and Mark 9:47).
“Gehenna.” See commentary on Matthew 5:22.
[For information on annihilation in the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
Mar 9:48
“their worm does not die.” This verse is quoted from Isaiah 66:24, and it has been used to prove that people “burn in hell forever,” but that is not what it is teaching (see commentary on Isa. 66:24). Both in Isaiah and here in Mark, it is teaching that unsaved people are totally destroyed. Jesus specifically uses the word Gehenna, which is where people will be destroyed (Mark 9:47), while Isaiah does not mention the place, but simply says people will “go out” (of the city) and see the dead bodies. We know from the book of Revelation that the destruction of the wicked will occur in the Lake of Fire (see Rev. 20:14-15).
Gehenna was the garbage dump of Jerusalem. All kinds of garbage, and even dead animals, were thrown into Gehenna and destroyed. The fires in the valley burned up everything that could be burned, and the maggots and worms ate up the vegetable and animal waste. Everyone in Christ’s audience knew this. No one thought that the wood, rags, or other burnables that had been thrown into Gehenna burned forever in the valley, or that animal and vegetable garbage lasted forever, eternally being consumed by worms. Christ’s point in comparing the Valley of Gehenna to the future Lake of Fire was graphic and clear: if a person was thrown into Gehenna on the Day of Judgment, he would never be restored, he would be totally consumed; he would be annihilated.
One thing that helps us understand Jesus’ teaching is knowing that Isaiah 66:24 is not speaking of living people suffering, but dead bodies in the process of being destroyed. This is clear from paying attention to the context and vocabulary of the verse. Isaiah 66:24 says, “They will go out and look on the dead bodies of the people who have transgressed against me; for their worm will not die, nor will their fire be quenched, and they will be loathsome to all humankind.” From this, we can see that this verse is not talking about living people being tortured. It is talking about dead people being totally destroyed.
In reading Isaiah chapter 66, we can see that the closing verses are about God’s judgment on the wicked, and how He will destroy them with fire and sword (Isa. 66:16). This is a general picture of God’s judgment, and could refer to either the Battle of Armageddon just before the Millennial Kingdom (Rev. 19:19-21) or to the Final War at the end of the Millennial Kingdom (Rev. 20:7-10), or even to both. At some point after the battles, the unrighteous people go to the place where God has thrown the bodies of the unsaved, and they are all dead, they are not suffering. Isaiah said the righteous will look upon the “dead bodies,” and the Hebrew word peger (#06297 פֶּגֶר) is always used of dead bodies, never living ones. Those dead bodies were being consumed by worms and fire, and eventually would be completely gone. So we see that Isaiah is not portraying the suffering of the wicked, but their final fate: destruction.
When Jesus quoted Isaiah 66:24 in his teaching, he quoted it to reinforce his point, which was the same point that Isaiah was making: that there is no restitution for the wicked, only complete annihilation. Jesus was not modifying or correcting what Isaiah wrote. Rather, Jesus was teaching about Gehenna, and quoted Isaiah to help emphasize the point he was making about the destruction of the wicked. In another teaching, Jesus made it clear that God would destroy both “body and soul” in Gehenna (Matt. 10:28).
The phrase, “their worm does not die,” does not mean the worms never die. “Immortal worms” would not have made sense to anyone in biblical times. Neither Isaiah nor Jesus was teaching or explaining a new doctrine that worms somehow lived forever. This is not picturing everlasting torment, but rather that the worms and fire will not stop until everything in Gehenna has been annihilated. People who vermapost (that is, compost by using worms), are very familiar with the fact that as long as they keep adding garbage to the worm bins, the worms there do not die off, but multiply. Individual worms die, but collectively the worms eat and multiply until all their food is gone, at which point they starve and die. Of course, there cannot be literal worms, as we know worms, in Gehenna, because they could not survive, so they may just be a metaphor for total destruction, but it is possible that God would miraculously keep worms alive to be part of the destruction of the wicked. Most orthodox teachers do not believe the worms are literal, but believe they are a figure to portray horrible suffering. However, as we saw, the people were “dead bodies,” they were not alive so they were not suffering. Many of the “worms” eating the rotting flesh and food are maggots, and the NLT version reads “maggots.”
[For more information on Gehenna, see commentary on Matt. 5:22.]
“and the fire is not extinguished.” Just as the phrase “the worm does not die” does not mean that there are “immortal worms,” but rather means that the worms will eat until there is no more food, the phrase “is not extinguished,” does not mean the fire burns forever, it means it is never purposely put out. Firemen today are very familiar with house fires that “cannot be extinguished,” and do not go out until the house is consumed to ash. We disagree with Lenski and other commentators who insist that these words portray everlasting torment. For example, Lenski writes, “A fire that is ‘unquenchable’ is by that very fact eternal.”[footnoteRef:1267] That is not accurate. The text simply states the fire is “not quenched.” No one puts the fire out, but that does not mean the fire does not go out when the fuel is gone. [1267:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. Mark’s Gospel, 407.] 

God uses the word “quenched” (or “extinguished”) for fires (or anger) that cannot be extinguished but will go out on its own a number of times in the Bible. Many verses support the idea that “not quenched” simply means that no one can put the fire out until it burns out. Ezekiel 20:47 speaks of God causing a fire in the forest in the Negev and says, “the blazing flame will not be quenched,” but that does not mean that the woods of the Negev will burn forever, they will burn until the trees are burned up. Jeremiah 17:27 is a prophecy of Jerusalem that if the people do not obey God and keep the Sabbath holy, “I will kindle a fire in its [Jerusalem’s] gates, and it will devour the palaces of Jerusalem, and it will not be quenched.” The palaces in Jerusalem do not burn forever. No one can “quench” the fire in them; they will burn until they are gone.
God also uses the word “quench” with the same meaning for fires and anger. God speaks of His anger that cannot be “quenched,” meaning that people cannot put it out, but it will eventually die out. For example, because of the idolatry of Judah, God said His anger would not be “quenched” (2 Kings 22:17; 2 Chron. 34:25; Jer. 7:20; 17:27). Indeed, Judah was destroyed by Babylon and the people carried into captivity, but eventually God’s anger died down and Judah returned from captivity to the Promised Land. So God’s anger could not be “quenched,” but it could stop, and that is what will happen in Gehenna. It will take a very long time, but eventually, the fire of Gehenna will burn out.
So the biblical and lexical evidence is that “not quenched” does not mean “eternal” but rather means it cannot be put out until the fuel burns out. The phrase “not quenched” would only refer to a fire that burned forever if the other biblical evidence showed that the fuel for the fire lasted forever, but the other biblical evidence supports the eventual destruction of the wicked. When people are thrown into Gehenna after they are judged on the Day of Judgment, the fire there will not be able to be put out, and the worms there will not die until there is nothing left to consume and all the sinners have been annihilated.
The Bible does not describe people’s suffering in the Lake of Fire, it simply notes that there will be some suffering there. Nevertheless, as the teaching about “eternal hell” continued to be developed and embellished throughout Church history, there was a tremendous fascination and emphasis on “hell.” This is well represented in Christian art through the centuries and in literature such as the epic poem, Divine Comedy by Dante Alighieri (the first part of which is titled “Inferno,” which is Italian for “Hell”). It is worth noting that there was such a fascination with hell that somehow the phrase about the worm not dying and the fire not being quenched was added two more times in some manuscripts of Mark. Thus, both Mark 9:44 and 9:46 were added to some manuscripts, but those two occurrences are not in the original text and are not in most modern Bibles.
[For information on the dead being dead until the resurrection, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.” For more on the annihilation of the dead, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.” For more on the two destinies of humankind, see commentary on Rom. 6:23. For more on the worm and fire, see commentary on Isa. 66:24. For more information on Gehenna, see commentary on Matt. 5:22. For more information on “Hell” and Hades, see commentary on Rev. 20:13.]
Mar 9:50
“if the salt has become unsalty.” For how salt can become unsalty, see commentary on Matthew 5:13.
“how can it be made salty again?” To understand why Jesus would say this, we have to remember the context of this statement. Jesus has just finished talking about how we must remove causes to sin because the alternative is destruction in the fire of Gehenna (cf. Mark 9:43, 45, 47). So, when Jesus says, after the salt has become unsalty, “How can you make it salty again,” the implied answer is that you cannot. He goes on to say in the parallel in Matthew 5:13 that it is not useful for anything but to be trampled under people’s feet. He says this because that is the true reality of salt in the real world, and it helps communicate a thought that Jesus wanted to convey about not being able to be restored from the fire of Gehenna.
In biblical times, and still to an extent in modern times, a major source of salt was the marshes along the seashore where evaporated salt water left salt deposits. The salt, which was not pure, was sometimes stored in houses or left on the ground, and in both cases, it can become ruined, thus “unsalty.” William Thomson details a story eerily similar to what we find Jesus describing here in Mark 9:50. “These houses have merely earthen floors [i.e., have only dirt floors], and the salt next [to] the ground in a few years [is] entirely spoiled. I saw large quantities of it literally thrown into the street, to be trodden underfoot of men and beasts.”[footnoteRef:1268] This thought is parallel to the idea of Gehenna; no one can be restored from the fire of Gehenna, it is the everlasting destruction of the unbeliever (2 Thess. 1:9), the unsalty. [1268:  W. M. Thomson, The Land and the Book, Chap. 26, “Kersa-Tiberias,” 381-82.] 

Here is the meaning of the metaphor: Everyone will be seasoned with fire (Mark 9:49), some people will be salty (believers) and will be a pleasing sacrifice to God (Lev. 2:13). They have salt in themselves (Mark 9:50). The rest will also be seasoned with fire, yet they are not “salty” because their salt has lost its taste, they will not be a pleasing sacrifice to God (Lev. 2:13) and will be destroyed in the fire of Gehenna (Mark 9:43, 45).
[For more on how salt can become “unsalty,” see commentary on Matt. 5:13. For more on annihilation in Gehenna, the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
“Have salt in yourselves.” This obscure saying is connected to both the salt covenant and to the fact that every burnt sacrifice that was offered to God was salted with salt. The salt covenant was a way to make a binding agreement between people. The salt covenant is sometimes known as the “friendship covenant” because even when enemies ate salt together they were bound by the covenant to help and protect each other. It was not always possible to eat a meal together and so have “peace” (the Hebrew is “shalom” and means more than just “peace,” it means well-being), but if people had salt in themselves they would have shalom with those they met. Followers of Jesus are, like him, to be as much at peace with the world around them as it is possible to be (cf. Rom. 12:18).
[For more on the salt covenant, see commentary on 2 Chron. 13:5. For more on sacrifices and offerings being offered with salt, see Lev. 2:13; Num. 18:17-19; and see commentary on Lev. 2:13.]
“one another.” The phrase “one another” occurs in the context of the community of believers, and while we are to be good to everyone, in the context of the New Testament Epistles, the commands toward “one another” are specifically to other believers. For example, Christians are to be “especially good to the household of faith” (Gal. 6:10). It is very important for the richness of our lives together here on earth, for our personal growth here on earth, and for rewards in the next life, that each Christian needs to be “other-focused,” focused on others and how we can help them. The phrase “one another” occurs many times in the New Testament, stating and reinforcing that truth.
[For more on the “one another” commands, see commentary on Gal. 5:13, “one another.” For more on “love one another,” see commentary on John 13:34.]
 
Mark Chapter 10
Mar 10:1
“And he set out from there.” The fact that Mark 10:1 starts with, “And he set out from there,” makes it seem like he was going from Capernaum (Mark 9:33), but that is not the case. One of the things that Bible readers must become accustomed to is that the word “and” simply means there is a flow in the story from the author’s perspective. Jesus did go from Capernaum to the Transjordan, the land East of the Jordan River (Mark 10:1), but not before he went through Samaria to Jerusalem and then to the Transjordan. In fact, the entire record of Luke 9:51-18:14 occurs between Mark 9:50 and Mark 10:1. The phrase “beyond the Jordan” refers to Perea, the portion of the kingdom of Herod the Great occupying the eastern side of the Jordan River valley.
Mar 10:2
“Is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife?” This record in Mark contains the same event recorded in Matthew 19, but with different details. When the Gospel of Matthew and the Gospel of Mark cover the same event, Mark usually has a more abbreviated version of the event, as is the case here. To properly understand what Jesus said, it is important for us to know the full question the Pharisees asked, but Mark only records part of their question. Mark records the Pharisees’ question as, “Is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife?” However, Matthew records the full question as, “Is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife for any reason at all?”
The background of the question was the ongoing debate between the rabbis at that time about divorce. The school of Hillel taught that a man could divorce his wife for any reason, while the school of Shammai taught that divorce was only called for in the case of sexual immorality. The Pharisees, who were followers of the school of Hillel, thought a man could divorce his wife for any reason, and it is likely that there were some of the Pharisees in the group talking with Jesus who had divorced their wives without good cause based on that teaching.
When we understand the rabbinic debate, and the question the Pharisees asked, we are in a position to understand Jesus’ answer in Mark 10:11-12. See commentary on Matthew 19:3 and the commentary on Mark 10:11.
Mar 10:7
Mark 10:7 is quoted from Genesis 2:24 in the Septuagint (the “LXX”). The Hebrew text differs slightly from the LXX. This occurs again in Ephesians 5:31. Matthew 19:5 is similar, but uses a different word for “joined.”
“be joined to.” The Greek is proskollaō (#4347 προσκολλάω), and it literally means to glue to. See commentary on Ephesians 5:31, which uses the same Greek word and quotes the same Old Testament verse.
Mar 10:10
“about this matter.” Jesus had a conversation with the Pharisees about marriage and divorce, which is recorded in Matthew (see the commentaries on Matt. 19:3 and 19:9). What Jesus said, however, was of such interest to the disciples that they asked him “about this matter.” It seems that the disciples were so steeped in the culture of the day that they had just accepted divorce and remarriage as part of life (as many people have today), and were shocked at the way Jesus defended the sanctity of marriage. The Gospel of Mark leaves out the full conversation between Jesus and the Pharisees and goes forward to an event that Matthew does not mention, and that is that Jesus spoke privately to his disciples about what he had said to the Pharisees. The disciples had waited until they were all back at a house and in private before bringing up this matter. Jesus occasionally taught his disciples in private in houses (cf. Mark 7:17; 9:28, 33; 10:10).
Mar 10:11
“commits adultery against her.” The context of this statement that Jesus made to his disciples is the Pharisees’ question to him, which is partially given in Mark 10:2, but fully given in Matthew 19:3 (see commentaries on Mark 10:2 and Matt. 19:3). The Pharisees were asking Jesus about the teaching of the school of Hillel, that a man could divorce his wife for any reason at all. The social context and the question are specific, and the reason Jesus answered the way he did is explained in Matthew (see commentary on Matt. 19:9).
We should immediately notice that Mark is giving us an abbreviated version of Jesus’ comments when we compare Jesus’ answer here and in Matthew 19:9. At least in Matthew 19 Jesus seems to allow for divorce in the case of sexual immorality, but he leaves that out here. This shows us that we are to understand Jesus’ answer in light of the full question and debate, not just grab onto Jesus’ short answer here in Mark and try to run our lives by it as if it were the whole truth of the situation.
Mark leaves out the part of the event that is the answer Jesus gives directly to the Pharisees, and moves forward to something Matthew does not cover: the disciples being in the house and asking Jesus again about the subject. The rabbinic debate and social context of the disciples’ question are well understood and defined by the beliefs and actions of the Pharisees, as well as by the record of the event in the Gospel of Matthew. That is why Mark only needs to record Jesus giving a very short, possibly abbreviated, answer to the disciples’ question.
The disciples knew that the Pharisees were not divorcing their wives because of sexual immorality. The Pharisees were champions of easy divorce and wanted Jesus’ opinion on it, which is why they asked him about divorce in the first place (Matt. 19:3; Mark 10:2). So Jesus was answering the disciples’ question in a well-known social situation: some of the Pharisees were divorcing their wives just to be with other women, and in the culture, although it was rare, some women were divorcing their husbands just to be with other men. Josephus records that Salome, wife of Costobarus, divorced him (Antiquities 15.7.10); and we know that Herodias divorced her husband Philip and married Herod Antipas ruler of Galilee. John the Baptist confronted Herod Antipas about his marriage to Herodias, which is why he ended up in jail and then executed (Mark 6:17-28).
We are now in a position to understand Jesus’ very short answer to his disciples about divorce and remarriage. In the context of people such as the Pharisees getting divorced simply because they liked someone else better than their spouse, the answer Jesus gave his disciples in Mark 10:11-12 is certainly correct. Divorcing someone for no other reason than you like someone better than your spouse is in effect the same as simply having an affair with that other person—you are committing adultery.
We should note that technically, Mark 10:11-12 are similar to Matthew 19:9 in that the phrase “commits adultery” is actually a passive verb in the Greek text. The verb is moichaō (#3429 μοιχάω, pronounced moy-'kah-ō), and it is in the passive voice. The passive verb is very important for the interpretation of the verse in Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount where the wife is clearly a victim (see commentary on Matt. 5:32), but not so important here or in Matthew 19:9, because in these verses the wicked husbands and wives are both the agent and the subject of the verb. They are the “victim” of their own action. Thus, while it is true that the husband or wife “is made to commit adultery,” he or she was made adulterous by their own action of divorcing and remarrying another person. Nevertheless, a technically correct translation of the phrases would be “is made adulterous,” instead of “commits adultery.” The person makes themselves adulterous by their own action.
Mar 10:12
“commits adultery.” See commentary on Mark 10:11. This verse about a woman divorcing her husband is only in Mark. Although it was difficult for a woman to divorce a husband in the ancient culture, it did occur. We know of some “high profile” cases, but that is understandable. Historians have always focused on the rich and famous, but that does not mean that other women of more ordinary status did not also sometimes divorce their husbands.
Mar 10:13
“so that he could lay his hands on them.” It was common in the culture that people would bring their children to the rabbis, and the rabbis would put their hands on the children and bless them. Note that in this case, Jesus was not asking to bless the children, this is what the parents wanted.
Mar 10:14
“angry.” The Greek word is aganakteō (#23 ἀγανακτέω), and it refers to being angry or displeased at a situation that is perceived to be unjust.
Mar 10:17
“And as he was going out onto the road, a man ran up to him​.” The record of the rich young ruler is in Matthew 19:16-22; Mark 10:17-22, and Luke 18:18-23. It is Luke who tells us that the man was a ruler.
“life in the age to come.” This is the everlasting life that begins with the new Messianic Age, the Millennial Kingdom.
[For more information, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Mar 10:18
“No one is good except God alone.” In Mark 10:17, a man ran up to Jesus and called him “good teacher,” and then asked him the most important question that any person could ever ask Jesus: “What must I do to inherit everlasting life?” The fact that the man asked that question to Jesus instead of asking it to his local synagogue leader, and the fact that the man began talking to Jesus by addressing him as “good teacher,” shows us that the man must have seen things in the life of Jesus that set him apart from the rest of the religious leaders and made Jesus seem “good” to him. Understanding those things sets the stage for us to be able to understand Jesus’ answer to the man.
Jesus was sinless (Heb. 4:15) and was good (cf. John 10:11, “the good shepherd”), but he was “good” in the eyes of this man because of what the man had heard him teach and seen him do (or the man had heard about those things from others). There is no evidence at this point that the man thought that Jesus was the Messiah. In that situation, it would have been very inappropriate for Jesus to overlook the question and thus imply that he was indeed “good” on his own. Jesus knew that a lot of what he was able to do to live the wise and sinless life that caught the man’s attention was due to God’s guidance and power in his life.
Without God’s help, Jesus would not have been the “good” person this man was believing him to be. Jesus had made that very plain in his teachings. For example, Jesus said, “the Son is not able to do anything on his own, but only what he sees the Father doing” (John 5:19). “I am not able to do anything on my own. As I hear, I judge” (John 5:30). “My teaching is not my own, but his that sent me” (John 7:16). “I do nothing of myself, but as the Father taught me, I speak” (John 8:28). “I did not speak on my own, but the Father who sent me, he has given me a command as to what to say…so whatever I say, I say just as the Father has said to me” (John 12:49-50).
Jesus did what he did and taught what he taught because of God’s guidance, and he gave God the credit. Thus, Jesus was like Joseph interpreting Pharaoh’s dreams, who gave the credit to God (Gen. 41:16), and like Daniel who did not take the credit for interpreting Nebuchadnezzar’s dream but gave the credit to God (Dan. 2:26-30). Jesus was not going to take the credit for being “good” in this man’s sight when in fact he knew that if he did not have guidance from God he would have almost certainly made a number of mistakes in what he said and did just like any other well-meaning person does. The only one who is truly “good” without the help of others is God, which explains Jesus’ statement: “No one is good except God alone.”
Mark 10:18 is one of the verses that shows us that Jesus was not God in the flesh, as the Trinitarians teach, because if he was God, then his answer that there is no one who is good except God makes no sense. Jesus’ answer would then be in essence, “Why do you call me good? There is no one good but God—and that’s me.” Furthermore, if Jesus was God in the flesh, but was trying to say that in his flesh body he was still not good, he would not have said there is no one good but “God,” he would have said there is no one good but “the Father.” Beyond that, if a person has to believe that Jesus is God to be saved, as many Trinitarians teach, then not only did Jesus miss a perfect opportunity to say that he was good and he was God, but his answer actually denied that he was God and would have prevented the man from believing in the Trinity. The biblical truth is that Jesus is the Son of God, not “God the Son.”
[For more on the identity of Jesus as the Son of God, see Graeser, Lynn, Schoenheit, One God & One Lord (fourth edition); also www.biblicalunitarian.com.]
[For more on Jesus’ answer to the rich young ruler, see commentary on Matt. 19:16.]
Mar 10:19
“do not defraud.” This is not in the Hebrew Old Testament or in the Septuagint, but it is in Sirach, one of the books in the Apocrypha.
Mar 10:21
“You lack one thing. Go, sell everything you have and give to poor people, and you will have treasure in heaven.” Mark 10:21 (and Matt. 19:21) are a separate subject from the ruler’s question, which had been about what he had to do to have life in the age to come, i.e., everlasting life (Matt. 19:16; Mark 10:17). Jesus answered the ruler’s question about everlasting life by telling the man to keep the commandments. The young ruler said that he had kept the commandments since his youth, but did he still lack anything (Matt. 19:20). At that point, Jesus looked at him and loved him—Jesus loved his honesty and apparent hunger to obey God and attain the Kingdom—and Jesus said to him, “If you really want to reach the goal,” indicating that Jesus saw into the man’s heart and knew he wanted more than to “just be saved” (Matt. 19:21. The wording about the goal is only found in Matthew).
In replaying the conversation, a young ruler came to Jesus and asked him what to do to gain life in the Age to Come, i.e., everlasting life. Jesus answered the question with “obey the commandments.” That should have been the end of the conversation: question asked and answered. But the young ruler pressed further into the conversation and asked if he “missed out” on something; if he fell short or was lacking in some way (cf. BDAG; Thayer). Jesus loved the man and his attitude. The man must have felt that what he was doing was not enough, that he lacked something. We can surmise from the scope of Scripture that the young man needed a heart change. He had made the effort to keep the commandments, but internally he was still relying on an earthly safety net in this life, which was his money. Jesus told the man that if his goal was “treasure in heaven” (cf. Matt. 19:21), which is different than just “salvation,” he should sell his possessions and give to the poor and go with Jesus and follow him.
Matthew and Mark contain a subtle but very important lesson. Most people know in their heart if they are doing all they should be doing for the Lord, or if there is more they should be doing. Following the Lord does not mean giving your money or possessions away, because the Bible is full of wealthy people who were blessed by God and not only did not have to give their possessions away but generally became richer over time (e.g., Abraham, David, Solomon, Joseph of Arimathaea, Zacchaeus the tax collector, and the list could be multiplied greatly). Following the Lord means that we seek “first” the Kingdom of God, and if there is something that is holding us back from loving God and trusting Him with “all” our heart, soul, mind, and strength, then we let that thing go. The rich young ruler must have felt that there was more that he should be doing for the Lord and that he was trusting his wealth, but was saddened at what Jesus said. The Bible does say not to trust in wealth and that it will not help on Judgment Day (Ps. 49:6-14; 1 Tim. 6:17).
Mar 10:23
“And looking around, he said to his disciples.” Jesus looked around at his disciples, making eye contact with them before he spoke so that what he said would be deeply impressed upon them, then he spoke, looking at the rich man himself (Luke 18:24). Then the man walked away (Matt. 19:22; Mark 10:22).
“will be.” The future tense “will be” is supplied from the verb “to enter” which is a future tense (in Luke 18:24 the verb is present tense in the most reliable Greek manuscripts). A more literal rendering of the verb, and one that would maintain the future tense of “to enter,” would be to say, “How difficult it will be to enter the Kingdom of God for those who have wealth!” But this is more difficult in English.
Mar 10:24
“continued to teach.” The verb used is apokritheis (ἀποκριθεὶς #611) which typically means “to answer.” However, in certain instances, it can be used in the continuation of discourse.[footnoteRef:1269] For instance here, it is clear that nobody is asking him a question, yet Mark uses apokrinomai, therefore, he means to communicate that Jesus is continuing to teach, not answering a question. [1269:  BDAG, 113.] 

“Children, how hard it is to enter into the Kingdom of God.” The manuscript evidence is that this is the reading of the original text. Through the centuries, scribes softened the text so Jesus’ words did not seem so harsh. One of the ways that textual scholars can tell if something has been added is that it is not added with the same wording. If scribes take out a word or phrase, what is left in the manuscripts is always the same. But if scribes don’t like the way a verse reads and add something to make it more acceptable, then what they add often differs in different manuscripts, and that is the case in Mark 10:24. Some later Greek texts add “for those who trust in riches,” some add “a rich man,” and one even adds “those who have possessions.”[footnoteRef:1270] Of course the context is referring to wealthy people, but that does not justify adding to the text to make that point clear. [1270:  See, Roger Omanson, A Textual Guide to the Greek New Testament.] 

Mar 10:25
“camel.” Here, “camel” is a hyperbole, an exaggeration to make a point. Jesus’ illustration is not extreme given the fact that Jesus, and Orientals from that era in general, were fond of hyperbole (cf. Luke 6:41, a person having a “beam” in his eye). As the “gnat” in Matthew 23:24 is a hyperbole, so also is the camel. For the idea of the needle’s eye being a gate, or the “camel” being a “rope,” see commentary on Luke 18:25.
Mar 10:26
“to each other.” There is manuscript evidence for “to him” and “to each other,” but most scholars believe the stronger evidence is for “to each other.” Also, it makes more sense that given the context the scribes would change “to each other” to “to him” because it seems that the disciples were in a discussion with Jesus, while there would be little reason to change “to him” to “to each other.” Thus the textual evidence and logical evidence supports “to each other” as being the original reading.
Mar 10:27
“for people...for God...for God.” The key to understanding this passage, and the parallel passage in Matthew 19:26, is the word “for,” which is the Greek preposition para (#3844 παρά). In this case, the preposition para is modifying “people” and “God.” The point that Jesus is making is that when it comes to getting saved, human effort alone will never get anyone saved. No amount of human effort will get a person saved and into the Kingdom of God. In this context, it fits better to say that it is impossible “for” people to be saved by their own efforts, whereas it does not fit as well to translate para as “with” because there is no evidence that it was in the minds of the disciples that they could be saved if they had someone “with” them helping them. The context was rich people getting into the Kingdom of Heaven and their unwillingness to do what it took to let go of their riches to do the will of God. Jesus is not saying that a rich person cannot be saved, but the fact is that most rich people value their money more than God; the attitude one has toward money and material possessions is a heart issue—the heart has to be right with God. It seems the rich young ruler did not have the right attitude about his wealth.
For God “all things are possible,” so God can save people even though they cannot save themselves. Peter responded to Jesus’ statement by pointing out that he and the others have certainly looked to God for salvation because he said, “We have left everything and followed you.”
This verse shows that salvation is indeed a team effort between God and the sinner. It is not, like some theologians teach, that God saves who He wants and rejects who He wants, or that salvation is totally accomplished by God apart from human will. We know that God wants all people to be saved (1 Tim. 2:4), and if He could save people without them wanting or asking for salvation, then everyone would be. The reason God wants everyone to be saved but not everyone will be, is that salvation is a team effort—the person must want it and do what it takes to receive it before God can save the person, and not everyone does what is necessary to be saved.
Mar 10:28
“Look.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention (see commentary on Matt. 1:20). Here it is not spoken with great force, but to remind Jesus of the sacrifices the apostles had made. In this context, the meaning is close to “Look at what we have done. We have left everything and followed you.”
Mar 10:29
“because of me.” For an explanation of this phrase, see commentary on Matthew 5:11.
Mar 10:30
“everlasting life.” This is the everlasting life that begins with the new Messianic Age, the Millennial Kingdom.
[See Appendix 1: “Life in the Age to Come.”]
Mar 10:32
“And they were on the road going up to Jerusalem.” This record of Jesus telling the twelve apostles that he would be arrested and killed is in Matthew 20:17-19, Mark 10:32-34, and Luke 18:31-34. At this time Jesus would have taken what is now the old Roman road that goes uphill from Jericho (c. 800 feet below sea level) to Jerusalem (c. 2600 feet above sea level). The distance between Jerusalem and Old Testament Jericho is about 18 miles.
“amazed...afraid.” The amazement and even fear that the disciples were experiencing is natural. For some time now, the Jews in Jerusalem had been trying to arrest and kill Jesus. At the Feast of Dedication (in our December), the Jews were trying to arrest him (John 10:39). Then, when Jesus went back to the Jerusalem area to raise Lazarus from the dead, the Jews made plans to kill him (John 11:53). After that, Jesus made one last itinerary.
Mar 10:33
“Pay attention!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Mar 10:35
“And James and John, the sons of Zebedee, approached him.” This record is also in Matthew 20:20-28. Actually, it was the mother of James and John who brought her sons to Jesus (Matt. 20:20), but James and John were willing participants and the blessing was for them so that detail is left out of the record in Mark. In fact, it is possible that James and John asked their mother to ask Jesus because it was common in the culture to have someone else ask for a favor for you rather than ask for it yourself.
Mar 10:41
“angry.” The Greek word is aganakteō (#23 ἀγανακτέω), and it refers to being angry or displeased at a situation that is perceived to be unjust.
Mar 10:45
“life.” See commentary on Matthew 20:28, which is a similar verse.
“ransom.” The Greek word is lutron (#3083 λύτρον, pronounced 'loo-tron). In Greek literature, the lutron, “ransom” was the price paid for the release of a slave or prisoner of war. Jesus Christ paid the ransom price for us with his blood (1 Pet. 1:18-19).
There have been huge debates in Christendom about to whom the ransom is paid. Before summarizing some basics, it is important that we realize that the Bible never says to whom the “ransom” is paid. This should speak volumes to us. God certainly could have told us. The word ransom is specifically used in Matthew 20:28 and Mark 10:45, and the closely related word antilutron, also translated “ransom,” is used in 1 Timothy 2:6. The New Testament tells us that we, by our sin, earned “death.” “The wages of sin is death” (Rom. 6:23). Then to magnify the work of Christ, we are told that Christ paid the price that we owed and died on our behalf (cf. Rom. 5:6, 8; Heb. 2:9). The sinner is “ransomed,” “redeemed,” “bought with a price” “declared righteous,” etc.
God could have told us “to whom” the ransom or price of redemption was paid. He did not clearly say it. This should tell us that we should not put our emphasis there. We can talk about it, surely, but the obvious emphasis in the Word is that redemption is done. It is accomplished. To go beyond “It is finished” is to drift from the realm of certainty, to some degree anyway, into the realm of speculation. That can be seen at once simply by studying the “theories of atonement.” Dozens of books have been written on the subject specifically because there are unclear issues involved. What is clear is that we are ransomed, we are redeemed, the price has been paid on our behalf, and when we have trust (“faith”) in Christ we are saved and promised everlasting life.
That having been said, it may help to briefly cover a few points. One is that many unbelievers reject the theory of atonement altogether and say that it, in and of itself, disproves Christianity. They say that no matter to whom the ransom is paid, how can one man righteously die for another? We answer that by saying that unbelievers did not create the universe nor the rules by which God governs it or the people who live in it. It is clear from the sacrifices in the Old Testament that God righteously accepts substitutionary sacrifice, and if He does, He does.
The Church Father Origen said that the ransom paid by the death of Jesus was paid to Satan, and many people still believe that. However, it seems clear that both righteousness (holiness), and the penalty for acting and becoming unholy and unrighteous were established by God. Satan has power today only by virtue of the fact that he is a liar and murderer. He lied his way into getting his power, and will end up destroyed in the Lake of Fire (Rev. 20:10). Satan was not owed any ransom just because he tricked mankind into sin; mankind did not break any of his laws; and Satan cannot, in fact, would not, accept the blood of Christ as a ransom. He cannot because he does not have the power to release mankind from the penalty of sin; he did not give the laws or set the penalty in the first place. Furthermore, if a person is jailed in lieu of payment of a fine, would he pay it to the jailer? No, he would pay it to the court, the system that put the law in place. Lastly, Satan would not accept the ransom of Christ because it is against his purposes: he does not desire mankind to be saved; he desires the destruction of all mankind.
That having been said, two more theories of atonement should be mentioned. The first is that the ransom or redemption price is paid to God. That theory, in and of itself, has so many variations that books have been written on that alone. The basics of the theory that the payment is made to God as expounded by Anselm, Bishop of Canterbury (1033-1109) is that because God is righteous He must respond with anger and punishment when His laws are broken, thus the payment of breaking those laws is made to Him. Adding to the logic of this theory is that under the Law of Moses, the sacrifices for sin were offered to Yahweh (cf. Exod. 12:48; Lev. 4:3, 4, 14, 15, 24; 5:6, 7, 15; 22:24; 23:12; etc.), and the Passover, and sacrifices, were shadows of Christ. In contrast, sacrifices to the Devil or demons were strictly forbidden. It foreshadowed nothing (cf. Deut. 32:17; 1 Cor. 10:20). It is this theory of atonement that has dominated the orthodox Church for some 1,000 years.
Another theory of atonement is that the payment was not actually made to anyone. God set up the laws, and His justice required death for sin. When Christ died, that fulfilled the law, it did not actually “pay” anyone. In that sense, the word “ransom” is understood figuratively, as if “Justice” was personified. We can best understand this in terms of someone paying for his crime by being imprisoned. If a person is in prison for a year and “pays his debt to society,” who gets paid? Not society, they do not receive a dime. Not the jailor (Satan), not the Judge (God). The debt is “paid” in a figurative sense simply by fulfilling the law. The strongest evidence for this argument is that of all the scriptures that refer to the death of Christ, atonement, ransom, redemption, substitution, being “bought with a price,” etc., not once is anyone said to be paid. Not God, and certainly not the Devil. The simple biblical truth would be that Jesus paid the legal price required by mankind’s sin, which was death, and thus fulfilled the legal requirement that the wages of sin is death.
Mar 10:46
“as he went out from Jericho.” This record occurs in Matthew 20:29-34, Mark 10:46-52 and Luke 18:35-43. The timing of the event in Matthew and Mark seems to contradict Luke 18:35-39, but they actually do not (see commentary on Luke 18:35).
Mar 10:47
“Son of David.” A messianic title. It is not known how this man came to believe that Jesus was the Messiah, but he did. God reveals the truth to people who are humble and hungry for truth.
[For more on “Son of David,” see commentary on Matt. 1:1.]
Mar 10:49
“Be encouraged.” Many translations have the phrase “Take courage,” and in this context, to “take courage” and “be encouraged” essentially mean the same thing. The lexical definition of the Greek is to “be firm or resolute in the face of danger or adverse circumstances.”[footnoteRef:1271] Here, we see that the blind man was already courageous because he repeatedly called out to Jesus after the crowd told him to be silent. So, the meaning of the text is more like, “be encouraged because he is listening to you and calling for you.” [1271:  BDAG.] 

Mar 10:50
“tossing aside his outer garment.” This is an indication of how badly Bartimaeus wanted to be healed. The heavy outer garment was essential to stay warm and protected from the weather. It was so important to a poor person that if he needed to borrow money and gave his garment as collateral, even if he could not repay the debt, the garment had to be returned to him by nightfall, so he could use it (Deut. 24:13). But the garment was heavy and long, and if someone wanted to move quickly it could get in the way. Bartimaeus did not want anything to get in the way of his healing, and he did not want to be so slow that Jesus moved on before he could be healed. So he risked losing his valuable garment so he could get his healing, which was of much greater value to him.
“jumped to his feet.” The Greek is more literally, “jumped up,” but it is understood in the context that he jumped to his feet (cf. NIV).
Mar 10:51
“I want to regain my sight!” The blind men (see Matt. 20:30; there were two men) had not been born blind, they lost their vision at some point in their lives. There was a large amount of eye disease in the ancient world, often due to the fact that it was hard to keep insects out of one’s eyes. Today we have screens on our windows, but in the ancient world people’s faces were always under attack by insects and many people became blind because of it. The man in John 9 was the only person Jesus healed who was born blind (John 9:32). So Blind Bartimaeus lost his sight sometime during his life.
 
Mark Chapter 11
Mar 11:2
“in front of.” Jesus was traveling from Jericho on what is known as “the Jericho Road,” the road from Jericho to Jerusalem. It is only about a 15-mile journey, and thus a person can walk it in one long day, however, it is a steep climb. Jericho is more than 800 feet below sea level, and the Mount of Olives, which Jesus had to climb and from which he would get the view of Jerusalem (Luke 19:28-41) is over 2,500 feet high, making the ascent well over 3,000 feet. Jesus would reach Bethphage and Bethany before he reached the summit of the Mount of Olives.
“colt.” This “colt” is not a young horse, but a young donkey (Matt. 21:2-5; cf. Zech. 9:9).
Mar 11:3
“‘The Lord has need of it and will immediately send it back here again.’” There is a debate about where Jesus’ words end. However, there is good evidence that the whole statement is the words of Jesus, and also this fits with his honest character that he would make sure that the animals got back to their owner. The Greek word palin, “again,” juxtaposed with “here,” making the phrase “here again,” is very good evidence that the whole statement is the words of Jesus; he was making sure the owner knew that the animals would be quickly returned. Jesus used the donkey immediately and went into Jerusalem on it (Mark 11:3-11). Although the Bible never specifically says Jesus returned the donkey, we can be sure he did, likely sending a disciple to take it back when he was in the Temple (Mark 11:11).
Mar 11:4
“a door.” The Greek texts are divided between “the door” and “a door.” Since Jesus did not designate any particular house, “a door” seems more accurate.
Mar 11:9
“Hosanna.” The people who were shouting praises to Jesus as he entered Jerusalem were for the most part not the same group as the group that shouted, “Crucify him” only a few days later. See commentary on Luke 23:21 and commentary on Luke 23:27.
Mar 11:11
“he went out to Bethany.” Jerusalem was a walled city, and so Jesus “went out” of it and traveled east over the Mount of Olives to Bethany, which was on the east side of the mountain.
Mar 11:13
“seeing a fig tree.” The fig tree was one of the trees in the Bible that symbolized Israel. This particular fig tree was a fitting parable of Israel. It was in full leaf and looked very promising, even ahead of the rest of the trees. It should have been a source of great blessing for those who looked for early sustenance coming out of the winter months. Instead, it was a liar, promising much but delivering little, deceiving weary travelers and giving them false hope. Jesus cursed it, foreshadowing the curse and destruction that would come upon Israel.
“it was not the season for figs.” The question this verse poses to the average reader is, “Why would Jesus curse the fig tree for not having figs if it was not the season for figs?” The answer to that question lies in understanding that, although there were a couple varieties of fig trees in Israel, the common variety produces two crops of figs per year. An early fig grows on the old branch stock that grew the preceding year. This early fig often begins to grow even before there are leaves on the fig tree, although sometimes these early figs and the leaves start to grow at the same time. These early figs usually start developing in March, but may be a little earlier or later depending on the climate, and the circumstances of any given tree (Israel has many different climates, usually somewhat depending on elevation). These early figs mature in June, and the leaves grow and mature along with them. A second crop of figs starts on the new tree growth that sprouts that year, and they generally ripen in August.
Since Mark is recording events around Passover, Jesus would have approached the fig tree in April. Although it was not yet the season for figs, Jesus noticed that this particular tree was in full leaf. If the leaves were fully formed, that meant he could expect the figs of this particular tree to be early too, or at least be far enough along to be somewhat satisfying to eat. This should not surprise us. It often happens in horticulture that a plant is a few weeks earlier than the “regular season.” However, when Jesus got to the tree, the situation was not just that the figs it had were not yet ripe, it did not have any figs at all!
The Greek text starts the last phrase, “it was not the season for figs,” with the Greek word gar (#1063 γάρ), and is usually translated “for” or occasionally “because,” and it usually gives the reason for something. However, that use of gar does not fit this verse. Jesus did not find only leaves on the fig tree “because” it was not the season for figs. This phrase is letting us know that, indeed, it was not the general season for figs. But if that was the case, why would Jesus expect figs in the first place? The answer is that this particular tree had leaves, so Jesus could expect to find them on this tree. This use of the gar is what some scholars refer to as the “confirmatory gar” and confirms and clarifies what has already been stated. See commentary on Romans 9:3.
Jesus then cursed this tree and it died overnight. Jesus would ordinarily never curse a tree of any kind for not having fruit or buds. Often trees go through hardships that keep them from bearing fruit in a given year. Jesus said he did what he heard from his Father, God, and this is an example of that. God gave Jesus the revelation to curse the tree so Jesus cursed it and it died overnight, which was a miracle. Thus this tree became a twofold teaching example: it showed that Israel was going to be cursed (which it was for rejecting its Messiah), and it also taught the apostles that when God gave you revelation, no matter how unlikely it seemed, if you trust God and believe and act on what He says, the revelation will come to pass (this is the manifestation of trust, 1 Cor. 12:9).
Mar 11:14
“he answered and said.” The original text has the phrase, “answered and said” more than 100 times in the Bible, and it can sometimes be confusing because it is often used when no one asked a question. The phrase is an idiom, but it has a literal overtone behind it. The person who “answered and said” may not have been answering a direct question from someone, but they were answering and addressing the situation that was presenting itself before them (see commentary on Matt. 11:25).
“will ever eat.” The Greek word translated “eat” is phagō (#5315 φάγω, φάγομαι), in the optative mood, but as Lenski points out in his commentary, here the optative is equivalent to the imperative mood, a command.[footnoteRef:1272] Jesus is not saying, “May no one eat,” as if he were making a request, but rather, “No one will eat!” He is commanding something to happen. He is cursing the fig tree. A. Nyland gets the sense correctly: “No one will ever eat fruit from you again!”[footnoteRef:1273] [1272:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. Mark’s Gospel, 485.]  [1273:  Nyland, The Source New Testament, 92.] 

[For “curse,” see Mark 11:21 and see commentary on Luke 6:28.]
Mar 11:15
“came into Jerusalem.” The exact meaning of “came into” (erchomai eis) must be determined from the context because it is used for “come to,” “come into,” “arrive at,” etc. In this case, Jerusalem was a walled city, so they literally “came into” it. They did not just “come to” it. Although the eastern wall of the Temple was part of the outer wall of Jerusalem, the main entrances to the Temple were from inside Jerusalem, especially from the south (which had both a double and triple entry gate) and from the west.
“doves.” The people who were poor and could not afford to bring or buy a lamb or goat were allowed to sacrifice doves, which were much less expensive (Lev. 12:8). Before the Magi came and gave gifts to Joseph and Mary, they were poor and had to sacrifice doves (Luke 2:24).
Mar 11:18
“and began looking for a way to destroy him.” After Jesus quoted the prophecy of Jeremiah (Jer. 7:11) concerning the religious leaders in Jerusalem, they desired to kill Jesus and get rid of him because he was disrupting the usual business in the temple.
“they were afraid of him, for the whole crowd was astonished at his teaching.” The religious leaders were afraid of Jesus because they thought he would win over the crowd to his teaching and they would lose control of the people, their esteemed position in the eyes of the people, and almost certainly the flow of money coming to them.
Mar 11:19
“And whenever evening came, they would go out of the city.” This is a summary statement. Jesus and his apostles stayed in Bethany during the time before his arrest and crucifixion, and they would go into the city of Jerusalem during the day but then go back to Bethany at night.
Mar 11:20
“the fig tree had withered away from the roots up.” The fig tree was a symbol of Israel. The Old Testament sometimes portrays the people of Israel as figs (Jer. 24:1-8; Hos. 9:10). In the case of Jesus cursing the fig tree, it was a fitting parable for Israel and what would happen to Israel. Like this fig tree that Jesus cursed, Israel looked promising; it looked like it was flourishing and blessed by God, but when one looked deeper there was no godly fruit that Israel was producing.
The Bible does not tell us much about the fig tree Jesus cursed. Knowing the godly character of Jesus, we can safely assume that the fig tree was in a public place and was not personally owned by anyone. Jesus is never recorded as having destroyed anyone’s private property. The Bible does let us know that the death of this fig tree was a miracle. It was a miracle because it died in one day. But it was also a miracle because it died from the roots up. Under normal circumstances, the death of a tree is always noticed in the leaves first, then in the branches, and lastly in the roots. But this tree died from the roots up. This is a fitting metaphor for Israel itself. The “roots” of Israel were rotten and spiritually dead. The leaders were children of the Devil (John 8:44), and the so-called godly regulations that they promulgated were actually a rejection of the Mosaic law (Mark 7:5-13) and were a burden to the people (Matt. 23:4). The ungodliness of the leaders, the “roots” of the society eventually led to the death of the tree itself and the eventual destruction of Israel by the Romans.
God gave revelation to Jesus to curse the tree and he did, trusting what God said, which is why it died overnight. So the tree was a symbol of Israel and the cursing of it was also an example to the apostles of the manifestation of trust (see commentary on Mark 11:13).
Mar 11:22
“trust.” The Greek noun pistis (#4102 πίστις) means “trust” in this context. Most English versions translate it as “faith,” but “faith” is so greatly misunderstood that “trust” is the better translation in modern English.
[For more information on pistis and translating it as “trust,” see Appendix 2: “‘Faith’ is ‘Trust.’”]
Mar 11:23
“lifted up.” The Greek is airō (#142 αἴρω, pronounced eye-rō), and it is passive voice, imperative mood. Although it would be very literal to say, “Be taken up,” the imperative mood combined with the context, moving a mountain at your command, gives the sense that the mountain is being snatched up out of its place and thrown into the ocean.[footnoteRef:1274] [1274:  Cf. Nyland, The Source New Testament, 92n6.] 

“sea.” In this context, Jesus is teaching in Jerusalem, and the Mediterranean Sea and the Dead Sea were the closest and best-known bodies of water.
“does not doubt.” The Greek is diakrinō (#1252 διακρίνω). In the middle voice, as it is here, it refers to being undecided within oneself. It is the indecision that causes one to hesitate or waver. Nyland makes the case that “doubt” is not a good translation here, saying apisteō or aporeō would be “doubt,” and “undecided” would be better.[footnoteRef:1275] While it is true that we often use “doubt” in the sense of a specific and steady state of mind, such as when we “doubt” that what someone says is true only because we cannot “prove” them to be lying,” it is also true that we use “doubt” of the times we doubt ourselves and waver between doubt and trust. Also, “undecided” might seem to say we are undecided about obeying God, which is not what the verse is saying. [1275:  Nyland, The Source New Testament, 92-93n7.] 

This verse makes a strong point about the manifestation of trust (which is the full context here. It takes revelation from God, and then the manifestation of trust to kill a fig tree overnight or move a mountain; see commentary on Mark 11:13). When God gives us revelation that something can be done at our command, of course it will not happen if we doubt we can do it. But even if we are “undecided” and waver between trust (faith) and unbelief, we will not be able to carry out the will of God. Like Abraham, we must be strong in our faith, our trust in God.
[For more on the manifestations of holy spirit, and the manifestation of trust, see commentary on 1 Cor. 12:9.]
“it will be done for him.” The Greek is more literally, “it will be for him.” It is important to get the sense of what the text is saying. It is not saying, “he will do it himself,” it is saying it will be done for him, but who will do it? The context is that God will do it, thus the need to trust God (Mark 11:22). Since God will do it, the translation, “it will be done for him” properly catches the sense of the text.
Mar 11:24
“believe that you have received them, and they will be done for you.” This verse contains great truth, and great potential to be misunderstood and wrongly applied. Certain faith teachers have taken it to mean that through faith, we instantly receive what we ask for, and even though it may clearly seem to not be the case, we must nevertheless believe that we have already received what has been asked for. Often, this can lead to unhealthy situations where Christians must pretend that circumstances are not as they are, or feel that they are not having “faith.”
This comes from a misguided understanding of the verse. The second half of the verse should settle any thought as to whether the requests have been received—it assumes they have not. This is why it says, “and they will be (future tense) done for you.” An understanding of the Greek behind this phrase will further clear things up. To properly understand this verse we must understand the tense of the verb translated “you have received.” It is not the present tense, as the KJV can give the impression with their rendering, “believe that ye receive them.” Rather, the verb is in the aorist (past) tense. So understood literally, the verse would not be asking us to believe we have presently received anything, but to believe that we have already in the past received what we are presently praying for; then, perplexingly, it ends with the promise that if we so believe, we will in the future receive what we believe has already been received before we even asked for it.
How are we to understand this? Why would God put the verb in the aorist tense? The reason is this verse contains an idiom known as the proleptic aorist (under the category of the idiom of the prophetic perfect, see commentary on Eph. 2:6). The proleptic aorist is a form of the figure of speech heterosis, where one tense is used instead of another for emphasis. In this case, the aorist tense is used for the future tense, speaking as though a yet-future event had already come to pass. Wallace explains the proleptic aorist as follows: “An author sometimes uses the aorist for the future to stress the certainty of the event. It involves a ‘rhetorical transfer’ of a future event as though it were past.”[footnoteRef:1276] Here in Mark 11:24 the event of receiving what is prayed for is yet future, but it is put in the past tense (“have received”) to emphasize its certainty. [1276:  Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics, 564.] 

When we understand that this phrase is the idiom of the proleptic aorist, we see that God is not asking us to believe we have already in the past received something we do not really yet have, nor is he asking us to believe we have presently received something we have not yet received; rather, he is asking us to believe we will receive our requests in the future. This saves us from the harm of turning biblical belief into make-believe.
When Jesus cursed the fig tree he was acting by revelation and operating the “manifestation of trust” (1 Cor. 12:9). No one can “just trust” and kill a fig tree or move a mountain by their own power; it is God who has the power to do that. But if God gives you revelation to do an “impossible thing,” like kill a tree, move a mountain, split an ocean like Moses did, knock down solid rock walls like Joshua did, or raise the dead like some of the prophets, Jesus, and Peter did, if you trust God and do not doubt in your heart that the impossible thing will be done, it will indeed be done.
[For more on Jesus cursing the fig tree, see commentary on Mark 11:13. For more on the manifestation of trust, see commentary on 1 Cor. 12:9. For more on what “faith” truly is, and that it is “trust” and not a “power of the mind that makes impossible things happen,” see Appendix 2: “‘Faith’ is ‘Trust.’”]
Mar 11:25
“stand praying.” The indicative mood of the Greek verb “stand” (stēkō #4739 στήκω) indicates that Jesus is thinking of this as something the disciples do; it is not just a hypothetical. Standing up to pray was an ancient practice, and reflected the belief that our Creator deserved the honor of standing before Him when making supplications and requests.
Mar 11:26
We omit this verse as do most modern versions as being an addition to the text. The verse was apparently added in order to harmonize Matthew 6:15 with the Gospel of Mark. Metzger writes, “Although it might be thought that the sentence was accidentally omitted because of homoeoteleuton, its absence from early witnesses that represent all text-types makes it highly probable that the words were inserted by copyists in imitation of Mt. 6:15.”[footnoteRef:1277] [1277:  Metzger, Textual Commentary, 110.] 

Mar 11:27
“came again into Jerusalem.” Jerusalem was a walled city, so they literally “came into” it. They did not just “come to” it. See commentary on Mark 11:15.
Mar 11:28
“Who gave you the authority.” The Greek text is more literally “this” authority. This second question is a restatement of the first in order to make the question clear: where did Jesus get the authority to say and do the things that he was doing. The Greek text has an “or,” which is easier to understand than it is in English, which is why many modern English versions omit the “or” entirely (cf. CEB, CEV, CSB, NLT, NRSV).
Mar 11:32
“Of human origin….” Mark 11:32 contains a good example of the common figure of speech anacoluthon, in which the speaker abruptly stops speaking about one subject and either stops completely or continues with another line of thought. The religious leaders were questioning Christ. He asked them a counter-question, which put them in a bind. As they considered their options as to how to answer Christ’s question, it was clear that if they said that John’s baptism only had human authority they could be in serious trouble with the people. In the intensity of the moment and with the uncertainty of how to move forward, the Jews simply stopped in mid-sentence.
[For a more complete explanation of anacoluthon with examples, see commentary on 1 Cor. 9:15.]
[See Word Study: “Anacoluthon.”]
Mar 11:33
“Then I will not tell you.” Jesus was not fooled by the Jews saying they did not know. They knew exactly what they believed, but those hypocrites and cowards were afraid to say it. Jesus had said if they would tell him about John’s baptism, he would tell them about the source of his authority. Since they would not tell him, he kept his word and would not tell them.
 
Mark Chapter 12
Mar 12:1
“And he began to speak to them in parables.” This parable of the Greedy Farmers is in Matthew 21:33-46; Mark 12:1-12, and Luke 20:9-19.
This parable is a clear reference to the parable of the vineyard in Isaiah 5:1-7, except in Isaiah the vineyard is itself Israel, and is wicked, while in Jesus’ parable the vineyard is God’s and it is the people who are hired to tend it who are evil. Jesus was using thinly veiled language to speak of the leaders of the Jews, who had been entrusted by God to take care of His vineyard, i.e., His people, but were evil. The Jews got his point (Mark 12:12), and wanted to arrest him but were afraid of the people. This shows the boldness and honesty of Jesus. He did not just ignore the evil of the Jews, but informed them and any disciple that was paying attention. This parable appears in Matthew 21:33-46; Mark 12:1-12, and Luke 20:9-19.
“A man planted a vineyard.” In parables such as this, the “man” is God.​
“and put a wall around it.” Farmers would surround their plots and vineyards with a short stone wall. Stones were abundant in Israel whereas wood and fence material was scarce and expensive to work into a proper fence. So culturally the man would have built a low stone wall around his vineyard (cf. Prov. 24:30-31).
Mar 12:2
“of the fruit.” This is an example of a partitive genitive. The custom was that the owner would get a specific portion of the yield of the crops.
Mar 12:7
“and the inheritance will be ours.” This is incredibly myopic and arrogant. The farmers are blinded by greed. Why would they think that they would get the land if they killed the landowner’s son? But this is a parable, and the worldly and satanic people think they can actually overthrow the reign of God and get rid of Him.
Mar 12:10
“the cornerstone. The Greek text reads, “the head of the corner.” That is, the stone with the most important place (see “cornerstone” in commentary on Matt. 21:42).
Mar 12:12
“because they knew that he spoke the parable against them.” Matthew is clearer, and says that when “the chief priests and the Pharisees heard his parables, they knew that he was speaking about them” (Matt. 21:45).
Mar 12:13
“to trap him in his words.” The record of the trap about paying taxes is recorded in Matthew 22:15-22; Mark 12:13-17, and Luke 20:20-25.
Mar 12:14
“census tax.” The Greek word is kēnsos (#2778 κῆνσος, pronounced 'kane-sos). In the New Testament, a census tax or “poll tax” referred to the tax or tribute levied on individuals, and it was to be paid yearly. It is not an income tax, a property tax, or a toll. Since it is a tax on every adult we would call it a poll tax or capitation tax. The Jews especially hated this tax, because it was seen as a specific sign of servitude to Rome, and therefore the Rabbis had many disputes among themselves and with others about paying it.
This was a well-thought-through trap. It is recorded in three of the four Gospels: Matthew 22:15-22; Mark 12:13-17; and Luke 20:20-26. This event occurred in the last week of Jesus’ life, and especially in those latter days of Jesus’ life the authorities were actively seeking a way to discredit and arrest him, and the subject of taxes could provide a way for them to trap him.
Paying taxes was always a “hot topic,” and most people hated to pay them. To heighten the tension of the situation (and thus the chance of Jesus making a misstatement and being trapped), the Pharisees, who took issue with Rome on many issues, brought with them the Herodians, who were Jews who supported Rome and supported paying taxes to Rome (cf. Matt. 22:16; Mark 12:13). There was a natural animosity between these two groups, but it also seemed natural that they would ask Jesus, a teacher from Galilee with no party affiliation, about taxes, something that no doubt the Pharisees and Herodians argued about regularly. Thus, although the Jews were trying to trap Jesus by asking him the question, people in the crowd would not have thought it out of character for them to ask Jesus about paying the poll tax.
They began the trap by flattering Jesus and telling him how they knew he only cared about teaching the true way of God (Mark 12:14; Luke 20:21). This was more than just flattery. It was designed to make sure that Jesus would not simply dodge the issue and refuse to answer the question. If he did not care about what people thought, and taught the way of God, he would answer clearly and directly—something basically guaranteed to get him in trouble either way he answered. If he answered it was lawful to pay, the people would have doubted his being a teacher from God. If he answered it was not lawful to pay, he would have been in trouble with the Roman authorities.
The Pharisees then asked Jesus if it was “lawful” to pay taxes to Caesar. The main idea behind the word “lawful” seems to be whether paying the tax, and thus acknowledging Rome’s authority over people individually, broached God’s role as the sole true authority over the people. Jesus’ answer was godly and wise: the money belonged to Caesar, so give back to Caesar what was his. This answer, of course, amounts to paying the tax, but with a different emphasis. It is not that in paying the tax Jesus recognized the authority of Caesar over him, it was simply that the money was not his to begin with. It belonged to Caesar. Jesus demonstrated over and over in his ministry that if people would trust God, then God would take care of them. It was okay with God if people used money borrowed from Caesar to help make life easier, but God also could take care of people without borrowed money, something He did regularly, for example in multiplying food for hungry people.
There is quite a bit on paying taxes in the Bible, and Jesus addressed it on a couple different occasions. For example, besides this poll tax, he spoke of the half-shekel Temple tax in Matthew 17:25-27. Never did Jesus support not paying taxes for the reason most people do not like to pay taxes—that the government wastes the money or spends it unwisely. The fact is that in biblical times the government was not answerable to the people. There were no elections, and certainly no promises of being “fair,” being “transparent” with the tax money, or using it for the good of the people and the education of children. The ruler used it any way he wanted, and that was the way it had always been. In biblical times people had no recourse from unfair taxes, they paid them or suffered. They could be sent to jail or sometimes be sold into slavery. Today taxes are as hated as they have ever been, but in many countries, such as the USA or Great Britain, the people have the right to vote for representatives who will recognize their right to keep that which they have worked for. Sadly, the number of people who want a free ride on the backs of others keeps growing, so it is harder and harder to get a majority to vote to allow a person to keep the money he works for. The standard communist idea, “from each according to his ability, to each according to his need,” is more and more the global standard, which means that those people who work hard and should have more just have more taken away from them by those in power.
Despite that, God’s way is not lying and cheating on taxes, but realizing that mankind does not live by bread alone, but by every word that proceeds from the mouth of God; and storing up treasure in heaven by living a holy lifestyle. Certainly, there have been times in history when people revolted against their government and overthrew it, but that is totally different from an individual simply not paying taxes because he thinks they are unfair. Christians need to realize that this world will never be fair, just, or right, and the joy of life is in fellowship with God and Christ, and with like-minded believers.
Mar 12:18
“who say that there is no resurrection.” The Old Testament has a number of verses about God raising the dead in the future (cf. Deut. 32:39; Job. 19:25-27; Ps. 71:20; Isa. 26:19; 66:14; Ezek. 37:12-14; Dan. 12:2, 13; and Hos. 13:14).
[For more about the Sadducees and the resurrection, see commentary on Matt. 22:23.]
Mar 12:24
“Isn’t this.” This is the figure of speech erotesis (rhetorical question). The Sadducees did not know either the Scriptures or the power of God on the subject of the resurrection.
Mar 12:25
“from among the dead.” See commentary on Romans 4:24.[footnoteRef:1278] [1278:  Cf. Wuest, Word Studies, 1:237.] 

“neither marry nor are given in marriage.” In the next life, people do not marry. See commentary on Matthew 22:30.
Mar 12:27
“He is not the God of the dead, but of the living.” For an explanation of this, see commentary on Matthew 22:32.
Mar 12:28
“disputing with one another.” The Greek verb translated “disputing” has a wide lexical range and can be translated disputing, debating, arguing, or even discussing, but here it seems the conversation was somewhat intense.
“Jesus.” The Greek text is literally, “he,” but the REV and other versions change it to “Jesus” for clarity (cf. CSB, NIV, AMP, The Kingdom NT by N.T. Wright, God’s New Covenant by H. Cassirer, The NT by Charles Williams).
“What.” The Pharisee asks this question in a respectful manner, and it was an honest question, and designed to “test” Jesus. Jesus had just silenced the Sadducees on the topic of resurrection, which delighted the Pharisees. The Sadducees and Pharisees also were sharply divided over which commandments were important and which were not. The Sadducees asserted that a commandment had to be in the Torah, the first five books of Moses, while the Pharisees had a much broader interpretation. This Pharisee wanted to see how Jesus would answer, and whether it would support a Pharisaical position or not.
“most important.” The Greek word translated “most important” is prōtos (#4413 πρῶτος), and it can mean first in time, first in place, first in rank, honor or power. Here it means first, or most important, in rank. We would normally say, “most important” for clarity and to avoid any question about what commandment was given first by God. We would say, “What is the most important commandment in the Law?” The answer is important, because it turns out that the most important commandment was not even one of the Ten Commandments, although it is certainly implied because if we have no other gods before God, and if we obey the Ten Commandments, then we clearly love God. Nevertheless, the statement that we love God with all our heart, soul, mind, and strength, was an amplification and a clarification of the rest of the Law.
Mar 12:29
“most important.” See commentary on Mark 12:28.
“Hear, O Israel!” The verb “hear” means not only to hear, but to pay attention and heed. Thus, some versions have, “Listen.” The verb “hear” is in the imperative mood, hence the exclamation point at the end of the phrase.
“Hear, O Israel! The Lord our God is Lord alone.” This verse is a quotation of Deuteronomy 6:4, and is most often translated something like this: “Hear O Israel, the Lord our God is one Lord,” or “Hear O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is one.” However, in this article, we will see that these translations are not the best and can lead to false conclusions.
The Hebrew words Shema Yisrael (שְׁמַע יִשְׂרָאֵל), “Hear, [O] Israel!”) are the first two words of Deuteronomy 6:4, and are the title of a prayer that serves as a centerpiece of the morning and evening Jewish prayer services (the title “Shema Yisrael” is often shortened to simply “Shema”). Observant Jews consider the Shema to be the most important part of the prayer service in Judaism. Originally the “Shema” prayer was only Deuteronomy 6:4, but in more modern Judaism it has been expanded to include other sections of the Torah as well. (In this article, we will sometimes refer to Deuteronomy 6:4 as the Shema).
The first thing we should say about the statement, “Hear, O Israel! The Lord our God is Lord alone!” is that, according to Christ, it was a part of the greatest commandment in the Law. Usually when someone asks, “What are the two greatest commandments in the Law?” the answer is “Love God, and love your neighbor.” But Jesus did not answer that way. Jesus included the Shema in his answer, and by doing so made a very important point: before we say that “Love God” is the first and greatest commandment, we should know who “God” is. The Shema shows us that we do not get to choose who “our God” is, Yahweh alone is God.
Most people think that the great commandment is just “Love God,” partly because the record in Matthew 22:37, which is the same event, does not include the Shema statement. However, it is common that when two or more Gospels record an event, they include different details. In this case, Mark gives the full account, and Matthew leaves out the Shema. That is understandable for a couple different reasons. One is that the account in Matthew is much shorter than the account in Mark, but a more important reason is that the Gospel of Mark highlights Jesus’ ministry as the servant of God. One of the important roles of a servant was to promote and protect the Master, and so it makes sense that in his role as the “servant of God,” Jesus would promote that his Father, God, was the only God.
[For more on why there are four Gospels and the emphasis of each Gospel, see commentary on Mark 1:1, “the Good News of Jesus Christ.”]
The Shema is widely understood by Christians to be about the nature of God and a confirmation of the Trinity and the compound unity of God, i.e., that God is “one,” and therefore He is one God made up of three persons. However, that is not at all what the verse is saying, as we will see by examining both the Old Testament and New Testament texts on the subject.
One thing should be clear to everyone who studies Mark 12:29: no matter how the Greek text of Mark is worded, it is a translation of the Hebrew, because to answer the Pharisee’s question, Jesus Christ would have quoted the Hebrew text of the Old Testament. Jesus would not have spoken Greek to him. Although we will see as the study develops that the Greek in Mark (and the Septuagint), can mean what the Hebrew OT says, the Hebrew wording is very dense and has a number of secondary meanings built into it, and so the full meaning of the Hebrew is difficult to capture in Greek.
To fully understand the dialogue between the Pharisee and Jesus in Mark 12:28-34, it is helpful to know it is the same record as Matthew 22:34-39, although each Gospel has details that the other Gospel does not include. The Pharisee, who was also a “scribe,” that is, an expert in the Law, asked Jesus what was the greatest commandment in the Law. The conversation that followed gives us a context that helps us properly understand and translate the Shema.
The Old Testament text, like the New Testament, is often used to support the Trinity. But that is not what the verse is saying. For one thing, the Jews do not now, and never have, believed in a Trinity, and yet they have used Deuteronomy 6:4 as the rallying call of the nation of Israel since long before the time of Jesus. Deuteronomy 6:4 can be, and should be, translated close to the way it is translated in a number of modern versions: “Hear, O Israel! The LORD is our God, the LORD alone” (NAB, NLT, NRSV, and the JPS Tanakh). The Geneva Bible of 1599, which was the Bible of the Pilgrims and many of our founding Fathers and is a translation generally recognized by scholars as a better translation than the King James Version, has: “Hear O Israel, the Lord our God is Lord only.” The Moffatt Bible has: “the Eternal, the Eternal alone, is our God.” Rotherham’s Emphasized Bible correctly uses God’s proper name, “Yahweh,” instead of “LORD,” and has: “Hear, O Israel: Yahweh is our God—Yahweh alone.” Using “Yahweh” instead of “LORD” is the most proper way to render the verse, and Rotherham’s translation is about as close as you can get to an English translation that captures the primary meaning of the verse. The Old Testament Jews, to whom Deuteronomy was addressed, thought of Yahweh alone as being their God.
Deuteronomy 6:4 is saying that Israel [and believers today] have only one God—Yahweh. That is why the verse says that Yahweh is “our” God. Other people may have other gods, but the people of God are to have Yahweh alone as their God. This Old Testament truth is confirmed by Christ in Mark 12:29, and reconfirmed by Paul, who wrote that, “to us there is one God, the Father” (1 Cor. 8:6).
Although it is commonly believed that Deuteronomy 6:4 is a statement of “monotheism” and thus the “compound unity” of God, that is not what the verse is saying. Of course, it is a statement about monotheism, that there is one God, but that is not its primary emphasis, as we will see below. Furthermore, it is not a statement about the compound unity of God for a number of reasons. First, because the compound unity of God does not appear in Scripture. Second, the Old Testament was given by God to the Jews so they could know and obey Him, and never in the more than 3500 years since the Shema was written have the Jews understood it to refer to a compound unity in God—quite the opposite. They took it to mean that there was only one God, and fiercely fought against polytheism throughout their history. So if the Shema was God’s attempt to reveal a compound unity in God, the attempt was an epic failure. It makes much more sense that God gave the verse to the Jews and intended it to mean what the Jews say it means. Furthermore, the Jews did not take the Shema as their primary statement of monotheism because many other verses made that point (we will cover that shortly). Third, the context of the Shema in both the Old and New Testaments, backed by the Scope of Scripture, shows that the Shema is not saying “God is ‘one,’ but rather is saying that Yahweh “alone” is our God.
The context shows us that Deuteronomy 6:4 is using the Hebrew word ‘echad (#0259 אֶחָד; “one, only, an, alone”) in the primary sense of “only” or “alone,” in contrast to the number “one,” and the context in Mark 12 confirms this. Note how Deuteronomy 6:4-5, flow together and thus make a major—and logical—point: “Yahweh is our God, Yahweh alone! And you must love Yahweh your God with all your heart, all your soul, and all your strength.” It is because Yahweh “alone” is God that we can worship him with “all” our heart, “all” our soul, and “all” our might. If we had more than one God, our worship would have to be divided between all the gods we served, and each god would get only “part” of our heart, soul, and strength. In fact, that is what happens with Trinitarians today: they divide their worship of God into the worship of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. But that division of worship is what is expressly forbidden by Deuteronomy 6:4 and Mark 12:29.
When Jesus was asked about the first commandment, he quoted both Deuteronomy 6:4 and Deuteronomy 6:5. Interestingly, in both Hebrew and Greek (the Septuagint and Mark 12), these can be one sentence, the second starting with “and,” (or even “and so”). It is traditional to separate the “first commandment” into two sentences, but grammatically it can be one sentence and thus easily seen to be one commandment.
What should be clear is that Deuteronomy 6:4 is a statement about our personal relationship to God. He “alone” is God, so He is to be “our” only God and we must worship Him with “all” that we are and have. Deuteronomy 6:4 is not primarily a statement about monotheism, it is a statement about relationship. Stated another way, Deuteronomy 6:4 is not about the nature of God, it is about our relationship with God. Monotheism is important, and God had established that there was only one God earlier in Deuteronomy. Only about 50 verses before the Shema, God had twice stated that He was the only God. Deuteronomy 4:35 says, “Yahweh is God. There is no one else besides him.” Four verses later Deuteronomy 4:39 establishes that truth and says, “Yahweh, he is God in heaven above and on the earth below. There is no other.” After establishing that there is only one God in chapter 4, Deuteronomy 6:4 then takes that truth and makes it personal: Yahweh who alone is God is to be “our” God, and we are to worship Him with “all” our heart, soul, and strength. Furthermore, after Deuteronomy 4:35, 39, and Deuteronomy 6:4 have established that there is only one God, and thus Yahweh alone is to be “our God,” Deuteronomy 6:13 then says that we should fear and serve Him, and swear oaths in His name.
The scope of Scripture also shows us that the Shema is about our relationship with God and not the singular nature of God. For example, Zechariah 14:9 uses the word ’echad and speaks of the future, saying that Yahweh will be king over the whole earth. The last part of the verse says in that day, “Yahweh will be one [’echad], and his name one [’echad].” Here we see the same use of ’echad that we see in the Shema. When Zechariah says that in that day Yahweh will be “one,” it is not making a statement about God’s nature, as if somehow His nature would become “one” in the future but is not “one” now. Rather, it is using “one,” (’echad) as “alone,” just as in Deuteronomy 6:4. Zechariah is saying that in the future Yahweh will be “alone” and His name “alone,” not in competition with the names of other gods. Unlike today when many “gods” distract us from God, in the future, all the competing gods will be cast away and Yahweh “alone” will be everyone’s God. Isaiah says, “ On that day, people will throw their silver and gold idols, which they made to worship, to the moles and the bats” (Isa. 2:20 HCSB). Zechariah says, “‘And on that day,’ says the LORD of Heaven’s Armies, ‘I will erase idol worship throughout the land, so that even the names of the idols will be forgotten’” (Zech. 13:2 NLT). Isaiah 2:11 and Isaiah 2:17 say that Yahweh alone will be exalted in that Day.
Also, the very first of the Ten Commandments fits with the Shema, saying that Yahweh alone is to be our God. The First Commandment is: “I am Yahweh your God, who rescued you from the land of Egypt, the place of your slavery. You must not have any other god but me” (Exod. 20:2-3; NLT with Yahweh in place of “the LORD”). So the first commandment says in effect the same thing that the Shema says: God alone is to be our God, and we are not to have any other god but Him.
Having seen that the Shema is a statement about our relationship with God and that He “alone” is to be our God, we can now turn our attention to the New Testament text and Jesus’ words in Mark 12:29. As has been stated earlier, there is no doubt that Jesus would have quoted the Shema as it appears in the Hebrew text. He would not have been quoting it in Greek, even though the Gospel of Mark is written in Greek. But when we study the Greek word translated “one” in Mark 12:29, heis (#1520 εἷς, pronounced “hace”), we find that just like the Hebrew word ’echad, can mean “one” or “alone,” so can the Greek word heis. In fact, we see heis being used in the sense of “alone” several times in the New Testament. The BDAG Greek English Lexicon lists Mark 2:7; 10:18; 12:29; Matthew 23:10; and Luke 18:19 as clear examples of heis meaning “alone.”
As has been stated above, the Hebrew text is very compressed and hard to translate. A common translation of the Greek is, “The Lord our God is one Lord.” However, a translation that reflects more of the meaning of the verse is, “Hear, Israel, The Lord our God is the only Lord” (that same basic translation appears in: The Geneva Bible; The New English Bible; Sir Andrews Norton’s, A Translation of the Gospels; The New Testament by William Barclay; and The Source New Testament by A. Nyland). Another good translation is in the New American Bible (NAB), which follows its translation of Deuteronomy and has, “Hear, O Israel! The Lord our God is Lord alone!” Still another good translation is God’s New Covenant by Heinz Cassirer. He has: “Listen, Israel, the Lord our God is the one and only Lord.” Cassirer’s translation should catch our attention because he was born and raised Jewish and taught philosophy at Glasgow University and Corpus Christi, Oxford, and converted to Christianity due to his reading the Greek New Testament. Thus he brings a unique blend of Jewish heritage and a thorough knowledge of both Hebrew and Greek to his translation. He clearly understands that the Shema is making the point that God is the “one and only” God.
How do we know that when Jesus quoted the Shema, he quoted it with the same meaning it had in the Old Testament; that God “alone” was God? We know it by reading the whole account in Mark. We must pay attention to all the elements of the conversation: the question the Pharisee asked, Jesus’ answer, the Pharisee’s commentary on Jesus’ answer, and Jesus’ statement about what the Pharisee said.
First, the Pharisee’s question: “What commandment is the first of all?” We learn from Matthew 22:34 that the question was initially asked to test Jesus. It was a question that the Jews had asked and hotly debated among themselves for centuries, and was a question all the Jews were interested in. It seems clear the Pharisee legitimately wanted to know where Jesus stood on the issue.
Jesus answered the question by quoting both Deuteronomy 6:4, 5, which shows that Jesus understood that it was not enough to just “love God,” in some generic sense, we must love the “right God,” the true God, the only God, who is Yahweh. Jesus then added the second commandment: love your neighbor as yourself. The Pharisee had not asked for that information, but we can see why Jesus added it: the Pharisees were well-known for holding themselves aloof from others, and even the name “Pharisee” means “Separated one,” someone separated from the rest of mankind, who are then relegated by default to a lesser status. Jesus was trying to reach this Pharisee’s heart and teach him that if he loved God, it would show itself through his love for others.
The Pharisee responded to Jesus’ answer in a way that showed he had grasped what Jesus said and had himself come to a similar conclusion about the central point of the Old Testament Law. The Pharisee started by acknowledging that Jesus’ statement was “well said,” and then he connected the Shema with Deuteronomy 4:35, that Yahweh is God and there is no other God but him. The Pharisee did not have any conception of a “compound unity” in God, but rather spoke back to Jesus the simple message of the Old Testament contained in the Shema: Yahweh alone is God and there is no other God, and that is why we can and must love God with “all” our heart, soul, and might. Furthermore, as the Pharisee acknowledged, loving God and our neighbor was more important than all other religious ceremonies and practices.
Jesus immediately recognized the heart of this Pharisee, and said to him: “You are not far from the Kingdom of God.” If the Shema was teaching the “compound unity” of God, and if Jesus was trying to communicate that to the Pharisee, he would have immediately recognized by the Pharisee’s answer that he did not “get it.” At that point, Jesus should have further engaged the Pharisee so he could have a chance to understand the compound unity of God and the doctrine of the Trinity. Why didn’t he? The simple answer is that Deuteronomy 4:35 and Deuteronomy 6:4 teach a simple truth: there is one God, Yahweh, and He alone is to be our God. That is the simple point that is being made in both the Old and New Testaments.
Having said that the most pertinent truth in the Shema is that Yahweh alone is to be our God, there are nevertheless some other basic truths that the wording of the Shema shows us. Although the primary meaning is, “Yahweh is our God, Yahweh alone,” the wording of the Hebrew text and the word ’echad also allows for: “Yahweh is our God, Yahweh is unique.” Although not the primary meaning, if we read the verse that way, it is saying that Yahweh, who is “our God,” is unique among the gods, thus superior and worthy of our worship. The usage of ’echad as “unique” is found in Song of Songs 6:9, where the king speaks of his 60 queens, 80 concubines, and “young women without number,” but tells his new beloved that she is “unique” (Do you think she believed him?).
Another secondary meaning that can be seen in the very compact wording of Deuteronomy 6:4 is that there is “one” Yahweh. It was common in the cultures of the Middle East that several gods would be known by the same name, or the same god would be assigned different characteristics and worshiped differently in different places. Examples of gods like this include: Astarte, Baal, Cybele, El (a Canaanite god), Isis, Leviathan, Lilith, and Tammuz. In contrast to gods who, in different places had different characteristics and were worshiped differently, Yahweh was only “one” God and was to be known as the same and worshiped the same everywhere.
In the spiritual battle, Satan is always trying to distort God: His nature, His character, His love, and His actions, and God works to prevent that. After the birth of Christ, Satan has worked to distort Jesus too. Thus less than 30 years after Jesus gave his life for mankind, 2 Corinthians 11:4 speaks of those people who preach “another Jesus,” and Galatians 1:6-9 shows that people were perverting the Gospel, saying, “If anyone proclaims to you a Good News that is contrary to the one you received, let him be accursed.”
In closing, it is helpful to speak a few more words about why the Shema cannot be referring to a “compound unity” in God. If the Shema was making the point that God was a compound unity, then neither verse 4 nor verse 5 would fit with what the Bible actually says. The Old Testament never reveals that “Yahweh” was a compound deity, made up of separate “Persons.” Trinitarian theologians acknowledge that the Old Testament does not reveal the Trinity—a major reason the Jews never believed in one. In the Old Testament, “Yahweh” and the Son are always represented as two separate entities. “Yahweh” is the equivalent of the “Father” (or “God”) in the New Testament. Just as the Father and Son occur together many times in the New Testament and are clearly presented as two (cf. “the testimony of two men is true. I am one who testifies about myself, and the Father who sent me testifies about me”—John 8:17-18), so the Old Testament presents Yahweh and the “Son” (also referred to as the “Lord,” “Servant,” or “anointed”) as two, not “one God” (cf. Ps. 2:2, 7; 110:1; Isa. 42:5ff; 49:4-5; 53:6, 10, 11). Furthermore, it is clear in the Old Testament texts, such as those that call the Messiah the servant of Yahweh, and in the New Testament texts as well (cf. 1 Cor. 15:28) that the “Son” is subservient to Yahweh. Given that, for the Shema to say that “Yahweh” is “one,” in contrast to many, does not make sense. If the verse were referring to a compound deity, it would have had to say that “Elohim” is one.
Furthermore, if the Shema were saying that “Yahweh” were “one” in the sense of a compound unity, then verse 5 would be incomplete and confusing, rather than helpful. If God were a compound unity, then what the Israelites would need would be instruction as to how to treat each “Person,” i.e., how to worship and serve each “Person” in this compound deity. But instead of offering instruction as to how to worship each “Person,” verse 5 contradicts the idea of multiple “Persons” in God and says to worship “Yahweh” with “all” your heart, soul, and might, clearly treating Yahweh as the one God whom we worship.
Also, Jesus’ answer to the Pharisee, that he was not far from the Kingdom of God, shows us that a person does not have to believe in the Trinity to be saved. We can see from the way the Pharisee spoke to Jesus that he did not believe in the Trinity, but Jesus made no attempt to instruct him and instead said he was not far from the Kingdom. If a person had to believe in the Trinity to be saved, Jesus would have taught the Pharisee about it, and would never have said he was close to the Kingdom.
Mar 12:30
“and so.” The Greek text has the conjunction kai, which is most often translated “and,” but which can have a number of meanings, depending on the context. One of those meanings is that it introduces a result from a preceding circumstance; thus can mean “and then” or “and so,” or as we would say, “so,” or “therefore.”[footnoteRef:1279] Rotherham has correctly picked up on the sense of the kai in this case, and seen that it makes a logical connection between the first quotation from the Old Testament and the second one, and translated it as “therefore” in The Emphasized Bible, and the Geneva Bible of 1599 also uses “therefore.” So translating the kai as “therefore,” or as “and so,” more clearly brings out the sense of what Jesus was saying and shows why he prefaced his quotation of Deuteronomy 6:5 by quoting Deuteronomy 6:4. [1279:  See BDAG Greek-English Lexicon; Friberg, Analytical Lexicon.] 

The original Hebrew phrase taken from Deuteronomy 6:5 also starts with the common conjunction that is most often translated “and” but has a number of different meanings, including “so” and “therefore,”[footnoteRef:1280] and the NAB says “therefore.” [1280:  Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon.] 

The point that we must understand is that the “greatest commandment” is one single command, not two independent statements. There is not one statement that says that there is one God and a second statement that tells us to love Him. Yahweh alone is God so we are to love Him with “all” we are and have. If Yahweh was not God “alone,” not the only God, then we would have to divide our love between our different gods.
“love.” The verb “love,” agapaō, (#25 ἀγαπάω) is in the future tense, indicative mood, which here is being used idiomatically as a present imperative.[footnoteRef:1281] The expert in the Law had asked Jesus what was the greatest commandment, and Jesus gave him (and us), a complete answer. Jesus made it clear that since there is only one God, therefore you must love Him with everything you have: all your heart, soul, mind, and strength. [1281:  See Robertson, Grammar, 330.] 

In the Greco-Roman culture surrounding the Jews, the people had many gods, and the people had to divide their love and worship between them. For that matter, many of the Jews had superstitions and regulations that had all but replaced a genuine relationship with the true God. Jesus made it clear that there is only one true God, and “therefore” we must love Him with “all” we have.
Given the implied “therefore,” and the fact that “love” is idiomatically an imperative, it would be correct to translate verses 29 and 30: “Jesus answered, ‘The first is, Hear, O Israel! The Lord our God, the Lord is one. Therefore you must love Him with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and with all your strength.’”
“and…and…and.” The elements in the command are each connected with “and,” which is the figure of speech polysyndeton (“many ands.”[footnoteRef:1282] The figure polysyndeton places an “and” between each item in the list, and by that literary device emphasizes each thing in the list. Thus, when Jesus says we must love God “with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and with all your strength,” he is specifically emphasizing each point in the list. In normal grammar, only the last item on the list has the “and.” [1282:  See Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 208, “polysyndeton.”] 

In contrast to the figure polysyndeton, which emphasizes each item in the list, the figure of speech asyndeton (“no ands”) does not have the word “and” at all, even between the last two items in the list. This means that nothing in the list gets specific emphasis, but the readers are meant to see that while the things on the list are important enough to mention, it is the conclusion that God wants to get the emphasis, and He lets us know that by the figure asyndeton. So while the figure polysyndeton emphasizes each item in the list, the asyndeton emphasizes the conclusion (a good example of asyndeton is the fruit of the spirit in Galatians. See commentary on Gal. 5:22).
There are many good examples of polysyndeton in the Bible, although sometimes the translators do not accurately bring it from the Hebrew or Greek into the English. A good example is Ephesians 1:21, which says that Jesus is seated at God’s right hand, “far above every ruler, and authority, and power, and those having dominion, and every name that is named.” In Luke 14:21 there is a polysyndeton in Jesus’ parable, which emphasizes each category of people. The head of the house says, “Go out quickly into the streets and lanes of the city, and bring in here the poor and maimed and blind and lame.” In the same chapter, in Luke 14:13-14, Jesus was teaching and used an asyndeton to good effect. He said, “But when you make a feast, call the poor, the maimed, the lame, the blind, and you will be blessed, because they do not have the means to repay you, for you will be repaid at the Resurrection of the Righteous.” The asyndeton deemphasizes the categories of people and puts the emphasis on the conclusion, “and you will be blessed.”
[See Word Study: “Syndeton.”]
“soul.” See commentary on Matthew 22:37.
Mar 12:31
“neighbor.” On who is our neighbor, see commentary on Luke 10:27.
Mar 12:33
“with all your intelligence.” The Greek word translated as “intelligence” is also used for one’s “understanding.” To love God with “all your intelligence” is to think deeply about God, to study God, to use the intelligence that you have to learn more about Him and thus be better connected to Him.
“neighbor.” On who is our neighbor, see commentary on Luke 10:27.
Mar 12:34
“And after that no one dared.” In the honor-shame society of the biblical world, to ask a person a question was to challenge them, and if the person could not answer the question they were shamed and the one asking was elevated, but if the question was answered, then the person who asked the question was shamed and the one who gave the answer was elevated. In this social context, Jesus had done such a good job answering difficult questions that no one else wanted to risk being publicly shamed, so no one dared to ask Jesus any more questions.
Mar 12:36
“The Lord said to my Lord.” The quotation is from Psalm 110:1, and it is quoted by Jesus in Matthew 22:44; Mark 12:36, and Luke 20:42-43. Psalm 110:1 is a very important verse theologically. For one thing, it shows that Jesus is not equal to God (see commentary on Ps. 110:1).
[For more information on Jesus not being God, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son,” and see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
“by the holy spirit.” David spoke as God directed him via the gift of holy spirit that was upon David (see commentary on Matt. 22:43). Even though the Greek has both articles with holy spirit, tō pneuma tō hagion (τῷ πνεύματι τῷ ἁγίω), it seems to be more of a reference to the gift of holy spirit than it is to the Giver, God. There are many other times the gift of holy spirit has both articles (cf. Luke 3:22; John 14:26; Acts 2:33; 5:32; 10:44, 47; 11:15; 15:8; 19:6; Eph. 1:13; 1 Thess. 4:8).
[For more information on the uses of “Holy Spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’” For more information on the holy spirit, see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
Mar 12:37
“and so how is he his son?” Jesus is the Son of David (cf. Matt. 1:1; 9:27; Luke 18:38-39, etc.), so this question is inviting a discussion on the subject.
“was listening to him with delight.” The Greek we translate as “listening to him with delight” is hēdeōs (#2234 ἡδέως, pronounced hay-'de-ōs) and it means with pleasure, with delight, gladly. Some versions catch the sense by saying that the crowds “enjoyed” listening to him. We should not take this to mean that the crowds took to heart what Jesus said and then changed. In Mark 6:20 the same phraseology is used when Herod Antipas used to call for John the Baptist, and “liked to listen to him.” Jesus taught openly, but still only had some 120 disciples gathered on the Day of Pentecost. If anything, this shows how people can hear the Word of God taught, even from the Master himself, enjoy it, but not have it change their lives.
Mar 12:40
“They cheat widows out of their houses.” The text is literally, “devour widows’ houses.” These “experts in the Law” were in a position to help widows through the legal steps of securing their belongings after a husband died, but instead, they found “legal ways” to take things away from the widow’s estate, apparently occasionally even leaving them homeless. The evil of these “experts” was deliberately covered up with shows of holiness, such as praying long prayers in public.
“harsher punishment.” The REV takes the sense of krima (#2917 κρίμα)—along with the KJV, NET, NIV, and HCSB translations—to indicate both the judgment and execution of the sentence.[footnoteRef:1283] Hence, krima becomes “punishment” rather than “condemnation;” and the comparative adjective perissoteros (#4055 περισσότερος) becomes “harsher” rather than “greater.” [1283:  Cf. R. C. H. Lenski, St. Mark’s Gospel, 553.] 

Mar 12:41
“the offering box.” There was a specific place in the Temple where offerings were put, and it was like an “offering box.” It was not the Temple treasury.
Mar 12:42
“Two leptons.” The Greek says “lepta” which is the plural of “lepton.” The lepton was a small, common, brass coin minted by the Jews. According to this verse, two leptons equal one quadrans (the Roman quadrans was the smallest Roman coin and was worth 1/4 of an assarion, which was 1/64 of a denarius.) A denarius was a day’s wage for a common laborer, so if a laborer makes eight dollars an hour for eight hours, or 64 dollars a day, a quadrans was worth one dollar. Since two leptons equaled a quadrans, one lepton was worth about a half dollar.
Coins are one area where it is hard to translate. We feel that “penny” is misleading. For one thing, at the rates we assigned here, a lepton is worth $.50. Similarly, while “mite” communicates a small amount, it is unclear, and the reader may think that the Bible is making the point that the woman cast a small amount into the treasury and not realize that it points out exactly how much she cast in. It was a small amount, but it was exactly described in the biblical text as being two leptons, not just “a small amount.” This is a case where the best solution is likely to keep the coin in the text and make a text note as to the amount it is worth.
 
Mark Chapter 13
Mar 13:6
“come in my name, saying, ‘I am he.’” See commentary on Matthew 24:5, where the text specifies that the “he” is the Messiah, the Christ. This is a great example of using the common phrase “I am” as a simple identifier, basically “I am he,” or “I am the one in question.” (See commentary on John 8:58).
Mar 13:7
“wars nearby and reports of wars far away.” See commentary on Matthew 24:6.
Mar 13:8
“group.” See commentary on Matthew 24:7.
Mar 13:9
“courts.” “Courts” is a good translation of the generic use of “Sanhedrin,” which was not the “great Sanhedrin” that convened in Jerusalem and made up of 70 members, but the concept of “lesser Sanhedrin” that were the Jewish courts that met wherever Jews would be tried by other Jews.
“because of me.” For an explanation of this phrase, see the REV commentary on Matthew 5:11.
Mar 13:11
“the holy spirit.” Here in Mark 13:11, “the holy spirit” is the gift of God’s nature that God put upon people to empower them with spiritual power. We can see that Mark 13:11 and Luke 12:12 use “holy spirit” as the gift of God from the parallel verse in Matthew 10:20. In the Old Testament and Gospels, when God wanted to empower someone with spiritual power so they could prophesy or do great feats, He placed His gift of holy spirit upon them (cf. Num. 11:17-29; Judg. 3:10; 6:34; 11:29; 1 Sam. 10:6, 10; 16:13; 1 Chron. 12:18; 2 Chron. 15:1; Mic. 3:8). God placed His gift of holy spirit on Jesus Christ for the same reason; so that he could be spiritually empowered (Isa. 11:2; 42:1; 61:6; Luke 4:18).
It is easy to see how there could be some debate about the meaning of “holy spirit” in this verse. The original Greek text was written in all capital letters, so the text always said “HOLY SPIRIT no matter if the reference was to God, the Holy Spirit, or to His gift, the holy spirit. Besides that, God generates the messages He wants to give to people (which He now gives to Jesus to give to people). So, before Jesus was glorified, revelation from God generally came from the Holy Spirit through the holy spirit to the believer. In the context of the message coming from God through His gift, which is the case here, from a practical standpoint, the way the message got to the believer did not need to be debated—both God and His gift were involved.
On the Day of Pentecost (Acts 2), Jesus Christ poured out the gift of holy spirit on everyone who believed (Acts 2:33, 38), and that gave them spiritual power (Acts 1:8).
[For more information on the uses of “spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’” For more on the difference between Holy Spirit and holy spirit, see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
Mar 13:14
“standing where he should not be.” The translations differ as to whether the text should read, where “he” should not be, or where “it” should not be. Some translations support “he” (ASV, ESV, NAB, NLT), while others support “it” (CJB, HCSB, NASB, NET, RSV). The grammar can be argued either way, as anyone who reads a few commentaries on the verse will discover.[footnoteRef:1284] Blass and Debrunner point out that a masculine participle referring to a neuter noun can designate a person.[footnoteRef:1285] [1284:  Cf. R. C. H. Lenski, St. Mark’s Gospel vs. William L. Lane, The Gospel According to Mark [NICNT].]  [1285:  Blass and Debrunner, A Greek Grammar of the New Testament and Other Early Christian Literature, ⁣¶ 34.] 

Since the grammar can legitimately be “he” or “it,” the meaning of the verse must be interpreted from the scope of Scripture. The “abomination of desolation,” which refers to an abomination that causes desolation, is not a statue, but a person. Furthermore, not a historical person such as Antiochus Epiphanes (although he may have been a type for the Antichrist), but a person who will be manifested in the Last Days, whom we know as the Antichrist or Man of Lawlessness (2 Thess. 2:3ff), who goes into the Temple of God to show that he is a god.
Mar 13:15
“not come down.” People could generally travel from roof to roof. See commentary on Matthew 24:17.
Mar 13:17
“But how terrible.” This warning is also in Matthew 24:19.
“how terrible.” The Greek word is ouai (#3759 οὐαί, pronounced ooh-'eye). For an explanation of the meaning of “how terrible,” see commentary on Matthew 11:21.In this context, ouai is an expression of grief because of the distress, hardship, and divine retribution that is coming in the future (1 Cor. 9:16; Rev. 9:12). People who cannot easily travel or who have to take care of others will have a very hard time in the Great Tribulation.
Mar 13:19
“tribulation unlike anything that has happened.” This is the time of “great tribulation” Jesus spoke of in Matthew 24:21. Jesus would have learned a lot about the Tribulation period from the Old Testament. This great tribulation is the subject of much of the book of Revelation, with its seven seals, seven trumpets, seven thunders, and seven bowls of judgment.
[For more on the prophecies of the Great Tribulation, see commentary on Isa. 13:9.]
Mar 13:21
“Messiah.” See commentary on Matthew 24:5.
Mar 13:22
“Messiahs.” See commentary on Matthew 24:5.
Mar 13:23
“But be on guard.” The Greek text would be more literally translated as “Watch!” or “Watch out.” But we typically say “Watch out” when there is immediate danger right then and there, which is not the case here. A number of English versions read “be on guard” (ESV, GW, NIV, NJB).
“I have told you everything beforehand.” This is a good example of where “everything” (or “all”) has to be taken in a limited sense (see commentary on John 21:17).
Mar 13:27
“gather together his chosen ones.” This is the first resurrection, and includes both the elect on earth (cf. Matt. 25:32) and the dead who are righteous and who will live with Christ in the Millennial Kingdom (cf. Ezek. 37:12-14; John 5:28, 29; Rev. 20:4-6).
Mar 13:29
“door.” See commentary on Matthew 24:33.
Mar 13:31
“Heaven and earth will pass away.” This sentence is almost exactly the same in Matthew 24:35, Mark 13:31, and Luke 21:33.
Mar 13:32
“nor the Son.” This is also stated in Matthew 24:36. This phrase is omitted in many Greek texts of Matthew 24:36 and so some people assert that it was added to the original text of Matthew even though the textual evidence is stronger that it was not added in Matthew. However, the textual evidence is extremely clear that the phrase “nor the Son” is original here in Mark 13:32. For the impact of this phrase on Christian theology, see commentary on Matthew 24:36.
Mar 13:33
“Stay alert!” Some Greek texts add “pray” to this verse and read, “Stay alert and pray,” but “pray” is omitted in some early and important manuscripts and therefore is much more likely added to the text than omitted from it. The scribes who copied the text sometimes added things that they themselves did, such as pray or fast.
Mar 13:35
“during the evening watch.” At the time of Christ, in both Jewish and Roman reckoning of time, the “day” was divided into 12 hours (John 11:9, “Are there not 12 hours in the day?). Also, both the Jews and Romans divided the night into four “watches,” each being three hours long. This was true even though the Jews started their new day at sunset, at the start of the first watch of the night, and the Romans reckoned their new day at midnight, at the start of the third watch of the night (our day beginning at midnight comes from the Romans). In New Testament times, the day was divided into 12 “hours” (John 11:9) and the night into four “watches”: 1st: 6-9 p.m.; 2nd: 9 p.m.-midnight; 3rd: midnight-3 a.m.; 4th: 3-6 a.m. (Mark 13:35).
The names of the four watches are named in the commentary on Mark 6:48, and were “evening watch,” “midnight watch,” “cockcrowing watch,” and “morning watch.” Sometimes, however, the watches were just called by “first watch,” “second watch,” “third watch,” and “fourth watch.”
[For more on time in the Bible, and the four watches of the night, see commentary on Mark 6:48.]
Mar 13:36
“when he comes unexpectedly.” The Lord comes “unexpectedly.” The Greek word can also mean “suddenly,” and that can be part of the meaning here.
 
Mark Chapter 14
Mar 14:1
“it was two days before the Passover.” The Greek text is more literally, “after two days was the Passover.”
“crafty way.” The Greek word is dolos (#1388 δόλος), and its meanings include, craftily, deceitfully, treacherously, and stealthily.
Mar 14:2
“Not during the feast.” The original plan of the Jews was not to arrest Jesus during the Passover, but Jesus forced their hand and their plans got accelerated. Jesus knew he had to die as the Passover Lamb, and so he accelerated the plans of the enemy (see commentary on John 13:27).
Mar 14:3
“And while he was in Bethany.” This event about Jesus being anointed in Bethany is recorded in Matthew 26:6-13; Mark 14:3-9; John 12:1-8. Judas Iscariot started the discontent and murmuring (John 12:4), and it spread to the others.
“Simon the Leper.” Simon had had a skin disease of some kind, but he was now cured or people would not have been in his house. Nevertheless, the name “Simon the Leper” stuck.
“on his head.” This record of Mary (we learn it was Mary from John 12:3) pouring the oil on Jesus occurs in Matthew 26:6-13; Mark 14:3-9; and John 12:1-8; it is not included in Luke. Mark says the ointment was poured on the head, while John 12:3 says Mary anointed Jesus’ feet. The key to the apparent contradiction is realizing that Mary had a lot of ointment, and put it on both Jesus’ head and feet.
[For more information on this anointing and the controversy it stirred up, see commentary on John 12:3.]
Mar 14:4
“But there were some who were angry.” The Greek word translated as “angry” is aganakteō (#23 ἀγανακτέω), and it refers to being angry or displeased at a situation that is perceived to be unjust. This verse is hard to translate, and so the versions differ considerably. A literal rendition would be something like, “There were some being indignant with each other.” Of course, they were not being indignant with each other, they were indignant about what they now considered a waste of money, and were commenting to each other about it. Some versions say they were indignant “within themselves,” or “said to themselves,” but that can be misunderstood. The ones who were indignant were saying things among themselves, i.e., among their little disgruntled group, but not within their own minds, and thus “talking to themselves.”
The Gospel of John lets us know that this verbal poison of grumbling and indignation started with Judas Iscariot, who was a thief and stole from the money that Jesus and the disciples received (John 12:4-6). From Judas, this discontent spread through the room and infected some of the believers. Jesus cut it off quickly and decisively. “Leave her alone…” etc. Christians need to learn from this record. A little evil (leaven) goes through the whole loaf of bread. We need to respond quickly to evil.
[For more on Judas being a thief and starting the grumbling that infected the rest of the apostles, see commentary on John 12:4.]
Mar 14:5
“scolding her harshly.” See commentary on John 11:33.
Mar 14:6
“why are you giving her trouble?” The disciples were criticizing Mary (Mark 14:5), and Jesus acted quickly here to protect her. He ignored any implication that he had allowed this to happen.
Mar 14:7
“For you will always...but you will not.” The Greek text is present tense, “you do...you do not,” but the clear implication is Jesus is speaking of the future.
Mar 14:8
“she has anointed my body beforehand for burial.” The perfume was very expensive and therefore likely quite strong, so it is possible that there could have been a faint smell of it even days later when Jesus was buried. It is impossible to know what the disciples thought Jesus meant when he spoke of his burial. They did not expect him to die, much less be buried. However, it is possible that Mary, of all the disciples, actually understood and believed what Jesus said when he taught that he was going to die, and that she anointed his body with that in mind (see Matt. 26:12).
Mar 14:10
“Iscariot.” See the commentary on Matthew 10:4 for more information.
Mar 14:12
“the first day of the Feast of Unleavened Bread.” This same phrase is used in Matthew 26:17 (see the commentary on Matt. 26:17).
Mar 14:17
“he came with the Twelve.” Matthew, Mark, and Luke all agree that Jesus ate the Last Supper with the twelve apostles (Matt. 26:20; Mark 14:17, and Luke 22:14). That makes sense because much of the Last Supper was instruction and guidance that they needed to be able to start and run what would become the Christian Church.
Mar 14:21
“will go to die.” A meaning of this verb is “to die.”[footnoteRef:1286] [1286:  BDAG, s.v. “ὑπάγω.”] 

“but how terrible it will be for that man.” This warning is in Matthew 26:24, Mark 14:21, and Luke 22:22 (see commentary on Matt. 26:24).
Mar 14:24
“This is my blood of the covenant.” See commentary on Luke 22:20.
Mar 14:25
“when I drink new wine in the Kingdom of God.” At the Last Supper Jesus promised his apostles that he would not drink wine again until he drank it with them in the Kingdom of God, also called the Kingdom of Heaven, which will be the Messianic Kingdom on the restored earth. The REV has “new wine,” but the Greek uses the word “it,” and in this case, the “it” refers to what is being drunk, which is the wine. This is clear in the Greek, which is an inflected language, but it is not clear in English if the Greek is translated literally. Saying in English, “until that day I drink new it” makes no sense, so the REV replaces the “it” with what the “it” refers to, which is wine.
[For more on Jesus’ promise not to drink wine until the Kingdom, see commentary on Matt. 26:29.]
Mar 14:31
“I will never deny you.” The Greek uses a double negative here for emphasis. The text does not just say, “not deny you,” the phrase is much stronger than that.
Mar 14:34
“soul.” See commentary on Matthew 26:38.
“almost to the point of death.” The Greek is more literally simply “to death.” The Greek phrase “to the point of death” means “that his sorrow is so great that he is hardly able to bear it.”[footnoteRef:1287] Jesus is not saying that his sorrow will literally result in his death, but the phrase is idiomatic and means that he is very deeply grieved. We use the same idiomatic phraseology when saying things like, “I am freezing to death,” or, “I am starving to death.” The word death is more idiomatic than literal and expresses the depth of the emotion. [1287:  Donald Hagner, Matthew 14-28 [WBC], 782.] 

Mar 14:36
“Abba! Father!” This phrase is used here in Mark 14:36, Romans 8:15, and Galatians 4:6. See commentary on Galatians 4:6.
Mar 14:38
“The spirit is willing, but the flesh is weak.” The Greek text contrasts the spirit and flesh quite strongly. This is the use of “spirit” that refers to the action of the mind, i.e., attitudes and emotions. The apostles had a willing attitude, but their flesh was weak and unable to stay awake.
[For more on “spirit,” including a long list of the ways it is used in the Bible, see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
Mar 14:41
“Are you still sleeping and resting?” Jesus was amazed that the disciples could not stay awake and pray in this challenging hour for him. The REV translation is very similar to the translation in the CSB, ESV, NAB, NASB, NET, NIV). See commentary on Matthew 26:45.
“Look.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Mar 14:42
“Look” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Mar 14:43
“and with him was a crowd.” This “crowd” consisted of both Jewish police and Roman soldiers (see commentary on John 18:3).
Mar 14:48
“as if I were a criminal?” The group that came to arrest Jesus had swords and clubs, but beyond that, it was a large group with both Roman soldiers and Temple police. Here in Mark 14:48, the translation of the Greek word lēstēs (#3027 λῃστής) is likely “criminal” but it has a wide range of meaning. When it is used of Barabbas, the translation is most likely referring to the leader of a rebellion (see commentary on John 18:40).
Mar 14:49
“let the scriptures be fulfilled.” This is a command clause. In the original language, this is composed of hina (#2443 ἵνα) and the verb for “fulfilled,” plēroō (#4137 πληρόω), in the subjunctive mood. See commentary on John 9:3, “let the works of God be revealed in him.” It should not be translated as a purpose clause: “this has taken place to fulfill the Scriptures” (such as NASB, NET, NAB, ASV), but as a command clause: “Let the scriptures be fulfilled.” Reading it as a purpose clause requires the phrase “this has taken place” to be supplied in order to complete the thought because it is not in the Greek. The fact that the hina with a verb in the subjunctive clause stands alone makes the command clause a less forced reading.
Mar 14:53
“And they led Jesus away to the high priest.” This statement puts two events, Jesus being taken first to Annas and later to Caiaphas into one sentence and simply says that Jesus was taken to the High Priest. Mark does not clarify that Jesus was taken first to Annas, and from Annas to Caiaphas, but that is recorded in the Gospel of John (John 18:13, 24). Annas was the father-in-law to Caiaphas, and from the biblical record and archaeological evidence, Annas and Caiaphas lived side by side in a family compound, which was not unusual. That would also explain how Peter could follow what was happening to Jesus through the night even though the Gospels seem to have him in the same general area. The compound in which Annas and Caiaphas lived would have had a big yard and been surrounded by a fence or wall, which explains why Peter had to be let into the area through a gate (John 18:16), but did not have to go through another gate when Jesus was taken from Annas to Caiaphas. So, Jesus was taken to Annas first, and because he had been the High Priest he was still thought of that way (cf. Acts 4:6), then to Caiaphas, the Roman-appointed High Priest, and it was at Caiaphas’ house that all the chief priests and elders gathered (Matt. 26:57), then in the morning they all took Jesus to the Sanhedrin for a daybreak trial (Matt. 27:1; Mark 15:1; Luke 22:66-71), then they took him to Pilate, the Roman governor.
[For more about the relationship between Annas and Caiaphas, and also more on the chronology of the last week of Christ’s life from his arrest in the Garden of Gethsemane to his appearances on Sunday after his crucifixion, see commentary on John 18:13. For more information about Jesus being in the tomb, “the heart of the earth,” for three full days and three nights, see commentary on Matt. 12:40. For information on the chronology of the four trials of Jesus on Tuesday (before the Jewish Sanhedrin, then Pilate, then Herod, then Pilate) see commentary on John 19:14, “the sixth hour.” For information on the two-stage burial of Jesus, first by Joseph of Arimathea and then by Nicodemus, see commentary on John 19:40. For information on the Hasmonean palace as the likely location of Jesus’ trial before Pilate, see commentary on Luke 23:7.]
Mar 14:58
“I will destroy this Temple.” This is not what Jesus said! Jesus was speaking to the Jews in the Temple and he said, “If you destroy this temple, I will raise it up in three days.” See commentary on John 2:19. The reason that what these false witnesses said was so important at the trial of Jesus is that in the Greco-Roman world, the destruction of a temple was a capital offense, and if Jesus was convicted of that he could be put to death.[footnoteRef:1288] However, the false witnesses did not agree because what they said Jesus said was not what he had actually said. [1288:  Cf. D. A. Carson, The Gospel According to John [PNTC], 181.] 

“and in three days I will build another not made by human hands.” See commentary on John 2:19.
Mar 14:61
“the Blessed One.” The Greek text reads, “the Blessed,” using the adjective “blessed” as a substantive, which implies a noun following. “The Blessed One” is God, the Father.
Mar 14:62
“I am.” Jesus clearly answered that he was the Christ, answering with “I am”; the Greek is egō eimi (ἐγώ εἰμι). Jesus did not play word games with the Jews or with Pilate, but told them he was the Christ (see commentary on Matt. 27:11).
“you will see the Son of Man sitting at the right hand of the Power, and coming with the clouds of heaven.” Jesus is speaking to the leaders in front of him and saying that they would see him come in the clouds of heaven, which was a way of affirming that he was the “Son of Man” who was foretold in Daniel 7:13, who would be given rulership over the whole earth by Yahweh. What Jesus said here in Mark 14:62 (cf. Matt. 26:64) fits with what Jesus said to other people at other places in the Gospels, that they would be alive to see Jesus when he came in the clouds of heaven. Jesus apparently thought he would return soon and spoke that way in a number of places in the Gospels.
It is important for us to know, in order to properly understand the Bible, that the way the Jews thought about Daniel 7:13—that the “Son of Man” would come in the clouds of heaven—was not what we Christians think about today. They did not know that the Messiah would even die, much less ascend into heaven. Not even the apostles knew that, even at the Last Supper (cf. John 14:5; 16:16-18). To them, Jesus coming in the clouds of heaven meant more like what Ezekiel saw when he saw a great bright cloud coming toward him in which was Yahweh (Ezek. 1:4) or when the cloud of God’s glory filled the Temple (1 Kings 8:11; 2 Chron. 5:14). So the “Son of Man” coming in the clouds of heaven” was to them a way of saying that when the Messiah came he would be covered with the glory of God. We today know more than the Jews of Christ’s time knew. We know Christ actually ascended into heaven and that he will return from heaven, but also he will almost certainly be covered with the clouds of God’s glory.
“the Power” is a circumlocution for God.[footnoteRef:1289] [1289:  Grant Osborne, Matthew [ZECNT], 998.] 

[For a more complete explanation of this verse, see the parallel record and commentary on Matt. 26:64. For more on Jesus speaking about his Second Coming occurring soon, see commentary on Matt. 16:28. For more on the coming Kingdom of Christ on earth, the Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Mar 14:64
“blasphemy.” The Greek noun is blasphēmia (#988 βλασφημία, pronounced blas-fay-'me-ah), and was used of someone speaking against another. The primary meaning as it was used in the Greek culture was showing disrespect to a person or deity, and/or harming his, her, or its reputation.
[For more on blasphēmia, see commentary on Matt. 9:3.]
Mar 14:65
“the Temple police.” The Temple in Jerusalem was a huge enterprise that ran 24 hours a day every day of the year with all kinds of activities, sacrifices, offerings, cleansing rituals, and much more. There were thousands of priests involved, and some of them were organized into a police force to enforce the rules of the Law and to stop illegal activity such as theft.
Mar 14:67
“she noticed Peter.” The Greek text is more literally, “she saw Peter,” but in this case, the woman saw him and noticed who he was.
Mar 14:68
“he denied it.” For more on the denials of Peter, see commentary on Matthew 26:70.
Mar 14:71
“he began to curse.” Peter began to call curses down upon himself if he was lying and did in fact know Jesus. A curse in the biblical culture was meant to invoke punishment on a person if what they said proved to be false. Lenski writes: “He went on to anathematize and to swear, i.e., to call down all manner of evil on himself if he, indeed, knew this man, and he did this with high and holy oaths to God to have him witness that he, indeed, did not know this man. We see from Peter’s frantic action that he is ready to resort to almost anything to save himself from discovery.”[footnoteRef:1290] [1290:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. Mark’s Gospel, 675-76.] 

“swear.” The word “swear” means to swear with an oath. Today we sometimes use the word “swear” to simply refer to using a “dirty, four-letter word,” but that is not what “swear” meant in biblical times.
Mar 14:72
“the words.” The Greek text has “the word,” which is a collective singular. In English, we would say “the words” for clarity.
“he broke down and began to cry.” The Greek text indicates that Peter broke down and cried (cf. CSB17, ESV, NET, NIV, NLT).
 
Mark Chapter 15
Mar 15:1
“after making a plan​.” The Greek is sumboulion (#4824 συμβούλιον), and it refers to a meeting or the decision that those in the meeting have reached. Hence some translations have “held a consultation” (ESV), while others have something like “formed a plan,” and Lenski has “having passed a resolution.”[footnoteRef:1291] This was the morning trial of the Sanhedrin. Some of them had met the night before, first at Annas’ house (John 18:13-23) and then with Caiaphas (Matt. 26:57-75; Mark 14:53-72; Luke 22:54-62; John 18:24-27). However, the whole Sanhedrin was not present then, and besides, a night trial was technically illegal. Now, in the morning, the whole Sanhedrin is present to condemn Jesus, and they do condemn him (cf. Matt. 27:1; Luke 22:66-71). Therefore, it is true that the Sanhedrin both held a consultation, formed a plan, and reached a resolution as to what to do with Jesus, and then they took him to Pilate, who had the authority to execute him. [1291:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. Mark’s Gospel, 679.] 

Mar 15:2
“Are you the king of the Jews?” Pilate’s question, “Are you the king of the Jews,” and Jesus’ affirmative answer, “Yes,” is very important, both for Pilate and for us, and it is recorded in all four Gospels (Matt. 27:11; Mark 15:2; Luke 23:3; and John 18:33 and 18:37). The question and answer also show us that this interaction was in the first of Jesus’ two trials before Pilate, something that is made clear in Luke (Luke 23:1-19). Neither Matthew, Mark, nor John mention Pilate sending Jesus to Herod Antipas (Luke 23:6-12), but they blend Jesus’ two trials before Pilate as if they were one trial. However, by studying all four Gospels together we can see that this was part of Jesus’ first trial before Pilate and when Mark speaks of Barabbas (Mark 15:6-15), that was part of Jesus’ second trial before Pilate.
“Yes, it is as you say.” Jesus answered Pilate’s question in the affirmative, that, yes, he is a king. It is important to translate this verse in the affirmative. Jesus was not playing word games with Pilate, giving him an ambiguous answer (see commentary on Matt. 27:11, “Yes, it is as you say”).
Mar 15:7
“Barabbas.” Barabbas was a “notorious” prisioner (Matt. 27:16).
[For more information on Barabbas, see the commentary on Matt. 27:16.]
“the rebellion.” That is, “the rebellion” in which the “rebels” were involved.
Mar 15:12
“continued to ask.” Although the Greek word apokrinomai (#611 ἀποκρίνομαι) typically means to “answer” the REV renders the phrase palin apokritheis (πάλιν ἀποκριθεὶς) as “continue” to indicate the continuation of discourse. For the nuance of “continue” as a translation of apokrinomai see BDAG.
Mar 15:14
“Crucify him!” This is not the same crowd that had said, “Hosanna,” and “Son of David” some days earlier. See commentary on Luke 23:21.
Mar 15:16
“the governor’s headquarters.” The Greek text is “the praetorium,” and the praetorium was normally the headquarters of the residence of the Roman governor. The exact place that was called the praetorium is debated. Roman Catholics mostly say it was the Antonia Fortress north of the Temple. Protestant scholars mostly tend to say it was Herod’s western palace. However, it is likely that in this case, the praetorium was the ancient Hasmonean place in the middle of Jerusalem (see commentary on Luke 23:7; John 18:28).
“the whole cohort of Roman soldiers.” The standard size of a cohort was 600 men. It was one-tenth of a “legion,” which was 6,000 men. However, just as the size of a “legion” was almost never exactly 6,000 men, and was often considerably smaller, that same was true of a cohort. It is unlikely that this cohort was fully 600 men. It was likely smaller, but it still would have been a lot of men.
Mar 15:17
“purple.” Purple dye was rare and very expensive, so these soldiers went to great lengths to mock Jesus whom they thought was a pretend king (see commentary on 2 Chron. 3:14).
Mar 15:19
“paid homage.” In kneeling down before Jesus, they acted like they were paying homage to him. This was a continuation of the mocking of Jesus. The soldiers were not sincere about it. See commentary on Matthew 2:2.
Mar 15:20
“mocked.” The Greek word translated “mocked” is empaizō (#1702 ἐμπαίζω), and means “mock,” “make fun of,” “ridicule.” See commentary on Matthew 27:29.
Mar 15:21
“coming in from the countryside.” That is, coming into Jerusalem, which was a walled city.
Mar 15:22
“Place of the Skull.” There is very good evidence that Jesus Christ was crucified on top of the Mount of Olives, and the place of the “skull” was the place of counting (see commentary on Matt. 27:33).
Mar 15:23
“And they offered him wine mixed with myrrh.” The myrrh was bitter, thus Matthew refers to it as “gall” because “gall” is bitter (Matt. 27:34). Wine mixed with myrrh was sometimes offered to people being crucified because the myrrh deadened the senses, stupefied the person, and thus helped to lessen the pain. Jesus refused it because he needed full control of his senses and the suffering was part of the redemption of humankind.
Mar 15:24
“And they crucified him.” The Bible says that Jesus Christ, the Son of God, was crucified. This is one of the proofs that Jesus Christ existed and was the origin of the Christian Faith. Roman crucifixion was incredibly cruel and horrific. The criminal was whipped, then forced to carry the patibulum (the crosspiece of the cross), then his naked body was nailed or tied (or both) to a cross and suspended for all to see and many to mock and disparage. No wonder the Law of Moses said that people who were hung on a tree were cursed (Deut. 21:22-23; Gal. 3:13).
David Chapman writes, “And it is difficult to understand how Christians would have proclaimed a crucified Messiah and Saviour, unless such a crucifixion had actually occurred. In reporting this event, the New Testament texts provide significant details regarding the procedures employed in crucifixion (e.g., preceded by scourging, the carrying of the patibulum by the victim, the use of nails, the posting of a titulus, mob derision, etc.)”[footnoteRef:1292] [1292:  David W. Chapman, Ancient Jewish and Christian Perceptions of Crucifixion, 78.] 

There is good evidence that Jesus Christ was crucified on the Mount of Olives (see commentary on Matt. 27:33).
Mar 15:25
“third hour.” About our 9 a.m. Both the Jews and Romans divided the day into 12 hours, starting at daylight, roughly 6 a.m.
[For the hours of the day and the watches of the night, see commentary on Mark 6:48.]
“when they crucified him.” Although the text uses “kai” here which is typically translated as “and,” kai can also carry this meaning of “when.”[footnoteRef:1293] It is also worth noting that there are some manuscripts that have “ote” here instead of kai, which means “when.” For these reasons, we have translated this phrase “when they crucified him.” Also, this is the most natural way to understand the text. It would make no sense for Mark to tell us that it was the third hour and then go on to say “and they crucified him,” and then for us to conclude that he was crucified at some later hour after the third hour. [1293:  BDAG, s.v.“καί.”] 

Mar 15:28
The earliest and best manuscripts of the Alexandrian and the Western text types lack Mark 15:28. Bruce Metzger remarks that “It is understandable that copyists could have added the sentence in the margin from Luke 22:37.”[footnoteRef:1294] [1294:  Metzger, Textual Commentary, 119.] 

Mar 15:29
“insults.” See commentary on Matthew 27:39.
“rebuild.” The Greek text is just “build,” not “rebuild,” but in both Hebrew and Greek the word “build” is used for rebuilding and for building up a building, city, etc.
Mar 15:33
“the sixth hour.” The sixth hour is noon our time. Both the Jews and Romans divided the day into 12 hours, starting at daylight, roughly 6 a.m.
[For the hours of the day and the watches of the night, see commentary on Mark 6:48.]
Mar 15:34
“the ninth hour.” The ninth hour is 3 p.m. our time. According to the Hebrew text of Exodus 12:6, the Passover Lamb was to be slain “between the evenings.” The early evening started when the sun could clearly be seen to be falling and the day started to cool off, and the later evening was as the sun was going down or had just gone down. By the time of Christ, the Passover Lamb was slain at the ninth hour, about our 3 p.m. Thus Jesus died at the same time the lamb was being slain in the Temple, just a few hundred yards to the west of the Mount of Olives where Christ was crucified.
[For the hours of the day and the watches of the night, see commentary on Mark 6:48.]
“Eloi, Eloi.” This is Aramaic, and a quotation of an Aramaic text of Psalm 22. C. S. Mann writes, “The Greek Eloi, Eloi lama sabachthanei is the transliteration of an Aramaic original which can only be described as ‘Hebraized.’ …Presumably, Mark’s community would be more accustomed to the Aramaic, and this would be reflected if Mark was using a Palestinian tradition. …Matthew has Eli, which is closer to the Hebrew form…it would appear likely that it was said in Hebrew, for the comment, ‘he is calling Elijah’ makes sense only if the cry was elei, elei, or eli, eli, rather than Mark’s eloi.”[footnoteRef:1295] [1295:  C. S. Mann, Mark [AB], 650.] 

So it seems most likely that Matthew, who originally wrote in Hebrew, correctly copied what Jesus spoke in Hebrew, while Mark translated what Jesus said into Aramaic and Greek.
[For more information see commentary on Matt. 27:46.]
“My God, my God.” Jesus’ words on the cross are evidence that he was not God, but was fully human and was who he claimed to be, the Son of God. God does not have a God, and the fact that Jesus referred to God being his God before his death and resurrection when he was on the cross, (Matt. 27:46; Mark 15:34), after his resurrection but before his ascension (John 20:17), and after he ascended to heaven (Rev. 3:12) is good evidence that Jesus is not God. Revelation 1:5-6 also says that Jesus is a faithful witness and ruler and has made us priests to “his God.” In the Old Testament, the prophet spoke of the coming Messiah and said he would shepherd the people “in the strength of Yahweh, in the majesty of the name of Yahweh his God” (Mic. 5:4; cf. Isa. 49:5, where the Messiah is foretold to call Yahweh, “my God”).
[For more on Jesus not being God, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.”]
Mar 15:35
“And some of those who stood by, when they heard this…” Christ was so beaten and swollen and so dehydrated from loss of blood that his enunciation was not clear and he was misunderstood by some of the crowd.
Mar 15:36
“wine vinegar.” Wine vinegar is made by fermenting wine until it sours and becomes vinegar, and it was sometimes given to a man being crucified to quench the raging thirst that the man suffered as his body dehydrated in the sun. In this case, the soldiers had some wine vinegar on hand to give to the men being crucified (see commentary on John 19:29).
“Leave him alone!” There are variations in the Greek texts, for example, some say “You (singular) leave him alone,” instead of, “You (plural) leave him alone!” But in the end, “Leave him alone” seems to be the best reading. Although some English versions leave it out entirely, it is in the preferred Greek text.
Mar 15:38
“was torn in two from the top to the bottom.” That the Temple curtain was torn from top to bottom not only showed that God tore the veil, but the act was also likely very symbolic. It showed the extreme grief God experienced when His only begotten son died (see commentary on Matt. 27:51).
Mar 15:39
“saw how he died.” The Greek is literally, “breathed out,” which is a euphemism, in which “breathed out” was used to mean “die.”[footnoteRef:1296] The centurion had been there watching Jesus and saw the way in which he died. He heard the things he said and saw what happened as he was on the cross. From that, he concluded that what he certainly must have heard about Jesus was true, that he was the Son of God. [1296:  Cf. BDAG, s.v. “ἐκπνέω.”] 

One of the most notable things that the Roman centurion could have seen that led him to conclude that Jesus was the Son of God was that at the exact time that Jesus died the curtain of the Temple was split from top to bottom (Mark 15:38), and the only place in Jerusalem from which that could be seen was the top of the Mount of Olives, which had a wonderful view of the east side of the Temple. That the centurion apparently saw the Temple veil tear is good supporting evidence that Jesus was crucified on top of the Mount of Olives.
[For more evidence that Jesus was crucified on the Mount of Olives, see commentary on Matt. 27:33.]
“Truly this man was the Son of God.” The claims of Jesus to be the Son of God would have been well-known, as well as the miracles he did, and the fact that the religious leaders wanted him crucified because they envied him. Thus it is not hard to believe that the centurion, upon seeing the love of the Christ (Father, forgive them, etc.), his bravery, and all the miracles and signs that accompanied his death, would be convinced that this man was in fact who he claimed to be, and indeed, who the sign over his head said he was.
Mar 15:40
“Mary Magdalene.” Mary is called “Magdalene” because her hometown was Magdala, on the west shore of the Sea of Galilee.
[For more information on Mary Magdalene see commentary on Luke 8:2.]
Mar 15:43
“Joseph of Arimathea.” Joseph of Arimathea went to Pilate to ask for the body of Jesus. See commentary on Matthew 27:58.
“and boldly went in before Pilate.” Up until this time, the indication in Scripture is that Joseph had not made a bold and open stand on what he believed about Jesus, but in this situation, he had to. There were many people taking notice of Joseph asking for, and getting, the body of Jesus, so no doubt after this Joseph had many people ask him why he wanted the body and why he would bury the body of Jesus in his own tomb. Joseph’s discipleship was now out in the open, which took great boldness.
Mar 15:45
“he granted the corpse to Joseph..” By ordinary Roman law, a dead criminal belonged to the state, although in most cases anyone who wanted the body could have it. But that is why Pilate had to grant the corpse to Joseph.
Mar 15:46
“laid him in a tomb.” This was just before sunset Wednesday evening, so it was Nisan 14.
[For more information on a Wednesday crucifixion and burial, see commentary on Matt. 12:40.]
Mar 15:47
“Mary Magdalene and Mary.” The women watched Joseph put Jesus in the tomb, close it, and leave, so they saw that Jesus’ body was not properly prepared for burial, which is why they went and bought spices themselves (Mark 16:1). See commentary on Matthew 27:61.
 
Mark Chapter 16
Mar 16:1
“And when the Sabbath was over.” In this verse, the “Sabbath” is the special Sabbath (Thursday, Nisan 15; the first day of the Feast of Unleavened Bread). Thus Mark 16:1 is saying that the special Sabbath was over and the next day, Friday, Nisan 16 had begun.
When Mark 16:1 says the “Sabbath” was passed, it is talking about the first day of the Feast of Unleavened Bread, which was always a special Sabbath, no matter what day of the week it fell on (Lev. 23:4-7, Num. 28:16-18). That is why John 19:31 speaks of the first day of Unleavened Bread as a “High Day” or special Sabbath. The Passover Lamb was sacrificed on Nisan 14 in the early evening, and that day at sunset, Nisan 15 started, which was a “special” Sabbath, not the regular weekly Sabbath (we must keep in mind that Jewish days start at sunset).
The women had seen Joseph of Arimathea put Jesus in the tomb without properly preparing his body (Luke 23:55; cf. Matt. 27:60-61; Mark 15:45-47), so now, on Friday, Nisan 16, they went to the market and bought and prepared spices. It is important to see the time break between Mark 15:47 when the women watched Joseph of Arimathea, and Mark 16:1, when they went and bought spices. The women had seen that Joseph of Arimathea did not bury Jesus properly, but they did not have time Wednesday night before the start of the special Sabbath that began the Feast of Unleavened Bread to buy the spices because that Sabbath was so close (Luke 23:54). Even if the women had wanted to buy the spices at that time, the stores would have been closed that close to the Sabbath. Furthermore, even if the women found someone who would sell them the spices so close to the Sabbath, they could not prepare them because that would be work on the Sabbath, which was forbidden. So the first opportunity the women had to buy and prepare the spices was Friday. Nevertheless, they could not take them to the tomb at that time because the tomb was sealed and guarded by the Romans (Matt. 27:66). The tomb was guarded for three days: Thursday was day one (this was the special Sabbath that started the Feast of Unleavened Bread); Friday was day two, and Saturday, the weekly Sabbath, was day three. That meant the first day the women could expect to get access to the tomb was Sunday, and so that was when they went to the tomb with the spices (see commentary on Luke 24:1).
That the women bought spices on Friday after the special Sabbath on Thursday, explains why Mark 16:1 says the women bought spices after the Sabbath, but Luke 23:56 makes it clear they had the spices before the Sabbath. The apparent contradiction is solved when we realize the women bought the spices on Friday, which was the day after the special Sabbath on Thursday, but was before the weekly Sabbath on Saturday.
The fact that the women needed time to buy and prepare the spices, which they did on Friday, is one of the reasons that there could not have been a Thursday crucifixion. If Jesus was crucified on Thursday then both Friday and Saturday would have been Sabbaths and the women would not have had time to buy and prepare the spices before getting to the tomb early Sunday morning, and furthermore, there would be no way to reconcile the contradiction that they bought spices both before and after the Sabbath.
[For more on the women and the two Sabbaths, see commentary on Matt. 12:40.]
Mar 16:2
“And very early on the first day of the week.” This is Sunday, Nisan 18, and the sun had just risen, although it says it was very early, and Luke 24:1 says it was “early dawn,” that is, when the sun was just up. Mark 16:1 says the women bought spices after the Sabbath (the special Sabbath that was the first day of the Feast of Unleavened Bread, which fell on Thursday that year). So the women bought the spices on Friday. Now in 16:2, it is Sunday morning just after sunrise and the women are coming to the tomb to properly bury Jesus. They did not know Nicodemus had come and done that already (see commentary on John 19:40). Mary Magdalene had come earlier, while it was still dark, seen the empty tomb, and left (see commentaries on John 20:1 and Matt. 27:61). However, the events of the morning had altered Mary’s plans considerably. She did not expect to find an empty tomb and did not expect to meet the Lord. She left the area before these women arrived there.
These women arrived at the tomb “at early dawn” “when the sun had risen,” so they would have gotten together and prepared to go to the tomb at about the same time that Peter and John had seen the empty tomb with their own eyes (John 20:4-9). Had Peter and John come back to this group of women and reported that the tomb was empty, they would not have taken the spices to the tomb in the first place. Luke starts with “they” and does not mention Mary Magdalene at all. That “they” refers to the group of women apart from Mary Magdalene is clear from the fact these women were carrying the spices. There is not a problem with these women coming to the tomb and not meeting with Mary Magdalene, Peter, or the other disciple on their way back to Bethany. There were many footpaths on the Mount of Olives, and it would have been very easy for the women to take one while Mary, Peter, and the other disciple took another.
Mar 16:5
“young man.” The women bringing the spices saw an angel at the entryway of the tomb, but he appeared as a “young man,” so they did not realize he was an angel. It was common for tombs to have several rooms. There often is an opening room that is quite large, often with bench seats cut out of the rock, and this room is referred to as a “weeping chamber.” The weeping chamber has another room, or other rooms, that are attached to it, and these have benches or niches for the dead bodies. For example, the “Garden Tomb” in Jerusalem which many Protestants believe may be the actual tomb of Christ, has an opening room, the “weeping chamber,” and then a second room off of it in which to put the dead body. The women were alarmed when they saw this young man (angel), but he spoke to them and calmed them.
“alarmed.” The Greek word is ekthambeō (#1568 ἐκθαμβέω, pronounced ek-tham-'beh-oh), and it expresses great emotion; to be alarmed, overwhelmed, astonished, amazed, perplexed. Why was the tomb open? Where was Jesus’ body? How did cloth with spices get in the tomb? And why was a young man sitting alone in the tomb? The women had both a mental and emotional reaction. Mark records more of the emotional reaction: that the women were alarmed by what they were seeing. Luke records more of the women’s mental reaction, that nothing they saw made sense to them. They were perplexed.
Mar 16:6
“He has been raised.” The Greek is an aorist passive; “he was raised” or “he has been raised” (see commentary on Luke 24:6).
Mar 16:7
“Galilee.” For more about Galilee, see commentary on Matthew 28:7. The mention of Galilee in this verse in Mark actually adds to the evidence that the ending of Mark, Mark 16:9-20, is not original. When the angel and then Jesus tell the women that the disciples will see him in Galilee, the next record in Matthew is indeed in Galilee. In contrast, neither Luke nor John mentions Galilee, and they are the Gospels that have post-resurrection events in Jerusalem, such as Jesus’ meetings with Mary Magdalene, with the men on the road to Emmaus, or with the disciples behind closed doors.
In contrast to the internal consistency of the other three Gospels, Mark says the angels tell the women Jesus will see the disciples in Galilee, but then, according to the verses we believe are added, he appears in Jerusalem to Mary Magdalene (Mark 16:9); the two men on the road to Emmaus (Mark 16:12); and to the Eleven (Mark 16:14). This is more evidence that Mark 16:9-20 are not original.
Mar 16:8
This is the last verse in Mark that is part of the original texts. The women were understandably frightened and confused by the angel and by all the mysterious things they were experiencing, such as the open tomb, the missing body of Jesus, the unexplained grave wrappings with spices (the women did not know Nicodemus had wrapped Jesus’ body with spices), and Mary Magdalene being nowhere around (she had come to the tomb earlier and was either going to come back and join them or meet them at the tomb). They did what the angel commanded and hurriedly left the tomb and went to tell the disciples.
The apparent discrepancy between Matthew and Mark can be easily explained. While Matthew says that they were going to tell the disciples, Mark says that they did not say anything to anyone. The key to the apparent discrepancy is understanding that Mark is referring to talking to people that they met on the road. Especially since it was just after Passover season, and the day after a Sabbath, it is likely that the women passed many people on their way to tell the disciples what they had just seen, and it would be customary to do at least a cursory greeting to many of those people. Furthermore, ordinarily, if a group of people saw an angel, they would be so excited that they would tell everyone they met. However, the terrible events involving Jesus’ arrest and crucifixion, combined with all the unexplainable things the women saw that morning, combined with the “unbelievable” news that Christ had risen from the dead, caused the women not to tell anyone on the road, but to wait until they got to the disciples. However, Luke 24:9-10 let us know that when the women did tell the disciples what had happened to them and that Jesus was raised, the news seemed so outlandish they did not believe the women.
Mar 16:9
When we look carefully at the last 12 verses of Mark (Mark 16:9-20), the evidence shows that they are not part of the original God-breathed text, but were added to the original text of Mark, nevertheless, we have made some commentary notes below because those verses are so well-known. The Gospel of Mark portrays Jesus as the Servant of God (see commentary on Mark 1:1), and Jesus’ work as the Servant foretold by the OT prophets ended at his death. He was resurrected as “Lord,” and so it is appropriate that Mark does not portray Jesus in his resurrected state.
Many lines of evidence lead us to conclude that the ending of Mark, which is found in almost every Bible, is not original but is a later addition. The evidence falls into two major categories: external manuscript evidence and internal evidence in the verses themselves. What we will see is that both the manuscript evidence and the internal evidence show that Mark originally ended with verse 8, and that short and abrupt ending fits with the rest of Mark and the scope of Scripture. All these points will be examined below.
The first line of evidence we must examine when considering whether or not the closing 12 verses of Mark are original is the external evidence of the ancient manuscripts. When we do this, what we find is that the Greek manuscripts have four major different endings to Mark.[footnoteRef:1297] Obviously, not all four of them can be original, and in fact, the evidence shows that none of the four of them is original. While it is true that the majority of the manuscripts have the traditional ending of Mark, that is for a good reason. After it was added, the subsequent manuscripts included it. It is never the largest number of manuscripts that establishes which reading is original, but rather the date of the manuscripts, the manuscript families that include or exclude a text, and any historical evidence that shows us why a text was added or omitted. Hendriksen sums up the manuscript discussion: “It cannot be denied that ever so many Greek manuscripts do contain these words, but when the manuscript evidence is properly evaluated instead of merely counted, the balance swings heavily toward the omission of the contested verses.[footnoteRef:1298] [1297:  Bruce Metzger, Textual Commentary on the Greek New Testament, 122-23.]  [1298:  Hendriksen, New Testament Commentary: Mark, 684 (emphasis the author’s).] 

In the case of the ending of Mark, not only do the earliest manuscripts of the different textual families not have the ending, but the theologians who lived back then testified that the manuscripts they were using did not have it either. The noted textual scholar Bruce Metzger writes:
The last twelve verses of the commonly received text of Mark are absent from the two oldest Greek manuscripts (a and B), from the Old Latin codex Bobiensis (itk), the Sinaitic Syriac manuscript, about one hundred Armenian manuscripts, and the two oldest Georgian manuscripts (written AD 897 and AD 913). Clement of Alexandria [c. AD 150-215] and Origen [Origen Adamantius of Alexandria, Egypt; AD 184-253] show no knowledge of the existence of these verses; furthermore Eusebius [ AD 263-339] and Jerome [ AD 347-420] attest that the passage was absent from almost all Greek copies of Mark known to them. The original form of the Eusebian sections (drawn up by Ammonius) makes no provision for numbering sections of the text after 16:8. Not a few manuscripts that contain the passage have scribal notes stating that older Greek copies lack it, and in other witnesses the passage is marked with asterisks or obeli, the conventional signs used by copyists to indicate a spurious addition to a document.[footnoteRef:1299] [1299:  Metzger, Textual Commentary, 122-23.] 

As was stated above, there are other endings to Mark besides the well-known one that appears in most Bibles. Sometimes the Greek manuscripts that have the traditional long ending also have the most well-known short ending, but this short ending is rarely translated into English Bibles. Since the short ending is not original, and since it is not usually included in our Bibles, it was never assigned a verse number. The Greek manuscripts that do have both the long and short endings usually place the short ending before the longer one, between verses 8 and 9, which is more evidence that both endings were added to Mark. The New American Standard Bible includes the short ending, but puts it at the end of Mark, after verse 20. According to the NASB, the short ending is translated as follows: And they promptly reported all these instructions to Peter and his companions. And after that, Jesus Himself sent out through them from east to west the sacred and imperishable proclamation of eternal salvation.
The reason that someone would write a “more complete” ending to Mark is clear: it seems to end abruptly. The note in the NIV Archaeological Study Bible says it well: “Most scholars believe that this [verse 8] is indeed the point at which the original Gospel probably ended and suggests that the other endings very likely developed during the second century, after the Gospel of Mark was read alongside the other Gospels and appeared, by comparison, to lack a satisfactory conclusion.” Actually, when we understand the purpose of Mark, we will see that its ending at verse 8 is perfectly satisfactory, a point we will make later.
Having examined the external manuscript evidence and seeing that the evidence leads us to conclude the ending of Mark is not original, we now turn to the internal evidence of the passage. The internal evidence is in two broad categories: the grammatical and syntactical evidence, and the evidence of what the verses actually say.
When it comes to the vocabulary, syntax, and grammar of the last 12 verses of Mark, it is beyond the scope of this short work, and beyond the ability of most Bible students, to do a thorough study. That kind of evidence involves complex analysis of Greek vocabulary and grammatical patterns and requires experts who thoroughly understand the Greek language. Thus, we will leave the more complete lexical analysis of the ending of Mark to other scholastic works.
[A few such works which cover the ending of Mark in much more detail are: B. F. Wescott and F. A. Hort, Introduction to the New Testament in the Original Greek, Appendix 1, pp. 29-51; Bratcher and Nida, A Translator’s Handbook on the Gospel of Mark, pp. 506-522; Roger Omanson, A Textual Guide to the Greek New Testament; William Lane, The New International Commentary on the New Testament: The Gospel of Mark.]
For the purposes of this study, we will only quote some of the scholars who study the grammar and syntax of the ending verses of Mark, and acknowledge that they testify that it is significantly different from the rest of Mark. For example, the text note in the NET First Edition Bible says of the closing verses of Mark: “Their vocabulary and style are decidedly non-Markan.” William Lane writes: “the form, language, and style of these verses militate against Marcan authorship.”[footnoteRef:1300] Even scholars like Lenski, who defends the closing verses of Mark as probably original, admit that the grammar and syntax of the closing verses do differ from the rest of Mark. Thus the evidence of the vocabulary, grammar, and syntax of the closing verses of Mark is in harmony with the manuscript evidence, which is that the ending of Mark was not written by the same person who wrote the rest of Mark. [1300:  Lane, The Gospel of Mark [NICNT].] 

The other category of internal evidence that the closing verses of Mark are not original is what the verses say; the information that the verses contain. What we find is that there are statements in the ending verses of Mark that contradict the other Gospels and the scope of Scripture. For example, Mark 16:13 says that the two men (Cleopas and another disciple) who met Jesus on the road to Emmaus went back to Jerusalem and joined the rest of the disciples, but the disciples “did not believe them” when they said Jesus was alive. This contradicts the Gospel of Luke. Luke is the Gospel that has the full account of the men on the road to Emmaus (Luke 24:13-32), and it says that when Cleopas and his friend arrived at Jerusalem, the apostles and disciples were already convinced Jesus was alive. In fact, before Cleopas and his friend could even tell the apostles about seeing the resurrected Lord, the apostles and disciples said, “It is true! The Lord has risen” (Luke 24:34). Only after the apostles and disciples in Jerusalem told Cleopas and his friend that Jesus was alive did the two men get a chance to report their own experience with Jesus, confirming that Jesus was indeed alive. Thus Mark 16:13 and Luke 24:34, 35 blatantly contradict each other, and the best explanation for the contradiction is that Mark 16:13 is not original.
Similarly, Mark 16:14 seems to contradict the other Gospels and is the only verse in which Jesus reproves his disciples when he first appears to them. This conflicts with Luke 24:36, which says that when Jesus appeared to the disciples he said, “Peace be with you.” By the time Jesus appeared to the disciples who were behind closed doors, they were already saying he had been raised, so why would he reprove them? Reproof certainly does not seem to be the tone of Jesus’ communication with the disciples according to Luke 24:36-49 and John 20:19-23. Again, the best explanation of the contradiction is that Mark 16:14 is not original. We should remember that as the orthodox Church developed, the loving Christ of the Gospels became a much more harsh and judgmental Christ (God suffered the same degradation), so a Jesus who would enter and reprove the disciples even though they believed in him and even though he had just said, “Peace be with you,” fits well later in Church history.
Still more evidence that the ending of Mark is not original is the unusual material about picking up snakes and drinking poison. The ordinary experience of Christians who are bitten by snakes or who drink poison is that it does hurt them. It is extraordinary and miraculous when it does not. However, as the Church developed, mystical statements and beliefs became more common. Two more good examples of mystical beliefs that developed in the Church are the belief that sex made a person less spiritual, which led to the celibate clergy of the Roman Catholic Church; and also the belief that the communion bread actually became the body of Christ, rather than just symbolized it. The fact that it is not experientially correct that a believer can be bitten by a snake or drink poison without being harmed, and it is also out of harmony with the general wisdom that is taught in Scripture, the material about snakes and poison can be seen to be an addition to the text.
The phrase about speaking in tongues also clearly seems to be an addition to the text. Jesus would have never mentioned that to his followers just before his ascension. They would not have understood what he was saying. But we can see why it would have been added by a scribe as the Church developed because speaking in tongues was part of the early Church.
Still more evidence that the ending of Mark is an addition is that it has an event that is out of chronological order. Sometimes a Gospel will have an event that is out of chronological order, that is true, but in the record of events after the death of Christ, Mark is the only Gospel that has any event out of order. While that in itself would not be conclusive, given all the other evidence that the last verses in Mark were added, the out-of-order verse in Mark is simply more evidence that the verses are not original. Mark 16:9 about Mary Magdalene chronologically comes before Mark 16:2. It is almost as if the person who wrote the ending of Mark wanted to reintroduce us to Mary Magdalene even though he ends up bringing her into the record at the wrong time.
Also, Mark is the only Gospel that mentions anything that happens after the Day of Pentecost. Matthew ends with Jesus talking to the disciples before his ascension; Luke ends with the disciples waiting in the Temple before the Day of Pentecost; and John ends with Jesus speaking with Peter, and then a conclusion about Jesus’ works. In contrast, the traditional ending of Mark has information about the expansion of the Church and the Word being preached “everywhere,” which occurred many years after the Day of Pentecost.
When we remove the last 12 verses of Mark, and simply end Mark as the oldest manuscripts do, with verse 8, we have a very abrupt ending. Scholars are divided into several broad camps about the abrupt ending of Mark. Many assert that Mark simply ended at verse 8; some scholars think there was an ending to Mark that is now lost; and some scholars think that Mark was in the process of writing an ending but was interrupted by persecution or death and thus did not finish his Gospel.
Although we can see why people want a “better conclusion” to Mark than 16:8 seems to be, as we have seen, the evidence is that Mark ends with verse 8. There is no actual evidence that there ever was another ending that is now “missing.” Mark is like the book of Jonah, which ends in an abrupt manner. Both Jonah and Mark leave us wanting a “better ending,” but when we think about it, there are many things in the Bible we would like to have more information about. Some scholars have tried to say that Mark cannot end with verse 8 because the Greek syntax would then be unusual, but arguments such as those have been ably answered. (One person who does a good job answering that kind of argument is Ned B. Stonehouse.)[footnoteRef:1301] [1301:  Stonehouse, The Witness of Matthew and Mark to Christ, 86-118.] 

It has also been asserted that Mark 16:8 cannot be the ending of Mark because it makes the women become disobedient to the angel’s command to go and tell the disciples. But it is speaking about the women as they left the tomb, and should not be extrapolated and made to imply that the women did not go tell the other disciples.
Since the manuscript evidence, the grammatical and syntactical evidence, and the internal evidence from the verses themselves, all point to the fact that the Gospel of Mark does end with verse 8, is there evidence of God’s design in that abrupt ending? Yes, there is. The abrupt ending of Mark fits with the subject of Mark, and it also parallels the beginning of Mark. Mark portrays Jesus as the Servant of God (see commentary on Mark 1:1). The Gospel of Mark begins with Jesus being baptized and starting his work as the Servant of God. There is no genealogy like Matthew and Luke have, no explanation of how Jesus was the plan of God, the logos becoming flesh, like John has. There are no accounts of his childhood as in Matthew and Luke, or introduction of his person, as in John (“Look!, the Lamb of God”). A good servant needs neither genealogy nor introduction; he is qualified by his obedience and the quality of his work.
Mark starts with Jesus getting immediately to his work. By the end of chapter 1 (45 verses), he has been baptized by John; tempted for 40 days in the desert; preached the Good News of the Kingdom; called some apostles; delivered people from demons; healed people of diseases; showed his devotion to God by getting alone and praying; and healed a man of leprosy, which was both a disease and an Old Testament type for sin, thus showing his authority over sin and his ability to heal both the body and soul. In contrast to the fast Servant-start of Mark, after the first 45 verses of Matthew, Jesus was still a baby; after the first 45 verses of Luke, Mary was still pregnant with Jesus; and after the first 45 verses of John, John the Baptist had pointed out that Jesus was the Lamb of God and Jesus had asked some men to follow him.
When Jesus gave up his life for mankind, that ended his ministry as the Servant of God. In his resurrected body he was no longer the suffering Servant foretold in the Old Testament, but had become the resurrected Lord. That is not to say that Jesus no longer serves God and people, for he certainly does, but he serves in his capacity as Lord.
Not nearly enough work has been done comparing the Old Testament prophecies of the Messiah as God’s “Servant” to Mark’s picture of Jesus Christ as that Servant. Part of the reason for that is the doctrine of the Trinity, which sees Christ as “eternal God of eternal God,” and never really recognizes Jesus Christ as the truly human servant of God. Zechariah 3:8 foretells that the “Branch” will be a servant, but the whole chapter of Zechariah 3 is typological of Jesus Christ, right down to the name of the High Priest, which is “Joshua,” the Hebrew name for Jesus.
Similarly, the four “servant songs” of Isaiah, the four well-known and specific prophecies of the Messiah as the Servant of God, are certainly fulfilled by the Servant-Messiah that Mark portrays (Isa. 42:1-9; 49:1-13; 50:4-11; 52:13-53:12). According to the prophecies, the Servant receives holy spirit; he does not raise his voice or cry out in the streets; he takes care of the bruised reeds and smoldering wicks (i.e., the weak and infirm); he is upheld by Yahweh; he gives sight to the blind and releases the captives from their prisons; he is a light to the nations; he gives his back to those who strike him; he does not hide his face from spitting and humiliation; his appearance is marred; he is a man of sorrows; he bears the sin of us all; and he is “cut off out of the land of the living.” That is a lot for any servant to bear, but Jesus knew it was coming (It is written!), and obeyed God to the end—his death on the cross.
Since Jesus completed his role of the “Servant” when he died, and in any resurrection appearance would no longer be in that role, it is appropriate that Mark ends with Jesus dying and being buried, then the announcement by the angel that he had risen from the dead and the traumatic effect that announcement had on the women. The Resurrection was not a carefully conceived plot by the disciples to deceive mankind, it was God Almighty breaking into history in a way that no one expected; an awesome and profound way that was both shocking and baffling. God showed His love for mankind by raising His Son from the dead and providing a way for all people to have everlasting life.
The commentary on Mark by David Smith also makes a good point. He says, “This ‘ending without an ending’ forces all readers to evaluate what they would do in a similar situation.”[footnoteRef:1302] The very abruptness of the ending of Mark causes us to think about what happened. Like the women at the tomb, we have good evidence that Jesus has been raised from the dead. Will we believe it? [1302:  David Smith, Mark: A Commentary for Bible Students.] 

“after he rose, early on the first day of the week.” We believe this verse is not part of the original text [See commentary on Mark 16:9 above]. Despite that fact, we have translated the Greek text of the ending of Mark because it is so well-known. We believe the translation in the REV is the accurate way to translate the Greek because Jesus was raised from the dead Saturday evening before sunset.
Some versions of the Bible translate the verse as if the Greek text read: “When Jesus rose early on the first day of the week, he appeared first to Mary Magdalene,…” (NIV). Translating the Greek that way makes Jesus get up early Sunday morning, which is why many commentators say Jesus got up when there was an earthquake and an angel rolled the stone away from the tomb door. We know that Jesus was “three days and three nights in the heart of the earth” (Matt. 12:40, so he could not have been raised Sunday morning, especially if, as tradition says, he was buried Friday evening. Many commentators assert that biblically, any part of a day is called a “day,” so they say Friday is day one, Saturday is day two, and Sunday is day three. While that way to count days would work if Jesus had just said he would be buried “three days,” it is not a proper understanding of how to count Jesus’ words, “three days and three nights.” There are not three days and three nights from Friday just before sunset to Sunday while it is still dark. We can reconstruct the chronology very accurately from the information in the New Testament. Wednesday was Nisan 14, the day the Passover Lamb was killed, and thus the day Jesus died. Thursday was Nisan 15, the first day of the Feast of Unleavened Bread, always a Special Sabbath. Friday, Nisan 16 fell between the Special Sabbath and the weekly Sabbath. Saturday, Nisan 17 was the weekly Sabbath, and Jesus was in the ground three days and three nights just before the sunset on Saturday, so his resurrection was on Saturday evening. Sunday, Nisan 18 was the first day of the week, and the day he appeared to Mary Magdalene and the rest of the apostles and disciples.
The confusion about the burial of Jesus is due to the fact that the Bible makes it clear that Jesus was buried before the Sabbath. Not realizing that the “Sabbath” was a High Day, a Special Sabbath, the first day of the Feast of Unleavened Bread (John 19:31), people assume Jesus must have been crucified on a Friday, and that is how the traditional account of the crucifixion got started.
When trying to translate and punctuate Mark 16:9, the Greek quite literally reads, “Having risen early on the first day of the week he appeared first to Mary Magdalene...” The question is whether the words, “early on the first of the week” refer to when he arose or when he appeared. The fact is that in the Greek text, it could be either; so we need to discover the meaning from the scope of Scripture. One of the most, or perhaps the most, capable Greek grammarians in modern times is A. T. Robertson, who says, “It is probable that this note of time goes with ‘risen’ (αναστας), though it makes good sense with ‘appeared’ (εφανη).”[footnoteRef:1303] There are cases in the NT where time phrases are unclear, so this is not solid proof that this verse is not original, however, if someone were to press the fact that the natural reading of the Greek made the resurrection on Sunday morning, then this verse would be one more piece of evidence that it was not part of the original text of Mark. [1303:  Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, 1:403.] 

Mar 16:10
“mourning and crying.” Although it is likely that the disciples did mourn and weep, this seems to be more evidence that the end of Mark is fanciful and not original. No other Gospel mentions the disciples gathered mourning and weeping. Although they certainly missed Jesus, and were afraid and confused, they were caught up in the confusion about his death in light of the fact that they had been so sure he was the Messiah. The mourning and weeping are more like imagery from a later time, as if the disciples were saying, “They killed the Messiah.” Actually, they were saying, “They killed Jesus, who we thought was the Messiah, and now what are we going to do?”
Mar 16:14
“And afterward he appeared...and he rebuked them…” This verse contradicts Luke 24:34 because when Jesus appeared to the disciples behind closed doors, they were already saying he had been raised, so why would he reprove them? The disciples did not believe the women, that is true, but in the biblical culture, the testimony of women was not allowable in court. The disciples did believe Peter and the two men on the road to Emmaus, so Jesus would not reprove the disciples for “not believing those who saw him after he was raised.” They did believe the three men whose testimony was credible in that culture. Furthermore, reproof certainly does not seem to be the tone of Jesus’ communication with the disciples according to Luke 24:36-49 and John 20:19-23. The best explanation is that the closing section of Mark is not original.
[For more information on Mark 16:9-20 not being original, see commentary on Mark 16:9.]
Mar 16:16
“Whoever believes and is baptized will be saved.” Mark 16:16 is the only verse in the New Testament that clearly says a person has to be baptized to be saved. Although some people say verses such as Acts 2:38, “repent and be baptized,” say the same thing, that is not actually the case. Acts 2:38 is simply saying if a person did repent and get baptized he would receive the holy spirit, which is true, but different from saying one had to do those things to get the holy spirit.
Salvation is the most serious subject in the Bible, and thus this verse requires our attention. However, studying it in light of the scope of the New Testament, it seems unreasonable that water baptism is necessary for salvation, but it is only mentioned here and not in any of the other clear verses about salvation. For example, Romans 10:9 says very clearly: “because if you confess with your mouth, ‘Jesus is Lord,’ and believe in your heart that God raised him from among the dead, you will be saved.” That fact, along with all the evidence that the closing section of Mark is not original, is very solid evidence that this verse is not original, but was added, and that makes sense because as Christianity developed in the decades after Christ’s ascension, the doctrine that water baptism was necessary for salvation became a part of Church doctrine, even though it had never been a doctrine before then.
If someone did want to insist that Mark 16:16 is original and a person had to be “baptized” to be saved, then the “baptism” in the verse would not refer to baptism in water but to baptism in holy spirit. In that case, the statement “Whoever believes and is baptized [in holy spirit] will be saved” would be true, because at the time a person believes, he is baptized in holy spirit, and then his salvation is assured. See commentary on Mark 16:9.
Mar 16:17
“And these signs will accompany those who believe.” This verse was almost certainly added to Mark from a later time when speaking in tongues was better known and understood (see commentary on Mark 16:9).
“speak in new tongues.” For an explanation of speaking in tongues, see commentary on 1 Corinthians 14:5.
Mar 16:20
“They went out and proclaimed the good news everywhere.” This verse is more evidence that the ending of Mark is not original. The other Gospels all end before the Day of Pentecost and the start of the Christian Church. However, this verse clearly ends later in Church history. Hendriksen writes that this verse is “a statement which one would naturally associate with a period of Church history considerably later than Pentecost.”[footnoteRef:1304] The actual fact is that, for years after the ascension, the Jews did not catch the vision of the Great Commission as this verse seems to imply. [1304:  Hendriksen, New Testament Commentary: Mark, 686.] 

First and foremost, the Jews did not really start to even minister to the Gentiles until the middle of Acts. Although Peter was told to go to the house of the Gentile soldier Cornelius in Acts 10, there is no record of Jews pointedly going to the Gentiles until Acts 11:20 when Jews talked to the Gentiles in Antioch of Syria. As importantly, the Jews took a long time to go “everywhere.” The apostles stayed in Jerusalem and outreach much beyond that was very slow at first. Although a few of the Jews who came to the feasts at Jerusalem may have believed and taken that belief home with them, one of the first major outreach events occurred when Saul was persecuting the Church and “those who had been scattered [by the persecution] went around telling the good news” (Acts 8:4). Thus, Mark 16:20 is more like a summary verse of Acts than a conclusion of the Gospel of Mark.


Luke Commentary
Luke Chapter 1
Luk 1:1
“compile an orderly account.” For why there are four Gospels, see commentary on Mark 1:1, “the good news of Jesus Christ.”
Luk 1:3
“most excellent Theophilus.” We know very little about this man, except what a few words can tell us. The address, “most excellent Theophilus,” tells us that this man was of some rank and respect, not just a commoner. The title, “excellent” was also used of Felix and Festus, who were the governors of Judea (Acts 23:26; 26:25). Furthermore, the title was used of Romans, so the man was most certainly a Gentile, and the Gospel of Luke has much in it that would appeal to Gentiles, whereas Matthew has much vocabulary and expression that would appeal to Jews. Given that, it is especially noteworthy that when Luke penned Acts, also addressed to the same man, he did not use the title “excellent” like he did in the Gospel of Luke. Instead, Luke simply wrote, “The first account I made, O Theophilus….” Luke first wrote to Theophilus to tell him about Jesus, and “so that you can come to fully know the certainty of the things about which you have been told” (Luke 1:4). Apparently this worked, because the shift from “most excellent Theophilus” to “O Theophilus” is a good indication that between the time of writing Luke and Acts, Theophilus believed in Jesus and got born again.
Luk 1:5
“In the days of Herod.” Although this gives us a basic time of the birth of John, since Herod reigned from 37 BC to 1 BC[footnoteRef:1305] (although most historians say 4 BC), it is saying more than just that historical fact. Herod was a cruel and hated king, and the “days of Herod” were dark days for the Judeans. John the Baptist and Jesus Christ were a burst of light into this darkness. No wonder the prophet, speaking of the coming of the Messiah, said, “The people walking in darkness have seen a great light. Those living in the land of the shadow of death, on them the light has shined” (Isa. 9:2). Had God wanted to, He could have given us the exact year of Herod, and other leaders as well (cf. Luke 3:1). [1305:  Ernest Martin, The Star that Astonished the World, 73-89; Victor Paul Wierwille, Jesus Christ Our Promised Seed, 67; Daniel Stalker, The Gospels Unified, 355-56.] 

The record of the events surrounding the birth of Christ occurs in Matthew and Luke, and the two Gospels interweave when it comes to the chronology of the events. To read about the birth of Christ in chronological order, it is: Luke 1:5-80; Matt. 1:18-25; Luke 2:1-38; Matt. 2:1-22. Then Matt. 2:23 and Luke 2:39-40 are both summary statements about Jesus growing up in Nazareth.
“named Zechariah.” The Hebrew and Aramaic in the Old Testament and time of Christ did not have a vowel following the “Z,” so some versions have Zechariah, while some have “Zachariah.” Although “Zachariah” is traditional and is in the King James Version, the pronunciation of the name as “Zechariah” is more likely and thus is the choice of most of the modern versions. “Zechariah” means “Yahweh remembers,” which would generally refer to Yahweh remembering His covenant, not Yahweh remembering Zechariah. “Elizabeth” means “Elohim is an oath,” that is, “Elohim is faithful.”
“priestly division of Abijah.” 1 Chronicles 24:1-19 recounts how King David organized the priests, the sons of Aaron, into 24 divisions. The eighth division was the division or “course” of Abijah (1 Chron. 24:10). Each division was on duty twice a year for a one-week period, and also served at the three major feasts of the year: Passover, Pentecost, and Tabernacles. After the Babylonian Captivity, only four divisions returned (Ezra 2:36-39), but these four were divided into 24 divisions, given the names of the original 24, and then continued on with their duties according to the traditional timing.[footnoteRef:1306] The eighth division of Abijah that Zechariah was serving could have been the first of his two services in 4 BC, the last week of May, 4 BC that year, or it could have been the later of the two times of service, which would have been in November; the Bible does not make that clear. However, because Luke 1:8 says that this event happened while Zechariah was serving in his division’s turn, we know it was not during one of the three great feasts but was either in May or November. We must keep in mind that the Jewish lunar year was 11 days shorter than the modern solar year, so the dates of the division of Abijah could vary by almost a month over a course of three or more years. [1306:  Hendriksen, New Testament Commentary: Luke, 65.] 

To serve as a priest of the course of Abijah was a tremendous privilege because May was generally a wonderful month in Israel, not too hot or too cold, while November could be rainy but not too cold. To be born into a priestly family whose priestly course came up for service every August and February meant serving in the hottest hot month and almost the coldest cold month in Israel’s weather calendar. Serving at that time would not be nearly as pleasant as serving in the course of Abijah.
“he had a wife of the daughters of Aaron.” Zechariah was a priest, and that he was married to a priest’s daughter was considered a double blessing for him. Also, since John the Baptist was the son of a priest, John himself was also a priest, although there is no indication in the text that he ever stepped into that role and participated in any Temple service.
Luk 1:6
“And they were both righteous before God.” Scripture includes this character reference about Zechariah and Elizabeth to point out that they were godly people because Elizabeth was barren, and often that would indicate sin in her life.
“before God.” This phrase is an idiom where doing something “before the Lord” means to do something in service to him, to act as his servant. This can be seen when Elijah says, “As Yahweh the God of Israel lives before whom I stand, there will not be dew or rain these years except by my word” (1 Kings 17:1; cf. 1 Kings 18:15; 2 Kings 3:14; 5:16). Elijah is saying he stands in service to God. (For more examples see: Gen. 7:1; 17:1; 24:40; 37:10; Luke 1:6, 8, 15, 75; Acts 4:19; 8:21; 1 Tim. 5:4; Heb. 13:21).
Luk 1:7
“they both were advanced in their days.” The Levites could only work from 20 to 50, but the priests could work as long as they were able. It is almost certain that both Elizabeth and Zechariah were over 60, and they may have both been over 70. According to the Mishna, 60 was the time a person was considered aged, an elder. Mishna, Pirkei Avot: Ethics of the Fathers, chap. 5, para. 24: He used to say: At five years old a person should study the Scriptures, at ten years for the Mishnah, at 13 for the commandments, at 15 for the Talmud, at 18 for the bridechamber, at 20 for one’s life pursuit, at 30 for authority, at 40 for discernment, at 50 for counsel, at 60 to be an elder, at 70 for gray hairs, at 80 for special strength (Psalm 90:10), at 90 for decrepitude, and at a 100 a man is as one who has already died and has ceased from the affairs of this world. (www.myjewishlearning.com/article/pirkei-avot-ethics-of-the-fathers-5/, paragraph 24. Note: the paragraphs of the Mishna differ from website to website). Their advanced age makes it quite certain that they both died before John started his ministry. In fact, it is likely that they both died while John was in his teen years or perhaps early 20s.
Zechariah’s advanced age would not have kept him from working in the Temple as a priest. The times of service differed for the priests and Levites. When the Levites first started their service under Moses, they were counted for their duty from age 30 to 50, a period of 20 years (Num. 4:3, 23, 30, 35, 39, 43, and 4:47). However, Numbers 8:24-26, also written during the wilderness wanderings, says the Levites served from age 25 to 50. Although it is possible that the number 20 was very temporary and revised up to 25, it is more likely that the Levites started an apprenticeship before they took over the full responsibility of their duties. King David revised the ages, and the Levites started ministering at age 20 (1 Chron. 23:24-26; cf. 2 Chron. 31:17; Ezra 3:8).
However, priests differed from Levites. When it came to the priests, “There was not any fixed age for entering on the office of the high-priest, any more than on that of an ordinary priest.”[footnoteRef:1307] The High Priest, for example, started when the High Priest before him died, no matter how old he was, and ministered as High Priest until he died. The Law never specified when the priests started their office, but when the Talmud was written, it said age 20. [1307:  Alfred Edersheim, The Temple: It’s Ministry and Services as They Were at the Time of Jesus Christ, 94.] 

If Zechariah and Elizabeth were in their mid-60s when John was born (John’s birth was likely 2 or 3 BC), they would have seen a lot of turmoil in their days. They would have been born during the last days of the Hasmonean dynasty before the Roman army led by Pompeii conquered Israel in 63 BC. The Romans allowed the Hasmoneans to continue to rule Israel (the Hasmoneans were in power over parts of Israel from 164 BC to 37 BC), but only under the authority of the Roman governor of Syria. That was resented by the Jews and there were revolts against Rome that were never successful. Added to that was the fact that in 40 BC the Parthians from the east attacked Israel and sacked Jerusalem and were not ousted from Israel and Jerusalem until 38 BC by a combined force of Herod and the Romans. In 37 BC the Romans installed Herod the Great as king over Israel (he had been appointed king in 40 BC but did not control the country). Herod was a cruel ruler and was disliked by the religious Jews. In 20 BC he began the construction of the Temple, which was completed in AD 46, long after his death (the year of Herod’s death is disputed and is dated by various historians as early as 5 BC and as late as AD 1). In any case, much of Zechariah’s ministry as a priest would have occurred in troubled times and also in a work zone while the Temple was being built.
“barren.” In a culture in which children were considered the blessing of the Lord, and the death rate was so high that each couple had to have 5 children to keep the population number stable, being barren was considered a curse. In fact, the situation highlights the godly character of Zechariah, who was no doubt under pressure to divorce Elizabeth. There were people who considered it a religious duty to divorce a barren wife.[footnoteRef:1308] No wonder Elizabeth said she had “disgrace among people” (Luke 1:25). [1308:  Edersheim, Life and Times of Jesus the Messiah, 2:137] 

For a wife to be barren was considered a curse. The reason for that was that in the Law of Moses one of the blessings for obedience was children (Exod. 23:26; Deut. 7:13-14; 28:4, 11), and one of the curses of the Law was a barren womb (Deut. 28:18). So if a woman did not have children, even if those who were close to her knew she was godly, the overall feeling about her among the people was that she was a sinner and was cursed. Also, culturally, the men were never suspected of contributing to a woman’s being barren; if she was, then the people thought there was something wrong with her.
Being barren was also economically challenging. Any older person knows how helpful it is to have youthful strength and energy in the home, and beyond that, in a time when there were no social services to help the aged, being older without family support was more than difficult; it could be a death sentence.
Luk 1:8
“in his division’s turn.” This would have most likely been in late May or November (see commentary on Luke 1:5, “priestly division of Abijah”).
“before God.” See commentary on Luke 1:6.
Luk 1:9
“he went into the sanctuary of the Lord.” In this case, the context lets us know that the “sanctuary” was the holy place, the first room of the Temple, which in Herod’s Temple had ten menorahs, ten tables with the Bread of the Presence, and the altar of incense. As the verse says, he went in to burn the incense on the golden altar of incense.
“lot.” The priest who got the privilege of burning incense on the golden altar in the Temple was chosen by the casting of lots. The honor was so great that a person was only allowed to do it one time in his life, and after that, he was called “rich.”[footnoteRef:1309] At the time of Christ there were many thousands of priests and Levites, far more than necessary to do the required work of the Temple except perhaps during the feasts, so often jobs were assigned by casting lots. “There were many more priests and Levites than necessary (perhaps eighteen thousand) for any given function in the Temple.”[footnoteRef:1310] [1309:  Alfred Edersheim, The Life and Times of Jesus the Messiah, 2:134.]  [1310:  Craig S. Keener, IVP Bible Background Commentary: New Testament, 2nd ed., 179.] 

We see God’s invisible hand in the lot falling to Zechariah. It made sure that he would be alone in the Temple. No other priest would be in there at that time, so the angel could speak with him alone.
“to burn the incense offering.” The inside of Herod’s Temple would have followed the pattern of Solomon’s Temple, not Moses’ Tabernacle. So it would have had ten menorahs, not one, five on each side, and ten tables of the Bread of the Presence, not just one (2 Chron. 4:7-8). But, just as in Solomon’s Temple, there would have only been one golden altar of incense, but the entrance to the Holy of Holies would have been through doors, as in Solomon’s Temple, not curtains as in the Tabernacle (1 Kings 6:31). The incense was to be a special incense (Exod. 30:34-38), and it was to be burned two times a day, in the morning when the menorah lamps were put out, and then in the evening when the menorah lamps were lit for the night (Exod. 30:7-8).
Luk 1:10
“of the People.” No Gentiles were allowed just outside the sanctuary, in what was called the court of men and women. The use of the Greek word laos for “people” here in Luke 1:10 refers specifically to the Jews. See commentary on Luke 2:10; “the people.”
“at the hour of incense.” The incense was to be burned on the altar of incense that was in front of the doors leading to the Holy of Holies in the Temple. According to Jewish custom, the incense was burned before the morning sacrifice and after the evening sacrifice (cf. Exod. 30:7-8) The evening sacrifice was killed at about 3 p.m. (cf. Acts 3:1) and the incense was burned after that. The Bible does not say whether Zechariah was chosen to burn the morning incense or the evening incense, and that detail did not seem important enough to God to include in the text. The Jews were very religious people and there likely would have been a multitude of Jews at both the morning and evening times of lighting the lamps and burning incense, which then were also hours of prayer.
Luk 1:11
“an angel of the Lord appeared to him, standing.” We later learn that this angel is Gabriel (Luke 1:19). Gabriel did not walk into the Temple from outside, but materialized right where he stood, going from invisible to visible on the right side of the altar.
“on the right side of the altar of incense.” The right side (or right hand) was the side of blessing, something that shows up a number of times in Scripture (cf. Matt. 25:33; Prov. 3:16). The Temple faced east, so the right side of the altar of incense was the south side. In the Temple, God was the priority and He faced east, so the “side” that something was on was determined by Him, not by the worshiper looking west at Him. To God looking east, the angel was on the right side of the altar of incense, while to Zechariah looking west, the angel was on its left side. Looking toward the east was the general orientation of the biblical world, and that fact shows up in descriptions of the Temple in books such as Psalms and Ezekiel (cf. Ps. 110:1; Ezek. 40-48). When Stephen was being stoned, God showed him a revelation vision of God with Jesus standing at God’s right hand (Acts 7:55-56).
Luk 1:12
“was startled when he saw him.” Zechariah was startled and frightened when he saw him because he would have been alone in the holy place in the Temple—no one else would have been there at that time, yet this “man” appeared, which frightened Zechariah.
“fear fell on him.” This is an idiom meaning that he became afraid.
Luk 1:13
“Do not be afraid, Zechariah.” This is a consistent message from God to people, and often when angels appear, people are frightened, and the angel then says not to be afraid (cf. Judg. 6:23; Luke 1:30). Fear is self-centered and keeps people from being all they can be for the Lord. That angels comfort people and tell them not to be afraid when they appear to people is one of the clues that lets us know that what appeared to Job’s friend Eliphaz was a demon (Job 4:12-21). It frightened him and gave him false information, which are both things that demons do.
“your prayer.” What the angel said borders on the ironic. “Prayer” is singular in the Greek, but certainly Zechariah and Elizabeth had prayed many prayers for Elizabeth to have a child. In fact, it is quite certain that prayer to have a baby would have been a high priority for them in the years past. But the angel lumps all those prayers together and refers to them as a “prayer,” focusing on the singularity of their desire and request.
The irony is that by this time, because of their old age, it is quite certain that Elizabeth and Zechariah had stopped praying for a child. In fact, it was due to their old age that Zechariah asked the angel for a sign that they would even have a child (Luke 1:7, 18). Zechariah would not have asked for such a sign if Elizabeth was of childbearing age. Thus, as Sarah at age 90 continued the genealogy to Christ by the miracle birth of Isaac, now Elizabeth would bear the forerunner of the Messiah by a miracle birth.
This record in Luke shows us that there are righteous prayers that remain alive in the mind of God and have an effect years after they are spoken. So it was that years after Elizabeth and Zechariah fervently prayed for a child, those prayers were answered. This record about Zechariah and Elizabeth is one of many miracles associated with the birth of the Messiah, and one of the many records that speak of the importance and effectiveness of prayer.
“your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son.” The wording clearly indicates that John will be the natural child of Zechariah and Elizabeth. The timing of the conception is miraculous, but the conception is not. This will be Zechariah’s son.
“John.” The name means, “Yahweh is gracious” or “Yahweh has shown favor.” The Hebrew is “Yochanan” (יוֹחָנָן), which is transliterated into English as “Johanan.” a name that occurs over 25 times in the Old Testament. The Greek translation is Iōannēs, which comes into English as “John.” So although “John” was not a name of any of Zechariah’s ancestors, it was a fairly common Hebrew name.
Luk 1:15
“in the sight of the Lord.” Biblical custom. The literal is “before the Lord” (ESV). The “Lord” in this verse is God, as per the Old Testament usage. This is an idiom where “before me” means “in my sight.” Just like “thou shalt have no other gods before me,” meaning I do not want to see any other gods in your life (Deut. 5:7, literally, “before my face”). For a sampling of OT examples of this custom see: Genesis 19:27; Exodus 34:23; Deuteronomy 16:16; 25:2; 1 Samuel 2:17; 3:1; Psalm 21:6; 42:2; Lamentations 1:22. For other New Testament examples see: Luke 1:75; Ephesians 1:4.
There is so much in this little phrase: “great in the sight of the Lord.” John’s life is mostly unknown, and his ministry was quite short. He died in prison as a result of having made enemies because he dared to speak the truth. So many people take pride in being great in the eyes of the world, but in the end, that greatness will mean nothing. John’s light is still burning, although his life ended 2,000 years ago. Every Christian should strive to be great in the sight of the Lord.
“he must not ever drink wine or beer.” The prohibition of drinking alcoholic drinks was part of the Nazirite vow of Numbers 6:1-21. It therefore seems that John the Baptist was a Nazirite from birth, although the Scripture never explicitly says so, or says anything about his hair never being cut. But the angel’s warning about not drinking wine or beer is stringent enough to be good evidence that John was a Nazirite. An angel gave the same warning to Samson’s parents (Judg. 13:3, 14) and Samson was a Nazirite (Judg. 13:7).
The Greek word translated “beer” is sikera (#4608 σίκερα). It was not a distilled beverage, like our whisky, rum, vodka, etc., today. Distilled liquor was unknown in the ancient world. It was a fermented drink, hence our translation as “beer.” The Akkadian word was sikaru, barley beer, from whence the Hebrew word shekhar almost certainly came, and the Greek word is obviously related.
Because “beer” does not occur in most translations of the Bible (although that is changing in some of the more modern versions; cf. HCSB, NET), it is worth saying something about it. Biblical Archaeological Review (Sept./Oct. 2010, Vo. 36, no. 5), has a very informative article by Michael Homan, titled, “Did the Ancient Israelites Drink Beer?” Homan writes:
In ancient Near Eastern cultures, beer was in many ways a super-food. By producing and drinking beer, one could dramatically multiply the calories in harvested grains while consuming needed vitamins; that alcohol was also effective at killing bacteria found in tainted water supplies. Given the difficulty of producing food in the ancient world, beer gave you a lot of nutritional bang for your buck.
…Nobody disputes the importance of beer in ancient Egypt and Mesopotamia, where it was the national drink. Beer was used to pay laborers and the fathers of brides. It was used medicinally for stomach ailments, coughs, constipation; an ancient Egyptian prescription calls for a beer enema. Hammurabi’s Law Code regulates the price and strength of beer. Many ancient temples had their own brewers. …Moreover, beer did not keep well, so it was made for immediate consumption.
The article goes on to discuss how beer was not made like we do it today with hops or carbonation, and that it was often made from a mixture of things, including mixed grains instead of just one grain, and it could be sweetened with many different things, such as grapes, figs, honey, and fruit, and also spices were sometimes added.
The Greek word refers to a fermented drink that was almost certainly some kind of beer, whether barley beer, date beer, mixed-ingredients beer, etc. In contrast, it does not refer to distilled liquor, which is what the English “strong drink” implies, so we did not use that term in the REV.
“filled with holy spirit.” This holy spirit was the gift of God that He gave to some believers before Pentecost. For example, God put spirit upon elders who served with Moses so they could help him (Num. 11:17, 25-30).
The fact that John was filled with holy spirit from his mother’s womb means that there is a lot about John that we do not know, because God did not give him the gift of holy spirit just so it could sit dormant for years before he started his ministry. It is a testimony to John’s quiet servant’s service to God that so little is written about him in the Bible. Basically, nothing is said about him until he starts his ministry, and even then very little is written. No doubt many books could have been written, but his role was to prepare the way for the Messiah, and point the spotlight on him, and he did an excellent job of that. John is the perfect example of someone who knows the role they are to play for God and who plays that role perfectly, knowing that there is a future coming when everyone will be rewarded for their obedience and faithfulness to God, no matter how unimportant they may have looked to others in this life.
[For more information on the holy spirit and uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?” Also see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
Luk 1:16
“And he will turn many of the sons of Israel to the Lord their God.” The Bible does not say how long John was ministering and baptizing before he baptized Jesus and Jesus started his ministry, but it seems it would have been at least a number of months to perhaps even a few years, because the task of traveling around Israel and turning the people back to God was momentous (see commentary on Luke 3:3).
Luk 1:17
“to turn the hearts of fathers to their children.” The phrase “the spirit and power of Elijah” was well known from Malachi 4:5, and the phrase “to turn the hearts of fathers to their children” is a quotation taken from Malachi 4:6.
When the angel appeared to Zechariah and said that the boy would be “great in the sight of the Lord” (Luke 1:15), that was wonderful but not overly revealing as to who the child would really be. But all that changed in Luke 1:16-17. The angel started describing John’s calling and ministry in Old Testament terms that Zechariah, a well-educated and knowledgeable priest, would have known. The angel started using vocabulary and phrases from the Old Testament that revealed that John would be the forerunner to the Messiah.
The prophecies of the coming Messiah had been given for 4,000 years, starting with Genesis 3:15. Much later in the Old Testament, Scripture foretold there would be a messenger before the Messiah who would prepare the way for him (cf. Isa. 40:3-5; Mal. 3:1). In order to appreciate how important this forerunner was, we must remember that at that time no one knew there would be two “comings” of the Messiah: one when he died and one when he conquered. Everyone thought that when the Messiah came he would conquer the earth and set up his kingdom. This was why when Jesus told the apostles that he would die, Peter said that would not happen to him (Matt. 16:22), and why the people said the Christ would live forever (John 12:34). Thus, for the angel to indicate that John would be the forerunner to the Messiah meant to Zechariah that the Messiah, and the wonderful kingdom he would set up on earth, were coming very soon.
The angel’s reference to the “spirit and power of Elijah” was a reference to Malachi 4:5, and thus was more evidence that John would come right before the Messiah. The Jews knew that Elijah was to come before the Messiah (Matt. 17:10), so they asked John if he were Elijah, to which he answered “No” (John 1:21). While that seems surprising at first, the reason that John said “no” was not because he was not the Elijah of Malachi 4:5, but because the people of the time so badly misunderstood Malachi’s prophecy about Elijah that John did not fulfill their incorrect expectations.
The rabbis believed there would be “a return of Elijah in person to prepare the Messianic kingdom” and they thought that perhaps in John “this rabbinic expectation was fulfilled and that the Baptist actually was Elijah returned to life. In this sense, the Baptist utters his denial…‘I am not.’”[footnoteRef:1311] So the Jews were looking for the real Elijah to be raised from the dead, and John was not that Elijah; he was not Elijah raised from the dead. However, John was the person meant in Malachi 4:5 and represented as “Elijah” by the figure of speech antonomasia (“name change,” see commentary on Matt. 17:10). Furthermore, Jesus understood that John was “Elijah” (Matt. 11:14; 17:10-13), and Zechariah would have understood that too at some level, and understood, and no doubt was astounded to learn, that his son would be the “Elijah” of Malachi and the forerunner to the Messiah. [1311:  R. C. H. Lenski, Interpretation of St. John’s Gospel, 110.] 

It is likely that this powerful and unexpected revelation, that John would be the promised forerunner to the Messiah, was at least in part why Zechariah asked the angel for a sign that these things would happen (Luke 1:18).
“their children.” In the text there is no word for “their,” however, the possessive is implied (cf. NIV84, “to turn the hearts of the fathers to their children”).
“good sense.” The Greek is phronēsis (#5428 φρόνησις). This is not the Greek, sophia, wisdom, but rather “a word for practical intelligence.”[footnoteRef:1312] [1312:  A. T. Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, 2:27.] 

“to make ready a people who are entirely prepared for the Lord.” The translation “entirely prepared” is due to the prefix kata on kataskeuazō (#2680 κατασκευάζω), which in this context seems to intensify it from just “prepared” to “entirely prepared” or “really prepared.” John did a good job of preparing those who listened to him for the coming of the Messiah and the coming of the Day of Judgment.
Luk 1:18
“sign.” Literally, Zechariah says, “according to what will I know it?” This is to be understood as asking for a sign. As Lenski writes, “it asks for a norm or sign in accord with which the promise will be fulfilled.”[footnoteRef:1313] This is the same phrasing that Abraham uses in Genesis 15:8. Interestingly, Scripture says that “Jews ask for signs” (1 Cor. 1:22), as was the case with Abraham, Gideon, and Hezekiah when they were promised things from the Lord. The difference with Zechariah was that he asked out of some measure of unbelief—as verse 20 makes clear—while these others asked from a desire to strengthen the faith they had.[footnoteRef:1314] However, Zechariah’s unbelief can certainly be understood to some extent. The angel told him in terms that were clear to him that the Messiah that believers had been awaiting for some 4,000 years was about to come and his son would be the messenger and forerunner of the Messiah who had been prophesied about in the Old Testament. That could be hard to believe, even if the message did come from an angel. After all, the Bible had said the Messiah was coming soon in other places but it had been hundreds of years (cf. Joel 1:15; 2:1; 3:14; Isa. 13:6; 29:17-18; Zeph. 1:7, 14; Ezek. 30:3). Zechariah would no doubt have known those prophecies and realized that just because the Bible said the Day of Yahweh was near did not mean “near” in the sense of going to happen right away. Add to that, Zechariah knew it would take a miracle for his wife to give birth, and that would have contributed to his doubt in this situation. So he asked for a sign. [1313:  R. C. H. Lenski, Interpretation of St. Luke’s Gospel, 53.]  [1314:  See Hendriksen, New Testament Commentary: Luke, 74.] 

Luk 1:19
“Gabriel.” Means, “God is my strength.” The first occurrence is Daniel 8:16.
“who stands in the presence of God.” To get to be in the presence of God, indicating close by God, showed that Gabriel was an important and powerful angel among the spirit beings. Not every spirit got to be that close to God.
Luk 1:20
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“you will be silent and not able to speak.” Although at first blush this may seem harsh, it was really a blessing in disguise. Although no doubt inconvenient at times, that Zechariah could not speak was not painful and was enough of a blemish that he would not have been allowed to minister as a priest, but, as per the Law of Moses, he could still live off the priestly income (Lev. 21:21-24). Zechariah and Elizabeth would have had an immense amount of adjusting to do to prepare for a baby, and this “blemish” allowed Zechariah the time to dedicate himself to the changes that would have to be made to properly prepare not just for the birth of a baby, but prepare for the birth of the forerunner of the Messiah.
“because you did not believe my words.” Although Zechariah did not instantly believe what the angel said, we can understand this. Zechariah and Elizabeth were old, and had prayed for many years for children. Now an angel shows up at an astounding time—the one time in his life that Zechariah will be able to offer incense on the golden altar—and tells him Elizabeth will give birth to a son, but not just any son, the forerunner to the Messiah himself. We can understand why Zechariah would find that hard to immediately grasp, angel or no angel. In any case, not being able to speak turned out to be more a blessing than a hardship, and it certainly did demonstrate the power of God in a person’s life.
“proper time.”Kairos (#2540 καιρός) can mean time in the sense of “proper, right, or appropriate time.”[footnoteRef:1315] Much like a parent might say to a 15-year-old, “you’ll be ready to date when it is time,” or “when it’s time, we’ll know.” In these cases, “time” means, the right time, the appropriate time. The Greek word for “time” was also used in this sense. [1315:  BDAG, s.v. “καιρός.”] 

Luk 1:24
“she kept herself in seclusion for five months.” The Bible does not say why she did this, nor is the reason entirely clear. The word “seclusion” includes the idea that she kept herself totally secluded. Whatever her reason or reasons, it seems that some of them were to give herself time to adjust to the idea of having a son after all these years, and to have time to praise the Lord.
Luk 1:25
“my disgrace among people.” Culturally, it was considered a disgrace for a woman not to be able to have children (see commentary on Luke 1:7, “barren”).
Luk 1:26
“Now in the sixth month.” That is, in the sixth month of Elizabeth’s pregnancy.
“a city of Galilee named Nazareth.” The reason Luke says “a city named” Nazareth, is because the town was such that few people would have heard of it. No other extra-biblical work such as the Talmud or the writings of Josephus mention Nazareth. When Luke mentions well-known cities he just says the name, for example, “Damascus” (Acts 9:19), or “Iconium” (Acts 14:1). Here he much more fully describes Nazareth so people will understand more about it, and he calls it “a city of Galilee named Nazareth.” Modern excavations continue in Nazareth, but at this time the evidence seems to show that it was a very small village indeed, “scarcely more than 100 or 150 inhabitants.”[footnoteRef:1316] The small size of the village would contribute to Mary’s being “troubled” when the angel greeted her. She would have almost certainly known every person in the village, and so the greeting of this stranger caught her off guard and troubled her. [1316:  Bargil Pixner, Paths of the Messiah, 28.] 

Luk 1:27
“who was betrothed.” The perfect participle in the Greek text (more literally, “having been betrothed”) tells us that this betrothal had taken place in the past, but how far in the past is unstated and thus unknown. In the Jewish world at this time a betrothal was as binding as a marriage and had to be dissolved by divorce. Once a woman was betrothed to a man, he only had to come and take her to himself and consummate the marriage by sexual intercourse, and this explains why a betrothed woman could be called a “wife” (Matt. 1:20).
“of the house of David.” Although the placement of this prepositional phrase seems to describe Joseph, prepositional phrases often are placed where they are for other reasons, such as the Author wanted something else emphasized first. Given that, it is possible that this phrase describes Mary, not Joseph. For example, R. C. H. Lenski, trying to defend his position that “of the house of David” refers to Mary and not Joseph, states, “It is rather superficial to think that the main person to be introduced is Joseph, and that we must know about his Davidic descent. The main person is this maiden [Mary], and Joseph is introduced only as the man to whom she is betrothed, and it is about her descent that we must know.”[footnoteRef:1317] In any case, we know that Jesus was a descendant of David according to the flesh (Rom. 1:3), and the only way Jesus could be a descendant of David would be if Mary was a descendant of David. If Mary was not a descendant of David, and Jesus’ father, God, was certainly not a descendant of David, then Jesus himself was not a descendant of David. In truth, both Mary and Joseph were descendants in the “house of David.” [1317:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. Luke’s Gospel, 61.] 

Luk 1:28
“And going into where she was.” The angel went into the house where Mary was; so when we ask where Mary was when the angel Gabriel spoke with her, it was almost certainly in a house. The Greek text has the verb eiserchomai (#1525 εἰσέρχομαι), which means “to move into a space, enter”;[footnoteRef:1318] “literally, in a local sense go or come into, enter,”[footnoteRef:1319] It is often translated “enter.” [1318:  BDAG, Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “εἰσέρχομαι.”]  [1319:  Fiberg, Analytical Lexicon, s.v. “εἰσέρχομαι.”] 

The Greek is more literally, “and going in to her” or “and entering in to her,” but that translation, though literal and clear to a native Greek reader, is confusing in English. The older English of the KJV is less confusing, “the angel came in unto her.” Part of the problem caused by a literal translation is the fact that often when a man “went into” a woman it meant he had sex with her (cf. Gen. 29:23; Judg. 16:1; 2 Sam. 12:24; etc.), but that is not the meaning here in Luke. The NASB tries to get around the problem by moving the phrase “to her” and saying, “And coming in, he said to her.” While that translation gets around the problem of the angel “coming into her” it is not the accurate translation of the Greek; the pronoun “her” goes with “going in” not “said.” Many other versions get around the problem by just saying something like “he came to her” (ESV), and while that is true, it is not the fullness of the Greek text; the angel entered the place where Mary was. The REV expands the translation for clarity, saying that the angel went into where Mary was.
The logical place where Mary was would have been in the house where she lived. This would have been a perfect spot for a conversation. Towns in the ancient Near East were very compact and built close together for support and safety, and a meeting outside between Mary and an angel would have surely been seen. In the house, the angel and Mary could have had a private conversation. The Bible does not say where the other women of the house were at the time because that is not important to the story. The Bible only gives us the salient points and summary of the conversation. The actual conversation would have been quite a bit longer. What the angel was telling Mary was both important and startling.
“Greetings.” The Greek is chairō (#5463 χαίρω) and in this context was a standard greeting of the Greeks just as we today say “Hi!” “Hail” persists in some versions, but is outdated and not used as a greeting today. Therefore, “Greetings,” as we have, makes the meaning clear.
“The Lord is with you.” This means much more than just that God was with Mary as He is with all of us, helping and blessing us behind the scenes. It means that God will be with Mary, supporting and defending her. An angel had said the same thing to Gideon before he began to stand against idolatry in Israel and to fight the Midianite invaders (Judg. 6:12). No doubt in the months to come Mary would draw strength from this statement because although Yahweh would be supporting Mary, she still had to stand in the tension of the event and walk out her calling before God.
The KJV adds to this verse, “blessed art thou among women.” However, this phrase was not in the original text.[footnoteRef:1320] [1320:  Metzger, Textual Commentary, 129.] 

Luk 1:29
“But she was greatly perplexed at the saying.” We can tell from the conversation between Mary and the angel that Mary knew right away she was speaking to an angel. One way we can tell is that Mary listened to the angel and spoke to him in a way that she would not have spoken to a normal man. In fact, if a man entered her home suddenly and without being invited, especially considering the fact that she was betrothed, she would have reacted very strongly and likely would have screamed and/or ran for help. Also, she did not question the angel when he said she would be the mother of the Messiah, but that statement would have been hardly believable coming from a man. Nazareth was a small town, and if there was a prophet in the town, which is unlikely, she would have known the person. But a strange prophet walking into her house when she was alone would have simply been a stranger—and a danger—to her. When the angel told her she was going to be the mother of the Messiah, that was possible to her and she believed the angel. But she did question how that could be since she was not having sex with a man, and the angel answered her question.
“began to deliberate.” The Greek is dialogizomai (#1260 διαλογίζομαι), a compound word from the Greek preposition dia, “through” and the root word logos, in this context, “reason.” It means to bring together different reasons, to count the reasons, “to think or reason carefully, esp. about the implications of something, consider, ponder, reason”;[footnoteRef:1321] “to bring together different reasons, to reckon up the reasons, to reason, revolve in one’s mind, deliberate.”[footnoteRef:1322] That Mary “began” to deliberate comes from the context and the verb being imperfect (cf. NET, Rotherham).[footnoteRef:1323] [1321:  BDAG, s.v. “διαλογίζομαι.”]  [1322:  Thayer, Thayer’s Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “διαλογίζομαι.”]  [1323:  Cf. R. C. H. Lenski, St. Luke’s Gospel, 63.] 

Mary had a quick mind, and as soon as the angel greeted her the way he did, she began to deliberate within herself what he meant. There was a lot to ponder in the greeting “favored one” and that God would be with her. Although some English translations use the word “wonder,” Mary’s thoughts were almost certainly more concrete than just “wondering.” She knew from what she had been taught that an angel appearing to her meant something very significant, and she began to deliberate about it, to “cast in her mind” (KJV) what he could possibly be saying. This also speaks to Mary’s humility. She no doubt knew she was a descendant of David, but was not arrogant or prideful to the end that she thought she was somehow important enough that an angel would bring a message from God to her.
Luk 1:30
“Do not be afraid.” The angel’s command indicates that Mary had some fear, which would be normal and understandable. Lenski translates the command, “Stop being afraid,” which is likely what the text is saying.[footnoteRef:1324] It is not like Mary was not afraid when she saw the angel but then became afraid when he began to talk; she would have had some fear from when the angel first walked into where she was. [1324:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. Luke’s Gospel, 63.] 

Luk 1:31
“look.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“conceive in your womb.” The translation is correct, even though the Greek phrase sullēmpsē en gastri (συλλήμψῃ ἐν γαστρὶ) can also be understood as an idiom and translated “become pregnant in your womb.” Genuine conception did occur in Mary. We know from many verses of Scripture that Mary had to contribute the egg and God fertilized the egg. There is no indication in Scripture that when Jesus was said to be of the line of David, it just meant he was adopted into that line. To fulfill the prophecies Jesus had to be born as a true descendant of David. Mary was not a surrogate mother, she was a real mother who made a real genetic contribution to Jesus Christ.
The prophecies were that Jesus was going to be a true lineal descendant of David. He was known as the “Son of David,” a title he recognized of himself, because he was a true descendant of David. Also, Psalm 132:11 says, “Yahweh has sworn to David a truth from which he will not turn back: ‘I will set upon your throne one from the fruit of your body.’” To fulfill that prophecy Jesus Christ had to be a genuine descendant of David, and he was not David’s descendant if he was God. Jesus Christ is the Son of his Father, God, and his mother, Mary. Romans 1:3 is one of the many New Testament verses that speaks of Jesus being of the line of David. Most commentators ignore this clear truth in the Bible in order to maintain the tradition of the Trinity.
[For more on Jesus not being God, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.” For more on the Holy Spirit, see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
“and give birth to a son.” Mary was likely 14-15 years old when she was impregnated by God. It was very typical for girls to be married at 13-15 years old, with 15 or 16 being on the older side, and 12-13 being considered on the younger side. Although there were cultural reasons that girls were married that young, one reason that certainly factored in was the number of women who died in childbirth or died young of other causes. Historians estimate that at the time of Christ, the average lifespan of a woman was in the early 30s, some scholars would say 32, whereas the average life expectance of a woman today is 82. That meant that it was important for the strength of the family, the clan, and the society, that girls started having babies quite early so they could have lots of them. A girl who was married at 25 might only have a few years to give birth and start a family. Also, without birth control, girls regularly gave birth to large families (Mary herself had at least seven children; cf. Matt. 13:55-56). However, the downside to having lots of babies was the increased risk of dying in childbirth or from complications after childbirth, including infections, because there was no effective way to treat infections in the biblical period. So for the strength of the family and clan, women generally married very early by our modern standards.
Also, the rabbis encouraged people to have their children (especially the girls) marry early, close to puberty, to avoid sexual immorality.[footnoteRef:1325] [1325:  David Fiensy, The Archaeology of Daily Life, 150-151.] 

“and you will call his name Jesus.” For more on the name “Jesus,” see commentary on Matthew 1:21.
Luk 1:32
“He will be great.” Mary’s baby, the promised Messiah, “will be great.” This is an unqualified statement: Jesus will be great, period. In contrast, John the Baptist was foretold to be “great in the sight of the Lord [God]” (Luke 1:15). The Messiah would be great in every sense of the word, and would eventually rule the earth as king.
[For more on the coming Kingdom of Christ on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
“will be called the Son of the Most High.” In the Bible, the Messiah was called the “Son of God,” although the term “son of God” was used of other created beings of God, including Adam (Luke 3:38). Nevertheless, Jesus was the only begotten son of God.
“and the Lord God will give to him the throne of his father David.” The importance of this statement cannot be overemphasized. God promised David that his “throne” (that is, his kingdom and the rulership of it) would last forever (2 Sam. 7:13, 16). For many years, kings sitting on the throne of David came and went, but the “throne” continued. It was promised that it would last forever (Isa. 9:7), and once the Messiah sits on David’s throne it will last forever because the Messiah will live forever as king over the earth (see the REV commentary on 2 Sam. 7:13).
We might well ask, “Why didn’t the angel simply say that Jesus was the Messiah? The answer is that the Hebrew word sometimes translated as “messiah” is actually more accurately translated as “anointed.” The word is mashiach (#04899 מָשִׁיחַ), and it is translated as “anointed” many times in the Bible. Mashiach is an adjective, so it can be translated as “anointed one,” the “one” being the implied noun that the adjective is modifying. Jesus Christ was the Anointed One, but there were other “anointed ones” as well. For example, King Saul was a “messiah,” an anointed one (1 Sam. 12:3, 5), and so was David (2 Sam. 19:21), and so was Solomon (2 Chron. 6:42), and even the Persian king Cyrus was a “messiah,” an anointed one (Isa. 45:1).
Just because someone was “an anointed one” did not mean they were the “anointed one” that people were looking for who would rule the earth and bring justice to everyone. So the angel could have called Jesus “the anointed one,” but then he would have had to further explain what he meant.
Luk 1:33
“he will reign over the house of Jacob forever,” This verse is a good example that just because something in Scripture is said to last forever, doesn’t mean it starts immediately. Likewise, even though we have eternal life (John 3:15-16, 36), it does not mean it comes into effect immediately; because if the Lord tarries we will still die and need to be resurrected into that eternal life: “Everyone who looks to the Son and believes in him shall have eternal life, and I will raise him up at the last day” (John 6:40, NIV).
Saying, “the house of Jacob” points back to Jacob and all 12 of his sons, so the Messiah was not just a king over the Judeans, but over all Israel, and then by extension over the whole world.
Luk 1:34
“How will this be.” Mary’s question is legitimate. In fact, it seems as if the angel intentionally did not include the part about the virgin birth in what he first told Mary about giving birth to the Messiah so that his message could be in two parts. For Mary to take in that she would be the mother of the Messiah would have been plenty to ponder, but then to come to realize that she would be pregnant as a virgin…how would she explain that to anyone?
It shows the quick mind of Mary, and her self-confidence, that she would ask the angel how she would get pregnant. Many people would freeze up in the presence of an angel and not be able to think of anything to say, but Mary grasped the situation and what the angel was telling her, and asked how she could give birth without being married.
“I do not know a man.” Mary believed from the Old Testament text that the Messiah would be a man who was born of a woman, and now the angel said that woman would be her. Since the virgin birth was not set forth clearly in the Old Testament (see commentary on Isa. 7:14), Mary assumed that she would have to be married and having sex with a man in order to conceive the Messiah, thus her statement, “I do not know [sexually] a man.” As it turned out, the angel revealed that God would contribute the sperm (via creation) that impregnated Mary. Although many Christians believe that Jesus Christ was “incarnated” into the flesh, in other words, placed in Mary as a complete baby at some form of development, the Bible never says that and that is not what happened. The Bible makes the case that Mary was the true mother of Jesus Christ, not just a surrogate mother for God. Jesus could not have been a true descendant of David if there were no actual genetic link to the line of David. Furthermore, what would be the point of the genealogy in Matthew? If God simply had Mary “carry” Jesus, then his only genealogy is 100% from God, not at all from David. In fact, that Jesus Christ is an actual descendant of David is one of the pieces of evidence that he is not God. The link between Mary and Jesus in Matthew 1:16 would not be a genetic link at all. God is not a descendant of David, and a descendant of David cannot be God.
[For more on why Mary was not expecting a virgin birth, see commentaries on Matt. 1:23 and Isa. 7:14. For more on the word “know” being an idiom for sexual intercourse, see commentary on Matt. 1:25. For more on Jesus Christ being the Son of God and not “God the Son,” see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.”]
Luk 1:35
“The Holy Spirit.” “The Holy Spirit” (capital “H,” capital “S”) is a name used for God when His power is in operation. In a very Hebraic way, this verse equates the Holy Spirit with “the power of the Most High.” The angel was speaking to Mary, a young Hebrew woman, in terms she could understand. It was common in the Hebrew language to say something and then repeat it in different words so the meaning would be clear. This occurs throughout the Hebrew Old Testament, and can especially be seen in books such as Proverbs in which something is stated and then restated using different words.
Since Mary told the angel she was not having sexual relations with a man, and knew she would then have to be impregnated by God, she would naturally understand “the Holy Spirit” to be the name of God which emphasized His invisible power in operation. God has many names in the Bible, and “the Holy Spirit” is one of them. It is easy to tell that in this case “the Holy Spirit” is a name of God because Jesus is called “the Son of God” and “the Son of the Father” (2 John 1:3), but he is never called “the Son of the Holy Spirit.” Mary understood that “the Holy Spirit” was another name for God, and thus she told her cousin Elizabeth that she rejoiced in God, and that “the Mighty One” (another name for God) had done great things for her (Luke 1:47-49).
[For more information on “the Holy Spirit,” see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
“the power of the Most High will overshadow you, and for that reason the holy one to be born will be called the Son of God.” It is very important to read this phrase and see it for what it is—a huge change in what people would eventually think about the Lord Jesus Christ. At the time of Christ no one was expecting a virgin birth, not even Mary herself (cf. Luke 1:34). The reason was simple, the Old Testament did not clearly predict one. The word that many English versions translate as “virgin” in Isaiah 7:14 is a word that more commonly means “young woman,” and the Hebrew text of Isaiah 7:14 says, “the young woman is pregnant” (see commentary on Isa. 7:14 and Matt. 1:23. For the translation “young woman,” cf. BBE, CJB, JPS, NAB, NET, NJB, NRSV, RSV, TNK, and Moffatt Bible). Everyone was expecting a man from the line of David to marry and have a son and at some time that son would turn out to be the promised Messiah.
Everyone knew that the Old Testament referred to the Messiah as the son of God (cf. Ps. 2:7), but in that culture, a person did not have to be a biological son to be called a “son.” The word “son” was used of someone in a special relationship with another person, or someone who was beloved, or a disciple of someone else. Many Scriptures testify to this (cf. Josh. 7:19; 1 Sam. 3:16; 4:16; 24:16; 26:17; 2 Sam. 7:14; 1 Chron. 17:13; 22:10; Isa. 43:6). Given the special relationship between the Messiah and God, it was not at all unusual that the Messiah would be called a “son” of God. But now there was new light! The angel told Mary that God really would be the father of her child. In other words, the angel told Mary that God would impregnate her, and so the child she would bear would literally be the “only begotten” Son of God. What the angel said has come to pass. He told Mary that Jesus would be called the Son of God because Mary had been impregnated by God Himself, and that has now come to pass. Most people think of Jesus Christ as the Son of God because he was divinely conceived.
Luk 1:36
“look.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Luk 1:37
“For nothing will be impossible with God.” Zechariah and Elizabeth are being paralleled with Abraham and Sarah. Here we have a direct allusion to Genesis 18:14, “Is anything impossible for the LORD? At the appointed time I will come back to you, and in about a year she [Sarah] will have a son” (HCSB). Earlier in the chapter, we saw how Zechariah employed the same question as Abraham (see commentary on Luke 1:18, “sign”), and now this phrase originally regarding Sarah is applied to Elizabeth, who is barren and past fertile years. Like Sarah, she too will miraculously have a child. In Genesis, the phrase was put as a question (expecting a negative answer), “Is anything impossible with the LORD?” (μὴ ἀδυνατεῖ παρὰ τῷ θεῷ ῥῆμα). Here in Luke, it is as though the angel replies, answering in the future tense, “Nothing will be impossible with God” (οὐκ ἀδυνατήσει παρὰ τοῦ θεοῦ πᾶν ῥῆμα). This allusion would have been a great faith booster for Mary, who was about to have a child without sexual intercourse with a man.
Only the ASV prefers the translation, “For no word from God shall be void of power.” This is grammatically possible, and perhaps implied as a double meaning. Rather than simply “word,” the Greek word rhēma (#4487 ῥῆμα) also means “thing, object, matter, event.”[footnoteRef:1326] Luke uses rhēma to mean “thing” elsewhere (cf. Luke 1:65; 2:15; 2:19; 2:51; Acts 5:32; 10:37). [1326:  BDAG, s.v. “ῥῆμα.”] 

Luk 1:38
“Behold” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20. Although most usually translated “Look!” in the REV, in this context that may make it seem like Mary was rude to the angel, which was certainly not the case.
“I am the servant of the Lord.” The Greek word “servant” can also be translated “slave,” and in Mary’s mind that is most likely what she was saying. She acknowledged that she was the slave of God, and as His creation and willing servant, she was His to do with as He liked. This is true humble submission to the will of God.
Luk 1:39
“Mary got up and went.” Mary would not have gone alone, but the Bible never says who escorted her. Nevertheless, a young teenage girl would never go alone on a multi-day journey from Galilee to Judea, and she would not have traveled with only other women. She would have had at least one male escort. This was normal in the biblical world so the Bible does not mention it, nor does the Bible say what the escort did after they arrived at Zechariah’s house; we may be curious about it, but it is not important to the record so it is not mentioned.
“with haste.” The Greek can also mean “went eagerly,” with earnestness and zeal. Mary did not just hurry to Elizabeth’s house, she was eager and excited. She knew how old Elizabeth was and would have known that God had not only done a miracle in her, but in Elizabeth too.
“to a city of Judah.” It is interesting that the Bible does not name the city of Judah, because it certainly could have. Perhaps this is to not shift the focus from Bethlehem where Jesus was born to the city where John was born. After all, the material about John is background and context for the birth of the Messiah. It is very likely, however, that the city was one of the nine cities in the tribal area of Judah assigned as cities of priests by Joshua: Hebron, Libnah, Jattir, Eshtemoa, Holon, Debir, Ain, Juttah, and Beth-shemesh (Josh. 21:13-16). However, there is a possibility, given the destructions and deportations that occurred in the Old Testament, such as the Babylonian Captivity, that some priests from Judah settled in another town in Judah from the ones Joshua assigned. In the final analysis, we do not know what city Zechariah lived in and John was born in. However, Christian tradition dating from at least the fourth century AD places the birth of John in the ancient village of Beth-hakerem (“House of the Vineyard) now called Ein Karem (“Spring of the Vineyard), however, that is only tradition.
It is noteworthy that Mary knew the town of her relatives Zechariah and Elizabeth. Family ties were very strong in the biblical world.
The Greek word translated Judah comes from Iouda (#2448 Ἰουδά). A number of versions have “Judah” (NASB, ESV, HCSB, ASV, NET, NAB), and a few versions say “Judea” (NIV, YLT). But Judea is incorrect from the Greek, as Lenski writes, “When Luke refers to the province he writes Ἱουδαία [not Ἰουδα] (10 times in the Gospel, 12 times in the Acts).”[footnoteRef:1327] “Judea” is the territory ruled over by Herod, while “Judah” refers to the ancient area of the tribe of Judah. Lenski also makes the point there may have been a city we know nothing about called “Judea,” which could be the case but is less likely. [1327:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. Luke’s Gospel, 77.] 

Luk 1:41
“the baby leaped in her womb.” At this time, John was not close to full term for a baby. It seems that it would have likely been late in the sixth month of Elizabeth’s pregnancy that Mary would have arrived at her house. A full term for a baby is now considered to be 280 days. A lunar month—the biblical month—is generally 29 or 30 days, depending on the moon. If Elizabeth was in her sixth month when the angel met with Mary, and Mary left quickly to be with Elizabeth, then Mary might have gotten to Elizabeth’s home around the end of Elizabeth’s sixth month (180 days pregnant). So, although this is approximate, Elizabeth could have had around 100 more days after Mary arrived before John was born. Since Mary stayed with Elizabeth for about three months, about 90 days give or take a little (Luke 1:56), then Mary likely left Elizabeth about two weeks before Elizabeth gave birth.
“filled with holy spirit.” Here in Luke 1:41, there is no definite article, so the translation “holy spirit” works in this context. This holy spirit is the gift of God. In this context, “filled with holy spirit” refers to receiving revelation from God, and this becomes clear when we read the complete sentence: “And Elizabeth was filled with holy spirit and cried out with a loud voice and said….” This same meaning occurs in Luke 1:67; Acts 4:8, 31; 13:9.
[For more information on the holy spirit and uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?” and also see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
Luk 1:43
“And how is this happening to me, that the mother of my Lord should come to me?” This statement may seem somewhat strange to Western ears, but it makes perfect sense in the biblical culture. The culture of the ancient world was very class-conscious, with the king at the top, his lords and officials next, wealthy influential people next, and so forth, down to the poor and disadvantaged people who were considered the least in the culture. The most powerful man in the kingdom was the king, but the most powerful woman in the kingdom was the mother of the king, not the queen. Many kings had more than one wife, and furthermore, since any slave was the sexual property of the master, it was common for a king to have sex with his slaves as well as his wife or wives. So, while a king would typically have many wives and/or sexual partners, he only had one mother who therefore had special access to him and was the most powerful woman in the empire. In Isaiah 47:5, Babylon is referred to as the “queen mother” because it was the most powerful kingdom in the biblical world at that time. Elizabeth would have believed from her culture that when the Messiah ruled the earth as king, his mother would be the most powerful woman in the world. So when she realized that Mary was pregnant with the Messiah she was understandably awed that this soon-to-be incredibly powerful woman would come to visit her, and especially so since she had been—and still was—considered cursed by God by most people due to her being barren.
We today think of Zechariah and Elizabeth as being very important people because of the part they played in biblical history, but they were not considered important while they were alive. Zechariah would have been thought of as just one of the thousands of priests and Levites, and Elizabeth would have likely even been shunned by the women of her culture. We can be quite sure that the royal family of King Herod never even spoke to Zechariah or Elizabeth, yet now the mother of the future world ruler was there under their roof. The blessings of God, unseen by the unbelieving world, pour down upon the faithful.
Of course, Elizabeth was not barren when Mary visited. When Mary visited, Mary knew both that Elizabeth was pregnant with a baby boy and that she herself was pregnant with the Messiah. But in contrast, Elizabeth would probably not have known that Mary knew she was pregnant because Elizabeth had been in hiding (Luke 1:24), and Mary learned about Elizabeth’s pregnancy from an angel (Luke 1:36). Furthermore, Elizabeth would not have known that Mary herself was pregnant with the Messiah. What Elizabeth said in Luke 1:42-45 was a prophecy and a direct result of her being filled with holy spirit (Luke 1:41), not because she had any natural knowledge that Mary was pregnant with the Messiah.
Elizabeth certainly knew that she would give birth to the forerunner of the Messiah, but not much was known from the Old Testament prophecies about him or his work; he was not specifically prophesied to have any special rank in the kingdom of the Messiah. He would obviously have some importance in the preparation for the coming of the Messiah, but nothing is said about what he would do after that. Also, due to their old age and what the Bible says about John living in the wilderness before he started his ministry, it seems quite certain that both Zechariah and Elizabeth would have died quite a while before John started his ministry, likely when John was in his late teens or early 20s. So Zechariah and Elizabeth never got to see the manner in which John fulfilled his ministry.
Luk 1:44
“look.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Luk 1:45
“from the Lord.” The phrase “from the Lord” could also be translated “by the Lord.” In either case, the preposition para (#3844 παρά) is to be understood in the sense of expressing the source. These were words that originated in and were spoken from the Lord.
Luk 1:46
“My soul magnifies the Lord.” Similar to Psalm 34:2a. The “soul” here refers to Mary herself including her emotions, feelings, attitudes, and even thoughts. Mary is magnifying the Lord with all that is within her.
[See Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
Luk 1:47
“my spirit rejoices in God my Savior.” This is a powerful verse because it shows Mary’s deep trust in God. On the surface she seemed to have many problems at this time, chief among them being that she was pregnant before having sex with her husband in a culture that was scandalized by that. Even Joseph had thought about divorcing her. Only a few people knew of her divine conception, and since no one was expecting a virgin birth she could not have convinced them of it anyway. In spite of her difficult circumstances, she rejoiced in God and thus has set a wonderful example for us and how we should rejoice even in our difficult circumstances.
There are Trinitarians who believe that because this verse calls God “Savior,” and Jesus is also called “Savior,” Jesus must be God in the flesh. However, that belief is not correct. There are many references to God the Father being called “Savior.” That makes perfect sense because He is the author of the plan of salvation and is also very active in our salvation. For example, God, the Father, is called “Savior” in Isaiah 43:11; 1 Timothy 1:1; 2:3; 4:10; Titus 3:4; Jude 25. In contrast, Jesus Christ is called “Savior” because he is the agent who carried out God’s plan, and without whom it could not have come to pass.
The term “savior” is used of many people in the Bible. This is hard to see in the English versions because when the word “savior” is used of people, the translators almost always translated it as “deliverer.” This in and of itself shows that modern translators have a Trinitarian bias. The only reason to translate a word as “Savior” when it applies to God or Christ, but as “deliverer” when it applies to men, is to make the term seem unique to God and Jesus when in fact it is not. This is a good example of how the actual meaning of Scripture can be obscured if the translators are not careful when they translate the text.
God’s gracious provision of “saviors” who help God’s people is not recognized when the same word is translated “Savior” for God and Christ but “deliverer” for others. Also lost is the testimony in Scripture that God works through people to bring His power to bear. Of course, the fact that there are other “saviors” does not take away from Jesus Christ, who is the only one who could and did save us from our sins and eternal death.
If all the great men and women who were “saviors” were openly portrayed as such in the English versions, the grace and mercy God demonstrates in saving His people by “saviors” He has raised up would be openly displayed. Furthermore, we believe no reader would confuse the true God with the people He was working through. A good example that shows God raising up “saviors” to rescue Israel throughout history occurs in Nehemiah in a prayer of confession and thanksgiving to God. The Israelites prayed, “But when they [Israel] were oppressed they cried out to you. From heaven you heard them, and in your great compassion you gave them deliverers [saviors], who rescued them from the hand of their enemies” (Neh. 9:27 NIV84). Some other examples of men designated as “savior” are in 2 Kings 13:5; Isaiah 19:20 and Obadiah 21. It is incorrect to say that because Christ and God are both called “Savior,” they are one and the same, just as it would be incorrect to say that the “saviors” God raised up throughout history were also God in the flesh or even the same individual as Jesus Christ.
[For more information on Jesus being the fully human Son of God and not being “God the Son,” see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.” For more on “the Holy Spirit” being one of the designations for God the Father and “the holy spirit” being the gift of God’s nature, see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?” For more specific information about the designation “savior,” see Andrews Norton, A Statement of Reasons for Not Believing the Doctrines of Trinitarians, pp. 304, 305. Also, Don Snedeker, Our Heavenly Father Has No Equals, pp. 378-380.]
Luk 1:48
“because he has looked upon.” In this sentence, “looked upon” is used in an idiomatic or “pregnant” sense, because it means much more than just “look at,” it means to see and do something about it.
The words for “look at” or “see” (a common Hebrew word for “see” is ra’ah (#07200 רָאָה)) are sometimes used in an idiomatic or “pregnant” sense that means “to look with favor upon,” “to accept,” “to notice and do something about.” Examples of this idiom occur in both the Old and New Testaments, and include: Genesis 29:32, Exodus 4:31; 1 Samuel 1:11; 9:16; 2 Samuel 16:12; Job 40:12; Psalm 9:13; 10:11; 31:7; Habakkuk 1:13; and Luke 1:48. In contrast, to “not see” something was to ignore it, to not pay attention to it, to not care about it or look at it with any favor. Thus when Joseph ran the prison in Egypt, the jailer did “not see” anything under Joseph’s authority; he paid no attention to it (Gen. 39:23).
Sometimes the idiom of “see” goes a step beyond just “look upon with favor” or “accept,” and means, “to choose for oneself,” “to provide for oneself,” or “to choose” (cf. Gen. 22:8 [God will ‘see’ a lamb for Himself]; Gen. 41:33; Deut. 33:21; 1 Sam. 16:1; 2 Kings 10:3; Esther 2:9 [the girls were “chosen” or “selected” to be with Esther]).
The word “see” is also used the way we use it in English as “to visit” someone, to “go see them” (cf. 2 Sam. 13:5; 2 Kings 8:29; 9:16; Ps. 41:6; 2 Chron. 22:6).
It is also used as “to know” or “to understand,” and can be just a mental knowing or a knowing through experience. If the emphasis is on experience, it might even be translated “experience.” This is similar to the way we use it in English when we say, “I see what you mean,” or “I am going to see for myself,” which often means experience it myself (cf. Ps. 16:10; 27:13; 34:13; 60:5; 71:20; 89:48 (Heb. 11:5); Ps. 90:15; Jer. 5:12; 20:12; Lam. 3:1).
[For more information on the idiomatic uses of “see,” see commentary on John 1:18 and Rom. 8:29, “foreknew.”]
“the low status of his servant.” God does look upon the lowly and humble (Ps. 138:6). However, in this context Mary is not using “low” (or “humble” in some translations) to reflect her state of mind. She was using it to comment upon her position in society, her status in the society in which she lived. We would normally think that the only begotten Son of God would be born to a wealthy and powerful family, but that is clearly not what happened. Mary and Joseph were poor, and Joseph was an ordinary worker. But God looks on the heart, and the hearts of Joseph and Mary were perfect for God to work with as the parents of His only begotten Son.
“look.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Luk 1:49
“because the Mighty One has done great things for me…” Almost 1,000 years earlier, King David had noted the same thing, that God had done great things (Ps. 71:19), and here Mary rejoices that God has done great things for her (Luke 1:49).
“holy is his name.” The Psalmist says, “his name is holy and awesome!” (Ps. 111:9).
Luk 1:50
“his mercy is on those who fear him.” God refers to his love and mercy extending for generations in Exodus 20:6 and Psalm 103:17.
Luk 1:52
“mighty.” The word translated “mighty” here in Luke 1:52 is dunastēs (#1413 δυνάστης). It denotes “rulers, officials, or potentates” (cf. Acts 8:27; 1 Tim. 6:15).
Luk 1:53
“the hungry.” Similar to Psalm 107:9.
Luk 1:54
“He helped his servant Israel.” “The middle voice of antilambano means to take hold of something or somebody and in that way to help, and, like the verbs of touch, it is constructed in the genitive.”[footnoteRef:1328] Here in Luke 1:54, “Israel” is used as a collective singular, speaking of all the people of Israel as if they were one person. [1328:  Lenski, Luke, 77.] 

“remembering his mercy.” Figure of speech, metonymy.[footnoteRef:1329] “Mercy” is put for the act of mercy, being merciful. God “took hold of Israel his servant to help them,” in order to remember to be merciful to Abraham and his seed. In other words, God helped Israel in order to fulfill the promise He made to Abraham and his seed, a promise that they did not deserve, which is the point of saying that God remembered “mercy.” [1329:  Cf. Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 538, “metonymy.”] 

[See Word Study: “Metonymy.”]
Luk 1:58
“neighbors and relatives.” The neighbors are mentioned first because they lived close by and got the news first. The relatives of Zechariah and Elizabeth lived in various places, for example, Mary lived in Nazareth.
Luk 1:59
“on the eighth day that they came to circumcise the child.” Male babies were circumcised the eighth day (Gen. 17:12) and we now know there are good medical reasons for that. Also, in the Jewish culture, that was when a male baby was officially named.
Luk 1:60
“No!” The Greek is very assertive. It is a noteworthy human interest sidelight that women in labor and women who have recently given birth tend to be very assertive and not reserved or reticent to speak out, even if they usually are. We see that here with Elizabeth as she speaks assertively to a group of “notable men” from the community who had come to the circumcision.
“He will be called John.” The name he was to be called as per the angel’s command (Luke 1:13). John means, “Yahweh is gracious” or “Yahweh has shown favor.” Although the Bible does not say how Elizabeth knew the baby was supposed to be named “John,” it is completely logical that Zechariah communicated that to Elizabeth during her pregnancy.
Luk 1:61
“None of your relatives are called by that name.” It was customary to name a child after someone in the child’s ancestry, to honor the family. But in this case, God did not want John to be connected to the family. He was separate from the family and did not carry on with the priestly traditions of the family; he did not join the fraternity of priests in Jerusalem or serve in the course of Abijah or at the annual feasts. His elderly parents apparently died when he was a young man and as he grew he lived in the wilderness (Luke 1:80).
“John” was a new name to this family of priests, and indeed, John would help something brand new get started. Life on earth would not be the same when the Messiah came, and John would prepare the people for his coming.
Luk 1:62
“And they nodded to his father.” The Greek word translated “nodded” is enneuō (#1770 ἐννεύω), and it primarily means to nod to, to signal by a nod of the head, or to signal by a movement of the body like a hand motion. In this context, it would refer to a more subtle nod of the head. Zechariah was unable to speak but he was not deaf. He had heard the conversation between his wife and the relatives and knew the sides of the discussion. When Elizabeth stood firm that the baby was to be called John, a person or persons in the room looked at Zechariah and nodded at him in a way that asked, “What do you say?” At that point Zechariah made it known he wanted a writing tablet and wrote that the baby was to be named John, and immediately upon writing that, he could speak again and began to praise God.
Although the Greek word enneuō can be used for a hand motion, in that tense and delicate moment it would have been overbearing for someone in the room to point to Zechariah to get his opinion; that would have been an insult to Elizabeth. A simple glance and nod of the head were all that was needed.
Luk 1:63
“And he asked.” He asked by making signs like he was writing.
“a writing tablet.” At this time the most common writing tablet was a flat piece of wood covered with wax that was written in with a stylus of some sort. Zechariah no doubt had been using one for months, so there would have been one close by. When the tablet was full, the wax was usually just put in the sun where it softened and the writing went away. Then the wax was allowed to harden again and could be reused for writing.
“His name is John.” The name he was to be called as per the angel’s command (Luke 1:13).
Luk 1:64
“his mouth was opened and his tongue.” The Greek literally reads, “his mouth was opened and his tongue,” but the verb “opened” only fits with “mouth,” making this sentence the figure of speech zeugma, where one verb controls two nouns, one of which fits and one of which does not. In the figure zeugma, the noun that fits gets more emphasis than the noun that does not fit, although the figure itself catches the reader’s attention and brings emphasis to the text. Thus, God emphasized what happened to Zechariah by the zeugma—Zechariah could talk again![footnoteRef:1330] [1330:  Cf. Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 131, “zeugma.”] 

Luk 1:65
“And fear came on all who lived around them.” In this context, the “fear” was more awe than actual fear. However, some people who had been living disobedient lifestyles may have gotten a jolt of godly fear of God’s judgment when they saw the power of God in action in the life of Zechariah.
“and all these things were talked about.” “All these things” would have included Zechariah’s being able to talk after nine months of silence, Elizabeth giving birth in her old age, and of course, Zechariah’s prophecy that included that the Messiah was here and John would be a prophet who would go before the Messiah to prepare the way for him (Luke 1:68-79).
“throughout all the hill country of Judea.” This would include Bethlehem, which was in the heart of the hill country of Judea. The seemingly miraculous birth of John likely helped prepare the hearts of the people in and around Bethlehem when they heard the news spread by the shepherds that angels had appeared to them and the child born in Bethlehem was the Messiah.
“all the hill country of Judea” is quite a bit of territory and shows that when God moves in power, it can affect people far away.
Luk 1:66
“For indeed, the hand of the Lord was with him.” Luke 1:66 is a summary statement that covers a period of time. There were amazing signs around the birth of John, but as the child grew, there were more things that showed the hand of God was upon him.
Luk 1:67
“filled with holy spirit.” The Greek text has no article “the.” This holy spirit was the gift of God that He gave to some believers before Pentecost.
[For more information on the holy spirit and uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?” and also see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
Luk 1:68
“visited.”Episkeptomai (#1980 ἐπισκέπτομαι) has the sense of “looking favorably upon with an intent to help.” Cf. NET translation, “he has come to help.” The rest of the verse explains the help provided by the Lord, He has “brought about redemption for his people.”
“brought about redemption.” Or “brought about a ransoming.” Jesus Christ would ransom the people from death by paying the ransom price by his own death. This utterance is a prophetic aorist, that is, speaking about a future event in the past tense. So although the verbs are technically aorist, the sentence could idiomatically be translated as, “because he will visit us and will bring about redemption for his people.”
Luk 1:69
“a horn of salvation.” The “horn” alluded to the power of a horned animal like a bull or ram, and thus a horn of salvation was a strong one who could save. For example, God is referred to as a horn of salvation in 2 Samuel 22:3 and Psalm 18:2. This particular “horn of salvation” comes out of the house of David, that is, is a descendent of David. This “horn of salvation” is the Savior, Jesus Christ. Jesus was not born yet, but Mary would almost certainly have been in her fourth month of pregnancy. She conceived, then went to be with Elizabeth for about three months, then there would have been another short period of time before John was born. Zechariah speaks prophetically as if the Messiah was present, and in a very real sense, he was.
“in the house of his servant David.” In this context, “house” refers to dynasty, lineage, as it did in 2 Samuel 7:16 when Nathan the prophet spoke to David and said, “Your house and your kingdom will be made sure forever before me.”
Luk 1:70
“just as he spoke by the mouth of his holy prophets.” Zechariah understood actual prophecy, that it was God who was giving the words to speak to the prophets and thus God who spoke through the prophets. When a person prophesies through the power and inspiration of God, the prophet still has to cooperate with God. God does not possess and use the prophet as a musician uses an inanimate musical instrument. The prophet must cooperate with God and use his own mouth and voice as God supplies the words to the prophet’s mind.
“from ancient times.” For this translation compare NJB and HCSB. The literal reading is “from of ages.” Hence, “from of old” would be a good alternative translation. In this case, “from ancient times” does not go back any further than David, because the prophets foretold that the Messiah would be from the house of David only during and after David’s lifetime (cf. Isa. 11:1).
Luk 1:72
“our fathers.” These are the “fathers” of Israel, namely, the patriarchs Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob—who worked so hard but did not see the promises fulfilled. It is not speaking of the immediate biological fathers, as the next verse makes clear by referring to “Abraham.”
Luk 1:75
“in his presence.” Biblical custom. See commentary on Luke 1:15, “in the sight of the Lord.”
Luk 1:76
“And you, child.” In the Greek text, Luke 1:76-79 are one sentence; one extended prophecy. Here, Zechariah stops speaking of the Messiah and starts speaking about his son, John.
“prepare the way for him.” There was to be someone who would prepare the way before the Lord (cf. Mal. 3:1; Isa. 40:3. See Matt. 3:3). We now know that person was John the Baptist.
The Greek word that is translated “way” is hodos (#3598 ὁδός) in the plural, and the Greek is hetoimazō hodous autou (ἑτοιμάζω ὁδοὺς αὐτοῦ), which would be more literally translated as, “prepare his roads.” Hodos refers to a road, a path, or a way something is done. In this context, the phrase “prepare his roads,” refers to a well-known biblical custom. Inside the city of Rome, or other large cities, and on some major thoroughfares such as the “Appian Way” (Appian Road), the road was paved and maintained by slaves, road crews, and the army. However, for most of the Roman Empire, and certainly for most of the ancient Middle East, roads were just dirt roads, and frankly, most often, not even what we would classify as a “dirt road” today—they were actually just dirt paths. These dirt roads and paths did not specifically belong to anyone unless they were main roads and government maintained or unless they belonged to a landowner if the path went through his specific piece of property. No one really was considered to “own” the roads through wilderness and woods except the kingdom in general, and thus no one kept them repaired or travelable. Over time they became filled with ruts and holes (that were often just mud holes), washed out, overgrown by brush, and overhung by any nearby trees.
Furthermore, since no one really owned the path, nearby farmers would throw stones from their fields onto them, so a road with lots of stones was not uncommon. After a while, the “roads” of the Middle East became very difficult to travel. When royalty or a powerful dignitary was going to travel to a certain place, the call would go out to “prepare the roads.” The ruler would usually send someone out to make sure that work was being done. This is the custom that is referred to in this verse. John the Baptist was sent to “prepare the roads” that Jesus Christ would travel on spiritually. He preached the Good News, confronted sinners, offered baptism for repentance, and raised everyone’s expectation for the Messiah, the laces of whose sandals he was unworthy to unloose.
Luk 1:77
“by the forgiveness….” John performed a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins (Mark 1:4). The versions differ, some having “by” (KJV, NASB, RSV, Rotherham, etc.) some “through,” some “in,” and Lenski has “in connection with.” The point is that, in having their sins forgiven, people really have a sense of their salvation, especially before the Church Age. Christ knew this, and often told people their sins were forgiven.
Luk 1:78
“compassionate mercy.” The Greek text more literally reads “bowels of compassion,” which makes good sense medically, but not to the average reader today. The bowels are a center of a person’s emotional life, and that is reflected in the biblical text. Colossians 3:12 is directing the Christian to have compassion for people, which it does by using the word “bowels,” a word omitted in most English translations. The Greek text simply has “bowels,” and reads, “put on bowels,” but it is obvious that translation would not communicate to a modern reader and only be confusing. The word “bowels” refers to a feeling, and in this context, the feeling being communicated by “bowels” is compassion or mercy.
[For more on “bowels” see commentary on Phil. 1:8.]
“the Rising Sun from on high.” The “rising sun” or “the Rising Sun from on high” is a title of the Lord Jesus Christ. It comes from the word anatolē (#395 ἀνατολή), which is used to describe the dawn, “a change in darkness to light.”[footnoteRef:1331] This leads naturally into verse 79, where Christ is said to “shine on those who sit in darkness.” The verb form of anatolē occurs in the LXX translation of Malachi 4:2, describing the rise of the “Sun of Righteousness,” a similar title for the Messiah. Here, the Rising Sun is said to visit us “from on high,” the same Greek phrase found in 2 Samuel 22:17; Psalm 18:16; 102:19; 144:7; and Luke 24:49. These passages in 2 Samuel and Psalms show that rescue from one’s enemies is said to come “from on high”—this theme comes up in Zechariah’s prophecy, especially Luke 1:71 and 1:74. [1331:  BDAG, s.v. “ἀνατολή.”] 

“visit.” See commentary on Luke 1:68, “visited.”
Luk 1:79
“to shine on those who sit in darkness and the shadow of death.” These words of Zechariah remind us of the prophecy of the Messiah in Isaiah 9:2 and the light he would shine on the people: “The people walking in darkness have seen a great light. Those living in the land of the shadow of death, on them the light has shined.”
“into.” Rather than solely expressing motion “into,” the preposition eis (#1519 εἰς) can also have the sense of “in.” Here it includes both the meanings of guiding us “into” the way of peace and also the notion of guiding along, “in,” the road while actually on the path. Christ leads us both ‘into’ and ‘in’ the road of peace.
 
Luke Chapter 2
Luk 2:1
“Now it came to pass.” The record of the events surrounding the birth of Christ occurs in Matthew and Luke, and the two Gospels interweave when it comes to the chronology of the events. To read about the birth of Christ in chronological order, it is: Luke 1:5-80; Matt. 1:18-25; Luke 2:1-38; Matt. 2:1-22. Then Matt. 2:23 and Luke 2:39-40 are both summary statements about Jesus growing up in Nazareth.
“decree.” The Greek is dogma (#1378 δόγμα), and here it means an imperial declaration which had the force of a law and carried civil penalties for disobedience. For more on dogma, see commentary on Acts 16:4.
That Caesar’s decree was issued is a fact of history, but in this section of Luke it reminds us of the worldly and civil powers of this age that have been, and with the birth of Christ will be in a new and more sharply focused way, in conflict with the ways of God.
“Caesar Augustus.” The introduction of Caesar Augustus here is more than a historical note to set the basic time period and explain why Joseph went to Bethlehem when he did. Luke 2:1-14 has a lot of information and vocabulary that directly contrasts Augustus to Jesus Christ. The noted New Testament scholar N.T. Wright says, “…the point Luke is making is clear. The birth of this little boy [Jesus] is the beginning of a confrontation between the kingdom of God—in all its apparent weakness, insignificance, and vulnerability—and the kingdoms of the world.”[footnoteRef:1332] [1332:  Wright, Luke for Everyone, 23.] 

Octavius, better known as Caesar Augustus (September 23, 63 BC-August 19, AD 14 ), reigned from 27 BC until his death in AD 14. When Julius Caesar was assassinated in 44 BC, his adopted son Octavius was named as heir. It took many years and battles for Octavius to be recognized as sole emperor, although he himself rejected the normal titles given to rulers and called himself Princep Civitatis (roughly, “First Citizen of the State”). His reign ended the Roman Republic and was the first stage of the Roman Empire. In 27 BC the Roman Senate gave Octavius the title “Augustus,” from the Latin word augere (“to increase”) and the title is roughly equivalent to “Great,” “Majestic,” “Illustrious,” “Venerable.”
Augustus was a very effective leader. He greatly enlarged the empire; set up client states on the borders of Rome to protect the empire from external invasion; reformed taxation; built a network of roads that connected the empire and better allowed for trade, travel, and the swift movement of the army; established the official bodyguard army known as the Praetorian Guard, created official police and firefighters for the city of Rome, and built and/or refurbished many buildings in Rome, including temples, baths, theaters, and much more. Knowingly or unknowingly, we still recognize Caesar Augustus every year, because in 8 BC the month of August was named after him.
It is in the general context of what Caesar Augustus accomplished that we see in Mark 1:1 and Luke 2:1-14 the conflict between the world and the Word; between the “son of god” (Augustus) and the Son of God (Jesus Christ); and between the worship of “the gods” (the Emperor Cult) and the worship of “God” (the Father of Jesus Christ).
For one thing, Augustus declared that his adopted father, Julius Caesar, had been deified at death and thus was a god, and so Augustus became known as a “son of god.” Also, the reign of Augustus began what historians refer to as the Pax Romana (“Peace of Rome”) a period of over 200 years in which there were no large-scale wars within the borders of the Roman empire (although there were constant border wars as the Romans enlarged the empire). Thus, Augustus was hailed as one who brought an end to war and thus ushered in peace on earth. Furthermore, due to what Augustus had accomplished, he was referred to as “savior” by the people, and he was also called by the common Roman title, “lord.” Also, the birth of Augustus was said to be the beginning of the “good news” to the people of the world because of what he accomplished. The Priene Calendar Inscription says, “the birthday of the god Augustus was the beginning of the good tidings [euangelion; “good news”] for the world that came by reason of him” (translation from Wikipedia.[footnoteRef:1333] The text of the Priene Calendar Inscription can be found in many sources). [1333:  Wikipedia, “Priene calendar inscription,” accessed Octorber 4, 2024, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Priene_calendar_inscription.] 

But Luke 2:1-14 shows us that it was angels who brought the true euangelion, “Good News” to earth (Luke 2:10), and it was not about the birth of Augustus, it was about the birth of Jesus Christ who was the only begotten Son of God (Luke 2:11; Mark 1:1). Furthermore, Jesus, not Augustus, is the real “Savior” and “Lord” (Luke 2:11), and it is only Jesus Christ who can and will bring genuine peace on earth (Luke 2:14).
The contrast that is set forth between Caesar Augustus and Jesus Christ in Mark and Luke is not nearly as clear to us today as it was at the time of Christ. In Augustus’ day, people were actively proclaiming him “lord” and “savior,” building temples to him and saying he brought peace to earth. We do not experience that today, but it was part of daily life in the time of Christ, and thus the wording of Mark and Luke forced people back then to make a choice—and still today, 2,000 years later, Mark and Luke still call out to people to make a choice. Who is the “Lord”? Who is the “Savior”? Who brings peace and prosperity to earth? And who has the power to give everlasting life? Is it the world? The world wields civil power and it offers peace and prosperity and fun and excitement. It promises much but like its god, the Devil (2 Cor. 4:4), it delivers little or nothing and its end is annihilation.
Jesus Christ is the true Lord and Savior. He lived a humble life of service and self-sacrifice, and he offers that to his followers (Matt. 16:24-25). But he also offers inner peace, a purpose-filled life, and joy. Most of all, he offers everlasting life in a wonderful new body, with wonderful people and him and God all together in a wonderful place. That is the real “Good News.”
“all the inhabited world.” In the time of the first century, the Roman Empire was the entire known “world.”
Luk 2:3
“his own city.” This is not the city in which the person lived, but the city in which they, or their ancestors, were born.
Luk 2:4
“Joseph also went up.” There is no indication that the Roman government demanded people leave their homes immediately after the decree was made and begin the journey to their ancestral homes. People were apparently given many months in which to arrange their lives so they could go to their ancestral homes to register for taxation. But Joseph apparently took the need to travel to Bethlehem to be registered as an opportunity to escape the social pressure and judgment that certainly must have existed in Nazareth, so he took Mary with him and stayed in Bethlehem for the birth of Jesus Christ.
“Bethlehem.” It is quite common in Christian teaching today to hear that Jesus was born in a small insignificant town in Israel, a “nowhere town” in “nowhere Israel.” That is simply not true. Although biblical Bethlehem was a small town, it was one of the most famous towns in Israel. Besides, it was not at all unusual for a town like Bethlehem, which was close to the western edge of the Judean Wilderness and quite arid, to have a smaller permanent population.
Bethlehem was seven miles south of Jerusalem, and it was still famous as the birthplace of King David and called “the city of David” (Luke 2:4, 11) nearly 1,000 years after David had died. Furthermore, the eyes of Israel remained focused on Bethlehem through the centuries because the prophet Micah foretold the Messiah would be born there (Mic. 5:2). In addition, a major trade route went south from Jerusalem through Bethlehem and then continued south to the famous city of Hebron, where Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob had lived and where David had been anointed king by the tribe of Judah (2 Sam. 2:4). The trade route then continued on south to Beer-sheba, and then southwest to Egypt. So Bethlehem was not some “sleepy little town” that was “out of the way.” It was a famous town on a well-traveled trade route only a couple of hours’ walk from Jerusalem.
In Hebrew, “Bethlehem” means “House of Bread,” and that was true in more ways than one, for not only was the area of Bethlehem a fruitful place to grow grain that was then ground into bread, but as the birthplace of the Messiah, the name “Bethlehem” was typological because Bethlehem was the place where “the Bread of Life” came into the world.
Luk 2:5
“along with Mary.” The traditional belief about Joseph and Mary’s trip from Nazareth to Bethlehem, as portrayed on paintings and Christmas cards is that Joseph walked while Mary rode on a donkey. However, there is no evidence to support that belief, and in fact, the biblical evidence weighs against it. Donkeys were expensive, and while Joseph may have owned one, it is unlikely because Joseph was so poor that he could not afford a lamb as a birth sacrifice after Jesus was born; instead, Mary had to sacrifice two turtledoves (see commentary on Luke 2:24). So it is much more likely that Mary walked along with Joseph from Nazareth to Bethlehem, but whether riding or walking, it is extremely unlikely that Joseph, who loved Mary and knew that she was pregnant with the Messiah, would have made Mary make that journey when she was very pregnant and getting close to giving birth.
The usual journey from Nazareth to Bethlehem would be eastward, down into the Jordan Valley, then south to Jericho, then westward up into Jerusalem, a trip of about 90 miles that took three days. If people went straight south from Nazareth to Jerusalem traveling the roads through Samaria, which some people did, the trip would have been about 70 miles, but most people avoided Samaria because the Samaritans were known to sometimes harass Jews who were traveling through.
“was engaged.” Matthew 1:20 and 1:24 make it clear that by this time Mary was already Joseph’s wife. Why then does the text emphasize the betrothal here and not the marriage? The answer is that the couple’s union had not yet been consummated; they had not as yet had sexual intercourse (Matt. 1:24-25).
This verse highlights a biblical custom that is hard to see in English. The Greek verb mnēsteuō (#3423 μνηστεύω) is in the perfect (past) tense, passive voice. In the ancient Near East, betrothal, the promise of marriage, usually was a contract between the parents of the groom and the parents of the bride. Marriages were arranged, often many years before the couple was of marriageable age. The perfect tense, passive voice verb shows that the betrothal, the engagement, was something that happened to Mary, not something she did. She did not “get engaged,” her engagement happened to her. This is a much different picture than modern western courtship. The problem with the English translation “had been betrothed” (or “had been engaged”) is that is how we say it when someone used to be (“had been”) betrothed, but is no longer betrothed because the engagement was broken off. Thus it is very hard to translate the truth that is in the Greek text into English without giving the wrong idea. On balance, it seems that communicating that Joseph and Mary were betrothed at the time they traveled to Bethlehem was more important than trying to produce the custom that the engagement had happened to Mary in the past but risk people thinking they were not still engaged.
“was pregnant.” The Greek word is egkuos (#1471 ἔγκυος), a compound word from the preposition en, “in” and the word kuō, the womb. It literally means, “to have in the womb.”[footnoteRef:1334] It simply refers to being pregnant, it does not refer to how far along the pregnancy was. Joseph was a wise and loving man, and wisdom and love would dictate that he would not travel with Mary when she was on the verge of giving birth. While it is true that at the time Mary lived, it was difficult to tell exactly when a woman would give birth, if she gave birth on the road, that would be exceedingly difficult for the family; so if she had started early contractions or Braxton-Hicks contractions, it is unlikely Joseph would have traveled with her. Actually, since both Joseph and Mary knew the Messiah had to be born in Bethlehem to fulfill the prophecy, and since they had relatives in Bethlehem and were both a “royal” couple who would have been gladly received by many homes, they almost certainly would have allowed plenty of time to be in Bethlehem, at least weeks and very possibly months, before she gave birth. [1334:  Louw and Nida.] 

The King James Version of AD 1611, and a couple of other English versions, translate egkuos as “great with child.” However, that is an unwarranted translation, because the Greek word simply means, “to have in the womb,” “to be pregnant.” It is likely that the translation in the King James Version was influenced by the Christmas tradition itself, but today, thanks to the work of linguists, historians, and archaeologists, the Greek vocabulary used in the Bible is much better understood than it was 400 years ago, and the modern English versions reflect that fact and just use “pregnant,” or “with child,” which is accurate.
Luk 2:6
“while they were there.” The Greek is more literally “in their being there,” but the phrase is well translated as “while they were there,” which is the translation in most English versions. Note that this verse makes it clear that Joseph and Mary had not just arrived that day. The specific Greek phrase occurs in three other verses besides this one, and it does not refer to just arriving or just starting something—it refers to being “in” the middle of something. In Luke 5:12 Jesus was visiting a town when a man came to him to be healed. He had not just arrived at the town, he was “in” it. In Luke 9:18 the disciples came to him “while” he was praying. He had not just started; he was in the midst of prayer. Similarly, in Luke 11:1, Jesus was “in” prayer, and when he had finished, a disciple asked a question.
The traditional Christmas story about the birth of Christ has Joseph and Mary arriving in Bethlehem late in the day or perhaps even at night, desperately seeking lodging because Mary is in, or about to be in, labor, only to find there are no vacancies in the inn. Upon receiving no help from the people of Bethlehem, they find shelter in a stable (some traditions say the stable is in a cave), where Mary gives birth and Jesus is placed in the manger from which the animals eat. However, this understanding of the nativity stems largely from extra-biblical works and tradition imported into the Gospels, rather than a study of the biblical record itself. The actual story of the birth of Christ was that Joseph and Mary arrived in Bethlehem sometime before Jesus was born, likely weeks but perhaps even months before, and were taken into a home there, most likely that of a relative, and Jesus was born in the home in the normal way of village birth.
Much misinformation about the birth of Christ came from a document that was widely circulated in Christian circles in the early centuries of the Christian era. It is referred to by scholars as the Protevangelium of James, and it is likely from the third century AD, although it is possible, but not likely, that it dates as early as AD 150.[footnoteRef:1335] This is the first document scholars are aware of that refers to Jesus being born close to Mary’s arrival in Bethlehem, although in the Protevangelium, Jesus is born in a cave before Joseph and Mary even reach Bethlehem. Other traditions started because the way people lived in Israel at the time of Christ was not known in the West as the traditions formed. So, for example, in the West, mangers are in stables, so the tradition started that Jesus was born in a stable even though the Bible never says that. Many homes at the time of Christ had mangers in the house. [1335:  See Wilhelm Schneemelcher, New Testament Apocrypha, “The Protevangelium of James,” 370-388.] 

In order to see what really happened when Christ was born, we will need to glean facts from both the Greek text and the culture of the ancient Near East (which, by the way, existed in many parts there until quite recently). Too often the Greek text alone has been used to try to reveal biblical truth. The Greek text alone is not enough to rebuild the truth of the biblical events for a very simple reason: when something in a culture is usual, well-known, normal, or “standard operating procedure,” it is not written about in detail. For example, if I write a letter to a friend about visiting my mother at Christmas, I might say, “I drove to her house.” I would never write: “I went to Mom’s house in my car, which is a large metal and plastic mobility device on wheels, with a gasoline engine that starts when an ignition key is turned and I made it move by pedals on the floor, (etc.).” It would be ridiculous to write that because everyone in today’s culture knows what I mean when I say, “I drove to Mom’s house.” Perhaps 2,000 years from now, if culture has changed so much that only a few historians know what a car is, they might wish we described our driving in more detail, but that is not necessary today. In the same way, things that were part of the everyday culture of the Bible times were not described in detail in their writings. We have to learn about the ordinary things of ancient life by piecing together details from many texts and writings, by using archaeology to study the material a culture left to us, and by studying any cultures that still live the same way they lived in biblical times.
In saying, “while they were there,” the Bible makes it clear that Joseph and Mary were in Bethlehem for a period of time before Mary gave birth. In fact, they could have been there for weeks or even perhaps a couple of months or more. It seems logical that Joseph would not wait until Mary was uncomfortable in her pregnancy to take her to Bethlehem. The impression that Joseph and Mary arrived in Bethlehem very close to Mary’s time to give birth comes from Luke 2:5 in the King James Version, which says Mary was “great with child,” but that is a mistranslation of the Greek text influenced by the traditional Christmas story. As we saw in Luke 2:5 (and see commentary on Luke 2:5), the Greek text says only that Mary was pregnant and does not say how far into her pregnancy she was. Many good commentaries make the point that Joseph and Mary did not arrive in Bethlehem the night Mary gave birth, but, scholarship does not often have the power to overturn tradition, with its well-entrenched stories, songs, and paintings. But in any case, the Bible makes it clear that Joseph and Mary did not arrive in Bethlehem the night Mary gave birth.
“the days were fulfilled for her to give birth.” Luke 2:6 uses the word “days,” which in the New Testament, always refers either to “days” literally or to a period of time. It was “while they were there” that the days of Mary’s pregnancy were fulfilled. R. C. H. Lenski correctly writes that the day of Jesus’ birth “was not the day of Joseph’s and Mary’s arrival….”[footnoteRef:1336] [1336:  Lenski, St. Luke’s Gospel, 126.] 

Although the Bible does not tell us how long it was before Mary gave birth that she and Joseph arrived in Bethlehem, logic would tell us that it was likely at least several weeks, and may have even been a couple of months or more. Although the text does not exclude the fact that Mary might have made the normally three-day journey from Nazareth to Bethlehem soon before giving birth, it is more likely that Joseph, who loved her and who knew her baby was the Promised Messiah, would not have put her through the ordeal of walking or riding on a donkey for three days in her last days of pregnancy. Besides, the due date of a baby’s birth was not known in the very accurate way it is known in today’s modern times. The Bible speaks about how labor came on a woman unexpectedly in biblical times (1 Thess. 5:3), and it would not have been wise for Joseph to wait until Mary was so close to giving birth that she might have given birth on the road to Bethlehem, something for which they would have been totally unprepared. Instead, Joseph would have traveled to Bethlehem before Mary was on the verge of giving birth, and then, as Luke tells us, Mary gave birth “while they were there.”
Luk 2:7
“And she gave birth.” The record of the events surrounding the birth of Christ occurs in Matthew and Luke, and the two Gospels interweave when it comes to the chronology of the events. To read about the birth of Christ in chronological order, it is: Luke 1:5-80; Matthew 1:18-25; Luke 2:1-38; Matthew 2:1-22. Then Matthew 2:23 and Luke 2:39-40 are both summary statements about Jesus growing up in Nazareth.
“firstborn son.” The word “firstborn” (prōtotokos, #4416 πρωτότοκος) here foreshadows the birth of Mary’s other children. She had at least six children besides Jesus: James, Joseph, Simon, Judas, and at least two daughters. Jesus was God’s “only begotten” son, but Mary’s “firstborn” son. Mary and her sons, Jesus’ brothers, are mentioned in Matthew 13:55-56 and Luke 8:19.
“laid him in a manger.” A huge difference between houses in the ancient Near East and our modern houses was that in biblical times in Israel, if a family owned one or two farm animals, it was common to bring them into the house at night. Farm animals were very expensive, and most families owned only a few, if any, so they were brought into the home at night to keep them from being stolen and to protect them from harm. The woman in Endor who King Saul visited at night had her calf in the house with her: “And the woman had a fat calf in the house” (1 Sam. 28:24 KJV). Of course, if the family were shepherds or herdsmen, they would not bring the whole flock or herd into the house, but would have a family member or a hired guard watch them in the field—which was why the shepherds were in the field watching their flocks on the night Jesus was born.
It was a common practice to raise the floor of the part of the house where the family lived and to keep the animals in an area that was a little lower, even if only a few inches lower.[footnoteRef:1337] This lower area would keep the animal waste from coming into where the family lived and slept. Also, Jesus was laid in a manger, which is an open trough, box, or bin where the animal food was placed so the animals could feed easily. In Western society, animals and mangers are in barns or stables, and since Jesus was laid in a manger, it made sense to Europeans that Jesus was born in a stable and so that became a fixed part of the traditional Christmas Story. However, in biblical society in the Middle East, where the animals grazed outside during the day and were brought into the house at night, if a family owned a manger, it would almost always be in the house. The manger would keep the animals calm, just as many modern farm animals have a feeding trough in their stall. The manger would be in the main part of the house, never in the guest room, which is why the text says that Jesus was placed in the manger “because there was no place for them in the guest room” (Luke. 2:7 Common English Bible, 2011). [1337:  Cf. Fred Wight, Manners and Customs of Bible Lands, 34.] 

People in the ancient Near East around the time of Christ knew that a manger would be in the house, so the shepherds knew to look for the baby in a house. Nevertheless, not everyone who had an animal would have a manger, and what seems especially unusual was that in Jesus’ case, he was placed in the manger, but the reason that the family placed him there is not stated. It certainly was not to demean him, so it was likely to protect him from busy feet and drafts in the house. The unusual act of putting baby Jesus in the manger became part of the sign that the angel gave to the shepherds, and no doubt confirmed to them that they had found the right baby. If every newborn baby was placed in a manger, then the fact that Jesus was in a manger would not have been much of a sign to the shepherds. We learn from Luke that sometime shortly after Jesus was born, he was safely placed in the manger, which would have been filled with clean hay or straw and would have been a safe place for him.
The angel gave the shepherds the sign that they would find the baby wrapped in swaddling cloth and lying in a manger. That sign helped confirm the angel’s words that this baby was the promised Savior.
“no space for them in the guest room.” The very fact that where Joseph and Mary were staying had a guest room shows us that Jesus was born in a private house. Greek is: διότι οὐκ ἦν αὐτοῖς τόπος ἐν τῷ καταλύματι. [διότι (because) οὐκ (not) ἦν (there was) αὐτοῖς (for them) τόπος (a place, a space) ἐν (in) τῷ (the) καταλύματι (guest room)]. Young’s Literal Translation (1862), which is similar to the REV, reads, “there was not for them a place in the guest-chamber.” Some more modern versions are similar: the CEB (Common English Bible, 2011) reads, “there was no place for them in the guestroom” while the NIV2011 reads, “there was no guest room available for them.” The reason the text would say they “laid him in a manger because there was no space for them in the guest room” was that the guest room would never have a manger. The main room of the house might have one if the homeowners had animals, but the guest room would never have a manger.
There are a number of reasons why Joseph and Mary could have found a place to stay in Bethlehem even if they arrived there months before Mary gave birth (these reasons are also enumerated by Kenneth Bailey.[footnoteRef:1338] First, Joseph was returning to his town of origin. Historical memories are long in the Middle East, and family support is very strong. For example, Paul knew he was a descendant of Benjamin the son of Jacob, but Benjamin had lived more than 1,500 years before Paul. Once Joseph announced that both he and Mary were descendants of families from Bethlehem, many homes would be open to them. [1338:  Kenneth Bailey, Jesus Through Middle Eastern Eyes, 25, 26.] 

Second, both Joseph and Mary were “royals,” from the royal line of David. David is so famous in Bethlehem that it is called, “the city of David” (Luke 2:4, 11). Being from that famous family would have meant that most homes would open their doors to them.
Third, in every culture, women about to give birth are given special help. As Kenneth Bailey puts it: “Was there no sense of honor in Bethlehem? Surely the community would have sensed its responsibility to help Joseph find adequate shelter for Mary and provide the care she needed. To turn away a descendent of David in the city of David would be an unspeakable shame to the entire village.”[footnoteRef:1339] If for some reason Bethlehem was so totally filled with guests and visitors that no one would open their homes to Joseph and Mary, their relatives Zechariah and Elizabeth lived only a short distance away, in the hill country of Judah (Luke 1:39, NASB), and Joseph and Mary could have gone there with only a little effort. In fact, Mary had visited Elizabeth early in her pregnancy (Luke 1:40). So Joseph and Mary could have found adequate housing and care if they needed it. [1339:  Bailey, Jesus Through Middle Eastern Eyes, 26.] 

Another reason we know Joseph, Mary, and baby Jesus were being well taken care of is that when the shepherds arrived soon after the birth of Jesus, they saw the young family and their newborn Messiah and then left. God’s people had waited thousands of years for this Messiah, and if the baby Messiah was not in good circumstances when the shepherds saw them, they would have immediately been confused, offended, and outraged, and taken the whole family back to their own homes. The fact that they left Joseph, Mary, and Jesus where they were shows they were satisfied that their Savior was being well taken care of.
Furthermore, the phrase “no room in the inn,” which appears in many Bibles, is a mistranslation of the text. Joseph and Mary were not rejected by a local hotel that had its “no vacancy” sign turned on. The phrase “no room in the inn” is a mistranslation that continues to support a very serious misunderstanding about the birth of Christ. Two Greek words we must understand to properly interpret the biblical account are topos (#5117 τόπος; usually translated “room”), and kataluma (#2646 κατάλυμα; usually translated “inn”).
The word translated “room” in the traditional phrase “no room in the inn” is topos, and it occurs more than 90 times in the New Testament. Topos does not refer to “a room,” like we might think of a hotel room today, but simply a place or space in a given area. In the inns and caravansaries of the ancient world, a person did not rent a “room” like we today would rent a hotel room. The guest rented a “space” to sleep, and there was no guarantee who or how many people might end up “sleeping” (or staying up carousing or having sex with a male or female prostitute) in the “space” with you. It is extremely unlikely that Joseph and Mary would have even agreed to go to an inn for her to give birth; they were generally loud places with a rough crowd, and almost any house would have taken in a woman in labor to offer help and support. The word topos is used over 90 times in the Greek New Testament, and here in Luke 2:7 is the only place it is translated “room” in many English versions as if it referred to a hotel-type room for Joseph and Mary to stay in.
The Bible says there was no “space” available for Joseph and Mary in the kataluma. What is the kataluma? It does not refer to a commercial lodge, or inn, but simply means a “lodging place” or “guest room.” BDAG says of kataluma: “lodging place. The sense inn is possible in Luke 2:7, but in Luke 10:34, Luke uses pandocheion, the more specific term for inn. Kataluma is therefore best understood here as lodging or guest-room.” To properly understand the birth narrative of Jesus Christ, it is vital that we understand that the normal Greek word for “inn” is pandocheion (#3829 πανδοχεῖον), and it refers to a public house for the reception of strangers (caravansary, khan, inn). Pandocheion was not only used by the Greeks, but was used as a loanword for “inn” or a commercial lodging place in Hebrew, Arabic, Armenian, Coptic, and Turkish. Pandocheion is the word Luke uses in the parable of the Good Samaritan when he wanted to refer to a public inn (Luke 10:34).
In contrast to the pandocheion, the public inn, when the Gospels of Mark and Luke use kataluma, it means “guest room” (Mark 14:14; Luke 22:11). When finding a place to eat the Last Supper with his disciples, Jesus tells them to say to the owner of the house, “The Teacher says to you, “Where is the guest room [kataluma] where I can eat the Passover with my disciples?” (Luke 22:11). So in both Mark and Luke, the kataluma is a room in a man’s house. Luke also uses the verb form of kataluma, which is kataluō (#2647 καταλύω), and means “to find rest or lodging.” In the record of Jesus and Zacchaeus, Jesus goes “to be the guest” at Zacchaeus’ house, not at a public inn (Luke 19:7). So Luke also uses the verb such that “to stay in the kataluma” indicates lodging at someone’s house. So the text is telling us that at the birth of Jesus, there was no “space in the guest room,” and we will see that it indicates that they stayed in the main quarters of the house.
Given all the evidence in the Bible and culture, the Bible should not be translated to say there was no room for them in the inn, but rather there was “no space for them in the guest room.” It is noteworthy that Young’s Literal Translation of the Bible,[footnoteRef:1340] by Robert Young, the same man who produced Young’s Concordance to the Bible, translates Luke 2:7 as follows: “…there was not for them a place in the guest-chamber.” When the NIV translation was published in 1984, Luke 2:7, quoted above, read, “there was no room for them in the inn,” but when the NIV was edited and republished in 2011, Luke 2:7 was changed to more correctly read, “because there was no guest room available for them.” So by 2011, the NIV translators recognized that “inn” should have been translated as “guest room.” The NIV apparently left the Greek word topos untranslated, or it might have read, “there was no space in the guest room for them.” Similarly, when the original Holman Christian Standard Bible (HCSB) was published in 1999, Luke 2:7 read, “there was no room for them at the lodging place,” but when that Bible was updated in 2017 and published as the Christian Standard Bible (CSB), Luke 2:7 was updated to read, “there was no guest room available for them.” [1340:  3rd edition, 1898.] 

To understand the birth of Christ there are also some features of common houses in the Middle East that we must understand. One custom was that it was very common for houses in the Middle East to have a guest room where guests, and even strangers, could stay. Even poor people could have a guest room because it did not have to be furnished or have an adjoining bathroom and shower. People did not generally sleep on beds, but traveled with their own blankets that they slept on at night, so sleeping arrangements were no problem. Tables and chairs were not used in the common homes of first-century Palestinians, and the bathroom was a pot or a place outside. So the average guest room was simply a small, empty room, offering shelter and a place of safety. The guest room provided privacy for the guests as well as the family.
Showing hospitality to strangers has always been a huge part of Eastern life, and the Bible has quite a few records of people showing hospitality to strangers. For example, Lot housed two strangers (Gen. 19:1-4), and the man in Gibeah housed strangers (Judg. 19:19-21). The Shunammite woman wanted to show hospitality to Elisha and had a guest room built on her roof just for him (2 Kings 4:10). Giving hospitality was important enough that it became a command for Christian leaders (1 Tim. 3:2). The Eastern custom of giving hospitality continues in the modern Muslim culture, and thus one of the five pillars of the Muslim faith is to be quick to entertain strangers. The home Joseph and Mary stayed in had a guest room, but it was being used by other guests.
The second thing we must understand is that it was common for people to bring their animals into their houses at night. They did this to keep them from being stolen and to protect them from harm. Usually, the floor of the family dwelling was raised up somewhat, and the animals were in an area that was a little lower.[footnoteRef:1341] John Nolland writes: “…it is best to think of an overcrowded Palestinian peasant home: a single-roomed home with an animal stall under the same roof (frequently to be distinguished from the family living quarters by the raised platform floor of the latter).”[footnoteRef:1342] That families brought their animals in at night explains why the manger was in the house. The manger would not have been in the guest room. [1341:  See Wight, Manners and Customs of Bible Lands, 34; Bailey, Jesus Through Middle Eastern Eyes, 28-33.]  [1342:  Nolland, Luke [WBC], 105.] 

When Joseph and Mary arrived in Bethlehem they were taken into one of the local homes, most likely of a relative. However, there was no space available for them in the kataluma, the guest room. Therefore, the family made room for Joseph and Mary in their own living quarters, and the baby Jesus was placed in a manger in the home, which would have been filled with clean hay or straw and would have been the perfect size for him.
The fact that the record says there was no room for them in the guest room does not mean that Joseph and Mary had just arrived. Lots of people may have been traveling to Jerusalem for the registration. Many scenarios are possible. One is that the guest room had been occupied for weeks; another is that when other people arrived for the registration or the feast, Joseph and Mary moved from the guest room into the main house because they were closer relatives or to better care for Mary. The Bible is simply letting us know that Jesus was placed in the manger in the house because the family guest room was occupied.
Understanding the birth narrative in this way highlights another important aspect of Eastern hospitality. In the East, guests were given special treatment of all kinds, including behavior that seems very extreme to us. For example, in the record of Lot and the two strangers, Lot would have handed over his own daughters to the mob before surrendering his guests (Gen. 19:8). The people whom Joseph and Mary stayed with would not displace their guests from the guest room, but instead inconvenienced themselves, and gave the young couple space in their own living quarters.
Another thing we need to know is that Mary and Joseph would not have been alone when Jesus was born. Actually, Joseph would not have been there at all. The women of the household, along with the women of the family staying in the guest room, most likely the village midwife, and perhaps even wise and experienced women from the neighborhood, would have been present with Mary when she gave birth. Joseph and the other men of the household would have graciously left the house to the women while Mary gave birth, something that was completely normal for birth in a village in Israel. Someone with a modern Western mindset may say, “Well, the Bible does not say those other women were there.” Of course not. We remind the reader that if something was normal for the culture, it was not usually written about. The details of a woman giving birth are never given in the Bible. No serious Bible student should insist that the women in the Bible who are mentioned giving birth (and there are dozens of them) did not have other women present to help them just because those helpers are not specifically mentioned in the text. That would be absurd. No details of Jesus’ birth are given in the Bible because births were a “normal” part of life, and no first-century reader in Palestine would expect anything different than what usually happens with a village birth. In fact, if the women of the household had not been there to help Mary, that would have been so unusual and seemingly coldhearted that that fact probably would have been written in the Bible.
Thus, what actually happened at the birth of Jesus is considerably different than what is commonly taught in Christian tradition. It is not that Bethlehem was full of cold-hearted townspeople who refused to take special care of a family about to give birth. Joseph and Mary arrived in Bethlehem sometime before she gave birth. The guest room of the people who gave them lodging was full, so the family opened their own home to them and took them into their living quarters. When Mary gave birth, in the late evening or the night some days later, the men left their own home to accommodate her and give her privacy, and no doubt baby Jesus was born in quite usual circumstances, most likely with the village midwife and no doubt helped by the women of the family. Shortly after, the new baby Jesus was wrapped in swaddling clothes, dedicated to God, and placed in a perfect spot, the manger in the home.
While Mary was in labor and giving birth in the house, the man who owned the house, along with his sons and Joseph, would have been outside or perhaps in the home of a neighbor, giving Mary the privacy she needed during the birth of Jesus. Once Jesus was born, a woman would announce that a baby boy had been born, and there would have been the standard shouting, music, and joyful celebrations that were part of the birth celebration of a baby boy. It is worth noting that in the Eastern culture at the time of the Bible, the birth of a boy was loudly celebrated, while the birth of a baby girl was not celebrated. The reason is simple: the boy brought strength and wealth into the family, while the girl did not. It was usual for a girl to be married by her mid-teens, and she would leave her parents’ house and live with her husband and his family and thus add to his family, not her birth family. If her husband lived in a different village than her parents, then she likely only saw her birth family rarely if ever. Also, any children she bore were part of the husband’s family and clan, not the clan of her parents. Furthermore, at the time of Christ when a girl married, she brought a dowry with her, thus taking physical wealth from her house. (This was a shift from ancient times when the man paid the dowry to the girl’s family; the shift occurred after the Babylonian Captivity.)[footnoteRef:1343] Sometime after Jesus was born and the women had made sure that things in the house were back in proper order and Mary was comfortable, the men would have been allowed back in the house to see the baby. [1343:  David Fiensy, The Archaeology of Daily Life, 156.] 

[For information on the Magi and the Christmas story, see commentary on Matt. 2:1. For more information about the shepherds, see commentary on Luke 2:16.]
Luk 2:8
“shepherds.” The Bible never specifically says why the angels and the glory of God appeared to the shepherds, but the evidence is that it was to tie the shepherds at the birth of Jesus Christ to the record of King David who was a shepherd and a type of Christ. David was a well-known type of Christ, and the Bible calls the Messiah by the name of “David” in Jeremiah 30:9; Ezekiel 34:23, 24; 37:24, 25, and Hosea 3:5 (see commentary on Ezek. 34:23). Theologians sometimes refer to Jesus Christ as the “greater David.” David was a shepherd and taken from the flock to lead Israel (1 Sam. 16:11-13), and here in Luke 2:8-18, God announces the birth of the “chief shepherd” (1 Pet. 5:4) and the true king of Israel to shepherds.
These shepherds were very likely watching their sheep that night in some of the very same fields where David had watched sheep some one thousand years earlier. After all, since David was a shepherd from Bethlehem and shepherds moved their flocks regularly, there is every reason to believe that David shepherded his flocks in the same fields that the shepherds were standing in on the night of Christ’s birth.
In order to properly understand the shepherds’ role in the record of the birth of Christ, it is important to clear up some misconceptions about them. For one thing, it has occasionally been taught that shepherds were insignificant and mistrusted, so God appeared to them as part of the whole traditional but erroneous “Jesus born into unfortunate circumstances” narrative (cf. commentary on Luke 2:7). In that narrative, angels appearing to poor mistrusted social outcasts showed that insignificant people are significant with God. While it is true that supposedly insignificant people are significant to God, that is not why God announced the birth of His Son to the shepherds. Shepherds were not generally mistrusted in the biblical world, in fact, they were usually well respected.
It is also taught and espoused in song, that besides being mistrusted social outcasts, the shepherds at Jesus’ birth were “poor shepherds” (e.g., “The First Noel”). But shepherds were like any other people in most of the trades in Israel. There were poor shepherds with few sheep and rich shepherds with lots of sheep. Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob are examples of shepherds with lots of sheep who were certainly wealthy. There was generally no middle class in biblical Israel. A very small percentage of the population was quite wealthy while the majority of the population lived day-to-day with only a little in reserve, and another small part of the population was truly destitute people who survived only because of the help of others. Given that social scenario, there is no reason to assume the shepherds outside Bethlehem were especially poor. In fact, they were likely fairly well off.
It was part of God’s plan that the shepherds would begin to spread the news about the Messiah, because the angel said to them, “I bring you [the shepherds] good news” that would then be “for all the people” (Luke 2:10). The shepherds understood their role on this night of the Savior’s birth and immediately after seeing the baby they began to spread the word about the new Messiah (Luke 2:17-18). This leads us to conclude that the shepherds were men of faith and successful enough to be well respected in the general area. After all, if someone who is known to be untrustworthy and unsuccessful comes to you and tells you a story about an army of angels and the glory of God announcing the long-awaited birth of the Messiah, are you likely to believe them? The fact that God chose the shepherds to be the first evangelists of the Good News supports the conclusion that they were men who were respected and believable. Thus, the biblical and social evidence is that the shepherds were successful men of faith whose testimony was acceptable among the general population in Israel.
Shepherding in Palestine involved a lot of work, planning, and courage. Sheep require constant oversight, care, and guarding. For example, in Israel, the water sources dry up or flood with the seasons, and the pastures are constantly changing. Thus, planning ahead, knowing where to go, and then moving the flock are part of the job, which is why shepherds were usually nomads (cf. Gen. 37:17). Also, the sheep graze on the hillsides right next to farmer’s fields, so the shepherds must constantly watch that the sheep do not move into the growing grain, as that could be very expensive (cf. Exod. 22:5). Also, sheep are in constant danger from wild animals and thieves, which was why the shepherds at the birth of Christ were out at night watching the sheep. Facing down a hungry wolf or thief with just a club was dangerous and took great courage (cf. John 10:11-13). David acquired part of his courage to fight Goliath from his experience guarding his sheep, and in fact, he had to defend them from a lion and a bear (1 Sam. 17:34-37). Also, the sheep sometimes got hurt or even hurt each other (cf. Ezek. 34:21), so the shepherd must also know basic animal first-aid. Other skills a shepherd needed to have would have been knowledge of breeding and successful birthing, how to shear the sheep, and how to keep them safe and unblemished. Also, there is evidence that many of the sheep used as sacrifices in the Temple were cared for in Bethlehem, and although we cannot be sure, it is certainly possible that the sheep the shepherds were watching were being raised to be sacrificed in the Temple. Since the shepherds in Palestine provided some of their lambs as Passover lambs and other sheep for Temple sacrifice, they had to be diligent to keep them unblemished, which was something that non-Jewish shepherds did not have to worry about. Although shepherding involved a lot of sitting-and-watching time, a good shepherd in Palestine was diligent, skilled, and courageous, not lazy.
Given all that, where does the teaching that shepherds were social outcasts and mistrusted in Israel come from? It seems to have come from only a few ancient sources. One was Aristotle, who viewed shepherds as lazy. But while that was Aristotle’s opinion—and perhaps his experience in Greece—anyone who sees the effort and personal risk that responsible shepherding takes in Israel knows that what Aristotle said did not apply in Israel. Aristotle lived in Greece over 300 years before Jesus was born, and he was not speaking about shepherds or shepherding in Palestine.
The other main sources for the idea that shepherds were social outcasts are the Mishnah and the Babylonian Talmud. The Mishnah is a collection of sayings of the rabbis, written between AD 200 and AD 250. The Babylonian Talmud came much later, around AD 500, and is a collection of rabbinic interpretations of the Mishnah. But we must keep in mind that the Mishnah and Talmud were composed long after the time of Christ and in an environment that was antagonistic to anything that supported Christianity—and one of the biblical records that clearly supported Christianity was the shepherds’ testimony that the Christ had been born.
Furthermore, the Jewish leaders who wrote the Mishna and Babylonian Talmud had other reasons for denigrating shepherds besides anti-Christian sentiment. The tasks involved with shepherding meant breaking many of the “commands” (actually “traditions”) that the Jews had set up as part of their religion. For example, shepherds had to keep tending their sheep on the Sabbath, which did not seem to be “work” to Moses but was eventually considered work by the later religious leaders. Also, if a sheep wandered off on the Sabbath, a shepherd may have had to go more than a Sabbath day’s journey to find it. Those kinds of behaviors irked the religious leaders and caused a bias against shepherds.
Thus, although the Mishnah and Babylonian Talmud have a few sentences—and only a few sentences—against shepherds, there is evidence that those statements do not reflect what the average person at the time of Christ thought about them, and there is evidence that shepherds were, in fact, well respected.
There is reliable biblical and extra-biblical evidence that, in general, shepherds were trusted. For example, in both the literature of the ancient Near East and the Greek and Latin literature, the word “shepherd” was often used for political leaders and kings. In fact, “they often appear in Hellenistic bucolic poetry as representatives of an ideal humanity.”[footnoteRef:1344] J. M. Creed gives the names of some famous ancient people whose birth and childhood were associated in history and mythology with shepherds, including Romulus and Remus the founders of Rome, Mithras, and Cyrus the Persian.[footnoteRef:1345] [1344:  Joseph Fitzmyer, The Gospel According to Luke 1-9 [AB], 395.]  [1345:  J. M. Creed, The Gospel According to Luke, 31.] 

As well as the extra-biblical Greek and Latin evidence about shepherds, the Bible also speaks favorably of shepherds. God is referred to as a shepherd (Gen. 48:15; Ps. 23:1; 28:9; 80:1; Isa. 40:10-11), and so is Jesus Christ. In fact, Jesus was called a “shepherd” in prophecy before he was born (Gen. 49:24; Ezek. 34:23; 37:24; Zech. 13:7); then he referred to himself as “the good shepherd” during his ministry (John 10:11, 14), and he is still called a shepherd after his death and resurrection (Heb. 13:20; 1 Pet. 2:25; 5:4). If shepherds were known as dishonest social outcasts, there would be no reason the New Testament would refer to our Lord Jesus as a shepherd.
Many of the great people of the Bible were shepherds, including Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, David, and the prophet Amos (Amos 1:1). The kings and leaders in Israel were called “shepherds” because of the way they cared for the people (2 Sam. 5:2; 7:7; 1 Kings 22:17; 1 Chron. 11:2; 17:6; 2 Chron. 18:16; Ps. 78:71-72; Jer. 3:15; Zech. 10:2). The prophet Jeremiah referred to himself as God’s shepherd (Jer. 17:16). Also, God said of the Persian king Cyrus: “He is my shepherd and will perform all my pleasure” (Isa. 44:28). But it is doubtful if calling a king or leader a “shepherd” would have been common if shepherds were mistrusted social outcasts. Also, in the prophecies of the future Kingdom of Christ on earth, the Bible says God will set up godly shepherds over the people (Jer. 23:4).
More biblical evidence that shepherds were respected is the fact in the New Testament, the word usually translated as “pastor” (Eph. 4:11) is the word “shepherd” in Greek, and is translated “shepherds” in several English versions (cf. CJB, DBY, ESV, Rotherham, YLT). Would God really designate one of the most respected church positions as “shepherd” if to be a shepherd implied being a mistrusted social outcast? Thus, examining all the evidence supports the conclusion that the shepherds in the record of the birth of Christ were godly men of faith who were looking for the coming of the Messiah, who were successful businessmen, and who faithfully communicated to the community around Bethlehem what they had seen from God.
There are important lessons we can learn from the shepherds. One is that they were obviously waiting for and expecting the Messiah to come, just as we Christians should be. Another is that they understood their God-given commission to spread the Good News about the birth of the Messiah, and they obeyed that commission. Christians also have a God-given commission to spread the news about the Messiah, and we should follow the example of the shepherds and obey that commission.
What happened to the shepherds? The Bible does not say, but it is likely that they had died by the time Jesus started his ministry about 30 years later. There is no indication anyone tried to seek them out to confirm their testimony that the Messiah had been born, nor is there any indication they tried to join the followers of Christ before or after his death.
“living out in the fields.” This is a good indication that Jesus was not born at Christmas time. It would generally be too cold in Bethlehem in December to keep the sheep in the fields at night. They would be brought into a sheepfold and some kind of shelter. Many scholars think Jesus was born around September, and Ernest Martin gives some good evidence that it was in September of 3 BC.[footnoteRef:1346] [1346:  Ernest Martin, The Star that Astonished the World.] 

Luk 2:9
“suddenly stood before them.” The Greek verb translated “suddenly stood before” is ephistēmi (#2186 ἐφίστημι). Ephistēmi can mean to “be near or close to,” or it can emphasize the suddenness of an event, or it can combine both meanings, as it does in Luke 2:9, and mean “to suddenly be near.” The meaning of standing “near” is in verses such as Luke 2:38 and Acts 22:20, and the meaning of “suddenly” is in verses such as Luke 21:34, and 1 Thessalonians 5:3. The combined meaning of “suddenly be near” occurs here in Luke 2:9, in Luke 24:4 when the angels appeared to the women at the tomb, and also in Acts 12:7 when the angel appeared to Peter in prison.
For the accuracy of the Christmas story and our understanding of angels it is important to note that the angel was standing on the ground in front of the shepherds, he was not flying or floating above them. The text says the angel was standing before them, not hovering over them. Alexander MacLaren correctly observes, “The angel speaks by the side of the shepherds, not from above.”[footnoteRef:1347] [1347:  MacLaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture.] 

That the angel (and later the army of angels; Luke 2:13) appeared on the ground and not in the air is the way angels generally appear to people in the Bible. For example, we see angels appearing on the ground when the angels came to Sodom and stayed with Lot (Gen. 19:1-3), when one came to Samson’s parents (Judg. 13:3-15), or appeared to Zechariah in the Temple (Luke 1:11), or appeared to Mary (Luke 1:26-38), and in many other places as well (cf. Gen. 16:7-11; 19:1-3; 32:1-2; Exod. 3:2; Num. 22:22-35; Judg. 2:1-5; 6:11-13; 13:3-6; 1 Kings 19:5-7; Dan. 3:24-25, 28; Zech. 1:10-11; 3:3; Matt. 4:11; 28:2-6; Luke 1:11-20, 26-38; John 20:12; Acts 5:19; 10:3-7; 11:13; 12:7-10; Rev. 22:8-9).
Although angels can appear to people while being in mid-air (1 Chron. 21:16), that is not usual and not what happened here in Luke 2:9. It was the sudden presence of the angel and the bright light of God that frightened the shepherds, not the fact that the angel was suspended in the air. Furthermore, the army of angels that suddenly appeared “with the angel” was on the ground also (Luke 2:13), just as they were on the ground when God’s angel army filled the hills around Elisha (2 Kings 6:17).
What an honor and privilege it must have been for those angels to be present at the birth of the Messiah. They had put up with the constant flow of evil coming from the Devil and his demons for thousands of years and were very aware that God’s whole creation was in pain due to the Devil and the consequences of the Fall. Now at last they knew the Messiah was born and that deliverance from evil and the restoration of all things was in sight.
“the glory of the Lord shone around them.” In this context, the “glory of the Lord” is the brilliant light that surrounded God. This light is often referred to as a “cloud” because it is bright, you cannot see into it, and it does not seem to have a specific shape but just shines out from God. This brilliant light, which is sometimes depicted as being multi-colored (Ezek. 1:28; Rev. 4:3), this cloud of glorious light that surrounds God, is referred to as “the glory of Yahweh” in many Old Testament verses (e.g., Ezek. 1:27-28, cf. 1 Kings 8:10-11; 2 Chron. 5:14). For example, it is the cloud of God’s presence that covered Mount Sinai, and Moses went into it, into the presence of God (Exod. 24:19). This “cloud” covered the Tabernacle and was inside it (Exod. 40:35-36) and also filled the Temple (1 Kings 8:10-11; 2 Chron. 5:13-14), and was so bright that Moses and the priests could not minister in its presence (Exod. 40:34-35; 1 Kings 8:11; 2 Chron. 5:14). The “cloud” around God was what Ezekiel saw in his vision when God’s presence went into the Temple (Ezek. 10:4; see commentary on Ezek. 1:4). At the Transfiguration, God was in the middle of the cloud of light that overshadowed Peter, James, and John, and that is why the text says that God’s voice came out of the cloud (Matt. 17:5; Mark 9:7; Luke 9:35). This bright “cloud” of light is why 1 Timothy 6:16 says God lives in “unapproachable light.”
So, when Scripture says something such as “the glory of the God is Israel came from the direction of the east” (Ezek. 43:2), or when it says, “the glory of Yahweh filled the house” (i.e., the Temple; Ezek. 43:5), we are not to think that somehow God’s “glory” can be apart from God. Instead, we are to understand that when God is present, His “glory,” His brilliant light, surrounds Him. Thus, sometimes God’s presence is described only as “the glory of Yahweh” (or “God,” or “the Lord”) because what people see is the light, the “cloud.” In other words, in many contexts, seeing “the glory of God” is seeing God Himself surrounded by unapproachable light.
Thus, Luke tells us that God was present at the birth of His Son, Jesus. God, surrounded by His “glory,” the brilliant light that indicated God’s presence, shined all around the shepherds and understandably they were frightened (Luke 2:13). We all know that God was present at the birth of His Son; God is technically everywhere at once, so of course He was there. But when we realize that God portrayed Himself as being personally present because His glory was present, that makes His presence at the birth of Christ much more “fatherly,” personal, and powerful.
[For more on the bright cloud and the “glory of Yahweh” see commentary on Ezekiel 1:28.]
“frightened with great fear.” In the Greek text this phrase is the figure of speech polyptoton; the same root word used with different inflections, in this case, one being a verb and the other a noun.[footnoteRef:1348] [1348:  Cf. Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 267, “polyptoton.”] 

[See Word Study: “Polyptoton.”]
Luk 2:10
“listen.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“the people.” Often the Greek word laos (#2992 λαός) is used to designate specifically the Jewish people. This is the case here; laos is to be understood to mean the people of Israel.[footnoteRef:1349] If God had wanted to refer to the Gentiles and everyone he could have used the plural, “the peoples” (e.g. Luke 2:31), or “all nations” (panta ta ethne: Matt. 28:19). For scriptures where “the people” clearly refers to the Jews, see: Matthew 13:15; Mark 7:6; Luke 1:68; 2:10; John 11:50; 18:14; Acts 3:23; 7:17; 13:17; 13:24; 13:31; 21:28; Hebrews 7:11; 7:27; 9:7; 9:19; 11:25. [1349:  Cf. R. C. H. Lenski, St. Luke’s Gospel, 129-30.] 

Here in Luke 2:10, by extension this announcement is good news to all people everywhere (Luke 2:31-32), and the future “will be” is prophetic to this effect, but here the angel is speaking to the shepherds in a way they would understand, of Israel’s long-awaited Messiah (cf. Luke 1:68).
Luk 2:11
“was born.” The Messiah that the Jews expected was “born,” as per the Old Testament prophecy (Isa. 9:6). The Jews were not expecting their Messiah to be God, and the angel did not say anything different than the shepherds expected; they certainly would not have expected God to be born.
[For more on Jesus being fully human, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.”]
“this day.” The Jewish day began at sunset; hence the angel was telling them what had happened sometime after sunset that evening. Jesus had been born after sunset.
“in the city of David.” The angels could have said, “in Bethlehem,” and been perfectly accurate, so why call Bethlehem, “the city of David” in this instance? The angels were announcing the birth of the long-awaited Messiah, and the mention of David’s name and his ancestral home also brought back to mind all the wonderful Messianic prophecies spoken about the Messiah by David and the prophets. The Psalms of David are full of Messianic prophecies and references to the Messiah, and no doubt many of them would have been the subject of discussion as the shepherds walked (hurriedly walked) from the fields into the town of Bethlehem. The Messiah was so closely connected to King David that he is actually called “David” by the figure of speech antonomasia (see commentary on Ezek. 37:24).
[See Word Study: “Antonomasia.”]
“the Savior.” We have translated this with “the,” although the Greek lacks the definite article. As Lenski says, “The relative clause [“who”] makes ‘Savior’ definite.”[footnoteRef:1350] [1350:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. Luke’s Gospel, 131.] 

“Messiah and Lord.” These words function like adjectives in the Greek, describing the Savior (cf. Lenski). These adjectives are descriptive of the baby, showing that he has both the properties of being the Messiah and the Lord. To translate the phrase as, “who is Messiah the Lord,” misses this point. We use the term Messiah here instead of “Christ” to make it clear what the angels were saying. The angels were expressing that the “Messiah,” the “Anointed One” had been born, and the text needs to make that clear.
Luk 2:12
“the sign.” It was not “a” sign, as though there were many signs, but “the” particular sign given the shepherds by the angel. In Luke 2:16, this finds its fulfillment when the shepherds find the baby in “the” manger. The sign involved both the swaddling clothes and the baby being in a manger.
“you will find a baby wrapped in swaddling clothes and lying in a manger.” This tells us that the shepherds would arrive at the home where Jesus was born a while after the birth because they would be allowed to come into the house and see the baby, and he would already be wrapped in swaddling clothes and in the manger.
Luk 2:13
“the heavenly army.” The Greek word translated “army” is stratia (#4756 στρατιά). Robertson writes: “A military term for a band of soldiers common in the ancient Greek.”[footnoteRef:1351] There is no good reason to translate stratia as “host” in modern versions. In the times of the King James Version (1611), the word “host” often referred to an army, but that use of “host” has almost completely fallen out of use, and very few modern readers would read “host” and think “army.” Nevertheless, many modern versions still use “host” due to tradition, and also due to the theology that “God is in control and the Devil can only do what God allows him to, so God does not need an army. Who would they fight?” [1351:  A. T. Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, 2:24.] 

This heavenly army of angels would have almost certainly been standing on the ground on the hillsides where the flocks were—the area around Bethlehem is very hilly. Many paintings and Christmas cards depict this army of angels having wings and hovering in the air, but that is not likely. With the exception of Zechariah 5:9, no angel in the Bible has wings, and they almost exclusively appear standing on the ground and looking as if they were humans. Records of angels appearing like humans or being on the ground occur throughout the Bible (cf. Gen. 18:1; 19:1-10; 28:12; Judg. 6:11-22; 13:3-6, 9-21; Luke 1:28-29; John 20:11-13). Also, when the angel army protected Elisha, they were on the ground all around Elisha (2 Kings 6:17).
It is worth noting that Luke 2:13 does not say something like “a great company of angels,” were at Jesus’ birth, but instead describes them as “a multitude of the heavenly army.” God and His angels had been waging war against the Devil and his angels (cf. Matt. 25:41) for millennia, and the whole creation had been groaning in pain, waiting for the redemption the Messiah would bring (Rom. 8:19-23). Now the Messiah had been born, and as the future commander and chief of all of God’s armies, it was fitting that the angelic army of God would show up at his birth to pay tribute to the newborn Redeemer.
[For more on the war between God and the Devil, see commentary on Luke 4:6. For more on the Devil being the god of this age, see commentary on 2 Cor. 4:4. For more on the names of the Devil that describe his characteristics, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.” For more on Adam and Eve getting the crafty nature of the Devil, see commentary on Rom. 7:17. For more on the future Kingdom of Christ on earth that will not have the Devil present, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on the future restored earth being called “Paradise,” see commentary on Luke 23:43.]
Luk 2:14
“Glory in the highest heavens to God. Scholars agree that the idea of the verse is that it is the angels and spiritual beings who dwell in the highest places who give glory to God.
The word “highest” is a common Greek word, hupsistos (#5310 ὕψιστος), and it is an adjective describing the highest place, or the highest rank. As an adjective, it needs a noun to fully complete its sense. We would say, “Glory to God in the highest places,” using the italics like the KJV, NASB, and ASV, to show that “places” is not in the Greek text but added for clarity. “Glory to God in the highest heavens” is a good translation. The “highest heaven” in this phrase is contrasted with the earth, a lower place, in the next phrase. Thus there is glory “in heaven,” and peace “on earth.” The birth of the savior was a cause for the spiritual beings of the highest heavens to glorify God, because the savior is not only the redeemer of mankind, but of the very universe itself, which is under bondage and decaying (Rom. 8:20-23). This same phrase, “in the highest heaven,” is also used in Luke 19:38.
The phrase “highest heaven” does not imply there is more than one heaven, with one heaven being higher than another, but rather the phrase uses the word “heaven” in its biblical sense: “heaven” is always plural in Hebrew and often plural in Greek. English readers do not get to see that because the translators almost always say “heaven” even when the Hebrew and Greek read “heavens.”
Both the Hebrew and Greek texts indicate that “the heavens” are a vast realm, with higher and lower parts, which is what we see in part when we look up. We know the moon is “lower” than the sun, and the sun is “lower” than the stars, but even so, we consider all of what is above us “heaven.” People in Bible times said, “the heavens.” Thus, the “highest places” or “highest heavens” refers to the highest places in the heavenly realm and by extension to the exalted spiritual beings who dwell in the highest part of heaven. This alludes to the fact that there is a hierarchy among spirits, with some being more powerful or prominent than others, something we see in other places in the Bible as well. This verse is saying that all through the heavens, even to the highest parts, there is glory given to God at the birth of the Messiah.
“on earth peace among people with whom he is well pleased.” As we will see in the commentary below, the peace that Christ will bring is for those people who believe in God and Jesus and therefore are those with whom God is well pleased; the peace is not for every person on earth as some translations wrongly indicate.
The translation of Luke 2:14 differs in different translations of the Bible. For example, if we compare the King James Version with the New American Standard Bible, the KJV reads, “Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace, good will toward men,” but the NASB reads, “Glory to God in the highest, And on earth peace among men with whom He is pleased.” There is a big difference between the meanings of these two versions. Is God’s peace to some people, or all people? The difference in translation is due to the way this verse was copied from one Greek manuscript to the next at some early date in history. The copying of one manuscript to another is referred to as the “transmission of the text,” and sometimes mistakes were made in copying, just as can happen today when someone copies something. Thankfully, due to the extensive number of early manuscripts available today, computer technology that allows very accurate comparison of the texts, and the hard work of scholars, the true reading of the ancient Greek text can usually be reconstructed and thus the modern Greek text of the New Testament is very accurate.
The problem in translating Luke 2:14 has to do with the very last word in the Greek text of the verse, which in some manuscripts is eudokias (a genitive) and in others eudokia (a nominative). Debates raged hot and heavy for centuries as to which reading was original, with scholars on both sides arguing for their point of view. The debate continued through the early 1900s, subsided during the middle of that century, and today the debate is considered settled by textual scholars. This is in part due to a better understanding of the development of the Greek text over time, and in part due to the discovery and coordination of more Greek manuscripts, including a discovery in the Dead Sea Scrolls (first discovered in 1947). Thus, the modern versions of the Bible, such as the Amplified Bible, ESV, NIV, NRSV, and more, all say something that parallels the NASB shown above. The reading eudokias, which is the genitive case, is clearly the original reading, and the variant, eudokia, was created when the “s” was dropped.
The issue of the correct reading of the Greek text being settled, we still must translate the text into English in the best way possible. Along with the glory that the angels of heaven give to God, there is to be peace on earth. But to whom? The Greek phrase is only three words, and is literally translated, “among men of goodwill.” The truth being communicated is that there is peace from God to people with whom He has goodwill. Modern versions try to express this idea, but often with varying degrees of success. Nevertheless, the point is that God’s peace is not to everyone; it is for those people who have turned their hearts to Him. We might quite literally translate the Greek as “among people of God’s goodwill,” or as it is put more understandably in the REV, “among people with whom he is well pleased.” This translation fits perfectly with the Old Testament prophecies and predictions of the coming Messiah, who was foretold to be a warrior for God, delivering God’s people while destroying His enemies (e.g. Ps. 2:6-12; Isa. 11:4; 63:1-6). Furthermore, in Matthew 10:34 Jesus said, “Do not assume that I came to bring peace on the earth. I did not come to bring peace, but a sword.” Also, in Luke 12:49-53 he said, “I have come to bring fire on the earth, and how I wish it were already kindled! ...Do you think that I have come to bring peace on the earth? I tell you, no, but rather division, for from now on there will be five in one house, divided three against two, and two against three. They will be divided father against son, and son against father; mother against daughter, and daughter against her mother; mother-in-law against her daughter-in-law, and daughter-in-law against her mother-in-law.” As we know from both history and life today, Jesus’ words were true. Ever since Christ came, families, and indeed, the world itself, have been divided over Jesus, with some believing in him and some rejecting him. God’s peace will be with those who believe in him.
The peace that God’s people will enjoy is clearly linked in prophecy to the destruction of those who oppose God. It is undeniable that the lives of godly people would be more peaceful if there were no wicked people on earth. The people of God will enjoy peace in the future in part because Jesus Christ will destroy the wicked and unrepentant. Scripture never says that the ungodly or unsaved have peace with God. Romans 5:1 says, “…we [Christians] have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ.” It does not say, “Everyone” has peace with God. The Church Epistles thus echo what the Old Testament and Gospels proclaim: that the peace of God is for those who believe in God. The ungodly experience the wrath of God (Rom. 1:18). When the Messiah comes from heaven, fights the Battle of Armageddon, and conquers the earth, he will kill the wicked. There are a number of verses that express that fact in various ways (cf. Rev. 19:19-21; Isa. 11:4; 63:1-6; Ps. 45:3-5; Matt. 25:41-46). The fact that there will be no wicked people on earth when the Messiah rules it as king is one of the reasons that the next life will be wonderful and called “Paradise.”
Although it has been many centuries since Christ came and there is still not peace on earth, God’s plan of peace on earth will one day be fulfilled. Some day in the future Jesus Christ will come to earth and fight the Battle of Armageddon and conquer the earth, and the prophecies will be fulfilled: his kingdom will fill the earth (Dan. 2:35), and “of his government and of peace there will be no end” (Isa. 9:7 ESV). Thus it was appropriate that on the day of Christ’s birth some 2,000 years ago, the angelic army of heaven descended to the earth and proclaimed to mankind, “Glory in the highest heavens to God, and on earth peace among people with whom he is well pleased” (Revised English Version).
Luk 2:15
“Let’s go straight to Bethlehem.” The angel never commanded the shepherds to go to Bethlehem. That was assumed because the shepherds were godly men and would have automatically gone to see the Messiah. Similarly, there are things that believers should know to do, and do, without being specifically told.
“thing.” From the Greek rhēma (#4487 ῥῆμα), which can mean, “a word or message,” or “the event that the word describes, a thing or event.”[footnoteRef:1352] Here in verses 15, 17, and 19 it refers not to the words themselves but to the whole event being described by the message. The shepherds wanted to go see the event the angel’s message described, not go see the words. Likewise, in verse 17 the shepherds speak “about” (Greek: peri #4012 περί) the rhēma, which shows that they were not just making known the message’s content, but “told the whole story,”[footnoteRef:1353] they made known “about” the message, i.e., all about the angels, the sign, and having found the child. Lastly, in verse 19, Mary does not just store up the angel’s words about the child in her heart, but ponders the entire event. [1352:  BDAG, s.v. “ῥῆμα.”]  [1353:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. Luke’s Gospel, 138.] 

“which the Lord has made known to us.” The shepherds do not say, “which the angel has made known to us.” This is a good example of the principle of Author-agent in the Bible. The shepherds knew that the angel was an agent of God and spoke for God, so although it was the angel who spoke the words, from the shepherd’s point of view, it was God the Author who made the message known.
Luk 2:16
“the baby lying in the manger.” Because Jesus was now in swaddling clothes and in the manger, the arrival of the shepherds would have been some time after the actual birth of Jesus. The women helping Mary would have cleaned things up after the birth, and gotten the mother and baby boy ready for the men to see. The men, outside celebrating the birth of a boy, would have come in to see him, and shortly after, the shepherds would have arrived too. It would not have been hard to find the house in a small village like Bethlehem. Jesus would almost certainly have been the only boy born that night in the village, and it was customary to have a big celebration with music and food when a boy was born. The shepherds could have easily followed the noise to where Jesus was born.
One of the ways we know that Jesus was born in a loving household that was taking good care of him, and not in a stable, was that the shepherds were godly men who had been awaiting the Promised Messiah. Immediately after the angels left them, they “went with haste” to Bethlehem, and after they saw the child they were so excited they told the people of the area about him, and then they went back to their work, “glorifying and praising God.” If those godly shepherds saw that Jesus and the family were not being well cared for, they would have been scandalized and outraged and immediately invited the family to their own homes and treated this promised Messiah like the royalty he was.
The noise of the celebration about Jesus’ birth was customary and would have led the shepherds right to the house where Jesus was born. It was a common custom that when a baby boy was born there was a huge celebration, but when a baby girl was born there was no celebration. That was because boys added to the family and girls took away from it. It was customary that when a young couple married, they lived in the boy’s parents’ home (usually a room was added, or a room built on the roof, and that custom continues today in much of the Middle East). Also, unlike in Europe or in early biblical times, after the Babylonian Captivity it became the custom that it was the girl’s side of the family that paid the dowry.[footnoteRef:1354] So while a boy brought another female to help, and grandchildren, and money, into the family, the girl cost the family what it took to raise her, then cost them money to have her married, and then she left the family. [1354:  David Fiensy, The Archaeology of Daily Life, 156.] 

[For more information on the birth of Jesus, see commentary on Luke 2:7. For information on the Magi arriving over a year later, and not being present at the birth of Christ, see commentary on Matt. 2:1.]
Luk 2:17
“they saw it.” Literally, this verse reads “having seen, they made known.” Some versions supply “it” (ESV, KJV) or “this” (NRSV, NASB), while other versions supply “him” (NIV, NET) or “them” (HCSB). The difference in translation affects the reader’s understanding of whether the shepherds saw the fulfillment of the sign of the child lying in the manger (“it” or “this”), or they simply saw the child and his parents (“him” or “them”). The context indicates that “it,” meaning the fulfillment of the sign, is what the shepherds saw and this made them go and make it known. Verse 16 employs the definite article “the,” indicating that they found “the” manger, namely, the one just foretold by the angel in Luke 2:12, and having seen it they went and made the event known.
We do not know how late at night Jesus was born, but there was always a great celebration among family and friends when a baby boy was born. There is nothing in the text to indicate that the shepherds had to wake the townspeople up in the middle of the night; many people in the village would have been awake and rejoicing that a baby boy from the line of David had been born in the City of David.
“they made it known.” The Greek verb translated “made known” is gnōrizō (#1107 γνωρίζω), and it means “to make known.” The shepherds, upon seeing the baby Jesus, made known what had happened to them and the message of the angels. The Bible does not say the extent to which the shepherds spread the message they had heard, but Luke 2:18 tells us that “all” who heard it were amazed. Some later Greek manuscripts have the verb diagnōrizō (#1232 διαγνωρίζω) instead of gnōrizō, and diagnōrizō is an intensified form of gnōrizō and is the reason that versions such as the King James say that the shepherds “spread abroad” the news. However, study of the Greek text of the New Testament shows that gnōrizō is the correct reading, and thus the text is telling us that the shepherds made known the message of the angels, but it does not tell us the extent to which they made the message known.
“about.” For the significance of peri, see commentary on Luke 2:15, “thing.” The shepherds did not just tell others what the angels said, they told “about the message,” that is, they told the whole story about the angels, the light, what the angels said—the whole picture. However, we should not miss that the emphasis here in the text is “the message,” not the whole event. The Bible does not say, “the shepherds told what happened,” they told about “the message.” While that included how the message was delivered, the great truth is what the message itself contained, which was the Messiah, the Savior of the world had been born. Of course, the shepherds knew it would be years before the baby grew and fulfilled his God-given purpose (which they misunderstood at the time), but even so, they knew their salvation was near, and they may have thought it could perhaps happen even while they were alive (we don’t know the age of the shepherds), and they would have told everyone that the Savior had been born. At that time, no one really knew the Messiah would come twice: once to die and once again to conquer the earth and set up his kingdom on earth.
The message is always more important than the way it is delivered. The angels and the great light were very powerful, but the really important thing was that the Messiah had been born.
“message.” From the Greek rhēma (#4487 ῥῆμα). See commentary on Luke 2:15, “thing”.
Luk 2:19
“things.” From the Greek rhēma (#4487 ῥῆμα), see commentary on Luke 2:15, “thing”.
Luk 2:21
“eight days.” The eight days required by Genesis 17:12. The child had to be circumcised on the eighth day, which is precisely the day when the clotting factor prothrombin is the highest in a newborn baby. Until the eighth day levels of Vitamin K, which produces prothrombin, are insufficient and any surgery before this could produce hemorrhaging. Out of love, our God ordered that the circumcision rite be done precisely on the eighth day, the only time in a baby’s life when prothrombin levels are above 100 percent.
“We should commend the many hundreds of workers who labored at great expense over a number of years to discover that the safest day to perform circumcision is the eighth. Yet, as we congratulate medical science for this recent finding, we can almost hear the leaves of the Bible rustling. They would like to remind us that four thousand years ago, when God initiated circumcision with Abraham...., Abraham did not pick the eighth day after many centuries of trial-and-error experiments. Neither he nor any of his company from the ancient city of Ur in the Chaldees ever had been circumcised. It was a day picked by the Creator of vitamin K.”[footnoteRef:1355] [1355:  S. I. McMillen, None of These Diseases, 93.] 

Luk 2:22
“when the days of their ceremonial cleansing according to the Law of Moses were completed.” That period of time was 40 days (Lev. 12:2-4). After Jesus was born, Joseph and Mary stayed in Bethlehem until after the Magi arrived and the angel told Joseph to take his family and go to Egypt (Matt. 2:13-15).
Luk 2:23
“will be called holy to the Lord.” This command to set apart and redeem the firstborn male was from the Mosaic Law (Exod. 13:2, 12; Num. 18:15-16). Every male child was to be redeemed, and the redemption price was five shekels of silver, about two ounces (Num. 18:15-16). In the case of the birth of Jesus, when Joseph and Mary went to the Temple to offer the sacrifices required for Mary’s purification after childbirth—a lamb for a burnt offering and a bird for a sin offering (Lev. 12:6)—they also offered the five shekels of silver as the price of redemption (or “ransom”) of baby Jesus. In the case of Joseph and Mary, they were too poor for a lamb, so they offered birds (Luke 2:24; Lev. 12:8).
Luk 2:24
“A pair of turtledoves.” This verse contains important information concerning the timing of the events of the birth of Jesus. According to Leviticus 12:8, a woman was only allowed to bring a pair of turtledoves or two young pigeons as a sacrifice after childbirth if she could not afford a lamb. This shows that even more than a month after Jesus was born, the Magi had not arrived in Bethlehem yet, because once they did, Mary and Joseph could have well afforded a lamb as a birth sacrifice. That Joseph and Mary could not afford a lamb was no doubt in part because Joseph did not have a prestigious job, but was a builder (see commentary on Matt. 13:55).
Mary’s cleansing and the presentation of Jesus in the Temple would have been 40 days after the birth of Jesus (Lev. 12:2-4). Mary and Joseph would have made the seven-mile walk with Jesus from Bethlehem to the Temple in Jerusalem to present Jesus only because Bethlehem was so close to the Temple. Women were not expected to travel far after childbirth. After presenting Jesus and making the sacrifices, they went back to Bethlehem, where Joseph had no doubt found work. The Magi arrived on the scene almost two years later, which is why Herod killed the babies in Bethlehem and the surrounding area who were two years old and younger. Had the Magi already come to Bethlehem and been with the shepherds at the manger, as tradition teaches, then the gold, frankincense, and myrrh that they brought would have made Joseph and Mary far too wealthy for her sacrifice of the doves or pigeons to be accepted by God.
After a woman had a child, she had to wait 40 days after a boy was born and 80 days after a girl was born (Lev. 12:1-5). Then she was to present sacrifices to God: a lamb for a burnt offering and a turtledove or pigeon for a sin offering (Lev. 12:6-8).
Some teachers have stated that Joseph and Mary did not bring a lamb as a childbirth offering because Jesus was the lamb, but that belief cannot be substantiated from the Bible. It was only assumed because it was also assumed that the Magi had already come and visited Joseph and Mary, which they had not—the Magi had not arrived yet. Matthew 2:1 makes it clear that the Magi did not even arrive in Jerusalem, much less Bethlehem, until after Jesus was born. Joseph and Mary, of all people, would have kept the Levitical Law, and also, the priests in Jerusalem who accepted the sacrifice would never have accepted it if they thought that Joseph and Mary were cheating God out of His required sacrifice.
Luk 2:25
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“deeply religious.” The Greek is eulabēs (#2126 εὐλαβής); see commentary on Acts 10:2; “godly man.”
“comforting.” Cf. Young’s literal translation. Paraklēsis (#3874 παράκλησις) has a large semantic range including “encouragement, exhortation, appeal, and comfort.” Most translations go with “consolation.” In this situation, however, “comforting” seems to get more at the heart of it. In the harsh reality of Roman control, Simeon was waiting for all that the Messiah would bring: plenty of food, peace, protection from enemies, etc. This would come as great comfort to a hurting nation.
“holy spirit was upon him.” The Greek text has no article “the.” This holy spirit was the gift of God that He gave to some believers before Pentecost.
[For more information on the holy spirit and uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?” and also see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
Luk 2:26
“revealed to him.” See commentary on Matthew 2:12.
“holy spirit.” The context shows that this refers to the gift of holy spirit rather than the Father who is the Giver. For in the verses before and after, “holy spirit” is clearly referring to the gift. Further, although the Greek has the articles “‘the’ spirit ‘the’ holy” there are instances where having both articles can refer to the gift (Mark 12:36; Luke 3:22; 10:21; John 14:26; Acts 2:33; 5:32; 10:44; 10:47; 11:15; 15:8; 19:6). In this case, “the holy spirit” refers to the holy spirit that was upon him that had just been mentioned in the previous verse.
[For more information on the uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
“see death.” The phrase “see death” is an idiom for die. God showed Simeon by revelation that he would not die until he had seen the Messiah.
“Messiah.” The Greek word is christos, which is usually translated as “Christ” but also means “anointed one” or “messiah.” Here we translated it “Messiah” because Simeon was a Jew looking forward to the comforting of Israel, which would mean, in part, that he was looking forward to the coming Jewish Messiah and Messianic Age.
Luk 2:27
“And he came by the spirit into the Temple.” Simeon had to come “by the spirit,” that is, by revelation, into the Temple because there was no other reason for him to be there. It was not a special feast day or Sabbath (Joseph and Mary could not have traveled the seven miles from Bethlehem to Jerusalem on the Sabbath), it was just an ordinary day of the week after Mary had completed 40 days of cleansing. The Bible gives us the reason he was there: he was there because God told him to go there.
Luk 2:29
“Master.” The Greek is despotēs (#1203 δεσπότης) meaning master or lord, and it refers to someone who has legal control and authority over others, such as subjects or slaves (cf. 1 Tim. 6:1; Titus 2:9). Thayer points out that it was “strictly the correlative of “slave” doulos, and hence denoted absolute ownership and uncontrolled power.”[footnoteRef:1356] It also refers to someone who controls a thing, hence, an “owner.” It is used both as a title for God (Luke 2:29; Acts 4:24), and a title for Jesus Christ (2 Pet. 2:1; Jude 1:4). Whereas despotēs denoted absolute power and control, kurios, “lord,” has a more general meaning applicable to the various relationships in life, which is why we see kurios used even as a term of address equivalent to our polite way of addressing strangers as “Sir” (cf. KJV Matt. 13:27; John 4:11; John 5:7; etc.). [1356:  Thayer’s Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “δεσπότης.”] 

“according to your word.” The word spoken of in Luke 2:26, that he would not see death until he had seen the Messiah.
Luk 2:32
The salvation and everlasting life given by the Messiah was not just for the Jews, even though many of them thought that it was. The first prophecy of the Messiah is the one God made to Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden in Genesis 3:15, and that was thousands of years before the Jews existed. About 2,000 years after that first prophecy of the Messiah, God promised Abraham that all the people of earth, not just the Jews, would be blessed through him (Gen. 12:3). Then God repeated that promise to Isaac (Gen. 26:4); and to Jacob (Gen. 28:14). Besides those promises, the Old Testament had a number of verses that spoke of Gentiles being included in the Messianic Kingdom, which meant they were granted everlasting life (Ps. 102:15; Isa. 2:2-4; 19:23-25; 42:6; 49:6; 51:4-5; 56:3-7; 60:3; 66:18-21; Ezek. 39:21, 27; Mic. 4:2; Hag. 2:7; Zech. 8:22).
Luk 2:33
“at the things that were being said.” This shows us that Simeon said a lot more about the Messiah than is recorded here in Luke.
Luk 2:34
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“appointed.” The Greek is keimai (#2749 κεῖμαι), which has a number of meanings, including, to be set in place, thus to lie, or be set; to be placed on something; to exist or have a place; to occur, appear, or be found; to be appointed or destined. Although some translations go with “destined,” we did not feel that was the correct meaning, and is very close to “predestined.” Jesus was human, and as a human could have failed in his mission. God “appointed” him as Messiah, but Jesus had to rise to the occasion, and walk out his appointment and calling. So does each Christian.
“to cause.” The eis (#1519 εἰς) in this verse has a causal meaning. Compare NIV and HCSB translations.
“falling and rising.” These are translated from the Greek words ptōsis (#4431 πτῶσις) and anastasis (#386 ἀνάστασις). Louw-Nida translates ptosis—usually rendered “falling”—as “to suffer destruction or ruin, with the implication of having formerly held a position of eminence.”[footnoteRef:1357] Anastasis is used everywhere else in the New Testament, 39 times, to indicate “resurrection.” We were sorely tempted to translate it thus here as well, but did not because the word can also mean “rising,” and is used that way in the LXX. Also, anastasis here seems to include a broader sense of “rising” than just resurrection; although we are quick to add that resurrection is clearly implied here by Simeon. Hence, a narrower translation would be “for the destruction and resurrection of many in Israel.” [1357:  Louw and Nida, Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “πτῶσις.”] 

The Greek is ambivalent as to whether it is the rise of some and the fall of some, or whether everybody falls and then rises. The greater scope of Scripture points to the former. However, due to the ambiguity of the Greek, there is the implication that many will fall before they rise, as is the case with the apostle Paul who first stumbled because of the Lord, then rose up to seize eternal life.
“that will be continually opposed.” “Will be” is supplied because it is a prophecy regarding the future. “Continually”[footnoteRef:1358] comes from the present tense of the verb, in this case, a durative present indicating continual action (See commentary on 1 John 1:7 for more on this usage of the present). The Greek is antilegō (#483 ἀντιλέγω). It has two distinct meanings: to be spoken against, or to be opposed. Both fit here, and thus the Greek gives a fuller sense than can be given in English. Christ will be spoken against, but more than that, he will be opposed in general in every way. Jesus is, and always has been, opposed and spoken against by those who will not submit to God’s rule and His rules. Robertson writes: “Spoken against (antilegomenon). Present passive participle, continuous action. It is going on today. Nietzsche [the German philosopher who was known for the phrase, “God is dead”] regarded Jesus Christ as the curse of the race because he spared the weak.”[footnoteRef:1359] [1358:  Cf. Charles B. Williams, The New Testament: A Private Translation in the Language of the People.]  [1359:  Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, 2:29.] 

There is certainly a sense in which the entire life of Christ was a sign. Jesus Christ himself is a sign that is continually opposed. The sign also can refer to the resurrection of Christ. As Christ told the Pharisees who were asking him for a sign:
Matthew 12:39-40
An evil and adulterous generation seeks for a sign, but no sign will be given to it except the sign of the prophet Jonah. For just as Jonah was in the belly of the great fish for three days and three nights, so will the Son of Man be in the heart of the earth for three days and three nights.
The sign of Jonah was to be the sign for that generation, and this sign was opposed by the Jews (e.g., Matt. 16:21-22; 27:62-64); it makes sense then that the resurrection of Christ was partly what Simeon was referring to.
If the resurrection was the sign, then this verse indicates Christ was “appointed” beforehand for this, which is why God could not take “this cup” from him in Gethsemane (Matt. 26:39; Mark 14:36; Luke 22:42). Having been appointed for this, Christ was the “Lamb who was slain from the creation of the world” (Rev. 13:8 NIV).
Luk 2:35
“broadsword.” An unusual word for “sword,” occurring only here and in the book of Revelation (Rev. 1:16; 2:12, 16; 6:8; 19:15, 21). The Greek is rhomphaia (#4501 ῥομφαία). It has several meanings. It was a large sword, usually two-edged, which was used by non-Greek-speaking peoples, especially the Thracians. We can rightly refer to it as a “broadsword.” Also, rhomphaia was used of a long Thracian javelin, and also a kind of long sword usually worn on the right shoulder. The word appears very often in the Septuagint, and was the word used for the sword of Goliath. This long, broad, two-edged sword would pass through Mary’s soul as the life of her son developed. The fact that it can refer to a Thracian spear also points to one of the final acts of violence toward her son when the Roman soldier pierced Christ’s side with a spear.[footnoteRef:1360] [1360:  Cf. Thayer; BDAG, s.v.“ ῥομφαία.”] 

“will pierce through your own soul.” The reason that Simeon was led to say this to Mary and not to Joseph as well is not stated but can be figured out. By the time Jesus started his ministry Joseph had died, so Joseph never lived to experience the torment and anguish that Mary experienced with Jesus: his rejection by his own brothers, the confusion over his ministry, why he did not deliver Israel from their oppressors, and his horrific suffering and death. Like the apostles and close disciples, it was after Jesus was raised from the dead and appeared to his disciples that she came to realize the work that Jesus had to accomplish, but while he was going through it, it was confusing and emotionally devastating.
Mary, like the apostles and others, did not know that Jesus had to die for the sins of humankind, nor did Joseph and Mary know that Joseph would die before Jesus started his ministry, and so there is little doubt that what Simeon said to them would be confusing and give them much to think about for many years until it was clearly fulfilled.
[For more on Joseph dying before Jesus started his ministry, see commentary on John 19:27.]
“soul.” The Greek word often translated “soul” is psuchē (#5590 ψυχή, pronounced psoo-'kay), and it has a large number of meanings, including the physical life of a person or animal; an individual person; or attitudes, emotions, feelings, and thoughts. Here it refers to the thoughts, feelings, and emotions of Mary. With all that happened to Jesus in his life, she would feel as if she had been pierced by a sword.
[For a more complete explanation of “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
“so that the reasoning of many hearts will be revealed.” Many things in life reveal what is in the heart. Here in Luke 2:34-35, the life of Jesus Christ is said to be one of those things. Wise and humble people accept Jesus’ sacrifice for their sins and follow and obey him, while proud and self-willed people reject him. There will be a day of judgment for all people, and at that time people will be held accountable for ignoring and defying God, their Creator. When believers tell unbelievers about Christ, whether with words or by the way they live, they are doing two things. They are giving them a genuine choice and chance to live or die, and they are making the judgment they will receive on Judgment Day very clear: unbelievers had a chance to believe and repent and rejected it. Those two reasons explain why God asks people to speak to others even when He, who knows the hearts, knows they will not believe (e.g. Exod. 4:21; Jer. 7:27).
Luk 2:36
“a prophetess, Anna.” That the text tells us that Anna was “a prophetess” indicates that she was openly known as a prophetess. Thus her reputation would give weight to the words she spoke about baby Jesus.
It is an amazing demonstration of the love God has for His people that He would reveal to both Simeon and Anna that the Christ was in the Temple. The Temple was very segregated, with courts for the men, and courts for the women. The only way to get the word effectively to both groups was for God to tell both a respected man and a respected woman that the Christ was there.
“from when she was a virgin.” Stating it this way emphasizes the purity of Anna’s life, and simultaneously shows that this was her first husband. She lived with this man seven years, until he died and she became a widow; she did not take another husband, but remained a widow until she was 84 here at the Temple scene. See commentary on Luke 2:37 for controversy regarding Anna’s age.
Luk 2:37
“as a widow until the age of 84.” There are differences among commentators and translators as to whether Anna was 84 years old, or was a widow for 84 years on top of her seven years of marriage and the time before she was married. The Greek can be understood either way. It reads literally, “and she a widow up to eighty-four years,” which could mean she was a widow for 84 years or she lived as a widow up to her eighty-fourth year. On the former view, if she was married at age 14 then she would be 105 (14+7+84=105).[footnoteRef:1361] KJV and HCSB go with the interpretation of an older Anna: e.g., “and was a widow for 84 years” (HCSB). However, we have sided with translations such as ESV and NIV, which suppose the younger age. Hendriksen provides a good summary of the arguments and sides with our translation. As he points out, verse 37 portrays Anna as being very active, daily in the Temple performing the service of religious duties, praying, and fasting. This is much more likely to be the case if she were 84 rather than 105. [1361:  Hendriksen, New Testament Commentary: Luke, 171-73.] 

Luk 2:38
“to all those who were waiting for the redemption of Jerusalem.” In Luke 2:38, “Jerusalem” is being put for the city itself and the rest of Israel, as often happens in the Old Testament. In Jerusalem and Israel there were people who believed the prophets and were waiting for the redemption of Jerusalem and Israel, and there were people who did not believe the prophets or did not care about religion at all. Anna knew not to waste her time trying to talk about the Messiah to people who did not believe. She spoke to faithful people who were waiting for redemption.
Luk 2:39
“And when they had completed everything required by the law of the Lord.” This is one of the very many places where the word “and” does not indicate that the two events connected by the “and” happened in immediate succession; the “and” simply continues the narration. Another thing that had to be completed after the offering for sin was Jesus’ trip to Egypt. When we put the events of the other Gospels together with this verse, we can see that Joseph and Mary stayed in Bethlehem after Jesus was born until they went to Egypt, and they went from there to Nazareth.
Jesus was born in Bethlehem (Luke 2:4, 11). Joseph and his family still would have been there 40 days later when they had to travel the seven miles (11.2 km) north to Jerusalem to present Jesus in the Temple and offer a sacrifice (Luke 2:21-24; Lev. 12:1-8). They were still in Bethlehem when the Magi arrived 18 months to two years later (Matt. 2:8). There simply is no evidence that they left Bethlehem and went back to Nazareth then went back to Bethlehem again in that time, and no reason for them to have done so. After the Magi left Bethlehem, Joseph took Mary and Jesus and went to Egypt (Matt. 2:14). He stayed there until Herod was dead and then went back to Nazareth (Matt. 2:15, 23).
A major key to the chronology of the birth of Christ is the phrase in this verse, “when they had completed everything required by the law of the Lord.” The word “law” is nomos (#3551 νόμος), and it has a very wide semantic range. The meanings of nomos include anything established, such as a custom; a law, rule, regulation, principle, precept, or injunction; the Mosaic Law; the entire Old Testament; and the moral instruction given by Christ. The exact meaning of nomos in any given context must be determined from that context. In this context, nomos refers to the entire Old Testament, and thus “everything required by the law” refers to all the things in the Old Testament spoken about the Christ, whether it was in the Torah (the five books of Moses), the prophets, or the writings. In this context, the Greek phrase kata ho nomos, often translated as “according to the law,” refers to the things in the law, or things required by the law (cf. BBE, CEB, CJB, NIV, NJB, NLT, NRSV, and see commentary on Gal. 3:29). Part of what was in the law that had to be fulfilled by the Messiah was that he had to be called out from Egypt (Matt. 2:15; Hos. 11:1). Remembering that, we can see that Luke 2:39 is a kind of summary verse that mentions the trip to Egypt simply by saying they fulfilled everything required by the law.
In summary, Jesus was born in Bethlehem, and his parents stayed there for perhaps as long as two years after he was born, then they went to Egypt to escape Herod. They left Egypt when Herod was dead, and settled in Nazareth.
Luk 2:41
“the feast of the Passover.” Passover is one of three feasts—Passover, Pentecost, and Tabernacles—that required all adult Jewish males to go to Jerusalem (Exod. 23:14-17; 34:22, 23; Deut. 16:16). The imperfect tense of “went” shows they habitually went; compare Hendriksen’s translation: “His parents were in the habit of going to Jerusalem.” Since only males “of mature age” were required to go, that Mary also attended shows us Mary and Joseph were a devoted couple.[footnoteRef:1362] [1362:  See Hendriksen, New Testament Commentary: Luke, 182-83.] 

Luk 2:42
“according to the custom.” For an explanation of customary trips to Jerusalem, see commentary on Luke 2:41.
Luk 2:43
“of the feast.” There is a question as to whether this phrase belongs in verse 42, “according to the custom of the feast,” or in verse 43, “completed the days of the feast.” The Greek could be read either way; NRSV, NASB, HCSB, KJV, and ASV go with “custom of the feast,” while NIV, ESV, and NET take it to go with verse 43. We believe it should be taken with verse 43 because if left as “custom of the feast” then there is no genitive subject to complete the genitive absolute started in verse 43. Further, it strikes us less likely that they would be said to go to Jerusalem according to the “custom of the feast” when in reality it was the Mosaic Law that dictated customary visits to Jerusalem, not “festival custom” (NAB translation).
Luk 2:44
“diligently searching.” The Greek word is anazēteō (#327 ἀναζητέω), comprised of the word for seeking, zēteō (#2212 ζητέω), with the intensifier ana. Louw-Nida translates anazēteō as, “to try to learn the location of something by searching for it (presumably somewhat more emphatic or goal-directed than in the case of ζητέω).”[footnoteRef:1363] We have brought out the intensified meaning of the Greek by the translation “diligently searching.” This seems especially justified here given the situation of a missing child, and Mary’s admission to being “greatly distressed” in Luke 2:48. [1363:  Louw and Nida, Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “ἀναζητέω.”] 

Luk 2:45
“diligently searching.” See commentary on Luke 2:44.
Luk 2:48
“Look here!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“astonished.” This is a very powerful word; from the Greek ekplēssō (#1605 ἐκπλήσσω). It designates an overwhelming astonishment: “to cause to be filled with amazement to the point of being overwhelmed.”[footnoteRef:1364] After days of diligently searching for their missing child, Joseph and Mary are flooded with emotions at his discovery. [1364:  BDAG, s.v. “ἐκπλήσσω.”] 

Luk 2:49
“Why….” These are the first recorded words of Jesus.
“must be.” Jesus, as the Messiah, “must be” in his Father’s house, where he would learn about his Father.
“in my Father’s house.” This is a common Greek idiom, and does not mean “about my Father’s business” which has been popularized by the KJV. The Greek is en tois tou patros mou (ἐν τοῖς τοῦ πατρός μου), which literally translates as “in the of Father of me,” The phrase is an idiom; it does not make sense literally, and idiomatically it means “in my Father’s house.” At 12 years old, Jesus knew he was the promised Messiah and the Son of God, and he told his parents that he “must be” in his Father’s house, the Temple. He was surprised that they would think he would be anywhere else. This verse shows a little of the workings of the mind of a 12-year-old who is the sinless Son of God. As a 12-year-old, he was appropriately disconnected from the pain his absence would cause his parents, but as the Son of God he already felt the mission of God working inside him and knew he must be in the Temple, and he was sitting at the feet of the great teachers there listening to them, asking them questions, and learning from them.[footnoteRef:1365] [1365:  Cf. A. T. Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, 2:34-35.] 

Luk 2:52
“in wisdom and stature and in favor with God and man.” This verse mentions three things that Jesus kept increasing in as he grew and matured: wisdom, stature, and favor with God and people.
As to wisdom, Jesus was a fully human person and he came from the womb with no knowledge or wisdom, and he had to acquire it as he grew, and acquire it he did. He needed to become aware of who he was as the Son of God, what his mission and destiny were, that he would one day rule the world, and that he would have to pay for the sins of mankind by suffering and then ultimately by dying. Joseph and Mary would have been his primary teachers, but there would have been others as well, and then as he continued to grow he would have learned how to read and then learned from the Scripture itself.
As to stature, Jesus was 12 years old in Luke 2, and he would have continued to grow and develop into a strong young man. He would not have been particularly tall or handsome, because Isaiah makes the point that he was not attractive to people because of his good looks, majesty, or beauty (Isa. 53:2).
As to favor with the people around him, as Jesus grew and acquired knowledge, wisdom, and social skills, the people around him would have admired him and shown him favor. As to favor with God, as Jesus grew and matured he would have constantly deepened his relationship with God. His knowledge of God and the Old Testament would have grown and led to godly thinking and character. His prayer life would have deepened, and he would have had an ever-deepening understanding of what he was called to accomplish in life. Also, his knowledge of the Law and the lessons in the Bible, and his obedience to the Law, and commitment to do what was right in God’s eyes would have led to continued nurture and favor from God. Even though Jesus was the Son of God, he had to grow by experience like anyone else does, and God’s favor upon him would have provided more and more varying experiences and opportunities for growth. Jesus never sinned, but making a mistake and learning from it is not a sin, and surely that happened to Jesus just like it did to other young people.
The fact that Jesus “kept increasing…in favor with God” is very good evidence that Jesus Christ was not God or a member of the Trinity, but was what the Bible says he is: the only begotten Son of God, the last Adam, a man approved by God. “God” does not need to increase in favor with God; in fact, he cannot. The members of the Trinity cannot grow in favor with each other. Trinitarians teach that Jesus was “God in the flesh,” a member of the Trinity, but “God,” by definition, has favor with God so this verse does not even make sense if Jesus is God. Trinitarian doctrine is that it is the “human part” of the God Jesus that grew, but that is not what the Bible says. In fact, it does not even say that Jesus grew in favor with the Father, he grew in favor with “God.” Trinitarian doctrine is that Jesus was 100% God and 100% human, and had both natures in his one flesh body, and the human part grew. But that is never stated in the Bible; it is manufactured to support the doctrine of the Trinity. Furthermore, if the “two natures” theory was correct, the God part of Jesus would have known about the human part, and the human part known about the God part, so how could the human part grow? It would have had immediate and constant access to the God part, and would have had no need and even ostensibly no ability to grow. God does not grow in knowledge or “favor with God.”
Luke 2:52 is simple and straightforward. Jesus was a fully human being, fathered by God and born of the virgin Mary, and so when he was born he was as helpless, innocent, and ignorant as any other human baby, and over time he grew in his wisdom, his stature, and in favor with both God and other people.
[For more on Jesus not being God, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.”]
“man.” The word is plural in Greek and refers to all humankind, both men and women (cf. Acts 24:16).
 
Luke Chapter 3
Luk 3:1
“Pontius Pilate.” Pontius Pilate was the Roman governor of Judea from AD 26-36.
[For more on Pilate, see commentary on Matt. 27:2.]
Luk 3:2
“the word of God came to John.” The text does not tell us how long John had been preaching before Jesus started his ministry. Luke 3:1-2 could be taken as a simple chronological reference, that John started to minister when Tiberius was emperor, Pontius Pilate was governor, Herod Antipas, Philip, and Lysanias were tetrarchs, and Annas and Caiaphas were sharing the power of the High Priesthood. However, there is quite likely a deeper meaning as well. The above-mentioned men were the world’s power structure over the people of God in the tribal area of Israel that God gave to Israel in Joshua’s time. As we know from history, those top men were interested in themselves and their own power and prestige, and knew or cared little about God and the things of God. That, however, did not keep God from working powerfully. God works in spite of the world’s unhelpfulness. God’s word came to John, who began to rock the Jewish world from the inside out, and soon after it would come to the Messiah himself, who would change the world.
Too often Christians are daunted or stymied by the fact that there does not seem to be enough power, money, influence, or exposure to get the work of the Lord done. But that is an illusion and a lie. Jesus showed us the power of weakness by dying on the cross, which seemed like such a huge defeat but was the world’s greatest victory. Then, some years later, Jesus had to remind Paul that his strength was made perfect in weakness (2 Cor. 12:9). God’s victory is not over territory or over unwilling souls, but is won person by person, bit by bit, as people turn to Him and love, worship, and obey Him. God has an army of people on earth who are His fellow workers. That army needs to see through God’s eyes, that the little things that win the hearts and souls of people and turn them from darkness to light are what really matter to God. Little things that often don’t seem to make a big impact, like being faithful in prayer, faithful to stand up and speak up for what is right and righteous, and faithful to be witnesses of what God has done in one’s life; these things are huge to God, and still rock the world in spite of the evil power structure that is in place.
Luk 3:3
“and he went into the whole region around the Jordan.” John baptized in the Jordan but he may have baptized people in other streams and such that led to the Jordan. It does seem that he stayed close to the Jordan, however.
The Bible does not tell us how long John had been publicly ministering and baptizing before Jesus was baptized and started his ministry. It seems logical, however, that it would have been at least a number of months. The prophecy in Malachi 4:6 about John was, “He will turn the hearts of the fathers to the children and the hearts of the children to their fathers, so that I will not come and strike the earth with a curse.” The angel alluded to that prophecy when he spoke with John’s father, Zechariah, in the Temple. The angel told Zechariah, “And he will turn many of the sons of Israel to the Lord their God, and he will go before him in the spirit and power of Elijah, to turn the hearts of fathers to their children and turn the disobedient to the good sense of the righteous, to make ready a people who are entirely prepared for the Lord.” (Luke 1:16-17). By the time of John and Jesus, the people of Israel were so confused doctrinally that it seems it would have taken some time for John to travel the country and turn the people back to God and get them prepared for the Messiah to come.
John was six months older than Jesus (Luke 1:26), and for a period of time, both John and Jesus were ministering separately and were both baptizing people (John 3:22-23). Then John was thrown in prison and executed.
“baptism as a sign of repentance.” See commentary on Mark 1:4.
Luk 3:4
“Make the road ready for the Lord! Make the paths straight for him!” Luke 3:4 makes a reference to the custom of making a road ready by clearing and leveling it.
[For more on the custom of clearing a road for a coming dignitary, see commentary on Mark 1:3.]
“A voice of one calling out in the desert, ‘Make the road ready for the Lord! Make the paths straight for him!’” This quotation in Luke, which comes from Isaiah 40:3-5 (and the quotation in Matt. 3:3 and Mark 1:3) is from the Septuagint, the Greek Old Testament. The vast majority of scholars believe that the New Testament was written in Greek, and there are many reasons for that. A primary one is textual. There are simply no extant manuscripts of the NT in Hebrew, and the manuscripts in Aramaic (Syriac) do not seem to be the autographs from which the Greek texts came. Similarly, however, the Greek of the New Testament is so markedly stylistically different from book to book that it does not seem possible that there is an underlying Aramaic text. Although there are some stylistic differences in Aramaic writings, the Aramaic texts we have today would not have led to the stylistic differences that we see in the different books of the Greek New Testament.
There is research that indicates that Hebrew was spoken in the first century more than was believed in the past, and this has led a few scholars to conclude that the original texts of the New Testament were written in Hebrew or Aramaic. The argument is that the texts were written by Jews for Jews, and thus would have not been written in Greek but in a native Jewish tongue. However, that misses the point. The focus of the New Testament documents was the Christian Church. They were not written in Israel and they were not written exclusively to the Jews.
There were many Jews, especially in the diaspora, who spoke Greek. When Stephen addressed the Jews in Jerusalem in Acts 7 (likely less than ten years after the death of Christ), he was speaking Greek and quoting from the Septuagint version of the Old Testament. Stephen’s dispute had begun with, among others, Jews from Alexandria Egypt, which is where the Septuagint was written (Acts 6:9). When he was brought before the Sanhedrin, he quoted from the Septuagint, not the Hebrew Bible. One way we know that is while the Hebrew Bible says Jacob’s family who went to Egypt was 70 people, the Septuagint text says 75, and Stephen said 75 (Acts 7:14).
By the time much of the NT was written, God had already moved away from the Jews and was ministering to the Gentiles. It was not so much that God wanted to abandon the Jews and minister to the Gentiles, but when He began to include the Gentiles, and wanted His People to do the same, they resisted. Many Jews resisted God’s Messiah (Rom. 10:1-4), but it seems even the majority of the Jews who believed in the Messiah wanted to bring them under the Law, rather than accept that God had a new program of grace for all people and had moved away from “the yoke of bondage.” We know from the New Testament that Paul was continuously persecuted by Christian Jews.
So the claim that the NT was written by Jews for Jews is not correct. In fact, it seems that the only book of the New Testament that was written in Israel was James. Even Peter wrote from Babylon (or Rome). By the time Paul visited Jerusalem the year he was arrested, none of the original apostles were listed as being there (Acts 21:17ff). Although we do not know the reason the original apostles likely left Jerusalem, they may have left with the persecution of Acts 12, and not come back, perhaps in part because the Christian Jews in Jerusalem were rejecting the revelation of the New Testament.
James, who was leading the church at Jerusalem at that time, was not the apostle James, but James the brother of Jesus. It is worth noting that James did not believe that his half-brother Jesus was the Messiah until sometime after the resurrection. He did not believe by the Feast of Tabernacles, less than a year before Jesus’ death (John 7:5), and the evidence is that he still did not believe when Jesus was dying on the cross, which is why Jesus told John to take care of Jesus’ mother Mary (John 19:27). It seems that after his resurrection, Jesus appeared to his family and convinced them he was alive, because “his brothers” were with the disciples in Acts 1:14. However, there is no mention of James until Acts 12:17, during the persecution of Herod Agrippa, when the apostles apparently were forced to leave Jerusalem. Apparently, in their absence, James took over as an elder in the church and by Acts 15 seems to be the leader of the congregation in Jerusalem.
As we can see from Acts (and Galatians), the Christian Jews in Jerusalem completely ignored the revelation that Paul got that was codified in the books of Romans, Corinthians, and Galatians (see commentary on Gal. 2:2). The fact that Paul was ministering to Jews and Gentiles living outside of Israel, is good evidence that he would have written in Greek. Similarly, by the time the Four Gospels were written the majority of the Church was centered outside of Israel, and that goes for the writing of Hebrews, Peter, Jude, and the writings of John as well. Thus it makes sense that the original texts were in Greek, and that is also perhaps why many of the New Testament quotations of the Old Testament are from the Septuagint, as we see here in Luke 3:4.
Luk 3:7
“So he began saying to the multitudes that went out to be baptized by him.” This event is also recorded in Matthew 3:7-10, and that record lets us know that although the “multitudes” were coming to John and he was speaking to them, part of what he said was to, and specifically applied to, the Jewish leaders, which were the Pharisees and Sadducees mentioned in Matthew 3:7 (see commentary on Matt. 3:7).
“You offspring of vipers!” The phrase, “You offspring of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come” appears in the same context in Matthew 3:7 and Luke 3:7. Jesus also called the religious leaders a generation of vipers (Matt. 12:34; 23:33).
“wrath.” This is the wrath associated with the Day of the Lord (see commentary on Matt. 3:7 and Rev. 6:17).
Luk 3:8
“Come now.” For this translation compare Anchor Bible Commentary (Joseph Fitzmyer).[footnoteRef:1366] The NASB, HCSB, and KJV translate the oun (#3767 οὖν) as “therefore.” But “therefore” normally indicates the practical application of that which came before, which makes no sense in this context; rather, this is a continuation of the narrative, a logical connection, not properly the practical application. “Come now” captures this sense well. [1366:  Fitzmyer, The Gospel According to Luke 1-9 [AB], 463.] 

“these stones.” The Jews claimed that salvation was in large part due to their being descendants of Abraham, and John was repudiating that belief (see commentary on Matt. 3:9).
Luk 3:9
“trees” is the figure of speech hypocatastasis[footnoteRef:1367] and in this context “trees” are people, and in fact, the word “trees” is often used for the powerful people in the society (Judg. 9:8-15; Song 2:3; 7:8; Isa. 56:3; Ezek. 17:22-24; Dan. 4:10, 20-22; Zech. 4:3-14; 11:1-3; Rom. 11:16-24). In this context, John the Baptist is talking to the religious leaders of the Jews, who certainly considered themselves to be high and mighty, and the pillars of the community, so John’s reference to “trees” is certainly warranted. There are times when a tree is used for a nation (Ezek. 31:2-9), but that is not the case in this context, because nations are judged by God by what happens in and to them, but only people are judged in the future Judgment. [1367:  Bullinger, Figures of Speech Used in the Bible, 744, “hypocatastasis.”] 

[For more on the religious leaders at John’s baptism, see commentary on Matt. 3:7. For an explanation of the figure of speech hypocatastasis, see commentary on Rev. 20:2.]
“will be cut down.” The Greek is the present perfect form of the verb ekkoptō (#1581 ἐκκόπτω), and “is cut down” is a very literal translation in this context, which involves “trees.” This verse can be confusing because the present tense of the verb “is cut down,” makes it seem like the cutting is being done now, when in fact the cutting is actually future, at God’s Judgment. This is clear even from the first part of the verse which notes that the cutting has not begun, but the axe has been placed down near the root of the trees in preparation for the cutting.
Translators recognize the confusion that the “is” can cause, and thus some versions actually transpose the present tense to a future tense in their translations, using “will be cut down” (HCSB, NIV, NJB, Moffatt, REV). Although the present tense verb is used, the cutting will be done in the future. This is the idiom some scholars refer to as the “prophetic present,” and it takes an event that is future but certain to happen and coming soon, and treats it as if it is present. The present tense verb being used for an event that is future is also referred to as the futuristic present.[footnoteRef:1368] Writing in the prophetic present typically emphasizes either the certainty and inevitability of something happening in the future, or the fact that the event will occur very soon. Other examples of the prophetic present include Matthew 3:10; 17:11; Mark 9:31; 1 Corinthians 15:26; 16:5; 2 Corinthians 13:11; 1 Thessalonians 2:9, 11. The prophetic present idiom is closely related to the prophetic perfect idiom (see commentary on Eph. 2:6, “prophetic perfect”). [1368:  Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics, 535-36.] 

“and thrown into the fire.” John is giving these leaders a very serious warning. God expects people to have faith in Him, obey Him, and do good works, and those who do not are in danger of being thrown into Gehenna, the Lake of Fire, which is the “second death” and is everlasting death (Rev. 20:14-15).
[For more on annihilation in the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
Luk 3:14
“extort money from anyone by threats.” The Greek is diaseiō (#1286 διασείω). Robertson writes: “Here only in the N.T., but [it is] in the LXX [the Septuagint] and is common in ancient Greek. It means to shake (seismic disturbance, earthquake) thoroughly (dia) and so thoroughly to terrify, to extort money or property by intimidating... It was a process of blackmail to which Socrates refers (Xenophon, Memorabilia, ii. 9, 1).”[footnoteRef:1369] This was a constant temptation to soldiers. Might does not make right with God, as we see throughout the Bible. [1369:  A. T. Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, 2:40.] 

Luk 3:16
“I am not even worthy to untie the strap of his sandals!” That John would compare himself to Jesus in this way is very important in showing the humble and obedient heart of John, who was God’s loyal servant. John’s comparison occurs in all four Gospels (Matt. 3:11; Mark 1:7; Luke 3:16, and John 1:27). Matthew is slightly different but the heart is the same.
“holy spirit or with fire.” In this context, “holy spirit or with fire” is a better way to translate the text than “holy spirit and fire,” because, as we will see, in this context the “fire” is the fire of God’s judgment.
There has been a long debate among theologians about what the “fire” in the phrase “holy spirit and fire” refers to. Some say it refers to God’s judgment. Those theologians point out that each person will either be saved and be baptized with holy spirit or they will remain unsaved and be “baptized” with fire—thrown into the Lake of Fire (Rev. 20:12-15). Other theologians assert that the “fire” refers to the fire of God’s presence and spiritual cleansing. Those theologians say that in the same way that Peter speaks of the “fiery ordeal” (or “trial by fire”) that believers go through (1 Pet. 4:12), so it is that every believer goes through a fire of spiritual cleansing as they mature in the Lord.
In Scripture, “fire” can refer to something good or to something bad; either the presence and acceptance of God, or the judgment of God. For example, in Exodus 3:2, when God appeared to Moses in a burning bush, the fire represented the presence of God, and we find that meaning throughout the Bible (cf. Gen. 15:17; Exod. 13:21; 19:18; 1 Kings 18:38; 1 Chron. 21:26; 2 Chron. 7:1; Acts 2:3). But we also see fire being used as the fire of God’s judgment throughout the Bible (Gen. 19:24; Exod. 9:23; Lev. 10:2; Num. 11:1; 16:35; 2 Kings 1:14; Rev. 11:5; 20:9, 14). The point is that when we see fire in Scripture, we have to learn from the context whether it represents the presence and acceptance of God or the judgment of God.
In the context of what John the Baptist was saying, the “fire” that the Messiah will baptize some people with is the fire of judgment. To understand what John the Baptist said, we need to examine all three of the Gospel records in which John says the Messiah will baptize with holy spirit (Matt. 3:1-12; Mark 1:4-8; Luke 3:2-18).
Matthew records that John the Baptist was speaking to a group of Sadducees and Pharisees, and they almost always opposed God and Jesus. John knew that at least a large part of their group was unsaved and headed for destruction in the Lake of Fire, so he spoke very directly and sternly to them to warn them of their fate. In Matthew 3:7, he called them “offspring of vipers,” and asked them, “Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come?” John was directly warning those religious leaders about the wrath that would come upon them on the Day of Judgment. He instructed them to produce fruit—godly actions—to demonstrate repentance (Matt. 3:8).
John also warned those Sadducees and Pharisees not to think of themselves as saved just because their ancestor was Abraham; which may seem strange to us today but was a common belief among the Jews (Matt. 3:9). Like many people in their culture, they may have thought that they did not need to repent since they were Jews and were elected by God to be in the covenant. However, John addressed that point and said that they should not remain stubborn and unrepentant, thinking that simply because they are children of Abraham that God will accept them. So the “take-home message” of Matthew 3:7-9 from John to the Pharisees and Sadducees was that they were the offspring of vipers and needed to repent.
John intensified his message to the Pharisees and Sadducees in the next three verses, Matthew 3:10-12. In all three of those verses John spoke about fire, and the content of the verses shows that the “fire” is the fire of Judgment, which for those Jews would be the Lake of Fire (Rev. 20:12-15). In Matthew 3:10, John made a statement that might be unclear to us, but was crystal clear to the religious leaders standing in front of him. He said, “The axe is already laid down at the root of the trees. Therefore, every tree that does not produce good fruit will be cut down and thrown into the fire.” In the biblical culture, a “tree” was often used to represent people, especially leaders. By the figure of speech hypocatastasis, John called the religious leaders “trees,” and said if they did not bring forth good fruit they would be burned! It is not likely that the religious leaders misunderstood what John was saying.
The Old Testament has many references in which people are called trees or compared to trees or plants (cf. Ps. 37:35; 52:8; 92:12; Song 7:8; Isa. 56:3; Jer. 11:19; Ezek. 17:5, 24; 20:47; 31:3, 9). A very well-known example is in Daniel 4:7-22 where Nebuchadnezzar is represented as a huge tree that provides shelter and shade for birds and animals, but then is cut down. Also, Jotham, the youngest son of Gideon, told a story about how the trees wanted to set a king over themselves and asked the olive tree and fig tree to reign over them (Judg. 9:7-13). Jesus referred to people as plants when he said, “Every plant that my heavenly Father has not planted will be rooted up” (Matt. 15:13).
Matthew 3:11 continues John’s warning to the stubborn religious leaders. He told them that he baptized with water and thus gave people a chance to repent, but the one coming after him—the Messiah—would baptize with either holy spirit or fire. Although in most English translations John the Baptist is recorded as saying that the coming Messiah would baptize “you” (the Sadducees and Pharisees) with “holy spirit and fire,” that does not make sense in this context. The Messiah was not going to baptize those unsaved “offspring of vipers” with holy spirit. The word “and” in the phrase, “holy spirit and fire,” is the Greek word kai, and it can be quite flexible in its usage. It usually means “and,” but in different contexts, it can mean “and yet,” “but,” “neither,” “and then,” “then,” “and so,” “so,” “indeed,” “nevertheless,” “also,” “likewise,” and it can also, in some circumstances mean “or.”
Examples of kai meaning “or” in the Bible include: “whether short or long” (Acts 26:29 ESV); “a woman who is no longer married or has never been married” (1 Cor. 7:34 NLT); “two or three witnesses” (2 Cor. 13:1 ESV); “no Jew or Greek, slave or free, male or female” (Gal. 3:28 HCSB); and “the mark on their foreheads or their hands” (Rev. 20:4 ESV). We should also remember that John the Baptist would have almost certainly been speaking Hebrew or Aramaic to the religious leaders, and in both those languages the word for “and,” “but,” and “or” can be the same word, with the meaning coming from the context. Thus, what the Greek records as a kai, usually “and,” could have been more clearly an “or” when spoken by John the Baptist.
It is possible, but does not make as clear a translation in English, that because the “you” in the phrase “baptize you with holy spirit and fire” is plural, it could refer to the whole group, not an individual (although it is common for a group of individuals to be addressed in the plural). In that case, the meaning would be that the Messiah would baptize the group with holy spirit and fire, with some of them getting the holy spirit and some getting the fire. But given that the kai can be “or,” and wanting the English translation to communicate the truth of the situation as clearly as possible, the translation “holy spirit or fire” is to be preferred because, in the end, each individual in the group will either be baptized with holy spirit or fire.
As we study the context of “baptize you with the holy spirit or fire” we see that John is pointing out to the religious leaders the two possible ends of their behavior: they would either be saved and get to enter the Kingdom and be baptized with holy spirit, “or” they would remain unsaved, and on Judgment Day they would be cast into the flames of Gehenna and be “baptized with fire,” and be burned up.
In Matthew 3:12, John continued his warning to the Sadducees and Pharisees that they were in danger of dying in the Lake of Fire. He portrayed the Messiah as a farmer landowner who had just harvested his crop of grain. He stands with his winnowing fork in his hand, ready to sift all the grain (people) into two basic categories: wheat (saved) and chaff (unsaved). The wheat will be cared for (gathered into the barn), while the chaff will be burned up.
So Matthew 3:10 and 3:12 are very similar. Fruitful trees and good grain are valued and cared for, while fruitless trees and chaff are burned up. Thus Matthew 3:10-12 are three back-to-back illustrations of the two possible ends for the religious leaders (indeed, for all people): get saved, which will result in entering the Kingdom and being baptized with holy spirit, or remain unsaved and be destroyed in the fire.
The Gospel of Luke is like Matthew in that it records John saying that the Messiah will baptize with holy spirit or fire. Luke adds some information that is not in Matthew or Mark and also omits some of the information given in those other Gospels. By comparing Luke with Matthew, we can tell that Luke includes the Sadducees and Pharisees in the crowd John the Baptist was speaking to. For example, like Matthew, Luke 3:7 records John saying, “You offspring of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come?” Luke also records John warning the people not to think they will be saved because they have Abraham as their ancestor (Luke 3:8). However, Luke also specifically mentions tax collectors and soldiers, and both groups were notorious sinners. So it is appropriate for Luke, like Matthew, to speak specifically about the fire of judgment.
In Luke, John the Baptist gives the same three examples of God’s fire of judgment that the Gospel of Matthew records: fruitless trees being cut down and burned (Luke 3:9); the Messiah baptizing with holy spirit or with fire (Luke 3:16); and the “wheat” (righteous people) being gathered into barns while the “chaff” (unrighteous people) is burned (Luke 3:9).
Another Gospel we need to study, the Gospel of Mark, is conspicuously different from Matthew and Luke because in the Gospel of Mark, John the Baptist never says the Messiah will baptize in “holy spirit or fire.” Mark only records John saying that the Messiah will baptize with holy spirit; he omits the part about fire. In Mark, John the Baptist says, “I baptized you with water, but he [the Messiah] will baptize you with holy spirit” (Mark 1:8). In fact, the Gospel of Mark omits all three verses that mention fire. It never records John speaking about the fruitless trees being burned in the fire, the chaff being burned in the fire, or the Messiah baptizing with fire.
Why would Mark leave out the three verses about fire and only record John saying the Messiah would baptize with holy spirit? While Matthew focused on the Pharisees and Sadducees, and the Gospel of Luke focused on sinners such as the Pharisees, Sadducees, tax collectors, and soldiers, the Gospel of Mark has a different focus; it focuses on the humble and righteous people in the crowd—those people who come out to John, confess their sins, and get baptized. In Mark there are no Pharisees or Sadducees mentioned—the “offspring of vipers” are absent. Thus, in contrast to Matthew and Luke, which focus on the God rejecters and people known for their sinful behavior, Mark focuses on the people who are genuinely repentant, and therefore righteous in the sight of God. In Mark, John the Baptist speaks to those people about the Messiah and says to them, “he will baptize you with holy spirit.” Mark does not record John saying the Messiah would baptize people with fire because the kind of people Mark is focusing on will not burn in the Lake of Fire, they are righteous in the sight of God.
That Mark does not say that the Messiah will baptize people “with holy spirit and with fire” is very solid evidence that the fire in the phrase “holy spirit and fire” is the fire of God’s judgment and not the fire of spiritual cleansing. If the Messiah’s baptism with fire refers to the fire of spiritual cleansing, then it ought to be in Mark as well as in Matthew and Luke because everyone needs spiritual cleansing, the best of us and the worst of us. The repentant people in Mark would need it as much as the religious leaders in Matthew. The best explanation for the Messiah’s baptism with fire to be omitted from Mark is that it is the fire of judgment. That being the case, the best way to translate what John said in Matthew and Luke is that the Messiah would baptize “with holy spirit or fire.”
Another valuable point to keep in mind before we conclude this study is that the word “baptism” can refer to having something unpleasant happen. In the New Testament, “baptism” was used of what people experienced, i.e., what they were “immersed in.” For example, speaking of his own death, in Mark 10:38, Jesus said to James and John, “Are you able to drink the cup that I drink, or to be baptized with the baptism that I am baptized with?” The “baptism” that Jesus referred to was his suffering and death. Similarly, when John the Baptist mentioned the Messiah baptizing people with fire, it could easily refer to the baptism of their death in the Lake of Fire.
In conclusion, let us realize that the words of John the Baptist are absolutely true. John did come and offer repentance to anyone who wanted it. And Jesus will baptize everyone in either holy spirit or fire. Repentance and salvation are still available today because of the sacrifice of Jesus on the cross. Jesus Christ paid for everyone to be saved, so salvation is a free gift from God to mankind—all a person has to do is take it. If you want to be saved, simply do what Romans 10:9 says: “if you confess with your mouth, ‘Jesus is Lord,’ and believe in your heart that God raised him from among the dead, you will be saved.” For those who are saved, Jesus baptizes with holy spirit. Those people who refuse salvation will be baptized in the Lake of Fire until they are consumed. But there is no need for that. Life is precious and everyone can have everlasting life in paradise through Christ instead of extinction in the flames. If you have not already gotten saved, reach out and take it—you will be glad you did.
[For more on annihilation in the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire. For more on the figure of speech hypocatastasis, see commentary on Rev. 20:2. For more information on the uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
Luk 3:17
“barn.” See commentary on Matthew 3:12.
Luk 3:18
“exhorting.” The Greek verb is parakaleō (#3870 παρακαλέω), and can mean exhort, encourage, etc. It is a verb (participle present active nominative masculine singular) and as such should not be translated as “exhortations” in the sense of a noun. John preached the good news, and one of the ways he did so was by speaking up about many (polus) and various (heteros) subjects, just as he had done in Luke 3:10-14. To say “many others” rather than “many” and “varied” takes some of the emphasis away from the number and variety of subjects that John must have covered in his teaching. Bible teachers should make note of John’s teaching. There is more to the Good News than teaching about the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. We also have to tell people how to live righteously before God. For a similar translated structure to the REV, cf. Lenski.[footnoteRef:1370] [1370:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. Luke’s Gospel, 205.] 

Luk 3:21
“Now it came to pass.” The record of Jesus’ baptism is in Matthew 3:13-17; Mark 1:9-11; Luke 3:21-22; and is mentioned in John 1:31-34.
Luk 3:22
“the holy spirit.” The Greek text has no article “the.” This refers to the holy spirit that is the gift of God.
[For more information on the holy spirit and uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?” and also see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
“descended onto him in a bodily form.” This event was visible to those who were there, for example, John the Baptist saw it (John 1:32)
Luk 3:23
“about 30.” According to the Law of Moses, no one could enter Priestly Service as a Levite until 30 years old, and then they served from 30 to 50 years old (Num. 4:3, 23, 30, etc.). King David changed the age a Levite or priest could serve from 30 years to 20 years old (1 Chron. 23:24-27). However, it is important to note that the Word of God does not say that David spoke by revelation when he made the change. In fact, it is noteworthy that the Bible says that the Levites were counted from 20 years old and older “by the last words of David,” as if this were a decree David made, and thus “his words,” not “God’s word.” Jesus started his ministry when he was “about 30” (Luke 3:23), but would have turned 30 before he carried out his duties as both priest and sacrifice, dying for our sins and interceding for us before God. Jesus began his ministry when he received holy spirit when he was baptized by John (Matt. 3:13-17; John 1:32-34). In the spring of his twenty-ninth year he went to Passover at Jerusalem (John 2:23). That fall, we believe Tishri 1, he would have turned 30 years old. The next Passover he would have been crucified, when he was 30 years old.
[For a Tishri 1 birth, see: Wierwille, Jesus Christ Our Promised Seed; Ernest Martin, The Star that Astonished the World.]
So what happened to the years of Jesus’ childhood and adolescence, and his life as a young adult? Where are the records that fill in the gap in his life from age 12 (Luke 2:42) to adulthood? The Gospels give us little information about Jesus before he started his ministry. Edersheim writes: “We feel that the scantiness of particulars here supplied by the Gospels was intended to prevent the human interest from overshadowing the grand central Fact, to which alone attention was to be directed. For the design of the Gospels was manifestly not to furnish a biography of Jesus the Messiah, but, in organic connection with the Old Testament, to tell the history of the long-promised establishment of the Kingdom of God upon earth.”[footnoteRef:1371] What we do know is that Jesus was the son of a builder, and as the custom of the time was, was trained as a builder and became one himself (cf. Mark 6:3). [1371:  Edersheim, Life and Times of Jesus the Messiah, 2:145.] 

All the stories about Jesus going to India and studying to become a yogi, or going to some other place to study ancient mystic ways, are erroneous assumptions. In fact, the people of his own hometown Nazareth had witnessed him growing up and quietly doing his work, learning as he went. The prophecy was that Jesus would be quiet and orderly: “He will not cry out or shout or make his voice heard in the streets” (Isa. 42:2 HCSB). He lived the way the New Testament tells us to live: “Now we command and exhort such people … to be working in a quiet fashion, and to eat their own bread” (2 Thess. 3:12). Jesus never flaunted his knowledge and led a quiet and obedient lifestyle, growing up in the builders’ trade of his father, which is why he is called both “the builder’s son” (Matt. 13:55) and “the builder” (Mark 6:3). Jesus’ quiet and unassuming early years are why the people of his hometown were so surprised when he suddenly showed up with great knowledge and power. According to Matthew 13:54, they exclaimed: “Where did this man get this wisdom, and these miracles?” Had Jesus been gone for some 20 years, and studied mystic ways in some far-off place, they would have not been surprised at his knowledge. In fact, Jesus had been studying all along, learning the Word, being obedient to it, and preparing his heart for his ministry.
“the son (as it was assumed) of Joseph.” Luke contains the genealogy of Joseph, tracing his ancestry through David via David’s son Nathan. In contrast, Matthew contains the genealogy of Mary and traces her ancestry through David via David’s son Solomon. Nathan and Solomon were full brothers, both being the sons of David and Bathsheba (1 Chron. 3:5; cf. 2 Sam. 5:14; 1 Chron. 14:4). The Gospel of Luke never mentions Mary for the simple reason that it is not her genealogy. Similarly, Matthew never mentions Joseph, the husband of Mary, because it is not his genealogy (the Joseph in Matthew 1:16 is the father of Mary, see commentary on Matthew 1:16).
Once we realize that Matthew has Mary’s genealogy and does not mention Joseph at all, and Luke has Joseph’s genealogy and does not mention Mary at all, two things happen: the genealogies make sense (one genealogy for Mary and one for Joseph), and also many fanciful explanations for the two genealogies is eliminated. For example, some commentators have concluded that both genealogies belong to Joseph, saying that by custom Joseph had two different fathers, a real father, Jacob, and a levirate father, Heli. But that is clearly an assumption to solve a problem that does not actually exist, and it creates another and larger problem: it would mean that Joseph has two genealogies while Mary has none.
Most of the commentators who say that Matthew is Joseph’s genealogy and Luke is Mary’s genealogy realize that each parent should have a genealogy. However, they anchor their argument in their belief that Matthew 1:16 is referring to Joseph the husband of Mary (but it is not!), and based on that they say Matthew’s genealogy has to be about Joseph and Luke’s about Mary, even though Luke does not mention Mary. They answer the objection that Luke’s genealogy does not mention Mary by saying it does not have to since Luke chapter 1 made it clear that Mary was the mother of Jesus. Our rebuttal is that both Matthew and Luke make it clear that Mary is the mother of Jesus, but in the actual genealogical list, Matthew mentions only Mary while Luke mentions only Joseph.
Defenders of the position that Luke has Mary’s genealogy point out that the Talmud says Heli was the father of Mary, not Joseph, and therefore Luke must contain Mary’s genealogy. Our rebuttal to that line of reasoning is that the Talmud was written centuries after Christ, and the animosity between the Jews and Christians had been going on for years. It is well-known that in the centuries after Christ, the Jews did many things to try to prove that Jesus was not the Christ. As late as when the Gospel of Luke was written (likely AD 50-65; more than 20 years after Jesus was crucified) the Jews were still aggressively promoting that Jesus was not the Christ, which is why Luke says that it was “assumed” he was the son of Joseph. The Jews did not believe he was the Son of God. The Jews also promoted that Jesus’ body was stolen from the grave by his disciples (Matt. 28:11-15). They also discounted many of the Messianic prophecies so that Jesus could not be said to have fulfilled those prophecies. For the Jews, whether accidentally or on purpose, misunderstanding the genealogy in Luke would be just one more way to show the New Testament was confusing and erroneous. It should be recognized that believers such as Sextus Julius Africanus (c. 230), who predates the Talmud, wrote that Luke gave Joseph’s genealogy, and so did a number of the Church Fathers.
Despite all the rhetoric (some of it quite ungodly, even involving name-calling) about the genealogies in Matthew and Luke, the solution is quite simple. God gave us a mathematical key in Matthew that, along with the Aramaic text, makes it clear that Matthew has Mary’s genealogy, which is why Matthew mentions Mary and not Joseph. Luke, on the other hand, mentions Joseph and not Mary because it is Joseph’s genealogy.
Luk 3:36
“the son of Cainan.” The name Cainan does not appear in any Hebrew manuscript but appears in the Septuagint, the Greek translation of the Hebrew. The Septuagint added to the Old Testament in other places, and this is very likely an addition, for no one earlier than Augustine mentions Cainan. Also, some early Greek manuscripts omit the name in Luke, while others have a different form of it. It is almost certainly an addition to the Septuagint, which then was brought into some early manuscripts of Luke. Christopher Eames writes about P75, a manuscript fragment of Luke and other evidence that the name Cainan is not original: “A fragment known as Papyrus 75, showing this passage of Luke in question, contains no evidence of the name Cainan. This papyrus fragment potentially dates as early as the second century c.e. …We have no Cainan in the Masoretic genealogy. We have no Cainan in the Samaritan genealogy, nor in other early translations of Genesis 11—the Chaldee, Syriac, or Vulgate. We have no Cainan in the first-century historian Josephus’ genealogy (see Antiquities, 1.6.4-5). He is likewise missing from the first-century Philo’s accounts. And perhaps most condemning of all: 1 Chronicles 1 actually duplicates the genealogies of Genesis 11—and in this passage, the Septuagint text itself likewise omits Cainan! (1 Chronicles 1:24.) ...‘It certainly was not contained in any copies of the Bible which Berosus, Eupolemus, Polyhistor, Theophilus of Antioch, Julius Africanus or even Jerome, had access to,’ McClintock and Strong’s continues. ‘Moreover, it seems that the intrusion of the name even into the [Septuagint] is comparatively modern, since Augustine [fourth–fifth centuries c.e.] is the first writer who mentions it as found in the [Old Testament] at all.’”[footnoteRef:1372] [1372:  Christopher Eames, The Armstrong Institute of Biblical Archaeology, “The Chronological Debate from Adam to Abraham: In Defense of the Masoretic Text.” https://armstronginstitute.org/853. Accessed June 28, 2023. The Reference to “McClintock and Strong’s” is McClintock and Strong Biblical Cyclopedia.] 

Eames goes on to point out that in the Septuagint text that has Cainan, both he and his supposed son, Salah, were the same age when they had a son (130), and lived the same number of years after that son (330) and thus were the same age when they died (460), which is highly suspicious. The evidence strongly supports that the name Cainan was an addition to the Old Testament Septuagint text and then was added to Luke as well.
Luk 3:38
“the son of Adam.” Adam was created from the ground (Gen. 2:7), and Eve was created from material from Adam (Gen. 2:22). Adam and Eve were the first two human beings, and from them came every human who has ever lived.
[For more on Adam and Eve being literal and the ones who began the human race, see commentary on Gen. 2:7.]
 
Luke Chapter 4
Luk 4:1
“And Jesus.” The record of Jesus’ being tempted in the desert is in Matthew 4:1-11; Mark 1:12-13; and Luke 4:1-13.
“full of holy spirit.” The Greek text has no article “the.” This refers to the holy spirit that is the gift of God.
[For more information on the holy spirit and uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?” and also see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
“in the desert.” Matthew 4:1 and Mark 1:12 clearly tell us that the spirit led, or drove, Jesus into the desert: Greek, eis (#1519 εἰς). Luke, however, emphasizes that Jesus was being led (imperfect tense) by the spirit while in the desert, using the Greek word en (#1722 ἐν) rather than eis. Some later texts changed the reading to eis to harmonize with the other gospels, and this explains the KJV’s translation “into the wilderness.”
Luk 4:2
“being tempted by the Devil.” The record of Jesus being tempted by the Devil is in Matthew 4 and Luke 4. Both records have the same three temptations but they are in a different order. It seems that Matthew has the chronological order the way the temptations occurred, because after the last one in Matthew, the text records Jesus saying, “Go away, Adversary!” (Matt. 4:10), and the next verse says, “Then the Devil left him” (Matt. 4:11). That command on the part of Jesus, and the Devil leaving him after that, are missing from Luke. It has been suggested that the order in Luke starts in the wilderness and ends in Jerusalem, thus emphasizing the spiritual importance of Jerusalem in the last temptation. Although that may be correct, it may also be that Luke has the order he does because, for the Devil, the most desirable outcome from his encounter with Jesus would be to have Jesus worship him, but if he could not accomplish that, to kill Jesus and be done with him. The order of temptations in Luke accomplishes that goal. The second temptation would result in Jesus worshiping the Devil, and if that failed the third temptation would have resulted in Jesus’ death.
“Devil.” The Greek word is diabolos (#1228 διάβολος), which literally means “Slanderer,” but diabolos gets transliterated into English as our more familiar name, “Devil.” Slander is so central to who the Devil is and how he operates that one of his primary names is “the Slanderer.”
[For more information on the names of the Devil, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
Luk 4:3
“the Devil.” See commentary on Luke 4:2. Also, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”
Luk 4:5
“And he led him up.” There are a number of high mountains in the Judean Wilderness, and it seems like the Devil took Jesus to the top of one, and then in a vision showed him all the kingdoms of the world.
“inhabited world.” There are different words translated “world” or “earth,” and the differences in the meanings are important. Unfortunately, most versions translated both oikoumenē and kosmos as “world,” leaving the English reader with no way to see the differences. The Greek word in Luke 4:5 is oikoumenē (#3625 οἰκουμένη), and it means 1. The earth as inhabited area, exclusive of the heavens above and nether regions, the inhabited earth, the world. 2. The world as an administrative unit, the Roman Empire (in the hyperbolic diction commonly used in reference to emperors, the Roman Empire equaled the whole world). 3. All the inhabitants of the earth, then, figuratively humankind (cf. Acts 17:31; Luke 2:1; 4:5). When it means the whole world so far as living beings inhabiting it, it seems to include the realm of transcendent beings as well. The inhabited world is different from kosmos, the world as a creation.
The Greek word kosmos (#2889 κόσμος) has several different definitions.[footnoteRef:1373] The basic idea is one of order or orderliness. 1. That which serves to beautify through decoration, adornment, adorning (1 Pet. 3:3). 2. Condition of orderliness, orderly arrangement, order. 3. The sum total of everything here and now, the world, the (orderly) universe (John 17:5). 4. The sum total of all beings above the level of the animals, the world (1 Cor. 4:9). 5. The planet Earth as a place of inhabitation, the world, the world in contrast to heaven. 6. By metonymy: humanity in general, the world. 7. The world, and everything that belongs to it, appears as that which is hostile to God. 8. Collective aspect of an entity, totality, sum total the tongue becomes (or proves to be) the sum total of iniquity (James 3:6). [1373:  BDAG, s.v. “κόσμος.”] 

In Matthew 4:8 the Slanderer showed Jesus the kingdoms of the kosmos; in Luke, the Slanderer shows Jesus the kingdoms of the oikoumenē. Putting the two together shows that the Devil was offering Jesus everything in his dominion, the physical earth and the inhabitants of it.
Luk 4:6
“the Devil.” See commentary on Luke 4:2, and see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”
“glory.” The word also has the meaning of “praise,” “honor” (cf. Acts 12:23; 2 Cor. 6:8; 8:19, 23). The world praises the Adversary. We Christians praise God. If Jesus was looking for the praise of men, he could have had it then and there.
“it has been handed over to me.” God gave dominion over the earth to Adam and Eve, and Adam, by sinning, transferred that dominion to the devil who has it now.

Although it is commonly taught that “God is in [absolute] control,” or that “everything that happens is God’s will,” that is not what the Bible says, nor is it what we see in the world around us. While it is true that God will have the ultimate victory, by His own decision and because He is love, He is not in complete control of the world we live in. What we see around us is that there is a universal war between Good and Evil, with many good things happening and many evil things happening. Indeed, there is so much evil in the world that the truth of 1 John 5:19 (ESV) is quite evident: “the whole world lies in the power of the evil one.”
God gave Adam and Eve dominion over the earth, but they transferred it to the Devil, who now has dominion over the earth. In Genesis 1:26, God and His divine council discussed making humankind and then giving them dominion over the earth (see commentary on Gen. 1:26). Then, in Genesis 1:28, God actually gave dominion over the earth to humankind. This showed God’s great love and trustful expectation for humankind. The nature of love is to be in a mutually respectful relationship in which mature parties each do the work they are supposed to do without being “micromanaged.” God so loved humankind that He gave them dominion over the earth, and evidence of that dominion is that God brought the animals He made to Adam so that he could give them names (Gen. 2:19).
The whole situation changed, however, when Adam and Eve sinned against God by eating from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil (Gen. 3:6). When they followed the prompting of God’s arch-enemy the Devil and ate from that tree, they took on the crafty nature of the Devil, and also transferred dominion of the earth over to him. That is why the Devil told Jesus that the authority over the earth had been handed to him and he could give it to anyone he wanted to—a claim Jesus never disputed (Matt. 4:9; Luke 4:6).
God had made the earth “very good” (Gen. 1:31), but once the Devil gained control over it, it became a very harsh and dangerous place. The ground was cursed and it took hard work to get food. Many plants became dangerous; some developed thorns, others became poisonous, (Gen. 3:17-19), and many animals became dangerous. Also, the earth became plagued with disease, death, famines, earthquakes, floods, and more. In short, after Adam and Eve sinned, the Devil gained a lot of control and the earth took on the nature of the Devil, an evil nature that it still has today. When the Devil gained control of the world, he became “the god of this age” (2 Cor. 4:4), the “ruler of this world” (John 12:31; 14:30; 16:11), and the ruler of the domain of the air (Eph. 2:2). The Devil and his demons roam the earth seeking people to devour (Job 1:7, 2:2; 1 Pet. 5:8), and they oppress people (Acts 10:38). Indeed, the Devil and his henchmen (both demons and demonic people) come to steal, kill, and destroy (John 10:10), and the Devil holds the power of death (Heb. 2:14). Believers do not fight against God as if He were the cause of evil. No! Instead, we are to take up the armor God provides us and wrestle against the Devil and spiritual evil (Eph. 6:10-13).
Even more evidence that the Devil is in control of the world and the cause of many of its ills is the fact that after the Battle of Armageddon, the Devil will be imprisoned (Rev. 20:2), and the earth will return to being a “paradise.” Jesus will rule from Jerusalem and the world will be a safe place with an abundance of food and water. The scope of Scripture should make the battle between Good and Evil very clear: when God is in charge, the earth is a paradise (thus the Garden of Eden and the paradise to come); but when the Devil is in charge (as he is today) the world is dangerous and evil.
It is commonly believed that the Devil can only do what God allows him to do, but that is not true. The Devil is not an agent of God, nor is he doing God’s will; he is at war with God. A kingdom divided against itself cannot stand, and God does not allow the Devil to do evil and then send Jesus Christ to destroy the works of the Devil (1 John 3:8). If the Devil could only do what God allowed him to, then we humans would be more powerful than the Devil, because we sin and go against the will of God on a daily basis and do not check with God first to see if we can sin. We don’t need God’s permission to lie, cheat, steal, rape, or murder, and neither does the Devil. We are not more free to sin than the Devil is; the Devil “has been sinning from the beginning” (1 John 3:8), indeed, he was the first sinner. It is God’s angel army and the righteousness and prayers of believers that limit the Devil, not God’s permission. In fact, if God could stop the evil on earth by just saying “No” to the Devil, then God would be responsible for the evil on earth in the same way that a mob boss is responsible when he orders a murder but does not actually commit the crime himself. The only way God could be “good” given the evil on earth is if the Devil has free will and does what he does because he has the authority and power to do it, and he is sinning, going against the will of God, when he is doing his evil acts.
As stated briefly above, Jesus Christ never challenged or denied the Devil’s claim that he had authority over the whole world. Jesus knew the Devil’s offer to rule the world as Satan’s second in command was a legitimate one, but he wanted no part of it. It is amazing in light of clear verses like this, and all the verses that say the Devil is in charge of the world, and all the evil in the world that is so contrary to the nature of God, that Christians insist that God is in control of what happens on earth. God is only “in control” in the sense that at some point in the future He will step in and put an end to the Devil’s rule, and He and the Lord Jesus Christ will rule the earth. But God is not “in control” now in the sense that He controls and micromanages what happens on earth now, as each person can see for themselves just by willfully sinning. Today the earth is a war zone between good and evil, between God and the Devil, and between the followers of Christ and the followers of Darkness. A great many things happen on earth every day that are not God’s will, which is one reason that Christ prayed that God’s will would be done on earth (Matt. 6:10). The great victory of Good over Evil will come in the future, and at that time this “present evil age” (Gal. 1:4) will come to an end.
Also, the New Testament makes it clear that the Devil is the ruler of the world, which is why the world has the nature of the Devil and not the nature of God. It is because the Devil is the ruler of the world that “the world” hates followers of Christ, and neither Christ himself nor his followers are “of the world” (John 15:18-19; John 17:14, 16). Far from being in control in the world, “the world” and the Father are opposed to one another (1 John 2:16), and the world is under the control of the evil one (1 John 5:19).
[For more on the Devil being the god of this age, see commentary on 2 Cor. 4:4. For more on the names of the Devil that describe his characteristics, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.” For more on the warfare between God and His enemies, see commentary on 1 Sam. 1:3. For more on Adam and Eve getting the crafty nature of the Devil, see commentary on Rom. 7:17. For more on the future Kingdom of Christ on earth that will not have the Devil present, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on the Garden of Eden and the restored future earth being called “Paradise,” see commentary on Luke 23:43].
“and I can give it to anyone I want to.” The Devil made the point that he could give authority and glory in the world to anyone he wanted to, and Jesus did not refute that because it is true. The Devil would have been happy to make Jesus his “second in command” if Jesus had worshiped the Devil. Many people throughout history have agreed to worship the Devil (popularly called, “selling your soul to the Devil”) in return for money, fame, and power. The Devil keeps his part of the bargain, which is why so many evil and demonic people end up in powerful and notable positions in all sorts of fields, including government, education, music, art, sports, etc. Sadly, however, those people have committed the unforgivable sin and will not escape being thrown into the Lake of Fire (Rev. 20:11-15).
[For more on the unforgivable sin, see commentary on Matt. 12:31.]
Luk 4:7
“if you will bow down in worship before me, it will all be yours.” The Devil wanted Jesus to revere him as he revered God, and thus this is one of the many places the Bible reveals that Jesus Christ was not God, but a human being (see commentary on Matt. 4:9).
Luk 4:8
For more on this quote from Deut. 6:13, see commentary on Matthew 4:10.
Luk 4:9
“And he brought him to Jerusalem.” This reveals some of the power of the Devil. The Devil had the power to physically move Jesus from one place to another, and he did. The Devil is real, his power is real, and he can move a physical body as he did to Jesus (see commentary on Matt. 4:5).
Luk 4:13
“the Devil.” See commentary on Luke 4:2, also see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”
Luk 4:17
“unrolled the scroll.” The Greek reads, “opened,” but in the context, the way to open the scroll was to unroll it. The fact that Jesus could unroll the scroll of Isaiah and find the verse that he was looking for is a testament to how well Jesus knew the Word of God. At the time of Jesus, in all three biblical languages, Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek, the Bible was written in all capital letters as one long letter-string with no breaks between the words and no punctuation. The scroll was written in columns, and often the letters that ended the bottom of a column were part of a word that continued at the top and start of the next column. Also, the scroll of Isaiah in the Dead Sea Scrolls is about 24 feet, so Jesus had to know about where in the scroll the lines he was searching for were written. This shows us that by the time Jesus started his ministry, when he was about 30 years old, he had a very good knowledge of the Word of God.
Luk 4:18
“The spirit of the Lord is upon me.” God put His gift of holy spirit, the gift of His nature, upon Jesus Christ to empower him spiritually. Jesus received holy spirit immediately after he was baptized by John the Baptist (Matt. 3:16; Mark 1:9-10; Luke 3:21-22). The prophet Elijah had holy spirit upon him, and Elisha had a double portion of the spirit that was upon Elijah (2 Kings 2:9), but God sent the gift of holy spirit upon Jesus Christ “without measure” (John 3:34).
All through the Old Testament and Gospels, God put the gift of His nature, which is called “holy spirit,” upon people to give them spiritual power (cf. Num. 11:17-29; Judg. 3:10; 6:34; 11:29; 1 Sam. 10:6, 10; 16:13; 1 Chron. 12:18; 2 Chron. 15:1; Mic. 3:8; Luke 1:41-42, 67; 2:25-27). Jesus needed God’s gift of holy spirit to have spiritual power just like the leaders and prophets of the Old Testament did, and the Old Testament foretold that God was going to put holy spirit upon the Messiah (Isa. 11:2, 42:1, 61:1). After his resurrection, Jesus said that when people believed and received the holy spirit, they would have spiritual power (Acts 1:8), and Peter called the holy spirit that came on the Day of Pentecost, “the gift of holy spirit” (Acts 2:38).
Luk 4:21
“Today this Scripture has been fulfilled in your ears.” The rabbis taught that Isaiah 61:1-4 applied to the Messiah,[footnoteRef:1374] so when Jesus read Isaiah 61:1-2 to the people of Nazareth and then said, “Today this Scripture has been fulfilled in your ears,” they correctly assessed that he was saying that he was the Messiah, the person that Isaiah was referring to. That led them to question among themselves, “Isn’t this Joseph’s son?” (Luke 4:22). Jesus had been doing miracles in other places (Luke 4:23), but he had apparently not done miracles in Nazareth, and that had caused people to doubt him. [1374:  Alfred Edersheim, The Life and Times of Jesus the Messiah, Book four, Appendix eight, “List of Old Testament Passages Messianically Applied in Rabbinic Writings,” 728-729.] 

Luk 4:23
“Capernaum.” After this event, Jesus made his home in Galilee in Capernaum, but he had apparently been ministering in Capernaum before this.
[For more information on Capernaum, see commentary on Mark 2:1.]
“Whatever we have heard done at Capernaum, do also here in your hometown.” It was cultural for the Jews to ask for a sign that demonstrated a person’s authority (cf. Matt. 12:38; John 2:18; 6:30; 1 Cor. 1:22). However, often, as in John 6:30, demanding a sign was a cover-up for unbelief. That was apparently the situation in Nazareth. We don’t know exactly how much the people of Nazareth knew about Jesus, but it is very likely that what the shepherds said on the night of his birth about him being the Messiah had gotten back to Nazareth. In any case, the people of Nazareth were like Jesus’ own brothers, they did not believe in him.
Luk 4:33
“in the synagogue.” The record of Jesus casting a demon out of a man in the synagogue at Capernaum is in Mark 1:23-28 and Luke 4:33-37.
“spirit (that is to say an unclean demon).” This construction in Greek is the genitive of apposition.[footnoteRef:1375] The literal Greek, “a spirit of an unclean demon,” means, “a spirit, that is to say, an unclean demon,” or “a spirit, namely, an unclean demon,” or even, “a spirit—an unclean demon.” To us today it seems strange to say, “A spirit—an unclean demon,” because to us all demons are “unclean” and evil, but we must remember that in the theology and thinking of the Greco-Roman world, not all “demons” were evil. Like people, some were good and some were bad, and also like people they were capable of doing good in one circumstance but then evil in another. [1375:  Cf. R. C. H. Lenski, St. Luke’s Gospel, 262.] 

[For more information on the use of demons in the Greco-Roman world, see commentary on Acts 17:18.]
Luk 4:34
“Ha!” An exclamation that combines many elements, and is therefore hard to translate. It can include the emotions of surprise, indignation, fear, and dismay.
“What do you want with us.” See commentary on Matthew 8:29.
Luk 4:35
“And Jesus subdued him, saying, “Be bound!” and “Come out of him!” The first half of verse 35 is worded exactly like Mark 1:25. The sentence uses vocabulary that has a technical sense. For example, in this case “subdue” is the Greek word epitimaō (#2008 ἐπιτιμάω) and it is used in this verse as it was used in Greek religion of gaining control over a spirit, a demon. See commentary on Mark 1:25.
“Be bound.” The Greek word was used in magic to denote binding a person with a spell. Jesus “bound” the demon with his word. See commentary on Mark 1:25.
Luk 4:38
“Simon’s mother-in-law.” This record is in Matthew 8:14-15; Mark 1:29-31, and Luke 4:38-39.
Luk 4:39
“subdued.” The Greek word translated “subdued” is epitimaō (#2008 ἐπιτιμάω), and this is the technical sense of the word as it was used in Greek religion for taking control over a spirit. Robert Guelich notes that epitimaō is “a commanding word uttered by God or by his spokesman, by which evil powers are brought into submission.”[footnoteRef:1376] Jesus subdued the fever by the power of God, which was expressed in words. See commentary on Mark 1:25. [1376:  Guelich, Mark 1:1-8:26 [WBC], 57.] 

Luk 4:41
“subduing.” See commentaries on Luke 4:35, 39 and Mark 1:25.
 
Luke Chapter 5
Luk 5:1
“the Lake of Gennesaret.” This is another name for the “Sea of Galilee,” which was actually a lake. Gennesaret was a town that was on the northeast corner of the Sea of Galilee. The Sea of Galilee was called by different names by the locals who lived around the lake, so here it is called the Lake of Gennesaret, while in John 6:1 and 21:1 it is called the “Sea of Tiberias,” after the city of Tiberias, the most important city on the lake.
The “sea” of Galilee is actually quite a small lake, only 7 miles (11.2 km) across and 12 miles (19.3 km) long, and the entire lake can be seen from the escarpments on both the east and west sides. The Greek word thalassa (#2281 θάλασσα), lake, sea, or ocean, does not really refer to the size of the body of water, and thus has to be translated into English as “lake,” “sea,” or “ocean” by knowing the body of water that is being referred to (see commentary on Matt. 4:18).
Luk 5:7
“partners.” The Greek word metochos (#3353 μέτοχος), means “partner,” business partner, companion. It is more than “friends.” Peter was in business with James and John (Luke 5:10). Luke 5:10 uses a different word for “partners,” koinōnos (#2844 κοινωνός), which in the context of business partners has more of a “full sharing” aspect to it and includes sharing in the finances of the business.[footnoteRef:1377] [1377:  See A. Nyland, The Source New Testament, 117-18n9.] 

Luk 5:10
“partners.” The Greek word is koinōnos (#2844 κοινωνός), see commentary on Luke 5:7.
Luk 5:11
“they left everything and followed him.” This is a summary statement. It does not mean that the disciples left that great multitude of fish to rot in the sun. Peter and the others had been involved in a months-long discipleship process that started with Andrew being a disciple of John the Baptist and telling Peter about Jesus. Their discipleship intensified over the months, and this record in Luke 5 is when Jesus called them to leave fishing and enter ministry on a full-time basis. In saying they left everything and followed him, the text is simply telling us that at this time the disciples took care of the loose ends of their fishing business, gave it into the care of others, and then followed Jesus.
[For a much more complete understanding of the discipleship of the apostles, see commentary on Matt. 4:20.]
Luk 5:12
“look.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“fell facedown.” The man bowed down in a typical oriental fashion, that is, first he got on his knees and then he bowed over with his chest and face to the ground. This action is expressed differently in the three Gospels that contain this record, Matthew, Mark, and Luke, but comparing the Gospels gives us the whole picture. Mark says that the man kneeled, which was the start of the process, then Luke says he “fell facedown,” or “went down upon his face,” which is what the man did with the upper part of his body after going to his knees. Matthew simply records the whole process by saying that the man paid homage to Jesus, which in the common biblical manner was to go to one’s knees and then put the upper body and face to the earth. Kneeling with the upper body and face to the earth was the common way to show homage to people and to show obeisance to God (or a god), and it occurs throughout the Old Testament and as early as Genesis (see Word Study: “Worship”). That way of showing homage did not cease in the New Testament, and here we see it with this diseased man before Jesus. His kneeling and then bending his body and face to the earth would not have been different than what Abraham did before the Lord some 2,000 years earlier (Gen. 18:2).
[For more on the same word being used for paying respect and worship, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
Luk 5:18
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“on a bed.” This “bed” was mats for sleeping.
[For more on beds in the biblical culture, see commentary on Matt. 9:6.]
“a man who was paralyzed.” This record of the healing of the paralyzed man occurs in Matthew 9:2-8; Mark 2:3-12; and Luke 5:18-26.
Luk 5:19
“through the roof tiles.” Mark 2:4 says that the men “uncovered the roof where he was, and...dug through it.” Although the average house had a roof of packed dirt, this house was in Capernaum, which had a large Roman influence, and so it is quite possible that the roof had a cap of tile over the dirt and beams. Thus, the men would “uncover” the roof and then dig through it. It is also possible that Luke, a Greek, was simply expressing what happened in the event in Greek terms. Because so many roofs in Greece and Rome had tile roofs, “the tiles” became a way to refer to the roof, so letting the man down “through the tiles” was simply a way of saying that they let him down through the roof.
Luk 5:20
“Friend.” The Greek text is literally “man.” However, the NET text note correctly states: “the term [man] used in this way was not derogatory in Jewish culture. Used in address (as here) it means ‘friend.’”[footnoteRef:1378] [1378:  Cf. BDAG.] 

Luk 5:21
“blasphemy.” The Greek noun is blasphēmia (#988 βλασφημία, pronounced blas-fay-'me-ah), and was used of someone speaking against another. The primary meaning as it was used in the Greek culture was showing disrespect to a person or deity, and/or harming his, her, or its reputation. See commentary on Mark 2:7.
[For more on blasphēmia, see commentary on Matt. 9:3.]
Luk 5:22
“he answered and said.” The original text has the phrase, “answered and said” more than 100 times in the Bible, and it can sometimes be confusing because it is often used when no one asked a question. The phrase is an idiom, but it has a literal overtone behind it. The person who “answered and said” may not have been answering a direct question from someone, but they were answering and addressing the situation that was presenting itself before them. In this case, Jesus was answering the situation caused by the erroneous thoughts of the religious leaders (see commentary on Matt. 11:25).
“reasoning these things.” The basic wording is taken from Mark 2:8.
Luk 5:23
“Which is easier.” Which is easier to say and accomplish, declaring someone’s sins are forgiven, or divine healing? They are equally easy. They both require authority from God and the faith to walk out on the revelation God gives. The Pharisees did not see this simple truth. They believed in divine healing but did not believe a person could have the authority to forgive sins. But God gives authority to do both.
Luk 5:24
“bed.” The Greek word here is different than Matthew 9:6 and Mark 2:11. The Greek word refers to a small bed. See commentary on Matthew 9:6.
Luk 5:27
“Levi.” The apostle Matthew was also called “Levi.” The calling of Matthew is recorded in Matthew 9:9-13; Mark 2:14-17; and Luke 5:27-32.
“sitting at the tax collector’s booth.” The tax office was close to the shore of the Sea of Galilee. See commentary on Mark 2:14.
Luk 5:29
“And Levi made him a great feast in his house.” This verse makes it clear that the dinner associated with the calling of the apostle Matthew was held at Matthew’s house. The Gospel of Matthew and Mark are not clear, and only say, “his” house (Mark 2:15) or “the” house (Matt. 9:10). See commentary on Matthew 9:10.
Luk 5:31
“healthy.” The Greek word is hugiainō (#5198 ὑγιαίνω), a more technical and accurate word for being healthy than the word ischuō (#2480 ἰσχύω), which means “strong” but can mean “well” or “healthy” in some contexts. It is possible that Luke, being a doctor was more sensitive to the precise meaning of words used for sickness and health.
Luk 5:32
“I have not come to call the righteous.” See commentary on Mark 2:17.
“to repentance.” That Jesus said that he was with the sinners to call them to repentance is huge in light of modern culture. Genuine “repentance” involves a recognition of one’s sin and guilt, confession (publicly or inwardly) of one’s sinful ways, and the decision and action that must be made to change one’s heart and life. For the sinners at Matthew’s feast to repent meant leaving old sinful ways behind and living a life that was acceptable and righteous in the sight of God. It also often meant changing one’s friends. Genuine repentance that involves a change of lifestyle is seldom easy, but each person must decide for themselves how valuable everlasting life and everlasting rewards are.
In today’s culture, there is pressure to believe “I’m ok, you’re ok” and to accept everyone just the way they are no matter how they act. In fact, if you say that how someone lives is not acceptable to you or to God, then you are often accused of “judging,” and not “being loving.” Then, to show that Jesus did not judge, liberal Christians will often bring up how Jesus ate and drank with sinners and accepted them just the way they were. But did he? Actually, Jesus did not accept people “just the way they were.”
Some 2,000 years ago Jesus told the group he was speaking with, “You are in error because you do not know the Scriptures…” (Matt. 22:29). That is still going on today. When we read the record of Jesus at Matthew’s house, a couple of things jump out. Obviously, Jesus ate and drank with sinners, and we should follow the example of Christ…but we should follow his example completely, not just an edited-down version of it.
When the religious leaders asked Jesus’ disciples about eating and drinking with sinners, Jesus told them, “Those who are in health have no need of a physician, but those who are sick do.” When Jesus said that, he made his position clear about the people with whom he was eating: they were “sick.” The people were not “ok,” and Jesus did not accept them just as they were without trying to help them. Of course, the people there at the feast were not actually physically sick, but they were sick in a way that they needed a physician, a healer. They were “sick” in the sense that they had turned from God and His ways and were on the path to eternal death. The fear of God is the beginning of wisdom and knowledge (Prov. 1:7; 9:10), and those who do not obey God are neither wise nor knowledgeable, and in that sense, they are “sick,” that is, not well, not thinking rightly.
That the people were on a path toward death is why Jesus said he came to call them “to repentance.” Jesus did not come to tell people that they were okay just the way they were. He came to call people back to God, and for those people who were at the feast, that meant repenting and changing their lifestyle. For an example of the kinds of things Jesus would have said to the crowd at the feast, we need only to read what he said to the crowds at the Sermon on the Mount (Matt. 5:3-7:29).
Christians need to be careful and wise about those who preach a “God loves you just as you are so you don’t have to change” message. God does love people just as they are, which is why He gives every person, no matter how sinful they are, an open door to change and come to Him. Sadly, those people who are fooled into believing that they don’t have to come to Christ to get saved will find out on Judgment Day—too late to change—that it is not God’s love that saves people; it is Christ’s blood that saves people, which is why each person has to come to Christ and be saved (Rom. 10:9).
[For more on the calling of Matthew see commentary on Matt. 9:9, and for more on who is “righteous,” see commentary on Mark 2:17.]
Luk 5:33
“fast.” See commentary on Matthew 9:15.
Luk 5:34
“wedding guests.” The literal Greek is “sons of the bridechamber,” which was an idiom for the wedding guests; and in some contexts more specifically for the friends of the bridegroom who were at the wedding. The wedding was a time of feasting and celebration, not for fasting.
“groom.” In many English versions, the older term “bridegroom” is used, but it just means the groom.
Luk 5:35
“But the days will come.” To be properly understood, this sentence fragment needs to be completed, finishing the thought of the previous sentence (v. 34). Thus the full thought is, “But the days will come, when the bridegroom is not with them.” This is not the figure of speech ellipsis, which is most usually the omission of a word in the middle of a sentence. Nevertheless, it is elliptical, in the sense that the reader must fill in what is missing.
“groom.” In many English versions, the older term “bridegroom” is used, but it just means the groom.
Luk 5:36
“No one tears.” See commentary on Matthew 9:16.
Luk 5:37
“And no one puts new wine into old wineskins.” See commentary on Matthew 9:17.
“wineskins.” A “bottle” or container made from animal skin.
[For more on skin-bottles, which were usually made from the skins of goats, see commentary on 1 Sam. 10:3.]
 
Luke Chapter 6
Luk 6:1
“he was passing through the grainfields.” This record occurs in Matthew 12:1-8; Mark 2:23-28, and Luke 6:1-5. There were six incidents in the ministry of Jesus in which he showed that taking care of people was not considered “work” by God and thus was more important than keeping rules about the Sabbath that were made by humans. The six incidents were picking grain on the Sabbath and five healings (see commentary on Matt. 12:9).
Luk 6:2
“what is not lawful to do.” Although it would be work according to the Law of Moses to reap a field on the Sabbath, and so that kind of reaping would be breaking the Law of Moses, by the time of Jesus the tradition of the Jews had become that plucking any amount of grain, no matter how small, was “reaping” and therefore breaking the Law.
The Devil is always at work behind the scenes to make it seem difficult and exasperating to obey God’s laws. That puts unnecessary burdens on people who love God and turns away some people who are thinking about God and might otherwise turn to Him and His ways. So it came to be that by the time of Christ, the Jews had many burdensome and nonsensical traditions that were hard on the people, and Jesus pointed that out on a few different occasions (cf. Matt. 23:4; Luke 11:46; Matt. 23:13, 16-22). Furthermore, to do God’s work or demonstrate the love of God, Jesus occasionally broke the illicit and burdensome traditions, as on this day when the disciples plucked and ate grain when they were hungry, or when he healed on the Sabbath (Mark 3:1-6; Luke 13:10-17). Jesus also directly confronted the religious leaders about their traditions (Matt. 15:1-8).
Sadly, many modern Christian denominations are following in the footsteps of the ancient Jews and have many burdensome traditions that are touted as necessary to keep to obey and please God but are actually not biblical at all. That is why the average Christian should know the Bible, so they can know what God desires and what is in the Word of God, and separate that from what is man-made and just another burdensome and frustrating tradition. Thankfully today in most places people have the freedom to walk away from groups that impose burdensome regulations, or at least if they decide to remain part of the group it is their choice. At many times in history, as was true at the time of Christ, that decision was not really even available to make.
Luk 6:3
“you.” This “you” is plural in the text. “Have all of you never read….”
“and those who were with him.” David was not alone when he came to Abiathar the priest. Just like Jesus had his disciples with him, David had some men with him (cf. Luke 6:4).
Luk 6:4
“ate the Bread of the Presence.” David and the men with him all ate the Bread of the Presence, which only the priests were supposed to eat (1 Sam. 21:1-6). The Bread of the Presence was large cakes of bread that were in the Tabernacle and Temple (see commentary on Exod. 25:30).
Luk 6:5
“The Son of Man is lord of the Sabbath.” Jesus is the Lord of people, so he is Lord of the Sabbath (Mark 2:27-28; see commentary on Mark 2:28).
Luk 6:6
“and his right hand was shriveled up.” The record of healing the man with the shriveled hand is in three Gospels (Matt. 12:9-14; Mark 3:1-6; Luke 6:6-11).
Luk 6:9
“life.” See commentary on Mark 3:4.
Luk 6:13
“and he chose twelve of them.” The choosing of the apostles is in Matthew 10:2-4; Mark 3:14-19; and Luke 6:13-16.
Luk 6:16
“Iscariot.” See the commentary on Matthew 10:4 for more information.
Luk 6:17
“And he came down with them and stood on a level place.” This is “the Sermon on the Plain,” which in many ways is parallel to Jesus’ more well-known teaching, the “Sermon on the Mount.” The Sermon on the Plain is much shorter than the Sermon on the Mount, and occurs in a totally different context. The Sermon on the Plain takes less than one chapter (Luke 6:17-49) whereas the Sermon on the Mount takes three chapters (Matthew 5, 6, and 7). Preachers and teachers understand very well that the things they teach on one day are repeated, usually in parts, on other days, and that is certainly the case with the long Sermon on the Mount. Parts of it are repeated in Luke 6, but parts occur in other places in Luke There are things that Jesus taught in the Sermon on the Mount that he taught in other places and so they occur in other places in Luke (e.g., Luke 11:2-4 and 12:22-31). Also, there are things in the Sermon on the Plain that are not in the Sermon on the Mount.
Luk 6:20
“poor.” This does not refer to people who are physically poor, it refers to the humble. In the culture, the word “poor” was sometimes used to describe people who were humble. At the time the New Testament was written, everyone knew that and the word “poor” here in Luke 6:20 would not have been confusing. But today we have lost many of the idiomatic uses of the vocabulary of the biblical period, and so the verse has become confusing to people.
The word “poor” is also used as “humble” in Matthew 5:3, when Christ spoke of the “poor in spirit” (humble in attitude), but sometimes only the word “poor” was used, as is the case here in Luke. One reason we know that “poor” is being used idiomatically is that being physically poor does not qualify a person for the Kingdom of Heaven. Many poor people are very ungodly, while, in contrast, many wealthy people are very godly. Nicodemus and Joseph of Arimathea were two such people.
It is often taught that Jesus was poor, but there is good evidence he was not. He certainly started out wealthy, because the Magi brought gold, frankincense, and myrrh. He was criticized for eating and drinking with tax collectors, and they were usually quite wealthy and no doubt would have given him some money. Also, many wealthy women were helping to support him (Luke 8:3). At the feeding of the 5,000, the disciples asked Jesus if he wanted them to go buy food for the people, and that would have taken a very large amount of money (Luke 9:13). Judas was appointed treasurer for Jesus and the apostles, and he carried the money bag and stole from it (John 12:6), and the fact that the other disciples never discovered any missing money indicates they had a lot of money. At the crucifixion, Jesus’ tunic was so valuable that the soldiers would not divide it but cast lots for it (John 19:23-24).
One of the main reasons people think Jesus was poor is because he said, “The foxes have holes, and the birds of heaven have nests, but the Son of Man has no place to lay his head” (Matt. 8:20; cf. Luke 9:58). That verse does not mean Jesus was poor. The man offered to follow Jesus wherever he went, and Jesus simply replied that might be difficult because he was always on the move.
[For more on Matt. 8:20 and Luke 9:58, see commentary on Luke 9:58.)
Luk 6:22
“and denounce your name as evil.” In Luke 6:22, Jesus made a very specific and powerful statement that is easy to read but difficult to do. God created us to be emotional beings and to strongly desire being part of a family or group. The desire to “belong” is so strong in most people that they will deny themselves and what they believe just to keep from being ostracized. But being a dedicated follower of Christ often leads to persecution and being ostracized (2 Tim. 3:12). Here in Luke 6:22, the Greek word translated as “denounce” is the strong Greek word ekballō (#1544 ἐκβάλλω), which means to throw out, drive out, or send out, often including the idea of violence. In this case, “denouncing your name” is not a calm dismissal, but an emotional rejection of you, your reputation, and what you stand for.
Also, the text is not “denounce you,” but “denounce your name.” In the biblical culture, a person’s name was more than just a moniker that pointed the person out. It stood for the person, his or her reputation, what the person stood for—his or her values and ideals—and usually the family, group, or tribe to which the person belonged. Proverbs 22:1 says, “A good name is to be chosen over great wealth.” We pray “in the name” of Jesus Christ. When the apostles healed the lame man, the Jews asked, “By what power, or in what name, have you done this?” They knew names were powerful. We baptize people “in the name of Jesus Christ” (Act 10:48), and we heal people and cast out demons “in the name of Jesus Christ” (Acts 3:6; 16:18). It is a horrible experience to have someone denounce your name because it denounces you, your reputation, what you stand for, and can even include your group or family. But Scripture says if we are denounced because of believing the truth about Jesus Christ, we are blessed, and we should think and act that way. The truth is not how we feel, but how we stand before God and Jesus.
Luk 6:23
“behold.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Luk 6:27
“love your enemies.” The word “love” is the verb agapaō (#25 ἀγαπάω; the more familiar noun is agapē). In this context, to love one’s enemy does not mean to “feel good” about them, but rather to act toward them in a loving manner. To better understand what God is telling us when He says, “love your enemies,” see the commentary on John 21:15, “I am your friend.” The second phrase of the verse, “do good to those who hate you,” explains agapaō in this context.
“do good to those who hate you.” This teaching is profoundly wonderful and the highest sense of morality was taught by our Lord. This can especially be seen when comparing this with the teachings of the Greeks at the time, who proclaimed that one ought to harm their enemies in order to be just. In the Republic, Plato’s interlocutors have the following exchange:
“Should one also give one’s enemies whatever is owed to them?”
“By all means, one should give them what is owed to them. And in my view what enemies owe to each other is appropriately and precisely—something bad.”
“…To treat friends well and enemies badly is justice?”
“I believe so” (Republic, 332b, d).
Luk 6:28
“bless those who curse you.” The word “curse” is kataraomai (#2672 καταράομαι), and it means to curse, to call down evil upon. A genuine curse is not just “hate language,” it has spiritual power. People can curse using the power of the Devil or the power of God. When we curse using the power of God, it is always by revelation, as God directs us to, and it is very rare. Jesus cursed the fig tree in Mark 11:14 (Peter correctly called what Jesus did a curse in Mark 11:21). When wicked people curse, they are using the Devil and his demons to accomplish the curse. Someone saying something bad about someone else is not a curse, but conscripting the power of the Devil to accomplish something spoken is a curse. Witches’ “spells” are curses.
This commandment requires much from the Christian, because personal attacks always hurt us emotionally. We have to understand that if we are blameless in God’s eyes, the curses of the enemy cannot hurt us. Proverbs 26:2 (NET): “Like a fluttering bird or like a flying swallow, so a curse without cause does not come to rest.” In other words, an undeserved curse will have no effect.
We Christians have to be so secure in who we are in Christ and that we will be blessed by God that we can bless those people who curse us. The reason that it can be so difficult to ignore curses is that they are often very personal in nature. They often come from people whom we care about, and/or can be very personal in nature. The ancient Romans and the people of the biblical culture often called on the gods to curse and harm people, and curses can have spiritual power and cause genuine damage if one is not protected by God and godliness. One curse tablet that now is in the City Archaeological Museum of Bologna reads: “Destroy, crush, kill, strangle Porcello and his wife Maurilla. Their soul [life], heart, buttocks, liver….” A curse directed at a Roman senator reads: “Crush, kill, Fistus the senator…May Fistus dilute, languish, sink, and may all his limbs be dissolved.”[footnoteRef:1379] [1379:  Archaeology Magazine, Sept/Oct 2012, “Curses,” 16.] 

Especially in the biblical world where almost everyone believed in the power of curses to harm them, knowing about God’s protection and desiring to help the misguided person who cursed others by blessing him back, was an act of great love and faith.
Luk 6:29
“To whoever strikes you on the cheek, offer the other cheek also.” This verse is not talking about the death penalty or any other type of civil crime or punishment for crimes, although many Christians think it does. Interestingly, people who quote this verse as if it were saying there should not be a death penalty do not seem to grasp that the verse is saying there should not be any kind of retribution at all. If this verse were applied universally to the criminal justice system, it would mean no fines, no jails, and not even any community service time given to criminals. If applied in a criminal context, it would read something like, “If someone steals one of your cars, give him the keys to your other car.” Surely even the most liberal of people do not believe that we can have a safe society if we do not enforce any laws or have any kind of penalties for breaking laws.
Why would Christ say something like “turn the other cheek?” What did he mean? In the culture of the Bible, touching or striking someone on the cheek was an insult. It was the equivalent of calling someone a “dirty name” today. Jesus knew that his disciples would be insulted by evil and ungodly people, and that it is a waste of time and energy to try to get “satisfaction” for an insult. So he instructed people to “turn the other cheek,” i.e., ignore insults, and by showing the other cheek, show that you are firm in your beliefs and actions even if it means you will be insulted again.
There are other Bible verses that show that slapping someone on the cheek was an insult: Lamentations 3:30: “Let him give his cheek to the one who strikes him; let him be filled with shame.” Job 16:10: “They have gaped on me with their mouth. They have struck me on the cheek with contempt.” Isaiah 50:6: “I offered...my cheeks...; I did not hide...from mocking and spitting” (NIV).
A good example of slapping on the face as an insult occurs in 1 Kings. The Israelite king, Ahab, was trying to convince the Judean king, Jehoshaphat, to join forces with him and fight the Arameans. Ahab brought out an impressive number of prophets who all foretold success in the mission. However, there was no prophet of the true God represented in the group. Jehoshaphat insisted on hearing from one, and at last, Ahab found a prophet of Yahweh, a man named Micaiah, who insulted the other prophets by first mocking what they had said, and then giving a contradictory prophecy—one that came true, by the way. One of the false prophets, a man named Zedekiah was incensed: “Then Zedekiah the son of Chenaanah came near and struck Micaiah on the cheek” (1 Kings 22:24). This was not an attack on Micaiah’s life or body. Zedekiah was insulted by Micaiah’s words, and he insulted Micaiah back in a way that was perfectly understood in the culture. Micaiah, as if following the words of Jesus spoken some 800 years later, ignored Zedekiah’s insult and simply kept on speaking the words God gave him to speak.
Christians need to follow the advice of the Lord and learn to ignore insults without burning in anger. We also need to know the culture and customs of the Bible so that we can correctly interpret such verses. The command to “turn the other cheek” has no bearing on the criminal justice system and the justice exercised by the government in the defense of society, and neither does it have anything to do with self-defense or war.
Luk 6:31
“And just as you want people to treat you.” This is parallel to Matthew 7:12.
Luk 6:32
“what credit is that for you?” Here in Luke 6:32 (and Luke 6:33-34), the word translated as “credit” is charis (#5485 χάρις), which is normally translated as “grace,” but here it has one of the other meanings of charis, in this case, “thanks” (see KJV, ASV, DBY; in the REV and other versions charis is nuanced to “credit”). The person who only gives to those who can give back to them has no “thanks” or credit from God. The person who loves and cares for people just because they need it will get “thanks” and “credit” from God in the form of blessings and rewards on Judgment Day. Proverbs 19:17 says, “The one who shows favor to a poor person lends to Yahweh, and he will repay him according to his good work.”
[For more on charis and grace, see commentary on 2 Cor. 12:9.]
Luk 6:35
“love your enemies.” See commentary on Luke 6:27.
“expecting nothing in return.” Christ is not saying not to want to be repaid. This is still a loan, not a gift, as Jesus said. The “sinners” only lent to those who could absolutely repay the debt. Believers are to lend if they see a need and can help even though someone might not seem to be able to repay.
“for he is kind toward the unthankful and evil.” In telling believers to love their enemies and do good to them, God sets Himself forth as the example to follow because he is kind toward the people on earth who are evil and unthankful. When we think of all that God provides on earth, food and water, rain for crops, the natural healing of the human body, and so much more, it is easy to see that God is good and kind to everyone, even those people who are evil. In fact, it sometimes seems that God treats unbelievers better than believers because they often prosper while the lives of believers are difficult, something that a number of godly people complained about (cf. Job 21:6-21; Psalm 73:1-14; Jer. 12:1-4). Actually, God is good to everyone, but in this fallen world it can be more difficult to live a godly life due to persecution and other afflictions that come directly from the Adversary and his people. On the Day of Judgment, however, believers will see just how blessed they are for obeying God and living a godly life.
Luk 6:37
“do not judge.” See commentary on Matthew 7:1.
Luk 6:44
“bramble bush.” A bramble bush is a generic term for a bush or shrub that is tangly and prickly. This is the same term used in the New Testament in reference to the burning bush in the Exodus narrative (Mark 12:26; Luke 20:37; Acts 7:30).
Luk 6:45
“his mouth speaks things that overflow from his heart.” The Bible says in many places that what comes from the mouth flows from the heart, which is why it is so important to guard our heart (see commentary on Matt. 15:18).
Luk 6:48
“but.” The Greek text reads “and” (καὶ) but the nuance here is adversative where the river crashed against the house, “but” the house was not shaken by it.
 
Luke Chapter 7
Luk 7:1
This record is also found in Matthew 8:5-13.
Luk 7:3
“he sent elders of the Jews.” The centurion never directly spoke to Jesus. However, if we do not know the Jewish custom of agency, we might think that he did.
[For more on the Jewish custom of agency, see commentary on Matt. 8:5.]
Luk 7:12
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Luk 7:14
“bier.” The Jews carried the bodies of their dead to the grave on something that resembled a stretcher. It was flat and open. “Coffin” gives the wrong impression, because the bier had no sides, but was simply a platform on which the body was laid. In the biblical culture, people were buried the same day they died, before the body started to decay.[footnoteRef:1380] [1380:  Zondervan Pictorial Encyclopedia, s.v. “bier,” 1:610.] 

Luk 7:16
“God has visited his people.” This verse can be confusing to some people who do not realize that God usually “visits” us, or works around us, through other people. Occasionally, Trinitarians will cite this verse as proof that Jesus is God, because it says that God visited His people. However, that phrase in no way proves the Trinity. Any word or phrase in Scripture must be interpreted in light of both its immediate and remote contexts. In this case, the immediate context alerts us to the truth being presented. The people called Jesus “a great prophet,” which tells us right away that they did not think he was God.
God “visits” His people by sending them some blessing. This is clear from verses like Ruth 1:6, “Then she arose with her daughters-in-law in order to return from the country of Moab, for in the country of Moab she had heard that Yahweh had visited his people by giving them bread.” In the book of Ruth, Yahweh “visited” His people by sending them bread, but even that did not mean that God gave them the bread directly, like He had done with the manna at the time of Moses. God “visited” the people by ending the famine and allowing the ground to produce grain again, but the people were the ones who plowed, sowed, weeded, and harvested. God simply provided the fertility, but without His blessing, nothing would grow. So God “visiting” His people, in that case, was simply Him putting His blessing on the soil. In a similar fashion, in the Gospels, God visited His people by sending them “a great prophet” who raised a widow’s son from the dead.
A lesson we should learn from this verse and others like it is that God works through His people. When He does, He often gets the credit even when people do the actual work. When God works through people, the Word records things like, “God visited His people” (Luke 7:16) and “all that God has done for you” (Luke 8:39). Americans today use the same language. If an acquaintance gives you some money when you need it and says, “The Lord put it on my heart to give this to you,” you might well say to someone else, “The Lord really blessed me today.” Neither you nor any other person would believe that you were saying that the person who gave you money was “the Lord.” Everyone understands that the Lord works through people, and so our language, like biblical language, reflects that knowledge.
[For more information on Jesus being the fully human Son of God and not being “God the Son,” see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.” For more on “the Holy Spirit” being one of the designations for God the Father and “the holy spirit” being the gift of God’s nature, see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?” For more information on this specific concept, see Charles Morgridge, True Believer’s Defense Against Charges Preferred by Trinitarians, p. 118.]
Luk 7:19
“Are you the Coming One.” See the commentary on Matthew 11:3.
“someone else.” The Greek word “else” is allos (#243 ἄλλος), here meaning another of the same kind; a second one. In other words, “Are you THE one, or is there a second one?” (Or perhaps, “Is there someone else?”) This record has a different emphasis than the record in Matthew 11:3, which uses the Greek word heteros (#2087 ἕτερος), referring to someone of a different quality. See commentary on Matthew 11:3.
Luk 7:25
“Look.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Luk 7:27
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“road.” See commentary on Mark 1:3.
Luk 7:28
“least important person.” See commentary on Matthew 11:11.
Luk 7:29
“declared God righteous.” This seemingly difficult phrase is very powerful. The idea being portrayed is that God is on trial. Is He a righteous God? Has he provided a way for mankind to repent, have forgiveness of sins, and thus have salvation? Yes, He has. The jury of the people has spoken. God is righteous, and has provided for mankind. However, the religious leaders rejected God’s provision (verse 30), to their own doom. It is important to realize that the tax collectors and sinners did not “declare” God to be righteous with their mouths, although they may have done that too, but by their actions.
Luk 7:33
“neither eating bread nor drinking wine.” Luke 7:33-34 contrast the ministries of John the Baptist and Jesus Christ. When the text says that John did not come “eating bread,” it does not mean that he always fasted—that would be impossible. “Bread” is being used as a synecdoche[footnoteRef:1381] for food in general, and of course, John had to eat. But he did not go to feasts and parties, he lived a simple and ascetic lifestyle. What we see of John’s ministry in Scripture is that it prepared people for the Day of Judgment. He baptized people with a “baptism of repentance,” that is, a baptism that outwardly demonstrated their inward repentance. He fasted often, and in the records we have of him speaking, he often spoke of the subject of judgment and the wrath to come (cf. Matt. 3:7-12). In contrast, Jesus came “eating and drinking,” keeping company with sinners, and a large part of his teaching focused on the Kingdom of Heaven, and his actions portrayed the joy of that kingdom in many ways. [1381:  See Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 613, “synecdoche.”] 

Neither John’s behavior nor Jesus’ behavior pleased the critical and over-religious Jews, which is a wonderful object lesson for us. Far too many people spend their lives trying to please other people who just cannot be pleased. We need to live our lives in a way that pleases God, and if other people are not happy about that there is nothing we can or should do about it. Jesus set the example for us in dealing with these Jews: he ignored their criticism.
[See Word Study: “Synecdoche.”]
Luk 7:34
“See!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“a drunkard.” See commentary on Matthew 11:19.
Luk 7:35
“wisdom is vindicated by all her children.” The Greek text can read “declared righteous” or understood as “vindicated.” In the biblical culture, children followed in the ways of their parents and did what the mother and father instructed (cf. Prov. 1:8). Here in Luke 7:35, Jesus used that common knowledge to say that the “children” of wisdom followed in the ways of wisdom and thus were wise themselves, and that fact “vindicated” wisdom (declared that wisdom herself was righteous) by showing that wisdom really was wise. Basically, what the saying means is that the disciples of wisdom, those who follow wisdom, vindicate wisdom by the way they live.
In the immediate context of Luke 7:35, the primary examples of people who are “children” of wisdom and who follow her ways are John the Baptist and Jesus, and what they do, though foolish in the eyes of the world, will prove to be wise and right in the end, and the same is true for all believers who are “children” of wisdom and follow God’s guidance. Also, it helps to understand what Christ was saying when we know that the word “wisdom” is feminine in both Greek and Hebrew, and is represented by a woman in Proverbs (cf. Prov. 9:1-5). What Jesus says here is stated slightly differently in Matthew 11:19, but Matthew and Luke harmonize together and let us know that Jesus made his point in slightly different ways so that it would be clearly understood (see commentary on Matt. 11:19).
Luk 7:37
“behold.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Luk 7:40
“Simon.” The Pharisee’s name was Simon. This is not Simon Peter, the apostle. Jesus is eating in the Pharisee’s house.
Luk 7:44
“no water for my feet.” For this Pharisee to not wash Jesus’ feet would have been considered very rude and degrading in the biblical culture, especially given the fact that Jesus was doing many miracles and healings, and would have supposedly been an honored guest. It would have been much easier for the woman to wash Jesus’ feet while he was reclining to eat in the biblical culture than in our modern culture because the people reclined to eat and their feet were easily accessible; they were not under a table.
[For more on the custom of foot washing, see commentary on 1 Tim. 5:10.]
 
Luke Chapter 8
Luk 8:1
“he traveled through cities and villages.” Josephus, who was almost a contemporary with Jesus, wrote that there were 204 cities and villages in Galilee, although how he came to that number is not known. Archaeology has not been able to confirm that number, but that is not surprising. Excavations and surface surveys reveal that, although there were some larger cities, most cities and villages were 2.5 to 10 acres and had populations ranging from a couple hundred to 2,000 people.[footnoteRef:1382] To give a basic idea of how big that is, although city blocks differ in size, the average city block is four to seven acres, so most villages in the ancient Near East were the size of a city block or smaller. [1382:  David Fiensy, The Archaeology of Daily Life, 89, 94.] 

Luk 8:2
“Mary, who was called Magdalene.” In the chronology of Jesus’ ministry, this record in Luke 8:2-3 is the first time Mary Magdalene is mentioned. “Magdalene” was not her first or last name, as if her parents’ last name was “Magdalene.” Most men and women in the biblical culture did not have a last name, and Mary Magdalene did not either. It was common in the biblical culture to differentiate women who had the same name by adding something distinguishing about them after their name. Thus, Mary Magdalene was called that because she came from the town of Magdala on the west coast of the Sea of Galilee. Another well-known “Mary” in the New Testament is “Mary the mother of Jesus,” which is a very honorable and distinguishing description. Still another “Mary” in the New Testament was “Mary the wife of Clopas” (John 19:25).
It is commonly believed that Mary Magdalene was Jesus’ closest disciple and that she had been a prostitute (this is part of the plot and music of the play, “Jesus Christ Superstar,” for example). There is no biblical support for either of those beliefs. The historical evidence points to the origin of those beliefs being a sermon taught by Pope Gregory the Great on September 14, AD 1591. In his sermon, Pope Gregory took the record of the sinful woman in Luke 7:36-50, the record of Mary Magdalene in Luke 8:2-3, and the record of the woman in Bethany who anointed Jesus’ head with oil in Matthew 26:6-13 and Mark 14:3-9, and blended the three women of those records into one woman, whom he then asserted was Mary Magdalene. Actually, biblically it seems very clear those three women were different women.
Then, compounding his error, Pope Gregory taught that Mary was a prostitute because the woman in Luke 7:37-39 was a “sinner,” and Mary Magdalene had demons cast out of her. As for the sinful woman in Luke 7, although Gregory thought she was a prostitute, there is no factual evidence for that assertion. Although she might have been a prostitute, it is also possible that she was not. She was a “sinner,” but in the very legalistic Galilean culture dominated by the Pharisees, a “sinner” might refer to someone who had paid no attention to the Law of Moses and the oral traditions of the Pharisees. The woman did not have to be a sexual sinner to be called a “sinner.” Nevertheless, Pope Gregory bolstered his teaching that Mary Magdalene was a prostitute by asserting that Jesus cast seven demons out of her, and those demons would have led her into sexual sin, but that also is only his assumption. There is no biblical proof Mary Magdalene was a prostitute; many people who are afflicted by demons are not prostitutes or sexual sinners.
Mary Magdalene was obviously very thankful for what Jesus had done for her, and she became a devoted follower. But that does not mean Jesus thought of her in a special way and singled her out for special attention—especially sexual attention, although that is a popular belief. Mary Magdalene is listed in Luke 8:2-3 with a whole group of women who followed Jesus and helped support his ministry, she is not listed alone.
The other times Mary Magdalene is mentioned in the Bible are all around the time of his death and burial, but even then, with only one exception, she is mentioned in the company of other women and does not get any special attention. The one exception when Jesus was alone with Mary was after his resurrection, in the place where he had been buried in Joseph’s tomb. In that event, Mary’s devotion to Jesus brought her to the tomb area without anyone else being there, and Jesus rewarded her devotion by appearing to her, comforting her in her sadness and confusion by proving that he had been raised from the dead, and giving her a message for the other disciples (John 20:15-17). But even in that record it is clear that Jesus understood that she was a disciple, and he was her risen Lord, and when she apparently moved toward him he said, “Do not touch me” (John 20:17).
Everyone likes a good love story, and many people warm up to the thought that Mary and Jesus had a love interest going, but not only is there no evidence for it, the biblical evidence is against it. The ones that the Bible says Jesus was close to and spent time with teaching and discipling were the twelve apostles, who took over the leadership of the church after he was gone. There is no record of Mary ever being present when Jesus was teaching the Twelve apart from other disciples, and the separation of the sexes in the biblical culture would have militated against that occurring.
There is no reason to doubt that Mary Magdalene was a devoted follower of Christ until her death, but after the day she saw Jesus at the tomb, she disappears from history. For example, she is not mentioned in Acts in the gathering of the disciples as is Mary the mother of Jesus (Acts 1:14)—and this is contributing evidence that she was not Jesus’ closest disciple, as is sometimes taught.
Mary is a wonderful example of a believer because her devotion to him showed she was always thankful to the Lord for what he had done for her, even though there is no indication she thought she was somehow “special” in his eyes. To the Lord Jesus, every disciple is special, and Jesus shows attention to people as the opportunities arise, like he did to the woman at the well in John 4:7-26, and Martha in John 11:20-27.
Luk 8:4
“he spoke by way of a parable.” This is the Parable of the Sower. It is perhaps more accurately named, “The Parable of the Soil.” It is also in Mark 4:3-8 and Luke 8:5-8. See commentary on Matthew 13:3.
Luk 8:5
“The sower.” The Parable of the Sower and its explanation is in Matthew 13:3-9, 18-23; Mark 4:3-9, 14-20; and Luke 8:5-8, 11-15.
The parable Jesus tells in verses 3-8 is almost universally referred to as “The Parable of the Sower” because that is what Jesus called it (Matt. 13:18). However, it could just as well be called “The Parable of the Soils,” because the parable is not primarily about God who sows the seed; nor is it about the seed itself, which is the Word of God (Mark 4:14; Luke 8:11). Many parables have different names in different Bibles and commentaries because they are not named in the Bible itself: different scholars named the parables according to their best understanding of the subject of the parable.
In the Parable of the Sower, the people would have likely thought that the “sower” was God, but Jesus could have been referring to himself as he did in the parable of the weeds of the field (Matt. 13:27). Actually, however, in the Parable of the Sower, the “sower” is not specifically named because it is anyone who speaks the Word to lead people to salvation. The seed in this parable is the word of God (Mark 4:14; Luke 8:11), specifically the “message about the kingdom” (Matt. 13:19) which Jesus and others were preaching and teaching, and if a person believed the message and obeyed God they would be saved.
[For more information on the Parable of the Sower, see commentary on Matt. 13:3.]
“the birds.” In biblical times, birds were usually considered evil or harmful, and in the Parable of the Sower, the “birds” represent the Devil and his demons and the demonic influence they exert in the world. Thus, in the explanation of the parable, the birds are “the Wicked One” (Matt. 13:19), “the Adversary” (Mark 4:15); and “the Devil” (Luke 8:12).
[For more information on the birds being evil, see commentary on Matt. 13:4.]
Luk 8:6
“on the rock.” The shallow soil in Israel usually has limestone rock right beneath it. Reading Luke 8:6 with Matthew 13:5 and Mark 4:5 makes it clear what Christ is talking about.
Luk 8:8
“Anyone who has ears to hear had better listen!” This is the same Greek phrase as occurs in Mark 4:9, and almost the same Greek phrase as occurs in Matthew 11:15. For an explanation of the exclamation, see the commentary on Matthew 11:15. This verse is longer, reading, “Anyone who has ears to hear had better listen,” while the occurrences in Matthew read, “Anyone who has ears had better listen!”
Luk 8:9
“his disciples began asking him what this parable meant.​” The disciples’ question is asked and answered in Matthew 13:10-17; Mark 4:10-12; and Luke 8:9-10. Matthew has the most complete answer.
Luk 8:10
“sacred secrets.” We translate the Greek word mustērion (#3466 μυστήριον) as “sacred secret” because that is what mustērion actually refers to: a secret in the religious or sacred realm.
[For more information on the “Sacred Secret” and the Administration of Grace, see commentary on Eph. 3:9.]
“so that seeing they do not see” The “so that” comes from the Greek preposition hina, which in this context refers to a result (see Word Study: “Hina”). The full text in Isaiah uses the common Semitic idiom that many scholars refer to as “the idiom of permission.”
[For more on the idiom of permission, see commentaries on Rom. 9:18 and Exod. 4:21. For more on why Christ taught in parables, see commentary on Matt. 13:13.]
Luk 8:12
“Devil.” The Greek word is diabolos (#1228 διάβολος), which literally means “Slanderer,” but diabolos gets transliterated into English as our more familiar name, “Devil.” Slander is so central to who the Devil is and how he operates that one of his primary names is “the Slanderer.”
[For more information on the names of the Devil, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
“cannot believe.” The verb “believe” is in the subjunctive mood, thus many versions have “may” not believe, but the Greek conjunction hina (#2443 ἵνα) earlier in the sentence is the reason the verb is subjunctive, and therefore in these cases, we must get the sense of the verb from the context. In this case, the Devil does not take the word from people so they “may” not believe, his intention is that with no word in their heart, they “cannot” believe (see J. B. Phillips, The New Testament in Modern English. The translations by N.T. Wright and A. Nyland, say “won’t” believe).
Luk 8:14
“and the pleasures of life.” Believers are to seek to please God and do his will, but too often believers get sidetracked by seeing happiness or pleasure and putting that ahead of God. “Having a good time” can be an idol that takes the place of God. God wants people to enjoy life, and life can be very enjoyable when one obeys God. Most committed Christians would testify that life is more fun and enjoyable when they are obeying God than when they are not. Leaving the things of God to have “fun” or “enjoy life” is not wise.
Pleasure and “fun” can be an idol, even though the person does not have a statue or something that represents “pleasure,” as did the ancient religions. An idol can be set up in the heart (Ezek. 14:3). The ancient Greeks and Romans recognized that pleasure could be a god, and both cultures had a goddess of pleasure. The Greeks had the goddess Hēdonē (#2237 ἡδονή, pronounced hay-doe-'nay) who was the personification of pleasure and enjoyment. The Greek word hēdonē means “pleasure” and is where the English word “hedonism” comes from. In Aristotelian ethics, hēdonē “is part of the philosopher’s account of virtue and that pleasure (along with pain) is said to reveal a person’s character. It is good if it is a consequence of a virtuous life.”[footnoteRef:1383] In Roman mythology, the goddess similar to Hēdonē was Voluptas (or Volupta), although Voluptas was more closely associated specifically with sensual pleasure than Hēdonē was. The Greek philosopher Aristotle was correct: there is nothing wrong with pleasure if it comes from virtuous behavior, but too often people seek pleasure at the expense of godliness. [1383:  Wikipedia, “Hedone,” accessed May 24, 2020, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hedone.] 

Believers need to be aware that idols are not only things such as statues of gods (or the gods themselves) that are worshiped, but anything that replaces the worship of God can in a sense be an idol. The point is that “pleasure,” “fun,” and “having a good time” can be an idol in the heart and can take the place of seeking first the Kingdom of God and His righteousness. Thus, as Jesus pointed out here in the Parable of the Sower, a person who seeks out pleasure and having a good time, and allows themselves to be pulled by them into ungodly behavior or distracted from the things of God, chokes back the Word (Matt. 13:7) and becomes unfruitful. The believer is not to let that happen.
“and so they do not bring fruit to maturity.” The “they” is plural, the people who hear the word but allow it to be choked. The “seed,” the “part” that fell into the thorns, is singular, so the “they” who do not mature are the people, not the seed (see commentary on Matt. 13:22).
Luk 8:16
“after lighting a lamp.” The “lamp” was an oil lamp.
Luk 8:17
“For what is hidden.” Luke 8:17 is often misunderstood to be referring to secret sins, as is its parallel verse, Mark 4:22. However, when taking both the context and the Greek language into consideration, it becomes clear that Luke 8:17 is referring to the Kingdom of God that was hidden and would be revealed.
Almost all modern translations use “nothing” and “anything” as the subjects of the two phrases in this sentence, for example, the ESV reads, “For nothing is hidden that will not be made manifest, nor is anything secret that will not be known and come to light.” However, translating the Greek into English that way is misleading because it makes the subject plural: in English, “nothing” and “anything” act as plurals and refer to many things. But the Greek verbs are singular; there is one thing that is hidden and will be revealed.
Furthermore, that the verse is speaking about something singular, not plural, is also shown by the Greek pronoun ὃ (usually “who” or “which”), which is also singular. It is difficult to bring the Greek ὃ into English because English does not reproduce the singular and plural in the same way the Greek does—the Greek has a different relative pronoun for singular and plural, and this is the singular relative pronoun. Thus, although the Greek ὃ could be translated more literally in this context as “that which” or “what,” even those are unclear in English because they can be plural also, whereas the Greek is unambiguously singular. A case could be made to nuance the English to match the Greek singular better by translating the ὃ as “that thing which,” but even that could be misunderstood (“that one thing which” would be much clearer). So, although there are two indicators in the Greek syntax that show that the subject of the verse is singular, in the end, it is a total package of those two Greek indicators, and the context, and the parallel verse in Mark 4:22, that clearly make the case that Jesus is speaking about the Kingdom of God being hidden and then revealed.
It is both the context and the verses themselves that show that Mark 4:21-22 and Luke 8:16-17 are speaking about the Kingdom of God and not “secret sins.” The lamp which is “brought out” is not a bad thing, it is a good thing, and it is brought out to be put on the lampstand to give light for all to see by (Luke 8:16). Similarly, the Kingdom of God has been hidden, but at some future date in God’s timing it will be totally brought out into the open for all to see.
[For a more detailed explanation of the context, see commentary on Mark 4:22.]
Luk 8:18
“for whoever has.” Jesus taught this principle of having and not having five different times. See commentary on Matthew 25:29.
Luk 8:19
“his mother.” Jesus’ family had come to take control of him because they thought he had gone insane. This record is in Matthew 12:46; Mark 3:21, 31-35, and Luke 8:19-21. See commentary on Mark 3:21. There is no mention of Joseph; he had apparently died (see commentary on John 19:27).
Luk 8:22
“Let’s go over to the other side of the lake.” This record of Jesus calming a storm—which is immediately followed by the record of Jesus healing a man afflicted by demons—occurs in Matthew 8:23-27, Mark 4:35-41, and Luke 8:22-25. The most detail occurs in Mark (see commentary on Mark 4:35).
Luk 8:24
“subdued.” The Greek word translated “subdued” is epitimaō (#2008 ἐπιτιμάω), and this is the technical sense of the word as it was used in Greek religion for taking control over a spirit. Robert Guelich notes that epitimaō is “a commanding word uttered by God or by his spokesman, by which evil powers are brought into submission.”[footnoteRef:1384] Jesus subdued the storm, which was no doubt caused by a demon, by the power of God that he wielded, which was expressed in words. The power came from God and was used by Jesus. Jesus did not gain control over the storm by some “magic words” or formula that he used. “It is not a magical incantation...it is powerful Word of the Son.”[footnoteRef:1385] [1384:  Guelich, Mark 1:1-8:26 [WBC], 57.]  [1385:  Gerhard Kittel, Theological Dictionary, s.v. “ἐπιτιμάω,” 2:626.] 

[For more on epitimaō, see commentary on Mark 1:25.]
Luk 8:25
“Who is this.” See commentary on Mark 4:41.
Luk 8:26
“Gerasenes.” While Mark and Luke say “Gerasenes,” Matthew says “Gadarenes.” For more on how to harmonize this account in Matthew, Mark, and Luke, see commentary on Matthew 8:28.
“across the lake from Galilee.” The Galilee was an area in northern Israel. The word “Galilee” means “circuit,” because if you follow the plains and mountain ridges, the Galilee makes a kind of circuit in northern Israel. However, Galilee is west of the Jordan River, and ends at the Arabah (the Jordan Valley) both north and south of the Sea of Galilee. Thus the east coast of the Sea of Galilee is not in “Galilee.” By saying that Jesus sailed across the lake from Galilee, the Bible is making it clear that Jesus is sailing to the east coast of the Sea of Galilee.
Luk 8:27
“a certain man.” Matthew says there were two men, and has other different details as well.
[For more on how to harmonize this account in Matthew, Mark, and Luke, see commentary on Matt. 8:28.]
“in the tombs.” Inside them, not “among” them. See commentary on Mark 5:3.
Luk 8:28
“What do you want with me?” See commentary on Matthew 8:29.
“torment me.” See commentary on Matthew 8:29.
Luk 8:32
“And he allowed them.” See commentary on Matthew 8:32.
Luk 8:33
“the demons, having come out from the man, went into the pigs.” Animals can be possessed by demons (see commentary on Matt. 8:32).
Luk 8:34
“the men who were looking after them … fled.” See commentary on Matthew 8:33.
Luk 8:35
“the people.” The text reads “they,” but it is clarified in the REV as “the people,” that is, the people of the city.
“clothed.” The clothes would have likely come from the apostles. It was common to have at least an extra tunic to travel with (cf. Matt. 10:10)
Luk 8:36
“the people.” The text reads “they,” but it is clarified in the REV as “the people,” that is, the people of the city.
Luk 8:37
“and returned.” That is, Jesus returned to Capernaum. Luke 8:37 is a summary statement and anticipates Jesus’ return to Capernaum. It is not strictly in chronological order. Luke 8:38 shows the man who had been delivered still talking with Jesus. Jesus actually returned in Luke 8:40. The Bible has many summary statements, and we must be careful not to be confused by them.
Luk 8:39
“God has done for you...Jesus had done for him.” God works His miracles through people. Thus, whenever a miracle is performed, the recipient or beneficiary gives thanks to the one who stood in faith and performed the miracle, and also thanks and glory are given to God who supplied the power and actually did the work. The whole lesson of Hebrews 11, which speaks of the heroes of faith, is that almost always someone has to walk in faith for God’s power to work, and the people were “commended for their faith” in Hebrews 11:39. So when Jesus performed miracles, it was not just he, but God acting also, just as it is when Christian believers do miracles, healings, etc. In fact, Jesus gave credit to God for what he was accomplishing. “The words that I am saying to you I am not speaking from myself, but the Father living in union with me does his works” (John 14:10b). Also, Peter made it clear that it was God doing miracles through Jesus Christ: “Ye men of Israel, hear these words; Jesus of Nazareth, a man approved of God among you by miracles and wonders and signs, which God did by him in the midst of you….” (Acts 2:22 KJV).
[For more information on Jesus being the fully human Son of God and not being “God the Son,” see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.” For more on “the Holy Spirit” being one of the designations for God the Father and “the holy spirit” being the gift of God’s nature, see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
Luk 8:40
“returned.” The Greek word is hupostrephō (#5290 ὑποστρέφω) and it means, to return, to turn back. In this case, the parallel record in Mark 5:21ff makes it clear Jesus “returned” to a city back across the Sea of Galilee, in this case to Capernaum. There are a number of reasons that support that Jesus returned to Capernaum, even though Capernaum was not specifically named. One is that the people were expecting him (Luke 8:40). That would be true of his hometown, but not necessarily of other towns. Also, Jairus was one of the “rulers of the synagogue” (Luke 8:41), and the major synagogue in the area mentioned in Scripture and confirmed by archaeology was in Capernaum. Also, Mark 5:21 says he was “by the lake,” that is, the Sea of Galilee, and Capernaum was right on the shore of the Sea of Galilee. Also, Jairus spoke in a very confident manner that Jesus could heal his daughter, and it is likely that his confidence came from the fact that Jesus had done so many different kinds of healings right there in Capernaum. The town that fits all the conditions in the biblical record is Capernaum. So the record of the healing of Jairus’ daughter occurred at Capernaum.
Some people have been confused by the word “return” in Luke 8:40 because they mistakenly think it means return back to where the demon-possessed men were. The confusion comes because Luke 8:37 says that Jesus, “got into a boat and returned (to Capernaum),” so if he returned to Capernaum in Luke 8:37, then some people assume that he must have “returned” to where the demon-afflicted men were in Luke 8:40. But a more careful reading of Luke 8:37-41 shows that Luke 8:37 is a summary statement, not strictly in chronological order, because verse 38 shows the man who had been delivered still talking with Jesus, so Jesus had not in fact left the area and returned to Capernaum yet. He actually left in Luke 8:40. The reason this is important is that verse 40 says the people welcomed Christ, and were expecting him. That was certainly true of Capernaum, but not to where the pigs were drowned in the lake. Capernaum was Jesus’ home (see commentary on Mark 2:1), and where he lived, so the people expected him to come home periodically. In contrast, there is no indication Jesus said he would return—or did return—to the area where the demon-afflicted man lived.
Luk 8:41
“look.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“Jairus.” The record of the healing of Jairus’ daughter and the healing of the woman who was bleeding is in Matthew 9:18-26; Mark 5:22-43; and Luke 8:41-56.
Luk 8:42
“pressing in around him.” The Greek verb gives the idea of pressing in so hard that it was difficult to breathe.
Luk 8:44
“bleeding.” The Greek is more literally, “her discharge (or “flow, issue”) of blood,” but it refers to the bleeding stopping.
Luk 8:45
“crowd.” The Greek is plural, technically “crowds,” but although that is the way the Greeks would say it, in English we use “crowd” as a collective singular for a lot of people.
Luk 8:47
“she came trembling, and falling down before him.” The record of the woman who had the issue of blood for 12 years occurs in Matthew 9:20-22; Mark 5:25-35; and Luke 8:43-48. Each record has some of the same information, but each record includes different details as well. In this case, there are too many matching details for the records not to be of the same event, and there are no contradictory details—they all fit together to make a singular picture of the event. Mark and Luke include many details that are left out of Matthew. Matthew does not record the power that came from Jesus, or how Jesus then searched for the person who touched him. The focus in Matthew is on the woman’s need, her King meeting that need, and Jesus focusing on her faith. Like a benevolent King, he tells the woman to “Be of good cheer” (Luke 8:48 NKJV), because her faith had healed her. Mark and Luke include many more details, and it seems almost like some kind of professional courtesy that it is Mark, not Luke (Luke was a doctor!) who says she suffered many things from many doctors and instead of getting better got worse (Mark 5:26). Mark and Luke record Jesus having to be persistent to find the person who touched him, including having to ignore his close disciples who thought it was incredulous that he would even ask who touched him in that large crowd. Because the Gospel of Mark focuses on Jesus as a servant, and Luke on Jesus as a man, a human being (see commentary on Mark 1:1), it seems to make sense that Jesus would have to fight with more circumstances to find out what happened to him, whereas it makes sense that as the King, Jesus would simply see the woman and address her.
Luk 8:49
“Jairus.” The name “Jairus” has been added for clarity due to the large number of pronouns in the context.
Luk 8:52
“they were all crying and mourning.” For more on this crowd and why they could go from mourning to laughing so quickly (Luke 8:52-53), see commentary on Mark 5:38.
“asleep.” The Greek verb is katheudō (#2518 καθεύδω). Sleep is used as a euphemism and metaphor for death. See commentary on Acts 7:60.
Luk 8:54
“But he, taking her by the hand.” Luke omits the fact that before Jesus ministered to the girl, he drove all the crowds of people who were in the house outside of the house.
Luk 8:55
“spirit.” The Greek word is pneuma (#4151 πνεῦμα). Here it refers to the natural life of the body. See commentary on Luke 23:46.
 
Luke Chapter 9
Luk 9:3
“journey.” Literally, “road.” Here used of the trip on the road, or “journey, trip.”
“staff.” The Gospel of Mark says to take a staff. For information on the apparent contradiction, see commentary on Matthew 10:10.
“traveler’s bag.” See commentary on Mark 6:8.
“silver.” “Silver” refers to money; coins made of silver.
“two tunics.” The tunic was a long shirt, like a long undershirt, that was against the skin. See commentary on Mark 6:9.
Luk 9:4
“stay there, and when it is time, depart.” In other words, do not hop from house to house in the same town. Stay in one house. That honored the first family to believe, and also let people know where to find the disciples if someone was looking for them.
“from that area.” The Greek text is more literally, “from there,” but the meaning of “there” is that city or that area. It does not make much sense to say, “stay there until you depart from there,” because if the first “there” in the sentence means “house,” which it does, then the sentence would seem to mean, “stay there (i.e., in that house) until you depart from there (ostensibly “that house”). But that does not make sense. The sentence is saying, “Stay ‘there’ (in that house) until you leave ‘from there’ (from the area or the city).”
Luk 9:7
“from among the dead.”[footnoteRef:1386] See commentary on Romans 4:24. [1386:  Cf. Kenneth S. Wuest, New Testament, “out from amongst those who are dead,” 155.] 

Luk 9:10
“And when the apostles returned.” The feeding of the 5,000 is in all four Gospels (Matt. 14:13-21; Mark 6:32-44; Luke 9:10-17, and John 6:1-13. The feeding of the 4,000 is in Matt. 15:29-39; Mark 8:1-10).
“he withdrew by himself to a city called Bethsaida.” Bethsaida is north of the Sea of Galilee. Apparently, after being at Bethsaida, he went north from there to Caesarea Philippi, where he was when he went up to a “high mountain,” Mount Hermon, for the Transfiguration (see the REV commentary on Matt. 17:2 and Mark 9:2).
Luk 9:12
“to draw to a close.” The Greek text is literally “decline,” that is, the sun began to go down in the west and the day began to close.
“find… somewhere to stay for the night.” The Greek verb is kataluō (#2647 καταλύω), which is often translated “destroy,” but kataluō was used of a traveler’s day “coming to an end,” so it was also used to mean halt on a journey, find a place to stay, or “lodge.” The noun form, kataluma (#2646 κατάλυμα), is a “guest room” (Mark 14:14, Luke 2:7, Luke 22:11). In Luke 2:7 is often mistranslated as “inn,” in large part due to Christmas tradition (see commentary on Luke 2:7).
Luk 9:14
“about 50 each.” See commentary on Mark 6:40.
Luk 9:17
“twelve baskets.” See commentary on Matthew 15:37.
Luk 9:18
“And it came to pass.” There is a time break between Luke 9:17 and 9:18. In verse 18 Jesus had traveled with his apostles to Caesarea Philippi.
“alone.” In this case, “alone” means apart from the huge crowds mentioned in the previous verses.
Luk 9:19
“Elijah.” For information on why the people thought that Elijah would come, and why John the Baptist was called “Elijah,” see commentary on Matthew 17:10.
Luk 9:20
“The Christ of God.” This statement of Peter’s is in Matthew 16:16, Mark 8:29, and Luke 9:20.
Luk 9:22
“the Son of Man must suffer many things.” Now that the disciples know that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God (Matt. 16:13-17; Mark 8:27-30; Luke 9:18-21), Jesus begins to tell them that he must suffer, die, and be raised from the dead. Despite his clear teaching about it, however, they did not understand what he meant, and Peter even tried to stop Jesus from voicing it.
[For more on Jesus’ clear teaching that he would suffer and die, see commentary on Luke 18:34.]
“be raised from the dead.” The words “from the dead” are added for clarity. Jesus would be killed and rise after three days, “rise,” which would have to mean rise from the dead. This teaching of Jesus was very important, and is repeated in Matthew 16:21, Mark 8:31, and Luke 9:22.
Luk 9:23
“And he said to them all.” This record is in Matthew 16:24-28; Mark 8:34-9:1; and Luke 9:23-27. Matthew says Jesus is speaking with his disciples, which was the major intent of what he was saying, however, Mark and Luke point out that the multitude was there also and was listening to this part of what he was teaching. What Jesus taught about him being the Messiah and suffering and dying was only taught to the disciples, which is why for this teaching he had to call the multitude to him.
“take up his cross.” The follower of Christ must be willing to suffer for Christ. Here in Luke 9:23, Jesus says that his followers must deny themselves and take up their cross “daily.” The inherent self-centeredness we humans have, the difficulties of life, and the ongoing war between Good and Evil are such that there are daily struggles in life, and the believer must be mentally prepared to take up their cross and struggle against evil day after day. (See commentary on Mark 8:34).
[For more on the meaning of “take up his cross,” see commentary on Matt. 16:24.]
Luk 9:24
“life.” The Greek word is psuchē (#5590 ψυχή, pronounced psoo-'kay), often translated “soul.” The Greek word has a large number of meanings, including the physical life of a person or animal; an individual person; or attitudes, emotions, feelings, and thoughts. Here it refers to the physical life of the body, which is why most versions translate it “life,” which is accurate in this context.
[See commentary on Matthew 16:25. For a more complete explanation of psuchē, “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
“because of me.” For an explanation of this phrase, see the commentary on Matthew 5:11.
Luk 9:26
“ashamed.” The Greek word translated “ashamed” is epaischunomai (#1870 ἐπαισχύνομαι), and it means “to be ashamed; feel disgrace about; be embarrassed about; be reluctant about due to fear of being embarrassed.” Most Christians do not understand the Day of Judgment or the Kingdom of Christ on earth, so these words do not make sense to them. Although unbelievers may well be ashamed of the words of Christ, many believers are too, and they show it by not boldly standing on what Jesus said. In fact, many Christians never speak of Jesus or his teachings, but claim that is “private,” while meanwhile, they try to “blend in” with the people around them.
These words were spoken by Jesus to his followers, who were Jews, but they apply to Christians as well. For example, here Jesus says that those who are ashamed of him now will find him ashamed of them when he comes, and 1 John 2:28 speaks of Christians who will be ashamed when he comes. The truth that on Judgment Day we will get what we deserve is true for all humanity for all time.
[For more on the Kingdom being on earth, see Appendix 1: “Life in the Age to Come.” For more on rewards and punishments on the Day of Judgment, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10, “good or evil.”]
“of the holy angels.” This is a simple and well-stated truth. When Jesus comes back, it will be in his glory, and the Father’s, and the glory of the holy angels. There are three things mentioned here, but there is no mention of the “Person,” the Holy Spirit; instead, there are the Father, the Son, and holy angels. The “Person” of the Holy Spirit is missing because there is no such “third person of the Trinity.”
[For more on the Holy Spirit, see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?” For more on there not being a Trinity, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.” For a more complete work on God and His Son Jesus, see, Graeser, Lynn, and Schoenheit, One God & One Lord: Reconsidering the Cornerstone of the Christian Faith. Also, by the same authors, The Gift of Holy Spirit: The Power to Be Like Christ.]
Luk 9:27
“will absolutely not taste of death.” Luke 9:27 is a shorter version of what Jesus taught in Matthew 16:24-28, (Jesus also taught this in Mark 8:34-38; Mark 9:1). Although Luke’s version is quite abbreviated, we can tell from the parallel records in Matthew and Mark that Jesus was teaching that people must live with such a mindset that they would be ready to give up their life for Jesus’ sake, and that Jesus was coming back soon (Matt. 16:27), and that is why he said that “some” of the people in his audience would not die before they saw the Kingdom of God.
Although some people teach that the Kingdom of God is here now, or it was here on earth when Jesus was here, that is not reflected in what Jesus prayed or taught. In the Lord’s prayer he prayed “your kingdom come,” and in verses like Matthew 16:28, Mark 9:1, and Luke 9:27 he taught the Kingdom was not here yet.
[For more information on what Jesus was teaching, see commentary on Matt. 16:28. For more information on the Kingdom of God, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Luk 9:28
“went up onto the mountain.” The evidence is that the “high mountain” was Mount Hermon, the start of which is immediately adjacent to Caesarea Philippi (see commentary on Mark 9:2). For an explanation of the Transfiguration, see commentary on Matthew 17:2.
Luk 9:29
“the appearance of his face became different.” The event described as the “Transfiguration” is recorded in three Gospels (Matt. 17:1-9; Mark 9:2-9; Luke 9:28-36). For more on this event see the commentary on Matthew 17:2 and 17:3.
Luk 9:30
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Luk 9:31
“who appeared in glory.” So in the vision, Moses and Elijah also appeared “in glory,” that is, they appeared as they will appear in the future in their glorious state.
“departure.” The Greek word for “departure” is exodos (#1841 ἔξοδος), and it means “a going out or departure.” Exodos is used figuratively here to indicate Jesus’ “departure from among the living,”[footnoteRef:1387] which represented his death that was going to happen in the near future at Jerusalem. [1387:  BDAG, s.v. “ἔξοδος.”] 

Luk 9:33
“not knowing what he said.” Peter, always impulsive and now afraid (Mark 9:6), just had to say something so he spoke foolishly, as if the three men were going to spend the night and needed shelter.
Luk 9:37
“a large crowd met him.” The record of the healing of the epileptic boy is in Matthew 17:14-20, Mark 9:14-29, and Luke 9:37-43.
Luk 9:38
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Luk 9:39
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Luk 9:42
“made him have convulsions.” It is possible that the demon threw the boy to the ground, as some translations say. But there are other translations that say the demon tore the boy, and that seems to be in accord with the Greek which seems to be much stronger than simply throw on the ground. The word we translate as “tore” is rēgnumi, and means “To cause to come apart or be in pieces by means of internal or external force, tear in pieces, break, burst (burst the wine-skins: Mk 2:22; cf. Mt 9:17; Luke 5:37). The passive form has the meaning “be torn, burst,” and when it is used of ferocious animals it refers to tearing in pieces w. their teeth.[footnoteRef:1388] If a demon has to leave someone, because of its evil and hateful nature, it will do everything it can to hurt the person by tearing flesh, nerves, or anything else it can as it leaves. In this case, the demon saw Jesus coming, and was going to hurt the boy as much as possible before he left, tearing the boy and convulsing him (cf. the record in Mark 9:20). [1388:  BDAG.] 

Demons exist and are evil and very hurtful. Christians need to be aware of them and can, by revelation, cast them out (see commentary on 1 Cor. 12:10, “discerning of spirits”).
“subdued.” See commentary on Mark 1:25.
Luk 9:45
“and it remained hidden.” Christ had taught this earlier, before the Transfiguration (Matt. 16:21), and the apostles did not understand it then either.
“so they did not grasp its meaning.” This is a result clause in Greek. It was not hidden from them in order that, for the purpose of, the disciples not perceiving Christ’s meaning. Rather, the disciples’ own preconceived notion of the Messiah and his role concealed this meaning from their understanding, “so they did not grasp its meaning.” It does not make sense to say Jesus concealed it because he precedes the saying with, “let this sink into your hearing” (Luke 9:44). Nor does it make sense that God would be at odds against Christ, causing them to be blinded to it, when the Lord desired the disciples to understand. R. C. H. Lenski writes, “Robertson [in Word Pictures, 2:136]…considers hina [often translated “that” or “in order that”] as final, as denoting a divine purpose, that God did not want the disciples to understand these words of Jesus, and the commentators generally labor to make this divine purpose plausible. But such an effort is hopeless. The disciples were not obdurate unbelievers so that a judicial penalty should rest on them, that hearing they should not hear; they were believers, and the repeated announcements of the Passion were a serious effort on Jesus’ part to make them understand. By means of his literal statements, Jesus was revealing and not hiding his coming Passion.”[footnoteRef:1389] [1389:  Lenski, St. Luke’s Gospel, 542.] 

Luk 9:46
“And an argument arose.” This record occurs in Matthew 18:1-5; Mark 9:33-37; and Luke 9:46-48, and then in a similar record, James and John requested to have the second and third positions of authority in the Kingdom, which angered the other apostles (Matt. 20:20-28; Mark 10:35-45), and the subject came up and was disputed at the Last Supper (Luke 22:24-29).
The argument arose on the road between Caesarea Philippi and Capernaum (cf. Matt. 17:24; 18:1; Mark 9:33). The actual subject of the debate was who was greatest in the Kingdom of Heaven (Matt. 18:1). That would be related to who was the greatest here and now, but although the subjects are tied together there is a distinction. This is not “greatest” in the sense of who had done the most miracles or had the greatest trust (“faith”). Jesus telling them that the one who is greatest must be the servant of all (Mark 9:35), shows us that “greatest” refers to the person with the most authority. In the patron-client society of the biblical culture and Greco-Roman world, the “greatest” person was the one who had the most authority and ruled the others (cf. Mark 10:42). Jesus was trying to instill in his followers that we must have a servant’s heart, and the greatest one of all must be the most willing to serve.
The Greek text more literally reads, “which might be greater among them.” The Greek is technically “greater” (the comparative), not “greatest” (the superlative). Although most scholars believe that the comparative is used for the superlative here, some understand this as the literal comparative, that the disciples were not just arguing about which one of them was the greatest, but who was greater among them, that is, what was their order of greatness. For example, if Peter was first, who was second, etc.
The fact that the disciples would be arguing about who was the greatest in the Kingdom of Heaven shows at least that they were thinking correctly about what mattered in life. This earthly life is short and difficult, and we must work with what we’ve been given and should strive to do the best we can with who and what we are. The next life will be different, and people will be rewarded according to what they have done in their first life. Too many Christians are talked out of making sacrifices for Christ because those sacrifices “are not good for me, and I must take care of myself first.” We should be very glad that Jesus did not do “what was good for him,” or he would have taken a vacation in the Galilee instead of dying on the cross for our sins.
[For more on rewards in the next life, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10. For more about what the next life will look like, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
“as to which of them was the greatest.” The crux of the argument was about which one would be greater in the Kingdom of Heaven (Matt. 18:1), which of course would be linked to which one was greater on earth.
Luk 9:47
“him.” The text gives us no information about the sex of the child. The same record is in Matthew 18:2 and Mark 9:36 (see commentary on Mark 9:36).
Luk 9:48
“Indeed.” This is the “confirmatory” use of the Greek gar, not the causal use in which it is usually translated “for.” Some grammarians refer to it as the “confirmatory gar.”
Luk 9:49
“he is not following you along with us.” That is, the man was not a disciple of Christ like the others were. The Greek makes the English somewhat awkward, but the meaning is clear. We might say something like, “he is not part of our group that follows you.” It is so typical of human nature that we seem to instinctively divide ourselves into “us” and “them,” and having a heart that reaches out to others and includes them takes training and spiritual maturity.
Luk 9:51
“firmly resolved.” The Greek literally reads “he set his face.” The Greek word stērizō (#4741 στηρίζω) means “to be firm” and implies, “to determine, to establish, to be committed, and to strengthen.” In English, we might say that Jesus “set his face like a flint to go to Jerusalem,” meaning that he was absolutely determined and committed to going (cf. Isa. 50:7).
Luk 9:57
“As they were going.” Luke 9:57-62 groups together three similar incidents: a man who says he will follow Jesus; a man who wants to bury his father before following Jesus; and a man who wants to say goodbye to his family before following Jesus. The first two men are mentioned in Matthew 8:18-22, but the third man is not mentioned in Matthew. It seems certain that the three incidents did not happen together, but are mentioned together in Luke because of their similar nature. The times and places when the two men are mentioned together in Matthew, and the three men are mentioned together in Luke, are not the same; Matthew occurs earlier in Jesus’ ministry. Furthermore, it is extremely unlikely that there are two different times that men came to Jesus in the same order asking the same thing.
It is most likely that the incidents involving the first two men, who are mentioned together in Matthew in the context of Jesus leaving Capernaum, did in fact occur at that time and place. In contrast, the incident involving the third man, who asked to say goodbye to his family, happened at the time and place mentioned in Luke, and the other two men are grouped together in Luke with that third man because of the similar nature of their questions and Jesus’ answer.
“a certain man.” This event is also recorded in Matthew 8:19-20, and we learn from Matthew that this man was an expert in the Law of Moses (thus called a “scribe” in some versions).
Luk 9:58
“the Son of Man has no place to lay his head.” Jesus was saying that he was constantly on the move, not that he had no place to stay. It is often taught that Jesus did not have a place to lay his head because he was poor, and furthermore, that being poor is a blessing. But both teachings are in error. Jesus was not poor, and when Scripture is properly translated, there is no indication that a person is blessed just because he is poor. The Bible constantly admonishes people to use wisdom with their money for the very reason that being poor makes life difficult; it is not a blessing. Money is a shelter (or “defense,” or “protection;” Eccl. 7:12). Everyone knows that many of life’s problems can be solved with a little money. Furthermore, the Bible says a wise person had treasure and oil in his house; he was not just “getting along” (Prov. 21:20). We are to have money to give to those in need (Eph. 4:28). Also, the wise man leaves enough inheritance that even his grandchildren get a share (Prov. 13:22). Jesus himself was apparently quite wealthy; he certainly was not poor.
[For more on Jesus’ money, see commentary on Luke 6:20.]
The meaning of Jesus’ answer in Luke 9:58 (and Matthew 8:20) is not immediately apparent because it is not a “yes” or “no” answer. An expert in the Law came to Jesus and stated that he would follow Jesus wherever he went. That sounded good and sincere, but was the lawyer really prepared for Jesus’ lifestyle? Maybe, but maybe not. Typically in that culture, an expert in the Law would have a home, a family, a home synagogue, and a circle of influence where he could teach and help people understand the scriptures they were reading. This certain expert in the Law must have been so impressed by Jesus’ teaching that he felt like he was ready to follow Jesus wherever he went, but was he really ready to be on the move day after day, away from his family and his circle of influence? This was a decision the man would have to make.
It is important to notice that Jesus did not say “yes” or “no” to the man’s request to follow Jesus, but simply pointed out the kind of lifestyle the man was getting himself into. After that, the man would have to make his own choice—and the Bible never tells us what choice he made. He may have been dissuaded by Jesus’ answer and gone back home, or Jesus’ answer may have crystalized his resolve so that he set out as a follower of Jesus. The Bible does not say, and so we do not know.
There is a great lesson in Jesus’ answer and in the fact that the Bible does not tell us what happened to the man and what choice he made. The choice of whether to actively follow Jesus from place to place, or to be a “follower” of Jesus back at his home by repeating the teachings of Jesus and imitating his ways was his to make—and both were “good choices.” The only bad choice would be to forget Jesus and return both to his old home and his old ways before he met Jesus. In this incident recorded in Matthew and Luke, God, by not elevating one good choice over the other, validates the ministries of all the people who follow Jesus, whether they are at home and seem comfortable, or whether they are in some kind of traveling or missionary lifestyle that seems more challenging. God calls us to serve, but often where and how we serve is our choice and it blesses God no matter what we choose. Every person has a unique calling from God, and no calling is more honorable to God than another. We humans may elevate one type of calling above another, but to God, serving Him is honorable no matter how He has chosen to call us to serve. Sometimes the only bad choice we can make is to not serve at all.
Luk 9:59
“bury my father.” This record also occurs in Matthew 8:21-22. It is almost certain that the man’s father was not dead yet. Burials occurred the same day a person died, and the fact that this man was with Jesus tells us that his father was not dead yet, or the man would have been home at the funeral with his family. In fact, it is likely that the man’s father was not even sick. See commentary on Luke 9:60.
Luk 9:60
“Leave the dead to bury their own dead.” This is the figure of speech antanaclasis, “word clashing,” when a word is used in a sentence or phrase with two different meanings.[footnoteRef:1390] The first use of “dead” refers to those who are spiritually dead but physically alive, while the second use of “dead” refers to being physically dead. Some people have maintained that the statement Jesus made is too harsh to actually be his, but that is not the case. For one thing, the very harshness is good evidence the saying is original. Scribes generally attempted to remove things from the text they found objectionable, not put objectionable things in the text. Beyond that, Jesus’ teaching and action showed that, although he respected family obligations, when family matters would have stopped a person from doing the will of God, he firmly advocated doing the will of God (Matt. 10:37; 12:46-49; Mark 3:31-35; Luke 8:19-21). [1390:  Cf. Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 286, “antanaclasis.”] 

This incident is also recorded in Matthew 8:21-22. Jesus’ answer sounds harsh, but under the circumstances, it was the honest reply the man needed to hear if he was going to follow Jesus. To understand the man’s request and Jesus’ answer, we must first realize that when the man said, “Allow me first to go and bury my father,” his father was likely not even sick. In the biblical culture, people were buried the same day they died because there was no way to preserve the dead body. If the man’s father was dead, he would be home burying his father and not with Jesus at that time.
Because people were buried the same day they died, if a family member, relative, or friend was away from home and traveling when someone at home died, it might be some time before the traveler could be located and even more time before he could make it back home. That made it very unlikely the traveler would make it home for the funeral. When Ananias died unexpectedly, apparently friends or family could not find his wife Sapphira, so they buried him without her even knowing about it (Acts 5:5-7). Also, sickness and death could occur unexpectedly and quickly, such as in the case of appendicitis, an infection, or some kind of accident. This disciple was telling Jesus he was not comfortable leaving his father before his father died, whenever that might be; and after that, he would follow Jesus. Jesus knew what the man did not know—that his ministry would be short, and if this man waited at home until his father died, he would likely miss Jesus’ ministry entirely, and thus lose his chance to be a disciple in the kind of meaningful way the man apparently desired.
This man expressed an interest in following Jesus, but wanted it to be convenient, when all his family affairs were concluded and his responsibility to be at his father’s funeral was over. Jesus, in saying what he did, shows us that following him will not always be tidy and convenient, but that we will sometimes have to make sacrifices.
Jesus’ answer should be very instructive to people who are torn between what they perceive as family and community responsibilities and what the Lord requires of them. Surely there are people who wrongly neglect their family responsibilities “for the work of the ministry,” but on the other hand, there are many people who should learn to say “No,” to things they are asked to do just to appease others when it keeps them from what they really need to be doing for the Lord. When it comes to our time, saying “Yes,” to one thing is always saying “No” to another. We need to be wise with our time and choices, and be willing to make tough choices for the Lord.
Just as Jesus made a choice between his family and his followers (cf. Mark 3:31-34), he asks us to do the same (cf. Luke 14:26). If his father loved his son, he would understand that following Jesus was a call of God and came with the risk of him not being present when the father died.
[For more on the figure of speech antanaclasis, see commentary on 1 Sam. 1:24].
[See Word Study: “Antanaclasis.”]
“proclaim everywhere.” The Greek is diangellō (#1229 διαγγέλλω), which is more than just to proclaim, it means to proclaim everywhere (NASB), to publish abroad (ASV), to spread the news (HCSB).
Luk 9:61
“say goodbye.” This seems to be an innocent request, but we can tell from Jesus’ statement in response that there was a lot to it. For one thing, leaving a family in the biblical time period was an emotional and drawn-out process. Without reliable communication, it was likely that there would be no contact between the man and his family until he returned, so families prolonged saying goodbye. For example, when Abraham’s servant wanted to take Rebekah away from her home to marry Isaac, her parents asked to let her stay with them ten days (Gen. 24:55). The Levite who wanted to travel with his wife away from her father ended up staying at the girl’s home for five days (Judg. 19:8).
It was customary in the biblical world that greeting people and saying goodbye took a very long time, which is why when Elijah sent his servant Gehazi to heal a child, he told him not to greet anyone or return a greeting (2 Kings 4:29). It is also why, when Jesus sent his disciples out to evangelize, he told them not to greet anyone on the road (Luke 10:4). The ungodly religious leaders loved the elaborate greetings in the marketplaces (Matt. 23:7; Mark 12:38; Luke 11:43; 20:46).
Of course, there was also always the possibility that the family would put so much pressure on the man that he would not leave his home and return to follow Jesus at all. The family would certainly plead with the man to stay, and the man may have given in to that pressure. That in part accounts for Jesus’ response to his request.
Luk 9:62
“put his hand to the plow.” This accurately reflects the biblical custom of plowing, because the biblical plow was held in one hand. In biblical times, the plow was a light wooden “scratch plow,” that just scratched the surface of the ground so there would be loose soil for planting. If the farmer could afford it, the plow blade would be of bronze or iron, but if not, the plow just had a wooden point that scratched the ground. The plow was fastened by straps or cords to the yoke on the oxen, and pulled behind the oxen and in front of the farmer. That way the farmer could see that the oxen were going straight ahead and the plow furrow was also straight. If the plowman looked behind him, the oxen could veer off the straight path and the plow make a crooked furrow. Because the plow was light it could be held and controlled in one hand, and the other hand held a goad.
[For more on the goad, see commentary on Acts 26:14. For more on plowing after the Fall rains started, see commentary on James 5:7.]
“and yet continues to look behind him.” In reality, no one would plow forward but continue to look back because it would be impossible to plow in a straight line. However, what Jesus said made sense to people because people could identify with the feeling of not wanting to be plowing. Israel had a dry season and a wet season. The dry season started in April and went through the summer until mid to late October. By the end of the dry season, the ground would be baked so hard it could not be plowed. Farmers would have to wait for the “former rains” to soften the ground before they could plow (Ps. 65:10), and it often occurred that men ended up plowing in the rain. But plowing in the rain and cold was not fun, and more than one farmer would certainly have looked back at his house and wished he were warm and dry rather than cold and wet.
“well suited.” The Greek word is euthetos (#2111 εὔθετος), and it means “that which is well suited for something…fit, suitable, usable, convenient,”[footnoteRef:1391] properly, “well-placed; a fit…useful.”[footnoteRef:1392] The Anchor Bible Commentary has “suitable” in its translation.[footnoteRef:1393] [1391:  BDAG, s.v. “εὔθετος.”]  [1392:  Thayer, s.v. “εὔθετος.”]  [1393:  Fitzmyer, Gospel According to Luke 1-9 [AB], 837.] 

Every person, if they are going to live a godly life, has to fight against their sin nature, the fallen nature of the world, and the forces of evil in the world. Before the Day of Pentecost, getting saved took effort and did not happen by chance (today, getting saved is much easier thanks to the death and resurrection of Christ; cf. Deut. 6:25; Luke 18:18-20 with Acts 16:30-31; Rom. 10:9). No one “accidentally stumbles” into being saved and working for rewards in the Kingdom. Jesus said in Matthew 11:12, “And from the days of John the Baptist until now the Kingdom of Heaven has been forcefully advancing, and forceful people are seizing it as a prize” (Matt. 11:12). There is so much working against being godly in this life that it often takes being “forceful” to do the things of God.
A person who is like the man plowing in Jesus’ illustration, who is plowing forward but also constantly looking backward at the world, will not do a good job plowing. He is double-hearted, wanting some of the things of the Kingdom but still being attached to the things of this life. That person is not well-suited for the Kingdom of God because he will not do well fighting his sin nature and the forces of evil that come against him. Jesus Christ himself was the best example of what it takes to be well-suited for the Kingdom. He was focused on doing the will of God and was willing to not only say, but to live out, “not my will but thine be done.”
People cannot afford to be attached to the world while trying to be attached to the things of God. God and the world are opposites. That is why the Bible says, “Do you not know that friendship with the world is hostility toward God?” (James 4:4). Neither can people be wishy-washy in doing the will of God, trying to please God without offending the world. Jesus Christ is a “rock of offense” to the world, because he will bring it and its ways to an end (Isa. 8:14; Rom. 9:33; 1 Pet. 2:8). There are things that can seem attractive and exciting about the world and its ways—which is why so many people are caught up in sin—but the godly person knows how those things can destroy one’s relationship with God, and avoids them. The godly person puts his hand to the plow and does what it takes within his mind and heart to not spend time looking back at the world.
“Kingdom of God.” This is the future Messianic Kingdom on earth.
[For more information on the Kingdom of God, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
 
Luke Chapter 10
Luk 10:1
“ahead of him.” The Greek has the idiom, “before his face.” It was the custom that disciples would follow behind the Rabbi, so when they were ahead of him, one way of speaking about it was to say, “before his face.”
“72.” This is one of the times when scholars have a difficult time determining what the original text of Luke said. The evidence of the Greek manuscripts and the Church Fathers is quite evenly divided, with some reading “70” (which appears in many English versions), and some reading “72.” In this case, the best determiner seems to be one of the standard ways that the original reading is determined when there are multiple readings: which reading is the most difficult (because scribes often changed the text to fit what they considered “more sensible” or “more acceptable”), and which reading best explains the other reading (since the original would have been changed to the second reading). In this case, “70” was a well-known and well-accepted number. For example, Moses picked 70 men to help him lead Israel (Num. 11:16), there were supposedly 70 men who translated the Septuagint (hence the designation for it: LXX), and there were 70 men on the Sanhedrin, the ruling Jewish council. In contrast, “72” was an odd and unhistoric number. So, that scribes would change “72” to “70” (to make Jesus similar to Moses?) is quite easily explained, whereas if the original text was “70” there is no good reason that a scribe would change the text to “72.”
Luk 10:3
“Pay attention!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20. Evangelism is serious work, difficult in itself due to the fallen nature of man and mankind’s general resistance to godliness. Adding to that difficulty, however, is the spiritual battle that always rages around any outreach work. Thus it is understandable that the Lord would start instructing us about it with, “Pay attention!”
Luk 10:4
“greet no one.” This does not mean to be unfriendly. The oriental greetings were long and involved, and Jesus wanted his disciples to go with haste.
Luk 10:12
“more bearable.” See the commentary on Matthew 10:15.
Luk 10:14
“more bearable.” See the commentary on Matthew 10:15.
Luk 10:18
“the Adversary.” The Greek word for Adversary is Satanas (#4567 Σατανᾶς), which has been transliterated as “Satan” in most versions. This causes the meaning of the word, which is important, to be lost. For more information on it, see commentary on Mark 1:13.
[For more information on the names of the Devil, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
This verse is a vivid testimony to the problems that believers can cause in the Adversary’s kingdom when they teach the truth, heal the sick, and cast out demons. The Devil spends much of his time in heaven, where he constantly makes accusations against God’s people (Job 1:6, 7, 12; 2:1, 2, 7; Rev. 12:10). However, he comes to the earth when he needs to, as he did when he appeared to Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden (Gen. 3), or when he personally tempted Jesus Christ in the desert (Matt. 4:1-11; Luke 4:1-13). The book of Revelation shows us that in the future the Devil will be cast out of heaven and no longer allowed access to God (Rev. 12:10).
In Luke 10 Jesus sent out the 72 (or 70; the Greek texts are divided) with the authority to heal and cast out demons. They were very effective in helping God’s people because they came back to Jesus amazed at the deliverance they were able to accomplish through the power of God. They said, “Lord, even the demons submit to us in your name!” (Luke 10:17). This was great news for God’s people, but terrible news for the Devil and his kingdom. Before Christ’s time, no one had effectively delivered people from demonic power. Now Jesus, the Twelve, and the 72, were casting demons out of people and destroying the oppressive system the Devil had carefully built.
The Devil could not just stand by and watch this happen. He came to earth to personally intercede, and try to minimize the damage that the disciples were doing, as well as try to cause them problems in any way he could. Thus, just as he left heaven to tempt Adam and Eve (Gen. 3), and to tempt Jesus (Matt. 4; Luke 4), he quickly left heaven to support his demonic army on earth. Although some people mistakenly believe that Satan is no longer allowed in heaven, the Scripture testifies that he is often there, sometimes “day and night” (Job 1:6-7; 2:1-2; Rev. 12:10). God showed Jesus the Devil’s rapid descent from heaven in a revelation vision. Thus, when the disciples joyfully exclaimed that even demons were subject to them in Christ’s name, Jesus supported their faith by telling them that they had such a powerful and damaging effect on Satan’s kingdom that Satan had quickly, like lightning, come down from heaven.
The Greek word translated “fall” in Luke 10:18 is piptō, (#4098 πίπτω) and is a general term for all types of falling or downward motion, including falling off of things, throwing oneself down before dignitaries, falling down dead, lightning falling from the sky, being ruined personally (“falling” from grace), and even the heat of the sun “falling” upon people. Thus, the exact meaning of piptō has to be taken from the context, and the context of Luke 10:18 is the disciples causing a disturbance in the Devil’s kingdom, so he “fell” (traveled quickly downward) from heaven to correct it.
Some Christians teach that when Jesus said he saw Satan fall from heaven, he was saying that he existed in the beginning and saw when Satan and his demons rebelled against God and were cast out of heaven. That interpretation does not fit the context of the verse. What difference would it make in the context of Luke 10 that Jesus had seen Satan’s rebellion and fall? Such a statement would not have supported the 72, and in fact, would have confused them. Furthermore, it is not the kind of statement that Jesus would make, because it would be pointing to something he supposedly would have had to have done ages before and that was completely removed and irrelevant to the 72 casting out demons. Actually, Jesus did not even exist when Satan originally fell from heaven, that belief came about as the doctrine of the Trinity was being developed.[footnoteRef:1394] The Trinitarian explanation of this verse is incorrect and takes away the powerful meaning of the verse, which is the damage we disciples can do to Satan’s kingdom if we walk in the power that God has given us. [1394:  See Graeser, Lynn, and Schoenheit, One God and One Lord: Reconsidering the Cornerstone of the Christian Faith.] 

[For more information on Jesus being the fully human Son of God and not being “God the Son,” see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.” For more on “the Holy Spirit” being one of the designations for God the Father and “the holy spirit” being the gift of God’s nature, see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
“falling.” The Greek is piptō (#4098 πίπτω), and it means to fall, or “to move with relative rapidity in a downward direction.”[footnoteRef:1395] It is not that Satan “fell,” as if he tripped and fell, or that he was thrown down, so he fell. He moved with great rapidity, like lightning, traveling in a downward direction from heaven to earth. [1395:  BDAG, s.v. “πίπτω.”] 

Luk 10:19
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“serpents and scorpions.” This is the figure of speech hypocatastasis. It seems best to understand “serpents and scorpions” in its widest sense, referring to the Devil, evil spirits, and also evil people. The Devil is called a serpent in Genesis 3:1; 2 Corinthians 11:3, and Revelation 20:2, John the Baptist referred to the evil people he confronted as a brood of vipers (Matt. 3:7), and Jesus referred to the religious leaders he confronted as serpents and vipers (Matt. 23:33). Also, Psalm 91:13 says the one who makes Yahweh his refuge will trample on snakes and serpents. Furthermore, Ezekiel 2:6 refers to evil, rebellious people as “scorpions.”
Jesus gave his disciples authority to trample on “all the power of the enemy,” and that includes both evil spirits and evil people.
[For more on the figure hypocatastasis, see commentary on Rev. 20:2.]
Luk 10:21
“in the holy spirit.” The Greek text has no article “the.” This refers to the holy spirit that is the gift of God.
[For more information on the holy spirit and uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?” and also see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
Luk 10:22
See commentary on Matthew 11:27. This verse is very similar.
Luk 10:25
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“life in the age to come.” This is the everlasting life that begins with the new Messianic Age, the Millennial Kingdom.
[See Appendix 1: “Life in the Age to Come.”]
Luk 10:26

“Jesus.” The Greek text reads “he,” but it is changed in the REV and some other versions for clarity (cf. ISV, NAB, NLT, AMP).
Luk 10:27
“soul.” See commentary on Matthew 22:37.
“neighbor.” The quotation in the Mosaic Law was to love your neighbor as yourself (Lev. 19:18), but after Jesus said to the lawyer who was questioning him, “Do this and you will live,” the lawyer then asked the question, “And who is my neighbor?” This question may seem strange to us, but it was a subject of great discussion and disagreement among the Jews. Some Jews took “neighbor” to refer only to fellow Israelites; the Pharisees took it to mean only fellow Pharisees; and writings from the Qumran community show that at least some of those Jews thought that anyone who was not part of their group was a “son of darkness” and should be hated.[footnoteRef:1396] Also, it seems from Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount that many Jews felt the commandment to love your neighbor also meant to “hate your enemy.” [1396:  Millar Burrows, The Dead Sea Scrolls, 257.] 

To teach the lawyer and the people who the “neighbor” really was, Jesus taught the Parable of the Good Samaritan. Jesus used the example of a Samaritan helping out a wounded Israelite—and Jesus taught this at a time when the Samaritans were hated by the Jews. Furthermore, Jesus added emphasis to his parable by saying that neither a priest nor a Levite would help the wounded man. Thus, through his parable, Jesus showed that all humans are our neighbors. Also, in his Sermon on the Mount, Jesus said that we are even to love our enemy (Matt. 5:44).
“as yourself.” In the modern world we live in, this phrase that you should “love your neighbor as yourself” has often been greatly misunderstood; it has been taken to mean that we need to love ourselves more. That is not the correct understanding of what Jesus was saying. The theologian R. C. H. Lenski correctly observes in his commentary on this verse: “Every man naturally loves himself, and all he needs to do is to measure his love of his neighbor by that love for himself.”[footnoteRef:1397] Lenski’s view is corroborated by Scripture: “for no one ever hated his own flesh” (Eph. 5:29). [1397:  Lenski, St. Luke’s Gospel, 539.] 

Of course, there are people who engage in self-hate, or don’t set proper boundaries in their lives, but all these acts originate in self-centeredness, even if they don’t seem to. The focus is always self, not actually love for others. For example, a person who does too much for someone else does so to assuage their own guilt, or for some other reason that is actually centered in themselves; and their “over concern” actually hurts the other person rather than helping him. Establishing a co-dependent relationship only weakens the other person, while true love always focuses on what is good for the other person, even if they don’t think so and protest vehemently about it.
We live in a society in which large numbers of people have a great deal of free time and disposable income, and they seem to always take time to do whatever they want. This often gets misconstrued as them “loving themselves,” while in contrast, people who are busy with responsibilities and don’t have a lot of free time are often mislabeled as “not loving themselves enough.” God says to seek first the Kingdom of God and be obedient to Him, and that is the standard of how we are to love ourselves and others. A person who spends all his time and money on himself is not “loving himself.” People who use up their free time on themselves without taking some of their time and resources to help others will find out on Judgment Day that they did not love themselves, they “loved the world,” and Scripture says, “Do not love the world or the things in the world. If anyone loves the world, the love of the Father is not in him” (1 John 2:15).
It is true that many people are not good at setting boundaries or self-care, and so the world takes advantage of them. God tried to mitigate that evil influence in the Old Testament by having a Sabbath Day in which no work could be done. But even when people are letting the world take advantage of them there is still something the person is getting from the experience; some way the “self” is getting satisfied or rewarded. We already all love ourselves, let’s do it in a way that is a blessing to us, to others, and to God.
Luk 10:28
“live.” This is one of the many places where “live” is used idiomatically for “live forever,” and sometimes “life” is used in the same way, that is, idiomatically for everlasting life. Occasionally when the Bible uses “life” or “live” with the meaning of “live forever,” scholars refer to the idiom as “the pregnant sense” of the word, either meaning the word has both a regular sense and a fuller meaning in that context, or the word is being used in only the fuller idiomatic sense in that context.
The idiom is very ancient, and is why Ezekiel 33:12-20 is very clear that if a “righteous” person becomes unrighteous he will “die” (i.e., “die” forever, which occurs sometime after he is judged on the Day of Judgment), while if a wicked person repents and becomes righteous he will “live,” (i.e., live forever). It is why Habakkuk says that the righteous will “live” (i.e., live forever) by their faithfulness (Hab. 2:4). There are many other uses of the idiom, and there are cases where, although the primary meaning of “live” is “live forever,” there are undertones of also “live to the fullest.” The word “live” often means “live forever” (e.g., John 5:25; 6:57; 11:25; 14:19; Rom. 6:8; 2 Tim. 2:11; Heb. 12:9). Similarly, the word “life” often means “everlasting life” (e.g., Matt. 7:14; 18:8, 9; 19:17; Mark 9:43, 45; John 3:36; 5:40; 11:25; 20:31; Acts 3:15; 11:18; Rom. 5:18; 2 Cor. 2:16; Gal. 3:21; 2 Tim. 1:1; 1 John 3:14; 5:12).
Just as “live” or “life” can refer to everlasting life, “die” and “death” could refer to everlasting death (see commentary on John 8:51).
Luk 10:29
“neighbor.” See commentary on Luke 10:27.
Luk 10:30
“who...stripped him.” Modern clothing is cheap and form-fitting, so robbers do not usually strip people. In the ancient world, clothing was loose-fitting and handmade, so it was expensive, and because of that, robbers regularly stripped people of their clothing as we see in Jesus’ parable. Also, when Jesus was crucified, the Roman soldiers wanted his articles of clothing even though they would have had a lot of blood on them. In the 1850s, Josias Leslie Porter lived and traveled in Syria. He wrote about how men and women were regularly robbed if traveling the Middle East without enough protection. When it came to the clothing their victims were wearing, many robbers took all the clothing, sometimes even from the women. Porter wrote: “It is an inconvenient habit Arab robbers have of stripping their victims of every stitch of clothing, however rich may have been their baggage, and however full their purse. During my short experience in Syria, I have known more than one instance in which even ladies have shared the fate of their Lords in this respect.”[footnoteRef:1398] The practice of stripping one’s victims is mentioned in Ezekiel 23:29. [1398:  Josias Leslie Porter, Five Years in Damascus with Travels and Researches in Palmyra, Lebanon, The Giant Cities of Bashan, and the Hauran, chap. 4, loc. 1130, Kindle, 2017.] 

Luk 10:31
“he passed by on the other side.” The man who was mugged was an Israelite. So why would the priest and Levite not help him? It is not that they were “bad people.” They had their priorities wrong. The man was half dead and could have died at any time. If the priest or Levite was helping the man, and he died, then they would have been unclean for 7 days (Num. 19:11-16) and would not have been able to “spiritually minister” to others. Thus, these men put their “spiritual duties” above helping their fellow man. They should have known from the law that God desires mercy, not sacrifice (Matt. 12:7; Hos. 6:6; Mic. 6:6-8). This happens far too often in Christianity. Our families get ignored while we do “spiritual things” for the Body of Christ. Or we ignore the cries of other humans while we take care of spiritual responsibilities. The lesson that the Lord is teaching us from the parable of the Good Samaritan is that we are to love our neighbor, and when we do, it is spiritual service.
Luk 10:42
“but one thing is necessary.” This is one of the many places where the verse should have been started in a different place for clarity. The sentence reads, “you are anxious and troubled about many things, but one thing is necessary….” When the sentence is broken in the middle by the “42,” it can be difficult to see what it means.
 
Luke Chapter 11
Luk 11:1
“Lord, teach us to pray.” This statement needs to be seen in light of the Jewish culture in which Jesus’ disciples lived. The disciples were used to going to synagogue in which many different prayers and different kinds of prayer were offered. They had also witnessed Jews like the Pharisees who prayed lengthy prayers. However, many of those prayers were just hollow flowery speeches or written prayers that had been recited over and over for generations. Jesus’ disciples recognized that due to that fact, John the Baptist had taught his disciples how to really engage in prayer, and they wanted to be taught that too, so they asked Jesus to teach them how to really pray in a way that got God’s attention and affected what happens in life.
Luk 11:2
“When you pray, say.” What we refer to as “The Lord’s Prayer” is in Matthew 6:9-13 and here in Luke 11:2-4. The longer prayer is in Matthew and it was part of Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount. The rendition here in Luke, which Jesus taught some months after he first spoke it, is quite similar to what is in Matthew, but the prayer in Matthew consists of seven requests, whereas Luke has five. Luke omits the requests, “May your will be done on earth as it is in heaven,” and “Deliver us from the Wicked One.”
“Father.” The evidence from a study of the Greek texts is that the original Greek text of Luke did not read the way Matthew does: “Our Father who is in heaven, hallowed be your name.” Instead, it has a much shorter reading, which many versions translate simply as “Father, hallowed be your name” (e.g., ASV, BBE, CEB, CJB, CSB, Douay-Rheims, ESV, NAB, NASB, NET, NIV, NRSV, and RSV). Also, as stated above, the prayer in Luke also omits “May your will be done on earth as it is in heaven.” Over time, scribes copying the text of Luke made it read the same way that Matthew did, and that longer reading was preserved in a large number of manuscripts, from which it came into the Geneva Bible and the King James Version. The scribes were more familiar with the reading in Matthew than they were with the reading in Luke due to the fact that the reading in Matthew had been used in many of the Church liturgies.
Adapting Luke to be like Matthew in this verse is an example of what textual scholars refer to as “harmonization.” Harmonization is the sometimes unintentional, but often intentional, attempt to make every account of the same biblical event read the same way. It was bothersome to ancient scribes, as it is to many modern readers, that the wording of the same event, or a very similar event, is different in different Gospels. Bruce M. Metzger wrote: “Since monks usually knew by heart extensive portions of the Scriptures, the temptation to harmonize discordant parallels or quotations would be strong in proportion to the degree of the copyist’s familiarity with other parts of the Bible.”[footnoteRef:1399] [1399:  Metzger, The Text of the New Testament: Its Transmission, Corruption, and Restoration, 197.] 

An example of harmonization outside the Gospels occurs in the records of Paul’s conversion. The more complete account of the conversation between Paul and Jesus is recorded in Acts 26:14, “…I heard a voice saying to me in the Hebrew language, ‘Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me? It is hard on you to be kicking against the goads.’ However, Luke does not record that full conversation in his account of Paul’s conversion in Acts 9:4, and leaves out the part about kicking against the goads. Nevertheless, some scribes copying the text harmonized the text and added the phrase about kicking the pricks to the record in Acts 9, and from those Greek manuscripts it came to be part of the King James Version.
Another example of harmonization occurs in Colossians 1:2. The scribes who copied the text were very familiar with the greeting, “Grace to you, and peace, from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ” (Eph. 1:2). Thus it is no wonder that the original opening of Colossians, which was, “Grace to you, and peace from God our Father,” became changed in some manuscripts to be the same greeting as in Ephesians, and that longer greeting became a part of the King James Version.
Sometimes harmonization occurred when a quotation from the Old Testament was “filled in” so that more of the Old Testament text was quoted than originally appeared in the Greek text. That happened in Hebrews 12:20. The Original Greek text of Hebrews read: “for they could not bear what was commanded: if even an animal touches the mountain, it will be stoned.” However, a few Greek manuscripts enlarged the Old Testament quotation from Exodus 19:13 so that the New Testament quotation read more like the complete Hebrew sentence. These larger texts added the phrase “or thrust through with a dart,” like the full sentence read in Exodus. Even though there were only very few manuscripts that had the enlarged reading, that larger reading came into versions such as the King James Version and Young’s Literal Translation.
Thankfully, many of the times that biblical records were harmonized, the harmonization was copied into so few manuscripts that it does not show up in any well-known version of the Bible. Perhaps a good example of that is Matthew 3:17, which records God speaking at Jesus’ baptism. In Mark and Luke, the text says that God said from heaven, “You are” my beloved Son. But in Matthew, the texts read, “This is” my beloved Son. However, Greek manuscript “D” from the fifth century, and some Syriac (Aramaic) texts have Matthew 3:17 saying, “You are my beloved Son,” just as Mark and Luke do. This reading was no doubt due to the pressure to harmonize what God said at Jesus’ baptism.
There are many different reasons that the records of the same account seem to differ in the different places it is recorded. Details may be added or left out. Also, sometimes records that seem identical are only similar. But also, sometimes the person talking said more than one record can easily contain without a lot of explanatory, parenthetical, or seemingly extra material. It is common in all conversations that we repeat phrases or sentences. We often say the same thing in different ways, especially if we think we need to emphasize something or if we think the listeners need to have a more complete understanding of what we are saying. That happened in the conversations recorded in the Bible too. In those cases, it is appropriate that different records in the Bible have somewhat different wording.
Often it is because the different records of the same event have different wording that we readers have a more complete understanding of what the biblical text is really saying. It is possible that Jesus only said what we now call the “model prayer” one time, and that Luke simply does not have everything that Matthew records, just as in the record of Paul’s conversion, Acts 9 does not include all the details that Acts 26 does. However, it is also possible that the disciples asked Jesus questions about his prayer and so he repeated it or parts of it. It is unlikely that Jesus handled a question as important as “Teach us to pray” in just a few verses. In real life, that conversation likely took quite some time, and Jesus’ prayer required clarification, repetition, and explanation.
It is also helpful to understand that modern textual scholars have a huge advantage over earlier scholars in getting back to the original reading. For example, it is believed that the translators of the King James Version had only about 24 Greek manuscripts to work from when they translated the New Testament. Today, over 400 years later, due to the work of archaeologists and historians, we have over 5,700 Greek manuscripts (most are incomplete). It was hard to compare and contrast all those manuscripts until the invention of the computer, but now scholars have the ability to compare and contrast those manuscripts and also the ability to date them quite accurately, so it is much easier to see what changes were made by copyists and when those changes were made, allowing scholars to be much more decisive and accurate when it comes to reconstructing the original text. The result is that textual scholars today agree that the modern Greek text we have now is extremely close to the original autographs that the apostles wrote.
“May your kingdom come.” The Kingdom of God is a literal kingdom that will be ruled by Christ and will fill the earth (see commentary on Matt. 6:10).
[For more on the coming Kingdom of God, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Luk 11:3
“Give us each day our daily bread.” This is very similar in meaning to the line in Proverbs, “provide to me my portion of bread” (Prov. 30:8). That line is in the only prayer to God in all of Proverbs (Prov. 30:7-9). It is quite possible that Jesus got the idea for this line in his prayer from Proverbs, the Word of God.
Luk 11:4
“forgive us our sins.” For information on why Luke says “sins” while Matthew says, “debts,” see commentary on Matthew 6:12. For more information on “sin,” see commentary on 1 John 1:7.
Luk 11:6
“just come.” The verb is in the aorist tense. The guest had just arrived and caught the host off guard, with nothing to feed him.
Luk 11:9
“keep asking.” This verb is in the continuous present tense. See commentary on John 16:24 and Matthew 7:7, “keep asking.”
“keep seeking, and you will find.” God said basically the same thing to the Judeans (Jer. 29:13).
Luk 11:11
This verse has several textual variants. The one in the REV reflects the Nestle-Aland 27 Greek text.[footnoteRef:1400] [1400:  Cf. Metzger, Textual Commentary, 157.] 

Luk 11:13
“give holy spirit.” The Greek text has no article “the.” This refers to the holy spirit that is the gift of God.
[For more information on the holy spirit and uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?” and also see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
Luk 11:14
“a demon that made people unable to speak​.” The Greek text says, “mute demon,” but that can be confusing since the demon is not mute but rather makes the people it afflicts unable to speak, i.e., mute. The textual evidence favors the omission of “and it was,” which appears in some Greek manuscripts, and in those texts the Greek reads, “demon, and it was mute,” but even that is confusing since the demon was not mute.
Luk 11:15
“But some of them said.” The ones who said this were the Pharisees (Matt. 12:24).
“Beelzebul.” The Greek is Beelzeboul (#954 Βεελζεβούλ), which gets put into English as “Beelzebul.” He is called the “prince of demons”. “Beelzeboul” is “lord of the dunghill.” This comes from the Hebrew zebul (dung, a dunghill).
[For more on this name and the other names of the Slanderer (the Devil), see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
Luk 11:18
“And also.” cf. New Jerusalem Bible; Darby.
“the Adversary.” The Greek word for Adversary is Satanas (#4567 Σατανᾶς), which has been transliterated as “Satan” in most versions. This causes the meaning of the word, which is important, to be lost. For more information on it, see commentary on Mark 1:13.
[For information on the names of the Devil, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
“Beelzebul.” See commentary on Luke 11:15.
Luk 11:19
“Beelzebul.” See commentary on Luke 11:15.
“cast them out.” It is often assumed that Jesus is condemning the disciples of the Pharisees by implying that they cast out demons by other demons, but that is not the case. Jesus did not unnecessarily antagonize the Jews here. He was simply pointing out the inconsistency in what the Pharisees had said. Generally, when exorcisms were done by people in the biblical culture they used the names of deities and recited various formulaic incantations, but Jesus did not do that even though the Pharisees accused him of it. But the disciples of the Pharisees no doubt did use the names of deities. The evil intent of the accusation was that Jesus was casting out demons by the prince of demons, but Jesus proves that accusation false by saying that a kingdom cannot be divided against itself and survive.
It is entirely possible that occasionally someone with pure faith and a desire to help might have cast out a demon, and even while Jesus was still alive people were casting out demons using his name (Luke 9:49).
“sons.” Not the literal sons, but the disciples of the religious leaders.
[For more information on “sons” being disciples, see commentary on Matt. 12:27.]
“Therefore they will be your judges.” For more information on this sentence see commentary on Matthew 12:27.
Luk 11:20
“by the finger of God.” Here, God’s gift of holy spirit upon Jesus Christ is called “the finger of God,” because it was the holy spirit upon Jesus Christ that empowered him so that he could do mighty works. Jesus says his ability to cast out demons was due to the “spirit of God” in the parallel record in Matthew 12:28.
Jesus received the gift of holy spirit at his baptism and had it upon him when he started his ministry (Luke 4:18). God put His gift of spirit, sometimes called “holy spirit,” upon people to give them spiritual power (cf. Num. 11:17-29; Judg. 3:10; 6:34; 11:29; 1 Sam. 10:6, 10; 16:13; 1 Chron. 12:18; 2 Chron. 15:1; Mic. 3:8). Jesus needed God’s gift of holy spirit to have spiritual power just like the leaders and prophets of the Old Testament did. Other verses that say God was going to put holy spirit upon the Messiah are Isaiah 11:2; 42:1; and 61:1. Believers get spiritual power when they get the gift of holy spirit (Acts 1:8), but sadly, most believers are not taught how to use that spiritual power like Christ and the apostles did.
[For more on the holy spirit being a gift from God that empowered people to do wonderful things for God, see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
Luk 11:21
“in peace.” Other versions read “safe.” Christ, who spoke Hebrew (or Aramaic), would have used the word for peace, shalom, which indicates a state of well-being. But shalom would have been translated into the Greek eirene, which is the Greek word for peace, although it lacks the full sense of the Hebrew shalom. This is an excellent example of how meaning can be lost in translation going from the Semitic languages of Hebrew or Aramaic to Greek and then to English.
Luk 11:24
“a resting place.” The Greek is anapausis (#372 ἀνάπαυσις), and it can either mean “rest” or “a resting place”[footnoteRef:1401] (cf. The New English Bible; The Kingdom New Testament by N.T. Wright; The Kingdom of God Version by R. Faircloth). Here, the better translation is “a resting place,” that is, a place to settle in and use as a base for causing trouble and harm. The demon does not “rest” in the person or animal it occupies, it goes about its demonic activity. [1401:  Cf. BDAG, s.v. “ἀνάπαυσις.”] 

Luk 11:29
“the sign of Jonah.” The “sign” of Jonah here in Luke 11:29-30 is different from the sign of Jonah Jesus spoke of in Matthew 12:40. (See commentary on Matt. 12:39).
Luk 11:30
“Jonah became a sign to the Ninevites.” There are two “signs” of Jonah in the New Testament. The first is that just as Jonah was dead for three days and nights and then God raised him up, so Jesus Christ would be dead in the heart of the earth for three days and nights and God would raise him up. This sign is spoken of in Matthew 12:40. Here in Luke 11:30, Jonah was a “sign” to the Ninevites. Ninevah was the capital city of the Assyrian empire and was likely about 400 miles (650 km) from the coast of the Mediterranean Sea, where Jonah landed when the great fish vomited him up. That meant that the Ninevites had no knowledge of Jonah being in a fish, and in any case that was not what Jonah’s message to Nineveh was. The “sign” to the Ninevites was Jonah’s preaching (Luke 11:32). Jonah went into the capital city of an enemy empire and told them they would be destroyed if they did not repent. That is exactly what Jesus did. He went into the heart of the major Judean city, Jerusalem, and preached. But the Ninevites repented at the preaching of Jonah, while the Israelites ignored and despised the preaching of Jesus, which is why the Ninevites will rise up in the Judgment and condemn the Israelites of Jesus’ time.
Luk 11:31
“queen of the south.” This is who the Old Testament refers to as the “Queen of Sheba,” here called the “Queen of the South” (1 Kings 10:1-2; 2 Chron. 9:1).
“will rise up at the Judgment with this generation.” This is one of the clearer verses showing that dead people are dead in the ground awaiting the resurrection and Judgment Day. The Queen of Sheba, who lived almost 3,000 years ago at the time of Solomon is still dead in the ground and awaiting her resurrection, at which time she will be judged. (See commentary on Matt. 12:42).
[For more on the resurrections, see commentary on Acts 24:15. For more on the dead being dead, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.”]
“behold.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Luk 11:32
“behold.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Luk 11:34
“lamp.” The eye is the “lamp” of the body. The eye is not the light, but the lamp that allows the light to shine. A poorly cared for lamp (the lamps of the time were oil lamps, usually made of clay) would not allow the light to shine well. Similarly, if one’s “eye” was impure, the light of God would not shine well, or shine at all, in the body.
“single.” The Greek word translated “single” is haplous (#573 ἁπλοῦς), and means “single,” therefore “unmixed.” The key to this saying about the “single” eye and the “evil eye,” in this context of wealth, is to realize they are Semitic idioms. In this context the “single eye” is the generous eye, it is unmixed with worldly desires for wealth and possessions, and is therefore generous toward others. In contrast, the “evil eye,” is used idiomatically in the Semitic languages for a person who is greedy, covetous, and envious.
In Western cultures, the “evil eye” was a look or glance that meant harm and brought harm. Although this use of the “evil eye” may have existed in ancient Judaism, there is no reason to think it is used in Matthew or Luke. The Semitic idiom of the “good” or “single” eye being generous, and the “evil eye” being greedy, covetous, and stingy, holds true throughout the Bible. The “good eye” of Proverbs 22:9 is generous, and the “evil eye” of Deuteronomy 15:9; 28:54; Proverbs 23:6; 28:22 refers to someone who is greedy and stingy. See commentary on Matthew 6:22.
[For more on the idiom of the good eye, see commentary on Prov. 22:9. For more on the idiom of the evil eye, see commentary on Prov. 28:22.]
Luk 11:37
“eat a meal.” Although the Greek word can refer to a specific meal such as breakfast or the main meal of the day, when context is unspecified, as it is here, it can refer to any meal.
“and he went in and reclined to eat.” The record of Jesus being in the house of the Pharisee and boldly confronting the Pharisees is Luke 11:37-52. After that, he leaves the house but the confrontation continues. The normal position for eating in that culture was to recline, to lay on one’s side, specifically one’s left side, and then to eat with the right hand.
Luk 11:41
“But give those things that are within as charitable gifts.” The way the Greek text is worded is not clear, but the meaning can be ascertained from the context. The problem with the Pharisees was that they were not clean on the inside. On the inside they were full of greed and wickedness (Luke 11:39). Jesus challenged them to be clean on the inside—something that would be apparent if they could give charitable gifts with a cheerful heart—and then they would be completely clean. The NLT translation has: “So clean the inside by giving gifts to the poor, and you will be clean all over.” The NIV has: “But now as for what is inside you—be generous to the poor, and everything will be clean for you.”
“look.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Luk 11:42
“rue.” The herb “rue” was used extensively in ancient Near Eastern and Roman cooking, which is why it was grown by the Pharisees, who actually tithed a tenth of it (but how they did that is not known). Rue is used today in some Mediterranean countries and in Greece as a traditional flavoring. However, because it is bitter and can upset the stomach and bowels, it is used very sparingly. Large amounts can cause intense gastric pain, vomiting, liver damage, and even death. These symptoms are due to a number of toxic compounds in the plant, especially in the sap. Rue must be avoided by pregnant women and people who have liver issues. Because of its bitterness and toxicity, rue is not typically used by modern cooks. During the Middle Ages, rue was commonly used in witchcraft, however, the Roman Catholic Church used a branch of the rue plant to sprinkle holy water on its followers, and during that time rue was known as the “herb of grace.” It is worth noting that, due to its aroma, it has some household uses. For example, it is traditionally used in Central Asia as an insect repellent and room deodorizer.
“necessary.” The Greek word is dei (#1163 δεῖ, pronounced “day”), and it refers to what is necessary, what one must do, or has to do. In today’s English, it seems to be watering down the meaning to translate it as “should” or “ought,” because there are many things we “should” do that are not actually a necessity. But love and justice are not just things we “should” do, if we are going to obey God, they are necessities. R.C. H. Lenski, in his translation, says, “But these it was necessary to do, and those not to dismiss.”[footnoteRef:1402] John Nolland also uses “necessary” and has, “[if you were to do the will of God] it would be necessary to….”[footnoteRef:1403] The verb tenses in the phrase are somewhat idiomatic, the infinitives acting more like aorists,[footnoteRef:1404] and being “difficult to catch precisely in translation,”[footnoteRef:1405] which explains why the versions word the last phrase in the verse somewhat differently from one another. [1402:  Lenski, St. Luke’s Gospel, 660-61.]  [1403:  Nolland, Luke 9:21-18:24 [WBC], 666.]  [1404:  Lenski.]  [1405:  Nolland.] 

Luk 11:43
“For you love the most important seats in the synagogues.” The essence of this verse is, “For what you love is the most important seats in the synagogues,” meaning that you love those seats and the accolades of people more than you love God and doing what is right. It is not wrong to enjoy what you have worked for, such as an award or position, but it is wrong to gain things by evil and immoral ways and then love what you have more than you love God.
Luk 11:44
“For you are like unmarked graves.” Stepping on a grave made a person levitically unclean, so an unmarked grave could cause problems for the Jewish people. For Jesus to accuse the Pharisees of being like unmarked graves was very serious. Numbers 19:11-13 mention touching a dead body making someone unclean, but then that idea was extended to touching the grave of a person.
Luk 11:45
“the lawyers.” Some of the Pharisees were “lawyers,” as were some of the Sadduccees. The “lawyers” were not lawyers in our modern sense of the word, although what they did overlaps with what modern lawyers do. These ancient lawyers studied the Scripture and the teachings of the Rabbis to determine what was right and wrong in the eyes of God. Since the Pharisees got much of their doctrine from the lawyers, this lawyer rightly felt that Jesus’ words to the Pharisees also applied in large part to him and his fellow lawyers, and he was right. The lawyers studied the law but missed the heart of it and ended up with oppressive and evil guidance for the people.
Luk 11:46
“For you load people with burdens that are hard to carry.” Luke 11:46 is similar to what Jesus said in Matthew 23:4: “they tie up burdens that are heavy and hard to carry and lay them on people’s shoulders, but they are unwilling to help move them with their finger” (see commentary on Matt. 23:4).
Luk 11:50
“with the result that.” The Greek preposition hina (#2443 ἵνα) is being used in this verse primarily to show result, but it is also a kind of purpose clause.[footnoteRef:1406] This verse is similar to what Jesus said later in his ministry, as recorded in Matthew 23:35-36. [1406:  Friberg, s.v. “ἵνα”; BDAG, s.v.“ ἵνα.”] 

The primary emphasis here in Luke 11:50 is not that God sent prophets with the purpose of them being slain so He could punish a generation; instead, He sent them to turn people from sin and call them back to Him. The fact that the prophets were killed “resulted” in a generation that will experience the wrath of God. Of course, God also realized that His prophets would be mistreated and killed, and that eventually, that would result in His wrath, but He still sent them to help people. The sacrificial death of the prophets and righteous people became part of the necessary redemptive process, God fully knowing that the final outpouring of His wrath would be the precursor to the Messianic Kingdom on earth. God gives people every chance to change, but also acts in a way that His judgment is just. The two processes are inextricably linked.
Part of the beauty of the preposition hina here in Luke 11:50 is that it captures God’s plan for justice and redemption as well as the process it takes to bring those things to pass, and also that it was the result of the free will decisions made by evil people that God’s wrath comes upon them. Thus, BDAG says, “In many cases, purpose and result cannot be clearly differentiated, and hence ἵνα is used for the result that follows according to the purpose of the subject, or of God.” The problem we have in English is that our vocabulary forces us to make a choice between purpose and result in the verse.
Most versions emphasize the purpose of God; some very clearly, using “so that” or “in order that” as a translation of hina. That is not wrong, but it is only one side of a two-sided meaning. To us, far too many people already blame God for things He did not do, and the translation “so that” contributes to that misunderstanding. God did not primarily send prophets “so that” people could kill them and then suffer His wrath, He sent them “so that” people would have a chance to see the truth and turn from their evil ways. As it turned out, He sent them “with the result that” the people’s rejecting their message and the Messiah fit His plan of redemption. To us, given that hina in this verse combines both purpose and result, and given that most people are already confused about whether God does evil to bring about His purposes, we felt translating hina as a result clause was the better choice. Other verses that combine purpose and result in hina are: John 4:36; Romans 3:19 and 8:17. Luke 11:50 is similar to Matthew 23:35.
As things turned out, God did send the prophets so that the evil of the world could be clearly exposed and shown for what it was, and then punished and cleansed from the earth. Matthew 23:35 emphasizes God’s purpose and plan; whereas Luke 11:50 has more emphasis on the result of sending prophets and righteous people (see commentary on Matt. 23:35).
“will be required of this generation.” The context of Luke 11:49-50 is Jesus pronouncing woes on the religious leaders who opposed him (Luke 11:42, 43, 44, 46, 47). Then he made the profound and unusual statement that the blood of “all” the prophets (and righteous people: Matthew 23:35) that had been shed from the “foundation of the world,” going all the way back to Cain killing Abel, would be required of that generation. From the context and from what we know happened to the generation in which Jesus lived, that statement does not seem to be correct.
The generation that killed Jesus was not treated differently by God than other evil generations had been. The people of that generation, especially those old enough to have been the ones judging Jesus, died off like the generations before them, with no noticeable way that the blood of every prophet from Abel was “required” of them. Even the destruction of the Temple in AD 70 cannot be the fulfillment of Christ’s prophecy. First, it is questionable if the destruction of the Temple can be said to have occurred to that generation, because it was over 40 years later, and most of that generation were dead. Second, there had been catastrophes of that magnitude before. In fact, the destruction of Solomon’s Temple and the accompanying deportations of the Jews and importation of foreigners to Israel around 586 BC, was at least as big a catastrophe as the destruction of Herod’s Temple in AD 70, and Israel had experienced many other catastrophes as well.
To understand Jesus’ prophecy, we must look carefully at what he said would happen. He said the blood of all the prophets would be “required” (KJV) of that generation. The word “required” is the Greek word ekzēteō (#1567 ἐκζητέω), which is the Greek word zēteō (#2212 ζητέω), to seek or search for, with the Greek prefix ek, which often intensifies the word but sometimes changes its meaning. Most of the time ekzēteō is used in the Bible, it refers to diligently seeking. In this case, however, it means to seek in order to avenge or bring judgment upon.[footnoteRef:1407] [1407:  Joseph Thayer, Thayer’s Greek-English Lexicon, 195; Spiros Zodhiates, The Complete Word Study Dictionary, 540.] 

If Jesus’ prophecy is going to be fulfilled literally as he spoke it, there must be a single generation that will experience God’s vengeance for the blood of all the prophets going all the way back to Abel, the first man killed. We learn from Scripture that the one single generation that will suffer God’s vengeance for the blood of the prophets and righteous people is the generation that will go through the Great Tribulation. In Revelation 6, before the Tribulation has really begun, some righteous souls call out from under the altar and ask, “O Master, holy and true, how long before you will judge and avenge our blood on those who live on the earth?” (Rev. 6:10). That the souls in Revelation 6:10 are still calling out for God to avenge the innocent victims of evil shows that even at that future date the Day of God’s Wrath for all the earth’s sin was still future, yet the Temple had already been destroyed in AD 70 when Revelation was penned by the apostle John.
Revelation 6:17 says it is at that time that the great day of God’s wrath has come, and other verses in the book of Revelation show that the wrath of God comes during the Tribulation (Rev. 11:18, 14:19; 16:19). Verses such as Revelation 6:10 directly connect God’s wrath with the blood of the saints and prophets, and so does Revelation 16:6: “for they poured out the blood of the holy ones and the prophets, and you have given them blood to drink; they deserve it.” As the Tribulation comes toward a close in chapter 19, we read, “he [God] has judged the great prostitute, she who corrupted the earth with her sexual immorality, and he has avenged the blood of his servants shed by her hand.” (Rev. 19:2). While the earth is being destroyed and the vast majority of people on earth are being killed in the Tribulation, the statement is made, “Rejoice over her, O heaven, and you holy ones, and you apostles, and you prophets, for God has judged her because of her judgment of you” (Rev. 18:20).
Jesus accurately taught that there will be one generation upon which the blood of the righteous people from Abel onward will be “required.” However, Jesus was not correct that it was “this generation,” i.e., the one that he was speaking to; rather, it will be the generation that goes through the Great Tribulation. God, for reasons known only to Him, delayed the time of Christ’s Second Coming, which made the timing of what Jesus said incorrect. It is possible that God delayed Jesus’ Second Coming to allow more people to be saved (2 Pet. 3:9).
One of the arguments in favor of the Rapture of the Church is that God is a righteous and just God, and it seems unlikely that He would judge one single generation for the sins of all the generations since Cain killed Abel without giving righteous people a way to avoid that judgment. The Rapture would allow for God’s love and mercy in a unique way: Every person on earth who believes in Christ would be raptured off the earth before the Great Tribulation, thus delivering them from the wrath of God (Rom. 5:9; 1 Thess. 1:10; 5:9). Immediately after the Rapture will be the only time in history since Adam and Eve sinned that the only people on earth will be unrighteous before God. Of course, very shortly after the Rapture people will begin to believe and be righteous before God, but at the time of the Rapture they will not have believed yet. The Rapture is God’s way of making sure that no saved person on earth will be forced to go through the Great Tribulation simply because he or she happens to be alive at that time in history. Until the moment the Rapture happens, every unsaved person has the chance to believe and be saved (Rom. 10:9) and escape the wrath of God that we see poured out in the book of Revelation.
[For more information on verses in which Jesus implies his coming is near, see commentary on Matt. 16:28.]
Luk 11:51
“the blood of Zechariah.” This “Zechariah” was the last person murdered in the Hebrew Old Testament (see commentary on Matt. 23:35).
“required of this generation.” See commentary on Luke 11:50.
Luk 11:53
“And when he had come out from there.” Jesus left the Pharisee’s house where he had been eating, but the Pharisees and lawyers followed him out and the debate and argument continued. But he started to address his disciples and the crowd who had gathered to hear what he had to say (Luke 12:1).
Luk 11:54
“that he might say.” The Greek is literally, “out of his mouth,” but it refers to what Jesus might say. Here we see the evil heart of the Pharisees. Jesus had been brutally honest with them about their thoughts and actions, and pointed out the evils they did (Luke 11:30-52), and in doing that he gave them the chance to see their sin and repent. But the only thing the Pharisees could see was how evil they claimed that Jesus was. So they were not at all interested in learning from Jesus; they were interested in catching him in the act of saying something that would supposedly discredit him.
The wise Christian learns from this record that there are evil people who do not want to know the truth, but will ask questions as if they wanted to know it. Christians need to be aware that many of those questions are phrased in such a way that makes them traps and that the people asking the questions are asking them only because they are seeking ways to discredit the Christian. Christians need to be wise in what they say and realize they are under no obligation to answer any question they sense is a trap.
 
Luke Chapter 12
Luk 12:1
“In these circumstances.” The connection the opening clause of Luke 12:1 makes with Luke 11 is logical more than temporal (cf. “In these circumstances” HCSB, NASB). In Luke 11:37, Jesus went into a Pharisee’s house to eat and a huge crowd started gathering. The tension between Jesus and the Pharisees had been building since Jesus started his ministry. In his very first teaching, the Sermon on the Mount (Matt. 5-7), Jesus confronted many of the things taught by the religious leaders, saying “You have heard it said...but I say to you” (Matt. 5:21-22, 27-28, 33-34, 38-39, 43-44). That kind of teaching would have upset the Sadducees and Pharisees in the crowd there. So now that Jesus was in the house of a Pharisee and eating with Pharisees, it is no wonder that multitudes of people wanted to listen in on what he had to say. In the ancient world, it was quite easy to be outside a house and hear what was being said inside that house because ancient houses did not have glass windows. But the eavesdropper had to be close by a window or open door. In this case, there was so much interest in what Jesus had to say to the Pharisees that there was a crowd of thousands of people trying to hear, and they were pressing in so hard that they were literally stepping on each other.
Lenski translates the opening of Luke 12:1 as “In connection with,” and writes: “To begin a new paragraph with a relative clause is classical [Greek usage]. It is not temporal (our version and others) [such as the NAB, NIV, NET, NRSV “meanwhile”] but states that what is now reported stands in vital connection with what precedes. But this connection is not restricted to Luke 11:53-54, because these two verses are only a summary of what the scribes and the Pharisees did during the next days. The connection is [with] all that proceeds at least from Luke 11:37 onward. …The meal broke up, Jesus walked out. The multitudes mentioned in Luke 11:29 were now gathered thickly about him. Luke speaks of ‘the myriads of the multitude,’ which is hyperbolic for an exceedingly great number; the article should not be overlooked: ‘the myriads,’ not merely ‘myriads,’ because these are ‘the multitudes’ mentioned in verse 29. They kept treading on each other because they were not in the open country but in a city jammed together in the street. … The impression made by the text is that Jesus went to the Pharisee’s house alone and is now again surrounded by his disciples. He speaks to them first.”[footnoteRef:1408] [1408:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. Luke’s Gospel, 671.] 

“Beware of the leaven of the Pharisees.” Jesus was teaching an important truth, and even though there would have been Pharisees in the crowd who would be offended, Jesus still taught the truth that the disciples needed to hear.
Here in Luke 12:1, Jesus states that the “leaven” of the Pharisees is hypocrisy. In Matthew 16:12, which is a totally different context, the “leaven” of the Pharisees and Sadducees was false doctrine. Both are related, because the Pharisees and Sadducees taught false doctrine, but did not even keep their own false doctrine (cf. Matt. 23:2-4; Luke 11:46).
Luk 12:2
“nothing concealed that will not be revealed.” Jesus’ statement shows the utter futility of hypocrisy. Hypocrites say one thing but do another, and what they do is what is really in their heart. They lie with their mouth and reveal what they believe by their actions. But on the Day of Judgment, the true beliefs and hidden actions of every person will be revealed. Nothing will be hidden then.
Luk 12:4
“And I say to you.” Matthew 10:28 and Luke 12:4-5 teach the same message.
“do not be afraid of those who kill the body and after that have no more that they can do.” Jesus was teaching on hypocrisy (Luke 12:1-3). While some people, such as the religious leaders, were hypocrites so they could deceive people and lord it over them and control them, most people are hypocrites because of fear. Those people say one thing while actually believing or doing something else. People are afraid of other people. They are afraid of being left out or not being accepted, afraid of criticism, afraid of social rejection. Jesus teaches us to be honest about who we are and what we believe. We don’t want to be unwise, but we don’t want to be hypocrites, hiding who we really are. The way out of the trap of being afraid of people is to love God with all our heart, soul, mind, and strength and being more afraid of offending God than offending people (Luke 12:4-5).
Luk 12:5
“fear him who after killing you has the authority.” The One who has the authority to throw people into Gehenna is God Himself, and He will do it to the unsaved (Rev. 20:11-15).
“Gehenna.” See commentary on Matthew 5:22.
[For more information on annihilation in the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
Luk 12:6
“little sparrows.” Matthew 10:29-31 and Luke 12:6-7 teach the same message. The Greek word translated “little sparrows” is strouthion (#4765 στρουθίον) the diminutive of strouthos (στρουθός) sparrow. However, the Greek word is sometimes used of little birds that were not specifically sparrows.
“two assaria.” The Greek reads “two assarion,” and an assarion was a coin worth about 1/16 of a denarius, and a denarius was a day’s wage for a minimum wage worker (although sometimes Roman soldiers made a denarius a day). So two assaria were worth about an hour of work for a laborer. If we were to use the time value of money based on today’s workday, one assarion would be worth half an hour of work and so two assaria would be worth about one hour of work. However, in biblical times, a laborer’s workday was often longer than eight hours, typically lasting from shortly after sunrise to sundown.
It is verses like this that reveal the difficulty in bringing modern values to ancient practices. In the ancient world, a couple of sparrows were almost worthless; worth perhaps only a half-hour’s work. But in today’s world a sparrow, if you could even get one at a restaurant (it is currently illegal to kill songbirds in the United States), would be a “delicacy” and be very expensive.
[For more on a denarius and a day’s wage, see commentary on Matt. 10:29.]
“forgotten.” See commentary on Matthew 10:29.
Luk 12:7
“But even all the hairs of your head have been counted.” This reveals God’s great concern for His people. He cares about things about us that are almost of no concern to us.
“you are of more value than many little sparrows.” The commentators point out that this statement gives confidence to the people listening to Jesus that God knows them and will not forget them. If God does not forget sparrows that are sold in the market and then eaten, He will certainly not forget or abandon His people. Also, however, it seems that Jesus was making his point in a way that was greatly understated and thus lighthearted, “funny,” and brought joy to people through the seemingly ridiculous comparison. It seems that if a person was told in seriousness, “You are worth more than many sparrows,” their response would be to think they were not worth much. But if stated half seriously and half jestingly, the lightheartedness would help drive the point home. It seems that Jesus would have had a joyful attitude toward life, and that lighthearted attitude seems to have shown up here.
Luk 12:8
“everyone who acknowledges me before others.” The overarching context is hypocrisy and being afraid of people to the end that a person will not say or do what is in their heart to do. People need to love God to the extent that they will openly confess Christ and not fear the consequences of it.
“the Son of Man will also acknowledge him before the angels of God.” In this context, the angels of God are likely angels who make up the heavenly court and who will assist with the judgment of people on Judgment Day (cf. Dan. 7:9; Rev. 4:4, 10). Here in Luke 12:8-9, Jesus speaks of acknowledging people before the angels of God. In the same context in Matthew, Jesus speaks of acknowledging people “before my Father who is in heaven” (Matt. 10:32-33). It seems on the Day of Judgment, the judging will involve God, Jesus, and angels working together to judge people.
Luk 12:10
“blasphemes.” See commentary on Mark 3:28.
“the Holy Spirit.” “The Holy Spirit” is the name for God that emphasizes His power in operation and His special holiness. God is called “the Holy Spirit” in a number of verses in the NT, including Matthew 1:20; 12:32; and Hebrews 9:8.
[For more information on the uses of “Holy Spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
“it will not be forgiven.” For more information on the “unforgivable sin,” see commentary on Matt. 12:31.
Luk 12:11
“the rulers and the authorities.” The designations “rulers” and “authorities” occur together nine times in the New Testament (Luke 12:11; 1 Cor. 15:24; Eph. 1:21; 3:10; 6:12; Col. 1:16; 2:10, 15; and Titus 3:1). Sometimes the rulers and authorities are demons (Eph. 6:12), sometimes they are human rulers (Luke 12:11; Titus 3:1), and sometimes the designations are more general and refer to all rulers and dominions, both spirit beings and human beings (Eph. 1:21).
[For more on the use of “rulers” and “authorities” in the New Testament, see the REV commentary on Eph. 6:12.]
Luk 12:12
“the holy spirit.” Here in Luke 12:12, “the holy spirit” is the gift of God’s nature that God put upon people to empower them with spiritual power. We can see that Mark 13:11 and Luke 12:12 use “holy spirit” as the gift of God from the parallel verse in Matthew 10:20. In the Old Testament and Gospels, when God wanted to empower someone with spiritual power so they could prophesy or do great feats, He placed His gift of holy spirit upon them (cf. Num. 11:17-29; Judg. 3:10; 6:34; 11:29; 1 Sam. 10:6, 10; 16:13; 1 Chron. 12:18; 2 Chron. 15:1; Mic. 3:8). God placed His gift of holy spirit on Jesus Christ for the same reason; so that he could be spiritually empowered (Isa. 11:2; 42:1; 61:1; Luke 4:18).
On the Day of Pentecost (Acts 2), Jesus Christ poured out the gift of holy spirit on everyone who believed (Acts 2:38), and that gave them spiritual power (Acts 1:8).
[For more information on the uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
Luk 12:14
“an arbitrator.” In this context, one who will divide the inheritance, who is “over” the two men, and therefore has the authority to make final decisions as to how things are to be divided.
Luk 12:15
“be on guard against every form of greediness.” The Bible says a lot about being content and not laboring to get rich (cf. Prov. 23:4; Luke 12:15; 1 Tim. 6:8-10; Heb. 13:5. See commentary on Prov. 23:4).
“the abundance of the things that he possesses.” The Bible warns us that people can own things that actually harm them (Eccl. 5:13). A person can have so many things that they distract him or her from the things of God.
Luk 12:18
“barns.” The word “barns” is almost anachronistic because they did not have barns like our modern barns, which mostly have a defined “barn-like” shape and roofline. Instead, in the biblical world, they had “storehouses” or “warehouses” that were more square-shaped at the roofline. Nevertheless, they were freestanding buildings like our barns today, so the translation “barns” is acceptable if properly understood.
Luk 12:19
“soul” (2x). The Greek word often translated “soul” is psuchē (#5590 ψυχή, pronounced psoo-'kay), and it has a large number of meanings, including the physical life of a person or animal; an individual person; and attitudes, emotions, feelings, and thoughts. Here psuchē is used of the person himself. Thus, the NIV says, “And I’ll say to myself, “You have plenty….”
[For a more complete explanation of “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
Luk 12:20
“soul.” In this verse, the word “soul,” psuchē, refers to the man’s life. See commentary on Luke 12:19.
“is being demanded.” The Greek word is apaiteō (#523 ἀπαιτέω), which means to demand or ask for something back or to demand something that is due; to ask or demand with some urgency. Here it is in the present tense, active voice, so it has the essence of, “is being demanded from you.” The present tense is sometimes used in a general way to express something that will happen in the future, and so some versions have a future tense (“this night your soul will be demanded from you”). However, it is likely that the present tense subtly portrays the spiritual battle that is always going on behind the scenes. Satan stands before God day and night accusing people (Rev. 12:10), and he certainly demanded to have Peter, who, like all of us, had sinned (Luke 22:31).
Luk 12:22
“life.” The Greek word is psuchē (#5590 ψυχή, pronounced psoo-'kay), often translated “soul.” The Greek word has a large number of meanings, including the physical life of a person or animal; an individual person; or attitudes, emotions, feelings, and thoughts. Here it is broadly used as the person and his life. It could be translated “Do not be anxious about your life,” or “Do not be anxious about yourself.”
[For a more complete explanation of psuchē, “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
Luk 12:23
“life.” The Greek word is psuchē (#5590 ψυχή, pronounced psoo-'kay), often translated “soul.” Here it refers to the person and his life. See commentary on Luke 12:22.
Luk 12:35
“Your.” In talking to his disciples, the Lord’s words become emphatic to them (partly from the imperative mood of the associated verb). No matter what others do, the disciples of Christ must be focused on obeying him.
“must be.” The verb is imperative. Sometimes the imperative mood can mean an encouragement, as in, “Let your,” but that is not the case here. The Lord will come, and his servants must be ready for him. We dare not treat the commands of the Lord as if they are just suggestions. God created us to do good works (Eph. 2:10), and there are rewards for those who do, and punishment for those who do not.
Luk 12:53
“mother-in-law against her daughter-in-law, and daughter-in-law against her mother-in-law.” Luke 12:49-53, is quite similar to Matthew 10:34-36.
These words of Jesus had much more impact in the ancient biblical culture than they do today in modern Western culture. Almost everyone has heard in-law jokes and knows that relationships between in-laws can be strained. But in the biblical culture, families generally lived very close together and depended on each other, and in-law relationships were very tight. Also, since almost all marriages were arranged, the in-laws were often friends and/or approved of each other. So for Jesus to say that in-laws would be divided against each other because of him was a very harsh and attention-grabbing statement.
Luk 12:54
“in the west.” That would be over the Mediterranean Sea. Wind from the sea brought rain, while a wind from the south, from the Sinai, or from the east, Arabia, brought dry uncomfortable heat.
Luk 12:58
“For example.” Jesus was very aware of the times and the importance of being able to serve God rather than be sidelined by tricks and traps of the Adversary (cf. Luke 12:45), so he gave this example.
 
Luke Chapter 13
Luk 13:6
“And he spoke this parable.” If we are going to understand the parable, we have to understand its context, and the context is that people must repent of their sin and live godly lifestyles before God. Life can end shortly, and waiting for one reason or another before turning to God is foolish. Like the unfruitful tree in the parable, they may have a few more years (or maybe not), but that time will come to an end, because everyone dies eventually.
Luk 13:7
“See.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get the reader’s attention. Usually translated “Look,” such a translation seems too strong in this direct address. The vinedresser was not being condescending to the owner in any way. Other options could be to use the archaic word “Lo,” or the common rendering “Behold” (see commentary on Matt. 1:20).
“use up.” The Greek word katargeō (#2673 καταργέω) means to use up, to waste, so it is unclear whether the landowner in the parable thought the unfruitful tree was actually depleting the soil or just taking up space that could have been used more productively. The phrase “use up” covers both possibilities, and points to the fact that the landowner would have realized that the tree required precious moisture from the ground that could have helped other plants to be fruitful. The parable makes a very powerful point: “unfruitful” people are just not unfruitful themselves, but they use up resources that keep others from being fruitful. Nevertheless, the vinedresser had a heart for this unfruitful tree and wanted to save it. This too is like life. Often people take an interest in helping others who are unfruitful. But, like this compassionate vinedresser, even they must realize that if the people they try to help remain unfruitful month after month, there comes a time when they have to be let go.
Luk 13:9
“soon after.” The Greek phrase, eis to mellon is idiomatic, but mellon most often refers to something that is about to happen, not something that is far off. The point the gardener was making was that once the tree was fertilized, he and the owner should start to see positive changes very quickly and realize there would be a good chance the tree would bear fruit next season. Although some versions use “next year” as a translation of the phrase eis to mellon, there is no reason to think the gardener was thinking about a time that far off. The point of the parable, and something we should keep in mind when working with people, is that if we give them the attention they need, we should start to see some results fairly quickly. While it is true that there are people who do not change for years and then suddenly change, we are not to spend an inordinate amount of time trying to help those people. When we say “Yes” to helping one person, we are saying “No” to other opportunities and serving the Lord in other ways. We are not called just to use our time for the Lord, but rather to make the best use of our time for him (Eph. 5:16).
Luk 13:11
“look.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Luk 13:14
“angry.” The Greek word is aganakteō (#23 ἀγανακτέω), and it refers to being angry or displeased at a situation that is perceived to be unjust.
“that Jesus had healed on the Sabbath.” There were six incidents in the ministry of Jesus in which he showed that taking care of people was not considered “work” by God and thus was more important than keeping rules about the Sabbath that were made by humans. The six incidents were picking grain on the Sabbath and five healings (see commentary on Matt. 12:9).
Luk 13:16
“the Adversary.” The Greek word for Adversary is Satanas (#4567 Σατανᾶς), which has been transliterated as “Satan” in most versions. This causes the meaning of the word, which is important, to be lost. In this case, the Adversary has used his power to cripple this believing woman. For more information on it, see commentary on Mark 1:13.
[For information on the names of the Devil, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
“for 18 years” The Greek also has the word idou (#2400 ἰδού), “behold,” but it does not make good sense in English here. Jesus was talking with great force and passion, and “woke up” the minds of his audience, which is why those who suggested that this woman not be healed after 18 years of torment were put to shame.
Luk 13:17
“put to shame.” See commentary on Romans 9:33.
Luk 13:19
For more information on this parable, see commentary on Matthew 13:32.
Luk 13:21
“50 pounds of flour.” See commentary on Matthew 13:33.
Luk 13:22
“through.” The Greek is kata, used in the distributive sense.[footnoteRef:1409] Lenski translates this as: “city by city and village by village.”[footnoteRef:1410] [1409:  Cf. R. C. H. Lenski, St. Luke’s Gospel, 439; Hendriksen, New Testament Commentary: Luke, 705.]  [1410:  Lenski, 439.] 

Luk 13:24
“succeed.” The verb translated as “will…succeed” is ischuō (#2480 ἰσχύω), and it means “to be strong or to have power, to be able,” and in this verse it is in the future tense, “will succeed.”
Luk 13:25
“Then he, answering, will say to you, ‘I do not know where you are from.’” Jesus taught this same truth here in Luke 13:22-30 that he taught in Matthew 25:1-13, in the Parable of the Wise and Foolish Virgins.
Luk 13:27
“all you who practice unrighteousness.” The meaning of the Greek phrase is basically, “all you who live unrighteously.”
Luk 13:28
“sobbing and gnashing of teeth.” The mention of sobbing and gnashing of teeth occurs seven times in the Bible (Matt. 8:12; 13:42, 50; 22:13; 24:51; 25:30; Luke 13:28). All of these occurrences are in the Gospels. There is only one future Messianic Kingdom, and it fills the whole earth. The unsaved are not part of that Kingdom but are thrown into the Lake of Fire where there is sobbing and gnashing of teeth (Rev. 20:13-15).
[For a more complete explanation of the sobbing and gnashing of teeth, see commentary on Matt. 8:12.]
“Kingdom of God.” One of the many names for the future Messianic Kingdom on earth. Sometimes called “the Kingdom of Heaven,” it is called by many different names in the Bible.
[For more on the attributes of the Messianic Kingdom on earth and the names by which it is called, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
“but yourselves cast out.” The unsaved are excluded from the feast in the Kingdom of God and are thrown out into the darkness where, in the Lake of Fire, they will be eventually annihilated.
[For more on the feast in the Messianic Kingdom see commentary on Matt. 8:11. For more about the unsaved being annihilated in the Lake of Fire and not burning forever, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
Luk 13:29
“And they will come from the east and west, and from the north and south.” Jesus taught this truth again at a different time in his ministry (see Matt. 8:5-13, esp. Matt. 8:11). These people who come from the east and west are Gentiles, not Jews, as we see from Matthew 8:12 which refers to the Jews as the “sons of the Kingdom” because as God’s chosen people they were the rightful heirs of the land and kingdom, but they rejected God and so were rejected by him. In contrast, many non-Jews throughout history kept the heart of the Law by being loving, giving, and kind, and they are granted everlasting life and so get to eat at the feast in the Kingdom of Christ. The Old Testament foretold that people would come from the east and west and be in the Kingdom (cf. Isa. 59:19).
“recline to eat at the feast.” The word “recline” is anaklinō (#347 ἀνακλίνω), and it means to recline, lie down, lean against or lean on, or to ask or make someone recline or lie down. In most contexts, we would simply translate the verse as “recline at the table” (NASB), which is more literal, but in this context, Jesus is talking about the feast in the Kingdom of Heaven, so writing “recline to eat at the feast” is contextually acceptable, especially since “to eat at the feast” is in italics in the REV.
[For more information on reclining at this feast in the Messianic Kingdom, see commentary on Matt. 8:11.]
Luk 13:30
“take note.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Luk 13:31
“Herod wants to kill you.” Herod was tetrarch over Perea, an area east of the Jordan River, and that is where Jesus was ministering at the time. There is no evidence that Herod wanted to kill Jesus, and did not when he had the chance to kill him in Jerusalem at the Passover. This may well have been an attempt of the Pharisees to get Jesus to go back to Judea, where they thought they would have the influence to kill Jesus, which is eventually what happened.
Luk 13:32
“fox.” This is the figure of speech, hypocatastasis. A study of the word “fox” in the biblical culture reveals that Jesus was calling Herod a destructive nuisance. The meaning of the word “fox” when used in figures of comparison has changed over time. In the United States today it usually refers to a beautiful woman, whereas 50 years ago it usually referred to someone who was sly or sneaky. In biblical times “fox” referred to a destructive nuisance, something that could be dangerous, but not as dangerous as a wolf, bear, or lion. For an explanation of hypocatastasis, see commentary on Revelation 20:2.
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“today and tomorrow, and on the third day I will be finished.” Luke 13:32 is a difficult verse, and commentaries and versions differ on its meaning. Nevertheless, there are clues as to its meaning in the verse itself, the context, and the scope of Scripture. The primary meaning is that Jesus was going to continue his work and in a little while be finished with it when he died. A subtle secondary meaning is that he would be completely finished after being dead for three days and nights when he was raised from the dead and able to be given all authority by God.
The immediate context is Jesus speaking to the unbelieving Pharisees, not his disciples. Jesus had been ministering in the Galilee for months and he had been a problem for the Pharisees who lived there and they wanted to get rid of him. So the Pharisees told him that he should leave the area because Herod Antipas, the ruler over the Galilee and the man who executed John the Baptist, was trying to kill him (Luke 13:31). Jesus knew he was not going to leave, and he told them that, but in veiled language. Jesus’ answer to the Pharisees is Luke 13:32-35, and those verses contain a lot of information, which no doubt later became very important to his disciples, who would have been nearby listening to the conversation.
In Luke 13:32, Jesus used the phrase, “today and tomorrow, and on the third day,” but what did he mean by it? Some scholars say the third day refers to the day of his resurrection but that is very unlikely as a primary meaning. Jesus was talking about what he himself was doing, and that he would heal people “today and tomorrow,” and it seems incongruous for him to then skip past his death, which was a vital part of the work that he himself was doing, and skip to his resurrection, which he did not do but God did for him.
Also, the very next verse, Luke 13:33, uses a very similar phrase about three days. In Luke 13:33 Jesus said, “I must go on my way today and tomorrow and the day following,” and the context makes it clear that the “day following” (more literally, “the following one”) could not be the day of his resurrection because it is prefaced by “I must go on my way,” referring to what Jesus himself was doing, not something—his resurrection—that was done to him by God.
Also, the “days” Jesus spoke of are not literal days of 24 hours, because in Luke 13:31 Jesus did not just heal and cast out demons for two more literal days, but rather for a reasonably short period of time. So Jesus used the word “day” to refer to a period of time, which was a common use of “day” in both Hebrew and Greek. Thus the evidence is that the phrase “today and tomorrow, and on the third day” in Luke 13:32 was a way Jesus referred to the days ahead and what would shortly come to pass, and the phrase did not refer to two literal days and then somehow skip to the day of the resurrection.
Still another reason to believe the “third day” in Luke 13:32 refers to Jesus’ death is that the very next verse, Luke 13:33, is about his death, not his resurrection. In that verse, Jesus said, “it cannot be that a prophet perish outside of Jerusalem.” It does not seem logical that Luke 13:32 would be about Jesus’ resurrection, then Luke 13:33-34 be about his death, then the next verse, Luke 13:35, to be after his resurrection. It would make much more sense for Jesus to speak of his death, then his resurrection in chronological order.
Still another indication that the “third day” does not refer to the day of the resurrection but instead to the day of Jesus’ death is the final phrase of Luke 13:32, “I will be finished.” First, that would be accurate and chronological. Jesus’ work that he was doing was finished when he died on the cross, and as he died he specifically said, “It is finished” (John 19:30). The Greek word translated “I will be finished” is teleioō (#5048 τελειόω). The many meanings of teleioō include: “to complete, to carry through completely, to accomplish, to finish, to bring to an end, to perfect, to reach a goal; to bring to full measure, to fulfill; to initiate, and to consecrate.”[footnoteRef:1411] We can see from the many meanings of teleioō that it cannot be accurately translated without some idea of what the context is indicating. Scholars have translated it in a number of different ways that appear in the different English versions, for example: “the third day I will complete my work” (CEB, NET; cf. CSB, NRSV); “the third day I reach my goal” (CJB, NASB, NIV); “the third day I finish my course” (ESV, RSV); “the third day I accomplish my purpose” (NAB, NLT); “the third day I attain my end” (NJB); “the third day my work will be complete” (BBE; cf. GW); and “the third day I am perfected” (ASV, DBY; cf. KJV, NKJV, YLT). [1411:  BDAG, s.v. “τελειόω.”] 

As we can see from the translations above, most of the translators agree on the fact that the third day is the day Jesus completes his work, finishes his course, accomplishes his purpose, and reaches his goal, which was “to give his life as a ransom for many” (Matt. 20:28; Mark 10:45). Once we see that the “third day” refers to the day of his death we can see why that day is connected to his work and what he accomplished, and also see how it fits in chronological order in Luke 13:32-35. Then, as a shadow behind the primary meaning, the third day was another day in which Christ’s goal was reached, and that was when God raised him from the dead so that he could rule over God’s creation and bring it back into the loving and “very good” creation that God designed it to be (cf. Gen. 1:31).
Luk 13:33
“for it cannot be that a prophet perish outside of Jerusalem.” This statement must be taken in the larger context of Jesus’ ministry, and points to Jesus’ death in Jerusalem. The statement is certainly not absolute, because other prophets were killed outside of Jerusalem, notably John the Baptist, who was beheaded by Herod Antipas in the Transjordan. Jesus was pointing to the fact that he would die in Jerusalem.
Luk 13:35
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
 
Luke Chapter 14
Luk 14:1
“he went into the house of one of the rulers of the Pharisees on a Sabbath.” There were six incidents in the ministry of Jesus in which he showed that taking care of people was not considered “work” by God and thus was more important than keeping rules about the Sabbath that were made by humans. The six incidents were picking grain on the Sabbath and five healings (see commentary on Matt. 12:9).
Luk 14:2
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“whose body was swollen.” Medically this is normally referred to as edema.
Luk 14:5
“son.” The oldest texts read “son.” It seems that reading was unsettling to copyists, who at some point changed υἱός (son) to ὄνος (donkey). There would be no reason to change “donkey” to “son.” Some manuscripts have all three: donkey, son, and ox, the copyists not being able to decide how to correctly copy the text.
Luk 14:12
The Greek word translated “banquet” is deipnon (#1173 δεῖπνον), and in the Greek and Roman world deipnon usually referred to the large formal and elaborate meal at the end of the day, however, it can also refer to a banquet. In this case, because Jesus is talking about a person inviting many friends and even rich neighbors, “banquet” is more fitting than just “supper” or “dinner.”
[For more on deipnon, see commentary on Rev. 19:9.]
Luk 14:14
“resurrection of the righteous.” In the future, the dead will be raised at different times. Dead Christians will be raised at the Rapture, which is immediately before the Great Tribulation. Those people who are righteous will be raised at the resurrection of the righteous (Luke 14:14; Acts 24:15), also called the first resurrection (Rev. 20:5, 6), and “the resurrection of life” (John 5:29), and people in that resurrection are part of the Messianic Kingdom on earth.
[For more on the Rapture and the resurrections, see commentary on Acts 24:15.]
Luk 14:15
“Blessed is anyone who will eat bread at the feast in the Kingdom of God!” There is a lot in this statement. The exclamation point comes from the tone of the sentence, not from an imperative verb. The man, hearing Jesus speak about the Resurrection of the Righteous, correctly understood that anyone who was part of that resurrection would be a part of the Messianic Kingdom on earth.
It was “a prevailing Jewish idea, a great and long-continued feast will be held when the Messianic kingdom is established on earth after the resurrection [of the Righteous].”[footnoteRef:1412] This feast is foretold in Isaiah 25:6, and called “the marriage banquet of the Lamb” in Revelation 19:9. Although there will be a specific feast in the Kingdom, there will be so much food that the Kingdom will almost be a continual feast. Although the word “feast” is not in the Greek text, it is supplied from the cultural context, for the man who spoke up thought of eating in the Kingdom of God in terms of participating in the feast that would be eaten there. The cultural understanding of the feast in the Kingdom explains why Jesus immediately followed the man’s remarks with a parable about a man throwing a great banquet. [1412:  Norval Geldenhuys, The Gospel of Luke [NICNT], 392.] 

[For more on the feast in the Messianic Kingdom, see commentary on Matt. 8:11].
It is clear that the man who spoke up, likely a Pharisee or expert in the Law, did not think that the Kingdom of Heaven was currently going on, but was future (the verb “will eat” is in the future tense). The man’s statement is clearly true: anyone who is in the Resurrection of the Righteous (or in the Rapture) and gets to take part in the Messianic Kingdom on earth is indeed blessed.
[For more on the kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
The belief in a Messianic Kingdom on earth was prevalent among the Jews, but so was the belief that “good” Jews like the Pharisees would certainly be a part of it—a belief that Jesus took some pains to dismantle at various times in his teachings (cf. Matt. 5:20; 21:31). So it was that after the man made his statement, that Jesus took time to correct him, albeit in a manner that set forth the truth in a way that was not directly confrontational and one that invited the dialogue, “What did that parable mean?” Those who were self-absorbed or arrogant would never see the point Jesus was making, while the humble would either see it or ask about it.
“bread.” The Greek word is artos (#740 ἄρτος), and means “bread,” but bread was such a staple and indeed, “the staff of life,” that the word “bread” became generally used by synecdoche for food of any kind. Thus, although we translate it “bread” here, what the man was saying was “blessed is the one who will eat food at the feast in the Kingdom of God.” The danger of leaving the word artos translated as “bread,” even though all the major versions do, is that someone may think that the man is saying that a person is blessed if he gets to be in the Kingdom of God even if all he gets to eat is bread. That was not at all in the mind of the person, he was using the word “bread” in the standard cultural idiom of food in general.
[See Word Study: “Synecdoche.”]
Luk 14:16
“A certain man.” In the parable, the “man” is God. In Christ’s parables, the king, lord, landowner, or man, is often God. Christ teaches about God and His plan and actions in his parables.
“great banquet.” The Greek word translated “banquet” is deipnon (#1173 δεῖπνον), and in the Greek and Roman world, it usually referred to the large formal and elaborate meal at the end of the day. However, it was sometimes used of regular meals, and sometimes used of a feast or banquet, for example, it is used as a banquet in Luke 20:46. Deipnon is used of the great feast in the Kingdom of Heaven, called the “marriage banquet of the Lamb” in Rev. 19:9. The translation “banquet” is warranted in this context because it was obviously a huge, elaborate, and well-prepared meal.
The man at the Pharisee’s dinner to which Jesus was invited (Luke 14:1) had just remarked that people who ate at the feast in the Kingdom of God would be blessed (Luke 14:15). Jesus knew the beliefs of the Pharisees, especially the rulers of the Pharisees, and he knew that they believed they were so holy they would all be in the great feast with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. Jesus knew differently, and that some, perhaps many, of them were not saved. They had perverted the Scriptures and mostly rejected him. So he told a parable about a man [God] who threw a great feast [the great feast in the Messianic Kingdom; Isa. 25:6], but the people who were invited [the Jews] began to make excuses as to why they could not be at the feast. This paralleled the religious leaders, who had many good “reasons” [excuses] as to why their perversion of the Scripture was correct. Thus, in a powerful way that would be understood by those with ears to hear but completely missed by those who were hard-hearted, Jesus let the Pharisees know that just because they were the seed of Abraham did not mean they would be allowed to be part of the feast.
[For more on the great feast in the Kingdom of Heaven, see commentary on Matt. 8:11.]
Luk 14:21
“Go out quickly into the streets and lanes of the city, and bring in here the poor and maimed and blind and lame.” The ancient world always had a large population of extremely poor people—destitute people—and homeless people. The death rate in the population was huge so there were many orphans and elderly people who had no caretakers and could not earn much of a living, and also almost everyone was sick with some kind of disease that sapped their strength and made life unenjoyable, and some of those diseases made them unable to work. Also, debilitating accidents were common, so many people were lame. The only truly meaningful consolation of these people was the hope of a better next life, which is the subject of Jesus’ parable: the poor and debilitated (with faith) would have a place in the future Kingdom of God.
Luk 14:23
“will be filled.” The verb is subjunctive, hence many translations say “may” be filled, but the Greek preposition hina that starts the phrase requires the verb to be subjunctive. Thus the verb has to be translated from context. Here the Lord wanted the servants to bring people in so his house “will” be filled.
Luk 14:26
“hate.” We are not to “hate” our parents and our family. The Greek word is miseō (#3404 μισέω), “hate,” but in Hebrew and Greek, the word “hate” has a large range of meanings from actual “hate” to simply loving something less than something else, neglecting or ignoring it, or being disgusted by it.
In this context, we “hate” our family, even our own life, by putting the Lord Jesus first in our lives and putting our own desires and our family second to him. We “hate” our family only by loving them less than we love the Lord. Interestingly, often when we prioritize God or the things of God, or our own decisions as to what is best for us, over being talked into doing things we know within ourselves are not good, we get accused of “hating” the person we are saying “No” to.
[For more on the large semantic range of “hate” and its use in the Bible, see commentary on Prov. 1:22, “hate.”]
“life.” The Greek word is psuchē (#5590 ψυχή, pronounced psoo-'kay), often translated “soul.” The Greek word psuchē has a large number of meanings, including the physical life of a person or animal; an individual person; or attitudes, emotions, feelings, and thoughts. Here it is broadly used as the life of the person.”
[For a more complete explanation of psuchē, “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
Luk 14:27
“carry his cross.” The follower of Christ must be willing to suffer for Christ.
[For more on the meaning of “carry his cross,” see commentary on Matt. 16:24.]
Luk 14:33
“who does not renounce all that he has.” To understand what Jesus is saying here we have to have the scope of the Bible. First, it is clear that Jesus was not making a blanket statement about people renouncing all that they have in life. We see that among even his friends and apostles. For example, Peter still had part of his fishing business (John 21:3), and Lazarus, Jesus’ friend, was wealthy (the ointment that Mary poured on Jesus’ head was worth a year’s wage, for example (John 12:5). The context is a person making plans and then not doing a good job of it. The point Jesus is making, which is made in other contexts as well, is that when we are making plans we must first seek God about them such that what we do is inside the will of God (cf. John 6:27; Matt. 6:33; 2 Cor. 5:9).
Luk 14:35
“It is thrown out into the street.” This is similar to Matthew 5:13 (see commentary on Matt. 5:13).
“Anyone who has ears to hear had better listen!” This is the same Greek phrase as occurs in Mark 4:9 (see commentary on Mark 4:9), and almost the same Greek phrase as occurs in Matthew 11:15. For an explanation of the exclamation, see the commentary on Matthew 11:15. This verse is longer, reading, “Anyone who has ears to hear had better listen,” while the occurrences in Matthew read, “Anyone who has ears had better listen!” Jesus has just taught about the cost of being a disciple, and he gives this stern warning and exhortation to people so they will not take it lightly.
 
Luke Chapter 15
Luk 15:1
“kept drawing near.” The Greek is engizō (#1448 ἐγγίζω), to come near or close, but the real meaning here is expressed by the fact that it is a present participle, active voice. The action was going on and on. The sinners did not just “come,” they “kept coming.” This makes a sharp contrast with the religious leaders in verse 2 who do not just grumble, they keep grumbling.
Luk 15:2
“kept grumbling to each other.” The Greek is diagonguzō (#1234 διαγογγύζω), and it means to murmur among a crowd or to each other (gonguzō without the dia prefix is used of just murmuring). It is “always used of many indignantly complaining.”[footnoteRef:1413] Here it occurs in the indicative imperfect active, meaning that the action was ongoing. The sinners kept coming, and the religious leaders kept grumbling among themselves. [1413:  Strong’s.] 

“This one.” The Greek is just “This” or “This one,” used derisively. They scorned Jesus with their words.
Luk 15:3
“And he spoke to them this parable.” As Jesus was teaching, the sinners kept coming to him while the self-righteous religious leaders kept grumbling about him and stayed away (Luke 15:1-2). Jesus wanted to reach the hearts of both groups, and he told four parables that pertained to them: the Parable of the Lost Sheep (Luke 15:3-7), the Parable of the Lost Coin (Luke 15:8-10), the Parable of the Forgiving Father (Luke 15:11-32) and the Parable of the Wise Manager (Luke 16:1-9). In the first two parables, the Parable of the Lost Sheep and the Parable of the Lost Coin, Jesus emphasized God’s role in seeking the lost so they would be saved; the shepherd sought the sheep and the woman sought the coin. In the third parable, the Parable of the Forgiving Father, Jesus introduces the role that the sinner has to play. Ultimately, the sinner must choose to be saved. Although the Father is looking for the sinner to become humble and come to Him, it is the sinner who must humble themself and come to God. By casting the parable with two sons, not just one, Jesus shows how some sinners become humble and come to God for forgiveness while other self-righteous sinners do not humble themselves and come to God. In the fourth parable, the Parable of the Wise Manager, Jesus continues to emphasize the active role the sinner must take in coming to God and being saved, but is more specific than he was in the Parable of the Forgiving Father. Jesus tells the parable in such a way that it emphasizes the importance of using the wealth available to us to do the will of God, and the importance of being saved, which includes getting rewards in the future Kingdom of Christ.
[For more about the Kingdom of Heaven, also called the Kingdom of God, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more about rewards in the next life, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10.]
Luk 15:4
“What man among you.” In Luke 15:1-16:9 Jesus tells four parables, and they fit together (see commentary on Luke 15:3).
“does not leave.” No shepherd would leave a flock of sheep unattended in the wilderness. This is one of those places where we have to understand the ancient customs to have the parable make sense; Jesus’ audience lived in the culture and thus understood the parable. Rarely if ever would a flock of 100 sheep be watched by one person. There would be an owner or the main shepherd, and then some helpers. The owner cared for the flock, but would never leave it unguarded to search for one sheep. Instead, he would leave his flock, the 99, in the care of hired help while he searched for the one lost sheep. This is the point of the parable: that the owner cares so much for the sheep that he would search for one that is lost, not just hope it came home somehow. God is constantly searching for people who are lost, and we should be too.
Luk 15:5
“lays it on his shoulders.” Shepherds have reported that sometimes sheep that have been lost are so scared and disoriented that they will not walk, and even if they would they would probably walk too slowly to suit the shepherd. So the shepherd does the hard work of carrying the sheep. This is a wonderful illustration of how just “finding” the lost person is not enough. We then have to carry that person until they are “with the flock” and can stand strongly on their own.
Luk 15:7
“who repents.” The verb is a present participle, not an aorist, as if it were a one-time action, thus, the phrase could well read, “more joy in heaven over one sinner repenting.” Christ does not say, or imply, that repentance is a one-time thing. When we sin, we are to repent and ask forgiveness.
“over 99 righteous people who have no need of repentance.” The evidence is that this is irony. Scripture is clear that no one is righteous by way of their own works (cf. Rom. 3:9-18). Jesus had used this kind of irony before when he said that only the sick need a physician but the well do not, and the religious leaders in the room were considering themselves well when they were actually sick but did not recognize it (Luke 5:31-32). The situation is the same here in Luke 15:7. Of course God rejoices over people who repent and then work hard to live obediently and have been declared righteous by their faith. Jesus was trying to wake up the religious Jews who thought they were righteous by saying there was more joy over the sinners who repented than over them.[footnoteRef:1414] [1414:  For a more complete explanation of this being irony, see William Hendriksen, New Testament Commentary: Luke, 745-47.] 

Luk 15:8
“Or what woman.” The Parable of the Lost Coin is the second of four parables that Jesus told his audience, and they fit together (see commentary on Luke 15:3).
“drachma.” The drachma was a Greek coin made of silver.[footnoteRef:1415] Although it varied in value over the course of the Roman empire, during the time of Christ it was apparently equivalent to a Roman denarius, which was worth a day’s wage for a laborer (cf. Matt. 20:2).[footnoteRef:1416] [1415:  Mark L. Strauss, Luke [ZIBBCNT], 446.]  [1416:  Josephus, Antiquities, 3.8.2] 

“a lamp.” The “lamp” of the time was an oil lamp, fueled by olive oil and it generally had a wick made of flax.
Luk 15:11
“Parable of the Forgiving Father.” In Luke 15:1-16:9 Jesus tells four parables, and they fit together (see commentary on Luke 15:3). This is the third parable, and although it is not named in Scripture, it is generally referred to as “the Parable of the Prodigal Son.” However, the parable deals with the father, representing God, who is willing to forgive both his sons, the prodigal son and the overly religious son, hence the title in the REV: the Parable of the Forgiving Father. R. C. H. Lenski thought it should be called “the Parable of the Two Lost Sons.”[footnoteRef:1417] [1417:  Lenski, St. Luke’s Gospel, 808.] 

“A certain man.” The “certain man” is God. Most of Christ’s parables were in one way or another about the Kingdom of Heaven, Christ’s future Kingdom on earth. Also, in most of his parables the king, ruler, landowner, or man was God. There are times when the main person in the parable was not God, for example in the Parable of the Sower, the sower was Jesus Christ (Matt. 13:37), and the man in the parable of the treasure in the field and in the parable of the pearl of great price is any believer who is wise enough to do what it takes to enter the Kingdom of God (Matt. 13:44-45).
In many of Christ’s parables, God is compared to a landowner, rich person, or king, although the relationship is not explicitly spoken but is implied. For example, God is compared to a king in the parable of the unforgiving servant (Matt. 18:23-35); the parable of the wedding banquet; Matt. 22:1-14; cf. Luke 14:16-24); and the parable of the ten minas (Luke 19:11-27). He is compared to a wealthy landowner in the parable of the workers in the field (Matt. 20:1-16) and the parable of the evil tenants (Matt. 21:33-40; Mark 12:1-11; Luke 20:9-16). He is compared to a man, a father, here in the parable of the forgiving father, which is usually referred to as the Parable of the Prodigal Son (Luke 15:11-32); and in the parable of the man with two sons (Matt. 21:28-31). God is compared to a wealthy man in the Parable of the Talents (Matt. 25:14-30); and in the Parable of the Wise Manager (Luke 16:1-9).
[For more about the Kingdom of Heaven, also called the Kingdom of God, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
“had two sons.” In the two previous parables, the Parable of the Lost Sheep and the Parable of the Lost Coin (Luke 15:1-10), we see that God saves sinners, and Christ emphasized God’s role in seeking the lost; the shepherd sought the sheep and the woman sought the coin. Here in the Parable of the Forgiving Father, we see the role that the sinner has to play. Ultimately, the sinner must choose to be saved. Certainly, the Father is looking for the sinner to become humble and come to Him, but it is the sinner who must humble themself and come to God. In this parable we also see what is clearly all around us in the community: the prodigal son is like sinners who humble themselves and turn from their sin and come to Christ; while the “righteous” son is like the religious zealots who think they are holy but are like the religious leaders who thought they were holy but who in God’s eyes were worse than other sinners (Matthew 21:23-32).
Luk 15:12
“give me the portion of the property that is coming to me.” This point in the parable is unrealistic, and shows us that sometimes a teacher must use an example that is unrealistic in order to make a point. In the culture, a son would never ask for an inheritance before the father was dead. He might ask for money, but never for his inheritance. Asking for his inheritance would be equivalent to saying, “I wish you were dead.”
Although there is nothing legally wrong with the younger son’s request, it reveals a selfish and naïve heart, duped by inexperience and ignorance. It was selfish because it did not take into account that the father was not dead and might have encountered troubles in which he would have needed that extra wealth, and furthermore, it was the father’s wealth, not the son’s. Also, the son’s arrogant assumption that he was owed an inheritance from his father overlooks the fact that the wealth was his father’s, not his; he was not “owed” anything from his father. In fact, he only had that wealth “coming to him” if he deserved it and the father still had it when he passed away. Proverbs says, “The one who troubles his household will inherit wind” (Prov. 11:29), and the way this son was behaving, it is somewhat amazing he got anything at all.
“And he divided to them his living.” According to the Mosaic Law, the older son would get twice as much as the younger sons, so in this case, the older son would get two-thirds of the inheritance and the younger son one-third (Deut. 21:17). The father did what was right in dividing his inheritance to both sons; if he gave it to one he would give it to the other. As the parable continues, the father still seems to control some wealth, but since this is a parable and not actual history, the facts can be made to fit the story.
Luk 15:13
“and went on a journey into a far country.” Luke 15:12 reveals that the younger son was distant from his family in his heart because he asked for his inheritance as if his father was dead. Now he becomes distant physically, leaving the family to go to another location. Mental separation leads to physical separation.
“he wasted his wealth.” The word “wealth” could also be translated as “property” (Luke 15:12), or “substance.”
“by living recklessly.” The details are not described, but his older brother said the reckless living included prostitutes (Luke 15:30), which is likely.
Luk 15:14
“a severe famine came upon that country.” Since agriculture was the main economic support in ancient societies, a severe famine would put people out of work and dry up many sources of work.
“and he began to be in need.” Wise people know how to live within their means, and to curb their desires so that they do not end up in need. Proverbs 21:17 says, “The one who loves pleasure will become a poor person; the one who loves wine and oil will not become rich.” Proverbs 13:18 says, “The one who ignores discipline will get poverty and dishonor.”
Luk 15:15
“hired himself out to.” The Greek phrase is literally, “joined himself to,” which is an idiom for beginning to work for someone, to hire oneself out to someone else (NET First Edition text note).
“he sent him into his fields to feed pigs.” There could not have been much more degrading work for an Israelite, to whom pigs were unclean animals, than feeding the pigs of a foreigner and pagan. Besides the degradation, herding pigs was hard, lonely, and dangerous work. The pigs were herded outside the city, so there was no social interaction with other people. Also, the herdsman had to keep watch day and night, so if the animals were nervous for whatever reason, the herdsman could go night after night without a good night’s sleep, as well as be out in the weather by day and night, whatever that may have been. Also, robbers and wild animals were a constant source of danger, and the herdsman was expected to protect the herd from both.
Luk 15:16
“the carob pods that the pigs were eating.” The pods were food for the pigs and occasionally for the very poor. The fact that the son was longing to eat them shows how desperate and hungry he was, and the fact that people would not even give them to him shows how deep the famine was. The parable does not explain what he did end up eating.
“and no one gave anything to him.” Giving to the poor was valued in Jewish society (cf. Prov. 14:31), but it was also valued in pagan society; the whole ancient world had needy people who were sustained by charity and even officially sanctioned charities, such as the food the Roman government provided to the poor. So the fact that no one gave anything to him likely meant that he was quite far removed from places that people frequented, and also that people who knew of his circumstances felt that he did not deserve the help.
Luk 15:17
“when he came to himself.” Christ was telling the parable to teach and evangelize, and in that context, this phrase is the very heart of the parable. Listening to him were many different sinners, and also the religious leaders who were the worst sinners but did not know it (Luke 15:1-2). Salvation was open to everyone, but which of them would accept it? The people of both groups had to come to themselves, that is, come to their senses and realize the unparalleled value of salvation, and then do what it takes to get saved. Christ portrays that beautifully in his parable. The prodigal man is in need of food to survive, and the sinners are in need of salvation to survive forever. Nobody would give the prodigal man anything to sustain him, and nobody can give another everlasting life; each person must do what it takes to get it from God. The prodigal realized his help would come from his father, and we all must realize our help comes from THE Father, God. Thankfully, God has given us the intelligence to realize that He has more than enough of what any and all of us need to survive and prosper.
Luk 15:18
“I will get up and go.” In his teaching and parable, Christ provides his listeners with a plan of action. The prodigal son has to act to get forgiveness and be accepted back into the family, and sinners have to act to be forgiven by God and be saved and join His family. The prodigal son follows through on his plan and goes to his father (Luke 15:20), and the sinner must not just think about repentance or plan repentance, the sinner must actually repent.
“Father, I have sinned.” The prodigal son now demonstrates complete humility. Hardship and disaster have taught him and he is now humble. He offers no excuses or reasons for what he did; none are valid anyway. He states the simple truth: “I have sinned.” The lesson he learned, and the statement he made, should be seen for what they are: honesty and a decision on the part of the son. Hardship taught this prodigal son, but we must not be fooled into thinking that hardship is some kind of universal teacher. Hardship does not teach everyone. The Bible is full of examples of men and women who went through disaster after disaster but hardened their heart rather than humbled it. The pharaoh of the Exodus is a good example, and Amos writes about it (Amos 4:1-12). It takes a very honest person to repent of their sin and come to God.
“in your sight.” The Greek is enōpion (#1799 ἐνώπιον). The word has several meanings, and thus the meaning must be determined from context. Its primary meaning is literal, “before,” and it pertains to a position in front of an entity, before someone or something. Thus it also pertains to being present or in view, in the sight of, in the presence of, among, and it also pertains to value judgment, thus, “in the opinion of; in the judgment of.” It also has special uses, such as in this verse when it is combined with “sin.” In this case, it means more than just in your sight or judgment, but “against you.”[footnoteRef:1418] [1418:  Cf. BDAG; Friberg, s.v. “ἐνώπιον.”] 

The word is a good one for the son to use; it reveals his humility at this point in his life. He says he has sinned against God (“heaven” is used as a euphemism for “God” because the word “God” was often considered too holy to say) and “against you,” which includes the fact of the sin being against his father, but also recognizing that it was “in your opinion,” thus recognizing that the father was aware of the sin and personally hurt by it.
Luk 15:20
“And he got up and went.” The son follows through on his decision and plan (cf. Luke 15:18).
“But while he was still a long way off.” This is the sinner’s hope and joy. The father started running to the son while he was still “a long way off.” God does not wait for people to reach some kind of perfection or sinlessness before He accepts them back. God loved us when we were His enemies (Rom. 5:10), and surely He does not expect perfection now. He loves us and moves to help us while we are still a long way off. For example, God does not wait for an addict to be drug-free before He accepts them back. He accepts them when they repent even though they are still a long way from His perfection.
Jesus is not making a point about the geography here; “Hey, the land is really flat, look how far you can see.” The point Jesus is making is that the father was constantly watching for his son. He loved his son and never gave up hope he would come home. He recognized him from a distance and responded immediately. He ran to the son and fell on his neck and hugged and kissed him. Such is the love of God for both unsaved sinners and His children (who are all still sinners). When we wander He watches for us to come back to Him. And when we move toward Him, He immediately responds. As we see in Luke 15:21-22, in his love for his son and joy at having him back in his family, the father does not even let his son finish his little speech about being a hired servant, but cuts him off and begins to bestow gifts and honor upon him. So it is with God. Repentance is not a lengthy process, it occurs in the heart and is immediately accepted.
Note that the father does not ask for, or allow, the son to work his way back into being accepted. The fact that he is back and is humble is all that is needed. Similarly, we do not work our way back into God’s graces when we sin. We do not have to prove to God that we are sorry for our sin and have repented by demonstrating that fact by weeks or months of good behavior. The sinner repents and is accepted.
Luk 15:21
“And the son said to him.” Out of pure humility, the son openly admits his sin. No doubt he would have asked to be accepted back as a hired servant, as he had planned to say (Luke 15:19), but his father cut him off and accepted him back into the family. Because this is a parable and not a historical account, the fact that the father cut the son off and did not listen to his full speech is part of the lesson Christ is teaching us. It is not just that the father was in a hurry to accept his son, he was not going to hear anything about his son being a servant. Never! The son was a member of the family and accepted and loved in full status as such. So it is with God. When a sinner repents, they are accepted into God’s family with full status. No child of God is some kind of servant with lesser status and privilege. Children of God will be a part of His everlasting kingdom and live forever with Him. Also, we must realize that if the son was helpful at all to the father before he left and went away, coming back humble, more worldly-wise, and more thankful made him many times more valuable in the family. Not loved more, but more valuable.
Some commentators suggest that the father did not cut off the son, but that the son changed his mind, but that does not fit the context, nor does it fit with the fact that this is not a historical account but a parable designed to teach about God. God does not need or want us to be His hired servants, and will hear nothing about it, and Christ intended to make that clear in the parable.
Luk 15:22
“robe...ring...sandals.” The best robe (the outer garment), the ring, and the sandals were all trappings of honor, and show that the father has fully accepted the son back into the family.
Luk 15:23
“the fatted calf.” Wealthy people kept certain animals especially for feasts and celebrations, and this “fatted calf,” a grain-fed animal, would have been such an animal. The father wanted a feast, not just a meal, and the amount of food indicates that he intended to have more than just immediate family. He would have invited his extended family and even perhaps the community to his feast.
Luk 15:24
“for this, my son, was dead, and is alive again. He was lost, and is found.’” Jesus puts these words into the mouth of the father in his parable, and we can see where a father in that situation might have said them. More to the point, however, is that Jesus wanted his audience to hear them, because they are true to fact. The unsaved are “dead” and “lost,” but when they repent of their sin and come to God they are “alive” and “found.” Jesus wanted to reach all the unsaved in his audience, and he wanted to make clear to them how desperate their situation really was. If they did not repent and come to God, they would indeed be dead in every sense of the word.
[For more on dead people being truly dead and not alive in any form or place, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.” For more on the unsaved perishing in the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
Luk 15:25
“Now his son, the older one, was in the field.” The parable now shifts to the other lost son. The prodigal son was obviously and openly lost, but this “good” son is lost too. Note that he was in the fields working. “Religious” people are often very hard workers; in fact, they get many of their self-righteous “better than thou” feelings from being harder workers than others. The way Christ told the parable, the older son “drew near” like the tax collectors and sinners were doing as Christ was teaching the parable (Luke 15:1), but when the older brother realized how his younger brother was being treated, then he stayed back and grumbled like the religious leaders were doing while Jesus was teaching (Luke 15:2).
Luk 15:26
“one of the servants.” The Greek word is paidōn, the masculine plural of pais (#3816 παῖς), which could more literally be translated “one of the young men” or even “one of the boys,” but the word “boy” is being used here, like it sometimes is in the Hebrew text of the Old Testament, to mean “servant.” In the biblical culture, the “young men” and “young women” of the house were often the servants and the people living in that culture would get the sense from the context, but it is not that obvious in English, so the word “servant” better catches the meaning of the text than “young man.”
Luk 15:27
“And he said to him, ‘Your brother is here, and your father has killed the fatted calf.” Although without adjectives the written text cannot reproduce the servant’s excitement and tone of voice, we can tell from his words that he is excited to see the family together again and cannot imagine that this older brother would not be excited too. He says, “Your brother has come,” as if that alone explained it all. But he adds, “and your father has killed the fatted calf” to show that the father is joyful and excited too. It seems the servant would have been totally caught off guard by the older son’s reaction, but the parable is not about the servant, it is about the father and sons, and so it moves on to the feelings of the older son.
Luk 15:28
“But he became enraged, and would not go in.” To have the proper effect, certain details of the parable are not the way things would have likely happened in real life. In putting on the feast and inviting family and friends, it is not realistic that the father somehow omitted telling his oldest son that the younger one had returned, but that is necessary in the parable to make the point about the anger and stubbornness of the older son. Upon finding out that his younger brother was alive and had returned, he showed no love for his younger brother. One would think that even if he was angry that his brother was being treated to a feast, he would have at least been glad to know he was alive. But he was not. The older brother shows up in the parable exactly like the religious leaders do in real life. They are not glad that prostitutes and tax collectors are turning from their sin to learn about God and follow this young rabbi. Instead, they are angry that things are not unfolding around Jesus according to the way they would want them to. For example, they are envious that Jesus can reach prostitutes and tax collectors who will have nothing to do with their institutional and hypocritical religion.
The verb “became enraged” is an ingressive aorist, thus it is translated as “became enraged” and not “was enraged.”
“And his father came out and pleaded with him.” Here again, we see the father’s love and compassion for his children, as well as his desire for them to think and act in a godly way. The father could have become angry that the older son was being so stubborn and hard-hearted but that is not the way God is. Nor did the father send a servant out to get him. He left the feast to go speak to his oldest son like the shepherd leaves the 99 to find the lost sheep. It is the goodness of God that leads people to repentance, not getting angry with them (Rom. 2:4). The word “pleaded” is the common verb, parakaleō (#3870 παρακαλέω). It has many meanings, such as “exhort, encourage, and comfort, and more than one of those meanings applies here. He certainly pleaded with his son, exhorted him, encouraged him, and may have even tried to comfort him in his anger. Thus, this is an example where the Greek words have a semantic range, making it challenging to find the most accurate representation in English to convey the intended meaning. In the parable, the father tried to reason with his angry son and get him to the feast, and in real life, Jesus tried to reason with the religious leaders and get them to see their own hard-heartedness and come humbly to God.
Luk 15:29
“Look.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“I never transgressed a commandment of yours.” The younger son humbly told the father he had sinned against both him and God. The older son arrogantly stated that he had never transgressed a commandment of the father’s, but of course he had. Perhaps not a specifically stated request, but throughout the parable, the father modeled great love for his sons to imitate, but the older son certainly did not. Instead, he showed anger, unthankfulness, and hard-heartedness. Are those unspoken commandments of God, demonstrated by the father, still commandments? They are, because they come from God and were recognized and obeyed by the father and should have been recognized and demonstrated by the son as well.
“and yet you never gave me a young goat.” The selfish heart of the younger son was revealed early on when he asked to have the inheritance that was “coming to” him, in other words, the inheritance he deserved (Luke 15:12). Now the self-centered and unthankful heart of the older son is revealed. He blames his father for not honoring him when in reality what the father said was correct, that everything the father had was available to the son. In fact, we learned early in the parable that the father divided his living to both his sons, so the older son had already received his inheritance. It was actually his goat, not the father’s, so if he wanted to kill and eat it, or something much better, he could. His unthankfulness had made him blind to the blessings around him. The mention of the “young goat” reveals the anger and unthankfulness in the older son’s heart. A small goat is not what anyone would cook for a feast of any size. That the older son proposed that his prodigal brother got a fatted calf when he did not even get a young goat is purely evil fantasy. He could have had a fatted calf too if he wanted. People exaggerate and make all kinds of false claims when they are angry and upset.
Luk 15:30
“this son of yours.” The older son will not call his younger brother, “my brother.”
“devoured your living with prostitutes.” Even though this is likely true to some extent, it is still just an invented assumption at this point.
“you killed the fatted calf for him.” The older son now turns his accusation directly against his father and implies that the father has made a poor judgment and done something wrong. This is taking the unthankful heart of the older brother to a whole new level. Blaming his father! He refused to call his brother “my brother,” and in the parable, he never calls his father, “father.” We remind ourselves that Jesus is not recounting a historical event, but is telling a parable, so why include this phrase about the father? It indicates that Jesus knew that in their hard-heartedness, the religious leaders were also hard-hearted and unthankful about God. Somewhere in the depths of their dark hearts, they blamed God for the way things were and that their “righteousness” was not seen and rewarded in a more open and obvious way. In their own minds, God never gave them a fatted calf, whatever that would have meant to them.
Luk 15:31
“My child.” The father reaches out to the heart of his son with the single word, “child.” He had reached out with his eyes to see his other son returning from a distant land, and he reaches with his words to his other son. God is always reaching out to win the lost.
“you are always with me, and all that is mine is yours.” The father in the parable states the simple and obvious truth that is true of both the father in the parable and our heavenly Father, God. God has given us every spiritual blessing (Eph. 1:3). We need to open our hearts to God and see it.
Luk 15:32
“and was lost, and is found.” As the parable concludes, we see that both the sons were “lost,” but the younger one was found. But would the older one be? The question is left unanswered in the parable and is unanswered in life because the hard-hearted religious leaders continued to keep their distance from Jesus.
 
Luke Chapter 16
Luk 16:1
“And he said also to the disciples.” In Luke 15:1-16:9 Jesus tells four parables, and they fit together (see commentary on Luke 15:3).
The Parable of the Wise Manager Luke 16:1-9), is the fourth and last of the four-parable group, and it continues and adds detail to the point Jesus made in the third parable, the Parable of the Forgiving Father. The Parable of the Wise Manager continues the point that each person is responsible for doing what it takes to get saved. God wants people to be saved, but people must humble themselves and respond to God’s call. Specifically in this parable, Jesus shows that believers should be diligent to use the “unrighteous wealth” that they have here on earth now in such a way that they “make friends” with God and Christ, so that when the things of this life fail—and they will fail—God and Christ will welcome and reward you in the Age to Come. The “wealth” that each person has includes their mental and physical talents and abilities as well as any material goods they have. In the parable, Jesus focused on the material goods because the religious leaders were wealthy and greedy for money (Luke 16:14). Far too many believers are skimpy and selfish with the material things they have here on earth and are not doing a good job of using earthly things to prepare for a wonderful future life.
[For more on rewards in the future life, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10. For more on the wonderful future life on earth when Christ is king and ruling the earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
“There was a certain rich man.” The rich man in the parable is God.
[For more on the “king,” “landowner,” “ruler,” or “man” in Christ’s parables being God, see commentary on Luke 15:11.]
“and it was reported to him.” In Jesus’ parable, the lord of the house only heard that the manager was wasting his goods. It is quite possible that the report was not true, but that often did not matter in the ancient world, or even today. The position of a house manager was such that it demanded the absolute trust of the owner of the house. If that trust was broken or was in doubt, then the lord-manager relationship was broken and the lord would not be carefree about the things concerning the house as he had been before, and the house manager would always feel watched over, hampered, and second-guessed in his decisions. The lord of the house is never said to conduct a thorough investigation of the situation; whatever it was, his trust was gone, and so he simply said that the man could no longer be the house manager.
Luk 16:8
“And his lord commended the unrighteous house manager because he had acted prudently.” This sentence is the end of the parable. The next sentence, that “the sons of this age are in their own generation more prudent than the sons of the light,” is not what anyone in the parable would have said, but is Jesus’ comment about life after he finished the parable. The parable would have been a little easier to understand if, when the verse numbers in modern New Testaments were added in the 1550s, the last sentence in Luke 16:8 had started Luke 16:9 instead of ending Luke 16:8.
The house manager acted prudently because he acted in such a way as to assure his future well-being without being dishonest to the lord of the house. The Lord must have understood this because he “commended” (often translated as “praised” or an equivalent, cf. AMP, BBE, CSB, GWORD, Goodspeed, LSB, NASB1995, NJB, It was common for a wealthy man to be owed money and goods in biblical times just as it is today, and there is always a portion of those debts that never end up being collected. In many cases, it is better to receive a portion of the payment right away than to hope for full payment at some future time, and this practice still occurs in modern business. Ecclesiastes 11:2 speaks of being generous when you are able to, so that others may help you in the future if you are in need, and that is exactly the situation the house steward was in, so in acting the way he did, he was being prudent.
“For the sons of this age are in their own generation more prudent than the sons of the light.” Jesus was a keen observer of life, and made this true statement about believers and unbelievers in business. It is often the case that believers have a general trust and sense of well-being that causes them to be less diligent in business than unbelievers. Unbelievers are generally much more suspicious and much less trusting in life than believers are, and so unbelievers are usually much more diligent in business than believers are. Unbelievers generally pay attention to details, word things exactly, get things in writing, and make sure the risk-reward of business is in their favor. Although it is good to be trusting, business is business, and there is no reason for believers not to be as diligent in business as unbelievers are.
Luk 16:9
“make friends for yourselves by means of unrighteous wealth.” The answer to this difficult verse lies in understanding that only God and Christ can receive anyone into “the tents in the Age,” i.e., the dwellings in the Millennial Kingdom and beyond. Here in Luke 16:9, Jesus is giving good counsel about how to be blessed both in this life and in our future life.
Jesus’ advice does not fit for us who live after the Day of Pentecost (Acts 2) in the Administration of Grace when salvation is by confession and belief in Jesus Christ (Rom. 10:9), but it fits very well for believers who lived before Pentecost. Before Pentecost, the way a person related to their wealth, as well as their keeping of God’s commandments (Matt. 19:17), were important demonstrations of their trust in God, which led to salvation. This shows up in many places in the Old Testament. For example, we see the way people treated wealth and giving was directly related to their trust in God in Malachi, where the ungodly priests and people cheated on their tithes and offerings (Mal. 1:8, 13; 3:8-9). There are verses in the Old Testament that say God will bless you if you tithe (cf. Mal. 3:10) and many verses that say that people who give money to the poor will be blessed for it and are lending to Yahweh (cf. Prov. 19:17; 11:17; 14:21, etc.). Jesus also taught about money management in his parables, where good people used their wealth and built it and were blessed and received more, while people who hoarded their wealth or hung on to it (those who buried it or the man who just built bigger barns for it, Luke 12:18) suffered for it.
Although today our salvation is not related to how we use our wealth, our rewards are, and Paul wrote to the Philippians who gave to him that he desired fruit to their account, meaning their rewards account (Phil. 4:17). Luke 16:9 also speaks of the time when wealth will fail, and there is a time when wealth will fail, and that is at the time when Jesus comes. Many verses in the OT remind people that when the Day of the Lord comes, Yahweh can save them but their wealth cannot (cf. Isa. 10:3; Ezek. 7:19). If people “make friends” in their life on earth with the wealth they have, when Christ comes and it fails, God will be there to repay people for the blessings they have given to others. So how does the believer “make friends” with wealth? By using it to help and bless others. Matthew 25:40 notes that what we do for the least of the believers we do for Christ himself. When we use our wealth properly, we make friends of God and Christ, who then help us, just as the unrighteous house manager made friends who later helped him when he was in need.
“unrighteous wealth.” The Greek text more literally says, “the mammon of unrighteousness,” which in this context refers to unrighteous wealth. In this context, “wealth” is considered to be “unrighteous.” This has nothing to do with whether or not the wealth was righteously earned or inherited, or gained by unrighteous means.
[For more on “mammon,” see commentary on Matt. 6:24.]
“in the age to come.” This is the new Messianic Age, the Millennial Kingdom.
[For more information on this phrase, see Appendix 1: “Life in the Age to Come.”]
Luk 16:11
“So if you have not been faithful…” This verse contains the figure of speech hyperbaton[footnoteRef:1419] and more literally reads, “If, then, you have not been faithful in the unrighteous wealth, the true riches—who will entrust them to you?” [1419:  Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 692, “hyperbaton.”] 

Luk 16:13
“No servant is able to serve two masters.” See commentary on Matthew 6:24.
“hate.” The servant does not “hate” the lord in the sense of a feeling of intense hostility. The Greek word is miseō (#3404 μισέω), “hate,” but in Hebrew and Greek, the word “hate” has a large range of meanings from actual “hate” to simply loving something less than something else, neglecting or ignoring it, or being disgusted by it. Here, the servant “hates” the one lord only by loving him less, that is, being less devoted to him, than he is to the lord whom he “loves,” that is, shows more attention to.
[For more on the large semantic range of “hate” and its use in the Bible, see commentary on Prov. 1:22, “hate.”]
Luk 16:18
“Everyone who divorces his wife.” Luke 16:18 seems to come out of nowhere and be connected to nothing in the context. Why would Jesus bring up marriage here? Actually, what Jesus says is tied very closely to the context. Jesus’ discussion with the Pharisees started back in Luke 15:1 when the tax collectors and sinners (some of whom were prostitutes) kept gathering around Jesus to hear him. So, what may seem like a long time to us reading the Bible was actually only a little time; from when Jesus started telling the Parable of the Lost Sheep (Luke 15:4) until Luke 16:18 could have easily been only a short time.
The Pharisees were very upset about the fact that Jesus was welcoming tax collectors and sinners, and were disdaining him, saying, “This one welcomes sinners, and eats with them.” What they were blind to was that they were sinners too. In fact, in God’s eyes, they were likely greater sinners than the ones they thought were “sinners” because of the leadership position they held in society (see commentary on James 3:1 about teachers receiving stricter judgment). R. C. H. Lenski writes: “Were these Pharisees any better than harlots? No; they lived in the same open violation of the Sixth Commandment. Jesus now confronts them with that fact. What he tells them is this: You Pharisees also disregard and violate God’s law of marriage by changing from one wife to another at pleasure….”[footnoteRef:1420] [1420:  Lenski, St. Luke’s Gospel, 843.] 

So the Pharisees were ridiculing Christ for welcoming sinners when they were guilty of sexual sins too. Jesus made reference to God’s laws on marriage to openly show the hypocrisy of the Pharisees and perhaps get some of them to repent, and also to teach the “sinners” that their sin was no worse than the sins of others. Jesus did not bring up marriage and divorce in this context to expound upon the law of God and teach about that subject, which is why the verse seems so short and out of place here in Luke 16:18. There are other places in the Gospels where Jesus taught about marriage in much more detail (cf. Matt. 19:1-9).
“a woman.” The word “woman” is not specifically in the Greek text but comes from the verb apoluō (#630 ἀπολύω, pronounced ä-pŏ-'loo-ō), which means “loosed, released, put away,” and in this case refers to being divorced. Here in this verse, it is in the feminine gender. English verbs do not have a gender, so we have to add it by adding a separate word. One of the ways to do that is to add “a woman” (cf. HCSB, ESV, NAB, NET, NIV, NLT, etc.).
“commits adultery.” There are a few keys that are vital to properly understanding this verse. One is that this verse cannot contradict what Jesus taught about divorce and remarriage in his Sermon on the Mount (Matt. 5:32), and neither can it contradict what he taught when the Pharisees tempted him with a question about divorce (Matt. 19:3-9; Mark 10:2-12). Another key is the social context, which was that, at the time of Christ, Rabbi Hillel and his supporters, which included the Pharisees, believed and taught that a man could divorce his wife for any reason at all. The 1906 Jewish Encyclopedia says, “Hillel was recognized as the highest authority among the Pharisees and the scribes of Jerusalem.”[footnoteRef:1421] A third key is that in this context Jesus was directly confronting the Pharisees, who were scoffing at his teaching (Luke 16:14), and he was trying to open their eyes to the truth. [1421:  Isadore Singer, The Jewish Encyclopedia, s.v. “Hillel,” 6:397.] 

This verse seems very similar to Jesus’ teaching in the Sermon on the Mount (Matt. 5:32), and to his teaching at the event recorded in Matthew 19:9 and Mark 10:11-12, but this event in Luke is separate from those two records, and there are some very significant differences between them. For example, in Matthew 5:32, Jesus taught about the sanctity of marriage, and that there were cases in which a mostly innocent woman had been forced into a divorce. In those cases, the woman was harmed and Jesus did not say she couldn’t remarry. In Matthew 5:32 as well as in Matthew 19:9 and Mark 10:11-12, the verbs for adultery are in the passive voice, which in some contexts can greatly affect their meaning (see commentaries on Matt. 5:32 and 19:9). Here in Luke, however, the verbs are in the active voice. Jesus was directly telling the Pharisees that their behavior was tantamount to adultery.
In Luke 16, Jesus had been teaching about financial stewardship. The Pharisees, who loved money, scoffed at his teaching (Luke 16:14). At that point Jesus made an attempt to open their eyes so that they could see that they, too, were unrighteous in the sight of God. The Pharisees prided themselves on being righteous in the sight of God, and in being more righteous than everyone else, so if Jesus was going to shake up their thinking and reach their hearts he would need something important and profound that they should be able to relate to. He used what they taught about marriage as a way to try to soften their hard religious hearts. First, however, he told them, “God knows your hearts” and “That which is highly esteemed by people is an abomination in the sight of God” (Luke 16:15).
Jesus then went on to tell them, “Everyone who puts away his wife, and marries another, commits adultery, and he who marries one that is put away from a husband commits adultery.” We can see this is different from the records in Matthew and Mark. For one thing, Jesus leaves out the part about “except because of sexual immorality” (Matt. 19:9). There was no need for Jesus to mention that here because it did not apply to the Pharisees. They were divorcing for other reasons—primarily lust. Also, Jesus did not mention the woman divorcing her husband as he did in Mark 10:12. Again, that did not apply to these Pharisees.
Jesus was speaking directly to the Pharisees about their thoughts and behavior, and they were guilty of the easy divorce that Jesus was talking about. They were divorcing their wives for flimsy reasons and often simply because of lust, and Jesus (and hopefully they) knew that. We can now see the reason for Jesus’ statement which was short and to the point: if you divorce and remarry (like you are doing), you are committing adultery, and if you marry a divorced person (like you are doing), you are committing adultery.
It is essential that we keep in mind the social context of this interaction if we are going to properly understand it. The last phrase, that a man who marries a divorced woman commits adultery, needs some explanation, especially because that was not the case in Matthew 5:32, where the verb for adultery was in the passive voice because the woman, and now her new husband, were victims of the divorce forced upon the woman by her former husband. That is not the case in this context, however. The verbs for adultery in Luke 16:18 are active verbs. That makes perfect sense because, here in Luke, Jesus is addressing the specific behavior of the Pharisees in divorcing their wives.
But the Pharisee men were not the only sinners. Often the wives wanted to leave their husbands just as Herodias wanted to, and did leave, her husband Philip to marry Herod Antipas. Here in Luke, Jesus is not making a “blanket statement” about divorce, or addressing the innocent victims of divorce as he did in the Sermon on the Mount (Matt. 5:32). In this context, Jesus is speaking of the teaching and behavior of the Pharisees, and the resulting “merry-go-round” of divorce and remarriage in that cultural context. The easy, quick, and repeated marriage and divorce in some cultural circles was no different than having one affair after another or “wife swapping.” It is adultery in the eyes of God and a grievous sin. To more fully understand Jesus’ statement to the Pharisees here in Luke, see the commentaries on Matthew 5:32 and 19:9.
Luk 16:19
“a certain rich man.” This record of the rich man and Lazarus is a parable, not a literal portrayal of events that were actually occurring. The reason Jesus spoke this parable was that he was trying to reach the hearts of the hard-hearted Pharisees without directly confronting them. The Pharisees “were greedy for money” (Luke 16:14), and they were rich. Also, they treated poor people badly, like the rich man treated Lazarus, which is how they got rich (cf. Luke 20:46-47). So the Pharisees in life were like the rich man in the parable, and the poor people the Pharisees mistreated were like Lazarus in the parable. Furthermore, the Pharisees believed that every person had a soul that lived on after the person died, and the souls of evil people were tormented, while the souls of good people were not, so the parable fit what the Pharisees believed. So by wording the parable the way he did, Christ was “becoming a Pharisee to win the Pharisees,” (cf. 1 Cor. 9:19-22).
The parable makes several profound points. Perhaps the most important one is the way Jesus ended the parable, that if hard-hearted and rebellious people would not believe Moses and the prophets, they would not change their mind and believe even if someone rose from the dead (Luke 16:31). This was shown to be absolutely correct when both Lazarus and Christ rose from the dead and yet the religious leaders did not believe.
Another point of the parable was that the way people deal with their wealth and earthly possessions will directly affect what happens to them on Judgment Day. Luke chapter 15 has three parables that show how valuable every person is and that they should be loved and cared for. Those three parables are then followed in Luke chapter 16 by two parables—the parable of the unjust house manager and the parable of the rich man and Lazarus—that show how important it is for people to steward their material possessions in a godly way. The parables in Luke 16 were stern warnings to these greedy Pharisees that their selfishness would have severe consequences.
In spite of the fact that the record is a parable, just as in every parable, there is some truth in it. Scholars debate exactly how much truth is in the parable. For example, some scholars believe in disembodied souls, while others do not. Of those that do, some believe those souls have fingers that can be dipped in water, while others do not. Some scholars point out that it is very unlikely that Abraham would have the authority to allow someone from Paradise to return to earth to warn the unsaved, so the rich man asking that of Abraham would not be literal. Other scholars doubt that unsaved people in torment can speak to the saved people in Paradise.
When it comes to determining what is true about things such as life after death, our only reliable source is the Bible, and conclusions must be drawn from the entire scope of Scripture, not just individual sections. It is not good exegesis to use a parable as a primary source of doctrine about what happens to people when they die, especially when that parable contradicts other clear verses of Scripture. Many verses of Scripture show us that when a person dies their soul does not live on, but the person is dead in every way until the Rapture or one of the resurrections.
One thing that is true in the parable is that some people will not die immediately in the Lake of Fire, but will be in torment for a period of time as retribution for their sins. This conclusion can be drawn from many verses of Scripture, and thus the clear message of the Bible is that unless people get forgiveness for their sins they will be punished for the evil they have done (cf. Ps. 62:12; Eccl. 11:9; Jer. 17:10; Ezek. 33:20; Matt. 16:27; 2 Cor. 5:10; Rev. 2:23). Romans 2:5 says of stubborn people, “you are storing up wrath against yourself for the day of God’s wrath” (NIV). Just as godly people by their good works store up treasure for the life to come, wicked people store up wrath for themselves.
It is important to realize that although many Bible teachers use this parable to teach that there is everlasting torment for the unsaved, the parable itself never says that. Nowhere in the parable is it stated or implied that the rich man’s torment will go on forever. The parable simply portrays him being in torment, and a period of torment for the unsaved is expected, based on the Scripture. However, from the scope of Scripture, we learn that the unsaved in the Lake of Fire eventually die and are consumed.
People who assert that the record about Lazarus is factual and not a parable argue that Jesus did not say it was a parable and furthermore, no other parable contains a proper name. While it is true that Jesus did not say he was speaking a parable, it is also true that many parables start without Jesus saying he is speaking a parable. A few examples from Matthew include the parable of the Workers in the Field (Matt. 20:1-16), the Two Sons (Matt. 21:28-31), the Wise and Foolish Virgins (Matt. 25:1-13), and the Talents (Matt. 25:14-30; this is a different parable from the parable of the Minas in Luke 19:11-27 which is specifically said to be a parable).
In answer to the assertion that no parable contains a proper name, we must realize that there is no “rule of parables” that says a parable cannot have a proper name. Furthermore, it is not true that parables do not contain proper names. For example, the parable of the Good Samaritan mentions both Jerusalem and Jericho. While these are not names of people, they are proper names. Also, it is generally acknowledged that Ezekiel 23 is an allegory or parable about Israel and it contains the proper names “Oholah” (“my tent”) and “Oholibah” (“my tent is in her”). In Ezekiel, Oholah and Oholibah are names assigned by God to Samaria (Israel) and to Judah to make the point that He had been personally involved with them, and similarly, in Luke 16, it is likely that Jesus used the name “Lazarus” (“whom God has helped”) to show that no one will be saved and be in Paradise without God’s help. So it is not actually true that no parable in the Bible contains proper names, and many of them contain very specific other details, such as amounts of money or goods, or times of the day.
There are a large number of reasons to believe that this record of Lazarus and the rich man is a parable. For example, very solid evidence that Luke 16:19-31 is a parable comes from paying attention to the fact that this parable opens in the same way many other parables in Luke open: “there was a certain rich man.” Many of Jesus’ parables in Luke open with “a certain man,” but none of his other teachings open that way; only his parables do. For example, the Parable of the Good Samaritan opens with, “A certain man” (Luke 10:30, YLT). The Parable of the Rich Fool opens with, “Of a certain rich man” (Luke 12:16 YLT). The Parable of the Unfruitful Fig Tree opens with “A certain one” (Luke 13:6, YLT). The Parable of the Great Supper opens with “A certain man” (Luke 14:16, YLT). The parable of the Prodigal Son opens with, “A certain man” (Luke 15:11). In Luke 16, the Parable of the Shrewd Manager opens with, “A certain man was rich” (Luke 16:1, YLT). Following immediately after the Parable of the Shrewd Manager is the Parable of Lazarus and the Rich Man, and it opens the same way the Parable of the Shrewd Manager does, but starts with the word “and,” marking the continuation of Jesus’ thought and teaching. It opens, “And a certain man was rich” (Luke 16:19, YLT). Going through all the different teachings of Jesus in Luke shows us that when he started speaking and used the phrase, “a certain man” or “a certain one,” he was speaking a parable.
Another reason to understand what Jesus said about Lazarus and the rich man as a parable is that, as was already pointed out, the scope of Scripture reveals that once a person dies, he is dead in every way—body and soul—until he is raised at one of the Judgments. No one is alive in heaven (or Paradise) or hell immediately after they die. Of course, someone reading this parable and thinking it is literal would take the position that this parable proves that theology false, but every text of Scripture must fit into the scope of the rest of Scripture. Scripture teaches via many clear verses that dead people are dead and in the grave, not alive in heaven or hell. For example, Ecclesiastes 9:10 (NIV84) says, “…for in the grave, where you are going, there is neither working nor planning nor knowledge nor wisdom.” Yet the rich man and Lazarus had knowledge and wisdom despite the fact that they were “dead.” Luke 16 and Ecclesiastes 9 cannot contradict one another, because they are both God’s Word and, as we have said, there are many other clear verses in the Bible that, like Ecclesiastes, teach that when a person dies he is dead in every way until he is raised.
What happens to dead people is that they will be raised in one of the resurrections (dead Christians will be raised in the Rapture). Dead people who are resurrected in the “first resurrection” (Rev. 20:5-6), also called the “Resurrection of the Righteous” (Luke 14:14; Acts 24:15), and “the resurrection of life” (John 5:29), will live forever with Jesus. Dead people who are resurrected in the second resurrection, the Resurrection of the unrighteous (Acts 24:15), and who are judged unworthy of everlasting life will be thrown into the Lake of Fire. The Lake of Fire is the second death (Rev. 20:14) and people who are thrown into it will die and their bodies will be totally consumed.
Another reason to view this record as a parable is that it is set with four other parables, and it flows well with them. Still another reason is that the information in this parable was not the kind of factual information that Jesus could have known. How could Jesus have known about a conversation that was going on between two dead people? The traditional answer is that Jesus was God so he knew everything, or he could have known it by revelation. However, Jesus was speaking to the Pharisees, and if they thought he was recounting to them an actual incident of a man who had brothers living among them, and that somehow Jesus knew who had gone to Paradise and who had gone to Gehenna, and furthermore, he knew what these dead people were saying to each other, they would have thought he was insane or had demons, and he would have had no credibility with them whatsoever. In contrast, by presenting his teaching as a parable with a valid point, he had the opportunity to make a big impact on the Pharisees, who already believed the basic premises in the parable.
Another reason to believe that the record is a parable is that it seems inconceivable that saved people could enjoy everlasting life if they were hearing the cries and pleas of people in torment. Could it really be that right now, today, people in everlasting torment are begging people in Paradise for water but are being ignored? And could it be that saved people who were merciful and loving throughout their earthly life and took care of the poor, wretched, and needy, are in their perfected state more hard-hearted than they were in their sinful earthly state? While it is true that God is a God of justice, it seems hardly possible that the everlasting joy that is promised to those who are saved could include purposely ignoring tormented people crying out for help and relief, especially since according to orthodox teaching, those cries of pain go on for eternity. It fits the scope of Scripture and makes much more sense that this is a parable and Jesus was speaking it to the Pharisees who loved their money and believed in a destiny similar to that which Jesus portrayed in the parable.
Another reason to believe that the record is a parable is that for it to be literal, it would have to be available for people living in heaven to go to earth and warn the people on earth about the future judgment, which is what the rich man asked Lazarus to do (Luke 16:27-28). It is inconceivable that people in heaven can come to earth and warn the living about the reality of hell. Many dead Christians tried their best to warn their families while they were alive; would they care any less for their families once they got to heaven? If dead people in heaven could do what the rich man asked Abraham to have Lazarus do, the world would be full of dead people making appearances and trying to win the unsaved. This point alone should show us that the record is a parable.
Still another reason that supports the record being a parable is that if the rich man really was living in torment in hell, and he could speak to Abraham, would he really only ask for Abraham to send Lazarus with a finger-dip of water to “cool his tongue” (Luke 16:23-24)? Would a drop or two of water really help? If he could talk to Abraham, wouldn’t he ask for more than that, or at least more than just the smallest sip of water? Logical inconsistencies such as that reveal that the record is a parable.
Not only is the Parable of the Rich Man and Lazarus a parable, but it was also quite possibly one that Jesus used because the religious leaders were already familiar with it. Karel Hanhart did his doctoral dissertation on the parable, and his research uncovered some seven different versions of the parable that were around at the time of the New Testament. Jesus only had to modify his version of the parable somewhat to make it fit the points he was trying to make.[footnoteRef:1422] [1422:  See Karel Hanhart, “The Intermediate State in the New Testament,” 1996 doctoral dissertation, University of Amsterdam, 192-193. Reference in Edward Fudge, Hell, A Final Word.] 

A large number of conservative and orthodox biblical scholars believe that the record of Lazarus and the rich man is a parable. This list is not exhaustive, but the commentators represent many different theological backgrounds and denominations. Bibles and Study Bibles include: The Catholic Study Bible edited by D. Senior and J. Collins; The Companion Bible by E. W. Bullinger; The ESV Study Bible by Crossway Bibles in Wheaton Illinois; The MacArthur Study Bible edited by John MacArthur; The NIV Study Bible edited by K. Barker.
Some Bible dictionaries that recognize the record as a parable are: The International Standard Bible Encyclopedia edited by Geoffrey W. Bromiley; Holman Bible Dictionary edited by Trent Butler; Smith’s Dictionary of the Bible edited by H. B. Hackett; A Dictionary of the Bible edited by James Hastings; and the Mercer Dictionary of the Bible edited by Watson Mills.
Some commentaries that recognize the record as a parable are: The New International Commentary on the New Testament: The Gospel of Luke by Norval Geldenhuys; Exposition of the Gospel According to Luke by William Hendriksen; A Commentary on the Old and New Testaments by Jamieson, Fausset, and Brown; The Interpretation of St. Luke’s Gospel by R. C. H. Lenski; A Commentary on the New Testament from the Talmud and Hebraica by John Lightfoot; Matthew Henry’s Commentary on the Whole Bible by Matthew Henry; The International Critical Commentary: Luke by Alfred Plummer; Word Pictures in the New Testament by A. T. Robertson.
Some of the other specialty books that recognize the record as a parable include: The Greek Testament by Henry Alford; The Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church edited by Cross and Livingstone; The Fire that Consumes by Edward Fudge; All the Parables of the Bible by Herbert Lockyer; The Expositor’s Greek Testament by W. R. Nicoll; Notes on the Parables of Our Lord by R. C. Trench; and The Parables of Jesus in the Light of the Old Testament by Claus Westermann.
Many of the authors listed above believe in the everlasting torment of the unsaved, so the fact that they consider Luke 16:19-31 to be a parable is important support for its being a parable. Many unsaved people will spend time in torment in the Lake of Fire as retribution for their sins. That point is well made in the parable. This wonderful parable makes many good points, not the least of which is that we need to take our lives seriously. Our life is a gift to us, and God holds us responsible for living in a way that brings glory to Him. If we are disobedient or rebellious, and squander the life He has given us, there will be serious consequences.
[For more on the fact that dead people are dead in every way, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.” For more on Sheol, the state of being dead, see commentary on Rev. 20:13. For more on people not “burning in Hell” forever, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire,” and commentary on Matt. 5:22, “Gehenna.” For more on the Rapture and the resurrections, see commentary on Acts 24:15. For a much longer treatment on the state of the dead, see the book, Is There Death After Life? by Graeser, Lynn, Schoenheit.]
Luk 16:23
“the grave.” See commentary on Revelation 20:13.
Luk 16:31
“from among the dead.”[footnoteRef:1423] See commentary on Romans 4:24. [1423:  Cf. Wuest, New Testament, “out from amongst those who are dead,” 182.] 

“they will not be persuaded if one rises from among the dead.” Although this statement is couched in a parable (see commentary on Luke 16:19), it is also very literally true, and is prophetic of the situation through history. The word “persuaded” is translated from the Greek word peithō (#3982 πείθω), and its meanings include “persuade,” “move or induce one to do something,” and “to induce to believe.” Most English versions have “persuaded,” “convinced,” “believe,” or “moved.” Sadly, most people when speaking about Jesus’ resurrection from the dead do not believe it, even though there is overwhelming evidence that Jesus was a real person and very good evidence that he was raised from the dead.
 
Luke Chapter 17
Luk 17:2
“millstone.” Here in Luke, the text just says “millstone,” whereas in Matthew 18:6 and Mark 9:42, it is specified as a millstone turned by a donkey; a large commercial millstone.
“hung around his neck.” For information on millstones, see commentary on Luke 17:35.
Luk 17:6
“trust as a grain of mustard seed.” A mustard seed looks small to the world, but it has total trust that it can do what God designed it to do, and we, too, should have total trust that we can do what God has called us to do. Some versions, such as the HCSB, NIV, and NRSV, add to the Greek text a reference to size (for example, the NIV says “as small as a mustard seed…”), and this reverses the meaning of the parable and makes it nonsense. Small faith will not get us much, but total faith can move mountains. The mustard seed may be small, but it has total trust that it will turn out to be the big plant God intended it to be.
[For more information on the mustard seed and having faith like a mustard seed, see commentaries on Matt. 13:32 and 17:20.]
Luk 17:8
“and tie your robe up.” The robe, the outermost garment worn to keep people warm and protected from the weather, was long; so when people worked, they drew it up and tied it with a belt so they could move faster. If a woman is wearing a long dress and needs to hurry somewhere or step up or down, she will often draw it up with her hand to get the same effect of easy movement. In this case, the master wanted the slave to serve him and realized it would take a lot of work and going back and forth, so he told the slave to tie up his robe.
Luk 17:9
“Does he thank the servant.” The cultural answer to the question is “No, he would not.” The master would not thank the servant (or slave) for doing what he was told to do. The point Christ is making is that when believers do the will of God, they should not get all puffed up and self-righteous about it, as if they had done some great thing. Believers should expect themselves and others to do the will of God, and when it is done, to maintain a humble and thankful attitude about it.
Luk 17:11
“on his way to Jerusalem.” This makes it seem like Jesus is traveling south to Jerusalem, but actually, he is traveling north. Between verse 10 and this verse (11), Jesus went to Bethany and healed Lazarus (John 11). While he was there, the religious leaders made plans to kill him (John 11:53), so he left and traveled north. He went to the city of Ephraim (John 11:54), which is about 13 miles (21 km) NNE of Jerusalem. The Bible does not say how long he stayed in Ephraim, but it was from there he went on this final itinerary. The fact that this verse places him at the border between Samaria and Galilee means that he had already traveled north from Ephraim through Samaria. That he was already through Samaria and in Galilee is clear in the following verses, because one of the ten lepers that were healed was a Samaritan (Luke 17:16). If Jesus was still in Samaria, we would expect all, or most, of the lepers to be Samaritans, but the fact that only one of them was shows us that Jesus was now in Galilee. From Galilee, he traveled across the Jordan River to the territory known as Perea. Both Matthew 19:1 and Mark 10:1 say that Jesus was in the area of Judea beyond the Jordan. Although Perea was not technically part of Judea, the territory ruled by Herod the Great had included both regions, and so Perea became commonly called a part of Judea. Thus for Jesus to come to Jericho (Matt. 20:29; Mark 10:46; Luke 18:35), he had to cross the Jordan River again. He arrived in Bethany six days before Passover (John 12:1, 2).
“the border.” The Greek text can be confusing here if the reader does not have a knowledge of the geography of Palestine at the time of Jesus. The Greek text reads that Jesus passed through the “midst” of Galilee and Samaria. That makes it sound like Jesus walked south through both areas. However, Galilee was the area to the north, and Samaria was the area to the south, and in the midst of them was the border between them, sort of like in a figure 8, the place in the midst of the upper and lower circle is also the border between the two circles.
Luk 17:19
“Your trust has made you whole.” All ten of the men were healed of their skin disease, but only this one expressed genuine thankfulness to God for it, and openly praised God. That showed his humility and thankfulness and revealed his personal maturity on many levels; mental, emotional, and spiritual. Many ungodly and selfish people get physically healed, but only the truly godly people are thankful and humble about it, and those people are “whole” in that they are on the path to everlasting life.
Luk 17:20
“The Kingdom of God does not come accompanied with observation.” The Kingdom of God does not come as a spectacle that people will sit by and watch. It is not at all a kingdom that will come in that way.
Luk 17:21
“behold.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Luk 17:22
“The days will come when you will long to see one of the days of the Son of man, and you will not see it.” Jesus was teaching his disciples about the terrible times ahead. During those difficult times, disciples would long for even a temporary rest, even just one day from the “days of the Son of man” (i.e., one of the days in the Millennial Kingdom, not just one of the happier days when Jesus walked the earth with them), but there would not be any rest. Thus this teaching is similar to Jesus’ teaching in Matthew 24:4-25. The tribulation will be a terrible time for people on earth.
Luk 17:26
“days of Noah.” For an explanation of why Jesus used the illustration of Noah, see commentary on Matthew 24:40. Noah’s ark and the Flood are described in Genesis 6-7.
Luk 17:28
“days of Lot.” For an explanation of why Jesus used the illustration of Lot and Sodom, see commentary on Matthew 24:40. The record of the destruction of Sodom is in Genesis 18:20-19:29.
Luk 17:31
“not go down.” People could generally travel from roof to roof, so Jesus said to not go back into the house. See commentary on Matthew 24:17.
Luk 17:33
“life.” See commentary on Matthew 16:25.
Luk 17:35
“There will be two women together grinding grain.” A biblical custom. One of the ways to grind grain was with a grinding mill of a lower millstone and an upper millstone. These stone wheels were mostly 18-24 inches in diameter and 2-4 inches thick. A hole in the center of each stone allowed a stick to pass through them so the top one would stay on the bottom one while they turned. Then another hole was put into the top one, and a stick inserted as a handle. The women would sit on opposite sides of the stone, each taking a grip on the handle. In this manner, the two women could put grain between the stones, and then turn them to grind it, each pulling and pushing opposite the other to help each other. The big hole in the middle made carrying the stone from place to place easier, and also, a rope could be run through it and tied around things, such as a person’s neck in order to drown him (cf. Luke 17:2).
Luk 17:36
This verse, as it appears in some manuscripts of the Western Text, and thus got into the KJV, does not appear in the oldest and best Greek manuscripts, but was almost certainly added here to harmonize with Matthew 24:40.
 
Luke Chapter 18
Luk 18:3
“kept coming to him.” In the ancient Near East, the officials were appointed by the King or ruler and were answerable to him, not to the public. In fact, often they were related in some way to the ruler. One of the reasons people would give their daughters to a man like Solomon, who had 1,000 wives and concubines, was so they could gain political appointments. The judges and magistrates, then, were not voted in and could not be voted out, so many of them felt no compulsion to be helpful. The usual way to get their assistance was that they could be threatened by someone with equally powerful contacts, or they could be bribed or offered some benefit for giving their assistance. Alas, the only resort of the poor was to become such a bother that eventually the judge might actually be helpful.
In 1853 the oriental scholar, Richard Burton, made a secret pilgrimage to Mecca (at that time, any Western Christian discovered there would shortly be killed). One thing he needed to start his journey was a certain passport. Burton went to the gate of the building of the Governor of Alexandria, where he sat without being helped for over three hours until someone finally bothered to tell him he was in the wrong place.
The next day he went to the Palace. He writes:
The first person I addressed was a Kawwas, or police officer, who, coiled up comfortably in a bit of shade fitting his person like a robe, was in full enjoyment of the Asiatic “Kayf” [a state of relaxation]. Having presented the consular certificate and briefly stated the nature of my business, I ventured to inquire what was the right course to pursue for a visa.
…“Don’t know,” growled the man of authority, without moving anything but the quantity of tongue absolutely necessary for articulation.
Now there are three ways of treating Asiatic officials,—by bribe, by bullying, or by bothering them with a dogged perseverance into attending to you and your concerns. The latter is the peculiar province of the poor. Moreover, this time I resolved, for other reasons, to be patient. I repeated my question in almost the same words. Ruh!, “Be off,” was what I obtained for a reply. But this time the questioned went so far as to open his eyes. Still I stood twirling the paper in my hands, and looking very humble and very persevering, till a loud, “Ruh ya kalb,” “Go, O dog.”[footnoteRef:1424] [1424:  Richard Burton, Personal Narrative of a Pilgrimage to Al-Madinah &amp; Meccah, 1:20-21.] 

At that point Burton left, fearing that the next thing would be a lash from the hippopotamus hide whip the policeman had. Burton goes on to say, “I tried a dozen other promiscuous sources of information,— policemen, grooms, scribes, donkey-boys, and idlers in general,” but he got no help. Finally, his patience wore out and he bribed a soldier with some tobacco and money, and met with success.
Thus the parable that Jesus told about the poor woman whose only recourse to get help was to pester the judge was something his audience was all too familiar with. Without explaining all the reasons why we on earth have to pray and pray to get success, which is not due to God’s not caring but due to the intensity of the spiritual battle raging in the universe, Jesus effectively made the point that if we want to get things from God, we have to persevere and pray until we get them.
Luk 18:9
“treated…with contempt.” From exoutheneō (#1848 ἐξουθενέω). See commentary on 1 Thessalonians 5:20.
Luk 18:11
“took a stand.” Robertson writes: “Stood (statheis). First aorist passive participle of histemi. Struck an attitude ostentatiously where he could be seen. Standing was the common Jewish posture in prayer (Matt. 6:5; Mark 11:25).”[footnoteRef:1425] Lenski writes, “‘He took a stand right up front, next to the stone balustrade which divided the priest’s court from that of the men.”[footnoteRef:1426] [1425:  A. T. Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, 2:232.]  [1426:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. Luke’s Gospel, 900.] 

“went on praying these things.” The imperfect tense tells us that he, like many other Pharisees, made long prayers.
“for himself.” The Greek is pros heautou (πρός ἑαυτοῦ). Lenski writes: “The phrase is to be construed with the verb (not with the participle) and means that he prayed these things “for himself,” “in favor of himself,” using the pros of direction, which may be either hostile (‘against’) or friendly or neutral; here it is the second.”[footnoteRef:1427] The Pharisee prayed on his own behalf, which is not wrong if that is only a part of one’s prayer life and it is done with the right heart. However, the picture here is an ostentatious Pharisee who stands right up front where everyone will see him, keeps on praying on his own behalf, and even thanks God that he is not like other men, whom, instead of helping or blessing, he looks down upon. [1427:  Lenski, Luke, 900.] 

Luk 18:12
“I fast twice in the week.” The Pharisees fasted twice a week, on Monday and Thursday.
[For more on fasting, see commentary on Matt. 9:14.]
Luk 18:15
“so that he could lay his hands on them.” It was common in the culture that people would bring their children to the rabbis, and the rabbis would put their hands on the children and bless them. Note that in this case, Jesus was not asking to bless the children, this is what the parents wanted.
Luk 18:17
“like a little child.” That means with the same attitude a child would have: humility, openness, innocence, excitement, and joy. Expecting to receive and live in harmony, not to control or be someone important.
Luk 18:18
“And a certain ruler asked him​.” The record of the rich young ruler is in Matthew 19:16-22; Mark 10:17-22, and Luke 18:18-23. It is Luke who tells us that the man was a ruler.
“Good teacher.” For an explanation of Jesus’ answer to the rich young ruler, see commentaries on Mark 10:18 and Matthew 19:16.
“life in the age to come.” This is the everlasting life that begins with the new Messianic Age, the Millennial Kingdom.
[See Appendix 1: “Life in the Age to Come.”]
Luk 18:19
“No one is good except God alone.” Jesus was good, so to understand more about why Jesus would say that, see commentary on Mark 10:18.
Luk 18:25
“Indeed.” The Greek conjunction gar (#1063 γάρ) usually expresses a reason and is translated “for.” But occasionally it expresses a continuation of the thought and is sometimes then referred to as a “confirmatory gar,” and can be translated, “indeed,” “yes,” etc. Here the camel reference is elucidating the point Jesus just made about the difficulty of getting into the Kingdom of God.
“camel.” There has been much discussion about this verse. The Greek and Aramaic texts read “camel,” and that does not seem too extreme given the fact that Jesus, and Orientals from that era in general, were fond of hyperbole (cf. Luke 6:41, a person having a “log” in his eye). Origen referred to a reading that said “rope,” but it has little support. In the fifteenth century AD, it was postulated that the “needle’s eye” was a small gate that the camel had to crawl through, but that view has now mostly lost scholarly support. For one thing, historically, the explanation was developed centuries after the biblical era, and also there is no epigraphical or archaeological support that there was any such practice in biblical times of trying to get a camel through a small door. As the “gnat” in Matthew 23:24 is a real hyperbole, so also is the camel.
“the eye of a needle.” The “eye” of a needle is the hole that the thread goes through, the other end that is sharp is referred to as the “point” of the needle.
Luk 18:28
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention (see commentary on Matthew 1:20). Here it is not spoken with great force, but to remind Jesus of the sacrifices the apostles had made. In this context, the meaning is close to “Look at what we have done. We have left everything and followed you.”
Luk 18:30
“and in the age to come—everlasting life.” The “age” is the new Messianic Age that will come in the future; Christ’s Millennial Kingdom.
[For more on Christ’s Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 1: Life in the Age to Come.”]
Luk 18:31
“And he said to them.” This record of Jesus telling the twelve apostles that he would be arrested and killed is in Matthew 20:17-19, Mark 10:32-34, and Luke 18:31-34.
“Pay attention!” The Greek word translated “pay attention” is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Luk 18:34
“this saying was hidden from them.” There was much about the mission and ministry of the Messiah that was hidden in God until after it had been accomplished (cf. Isa. 49:2).
“they did not comprehend the things that he said.” When the disciples realized that Jesus was the Christ, the Son of God (Matt. 16:13-17; Mark 8:27-30; Luke 9:18-21), he began to tell them that he must suffer, die, and be raised from the dead. Despite his clear teaching about it, however, they did not understand what he meant.
Jesus taught about his suffering, death, and resurrection many times. He taught about it right after the disciples recognized him as the Christ (Matt. 16:21; Mark 8:31, 32; Luke 9:22). Then he taught about it again immediately after the Transfiguration (Matt. 17:9-12; Mark 9:9-13); then again when he was in Galilee shortly after the Transfiguration (Matt. 17:22, 23; Mark 9:31, 32; Luke 9:43-45), then again at the Feast of Tabernacles (John 8:21, 28); then again while he was going up to Jerusalem for the Passover, at which time he would be killed (Matt. 20:17-19; Mark 10:32-34; Luke 18:31-34); and then again when he was in Jerusalem for the Passover (Matt. 26:2; cf. John 12:7).
The fact that the disciples never understood what Jesus meant, even though he clearly taught that he would suffer, die, and be raised from the dead, gives us some very important insights. For one thing, it shows us how the Jews at the time of Jesus viewed their Messiah, and it also shows us that once someone has a firmly embedded preconceived idea about what the Bible says, that person can look at very straightforward verses and misunderstand them.
As to what the Messiah would do when he came, just as the Jews never expected a virgin birth (note Mary’s reaction to the angel’s message, and see commentary on Luke 1:34), they never expected their Messiah to suffer and die. There are many Scriptures in the Old Testament that speak of the coming of Christ and God’s vengeance on the wicked as if they were going to happen at the same time (cf. Isa. 9:6-7; 11:1-9; 61:1-3; Mic. 5:2; Zech. 9:9-10; Mal. 3:1-3; 4:1-3). The common teaching at the time of Christ was that there were two great ages: the present evil age, and the wonderful Messianic Age to come. Furthermore, it was believed that it was during the time of the Messiah when this Evil Age would end and then the Messianic Age would start. In other words, when the Messiah came, he would personally put an end to the present evil age and start the new Messianic Age. This teaching was so embedded in the minds of the people of the time, which included the apostles, that they could not understand Jesus’ teaching that he would suffer and die. That is why Peter, the first time he heard Jesus teach that he was going to suffer and die, said, “This will never, ever happen to you” (Matt. 16:22). It also explains why the people were confused when Jesus taught that he would be “lifted up from the earth,” that is crucified (John 12:32-34), even though Scripture says he was plainly telling them how he would die (John 12:33).
The death of the Messiah was so contrary to what the disciples thought that even though Jesus said it plainly over and over, they did not understand it until they saw him personally after his resurrection (this should also give us some insight into why it was so difficult to make converts—trying to get the Jews to believe in a crucified-then-resurrected Messiah required the signs, miracles, and wonders prevalent in the early years of the Church!).
Even after his death and resurrection, upon seeing the empty tomb, the disciples did not understand what had happened (John 20:9). It took Jesus personally appearing to a number of people for the disciples to believe he had been raised from the dead. Jesus first appeared to Mary Magdalene (John 20:16), then to the women who came to the tomb (Matt. 28:9), then to Peter (this appearing is not recorded in Scripture; we are only told that it happened; Luke 24:34; 1 Cor. 15:5); then to the two men on the road to Emmaus (Luke 24:31), then to the disciples as a group (Luke 24:36ff). Even with all this evidence, Thomas, who was not with the disciples when Jesus appeared, still did not believe until he had personally seen the resurrected Lord (John 20:26-28). Ultimately, it took both understanding the Scriptures and personally seeing the resurrected Christ to fully confirm their belief that Jesus had been raised from the dead (Luke 24:45; John 2:22).
And just as they were not able to understand the death and resurrection of Jesus before it happened, they did not understand what he was saying to them when he spoke of his ascension into heaven (John 14:5; 16:17-19). Even after his death and resurrection, the disciples did not understand the ascension. Very close to his ascension, the disciples asked him if he was going to restore the kingdom to Israel (Acts 1:6). They understood the prophecies of the restored earth ruled by the Messiah and thought that he would use his spiritual power to conquer Jerusalem and the world. They did not realize Jesus had to ascend into heaven. Jesus’ ministry from heaven became clear to them over time. When the ascension happened, the apostles kept looking into heaven, as if he would come right back down. They had to be told by two angels that suddenly appeared that he would come back down in the future, something that became much more clear year after year as the books of the New Testament were written and Jesus did not come back and establish his kingdom.
Many people think the Old Testament has many Scriptures that say that the Messiah will be killed and then raised from the dead, but that is a misconception: it does not. There are only a few Scriptures that indicate that the Messiah would die. For example, Psalm 22:15 and Daniel 9:26 can be read that way, but those two verses can also be understood to not be about the Messiah, or they can be understood in a way that the Messiah does not actually die. There is no indication from the ancient texts that the Jews thought of these verses as indicating the Messiah would die.
Isaiah 53:8-10 is much clearer, but the Jewish community did not apply those verses to the Messiah, as we clearly see from the New Testament records. We do know from history that there was a small group of rabbis that recognized that Isaiah 53:8-10 was about a Messiah, but instead of saying that “the” Messiah would have two comings, i.e., that he would come, be killed, and come back again, they taught that there were going to be two different Messiahs. The first one they called “Messiah ben Joseph” because they thought he would come from the tribe of Ephraim, a son of Joseph, and they thought he would die. The second one they referred to as “Messiah ben David,” and according to their teaching, he would be the Messiah who would conquer and rule the world. Thus although some rabbis did see the death of a Messiah in Isaiah 53, it did not occur to them he would have two different comings. These things can be discovered from a search of the historical documents on the subject.
Luk 18:35
“as he drew near to Jericho.” This record occurs in Matthew 20:29-34, Mark 10:46-52 and Luke 18:35-43. The timing of the event in Matthew and Mark seems to contradict Luke 18:35-39, but they actually do not.
Jericho is a city with a long and important history and it has actually changed location through the years. Both the city centers of Old Testament Jericho and New Testament Jericho are now abandoned sites. Old Testament Jericho was a well-fortified Canaanite city when Joshua arrived about 1414 BC, and although the city had abundant water after Elisha healed the spring there (2 Kings 2:19-22), the main city with its defensive wall was abandoned by New Testament times. Herod the Great built New Testament Jericho about 1.5 miles south and slightly west of the Old Testament site of Jericho. Herod located his winter palace at Jericho and made it the winter capital of Israel. Herod built New Testament Jericho on both sides of the Wadi Kelt, and chose that site because of the water the Wadi Kelt supplied, making it less important to be right next to Elisha’s Spring. The modern city of Jericho is between Old and New Testament Jericho, and somewhat to the east, and so the three cities of Jericho form a triangle, with Old Testament Jericho being to the north, New Testament Jericho being to the south, and today’s modern Jericho being to the east, about halfway between the other two, but stretching west and intertwining with especially Old Testament Jericho. Actually, because there was only one spring—the one Elisha healed (2 Kings 2:19-22)—the extended housing area of all three cities of Jericho bled over to some degree into the area of the spring (which is right next to Old Testament Jericho).
The fact that there is an Old Testament Jericho and a New Testament Jericho could be the reason that Matthew and Mark seem to contradict Luke when it came to the healing of the blind men. The circumstances of the healings are so similar that it is highly unlikely that there were two almost identical healings, one as Jesus entered Jericho (Luke 18:35) and one as he left Jericho (Matt. 20:29 and Mark 10:46).
Scholars have tried to solve the puzzle of the apparent contradiction that Matthew and Mark have with Luke, but none have done so satisfactorily, mostly because they do not recognize that two different cities are involved. A natural solution to the apparent contradiction is that Matthew and Mark were Jewish and thus would identify more with “Jericho” being the Old Testament city of Jericho, which was the city of their heritage and right next to the spring that the great prophet Elisha healed, while Luke, being a Greek and not from the area, would have identified “Jericho” with the current city and location of the government there, and not thought of Jericho in terms of the abandoned Old Testament site. Also, Matthew was with Jesus as they passed by Old Testament Jericho and then healed the men. Matthew’s love of Israel would surely have risen up as they passed that notable site, in contrast to then going on to New Testament Jericho, for which he would have had no love, especially after being a tax collector and then leaving that corrupt system.
Since Old Testament Jericho was to the north of New Testament Jericho and Jesus was coming from the north and heading south then west to Jerusalem, Jesus would have had to have gone through the outskirts of Old Testament Jericho (thus “leaving Jericho”) and then, on his way forward on the “Jericho Road” leading to Jerusalem, would have walked toward New Testament Jericho, and thus healed the men as he was drawing close to New Testament Jericho. There is little doubt that the blind men who needed healing had positioned themselves along the road between the two cities of Jericho to maximize their chances of getting alms so they could support themselves. The fact that Jesus walked by and afforded them a chance to be healed would have been an unexpected blessing and the fact that they were not going to let that opportunity escape them explains their persistence in trying to get Jesus’ attention (Matt. 20:30-31; Mark 10:47-48; Luke 18:35-39).
Luk 18:38
“Son of David.” A messianic title. It is not known how this man came to believe that Jesus was the Messiah, but he did. God reveals the truth to people who are humble and hungry for truth (see commentary on Matt. 1:1).
Luk 18:39
“but he cried out all the more.” There are many lessons that we learn from Scripture about things that help us get what we want in life. One of them is being doggedly determined, and this is an example of it. You would think that the crowd would want to help a blind man see, but, alas, often people do not have the best interest of others at heart. In this case, the crowd likely had some “religious reason” for supposedly protecting the sanctity of Jesus, and not letting him be disturbed from his goal of reaching Jerusalem. Not deterred by the false religious scruples of the crowd, the blind man knew what he wanted and knew what it took to get his petition to Jesus—by yelling loud enough so Jesus could hear him—and he yelled until he was heard, at which point he could bring his petition directly to Jesus, who in typical loving and compassionate form, saw the man’s trust and determination and healed him. People who want Jesus’ help today should do as this blind man did and ignore those who try to stifle believing or acting on what the Bible says, and instead press forward to belief and obedience.
Luk 18:41
“Lord, I want to regain my sight!” See commentary on Mark 10:51.
 
Luke Chapter 19
Luk 19:2
“look.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“a man called by the name of Zacchaeus.” The name “Zacchaeus” means “pure, innocent.” We wonder if this was his given name or if the believers gave him this name after his encounter with Jesus.
It is not surprising that a chief tax collector would be at Jericho. Jericho was at the crossroads of both major east-west and north-south trade routes, and also controlled trade in balsam and dates that were grown in the area, so it was a very desirable place and had a lucrative tax business. Zacchaeus was a “chief tax collector,” that is, a tax collector who managed other tax collectors under him, so he made money from the tax collectors under him.
Luk 19:4
“climbed up into a sycamore tree.” Far from being aloof and seemingly disinterested, like so many of the religious leaders were, this tax collector set aside his dignity and, by climbing the tree, openly showed his great interest in seeing Jesus.
Luk 19:5
“he looked up and said to him.” Zacchaeus had climbed up in the tree to see Jesus, but since Jesus was almost always surrounded by a crowd, there were surely many times that people climbed up into trees to see him. That Jesus stopped and talked to Zacchaeus and invited himself to stay at Zacchaeus’ house shows that Jesus walked by revelation and specifically knew to stop and talk to Zacchaeus. Furthermore, that Zacchaeus was excited about it even though he was a chief tax collector shows how God had worked beforehand to prepare Zacchaeus’ heart.
No doubt the crowd was surprised that Jesus would stop and talk to the man in the tree, but surely Zacchaeus himself was the most surprised when Jesus invited himself to spend the night in Zacchaeus’ house. In fact, it is likely that the reason Jesus told Zacchaeus “I must stay at your house,” rather than to ask him if he could stay, is that Zacchaeus would not have known quite how to answer in the spur of the moment. But although Zacchaeus was surprised that Jesus was going to stay with him, God had prepared his heart for this encounter, and Zacchaeus received Jesus joyfully, not with the doubt, worry, or hesitation that one might expect from a tax collector. No doubt the two of them (and interested guests) talked through the afternoon and into the night, and then continued talking the next morning. It is likely that at some point in the many hours of conversation and discussion, what Zacchaeus knew to do and wanted in his heart to do congealed into a plan of action. He announced that he was going to give half his belongings to the poor and repay any person he had defrauded. Jesus responded by saying that salvation had come to Zacchaeus’ house (Luke 19:9). Jesus could not have said anything more impacting and exciting than that—the promise of everlasting life. Jesus was not insinuating that a person could buy their way into salvation, but that salvation came from trust in God, and what Zacchaeus had determined to do was based on his trust in God.
The record of Zacchaeus is one of the many lessons in the Bible about how to walk by the spirit, that is, by revelation. Jesus received revelation from God about Zacchaeus and his situation, and he knew he was supposed to invite himself to spend the night at Zacchaeus’ house, so he boldly moved forward based on the revelation he received. To follow in Christ’s footsteps, Christians need to learn to discern when they are hearing from the Lord and then walk out boldly on the revelation they receive.
[For more on revelation, see commentary on Gal. 1:12. For more on the manifestations involving revelation or the trust to carry them out, see commentaries on 1 Cor. 12:7, 8, and 12:9.]
“I must stay at your house.” Jesus spent the night at Zacchaeus’ house. The trip from Jericho to Jerusalem was over 15 miles (24 km), all uphill, and so he would have started out on the next day. The trip to Jerusalem took place six days before Passover (John 12:1, 2).
Luk 19:7
“they saw it, they all murmured.” There was a huge crowd following Jesus, and the fact that they murmured when Jesus went to Zacchaeus’ house to eat and spend the night shows that even at this late point in his ministry—the last weeks before he was crucified—they did not understand him or his mission.
The Bible is silent about the apostles at this point. Even they may have been confused as to why Jesus did what he did, but his actions are consistent with his mission to save the lost. Furthermore, the Bible does not tell us where the apostles spent the night. Because Zacchaeus was rich it is possible that he could have housed Jesus and all his apostles, or the apostles could have found housing in Jericho.
Luk 19:8
“stood up.” There is much detail left out of Luke’s Gospel, but enough is in it to reconstruct what was going on with Zacchaeus and Jesus if standard Eastern customs are understood. In Luke 19:5 Jesus asked Zacchaeus to come down from the tree, and in Luke 19:6 Zacchaeus not only came down from the tree, but he and Jesus went to Zacchaeus’ house where Zacchaeus received Jesus joyfully. We know that Jesus went into Zacchaeus’ house because in Luke 19:7 the people murmured about Jesus, that he had “gone in” to be a guest of Zacchaeus. The fact that Zacchaeus “received” Jesus tells us a lot because there were common customs that would always be followed when welcoming guests. Servants would wash the feet of the master and guests, and everyone would sit down and begin to talk, and some refreshments would be served. A major meal would come later. Zacchaeus’ heart was already ready to receive the Gospel, and Jesus understood more than anyone the need to speak of things that would lead people to salvation decisions. So at some point, Zacchaeus was compelled by his conscience and heart’s decision to stand up and declare his intention to make amends for past sins and follow the way of God. Jesus read the heart of Zacchaeus and made the statement that must have made Zacchaeus’ heart sing, that salvation had come to his house, that is, that he would have everlasting life (Luke 19:9).
“See.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“fourfold.” Zacchaeus was likely thinking of Exodus 22:1, that if a sheep was stolen, the thief would have to restore it fourfold. It is likely that many people paid their taxes with sheep or other animals, and that came into Zacchaeus’ mind when he was thinking of restoring things he had wrongly taken.
Luk 19:9
“he also is a son of Abraham.” Instead of speaking directly to Zacchaeus, Jesus spoke about him and his salvation to those who were present.
Luk 19:12
“A certain nobleman went into a far country.” This is somewhat similar to the parable of the talents in Matthew 25:14-30. In the parable of the ten minas here in Luke 19:11-27, each servant was given the same amount, one mina. One servant took his one mina and made ten more minas. Another servant took his one mina and made five more minas. But the wicked servant did not trade or invest his one mina but hid it in the earth and it did not even earn interest. The parable of the talents is different (Matt. 25:14-30). In that parable, one servant was given five talents and made five more talents with them; one servant was given two talents and made two more with them, and one servant hid his talent in the earth and did not invest it. Also, this parable in Luke 19 adds the information about the citizens who reject the nobleman whom later the nobleman commands to be executed.
The “nobleman” in this parable most likely represents God. It is possible that the nobleman represents Christ himself, but given the fact that most of the time when there is a king, landowner, or lord in Christ’s parables, he represents God, that is the most likely case here.
The whole parable is a very accurate overview of the coming of Christ and his kingdom on the earth. The nobleman (God, or God represented by His agent, Jesus Christ), goes into a far country to receive a kingdom. In a broader sense, the far country represents the whole earth, but in a narrower sense, it represents Israel. When the nobleman came, some people accepted him (“his servants”) and were given things to steward in his absence (money; the “minas.” Luke 19:13) But other citizens of the country hated him and rejected him and his reign over them (Luke 19:14). The nobleman went away for a while, and when he came back he paid his servants, rewarding those who had stewarded well what they had been given, and taking away from those who had not stewarded well what they had been given. However, the citizens who had rejected and hated him were brought before him and executed.
The parable reflects the truth that Jesus Christ came and proved in many ways that he was Messiah and Lord. Some people accept him and they serve with varying degrees of sincerity and effort, and some people reject him. When Christ comes again to establish his kingdom on earth, he will reward his servants according to their efforts, and he will kill the wicked (cf. Ps. 2:8-12; Isa. 11:4; 63:1-6; Rev. 20:11-15). In fact, a major reason the next life will be wonderful is that there will be no evil people.
Although the parables in Luke 19 and Matthew 25 are different and were spoken at different times, the major lesson of both parables is the same: we were created by God with a purpose—we were created to do good works, His works (Eph. 2:10)—and people who do not invest their lives to enrich His kingdom are wicked in His sight.
[For more on the “king,” “landowner,” “ruler,” or “man” in Christ’s parables being God, see REV commentary on Luke 15:11. For more on Christ ruling the earth in the future, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on rewards in Christ’s future kingdom on earth, see REV commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10, “good or evil.” For more on the Jewish custom of agency and how Jesus could represent God even without that being expressly stated, see REV commentary on Matt. 8:5.]
Luk 19:13
“minas.” The Greek is mna (#3414 μνᾶ), which we translate as “mina.” The mina was a Greek monetary unit worth 100 denarii (also 100 drachmae), and a denarius was worth one day’s wage for a fieldworker or soldier, or what we today would roughly call “minimum wage.” If a worker makes $8 an hour or $64 per day, in 100 days he makes $6,400. One hundred days’ work is roughly 1/3 of a year’s working days, so a mina was worth about 1/3 year’s wage for a worker.
Luk 19:20
“see.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Luk 19:24
This verse demonstrates clearly that the wisdom of the world is foolishness with God (1 Cor. 3:19), and the world does not understand the wisdom of God. The world takes from the rich (often by excessive taxes) and gives to the poor. But the poor have demonstrated their inability to manage what they have, and despite hundreds of years of various welfare programs in different countries and different cultures (from the “grain dole” in the Roman Empire to the welfare system in the United States), the poor almost always stay poor. Furthermore, by taking away from the rich both the building power of their money and their incentive to work hard, the rich are made poorer and the poor are reduced to the point of being almost destitute. Christ demonstrates the wisdom of God and the way economies should work. The poor lose what they have but can work if they wish to survive, and the rich have plenty to use to build an economy that supplies jobs because they have full control of their own money and plenty of incentive for making more.
Luk 19:25
“Lord, he has ten minas.” The people in the parable, not the crowd listening to the parable, speak this. The crowds were used to listening to parables and would not have expressed such surprise by something said in a parable, even if it seemed unusual. On the other hand, Jesus knew the parable reflected the reality of what will happen on the Day of Judgment, and that some people will be very surprised at God’s justice, and thus he builds that surprise into the parable. It is both wise and just to give more responsibilities to people who have demonstrated the capacity to well manage what they have. There are some commentators who see this statement as part of the crowd listening to Jesus rather than the crowd in the parable, which is why some versions such as the KJV have the verse in a parenthesis.
Luk 19:26
“to everyone who has.” Jesus taught this principle of having and not having five different times. See commentary on Matthew 25:29.
Luk 19:28
“And when he had said these things, he went on ahead.” Jesus had spent the night at Zacchaeus’ house in Jericho (Luke 19:5). It was over 15 miles (24 km) from Jericho to Jerusalem, all uphill, so he would have gotten up and gotten a start by late morning, and sometime after he arrived in Bethany at the house of Lazarus, Mary, and Martha (John 12:1, 2), they made him supper.
Luk 19:30
“colt.” This “colt” is not a young horse, but a young donkey (Matt. 21:2-5; cf. Zech. 9:9).
Luk 19:31
“The Lord has need of it.” Jesus needed it to fulfill the prophecy in Zechariah 9:9 as Matthew 21:5 says.
Luk 19:34
“The Lord has need of it.” Jesus needed it to fulfill the prophecy in Zechariah 9:9 as Matthew 21:5 says.
Luk 19:37
“as he was drawing near.” This verse is in contrast with verse 41, which states “when he drew near.” As Jesus left Bethany for Jerusalem, he would be going up the east slope of the Mount of Olives, from which Jerusalem could not be seen. However, “as he was drawing near Jerusalem,” at the start of the downward slope of the west side of the Mount of Olives, the first glimpses of Jerusalem would be visible. The full panorama of Jerusalem, including the City of David (south of the Temple Complex), the Temple Complex, and the city of Jerusalem, would not yet be visible (cf. Luke 19:41), because it would have been obscured by houses and perhaps even by part of the Mount of Olives itself. Nevertheless, parts of Jerusalem did start to come into view. Upon seeing Jerusalem, the huge crowd became filled with emotion and began to shout and praise God because of all the miracles they had seen, and because their expectation was that someone who could heal the blind and raise the dead would be able to deliver them from the Romans and usher in the Messianic Kingdom.
“Jerusalem.” Jerusalem, and what he would accomplish there, had been the object of his travels for months now. Even before the Feast of Tabernacles the year previous, he “set his face to go to Jerusalem” (Luke 9:51). We must note that this phrase is eschatological, not geographical; it points to the end of his life and what he will accomplish. From a purely historical/geographical point of view, Jesus would go to Jerusalem one more time before he went there at Passover (when he was crucified), and that time was for the Feast of Dedication in the winter (John 10:22). As the months drew closer to his crucifixion, the Word tells us more and more he was going to Jerusalem. Luke 13:22 says Jesus traveled through the cities and villages, heading for Jerusalem. Later, as he headed for Jerusalem, he took the apostles aside and told them he would suffer and die there (Matt. 20:17-19; Mark 10:32-34; Luke 18:31-33). After leaving Jericho, he made the steep climb up and out of the Great Rift Valley and up the east slope of the Mount of Olives, heading for Jerusalem (Luke 19:28). Now at last he drew near the city. The verse is not simply stating that what he drew near to was the west slope of the Mount of Olives, although the Greek can be translated that way. No, he drew near Jerusalem. How near? He was already at the west slope of the Mount of Olives, on the verge of entering the city. We believe the Expositor’s Greek New Testament correctly notes that “Luke is thinking of Jerusalem = when he was nearing the city. The next clause, πρὸς τῇ καταβάσει, is added to define more precisely the point reached = at the descent of the mount.”[footnoteRef:1428] [1428:  W. R. Nicoll, Expositor’s Greek Testament, 1:608.] 

“the whole crowd of his disciples.” This huge group of disciples consisted of the crowds who had followed Jesus from Jericho, where Jesus had performed miracles such as healing blind Bartimaeus and his blind companion (Matt. 20:29-34; Mark 10:46-52; Luke 18:35-43) and was greatly swelled by the crowd of people in Jerusalem who heard he was approaching and went out to see and welcome him (John 12:12-18; note that John 12:17-18 mentions two crowds).
Luk 19:41
“drew near and saw the city.” Jesus had come up from Jericho and stayed in Bethany (John 12:1-12). Bethany is on the east slope of the Mount of Olives, but houses continue up the slope and cover the top of the mountain. Thus in verse 37, as the procession reached the top of the Mount of Olives, the whole city of Jerusalem was still not in view. However, the Mount of Olives is steep, and as Jesus and the crowd descended the Mount of Olives and came closer to Jerusalem, the whole city became visible before them. Upon seeing it, Jesus became overcome with emotion and burst into tears.
“burst into tears.” The Greek verb is klaiō (#2799 κλαίω, pronounced klī-ō), a word that refers to the expression of deep emotion, strong inner emotions, and as such it can refer to crying, weeping, mourning, wailing, or lamenting over someone or something. Any exact meaning must be determined from the context, and many times klaiō expresses a mix of emotions that accompany strong feelings or loss. Klaiō is used of crying from pain and grief. In this verse, the verb is an ingressive aorist which means the crying happened suddenly: “burst into tears.”[footnoteRef:1429] Lenski writes, “burst into sobs.”[footnoteRef:1430] Robertson notes that Jesus probably cried audibly,[footnoteRef:1431] while Vincent[footnoteRef:1432] asserts Jesus did weep out loud. H. A. W. Meyer writes, “Observe, further, the audible weeping of Jesus at the view of Jerusalem, not the silent δακρύω [weeping], as at the grave of Lazarus (John 11:35).”[footnoteRef:1433] [1429:  A. T. Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, 2:246; Hendriksen, New Testament Commentary: Luke, 877; Charles Williams, The New Testament.]  [1430:  Lenski, St. Luke’s Gospel, 967.]  [1431:  Robertson, Word Pictures, 2:246.]  [1432:  M. Vincent, Vincent’s Word Studies, 1:413.]  [1433:  Meyer’s Commentary.] 

It is a normal human emotion that when we are faced with difficult circumstances, such as a death or separation, we can control our emotions much of the time, but are sometimes overcome with a wave of grief or sadness that causes us to burst into tears. That is what happened to Jesus. He knew the Jews in Jerusalem rejected him, and he knew that most of the people in the crowd that surrounded him, although they were saying, “Blessed is the King who comes in the name of the Lord,” in their hearts they did not really want the Messiah that he was. They wanted political deliverance; they wanted the peace of the Messianic Kingdom; they wanted an easy life; they did not want to repent and change themselves. That is why, when Jesus was arrested and did not give the people what they wanted, they quickly changed what they were shouting, and shouted, “Crucify him!” (Mark 15:11-14). Jesus knew all this already, and had been dealing with it emotionally. However, upon getting a clear view of Jerusalem he was overcome by a wave of emotion and burst into audible crying, sobbing over the wasted lives, the pride and selfishness, the unbelief, and the untapped potential of the people, as well as over the destruction he foresaw of the people and city that he loved. (for his more silent crying, see commentary on John 11:35).
Jesus wept when he saw the city of Jerusalem from the Mount of Olives because he knew they rejected him, which would mean his death and Jerusalem’s doom. About 1,000 years before, King David wept on the Mount of Olives as he climbed it to leave Jerusalem in the hands of his ungodly son Absalom (2 Sam. 15:30).
Luk 19:42
“would bring.” The Greek preposition pros means “to” or “toward,” and the idea is the things that would lead to or would bring peace. The hardness of Jerusalem and its leaders no doubt fueled Jesus’ emotion, but that was exacerbated by the people around him shouting, “Blessed is the King....” He knew that they wanted a Messiah, yes, but the kind they wanted was not the kind he was. They wanted political deliverance, wealth, and health, and would not settle for less. Thus, it was only a few days later when they realized Jesus would not bring them what they wanted, they shouted, “Crucify him” (Luke 23:21).
“peace...” Jesus, overcome with emotion or seeing no point to it, did not finish his sentence. When a person stops speaking in the middle of a sentence due to emotion or for effect, it is the figure of speech, aposiopesis, or “sudden silence.”[footnoteRef:1434] The figure is common in languages, and thus in English. For example, two children are in the back seat of a car fighting and the frustrated driver says, “If I have to pull over and stop this car…! The threat is unfinished letting the imagination of the children finish the sentence in their minds, thinking of how terrible it will be if the driver stops the car. [1434:  Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 151-54, “aposiopesis”; Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, 2:246.] 

There are some wonderful examples of aposiopesis in the Bible. For example, after the Israelites made the golden calf god, Moses interceded for them and said to God, “Yet now, if you would only forgive their sin…! But if not, please blot me out of your book that you have written” (Exod. 32:32). Moses never completes his sentence about what would happen if God forgave Israel’s sin. In Genesis 31:50, Laban threatened Jacob, saying, “If you afflict my daughters, or if you take wives besides my daughters…!” But Laban never finished his threat by saying what he would do if Jacob did afflict his daughters. In Genesis 3:22, God says, “Behold, the man has become like one of us, knowing good and evil. Now, so that he does not reach out his hand and also take of the tree of life and eat, and live forever….” God never finishes His sentence about what would happen if humankind lived forever in a fallen state; the consequences are too terrible to try to articulate. In Psalm 6:3, the psalmist, who is troubled, says, “But you, O Yahweh, how long...? He is caught up in his troubled emotions and so he lets his thoughts drop off before completing them. He might have competed them by saying something like, “But you, O Yahweh, how long before you put an end to my troubles?” Still another example is Acts 23:9, where the Pharisees said about Paul, “We find no evil in this man. And if a spirit or an angel has spoken to him….” The Pharisees did not finish their thought, but let it drop. We would have expected the full thought to be something like, “We find no evil in this man. And if a spirit or an angel has spoken to him, then he is innocent!” But, for unstated reasons, the sentence was never completed. It is possible that the roar of the crowd shut down the people speaking.
Here in Luke 19:42, some English versions end Jesus’ statement with an exclamation point, as if Jesus was showing great emotion, perhaps anger or frustration. There is no imperative in the Greek text and Jesus is crying over the lost potential: “If only you had known...” and he let his voice drop off. Then he restarted with the actual situation, “But now they have been hidden from your eyes.”
“have been hidden.” The Greek is kruptō (#2928 κρύπτω), to conceal or to hide, and it is in the passive voice. This verse is not saying that God hid what the people of Jerusalem needed to see, but rather just makes the statement that they have been hidden. When a person stubbornly refuses to acknowledge the truth, over time one’s understanding becomes darker and darker. This was the situation with Jerusalem. The leaders and the people had refused to believe Jesus over and over, and eventually, their eyes could not see.
Luk 19:43
“For the days will come upon you when your enemies will set up a barricade around you.” The capture of the people of Jerusalem and the destruction of the city was foretold in the Old Testament and will be part of the Great Tribulation (Dan. 9:26; Zech. 14:1-2). The Romans surrounded Jerusalem and destroyed it in AD 70, but did not literally fulfill the details of the prophecies in Zechariah and Daniel; those prophecies do not match up with the Roman destruction of Jerusalem. Jerusalem has been rebuilt, and the Jews will build another Temple in it, the one the Antichrist goes into (2 Thess. 2:4) and the Jews worship in during the Tribulation (Rev. 11:1). That third temple (Solomon’s Temple, then Ezra/Herod’s Temple, then the third Temple) will be destroyed during the Tribulation as Christ foretold).
[For more on the terrible death and destruction in the Great Tribulation and Armageddon, see commentary on Dan. 12:1. For more on the duration of the last half of the Tribulation, as well as the days of Judgment following Armageddon, see commentary on Dan. 12:11. For more on the basic chronology of the End Times, see commentary on Matt. 25:32. For more on the worldwide kingdom that Jesus Christ will set up on earth after he conquers it at the Battle of Armageddon, the Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on the first and second resurrection, see commentary on Acts 24:15.]
Luk 19:48
“hanging upon what he said.” A very graphic idiomatic saying. A more literal, but also more confusing, translation is that all the people “were hanging on him, listening” (cf. YLT). But the people were not literally “hanging on him,” they were hanging on every word he spoke. The Jewish leaders hated Jesus, but the crowds loved him.
 
Luke Chapter 20
Luk 20:7
“they did not know where it was from.” The religious leaders lied to Jesus. They were convinced, wrongly, that John’s baptism was from men, but they lied about it to protect themselves. They would not tell where they thought it was from, so Jesus said he would not tell them where he got his authority.
Luk 20:8
“Then I will not tell you.” Jesus was not fooled by the Jews saying they did not know. They knew exactly what they believed, but those hypocrites and cowards were afraid to say it. Jesus had said if they would tell him about John’s baptism, he would tell them about the source of his authority. Since they would not tell him, he kept his word and would not tell them.
Luk 20:9
“And he began to speak to the people this parable.” This parable of the Greedy Farmers is in Matthew 21:33-46; Mark 12:1-12, and Luke 20:9-19. This parable is a clear reference to the parable of the vineyard in Isaiah 5:1-7, except in Isaiah the vineyard is itself Israel, and is wicked, while in Jesus’ parable the vineyard is God’s and it is the people who are hired to tend it who are evil. Jesus was using thinly veiled language to speak of the leaders of the Jews, who had been entrusted by God to take care of His vineyard, i.e., His people, but were evil. The Jews got his point (Luke 20:19), and wanted to arrest him but were afraid of the people.
Luk 20:10
“of the fruit.” This is an example of a partitive genitive. The custom was that the owner would get a specific portion of the yield of the crops.
Luk 20:14
“will be.” The Greek verb is subjunctive, but that is due to the hina (#2443 ἵνα) that starts the phrase and demands a subjunctive verb, and in these cases, the tense of the verb must be translated from context. The renters thought if they killed the heir, the vineyard would be theirs.
Luk 20:16
“May it not be!” Literally in the Greek, “May it not be.” This is an idiom that reflects revulsion at the thought. Perhaps, “Perish the thought” would be good. “God forbid,” which is employed in many versions, is not bad, and carries the sense, but it is so different from the Greek text that it is better, in this case, to translate the idiom more literally.
Luk 20:17
“What then does this scripture mean.” The Greek is idiomatic and reads, “What then is this that has been written,” but basically the meaning is, “What does this writing [scripture] mean?”
“the cornerstone. The Greek text reads, “the head of the corner.” That is, the stone with the most important place (see “cornerstone” in commentary on Matt. 21:42).
Luk 20:20
“in order to catch him in some statement.” The record of the trap about paying taxes is recorded in Matthew 22:15-22; Mark 12:13-17, and Luke 20:20-25.
Luk 20:22
“to pay taxes.” The Gospels of Matthew and Mark make it clear that the “tax” being spoken about is the census tax or poll tax, a yearly tax on adults. This is not referring to taxes such as income tax (see commentary on Mark 12:14).
Luk 20:27
“who say that there is no resurrection.” See commentary on Matthew 22:23.
Luk 20:34
“people of this age.” The Greek literally reads, “the sons of this age,” but that is the standard Semitic idiom where a “son” of something refers to someone who is somehow associated with it, for example, a “son of disobedience” is a disobedient person. Thus a “son of the resurrection” (Luke 20:36) is a person who is resurrected.
Luk 20:35
“from among the dead.”[footnoteRef:1435] See commentary on Romans 4:24. This verse in Luke is referring to the first resurrection, the resurrection of the righteous, which is at the start of the Millennial Kingdom, Christ’s 1,000-year reign (Rev. 20:4). The second resurrection is the resurrection of the unrighteous (Acts 24:15; Rev. 20:5, 11-14). [1435:  Cf. Wuest, New Testament, “out from among those who are dead,” 192.] 

[For more on the resurrections, see commentary on Acts 24:15.]
“neither marry nor are given in marriage.” In the next life, people do not marry. See commentary on Matthew 22:30.
Luk 20:36
“Indeed.” The confirmatory use of gar. See commentary on Romans 9:3.
Luk 20:37
“But that the dead are raised.” The Greek verb, egeirō (#1453 ἐγείρω), is in the present tense, not to say that they are being raised as they die (the dead bodies were obviously in the ground), but rather as a contrast to the Sadducees’ claim that the dead do not rise.
Luk 20:38
“He is not the God of the dead, but of the living.” For an explanation of this, see commentary on Matthew 22:32.
“for all live for him.” This verse makes the point that God created people to live for him (cf. Eph. 2:10), and it will not do to have His beloved be dead in the ground. His purposes, as accepted by those who believe in Him, will be fulfilled, they will live for him. The key to understanding the phrase, “for all live for him,” lies in knowing that the Sadducees said there was no resurrection, while Jesus said there was a resurrection (cf. Luke 14:14; 20:35, 36). Neither the Sadducees nor Jesus was espousing that the dead were actually alive. Rather, the issue was, did people die and then stay dead, or did they die and then later, at the resurrection, get raised back to life? Since the Sadducees only accepted the Torah (the Five Books of Moses) as the Word of God, and considered the rest of Scripture to not have divine authority, Jesus, to help them understand, quoted from the Torah. Other Scriptures perhaps more clearly prove the resurrection, such as those Peter used (Acts 2:25-36), or Paul (Acts 13:33-35), and there are other verses such as some in Isaiah 53 that are not quoted in Scripture, but clearly refer to the resurrection of Christ. Translating the Greek as “for to him all are alive,” as the NIV does, misses the point and clouds the issue. Not everyone is alive, and God knows this, which is why He fights for His people to stay alive. All through the Bible He rescued His people from death. Dead people cannot praise God (Isa. 38:18).
Luk 20:39
“you have spoken well.” The experts in the law who made that statement would have been Pharisees, and they believed in the resurrection (cf. Acts 23:6-9), but had never managed to silence the Sadducees like Jesus had just done.
Luk 20:40
“For they did not dare to question him any more.” After Jesus silenced the Sadducees, they did not question him any more.
Luk 20:42
“The Lord said to my Lord.” The quotation is from Psalm 110:1, and it is quoted by Jesus in Matthew 22:44; Mark 12:36, and Luke 20:42-43.
Luk 20:44
“how is he his son?” Jesus is the Son of David (cf. Matt. 1:1; 9:27; Luke 18:38-39, etc.), so this question is inviting a discussion on the subject.
Luk 20:46
“experts in the law who like.” The English versions are divided as to whether the meaning is, “Beware of the experts in the law. They like to walk in long robes…” or “Beware of the experts in the law who like to walk in long robes.” The Greek text can be punctuated either way. If there is a period (or even a comma) after “law,” then Jesus is warning the people about all the experts in the law. If, on the other hand, there is no punctuation between “law” and “who,” then Jesus is only warning people about those experts who are self-seeking. It is a difficult choice. On the one hand, the Bible testifies that there were some experts in the law who were godly, and Jesus surely knew that, and so could have made a simple literal statement. On the other hand, it is common to exaggerate that kind of statement; they did it in biblical times and we do it today. We might say, for example, “Lawyers are greedy,” and our audience would know that not every lawyer is greedy, but many of them are.
So was Jesus making a literal statement, or was he exaggerating to make a point? We may never know, but for translation purposes, given the fact that only a few verses earlier there were some apparently godly experts in the law (Luke 20:39), it is clearer to translate the statement in a way that expresses literal truth. That makes it much easier for the English reader to believe what Jesus said—that only some experts in the law were to be avoided. Also, it avoids the possibility that someone would think that Jesus said every expert in the law was an ungodly person, something clearly not true.
“like.” The Greek is phileō (#5368 φιλέω). See commentary on John 21:15.
 
Luke Chapter 21
Luk 21:6
“one stone on top of another.” The Greek is literally, “a stone upon a stone that will not be thrown down.”
Luk 21:8
“come in my name, saying, ‘I am he.’” This is like Mark 13:6. See commentary on Matthew 24:5.
“Do not follow after them.” The Greek text is more literally, “do not go after them,” but sometimes in English to “go after” someone is to attack him, and that is not the meaning here. In the biblical culture, to “go after,” or “follow after” someone was to become their disciple. We hear what many different people have to say, but we don’t become the disciples of people without much prayer, thought, and checking things out.
Luk 21:10
“group.” See commentary on Matthew 24:7.
Luk 21:11
“terrifying events. “The Greek is phobētron (#5400 φόβητρον), and it only occurs here in the New Testament. It refers to something that strikes great fear or terror into people, and as such it could be a terrifying event or a terrifying sight. Because of its close connection to earthquakes, famines, and plagues, the REV translates it as “terrifying events.” There are versions, however, that think it is connected to what happens in heaven and have “terrifying sights” (cf. NET).
Luk 21:13
“It will turn out as an opportunity for you to provide a testimony.” It is important to God that every person has a chance to say “Yes” or “No” to the Good News about Jesus Christ. On Judgment Day, the way a person responded to hearing a believable testimony about Jesus can determine whether the person lives forever with Christ or dies in the Lake of Fire (John 3:16; Rom. 6:23; Rev. 20:11-15). God calls upon those who believe in Him and the Lord Jesus to testify to all people—even those who almost certainly won’t believe—so that on Judgment Day the judgment that the Lord gives to each person will be seen to be just and fair. What will be very obvious on Judgment Day is that God did not arbitrarily judge people, but instead, He gave them what they asked for either directly or indirectly. For those people who humbled themselves and chose to make Jesus Christ Lord, God will give everlasting life, just as He said. To those people who chose to reject Christ and defy God, God will give them death in the Lake of Fire, and they will perish, just like He said.
The need for God to give every human being on earth the opportunity to humble themselves and choose everlasting life over everlasting death means that He must ask believers to testify about Him, as we see here in Luke 21:13. Furthermore, we see the same basic thing in verses such as Jeremiah 7:27, when God told Jeremiah, “You are to speak all these words to them [the people of Judah], but they will not listen to you; you are also to call to them, but they will not answer you.” If God knows the people will not listen to Jeremiah, why does He send Jeremiah to speak to the people? Because those defiant Jews still needed a clear chance to say “Yes” or “No” to God, and Jeremiah’s testimony would provide that chance. The same was true for what Jesus was teaching his disciples. Jesus never said or implied that when the believers were taken to court and testified that the unbelieving judge and onlookers would believe. Perhaps some of them would, but Jesus’ point was that in that situation it was the believers’ testimony that was important because the circumstances were such that most judges would not believe.
When we testify to people, if they believe, wonderful. But if they do not believe, which is their choice and privilege, we believers are not to be discouraged or self-condemned, thinking we were a bad witness, but instead, we are to let the peace we offer to others come back upon us—Jesus Christ taught that to his disciples when he sent them out to witness (Matt. 10:13).
[For more on people burning up in the Lake of Fire and not “burning forever in hell,” see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
Luk 21:15
“a mouth.” Figure of speech metonymy, the mouth being put for the words that will come from it.
[See Word Study: “Metonymy.”]
Luk 21:18
“will never ever perish.” Jesus was not saying that his followers would not die in the Great Tribulation, because he had just said that some of them would die (Luke 21:16). Here Jesus uses the word “perish.” None of the believers would “perish,” because they would be raised from the dead to everlasting life. Believers must not fear death to the point that we abandon Christ to save our physical lives. Every human will die, so wise believers come to grips with that fact and do the heart work that it takes to overcome any fear of death we might have. If we fear death, the Devil will use that against us to keep us in bondage to him (Heb. 2:14-15).
Luk 21:19
“lives.” The Greek word translated “lives” is psuchē (#5590 ψυχή, pronounced psoo-'kay), and it has a large number of meanings, including the physical life of a person or animal; the animating spiritual force in a living human or animal (“soul”); an individual person; or attitudes, emotions, feelings, and thoughts. Here it refers to the physical life of the body, which is why some versions and the REV translate it “life.” In this context, Jesus is not referring to temporal life, but everlasting life. By staying faithful to the end, believers gain everlasting life.
[For a more complete explanation of “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
Luk 21:23
“How terrible.” The Greek word is ouai (#3759 οὐαί, pronounced ooh-'eye). For an explanation of the meaning of “how terrible,” see commentary on Matthew 11:21
“distress…wrath.” This is the wrath of God associated with the Day of the Lord (see commentaries on Rev. 6:17 and Isa. 13:9).
“against this people.” That is, against the Jews.
Luk 21:24
“the mouth of the sword.” The phrase is a Semitic idiom, and used to show great destruction, as if the sword was eating its victims (see commentary on Josh. 6:21).
“And they will fall by the mouth of the sword, and will be led captive into all the nations​.” The capture of the people of Jerusalem and the destruction of the city was foretold in the Old Testament and will be part of the Great Tribulation (Dan. 9:26; Zech. 14:1-2). The Romans surrounded Jerusalem and destroyed it in AD 70, but did not literally fulfill the details of the prophecies in Zechariah and Daniel; those prophecies do not match up with the Roman destruction of Jerusalem. Jerusalem has been rebuilt, and the Jews will build another Temple in it, the one the Antichrist goes into (2 Thess. 2:4) and the Jews worship in during the Tribulation (Rev. 11:1). That third Temple (Solomon’s Temple was the First Temple, then Ezra/Herod’s Temple was the Second Temple, then the third Temple) will be destroyed during the Tribulation as Christ foretold).
[For more on the terrible death and destruction in the Great Tribulation and Armageddon, see commentary on Dan. 12:1. For more on the duration of the last half of the Tribulation, as well as the days of Judgment following Armageddon, see commentary on Dan. 12:11. For more on the basic chronology of the End Times, see commentary on Matt. 25:32. For more on the worldwide kingdom that Jesus Christ will set up on earth after he conquers it at the Battle of Armageddon, the Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on the first and second resurrection, see commentary on Acts 24:15.]
Luk 21:25
“perplexed and anxious because of the roaring of the sea and the waves.” The words “perplexed and anxious” are a translation of the Greek noun aporia (#640 ἀπορία), which means “the state of perplexity,” or “the state of anxiety,” depending on the context. In translating the Greek to English, we have translated aporia as if it were an adjective, thus having “perplexed” instead of “in perplexity” for clarity and ease of reading. In most cases when a Greek word has more than one meaning we choose one for the REV Bible text and cover the other meaning in the commentary. Occasionally, however, both meanings are so vital to the understanding of the passage that we include them both in the REV text, putting one in regular print and the other meaning in italics. That is the case here.
To understand this prophecy of Christ, we must realize that the Greek word for “sea” refers to any sizable body of water including both oceans and inland lakes. For example, the “Sea of Galilee” is an inland lake only about 7 miles wide and 12 miles long. Many lakes around the world are much bigger than that, and would be called “seas” in the Bible. Here in Luke, the word “sea” is singular as a collective noun and also because not all the seas will roar, or roar at one time. In the End Times, the oceans and lakes will become unpredictable and dangerous for many different reasons, including high winds, hurricanes, earthquakes, and more. It is very likely water levels will occasionally rise (like the storm surge that often accompanies hurricanes) and some lowlands will be submerged. There will also be tsunamis (also called tidal waves or seismic waves) that will cause huge amounts of damage. It is also likely that ocean currents that have been dependable for thousands of years will change, resulting in global weather changes. The “reasons” for these things will not be clear, so the people of the world will be perplexed. But it will not just be an “academic perplexity,” that is, people simply being puzzled about the behavior of the oceans. The unpredictable oceans will create danger and huge problems for the people on earth, especially for anyone who lives near a coast, so people will be puzzled, anxious, and worried.
Luk 21:31
“know that the Kingdom of God is near.” The “Kingdom of God” is the coming kingdom of Jesus Christ on earth (see commentary on Matt. 24:14).
Luk 21:33
“Heaven and earth will pass away.” This sentence is almost exactly the same in Matthew 24:35, Mark 13:31, and Luke 21:33.
 
Luke Chapter 22
Luk 22:2
“looking for a way to put him to death.” The chief priests and the experts in the law were afraid to arrest Jesus openly, so they were plotting behind the scenes how they could arrest Jesus without stirring up the crowds.
Luk 22:3
“the Adversary.” The Greek word for Adversary is Satanas (#4567 Σατανᾶς), which has been transliterated as “Satan” in most versions. This causes the meaning of the word, which is important, to be lost. For more information on it, see the commentary on Mark 1:13.
[For more information on the names of the Devil, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
“Iscariot.” See the commentary on Matthew 10:4 for more information.
Luk 22:4
“Temple commanders.” The Greek word is stratēgos (#4755 στρατηγός), and it is only used in the New Testament in the books written by Luke: the Gospel of Luke and Acts. The “commander” was the highest official in a Greco-Roman city (thus the REV translated it as “magistrate” in Acts 16:20, 22, 35, 36, 38). The Greek word stratēgos is also used of the commander of the Temple police in Jerusalem. The “commander” was the top man in charge of the police force that governed the Temple. Then there were officers of various ranks under the commander. In the Jewish writings, the commander of the Temple is called “the man of the Temple Mount.” The Temple police were a large number of hand-picked Levites who kept order at the Temple, which was a huge complex, covering more than 37 acres, and was sometimes filled with tens of thousands of people. The Temple police were empowered by the Romans and the Sanhedrin (the Jewish ruling council of 70) to maintain order and ensure that the laws of Israel were being kept. They had the power to arrest people, which is what they were sent to do to Jesus but were unable to do (John 7:30, 32, 45). There were many specific rules and regulations concerning the Temple that needed to be enforced. These included ensuring that the boundaries of the various courts (Court of the Gentiles, Court of the Women, Court of the Men, etc.) were respected, the purity laws kept such that no unclean people approached the holy places, and that the many other rules were kept as well.
At night the Temple police were placed in 24 stations around the Temple and its compound. Twenty-one of the stations were occupied by Levites, while three were occupied by both Levites and priests. There were ten men at each station except for the three innermost to the Sanctuary, which had ten Levites and ten priests. Thus, there were 240 Levites and 30 priests on guard in the Temple every night.
This verse mentions the “commanders” of this police force, as does Luke 22:52, while Acts 4:1; 5:24, 26 mention the top commander (using the word in the singular).
Luk 22:10
“Listen!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“a man carrying a pitcher of water.” This would be very unusual. The customary practice for millennia was that women carried the water.
Luk 22:14
“and the apostles with him.” Matthew, Mark, and Luke all agree that Jesus ate the Last Supper with the twelve apostles (Matt. 26:20; Mark 14:17, and Luke 22:14). That makes sense, because much of the Last Supper was instruction and guidance that they needed to be able to start and run what would become the Christian Church.
Luke 22:14 is one of the verses that gives evidence that “the disciple whom Jesus loved” was an apostle and thus supports that the disciple was the apostle John (see commentary on John 21:20).
Luk 22:15
“With great desire I have desired.” The Greek is the figure of speech polyptoton, and reads, “with desire I have desired,” meaning with great desire, or eagerly desired.
[See Word Study: “Polyptoton.”]
Luk 22:18
“not drink of the fruit of the vine.” The “fruit of the vine” is wine. At the Last Supper Jesus promised his apostles that he would not drink wine again until he drank it with them in the Kingdom of God, also called the Kingdom of Heaven, which was the Messianic Kingdom on the restored earth.
[For more on Jesus’ promise not to drink wine until the Kingdom, see commentary on Matt. 26:29.]
Luk 22:19
“This is my body.” This is the figure of speech metaphor. In the Bible, there are many uses of the three common figures of speech of comparison, which are simile, metaphor, and hypocatastasis. These three figures are commonly used in English speech as well, but only simile and metaphor are generally known by name.
A simile is a comparison by resemblance, usually using “like” or “as.” If a person is a sloppy and noisy eater, someone might say, “You eat like a pig.” Psalm 1:3 uses a simile when it says a righteous person is like a tree planted by the water. Proverbs 11:22 (HCSB) says, “A beautiful woman who rejects good sense is like a gold ring in a pig’s snout.” Jesus effectively used the figure simile when he said. “Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You are like whitewashed tombs” (Matt. 23:27).
More intense than a simile is the figure metaphor, a comparison by representation. In a metaphor, one noun represents another. In the pig example above, a metaphor would be, “You are a pig.” Jesus used a metaphor when he said to his disciples, “I am the vine; you are the branches…” (John 15:5 NIV).
Even more intense than metaphor is the figure hypocatastasis, which is a comparison by implication. This figure is very common, but not well-known by name. In the pig example, instead of comparing the messy eater with a pig by saying he is “like” a pig, or even that he “is” a pig, in hypocatastasis the comparison is just implied. One person says to the other, “Pig!” and the meaning, although just implied, is effectively communicated.
[For more on hypocatastasis, see commentary on Rev. 20:2.]
There are many metaphors in both the Old Testament and the New Testament. Genesis 49:14 says, “Issachar is a strong donkey.” Deuteronomy 33:22 says “Dan is a lion’s cub.” Job 25:6 says, “man, who is a worm.” Psalm 18:2 says, “Yahweh is my rock,” and Psalm 84:11 says, “For Yahweh God is a sun and a shield.” God is not literally a “sun” but He does provide warmth and what is needed for life and growth. Neither is He literally a “shield,” but He does protect us from much harm. Psalm 60:7 (ESV) says, “Ephraim is my helmet; Judah is my scepter.” Jeremiah 50:17 says, “Israel is a hunted sheep....” Hosea 10:1 says, “Israel is a fertile vine that puts forth fruit for himself.”
New Testament metaphors include: “You are the salt of the earth” (Matt. 5:13), “I am the bread of life” (John 6:48), “I am the door of the sheep” (John 10:7), and “you are a letter from Christ” (2 Cor. 3:3).
The danger with the figures metaphor and hypocatastasis is that the reader may not realize that a figure is being used and mistake the figure for a literal statement. That is what has happened with Jesus’ statement, “This is my body.” The early Christians understood the metaphor that Jesus used when he said, “This is my body.” There is no evidence that the apostles or anyone in the early Church misunderstood that what Jesus was saying was a metaphor or ever even considered the idea of what is now called “transubstantiation.”
The doctrine of transubstantiation, in which the bread (“host”) is said to become the actual body of Christ developed very late, more than 1,000 years after Christ. The Internet encyclopedia Wikipedia says, “The earliest known use of the term ‘transubstantiation’ to describe the change from bread and wine to body and blood of Christ was by Hildebert de Lavardin, Archbishop of Tours (died 1133), in the eleventh century and by the end of the twelfth century the term was in widespread use. In 1215, the Fourth Council of the Lateran spoke of the bread and wine as ‘transubstantiated’ into the body and blood of Christ.” (This information from the Internet can be confirmed in books such as Walter Elwell, ed., Evangelical Dictionary of Theology, under “Transubstantiation.”)
Luk 22:20
“This cup is the new covenant in my blood.” The Gospel of Matthew and the Gospel of Luke both record Jesus speaking about the cup here at the Last Supper, but the emphasis in those two Gospels is different—something that is not well-known or understood, in part because biblical covenants are not well understood. That the Bible is not well understood when it comes to covenants and what Matthew and Luke are each saying is demonstrated by the translation of Matthew 26:28 in the Amplified Bible (2015), which reads, “for this is My blood of the [new and better] covenant, which [ratifies the agreement and] is being poured out for many [as a substitutionary atonement] for the forgiveness of sins.” This translation includes the two things covered by Jesus’ sacrifice: the payment for breaking the covenant which provides for the forgiveness of sins, and the sacrifice that ratifies the New Covenant. However, in the actual Greek text, those two things are covered in the two different Gospels, whereas the Amplified Bible adds to the text and thus puts them both in Matthew 26:28.
Here in Luke 22:20, Jesus emphasized that the cup represented the blood that he shed that ratified and inaugurated the New Covenant. When a covenant was made, it was often inaugurated and ratified by a blood sacrifice, as was the Abrahamic Covenant (Gen. 15:7-15), the Old Covenant (the Mosaic Covenant; Exod. 24:4-8), and the covenant that the leaders of Israel made to release their slaves (Jer. 34:8, 18-19). The blood of Jesus Christ ratified and began the New Covenant as Luke 22:20 says: “This cup is the new covenant in my blood” (cf. 1 Cor. 11:25).
The fact that animals were killed when a covenant was made was a clear indication the covenant had not just been “discussed” or “intended,” it had actually been made. In Luke, Jesus held up the cup and said “This cup is the new covenant in my blood,” and in saying that he made it clear that the cup with the red wine in it represented his blood that would be poured out at his death that ratified the New Covenant. The New Covenant that Jesus spoke of in Luke was the New Covenant that God had spoken of in the Old Testament (Jer. 31:31).
The shedding of blood was so central to the making of a covenant that the phrase “cut a covenant” was used of making covenants even when it seemed apparent that actual blood was not shed because the covenant was made with salt or in some other way. Unfortunately, this is difficult to see in most English Bibles because although the Hebrew text usually says “cut a covenant,” most English Bibles translate the phrase as “made a covenant” (cf. 1 Sam. 20:16; 2 Sam. 3:12; 5:3; 2 Kings 11:4; 2 Chron. 29:10; Ezra 10:3; Ps. 89:3; Isa. 57:8).
In contrast to Luke, Matthew does not emphasize the New Covenant but rather emphasizes Jesus’ fulfillment of the Old Mosaic Covenant. Although at first reading Matthew 26:28 seems to say the same thing as Luke 22:20, a closer examination of the text combined with a knowledge of biblical covenants shows that Matthew is making a different point. While Luke emphasizes that Jesus’ death was the sacrifice that inaugurated and ratified the New Covenant, Matthew 26:28 emphasizes that Jesus’ death paid the penalty for breaking the Old Covenant. Jesus could have said both what Matthew records and what Luke records in a couple of sentences and the disciples would not have realized the meaning of what he had said because they did not yet realize Jesus was going to die. Then later, after Jesus’ ascension into heaven, the two Gospels separately record the two different aspects of Jesus’ death.
An animal was killed to ratify a blood covenant, but why? It was because the death of the animal represented the consequences of breaking the covenant. In killing the animals, both parties were making a pledge that is known as a “self-maledictory oath” (an oath in which a person speaks potential harm to themselves). Thus, in killing the animals and walking between the pieces, it was understood that if one of the parties broke the covenant, they would be put to death like the sacrificed animals. The sacrificed animals showed the seriousness of the covenant and pictorially stated, “If I do not keep this covenant, may what happened to these animals happen to me.” Thus, if one party broke the covenant, that party would be subject to death.
Covenants were serious institutions, they were not “just words.” If a person made a covenant and broke it, that person was subject to death, something that has played out in blood feuds in the Middle East for millennia, and we see it in the Bible. For example, when the leaders of Israel made a blood covenant before God and then broke it, the leaders who made the covenant were the subject of divine retribution and death. God said, “I will give them into the hand of their enemies…and their dead bodies will be for food for the birds of the air and for the animals of the earth. (Jer. 34:8-10, 15-20).
Israel broke the covenant they made with God on Mount Sinai, the “Old Covenant,” so in order for that covenant not to be a sham—not to be “just words”—there had to be a penalty paid for breaking it, and that penalty was paid for by the death of Jesus Christ. Jesus Christ was the second Adam (1 Cor. 15:45), and he was sinless, that is to say, “without blemish,” just as the sacrificial animals that covered the sin of Israel had to be without blemish (cf. Exod. 12:5, Lev. 1:3, 10; 3:1, 6, etc.). So Jesus’ death could atone for the sins of Israel (and our sins also) just as Romans 5:12-21 says. Jesus was the perfect sacrifice and the perfect representative of the human race, so one aspect of his death was that it could fulfill the requirement of death that was the consequence for breaking the covenant and thus fulfill the covenant (Matt. 5:17; Rom. 10:4). In reading both Matthew and Luke we see that Jesus’ death was both the blood sacrifice that paid the penalty for breaking the Old Covenant (in Matthew) and also the blood sacrifice that ratified the New Covenant (in Luke).
Matthew 26:28 does not mention the “New Covenant,” it just says “covenant,” which in Matthew refers to the Old Covenant. There are some Greek texts that add the word “new” before “covenant,” but the textual evidence is that the word “new” was not in the original Greek text but was added later by copyists in order to harmonize Matthew 26:28 with Luke 22:20. The proper reconstruction of the original Greek text explains why most modern English Bibles have only “covenant,” and not “new covenant” in Matthew 26:28 (cf. ASV, HCSB, ESV, NAB, NASB, NET, NIV, NJB, NLT, NRSV). Matthew is referring to the Old Covenant because Jesus said that his blood was “poured out for the forgiveness of sins.” But the blood sacrifices that inaugurate and ratify a covenant, such as the sacrifices that ratified the Abrahamic or Mosaic covenants, were not for the forgiveness of sin, they were the graphic presentation of the maledictory oath that if the covenant was broken the covenant-breaker deserved death. If the blood of the covenant sacrifices was shed to forgive the sins of anyone who broke the covenant, then there would be no penalty for breaking the covenant. If someone broke the covenant, they were not forgiven on the basis of the ratification sacrifice; on the contrary, the blood sacrifice that ratified the covenant emphasized that there would be death to anyone who broke the covenant. It was the death of the one who made the covenant or a designated representative that paid the penalty for breaking the covenant and thus allowing sins to be forgiven.
So in a biblical covenant, blood was shed when the covenant was made to point out that anyone who broke the covenant deserved death, and blood was also shed if the covenant was broken. Amazingly, Jesus’ death fulfilled both parts of that shedding of blood. His death on the cross was the death required because Israel broke the Old Covenant, and it was also the sacrificial death that was required to inaugurate the New Covenant.
John Hughes writes about Jesus’ death doing two things: “Christ, by means of his death, took upon himself the penalty due to those who, by virtue of being members of the old covenant, stood in jeopardy of being cut off from God. …From another perspective Christ’s death inaugurates the new covenant…in this case not over dead animals…but upon the basis of Christ’s death.”[footnoteRef:1436] [1436:  John J. Hughes, “Hebrews IX 15ff. and Galatians III 15ff,” Novum Testamentum, Vol. XXI, fasc. 1, 48.] 

It is generally taught that the “forgiveness of sin” was part of the New Covenant and that was what Jesus was referring to in Matthew 26:28, but although there is a provision for the forgiveness of sin in the New Covenant just as there is in almost every covenant (Jer. 33:34), the sin of breaking one covenant was not rectified by making another covenant. People could not just ignore when a covenant was broken and say, “No problem. We will just make a new covenant.” No, the penalty for breaking the first covenant had to be paid before the second one could be ratified.
No one’s sin is forgiven by entering the New Covenant; they are able to enter the New Covenant because they already have their sin forgiven. Peter understood that, so on the Day of Pentecost he told the people to repent and be baptized for the forgiveness of sin so that they could then receive the gift of holy spirit (Acts 2:38; cf. Luke 1:77). Today we understand that the humility required to repent is the humility required to confess that Jesus Christ is the Lord of your life, and after confessing Christ and believing God raised him from the dead the individual is born again (Rom. 10:9). Actually, forgiveness of sins is so integrally tied together with salvation that they are often mentioned as part of the same event, but repentance and forgiveness have to come first. If a person was saved and then had their sins forgiven after that, then every sinner would be saved because they would not need to be forgiven to be saved. God would just save people and then forgive their sin—but that is not what happens.
That the death of Christ had to pay for the sins of breaking the Old Covenant is why Isaiah 53:10-11 says, “Yet it was the will of Yahweh to crush him.” It was not a happy thing for God to give His only begotten Son as a sacrifice for sin, but it pleased God in the sense that He knew it was the only way the sins of humankind could be paid for, so it was necessary (see commentary on Isa. 53:10).
[For more information on the events from Jesus’ arrest through his resurrection appearances, see commentary on John 18:13 and 19:14. For more information about Jesus being in the tomb, “the heart of the earth,” for three full days and three nights, see commentary on Matt. 12:40. For information on the two-stage burial of Jesus, first by Joseph of Arimathea and then by Nicodemus, see commentary on John 19:40. For information on the Hasmonean palace as the likely location of Jesus’ trial before Pilate, see commentary on Luke 23:7.]
“which is poured out for you.” The last phrase in this verse has been translated in two different ways.
· (REV) “This cup is the new covenant in my blood, which is poured out for you.”
· (ESV) “This cup that is poured out for you is the new covenant in my blood.”
The question is: is the verse saying that it is the literal cup of wine that is being poured out, or is it saying that Jesus’ blood is being poured out? This has to be a reference to Jesus’ blood being poured out. His sacrifice had begun. He was at the Last Supper, and Judas had already arranged with the Jews to betray him (Luke 22:4). Lenski writes: “Jesus means that this pouring out of his sacrificial blood has now begun. And he has, indeed, truly entered upon his sacrifice.”[footnoteRef:1437] Jesus was beginning the sacrifice of his life for the salvation of mankind, hence the present participle, “is poured out.” To make the verse say that the cup of wine was being poured out is only to state the obvious, and misses the point that the pouring out of Jesus’ life had started in a very real and powerful way. [1437:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. Luke’s Gospel, 1053.] 

Luk 22:21
“look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Luk 22:22
“but how terrible it will be for that man.” This warning is in Matthew 26:24, Mark 14:21 and Luke 22:22 (see commentary on Matt. 26:24).
Luk 22:24
“as to which of them was regarded to be greatest.” This event at the Last Supper is only recorded in Luke 22:24-30. Nevertheless, it is similar to the event recorded in Matthew 18:1-5, Mark 9:33-37, and Luke 9:46-48, and to the somewhat similar event recorded in Matthew 20:20-28 and Mark 10:35-45. Positions of authority in the coming Kingdom of Christ on earth is a very important subject, so even though Jesus deals with it each time it comes up, it still comes up over and over. Frankly, most Christians are not concerned enough about how they will spend their time in Christ’s Millennial Kingdom. Jobs will range from very honorable, including leading and judging with Jesus Christ, to very ordinary jobs with much less honor, and people will be assigned the jobs they deserve based on what they have done in this life. It is a mistake to take this life lightly and not work hard to have an honorable job in the future. Paul certainly did (1 Cor. 9:24-27).
[For more on the different records of the apostles’ discussion, see commentary on Luke 9:46. For more on the future Millennial Kingdom of Christ on earth, including the different jobs the Bible says will be in the future, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Luk 22:25
“Philanthropists.” The Greek word translated as “Philanthropists” is euergetēs (#2110 εὐεργέτης), and it most literally means “Good-worker” (“Worker of Good”). It is a title of honor given to those who have done great service for the community and/or country, primarily in the area of civil good or improvement, such as putting on gladiator games or other sporting events, or building a temple to a god or goddess to acquire the blessing of that deity. However, as with today’s super-wealthy people, those of wealth in the ancient world often acquired that wealth by dishonest or unethical means, but then they gave money to a civic cause to gain notoriety for themselves. But God looks on the heart, and does not overlook unethical behavior just because someone gives away some of the dishonest gain they made.
It is hard for us to understand how people who have authority over others are called “philanthropists,” but they are understood that way (and act that way) in the honor-shame society of the ancient world. It is difficult for people of the United States today to understand how people in the ancient world thought because they perceived life very differently from the way we instinctively perceive life. The unspoken rules (and some spoken ones) that govern society are drilled into us from such an early age, and are so “universal” to us, that we usually never think that there is any other way to think about life than the way we perceive it.
However, the biblical societies, and some modern ones, have a very different value system than we in the United States and most of the Western world does. In our modern Western world, people usually are held in high value, have prestige, or are envied, because of the money they have and thus their ability to control their own lives and destiny. While we Westerners have great respect for people who are “exemplary role models,” we usually don’t envy them or consider them “prestigious” unless they have the money to have nice things and control their own destiny. The “currency” in American society and many Western societies is cash, and the saying is “cash is king.”
That is not at all the case in the honor-shame societies of the Bible. In the biblical world, the primary organizing principle was “belongingness,” and the currency that dictated much of what a person did in life was honor or shame. People desired to belong to the right family, right group, right town, right nation, etc. For example, notice how Paul gains honor and credibility in the Philippian Church by pointing out he is an Israelite, from the tribe of Benjamin, a Pharisee, etc. (Phil. 3:4-6). Furthermore, success in the group and in life consisted in having the right connections. But those connections were rooted in the basic values of honor and shame. People constantly did things to increase their honor, especially if they could do so while lessening the honor of someone else (thus “bringing shame” on them). Honor was considered a “limited resource;” there was only a limited amount of it, so a primary way to get honor was to dishonor someone else, which brought you more honor.
The value system of belonging and getting honor meant that money was thought of much differently in the ancient world than it is today. Today, a person with loads of money in the bank and lots of personal “toys” such as cars, boats, planes, and vacation homes, is envied and considered prestigious. However, in the biblical society, as Bruce Malina writes: “…any concern people show for the acquisition of goods derives from the purpose of gaining honor through generously disposing of what one has acquired among equals or socially useful lower-status clients. In other words, honor is acquired through beneficence, not through the fact of possession and/or the keeping of what one has acquired. Thus money, goods, and any sort of wealth are really a means to honor, and any other use of wealth is considered foolish.”[footnoteRef:1438] In the movie, Lawrence of Arabia, one of the Arabian sheiks described himself as “a river to my people,” meaning that the wealth he acquired through wars and pillaging he generously distributed to his people, who then honored him for it. [1438:  Bruce Malina, The New Testament World: Insights from Cultural Anthropology, 37-38, cf. 29.] 

In other words, in the biblical society, the proper use of money was to dispose of it in ways that brought you honor. That was why wealthy individuals constantly did things like fund public spectacles such as gladiator games and sporting events, or build temples to the gods, especially the gods that were important to the local community, or pay for public works that benefited the community. The unspoken rules of what kind of giving brought honor and what giving did not bring honor (and could even bring dishonor) explain why building a seemingly unnecessary temple brought honor while making sure one’s field slaves had proper clothing did not.
The “upper class” of ancient society, the ones with the most honor, the best connections to make wealth and maintain it (or the ability to tax or take money from the lower classes of people), and therefore the people with the most authority over others, were the “philanthropists” or “benefactors” in society. They did many things that were considered to be for the public good. In the ancient world, they gave consistently with the specific purpose of gaining and maintaining honor in the eyes of their clients and the public. In contrast, a philanthropist today, while being “honored” in some way (like getting a building named after them), usually would never give because he or she was thinking, “I have to acquire and maintain an honored state in society, so I will donate this money.”
Luk 22:30
“and you will sit on thrones judging the twelve tribes of Israel.” Jesus’ prophecy that the 12 Apostles would sit on thrones in his kingdom is also in Matthew 19:28 (and see the REV commentary on Matt. 19:28).
Luk 22:31
“Simon, Simon.” Jesus doubles the name “Simon” because of the gravity of the moment, and he wants to be sure to get Simon’s full attention. Also, “Simon,” the original name Peter was given by his parents, is the correct name to call Peter here at the Last Supper, when, in the next few hours he would act so human and not like the “Rock” Jesus named him to be (Peter is Greek, and Cephas is Aramaic, for “Rock”).
Jesus is speaking to Peter as the representative head of all the apostles, and he is saying that the Devil sought after all the apostles, which is why the “you” in the verse is plural (translated as “you all” in the REV). But then, in the next verse, the “you” is singular and Jesus is addressing Peter alone.
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20. The doubling of “Simon,” combined with “Look,” shows us the extreme seriousness of Jesus’ words in this section of Scripture.
“the Adversary.” The Greek word for Adversary is Satanas (#4567 Σατανᾶς), which has been transliterated as “Satan” in most versions. This causes the meaning of the word, which is important, to be lost. For more information on it, see the commentary on Mark 1:13.
[For more information on the names of the Devil, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
“so that he could sift you like wheat.” Jesus is referring to the process of sifting wheat, which separated the “wheat,” (which in this context would refer to the godly people), from the “rocks,” (in this context referring to the ungodly and sinners). The sifting resulted in the “stones” being rejected and thrown out. Peter was not perfect, and because of his supposed faults, Satan demanded that God sift him, thinking that then God would have to “throw him out.”
[For more on the process of sifting the wheat, see commentary on Amos 9:9]
Luk 22:32
“prayed.” The Greek word translated as “prayed” here is deomai (#1189 δέομαι), and it means to ask or even beg, and thus often to ask with some urgency. Jesus sets a wonderful example for us because here he says he prayed specifically and urgently for Peter.
“Simon.” The REV translation adds the word “Simon” to make it clear to the reader that Jesus is now speaking to Simon alone. Whereas the “you” in Luke 22:31 is plural and refers to “you all” (all the apostles), the “you” here in Luke 22:32 is singular and refers to just Peter.
“once you have turned back in repentance, strengthen your brothers.” Jesus saw clearly that Peter would fall further than the rest of the apostles. Peter was the most impetuous and most assertive, and we see that here because he flatly states that even if everyone else denied Christ, he would not. But he did deny Christ, and wept bitterly over it. Jesus foresaw Peter’s fall, but also saw his recovery, and so here Jesus told Peter that once he recovered (“ turned back in repentance”) from his shame and guilt and got back on track with the Lord, he was to step forward again and strengthen his brothers, i.e., the apostles and disciples.
Luk 22:34
“a rooster will not crow today until you have denied three times that you know me.” This was revelation, and convicted Peter when the rooster crowed. There is a teaching in some Christian circles that Jesus was not referring to a rooster, but rather to the priest who opened the Temple doors first thing in the morning. According to the Jewish writings, at first light, the priest who opened the Temple doors would cry three times, “All the priests prepare to sacrifice. All the Levites to their stations. All the Israelites come to worship.” Because of his crying out at dawn, this priest was referred to as the “rooster.” The idea that Jesus is referring to the “rooster” priest, and not a real rooster, is supposedly bolstered by the fact that because of their habit of getting into places where they are not wanted, and because the priests did not want them getting into the Temple, roosters were not allowed inside the walled city of Jerusalem. However, a careful study of the Bible and roosters will show that the “rooster” mentioned by Jesus was a real rooster. The rooster that crowed after Peter had denied Jesus did not crow first thing in the morning. It crowed after Jesus had only been at the High Priest’s house for no more than a couple hours (Luke 22:57-60). This alone rules out the possibility that the rooster was the priest who opened the Temple gates. Anyone who owns roosters will tell you that the common belief that roosters crow only at dawn is simply not true. Roosters crow throughout the day and even the night. Furthermore, in the cold night air of the Passover season, their crows can be clearly heard for more than a mile across the hills of Judea. The city of Jerusalem in Christ’s time was only about a square mile, so it would not be impossible that a rooster on the Mount of Olives could be heard by most of Jerusalem, for example. And from what we know of the layout of Jerusalem in Jesus’ time, the High Priest’s house was next to, or at least close to, the wall of the city. Therefore, a rooster outside the city could be heard very clearly in his courtyard.
When the text says “today,” we must remember that the Jewish day started at sunset, and by this time in the Last Supper it was already dark out so the new day had just started. It would only be a matter of hours now before Peter denied Jesus three times, so it was perfectly within God’s power to keep the roosters around Jerusalem from crowing for a few hours until after Peter denied Jesus.
Luk 22:36
“purse.” A money bag, a wallet. The apostles had not needed to bring money with them on their earlier journeys because people always took care of them. Now, however, by this time at the Last Supper, Jesus knew that the trouble coming in the future would be such that the apostles could not rely on people’s help but would have to be prepared to fend for themselves. Note what Christ said, “…you will be hated by all the nations because of my name” (Matt. 24:9). So he told them to be prepared for hard times.
“provision bag.” People in biblical times generally had to carry needed supplies with them. For example, a well would just be a hole in the ground but no rope or way to get the water would be provided at the well; there were no civil authorities that saw to that kind of thing. That is why Jesus needed his own rope and bucket when he came to Jacob’s well (John 4:11). Travelers would generally have a provision bag for things they might need: extra clothes for warmth, food, rope, leather bucket, and that sort of thing. Jesus’ telling the apostles they would need their provision bag told them they might not get help from the people they would meet.
“let the one who has no sword sell his outer garment and buy one.” This statement by Jesus highlights the need for believers to be prepared for times of trouble. There have always been sudden and unexpected disasters, and the wise Christian follows Jesus’ advice and prepares for trouble, especially now that it seems like we are approaching the End Times.
Earlier in his ministry, Jesus had sent out the apostles to be missionaries around Israel, and he specifically told them not to take much on their journey (Matt. 10:5-10; Mark 6:6-9; Luke 9:1-3). Now things were different. Jesus spoke the words recorded in Luke 22:35-36 in the last few days of his life on earth, when he was about to be arrested and killed. In biblical times, including the time of Christ, it was believed that the time of great trouble for Israel and the world that was foretold in the Old Testament would come on the earth when the Messiah came (cf. Isa. 61:1-2). The tribulation that Jesus called the “great tribulation” (Matt. 24:2) that occurs during the End Times is written about a lot in the Old Testament (cf. Isa. 13:9-13; 24:1-23; 34:1-8; 63:1-6; Jer. 30:6-7; Dan. 12:1; Joel 1:15; 2:1-11; 3:14-16; Amos 5:16-20; 8:8-14; Obad. 1:15-16; Mic. 5:10-15; Zeph. 1:7-18; Zech. 12:1-9; 14:1-6; and Mal. 4:1-3). So when Jesus talked about it with his disciples, they were very familiar with it, but they thought it was coming very soon since the Messiah was now on earth. But the Tribulation did not come immediately.
Due to 20/20 hindsight, we now know that after Jesus ascended, God interposed the “Administration of Grace” into His timetable and we have now been living in the Age of Grace for some 2,000 years. But people at the time of Christ did not know about, or expect, the Age of Grace (1 Cor. 2:8-10). They expected the Messiah to come, there be a time of tribulation, and then the Messiah would establish his kingdom on earth, all happening in rapid succession (Acts 1:6-7). It seems certain that even Jesus did not know about the Age of Grace until after his resurrection (cf. Matt. 24:36; Mark 13:32), which is why, here in Luke 22:36, he told his apostles to buy swords.
That Jesus told his disciples to have a sword for protection, even if it meant having to sell their cloak to buy one, shows us the importance of self-protection and preparing for difficult times. Jesus never mentioned to his disciples that they should have a sword before this time, but now that he foresaw the Tribulation coming upon them, he wanted them to be prepared to protect themselves. Wise people prepare for trouble ahead, while foolish and naïve people ignore the warning signs and suffer for it (Prov. 22:3; 27:12).
We can learn a lot by paying attention to how Jesus told his disciples to prepare. Each one (the Greek text is singular) was to have some money; some ready cash so he or she could buy things they needed. Each one was to have a provision bag, which would have some food to sustain them for a while as well as be something they could barter with. Each one was to have a sword for protection (today we would likely use a gun). Jesus already had said that people would be lawless (Matt. 24:12), so protection would likely be necessary. Each one was to have proper clothing and shelter, but Jesus did not have to really say anything about that; the apostles were already wearing clothes, and people in biblical times usually wore clothes that protected them and that they could sleep in (Exod. 22:26-27). Also, they were to have companions because there is strength in numbers. Jesus addressed them as a group (Luke 22:35), and in the phrase, “I say to you” (Luke 22:37), the “you” is plural in Greek.
Troubled times are coming. We cannot stop them. But we can always “praise” (because God always deserves that); “pray” (because that always helps); “proclaim” (because we never know when we will save a soul from eternal death), and “prepare” (because our preparation might save our life or the life of those whom we are with).
There are people who believe that Jesus taught non-violence in every situation and who say that Christ’s admonition to have a weapon was fulfilled at that time and once he was arrested there was no more need for weapons. However, that interpretation does not fit the context or circumstance. For one thing, Jesus told his disciples they should each have a sword, not that the group only needed two swords. Furthermore, Jesus could not have been talking about being prepared for his arrest for a couple of reasons: one is that he stopped any aggression when he was arrested (Matt. 26:52). Besides that, however, Luke 22:14-38 occurs at the Last Supper and Jesus knew he would be arrested in a few hours. He certainly did not expect any of the apostles to leave the meal and go sell their cloak and buy a sword right at that time. At the Last Supper, Jesus knew he would be arrested and killed, and he took that opportunity to tell his followers how to prepare for the challenging future ahead.
Another way we know that there at the Last Supper Jesus was speaking about preparing for dangerous times in the future is that he specifically mentioned three things that people should have to prepare: money (“a purse”), provisions, and a sword (a weapon). People who believe that Jesus never taught that disciples should have a weapon try to explain away the sword, but that cannot be done without also saying that a true disciple should not have money or provisions; the three things go together. Jesus’ message is clear, and the world today confirms it: disciples should be prepared to help themselves and others in difficult times, and that means having some money, provisions, and a means of protection.
[For more on the Administration of Grace, see commentary on Eph. 3:2. For more on the Tribulation, see commentary on Matt. 24:21.]
Luk 22:37
“and he was counted with the lawless.” The prophecy of the Messiah in Isaiah 53 was that the Messiah was “counted among the transgressors,” in other words, he was thought to be one of the criminals, and he was put to death along with other criminals. Although that prophecy came to pass when Jesus was crucified, that is not the context in which Jesus quoted Isaiah 53:12 when he quoted it here in Luke 23:37.
In Luke 22:37, Jesus used the prophecy in Isaiah in another way, saying that the disciples would be considered lawless because of their association with him. Jesus had just told his disciples to prepare for difficult times ahead, and had told them to have money, food and provisions, and a way to defend themselves such as a sword (Luke 22:36). For a long time, Jesus had been telling them the Tribulation was coming in which they would be thought to be the enemy, arrested, tortured, and killed (Matt. 10:16-39; 24:6-9). Now his death was near, and so according to the Old Testament prophecies, so was the trouble for the believers (cf. Dan. 7:21, 25; 9:26-27). Jesus knew that if he was hated, his followers would be hated (Mark 13:13), and that if he was considered a transgressor, or criminal, they would be too because of their association with him. In this case, the lawless ones he would be counted with were his disciples.
Luke 22:36 is a record of Jesus telling his disciples to prepare for difficult times. Then, Luke 22:37 starts with “For,” which can be understood as ‘because.” So Christ was saying, “prepare because.” Jesus was telling the apostles to prepare because bad times were coming and by their association with him they would be “counted with the lawless.” The disciples would be considered criminals, so they should prepare to provide for themselves and protect themselves.
“is being fulfilled.” “Is being” is the translation of echō (#2192 ἔχω), “to have” or “hold,” in the present tense. Literally, it reads, “has fulfillment.” But in English, we would say “is being fulfilled,” not “it has its fulfillment,” which could give the false impression of past tense. The present tense shows that the fulfillment is going on; the prophecy is presently being fulfilled.
Luk 22:38
“see.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“here are two swords.” It is possible that a couple of the disciples already had swords, as implied in Luke 22:36—that if you did not have one, go buy one—or it is possible that the owner of the home had the swords there in the house with him. The fact that Peter drew his sword in the Garden of Gethsemane only hours later shows us that either one of the two swords belonged to Peter, or that he asked the homeowner for one when he and the others left the house and went to Gethsemane.
“Enough of that!” The translation, “Enough of that,” picks up the sense of the passage. The Greek can be translated in two different ways: one is that Jesus is saying, “Enough of that,” i.e., “Stop what you are doing.” The other way is “It is enough,” i.e., two swords are enough for us. Since the verse can be translated in two very different ways, we need to get the sense of how the verse should be translated from the scope of Scripture and the immediate context. What we find is that Luke 22:38 should be translated, “Enough of that” or an equivalent.
From the scope of Scripture we learn that, here at the Last Supper, the apostles did not even know Jesus was going to suffer and die, much less that he was going to be raised from the dead and ascend into heaven.
[For more on this, see commentaries on Luke 18:34 and John 16:17.]
From the first-century Jewish culture and the words and actions of the apostles themselves, we can safely conclude that the apostles believed what most of the Jews of the time believed—that when the Messiah came, he would personally put an end to the present evil age and usher in his Messianic Kingdom. He would do this by fighting the enemy armies (in this case, starting with the Romans), and eventually conquering the whole earth. Old Testament passages such as Isaiah 63:1-6 do indeed show the Messiah conquering the earth, but what they do not show is that he will conquer it at his Second Coming, not his first coming. The first-century Jews thought the Messiah would conquer the earth at his first coming.
The apostles had been patiently waiting for Jesus to “make his move” and start to conquer the earth and rule as king. Some of Jesus’ followers had not been quite so patient, such as when he fed the 5,000 and the crowd came to make him king (John 6:15). But now, at the Last Supper, when Jesus said that anyone who did not have a sword should sell his coat and buy one, the apostles misunderstood him completely. Instead of realizing that Jesus was telling them to prepare to defend themselves during the Tribulation that was ahead, the apostles thought Jesus was telling them to arm themselves for the conquest of the world. They were very excited about the coming Kingdom, and very willing to do their part to fight and conquer the enemy.
Jesus very quickly perceived that the apostles misunderstood why he told them they should each have a sword, and he immediately put a stop to their weapons-gathering efforts. He did not want things to get out of hand and some kind of skirmish to break out with the authorities, which would only have ended up with his disciples being killed outright or arrested and crucified. However, despite his efforts, things did almost get out of hand at the Garden of Gethsemane when Peter struck the High Priest’s servant with a sword and cut off his ear. Only Jesus’ rebuke of Peter and the miracle healing of the servant kept things under control (Matt. 26:51-52; Luke 22:50-51). So we see that the scope of Scripture supports the translation, “Enough of that!”
The immediate context of Luke 22:38 also supports the translation, “Enough of that.” Jesus was speaking about the disciples being prepared for the hard times after his resurrection and ascension—the Tribulation—and he told them that each of them should have a money bag, a traveling bag, and a weapon to protect himself with (Luke 22:36). In fact, he told them, “let the one who has no sword sell his outer garment and buy one” (Luke 22:36). Since there were twelve apostles, and many more disciples, and since he told them to buy a sword if they did not have one, it would not make sense for him to then say that two swords would be enough. Furthermore, as the apostles were thinking, two swords would not be enough to conquer the world; and as Jesus was thinking, two swords would not be enough to protect all the disciples. Two swords are not “enough,” so that cannot be the meaning of the verse.
Luke 22:38 is a clear example of Jesus having to put a stop to the misunderstanding and misguided efforts of the apostles to gather weapons and form an army, and “Enough of that,” or a similar translation, is a good translation of the verse (cf. CEB, CJB, HCSB, Kingdom of God Version, and the Charles Williams’ New Testament).
Luk 22:39
“he came out.” Jesus left the upper room and started to make his way to the Garden of Gethsemane.
Luk 22:43
Luke 22:43-44. There are a number of reasons for believing that these verses are an addition to the text and are not original. They are absent from the earliest Greek manuscripts, but also from manuscripts of diverse text types. Also, some of the manuscripts that do contain them have scribal marks indicating that although the scribe copied them into the text, they were not original. Also, they are not in the same place in every ancient manuscript. In some manuscripts they occur in Matthew, after Matthew 26:39. This fact is very telling, because if a text is original and gets accidentally removed, it is always in the same place in the manuscripts that have it. However, if a verse is added, sometimes scribes add it in different places, which is what happened with these verses. Also, the verses contain vocabulary that occurs nowhere else in Luke, which, on its own does not carry much weight, but when combined with the other evidence is noteworthy. While it is still possible that the verses are original (some early manuscripts contain them while others do not, and some Church Fathers quote them while others omit them), the weight of the evidence leads us to believe they were added to the text.
One thing to keep in mind is that, although it sometimes happens that a section of scripture this long is added or deleted by accident, it is far more likely that this section, as complete as it is, was added or omitted on purpose. That being the case, and since we can construct from the manuscripts that this addition or deletion occurred sometime in the second century after Christ, why would the change occur? The most likely reason for the change would have been as an effort to combat one of the “heresies” of the early church: Docetism. The label “Docetism” came from the Greek word dokein, “to seem,” and it was the belief of the docetics that Jesus was not human, but only seemed human. The debate over whether Jesus was human or merely some sort of phantom raged hot and heavy in the second century and was firmly condemned at the Council of Nicaea in AD 325. Thus, given the time period and the evidence of the text itself, it seems likely that in order to have a text that “proved” Jesus was human, these verses were added to the text of Scripture.
Even if the verses were added to the text, that does not mean the event did not happen. It is possible that Jesus really did pray so hard he sweat drops of blood, and this was part of the oral tradition that was passed down about Jesus by the members of the early Church. Then, especially considering the controversy about the humanity of Jesus, it was added to the text by scribes anxious to defend Jesus’ humanity.
[For more information, see Metzger, Textual Commentary, and Ehrman, Orthodox Corruption of Scripture.]
Luk 22:47
“look.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“a crowd was coming.” This “crowd” consisted of both Jewish police and Roman soldiers (see commentary on John 18:3).
Luk 22:52
“commanders.” The Greek word is stratēgos (#4755 στρατηγός), and it refers to the commanders of the Temple police. See commentary on Luke 22:4.
Luk 22:54
“and brought him into the high priest’s house.” This statement puts two events, Jesus being taken first to Annas and later to Caiaphas into one sentence and simply says that Jesus was taken to the High Priest. The Bible says that Jesus was taken first to Annas, and from Annas to Caiaphas, (John 18:13, 24). Annas was the father-in-law to Caiaphas, and from the biblical record and archaeological evidence, Annas and Caiaphas lived side by side in a family compound, which was not unusual. That would also explain how Peter could follow what was happening to Jesus through the night even though the Gospels seem to have him in the same general area. The compound in which Annas and Caiaphas lived would have had a big yard and been surrounded by a fence or wall, which explains why Peter had to be let into the area through a gate (John 18:16), but did not have to go through another gate when Jesus was taken from Annas to Caiaphas. So, Jesus was taken to Annas first, and because he had been the High Priest he was still thought of that way (cf. Acts 4:6), then to Caiaphas, the Roman-appointed High Priest, and it was at Caiaphas’ house that all the chief priests and elders gathered (Matt. 26:57), then in the morning they all took Jesus to the Sanhedrin for a daybreak trial (Matt. 27:1; Mark 15:1; Luke 22:66-71), then they took him to Pilate, the Roman governor.
[For more on the chronology of the last week of Christ’s life from his arrest in the Garden of Gethsemane to his appearances on Sunday after his crucifixion, see commentary on John 18:13. For more information about Jesus being in the tomb, “the heart of the earth,” for three full days and three nights, see commentary on Matt. 12:40. For information on the chronology of the four trials of Jesus on Tuesday (before the Jewish Sanhedrin, then Pilate, then Herod, then Pilate) see commentary on John 19:14, “the sixth hour.” For information on the two-stage burial of Jesus, first by Joseph of Arimathea and then by Nicodemus, see commentary on John 19:40. For information on the Hasmonean palace as the likely location of Jesus’ trial before Pilate, see commentary on Luke 23:7.]
Luk 22:57
“Ma’am.” The Greek is literally “woman,” but while that was acceptable and polite in Greek culture, it is not in English. “Ma’am” is a polite address in English.
“he denied it.” For more on the denials of Peter, see commentary on Matthew 26:70.
Luk 22:58
“someone else.” In verses 56 through 60, Peter is accused of being associated with Jesus three times by three different people, and three times here he denies the Lord. We know the first accuser is female because it specifically says she was a “servant girl” in verse 56, and Peter replies with the appellation, “woman” in verse 57. The second two accusers were males, which we can tell from the Greek words heteros and allos, and the fact Peter changes his address to “man,” in verses 58 and 60.
After the servant girl accuses Peter, the Greek says “another” saw him and addressed him, using the word heteros (#2087 ἕτερος). This word means, “another of a different kind.” In this case, the first “kind” was a female; then by using heteros in the masculine, Luke is telling us the second questioner was a male. Hence Peter changes his appellative to “man” here in verse 58. Then in verse 59, we are told still “another” addressed Peter, but this time the Greek is allos (#243 ἄλλος), meaning “another of the same kind”—since the last questioner was male, another of the same kind would also be a male, hence Peter also uses the appellative “man” in verse 60. This record is an excellent example of how the words heteros (“another of a different kind”) and allos (“another of the same kind”) can help to understand a passage.
Reading this record in the KJV can be confusing because heteros and allos are both simply translated “another.” It says a “maid” first talks to Peter, then “another,” then “another,” leaving the impression it is another maid—but Peter switches his replies from “woman” to “man.” To avoid this confusion and bring out the full meaning of the Greek, we translated heteros as “someone else” in verse 58.
Luk 22:61
“the words.” The Greek text has “the word,” which is a collective singular. In English, we would say “the words” for clarity.
Luk 22:65
“insulting him.” The Greek verb blasphēmeō (#987 βλασφημέω) is transliterated (not translated) from the Greek into English as “blasphemy.” In English, “blasphemy” is only used in reference to God. However, in Greek, blasphēmeō and blasphēmia (the noun) did not have to refer to God or a god, although they could, but were common words that were used of someone speaking against another. The primary meanings were showing disrespect to a person or deity, and/or harming his, her, or its reputation. In this case, the people at the trial of Jesus were insulting and defaming him.
[For more on blasphēmeō, see commentary on Matt. 9:3.]
Luk 22:66
“led him away into their Sanhedrin chamber.” This is an empty show of godliness. According to law, there had to be a trial before anyone could be condemned to death. The leaders had already decided Jesus’ fate, but now they had to pretend to have an actual legal trial. The real trial that happened during the night at Caiaphas’ house was illegal on many counts. It was at night; likely the whole Sanhedrin was not there; the witnesses were false witnesses; and Jesus did not actually break any laws, he said he was the Messiah and he was. There was no Mosaic Law against claiming to be the Christ, especially if you were the Christ. The whole night trial was an illegal sham, and this sunrise trial was a sham too, and meant to deceive the people and the governor Pontius Pilate, not reach a righteous verdict.
Luk 22:70
“Then are you the Son of God?” The religious leaders never thought Jesus was claiming to be God, and they did not arrest him for that. They knew he was claiming to be the Messiah, and they did not think the Messiah was in any way God
[See commentary on Matthew 26:63, also see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.”]
“You say correctly that I am.” See commentary on Matthew 27:11; “It is as you say.”
 
Luke Chapter 23
Luk 23:1
“all of them.” More literally from the Greek: “the whole crowd of them,” but that is awkward in English.
Luk 23:3
“Yes, it is as you say.” Pilate’s question, “Are you the King of the Jews,” and Jesus’ affirmative answer, “Yes,” is very important, both for Pilate and for us, and it is recorded in all four Gospels (Matt. 27:11; Mark 15:2; Luke 23:3; and John 18:33 and 18:37). Jesus answered Pilate’s question in the affirmative, that, yes, he is a king. It is important to translate this verse in the affirmative. Jesus was not playing word games with Pilate, giving him an ambiguous answer. See commentary on Matthew 27:11; “Yes, it is as you say.”
Luk 23:4
“crowd.” The Greek is plural, technically “crowds,” but although that is the way the Greeks would say it, in English, we use “crowd” as a collective singular for a lot of people.
Luk 23:7
“he sent him up.” The Greek verb, “he sent…up” is anapempō (#375 ἀναπέμπω), and it means “to send from a lower to a higher place,” or “to send to a person of higher authority,” or “to send back to a previous location.”[footnoteRef:1439] In this context, the meaning is “to send from a lower to a higher place,” and it helps us locate where Pontius Pilate was during the trial of Jesus Christ. [1439:  BDAG, s.v. “ἀναπέμπω.”] 

There is some very good evidence that Pilate tried Jesus in the Hasmonean palace, which was just west of the Temple and on the west slope of the Tyropoeon Valley, the valley that runs south to north through Jerusalem. During Jesus’ trial, Pilate sent Jesus to Herod Antipas. It is most likely that Herod Antipas, who grew up in the Western Palace as a boy, would be offered that as a place to stay during Passover. The Western Palace, or “Citadel,” was the ancestral home of the Herods and it was on the far west of Jerusalem and higher in elevation than the Hasmonean palace. So if Pilate sent Jesus from the Hasmonean palace to the Western Palace, then the Bible did indeed correctly state that Pilate sent Jesus “up” to Herod.
The Judean ruler, king Herod Archelaus (Matt. 2:22), who was the son of Herod the Great and his wife Malthace and who replaced Herod the Great as king, was deposed by the Romans in AD 6, at which time all his possessions, including his palaces, became the property of Rome. Thus, by the time Pilate was governor, he controlled and used both the great Western Palace and the old Hasmonean palace. The Hasmonean palace was directly west of the Temple and had towers that overlooked its walls, and historically, both palaces were called a “Praetorium.” Little attention is paid to the Hasmonean palace today. This is partly due to the fact that nothing remains of it; in fact, even its exact location was disputed until recently. Also, it has only been recently that some scholars have begun to put together the evidence and come to the conclusion that the old Hasmonean palace was the place of the trial of Christ.
There are a number of pieces of evidence that lead us to conclude that Pilate tried Jesus in the Hasmonean palace, too many to discuss here. Nevertheless, one very important piece of biblical evidence is the Bible’s use of anapempō in Luke 23:7. As the Roman authority and governor of Judea, Pilate was a higher authority in the land than Herod Antipas, which was likely why Herod was flattered and honored when Pilate sent Jesus to him, and thus why Herod and Pilate became friends (Luke 23:12). Many lexicons write as though Herod was the higher authority in Israel at the time, and make it seem like Pilate sent Jesus “up” to Herod because Herod was a higher authority than Pilate. But that is clearly not the case. For one thing, Herod was visiting Judea for Passover, and Judea was not even technically his jurisdiction. Also, the religious leaders brought Jesus to Pilate because he was the authority in Judea. So, Pilate did not send Jesus “up to a person of higher authority” when he sent Jesus to Herod, nor did he “send Jesus back to a previous location.” The evidence leads us to conclude that the Bible is historically correct and Pilate sent Jesus “up” to Herod because the Western Palace was higher in elevation than the Hasmonean palace.
Also, Pilate’s wife had a dream about Christ, and “sent word to him” to have nothing to do with Christ (Matt. 27:19). Although it is possible that she would have “sent word” even if she and her husband Pilate were in the same palace enclosure, it seems unlikely. The message seems urgent enough that if she could have reasonably seen her husband face to face, she would have. If, however, she was staying in the plush and very secure Western Palace, and at that time of day Pilate was working from the Hasmonean palace near the Temple, she would have “sent word to him.” The Roman workday, even for government officials, began very early, so it would not be unusual for Pilate to be working when his wife wanted to tell him about a dream she had (there is also some ancillary evidence that perhaps the governor and his wife would not have stayed in the same location anyway).
Also, the Hasmonean palace had been used as the administrative center of Jerusalem for years, so there is some support from tradition. And, as the historian Jack Finegan points out, “…the oldest Jerusalem tradition, attested by the pilgrims down into the seventh century, points to the Praetorium of Pilate as being on the west bank of the Tyropoeon Valley, which was the area of the Hasmonean palace which became Herod’s Lower Palace.”[footnoteRef:1440] However, Finegan notes that the Western Palace is also a possibility even if it does not have the historical support the Hasmonean palace does. [1440:  Finegan, Archeology of the New Testament, 249.] 

Also, at some point in the early centuries after Christ, the Christians built a church on the site where Jesus had been on trial, and that church was visited by early pilgrims, including Peter the Iberian in AD 451; there is a church in that location on the Madaba Mosaic Map (done sometime between AD 542 and AD 570). It has only been in the last decades that remains of an ancient church have been uncovered on the west slope of the Tyropoeon Valley where the Hasmonean palace would have been located, whereas there is no history of a church being in the location of the Western Palace.
Although it is possible that Pilate did try Jesus in the Western Palace, and today a lot of people believe that is where Jesus was on trial before Pilate, the actual evidence for it is very limited. It mainly comes from traditional support; the fact that the Western Palace, like the Hasmonean palace, was called a Praetorium; and archaeology showing there was a pavement there and room for a crowd. But the Hasmonean palace would have had plenty of room for a trial also.
If Pilate was at the Western Palace, that does not explain why Pilate sent Jesus “up” to Herod. Also, if Herod had been staying in the Antonia Fortress or the Hasmonean palace, those places were “down” from the Western Palace.
It also should be noted that although the Antonia Fortress has often been traditionally known as the place where Pilate tried Jesus, the historical and archaeological evidence is against it.
[For more information, see J. Finegan.[footnoteRef:1441] See also, Bargil Pixner.[footnoteRef:1442]] [1441:  Finegan, Archeology of the New Testament, 246-250.]  [1442:  Pixner, Paths of the Messiah, 268-72; 308-09.] 

Luk 23:9
“questioned him at considerable length.” The Greek reads, “was questioning him with many words,” but the phrase means “questioned him at considerable length,” (NET; cf. “great length” CJB; “some length” ESV, NASB, NRSV). Herod questioned Jesus for a considerable length of time, but there is no evidence of a formal trial. Herod wanted to have his curiosity satisfied, and did not really care whether or not Jesus got justice in his court.
“but he did not answer him.” It is certainly understandable that Jesus did not answer Herod Antipas. First and foremost, there was no profit in it. For him to die in Jerusalem he would have to be tried before Pilate, who had the authority there. He had no desire to be taken under arrest back to Galilee. Furthermore, there was no point in providing any satisfaction to Herod, who had killed his friend and cousin John the Baptist. Neither was he interested in giving any satisfaction to Herod’s court, which included his murderous wife Herodias, or his dancing step-daughter Salome. He could have told them that soon he would be their judge and condemn them to a second death, but that would have only subjected him to their ridicule.
Luk 23:11
“treated…with contempt.” From exoutheneō (#1848 ἐξουθενέω). See commentary on 1 Thessalonians 5:20.
“mocked.” The Greek word translated “mocked” is empaizō (#1702 ἐμπαίζω), and means “mock,” “make fun of,” “ridicule.” See commentary on Matthew 27:29.
“sent him back to Pilate.” Herod Antipas was no doubt embarrassed by his failure to get Jesus to talk to him, so he mocked Jesus, treated him badly, and sent him to Pilate. He could have taken Jesus back to Galilee and tried him there, but since he was already feeling a lack of support from his subjects for killing John the Baptist, he would not take Jesus back to his area of strongest support and execute him when he could simply send him back to Pilate, who would then have to deal with him.
Luk 23:12
“friends.” Pilate and Herod Antipas had been hostile to each other, deeply disliking one another. Herod had even sent a letter about Pilate to the Roman Emperor Tiberias about his not respecting Jewish customs (see commentary on Matt. 27:2, “Pilate”) Pilate’s sending Jesus to Herod, even though Pilate could have tried the case himself, was viewed by Herod as a personal and professional courtesy, both in recognizing his rank as Tetrarch of Galilee, but also in allowing him to see Jesus, something that Pilate likely knew Herod wanted.
Luk 23:13
“Pilate called the chief priests and the rulers and the People together.” This was now close to noon on Tuesday (John 19:14), and the start of Jesus’ second trial before Pilate. When the Jews brought Jesus to Pilate the first time, they had just had him on trial before the whole Sanhedrin, so when they came to Pilate they did not have to be called together, they came as a whole assembly (Matt. 27:1; Mark 15:1; Luke 22:66-23:1). But when Pilate sent Jesus to Herod Antipas, their group went their own way. So now, after Herod sent Jesus back to Pilate, the leaders of the Jews had to be assembled again, which is what we see here in Luke 23:13.
Luk 23:14
“look” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Luk 23:15
“See!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Luk 23:17
This verse is an addition to some Greek texts, from whence it was translated into some versions. It was apparently added, based on Matthew 27:15 and Mark 15:6.[footnoteRef:1443] [1443:  See Bruce M. Metzger, Textual Commentary, 173-77.] 

Luk 23:19
“murder.” Mark 15:7 and Luke 23:19 say Barabbas committed murder. We don’t know the circumstances of Barabbas’ imprisonment. He may have been a genuinely evil person, or he may have been rebelling against Roman oppression, which could be very real and very unjust. If he had been involved in insurrection against Roman oppression, that could be a reason the crowd could have been easily convinced to ask for him to be released from prison (Matt. 27:20; Mark 15:11).
[For more on Barabbas, see commentary on John 18:40.]
Luk 23:21
“Crucify! Crucify him!” The majority of this crowd was probably Jewish leaders, followers of the Jewish leaders, Temple police, etc. There is a lot of traditional teaching about the fickle crowd who shouted “Hosanna” as Jesus rode into Jerusalem, but shouted “crucify him” only a few days later, but the real situation was different than that. To be sure, there would have been people who, seeing Jesus humbled and beaten by the Jewish rulers and the Romans would have thought he was a deceiver who misled and tricked them, and they would have changed their mind perhaps to the point they wanted Jesus crucified. However, the Gospel records make it plain that there were always people who doubted Jesus. This second trial before Pilate had not been advertised (Pilate had to gather the Jewish leaders back together after Herod returned Jesus to Pilate; Luke 23:13), but when the Jewish leaders were summoned before Pilate, no doubt they quickly spread the word to gather their supporters, who would have made up this crowd before Pilate. The followers of Jesus made up the crowd that followed him and were mourning (see commentary on Luke 23:27).
Luk 23:27
“a great multitude.” This shows that there was a huge crowd of people who did follow Jesus Christ, and did not agree with his crucifixion. It shows that the people in Jerusalem were divided into two camps: the group of people who shouted “Hosanna” and “Son of David” when Jesus entered Jerusalem some days earlier (Matt. 21:9; Mark 11:9; John 12:13), and the group of people who had shouted “Crucify him” (Matt. 27:23; Mark 15:14; Luke 23:21; John 19:15). The great multitude who was following Jesus seemed to genuinely sympathize with him, but it was to the women who were so emotional that he addressed himself.
“the People.” In this context “the People” refers to the people who were Jews (see commentary on Matt. 2:4).
“were beating themselves on the chest.” The Greek is koptō (#2875 κόπτω), and it means, to cut, strike, smite, or to beat one’s breast for grief.
Luk 23:28
“do not cry for me.” The women were already crying. The verse could perhaps better be translated, “Stop crying for me, and be crying for yourselves.” “In negative commands the present imperative often means, as it does here, to stop an action already begun.”[footnoteRef:1444] Jesus told the women to “be crying for themselves.” Jesus had been teaching that soon after his death the Great Tribulation would occur (cf. Matt. 24:34), and things would become very difficult for believers. Daniel foretold that during the End Times, the worldly rulers would persecute the believers and succeed (Dan. 7:21), and the book of Revelation confirms that (Rev. 13:7). Families would be destroyed, and so the emotional pain of those times would be less severe for women who did not have children. [1444:  Lenski, St. Luke’s Gospel, 1127; cf. A. T. Robertson, Grammar, 851.] 

Luk 23:29
“look.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Luk 23:30
“to the mountains, ‘Fall on us!’ and to the hills, ‘Bury us!’” The Tribulation of the End Times will be so terrible that people will long to die, and prefer the quick death of being crushed to the lingering pain of tribulation. Revelation 9:6 says, “And in those days people will seek death but will not find it, and they will long to die, but death will flee from them.”
Luk 23:33
“Skull.” There is excellent evidence that Jesus Christ was crucified on the top of the Mount of Olives, which is where there was a “headcount” done, and there is other supporting evidence besides that (see commentary on Matt. 27:33).
“they crucified him.” The crucifixion was the one event that separated the real Jesus Christ from all the myths and tales about Greek and Roman gods and heroes. According to the myths, the gods and heroes did wonderful things and even miracles, but none of them ever died on a cross for the sins of others. It is the crucifixion that separates the truth of Jesus from the myths about the gods.
[For information on Jesus being crucified on Wednesday and being raised from the dead Saturday just before sunset, see commentary on Matt. 12:40, “three days and three nights.” For more information on Nicodemus and that he came after Joseph of Arimathea left the tomb, see commentary on John 19:40. For more information on the events from Jesus’ arrest to his death, see commentary on John 18:13 and 19:14.]
Luk 23:34
“And Jesus said...” This verse is omitted in some early manuscripts, and therefore scholars have debated long and loud about whether it was or was not original. We believe it was original.[footnoteRef:1445] If it was original, it would have been removed by those who were so biased against the Jews that any thought of them being forgiven by Jesus was repugnant (and had they believed it, they would have had to markedly change their attitudes toward the Jews). On the other hand, that Jesus would utter a prayer of forgiveness from the cross after some 40 hours of inhuman and merciless torture is so astounding and such an amazing act of grace that we dare say no human would have thought to add it. We believe any addition of that kind would have been immediately rejected by peers as absurd, and the saying would have never made it into the textual tradition. [1445:  Cf. Ehrman, Misquoting Jesus, 190-93; Alford, The Greek Testament, 1:658-59.] 

Luk 23:39
“hanged.” The Greek is kremannumi (#2910 κρεμάννυμι), and it means, to hang, to hang up, to suspend, and it was also used of hanging or suspending someone on a cross, just as we used the word “hang” in reference to the cross, and say, “Jesus hung on the cross.”
“kept insulting.” The Greek verb blasphēmeō (#987 βλασφημέω) means showing disrespect to a person or deity, and/or harming his, her, or its reputation.
[For more information on blasphēmeō, see commentary on Matt. 9:3.]
Luk 23:42
“remember me.” In this case, the word “remember” has an idiomatic sense. Scholars sometimes refer to this idiomatic sense as the “pregnant sense” of the word because the word often has its normal meaning but it is “pregnant” with a deeper meaning as well. Thus, here in Luke 23:42, “remember” refers to much more than just the mental action of remembering. It means to remember and then act upon one’s knowledge or previous knowledge. Idiomatically, “remember” often means “pay attention to” and/or “help, support, assist,” etc. To “remember” God’s law is to obey it (cf. Mal. 4:4). “Remember” can also be used of “remembering” someone in a bad sense, to “remember” and act in response (cf. Jer. 14:10).
Here in Luke 23:42, the criminal on the cross was not asking that Jesus simply “remember” him intellectually, but that on Judgment Day that Jesus would look favorably upon him and allow him to enter the kingdom. Jesus knew exactly what the malefactor was asking and calmed his heart by saying that he would be with Jesus in Paradise.
There are many examples of “remember” being used with its idiomatic meaning. For example, God “remembered” Noah in the sense that He helped and protected Noah (Gen. 8:1). In Genesis 19:29, God “remembered” Abraham, that is, He blessed and helped Abraham by saving his nephew Lot from the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah. In 1 Samuel 1:19, God “remembered” Hannah in that He especially blessed her in getting pregnant after she had been barren for years. When the children of Israel did not “remember” Yahweh, it does not mean that they forgot who He was, it means they quit paying attention to Him and quit obeying His commandments (Judg. 8:34).
The idiomatic sense of “remember” is used by both God (Gen. 30:22; Exod. 2:24; 1 Sam. 1:19) and people (Judg. 16:28; 1 Sam. 1:11; Ps. 74:22; Lam. 2:1), and there are many examples of it being used idiomatically (cf. Gen. 19:29; Neh. 6:14; 13:31; Ps. 106:4; Eccl. 9:15; Hos. 8:13). “Remember” can also mean “to keep in mind” (Ps. 103:14). Examples of “remember” being used in the bad sense of acting against a person or people include 1 Samuel 15:2-3; 3 John 1:10; and Revelation 18:5. The idiomatic use of “remember” occurs in the New Testament as well as the Old Testament (cf. Gal. 2:10; Col. 4:18; and Heb. 13:3). The phrase “do not forget” has the same basic meaning as “remember” (Ps. 74:23).
Many other words besides “remember” are used in an idiomatic or pregnant sense. For example, the word “forget” is used idiomatically to mean “ignore, not pay attention to.” Thus, Hosea 4:6 says that people had “forgotten” the law. They had not actually forgotten it, they had simply ignored it.
Similarly, the word “look” (or “see”) often means more than just to look at, but to look at and then act in the situation (cf. Gen. 29:32, Exod. 4:31; 1 Sam. 1:11; 9:16; 2 Sam. 16:12; Job 40:12; Lam. 1:9; Luke 1:48). In Genesis 22:14, Abraham named the mountain on which he offered Isaac “Yahweh will see,” often translated with the idiomatic or pregnant sense of “see” as “Yahweh will provide.” There is evidence that Yahweh provided Jesus as the sin offering for all humankind on that same mountain, which would therefore be the Mount of Olives (see commentary on Gen. 22:2 and commentary on Matt. 27:33).
Also, “watch” is used of much more than just watching in Matthew 25:13. There it means to keep watch and keep doing what you are supposed to be doing.
The word “know” can mean to know or experience, but it can also have an idiomatic or pregnant sense and mean “to care about,” “to act lovingly toward.” Thus, Psalm 144:3 (YLT 1862/87/98) says, “what is man that Thou knowest him,” while the NIV(2011) translates that in a way that recognizes the idiom: “what are human beings that you care for them?” Similarly, Proverbs 12:10 (YLT) says, “The righteous man knoweth the life of his beast,” while the NIV(2011) has, “The righteous care for the needs of their animals.” Also, “know” is used idiomatically for sexual intercourse because when a man has sexual intercourse with a woman it involves knowing her experientially, and often deeply intellectually as well (see commentary on Matt. 1:25).
[For more on “know” see commentary on Gen. 3:22.]
The word “foreknow” can also have the meaning of care about beforehand (see commentary on Rom. 8:29).
The word “hear” can have the meaning “obey,” to “listen to and obey,” and to “pay attention to” (cf. Exod. 19:5; Deut. 4:30; 8:20; 11:27; 12:28; 28:1; Josh. 5:6; 1 Kings 11:38; Neh. 9:16; Isa. 30:9; and many more).
Luk 23:43
“I say to you today, you will be with me” This verse is one of the demonstrations of Jesus’ great love for people. The malefactor on the cross had no assurance of salvation, and in fact, may have been fairly certain of his own doom. Yet in a last act, he reached out to the Messiah and Jesus promised him life in Paradise. Jesus never turns away those who come to him for salvation.
What Jesus said in Luke 23:43 to the criminal on the cross has been quoted to prove that when a person dies, he goes immediately to Heaven or Hell, but it does not have to read that way. Admittedly, the way that this verse is punctuated in almost every English Bible, it does say the criminal was going to go to Paradise that day. However, there was no punctuation in the original text (in fact, there were not even spaces between the words). All punctuation was added by translators, and they added it in a way that fit their theology and made sense to them. Thankfully, most of the time the translators have done a good job with the punctuation, and it is correct and helpful. However, in this verse almost every English Bible puts the comma in the wrong place, creating a false and misleading reading.
The biblical evidence is that the comma should be after the word “today,” not in front of it. That way, the verse reads: “And he [Jesus] said to him [the criminal], ‘Truly I say to you today, you will be with me in Paradise.’” Thus Jesus did not say the criminal would be in Paradise that day, but rather made the point that “today” he was saying the criminal would be in Paradise in the future.
Placing the comma after “today” makes the verse fit with both the scope of Scripture and the immediate context. From the scope of Scripture, we learn that when a person dies he is dead; not alive in any form.
The comma being after “today” also fits with the immediate context. To see this, we must remember what the criminal said to Jesus in the previous verse, Luke 23:42: “Remember me when you come into your kingdom.” The criminal was speaking about the “kingdom.” The “kingdom” is not “heaven,” and it is future. The kingdom is the Messianic Kingdom that Jesus will set up on earth after he fights the Battle of Armageddon and conquers the earth. The Bible has a lot to say about the Messianic Kingdom: there will be peace, justice, and safety on earth. Jesus will rule from Jerusalem, everyone will worship in the Temple (Ezek. 40-44), and the lion will eat straw like the ox (Isa. 11:7). Also, everyone will be healthy and have plenty to eat.
The criminal did not doubt that the Messianic Kingdom was coming, but he likely doubted whether he would be allowed into it. So in an unassuming, pleading way, he requested, “Remember me when you come into your kingdom.” In other words, the criminal said to the Lord that he would like to be in the first resurrection, the Resurrection of the Righteous, and get to enter the Kingdom and be saved. It was a wonderful act of love for Jesus to say, “you will be with me in Paradise.”
Why did Jesus use the word “today?” In many languages, including Greek, Hebrew, and English, words that we normally think of as being “time words” are often used for emphasis. This happens with the English word “now” all the time. A teacher might say, “Now class, make sure you sign your test.” The purpose of “Now” in that sentence is not time, but emphasis, and that can be the case in both Hebrew and Greek as well (cf. Luke 11:39, Acts 13:11; 15:10; 22:16; 1 Cor. 14:6; James 4:13).
In Hebrew, the word “today,” or “this day” was also used for emphasis, and it is used that way many times in the Old Testament. “I call heaven and earth to witness against you this day,...” (Deut. 4:26); “know therefore today,...” (Deut. 4:39); “These words that I command you this day...” (Deut. 6:6). “I testify against you this day that you will surely perish” (Deut. 8:19). A use that is very similar to Luke 23:43 is Deuteronomy 30:18, “I declare to you this day that you will surely perish.” There is very little difference between, “I say to you today” (Luke 23:43) and “I declare to you this day” (Deut. 30:18). Deuteronomy 9:1 says, “Hear O Israel today you are to cross over the Jordan” (without punctuation).[footnoteRef:1446] It is vital that we understand that Israel did not cross Jordan “that day,” and in fact, did not do so for another couple of months. So “today” did not mean that very day, but was used for emphasis. Bullinger notes the punctuation of Deuteronomy 9:1 should be: “Hear O Israel today, you are...,”[footnoteRef:1447] which is very similar to Luke 23:43. Other uses, just in Deuteronomy, that include the words “today” or “this day” more for emphasis than for time, include Deut. 4:40; 5:1; 7:11; 8:1, 11, 19; 9:1, 3; 10:13; 11:2, 8, 13, 26, 27, 28, 32; 13:18; 15:5, 15; 19:9; 26:3, 16, 17, 18; 27:1, 4, 10; 28:1, 13, 14, 15; 30:2, 8, 11, 15, 16, 18, 19; 32:46. [1446:  Peter Craigie, The Book of Deuteronomy [NICOT], 192n2.]  [1447:  Bullinger, Companion Bible.] 

Neither Jesus nor the criminal went to “Paradise” that day. In the Bible, “Paradise” is a place on earth. In the context of Luke 23:43, “Paradise” refers to the Millennial Kingdom when Christ rules the earth.
[For more information about dead people being dead in every way, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.” For more information about the Millennial Kingdom see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth” and John W. Schoenheit, The Christian’s Hope: The Anchor of the Soul. For more on “Paradise being a place on earth, see the REV commentary on Luke 23:43, “Paradise.”]
“the Paradise.” The Paradise” (tō paradeisō) is a well-known term that the prophets had been speaking about for centuries. Jesus was not speaking about “a” paradise, but “the Paradise” that will be on earth when he conquers the earth and sets up his kingdom.
The English word “paradise” comes from the Greek word paradeisos (#3857 παράδεισος, pronounced pä-rä-day-sos). “Paradise” was, and will again be, a place on earth. God’s plan was that humankind would live on earth, and so He put Adam and Eve on earth in the Garden of Eden. God’s plan for mankind to live on a wonderful earth was temporarily spoiled by sin, but God will bring His plan to fulfillment. When Jesus Christ conquers the earth at the Battle of Armageddon and sets up his Messianic Kingdom, mankind will again live in “Eden,” in Paradise (Rev. 2:7).
The Hebrew word eden (#05731 עֵדֶן) means “delight, or pleasure.” When God created Adam and Eve, He loved them and so He put them in the “Garden of eden;” the “Garden of Delight” (Gen. 2:15). It is unfortunate that the translators decided to transliterate the word eden into “Eden” instead of translating it into “Delight.” The phrase “Garden of Eden” does not mean anything to most English readers except that it was a physical place on earth. In contrast, had the translators decided to say, “Garden of Delight” instead of “Garden of Eden,” we would still know it was a place on earth, but God’s love and purpose in putting people in a wonderful place would have been revealed.
When the Greeks living in Egypt translated the Hebrew Old Testament into Greek around 250 BC and made the Septuagint version, they translated the phrase “garden of eden” in Genesis 2:15 as “paradeisos.” Actually, paradeisos was not a Greek word, but was a loanword from the Persian language and meant “pleasure garden.” It referred to the lush, protected pleasure gardens that oriental rulers and powerful men kept for their enjoyment. The English word “paradise” comes from the word “paradeisos.” That the Greek-speaking Jews translated the “garden of eden” as “paradeisos” was a good choice, because the Garden of eden was indeed a garden of delight, a paradise. By the time of Christ, paradeisos (Paradise) was one of the terms used for the kingdom of Christ on earth, as we can see from 2 Corinthians 12:4 and Revelation 2:7.
We do not know for sure what language Jesus spoke when he spoke to the criminal on the cross because we do not know the nationality of the criminal, but Jesus did know because he heard the criminal speak. If Jesus spoke Hebrew, what he said would be in essence, “You will be with me in Eden.” If he had spoken Greek, he would have used the word paradeisos.
English readers today do not usually see the flow of God’s plan for humankind from the Old Testament to the New Testament because of the change from Old Testament Hebrew to New Testament Greek. God’s plan was to put humankind on earth in “Eden,” “Paradise.” But Adam and Eve sinned and Paradise was lost and the earth became the fallen world we live in today. But God’s plan will not be thwarted forever: God will reinstate Paradise on earth for humankind (the Millennial Kingdom and the Eternal Kingdom), as many prophecies in both the Old and New Testament state. However, today we read about “Eden” in the Old Testament and “Paradise” in the New Testament and don’t see the connection. But although the sin of Adam and Eve derailed God’s plan for a while, Jesus will come back to earth, fight the Battle of Armageddon and conquer the earth, and again set up Paradise on earth. Thus, God’s plan to have His saved people live in “paradise,” although in abeyance now, will not be thwarted forever; it will happen.
The criminal on the cross asked to be remembered when Jesus came into his Kingdom, which will be on earth, and Jesus responded and comforted the man by saying he would indeed be in Eden, or Paradise, which will be on earth. When Jesus said, “You will be with me in Paradise,” Jesus was promising the man he would be in the resurrection of the righteous (Luke 14:14; Acts 24:15), also called the first resurrection (Rev. 20:5, 6); and “the resurrection of life” (John 5:29), and people in that resurrection then get to be part of the Messianic Kingdom on earth.
[For more information on the resurrections, see commentary on Acts 24:15.]
Neither Jesus nor the criminal went to “Paradise” that day. When Jesus Christ died, Scripture universally testifies that he was in the grave and not in Paradise. In fact, Paradise (the Messianic Kingdom on earth) has still not come—we are still awaiting the resurrection of the dead and the Messianic Kingdom on earth. But the fact that Jesus said, “You will be with me in Paradise” is a beautiful expression of Christ’s heart for mankind. He could have looked at the criminal and said, “Okay, I will remember you.” But by saying “You will be with me in Paradise,” Jesus gave the man strength and hope to be able to endure his last few hours of tremendous suffering on the cross. The man was in excruciating pain, but he had a hope that burned with a fire that must have kept his heart warm until his dying breath. Paradise is also specifically mentioned two other times in the New Testament. Once by Paul in 2 Corinthians 12:4, where we learn that Jesus took Paul into the future Paradise in a vision in much the same way that he took the apostle John by a vision into the future and told John to write the book of Revelation describing what he saw. The other time is in the vision John had of the future, which mentions Paradise and the tree of life, just like the Garden of Eden (Gen. 2:8-9; Rev. 2:7). The fact that the tree of life was in the Garden of Eden in Genesis and the future Paradise in the book of Revelation is more evidence that “Paradise” is on earth, not in heaven.
[For more information on the Kingdom of Christ being on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
It is sometimes taught that “Paradise” is an intermediary state that existed for righteous people before they could go to heaven. There is no direct scriptural support for such a place, but it is assumed to exist due to some false assumptions.
The first false assumption is that the soul is immortal, and therefore has to live someplace. However, there is no Scriptural support for the soul being immortal. In fact, just the opposite. The soul can and does die (cf. Matt. 10:28). The reason that people need to be “raised from the dead” is that the “person” is dead, not just the person’s body. If the person’s soul was alive someplace, it could be judged without the body being present, but Scripture never teaches that. Furthermore, when it speaks of resurrection, it speaks of the “person” being raised. There is no verse about a living soul rejoining a dead body.
[For more information on this topic, see Appendix 3: The Dead are Dead.]
Having made the false assumption that the dead person is actually alive and has to live someplace, theologians then drew another false conclusion based on the first one. First, they correctly realized that if the person died before the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, the person’s soul could not go to “heaven.” If a dead person could go to heaven before Jesus died for his sin, then anyone could go to heaven before Jesus, and thus Jesus would not really have needed to come at all. So theologians invented a place where the souls of good people could go while they waited for the Savior to save them and open the way to heaven. This “place” does not exist in the Bible, so it needed a name, and therefore some theologians call it “Paradise.”
The simple, biblical truth is that when a person dies, he is dead until God raises him from the dead, and the three major times that happens in Scripture are the Rapture of the Church, the First Resurrection (or Resurrection of the Righteous), and the Second Resurrection (or Resurrection of the Unrighteous). Jesus and the malefactor both died on the cross that day. God raised Jesus from the dead three days later and Jesus is now in heaven ruling as Lord and Christ. The malefactor is still in the grave, dead and completely unaware of the passage of time. But Jesus will be good for his promise, and on Resurrection Day that man will hear the shout of the Son of Man and come out of the tomb (John 5:25-29; Ezek. 37:12-14).
[For more on the dead being dead and not alive in any form, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.”]
Luk 23:44
“sixth hour…ninth hour.” This is about our noon to 3 p.m. Both the Jews and Romans divided the day into 12 hours, starting at daylight, roughly 6 a.m.
[For the hours of the day and the watches of the night, see commentary on Mark 6:48.]
Luk 23:45
“because the sun’s light failed.” A more literal reading might be, “the sun’s light having failed.” Also, some later manuscripts read, “the sun was darkened,” but the earlier manuscripts, and some ancient versions as well, are likely more correct. God’s Son was dying, and God, in honor of His Son and as an expression of His own grief and sorrow, and also as an expression of the evil that was occurring on earth, darkened the sun until His Son died.
“curtain of the sanctuary.” The front of the Temple was covered with a large curtain, and it tore when Jesus died, opening the way for “regular people” to enter into the presence of God.
“was torn down the middle.” The curtain was torn “down,” not “up.” That the Temple curtain was torn from top to bottom not only showed that God tore the veil, but the act was also likely very symbolic. It showed the extreme grief God experienced when His only begotten son died (see commentary on Matt. 27:51).
Luk 23:46
“Father, into your hands I commit my spirit.” Jesus, speaking to his Father, God, committed the ultimate act of trust by giving up his life. The word “spirit” is translated from the Greek word pneuma (#4151 πνεῦμα), which has many meanings and can refer to things that are invisible and immaterial, but yet often exert a force or influence that can be seen. We need to be aware that “spirit” itself has many meanings, including God (John 4:24); Jesus (2 Cor. 3:17; Rev. 2:7); angels (Heb. 1:14); demons (Matt. 10:1), “attitude” (Matt. 5:3; 26:41; Mark 14:38; Acts 18:25), and the natural life of the body, which is immaterial and thus in the realm of “spirit” (Luke 8:55; Acts 7:59; James 2:26). The natural life of the body (sometimes referred to as “soul”) is by nature “spirit,” and therefore is sometimes referred to as “spirit.” Examples include Luke 23:46, Matthew 27:50, Luke 8:55; and James 2:26. Here in Luke 23:46, Jesus committed his “life” to his Father, God, trusting that God would give him life again by raising him from the dead.
[For more on the uses of pneuma (“spirit”) in the Bible, see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit,’” and also see Graeser, Lynn, Schoenheit, The Gift of Holy Spirit: The Power to be like Christ, Appendix B, “Usages of ‘spirit’ in the New Testament.”]
Luk 23:47
“And when the centurion saw what had happened.” One of the most notable things that happened at the exact time of Christ’s death was the curtain of the Temple was split from top to bottom (Mark 15:38). The only place in Jerusalem that could be seen to happen was from the top of the Mount of Olives, which had a wonderful view of the east side of the Temple. That the centurion could apparently see the Temple veil tear is good supporting evidence that Jesus was crucified on top of the Mount of Olives.
[For more evidence that Jesus was crucified on the Mount of Olives, see commentary on Matt. 27:33.]
Luk 23:50
“look.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“there was a good and righteous man named Joseph.” Joseph is mentioned in all four Gospels. For the relationship between Joseph and Nicodemus, see commentary on John 19:39.
The death and resurrection of Christ is the pivotal point in the history of mankind. Each of the Four Gospels describes the event, but describes different aspects of it. It takes some effort to make all the pieces on the subject fit together. To be sure, the central message is crystal clear and stands on its own in every Gospel—God raised Jesus from the dead and the tomb is empty. However, when just read side by side, the Gospels have apparent contradictions. But the fact that we must piece the records together to get the actual history of the account is the same thing we have to do in many other places in the Bible in order to understand the more intricate information God has for us in His Word.
Just because the Four Gospels do not read the same way about an event does not mean they contradict each other. In order for each Gospel to portray its own unique picture of the Messiah, it has to have information that the other Gospels do not have, or omit information that they do have
[For the four unique Gospel portraits of Jesus Christ, see the commentary on Mark 1:1.]
We must keep in mind that even when a record in one Gospel seems to flow smoothly from one event to another, words such as “and,” “now,” or “but,” can represent a break in time. Thus the two events connected by a conjunction do not necessarily follow one right after the other, but may have other events that occur between them. For example, there are a large number of verses that start with “and,” which read as if they followed immediately after the previous verse, when actually we can see from the scope of Scripture that time passed and other events occurred between the verses.
The only way to properly construct the chronology of the Four Gospels is to be willing to split the seeming flow of events in a Gospel when there is good evidence from the other Gospels that there are intervening events. By reading each Gospel quickly, and simply noticing what is included or excluded, the unique emphasis of each Gospel is more easily seen. In contrast, by reading the record of Jesus’ life event by event in all four Gospels, we get the composite historical account of what happened.
In fitting the records together we can see that sometimes large periods of time occur right in the middle of a verse, and only by splitting a verse into two parts can we reconstruct a proper chronology. It would have been helpful if the men who invented the verse divisions had started a new verse each time there was a break in the chronology of Christ’s life. However, because the verse divisions are man-made (in fact, the modern verse divisions we use today were not put into the New Testament until the mid-1500s), they are not always put in the best places. They are good for reference, but unfortunately, sometimes they conceal the true chronology of the biblical text rather than help us understand it.
To understand the events in the Gospels and Acts and be able to better see how they fit with the prophecies and feasts in the Old Testament, it is important to know that the Jewish day started at sunset, while the Roman day started at midnight (like our Western time does). This is important because, although an event that happened at 3 p.m. would be counted on the same day in both Jewish and Roman time, an event between sunset and midnight would be a day earlier in Roman time than in Jewish time. This is because sunset would have started the new Jewish day. The study below lists the verses in chronological order. Commentary on the individual verses can be looked up under that specific verse reference. As we do our study, it is helpful to overview the chronology. The events below are recorded in both Jewish and Roman time.
· Wednesday, Nisan 14. Jesus was crucified, died, and was buried.
· Thursday, Nisan 15. The first day of the Feast of Unleavened Bread, which was a Special Sabbath. The people rest. The religious leaders ask Pilate for a guard to watch the tomb for three days, which would be Thursday, Friday, and Saturday.
· Friday, Nisan 16. The women get spices to properly bury Jesus but they do not go to the tomb because they knew a guard had been placed there for three days.
· Saturday, Nisan 17. The weekly Sabbath. The people rest. Jesus gets up from the tomb just before sunset, “three days and three nights” after he was placed in the tomb, fulfilling his prophecy of Matthew 12:40 that he would be “in the heart of the earth” for three days and three nights.
· Sunday, Nisan 18. Jesus appears to Mary Magdalene, then the other women, then the men on the road to Emmaus, then Peter, then the disciples behind locked doors.
· Sunday, Nisan 25. Jesus appears to the disciples and Thomas behind locked doors.
Wednesday, Nisan 14 (Jewish and Roman time): close to sunset
· Matthew 27:57-61
· Mark 15:42-47
· Luke 23:50-55
· John 19:38
Wednesday, Nisan 14 (Roman time; if after sunset, then the fifteenth, Jewish time): just before or after sunset
· Matthew: not mentioned
· Mark: not mentioned
· Luke: not mentioned
· John 19:39-42
Thursday, Nisan 15 (the Special Sabbath): morning
· Matthew 27:62-66
· Mark: not mentioned
· Luke: not mentioned
· John: not mentioned
Friday, Nisan 16:
· Matthew: not mentioned
· Mark 16:1
· Luke 23:56a
· John: not mentioned
Saturday, Nisan 17 (the weekly Sabbath):
· Matthew: not mentioned
· Mark: not mentioned
· Luke 23:56b.
· John: not mentioned
Saturday, Nisan 17: evening. The Resurrection. The event itself is not described in Scripture.
· Matthew: not mentioned
· Mark: not mentioned
· Luke: not mentioned
· John: not mentioned
Saturday, Nisan 17: late in the day
· Matthew 28:1
· Mark: not mentioned
· Luke: not mentioned
· John: not mentioned
Sunday, Nisan 18: very early Sunday morning
· Matthew 28:2-4
· Mark: not mentioned
· Luke: not mentioned
· John: not mentioned
Sunday, Nisan 18: very early Sunday morning while it was still quite dark
· Matthew: not mentioned
· Mark: not mentioned
· Luke: not mentioned
· John 20:1-10
Sunday, Nisan 18: around sunrise
· Matthew: not mentioned
· [[Mark 16:9]]
· Luke: not mentioned
· John 20:11-17
Sunday, Nisan 18: just after sunrise
· Matthew: not mentioned
· Mark 16:2-4
· Luke 24:1-2
· John: not mentioned
Sunday, Nisan 18: just after sunrise
· Matthew 28:5-7; 28:8
· Mark 16:5; 16:6, 7
· Luke 24:3-4a; Luke 24:4-5a; Luke 24:5-9a
· John: not mentioned
Sunday, Nisan 18: sometime after sunrise
· Matthew 28:9, 10
· [[Mark 16:10, 11]]
· Luke: not mentioned
· John 20:18
Sunday, Nisan 18: early to mid-morning
· Matthew 28:11-15
· Mark: not mentioned
· Luke 24:9b
· John: not mentioned
Sunday, Nisan 18: early to mid-morning (summary statement)
· Matthew: not mentioned
· Mark: not mentioned
· Luke 24:10, 11
· John: not mentioned
Sunday, Nisan 18: early to mid-morning
· Matthew: not mentioned
· Mark: not mentioned
· Luke 24:12
· John: not mentioned
Sunday, Nisan 18:
· Matthew: not mentioned
· [[Mark 16:12-13]]
· Luke 24:13-35
· John: not mentioned
Sunday, Nisan 18: evening, before sunset
· Matthew: not mentioned
· [[Mark 16:14]]
· Luke 24:36-46
· John 20:19-24
Sunday, Nisan 18 (or soon afterward):
· Matthew: not mentioned
· Mark: not mentioned
· Luke: not mentioned
· John 20:25
Sunday, Nisan 25:
· Matthew: not mentioned
· Mark: not mentioned
· Luke: not mentioned
· John 20:26-31
Sunday, Nisan 25 (or soon afterward):
· Matthew 28:16a.
· Mark: not mentioned
· Luke: not mentioned
· John: not mentioned
Between Tuesday, Nisan 27, and the Ascension:
· Matthew 28:16b; Matthew 28:17-20
· [[Mark 16:15-18]]
· Luke 24:47-49
· John 21:1-23
The Ascension:
· Matthew: not mentioned
· [[Mark 16:19]]
· Luke 24:50-51
· John: not mentioned
The Day of Ascension to the Day of Pentecost:
· Matthew: not mentioned
· Mark: not mentioned
· Luke 24:52-53
· John: not mentioned
Summary Statement:
· Matthew: not mentioned
· Mark: not mentioned
· Luke: not mentioned
· John 21:24, 25
[After the Day of Pentecost:]
· Matthew: not mentioned
· [[Mark 16:20]]
· Luke: not mentioned
· John: not mentioned
[For information on the events of the last week of Jesus’ life, see commentary on John 18:13. For a more detailed explanation of the Wednesday crucifixion and Jesus’ three days and three nights in the grave, see commentary on Matt. 12:40.]
Luk 23:52
“This man went to Pilate and asked for the body of Jesus.” Joseph of Arimathea went to Pilate to ask for the body of Jesus. See commentary on Matthew 27:58.
Luk 23:53
“wrapped it in a linen cloth.” This was not a royal burial, and Joseph left before Nicodemus came with spices to give Jesus a royal burial.
[For more on the women not seeing that Jesus was properly buried, see commentary on John 19:40.]
Luk 23:54
“and the Sabbath was beginning.” This was not the regular weekly Sabbath, which occurred on Saturday, but the Special Sabbath that was Nisan 15 and the first Day of the Feast of Unleavened Bread.
The Greek word translated “was beginning” is epiphōskō (#2020 ἐπιφώσκω), and it literally means, to grow light. Thus it was used of “dawn,” or also idiomatically as “beginning.” Thus literally, “the Sabbath was dawning.” This phraseology can be confusing to us Westerners because the Jewish Sabbath began at sunset, not “dawn,” that is, not at sunrise. The Jews, however, used the phrase “growing light” or “dawning” idiomatically for the beginning of something. We could translate the verse as, “the Sabbath was dawning,” and understand it idiomatically, just as they did, but a less confusing way to translate the phrase is “the Sabbath was beginning.” The Jews did not have accurate clocks to tell them when Sabbath began, they just knew from the sky it was drawing close.
[For more information on epiphōskō see commentary on Matt. 28:1.]
According to Jewish reckoning of time, the sunset started the new day, so here in Luke 23:54, Wednesday Nisan 14, the day Jesus Christ was crucified, was ending, and Thursday, the first day of the Feast of Unleavened Bread, the Special Sabbath, was starting. Nisan 15 was always a Sabbath, no matter on which day of the week it occurred (Exod. 12:16-17; Lev. 23:6-8). Since the Law of Moses decreed that Nisan 15 was a special Sabbath, Luke 23:54 says the “Sabbath” was beginning.
It is important to realize that the “Sabbath” in Luke 23:54 is not the weekly Sabbath on Saturday, but the Special Sabbath on Thursday, Nisan 15. Knowing that will clear up a large number of apparent contradictions in the Bible. The point that Jesus was crucified before a Special Sabbath is made again in John 19:31, which tells us specifically that this Sabbath was a “high day,” meaning a special Sabbath, not the regular weekly Sabbath.
Most Christians do not realize that when the Bible says Jesus was crucified the day before the “Sabbath,” it does not mean the regular weekly Sabbath, and so tradition has taught that Jesus was crucified on Friday before the Saturday Sabbath. But that interpretation causes a number of problems. For one thing, Jesus could not have been “in the heart of the earth” for three “days” and three “nights” (Matt. 12:40) from Friday at sunset to Sunday morning when it was still dark (John 20:1). There are not three “days” and three “nights” between Friday at sunset and Sunday so early in the morning that it was still dark.
More evidence that Jesus was in the grave for three full days and nights, from Wednesday sunset to Saturday sunset comes from the fact that the women would not have had time before the Sabbath started to go and buy spices and then prepare them after watching Joseph bury Jesus without any spices (Matt. 27:60-61; Mark 15:46-47; Luke 23:53-55). Furthermore, they could not have bought the spices in the dark after the Saturday Sabbath was over either. Even if there was some special condition where they could have bought spices Saturday night, they could not have both bought them and prepared them before the Sabbath like Luke says (Luke 23:56) and also bought them after the Sabbath like Mark says (Mark 16:1).
The key to solving all the apparent contradictions is to realize that Jesus was crucified on Wednesday, Passover day, and that both Thursday and Saturday were Sabbaths. In that situation, Jesus could be in the grave for three full “days” and “nights,” from Wednesday at sunset to Saturday at sunset, not just 36 hours with no third “night” at all. That also helps explain why Jesus waited two full days before raising Lazarus (John 11:6). Jesus showed through Lazarus that a person could be raised after three full days, which many people doubted at that time; (see commentary on John 11:15). Also, both Mark and Luke would be correct. The women would have bought spices on Friday, which was “after” the Special Sabbath and “before” the regular weekly Sabbath. Since the Jewish calendar had many special Sabbaths, the people of the time were used to the language that some event could be both before and after a Sabbath, and were used to sorting through the context and seeing the truth of the situation.
A Wednesday crucifixion and burial also explains why the women thought they could go to the grave to anoint Jesus on Sunday morning but had not gone on Friday after preparing the spices. Sunday morning had been more than the three days the Roman guard was supposed to be at the grave, which was Thursday, Friday, and Saturday. The Roman guard had run off after seeing the earthquake and the angel, but the women did not know that when they came to the tomb with the spices expecting someone could roll away the stone for them—something the Roman guard would never have allowed.
Still another ancillary piece of evidence for a Wednesday crucifixion comes from typology. Jesus got up from the dead on Saturday evening, day 17 of the month Nisan, proving that death had no power over mankind and that mankind was safe from death. It was that same day of the year (Nisan 17) that Noah’s ark rested on the land and mankind was safe from evil people and from the Flood (Gen. 8:4. To understand that, we must realize that the “seventh month” in Genesis was the month Nisan, which God later changed to be the first month of the year; see Exod. 12:2). If, as tradition teaches, Nisan 14 was a Friday, and Jesus was crucified on Friday Nisan 14 and got up on Sunday morning, then that would make the day Jesus got up Sunday Nisan 16. There is no typological parallel date for his resurrection if it occurred on Nisan 16 instead of Nisan 17. but if Christ was crucified on Wednesday Nisan 14, and got up on Saturday Nisan 17, then Noah’s ark is the perfect type of Christ’s resurrection when it comes to saving mankind. Although this ancillary fact does not prove a Wednesday crucifixion, it supports it.
Tradition is hard to change, and the tradition for a Friday crucifixion comes from John 19:31, that the crucifixion was before the Sabbath. That tradition has been bolstered by the teaching that Jesus was in the grave for 3 days, and “any part of a day can be counted as a day.” While that is true, it is not an honest handling of the text. The Bible does not say Jesus was in the grave “three days,” but “three days and three nights” (Matt. 12:40). Even if you count the tiny amount of time between when Nicodemus properly buried Jesus as a “day,” there are not three “days” and three “nights” between Friday sunset and Sunday morning before the sun came up and it was still dark—at absolute best, there are only three days and two nights.
Tradition has also been bolstered by the words of the angel that “he is not here; he has risen” from the dead (Matt. 28:6; Mark 16:6; Luke 24:6). It has been assumed that Jesus had just gotten up a short while before that, but Scripture never says that. The three days and nights ended Saturday before sunset. If Jesus got up at that time, then what the angels told the women was true. They never said he had just gotten up; only that he was raised from the dead and therefore not in the tomb when the women arrived.
It is also important to remember that Jesus was quoting the book of Jonah when he said he would be “three days and three nights” in the heart of the earth (Jon. 1:17). It is likely that Jonah was thrown into the sea in the afternoon (perhaps even the late afternoon around when Jesus was buried), because the sailors tried hard to row to land so they would not have to throw Jonah into the ocean, but they eventually realized they were not getting anywhere and gave up (Jon. 1:13). Would the book of Jonah really have said that Jonah was in the belly of the great fish for three days and nights if he was only there for three days and two nights? There would have been no need for that misstatement. The only reason that Christians have tried to force three days and nights into the short time from Friday sunset to Sunday morning while it was still dark is they know Jesus was up from the dead by Sunday morning and they assume Scripture teaches he was buried on Friday, the day before the weekly Sabbath.
In light of the teaching of Scripture on the subject, it is time to let tradition go. Jesus was crucified on a Wednesday and buried that day before Sunset. Then, three days and three nights later, Saturday before sunset, God raised him from the dead.
[For a chronology of the crucifixion week, see commentary on John 18:13.]
Luk 23:55
“And the women ... having followed after Joseph.” The women saw that Joseph had not prepared Jesus’ body, so they thought they had to prepare him themselves.
[For more on the women not seeing that Jesus was properly buried, see commentary on John 19:40.]
Luk 23:56
“prepared spices and perfumes.” The women did this on Friday, Nisan 16. This was after the Sabbath as Mark 16:1 says (i.e., after the special Sabbath, Nisan 15, and the first day of the Feast of Unleavened Bread), and before the Sabbath (i.e., Saturday, the weekly Sabbath), as Luke 23:56 says (see commentary on Matt. 12:40).
It has been noticed by many Bible commentators that Mark 16:1 contradicts Luke 23:56, and many different explanations have been set forth to explain the “problem.” For example, some liberal theologians are comfortable saying that one of the two Gospels is wrong, but that kind of error is only human. We reject that explanation entirely.
Other commentators say the women must have bought spices twice, once before the Sabbath, then realized they did not have enough, and bought more after the Sabbath. However, in the orthodox model of death, burial, and resurrection of Christ that explanation will not work for two reasons. First, the women did not have time to buy and prepare spices after Christ’s burial, it was too close to the Sabbath, and Luke 23:56 makes it clear the women rested on the Sabbath. Secondly, the women would not have been able to buy and prepare spices after the Sabbath, Sunday morning, and still get to the grave with the prepared spices at dawn.
The real explanation is very simple. Christ was buried Wednesday afternoon, just before sunset. The women hurried home as the special Sabbath, Thursday, the first day of the Feast of Unleavened Bread, started. On Friday the women bought and prepared the spices. Then they rested on Saturday, the regular weekly Sabbath. Then, at dawn on Sunday morning, they brought the spices they had prepared to the tomb.
A key to realizing that the women could not have bought and prepared the spices between the time they saw Joseph bury Jesus without spices and when the Sabbath started that night is to realize what was involved in buying and preparing spices. Scripture says when Joseph buried Jesus the Sabbath was close and the women were still there, watching. But for the women to buy the spices meant going into the city to the spice merchants and haggling with them over the different spices, then walking home with them. But the spice merchants would not have been open Friday night at sunset. It is a long-standing custom that merchants close early before the Sabbath because they have to go home and prepare for their own Sabbath meal and celebration. Even the shops in modern Israel close early before the Sabbath begins. But even if the women had found a spice merchant open, they would not have had the time to walk home and prepare the spices before the Sabbath began. To prepare the spices the women would pulverize them and mix them together. Then, many times, they would mix them with olive oil to bring out the aromatic aroma and so they could more easily and effectively spread them on the body. The fact that both Luke 23:56 and 24:1 specifically mention that the women had “prepared” the spices shows they did not just buy them and plan to spread them in that raw state on Jesus’ body. The point is that the women could not have bought and prepared spices on Friday evening before the Sabbath started at sunset, there just was not enough time. But neither could they have bought and prepared spices on Sunday morning because they brought the prepared spices to the tomb at dawn, which means they would have had to have bought the spices in the dark of night to have the time to prepare them and have them at the tomb around dawn, and no merchant would be open at night.
[For more on the burial of Jesus and the spices, see commentaries on Matt. 27:57 and Mark 16:1.]
“on the Sabbath they rested according to the commandment.” The women rested on the Sabbath according to the commandment, and although they would have rested on both the Special Sabbath and the regular weekly Sabbath, because of the chronology, we can tell that this verse in Luke refers to the regular weekly Sabbath. Mark 16:1 makes it clear that the women bought the spices after the Sabbath, but in this verse, they had already bought the spices when they rested on the Sabbath, so this Sabbath is the regular weekly Sabbath, Saturday, Nisan 17 (see commentary on Mark 16:1).
The commandment in the Law of Moses about resting on the weekly Sabbath is Exodus 20:8-10, and about resting on the first day of the Feast of Unleavened Bread is Leviticus 23:4-8. According to the Law of Moses, walking was not considered work so the women could have walked to the tomb on the Sabbath without breaking the Sabbath. However, by the time of Jesus, Jewish traditional law had imposed limits on how far a person could walk on the Sabbath without it being work. The limit was called “a Sabbath day’s journey” and was 2,000 cubits, or just over one-half mile (see commentary on Acts 1:12). So the women still could have “rested” on the Sabbath but still walked to the tomb (see commentary on Matt. 28:1).
Jesus’ resurrection, which would have occurred between Luke 23:56 and 24:1, is not specifically recorded.
 
Luke Chapter 24
Luk 24:1
“on the first day of the week, at early dawn, they came to the tomb.” This is Sunday, Nisan 18, and the sun had just risen, although it was still early. The text says literally, “deep dawn” (translated “early dawn”) so the sun had just recently come up. A group of women came to the tomb with spices. The spices were to properly bury Jesus. The women did not know Nicodemus had come and done that already (see commentary on John 19:40).
Mary Magdalene had come to the tomb earlier, while it was still dark (John 20:1). She had seen the empty tomb, and left to tell the disciples (see commentary on John 20:1 and Matt. 27:61). It is likely that she had planned to go to the tomb early so she could report back and tell the women if the guard had gone, but in any case, the events of the morning had altered any plans that she had made. She did not expect to find an empty tomb.
Because the empty tomb was a complete surprise to her, Mary would have wanted to tell Peter and the other apostles as soon as possible, so it would have been still dark when Mary went back to Bethany and told them (John 20:2). Peter and John doubted Mary’s story that the tomb was empty, but ran to the tomb to see for themselves. Upon arriving and seeing the tomb was empty, they “believed” her report that “they have taken away the Lord out of the tomb” (John 20:2, 8). They did not believe that the reason Jesus’ body was missing was because he had been raised from the dead, “for they did not yet know the Scripture, that he must rise from among the dead” (John 20:9). But they did now believe Mary that his body was indeed missing. Peter and John returned to Bethany (John 20:8), but later on, Peter was still “wondering within himself” what had happened (Luke 24:12).
Mary had followed Peter and John back from Bethany to the tomb (Peter and John had run to the tomb), and it was likely still dark because she was there alone when the Lord appeared to her (John 20:11, 14), the women had not yet come with the spices. After seeing Jesus, she left the tomb and went again to the disciples and told them she had seen the Lord (John 20:18). No doubt also at that time she told them the whole story, including that she had also seen angels in the tomb (John 20:12).
At some point while it was still very early in the morning, but after the sun had risen, the other women came to the tomb with the spices (Luke 24:1; Mark 16:2). This most likely happened after Mary met Jesus and then left the tomb to go back to Bethany and then the other women arrived at the tomb with the spices after Mary had left. The women did not know the stone had been rolled away from the door of the tomb (Mark 16:3), which tells us they had not been staying with the men, nor had they met Mary Magdalene or Peter and John. At the tomb, the women met an angel and then Jesus himself (Matt. 28:9-10), and went back and reported what they had seen to the disciples.
Luk 24:4
“perplexed.” The Greek is diaporeō (#1280 διαπορέω), to be perplexed, greatly perplexed, bewildered, totally at a loss. (See commentary on Mark 16:5).
“behold” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“two men suddenly stood by them.” The record of the women seeing two angels occurs only in Luke. Although the Bible calls these angels, “men,” that is only so we know the form they appeared in. When the women entered the tomb and saw one “young man” sitting there, they did not know he was an angel (Mark 16:5). Then, however, “two men” suddenly appeared out of nowhere in the tomb with the women, and these angels were wearing gleaming clothing (the only other use of this word “gleaming” in the NT refers to the gleam and flash of lightning). There was now no doubt in the minds of the women that they were in the presence of angels, so they became frightened and bowed down in reverence. The angel who appeared to the shepherds at the birth of Christ stood in front of them suddenly also (Luke 2:9).
[For more on the translation “suddenly stood by them,” see commentary on Luke 2:9, “suddenly stood before them.”]
“gleaming clothing.” The Greek is astraptō (#797 ἀστράπτω), and it means “to light up,” thus, to gleam or to flash. In Luke 17:24 it is used of the flash of lightning. The young man (the angel) the women first met when going into the tomb was in a white robe, but that would not have been uncommon. However, when these two angels suddenly appeared, their clothing gleamed like lightning. The women were frightened by these angels that appeared.
Luk 24:5
“the men.” The Greek reads “they” spoke to the women, but the REV and many other English versions have “the men” because the text says “men” in Luke 24:4, and it avoids the ambiguity in “they said to them,” which is the reading of the Greek. From comparing the verses that have this record (Matt. 28:5; Mark 16:6) it seems clear that only one angel did the actual speaking, the others were in agreement with what he said, and thus the “they” in the verse.
The record of these two angels appears only in the Gospel of Luke, but it is vital because according to the Law of Moses there had to be two witnesses for something to be considered true, but now we can see that there were three angels who witnessed to the fact that Jesus had been raised from the dead (Matt. 28:6; Mark 16:6; and Luke 24:6).
Once the angel reminds the women that Jesus said he would rise from the dead, they remember that he said that (Luke 24:8).
Luk 24:6
“has been raised.” The Greek is egeirō (#1453 ἐγείρω), and it is in the passive voice, so it is not “he is risen,” or “he has risen,” but rather “he was raised,” or “he has been raised.”
Luk 24:7
“on the third day to rise.” This is not saying that Jesus raised himself from the dead, but instead, only that Jesus would rise from the dead. The person who would raise him is not specified in this verse.
[For more on this phrase, see commentary on Mark 8:31.]
Luk 24:8
“And they remembered his words.” Luke, written from the perspective of the Lord as a human being, has more about women than any of the other three Gospels. Luke is the only Gospel that specifically credits the women with remembering the words of Jesus. Matthew says the women had “great joy” (Matt. 28:8).
[For the reason for Four Gospels, see commentary on Mark 1:1.]
Luk 24:9
“And they returned from the tomb and told all these things​.” The “they” in this verse is all the women who came to the tomb with spices after the sun had risen (Luke 24:1, Mark 16:2). It does not include Mary Magdalene, who had gone on her own very early to the tomb (see commentary on John 20:1). Mary had seen the open tomb before these women, met the Lord before these women did (cf. Matt. 28:9), and reported back to the disciples separately, before these women did (John 20:18).
Luke is the only Gospel that records the women actually returning and telling “the Eleven” (Judas had already hanged himself) and the disciples that Jesus was raised from the dead. Matthew 28:8 says the women left the tomb to go tell the disciples, but never says they actually told them. Mark 16:7 implies they were going to tell the disciples as the angels told them to, but Mark, like Matthew, never specifically says the women told the disciples. Luke, however, specifically says the women told the disciples. It is possible that because a woman’s testimony was not allowable in a court of law in the ancient Jewish culture, that Matthew and Mark omit this detail, but Luke, written from a human point of view, includes it and gives the women credit for their faithfulness to follow through with what the angels and Jesus said to do.
“the Eleven.” The apostles are now called “the Eleven” because Judas had hanged himself. The phrase “the Eleven” is used as a title for the apostles in Luke and Mark (Luke 24:9, 33; Mark 16:14), while Mathew says, “the eleven disciples” (Matt. 28:16). Acts also refers to “the eleven” (Acts 1:26; 2:14). The contrast between Luke 24:9 and 24:33 shows us that “the Eleven” was being used as a title. Here in Luke 24:9, the women go and tell “the” Eleven, not just “11 apostles,” or “the apostles,” or “some apostles.” Later that day, in Luke 24:33, the apostles are still referred to as “the Eleven” even though Thomas was not with them at that particular time (John 20:24). The natural reading of Matthew 27:1-5 shows us why the twelve apostles were called “the Eleven.” It indicates that Judas went and hanged himself right after Jesus was condemned. Thus, Judas did not even live to see Jesus die, much less get up from the dead. But Judas was not expecting Jesus to get up from the dead; none of the apostles were expecting that.
“The Eleven” was a natural title to give the apostles after Judas betrayed Jesus. The other eleven apostles were in the Garden of Gethsemane when Judas betrayed Jesus (Luke 22:48), and there is no doubt they would have been caught off guard by his actions and stunned at what he did, enraged at him, and even afraid of him. They were afraid of the Jews after Jesus was arrested, which is why they stayed behind locked doors (John 20:19), and it was now painfully obvious that Judas, who had been a troublemaker and thief while he was alive and with them (John 12:4-6), was now aligned with the Jews and thus was an enemy. In fact, it is likely that the eleven apostles now remembered that Jesus had told them from early on that one of them was a “devil” (John 6:70), and at the Last Supper he had announced that one of them would betray him (John 13:21), but they did not know who and quite possibly found that hard to believe until it actually happened. The apostles would not have let Judas back into their company, and it is easy to see how when word of Judas’ suicide got back to the believers, the apostles were then called, “the Eleven.”
Jesus and the angels told the apostles to go to Galilee; in fact, Jesus had told the apostles that even before he was arrested (Matt. 26:32; 28:7, 10; Mark 14:28; 16:7). But when they went, which was most likely only a little more than a week after Jesus was raised from the dead, Judas was not with them (Matt. 28:16; cf. John 21:1). The apostles had stayed in Jerusalem for two Sundays (John 20:19, 26), but since they had been told to go to Galilee by both Jesus and the angels, it seems they would have left shortly after his second appearance to them, which was when Thomas was present, saw the Lord, and believed he had been raised from the dead. Thus, the record in Matthew shows us that the apostles were counted as “eleven” likely just over a week after Jesus’ resurrection, which helps us to conclude that the natural reading of Matthew 27:1-5—that Judas gave back the money he was paid for betraying Jesus and then went out and hanged himself—is correct.
Luk 24:10
“Mary Magdalene.” Mary is called “Magdalene” because her hometown was Magdala, on the west shore of the Sea of Galilee.
[For more information on Mary Magdalene see commentary on Luke 8:2.]
“told these things to the apostles.” This verse is a summary verse. It mentions all the women who reported to the apostles that Jesus was raised from the dead. The subject of the verse is what the various women said to the apostles, and this is the key to understanding the verse. All of these women had seen Jesus alive (Matt. 28:9; John 20:16) and testified to that fact, but the disciples did not believe any of them. These verses are not saying that Mary Magdalene was physically with the women when they carried the spices to the tomb. It is saying that all the women had the same testimony about Jesus being alive. Mary Magdalene’s testimony agreed with the testimony of the women who went to prepare the body of Jesus.
Luk 24:12
“Peter got up and ran to the tomb.” If Luke 24:12 is original, then this is a second trip that Peter made to the tomb, and he made it by himself. The two trips of Peter occur in totally different circumstances. Much earlier on that Sunday, Mary Magdalene had gone to the tomb alone while it was still dark. Seeing that the body of Jesus was gone, she went and told John and Peter, who then went to the tomb, followed by Mary Magdalene. After Peter and John saw the empty tomb, they left, but Mary stayed at the tomb crying and it was there that Jesus appeared to her alone (John 20:1-9). In contrast to that event described in the Gospel of John, this event mentioned in Luke 24:12 occurred much later in the day and involved a whole group of women. The group of women, which included Mary Magdalene (who after meeting Jesus (John 20:14-18) would have gone back to the other women), came to the tomb “at early dawn.” They brought spices and were surprised when they found the tomb empty. Then the group met angels who spoke with them about what had happened and that Jesus was raised from the dead and reminded the women about what Jesus had said. It makes sense that Mary Magdalene did not try to stop this group of women from going to the tomb, but simply went along with them. After talking with the angels, the group of women went to tell all the apostles (Luke 24:1-9).
Sometime after the women reported that they had seen the Lord, but before Cleopas and the other disciple returned from seeing the Lord on their trip to Emmaus (Luke 24:13-35), the Lord appeared to Peter (Luke 24:34). There is no verse in the Gospels that describes the meeting of the Lord and Peter, but it is clear that there had to be a time on Sunday when Peter was alone, apart from the other disciples. By the time Cleopas and his friend, who saw the Lord on the road to Emmaus, join the apostles and the others, “Simon,” a common name for Peter, had already seen the Lord (Luke 24:34). Furthermore, 1 Corinthians 15:5 says that the Lord appeared to Peter and then to the apostles. If this verse is original, it is Peter’s second trip to see the empty tomb and would have been the time that Jesus appeared to Peter alone.
What we learn from studying the resurrection records in all of the Gospels is that John 20:1-9 does not contradict Luke 24:1-12, but rather that both Gospels have details that the other Gospel does not have.
It is also worth noting that Luke 24:12 is omitted in some early manuscripts but contained in others, so there is a chance it is not original. However, overall, the evidence supports its being original. It seems much more likely that a scribe wanting to protect Peter’s reputation would omit the verse than that a scribe would simply invent this story about Peter. Veneration of Peter started very early, and so there would have been a lot of reason to omit things that tended to lessen his status in the eyes of the Church. That Peter would question his first trip to the tomb and make a second trip, but still not believe in the resurrection was a very human thing to do, especially given Peter’s strong-willed nature. However, for people who were venerating Peter as the leader of the apostles, one can see how there would have been a temptation to omit the verse. The NASB puts the verse in brackets to indicate that it is doubtful.
“stooping down.” The Greek word is parakuptō (#3879 παρακύπτω), and it means to stoop toward something in order to look at it (see commentary on John 20:5).
Luk 24:13
“look.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“two of them were going.” Jesus Christ appeared to two disciples, Cleopas and an unnamed disciple, as they walked to Emmaus, which is about seven miles (11 km) from Jerusalem (the location of Emmaus is unknown, but Luke 24:13 lets us know it was about seven miles from Jerusalem). When Jesus made his identity known to them, they hurried back to Jerusalem.
“about seven miles.” The Greek text reads “60 stadia.” The identification of Emmaus is unknown, and has been made more uncertain because a few ancient texts read, “160 stadia,” but that seems very unlikely, especially since the disciples, after realizing they had met Jesus, went back to Jerusalem and seemed to have gotten there fairly soon (even if they walked, they would have walked the 60 stadia in about two hours). A “stadion” was a measurement used by the Greeks and then the Romans, and was roughly equal to 600 feet (in ancient times, the stadion varied slightly from city to city). Thus 60 stadia was some 6.8 miles (about 11 km).
Luk 24:21
“it is now the third day since these things came to pass.” Jesus died on the day of the week we call Wednesday (the Jews would simply say the fourth day of the week). These disciples were speaking to Jesus in the afternoon of the “first day of the week” (Luke 24:1), which we call Sunday. At first glance, and according to many translations, if these two disciples said that it was now the third day since “these things have happened,” that would make Jesus crucified on Friday, or the earliest Thursday. But Jesus was crucified Wednesday, was buried just as Wednesday became Thursday (the Jews started their day at sunset, not midnight), and Jesus was in the grave “three days and three nights” (Matt. 12:40). Wednesday sunset to Thursday sunset is one day and one night, Thursday to Friday is two, and Friday to Saturday is three, and Jesus got up as night fell on Saturday. When Sunday morning came, all the angels said was, “He is not here, but has been raised” (Luke 24:6), but they did not say how long he had been up. Mary Magdalene came to the tomb while it was still dark and he was already up.
Given that information, how do we understand what these men were saying? The answer is provided in the fact that they were speaking Aramaic, not Greek. In 1851 James Murdock did a translation of the New Testament from the available Aramaic text which reads, “But we expected that he was to deliver Israel. And lo, three days [have passed], since all these things occurred.”[footnoteRef:1448] Then in 2006 Janet Magiera did a translation from the Aramaic and arrived at basically the same translation: “But we had hoped that he was going to deliver Israel and behold, three days [have passed] since all these [things] happened.”[footnoteRef:1449] [1448:  Murdock, The New Testament Translated from the Syriac Peshito Version.]  [1449:  Magiera, Aramaic Peshitta New Testament Translation.] 

If Jesus was not buried until the end of Wednesday, then three days passed (Thursday, Friday, and Saturday) and the disciples spoke to Jesus on Sunday, which is exactly what the Scripture records. That a period of “three days” was specifically mentioned is important, because it seems logical that the disciples would have just said, “These things happened five days ago” (i.e. counting inclusively, which was the culture: Sun, Sat, Fri., Thurs. and Wed., equals 5 days. We might say, “Four days have passed”). The mention of three days is important because Rabbinic literature from after the time of the New Testament shows that the rabbis taught that a person’s soul stayed around the dead body for three days looking for an opportunity to reenter it, but when decomposition set in on the fourth day, the soul left.[footnoteRef:1450] Although that particular rabbinical commentary post-dates the New Testament, it is common knowledge that Jewish traditions were very stable and lasted for centuries. The fact that we have Rabbinic literature about the soul staying around the body for three days before leaving, taken together with evidence from the New Testament such as this verse in Luke and the record of Lazarus in John 11, is excellent evidence that the belief existed at the time of Christ. [1450:  Cf. Leviticus Rabba, Rabbinical commentary, 18.1 (Leviticus 15:1).] 

The men on the road to Emmaus had already heard from the women that Jesus was alive (Luke 24:23), but left Jerusalem, believing he was dead in spite of their report. But it seems likely that if Jesus had not been dead for a full three days and nights, these disciples might have believed there was a chance that Jesus was alive after all, and have stayed in Jerusalem. In telling this stranger that three days had passed since Jesus’ death, they were in part explaining why, even though they had hoped that Jesus was the Messiah and the women said he was alive, they were giving up on that vision and going home.
Even the Greek text can be understood to read in such a way as three days had passed since “all these things happened.” For example, The Holy Bible: The New Berkeley Version in Modern English, Revised Edition, reads: “...Moreover, three days have already passed since all those things occurred.” The point is that, by Sunday, three whole days (Thursday, Friday, and Saturday) had passed since Jesus had been buried at nightfall Wednesday night.
Luk 24:23
“angels who said that he was alive.” The two men obviously did not believe the women, because they were leaving Jerusalem, looked discouraged (Luke 24:17), and said they had hoped Jesus would be the one to redeem Israel (Luke 24:21). That the men did not believe the women is not surprising in the culture at that time, because women were thought to be emotional and excitable, and therefore not reliable witnesses. It would have been easy for the men to think the women had so wanted Jesus to be the Messiah that they had some sort of collective imagination about angels.
However, it is also interesting to note what the men did not tell this stranger on the road. They told him that the women said they saw angels, but they did not tell him they even claimed to have seen Jesus himself (but they had seen him; Matt. 28:8-9). Jesus gave the same basic message to the women that the angel had given them: go and tell the disciples to go to Galilee where they would see Jesus. It is likely that the two men on the road to Emmaus did not want to embarrass the women by reporting such “nonsense,” and/or they thought that if they told this stranger that the women had also claimed to see Jesus alive that he might have thought their entire group was crazy and to be avoided.
It would be wrong to assume that perhaps the women did not tell the disciples that they saw Jesus. They were overjoyed when the angel said Jesus was alive (Matt. 28:8), and when they saw Jesus they came right up to him, fell down, grabbed his feet, and worshiped him (Matt. 28:9). They would have certainly told the disciples all of what had happened to them.
Luk 24:24
“him.” This refers to Jesus. The women said they saw an empty tomb and an angel told them Jesus was alive, and so there was reason to believe that if the disciples went to the tomb area they would see Jesus. However, they came back without seeing him.
Luk 24:25
“O you senseless people.” The word translated as “senseless” indicates that there had been a lack of thinking and recognizing what was foretold to happen to the Messiah, and worse, that Jesus himself had been speaking of his death for months.
Luk 24:26
“necessary.” The suffering of the Messiah had been a part of biblical prophecy from Genesis 3:15 and thus was a “necessary” part of his redemptive work.
Luk 24:27
“in all the scriptures the things concerning himself.” The Old Testament points to Jesus Christ in different ways such as direct prophecy (cf. Isa. 53, Mic. 5:2) and “types” (cf. the Passover Lamb; the sin offering; Abraham and Isaac, Gen. 22). John 5:39 also says the scriptures testify about Jesus Christ. Often the types of the Messiah that are in the Old Testament were not recognized as types until after the life and ministry of Jesus.
For example, Jesus compared himself to Jonah the prophet in two different ways (cf. Matt. 12:40-42 and Luke 11:29-30). Jesus compared his second coming to the time of Noah (Matt. 24:36-42; Luke 17:26-27). Jesus also compared his second coming to Sodom and Gomorrah (Luke 17:28-30. Peter (2 Pet. 2:6), Jude (Jude 1:7) also used Sodom as a type).
Luk 24:31
“and they recognized him.” Jesus Christ appeared to two disciples, Cleopas (Luke 24:18) and an unnamed disciple, as they walked to Emmaus, which is about 7 miles (11 km) from Jerusalem. When he made his identity known to them, they hurried back to Jerusalem, only to find the disciples saying that the Lord had also appeared to Simon, i.e., Simon Peter (Luke 24:34).
Luk 24:33
“the Eleven.” The reason the apostles were now called “the Eleven” was that Judas had committed suicide. The title, “the Eleven,” was being used for the apostles in general. This is clear from both Luke 24:9 and the wording of the text: “they found the Eleven and those who were with them.” The fact that the text calls the remaining apostles, “the Eleven,” shows that after Judas committed suicide, the Twelve were referred to as “the Eleven.” That title applied even though at this particular time on Sunday evening the apostle Thomas was not with them, as we learn from John 20:24-29.
[For more information on the Eleven, see commentary on Luke 24:9.]
Luk 24:34
“was really raised.” The verb is an aorist passive; that Jesus “was raised” or “has been raised” (cf. Luke 24:6).
“has appeared to Simon.” Jesus Christ first appeared to Mary Magdalene close to where he was buried (John 20:16). Then he appeared to the rest of the women who had come to wrap his body with spices (Matt. 28:9, 10). Then later that day, but before he appeared to the two men on the road to Emmaus (who knew the tomb was empty; Luke 24:24), Jesus appeared to Peter. None of the Four Gospels record this meeting, but the disciples spoke of it (Luke 24:34), and 1 Corinthians 15:5 mentions it also.
There is an apparent contradiction between Mark 16:13 and Luke 24:34. Mark says that when Cleopas and his friend came to Jerusalem and told the apostles and disciples, they did not believe. Luke, however, says that when they came and reported, the disciples already believed because the Lord had appeared to Simon (Peter). Some have tried to solve this by saying that “Simon” is the name of the other disciple who was going to Emmaus, but the proper reading of the Greek text makes that impossible. The better solution is that the last 12 verses of Mark are not original, and the “apparent contradiction” is caused by adding the verses in Mark to the text.
[For more on Mark 16:9-20 not being part of the original text of the Bible, see commentary on Mark 16:9.]
Luk 24:35
“then they related.” When the two men arrived from the road to Emmaus they found the people joyfully speaking of Jesus’ resurrection and how he had appeared to Peter, then they too shared their own story of meeting the resurrected Lord. The Greek is exēgeomai (#1834 ἐξηγέ⁡ομαι) and means in secular Greek, to lead out, be the leader, or go before. In the Bible it is used as to lead out or unfold a narrative, to relate or set forth in detail. Thus it means unfold, relate or set forth in detail, expound, describe, recount.
Luk 24:39
“Touch.” The Greek word translated “touch” is psēlaphaō (#5584 ψηλαφάω). This is the only time it occurs in the Four Gospels. The meaning of psēlaphaō in this context is to feel around on, touch all over, grope around on, all with the idea of touching and finding what you are looking for, and thus being completely convinced that Jesus is real and physically present, not just a vision or a ghost. The word “touch” does not communicate the depth of the meaning of the Greek, but the English vocabulary is limited due to sexual idioms that occur in English. For example, it would be wrong to translate the Bible such that Jesus said, “Grope me,” or “feel me,” although in technical dictionary English, those meanings would be proper. However, due to English sexual idioms, they are improper. Somewhat similarly, the translation in many of the older versions, “handle me,” gives the wrong impression today also. Jesus was telling the disciples to touch him until they were convinced he was a real person in a real body. He wanted them to be convinced he was real and never doubt his resurrection again.
We should not miss the contrast between Luke 24:39 and John 20:17. Here in Luke, Jesus invites the disciples to touch him all over if necessary (psēlaphaō) until they are convinced he is the real Jesus Christ resurrected from the dead. In contrast, much earlier that day, while it was still quite dark, Jesus told Mary Magdalene not to touch him at all (haptomai #680 ἅπτομαι) because he had not yet gone up to the Father and presented himself in the Temple as the firstfruits (see commentary on John 20:17). Once Jesus presented himself before the Father in the Temple, his disciples could touch him as much as necessary to get themselves to the point they knew it was the real Jesus Christ raised from the dead.
Luk 24:44
“the Law of Moses and the Prophets and the Psalms.” The focus of the whole Bible is God’s Messiah, Jesus Christ, so it makes perfect sense that Jesus would say that there were things about him in every part of the Bible: the Law, the Prophets, and the “Psalms.”
The Hebrew Bible contains 24 books, and the Jews divided those books into three sections, the Torah (generally known as “Law”), the Prophets (the Nevi’im), and the “Writings” (the Ketuvim), which in Luke 24:44 Jesus summarized by using the word “psalms.” The Jewish “Prophets” contain books that we today generally think of more as books of history, such as Joshua, Judges, Samuel, and Kings, but omits the book of Daniel, which the Jews considered part of the “Writings” (Ketuvim).
So, in the Hebrew canon, the Torah is the first five books of the Bible: Genesis through Deuteronomy. The “Prophets” are Joshua, Judges, 1 and 2 Samuel, 1 and 2 Kings, and then all the books we today generally consider prophets, such as Isaiah, Jeremiah, Hosea, etc., except for the book of Daniel. Then, in the Hebrew canon, the “Writings” (Ketuvim) include the rest of the books of the Bible that are not Torah or Prophets: Ruth, Job, Ezra, Nehemiah, Esther, Psalms, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Song of Songs, Lamentations, Daniel, and 1 and 2 Chronicles. God’s Messiah is in view in some way in every one of the books of the Bible.
Luk 24:45
“Then he opened up their minds.” Jesus taught about his suffering, death, and resurrection many times. He taught about it right after the disciples recognized him as the Christ (Matt. 16:21; Mark 8:31, 32; Luke 9:22). Then he taught about it again immediately after the Transfiguration (Matt. 17:9-12; Mark 9:9-13); then again when he was in Galilee shortly after the Transfiguration (Matt. 17:22, 23; Mark 9:31, 32; Luke 9:43-45), then again at the Feast of Tabernacles (John 8:21, 28); then again while he was going up to Jerusalem for the Passover, at which time he would be killed (Matt. 20:17-19; Mark 10:32-34; Luke 18:31-34); and then again when he was in Jerusalem for the Passover (Matt. 26:2; cf. John 12:7). In spite of all his teaching, the disciples never really understood what Jesus meant until after his resurrection when he opened up their minds to understand the Scriptures. The prophecy in Isaiah 49:2 was that many things about the Messiah would be hidden.
[For more information on the disciples’ understanding of Christ’s suffering and death, see commentary on Luke 18:34.]
Luk 24:46
“from among the dead.”[footnoteRef:1451] See commentary on Romans 4:24. [1451:  Cf. Wuest, New Testament, “out from among those who are dead,” 192.] 

“rise from among the dead.” This is not saying that Jesus raised himself from the dead, but instead, only that Jesus would rise from the dead. The person who is doing the raising is not specified in this verse.
[For more on this phrase, see commentary on Mark 8:31.]
Luk 24:49
“look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“I am going to send the promise of my Father upon you.” The Greek is more literally, “I am sending the promise of my Father upon you.” The present tense, “I am sending...” is a “prophetic present,” a future event that is spoken of in the present tense for emphasis (see commentary on Eph. 2:6). In this case, the present tense emphasized both that the event was certain and that it was close at hand. Also, Jesus did not actually send “the promise,” he sent “what had been promised,” the holy spirit (cf. Ezek. 11:19; 36:26-27), so this is an example of the figure of speech metonymy where “the promise” is put for what was promised. Also, Jesus did not tell the apostles when the promised spirit was coming, he just told them to wait for it. As the Bible reveals, the gift of holy spirit is given by God to Jesus Christ, to be administered or given to others (Luke 24:49; John 15:26; Acts 2:33; Titus 3:6. John the Baptist also said it would be Jesus that would baptize in holy spirit (Matt. 3:11; Mark 1:8; Luke 3:16).
[See Word Study: “Metonymy.”]
“As for you, stay in the city.” The city is Jerusalem. Luke omits the disciples’ trip to Galilee (Matt. 28:10, 16; Mark 16:7; John 21:1-23), and just focuses on Jesus and the disciples in Jerusalem, and that is where the book of Acts, written by Luke, picks up the record. It was in Jerusalem that the apostles and disciples were clothed with power from on high, the gift of holy spirit, on the Day of Pentecost (Acts 2).
“are clothed with power from on high.” Jesus is here referring to the gift of holy spirit that we know was poured out upon believers on the Day of Pentecost (Acts 2). Pentecost was the first time the gift of holy spirit was “born” in a person (see commentary on 1 Pet. 1:3; “New Birth”). It was the giving of the gift of holy spirit in the form of the New Birth that began the Christian Church.
The apostles had already been given the gift of holy spirit in the way that it had been available in the Old Testament and had been upon people such as Moses, Miriam, David, and Deborah. But the holy spirit that was poured out on the Day of Pentecost did not exist before that day (see commentary on John 7:39). The holy spirit that was given on the Day of Pentecost had been foretold and “promised” (Joel 2:28; Ezek. 11:19; 36:26-27; John 16:13; Eph. 1:13), but it did not come until the Day of Pentecost.
That Jesus used the phrase “clothed with power from on high” should not surprise us. The terminology of being “clothed” with the holy spirit was in the Old Testament, and the presence of the spirit always then showed itself outwardly in some manifestation of power. For example, when the spirit came suddenly on Gideon and “clothed” him, he blew his shofar and organized his army. When the holy spirit clothed Amasai and Zechariah, they both prophesied (cf. ESV translation: Judg. 6:34; 1 Chron. 12:18; 2 Chron. 24:20). As we see from Acts 2, when the holy spirit was poured out upon the apostles, they spoke in tongues (Acts 2:4).
Although the Christian Church was a Sacred Secret, it was known that the holy spirit would be poured out in the Millennial Kingdom, and by this time after his resurrection, Jesus knew it would be given before then, as indicated here in Luke 24:49 and also in John 20:22 and Acts 1:8.
The New Testament has a number of verses that connect the gift of holy spirit with power (cf. Luke 24:49; Acts 1:8; 2:4; 10:44-46; 19:6; 21:4; 1 Cor. 2:4; 12:7-11; 1 Thess. 5:19), and it is sad that so many Christians do not understand the spiritual power that they have. Like the disciples in Ephesus, Christians have the holy spirit born in them but many of them do not know how to tap into the power it gives us (Acts 19:1-6). If a person is a Christian and does not know how to manifest the spirit in ways such as speaking in tongues or prophecy, they should find someone who can teach them how to do it. Every Christian has that power (1 Cor. 14:5, 23, 24). Notice that when Paul got to Ephesus and met disciples there, he did not ask “Who has the gift of tongues?” He expected them all to manifest holy spirit because he knew they could, and they all did.
Luk 24:52
“after paying homage to him.” See commentary on Matthew 2:2. It should be noted that this phrase is omitted in many excellent Greek texts; however, it is possible that it was accidentally dropped from those rather than being added by a later scribe. Textual critics are divided over the issue. Whether the phrase is original or not, it seems likely that it would have been cultural for the disciples to pay some kind of homage to Jesus in these final moments, so the phrase is included in the REV.


John Commentary
John Chapter 1
Joh 1:1
[THIS VERSE AND COMMENTARY ARE CURRENTLY BEING WORKED ON...UPDATES COMING SOON]
“In the beginning.” There are elements of John 1:1 and other phrases in the introduction of John that remind us of God’s original creation while referring to the work of restoration done by Jesus Christ in the new administration and the new creation. Genesis 1 refers to God’s original creation; John 1 refers to the Restoration, not the original creation. Noted Bible commentator F.F. Bruce argues for this interpretation:
It is not by accident that the Gospel begins with the same phrase as the book of Genesis. In Genesis 1:1, ‘In the beginning’ introduces the story of the old creation; here it introduces the story of the new creation. In both works of creation the agent is the Word of God.[footnoteRef:1452] [1452:  F. F. Bruce, The Gospel of John, 28-29.] 

The Racovian Catechism, one of the great doctrinal works of the Unitarian movement of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, states that the word “beginning” in John 1:1 refers to the beginning of the new dispensation and thus is similar to Mark 1:1, which starts, “The beginning of the Gospel about Jesus Christ.” The phrase, “in the beginning was the word” does not refer to the “beginning” in Genesis 1:1, although God did have a plan back then too.
In the cited passage (John 1:1) wherein the Word is said to have been in the beginning, there is no reference to an antecedent eternity, without commencement; because mention is made here of a beginning, which is opposed to that eternity. But the word beginning, used absolutely, is to be understood of the subject matter under consideration. Thus...John 15:27, “And ye also shall bear witness because ye have been with me FROM the beginning.” John 16:4, “These things I said not unto you AT the beginning because I was with you.” And Acts 11:15, “And as I began to speak the Holy Spirit fell on them, as on us AT the beginning.” As then the matter of which John is treating is the Gospel, or the things transacted under the Gospel, nothing else ought to be understood here beside the beginning of the Gospel; a matter clearly known to the Christians whom he addressed, namely, the advent and preaching of John the Baptist, according to the testimony of all the evangelists [i.e., Matthew, Mark, Luke and John], each of whom begins his history with the coming and preaching of the Baptist. Mark indeed (chapter 1:1) expressly states that this was the beginning of the Gospel. In like manner, John himself employs the word beginning, placed thus absolutely, in the introduction to his First Epistle, at which beginning he uses the same term (logos) Word, as if he meant to be his own interpreter [“That which is from the beginning…concerning the Word (logos) of life.” 1 John 1:1].[footnoteRef:1453] [1453:  Thomas Rees, The Racovian Catechism, 63-64.] 

While we agree with the Catechism that the meaning of “beginning” in John 1:1 refers to the beginning of the Gospel and the restoration of mankind, we also need to point out that the word “beginning” was deliberately chosen by God to remind us of the original creation, and to set the stage for the sequence of events that follow; for example, the conflict between light and darkness. In the context of the Restoration, then, “the Word” is the plan or purpose according to which God is restoring His creation.
So using “In the beginning” takes us both back to the beginning in Genesis 1:1, and sets us up for the “beginning” of the work of Christ and the Restoration of mankind.
Genesis 1. THE CREATION
· In the beginning—The creation
· Chaos and darkness
· God hovering over the water
· God spoke light, and more, into being
· Light overcoming the darkness
· God preparing a Garden of Delight for people and living among them
· THE FALL (then God lived in a tent (the “tabernacle”) and people gazed at its glory)
John 1. THE RESTORATION
· In the beginning—the plan
· All things were made in accordance with the plan
· In the plan was light and life
· The darkness could not understand or overcome it
· The plan became flesh and lived in a tent among us, and we gazed at its glory.
“the word.” “Word” is translated from the Greek word logos (#3056 λόγος ). It refers to God’s reason as played out in His plan and purpose. It is important that Christians have a basic understanding of logos, which is translated as “Word” in most versions of John 1:1. Most Trinitarians believe that logos refers directly to Jesus Christ, so in most Bibles logos is capitalized as “Word” (some versions even put “Jesus Christ” instead of “Word” in John 1:1). However, a study of the Greek word logos shows that it occurs more than 300 times in the New Testament, and in both the NIV and the KJV it is capitalized only 7 times (and even those versions disagree on exactly when to capitalize it). When a word that occurs more than 300 times is capitalized fewer than 10 times, it is obvious that when to capitalize and when not to capitalize is a translator’s decision based on their particular understanding of Scripture. Below are five points to consider.
1. In both Greek literature and Scripture, logos has a very wide semantic range that falls into two basic categories: one is the mind and products of the mind like “reason,” (the word “logic” is ultimately from the root logos), and the other is the expression of that reason in language or life: thus, “word,” “saying,” “command” etc. The Bible itself demonstrates the wide range of meanings of logos. Some of the ways it is translated in English versions of the Bible are: account, appearance, book, command, conversation, eloquence, flattery, grievance, heard, instruction, matter, message, ministry, news, proposal, question, reason, reasonable, reply, report, rule, rumor, said, say, saying, sentence, speaker, speaking, speech, stories, story, talk, talking, teaching, testimony, thing, things, this, truths, what, why, word and words. Although the word logos appears over 300 times in the Greek text, it is only translated “word” about 175 times in the King James Version, and 125 times in the NIV 84.
Any good Greek lexicon will also show the wide lexical range of logos. The definitions below are from the BDAG Greek-English Lexicon.[footnoteRef:1454] The words in italics are translated from logos: [1454:  Arndt and Gingrich, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early Christian Literature, s.v. “λόγος.”] 

· Speaking; words you say (Rom. 15:18 NIV84, “what I have said”).
· A statement you make (Luke 20:20 NASB, “they might catch him in some statement).
· A question (Matt. 21:24 NIV84, “I will also ask you one question”).
· Preaching (1 Tim. 5:17 NIV84, “especially those whose work is preaching).
· Command (Gal. 5:14 NIV84, “the entire law is summed up in a single command”).
· Proverb; saying (John 4:37 NIV84, “thus the saying, ‘One sows, and another reaps’”).
· Message; instruction; proclamation (Luke 4:32 NIV84, “his message had authority”).
· Assertion; declaration; teaching (John 6:60 NIV84, “this is a hard teaching”).
· The subject under discussion; matter (Acts 8:21 NIV84, “you have no part or share in this ministry.” Acts 15:6 NASB, “And the apostles... came together to look into this matter”).
· Revelation from God (Matt. 15:6 NIV84, “you nullify the Word of God”).
· God’s revelation spoken by His servants (Heb. 13:7 NIV84, “leaders who spoke the Word of God”).
· A reckoning, an account (Matt. 12:36 NIV84, “men will have to give account” on the Day of Judgment).
· An account or “matter” in a financial sense (Matt. 18:23 NIV84, “A king who wanted to settle “accounts” with his servants”).
· A reason; motive (Acts 10:29 NASB), “I ask for what reason you have sent for me”).
The above list is not exhaustive, but it does show that logos has a very wide range of meanings. With all the ways logos can be translated, how can we decide which meaning of logos to choose for any one verse? How can it be determined what logos refers to in John 1:1? Any occurrence of logos has to be carefully studied in its context in order to get the proper meaning. We assert that the logos in John 1:1 cannot be Jesus. Please notice that “Jesus Christ” is not a lexical definition of logos. John 1:1 does not say, “In the beginning was Jesus.”
“The Word” is not synonymous with Jesus, or even “the Messiah.” The word logos in John 1:1 refers to God’s creative self-expression—His reason, purposes, and plans, especially as they are brought into action. It refers to God’s self-expression, or communication, of Himself. Thus the logos has been expressed through His creation (cf. Rom. 1:19-20), and Psalm 19 tells us that the heavens declare the glory of God. The logos has also been made known through the spoken word of the prophets and through Scripture, which is the written “Word of God.” Most notably and finally, it has come into being through His Son (Heb. 1:1-2).
However, when we are studying John 1:1 and the use of logos in the Bible, and reading what the commentaries, systematic theologies, Bible dictionaries, etc., say about it, we must be very careful to discern where the writer is getting his information. We assert that John and his hearers thought of Jesus as the Son of God, not God. However, many commentators are Trinitarian and simply assume that the word logos in John 1:1 refers to Jesus, and then from that assumption ignore the way the Jews and Greeks of John’s time thought about the logos, and give it a meaning it had in later Christian history as the Trinity doctrine developed, and that new meaning is “Jesus Christ.”
For example, Edward Klink III writes: “Certainly the term [logos] might be recognizable [to John’s audience], but its direct connection to Jesus assumes that Jesus, not merely his [John’s] religious-philosophical context, determines its meaning. …John is not relying on a background but on a foreground. For it is Jesus who embodies the “Word” (logos) in the flesh.”[footnoteRef:1455] Klink is asserting that logos means Jesus in John 1:1 because later in John the logos became flesh. But to us that is an unwarranted assumption. There is no historical evidence that the people of Christ’s time who did not believe (John wrote to get people to believe that Jesus was the Christ, John 20:31) ever thought the logos was Jesus Christ, but they did believe that God’s logos was His plans and purposes, and that logos became flesh in Jesus Christ in much the same way that they came into concretion as the Word of God spoken by the apostles and especially as that word became written down as the written “Word [logos] of God.” [1455:  Edward Klink, John [ZECNT], 87-88.] 

The renowned Trinitarian scholar, J. B. Lightfoot, correctly writes that it was Christian teachers who took the word logos and changed it, giving it new definitions, such as a divine Person, and that change occurred in the centuries after John lived.
The word logos then, denoting both “reason” and “speech,” was a philosophical term adopted by Alexandrian Judaism before St. Paul wrote, to express the manifestation of the Unseen God in the creation and government of the World. It included all modes by which God makes Himself known to man. As His reason, it denoted His purpose or design; as His speech, it implied His revelation. Christian teachers, when they adopted this term, exalted and fixed its meaning by attaching to it two precise and definite ideas: (1) “The Word is a Divine Person,” (2) “The Word became incarnate in Jesus Christ.” It is obvious that these two propositions must have altered materially the significance of all the subordinate terms connected with the idea of the logos.[footnoteRef:1456] [1456:  J. B. Lightfoot, St. Paul’s Epistles to the Colossians and Philemon, 143-144 (bold emphasis ours, italics the author’s).] 

It is important to note that it was “Christian teachers” who attached the idea of a “divine person” to the word logos. It is certainly true that when the word logos came to be understood as being Jesus Christ, the understanding of John 1:1 was altered substantially. Lightfoot correctly understands that the early meaning of logos concerned reason and speech, not “Jesus Christ.” Norton develops the concept of logos as “reason” and writes:
There is no word in English answering to the Greek word logos, as used here [in John 1:1]. It was employed to denote a mode of conception concerning the Deity, familiar at the time when St. John wrote and intimately blended with the philosophy of his age, but long since obsolete, and so foreign from our habits of thinking that it is not easy for us to conform our minds to its apprehension. The Greek word logos, in one of its primary senses, answered nearly to our word Reason. The logos of God was regarded, not in its strictest sense, as merely the Reason of God; but, under certain aspects, as the Wisdom, the Mind, the Intellect of God.[footnoteRef:1457] [1457:  Andrews Norton, A Statement of Reasons for Not Believing the Doctrines of Trinitarians, 229.] 

Many scholars identify logos with God’s wisdom and reason. Andrews Norton postulates that in John 1:1 perhaps “the Disposing Power of God” would be a good translation for logos.[footnoteRef:1458] Anthony Buzzard sets forth “plan,” “purpose” or “promise” as three acceptable translations.[footnoteRef:1459] James Broughton and Peter Southgate say that logos was used “to describe the thoughts and plan of God being put into action.”[footnoteRef:1460] [1458:  Norton, A Statement of Reasons for Not Believing the Doctrines of Trinitarians, 235.]  [1459:  Buzzard and Hunting, The Doctrine of the Trinity, 191-196.]  [1460:  Broughton and Southgate, The Trinity: True or False?, 246.] 

The logos is the expression of God, and is His communication of Himself, just as a “word” is an outward expression of a person’s thoughts. This outward expression of God has now occurred through His Son, and thus it is perfectly understandable why Jesus is called the “Word.” Jesus is an outward expression of God’s reason, wisdom, purpose, and plan. For the same reason, we call the Bible the “Word” of God, and revelation “a ‘word’ from God.”
If we understand that the logos is God’s expression—His plan, purposes, reason, and wisdom—it is clear that those things were indeed with Him “in the beginning.” Scripture says that God’s wisdom was “from the beginning” (Prov. 8:23). It was very common in Hebrew writing to personify a concept such as wisdom. The figure of speech personification occurs when something is given human characteristics to emphasize something. Psalm 35:10 portrays bones talking. Psalm 68:31 portrays Ethiopia as a woman with her hands outstretched to God. Isaiah 3:26 says the gates of Zion will lament and mourn. Isaiah 14:8 says the cypress trees will rejoice. 1 Corinthians 12:15 portrays the foot talking. The Bible has many examples of personification, and wisdom is personified in Proverbs. Nevertheless, no ancient Jew reading Proverbs would think that God’s wisdom was a separate person, even though it is portrayed as one in verses like Proverbs 8:29-30: “…when He marked out the foundations of the earth, I [wisdom] was the craftsman at His side.” Similarly, the logos was with God in the beginning, because God’s plan, purpose, and wisdom were with Him, but we should not think of these as a separate person.
[For more on the figure of speech personification, see commentary on Prov. 1:20.]
The use of “word” in the prologue of John as the plan and purpose of God is unique in the book, something that was pointed out by the eminent scholar, F. F. Bruce: “…the term ‘Word’ does not reappear in the body of the Gospel [of John] in the sense which it bears in the prologue.”[footnoteRef:1461] That statement is true and is easy to confirm from any Greek concordance, furthermore, it makes perfect sense in the light of the goal of the Gospel of John, which is stated in John 20:31, “but these are written so that you believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and so that by believing you will have life in his name.” The plan and purpose of God, that the earth and people would be restored to Him, was with Him in the beginning, and the plan and purpose became flesh in Jesus Christ as John 1:14 says, and so from John 1:14 until the end of John, the flesh and blood Christ is the focus, not the “plan,” the logos, of God. [1461:  F. F. Bruce, The Gospel and Epistles of John, 28.] 

2. Most Jewish readers of the Gospel of John would have been familiar with the concept of God’s “word” being with God as He worked to bring His creation into existence. There is an obvious working of God’s power in Genesis 1 as He brings His plan into concretion by speaking things into being. The Targums are well-known for describing the wisdom and action of God as His “word.” This is especially important to note because the Targums are the Aramaic translations and paraphrases of the Old Testament, and Aramaic was the spoken language of many Jews at the time of Christ. Remembering that a Targum is usually a paraphrase of what the Hebrew text says, note how the following examples attribute action to the word.[footnoteRef:1462] [1462:  From John Lightfoot, A Commentary on the New Testament from the Talmud and Hebraica, 3:238.] 

· And the word of the Lord was Joseph’s helper (Gen. 39:2).
· And Moses brought the people to meet the word of the Lord (Exod. 19:17).
· And the word of the Lord accepted the face of Job (Job 42:9).
· And the word of the Lord shall laugh them to scorn (Ps. 2:4).
· They believed in the name of His word (Ps. 106:12).
The above examples demonstrate that the Jews were familiar with using the idea of God’s “Word” to refer to His wisdom and action. This is especially important to note because these Jews were fiercely monotheistic, and did not in any way believe in a “Triune God.” They were familiar with the idioms of their own language, and understood that the wisdom and power of God were being personified as “word.”
Like the Aramaic-speaking Jews, the Greek-speaking Jews were also familiar with God’s creative force being called “the word.” J. H. Bernard writes, “When we turn from Palestine to Alexandria [Egypt], from Hebrew sapiential [wisdom] literature to that which was written in Greek, we find this creative wisdom identified with the Divine logos, Hebraism and Hellenism thus coming into contact.”[footnoteRef:1463] [1463:  J. H. Bernard, St. John 1-7 [ICC], 1:139.] 

One example of this is in the Apocryphal book known as the Wisdom of Solomon, which says, “O God of my fathers and Lord of mercy who hast made all things by thy word (logos), and by thy wisdom hast formed man…” (9:1). In this verse, the “word” and “wisdom” are seen as the creative force of God, but without being a “person.”
3. The logos, that is, the plan, purpose, and wisdom of God, “became flesh” (came into concretion or physical existence) in Jesus Christ. Jesus is the “image of the invisible God” (Col. 1:15) and His chief emissary, representative, and agent. Because Jesus perfectly obeyed the Father, he represents everything that God could communicate about Himself in a human person. As such, Jesus could say, “If you have seen me, you have seen the Father” (John 14:9). The fact that the logos “became” flesh shows that it did not exist that way before. There is no preexistence of Jesus in this verse other than his figurative “existence” as the plan, purpose, or wisdom of God for the salvation of man. The same is true with the “word” in writing. It did not preexist in any form in the distant past, but it came into being as God gave the revelation to people and they wrote it down.
4. It is important to understand that the Bible was not written in a vacuum, but was recorded in the context of a culture and was understood by those who lived in that culture. Sometimes verses that seem superfluous or confusing to us were meaningful to the readers of the time because they were well aware of the culture and beliefs of those around them. In the first century, there were many competing beliefs in the world (and unfortunately, erroneous beliefs in Christendom) that were confusing believers about the identities of God and Christ. For centuries before Christ, and at the time the New Testament was written, the irrational beliefs about the gods of Greece had been handed down. This body of religious information was known by the word “muthos,” which we today call “myths” or “mythology.” This muthos, these myths, were often mystical and beyond rational explanation. The more familiar one is with the Greek myths, the better he will understand our emphasis on their irrationality. If one is unfamiliar with them, it would be valuable to read a little on the subject. Greek mythology is an important part of the cultural background of the New Testament.
Although the myths were often irrational, they nevertheless had been widely accepted as the “revelation of the gods.” The pervasiveness of the muthos in the Greco-Roman world of the New Testament can be seen sticking up out of the New Testament like the tip of an iceberg above the water, and archaeology confirms the widespread presence of the gods in the everyday life of the Greek and Roman people of New Testament times. The average Greek or Roman was as familiar with the teachings about the adventures of the gods as the average school child in the United States is familiar with Goldilocks and the Three Bears or Snoopy and Charlie Brown. Thus, when Paul and Barnabas healed a cripple in Lystra, the people assumed that the gods had come down in human form (Acts 14:11), and no doubt they based their assumption on the legend that Zeus and Hermes had once come to that area in human form. While Paul was in Athens, he became disturbed because of the large number of idols there that were statues to the various gods (Acts 17:16). In Ephesus, Paul’s teaching actually started a riot. When some of the locals realized that if his doctrine spread, “the temple of the great goddess Artemis will be discredited, and the goddess herself, who is worshiped throughout the province of Asia and the world, will be robbed of her divine majesty” (Acts 19:27). There are many other examples that show that there was a muthos, i.e., a body of religious knowledge that was in large part incomprehensible to the human mind, firmly established in the minds of some of the common people in New Testament times.
Starting several centuries before Christ, certain Greek philosophers worked to replace the muthos with what they called the logos, a reasonable and rational explanation of reality. It is appropriate that, in the writing of the New Testament, God used the word logos, not muthos, to describe His wisdom, reason, and plan. God has not come to us in mystical experiences and irrational beliefs that cannot be understood; rather, He reveals Himself in ways that can be rationally understood and persuasively argued.
5. In addition to the cultural context that accepted the myths, at the time the Gospel of John was written, a belief system called Gnosticism was taking root in Christianity. Gnosticism had many ideas and words that are strange and confusing to us today, so, at the risk of oversimplifying, we will describe a few basic tenets of Gnosticism as simply as we can.
Gnosticism took many forms, but generally, Gnostics taught that there was a supreme and unknowable Being, which they designated as the “Monad.” The Monad produced various gods, who in turn produced other gods (these gods were called by different names, in part because of their power or position). One of these gods, called the “Demiurge,” created the earth and then ruled over it as an angry, evil, and jealous god. This evil god, Gnostics believed, was the god of the Old Testament, called Elohim. The Monad sent another god, “Christ,” to bring special gnosis (knowledge) to mankind and free them from the influence of the evil Elohim. Thus, a Gnostic Christian would agree that Elohim created the heavens and the earth, but he would not agree that He was the supreme God. Most Gnostics would also state that Elohim and Christ were at cross-purposes with each other. This is why it was so important for John 1:1 to say that the logos was with God, which at first glance seems to be a totally unnecessary statement.
The opening of the Gospel of John is a wonderful expression of God’s love. God “wants all men to be saved and to come to a knowledge of the truth” (1 Tim. 2:4). He authored the opening of John in such a way that it reveals the truth about Him and His plan for all of mankind and, at the same time, refutes Gnostic teaching. It says that from the beginning there was the logos (the reason, plan, power), which was with God. There was not another “god” existing with God, especially not a god opposed to God. Furthermore, God’s plan was like God; it was divine. God’s plan became flesh when God impregnated Mary.
“and the word was with God.” This is strange language to us, so it is important to know that it was not strange to the Jews. While we would say a person “has wisdom” or “is wise,” it was a common way of speaking among the Jewish people to say a word, or knowledge, or wisdom, was “with” a person. For example, the Hebrew text of Proverbs 2:1 speaks of the commandments being “with” a person, and so does Proverbs 7:1. Proverbs 11:2 speaks of wisdom being “with” the humble, not just the humble “having wisdom” or “being wise;” and Proverbs 13:10 says wisdom is “with” people who take advice.
Job spoke to God about His actions, and spoke of what God hid in His heart, and then Job said, “I know that this [God’s secret plans and purposes] is with you” (Job 10:13; the Hebrew text says “with you,” although it is not translated that way in many English versions). We would say, “I know you have these things,” but the Hebrews said, “I know these things are with you.” Job also spoke of what God desired, and concluded that “many such things [that God desires and that are appointed] are with him” (Job 23:14). Job 27:11 also speaks of things being “with” God.
When God gave the Ten Commandments, Moses said that God had come to test the people and also so that the fear of God would be “with them” (as per the Hebrew text). We today would never say “so that the fear of God will be with you” as if the fear of God was another entity somehow together with the people, we today would simply say “so that you will fear God.” The Jews used the same “with” language in the Bible and in other writings as well (cf. the non-canonical writings of Sirach 1:1; Wisdom of Solomon 9:9).
Once we understand the logos in John 1:1 to be God’s purpose and plan, we can see that if John 1:1 was written in today’s English, we would likely say something like, “In the beginning was the plan, and God had that plan, and what God was the plan was.” We would not say that the plan was “with God.” But the ancient Jews had said knowledge and wisdom were “with” people for millennia, and for them to speak that way was perfectly natural. However, if we today are going to understand the prologue of John (John 1:1-18), it is imperative that we understand that logos is a masculine noun and it is personified in the Prologue. Wisdom and the logos were personified in the literature of the Jews from long before the time that John wrote, and that influenced how he wrote the prologue of John. Personification was widely used in Jewish literature (see commentary on Proverbs 1:20). For example, Proverbs portrays Wisdom as a woman helping God with His creation of the world (cf. Prov. 8:22-31). John 1:1 is not portraying a preincarnate Christ being with God. That would have been a nonsensical concept to the ancient unbelieving Jews and Greeks—remember, John was writing to get people to believe (John 20:30-31)—it was portraying that God used wisdom and a plan in restoring mankind to Himself, and that logos was a “plan” made perfect sense to those ancient unbelievers.
“and what God was, the word was.” This phrase is stating that the Word has the attributes of God, such as being true, trustworthy, etc. It makes perfect sense that if the Word is the expression of God, then it has attributes of God. Although almost every English Bible translates the last phrase of John 1:1 as, “and the Word was God,” it should not be translated that way. To understand that, we first should be aware of how the Greek text of the New Testament was written and how the Greeks used the word theos, “God” or “god.”
Although we make a distinction between “God” with a capital “G” and “god” with a lowercase “g,” the original text could not do that. The original text of both the Old Testament and the New Testament was written in all capital letters, so in Greek, both “God” and “god” were “GOD” (ΘΕΟΣ; THEOS). This meant the person reading the Scripture had to pay close attention to the context. When our modern English versions mention “the god of this age” (2 Cor. 4:4), one way we know that the word “god” refers to Satan is because it is spelled with a lowercase “g.” But if our versions read in all capitals like the ancient Greek text and said, “THE GOD OF THIS AGE,” how would we know who this “GOD” was? We would have to discover who he was from the context. The people reading the early Greek texts had to become very sensitive to the context to properly understand the Bible. An unintended consequence of modern capitalization, punctuation, and spacing in the text is that it has made the modern reader much less aware of, and sensitive to, the context.
What the word “GOD” referred to in any given context was further complicated by the fact that, as any good Greek lexicon will show, the Greek word theos (#2316 θεός) was used to refer to both gods and goddesses, or was a general name for any deity, or was used of a representative of God, and was even used of people of high authority such as rulers or judges. The Greeks did not use the word “GOD” like we do, to refer to just one single Supreme Being with no other being sharing the name. The Greeks were polytheistic and had many gods with different positions and authority, and rulers and judges who represented the gods or who were themselves of high authority, and theos was used of all of those. Some of the authorities in the Bible who are referred to as ΘΕΟΣ include the Devil (2 Cor. 4:4), lesser gods (1 Cor. 8:5), and men with great authority (John 10:34-35; Acts 12:22).
When we are trying to discover what GOD (ΘΕΟΣ; THEOS) is referring to in a verse, the context is always the final arbiter. However, we do get some help in that it is almost always the case in the New Testament that when “GOD” refers to the Father, the definite article appears in the Greek text (this article can be seen only in the Greek text, it is never translated into English). Translators are normally very sensitive to this. The difference between theos with and without the article occurs in John 1:1, which has two occurrences of theos: “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with the theos, and the Word was theos.” Since the definite article (“the”) is missing from the second occurrence of “theos” (“God,”) the most natural meaning of the word would be that it referred to the quality of God, i.e., “divine,” “god-like,” or “like God.” The New English Bible gets the sense of this phrase by translating it, “What God was, the Word was.” James Moffatt, who was a professor of Greek and New Testament Exegesis at Mansfield College in Oxford, England, and author of the well-known Moffatt Bible, translated the phrase, “the logos was divine.”
A very clear explanation of how to translate theos without the definite article can be found in Jesus As They Saw Him, by William Barclay, a professor at Trinity College in Glasgow:
In a case like this we cannot do other than go to the Greek, which is theos ēn ho logos. Ho is the definite article, the, and it can be seen that there is a definite article with logos, but not with theos. When in Greek two nouns are joined by the verb “to be,” and when both have the definite article, then the one is fully intended to be identified with the other; but when one of them is without the article, it becomes more an adjective than a noun, and describes rather the class or sphere to which the other belongs.
An illustration from English will make this clear. If I say, “The preacher is the man,” I use the definite article before both preacher and man, and I thereby identify the preacher with some quite definite individual man whom I have in mind. But, if I say, “The preacher is man,” I have omitted the definite article before man, and what I mean is that the preacher must be classified as a man, he is in the sphere of manhood, he is a human being.
[In the last clause of John 1:1] John has no article before theos, God. The logos, therefore, is not identified as God or with God; the word theos has become adjectival and describes the sphere to which the logos belongs. We would, therefore, have to say that this means that the logos belongs to the same sphere as God; without being identified with God, the logos has the same kind of life and being as God. Here the NEB [New English Bible] finds the perfect translation: “What God was, the Word was.”[footnoteRef:1464] [1464:  William Barclay, Jesus as They Saw Him, 21-22.] 

Daniel Wallace is a Trinitarian and a scholar of Greek grammar. After examining the grammatical possibilities in John 1:1 and whether the last theos in John 1:1 is indefinite (“a god”), definite (“the God”), or qualitative (that the logos has the qualities of God; the noun logos is being used to function like an adjective and give qualities to the noun logos), he concludes, “The most likely candidate for theos is qualitative. …Possible translations are as follows: ‘What God was the Word was’ (NEB)…The idea of a qualitative theos here is that the Word had all the attributes and qualities that ‘the God’ (of 1:1b) had.”[footnoteRef:1465] [1465:  Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics, 269.] 

We agree with Wallace and the (NEB, i.e., New English Bible), that the word theos is being used in a qualitative manner and telling us that the Word has the qualities of God, but we do not agree with Wallace that the Word had “all” the attributes and qualities of God. It is not the point of the qualitative use of a noun to confer every single attribute of the adjectival noun to the receptor noun. Wallace is trying to be honest grammatically that the word “God” is being used to function like an adjective while still defending the Trinity, i.e., that Jesus and the Father are co-equal and co-eternal. But the regular qualitative use of a noun does not demand that “all” the qualities of the adjectival noun are being assigned to the receptor noun, it is enough that many major qualities are being assigned. So, for example, both God and the logos are true, holy, righteous, life-giving, etc. We do not believe that John 1:1 is setting forth the doctrine of the Trinity, but the truth that the logos (which includes the Word in every form, written and in the form of Jesus Christ) has the attributes of God.
As we said above, however, although the wording of the Greek text of John 1:1 certainly favors the translation, “and what God was, the Word was” over the translation “the Word was God,” the context and scope of Scripture must be the final arbiter. In this case, we have help from the verse itself in the phrase “the Word was with God.” The Word (logos) cannot both be “with” God and “be” God. That is nonsensical. It is similar to us being able to discern that Jesus Christ is not God from reading 2 Corinthians 4:4 and Colossians 1:15, which say that Jesus is the image of God. One cannot be both the image of the object and the object itself. We Christians must become aware of the difference between a genuine mystery and a contradiction. In his book, Against Calvinism, Roger Olson writes: “We must point out here the difference between mystery and contradiction; the former is something that cannot be fully explained to or comprehended by the human mind, whereas the latter is just nonsense—two concepts that cancel each other out and together make an absurdity.”[footnoteRef:1466] Richard Daane uses the term “verbalism” which he applied to certain aspects of Calvinism, but we feel it is appropriate when applied to many of the explanations of the Trinity. He wrote: “...verbalism, a theoretical game in which words really carry no ascertainable sense and phrases no ascertainable meaning.”[footnoteRef:1467] Most Trinitarians assert that the Word being with God and also being God is a mystery. We assert it is a plain contradiction, a verbalism, and the truth in the verse is actually simple: the logos, the plan, purpose, and wisdom of God, was with God, and what God was (i.e., holy, true, pure, righteous, etc.) his logos was too. [1466:  Roger Olson, Against Calvinism, 105.]  [1467:  Richard Daane, The Freedom of God, 71.] 

[For more information, see Graeser, Lynn, and Schoenheit, One God and One Lord: Reconsidering the Cornerstone of the Christian Faith, 205-12, 219, 443.]
Joh 1:2
[THIS VERSE AND COMMENTARY ARE CURRENTLY BEING WORKED ON...UPDATES COMING SOON]
“This word.” This is the translation of the Greek masculine pronoun houtos. It is masculine to agree with its associated noun, logos, which is masculine. Although most English versions translate the pronoun as “he,” that can be very confusing in English. The logos is not a person, it is an “it,” the plan and purpose of God. We could translate the phrase, “This one was in the beginning with God” (YLT); or “The same was in the beginning with God” (KJV), or even, “It was in the beginning with God.”
[For more on the logos being the plan of God, see commentary on John 1:1. For more on why the masculine pronoun is not translated “he,” see commentary on John 1:3, “it.”]
Although it is very confusing to translate the pronoun referring to the logos as “he” or “him” (which most modern English versions do only because they think that the logos refers to the preincarnate Christ), it worked for the ancients because they personified the logos and Wisdom in their literature (cf. Prov. 8:22-31, in which Wisdom is personified as a woman who worked with God in making the earth).
[For more on the figure personification in the Bible, see commentary on Prov. 1:20.]
It really works well in English to use “the same,” or “it” to refer to the logos until John 1:11, when the text says, “He came to his own,” and in John 1:11 the personified logos is embodied in Jesus Christ, who is in fact, “the word” in the flesh. The ancients would totally understand this, which is why John wrote it. The logos had existed as God’s plan before Jesus came, but when he came he was still the plan, but now the plan was an actual person. It seems to make a break in the text to say the logos, the plan, was an “it” but then became a “he” when it was embodied in Jesus Christ, but that is the clearest way to express it in English. If we say, “The plan became flesh in Jesus Christ,” that should be clear; and saying “It (he; the plan) became flesh when he (Jesus) came is simply saying the same thing.
“was in the beginning with God.” Although in one sense this phrase seems to simply repeat what we read in John 1:1, “In the beginning was the word,” this sentence is doing much more than that. When John 1:1 said, “In the beginning,” the reader’s mind was drawn to Genesis 1:1 and the original creation. But here in John 1:2, there is a different emphasis altogether. The Jews reading John 1:2 were well aware of what was “in the beginning with God” that helped with creation. It was wisdom. God wisely planned everything He did. Speaking of wisdom, Proverbs 8:22, 23, 27, 30 say, “The LORD made me [wisdom] at the beginning of His creation, before His works of long ago. I was formed before ancient times, from the beginning, before the earth began. I was there when He established the heavens…. I was a skilled craftsman beside Him.” Everything God did He did with wisdom, because “wisdom is the principal thing, therefore get wisdom” (Prov. 4:7 KJV).
God’s logos, His plan and purpose, was expressed in wise action. Certainly, this was the case when God created the heavens and the earth, but now the reader sees that wisdom was also part of God’s plan in this new beginning, a new beginning that will culminate in the restoration of all things. God’s wise plan includes “the logos became flesh,” thus, God’s wise plan includes a second Adam who can undo damage done by the original Adam and restore the earth and offer salvation to mankind.
Joh 1:3
[THIS VERSE AND COMMENTARY ARE CURRENTLY BEING WORKED ON...UPDATES COMING SOON]
“Everything came to be through it.” The logos is an “it,” not a “him.” God made everything through and according to His logos, His plan and purpose, and with wisdom. The logos was God’s plan and purpose, especially as it was put into action (see commentary on John 1:1). Furthermore, it was integrally tied together with His wisdom (see commentary on John 1:2).
To understand one reason why most English versions say “him” but others say “it,” we must understand how pronouns are used in languages such as Greek. Unlike English, but like many languages, including Spanish, French, German, Latin, and Hebrew, the Greek language assigns a gender to nouns. Then, grammatically, the gender of any pronoun must match the gender of the associated noun. The gender assignment of nouns happened in ancient antiquity, and often there seems to be no reason why a noun has the gender assigned to it that it does.
In French, for example, a table is feminine, la table, while a desk is masculine, le bureau. Thus a strictly literal translation of a French sentence with nouns and matching pronouns might be, “I like the table, she is just right for the room, but I do not like the desk, he is too big.” In correctly translating from French to English, however, we would never translate the English as, “the table, she,” or “the desk, he.” Not only is it improper English, it misses the point. Even the French people do not think of tables and desks as being masculine or feminine. The gender of the nouns is simply a part of the language that has come down through the ages.
Furthermore, no one would ever insist that a table or desk was a person just because it had a masculine or feminine pronoun associated with it. Good English translators recognize that even though a noun is assigned a gender in another language and the associated pronoun follows the gender of the noun, their job is to bring the meaning of the original into English, not introduce confusion into the English translation. Hence, someone translating from French to English would use the English designation “it” for the table and the desk, in spite of the fact that the original French language called them “she” and “he.”
What is true in the examples from the French language is true in any language that assigns a gender to nouns and then uses pronouns with that same gender. For example, the Greek word for “lamp” is luchnos, a masculine noun, and therefore proper grammar dictates that any pronoun associated with it is masculine. Thus, if the Greek text of Matthew 5:15 were translated literally, it would read, “Nor do they light a lamp and place him under the bushel.” However, every English version we checked said, “it,” as proper English dictates.
The same grammatical rule that the pronoun must agree with the noun is followed when the noun is feminine. According to the literal Greek text, Christ told his disciples that when they entered a “city” (polin; a feminine noun) or “village” (kome; a feminine noun), they should “find out who in her is worthy” (Matt. 10:11; literally translated). The English versions correctly read, “it” instead of “her.” When translating from another language into English, we have to use the English language properly. Students learning Greek, Hebrew, Spanish, French, German, etc., quickly discover that one of the difficult things about learning the language is memorizing the gender of each noun—something we do not have in the English language.
Once we clearly understand the gender of a pronoun is determined by the gender of the noun, we can see why one cannot build a doctrine on the gender of a noun and its agreeing pronoun. Only confusion would result from that kind of erroneous exegesis. In John 1:3, the pronoun autou is masculine so it agrees grammatically with the masculine noun logos. Most Trinitarians believe that the logos refers to Jesus Christ, so to them the translation “him” is proper. However, we assert that the logos is not a person, but the plan or purpose of God, and is, therefore, an “it.”
Historically, Trinitarians have thought of the logos as Jesus Christ, so they have translated the pronoun as “him,” but not every version does that. The first English translation from the Greek text was done by William Tyndale (1494-1536; John Wycliffe translated into English earlier, but used the Latin as his base text). He translated the pronoun as “it,” not “him.” In 1537, the Matthew’s Bible, translated by John Rogers using the pseudonym “Thomas Matthews,” used “it,” not “him.” In 1539, the Great Bible, a revision of Matthew’s Bible, had “it.” This was important because the translation was overseen by Miles Coverdale, and in the Coverdale Bible of 1535, done some years earlier and based on the Latin, Coverdale used “him,” not “it,” but in this later version he apparently switched his preference and used “it.” When Queen Mary forbade the printing of the English Bible, translation moved to Geneva, and the Geneva Bible of 1560 became the household Bible of the English-speaking people. It was the Bible used by Shakespeare, as well as the Puritans who settled New England. Under Queen Elizabeth, the English Bible was once again printed in Great Britain, and the Bishops’ Bible was published in 1568. It used “it,” not “him” in John 1:3-4, but was never popular with the people. The major change came with the King James Bible, which used “him,” not “it” in the opening of John, and most English versions since then have done the same. Nevertheless, we should be aware that the translation “it” has good literary foundation and a solid Christian history.
[For translating the gift of holy spirit as an “it,” see commentary on John 14:17.]
Although we today should think of the logos as an “it” for clarity, we need to acknowledge that the ancient people personified the concept of the logos and spoke of it as if it were a person, even though they did not believe it was a person. This seems strange to us, but it was perfectly natural for the ancients to use the figure of speech personification to express many concepts (for more on the figure personification, see commentary on Proverbs 1:20, “Wisdom”). Nevertheless, for us today it makes the text clearer if we say that God had a plan, and God worked through it (not, “him”) to restore the world to Himself.
Joh 1:4
[THIS VERSE AND COMMENTARY ARE CURRENTLY BEING WORKED ON...UPDATES COMING SOON]
“in it.” The pronoun we translate as “it” refers to the logos, which for clarity’s sake is best brought into English as an “it” not a “him,” because the logos was God’s design, purpose, and plan, especially as it was put into action.
A central and integral part of God’s plan for the redemption and restoration of mankind was that people could live forever, and that is why John 1:4 says “in it,” i.e., “in the plan” was “life.” Because of God’s plan, successfully carried out by Jesus Christ, people could live forever.
[For more on the logos being God’s plan, see commentary on John 1:1. For more on translating the masculine singular pronoun as “it,” not “him,” see commentary on John 1:3.]
“was life.” The verb “was” has been the source of a lot of theological discussion. But most of that discussion has been due to the fact that Trinitarians assert that the logos refers to Jesus Christ, who Trinitarians assert was with God as the preincarnate Christ before the world was created. But the Trinitarians acknowledge that the text of John 1:4 says that in the logos “was” life. But if the logos is referring to Jesus Christ, and if he is eternal, then John 1:4 should not say, “In him WAS life,” but rather, “In him IS life,” and so the phrase is difficult for them and a source of much discussion. But the phrase is not difficult to understand when we realize that the logos does not refer to Jesus Christ, but to God’s purpose and plan.
In God’s plan was life, that is, part of God’s plan was how mankind would be restored to Him and people could live forever. But by the time John wrote his Gospel, the plan had already become flesh, and it was through belief in the man Jesus Christ that people obtained everlasting life. By the time he wrote, people got saved by believing in the saving work of Jesus Christ, not by believing God had a plan to get them saved. Toward the close of his Gospel, John wrote: “Now Jesus did many other signs in the presence of the disciples that are not written in this book, but these are written so that you believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and so that by believing you will have life in his name” (John 20:30-31). So the verse makes perfect sense the way it is written: In God’s plan WAS life.”
As the verse starts out, it says, “In it” that is, in the logos, i.e., the plan, “was life.” This first use of “life” in the verse does not have the definite article, “the,” and thus it is not “the life” but “life,” that is, life in its fullest and richest sense; life both here and now, and life forevermore.
“that life was the light of humankind.” In this phrase, we see “the life” with the definite article, and so now “the life” is referring more succinctly to the life that comes through the plan of God and is the light of mankind, which is not just regular life such as every living animal has, but the full life and the everlasting life made available through God to those who accept His Son, Jesus Christ. It is the “light” in a figurative sense, where “light” is contrasted with “darkness.” It is the light of life in all its fullness in contrast to the darkness of death in all the ways darkness is manifested.
Joh 1:5
[THIS VERSE AND COMMENTARY ARE CURRENTLY BEING WORKED ON...UPDATES COMING SOON]
“And the light shines in the darkness.” The word “shines” is the Greek verb phainō (#5316 φαίνω) and is in the present tense, active voice, and refers to continuing to shine. In this verse, the “light” refers, as it did in John 1:4, to the light in all its fullness, and here we clearly see it being set forth in contrast to “darkness” which is opposed to it. In this verse, we again see some of the parallel between the “original creation” in Genesis and the “restoration of creation” with the advent of Jesus Christ. In Genesis, darkness was upon the face of the deep until God scattered it with His command, “Let there be light.” But the darkness returned when Adam and Eve sinned and dominion of the earth was transferred to the Devil, and so now the light once again has to shine forth in the darkness, which tries, but fails, to overcome it.
In the prologue of John, “light” and “darkness” are not literal but are being used metaphorically for ethical and moral good and evil. “Light” represents what is good, godly, ethical, and moral, whereas “darkness” represents what is evil, ungodly, unethical, and immoral. The light is all the goodness of God and it is fully represented in the person of Jesus Christ, who was the light of the world. It is also represented in godliness, truth, and other virtues, and even we flawed humans who do our best to follow God and are “lights” in the world (Matt. 5:14). The darkness cannot understand the light, and tried to overcome it, but the light continues to shine in spite of the opposition.
[For more on Adam and Eve transferring the dominion of the world to the Devil, see commentary on Luke 4:6. For more on the future Kingdom of Christ on earth that will not have the Devil present and will be a paradise, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
“but the darkness did not overcome it.” The words “did…overcome” are from the Greek verb katalambanō (#2638 καταλαμβάνω), which can refer to “overcome; conquer,” or “comprehend; grasp.” Thus the phrase can be translated either as “the darkness did not understand it,” or “the darkness did not overcome it.” C. K. Barrett comments: “Kathlambanein, ‘to seize,’ may mean ‘to overcome’ or, especially in the middle [voice], ‘to grasp with the mind’, ‘to understand.’ Here it seems probable that John is (after his manner; see on 3:3) playing on the two meanings…. Since the Greek word itself bears both meanings…The darkness neither understood nor quenched the light.”[footnoteRef:1468] [1468:  C. K. Barrett, The Gospel According to St. John, 158; cf. Sanders and Mastin, The Gospel According to St. John [BNTC], 73.] 

We agree that both meanings of the word katalambanō are true and important in this verse making it a use of the figure of speech amphibologia (double entendre). However, of the two meanings, “understood” or “overcome,” given the conflict between good (light) and evil (darkness) that has occurred since Genesis, and since the Devil had been trying to overcome the light since before the creation of man, “overcome” was the meaning we went with in the REV.
[See Word Study: “Amphibologia.”]
Another thing worth noticing in the verse is that the verb “shines” is present tense, active voice, indicating that the light continues to shine on, while the verb “overcome” is in the aorist tense, active voice, referring to an event that happens in a specific time. The darkness made an attack and an attempt to quench the light, but the light continues to shine.
Joh 1:6
[THIS VERSE AND COMMENTARY ARE CURRENTLY BEING WORKED ON...UPDATES COMING SOON]
The insertion of the statements about John the Baptist seems like an abrupt interruption here. F. F. Bruce gives a plausible reason for their being in the text: “Their insertion may remind the reader that the author is not concerned simply to state timeless truths, but rather to show how these truths are anchored in human history.”[footnoteRef:1469] Also, their insertion at this point fits into the chiastic structure of the Gospel of John (chiasm provided by Dr. Dustin Smith): [1469:  F. F. Bruce, The Gospel and Epistles of John, 34.] 

A. The Word was with God (John 1:1-2)
- B. Creation through word (John 1:3)
- - C. Received life (John 1:4-5)
- - - D. John the Baptist (John 1:6-8)
- - - - E. Response to “embodiment” (John 1:9-10)
- - - - - F. His own, i.e. Israel (John 1:11)
- - - - - - G. Accept the Logos (John 1:12a)
- - - - - - - H. Become children of God (John 1:12b)
- - - - - - G’. Believe the Logos (John 1:12c)
- - - - - F’. His own, i.e. believers (John 1:13)
- - - - E’. Response to “embodiment” (John 1:14)
- - - D’. John the Baptist (John 1:15)
- - C’. Received grace (John 1:16)
- B’. Grace and truth through Jesus (John 1:17)
A’. Only son with God (John 1:18).
Joh 1:7
[THIS VERSE AND COMMENTARY ARE CURRENTLY BEING WORKED ON...UPDATES COMING SOON]
“This man came as a witness.” Most versions translate John 1:7 as, “He came as a witness, to testify.” John came for the purpose of testimony, that he may testify. It is worth noting that saying that John came “as a witness” places emphasis on the personhood of John as the one giving the testimony, when the emphasis in the Greek is on the purpose of John’s coming. It is also worth noting that “witness” and “testify” are actually different forms of the same Greek word, and the repetition of the word adds an eye-catching emphasis to the verse.
“so that through him all would believe.” This is saying that through John, everyone would believe. The “him” is John, as C. K. Barrett has stated, that the “through him” “must refer to John: men do not believe through Jesus, but in him.”[footnoteRef:1470] [1470:  C. K. Barrett, The Gospel According to St. John, 2nd ed., 160.] 

Joh 1:8
[THIS VERSE AND COMMENTARY ARE CURRENTLY BEING WORKED ON...UPDATES COMING SOON]
Joh 1:9
[THIS VERSE AND COMMENTARY ARE CURRENTLY BEING WORKED ON...UPDATES COMING SOON]
Joh 1:10
[THIS VERSE AND COMMENTARY ARE CURRENTLY BEING WORKED ON...UPDATES COMING SOON]
“and the world came to be through him.” John 1:10 shows that the logos, God’s express purpose and plan was in the world, and it also repeats in a different way what had been stated in John 1:3, that it was through the logos that God made the world. However, John 1:10 adds that the world did not know the logos and thus by implication the world did not know God.
That John 1:10 restates what John 1:3 says brings this section of John to a close in a kind of inclusio, wrapping John 1:1-10 together and expressing what God did via the logos. John 1:11 changes subjects, and although we are to understand that it is still God working, but now through Christ and not through the logos, it seems apparent that the subject changes from the logos to Christ. Although we modern English readers could wish for a clearer presentation of what is happening in the text, given the poetic style of what John is writing, we can gain sufficient clarity from the scope of Scripture.
Some scholars think the phrase, “the world was made by him,” is a reference to the new creation only that is being made by Christ (cf. Col. 1:15-20 and Heb. 1:1,10), but that does not seem as likely an explanation as John 1:10 is highlighting what verse 3 said. For that alternative explanation, see the Racovian Catechism, 89-91.
Joh 1:11
[THIS VERSE AND COMMENTARY ARE CURRENTLY BEING WORKED ON...UPDATES COMING SOON]
Joh 1:12
[THIS VERSE AND COMMENTARY ARE CURRENTLY BEING WORKED ON...UPDATES COMING SOON]
“name.” See commentary on 1 John 3:23, “on the name of his son Jesus Christ.”
“the right.” The Greek word translated “right” is exousia (#1849 ἐξουσία), and it means authority; the ability to do something; power; and it was used of “right” or “permission” from a higher authority. The TDNT says, “1. This word denotes first the “ability” to perform an action. 2. It then means the “right,” “authority,” “permission” conferred by a higher court: a. the possibility granted by government; b. the right in various social relationships, e.g., that of parents, masters, or owners.”[footnoteRef:1471] [1471:  Bromiley, Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, s.v. “ἐξουσία.”] 

By virtue of the sacrifice of Christ, people have been given the ability and right to become born-again children of God. The Four Gospels must be read with great understanding, because the events they describe in the life of Christ happened before the Day of Pentecost when the New Birth became available. However, the narration, such as the prologue of John, was written after Pentecost and so often reflects what is available after Pentecost, such as the New Birth. That is the case here in John 1:12. It is pointing to what the finished work of Christ made available to humankind at the beginning of John, before the redemptive work of Christ on the cross was completed.
“become.” The Greek is in the aorist tense, indicating a one-time action. Becoming a child of God is not a process, it is an event. When a person confesses Christ as Lord and believes God raised him from the dead (Rom. 10:9), at that moment they become a born-again child of God. See commentary on Romans 10:9 and 1 Peter 1:3.
Joh 1:13
[THIS VERSE AND COMMENTARY ARE CURRENTLY BEING WORKED ON...UPDATES COMING SOON]
“who were not born.” The most common interpretation of this verse is that it is speaking of the Christian New Birth that became available on the Day of Pentecost. The manuscript evidence supports that the subject of the sentence, those who were born, is plural. The Greek texts are all plural, and most Latin and Syriac texts are plural. However there are some older Latin textual variants that are singular, some Syriac texts that have a plural subject but a singular verb, and there are some Church Fathers who quote the text in the singular.[footnoteRef:1472] The REV translation follows the Greek manuscripts, but it should be noted that there are some very competent scholars who argue that John 1:13 is about the birth of Jesus Christ, not about the Christian New Birth. [1472:  See R. C. H. Lenski, Interpretation of St. John’s Gospel,66.] 

“by blood.” The only time in the NT that blood is used in the plural. In New Testament times it was sometimes believed that a baby was conceived by the mixture of the blood of the father and the blood of the mother.
“the will of the flesh.” Although the flesh does not have a “will” so much as it has “desires,” the REV wanted to remain consistent in reflecting the Greek “will” that occurs throughout the verse.
“the will of a man.” The Greek word for “man” is not the generic term anthrōpos (#444 ἄνθρωπος) that is often used to refer to a human person but rather is anēr (#435 ἀνήρ), which means “a man,” as in a male human, in contrast to “a woman.”
Joh 1:14
[THIS VERSE AND COMMENTARY ARE CURRENTLY BEING WORKED ON...UPDATES COMING SOON]
“The word became flesh.” The key to understanding this verse is realizing that “the word” is the wisdom, plan or purpose of God, just as it was in John 1:1 (see commentary on John 1:1). The word, the plan and purpose of God, “became flesh” as Jesus Christ. Thus, Jesus Christ was “the Word in the flesh,” which is shortened to “the Word” for ease of speaking. Scripture is also the Word, but it is the Word in writing. Everyone agrees that the “Word” in writing had a beginning. So did the Word in the flesh. In fact, the Greek text of Matthew 1:18 says that very clearly: “Now the beginning of Jesus Christ was in this manner.” It is possible that some ancient scribes were so uncomfortable with the idea of Jesus having a “beginning” that they tried to alter the Greek text to read “birth” and not “beginning,” but they were unsuccessful. The modern Greek texts all read “beginning” (genesis) in Matthew 1:18 (see commentary on Matthew 1:18).
In the beginning, God had a plan, a purpose, which “became flesh” when Jesus was conceived. To make John 1:14 support the Trinity, there must first be proof that Jesus existed and was called “the Word” before he was conceived in Mary. But no conclusive proof of that exists. There is a large body of evidence, however, that shows that Jesus was foreknown by God. Furthermore, the use of logos to refer to a plan or purpose is also well attested. We contend that the meaning of John 1:14 is straightforward. God had a plan (the Word) and that plan became flesh when Jesus was conceived. Thus, Jesus became “the Word in the flesh.”
It is important to ask why John would say, “the Word became flesh,” which is a statement that seems so obvious to us. Of course Jesus Christ was flesh. He was born, grew, ate, and slept, and Scripture calls him a man. However, what is clear to us now was not at all clear in the early centuries of the Christian era. The Bible must be understood in the context of the culture in which it was written. At the time John wrote the Gospel of John, the “Docetic” movement was gaining disciples inside Christianity (“Docetic” comes from the Greek word for “to seem” or “to appear”). Docetic Christians believed Jesus was actually a spirit being, or god, who only “appeared” to be human. Some Docetics did not believe Jesus even actually ate or drank, but only pretended to do so. Furthermore, some Jews thought that Jesus was an angel. In today’s theological literature, theologians refer to this as “angel Christology.” John 1:14 was not written to show that Jesus was somehow preexistent and then became flesh. It was to show that God’s plan for salvation actually became “flesh,” that is, Jesus was not a spirit, god, or angelic being, but a real flesh-and-blood human being. A very similar thing is said in 1 John 4:2, that if you do not believe Jesus has come “in the flesh,” you are not of God.
[For more on this, see J. S. Hyndman, Lectures on The Principles of Unitarianism, (1824), 113, and the Racovian Catechism, 117-119, both available from Spirit & Truth Fellowship.]
As the Word in the flesh, Jesus Christ made known God in a very powerful and clear way. He was loving, kind, sacrificial, and much more. Those are wonderful qualities, and by studying Jesus Christ we get to know God. But sometimes people focus on the qualities that Jesus exhibited in his first coming and say, “If you want to know God, just look at Jesus,” and then only mention the kind and sacrificial things that he did. But to see how Jesus truly reveals God we must consider both of his comings. We cannot just look at the first of Jesus’ two comings and say that is what God is like. For Jesus to fully reveal God we must look at both comings of Christ and the prophecies of how he will rule the earth in the future. We cannot look at just one part of Jesus’ life and ministry and say, “That is what God is like.” We must look at the entire person and all that he does. When Jesus came the first time he demonstrated the kindness of God, His giving and sacrificial nature, and how much He desired to bless, heal, and save people. When Christ comes the second time we will see the other side of God, that He is a just God who rewards the righteous but kills the wicked so that they will no longer defy Him or hurt His people. Jesus will “kill the wicked” (Isa. 11:4; 63:1-6; Rev. 2:16; 19:15, 21; Matt. 25:31-33, 41, 46; cf. Ps. 2:9-12; Dan. 2:34-35; Matt. 21:42, 44.). Then, to make sure that there is justice and safety in his kingdom, Jesus will rule with a “rod of iron.” That Jesus will rule over the earth with a rod of iron is a well-established prophecy and occurs four times in Scripture (Ps. 2:9; Rev. 2:27; 12:5; 19:15). The fact that wicked people will be gone and cruelty, crime, and injustice will not be part of our future life on earth is a part of why Scripture refers to our next life as “paradise.”
[For more on the rod of iron, see commentary on Rev. 2:27.]
“dwelled among us.” The Greek verb is skenoō (#4637 σκηνόω), and it literally means “to live in a tent” or “to pitch a tent.” In fact, a very literal translation of John 1:14 would simply be that Jesus “tented” among us. It can refer to living in a place temporarily, although by New Testament times it also seems to refer to living in a place somewhat permanently. It is used five times in the New Testament (John 1:14; Rev. 7:15; 12:12; 13:6; 21:3).
John 1:14 is making a comparison between Jesus Christ and the Tent of Meeting (“Tabernacle”) in the wilderness. The verb most English versions translate as “dwelt” or “lived,” is skenoō (#4637 σκηνόω, pronounced skay-'nah-ō), which literally means to set up a tent or live in a tent. Our human bodies are sometimes referred to as “tents” (skēnos) in the Bible because our body is our temporary dwelling while we live on earth (cf. 2 Cor. 5:1, 4; 2 Pet. 1:13, 14). Similarly, many verses refer to Moses’ Tent of Meeting as a “tent” (skēnē, cf. Exod. 40:2, 5, 6, etc.) because it was a large tent.
Jesus’ body is specifically referred to as a “tent” in John 1:14 so the glory of God that shone in Jesus’ life can be compared to the glory of God that shone in Moses’ “tent” in the wilderness. The glory of God was associated with the Tent of Meeting (cf. Exod. 40:34; Lev. 9:23; Num. 14:10). When Moses set up the Tent of Meeting it was filled with the glory of God (Exod. 40:34), and then the glory of God was upon the tent as a pillar of cloud during the day, and a pillar of fire during the night (Num. 14:14). So God “tented” among the people in the Old Testament and they gazed upon His glory, and when Jesus Christ came, he also tented among the people who gazed at the glory of God that was so evident in his life. It was at the Tent of Meeting that God met Moses and His people. Similarly, it was in Jesus Christ that people met God. Jesus said, “Whoever has seen me has seen the Father” (John 14:9).
“seen.” The Greek word is theaomai (#2300 θεάομαι, pronounced theh-'ah-om-eye), and it means to see, to look upon, view attentively, contemplate, to learn by looking, to see with the eyes, to perceive. Although it can in some contexts simply mean “to see,” it often has a much deeper meaning, which it does in John 1:14. Hendriksen writes: “It refers, indeed, to physical sight; yet, it always includes a plus, the plus of calm scrutiny, contemplation, or even wonderment. It describes the act of one who does not stare absent-mindedly nor merely look quickly nor necessarily perceive comprehensively. On the contrary, this individual regards an object and reflects upon it. He scans it, examining it with care. He studies it, viewing and considering it thoughtfully (John 1:32; 4:35; 11:45; Acts 1:11).”[footnoteRef:1473] [1473:  Hendriksen, New Testament Commentary: John, 85.] 

In this prologue of John, Jesus is being compared to Moses’ Tent of Meeting (Tabernacle), and just as the Israelites no doubt looked and looked at the Tent of Meeting and the glory of God associated with it, so John says they looked at Jesus and saw the glory of God.
Joh 1:15
[THIS VERSE AND COMMENTARY ARE CURRENTLY BEING WORKED ON...UPDATES COMING SOON]
“has surpassed me.” John the Baptist set a wonderful example for all believers in that, as great as he was, he consistently pointed people to the Messiah. Furthermore, he recognized and humbly accepted that Jesus was his Lord, openly pointing out that Jesus was more important than he was. The words “has surpassed me,” point out that Jesus’ ministry had, even in this early stage, well surpassed John’s and John was pointing to Jesus and saying he was the Messiah. The Greek uses the perfect tense of the verb ginomai, “to become,” and the word emprosthen, which means “to be before, ahead of, or higher in position or rank than someone.” “To become” of a higher rank than someone is to “advance in front of someone” or to surpass him, thus, “has surpassed me” (NIV84, CSB) is a good translation. No one argues that Jesus had surpassed John the Baptist in every way.
“because he was superior to me.” The simple truth is that the Messiah always was superior to John. This verse, and John 1:30, are sometimes used to support the Trinity because the verse can be translated, “because he [Jesus] was before me” [John], and it is assumed that the verse is saying that Jesus existed before John the Baptist. In fact, a number of modern versions translate the last phrase something like, “because he [Jesus] existed before me.” However, there is no reason to bring the Trinity into this verse, and there are very good reasons that it does not refer to the Trinity in any way.
It is clear from the scope of Scripture and social context that John was not teaching the Trinity. There is no mention of the Trinity in the context, and had John mentioned it his disciples would not have understood what he was talking about (in fact, there is no biblical proof that John even knew of anything such as the Trinity). The Messiah the Jews were expecting was not “God in the flesh,” but a man sent from God. The Jews firmly believed in one God, and were not expecting the Messiah to be God in the flesh.
There are scriptures that we today know are prophecies of the Messiah that the Jews in the time of Christ did not apply to the Messiah. However, we also know that the ancient Jews had a lot of expectations about their Messiah that were based on Scripture. The Messiah the Jews were expecting was to be a descendant of Eve (Gen. 3:15), and descendant of Abraham (Gen. 22:18), from the tribe of Judah (Gen. 49:10); a descendant of David (2 Sam. 7:12, 13; Isa. 11:1), that he would be a “lord” under Yahweh (Ps. 110:1), that he would be the servant of Yahweh (Isa. 42:1-7), he will be “one of their own” and will be able to draw near to Yahweh (Jer. 30:21), and he will come out of Bethlehem (Mic. 5:2).
This expectation perfectly fit John’s teaching his disciples that Jesus was the “Lamb of God” (John 1:29; i.e., the Lamb sent from God) and John’s statement that Jesus was “the Son of God” (John 1:34). If John had told his disciples that Jesus literally existed before he did, they would not have understood what he was saying, which would have engendered a big discussion and explanation of the doctrine of the preexistence of the Messiah. There is no such discussion or explanation for the simple fact that John was not saying Jesus literally existed before him. John was not teaching, nor did he mention, the Trinity in this context.
Many versions have the translation that Jesus “was before” John. In that translation, the Greek word translated “was” is the verb ēn (ἦν), which is in the imperfect tense, active voice of eimi, (εἰμί) the common word for “to be” (which occurs more than 2,000 times in the New Testament). In this context, it is vital that we understand that the force of the imperfect tense is “he was and continues to be.” Then comes the Greek word protos, which means “first.” It can refer to being “first” in time, and thus be translated “before,” or it can mean first in rank, and be translated “chief,” “leader,” “greatest,” “best,” etc. There are many examples referring to people being protos where protos refers to highest in rank or importance (cf. Matt. 19:30, 20:27; Mark 6:21; 9:35; 10:31, 44; Luke 19:47; Acts 17:4; 25:2; 28:17; and 1 Cor. 12:28). Similarly, protos is used of things that are the best or most important. For example, the “first” and great commandment was the first in importance, and the “first” robe was the “best” robe (Luke 15:22).
Given the mindset of the disciples and the fact that John was not teaching them about the preexistence of the Messiah, but rather was trying to point out that Jesus was the Messiah, it seems that John was making the simple statement that Jesus had always been superior to him, going back long before they started their ministries. John’s statement that Jesus “was before” him does not have to mean that Jesus is God or even be a reference to all the prophecies of the Messiah in the Old Testament going back to Genesis 3:15. Before John or Jesus was born, when Mary came to visit Elizabeth, John leapt in the womb for joy upon being close to his savior. To John, Jesus had always been superior to him.
Of course it is possible, but there is no way to prove it, that when John said Jesus was before him, he also had in his mind all the prophecies of the Messiah in the Old Testament, and that Jesus had been in the mind of God for millennia. The existence of Christ in the mind of God is so clear that it need not be disputed. Before the foundation of the world he was foreknown (1 Pet. 1:20); from the foundation of the world he was slain (Rev. 13:8); and before the foundation of the world we, the Church, were chosen in him (Eph. 1:4). The certainty about the Messiah that is expressed in the prophecies about him definitively reveals that all aspects of his life and death were clearly in the mind of God before any of them occurred. If John did have the prophecies of the Messiah in mind when he made this statement, then it would be similar to when Jesus himself said that he was “before” Abraham (see commentary on John 8:58).
It is clear in the context that the primary reason for John’s statement was to magnify Jesus Christ in comparison to himself, and “was my superior” does that. The Messiah has always been superior to the other prophets.
[For more information on Jesus being the fully human Son of God and not being “God the Son,” see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.” For more on “the Holy Spirit” being one of the designations for God the Father and “the holy spirit” being the gift of God’s nature, see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
Joh 1:16
[THIS VERSE AND COMMENTARY ARE CURRENTLY BEING WORKED ON...UPDATES COMING SOON]
“from his fullness.” This hearkens back to John 1:14, that Jesus was “full” of grace and truth. Thus, we received grace from his fullness of grace. This thought is reiterated in John 1:17 in which Jesus brings “grace and truth” (John 1:17).
“grace upon grace.” The Greek is charis anti charis, which can be understood as “grace upon grace,” or “grace instead of grace,” or “grace in place of grace.” There has been much theological debate about exactly what John meant by that phrase, but a meaning that is reflected in many modern translations that have “grace upon grace,” is that God’s grace is continually flowing. The grace of God is not a one-time event, but rather something that flows continually from the fullness of God. God gave grace before Jesus Christ came, and now He piles grace upon grace.
There had been grace in the Old Testament before Christ came, and with the coming of Christ God has given us more grace on top of the grace people already had. The word “grace” can be used of a gift of grace, so the translation “blessing” (NIV) or “gracious gift” (NET) both are good translations.
It is possible that, as D. A. Carson has said, that charis anti charis to an extent also has an undertone of the meaning of “grace in place of grace.” Carson writes: “…it appears that the grace and truth that come through Jesus Christ is what replaces the law; the law itself is understood to be an earlier display of grace.”[footnoteRef:1474] Christ did fulfill the Law, but he also lived under the Law and told others to live that way also, and there are still many things in the Law that apply to us today, so it seems better to see the grace of Christ as being a grace that is “upon” the grace that gave us the Law, not totally in place of it. [1474:  D. A. Carson, The Gospel According to John [PNTC], note on John 1:17, 131-132.] 

Joh 1:17
[THIS VERSE AND COMMENTARY ARE CURRENTLY BEING WORKED ON...UPDATES COMING SOON]
Joh 1:18
[THIS VERSE AND COMMENTARY ARE CURRENTLY BEING WORKED ON...UPDATES COMING SOON]
“seen God.” In this case, “seen God” refers to knowing Him for who he really is, not seeing Him with the eye. In many languages, “to see” is a common idiom for “to know.” In the Hebrew language, one of the definitions for “see” (Hebrew = ra’ah) is “see, so as to learn, to know.” Similarly, the Greek word translated “see” in verse 18 (horaō) can be “to see with the eyes” or “to see with the mind, to perceive, know.” Even in English, one of the definitions for “see” is “to know or understand.” For example, when two people are discussing something, one might say to the other, “I see what you mean.”
The usage of “see” as it pertains to knowing is found in many places in the New Testament. Jesus said to Philip, “Anyone who has seen me has seen the Father” (John 14:9). Here again the word “see” is used to indicate knowing. Anyone who knew Christ (not just those who “saw” him) would know the Father. In fact, Christ had made that plain two verses earlier when he said to Philip, “If you really knew me you would know my Father as well” (John 14:7).
Further evidence that “see” means “know” in John 1:18 is that the phrase “no man has seen God” is contrasted with the phrase “has made Him known.” So from the context and vocabulary in John 1:18, we can see that it is not talking about “seeing” God with one’s eyes; it is saying that the truth about God came by Jesus Christ. Before Jesus Christ came, no one really knew God as He truly is, a loving heavenly Father.
Beyond that, however, people did actually see God in a form that He took on Himself temporarily so that He could fellowship with humankind. No one can see all that God is, and His nature is to be invisible to humans, but angels are naturally invisible to humans also and they quite often come into concretion in human form and are seen by people. God does that too. The NIV84 text note on John 1:18 is correct: “Sometimes in the OT people are said to have seen God (e.g., Exod. 24:9-11). But we are also told that no one can see God and live (Exod. 33:20). Therefore, since no human being can see God as he really is, those who saw God saw him in a form he took on himself temporarily for the occasion.”
[For more information on the idiomatic uses of “seen,” see commentary on Luke 1:48. For more information on the idiomatic uses of “seen” and people who saw God, see commentary on Acts 7:55.]
“only begotten Son.” There is a huge controversy about the original reading of this verse. As it stands, some Greek texts read “God” and some read “Son.” At some point in time the Greek text was changed, and either “Son” or “God” is original. The manuscript evidence is divided. Much has been written on this subject, and readers are invited to read some of the more scholarly books and commentaries that go deeply into the arguments.
When totaled, the evidence indicates that the reading, “only begotten son” is more likely original than “only begotten God.” A brief summary of some of the most important arguments is: first, a study of the scope of Scripture reveals that Jesus is not God. That is the plain reading of dozens of verses of Scripture. There is no description of the Trinity anywhere in Scripture, or of the “hypostatic union,” or of the “incarnation,” and the fact is that every single “Trinity proof text” can be explained from the position that Jesus is the Son of God, not God. In contrast, there are dozens of points of logic that cannot be explained if the Trinity is true, such as why, after his resurrection, Jesus spoke of having a “God.” God does not have a God—He is God.
Second, and very importantly, there is no other reference anywhere in the Bible to the “only begotten God,” while there are other Johannine references to the “only begotten son” (John 3:16, 18; 1 John 4:9). To fully understand that argument we must recognize that John 3:16, 18, and 1 John 4:9 have “son,” not “God” and there is no textual disagreement. So while the Bible has only begotten “Son” three times (four including John 1:18), the reading “unique God” in John 1:18 would be the only occurrence of that reading in the Bible, which makes it very unlikely.
Also, going along with the point just stated above is the fact that the Gospel of John closes with, “these are written so that you believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and so that by believing you will have life in his name” (John 20:31). It would be strange indeed if John chapter 1 said Jesus was God, but the Gospel of John closed by saying it showed that Jesus was the Son of God. That would be even more strange—frankly too strange for us to believe—if Jesus were God and a person had to believe he was God to be saved. In that case, the Gospel of John should have plainly said that “these are written so that you believe that Jesus is God and so that by believing you will have life in his name.” If a person cannot be saved by just believing that Jesus is the “Son” of God, then John 20:31 should not have said so.
Also, many scholars concur with Bart Ehrman that the textual evidence supports the word “Son,” not “God” in John 1:18. Although the reading theos (God) appears in the Alexandrian texts, which are earlier than the Western and Byzantine texts and therefore most often considered by scholars to represent the original reading in disputed verses, there are times when the Alexandrian readings are not original. Many factors must be considered. For one thing, the Alexandrian readings are earlier because they survived in the sands of Egypt, whereas the early Western texts disintegrated in the climate and thus had to be copied more often. So the older age of the Alexandrian manuscripts does not, in and of itself, make the Alexandrian manuscripts more accurate. Other things have to be considered. Besides that, there are some Alexandrian texts that do read “Son.” Also, if “God” were the original reading, it seems, especially given the desire among third-century Christians to support the Trinity, that the Western, Cesarean, and Byzantine text families would have more than a few manuscripts that read “God,” after all, that is what those theologians believed, but the reading “God” is almost totally absent from those text families. Bart Ehrman writes:
“This is not simply a case of one reading supported by the earliest and best manuscripts and another supported by late and inferior one, but of one reading found almost exclusively in the Alexandrian tradition and another found sporadically there and virtually everywhere else.”[footnoteRef:1475] [1475:  Ehrman, The Orthodox Corruption of Scripture, 79.] 

Furthermore, “Son” predominates not only in the Greek manuscripts, but in the Latin and Syriac (Aramaic) manuscripts as well, and also is predominant in the writings of the Church Fathers (although some have “God” as well).
Another reason for believing that “Son” is original is the word monogenēs (“only begotten,” actually referring to “one of a kind,” some say “unique”). The fact is that monogenēs can mean “only begotten,” and that usage fits perfectly with Jesus Christ as the Son of God. There is a sense that the verse could read “unique Son,” but to what purpose? Just because a word can mean something does not mean that definition should be used. Occam’s razor, that simpler theories are the most satisfactory unless a more complex theory has greater explanatory power, applies here. Why create the difficult phrase “unique Son” when the translation “only begotten Son,” which occurs three other places in John’s writings, is understandable and biblical? Yes, Jesus was unique, but as the Son (not as “God,” because if Jesus, as part of the Trinity, was unique, then so are the Father and Holy Spirit, which would make three unique Gods, and defeat the purpose of using “unique” in the first place).
Another argument against the reading “God” in John 1:18 is the fact that there is no evidence that anyone in the culture of the time John was writing would have understood the concept of a “begotten God.” What would “monogenēs God” mean to the Jews and Greeks John was writing to? We should remember that, although John certainly wrote for Christians too, he was writing to unbelieving Jews and Greeks. We know this because John concludes his Gospel by saying, “But these are written so that you believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God” (John 20:31). So what would “monogenēs God” mean to those unbelieving Jews and Greeks? Certainly not “begotten.” What is a “begotten God?” But “unique” is no better. The Jews already had their One God (Deut. 6:4), who by definition would have been unique, and to the Greeks, every god or goddess was unique in some way. Thus, the concept of a “unique god” would not have made sense in the culture, but an “only begotten Son” of God would have made sense.
It is worth noting that by the time of the great Christological arguments and the development of the doctrine of the Trinity, there were ways that theologians could explain Jesus as a “unique God” but there is no reason to assume that when John wrote anyone would think that way. This adds to the evidence that “God” was the later addition, and “Son” was original.
Some modern Trinitarians skirt this issue by claiming that monogenēs inherently has the meaning of sonship (thus the NIV2011: “the one and only son, who is himself God”). The problem with that is that it is not a legitimate translation, but an interpretation due to bias. There is nothing inherently in the word monogenēs that demands sonship. It is used in Greek writings of both animate and inanimate objects. Translations such as the NIV2011 are only giving voice to their theology, not translating the text.
Other Trinitarian scholars try to claim that the phrases in John 1:18 are a series of appositions, which would read something like: “the unique one, God, who is in the bosom of the Father.” That translation also has problems. Again, how could Christ be “unique” and “God” at the same time? It would just mean that there were three unique Gods, which defeats the purpose of “unique.” It seems that theologians only suggest that the adjectives are substantives because they are trying to make the simple statement, that Jesus is the “only begotten Son,” fit with their theology that Jesus is God and there is a Trinity.
Another reason for favoring “Son” over “God” is that the verse is about God being revealed by Jesus (John 1:17), because the verse started with the phrase, that no one had ever seen “God.” To call Jesus in that context “the only begotten God” (or the “unique God”) would set up an inherent contradiction. If you cannot see God, how could you see “the unique God?” If, on the other hand, you could see “the unique God,” why could you not see “God” too (especially since, by the definition of “unique” being used, God the Father is unique too)? The simple answer in the verse is that the Son is not God, and so while we cannot see God, we can see the only begotten Son who has made God known. The fact is that the reading “the only begotten Son” is textually substantiated, fine from a translation standpoint, and makes perfect sense in the context, even to Trinitarians.
It has been argued that “God” is the likely reading because in trying to reconstruct the original text, scribes usually emended a harder reading so it read more easily. Thus, a scribe reading “God” would change it to “Son” because “Son” was the easier reading, and thus the reading “Son” was created. While the principle that the more difficult reading is usually original is often correct, in this case, that principle would not apply because scribes had a theological reason for changing “Son” to “God” and creating the more difficult reading—their belief in the Trinity. Verses were sometimes amended to support the Trinity, as almost all modern scholars admit happened to some manuscripts of 1 John 5:7-8, and may have purposely happened in 1 Timothy 3:16.
[For more information on Jesus being the fully human Son of God and not being “God the Son,” see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.” For more on “the Holy Spirit” being one of the designations for God the Father and “the holy spirit” being the gift of God’s nature, see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?” For more on many of the places where scribes changed the Greek text of the Bible to match their theology, see Bart Ehrman, The Orthodox Corruption of Scripture.]
“has explained him.” The Greek is exēgeomai (#1834 ἐξηγέομαι). See commentary on Luke 24:35, “related.”
Joh 1:19
“Jews.” The Greek word is Ioudaios (#2453 Ἰουδαῖος, pronounced ē-oo-'day-os) and it has two different meanings in the Bible. One way the word “Jew” is used in the New Testament is to describe those people who are of Jewish heritage and religion—the Jewish people in general. The other way the word “Jew” is used is to refer to the Jews, especially the rulers of the Jews, who were evil and opposed Jesus, and are thus associated with evil, hate, and ungodly religious practices. It is very important to differentiate between these two uses of the word “Jew” to properly understand the New Testament. For example, the vast majority of the time the Gospel of John refers to “the Jews,” it is the second meaning, referring to the rulers of the Jews who opposed Jesus. That is the case in John 1:19.
When it comes to the more general use of the word “Jew,” by New Testament times, Ioudaios (Jew) had acquired a more generalized meaning than it had in parts of the Old Testament. In the Old Testament, it had mostly referred to the people of the tribe of Judah, or to the people living in the land area of the tribe of Judah or the Southern Kingdom of Judah. By the first century AD, people from the Kingdom of Judah had been scattered across the Middle East, Turkey, and Europe and were known as the diaspora (pronounced dee-'ass-por-a; it means “the dispersion”). Peter wrote his first epistle to the Diaspora, which the ESV translates as “the Dispersion”:
“Peter, an apostle of Jesus Christ, To those who are elect exiles of the Dispersion in Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia, and Bithynia,” (1 Peter 1:1 ESV).
Strictly speaking, it was hard to exactly define the word “Jew” back then, just as it is today (disputes in modern Israel over who is and who is not a Jew are a regular occurrence). The term “Jew” included religious, ethnic, geographical, and political elements, but in general, it was used to define someone whose ancestry was from the tribe of Judah, the Kingdom of Judah, or the broader understanding of “Judea,” and who was associated with the Jewish religion. This is supported by texts such as Acts 2:5, which says, “Now there were dwelling in Jerusalem Jews, devout men from every nation under heaven” (ESV). The term “Jew” is used 196 times in the New Testament, but it is not evenly distributed, because 148 of those occurrences are in John and Acts.
The general use of “Jew” is always used in Matthew, Mark, and Luke (except perhaps Luke 7:3). That situation changes dramatically in John, where the word “Jew” occurs 70 times and is mostly used in its more restricted sense, meaning the rulers of the Jews and those who opposed Jesus Christ and are associated with evil (cf. John 1:19; 2:18; 2:20; 5:10, 15, 16, 18; 6:41, 52; 7:1, 11, 13, 15, 35; 8:22, 48, 52, 57; 9:18, 22; 10:19, 24, 31, 33; etc.). There are, however, some uses of “Jew” in John that are the more general meaning (cf. John 2:6; 4:9, 20, 22; 5:1, etc.). The book of Acts usually uses “Jew” in the more general sense, but sometimes uses it in the more restricted sense (cf. Acts 12:3; 13:45, 50; 14:19; 17:5; 18:12; etc.). The apostle Paul occasionally used the word “Jew” in its more restrictive sense (cf. 1 Thess. 2:14; 2 Cor. 11:24), but usually used it in its general sense. The two uses of “Jews” in the book of Revelation use the word in its general sense.
It is important to understand the two uses of “Jew” and differentiate the “average Jew” from the “evil Jewish rulers” as we read the New Testament, because there were many good people who were Jews (including the apostles and the majority of the early Church), and they should not be vilified for what “the Jews,” meaning the evil religious leaders, did to Jesus and God’s people.
Joh 1:21
“Are you Elijah?” And he said, “I am not.” Jesus said that John was “Elijah” (Matt. 11:14; 17:11-13). So why did John deny it here when speaking with the religious leaders? The answer has to do with what the religious leaders expected of “Elijah” and what they thought would happen when he came. For one thing, they apparently thought that the “Elijah” in Malachi was the actual Elijah that God would raise from the dead and bring back to Israel, which was not the case. They also apparently thought that the “Elijah” that was coming would be very much like the old Elijah and do many miracles, confront the ruler and the Roman system, and such things as that, none of which John actually did—he confronted people about their sin and pointed them to the Messiah.
[For more information on why the people thought that Elijah would come, and why John the Baptist was called “Elijah,” see commentary on Matt. 17:10.]
Joh 1:25
“Elijah.” For information on why the people thought that Elijah would come, and why John the Baptist was “Elijah,” see commentary on Matthew 17:10.
Joh 1:27
“I am not even worthy to untie the strap of his sandal!” That John would compare himself to Jesus in this way is very important in showing the humble and obedient heart of John, who was God’s loyal servant. John’s comparison occurs in all four Gospels (Matt. 3:11; Mark 1:7; Luke 3:16, and John 1:27). Matthew is slightly different but the heart is the same.
Joh 1:28
“Bethany.” This site is unknown, and its location has been the source of much scholarly discussion. Nevertheless, it seems clear that it was within a day’s walk from Bethany near Jerusalem, and likely would have been close to directly east of Jerusalem, thus explaining its name as “Bethany beyond Jordan.” When two towns are quite far apart, there is usually no such description: people simply recognize that the towns cannot be the same due to the distance they are separated from each other. It seems clear the messengers that came to tell Jesus that Lazarus was dead could make the journey in a day (see commentary on John 11:6). The Church Father Origen (184/185-253/254) went to Palestine and said that he could not find any town named Bethany, and so concluded that Jesus must have been at Bethabara (actually, there is a large variation in the manuscripts, apparently in some measure due to Origen’s report). Origen did say “We are aware of the reading which is found in almost all the copies, ‘These things were done in Bethany.’” However, when Origen is studied, it seems he did not go beyond the Jordan himself, but relied on what people said. R. D. Potter writes, “How did the name disappear in 100 or 150 years? The answer is that Origen, despite his pious assertion about visiting the scenes of Redemption, had never been there. He is reporting hearsay…. He never discovered Bethany beyond Jordan because he never went to look.”[footnoteRef:1476] [1476:  Potter and Origen quoted in The Gospel According to John [NICNT], 125, n40.] 

One of the arguments that “Bethany” is the original name, besides the fact that Origen said most of the manuscripts available to him read “Bethany,” is that John 10:40-11:18 seems to make some effort to make sure the reader understands that the Bethany where Lazarus was buried was not the place where Jesus was when he got the message about Lazarus. This would support that Jesus was at “Bethany” and then traveling to “Bethany.” R. Brown notes the pilgrim tradition says that Jesus was baptized by John close to where Joshua crossed the Jordan, and while tradition cannot be relied on, the location seems to fit what we know about the geography.[footnoteRef:1477] [1477:  Raymond E. Brown, The Gospel According to John [AB], 44-45.] 

It is sometimes argued that Jesus would not have stayed across the Jordan from Jerusalem because that was Perea, the tetrarchy of Herod Antipas, who had executed John the Baptist. However, it is logical that the death of John the Baptist had caused no small stir and would have made Herod quite unpopular, and he would have had no desire to complicate matters further, especially when Jesus had not done anything to threaten his rule. When Jesus was brought before him in Jerusalem he could have executed him, and Pilate would have been thankful to have that task taken from him, but instead, Herod sent Jesus back to Pilate.
Joh 1:29
“takes away the sin.” John’s audience would be very familiar with the idea that sin had to be “taken away” or “carried away.” The Hebrew and Greek text of the Bible treats sin as a very real “thing” that must be dealt with. One way that sin is described and dealt with in the Hebrew text of the Old Testament is that sin is a weight that must be carried away. For example, Psalm 25:18 could be translated “Look upon my affliction and my trouble, and carry away all my sins.” The Hebrew word nasa (#05375 נָשָׂא sometimes spelled נָסָא) is more graphic than just “forgive,” and means “carry, bear, take; or carry away.” The context determines whether the “weight” is “carried” by the person or “taken away” from the person. In order for sin to be “forgiven,” it must be “carried away” by God or someone else. Here in John, Jesus Christ “takes away” the sin of the world.
We see sin as a weight in many places in the Old Testament. On the Day of Atonement, a goat was chosen “for Azazel” (a name for the Devil; see commentary on Lev. 16:8) The High Priest laid his hands on the head of the goat and confessed all the sins of Israel, and by doing that he “put them on” the goat, who then “carried” all the sins of the people into the wilderness (Lev. 16:21-22). Thus, the goat is portrayed as a pack animal that must carry away all the sins of Israel.
Other verses portray sin as a weight that must be carried off (Exod. 28:38; 32:32; Lev. 5:1, 17; 10:17; 17:16; 19:8; 20:17, 19, 20; 22:9, 16; 24:15; Num. 5:31; 9:13; 14:19, 33, 34; 18:1, 22, 23, 32; 30:15; Ps. 32:5; Prov. 9:12; Isa. 1:4; 5:18; 53:12; Ezek. 4:4, 6; 14:10; 23:49; 44:10, 12).
It should not surprise us that God describes sin as a weight, and no doubt every humble Christian has felt the weight of sin on occasion, and also felt the weight of sin “carried away” when they confessed their sin and made things right with God and the person they sinned against.
[For more on sin being a weight and a debt, see commentary on 1 John 1:7.]
Joh 1:30
“After me.” That is, “after” in time. Jesus came after John.
“superior to me.” See commentary on John 1:15.
Joh 1:31
“I did not know him.” John almost certainly knew Jesus as a person, but what he means here is that he did not know Jesus as the Coming One. Even if he had a personal opinion based on the testimony of his parents—and it seems certain he would have their testimony since his mother was the one whom Mary visited when both women were pregnant and John leaped in Elizabeth’s womb—he still had no divine confirmation on his own until the baptism. In this phrase, the “I” is emphatic in Greek.
“but for this purpose I came baptizing in water: in order that he might be revealed to Israel.” The record of Jesus’ baptism is in Matthew 3:13-17; Mark 1:9-11; Luke 3:21-22; and is mentioned in John 1:31-34.
Here we see one of the great purposes for John’s baptism, and Jesus was revealed to Israel through it in many ways. One was the direct testimony of John, an eyewitness of the holy spirit lighting as a dove upon him. John’s testimony had great weight, as we briefly glimpse in John 1:35-37. Another was that John’s baptism prepared the hearts of people to see the Messiah. John’s baptism was specifically a baptism of repentance, that is, a baptism that symbolized the repentance of the people, who confessed their sin before being baptized. The confession, repentance, and baptism gave John the perfect platform to speak of the Messiah and reveal him to Israel because it was the Messiah, not the baptism, that could really cleanse a person from sin. People who have repented of their sin and are desirous of everlasting life always wish to see and emulate their Savior, thus many believed when they were around Jesus—their hearts had been prepared to see and receive him (cf. John 2:23).
Joh 1:33
“with holy spirit.” The Greek text has no article “the.” This refers to the holy spirit that is the gift of God.
[For more information on the holy spirit and uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?” and also see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
Joh 1:38
“What are you seeking?” The question is a deep one. It can have the essence of the NET translation: “What do you want?” But it also asks them the deep question of the heart: What is it that they really wanted in life? Were they in touch with the deep needs of their life? It is a question we should all ask ourselves: What are we really seeking in life?
Joh 1:39
“it was about the tenth hour.” The figure of speech, epitrechon is a type of parenthesis.[footnoteRef:1478] [1478:  See Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 472, “epitrechon.”] 

The “tenth hour” is four o’clock in the afternoon. Jews and Romans divided the day into 12 hours, starting at daylight, roughly 6 a.m.
[For the hours of the day and the watches of the night, see commentary on Mark 6:48.]
Joh 1:41
“first.” The word “first” is debated in the text. Lenski[footnoteRef:1479] does a good job with it. Andrew was the first of the two disciples of John to find his brother. The other disciple of John, the one not mentioned by name, would have been either James or John (the author of the Gospel of John), and he also found his brother, thus being the “second” to bring his brother, Andrew being the “first.” [1479:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. John’s Gospel, 152-53.] 

Joh 1:42
“you will be called Cephas.” Jesus changed Peter’s name from Simon to Cephas (“Peter” in Greek), which means “rock.” In the biblical culture, when a king or someone who had authority changed someone’s name, it meant that he had some kind of control over the person’s life or was in a special relationship with the person. When given by God or godly people, the new name also generally reflected some important aspect of the person’s personality and ministry, and/or pointed to something important about the person’s future. For example, “Abraham” means “Father of a multitude,” and that is indeed what Abraham became.
In the Old Testament, God, as well as other rulers, changed people’s names. For example, God changed Abram to Abraham (Gen. 17:5); Sarai to Sarah (Gen. 17:15); Jacob to Israel (Gen. 32:28), and Solomon to Jedediah (2 Sam. 12:25). Sometimes God gave a person a different name to indicate the person was evil or against Him. For example, God changed Pashhur, an Egyptian name that means “Son of Horus,” to Magor-missabib, “Terror on every side” (Jer. 20:3).
In Genesis, a pharaoh ruled over Joseph, and changed his name to Zaphenath-paneah (Gen. 41:45). Pharaoh Neco ruled over Eliakim, king of Judah, and changed his name to Jehoiakim (2 Kings 23:34). Nebuchadnezzar changed Mattaniah’s name to Zedekiah (2 Kings 24:17), and the chief of eunuchs for Nebuchadnezzar changed “Daniel” to “Belteshazzar,” “Hananiah” to “Shadrach,” “Mishael” to “Meshach,” and “Azariah” to “Abednego.” He may have done that so that after their training they would fit better into Babylonian society (Dan. 1:7). The apostles called Joseph, who apparently was very pastoral and encouraging, “Barnabas” (Son of Encouragement). Sometimes names were changed for other reasons. Gideon’s name was changed to “Jerubbaal” when Gideon tore down the altar of Baal (Judg. 6:32).
Jesus changed Peter’s name from “Simon” or Simeon (Acts 15:14; 2 Peter 1:1) to “Cephas” (an Aramaic name that means “rock”). Simon is the Greek form of the Hebrew shimon, a diminutive of shimeel, “The Lord heard”). The fact that Peter immediately accepted the new name Jesus gave him shows us that Peter was a deeply spiritual man, and immediately willing to become a disciple of Jesus.
[For more information on Peter’s call to be Jesus’ disciple, see commentary on Matt. 4:20.]
Joh 1:47
“truly.” This is the adverb alēthōs (#230 ἀληθῶς), truly. Although some versions have translated it as if it were an adjective (cf. “Here is a true Israelite” HCSB) the more likely explanation is not that Jesus is saying Nathanael was a “real” Israelite; lots of Jews from Galilee were likely “real” Israelites. The adverb likely modifies the whole phrase, “an Israelite in whom is no guile.” Finding a truly honest person who had no guile was certainly more difficult than finding a real Israelite, and Jesus opened his conversation with Nathanael by commenting on his character, something Nathanael would certainly have recognized, and something that ties in with John 2:25 which says that Jesus knew what was in people, i.e., in their hearts.
Joh 1:51
“you all.” The you is plural.
“ascending and descending on.” This is the literal reading of the Greek text, and is designed to vividly call to mind the record in Genesis 28:12 where Jacob saw a great staircase going to heaven with angels going up and down on it (it was not a “ladder” as we know it today, even though many versions use “ladder.” It was a staircase, as per the HCSB, NAB, NET, NIV, etc.).
Although the Greek uses “on” (the preposition epi), the apostles would have understood what he meant, that it was “on” him, idiomatically meaning due to who he was, that the angels were ascending from, and descending to, him. As the Son of God, Jesus was now the focal point on earth for the angels who were coming from and going back to God.
 
John Chapter 2
Joh 2:1
“and the mother of Jesus was there.” Mary is not mentioned by name anywhere in the Gospel of John, she is simply called “the mother of Jesus.” This emphasizes the fact that the Gospel of John was written to emphasize the ministry of Christ as the Son of God. Matthew emphasizes Christ the king, Mark emphasizes Christ the servant, Luke emphasizes Christ the man, and John emphasizes Christ the Son of God. In that greater context, Mary’s personal life and ministry are de-emphasized in comparison to the way Mary is portrayed in Matthew, Mark, and Luke, and her role in bringing forth the Son of the Living God gets the emphasis, so she is simply referred to as “the mother of Jesus.”
Jesus did not just “happen to be” at this wedding. He was not just some out-of-towner who happened to drop in with some disciples. He had been invited (John 2:2), and that was likely because it involved relatives of his, which is almost certainly why his mother was there too. It is most likely from the role Mary obviously played in this wedding that it was one of her relatives who was getting married, which is why she was so concerned when the host ran out of wine—this was a matter of family honor—and why she felt comfortable telling someone else’s servants what to do (John 2:3, 5).
It is noteworthy that Jesus’ first miracle occurred at a wedding and supported the families of the couple and also the institution of marriage. God ordained marriage when He brought Adam and Eve together in the Garden of Eden, and marriage is continually affirmed as a godly institution and the basis of society throughout Scripture. Furthermore, the record shows us that Jesus was not some ascetic believer, far removed from the ordinary problems of life, like running out of wine at a wedding. No, in contrast to that, Jesus inserted himself into the fabric of daily life and got involved in the problems of ordinary people. Christ’s followers should do the same.
In contrast to Mary, Joseph is not mentioned in the record, most likely because he had already died by this time. There is strong biblical evidence that Joseph died before Jesus started his ministry.
[For more on the individual emphasis of the Four Gospels, see commentary on Mark 1:1, “the good news of Jesus Christ.” For more on Joseph having died by the time of Jesus’ ministry, see commentary on John 19:27.]
Joh 2:2
“had been invited to the wedding.” This was likely because this was a wedding of a relative on Jesus’ mother’s side (see commentary on John 2:1). The wording of the sentence in Greek lets us know that Jesus was invited, and his disciples were invited also, but due to their association with Jesus.
Joh 2:3
“They have no wine.” Mary’s concern was most likely due to the fact that this was a wedding of a relative of hers and running out of wine would be a matter of family honor. See commentary on John 2:1.
It is unlikely that the wine would be completely gone before anyone noticed. R. C. H. Lenski writes, “The aorist participle in the genitive absolute is best regarded as an ingressive, ‘began to fail.’ The decline of the wine would be discovered before the last of it was used.”[footnoteRef:1480] Rotherham agrees, and his Emphasized Bible reads, “And, wine falling short, the mother of Jesus said….” [1480:  Lenski, Interpretation of St. John’s Gospel, 186.] 

Some commentators assert that Mary never thought about Jesus doing a miracle when she told him about the wine running out, and that she simply leaned on her son to figure out a way to fix the situation just as he had likely so often done for her because her husband, Joseph, was dead and Jesus was her oldest son. However, that is unlikely. How would an out-of-town guest have the contacts and resources to fix the wine problem? Mary knew Jesus was the Promised Messiah and also that an abundance of wine was part of the promises associated with his kingdom (cf. Isa. 25:6; Joel 3:18; Amos 9:13; Zech. 9:17). It is perfectly natural that Mary should assume that Jesus, who was now coming into the fullness of his ministry, would be able to correct the situation and protect the family honor even if it took a miracle.
[For more on Joseph having died by the time of Jesus’ ministry, see commentary on John 19:27. For Jesus’ coming kingdom on earth and the blessings that will be part of it, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Joh 2:4
“Dear woman.” The Greek word translated “woman” is the standard word for a female, gunē (#1135 γυνή). It is in the vocative voice, and could be translated “O woman” (cf. RSV). John 2:4 is an example of where a literal translation does not communicate the sense of the original text. For a son to address his mother as “woman” in English would be cold and insulting, but that is not at all the case in Greek, where that address is very normal and not disrespectful at all. It is a challenge to bring the sense of the Greek into English, but “Dear woman” is close (cf. NIV84, NLT). This same language is used in John 19:26.
“what does your concern have to do with me?” The Greek phrase here in John 2:4 is difficult to translate because it can be translated two different ways and because it is idiomatic. Grammatically it can be quite literally translated as either “What have I to do with you” (KJV, NASB77), or “What have you to do with me” (cf. NET, NIV, NJB, NKJV, RSV). Because it is Mary who approached Jesus with the problem and implied request, it is more likely that Jesus said “what have you to do with me?”
However, although the translation “what have you to do with me” is very literal, the phrase itself is idiomatic, and so, just as is the case in many idiomatic phrases, the words are not meant to be taken literally but instead, the meaning is understood in the culture. The phrase itself is actually Semitic, not Greek, and it was likely that Jesus was speaking to his mother in either Aramaic or Hebrew, not Greek. Because the phrase is idiomatic it should not be translated strictly literally, and the “cold feeling” that the literal Greek translation gives in English is not the feel of the Greek text.
The text note in the NET Bible explains that the Semitic idiom has two distinct meanings, one of which will apply: “The equivalent Hebrew expression in the Old Testament had two basic meanings: (1) When one person was unjustly bothering another, the injured party could say ‘What to me and to you?’ meaning, ‘What have I done to you that you should do this to me?’ (Judg. 11:12; 2 Chron. 35:21; 1 Kings 17:18). (2) When someone was asked to get involved in a matter he felt was no business of his, he could say to the one asking him, ‘What to me and to you?’ meaning, ‘That is your business, how am I involved?’ (2 Kings 3:13, Hosea 14:8).”
Here in John 2:4, when Jesus was talking to his mother, the second meaning is the applicable one, and explains why the idiom is translated in different English versions in ways such as, “what does that have to do with me” (CEB, ESV); “why should that concern me” (CJB); “why do you involve me” (NIV); “what does your concern have to do with me” (NKJV).
Keys to the meaning can be found in the context, especially the next verse, John 2:5. Not only is Mary not upset with Jesus’ response to her, but she expects Jesus will do something to help the situation. Jesus’ statement, “what does your concern have to do with me” is not an insult to Mary, or a statement of disregard for the situation. It is a question meant to get clarity on the situation.
It is Jesus’ next statement, followed by what took place at the wedding, that is a major point of confusion. Right after saying, “what does your concern have to do with me,” Jesus said, “My hour has not yet come.” That statement seems to indicate that Jesus believed that it was not time for him to do something about the situation and thus reveal more about who he was. But then he went right ahead and turned the water into wine. Also, apparently, Mary knew Jesus was going to do something about the situation because in the text of John, right after Jesus said how his time had not come, Mary went to the servants and told them to do whatever Jesus told them to do. So it seems that there must have been some conversation between John 2:4 and John 2:5 that is not recorded in John but that gave Mary the confidence to tell the servants to obey Jesus.
We can only speculate about exactly what happened between John 2:4 and 2:5, but it is clear that Jesus decided to help at the wedding. So it is likely that Mary spoke to him again about the need for more wine and he responded by saying he would do something about the situation. Then Mary went and told the servants to do whatever Jesus told them to do.
Joh 2:5
“Whatever he says to you, do it.” Jesus told Mary he would handle the situation about the lack of wine (see commentary on John 2:4). Mary had confidence in what Jesus said, and so simply went to the servants and told them to do whatever Jesus said to do.
Joh 2:6
“stone water jars.” These jars were very hard to make and expensive, since they were made of stone, not clay. The reason for the stone was that clay would absorb a little of what was put in it, and so clay vessels became unclean very easily and could not be cleansed once they were unclean. Stone, on the other hand, was harder to make permanently unclean because it could usually be cleansed by washing. The Greek reads that each water jar contained two or three metrētēs, and a metrētēs was about 10.3 gallons or 39 liters. So each jar held between 20.6 gallons (78 liters) and 31 gallons (117 liters), and since there were six stone jars, Jesus made somewhere between 120 and 180 gallons of wine.
Joh 2:9
“groom.” In many English versions, the older term “bridegroom” is used, but it just means the groom.
Joh 2:11
“signs.” The Greek is sēmeion (#4592 σημεῖον), and it means “sign” or “portent.” It is very important to understand that, because although some versions translate it “miracle” (cf. KJV), it is not the Greek word for miracle, which is dunamis (#1411 δύναμις), it is a “sign.” The NIV84 had “miraculous sign,” but corrected it to just “sign” in the NIV2011. Although this “sign” happened to be a miracle, the Greek text is clear that God wants to classify it as a “sign.”
In this case, Jesus turning the water into wine was a “sign” that revealed who he was as the Messiah, although only a few people at the wedding knew that; however, his mother and the disciples he had with him knew that. Also, this sign of turning water into wine pointed toward the abundance in the coming Messianic Kingdom on earth, because there will be an abundance of wine (cf. Isa. 25:6; Joel 3:18; Amos 9:13; Zech. 9:17). Jesus knew this and at the Last Supper told his apostles that he would not have any more wine until he drank wine again with them in his kingdom (Matt. 26:29; Mark 14:25; Luke 22:18).
This is one of the places where the “sign” is used in both an immediate and future sense: Jesus turned the water into wine and it was a sign he was the Messiah and also a sign that his kingdom (and lots of wine) was coming.
The Gospel of John focuses on “signs” that Jesus did that showed he was the Messiah. Here in John 2:11, the sentence, “This beginning of his signs Jesus did…and his disciples believed in him,” shows us that this first sign fits exactly into what John said his Gospel was to accomplish: “Now Jesus did many other signs…that are not written in this book, but these [signs] are written so that you believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God…. (John 20:30-31). Jesus did his first sign and his disciples believed in him, and as Jesus did the other signs that are recorded in John, other people believed in him. And for some two thousand years now, people have been reading about the signs that Jesus did that are recorded in the Gospel of John and have come to believe in him, that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of the Living God, and that by believing, a person gets everlasting life.
[For more on the wonderful blessings of Christ’s future kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
The Gospel of John has more signs that point to Jesus being the Messiah, and also point to blessings that would be in his kingdom. Jesus’ being raised from the dead is both a sign of his being the Messiah and a sign that God can and will raise the dead (John 2:18). Jesus’ second sign, the healing of the nobleman’s child, was both a sign of Jesus being the Messiah and also a sign of the healing associated with the coming of the Messianic Kingdom (John 4:54). The feeding of the 5,000 and its associated healings was a sign of Jesus being the Messiah and of the healing and abundance that will be in his kingdom. Jesus’ healing of the blind man was both a sign of Jesus being the Messiah and also a sign of the healing associated with the coming of the Messianic Kingdom (John 9:16). The raising of Lazarus was a sign that pointed to Jesus being the Messiah and that the dead would be raised to life in his kingdom (John 11:47; 12:18).
Joh 2:12
“down.” This is literally true. Capernaum was on the Sea of Galilee, which is about 700 feet below sea level, while Cana is in what is known as the Upper Galilee, which is well above sea level. So to get to Capernaum from Cana one has to travel considerably downhill.
“Capernaum.” Jesus made his home in Capernaum after he left Nazareth (Luke 4:29-31).
[For more information on Jesus’ move to Capernaum, see commentary on Mark 2:1.]
“a few days.” The Greek literally says, “not many days,” but the idiom means a few days. Jesus moved permanently to Capernaum, but at this time his family, his disciples, and he only stayed in Capernaum for a few days because they left town to go to the Passover in Jerusalem, as is explained in the next verse. The Passover was near and everyone went to Jerusalem to celebrate it.
Joh 2:15
“drove them all out of the Temple, also the sheep and the oxen.” This is Jesus’ first appearance in the Temple after starting his ministry, and he is already demonstrating the fact that he is the representative of his Father, and actively judging, and correcting, right from wrong and dismantling the oppressive systems the world uses to keep God’s people in bondage. The wrath that he showed in his Father’s house will be mirrored and magnified at the Judgment, when sinners will be excluded, not just from an earthly Temple, but from the Kingdom of Heaven itself. When Jesus saw the evil merchants, he acted quickly and decisively, as is indicated by the fact that the four verbs in the verse, “made...drove...poured out...overturned” are all in the aorist tense.
Making the whip would be relatively easy. There was constant buying and selling of animals and many of them would have been tied up in the immediate area at any given time. No doubt there would be unused pieces of rope and cord tied to posts or pillars, or lying around. Although some people have suggested that Jesus did not use the whip on the merchants themselves, but only on the animals, the Greek text does not support that supposition. The text says that Jesus drove them “all” out of the Temple, and the word “all” is masculine, agreeing with the “sellers” (τοὺς πωλοῦντας) and the “moneychangers” (τοὺς κερματιστὰς) of the first part of the sentence, which is in the previous verse, John 2:14. It is also quite likely, although not specifically stated, that Jesus repeated his actions at the Passover just before his crucifixion, likely only a year later. The records of Matthew 21:12, 13; Mark 11:15-17; and Luke 19:45-48, show that Jesus did indeed “drive” the dishonest merchants from the Temple, not just drive the animals from it. Although those records do not state that Jesus made a whip, it is likely that he used more than words to get the merchants to abandon their lucrative business.
It has been correctly pointed out by commentators that it was not the physical whip that drove out the moneychangers, but Jesus’ intensity and the fact that what he was doing was righteous, and at some level, at least, they knew that. Even though they themselves were caught up in the system and may not have thought they could change it, they still would have been aware to some degree that what they were doing was wrong, and so yielded to Jesus without a fight.
Joh 2:16
“Stop making.” The verb “making” is poieō (#4160 ποιέω), which means to do or to make. In this verse, it is in the present tense, imperative mood. The present tense indicates the action is ongoing. If we translate the verse as “Do not make,” it repeats the verb poieō, “do, make,” and it also loses the force that this was something they had been doing and were continuing to do. The imperative mood also is the reason for the exclamation point at the end of the sentence.
Joh 2:18
“Jews.” This is the restricted use of the word “Jews,” referring only to the religious leaders of the Jews and those who oppose God and Christ.
[For more information, see commentary on John 1:19.]
Joh 2:19
“If you destroy this temple.” In the Greek text, the verb translated “destroy” is in the second-person plural, meaning “you all.” What Christ said was, if “you all” destroy this temple I will raise it up. Also, when a verb is in the imperative mood (in this case “destroy”) and is combined with kai (“and”) and with a future indicative verb (which in this case is the verb translated “I will raise”), then the force of the verb is very likely conditional. This explains the translation, “If you (all) destroy….”[footnoteRef:1481] [1481:  Cf. Daniel Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics, 489-90. Wallace actually cites John 2:19 as an example.] 

The reason that the false witnesses at the trial of Jesus were false witnesses is that they did not correctly represent what Jesus said, but spoke as if Jesus had said he would destroy the Temple, which he did not say but would have threatened the very livelihood of the priests at Jesus’ trial. The reason that what these witnesses said was so important is that in the Greco-Roman world, the destruction of a temple was a capital offense, and if Jesus was convicted of that he could be put to death, but their witnesses did not agree.[footnoteRef:1482] [1482:  Cf. D. A. Carson, The Gospel According to John [PNTC], 181.] 

“this temple.” There are two Greek words that get translated as “temple.” Here in John 2:19, the word translated as “temple” is naos (#3485 ναός), which means the inner sanctuary of the Temple complex, the inner sanctuary of the temple proper, although it is occasionally used by association for the Temple building that houses the inner sanctuary. In contrast, the Greek word hieron (#2411 ἱερόν) refers to the Temple complex; the Temple building along with its porches, outer courts, and all associated outbuildings. Interestingly, the hieron is never used figuratively in the Bible, it is always literal.
“I will raise it up in three days.” Jesus gave this very fitting answer to the question the Jews were asking, which was basically, “What sign are you going to show us that proves you have the authority to do what you are doing?” Jesus had just cleansed the Temple of dishonest buying and selling, and had the authority to do that because he was the Messiah. But what sign showed that he was the Messiah? The Resurrection! Jesus made this clear when he said that no sign (that is, no clear incontrovertible sign) would be given to that generation except the resurrection (Matt. 12:40). Furthermore, Peter made it clear in his teaching on the Day of Pentecost that it was the resurrection that absolutely showed that Jesus was Lord and Christ (Acts 2:36).
The obvious difficulty in John 2:19 is that Jesus said “I” will raise up this sanctuary, which causes some problems. One of them is that the other times the Bible speaks of Jesus getting up from the dead it is the Father, God, who raises Jesus, he does not raise himself. Many verses plainly state that it was God who raised Jesus (cf. Acts 2:32; 4:10; 5:30; Rom. 10:9; 1 Cor. 6:14; Gal. 1:1; 1 Thess. 1:9-10; see commentary on John 10:17). Also, another problem caused by Jesus saying “I will raise it up” is that Jesus died on the cross and so if Jesus was dead then he could not raise himself from the dead.
When a single passage seems to say something that is difficult and/or contradicts many other passages, we should not reinterpret the many clear passages so that they agree with the one contradictory verse. If we base our theology on an unclear or obscure text and ignore the clear passages, we inevitably fall into error. When dealing with a difficult passage that contradicts many clear passages, the correct approach is to consider other possibilities such as transmission errors, translation errors, or simply that the passage means something that we have not considered. Even if after considering other possibilities the obscure passage remains puzzling, we should not abandon the many clear passages and accept a contradictory interpretation.
When it comes to John 2:19, we can see that Jesus’ statement is cryptic. The religious leaders to whom Jesus was speaking did not understand it (John 2:20); Jesus’ disciples who were with him did not grasp what he was saying until much later (John 2:22); and when John wrote his Gospel he realized the people reading it would not understand it and so he explained it to them (John 2:21). So what Jesus said was very unusual and cryptic, but thankfully there is a key in the context that shows that Jesus was not contradicting the clear teaching that God would raise him from the dead. Only a few verses after John 2:19, John 2:22 says that Jesus “was raised,” and the Greek verb is passive voice, indicating that someone [God!] raised Jesus and that he did not raise himself. The fact that Jesus’ statement in John 2:19 is followed closely by the statement that Jesus “was raised” shows us that the author of the Gospel of John did not think that Jesus was saying that he would raise himself from the dead. Furthermore, the Gospel of John continues teaching that Jesus “was raised,” as we see in John 21:14.
So why did Jesus word his statement the way he did? Although the Bible does not specifically say, there are a couple good possibilities. Before we consider them, however, we should remember that when Jesus was speaking to unbelievers, he tended to speak in veiled terms. Perhaps the best examples of his veiled speech are the parables he used. When his disciples asked why he spoke in parables he said to them, “To you it is given to know the sacred secrets of the Kingdom of Heaven, but to them it is not given. …And in them the prophecy of Isaiah is being fulfilled, which says, You will indeed hear but never understand, and you will indeed see but never perceive (Matt. 13:11, 14). The religious leaders eventually became frustrated by Jesus’ veiled language and at one point came to him and said, “How long will you keep our souls in suspense? If you are the Christ, tell us plainly” (John 10:24). We should note that this demand by the religious leaders that Jesus speak to them “plainly” is in the Gospel of John, the same Gospel that has Jesus’ cryptic statement about raising up the “sanctuary” of his dead body.
So in what sense could Jesus say “I” will raise “this sanctuary?” The likely reason that Jesus could say “I will raise up my body” is because he knew that it was in his power to live a sinless life in total obedience to God so that God could raise him up. Thus, Jesus could have been referring to the fact that he was to a degree responsible for his resurrection just as people are responsible to a degree for their salvation. How so? We are responsible for our salvation because we must accept the Lord Jesus in order to be saved. In a similar way, Jesus was responsible for keeping himself “without spot or blemish” and for fully obeying the will of the Father in order to be able to be resurrected. Jesus was the sacrifice for the sins of mankind, and a sacrifice that was blemished was unacceptable to the Lord (Lev. 22:17-20; Mal. 1:6-8). Since this event in John was at the start of his ministry, Jesus knew he had a long and hard road ahead and that obedience would not be easy. If he turned away from God because he did not like what God said to do, or if he sinned, then his sin would have been a “blemish” that would have disqualified him as the perfect sacrifice and then he could not have paid for the sins of mankind. Thus, to a degree, Jesus’ destiny was in his own hands and he could say, “I will raise it up.”
It is common in speech that if a person has a vital part in something, they can speak as if they had done it. An example from ordinary life would be if a homeowner hires a worker to remodel the kitchen the homeowner might say to a friend, “I remodeled my kitchen,” even though the person only paid to have it remodeled by someone else. That is common language and the Bible uses that language too. For example, in 2 Samuel 5 and 1 Chronicles 11, David and his men were attacking the Jebusite city of Jerusalem. David had sent his men ahead into the city to fight and even said that the first one into the city would become his general. Although it was David’s army that actually captured the stronghold, the Bible says, “David captured the stronghold of Zion” (2 Sam. 5:7) because David played a vital role in the capture of the city. This same type of wording may have been used by Jesus when he said he would raise up his body because he played a vital part in it being raised.
Another possible explanation as to why Jesus said, “Destroy this sanctuary, and in three days I will raise it up” is that he was speaking directly for the Father. Jesus said in John 14:24, “the word that you are hearing is not mine, but the Father’s who sent me.” So, Jesus could have been speaking the words of God the Father directly in the same way that often the prophets of old said, “Thus saith Yahweh,” and then spoke directly for God. We should note that when Jesus cleansed the Temple in Matthew and Mark, he quoted from Scripture: for example, in Matthew 21:13 and Mark 11:17 he quotes Isaiah 56:7 and Jeremiah 7:11. Furthermore, in the verses that Jesus quoted, Isaiah and Jeremiah were speaking in the first person for God. It is quite possible that Jesus, being the Son of God and a prophet, could have been speaking in the first person for God just as the prophets he quoted had done many years earlier.
The resurrection of Christ is one of the teachings in the Old Testament, and so Jesus clearly had a basis for speaking about it to the religious leaders. However, neither they nor even Jesus’ disciples saw the resurrection in the Old Testament because they were blinded by their theology that the Messiah would not die (see commentary on Luke 18:34). Nevertheless, Jesus and Paul both asserted that the Old Testament taught the resurrection of Christ (Luke 24:45-46; 1 Cor. 15:3-4; cf. Acts 17:2-3).
In conclusion, John 2:19 does not contradict the many clear verses in the Bible that say God raised Jesus from the dead—John 2:22 and other verses in John make that clear. Jesus was speaking in veiled terms to the unbelieving religious leaders, and no one, not those religious leaders, not Jesus’ disciples, and not even the people reading the Gospel of John many years later, would have understood what Jesus said without the explanation John put in his Gospel. Furthermore, there are at least a couple ways that Jesus’ statement can be understood in a way that fits with the rest of Scripture: he could have been speaking in the common way people speak, indicating that his actions played a part in his being raised from the dead, or he may have been speaking for God in the first person just as the prophets of the Old Testament did time after time.
Joh 2:20
“Jews.” This is the restricted use of the word “Jews,” referring only to the religious leaders of the Jews and those who oppose God and Christ.
[For more information, see commentary on John 1:19.]
“It has taken 46 years to build this temple, and will you raise it up in three days?” The Temple, and the complex around it, took many years to build. Then it stood in its completed form for less time than it took to build because it was destroyed in AD 70. The saying in Jewish tradition was, “He that has not seen the Temple of Herod has never known what beauty is.”[footnoteRef:1483] Here in John 2:20, the word translated as “temple” is naos (#3485 ναός), which means the inner sanctuary of the Temple complex (see commentary on John 2:19). [1483:  Edersheim, Life and Times, 2:120.] 

Joh 2:21
“the temple.” Here in John 2:21, the word translated as “temple” is naos (#3485 ναός), which means the inner sanctuary of the Temple complex (see commentary on John 2:19).
Joh 2:22
“when he was raised.” This is an important point. Even at the Last Supper, the apostles did not believe that Jesus was going to die, much less be raised from the dead. It was not until after Jesus was raised from the dead and appeared to them that they believed.
[For more on the fact that the disciples did not expect Jesus to die and be raised, see commentary on Luke 18:34.]
“from among the dead.”[footnoteRef:1484] See commentary on Romans 4:24. [1484:  Cf. Kenneth S. Wuest, New Testament, “out from among those who are dead,” 213.] 

“believed the Scripture.” What scripture? Very likely Psalm 16:10, as per Acts 2:31 and 13:35, but they also may have believed Isaiah 53, Psalm 22, etc.
Joh 2:23
“Now.” This verse should have been grouped with the Nicodemus record, and therefore numbered “3:1” instead of “2:23.” A huge key to understanding why Jesus spoke to Nicodemus the way he did was that Jesus “knew what was in people” (John 2:25). Verse 23 tells us when and where the Nicodemus record occurred. Nicodemus was a member of the Sanhedrin, the Jewish ruling council, so he would have lived somewhere in or very close to Jerusalem.
“signs.” The miracles that Jesus did are called “signs” (sēmeion #4592 σημεῖον) in the Gospel of John. A “sign” is something that points to something else, just as a road sign points to something coming up in the road or a condition the traveler needs to know about. In John, the miracles that Jesus did are called “signs” and pointed to him being the Messiah.
“Passover.” One of the three major feasts in the Jewish calendar that every male was to attend (Exod. 23:14-17; Deut. 16:1-17; 2 Chron. 8:13). This is the first of the two Passovers that Jesus attended during his ministry. At the second he was arrested and crucified.
“believed in his name.” This is an idiom and means that people believed that Jesus was the Messiah. What is not stated, but is very important, is that the people back then thought very differently about the Messiah than we do. For example, we have 20/20 hindsight and therefore know about Jesus’ two comings (the first coming when he suffered and was crucified; and the Second Coming, which is still future, when he comes and conquers the earth and sets up his Millennial Kingdom). In contrast, the people of Jesus’ day believed that because Jesus was the Messiah, he would simply come and at some point muster an army, overthrow the Romans and other governments of the world, and set up his kingdom on earth. Even his closest men, the apostles, did not understand about his death and resurrection until after he was raised and had appeared to them (Luke 24:45-48). So when the Scripture says the people believed “in his name,” they “got” that Jesus was the promised Messiah, but they did not “get” what that meant as far as Jesus’ earthly mission and ministry and how he would live out his life.
[For more on the custom of “the name” and “the name of Jesus Christ,” see commentary on 1 John 3:23. For more on Jesus’ future kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Joh 2:24
“Jesus did not trust himself to them.” Even though Jesus was surely glad that people were recognizing that he was the Messiah, he did not trust himself to them. He knew that they did not really understand what the Messiah would do. At one point in time, even Jesus’ family thought he was out of his mind (Mark 3:21).
[For more information, see commentary on John 2:23, “believed in his name.”]
“because he knew all people.” This statement shows how much revelation the Father gave to His Son, Jesus. It is not that Jesus inherently knew every person, but rather that God told him what he needed to know about people, and this sentence sets the stage for John 3:1, when Jesus meets Nicodemus.
It is obvious from Scripture that Jesus did not know everything, for he grew in wisdom (Luke 2:52), and he did not know certain things (Matt. 24:36). Whenever the word “all” is used, the student of Scripture must be careful to ascertain from the context whether it means “all” in a totally inclusive sense, or whether it means “all” in a more limited sense.
[For more on the use of “all,” see commentary on Col. 1:16.]
John 2:24 puts Trinitarians in a difficult situation, because they usually explain it by saying that Jesus was God and therefore he knew all people. But then they explain the verses that say Jesus did not know certain things by saying that those verses refer to his human side. We think it is reasonable to assert that you cannot have it both ways. Either the person who walked the earth as Jesus Christ, our Messiah, did not know everything, or he did. It makes no sense that he “went back and forth” between his supposed human and God natures. That would have been very confusing both for his human side and those around him. There are very clear verses that say he did not know everything, and no verse that actually says that Jesus did know everything the same way God does. When a verse seems at first to say Jesus “knew all people,” it should be understood in a limited sense according to the context.
Jesus Christ was “made like his brothers in every way” (Heb. 2:17), but we are not “part God, part human,” or “fully God and fully man.” In order for the integrity of Scripture to be preserved, Jesus must actually be like we are, i.e., fully human.
There is no place in Scripture where the doctrine of the “dual nature” of Christ is actually stated. It is an assumption based on piecing verses together. What the Bible does say in a straightforward manner is that Jesus was flesh and bone, not spirit; that he was a man, and that he partook in our humanity. Also, the very concept of the dual nature of Christ involves a self-contradiction. God is infinite and man is finite, and so Christ would have to be a finite-infinite being, which is inherently impossible. That is not the Jesus described to us in the Bible. No wonder Tertullian, an early Trinitarian, said, “Credo quia impossibile est” (I believe because it is impossible). We realize it is not only “impossible,” but also unscriptural, so unlike Tertullian, we do not believe it.
Jesus needed to hear from God to know how to judge (John 5:30), and he knew all men the same way—by hearing from God. In saying that Jesus knew all men, the Bible was confirming that Jesus was in touch with God just as were the prophets of old (but of course, much more intimately). Charles Morgridge writes: “It was an opinion prevalent among the Jews, that prophets knew the thoughts and characters of those with whom they conversed. Luke 7:39: ‘Now, when the Pharisee which had bidden him, saw it, he spake within himself, saying, “This man, if he were a prophet, would have known who, and what manner of woman this is that toucheth him.”’”[footnoteRef:1485] [1485:  Morgridge, The True Believer’s Defence Against Charges Preferred by Trinitarians, 124-26.] 

Furthermore, it is substantiated in Scripture that God did show prophets what people were thinking. Nathan knew of David’s secret sin (2 Sam. 12:7). Ahijah knew what the wife of Jeroboam wanted, and who she was, even though he was blind and she was wearing a disguise (1 Kings 14:4, 6). Elijah knew that Ahab had committed murder by framing Naboth (1 Kings 21:17-20), and he knew the information that the king of Israel wanted to know (2 Kings 1:1-4). Elisha knew that Gehazi was lying and knew of the greed in his heart (2 Kings 6:19-27). Daniel knew Nebuchadnezzar’s dream, even though Nebuchadnezzar had not revealed it to anyone (Dan. 2:5, 28ff). By saying that Jesus knew all men, Scripture confirms that he was, like the prophets of old, in communication with God.
Joh 2:25
“he did not need anyone to testify about people.” This statement sets up the record of Jesus and Nicodemus, which starts, “There was a man of the Pharisees, named Nicodemus.” Because Jesus did not need anyone to testify about people, and knew what was in people, when Nicodemus came to him he already knew what Nicodemus wanted and needed. That explains why Jesus so abruptly spoke into Nicodemus’ life, saying, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless someone is born from above, he is not able to see the Kingdom of God” (John 3:3).
 
John Chapter 3
Joh 3:1
“one of.” A partitive genitive. Nicodemus was “of” the Pharisees, meaning he was one of them. Some versions simplify the verse and just have, “Now there was a Pharisee named Nicodemus.” That is certainly what the text means.
“Pharisees.” The Greek word is Pharisaios (#5330 Φαρισαῖος), a transliteration of the Aramaic word perishaya, from the Aramaic word that means “separated.” The Pharisees separated themselves from things that made them unclean or were ungodly, and also separated themselves from others who they considered not godly. Our knowledge of them is limited by the sources we have. The Greek term is found for the very first time in the New Testament and it occurs in Josephus, but not in any other Jewish or Greco-Roman writings of the New Testament era. The group no doubt existed before the time of Christ, which is why it was so influential in the New Testament, but no description of it survives from that time. The term is found in the non-canonical and later Christian texts (e.g., The Gospel of Thomas), and in the writings of the Church Fathers. The text called “The Psalms of Solomon,” perhaps written in the mid-first century BC, has been thought of as a Pharisaic text, but never specifically identified as such.
Josephus tells us the Pharisees believed in the immortality of the soul, like the Greeks, which explains why the parable of the rich man and Lazarus (Luke 16) resonated with them. However, they also believed in the resurrection from the dead, as is clear from Acts 23:6-8. It is not clear how they reconciled these two beliefs. Since Josephus tells us that the Pharisees believed the soul of the righteous went into another body, it is reasonable to believe that they thought the souls of good people waited in “Paradise,” where they could be in intimate association with the Patriarchs (cf. “in Abraham’s bosom;” Luke 16:22) until the resurrection. Many Christians hold a belief that is somewhat similar: that the souls of dead Christians are in heaven and will be joined with their resurrected bodies in the future.
That John 3:1 specifically refers to Nicodemus as a Pharisee helps us understand one reason why Jesus spoke to him about the resurrection from the dead. Jesus opened the Sermon on the Mount with a teaching about the future Messianic Kingdom on earth because almost no one understood it. Similarly, one reason he opens his discussion with Nicodemus about resurrection into the Kingdom was that Nicodemus did not understand it.
[See Matthew 5:3-12; see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
“ruler of the Jews.” Nicodemus was a member of the Sanhedrin, the Jewish ruling council of 70 men that was presided over by the High Priest (cf. John 7:50).
Joh 3:2
“came to him.” The Bible is silent as to why Nicodemus came to Jesus, which means that either we can figure it out on our own, or it is not really important. In this case, the Bible gives us enough information that we recognize some very plausible reasons Nicodemus came.
First, we should understand that around that same time John the Baptist was active in his ministry in “Bethany beyond Jordan,” not more than a day’s journey from Jerusalem (see commentary on John 1:28). John was teaching that the Kingdom of God was very close and that the Messiah was already among them (Matt. 3:2; John 1:26), and “the whole region of Judea and all the people of Jerusalem were going out to him” (Mark 1:5). That meant that huge numbers of people were being stirred up by John, and the region would have been abuzz with talk about the Messiah and the Messianic Kingdom. The impact John was making on the people was enough that the rulers of the Jews in Jerusalem sent some Pharisees to question him (John 1:24ff), and either Nicodemus would have been one of them or he would have known about the report they brought back.
Since Nicodemus would have already been stirred up by the teaching that the Kingdom was close and the Messiah was among the people, he would have been especially sensitive to this new young rabbi who, in his first appearance in Jerusalem as a teacher, taught powerfully, did miracles, and even defied Temple authorities by overturning their money tables and driving away their animals. Nicodemus came to the conclusion that Jesus was a “teacher” and “sent from God.” Thus it seems at least one reason for his coming to Jesus was to find out more about his teachings and beliefs. Of course, at that point, Nicodemus did not believe Jesus was the Messiah. Nicodemus would have still held to the traditions and beliefs of the Pharisees; he was not coming to Jesus to be saved. There is a wide gap between believing someone is a teacher sent from God and believing that he is the Messiah.
Perhaps a stronger reason that Nicodemus came to Jesus was that he believed John’s teaching that the Kingdom was close, and may have also believed the Messiah was somewhere among the people. That would mean he also thought there was going to be a rebellion or revolution of some sort in the near future. The Jews of Christ’s time thought that the Messianic Kingdom would replace the kingdoms on earth, but the exact way they thought that would happen is unclear. It seems certain that there were differences of opinion about it, but the bottom line was that people thought the Messiah was going to make war on the kingdoms of the world, overcome them, and set up his own kingdom. This would certainly mean the Messiah would need help overthrowing the Romans, and no doubt a godly man like Nicodemus thought it would be helpful if the Jews were more united and fought less among themselves.
Given that, it is very likely that another reason Nicodemus came to Jesus was to offer him some advice about how to be successful in Jerusalem. As a member of the Sanhedrin and an old and experienced godly man among the often ungodly Jews, Nicodemus had learned how to influence others without being personally denounced. It seems he felt he could help this young Rabbi to navigate the uncertain and shifting waters between the rival religious factions, their rival political factions, and the masses of people, all vying for what would profit them personally. Nicodemus could give Jesus practical advice as to how to be successful and effective in his ministry. But Jesus had no interest in successfully influencing the culture in Jerusalem, and knew that Nicodemus needed to rethink his theology from the ground up to know the truth of the Word. Thus it is no wonder that Jesus went right to the heart of the Kingdom issue with the statement, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless someone is born from above, he is not able to see the Kingdom of God.”
Jesus was not going to bring the Kingdom by uniting the Jews and overthrowing the Romans. The Kingdom was going to be established on earth in a totally different way, and will in large part be populated by those people whom God raises from the dead (cf. Isa. 26:19; Ezek. 37:9-14; Dan. 12:2). It is not by being powerful enough to overthrow the Romans that a person will be able to be part of the Kingdom, but rather by being godly enough to be part of the Resurrection of the Righteous (cf. John 5:29). For more information about how “born from above” refers to the resurrection, see commentary on John 3:3.
[For more information about the Kingdom of God on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
“at night.” Nicodemus came to Jesus at night so that he might not be recognized. This is not cowardice, but wisdom: careful caution. Lenski writes that Nicodemus “was not sure about this young Rabbi from Galilee who might turn out a disappointment after all. So he cautiously investigates.”[footnoteRef:1486] [1486:  Lenski, Interpretation of St. John’s Gospel, 229.] 

“Rabbi.” The term means “teacher,” and is a respectful address. Jesus’ deeds had touched a chord in Nicodemus and he knew Jesus was sent from God. Nicodemus knew Jesus was sent from God and addresses him as such, with respect.
“we.” This refers to the “many” people who believed in John 2:23. It does not refer to Nicodemus’ peers, the religious leaders, because they did not believe Jesus was sent from God, they thought he was a false prophet.
“sent from God.” The Greek is the preposition apo (#575 ἀπό) which in this context simply means “from.” Jesus Christ was a teacher from God. God sent him, just like He sent angels or the prophets; and God inspired his teachings. Some people have tried to support the Trinity or the preexistence of Christ by this verse, but it does not have to mean that at all. Actually, the very fact that Nicodemus started by saying, “Rabbi, we know that you are a teacher ‘sent from God,’” shows that the verse is not referring to the incarnation or the Trinity in any way. Neither Nicodemus, nor the “we” he referred to in his statement, had been taught about the Trinity or the incarnation, nor believed it from the Law or what they learned in Synagogue. Nicodemus, and the “we” he referred to, believed exactly what Nicodemus said: that Jesus was a teacher from God, i.e., not a false prophet, and some of them no doubt believed he was the Messiah.
Joh 3:3
“born from above.” The Greek text reads gennaō anōthen (#1080 γεννάω; #509 ἄνωθεν), and literally means “born from above.” Unfortunately, gennaō anōthen is mistranslated as “born again” in most English versions, and that mistranslation has caused a lot of confusion in Christianity. The Greek word anōthen occurs five times in John, and all of them mean “above” or “top” (John 3:3, 7, 31; John 19:11, 23).
“Born from above” refers to the resurrection from the dead that will occur when God above puts His spirit in dead people who are then “born” from the grave. Saying, “born from the grave” is biblically accurate, because Isaiah 26:19 says that “the earth will give birth to her dead,” as if the earth is a big womb that gives birth to people at the resurrection (the KJV, which says the earth will “cast out” the dead, is not as clear as versions such as the ESV, NIV, or NASB, which have “give birth to.” The Hebrew word can refer to birth.[footnoteRef:1487] This same truth about the dead coming up out of the ground is found in Ezekiel 37:12-14 and Daniel 12:2. The imagery of resurrection as “birth” is in the New Testament as well as the Old Testament. Besides here in John 3, Jesus is called the “firstborn” from the dead, referring to the fact that he was the very first one to be raised from the dead (Col. 1:18; Rev. 1:5; cf. Rom. 8:29; Col. 1:15). [1487:  Cf. Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon.] 

The Jews had no knowledge of what the New Testament calls the “New Birth” (1 Pet. 1:3) or being “born again” (1 Pet. 1:23), and the Greek for “born again” and “new birth” in Peter is a totally different word than is used here in John 3:3 and in John 3:7. There was no “New Birth” mentioned in the Old Testament or the Gospels. From Genesis until the Day of Pentecost (Acts 2), God gave His gift of holy spirit only on a relatively few people, and when He did give it, He gave it conditionally, meaning that He could take it away. So, for example, God took His spirit from King Saul (1 Sam. 16:14), and after David sinned with Uriah and Bathsheba, David prayed God would not take it from him (Ps. 51:11).
In contrast to the way God gave the gift of holy spirit during the OT and Gospel period, after the Day of Pentecost when the Christian Church started (Acts 2), God gave holy spirit in birth, and so the Epistles refer to this as the “New Birth.” Today, Christians get “born again” when they believe. However, the New Birth was never mentioned in the Old Testament and therefore the Jews knew nothing of it.
The New Birth is part of the Administration of Grace, which is also called “the Administration of the Sacred Secret (see commentaries on Eph. 3:2 and 3:9). John 3:1-12 is not referring to the Christian New Birth. Jesus was speaking about a “birth from above” that the Jews were supposed to know about and understand. That is why Jesus chided Nicodemus, saying, “Are you the well-known teacher of Israel, and yet do not know these things?” (John 3:10). Thus we have to look in the Old Testament for the kind of birth Jesus spoke of, which is the birth of the body from the ground, which will happen at the resurrection (Isa. 26:19 (NIV); Ezek. 37:12-14; Dan. 12:2). Unfortunately, at the time of Christ, most Jews were ignorant about the resurrection from the dead and entrance into the Messianic Kingdom. The Sadducees did not even believe in a resurrection (Matt. 22:23). The Pharisees, on the other hand, of which Nicodemus was one, generally believed in immediate life after death, like the Greeks (see commentary on John 3:1, “Pharisees”). So when Jesus told Nicodemus about being born from above, he did not understand what Jesus was saying. Nicodemus, who had read the Old Testament many times, should have known what Jesus was talking about. Instead, because of his theology, he was confused by the “birth” terminology even though birth terminology is used in Isaiah.
The Jews believed that God opened the womb allowing childbirth, or closed it causing barrenness (Gen. 20:18; 29:31; 30:2; 1 Sam. 1:5; Ps. 127:3; Isa. 66:9; Hos. 9:14). Thus, when Jesus spoke of being “born from above” Nicodemus would have thought of Jesus’ words in terms of “being born with the help of God.” However, at that point instead of correctly thinking that the dead are “born” from the ground by the power of God, as in Ezekiel 37:12-14, he incorrectly thought about how a person could once again be born from his mother’s womb with God’s help. Jesus’ words are actually quite simple, but they were completely outside any theology that Nicodemus understood, so he misinterpreted them. Jesus was saying that in order to “see” (i.e., enter) the Kingdom of God, i.e., the Messianic Kingdom that will be set up on earth (Dan. 2:44; 7:14), the dead will have to be “born from above” (resurrected by the power of God) and then enter the Kingdom.
In summary, what Jesus said to Nicodemus is actually very simple: no one will see God’s Messianic Kingdom unless he is “born from above,” i.e., raised from the dead by God. But Jesus’ statement needs to be seen in its historical context and not seen as “the whole truth.” Jesus was not giving Nicodemus a complete picture of his return, conquest of the earth, the “sheep and goat judgment” of Matthew 25:31-46, and all the resurrections. As a Pharisee, Nicodemus did not even believe that the dead were actually dead, so Jesus was making the point that no one saw the Kingdom of God when they died, which is almost certainly what Nicodemus thought (cf. the parable of the Rich Man and Lazarus, Luke 16:19-31, and commentary on Luke 16:19). What Jesus said captured the larger truth of what Nicodemus needed to hear, and it is certainly true that the vast majority of humanity will not see the Kingdom of God unless they are raised from the dead into it.
[For a more complete chronology of the End Times, see commentary on Matt. 25:32. For more on Christ’s future kingdom on earth, called the “Millennial Kingdom, and his rule over the whole earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.]
Joh 3:5
“born of water.” This phrase refers to the birth of the person from his mother’s womb, and Jesus used it because Nicodemus spoke of being born from the womb, somewhat sarcastically asking if a person could enter into the womb a second time. Jesus patiently pointed out that was not necessary, but to enter the Kingdom of God a person had to come from the womb once and be born of water (cf. that which is born of “flesh is flesh;” John 3:6), and then he must be born from above, via resurrection.
There are some people who say that this phrase means a person has to be water baptized to be saved, but that cannot be the case. When Jesus spoke to Nicodemus, no one had to be baptized to be saved. There in Judea John and Jesus both baptized as a sign of recommitment to obedience to the Law, and there is evidence that proselytes to Judaism were water baptized, but in no case did the Word of God, or John or Jesus, say it was a requirement for salvation.
It is clear that baptism was not a requirement for salvation in the Old Testament, so if baptism became a requirement for salvation during the ministry of John or Jesus, the Bible should tell us that, and it never does (Mark 16:16 is an addition to the original text; see commentary on Mark 16:9). Furthermore, water baptism was not universally practiced by Jesus or his disciples. When he sent out the Twelve (Luke 9:1-5) and when he sent out the 72 (Luke 10:1-12), in neither case did he tell any of his disciples to baptize those who listened and believed the message. This fact is made even clearer when the rich man came to Jesus and specifically asked how to be saved (Matt. 19:16ff). Jesus answered: “if you want to enter into life in the age to come, keep the commandments.” Jesus did not mention baptism because it was not essential in order to be saved.
Jesus just said the phrase “born of water” when he was speaking to Nicodemus, but he never explained it, so it must have referred to something that Nicodemus could understand without any explanation. Based on that, and the context that “that which is born of flesh [with water] is flesh,” the best conclusion is that “born of water” is literal, and should be understood literally. In the context in which Jesus was speaking, before the Church Age, in order to be saved a person had to be 1) born of water (when he is born from his mother) and 2) born of the spirit (when the earth gives birth to him: Ezek. 37:12-14; Isa. 26:19.)
[For a more thorough understanding of Nicodemus and John 3, see John W. Schoenheit, The Christian’s Hope: The Anchor of the Soul, Appendix H.]
“the Spirit.” This is a reference to God, who raises people from the dead (see commentary on John 3:3). The word “Spirit,” (pneuma in Greek) does not have the definite article before it, but it is not needed in this case to make the noun “Spirit” definite because it is ruled by the preposition (See commentary on Matt. 1:18).
Joh 3:6
“the Spirit.” God is “spirit,” so it is natural that one of the names of God is “the Spirit.” It is God who creates spirit in the dead bodies of believers and gives them life.
“is spirit.” This “spirit” is the spirit God creates in people that gives life to their dead bodies. When Jesus said, “that which is born of the Spirit is spirit” (John 3:6), he was saying something that every student of the Old Testament should have known from Old Testament verses such as Isaiah 26:19; Ezekiel 37:12-14, and Daniel 12:2, 13, and Hosea 13:14, which is that God will raise the dead. God will raise the dead by putting “spirit” in their dead bodies, which will give those bodies life. In many cases, the bodies are already disintegrated, so God will have to organize the dust into bodies, just as He did for Adam, and then put spirit into them and give them life. This verse, “that which is born of Spirit is spirit,” is actually very simple when seen in light of the Old Testament prophecies. The Spirit, who is God, creates spirit in the dead bodies of believers and gives those bodies life, and they come up out of the grave in their new, spirit-powered bodies.
Joh 3:7
“you must all be born from above.” The “you” is plural in the Greek. Thus, Jesus shifts from the singular in John 3:3, “unless someone is born from above,” to the plural, “you all must be born from above” or “you must all be born from above,” making the point that the birth from above is not just for Nicodemus, but applies to everyone. The only way anyone is going to enter the Kingdom is by being “born from above,” that is, raised from the dead as per Ezekiel 37:12-14.
Joh 3:8
“the Spirit breathes where it wants to, and you hear its voice.” The traditional translation of this verse is “the wind blows,” not “the Spirit breathes.” However, the Greek word pneuma (#4151 πνεῦμα) can mean “spirit” or “wind”; pneō (#4154 πνέω, pronounced 'pnew-oh) can mean “breathe” or “blow”; and phōnē (#5456 φωνή, pronounced phoe-nay) can mean “voice” or “sound.” Therefore, “the Spirit breathes and you hear its voice,” and “the wind blows and you hear its sound” are both legitimate translations of the Greek words. In this situation, we must determine what Jesus was saying from the context and scope of Scripture, not just from the Greek words themselves.
To understand John 3 it is essential that we realize (and few commentators do!) that the context of John 3 is the resurrection from the dead, not the Christian “New Birth.” Jesus spoke of being “born from above,” not being “born again,” although most English versions have “born again.” In saying “born from above,” Jesus was making a reference to resurrection: people being raised from the dead and “born” out of the grave.
The Old Testament speaks plainly of the resurrection and refers to it as the earth giving birth. Isaiah 26:19 (NIV84) says, “But your dead will live; their bodies will rise. You who dwell in the dust, wake up and shout for joy…the earth will give birth to her dead.” Other versions that use the word “birth” in Isaiah 26:19 include: the BBE, ESV, NASB, NIV, NJB, NRSV, and Rotherham. Other Old Testament verses that speak of the resurrection of the dead include Ezekiel 37:11-14; Daniel 12:2, 13; and Hosea 13:14. While the Old Testament plainly speaks of the resurrection of the dead and being born out of the grave, there is no Old Testament verse that speaks of the Christian “New Birth.” Verses that speak of the New Birth are all in the New Testament Epistles (1 Pet. 1:3, 23; cf. Titus 3:5; James 1:18).
We must remember that Jesus was trying to instruct Nicodemus about great spiritual truths that Nicodemus should have known but was ignorant of (Jesus said, “Are you the well-known teacher of Israel, and yet do not know these things? John 3:10). Nicodemus was a Pharisee (John 3:1), and therefore would have not correctly understood about what happens to people when they die (see commentary on John 3:1, “Pharisees” and commentary on 1 Cor. 15:26, “death”). He would also have not had a correct understanding of the future Messianic Kingdom.
[See Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
From studying the Old Testament, Nicodemus should have known about the resurrection and the Messianic Kingdom, but he had no way of knowing about the Christian “New Birth” (being “born again”). It is because most commentators think that this chapter is about the Christian “New Birth” that it does not occur to them to look in the Old Testament for clues to understand what Jesus is trying to teach Nicodemus.
[For more on John 3 not being about the Christian New Birth, see commentary on John 3:3.]
Once we understand that John 3 is about the resurrection from the dead, we can search the Old Testament and look for material about it. We find that the Old Testament links the breath of God with people being raised from the dead. In contrast, “wind” is never associated with the resurrection. This, then, begins to show us that in this context, “Spirit” and “breathes” are more accurate translations than “wind” and “blows.”
The Old Testament links the breath of God with both living and dying. In Genesis 2:7 it is the breath of God that gives life to Adam, just as in Ezekiel 37 it is the breath of God that gives life to the dead. Genesis 2:7 (Rotherham) says, “So then Yahweh God formed man, [of the] dust of the ground, and breathed in his nostrils the breath of life—and man became a living soul.” Isaiah 40:7 and Ezekiel 22:21 link the breath of God with death. Isaiah 40:7 (Rotherham) says, “The grass, hath withered, The flower, hath faded, Because, the breath of Yahweh, hath blown upon it! Surely the people, is grass!” Since the breath of God is associated with life and death, it makes perfect sense that in the context of the resurrection that pneō means “breathe” and that Jesus was saying “the Spirit breathes,” and not “the wind blows.”
There is also good evidence that pneuma should be translated “Spirit.” The word pneuma occurs about 380 times in the New Testament (385 in the manuscript on which the KJV is based, 279 times in the Nestle-Aland 27 Greek text), and in the KJV this is the only place pneuma is translated “wind” (the NIV has “wind” here and one other place; which also could easily be translated “spirit”). In contrast to pneuma, the Greek word anemos (#417 ἄνεμος) occurs 31 times in the New Testament and always refers to wind (cf. Matt. 7:25; 8:26; 14:24; Eph. 4:14; Rev. 6:13). What is quite compelling evidence that pneuma should be translated “Spirit” is that pneuma occurs five times in four verses (John 3:5-8), and it would seem incongruous if four of them referred to “spirit,” and one to “wind.” Leon Morris expresses this plainly: “…we would expect the meaning [of pneuma] to be unchanged. The passage then would mean that man cannot predict the movements of the Spirit.”[footnoteRef:1488] The flow of Jesus’ teaching and his implied references to the Old Testament all argue for the translation “Spirit.” [1488:  Morris, The Gospel According to John [NICNT], 195.] 

More evidence that pneuma refers to the Spirit and not the wind is that it is assigned a will, i.e., desires. Jesus said the Spirit breathes “where it wants to.” This is not true of the wind, which does not have a will and therefore does not blow “where it wants to.” Commentators such as Meyer and Lange point out that attributing desires to the wind would be the figure of speech personification, assigning human characteristics to an inanimate object. But there is no need for the figure of speech if pneuma means “Spirit.”
Translating pneuma as “Spirit” has had supporters for centuries. Commentators such as Origin (c. AD 185-254) and Augustine (AD 354-430) believed this verse referred to the Spirit, not the wind (referenced in Lange). John Wycliffe had, “The Spirit breathes where it will” in his Bible (c. 1385). John Bengel understood the verse to mean: “the Spirit breathes where it will, and you hear its voice” (Bengel’s New Testament Commentary, c. 1742). Bengel pointed out that “breathe,” “will,” and “voice” are more appropriate to the Spirit than to the wind.
According to Leon Morris, a major reason that modern commentators favor the reading, “the wind blows” rather than “the Spirit breathes” is the phrase, “you hear its voice.” Commentators question, and with good reason, what that would mean. After all, most people who get “born again” would not say they heard the voice of God when they got saved. That would be a compelling argument against the translation “Spirit,” but instead, it actually shows why it is essential to understand that this verse is speaking of the resurrection from the dead and not referring to Christian salvation and being “born again.”
As soon as we realize this verse is speaking about people being resurrected from the dead, we see that there is indeed a “voice” associated with that event. Jesus made it clear that people would hear his voice and come out of the tombs: “…the hour is coming in which all who are in the tombs will hear his [Jesus’] voice and will come out” (John 5:28, 29; cf. John 5:25). Paul wrote that the Christian Rapture would be accompanied by “a loud command” and the “voice of a ruling angel,” and then the dead in Christ would rise (1 Thess. 4:16).
The book of Ezekiel makes it clear that Jesus was trying to teach Nicodemus a truth from the Old Testament about the resurrection. According to Ezekiel, the Spirit of God would breathe into dead people who would then come to life:
Ezekiel 37:9 (Rotherham):
Then said he [God] unto me [Ezekiel], Prophesy unto the spirit,—Prophesy, Son of man, and thou shalt say unto the spirit, Thus, saith My Lord, Yahweh—From the four winds, come thou, O spirit, And breathe into these slain, That they may live.
Since the prophecy in Ezekiel was that the “spirit” would “breathe” into the dead and they would come to life, we can see why, in the context of the resurrection, Jesus would say that the “Spirit” “breathes;” it took the breath of God to raise the dead. Then Jesus added that the Spirit breathes “where it wants to.” We should not be confused by the phrase “where it wants to,” because people’s true hearts are hidden from us. Unless the Old Testament had let us know, very few people would have thought that when Solomon died he was an evildoer in the eyes of God (1 Kings 11), whereas Nebuchadnezzar the Babylonian and Darius the Persian extolled God at the ends of their reigns (Dan. 4:34ff; 6:25ff). At the Resurrection of the Righteous, the Spirit of God will breathe on the righteous dead, raising those whom He wants—those who have had faith in Him—and no doubt there will be many surprises. It will certainly be the case that some people we would have never expected to be righteous will be raised, while many who we thought were righteous will be passed over. For example, in his teaching about a Pharisee and tax collector who both prayed to God, it seems surprising that the Pharisee would be judged unrighteous but the tax collector judged righteous (Luke 18:9-14).
Jesus concludes his teaching to Nicodemus by saying, “this is how it is with everyone who is born by way of the Spirit.” The phrase “this is how it is” is from the Greek houtōs [#3779 οὕτως], which generally means, “thus, so, in this manner, in this way,” etc.[footnoteRef:1489] Furthermore, we say “by the Spirit” because the Greek text is not a simple genitive, but ek tou pneumatos (literally, “from [by way of] the Spirit”). The preposition ek (#1537 ἐκ) only takes the genitive case, which is why “Spirit” is in the genitive case in the sentence. The preposition ek is generally used in one of these six ways: [1489:  Cf. Stern, Complete Jewish Bible.] 

1. Source: out of, from; e.g., “it was discovered that she was pregnant from the Holy Spirit” (Matt. 1:18; Luke 3:8).
2. Separation: away from, from; e.g., “Out of Egypt I called my son” (Matt. 2:15).
3. Temporal: from; e.g., “he saw a man blind from his birth” (John 9:1; Acts 15:21).
4. Causal: because of; e.g., “But if it is on the basis of grace, then it is not on the basis of works” (Rom. 11:6; cf. Mark 9:15).
5. Partitive (in place of a partitive genitive): of, from; e.g., “some of you they will cause to be put to death” (Luke 21:16; cf. 2 John 1:4).
6. Means: by, from; e.g., “providing for them out of their resources” (Luke 8:3; cf. Luke 16:9).
In this case, the context shows us that the first use of ek listed above, “source: from, out of” is the proper meaning. The BDAG Greek-English Lexicon notes that when ek is used in the context of birth, it denotes the role of the male. John 3:8 is speaking of those people who are “born,” i.e., resurrected, “from, by, or by way of,” the Spirit.
In summing up John 3, we see Nicodemus the Pharisee coming to Jesus. Being a Pharisee, he had an incorrect understanding of what happens to a person after he dies and an incorrect understanding of the Kingdom of God. Jesus begins to correct his understanding by saying that if a person is not resurrected from the dead (“born from above”), he will not be able to enter the Messianic Kingdom on earth. It was a fairly straightforward teaching, and had Nicodemus grasped it, Jesus could have gone on and instructed him in deeper spiritual things. Instead, Nicodemus completely misunderstands Jesus and borders on being sarcastic, saying, “Can a man enter a second time into the womb?”
Jesus ignores the sarcasm and presses forward with his teaching, referring to how the Old Testament says the dead will be raised: “The Spirit breathes where it wants to, and you hear its voice, but do not know where it comes from and where it goes; this is how it is with everyone who is born by the Spirit.” Nicodemus again did not grasp what Jesus was teaching, and said, “How are these things able to happen?” At that point Jesus openly challenges Nicodemus’ ignorance, saying, “Are you the well-known teacher of Israel and yet do not know these things?” (John 3:10). Then Jesus goes on to make a sweeping statement about how in general the leaders of the Jews (“you people;” the “you” is plural in Greek) do not accept what Jesus is teaching, and he expresses some futility about teaching them deep spiritual truths: “If I told you people about earthly things and you do not believe, how will you believe if I tell you heavenly things?” (John 3:12).
At that point, at the end of John 3:12, the conversation ends, and John 3 returns to the narrator (see commentary on John 3:13). We do not know what happened after verse 12 between Nicodemus and Jesus because the Bible is silent on the matter. We do know that Nicodemus tried to defend Jesus when the Jews wanted to arrest him (John 7:50-51), and he also contributed to Jesus having a proper burial (John 19:39), so what Jesus did and said obviously had a big effect on him. But did Nicodemus ever go from believing that Jesus was “sent from God” (John 3:2) to believing that he was the actual Messiah? Scripture is silent on this. Nicodemus is never mentioned after Jesus’ burial, including not being mentioned among the disciples in Acts. Thus we do not know if Nicodemus truly came to believe that Jesus is the Messiah or if he remained in his conviction that Jesus was a prophet sent from God. In fact, we will not know that until the Rapture or resurrection, when the Spirit breathes life where it wants, and some of those who are dead hear the voice and get up while others remain dead in the grave, awaiting the second resurrection. Thus this record of Nicodemus, which was penned in the Acts period likely after Nicodemus was dead, contains a subtle irony. Jesus’ teaching that the Spirit breathes life where it wants to, and we do not know where it comes from or is going to, applies to Nicodemus himself. We do not know the heart of Nicodemus and whether on that Great Day the Spirit will breathe life into him or not. We certainly hope he came to believe the truth.
“by the Spirit.” In this case, “Spirit” has a capital “S” because it refers to God. The Old Testament revealed that God (also called, “the Spirit), was the one who will give birth from the dead. This is not referring to the gift of holy spirit or the Christian New Birth.
[See John W. Schoenheit, The Christian’s Hope, Appendix H.]
Joh 3:11
“you people.” The “you” is plural in Greek, here represented by “you people.” When Jesus says, “you people,” he is specifically referring to the Jewish leaders. Although Jesus was no doubt upset by the fact that the Jews in general had not accepted him or his teaching, in this case, he is most specifically speaking about those people in leadership positions among the Jews. John 3:1 told us that Nicodemus was a “ruler” of the Jews, and John 7:50 lets us know that he was a member of the Sanhedrin, the Jewish ruling council of 70 men, so Nicodemus was a very powerful man.
“are not accepting our testimony.” Although some people believed in Jesus as Messiah, the majority did not, and that was especially true of the rulers of the Jews, a point that becomes especially clear at his trial. Nicodemus, at this point in his spiritual journey, was only able to say that Jesus was from God. He did not yet see him as the Messiah, and perhaps he never did.
Joh 3:12
“earthly things.” The things that Jesus taught about, though having to do with God or having originated from God, were also related to the earth. For example, the Messiah himself, the Laws of God, and the resurrection. These things had to do with God’s relation to earth and were also part of the revelation of the Old Testament. There should have been no (or very little) debate about them. Instead, the religious world was completely perverted by tradition and wrong teaching. Yet when Jesus tried to correct the situation by his teaching and signs, the religious world stood against him and the common people were usually confused. Frankly, the same situation exists in the Christian religion today. There are so many unbiblical beliefs and traditions that someone presenting the truth is usually either scoffed at or ignored.
Joh 3:13
“And no one.” Jesus did not speak the words recorded in John 3:13 (or any of the words from verse 13 to the end of chapter 3). Jesus did not say he was in heaven while he was standing in Jerusalem speaking to Nicodemus. Jesus stops speaking at the end of verse 12, and that is where the red letters in red-letter Bibles should also stop. Verse 13 is part of the narrative of the Gospel of John, not Jesus speaking. Most of the Gospel of John is the narrative of John. John opens up with narrative, and the majority of chapter 1, and most of the rest of John, is narrative. John chapter 3 opens with narrative (“There was a man of the Pharisees....”), and that narrative continues in verse 13.
Although most people do not realize it, scholars debate what part of John chapter 3 was spoken by Jesus, and at what point the words of Jesus stop, and the narration of the Gospel of John restarts. Although the best way to see this debate is by reading the commentaries and articles in theological journals, an easy way to see the debate is by comparing different versions of “red-letter Bibles;” the red letters stop at different places in different Bibles. In the ESV, NASB, and NIV84, Jesus stops speaking (and the red letters stop) at verse 21, but in the NIV (2011 edition), the red letters stop at John 3:15, and John 3:16 is in black letters and is considered part of the narrative. In contrast to those two possibilities, the textual and contextual evidence supports the conclusion of E. W. Bullinger, who asserts that Jesus stops speaking in verse 12 and the narrative starts with verse 13. The Companion Bible by Bullinger has notes that make a good case for the fact that Jesus’ speaking ends at verse 12 and John, the narrator, begins with verse 13. In fact, Bullinger lists seven different reasons for Jesus’ talking ending at verse 13. Verses 14 and 16 agree with this entirely (see the commentaries on John 3:14 and 3:16).
Bullinger’s seven reasons are:
1. Because the past tense of the Greek verbs that follow verse 12 indicate completed events.
2. Because the expression “only begotten Son” is not used by the Lord of himself, but is used by John describing the Lord (John 1:14, 18, 3:16, 18; 1 John 4:9).
3. Because “in the name of” (John 3:18, using the Greek word en) is not used by the Lord, but by John (John 1:12; 2:23; 1 John 5:13).
4. Because to “do the truth” occurs elsewhere only in 1 John 1:6.
5. Because “who is in heaven” (v. 13) points to the fact that the Lord had already ascended at the time John wrote.
6. Because the word “lifted up” refers both to the sufferings (John 3:14; 8:28; 12:32, 34) and to “the glory which should follow” (John 8:28; 12:32; Acts 2:33; 5:31).
7. Because the break at verse 13 accords best with the context, as shown by the structure of the section.[footnoteRef:1490] [1490:  E. W. Bullinger, Companion Bible, 1519.] 

Strong and straightforward evidence that Jesus is not speaking after verse 12 comes from just reading the verses in the Greek (and sometimes even the English) and paying attention to the verbs and the content of the verses. For example, verse 13 is very clear: “No one has ascended into heaven...except the Son of Man.” The verb “ascended” is in the past tense in both Greek and English, and shows us that Jesus had already ascended to heaven when this verse was written. This is confirmed by the last phrase of the verse, which says that Jesus “is” in heaven. The phrase, “which is in heaven,” has all the evidence of being original, and should appear in English Bibles as it does in the King James Version (this point is covered below, under “who is in heaven”).
Orthodox scholars have come up with “explanations” of why they believe this verse says Jesus has ascended into heaven but is still on earth talking to Nicodemus, but they are contrived explanations, invented due to the commentators’ preconceived theology. There is no need for anything other than a straightforward reading of this verse to understand it.
The verbs in John 3:14 continue letting us know that Jesus had already ascended to heaven, and was not on earth talking to Nicodemus. Verse 14 says that “just as” Moses “lifted up” the serpent (aorist tense in Greek), even so the Son of Man “was lifted up” (also aorist tense). The tense of the verb “lifted up” is the same for both the serpent of Moses and the Son of Man. Thus, the natural reading of the text is that both the serpent and the Son of Man were lifted up in the past. Of course, because the orthodox teaching is that John 3:14 occurred long before the crucifixion and ascension of Christ, the natural reading of the Greek text is ignored, and the past tense reading of the last verb is made to read in English as if it were future, so most English versions read that the Son of Man “will be” lifted up. As in verse 13, the natural reading of the verbs shows that Jesus had already been crucified; “lifted up.”
The verbs in verse 16 continue to show that Jesus’ death is in the past, and that Jesus was not talking to Nicodemus but rather that verse 16 is the narrative of John (at this point many commentators agree, including the translators of the 2011 NIV, whose red letters stop with verse 15). The text clearly says that God “loved” the world and “gave” His Son. These things were already done, not future events. The serpent being “lifted up,” Christ’s being “lifted up,” that God “loved” the world, and that God “gave” His Son—all of these verbs in the aorist tense, and all refer to past events. This is why even the English versions say God “gave” His Son instead of “will give” him.
So how do orthodox commentators explain these past tense events, especially how God supposedly “gave” His Son long before Jesus died? R. C. H. Lenski, on many subjects a very good commentator, explains the past tense verbs this way: “This verb ‘gave’ really refers to an act that took place in the other world, where any consideration of time would be inadequate, meaning only that we are in a poor human way speaking of things beyond us.”[footnoteRef:1491] So in other words, Lenski claims that when the Bible says God “gave” His Son before He actually “gave” him, it was because the event happened in “the other world” where time is not counted like we count time. That explanation is contrived and ignores the plain reading of the Greek. We contend that there is no need to make up such bizarre explanations of verses that can be read and understood in a simple and straightforward manner. After all, is there any other place that Jesus speaks in a way that we cannot simply understand, but have to explain by saying that Jesus spoke of a future event in the past because the act “took place in the other world”? Certainly not to our knowledge. [1491:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. John’s Gospel, 264.] 

Beyond a plain and straightforward reading of the Greek text, which places the events after verse 12 in the past, another reason to believe that Jesus stopped speaking in verse 12, and verse 13 resumes the narrative of John, is that from verse 3 to verse 12, whenever Jesus speaks, he uses “I.” However, after verse 12, we find the third-person pronoun “him” in the text. The logical reason for that shift is that from verse 13 on, the apostle John was writing about “him.” In verse 3, Jesus is speaking and he says, “I say.” In verse 5 he says, “I say.” In verse 7 he says, “I said.” In verse 11 he says, “I say,” and in verse 12 he says, “I told” and “I tell.” In verse 13, there is a sudden shift. We no longer see “I,” we see “him,” and other references to Jesus in the third person. For example, in verse 13, the text refers to “the one” from heaven, and in verse 14, instead of saying “everyone who believes in me” (which Jesus did many times in the Gospel of John, cf. John 6:35; 7:37; 11:25, 26; and John 12:44, 46), the text says, “everyone who believes in him.” When the evidence is weighed, the words from John 3:13 to the end of the chapter were not spoken by Jesus, but penned by the narrator, the apostle John, long after Jesus’ death, resurrection, and ascension.
“but he who came down from heaven.” Something was said to have come from God or come from heaven if God was its source. For example, James 1:17 says that every good gift is “from above” and “comes down” from God. What James means is clear. God is the Author and source of the good things in our lives. God works behind the scenes to provide what we need. The verse does not mean that the good things in our lives come directly down from heaven. The phrase “he who came down from heaven” in John 3:13 is to be understood in the same way we understand James’ words—that God is the source of Jesus Christ, which He was. Christ was God’s plan, and then God directly fathered Jesus.
[For more information on Jesus coming from heaven or being sent by God, see commentaries on John 6:38 and 6:57.]
There are also other verses that say Jesus was “sent from God,” a phrase that shows God as the ultimate source of what is sent. John the Baptist was a man “sent from God” (John 1:6), and it was he who said that Jesus “comes from above” and “comes from heaven” (John 3:31). When God wanted to tell the people that He would bless them if they gave their tithes, He told them that He would open the windows of “heaven” and pour out a blessing (Mal. 3:10). Of course, everyone understood the idiom being used, and no one believed that God would literally pour things out of heaven. They knew that the phrase meant that God was the origin of the blessings they received. Still another example is when Christ was speaking and said, “Where was the baptism of John from? From heaven or of human origin?” (Matt. 21:25). Of course, the way that John’s baptism would have been “from heaven” was if God was the source of the revelation. John did not get the idea on his own, it came “from heaven.” The verse makes the idiom clear: things could be “from heaven,” i.e., from God, or they could be “from men.” The idiom is the same when used of Jesus. Jesus is “from God,” “from heaven” or “from above” in the sense that God is his Father and thus his origin.
The idea of coming from God or being sent by God is also clarified by Jesus’ words in John 17. He said, “Just as you sent me into the world, so I sent them into the world.” (John 17:18). We understand perfectly what Christ meant when he said, “I sent them into the world.” He meant that he commissioned us, or appointed us. The statement does not imply that we were in heaven with Christ and then incarnated into the flesh. Christ said, “As you sent me…I sent them.” So, in the same way that Christ sent us is how we should understand the phrase that God sent Christ.
“who is in heaven.” This last phrase of this verse as it appears in the KJV and REV is omitted in the modern Greek texts, but its originality is still disputed. Although the modern Greek texts such as Nestle-Aland and SBL text omit the phrase, and the modern English Bibles based upon those texts omit it also, there is good reason to believe the scholars compiling those modern texts have made a mistake in this instance. The reason the modern texts omit the phrase is that it is omitted in the Egyptian texts (the Alexandrian text family). Although the Egyptian witnesses carry a lot of weight, they are not the final word on the originality of any verse. The phrase is included in the texts of every other Greek text family, and it is also in early texts other than Greek, such as the Syriac, Coptic and Armenian texts.
When a word or phrase is in some Greek manuscripts, but not in others, scholars typically use a number of tests to try to reconstruct the original text. One of those tests is, “What do the earliest texts say?” Another is, “Is there a reading that is dominant among all the various text families and the early versions that are in other languages?” A very important test is, “Which reading is the most difficult?” This is important because scribes normally took difficult readings, either difficult grammatically, or difficult to understand, and simplified them. In this verse, the “difficulty” test is very important because the early Egyptian texts omit the phrase, but from a pure “difficulty” standpoint, having the phrase as part of the verse is much more difficult than not having it. The verse reads more simply without it. Thus the evidence of the “difficulty” test, and especially combined with the fact that only Egyptian texts omit the phrase, would lead us to conclude that the phrase is original. One thing is certain: the phrase was either invented by scribes and added to the original text, or it was original and was deleted from the original text. That leads us to the question, “Are there historical factors that would make a scribe alter the text one way or the other?” We will see that there was a reason Egyptian scribes would have deleted the phrase, “who is in heaven.”
The phrase “who is in heaven” is difficult because according to Christian tradition, the words in verse 13 were spoken by Jesus when he was in Jerusalem speaking with Nicodemus (which is not correct, as we saw above). So the fact that the verse says “who is in heaven” created a huge problem. How could the Bible say Jesus was in heaven when he was on earth speaking with Nicodemus? The scribes had an easy solution to that problem: omit the difficult words. While it is easy to see why an Egyptian scribe would want to omit those words, no one has ever been able to give a reason why any scribe would want to invent those words and put them in the Bible. There just does not seem to be any good reason why an early scribe would add, “who is in heaven,” to a verse that read much more clearly without it.
While the phrase “who is in heaven,” seems out of place to the ordinary reader, this was even more true in Egypt, where huge debates about the Deity of Christ were going on, and where many scribes did not believe in the Trinity. At least the Trinitarian scribes believed that Jesus could be on earth and in heaven at the same time, so they would not have seen a need to modify the verse by omitting the phrase (R. C. H. Lenski is an example of a Trinitarian commentator who has no problem with Jesus being both in heaven and on earth at the same time: “…he is both here and is still in heaven.”[footnoteRef:1492] But to the non-Trinitarian scribes in Egypt, it would make no sense at all that Jesus could be on earth and in heaven at the same time. Thus in Egypt, there would have been pressure to omit the difficult phrase, “who is in heaven.” [1492:  Lenski, 252.] 

We assert, based on the tests that are usually used to determine which texts are original, and on the fact that the phrase, which properly understood does make perfect sense, that the phrase is original. The non-Trinitarian scribes in Egypt removed the phrase about the Son of Man being in heaven because they misunderstood it, and they saw it as a contradiction in the text.
But if the phrase “who is in heaven” is original, does that mean the explanation is believing in the Trinity? Absolutely not. The key to understanding John 3:13 is not that Jesus was on earth and in heaven at the same time, but rather that Jesus did not speak the words recorded in John 3:13.
As we have seen in the earlier commentary entry on this verse, there is a very simple answer to why the phrase, “who is in heaven,” is in the text: Jesus was in heaven and the words were not spoken by Jesus but penned by the apostle John as part of the narrative of the chapter. But why would the scribes, even Egyptian scribes, not have recognized that? Did the inclusion of the phrase have other implications besides the Trinity? The answer is yes, it did. Verse 13 (and also John 3:14-21) was also traditionally ascribed to Jesus because of its implications about the state of the dead. It is well understood by theologians and Bible scholars that no one could go to heaven before Jesus died and paid for the sins of mankind. Since every human has sin, if even one person could go to heaven before Jesus died for the sins of mankind, then that would mean that people could go to heaven without having had their sins paid for, and thus Jesus did not have to die to pay for sins—the death of the Messiah became unnecessary.
But in the first century, it was commonly believed that people’s souls lived on after the body died, and if the souls of righteous people, like Abraham and Sarah, could not go to heaven, where did they go? We know the Bible actually teaches that when a person dies he is dead and in the ground, awaiting the resurrection, but that truth was not solidly believed by the early church and still is not widely believed today. The Jews who were Pharisees who were getting born again and joining the early Church believed in immediate life after death, and so did the Greeks and Romans. That meant that new converts to Christianity, both Jew and Gentile, brought the belief into the Church that the soul lived on after the body died. The fact that Paul had to write about what happens when people die (1 Cor. 15) shows there was division about it even when the apostles were still alive, and soon after the death of the apostles, belief that the soul (or spirit) continued to live on after a person died was quite firmly established as orthodoxy. Thus it was, and still is, a common belief that the souls of believers who died before the time of Jesus Christ went to a place of waiting that some theologians refer to as “Paradise,” and it is supposedly similar to Abraham’s bosom in Luke 16.
According to orthodox teaching, what happened to the righteous souls in Paradise that were awaiting Jesus’ death and resurrection? They waited in “Paradise” until Jesus ascended to heaven, at which time he took all those righteous souls with him to heaven. We are now in a position to see how John 3:13 could cause problems for people who believed the soul lives on after death. Since John 3:13 says that “no one has ascended into heaven,” if Jesus himself spoke the words, then the doctrine of immediate life after death was not challenged and not threatened. Jesus was still on earth talking to Nicodemus, so the souls of righteous dead people were still waiting in Paradise. However, if verse 13 was the words of John the narrator and was written after Jesus had ascended to heaven, then the doctrine of immediate life after death has problems. If John penned the words, “no one has ascended up to heaven” long after Jesus ascended, then when Jesus ascended into heaven he did not take the righteous souls with him. There would be no reason for righteous souls to be in a “waiting area” after Jesus ascended, so if they did not go up to heaven with Jesus, then it is logical that the orthodox teaching that the soul lives on after the body dies is wrong, and that when people die they are actually fully dead and in the grave, awaiting the resurrection or Rapture (which we assert is the true teaching of Scripture).
In examining John 3:13, the textual evidence supports the conclusion that the final phrase is original: Jesus had ascended into heaven and was in heaven, but no one else was in heaven. We also assert that the textual evidence shows that Jesus did not speak the verse, but rather it is part of the narrative of the Gospel of John. That makes this verse one of many verses in the Bible that teaches that no one is in heaven. The dead are asleep until Jesus comes and raises them up at the Rapture, the First Resurrection, or the Second Resurrection.
[For more information that dead people are dead and awaiting the resurrection, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.” For more information about Jesus Christ not being part of the Trinity, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son,” and also see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
Joh 3:14
“just as Moses lifted up the serpent...the Son of Man was lifted up.” Although almost all the versions treat Jesus’ lifting up as if it is future, a quick look at the Greek text shows that, from the writer’s standpoint, it is in the past. The Greek verb “to lift up” is the same for both the serpent and the Son of Man, hupsoō (#5312 ὑψόω), and both are in the aorist tense. The translators ignore this, believing that Jesus is the one speaking in the verse and therefore referring to his future crucifixion, but the fact is that Jesus was not saying it, John was, as part of the narration of the Gospel of John, and the crucifixion was many years in the past when John was writing.
[For verse 14 not being the words of Jesus, see commentary on John 3:13, “And no one.”]
Joh 3:15
“life in the age to come.” The Greek phrase that we translate “life in the Age to come” is zōē aiōnios (#2222 ζωή; #166 αἰώνιος). The word zōē is the noun, “life,” while aiōnios is the adjective, “Age.” (Occasionally the phrase occurs as aiōnios zōē, with the noun last; John 17:3; Acts 13:46, but that is the exception, and there is no difference in meaning).
English Bibles usually translate the phrase zōē aiōnios as “eternal life” or “everlasting life,” but most of the time that is not a good translation, and can even be confusing. The phrase zōē aiōnios (“Age life”) refers to everlasting life which begins in the Messianic Age, also known as the “Millennial Kingdom” (cf. Rev. 20:1-6).
[For more information on everlasting life, see Appendix 1: “Life in the Age to Come.”]
Joh 3:16
“For God.” Jesus did not speak the words of this verse to Nicodemus but they are part of the narration of the Gospel of John, penned by John long after Jesus had ascended to heaven. One way we can tell this is that John 3:16 is the teaching about how to be saved after Jesus died and resurrected, not before. When Jesus told people how to be saved when he was alive, although he did tell them to believe in him, he also told them to keep the commandments. For example, he told the rich young ruler that to have everlasting life he had to keep the commandments (Matt. 19:17). More evidence that John 3:16 is part of the narration of the Gospel of John and not Jesus speaking to Nicodemus is that the verse says, “He gave His only begotten Son.” This refers to Jesus’ death as a sacrifice for the sins of mankind, and it is referred to as a past event. But God’s giving His Son was still future when Jesus spoke to Nicodemus.
[For more on verse 16 not being the words of Jesus, see commentary on John 3:13, “who is in heaven.”]
“so loved.” The word “so” is a translation of the Greek word houtō (#3779 οὕτω), which is an adverb, and refers to “in this way” or “this much,” depending on the context. Thus, John 3:16 can open with the phrase, “God loved the world in this way: He gave....” as the Holman Christian Standard Bible does, or it could open by saying, “This is how much God loved the world: He gave....” Both meanings are in the Greek word houtō. In this case, both meanings are accurate. Giving His Son is both the way God showed His love, and shows us how much He loved the world. The English word “so” contains elements of both “how” and “how much,” so it is a good translation of houtō.
“his only begotten Son.” Jesus Christ is the Son of God. This is one of the strongest and clearest arguments against the doctrine of the Trinity. That Jesus is the Son of God and therefore not God is a simple concept backed up by clear texts and simple biblical vocabulary. There are many clear texts expressing that Jesus is not God. For example, Jesus called God “my God” both before and after his resurrection (Matt. 27:46; John 20:17). Jesus referred to the Father as the only true God (John 17:3). Jesus said the Father was greater than he was (John 14:28). Just as Christ is the head of the man, God is the head of Christ (1 Cor. 11:3). God made Jesus “Lord,” he was not “Lord” on his own (Acts 2:36). Jesus was “given” his authority, he did not have it by virtue of being God (Matt. 28:18). God does not “inherit” anything, He is the creator. Instead, He gives an inheritance to His created children, which is why Jesus is an “heir of God” and a “joint heir” with us (Rom. 8:17). In the future Kingdom, Jesus will be subject to the Father (1 Cor. 15:28).
[Many more simple and biblical truths like these distinguish Jesus from God. See Graeser, Lynn, and Schoenheit, One God & One Lord.]
The doctrine of the Trinity is unbiblical, and when it was created by the Church it caused problems that cannot be solved with simple and straightforward logic and the vocabulary in the Bible. Almost all of the Ecumenical Church Councils dealt with problems created by the Trinity, and most ended with the people who held the majority position declaring that the minority were “heretics.” Instead of seeing the problems the Trinity was causing and admitting its error, the orthodox Church typically did two things: it called the unsolvable problems it created “mysteries,” and then it attempted to solve (or at least explain) them by technical language that is usually unbiblical and actually “explains” nothing.
Christians need to be aware of the difference between a mystery and a contradiction. In the book, Against Calvinism, Roger Olson explained that some of the “mysteries” created by Calvinism were not mysteries at all, but simply contradictions and absurdities. Olson wrote: “We must point out here the difference between mystery and contradiction; the former is something that cannot be fully explained to or comprehended by the human mind, whereas the latter is just nonsense—two concepts that cancel each other out and together make an absurdity.”[footnoteRef:1493] We feel that what Olson wrote about the mysteries of Calvinism equally apply to the “mysteries” created by the doctrine of the Trinity. [1493:  Roger Olson, Against Calvinism, 105.] 

Instead of “nonsense” and “absurdity,” Richard Daane uses the term “verbalism” to refer to phrases in which words are placed together in a logically inconsistent way and have no true meaning or explanatory power. Like Olson, Daane was writing about certain aspects of Calvinism, and also like Olson, what Daane wrote applies to many of the explanations of the Trinity. Daane defined a verbalism as “a theoretical game in which words really carry no ascertainable sense and phrases no ascertainable meaning.”[footnoteRef:1494] Many of the so-called explanations of the Trinity are nonsensical and are mere verbalisms. [1494:  Richard Daane, The Freedom of God, 71.] 

The actual biblical description of the relationship between God the Father and Jesus the Son is simple and clear. A father gives birth to a son. A son always has a beginning. God the Father fathered Jesus Christ the Son who had a beginning. Of course, that would mean the Trinity was not true, so Trinitarians have invented explanations so the “Son” does not have to have a beginning. Thus the Son is called “eternally begotten.” The problem with that phrase, however, is that it is unbiblical and meaningless. By definition, “begotten” means there is a beginning. “Eternally begotten” is a nonsense phrase, a verbalism, an absurdity. In the words of Olson, “eternally” and “begotten” are “two concepts that cancel each other out and together make an absurdity.” The fact that the Bible refers to Jesus over and over again as “the Son” should be a clear indicator that the Trinity is not a true doctrine.
Because the doctrine of the Trinity states that Jesus is both fully God and fully man, it states that Jesus himself is both 100% God and 100% man. This is another mere verbalism and absurdity. It is not in the Bible, and it is mathematically impossible. But Trinitarian scholars press ahead and try to understand and explain how Jesus can be both fully human and fully God and still be “made like his brothers [fellow humans] in every way” (Heb. 2:17). They call it a “mystery” and describe it using nonbiblical vocabulary. They describe it by the phrase communicatio idiomatum, literally, “the communication of the idiom.” That sounds scholarly, but it does not explain anything, it simply is a way of saying in Latin that the God part and the human part of Jesus communicate. That is Trinitarian doctrine, but it is not the simple truth of Scripture.
The doctrine of the Trinity also states that Jesus is an individual “person” but also an inseparable part of “one God” made up of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. It is logically impossible to be an individual and yet part of one God at the same time, and this is another illogical and contradictory part of the Trinity. Again, Trinitarian scholars call this a “mystery” and describe the “individual-but-part-of-one-God” doctrine by the Greek term perichoresis, which basically means “mutual indwelling.” But calling the problem by a Greek name does not solve the problem. The doctrine of the Trinity creates a host of biblical problems that would not exist at all if we just believed the simple and straightforward statements of Scripture.
Another simple and biblical way we know that Jesus is not God is that many verses mention God and Jesus in the same verse as two different individuals, and other verses mention Jesus and the Father in the same verse. For example, in Acts 7:55 Jesus is standing at the right hand of “God.” Trinitarians say that in contexts like these, “God” means the Father. But where is their proof of that? The only proof they have is that it contradicts their doctrine; but it is clear and biblical. Jesus is not God, so he can be with God. If the Trinitarians were right and Jesus was “God” too, then in the same way as there are many verses that mention both Jesus and “God,” there should be verses that have “the Father” and “God,” where “God” meant Jesus. But there are none. So there are many verses where Jesus is with God (the Father) but not one single verse where the Father is with “God” (the Son). The most logical, simple, and biblical explanation for that is that the Father is God but Jesus is not.
“so that.” The Greek word hina (#2443 ἵνα) plus the verb in the subjunctive mood shows this to be a purpose-result clause. By giving his Son, God both intended to, and His action resulted in, saving those who believe.
[See Word Study: “Hina.”]
“will not perish.” The Greek verb apollumi (#622 ἀπόλλυμι) means “perish.” There is no such thing as the “immortal soul” in the Bible. Everlasting life is a gift of God to those who believe in Him and His Son and receive that life. People who reject God and His Son die in their sin (cf. John 8:21). God gives people life—their first life—and in that life, they can believe God or reject Him. Those who reject God will “perish” as John 3:16, Romans 6:23, and many other verses testify.
The Greek verb apollumi is in the subjunctive mood, which is usually known as the mood of condition, reflecting an “if” or a possibility. However, in this case, the Greek word hina earlier in the verse forces the verb apollumi to be subjunctive in its grammatical mood, but not in its meaning; the meaning is determined by the context. This verse is an example of when trying to translate the Greek text literally can cause problems for an English reader. The average English Bible student reads John 3:16 in most versions, and reads something like, “that whoever believes in him should not perish.” But why the word “should?” The “should not perish” makes it seem like even if a person believes, he still might perish. He “should” not perish (or “may” not perish, as the NRSV, Darby, and Young’s Literal Translation say), but maybe he will perish. A big key in understanding John 3:16 is that the subjunctive mood in this case is due to a grammatical construction, not due to there being an “if” about our salvation. No ancient Greek reader would think there was a “should” or “may” in the verse. Some modern versions besides the REV, such as the HCSB and the NET, are translating the verse the way a Greek reader would have understood it—that if anyone believes in the Son, that person will have everlasting life.
[For more on people “perishing” in the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
“life in the age to come.” This is the everlasting life that begins with the new Messianic Age, the Millennial Kingdom.
[For more on the translation “life in the age to come,” see Appendix 1: “Life in the Age to Come.”]
Joh 3:17
“send his Son into the world.” The teaching that God sent Jesus Christ occurs over 40 times in the New Testament and can have different meanings in different contexts.
[For more information on Jesus Christ having been sent by the Father, and its different meanings and nuances in context, see commentary on John 6:57.]
“to condemn.” It was not God’s purpose or intent to send Jesus into the world to condemn the world. God sent Jesus into the world to save the world. However, because of mankind’s rejection of God, Jesus will judge the world to ensure that those who accept God will have a wonderful everlasting future, and those who reject God will be condemned. However, the ones who are condemned will be so because they passed that sentence upon themselves due to their behavior.
Joh 3:18
“name.” See commentary on 1 John 3:23, “in the name of his Son Jesus Christ.”
Joh 3:19
“And this is the verdict.” The Greek word translated “verdict” can also be translated as “judgment,” and that would be a good translation if it was understood, such as “this is my judgment” (my verdict; my decision). The verdict is that people loved darkness instead of light, and they are guilty of that sin. The New American Bible also has “this is the verdict.”
Joh 3:20
“evil.” The Greek is phaulos (#5337 φαῦλος), and means, “worthless, “good for nothing,” or “evil.” It is not necessarily that the works are “evil,” but just worthless. We are created to do good works (Eph. 2:10), and if we waste our lives in that which is worthless to God, there is a consequence for that.
“hates the light.” In both Hebrew and Greek, the word “hate” has a large number of meanings that range from an intense dislike and hostility to a dislike for or even just ignoring something. In this verse, “hate” has all of those meanings. Ungodly people dislike the light, can be hostile to the light, reject the light, and ignore the light.
[For more on the meanings of “hate,” see commentary on Prov. 1:22.]
“are exposed.” The Greek is elegchō (#1651 ἐλέγχω ), and can mean “reprove, correct, convict.” Here the sense is more that the person is afraid he will be discovered, and then, of course, reproof would follow. The subjunctive mood of the verb comes from the preposition hina earlier in the phrase, but that does not demand a translation with “would” or “should” (cf. the KJV, “lest his deeds should be reproved”). The verb elegchō is in the aorist tense, speaking not to the fact that the discovery would be sudden or complete in one act, but rather to the fact that it would occur.
Joh 3:21
“lives by the truth.” The Greek text is more literally, “is doing the truth,” but that is confusing in English. The meaning is that the person “doing” the truth is living by the truth.
Joh 3:22
“After these things, Jesus and his disciples went into the land of Judea.” The “things” include what Jesus had been doing, especially in Jerusalem. After Passover, Jesus left Jerusalem but did not immediately go back to Galilee, but went into different parts of Judea. When he finally goes back to Galilee, he goes directly north through Samaria and meets the woman at the well (John 4:3-7).
Joh 3:23
“And John also was baptizing in Aenon near to Salim.” John was in Aenon baptizing people, and Jesus was baptizing somewhere in Judea; the Bible does not say exactly where. It is very likely that Jesus was not ministering in one place but was moving around. This event was after Passover but before Pentecost, because John had already been arrested when Jesus was in Jerusalem at Pentecost (John 5:35).
Joh 3:25
“ceremonial cleansing.” The Greek is katharismos (#2512 καθαρισμός), and it refers to “cleansing,” especially ritual or ceremonial cleansing, that is, a cleansing that is ritual in nature and does not actually cleanse in and of itself. For example, baptism is a “ritual cleansing,” because no amount of washing in water will wash away sin. Yet, if God commands it, and the person obeys, then God sees the act of obedience and cleanses the person from sin.
The connection between John 3:25 and 3:26 is subtle but unmistakable. A certain Jew got into an argument with John’s disciples about ceremonial cleansing, and baptism was a type of ceremonial cleansing—it did not cleanse from sin, but it represented that the person was cleansed from sin. That discussion would have raised other questions about baptism in the minds of John’s disciples and thus made the bridge into verse 26.
Joh 3:27
“from heaven.” This is a circumlocution for “from God.”
Joh 3:28
“can testify.” John’s point here is not that his disciples were, in fact, testifying that he did not claim to be the Messiah, but that they could. He calls on them to be witnesses on his behalf. The Greek reads, “You all testify for me,” using the dative of advantage.
Joh 3:29
“the friend of the groom.” In many English versions, the older term “bridegroom” is used, but it just means the groom. In this context, the friend of the bridegroom is John himself. This is a general, not a specific, reference to the Eastern wedding, where the friend of the bridegroom is a true friend and is just happy that the bridegroom is so happy. John had been faithfully ministering and baptizing, but now “all” were going to Jesus (John 3:26). Was John envious? Not at all, and he illustrated his point by comparing his feelings to a common occurrence: the happiness of the friend of the bridegroom because the bridegroom was happy.
Joh 3:30
“He must increase, but I must decrease.” John would have understood that Jesus must “increase” while he must “decrease” both from the Scripture and from logic. John knew that he was the messenger and forerunner who came before the Messiah, so it would be apparent that before the Messiah came on the scene, the attention would be on John, who taught about the coming of the Messiah. But once the Messiah was present, the messenger then “decreased”; he pointed away from himself and to the Messiah, which John did (cf. John 1:29-37). John openly spoke about the Messiah being greater than he was (cf. Matt. 3:11; Mark 1:7; Luke 3:16, and John 1:27).
In contrast, once the Messiah came on the scene he “increased.” His followers increased in number and his influence and activity on the earth increased, and that continued through his resurrection and ascension, after all authority in heaven and on earth had been given to him (Matt. 28:18).
Joh 3:31
“He who comes.” There is evidence that John 3:31-35 are not a continuation of the speech of John the Baptist but are the words of the writer of the Gospel of John, who picks up the narrative after he quotes John saying, “He must increase but I must decrease” (John 3:30). For example, the statement that Jesus was “above all” was much more widely understood and demonstrable after Jesus ascended to heaven. Also, the statement in John 3:35 that God “has given all things” to the Son was true after his resurrection (Matt. 28:18).
The word “comes” is a substantivized present participle, and the phrase could be translated “The Coming One from above is above all.” The designation, “the Coming One” was an accepted designation for the coming Messiah, both before and after he came (cf. Heb. 10:37; also Rom. 5:14, which uses a different verb).
“He who comes from above is above all.” This phrase, and the phrase at the end of the verse, “He who comes from heaven is above all,” are saying the same thing. Jesus Christ, the Messiah, is indeed “above all.” The phrases, “to come from above” and “to come from heaven” can mean that literally, for example, if the text was speaking of angels coming to earth. However, in this context, speaking of Jesus, it means to come, or be sent, from God. The fact that Jesus was sent from heaven, i.e., from God shows us that he was not God. The meaning here is the same as earlier in the chapter, John 3:2, when Nicodemus said that he and others knew Jesus was “a teacher sent from God.” Nicodemus did not think Jesus was “God” or part of the Trinity, nor did he believe Jesus “incarnated.” So what did he mean? He simply meant that he knew that Jesus was commissioned and empowered by God to do the job that God gave him, just as the prophets of old were sent by God (2 Chron. 24:19; Jer. 7:25; 25:4; 26:5; 35:15; Zech. 7:12).
[For more on Jesus not being God or part of the Trinity, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.”]
“of the earth…of the earth…of the earth.” Although this verse uses “of the earth” three times (the Greek phrase is ek tēs gēs), they mean different things and thus are the figure of speech antanaclasis (“word clashing”).[footnoteRef:1495] The figure antanaclasis occurs when a word is used in a phrase or sentence two or more times but with different meanings (e.g., “We were driving all day in a driving rain”). The one who is of the earth [in his origin and place of identity] is of the earth [in nature; the way he acts and thinks], and of the earth he speaks [he speaks about earthly matters and in an earthly way]. [1495:  Cf. Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 286, “antanaclasis.”] 

[See Word Study: “Antanaclasis.”]
By using the repetition of ek tēs gēs, John catches our attention and emphasizes the contrast between the Messiah, “the Coming One” who comes from above, and those people who are “of the earth” in their identity, actions, and speech. There is no “neutral ground” in the spiritual battle. We are either for or against Christ (Matt. 12:30; Luke 11:23), and either “of the earth” or “of heaven.” Jesus says something like John 3:31 in John 15:19 (see commentary on John 15:19).
[For more on the figure of speech antanaclasis, see commentary on 1 Sam. 1:24.]
“comes from heaven.” Jesus was the Messiah, sent from God. See commentary on John 6:38.
Joh 3:32
“no one.” The figure of speech, hyperbole, exaggeration, as the next verse shows (and we know Jesus had some disciples). The phrase “no one” hearkens back to John 3:11, that the rulers did not accept Jesus’ testimony, and also states hyperbolically that the majority of the people rejected him as well. As his ministry went on, more and more people believed in him.
Joh 3:34
“for He continues to give to him the spirit without measure.” The Greek word we translate by the phrase “continues to give” is didōmi (#1325 δίδωμι), which means “give.” But in this verse didōmi is in the present tense, active voice, so it tells us that God was constantly giving “spirit” to Jesus Christ. In this case, the “spirit” refers to the things that came through the spirit, including revelation knowledge, wisdom, and power. All through the Old Testament, when the “spirit” came upon someone, they had revelation knowledge or wisdom, or gave a message by the spirit, or had power (cf. Exod. 31:3; Num. 11:25; Judg. 3:10; 6:34; 11:29; 14:6; 15:14; 1 Sam. 10:6; 1 Chron. 12:18; 2 Chron. 24:20). That is the case here. Jesus was continually being given “spirit,” thus revelation and power from God. It was foretold in Isaiah that the Messiah would have the spirit in that way: “And the spirit of Yahweh will rest on him—a spirit of wisdom and understanding, a spirit of counsel and power, a spirit of knowledge and of the fear of Yahweh” (Isa. 11:2; and see commentary on Isa. 11:2).
One of the themes in the Gospel of John is that Jesus was in close contact with the Father and was dependent upon Him and obedient to Him. Jesus made it clear in his teachings that he had not come on his own, nor did he act on his own initiative or do mighty works because of some kind of personal power (cf. John 5:19, 30; 6:38; 7:16; 8:16, 28, 29; 12:49, 50). This intimate connection between the Father and Jesus Christ shows us how he was able to walk so perfectly before the Father. It did not make Jesus’ walk easy—he was the one who had to walk out the revelation that God gave him and constantly trust God that the revelation and power he needed for his ministry would be there—but his intimate communication and the supply of spiritual power allowed Jesus to do what he did and live the life that God had foretold the Messiah would live.
Joh 3:36
“life in the age to come.” This is the everlasting life that begins with the new Messianic Age, the Millennial Kingdom.
[See Appendix 1: “Life in the Age to Come.”]
“life.” Here the word “life” refers to “life in the Age to Come,” which can be determined from the context. See commentaries on John 5:40 and Luke 10:28.
 
John Chapter 4
Joh 4:3
“he left Judea.” Jesus was returning to Galilee from the Passover and Feast of Unleavened Bread in Jerusalem.
Joh 4:6
“just as he was.” The Greek is houtōs (#3779 οὕτως), and it means “in this manner, thus, so, in this way.” Lenski points out that in this context it means “as he was.”[footnoteRef:1496] As Robertson points out, the “thus” [of the KJV] refers to his weary state.[footnoteRef:1497] About noon, Jesus got to Jacob’s well, worn out from the trip, and sat down “just as he was” in that tired condition by the well, while his disciples went to town to buy food. Jesus was human, and got tired like all of us do. Yet even in his tired state he draws energy from his faith and conviction, and speaks with the woman at the well, then the Samaritans. Verses like this should provide great inspiration to us as Christians. When the Bible says that Jesus Christ loved us, and did his Father’s will, not his own, verses like these are the proof. Jesus pushed himself to love people and do the will of the Father, and we should follow his example. [1496:  R. C. H. Lenski, Interpretation of St. John’s Gospel, 300.]  [1497:  A. T. Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, 60-61.] 

“the sixth hour.” The “sixth hour” was about our noon. Both the Jews and Romans divided the day into 12 hours, starting at daylight, roughly 6 a.m.
[For the hours of the day and the watches of the night, see commentary on Mark 6:48.]
“by the well.” The Greek preposition epi (“by”) primarily means “upon.” This phrase can legitimately be translated as “upon (the curbstone of) the well.” However, as Hendriksen notes, “in view of the fact that this preposition (used here with the locative) can also have the secondary meaning by or at, which is simpler (requiring no mental insertion of words which are not actually found in the text), it is probably better to give it that meaning here, just as in John 5:2.”[footnoteRef:1498] [1498:  W. Hendriksen, New Testament Commentary: John, 157.] 

The Greek word used for “well” is pēgē (#4077 πηγή) and is used also in John 4:14. However, pēgē is different from the typical word for “well” (phrear; #5421 φρέαρ) that is used in John 4:11-12. Pēgē simply denotes a “spring or fountain,” any water source with a natural flow into it. In other words, Jacob’s well was supplied by an underground spring that gushed or flowed out into it, as distinct from other wells that had no continuous water source to supply them.
Joh 4:7
“Give me a drink.” This is what Abraham’s servant said to Rebekah when he met her (Gen. 24:45).
Joh 4:10
“you would have been the one to ask.” The emphasis in the Greek is hard to reproduce in English, but it is very important to get the impact of what is being said. In both verse 9 and verse 10 the “you” is emphatic, being expressed on its own and not as part of the verb. We might get the sense by capital letters: 9So the Samaritan woman says to him, “How is it that YOU, a Jew, ask me for a drink, since I am a Samaritan woman?” (For Jews have no dealings with Samaritans.) 10Jesus answered and said to her, “If you knew the gift of God, and who is the one who is saying to you, ‘Give me a drink,’ YOU would have been the one to ask him, and he would have given you living water.”
“living water.” “Living water” was water that was used for ritual cleansing from sin and impurity. According to the Old Testament and Jewish Law, and apparently Samaritan belief as well, “living water” came from God, and thus included flowing rainwater, water from a flowing river or stream, and water in a well that was constantly replenishing itself when people drew water from it. In contrast, water that sat in a cistern was not considered “living water.” Given that understanding of living water, we can see how the Samaritan woman would be confused by what Jesus said.
According to the standard definition of “living water” accepted by the Jews and apparently also by the Samaritans, the water from Jacob’s well was “living water.” So from the Samaritan woman’s point of view, she had the means to give Jesus “living water” from the well, but he did not have anything to get water from the well with and so he could not get her “living water,” but in spite of that seemingly obvious fact, Jesus said if the woman asked for it, he would give her living water. How could he do that? What we learn as the record develops (cf. John 4:14), is that when Jesus mentioned “living water” he was not using the standard Old Testament definition of the phrase “living water,” but was referring to a new kind of living water, which was a spiritual water that would result in the woman having everlasting life. That new kind of living water was related to the coming gift of holy spirit from God. In the Old Testament, the coming holy spirit was compared to water in different ways, for example, it could be “poured out” (Joel 2:28). Of course Jesus knew his answer would be confusing to the woman, but he no doubt said what he did to draw her into the conversation, which it did.
[For more on living water, see commentary on Num. 19:17.]
Joh 4:11
“Lord.” One of the uses of “Lord” was a title of polite address, like we today say “Sir.” This woman did not know who Jesus was at this time, but still used the polite and formal form of address.
“nothing to draw with.” Many wells of the time were just holes in the ground or holes with short walls of rocks to keep dirt from being kicked in. Each person who wanted water had a rope and bucket of some sort. The most common “buckets” were skin bags or “buckets” that would not break if they hit the sides of the well. Clay jugs were also used, but great care had to be taken with them so they would not break while getting the water.
Joh 4:14
“life in the age to come.” This is the everlasting life that begins with the new Messianic Age, the Millennial Kingdom.
[See Appendix 1: “Life in the Age to Come.”]
Joh 4:15
“come all the way here.” A brief look at how much work it took to live before modern water pumps and pipes. Just getting water to drink and cook with was hard work.
Joh 4:20
“Our fathers worshiped on this mountain.” The “mountain” is Mount Gerizim, which is very close to Jacob’s well. Interestingly, the Samaritan Pentateuch (the “Torah” of the Samaritans) contained a version of the Ten Commandments, but included in them was a command to worship God on Mount Gerizim. While the earliest surviving copy of the Samaritan Pentateuch is from the thirteenth century AD, the document is generally believed by scholars to date to a much earlier time, perhaps around 100 BC or a little earlier. So while the Samaritans’ actual worship on Mount Gerizim started sometime after they were brought to Samaria around 720 BC (cf. 2 Kings 17:24-33), that worship was codified into written commandments likely around 100 BC. The Samaritans considered their “Torah” (the Samaritan Pentateuch) to be authoritative, and in fact, given by God to Moses, just as the Jews believed that their Torah was given by God to Moses and was authoritative. Note that Jesus did not enter into the debate about whose “Law” was authoritative, he just said that he was the expected Messiah and demonstrated his ability to prophesy, which was all that was needed to convince the unnamed “woman at the well” that he was who he said he was.
By the time the woman at the well spoke with Jesus, the Samaritan practice of worshiping God on Mount Gerizim was a well-entrenched (but erroneous) tradition. There is a lesson in that for believers. The Church has many traditions, and most of them are helpful in that they help people keep in mind their Christian Faith and even participate in it. However, many traditions are burdensome. They were burdensome at the time of Jesus, as he pointed out (e.g., Matt. 23:4; Luke 11:46), and they can be burdensome and harmful today. While it might have been difficult at the time of Jesus to discover when and where a tradition came from, with the information and Internet that is available today, that is rarely the problem. Christians should know the origin of the traditions they follow, and feel empowered to free themselves from the pressures of keeping traditions that are burdensome or harmful.
“the Place.” The Jews called the Temple, “the Place,” and although the Greek word topos is used in other ways as well, it is used of the Temple a few times in the New Testament (cf. John 4:20, 11:48; Acts 6:13; 21:28). See commentary on Matthew 24:15, “topos”.
Joh 4:22
“salvation is from the Jews.” Salvation is “from” the Jews and “for” the whole world. By the time of Christ, and much earlier, the most direct way that personal salvation came to the world was through the Jews. God spoke to Moses and the prophets and revealed His ways to them so that by following them they could be saved, and the Jews were to spread that knowledge to the world—which to some extent they did although they certainly could have done better. We see a good example of spreading the truth when Daniel was made ruler of the Magi (Dan. 2:48; 5:11), and he obviously taught them about the savior coming from Judah, because 500 years after Daniel, when the Magi believed the Messiah had been born, they went to Jerusalem (Matt. 2:1-8). Ultimately, however, Jesus is the savior of everyone in the world, and he is a Jew, so in reality, salvation is from the Jews.
Jesus could say to the Samaritan woman, “You worship that which you do not know,” because the Samaritans really did not know the truth and thus did not worship rightly. That is exemplified in the fact that they worshiped on Mount Gerizim, not Mount Zion where the Temple was. Furthermore, they rejected all the Old Testament except the Pentateuch, the five books of Moses, which meant they missed out on all the revelation from God contained in all the rest of the Old Testament. The Samaritans were genuinely unaware of, and rejected, much revelation that pointed to who and how to worship, who the Messiah was, and so much more. Thus, they ended up worshiping falsely.
Joh 4:23
“the hour is coming and now is here.” In John 4:23 and 4:24, Jesus told the Samaritan woman that his Messianic Kingdom on earth was about to begin. Due to 20/20 hindsight, we now know that God delayed the coming of the Messianic Kingdom on earth, but Jesus did not know that at the time.
Jesus no doubt caught the woman’s attention by using the phrase, “But the hour is coming, and now is.” This was an idiom that means either the time being referred to is coming very soon, or that it has already arrived. In this case, when Jesus said, “the hour is coming, and now is, when the true worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and truth,” he was saying that the gift of holy spirit would be given very soon, and he was referring to the fact that the Old Testament said that when the Messiah came and established his kingdom on earth, the holy spirit would be poured out in a way it never had been before.
Although Jesus said, “the hour is coming, and now is,” it has now been some 2,000 years and the Kingdom has not come. As a result, some people think that Jesus must have been referring to the giving of the gift of holy spirit on the Day of Pentecost, in Acts 2, but that is not the proper interpretation of this verse for a couple of important reasons. One is that although the woman knew that the coming of the Messiah would be connected with the coming of the spirit, she would not have known anything about the Church Age and the Administration of the Sacred Secret, which was hidden in God and not known before it was revealed to the apostle Paul. Also, the Day of Pentecost was not the fulfillment of the prophecies of the Old Testament about the coming Kingdom. When we read the Old Testament prophecies such as the ones above in their full context, it can be seen that the coming of the holy spirit is associated with the coming of the Messianic Kingdom, but that Kingdom is still future, it did not come on the day of Pentecost (cf. Acts 14:22; 1 Cor. 15:50; Gal. 5:21; Eph. 5:5; 2 Thess. 1:5; 2 Tim. 4:1, 8; 2 Pet. 1:11; Rev. 12:10). However, God did give the gift of holy spirit on the Day of Pentecost and started the Christian Church and the Administration of Grace, and that was a surprise to everyone, even the Devil.
“when the true worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and truth.” Many prophecies in the Old Testament speak of the coming holy spirit, such as the one in Joel chapter 2 that Peter quoted on the Day of Pentecost (Joel 2:28-32; Acts 2:17-21). When the spirit of God is poured out in the way the prophecies teach, people will have the gift of holy spirit and then will genuinely worship “in spirit and truth” (cf. Isa. 44:3-5; 59:19-21; Ezekiel 36:24-29).
In the Old Testament, God had promised to give a new spirit to His people as part of the New Covenant, and Jesus taught about that coming spirit in a number of places. For example, Jesus taught about the coming spirit in John 7:37-38, which the writer, John, explains in John 7:39 was Jesus teaching about the new holy spirit that God promised. Jesus used the term “living water,” and said that it would flow from believers, and “water” was occasionally used as a metaphor for “spirit” in the Bible. John 7:39 is one of the places that shows that the gift of holy spirit that God was going to give to believers was going to be so completely different from the gift of holy spirit that God put upon Old Testament believers that John 7:39 could rightly say new holy spirit—the promised holy spirit—did not exist yet.
The Old Testament prophets had foretold that a new spirit was coming in the future, one that was different from the spirit God gave in Old Testament times. It was foretold to come as part of the Messianic Kingdom and the New Covenant that God would make with Israel (Isa. 32:15-18; 44:3-5; Ezek. 11:17-21; 36:26-27; Joel 2:28-29). The Old Testament prophets and Jesus foretold the coming of this new spirit, saying it would be “poured out” (i.e., given in fullness) into all the believers (Ezek. 39:29; Joel 2:28-29). Jesus taught about this new gift of holy spirit that was coming on a number of different occasions (cf. Luke 24:49; John 4:24; 7:37-39; 15:26; 16:7-15; 20:22; Acts 1:4-5, 8). From the contexts of Jesus’ teachings, we can see that Jesus knew that it would come before his kingdom, perhaps to help believers to endure the Great Tribulation (John 15:26-16:16).
Since many of the prophecies of the coming of this new holy spirit were in the context of the Messiah’s Kingdom and the New Covenant, it was natural for people to think that when the Messiah came the new gift of spirit would come too, but as it turned out, that was not the case. Nevertheless, the Samaritan woman connected what Jesus said about worshiping “in spirit” with the coming of the Messiah because she said, “I know that the Messiah is coming (he who is called Christ). When he comes, he will tell us all things” (John 4:25). From the woman’s statement, we know that she knew at least some of the Old Testament prophecies about the coming Messianic Kingdom on earth and the spirit that would come with it, and she knew that God’s people would be given a new heart and then would worship in spirit and truth.
By God’s grace, Christians have today what Jesus spoke about and what was promised to Israel, even though the promised holy spirit was not specifically promised to the Christian Church. The Christian Church was a sacred secret, part of the Administration of Grace that was hidden in God and not foretold in the Old Testament (see commentary on Eph. 3:2), but it started after God established the New Covenant with Christ’s blood (cf. Matt. 26:28; Mark 14:24; and Luke 22:20). God gave the gift of holy spirit to the Christian Church on the Day of Pentecost (Acts 2:1-4), and today every born-again Christian has holy spirit. So now, although God said nothing about it in prophecy, God has given the Christian Church the gift of holy spirit that He promised to give as part of the New Covenant to those in the Millennial Kingdom. That is why in Acts and the Church Epistles this new holy spirit is sometimes referred to as “the promised holy spirit” (Eph. 1:13; cf. Acts 2:33; Gal. 3:14; Rom. 8:23). God “promised” to give it as part of the New Covenant, but out of His grace He decided to give it to the Christian Church as well.
Today, when a person believes Jesus Christ is Lord (Rom. 10:9), they are “born again” (1 Pet. 1:3, 23; Titus 3:5; James 1:18), and what is born inside the Christian is this new gift of holy spirit, and because of that every Christian can worship God “in spirit.” One of the ways Christians can do that is by manifesting the spirit (1 Cor. 12:7-10), including speaking in tongues and prophecy (1 Cor. 14:1-5, 23-24).
The Old Testament prophecies of the coming of the spirit in association with Christ’s earthly kingdom have not yet come to pass, but they will in the future. In the Messiah’s Kingdom there will be a complete fulfillment of all the prophecies about the spirit and about Christ’s kingdom on earth, including Israel being exalted and the land being healed.
[For more about the holy spirit as God gave it in the Old Testament and then after the Day of Pentecost, see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’” For more about the gift of holy spirit being “upon” in the Old Testament and “in” after the Day of Pentecost, and the differences between holy spirit in the Old Testament and after Pentecost, see commentary on Eph. 1:13, “promised holy spirit.” For more information about the Eden-like Messianic Kingdom that will be on earth in the future, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more verses in which Jesus says that his return would be soon, see commentary on Matt. 16:28. For more about the holy spirit being the gift of God and not a “Person” called “the Holy Spirit,” see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?” For more on Christian New Birth, see Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation.” For more on Christians being part of the New Covenant, see commentary on 2 Cor. 3:6, “new covenant.”]
Joh 4:24
“must worship in spirit and truth.” Here in John 4:24, Jesus spoke of the time coming in the future when God’s gift of holy spirit would be poured out upon all believers, and they would worship “in spirit and truth” at that future time (see commentary on John 4:23).
“spirit.” God is “spirit,” that is, He is an immaterial substance. The word “spirit” has many meanings. This is true in English, and also true in Hebrew (ruach = spirit) and Greek (pneuma = spirit). The Greek noun pneuma comes from the verb pneō, “to blow or breathe.” Thus, to the ancient Greeks, pneuma was “breath,” and it came to be associated with invisible things that exerted a force or power. Although pneuma is a noun, it is a “verbal noun,” (a noun that has the inherent characteristics of a verb or is grammatically related to a verb), so pneuma is always associated with the invisible power exercised by it. The word “wind” is a good example of a verbal noun, a noun that cannot be divorced from the power or force associated with it. There is no such thing as “wind” without action, even though “wind” is a noun. Similarly, pneuma is associated with its action or power. In fact, a good basic definition of pneuma, “spirit,” is something invisible that exerts a force. That is why some of the things that are called “spirit” in the Greek language are: God (John 4:24); the gift of God known as holy spirit (Acts 2:38); angels (Heb. 1:14); demons (Matt. 8:16); “breath” or “life” (Luke 8:55); wind; and attitudes, thoughts, or emotions (Matt. 26:41). All of these things are invisible but exert force or power.
[For more information on “spirit” and its different uses, see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
Joh 4:25
“he will tell us all things.” That is, “explain everything to us.” The Samaritan woman expected that the Messiah would reveal the truth, explain things, and answer many long-held questions.
Joh 4:26
“I…am he.” A clear indication of Christ’s love. He clearly reveals himself to this woman, whose heart is pure and simple, so that she can believe. To others, he veiled his identity and had them search (cf. John 10:24-26).
Joh 4:27
“with a woman.” The Greek reads with “a woman,” not “the woman,” as some versions have. The separation between the sexes in public was such that the disciples were amazed that Jesus was speaking publicly with any woman at all.
Joh 4:28
“left her water jar.” The woman believed that Jesus was the long-awaited Messiah, so she left the mundane things of her life behind in order to share the news. Many of us would do well to do the same. How much “life” consumes our time and energy such that we cannot share the Messiah with others? The text notes that she left the water jar she was going to bring her water back to town in, but there were other things, such as her rope (which would have been very valuable) that she must have left also which are not mentioned. The point was not to give a laundry list of what she left behind. A reader familiar with biblical life, upon hearing she left the water she came for, would realize she left the other things as well.
Joh 4:29
“everything.” Of course, Jesus did not tell the woman everything she ever did. However, it is often the effect of personal prophecy that a person feels very connected to God and the one who gives the prophecy.
Joh 4:32
“I have food to eat that you do not know about.” It was the custom that people did not usually eat and talk. Meals were customarily eaten in silence. Thus Jesus did not want to start eating when the people were coming to talk to him.
Joh 4:34
“to do the will of him.” Jesus Christ made it very plain in this verse, and a number of others, that his primary purpose was to do the will of God, not follow his own ways and accomplish his own desires. This is a simple but difficult lesson. Each Christian has an individual calling from God, and individual opportunities and limitations that make each of our lives unique. What is not unique is that each of us can either spend our time trying to please ourselves, or we can spend it trying to please God. What made Jesus so successful was that he totally turned his life over to God. He was not interested in having time off, or vacations, or finding fun things to do that he enjoyed. And he never acted like giving his whole heart and life to God was some kind of loss and burden to him, or that it was some great gift that he gave to God and should get credit for. Jesus did take time to rest and take a break from the crowds (Mark 6:31). But that was not to “have fun,” it was to get rested so quality ministering could continue; and in fact, as it turned out, that intended rest never occurred (Mark 6:33-34). Other verses that say that Jesus came to please God and do His work include: John 5:30; 6:38; 8:29.
“who sent me.” The teaching that God sent Jesus Christ occurs over 40 times in the New Testament and can have different meanings in different contexts.
[For in-depth commentary on Jesus Christ having been sent by the Father, and its different meanings and nuances in context, see commentary on John 6:57.]
Joh 4:35
“You have a saying.” The Greek is a question that expects an affirmative answer. The evidence is that Jesus was referring to a common saying or proverb of his time. It is not attested in the literature we have found, but that would be true of many sayings today. They are not written down much and would be easily lost. We do not have much “common literature” from the time of Christ.
The evidence is good that Jesus is not making a literal statement; that is, it was not literally four months until the literal harvest. It seems clear that he was traveling in hot weather. He was tired from the travel (John 4:6), and it was about noon, so it would be understandable that he was thirsty. If he was traveling in or near summer, the harvest would have already started. If he was traveling a full four months before harvest then it would have been the rainy season and much colder, and there would be plenty of water so that he would not have had to ask a Samaritan woman for some.
Sayings about things coming later or people having to wait for things are common in most societies, such as our “All things come to those who wait” (the more modern version of which is “Good things come to those who wait”). This record seems to be a case of Jesus getting his disciples to see the urgency of the times. While they may have been accustomed to having to wait for things, or not hurry to get things done, Jesus tells them that they do not have a lot of time and they cannot “just wait” for the harvest, the harvest fields are ready now, and they need to be diligent to harvest while they can. The same can be said for us today. We cannot be fooled into thinking we have lots of time to evangelize and can take our time. Our time may be short, and anyone with whom we would like to speak may not have much time either.
“Listen!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“white to harvest.” While it was true that the grains turned from green to a pale golden-white color as they were ripe to harvest, that was not what Jesus was referring to. The men of the city were coming to meet him, and their robes would have been the whitish color of the standard robe of the day.
Joh 4:38
“Others have labored, and you have entered into their labor.” Although this statement is a general statement, in this context it applies to the fact that the woman at the well was the one who went into the city and was so convincing that people came out to talk with Jesus, and the disciples then helped convince the people that Jesus was the Christ.
Joh 4:45
“because they had seen.” The participle of the verb “seen” is causative (cf. HCSB; Lenski[footnoteRef:1499]). Many of the Galileans would have gone to the Passover and Feast of Unleavened Bread that had just occurred in Jerusalem (John 2:13-3:12). Jesus did many signs at the Passover, and so many people believed that he was the Messiah (John 2:23). Perhaps they also saw, or heard about, him turning over the moneychanger’s tables and driving the animals out of the Temple (John 2:13-16). What Jesus did at the Passover opened doors for him in Galilee, and the people welcomed him. A powerful lesson in this record is that if we make a good, powerful impression on people in one place, it can open doors for us in another place or time. We never know how obeying God and being godly and loving in our daily life will open doors for us that otherwise might have been closed. [1499:  Lenski, St. John’s Gospel, 346.] 

“feast…feast.” This refers to the Feast of Passover.
Joh 4:47
“down.” This is literal. See commentary on John 4:49, “come down.”
Joh 4:49
“come down.” This is quite literal. Capernaum was almost 700 feet below sea level. Most people know that the Dead Sea is the lowest spot on the face of the earth. The surface of the Dead Sea is almost 1300 feet below sea level. But the Sea of Galilee is also below sea level, almost 700 feet, and Capernaum is on the shore of the Sea of Galilee.
Joh 4:52
“seventh hour.” About our 1 p.m. Both the Jews and Romans divided the day into 12 hours, starting at daylight, roughly 6 a.m.
[For the hours of the day and the watches of the night, see commentary on Mark 6:48.]
Joh 4:54
“second sign.” Jesus had done signs in Judea, and this was the second one he did in Galilee. John 2:23 says he did “signs” (plural). Besides that, he demonstrated his prophetic ministry to Nicodemus (John 3) and the Samaritan woman at Jacob’s well (John 4). When Jesus did return to Galilee, the people welcomed him because they had seen the signs he did in Jerusalem at the Feast of Passover (John 4:45). This second sign in Galilee was a healing.
“when he had come out of Judea into Galilee.” This was not Jesus’ second sign, but his second sign in Galilee. John does not include the signs he did in Judea in this counting (cf. John 2:23), and we can certainly assume that some of the signs in Judea were healings.
 
John Chapter 5
Joh 5:1
“there was a feast of the Jews.” It is very likely that this feast was the Feast of Weeks, called “Pentecost” in Acts 2. Why it is not named is not stated.
“and Jesus went up to Jerusalem.” John 5:1-18 is the record of Jesus healing a crippled man at the Pool of Bethesda, and a case where it was clear that he purposely broke the Jew’s tradition about the Sabbath to teach the people (and us) that God valued people more highly than man-made laws (see commentary on John 5:9 and Matt. 12:9).
Joh 5:2
“a pool that in Hebrew is called Bethesda.” Although the name “Bethesda” is debated, it very likely means “house of mercy” (or “house of grace” or “house of outpouring”) which is certainly an appropriate name for a healing center. The Pool of Bethesda was north of Herod’s Temple in Jerusalem. It apparently started in the eighth century BC when a dam was built across the Beth Zeta valley, turning it into a reservoir for rainwater.[footnoteRef:1500] Around 200 BC the channel was enclosed and a second pool was added. In the first century BC, possibly when the Romans controlled Jerusalem via their vassal king, Herod the Great, the area was enlarged and turned into a healing center, and quite likely an Asclepion, a healing center named after Asclepius, the Greek god of medicine and doctors. After the Gospel period, the area of the Pool of Bethesda went through many modifications, for example, Emperor Hadrian (reigned AD 117-138) built a temple to Asclepius there. [1500:  Wikipedia, “Pool of Bethseda,” accessed October 4, 2024, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pool_of_Bethesda.] 

Being healthy and pain-free was as important to people in the ancient world as it is to people today, but ancient medicine was of limited effectiveness at best, so people understandably turned to God and the gods for healing. One god the Greeks turned to for healing was Asclepius. Asclepius’ healing was associated with water, especially water from natural springs, and he was also associated with snakes, so he is depicted in Greek art as a man with a snake on a walking staff or pole (the modern symbol of doctors and medicine, a snake on a pole, comes from the god Asclepius).
The Greeks had Asclepions—healing centers—built all over their empire, and the Romans built some too (and there were also other healing centers as well). The Asclepions attracted sick people, who would go there and stay, hoping for healing. It was common for people to stay there for long periods of time, sleeping there at night. Healing centers typically had shaded areas so extended stays could be comfortable. Asclepions had pools of water for people to get into and get healed. It was thought that often when Asclepius or one of his healing snakes was making healing available they would stir the water and make it bubble or ripple. People wanting healing would stay close to the pools waiting for the water to stir, which could happen supernaturally, but would sometimes occur naturally when water from the spring or water source caused bubbles or ripples in the pool. As people waited, they would often fast, pray, or chant, and when the water stirred they would do their best to hurry and get into it to be healed.
The Gospel of John gives us enough information to realize that the Pool of Bethesda could well have been an Asclepion or Asclepion-like pagan healing center—it certainly was by AD 135, at the time of Hadrian. It was obviously a place of healing because there was a multitude of sick people there wanting to be healed (John 5:2). Some of them slept there (the man Jesus healed had a bed there; John 5:8-11). It was comfortably shaded by five covered areas (John 5:2). Also, the people there were waiting for the water to be stirred (John 5:7). That the pool was a pagan healing center may also play into why Jesus said to the lame man, “Do not sin anymore, lest something worse happen to you” (John 5:14). If the man was seeking his healing from a pagan god, and turned his heart away from the true God, that would have been sin, and if it changed his heart deeply enough it could affect his salvation.
The pagan nature of the Pool of Bethesda can be seen because the Jews had no tradition of having healing centers with water whereas that was a mainstay of the Greeks and Greco-Roman culture. Also, the idea that healing would be available when the water stirred was thoroughly Greek, not Jewish. Yet we can see why such a healing center would attract Jews. In the same way that Baal, the Canaanite storm god, attracted Jews who wanted good weather for crops, when people needed healing and God did not seem to heal them, in desperation they would sometimes turn to pagan gods of healing.
In going to the Pool of Bethesda and healing a man there on the Sabbath, Jesus showed God was greater than the pagan gods and also was more merciful than the Jewish religion of the time. The pagan gods of healing had been ineffective in healing this man who had been sick for 38 years, longer than most people even lived at that time in history, but Jesus healed him with a word: “Get up, pick up your pallet, and walk” (John 5:8). Furthermore, Jesus healed on the Sabbath, showing that God did not support the restrictions that certain Jews had put on the Sabbath (Mark 3:2; Luke 6:7; John 9:16), for example, that no one was to heal on the Sabbath. Those ungodly regulations limited God’s mercy and power, and Jesus showed that God was merciful and powerful every day of the week.
Joh 5:3
See commentary on John 5:4.
Joh 5:4
“For an angel went down.” The last sentence in John 5:3 (that occurs in some versions such as the King James) and John 5:4 were added to the text as an explanatory note. They were not part of the original text (see commentary on John 5:5).
Joh 5:5
“And a certain man was there.” The evidence is very conclusive that the last phrase in John 5:3, and all of John 5:4 are not part of the original text. The added material is, “waiting for the moving of the water, for an angel went down at a certain season into the pool, and troubled the water: whosoever then first after the troubling of the water stepped in was made whole of whatsoever disease he had.” This addition comes from Greek mythology, and this kind of healing was a very common mythology at the time of the transmission of the New Testament. It is perfectly logical that as Greeks became converts to Christianity they would bring their understanding of how that healing by the Greek gods occurred, and thus that addition would get into the text as it was copied through the years.
The textual evidence that the sentence is not original is very solid. The phrase does not occur in the earliest and best-preserved Greek manuscripts, and many Greek manuscripts that include the sentence have markings to show it was added. Also, the Greek sentence has words and expressions that are not Johannine. It is not in most modern English versions, although some have a footnote that it is in some ancient authorities. Modern Bibles that omit John 5:4 include the ERV, ESV, NAB, NIV, NLT, and NRSV, and versions that have the verse in italics or brackets include the AMP, ASV, CJB, and NASB.[footnoteRef:1501] [1501:  For more information, see Metzger, Textual Commentary, 200.] 

The information that became John 5:3b-4 likely started as a marginal note that explained John 5:7 about the water being stirred. There is evidence from the Church Father Tertullian (AD 145-220) that he knew of the tradition or belief that an angel stirred the water. At some point, then, the marginal note beside John 5:7 got copied into the text and became the John 5:3-4 of some of the early English versions, such as the KJV.
All the early manuscripts were handwritten, and when a scribe would accidentally omit a word or phrase, the only way to preserve it was to write it in the margin of the text, hoping that the next scribe could copy it back into the text. But this practice created a problem because sometimes marginal commentary written by scribes to explain the text got copied into manuscripts as if they were part of the original text. Thankfully today, due to the fact we now have discovered over 5,700 Greek manuscripts and we can compare them all by computer, most added material can be decisively determined to be an addition and taken out of the modern versions, and that is the case with John 5:3b-4.
Joh 5:7
“I have no one to put me into the pool.” Here we see the effects of long-term pain and frustration. One might think that when a man who had been sick for 38 years was asked if he wanted to be healed, he would have gotten excited and said, “Yes! And the sooner the better!” But instead the man never even answered Jesus’ question. Instead, he complained that he did not have the help he needed. Being debilitated and/or in pain for many years leads to despondency and hopelessness. Caregivers and pastors need to overlook that hopelessness just like Jesus overlooked it, and press forward in attempts to get the person to help themselves overcome their situation.
Joh 5:8
“pick up your pallet.” See commentary on Matthew 9:6.
Joh 5:9
“became healthy.” As soon as Jesus commanded it, the man was made well; he was healed. Some English versions use the phrase, “made whole,” but that seems to be overstating the case. Apparently, the man still had some kind of problem with sin because later, Jesus looked for him and found him in the Temple, and warned him not to sin any longer.
“Now it was the Sabbath on that day.” There were six incidents in the ministry of Jesus in which he showed that taking care of people was not considered “work” by God and thus was more important than keeping rules about the Sabbath that were made by humans. The six incidents were picking grain on the Sabbath and five healings (see commentary on Matt. 12:9).
There were times when Jesus was in the synagogue on the Sabbath and he healed a person who happened to be there that day, which is what happened with the man whose hand was withered (cf. Matt. 12:9-14). But in this case, it was obvious to everyone that Jesus purposely chose the Sabbath to heal the crippled man, and that was a direct assault against the traditions of the Jews. The Jews responded by seeking to kill him, which they eventually accomplished. Throughout history, the work of God has been accomplished by men and women who were willing to make great sacrifices to obey God—sacrifices that sometimes cost them their lives. The names would number in the thousands, including such stars as the apostles, Joan of Arc, William Tyndale, and on and on. God exhorts us to give our bodies as living sacrifices to do His work (Rom. 12:1-2).
Joh 5:10
“Jews.” This is the restricted use of the word “Jews,” referring only to the religious leaders of the Jews and those who oppose God and Christ.
[For more information, see commentary on John 1:19.]
“the man who was cured.” The Greek is a substantive (an adjective used as a noun), and simply reads, “The Jews said to the cured,….”
[For more on substantives, see the commentary on Matt. 5:37.]
“it is not lawful.” Jesus told the man to take up his bed and walk, and Jesus never sinned and never broke the Law. We learn many things from this record. God never said a person could not be healed on the Sabbath (cf. Luke 13:14), nor did He say that it was unlawful for a person to carry his bedroll on the Sabbath. Through the years, the religious leaders had declared more and more things to be unlawful on the Sabbath, and in doing that they laid heavy burdens upon the people (Matt. 23:4). Jesus taught us by example that just because some regulation or practice is “religious” or enforced by religious people does not mean it is godly.
This record also shows the subtle way that Jesus made that point clear. He knew it was the Sabbath when he healed the man and told him to carry his bedroll. He also knew the regulations the religious leaders had declared to be “law,” but he was not worried about offending them. Instead, he was concerned for the lame man, including where he might sleep if he had to leave his bedroll behind (which also may have been stolen by someone who did not obey the Law). So by simply ignoring the unrighteous laws of man, he helped people and set them free from their ungodly burdens. Of course what he did offended the religious leaders, and no doubt also made many people nervous and uncomfortable because no one enjoys a fight with the religious establishment, but each one of us has to decide whether we are living to please God or people.
Joh 5:14
“Do not sin anymore, lest something worse happen to you!” It is possible that Jesus is saying that if the man continued in sin, he would get a worse sickness than he had had, but that seems unlikely. During that ancient time, there would have been very few sicknesses worse than being lame for 38 years. It is much more likely that Jesus has in mind sinning and thus not being saved and suffering death in the Lake of Fire. Everlasting death is much worse than being lame for 38 years.
Joh 5:15
“Jews.” This is the restricted use of the word “Jews,” referring only to the religious leaders of the Jews and those who oppose God and Christ.
[For more information, see commentary on John 1:19.]
Joh 5:16
“And for this reason the Jews were persecuting Jesus.” Jesus did the notable and very public healing of the lame man on the Sabbath at the Pool of Bethesda, and the Jews started to persecute Jesus. The text does not state exactly how the Jews were persecuting Jesus, but it would have been multifaceted, and we can tell from the context that it also included plots to kill Jesus. Jesus responded to the Jews by saying, “My Father is always working, and I am always working” (John 5:17). What Jesus was saying by that was that God was always working, even on the Sabbath Day, and so he, too, would work on the Sabbath day. Jesus’ refusal to do things “their way” so angered the religious leaders that they redoubled their efforts to kill him (John 5:18). The “Jews” in John 5:16 are the religious leaders and those who oppose God and Christ. This is the restricted use of the word “Jews,” (see commentary on John 1:19).
“because he was doing these things on the Sabbath.” Some Greek texts add the phrase “and sought to kill him,” and that addition got into some English Bibles such as the King James, which reads, “And therefore did the Jews persecute Jesus, and sought to slay him, because he had done these things on the sabbath day.” However, the textual research that can be done today, with the large number of texts available to us and the use of computers to compare them reveals that the phrase about killing Jesus was added, which is why almost no modern version of the Bible contains it.
Apparently, scribes added the phrase about killing Jesus to make John 5:16 harmonize with John 5:18. Philip Comfort writes: “The addition in the variant reading is a harmonization to the immediate context (see 5:18), where nearly the same expression occurs. This harmonization was included in the TR [Textus Receptus] and then rendered in the KJV and NKJV.”[footnoteRef:1502] [1502:  Philip Comfort, New Testament Text and Translation Commentary, 273.] 

Joh 5:17
“is always working.” The verb working is in the present tense, which in this context is a durative present[footnoteRef:1503] and thus the word “always” is implied in the verb in this context, or as Neuman and Nida assert, the phrase “until now” means “always;” God has always been at work, without taking a break (cf. NIV: “My Father is always at His work”). The Jews were upset with Jesus because he healed on the Sabbath. Jesus’ answer to them was short and to the point. God is always working, even on the Sabbath, and so is His Son, Jesus. That is why the Jews correctly concluded that he was making himself equal with God. Not identical with God, but equal with Him, as His Son, in the way he operated. [1503:  R. C. H. Lenski, Interpretation of St. John’s Gospel, 375.] 

Joh 5:18
“Jews.” This is the restricted use of the word “Jews,” referring only to the religious leaders of the Jews and those who oppose God and Christ.
[For more information, see commentary on John 1:19.]
“but also was calling God his own Father, making himself equal with God.” This verse shows us that Jesus knew who he was and what he was doing. Some theologians teach that Jesus either never claimed to be the promised Messiah, or that he only took on the role of Messiah when he realized that the people thought he was the Messiah. But the truth is that Mary and Joseph knew Jesus was the Messiah and raised Jesus that way, and every indication in Scripture is that Jesus knew he was the Messiah, taught that to his disciples, and lived his life in obedience to the will of his heavenly Father.
Some Trinitarians claim that John 5:18 is evidence that Jesus was God because it speaks of Jesus making himself equal with God. But that is not what the verse is saying. The people in the time and culture of the Bible knew that children often carried the authority of the family. For example, the son of a king had great authority. The Jews knew that if Jesus was claiming that God was his Father, then he was also claiming to be the Messiah, and had authority both in this age and in the age to come (Psalm 2:7-12; 110:1-4; Isa. 9:6, 7). The Jews correctly caught Jesus’ meaning, but incorrectly ascribed some kind of independent authority to him, which likely came from their own desire to be out from under any authority.
Actually, John 5:18 is unsupportive of the doctrine of the Trinity. It accurately records that Jesus was saying that “God” was his father, not that he was himself God, or that he was “God the Son.” Jesus’ authority came from the fact that he was the Son of God, not God Himself.
There are a couple ways to interpret and understand John 5:18, and neither supports the Trinity. One is that Jesus was “equal” to the Father in a limited sense because in that culture children carried the authority of the family, and that interpretation is certainly correct. It is also possible that the Jews were claiming that Jesus was making himself equal with God in a more extended sense than Jesus was actually saying, and they were wrong—Jesus did not act independently of the Father’s will and direction.
Jesus was no doubt making himself equal to the Father in a limited sense. This is clear from reading John 5:19-47. For example, in John 5 he spoke of people honoring the Son just as they honored the Father. As to an example of his authority, he spoke about dead people hearing his voice and coming up out of the graves, but Jesus made it clear that the authority he had came to him from God (John 5:22).
The fact that the Jews claimed Jesus was making himself “equal” with God has been misunderstood in the Christian world. Most of the time when two things are “equal,” and all the time when people are considered “equal,” the word “equal” is being used in a limited sense and does not refer to a complete equality. The orthodox Christian world teaches that because Jesus was “equal” to God, he was God. But that is not what “equal with God” means in this context: not to Jesus, not to the Jews, and thus it should not mean that to Christians. “Equality” only means equality in certain respects; equality is not “identity.”
The concept of equality in only certain respects is found in a number of places in the Bible. For example, when Joseph was ruling Egypt under Pharaoh, Judah said to him, “You are equal to Pharaoh” (Gen. 44:18 NASB, NIV; cf. Gen. 41:40). But it is obvious that what was being considered “equal” was Joseph’s authority in the kingdom, and even that was not truly equal. Also, Paul wrote about men who wanted to be considered “equal with us” (2 Cor. 11:12), but again, not equal in every respect, only as to the honor and authority Paul had. In the parable of the laborers in the field (Matt. 20:1-16), the owner paid everyone the same no matter how long they had worked, and the people who had worked all day complained and said that the owner had made the other workers “equal to us,” but that only meant that their pay was the same.
Joseph and Pharaoh, Paul and his opponents, and the workers in the field were “equal,” but were certainly not “of one substance,” nor were they “one being.” John 5:18 means the same thing as the other verses that mention equality—equality in some aspects. Jesus was using God’s power and authority on earth and was thus “equal” to God in the same way Joseph, who was using Pharaoh’s authority and power, was equal to Pharaoh.
Another way we know that when the Jews thought Jesus was “equal” to God they did not think it meant he was God was that they never questioned him about being God. They understood he was claiming to be the Messiah, the Son of God, and they questioned him about that several times: “If you are the Christ, tell us plainly” (John 10:24; cf. Luke 22:67; Matt. 26:64). But they never once asked him to clarify any claim to be God.
From the way Jesus answered the Jews, it also seems clear that they were claiming that Christ was saying more than he actually was saying, that somehow he had an independence from God that he did not in fact have. For the rest of John 5, Jesus makes it very clear that his Father is greater than he was and that he obeyed his Father. In fact, that is so much the case that it is really impossible to correctly interpret John 5:19-47 without seeing it in the greater context of Jesus refuting the claim of the Jews that he was equal with God in some way that he was not claiming to be.
So in fact the two explanations above are both true: Jesus was saying he was the Son of God, which gave him some equality with God in his authority, but also the Jews, in their attempts to defame Jesus, were exaggerating what he was saying and telling people that he was claiming to have power and authority that, in fact, Jesus never claimed, and Jesus was refuting that point.
[For more discussion on this verse see, Charles Morgridge, True Believer’s Defense Against Charges Preferred by Trinitarians, 1837, p. 118; and The Racovian Catechism (in Polish 1605; in Latin 1609; in English 1818, p. 133). Both books are available through Spirit & Truth. See also Patrick Navas, Divine Truth or Human Tradition.]
Joh 5:19
“the Son is not able to do anything on his own.” This verse shows that Jesus received what he taught from his Father, God. See commentary on John 8:28.
“the Son also does in the same way.” Cf. NRSV, “likewise.” The Greek is homoiōs (#3668 ὁμοίως), meaning, “likewise, so, similarly, in the same way.”[footnoteRef:1504] [1504:  BDAG, s.v. “ὁμοίως.”] 

Joh 5:20
“is a friend to.” The Greek is phileō (#5368 φιλέω). It is hard to translate the verb phileō in this context and keep the English as a verb. If we say “the Father loves the Son,” as most versions do, we lose the meaning of phileō here. We could say, the Father is friendly to the Son,” or “the Father is fond of the Son,” but these seem too weak. We meet “friendly” people all the time, but they are not friends. We could say the Father “befriended” the Son, but the verb in Greek is in the present tense, and “befriended” seems to be a past action. “Is a friend to” aptly carries the meaning of the Greek text into English.
[For a more complete understanding of phileō and how it is different from agapē love, see commentary on John 21:15.]
“and shows him all the things that he is doing.” Jesus got his guidance from God and did what God told him to do, and he taught that over and over, giving the glory to God. In John 8:28 he said, “I do nothing of myself, but as the Father taught me, I speak these things” (for more examples, see commentary on John 8:28).
“so that.” Purpose-result clause. These works are done for the purpose of marveling, and are performed with the result that people marvel.
[See Word Study: “Hina.”]
Joh 5:22
“but he has given all judgment to the Son.” On Judgment Day, it is God’s appointed judge, Jesus Christ, who will do the judging. Jesus knew this was going to be the case even before his death and resurrection, so he said, “…the Father does not judge anyone, but he has given all judgment to the Son.” Paul also taught that Jesus was going to be the one to do the judging (e.g., Acts 17:31; Rom. 2:16). However, Jesus tells us that he will judge (John 5:22) but he will judge according to what he hears from the Father (John 5:30).
Joh 5:23
“the Father who sent him.” The teaching that God sent Jesus Christ occurs over 40 times in the New Testament and can have different meanings in different contexts.
[For in-depth commentary on Jesus Christ having been sent by the Father, and its different meanings and nuances in context, see commentary on John 6:57.]
Joh 5:24
“is hearing…is believing.” Both the verbs “hearing” and “believing” are in the present tense, active voice, meaning the action is currently occurring. It is important to remember when reading the Gospels that there was no New Birth with its guarantee of salvation before the Day of Pentecost; the New Birth is an aspect of the Administration of Grace. In the Old Testament and Gospels, a person had to maintain his faith to be saved, so the fact that the hearing and believing were a current reality is important to the proper understanding of the verse.
[For the guarantee of Christian salvation, see commentary on 1 Pet. 1:23, “born again.”]
“him who sent me.” The teaching that God sent Jesus Christ occurs over 40 times in the New Testament and can have different meanings in different contexts.
[For in-depth commentary on Jesus Christ having been sent by the Father, and its different meanings and nuances in context, see commentary on John 6:57.]
“does not come.” The verb erchomai (“does come” #2064 ἔρχομαι ) is in the present tense. The Gospel of John has a constant tension between the present and the future, and that tension is well represented in this verse, since the person “has crossed over” (past tense), “does not come” (present tense), and “has” (present tense), “life in the Age to come” (which will be fully manifested in the future when the “Age to come” arrives). The person is hearing Jesus and believing in God, and according to Jesus, believing was the work that God required to have everlasting life. Jesus said, “This is the work of God: that you believe in him whom he has sent” (John 6:29). If we were to translate the verbs in John 5:24 quite literally, the verse would read something such as this: “Truly, truly, I say to you, the one who is hearing my word and is believing him who sent me has, at this time, life in the Age to come, and does not come into condemnation, but has crossed over from death into life.”
Because “the one who is hearing my word and is believing him who sent me” was believing at that time, he has everlasting life at that time too (of course, if he quits believing, his everlasting life is not guaranteed). The present/future tension in the Bible is a challenge to translators as well as believers. We have to take the time to learn what God is trying to tell us when He goes back and forth between the past, present, and future. In this case, although the Day of Judgment is future, God is continually reckoning people’s sins and their good works, so although a person’s judgment and condemnation (or exoneration) will not be fully realized until the Day of Judgment, there is a sense in which that condemnation is happening today, and the Greek communicates that sense by having “does not come” in the present tense.
In translating the verse, some versions place the emphasis on the fulfillment of the judgment, which will occur on the Day of Judgment, and therefore have that the believer “will not” be condemned (cf. HCSB, NET, NIV). Other versions more literally follow the Greek text and say the believer “does not” come under condemnation, meaning that he is not piling up sins that will be condemned on the Day of Judgment and thus he will not be condemned on that great Day (cf. ESV, NASB, NRSV).
Another thing to pay attention to in the verse is that it does not say, “believes in him who sent me,” but “believes him who sent me.” Many people believe “in” God but do not demonstrate that they believe God by doing what He says to do. By hearing and believing Jesus we are hearing and believing God. John 5:30; 14:10 teaches us that Jesus’ words are God’s words.
“life in the age to come.” This is the everlasting life that begins with the new Messianic Age, the Millennial Kingdom.
[See Appendix 1: “Life in the Age to Come.”]
Joh 5:25
Here in John 5:25 Jesus used the phrase, “the hour is coming, and now is,” which is an idiom that means the time being referred to is coming very soon, or has actually already come (cf. John 16:32). Given that fact, how are we to understand Jesus’ use of this idiom when the event Christ referred to, the dead being raised, has not occurred? In many different contexts Jesus taught that his Second Coming and the Kingdom of God were very close, but as it has turned out, God, for reasons of His own that we do not fully understand, delayed the Second Coming of Christ. However, when the Second Coming and the Messianic Kingdom on earth does happen, the dead will be raised and all the other prophecies about that time will be fulfilled, just as God promised (Isa. 26:19; Ezek. 37:12; Dan. 12:2, 13; Hos. 13:14; Rev. 20:4).
[For more verses in which Jesus says that his return would be soon, see the commentary on Matt. 16:28. For more information about the Eden-like Messianic Kingdom that will be on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
“live.” This refers to living forever. See commentary on Luke 10:28.
Joh 5:28
“in the tombs.” This verse, among many others, clearly shows that when a person dies, he is dead in the ground. Jesus did not think, or teach, that when a person died only his body went into the ground, but his soul (or spirit) went to “heaven” or “paradise.” The people are in the tombs, and they will be resurrected to life from being dead in the ground.
Joh 5:29
“resurrection of life.” The “resurrection of life” is also called the “first resurrection” and the “resurrection of the righteous.” The word “life” is sometimes used for “everlasting life” or “life in the Age to Come.” Here, when Christ says the “resurrection of life,” he is referring to life that will last forever. Most Christians misunderstand the verses about the resurrection because they think dead people are already alive in heaven or hell. In that case, why have a resurrection? It is Christian tradition that the soul or spirit lives on after the death of the body. The Bible says the dead are fully dead until they are raised from the dead at the Rapture or a resurrection.
[For more on the resurrections, see commentary on Acts 24:15. For more on the dead being dead and not alive in any form, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.”]
“evil” The Greek is phaulos (#5337 φαῦλος), and its semantic range includes “worthless, good for nothing, bad, evil” Here the emphasis seems to be on evil, but it should not be lost on the reader that there is a more common word for evil, and phaulos includes the meaning “worthless.” The works of unsaved people do not have to be completely evil, they can just do worthless things all their lives and not get saved. God created humankind to obey Him and do good works (Eph. 2:10), and if we waste our lives in that which is worthless to God, or practice evil things, there is a consequence for that.
Joh 5:30
“I am not able to do anything on my own.” This verse shows that Jesus received what he taught from his Father, God. See commentary on John 8:28.
As I hear, I judge. This statement shows how closely Jesus walked with the Father. His life involved constant judgments, and thus constant communication with the Father.
“I do not seek to do my own will.” Jesus Christ made it very plain in a number of verses that his primary purpose was to do the will of God, not follow his own ways and accomplish his own desires. See commentary on John 4:34.
“him who sent me.” The teaching that God sent Jesus Christ occurs over 40 times in the New Testament and can have different meanings in different contexts.
[For in-depth commentary on Jesus Christ having been sent by the Father, and its different meanings and nuances in context, see commentary on John 6:57.]
Joh 5:35
“you were willing to rejoice for a short time in his light.” Jesus speaks in the past tense, “you were willing,” which indicates that John (John 5:33) had already been arrested. Jesus points to the time of John’s ministry as “an hour,” which indicates that it was likely not very long, but just how long is never stated in the Bible. John started his ministry before Jesus, but we don’t know how long before Jesus. It seems it could have been a few years at most, and was likely shorter than that.
Since John 5 is almost certainly referring to the Feast of Pentecost, which usually occurs in June, and John the Baptist was already arrested, then John would have been arrested between Passover, which usually occurred in April, and Pentecost, and likely much closer to Pentecost. It was after John the Baptist was arrested (Matt. 4:12, 17; Mark 1:14) that Jesus started preaching and telling people to repent because the Kingdom of Heaven (also called the Kingdom of God) had drawn near (Matt. 4:17; Mark 1:15).
[For more information on the chronology, see the REV commentary on Matt. 4:12.]
Joh 5:36
“that the Father sent me.” The teaching that God sent Jesus Christ occurs over 40 times in the New Testament and can have different meanings in different contexts.
[For in-depth commentary on Jesus Christ having been sent by the Father, and its different meanings and nuances in context, see commentary on John 6:57.]
Joh 5:37
“the Father that sent me.” The teaching that God sent Jesus Christ occurs over 40 times in the New Testament and can have different meanings in different contexts.
[For in-depth commentary on Jesus Christ having been sent by the Father, and its different meanings and nuances in context, see commentary on John 6:57.]
“You have never heard his voice at any time nor seen his form.” The key to understanding what Jesus is saying here in John 5:37 is that he is talking with the ungodly religious leaders in Jerusalem who were persecuting him (John 5:16) and trying to kill him (John 5:18). Those leaders did not have the word of God living in them, and they did not believe in Jesus (John 5:38), in fact, they did not want to come to Jesus to receive everlasting life (John 5:40). They did not have the love of God inside them (John 5:42), and they were not seeking glory from God but welcomed the glory given to them by one another (John 5:44).
The Bible is full of examples of people who heard the voice of God and/or saw the form God takes when he appears in human form. But God does not generally appear to ungodly people, and that is the case here in John 5:37. In fact, Jesus’ words, “You have never heard his voice at any time nor seen his form” should have been a stinging rebuke to these leaders and caused them to question whether they were living godly lives that were pleasing to God. Godly leaders throughout the ages heard God’s voice: Noah, Abraham, Moses, Aaron, Joshua, Samuel, David, and many more. The fact that these leaders had not heard Him should have caused them to reconsider their thoughts and actions, but they were too hard-hearted for that.
This verse (and there are many others like it), is a problem for Christians who have been taught that no one has ever seen God. Actually, God does come into concretion in a human form that we can see and understand. He does this so that He can better relate to His creation. God created humankind so He could intimately fellowship with us, so it is reasonable that He occasionally becomes visible and takes on human form to be intimate with His creation. There are Old Testament verses in which Yahweh appears in the form of a man, and those appearances continue in the New Testament. Scripture records a number of people to whom God appeared: Adam and Eve (they heard His footsteps, Gen. 3:8), Abraham (Gen. 12:7; 15:1; 17:1; 18:1), Jacob (Gen. 28:13), Moses and the elders of Israel (Exod. 24:9-11), Samuel (1 Sam. 3:10), Solomon (two times: 1 Kings 3:5; 9:2; cf. 1 Kings 11:9), Micaiah (1 Kings 22:19-22), Isaiah (Isa. 6:1-5), Ezekiel (Ezek. 1:26-28), Amos (Amos 7:7), Daniel (Dan. 7:9-14), Stephen (Acts 7:56) and the apostle John (Rev. 5:1-8). In contrast to many great men and women of God who saw God in a visible form, Jesus upbraided the unbelieving Jews by saying: “You have never heard his voice at any time, nor seen his form” (John 5:37).
[For more on God taking on human form, see the REV commentary on Gen. 18:1 and Acts 7:55.]
Joh 5:38
“him whom he sent.” The teaching that God sent Jesus Christ occurs over 40 times in the New Testament and can have different meanings in different contexts.
[For in-depth commentary on Jesus Christ having been sent by the Father, and its different meanings and nuances in context, see commentary on John 6:57.]
Joh 5:39
“life in the age to come.” This is the everlasting life that begins with the new Messianic Age, the Millennial Kingdom.
[See Appendix 1: “Life in the Age to Come.”]
“those are the ones that testify about me.” The Old Testament testified about Christ and what he would accomplish in many different ways (cf. Luke 24:27)
Joh 5:40
“life.” This refers to “everlasting life”. See commentary on Luke 10:28.
Joh 5:44
“How are you able to believe.” In this context, belief comes through honestly following the evidence to a logical conclusion. However, if a person does not honestly and correctly follow the evidence they will never be able to find and believe the truth. That is the case here. “The Jews,” i.e., the religious leaders, sought and accepted glory (honor and praise) from one another and not from God. Hence they were never able to believe in the true God.
“the only God?” John 5:44 provides important support for Biblical Unitarianism, which is the belief that there is only one God, the Father, and that Jesus Christ is the created Son of God.
John 5:44, along with John 17:3, are two places where Jesus calls the Father, the only God. Jesus never once from his own lips claims to be God, but instead, he claims that God the Father is the only God.
A few translations such as the KJV, translate this phrase in John 5:44 as “seek not the honour that cometh from God only?” Perhaps the reason for that translation is to avoid Jesus calling the Father the only God, but in any case, “from God only” is not the correct way to translate the Greek text. The translation “cometh from God only” makes “only” modify “cometh” (or “comes,” cf. CJB), and that word although implied and properly supplied in italics, does not actually exist in the Greek text. To put it more clearly, this is how that translation is actually translating the text: “seek not the honour that cometh only from God?” However, this is not accurate. The adjective “only” τοῦ μόνου (#3441 monos) modifies God. This is clearly seen because they are both in the genitive case and “only” is placed right before “God” in the sentence. “Only” is not an adverb modifying “comes” and should not be translated as it is in the KJV or CJB. It is an adjective modifying God (i.e. “the only God”).
That Jesus would call his Father “the only God” in John 5:44 is strong evidence that Jesus did not consider himself to be God, but knew that the Father is the only true God.
[For more on Jesus Christ not being God, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.”]
 
John Chapter 6
Joh 6:1
“After these things.” The feeding of the 5,000 is in all four Gospels (Matt. 14:13-21; Mark 6:32-44; Luke 9:10-17, and John 6:1-13. The feeding of the 4,000 is in Matt. 15:29-39; Mark 8:1-10).
“which is the Sea of Tiberias.” The “Sea of Galilee,” which is actually a lake, not a sea or ocean, was also called “the Sea of Tiberias” because Tiberias was the largest and most important city on the lake. Technically, a “sea” is a body of salt water, while a lake is a body of fresh water. The “Sea of Galilee” is fresh water, but it was named before the Europeans who called it a “sea” had been there to know that it was not a “sea.” The Greek word thalassa (#2281 θάλασσα), translated as “sea” in most English Bibles, is not specific about being or not being salt water.
Joh 6:4
“the Passover.” The words, “the Passover” are in the Greek text. Nevertheless, there is evidence that at some point in history they were improperly supplied. There is ancillary evidence that the ministry of Jesus Christ was just over a year. The pattern in the biblical text of the Gospels is that Jesus received the holy spirit at his baptism, which was likely two to four months before the Passover in John 2, and died the next Passover. The evidence for the year Jesus was born, the year he died, and the length of his ministry is not conclusive, and so at this time, there is some uncertainty about them. Nevertheless, when it comes to the length of time of Jesus’ ministry, it seems that the evidence weighs heavily in favor of a ministry that is just over a year.
Part of the evidence supporting the idea that Jesus’ ministry was just over a year is that if it was, then we can construct a basic overview of his ministry from the chronological events in the text. On the other hand, if Jesus had a three-year ministry, as is commonly believed, then there is no way to do a harmony of the Gospels and construct where Jesus traveled during his ministry. Most theologians believe Jesus had a three-year ministry and that there is no way to reconstruct his travels, which is why there are no serious attempts to reconstruct a chronology of the travels of Christ.
However, if the two Passovers in the Gospels mark out the vast majority of his ministry, then we can fit together all the other feasts mentioned in the Gospels and can map out his life and travels to a very good extent. For example, in the Four Gospels, there are two Passovers, one Feast of Tabernacles (John 7-8), one Feast of Dedication (John 10:22), etc. We know where Jesus was during those times, so we can quite accurately map his travels and learn from them.
The major obstacle to Jesus having a one-year ministry is John 6:4, which mentions a Passover. If John 6:4 is an accurate reference to a Passover at that time, then Jesus’ ministry was much longer than a year and a few months. However, there are a couple of good reasons to believe that John 6:4 was altered and “Passover” was added. We have already seen one reason: it would make following Jesus’ travels during his ministry impossible, and we believe that the ministry of Jesus is important and that God would want us to know a lot about it rather than have it be a huge mystery.
Another reason to believe that John 6:4 was altered is that Jesus did not go to Jerusalem at that time, which means he would not have fulfilled the Law, which seems impossible. The Law of Moses made it clear that Jewish males were to go to Jerusalem for the Feast of Passover (Deut. 16:16). However, when we read John 6, Jesus is teaching and doing miracles in Galilee. In fact, John 6:4 seems out of place. Jesus went to a mountain in Galilee with his disciples in John 6:3. Then in John 6:5 he saw the crowd coming toward him. There is no hint that any of those people thought about going to Jerusalem, and Jesus did not go, so the reference in John 6:4 to a feast is not connected to anything in the context. At the other two Passovers, the one in John 2 and the one at the end of his ministry, there is a lot of detail about what Jesus did in Jerusalem at Passover. For John 6:4 to say there was a Passover, but for him not even to go is a huge incongruity in the text.
There are a few manuscripts that omit the whole verse of John 6:4.[footnoteRef:1505] That is entirely possible because the verse does not fit in the context. Additionally, there is evidence from the Church Fathers that the word “Passover” was not in the early manuscripts, which would mean that the original text read “Now the feast of the Jews was near.” Statements made by Origen, Cyril of Alexandria, and Irenaeus are consistent with the fact that they had manuscripts that did not have “the Passover” in John 6:4.[footnoteRef:1506] If John 6:4 is just saying that “a feast of the Jews was near,” there were a number of smaller feasts in the Jewish calendar, and the Law did not require Jews to go to Jerusalem during those feasts. [1505:  See Nestle-Aland, Novum Testamentum Graece, 26th edition, 1979, apparatus on John 6:4.]  [1506:  Walter J. Cummins, The Acceptable Year of the Lord, 66.] 

There are a couple of different ways that the word “Passover” could have been added to the text. One is quite accidental. If the original text just said, “a feast of the Jews was near,” it would be entirely possible that a scribe who thought that feast was Passover wrote “Passover” in the margin of his manuscript. Scribes wrote notes in the margins of their manuscripts just as Christians today write in the margins of their Bibles. If that happened, then another scribe could have thought “Passover” was left out of the last copy, and so copied it into his next manuscript.
Another reason, less likely and less innocent, that John 6:4, or the word “Passover,” might have been added was in the early centuries after Christ there were debates about the length of Jesus’ ministry. Anyone who studies the manuscripts knows that there were a number of topics that were hotly debated by the early Church, and it was not uncommon for one side to alter a manuscript to support their argument.[footnoteRef:1507] Thankfully, today, especially with the help of computers that enable textual critics to compare the over 5,700 Greek manuscripts, it is usually easy to spot those intentional changes and expunge them from the modern Greek text, but a few manuscript discrepancies are still the subject of debate. The length of Jesus’ ministry was a topic of debate in the centuries after Christ, and John 6:4 could be one of the verses that was altered to support a position. [1507:  Cf. Bart Ehrman, The Orthodox Corruption of Scripture, 33-36.] 

Some ancillary evidence that Jesus’ ministry was one year comes from Isaiah 61:1-2, which Jesus quoted in Luke 4:18-19. Isaiah mentions “the acceptable year of the Lord” (KJV), and we believe that the reference to a “year” is accurate. We know from Isaiah that the “acceptable year” is before the Day of Vengeance, which is the period of tribulation just prior to the Battle of Armageddon. The most likely candidate for an “acceptable year of the Lord” that occurs before the Day of Vengeance, is the year of Jesus’ ministry. That is especially true if we tie together the events of Isaiah 61:1 with Isaiah 61:2 and the events of Luke 4:18 with Luke 4:19, because Isaiah 61:1 and Luke 4:18 refer to what Jesus would be doing during his time on earth—preaching the Gospel; healing; freeing captives—and this would certainly make that year “the acceptable year of the Lord.”
Tying the evidence together makes a viable case for the ministry of Jesus lasting just over a year, and there not being a “Passover” in John 6:4. That being said, it is still important to note that the Greek manuscripts do have the word “Passover” in John 6:4, which opens the door for a ministry of Christ that was slightly over two years.
Joh 6:9
“young boy here who has.” The fact that the boy had so much when other people had nothing suggests that he was an enterprising young man who brought bread and fish to sell to the crowd that was following Jesus. If so, Jesus would have paid for the food and then given it to the multitude.
Joh 6:10
“sit down.” The Greek word literally means “recline,” anapiptō (#377 ἀναπίπτω). The Jews of this period followed the Greek custom of reclining, or leaning on one’s side to eat. Here Jesus commands the disciples to have the people recline, which, functionally, would mean get ready to eat. Contrary to popular artistic renditions, Jesus himself and the disciples were reclining at the Last Supper (Luke 22:14; John 13:12). Because the people were just sitting in a field, “sit down” is better contextually than “recline.”
Joh 6:13
“twelve baskets.” See commentary on Matthew 15:37.
Joh 6:14
“the prophet.” The crowd was referring to the prophet that Moses said would come (Deut. 18:15). There has been much scholarly discussion about who the Jews thought this prophet was. Likely the designation “prophet” is used here because that is the bottom line truth that everyone agreed on—that this man was the prophet of Deuteronomy 18:15. Beyond that, it seems clear from what we know of the Jews in that time period and area (Galilee; the home base of most of the Pharisees, there was more influence of the Sadducees around Jerusalem) that some of them believed “the prophet” was the Messiah himself, some believed the prophet was a forerunner to the Messiah and distinct from the Messiah (cf. John 1:20-21), and some likely believed that the man who started as the prophet may have become the Messiah.[footnoteRef:1508] [1508:  F. L. Godet, Commentary on the Gospel of St. John, 2:210-11.] 

The sad truth in this record is that the people did not want the Messiah who actually stood before them and was calling for humility and self-sacrifice. They wanted the Messiah they had projected in their minds, one who would meet their selfish needs and deliver them from oppression. We learn from this very chapter that as soon as Jesus stopped “entertaining” the people with signs and miracles (which actually demonstrated who he was) and called for their commitment and sacrifice, “many of his disciples turned back, and did not walk any more with him” (John 6:66). Followers of Christ should make no mistake; we are to be prepared to turn away from worldly attractions and become broken bread for people, even as Jesus poured out his life for us as a sacrifice and an example.
Joh 6:15
“Therefore, when.” There is much detail left out of this part of John that is important to understanding the record. See commentary on Mark 6:45.
Joh 6:16
“And when evening came.” The record of Jesus walking on the water is in Matthew 14:22-33, Mark 6:45-51, and John 6:15-21.
“the lake.” The “sea” of Galilee is actually quite a small lake, only 7 miles (11.2 km) across and 12 miles (19.3 km) long, and the entire lake can be seen from the escarpments on both the east and west sides. The Greek word thalassa (#2281 θάλασσα), lake, sea, or ocean, does not really refer to the size of the body of water, and thus has to be translated into the English “lake,” “sea,” or “ocean” by knowing the body of water that is being referred to (see commentary on Matt. 4:18).
Joh 6:17
“to Capernaum.” Jesus and his apostles actually landed in “Gennesaret” (Matt. 14:34; Mark 6:53). The Gospel of John says that they sailed “to Capernaum.” It is likely that Jesus planned to go to Capernaum shortly, but landed at Gennesaret and healed people there, then made the short walk to Capernaum, where he was when the people found him (John 6:24).
[For more information, see the commentary on Matt. 14:34.]
Joh 6:21
“Therefore, they were willing to receive him into the boat.” This seems like a strange phrase to us today, because why wouldn’t the apostles be willing to take Jesus into the boat? We have to remember that when they first saw Jesus, they thought he was some kind of apparition or ghost (cf. Matt. 14:26). Because of that, if he approached the boat, we can imagine that they would have resorted to any kind of “demon repellant” words or formulas that they knew. But once they knew it was Jesus, they were not scared anymore and were willing to let him into the boat.
“and immediately the boat was at the land where they were going.” Several times the Bible records that God miraculously moved people from one place to another, and this is one of those times. Another was when God moved Phillip to Azotus (cf. Acts 8:39).
Joh 6:22
“boats.” This is the same word as John 6:23, referring to a small boat. The Sea of Galilee was a small lake, so there were not any really large boats on the lake.
Joh 6:27
“life in the age to come.” This is the everlasting life that begins with the new Messianic Age, the Millennial Kingdom.
[See Appendix 1: “Life in the Age to Come.”]
“has set his seal.” God set His seal of approval upon Jesus Christ. The phrase, “has set his seal,” is the translation of the Greek verb, sphragizō (#4972 σφραγίζω), which means, “to set a seal on, mark with a seal, to seal.” In this context, the translation “has set his seal on” (or “has put his seal on), is better than just “sealed,” and many translations read that way (cf. CJB, ESV, NAB, NASB, NKJV, NJB, NRSV, RSV). Some versions further clarify the meaning of the custom of setting a seal in this social context by saying, “set his seal of approval” (HCSB, NET, NIV, NLT).
The word sphragizō is used earlier in John with the same meaning, to set a seal of approval on, to approve of. The believer sets his seal of approval on Jesus by accepting the testimony of Christ (John 3:33). God set His seal of approval upon Jesus by, among other things, empowering great miracles through him, including, in the context of John 6, miraculously feeding over 5,000 people. C.K. Barrett writes, “At [John] 3:33, the word [sphragizō] is used to indicate that the believer, by accepting the testimony of Christ, has attested the truth of God himself. Here the word has the same meaning, but it is God the Father who attests the authority and truth of Jesus.”[footnoteRef:1509] God did many things in the life of Jesus that showed he had God’s approval and favor. William Hendriksen writes that when Jesus said that God’s seal was placed upon him, Jesus was saying, “by means of the testimony of the Son himself, of John the Baptist, of the many works, or signs, of the Father (directly), and of the Scriptures, God the Father has certified that I [Jesus Christ] am the real Messiah, the Son of God.”[footnoteRef:1510] [1509:  C. K. Barrett, The Gospel According to St. John, 287.]  [1510:  Hendriksen, New Testament Commentary: John, 231.] 

Joh 6:29
“in him who he has sent.” The teaching that God sent Jesus Christ occurs over 40 times in the New Testament and can have different meanings in different contexts.
[For in-depth commentary on Jesus Christ having been sent by the Father, and its different meanings and nuances in context, see commentary on John 6:57.]
Joh 6:33
“comes down from heaven.” See commentaries on John 3:13 and 6:38.
“life.” Here the word “life” refers primarily to “life in the Age to Come,” which we can tell by reading the context (see commentary on Luke 10:28). However, it also has overtones of “life” now, life in the present. Jesus came so that our lives now would be rich and meaningful, and also so that we would have everlasting life.
Joh 6:35
“bread of life.” This is primarily a genitive of production, i.e., “the bread that produces [and sustains] life.” See commentary on John 6:48.
“Whoever comes to me will never ever hunger, and whoever believes in me.” The verbs “comes” and “believes” are singular. Trust in God is an individual matter. No one has trust in God or gets saved as a member of a group. Each person must decide on his or her own.
Joh 6:37
“All those whom the Father gives me will come to me.” The ones that God “gives” to Jesus are the ones He “draws” to Jesus (see commentary on John 6:44). God “draws” people and gives to them as they respond to Him and come closer and closer to Him. The Father does not “give” people to Jesus apart from their free will, or make choices for people that they are then forced to follow. A simple reading of the majority of the Bible shows this. God is constantly commanding people to do things that they do not do. That alone shows people’s free will.
There are Christians who believe that people have free will, but due to their sin nature they cannot make a truly godly choice, such as for salvation, so it is free will, but in effect only the free will to choose between different evils (this was the position of John Calvin and is the accepted position of the Reformed Churches). These Christians teach that in order for a person to make a truly godly choice they need God’s intervention and mercy. However, that belief does not fit with what Scripture says about the nature of God, who is universally loving and merciful, and asserts people’s free will.
[For a short critique of Calvinism, see Appendix 9: “On Calvinism and Predestination.”]
The battle between man’s free will and God’s plans and desires for people rages throughout the pages of Scripture. It is very common in the Bible that God gets angry with people who are disobedient or defiant, and that includes both believers and unbelievers (cf. Exod. 4:14; Num. 11:1; 12:9; 32:13; Deut. 29:20; Judg. 2:14; 2 Sam. 6:7; 1 Kings 11:9; 15:30; 2 Chron. 25:15). This anger is genuine, not “faked” in some way, or disingenuous. God is genuinely disappointed in people and angry with them if they disobey or defy Him because people have the ability to choose to obey or disobey Him. However, if the Reformed believers are correct, then God not only knew that people would disobey Him, He actually contributed to their disobedience by not giving them the mercy to make a good decision. But that is simply not the way the text reads. If God keeps people from obeying, then is angry when they do not obey, then God is not “loving” in any usual sense of the word, and would really be quite irrational. In fact, if a human were to behave that way, psychologists and sociologists would label them irrational at best and perhaps even sociopathic. It is important that we take to heart the descriptions of God, such as that He is loving, righteous, just, good, etc., and take those words in the common way they are used in our speech, and not think that they have some kind of “special meaning.” Otherwise, how are we to understand the command to “be imitators of God” (Eph. 5:1)? If we are going to imitate God, then we have to be truly loving, giving, good, righteous, etc., just as God is.
Joh 6:38
“I have come down from heaven.” Jesus said that he came from heaven, meaning that He came from God; God was his source. However, the Jews seem to misunderstand Jesus’ words here in John 6:38. The Jews were confused by what Jesus said since they said that they knew Jesus’ mother Mary, and also Joseph whom they assumed to be Jesus’ father (John 6:42). They also misunderstood him when he said that he was the “bread of heaven” and that they needed to “eat his flesh” in order to live (John 6:51). What Jesus said confused them and they wondered in what sense Jesus could give his flesh to eat (John 6:52). Clearly, they did not catch his figurative language, which is a common theme in John (John 6:52; 8:27). Thus, we should not follow suit and misinterpret Jesus’ language here in John 6:38. It was a common use of language for them to say that something “came from heaven” if God were its source, and there are a number of verses that show that is true.
In John 8:23 Jesus says, “You are from beneath, I am from above.” Jesus does not mean that they are literally from the underworld; neither does he mean that he had literally existed as another being in heaven and then entered into the womb of Mary as a human. Instead, Jesus is using a figurative way of saying that his Father is God (John 8:28, 42), he is from above, just as their father is the Devil (John 8:44). This example in John 8:23 shows us that it is not out of the ordinary for Jesus to say that he is “from above” or “from heaven” in a figurative way, not meaning for it to be taken literally, which is exactly his meaning here in John 6:38.
Likewise, James 1:17 says that every good gift is “from above” and “comes down” from God. What James means is clear. God is the Author and source of the good things in our lives. God works behind the scenes to provide what we need. The verse does not mean that the good things in our lives come directly down from heaven. Jesus’ words should be understood the same way we understand James’ words—that God is the source of Jesus Christ, which He was. Christ was God’s plan for the salvation of mankind, and God directly fathered Jesus.
We still use the same language about things coming from heaven. Many Christians say “the Lord” blessed them when they receive a blessing by way of other people but realize that the ultimate source of the blessings was the Lord. Some people even use the phrase “blessings from heaven,” meaning that God was somehow behind the blessings that were given. The fact that Jesus said he came down from God does not make him God, as some Trinitarians claim.
It was common to speak of things coming from heaven when what was meant was only that God was the ultimate source. When God wanted to tell the people that He would bless them if they gave their tithes, He told them that He would open the windows of “heaven” and pour out a blessing (Mal. 3:10). Of course, everyone understood the idiom being used, and no one believed that God would literally pour things out of heaven. They knew that the phrase meant that God was the origin of the blessings they received. So, for example, one way God would “pour blessings out of heaven” was to give the rain and sun so the crops were abundant.
Another example was when the Pharisees asked Jesus to show them a sign from heaven (Matt. 16:1). They were not asking for Jesus to call some physical thing down from heaven, they were asking Jesus to show them a sign that clearly came from God. Their hypocrisy was revealed when Jesus healed a man who was born blind and they still did not believe (John 9:1ff).
Another example is when Christ said, “John’s baptism—where did it come from? Was it from heaven or from men?” (Matt. 21:25). John’s baptism would have been “from heaven” if John did not get the idea on his own but the idea and the spiritual cleansing that came with it came from God; whereas it would have been “from men” if it was just John’s idea. The record about John’s baptism makes the idiom about heaven clear: Something came from heaven if God was its source; it did not have to actually come down from the sky. The idiom is the same when used of Jesus. Jesus is “from God,” “from heaven” or “from above” in the sense that God is his Father and thus his origin.
[For discussion on a related point, that God “sent” Jesus, see commentary on John 6:57.]
“not to do my own will.” This verse shows that Jesus received what he taught from his Father, God. See commentary on John 8:28.
“the will of him.” Jesus made it very plain in a number of verses that his primary purpose was to do the will of God, not follow his own ways and accomplish his own desires. See commentary on John 4:34.
“who sent me.” The teaching that God sent Jesus Christ occurs over 40 times in the New Testament and can have different meanings in different contexts.
[For in-depth commentary on Jesus Christ having been sent by the Father, and its different meanings and nuances in context, see commentary on John 6:57.]
Joh 6:39
“the will of him who sent me.” The teaching that God sent Jesus Christ occurs over 40 times in the New Testament and can have different meanings in different contexts.
[For in-depth commentary on Jesus Christ having been sent by the Father, and its different meanings and nuances in context, see commentary on John 6:57.]
“raise them up on the last day.” People do not go to heaven or “hell” the day they die, but are dead and awaiting a future resurrection.
[For more on dead people being dead, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.” For more on the resurrections, see commentary on Acts 24:15.]
“them.” The Greek word is autos (#846 αὐτός), and it is singular, which is why literal versions such as the KJV have “it.” However, in this context, it is clear that the Greek is what grammarians call a “collective singular,” where the singular is used but it stands for a group.[footnoteRef:1511] We have collective singulars in English in words like “deer” or “fish,” but do not use “it” that way. So bringing the autos literally into English as “it” is actually unhelpful, because whereas the collective singular “it” would not confuse a native Greek reader, it is confusing in English. The subject is the people, the “them,” who will be raised from the dead. [1511:  D. A. Carson, The Gospel According to John [PNTC], 290; NET First Edition text note.] 

This verse contains the figure of speech anacoluthon[footnoteRef:1512] which is why it reads in such a choppy fashion. [1512:  Cf. Lenski, Interpretation of St. John’s Gospel, 468.] 

[See Word Study: “Anacoluthon.”]
Joh 6:40
“sees…believes.” The verbs are singular. See commentary on John 6:35.
“life in the age to come.” This is the everlasting life that begins with the new Messianic Age, the Millennial Kingdom.
[See Appendix 1: “Life in the Age to Come.”]
Joh 6:41
“Jews.” This is the restricted use of the word “Jews,” referring only to the religious leaders of the Jews and those who oppose God and Christ.
[For more information, see commentary on John 1:19.]
Joh 6:43
“Jesus answered and said.” The original text has the phrase, “answered and said” more than 100 times in the Bible, and it can sometimes be confusing because it is often used when no one asked a question. The phrase is an idiom, but it has a literal overtone behind it. The person who “answered and said” may not have been answering a direct question from someone, but they were answering and addressing the situation that was presenting itself before them.
[For more on “answered and said,” see commentary on Matt. 11:25.]
Joh 6:44
“No one is able to come to me unless the Father who sent me draws him.” This verse is sometimes used to prove the theory of predestination or to assert that God chooses those who will be saved and those who will not. However, if we examine the verse in its context and in light of the whole scope of Scripture, we will see that this verse is not speaking of predestination, but is referring to God’s constant efforts to help and bless people, and to bring them to Himself. In fact, instead of being a verse supporting predestination, when it is properly understood, this verse and the verses around it are a testimony to the free will of man and that we humans ultimately decide whether or not we will believe and obey God, and thus determine our own eternal fate.
In the context, the Jews had been grumbling about the claims Jesus was making about himself (John 6:41, 42). God was trying to draw even those hard-hearted Jews to Himself, but they were suspicious and spiritually blind. Their hard-heartedness was what was keeping them from properly seeing the great miracles that Jesus was doing and then concluding that he was a prophet of God and perhaps even the Messiah. They should have been at least convinced by Jesus’ miracles that he was a prophet of God; after all, many common people had made that connection, and these leaders should have been much more educated about the Law and the actions of a prophet than the common people. A few chapters earlier, the Pharisee named Nicodemus properly concluded: “...you are a teacher sent from God, for no one is able to do these signs that you are doing unless God is with him” (John 3:2). However, unlike the humble and pure-hearted Nicodemus, these Jews in John 6 were fighting against God, who was actively working in Jesus’ life by signs and miracles to demonstrate that he was the Messiah. All this is made plain in the next verse (v. 45), which Jesus quoted to show what he meant when he said that no one could come to him without the Father drawing him.
In John 6:45, Jesus quoted Isaiah 54:13 and explained its implications. Jesus quoted the phrase, “They will all be taught by God,” which shows that God is trying to reach and teach everyone. No one is excluded from our loving heavenly Father’s attempts to touch their hearts and teach them truth. However, not everyone listens to God. The Pharisees, for example, rejected God’s plan for them when they refused to be baptized by John (Luke 7:30). In fact, most of the Jews did not submit to God’s will when it came to faith in Christ (Rom. 10:3). Jesus quoted Isaiah 54:13 to show that God was attempting to teach everyone, then he further explained that “Everyone who has heard from the Father and has learned, comes to me.” Thus he made the point that God is always trying to teach everyone, but some people close their ears (Ps. 58:3-5; Ezek. 12:2; Zech. 7:11; Matt. 13:15; Acts 7:51; 28:27; 2 Tim. 4:4) and harden their hearts (Zech. 7:12; Heb. 3:8, 15; 4:7). Thus, these prideful people did not learn from God, and were not drawn to Jesus Christ. But the people who are humble and hear God’s voice and pay attention to it and follow it, come to Jesus as a result. Their coming is their own choice, but they come because God is constantly trying to draw them to Himself. Again, Isaiah 54:13 and other verses make the point that God’s will is that everyone comes to Him (cf. 1 Tim. 2:4). That these Jews did not believe in Jesus due to their failure to listen to God was their choice and their problem, not God’s.
It is important to notice that at no time in the discourse did Jesus excuse the Jews, as if their attitude toward him was not their fault. If the Calvinistic doctrine of predestination is true, then somewhere in Jesus’ dialogue with these Jews we would have expected Jesus to have some pity on these unbelievers, realizing that they could not believe unless God helped them believe, and so their unbelief was not their fault. However, he never said, or implied, anything like that. In studying the doctrine of predestination, we must realize that all throughout the Bible, Jesus, and the other writers as well, when addressing unbelievers, always laid the blame for the unbelief on the unbelievers themselves, never on God. But if the doctrine of predestination is correct, the basic unbelief of unbelievers is always God’s “fault,” never theirs. That is because according to the Calvinistic doctrine of predestination, if God does not specifically move a person to believe, that person will remain in unbelief. In fact, when there were some in the audience who did not believe, (John 6:64), and some disciples who went away (John 6:66), Jesus turned to his disciples and asked, “Do you want to go away as well?” (John 6:67). The fact he asked them if they “wanted” to go away shows that he was respecting their choice to stay with him as a disciple, or leave him. To believe or to remain an unbeliever is our choice, not God’s.
“the Father who sent me.” The teaching that God sent Jesus Christ occurs over 40 times in the New Testament and can have different meanings in different contexts.
[For in-depth commentary on Jesus Christ having been sent by the Father, and its different meanings and nuances in context, see commentary on John 6:57.]
Joh 6:45
“And they will all be taught by God.” See commentary on John 6:44.
Joh 6:46
John 6:46 shows the intimate relationship that Jesus had with God. Jesus had a level of intimacy that no one had ever had with God, before or since. Jesus revealed the intimacy he had with God in his dialogue with the people near the Sea of Galilee, a crowd that included Jewish leadership, disciples, and onlookers, by continuing to tell them, albeit in somewhat veiled terms, that he was the promised Messiah. Those who had a meek heart listened, while those who were not meek to the truth grumbled or walked away. The complete dialogue of Jesus and the Jewish crowd is covered in John 6:25-70.
Jesus implied he was the Messiah in a number of ways. He said God set His seal upon him, meaning Jesus had God’s seal of authenticity and approval (John 6:27). He said doing God’s work meant believing in him (John 6:29). He said he was the Bread of Life and people who ate him would never hunger (John 6:35; cf. John 6:48, 51). Also, he said people who believed in “the Son” would have life in the Age to come because he would raise them from the dead (John 6:40, 44, 47, 54). This indirect way of teaching was typical of the way Jesus spoke—clearly implying the truth that he was the Messiah so people with a heart for God could hear and believe, but he did not state the fact so plainly that he forced his opponents into an out-and-out showdown. His opponents generally could not grasp what he was saying and ended up arguing about it (John 6:41-44).
Some people infer from John 6:46 that Jesus must be God, or at least that he preexisted his birth because he said he had “seen the Father.” However, this verse has nothing to do with the Trinity or preexistence. For one thing, Jesus’ audience would not have understood his statement to be about him as a member of a Trinity because such a concept was foreign to Jesus’ audience, and furthermore, the people were not expecting a Messiah who was also God.
In contrast, it was assumed in the culture that the Messiah would be a leader and ruler who would have an intimate relationship with God. So what Jesus was saying to them could be, and likely was, properly understood by some of his audience. However, the biblical record does not focus on the average person in the audience but on the religious leaders, which the Bible refers to as “the Jews” (John 6:41, 52). Since almost all of Jesus’ audience would have been Jewish, it is well-known to scholars that the phrase, “the Jews” was used to refer to the religious leaders such as top Pharisees and Sadducees.
The key to understanding John 6:46 is knowing that the phrase “seen the Father” does not refer to seeing with one’s physical eyes but figuratively to “knowing the Father.” Jesus knew God, not because he lived and talked with God in heaven before his birth on earth, but because God revealed Himself more clearly to Jesus than He had to anyone else. Jesus made this clear in other teachings when he said, “For the Father loves the Son and shows him all he does…” (John 5:20).
In both Hebrew and Greek, words that are translated “see” throughout the Bible often mean “to know or realize.” The Hebrew word ra’ah is used of both seeing with the eyes and knowing something, or perceiving it (Gen. 16:4; Exod. 32:1; Num. 20:29). Similarly, the Greek word horaō (#3708 ὁράω), translated “see” in John 1:18, 6:46; and 3 John 1:11, can mean “to see with the eyes” or “to see with the mind, to perceive, to know.” Even in English, one of the definitions for “see” is “to know or understand.” For example, when two people are discussing something, one might say to the other, “I see what you mean.”
The usage of “see” as it pertains to “knowing” is found in many places in the New Testament. For example, Jesus said to Philip, “…Whoever has seen me has seen the Father…” (John 14:9). Here again the word “see” is used to indicate “knowing.” Anyone who knew Jesus (not just those who “saw” him) would know the Father. In fact, Jesus had made that clear two verses earlier when he said to Philip, “If you had known me, you would have known my Father also. From now on you know him, and have seen him” (John 14:7). In this verse, Jesus says that those who know him have “seen” the Father.
Another verse that uses the word “seen” in the sense of “known” is John 1:18: “No one has ever seen God; the only begotten Son, who is in a most intimate relationship with the Father, he has explained him.” The phrase “seen God” is syntactically parallel to the phrase “has explained Him,” and both phrases refer to the role that Jesus, the only Son, fulfilled. No man fully knew God, but Jesus made Him known.
Throughout the Old Testament, what people knew about God was very limited. In fact, 2 Corinthians 3:13-16 refers to the fact that even today, the Jews who reject Christ have a veil over their hearts. The full knowledge, the “truth” about God, came through Jesus Christ (John 1:17). He was the one who “saw” (fully understood) God, and then he taught others—which is what John 1:18 is conveying. Before Jesus Christ came, no one really knew God as He truly is, a loving heavenly Father, but Jesus Christ “saw” (knew) God intimately because the Father revealed Himself to him in ways that no one else has ever known.
While the term “seeing” can refer to physically “seeing” or figuratively “knowing,” there are occurrences in Scripture where it is said that someone “saw” God. For more information on passages where it says that someone “saw” God, see commentary on Genesis 18:1 and Acts 7:55, which speak about God appearing to people.
[Also, for more information, see Graeser, Lynn, and Schoenheit, One God and One Lord: Reconsidering the Cornerstone of the Christian Faith, 4th ed., 459-60.]
Joh 6:47
“whoever believes.” The noun and verb are singular. See commentary on John 6:35.
“life in the age to come.” This is the everlasting life that begins with the new Messianic Age, the Millennial Kingdom.
[See Appendix 1: “Life in the Age to Come.”]
Joh 6:48
“I am the bread of life.” This verse is a metaphor. The phrase, “bread of life” is primarily a genitive of production, i.e., “the bread that produces [and sustains] life.”
A paraphrased translation could read, “I am the bread that gives life.” Our regular bread, and even the manna God gave in the desert, only sustained life. In contrast, Jesus is the bread that truly gives life. Jesus contrasted himself with manna in John 6:58 and pointed out that the people who ate it were dead. Only Jesus Christ can truly give life, everlasting life.
Using the metaphor “I am the bread that gives life,” and comparing himself to bread should have been clear to his audience. The word “bread” is artos (#740 ἄρτος), and it is used primarily of bread, but because bread was the most important food, it was also used of food in general (a synecdoche of the part for the whole). Everyone knows that bread, food, is essential to life, so when Jesus said he was the bread of life, they should have known that he was saying that it was he, not literal bread, that was essential if someone was going to have everlasting life.
[See Word Study: “Synecdoche.”]
Joh 6:50
“eat.” See commentary on John 6:54.
Joh 6:51
“I am the living bread.” Jesus repeats the metaphor he had just used (see commentary on John 6:48), but added the word “living.” Christ does not abandon the metaphor of bread, but now expands it, because bread sustains our life but is dead; it is not a living thing. In contrast, Jesus will give us life and is himself living. He continues the figurative comparison of himself to bread when he says that the bread he will give is his flesh, that he will give for the life of the world.
As we saw in the metaphor he used at the Last Supper (“This is my body which is broken for you”), in this context also, Jesus lets us know that his flesh will be broken for us, and that he will give it “for the life of the world.” This phrase is loaded with meaning. The word “for” is the Greek word huper (#5228 ὑπέρ), meaning, “on behalf of, in place of, instead of.” The word “world” is a metonymy for the people of the world. The essence of the phrase is that Christ would give his life on behalf of the people of the world, so they could have life.
By referring to himself as bread, Jesus sets up a scenario in which he can use the metaphor of being bread in combination with the common idiom and understanding that to “eat” something was to fully partake of it (see commentary on John 6:54).
“came down from heaven.” See commentary on John 6:38.
Joh 6:52
“Jews.” This is the restricted use of the word “Jews,” referring only to the religious leaders of the Jews and those who oppose God and Christ.
[For more information, see commentary on John 1:19.]
Joh 6:53
“eat the flesh...drink his blood.” See commentary on John 6:54.
“life.” Here the word “life” refers primarily to “life in the Age to Come,” which we can tell by reading the next verse, John 6:54. However, it also has overtones of “life” now, life in the present. Jesus came so that our lives now would be rich and meaningful, and also so that we would have everlasting life (see commentary on Luke 10:28).
Joh 6:54
“The one who continues to eat my flesh and drink my blood.” Jesus had already referred to himself as bread (see commentary on John 6:48, 51). Now when Jesus spoke of eating his flesh and drinking his blood, he was using idioms that were common enough in his day that they should have understood him. Nevertheless, people did not understand, not because they did not understand the idiom, but because they did not believe Jesus was the Messiah, or that being committed to him was the way to everlasting life. Therefore, when he spoke of eating his flesh and drinking his blood, they were confused. Eating and drinking were common activities that required personal involvement, so it is easy to see why they became idioms for involvement and commitment. For example, Jeremiah 15:16 (KJV) says, “Thy words were found, and I did eat them; and thy word was unto me the joy and rejoicing of mine heart.” By saying he ate the Word, Jeremiah portrays his enjoyment of it and commitment to it. Similarly, in Ecclesiastes 6:2, the man has wealth and honor but cannot “eat” of them, that is, fully experience and enjoy them. Of course, the idiom “eat” can be used in a destructive sense too, such as when Psalm 53:4 (ESV) says evildoers “eat up” God’s people like bread (cf. Mic. 3:3). To eat the bread of sorrow (Ps. 127:2 KJV) is to have or receive sorrow. To eat the fruit of your way (Prov. 1:31) is to receive consequences for your actions (cf. Isa. 3:10).
The word “drink” was also used idiomatically for involvement. Proverbs 4:17 says the wicked will drink the wine of violence, meaning they will be committed to violence and be intoxicated by it. Jeremiah 2:18 has a great example of using “drink” to show commitment. God asks the “house of Jacob” (Jer. 2:4), “Now what are you doing, traveling on the road to Egypt to drink the water of the Nile? Or what are you doing, traveling on the road to Assyria to drink the water of the River?” No one would travel from Israel to Egypt or Assyria just to drink from their rivers. God is reproving His people from going to those pagan lands to “drink,” i.e., be committed to, their pagan ways. Job 21:20 speaks of drinking the wrath of God in the sense of being involved with it, i.e., receiving it (cf. Ps. 75:8; Isa. 51:22; Jer. 2:18; 9:15; 25:15-17; 49:12; Ezek. 23:32). Psalm 36:8 speaks of godly people who drink from the river of God’s delights. 1 Corinthians 12:13 says that Christians have been made to “drink” of the spirit of God; we have received it and are involved with it in our daily activities. Eating and drinking are also used idiomatically in English to describe mental activities. If someone really liked something, we say he “ate it up.” If someone believes something without properly thinking it over, we say he “swallowed it,” or “swallowed it whole.” If we have learned something, but have not had time to fully comprehend it, we say we “have not digested it yet.”
By asking people to eat his flesh and drink his blood, Jesus was asking people to be committed to him, and the response of the people is telling. They said Jesus’ words were hard, and many disciples turned from him (John 6:60, 66).
“life in the age to come.” This is the everlasting life that begins with the new Messianic Age, the Millennial Kingdom.
[See Appendix 1: “Life in the Age to Come.”]
Joh 6:57
“the living Father sent me.” The teaching that God sent Jesus Christ occurs over 40 times in the New Testament and can have different meanings in different contexts. That God sent Jesus into the world can have a couple of different nuances. For one thing, Jesus is the “last Adam” (1 Cor. 15:45), and just as God created Adam, so God created Jesus by Fathering him in Mary. Thus, God’s sending Jesus can refer to his conception and birth, and then subsequent ministry to save mankind, or it can simply refer to the much later event of God sending Jesus to fulfill his ministry to be the savior of mankind. That latter meaning, for example, is what John 17:18 (NET) means when Jesus prayed to God and said: “Just as you sent me into the world, so I sent them into the world.” Jesus commissioned his apostles and sent them out just as God had commissioned him and sent him out.
There are Trinitarians who insist that because God “sent” Jesus, Jesus must be God. But that is reading far too much into the simple concept of being “sent.” The idea that something has been “sent” by God was commonly used and simply means that God is the ultimate source, or “sender,” of what was sent. There is no reason to believe that Jesus’ being sent by God makes him God—nothing else that is “sent” by God is God. The phrase just means what it says, that God sent Jesus. The Bible has dozens of examples of things being sent by God, all meaning that God was the source. God sent bad weather on Egypt (Exod. 9:23), fiery serpents upon the Israelites (Num. 21:6), Moses (Deut. 34:11), prophets (Judg. 6:8; 2 Sam. 12:1), and many more people and things. John the Baptist was a man “sent from God” (John 1:6). The words of John the Baptist about being sent are very clear and, if taken the same way some Trinitarians take Jesus being “sent” by God, would make John God too. John said, “I am not the Messiah, but I’ve been sent ahead of Him” (John 3:28 HCSB). What John meant by “I’ve been sent ahead of him” simply means that God commissioned John at a time that preceded the Messiah. But if someone already believed John to somehow be a fourth member of the Godhead, then what John said could be used as evidence supporting that belief. The point is that the only reason someone would say that Jesus’ being “sent” by God meant that he was God or was preexistent in heaven would be if he already held that belief. The words themselves do not say or mean that.
Actually, the fact that God, or the Father, “sent” Jesus proves that Jesus is not part of the Trinity and therefore co-equal and co-eternal with the Father. Jesus made it clear that the one who “sends” is greater than the one “sent.” In John 13:16 he said, “A servant is not greater than his master, neither is one who is sent greater than the one who sent him.” So if the Father sent Jesus, then the Father is greater than Jesus. Then he made that very clear when he said in the very next chapter, “the Father is greater than I” (John 14:28).
The culture of that day made it clear that the “master,” was greater than the servant, and the one who sends someone is greater than the one who is sent. Thus, by Jesus’ own standards, the fact that he says he was “sent” by God shows that although he is the Son of God, he was still a servant to God, his Father. And that is exactly how the early Christians related to Jesus: as their lord, but God’s Son and God’s servant. For example, they prayed in Acts that Jesus was God’s “Servant” (cf. Acts 3:13; 4:27, 30; also, see commentary on Acts 3:13).
Another piece of evidence that Jesus’ being sent by God does not make him God and “co-equal” with the Father is that the Bible never says Jesus “sent” God (or “the Father”) to do anything. If the Bible says more than 40 times that God sent Jesus, and both Jesus and the Father are God and co-equal, why does the Bible never say Jesus sent the Father to do anything? The answer is simple and clear from Jesus’ own mouth: the one who sends is greater than the one who is sent. Jesus is not God, and the fact that he says he was sent by God proves it.
“live.” This refers to living forever. See commentary on Luke 10:28.
Joh 6:58
“came down out of heaven.” See commentary on John 6:38.
Joh 6:62
“coming up to where he was before.” This verse is referring to the resurrection of Christ. This fact is clear from studying the context. Because the translators have chosen to translate anabainō (#305 ἀναβαίνω) as “ascend,” people believe it refers to Christ’s ascension from earth as recorded in Acts 1:9, but Acts 1:9 does not use this word. Anabainō simply means “to go up.” It is used of “going up” to a higher elevation as in climbing a mountain (Matt. 5:1, 14:23, et al.), of Jesus “coming up” from under the water at his baptism (Matt. 3:16; Mark 1:10), of plants that “grow up” out of the ground (Matt. 13:7; Mark 4:7, 8, 32), or of even just “going up,” i.e., “climbing,” a tree (Luke 19:4). Christ was simply asking if they would be offended if they saw him “come up” out of the ground, i.e., be resurrected, and be where he was before, i.e., alive and on the earth.
The context confirms that Jesus was speaking about being the bread from heaven and giving life via his resurrection. Verses such as John 6:39-40 and 6:44 confirm this: Jesus repeatedly said, “...I will raise him [each believer] up at the last day.” Christ was amazed that even some of his disciples were offended at his teaching. He had been speaking of the resurrection, and they were offended, so he asked them if they would be offended if they saw him resurrected, which has been unfortunately translated as “ascend” in John 6:62.[footnoteRef:1513] [1513:  See Norton, A Statement of Reasons for Not Believing the Doctrines of Trinitarians, 248-252; Snedeker, Our Heavenly Father Has No Equals, 215; Graeser, Lynn, and Schoenheit, One God &amp; One Lord: Reconsidering the Cornerstone of the Christian Faith.] 

Joh 6:64
“(For Jesus knew from the beginning who they were who did not believe, and who it was who would betray him).” This verse shows the great love and patience of Jesus because even though he knew who would betray him, he knew people have free will and can change if they want to. Some Trinitarians claim this verse proves that Jesus was God just because the word “beginning” is in the verse. Nothing could be further from the truth. Even a cursory word study will show that the word “beginning” has to be defined by its context. Any good lexicon will show that the word “beginning” is often used to describe times other than the start of creation. Examples abound: God made them male and female at the “beginning,” not of creation, but of the human race (Matt. 19:4). There were “eyewitnesses” at the “beginning,” not of creation, but of the life and ministry of Christ (Luke 1:2). The disciples were with Christ from the “beginning,” not of creation, but of his public ministry (John 15:27). The gift of holy spirit came on Peter and the apostles “at the beginning,” not of creation, but of the Church Administration that started on the Day of Pentecost in Acts 2 (Acts 11:15). John 6:64 is simply saying that Christ knew from the time he began to choose the apostles which one would betray him.
When this verse is understood in its context, it is a powerful testimony of how closely Jesus walked with his Father. First, there is nothing in the context that would in any way indicate that the word “beginning” refers to the beginning of time. Jesus had just fed the five thousand, and they said, “This is truly the prophet who is to come into the world” (John 6:14). Right away that tells you that the people did not think Jesus was God, but a prophet. The people wanted to make Jesus king, but only because he filled their stomachs (John 6:15, 26). When he challenged them to believe in him (John 6:29), they grumbled (John 6:41). As Jesus continued to teach, the Jews began to argue among themselves (John 6:52), and even some of Jesus’ disciples began to grumble at the commitment Jesus was asking from them (John 6:60, 61). Jesus, knowing his disciples were upset with his teaching, did not back off, but rather pressed on, even saying that he knew some would not believe (John 6:64). The result of this discussion was that some of his disciples left him (John 6:66). It is telling that the disciples left him at a time when Jesus was asking for their personal commitment. The fact is, and always has been, that some believers are more than happy to hang around as long as you do not ask much of them, but when they are required to give much of themselves, then they leave. Jesus taught that in the Parable of the Sower when he said that some believers leave as soon as persecution arises.
[For more on this verse not supporting the Trinity, see Don Snedeker, Our Heavenly Father Has No Equals, 215.]
Joh 6:65
“no one is able to come to me, unless it is given to him by the Father.” This is a restatement, in different words, of John 6:44, and a reflection of John 6:37 (see commentaries on John 6:37 and 6:44). God is always trying to draw people to Him. We can understand why God has to draw people to Him in order for them to come to Him. Of course, He cannot, and does not, act against a person’s free will, but when they want to come to Him, they need His help. For one thing, God is spirit. He is invisible and immaterial, so people who come to Him have to get some guidance as to how to do it. For another thing, people who believe and strive to live godly lifestyles are fighting against their sin nature, which is pushing them toward selfishness and a self-centered lifestyle. People can become selfless and God-centered in their lives, but it takes a diligent effort and some help from God. Thirdly, there is the spiritual battle that we need help from God to fight. The Adversary is always trying to steal, kill, and destroy (John 10:10), to oppress and ensnare people (Acts 10:38; 2 Tim. 2:26), and pervert the ways of God (Acts 13:10). Since the Adversary is constantly working behind the scenes to keep people from God, God has to be constantly working behind the scenes to make a way for people who want to come to Him to do so. With all that is working against people being godly, if God were not working to bring people to Him, they could not come, which is why it makes perfect sense for Jesus to say, “no one is able to come to me, unless it is given to him by the Father.”
By saying what he said, Jesus was trying to highlight the spiritual truth that since God is always working to draw people to Himself, if people are not coming to God, it is due to decisions they themselves are making. This was the point of the Parable of the Sower (Matt. 13:1-23; Mark 4:1-20; Luke 8:4-15). God is always sowing His word into every person’s heart, but not every person receives it the same way. As the parable points out, some people do not hold the Word in their minds very long and so the Devil takes it from them. Some people abandon the Word due to trouble or persecution, and some ignore it and instead focus on this world and what it has to offer. Only some people make decisions that allow the Word to grow and produce fruit in their lives. Nevertheless, God is sowing into every heart. In the Parable of the Sower, it is never hinted or stated that people do not choose the Word because that is the choice God made for them, or the people who do choose the Word do so because that is the choice God made for them. The simple fact is that most people are selfish, and they want to be that way. They harden their hearts and close their eyes and ears to the things of God (Matt. 13:15). Jesus made that clear in John chapter 3. He said, “people loved the darkness rather than the light because their works were evil. For everyone who practices evil hates the light, and does not come to the light, lest his works are exposed” (John 3:19-20).
Joh 6:68
“words of life.” The possibilities for understanding this genitive are multiple. The genitive of relation would make the phrase, “words relating to life,” or “words about life.” Also, the genitive of production would make the expression say, words that produce, or lead to, life in the Age to come. This record is associated with the feeding of the 5,000, which is Matthew 14, and before Peter declared that Jesus was the Christ (Matt. 16). So although Peter may not have been certain Jesus was the Messiah at this time, he still knew that Jesus had the words that were about, and led to, life in the Age to come.
“life in the Age to come.” This is the everlasting life that begins with the new Messianic Age, the Millennial Kingdom.
[See Appendix 1: “Life in the Age to Come.”]
Joh 6:70
“devil.” The Greek word is diabolos (#1228 διάβολος), which literally means “Slanderer,” but diabolos gets transliterated into English as our more familiar name, “Devil.” Slander is so central to who the Devil is and how he operates that one of his primary names is “the Slanderer.” In this case, Jesus knew that Judas would act in a way that the Devil would act, so calling Judas a “devil” was appropriate.
[For more information on the names of the Devil, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
Joh 6:71
“Iscariot.” See the commentary on Matthew 10:4 for more information.
 
John Chapter 7
Joh 7:1
“And after these things, Jesus walked in Galilee.” John chapters 7 and 8 reveal the titanic struggle between Good and Evil, between God and the Devil, in a way that no other section of the Gospels does. There are many players in this event. Behind the scenes, active but unseen, are God and the Devil. The active players are Jesus Christ, the Son of God, and the “Jews” who were sons of the Devil (John 8:44). The stakes in the fight included the crowd, who were confused (John 7:25-27, 31, 40-43), but would not talk openly because they were afraid of the Jews (John 7:13). The stakes also included those among the Jews who had not yet been fully won over by evil and were “on the fence” about who Jesus was, and some of those came to believe as the Church grew (cf. Acts 15:5). It is in John 7 and 8 that we clearly see how evil and how blind to the truth the “Jews” really were. They were trying to kill Jesus (John 7:1), and were open enough about it that the word about it leaked out and the crowd knew it (John 7:25), yet apparently, the Jews did not know the crowd knew, so when Jesus openly challenged them about it they denied it (John 7:19-20). Jesus referred to them as the children of their father the Devil (John 8:38, 41, 44). We learn a lot about the children of the Devil from the exchange between Jesus and the Jews here in John 7 and 8.
The children of the Devil are: Murderers (John 7:1); Evil (John 7:7); They cause fear in people (John 7:13); They seek their own glory (John 7:18); They don’t obey God (John 7:19); They are threatened by the success of others (John 7:32); They think that others are always wrong, not them (John 7:49); They get their facts wrong (John 7:52; 8:33); They will die in their sin (John 8:21); They are “from beneath” and of this world (John 8:23); The Word of God has no place in them (John 8:37); They are of their father the Devil (John 8:38, 41, 44); They cannot hear (cannot understand) the truth (John 8:47); They use smear tactics to smear their enemies (John 8:48); They have not known God (John 8:55); They misunderstand truth when it is spoken (John 8:56-57); and, they want to kill those who oppose them (John 8:59).
“Jews.” This is the restricted use of the word “Jews,” referring only to the religious leaders of the Jews and those who oppose God and Christ. In Jerusalem, the majority party and the party that controlled the Temple was the Sadducees, so for example the High Priest was a Sadducee. However, there were lots of Pharisees there also.
[For more information, see commentary on John 1:19.]
“were trying to find a way to kill him.” This is the Feast of Tabernacles, and the Jews in Jerusalem were trying to find a way to kill Jesus, but it would be at Passover, some 6 months later, that he allowed himself to be captured and crucified to fulfill the prophecies and purchase the redemption of humankind. The Jews of Jerusalem had been trying to kill Jesus ever since his last trip to Jerusalem at an unnamed feast because he was healing on the Sabbath (John 5:1, 18).
Joh 7:2
“the Feast of Tabernacles.” This was a seven-day feast with an eighth day at the end that was not technically part of the feast but was especially celebrated (see commentary on John 7:37). Tabernacles was also known as the “Feast of Ingathering” because it celebrated the harvest even though it was later in the year than the grain harvest. The feast is often called “Sukkot” (“booths”). Tabernacles is celebrated on the fifteenth day of the seventh month, Tishri, and was one of the three pilgrimage feasts in Israel: Passover, Pentecost, and Tabernacles. During the Feast, people would leave their homes and live in “booths” for seven days. The “booth” in the Feast of Booths was a very temporary structure in which farmers would live during harvest, something they did to protect the harvest from thieves and things that would eat the harvest.
Joh 7:5
“for not even his brothers believed in him.” Jesus’ brothers were James, Joseph, Simon, and Judas (Matthew 13:55). It is an amazing truth that Jesus’ own brothers did not believe he was the Messiah, and there is no evidence that any of them did until after his resurrection (cf. Acts 1:14; 15:13; 1 Cor. 15:7). In fact, it is possible that one of the reasons for Jesus going to Galilee after his resurrection was to see his family. We know Jesus went to Galilee after his resurrection, and met with many people there, apparently including one meeting in which were more than 500 people (cf. Matt. 28:7, 10; Mark 14:28; John 21:1; 1 Cor. 15:6. It is assumed that the meeting with more than 500 took place in Galilee because on the Day of Pentecost, only about a month later, there were only 120 disciples gathered in Jerusalem. In contrast, it seems that Jesus could have gathered more than 500 in Galilee).
Taking care of one’s family is a very important part of a person’s walk with God, and it certainly would fit with the example that Jesus set for us that he would go to Galilee in part to convince his family that he was indeed the risen Christ, and in convincing them, assure them of having everlasting life.
One of the reasons we know that none of Jesus’ brothers believed that he was the Messiah until after his resurrection is that at the crucifixion Jesus told the apostle John to take care of Mary his mother, and he told Mary that John would take care of her. He did this by saying to John, “Look, here is your mother!” (John 19:27). Jesus would have only done this if Joseph, Mary’s husband and Jesus’ step-father, was dead, and if none of Jesus’ brothers were considered to be an appropriate caretaker to Mary. Since Mary was a believer of great faith, it would not have been in her best interest to be taken care of by her children who did not even believe their brother was the Messiah she claimed him to be. Their consistent refusal to believe that Jesus was the Messiah, despite what he and Mary no doubt did to try to convince them, would have made them inappropriate caretakers for Mary
[For more on this, see commentary on John 19:27.]
At some point after the resurrection, at least some of Jesus’ brothers came to believe. In fact, Jesus’ brother James rose to lead the Church in Jerusalem after Herod Agrippa executed the apostle James who was the son of Zebedee and brother of John (Acts 12:2). Although history is silent as to how Jesus’ brother James came to lead the Church, it is clear that he did. He first appears in a leadership role in Acts 12:17, then can be seen to be the leader by Acts 15:13. He is also the writer of the Epistle of James. Another brother of Jesus, Judas, also became a leader in the Church and wrote the Epistle of Jude.
Joh 7:6
“time.” The Greek word is kairos (#2540 καιρός), here meaning the right or proper time. Jesus had a mission from God, and a “right time” to go to Jerusalem. Ann Nyland catches the meaning in her translation: “It isn’t the right time for me yet—but for you, any time is right!”[footnoteRef:1514] [1514:  Ann Nyland, The Source New Testament, 176.] 

The context is not just about going to Jerusalem. Jesus’ brothers were urging him to show himself to the world. In saying that it was not the “right time” to go to Jerusalem, Jesus was saying that now was not the right time to go to Jerusalem and reveal himself. He knew he would go later, and when he did, it was in secret (John 7:10). Nevertheless, when Jesus did get to the Feast of Tabernacles, he did reveal himself to those with eyes to see and ears to hear. He made many bold statements, saying he was the light of the world and “unless you believe that I am the one, you will die in your sins” (John 8:24).
When he told his brothers that the “right time” for them was always here, he was saying that because his brothers did not have a mission from God, and because his brothers were still “of the world” (his brothers did not yet believe in him; John 7:5), for them the “right time” to go to Jerusalem was any time. It made no difference to the world who they were.
Joh 7:7
“The world.” Here in John 7:7, “the world” is put by metonymy for the people who live in the world. In this context, it specifically refers to the evil people who live in the world, and even more specifically to the Jews who were children of the Devil (John 8:44) who were trying to kill Jesus (John 7:1).
“but it hates me because I testify about it, that its works are evil.” The Devil is the god of this world, and hates God and all godly things. He supports all kinds of evil, and orchestrates things in the world in such a manner that all godly people are hated, persecuted, and have a difficult life in one way or another.
[For more about the Devil being the ruler of the world, see commentary on Luke 4:6.]
Joh 7:8
“I am not going up to this feast because my time has not yet fully come.” Jesus said he was not going up to the feast, but then he went. There is an apparent contradiction here, which is solved by understanding the subject being discussed. The brothers wanted him to go up to the feast to make himself known as the Messiah because they did not believe in him (John 7:5). He was going, but not as they asked, i.e., to make himself known as Messiah.
Joh 7:10
“in secret.” There is a textual debate about whether the Greek text reads, “as it were, in secret,” or simply “in secret.” The debate concerns the originality of the particle hōs (#5613 ὡς) which is in some Greek texts but not others. Hōs means “like,” “as,” or “as though.” Some translations such as the NASB1995 keep it in the text, “He Himself also went up, not publicly, but as if, in secret.” Other translations leave it out: “he went also, not publicly, but in secret” (NIV). The textual sources that include the “as if” are somewhat stronger, but the transcriptional probability of hōs being added is also very likely, and so the textual evidence is divided.[footnoteRef:1515] We believe the particle is not original due to the fact that Jesus did go to the feast in secret. His family did not know about it, neither did the Jewish rulers, and neither did the crowds of people. [1515:  Metzger, Textual Commentary, 217.] 

It was important that Jesus go to this feast in secret because the Feast of Tabernacles was a seven-day feast and Jesus did not want to be discovered and possibly arrested or be forced to leave before he got to proclaim the things God showed him to say, especially since the Jews were looking for him among the crowd (John 7:11). Jesus finally showed himself halfway through the feast (John 7:14). At that point the Jews did try to arrest him (John 7:30, 32), but he confounded and eluded them (John 7:46).
How would Jesus go to the feast “in secret?” Normally Jesus was surrounded by at least a small crowd of people including his apostles, other disciples, and people who just wanted to see or hear him. In this case, Jesus told his family he was not going and would have had to tell his apostles and any other disciples to go on without him. The Bible does not explicitly state that, but in that culture it would be a given and would not need to be stated, otherwise, his disciples would have just followed his example and stayed with him.
Joh 7:11
“Jews.” This is the restricted use of the word “Jews,” referring only to the religious leaders of the Jews and those who oppose God and Christ.
[For more information, see commentary on John 1:19.]
Joh 7:12
“secret discussion.” The Greek word is gongusmos (#1112 γογγυσμός), and it refers to an utterance made in a low tone of voice. It is the context that determines exactly what that utterance is, whether it is discontent, i.e., “murmuring, muttering, complaining, grumbling” or as it is here, a discussion or debate held in a low or subdued tone of voice. Gongusmos has been translated in various ways, such as “behind the scenes talk, secret talk, whispering, secret discussion,”[footnoteRef:1516] and “secret debate.”[footnoteRef:1517] Leon Morris calls it “quiet discussion” and points out that “it was not safe to speak up about Jesus, so they kept their voices low.”[footnoteRef:1518] C. K. Barrett calls it “subdued debate,”[footnoteRef:1519] and H. Meyer writes, “The people’s judgment of Him was a divided one, not frank and free, but timid, and uttered half in a whisper….”[footnoteRef:1520] It is clear from the context that the people were afraid to be caught discussing Jesus, so the translation “secret discussion” seems very appropriate. [1516:  BDAG, s.v. “γογγυσμός.”]  [1517:  Thayer, s.v. “γογγυσμός.”]  [1518:  Morris, The Gospel According to John [NICNT], 356.]  [1519:  C. K. Barrett, The Gospel According to St. John, 314.]  [1520:  H. Meyer, Meyer’s Commentary: John, 234.] 

Proverbs 28:12, 28 say that when the wicked are in power, the righteous hide. That is certainly the case here in John 7:12-13. It would have benefited people greatly to have open and honest discussion about Jesus, because they would have learned a lot about Jesus and perhaps believed in him as the Messiah. But the Devil worked in his pawns, the religious leaders (cf. John 8:44) to suppress honest conversation about Jesus. It takes great courage to speak up about the truth in dangerous times, but Christians are called to speak up for Jesus.
The reason for the discussion was that there was confusion about Jesus. There has always been confusion about Jesus, and there still is today, but there would be less confusion if there were more open and honest discussion about him.
“the people.” The Greek text is literally, “the crowd” or “the multitude,” but it is clear from the text that only some of the people were being led to follow him, not “the whole crowd.” This is exactly why there was this discussion among the people, whose opinions about him were divided. Therefore the translation “the people” seems to be the best option in this context.
Joh 7:13
“Jews.” This is the restricted use of the word “Jews,” referring only to the religious leaders of the Jews and those who oppose God and Christ.
[For more information, see commentary on John 1:19.]
Joh 7:14
“Now about the middle of the feast.” At the time of Jesus, the Feast of Tabernacles was an eight-day feast, so about the middle of the feast could have been day three, four, or five. So the feast had been going on for a few days when Jesus made his appearance and started teaching.
Joh 7:15
“Jews.” This is the restricted use of the word “Jews,” referring only to the religious leaders of the Jews and those who oppose God and Christ.
[For more information on the Jews, see commentary on John 1:19.]
“How does this man have such learning.” The Jews said this publicly so the crowd could hear. Although the Bible does not say in this context what Jesus taught, we can safely assume that it was what he had taught in many different places such as in the Sermon on the Mount (Matt. 5-7). Note that the Jews do not challenge what he taught, but rather shift the argument to an ad hominem, an attack on the person. This is a common demonic tactic. By challenging the supposed qualifications of the person, they indirectly assert that what he taught could not be correct. Sadly, the average person is easily distracted and misses what is really happening, and they get influenced by the tactic. Even more sadly, the tactic often works in part because the “accredited” educational facilities are usually run by liberals and Bible detractors, and their “education” is not learning but anti-learning, as we see here with these “well-educated” Jews. The knowledgeable Christian is aware of this tactic of the Devil and realizes when it is being used.
“when he has not been educated?” People need to be careful about the “education” they get. Wherever it was these Jews got educated, it didn’t do them any good, and in fact, was harmful. That happens in centers of “higher learning” today. Many colleges today have a liberal view of the Bible, and teach, for example, that the Bible is not the God-breathed Word of God.
Joh 7:16
“My teaching is not mine, but his that sent me.” This verse shows that Jesus received what he taught from his Father, God. See commentary on John 8:28.
“that sent me.” The teaching that God sent Jesus Christ occurs over 40 times in the New Testament and can have different meanings in different contexts.
[For in-depth commentary on Jesus Christ having been sent by the Father, and its different meanings and nuances in context, see commentary on John 6:57.]
Joh 7:18
“of one who sent him.” The teaching that God sent Jesus Christ occurs over 40 times in the New Testament and can have different meanings in different contexts.
[For in-depth commentary on Jesus Christ having been sent by the Father, and its different meanings and nuances in context, see commentary on John 6:57.]
Joh 7:19
“why are you trying to kill me.” The Jews in Jerusalem had been trying to kill Jesus since he had come there and healed on the Sabbath and would not conform to their man-made religious rules (see commentaries on John 5:16 and 5:17).
Joh 7:20
“The crowd.” This is a metonymy for some of the people in the crowd. There would have been some louder voices and a lot of “small talk” about it among the crowd.
[See Word Study: “Metonymy.”]
“Who is trying to kill you?” There is an important lesson in John 7:20. The religious leaders were trying to find a way to kill Jesus (John 7:1), and they knew it and Jesus knew it, but the people from all over the world who had come to the Feast of Tabernacles were unaware. Evil people generally keep their true agenda hidden from the public. Many people know evil if it is right in front of them, but do not have the discernment to sniff it out on their own, and so evil people have always been able to get away with their plans and activities by saying nice things that the people want to hear even when those nice things are lies. The Jews who were from Jerusalem knew the religious leaders were trying to kill Jesus (John 7:25). Those people who can see evil behind the scenes have a moral responsibility to point it out to others (Eph. 5:11).
Joh 7:21
“Jesus answered and said.” Note that Jesus did not answer the question “Who is seeking to kill you?” directly; instead, he used their question as a teaching point to deepen their spiritual understanding. A direct answer would have been, “The Jews!”
“I did one work.” Although the Bible does not tell us specifically which work was the “one work” that Jesus did that is being referred to in John 7:21, it is almost certainly the healing of the lame man at the Pool of Bethesda on the Sabbath Day. That occurred the previous time that Jesus was in Jerusalem. The healing caught the attention of the leaders and the people, but so did the fact that Jesus healed the man and told him to carry his bedroll on the Sabbath, which was against the Jewish Sabbath regulations. But the man had been healed and he needed to leave the area and go home to his family.
Joh 7:22
“For this reason Moses has given you circumcision.” The Greek phrase translated “for this reason” is dia touto (διὰ τοῦτο), and it usually means “for this reason,” or “because of this,” and it usually introduces a statement instead of ending one. That seems to be the case here. Some English versions put the dia touto at the end of John 7:21 (cf. the ESV: “I did one work, and you all marvel at it.” The ESV translates dia touto as “at it”). That reads smoothly, but it does not have the logical connector as to why Moses commanded circumcision. Although putting the dia touto at the beginning of the verse does not seem to read as smoothly, it has a greater logical force and impact.
Jesus had done a miracle on the Sabbath (healed a lame man on the Sabbath; John 5:1-18), and the Jewish religious leaders were upset about it. But God knew when He gave the Law to Israel that some laws would have to take precedence over other laws, and circumcision was one of those higher laws. Moses gave the law of circumcision in such a way that there was no doubt that circumcision was to be done on the eighth day (Lev. 12:3), and often that eighth day happened to be a Sabbath. Which law is greater: keeping the Sabbath or circumcising on the eighth day? Circumcision is more important. So it was specifically, “for this reason” that Moses gave the circumcision law, so that people would understand that some laws were higher than others and laws about taking care of human needs took precedence over other laws. Moses did not have to speak about circumcision because it came from Abraham, but the fact that Moses gave instructions about circumcision made it clear that people had to make a judgment about which of the laws were more important. Jesus tied together Moses giving circumcision with his healing a lame man on the Sabbath in John 7:23, then he admonished the people and told them they needed to make right judgments, that is, accurate and godly judgments.
Versions that include the translation of dia touto at the beginning of the verse include the CEB, CSB, KJV, NASB, NET, NIV, NKJV, and YLT.
Joh 7:23
“so that the Law of Moses is not broken.” In this context, “Law of Moses” means the Law of Moses regarding circumcision, not the Sabbath. Technically, if a circumcision, which is supposed to happen on the 8th day after birth, fell on the Sabbath, then one had to break one part of the Law (regarding the Sabbath) to keep the other part (regarding circumcision). Certain laws had to take precedence over other laws if they conflicted, and Jesus’ argument is that healing a man on the Sabbath should take priority. It is an argument from the lesser to the greater which was common in rabbinic logic.[footnoteRef:1521] [1521:  Raymond E. Brown, The Gospel according to John (I–XII): Introduction, Translation, and Notes [AB], 313.] 

“enraged.” The Greek word is cholaō (#5520 χολάω), an extremely rare word that occurs only here in the New Testament and Septuagint, and rarely in Greek literature. It refers to a very deep anger. That the religious leaders became so deeply enraged with Jesus just because he healed a man on the Sabbath is unnatural, and points us toward the “doctrines of demons” that the religious leaders were following, and even to the fact that they themselves were in league with the Devil (John 8:44) and may have even been demon-possessed.
“I made a man completely well on the Sabbath?” This was the man that Jesus healed at the Pool of Bethesda (John 5:1-18).
Joh 7:24
“Stop judging by the outward appearance!” The Greek verb “judging” is krinō (#2919 κρίνω, pronounced 'kree-no), and it is in the present tense, imperative mood, and in this context is probably best translated “Stop judging” (cf. HCSB, NAB, NIV). Jesus was addressing the specific situation, and was telling the Jews (John 7:15) and the crowd (John 7:20) to stop making the kind of judgment they were making, which was based purely on outward appearance. Instead, they were to make a “righteous judgment,” that is, a judgment that is right in God’s sight, a judgment that would be pleasing to God. Although this rebuke was directed to the Jews in a specific situation, the principle is a general one: we should all make righteous judgments rather than judging by appearances. Although the definite article, “the” does not appear in the Greek text before the noun “appearance,” the noun can be definite due to the presence of the preposition kata (by) if the context warrants it, as it does here.
“judge with a righteous judgment.” This is a very important statement and one that is commonly ignored in Christianity. Christians are taught to “judge not, that ye be not judged” (Matt. 7:1 KJV), but the context of that verse is clearly making an unrighteous judgment of someone else, because the next verse is “For with what judgment ye judge, ye shall be judged” (Matt. 7:2 KJV). It is impossible to live a godly life without making judgments about all kinds of things each and every day. Here in John 7:24, Jesus sets the record straight: “Judge with a righteous judgment.”
Joh 7:25
“some of them from Jerusalem.” Some of the crowd who were from Jerusalem knew the Jews were trying to kill Jesus. The people who were from other areas did not (see commentary on John 7:20).
Joh 7:27
“no one will know where he is from.” There is some evidence that there was a Rabbinic teaching that the Messiah would be born and grow up without people knowing who he was, and then he would suddenly manifest himself as the Messiah. But these people thought that since Jesus came from Nazareth, based on their understanding of this fact, he could not be the Messiah they were looking for.
Joh 7:28
“on my own.” Greek is ap’ emautou, literally, “from myself.” The word ap’ is a contracted form of the preposition apo (#575 ἀπό), which in this case, indicates the idea of agency. Jesus is saying he does not stand as his own representative; he is not an agent, as it were, sent from himself, but rather it was the Father who sent him. To communicate this denial of self-agency, the NET translation reads, “on my own initiative,” and that is the general idea of the verse, but just saying “on my own” communicates well.
“he who sent me.” The teaching that God sent Jesus Christ occurs over 40 times in the New Testament and can have different meanings in different contexts.
[For in-depth commentary on Jesus Christ having been sent by the Father, and its different meanings and nuances in context, see commentary on John 6:57.]
Joh 7:29
“he sent me.” The teaching that God sent Jesus Christ occurs over 40 times in the New Testament and can have different meanings in different contexts.
[For in-depth commentary on Jesus Christ having been sent by the Father, and its different meanings and nuances in context, see commentary on John 6:57.]
Joh 7:32
“and the chief priests and the Pharisees.” The chief priests in Jerusalem were mostly Sadducees, and when it came to their evil regulations they were aligned with the Pharisees (see commentary on John 7:1, “Jews”).
Joh 7:33
“to the one who sent me.” The teaching that God sent Jesus Christ occurs over 40 times in the New Testament and can have different meanings in different contexts.
[For in-depth commentary on Jesus Christ having been sent by the Father, and its different meanings and nuances in context, see commentary on John 6:57.]
Joh 7:35
“Jews.” This is the restricted use of the word “Jews,” referring only to the religious leaders of the Jews and those who oppose God and Christ.
[For more information, see commentary on John 1:19.]
“the Dispersion.” “The Dispersion,” also called the Diaspora, are the Jews who, over the centuries, have been scattered among the Gentiles. The dispersing of Jews among the Gentiles had been happening for centuries as Gentile nations made raids on Israel and Judah and carried people away captive to foreign lands.
Joh 7:37
“Now on the last day, the great day of the feast.” The Feast of Tabernacles started on Tishri 15 (the seventh month—usually in our September) and lasted seven days (Lev. 23:34-36), but an eighth day was added, a special Sabbath that was especially celebrated; this eighth day is mentioned in Nehemiah 8:18. Although several scholars argue that the last and great day of the feast was the seventh day, most scholars contend that the last and great day was the final 8th day, Tishri 22, which was a special Sabbath like the first day. As a special Sabbath, it was a specially appointed time of gathering (a solemn assembly, Lev. 23:36).
“whoever believes in me.” The Greek text more literally reads, “the one who believes in me,” but that makes the English more awkward to read. Although traditionally this phrase goes in John 7:38, its reference is to the people who are thirsty in this verse, so we moved it to John 7:37 for clarity.
“let him come to me and drink.” Jesus is portrayed as the source of spiritual food and drink in several different ways in Scripture. We are to eat his flesh and drink his blood (John 6:54-57). Jesus is the true bread from heaven and we come to him to “eat and drink” (John 6:32-35).
Joh 7:38
“whoever believes in me…out of his belly...” This is the figure of speech, anacoluthon, in which the flow of a sentence is abruptly changed.[footnoteRef:1522] [1522:  Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 720, “anacoluthon.”] 

[See Word Study: “Anacoluthon.”]
“out of his belly will flow rivers of living water.” In the Greek, the verb “flow” is future tense, active voice, meaning that the river will flow and flow, not just “flow” one time, or only occasionally. Charles Williams (The New Testament in the Language of the People) goes so far as to translate that a believer will have “rivers of water continuously flowing from within him.” Believers should expect, and act upon, this promise and allow the spirit of God to flow from them day after day by speaking in tongues, interpreting, giving words of prophecy, and endeavoring to walk by the spirit.
“as the Scripture has said.” This phrase does not have to be a formula for a direct quotation from the Old Testament (there is no such verse), but rather an introduction of scriptural thought, i.e., the essence of what Scripture teaches. As long as what is being spoken reproduces the essential meaning of the biblical text, it is “as the Scripture has said.” Modern preachers and teachers do this all the time. They say, “The Bible says…” but give the essence, rather than a quotation. Isaiah 58:11b states, “you will be like a watered garden and like a spring of water whose waters do not fail.” Zechariah 14:8 mentions that living waters will flow from Jerusalem, and it is thought by many that Jesus was relating this to what he was saying, because that verse was one of the traditional readings at the Feast of Tabernacles. The Scripture foretold that the spirit would be poured out into the believer (cf. Isa. 44:3-5; 59:21; Joel 2:28, 29; Ezek. 11:19; 36:26, 27; 37:14). Jesus here adds that the ones who receive the spirit of God are those who believe in him.
“rivers of living water will continuously flow.” The manifestations of the spirit of God that flow from believers have God as their source and thus can flow continuously in a believer’s life. The reason Jesus would pick this illustration would have been immediately apparent to those people attending the Feast of Tabernacles. For the first seven days of the Feast of Tabernacles, a priest would bring water from the Pool of Siloam and pour it, along with wine, on the altar of the Temple. However, on the eighth day, no water was brought. Opinions differ as to how the water ceremony got started and what it symbolized, but it seems likely that it referred to the water from the rock that Moses struck in the wilderness. Then, on the eighth day, no water was brought, symbolic of the water of Canaan that the people now could freely partake of. Thus, it seems natural that on this day when no water was brought, Jesus would cry out that if anyone was thirsty, he could come to Jesus and drink.
“Out of his belly.” Theologians have disputed whether or not “his” refers to the Messiah or the believer. In the Old Testament, God was the fountain of living water, the source of spiritual and physical sustenance, and Christ then became the source of holy spirit after he was glorified. However, the Greek text naturally refers “his” to the believer, not the Messiah.[footnoteRef:1523] [1523:  Cf. Lenski, Interpretation of St. John’s Gospel, 576; C. K. Barrett, The Gospel According to St. John, 326.] 

Although the believer is the most obvious “him,” it is not impossible that the Messiah is also being indirectly referred to. In John 4:14 Jesus speaks of spiritual water, and makes the point that he is the source, although it comes “springing up” (NASB) or “gushing up” (NRSV) from within the believer.
“belly.” The Greek word is koilia (#2836 κοιλία), and it means 1) the whole belly, 2) the lower belly, the lower region, the receptacle of the excrement 3) the gullet 4) the womb, the place where the fetus is conceived and nourished until birth 5) the innermost part of a man as the seat of thought, feeling, choice. The exact meaning is determined by the context. It seems obvious that “living water” will not flow out of a person’s belly, so what is the verse saying? Scientists are now discovering that the gut, the belly, plays a very important part in the emotional life of a person. The gut, also called the enteric nervous system, has as many nerve cells as the brain, and studies are now showing that it can react, or “think,” independently of the brain. This is why we have a “gut feeling” about something, or a “gut reaction,” or why we get an upset stomach when we are afraid or anxious. In contrast to the “heart” (Greek is kardia, where we get “cardiac”), which is more closely related to what we “think,” the belly, kidneys (Rev. 2:23), and bowels (2 Cor. 6:12) are more closely related to how we “feel,” our emotions and emotional state. The point being made in John 7:38 is that the person relates to the spirit on an emotional “gut level,” and not just a mental one, although the mind is certainly involved in our spiritual walk. But our emotional connection to our spiritual life is important too, and highlighted here. Although some versions read “heart,” it misses the point, and to make the vague reference, “within him,” as some versions do, is to water down the teaching so much that no point can be made of it. Other verses that refer to the “belly” in a way that relates to the emotional life are Romans 16:18 and Philippians 3:19.
[For the note on “kidneys” see commentary on Rev. 2:23, and for the note on bowels see commentary on 2 Cor. 6:12.]
“living water.” “Living water” was water that was used for ritual cleansing from sin and impurity. Living water came from God, and thus included rainwater, well water, and water from a flowing river or stream. Water that sat in a cistern was not living water.
[For more on living water, see commentary on Num. 19:17.]
Joh 7:39
“as yet there was no spirit.” The Greek text says “…for as yet there was no Spirit….” God’s gift of holy spirit existed in the Old Testament, as many verses show (cf. Num. 11:17-29; Judg. 3:10; etc.), and it was obviously upon Jesus, so why does John 7:39 say there was no spirit? As part of the New Covenant, God promised to give a new spirit to His people, and here in John 7:39, the writer, John, is explaining that Jesus was referring to that new holy spirit that God promised as part of the New Covenant and Christ’s Millennial Kingdom on earth. John 7:39 shows that the gift of holy spirit in the Millennial Kingdom, which Christ knew about and understood, was going to be so completely different from the gift of holy spirit that God put upon people in the Old Testament that John could rightly say the promised holy spirit did not exist yet.
By God’s grace, Christians have today what Jesus spoke about and what was promised to Israel. That it was obvious that God made His gift of holy spirit available in Old Testament times, along with theologians not realizing that the “spirit” that Jesus spoke about in John 7:39 was different from the holy spirit that God gave to believers before the Day of Pentecost, had a serious consequence. Wanting John 7:39 to “make sense,” the men who copied the biblical text added to this verse as they copied it. Therefore, among the thousands of Greek texts in existence, there are several different later renditions, among them that the spirit “was not yet given,” “was not yet upon them,” and “not yet come.”[footnoteRef:1524] [1524:  For more information on the various ways this verse appears in the Greek manuscripts, see Bruce Metzger, A Textual Commentary on the Greek New Testament, 218.] 

The Old Testament prophets had foretold that a new spirit was coming in the future, one that was different from the spirit God gave in Old Testament times. It was foretold to come as part of the Messianic Kingdom and the New Covenant that God would make with Israel (Isa. 32:15-18; 44:3-5; Ezek. 11:17-21; 36:26-27; Joel 2:28-29). The Old Testament prophets and Jesus foretold the coming of this new spirit, saying it would be “poured out” (i.e., given in fullness) into all the believers (Ezek. 39:29; Joel 2:28-29). Jesus knew that it would come before his kingdom, perhaps to help believers endure the Great Tribulation (John 15:26-16:16).
The Christian Church was a sacred secret, hidden in God and not foretold in the Old Testament, but it started after God established the New Covenant with Christ’s blood (cf. Matt. 26:28; Mark 14:24; and Luke 22:20). So now, although God said nothing about it in prophecy, God has given the Christian Church the gift of holy spirit that He promised to give as part of the New Covenant to those in the Millennial Kingdom. That is why in Acts and the Church Epistles this new holy spirit is sometimes referred to as “the promised holy spirit” (Eph. 1:13; cf. Acts 2:33; Gal. 3:14; Rom. 8:23). God “promised” to give it as part of the New Covenant, but out of His grace He decided to give it to the Christian Church as well.
When a person believes Jesus Christ is Lord, he is “born again” (1 Pet. 1:3, 23; Titus 3:5; James 1:18), and what gets born inside the Christian is this new gift of holy spirit.
[For more about the holy spirit as God gave it in the Old Testament and then after the Day of Pentecost, see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’” For more about the gift of holy spirit being “upon” in the Old Testament and “in” after the Day of Pentecost, and the differences between holy spirit in the Old Testament and after Pentecost, see commentary on Eph. 1:13, “promised holy spirit.” For more about the holy spirit being the gift of God and not a “Person” called “the Holy Spirit,” see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?” For more on the holy spirit and New Birth, see Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation.” For more on Christians being part of the New Covenant, see commentary on 2 Cor. 3:6, “new covenant.”]
“because Jesus was not yet glorified.” This sentence tells us that the gift of holy spirit that God promised to pour out to believers (Joel 2:28) and Jesus said would come (Luke 24:49, Acts 1:4), did not come until Jesus was glorified, which happened when he was resurrected. However, we learn from Acts 1:4 and Acts 2:4 and 2:33 that the gift of holy spirit was given after Jesus Christ ascended into heaven.
Joh 7:42
“from Bethlehem.” Many if not most of the Jews in the crowd at the Feast of Tabernacles knew that the Messiah was to come from Bethlehem, but it was not well-known that Jesus did come from Bethlehem.
Joh 7:45
“the Temple police came back.” They had been sent out earlier (John 7:32).
“the chief priests and Pharisees.” The chief priests in Jerusalem were mostly Sadducees, and when it came to their evil regulations they were aligned with the Pharisees.
[See commentary on John 7:1, “Jews.”]
Joh 7:48
“Have any of the rulers believed in him, or any of the Pharisees?” In this context, the “rulers” are the leading body of Israel, the Sanhedrin, which was a mixture of Sadducees and Pharisees, and likely other elders and leaders as well. These Jews separate “the rulers” from the Pharisees because the High Priests Annas and Caiaphas, and many other leaders, were Sadducees.
It was an unwarranted assumption that none of the rulers believed in Jesus. We learn in a few verses (John 7:50-51) that one of their own, a Pharisee and member of the Sanhedrin, Nicodemus, who had met with Jesus earlier (John 3) sympathized with Jesus, and likely was a secret disciple by this time. It is common for evil and arrogant people to make bold assumptions without checking the facts first (and as we see in this record, the facts did not matter to them anyway).
Joh 7:49
“But this crowd that does not know the law—they are cursed. This is an interesting statement made by the Jews, because what they saw was that many of the multitude believed on him. They could have said, “But this multitude that does not know the law—they believe in him!” But they were blind to the fact that the multitude could be right and they wrong, and so they concluded that the multitude was under God’s curse.
It usually happens that ungodly and satanic people get into the upper levels of society, and they are usually there due to help from the Devil, demons, and people who are aligned with Satan and his agenda. These ungodly people have contempt for the “regular people,” and think of them as being the “little people,” rabble, deplorable, cursed, and undeserving of the advantages that the privileged have. That “better than you” attitude has been among leaders for millennia, and we see it here among the religious leaders who are “from beneath” (John 8:23) and are of the Devil (John 8:44).
Joh 7:50
“who had come to him earlier.” Nicodemus had come to Jesus before (John 3:1-12). The earliest and better manuscripts read “earlier.” At some point, that was changed to “at night,” and thus harmonized with John 3:2, and some earlier Bibles such as the King James and Geneva Bible read “at night.” It is not known whether the change was an intentional harmonization, which occasionally happened, or whether a scribe had put “by night” in a marginal note that later got copied into the text.
Joh 7:51
“Does our law condemn a man without first hearing from him.” Nicodemus, of course, is correct. The Law of Moses does not condemn anyone without testimony and trial. But the evil and arrogance of the religious leaders in this situation sets up a powerful irony. The religious leaders had just announced that that crowd was cursed because they did not know the Law (John 7:49), but it was the religious leaders themselves who did not know or obey the Law.
Furthermore—and this is a very common tactic of the Devil and his evil followers—when the religious leaders were asked a very honest and relevant question as to whether the Law condemns someone without trial and testimony, they did not answer it, but instead railed on Nicodemus who asked the question. They accused Nicodemus of possibly supporting Jesus because of some tie to Galilee. The religious leaders were wrong and ungodly in every point: they called the crowd “cursed” when all the crowd did was to question whether Jesus could be the Messiah; they said no prophet came from Galilee when Jonah clearly came from Galilee; they asserted Jesus came from Galilee (and possibly Nicodemus also) when they should have known Jesus was born in Bethlehem—after all, they knew enough about his birth that they thought he was born out of wedlock (John 8:41); and when questioned by Nicodemus about the Law, they should have humbly recognized that Nicodemus was correct and agreed to look at the evidence for what Jesus was saying and doing. But evil people have no regard for the truth, and will not listen to reason. That is why it is so important to have a majority of good and godly people in society; so they can elect godly leaders and have and enforce godly laws. If evil leaders get control, many innocent people suffer.
Joh 7:52
“no prophet arises out of Galilee.” These evil religious leaders were only interested in killing Jesus. They were not interested in the truth, and their evil passion blinded them to what was real and true. R. C. H. Lenski correctly observes: “blind passion made these men set up false and unwarranted claims which contradicted their own better knowledge.”[footnoteRef:1525] Jonah was a prophet from Gath-hepher in the Galilee (2 Kings 14:25) in the tribal area of Zebulun (Josh. 19:10-13), and was just over 4 miles (over 6 km) north-northeast from Nazareth. It is also possible that Hosea and Nahum came from Galilee (the name “Capernaum” means “Nahum’s town,” and it is possible that Nahum came from there or near there). Rather than answer Nicodemus, they tried to bully him by making him look ignorant, when it was they themselves who were ignorant. It is an important lesson to learn that evil leaders can be so blind to the truth that they ignore facts and lie. The wise Christian keeps an eye out for evil leaders, who often reveal themselves by their tactics of bullying, inconsistency, and self-contradiction. [1525:  Lenski, St. John’s Gospel, 591.] 

Joh 7:53
7:53-8:11. A lot has been written from a textual point of view about the record of the woman caught in adultery. Every indication is that it was not part of the original text. The oldest and best manuscripts do not include it. Furthermore, it is absent from a diverse number of manuscripts from different manuscript families.[footnoteRef:1526] [1526:  See Metzger, Textual Commentary on The Greek New Testament, 219-22.] 

One of the signs that shows scholars the record is not original is different scribes put it in the Bible in different places. For example, in the Greek manuscripts that do have the record, it occurs in four different places in John, and even occurs in the Gospel of Luke. If the record were original but taken out of some manuscripts by zealous scribes who did not like the idea of Jesus letting adultery go unpunished, the manuscripts that still contained the record would always have it in the same place. That the record of the woman caught in adultery occurs in different places is very good evidence it is not original.
Very importantly, the record breaks the flow of Jesus’ presentation in the Temple during the Feast of Tabernacles. Jesus began his teaching in John 7 during the Feast of Tabernacles, which was the longest of the three feasts of the Mosaic Law that every Jewish male was commanded to attend (Exod. 23:14-17). By the first century, many people did not journey to Jerusalem three times a year, which was a three-day walk from Galilee. Many people would come only one time a year, and if they lived much further, not even that often. When they would make the journey for the Feast of Tabernacles, it often made sense to stay for the entire festival season, which, in the Jewish calendar, was longest in the month of Tishri (our September/October). The month of Tishri had the Feast of Trumpets (Tishri 1), the Day of Atonement (Tishri 10), and the Feast of Tabernacles (Tishri 15-22). After the Feast of Tabernacles, the festival season came to a close and people started to return home.
Jesus started his powerful presentation in John 7 inside the Temple, about midway through the Feast of Tabernacles (John 7:14) by confronting the Jews about trying to kill him and saying to judge rightly (John 7:17-24). He was accused of being demon-possessed (John 7:20).
On the last and most important day of the Feast (John 7:37), Jesus taught about holy spirit coming to those who believed in him (John 7:37-39). This caused some to believe he was the Christ (John 7:41) and the Jews to try to arrest him (John 7:45-52). Undaunted by the apparent danger, Jesus continued to try to wake up the huge crowd that would be gathered at that last day of the Feast. He told them he was the light of the world (John 8:12), and was contradicted at every turn by the Jewish leaders. Finally, he addressed those who believed in him about being his disciples and being set free (John 8:31-32) while directly confronting his Jewish adversaries and telling them plainly they were from the Devil (John 8:41-47). The intense debate continued until the Jews finally picked up stones to kill Jesus, and he left the Temple area (John 8:59). There is no way to tell how large the crowd would have been who heard Jesus reveal in quite clear ways that he was the Messiah, but it would have been well into the thousands.
Another reason for John 7:53-8:11 not being original is that it ends the Feast of Tabernacles, and begins a new “regular day” at the Temple. Thus, not only is the debate between Jesus and the Jews interrupted, but the huge crowd that would have heard him speak about being the Messiah and how the Jews were of the Devil would not have been present because they would have gone home the day before.
In spite of the textual evidence that the record was added, we keep it in John because it has all the earmarks of being a true story. It is likely that it was an amazing event in Jesus’ life that was well remembered by his followers and at some point written down and then inserted into the Gospel of John (and Luke), but scribes could not agree where to put it.
 
John Chapter 8
Joh 8:1
See commentary on John 7:53.
Joh 8:2
See commentary on John 7:53.
Joh 8:3
See commentary on John 7:53.
Joh 8:4
See commentary on John 7:53.
Joh 8:5
See commentary on John 7:53.
Joh 8:6
See commentary on John 7:53.
Joh 8:7
See commentary on John 7:53.
Joh 8:8
See commentary on John 7:53.
Joh 8:9
See commentary on John 7:53.
“in the midst.” At first reading, this phrase seems to contradict the context, which says the accusers left. However, the accusers were not the only people at the scene. One can just imagine how the religious leaders brought the woman to Jesus and thrust her toward him saying she had been caught in the act of adultery, and demanding to know how he would judge the case. In short order these vicious men would have formed a circle or semicircle around Jesus, each wanting to hear exactly how he would answer them. Behind these men onlookers and curious people would gather, mixed with the disciples of Jesus. When Jesus answered the religious leaders and they melted away one by one, the outer circle would still remain and thus the woman and Jesus, though left alone from the accusers, would still factually be “in the midst” of the crowd.
Joh 8:10
See commentary on John 7:53.
Joh 8:11
See commentary on John 7:53.
“do not sin anymore.” The record of the woman caught in adultery is sometimes quoted to show that the death penalty that God commanded in the Old Testament is no longer valid, and we should not use it. It is argued that since Christ forgave a criminal (an adulteress), we should forgive the criminals in our society. However, when we take the time to study the record, we can see why Jesus said, “Go, and from now on do not sin anymore.”
First, it is easy to prove that the religious leaders who brought her to Jesus were not interested in justice. Jesus was not a judge in Judea, especially not of capital cases. Capital cases were tried by the Sanhedrin, the ruling council of the Jews. Therefore Jesus had no recognized legal authority to render judgment on the case. That leads us to ask, “Why did the Jews bring the woman to Jesus in the first place?” John 8:6 answers that question—to have something with which to accuse him.
Secondly, the religious leaders were themselves breaking the Mosaic Law by bringing the woman without the man with whom she committed adultery. The Law of Moses clearly said that both the man and the woman were to be executed (Lev. 20:10 and Deut. 22:22). If this woman was caught “in the act” of adultery as the Jews stated, then why did they not bring the man too? The answer is obvious: the woman was set up. For those reasons, Jesus knew that this was a trap, and not “justice” in any sense of the word.
The Jews had indeed formed a clever trap. The Romans had forbidden them to execute people (John 18:31), so if Jesus said to stone the woman, the Jews would have had Jesus arrested for breaking Roman law. However, if Jesus said not to stone her because the Romans forbade it, then the Jews would have defamed him for elevating Roman law over Mosaic Law. It seemed that no matter what Jesus said, he would “lose.”
Jesus got out of the trap by convicting the people’s consciences, which in this case was made easier by the fact that the accusers knew in their hearts that they were willing to take this woman’s life just to trap Jesus. The Jews were already almost certainly guilty of conspiring to commit adultery and also the sin of perjury in the situation, which in a capital case meant getting the penalty of the crime—in this case, death (Deut. 19:16-21). Had Jesus led a mob and stoned the woman based on their testimony, they would have also been guilty of murder. It was obvious from Jesus’ answer to them that he had figured out their sin, and challenged them, saying if they were without sin they could cast the stone; and so one by one they left until there were no accusers left. That is a very important fact because according to Mosaic Law there had to be eyewitnesses if someone were to be executed. In fact, the witnesses had to cast the first stone (Deut. 17:6, 7). Since Jesus was not a witness, he, by law, could not condemn the woman.
Although Jesus could not legally condemn the woman according to the demands of the Mosaic Law, he nevertheless knew she was in trouble because of her wayward lifestyle, and so he warned her to leave her sinful life. If she did not, not only would she incur the wrath of God on Judgment Day, but at some point, she was likely to get caught and executed for her adultery. Thus he said to her, “Go now and leave your life of sin” (NIV).
A careful reading of this record with a knowledge of the Mosaic Law and the Roman law in force at the time clearly reveals that this record has no bearing on whether or not there should be a death penalty today. Jesus did not simply excuse a criminal, he prevented a perversion of justice. The Romans executed many criminals during the life of Jesus, and there is no record of him ever trying to intervene in the criminal justice system in any way.
Joh 8:12
“Then Jesus spoke to them again, saying.” Jesus was speaking to the Jewish leaders, and this speech is a continuation of what he said to them in John 7 (cf. John 7:16-24).
“the light.” Jesus referred to himself as “a” light in John 9:5 and John 12:46 (Greek text; cf. YLT). He reflected the light of God, and knew that other people who reflected the light of God into the world were also lights. The only time Jesus referred to himself as “the” light is John 8:12, and when we read what he said in its context, we understand why he did that.
Jesus said he was “the” light while speaking at the Feast of Tabernacles (also sometimes called “the Feast of Booths,” John 7:2), which is one of the three feasts that the Law of Moses said the Jews were to attend each year (Exod. 23:14-17). The Feast of Passover occurred in the spring, the Feast of Pentecost occurred in the summer, and the Feast of Tabernacles occurred in the fall, usually our September. The way it was celebrated at the time of Christ, the Feast of Tabernacles was an eight-day feast, and the Feast of Tabernacles that is recorded in John 7 and 8 was the last of the three major feasts of Exodus that Jesus attended before he was killed at the Passover Feast the next year.
In the record in John 7 and 8, Jesus was trying to reveal that he was the Messiah but was doing so in a way that those with an open heart would understand, while those with cold hearts would not. Jesus’ words and actions did indeed convince people, because day after day as the Feast progressed, more and more people believed in him. John 7:31 says “many in the crowd believed in him.” Then, John 7:41 says people declared, “This is the Christ!” Then, on the last day of the feast, John 8:30 says, “As he was saying these things, many believed in him.” Thus, in the context of revealing that he was the Messiah, it makes sense that Jesus said he was “the” light of the world. He was not being exclusive and claiming to be the only light, he was claiming to be the major light, the promised Messiah.
The fact that Jesus said to the people, “you are the light of the world,” (Matt. 5:14) shows us that he did not think of himself as the only light. We all have the privilege and responsibility to reflect God’s light. In contrast to people and even the Messiah, who all reflect the light of God, God Himself is not “a” light, or even “the” light; God is “light” (1 John 1:5). In God is no darkness at all. He shines brilliantly and has done so forever.
“but will have the light of life.” Here the word “life” refers primarily to “life in the Age to Come,” which we can tell by reading the context. For example, John 8:21 speaks of people dying in their sin. However, the word life also has overtones of “life” now, life in the present. Jesus came so that we would have everlasting life but also so that our lives now would be rich and meaningful (see commentary on Luke 10:28). The one who follows Jesus will have the light that belongs to life, that is associated with life.
Joh 8:13
“You are testifying on your own behalf, your testimony is not true.” This is actually two points veiled as one. The Pharisees pointed out that he was testifying on his own behalf, which was true but only due to circumstances. For example, all of his apostles could have testified to much of what he was saying. Also, there are times when we testify on our own behalf and it is true. The facts need to be examined and allowed to speak for themselves. But the fact is that it did not matter how many witnesses Jesus had. The religious leaders had already decided that people who supported Jesus were cursed (John 7:49). Also, when they asked Jesus at his trial if he were the Christ, and he said that he was (Mark 14:62), and that was enough for them; those hypocrites did not need two witnesses then.
Joh 8:15
“You are judging according to the flesh.” The statement that Jesus is making concerns the judging that the Pharisees were currently doing of him. Lenski writes: “How these Pharisees customarily judge is not the point here, but how they judge in this specific case of Jesus.”[footnoteRef:1527] The Jews judged Jesus and others according to the worldly standards that they understood and lived by. In John 7:24, Jesus told the Jews they judged by the outward appearance. That was bad enough, but here Jesus digs more deeply into their judging and declares it to be not just by outward appearance, but by fleshly, worldly standards. [1527:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. John’s Gospel, 602.] 

“I am judging no one.” The apparent contradiction caused by this statement juxtaposed with the next one, “Yet even if I do judge, my judgment is true” (John 8:16) has given rise to many different scholarly opinions. Some scholars assert that Jesus says this because he did not come to judge the world but to save the world (John 3:17), but that misses the scope of the Scripture, because Jesus does make judgments about people all the time (cf. Matt. 15:12-15; 23:13-29). Other scholars would add the word “now,” so the meaning would be that Jesus does not judge now, but as we just saw, he did judge people. Some scholars emphasize the word “I” as if Jesus was saying “I alone” do not judge, but I and my Father do. But that would be Jesus playing word games with his adversaries and the crowd, saying that he did not judge when people, including his disciples, could see that he did. The meaning that fits with the scope of Scripture and the context is that Jesus was saying that he did not judge people according to the flesh, like the Jews did, and that was exactly correct since he then said, “Yet even if I do judge.” Also, however, what Jesus said points to the fact that he did not come to judge in his first coming; he came to die for people’s sins. So his primary mission was not to judge, but to help people overcome sin.
Joh 8:16
“for I am not alone in my judgment, but I and the Father that sent me.” This verse shows that Jesus received what he taught from his Father, God. See commentary on John 8:28.
“the father who sent me.” The teaching that God sent Jesus Christ occurs over 40 times in the New Testament and can have different meanings in different contexts.
[For in-depth commentary on Jesus Christ having been sent by the Father, and its different meanings and nuances in context, see commentary on John 6:57.]
Joh 8:17
“in your law.” It seems strange at first that Jesus would say, “in your law” instead of “in the law,” but often the Jews had warped their interpretation of the Law so badly that “their law” and the Law of Moses were not the same. Jesus made this point in the Sermon on the Mount: “You have heard it said...but I say to you” (Matt. 5:21-22, 27-28, 31-32, 33-34, 38-39, 43-44). However, when it came to having two witnesses, the Jew’s understanding of the Law was correct, but Jesus wanted to make it clear that even they would agree with him on this point of having two witnesses.
“the testimony of two men is true.” The Law of Moses is very clear that there are to be two witnesses to establish a matter (Deut. 19:15; cf. Deut. 17:6). Having two witnesses to something that happened was a lot easier to do in biblical times than it is today because back then people were rarely apart. Life was dangerous, and so people lived and worked together. Today, many societies are very individualistic and people are alone a lot, but that was not the case in the biblical world. For example, in the biblical world, children lived with their parents until they married, no matter how old they were. Also, when a man married, he brought his wife home and lived close to his parents and his family. In many Arabic families today, the houses are multi-storied, with the sons’ families living above the parents, and moving down when the parents die. Also in biblical times, since the boys were raised in the occupation of the father, sticking close to the father and family made good economic sense as well as providing support and safety.
Joh 8:18
“I am one.” In this record, Jesus points out that the testimony of two was true, and he uses himself and the Father as witnesses. Jesus is making an argument from the lesser to the greater in John 8:17-18. If even the testimony of two men makes something true, then surely the testimony of one man (Jesus) and one God, who is greater than a man, is true.
John 8:17-18 also gives us evidence that the doctrine of the Trinity is incorrect, and there is only one God, the Father, and one Lord, Jesus Christ. The Law said a person should have “two” or “three” witnesses (Deut. 19:15), so Jesus would have had a much stronger case if he said that the Father and “the Holy Spirit” testified as to who he was, especially since he was using himself as one of the witnesses. It seems apparent that the reason Jesus did not use “the Holy Spirit” as a third witness to what he was saying is that there is no such third “Person” as “the Holy Spirit.”
That the Father and Jesus, the Messiah, made “two” was exactly what the people of the time expected—that there was one God and His Messiah, making two. Furthermore, as the argument in John 8 developed, Jesus said to the Jews, “But now you are trying to find a way to kill me, a man who has told you the truth that I heard from God” (John 8:40). But in the entire argument between Jesus and the Jews, which started in John 8:12 and goes through the whole chapter, Jesus only mentions himself and the Father, and that he was sent by the Father (John 8:16, 26, 29, 42) and taught what he received from the Father (John 8:26, 28, 40). But if he told them “the truth” about himself and the Father, why did he not say there was a Trinity, or that he was God, or that there was a third “Person” in God, “the Holy Spirit?” The straightforward reason why Jesus could say he taught them “the truth” but never mentioned that he was God or there was a Trinity is that the Trinity does not exist.
[For more on there not being a Trinity, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son,” and see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?” Also see Graeser, Lynn, Schoenheit, One God & One Lord: Reconsidering the Cornerstone of the Christian Faith.]
“the Father who sent me.” The teaching that God sent Jesus Christ occurs over 40 times in the New Testament and can have different meanings in different contexts.
[For in-depth commentary on Jesus Christ having been sent by the Father, and its different meanings and nuances in context, see commentary on John 6:57.]
“testifies about me.” God testified about Jesus by energizing the work that Jesus was doing, and many people realized that the works that Jesus was doing were done by the power of God. Jesus told the people to believe the works that he did (cf. John 10:25, 37, 38; Matt. 9:8).
Joh 8:20
“in the treasury in the Temple.” The Temple had a series of courts, and the largest and most public of these, accessible to all Jews but not to Gentiles, was the Court of the Women, the outermost court after one entered the Temple proper. It was referred to as “the Court of the Women” because that was as far as women were usually allowed to go; the men could go further towards the Sanctuary. We are told that the Temple had 13 “shofar-chests” for people to put their money into (cf. Mishna Shekalim 2:1; 6:1, 5). The chests were likely called shofar-chests because they were shaped like shofars (in many ways like a modern funnel). Although the ancient sources do not tell us which part of the Temple they were placed in, it was almost certainly the Court of the Women because there were women who put money into the chests (Mark 12:41-42). Women had access only to the Court of the Women in the Temple except when they were bringing an offering or sacrifice, at which time they could go further into the Temple.
The point of saying where Jesus was teaching was to make the point that Jesus was boldly teaching inside the Temple court itself, right in the sight of the Jews and their police, and yet “no one arrested him because his hour had not yet come.” Jesus was protected by God and the people got to hear his teaching.
Joh 8:21
“I am going away, and you will look for me.” At this point in the teaching, Jesus picks up where he left off earlier (John 7:33-36). Earlier, Jesus said that he was going to a place that the Jews could not go and they thought he might have been saying that he was going to be among the Greeks, and perhaps teach the Jews of the Dispersion (John 7:35). Now they thought that Jesus could have been speaking of killing himself (John 8:22). Ironically, it was the Jews who would end up killing themselves by the choice they made to not to believe and get saved. Instead of going to be with the Father at the resurrection, they would be thrown into the Lake of Fire and die (John 3:16; Rom. 6:23; Rev. 20:1-15).
“you will die in your sin.” This is a bold statement. These Jews had rejected God and aligned themselves with the Devil (John 8:44), and because of that they would not accept Christ and get saved, so they would die in their sin. For the saved, resurrection life will be wonderful. It will be a wonderful life in a wonderful place with wonderful people and it will be enjoyed in a brand new healthy and incorruptible body. Part of the reason the next life will be so wonderful is that selfish, evil people will not be there. Jesus will kill them and they will not be part of Jesus’ wonderful future kingdom (cf. Isa. 11:4; Ps. 2:9-12; Matt. 25:31-46; Rev. 19:11-21).
God is, and has to be, a righteous God, and He has two ways of removing sin from the earth that are totally in keeping with His godly character. Those two ways are “grace” and “judgment.” For those people who have a humble heart and ask for God’s forgiveness, God gives grace—the people ask for grace and mercy, and He gives it. But for those people who defy God and continue in sin and selfishness, God gives judgment—the sinful people are removed, and thus their sin is removed as well. We see this in Zechariah 5:3. People such as thieves and liars will be purged from Israel when Christ sets up his kingdom on earth (see commentary on Zech. 5:3).
Joh 8:22
“Jews.” This is the restricted use of the word “Jews,” referring only to the religious leaders of the Jews and those who oppose God and Christ.
[For more information, see commentary on John 1:19.]
Joh 8:23
“You are from beneath, I am from above.” Jesus is not saying where people, he or the Jews, are literally from. He is pointing out what they were associated with, and the origin of their ways and ideas. The Jews were “from beneath.” That does not mean “from Hell,” or “from the underworld,” because the idea that the Devil lived and reigned in “Hell” and it was under the earth was not a Jewish idea, nor did it fit with the Greek idea of Hades, or the idea of an underworld where the dead lived. The word “beneath” here refers to the fallen world, which is “beneath” heaven and “beneath” God and godliness.
D. A. Carson says, “Jesus cuts through their misguided speculation by declaring that he and they emerge from two entirely antithetical realms. He is from above, i.e. not of this world, but from heaven, sent by his father. They are from below, which does not mean ‘from hell’ or ‘from the underworld’ or the like, but of this world, this fallen moral order in conscious rebellion against its creator…. The contrast is not between a spiritual world and a material world (John is not a Neoplatonist), but between the realm of God himself and the realm of his fallen and rebellious creation, the ‘world’ which hates Jesus because he testified that ‘what it does is evil’ (John 7:7).”[footnoteRef:1528] [1528:  D. A. Carson, The Gospel According to John [PNTC], 342.] 

Joh 8:24
“unless you believe that I am the one.” Trinitarians occasionally cite this verse to try to show the necessity of believing their doctrine, and unfortunately, sometimes they quote it even to intimidate those who doubt the Trinity. They supply the word “God” after “I am,” not from the text, but from the dictates of their doctrine, and make the verse read: ‘For if you believe not that I am [God], ye shall die in your sins.’ This is a distortion of the biblical text as a whole, and the Gospel of John in particular. The purpose of the Gospel is clearly stated in John 20:31: “But these are written so that you believe that Jesus is [“God”? No!] the Christ, the Son of God, and so that by believing you will have life in his name.” In light of the explicitly stated purpose of the Gospel of John, teaching that unless one believes in Christ’s “deity,” he will die in his sins, is particularly unwarranted.
The true meaning of the text is that if one does not believe that Jesus is the Christ, he will die in his sins, and this teaching can be found in a number of scriptures in the New Testament. Obviously, if one chooses to not believe in the atoning sacrifice of Jesus Christ, he will die in his sins. We believe the NIV84 does a good job with this particular text, especially in light of the way Christ was veiling his role as Messiah: “If you do not believe I am the one I claim to be, you will indeed die in your sins.” This then fits with other times he said similar things, such as in John 13:19 when he said to disciples at the last supper, “I am telling you now before it [his betrayal] happens so that when it does happen you will believe that I am he” (CSB).
[For more on Jesus Christ not being God and there not being a Trinity, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.” Also see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
Joh 8:25
“You—who are you.” The second-person singular of “to be” makes the “you” at the beginning of the phrase emphatic. The Jews were asking and asking who Jesus was, but not accepting his answer (cf. John 7:19ff; 7:30ff; 8:13ff). Jesus’ answer in this verse is difficult in the Greek, and Lenski writes, “The reply of Jesus constitutes one of the most disputed passages in the New Testament….” Nevertheless, Lenski gives an excellent explanation of it. First, tēn archēn does not have the force of “the beginning,” but rather “in general,” or “altogether.”[footnoteRef:1529] Second, the word lalō (from laleō) is a present active, although almost all versions translate it as a past tense. Christ was telling the Pharisees who he was even as they were asking him who he was, so he answered, “I am what I am [presently] telling you.” Christ had just told them (John 8:12) that he was the light of the world, an obvious Messianic reference (“a light for the Gentiles” (Isa. 42:6) and the glory of Israel). Because they did not know that Jesus was speaking of the Father (John 8:26), then they certainly did not understand that he, the one sent by the Father, was obviously the Messiah. [1529:  Lenski, St. John’s Gospel, 615-17; Thayer on archē, s.v. “ἀρχή.”] 

Joh 8:26
“he who sent me is true.” The teaching that God sent Jesus Christ occurs over 40 times in the New Testament and can have different meanings in different contexts.
[For in-depth commentary on Jesus Christ having been sent by the Father, and its different meanings and nuances in context, see commentary on John 6:57.]
Joh 8:28
“When you have lifted up...then you will know.” We must not take the “when” and “then” as coming very close together, as if as soon as Jesus was crucified, the people and the Jews would know he was the Messiah. The words do not imply “immediately,” and the knowledge that Jesus was indeed the Messiah took years for some and will take until Judgment Day for others. The point of the text is that it would be by Christ’s work on the cross that people would truly see he was the Messiah. Christ had to die to accomplish his great mission.
“lifted up.” This refers to the crucifixion, as is clear from the fact that Jesus says, when “you” (Jews) have lifted up the Son of Man.” The reason there is any confusion at all is that there is no evidence in the writings that have come down to us from antiquity that the term “lifted up” was used of crucifixion. However, that does not mean it was not used that way, and it does not mean that Jesus was being purposely obscure. The phrase referred to crucifixion (see John 12:32-33). Also, here we see that Jesus places the responsibility for his crucifixion on the Jews and their unbelief. He does not say, “When the Romans have crucified me,” but “when you have lifted up the Son of Man.”
“then will you know that I am the one.” The sentence should end after “one” (or “he” if the translation is “that I am he”). “The one” refers to the one whom they were expecting: the Messiah. There is no connective, such as “that,” between that statement and the next one, even though the major versions (KJV, HCSB, ESV, NIV, NRSV, etc.) all put one in the text. D. A. Carson writes, “Probably we should read a full stop after ‘I am.’ In the next words, nothing in the Greek text corresponds to the NIV’s ‘that.’ Rather, Jesus goes on to say, ‘And I do nothing on my own...’ recapitulating the argument of John 3:34; 5:30; 6:38; 8:16; etc.”[footnoteRef:1530] Other scholars agree.[footnoteRef:1531] [1530:  D. A. Carson, The Gospel According to John [PNTC], 345.]  [1531:  Cf. Leon Morris, The Gospel According to John [NICNT], 401.] 

R. C. H. Lenski points out that the word “know” is an ingressive aorist, and means “come to know.”[footnoteRef:1532] The “then” is not tied to the immediacy of the crucifixion, as if as soon as Jesus was crucified the Jews would know he was the Messiah, but to the whole context. We approach Jesus’ words as they are written, but we must remember that they were spoken in a quickly moving and tense verbal context. Thus the Jews “coming to know,” or “coming to realize” that Jesus was the Messiah was tied to his crucifixion and what would happen after it, all of which are part of the context of Jesus’ statement. [1532:  Lenski, St. John’s Gospel, 620-22.] 

“And I do nothing of myself.” A new sentence starts with the word “And.” When deciding how to punctuate a verse, we must be sensitive to the grammar, context, and scope of Scripture. In this case, Jesus continues a theme that he taught over and over in John, that he had not come on his own and that he was not acting on his own initiative or from his own power (cf. John 5:19, 30; 6:38; 7:16; 8:16, 28, 29; 12:49, 50; 14:10, 24). Thus this verse is a continuation of something he had been teaching all along. Furthermore, there is no compelling reason to connect the two halves of the verse. The verse makes much more sense, and flows with the teaching of Jesus, to have it read as two separate sentences. Then also, the last sentence in the verse flows seamlessly into the next verse, John 8:29.
This verse, and the other verses mentioned above that are similar to it, show the dependency that the Son had upon the Father. This is very good evidence that Jesus is not God in the flesh, but the Son of God. Even Jesus’ statement to the Jews, that he was “the one,” reflected back to the Messiah they were expecting, and they were expecting a human being, a man from the line of David. If Jesus were God, and especially if a person had to believe that to be saved, this was a perfect time for Jesus to say so. Instead, he said he was the Messiah the Jews were expecting.
Joh 8:29
“and he who sent me is with me.” The teaching that God sent Jesus occurs over 40 times in the New Testament and can have different meanings in different contexts.
[For in-depth commentary on Jesus Christ having been sent by the Father, and its different meanings, see commentary on John 6:57.]
“I always do the things that are pleasing to him.” Jesus Christ made it very plain in a number of verses that his primary purpose was to do the will of God, not follow his own ways and accomplish his own desires. See commentary on John 4:34.
Joh 8:30
“As he was saying these things.” Jesus’ bold presentation, combined with the works that he had done there in Jerusalem that most people had heard about and some people had witnessed firsthand, convinced the people that he was the Messiah. This should be great encouragement to believers to boldly testify about Jesus Christ. A bold and confident teaching about Jesus convinces many people.
Joh 8:31
“If you continue in my word.” In Jesus’ time, to continue in the Word was to live it; to obey it. Too many times modern people think of continuing in the Word as continued study, or as continuing to believe what the Bible says. But the greater reality is that it refers to doing what the Word of God says to do.
Joh 8:32
“the truth will set you free.” The Greek verb translated “set you free” is eleutheroō (#1659 ἐλευθερόω), and it means to “set free.” Occasionally teachers will quote a version such as the KJV, which has “make you free,” and teach that the Bible “makes” a person free as if it forces them to be free, but that is not the meaning of the verb. The Word frees a person, it sets them free.
Joh 8:33
“They answered him.” It is most likely that the “They” refers to the Jews who did not believe, who jumped in at this point and began to argue again with Jesus. The Jews had been arguing with Jesus, as John 8:13, 19, and 8:25 say. During the argument, other Jews who were listening believed in him (John 8:30).
This section of Scripture has been hotly debated by scholars because the text is not clear that the Jews butted back into the conversation. The text could read that Jesus began talking to those who believed in him and then continued through John 8:44 where he called them children of the Devil. But that is highly unlikely because it was the Jews who did not believe who were trying to kill him (John 8:37), and were children of the Devil.
There are four major ways that scholars have traditionally handled this section of Scripture.
1. The Jews who believed in John 8:30 are different from the Jews who “had believed” in John 8:31.
 
2. The Jews are the same people throughout the whole conversation, but when Jesus tries to tell them about being free by remaining in the Word (John 8:31, 32), they become angry and turn from their belief in him.
 
3. John 8:30-32 refers to Jews who believed in Jesus, and the unbelieving Jews butt back into the conversation in John 8:33, with their remark about never being enslaved, and they are the ones trying to kill Jesus, who are children of the Devil.
 
4. John 8:30-36 is Jesus talking with the Jews who believe in him, and then he turns and addresses the unbelieving Jews in John 8:37.
As to these arguments, we cannot agree with 1). We see no reason to make the Jews in John 8:30 and John 8:31 different. For anyone to believe at any time they have to have a heart to believe, and the “Jews” who opposed Jesus never had such a heart. No matter what Jesus did, even when he healed the sick or raised the dead, they found a reason to be angry with him. They never showed any appreciation for any aspect of his ministry. Those Jews are the children of the Devil who were trying to kill Jesus, and they did not believe at some point but then turn against him. This same reasoning is valid against argument 2): the Jews who believed at one time did not suddenly become children of the Devil and begin actively trying to kill Jesus.
Arguments 3) and 4) are the strongest, but 4) seems weaker because John 8:37, “I know that you are Abraham’s seed,” is in direct response to John 8:33, “We are Abraham’s seed.” It seems clear that Jesus is talking to the same group of people, so the break in the dialogue does not seem to be between John 8:36 and John 8:37.
So, argument 3) is the strongest and most likely. Jesus had been arguing with the Jews who continually opposed him. During their discourse, other Jews believed. Jesus began to address them, telling them that if they continued in what they were learning, they would be set free. At that point the Jews who opposed Jesus butted back into the conversation with their statement that clearly missed the point of what Jesus was saying, insisting they had never been enslaved. But they had been enslaved, physically, mentally, and spiritually, something the believing Jews would have at least been meek enough to recognize. Why these Jews would become offended at Jesus’ words and butt back into the conversation becomes even clearer in John 8:43: the Jews could not “hear” what Jesus was saying. They were children of the Devil, so they could not grasp the spiritual truth Jesus was speaking of, and arrogantly challenged what he was saying, thus reentering the conversation at John 8:33.
Joh 8:34
“everyone who continues to commit sin is a slave to sin.” The practice of sin actually enslaves a person to sin. Furthermore, anyone who thinks that wickedness in any form will rescue a person from being a slave to it or rescue a person from God’s judgment is mistaken. Wickedness will not rescue people who get involved with it (cf. Eccl. 8:8).
Joh 8:35
“the slave does not remain in the house forever.” The slave may be sold or given away, whereas a son stays as a member of the household forever.
Joh 8:37
“I know that you are Abraham’s seed.” Jesus did not deny that these Jews were the physical descendants of Abraham. However, Abraham had eight children (Gen. 21:9-10; 25:1-2), so being a descendant of Abraham did not in and of itself qualify a person for a special blessing or salvation (cf. Gen. 21:9-10; Rom. 9:6-9; Gal. 4:21-31).
Joh 8:40
“you are trying to find a way to kill me.” Evil, demonic people say and act on what they believe, but they are not willing to let people who disagree with them say and act on what they believe. No, evil and demonic people try to silence by any means those who disagree with them, and a primary way of doing that is to kill their enemies. This has been true for centuries, and it is still true today (cf. Jer. 38:4 and commentary on Jer. 38:4).
Joh 8:42
“came from God.” God created Jesus when he was conceived in Mary.
[For more explanation of the phrase that Jesus came from God, see commentary on John 6:38.]
“but he sent me.” The teaching that God sent Jesus Christ occurs over 40 times in the New Testament and can have different meanings in different contexts.
[For in-depth commentary on Jesus Christ having been sent by the Father, and its different meanings and nuances in context, see commentary on John 6:57.]
Joh 8:43
“word.” The Greek word translated “word” is logos (#3056 λόγος), and here it means “word” or more accurately, “message.” The Jews were not able to hear the message of Jesus. They were hard-hearted and had closed their ears, and were blinded by the Adversary (2 Cor. 4:4). They are enemies of righteousness (Acts 13:10). They do the works of their father, the Devil (John 8:44). The wise Christian knows that just as these evil people had infiltrated the religious institutions in Jesus’ day and taken positions of authority in it, they have done the same today. That is why some church leaders and seminary professors seem to be so against the things of God—they are against them. Jesus told us to know them by their fruit.
[For more on having ears unable to hear the truth, see commentary on John 10:1.]
Joh 8:44
“You are of your father the Devil.” Some of the religious leaders of Jesus’ time had committed the unforgivable sin (Matt. 12:31-32) and taken the Devil as their god. Jesus identified these people as children of the Devil and knowing that fact helps explain so much about them. It explains why they murdered innocent people (Matt. 23:35; Luke 22:2; John 11:53; 12:10-11), why they lied and bribed people (Matt. 28:11-15), and why they could not rejoice even when something wonderful had occurred like the healing of a man who was born blind (John 9:24-34). It also explains why they perverted the Word of God and made it hard to obey it (Mark 7:8-13; Luke 11:46).
Because people can be horrible sinners without taking the Devil as their god and committing the unforgivable sin, people who are children of the Devil must be identified by revelation. Nevertheless, the Bible has a lot to say about people who have become children of the Devil so we know how they are and that they always pervert the ways of God, but that information is scattered throughout the Word of God and thus requires diligent study.
[For more on the unforgivable sin, see commentary on Matt. 12:31.]
“Devil.” The Greek word is diabolos (#1228 διάβολος), which literally means “Slanderer,” but diabolos gets transliterated into English as our more familiar name, “Devil.” Slander is so central to who the Devil is and how he operates that one of his primary names is “the Slanderer.”
[For more information on the names of the Devil, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
“the father of them.” In biblical custom, if someone started something, then he was referred to as its “father.” The Devil is indeed, “the father of lies.”
[For more on the use of “father,” see commentary on Gen. 4:20.]
Joh 8:46
“Which one of you convicts me of sin?” The Jews thought that Jesus was a sinner (John 9:24), but they had no evidence to back up their claim.
Joh 8:48
“Jews.” This is the restricted use of the word “Jews,” referring only to the religious leaders of the Jews and those who oppose God and Christ.
[For more information, see commentary on John 1:19.]
“you are a Samaritan and have a demon?” This is one of the places where we see from Scripture that evil and narcissistic people accuse others of having or causing the problems that they themselves have and cause. It was the Jews who had demons, not Jesus, yet they accuse him of having demons. Wise believers are aware of this Satanic tactic and are not thrown off by it. Furthermore, just as these Jews were not convinced by Jesus’ logic or good works, the same is true of evil people today. Believers should not waste much time trying to convince hard-hearted people.
Joh 8:51
“see death.” This is an idiom for “die,” and in this case “see death” is used idiomatically for experiencing “everlasting death.” Jesus is not saying that a person who keeps his word would not die in the flesh, but that he would not die an everlasting death. The words “live” and “life” were sometimes used of everlasting life (see commentary on Luke 10:28), and the words “die” and “death” were sometimes used of everlasting death, as is the case here in John 8:51.
There are times in the Bible when the reader is called upon to use their knowledge of the scope of Scripture and their logic to understand what the Bible is saying. Isaiah 1:18, says, “‘Come now and let’s reason together,’ says Yahweh.” Yahweh God expects us to use the brains and logic that He gave us to understand what He is saying. Jesus’ followers die in the flesh just like unbelievers do, so when Jesus says that people who keep his word will not die, he does not mean that this flesh body will not die, but that they will not die an everlasting death.
[For more on the dead being dead in every way, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.” For information on people being totally consumed in the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
Joh 8:52
“Jews.” This is the restricted use of the word “Jews,” referring only to the religious leaders of the Jews and those who oppose God and Christ.
[For more information, see commentary on John 1:19.]
Joh 8:53
“Surely.” The “surely” is implied by the word “not” (Gk: μή #3361, transliterated “mē”), which expects a negative answer.
Joh 8:54
“He is our God.” Some early manuscripts say “He is our God,” and others say “He is your God.” It is more likely that the “our” was changed to “your” as the scribes would not like to possibly imply that the Jews were saying that God was Jesus’ God also. The punctuation that makes the reading clear was not in the early texts.
Joh 8:57
“Jews.” This is the restricted use of the word “Jews,” referring only to the religious leaders of the Jews and those who oppose God and Christ.
[For more information, see commentary on John 1:19.]
“and you have seen Abraham.” The Jews were so blinded by evil and hate that they did not even hear what Jesus said. This was not uncommon. It happened regularly enough that Jesus even pointed it out when speaking with the Jews. He said, “Why do you not understand what I am saying? Because you are not able to hear my word” (John 8:43). Jesus never said he saw Abraham. He said Abraham saw his day, that is, the time when the Messiah would conquer the world and rid it of evil. Abraham, who was a prophet and knew the prophecies, saw by faith the Day of Christ, and he looked for a future city that would be built by God (Heb. 11:10).
There are Bible teachers and commentators today who make the same mistake the Jews made, and say that Jesus had to be God because that is how he saw Abraham. But Jesus was not God and never saw Abraham, who lived some 2,000 years before Jesus was born.
Joh 8:58
“I am the one.” Many Trinitarians argue that this verse states that when Jesus said “I am,” he was claiming to be God, (i.e., Yahweh, the God who revealed Himself to Moses in the Old Testament). But saying “I am” does not mean a person is claiming to be God. The Greek that is translated as “I am” is egō eime (ἐγὼ εἰμί), and it was a common Greek way for a person to identify themself. For example, only ten verses after Jesus said, egō eime (“I am”) in John 8:58, the man who had been born blind identified himself by saying exactly what Jesus said; egō eime (“I am;” John 9:9). Thus, Jesus and the man born blind both identified themselves by saying egō eime (“I am”), only ten verses apart.
Sadly, unless a person looks at the Greek text, he will never see that “I am” was a common Greek way for a man or woman to identify themselves. In what seems to be a clear case of Trinitarian bias in translating the Greek text, when Jesus says, egō eime (“I am”) in John 8:58, the English Bibles read, “I am.” But when Jesus says egō eime in other places in the New Testament, or other people say egō eime (“I am”), the Greek phrase gets translated differently. So, for example, some English translations of what the man born blind said are: “I am the one” (CJB, HCSB, NASB, NET); “I am he” (BBE, RV, KJV, YLT); “It is I” (DBY); and, “I am the man” (ESV, NIV). The only commonly used English Bible that has “I am” in John 9:9 is the New American Bible.
There are many other examples of the phrase egō eime not being translated as “I am,” but being translated as “I am he” or some other similar phrase. For example, Jesus taught that people would come in his name, saying egō eime (“I am he”) and will deceive many (Mark 13:6; Luke 21:8 (HCSB, ESV, NAB, NET, NIV).
Jesus said egō eime (“I am”), in a large number of places, but it is usually translated “I am he,” “It is I,” or “I am the one,” which are good translations because, as was stated above, egō eime was commonly used by people to identify themselves. Examples of Jesus using egō eime include: John 13:19; 18:5, 6, and 18:8; Jesus identifying himself to the apostles on the boat: Matthew 14:27; Mark 6:50; and John 6:20; and Jesus identifying himself to the Jews, saying egō eime, translated “I am the one I claim to be” (John 8:24 and 8:28 NIV84). All these places where Jesus says egō eime but it is not translated “I am” shows that the translators understand that just saying egō eime does not mean the person is claiming to be God.
At the Last Supper, the disciples were trying to find out who would deny Christ. They used egō eime as the standard Greek identifier. Jesus had said one of them would betray him, and one after another they said to him, mētiegō eime, Kurie (literally, “not I am, Lord;” Matt. 26:22 and 26:25.) The apostles were not trying to deny that they were God by saying, “Not I am.” They were simply using as the common personal identifier egō eime and saying, “Surely not I, Lord.”
In Acts 26:29, when Paul was defending himself in court, he said, “I pray to God that…all who hear me this day would become the same as I am [egō eime].” Obviously, Paul was not claiming to be God. There are more uses of the phrase “I am,” and especially so if we realize that what has been covered above is only the nominative singular pronoun and the first-person singular verb that we have just covered. The point is this: “I am” was a common way of designating oneself, and it did not mean you were claiming to be God. C. K. Barrett writes:
Egō eimi [“I am”] does not identify Jesus with God, but it does draw attention to him in the strongest possible terms. “I am the one—the one you must look at, and listen to, if you would know God.”[footnoteRef:1533] [1533:  C. K. Barrett, The Gospel According to St. John, 342.] 

A major problem that occurs when we misunderstand a verse is that the correct meaning goes unnoticed, and that certainly is the case with John 8:58. If the phrase egō eime in John 8:58 were translated “I am he” or “I am the one,” like all the other places where Jesus says it, instead of coming to the erroneous conclusion that Jesus is God, we would more easily see that Jesus was speaking of himself as the Messiah of God who was foretold throughout the Old Testament.
Trinitarians assert that because Jesus was “before” Abraham, Jesus must have been God. But Jesus did not literally exist before his conception in Mary, but he “existed” in the plan of God, and was foretold in prophecy. Prophecies of the coming redeemer start as early as Genesis 3:15, which was before Abraham. Jesus was “the one,” the Savior, long before Abraham. The Church did not have to literally exist as people for God to choose us before the foundation of the world (Eph. 1:4), we existed in the mind of God. Similarly, Jesus did not exist as an actual physical person during the time of Abraham, but he “existed” in the mind of God as God’s plan for the redemption of man.
It is also important to notice that many people misread John 8:58 and think it says Jesus saw Abraham. We must read the Bible carefully because it says no such thing. It does not say Jesus saw Abraham, it says Abraham saw the Day of Christ. A careful reading of the context of the verse shows that Jesus was speaking of “existing” in God’s foreknowledge. John 8:56 says, “Your father Abraham rejoiced to see my day, and he saw it, and was glad.” This verse says that Abraham “saw” the day of Christ (the day of Christ is usually considered by theologians to be the day when Christ conquers the earth and sets up his kingdom—and it is still future). That would fit with what the book of Hebrews says about Abraham: “for he was looking forward to the city that has the lasting foundations, whose builder and maker is God” (Heb. 11:10). The Bible says Abraham “saw” a city that is still future. In what sense could Abraham have seen something that was future? Abraham “saw” the day of Christ because God told him it was coming, and Abraham “saw” it by faith. Although Abraham saw the day of Christ by faith, that day existed in the mind of God long before Abraham (cf. Gen. 3:15). Thus, in the context of God’s plan existing from the beginning, Christ certainly was “before” Abraham. Christ was the plan of God for man’s redemption long before Abraham lived.
Jesus did not claim to be God in John 8:58. In very strong terms, however, he claimed to be the Messiah, the one whose day Abraham saw by faith. Jesus said that before Abraham was, “I am the one,” meaning, even before Abraham existed, Jesus was foretold to be the promised Messiah. Jesus gave the Jews many opportunities to see and believe that he was in fact the Messiah of God, but they were blind to that fact, and crucified him.
We see a good example of “I am” being used as a way to identify oneself but without any claim of being God when we compare Mark 13:6 with Matthew 24:5. In these parallel records, Jesus is in the last week of his life, and he is on the Mount of Olives teaching disciples. According to Mark, Jesus said, “Many will come in my name, saying, ‘I am,’ and will lead many astray.” However, Matthew records the same incident as Jesus saying, “many will come in my name, saying, ‘I am the Messiah,’ and will mislead many.” In the context of the End Times, false Messiahs could identify themselves simply as “I am,” but the meaning is clarified in Matthew, “I am the Messiah.” In this case, we can see that “I am” means “I am the Messiah.”
[Some other sources that comment on John 8:58 and conclude that Jesus’ using “I am” did not make him God are: Anthony Buzzard and Charles Hunting, The Doctrine of the Trinity; Mary Dana, Letters Addressed to Relatives and Friends Chiefly in Reply to Arguments in Support of the Doctrine of the Trinity (1845; available from Spirit & Truth); Charles Morgridge, The True Believer’s Defence Against Charges Preferred by Trinitarians (1837; available from Spirit & Truth); Andrews Norton, A Statement of Reasons for Not Believing the Doctrines of Trinitarians; Don Snedeker, Our Heavenly Father Has No Equals; Patrick Navas, Divine Truth or Human Tradition?]
[For more information on Jesus being the fully human Son of God and not being “God the Son,” see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.” For more on “the Holy Spirit” being one of the designations for God the Father and “the holy spirit” being the gift of God’s nature, see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
Joh 8:59
“they picked up stones to throw at him.” The Jews were so arrogant that they thought if anyone was the Messiah they would know it, so they considered it blasphemy and worthy of death if someone claimed to be the Messiah. When Jesus said, “I am the one,” and that he was before Abraham and that Abraham rejoiced to see Jesus’ day, the Jews realized that Jesus was claiming to be the Messiah, so they picked up stones to kill him. Later on, he was tried and crucified for claiming to be the Messiah.
Trinitarians claim that the Jews picked up stones to stone Jesus because he was claiming to be God, but that is only an assumption. The biblical evidence is that the Jews picked up stones to kill Jesus because they understood he was claiming to be the Messiah. The Jews had asked Jesus about being the Christ, the Messiah, at other times, and Jesus told them that he did tell them he was the Christ (John 10:24-25). Furthermore, the Jews made it clear that if anyone believed that Jesus was the Christ, they would be excommunicated from the synagogue (John 9:22). Also, at Jesus’ trial, the High Priest asked, “I charge you under oath by the living God, that you tell us if you are the Christ, the Son of God” (Matt. 26:63). The Jews asked Jesus if he was the Christ. No one ever asked him if he was God. But if the Jews thought Jesus had been claiming to be God, that certainly would have been a question they would have asked. Instead, at the trial, the High Priest asked Jesus in very clear terms if he was “the Christ” because that is what the Jews knew Jesus had been claiming to be. Also, when the Jews heard Jesus’ clear answer (“Yes, it is as you say”), they accused him of blasphemy and said, “He deserves to die!” (Matt. 26:66). They also felt he was worthy of death here in John 8:59 and they picked up stones to kill him but Jesus got away. In contrast, after hearing his “blasphemy” of claiming to be the Christ at the trial, they took him to Pilate and got the Romans to execute Jesus by crucifixion. It was technically illegal for the Jews to execute anyone, but in times of great emotion, the law was sometimes ignored. That would have happened in John 8 if Jesus had not gotten away, it almost happened to Paul in the Temple (Acts 21:31), and it did happen to Stephen, the first Christian martyr (Acts 7:58-60). About two months after this incident at the Feast of Tabernacles, when Jesus was again in Jerusalem for the Feast of Hannukkah, the Jews again realized Jesus was claiming to be the Son of God (John 10:36) and tried to stone him then too (John 10:31).
In summary, then, the Jews picked up stones to kill Jesus because they knew he was claiming to be the Christ; eventually, they did kill him for making that claim.
“but Jesus hid himself and went out of the Temple.” Instead of “hid himself,” the Greek can also be translated that he “was hidden,” saying that his disciples likely hid him by surrounding him. However, as their leader, it is likely that Jesus knew what to do and was directing his disciples in what they were doing. There were parts of the Temple still under construction during the ministry of Jesus, and what likely happened is that the Jews, eager to rid themselves of Jesus, went off to get stones from the construction area and while they were gone Jesus was surrounded by his disciples and the group left the Temple. Although God could have helped with Jesus’ escape, it is more likely that it was due to quick thinking and decisive action, which are things that should be a part of the life of every Christian.
Some versions of the Bible add the phrase “going through the midst of them, and so passed by” (cf. KJV). The evidence is overwhelming that those words were not original but were added by later scribes. They do not appear in the earliest manuscripts, and when they do appear in the later manuscripts, there are some differences in wording among those manuscripts. Thus, the Greek manuscript evidence has the signs of the addition being later, and the reason for the addition, which could have started as a scribe’s notation, was to try to show that Jesus’ leaving the area was a miraculous event, and that God cloaked him as he walked right through the midst of his enemies. The later manuscripts of the Western text tradition have these extra words, which is why they appear in the Geneva Bible (1599) the King James (1611), and the New King James, which were translated from Western texts, the older versions being translated long before the earliest and best Greek texts were discovered.
 
 
John Chapter 9
Joh 9:1
“And as he passed by.” The record reads like Jesus just left the Temple and saw the blind man. It is possible, but not necessary, that that is what happened. The man was healed on a Sabbath day (John 9:14), and the last day of the Feast was a Sabbath. John 7:37 mentions “the last day, the great day of the feast” which most scholars believe is the eighth day of the feast, which, according to Leviticus 23:36 was a Sabbath. Thus, it is possible that Jesus simply left the Temple on that last day of Tabernacles and saw a man who was blind who had been brought there, likely to beg, much like the lame man in Acts 3. However, it is also possible that Jesus simply remained in Jerusalem after the Feast of Tabernacles and the record of the blind man occurred later, on another Sabbath.
There were six incidents in the ministry of Jesus in which he showed that taking care of people was not considered “work” by God and thus was more important than keeping rules about the Sabbath that were made by humans. The six incidents were picking grain on the Sabbath and five healings (see commentary on Matt. 12:9).
Joh 9:2
“Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents.” The Jews taught that the sins of the parents could cause a baby to be afflicted. However, the full question of the disciples seems very strange to us, because how could the man sin before he was born? The answer is not reincarnation or some form of transmigration of the soul (i.e., the person did not sin in an earlier life), but rather that the Rabbis taught that a person could sin even in the womb.[footnoteRef:1534] If this man sinned in the womb so that he was born blind, then he would have been born “entirely” in sin, as the religious leaders confidently asserted in John 9:34. [1534:  Cf. John Lightfoot, A Commentary on the New Testament from the Talmud and Hebraica, 2:337-41; William Hendriksen, New Testament Commentary: John, 2:72-73; NET Bible text note on John 9:2.] 

“so that he was born blind.” This is a usage of hina with a verb in the subjunctive mood result clause (see commentary on John 9:3 and Word Study: “Hina”). The disciples assumed that someone’s sin unintentionally resulted in this man’s blindness. Jesus specifically rejects this thinking in John 9:3. His response takes the disciples’ thoughts away from who is to blame, and leads them to think only of working the healing works of God in this man’s life.
Joh 9:3
“Neither did this man sin nor his parents.” Here Jesus specifically refutes a common thought of his day, that a child could sin in the womb and bad things happen to people because of sin.
“let the works of God be revealed in him.” This phrase is open to several different translations. The translator’s understanding of the passage, how he believes it fits into the context, and the scope of Scripture, in accordance with his theology, will determine his opinion as to how it is best brought into English. The Greek reads, hina phanerōthē ta erga tou theou en autō. The controversy surrounds the use of the particle hina (#2443 ἵνα) with phaneroō, the verb for “revealed” (#5319 φανερόω), in the subjunctive mood. The question is whether this use of hina with the subjunctive is to be understood here to indicate purpose or command. This same Greek construction can be used in purpose and command clauses, with purpose clauses being the more common of the two.[footnoteRef:1535] A purpose clause indicates why something happened, it shows the intention behind the action: e.g., “Children were being brought to him in order that he could lay [Greek is hina with a verb in the subjunctive mood] his hands on them and pray” (Matt. 19:13). A command clause, on the other hand, issues an order or command: e.g., “Come, lay [Greek is hina with a verb in the subjunctive mood] your hands on her so that she will be healed and live” (Mark 5:23). [1535:  Wallace, Greek Grammar, 471-72, 476-77.] 

[For more on result clauses, see Word Study: “Hina.”]
Because it is the same Greek form of hina with the subjunctive, there can be disagreement as to whether purpose or command is meant. This disagreement shows up in the varying translations of Mark 5:12 for instance, when the demons plead to go into the herd of swine. Some versions translate the second part of their plea as purpose, “Send us into the pigs so that we may enter them” (cf. NASB, HCSB, KJV, ASV), while most modern versions translate it as a command: “Send us into the pigs. Let us enter them” (cf. ESV, NIV, NRSV, NET, NAB, NJB). Interestingly, we see precisely the same split between the translations with regard to Titus 3:13, “see that they lack nothing” (command: ESV, NIV, NRSV, NET, NAB, NJB) as opposed to “so that they lack nothing” (purpose-result: NASB, HCSB, KJV, ASV). (See also Revelation 14:13 for similar disagreement between translations).
Since John 9:3 has hina with the subjunctive, we must ask whether it is meant to be a purpose or command clause. It is rendered as a purpose clause in most translations, “He was born blind so that God’s works might be revealed in him” (NRSV); however, this translation has serious consequences for the meaning of the text. It makes the man’s blindness intentionally brought upon, so that he could not see for the better part of his life, simply for the purpose of being healed this day—that “God’s works” may be manifest by his healing. Such an interpretation goes against the teaching of Scripture, that God is love (1 John 4:16), has plans not to harm us (Jer. 29:11), and that it is Satan who is our enemy, the god of this age (2 Cor. 4:4) who has the power of death (Heb. 2:14). Jesus came to destroy the works of the Devil (1 John 3:8), his ministry was to heal those oppressed by Satan (Acts 10:38). The Gospels nowhere portray this warfare mindset of Jesus as going about healing those oppressed by God.[footnoteRef:1536] [1536:  See Gregory Boyd, God at War, 231-34] 

Accordingly, a number of scholars agree that John 9:3 should be read as a command clause, “But let the works of God be revealed in him.”[footnoteRef:1537] In this way, the Greek is understood just like Ephesians 5:33, which has the same construction: “let [Greek is hina with a verb in the subjunctive mood] the wife see that she respects her husband” (ESV, RSV). This translation fits best with the context of the verse, as well as the rest of the gospels and the scope of Scripture. In the context, the disciples falsely assume that someone’s sin resulted in this man being born blind. Jesus corrects this wrong thinking, saying it was not the result of anyone’s sin, and then he points them to the proper response of seeing such a man. He models what he came to do—to destroy the works of the Devil and heal those oppressed by him—“Let the works of God be manifest in him,” he says, showing compassion for the man. Then he turns to his disciples and reminds them that they must work the works of God while it is day. Rather than painting a picture of a capricious God who makes a man blind for the purpose of healing his blindness, this passage reveals the son of a loving God, who makes the works of his Father manifest by healing a man oppressed by the Devil. [1537:  See Boyd, God at War, 231-34; Boyd also notes M. Zerwick, Biblical Greek, 141-42; C.F.D. Moule, An Idiom Book of New Testament Greek, 144-45; Nigel Turner, Grammatical Insights into the New Testament, 145ff.] 

[For other command clauses see also: Matt. 20:33; Mark 5:23; 10:51; 12:19; 1 Cor. 7:29; 16:16; 2 Cor. 8:7; 1 John 3:11; 3:23.]
There are two other grammatical options for understanding this verse, which we feel are less likely than the command clause but are worth mentioning here. First, it is also possible that Jesus’ words should read as a result clause. On this understanding, the verse would not be speaking of the purpose of the man’s blindness, but only of its result, “he was born blind with the result that the works of God are manifest in him.” This understanding, like the purpose clause reading, requires that the phrase, “he was born blind” be supplied since it is not in the original Greek. This view has for it the fact that the disciples used a result clause in John 9:2, asking Jesus whose sin resulted in the man’s blindness. To this, Jesus reverses their thinking from whose sin resulted in the blindness to how the blindness can result in the manifestation of the works of God.
Secondly, there is the option that the phrase is, in fact, a purpose clause; nevertheless is not to be read that he was born blind for a purpose. Rather, it should be read with what follows. In that case, it would read: “Jesus answered, “Neither did this man sin, nor his parents. But in order that the works of God be revealed in him, we must work the works of him who sent me while it is day.” But this is highly unlikely, for there is no other clear instance of a purpose clause gathering its main verb from what follows; usually the action comes from what precedes the hina clause, not after. Romans 7:13 is a near parallel, but it is a result clause, not purpose.
Joh 9:4
“We.” There are texts that read “I,” but the better textual support is for “we.” It is understandable that the copyists, particularly early in the Christian era, would be uncomfortable with “we,” wanting to put all the focus and power upon Jesus. Nevertheless, the true reading is very empowering to those who work for the Lord. “We” must all work, if work is to get done for the Lord.
“night is coming.” The “night” that Jesus referred to is the seven-year period of tribulation after the Rapture. Not much work will be done for God during that time and it will indeed be a dark time (cf. Joel 2:2; Amos 5:18-20). The Great Tribulation will be a horrible time on earth (see commentary on Dan. 12:1).
Joh 9:5
“a light of the world.” Although almost every translation reads, “the” light of the world, the Greek text does not read that way. John 8:12 says Jesus is “the” light, but not this verse. In the context of “we” must work the works of God (John 9:4), Jesus is “a” light, and we are lights also. Believers have always been lights in the world, shining the way to God (Matt. 5:14).
Joh 9:6
“and made mud out of the spittle.” Not only did Jesus “break the Sabbath” (that is, the man-made rules about the Sabbath invented by the religious leaders through the centuries) by healing the blind man, he also broke the Sabbath by making mud. “Kneading” was considered work by the Jews, and so to knead the dirt in with the spit and make mud was also breaking the man-made Sabbath. Of course, Jesus knew this and did not have to heal the man that way, but Jesus came “to set the captives free,” and a large part of being captive was being captive to man-made religious rules that put burdens on people.
Joh 9:7
“Go, wash in the pool of Siloam.” The Pool of Siloam is in the far southeast corner of Jerusalem, some 650 yards (six and a half football fields) from the Temple. It seems logical that the healing of the blind man took place in the pool as he washed, very much like Naaman’s healing took place in the Jordan River when he dipped in it (2 Kings 5:10-14).
There has been much discovered about the Pool of Siloam in the last few years. In 2004 a sewer pipe broke deep underground, and in digging down to fix it, the first large flagstones of the Pool of Siloam were discovered. Since that time, excavation has been ongoing but it was hindered by the fact that the ground above much of the pool was privately owned and could not be excavated. However, in 2023 the land above the pool was purchased, and archaeological excavation began in earnest. It is now believed that the Pool of Siloam at the time of Christ was about 2 acres. Furthermore, there is evidence that the Pool of Siloam was a mikvah, a pool for ritual cleansing, and it accommodated some of the large crowd that would come to Jerusalem for the feasts. Also, a paved path from the Pool of Siloam up to the Temple has been partially uncovered. The “Psalms of Ascent” (Ps. 120-134) would have been recited while making the uphill walk from the Pool of Siloam to the Temple. While that pathway did not exist in the time of David who penned many of those psalms, they were later adopted and used during that uphill walk to the Temple.
Not as well-known, but likely, is that “the tower of Siloam” that fell on 18 people was a tower that was associated with the Pool of Siloam (Luke 13:4). The tower could have just been near the pool, or an architectural feature of the pool.
The Pool of Siloam was first built by the Judean king, Hezekiah (c. 726-697 BC), although it seems there were other older pools on the western side of the City of David (Isa. 22:9-11). During the reign of King Hezekiah, Jerusalem was attacked by the Assyrian king, Sennacherib. Not wanting Sennacherib to have plenty of water for his army, Hezekiah had the springs outside Jerusalem blocked off, and had a tunnel, “Hezekiah’s Tunnel,” dug from the Gihon Spring to the southwest side of Jerusalem (2 Kings 20:20; 2 Chron. 32:1-4). 2 Kings 20:20 mentions that Hezekiah built a tunnel and a pool, and that pool would have most likely been the “lower pool” of Isaiah 22:9, and almost certainly the “Pool of Shelah” of Nehemiah 3:15. The Hebrew name of Siloam is used in Isaiah 8:8, but that does not likely refer to the pool dug by Hezekiah but rather to the natural flow of water from the Gihon Spring.
Joh 9:8
“Therefore, the neighbors.” The blind man went home after he washed and could see. It was the neighbors who took him to the Pharisees at the Temple (John 9:13). Their motivation for doing that is not stated.
Joh 9:11
“The man who is called Jesus made mud.” The man, knowingly or unknowingly, openly revealed that Jesus had broken the Sabbath in at least two ways: making mud on the Sabbath and healing on the Sabbath (see commentary on John 9:6). The breaking of the Sabbath was almost certainly what prompted the neighbors to take the man to the Pharisees.
Joh 9:12
“He said, “I do not know.” This was an honest and accurate answer. After receiving his sight, the man went home, and he had no idea where Jesus might have gone with his disciples. For all the man knew, since the Feast of Tabernacles had come to a close (John 7:37), Jesus might well have left Jerusalem and headed back to Galilee. As it turned out, Jesus had stayed in Jerusalem.
Joh 9:13
“They brought to the Pharisees.” Although the reason that the neighbors did this is not clear, it seems most likely that they were suspicious of a healing that had been done on the Sabbath, and the way it had been done, by making mud and smearing it on the blind man’s eyes. The neighbors did not take this man to the High Priest, or the Sanhedrin, or the Sadducees who ruled the Temple. Instead, they brought the man to “the Pharisees,” who seem to have been the leaders of the local synagogue, which is why they had the authority to expel the man from the Synagogue.
Joh 9:14
“Now it was a Sabbath day.” This may have been a weekly Sabbath, but it also could have been the special Sabbath that was the eighth day of the Feast of Tabernacles. According to Leviticus, the Feast of Tabernacles was a seven-day feast, but God added an eighth day to it. The first day of the seven-day Feast of Tabernacles was a special Sabbath, but also God said that the eighth day, technically the day after Tabernacles ended, was a special Sabbath (Lev. 23:34-36). Jesus began his teaching and dialogue with the Pharisees on the “last day” the “great day” of the feast (John 7:37), and that was the eighth day. Most commentators agree that it was the eighth day when Jesus healed the blind man. That dialogue ended with the Jews picking up stones to kill Jesus with, and so he left the Temple (John 8:59). It was as he was walking out of the Temple that Jesus saw the blind man and his disciples asked about him, which resulted in Jesus healing him (John 9:1-7).
“opened his eyes.” This is an idiom meaning “caused him to see.”
Joh 9:17
“the blind man.” Here “the blind man” is used as a commonly known designation for the man. He was actually no longer “the blind man” since he could see. The Greek text does not have the word “man” but uses the adjective “blind” as a substantive, meaning “the blind one.”
[For more on substantives, see commentary on Matt. 5:37.]
“He is a prophet.” The miracle done to the blind man made it clear to him that Jesus was a prophet. The Old Testament prophets had spiritual power. Here we see the boldness and honesty of this man who had been blind. He almost certainly knew that Jesus had broken the Sabbath regulations of the Jews when he made the mud and healed him, and he could have avoided a conflict by simply “flying below the radar” and stating that he did not know about the man who healed him. But he had been healed by Jesus! He had been blind for years and now could see and he was not going to let that be ignored, nor was he going to water down his testimony and thankfulness just because the Jews were angry he was healed on the Sabbath.
As the questions by the hard-hearted and unbelieving Pharisees continued, the blind man was seeing life, and Jesus, more and more clearly. Meanwhile, the simple and honest answers given by the blind man clouded the vision of the Pharisees with a religious fog. What Jesus said about his coming so the blind would see but the seeing would be blind (John 9:39) was happening at that very time.
Joh 9:18
“Jews.” This is the restricted use of the word “Jews,” referring only to the religious leaders of the Jews and those who oppose God and Christ.
[For more information, see commentary on John 1:19.]
“until they called the parents.” This indicates that the man who was born blind was still quite young, but over age 13 (see commentary on John 9:21).
Joh 9:21
“who opened his eyes, we do not know.” It is extremely unlikely that the man’s parents did not know how or who healed the eyes of their son. They must have been heartbroken for years over their son’s blindness, and may well have felt guilty and wondered if they had done something that offended God. They must have been overwhelmed, overjoyed, amazed, and thankful beyond words that their son had been healed. Of course, they would have asked what happened, and no doubt he told his parents what he told everyone else: a man named Jesus healed him. The fact that they would not admit that to the Pharisees shows how debilitating and imprisoning fear can be, and their son must have been brokenhearted at his parent’s lack of support even if at some intellectual level he understood it.
“he is of age.” The age of the man is not given, but he seems to have been quite young. That he was “of age” means he was at least 13, but he was likely older, but if he was much older his parents would not have had to point out, “he is of age.” However, the fact that the Pharisees called for his parents to give testimony likely indicates he was still a teenager, and he would have been living at home with his parents.
Joh 9:22
“Jews.” This is the restricted use of the word “Jews,” referring only to the religious leaders of the Jews and those who oppose God and Christ.
[For more information, see commentary on John 1:19.]
Joh 9:23
“He is of age.” (See commentary on John 9:21).
Joh 9:24
“So a second time they called the man who was blind.” The inquisitive, impartial questions of the Pharisees can now be seen to be a farce, a lie. When the man stood his ground and would not impugn Jesus for what he did, the evil nature of the Pharisees came out of hiding, and the blind man did not back down but responded with boldness and truth.
“Give glory to God.” This was an idiomatic way of saying “Swear to tell the truth” (cf. Josh. 7:19). The Pharisees asked for the truth, and they got it in the blind man’s answer (cf. John 9:25).
Joh 9:25
“If he is a sinner, I do not know.” The blind man had already said he thought Jesus was a prophet (John 9:17). The Bible has examples of many people who were prophets and did wonderful things but still were sinners. Abraham was a prophet but allowed Sarah to be taken into the harem of a foreign king on two different occasions. Samuel was a great prophet but his sons were out of control. The man thought Jesus was a prophet, but he could not speak to whether he had any particular sin. The fact that Jesus broke the Sabbath traditions may not have been a sin in his eyes; it is likely that lots of people who knew the Mosaic Law realized that many of the regulations of the religious leaders were just traditions, and that a person was not a sinner in God’s eyes for breaking human traditions.
Joh 9:27
“and you did not hear.” The translation “hear” is accurate. People who side with evil and the Devil usually cannot “hear” the truth. They can listen to it, but they cannot “hear” it; it simply makes no sense to them (cf. John 8:44-45).
“You do not want to become His disciples too, do you?” We now see that this young formerly blind man had already made up his mind to be a disciple of Jesus. When truth presents itself to people who are genuinely hungry for truth it does not take them long to make a decision.
Joh 9:28
“And they heaped insults on him.” This is a sign of complete bankruptcy and defeat. The Pharisees have no legitimate challenges against Jesus that they can mount, so they just make up insults and lies. This is a tactic of the Devil. When there is no legitimate challenge, people just make up lies about the situation and cast doubt on what really happened. This tactic is used in politics all the time.
“You are his disciple, but we are disciples of Moses.” Amazing irony. The Pharisees thought they were insulting the man by saying he was Jesus’ disciple, but in fact, there could be no higher praise. Furthermore, although the Pharisees claimed to be disciples of Moses they were not following the Law, and Moses himself will accuse them on Judgment Day (cf. John 5:45).
Joh 9:29
“we know...we do not know.” Like many modern unbelievers, these Pharisees arrogantly thought that they were the fountain of knowledge. They “knew” and they “did not know” and for them, that was the only possibility. What they said was right and everyone else was wrong. They were like Job’s miserable comforters, 2,000 years earlier who thought they had the wisdom and knowledge of the time (Job 12:2). In this case, they said, “We know that God has spoken to Moses,” but it was obvious from how they lived and what they said and did that they did not know what God said to Moses. They could not “hear” Moses any more than they could “hear” Jesus or this man who Jesus healed.
“where he is from.” This is not a statement about Jesus coming from Galilee or Nazareth; they knew that (cf. John 7:52). They were saying that they knew Moses was sent by God but they did not know where Jesus got his authority, but they certainly insinuated it was not from God.
Joh 9:31
“God does not hear sinners.” It should have been well-known in the culture that God does not hear the prayers of sinners but does answer the prayers of righteous people. Many verses in the Old Testament make that clear. Everyone sins, but some people are prideful and unrepentant about their sin, and God will not listen to the prayers of wicked and unrepentant people; those prayers are an abomination to Him (Prov. 21:27; 28:9). It is the prayer of a righteous person that accomplishes much (James 5:16). The Pharisees were so spiritually blind due to their evil, pride, and greed, that they could not give credit to Jesus Christ for healing a man born blind.
[For more information about the sacrifices and prayers of wicked people being of no value, see commentary on Amos 5:22.]
Joh 9:34
“You were born entirely in sins.” The Pharisees now return to their “blame game” religion. The man was born blind, so he must have been born entirely in sin, either his own sin in the womb or a past life or because his parents were sinful, he was born with that sin and the consequences of it. In any case, to them, this man who was born blind was born “entirely in sins.” This was what the Pharisees taught in the synagogues that became part of the culture of the time, and that belief was the genesis of the disciple’s question back in John 9:2, “Who sinned, this man or his parents?”
“And they cast him out.” In other words, they excommunicated him from the synagogue. After at first not believing that he was blind (John 9:18), because that would then give credit to Jesus for healing the man and doing a great miracle, the religious leaders now refer back to the fact that he was “born” blind, and accuse him and excommunicate him on that basis. The Rabbis believed that a person could sin while in the womb, and reap the result of that sin at birth (see commentary on John 9:2). Because the man was born blind, the Jews assert that he was born “entirely” in sin, and was in no position to teach them anything. This is spiritual blindness and evil at its worst, yet it happens often in religious circles. It often happens that someone who is healed supposedly gets his healing “in the wrong way” or “from the wrong person” and is excluded from fellowship on that basis. The leaders ignore the healing that has occurred and hurt is piled upon hurt by supposedly well-meaning people.
The fact that the man was excommunicated from the synagogue could make it very difficult for him in that culture because much of city life revolved around the synagogue one went to. The synagogue provided friends, supporters, and contacts, and so was central to one’s social and business life. It was fear of being excommunicated that kept this man’s parents from speaking up for him. The Bible does not tell us what happened to the man at this point, but now that he could see, a whole world of opportunity opened up for him, if not in Jerusalem, then elsewhere.
Joh 9:35
“Do you believe in the Son of Man?” Here Jesus uses the title of the Messiah out of Daniel 7:13 when one like the son of man was given all authority by God. The healed man must have understood this because he asked “Who is he,” and when Jesus basically said, “Me,” the man bowed down before him.
The English versions vary, with some reading “Son of Man” and some reading “Son of God.” That is because there are Greek texts that read “Son of Man” and there are Greek texts that read “Son of God,” but the earlier Greek texts and logic support that the original reading was “Son of Man.” We can see why later scribes would change the phrase “Son of Man” to “Son of God,” but there is no logical reason that if the original phrase was “Son of God” that it would be changed—especially in the early texts—to the “Son of Man.”
Joh 9:38
“Lord.” In this context, the man did not know Jesus Christ was the Messiah, so the word “Lord” is being used as a term of respect, like “sir.” He had just said, “who is he?” (John 9:36).
“bowed down before him.” See commentary on Matthew 2:2. When he was healed, this man believed that Jesus was a prophet (John 9:17). It is clear from the record that the man does not believe Jesus is God. He spoke of God not hearing sinners, but hearing this “man,” Jesus. Jesus, however, sought him out and asked if he believed on “the Son of Man,” a messianic title. The man answered, “Who is he, Lord (in this case, “Lord” is the cultural equivalent of “sir.”). When Jesus identified himself as the Son of Man, the man said, in clear terms, “I believe you,” thus accepting Jesus as the Messiah. At that point, it would have been appropriate and cultural for him to bow (or fall on his face) before Jesus. This is where the exact action that accompanies proskuneō is not clear. What is clear is the act of homage the man paid to Jesus.
Joh 9:39
“For judgment.” The Greek word translated “judgment” is the noun krima (#2917 κρίμα), and in this context, it refers to the judicial decision that separates the righteous from the unrighteous; the verdict that is passed upon those who are judged. The “verdict” is neutral, both the righteous and unrighteous get a verdict, a judicial decision. The content of that verdict will differ and be individual, but that is not the meaning of verdict here.
“will see.” The verb with “blind” and “see” is in the subjunctive mood, thus many versions have “may” instead of will. But the Greek conjunction hina is the reason the verb is subjunctive, (#2443, hina, ἵνα; usually translated “that,” “in order that,” or “so that,” but see Word Study: “Hina”). Thus, when hina is used, the verb must be translated according to the context, not strictly by the mood of the verb. Jesus says he came for judgment, which will mean that those who are blind will see, while those who say they see will be blind.
Joh 9:40
“Those of the Pharisees who were with him.” Although many of the Pharisees who had been arguing with Jesus were gone, some of them had stayed around the blind man and were with him when Jesus found him and spoke with him.
 
John Chapter 10
Joh 10:1
“Truly, truly, I say to you.” John 10:1-21 is the continuation of the dialogue between Jesus and the Pharisees, a specific dialogue that started in John 9:40. This would have been much easier to see if John chapter 10 had not been a new chapter but instead, simply a continuation of John 9, and thus John 10:1 had been numbered as John 9:42. Sometimes when chapters were put in the Bible, instead of helping they broke up the subject matter and made it harder to understand, and that is the case here. This record starts in John 9:35 when Jesus enters the scene, and goes to John 10:21, after which point there seems to be a break in time. If a chapter break must be inserted, the most appropriate chapter place for it seems to be between John 9:39 and 40, but even that would have broken up the record. The whole dialogue between Jesus and the Jews is John 9:40-10:21. The Pharisees are called “the Jews” in John 10:19, which is a phrase that in John often refers to the leaders among the Jews. Furthermore, the Jews themselves were still talking about Jesus healing the blind man in John 10:21, saying, “These are not the sayings of one who has a demon. Is a demon able to open the eyes of the blind?”
Not seeing that the record in John 9 continues into chapter 10 causes the reader to miss some important points in the record. Two of the major points that are being made in the dialogue between Jesus and the Pharisees are that the Pharisees were “blind” (John 9:39-41) and “deaf” (John 10:3). Humble people, like the man born blind (John 9:1), could “see” the truth, but the Pharisees were “blind” and could not see it, so they did not repent of their sin and get forgiven, instead, their “sin remains” (John 9:40). Similarly, the Pharisees were “deaf” to the voice of the Messiah. The true sheep of God, the humble believers, “heard” the voice of the Good Shepherd, but the proud unbelievers did not hear it (John 10:3-5; the words “hear” and “voice” occur several times in those verses).
That the unbelievers are proud and arrogant, and thus blind and deaf to the truth is a theme that occurs over and over in the Bible. The prophecy in Isaiah 6:9-10, that Israel would not see, hear, or understand the truth, occurs in whole or in part five more times in Scripture (Matt. 13:14-15; Mark 4:12; Luke 8:10; John 12:40; Acts 28:26-27), the repetition giving great emphasis to God’s attempts to get people to believe, and highlighting man’s stubborn refusal to believe and obey God. Isaiah 29:10 is yet another verse about Israel not being able to see, hear, or believe the truth, and it is quoted in Romans 11:8. Israel’s rejection of God is why they were said to have “uncircumcised” ears (Jer. 6:10; Acts 7:51).
Only the chapter before this confrontation in John 9 and 10, Jesus was in the Temple and confronted the Jews. After some back-and-forth dialogue that was going nowhere, he told them, “Why do you not understand what I am saying? Because you are not able to hear my word” (John 8:43). It is likely that these Jews in John 9 and 10 were some of the same group of Jews that Jesus confronted in John 8.
An important thing to keep in mind when reading verses that say things such as God hardened someone’s heart, or blinded their eyes, or covered their ears is that those people did those things to themselves: God does not harden someone’s heart and then punish him for having a hardened heart. That would be totally against the loving nature of God. Verses that say things like God hardened someone’s heart are written using standard Hebrew language and customs, and are using the Semitic “idiom of permission.”
The “idiom of permission” is a name given by scholars to the particular Semitic manner of speaking in which someone is said to actively do what he only allowed to be done. For example, God did not reach into Pharaoh’s heart and harden it, but He allowed Pharaoh to harden his own heart (actually, Pharaoh had free will and God could not stop him from hardening his heart). God asked Pharaoh over and over again to let His people go. Pharaoh refused. The more God asked, and the stronger God’s plague warnings became, the more stubborn Pharaoh became and the harder he had to make his heart to resist God. So God was only hardening Pharaoh’s heart in the sense that Pharaoh had to harden his heart harder and harder to resist God’s appeals. The same is true of the Jews. Through the centuries God sent prophet after prophet to Israel, and Israel suffered consequence after consequence because of their unbelief. The more prophets God sent, the more Israel hardened itself against them. So in the Semitic idiom, God is said to have blinded Israel’s eyes and closed her ears. He did nothing of the kind. It is said, “The same sun that melts the wax hardens the clay.” Each person decides whether he is wax or clay. In this record in John 9 and 10, the “sunlight” was poured on the Jews. They saw the Messiah heal a man who was blind from birth and tell them he was the Good Shepherd. Would they humble themselves and give up the money, power, and control they had in Israel and follow the Messiah, or would they harden themselves and maintain their worldly power and position? They chose to “not see” the healing, and “not hear” the voice of the Good Shepherd. Like Israel of old, they hardened their hearts.
[For more on “the Jews” being a designation for the religious leaders, see commentary on John 1:19. For more on the idiom of permission, see commentary on Rom. 9:18.]
“Truly, truly.” The Greek is amēn amēn (#281 ἀμήν). It was a strong affirmation or way of emphasizing what someone was about to say. In the three other Gospels it is not doubled, it is only, “truly I say to you.” However, it occurs 25 times in John and is always doubled. The doubling adds emphasis and is technically the figure of speech geminatio, a form of epizeuxis. The figure geminatio occurs when the same word is repeated with the same meaning for emphasis with no words between the word that is repeated.[footnoteRef:1538] [1538:  E. W. Bullinger, Figures of Speech Used in the Bible, 189.] 

“sheepfold.” This teaching of Jesus is very much like a parable in that it contains many figures of speech and has many levels of understanding (thus it can be called a parable). It certainly was an illustration from everyday life in biblical times, and the sheepfold, shepherd, doorkeeper, and sheep would be familiar to everyone. Beyond that simplicity, the teaching becomes complex, involving figures of speech such as metaphor (“I am the door,” etc.) and hypocatastasis (“sheep”) which we learn from the scope of Scripture refers to believers; cf. Matthew 25:33, and Bullinger.[footnoteRef:1539] [1539:  Bullinger, Figures of Speech.] 

[For more on hypocatastasis, see commentary on Rev. 20:2.]
A sheepfold was an open area in the countryside surrounded by a wall that was usually topped with interwoven briars and thorns so that wild animals and thieves could not get to the sheep inside. The folds were often quite large and would accommodate several flocks at once. That is why it was so vital that the sheep knew the shepherd’s voice, who not only called to them, but often called them by name, as in this parable (John 10:3). As the shepherd called to his sheep, often in the early morning while it was still quite dark, the sheep would know the shepherd’s voice and leave the other sheep and go out with their shepherd (John 10:3). The sheep would not know the voice of a stranger, and so would never follow a stranger (John 10:5). The biblical shepherd went ahead of his flock, calling, speaking to them, or singing, and his sheep would follow him (John 10:4). This is in contrast to the Western shepherd, who herds his sheep in front of him, and follows them. The doorkeeper of the fold would let legitimate shepherds and hired hands in, but not allow unauthorized people to enter. The doorkeeper is not named in this teaching, but the scope of the teaching shows us it must be God.
This parable of Jesus has multiple layers of meaning. For example, Jesus is both the door of the fold and the Good Shepherd. The multiple layers of meaning draw us deeply into the teaching, inviting us to spend time reading and rereading the parable, considering all that it is saying to us. Because of the layers of meaning, it cannot be read once through and “simply understood.” Often the multiple layers of meaning are confusing to an unsaved or unspiritual person, who thinks the biblical writers should have written something simple and straightforward. They wonder, “How can Jesus be both the door and the Good Shepherd? How can the fold represent everlasting life and also just safety on this earth?” It is that kind of information that can be confusing and causes some scholars to call the teaching “nonsense.”[footnoteRef:1540] In reality, it is the profound Word of our Heavenly Father who loves us on multiple levels and wants us to explore that with Him as we read and pray. [1540:  Cf. Urban von Wahlde, Gospel and Letters of John.] 

The sheepfold represents two different things in the parable. The “fold” is everlasting life (“If anyone enters by me, he will be saved;” John 10:9). However, it also is simply a place where the sheep can be safe, because they “go in and out, and find pasture” (John 10:9). It is easy to understand the two meanings, because while it is true that God’s sheep have everlasting life, they also need the guidance and support of the Good Shepherd right now, while they go in and out in life.
A point of the parable that we should not miss is that the thieves and robbers enter the fold by stealth so they can get to the sheep. They do not enter to stay and have everlasting life (if they wanted that, they would just enter by the door and be a sheep). They come to steal, kill, and destroy (John 10:10), not to have everlasting life. They are thieves, robbers, strangers, and wolves (John 10:1, 5, 12). Often God’s people are naïve about how many thieves and robbers there are who do not love the flock, but by design or ignorance, hurt the sheep. Also, there are good people who try to shepherd the flock but who do it for reward, not out of love and devotion, and these “hired hands” do not adequately protect the sheep and so end up actually contributing to their being hurt (John 10:12).
We can tell from the use of “thieves” in John 10:1, that “the thief” in John 10:10 is anyone who is trying to take the sheep away from the Good Shepherd, but it also certainly points to that Great Thief, the Devil, who is ultimately behind all the attacks on the sheep. All those who work to destroy the sheep are doing the work of the Devil.
“fold.” The Greek is aulē (#833 αὐλή, pronounced ow-'lay). It was used in the time of the Greek poet Homer (date unknown: 800-1200 BC) to refer to an uncovered space surrounded by a wall in which were the house and stables for livestock. So in the biblical culture, it came to be used for a roofless area enclosed by a wall out in the open country in which flocks were kept at night, a sheepfold. The word aulē was also used for the uncovered courtyard of a house. Also, in the Septuagint, it was used of the open courts of the Tent of Meeting (Tabernacle), and the Temple in Jerusalem, and the New Testament uses aulē of the Temple courtyard as well (Rev. 11:2).
“door.” The Greek word is thura (#2374 θύρα), “door.” The meaning of “door” is just as we use it today, usually the door to a building, or room in a building. It was different from the Greek word pulē (#4439 πύλη, pronounced 'poo-lay), usually translated “gate.” The pulē often referred to gates that opened into courtyards or wide areas (such as the gate of the Temple).
Joh 10:2
“the one who enters by the door is the shepherd.” Jesus said he was the door (John 10:7), and true shepherds, those people who shepherd under the “Chief Shepherd” (1 Pet. 5:4), the “Good Shepherd” (John 10:11), enter into God’s flock through Jesus Christ and teach about and elevate Jesus Christ. In John 10:11, Jesus changes his metaphor from being the door to being the Good Shepherd.
Joh 10:4
“he goes before them.” This is a custom of shepherds in biblical times. The Western shepherd drives his sheep, the Eastern shepherd leads them.
Joh 10:6
“veiled language.” The Greek is paroimia (παροιμία #3942) and it occurs 5 times in the NT. It is “a brief communication containing truths designed for initiates, veiled saying, figure of speech, in which esp. lofty ideas are concealed.”[footnoteRef:1541] It is also translated “proverb” in 2 Peter 2:22. Jesus’ language was figurative, but exactly what to call it is debated by scholars, so it is translated differently in different English versions; cf. “parable” (ASV, KJV); “analogy” (CEB); “indirect manner of speaking” (CJB); “illustration” (HCSB, NKJV); “figure of speech” (ESV, NAB); “similitude” (YLT). Technically, referring to God’s people as sheep the way it is done in John 10:2, 3, 4, etc., is the figure of speech hypocatastasis (see commentary on Rev. 20:2). [1541:  BDAG, s.v. “παροιμία.”] 

Joh 10:9
“and will go in and go out.” This phrase is a figure of speech polarmerismos where the opposite ends of something are put for the whole thing. The Jewish day started at sunset and people went into their tents or homes to sleep and for safety, and then in the morning, they would go out to live and work. So the beginning and end are put for the whole, and “go in and go out” means to live all of life. Solomon used the same figure of speech (1 Kings 3:7).
[For more on polarmerismos, see commentary on Josh. 14:11.]
Joh 10:10
“the thief.” The “thief” in this record is specifically a reference to the various evil religious leaders. It is not a direct reference to the Devil, although in John 8:44 Jesus boldly proclaimed that the religious leaders were children of the Devil, and said that they did the works of their father the Devil. It is not wrong to call the Devil a thief, because he is one, but the “thief” in this parable is any given follower of the Devil, who through evil intent or simple ignorance destroys the sheep.
The key to understanding what Jesus is saying is to realize the record here in John 10 is a continuation of John 9, and even a continuation of John 8, at least in general thrust and impact (see commentary on John 10:1). In John 8, which occurred during the Feast of Tabernacles which would have brought huge crowds to Jerusalem, Jesus openly opposed the religious leaders. Jesus taught that he was the light of the world, but the religious leaders challenged him. But he said to them, “You are from beneath, I am from above…That is why I said to you that you will die in your sins” (John 8:23-24). The argument between Jesus and the Jews got more and more heated until the last verse in John 8, at which point the Jews “picked up stones to throw at him, but Jesus hid himself and went out of the Temple” (John 8:59).
Apparently, as Jesus was leaving the area, he passed a man born blind and healed him (John 9:1-12. There does not seem to be a time break between John chapters 8 and 9). At that point, the Pharisees, those children of the Devil, got involved again and intensely questioned the man about his healing (John 9:13-34) and eventually ended up casting the man out of the congregation because he would not admit Jesus was a sinner (John 9:34). Soon after that, Jesus found the man and comforted him and resumed a dialogue with some of the Pharisees, apparently a smaller group who had stayed around the blind man (John 9:35-41).
The group of Pharisees asked Jesus if they were blind too, that is, blind to the truth, and Jesus in effect said, “Yes” (John 9:41). Jesus then started John 10:1 by saying “Truly, truly, I say to you,” and the “you” are the Pharisees of John 9:41. So John 10:1-21 is Jesus continuing the dialogue he started in John 9:40 with this group of Pharisees.
Jesus used the metaphor of sheep and a shepherd to speak to those Pharisees about who he was and the failure of the Jewish leaders to take care of God’s people, the “sheep.” Jesus called himself the door of the sheepfold (John 10:7, 9), and said that anyone who got into the sheepfold some other way than through him was a thief and robber (John 10:1). Of course, that showed that the religious leaders were thieves and robbers because they were in among the sheep and were claiming to be rulers over them, but they rejected Jesus Christ.
Jesus went on to say, “The thief does not come except to steal and kill and destroy” (John 10:10). The “thief” in John 10:10 is the same as in John 10:1, and the fact that they steal, kill, and destroy had just been vividly demonstrated in John 8 and 9: the religious leaders called Jesus a Samaritan who had a demon, and thus they steered people away from Christ (John 8:48); they tried to stone Jesus (John 8:59); and they mistreated and excommunicated a man born blind whom God had just healed (John 9:34).
Religious leaders who reject Christ are thieves, stealing God’s sheep away from him for their own aggrandizement and because of their own arrogance and pride, and all they do is steal, kill, and destroy. Because of that, it is imperative that God’s people—His “sheep”—learn the difference between a “thief” and a minister who accepts Christ, leads others to Christ, and co-ministers with Christ. Sadly, the religious world is full of leaders—thieves—who reject Jesus Christ as Lord. These supposedly spiritual people are dangerous and can do a lot of damage to a person who follows them. Jude refers to them as “hidden reefs” who can sink a person or a fellowship with their lies, false beliefs, and sin (Jude 1:12). In contrast to those religious thieves, Jesus said, “I came so they can have life, and have it abundantly,” and “I am the good shepherd” (John 10:10-11, 14).
Although it is commonly taught that the “thief” in John 10:10 is the Devil, that is not the case. Besides the immediate context, the cultural context also points to the fact that the “thief” referred to self-serving religious leaders. Gary Manning writes that Jesus used commonly known symbols in his parables to help them resonate with his audience. Manning writes, “…symbols in the New Testament were not new; instead, Jesus and the apostles used existing symbols from the Old Testament or from their culture…Thief is not used as a metaphor for Satan in the Old Testament, the New Testament, or other ancient Jewish literature. However, thief and bandit are used as metaphors for the leaders of Israel in the Old Testament (Isa. 1:23, Jer. 2:26, 7:11, 23:30). At least 20 other ancient Jewish documents described the ruling Jewish priests as thieves. In fact, Jesus was intentionally reusing an existing shepherd parable from Ezekiel 34. In Ezekiel 34, God condemns the failed leaders of Israel, who have stolen from the sheep, killed them, and caused them to become scattered. God says that he will remove these hired shepherds and replace them…Jesus is doing the same thing in John 10. He condemns the leaders of Israel as thieves and points to himself as the only true shepherd.”[footnoteRef:1542] [1542:  Gary Manning, “Misinterpreting the Thief (John 10:10),” The Good Book Blog, Talbot School of Theology, April 28, 2016.] 

Church Fathers and theologians through the centuries have understood that the “thieves” in John chapter 10 are the evil religious leaders. For example, Clement of Alexandria (c. 150-c. AD 215) wrote about the thieves: “Those, then, who follow impious words and dictate them to others inasmuch as they pervert the divine words instead of using them rightly” (Stromateis 7.17). Gregory of Nazianzus challenged people as to whether they would follow Christ or others. Will you follow Christ, “Or will you follow a stranger climbing up in to the fold like a robber and a traitor? Will you listen to a strange voice when that voice would take you away by stealth and scatter you from the truth” (On Easter and His Reluctance, Oration 1.6-7). John Chrysostom (AD 347-407), bishop of Constantinople wrote, “Jesus refers to those who had been before and to those who would come after him: antichrist and false christs” (sic. Homilies on the Gospel of John 59.2.3.[footnoteRef:1543] John Calvin (AD 1509-1564) understood who the thief was, but also caught the heart of the passage, that it was a warning that some of the religious leaders were evil, so we should not let them surprise us. “‘The thief cometh not.’ By this saying, Christ—if we may use the expression—pulls our ear, that the ministers of Satan may not come upon us by surprise.”[footnoteRef:1544] [1543:  Above references are from Joel Elowsky, John 1-10 [ACCS].]  [1544:  William Pringle, trans., The Gospel According to John by John Calvin, 1:401.] 

It is quite common to hear today that the thief in John 10:10 is the Devil rather than devilish ministers. Gary Manning briefly covers the history of the shift. “In the 1800s and early 1900s, many denominations produced Sunday School curriculum and Bible study-oriented newspapers…When these curricula covered John 10, they nearly always gave the traditional interpretation: the thief represents failed human leaders in Israel, and this can be applied to false teachers today. But there was an interesting change that happened sometime in the mid-1800s. A few devotional books and some Sunday School curriculum (but still a minority, and no commentaries) began to say that the thief referred to Satan…Finally, the view that the thief was Satan began to appear in a few mainstream commentaries in the early 1900s (Arthur Pink is a notable example). But by the mid-20th century, commentaries again began to return to the traditional view that the thief referred to false leaders.”[footnoteRef:1545] [1545:  Manning, “Misinterpreting the Thief.”] 

In summary, by the time he spoke the words recorded in John 10:10, Jesus had been in an ongoing argument with the religious leaders in Israel for quite a while, and now was being questioned by some Pharisees. He was teaching them and his disciples, and any bystanders as well, to beware of evil leaders and false teachers who did not come to God through the “door,” that is, Jesus himself. So the “thief” in John 10:10 is not the Devil, but evil leaders. That does not mean the Devil is not a thief, because he is one, but he is the thief behind the scenes while those people who follow his ways and try to lead apart from Jesus Christ are the specific thieves of John 10. Certainly one of the central points of Jesus’ message besides his statement that he is the door and the good shepherd, is that there are evil, satanic ministers in the religious system today, and the wise person knows they are there, watches out for them, and is not misled by them. Furthermore, that cannot be done by instinct, but by intimately knowing the Word of God, which directs us as to what is truth and what is error.
“kill.” The word “kill” is translated from the Greek word thuō (#2380 θύω), meaning “to sacrifice.” Elsewhere in the Old and New Testaments, it is used nearly exclusively to refer to the killing of animals (for ritual sacrifice or celebration). There were several other Greek words for kill (e.g., apokteinō, anaireō, diaxeirizomai, phoneuō), so it is very telling that the Lord used this word to describe the thief. The choice to employ thuō shows us that humans are just like animals to devilish rulers who use people to gain their own ends, and those rulers and leaders kill humans as if they were animals. (See commentary on Acts 10:13 for another interesting usage of this word).
Joh 10:11
“life.” The Greek word is psuchē (#5590 ψυχή, pronounced psoo-'kay), often translated “soul.” The Greek word has a large number of meanings, including the physical life of a person or animal; an individual person; or attitudes, emotions, feelings, and thoughts. Here it refers to the physical life of the body, which is why most versions translate it “life,” which is accurate in this context. This is one of the many verses that show that psuchē, soul, is not immortal.
[For a more complete explanation of psuchē, “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
Joh 10:15
“life.” See commentary on John 10:11.
Joh 10:16
“I have other sheep that are not of this fold.” Jesus is saying that there are others who believe in God who are not Jews (or proselytes). Although some commentators say that Jesus was speaking about the inclusion of the Gentiles in the Christian Church (and it is true Gentiles and Jews are now one Body in Christ) that is not the primary meaning of what Jesus was saying. Jesus did not say he “will have” other sheep, but that he “has” other sheep—he already has them, and he will also have more of them in the future.
There have always been Gentiles who deserved salvation and everlasting life. It helps to remember that starting from Adam, there was more time between Adam and Christ when Jews did not exist than when Jews did exist. Before the time of Jacob—before Judah was born and before God changed Jacob’s name to Israel—there were no Jews. Since Jacob lived from about 1800-1650 BC (Jacob lived to be 147 years old; Gen. 47:28), and Adam was created around 4,000 BC (possibly 3961 BC), there were over 2,000 years before the Jews existed, and less than that once they did exist.
But even when there were Jews on earth, there were still non-Jews who acted in a godly way and will be granted everlasting life on the Day of Judgment. That both Jews and Gentiles will be in the Kingdom of Christ on earth is why Christ will be a light to the Gentiles (Isa. 49:6), and why the Temple will be “a house of prayer for all people” (Isa. 56:7). There are many verses that speak of Gentiles (sometimes referred to as “the nations”) being in the future Kingdom of Christ (cf. Isa. 2:2-4; 11:10-12; 42:1-4; 52:15; 55:5; 60:3; Jer. 3:17; 4:2; Mic. 4:2-3; Zeph. 2:11; Zech. 2:11; 8:20-23; 9:10; Mal. 1:11, 14).
Joh 10:17
“life.” See commentary on John 10:11.
“in order that I can receive it again.” Jesus “received” life from the Father, who raised him from the dead. The Bible teaches that Jesus was raised from the dead, and specifically that God raised Jesus from the dead. Jesus did not raise himself from the dead, he was raised from the dead. However, there are two places in Scripture, both in the book of John, John 2:19 and John 10:17-18, that have been historically used to say that Jesus raised himself from the dead. However, if those verses are understood that way they are an anomaly that both contradicts the many other clear verses about God raising Jesus from the dead and also skews the whole concept of death. But both those verses can be, and should be, understood in a way that harmonizes with all the other verses that say that God raised Jesus from the dead.
What Jesus said was that he would “receive” his life back, that is, it would be given back to him by God. He did not say he would “take” his life back.
This commentary entry will examine John 10:17-18 (for a study of John 2:19, see the commentary on John 2:19). However, before we examine John 10:17-18, it will be helpful to review some of the many clear verses that teach that Jesus was raised from the dead.
· Matthew 17:23: Jesus taught that after he died, “the third day he will be raised.”
· Matthew 28:7: The angel told the women that Jesus “was raised from the dead.”
· Mark 14:28: Jesus taught his disciples that “after I am raised I will go ahead of you into Galilee.”
· John 2:22: Jesus’ disciples remembered Jesus’ teaching after “he was raised from among the dead.”
· John 21:14: Jesus revealed himself to his disciples “after he was raised from among the dead.”
· Acts 2:24: Peter taught that Jesus was not dead because “God raised him up.”
· Acts 2:32: Peter taught, “God has raised this Jesus.”
· Acts 3:15: Peter spoke about Jesus “whom God raised from among the dead.”
· Acts 4:10: Peter spoke about Jesus “whom God raised from among the dead.”
· Acts 5:30: Peter spoke to the Jewish leaders and said, “The God of our fathers raised Jesus.”
· Acts 10:40: Peter taught the Gentiles that Jesus died, but “God raised him up the third day.”
· Acts 13:30: Paul taught in Antioch that Jesus died, “But God raised him from among the dead.”
· Romans 10:9: “if you confess with your mouth, ‘Jesus is Lord,’ and believe in your heart that God raised him from among the dead, you will be saved.”
· 1 Corinthians 6:14: “God raised the Lord, and will also raise us up through his power.”
· Galatians 1:1: “God the Father, who raised him [Jesus] from among the dead”
· Ephesians 1:19-20: “his [God’s] mighty strength that he worked in Christ when he raised him from among the dead.”
· Colossians 2:12: “God, who raised him from among the dead.”
All the above Scriptures, and there are others like them, testify that Jesus “was raised” from the dead. None of them say or imply that Jesus raised himself, and after Jesus was raised, the apostles taught that God raised Jesus from the dead. It is important to realize how many times and how clearly the Bible says God raised Jesus because the Bible is truth and historically accurate, and there cannot be two contradictory histories when it comes to Jesus getting up from the dead. Either God the Father raised him or he raised himself, but both statements cannot be historically accurate. Although someone might postulate that God and Jesus worked together to raise him from the dead, that would just be an assumption to support an already-held belief. There is no verse of Scripture that says that, in contrast to the many that clearly say God raised Jesus.
We will see that John 10:17-18 does not teach that Jesus raised himself from the dead and that properly understanding those verses is a fairly simple matter of translating the Greek text correctly and then understanding what it is saying.
A well-known principle of biblical interpretation is that difficult or cryptic verses that seem to contradict many clear verses need to be understood in light of the clear verses, rather than reinterpreting many clear verses to fit with the one or two difficult verses. In this case, the many clear verses that say that God raised Jesus should be seen to be historically correct. The way to handle an unclear verse in situations like this is to think through other possibilities as to how it could be translated or what it could be saying. In the end, even after much study if the unclear verse is still unclear, it should still not be used to overturn the meaning of the many clear verses. When it comes to John 10:17 however, the verse can easily be understood when the Greek text is understood and translated into English in such a way that it fits with the rest of Scripture.
In the case of John 10:17-18, the Greek word lambanō (#2983 λαμβάνω), which generally means “take” or “receive,” occurs three times, all in the active voice. But in most English versions, lambanō is translated two different ways in those two verses, while the Greek word airō (#142 αἴρω), which occurs one time, is translated in much the same way as lambanō. For example, the King James Version of John 10:17-18 reads: “Therefore doth my Father love me, because I lay down my life, that I might take [lambanō] it again. No man taketh [airō] it from me, but I lay it down of myself. I have power to lay it down, and I have power to take [lambanō] it again. This commandment have I received [lambanō] of my Father.
Note the way lambanō is translated the last time it is used: “This commandment have I received [lambanō] of my Father.” That is a good translation. Jesus did not “take” the commandment from the Father as if he grabbed it from Him. He “received” it when God gave it to him. That is the way lambanō should be translated and understood in John 10:17-18. Then the verses read, “This is the reason the Father loves me: because I lay down my life in order that I can receive [lambanō] it again. No one takes it away [airō] from me, but I lay it down on my own. I have the authority to lay it down and I have the authority to receive [lambanō] it again. This commandment I received [lambanō] from my Father.”
The Emphasized Bible by J. Rotherham translates John 10:17 as, “Therefore, doth the Father, love, me, because, I, lay down my life, that, again, I may receive it,” and he translates the two uses of lambanō in verse 18 as “receive” as well.
Jesus “received” his life from the Father when the Father raised him from the dead. Jesus said he had the authority to receive his life back from the Father, and when we understand sin and its consequences we can understand what Jesus meant by that. The Bible says that the wages of sin is death (Rom. 6:23). If a person sins, the consequence of that sin is everlasting death unless the sin is paid for, which is why a person has to get saved and have Jesus pay for their sin in order to have everlasting life. Jesus’ death paid the wage of sin so sinners could live, but he himself never sinned, and because of that, he had the legal authority to receive life from His Father without breaking any of the spiritual laws of God.
There is another very good reason that Jesus could not raise himself from the dead that has been ignored in orthodox Christianity: a dead person cannot help himself. He is dead. Scripture is quite clear about the fact that dead people do not—indeed cannot—do things such as think, speak, or participate in the things in this world. Jesus was not alive, he was dead, and so he could not raise himself from the dead.
A question that is worth asking is, if lambanō can be translated as either “take” or “receive” in John 10:17-18, why do so many versions translate it “take” when “receive” fits so much better with the rest of the Bible? The answer to that question is that a Trinitarian bias has been translated into most English versions of the Bible. Thus, in many versions, if a verse of scripture can be translated in either a Trinitarian or non-Trinitarian way, the Trinitarian translation is often preferred (cf. John 1:1, 18; 8:58; Rom. 9:5).
Trinitarians teach that Jesus is God, then say that Jesus “died” but was still alive in some form, and because he was God, even though he was dead, he could raise himself from the dead. That does not make any sense and so Trinitarians refer to it as a mystery. But it is not a mystery, it is an error. First, “God” cannot die, and if Jesus was God he could not die. Trinitarians teach that the human nature of Jesus died, but that explanation is invented to support the doctrine of the Trinity. The Bible universally states that “Jesus” died. There is not a single scripture that says only the “human part” of Jesus died. Second, if Jesus did die, then he would be dead and unable to raise himself from the dead. All the problems such as these disappear when we realize that the Bible says that “Jesus” died and that he “received” his life back from the Father.
Another important fact that we should understand about God raising Jesus from the dead is that it is a very important part of the future hope of everlasting life that we humans have. It was a major part of Paul’s argument about the resurrection in 1 Corinthians 15:1-21 that God raised Jesus from the dead (in fact, “raised” is used ten times in those 21 verses, and “resurrection” is used as well). One of the reasons it was so important for Paul to emphasize that God raised Jesus from the dead is that believers need God to raise them from the dead too. People cannot raise themselves from the dead, so we have to trust that God can and will do that for us. If God raised Jesus from the dead to everlasting life, then He can do that for us too. If Jesus raised himself from the dead, or even did it in tandem with God, then God has not ever raised a human to everlasting life, which leaves open some doubt about whether He can do it or not. Thankfully, we know that God raised Jesus from the dead to everlasting life, and He will do that for everyone who is saved.
[For information of Jesus becoming “a sin offering” and not “sin,” see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:21. For more information on dead people being dead in every way and not able to help themselves, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.” For more on there being everlasting death for the unsaved, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.” For more information on Jesus not being God and there not being a Trinity, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.” Also see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
Joh 10:19
“Jews.” This is the restricted use of the word “Jews,” referring only to the religious leaders of the Jews and those who oppose God and Christ. It is interesting and noteworthy that the obviously good and godly works that Jesus was doing were producing division among them. That is one reason that the Bible commands believers to do good works. Unbelievers who think that your theology is crazy can be swayed by consistent good works (cf. John 10:25).
[For more information on “Jews” referring to the religious leaders, see commentary on John 1:19.]
Joh 10:22
“the Feast of Dedication.” This is the feast more commonly known as Hanukkah. It was instituted by Judas Maccabaeus in 167 BC, in commemoration of the cleansing and rededication of the Temple in Jerusalem after the Greek Seleucid ruler, Antiochus Epiphanes had profaned it in many ways, including sacrificing a pig on the altar. Hanukkah became an annual feast lasting eight days, starting on the twenty-fifth of the month “Chisleu” (or spelled “Kislev”), which normally falls in December, thus the statement in John 10:23 that it was winter.
Jesus would not have spent the two months between the Feast of Tabernacles (Feast of Booths) and Hanukkah in Jerusalem. He was in Jerusalem for the Feast of Tabernacles in John 7-10 (cf. John 7:2, 10, 14). After the Feast of Tabernacles, he would have gone back to Galilee for about two months until Hanukkah. As we see in John 10:22ff, the conflict between the Jews and Jesus Christ picked up almost exactly where it had left off some two months earlier, with the Jews pressuring Jesus as to who he was, and Jesus speaking of his sheep hearing his voice.
Joh 10:24
“Jews.” This is the restricted use of the word “Jews,” referring only to the religious leaders of the Jews and those who oppose God and Christ.
[For more information, see commentary on John 1:19.]
“souls.” The Greek word translated “soul” is psuchē (#5590 ψυχή, pronounced psoo-'kay), and it has a large number of meanings, including the physical life of a person or animal; an individual person; and attitudes, emotions, feelings, and thoughts. Here, psuchē is used broadly and means “us” (as it is translated in most versions), but the fact that “soul” is used and not just the Greek word “us” lets us know that these religious leaders were emotionally invested in getting an answer to their question. The Greek has psuchē in the singular, “our soul,” but in English, we would say, “our souls.” Note how this section of John shows us some of the common uses of psuchē, because it refers to human “life” in John 10:11, 15, 17.
[For a more complete explanation of “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
Joh 10:26
“of my sheep.” This is the partitive use of the preposition ek (#1537 ἐκ) and the genitive case. The partitive usage indicates a part of some greater whole; in this case, Jesus denies that these Jews were a part of the larger group of “his sheep.”
Joh 10:28
“life in the age to come.” This is the everlasting life that begins with the new Messianic Age, the Millennial Kingdom.
[For more information on this phrase, see Appendix 1: “Life in the Age to Come.”]
Joh 10:29
“My Father, who has given them to me, is greater than all.” This is one of the many verses that show that Jesus Christ is not co-equal with the Father and thus not part of a Trinity. The Bible states in many places and in many ways that “God” is greater than Christ.
[See Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son,” esp. section 12.]
Joh 10:30
“I and the Father are one.” Here in John 10:30, Jesus says that he and the Father are “one” in purpose, and unified in their goals and actions. Jesus and the Father operate in perfect unity, and it should be the goal of every Christian to be “one” with them. This is clearly what Jesus wanted when he prayed, “…that they [Jesus’ followers] may be one as we are one; I in them, and Thou in me, that they may be perfected into one” (John 17:22-23 YLT). When Jesus prayed that his disciples “may be one as we are one,” he did not mean “one in substance,” he meant “one in heart” having unity of purpose.
There is no reason to take John 10:30 to mean what Trinitarian doctrine says it means, that is, that Christ and the Father are of the same “substance” and make up “one God.” To be “one” was a common idiom in the biblical world and it is even still used the same way today when two people say they are “one.” For example, when Paul wrote to the Corinthians about his ministry in Corinth, he said that he had planted the seed and Apollos had watered it. Then he said, “he who plants and he who waters are one” (1 Cor. 3:8 KJV). In the Greek texts, the wording of Paul is the same as that in John 10:30, yet no one claims that Paul and Apollos make up “one being,” or are somehow “of one substance.” Furthermore, the NIV translates 1 Corinthians 3:8 as “he who plants and he who waters have one purpose.” Why translate the same Greek phrase as “are one” in one place, but as “have one purpose” in another place? The reason is the translator’s bias toward the Trinity. But translating the same Greek phrase in two different ways obscures the clear meaning of Christ’s statement in John 10:30: Christ always did the Father’s will; he and God have “one purpose.” The NIV translators would have been exactly correct if they had translated both John 10:30 and 1 Corinthians 3:8 as “have one purpose” instead of only 1 Corinthians 3:8.
Jesus used the concept of “being one” in other places, and from them, one can see that “one purpose” is what he meant. John 11:52 says Jesus was to die to make all God’s children “one.” In John 17:11, 21-23, Jesus prayed to God that his followers would be “one” as he and God were “one.” We believe the meaning is clear: Jesus was praying that all his followers be one in purpose just as he and God were one in purpose, a prayer that has not yet been answered.
Sadly, the Trinitarian bias in reading John 10:30 has kept many people from paying attention to what the Bible is really saying. Jesus was speaking about his ability to keep the “sheep,” the believers, who came to him. He said that no one could take them out of his hand and that no one could take them out of his Father’s hand. Then he said that he and the Father were “one,” i.e., had one purpose, which was to keep and protect the sheep. No wonder Jesus prayed that we believers be “one” like he and his Father. Far too many believers are self-focused and do not pay enough attention to the other believers around them. Cain thought he did not have to be his brother’s keeper, but we should know differently. If we are going to be “one” like God and Jesus are “one,” then we need to work hard to help and bless God’s flock.
There are Trinitarians who agree that John 10:30 is not about Jesus and the Father being one in substance, but one in purpose. For example, the famous theologian John Calvin wrote: “The ancients made a wrong use of this passage to prove that Christ is (homoousios), of the same essence, with the Father. For Christ does not argue about the unity of substance, but about the agreement which he has with the Father, so that whatever is done by Christ will be confirmed by the power of his Father.”[footnoteRef:1546] [1546:  William Pringle, The Gospel According to John by John Calvin, 1:417. The commentary has homoousios in Greek, not transliterated.] 

[For more information on Jesus being the fully human Son of God and not being “God the Son,” see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.” For more on “the Holy Spirit” being one of the designations for God the Father and “the holy spirit” being the gift of God’s nature, see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?” For more information on the interpretation of “I and the Father are one,” see, Anthony Buzzard and Charles Hunting, The Doctrine of the Trinity, Christianity’s Self-inflicted Wound, 289-291; Frederick Farley, The Scripture Doctrine of the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost, 1873, reprinted by Spirit & Truth Fellowship International, 60, 61; Charles Morgridge, True Believer’s Defense Against Charges Preferred by Trinitarians, 1837, reprinted by Spirit & Truth Fellowship, 39-42; and Patrick Navas, Divine Truth or Human Tradition, AuthorHouse, 2011.]
Joh 10:31
“Jews.” The use of “Jews” here in John 10:31 is the restricted use of the word “Jews,” referring only to the religious leaders of the Jews and those who oppose God and Christ.
[For more information, see commentary on John 1:19.]
“took up stones again to stone him.” Just as they had done at the Feast of Tabernacles about two months earlier (see commentary on John 8:59).
Joh 10:33
“Jews.” This is the restricted use of the word “Jews,” referring only to the religious leaders of the Jews and those who oppose God and Christ.
[For more information, see commentary on John 1:19.]
“blasphemy.” The Greek noun is blasphēmia (#988 βλασφημία, pronounced blas-fay-'me-ah), and was used of someone speaking against another. The primary meaning as it was used in the Greek culture was showing disrespect to a person or deity, and/or harming his, her, or its reputation.
[For more on blasphēmia, see commentary on Matt. 9:3.]
“a god.” The Greek word Theos (#2316 θεός), God or god, does not have the definite article and should be translated “a god” or “divine.” The Jews would never believe a man could be Yahweh, “God,” but in Aramaic and Hebrew a man representing God could be referred to as a “god,” as we see here in this very dialogue (John 10:34-35), and that is reflected in the REV translation. Jesus clearly was teaching that he was the Son of God (John 10:36).
[For a much more detailed explanation of the words for “God” being used for God’s representatives, see commentaries on John 20:28 and Heb. 1:8. For more on Jesus not being God in the flesh, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.”]
Joh 10:36
“him whom the Father made holy and sent into the world.” The teaching that God sent Jesus Christ occurs over 40 times in the New Testament and can have different meanings in different contexts.
[For in-depth commentary on Jesus Christ having been sent by the Father, and its different meanings and nuances in context, see commentary on John 6:57.]
“You speak blasphemy.” The Greek verb blasphēmeō (#987 βλασφημέω) means showing disrespect to a person or deity, and/or harming his, her, or its reputation. The religious leaders thought it was slanderous and insulting to God that Jesus would refer to himself as the Son of God.
[For more on blasphēmeō, see commentary on Matt. 9:3.]
Joh 10:38
“come to know and continue to know.” The Greek verb, used twice, is ginōskō (#1097 γινώσκω). The first ginōskō is in an aorist tense active voice and here means, “come to know,” or “get to know.” The second ginōskō is in the present tense, active voice, and refers to an ongoing knowledge, “continue to know.” Lenski’s commentary has, “that you may come to realize and go on realizing.”[footnoteRef:1547] The force of the two verbs is expressed more idiomatically, but correctly by Newman and Nida: “that you may know once and for all….”[footnoteRef:1548] Most modern versions say something similar to “know and understand,” using “understand” to express ongoing knowledge, but there is a fundamental difference between knowing something and understanding it. Also, there is the fact that it would not just be one work that would convince people that Jesus was the Christ, but ongoing works that could be seen and believed, thus continuing to reinforce the knowledge that Jesus was the Christ. [1547:  R. C. H. Lenski, Interpretation of St. John’s Gospel, 772.]  [1548:  Barclay M. Newman and Eugene A Nida, A Translator’s Handbook on the Gospel of John, 347.] 

“the Father is in union with me, and I am in union with the Father.” In Greek, this is the use of “in” that refers to the sense of sphere and relation, which some Greek grammars refer to as the “static en,” (the English would be the static “in,” not the static “en”). The static “in” is often used to refer to being in a relationship, and that is certainly true with the phrase, “in me” and “in the Father.” The preposition en (#1722 ἐν), like all prepositions, has many different meanings, depending on the context. In fact, BDAG says of en:
“The uses of this preposition are so many and various, and often so easily confused, that a strictly systematic treatment is impossible. It must suffice to list the main categories, which will help establish the usage in individual cases.”[footnoteRef:1549] [1549:  Arndt and Gingrich, Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “ἐν.”] 

What BDAG is saying is that there are so many meanings of the preposition en (“in”), that we need to get an understanding of its major uses and then we can gain a feel for how it is used in specific places. The important meaning of en for the study of these verses in John and the many other verses that speak of us being “in Christ,” “in the Lord,” “in him,” etc., is that it signifies a close association or relationship. BDAG says:
“Especially in Paul or Johannine usage, [en is used] to designate a close personal relation in which the referent of the ἐν-term is viewed as the controlling influence: under the control of, under the influence of, in close association with...In Paul the relation of the individual to Christ is very often expressed by such phrases as ἐν Χριστῷ [in Christ], ἐν κυρίῳ [in the Lord], etc.,...in connection with, in intimate association with, keeping in mind.”
In light of what BDAG is saying, some of the ways the preposition en can be translated include, “in connection with,” “in relationship with,” “in association with,” or “in union with.” When two people (or groups of people) are “in” one another, they are in relation to each other, and the degree of intimacy and connection is defined by the context and scope of Scripture. Thus, for example, in John 10:38, Jesus speaks of the Father being “in” him and he “in” the Father, which is certainly a very close relationship. Some time later, during the Last Supper, Jesus again says he is “in” the Father and the Father “in” him (John 14:10-11). Then Jesus developed his teaching to show that because the apostles follow Jesus he can say, “I am in my Father, and you in me, and I in you” (John 14:20).
When Jesus says to the apostles, “you in me, and I in you” (John 14:20), he is using the same wording that he used when he speaks of being “in” the Father. In fact, Jesus prayed in John 17:21 that people will believe so “that they also may be in us” (in the Father and Jesus).
A study of Jesus’ teaching at the Last Supper shows that he placed a lot of emphasis on he and the Father being “in” each other (John 14:10, 11, 20; 17:21-22), and similarly taught about the disciples being “in” him and he “in” them (John 15:4-7). Thus, just as God and Jesus have an intimate relationship and are in union with one another, so God, Jesus, and believers are to be in an intimate relationship with one another. This intimate relationship is expressed by the word “fellowship” in 1 John 1:3, and according to that verse our fellowship, i.e., our full sharing and intimate joint participation, is to be with God, Jesus, and each other. Thus 1 John 1:3 expresses by the word “fellowship” what the Gospel of John expresses by the word “in.”
Another word in John that expresses the union and fellowship between God, Jesus, and the believer is the word “one.” Jesus said that He and the Father were “one” (John 10:30), meaning one in purpose, unified, in intimate relationship with each other. The Jews were offended at his statement, but he explained it by saying he was “in” the Father and the Father “in” him (John 10:38). Jesus expanded what he said about He and his Father being “one” at the Last Supper when three times he prayed about the believers being “one” just as God and Christ were one. He prayed, “that they can be one, just as we are” (John 17:11), and “that they can all be one, just as you, Father, are in me and I in you, that they also can be in us” (John 17:21), and “so that they can be one, just as we are one; I in them, and you in me, so that they can be perfected into one” (John 17:22-23). It is clear from all the uses of “one” that Jesus and God being “one” does not refer to them being “one God and of the same essence,” but rather one in purpose.
That the word “in” refers to a relationship, a very close relationship, is clear from Jesus elucidating his teaching by using the same vocabulary and speaking of a branch being “in” a vine: “Live in me, and I will in you. As the branch is not able to bear fruit by itself unless it lives in the vine…” (John 15:4). The branch is not “inside” the vine, nor is “in” referring to being of the same mystical essence. It is a simple truth that the branch is in union with the vine; in an intimate relationship with it and united for the same purpose: to produce fruit. Similarly, God and Christ are in an intimate relationship and are in union with each other, and believers are to be in union with them.
A few English versions make the relationship between God, Christ, and us somewhat clearer by translating the en (in) as “in union with,” or “unified with” instead of simply “in.” So, for example, in John 10:38, Charles Williams’ translation reads, “the Father is in union with me and I am in union with the Father” (he also uses “in union with,” rather than just “in” in other places in John). The New Testament translated by Edgar Goodspeed also uses “in union with” in John 10:38; 14:10-11, 20; and “united with” in John 15:4-7). The Complete Jewish Bible by David Stern also reads, “united with” instead of just “in” in John 10 and 14. The New English Bible uses “united with” in John 15:4. The point is that when the Bible says that the Father, Jesus, and believers are “in” each other, or being “one,” it refers to being in an intimate relationship with each other; being in union with each other.
After the Christian Church started on the Day of Pentecost, and salvation via the New Birth became available, the Church became “in” Christ, “in union with” Christ, in an even more powerful way. Christians have the blessings they have by virtue of being united with Jesus Christ (see commentary on Eph. 1:3).
Although the New Testament is translated from the Greek, which has the “static en,” the Hebrew has the same basic concept but it is not expressed as clearly in the grammar itself but is in the context and traditional understanding of the language and the relationships involved. This is important because Jesus would have been speaking Hebrew or Aramaic to his disciples at the Last Supper (and other places in the Gospels), and so the Greek text is a Greek translation of what he said. If the Greek had a “static ‘in’” but the Hebrew did not have that concept, that could make the interpretation of Jesus’ phrase about being “in” the Father and his apostles being “in” him somewhat questionable. But the Hebrew does have the semantic equivalent of the “static ‘in’” as we can see from verses such as Proverbs 8:15-16 (see commentary on Prov. 8:15). So when Jesus was using language such as “I in you and you in me” at the Last Supper, the apostles were familiar with the language and the concepts he was speaking of. The fact that most English readers are not familiar with the static use of “in” is one reason that what Jesus said is so challenging and open to misinterpretation by English readers. Another cultural reason is that in Western culture, especially modern Western culture, people are taught to be independent and self-sufficient. The need to be deeply “in union” with other people does not exist in the modern Western world as it did in the ancient world, before police forces, doctors, hospitals, cars, phones, and mechanical devices—all the things that make independent living so easy. The result is that many modern adults have never actually experienced being “in union” with another person.
The concepts of “in” and “one” in John 14-17 are very simple and point to a close relationship, but they are greatly complicated and usually misunderstood because of the doctrine of the Trinity, which is man-made and not a biblical doctrine. According to the Trinity, Jesus and the Father are “one God,” so when the Bible says they are “in” each other and “one,” Trinitarians have to give these words a mystical meaning and say they refer to God and Jesus being unified in essence and one-and-the-same being. However, that mystical understanding of “in” and “one” can only be derived from the text when a preconceived understanding of the Trinity is read into the verses and the words themselves are stripped of their normal and straightforward meaning.
Phrases such as God being in Christ, Christ being in the disciples, the disciples being in Christ, and the branch being in the vine, should all have the same meaning since they are all part of the same overall context. If we simply read the entirety of Jesus’ teaching, using all the verses that use the same Greek construction with “in” to guide our interpretation, the conclusion is an easy one. God and Christ are “in” each other and want the disciples to be “in” them, and God and Christ are “one” with each other and want the disciples to be “one” with each other and “one” with them. God, Jesus, and the disciples should be in close relationship with each other.
Another difficulty caused by Trinitarian doctrine is that in John 17 Jesus prays that the disciples “can all be one, just as you, Father, are in me, and I in you, that they also can be in us… so that they can be one just as we are one, I in them and you in me, so that they can be perfected into one” (John 17:21-23). We should pay attention to the fact that when Jesus prayed, “that they may be one just as we are one,” the words “just as” are the translation of the Greek word kathōs (#2531 καθώς), which means “in the same manner,” “in the same way.” The only way all the disciples can be “one” is if they are united in heart and mind, and since Jesus was praying that the disciples would be unified “in the same manner” in which he and God were unified, we can know that Jesus was united with his Father by being of the same heart and mind. There is no difficulty here unless it is created by Trinitarian doctrine.
Meyer, himself a Trinitarian, confirms that the unity being spoken of in John is a unity of the heart and mind. He says that the unity referred to in John 10:38 is not “essential unity,” as in the Trinitarian understanding, which Meyer identifies as the “old orthodox explanation,” but rather it is a “dynamic unity.” He identifies this “dynamic unity” as “nothing else than that of inner, active, reciprocal fellowship.”[footnoteRef:1550] [1550:  Heinrich Meyer, Critical and Exegetical Handbook to the Gospel of John, 333.] 

[For more on “in” and the relationship it refers to, see commentary on Eph. 1:3. For information on the Greek preposition eis having the same meaning as en and referring to a relationship, see commentary on Rom. 6:3. For more on the static use of “in” in the Old Testament, see commentary on Prov. 8:15. For more about the doctrine of the Trinity not being biblical and Jesus not being God, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.” Also see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
 
John Chapter 11
Joh 11:2
“And it was this Mary.” Mary anointing Jesus and wiping his feet is in John 12:3. The Gospel of John was written long after Jesus ascended into heaven, so the fact that this mention of Mary is before the event is recorded in John is no problem.
Joh 11:3
“friend.” The Greek is the verb phileō (#5368 φιλέω), “to be a friend to.” It is hard to translate the verb phileō in this context and keep the English as a verb, which is why most English translations have, “He whom you love is sick,” but “friend” is a more accurate translation than “love.” If we translated quite literally, which is not the way we usually talk in English, we would have to say, “He who is your friend is sick,” and understand the verb phileō to be translated by the whole phrase, “is your friend.”
Jesus had a special attachment to Lazarus. For a similar construction see the commentary on John 5:20; “is a friend to,” and for a more complete understanding of phileō, and the difference between phileō and agapaō (love), see the commentary on John 21:15.
Joh 11:4
“is not ending in death.” The Greek has an unusual construction here. The Greek phrase πρὸς θάνατον would literally mean something such as “with a view to death,” as if you could translate it, “This sickness is not with a view to death.” The point was not that Lazarus would not die, because, in fact, he was already dead (see commentary on John 11:6). The phrase means that the final result of the sickness would not be death. Jesus already knew he would raise Lazarus from the dead, something he plainly stated in John 11:11. Newman and Nida write: “The Greek expression ‘this sickness is not to death’ means that ‘death will not be the final result of this sickness.’”[footnoteRef:1551] While Newman and Nida say “final result,” Robertson and Vincent both say death would not be the “final issue.”[footnoteRef:1552] H. Meyer translates the phrase: “it is not to have death for its result.”[footnoteRef:1553] Also, the verb is in the present tense, although that makes it hard to translate into English without it being awkward English. Thus some translations read, “will not” end in death, while the REV attempts to keep the present tense verb and also communicate that the phrase is speaking of an ultimate result: thus, “is not ending in death.” [1551:  Newman and Nida, A Translator’s Handbook on the Gospel of John, 355-56.]  [1552:  Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, 5:194; Vincent, Vincent’s Word Studies, 2:200.]  [1553:  Heinrich Meyer, Critical and Exegetical Handbook to the Gospel of John, 337.] 

Jesus knew Lazarus was dead when the messengers arrived to say he was sick, something we learn by putting the record together, understanding the context, scope of Scripture, and geography. Nevertheless, he did not tell people that, but worded his statement in a way that was true without revealing what he knew. He did not say Lazarus would not die, what he said was that the final result of the sickness would not be death. If the messengers returned to Mary and Martha and told them exactly what Jesus had said, they could have rested in hope that no matter what happened to Lazarus, he would live.
If we translate the phrase, “This sickness will not end in death” (HCSB, NIV); or “This sickness will not lead to death” (ESV, NET), we can see what it is saying when we realize that Jesus knew Lazarus was already dead. For Jesus to say the sickness would not end in death when Lazarus was already dead was a way of saying he would raise Lazarus from the dead.
Some commentators think that Lazarus did not die until after the messengers left Jesus and headed back to Bethany, and Jesus knew by revelation that Lazarus had just died and stayed where he was for two more days. It seems more likely, both from when the messengers would have arrived where Jesus was, and what Jesus said, that Lazarus was already dead when the messengers arrived.
“but to the glory of God.” The sickness would result in God being glorified. That does not mean God made Lazarus sick; no verse says that. God does not make people sick just to make them well. As to the preposition huper, it can mean “to do or suffer anything.”[footnoteRef:1554] [1554:  Thayer, s.v. “ὑπὲρ.”] 

[For more on how God was glorified, see commentary on John 11:6.]
“glorified.” The Greek word is the verb doxazō (#1392 δοξάζω, pronounced dox-'ad-zo), and it refers to glory: i.e., holding in honor, show and acknowledge the dignity, power, and worth of someone. It is related to the noun “glory,” which is doxa (#1391 δόξα ). In the Greek and Roman cultures, the idea of “glory” also often contained the idea of power or might, and that is the case here. It is not just that raising Lazarus from the dead would show Christ’s dignity and worth, but that it would also reveal that he and God have the power to raise the dead after an extended period of time, which the disciples needed to be completely convinced of, because they had to believe that Jesus could come back from the dead after he had been in the grave three days and nights (see commentary on John 11:6, “stayed two more days”).
[For more on glory being associated with power, see commentary on Rom. 6:4.]
Joh 11:5
“loved.” The Greek verb is agapaō (#25 ἀγαπάω) and is very important here. Agapē love (agapē is the noun form), is a love that often runs against the feelings. God so loved that He gave His Son when He did not want to. Christ so loved he gave his life when he did not want to. We are told to love our enemies. In this case, Jesus knew he had to follow the guidance he was being given by God even though his absence was very hard on Mary and Martha. Nevertheless, Jesus loved them with agapē love, and did the difficult, but loving, thing, following the revelation he got from the Father. Lazarus was already dead, and the people needed to be completely convinced that God could raise the dead even after three days (as to why four days were important, see commentary on John 11:6).
Joh 11:6
“so when.” The Greek phrase hōs oun that starts this verse should be translated as “so when” as many modern versions do (cf. BBE, HCSB, ESV, NET, NIV, RSV); or with a “therefore,” as “When, therefore,” or “Therefore, when” (cf. ASV, DBY, NASB, Rotherham, YLT). Although almost all versions end verse 5 with a period and start verse 6 as a new sentence, the text does not have to be punctuated that way. The Greek connective oun ties the two verses together. The point of verses 5 and 6 is so counterintuitive that it grabs our attention and requires study, reflection, and prayer. They say that it was because Jesus loved Mary, Martha, and Lazarus that he stayed where he was for two more days. But how can that be? There are several reasons, but a major part of the record is that when he heard from the messengers that Lazarus was sick, he also knew by revelation that he had already died (see commentary on “stayed two more days” below).
“stayed two more days.” When we piece together what we know about the character of God and Christ, the geography of the area, the four-day time period involved, and the beliefs of the people at the time, we can see both why Jesus knew Lazarus was already dead when the messengers arrived and told him Lazarus was sick, and also why Jesus waited two extra days to raise him from the dead.
As to the character of Christ, that he walked in love and would never let a person die from sickness if it could be prevented, nothing needs to be said. If Jesus heard that Lazarus was sick and could have arrived in time to keep him from dying, he would have left immediately to help him. However, it seems most likely that sometime around the arrival of the messengers, shortly before they arrived or just as they arrived, God let Jesus know Lazarus was already dead. That kind of revelation is quite in character with the entire Gospel of John. The first day that Jesus began to gather disciples he demonstrated that he walked with God by renaming Simon and calling him “Peter” (John 1:42), and very shortly after that he told Nathanael that he saw him under the fig tree (John 1:48). John 2:25 says Jesus knew what was in people, and many other verses in John highlight and confirm his walk by revelation (cf. John 4:17, 18; 5:19, 20; 6:6, 70; 7:16; 13:10, 11, 38). God telling Jesus that Lazarus had died explains why he did not immediately leave for Bethany. F. F. Bruce writes: “…Lazarus must have died shortly after the message was dispatched, and Jesus knew that he had died.”[footnoteRef:1555] Leon Morris concurs, and writes that the “therefore” (or “so when” as the REV translates it) that opens verse 6, “cannot mean that Jesus deliberately waited for Lazarus to die. Indeed, the death must have already taken place when the messengers arrived.”[footnoteRef:1556] J. Dongell writes: “Lazarus must have died almost immediately after the messenger left to find Jesus. The delay of Jesus, then, was not designed to permit Lazarus to die.”[footnoteRef:1557] Newman and Nida write that “verses 17 and 39 suggest that Lazarus was already dead at the time Jesus received the message.”[footnoteRef:1558] [1555:  Bruce, The Gospel &amp; Epistles of John, 240.]  [1556:  Leon Morris, The Gospel According to John [NICNT], 539.]  [1557:  Joseph Dongell, John: A Bible Commentary in the Wesleyan Tradition [Wesleyan Bible Commentary].]  [1558:  Newman and Nida, A Translators Handbook on the Gospel of John.] 

As to the geography and the timing of the four days, we do not know exactly where Jesus was staying. John had been baptizing at “Bethany” beyond the Jordan (John 1:28) and the exact location of that place was unknown. However, it is most likely close to the Jordan River across from Jericho (see commentary on John 1:28). Since the other Bethany, the town of Lazarus, was east of Jerusalem, it would not have been a full day’s journey to go from where Jesus was staying to where Lazarus was buried. Lazarus had been dead for four days when Jesus arrived. Leon Morris succinctly writes: “The four days are accounted for by allowing a day for the journey of the messengers, the two days that Jesus remained where He was, and a day for Jesus’ journey.”[footnoteRef:1559] In the culture of Palestine, burials occurred the same day as the person died, and by the time Jesus arrived Lazarus had been in the tomb for four days (John 11:17). [1559:  Morris, The Gospel According to John [NICNT].] 

A vital final thing we need to understand about the record is why Jesus would stay where he was for two more days. The answer to that question comes from the beliefs of the people. Rabbinic literature from after the time of the New Testament shows that the rabbis taught that the soul hung around the body for three days looking for an opportunity to reenter it, but when decomposition set in on the fourth day, the soul left.[footnoteRef:1560] Although that particular rabbinical commentary post-dates the New Testament, Jesus purposely staying away from Bethany for four days is good evidence that the belief was in existence at the time of Christ (and this may also factor into the wording of Hosea 6:2, that God would revive Israel on the third day). [1560:  Cf. Leviticus Rabba (Rabbinical commentary) 18.1.] 

Even though Lazarus died close to the time of Jesus’ crucifixion, the death and resurrection of Christ were still unknown to the apostles and disciples. Jesus had told them over and over about it, but they just could not grasp it. The cultural belief that the soul would not reenter the body after 3 days would have made Jesus’ resurrection very hard for some people to believe. That Jesus raised Lazarus after four days would confirm to people that God could raise the dead even if they had been in the grave for four days.
Jesus’ powerful miracle of raising Lazarus showed that God could raise the dead even after four days, and helped people, even the apostles, believe in the resurrection. This is clear from John 11:15: “I rejoice for your sakes that I was not there [to heal him] so that you can believe.” The raising of Lazarus did something besides get people to believe Jesus was the Messiah and believe in the resurrection. It was because of the miracle of raising Lazarus that the enemies of Jesus went into high gear in their plans to kill Jesus.
Jesus’ miracle in raising Lazarus after he had been dead was so great, and so undeniable, that many of the Jews believed in him (John 11:45). In contrast to those pure-hearted Jews, the religious leaders realized if they let Jesus go on doing miracles, “everyone will believe in him, and the Romans will come and take away both our Place and our nation” (John 11:48). Then Caiaphas prophesied that it was better for one man to die than for the nation of Israel to perish (John 11:50-52). The result of all this was that from the very day that Jesus raised Lazarus, “from that day on they made plans to kill him” (John 11:53). It was only a short time later, at the time of the Passover, that their plans were fulfilled, and Jesus was crucified.
It was Jesus’ delay to go to Lazarus that made the raising of Lazarus so amazing and undeniable, and started the intense religious fervor to arrest and kill Jesus. Jesus had said that Lazarus’ death was “to the glory of God, so that the Son of God will be glorified by it” (John 11:4), and now we can see the fullness of what he meant. The death and resurrection opened the door for God to be truly glorified by giving His only Son and providing for the salvation of mankind so that anyone who believed could have everlasting life.
Joh 11:9
“12 hours in a day.” At the time of Christ, in both Jewish and Roman reckoning of time, the “day” was divided into 12 hours. Also, both the Jews and Romans divided the night into four “watches,” each being three hours long. (See commentary on Mark 6:48).
Jesus was obviously making a point in John 11:9-10 when he spoke about the hours of the day, but he did not explain it, so there are many opinions about what he meant. We believe that here, like in many other places, Jesus is using something physical to make a spiritual point, actually more than one point. There are 12 hours in a day, and Jesus’ “day” was running out. He would soon die in Jerusalem. After Jesus’ day was over and he was gone, we would be left to “see in a mirror, darkly,” and would stumble (1 Cor. 13:12). Furthermore, Jesus knew that “night is coming, when no one will be able to work” (John 9:4). After the resurrection and ascension, people would not see clearly and stumble, and eventually the time of the Antichrist would come with its full darkness, when even the believers would be handed over to evil (Dan. 7:21; Rev. 13:7).
While it is “day” there is light, but the light is not “in him” (John 11:10), it comes from outside him, from God. Jesus could go back to Judea even though the Jews were trying to kill him because he walked in the light, i.e., by the revelation God gave him. Thus it also seems clear that part of the meaning of what Christ said was that by walking by revelation a person could be safe even in situations that were normally very dangerous. This would turn out to be a good lesson for the disciples after Jesus’ ascension when they were being hunted by the authorities.
Joh 11:11
“fallen asleep.” The Greek verb is koimaō (#2837 κοιμάω), to fall asleep, to be asleep. Sleep is used as a euphemism and metaphor for death. See commentary on Acts 7:60.
“to awaken him.” In the Greek, the hina phrase indicates purpose and is also the reason the verb is subjunctive mood. But Jesus was not going so he “may” awaken him, he was going “to awaken him,” so that is the better translation here.
Joh 11:12
“fallen asleep.” See commentary on Acts 7:60.
Joh 11:13
“sleep.” The Greek word is hupnos (#5258 ὕπνος), “sleep.” Sleep is used as a euphemism and metaphor for death. See commentary on Acts 7:60.
Joh 11:15
“rejoice.” The Greek word is chairō (#5463 χαίρω), which usually means “rejoice.” Although “glad” is within the semantic range of chairō, it did not seem to carry the full meaning of what Jesus was feeling, and perhaps even seemed too smug. It was a difficult time, emotionally. Jesus knew he was very close to his death, and his friend had just died and the family he loved was obviously very hurt. Yet we can have joy and rejoicing in those times because of what we see lies ahead. He was not happy about the death of Lazarus, or the four days he would wait to raise him from the dead, but he rejoiced for the disciples and that what happened to Lazarus would help them to believe in his own resurrection.
“that you can believe.” Jesus’ raising Lazarus from the grave after four days was clear proof that God could raise the dead even if they had been dead for a long time. The historical evidence supports the fact that the rabbis taught that the soul (or spirit; life force) of the body hung around the dead body for three days, but by the fourth day, when decomposition had definitely started, it left and would not return. Thus, culturally, many people would likely have rejected Jesus’ resurrection solely on the basis that he had been dead for three days and nights. However, with Lazarus alive and among the disciples, that objection would melt away.
Although Jesus taught about his death and resurrection many times, the disciples just could not seem to grasp it until after the resurrection when Jesus opened their minds to the Scriptures. No doubt the fact that Jesus raised Lazarus helped the disciples believe in the resurrection, and also helped them witness about Jesus’ resurrection after he ascended to heaven.
[For more information on the disciples’ understanding of Christ’s suffering and death, see commentary on Luke 18:34.]
Joh 11:16
“die with him.” Although Thomas generally has a bad reputation in Christian circles, verses like this one show he was a man of great devotion and courage. We do not know anything about the life of Thomas, but here he boldly declares that death with Jesus is better than life without him. So true; and such a wonderful spiritual lesson! Jesus taught that if we lose our life for his sake we will actually find our life.
Thomas was courageous, but his courage was based on misunderstanding. It seems clear that Thomas did not grasp that Jesus was the “Lamb of God” and had to die for the sins of the world (Heb. 2:17; 1 John 2:2), and he also was obviously ignorant of the fact that Jesus’ atoning death was something that Jesus alone could accomplish. No one else, by dying with Jesus, could help with the atonement.
Joh 11:17
“So when Jesus came.” That is, when Jesus came to Bethany where Lazarus had been buried.
“found.” The Greek word is heuriskō (#2147 εὑρίσκω), and means to find; come upon; discover for oneself; find by searching, or accidentally, or by thought and reflection; to “see;” discover, understand, experience. Jesus knew Lazarus was dead four days, but now he sees that fact personally for himself.
Joh 11:18
“fifteen stadia.” About 1 3/4 miles (2.8 km). The Greek word is stadion (#4712 στάδιον), and a stadia is about 600 feet (185 meters); or 1/8 of a Roman mile. Thus the 15 stadia are very close to 1 3/4 miles. People who lived in Palestine and went to the feasts likely were very familiar with the distance, but people outside of Palestine were not, and the distance is likely given in the text to show us how close to Jerusalem Jesus went, and therefore how dangerous the situation was for him and the apostles.
The description, “fifteen stadia,” would have let everyone know the distance from Bethany to Jerusalem. Historically, the one-stadion race was very popular in the Greco-Roman world and was one of the events in the Panhellenic Games, of which the Olympic Games was one of the games. In fact from 776 to 724 BC, the stadion race was the only Olympic event. This stadion race, this 200-yard sprint, was so prestigious that the “Olympiad,” the span of four years, was named after the winner of the stadion race. The stadion unit of measurement got its name from the place where the race was held, which then came into Latin and English as a place where events were held: a stadium (the Latin and English are spelled the same way).
Joh 11:19
“many of the Jews.” This is one of the several indications that Lazarus and his sisters were a wealthy and influential family. It was Mary who poured the ointment on Jesus that was worth 200 denarii, or about a full year’s salary (John 11:2). It is not unlikely that some of the visitors were some of the “chief priests” who would soon try to kill Lazarus because of the witness he was to Jesus (John 12:10). These Jews were so willing to comfort the sisters concerning their dead brother, but they wanted him dead again when his living witness supported that Jesus was the Christ. This is the blindness and nature of evil: it dismisses reality and does not mind even murder if it furthers its cause.
Joh 11:20
“Mary remained seated.” The records of Martha and Mary show that Martha is the more active and perhaps even the more aggressive one. She is often belittled because she served while Mary sat and listened to the Lord (Luke 10:38-42). But then we do not know how much private time they and their brother got to spend with Jesus, and how many people needed attending to when Jesus visited their home. In this record there is no indication that Jesus called for Martha; it seems to be her more aggressive nature that she would take the initiative to go see him. Perhaps Mary was affected more deeply by the death of her brother; she is the only one who is said to be crying (John 11:33). Perhaps Mary felt betrayed by circumstances. She, like Martha, believed that had Jesus been around when Lazarus was still sick that Jesus could have healed him and kept him from dying (John 11:21, 32). And Jesus had been around until just shortly before Lazarus got sick, but his confrontation with the Jews was so intense that they were seeking to arrest him (John 10:39), and so he had left and traveled beyond the Jordan, out of Judea (John 10:40). That kind of circumstance naturally leaves people with an “If only” mindset.
Martha’s faith shines clearly in the record as she declares that she knows her brother will be in the resurrection. By staying home, Mary missed out on one of Jesus’ very powerful and oft-quoted statements: “I am the resurrection and the life.”
Joh 11:25
“life.” Here the word “life” refers to “life in the Age to Come, which is clear from the next verse, John 11:26.” See commentary on Luke 10:28.
“live.” In this context, “live” refers to living forever. This is one of the many places where “live” is used idiomatically for “live forever,” and sometimes “life” is used in the same way: idiomatically for everlasting life. Occasionally when the Bible uses “life” or “live” with the meaning of “live forever,” scholars refer to the idiom as “the pregnant sense” of the word, either meaning the word has both a regular sense and a fuller meaning in that context, or the word is being used in the fuller idiomatic sense in that context. Furthermore, just as “live” or “life” can refer to everlasting life, “die” and “death” can refer to everlasting death (see commentary on John 8:51).
Culturally, and with an understanding that “will live” refers to living in the Age to Come after the resurrection, an expanded understanding of the last sentence in John 11:25 would be, “Whoever believes in me will live in the Age to come even if he dies now.”
[For more on “live” being used in the pregnant sense of “live forever,” see commentary on Luke 10:28. For more on the idiomatic or “pregnant sense” of some biblical vocabulary, see commentary on Luke 23:42.]
Joh 11:26
“in the age to come.” A translation of eis ton aiona, “to (and through) the Age.” The Greek word eis does not just mean to, but fully into, and in this case, by inference, through it. The preposition dia might have been used, but dia has the added meaning of through and passing out of.[footnoteRef:1561] No resurrected person dies in the middle of the Messianic Age. In the mind of Jesus’ audience, the Messianic Age that was to come was established on earth and lasted forever. The details of it coming to an end and an eternal kingdom following it were not revealed in the Old Testament.[footnoteRef:1562] [1561:  Bullinger, Companion Bible, Appendix 104.]  [1562:  Cf. John W. Schoenheit, The Christian’s Hope.] 

Joh 11:27
“believe.” The Greek word pisteuō (#4100 πιστεύω), is in the perfect tense, active voice, which generally refers to something that started in the past and still is continuing. Martha’s believing that Jesus was the Christ seems to be a firm conclusion she had reached some time earlier and had not wavered in, thus Nyland translates it “firmly believe.”[footnoteRef:1563] On the other hand, it is possible that the perfect tense is being used for emphasis: “I do believe” or “I really believe.” [1563:  Nyland, The Source New Testament, 185.] 

Joh 11:32
“Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died.” Mary makes the same basic statement that Martha did, only the position of “my” in the Greek text is different. No doubt they had expressed the sentiment to each other many times, and both expressed it to Jesus (John 11:21, 32). But whereas Martha is more in control of her emotions, and enters into a dialogue with Jesus, Mary, upon seeing him, falls down at his feet crying.
Joh 11:33
“was deeply angered.” The Greek is embrimaomai (#1690 ἐμβριμάομαι), and it occurs 5 times in the New Testament. It has the overtone of anger or indignation, and can mean to sternly warn (Matt. 9:30; Mark 1:43) to harshly scold because of anger or indignation (Mark 14:5), or be moved with anger or indignation. Robertson writes, “First aorist middle indicative of embrimaomai, old verb (from en, and brimê, strength) to snort with anger like a horse. It occurs in the LXX (Dan. 11:30) for violent displeasure. The notion of indignation is present in the other examples of the word in the New Testament (Mark 1:43; 14:5; Matt. 9:30). So it seems best to see that sense here and in verse 38. The presence of these Jews, the grief of Mary, Christ’s own concern, the problem of the raising of Lazarus—all greatly agitated the spirit of Jesus (locative case tôi pneumati). He struggled for self-control.”[footnoteRef:1564] The New Living Testament translates this phrase, “a deep anger welled up within him,” which catches the sense very well. Most modern versions say something such as Jesus was “deeply moved.” However, to our modern ears, this seems like a touching sympathy, not an anger and indignation about what the Devil had been able to do in the situation, causing such pain and hopelessness. When faced with the pain of the sisters and even some of the crowd, and the realization that they thought that Jesus could have saved Lazarus if he were just sick but could do no more once he died, a deep anger and indignation arose within Jesus. Often that is what happens to men and women of God who are faced with not only the effect of the Devil’s work (destruction and death) but also the fact that the people are confused and deceived and thus faithless and hopeless. A deep resolve born of righteous anger wells up, and the sword of the Lord is bared to do its work as the believer steps forth to do the will of God. [1564:  A. T. Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, 5:202.] 

“was troubled” (etaraxen heauton). First aorist active indicative of tarassô, old verb to disturb, to agitate, with the reflexive pronoun, “he agitated himself” (not passive voice, not middle). “His sympathy with the weeping sister and the wailing crowd caused this deep emotion.”[footnoteRef:1565] Some indignation at the loud wailing would only add to the agitation of Jesus. [1565:  Marcus Dods, The Gospel of John, Expositor’s Bible, 801.] 

Joh 11:35
“burst into tears.” The Greek word is dakruō (#1145 δακρύω, pronounced dack-'roo-ō). The verb literally means “to shed tears,” and thus means to cry or weep, and this is the only time it is used in the New Testament. The cognate noun, dakruon (#1144 δάκρυον), which occurs ten times in the New Testament, is a “tear,” and the plural noun can refer to “tears” or “weeping.” Dakruō usually means to weep or cry quietly without loud wailing, and it means that here in John 11:35, and is in stark contrast to klaiō (#2799 κλαίω, pronounced 'kly-ō), which means to cry, weep, or mourn, usually with loud and open crying or mourning (John 11:31, 33). Klaiō occurs some 40 times in the New Testament.
Here in John 11:35, dakruō is in the aorist tense, active voice, and as such most likely means “burst into tears.”[footnoteRef:1566] C. William’s translation renders it: “Jesus burst into tears.” In contrast, when Jesus got over the Mount of Olives and could see Jerusalem he “burst into sobs,” broke into audible crying. In Luke, the Greek word is klaiō, while John 11:35 uses dakruō, but both verbs are in the aorist tense active voice, and refer to a sudden outburst of emotion. In Luke, Jesus bursts into audible sobs; here he bursts into tears. Here, he holds back his voice but experiences deep emotion from the circumstances around him: the death of his friend, the pain of Mary and Martha, the misunderstanding of his apostles, the ignorance and duplicity of the Jews. [1566:  Cf. Leon Morris, The Gospel According to John [NICNT]; also, C. K. Barrett, Gospel According to St. John, 400; H. Meyer, The Gospel of John, 349n3; J. N. Sanders, Gospel According to St. John [BNTC], 271-72.] 

Verses like this show us the true humanity of Jesus—that he was fully human and the Son of God, not God the Son. If he were God in the flesh he would have been better prepared for the situation and not, it seems clear, overcome with emotion. Indeed, Trinitarians have wrestled with this verse. Most point out that this verse shows Jesus’ true humanity, but that glosses over the fact that he was also supposedly God. God would not have been so overcome by emotion. For that to happen, Jesus’ humanity would have had to have overridden his godhood, but how could that happen? So this verse has caused problems. Hippolytus of Rome (170-235) wrote that Jesus wept “to give us an example.” Peter Chrysologus (c. 380-c. 450), a bishop and doctor in the Church, wrote that Jesus did not weep out of human weakness, but “because he was welcoming him [Lazarus] back.” Potamius of Lisbon, a bishop in the mid-fourth century AD, wrote that one reason Jesus wept was to “moderate the sisters’ outpouring of grief.” Augustine (354-430) said that Jesus wept to teach us to weep. Basil of Seleucia (d. c. 460) taught that Jesus wept to set “a law with his tears…He defined the bounds of grief.”[footnoteRef:1567] [1567:  All examples from Joel Elowsky, Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture.] 

All of these explanations fundamentally deny that Jesus had true human emotions and was overwhelmed by them. But having strong emotions is not a sin, and not even a sign of weakness. Indeed, quite the opposite. Jesus’ strong emotional reaction in the situation shows how deeply he was both in touch with how he felt (he did not have a head-heart disassociation problem), and that he had very deep emotions. No wonder Isaiah foretold that Jesus would be “a man of sorrows, and acquainted with grief” (Isa. 53:3 ESV). Thus, in his sobbing and weeping, Jesus again sets a standard that we strive to emulate: having very deep feelings, but not losing control of ourselves in the midst of those feelings.
Joh 11:36
“was a friend to him.” The Greek is phileō (#5368 φιλέω). It is hard to translate the verb phileō in this context and keep the English as a verb. Jesus had a special attachment to Lazarus. See commentaries on John 5:20 and 11:3 on “is a friend to.” For a more complete understanding of phileō, see commentary on John 21:15.
Joh 11:38
“deeply angered.” See commentary on John 11:33. The anger that Jesus initially felt when he saw the pain and weeping of Mary and the Jews subsided (as emotions do) as they all walked to Lazarus’ tomb. However, upon arriving at the tomb, the anger was rekindled.
Joh 11:40
“see the glory of God.” This is one of the many places where “glory” is related to power. In this case, the “glory of God” was His power in action (His exercised power), and seeing God’s power in raising Lazarus from the dead was seeing God’s power in action and thus His “glory” (cf. John 11:40; Rom. 6:4; Eph. 3:16). In 1 Corinthians 6:14 it is God’s power that raised the dead.
Joh 11:42
“so they believe that you sent me.” The teaching that God sent Jesus Christ occurs over 40 times in the New Testament and can have different meanings in different contexts.
[For in-depth commentary on Jesus Christ having been sent by the Father, and its different meanings and nuances in context, see commentary on John 6:57.]
Joh 11:43
“cried out with a loud voice.” Jesus did not need to cry out with a loud voice to raise Lazarus. He could have raised Lazarus with a whisper. He cried with a loud voice because there was a crowd there and he wanted the people to know that Lazarus responded to his voice.
Joh 11:44
“He who was dead came out.” Lazarus was raised from the dead. Although Lazarus was raised from the dead prior to Jesus’ own resurrection from the dead, Jesus is still called the “firstborn of all creation” (Col. 1:15), which should be understood as the “firstborn of the new creation.” This is due to the fact that Lazarus’ body still died after his resurrection, whereas Jesus’ resurrection body was raised incorruptible (1 Cor. 15:42) to never die again. Thus, Lazarus’ resurrection was not part of the new creation, which is untainted from sin, but rather, his resurrection was a glimpse and foreshadowing of the true new creation to come.
Joh 11:48
“our Place.” The word “place” was a designation of the Temple (see commentary on Matt. 24:15, topos.)
“the Romans will come and take away both our Place and our nation.” Why would these ungodly Jews think that if all the people believed in Jesus the Romans would come and “take away” the Temple and the Jewish nation? The answer to that question lies in understanding the mindset of these Jews in the Sanhedrin, which was the ruling body of Judaism. We see from the way they treated Jesus and his followers, and from the “religious” but “ungodly” rules that they placed on people, which Jesus called “burdens” (Matt. 23:4; Luke 11:46), that these men were ungodly and some were even downright evil. Because they were power-hungry and greedy, they thought others were too. Thus, they could not imagine that Jesus could be believed in by all the people but then not want to be king and rule over them. Of course, if Jesus became a king, then the Romans would indeed come and punish Israel. However, exactly what that would look like would not have been known. It seems very likely, though, that the Sanhedrin would be greatly affected and possibly even dispersed. Given that way of thinking, no wonder they wanted to kill Jesus (John 11:53).
Joh 11:50
“People.” This is a good example of the use of the word “People” as meaning the Jewish nation, “the Jews,” hence the capital “P.” See commentary on Matthew 2:4.
Joh 11:51
“Now he did not say this on his own.” Before the Day of Pentecost God could place His gift of holy spirit upon people so that they would accomplish His work. This is a good example. Caiaphas, though not a godly man, was still High Priest and God placed holy spirit upon him at least so that he could give an accurate prophecy about Jesus, which then became a prime motivator for them to seek his death (John 11:53). This is an example of how God works in history to bring about His purposes without the need for perfect foreknowledge. God, by His power, can influence things He wants accomplished.
Joh 11:52
“but also to gather together into one the children of God who are scattered abroad.” Part of the effect of the redeeming work of the Messiah was that the Israelites, who over the centuries had been scattered around the earth, would be gathered together in the land of Israel. There are many prophecies about this gathering to Israel, and it will be fully fulfilled in the Millennial Kingdom when Christ rules the earth.
[For more on the gathering of the Israelites to the land of Israel, see commentary on Jer. 32:37. For more information on the Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Joh 11:53
“plans.” The middle voice of the verb indicates they worked together (cf. NASB).
Joh 11:54
“Ephraim.” A city close to the Arabah desert, about 13 miles (20 km) NNE of Jerusalem. From here Jesus went north through Samaria, into Galilee, across the Jordan River, traveled south through Perea, crossed the Jordan River again and came to Jericho, and then traveled west to Jerusalem. The Gospel of John omits this entire final itinerary of Jesus. See commentary on Luke 17:11.
Joh 11:56
“were looking for.” zēteō (#2212 ζητέω), “to seek.” The verb is in the imperfect tense, active mood, so the Jews were seeking, or looking for, Jesus. Caiaphas had given a prophecy that one man should die for the nation instead of the nation being destroyed, and so the Jews were now zealously looking for a way to kill Jesus.
“Surely he will not come to the feast?” The form of the question assumes strongly that Jesus will “absolutely not” (the Greek uses two negatives for emphasis: ou mē) dare to come this time.[footnoteRef:1568] This verse shows that the people knew their leaders were trying to arrest and kill Jesus, and so they assumed that he would know that too, and not show up at Passover. The translation in many modern versions loses the fact that the question expects a “no” answer. [1568:  Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, 5:212.] 

 
John Chapter 12
Joh 12:1
“six days before the Passover.” As Lenski[footnoteRef:1569] points out in his commentary on this verse, when the Greeks counted, they counted backward from the termination, and the Passover fell on Nisan 14 (that was the day the lamb was killed at about 3 p.m.; the Feast of Unleavened Bread started the next day, the fifteenth, which was at sunset). That made six days before the Passover, Nisan 8, which was a Saturday. [1569:  R. C. H. Lenski, Interpretation of St. John’s Gospel, 835.] 

This chronology poses a problem for those people who believe what tradition teaches, that Jesus was crucified on Friday, because it would mean that the simple and straightforward reading of the text would be that Jesus walked from Jericho to Bethany on the Sabbath, a distance of some 15 miles (24 km), far greater than the standard “Sabbath day’s journey” (just over ½ mile or .8 km) allowed by the law the religious leaders enforced. This leads to some very inventive solutions.
A common solution is that Jesus walked almost to Bethany on Friday (within ½ mile or .8 km), and then walked into Bethany on the Sabbath. At face value, however, this is absurd. For one thing, there are no known good resting places on the downhill slope of the Mount of Olives that close to Jerusalem. The “Jericho Road” had an inn on it (cf. the parable of the Good Samaritan; Luke 10:34), but it would have been much further down the slope toward Jericho. But the real problem with that solution is that no one who has walked uphill for some 15 miles (24 km) would stop within a few minutes of their destination and friends and food. There would simply be no reason for such a halt.
Lenski, Hendriksen, and other commentators say that the Passover Lamb was killed on Thursday the fourteenth, so that day was “Passover,” and thus the Last Supper that Jesus ate with his disciples was the Passover. Then Jesus’ death was Friday, Nisan 15. In that scenario, six days before “Passover” (Thursday) was the previous Friday, and thus Jesus was free to travel on that day. Many commentators have a problem with that construction of events, and rightly so, because Jesus could not have been the “real” Passover Lamb if he was not killed when the Passover Lamb was being killed in the Temple.
It is suggested by some commentators that Jesus simply broke the Sabbath and acted in a similar way to when his disciples picked grain on the Sabbath. But this was very different. First, there was no law about eating raw grain on the Sabbath. You could not light a fire and cook, but that was not what the disciples were doing. They were eating the raw standing grain just the same as they would have taken a drink from a flowing brook. Second, this time Jesus was accompanied by hundreds, perhaps thousands, of followers, and they would not have broken the Sabbath and would have doubted that Jesus was the Messiah if he had done so.
A more reasonable solution, but an unlikely one, is that the sun set just as Jesus was entering the Bethany area, which means he would have walked the last half mile to Bethany in the dusk on the Sabbath. The problem with that solution is its improbability. Jesus had left Jericho many miles and many hours earlier, and, as anyone who hikes long distances knows, it is very hard to judge any arrival time with much accuracy. Jesus and the people following him would have known that the next day was the Sabbath and allowed plenty of time for the journey, which could be made in one long day. The thought that Jesus and the people following him would have cut their timing so close and may have had to stop traveling and be stuck for the Sabbath day in the open only a mile or so from Bethany and Jerusalem is improbable in the extreme. People knew they could not travel on the Sabbath and made sure not to get stranded in a difficult place. Furthermore, if Jesus arrived on the Sabbath to Bethany, which was a small village on the east slope of the Mount of Olives, it is likely that a good portion of the people with him would have needed to go to Jerusalem to get food and lodging. But to do that, those people would have to travel more than a Sabbath day’s journey, because they had already walked part of a Sabbath day’s journey to reach Bethany, and so they could not go on to reach Jerusalem without breaking the law.
The “problem” caused by John 12:1 is not a problem at all. Jesus was crucified on Wednesday, Nisan 14, and his arrival in Bethany was six days earlier, Thursday, Nisan 8.
[For more information on the last week of Jesus’ life, see commentaries on John 18:13; 19:14; Luke 23:50.]
“came to Bethany.” He was traveling up from Jericho. This is clear from reading the record in John and comparing it to the other Gospels.
[For more information on Jesus’ travels in the last weeks of his life, see commentary on Luke 17:11.]
“from among the dead.”[footnoteRef:1570] See commentary on Romans 4:24. [1570:  Cf. Wuest, New Testament, “out from among the dead,” 243.] 

Joh 12:2
“So they made him a supper.” This event is out of chronological order, in John coming before Jesus enters Jerusalem (John 12:12), and in Matthew and Mark after he did. There is no problem with that, because the chronology is not being emphasized here, but rather that the people would have it on their heart to honor Jesus, and thus the supper is mentioned at the beginning of his last time in Jerusalem.
“Martha was serving.” The anointing occurred in the house of Simon the Leper (Matt. 26:6; Mark 14:3), which is why John specifically says Martha was serving. If the supper occurred at the house of Mary and Martha that would never be stated because it would be obvious and expected.
“Lazarus was...reclining to eat with him.” Thus Lazarus is mentioned as an honored guest. This would never be mentioned if the supper was at Lazarus’ house.
Joh 12:3
“Then Mary.” This record of Mary pouring the oil on Jesus occurs in Matthew 26:6-13; Mark 14:3-9; and John 12:1-8; it is not in Luke.
Mary loved Jesus and may have poured the expensive perfume on him as simply a gesture of love, but also Jesus had just raised her beloved brother from the dead (John 11), and so especially at this time, she would have been profoundly thankful to him. The anointing of Jesus occurred in the house of Simon the Leper (Matt. 26:6; Mark 14:3), which is why John specifically says Martha was serving. If the supper occurred at the house of Mary and Martha that would never be stated because it would be obvious and expected. We do not know from the text of Scripture about the family situation of Lazarus, Mary, and Martha, for example, whether Lazarus was married or whether Mary and Martha were married and had their own houses. If they all did have their own houses it makes sense that they would have lived close together and if Jesus was a guest at Lazarus’ house, Mary and Martha would go there to see him and help out.
“pound.” A Roman pound was 12 ounces, three-quarters of our English pound.
“expensive perfume.” That the family had this extremely expensive perfume is one of the indications that Lazarus and his family were wealthy.
“pure nard” “Spikenard” is a plant native to northern India and was a favorite perfume in the ancient world. The prefix “spike” refers to the shape of the plant. The best nard was imported from India in sealed alabaster boxes, which were only opened on special occasions. The Roman historian Pliny commented on the expensive nature of Indian nard.[footnoteRef:1571] For “perfume of pure nard” see Lenski.[footnoteRef:1572] [1571:  Pliny; Natural History, 12. 24-26 [41-46].]  [1572:  Lenski, St. John’s Gospel, 839.] 

“anointed the feet.” At first glance, there seems to be a contradiction between Matthew, Mark, and John, because Matthew and Mark say the ointment was poured on Jesus’ head (Matt. 26:7; Mark 14:3), while John 12:3 says Mary poured the ointment on Jesus’ feet. The key to understanding this apparent contradiction is to realize that a flask of oil worth a year’s salary would be quite large, and thus the oil would have covered both his head and feet. That is why Jesus said that the woman “poured this perfume on my body” (Matt. 26:12; Mark 14:8).
“perfume.” The Greek word is muron (#3464 μύρον), and it is a general term for perfume, ointment, perfumed oil, or even a sweet-smelling substance. In the New Testament, the emphasis is on the way it smells, and thus “perfume” seems to be the best translation. It is not an “ointment,” per se, because that implies it would be being used for healing. Also, what Mary put on Jesus was likely not oily, so “perfumed oil” is perhaps not the best translation.
Joh 12:4
“But Judas.” This is a very important verse in that it shows why there was contention and dissension among the apostles and disciples when the expensive perfume was poured on Jesus. Judas, who kept the money box and stole from it (John 12:6), saw that he lost out on stealing a lot of money when the perfume was poured on Jesus, and so he started complaining about the “waste” of the perfume to the other apostles. The perfume was worth 300 denari, or about a year’s wage for a laborer, and Judas could have taken a lot without it being noticed, so he grumbled at the supposed “waste” of money. The grumbling spread to the rest of the apostles, who took up his cause such that there was a general grumbling and discontent among them (Matt. 26:6-13; Mark 14:4-5). Matthew and Mark just mention the grumbling without mentioning that the root cause of it was Judas, so this incident is a good example that shows the need to read all four Gospels to fully understand what is happening and why. Jesus no doubt knew Judas was a thief, just as he knew at the Last Supper that Judas would betray him, and he put a quick end to the grumbling (Matt. 26:10-13; Mark 14:6-9; John 12:7-8).
One of the things that the Bible specifically says God hates is a person who stirs up strife among the believers (Prov. 6:19). A good leader knows that strife can get out of hand and destroy a church or fellowship, so he or she follows Jesus’ example and handles it quickly and decisively. The “root of bitterness” that Hebrews 12:15 speaks about is primarily a bitter person in the fellowship who “sprouts up and causes trouble” and because of whom many people are defiled. Good leaders watch out for people who cause division and deal with them.
“Iscariot.” See the commentary on Matthew 10:4 for more information.
Joh 12:6
“money box.” The Greek word glossokoman is from glossa, “tongue,” and komeo, “to keep, to preserve.” It technically referred to a small box or container in which reeds for wind instruments were kept, but, as with all boxes, eventually, all kinds of things are kept there. “Money box” is probably better than “money bag” since the reeds would never be kept in a bag.
“steal.” The Greek is more literally, “carry,” or “carry away,” which gets translated various ways in the English versions. For example, “steal,” “pilfer,” “help himself to,” etc. For more information, see commentary on John 12:4.
Joh 12:7
“she has kept this until now for the day of my burial.” The similar records in Matthew 26:12 and Mark 14:8 are clearer, and from them, we build the full meaning of this record. Lenski does a wonderful job.[footnoteRef:1573] We added until now for clarity’s sake. Versions such as the NASB, “…Let her alone, in order that she may keep it for the day of My burial…,” make no sense—she had just poured out the oil, how could she now keep it? An important fact to keep in mind is that Mary was not expecting Jesus to die, so she did not purposely save the oil to anoint his body before he died. From her perspective, she had kept the oil for an appropriate time, and it is likely that the tension and even some confusion about Jesus in this last week caused her to think (God likely working in her) that now would be a good time to anoint and bless Jesus. Jesus, knowing his situation, understood that her anointing him was a fitting way for him to be blessed and touched before his torture and death. [1573:  Lenski, St. John’s Gospel, 844-47.] 

The perfume was very expensive and therefore likely quite strong, so it is possible that there could have been a faint smell of it even days later when Jesus was buried. It is impossible to know what the disciples thought Jesus meant when he spoke of his burial. They did not expect him to die, much less be buried.
Joh 12:9
“from among the dead.”[footnoteRef:1574] See commentary on Romans 4:24. [1574:  Cf. Wuest, New Testament, “out from among the dead,” 244.] 

Joh 12:10
“plans to put Lazarus to death…” This is religion at its worst. The religious leaders were willing to kill an innocent man to protect their power and doctrine. The Devil’s way is to steal, kill, and destroy, and you know his followers by their fruit.
Joh 12:13
“Hosanna.” The people who were shouting praises to Jesus as he entered Jerusalem were, for the most part, not the same group as the group that shouted, “Crucify him” only a few days later. See commentaries on Luke 23:21, 27.
Joh 12:15
“Daughter Zion.” The phrase “daughter Zion” is idiomatic for Zion itself, i.e., Jerusalem, and it occurs many times in the Old Testament (see commentary on Isa. 1:8). Translating the Greek literally as “daughter of Zion” is confusing, because a “daughter of Zion” is a female descendant of Zion, whereas the idiomatic phrase refers to Zion as the daughter. Thus, the translation “Daughter Zion” more accurately communicates the meaning of the text (cf. CEB, CSB, NAB, NIV2011). When the 1984 NIV was updated in 2011, the translators changed the wording from “Daughter of Zion” to “Daughter Zion.”
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Joh 12:17
“meanwhile.” Cf. HCSB. The Greek word is oun (#3767 οὖν), it is understood to be used here as a continuation of the narrative,[footnoteRef:1575] which the translation “meanwhile” captures beautifully here. [1575:  BDAG, s.v. “οὖν,” def. 2.] 

“crowd.” This is the crowd (the multitude of people) who followed Jesus from Jericho, where Jesus had performed miracles such as healing blind Bartimaeus and his blind companion (Matt. 20:29-34; Mark 10:46-52; Luke 18:35-43). It is different from the crowd in John 12:18, who were the people who came out of Jerusalem to see Jesus when they heard he was approaching and went out to see and welcome him (John 12:12-13). (There were two crowds that merged into one huge multitude as Jesus reached the top of the Mount of Olives).
“from among the dead.”[footnoteRef:1576] See commentary on Romans 4:24. [1576:  Cf. Wuest, New Testament, “out from among the dead,” 244.] 

Joh 12:18
“the crowd went and met him…” A different crowd than the crowd specifically mentioned in John 12:17 (see commentary on John 12:17).
Joh 12:19
“You see that you are not accomplishing anything! Look! The world has gone after him.” The religious leaders had been looking for Jesus to arrest him. They can find him now easily enough! But they dare not to take him.
Joh 12:20
“Now there were certain Greeks.” The Bible does not tell us whether these “Greeks” were actually fully Greeks (non-Jews who were not proselytes) or whether they were Greeks but were proselytes. They were at the temple “to worship,” but that is not conclusive as to whether they were proselytes or not, because, for example, the Ethiopian eunuch had been at the Temple to worship (Acts 8:27), and he was not a proselyte. Furthermore, it seems unusual that John would call them “Greeks” if they were proselytes or Greek-speaking Jews. Many Greeks admired the Jews for their values and their just laws, and Gentiles were allowed into the Court of the Gentiles in the Temple. Also, if they were Greeks, that would explain the apparent hesitancy of Philip in John 12:22 (see commentary on John 12:22).
“worship.” See commentary on Matthew 2:2.
Joh 12:21
“So they came to Philip.” John 12:21 is an example of the ancient custom of using an intermediary to represent oneself to a person of “higher” position, power, or influence, instead of direct person-to-person contact. It often happened in the biblical world that a person of high status or position simply would not bother to see someone who was considered somehow “lower,” especially since that lower individual almost always needed something. It therefore was incumbent on that lower person to find an intermediary who would be considered respectable enough to actually get the desired audience with the person of higher rank.
There are some examples of people using intermediaries in the Bible. Here in John 12, the Gentiles wanted to see Jesus and custom dictated that their best chance would be to secure the aid of one of his apostles, so they approached Philip. The centurion whose servant was sick used intermediaries (Luke 7:1-10; Matthew 8:5-13. Actually, the record of the centurion is a very good example because it shows that the use of intermediaries and agents was so common in the biblical world that in some cases the intermediary was assumed and did not even have to be mentioned). Abraham used intermediaries in Genesis 23:8 when he wanted to buy a burial site for Sarah, his wife, and approached Ephron through the elders of the Hittite clan.
[For more information on the related custom of agency in the biblical world, see commentary on Matt. 8:5.]
“Lord.” Here the word “Lord” is being used as a respectful form of address, like “Sir.” The Greeks are speaking to Philip, who they certainly knew was just a disciple of Jesus.
Joh 12:22
“Andrew went, and Philip.” The wording in the text seems purposeful, and likely with good reason. Greeks had approached Philip and asked to see Jesus (John 12:20-21). This was in Jerusalem very close to Passover, and many enemy eyes would have been watching Jesus and his disciples. In that charged context, Philip likely had some hesitation about walking straight to Jesus after talking to Greeks, and that hesitation is probably what we see reflected in the text here in John 12:22.
Joh 12:23
“The hour has come for the Son of Man to be glorified.” At first glance, this seems to be a strange comment for Jesus to make after he was told that some Greeks wanted to see him. But the Old Testament had many prophecies about the nations seeking God when Christ ruled the earth, and indeed, the Temple would be “a house of prayer for all nations” (Isa. 56:7). Jesus understood that Greeks wanting to see him at this particular time pointed to the fulfillment of those prophecies and that his kingdom would come soon. As it turned out in God’s plan, the fullness of Christ’s kingdom on earth was delayed and in fact, is still future, but the acceptance of the Gentiles by God was not; on the day of Pentecost (Acts 2), the “Body of Christ” made up of Jews and Gentiles began (cf. Eph. 2:11-19; 3:6).
[For more on Christ’s Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Joh 12:25
“is overly attached to.” The Greek is phileō (#5368 φιλέω). Although most versions say “love his life,” in doing so we confuse agapē love (“love” in the REV) and phileō love. Phileō love has an attachment, and it is the attachment between good friends. However, we would not say, “If anyone is a friend of his life….” We could say, “is attached to his life,” but that would be confusing because there is an appropriate attachment to life that we must all have or we would commit suicide during difficult times. For a more complete understanding of phileō, see commentary on John 21:15.
“life” (first 2x). The Greek word is psuchē (#5590 ψυχή, pronounced psoo-'kay), often translated “soul.” The Greek word has a large number of meanings, including the physical life of a person or animal; an individual person; or attitudes, emotions, feelings, and thoughts. Here it refers to the physical life of the body, which is why most versions translate it “life,” which is accurate in this context. This is one of the many verses that show that psuchē, soul, is not immortal.
[For a more complete explanation of psuchē, “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
“loses it, and whoever hates his life in this world will keep it.” The lesson in this verse is a simple one—each person makes a choice about how they live and whether they live selfishly for themselves or selflessly for God and others. The tenses of the verbs translated “loses” and “will keep” teach a wonderful lesson. The word “loses” (which can also be translated “destroys”) is a present tense verb, while “will keep” (or “will guard”) is a future tense verb. People who reject God destroy their lives now and in the future when they experience the “second death,” while those who believe and obey God will be saved and have everlasting life, but the fullness of that salvation is not for today but is in the future.
“life in the age to come.” In this phrase, “life” is zōē (#2222 ζωή, pronounced zō-'ā), life, animal life that animates the body. This verse contrasts two words that are used for “life.” Psuchē, soul, is used more broadly, while zōē is used more specifically of the “life” in man and animals. This verse could be translated “Whoever is overly attached to his soul loses it, and whoever hates his soul in this world will keep it, resulting in life in the Age to come.” “Life in the Age to come” is the everlasting life that begins with the new Messianic Age, the Millennial Kingdom.
[See Appendix 1: “Life in the Age to Come.”]
Joh 12:27
“troubled.” The Greek word is tarassō (#5015 ταράσσω), and it has a broad semantic range, including, to trouble, agitate, disturb, make restless, stir up, be in fear, or dread. This record in John occurs in the last few days of Jesus’ life, and Jesus was agitated and troubled in his soul. Man’s redemption was on the line, and his task was neither easy nor fun. There were many details that had to happen exactly on time and as prophesied. The night of his arrest he was even more deeply troubled; see commentary on Matthew 26:38.
Joh 12:30
“Jesus answered and said.” The original text has the phrase, “answered and said” more than 100 times in the Bible, and it can sometimes be confusing because it is often used when no one asked a question. The phrase is an idiom, but it has a literal overtone behind it. The person who “answered and said” may not have been answering a direct question from someone, but they were answering and addressing the situation that was presenting itself before them. In this case, Jesus was answering the confusion among the people as to the sound they heard from heaven.
[For more on “answered and said,” see commentary on Matt. 11:25.]
Joh 12:31
“ruler of this world.” The Devil is indeed the “ruler of this world,” and Jesus calls him that in John 12:31; 14:30, and 16:11. There are three designations of the Devil that refer to him specifically as “ruler.” The ruler of the demons (Mark 3:22), the ruler of the world (John 12:31; 14:30, and 16:11), and the ruler of the authority of the air (Eph. 2:2). These three, combined with the “god of this age” (2 Cor. 4:4), show how complete the Devil’s control of what happens on earth really is when it comes to the age and world we live in.
Although most Christians believe that God is the ruler of the world, all we have to do is look around us at what life in this world is like to realize this world is not being ruled by God. When God ruled the world in Genesis 1 it was a wonderful place and everything was very good. But God gave the world to Adam and Eve to steward (Gen. 1:28). They chose the Devil’s way (Gen. 3:6) and in an event we refer to as “the fall of humankind,” the Devil somehow took control of the world from Adam and Eve. It immediately began to show the effects of the Devil’s rulership both in the physical aspects of the world (“the ground is cursed” “it will produce thorns and thistles;” Gen. 3:17-18), and in his effect over people (Cain killed his brother Abel and lied about it; Gen. 4:8-9). The Devil told Jesus he had been given authority over the world (Luke 4:6). Furthermore, it is because the Devil is the ruler of this world and has authority over it that he could offer that authority to Jesus, and Jesus did not deny the Devil’s claim (Luke 4:6).
[For more on the power the Devil exercises as the “ruler” and “god” of this world, see commentaries on Luke 4:6; 2 Cor. 4:4; and 1 John 5:19. For more names and characteristics of the Devil, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
“ruler.” The Greek word translated as “ruler” is archōn (#758 ἄρχων), which is from archē, “first,” and it means the one who is first, thus the “ruler, commander, chief,” etc.
“world.” The Greek word for “world” is kosmos (#2889 κόσμος), and it has a wide semantic range in Greek, but here it just has a standard meaning of “world,” the inhabited earth.
“Now the ruler of this world will be cast out.” The Adversary had been able to go into heaven, into the presence of God (Job 1) when he wanted, and thus he “accuses them before our God day and night” (Rev. 12:10). However, before Armageddon, the Adversary will be cast out of heaven by Michael and his army (Rev. 12:7-10). The ruler of the world will first be cast out of heaven (Rev. 12:8-9) and then out of the world as we know it when he is chained in the Abyss (Rev. 20:1-3).
Jesus spoke these words in the last few days of his life before he was crucified. He knew from the Old Testament that the Day of the Lord would include judgment and punishment of the world and the spiritual powers of darkness behind much of the world’s evil. Although there is not much about the Devil in the Old Testament, there is quite a bit in the Gospels, and Jesus had met the Devil personally (Matt. 4:1-11; Luke 4:1-13) and also had cast out many demons. In this verse, by repeating the word “now” two times, Jesus emphasizes that God’s judgment of the world and the Devil’s losing his authority would happen very soon. Jesus taught that after his death and resurrection, the end of the Age would happen very shortly.
Theologians have a problem with this verse because a straightforward reading of it is that the Day of Judgment is close, but it has not turned out that way and it has now been some 2,000 years since Jesus said “Now” is the time for judgment. Theologians therefore usually explain John 12:31 by saying that with the death of Jesus, the judgment (“condemnation”) of the world was a foregone conclusion, as was the destruction of the Devil and his dominion. However, the problem with that explanation is that it does not deal with what the verse actually says. The verse uses the word “now” twice, and places it at the beginning of each phase for emphasis. This makes it quite clear that Jesus thought the things he was speaking about would occur very soon indeed. What we know from this verse and many others similar to it is that like many Old Testament prophets and John the Baptist, Jesus taught the End Times were near, but God, for His own purposes, has delayed the Second Coming, which is still future.
[For more verses in which Jesus says that his return would be soon, see commentary on Matt. 16:28. For more information about the Eden-like Messianic Kingdom that will be on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Joh 12:32
“will draw all people to myself.” Jesus had just been told that Greeks wanted to see him (John 12:20-22). This confirmed the Old Testament prophecies that he would be a blessing to the Gentiles and was something he himself had taught about earlier in his ministry. The phrase “all people” refers to all the humble, godly, people, just as he had taught throughout his ministry. It is the humble, meek, pure-hearted, righteous people who will be in the Kingdom (Matt. 5:3-10).
John 12:32 has not been well understood by most Christians. Also, it has been completely misunderstood by Christian Universalists, who believe that every human who has ever lived will be saved regardless of whether they were godly or ungodly, and their belief is partly based on passages such as John 12:32 and 1 Corinthians 15:22, which use the word “all” to describe the group of people who will be saved.
The entry below covers three major points: 1) That the word “all” is usually used in a limited, not universal sense. 2) That it was Greek Gentiles who asked to meet Jesus, and that event prompted Jesus to say that he would draw all people to himself. 3) That what Jesus said in John 12:32 does not contradict his many teachings that some people will be saved and some will not.
Point number one is that the word “all” is usually used in a limited, not universal sense. “All” is usually limited by the context or common sense. This is quite easy to see by simply looking at all the uses of “all” (or “every,” or “the whole”) in a concordance. A few examples will suffice to show the pattern. In Genesis 6:17, God said to Noah, “I, even I, am bringing a flood of water on the earth to destroy from under the heavens all flesh in which is the breath of life. Everything that is on the earth will breathe its last.” But “all flesh” and “everything” on earth did not die. In Joshua 8 the Israelites attacked the city of Ai. The Bible says “all” the people in Ai were called to pursue the Israelites, and the record goes on to say that “all Israel” then fought against Ai, but in neither case was the “all” literal (Josh. 8:16-17). In John 3:26, Jesus was baptizing, and John’s disciples told John that “all men” (KJV) were going to him; and in John 4:29, the Samaritan woman said that Jesus told her “all” (KJV) that she had ever done, and in neither of those cases was the “all” literal. The word “all” is usually restricted by context or logic, and we should recognize that it is being used in a restricted sense in John 12:32, especially since if it was being used in a universal sense not only would Jesus be teaching something new, but he would be contradicting what he had taught before.
Point number two is that there were Greek Gentiles who wanted to meet Jesus. The context of a passage often helps us understand what that passage is saying, and that is the case here in John 12:32. The immediate context of John 12:32 is John 12:20-36, which lets us know that Jesus is in Jerusalem just before the Feast of Passover and he was speaking to his disciples and the crowd around him. At that time there were some Greeks who wanted to meet Jesus (John 12:20). Some scholars propose that the “Greeks” were Jews who were not from Jerusalem, in other words, Jews who were culturally Greek and spoke Greek. Although this is a possible way to understand the word, there are many good reasons to believe that the “Greeks” were in fact Gentile Greeks.
One reason is that it was precisely because Greeks asked to see Jesus that he said what he did about drawing “all people” to himself. He knew the Old Testament prophecies about the Gentile nations being blessed by him (cf. Ps. 2:6-8; Isa. 2:3-4; 11:10; 42:1; 49:6; 60:3; Zech. 2:11; and Mal. 1:11), and here on the eve of his death, it was now obvious that event had started. That Gentiles would come to Jesus was not a new teaching, he had taught that before (cf. Matt. 13:5-8; Luke 13:29; John 10:16), but now, here in Jerusalem just before he was lifted up on the cross, that Gentiles would come to him had special meaning. He did not go to them, as had happened before, they sought him out just to “see” him, i.e., meet with him. This should have made it clearer to many people that Jesus’ death and resurrection were not just for the Jews but for anyone who believed and obeyed God. This is a prominent theme in John’s Gospel and is on full display here in John 12:32.
Furthermore, if John wanted to communicate that these “Greeks” were actually Jews but came from outside Israel, he could have called them Diaspora Jews, or used the word “dispersion” as he did earlier (John 7:35, cf. 1 Pet. 1:1). Also, about two months after the events in John 12, when Jews from all over the world were at the Feast of Pentecost (Acts 2:5-11), the people were called “Jews” even though they spoke many different languages, including Latin and Greek (Acts 2:8). Also, it makes sense that there were Gentiles in the crowd because Jesus had traveled and taught in Gentile lands and people from those places followed him. In fact, when Jesus fed the 4,000 it was almost certainly in the Decapolis, a Gentile area (Matt. 4:25; 15:21; Mark 7:24, 31; 8:1-9; Luke 10:13). God would not have led Jesus into many Gentile areas if no Gentiles would believe and be saved. In fact, Samaritans believed in him (John 4:39-42), and even Gentiles in Jewish areas believed in him (Matt. 8:5-13).
More evidence that Gentiles were present in the crowd following Jesus is that the Pharisees were saying among themselves, “Look! The world has gone after him” (John 12:19). Although saying the “world” was following Jesus was an exaggeration, it was more than just an exaggeration because it contains an important truth. The Gospel of John uses “world” to indicate all kinds of people, Jews and Gentiles alike (John 1:29; 3:16; 14:17), and it fits with the beliefs of the narrow-minded religious leaders that they would slander Jesus using that same vocabulary, and mock him for attracting the “world”—“Gentile dogs”—as his followers. It is very unlikely that the Pharisees would have said the “world” was following Jesus if only Jews were following him. So there would have been Gentile Greeks in the crowd around Jesus, and once we understand that, we can see more clearly why Jesus would respond to that by saying that he would draw “all people”—Jews and Gentiles—to himself, a process that had already started and was now becoming obvious even to his disciples.
Point number three is that when Jesus said that he would draw “all people” to himself, he was not teaching that everyone would be saved. There are several reasons to draw that conclusion. One reason is that Jesus said his teaching was not his own and came from God (John 7:16-17). But that some people will be saved and some will not be saved was what God had said in His Word throughout the Old Testament. There are some Christians who believe that the unsaved are tormented in Hell forever, and some who believe that the unsaved will eventually be annihilated in the Lake of Fire, but they all agree that the message throughout the Bible is that some people will be saved and some will not. So if Jesus’ teaching came from God, then it would agree with what God said about salvation in the rest of the Bible. On a subject as important as salvation, if Jesus disagreed with the message of the Old Testament he surely would have said so. In fact, when we see what Jesus himself taught about salvation it becomes apparent he did not contradict the Old Testament.
[For more information on the teaching of annihilation in Gehenna, “Hell,” see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
Another reason to believe that some people will be saved and others will not be saved is the teaching of Jesus himself. Jesus had made it clear from his earliest teachings that only some people would be saved (cf. Matt. 5:29-30; 7:13-14; 10:38; 13:36-43, 47-52; 18:8-9; 19:16-17, 23-26; 25:31-34, 41, 46; Luke 13:23-24; John 5:28-29). For Jesus to suddenly shift his teaching at the end of his ministry right before the Feast of Passover and say that everyone would be saved is more than unlikely, it would be unreasonable and nonsensical. Furthermore, it would have been confusing and meaningless to his disciples. If Jesus were to suddenly change his position and teach that everyone was going to be saved, it would take more than the seven-word sentence, “I…will draw all people to myself” to do that, especially when in the context that sentence does not have to be interpreted as referring to universal salvation.
Still another reason to believe that Jesus was not teaching universal salvation in John 12:32 is that in that very same speech to the crowd, Jesus taught that some people would be saved and others would not be saved. He said, “Whoever is overly attached to his life loses it, and whoever hates his life in this world will keep it, resulting in life in the age to come” (John 12:25). Surely in the same speech to the same group of people, Jesus would not teach that some people will be saved and others will not be (John 12:25), and then say that everyone will be saved (John 12:32). That fact alone should tell us that the phrase “I will draw all people to myself” cannot be about universal salvation. D. A. Carson states it well when he says that “all” “means ‘all people without distinction, Jews and Gentiles alike,’ not all individuals without exception since the surrounding context has just established judgment as a major theme (John 12:31), a time for distinguishing between those who love their lives (and therefore lose them) and those who hate their lives (and therefore keep them for eternal life).”[footnoteRef:1577] [1577:  D. A. Carson, The Gospel According to John [PNTC], 444.] 

Jesus’ teaching that he would draw all people to himself would have been eye-opening, revolutionary, and a great comfort to many in the crowd, but it was not a new teaching, and it fits with the whole scope of Scripture. For example, “Israelites” (or “Jews”) did not even exist until Jacob, and by Jacob’s lifetime, more than half of the about 4,000 years of the Old Testament was already over. Surely no one would say Noah, Abraham, and Isaac were not saved because they were not Jews. But amazingly, at the time of Jesus, many Jews felt that only Jews or proselytes could be saved (cf. Matt. 3:9. In comparison, many Christians today think that only Christians can be saved, contradicting Romans 2:12-16—many people on earth have never even heard of Jesus, but if they “do by nature” righteous things, they can be saved). Jesus was the Savior whose salvation and kingdom were not just for Israel but also for Gentiles.
Most Jews saw their Messiah as a military and political ruler who would conquer the earth and reign forever (John 12:34; cf. Ps. 2:8-10; 89:35-37; Psalm 110:4; Isa. 9:7; 11:1-5; Ezek. 37:25; Dan. 2:44; 7:14). Yet, in his life and teachings, Jesus painted a different picture—a more complete picture—of himself. Jesus taught that he came to save the lost and to die to cleanse people from sin, and even in the context of John 12:32 he repeatedly explained that “whoever” wants to can have life in the age to come (John 12:25), that “anyone” could come to him and that “anyone” could be honored by the Father (John 12:26).
John 12:32 is a beautiful passage in which Jesus shows his heart for all people from every nation and that both Jews and Gentiles could be saved. Jesus longs for anyone who is willing to turn from their ways and find forgiveness in Him to do so regardless of their national identity or ethnicity (Acts 28:28; Gal. 3:14, 28; Rom. 1:16; Col. 3:11). Therefore, John 12:32 teaches us that salvation is not just for one ethnicity, not just for the Jews, but for “all” people.
Joh 12:33
“clearly indicating what kind of death he was about to die.” So Jesus saying that being “lifted up from the earth” was a clear statement about being crucified. The phrase “lifted up” then refers to crucifixion in John 8:28 and 12:33.
Joh 12:34
“We have heard from the law that the Christ will remain forever.” In this verse, the people are using the word “law” in its broader sense of the entire Old Testament, not just the five books of Moses. The people correctly understood that when the Messiah finally set up his Kingdom it would last forever. What they did not see was that that would happen the second time the Messiah came. The first time the Messiah came he would be killed, resurrected, then ascend to heaven. There is no verse that specifically says that the Messiah would live forever and not die. However, that doctrine was being taught, based on all the prophecies that his kingdom would never end, such as Psalm 110:4 (“You are a priest forever”), Isaiah 9:7; Ezekiel 37:25; Daniel 2:44; 7:14.
One of the reasons it was easy for people to believe that the Messiah would not die was there is no specific verse that says, “the Messiah will die,” and there are only two or three sections that can be taken that way: Psalm 22, Isaiah 53, and Daniel 9:26. But most of the Jews of Jesus’ time did not apply Psalm 22 and Isaiah 53 to the Messiah, and Daniel 9:26 is not stated clearly. There was a very small minority of the Jews that taught a “Messiah” would die, but the vast majority of the Jews believed the Messiah would not die, so what the crowd was voicing in John 12:34 was the predominant Jewish teaching that had to be overcome for the people to understand what happened to Jesus.
Joh 12:38
“with the result.” The Greek is a hina with a verb in the subjunctive mood result clause. To fully understand this passage, we must see how Matthew’s record portrays the human side of the events, John’s portrays the spiritual side, and Mark’s and Luke’s records combine the two into one.
Their decision of unbelief resulted in the word of Isaiah being fulfilled. The decision to believe or disbelieve was the free choice of those present. Hence, the verse should not be translated as a purpose clause: “they did not believe in him, in order that the word which Isaiah the prophet spoke might be fulfilled…” (NAB). Those who were unbelieving did not intend on fulfilling the passage in Isaiah, neither did God overstep their free will and control their belief with the purpose of fulfilling the word. Rather, this is a result clause, indicating that these Jews’ unbelief, their own free decision of unbelief, resulted in this passage’s fulfillment. Also, see commentary on John 15:25, “but let the word…be fulfilled” for a similar passage employing a command clause.
[For more information on this passage see commentary on Matthew 13:13. Also, see Word Study: “Hina.”]
Joh 12:39
“for this reason.” The reason refers to what was spoken in John 12:37: they still did not believe in him. It was because of this persistent unbelief that they were hardened. See commentary below, and commentary on Matthew 13:13.
“they were not able to believe.” The people were “not able to believe” because they had allowed their hearts to become hardened to the possibility that Jesus could be the Messiah. They had let their interpretation of the Law blind them to the truth being revealed through Jesus’ teaching and actions. For example, they decided that healing on the Sabbath was wrong, but God never said it was, and Jesus proved that it was not (Matt. 12:9-14; Luke 13:14-17). So when Jesus healed on the Sabbath, instead of being open to the possibility they were wrong, and adjusting their doctrine, they arrogantly held to their doctrine and concluded Jesus was a sinner (John 9:24). Eventually their hearts were so hard and blind that they were not able to believe based on the signs that Jesus did. When a person’s heart becomes that hard, it takes much love and prayer to change it.
Joh 12:40
“he has blinded…hardened.” This was a Semitic way of saying that God permitted the people to be blinded, and permitted their hearts to be hardened. This is the idiom of permission, just the same as Exodus 4:21 (see commentary on Rom. 9:18). “Active verbs were used by the Hebrews to express, not the doing of the thing, but the permission of the thing which the agent is said to do”[footnoteRef:1578] Rotherham’s Emphasized Bible translates Exodus 4:21 as, “…but I will let his heart wax bold [hard], and he will not suffer [allow] the people to go.” Then his marginal note reads, “…the translation…is thoroughly justifiable on the two grounds (1) of the known character of God, and (2) the well-attested latitude of the Semitic tongues, which are accustomed to speak of occasion as cause.” God has given mankind freedom of will, and when we make up our minds to do something, God respects the free will we have and allows us to make bad choices. That is why He so often in His word reminds us, even commands us, to make good choices. These people who were blinded and hardened had made a series of bad choices in their lives, and even held to their error when they could have repented and changed. However, not everyone was so hardened. Only two verses later (John 12:42) we read about leaders of the Jews who were not hardened and who believed on Jesus. [1578:  Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 823, “idiom”; cf. Graeser, Lynn, and Schoenheit, Don’t Blame God, chap. 5.] 

[For more on the idiom of permission, see commentary on Rom. 9:18. For a good example of the idiom of permission, see Exod. 4:21 and the commentary on Exod. 4:21. For more on why Christ taught in parables, see commentary on Matt. 13:13.]
Joh 12:42
“even many of the rulers believed in him.” This verse shows the great power of fear and of wanting success in this life. The versions are divided as to the wording of the verse. Some versions read as if the verse is saying “many people, including some of the rulers, believed in him” (NAB, NJB, NRSV), while other versions read like the verse is saying “many of the rulers believed in him” (HCSB, NET, YLT). The natural reading of the Greek text is that many of the rulers believed. However, that reading seems difficult to believe because we wonder, “If many of the rulers believed, why do we not see more evidence of it? Where is the support from these leaders that Jesus needed?” The answer to those questions is in the verse itself. These rulers loved their earthly life and positions of authority, and knew that if they openly confessed what they believed then they would lose their position in the synagogue and with it the glory of men they received every week. It is verses such as this that show us the Word of God is living and real, and as relevant today as when it was written, for it is clearly true that many people in authority do not speak up about what they really believe because of fear of losing their earthly possessions or positions. Jesus Christ often tried to help people deal with earthly concerns, and told us to not be afraid of those who could only kill the body, but to fear God (Matt. 10:28). To those to whom much has been given, much will be required (Luke 12:48).
Joh 12:44
“Jesus cried out and said.” The Greek sentence starts with the word de, which is often the signal of a new subject and left untranslated, as we have here (cf. CJB, KJV, NLT). John 12:36 says Jesus left the feast and was not in public, so he cannot now be speaking in public. John 12:44-50 are a continuation, and in a sense a summary, of what he had spoken publicly. In that light, it is not correct to translate the de as “then,” as many versions do, for this is something that Jesus had said earlier, not a continuation of his teaching when at the feast. The verbs “cried out” and “said” are in the aorist tense in Greek, and thus in this context indicate something that had already occurred.
We could and should ask, “Why would God separate this part of what Jesus said from the body of his teaching, and place it alone by itself?” The answer seems to be that this summary is the “chewy caramel center,” of what he said, a very important and central point to his teaching.
“Whoever believes in me does not believe in me only.” If we believe in the Son, we believe in the Father also. If we receive the Son, we receive the Father also (Mark 9:37). This is an idiomatic way of speaking.
[For more information on this idiomatic way of speaking, see commentary on 1 John 3:18.]
“but also in him who sent me.” The teaching that God sent Jesus Christ occurs over 40 times in the New Testament and can have different meanings in different contexts.
[For in-depth commentary on Jesus Christ having been sent by the Father, and its different meanings and nuances in context, see commentary on John 6:57.]
Joh 12:45
“him who sent me.” The teaching that God sent Jesus Christ occurs over 40 times in the New Testament and can have different meanings in different contexts.
[For in-depth commentary on Jesus Christ having been sent by the Father, and its different meanings and nuances in context, see commentary on John 6:57.]
Joh 12:46
“…a light.” Not just “light” as some translations have, although the Greek could be read that way. Jesus was “the light, and “a light,” because other prophets were light too (John 5:35).
Joh 12:49
“speak.” The English does not do justice to what is being communicated here. The difference between “say” and “speak” is that “say” in the Greek refers to the communication, the message, but “speak” can, in the range of the word, refer to the utterance itself. Thus, Jesus got even the tone of what he said from God.[footnoteRef:1579] [1579:  Cf. Lenski, St. John’s Gospel, 898-99.] 

“for I did not speak on my own.” This verse shows that Jesus received what he taught from his Father, God.
[For more information on Jesus not speaking on his own, see commentary on John 8:28.]
“the Father who sent me.” The teaching that God sent Jesus Christ occurs over 40 times in the New Testament and can have different meanings in different contexts.
[For more information and in-depth commentary on Jesus Christ having been sent by the Father, and its different meanings and nuances in context, see commentary on John 6:57.]
Joh 12:50
“His commandment is life.” The “commandment” is not in and of itself life, as if a person could have everlasting life by just knowing the commandments. This is the figure of speech metonymy (metonymy of the effect), whereby the commandment is substituted by metonymy for believing and obeying the commandment, which is what produces the effect of having everlasting life.[footnoteRef:1580] A similar example in common English is the saying, “knowledge is power.” Knowledge is not power unless the knowledge is recognized for what it is and then properly applied. So just as “knowing and obeying” the commandment results in everlasting life, “recognizing and properly applying knowledge results in power. [1580:  Cf. Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 538, “metonymy.”] 

Jesus had been saying that he was speaking on the authority of God, and teaching about believing and obeying what he was saying (John 12:44-47). The metonymy emphasizes the “commandment,” which is from God, instead of the believing and obeying, which is works that people do.
[See Word Study: “Metonymy.”]
“life in the age to come.” This is the everlasting life that begins with the new Messianic Age, the Millennial Kingdom.
[For more information on the translation “life in the Age to come,” see Appendix 1: “Life in the Age to Come.”]
“so whatever I say, I say just as the Father has said to me.” This verse shows that Jesus received what he taught from his Father, God. See commentary on John 8:28.
 
John Chapter 13
Joh 13:2
“Devil.” The Greek word is diabolos (#1228 διάβολος), which literally means “Slanderer,” but diabolos gets transliterated into English as our more familiar name, “Devil.” Slander is so central to who the Devil is and how he operates that one of his primary names is “the Slanderer.”
[For more information on the names of the Devil, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
“Iscariot.” See the commentary on Matthew 10:4 for more information.
Joh 13:5
“began to wash the disciples’ feet.” Washing someone’s feet was considered an important part of hospitality, and was usually done by a person’s servant or slave if they had one.
[For more on the custom of foot washing, see commentary on 1 Tim. 5:10.]
Joh 13:7
“you do not know now, but afterward you will understand.” The “afterward” refers to after the death and resurrection, and actually on into the future; after the ascension and giving of the gift of holy spirit. For the most part, up until the life of Jesus, rulers, leaders, and other important and powerful people did not think of themselves as genuinely serving the people under them. “Humility” was considered a weakness, not a strength. Jesus explained what he was doing (John 13:12-17), but the lesson was not understood until much later. Jesus realized that and told his disciples that they did not “know” but that afterward they would “understand.” The word “know” is translated from the Greek word oida (#1492 οἴδα), while the word “understand” is from the word ginōskō (#1097 γινώσκω). Oida sometimes has the sense of knowing intuitively, while ginōskō often has the meaning of knowing through a process, such as learning by experience. Jesus was making the point that his washing his disciples’ feet was so against the common custom that they could not even mentally grasp what he was doing, but afterward, they would fully “understand” and experience that what it meant to be a leader was being a servant to others. John Dickson writes about “humility” being considered a weakness before the time of Christ but a virtue after it.[footnoteRef:1581] The life and work of Christ literally changed “humility” from being a weakness to being a virtue. [1581:  Dickson, Humilitas.] 

Joh 13:10
“And you are clean.” This verse has great encouragement for believers. To be “clean” in the eyes of God means to be acceptable to Him. Note that Jesus did not say “You are sinless.” The apostles were good believers, but not sinless. The Bible tells us that no person except Christ is without sin. Sometimes believers feel unacceptable to God because they sin, but we see here that sin does not make a person unacceptable to God—or else no person would be acceptable to Him. In the context of John 13:10, to be “clean” is to have a humble, obedient, and honest heart before God. In contrast to the other apostles, Judas was a thief and liar.
Joh 13:14
“one another.” For more on “one another,” see commentary on Galatians 5:13, “one another.”
Joh 13:16
“a servant is not greater than his master.” While this seems axiomatic, in this context it is very profound. Jesus had just set the example that leaders were to be servants. But occasionally that lesson gets forgotten and the leaders don’t serve others as they should. So after setting the example of being a true leader by serving others and washing the disciples’ feet, Jesus reminds them that they are not greater than he is, so if he can serve others, so can they. This lesson echoes down through history; no leader is so big and important that they are somehow excused from being a servant to others.
Joh 13:17
“if you put them into practice.” The Greek text is more literally, “if you do them,” but that is not particularly clear in English. The idea in the text is “you are blessed if you put these things into practice.” The REV translates the phrase like some other versions for example, the translation by the Greek scholar Dr. Mounce reads like the REV, “if you put them into practice”[footnoteRef:1582] (cf. Amplified Bible, GNT, ISV). Believers must do more than just know what to do, we must do what we know to do. [1582:  William D. Mounce and Robert H. Mounce, eds., Zondervan Greek and English Interlinear New Testament, 415.] 

Joh 13:18
“I am not speaking about all of you.” This phrase goes with John 13:17: “If you know these things, you are blessed if you put them into practice. I am not speaking about all of you.” Jesus knew Judas would betray him and was not one of those who would serve others.
“I know whom I have chosen.” Jesus prayed all night about who among his disciples should be an apostle (Luke 6:12), and he chose Judas. There must have been every indication that Judas was a natural leader and a committed follower. Judas went out when the other apostles went out and healed the sick and raised the dead (Luke 9:1-6; Matt. 10:1-42; Mark 6:6-13). Judas had charge of the money box (John 13:29). But see John 6:64, that Jesus did know Judas would betray him.
“let the Scripture be fulfilled.” Judas was not fatalistically damned to fulfill this passage (see also commentary on John 17:12, “resulting in the Scripture being fulfilled”). Rather than a purpose clause, “so that the Scripture might be fulfilled,” the phrase should be understood as a command clause. The HCSB translates this phrase as a command, but uses the word “must.” See commentary on John 15:25 for why “let” is a better translation of the command clause.[footnoteRef:1583] [1583:  See also Nigel Turner, Grammatical Insights into the New Testament, 147-48 as cited in Boyd, God at War, 379.] 

[For more on command clauses, see commentary on John 9:3, “let the works of God be revealed in him,” and commentary on John 15:25, “but let the word… be fulfilled.”]
Joh 13:19
“will believe.” The verb “believe” is in the subjunctive mood, but that comes from the hina (“so that”) at the start of the phrase that requires a subjunctive. Jesus was not telling the apostles things ahead of time just so they “may” believe,” but so that they will believe. Although Peter had correctly identified Jesus as the Christ months before (Matt. 16:16), there was plenty about what Jesus said and did that they did not understand. But there was a time coming when they would confidently believe.
Joh 13:20
“him who sent me.” The teaching that God sent Jesus Christ occurs over 40 times in the New Testament and can have different meanings in different contexts.
[For in-depth commentary on Jesus Christ having been sent by the Father, and its different meanings and nuances in context, see commentary on John 6:57.]
Joh 13:21
“he was troubled in his spirit.” The fact that Judas was now going to betray him would have had an impact on Jesus because he knew that his torture and death were about to begin. Jesus knew that he had to suffer and die, and had even told that to his disciples on several occasions, but that did not make it easy for Jesus. Torture and death are never easy.
But perhaps more impactful at this time was his knowledge of what was about to happen to Judas. Jesus cared for Judas and understood that there would be no going back for Judas once he had betrayed Jesus. It could not have been at all easy for Jesus to see someone who had been so close to him and the other apostles make such an unwise choice and face everlasting death. Indeed, Judas committed suicide shortly afterward and then, when he is resurrected, will face Judgment Day.
Joh 13:23
“the one whom Jesus loved.” The disciple whom Jesus loved, and the author of the Gospel of John, is John (see commentary on John 21:20).
Joh 13:24
“nodded.” The Greek is clear, and means to signal with a nod of the head. “…to give a nod; to signify by a nod…followed by an infinitive of what one wishes to be done,” John 13:24; Acts 24:10. This was an ancient custom, and is attested in the Septuagint in Proverbs 4:25. Peter was not close enough to John to whisper, and if he spoke it loudly, Jesus would have heard also. The intimate connection between Peter and John shows clearly here. Peter simply nods his head and John knows what he should do.
Joh 13:26
“the one to whom I will give this piece of bread.” Although this cannot be completely confirmed, it seems that Jesus did not get up from eating in order to give Judas the piece of bread he had dipped. This indicates that Judas would have been sitting very close to Jesus, an honor he no doubt thought he deserved.
“piece.” The word “morsel,” used in many versions, in today’s English communicates a very good-tasting bite of something. The Greek does not necessarily mean that the piece tasted good, just that it was a small piece. So the REV has “piece.”
“when I have dipped it.” In the Israelite culture of the first century, there was generally no silverware; people ate with their fingers. Bread—flatbread, like a thin pancake—was the staple food, and people would generally tear off a piece of bread, roll it up into a spoon or scoop shape, and scoop out some of the food that was before them in a bowl or on a plate. In some cases, there was just the bread and an olive oil dip, and that is possible here, but given the fact that this was an important supper, there would likely have been various stews to eat. In that case, in essence, what Jesus is doing here is giving Judas a spoonful of food.
“Iscariot.” See the commentary on Matthew 10:4 for more information.
Joh 13:27
“the Adversary.” The Greek word for Adversary is Satanas (#4567 Σατανᾶς), which has been transliterated as “Satan” in most versions. This causes the meaning of the word, which is important, to be lost.
[For more information on it, see commentary on Mark 1:13. For information on the names of the Devil, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
“What you are doing, do more quickly!” Luke 22:3 tells us the Adversary entered in Judas earlier, and thus Judas had already gone to the priests to betray Jesus, which had started the process of betrayal (Matt. 26:14-16; Mark 14:10-11; Luke 22:1-6). That was why Jesus said, “What you are doing…” In the Greek text, the verb “do” is a “conative present,” thus it means “are doing.”[footnoteRef:1584] Furthermore, the words usually translated “do quickly” should be translated as, “do more quickly.” Lenski writes, “The adverb tachion [“quickly”] is comparative and does not mean “quickly” (our versions) but “more quickly.”[footnoteRef:1585] Robertson writes, “Sometimes the comparative form is used absolutely…that is because the context makes the point perfectly clear.”[footnoteRef:1586] Robertson goes on to say that Jesus’ statement to Judas may have well been the factor that caused Judas to act as quickly as he did, after all, it is clear from Scripture that Judas had been exposed in front of the other apostles: “Jesus testified and said, ‘Truly, truly, I say to you, that one of you will betray me. It is he to whom I will give this piece of bread when I have dipped it.’ So when he had dipped the piece, he gave it to Judas” (John 12:21-26 abridged). [1584:  Robertson, Grammar of the Greek New Testament, 880; cf. R. C. H. Lenski, Interpretation of St. John’s Gospel, 951.]  [1585:  Lenski, St. John’s Gospel, 951.]  [1586:  Robertson, Grammar, 664.] 

Jesus knew that he had to be the Passover lamb that year, which meant that Judas did have to move quickly. The High Priest and his henchmen were frightened of the crowds and had discussed not arresting Jesus during the Passover and Feast of Unleavened Bread (Matt. 26:5; Mark 14:2). After all, Jesus had touched the lives of many people all over Israel, and many of those people would be in Jerusalem for Passover. The possibility of a riot could have made an arrest at Passover less desirable than simply waiting a week until all the crowds were gone. But now that option was not available. Jesus had exposed Judas in front of the other apostles, and had said to Judas that he should act “more quickly” (John 13:27). Even though it is likely that the other apostles did not understand what Jesus meant when he spoke of being betrayed, Judas did, and the evil in his heart convicted him. He left the room immediately and arranged for Jesus to be arrested that very night.
[For more on the way human behavior can change whether or not a prophecy is fulfilled, see commentary on Deut. 18:20.]
Joh 13:29
“Judas had the money box.” Jesus and his disciples would have regularly been given money for the wonderful things they did for people, and Judas was the one they entrusted with the “box,” the money box. Sadly, Judas stole from the box (John 12:6), which is almost certainly where he got the money to buy the field where later he committed suicide (see commentary on Acts 1:18).
Joh 13:30
“and it was night.” Although sunset and twilight happened sometime shortly after 6:30 p.m. Jerusalem time, the dark of “night” started by 8 p.m. So the Last Supper started before sunset, but by the time Judas left, it was dark and after 8 p.m.
Joh 13:31
“now is the Son of Man glorified.” Jesus was not yet literally glorified when this was spoken, yet in the Greek, the verb “glorified” doxazō (#1392 δοξάζω) is in the aorist tense, which would be well represented in English as “has been glorified.” This is the idiom of the prophetic perfect, when something that was absolutely going to happen in the future was spoken of as if it had already happened to emphasize the fact that the event was surely going to happen.
Robertson points out that we know the two aorist “glorify” verbs in verse 31 refer to a future event because the verbs are in the future tense in verse 32.[footnoteRef:1587] We also know it is a prophetic perfect because the actual glorification did not occur until the resurrection, but Jesus’ arrest and the process of his death leading to the resurrection started that night. [1587:  Robertson, Grammar of the Greek New Testament, 847.] 

The prophetic perfect is a very common idiom, but translating it can be difficult. If we translate it as a future event, true to facts but not representing the certainty of the original text, we lose what the actual text is saying and the certainty being communicated by the past tense, but the meaning is clear. Hence the NLT translation: “Jesus said, ‘The time has come for the Son of Man to enter into his glory, and God will be glorified because of him.’” However, if we translate the verb as a past tense, we risk confusing the reader and leading them to the wrong conclusion.
[For more on the prophetic perfect, see commentary on Eph. 2:6.]
Joh 13:32
“immediately.” This is a hyperbole, an exaggeration.[footnoteRef:1588] It would be very soon. It was Monday night by this time, and Jesus would be arrested in just a few hours. Tuesday would be trials and torture, with more torture overnight Tuesday to Wednesday morning, when he was crucified about 9 a.m. [1588:  Cf. Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 423, “hyperbole.”] 

Joh 13:33
“Little children.” This is more evidence that the apostles were teenagers, likely in their late teens. But in the culture, they would not be considered as fully adult until their mid-twenties. Priests could start to serve at twenty-five.
“I am with you only a little while longer.” This “little while” is the little time before Jesus’ arrest, which culminated in his crucifixion and death. After his resurrection, Jesus was with the apostles again on and off for some forty days.
“you are not able to come.” It is not that Peter could not be crucified and die, but he could not die for the sins of the world, like Jesus did. A few sentences later, in John 13:36, Jesus told Peter, “you will follow afterwards,” and indeed, Peter did follow Jesus to a martyr’s death, but that time was not now, but many years later.
Joh 13:34
“a new commandment.” The word “new” is the Greek word kainos (#2537 καινός), which has the emphasis of new in quality, not new in time (which is the Greek neos). That we are supposed to love other people is not new, but what Christ was saying was new in quality and thus different from what had come before. The Law commanded to “love your neighbor” (Lev. 19:18), and your neighbor was someone near to you. But this was a new kind of love. In the context, “love one another” meant “love the other believers,” not just “love others.” Christians are to have a special love for each other.
Christ looked at his disciples and said they were to love one another. They already knew they were to love their neighbor, but now Christ was introducing a new, more elevated, more intense, more selfless love than was clear in the Law. Jesus himself made that point clear when he said, “Just as I have loved you, you also are to love one another.” Christ clarified and elevated the Law. Believers were to love each other like Christ loved them. It is further clarified that “love one another” means to love our fellow believers in the Epistle of John which says we are to love our fellow believers (1 John 2:10; 3:10, 14; 4:20-21).
[For more specific ways we are to love one another, see commentary on Gal. 5:13.]
“love one another.” It is very important for Christian unity and for our own personal wholeness that we love our fellow Christians (for this love being about our fellow Christians, see commentary above, on “a new commandment”). Because of the value and necessity of loving our fellow Christians, this important commandment to love one another is repeated 13 times in the New Testament (John 13:34 twice; John 15:12, 17; Rom. 13:8; 1 Thess. 4:9; 1 Pet. 1:22; 1 John 3:11, 23; 4:7, 11, 12; 2 John 1:5), and other verses have the same basic meaning but not the same wording.
Love is to be the organizing principle that guides everything we do. But we must recognize that all genuine love starts in God and follows His ways. If we are not acting as God would act, then we are not being loving, even if we think we are. For example, certain sins are so egregious that God has those sinners ejected from the church (cf. 1 Cor. 5:5; 1 Tim. 1:20). Some people today would assert that it is not “loving” to force people to leave your church, but it is what God would do if He Himself were here. It is similar to Jesus turning over the tables of the money changers and driving off their animals (John 2:13-15). It was a harsh but loving act. It is unloving to allow people to hurt others if we can somehow stop it.
People do not act in love, and especially “love one another,” for a number of reasons. Some people do not know that it is important to God that we give special attention and love to our fellow Christians—but that is clearly what the Bible says (cf. also Gal. 6:10). Also, there are the ordinary reasons people do not act in love, such as they are selfish or hungry for money or power. But beyond that, many people are not loving because they do not know the Bible and do not know how God would act, or they do not have the personal courage to act in a truly loving manner if it means confronting sin and evil. It is not easy to really love others the way Jesus loved. “Kind love” is easy because being nice to people is usually easy love. It is the “tough love” that is difficult; when we have to confront or reprove people for their words and actions. Nevertheless, Jesus did it, and if we are going to follow Christ and be genuinely loving, we have to do it too.
[For more specific ways we are to love one another, see commentary on Gal. 5:13.]
“you also are to love one another.” The Greek is a hina with a verb in the subjunctive mood command clause. For an explanation of this construction, see the commentary on John 9:3, “let the works of God be revealed in him.”
Joh 13:37
“life.” The Greek word is psuchē (#5590 ψυχή, pronounced psoo-'kay), often translated “soul.” The Greek word has a large number of meanings, including the physical life of a person or animal; an individual person; or attitudes, emotions, feelings, and thoughts. Here it refers to the physical life of the body, which is why most versions translate it “life,” which is accurate in this context. This is one of the many verses that show that psuchē, soul, is not immortal.
[For a more complete explanation of psuchē, “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
Joh 13:38
“life.” See commentary on John 13:37.
“a rooster will absolutely not crow before you have denied me three times.” Jesus can make this statement, knowing that God would back him up. God backed up Joshua when the sun stood still (Josh. 10:14), and He backed up Samuel when he called upon Yahweh (1 Sam. 12:17). Our relationship with God and Jesus is one of fellow laborers. We can make requests of God, and He can answer them (we should be praying, asking, all the time). Jesus could make this statement, knowing that God would honor it. It is not hard for God to make a rooster crow, or keep a rooster from crowing.
 
John Chapter 14
Joh 14:1
Chapter 14 continues Jesus’ teaching at the Last Supper, which started in chapter 13.
“Continue to trust in God and continue to trust in me.” This occurs in the shadow of Judas’ betrayal, Peter’s denial, and the events of Christ’s last night, when he will not look like the Christ at all, but rather, appear to be conquered. So the Lord is not simply commanding belief in God to disciples who already believe in God, but is telling them of the necessity to continue to trust God and His Messiah, considering what is about to happen. This use of the present tense is known as the “iterative” present.[footnoteRef:1589] Some English versions use the word “faith” here in John 14:1 rather than “trust,” but “faith” is greatly misunderstood in Christian circles today, whereas “trust” is not. [1589:  Cf. Daniel B. Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics, 520-21.] 

The apostles and disciples were confused by Jesus’ arrest, crucifixion, and death. First, they ran from the Garden, then they scattered but regrouped and hid behind locked doors. No wonder Jesus tried to prepare them for what would happen by saying, “Continue to trust in God and continue to trust in me.” One would hope that they remembered to trust God and Christ in these confusing and frightening times.
[For more information on using “trust” instead of “faith,” see Appendix 2: “‘Faith’ is ‘Trust.’”]
Joh 14:2
“In my Father’s house are many places to live.” Jesus is saying, “In my Father’s Kingdom there are many places to live.” This verse has been misunderstood due to our not understanding the vocabulary used and the cultural context involved. The word we translate “house,” is the common word oikia (#3614 οἰκία, pronounced oi-'key-a) which usually refers to a house, a dwelling, or the people of a house. However, the word “house” was also used of people who were under one head, the “head of the house.” Thus, the kingdom of a king was often referred to as the king’s “house” because he was in charge of all the people in his kingdom. That is why the Kingdom of Judah was referred to as “the house of David” (Isa. 22:22). In a similar way, the “house of Israel” was all the Israelites (Lev. 10:6; Ruth 4:11); the “house of Ephraim” was the whole tribe of Ephraim (Judg. 10:9); the “house of Benjamin” was the whole tribe of Benjamin (2 Sam. 3:19), etc. The concept of the kingdom of the king being his “house” or “household” was common in the ancient Near East. Michael Heiser writes: “The rulers of ancient Egypt were called pharaohs. In the language of ancient Egypt, the title was actually two words, per a-a, which meant ‘great house(hold).’”[footnoteRef:1590] [1590:  Heiser, The Unseen Realm, 25.] 

The apostles knew that God did not live in a big house in heaven in which there were many rooms. They understood that in that context the phrase, “in the house of the Father of me” (the literal reading of the Greek text) was like “the house of David;” it referred to the Kingdom. In the Kingdom of God, there are many places to live.
The word that the REV translates as “places to live” is monē (#3438 μονή, pronounced moe-'nay). It is translated “mansions” (KJV), “rooms” (NIV84), and “dwelling places” (NASB1995), but in this context, it simply refers to a place to live. In God’s “house” (i.e., kingdom) are many places to live. This was not a new revelation, but the common teaching of the Old Testament that when God restored the Kingdom on earth it would fill the whole earth (cf. Dan. 2:35, 44). This understanding is continued in the New Testament, which is why Paul wrote to the Church at Corinth that the believers would judge and administer the world (1 Cor. 6:2).
The fact that Jesus uses the present tense and says there “are” many places to live has confused some commentators into believing that the places to live already exist, and people are living in them in heaven. From the scope of Scripture and the flexibility of the verb, we can see that is not the case. Things in heaven are often spoken of by the Jews as if they physically exist when they exist in the mind of God and will come into concretion in the future. So, for example, Jesus taught us to store up our treasure in heaven as if there were already storehouses there where things could be stored (Matt. 6:20). But there is nothing like that in heaven and we cannot put things there. Similarly, in Matthew 5:12, Jesus spoke of people’s reward as being “in heaven,” when he meant that God kept a record of it and would bestow it on the believer at the resurrection. Today, God is keeping track of the believers and will have a place for each of them to live when Jesus sets up his Kingdom. Thus one of the blessings of the Messianic Kingdom on earth will be that “Every man will sit under his own vine and under his own fig tree” (Mic. 4:4 NIV84; cf. Zech. 3:10).
“I go to prepare a place for you.” This statement has been misunderstood due to the traditional teaching that when people die, their soul goes to heaven and lives with God and Jesus forever. Jesus was not saying, “I am going to heaven to prepare it for you.” The “place” Jesus was going to prepare for believers is the future Kingdom on earth. Scripture teaches that Jesus will come to earth and set up a Kingdom that lasts 1,000 years; then there will be a final war; then a White Throne Judgment; then the New Jerusalem, a gigantic city with streets of gold, will descend from heaven and land on earth,
Jesus was going to heaven to “prepare a place for you,” but the “place” is not in heaven. The preparation is done from heaven, but the place is on earth. We know that because the whole of biblical prophecy speaks of the coming Kingdom on earth. This verse needs to be understood in the context of the entire Bible, which speaks of the restoration of the earth and the Messiah reigning over the earth from Jerusalem.
Jesus did not give us any specifics about preparation he had to do before he set up his Kingdom and had a place for us. It does seem apparent that when Jesus said at the Last Supper, “I go to prepare a place for you,” he did not know when his Second Coming would be but he did think it was going to be very quickly, while that generation was still alive (Matt. 16:28; 24:34). He was thinking there was lots of preparation to do very quickly.
No doubt Jesus knew there was a lot to be done before God’s Kingdom could be set up on earth. He had to fully understand his role as king and Lord over God’s creation. Also, preparations would have had to have been made for the Battle of Armageddon and the defeat of Satan’s evil army on earth headed up by the Antichrist and the False Prophet (Rev. 19:11-20:3), and the restoration of planet Earth. Furthermore, the people of earth would have to be judged (Matt. 25:31-46), assignments had to be given to resurrected believers who would have jobs in the Millennial Kingdom, the New Temple, and New Jerusalem had to be built as per Ezekiel’s prophecy, and much more. Jesus knew that when he went away he would have a lot of planning and preparation to do so that the Kingdom on earth could be set up and run and be a blessing to everyone there, as the prophecies state. Jesus could not just come down from heaven, fight at Armageddon, and say, “What do I do now?” Jesus knew that once he ascended to heaven, he would not just be “sitting around” enjoying himself. He would be working on things concerning his return and preparing for his Kingdom on earth.
[For more on the Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on the final war and the New Jerusalem see Rev. 20-22.]
Joh 14:3
“I will come again.” John 14:3 is clear that Jesus will receive people when he comes again, not when they die. Jesus does not say that he will welcome people into heaven when they die. He said he would come back—his Second Coming—and receive believers to himself. Jesus will receive them so that where he is—on earth—believers will be there also, even if they have died, because he will raise them (John 5:28-29).
Orthodox Christianity teaches that John 14 is about people going to heaven. It is not: Jesus said, “I will come again.” The verse is about Jesus coming back and welcoming people into his kingdom on earth. Furthermore, although the translation “take you” is not as clear as “receive you,” even if the verse is translated, “take you to myself,” it still is referring to when Jesus comes back and that he will take living and dead believers to be with him in his kingdom. So from the scope of Scripture, we see that this verse is saying, “And if I go [to heaven] and prepare a place for you [do the preparations for my coming kingdom on earth], I will come again [back to earth] and will receive you to myself [by welcoming living believers in the kingdom (Matt. 25:31-46) and raising dead believers (John 5:28-29)] so that where I am [on earth in my kingdom] you will be also.”
Christ will come back to earth in the event known as the Second Coming. At his Second Coming, Jesus will come down from heaven with his armies and conquer the earth, an event described in Revelation 19:11-21. Christ’s conquest of the earth was foretold in scriptures such as Isaiah 63:1-6 and Zechariah 14:3-10, and scriptures such as Daniel 2:35, 44-46 speak of Christ’s kingdom filling the earth. Many prophecies speak of the Second Coming of Christ, and Jesus himself spoke quite often about it and the events associated with it (Matt. 16:27, [cf. Mark 8:38 and Luke 9:26]; Matt. 24:30-44, [cf. Mark 13:26 and Luke 21:27]; Matt. 25:31-46; 26:64 [cf. Mark 14:62]; Mark 8:38; Luke 12:40; 17:24-30; John 14:3, 18; 21:22). Also, Christ’s “Second Coming” is not the same event as the Rapture of Christians, which is described in 1 Thessalonians 4:17.
The Old Testament does not clearly show that Christ’s “coming” would be in two distinct stages: his first coming when he was crucified, and his Second Coming when he comes from heaven and conquers the earth. The information is there, but it is unclear and can only be clearly understood with 20/20 hindsight. In contrast, the New Testament is very clear about the first and second comings of Christ. Nevertheless, even though they are somewhat veiled, Old Testament passages that speak of the Second Coming of Christ include Isaiah 63:1-6; Daniel 2:34-35, 44; Zechariah 14:3-6, and there are many more that speak of Christ ruling the earth (see commentary on Matt. 16:27).
The Greek text emphasizes the word “again” by moving it to the front of the sentence: “Again I will come and will receive you to myself.” Christ came to earth once, and he will come again as conqueror and king.
[For more on Christ’s future Kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
“prepare a place for you.” See commentary on John 14:2.
“and will receive you to myself.” There has been mistranslation and misunderstanding of this phrase due to the traditional belief that when a saved person dies their soul goes immediately to heaven and is with Jesus. Translations such as the NLT, “I will come and get you” are an unwarranted translation of the Greek text due to the bias that people go to heaven when they die. Actually, the verse is simple. Jesus said that he would come back and then receive believers to himself. Jesus’ statement applies to both living and dead believers: The living believers will be allowed into the kingdom while the dead believers will be raised and enter the kingdom. Christians are in a different category entirely, because Christians experience an event known as the Rapture, which occurs before the Second Coming. At the Rapture, both living and dead Christians will be taken into the air to be with Christ and then will return to earth with him at his Second Coming
[For more information on the Rapture of Christians, see commentary on 1 Thess. 4:17.]
The believers who are alive at the Second Coming will be allowed to enter Jesus’ kingdom, just as Jesus said: I “will receive you to myself.” The Great Tribulation and Armageddon will not kill everyone on earth. Many people will still be alive, and so when Jesus comes to earth he will gather all the nations before him and judge them. Those people who are judged unworthy will be thrown into the Lake of Fire, while those people who are judged worthy will enter into Christ’s kingdom on earth (Matt. 25:31-46, see commentary on Matt. 25:32). Thus, at Christ’s Second Coming, believers who lived through the Great Tribulation will be “received” by Christ and will enter into his kingdom.
The believers who are dead at the time of the Second Coming will be raised from the dead and received by Christ into his kingdom on earth. The dead believers who Christ will raise will be those believers who died before the Day of Pentecost or who died after the Rapture but before the Second Coming (in other words, Christ will raise every dead believer from Adam to his Second Coming with the exception of the Christian Church, because Christians will have been raised earlier, at the Rapture). At the Second Coming, when Christ comes back to earth, he will call the dead believers out of the ground and receive them to himself and bring them into his kingdom (Ezek. 37:12-14).
John 14:1-3 helps settle the argument about whether or not Old Testament believers such as Abraham and Sarah are in the Rapture. They are not. To understand what John 14:1-3 is saying, it is imperative that we understand the difference between what happens to believers if they die before or after the Day of Pentecost. The Christian Church started on the Day of Pentecost (Acts 2), and every believer who died before the Day of Pentecost will be in the Resurrection of Life (John 5:28-29). In contrast, believers who die after the Day of Pentecost are Christians, and they will be in the Rapture (1 Thess. 4:15-18).
The people who died before the Christian Church started on the Day of Pentecost will be in the Resurrection of Life, and will get up out of the grave and go to be with Christ in his kingdom (Ezek. 37:12-14). In John 14:1-3, Jesus was speaking at the Last Supper, which was before the Day of Pentecost, and notice that Jesus says that believers will not be with him until he comes back to earth again, and he will not come to earth again until he comes and fights the Battle of Armageddon and conquers the earth (Rev. 19:11-21). At that time he will set up his kingdom on earth and will raise from the dead the believers who died before the Day of Pentecost, and also allow the living believers to enter his kingdom (Matt. 25:31-46; cf. Matt. 13:24-30, 40-43). This is further substantiated by Revelation 11:18 (cf. 1 Thess. 4:16). The time to give rewards to the believers is when they are raised from the dead, which happens immediately after the Second Coming.
The word “receive” in John 14:3 is the verb paralambanō (#3880 παραλαμβάνω), and it is in the future tense, middle voice. Thayer speaks specifically about John 14:3 and says, “middle [voice] with πρός ἐμαυτόν [to myself], [means] to my companionship, where I myself dwell.”[footnoteRef:1591] Friberg agrees, and also references John 14:3 and says that in John 14:3 paralambanō means “receive to oneself,”[footnoteRef:1592] and BDAG also references John 14:3 and has “I will take you to myself.”[footnoteRef:1593] The TDNT says paralambanō is used “for acceptance into the kingdom of Christ.”[footnoteRef:1594] A number of English versions translate the phrase as “receive you to myself” (cf. ASV, HCSB, GNV, KJV, NASB1995, WEB, YLT). [1591:  Thayer’s Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “παραλαμβάνω.”]  [1592:  Friberg, Analytical Lexicon, s.v. “παραλαμβάνω.”]  [1593:  BDAG Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “παραλαμβάνω.”]  [1594:  Bromiley, Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, s.v. “παραλαμβάνω.”] 

When Jesus comes back to earth he will raise the dead believers, who will join the living believers, and Jesus will “receive” all of them to himself and into his kingdom. That is why Ezekiel 37:12-14 says that when the dead get up they will go to the land of Israel, and why Jesus said that the “sheep” among the living believers would also be in his kingdom. Jesus will be in Israel, ruling from the newly rebuilt city of Jerusalem (the boundaries of Israel including the size of Jerusalem are described in Ezek. 47 and 48).
In John 14:3, Jesus spoke to the apostles and told them he “will come again and will receive you [“you all,” the “you” is plural] to myself so that where I am you will be also.” What Jesus was saying to the apostles was in essence: “I will come back to earth at my Second Coming, and receive all the believers to me so that where I am, on the wonderful new earth, they will be too.”
[For more on the first and second resurrection, see commentary on Acts 24:15. For more on the dead being dead and not alive in any form, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.”]
Joh 14:4
“And where I am going, you know the way.” Jesus implied he was going to the Father (John 14:2). But later Jesus said plainly that he was going to the Father (John 16:28).
Joh 14:5
“Thomas said to him.” The Apostle Thomas is not mentioned much in Scripture, but in verses such as John 14:5, we see that he is an independent thinker and very bold. Probably most, if not all, of the apostles were thinking like Thomas was, but he had the boldness to express it.
Joh 14:6
“the life.” Here the word “life” refers to “life in the Age to Come.” See commentary on Luke 10:28.
“except through me.” This phrase uses the Greek preposition dia with a genitive object, and thus is correctly translated “through.” Here Jesus is focusing on his role as the mediator between God and mankind. In the biblical world, it was customary that people did not get to see an important person without going through some kind of mediator. So, for example, when some Greeks wanted to see Jesus, they went to Phillip, one of the apostles (John 12:21). The centurion who wanted his servant healed sent a delegation of Jews to Jesus (Luke 7:3-5). Here Jesus correctly teaches that now that the Son has come, if a person is going to get close to God, he or she must go through His Son.
Joh 14:7
“and have seen him.” Jesus is saying that if you have seen Jesus, you have seen the Father, something he will state in different words in John 14:9. This is almost certainly the meaning in John 20:28, when Thomas, who had doubted Jesus’ resurrection, said, “My lord and my God.” Thomas was saying that in the resurrected Jesus, he saw both the Lord Jesus and the Father, just as Jesus said in at least two different ways (John 14:7, 9).
Joh 14:9
“Whoever has seen me has seen the Father.” The consistent theme throughout the book of John is that Jesus reveals God the Father to the world (John 1:18; 9:3; 14:9; 15:15; 17:6, 26). This simple truth demonstrates that Jesus is someone different from God. Many Trinitarians or Oneness believers see equivalence between Jesus and God in the Gospel of John, however, the author seeks to show how Jesus reveals the Father, not how Jesus is the Father. Knowing this helps the reader understand what Jesus means by phrases like, “whoever has seen me has seen the Father,” (John 14:9) and “I am in union with the Father and the Father is in union with me” (John 14:11). Neither of these phrases states that Jesus is the Father, nor should they be understood that way. Rather, these verses, when properly seen in light of the rest of the Gospel, demonstrate that God was working so powerfully through Jesus and Jesus was demonstrating God’s character so clearly that when one looked at Jesus, it was as if you were looking at the Father.
This concept is not too difficult to grasp, as we use language similar to this in our modern culture. For instance, if a son is displaying a characteristic similar to his father (named Jim), we might say, ‘You’re just like your Dad,’ or, ‘Jim, is that you?’ or, ‘I see your Dad in you.’ No one takes that to mean the son literally is Jim, but that he resembles Jim in some ways. This is how we should understand Jesus’ statements of his similarity with his Father. Jesus never intends to teach that he is his Father, because he sees God his Father as someone different from himself (John 10:29; 14:28; 20:17), and he reveals his Father clearly through his works and teachings (John 14:10).
This phrase in John 14:9 is also very helpful for understanding what Thomas may have meant in John 20:28 when he said to Jesus, “My Lord and my God.” Since Jesus taught Thomas here in John 14:9 that, “Whoever has seen me has seen the Father,” this is likely what Thomas was finally realizing in John 20:28. He was not realizing that Jesus was the Father, as Jesus had never taught Thomas that. Jesus taught Thomas that the Father was someone different from himself (John 14:6, 12, 16, 24; etc.). Rather, Thomas was realizing that the Father was “in union with” Jesus (John 14:11), that the Father was working in Jesus (John 14:10), and that Jesus’ words were the Father’s words (John 14:24). So, Thomas was realizing that the Father could be seen in Jesus, and thus could say, “My Lord and my God” (John 20:28).
Joh 14:10
“I am in union with the Father, and the Father is in union with me.” See commentary on John 10:38, “the Father is in union with me, and I am in union with the Father.”
“I am not speaking from myself.” Jesus said basically this same thing many times (cf. John 5:19, 30; 6:38; 7:16; 8:16, 28, 29; 12:49, 50; 14:10, 24). See the REV commentary on John 8:28.
Joh 14:11
“Keep on believing…keep believing.” The Greek is pisteuō (#4100 πιστεύω) in the imperative present active. Robertson notes that this stresses, especially in this verb, the continuance of one’s trust and believing.[footnoteRef:1595] Jesus was not asking for short-lived belief, but continued belief in what he was saying and teaching. It is important to note that Jesus says “or else keep believing me because of the works themselves.” In other words, if you cannot believe in me (what I am saying) on its own, believe what I am saying based on the works that I do. The works are a witness to the teaching, and vice versa. Many people today want to “just do good works,” as if that were enough. But that does not point to right doctrine, only to the kind heart of a good person. We must, like Jesus, let our good works testify to what we are saying. [1595:  A. T. Robertson, Grammar, 856.] 

That Jesus said this during the Last Supper gives it special meaning. The apostles did not know it yet, but in a few hours, they would be scattered and confused. Yet they had to keep believing in Jesus, if not for what he said, then because of the works of God that they saw him do with their own eyes. Those memories would help keep them on the right path in the turbulent hours ahead.
“I am in union with the Father, and the Father in union with me.” See commentary on John 10:38, “the Father is in union with me, and I am in union with the Father.”
Joh 14:12
“continues to believe.” The Greek uses the present participle in the active voice. R. C. H. Lenski correctly writes: “The substantivized present participle characterizes the person as one who continues in this faith.”[footnoteRef:1596] [1596:  Lenski, Interpretation of St. John’s Gospel, 988.] 

“in me” This does not mean just that Jesus existed. In the biblical culture, to believe in someone meant that you believed, and thus acted upon, what the person said. So, for example, Jesus said to pray. If a person never prays, then he does not believe “in me,” even if he thinks Jesus existed as a person.
“he will do also.” The Greek is poieō (#4160 ποιέω) in the indicative future, so there is no question or argument: the one who is believing in Jesus will do what Jesus did.
“and greater works than these will he do.” This statement has been a problem for believers for many years. Jesus Christ did all kinds of miracles and healings, and it is hard to see how any person could do more memorable works than Jesus did. If, however, we think of Christ’s works as being part of his witnessing to others and doing miracles in order to get people to believe and be saved, then doing greater works takes on a different meaning. It does not refer to doing more astounding miracles than Jesus did, but doing more to bring people to salvation. Jesus Christ’s ministry, although he reached some Gentiles, was primarily to the house of Israel, the Jews. He said, “I was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel” (Matt. 15:24). Furthermore, when he sent out the disciples, he said, “Do not go on any road of the Gentiles, and do not enter into any city of the Samaritans, but go instead to the lost sheep of the house of Israel” (Matt. 10:5-6). In contrast, after his resurrection, he gave his disciples a new mission: “go and make disciples of all the nations” (Matt. 28:19). Reaching the whole world for Christ, and not just primarily the Jews, is a greater work than Jesus did.
“because I go to the Father.” The basis of the “greater works” that the Christian believer can do is “because” Jesus ascended to the Father, poured out the gift of holy spirit, and now pours out revelation and grace to the Christian, who is energized to do God’s work.
Jesus knew he would not be on earth, but in heaven at the right hand of God, so if good works are going to be done, believers on earth must do them. Furthermore, Jesus knew that the gift of holy spirit would be poured out (Joel 2). Jesus did not know about the Christian Church at that time (the Sacred Secret), and that holy spirit would be poured out as it was on the day of Pentecost, but he did know that holy spirit would be poured out after he was raised.
Joh 14:13
“whatever you ask in my name, that I will do.” The Bible has many statements about prayer and asking God for things, and those prayers make a difference in what happens in the world (cf. Rom. 12:12; 1 Cor. 7:5; Eph. 6:19; Phil. 1:9; 4:6; Col. 4:2; 1 Tim. 2:8; James 5:16). Wise believers obey 1 Thessalonians 5:17, “never stop praying.” However, some statements in the Bible make it seem like all a person has to do is ask and the prayer will be answered. In fact, a number of those statements were made by Jesus at the Last Supper just as this one was (cf. John 14:13, 14; 15:7, 16:23).
Statements such as the one we see here in John 14:13, “whatever you ask in my name, that I will do,” can be confusing because they seem so straightforward and definite. However, in actuality, they are not straightforward and definite. It often happens in conversation that when a subject is well-known, statements are made that are not complete in themselves. For example, a person may say to a friend, “If you ever need anything, let me know.” But it is understood from the culture and context that the statement is limited in many unspoken ways and “anything” does not mean “anything at all.” The word “anything” is limited by many factors that are understood in the social context, and the same is true in discussions about prayer.
Jesus certainly knew when he said he would do “whatever” people asked that the “whatever” was limited, and the apostles would have known that also. We know it from two different perspectives. The first is prima facie: many times when we ask for things, we don’t get them. No one ever gets all the things they ask for in prayer, even if they ask in the name of Jesus Christ. So if Jesus said we would get what we ask for in prayer but we don’t always get them, then we know that there must be more to what Christ was saying than is written in the text. What Jesus said had unspoken conditions.
The second way we know that Christ’s statement about getting “whatever” we ask is not a straightforward statement but has unspoken conditions is that in other places in the Bible, we see that there are conditions to getting prayer answered. Some of these are very clear, such as that our prayer has to align with the will of God (Matt. 26:42). But also there are factors about the fallen nature of the world, wise living, and the spiritual battle that limit prayer.
The Bible makes a number of statements that show us prayer is inherently limited. An entire book could be written on this, but a few examples will make the point. For example, the Bible says people age and die, so praying not to get old, infirm, and die, will not be answered. Also, the Bible says godly people will be persecuted, so living a godly life but praying not to be persecuted will be ineffective to some extent. Also, God says that wisdom is the principal thing and people must live wisely (Prov. 4:5-9), so living unwisely but then praying for God to get us out of trouble that we have brought upon ourselves is generally ineffective. For example, if a person eats poorly and does not exercise, and then gets sick, prayers for healing are generally not very effective. Or, if a person spends all their money all through their life and does not save up for their old age, prayers to somehow “get money” when it is needed in retirement are generally ineffective. God cannot contradict Himself. He cannot command us to live wisely but then bail us out of trouble when we refuse to live in a wise and godly manner. Part of living wisely is consistently living in a godly way that is in alignment with the will of God and Christ. That is why later on in the Last Supper Jesus said, “If you live in union with me, and my words live in you, ask whatever you want and it will be done for you” (John 15:7). People who generally ignore God and His commands or live a defiantly sinful life, but ask Him for help when they need something, generally have a mostly ineffective prayer life (see commentary on Amos 5:22).
The spiritual battle is another, mostly unseen, factor that can limit prayer. Although the spiritual battle affects us in many different ways, one of them is the effect of living in an ungodly culture. For example, the Bible is clear that the ungodliness of a culture affects the weather, and often believers suffer from droughts, floods, and storms that are brought on by the evil culture around them. In those situations, the prayers of believers for “nice weather” go mostly unanswered because they are overridden by the statements in the Bible that if the culture is evil the weather will be affected.
The bottom line about prayer is that there are many factors that limit prayer, but believers must continue to pray in the knowledge that their prayers are heard and do make a difference even though sometimes the prayers do not seem to be effective. God commands us to pray and keep praying. God does answer prayers, but if we do not pray, then God will not even have any prayers to answer.
Joh 14:14
“If you….” John 14:14 is in the original text. Although the last words of verse 13 and all of verse 14 are omitted in a scattering of manuscripts, some of them ancient, scholars have concluded from the totality of the manuscript evidence that the omission was due to the fact that the Greek word poiēsō occurred in the middle of verse 13 and the end of 14. The lines in between the two uses of poiēsō were skipped by some scribes when they were copying the text. The copyist’s eye skipped from the first poiēsō to the second one. In textual studies that is something scholars see regularly, and they have named it “haplography.” Books on the text of the Bible have many examples of haplography occurring in the manuscripts, and thankfully due to the over 5,700 Greek manuscripts we currently have, by comparing them, scholars can usually spot the erroneous manuscripts and the original text can be reconstructed.
“ask me.” The manuscript evidence supports the word “me” being in the original text. Modern textual scholars have concluded that some of the scribes copying the Greek text either thought that the wording, “ask me anything in my name” seemed strange, or they wanted to avoid what they thought was a contradiction to John 16:23, so they omitted the word “me” from the manuscripts they were copying (but in a couple of manuscripts scribes changed “me” to “the Father”). This explains why “me” is not in the King James Version—the manuscripts used in making the King James did not have the “me.” However, the weight of the manuscript evidence supports the word “me” being original, which is why almost all modern versions include it.
Very strong evidence that the word “me” is in the original text is that we can see from Acts and the Epistles that the early Christians did indeed ask Jesus for things, which is what the phrase “call upon the name of the Lord Jesus” refers to (1 Cor. 1:2).
[For more information on John 14:14 not contradicting John 16:23 see commentary on John 16:23. For more information on talking to and praying to Jesus as well as a further discussion of the manuscript evidence that “me” is original, see Appendix 13: “Can We Pray to Jesus?”]
“I will do it.” God and Jesus do answer prayer, but many prayers go seemingly unanswered. For more on that, see commentary on John 14:13.
Joh 14:15
“If you love me, you will keep my commandments.” This is a very important verse, because it, combined with others that are similar, shows who does and who does not really love Jesus. The one who loves Jesus, and his Father, God, keeps the commandments. Many people say they love God but do not keep God’s commandments. They are liars, lying to themselves and others. Jesus made it clear: if you love him you keep the commandments. We see this command, worded slightly differently, in a number of verses (e.g. John 14:15, 21, 23, 24; 1 John 5:3).
Joh 14:16
“which will be with you forever.” Jesus knew from the Old Testament prophecies that when God gave the gift of holy spirit in the future, it would be permanently with those people. Although that is not directly stated, it is clearly implied. God promised to give the people a new spirit and a new heart so that they would keep His commandments forever (cf. Ezek. 11:19-20; 36:24-30; Jer. 32:37-41).
Joh 14:17
“it...it...it...it.” The gift of holy spirit is an “it,” not a “he.” To understand why some versions differ from others in the translation of the pronouns associated with holy spirit, we must understand how pronouns are used in languages such as Greek. Unlike English, but like many languages, including Spanish, French, German, Latin, and Hebrew, the Greek language assigns a gender to nouns, and the gender of any associated pronoun must match the gender of the noun. This gender assignment happened in ancient antiquity, and often there seems to be no reason why a particular noun has a particular gender assigned to it. The gender of nouns never changes.
In French, for example, a table is feminine, la table, while a desk is masculine, le bureau. Thus a strictly literal translation of a French sentence with nouns and matching pronouns might be, “I like the table, she is just right for the room, but I do not like the desk, he is too big.” In correctly translating from French to English, however, we would never translate the English as, “the table, she,” or “the desk, he.” Not only is it improper English, it misses the point. Even the French people do not think of tables and desks as being masculine or feminine. The gender of the nouns is simply a part of the language that has come down to them through the ages.
And just as we would not say, “the desk, he,” we would never insist that a table or desk was somehow a person just because it had a masculine or feminine pronoun associated with it. Furthermore, good English translators recognize that even though a noun is assigned a gender in another language and the pronoun follows the noun, their job is to bring the meaning of the original into English, not introduce confusion as they translate. Hence, someone translating from French to English would use the English designation “it” for the table and the desk, in spite of the fact that in the original language, the table and desk have a masculine or feminine gender.
What is true in the examples from the French language is true in any language that assigns a gender to nouns and then uses pronouns with that same gender. For example, the Greek word for “lamp” is luchnos, a masculine noun, and therefore proper grammar dictates that any pronoun associated with it is masculine. Thus, if the Greek text of Matthew 5:15 were translated literally, it would read, “Nor do they light a lamp and place him under the bushel.” However, every English version we checked said, “it,” as proper English dictates, and not “him,” which would have been literal. The Greek word for wine is oinos, a masculine noun, so it takes a masculine pronoun. Christ taught that no one puts new wine in old wineskins, because the wineskins would burst, and the wine, “he will be poured out.” English versions correctly say “it” will be poured out.
The same grammatical rule that the pronoun must agree with the noun is followed when the noun is feminine. According to the literal Greek text, Christ told his disciples that when they entered a “city” (polis; a feminine noun) or “village” (kōmē; a feminine noun), they should “find out who is worthy in her” (Matt. 10:11; literally translated). The English versions correctly read, “it” instead of “her.” Similarly, the Greek word for “fig tree” is sukē, a feminine noun. When Jesus was entering Jerusalem, he saw a fig tree, but when he came to “her” he found nothing but leaves (Mark 11:13). Again, all the English versions read “it,” not “her.” When translating from another language into English, we have to use the English language properly. Students of Greek, Hebrew, Spanish, French, German, etc., quickly discover that one of the difficult things about learning the language is memorizing the gender of each noun—something we do not have in the English language.
Once we clearly understand the gender of a pronoun is determined by the gender of the noun, we can see why one cannot build a doctrine on the gender of a noun and its agreeing pronoun. Only confusion would result from that kind of erroneous exegesis. For example, the noun pneuma (spirit) is neuter in gender and thus any pronoun associated with it is neuter and naturally translated “it.” However, because the holy spirit helps us in many ways, it is called the paraklētos, (John 14:16, etc., “Helper;” or in some versions “Comforter” or “Counselor”), which is a masculine noun and takes a masculine pronoun.
Since paraklētos is masculine, and spirit (pneuma) is neuter, are we to believe the gender of holy spirit changes depending on what it is called? Of course not. Trinitarians do not insist that when “the Holy Spirit” is called the “spirit” it is neuter gender and when it is called “the helper” its gender changes to masculine. Or, worse, since “spirit” in Greek is neuter, but “spirit” in Hebrew is feminine, are we to believe the sex of the holy spirit changed after the time of Jesus when the believers started to speak and write Holy Scripture in Greek? Of course not. We must stress again that the gender of the noun is assigned as a part of the language (Hebrew, Greek, German, Spanish, etc.) and is not the “real” gender of the noun in question—in fact, most nouns have no gender (e.g., car, desk, apple, earth, pencil, etc.).
Another good example of how confusing things would become if someone tried to build their theology from the gender of pronouns involves nouns used to describe the Word of God. Sometimes the Greek word logos is used to refer to the Word of God (Luke 5:1), and logos is a masculine noun. Sometimes the Greek word rhēma is used of the Word of God (Matt. 4:4), and rhēma is a neuter noun. Are we to believe that, first, the Word of God even has gender, and second, that it somehow changes gender? Of course not. The gender of the noun was assigned in antiquity as a linguistic necessity, it is not designed to refer to some kind of actual biological characteristic.
The point is this: no translator should ever use the gender of the nouns or pronouns in a language to build a theology. Only error could result from that kind of exegesis. The way to properly translate the Scripture from a language that assigns gender to nouns is to study the subject matter and understand the subject being discussed, and then translate accordingly. Does pneuma hagion have a gender? We know people come in two genders, masculine and feminine, so references to people should be either “he,” or “she.” Animals also have a gender. Rocks do not, and should be “it” (by the way, in Greek, the noun “rock” is feminine, while in Hebrew it is masculine). In the case of pneuma hagion, when it is used as a name for God, and refers to God, it is proper to use the pronoun “he,” or other personal pronouns such as “who.” (There has been much discussion in recent years about the gender of God and if He is male or female, but this is not the place for a discussion about that.) Although we believe that God has no actual gender, in Scripture He presents Himself as masculine. He presented himself as a man to Abraham (Gen. 18:1-2), and to many others (cf. Exod. 24:10; Dan. 7:9).
When it is referring to God’s gift, the gift of holy spirit, it is proper to use pronouns such as “it,” “which,” and “that,” because the gift of holy spirit is not a person. Trinitarians, of course, disagree with that conclusion. They view the “Holy Spirit” as the third person of the Trinity, so even though pneuma, spirit, is a neuter noun, they use masculine personal pronouns with it. If the Trinitarians were correct, then the fact that they translate the Greek neuter pronoun as the English masculine pronoun is the right thing to do. A good example is the NIV translation of John 14:17, which we have produced, showing in brackets the actual gender of the noun and pronoun.
John 14:17 (NIV): “the Spirit [neuter noun] of truth. The world cannot accept him [autos, neuter pronoun, not masculine], because it neither sees him [autos, neuter pronoun, not masculine] nor knows him [autos, neuter pronoun, not masculine]. But you know him [autos, neuter pronoun, not masculine], for he [pronoun not in Greek text] lives with you and will be in you.”
Almost every English version does what the NIV does, and uses the English masculine personal pronouns “him” and “he,” even though the Greek pronouns are neuter. This shows that Trinitarian scholars do not use the gender of the pronoun to determine how the English should read, but instead use the subject being discussed, which is what every translator should do. However, it reveals an inconsistency and contradiction in one of their standard arguments for the existence of the Trinity. Many Trinitarians say that because masculine pronouns are sometimes used when the subject is the “Holy Spirit,” it must be masculine and therefore the third person of the Trinity. But if that argument is valid, then it would be just as valid to say that because the Greek text has neuter pronouns referring to spirit (indeed, especially since the noun “spirit” itself is neuter) then “holy spirit” must be a thing, not a person. Worse, since in the Hebrew language the “spirit” is feminine, and Hebrew was the original language given to God’s people, it seems the translators should insist that pronouns associated with “the Holy Spirit” should be “she,” not “he.” In reality, as we have seen, we must never build our theology from the gender of pronouns. The scope of Scripture shows that the gift of holy spirit is an “it.”
An example of the inconsistency in the Trinitarian logic is the Greek word paraklētos, which is masculine, and usually translated as the “Helper,” “Comforter,” or “Counselor,” depending on the English version being used. Greek grammar demands the use of masculine pronouns, such as ekeinos, to describe the “Helper,” because paraklētos is masculine (John 14:26), but Trinitarians have said that the use of ekeinos is evidence that “the Holy Spirit” is masculine.[footnoteRef:1597] But the Trinitarians cannot have it both ways. If the gender of the pronoun is evidence for the actual gender of the noun, then the “helper” is masculine, but the “holy spirit” is neuter—and thus certainly not a person. It is also noteworthy that although some Trinitarians use verses like John 14:26 to “prove” the holy spirit is masculine, they do not then explain why in Hebrew it is always feminine and then insist the holy spirit would be feminine or somehow be dual-gendered. [1597:  Cf. A. T. Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, note on John 14:17, 5:252.] 

Once the above information is understood, it becomes clear why some versions of the Bible use personal pronouns such as “who” or “whom” when referring to pneuma hagion, while versions such as the REV use “it” and “that.” If the translators believe pneuma hagion refers to the third person of the Trinity, they will use masculine pronouns and personal pronouns. Thus, their versions read “the Counselor…he” in the Gospel of John, and “he” “who” or “whom” in other places in the New Testament. However, if pneuma hagion refers to the gift of God, which we believe it does, then pronouns such as “it,” “which,” and “that,” are the proper English pronouns to use. Since no one can conclude from the use of pronouns whether or not “spirit” refers to a person or a thing, the only way to find that out is by studying it through the whole Bible. After we discover what “holy spirit” is, then we will know how to translate the pronouns associated with it.
[This commentary entry has focused on noun-pronoun agreement. For the integration of pronouns into the translation of verbs, see commentary on John 16:13.]
“for it is present with you, and will be in you.” The “natural person” is just body and soul, the body being made of the basic elements found in the earth and the “soul” being the life that comes from God. Although God can communicate in various ways with the natural human of body and soul, in order to communicate with the natural person more directly, in the Old Testament and Gospels God put His very nature, “spirit” (sometimes referred to as “holy spirit,” cf. Ps. 51:11; Isa. 63:11), upon certain people. This can be seen quite clearly in Numbers 11:16, 17, 24, 25.
Before the Day of Pentecost (Acts 2)
1. God gave holy spirit to only some people, such as prophets.
2. God gave different measures of spirit to different people.
3. God could take His spirit away from people (cf. King Saul, Samson).
Because the spirit was not permanent and did not add to the nature of the person who had it, it was said to be “upon” people. Examples of the spirit of God coming upon Old Testament people include: Exodus 31:3; 35:31; Numbers 11:17, 25; 24:2; 27:18; Judges 3:10; 1 Chronicles 12:18; Isaiah 42:1; and Ezekiel 2:2. Some New Testament believers who had holy spirit upon them before the Day of Pentecost were Elizabeth (Luke 1:41), Zechariah (Luke 1:67), Simeon (Luke 2:25), and John the Baptist (Luke 1:15). Also, as He had done with the prophets of the Old Testament, God put holy spirit upon Jesus Christ (Luke 3:22), something that had been foretold in the Old Testament (Isa. 11:2; 61:1; cf. Matt. 12:18; Luke 4:18).
In the Old Testament, God promised that as part of the New Covenant He would give a new spirit that would be “in” people (cf. Ezek. 11:19; 36:26-27; and 37:14). That is why at the Last Supper Jesus Christ taught that the holy spirit that was upon the apostles (“with them”) would be “in” them (John 14:17).
[For more about the holy spirit as God gave it in the Old Testament and then after the Day of Pentecost, see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’” For more about the gift of holy spirit being “upon” in the Old Testament and “in” after the Day of Pentecost, see commentary on Eph. 1:13, “promised holy spirit.” For more about the holy spirit being the gift of God and not a “Person” called “the Holy Spirit,” see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
Joh 14:18
“orphans.” The Greek word is orphanos (#3737 ὀρφανός), and it means to be without parents, an orphan. The English word “orphan” comes directly from the Greek orphanos. Someone could be an orphanos because the parents were dead or permanently gone, or because they were simply not functioning as parents. It was sometimes used on a more limited scale to mean without a father, because the father was the primary support and protection of the family. By extension, it was also used for someone who had lost a “father.” To the Jews, a trusted teacher and mentor was a “father,” and so the rabbis applied the word orphanos to those disciples who had lost their teacher.[footnoteRef:1598] In that light, for Jesus to say, “I will not leave you as orphans” was very meaningful, because it communicated to the disciples that Jesus would not abandon his role of teacher and mentor, but they could expect that continued teacher/mentor relationship. [1598:  Cf. Craig Keener, The Gospel of John.] 

Jesus’ use of “orphan” in his teaching at the Last Supper was especially meaningful because orphans were often taken advantage of in society and needed an “advocate,” someone to support, guide, and protect them. In that light, it is a wonderful truth that it was at the Last Supper that Jesus introduced the coming holy spirit as “the paraklētos” (#3875 παράκλητος), and one of the primary meanings of paraklētos is “Advocate” (which the KJV calls the “Comforter,” the ESV and REV call the “Helper,” and the NET and NIV2011 call the “Advocate”). Although there had been a few teachings that mentioned the holy spirit before the Last Supper (cf. Luke 3:16; 11:13; 12:12), Jesus clearly referred to the paraklētos as “the spirit of truth” (John 14:17) and “the holy spirit” (John 14:26). It is also noteworthy that only at the Last Supper, just before Jesus would leave his disciples as “orphans,” that Jesus called the holy spirit “the paraklētos” (John 14:16, 26; 15:26; 16:7; in its only other use paraklētos refers to Jesus himself; cf. 1 John 2:1).
The gift of holy spirit is the way that Jesus Christ will help and advocate for his followers. That is why Jesus said, “it will not speak on its own, but whatever it hears, it will speak” (John 16:13). Like the gift of holy spirit in the Old Testament that God put upon people that better allowed Him to communicate directly with them, the gift of holy spirit, the Helper, would allow God and Jesus to communicate more efficaciously with believers.
[For more information on God putting holy spirit on people in the Old Testament, see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit’”. For more information on how God and Jesus communicate with us via the gift of holy spirit, see the commentary on Gal. 1:12, “revelation.”]
“I will come to you.” The Greek is in the present tense, although in this case, it refers to a future action, which is why most versions say, “I will come to you.” The present tense indicated that the disciples did not have to wait long until Jesus came, and indeed, they did not. This “coming” does not refer to the Second Coming, but to the fact that after his resurrection, and even after his ascension, Jesus would be “with” his disciples (cf. Matt. 28:20).
Joh 14:19
“will see… will see.” The Greek text has the verb for “see” in the present tense, so literally it reads, “Yet a little while and the world sees me no more, but you see me.” This is a clear example of the figure of speech heterosis of tense.[footnoteRef:1599] In the Greek, the present tense is used in place of the future. [1599:  Cf. Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 510, “heterosis.”] 

When Jesus spoke of his disciples seeing him, he was not primarily speaking of the disciples seeing him during the 40 days after his resurrection and before his ascension. Some theologians teach that the primary meaning of Jesus’ statement refers to the apostles being able to see Jesus after his resurrection and before his ascension. We do not think that is the case for a number of reasons. For one thing, the verse says that the world will not see Jesus, but during the 40 days after his resurrection, the world was able to see him. But after his ascension, his disciples see him (cf. Stephen, Ananias, Paul, and John), but the world does not see him.
Also, the word “see” does not necessarily mean to see with the physical eye, although many disciples have actually seen Jesus, but it means to see him via what he does and via our relationship with him. For example, Jesus often communicates with us directly via the gift of holy spirit. The promise that true disciples would “see” Jesus was more than just a way of saying we would “know about” him or recognize that he was at work in the world, although those things are included too.
When Jesus said that the disciples would see him, he also said he would not leave them as orphans but would come to them. But if they were only “orphans” for the three days he was dead, and then only not orphans for 40 more days, and have now been orphans again for the last 2,000 years, then Jesus’ statement that he would not leave us as orphans is hollow. We are not orphans because even though Jesus is not with us physically, he is still genuinely with us.
Jesus made a number of statements at the Last Supper that paralleled this one about “seeing” Jesus. These included: he said that he would not leave the disciples as orphans, but would come to them (John 14:18), the disciples would be in union with Jesus and the Father (John 14:20), he would show himself to them (John 14:21), he and the Father would make their home in them (John 14:23; monē means “home,” “residence,” “dwelling place”), he said that he and the disciples would be “friends” (John 15:14, 15), and they could ask him for what they needed (John 14:14). Jesus knew at the Last Supper that in only a couple of hours he would be taken from the disciples and after that his relationship with them would change dramatically as he would be the risen, then ascended, Lord. He did not want them to think that after his ascension they would be without his help and guidance, so he told them they would “see” him.
“Because I live, you will live also.” The word “live” refers to living forever (see commentary on Luke 10:28). Because Jesus lives forever, his disciples and the people who believe in him will also live forever. Jesus not only modeled that a person can rise from the dead and live, he will cause people to come out of the grave and live—God gave him that authority, and Jesus will raise the dead by the power of God (cf. John 5:21-29; 1 Thess. 4:16).
Joh 14:20
“in union with.” See commentary on John 10:38, “the Father is in union with me, and I am in union with the Father.”
Joh 14:21
“Whoever has my commandments, and keeps them, that is the one who loves me.” Jesus made it clear: if you love him you keep the commandments. We see this command, worded slightly differently, in a number of verses (e.g. John 14:15, 21, 23, 24; 1 John 5:3).
Joh 14:22
“Judas.” This “Judas” is generally believed to be “Thaddaeus” (Matt. 10:3, Mark 3:18).
“how is it that.” An alternate translation could be, “what happened that?” (cf. NASB, NET, NAB, NJB).
“(not Iscariot).” This is likely in reference to Judas son of James, who is in the list of the 12 apostles in Luke 6:16 and Acts 1:13, but is curiously not in the lists in Matthew 10:2-4 and Mark 3:16-19. This discrepancy has caused much debate, even with some supposing that Judas son of James is Thaddeus who is mentioned in the lists in Matthew and Mark, yet not in Luke and Acts. However, no clear explanation is possible given the data we have.[footnoteRef:1600] [1600:  Gerald L. Borchert, John 12–21 [NAC], 128.] 

Joh 14:23
“If anyone loves me, he will keep my word.” Jesus made it clear: if you love him you keep the commandments. We see this command, worded slightly differently, in a number of verses (e.g. John 14:15, 21, 23, 24; 1 John 5:3).
“and we will come to him and make our home with him.” The person who diligently seeks God and strives to obey His commands will come into an intimate relationship with God, which John 14:23 describes as the Father and Jesus making their home with him—as if they live in the same house together and have a close relationship. Many verses teach how to be in a close relationship with God, and they center around being obedient to God (cf. John 14:15, 21, 23, 24; 15:4-7, 10.) God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble (James 4:6; 1 Pet. 5:5). The wise believer seeks God diligently (Prov. 2:1-6), while “the fool speaks folly and his heart plans iniquity, to do what is godless and to speak error concerning Yahweh” (Isa. 32:6).
Joh 14:24
“Whoever does not love me does not keep my words.” Jesus made it clear: if you love him you keep the commandments. We see this command, worded slightly differently, in a number of verses (e.g. John 14:15, 21, 23, 24; 1 John 5:3). Furthermore, if you are not keeping Jesus’ commands, you are not loving him.
“the Father’s who sent me.” The teaching that God sent Jesus Christ occurs over 40 times in the New Testament and can have different meanings in different contexts.
[For in-depth commentary on Jesus Christ having been sent by the Father, and its different meanings and nuances in context, see commentary on John 6:57.]
Joh 14:26
“And.” The Greek word de (#1161 δέ) can express a small contrast, but can also just express a change of subject. In this case, “but” is too strong a contrast. Some English versions leave the de untranslated and just start the English sentence with the subject, the Helper (cf. CEB), Others translate it “And.”[footnoteRef:1601] Jesus was speaking with his disciples while he was still alive, and his point was that after he was personally gone from his disciples, the Helper would teach them what it heard. [1601:  Cf. Young’s Literal Translation; Lenski, St. John’s Gospel, 1013.] 

“the holy spirit.” The Greek text has no article “the” but it is supplied in the REV for clarity. The “the” is added in English due to its reference in the immediate context. This refers to the holy spirit that is the gift of God.
[For more information on the holy spirit and uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?” and also see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
“in my name.” In this context, the phrase “in my name” means “in connection with me.” The phrase is used that way many times in Scripture. The specific nature of the connection must be determined from the context (e.g., Matt. 18:5, 20; 24:5; Mark 9:37, 39; John 15:16).
Joh 14:27
“Do not let your heart be troubled.” The verb translated “do not let” is tarassō (#5015 ταράσσω), and here in John 14:27, it is in the imperative mood, so it can either be translated with the idea of “must” (cf. HCSB: “Your heart must not be troubled”) or with the idea of “let” (cf. NIV: “Do not let your hearts be troubled”). Since Jesus is speaking to the apostles about what is coming in the near future and that they should not worry or be anxious about it, and given that believers are supposed to control their minds, the translation “let” (“Do not let your heart be troubled”) is the better translation.
Joh 14:28
“I am going away.” Jesus had said this earlier that night (John 14:2, 3, 12).
“I am coming back to you.” Jesus had said this earlier that night (John 14:3, 18).
“If you loved me, you would have rejoiced because I go to the Father.” Jesus told the disciples that if they loved him they would rejoice that he went to the Father because of the blessing that it would be to Jesus himself, and also because ultimately it would be a great blessing for them too.
“the Father is greater than I.” This statement is simple and clear. The Father, God, is greater than Jesus, the Son of God. Jesus Christ is not God.
[For more information about Jesus not being God, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.”]
Joh 14:29
“believe.” The verb “believe” is in the subjunctive mood, thus many versions have “may” believe, but the Greek conjunction hina (#2443 ἵνα) that started the phrase is the reason the verb is subjunctive, and therefore we must get the sense of the verb from the context. In this case, Jesus’ purpose was to tell the disciples what would happen before it happened so that they “will” believe, not just so they “may” believe.” Versions that use “will” include (CEB, CJB, GW, NIV, NLT, and The Source New Testament).
It was not that the disciples were not believing, but just as they had not understood what Jesus had told them about his death because it was so different than what they were taught, now they were about to expand what they believed and take it to new levels.
Joh 14:30
“the ruler of the world is coming.” The Devil is the “ruler of this world,” and Jesus calls him that in John 12:31; 14:30, and 16:11 (see REV commentary on John 12:31). The world is under his evil influence. Christ taught that soon after he left to go to the Father there would be great tribulation in the world, and believers would be persecuted, tortured, and killed (Matt. 16:28; Matt. 24:4-13, 34; Mark 13:5-12, 30; Luke 21:8-19, 32). Now here at the Last Supper, he told the apostles not to let themselves be troubled, but to be at peace even though evil is coming.
A number of scholars believe that Satan’s coming in John 14:30 has to do with Judas betraying Christ and thus setting up the crucifixion, and it is correct that Satan did come in an immediate way through his evil followers, including Judas and the ungodly religious leaders who engineered Christ’s torture and crucifixion. Knowing that fact helps explain why, right after saying that Satan was coming, Jesus made it clear that Satan did not have any power over him. Jesus did not want his apostles to be misled and become fearful when he was arrested—even in that terrible situation Jesus was still fulfilling the will of God in what was happening to him. From a fleshly perspective, the fact that Jesus was arrested, tortured, and crucified made it seem like Satan had power over Christ, but that was not the case. Right after Jesus said that Satan did not have any power over him, in John 14:30, we see that what was happening to Christ was the will of God. Furthermore, even while Jesus was being arrested in the Garden of Gethsemane he said he could have 12 legions of angels (72,000 angels) if he requested them, but then the will of God that he die for the sins of humankind would not come to pass (Matt. 26:53). So Jesus told the apostles that “the ruler of the world” (Satan) was coming but did not have power over him, and furthermore, that Jesus was doing the will of God. Armed with that knowledge, the apostles were in a position to stay peaceful and be clearheaded when only a short while later Jesus was arrested, but they forgot what he told them and were confused and afraid.
It is also important to realize that in the greater scheme of things, Jesus saying that Satan—the ruler of the world—was coming involved more than just the events of Christ’s arrest and crucifixion. Jesus saying that Satan was coming was in the greater context of Jesus himself going away to the Father and leaving the apostles on earth without him (cf. John 14:3, 18, 28), and he had told them he would send the holy spirit to help them while he was gone (John 14:16-17). Jesus knew that after he ascended, Satan would come in a more bold and powerful way, and we see that quite clearly articulated in Jesus’ prophecies of the Tribulation and in the book of Revelation.
To fully understand John 14:30 we must understand that when the text says “the ruler of the world is coming,” it does not mean that Jesus thought that Satan would come in person, but rather that he would come through his agents, those people who follow him. Satan was directing his agents and they were doing his will, but Satan did not come in person as an evil angel. The idea that Satan (or God) could come by sending their agents occurs many times in the Bible. Quite often in the Old Testament, the Bible says that “God” did something when God worked through His believers, His agents, to do His will (cf. Luke 7:16). Here in John 14:30, Satan comes in the form of his agents.
[For more on the power the Devil exercises as the “ruler” and “god” of this world, see commentaries on Luke 4:6; 2 Cor. 4:4; and 1 John 5:19. For more names and characteristics of the Devil, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
“he has no power over me.” The Greek is more literally, “in me he has nothing.” The Greek phrase is rooted in a Semitic idiom. Its most basic meaning is that Jesus is saying there is no association between him and Satan. In this context, it means that Satan has no claim, power, or control over Christ in any way. Thus, in this context, the idiom can be translated as “he has no power over me,” or “he has no claim on me.”
Joh 14:31
“Get up, let us go from here.” At this point, the disciples started getting ready to leave the Upper Room and the Last Supper. However, Jesus continued teaching and praying, and the disciples did not leave until John 18:1.
 
John Chapter 15
Joh 15:1
Chapter 15 continues Jesus’ teaching at the Last Supper, which started in chapter 13.
“I am the true vine, and my Father is the vinedresser.” The illustration of the vine and vinedresser is a good one to show our dependence on Christ and Christ’s dependence on God. Wine and wine vinegar were important staples in the biblical community, and vines and grapes are often used in biblical illustrations (e.g., Deut. 32:32, Ps. 80:8-11; Isa. 5:1-7; Jer. 2:21; 5:10; Ezek. 15:1-7; Hos. 10:1). The branches need the vine and the vinedresser to survive and prosper, and believers need Christ and God to survive and prosper.
This teaching of Jesus at the Last Supper is evidence against the Trinity. The vine and the vinedresser are not the same. The vinedresser controls and directs the vine and the branches. God does His work through the vine and the branches.
[For more about the doctrine of the Trinity not being biblical and Jesus not being God, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.” Also see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
Joh 15:2
“takes it away.” Some argue that “to take away” here means “to lift up.” Although that could be the case grammatically, it does not fit contextually. John 15:6 makes it clear that if a person does not bear fruit, he is cast into the fire. This parable parallels the parable of the servants and the talents. If a servant does not bear fruit with his talents and buries it in the ground, he is wicked and lazy, and is thrown out into the darkness.
Joh 15:3
“Already you are clean.” In this context, Jesus is using the word “clean” in a standard, Levitical way, meaning “clean” in the eyes of God and thus acceptable to Him. The apostles had become “clean” this way when they accepted Jesus as the Christ (Matt. 16:16-20). It was now important that they remain clean, which they would need to do by holding on to that belief and being faithful to him, which is what Jesus is expounding on in much of the chapter.
Joh 15:4
“live.” For more on this translation, see commentary on 1 John 2:6.
“in union with.” See commentary on John 10:38, “the Father is in union with me, and I am in union with the Father.”
Joh 15:5
“lives.” For more on this translation, see commentary on 1 John 2:6.
Joh 15:6
“live.” For more on this translation, see commentary on 1 John 2:6.
“and they are burned.” The unsaved are eventually thrown into the Lake of Fire and burned up.
[For information on the unsaved being annihilated in the Lake of Fire and not “burning forever in hell,” see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.” For information on people making their own choice about the future, see commentary on Rom. 6:23, and see Appendix 9: “On Calvinism and Predestination.”]
Joh 15:7
“live.” For more on this translation, see commentary on 1 John 2:6.
“in union with.” See commentary on John 10:38, “the Father is in union with me, and I am in union with the Father.”
“want.” The Greek word is thelō (#2309 θέλω) and means want or desire.
“and it will be done for you.” God and Jesus do answer prayer, but many prayers go seemingly unanswered. For more on that, see commentary on John 14:13.
Joh 15:9
“live.” For more on this translation, see commentary on 1 John 2:6.
Joh 15:10
“live.” For more on this translation, see commentary on 1 John 2:6.
Joh 15:12
“love one another.” The command to “love one another” was the new commandment that Jesus gave his disciples in John 13:34, and it is so central to Christian life that it occurs 13 times in the New Testament—and besides those, there are also similar commands to love our fellow believers (cf. 1 John 2:10; 3:10, 14; 4:20-21). It is vital to understand the impact of this command, that it is not a general call to love everyone, although we are supposed to love everyone. It is a specific command to especially love fellow Christians, and thus is similar to Galatians 6:10, be especially good to the household of faith; that is, fellow Christians.
[For more on “love one another” referring to loving fellow believers, and more on specific ways we are to love one another, see commentary on Gal. 5:13, “one another.”]
“just as I have loved you.” The love that Jesus had for others was a selfless love, one that valued others more (cf. Phil. 2:3). It was also a sacrificial love (cf. Rom. 12:1).
Joh 15:13
“life.” See commentary on John 13:37.
Joh 15:14
“friends.” John 15:14-15 mark an important shift in the relation between Jesus and those who closely follow him and obey him. Jesus now says he will not call his close disciples “servants,” but friends, denoting an intimate and affectionate relationship. Jesus had referred to his disciples as friends earlier, in Luke 12:4, but that was in the context of his protecting and blessing them, and teaching them not to fear the world. He was not making the much more personal and intimate statement that he was making at the Last Supper, at most only a couple hours before his arrest.
To understand the importance of what Jesus says here at the Last Supper, it is important to understand the word “friend” and what it really implies. Since so much has been spoken of in the Christian world about agapē love, we will discuss that also. In American culture, the word “friend” has lost some of its true meaning and value. Today we call people “friends” when we have only met them a few times. Biblically, a “friend” was someone you knew well and really trusted. It is exemplified by the word “companion,” which comes from the Latin, “com” (with) and panis (bread). A friend, a companion, was someone you would trust in your house and eat with. When Jesus calls us friends, he is referring to a deep and intimate relationship. In the Bible, that deep relationship is represented by the word philos.
Greek has four different words for love, and the Greek word that refers to God’s love for us is agapē. The verb form is agapaō (#25 ἀγαπάω); the noun form is agapē (#26 ἀγάπη). Agapē love is the very nature of God, for God is love (1 John 4:7-12, 16). The big key to understanding agapē is to realize that it can be known from the action it prompts. People today are accustomed to thinking of love as a feeling, but that is essentially not the case with agapē love. Agapē is love because of what it does, not because of how it feels (cf. the list of actions prompted by agapē in 1 Cor. 13).
God so “loved” (agapē) that He gave His Son. It did not feel good to God to do that, but it was the loving thing to do. Christ so loved (agapē) that he gave his life. Agapē love is not simply an impulse generated from feelings, rather it is an exercise of the will, a deliberate choice. This is why God can command us to “love” (agapē) our enemies (Matt. 5:44). He does not command us to “have a good feeling” for our enemies, but to act in a loving way toward them (cf. the loving actions in Exod. 23:1-5). That is not to say the agapē love cannot have feelings attached to it, and the ideal situation occurs when the loving thing to do also is what we want to do, such that we combine the feeling of love with loving action.
The Greek word phileō, which is translated as “love” in many English Bibles, is different from agapaō love. Phileō means “to have a special interest in someone or something, frequently with focus on close association; have affection for, like, consider someone a friend.”[footnoteRef:1602] Phileō (#5368 φιλέω) is the verb form, and philos (#5384 φίλος) is the noun form and refers to a “friend.” [1602:  BDAG, s.v. “φιλέω.”] 

It would be helpful if phileō were never translated “love,” because it refers to a strong liking or a strong friendship. Of course, phileō gets translated “love” because in modern culture we say we “love” things that we strongly like: “I love ice cream” or “I love my car.” The word phileō implies a strong emotional connection, and thus is used of the deep friendship, and it is also used of the way people “really like” things. Thus, we can agapē our enemies because we can be kind to them whether we feel like it or not, but we cannot phileō our enemies; we cannot be true friends with them.
In Christian circles, it is very common to hear people compare agapē and phileō and disparage phileō as if it were a “lesser” kind of love. Nothing could be further from the truth. Phileō refers to that deep friendship relationship and the wonderful friendly feeling that everyone craves: we all want friends. Lenski writes about friendship and says that the word philoi, friends, “denotes an affectionate and intimate relation.”[footnoteRef:1603] Although agapē can have that deep friendly feeling, it can also be “cold love,” and manifest itself as godly acts done without a true “loving” feeling. Both agapē and phileō are very important. If we are going to win the people of the world, we must be able to “love” them even in the most unlovable circumstances, and that takes agapē. Agapē was the reason that Paul went to city after city to teach the Word, even though he was defamed, beaten, and jailed. He did not like those experiences, but he knew that given the specific ministry Christ gave him, it was how he was to obey God. In contrast, what we really crave in our hearts is the most intimate friendship relationship, and that is what phileō offers. [1603:  Lenski, Interpretation of St. John’s Gospel, 1050.] 

The difference between agapē and phileō becomes very important in John 21. Jesus was asking Peter if he “loved” Jesus (agapē) because Jesus wanted Peter to be committed to following Jesus even though it would often be neither easy nor likable. Peter, on the other hand, used phileō because he wanted to see if his friendship with Jesus was still intact: was Jesus still an affectionate and intimate friend to him even though Peter had publicly denied him? Jesus wanted commitment no matter what the circumstances, Peter wanted close friendship with Jesus—and the Word tries to communicate their desires by the specific vocabulary it uses for their verbal exchange.
Here in John 15, Jesus now tells the apostles that they are his “friends” (philos), if we do what he commanded us. In fact, he shows his apostles what he means, and proves to them that they are indeed his friends by telling them that he has told them what he heard from his Father—intimate communication that he would only tell his friends about. Jesus’ invitation to be his friend is not only here in the Gospel of John, it is in the book of Revelation. Jesus says, “Look!, I am standing at the door and knocking. If anyone hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in to him and will eat with him, and he with me” (Rev. 3:20). Anyone in the biblical culture would immediately understand that for Jesus to come in to a home and eat would mean there was a deep friendship between Jesus and the person.
What Jesus said at the Last Supper, very shortly before his arrest, has huge implications for Christians, because he was telling his disciples things that would define their roles and relationship after his resurrection and ascension. Jesus has now opened the door for us to be “friends” with him. And nothing could be of greater worth. No wonder Paul said that he counted all his worldly credentials as dung in comparison to “knowing” Jesus, that is, having a firsthand, experiential relationship, or “friendship,” with Christ (see the commentaries on Phil. 3:8 and 3:10).
Having a genuine friendship relationship with Jesus Christ is part of the very fabric of Jesus’ teaching at the Last Supper. Jesus spoke of his relationship with his disciples in a number of different ways, including: he said that he and the disciples would be “friends” (John 15:14, 15), they would “see” him (cf. John 14:19), they would be in union with Jesus and the Father (John 14:20), he would show himself to them (John 14:21), he and the Father would make their home in them (John 14:23), and they could ask him for what they needed (John 14:14). Jesus knew what his disciples did not know: that in a few hours he would be arrested, then crucified, and after that, his relationship with them would be on a different level. Even with Jesus gone, his disciples had to be confident that he would be in close contact with them even though he was in heaven and they were on earth. That is why he took the time to communicate in many different ways that he and his disciples would be friends—ones who have an intimate and affectionate relationship.
[For more on the difference between agapē and phileō, and information on all four Greek words for “love,” see commentary on John 21:15.]
Joh 15:16
“he will give it to you.” God and Jesus do answer prayer, but many prayers go seemingly unanswered. For more on that, see commentary on John 14:13.
Joh 15:17
“These things I command you, so that you will love one another.” The grammar of the verse, and the context, favor this translation over something simpler, such as “This I command you: love one another.” “These things” comes from the Greek tauta, a plural pronoun, and the conjunction hina that starts the second phrase is most naturally “so that,” or “in order that.” It is not clear how far back in Jesus’ teaching he was referring to when he said “these things.” It is clear, however, that in the context, Christ had been teaching and directing the disciples concerning love and his love for them. His discourse included commands, as well as general information. Now he tells them that he has said these things “so that” they will love one another. This is a wonderful demonstration of the principle in 1 John 4:19, that we love because he first loved us. Jesus clearly told the disciples of his love for them, and told them to remain “in” his love, i.e., connected to him and the blessings that would flow to them through him. Thus here, many years before 1 John was written, Jesus was telling his disciples about his love for them and commanding them to remain in him so that they would love one another.
“love one another.” The command to “love one another” was the new commandment that Jesus gave his disciples in John 13:34, and it is so central to Christian life that it occurs 13 times in the New Testament—and besides those, there are also similar commands to love our fellow believers (cf. 1 John 2:10; 3:10, 14; 4:20-21). It is vital to understand the impact of this command, that it is not a general call to love everyone, although we are supposed to love everyone. It is a specific command to especially love fellow Christians, and thus is similar to Galatians 6:10, be especially good to the household of faith; that is, fellow Christians.
[For more on “love one another,” see commentary on John 13:34. For more on specific ways we are to love one another, see commentary on Gal. 5:13, “one another.”]
Joh 15:18
“If the world hates you.” In both Hebrew and Greek, the word “hate” has a large number of meanings. Although in this context the primary meaning is to have an intense dislike for, and even hostility toward, it certainly includes the meanings of reject or ignore.
[For more on the meanings of “hate,” see commentary on Prov. 1:22.]
Joh 15:19
“world…world…world…world…world.” In this verse Jesus gives great emphasis to the world, combining the figures of speech antanaclasis and repetitio.[footnoteRef:1604] In the figure repetitio, or repetition, the same word is repeated at irregular intervals in the sentence. In antanaclasis, the same word is used more than once in a sentence but the meanings differ (i.e., a waiter says: “My customers waited on me as much as I waited on them”). John 15:19 is somewhat similar to John 3:31: “The one who is of the earth is of the earth, and he speaks of the earth” (see commentary on John 3:31). [1604:  Cf. Bullinger, Figures of Speech Used in the Bible, 286, 263, 394, “antanaclasis”; “repetitio.”] 

[For more on the figure of speech antanaclasis, see commentary on 1 Sam. 1:24.]
[See Word Study: “Antanaclasis.”]
Jesus taught, “If you were of the world [i.e., your spiritual origin and/or identity were the world], the world [i.e., Satan, his demons, and demonic and worldly people] would befriend you as its own, but because you are not of the world [your spiritual origin and identity are not the world; in fact, you oppose “the world”], but I chose you out of the world [out from Satan, demons, and demonic and worldly people], therefore the world [i.e., Satan, demons, and demonic and worldly people] hates you.
Jesus’ teaching in this verse highlights the spiritual battle that rages between God and Satan; between Good and Evil; between God’s people and worldly people, who are under the influence of Satan. The truly worldly people hate the things of God, which is why the Bible is a banned book in more than 50 countries in the world, and why Christians are persecuted or Christian practices are restricted in many countries around the world. Although it is a common Christian response to “keep your head down” and “not make waves,” in an attempt to maintain a friendly relationship with the world, Jesus tells us that the only terms on which the world will befriend us are if we become worldly too. There is no way to be a practicing Christian and also be a friend with the world—that is a clear message of Scripture (Matt. 5:10-11; 10:22; John 16:2; 17:14; 2 Cor. 4:8-9; 2 Tim. 3:12; James 4:4; 1 Pet. 5:9). The Bible says we are ambassadors for Christ (2 Cor. 5:20) and we need to “contend earnestly for the Faith” (Jude 1:3), and even though there will be a price Christians pay for their stand for Christ, those who stand will be richly rewarded (Matt. 5:10-12).
“befriend you.” The Greek is phileō (#5368 φιλέω). Although most versions say “love,” doing so confuses agapē love (“love” in the REV) with phileō love. Phileō love has an attachment, and it is the attachment between good friends. The world “befriends” those who are of the world.
[For a more complete understanding of phileō, see commentary on John 21:15.]
“but I chose you.” The “but” in this phrase is the very strong “but” as in, “but in contrast.” The Greek is alla (#235 αλλά).
Joh 15:21
“the one who sent me.” The teaching that God sent Jesus Christ occurs over 40 times in the New Testament and can have different meanings in different contexts.
[For in-depth commentary on Jesus Christ having been sent by the Father, and its different meanings and nuances in context, see commentary on John 6:57.]
Joh 15:22
“they would not have had sin, but now they have no excuse for their sin.” This is a good example of how important it is to get the scope of Scripture and not “prooftext” to make a point. Jesus is not speaking of sin in general, as if the religious leaders would have had no sin at all unless Jesus had spoken to them. Rather he is speaking in the context of his life, particularly during the Last Supper, about his death, and saying that the sin of not believing and not obeying Jesus would now be reckoned to them, because they heard him, but turned away.
Joh 15:25
“but let the word…be fulfilled.” We feel this is a command clause rather than a purpose clause (see commentary on John 9:3, “let the works of God be revealed in him”) or a result clause (cf. Matt. 1:22), although it could be a result clause. In the Greek, there is no phrase “they have done this” which must be supplied for it to read either as a purpose clause: e.g., “But they have done this to fulfill the word that is written in their Law” (NASB1995), or as a result clause, “with the result that….”
We do not believe this could be a purpose clause. Why would these men hate with the purpose of fulfilling Old Testament prophecy? They wouldn’t. On the other hand, if it is God who instigates the purpose behind their hatred of the Messiah, then God would be making them hate just so a prophecy would be fulfilled, which goes against God’s character and nature. Although it could be a result clause, “This happened with the result that the word was fulfilled,” it does not seem as likely that Jesus would say that to his disciples, although he could have.
To us the reading that makes the most sense in the context is that Christ was making a simple statement in reaction to the men’s hatred; “let the word that is written in their law be fulfilled, ‘they have hated me without a cause.’”
Like our translation, the ESV renders the phrase as a third-person command but uses the word “must”: “The word that is written in their Law must be fulfilled.” This is a possible rendering of the command, just as using the word “let” and saying “let the word be fulfilled,” is possible. However, Jesus was not telling his disciples about what “must” happen, but pointing out what was happening. The “let” translation is better because in English the word “must” could be misunderstood to imply some metaphysical necessity for fulfillment, which is not being communicated by the Greek grammar of the command clause. Also, see commentary on John 13:18, “let the Scripture be fulfilled.”
Joh 15:26
“that I will send to you from the Father.” As the Bible reveals, the gift of holy spirit is given by God to Jesus Christ, to be administered or given to others (Luke 24:49; John 15:26; Acts 2:33; Titus 3:6. See commentary on Acts 2:33). John the Baptist also said it would be Jesus that would baptize in holy spirit (Matt. 3:11; Mark 1:8; Luke 3:16). It was promised in the Old Testament and is referred to as “the promised holy spirit” (see commentary on Eph. 1:13).
“it will testify about me.” The gift of holy spirit in believers testifies about the resurrection and lordship of Jesus Christ in many ways: e.g., by revelation, by miracles and healing, and by speaking in tongues, interpretation of tongues, and prophecy.
Joh 15:27
“testify.” The verb “to testify” is in a form that can be either indicative (you will testify,” picking up “will” from the context), or imperative (“you must testify,” picking up “must” from the imperative form of the verb). The key is in the sentence itself. The word “because” dictates the imperative. Anyone could testify of Christ, whether they had been around since the beginning of his ministry or not. However, these apostles had been given much, and now much was required. “Because” they had been with Jesus since the beginning, they must now testify of him (or suffer severe consequences). This verse is also good evidence that the helper, holy spirit, will be poured out during the tribulation.
 
John Chapter 16
Joh 16:1
Chapter 16 continues Jesus’ teaching at the Last Supper, which started in chapter 13.
“so that you will not be caused to fall away.” The “these things” refers to all the things that Jesus had told them at the Last Supper, which started in John chapter 13. However, in this context “these things” most specifically refers to the things about being hated by the world and persecuted (John 15:18-27), because those are the things that cause many believers to fall away from the Faith. Many believers abandon their faith when they are hated and suffer persecution, so Jesus told his apostles that hatred and persecution would happen to them so they could prepare their minds to stand for the Lord even during persecution.
Joh 16:2
“They will put you out of the synagogues.” Jesus said the time was coming when true believers who testified to the truth of who Jesus was and what he did and what he taught, would not be tolerated, and people who stood for the teachings of Jesus and the Bible would be excommunicated from the synagogues. This is happening today, as people who believe the truth about who God is and what the Bible teaches about things like godliness, marriage, and godly sexuality are excommunicated from churches. Paul said basically the same thing in 2 Timothy 4:3.
“whoever kills you will think that he offers a service to God.” Jesus was speaking about the Great Tribulation that will come on the earth (Matt. 24; Mark 13; Luke 21), which is described in some detail in the book of Revelation. That will be a very difficult time for believers (Matt. 24:9). However, true believers have always suffered persecution in the world, and always will until Christ returns and rules the earth. So preparing mentally to endure persecution is an important part of Christian life.
Joh 16:3
“because they have not known the Father, nor me.” If a major reason that people sin is because they do not know the Father or Jesus, then it behooves the good Christian to do what it takes to get to know God and Jesus. That involves seeking a personal relationship with them through things like prayer, Bible study, listening to godly and experienced Christian men and women (remember, God set “teachers” in the Church for a reason), and involving oneself in discussions about God and the Christian Faith. It also involves building one’s trust in God by obeying Him and seeing that what He says is godly and true. Jesus said, “If anyone is willing to keep doing his [God’s] will, he will come to know about the teaching, whether it is of God, or if I am speaking on my own” (John 7:17). There are some things about the Christian Faith that are only learned by experience. When the Bible says to do something, and we consistently do it, we get the right results and that builds both our trust in God and Jesus and our relationship with them.
People who do not know God or do what it takes to get to know God are fools. They will suffer on Judgment Day. God said, “my people are fools, they do not know me” (Jer. 4:22).
Joh 16:4
“will remember.” The verb “remember” is in the subjunctive mood, thus many versions have “may” remember, but the Greek conjunction hina (#2443 ἵνα) earlier in the sentence is the reason the verb is subjunctive, and therefore we must get the sense of the verb from the context. In this case, Jesus’ purpose was to tell the disciples what would happen before it happened so that they “will” remember, not just so they “may” remember.” Versions that use “will” include (CEB, CJB, NET, NIV, NLT, and The Source New Testament).
“I did not say these things to you from the beginning because I was with you.” Since the beginning, Jesus had been there with the apostles to be able to protect them and deflect criticism that was directed at them. However, the major reason that Jesus did not teach much about the apostles and disciples being hated by the world was that he did not need to. He was the Messiah, and the hatred of the world, the Jews, and his other enemies was focused on him. But now that was going to change. Jesus was going away. He told them, “But now I am going to the one who sent me” (John 16:5). That meant that now the hatred of the world would shift and be focused on Jesus’ apostles and disciples. That is why, here at the Last Supper, Jesus had to prepare them for the hatred and persecution that would soon come upon them.
What Jesus said to his apostles that night at the Last Supper is still applicable to Christian believers today. Christians must be prepared to stand for the Lord in the midst of persecution and the hatred of the world.
Joh 16:5
“to the one who sent me.” The teaching that God sent Jesus Christ occurs over 40 times in the New Testament and can have different meanings in different contexts.
[For in-depth commentary on Jesus Christ having been sent by the Father, and its different meanings and nuances in context, see commentary on John 6:57.]
“none of you asks me, ‘Where are you going?’” It is with a hint of reproof, and perhaps wonder and sorrow as well, that Jesus said that none of the apostles had asked where he was going. Jesus had said he was going away early on at the Last Supper (John 13:33). The Bible never tells us why none of the apostles asked that; it may well be that they were afraid to say anything—that had happened before (Mark 9:32; Luke 9:45). In any case, when he told them he was going to the Father they did not understand him. It was not until after Jesus’ resurrection that the disciples even understood that he was going to die (Luke 24:45-47).
Joh 16:7
“I will send it to you.” Jesus receives the holy spirit from the Father and gives it to believers (cf. (Luke 24:49; John 15:26; Acts 2:33; Titus 3:6)).
The Greek pronoun translated “it” is auton (αὐτὸν), a masculine singular pronoun that is associated with “helper,” which is the Greek noun paraklētos (#3875 παράκλητος). We translate it as “it” because the “Helper,” the gift of holy spirit, is not a person but a thing, the gift of God. In inflected languages like Hebrew, Greek, Latin, Spanish, French, etc., the gender of the pronoun has to agree with the gender of the noun, so we do not learn the gender from the pronoun itself, but from what person, place, or thing the noun represents (see the REV commentary on John 14:17, “it”).
[For more about the “Holy Spirit” and “holy spirit” see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
Joh 16:8
“it.” In Greek, the pronoun ekeinos (#1565 ἐκεῖνος) is masculine because it is governed by the Greek noun paraklētos (#3875 παράκλητος), which is masculine. However, the “Helper” is a word describing the gift of holy spirit (John 14:17), which is not a “he” but an “it” (see commentary on John 16:7; 14:17).
[For more about the “Holy Spirit” and “holy spirit” see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
“it will convict the world.” The gift of holy spirit will convict the world concerning sin, righteousness, and judgment because it will work powerfully in believers to demonstrate the power of God and the truth of the Bible. For example, 1 Corinthians 14:22 says that speaking in tongues is a sign to unbelievers. The manifestations of holy spirit, present in the world in the life of believers, will testify of the truth of the resurrection of Christ and of the power that believers have (cf. Acts 1:8). The lack of revelation and power in the Chuch has caused people to doubt the reality of the resurrection and the accuracy of Scripture. As to conviction concerning “sin,” “righteousness,” and “judgment,” see commentaries on John 16:9, 10, and 16:11.
“righteousness.” In this context, “righteousness” is doing what is right and just to other people and in the sight of God.
[For more on “righteousness” having the meaning of doing what is right or just (“justice”), see commentary on Matt. 5:6.]
Joh 16:9
“Concerning sin, because they do not believe in me.” The gift of holy spirit working powerfully in each believer in giving them revelation and power attests to the existence of God, the resurrection of Christ, and the accuracy of the Bible. However, as Christ specifically pointed out, the holy spirit convicts people of the sin of rejecting Christ, not believing in Christ, because the Christian has power because of the presence of the gift of holy spirit that the non-Christian does not have (cf. 1 Cor. 12:7-10). If non-Christians were honest and genuinely desired truth, they would ask about the power that Christians have, which would lead them to Christ. Thus, by openly demonstrating the power of God through Christ, and having them reject it, the gift of holy spirit convicts God-rejectors of sin.
Joh 16:10
“concerning righteousness, because I go to the Father and you will see me no more.” The gift of holy spirit working in each believer in giving them revelation and power attests to the existence of God, the resurrection of Christ, and the accuracy of the Bible. Thus it convicts the world concerning “righteousness,” that is, what is right in the sight of God. The world is filled with pagan religions and ungodly beliefs, but the power of God in manifestation testifies to the truth of the Bible because people who believe the Bible and live by it generally exhibit the power of God and the operations of the gift of holy spirit (although it should be said that Satan has effectively worked in the Church for so many centuries now that many Christians deny the power of God in things like speaking in tongues, prophecy, etc. Nevertheless, the “powerless Christian” is never what God intended, as is evidenced by the NT itself). Christ is not on earth now, we see him no more, as he said. Nevertheless, the powerful and knowledgeable Christian, walking by the spirit of God, can testify effectively to the truth of the Bible and give people a choice to live righteously by trusting and obeying the Bible.
If non-Christians were honest and genuinely desired truth, they would ask about the power that Christians have, which would lead them to Christ and the truth of the Bible. Thus, by openly demonstrating the power of God through Christ, and having them reject it, the gift of holy spirit convicts God-rejectors concerning righteousness.
Joh 16:11
“concerning judgment, because the ruler of this world has been judged.” The gift of holy spirit working in each believer in giving them revelation and power attests to the existence of God, the resurrection of Christ, and the accuracy of the Bible. Thus it convicts the world concerning God’s judgment and especially the future Day of Judgment. There are many passages of Scripture that speak of the future judgment, yet these passages of Scripture are ignored by the unbelieving world. However, when Christians live by revelation knowledge and walk in revelation power, that testifies to the truth of the Bible and the existence of God, which then points to the fact that there will be a future day of judgment. Furthermore, the gift of holy spirit testifies about the future life not only by revelation given to individuals, but in prophecies that are spoken to the Church, just as the writers of the Bible prophesied about the future. Here in John 16:11, Jesus points to the future judgment of the Devil as proof that there will be a future judgment, and the Devil, and those who follow him and his ways, will be judged. If non-Christians were honest and genuinely desired truth, they would ask about the power that Christians have, which would lead them to Christ and the truth of the Bible. Thus, by openly demonstrating the power of God through Christ, and having them reject it, the gift of holy spirit convicts God-rejectors concerning righteousness.
“ruler of this world.” The Devil is indeed the “ruler of this world,” and Jesus calls him that in John 12:31; 14:30, and 16:11 (see REV commentary on John 12:31).
[For more on the power the Devil exercises as the “ruler” and “god” of this world, see commentaries on Luke 4:6; 2 Cor. 4:4; and 1 John 5:19. For more names and characteristics of the Devil, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
“has been judged.” This is a Semitic way of speaking that many scholars refer to as the prophetic perfect. It is generally used when something in the future is so certain it is spoken of in the past tense as if it had already occurred (see REV commentary on Eph. 2:6, “raised…seated”). Lenski writes, “Jesus speaks of the devil’s final judgment as having already been effected because his own death and resurrection, which pronounced the final judgment on the devil, are already at hand, are as certain as though they had already been completed.”[footnoteRef:1605][footnoteRef:1606] [1605:  Lenski, Interpretation of St. John’s Gospel, 1088.]  [1606:  See John W. Schoenheit, The Christian’s Hope, Appendix E.] 

Joh 16:12
“but you are not able to bear them now.” At this point, the apostles did not even believe that Jesus was going to die, much less believe in his resurrection and ascension. Given that, there were a lot of things about the future that they would not have understood. Although we sometimes tend to think of information as a weight that must be carried and so in our idiom say that a person cannot “bear” (carry) the information, in this context the idea seems to be that the apostles simply could not have understood what Christ would have told them. Goodspeed’s translation catches that sense, and has “you cannot take it in now.” The Peshita Syriac version (PESHNT-E) has “ye cannot comprehend it now.”
Joh 16:13
“But when it, the spirit of truth, comes.” The gift of holy spirit was given after Jesus’ resurrection, but since the apostles did not even believe that Jesus was going to die, to try to give them a chronology of when the spirit would be given out by God would have been pointless. Once Jesus was raised, he told them the spirit was coming soon and they were to stay in Jerusalem and wait for it to come (cf. Acts 1:8; Luke 24:49).
“it.” In Greek, the pronoun ekeinos (#1565 ἐκεῖνος) is masculine because it is governed by the Greek noun paraklētos (#3875 παράκλητος), which is masculine. However, the “Helper” is a word describing the gift of holy spirit (John 14:17), which is not a “he” but an “it.” See commentary on John 14:17.
“it...it...it...it...it.” Greek verbs have no gender, and therefore any gender associated with any given verb has to be assigned from the context and the subject being discussed. Usually, this is not confusing to translators because the subject is understood. However, sometimes the context and subject matter of the verse are debated. For example, when a verb refers to something the “holy spirit” will do, then Trinitarians, who assert that the “Holy Spirit” is a person, assign a masculine pronoun to the verb. In contrast, Biblical Unitarians, who see the “holy spirit” as a gift from God or the power of God, assign a neuter pronoun to the verb. Since almost all English translations of the Bible are done by Trinitarians, they almost all have masculine pronouns associated with verbs relating to holy spirit. This makes the average person reading the English Bible believe that “the Bible” says the holy spirit is a person. However, the masculine personal pronoun was placed in the text because of the theology of the translator, and not because the Greek text demanded it.
A verse where the different theology of Biblical Unitarians and Trinitarians greatly influences their translation is John 16:13. The NIV translation reads:
But when he, the Spirit of truth, comes, he will guide you into all truth. He will not speak on his own; he will speak only what he hears, and he will tell you what is yet to come.
Although the word “he” appears in the NIV translation six times, it is only in the Greek text one time, and that one time it is a translation of the pronoun ekeinos (#1565 ἐκεῖνος), which is masculine because it is governed by, and thus has to match the gender of, the Greek noun paraklētos (#3875 παράκλητος), which is masculine. The other times that “he” occurs in the NIV text are an assumption on the part of the translators. They assert that the “Holy Spirit” is a person and is masculine, and therefore a masculine pronoun would automatically be assigned to any verb associated with it. For example, the NIV translates the Greek verb hodēgeō, as “he will guide,” even though it is simply a third-person singular verb, and, as we said, Greek verbs have no gender. But since the verb hodēgeō has no gender, it could just as easily be translated “it will guide” or “she will guide,” whichever is best supported by the context.
When we understand that any gender associated with verbs has to be assigned from the subject being discussed and the context, then proper translation work demands that we scrutinize the context to see whether the subject being referred to is a “he,” “she” or “it.” In the case of John 16:13, we believe that the context is God’s gift of holy spirit, which is not a person, and that the verse should be properly translated, “it will guide.”
Another example regarding “spirit” is in the Gospel of John. In this verse, Jesus is talking with his disciples about the spirit of truth, and he says, “but you know Him because He abides with you, and will be in you.” (John 14:17b, NASB). The words “he abides” are an interpretation of the Greek, which is simply, “abides” in the third-person singular, and thus could be “he abides,” “she abides,” or “it abides.” In this case, because Jesus is speaking of God’s gift of holy spirit, which is a “thing” and not a person, it is proper to say, “it abides.”
The fact that Greek verbs do not have a gender, so any assigned to it is the interpretation of the translators, comes up in many areas besides holy spirit. For example, Luke 11:24 speaks of demons, and some versions say that when an unclean spirit comes out of a man, “he goes” through arid places. But are we sure the demon is a “he?” The Greek verb is genderless and can be masculine, feminine, or neuter. Thus there are some versions that say “he” (cf. KJV, RSV) and some versions that say “it” (cf. NASB, NRSV), but because of mainstream theology, none say “she,” although biblically that is a possibility. Although we usually think of angels and demons as masculine, there are both female good spirits (Zech. 5:9) and female evil spirits. The Hebrew word “Lilith” (Isa. 34:14) is the name of a female demon. “Lilith” gets translated many ways in the English versions, including “night monster” (ASV, NASB, AMP); “night hag” (RSV); “night spectre” (Rotherham); and by her name, “Lilith” (NAB, Tanakh, MSG). Some translators apparently miss the point that Isaiah is referring to a demon at all, and have “screech owl” (KJV) or “night creature” (NIV). Lilith is “a malevolent supernatural being” (Bromiley).[footnoteRef:1607] Unless the context tells us the gender of a demon, using “it” in Luke 11:24 is our best choice because it allows for either male or female gender. [1607:  Bromiley, International Standard Bible Encyclopedia, entry under “Lilith,” or “Night Hag”; cf. Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon; Harris, Archer, and Waltke, TWOT, Theological Wordbook of the Old Testament.] 

God’s holy spirit is a most amazing and valuable gift, and it behooves us as Christians, especially those who translate the Bible, to understand it. Bible students who are not familiar with the original languages can only do this when the Greek and Hebrew texts are properly translated. If the translation is not accurate, then we do not have the Word of God, we have the words of men. Translating Scripture is one of the most important and spiritual of all responsibilities because millions of people who do not read the original languages trust the translation to accurately represent the original. When it comes to the subject of God’s gift of holy spirit, countless Christians have been misled or confused by the improper use of the pronoun “he,” or other personal pronouns. When the pronouns associated with pneuma, spirit, are translated correctly, it is much easier to see the love and mercy of God expressed to us by His giving to us the wonderful gift of holy spirit. (This commentary entry has dealt with pronouns as they are assigned to verbs. For the agreement of Greek nouns and pronouns, especially as they refer to the gift of holy spirit, see the commentary on John 14:17).
“it will guide...it will not speak...it hears, it will speak...it will declare.” Here in John 16:13, Jesus is speaking of the gift of holy spirit that he was about to send to mankind. We now know he sent it on the Day of Pentecost (Acts 2). In this verse, Jesus speaks about the gift of holy spirit in a new way, giving it the characteristics of a living thing. This is the figure of speech personification. The reason for the personification is that the gift of holy spirit that came on the Day of Pentecost was brand new and very different from the gift of holy spirit that God had put upon prophets and selected people in the Old Testament (for more on the coming of this “new spirit,” see commentary on John 7:39). The gift of holy spirit the apostles were about to receive on Pentecost was different than the holy spirit that was “upon” them at the time, so it was important for Jesus to tell them something about it. Jesus had told them earlier in the conversation that the spirit they now had was “upon” them, but the coming new spirit would be “in” them (John 14:17).
[For more on personification, see commentary on Prov. 1:20.]
The gift of holy spirit that Jesus poured out on the day of Pentecost is “born in” the believer (1 Pet. 1:3, 23) and becomes part of his very nature (2 Pet. 1:4), making him or her a “new creation” (2 Cor. 5:17). Because this new holy spirit actually becomes part of the nature of the believer, it starts to conform the believer into what it is: holy. That is why Galatians 5:17 says the spirit fights against our human flesh nature. The gift of holy spirit is born in the believer, and God and Jesus communicate through it, which is why it does not “speak” on its own, but only what it “hears” from God and/or Jesus.
Jesus said the “helper” (the holy spirit) would fill the void created by his going to the Father (John 16:7-15). Jesus would still be present with his disciples in part because of the presence of the holy spirit: “I will come to you” (John 14:18); “I am in you” (John 14:20); and “I will show myself” (John 14:21). By this spirit his work with them would continue: “It will teach you” (John 14:26); “It will remind you of everything I have said” (John 14:26); “It will testify about me” (John 15:26); “It will guide you into all truth” (John 16:13); “It will bring glory to me by taking what is mine and making it known to you” (John 16:14).
All of these statements point to the role of the gift of holy spirit in continuing the work that Jesus started, and empowering his followers. This spirit is not an independent and self-existent being, but as the nature of God, it can effectively make Christ present within the believer, influencing, guiding, teaching, reminding, and pointing the believer to follow his Lord and Savior. It is “Christ in you, the hope of glory” (Col. 1:27). This spirit is certainly not “co-equal” with God when by its very design it is given by God and the risen Lord. Yet because it carries the personal presence of Christ into the life of every believer, the use of personification is highly appropriate. As a practical matter, the holy spirit in us will not lead us anywhere that the Lord himself would not lead us if he were personally present. We can study Christ’s life and his priorities in the written Word to verify whether the “spirit” leading us is, in fact, God’s gift of holy spirit or whether it is “another spirit.” For instance, he whose basic commitment was “it is written” will not be leading his followers away from relying on Scripture as the only rule of faith and practice.
“in all the truth.” This statement should not be pushed to an unrealistic conclusion. Jesus was not teaching that the gift of holy spirit would somehow communicate to people everything that was truth. If that were the case, no Christian would need to study for a test—God would simply give the person the answers. The word “all” is usually defined by the context. For example, if you come home expecting to get to eat some leftover cake, but someone ate it, you might say, “Who ate all the cake.” You do not mean “all” the cake in the world but “all” the cake in your house. Similarly, in this context, the “all” refers to the subjects he is covering with his apostles. Furthermore, Jesus did not say the holy spirit would “give” us the truth, as we would somehow “just know” truth from error, but rather that the holy spirit would “guide” us. So as we pray, study the Bible, and talk to wise and experienced Christians, the holy spirit guides us into the truth we are seeking.
“for it will not speak on its own.” This is a very important statement about the gift of holy spirit. The revelation and guidance that Christians get via the gift of holy spirit is from God or Jesus, not from the holy spirit itself. This is clear as we study the gift of holy spirit throughout the Bible. In the Old Testament, God put the gift of holy spirit upon prophets and certain other people so that He could easily communicate with them. For example, He put holy spirit on prophets so they could prophesy (cf. Num 11:17, 25). However, the prophecies spoken by the prophets were the words of God, not the words of the spirit. The gift of holy spirit was only what enabled the prophets to communicate easily with God.
Joh 16:14
“it.” In Greek, the pronoun ekeinos (#1565 ἐκεῖνος) is masculine because it is governed by the Greek noun paraklētos (#3875 παράκλητος), which is masculine. However, the “Helper” is a word describing the gift of holy spirit (John 14:17), which is not a “he” but an “it.” See commentaries on John 16:7; 14:17.
“it will take from what is mine, and will declare it to you.” This is describing a function of the gift of holy spirit; Christ proclaims that it will deliver messages to his disciples by means of taking them from him and declaring the messages to his disciples. The words “from what is mine” in the Greek is ek tou emou, “out from the thing of me.” It is the partitive use of the preposition ek (#1537 ἐκ), where the spirit takes a part of the things (messages) of Christ, and then heralds, anangellō (#312 ἀναγγέλλω), it to the disciples. By using the phrasing, “what is mine,” Jesus naturally raises the question, “Do not these messages ultimately come from God, and not you, so why do you say, ‘what is mine?’” Jesus anticipates this concern and explains in verse 15: “All things, whatever the Father has, are mine, therefore I said that it will take from what is mine and will declare it to you.”
Joh 16:16
“A little while and you will see me no more, and again a little while, and you will see me.” This statement of Jesus has been interpreted in three major ways. One of the ways is that Jesus will ascend to heaven and not be seen, but then will return and be seen again. However, that interpretation does not fit with the simple statement that Jesus made twice about the time frame being “a little while.” The fact that Jesus has now been absent for some 2,000 years does not fit with the normal use of the phrase, “a little while.” Also, there is evidence in the next verses that argues against that interpretation.
Given that, and also building with the evidence from the verses that follow John 16:16, the evidence best supports that Jesus said in a little while—which turned out to be a very little while until Jesus was arrested—the apostles would not see him because he would be arrested and taken from them. But then, in “a little while,” which turned out to be six days (Monday night to Sunday morning). the believers saw him again, after his resurrection. Jesus knew the apostles wanted to know what he meant, so he explained it to them. At first when they could not see him, as he was arrested, they cried and lamented. For example, Peter wept bitterly, but at that same event the world rejoiced, just as Jesus said (John 16:20). But then in “a little while” the apostles’ sorrow was turned into joy (John 16:20) when Jesus was resurrected. Furthermore, Jesus had said that when the apostles’ sorrow was turned to joy, “no one will take your joy away from you” (John 16:22). Once the apostles saw the resurrected Christ and realized more about everlasting life, the new body of a resurrected believer, and the secure hope of the future that believers have, no one could take their joy from them.
Joh 16:17
“What is this that he is saying to us.” At this time, the apostles did not even understand that Jesus was going to suffer and die, much less that he would ascend into heaven and be separated from them for a time before finally coming back from heaven. Today, with 20/20 hindsight, we know that Jesus had to suffer, then die, then ascend into heaven, and also that one day in the future he will return from heaven to earth and fight the Battle of Armageddon (Rev. 19:11-21), and then set up his 1,000-year kingdom on earth (Rev. 20:4). In contrast, the apostles had been taught that when the Messiah came, he would put an end to this present evil age and usher in a new and wonderful Messianic Age. Jesus knew the apostles did not understand what he was saying to them, but he knew that at some time in the future they would remember that he had told them what was going to happen and at that time they would understand what he had said to them (John 16:4).
[For much more on the apostles’ lack of understanding about the suffering, death, resurrection, and ascension of the Messiah, see commentary on Luke 18:34.]
Joh 16:20
“you will cry and lament, but the world will rejoice.” This happened in the days between Jesus’ arrest and his resurrection.
“your sorrow will be turned into joy.” This happened when the apostles and disciples saw the resurrected Jesus. Of course, the main focus of the joy was seeing Jesus alive again. But the believers also had a deep and lasting joy because they saw firsthand that death cannot stop the power of God, and Jesus did not just come back as himself, he was the prototype of what each believer saw that they would be—immortal people with wonderful and immortal bodies (cf. 1 Cor. 15:35, 42-44).
Joh 16:21
“pain.” The word means sorrow, grief, or pain. Christ is comparing the childbirth to what was about to happen to him.
“woman.” The woman is Israel. In conjunction with “in that day” (John 16:23), it indicates the woman, Israel, in the tribulation.[footnoteRef:1608] [1608:  See Bullinger, Companion Bible, John 16:21, 1561.] 

“boy.” The noun anthrōpos is in the masculine singular, but the reason for the translation “boy” is that it was the custom in Israel that when a baby boy was born there was music, shouting, and great celebration, but when a baby girl was born there was none. This was due to a number of factors. Boys added to the family, while girls were thought to take from it. When a boy was married, his wife came to live with his family; he did not go to hers, and the grandchildren, of course, stayed within the man’s family circle. In days when travel was by foot or donkey-cart, if a man and woman lived even what to us would be a short distance apart, the families rarely saw each other.
Also, at the time of Christ, when a girl got married, her family paid the dowry to the man’s family, not, as in the European tradition or in biblical times before the Babylonian Captivity, the man’s family paying the dowry to the woman’s family. So the woman’s family did not just lose the girl herself, they also gave up wealth.
Also, men helped defend the family, which, in the turbulent times of the ancient world was no small help if the family was to survive. All of this contributed to the cultural excitement at the birth of a boy. Of course, after some initial sadness that the baby was a girl, the baby would be warmly accepted into the family.[footnoteRef:1609] [1609:  See Mackie, Bible Manners and Customs, 118-19.] 

Joh 16:23
“in that day you will not ask me anything.” This phrase is a wonderful example of why we have to pay close attention to translation and the context if we are going to properly understand and interpret the Word of God. At first glance, this verse seems to be a clear contradiction of John 14:14, where Jesus said, “If you ask me anything in my name, I will do it.” Are we, or are we not, to ask Jesus for things? Here in John 16:23, the context is the questions that the apostles had about what Jesus was saying. Now Jesus says that after his resurrection what Jesus was talking about will be clear so their questions will all have been answered.
A major part of resolving the apparent contradiction between John 16:23 and John 14:14 lies in the Greek words themselves. In John 14:14, Jesus is clearly speaking of being able to do the works that he had done so the Father would be glorified. And in that context, the word “ask” is aiteō (#154 αἰτέω, pronounced eye-'te-ō), which means “ask” but very forcefully so. BDAG defines it as “ask for, with claim on receipt of an answer; …demand.” Friberg has “ask, request, demand.” In contrast, here in John 16:23 the Greek word “ask” is erōtaō (#2065 ἐρωτάω, pronounced err-ō-'tah-ō) and it means “to put a query to someone, ask, ask a question”;[footnoteRef:1610] “ask, seeking for information; question.[footnoteRef:1611] [1610:  BDAG, s.v. “ἐρωτάω.”]  [1611:  Friberg, Analytical Lexicon, s.v. “ἐρωτάω.”] 

In John 14:14, Jesus is speaking of his being gone after his ascension. This is very clear from reading John 13-16. In John 13:33 Jesus told the apostles he was going away to a place they could not follow, and he continued teaching them he was going away right up through chapter 16 (cf. John 14:1-4, 18, 19, 28; 16:5-10, 16). After Jesus ascends to heaven, having been given all authority in heaven and on earth, we are to ask him for things. In John 14:14, Jesus told his disciples to ask him for things so they could do the works that he had done (14:12). If we just read John 14:12-14 we can easily see that. In 14:12 Jesus told the disciples that if they continued to believe in him they would do the works that he did, and even greater works. Then in 14:13, he told them that he would do those works (i.e., Christ would accomplish those works) so that the Father would be glorified. Then, continuing that thought, he told his disciples that if they “asked” (asked expecting an answer; demanded) of him in his name, he would do it.
[For more information on this point, see commentary on John 14:14].
In looking at John 16:23, we must remember that John 14:14 and 16:23 were both spoken at the Last Supper, perhaps only a very short while apart. The disciples were not confused by the “apparent contradiction,” and we should not be either. The disciples had been asking Jesus many questions, and there was a lot they did not understand. So, for example, they asked, “Where are you going?” (John 13:36); “Why am I not able to follow you now?” (John 13:37); “How can we know the way?” (John 14:5); “Show us the Father” (John 14:8); “How is it you will reveal yourself to us and not to the world?” (John 14:22); “What is this that he is saying, ‘A little while?’” (John 16:17-18).
Jesus knew the disciples had lots of questions, and carefully navigated his way through them throughout the Last Supper, answering some while not answering others. As he got to the end of the Last Supper, he told his disciples, “In that day you will not ask me anything,” (perhaps Charles William’s translation is clearer: “At that time you will ask me no more questions”). The disciples would not have to ask questions because, for one thing, Jesus said, “I will no longer speak to you in veiled language, but will tell you plainly about the Father” (John 16:25), plus, after Jesus’ death, resurrection, and ascension, they would understand all the things they had questions about—something that is quite plain in Acts, as we see the once-ignorant and dumbfounded apostles become bold proclaimers of the death, resurrection, and ascension of Christ.
“he will give it to you in my name.” God and Jesus do answer prayer, but many prayers go seemingly unanswered. For more on that, see commentary on John 14:13.
Joh 16:24
“Until now you have not asked for anything in my name.” What Jesus said, that up until that point people had not asked for things in the name of the Messiah, was perfectly true and made perfect sense. There is no prayer or request in the Old Testament that was “in the name of the Messiah.” It was clear in the Old Testament that eventually the Messiah would rule the world, but it was not stated, and certainly not clear, that in order to petition God, a person would have to do so in the name of the Messiah. Now, however, Jesus is on the verge of being given all authority in heaven and on earth, and so he tells his apostles that now when they ask the Father for something, they should ask in his name (John 16:23-24).
“keep asking.” The verb for “ask” in this verse is in the active voice, present tense, and is what is known as a broadband present, or continuous present.[footnoteRef:1612] This form indicates a continual action that takes place over a long time, rather than a one-time event. Williams translates the phrase, “But now you must keep on asking.” We are not to just ask once for the things we seek from God, but to repeatedly ask, as the widow asked the unjust judge (Luke 18:1-8). Wallace explains the present tense in Matthew 7:7 this way: “The force of the present imperatives is ‘ask repeatedly, over and over again…seek repeatedly… knock continuously, over and over again.”[footnoteRef:1613] (Cf. Matt. 7:7, Luke 11:9, and commentary on 1 John 3:22.) [1612:  Cf. Wallace, Greek Grammar, 519-25.]  [1613:  Wallace, Greek Grammar, 521.] 

Joh 16:25
“veiled language.” Many of the truths that Jesus had spoken about his life and the future were spoken in veiled language, such that the truth could not be clearly seen. The Greek word translated in the REV as “veiled language” is paroimia (#3942 παροιμία), and it has a range of meaning including maxim, parable, proverb, figure of speech, and veiled saying. Since Jesus spoke in different ways, sometimes in similes and metaphors, sometimes in parables or allegories, and sometimes with a double entendre, it seems best to translate paroimia in a way that covers the general way in which Jesus spoke, which was in “veiled language.”
The English versions differ on how they translate paroimia (e.g., “dark sayings” (ASV); “veiled language” (BBE, Mounce, NJB); “figures of speech” (CEB, CSB, ESV, NAB, NASB2020, NET, NLT); “figurative language” (Goodspeed, NASB1977, NKJV); “allegories” (Darby); “proverbs” (Douay-Rheims, RV, KJV, Tyndale); “parables” (Geneva Bible); “stories” (NCV); and “metaphors” (TLV). The AMPC seems to cover most of the possibilities when it translates paroimia as “parables (veiled language, allegories, dark sayings).
“The hour is coming when I will no longer speak to you in veiled language.” It is important to get the timing of this correct. Jesus did not say that he had completely stopped speaking in veiled language even as he was there at the Last Supper with the apostles, and some of what he was saying was still veiled to them. However, the hour “is coming” when that veiled language would no longer be necessary, the events of the death and resurrection of Christ would be over.
Joh 16:27
“treats you as friends…befriended me.” The two Greek verbs are both forms of phileō (#5368 φιλέω). Although most versions say “loves…loved,” doing so confuses agapē love (“love” in the REV) with phileō love. Phileō love has an attachment, and it is the attachment between good friends.
[For a more complete understanding of phileō, see commentary on John 21:15.]
Joh 16:28
“came…going.” This is very easy to understand if we take the Scripture at face value, that Jesus Christ is the Only Begotten Son of the Father. Jesus “came” from the Father when the Father God impregnated Mary, just like all of us came from our fathers when our mothers were impregnated by them. Jesus knew from Scripture that he would go to the Father at some point after his resurrection, and so he states that to the apostles here at the Last Supper, just before his arrest and crucifixion. This verse does not refer to the doctrine of the “incarnation.”
It is worth noting that none of the occurrences in Scripture that speak of Jesus going to the Father after his resurrection speak of Jesus “returning” to the Father, as if he had already been there. Instead, they refer to Jesus as going to the Father (John 13:1, 3; 14:12, 28; 16:10, 17, 28; 17:13; 20:17). This is more evidence that Jesus was not preexistent.
[For more information on Jesus “coming from heaven,” see commentary on John 6:38. For more on Jesus not being “God in the flesh” see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son. For evidence that there is no such “third person in the Trinity” see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
Joh 16:30
“Now we know that you know all things, and do not need anyone to ask you a question.” The phrase “ask you a question” is a translation of the Greek verb erōtaō (#2065 ἐρωτάω; a present active third-person singular verb). It is translated elsewhere as “to ask,” and it can mean to ask a question or ask for something, i.e., make a request. Although translating erōtaō as “question you” is shorter and follows the Greek more closely than the longer phrase, “ask you a question,” in vernacular English, “question you” usually means “doubt you” or “doubt what you say,” which is not at all what John 16:30 means.
The statement by the disciples, “Now we know that you know all things, and do not need anyone to ask you a question” fits perfectly with what the disciples would have thought given the culture they lived in and their background in the Old Testament. The commentary on John 21:17 shows that the phrase “knowing all things” is most often used to describe “all [the] things” in a specific context rather than refer to omniscience. Also, the commentary on John 21:17 shows that Jesus is not omniscient, he does not know literally every piece of knowledge in the universe (Mark 13:31). So, what are the disciples saying by their statement? To answer that, it helps to keep their entire statement in mind: “Now we know that you know all things, and do not need anyone to question you. This is why we believe that you came from God” (John 16:30).
The context of this statement and the scope of Scripture both help us understand what the apostles said and why they said it. John 16 is part of Jesus’ teaching to his apostles at the Last Supper, which started in John 13. At this part of the supper in John 16, Jesus has been teaching on his death, resurrection, and ascension to the Father—which the apostles never understood until after his resurrection—but at the beginning of his teaching he was speaking in veiled terms (John 16:16). Since the disciples did not know what Jesus meant and were confused by it, they started asking each other what Jesus meant. John 16:17-18 says: 17“Therefore some of his disciples said to one another, ‘What is this that he is saying to us, “A little while and you will not see me, and again a little while, and you will see me,” and, “Because I go to the Father?’ 18So they kept saying to each other, ‘What is this that he is saying, “A little while?” We do not know what he is saying.’”
The very next verse, John 16:19 tells us that Jesus knew the question that they wanted to ask him even though they were not asking it. It says, “Jesus knew that they were wanting to ask him.” So Jesus answered their unasked question in a short teaching (John 16:19-28). It was Jesus’ teaching that answered their unasked question that prompted the disciples’ response in John 16:29-30: “See, now you are speaking plainly…Now we know that you know all things, and do not need anyone to ask you a question.” (It is somewhat humorous that the disciples said that Jesus was speaking plainly, because they still did not realize what he was saying even though they apparently thought they did).
The reason the disciples said, “Now we know that you know all things,” is that by answering their question before they asked it, Jesus demonstrated that he had special knowledge about what the disciples were discussing among themselves. Some Christians assert that the statement “Now we know that you know all things” means the disciples recognized that Jesus was God and therefore knew all things. But that flies against the context and scope of Scripture, which teaches that Jesus is not God and besides, prophets of God, including the Messiah, were expected to have special knowledge from God.
The disciples did not say, “you know all things” and so “That is why we believe you are God.” Instead, they said they believed Jesus “came from God.” In fact, we know they believed that Jesus was “the Christ, the Son of the living God” (Matt. 16:16). As the promised Messiah, and indeed, just like any prophet, Jesus was expected to have access to God, who would give him special knowledge. It was well understood throughout the Old Testament that prophets and people to whom God had given His spirit had access to God and God showed them what they needed to know—in fact, that is how the prophets came to be recognized as prophets—they receive special knowledge from God (Num. 11:16-17, 25; Deut. 18:18-20; 34:9; Judg. 3:10; 1 Sam. 3:19-21; 2 Chron. 15:1-2; 24:20).
The apostles knew Jesus was the Messiah, and he had proved over and over again that he had special knowledge, knowledge that he received from God. Jesus had made it clear many times throughout his ministry that he knew what he knew and did what he did because he received the guidance and knowledge from God. For example, Jesus taught, “the Son is not able to do anything on his own, but only what he sees the Father doing” (John 5:19); “I am not able to do anything on my own. As I hear, I judge” (John 5:30); “My teaching is not my own, but his that sent me” (John 7:16); “I do nothing of myself, but as the Father taught me, I speak these things” (John 8:28); “I did not speak on my own, but the Father who sent me, he has given me a command as to what to say and what to speak” (John 12:49); “whatever I say, I say just as the Father has said to me” (John 12:50); “the word that you are hearing is not mine, but the Father’s who sent me” (John 14:24).
Since Jesus had been telling his disciples all along that he was getting what to say and do from God—including one time even at the Last Supper itself (John 14:24)—there is absolutely no reason that the apostles would suddenly believe that Jesus was God or knew everything. He had been telling them over and over that what he knew he got from God just like any other prophet did, except he received more content and in more detail, which would be expected since he was not just any prophet, but the very “Son of God.”
Once we have the background knowledge of how God worked with prophets and what Jesus had been teaching throughout his ministry, we can see what the apostles had in mind when they said, “you know all things.” They simply meant that God told Jesus whatever he needed to know; “all” that he needed to know. In this specific context, the fact that Jesus knew their question and answered it before they even asked caught them off guard and further confirmed to them that he was the Messiah and thus “came from God.”
[For more Jesus knowing all things and not doing anything on his own, see the commentary on John 8:28, “I do nothing of myself.” For more on Jesus not being God, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.” For more on the Holy Spirit, see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?” Also see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
Joh 16:31
“Do you believe now?” Grammatically, in both Aramaic and Greek, this sentence can either be a statement or a question. Translated as a statement it would be something like, “You believe now” (cf. CJB, GW, NIV84). Translated as a question it would be something like, “Do you now believe?” (ESV, HCSB, KJV, NASB, NET, NIV2011). It is the context that determines whether Jesus made a statement or asked a question, and in this case, the context is clear that he asked a question.
Starting in John 14:1, Jesus had been trying to tell his apostles that he must go away to the Father. These are the same apostles who could not grasp that he was going to die, no matter how often or clearly he told them. Since they did not know about his death, they certainly could not understand that he was going to ascend to heaven and be with the Father. It seems that Jesus told them so that they might understand at least part of what he was saying, but especially so that after his ascension they would remember that he had told them about it.
Evidence that the apostles did not understand what Jesus was telling them is throughout the account. After Jesus said he was going to prepare a place for them, Thomas said, “Lord, we do not know where you are going” (John 14:5). A little later in the conversation Philip spoke up and said, “Show us the Father, and it is enough for us” (John 14:8). Other statements revealing that the apostles did not understand what Jesus was talking about are in John 14:22 and 16:17-18, culminating in them saying to each other: “We do not understand what he is saying” (John 16:18). At that point Jesus tried one last time to tell them he was going to the Father, but he put the emphasis of his comments on the subject of asking and receiving, God’s love, and his coming from God (John 16:19-28). At that point, the apostles said they understood, but what they understood was not that Jesus was going away to be with God, but rather that “you [Jesus] came from God” (John 16:30).
Jesus was no doubt pleased that his apostles understood that he came from God, but was not fooled into thinking they understood about his ascension into heaven. Therefore, it was natural for him to challenge their confidence and try to keep them exploring what his words meant, which he did by asking the question, “Do you believe now?” We know from the Gospel records that Jesus was correct and the apostles still did not believe Jesus would die, be raised from the dead, or ascend into heaven.
Since at this Last Supper the apostles did not know what Jesus meant when he told them he was going to the Father, it is certain that a few days earlier when they had asked him for signs of his “coming,” they did not mean his coming back to earth from heaven. They were referring to his “coming” (see commentary on Matt. 24:3).
Joh 16:32
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“each one for himself.” The Greek word eis in the phrase is the “eis of advantage,” with the sense being, each one for his own advantage. The Greek phrase does not include the word “home,” as many English versions have, and “home” is not accurate, unless it was taken as “the place they were staying.” Most of the apostles had their homes in the Galilee, yet they stayed around Jerusalem. However, they were so afraid that it is not likely that they went to where they were commonly known to be staying, but rather would have found a temporary place to be secluded and protected. Jesus said that the disciples would be “scattered,” and that is no doubt what happened when Jesus was arrested. The disciples “fled” (Matt. 26:56; Mark 14:50), but not as a group. In the panic of the moment, it was each man for himself. Although the Gospels do not track exactly where the disciples went, Peter and another disciple followed Jesus to the house of the High Priest. No doubt over the next days the disciples assembled again, and were together when Jesus came to them (John 20:19). The Complete Jewish Bible has, “each one looking out for himself,” which sums up the meaning very well.
Joh 16:33
“In the world you will have hardships.” It is helpful for Christians to really “get” this lesson. This was the last thing that Jesus said to his apostles at the Last Supper. Many Christians think or act as if hardship in life is abnormal and so they are angry or depressed or both in life. The world is a fallen world under the sway of the Devil (1 John 5:19), and life is difficult with many hardships. Paul told his people the same thing Jesus did, and taught “that we cannot avoid going through many hardships on our way into the Kingdom of God” (Acts 14:22). Paul wrote in 2 Timothy 3:12 that everyone who lives a godly life will experience persecution. The Bible tells us in many places to be thankful, but that is not because the world is naturally full of things to be thankful for, but because there are things to be thankful for and Christians must make up their minds to focus on those things and not be negative and complaining.
“I have overcome the world.” This is the prophetic perfect idiom, when something that will happen in the future is spoken of as already being accomplished (see commentary on Eph. 2:6, “raised…seated”).
 
John Chapter 17
Joh 17:1
“and lifting up his eyes to heaven, said, “Father.” The prayer in chapter 17 is the closing event of the Last Supper, which started in chapter 13. It is not the same as the prayer he prayed in the Garden of Gethsemane.
Jesus’ prayer, which takes up all of John chapter 17, can be broken into 4 sections: John 17:1-5; John 17:6-19; John 17:20-24; and John 17:25-26. In the first section, Jesus addresses God about the work that God has done and will do through Christ. Jesus said that he had glorified God here on earth, and now asks for God to glorify him. In the second section, John 17:6-19, Jesus prays for disciples who were with him and the apostles who were right there with him at the Last Supper. The main point of his prayer is that the disciples be holy and are safe. In the third section, John 17:20-24, Jesus prays for those disciples who, in the near or distant future, will believe in him. Jesus prays that they will be one and in union with both Christ and God and that they will be with Christ and see his glory. In the fourth section, John 17:25-26, Jesus reviews a few of the accomplishments of his ministry, and states that he will continue to make God known so that the love that God had for Jesus can be in his disciples as well.
After the prayer, Jesus leaves the city of Jerusalem with his apostles and goes to the Garden of Gethsemane (John 18:1)
“Father, the hour has come.” Jesus was astutely aware of the timing of events that had to occur for him to fulfill the different aspects of his ministry. At the very beginning of his ministry, at the wedding at Cana, he told his mother the time had not come (John 2:4). In fact, earlier in John we are told many times that the hour had not come (John 2:4; 7:6, 8, 30; 8:20). Then, at the last week of his life at the Passover Feast in Jerusalem, his hour had come (John 12:23; John 13:1). Throughout his ministry Jesus was aware of what needed to be done and when. For example, he knew he was going to be the real Passover Lamb that year and die for the sins of humankind, so he needed to be arrested at the right time. So at the Last Supper, he told Judas to do what he was doing—betraying Jesus—more quickly (John 13:27). Here Jesus speaks of the hour that was his purpose from birth, to die for the sins of humankind and redeem them from death.
“Glorify your Son so that the Son can glorify you.” Jesus prays, “Glorify your Son so that the Son can glorify you.” It is important to note that Jesus did not want to be glorified for his own benefit but for God’s. Good and godly people don’t do things that are only for their own good and advantage. God’s glorifying the Son would be reflected back upon Himself. If a great person is a benefactor to someone else and does something wonderful for that other person, it results in glorifying the benefactor. So too here, for in glorifying the Son the goodness and grace of God are shown, and in that sense, the Son then glorifies the Father.
Joh 17:2
“just as you gave him authority over all flesh.” This is the prophetic perfect idiom, in which something that will happen is spoken of as if it had already happened, adding certainty to the statement. The prophetic perfect idiom is common in the Semitic languages and is very common in the Old Testament. In this case, Jesus’ use of the idiom reveals God’s pre-determination to rule through His Son, and give the Son all authority in heaven and earth. God’s predetermination to rule through His Son shows up in prophecies in the Old Testament, so Jesus was well aware of God’s intention (e.g., Ps. 2:6-8; 66:4; 72:8-11; Dan. 2:35, 44; 7:13-14; Zech. 9:10). The prophetic perfect idiom is also used in John 17:11.
[For more information on the prophetic perfect idiom, see commentary on Eph. 2:6]
“life in the age to come.” This is the everlasting life that begins with the new Messianic Age, the Millennial Kingdom. When people die, they are dead in every way: body, soul, and spirit. People will only come to life again at the resurrection of the dead. (John 5:25-29).
[For more information about dead people being dead in every way until they are raised from the dead by Jesus Christ, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.” For more information on why the REV translation uses the phrase, “life in the Age to Come” instead of “eternal life,” see Appendix 1: “Life in the Age to Come.” For information on the Millennial Kingdom of Christ, when the righteous dead will be raised, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Joh 17:3
“this is life in the age to come, that they know you...and Jesus Christ.” This conclusion here in John 17:3 follows directly from the previous verse, John 17:2. If God is going to give all authority in heaven and earth to His Son, Jesus, then it follows that life in the age to come would be as a result of knowing both of them. Unstated here, but stated elsewhere, is that it is Jesus Christ who will raise the dead on resurrection day (e.g. John 5:25-29).
“life in the age to come.” This is the everlasting life that begins after a saved person is raised from the dead, technically in the new Messianic Age, the Millennial Kingdom.
[For more information about dead people being dead in every way until they are raised from the dead by Jesus Christ, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.” For more information on why the REV translation uses the phrase “life in the Age to Come” instead of “eternal life,” see Appendix 1: “Life in the Age to Come.” For information on the Millennial Kingdom of Christ, when the righteous dead will be raised, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
“that they know you.” Not “that they may (or might) know you.”[footnoteRef:1614] Also, it is not that they “know about” you, the demons “know about” God but do not “know” God in the sense that they understand and believe Him. People need to do more than “know about” God, they need to know Him in a way that indicates they understand, believe, and obey Him. [1614:  See R. C. H. Lenski, Interpretation of St. John’s Gospel, 1121; A. T. Robertson, Grammar, 992.] 

“the only true God.” This is similar to John 5:44 and is one of the many places that give good evidence that Jesus Christ is not God. When Jesus prayed and called God “the only true God,” he was simply acknowledging a truth that was clearly stated in the Old Testament: For example, Nehemiah 9:6-7 says, “You are Yahweh, even you alone. You have made heaven, the heaven of heavens with all their army, the earth and all things that are on it, the seas and all that is in them, and you preserve them all. The army of heaven worships you. You are Yahweh, the God who chose Abram” (cf. Ps. 86:10; Isa. 37:16; 43:11; 45:5). Yahweh is the Father and “the God,” the “only true God” that Jesus recognized and prayed to.
The Trinity, the doctrine that “God” is both three and one at the same time is mysterious, incomprehensible, and unbiblical. It is never described in the Bible and attempts to come close to explaining it have to use language that is not in the Bible. For example, that Jesus is said to be both “100% human and 100% God” is both unbiblical and self-contradictory. Also, the Trinity doctrine says there are three “persons” in the one God, but then Trinitarians are quick to state that “persons” does not actually mean “persons” in the ordinary sense, but then they cannot exactly define “person” in the Trinitarian sense. That is because a “person” is an individual, but the “persons” in the Trinity are not individuals in the ordinary sense, but are part of “the one God,” so they are persons but not persons at the same time.
Trinitarians say that God is “one what and three whos,” but that is, as stated above, both incomprehensible and unbiblical. When we read the Bible, God always speaks of Himself as one being. He uses “I” and “me” and “my,” and never refers to Himself as an “essence” or “nature.” The same is true of Jesus. John 17:3 is clear, succinct, and understandable: God is “the only true God,” and He “sent” His Son, Jesus Christ, who is a human being (1 Tim. 2:5).
[For more information on Jesus not being God in the flesh, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.” Also, see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
“and Jesus Christ whom you have sent.” The Greek text places “Jesus Christ” at the end of the verse for emphasis and literally reads: “and whom you have sent: Jesus Christ.” However, that reads awkwardly in English. The teaching that God sent Jesus Christ occurs over 40 times in the New Testament and can have different meanings in different contexts. But it emphasizes the fact that Jesus is not God, but was sent by God.
[For in-depth commentary on Jesus Christ having been sent by the Father, and its different meanings and nuances in context, see commentary on John 6:57.]
Joh 17:4
“I glorified you.” The Greek phrase can mean either “I give glory to you” or “I reveal your glory.” Although both translations are true, the primary one in this context seems to be that Jesus glorified God, because in this prayer he said he glorified God by doing the work that God gave him to do.
“by accomplishing the work.” The first and second phrases in the verse are linked together. Newman and Nida write: “These are not two separate actions [“I glorified you” and “I finished the work”]. Rather, the second clause indicates the means by which God’s glory was revealed, that is, ‘by finishing the work you gave me to do.’”[footnoteRef:1615] [1615:  Barclay Newman and Eugene Nida, A Translator’s Handbook on the Gospel of John, 528.] 

Joh 17:5
“And now, Father, glorify me together with yourself with the glory that I had with you before the world was.” God had planned to glorify His Son, and now that the time of Jesus’ death was drawing near, Jesus prayed that God would bring His plan to fruition.
This verse has been used to prove that Jesus is God because of the phrase, “that I had with you before the world was.” There is no question that Jesus “existed” before the world began. But did he exist literally as a person or in God’s foreknowledge, “in the mind of God”? Both Christ and those called to be in the Body of Christ, the Church, existed in God’s foreknowledge before being alive. Christ was part of the intention of God from the beginning, and he became flesh only when he was conceived. It is Trinitarian bias that causes people to read an actual physical existence into this verse rather than a figurative existence in the mind of God. When 2 Timothy says that each Christian was given grace “before the ages began” (2 Tim. 1:9), no one tries to prove that we were actually alive with God back then. Everyone acknowledges that we were “in the mind of God,” i.e., in God’s foreknowledge. The same is true of Jesus Christ. His glory was “with the Father” before the world began, and in John 17:5 he prayed that it will come into manifestation.
Jesus was praying that the glory the Old Testament foretold he would have, and which had been in the mind of God the Father since before the world began, would come into concretion. Trinitarians, however, teach that Jesus was praying about glory he had with God many years before his birth, and they assert that this proves he had access to the mind and memory of his “God nature.” However, if, as a man, Jesus “remembered” being in glory with the Father before the world began, then he would have known he was God in every sense. He would not have thought of himself as a “man” at all. If he knew he was God, he would not and could not have been “tempted in every way just as we are” because nothing he encountered would have been a “real” temptation to him. He would have had no fear and no thought of failure. There is no real sense in which Scripture could actually say he was “made like his brothers in every way” (Heb. 2:17) because he would not have been like us at all. Furthermore, Scripture says that Jesus “grew” in knowledge and wisdom. That would not really be true if Christ had access to a God-nature with infinite knowledge and wisdom.
John 17:5 is a great example of a verse that demonstrates the need for clear thinking concerning the doctrine of the Trinity. The verse can clearly be interpreted in a way that is honest and biblically sound, and shows that Christ was a man, but was in the foreknowledge of God as God’s plan for the salvation of mankind. It can also be used the way Trinitarians use it: to prove the Trinity. However, when it is used that way, it reveals a Christ that we as Christians cannot truly identify with. We do not have a God-nature to help us when we are tempted or are in trouble or lack knowledge or wisdom. The Bible says that Christ can “sympathize with our weakness” because he was “tempted in every way, just as we are” (Heb. 4:15). The thrust of that verse is very straightforward. Because Christ was just like we are, and was tempted in every way that we are, he can sympathize with us. However, if he was not “just as we are,” then he would not be able to sympathize with us. We assert that making Christ a God-man makes it impossible to really identify with him.
We can tell that Jesus was speaking of being in God’s foreknowledge from the immediate context. Just two verses earlier, in John 17:3, Jesus said that the Father was “the only true God.” Jesus could not have prayed that while at the same time thinking he was God too. Furthermore, Jesus spoke again about things in God’s foreknowledge in John 17:22 when he said that he had given the glory from God to his disciples. But that had not happened yet either (see commentary on John 17:22). Both the glory of Jesus and the glory that his disciples would have was in the foreknowledge of God, and Jesus prayed about it in his prayer. The proper interpretation of John 17 is simple and biblical. Jesus knew he was the promised Messiah and Son of God, and God had spoken of his glory many centuries earlier. Now, on the eve of his arrest, he prayed to his Father, the “only true God,” and asked for God’s plan to glorify His Son to come to pass.
It also should be noted that Trinitarians have quoted Isaiah 42:8 which says that God will not give His glory to another, to show that Jesus must be God since Jesus had glory from God. The argument is fallacious for a number of reasons. The context of Isaiah 42 is about idols, and that God will not share His glory with idols. The verse, taken in context, is not saying God will never give any glory to those who obey Him, because He clearly does give glory to those who obey him (cf. 1 Cor. 2:7); it is saying that God will never give His “one-of-a-kind” glory to anyone else. Furthermore, John 17:22 says that Jesus gave the glory he got from His Father to his disciples. So, clearly, God can give glory to humans without turning them into God. A distinction must be made between God giving glory to others (which is biblical) and God giving His glory to others (which is unbiblical; cf. Isa. 42:8).
[For information on why this glory that Jesus had is not God’s glory, see the commentary on Isa. 42:8.]
Jesus’ prayer in John 17 sets a wonderful example for us as Christians. He poured out his heart to his Father, “the only true God” (John 17:3), and prayed that the prophecies of the Old Testament about him would be fulfilled.
[For more information on John 17:5, see The Racovian Catechism, written in Polish in 1605; in Latin 1609; in English 1818; reprinted by Spirit & Truth Fellowship International, 144-46. Also, Don Snedeker, Our Heavenly Father Has No Equals, 424-25.]
Joh 17:6
“I revealed your name.” In this context, “your name” is the same as “you.” The “name” of God was often used as a circumlocution for God Himself. It was common that the name in some way represented the person themself.
“to the people whom you gave me.” Jesus recognized and acknowledged the primacy of God. Jesus was God’s Son and servant, as we all are, whereas God is “the only true God” (John 17:3). Jesus’ disciples believed God and God entrusted them to Jesus.
“and they have kept your word.” Jesus’ disciples had kept the word of God. Jesus knew that in these final hours they would be confused and desert him at his arrest, but he also knew they would be back, which of course they were.
Joh 17:8
“for the words that you gave me I have given to them.” Jesus said over and over that what he said and taught came from the Father (cf. John 5:19, 30; 6:38; 7:16; 8:16, 28, 29; 12:49, 50; 14:24; see commentary on John 8:28).
Joh 17:9
“I am not asking on behalf of the world.” The only valuable prayer for the world is that it turn to God and be saved. However, that is not what Jesus is doing at this time. Later he will pray for the people of the world to hear the message spoken by his disciples and believe (John 17:20).
Joh 17:10
“I am glorified in them.” That is, Jesus is glorified in connection with the disciples; in what they do and believe. The disciples glorify Christ. The “in” here is the Greek static “in,” and can mean “in connection with,” “in association with,” “in union with” (see commentary on Eph. 1:3, “in union with Christ”). When we follow and obey Christ, we glorify Christ. Although some translations have “I am glorified by them,” that can give the wrong impression, and seem to indicate that Jesus is referring to the disciples openly praising and glorifying Christ. While praising Christ is certainly glorifying him, that Christ is glorified “in” us is deeper than us praising him, it is that Jesus is glorified “in connection” with us in the way a parent might be glorified by a child who was living the kind of life that the parent taught the child to live. When we obey God and follow Jesus we are glorifying him.
Joh 17:11
“And I am no longer in the world.” This is another example of the prophetic perfect idiom in John 17 (cf. John 17:2). Jesus was about to be no longer in the world, and that was so certain that Jesus spoke it in the past tense.
[For more information on the prophetic perfect idiom, see commentary on Eph. 2:6.]
“Holy Father.” This address is only used here in the Bible, and it sets up some following verses (John 17:17-19), in which Jesus speaks of making the disciples holy and he making himself holy. It is a strange concept to many people that we can make ourselves holy, but that is exactly what we do when we obey God and follow His guidance. Born-again Christians are holy by nature, and then have to work to get their flesh lined up with the holy nature they have due to the internal presence of the gift of holy spirit (see commentary on Phil. 1:1).
In this prayer in John 17, Jesus uses two titles for God that are not used anywhere else in the Bible. Here in John 17:11, he uses “Holy Father,” and in John 17:25 he prays, “O righteous Father.”
“keep them safe.” The Greek word translated by the phrase “keep them safe” is tēreō (#5083 τηρέω), and it means to guard, take care of, watch over, attend to. It is also used of keeping a person in the state that they are in. Jesus knew that terrible times were coming, and he prayed to God to keep his disciples safe and that they would not stray from the Faith. This is an earnest and heartfelt prayer, and one that needs to continue to be prayed today.
“so that they can be one, just as we are.” This verse should have ended the Trinitarian debate about John 10:30, in which Jesus said, “I and the Father are one.” Here in John 17:11, Jesus confirms that he and the Father are “one” but has requested “that they can be one” just as God and Christ are. Since it is obvious that Jesus would not be praying so that every believer can be part of the Trinity, it is then equally obvious that “one” means one in purpose.
Joh 17:12
“perished.” Judas had not yet hanged himself, but he would the next morning (Matt. 27:1-5). Jesus speaks of his death in the prophetic perfect, as he does with a couple of things in this prayer (cf. John 17:11, 22). Jesus likely knew from both Scripture and revelation that Judas would kill himself, but also he knew that Judas’ ultimate future was everlasting death. Because the death of Judas was so imminent, the prophetic perfect is certainly appropriate.
[For more on the prophetic perfect idiom, see commentary on Eph. 2:6. For more on unsaved people being annihilated in the Lake of Fire and not “burning in Hell forever,” see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
“son of destruction.” This is a literal translation of the Greek, huios tēs apōleias, composed of the word for “son” (#5207 υἱός) and “destruction” (#684 ἀπώλεια) in the genitive case. It is the genitive of character—he is described as a son characterized by destruction, in this case, his destructive behavior. Judas’ character came first, then the consequences of his character; first he was a son of destruction, then accordingly he went to destruction. In other words, this title does not describe how he was first to be destroyed and was thus a “son of destruction” but that he was a son of destruction and thus to be destroyed because of his behavior and rejection of God.[footnoteRef:1616] Thus, in actuality, the idea of “son of destruction” referred to both Judas’ behavior and then to his ultimate future destruction, with the latter meaning having the most emphasis. Many versions add “the one doomed” (NIV) or “the one destined” (NET, NJB, NRSV), but these words are not in the Greek text. [1616:  Cf. Lenski, St. John’s Gospel, 1140.] 

It was a common Semitic idiom to refer to an aspect of one’s character by referring to him as the “son of” some quality. Thus we have “son of eighty years” which means someone 80 years old (Exod. 7:7 YLT); “son of stripes” is someone deserving to be beaten (Deut. 25:2); “sons of rebellion” (Num. 17:10); “sons of the army” are soldiers (2 Chron. 25:13 YLT); “sons of the pledges” are hostages (2 Kings 14:14 YLT); “sons of death” are those who are worthy of death or are going to die (Psalm 79:11 YLT); “son of Gehenna” (Matt. 23:15); “son of destruction” (2 Thess. 2:3); “son of encouragement” (Acts 4:36); “son of the Devil” (Acts 13:10); this custom even applies to animals: “son of the herd” (Gen. 18:7 YLT), and objects: “sons of the flame” for sparks (Job 5:7). The exact meaning of the idiom “son of X” has to be determined from the context, as the examples above show.
The word “destruction” is commonly used in the New Testament to refer to the future destruction in the Lake of Fire (e.g., Matt. 7:13; Acts 8:20; Rom. 9:22; Phil. 1:28; 3:19; 1 Tim. 6:9; Heb. 10:39; 2 Pet. 2:1; 3:7; Rev. 17:8, 11), and, as stated above, Judas’ final destruction in Gehenna is the primary meaning.
“resulting in the Scripture being fulfilled.” This phrase should not be translated as a purpose clause, as most translations do: “so that the Scripture would be fulfilled.” This would have the consequence of making Judas intentionally lost for the purpose of fulfilling a prophecy about him. But the text in no way requires such a reading. In the Greek it is a hina with a verb in the subjunctive mood clause, which could be read to indicate a purpose or simply the result with no intention. Here it would be a result clause; Judas of his own free will was lost, resulting in the Scripture being fulfilled, his being lost was not for the purpose of filling Scripture.
Several scriptures apply to the fact that Jesus would be betrayed by a close associate (Ps. 41:9; 69:25; 109:8).
[For more on Judas see Acts 1:20 and the commentary on John 13:18, “let the Scripture be fulfilled.” For an explanation of purpose and result clauses, see Word Study: “Hina.”]
Joh 17:13
“so that they have my joy made full in them.” The joy that Jesus had was directly the result of his obedient lifestyle focused on God. Jesus said, “I always do the things that are pleasing to him” (John 8:29). Now Jesus prays that his apostles and disciples would have the kind of joy that Jesus has, which will come as they had the desire to obey and focus on God that Jesus had. The kind of full and rich joy that Jesus had does not come from just “getting saved.” While there is joy in being saved, there is more joy available from getting saved and living an obedient lifestyle. When a person truly understands the rewards that they will receive in the future for living an obedient lifestyle, they can have joy in the midst of difficulties and persecution, just as Jesus did.
Joh 17:14
“and the world has hated them.” This statement has a note of the prophetic perfect in it, because up until now, the focus of the evil world has been on Jesus Christ, and the apostles and disciples have for the most part been spared (see commentary on John 16:4). However, once Jesus ascended, the hatred of the Devil and his minions will be directed at believers.
“because they are not of the world.” The Devil wants everyone to think and act like he does. The Devil does not tolerate “diversity,” especially if it involves godly thinking and living. The world hates believers even though they do not deserve it. Believers who stand against persecution are greatly helped by knowing that their future reward is great (cf. Matt. 5:10-12).
Joh 17:15
“I am not asking that you take them out of the world.” In this prayer, John 17:15 combined with John 17:18 (“I sent them into the world”) states in different words what Jesus said in Matthew 28:19, “go and make disciples of all the nations.” The only effective way to make disciples in all the nations is to go to the nations. This can be mentally and physically challenging. The world is a difficult place and it is made more difficult for believers because the world hates believers. This has caused some believers to retreat from the world, which is done in various ways. While it is comforting to be alone with God in prayer, song, and study, a person who pursues that lifestyle needs to be sure that is what the Lord wants for his or her life. Living out among the people can be difficult, but it is the most effective way to make converts.
“Wicked One.” The Greek is ponēros (#4190 πονηρός), which BDAG describes as, “pertaining to being morally or socially worthless; therefore, ‘wicked, evil, bad, base, worthless, vicious, and degenerate.’” Ponēros is an adjective, but it is a substantive (an adjective used as a noun).
The Slanderer is the fount and foundation of wickedness. It was in him that wickedness was first found, when he was lifted up with pride and decided to rebel against God. Ever since that time he has been true to his name, “the Wicked One,” and has been doing and causing wickedness wherever he can, which, since he is “the god of this age,” is a considerable amount of wickedness.
[For more on substantives, see the commentary on Matt. 5:37. For more names of the Slanderer (the Devil) and their meanings, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
“but that you keep them safe.” Here in John 17:15, for a second time, Jesus prays that God will keep the believers safe (cf. John 17:11).
Joh 17:17
“Make them holy.” Being holy in the sight of God is a team effort. The believer has to really want to be holy, that is, be different from the world, being separated, by being obedient to God, and God, for His part, will help the believer fulfill that desire. The Bible says, “but as the one who called you is holy, you yourselves must also be holy in all your way of life” (1 Pet. 1:15). And this use of “holy” is not just “holy enough to be saved,” but truly “holy,” truly like God. We believers should make it our goal to so immerse ourselves in the Word of God and the things of God that we become holy and like God in every aspect of our lives.
“by the truth.” The Greek word translated “by” is the preposition en (ἐν), and it can mean “in,” “by,” and even “through.” Although the translation “by the truth” is certainly true, the Greek is not just communicating that a person is made holy “by” the truth, as if the truth were a hammer pounding in a nail. Rather, the preposition en indicates that the person is “in relation” to the truth, or “in connection” with the truth. It is as we are “in” the truth, in a relationship with it, submerged in it, if you will, that people truly become holy in the sight of God. And so, the word “through” can also be used to convey this sense of the preposition en.
“your word is truth.” The Word of God—the Bible—is truth when it has been accurately transmitted from generation to generation and the text is accurately translated. It is by obedience to the Word of God, the truth, that people become holy.
Joh 17:18
“Just as you sent me.” The teaching that God sent Jesus Christ occurs over 40 times in the New Testament and can have different meanings in different contexts.
[For in-depth commentary on Jesus Christ having been sent by the Father, and its different meanings and nuances in context, see commentary on John 6:57.]
Joh 17:19
“by the truth.” The Greek reads, “in the truth,” or more literally, “in truth,” but the phrase makes more sense with the definite article, which it has in John 17:17. Although the definite article “the” is not in the text in this verse, it does not have to be. In Greek, a preposition can make the noun it modifies definite without there being a definite article in the phrase. Whether the noun is definite or indefinite can usually be determined from the context, at which point it can be translated in the best way to fit the receptor language.[footnoteRef:1617] For an explanation of the phrase “in the truth,” see commentary on John 17:17. [1617:  Daniel Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics, 247.] 

Joh 17:20
“will believe.” In the Greek text, the verb translated “believe” is a present participle, but in this context, it has a future force to it, which many modern English versions supply in the text. It is important for believers to pray for unbelievers to be saved, just as Jesus did here in John 17:20.
“through their word.” Jesus taught his disciples, and they in turn taught others, who in turn believed because of what Jesus’ disciples said to them.
Joh 17:21
“in union with me and I in union with you.” See commentary on John 10:38, “the Father is in union with with me, and I am in union with the Father.”
“so that the world may believe.” When Christians stand together in love even when we differ on certain things, that is a powerful witness to unbelievers to get them to turn from the world to the Word and be saved. Love and peace are magnets to people because every decent person wants to be loved and have a peaceful life. Of course, the Devil knows that too, and so he salts the Church with pretend Christians, people who say they are Christians but are not, and those pretend Christians cause much division and havoc in the Church. In many cases, it is the pretend Christians who are hurtful to both believers and non-believers and keep non-believers from the Faith.
“that you sent me.” The teaching that God sent Jesus Christ occurs over 40 times in the New Testament and can have different meanings in different contexts.
[For in-depth commentary on Jesus Christ having been sent by the Father, and its different meanings and nuances in context, see commentary on John 6:57.]
Joh 17:22
“the glory that you have given me, I have given to them.” What is the glory that Jesus is speaking of here? The scholars differ in their opinions, some saying it is the glory of everlasting life, some saying it is the glory to manifest the power of God by miracles and such, and still others saying it has to do with the great commission; that Jesus was given the glorious task of reconciling people to God so they could live forever, and his disciples have that glorious task also. It is quite possible that all three of those explanations are correct and that the “glory” Jesus speaks of is multifaceted. However, the context and flow of John 17, and reading John 17:22-24 as a unit, indicates that the primary meaning of the glory here is the future glory that Jesus and the believers will have with God.
When Jesus speaks of the glory that he has been given, it is an example of the prophetic perfect idiom, that something that is future is spoken of as if it is in the past to emphasize the fact that it absolutely will occur, the act is “as good as done.” In the prophetic perfect idiom, things that will exist in the future are spoken of as if they already existed. Literally understood, the verse would read, “And the glory that you will give me, I will give to them.”
When it comes to the fullness of salvation and future glory, we know Jesus had not yet given the glory that he had to his disciples because he himself did not have it yet. Earlier in his prayer, Jesus prayed, “glorify me” (John 17:5), and he prayed that prayer specifically because he had not been glorified yet. Jesus was glorified when he was raised from the dead. So when Jesus prayed to the Father to be glorified, neither he nor his disciples were glorified yet. Many biblical passages, especially in the Old Testament, use the prophetic perfect idiom and Jesus does so here in John 17:22.
Another proof that Jesus was using the prophetic perfect idiom in John 17:22, is that when he says, “I have given to them,” the “them” is his disciples, but reading John 17:20-22 shows that his “disciples” were not just the apostles and disciples who were alive at the time, but “those who will believe in me through their word” (John 17:20), in other words, people who would become disciples years in the future. Jesus could not give glory to people who did not exist yet.
John 17 is a magnificent prayer, and in it, Jesus prayed that the glory that God, in His foreknowledge, planned for him to have would be given to him, and that he would then give it to his followers, even followers who had not been born yet.
[For more on the prophetic perfect idiom, see commentary on Eph. 2:6.]
Joh 17:23
“so that the world can know that you sent me.” What Jesus says here in John 17:23 is very similar to what he said a couple of verses earlier in John 17:21.
The teaching that God sent Jesus Christ occurs over 40 times in the New Testament and can have different meanings in different contexts.
[For in-depth commentary on Jesus Christ having been sent by the Father, and its different meanings and nuances in context, see commentary on John 6:57.]
Joh 17:25
“O righteous Father.” This is the only time in the Bible this title for God appears. This is the second time in this prayer that Jesus uses a title for God that only occurs here in the Bible. In John 17:11, Jesus used the title, “Holy Father.” In the context of what Jesus is praying for, the righteousness of God stands out. He loves the world and has done what He can to ensure the people of the world who want to be saved will be saved through the actions of Jesus Christ and the disciples’ message about him to the world.
“these knew that you sent me.” The teaching that God sent Jesus Christ occurs over 40 times in the New Testament and can have different meanings in different contexts.
[For in-depth commentary on Jesus Christ having been sent by the Father, and its different meanings and nuances in context, see commentary on John 6:57.]
Joh 17:26
“And I made known to them your name.” The phrase “your name” is a circumlocution for “you.” Christ made known God. At this same Last Supper, Jesus said that if you had seen him you had seen the Father (John 14:9).
The consistent theme throughout the book of John is that Jesus reveals God the Father to the world (John 1:18; 9:3; 14:9; 15:15; 17:6, 26). See also commentary on John 14:9.
 
John Chapter 18
Joh 18:1
“he went out.” Jesus and his disciples had gotten ready to leave the Last Supper in John 14:31, but Jesus had continued to teach (chapters 15 and 16), and then pray (chapter 17). Now he goes out of the Upper Room, and out of the walled city of Jerusalem, and heads east across the Kidron Valley to the Garden of Gethsemane.
Joh 18:2
“also knew the place.” This verse tells us that Jesus often met with his disciples in the Garden of Gethsemane, and that is one reason that Judas knew where to find Jesus. It seems likely that Jesus may have even said something earlier about going to the garden, just to make sure Judas knew where to find him. Jesus knew Judas was going to betray him and knew why Judas left the Last Supper (John 13:11; John 13:27). So it would have been easy for Jesus to avoid being arrested: just go somewhere other than Gethsemane. But then, as he himself said, “How then would the scriptures be fulfilled?” (Matt. 26:54). So the fact that Jesus went to Gethsemane shows that Jesus deliberately placed himself into the hands of the enemy so he could suffer and die on our behalf.
Joh 18:3
“Roman cohort.” Not necessarily the traditional cohort of one-tenth of a legion, or 600 men. At this time period, the word “cohort” was sometimes used of a representative number of a cohort; a part of a cohort. But they were Roman soldiers, not just the guard of the High Priest. They were under the command of their “chiliarch,” which, like “centurion,” is an official military rank (a Tribune, or an officer over roughly 1,000 men) but because the term is considered obscure to most readers, it is translated as “military commander” in many versions (cf. John 18:12). These Roman soldiers would have come from the Antonia fortress.
D. A Carson writes: “Only John specifies that, in addition to bringing the Jewish officials, Judas Iscariot also guided a detachment of soldiers. The Greek (tēn speiran) makes it clear that these were not Jews, but ‘the cohort (of Roman auxiliaries)’. A full auxiliary cohort had a paper strength of 1,000 men, i.e., 760 foot soldiers and 240 cavalry, and was led by a ‘chiliarch’ (lit. ‘leader of a thousand’, often translated ‘tribune’, v.12, ‘commander’). In practice a cohort normally numbered 600 men; but in any case, the speira can refer to a ‘maniple’ of only 200 men, and it is not necessary to assume that an entire maniple was present. Roman auxiliary troops were usually stationed at Caesarea, but during the feast days they were garrisoned in the fortress of Antonia to the northwest of the temple complex.”[footnoteRef:1618] [1618:  D. A. Carson, The Gospel According to John [PNTC], 577.] 

To get the Roman soldiers, the priests would have gone to Pilate, or even just to the chiliarch himself in Antonia under pretense of stopping a fomenting revolution. Some commentators think the entire group is Jewish, but this is not likely for a number of reasons. First, the vocabulary, especially chiliarch, is specific to the Roman army. Second, the cohort and the Temple police are mentioned as separate groups. If they were all Temple police, saying it once would have been enough. Third, the Temple police had already been sent to arrest Jesus once, and failed (John 7:45). The priests would take no chance this time, especially after they paid all that money to Judas to set the arrest up. After the mobs had proclaimed him the Messiah (a great crowd yelled “Hosanna” (Save!), and called him the King of Israel; John 12:12, 13), it would not have been difficult to persuade the Romans to arrest Jesus to keep a riot from occurring.
“Temple police.” The Greek word hupēretai originally referred to the “under-rowers” in a galley, then it was generalized to mean any servant or underling under a superior. Thus it has a broad usage, and one that may or may not be demeaning, depending on the context. It applies to servants in different capacities: prison guard (Matt. 5:25), minister of Christ (Luke 1:2; 1 Cor. 4:1); Synagogue attendant (Luke 4:20), etc. Here it applies to a police force of sorts that was dedicated to keeping the peace in the Temple, so “Temple” is supplied from the context and put in italics.[footnoteRef:1619] [1619:  See Vincent, Word Studies, 2:268; Robertson, Word Pictures, 5:286; Lenski, Interpretation of St. John’s Gospel, 1174-75.] 

Joh 18:4
“knowing everything that was about to happen to him.” Much of what Jesus knew came from his intimate knowledge of the Old Testament prophecies about him. He also likely knew much from the culture and how the Jews and Romans treated criminals. However, it seems that Jesus certainly learned specific things by revelation.
“Who are you looking for?” The Gospel of John differs significantly from the other three Gospels on how Jesus was arrested in Gethsemane. Matthew 26:48-50; Mark 14:44-46; and Luke 22:47, 48; all tell about Judas kissing Jesus to point him out, but do not mention Jesus personally identifying himself to the crowd who came to arrest him. The Gospel of John, on the other hand, gives the record of Jesus identifying himself but does not mention the kiss. Commentators are divided as to whether the kiss came before or after Jesus identified himself. We agree with R. C. H. Lenski that the kiss had to come first.[footnoteRef:1620] [1620:  Lenski, St. John’s Gospel, 1176.] 

For one thing, if Jesus stepped forward and identified himself, there would have been no need for the kiss. On the other hand, even if Judas kissed Jesus first, one can see how the Jews and Romans still may not have been sure they had the right man, but Jesus’ stepping forward and saying, “I am he” would take away all their doubt. Also, in John, Judas is standing with the soldiers, not with the apostles (John 18:5). It seems certain that after Judas kissed Jesus, he would step back into the crowd of soldiers and police, for his own protection if nothing else. At that point, Jesus, wanting to ensure the safety of the other disciples, stepped forward and boldly declared that he was the one they were looking for and that they should let the other disciples go (John 18:8).
Joh 18:9
“...with the result that the word he had spoken was fulfilled.” The Greek is hina with a verb in the subjunctive mood purpose-result clause (see Word Study: “Hina”). Jesus said “let the men go” with the intention of fulfilling his words in John 17:12, and it also resulted in them being fulfilled.
“Of those whom you have given me I did not lose one.” Several times Jesus made statements to the effect that he would not lose anyone who was given to him by God (cf. John 6:39, 10:28, 29; 17:12). Several layers of interpretation need to be understood in order to get the full meaning of what Jesus said, and of John 18:9. The most obvious is that the context of John 18:9 is Jesus’ arrest in Gethsemane and Jesus saying to the Jews and Roman soldiers who had come to arrest him, “…if you are looking for me, let these men go” (John 18:8). So Jesus told the Jews and Romans to arrest him but let the disciples go, which is in effect what happened, showing that Jesus’ words that he would not lose anyone whom God had given him came to pass in that instance.
It has been pointed out that when Jesus spoke about not losing people, such as in John 6:39, he was speaking in terms of not losing them from a spiritual point of view, but in John 18:9 the context is losing them from a physical point of view. The simple and straightforward answer to that observation is that it often happens when people use quotations in literature that they modify the quotation to fit the new circumstances, or else wrest the quotation from its original context and apply it in a new way. This happens both in secular literature and the Bible, and in fact, is very effectively used in modern advertising. When it comes to biblical quotations, even a short study of the Old Testament quotations in the New Testament will show that very often the quotations are modified to fit new circumstances and/or they are used to import information or a perspective that the author wants brought into the new situation. Thus it makes perfect sense that Jesus had said he would lose no one in the context of salvation but that same idea of not losing anyone also applies to physical circumstances. Beyond that, it is possible that in the case of Jesus’ arrest in Gethsemane, as Calvin, Luther, Stalker, Evans, Lenski, Hendriksen, and others have pointed out, Jesus may have known that at that point in time if the disciples were arrested and tortured as he was, it may have been too much for some of them to bear and they may indeed have turned from the faith and have been spiritually lost. Thus the quotation is appropriate as it is used in John 18:9.
Another thing we must understand is the phrase “of those whom you have given me,” in light of biblical culture and idiomatic ways of speaking, and freedom of will. God cannot “give” someone to Christ and salvation against their will. God works with each and every person in different ways to get them to come to salvation, but ultimately it is the person’s decision. Each person who God “gave” to Christ came to Christ of their own free will and made the choice to make him Lord and follow him. Jesus helped, taught, and worked with many people who did not ultimately believe. John 6 makes that point very clear.
Many people started following Jesus and became disciples as they traveled to see him, heard him teach, and saw him do miracle after miracle. However, in John 6, Jesus began to say that to really follow him and believe in him, a person had to eat his flesh and drink his blood, idioms taken from animal sacrifice that meant to be committed to, and fully partake of, what he was doing. That was too much for many of the people who claimed to be disciples, who actually just wanted to “come along for the show” with Jesus. So John 6:66 says, “From that time many of his disciples turned back, and did not walk anymore with him.” Jesus never “lost” those disciples—he never had them in the first place. They had never made a commitment to do what it took to really follow Jesus, and neither did Judas Iscariot.
Judas never really followed Jesus from his heart. He never gave himself to God, so God never was able to give Judas to Jesus. Jesus knew Judas was not committed from the very beginning, and yet chose Judas to be an apostle anyway, giving him the chance to believe. John 6:64 clearly implies that Judas did not believe, and says that even from the beginning Jesus knew Judas would betray him. Then in John 6:70, Jesus says he called Judas, even though he is a “devil.” We see Judas’ character and unbelief portrayed in the Four Gospels. He was greedy and instigated trouble for the woman who poured expensive ointment on Jesus (John 12:5). He stole the money that people gave to support Jesus (John 12:6). Ultimately, he betrayed Jesus for money—30 pieces of silver. It is important to understand this about Judas because in John 17:12 Jesus is praying and says that none of the people God gave him perished, but then adds, “but the son of destruction,” referring to Judas. If we do not understand that Judas never was one of those “given” to Jesus, then John 17:12 seems to contradict John 18:9. John 17:12 would say Jesus lost Judas, but John 18:9 would say he lost “none.” But when we read the full sentence, “Of those whom you have given me I did not lose one,” then we understand that Judas is excluded from this because he never was “given” to Jesus.
[For more on Calvinism and the teaching that people are saved by God’s choice, not their own, and a short rebuttal of Calvinism, see Appendix 9: “On Calvinism and Predestination.” For more on the biblical idiom behind the phrase “those whom you have given me,” see commentaries on John 6:37 and 6:44.]
Joh 18:11
“Am I not to drink…” The strong ou mē in the Greek has been left as a simple “not.”
“drink the cup.” “Drinking the cup” was a common idiom meaning to experience, whether that experience was good (cf. Ps. 16:5; 23:5; 116:13; Jer. 16:7) or bad (cf. Ps. 11:6; 75:8; Isa. 51:17; Jer. 25:15). See commentary on Matthew 20:22.
Joh 18:12
“commander.” The Greek word chiliarchos (#5506 χιλίαρχος) designates a specific rank, namely, a “chiliarch,” which is the rank of a commander of a cohort; it is equivalent to a Roman tribune. We might say, the platoon and the sergeant. Thus, the Romans not only sent soldiers, but the commander came along also.
Joh 18:13
“And they led him to Annas first.” The events of the last week of Jesus Christ’s life are spread throughout all Four Gospels, and different Gospels give different details, which is why we have to be familiar with all four Gospel records to properly reconstruct what happened that week. Every Gospel is written from a different point of view: Matthew portrays Jesus as a king, Mark as a servant, Luke as a man, and John portrays Jesus as the Son of God.
[For more information on these four viewpoints, see commentary on Mark 1:1.]
In the case of Jesus’ arrest, only the Gospel of John records Jesus being taken to Annas, and makes it clear that he was taken to Annas first. Annas had been the High Priest from AD 6-15, which meant Annas had been the High Priest when Jesus was in the Temple at 12 years old (Luke 2:41-52). At that time in the history of Israel, the High Priest was placed in office or removed from office by the Roman governor. Quirinius installed Annas, and Valerius Gratus deposed him, replacing him with Ismael son of Phabi. However, Annas’ power, wealth, and political adroitness were such that five of his sons, then his son-in-law Caiaphas, then a grandson, were all High Priests. Thus there is little doubt that Annas was the power behind the High Priest’s office, and so Jesus was first taken to Annas before he was taken to Caiaphas.
It makes sense that the Gospel of John would record Jesus being taken to Annas, because although Annas did not have an official position, he had set the tone for the High Priesthood for many years, and in the epic struggle between good and evil and between Jewish religious traditions and truth, it would make sense that the Son of God would stand before the “real” spiritual authority in Israel and be rejected by him before being taken to the “official” authorities. From Annas, Jesus was taken to Caiaphas, the “official” High Priest (John 18:24).
The events of the last week of Jesus’ life are the pivotal events of history. It was late Monday night when Jesus was arrested in the Garden of Gethsemane (Matt. 26:47-56; Mark 14:43-52; Luke 22:47-53; John 18:2-12). After that, the following events take place, culminating in Jesus’ death.
To understand the events from Jesus’ arrest to his death and be able to better see how they fit with the prophecies and prophetic shadows in the Old Testament, it is important to know that the Jewish day started at sunset, while the Roman day started at midnight (like our Western time does). This is important because if an event happened during daylight hours, for example, Jesus’ death around 3 p.m., then that event would be counted as being on the same day in both Jewish and Roman time. But if an event happened between sunset and midnight, it would be a day earlier in Roman time than in Jewish time, because sunset started a new day according to the Jewish reckoning of time. For example, if it is Wednesday at 3 p.m., then according to both Jewish and Roman reckoning, it is Wednesday. But when the sun sets, it becomes Thursday in Jewish time but it is still Wednesday by Roman counting. Then at midnight, the Roman day changes from Wednesday to Thursday, and the Jewish and Roman days are synchronized again. We have recorded the events below in both Jewish and Roman time.
Monday, Nisan 12 (Roman and Jewish time)
In the evening: In Jewish reckoning of time, the “evening” could be any time between 3 p.m. and sunset. The Bible does not give the hour that the Last Supper started, so we do not know that, it just says that Jesus and the apostles came to eat in the evening (Mark 14:17) and were eating in the evening (Matt. 26:20).
Monday, Nisan 12 (Roman time); Tuesday, Nisan 13 (Jewish time)
Very late evening or early night: The Last Supper comes to a close after sunset, and Jesus and his apostles go to the Garden of Gethsemane (Matt. 26:30, 36; Mark 14:26, 32; Luke 22:39; John 18:1). When Judas left the Last Supper it was already dark outside (John 13:30).
Night: Jesus was arrested in the Garden of Gethsemane (Matt. 26:47-56; Mark 14:43-52; Luke 22:47-53; John 18:2-12).
Night: Jesus was then taken “first” to Annas, who would have been at his own home inside a walled area that also probably contained Caiaphas’ house (John 18:13-23).
Night (even perhaps after midnight, which would then be Tuesday Roman and Jewish time): Jesus was taken to Caiaphas, the High Priest, who had called together many of the chief priests and rulers of the Jews (Matt. 26:57-68; Mark 14:53-65; Luke 22:54-65; John 18:24-27).
Tuesday, Nisan 13 (Roman and Jewish time)
Sunrise: Jesus was taken to a dawn meeting of the Sanhedrin, the ruling council of the Jews. This meeting almost certainly was held in a chamber inside the Temple (Matt. 27:1; Mark 15:1; Luke 22:66-71).
Early morning: The Sanhedrin took Jesus to Pilate early in the morning, which was his first appearance before Pilate (Mark 15:1; Luke 23:1-6; John 18:28). Roman government started business early, and usually quit in the early afternoon. Pilate’s location in Jerusalem is hotly debated, but it is likely that he was in the Hasmonean Palace just west of the Temple area.
Early morning or mid-morning: Pilate sent Jesus to Herod Antipas, who would have been staying in the Western Palace built by Herod the Great (Luke 23:7-12). Herod Antipas is the “Herod” who had executed John the Baptist.
Close to noon: Herod sent Jesus back to Pilate. This was the second trial of Jesus before Pilate, and it occurred about 12 noon (John 19:14). Matthew, Mark, and John do not clearly show that Jesus’ trial before Pilate was in two parts, an early morning part (Mark 15:1; John 18:28) and a later part (about 12 noon). They show the two trials as one record. (Actually, it seems that Matthew leaves the early trial out completely, and just focuses on the second trial before Pilate; John 19:14.) From the record in Luke, we can see that Barabbas was offered to be released as part of Pilate’s second trial (Luke 23:18), which is helpful in determining the chronology of the other Gospels. Also, Luke notes that at the start of the second trial, Pilate had to call together the chief priests again (Luke 23:13), which makes sense because they would have left his palace and gone about their duties when Pilate sent Jesus to Herod, except for a few who might have followed Jesus to Herod.
Afternoon: After Jesus’ second trial before Pilate, Pilate handed Jesus over to his soldiers. They took him to the Praetorium, gathered the entire Roman cohort, and then beat and tortured him. (This torture by the Roman army lasted through the night until Wednesday morning; Matt. 27:26-31; Mark 15:16-20. Luke and John omit Jesus’ overnight torture by the Roman cohort of soldiers).
Wednesday, Nisan 14 (Roman and Jewish time)
Through the night: “Wednesday” Roman time started at midnight while midnight was already Wednesday by Jewish time. The Roman soldiers started mocking and torturing Jesus on Tuesday afternoon, and continued through the night until Wednesday morning, when he was crucified.
Morning: Jesus was led out to be crucified about 9 a.m. (Mark 15:25), and about 12 noon a darkness came over the land that lasted until about 3 p.m., when Jesus died (Matt. 27:31-45; Mark 15:20-33; Luke 23:26-44; John 19:17-29)
Afternoon: Jesus died about 3 p.m. (Matt. 27:46-50; Mark 15:34-37; Luke 23:44-46). The Gospel of John records events of Jesus’ crucifixion, and also his death (John 19:30), but does not give the time of day, as do the other Gospels.
Late afternoon: Joseph of Arimathea goes to Pilate and gets permission to take the body of Jesus (Matt. 27:58; Mark 15:43-45; Luke 23:52; John 19:38).
Late afternoon: Jesus is put in the tomb. Jesus’ burial happened in two stages. The first stage is when Joseph of Arimathea brings Jesus’ body to his own tomb, wraps it in clean linen cloth he had just bought, rolls the stone over the tomb door, and leaves (Matt. 27:59-60; Mark 15:46; Luke 23:53). Mary Magdalene and Mary the mother of Joses were watching, and they saw that Jesus was not properly buried with spices as was the custom (Matt. 27:61; Mark 15:47; Luke 23:55).
Late afternoon just before sunset and the start of the Special Sabbath: In the second stage of Jesus’ burial, Nicodemus, who was likely supposed to work with Joseph of Arimathea but was late for some reason, came with his servants carrying 75 pounds of spices and gave Jesus a burial that was according to Jewish custom (John 19:39-40). Nicodemus would have had servants with him to help him carry the spices and also as a guard because 75 pounds of spices would have been extremely valuable. These men would have also helped him open the tomb, which Joseph and his servants had closed with the stone (Matt. 27:60; Mark 15:46). However, the women had already left and did not see what Nicodemus had done because the Sabbath was just about to begin (Luke 23:54-55; John 19:42). That fact explains why the women thought they needed to buy spices to anoint Jesus’ body.
Thursday, Nisan 15 – Jesus is dead in the grave. This is the first day of the Feast of Unleavened Bread which was a Special Sabbath (Exod. 12:16-17; Lev. 23:6-8; Num. 28:19-25; John 19:31), so no work was allowed. Everyone had a day of rest.
Morning: The chief Priests (who were Sadducees) and the Pharisees go to Pilate and get a guard to watch the tomb for three days, thus Thursday, Friday, and Saturday (Matt. 27:62-66).
Friday, Nisan 16 – Jesus is dead in the grave.
Morning (likely into the afternoon): The women, not knowing that Nicodemus had properly buried Jesus with spices, went and bought spices and prepared them to properly bury Jesus (Mark 16:1; Luke 23:56). It is after the Sabbath like Scripture says (Mark 16:1; after the Special Sabbath that was on Thursday) and also before the Sabbath like Scripture says (Luke 23:56; before the regular weekly Sabbath on Saturday). But the women could not take the spices to the tomb on Friday because of the Roman guard (Matt. 27:62-66).
Saturday, Nisan 17
Late afternoon: Jesus is raised from the dead just before sunset, having been three days and three nights in the grave (Matt. 12:40). [Wednesday sunset to Thursday sunset—day one; Thursday to Friday sunset—day two; Friday to Saturday sunset—day three]. The stone did not need to be rolled back for Jesus to leave the tomb. The rolled-away stone was for the benefit of people to see, it was no hindrance to Jesus. Scripture makes it clear the stone was rolled away later, because when it was, the guards went to the Jews (Matt. 28:2-4, 11).
Late afternoon as the weekly Saturday Sabbath was about to end: Mary Magdalene and “the other Mary” go to see the tomb. No other reason is given for their visit other than that they went “to see the tomb.” They did not bring any spices with them because it was the Sabbath day and it was unlawful to carry anything heavy on the Sabbath. No doubt they saw the guard while they were there. The earthquake and the guard leaving the tomb area came later (Matt. 28:1-2, 11).
Sunday, Nisan 18
Morning: Jesus first appeared in his resurrected body to Mary Magdalene (John 20:11-16). Then he appeared to the other women (Matt. 28:8-9). [For more detail on this event, see commentary on Luke 24:1].
Afternoon: Jesus appeared to two men on the road to Emmaus (Luke 24:13-31. It was almost evening when they arrived Luke 24:28-29). They knew the women had seen angels who said Jesus was alive, but Jesus had not yet appeared to Peter when they left the other disciples and headed for Emmaus (Luke 24:34). Since Emmaus was less than a three-hour walk from Jerusalem, they likely left Jerusalem in the early afternoon.
Afternoon: Jesus appears to Peter (Luke 24:34; 1 Cor. 15:5). The two men walking to Emmaus knew Jesus had appeared to the women, but not to Peter, so Jesus could have appeared to Peter just before he appeared to these two men, or afterward, while they were making the journey back to Jerusalem.
Evening: Jesus appears to the disciples behind locked doors (Luke 24:36; John 20:19).
[For more information about Jesus being crucified on Wednesday, not Friday, and being in the tomb, in the “the heart of the earth,” for three full days and three nights, see commentary on Matt. 12:40. For information on the chronology of the four trials of Jesus on Tuesday (before the Jewish Sanhedrin, then Pilate, then Herod, then Pilate) see commentary on John 19:14, “the sixth hour.” For information on the two-stage burial of Jesus, first by Joseph of Arimathea and then by Nicodemus, see commentary on John 19:40. For information on the Hasmonean palace as the likely location of Jesus’ trial before Pilate, see commentary on Luke 23:7.]
Joh 18:14
“Caiaphas who advised.” This was back in John 11:50.
Joh 18:17
“servant girl.” The word is translated from paidiskē (#3814 παιδίσκη, the feminine of paidiskos, a young boy or slave; a diminutive of παῖς.[footnoteRef:1621] A paidiskē could refer to a young girl, a servant girl, or a young female slave. [1621:  Cf. Thayer’s Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “παιδίσκη.”] 

Joh 18:18
“servants and the Temple guard.” The Greek words are both general. Douloi is slaves or servants, and hupēretai is also servants or underlings. So what are the specifics of these words? The context would indicate the servants and the Temple guards.
Joh 18:21
“Why do you ask me?” Jesus was correct and following the Law by saying this. He knew he was on trial, and the prosecution is supposed to produce witnesses, not try to get self-incrimination. This was one of the many inconsistencies or illegalities with the trial of Jesus. That is also why, after one of the police struck him in the face for supposed impertinence, Jesus said in John 18:22-23, “If I have spoken wrongly, testify to the wrong, but if rightly, why do you strike me?”
Joh 18:24
“Annas sent him, still tied up, to Caiaphas the high priest.” It is almost certain that Annas and Caiaphas lived in the same palace-like complex or adjoining homes surrounded by a fence or wall and sharing a courtyard. It was common for relatives to share a living space, or live close together, and there is no indication that Peter moved from one courtyard to another in the trial of Jesus. Peter was only able to get into the High Priest’s courtyard because of a connection that one of the disciples had with the High Priest (John 18:16), and Peter never again had to ask to gain entrance to another courtyard. After his arrest in Gethsemane, Jesus was taken to Annas first, then sent to Caiaphas. From there he was taken to a dawn meeting of the whole Sanhedrin (Matt. 27:1; Mark 15:1; Luke 22:66-71).
Caiaphas was the son-in-law to Annas, and the designated High Priest at that time. The trial of Jesus (indeed, the whole conflict between Jesus and the religious leaders), reveals the extent to which tradition often takes precedence over truth, and how some religious people will go to great lengths to protect their traditions, even at the expense of people’s lives. It was against Jewish Law to conduct a capital trial at night. According to law, any capital trial had to be held during the full light of day, but in this case, Caiaphas tried Jesus at night. His “reason” was likely that a full daylight trial of Jesus in Passover season would attract large crowds of his followers, and the uproar might require Roman troops and lead to more Roman control and restrictions, which the Jewish ruling council did not want.
Joh 18:25
“He denied it.” For more on the denials of Peter, see commentary on Matthew 26:70.
Joh 18:27
“he denied it.” For more on the denials of Peter and the rooster crowings, see commentary on Matthew 26:70.
Joh 18:28
“Then they led Jesus from Caiaphas into the governor’s headquarters.” The Gospel records of the last hours of Jesus are quite complete if one studies all four Gospels. However, it must be remembered that the four Gospel records were written from different perspectives and with different purposes, and so it is no wonder that no gospel has the entire complete record. In this case, John leaves out the early morning trial of Jesus before the Sanhedrin, which is covered in the other three Gospels, and most completely in Luke (Matt. 27:1; Mark 15:1; Luke 22:66-23:1).
“the governor’s headquarters.” “Praetorium” was a term used for wherever the governor or the current military commander was staying, so the word itself does not tell us where it was. Scholars are divided over where Jesus was tried by Pilate. The debate has historically been centered on whether Jesus was tried at the large Western Palace built by Herod the Great, or at the Antonia Fortress north of the Temple (the current start of the Via Dolorosa). However, new historical and archaeological evidence favors a third site, the old Hasmonean Palace just west of Robinson’s arch at the southwest corner of the Temple Mount. All three locations will now be discussed, starting with the Antonia Fortress.
Many people believe that the Praetorium was in the Antonia Fortress, although it is the least likely location according to historical and archaeological research. One reason for that, although it is usually unspoken, is that it is the traditional location, and many people believe that there had to be a good reason for the tradition to get started. Actually, starting a tradition does not require factual evidence, as we can see from many Church traditions. In fact, if tradition is the test, the fact that the Antonia Fortress is the traditional location would witness against its being the actual site. The traditional site of the Transfiguration, the Ecce Homo arch, the Stations of the Cross on the Via Dolorosa, the Pool of Siloam, and much more have all been disproven.
The tradition of the current pathway of the Via Dolorosa, which starts at Antonia and ends at the Church of the Holy Sepulcher, did not start until Medieval times. When Christian pilgrims began coming to the Holy Land in the fourth century, the site of the Praetorium where Pilate tried Jesus had been forgotten. The earliest pilgrims of this period located it below the Jewish Quarter in the Tyropoeon Valley just east of the Temple area. Later the pilgrimage site was moved to the Church of Holy Sion on “Mount Zion,” which is actually not far south of where Herod’s Western Palace had actually stood. Then in the Medieval period, the “traditional site” was reassigned a third time, this time to the site on which now stands the Convent of the Sisters of Zion in Jerusalem.
Another reason the Antonia is favored by some people is that because Herod Antipas would normally stay at the Western Palace at the Feast of Passover, it is assumed that Pilate could not stay there. However, the Western Palace was huge, and contained at least two completely separate living areas and a military barracks, as well as a huge pavement area for people to assemble and for Pilate to preside and judge. We must keep in mind that when Herod had it built, he needed to be able to house visiting dignitary guests in luxury. High dignitaries would come from Rome as well as other countries such as Egypt. Herod was also paranoid about security, so the presence of a barracks is understandable. The military presence in Herod’s palace would most likely have been in the northern part of the palace complex, including inside the three huge defense towers there. It is very likely that Pilate stayed at the Western Palace at night, but during the day conducted business from the traditional palace of the Hasmoneans.
Another reason the Antonia is sometimes favored is that it is said that the governor had to stay close to the troops so he could be firmly in command in case of trouble. But that is speculation. Besides, neither the Western Palace nor the Hasmonean Palace are very far from the Antonia. The historical and archaeological evidence does not point to the Antonia as being the place where Pilate tried Jesus Christ, and the tradition that it was the site started very late in history.
The other site that many historians believe was the Praetorium where Jesus was taken to Pilate is Herod’s Western Palace. One reason for this is that John 19:13 mentions “the Pavement,” lithostrōtos (#3038 λιθόστρωτος). There is a supposed “lithostrōtos” under the Convent of the Sisters of Zion in Jerusalem, but this has been conclusively dated as being constructed after the destruction of Jerusalem in AD 70. That pavement covers the “Struthion Pool,” which Josephus, speaking about it after the time of Christ but before AD 70, said was open to the air. Thus any pavement covering it post-dates the Jewish revolt of AD 70. In contrast, the huge paved area in the Western Palace dates to the time of Christ, and is so huge it is genuinely worthy of getting the name, “the Pavement.” Also, Philo of Alexandria, in his Delegation to Gaius, says Pilate’s residence during the feasts was in “Herod’s palace,” and Josephus makes the point that the governor Florus also stayed at the Palace, and says it had a bēma (#968 βῆμα; place of judgment) in front of it and a place where criminals could be whipped.[footnoteRef:1622] So there is evidence that seems to point to Herod’s Palace on the Western side of Jerusalem as being the place where Pilate tried Jesus, and that, plus the fact that until recently there was no better contender for the place is a major reason that a large number of historians favor the Western Palace. However, the evidence is mounting that the Hasmonean Palace was the place where Pilate tried Jesus. [1622:  Josephus, The Jewish War, 2:301ff.] 

It is most likely that Pilate would have stayed in the Western Palace at night but ran his administration from the more central and ancestral Hasmonean Palace. Modern archaeology and some recently discovered historical texts, as well as a reexamination of well-known historical texts in light of new archaeological discoveries, point to the Hasmonean Palace as the place where Pilate tried Jesus. The early Christian tradition pointed to the Hasmonean Palace, although it is referred to as Pilate’s house and the Church of St. Sophia (“wisdom”). The Hasmonean Palace close to the Temple had served the Hasmonean dynasty for over 100 years as a royal residence. Furthermore, in 37 BC, when Herod the Great was recognized as king by the Romans, he took up residence there. It was not until 23 BC that Herod decided to build a larger and more fortified palace on the west side of Jerusalem, but even then there is evidence the Hasmonean Palace was used for administrative purposes.[footnoteRef:1623] [1623:  Cf. Bargil Pixner, Paths of the Messiah, 270.] 

One piece of evidence that Pilate tried Jesus at the Hasmonean Palace is that Luke 23:7 says that Pilate “sent” Jesus to Herod Antipas, and the Greek word likely indicates that Pilate and Herod were in two quite different places at the time. The Greek word for “sent” in Luke 23:7 is anapempō (#375 ἀναπέμπω), and it means “to send up” to a higher place or to a higher authority; or “to send back.” It seems to be used all three ways in the Bible: to send up to a higher place (Luke 23:7); to send to a higher authority (Acts 25:21), and to send back (Luke 23:15; although here Pilate is the higher authority as well). When Pilate sent Jesus to Herod, he did not send him to a higher authority, because as the Roman Governor, Pilate was the higher authority. Furthermore, he was not sending Jesus “back” to Herod; Jesus had never seen Herod before, a point made in the Bible itself (Luke 23:8). But if Pilate was at the Hasmonean Palace, and Herod was at the Western Palace, then Pilate did send Jesus “up” to Herod, because the Western Palace is uphill from the Hasmonean Palace; thus in using anapempō, the Bible would be making a very accurate geographical statement and giving us a good hint about where Jesus was tried.[footnoteRef:1624] In summary, an impartial examination of the evidence seems to favor that Jesus was at the ancient Hasmonean palace when he was tried before Pilate. [1624:  Cf. Pixner, Paths of the Messiah, 266-294.] 

Joh 18:29
“Pilate.” Pontius Pilate was the Roman governor of Judea from AD 26-36.
[For more on Pilate, see commentary on Matt. 27:2.]
“What accusation are you bringing against this man?” This was a standard opening of a trial, and no doubt Pilate had spoken the same words many times before.
Joh 18:30
“If this man were not an evildoer.” The religious leaders were children of the Devil and did the deeds of the Devil (John 8:44). They were liars and murderers. They were asking that the Romans put Jesus to death, but they knew that they did not have any actual legal reason to do that, so they did not want Pilate asking questions. For his part, Pilate asked the proper legal question, “What accusation are you bringing against this man?” Asking for the death penalty is a serious matter, and the Jews should have been able to produce very good reasons for wanting Jesus dead, reasons that they did not have. So in this verse we see a tactic of the Devil: try to find a way to get someone to do something without asking questions about it. In this case, they basically said, “Trust us, if he did not deserve death we would not have brought him to you.” But Pilate did not trust them, and as he continued to press the issue, they had to lie (Luke 23:2), threaten (John 19:12), and start a riot (Matt. 27:24).
Joh 18:31
“It is not lawful for us to put anyone to death.” The religious leaders were hypocrites and used Roman law when it suited them and flaunted it when they wanted to. They had no trouble putting Stephen to death (Acts 7), or helping to arrange for Paul to be murdered (Acts 23:12-16).
Joh 18:32
“with the result that.” In the Greek a hina with a verb in the subjunctive mood result clause (see Word Study: “Hina”).
“clearly indicating by what manner of death he was about to die.” Jesus had spoken of being lifted up from the earth, which meant he would be crucified. See John 12:32, 33; 3:14; 8:28.
Joh 18:33
“the governor’s headquarters.” The Greek text is “the praetorium,” and the praetorium was normally the headquarters of the residence of the Roman governor. The exact place that was called the praetorium is debated but it is likely that it was the old Hasmonean palace in the center of Jerusalem (see commentary on Luke 23:7 and John 18:28).
“Are you the king of the Jews?” Pilate’s question, “Are you the king of the Jews,” and Jesus’ affirmative answer, “Yes,” is very important, both for Pilate and for us, and it is recorded in all four Gospels, although the Gospel of John shows us something the other three Gospels don’t show us, which is that there was a conversation that occurred between Pilate’s question and Jesus’ “Yes” answer (John 18:33 and 18:37; cf. Matt. 27:11; Mark 15:2; Luke 23:3). Pilate’s question, “Are you the king of the Jews,” shows us that this interaction was in the first of Jesus’ two trials before Pilate, something that is made clear in Luke (Luke 23:1-19). Neither Matthew, Mark, nor John mention Pilate sending Jesus to Herod Antipas (Luke 23:6-12), but they blend Jesus’ two trials before Pilate as if they were one trial. However, by studying all four Gospels together we can see that this question was part of Jesus’ first trial before Pilate, and then when John speaks of Barabbas (John 18:39-40), that was part of Jesus’ second trial before Pilate.
Joh 18:36
“My kingdom is not of this world.” What Jesus means is that his kingdom and “this world” (not “the world,” but “this world”) have little in common. “This world” is a fallen world, under the control of the Devil (John 14:30; 1 John 5:19). Jesus’ enemies were “of this world” (John 8:23), and were children of the Devil (John 8:44). The wisdom of “this world” is foolishness with God (1 Cor. 3:19). Thankfully, the present shape of “this world” is passing away, and one day will be gone altogether (1 Cor. 7:31; Rev. 21:4, 5). Jesus’ kingdom was going to be established on earth by the power of God when he came from heaven (Rev. 19), and his authority was going to come from God, not from “this world’s” system of things.
We must be careful when reading “My kingdom is not of this world” that we do not think it is saying, “My kingdom will not be on earth,” because Jesus will set up his Millennial Kingdom on earth
[For more on Christ’s earthly kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
“in fact.” This is the logical, not the temporal, use of the Greek word nun (#3568 νῦν). It can be confusing to translate this as “now,” because people might take it to mean “not now, but later,” but that is not its meaning here. Jesus was not telling Pilate that he would later have a kingdom. He had just told Pilate he did have a kingdom but it was not of this world. Now he was saying that in different words: The fact is that my kingdom is not from here. He was not a rival to Pilate or Rome.
Joh 18:37
“You rightly say.” See commentary on Matthew 27:11, “Yes, it is as you say.” In John 18:36-37 Pilate discovers that, although Jesus is claiming to be some kind of king over something with which he is unfamiliar, the Jews’ blanket accusation that Jesus was making himself a king in a sense that would be threatening to Caesar was false. Thus he reports in John 18:38 that he finds no cause for death in Jesus.
Joh 18:40
“Now Barabbas was a revolutionary.” Although many English versions translate the Greek word lēstēs (#3027 λῃστής) as “robber” in John 18:40, and not “revolutionary” or an equivalent term, there is good evidence that “robber” is not the best translation in this context. The NET text note correctly states, “It is possible that Barabbas was merely a robber or highwayman, but more likely, given the use of the term ληστής (lēstēs) in Josephus and other early sources, that he was a guerrilla warrior or revolutionary leader. …The word λῃστής was used a number of times by Josephus (J. W. 2.13.2-3 [2:253-254]) to describe the revolutionaries or guerrilla fighters who, from mixed motives of nationalism and greed, kept the rural districts of Judea in constant turmoil.” That Barabbas was a revolutionary and not just a “robber” fits with Mark 15:7 and Luke 23:19, which say that Barabbas was involved in insurrection and had committed murder, and murder would be a natural part of being a revolutionary. Being a revolutionary against Rome and thus being involved with insurrection makes Mark, Luke, and John all fit together and all make the same basic claim about Barabbas (Matthew does not mention why Barabbas was in prison). It also makes it easier to understand why the crowd of Jews at Jesus’ trial could be so easily persuaded by the priests and elders to release Barabbas and crucify Jesus (Matt. 27:20; Mark 15:11). The people generally did not like the Roman occupation and oppression, and would have wanted anyone who had actively stood against Rome to be released.
Also, since the Jews were accusing Jesus of making himself a king in opposition to Rome (John 19:12), that would make Jesus and Barabbas both insurrectionists and revolutionaries in the eyes of Rome. That would mean Pilate was asking the people which revolutionary they wanted to be released: Jesus or Barabbas. Also, it seems that Jesus used the term lēstēs to refer to a revolutionary when he was arrested in the Garden of Gethsemane (see commentary on Mark 14:48).
Quite a few commentators describe Barabbas as being a revolutionary and not a robber. For example, J. Ramsay Michaels uses the word “terrorist” to describe Barabbas.[footnoteRef:1625] Craig Keener writes that the word lēstēs was “the aristocracy’s derisive title (shared by Josephus) for insurrectionists.”[footnoteRef:1626] D. A. Carson writes, “In the hands of some first-century authors, however, the word [lēstēs] depicts not simply a brigand, but a terrorist (from the Roman point of view), a guerrilla (from a nationalist perspective)…he had participated in a bloody insurrection.”[footnoteRef:1627] Also, some modern English versions use “revolutionary” to describe Barabbas (cf. CJB, CSB, GW, NAB, NET, NLT). In light of the biblical and historical evidence, “revolutionary” is a better description of Barabbas than “robber.” [1625:  Michaels, The Gospel of John [NICNT], 927.]  [1626:  Keener, The Gospel of John, 2:1117.]  [1627:  Carson, The Gospel According to John [PNTC], 596.] 

 
John Chapter 19
Joh 19:4
“to let you know.” The verb “know” is ginōskō (#1097 γινώσκω), and it is in the subjunctive mood, which is why many translations have “that you may know.” However, the Greek conjunction hina (#2443 ἵνα), which is a word introducing a purpose, earlier in the sentence, is the reason the verb is subjunctive, and therefore in these cases, we must get the sense of the verb from the context. In this case, there is no reason to use the awkward translation, “so that you may know,” when the meaning is simply “to let you know” (cf. HCSB, NIV; also see CJB and NJB).
Joh 19:5
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Joh 19:6
“reason for a charge.” The Greek is aitia (#156 αἰτία), and means that which is responsible for a condition, cause, reason; the actual state of affairs, case, circumstance, relationship; a basis for legal action, charge, ground for complaint; accusation.[footnoteRef:1628] In this verse, Pilate was telling the Jews he found no reason for a charge against Jesus. [1628:  BDAG, s.v. “αἰτία.”] 

Joh 19:11
“You would have no authority against me if it had not been given to you from above.” This was absolutely true. Many times people sought to kill Jesus, but God protected him until the time was right and the prophecies were fulfilled. Six months earlier the Jews in Jerusalem were already trying to kill him (John 7:1), and the crowd in Nazareth tried to kill him when he had barely started his ministry (Luke 4:28-30), but throughout his ministry God protected him. But now was the time, and in his love for God and us, Jesus submitted to his Father’s will and allowed himself to be crucified.
Joh 19:14
“the sixth hour.” This is about our 12 noon, and it is on Tuesday, Nisan 13. Jesus is about to be crucified the next day, Wednesday, Nisan 14. This verse is one of the verses that proves the traditional teaching about Jesus being arrested Thursday night and crucified Friday morning is just tradition, not truth.
Both the Jews and Romans divided the day into 12 hours, starting at daylight, roughly 6 a.m. (This was true even though the Jews started their new day at sunset, about 6 p.m., and the Romans started their new day at midnight, like we in the West do).
[For more information on the hours of the day and the watches of the night, see commentary on Mark 6:48.]
There has been much discussion about the chronology used in the book of John, but there is no genuine reason to believe that John used a different standard of chronology and timekeeping than the other Gospels. The reason some theologians have questioned the way time is counted in the Gospel of John is to try to explain how John can say that Jesus was still with Pilate about noon, the 6th hour, (John 19:14) when other Gospels have him being crucified at the third hour (our 9 a.m.; Mark 15:25), then darkness coming over the land at the sixth hour (our noon; Luke 23:44), then Jesus dying around the ninth hour (our 3 p.m.; Matt. 27:46-50; Mark 15:24-37). Obviously, if Jesus was still with Pilate at noon, and then Pilate handed him to the soldiers who tortured him, he could not have been crucified at 9 a.m. that day.
One problem with the traditional chronology of the crucifixion is that it is believed that Jesus was arrested on Thursday night and then crucified on Friday. Tradition teaches that Jesus was taken before Pilate very early on Friday morning, then to Herod, then back to Pilate, all in time for him to be crucified by “the third hour,” our 9 a.m. (Mark 15:25). But that scenario does not work if Jesus is before Pilate at noon, and then after that tortured by the soldiers.
It has been suggested that in John 19:14 John uses a “special chronology” and the sixth hour is actually 6 a.m. But the only reason such an unusual proposal has been set forth is to preserve the traditional teaching and chronology. It is never true anywhere else in the Bible that the sixth hour is anything but noon. The Gospel of John clearly uses the standard Roman and Jewish hours, as we can see from John 1:39, 4:6, and 4:52. In fact, John 4:6 is the record of the woman at the well, and it shows Jesus talking with the woman about “the sixth hour,” about noon. John would have used the same method of keeping time in John 4 as he did in John 19. Jesus was before Pilate at noon.
Furthermore, there are other reasons that the sixth hour in John 19:14 cannot be 6 a.m. After being taken to Annas and Caiaphas the night he was arrested, the Jews took Jesus to a trial before the whole Sanhedrin that was held in the morning (Matt. 27:1; Mark 15:1; Luke 22:66). This trial would have started after it was daylight out, because the whole ruling council of the Jews was present, and according to Jewish law, a capital case could not be tried at night. This daylight trial would have most likely occurred in one of the rooms inside the Temple.
We must also remember that according to our chronology, this was now Tuesday, so neither the Jews, nor Pilate, nor Herod had any reason to try to rush Jesus through the trial process. Modern theologians, if they believe that Jesus has to be tried by the Sanhedrin, then Pilate, then Herod, then Pilate, then tortured by the soldiers, and then crucified by 9 a.m., have a reason to try to rush these trials, but the Jews and Romans of the time had no reason to rush. They had all day, and the next.
After the trial before the whole Sanhedrin, the Jews took Jesus to Pilate for what turned out to be his first trial before Pilate. During this first trial, Pilate, who did not want to have to deal with Jesus in the first place, found out he was a Galilean, and so he sent him to Herod Antipas. Herod Antipas was the ruler of Galilee who was in town for the Passover. The walk alone, with Jesus being taken by the chief priests and scribes from Pilate to Herod through the crowded streets of Jerusalem would have likely taken a quarter-hour or more.
Herod would have been surprised at the sudden and unexpected appearance of Jesus, and so would not have been prepared for a trial. That in part explains why Jesus’ second trial before Pilate ended up taking until noon. Herod had to assemble his court. For a long time he had wanted to see Jesus, and now was his chance (Luke 23:8). Then he asked Jesus many questions, mocked him, dressed him in a king’s robe, and finally sent him back to Pilate.
The second trial before Pilate would have also taken quite a while. For one thing, the chief priests and rulers of the Jews had dispersed by that time and had to be called back together (Luke 23:13). Then the trial began again, which included the negotiations about Barabbas and also whipping Jesus, which meant handing him over to the soldiers, going through the process of whipping, and returning him to Pilate (Luke 23:16; John 19:1-6).
It is easy to see how the four trials (Sanhedrin, Pilate, Herod, Pilate), including the times that people had to be assembled, the walking back and forth, the questioning, the negotiations, the whipping of Jesus, and all the court proceedings, took from early morning until noon when Pilate pronounced his final sentence. After Pilate pronounced sentence, the Roman soldiers took charge of Jesus and tortured him, and after torturing him, “led him out” to crucify him (Mark 15:20). Jesus was so weak by the time he went to be crucified that he could not even carry his own cross, so the walk to the crucifixion site would have taken considerable time. Yet Mark says Jesus was crucified at nine o’clock in the morning (Mark 15:25). There is no reasonable way that all that happened to Jesus from daylight to his crucifixion only took until 9 a.m., but it is reasonable that Jesus could have been tried before the Sanhedrin, Herod, and Pilate between daylight and noon on Tuesday, the day before he was crucified on Wednesday, as we propose.
That the second trial before Pilate was around noon also explains why there was such a great multitude of people present for the trial, and that by stirring them up the Jews were starting a riot (Matt. 27:20, 24). The riot that was in its early stages was what it finally took for Pilate who, because he was the Roman governor, was charged with keeping the peace, to finally make the decision to crucify Jesus (Matt. 27:24-26). Then Pilate handed Jesus over to the soldiers, who tortured Jesus and crucified him at 9 a.m. on Wednesday morning, which was the Passover.
The Romans did technically count their hours from midnight for their civil day, but that was not how the ordinary Romans counted the hours. As R. C. H. Lenski points out, “for ordinary purposes they [the Romans], too, reckoned twelve hours from sunrise to sunset.”[footnoteRef:1629] [1629:  Lenski, The Interpretation of St. John’s Gospel, 150, commentary on John 1:39.] 

There is no reason the Gospel of John would use a “special” chronology just in this one verse. R. C. H. Lenski, who believes in the traditional Friday crucifixion, is honest enough to say, “No solution [to the John 19:14 problem] has yet been found.” We disagree, and say the solution to the problem is actually very simple. Jesus was before Pilate at 12 noon just as John 19:14 says, but it was on Tuesday, Nisan 13. Then, after the trial, Pilate turned Jesus over to the soldiers who tortured him through the night, and he was crucified on Wednesday morning, Passover Day, AD 28. He arose from the dead three days and three nights after he was buried, so he got up on Saturday evening just before sunset (Matt. 12:40 says Jesus was 3 days and 3 nights in the heart of the earth). Then Jesus first appeared to his disciples on Sunday morning, just as Scripture says (the Bible never says Jesus got up Sunday morning. That is an assumption. It says he appeared to his disciples on Sunday morning).
The accurate chronology is:
· The Last Supper happened on Monday and after supper, Jesus and the apostles went to the Garden of Gethsemane (Matt. 26:30, 36; Mark 14:26, 32; Luke 22:39; John 18:1)
· Jesus was arrested Monday night in the Garden of Gethsemane and taken to Annas (John 18:12-14)
· Jesus was taken to Caiaphas’ house later that night (Matt. 26:57; [Mark 14:53; Luke 22:54] John 18:24).
· There was a night trial at Caiaphas’ house at which Jesus was condemned to death for blasphemy (Matt. 26:59-67; Mark 14:55-65).
· After the night trial, Jesus was taken at daybreak on Tuesday to a trial before the whole Sanhedrin and was condemned by them (Matt. 27:1; Luke 22:66-70).
· After the daybreak trial before the Sanhedrin, Jesus was taken before Pontius Pilate (Matt. 27:2; Mark 15:1; Luke 23:1-6; John 18:28).
· Pilate sent Jesus to the tetrarch Herod Antipas to be tried by him (Luke 23:7-12).
· Herod sent Jesus back to Pilate, so about noon on Tuesday Jesus was before Pilate for a second trial (John 19:14). Matthew, Mark, and John do not clearly show that Jesus’ trial before Pilate was in two parts, an early morning part (Mark 15:1; John 18:28) and a later part about 12 noon. They show the two trials as one record (actually, it seems that Matthew leaves the early trial out completely, and just focuses on the second trial before Pilate). Barabbas was offered as part of Pilate’s second trial (Luke 23:18).
· Pilate hands Jesus over to the soldiers who torture him from Tuesday afternoon through the night until Wednesday morning (Matt. 27:26-31; Mark 15:16-20; John 19:16).
· Jesus is crucified at the “third hour” (around 9 a.m.) Wednesday morning (Mark 15:25).
· Darkness comes over the land from the sixth hour (around 12 noon) to the ninth hour (around 3 p.m.) (Matt. 27:45; Mark 15:33; Luke 23:44)
· Jesus dies sometime around the “ninth hour” (around 3 p.m.) (Matt. 27:46-50; Mark 15:34-37; Luke 23:44-46).
· Joseph of Arimathea places Jesus in the tomb without proper winding cloth and spices, and rolls a stone over the door before sunset on Wednesday and the women see that Jesus is buried without spices (Matt. 27:57-61; Mark 15:43-47; Luke 23:50-56;).
· After Joseph and the women leave, Nicodemus comes with spices and properly buries the body of Jesus (John 19:39-42).
· Jesus gets up from the dead Saturday, Nisan 17, just before sunset, exactly three days and three nights after he was buried, as Jesus had foretold (Matt. 12:40).
· When Mary Magdalene comes to the tomb early Sunday morning, while it is still dark, Jesus is already up (John 20:1).
[For more information about Jesus being crucified on Wednesday, not Friday, and being in the tomb, in the “the heart of the earth,” for three full days and three nights, see commentary on Matt. 12:40. For information on the chronology of the four trials of Jesus on Tuesday (before the Jewish Sanhedrin, then Pilate, then Herod, then Pilate) see commentary on John 19:14, “the sixth hour,” and also commentary on John 18:13. For information on the two-stage burial of Jesus, first by Joseph of Arimathea and then by Nicodemus, see commentary on John 19:40. For information on the Hasmonean palace as the likely location of Jesus’ trial before Pilate, see commentary on Luke 23:7.]
Joh 19:15
“Crucify him.” This is not the same crowd that had said, “Hosanna,” and “Son of David” some days earlier. See commentary on Luke 23:21.
Joh 19:16
“So then he handed him over to them to be crucified, so they took Jesus away.” John 19:16 makes it sound like Pilate gave Jesus to the Jews (John 19:14) to be crucified. In this case, “handed him over to them” is used idiomatically for Pilate handing Jesus over to the will of the Jews, the desire of the Jews, not that he physically gave Jesus to the Jews.
From the other Gospels—especially Matthew—we learn that Pilate gave Jesus to the soldiers, who took Jesus to their headquarters and tortured him and then took him to be crucified (Matt. 27:27-31).
Joh 19:17
“carrying his own cross.” The Gospel of John says Jesus carried his own cross, but Matthew 27:31-32, Mark 15:20-21, and Luke 23:26 say that Simon of Cyrene carried the cross. Both records are accurate, but neither gives all the details. Putting all the Gospel accounts together, Jesus started out carrying his own cross, as was the Roman custom. But Jesus was apparently too weak to carry his own cross, which makes sense given all he had endured since his arrest. He had been arrested Monday night and it was now Wednesday morning, and the entire time there is no indication he had been given any rest, food, or water, and he had been beaten and whipped again and again throughout that entire time.
[For more on the chronology of Jesus’ last few days on earth, see commentary on John 18:13.]
“cross.” The Greek noun is stauros (#4716 σταυρός). The shape of the “cross” that Jesus was executed on has been a subject of scholarly debate for many years. The problem is that stauros can mean several things, including a cross, a single stake, or even just the horizontal cross-piece that was attached to something that was fixed in place such as an upright stake or even a tree. Similarly, the verb stauroō (#4717 σταυρόω) often translated as “crucify,” has a number of meanings, such as “drive a stake” or “crucify” (i.e., execute on a stauros), but as with the noun stauros, the Greek word itself does not describe the shape of the execution device.
Despite the ambiguity of stauros and stauroō, the Bible and standard Roman culture give us some help with how Jesus died. While it is possible that the stauros Jesus carried was a large upright stake that he was then crucified on, that is not likely. For one thing, it was not the typical way the Romans crucified people.
Also, if Jesus and then Simon had carried a large single stake, the Romans would have had to have gone out much earlier and dug a hole for that upright stake to fit in securely, which would have been quite difficult. The rocky ground would have made trying to dig a hole that fit the stake securely very unlikely. We must also keep in mind that the place Jesus was crucified was not “specially made” for him and the other criminals. Given Roman custom and efficiency, the place Jesus was crucified was a place where others had been crucified before (and no doubt after, especially in light of Judah’s rebellions against Rome), and this adds to the likelihood that Jesus carried his crossbeam to an already established crucifixion site.
Also, the people who assert that Jesus was crucified on a stake describe him as having his hands above his head fastened to the stake by a single nail. But the apostle Thomas, commonly known as “doubting Thomas,” did not describe the crucifixion that way. He said to the other apostles, “Unless I see in his hands the mark of the nails, and put my hand into his side, I will not ever believe” (John 20:25). Thomas spoke of the mark made by the “nails,” not by the “nail.” Thomas would have known how Jesus was crucified, and so his statement gives quite conclusive evidence that Jesus was crucified in a standard Roman way, with his arms outstretched to the side and two nails used; a nail in each hand (actually, the nail was almost certainly in the wrist. In the Hebrew culture, the wrist was considered part of the hand, which is why when the Jews washed their “hands,” they also washed far up the wrist).
There has also been some confusion caused by the Bible’s statement that Jesus was crucified on a “tree” (Acts 5:30; 10:39; 13:29; 1 Pet. 2:24). The Greek word is xulon (#3586 ξύλον, pronounced 'zoo-lon) and it means a tree, log, a piece of timber or wood, or something made from wood such as a beam, cross, or club (Mark 14:48), or even the wooden stocks that Paul’s feet were placed in (Acts 16:24). The use of xulon to describe the way Jesus died has caused some scholars, such as Ernest Martin, to say that Jesus carried his cross-piece, but when he got to the place of crucifixion, it was nailed to a living tree. However, the word xulon, like the word stauros, has so many different meanings that we cannot tell from it the exact shape of the “cross” Jesus was crucified on. The word xulon can well refer to the cross piece used in crucifixion just like it can for the wooden pieces of the stocks in a prison.
It is unlikely that Jesus was crucified on a single upright stake that was dropped into a hole that had already been dug. It is also unlikely that Jesus was nailed to a piece of wood that then had to be nailed to a living tree. That would have required a lot of manpower and at least a few living trees, because others were crucified with Christ. It is much more likely that the Romans already had upright stakes in the ground waiting for Jesus and the others who were crucified with him, and that they nailed the men with their arms outstretched to horizontal cross-pieces that were then hoisted into place and secured. That possibility is made even more likely when we keep in mind that the Romans regularly used crucifixion to execute egregious criminals, and so it is likely that a number of crucifixions would have already occurred in the place Jesus and the others were crucified, which was a prominent place close to a busy road. If that is the case, then the crosses on which Jesus and the other men were crucified were quite “standard” in shape, looking like the common Christian cross.
Part of the upright beam of the cross projected up above the top of Jesus’ head, and it was to that part of the cross that the sign declaring Jesus was the king of Jews was nailed (Matt. 27:37).
“the Place of the Skull.” There is good evidence that the place of the “Skull” referred to the place where a “headcount” took place, and there is some very good evidence that Jesus was crucified on top of the Mount of Olives (see commentary on Matthew 27:33).
Joh 19:18
“where they crucified him.” There is good evidence that Jesus was crucified on the Mount of Olives (see commentary on Matt. 27:33).
Joh 19:20
“the Place of the city.” The word translated “Place” is the Greek topos (#5117 τόπος). While just the word “place” can refer to any place specifically mentioned, there are many times when the word “Place” is used to mean the Temple in Jerusalem, which it is here in John 19:20 and other places in the New Testament as well (cf. Matt. 24:15; John 4:20, 11:48, 19:20; Acts 6:13-14, 21:28).
Here in John 19:20, the Bible is explaining why there would be so many Jews reading the sign over Jesus, and those many Jews included both common people and priests. The answer is that Jesus, and the sign over his head, was near the “Place,” the Temple, and so many Jews and priests on their way to the Temple to see the Passover sacrifice, walked by Jesus. One of the best places in Jerusalem to get that much traffic was on the top of the Mount of Olives near the road that led into the Temple, and that would mean that Jesus was crucified on the Mount of Olives.
[For more on the word “Place” meaning the Temple, see Kittel’s Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, and Secrets of Golgotha, second edition, by Ernest Martin, Chapter 8.]
“in Hebrew, in Latin, and in Greek.” Jerusalem was a cosmopolitan city with people from many backgrounds there. Hebrew or Aramaic were the most widely spoken languages (though scholars debate which was more prevalent). However, Jews from the diaspora who were visiting or had moved to Jerusalem, as well as Greeks who lived there or were visiting, formed a significant part of the population and would have spoken Greek. Thus it has been estimated by scholars that 6,000 to 20,000 Greek-speaking Jews lived in Jerusalem.[footnoteRef:1630] Besides that, quite a few of the Jews would have been bilingual and spoken both or all three languages; the Gospels and the geographic location of Nazareth near Sepphoris certainly seem to indicate that Jesus did. Latin was the official language of the Romans who occupied and controlled the city, but besides the government officials and soldiers, this was Passover, and Jews of many backgrounds, including Latin-speaking Jews, would have been in the city. Note the diverse population of Jews in Jerusalem on the day of Pentecost, less than two months later (Acts 2:5-11). [1630:  David A. Fiensy, The Archaeology of Daily Life, Chapt. 1, location 53, Kindle.] 

Joh 19:24
“with the result that.” In the Greek, the conjunction hina with a verb in the subjunctive mood is a purpose-result, or simply a result clause. God could have worked in these men—in a way that did not inhibit their free will—to want to draw lots, or it could just be a result clause. Rendering hina as “so that” is an ambiguous translation in that it could be read as either purpose or result. Therefore, the translation “with the result that” is employed to highlight the purpose-result force of the clause.
[For more information, see Word Study: “Hina.”]
“my clothes...clothing.” In the Greek, the first word, “clothes” is plural and the second word “clothing” is singular and in context references the tunic or undershirt worn by Jesus which the soldiers cast lots for because they did not want to tear it. The Septuagint, where this is quoted from, differs from the Hebrew of Psalm 22:18 (21:19 LXX). The Hebrew text uses two completely different words, one for “clothes” and one for “clothing,” but the Greek uses two very similar words for “clothes” and “clothing.”
“Now this is what the soldiers did.” The context demands that this phrase goes with verse 24, not verse 25. Parting with the ASV and NRSV, we followed the verse pattern of the Nestle-Aland Greek text. Although the Greek phrase, oi men sun that opens the sentence (“Now this is what”) can be causal, i.e., “so this is what,” it can also simply be a mark of continuation of the dialogue, in this case, sort of a summation of the action of the soldiers. Although the soldiers fulfilled the Old Testament prophecy by their actions, they did so by their free will as an act of logic. God did not force the soldiers to act in a manner that fulfilled the prophecy, but we can see that He worked behind the scenes such that the prophecy was fulfilled at the crucifixion. Jesus’ clothing was valuable, and all clothing at that time was hand-made, and the clothing of a crucified criminal belonged to the Roman state, as did the dead body of the criminal, which is why Joseph of Arimathea had to ask Pilate for Jesus’ body. The way Jesus went to the cross and given what he was wearing, it makes perfect sense that the soldiers would divide up the clothing he was wearing but not want to cut up his one-piece tunic (the article of clothing worn next to his skin) because then it would be basically worthless. So as it happened, given God’s foreknowledge and His working behind the scenes in history, the prophecy is fulfilled without curtailing anyone’s freedom of will.
Joh 19:25
“his mother.” Jesus’ mother was Mary, so there were three women named “Mary” by the cross, and other women named Mary that Jesus interacted with during his ministry. This was not unusual in the culture of the time. Historical and archaeological records from the Second Temple period, which includes the time of Christ, reveal that two female names, one of which is translated as “Mary,” accounted for perhaps half of the names of the women of the time.[footnoteRef:1631] [1631:  David Fiensy, The Archaeology of Daily Life, 143.] 

“and his mother’s sister.” There is good evidence that this “sister” of Mary’s is Salome, the wife of Zebedee and the mother of James and John (see commentary on Matt. 20:20).
“Mary Magdalene.” Mary is called “Magdalene” because her hometown was Magdala, on the west shore of the Sea of Galilee.
[For more information on Mary Magdalene see commentary on Luke 8:2.]
Joh 19:26
“the disciple whom he loved.” The disciple whom Jesus loved, and the author of the Gospel of John, is John (see commentary on John 21:20).
“Dear woman.” The Greek word translated “woman” is the standard word for a female, gunē (#1135 γυνή), and it is used of a woman of any age, or a wife. It is in the vocative voice, and could be translated “O woman.” John 19:26, and John 2:4, which use the same Greek, are examples of where a literal translation does not communicate the sense of the original text. For a son to address his mother as “woman” in English would be cold and insulting, but that is not at all the case in Greek, where that address is very normal and not disrespectful at all. It is a challenge to bring the sense of the Greek into English, but “Dear woman” is close (cf. NIV84, NLT).
It was a blessing that Jesus referred to Mary as “woman” and not “mother.” Calling Mary “mother” would have only heightened the horrible emotional pain she was already feeling, but more than that, it would have taken her focus in the wrong direction. Jesus, although her biological son, was her Lord, and she was his disciple. She needed to begin to think of Jesus’ crucifixion as the will of God and the obedience of her Lord, and as God’s provision of restoration for the whole world and herself as well. For why Joseph was not there, see commentary on John 19:27.
Joh 19:27
“your mother!” As part of his last acts before his death, Jesus took care of his family, which was an important duty, especially since he was the oldest son. Thus he shows by example what the Bible says clearly: “But if anyone does not provide for his own family, and especially his own household, he has denied the faith and is worse than an unbeliever” (1 Tim. 5:8). It is fair to ask why Jesus would have told John to take his mother Mary home with him. Although the Bible does not tell us directly, we can deduce that Jesus’ father, Joseph, had died. It also seems certain that Jesus’ brothers still did not believe in him (see commentary on John 7:5).
The Bible does not say directly that Joseph died, but that is the logical conclusion from the scope of Scripture and from the culture. It seems unlikely that Joseph, who had been a good husband and father, had abandoned the family. Yet he was obviously not around when Jesus told John to take Mary home. We know that in Nazareth, Jesus’ hometown, Joseph took care to raise his boys in a traditional way. Joseph was considered “the carpenter” (or, more accurately, “the builder”), and he had raised Jesus to be a builder too. We know this because in the Gospel of Mark, Jesus is called a builder (Mark 6:3), and that almost certainly means that Joseph trained Jesus through at least most of his teenage years, and likely even into his 20s.
By the time Jesus started his ministry, however, there is a complete absence of Joseph. Joseph was not with Mary at the wedding in Cana at the beginning of Jesus’ ministry. Similarly, Joseph was not included when the people of Nazareth mentioned the names of his family members (Matt. 13:55-56). Then, later, when the family thought Jesus had gone insane, Mary and his brothers came to get him without Joseph (Matt. 12:47; Luke 8:19). That record in and of itself is good evidence that Joseph was dead because in that male-dominated culture, Mary would never be named as part of a family group that was going to take charge of her grown son without her husband also being named if he was still around. As Jesus’ ministry progressed, his brothers are mentioned, but never his father. In fact, when the Scripture says that “his brothers” did not believe in him, it seems unlikely that the opinion of his father Joseph would have been omitted if he had still been around. The most conclusive evidence that Joseph was dead, however, was that Jesus told the Apostle John to take Mary home. That would have been unthinkable if Joseph were alive.
The other reason Jesus would have asked John to take care of Mary is that Jesus’ own brothers were continuing to reject him (see commentary on John 7:5). Scripture says that Jesus was tempted in every way just as we are, and the disbelief of his brothers would have certainly been a source of pain to Jesus. All of us want the love and support of our family members, but in the case of faith in Jesus, his brothers having faith in him meant more than just family unity, it meant their salvation. There is no scriptural evidence that any of Jesus’ brothers believed he was the Messiah until after his resurrection, and that may have been part of the reason that Jesus went to Galilee after his resurrection. Thankfully, at least some of Jesus’ brothers came to believe in him after his resurrection. In fact, his brother James rose to lead the Church in Jerusalem after the apostle James was killed by Herod Agrippa I (cf. Acts 12:2, 17; 15:13), and it is believed that Jesus’ brother James wrote the Epistle of James. Also, his brother Judas rose to prominence and wrote the Epistle of Jude.
Joh 19:28
“in order to.” The scripture that was fulfilled was Psalm 69:21: “for my thirst, they gave me vinegar to drink.” The Greek is hina with a verb in the subjunctive mood, and here it is a purpose clause (see Word Study: “Hina”). By this time Jesus’ mouth would have been utterly dry, not having had any water for over 24 hours. As Scripture says of the suffering Messiah, “My strength is dried up like a potsherd. And my tongue sticks to the roof of my mouth. And you lay me in the dust of death” (Psalm 22:15). Now seeing that all things were completed, he had only to die. But in a last act of grace toward those standing near, he desired to quote Psalm 22 to the onlookers, that they may see he is clearly fulfilling Scripture. “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” quotes Jesus (Matt. 27:46; Mark 15:34), but some of those standing by misheard “Eli, Eli” to be a call for “Elijah,” due to the difficulty Jesus would have had in speaking. Therefore, Jesus says, “I am thirsty,” not as a statement of fact, but “in order to fulfill the Scriptures,” and also to moisten his mouth to allow for enunciation. Having received the sour wine and feeling the unconsciousness of death creeping on, Jesus exclaims, “It is finished” (John 19:30), which the other gospels only record as a “loud cry” (Matt. 27:50; Mark 15:37). Luke 23:46 gives the further information that during this time he also said, “Father, into your hands I commit my spirit” (from Psalm 31:5).
Joh 19:29
“A vessel full of wine vinegar was sitting there.” One of the things that occurred during crucifixion was a terrible thirst that the crucified person endured as his body dehydrated and burned in the sun—a crucified person typically took three days to die. It was no accident that the wine vinegar was “sitting there.” The Roman soldiers would sometimes have some mercy on the crucified person and give them some wine vinegar to quench their thirst a little, and they did that for Jesus.
Wine vinegar is made by fermenting wine until it sours and becomes vinegar. Wine vinegar is much easier to keep than wine, and in fact, in the heat of the Near East, keeping wine from spoiling was quite difficult. The grape harvest was in the mid-summer, and within a few months much of it had been drunk by people or it had been ruined or it had been turned into wine vinegar. During fermentation, the alcohol in the wine is converted into acetic acid, which is the main component of vinegar.
“While vinegar making may be as old as alcoholic brewing, the first documented evidence of vinegar making and use was by the ancient Babylonians 3000 BC. They primarily made vinegar from dates, figs, and beer and used it for both culinary and medicinal purposes. Traces of it also have been found in Egyptian urns. The Greeks and Romans frequently used vinegar made from wine. The Spartans had vinegar as a part of their traditional broth melas zomos. The Roman Columella described the ingredients and process for making several types of vinegar in his work Res Rustica.”[footnoteRef:1632] [1632:  Wikipedia, “Vinegar,” accessed October 4, 2024, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vinegar.] 

Joh 19:30
“It is finished.” This phrase is the translation of the one Greek word teleō (#5055 τελέω, pronounced “tel-'eh-ō”). It means “to complete an activity, thus, to finish, to close; to carry out an obligation, thus to accomplish, perform, fulfill; to pay what is due.”[footnoteRef:1633] Interestingly, it has been found in the papyri on tax receipts where it was used as “paid in full,” just as we put “paid in full” on paid receipts today. Thus, this statement is pregnant with meaning. It did mean, “It is finished,” because every obligation and prophecy of the Law, every requirement that was necessary for the salvation of mankind, was finished when Jesus ended his life. It also meant, “Paid in full,” because Jesus was the payment, the sin offering, for mankind’s sin (Rom. 3:25; 2 Cor. 5:21). [1633:  BDAG, s.v. “τελέω.”] 

Joh 19:31
“the high day.” The Jews did not want the bodies to remain on the crosses on that special Sabbath that started the Feast of Unleavened Bread, so they wanted to have the legs of the criminals broken. Then the criminals would not be able to support their weight on their legs and would quickly asphyxiate.
The Passover lamb was always killed on Nisan 14 (Nisan is the first month of the Jewish year), and the sunset after the Passover lamb was killed started Nisan 15. Nisan 15 was the first day of the Feast of Unleavened Bread, and it was always a Sabbath, no matter on which day of the week it occurred (Exod. 12:16-17; Lev. 23:6-8; Num. 28:16-18). The Law of Moses decreed that Nisan 15 was a special Sabbath, which is why Luke 23:54 says the “Sabbath” was beginning, even though the day that was beginning was a Thursday. We need to be clear on the fact that the “Sabbath” here in John 19:31 and in Luke 23:54 is not the weekly Sabbath, Saturday, but Thursday, Nisan 15 (see commentary on Luke 23:54). This point is made clear here in John 19:31, which tells us specifically that this Sabbath was a “high day,” meaning a special Sabbath, not the regular weekly Sabbath.
Most Christians do not realize that when the Bible says Jesus was crucified the day before the “Sabbath,” it does not mean the regular weekly Sabbath, but rather the Sabbath that starts with sunset after the Passover sacrifice. Sunset of Nisan 14, the day the Passover sacrifice is killed, starts the Feast of Unleavened Bread, Nisan 15, and that day is always a special Sabbath, a high day.
The Jews had no love for Jesus, and stories about him got confused as time went on. Yet apparently they retained the historical memory of him dying the day the Passover Lamb was killed, just before the Feast of Unleavened Bread started. Thus, they write in the Babylonian Talmud: “On the eve of Passover Yeshu was hanged. For 40 days before the execution took place, a herald went forth and cried, ‘He is going forth to be stoned because he has practiced sorcery and enticed Israel to apostasy. Any one who can say anything in his favor, let him come forward and plead on his behalf.’ But since nothing was brought forward in his favor he was hanged on the eve of the Passover!”[footnoteRef:1634] [1634:  Babylonian Talmud, Sanhedrin 43a (uncensored version), Soncino Translation.] 

[For information on Jesus being crucified on Wednesday and being raised from the dead Saturday just before sunset, see commentary on Matt. 12:40. For more information on Nicodemus and that he came after Joseph of Arimathea left the tomb, see commentary on John 19:40. For more information on the events from Jesus’ arrest to his death, see commentary on John 18:13 and 19:14.]
Joh 19:35
“And he who saw this has testified.” John 19:35 is similar to John 21:24 in some ways, and points to the fact that a reason for John writing the Gospel of John was so that people would believe in Jesus, the Son of God.
John 19:35 gives good contributing evidence that John is the disciple whom Jesus loved, who was at the cross and was charged by Jesus to take care of his mother Mary (John 19:25-27). That John was with Jesus for most of his ministry, and was even at the cross when Jesus’ side was pierced, helps explain why John wrote the introduction to 1 John the way he did: “What was from the beginning, what we have heard, what we have seen with our eyes, what we looked at and our hands touched, concerning the word of life—” (1 John 1:1). John truly had an intimate relationship with Jesus that even the other apostles did not have. For example, John was the apostle who leaned on Jesus’ chest at the Last Supper, and from the evidence in Scripture, John is the only apostle who was actually at the crucifixion site when Jesus died.
[For more on John being the disciple whom Jesus loved, see commentary on John 21:20.]
Joh 19:36
“Not a bone of his will be broken.” This is an allusion to the Passover sacrifice, in which no bone was broken (Exod. 12:46; Num. 9:12; Ps. 34:20).
“with the result that.” See Word Study: “Hina.”
Joh 19:37
“they will look.” This is referring back to Zechariah 12:10, but it is not a direct quotation of the Hebrew text or the Septuagint; it is a summary and adaptation of the Old Testament prophecy (see commentary on Zech. 12:10).
Joh 19:38
“Joseph…asked Pilate’s permission to take away the body of Jesus.” Joseph of Arimathea asked for the body of Jesus. See commentary on Matthew 27:58.
Joh 19:39
“But Nicodemus also came.” The Greek has the particle de (#1161 δέ, pronounced deh), often translated “but,” at the beginning of the sentence. However, the de in the Greek text has been basically ignored by translators due to the tradition that Joseph of Arimathea and Nicodemus worked together to bury Jesus, even though they did not (see commentary on John 19:40). The most common use of the de is to either mark a contrast or mark the start of a new subject. In this verse, it could be translated as a contrast, as in the REV, or it could be seen to start a new subject, but we do not have a good English word that does that (Rotherham’s Emphasized Bible uses “Moreover”). Many English versions show the change in subject by not translating the de at all, but we did not feel that was strong enough in this context. We should read John like, “Joseph took down the body of Jesus, but Nicodemus came with spices to bury him.” Although it is true that grammatically there are times when the de can be translated “and,” that would be misleading in this case because it would connect Joseph and Nicodemus too closely.
Translations of John 19:39 such as the NIV’s “he [Joseph] was accompanied by Nicodemus,” are in error. They are not what the Greek text says, and thus are not translations, but interpretations, and erroneous ones at that.
“about 75 pounds.” The Greek text says 100 litra (#3046 λίτρα). There is some dispute about the exact weight, because if the Greek word litra was being used as a literal Greek weight, then the weight of the spices was about 65 pounds, but if the word litra was being used in the Greek text to represent the common Roman pound of 12 ounces (which is possible since Nicodemus was neither Greek nor Roman), then the weight of the spices was about 75 pounds (a Roman pound is 12 ounces while the American pound is 16 ounces, so 100 Roman pounds is 75 American pounds). Quite a few English versions read, “100 pounds,” which is confusing to English readers who only think in terms of American pounds. Nicodemus was bringing 65-75 pounds of spices. The uncertainty explains why the English versions differ about the weight: “100 pounds” (ASV, KJV, NASB); “70 pounds” (CJB); “75 pounds” (CSB, ESV, NET, NLT)
This is a huge amount of spices for a burial. It is likely that Jesus’ body did not even weigh much more than twice that amount. It has been suggested by many scholars that this large amount was actually fitting for a royal burial, and thus although Jesus’ birth was in less than royal circumstances, it seems his burial, in the tomb of a rich man and with a royal amount of spices, was a royal burial. Nicodemus was a rich man, and also it is possible that he and Joseph of Arimathea shared the cost of the spices. In any case, the amount of spices showed the great love and respect Nicodemus had for Jesus, and that they treated him like royalty. When Asa died, his bier was covered with spices (2 Chron. 16:14), and the historian Josephus (c. AD 37-100) tells us that when Herod the Great was buried, 500 servants carrying spices took part in the funeral.[footnoteRef:1635] [1635:  Josephus, Jewish War, 1.33.9.] 

Had the women watching the burial seen Nicodemus, they would not have gone and bought spices themselves, and we can be sure that even though they did buy spices, they did not buy nearly 75 pounds of spices, which would have cost a lot of money.
Joh 19:40
“they.” To properly understand the burial of Jesus, we need to be aware that it happened in two stages: First, Joseph of Arimathea wrapped Jesus’ body in linen cloth, put it in his tomb, rolled the stone over the door, and then left. Later, Nicodemus came, opened the tomb, properly buried Jesus with spices, and then closed the tomb and left. The evidence is that the two men planned to work together, but something happened and things did not go as planned.
It was Joseph of Arimathea who went to Pilate and got permission to have Jesus’ body. Joseph then got the body of Jesus down from the cross, wrapped it in clean linen cloth, put it in his own new tomb, rolled the stone over the door of the tomb, and left, and while he did that, Mary Magdalene and another woman watched him (Matt. 27:58-61; Mark 15:43-47). It was so close to sunset that the special Sabbath was beginning (Luke 23:54). Later, after Joseph of Arimathea (and the women) left the tomb, Nicodemus and his servants arrived, and this was likely after the special Sabbath had begun. We know that Nicodemus and Joseph did not bury Jesus at the same time, working together, because Joseph closed the tomb and left while the women were still watching him (Matt. 27:60-61; Mark 15:47). But if the women had seen Joseph and Nicodemus work together to bury Jesus, which is what the traditional teaching says, then the women would have seen that Jesus had been properly buried, even royally buried, with 75 pounds of spices (see commentary on John 19:39). The fact that the women left the tomb after Joseph did, and still thought they needed to buy spices is conclusive evidence that Joseph and the women had left the area before Nicodemus arrived with the spices.
To do what they did, both Joseph and Nicodemus needed to have servants with them. For one thing, they were both wealthy and it would have been normal practice for a wealthy man to travel with servants. Beyond that, Joseph would have needed help with the body of Jesus and rolling the stone in front of the tomb.
Nicodemus would have also needed servants. They would have had to help him carry the spices, which weighed about 75 pounds (John 19:39). Also, it would have been the custom that as a member of the Sanhedrin and a wealthy man, he would have traveled with a bodyguard anyway, especially when it was close to dark, and very especially when he was carrying what certainly was thousands of dollars worth of valuable spices. Also, as it turned out, he needed help rolling the stone away from the door of the tomb when he arrived and then rolling it back to close the tomb when he left.
Nicodemus brought the traditional burial spices with him, but seemingly much more than would have ordinarily been used, showing the love and respect he had for Jesus, and he rewrapped Jesus’ body with them. Nicodemus’ work would have almost certainly been completed at dusk after the sun had set, even late dusk. Also, Nicodemus touched Jesus’ dead body, making himself unclean for the Passover meal, which showed how much he loved Jesus.
One reason that tradition teaches that Joseph and Nicodemus worked together is that the evidence leads us to conclude that they, being the only two followers of Jesus in the Jewish Sanhedrin, would have collaborated together on the burial of Jesus. The Bible never says if Joseph and Nicodemus were friends, or when they found out that they were both followers of Jesus. It is possible that they did not find out they were both disciples of Christ until Jesus’ trial when they were asked to vote for his death. It does seem that they both had been very quiet about being followers of Jesus, so much so that it is likely that none of the other members of the Sanhedrin knew they were disciples (John 7:50-52).
Joseph bought the linen to wrap Jesus in, got Jesus’ dead body, and put it in his own tomb (Mark 15:46). Joseph likely bought the cloth to wrap Jesus in because he needed a fitting way to transport Jesus’ body and also planned with Nicodemus to wrap Jesus in it as a burial cloth anyway. In contrast to Joseph who got the body of Jesus, Nicodemus bought the spices but did not buy a wrapping cloth. Also, Nicodemus knew to take the spices to Joseph’s tomb. That in itself shows Nicodemus and Joseph collaborated together and at some point decided to use Joseph’s tomb, which was close to the crucifixion site (John 19:42). Without the use of Joseph’s tomb, how would Jesus ever be properly buried as Scripture foretold, in the tomb of the rich (Isa. 53:9)? In fact, as a criminal, the Romans would have buried Jesus in a shallow grave along with other wicked people, but Jesus escaped that fate because of Joseph’s tomb. Also, more evidence that Joseph and Nicodemus planned things out together is that it would have been inappropriate and presumptuous for Nicodemus to go to Joseph’s personal tomb, open it, and wrap Jesus’ body without Joseph’s permission. So the evidence is that the two men collaborated together on the burial of Jesus even though they did not end up actually working together.
As we reconstruct the burial event, the most likely scenario is that Joseph and Nicodemus were supposed to meet at the tomb; Joseph with Jesus’ body and Nicodemus with the spices. But Nicodemus got delayed, so Joseph wrapped the body, put it in the tomb, and left just before the Sabbath started. Nicodemus, arriving later, likely even after the start of the special Sabbath, saw the closed tomb and realized that, since he had been delayed, Joseph had just put the unprepared body of Jesus in the tomb. Realizing that, Nicodemus and his servants opened Joseph’s tomb, went ahead with the royal burial of Jesus, and then closed the tomb again.
So the “they” in John 19:40 could refer to Nicodemus and his servants who did the final burial of Jesus, or the “they” may refer to both Joseph and Nicodemus, because even though they did not work on the burial of Jesus at the same time, they did both bury Jesus and the “they” could simply be melding the two burials because they had agreed together on what they would do with Jesus’ body. What is clear from the Gospel records is that the women saw Joseph put Jesus in the tomb, close it, and leave without properly burying Jesus, and they were not there when Nicodemus came with the spices, which is why they went and bought spices so they could properly bury him.
Joh 19:42
“because of the Preparation Day.” The phrase, “because of the Preparation Day” indicates that at some point Joseph became aware that Jesus would be crucified on Passover and would likely need to be buried before the special Sabbath started at sunset that same day. Furthermore, Nicodemus was also likely involved, meaning the two men planned Jesus’ burial together. It is also likely that being members of the Sanhedrin, they could quite easily find out where the crucifixion would take place. At that point, they would know they would not have time to take Jesus’ body very far before the Sabbath started. While they could touch Jesus’ dead body and be unclean on the Sabbath, they could not carry a dead body on the Sabbath for more than a Sabbath day’s journey. Thus, the selection of Joseph’s tomb for Jesus’ burial made sense from a geographical perspective.
“they laid Jesus there.” John 19:41-42 are a summary describing the burial place of Jesus. The “they” in verse 42 is simply referring to the fact that Jesus was placed in the tomb by people. It does not have to mean that Joseph and Nicodemus worked together. “They” placed him in the tomb: Joseph brought his body there, wrapped it, and shut the tomb door. Nicodemus and his servants opened the tomb, wrapped the body of Jesus with spices, and rolled the stone back over the door (see commentary on John 19:40).
[For more information on Jesus being crucified and buried on Wednesday and being three days and three nights in the grave, see commentary on Matt. 12:40.]
“because the tomb was nearby.” This phrase starts out with the Greek word hoti (#3754 ὅτι), which is a conjunction that in this context means “because, since, for.” This little phrase in John is a huge key to properly understanding Jesus’ burial. Matthew 27:57-60 informs us that the tomb belonged to Joseph of Arimathea, who was wealthy, while Mark 15:43 informs us that Joseph was a member of the Sanhedrin, the Jewish ruling council of Israel, so he was indeed a wealthy and powerful man. Although he was from Arimathea, his position on the Sanhedrin would have been a reason for him to move to Jerusalem. That is no doubt why he had a tomb already cut out and prepared, surely for himself and his family.
Although the exact location of Arimathea is uncertain, it is most likely the modern town of Rentis, about 20 miles (32 km) NW of Jerusalem, and even if Joseph had a family tomb there, it is understandable that he would have wanted a family tomb in Jerusalem that would have been fitting both to his wealth and social status. Also, since at that time people were buried the same day they died, and Arimathea was at least a day’s journey, that would have been another reason Joseph would have wanted a tomb in Jerusalem, and why he would have had it prepared long before any of his family died. Death often came suddenly and unexpectedly in biblical times.
Joseph’s tomb just happened to be nearby the place where Jesus was crucified, and since he was a disciple of Jesus he willingly allowed his tomb to be used for Jesus’ body, including using his position and influence to get the body from the Romans. By the time Pilate’s permission could be obtained to claim Jesus’ dead body, it was very near sunset, which started the Passover, so there was no time to move the body far.
It has sometimes been taught that Joseph prepared the tomb for Jesus, but that would not be the case. Joseph would have no idea where Jesus was going to be crucified (and similar to the apostles, most likely did not even know that Jesus would be crucified until very close to when he was crucified), and this verse tells us that Jesus was buried there “because” it was near to the crucifixion site.
 
John Chapter 20
Joh 20:1
“on the first day of the week.” John chapter 19 ended with Jesus being buried, which was Wednesday close to sunset. John chapter 20 starts on Sunday morning before Sunrise, so there have been more than three days and nights between John 19:42 and 20:1.
“Mary Magdalene came to the tomb early.” Mary had seen the tomb just before sunset the night before (see commentary on Matt. 28:1). Now she came alone to the tomb “early, while it was still dark.” The Greek for “while it was still dark” indicates that the darkness was ending and the daylight was coming on. Biblically, the dimness of just before sunrise was still “dark.” We in the Western world tend to think of “dark” as “black-dark,” but in the biblical world before artificial lights, “dark” meant when it was not yet clearly bright out yet. The haze before sunrise was “dark” to them.
The trip from Bethany, which was on the east side of the Mount of Olives and apparently where Peter and the others were staying, to the tomb area, which we believe was on the west side of the Mount of Olives, is quite short, probably no longer than a 20-minute walk. Even if the tomb is in the vicinity of Gordon’s Calvary (a traditional Protestant site of the tomb) or at the location of the Church of the Holy Sepulcher (the traditional Catholic and Orthodox site of the tomb), the walk would have only taken perhaps a half hour.
It is likely that the other women, who had the spices, were going to meet Mary at the tomb, and arrived at the tomb only a little while later, shortly after sunrise, carrying the spices they had prepared on Friday (see commentary on Mark 16:2; Luke 24:1; cf. Matt. 28:5; see commentary on Matt. 28:5). Or it is possible that Mary had gone to the tomb early to see if the guard was gone or would let them properly bury Jesus, and then was going to return to tell them not to go if they could not get to the body of Jesus. In any case, once Mary saw the open tomb, she completely forgot about the spices and preparing Jesus’ body, and ran off to tell Peter and John that Jesus’ body was missing. The Bible never actually says Mary looked in and saw Jesus’ body was missing, but she must have or she would not have known that Jesus’ body was gone (John 20:2).
Mary’s going to tell Peter and John meant that by the time the other women arrived at the tomb, Mary Magdalene had already been startled by the empty tomb and left the area.
Joh 20:2
“was a friend.” The Greek is phileō (#5368 φιλέω). It is hard to translate the verb phileō in this context and keep the English as a verb. If we say, “loved,” as most versions do, we lose the meaning of phileō here, and confuse it with agapē love. We could say that Jesus was “friendly” or the disciple whom Jesus was “fond of,” but these seem too weak. We meet “friendly” people all the time, but they are not “friends.” It seems that changing the verb “befriended” to the phrase, “was a friend,” is the best way to handle this. For a more complete understanding of phileō, see commentary on John 21:15.
The disciple whom Jesus loved, and the author of the Gospel of John, is John (see commentary on John 21:20).
“They have taken away the Lord out of the tomb.” This seemed totally ridiculous to Peter and the other disciple. For one thing, the tomb had been guarded by Roman soldiers. Secondly, who would take Jesus’ body? Not the Romans, they thought he was a common criminal. Not the religious leaders. They had the tomb guarded so no one would take the body and claim Jesus was resurrected. The Jews wanted there to be a body in the tomb to prove he was not the Messiah. Not the disciples. They were not expecting a resurrection themselves, and were more honest than to try to perpetrate some false plot about Jesus being raised. Besides, if Peter and the other disciple (almost certainly John) were not in on such a plot, it was bound to fail anyway. At this point, neither Peter nor the other disciple believed Mary’s report, but they went to check it out. When they saw the empty tomb with their own eyes, they believed Mary was telling the truth about the body being gone (see commentary on John 20:8).
Although the text does not say that Mary entered the tomb, we have to assume that she did. It was dark out and she would not have been able to testify that Jesus’ body had been taken unless she actually saw that it had been taken.
Joh 20:3
“So Peter went out, and the other disciple…to the tomb.” Although it does not say so in this verse, we know that Mary Magdalene also went back to the tomb, although she would have walked or slowly run behind. She may have even arrived at the tomb very shortly after Peter and the other disciple left, which could have been possible because they were running while Mary was more likely walking. In the biblical culture, it was customary for women to follow behind the men, so Peter and John would not have waited for her.
Joh 20:5
“stooping down and looking in.” The Greek word is parakuptō (#3879 παρακύπτω), and it means to stoop down or toward something in order to look at it, or to look at something with the head bowed forward or with the body bent over. It is also used metaphorically for looking at or into something carefully or intently.[footnoteRef:1636] There is a metaphorical use of the verb in which it is used for a rapid or cursory glance, and some commentators have taken that to be the sense in which Peter, Mary, and the other disciple looked into the tomb, as if they quickly glanced into it. However, that does not fit the situation. When Jesus’ followers looked into the tomb, they were studying it intently, barely believing what they saw, or rather, did not see. [1636:  Cf. Thayer; Friberg; Bullinger.] 

“and looking in, he saw the linen cloths.” There are three times when people who are outside the tomb are said to be able to see where Jesus lay: here, John 20:11-12, and Luke 24:12. We believe that the tomb was a standard wealthy person’s tomb, since Joseph of Arimathea was wealthy. That meant it would have had a “weeping chamber” before the room or rooms that had the benches on which to lay the dead. In Joseph’s tomb, the setup was such that a person could stand outside the tomb and see through the weeping chamber to the place where Jesus’ body would have been placed.
Joh 20:7
“handkerchief.” The Greek word is soudarion (#4676 σουδάριον), a widely used Latin loanword. The Latin word is sudarium, from the Latin root sudor, “sweat.”[footnoteRef:1637] As well as being used as a loanword in Greek, the Romans also introduced it into Palestine where it was picked up and used by the Jews, even appearing in the Mishnah and Talmud.[footnoteRef:1638] A soudarion, as the name implies, was usually our equivalent to a handkerchief or sweat cloth, and was used for wiping sweat from the body and cleaning the nose. Due to the heat in Palestine, a word that uniquely described a piece of cloth to wipe sweat from the body was readily assimilated into the culture. Besides being used for wiping sweat, it was also useful for wrapping things (Luke 19:20 records a man hiding money in one, but the rabbinical writings show that practice was considered unsafe.[footnoteRef:1639]) Furthermore, because it was a face cloth, it was used to cover the face of a dead body, something apparent from the record of Lazarus (John 11:44), and Jesus (John 20:7). [1637:  Thayer’s Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “σουδάριον.”]  [1638:  Hackett, Smith’s Bible Dictionary, “handkerchief”; BDAG, s.v. “σουδάριον.”]  [1639:  Bromiley, ISBE, s.v. “napkin.”] 

The facecloth was folded, or rolled up (the Greek word can mean either), apart from the rest of the grave wrappings, but the Bible does not explain why. A few plausible reasons have been set forth as to why the facecloth was folded and set aside: one is that it enabled anyone who came into the tomb to see in an instant that the body was not there. Another is that it shows the orderliness of the situation, that things were not done haphazardly or in haste, but that, just as with the rest of God’s creation, things are done in an orderly way. Still another contributing reason could be that the facecloth was folded as further proof that the body was not stolen. If thieves had stolen the body, they likely would have stolen the small face cloth too, but even if they did not want to steal it too, they certainly would not have taken the time to fold it up and set it aside.
In recent years a teaching has arisen in Christianity that the “napkin” (KJV) covering the face of Jesus’ dead body was folded by itself as an indication that Jesus Christ would come back. The teaching goes like this: in biblical times if a master was eating at the table and got up to leave, if he was done eating, he would just throw the napkin down in a heap and the servants knew he was completely finished. If, however, the master folded the napkin and left, the servants knew not to clear the table, because he was coming back. So, it is concluded, Jesus carefully folded the napkin to show us he was coming back. There are a number of problems with this teaching. First and foremost, there is absolutely no evidence from ancient times that it is true. There is no ancient evidence that there was any such custom associated with eating; in fact, what we know about ancient meals contradicts this new teaching. People in the East ate with their hands, and after eating they cleansed them by washing in water, not by using a “napkin.”[footnoteRef:1640] Second, the word “napkin” is used in the KJV, and from that, people get the idea of our table napkin. But as we have seen, the people of the East did not use “table napkins,” and the Greek word used in the verse does not mean “table napkin.” This whole new teaching is presented as if it happened in today’s culture. Even a wealthy man in the ancient Near East would not sit in a chair at a table, use silverware, and wipe his hands with a napkin. He would sit or recline on the floor or a low pillow and eat primarily with his right hand. When he was ready to leave the table for any reason, a servant would clean his hands by washing them in water. [1640:  Cf. James Freeman, Manners and Customs of the Bible, number 329.] 

This new “urban legend” about Jesus shows what can happen when a word in the Bible is mistranslated in such a way that the meaning chosen in English (in this case, “napkin”), does not accurately represent the meaning of the word in the biblical culture. Like so many other things in Jesus’ life, the cloth and face-covering that Jesus was buried in disappeared in history. They would have had blood and oil on them and would likely not have gotten much if any attention. The Shroud of Turin is claimed by some to be the cloth Jesus was buried in. There are good reasons to believe that it is not, but for some it’s a reminder that Jesus died and was buried for them.
Joh 20:8
“and he saw, and he believed.” Peter and the other disciple both “saw,” and both “believed.” If we read John 20:8 without paying attention, and especially without seeing the Greek text, it can seem like the other disciple was the one who saw and believed. However, the double use of kai (and, also) in the Greek text makes it clear that both Peter and the other disciple saw and believed. John (the “other disciple”) arrived at the tomb first and looked in the tomb to see the grave clothes, but did not go in. Peter, always the bold one, arrived and went right in, and saw that Mary had been telling the truth: Jesus’ body was gone. Then the other disciple went in, “and he saw and he believed,” or “he also saw and he also believed.” The two of them both believed that the body was actually gone.
“believed.” Believed what? Many people say Peter and the other disciple believed in the resurrection, but that cannot be the case. For one thing, the next verse (John 20:9) says they did not know about the resurrection. Although Jesus had tried to tell them he would be killed and raised, there is not one time the Bible indicates they understood what he meant, and they even argued among themselves as to what he was saying (cf. Matt. 16:21-22; Mark 9:10; Luke 18:34). It was only after the resurrection and personally seeing Jesus that they understood the death and resurrection of the Messiah (Luke 24:45). In fact, when Jesus did show himself to them when they were behind locked doors, they were frightened and thought they were seeing some kind of spirit (Luke 24:37).
After the crucifixion, the tomb was closed, sealed, and guarded. So when Mary said Jesus’ body had been stolen, they did not believe her at first (see commentary on John 20:2). After all, why would anyone want Jesus’ dead body? Nevertheless, when they went to the tomb themselves, they “saw” it was empty and they “believed” what Mary had said, that the body had been taken. The next verse confirms this by saying that they did not know the scripture that he would rise from the dead. Peter and John went back home, but Mary remained at the tomb crying, more evidence they did not believe in the resurrection. If she believed Jesus was resurrected, she would have been rejoicing. Even after the whole group of women said they saw Jesus, Peter still did not believe in the resurrection (Luke 24:12).
Also, although they saw the grave clothes with the spices in the tomb, that would have only been more confusing to them, not indicative of a resurrection they were not expecting. We must remember that neither the women nor Peter and John knew Nicodemus had come and wrapped Jesus with spices. The women (and hence the disciples), thought Jesus was buried in a simple linen cloth by Joseph of Arimathea. Thus, the wrappings and spices would have been just one more thing that did not make sense, so the disciples went home and Mary just stayed and wept.
Joh 20:9
“did not yet know.” The disciples did not expect Jesus to be killed and then raised from the dead, so they did not expect an empty tomb. (See commentary on Luke 18:34).
“from among the dead.”[footnoteRef:1641] See commentary on Romans 4:24. [1641:  Cf. Wuest, New Testament, “out from among those who are dead,” 263.] 

Joh 20:11
“crying.” Mary was crying because she believed someone had taken the body of Jesus (John 20:13. Also, see commentary on John 20:8).
“stooped down and looked.” The Greek word is parakuptō (#3879 παρακύπτω), and it means to stoop toward something in order to look at it (see commentary on John 20:5). The Bible never says that Mary actually went into the tomb. In contrast, the Bible clearly says the other women who came with the spices shortly after sunrise did enter the tomb (Mark 16:5; Luke 24:3).
Joh 20:12
“[Mary] saw two angels in white, sitting, one at the head, and one at the feet, where the body of Jesus had been lying.” After seeing the empty tomb, Peter and John went back to where they had been staying, but Mary Magdalene stood outside the sepulcher weeping. As she was crying, she stooped down and “looked” into the sepulcher (she did not go in). Mary had a completely different experience at the tomb than the group of women who arrived at the tomb after she had left. Mary only looked into the tomb, but the group of women went into the tomb. Mary looked in and saw two angels sitting, one at the head and one at the feet of where the body of Jesus had been. When the group of women entered the tomb, they saw only one angel sitting (Mark 16:5; Luke 24:3-4), but while they were in the tomb with that angel, two other angels suddenly appeared and stood by them (Luke 24:4).
Furthermore, the angels only asked Mary Magdalene why she was crying, they did not tell her Jesus was raised from the dead. It was as Mary started to walk away from the tomb that she met Jesus. In contrast, the angels in the tomb told the group of women that Jesus had been raised from the dead (Matt. 28:6; Mark 16:6; Luke 24:6), but then those women also met the Lord personally as they were going to tell the disciples what the angels said (Matt. 28:9-10).
The presence of the angels in the tomb did not startle Mary so it is clear she did not know they were angels. If she thought about them at all, she likely thought they were men who saw the open tomb and went in before Peter and John got to the tomb. Or, if she arrived at the tomb after Peter and John had left, she might have thought they went into the tomb after they left and before she arrived the second time. If Mary arrived at the tomb while Peter and John were still there, she likely thought that they did not say anything to her about the two “men” in the tomb because they were focused on the missing body of Jesus (see commentary on John 20:3). Besides, it was Passover time, Jerusalem was packed with people, and the “men” might have gone into an empty tomb just out of natural curiosity. In any case, the “men” in the tomb only asked why she was crying and gave no hint they were angels.
“in white.” Many clothes in the biblical world were white, such as linen garments and clothes made of white wool, so the white garments were not out of the ordinary and did not indicate to Mary that the men she was talking to were angels. The white garments were appropriate to signify the righteousness and purity of the risen Lord and also helped Mary to see the men in the dark tomb, which would have been especially dark before the sun was up.
Joh 20:13
“Woman, why are you crying?” The greeting, “Woman,” is colder today than it was in biblical times, when it was a proper and respectful way to address a woman, particularly one with whom you were not on familiar terms. The angels only asked Mary why she was crying, they did not tell her Jesus had risen from the dead. This is different from the experience the other women had when they came to the tomb. Angels told the other women that Jesus was not there because he had risen from the dead (Matt. 28:6; Mark 16:6; Luke 24:6). After the angels spoke to Mary she turned from the tomb and saw the Lord, but did not recognize him at first (John 20:14).
Joh 20:17
“Do not touch me.” John 20:17 is a difficult verse, and to understand it we must pay attention to everything in the verse, the context, and the scope of Scripture. To start our examination of the verse, we should look at the Greek word translated “touch.” The word “touch” is haptomai (#680 ἅπτομαι), and in the Greek text, it is in the imperative mood, present tense, middle voice. Haptomai means “touch,” or “grasp,” and in this verse can legitimately be translated in one of two broad categories. One is, “Do not touch me,” (ASV, BBE, NET, i.e., Mary has not yet touched Jesus and he is stopping her from touching him). The other is, “Stop clinging to me” (CSB, ESV, NASB, i.e., Mary has already taken hold of the Lord and he is asking her to stop). Although some commentators assert that the present tense indicates that Mary was already touching him, that is not correct. Bultmann writes: “The present imperative does not necessarily imply that she [Mary] has already touched him, but it need only presuppose that she is trying to do it, and is in the process of doing it.”[footnoteRef:1642] [1642:  Rudolf Bultmann, The Gospel of John: A Commentary, 687n1.] 

Many scholars say that Mary was already clinging to Jesus based on the fact that haptomai usually refers to a firm grasp and not just a light touch. They say that if Mary had not yet touched Jesus, then he would not have used haptomai, but would have used another word for touch that referred to a lighter touch. However, that is not a good argument for why haptomai was used in the verse. Jesus stopped Mary from doing what she intended to do, and given the circumstances and her relief at seeing Jesus alive, she would not have “lightly touched” him, she would have grabbed him and held him. So it was appropriate for Jesus to stop Mary by saying, “Do not grasp me.”
In the final analysis, because haptomai can be translated either as “Do not touch me,” or “Stop touching me,” we must decide how to translate it from understanding the context and what the verse is talking about. In other words, when we discover what Jesus is talking about when he says he is going up to the Father, then we will see how to translate haptomai. Jesus then explains why he does not want Mary to touch him when he says that it is because he has not yet “gone up” to the Father (see explanation below). It is worth noting that although Jesus told Mary not to touch him at this time, not too long after this he allowed the women who came with spices to take hold of his feet (Matt. 28:9), and later in the day he told the disciples to touch him all over to get to the point that they were convinced that he had really gotten up from the dead and was present with them in a physical body (Luke 24:39). Luke uses a different Greek word for “touch,” psēlaphaō (#5584 ψηλαφάω), than the haptomai that John uses for touch here.
“because I have not yet gone up to the Father.” Jesus told Mary, “Do not touch me, because I have not yet gone up to the Father.” As we will see, Jesus told Mary not to touch him because he had not yet gone up into the Temple and presented himself there as the firstfruits from the dead.
The Greek word gar, translated “because,” is vital to understanding this verse. The normal reading of gar is that it gives the reason that Mary cannot touch Jesus. In today’s modern English, we use “because” and not “for,” although many Bibles read “for” and say, “Don’t touch me for I have not yet gone up to the Father.” This is a very simple sentence. It gives the reason that Mary cannot touch (or hold on to) Jesus, which is “because” he had not yet gone up to his Father. If we find out what Jesus’ going up to the Father is, we will understand the verse and also understand whether to translate haptomai as “Do not touch me” or “Do not hold on to me.”
Almost every commentator seriously misunderstands this verse because they assume that “going up to the Father” refers to Jesus’ ascension into heaven. This problem is made worse by the fact that most English versions of the Bible translate the common Greek word anabainō, which means “to go up” or “to come up,” as “ascended.” This makes it seem like the verse is referring to Jesus’ ascension into heaven, which it does not.
If Jesus told Mary not to touch him because he had not yet ascended into heaven, then why did he allow or invite others to touch him before he ascended? The same morning he told Mary not to touch him, he allowed the other women to touch him and hold on to his feet (Matt. 28:9). Then later that same day Jesus appeared to his disciples when they were behind locked doors and told them, “Look at my hands and my feet, and see that it is I myself. Touch me and see” (Luke 24:39). The word translated “touch” in Luke 24:39 is psēlaphaō (#5584 ψηλαφάω, pronounced psā-lä-'fä-ō), and it means to handle, to touch around on, to feel (see commentary on Luke 24:39). Thus, the same day Jesus told Mary not to touch him, he allowed the other women to not only touch him but to hold on to him, and he also invited all the disciples to touch him all over and become convinced that it was really him. Then, eight days later, he told Thomas to touch him (John 20:26, 27).
Rudolf Bultmann is a commentator who saw the problem about Mary touching Jesus, and wrote: “If the wording were pressed, it would follow that when he had gone to the Father he would subsequently present himself to his followers for fellowship and physical contact….”[footnoteRef:1643] Bultmann is correct. If Jesus says the reason not to touch him is that he had not gone to the Father, then once he had “gone up” to the Father, people could touch him. Of course, that is exactly what happened. Once Jesus had “gone up” to his Father, which, as we will see, he did when he went “up” to the Temple and then presented himself to the Father there, he allowed people to touch him. [1643:  Bultmann, The Gospel of John: A Commentary, 687.] 

D. A. Carson, thinking the “ascension” was Jesus’ ascension into heaven, saw the problem and wrote: “And why should being ascended make a difference? …the implication is that the disciples are permitted to touch Jesus after the ascension but not before—exactly the reverse of what might have been expected.”[footnoteRef:1644] Carson is correct that the implication of the verse, indeed, we would say the very meaning of the Greek text, is that people cannot touch Jesus before he “goes up,” but can touch him after he “goes up.” From that evidence alone, we can see that Jesus’ “going up” is not his ascension into heaven. As Carson has seen, if no one was supposed to touch Jesus before the ascension, then he should not have let anyone, including the women and his disciples, touch him. On the other hand, if the women and the disciples can touch Jesus before his ascension, then he should have let Mary Magdalene touch him too. And also as Carson has seen, if we were not supposed to touch Jesus before his ascension into heaven, but we can afterward, how are we supposed to do that? How can we touch Jesus after he goes to heaven? [1644:  D. A. Carson, The Gospel According to John [PNTC].] 

Thankfully, there is a simple and biblical answer to why Jesus did not let Mary touch him. But before we study it, we should note some of the unsatisfactory solutions that have been postulated to solve it. One is that Jesus did not let Mary touch him because she was touching him out of doubt, not faith. She doubted he was “real” or that it was really him. But the other disciples and Thomas doubted too, in fact, the very reason Jesus told them to touch and handle him was to get rid of their doubt, so that “solution” is not correct.
Another unsatisfactory solution is that Mary had grabbed Jesus so she would not lose him again, but if that were the case he would have simply told her she could let go “because” he would be with her forever. Instead, he told her to let him go “because” he had not yet gone up to his Father. But if his going up to God is the ascension, then the reason he told Mary to let him go would be incorrect since he let others touch him before his ascension.
Yet another unsatisfactory solution postulated by some Bible teachers is that Mary must have grabbed him in worship, and Jesus was telling Mary not to worship him at that time. But why would he not allow her worship and why would his being in heaven be a better time to worship him? Besides, he let other people worship him before his ascension, including the women who grabbed his feet and the people he met in Galilee (Matt. 28:9, 17).
Still another proposed solution is that he told Mary to let him go so that he was then free to ascend to the Father in heaven; as if he could not ascend while she was holding him. But then when she supposedly let go, he stayed on earth for another 40 days. So that “solution” cannot be correct.
Another solution, a quite inventive one, is that the phrase “I have not yet gone up to the Father,” is parenthetical. Removing the words in the parenthesis would make the verse read: “Do not cling to me, for…go rather to my brothers and tell them I am going up to the Father.” In other words, “Let me go so you can go tell my brothers I am going up to the Father.” However, that proposed solution has many problems. Not the least of them is that it requires a very unusual and unnatural way to read the Greek text. Also, if Jesus was going to be around for 40 more days, why would Mary have to let go of him and hurry off to tell the disciples about the ascension? Jesus’ allowing Mary to hold him for a few more minutes would not change anything. Also, why would Jesus want Mary to give the disciples a message about his ascension, when they did not understand there would even be an ascension? (There will be more on this point later). This solution does not work.
Some scholars explain the verse in a totally different manner, and say that “going up” to the Father refers to some kind of progressive glorification of Christ. These scholars correctly note that the word that most English Bibles translate as “ascended” (anabainō; #305 ἀναβαίνω), is a very common Greek word. It occurs more than 80 times in the New Testament, and refers to all kinds of ways of “going up” or “coming up.” In essence, the reasoning of these scholars is that after his resurrection, Jesus went through a progressive glorification, which John 20:17 refers to as an “ascension,” a “going up.”[footnoteRef:1645] In other words, according to this interpretation, after his resurrection, over a period of time, Jesus “went up” to a greater and greater state of glorification, and he had just started the process when he met Mary, so he did not want her to touch him. We reject this proposed solution for a number of reasons. The first is that we assert that when God raised Jesus from the dead he was fully glorified and given all authority in heaven and on earth. Also, it does not make sense that after his resurrection he was not glorified enough to let Mary touch him, but perhaps only about an hour later, he was glorified enough that other women could touch him, and by the end of the day, he was so glorified that any disciple could touch him. [1645:  Cf. Frederic Godet, Commentary on John’s Gospel, 979.] 

None of the above explanations of the verse are satisfactory. However, the number of explanations and the wide variety of them shows us that properly understanding the verse will require good translation work, sound logic, and an understanding of both the scope of Scripture and Jewish laws and customs. What we will now see is that the solution to the problem is biblical, but to understand it, there is some important background we must understand.
One thing we must understand is that the Greek word most English Bibles translate as “ascended” is anabainō, which is a common Greek word and is used of many types of “going up” in the New Testament. Examples of anabainō in the New Testament include when Jesus “went up” out of the water at his baptism (Matt. 3:16); when Jesus “went up” a mountain (Matt. 5:1; 14:23; 15:29); when thorns “came up” out of the soil (Matt. 13:7); when Jesus and the disciples “went up” into a boat (Matt. 14:32); when Jesus and his apostles “were going up” to Jerusalem (Matt. 20:17); and when the multitude “went up” to Pilate (Mark 15:8). The point is that anabainō is the common word for “going up” from one place to another. Since the Bible uses anabainō for the times when Jesus climbs up a mountain, it would be the normal word the Bible would use to say that Jesus “went up” from the area of the tomb to the Temple, because the Temple was on top of Mount Moriah. In John 20:17, anabainō does not refer to Jesus’ ascension into heaven, and should not have been translated as “ascended.”
Another key to understanding the verse is in the last sentence of the verse: “But go to my brothers and say to them, ‘I am going up to my Father and your Father, and my God and your God.’” Jesus said “I am going up,” using the present tense verb. That indicates that going up to his Father was something that Jesus was in the process of doing or just starting to do. Although there are times when the present tense of a verb is used as a generalization for the future tense of the verb, that does not seem likely here. After all, if Jesus was speaking of his ascension into heaven, then he would have been speaking of an event that was 40 days away, so it would have been more natural for him to use the future tense of the verb and have said, “I will go up to my Father.” The simple and straightforward reading of “I am going up to my Father” is that his “going up,” was something that was happening or going to happen right then.
Another key to understanding what Jesus meant when he said he had not yet “gone up” to his Father is that Mary knew what he was talking about. Even though the meaning of what Jesus said may not be immediately apparent to us, it was clear to Mary. She was certainly glad (and astounded!) to see Jesus. However, once she grasped that she was really speaking to the resurrected Christ, there is no evidence that she was confused by his message to tell the disciples he was going up to the Father. This should have signaled us from the start that the “going up to the Father” did not refer to his ascension into heaven, because the disciples did not know about his ascension into heaven.
Whenever Jesus spoke of his death or resurrection, the disciples were confused and did not know what he meant (see commentary on Luke 18:34). Similarly, they did not understand what he was talking about when he spoke of his ascension into heaven (John 14:5; 16:17-19). Even after his resurrection, when they finally understood about his death and resurrection, there is no indication they understood about his ascension. As late as Acts 1:6 the disciples were asking Jesus if he was going to restore the kingdom to Israel at that time, and they were speaking of his kingdom on earth. They were not expecting him to leave the earth, even though he had told them he was going to, which is why they were so caught off guard when he did leave, and angels had to appear and tell them he was coming back (Acts 1:9-11).
[See Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Since Jesus told Mary to tell to the disciples that he was “going up,” he could not have been speaking of his ascension into heaven because neither she nor the disciples knew about the ascension. Even if Jesus had taken time to explain to Mary about his ascension into heaven, she could not have then told the disciples about it. She could not even get them to believe she had seen the risen Christ! How could she have gotten them to believe that this risen Christ was going to go up into heaven?
From the evidence, we can see that the “going up” in John 20:17 had nothing to do with Jesus’ ascension into heaven, but instead was something that Jesus told Mary to tell the disciples that would help them believe that they had really seen the resurrected Christ. It had to be something the disciples would have understood and something that they knew he had to do on that Sunday. We will see that what Jesus had to do was present himself in the Temple as the High Priest and the Firstfruits offering.
The Messiah was the fulfillment of the types and symbols in the Old Testament. For example, he was the true Passover Lamb; the true acceptable sacrifice; the true Sabbath rest for God’s people; and the true High Priest. He was also the true “firstfruits” to God, that is, the first of God’s true harvest (God’s true harvest is the harvest of people who get up from the dead to everlasting life, and Jesus was the first one to be raised from the dead to everlasting life). After his resurrection, Jesus was both the High Priest (Ps. 110:4; Zech. 6:13; Heb. 5:5; 8:1) and the firstfruits (1 Cor. 15:20, 23), and he had to go to the Temple and show himself in both those roles.
According to the Law of Moses, the firstfruits of the harvest were shown to God during the Feast of Unleavened Bread “on the day after the Sabbath.” On that day, the High Priest was to wave firstfruits of the harvest in the Temple (Lev. 23:10, 11). The day after the Sabbath is Sunday, and in the year Jesus was crucified it was Sunday, Nisan 18. Sunday was the day Jesus first appeared to Mary Magdalene, but when Jesus met Mary at the tomb, it was still dark and before sunrise (see commentary on John 20:1). It would be proper for him to wait until after the sun had risen before showing himself to God in the Temple. That is because “the purpose of such [waving] rites was to show the offering to God,” which would logically be after the sun came up.[footnoteRef:1646] The firstfruits were publicly waved “so it will be accepted on your [the people’s] behalf” (Lev. 23:11 NIV). In other words, the High Priest waved the firstfruits offering publicly and so that it was accepted for the people. [1646:  Baruch Levine, The JPS Torah Commentary: Leviticus, 157.] 

[For more on this occurring the Sunday after the Saturday Sabbath, see commentary on Acts 2:1.]
After the sun came up, Jesus Christ, as the acceptable firstfruits, went up from the tomb area to the Temple on Mount Moriah and showed himself publicly to God and was acceptable in God’s sight to represent the rest of the harvest—all the believers who will be raised from the dead. The High Priest showing the firstfruits in the Temple was something all the apostles and disciples understood from their Jewish upbringing, and knew was supposed to happen that very day. So if they believed Mary’s testimony that Jesus had been raised from the dead, they would also understand he had to go up to the Temple and show himself to God there. Therefore, when Mary appeared to them and told them Jesus was alive, she bolstered her statement by telling them that he had to “go up to the Father,” that is, appear in the Temple. We know she told them Jesus had to go up to the Father (in the Temple) because when Mary got to the disciples, she not only told them she had seen Jesus alive, but she also told them what he had said to her (John 20:18).
As both the High Priest and the Offering, Jesus had to remain Leviticaly clean until after he offered himself, and he would not be Leviticaly clean if Mary touched him (Lev. 22:1-8). Mary was unclean by virtue of the fact that she had been in the tomb that morning and seen that the body of Jesus was gone. However, after Jesus had fulfilled his role as High Priest and firstfruits offering by showing himself in the Temple, he could let people touch him—and he did. As we saw in Matthew 28:9, the first people he allowed to touch him were the women who came to the tomb to anoint his body with spices. However, the Bible makes it clear that he came to them after the sun had come up (Mark 16:2). So Jesus had time to go to the Temple between the time he saw Mary Magdalene and told her not to touch him and the time he saw the other women and allowed them to grab his feet. We should remember that when Jesus saw Mary he was in the process of starting up to the Temple (“I am going up to my Father;” John 20:17). So by the time he allowed the women to take hold of his feet later that morning, he would have been finished with his brief priestly duties. Also, later that day when the disciples were behind locked doors, Jesus could invite them to touch around on him and become convinced that it was really him (Luke 24:39).
“my God.” For this being evidence that Jesus Christ is not God, see commentary on Mark 15:34.
[Also see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.”]
Joh 20:18
“went and announced to the disciples.” After seeing Jesus alive, Mary went back to the disciples and told them that she had seen the Lord, but they did not believe her. Since Jesus had met Mary before he met the other women, Mary would have arrived where the disciples were hiding some time before the other women. It is quite possible that Mary arrived to tell the disciples just about the time Jesus was appearing to the other women (Luke 24:10-11; see commentary on Luke 24:10).
Joh 20:19
“Jesus came.” Jesus appeared to the apostles and disciples as they were gathered together behind locked doors. John 20:19 lets us know it is in the evening on Sunday, because it was still the first day of the week. If it was after sunset, then Monday, the second day of the week, would have started.
This was the first time Jesus appeared to the disciples as a group, but Thomas was not with them (John 20:24). Jesus had already appeared to people a number of times: to Mary Magdalene; to the women who came with spices to the tomb, to Peter, and to the two men that he met on the road to Emmaus. All these people were present when Jesus appeared in the room, and we can tell from Luke 24:34 that the people in this room full of disciples were quite convinced that Jesus was alive. Still, he now appeared inside the locked room, which startled and frightened the disciples. This was likely due to the fact that he simply appeared in the room, whereas the Jesus they were used to would have had to knock on the door. Jesus tried to calm them by saying “Peace be to you,” but they thought they were seeing a spirit. Nevertheless, he corrected them and told them that a spirit did not have flesh and bone like he had. He then showed them his hands and feet.
Jesus had just taught the Scriptures about himself to the two men on the road to Emmaus, and now he opened the Scriptures to these disciples who were gathered together, thus giving them a scriptural as well as an experiential reason to believe that he was alive. The record of Jesus appearing in the room with the disciples is Luke 24:36-46 and John 20:19-24.
Joh 20:20
“he showed them his hands and his side.” Jesus showed the disciples the scars he had from the nails driven through his wrists to hold him on the cross, and the scar from the spear that had been thrust into his side. If Jesus had scars in his resurrected body, will Christians have scars and deformations in the new bodies they receive at the Rapture? The answer is “No.”
In this record in John 20, Jesus had scars from his earthly wounds, but Christians will not have scars or blemishes in the new body they will receive when they are Raptured. Jesus could change the way his body looked; his outward appearance (Luke 24:16, 31; Mark 16:12; Rev. 1:13-15). In Jesus’ case here in John 20, his appearing with scars on his wrists and side confirmed to his disciples who he was and reminded them of what he did. There was no need for him to show all his cuts and bruises; in fact, the fact that he didn’t would encourage the disciples about the healing power within the resurrection and new body. The nail and spear wounds were more than enough for a positive identification.
We should not think that in our next life we will have scars or deformation in our new body. We today know a lot more about the new body we will receive at the Rapture than any person who lived during the Old Testament or Gospel period could have known about their resurrected body. The Old Testament only says that the people who are raised from the dead will be healed: the blind will see, the lame will walk, etc. (Isa. 35:5-6). The Old Testament prophecies did not promise that people would get a brand-new body with no earthly marks on it, and the apostles were not surprised to see scars on Jesus’ body.
In contrast, the information in the New Testament Epistles about the new body Christ got at his resurrection, and the new body Christians will get at the Rapture, was written long after Jesus ascended into heaven. So while Jesus’ disciples would not have been surprised that Jesus’ resurrected body had scars from his wounds, the revelation in the Church Epistles is that a Christian will receive a new body that is very different from their old flesh body. Our flesh body is “soul powered,” while our new body will be “spirit powered” (1 Cor. 15:44). Our old body is corruptible, our new body will be incorruptible (1 Cor. 15:42). Our old body is weak and dishonorable, while our new body will be powerful and glorious (1 Cor. 15:43). Our old body is mortal, our new body will be immortal (1 Cor. 15:53-54). Our new body will be like Christ’s glorious body (Phil. 3:21). The Old Testament promised new bodies would be healed. The New Testament promises that the new bodies Christians receive at the rapture will be “glorious,” and that is something every Christian can look forward to with joyful expectation.
Joh 20:21
“as the Father has sent me.” The teaching that God sent Jesus Christ occurs over 40 times in the New Testament and can have different meanings in different contexts.
[For in-depth commentary on Jesus Christ having been sent by the Father, and its different meanings and nuances in context, see commentary on John 6:57.]
Joh 20:22
“breathed on them.” The Greek word for “breathed on” is emphusaō (#1720 ἐμφυσάω, pronounced em-foo-'sah-ō), and it means to breathe on or to blow on. The word “them” is correctly supplied because the Greek reads, “blew on and says ‘to them’” (autois), and the dative pronoun autois (to them) governs both the verb “blew” and the verb “says.” When understood as “blew on” we can see that Jesus was instructing his disciples about the Day of Pentecost, when the Temple was filled with the sound of a mighty wind.
The beauty of the two meanings of emphusaō is that the Greek text is showing the two things Jesus is doing for his disciples. He is giving instruction for the Day of Pentecost when the Temple will be filled with the sound of a rushing, mighty wind, because he breathed on them, blew on them, and said, “Receive holy spirit.” At the same time, Jesus is making a powerful association between what happened in Genesis, what is foretold in Ezekiel, and what will happen on the Day of Pentecost when he pours out the gift of holy spirit. The use of emphusaō here in John 20:22 takes us back to its use in Genesis 2:7 in the Septuagint, where God formed Adam from the dust of the ground and “breathed” into him the breath of life, and he became a living soul. In Genesis, God breathed natural life into Adam; now Jesus foretells when spiritual life will be breathed into the disciples. Also, the Bible foretells that believers will receive resurrection life when the ruach (“spirit, breath, wind) “breathes” on the dead bodies of Israel, and they come to life. “Then he said to me, “Prophesy to the spirit, prophesy, son of man, and tell the spirit: This is what the Lord Yahweh says: Come from the four winds, O spirit, and breathe on these slain, so that they come to life” (Ezek. 37:9; cf. Ezek. 37:9-14).
It is important to realize that the disciples did not receive the gift of holy spirit at this time, which was the Sunday that he first appeared to his disciples, starting with Mary Magdalene early that morning. Jesus was giving them instructions for when the holy spirit would be poured out in the near future, which we know from Acts occurred some 50 days later on the Day of Pentecost. Jesus breathed or blew out, making a wind-like sound, and said, “Receive holy spirit.” Some 50 days later, on the Day of Pentecost, the disciples were in the Temple when it was filled with the sound of a strong rushing wind (but there was no wind; only the sound; Acts 2:2), and the gift of holy spirit was poured out on the apostles who were filled with it and began to speak in tongues; the first time in history anyone had spoken in tongues (Acts 2:4).
“holy spirit.” The Greek text has no article “the.” This refers to the holy spirit that is the gift of God.
[For more information on the holy spirit and uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?” and also see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
Joh 20:23
“you forgive.” The “you” is plural. See commentary on Matthew 16:19.
Joh 20:25
“Unless I see in his hands the mark.” For information on the scars on Jesus, see commentary on John 20:20.
“nails.” It is sometimes taught that Jesus was crucified on a stake, with his hands above his head fastened by a single nail. This statement of Thomas, who knew how Jesus was crucified, gives good evidence that Jesus was crucified in a standard Roman way, with his arms outstretched to the sides and a nail in each wrist (in the Hebrew culture, the wrist was considered part of the hand; this becomes very clear in hand washing practices, which included washing the wrist).
[For more on the way Jesus was crucified, see commentary on John 19:17.]
“I will not ever believe.” At some point after Jesus left the disciples, Thomas rejoined them. The Bible does not give us a specific time, so it could have been just before sunset and still on Sunday, Nisan 18, or after sunset and thus on Monday, Nisan 19 (this is very likely), or even in the next few days. Even though everyone would have testified to Jesus’ being alive, Thomas did not believe what they said.
Joh 20:26
“eight days later.” The Lord appeared a second time in a locked room to all the disciples (including Thomas) eight days later, that is, eight days after he appeared to them the first time. Generally in the biblical culture, when counting set numbers of something, the first and last thing are both counted, so “eight days later” is Sunday to Sunday, eight days. Thus the Lord appeared the first time to the disciples on a Sunday, Nisan 18, and they were behind locked doors. Then he waited a week before appearing a second time. His second appearance to all the disciples was also on a Sunday, Nisan 25, and the disciples were still behind locked doors. This time, however, Thomas was with them.
We cannot be sure, but it is possible that the fact that Jesus appeared to the disciples on Resurrection Sunday, then not again until the following Sunday, helped establish the tradition of holding Christian meetings on Sunday.
Joh 20:28
“My Lord and my God.” A very likely way to understand John 20:28 is that Thomas had realized the power of God working in Jesus, and in saying “my Lord and my God” he was pointing out that Jesus did, in fact, reveal God in a unique and powerful way. In seeing the resurrected Jesus, Thomas clearly saw both the Lord Jesus, and the God who raised Jesus from the dead, and he stated that fact.
Jesus always taught that he only did what God guided him to do, and said that if you had seen him you had seen the Father. In that light, there is good evidence that here in John 20:28, “doubting Thomas” was saying that in seeing Jesus he was also seeing the Father.
The construction of the Greek text is “article, noun, pronoun; kai [and], article, noun, pronoun” (lit. “the Lord my and the God my). That construction is used many times when two different things are being referred to (cf. Matt. 12:47; Mark 3:33; Luke 8:20; John 4:12; and Acts 2:17). However, there are times when that construction is used when it is not clear that two separate things are being referred to, but the author may be simply amplifying the expression for emphasis (e.g., Acts 10:4; 1 Cor. 2:4; Phil. 4:7; 2 Tim. 4:1; Heb. 10:17; and Rev. 6:11). What is clear is that if Thomas had meant to call Jesus God, there is a much clearer way to say it in Greek than is in the Greek text of John 20:28 and that is good evidence that he did not mean to call Jesus, “God” in a Trinitarian sense of the word.
We have to remember that Thomas’ statement occurred in a moment of surprise and even perhaps shock. Only eight days earlier, Thomas had vehemently denied Jesus’ resurrection even though all the other apostles and disciples, including the women, emphatically stated that they had seen Jesus alive. But Thomas said, “Unless I see in his hands the mark of the nails, and put my hand into his side, I will not ever believe” (John 20:25). But eight days later Jesus appeared in the locked room and stood before Thomas and said, “Reach your finger here, and see my hands, and reach your hand here, and put it into my side, and do not be unbelieving, but believing!” (John 20:27). Thomas could no longer deny that Jesus was alive and that God had raised him from the dead. Thomas saw that what Jesus had said was true. The Father had worked in Jesus and raised him from the dead. Thomas, looking at the living Jesus, saw both Jesus and the God who raised him from the dead.
It was only a couple weeks before, at the Last Supper, that Philip asked Jesus, “Lord, show us the Father” (John 14:8). Jesus responded, “Whoever has seen me has seen the Father” (John 14:9). Then Jesus went on to say, “The words that I am saying to you I am not speaking from myself, but the Father living in union with me does his works” (John 14:10). In other words, when you saw Jesus, you saw him and the Father.
Jesus had taught many different times that he would be killed and then raised from the dead. He taught about it right after the disciples recognized him as the Christ (Matt. 16:21; Mark 8:31, 32; Luke 9:22). Then he taught about it again immediately after the Transfiguration (Matt. 17:9-12; Mark 9:9-13); and again when he was in Galilee shortly after the Transfiguration (Matt. 17:22, 23; Mark 9:31, 32; Luke 9:43-45), and again at the Feast of Tabernacles (John 8:21, 28); and again while he was going up to Jerusalem for the Passover (Matt. 20:17-19; Mark 10:32-34; Luke 18:31-34); and again when he was in Jerusalem for the Passover (Matt. 26:2; cf. John 12:7). Despite Jesus’ seemingly clear teaching about it, however, the apostles did not understand what he meant (Luke 18:34), and after the crucifixion, Thomas outright denied that Jesus was raised from the dead.
When Thomas saw the resurrected Christ, he became immediately convinced that Jesus was raised from the dead. But did he suddenly have a revelation that Jesus was God? That would be totally outside of Thomas’ knowledge and belief. Jesus had never claimed to be God (despite Trinitarian claims that he had), and in fact quite the opposite. From the cross he called out to the Father, “My God, My God” (Matt. 27:46); then after his resurrection he still called God, “my God” (John 20:17).
Jesus said that the Father was the only true God (John 17:3). He also said that he was sent by God; sent by the Father, and in fact, he repeated that so often that it would be quite impossible for the apostles to miss it (John 5:23, 30, 36, 37; 6:29, 44, 57; 8:16, 18, 42; 10:36; 12:49; 14:24; 17:3, 21; 20:21). Jesus continued along that same line of thinking, saying many times that his works, his teachings, and even what he said was not his own but came from the Father (e.g., John 5:19, 30; 6:38; 7:16; 8:16, 28, 29; 12:49, 50; 14:24). This was what the apostles expected of the Messiah—that he would constantly do God’s will. They—along with the Jewish religion they were raised in—never expected the Messiah to be God. In contrast to Jesus, who did not act on his own, the Bible states many times that Yahweh alone is God and that He acts on His own (e.g., Deut. 32:12, 39; 2 Sam. 22:32; 2 Kings 19:15, 19; Neh. 9:6; Job 9:8; Ps. 72:18; 136:1-4; Isa. 37:16; 44:6-8; 45:18, 21; Matt. 24:36; Mark 12:29). It seems incongruous that Jesus could be God but not speak, teach, or work on his own, but Yahweh, God, could and did act on His own.
In the other places in the Bible where the apostles speak about the resurrection of Jesus, they do not declare, “This proves Jesus is God!” Rather, they declare that “God” raised the Lord Jesus from the dead” (Acts 2:24, 32; 3:15; 4:10, 5:30, 10:39-40, 13:30, 33, 37; Rom. 10:9; 1 Cor. 6:14; 15:15; Gal. 1:1; Col. 2:12; 1 Pet. 1:21). From all those examples we can safely conclude that the apostles, including Thomas, saw God at work in the resurrection of Jesus from the dead. The apostles understood Jesus’ resurrection to be an act of God, and a demonstration of His power (Eph. 1:19-20).
Jesus did not tell only the apostles that if they saw him they saw the Father, he told others that too. Just a few days before he was crucified, after his triumphal entry in Jerusalem (John 12:12-16), Jesus shouted out to the crowd there in Jerusalem, “Whoever believes in me does not believe in me only, but also in him who sent me. And whoever sees me sees him who sent me” (John 12:44-45). So even the crowds in Jerusalem had the opportunity to hear that seeing Jesus was seeing God in the sense that Jesus perfectly did the will of God.
Another important point is that upon seeing Jesus, Thomas did not say to him, “You are my Lord and my God.” But that is likely what we would expect if, in fact, Thomas thought Jesus was God. There is a close parallel of circumstances when Thomas and Nathanael saw Jesus: they had both been doubters. When Philip first told Nathanael that they had found the “one Moses wrote about,” i.e., the Messiah (John 1:45), Nathanael did not believe and said, “Can any good thing come out of Nazareth?” (John 1:46). Yet after meeting Jesus in person, Nathanael changed his mind completely and said, “Rabbi, you are the Son of God, you are King of Israel” (John 1:49). In contrast to Nathanael who said, “You are” the Son of God, Thomas did not use the phrase, “You are.” Jesus had been teaching that he was sent by God and doing the works of God, and after he was raised from the dead, any doubt about that was gone. In seeing Jesus, Thomas saw both Jesus and the God that sent him, empowered him, and raised him, and so Thomas said, “My Lord and my God.”
Another possible way to understand John 20:28 is to realize that in the Semitic languages, “God” can refer to things besides the Most High God. Any good Greek-English lexicon will give examples of the Greek word theos, often translated “God,” also referring to a pagan “god” or “goddess” (Acts 19:37), the Devil or a demon (2 Cor. 4:4), or of people who represent God in some way (John 10:34). The fact that Thomas called Jesus “God” does not mean he thought Jesus was part of the Triune God, but he did think of him as God’s highest representative and worthy to be called “god.”
To understand this interpretation of what Thomas said there is some background information that we must understand. For one thing, Thomas was almost certainly speaking Hebrew or Aramaic, and thus the flexibility of the word “God” in those languages will be covered in some detail below. It is also important to know that the early manuscripts of the Bible were written in all capital letters. That means that technically, both Elohim in Hebrew and Theos in Greek should always be translated “GOD,” in all capital letters. Since the biblical languages used the word “GOD” to refer to God, lesser divinities such as the Devil, angels, and demons, and also to rulers, judges, and people who represented God in some way, Bible readers are forced to use the context and scope of Scripture to determine whether the modern English translation should be “God,” “god,” or “gods.”
[For more on these different ways of understanding Elohim, see commentary on Heb. 1:8.]
The following few paragraphs are about the biblical, especially the Semitic, way of using the words for “God.” It is quite detailed, but in light of the huge Trinitarian bias to make Thomas say that Jesus is “God,” it seems necessary to quite fully show that in biblical language you could call someone Elohim or Theos without meaning they were the Most High God. It is helpful in understanding the Bible to know that the Hebrew word Elohim (“God”) is a plural form—Elohim is always plural. It is a uniplural noun like the English word “deer” or “fish,” and so it has to be translated according to the context and can mean “God,” “a god,” or “gods.” When we see the word “fish” we must determine from the context if it is singular or plural. In a sentence like, “Did you eat the fish?” there may not be enough context to determine whether the person ate one fish or more than one. This problem can occur in the Hebrew text as well, although we sometimes get help in the Hebrew from the accompanying verb.
Elohim is not the only uniplural noun in Hebrew. Two others are “water” and “heaven.”[footnoteRef:1647] Trinitarians assert that the reason Elohim is plural is that it refers to the plurality in the Trinity, but even if there was a Trinity, and we do not believe there is, that would not be likely. For one thing, God gave the Hebrew language to the Jews, so they should be the experts in their own language, and they have never believed Elohim referred to any plurality in God. Just as “water” and “heaven” are plural in part because they are so vast, Elohim seems to be plural because of the vastness and greatness of God. [1647:  Cf. E. Kautzsch, ed., Gesenius’ Hebrew Grammar, 244, 246.] 

The majority of the times Elohim occurs in the Bible, it refers to the true God. However, even a brief glance through a Hebrew concordance will show that many times it refers to false gods. Dozens of verses could be cited as examples, but a few are: “You must not have any other gods [Elohim] besides me” (Exod. 20:3); “You must not bow down to their gods [Elohim]” (Exod. 23:24); “Israel chose new gods [Elohim]” (Judg. 5:8); and, “[Solomon’s] wives turned away his heart after other gods [Elohim]” (1 Kings 11:4).
There are times when Elohim is used to refer to a specific pagan god: for example, Dagon (Judg. 16:23; 1 Sam. 5:7), Chemosh (Judg. 11:24), and Baal (1 Kings 18:24-27).
Elohim, “God,” can also refer to angels or other spirit beings. One example is Psalm 8:5, which says God made mankind a little lower than Elohim. Given the flexible meaning of Elohim, the verse could be saying that God made mankind a little lower than He Himself, or it could be saying that He made mankind a little lower than his representatives in the spirit world, i.e., angels. Thankfully, the interpretation is not in doubt because the verse is quoted in Hebrews 2:7, which says “angels,” letting us know that in Psalm 8:5, Elohim refers to God’s representatives, the angels. Thus Psalm 8:5 is an excellent example of how the New Testament clarifies our understanding of the Old Testament. Another example is Judges 13:22, where Manoah and his wife saw an angel, but exclaimed, “We have seen God [Elohim].” Their statement made perfect sense in the biblical culture because they saw God’s representative.
There are times when God’s representatives are called “God” (Elohim and even Yahweh!) when they represent God and speak on His behalf. This is referred to as “agency.” The essence of the principle of agency is: “a person’s agent is regarded as the person himself.[footnoteRef:1648]” The principle of agency is well-attested by scholars and occurs quite a few times in the Bible. For example, in Genesis 16:13, even though Hagar was speaking to an angel, she referred to him as Yahweh and El (God). In Genesis 31:11 an angel speaks to Jacob, but in Gen. 31:13 he says, “I am the God [El] of Bethel.” In Genesis 32:28, 30 it seems Jacob is wrestling with God [Elohim], but we learn from Hosea 12:3-4 that it was an angel representing God. Another example is that Exodus 13:21 says “Yahweh” went before Israel in the pillar of fire, but Exodus 14:19 and 23:20-23 let us know it was an angel, a representative of God. So “Yahweh” did go in front of Israel as represented by his angel protector. Similarly, if you read Judges 2:1-4, an angel speaks to the Israelites, but his speech is in the first person as if he were God Himself. [1648:  Werblowsky and Wigoder, The Encyclopedia of the Jewish Religion, 15.] 

Elohim, “God,” can also refer to human rulers, kings, prophets, and people who represent God in some way. Thus Exodus 21:6; 22:8-9, almost certainly refer to God’s representatives as Elohim, “God” (Exod. 22:28 likely does too. In those verses, the accompanying verb is plural, not singular, so the traditional teaching of the Rabbis, that the meaning is “judges,” which is also in the KJ21[footnoteRef:1649], is almost certainly correct). Psalm 82:1 is noteworthy because it uses Elohim twice; at the beginning of the verse to refer to the true God, and at the end of the verse to refer to rulers and people who represent him. The verse says, “Elohim [God] takes his stand in his own assembly. He judges in the midst of the Elohim [gods].” Furthermore, Ps. 82:6 says, “You are Elohim [gods], all of you are children of the Most High.” As sons of the Most High, these rulers are qualified to be called Elohim, [gods]. Psalm 97:7 also calls rulers Elohim. [1649:  21st Century King James Version] 

There are times when specific individuals are called Elohim, “God.” One example is Moses. In Exodus 7:1, God is speaking to Moses and says, “See, I have made thee God [Elohim] to Pharaoh” (Darby). Given the uniplural nature of Elohim, another translation is, “See, I have made you a god [Elohim] to Pharaoh” (BBE, KJV), but the fact is that Moses, who represents Elohim (“God”) can legitimately be called Elohim (“God”) in the biblical culture. Another example is when King Saul wanted to speak to the dead prophet Samuel and went to a woman who was a medium and necromancer (1 Sam. 28:7-15). When she conjured up “Samuel” (actually a demon impersonating Samuel), the woman said, “I see Elohim coming up from the ground” (1 Sam. 28:13). This is a good example of a person being called Elohim, and we could translate it “God” and understand the custom of God’s representatives being called “God,” or a more easily understood translation for the English reader is simply, “a god;” the woman saw “a god” coming up who she thought was Samuel.
Given the language of the time, and given that Jesus did represent the Father and have divine authority, for Thomas to refer to Jesus as “god” is certainly understandable. In contrast, to assert that Thomas said that Jesus was “God,” and thus 1/3 of a triune God, seems incredible. As was noted above, in biblical times it was common to call God’s representatives “God,” and the Old Testament contains quite a few examples, such as when Jacob wrestled with “God” and it is clear that he was actually wrestling with an angel (Hos. 12:4).
It is common to read commentaries that assert that Thomas shifted from the depths of unbelief to the height of faith and called Jesus his “God.” But on what basis would Thomas do that? The commentators point out John 1:1, that the Gospel says “the Word was God.” First, there is solid evidence it does not actually say that (see commentary on John 1:1). More to the point, however, the Gospel of John was not written until decades after Thomas spoke, and there is no evidence that Jesus ever taught the Trinity or that he was “fully human and fully God.” Quite the opposite. He called God, “the true God” (John 17:3); he said the Father was greater than he was (John 14:28); and he referred to the Father as his God both before and after his resurrection (Matt. 27:46; John 20:17). Also, when he did have chances to “correct” people’s understanding about him or to teach the Trinity, such as with the woman at the well (John 4), or the Pharisee who asked him about the first and great commandment (Mark 12), he did not teach about the Trinity or say that he was man but also God. Very importantly, the few verses in the Gospels where Jesus said something that Trinitarians use to show Jesus is God can all be interpreted in a non-Trinitarian way. There is just no evidence that people at the time of Jesus knew about the Trinity or that Jesus was fully God and fully man—there was no teaching about it.
There are many Trinitarian authorities who admit that there was no knowledge of Trinitarian doctrine at the time Thomas spoke. For example, if the disciples believed that Jesus was “God” in the sense that many Christians do, they would not have “all fled” just a few days before when he was arrested. The confession of the two disciples walking along the road to Emmaus demonstrated the thoughts of Jesus’ followers at the time. Speaking to the resurrected Christ, whom they mistook as just a traveler, they talked about Jesus. They said Jesus “was a prophet mighty in deed and word before God…and [they] crucified him. But we were hoping that he was the one who was about to redeem Israel” (Luke 24:19-21). The disciples thought Jesus was the Messiah, a “prophet,” and the Son of God, but not God Himself.
Even in realizing that Jesus was the Christ, they knew that according to the Old Testament prophecies, the Christ, the anointed of God, was to be a man: he was to be an offspring of Eve (Gen. 3:15) and through the line of Abraham and David, and “God” did not fit that description. He was to be anointed with holy spirit by God as foretold in Isaiah 61:1, a verse Jesus quoted about himself (Luke 4:18); whereas God does not need to be anointed with holy spirit. The Messiah was to be “one of their own” (Jer. 30:21), not God. We know how hard Jesus worked to teach the disciples that he would die and be resurrected—how many different times he taught it—and the disciples never did “get it.” Are we to believe that somehow Jesus taught the Trinity, something that went against everything the disciples were taught and believed, but there is no mention of Jesus ever teaching it anywhere, and yet the disciples somehow “got” that teaching? That seems too incredible to believe. There is no evidence from the gospel accounts that Jesus’ disciples believed him to be God, and Thomas, upon seeing the resurrected Christ, was not birthing a new theology in a moment of surprise.
Besides the biblical use of the words for “God” being used for God’s representatives, there is a contributing cultural reason Thomas may have used the word “god” to refer to Jesus when Jesus appeared to him. In the Greco-Roman culture it was becoming customary to refer to the emperor as “god,” but usually only after he was dead. So, for example, after Julius Caesar was murdered in 44 BC, the Roman senate voted that he was a god. Elevating great people into the ranks of the gods is a process scholars refer to as “deification.” If dead Roman emperors were “gods,” it is reasonable that Thomas, knowing Jesus had been dead but now seeing him alive, referred to him as “god.”
The context of the verse shows that its subject is the fact that Jesus was alive. Only three verses earlier, Thomas had ignored the eyewitness testimony of the other apostles when they told him they had seen the Lord. The resurrection of Christ was such a disputed doctrine that Thomas did not believe it (the other apostles had not either), and thus Jesus’ death would have caused Thomas to doubt that Jesus was who he said he was—the Messiah. Thomas believed Jesus was dead. Thus, he was shocked and astonished when he saw—and was confronted by— Jesus himself. Thomas, upon being confronted by the living Christ, instantly believed in the resurrection, i.e., that God had raised the man Jesus from the dead, and, given the standard use of “God” in the culture as one with God’s authority, it certainly makes sense that Thomas would proclaim, “My Lord and my god.” There is no mention of the Trinity in the context, and there is no reason to believe that the disciples would have even been aware of such a doctrine. Thomas spoke what he would have known: that the man Jesus who he thought was dead was alive and had divine authority.
[For more information on this verse and further references, see Graeser, Lynn, Schoenheit, One God & One Lord: Reconsidering the Cornerstone of the Christian Faith.]
Joh 20:31
“will have life.” The verb “have” is in the subjunctive mood, thus many versions have “may” have life, but the Greek conjunction hina (#2443 ἵνα) that started the phrase is the reason the verb is subjunctive, and therefore we must get the sense of the verb from the context. In this case, what is written in the Word of God is written so that we will have life if we believe, not that we “may” have it.[footnoteRef:1650] [1650:  Cf. A. Nyland, The Source New Testament, 199.] 

“life.” This refers to “everlasting life”. See commentary on Luke 10:28.
“name.” See commentary on 1 John 3:23, “on the name of his son Jesus Christ.”
 
John Chapter 21
Joh 21:1
“After these things Jesus revealed himself again to the disciples…” After appearing to the disciples as a group on Sunday, Nisan 25, Jesus appeared to the apostles on the Sea of Galilee. The trip to Galilee usually took three days, so this meeting could have been close to Nisan 28, but judging by the fact that Peter started fishing again, it was likely a while after that. It seems likely that after Jesus appeared to the group of disciples a second time and then them leaving for Galilee, that Peter would have waited a while for the Lord to show up. However, when that did not happen as quickly as he expected, and not being sure of what to do, he went back to fishing.
We should remember that the general populace did not yet believe Jesus had been raised from the dead, so most of the apostles’ source of money had dried up. Peter, therefore, took the lead and said he was going fishing, the job he knew. However, Jesus appeared to them, which was the third time Jesus appeared to all the apostles at one time. The first time was the Sunday after his crucifixion (John 20:19-24), and Thomas was not there at the time. The second was the following Sunday, and this time all the apostles, including Thomas, were there (John 20:26-29). Jesus’ meeting the apostles on the Sea of Galilee is the third time he appeared to all of them together (John 21:14) and got them refocused on ministry.
Joh 21:2
“the sons of Zebedee.” That is, James and John.
“and two more of his disciples.” That makes seven who were together in Galilee.
Joh 21:3
“I am going fishing.” Jesus appeared to the apostles on the Sea of Galilee. The apostles had finally obeyed and went to Galilee, but seemed unsure of what to do once they got there. With their presumption that Jesus was dead, and the general populace not yet believing that he had been raised from the dead, it seems most of their source of money had dried up. Peter took the lead and said he was going fishing, the job he knew. Jesus appeared to them and got them refocused on ministry.
Joh 21:7
“that disciple whom Jesus loved.” The disciple whom Jesus loved, and the author of the Gospel of John, is John (see commentary on John 21:20).
“he tied his outer garment around him (because he had taken it off).” There are a couple of points of custom that make this verse much clearer than it reads in English. The first is that although the Greek text uses a word that is normally translated “naked” (the REV has “had taken it off”), this does not mean that Peter was fishing in the nude, that is, without any clothing at all. First, no orthodox Jew would do that in front of others except under very adverse conditions, and second, no orthodox Jew would do that where he could be seen by women (and he was married), and since they were fishing only about 100 yards from shore anyone could have seen him (John 21:8).
So the text is indicating that Peter was wearing only his undergarment to fish in, and when he knew it was Jesus on the shore, he took his outer garment and put it on and tied it with a belt around his waist to free up his legs more, and then jumped in the lake and swam to Jesus. Although the Greek text leaves out details, Peter would not have tried to tie his outer garment around his waist as if it were a huge belt; it simply would not have tied well. When he “tied his outer garment around him,” it would have been in the regular way: he would have put it on and then tied it tight to his body with a belt or sash to keep it firmly in place.
“and jumped into the lake.” The Greek text is more literally that Peter “threw himself” into the lake than he “jumped” into the lake. However, the Greek just implies something that Peter did quickly, whereas the English phrase “threw himself” into the lake implies more of a reckless abandon than the Greek text conveys. What Peter did was to quickly jump from the boat into the lake (the “Sea of Galilee” is a small lake) and then swim to Jesus. It is also worth noting that this event would almost certainly have occurred in the month of April or early May, and at that time of year the lake, which is fed in part by the melting snows on Mount Hermon, is quite cold.
The “sea” of Galilee is actually quite a small lake, only 7 miles (11.2 km) across and 12 miles (19.3 km) long, and the entire lake can be seen from the escarpments on both the east and west sides. The Greek word thalassa (#2281 θάλασσα), lake, sea, or ocean, does not really refer to the size of the body of water, and thus has to be translated into English as “lake,” “sea,” or “ocean” by knowing the body of water that is being referred to (see commentary on Matt. 4:18).
Joh 21:14
“from among the dead.”[footnoteRef:1651] See commentary on Romans 4:24. [1651:  Cf. Wuest, New Testament, “out from among the dead,” 266.] 

Joh 21:15
“do you love me more than these?” Jesus was asking Peter if he loved Jesus more than he loved fishing. Jesus was asking Peter if he would leave the security of his fishing trade to go into ministry full-time. Some people think that Jesus was asking Peter if he loved Jesus more than the other disciples did. That is not the case. First, that is the kind of question that fosters division between people. It leads to a proud, braggart position of the heart and sometimes then even gets manifested among the people. Jesus never fostered division among the apostles. Second, the extent to which someone loves the Lord is a matter of the heart. We cannot look at other Christians and tell whether we love Jesus more than they do. Jesus knew this, and would never ask Peter to evaluate the love that the other apostles had for him. Third, the context makes it clear what Jesus was asking Peter to do: give up fishing and take on full-time ministry, because three times Jesus asked Peter to feed his sheep, i.e., the people. The “these” that Jesus referred to, and probably looked at or pointed to, were all the fish that were there, which had been dragged onto the shore by the other disciples (John 21:8).
Still more evidence comes from the fact that as Jesus walked off with Peter, John followed. But when Peter asked Jesus about John, Jesus basically told Peter that was none of his business. It would be incongruous for Jesus to ask Peter if he loved Jesus more than the other disciples but then only minutes later tell Peter that what the others were to do was none of his business. We can conclude that Jesus asked Peter, “Do you love me more than fish and fishing?”
“I am your friend.” This is the best English translation of the Greek text that keeps the intended meaning. To understand this verse, and the ones that follow, it is important to understand the difference between agapē love and phileō love.
There are four Greek words for love that are important for Christians to understand. They are agapē, philos, storgē, and erōs. Three of them appear in the Bible. If we are going to understand the Bible and the biblical world, it is important that we understand what these four words mean and how they differ.
The Greek word that refers to the love of God is agapē (the verb form is agapaō [#25 ἀγαπάω], the noun form is agapē [#26 ἀγάπη]). Agapē love is the very nature of God, for God is love (1 John 4:7-12, 16). The big key to understanding agapē is to realize that it can be known from the action it prompts. In fact, we sometimes speak of the “action model” of agapē love. People today are accustomed to thinking of love as a feeling, but that is not necessarily the case with agapē love. Agapē is love because of what it does, not because of how it feels.
God so “loved” (agapē) that He gave His Son. It did not feel good to God to do that, but it was the loving thing to do. Christ so loved (agapē) that he gave his life. He did not want to die, but he loved, so he did what God required. A mother who loves a sick baby will stay up all night long caring for it, which is not something she wants to do, but is a true act of agapē love. Agapē love is not simply an impulse generated from feelings. Rather, agapē love is an exercise of the will, a deliberate choice. This is why God can command us to love our enemies (Matt. 5:44; Exod. 23:1-5). He is not commanding us to “have a good feeling” for our enemies, but to act in a loving way toward them. In fact, Luke 6:27 says to love our enemies and then tells us how to love them, which is by doing good to them: “love your enemies, do good to those who hate you.”
Agapē love is related to obedience and commitment, and not necessarily feeling and emotion. “Loving” someone is to obey God on another’s behalf, seeking his or her long-term blessing and profit. The way to know that we love (agapē) God is that we keep His commandments. Jesus said, “Whoever has my commandments, and keeps them, that is the one who loves me” (John 14:21). There are Christians who say they love God, but their lifestyle is contrary to the will of God. These people mistake their feelings of affection for God for true agapē love. Jesus made this clear: “Whoever does not love me does not keep my words” (John 14:24). Love, agapē, is the distinctive character of the Christian life in relation to other Christians and to all humanity. The “loving” thing to do may not always be easy, and true love is not “mushy sentimentalism.” There is often a cost to genuine love. For example, asking someone to leave your Christian fellowship because they persist in flagrant sin is loving, but never easy (1 Cor. 5:1-5). That agapē love involves doing the right and responsible thing does not mean that it cannot have feelings attached to it, and the ideal situation occurs when the loving thing to do also is what we want to do. Christians are to be known for their love toward one another (John 13:35).
Phileō, which is translated as “love” in many English versions, is different from agapaō love (philos is the noun form (#5384 φίλος), and phileō, (#5368 φιλέω) is the verb form of the root word.) Phileō means “to have a special interest in someone or something, frequently with focus on close association; have affection for, like, consider someone a friend.”[footnoteRef:1652] It would probably be helpful if phileō were never translated as “love” in the New Testament because it refers to a strong liking or a strong friendship. Of course, we see how phileō gets translated “love,” because in modern culture we use the word “love” to describe things that we strongly like. So, for example, we say, “I love ice cream” or “I love my car” when we actually only “strongly like” them. The word phileō implies a strong emotional connection, and thus is used of the deep friendship between friends, and is used of the way people “really like” things, or get mentally attached to them. Thus, you can agapē your enemies, but you cannot phileō them. While agapē love does not have to have good feelings associated with it (as in “love your enemies”), phileō love has the strong emotion of friendship associated with it. [1652:  BDAG, s.v. “φιλέω.”] 

The difference between agapē and phileō becomes very important in John 21, but unfortunately, it is obscured in most English translations. After being raised from the dead, Jesus met Peter. Here is the short version of what they said to each other.
Jesus: Simon…do you love (agapē) me more than these [fish]?
Peter: Yes, Lord; you know that I love (phileō) you.
Jesus: Simon…do you love (agapē) me?
Peter: Yes, Lord, you know that I love (phileō) you.
Jesus: Simon…do you love (phileō) me?
Peter: [Grieved] “Lord, you know that I love (phileō) you.”
Why did Jesus use agapē and Peter use phileō? Jesus was asking Peter if he loved him with the love of God, a love that may require sacrifice and doing what you feel obligated to do but may not want to do. After all, Jesus had just gone through something he did not want to do but did anyway because of his agapē love. In contrast, Peter avoided possible torture by denying Jesus. Thus, Jesus twice asked Peter, “Do you agapē me?” In other words, “Are you willing to do things for my sake that you do not want to do?” Peter, on the other hand, still felt the sting of having denied Jesus, and was hopeful that their friendship was intact. Peter wondered if Jesus held Peter’s denial against him. Would Jesus still treat Peter as a close friend? Peter was not sure where he stood with Jesus, so he was trying to let Jesus know that he was still a true friend, and had phileō love for Jesus.
The third time Jesus spoke to Peter, he came to Peter’s level and asked if Peter were indeed a true friend (phileō), which grieved Peter. Nevertheless, it was important, because Jesus knew what Peter did not know—that Jesus would ascend into heaven, and Peter and the others would be left to carry out his work on earth, which would require that they do things they did not want to, even, as it turned out, die as a martyr.
The third Greek word for “love,” which refers to sexual love or passionate love is erōs, and we get English words such as “erotic.” When Erōs was used as a proper noun, it referred to the Greek god of love. The Greek word erōs does not appear in the Bible, so we will only just mention it here, but it has had such an impact on English and our view of sexual love that it is important to mention. Sexual attraction and passion (erōs) involve strong emotions.
The fourth Greek word we need to understand is storgē, which is the love and affection that naturally occurs between parents and children, can exist between siblings, and can also exist between husbands and wives in a good marriage. The intense emotional attraction and love that a parent has for a child is so strong and spontaneous that the Greeks recognized it as a different kind of love from agapē, phileō, and erōs, and they called it storgē, a love for family (see Rom. 12:10).
[For more on storgē see commentary on Rom. 12:10.]
If one is going to have a wonderful Christian life, be obedient to the voice of God, and have rich fellowship with other Christians, he or she will need to exercise all three kinds of love that are in the Bible. We need agapē love because some of the things that God requires of us are not fun or easy, but need to be done. We need to have phileō love because we need true friends to stand with us, people who are emotionally connected to us and with whom we can share our deepest thoughts and feelings. Lastly, we Christians need to have storgē love between us, a deep family affection that comforts us and helps us feel connected to all our spiritual family.
“Feed my lambs.” John 21:15-17 is a threefold confrontation between Jesus and Peter, in which just as Peter had a threefold denial of Christ, now Jesus gives Peter a threefold chance to reaffirm his relationship with Christ and receive a threefold guidance for Peter’s ministry. It is important to note that in this threefold confrontation between Jesus and Peter, at the end of each confrontation Jesus gives Peter a different command, and each one is important.
The first direction Jesus gives Peter is “Feed my lambs” (John 21:15). Taking good care of the new and inexperienced believers is vital for the Christian Faith and ensures a strong Christian flock in the future. Also, it demonstrates the heart of Christianity, which is to care for the young, old, weak, and disadvantaged.
At the end of the second confrontation, Jesus tells Peter to “shepherd my sheep” (John 21:16). In contrast to the lambs, the sheep are experienced believers, but they still need guidance and direction, and they need to be protected from wolves and other enemies (i.e., false teachers, false doctrines, and harmful pathways in life). Many times experienced believers get lost in the weeds of life, and a called and experienced shepherd is important to provide both personal counsel and direction and also direction and guidance for the group under his or her care. Jesus’ charge to Peter to “shepherd my sheep” is specific and important direction to leaders in the Body of Christ.
At the end of the third confrontation, Jesus tells Peter to “feed my sheep” (John 21:17). Although feeding the sheep is somewhat related to “shepherding” the sheep, there is an important difference. While shepherding involves more guidance, care, and protection, “feeding” is more directly related to ensuring that the sheep have the proper food they need to grow, mature, and become strong and healthy. Without proper nourishment for growth, sheep can become stuck in a kind of no-man's-land—more knowledgeable than lambs but not strong and mature enough to know and fulfill their own ministry. The knowledgeable shepherd knows that every person has an important task to fulfill for the Lord, a personal ministry, and so the shepherd works hard to get each person the food that he or she needs to become strong and fulfill that task. While lambs need the “milk of the Word” (1 Pet. 2:2) the sheep need “solid food” (Heb. 5:12-14). The diligent pastor has “the goal of building up the body of Christ until we all attain to the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, growing into a mature person, attaining to the measure of the full stature of Christ” (Eph. 4:12-13). Also, as the sheep mature they should become less dependent on the shepherd doing all the work and they themselves should become “pastor-helpers,” helping support the pastor in his work.
Another important point in what Jesus said to Peter was that it is clear that the flock belongs to Jesus, not to the pastor or caretaker. Jesus said, “Feed MY lambs,” “shepherd MY sheep,” and “feed MY sheep.” The people are under the care of an earthly pastor, but they are Christ’s sheep, not the pastor’s, and leaders and pastors must never forget that and become overly possessive of the people.
[For more on the three denial events of Peter, see commentary on Matt. 26:70.]
Joh 21:16
“love…I am your friend.” See commentary on John 21:15.
Joh 21:17
“are you my friend…are you my friend…I am your friend.” See commentary on John 21:15.
“Lord, you know all things.” It has been claimed by some teachers that in John 21:17 Peter is stating that Jesus is omniscient. However, there are good biblical reasons to not understand Peter’s statement that way, but rather that he was saying “You know enough about me to know that I am your friend.” First, we know that Jesus did not know “all things” because he grew in wisdom (Luke 2:52) and did not know the hour of his return (Mark 13:32). If there is even one thing Jesus did not know, which is true, then he was not omniscient.
More to the point, however, is that the phrase “all things” is used in Scripture multiple times and usually does not carry the meaning of “all knowledge in existence.” For example, Ephesians 6:21 reads, “Tychicus, the beloved brother and faithful minister in the Lord, will make known to you all things so that you also will know the things that are happening with me and how I am doing.” In this case, “all things” refers to the things about Paul that were important for the believers in Ephesus to know.
1 John 2:27 says that the “anointing” (likely referring to the gift of holy spirit) teaches them “about all things.” But we know that the Christians do not know “everything,” nor could they even learn “about all things.” The context is the antichrists that are in the world and the Christians knowing all that they need to know to stay faithful and not be deceived by falsehoods.
At the Last Supper, Jesus told the apostles that the spirit would “teach you all things” (John 14:26). Clearly, Jesus was not saying that the apostles would become omniscient. He was saying that the spirit would teach them what they needed to know in any given situation. That is the same way that Peter used “all things” in John 21:17.
In looking at the examples cited above, the phrase “all things” is referring to “all the things appropriate in the given context,” or “many,” or sometimes even “most” of the things, but not literally “all things” in an unlimited sense. In fact, the word “all” very rarely means “all” in an unlimited sense. “All” is usually either limited by what it is modifying, such as “all the disciples” (meaning the disciples there, not every disciple in the world), or it is limited by context and common sense. Thus, when 2 Samuel 16:22 says that Absalom had sex with David’s concubines “before the eyes of all Israel,” it does not literally mean “all” Israel, but all the Israelites who were in Jerusalem and who could physically see the palace roof, and furthermore that no one was purposely prevented from watching if they could do so.
It is common for the word “all” to refer to a limited amount, and there are dozens of examples of “all” being used in a limited sense in the Bible. For example:
Psalm 22:7: “All those who see me mock me.” But the psalmist was not mocked by “all.” It is clear even in the psalm itself that not everyone mocked him, even if he felt like the greater part did.
Psalm 118:10: “All the nations surrounded me...” All the nations of the world did not surround the psalmist even if some people from many different nations did.
Hosea 7:4: “They [the people of Israel] are all adulterers.” Even if many people in Israel committed physical and spiritual adultery, not all of them did. The Bible mentions a number of righteous people who lived during Hosea’s time.
Matthew 3:5: “Then Jerusalem and all Judea and the whole region around the Jordan were going out to him [to John to be baptized].” There were many people who went to John to be baptized, but certainly not “all Judea” and “all the regions around the Jordan.”
John 10:8: Jesus said, “All who came before me are thieves and robbers, but the sheep did not listen to them.” It is clear that not “all” who came before Jesus were thieves and robbers. Even if there were many false prophets and teachers, Jesus certainly did not mean that Moses and the prophets and prophetesses of God in the Old Testament were “thieves and robbers.”
Mark 13:23: “But be on guard; I have told you everything beforehand.” Jesus had not told them all knowledge in the universe, but all of the warning signs they needed to know.
To understand John 21:15-17, we need to understand the different ways “all” is used and examine the context of what Peter said so that we can grasp what Peter meant. Jesus had repeatedly asked Peter, “do you love me.” By the third time Jesus asked it, Peter, having already answered “yes” twice, was exasperated, and basically said, “you know all things, you know that I love you.” Peter was not trying to affirm some spiritual truth about Jesus being omniscient, he was working hard to make the point that Jesus knew everything he needed to know to conclude that Peter really loved him.
So, given the evidence that Jesus was fully human and not God, and that Jesus clearly stated that there were things he did not know, and that Peter said what he did because Jesus knew him and knew of his love for him, we can conclude that what Peter meant when he said to Jesus, “you know all things,” was, “you know all the things about me you need to know; you know that I love you.”
Joh 21:20
“the disciple whom Jesus loved.” There is a long-standing debate about the identity of “the disciple whom Jesus loved.” All the references to the disciple whom Jesus loved are in the book of John (John 13:23, John 19:26, John 20:2 and John 21:7, John 21:20), and John uses both the Greek words agapaō and phileō to express the love Jesus had for that disciple (for more on the Greek words for love, see commentary on John 21:15). Although the Gospel of John does not specifically identify its author, and “the disciple whom Jesus loved” is nowhere explicitly named in Scripture, there are convincing reasons to believe it refers to the apostle John.
· The early Christians recognized John as the author of the Gospel and “the disciple whom Jesus loved.” For example, Irenaeus (c. AD 130-203), Clement of Alexandria (c. AD 150-211), Tertullian (AD 155-222), St. Theophilus, Bishop of Antioch (c. AD 185), and Origin (AD 185-253), say the apostle John wrote the Gospel of John. Furthermore, Irenaeus, Clement of Alexandria, Tertullian, and Origin all identified John as the author of 1 John, and conservative scholars conclude that the same person wrote the Gospel of John and the Epistles of John. The fact that John likely lived to at least the mid-90s AD, and may have even lived to see AD 100, makes the testimony of these early Church Fathers quite authoritative.
· The author of the Gospel of John is similar to the author of the three Epistles of John in the sense that he is unnamed, and much content in the books is similar, adding credence to the fact that the same man wrote all four books. The fact that the author is unnamed, but simply called “the disciple who Jesus loved,” is not a mistake, but places more emphasis on the content of the books than on the writer of the books.
· Not only does the Gospel of John not name John as the writer, but the introduction to the Gospel of John in the NIV Study Bible correctly points out that the apostle John “is not mentioned by name in this Gospel—which would be natural if he wrote it, but hard to explain otherwise.” That the apostle John is not once specifically mentioned by name in the Gospel of John is indeed “hard to explain,” unless he is there but referred to as “the disciple whom Jesus loved.” Given that identification, John shows up everywhere we would expect him to be: at the Last Supper, at the crucifixion, taking care of Jesus’ mother Mary, at the empty tomb, on a fishing boat with Peter, and following behind Jesus and Peter while walking in Galilee. That John is the disciple whom Jesus loved then also explains why only the Gospel of John mentions that disciple. Other writers mention John by name (Matthew, Mark, Luke, and Paul), but John does not mention himself by name in the Gospel or Epistles of John.
· It is fitting that John would call himself the disciple who Jesus loved because John writes a lot about love. For example, there are more than 40 references to love in the Gospel of John and more than 25 references to love in the Epistles of John even though they only total seven chapters.
· Peter, James, and John were the three closest disciples to Jesus, which is consistent with John being called the disciple who Jesus loved. But it could not have been Peter, because Peter and the disciple who Jesus loved are seen together (John 20:2; 21:7).
· The writer of the Gospel of John was intimately familiar with all phases of Jesus’ ministry; what he did in Galilee, in Samaria, and in Jerusalem. Furthermore, he did more than write about them, he “testified” about them (John 21:24), and that agrees with what the author of 1 John said about seeing with his own eyes, touching with his hands, and thus that as an eyewitness he testified to those things (1 John 1:1-2). Thus the way the Bible writes about the disciple Jesus loved indicates he did not just “learn” about Jesus and what he did, but was an eyewitness of Jesus’ life.
· John 13:23 and John 21:20 show that the disciple who Jesus loved was at the Last Supper, at which Jesus ate with the twelve apostles (Matt. 26:20; Mark 14:17; Luke 22:14). There is no indication that any other guests were there. The wording of the records of the Last Supper supports that only Jesus and the apostles were there (cf. Luke 22:14). No guests are mentioned in any of the four Gospels, and when Jesus washed the feet of the disciples there, it would have been natural for those disciples to be the twelve who had been chosen to be apostles and had traveled with him.
· Peter and John were both fishermen from Galilee, not from Jerusalem, so it makes sense that they would stay together when they came to Jerusalem, and Peter was with the disciple that Jesus loved when Mary Magdalene came and told them the body of Jesus was not in the grave. In contrast, Lazarus lived in Bethany (John 11:1; 12:1), just over the crest of the Mount of Olives to the east, and he would not have had separate housing in Jerusalem but would have stayed in his own house.
· When Jesus was on the cross, he asked the disciple whom he loved to take his mother Mary home with him (John 19:26-27). It would make sense that Jesus would entrust his mother to one of his disciples because Jesus’ brothers did not believe in him (John 7:5). The fact that that record in John 19:26-27 refers to the disciple Jesus loved as a “he” shows us that disciple was a man. Besides Jesus, Mary had four other sons and at least two daughters (Matt. 13:55-56; Mark 6:3), and Jesus would have wanted his mother to be close to her children and family, who lived in Galilee around Capernaum. Jesus and his family had apparently made their home in Capernaum after Jesus was nearly killed in Nazareth (Luke 4:28-31). The apostle John was also from around Capernaum (Matt. 4:21-22; Mark 1:19-20; Luke 5:10) and John came from a fairly prosperous family (Zebedee, John’s father, owned his own boat or boats). So Mary being with John would mean she would be with a disciple who had the means to take care of her, yet lived close to her family. In contrast, Lazarus lived in Bethany, and it is likely that Mary would not have visited Galilee much if at all, and often women did not make the yearly trips to Jerusalem for the feasts (the Law of Moses only required the men to go to the feasts), so Mary may not have seen her female relatives much at all if she lived in Bethany.
· After Jesus was resurrected, he was not with the apostles all the time, and some of them returned to fishing for a short while. Peter and the disciple whom Jesus loved were on the same ship fishing when Jesus appeared on the shore (John 21:7). The text names the people who were fishing together: Simon Peter, Thomas (called Didymus), Nathanael of Cana in Galilee, the sons of Zebedee (that is, James and John), and two more disciples. Although the text does not name the two other disciples, they were likely apostles who stuck together with Peter, James, and John, because the eleven apostles were all from Galilee (Acts 1:11). It makes sense that the disciple fishing with Peter would have been John because they had been business partners before being called by Jesus (Luke 5:10) and no doubt had developed a close friendship. In contrast, Lazarus had never been a fishing partner with Peter, he lived in Bethany in Judah.
· At the close of the Gospel of John, Jesus made an unusual comment about the disciple whom he loved, which points to that disciple being John. That disciple was following Jesus and Peter (John 21:20), which fits with the fact that John was often included along with Peter and James while the rest of the apostles were left behind (Mark 5:37; 9:2; 14:33). But then Jesus made an unusual statement about that particular disciple and said, “If I want him to remain until I come, what is that to you?” Jesus’ other disciples took Jesus’ statement to mean that the disciple Jesus loved would not die before Jesus returned (John 21:22-23). Although John did eventually die, church historians say that John outlived all the rest of the apostles, and so he is appropriately referred to as “the Elder” in the Epistles of 1 John and 3 John. He apparently lived until after AD 90, and in fact might have lived to see AD 100, which we know in part because he was alive and specifically referred to as “John” in the book of Revelation (Rev. 1:1, 4, 9), which was the last book of the Bible to be written. So John’s life fits with Jesus indicating that John would live a long time. We have no idea how long Lazarus lived, but most men did not live nearly as long as John did.
· John 21:24 says, “This is the disciple who is testifying about these things, and wrote these things, and we know that his testimony is true.” Some scholars point out that the close of John may have been written by someone other than the one who penned the rest of the Gospel of John, but that is speculation; there is no solid evidence for that. In fact, the evidence is that the one who “is testifying” is the one who experienced firsthand the events portrayed in the Gospel. For example, John 21:24 is very close in content to John 19:35, tying the author of the conclusion of John with the author of the body of the Gospel.[footnoteRef:1653] D. A. Carson writes about “the Evangelist [John], whom the next verse identifies as the beloved disciple,” and says, “Many scholars treat vv. 24 and 25 as coming from a different source or sources than the rest of ch[apter] 21 …But verse 24 is better seen as part of the answer to Peter’s question in v. 21, “Lord what about him?” …All the disciples live under the commission of 20:21. …That means verse 24 has to be read as part of vv. 20-23 and v. 20 establishes that the beloved disciple is none other than the beloved disciple who appears throughout the fourth Gospel.[footnoteRef:1654] [1653:  Cf. E. W. Bullinger, The Companion Bible, text note on John 21:25.]  [1654:  D. A. Carson, The Gospel According to John [PNTC].] 

Although other people have been suggested as being the disciple whom Jesus loved, historically four of them have gotten serious attention, and they are Mary Magdalene, Lazarus, the apostle Thomas, and the apostle James.
Mary Magdalene is not the disciple whom Jesus loved for a number of reasons, the most obvious of which is that the disciple whom Jesus loved was a man (John 19:26-27). Beyond that, Mary Magdalene would not have been at the Last Supper, would not have been on the fishing boat with Peter, and because of the position of women in the culture, would not generally have been one who was “testifying” and writing about Jesus’ ministry, especially when she would have seen so little of it firsthand.
Lazarus has been suggested as the disciple whom Jesus loved because Martha and Mary called him Jesus’ friend (John 11:3). However, Lazarus is also an unlikely candidate for a number of reasons. For example, he would not likely have been at the Last Supper, which apparently was for the apostles (Matt. 26:20; Mark 14:17; Luke 22:14). Also, he and his family were from Bethany near Jerusalem (John 11:1), and he would have had a job and responsibilities there, so it is extremely unlikely he would have been fishing with Peter on the Sea of Galilee after Jesus’ resurrection. It is also unlikely that Jesus would entrust the care of his mother to someone who was such a long distance from her family in the Galilee. Also, Lazarus is only mentioned in Scripture in John 11 and 12 and thus is never said to be with Jesus except for the few times when Jesus was in the Jerusalem area. This does not fit with the fact that the disciple Jesus loved is an eyewitness of the events of Jesus’ ministry, and it also seems to be out of harmony with Jesus’ statement about the disciple he loved living a long time since Lazarus is not mentioned after John 12 which is even earlier than the crucifixion.
The apostle Thomas has been suggested as the disciple whom Jesus loved, mainly due to external evidence, but several factors weigh against that identification. None of the Church Fathers said Thomas was the disciple whom Jesus loved, and although there seems to be some external evidence from the School of Thomas in the East (which is the area where Thomas apparently went and was elevated in stature), the other external evidence that the beloved apostle was John is stronger. Thomas is mentioned so seldom in the Four Gospels—and there is no evidence that he was especially beloved by Jesus—that it is unlikely that anyone would recognize that Thomas was the disciple whom Jesus loved. Also, it seems unlikely that Thomas would be the beloved disciple but yet be so doubtful of the testimony of his fellow apostles and everyone else who had seen the risen Christ that he would adamantly state that he would not believe in the resurrection unless he personally met Jesus.
The apostle James has also been suggested as the disciple whom Jesus loved. Of all the possible contenders, James is the most likely candidate besides the apostle John. He was with Jesus from early in his ministry, he was a fisherman from around Capernaum, he was at the Last Supper, and he was very close to Jesus. Nevertheless, there are things that favor John over James for being the disciple whom Jesus loved. There is the testimony of early Christians—some only removed by several decades from the death of John—who say that John was the disciple whom Jesus loved, and none of them say James was. There is the fact that the apostle James died quite early in the history of the Church, in fact, the consensus among church historians is that James was the first apostle to die, being martyred by Herod Agrippa in AD 44 (Acts 12:1-2). So James did not live a long life, which does not fit with what Jesus said about the beloved disciple living a long life (John 21:22). Also, there is a continuity between the Gospel of John and the Epistles of John that indicates they were written by the same person, and the internal and external evidence that the apostle John wrote the Epistles of John is very strong. Also, and very important, is the close of the Gospel of John (John 21:20-25), which when read in a straightforward manner ties the disciple whom Jesus loved with the writer of the Gospel of John and is a major reason many conservative scholars believe John is the disciple whom Jesus loved.
In conclusion, although the Bible does not specifically say who the disciple whom Jesus loved was, there is enough evidence favoring the apostle John that we can be quite sure he is that beloved disciple. The noted scholar F. F. Bruce concurs and writes, “… if in fact none apart from the twelve was present with Jesus in the upper room, a process of elimination points to John the son of Zebedee as the disciple whom Jesus loved.”[footnoteRef:1655] [1655:  F. F. Bruce, The Gospel and Epistles of John, commentary note on John 13:23.] 

[For more technical information on the disciple whom Jesus loved, see Craig Keener, The Gospel of John, 81-139. Keener is the author of a two-volume, 1,635-page commentary on the Gospel of John, and he concludes that John is both the author of John and the disciple whom Jesus loved. Keener’s massive work is very helpful because he considers a huge number of factors and the writings of many scholars on the subject, giving one a wide scope of the topic.]
Joh 21:22
“If I want him to remain until I come.” In the 40 days between his resurrection and ascension, Jesus was talking to Peter about leading the people of God when they saw the disciple who Jesus loved, i.e., John, following them. Then Peter asked Jesus what John was going to do. That question made sense in the larger context of their training as apostles because Jesus almost always worked with Peter, James, and John as a core leadership team, so what Jesus assigned Peter might have seemed closely aligned with what John was assigned to do.
Jesus answered Peter, but his answer reveals that Jesus was teaching that his Second Coming was not very far off. Jesus’ answer to Peter does not make sense if Jesus knew he was not going to return for some 2,000 years. Jesus basically answered Peter saying, “What if I want him to remain alive until I come back?” But how could John possibly remain alive until Jesus returned if it was going to be many centuries away? To answer Peter the way he did, Jesus had to be thinking that he would come back shortly, in fact, while that very generation was still alive. Jesus’ answer makes perfect sense when we realize that Jesus did indeed think he was coming back very shortly.
Also, it is apparent that the disciples thought Jesus was coming back very shortly because the Bible says, “Because of this, the rumor spread among the brothers that this disciple would not die” (John 21:23). The only way the believers would have thought that John would not die until Jesus returned was if they thought that Jesus’ return was going to be very soon. That tells us that the disciples took what Jesus said about “this generation will not pass away,” and “there are some of those who are standing here who will absolutely not taste of death until they see the Kingdom of God come with power,” and other similar statements, at face value (cf. Matt. 10:23; 23:35; 24:34; 26:64; Luke 11:50, 51; John 4:23; 5:25; 12:31). The disciples thought Jesus was coming back as Lord and Judge within their lifetimes.
Jesus taught in many different contexts that his Second Coming and the Kingdom of God would come very quickly, but as it has turned out, God, for His own purposes, has delayed the Second Coming and it is still future.
[For more verses in which Jesus says that his return would be soon, see commentary on Matt. 16:28. For more information about the Eden-like Messianic Kingdom that will be on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
“what is that to you.” There is an important lesson in what Jesus told Peter, which was basically, be concerned for what you yourself are to do for God and do not be so concerned about what God wants other people to do. Many people waste their lives thinking about others and what they are or are not doing, when they should be focusing on what they themselves are supposed to be doing for God.
Joh 21:24
“This is the disciple.” John 21:24 is somewhat similar to John 19:35 in that it points to the truth of the Gospel so that people will read it and believe. When the text says, “This is the disciple who...wrote these things,” that is very good supporting evidence that John is the author of the Gospel of John and also the “disciple whom Jesus loved” (cf. John 21:20-24; the disciple whom Jesus loved was the same one who wrote the Gospel of John).
Some scholars have proposed that the last verses of John were not written by John, but that is only speculation, there is no actual evidence for it, and the evidence of the continuity of Scripture is against it. The speculation is mainly based upon the fact that sometimes an amanuensis (scribe) penned the book as it was being dictated by the author, but then he would sometimes put down some personal words at the end. However, if read in a straightforward manner, the close of John is written by the same person who wrote the rest of the Gospel of John, and conservative scholars agree on that. Furthermore, there is good evidence, both internal and external, that the same writer wrote the Gospel of John and the Epistles of John, which would make John the disciple whom Jesus loved and the author of the Gospel and Epistles of John. The disciple whom Jesus loved, and the author of the Gospel of John, is John.
[For more information on John being the author of the Gospel of John and the disciple whom Jesus loved, see commentary on John 21:20.]
Joh 21:25
“And there are also many other things that Jesus did.” The Gospel of John ends with the apostles and disciples in Galilee. But they returned to Jerusalem, chose Matthias to replace Judas, and witnessed the ascension, and then were there for the Day of Pentecost.


Acts Commentary
Acts Chapter 1
Act 1:1
“O Theophilus.” See commentary on Luke 1:3.
“all.” Figure of speech synecdoche (the whole for a part), for “all that was necessary.” John 21:25 makes it clear that there is no way “all” that Jesus did could be recorded.
[See Word Study: “Synecdoche.”]
Act 1:2
“until the day in which he was taken up.” This sets the parameters for the book of Luke. It covered all Jesus’ life until he was taken up (which is covered in Acts), including the things Jesus received from his Father via holy spirit.
“after he, through holy spirit, had given commandments.” God, via the gift of holy spirit on Jesus, gave him what to say, and how and when to say it. Jesus did not just tell his apostles what he thought was important, he gave them the commands that God told him to give them. Jesus had gotten what to say to them from God, just as he said in John 12:49: “For I did not speak on my own, but the Father who sent me, he has given me a command as to what to say and what to speak.”
Having this in the introduction to Acts gives us the proper emphasis in the book of Acts. Luke writes that in his former book, he covered what Jesus did and taught. From that broad starting point, Luke could have emphasized anything about Jesus’ life: his miracles, his holiness, his love, etc. However, what Luke states, and thus emphasizes, is that Jesus gave the commandments that he received from God via holy spirit, to the apostles. This launches the book of Acts and gives unprecedented credibility to the apostles, who now continue where Jesus left off. If there was any doubt that the apostles were qualified to continue the ministry of Jesus, it is now removed.
“the holy spirit.” There is no article “the” in the Greek text, although one could be supplied because of the preposition dia if that made the sentence clearer, which it does to many readers. Daniel Wallace writes: “There is no need for the article to be used to make the object of a preposition definite.”[footnoteRef:1656] A. T. Robertson writes: “...the article is not the only means of showing that a word is definite. ...The context and history of the phrase in question must decide. ...[As for prepositional phrases], these were also considered definite enough without the article.”[footnoteRef:1657] Robertson then cites some examples. [1656:  Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics, 247.]  [1657:  Robertson, Grammar of the Greek New Testament, 790-92.] 

In this verse, the “holy spirit” refers to the gift of holy spirit that God put upon some believers before the Day of Pentecost.[footnoteRef:1658] [1658:  See Graeser, Lynn, and Schoenheit, The Gift of Holy Spirit: The Power to be Like Christ.] 

[For more information on there not being a need to have the definite article after a preposition to make a noun definite, see commentary on Rom. 5:5. For more information on the uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
“to the apostles whom he had chosen.” It is important for the reader to be reminded at this point that the apostles did not just happen to be at the right place and right time and so somehow just fall into the position of being apostles. The book of Acts is the record of the start of the Christian Church, and it did not start with men who believed in Jesus and had a good idea to start an organization. Jesus specifically chose the apostles after spending an entire night in prayer (Luke 6:12-16). The verb “he had chosen” is in the middle voice, here meaning that he chose them for himself, i.e., his work.
Many Bible readers read Acts without the benefit of a thorough knowledge of the Four Gospels, and thus may lack the background to appreciate that the men who started the Christian Chuch were specifically chosen by Jesus Christ as his “apostles,” that is those men who he would send out to represent him (“apostle” means “one sent out”). R. C. H. Lenski writes: “The relative clause ‘whom he did elect for himself’ is added to ‘the apostles’ in order once more to bring to mind the elective act which constituted these men ‘the apostles,’ the specifically commissioned messengers (apostellō, to send with a commission) of Jesus, we may say, his ambassadors. The middle voice is important ‘he did elect for himself’; we may place a good deal into this middle [voice]; to represent him, to continue his work, etc.”[footnoteRef:1659] The phrase “the apostles whom he had chosen” is accurate for he had chosen all the apostles who were there to start the Church on the Day of Pentecost, even though Judas the traitor was not among that group. [1659:  Lenski, The Interpretation of the Acts of the Apostles, 22.] 

Act 1:3
“appearing to them over a period of 40 days.” This does not say 40 days from Jesus’ resurrection, which was on Saturday, Nisan 17 (Nisan was the first month of the Jewish year), but 40 days of Jesus’ “appearing” to the disciples. His first “appearance” was on Sunday morning, Nisan 18. If we take the number 40 literally, and also realize that when counting a number such as the number of days in a period of time, the first and last day are counted, 40 days from Sunday, Nisan 18 (counting that day) brings us to the twenty-seventh day of the second Jewish month (called both Zif and Iyyar), which was a Thursday. Thus, the ascension was Thursday, the twenty-seventh of Zif.
Pentecost fell on Sunday, the eighth day of the third Jewish month, Sivan. We would say Pentecost fell ten days after the ascension (because in our normal English counting, we would not count the day of the ascension, but would start on the next day). We should remember, however, that although the Bible tells us that Jesus appeared to the disciples for 40 days, it does not tell us how long after that was the Day of Pentecost; we have to know that from the ancient sources (and they disagree; see commentary on Acts 2:1).
Act 1:4
“being assembled together.” This verse has a textual variant that is not easily dealt with, leaving us with three alternatives: assemble together, spend the night together, or eat salt together (which is the literal, usually translated simply “eat together”). The scholars are divided. Fewer scholars think that “spend the night together” is the meaning here, and they seem to be right about that. Those who say, “eat salt together,” do so because of the parallel record in Luke 24:43-53. However, it is unlikely that the record of Jesus eating a piece of fish (Luke 24:42-43) is what Acts 1:4 is referring to because that event took place on the Sunday that Jesus appeared to the disciples for the very first time. It seems clear from the greater context that this event of Jesus being gathered together with his disciples was a later event because it does not make sense that Jesus would tell his disciples to remain in Jerusalem and also tell them to meet him in Galilee. So it had to be later, when or after they had been in Galilee, that he told them to remain in Jerusalem. Although this gathering could have occurred in Galilee after Jesus’ resurrection, it seems most likely that it occurred in the Jerusalem area after Jesus and the disciples returned there after being in Galilee. Jesus likely spoke of the coming holy spirit on a number of occasions. It is very likely that the original reading of the text was “being assembled together” and is the choice of Bruce Metzger for the reason he gives.[footnoteRef:1660] Also, that the disciples were assembled together would have had to have been the situation even if Jesus and his disciples were eating together, so “being assembled together” is the variant chosen for the REV. [1660:  Cf. Metzger, A Textual Commentary of the Greek New Testament, 278-79.] 

“he commanded them not to depart from Jerusalem.” This was an important command because it is very likely that the apostles were concerned about being in Jerusalem since Jesus had just been crucified there and they may well have felt their lives were in danger there, especially if they spoke up about Jesus.
“to wait for the promise of the Father.” The “promise” is the figure of speech metonymy[footnoteRef:1661] for that which was promised, the gift. The apostles did not have to wait for the promise; it had been given long ago. They had to wait for what was promised, i.e., the gift of holy spirit. Dynamic equivalent versions such as the NIV or paraphrased versions such as the Good News Bible, add the word “gift” so the English reader is not confused. [1661:  Cf. Bullinger, Figures of Speech Used in the Bible, 538, “metonymy.”] 

[See Word Study: “Metonymy.”]
“which, he said, “you heard about from me.” The REV translates this as an ellipsis, adding, “he said.” However, the Greek text is the figure of speech anacoluthon, non-sequence. In this case, the indirect address of the first part of the verse suddenly becomes a direct quotation of Jesus.
[See Word Study: “Anacoluthon.”]
Act 1:5
“because.” The Greek is hoti (#3754 ὅτι), and it means, “that, because, or since.” Lenski and Robertson refer to this as the consecutive hoti.[footnoteRef:1662] The question we must ask, and answer, is why did Jesus command his disciples to stay in Jerusalem? It was to wait for what the Father had promised, i.e., the gift of holy spirit. The disciples had already been baptized in water. If water baptism was all that was important and necessary for salvation, there would have been no need for the disciples to wait in Jerusalem or receive the gift of holy spirit. Sadly, many people reverse what Jesus said here in Acts. They say water baptism is essential for the believer and act as if baptism in holy spirit is not really essential but perhaps “nice to have,” or valuable in many ways. Jesus was teaching quite the opposite. He knew the disciples had already been water baptized. He also knew it would no longer be intrinsically valuable after the Church started on the Day of Pentecost. Thus, he commanded his disciples to stay in Jerusalem and receive baptism in holy spirit “because” John [only] baptized in water, but holy spirit was going to be first poured out in Jerusalem. [1662:  R. C. H. Lenski, Acts of the Apostles, 26; A. T. Robertson, Greek Grammar, 1001.] 

“with water.” The Greek is hudōr (#5204 ὕδωρ) in the dative case indicating the means by which the baptism occurs, i.e., the element that people were baptized with was water. John’s baptism was a shadow of what was to come, and even John himself said this (Matt. 3:11). Sadly, there are some who teach that water baptism is necessary for salvation. But Jesus never made water baptism a requirement for salvation, nor did any of his apostles. The apostles continued to baptize with water as commanded by the Lord Jesus (cf. Matt. 28:19), not for salvation, though, but for the symbolism of the washing away of sin and the new life of the believer in Christ.
[For more on baptism, see John W. Schoenheit, The History & Doctrine of Christian Baptism.]
“with holy spirit.” This refers to the holy spirit that is the gift of God.
[For more information on the holy spirit and uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?” and also see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
Act 1:6
“is it at this time you are going to restore the kingdom to Israel?” The question is logical. Jesus had just recently (most likely even that day) spoken to them about the coming holy spirit (Acts 1:5). The disciples were well acquainted with the Old Testament prophecies that the gift of holy spirit would be poured out in association with judgment upon the nations and the Messianic Age (Isa. 32:15-18; Joel 2:28-3:17). Therefore when Jesus told them that the gift of holy spirit was going to be poured out, it was natural for them to assume that the Messianic Kingdom was at hand. More than that, however, was the fact that the apostles still did not grasp the reality of the ascension. At the Last Supper, Jesus said he was going away, but they did not understand what he was saying. After he was raised from the dead, Jesus explained that he had to die and be raised (Luke 24:44-49), but he did not explain the ascension. The apostles and disciples knew about all the Scriptures that said the Messiah would restore the kingdom of Israel, and so now that they understood that he had to die and be raised, it most likely would have seemed to them that the only thing left was for Christ to somehow conquer the earth and set up his kingdom, so they asked him about it. However, even in his answer to them, Jesus did not explain the ascension; the apostles learned piece by piece as they lived for the Lord day by day. This teaches us that living the way we know to live day after day is more important to God than that we know the whole picture of what is going on in life.
“restore.” The Greek verb is apokathistēmi (#600 ἀποκαθίστημι), and it means to restore, to restore to a former state. The restoration of Israel and indeed, the earth itself, was foretold in Scripture (cf. Ps. 14:7; Hosea 6:11; Matt. 17:11; 19:28; Mark 9:12). Apokathistēmi is in the present tense, active voice, so some versions have translated it, “are you restoring,” but that very literal translation is misleading. The present tense verb is used to help show that the essence of the disciples’ question was “Is this going to happen now?” English also uses the present tense verb for something that might happen soon. For example, if a man is going to build a deck on his house, and a friend comes over to visit, the homeowner might say, “I am going to build a deck.” The friend might then ask, “Are you building it today,” using the present tense “are…building,” instead of the future tense. If the friend was using strict English grammar he would use a future tense and say, “Are you going to build it today,” but in common English, as in common Greek, a present tense verb was sometimes used for something that was going to happen soon. The disciples knew the coming of holy spirit was associated with the Messianic Kingdom, so when Jesus said the holy spirit was going to be poured out, the disciples wanted to know if the Kingdom was going to be restored also.
Act 1:7
“dates.” The Greek word can refer to a specific period or date (see commentary on 1 Thess. 5:1).
Act 1:8
“when the holy spirit.” The Greek text reads, “the holy spirit,” referring to “the” holy spirit that was spoken of as coming in the future. Both the Old Testament prophets and Jesus spoke of the coming gift of holy spirit (cf. John 7:39; 20:22). Acts 1:8 is one of the clearest verses that show us that when a person gets born again and receives the gift of holy spirit, that person gets spiritual power, and thus the ability to operate the manifestations of holy spirit right then, not later. However, this fact has been confused, and the translation of this verse in the King James Version is partly to blame. The KJV reads: “But ye shall receive power, after that the Holy Ghost is come upon you.” What modern readers usually do not understand is that in 1611, the phrase “after that” is not a good translation of the Greek participle in this verse. The Greek text clearly indicates the power comes “when” holy spirit comes, which is at the time a person is saved via being born again. The modern versions we checked all had “when,” including the New King James Version, which has updated the English of the King James Version. When a person receives the gift of holy spirit, at that time they are spiritually powerful (cf. commentary on Eph. 1:13).
[For more information on the uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
“witnesses.” The Greek is martus (#3144 μάρτυς), from which we get the English word, “martyr.” The word “witness” became martyr, because in the great persecutions of the Church in the first three centuries after Christ, many people gave a clear witness of Christ by standing firm in their faith even through torture and death, becoming martyrs for Christ.
Acts 1:8 marks very clearly a huge shift in God’s purpose for individuals and for the Christian Church. In the Old Testament, the Jews were never commanded to individually be witnesses to other nations. The purpose of God in the Old Testament was to make Israel as a nation a “holy nation” and a kingdom of priests (Exod. 19:5-6). God’s design at that time was that Israel as a nation would obey His laws and then He would so bless them that people of other nations would take notice and come and join Israel (cf. Exod. 12:48). There is no command in the Old Testament for Jews to witness to pagans to get them to become Jews, but God’s justice and power among the Jews was noticed by pagans who then joined Israel (cf. Rahab, Ruth). That all changed in the New Testament.
Jesus Christ officially started the shift in evangelism when he sent out some of his disciples to witness (Matt. 10:5-7; Luke 10:1-10). But what Christ did was very limited in scope and outreach. He only sent out the twelve apostles and a group of 72, and he specifically commanded them to go only to other Jews. Beyond that, he never commanded that all his followers tell others about God or salvation like he does here in Acts 1:8.
After Jesus died and was resurrected, and especially after the Day of Pentecost when every Christian is sealed with the gift of holy spirit, every believer is to witness to the world (Acts 1:8), is an ambassador for Christ (2 Cor. 5:20), and has been given both the ministry of reconciling people to others and the message of reconciliation, that is, things to say to people to get them to come to Christ (2 Cor. 5:18-19). Believers are to lead others to Christ, and are to be ready with enough understanding of why they came to Christ and how a person can get saved that they can act on what 1 Peter 3:15 says: “Always be ready to give an answer to everyone who asks you for a reason for the hope that is in you.”
[For more on God’s purpose for Israel as an example to the nations, see commentary on Deut. 28:1. For more on Christian salvation, see Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation.” For more on the New Birth, see commentary on 1 Pet. 1:3. For more on how to get saved and how easy it is, see the commentary on Rom. 10:9.]
“the uttermost part of the earth.” Although Jesus’ words included everyone on earth, that was not yet in the mind of the apostles, who only thought in terms of the Jews, who had been scattered over the known world.
Act 1:10
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Act 1:11
“taken up from you into heaven.” The fact that Jesus went into heaven in his new body is one of the pieces of evidence that heaven has some kind of physicality, some kind of material existence, because Jesus was a material being. Jesus ascended into heaven in his new body, which was flesh and bone even though it was powered by “spirit,” not “soul life.” When Jesus first appeared to his followers who were inside a room with locked doors, “they were terrified and frightened, and thought they were seeing a spirit [pneuma]” (Luke 24:37). Jesus came into the locked room where they were staying, so the disciples thought they were seeing some kind of ghost-like being with a non-corporeal body. Jesus quickly corrected their misconception and said, “Look at my hands and my feet, that it is I myself. Touch me and see, because a spirit [pneuma] does not have flesh and bones, as you see that I have” (Luke 24:39).
So even in his resurrected body, Jesus has flesh and bones, and at the Rapture, we will too because we will have a body like Christ’s new body (1 Cor. 15:48-49; Phil. 3:21). Jesus is in heaven now, and believers will be at the Rapture, and the two witnesses will go there also (Rev. 11:12), so the biblical evidence is that heaven has a physical aspect to it. It seems unlikely that God would take people to heaven in physical bodies, but their bodies somehow become non-physical while they are in heaven. However, since God does not speak specifically about it, we cannot be 100% sure.
[For more information on our spirit-powered body, see commentary on 1 Cor. 15:44.]
“will come in the same way as you saw him going.” Jesus ascended into heaven some 2,000 years ago, and at some point in the future, he will come back to earth, fight the Battle of Armageddon, and conquer the earth (Rev. 19:11-21). Christ will set up his kingdom on earth, and the kingdom will fill the earth (see commentary on Dan. 2:35). When Jesus comes back he will restore the earth into a Garden-of-Eden-like Paradise. The air, soil, and water will be completely restored. Also, animal nature will be restored to that which it was before Adam sinned, and thus the wolf will live with the lamb and the leopard will lie down with the young goat and the lion will eat straw like the ox (Isa. 11:6-9). The deserts will bloom (Isa. 32:15; 35:1-3, 6-7) and there will be more than enough food for everyone (Amos 9:13-14).
The earth will be restored, which is why the Bible says the Millennial Kingdom will be a new heavens and earth (Isa. 65:17), and why Jesus called that time the “New Beginning” (Matt. 19:28). Jesus will stay in heaven until he comes down and restores the earth, which is why Peter said that Jesus will be in heaven until “the time of the restoration of all things” (Acts 3:21).
[For more on Christ’s Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Act 1:12
“a Sabbath day’s journey.” The original Sabbath day’s journey set by tradition was 2,000 cubits (about 3,000 feet, or slightly over one-half mile), which the rabbis took from Joshua 3:4-5, that there were to be 2,000 cubits between the “place” of the people and the ark of the covenant. Since we know the distance between the Mount of Olives and Jerusalem is about one-half mile, we know that the Sabbath day’s journey in Acts 1:12 is the 2,000 cubit journey. However, later the rabbis decided the “place” of Joshua 3:4 could be the city where a person lived, and thus the Sabbath day’s journey was lengthened to be 2,000 cubits from the outside of your city. Then the Rabbis decided that if a person put food somewhere, that became his abode and thus his “place,” so a person could walk up to 2,000 cubits to where his food was and then another 2,000 cubits, for a total of over 1.1 miles (1.7 km). Sometime around New Testament times (the exact times these traditions changed is hard to pin down), the rabbis decided that if a person had to walk 4,000 cubits away from home on the Sabbath, he had to be able to get back, so the Sabbath day’s journey was lengthened to 8,000 cubits, or over 2 miles (3 km). These types of traditions which were not based on Scripture were part of the burdens that the religious leaders put on people.
Act 1:14
“with one accord.” homothumadon (#3661 ὁμοθυμαδόν). From homos (the same) and thumos (related to the soul, the life, the feelings, the passions). “Old adverb in -don from adjective homothumos and that from homos, same, and thumos, mind or spirit, with the same mind or spirit. Common in ancient Greek and papyri. In the New Testament, 11 times in Acts and nowhere else save Ro 15:6.”[footnoteRef:1663] It means to be of one mind, one passion. [1663:  Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, 3:14.] 

“and Mary the mother of Jesus.” This lets us know that Mary assumed her proper role as a disciple of Christ, and joined with the other disciples. Customarily, the women, including Mary, are listed after male leaders. The most likely reason that Joseph is not mentioned is that he had died sometime before Jesus started his ministry, which is why after the crucifixion she went to live with John (John 19:27). The verse ends with “and the brothers of the Lord,” most likely because up until after the resurrection they had not believed that Jesus was the Messiah, but did after he was raised, but were new converts.
There is no indication in this verse that Mary was especially venerated in any way. In fact, after this record in Acts chapter 1, she passes out of history. Church tradition gives us more details about her life and death, but that is just tradition, there are no provable facts about her life after this. The Bible moves on to the ministry of Peter, then of Paul. The attention given to Mary began to intensify when Jesus began being considered to be God. Then her veneration became especially more focused after the Council of Ephesus, the ecumenical Church council in 431 when Mary was officially designated “theotokos,” i.e., “God-bearer,” or as it was more commonly referred to, “the mother of God.” The emperor Maurice (582-602) was the first one to set the celebration of the assumption of Mary definitively for August 15 for the entire empire.
Act 1:15
“Peter stood up in the midst of the brothers.” Although the Greek word adelphoi (“brothers”) can refer to both Christian men and women, and is therefore sometimes translated “brothers and sisters,” (see Word Study: “Adelphos”), because Peter was in the Temple and stood up “in the midst” of the brothers, culturally this would only be men. Although the female disciples could have been counted in the 120 (cf. Acts 1:14), it is also possible that they were not counted, which would explain why Peter started Acts 1:16 with “Men, brothers.” In any case, if the women were part of the 120, they would not have intermingled with the men but would have been apart from them, just as they would have in a synagogue.
“names.” The word “names” is used idiomatically for “people.” This kind of idiom poses a difficulty to translators. If we translate literally, people could be confused and not know what the verse is saying. In fact, in modern English we sometimes use “name” to refer to important people, but that is not the meaning here. The Bible is not saying there were about 120 important people and an uncounted number of unimportant people gathered there. However, the use of “names” has an emphasis that we should not miss, because it points to the importance of every individual. Every person gathered there was special and important to God.
“together at that one place.” The phrase occurs in the Septuagint as an idiom for “together,” which is why so many Bible versions read “together” (HCSB, KJV, NASB, NRSV). However, in this case, the text is giving us more than just a statement that the people were together, although that is clearly also part of the meaning of the word. By the one phrase in Greek, God communicates that the people were “together at that one place.” This immediately shows us that they are not in the “upper room.” For one thing, the houses in Jerusalem were quite small; it would not have been possible to get about 120 people in a room in a house. Second, and fatal to the argument that the 120 were in the upper room, was that it was where the men, the apostles, were living in Jerusalem (Acts 1:13). They would not have had a mixture of men and women up in the room where the men were staying.
The “one place” where the disciples “continued steadfastly in prayer” was the Temple. Luke 24:53 says the disciples were “continually in the Temple,” and the 37-acre Temple complex was the main place where groups of people gathered. For more on the Pentecost event happening in the Temple, see commentary on Acts 2:2, “house.”
Act 1:16
“Men, brothers.” The Greek word “men” is anēr (#435 ἀνήρ), the standard Greek word for an adult male. It is used in formal address, and so in the book of Acts, it occurs in combination with “brothers” (as here, Acts 2:29, etc.; “Men, brothers”), “Jews” (Acts 2:14 YLT; “Men, Jews”); “Israel” (Acts 2:22 YLT; “Men; Israelites”); “Men, brothers and fathers” (Acts 7:2); “Athens” (Acts 17:22 YLT; “Men, Athenians”); “Ephesians” (Acts 19:35; Men, Ephesians). Lenski says, “The assembly consisted of men, otherwise andres could not have been used; adelphoi [brothers] might include adelphai [sisters], just as today ‘brethren’ may include ‘sisters,’ but andres [men] could not include gunaikes [women], just as to this day the address ‘men’ omits ‘women.’”[footnoteRef:1664] We agree that Peter was only addressing the men, which is why he specifically used the term “men.” However, it seems clear from the context, especially the previous two verses, that there were women in the audience. However, according to the Jewish custom of the day, they would have been protected from freely interacting with the men, and certainly excluded from voting for a replacement for Judas. [1664:  R. C. H. Lenski, Acts of the Apostles, 44.] 

It was a common custom in the ancient Middle East to only address the men in an audience, and often, only to count them (which is why in cases such as the record we know as “The feeding of the 5,000,” the number 5,000 included only men. The women and children were stated to be there, and likely outnumbered the men, but were not counted [Matt. 14:21]). As the Christian Faith developed through the first century, and God revealed that there was neither male nor female in Christ (Gal. 3:28), women took on greater roles of responsibility in the Church. Thus, Romans 16 mentions Phoebe, a deacon, and Andronicus and Junia, who were apostles (Rom. 16:7; although some theologians dispute that interpretation). Sadly, the chauvinism in the Church regained ascendancy, and so for most of the time since Christ, the Church has denied proper recognition and leadership roles to women. We feel that it is important to understand the Bible in the context of the times it was written and properly reflect the biblical customs. Therefore, we have decided to retain the biblical phrase “Men, brothers,” rather than to change it to something like “brothers and sisters.” We feel it is more helpful to both Christian men and women to properly understand the biblical customs and mindset of the times than to artificially include women and thus make Peter (and Paul, and others) say something he really did not say.
“Holy Spirit.” This seems to be more of a reference to God, the Holy Spirit, than it is to the gift of God, which is “holy spirit.” However, it is possible that it is a reference with more emphasis on the gift than on God Himself, in which case, “holy spirit” would make more sense in English.
There are a couple difficulties in translating this phrase. The first is the English forces us to make a choice between “Spirit” (God) and “spirit” (the gift from God). The original texts would have either all capital or all lowercase letters, and thus the copyist would not have to make a decision whether or not God or His gift of holy spirit was indicated, he could leave that decision to the reader. The second difficulty is that a person who really understands the subject, and also knows that God always placed His gift of holy spirit upon people when He wanted to inspire them with a prophetic word, would realize that “SPIRIT” in this kind of context really meant “The Spirit (i.e., God) by way of His gift of spirit.” Thus the one word “SPIRIT” actually covered both the Giver and the gift in the original understanding of the text. But this cannot be easily done in English, because proper English forces us to either have “Spirit” (i.e., God) or “spirit” (i.e., God’s gift of holy spirit given to us).
In the Bible, many people spoke or acted prophetically when the spirit came upon them (cf. Num. 11:17, 24, 25; 24:2, 3; Judg. 3:10; 1 Sam. 10:6, 10; 1 Chron. 12:18; 2 Chron. 15:1; 24:20; Joel 2:28). Nevertheless, it was always God who put the holy spirit upon people and who was the origin of the message. It is clearly recognized by the people and in the prophetic messages themselves that the message is from God and does not originate from the gift of holy spirit (cf. 2 Chron. 20:14, 15; 24:20; Isa. 59:21). Other times David is said to have spoken by the spirit are: Matthew 22:43; Mark 12:36, and Acts 4:25.
[For more information on the uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
Act 1:18
“Now this man acquired a field.” Judas apparently bought the field in which he died with the money that he stole from the money box he was entrusted with. It has been taught that Judas bought the field with the money he got from the priests for betraying Jesus, but that cannot be the case because Judas repented of betraying Jesus and returned that money to the priests (cf. Matt. 26:14-16; 27:3). Jesus and his disciples had a money box in which they kept money that was given to them by thankful people who they, and especially Jesus, had helped (John 12:6; 13:29). The Bible tells us that Judas stole from the box, which would have been quite easy because there would have been money coming and going all the time and Judas was the one entrusted with the money. Although the Bible never specifically says that Judas bought the field with the money he stole from the money box, he bought the field with “the reward of his iniquity,” and stealing money from Jesus and the disciples would certainly be part of his iniquity, and it explains where the illicit money to buy the field came from.
Acts 1:18-19 are the figure of speech parenthesis, in this case, a parembole (a parenthesis complete in itself). This parenthesis was added by Luke for the benefit of his wide audience over the whole Christian world. Many of them would not have heard what happened to Judas and why there needed to be a replacement for him. Peter did not speak the words in verses 18 and 19 to his audience, for they all perfectly understood why Judas needed a replacement (for more on Acts 1:18-19 being a parenthesis, see the commentary on Acts 1:19).
“he burst open in the middle and all his bowels gushed out.” There is much discussion about the differences between the account of Judas’ death here in Acts and the account in Matthew 27:5 which simply states that Judas “hanged himself.” Many commentators simply say there were two accounts of his death, and Matthew and Luke recorded different traditions. However, first, the Bible is authored by God, and He would know how Judas died and what His inspired writers would put down. Second, it is unlikely that Luke and Matthew would write differing accounts since it seems that they both would have been familiar with Judas and what had happened to him. Judas was an infamous person, and if his death was as gory as Acts describes, Matthew would certainly have known about it and Luke would have heard much about it. There is no need to see a contradiction between Matthew and Acts. Matthew says Judas hanged himself and describes how Judas died. In contrast, Acts describes the ignominious end to Judas: that he fell, broke open in the middle, and all his bowels gushed out. The two accounts simply have different details.
Matthew and Acts are not difficult to harmonize. Conservative commentators show that the most logical explanation for what happened to Judas is that after returning the money to the priests, he went and hanged himself (Matt. 27:5), then later he fell to the ground and his body broke open (cf. Lenski, Kistemaker, Hendriksen, and many more). It seems likely that Judas would have hung for a few weeks at least, and finally, his body fell to the ground and the impact of the fall caused him to burst open. Peter and the rest of the apostles did not replace Judas and speak of his body breaking open until after the ascension, which was 40 days after Passover and even longer than that from the time Judas hung himself. So the fact is that Judas could have hung for quite a few weeks before falling and bursting open. The text does not tell us why Judas’ body fell but there are a number of logical possibilities. For example, the rope, weakened by time and weather, could have broken; or Judas’ body could have decomposed and weakened to the point it pulled apart due to its own weight; or someone might have cut the rope to try to get Judas’ body down (or even just to get the rope) and it fell; or it is even possible that people got Judas’ body down and threw it into the “field of blood” and it broke open upon being thrown.
That Judas’ body would have fallen and broken open upon hitting the ground is not at all unlikely. If Judas had hanged himself soon after returning the money to the priests as the Gospel of Matthew implies, he could have easily hung for weeks before falling, which would have made his body very susceptible to bursting open upon impact with the ground. Since Judas hung himself in the springtime of year when the weather was heating up and the skies were generally clear and sunny, if he hung for even a couple of weeks his body would have been bloated and his skin and muscles deteriorating. His body could easily have burst open upon impact with the ground, especially if there were roots or rocks on the ground that Judas’ body would have hit. Also, although there is no way to verify this, there is a long-standing tradition that Judas hung himself over a ravine and thus would have fallen some distance before hitting the ground.
To understand what happened to Judas, it helps to keep in mind that at the time of Christ, cities did not have “sanitation” or “public works” departments to deal with trash and even dead bodies if people died on the street. If a person died without a family to bury them, often their body just decomposed where it lay, and usually was eaten by dogs, rats, and other vermin. Large Roman cities sometimes had burial societies that a person could pay to belong to in order to ensure if they did die on the street that someone would take care of the body, but Judas would not have belonged to any such society if Jerusalem even had one. Gregory Aldrete writes about the city of Rome, but what he said was typical of larger cities in Roman times, that on the streets there was “the widespread presence of human and animal cadavers in various states of decomposition…. The normal course of events produced enormous numbers of dead bodies, many of which were not properly disposed of. The truly impoverished…along with Rome’s large population of homeless and beggars, simply lay where they dropped or were thrown into the Tiber or into pits just outside the city. …The poet Martial describes the gruesome death of a beggar whose last moments are spent trying to fend off the dogs and vultures that have gathered to feed on him….Suetonius mentions an incident when a stray dog ran into the room where the emperor Vespasian was dining and deposited a human hand beneath the table….”[footnoteRef:1665] [1665:  G. Aldrete, Daily Life in the Roman City, 97-98.] 

The point is that if Judas went out and hung himself outside the city as Matthew implies, it is highly unlikely that anyone would have taken down and buried his body—it would most likely have hung until it rotted or was slowly eaten away by vultures and such. Eventually, the rope would break or the body would decompose to the point it would be pulled apart by its own weight and fall to the ground, or possibly, someone who wanted to speed up the decomposition and disposal of the body, or who might have wanted the rope, might cut it down where it could be more easily eaten by dogs and other vermin. In any case, there is no problem believing that when the body fell it would have been so bloated and weakened that it would break apart like Judas’ body did.
Making it more plausible that Judas’ fall would cause him to break open in the middle is the fact that the Greek word prēnēs (#4248 πρηνής), often translated “headlong” or even “head first” can also refer to the prone position.[footnoteRef:1666] If Judas hit the ground in a prone position he almost certainly would have broken upon impact if he was bloated. However, the word prēnēs introduces another possibility as well: prēnēs might refer to being swollen up. Although not favored by the majority of lexicographers, some notable ones think that “swollen” is a distinct possibility, including the UBS Greek-English Lexicon; the Greek-English Lexicon by Arndt and Gingrich, and also the Vocabulary of the Greek New Testament by Moulton and Milligan, which says there is some evidence that prēnēs could be a medical term meaning “swollen up.” Some English versions have the idea of swollen in their translation. For example, The Complete Jewish Bible by Stern, the Moffatt Bible, the translation by E. Goodspeed, and the translation by J. B. Philips, all have that Judas’ body swelled. Also, there was a very early Christian tradition that Judas “swelled up to monstrous proportions.”[footnoteRef:1667] But even if the Greek text did not read that Judas’ body had swollen up, the fact that his dead body had hung in the sun for a few weeks would mean it was swollen. So Judas hung himself but fell after his body had swollen up, and when he hit the ground he burst open. That is logical and harmonizes Matthew with Acts, with Matthew giving the way Judas died, and Peter describing the terrible end of Judas, as if it were fitting that one who betrayed Christ would end up without a proper burial. [1666:  Cf. Friberg, Louw and Nida, and BDAG, s.v. “πρηνής.”]  [1667:  F. F. Bruce, The Book of Acts [NICNT], 49n66.] 

Another way of harmonizing Matthew and Acts, but a very unlikely one, was proposed by V. P. Wierwille.[footnoteRef:1668] He proposed that Judas hanged himself by falling on a stake or sword, much like King Saul had done many years before (1 Sam. 31:4). However, although impaling oneself was a known form of suicide in the ancient biblical world, it was not common in the Roman world. Being impaled was often not immediately fatal, and if the person was not killed quickly, being impaled usually led to many hours and sometimes even days of tremendous pain and suffering. In contrast, hanging by the neck was fatal, quick, and often not particularly painful. Furthermore, when Matthew says that Judas hanged himself, the Greek word is apagchomai (#519 ἀπάγχομαι (ἀπάγχω)), a word that only occurs one time in the NT, and means to strangle or hang oneself. It is much more likely that if Judas had impaled himself on a stake, the Greek word kremannumi (#2910 κρεμάννυμι) would have been used instead of apagchomai. Also, if Judas died by impaling himself on a stake and not by hanging, then when Matthew uses the word apagchomai, instead of having the common meaning of “hang” oneself, it has to have the very uncommon meaning that Judas was “feeling suffocated” when he returned the money to the priests. Given that death by impaling oneself was not common in the Roman world, and given that the common meaning of apagchomai in Matthew 27:5 is to hang oneself such as by a rope, the easy way to harmonize Matthew and Acts is to see that Judas returned the money to the priests and went out and hanged himself, and by the time Peter addressed the group in Acts 1, Judas’ body had already swollen, fallen, and burst open. Judas met a very ignoble end, broken apart in the middle of a field he had purchased with the money he had stolen from the believers. [1668:  Victor Paul Wierwille, Jesus Christ Our Passover.] 

The money he got for betraying Jesus he returned to the priests; Matt. 27:3. He had other money that he stole from the gifts given by believers, and that is how he bought the field mentioned in Acts 1 (cf. John 12:6).
“burst open.” The Greek is laschō (#2997 λάσχω (λακάω), and it means to break open, break apart. Meyer gives evidence from Homer and other ancient Greek writers that this is an expression that means to burst open with a noise.[footnoteRef:1669] [1669:  Meyer’s Commenary: Acts, 33.] 

Act 1:19
“in their language…Akeldama.” The word “Akeldama” is Aramaic. Acts 1:18-19 are a parenthesis, added by Luke to explain why there needed to be a replacement for Judas (see commentary on Acts 1:18). Luke was a native Greek speaker, and wrote in Greek. In contrast, Peter’s native language was Aramaic, and he would have spoken Hebrew as well. Peter would never have called “akeldama” a word “in their language,” because he was speaking to a room full of Aramaic-speaking Jews, and “akeldama” was their language. Luke added “in their language” to clarify the meaning of “akeldama” to his Greek-speaking audience. This verse shows that the book of Acts was originally written in Greek.
Act 1:23
“And they put forward two.” There has been debate about whether Matthias was the correct choice for the apostle to replace Judas. It has been suggested that Paul should have been the person to replace Judas. However, there is no reason to doubt the choice of Matthias or the way he was chosen. We must keep in mind that in those early days of the Church, it was vital that the word about Jesus Christ spread and the only way to spread it was word of mouth, and credibility came from being an eyewitness of the people and events being discussed. The Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John had not been written yet, and would not be written for a number of years, likely at least 15-20. Furthermore, Matthew and John were the only Gospel writers who were with Jesus and the other apostles to see what Jesus did and hear what he taught, and the Gospel of John was likely the last of the four Gospels written.
Peter and the other apostles knew that being an eyewitness of what Jesus did and taught was vital to the spread of the news about Jesus, and so the apostle to replace Judas had to be a person who was with them in an important and uncontested way from the very beginning (Acts 1:21). Paul could not have done that—he never even met Jesus. Also, the original apostles were to go to the lost sheep of the House of Israel, not to the Gentiles, and Matthias no doubt did that. In contrast, from his first knowledge of his calling as an apostle, Paul was to go to the Gentiles, even though it would be some years between his getting saved and his early work with the Gentiles (Acts 9:15). The record of the start of the Word among the Gentiles was Acts 10, and that was likely about ten years after Pentecost.
After Pentecost, the Lord began to populate his church with many apostles, prophets, pastors, and teachers. Paul was one of those, but he never joined the Twelve physically or in his mission. Matthias was chosen to replace Judas, and no doubt he did in many ways. Certainly, he did by his eyewitness testimony about Jesus, and by his being with the other apostles physically until they began to disperse as time went on.
[For more about how Matthias was chosen, see commentary on Acts 1:26.]
Act 1:24
“You, Lord.” The evidence shows that this prayer is to Jesus, not to the Father. By far the most certain evidence that this is a prayer to Jesus has to do with who would choose the apostle that would replace Judas. Jesus “chose” the original twelve apostles. Luke 6:13 says, “he called his disciples, and he chose twelve of them, whom he also named apostles.” The word “chose” is eklegomai (#1586 ἐκλέγομαι), and although it is not an unusual word, it is important, because it was used of Jesus’ original choosing, then it is used in Acts 1:2, referring to “the apostles whom he [Jesus] had chosen.” Jesus had chosen the Twelve, and Acts confirms that in its opening verses. So it makes sense that when Peter prays, “You, Lord, who know the hearts of all, show which one of these two you have chosen,” that he would be asking the Lord Jesus to now reveal the man who he chose to replace Judas—simply continuing the Lord Jesus’ process of choosing apostles. This also fits with Ephesians 4:11, which says that it is Jesus who gives the equipping ministries to the Church. Thus it is the Lord Jesus who chose the original twelve apostles, and it is also Jesus who appoints apostles to the Church. Therefore, it would be unusual if, in this one case, Peter had asked God whom He had chosen to replace Judas rather than asking Jesus.
It is clear from the prayer in Acts 1:24 that the apostles knew that Jesus already “had chosen” a replacement for Judas. They did not pray, “help us choose a replacement for Judas,” they prayed, “show us which person you have chosen.” In contrast to Jesus choosing a replacement for Judas, it does not flow well that Jesus would choose the original apostles, then Acts 1:2 would confirm that fact, but then Peter would suddenly pray “You, Lord,” and ask God whom He had chosen.
Peter was likely the one to lead the prayer, although there may have been “congregational prayer” as well, with other people praying after Peter took the lead. Peter was the recognized leader of the Church at this time and he stood up to speak about a replacement for Judas (Acts 1:15). A piece of contributing evidence that this prayer was to Jesus is that it is unlikely that the apostles would address the Father in such a familiar manner as to open a prayer with “You, Lord” (su kurios). On the other hand, the apostles had a very familiar relationship with Jesus, whom they had just seen on earth some ten days earlier, and addressing him that way would be more natural to them.
Act 1:26
“they cast lots for them.” The apostles cast lots to determine whether the Lord had chosen Joseph called Barsabbas, or Matthias. There is some debate about exactly how the lots were cast. Tradition and history make it most likely that this was not a vote of any kind, but rather a much more traditional casting of lots. Also, the fact that the apostles said that the lot would determine the one whom Jesus had chosen indicates that this was not a vote, not even a blind vote where no one knew whom the others had voted for.
This is the last time in the Bible, and for the most part in early Christian history, that lots were cast in what could seem like a random fashion: by having a lot fall out of a jug and believing it to be God’s choice. However, there is biblical and traditional evidence that a lot coming out of a bag or jug was a godly way to cast lots and that method had the approval and influence of God until the Day of Pentecost. On Pentecost (Acts 2), each believer received the gift of holy spirit and could hear from the Lord directly. But before that time—and this event occurred before Pentecost—God had established the casting of lots as a way to determine His will: “The lot is cast into the lap, but each of its judgments is from Yahweh” (Prov. 16:33). Also, the High Priest of Israel wore a breastplate that had a pouch in which were two stones, the Urim and the Thummim, and he would reach in and pull one out to determine the will of God (cf. Exod. 28:30; Lev. 8:8; Num. 27:21; Ezra 2:63).
A traditional way that lots were cast if the decision was between two alternatives was to put two stones or pieces of pottery (or objects such as those) into a jug or bag and shake them until one fell out, and that one was believed to be God’s choice. But there were both godly and ungodly ways to cast lots. The godly way was when a godly person cast lots for a godly cause and looked to the true God for His answer. The ungodly way was when a pagan (or an ungodly Israelite) cast lots for an ungodly cause and looked to a pagan god for an answer (see commentary on Deut. 18:10, “practices divination”).
Both God and demons can influence how lots fall, so both God and demons can make casting lots “work,” however, almost always, one way has God’s approval while the other way gives glory to the Devil and supports his agenda. Also, there are times when the lot gives an “answer” that is just chance with no actual spiritual help at all. It is also important to realize there are times when God was at work even when unbelievers were casting lots and thus the answer was the will of God. This happened with Jonah (Jon. 1:7). It also happened when Haman cast lots to determine when to ask the king about executing Mordecai (Esther 3:7). In that case, the date the lot fell on was enough later in the year that God had time to work in the situation and not only rescue Mordecai, but ensure him a leadership position in the Persian kingdom.
Luke wrote both the Gospel of Luke and the book of Acts, and Luke begins his Gospel with Zechariah the priest being chosen by lot to burn incense in the Temple (Luke 1:8-9), another time God was clearly at work. We know from the Jewish records that the priest was chosen by a stone lot that was drawn out, not by any kind of vote, and it seems Luke would have been consistent in his use of “lot” in Acts; and if the apostles had a vote, Luke would have described what happened differently than he did.
The use of lots by God’s people to determine the will of God occurs in many places in the Old Testament. Joshua assigned parts of the land of Israel by lot (Josh. 14:2; 18:6-8); Levitical duties were assigned by lot (1 Chron. 24:7-19; 25:8-31; 26:12-16); the Levitical cities in Israel were assigned by lot (1 Chron. 6:61-65); Nehemiah determined who would live in Jerusalem by lot (Neh. 11:1); Saul was chosen as Israel’s first king by lot (1 Sam. 10:17-24). Achan, who stole things from Jericho and brought disaster upon Israel, was discovered by lot (Josh. 7:14-18). More examples could be given, but the point is that choosing by lot was an established way of determining the will of God even at the time when the apostles chose Matthias by lot. But after Pentecost, things changed. The testimony of the Bible and history is that after Pentecost, the church abandoned the casting of lots and relied on revelation from God or the Lord Jesus to determine the will of God.
So given the cultural background of the apostles, and given the fact that the decision of the lot was the one they thought that Jesus, not themselves, had chosen, it seems that Matthias would have been chosen by a lot falling or being pulled from a bag or jar. However, the fact is that we cannot be 100 percent sure of that since the Bible does not say exactly how the lot was cast.
 
Acts Chapter 2
Act 2:1
“Pentecost.” The Greek word pentēkostē (#4005 πεντηκοστή ; pen-tā-cos-'tā), was the Greek name of the Jewish feast that came 50 days after Passover and the Feast of Unleavened Bread. Technically the word is the substantive feminine form of pentēkostos, (πεντηκοστός), “fiftieth.” The Feast of Pentecost had several names. It was called “the Feast of Weeks” (Exod. 34:22; Deut. 16:10); the “Feast of Harvest” (Exod. 23:16) and the “Day of Firstfruits” (Num. 28:26). Traditionally, Pentecost ended the wheat harvest, and wheat was the last of the grains to be harvested in Israel.
God chose the Day of Pentecost to be the day on which He started the Christian Church and made the New Birth available for the very first time. The Feast of Pentecost was one of the three feasts in the Jewish calendar year for which God required all Jewish males to come to Jerusalem (Exod. 23:14, 17; Deut. 16:16).
[See Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation.”]
In the calendar year that began with the month Nisan, the first of the three feasts was the Feast of Unleavened Bread, which started at sunset after the Passover Lamb was sacrificed, and it was a seven-day feast (Exod. 23:15). The final feast of the three was the Feast of Tabernacles, and it was also a seven-day feast (Deut. 16:13). In contrast, Pentecost was called the “Day” of Firstfruits because it was a one-day festival. That becomes very important on the day the Church started because it means that when the Jews from all over Israel came for Pentecost, they would all be in the Temple on that one day. All the devout Jews in the area would have been assembled in the Temple at the time of the morning sacrifice when the gift of holy spirit was poured out from heaven. For the other feasts, any particular Jew might not have been present the one day God started the Church. The way God started the Christian Church honored the Jewish people by giving the faithful Jews (non-believing Jews would not be present) a golden opportunity to be the very first people in history to be born again of God’s holy spirit. Also, it meant that the Good News of Jesus Christ and the power of holy spirit would be carried back to the whole Roman world by those faithful Jews.
Although the Old Testament is clear that Pentecost falls 50 days from the first day “after the Sabbath,” during the seven-day Feast of Unleavened Bread, there has always been disagreement among the Jews as to when to start counting the 50 days. That is because the OT does not seem to be clear on which “Sabbath” to start the counting after—the special Sabbath that was the first day of the feast, or the regular weekly Sabbath that came during the feast. In biblical times, there were at least four major views on counting the days.[footnoteRef:1670] Does “the day after the Sabbath” refer to the sixteenth of Nisan, the day after the first day of the Feast of Unleavened Bread, which was always a special Sabbath (Lev. 23:7)? If it does and the Pharisees thought it did, then “Pentecost” did not fall on a set day of the week, but varied from year to year. On the other hand, many people, including the Sadducees, believed that “the day after the Sabbath” referred to the day after the weekly Sabbath that occurred during the seven-day Passover Feast. If that were the case, then the counting started on the Sunday after the weekly Sabbath and continued for seven Sabbaths (49 days), and then ended on the fiftieth day, which was always a Sunday. The Council of Nicaea, AD 325, decided that was going to be the way the Christian Church would count the 50 days, and it has been that way ever since for the orthodox Church, which accounts for our modern reference to “Pentecost Sunday.” [1670:  J. van Goudoever, Biblical Calendars, 18.] 

Many qualified commentators (and the Pharisees), start counting the 50 days on the sixteenth of Nisan, the day after the “Special Sabbath” that begins the Feast of Unleavened Bread. However, in this case, we have to agree with the Sadducees and the many qualified commentators who say that the “Sabbath” in Leviticus 23:11 is the weekly Sabbath, and who start counting the 50 days to Pentecost starting with the regular weekly Sabbath that falls during the Feast. Goudoever agrees that the 50-day counting begins on Sunday after the weekly Sabbath, and says, “this is the original meaning of Leviticus 23:11.”[footnoteRef:1671] Baruch Levine agrees, and says that Leviticus 23:11, “uses the abbreviation Shabbat in its normal sense of a particular day, the Sabbath.”[footnoteRef:1672] Some commentators try to use Joshua 5:11 to try to show that the 50 days should be counted from the sixteenth of Nisan, but that verse says nothing about waiving the grain offering. [1671:  Goudoever, Biblical Calendars, 19.]  [1672:  Baruch Levine, The JPS Torah Commentary: Leviticus.] 

Very convincing evidence that we gain from the scope of Scripture that the 50 days of Pentecost are counted from the day after the weekly Sabbath is the fact that the wave-sheaf was a type of Christ. Both the wave-sheaf that was the first of the harvest, and the harvest it represented, were types and symbols of future events. The true harvest of the earth is those people who will be raised from the dead to everlasting life. Jesus fulfilled the type of the wave-sheaf by being the true firstfruits of the harvest because he is the firstfruits of the dead (1 Cor. 15:20, 23). Jesus presented himself in the Temple as the High Priest and the firstfruits on Sunday, the eighteenth of Nisan (the first month of the year), shortly after he met Mary Magdalene at the tomb (see commentary on John 20:17). Then, counting that day as day one, we can see that Pentecost fell 50 days later, on Sunday the eighth day of the third month, Sivan.
We can now set some firm dates concerning Jesus’ last week on earth. His crucifixion would have been Wednesday, Nisan 14. The day of his resurrection was Saturday, Nisan 17 just before sunset. His appearing to Mary Magdalene and then going up to God in the Temple was Sunday, Nisan 18. So the Day of Pentecost was 50 days later, on Sunday the eighth of Sivan.
There were many “hidden types” in the Pentecost Feast; however, we should be aware that it seems Jews did not understand the meaning of many of the types associated with their feasts. During the Feast of Unleavened Bread (Passover), only one sheaf of grain was waved and that one sheaf was acceptable for all the people (Lev. 23:11). This symbolized that the one true sheaf, Jesus Christ, was the acceptable firstfruits for everyone else. During the Feast of Pentecost, there were two loaves of bread offered (Lev. 23:17), which could symbolize the Jews and Gentiles both being acceptable to God.
At Passover, the bread that the people ate was made without yeast, and yeast is usually a type for sin. So at Passover, the people ate the bread that had no “sin,” and the true bread without sin was Jesus Christ. In contrast to Passover, at the Feast of Pentecost, the two loaves were made with yeast (Exod. 34:22; Lev. 23:17). This symbolizes that Jews and Gentiles are acceptable to God in spite of our sin when we accept Christ as Lord.
Also, the Feast of Pentecost was called, “the Day of Firstfruits” (Num. 28:26) even though it was the end of the grain harvest, but God knew that the Day of Pentecost would be when He would give the “firstfruits of the gift of holy spirit” to God’s people (Rom. 8:23). Thus it was that on the Day of Pentecost, Jesus Christ poured out from heaven the promised gift of holy spirit and started the Christian Church.
[For more on the feasts and Sabbaths of Israel and their order in the calendar, see commentary on Lev. 23:2.]
“they.” The twelve apostles, not the 120 disciples. See commentary on Acts 2:3.
“in one place.” Almost certainly the Temple, not a private house. See commentary on Acts 2:2, “house.”
Act 2:2
“house.” In this verse, “house” refers to the Temple in Jerusalem. The Greek word is oikos (#3624 οἶκος) and its primary definition is “house,” a building in which people live. However, oikos was applied to all kinds of dwellings, including the king’s palace (Matt. 11:8), the Temple of God (Matt. 21:13 [from Isa. 56:7]; Luke 11:51; John 2:16; Acts 7:47, 49 ), temples of idols (Judg. 9:27, 46; 16:27, 29, 30; 1 Sam. 5:2, 5; 31:9, 10; 2 Kings 5:18; 10:21); the human body as a house of something living in it (Matt. 12:44); a family or extended family (Heb. 3:6), descendants from a common ancestor (Matt. 10:6, “the house of Israel”), a family, kingdom, or nation (Luke 11:17); the Christian believers (1 Pet. 2:5), a household including the possessions and property (Acts 7:10).
Many times in the Old Testament the word “house” was applied to the dwelling of God, both when it was just a tent in the wilderness, and when it was the large and stable Temple in Jerusalem. Sometimes the house referred to the Tabernacle or Temple in the phrase “house of the Lord” (cf. Exod. 23:19; 34:26; Judg. 19:18; 1 Sam. 1:7; 3:15; 2 Sam. 12:20; 1 Kings 3:1, 2; 5:3, 5; 6:1). Sometimes the phrase was “house of God” (cf. Judg. 18:31; 20:18, 26, 31; 21:2 KJV). Many times, however, the word “house” was used alone and it is from the context that we know it referred to the Temple (cf. 2 Sam. 7:5-7, 13; 1 Kings 5:17, 18; 6:2-10; 8:16; 9:3; 2 Kings 22:6; 2 Chron. 34:8; Ezra 1:2; 3:12; 6:15; Neh. 11:12; Ezek. 40:5). As we saw above, the New Testament continued referring to the Temple as the “house.” Many times English readers cannot see that the Temple is called the “house” because to avoid confusion many English versions simply translate the Hebrew word “house” as “Temple” (cf. Ezek. 40:5 HCSB, ESV, NASB, NIV).
There are a number of reasons that lead us to conclude that the “house” where the outpouring of holy spirit on the Day of Pentecost occurred was the Temple. For one thing, Jesus had instructed his disciples to stay in Jerusalem until the gift of holy spirit was poured out (Acts 1:4). The two closing verses of the Gospel of Luke tell us where the apostles stayed during that time. After the ascension, they “returned to Jerusalem with great joy. And were continually in the Temple, blessing God” (Luke 24:52-53). For them to be continuously in the Temple meant that they would be there when the Temple was open during the day.
We must also remember that this particular day was the Day of Pentecost, which was one of the three feasts of the Old Testament when Jews were commanded to travel to Jerusalem. In contrast to Passover and the Feast of Tabernacles, which were seven-day feasts, Pentecost was a one-day feast. It is inconceivable that the apostles and disciples who were dedicated Jews, and whom Luke says were continually in the Temple, would not have been in the Temple on Pentecost at the time of the morning sacrifice, about nine o’clock in the morning.
Another reason that the “house” would have been the Temple was the sound that was like a rushing wind filled the entire “house.” This was a very impressive event, and it was the first thing that caught the attention of the crowd. If the Pentecost experience had been in a private home in Jerusalem, and the sound filled that “house,” there is no reason to believe any other Jews would have heard the sound or been interested—certainly not a “multitude” as Acts 2:6 states. In contrast, the Temple complex was about 37 acres and packed with Jews from every nation who had all come to Jerusalem for the Feast of Pentecost in obedience to the Mosaic Law.
There is no reason to doubt that this Pentecost was a typical June day in Jerusalem: a hot, cloudless day with no wind or perhaps only a slight breeze. Yet at about nine in the morning, everyone in the Temple heard a loud sound as if there was a violent wind—but there was no wind. What could that mean? Everyone would have been curious; wondering about it, talking about it, and looking around. Then it would not have been missed that it looked like fire was falling from heaven, spreading out into separate tongues, and coming to rest on a small group of men. That would have brought the crowd running in the direction of the apostles. As the crowd got close, however, what they heard was those apostles speaking out in the different languages of the crowd present—languages the men from Galilee did not themselves know!
That phenomenon would have bewildered and amazed the crowd, likely numbering in many thousands, and Peter took the opportunity to speak to the huge crowd. So now we have seen some more things that make it almost impossible for the “house” to be the upper room. The huge crowd of Jews in the Temple would not have heard the sound of the wind if it had only filled a local house. Then, the crowd could not have gotten through the streets of Jerusalem, which were very narrow then, just as they are today. Lastly, there would have been no place for Peter to address a crowd that was so large that three thousand people believed. No doubt there were thousands who did not believe as well.
It has been suggested that many houses had a courtyard, and that is where the 120 could have gathered and thus where the Pentecost experience occurred. However, modern-day archaeology, as well as testimony from ancient sources, shows us that at the time of Christ, the larger houses in Jerusalem were generally on the far western side of the city, while around the Temple the houses were smaller and the streets very narrow. No one in the Temple could have heard the sound of wind in a house on the west side of Jerusalem, perhaps a half mile away, especially given the high, thick walls of the Temple, which would have reduced any sound coming from outside. In contrast to a house somewhere in Jerusalem that could not accommodate a multitude, the Temple had many acres of open space and the crowd could have easily heard the sound, seen the “flames of fire,” heard the apostles speaking in tongues, and then heard Peter speak.
The crowds of Jews who heard the noise of speaking in tongues would have been in the Temple. Commentators who think Pentecost occurred in the Upper Room, say the crowds heard the noise of speaking in tongues and went to the house, but the Jews understood the tongues, and since there were people of every nation in the Temple, hearing people praise God in known languages would not have been completely unusual for a feast day and would not have moved the Jews from the Temple. The commentators who say that Peter and the others walked from the Upper Room to the Temple properly understand that the crowd of Jews was in the Temple, but are forced to invent the part about the apostles migrating to the Temple.
While most scholars recognize that there is enough ambiguity in Luke’s use of “house” that we cannot say for certain where the Pentecost event occurred, a number of scholars recognize that the Temple is much more likely to be the “house” in Acts 2:2 than a private home in Jerusalem. The NIV Study Bible note reads: “Evidently not the upstairs room where they were staying (Acts 1:13) but perhaps someplace in the Temple precincts....” The New King James Version Study Bible note reads, “The place may have been part of the temple. It is difficult to imagine how the large crowd mentioned in Acts 2:5 could have observed the activities in the upper room or congregated in the narrow streets outside the house where the disciples were meeting.”
“they were sitting.” The twelve apostles, not the 120 disciples. See commentary on Acts 2:3.
Act 2:3
“them...each one of them.” This is referring to the twelve apostles, not the 120 disciples. The thing that looked like fire that was divided into different flame-tongues, came to rest on each one of the twelve apostles, and it was the twelve who first spoke in tongues on the Day of Pentecost. The context switched from the 120 disciples to the decision to get a twelfth apostle in Acts 1:16. By Acts 1:26, Matthias was added to the eleven, making twelve. Then we must remember that in the original text there were no chapters and verses, so when Acts 2:1 says, “they were all together,” the “they” refers to the eleven and Matthias from the verse before. We get a better picture of the way the text reads by taking out the chapter and verse numbers, and also the punctuation, all of which have been added by translators to add clarity, but sometimes they misguide us.
“And they gave forth their lots and the lot fell upon Matthias and he was numbered with the eleven apostles and when the day of Pentecost was fully come they were all with one accord in one place” (Acts 1:26-2:1 KJV without punctuation).
Acts 2:1 does start with “and,” even though it is not translated in many versions. Besides the grammatical evidence that “they” refers to the twelve apostles, not the 120 disciples, there are at least two more important pieces of evidence. The first is that Acts 2:1 says, “they were all together in one place.” The Temple complex was almost 40 acres, and getting 120 people together there would have been difficult. Not impossible, but difficult. However, the much more conclusive evidence that only the apostles had the initial experience of Pentecost is in Acts 2:7, “Are not all these who are speaking Galileans?” The twelve apostles were all Galileans, but not all of the 120 disciples were Galileans.
“spreading out.” The Greek word is diamerizō (#1266 διαμερίζω). In the passive voice, which it is here, it means to be divided off or divided into separate parts, to be separated or separated away from, to be dispersed, “to spread out,”[footnoteRef:1673] to be distributed. Here, as in many places, the Greek says more than we can easily say in English. What the people saw was the tongues that looked like tongues of flame coming down and spreading out such that each apostle had a tongue of flame resting on him. What is also contained in the Greek word is that these tongues of what looked like flame were “distributed,” by the Lord (see commentary on Acts 2:33). This was no random event. The apostles were selected by the Lord and received his sign of approval. Fire from heaven was always a sign of divine presence or action. God’s fire was used in judgment to consume his enemies, and it was also used as a sign of divine approval. For example, fire on Mount Sinai signaled divine presence (Exod. 19:18). A pillar of fire over the Tent of Meeting (Tabernacle) signaled God’s presence there (Exod. 40:38; Num. 9:16). [1673:  Louw and Nida, s.v. “διαμερίζω.”] 

God lit the Tabernacle altar with fire from heaven (Lev. 9:24), which is why the Levites were told to keep the fire going and never let it go out (Lev. 6:12, 13). God accepted Gideon’s offering with divine fire (Judg. 6:21). Elijah’s sacrifice was accepted by fire from heaven (1 Kings 18:38), as was David’s (1 Chron. 21:26). God also lit the fire on the altar of the Temple with fire from heaven (2 Chron. 7:1-3). The Jewish audience collected there at the Temple on the Day of Pentecost understood all this, and had the opportunity to see that God (and His Messiah) accepted the apostles.
Act 2:4
“they were all filled.” The twelve apostles, not the 120 disciples. See commentary on Acts 2:3.
“with holy spirit.” The Greek has no definite article, and spirit is in the genitive case. This is not confusing to the Greek reader. We say “filled with,” while the Greeks said “filled of,” it was just the way they spoke (Cf. Luke 4:28; 5:26; Acts 3:10; 5:17; 13:45, 52; 19:29).
[For more information on the uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
“speak in other tongues.” For a much fuller explanation of speaking in tongues, see commentary on 1 Corinthians 14:5.
“the Spirit.” The Greek word translated “Spirit” is pneuma (#4151 πνεῦμα). This use of “the Spirit” likely refers to Jesus Christ, who was pouring out the language of speaking in tongues (see Acts 2:33). However, Acts 2:4 is ambiguous, perhaps purposely so, because in the Bible, God is called the “Spirit,” Jesus Christ is called “the Spirit,” and the gift of holy spirit is called “the spirit.” So which “SPIRIT” was giving the utterance here in Acts 2:4? It could well be a general reference to all three: God, who gave holy spirit to Jesus and thus is the ultimate source of the manifestations of holy spirit; Jesus, who poured out the gift of holy spirit upon people and thus is the immediate source of the gift of holy spirit; and the gift of holy spirit through which the manifestation of speaking in tongues comes.
Since God is “spirit” (John 4:24) and He is called “the Spirit” (cf. Ezek. 1:12, 20; 3:12, 14, 24; 8:3; and 11:1, 24; see commentary on Ezek. 8:3). John 3:8 speaks of being born of “the Spirit,” i.e., of God; and Matthew 12:31 says that blasphemy against “the Spirit,” i.e., God, would not be forgiven. The Bible has many names that refer to God. Because God is holy (Isa. 6:3; John 17:11), He was also known as “the Holy,” which usually gets translated as “the Holy One” (2 Kings 19:22; Job 6:10; Ps. 71:22; 78:41; 89:18; Isa. 1:4; 29:23; Luke 1:49; John 17:11). Sometimes “Spirit” is combined with “holy,” and God is called “the Holy Spirit.” Thus, in Acts 5:3, Peter told Ananias, “how is it that the Adversary has filled your heart to lie to the Holy Spirit?” whom he identified in Acts 5:4 as “God.” The Gospels say Mary was impregnated by “the Holy Spirit,” (Matt. 1:18, 20; Luke 1:35), whom we know is God because Jesus is always called the Son of God and never “the Son of the Holy Spirit.”
After his resurrection, Jesus is also called “the Spirit.” That is because when God raised Jesus from the dead, He gave him a spiritually powered body. His physical body was flesh and bone (Luke 24:39), but it was now made alive by “spirit,” not by “soul” like a normal human body. That is why the Bible says that Jesus was raised “a spiritual body” (see commentary on 1 Cor. 15:44). Jesus is called “the Spirit” in Romans 8:26-27; 2 Corinthians 3:17-18; and Revelation 2:7, 11, 17, 29; 3:6, 13, 22 (see commentary on Rev. 2:7). he is also likely called “the Spirit” in Acts 8:29; 10:19; 11:12;
The gift of holy spirit is also referred to as just, “the spirit” (cf. Acts 8:18; 21:4; 1 Cor. 2:12; 7:40; 12:7; 2 Cor. 1:22; 2 Cor. 5:5).
Acts 2:4 has both the gift of holy spirit and “the Spirit,” which given the immediate context likely refers primarily to Jesus, who poured out “this that you see and hear” (Acts 2:33). The unexplained use of pneuma, “spirit” at the end of Acts 2:4 may seem confusing to us today, but among the first-century Christians, who were accustomed to the gift of holy spirit and to Jesus being called “the Spirit,” it was clearer than it is to us.
There are reasons for believing that the second use of pneuma in Acts 2:4 primarily refers to Jesus. The Bible says that Jesus, “the Spirit” “poured out this that you…hear (Acts 2:33).” Thus it seems to be Jesus who gave the tongues. Jesus is the immediate source who energizes the gift of holy spirit such that the believer can speak in tongues. The verb, “was giving them” is imperfect, showing that the giving continued over a period of time. It was not “given” as a one-time thing. “The Spirit,” likely Jesus, continued to give the language as long as the people spoke in tongues.
[For more information on the uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’” For more on “the Holy Spirit,” see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
Act 2:5
“deeply religious.” The Greek is eulabēs (#2126 εὐλαβής); see commentary on Acts 10:2, “godly man.”
Act 2:7
“Galileans.” The gift of holy spirit was first poured out on the twelve apostles, not the 120 disciples. The Twelve were from Galilee, but not all the 120 would have been. See commentary on Acts 2:3.
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Act 2:9
“Parthians.” Parthia was in what is Iran today, and where Persia had been before it. The natives spoke a Persian dialect.
“Medes.” Media was not a country at the time of the New Testament. The Persians had conquered the nation of Media, which then formed the larger Persian Empire (cf. Esther 1:3, 18, 19; Dan. 5:28; 6:8, 12, 15; 8:20). These people were Jews who were apparently descended from the Jews of the time of Daniel who were carried as captives to that area and had stayed in the area and thus at this time were from Media and therefore were considered Medes (for more on Media, see the REV commentary on Jer. 51:11).
“Elamites.” Elam was not a country at the time of the New Testament. The Elamites occupied the area north and west of the Persian Gulf. Like Media, Elam had become part of the ancient Persian Empire.
“those who live in Mesopotamia.” At the time of the New Testament, this area between the Tigris and Euphrates rivers was part of the Parthian Empire. Today it is Iraq.
“Judea.” This most probably does not mean what we usually think of as Judea, the area in southern Israel. It likely means the areas where the Jews had settled (or been deported to), and in this case, refers to areas in what we know as Syria today.
“Cappadocia.” A Roman province in the southeast of what we know as Turkey today.
“Pontus.” A Roman province in what is now northern Turkey, on the Black Sea.
“Asia.” A Roman province that was in the far southwest of what we call Turkey today. The important city of Ephesus was in Asia.
Act 2:10
“Phrygia.” An area in what is now central Turkey. In New Testament times, eastern Phrygia was in the Roman province of Galatia, while the western part was in the province of Asia.
“Pamphylia.” A Roman province in what is today southern Turkey.
“Egypt.” The country of Egypt.
“parts of Libya near Cyrene.” Cyrene was settled by Greeks in the seventh century BC and was the leading city of the district of Cyrenaica (also called Pentapolis) in North Africa. The city of Cyrene was about 17 miles from the Mediterranean Sea, built on a plateau. Cyrenaica was ruled by its own people but surrendered to Alexander the Great in 331 BC. Later, it was given to the Romans. At the time of Christ, the city of Cyrene was the capital of Libya in northern Africa on the Mediterranean Sea, which in 27 BC was made, together with Crete, the Roman province of Cyrenaica. People from Cyrene were present in the Temple on the day of Pentecost (Acts 2:10).
“visitors from Rome.” In other words, not true Roman citizens, but Jews and proselytes who lived in Rome, and who would have likely spoken Latin and Greek.
“proselytes.” This is almost certainly referring to those Gentiles who were fully proselytes, and not just “proselytes of the gate.” For information on the two different kinds of proselytes in Judaism at the time of Christ, see commentary on Acts 10:2.
Act 2:11
“Cretans.” People who live on the Island of Crete, which in 27 BC was made, together with Cyrene in Libya, the Roman province of Cyrenaica.
“Arabians.” Likely people of the Nabatean kingdom of Arabia, mostly in what is Saudi Arabia today.
“the mighty works of God.” The Greek adjective translated “mighty works” is megaleios (#3167 μεγαλεῖος), and it means great, powerful, splendid, magnificent, excellent. It is used here in Acts 2:11 as a substantive, an adjective used as a noun, and thus means “mighty deeds”;[footnoteRef:1674] “mighty acts; powerful works”;[footnoteRef:1675] “mighty works.”[footnoteRef:1676] [1674:  BDAG, s.v. “μεγαλεῖος.”]  [1675:  Friberg, s.v. “μεγαλεῖος.”]  [1676:  Thayer, s.v. “μεγαλεῖος.”] 

[For more on substantives, see commentary on Matt. 5:37.]
The translations capture the meaning of the Greek differently but have basically the same message: the apostles were extolling God. They spoke of His “mighty works” (ASV, CEB, ESV); “great things” (CJB); “magnificent acts” (CSB); “mighty acts” (NAB); “wonderful works” (KJV); “the wonders” (NIV); “wonderful things” (NLT); “deeds of power” (NRSV). It is important to understand that when the apostles spoke in tongues, they spoke about how magnificent and mighty God was. They were not prophesying a message to the crowd, they were declaring how great God was.
Act 2:13
“sweet new wine.” It is not “new wine” as in wine that was freshly pressed (which would have been neos oinos in the Greek); rather this comes from gleukos (#1098 γλεῦκος). Most lexicons define this word as “sweet new wine,” that is, wine that is still in the process of fermenting.[footnoteRef:1677] The grape harvest in Palestine ended in August, or September at the latest, which by the time of Pentecost (usually June but sometimes May) would have been some eight months past, so the fermentation would have been over. However, the ancients had ways to keep the wine sweet and from turning to wine vinegar, such as adding honey to it, which would also prolong the fermentation process. [1677:  BDAG; Thayer; Louw and Nida; Friberg; s.v. “γλεῦκος.”] 

These mockers are typical of unbelievers. They ignore the facts (like the fire from heaven and the fact that no group of drunken people speaks fluently in other languages) and instead just voice their doubt and unbelief. Sadly, the mocking deters many Christians from getting involved in the conflict of the faith, since most people dislike and avoid conflict. The Adversary wages a harsh and relentless war of words, and often these empty arguments sound so plausible they stop Christians. For example, a dedicated Christian who prayed daily, gave regularly, and went to meetings regularly might have someone say to him, “You don’t have to be legalistic about your faith.” That almost sounds persuasive, until we really stop to think that being dedicated is not being “legalistic.” Many such hollow accusations have hindered Christians in their walk with the Lord and are a reason that Christians need to be deliberate about their faith and know what they believe and why.
Act 2:14
“Fellow Jews, and all you who are residing in Jerusalem.” The “fellow Jews” and those “residing in Jerusalem” are the same people. In common Semitic style, Peter repeats the same message saying it in two different ways. The Jews who had traveled to Jerusalem for Pentecost would be staying in or very near the city of Jerusalem because Pentecost was a one-day feast. If a visitor stayed very far from Jerusalem then they would not easily be able to travel to the city to be part of the festivities, which started very early and went on throughout the day until at least the afternoon sacrifice.
Act 2:15
“third hour.” This is about our 9:00 a.m. Both the Jews and Romans divided the daytime into 12 hours, starting at daylight, roughly 6 a.m. The nights were divided into “watches,” four watches of three hours each.
[For the hours of the day and the watches of the night, see commentary on Mark 6:48.]
Act 2:17
“a portion of my spirit.” The Greek of this phrase gives the sense of God having a large amount of spirit from which he pours some out upon mankind. Literally, it reads, “I will pour out from my spirit.” The preposition apo (“from; away from”) combines with the genitive “of my spirit,” to make the equivalent of a partitive genitive, showing that God is taking some of, or part of, His spirit, and putting it on people. Thayer notes that the apo in Acts 2:17 is used of “the separation of a part from the whole; where of a whole some part is taken.” BDAG and the EDNT both reference Acts 2:17 as a case where the genitive with apo is a substitute for the partitive genitive. The NAB agrees, and translates the phrase, “I will pour out a portion of my spirit.” The Septuagint has the partitive idea in Joel, the idea being, “some of my spirit.”[footnoteRef:1678] Some translations simply have “I will pour out of my spirit” (Darby, Douay-Rheims, KJV, Rotherham), which could be more clearly translated as, “I will pour out some of my spirit.” Thus the concept that God only pours out part of His spirit upon people is inherent in the text. [1678:  Joseph A. Fitzmyer, The Acts of the Apostles [AB], 252.] 

It is important that we recognize that there is a difference between what we today hear in Peter’s teaching and what Peter’s Jewish audience would have heard. Because of the Epistles to the Church, we today know that when the gift of holy spirit was poured out, it came as the New Birth and was sealed inside the believers. Although that is quite true, Peter’s audience did not know about that.
That God was now “pouring out” his spirit (i.e., giving it abundantly), would have meant two distinct things to Peter’s audience. Although they did not yet understand the New Birth, they did know from Joel that, if Peter was correct about the timing (which he was), God would give spirit to everyone. This is in contrast to how things were in the Old Testament. For example, in Numbers 11, God only put the gift of holy spirit on 70 men out of all the millions of Israelites. Moses said that he wished “that all the people of Yahweh, were prophets! Yea, let Yahweh put his spirit upon them” (Rotherham), but that did not happen. Throughout the history of the Old Testament right up until the day Peter was speaking, God had only given His holy spirit to a relatively few individuals. But now on the Day of Pentecost, the ascended Christ would pour out the gift of holy spirit upon anyone who believed (Acts 2:38; Eph. 1:13).
The second thing that the words “poured out” indicated to Peter’s Jewish audience would be that God would work powerfully through His spirit and energize many prophecies, miracles, etc. The connotation of “pour out” was that the energizing of the spirit would not be just a trickle of prophecies and power, but a great flowing of the manifestations of holy spirit, which is what we should still be seeing today. That is also clear in the immediate context, which we can see because Peter spoke of prophecy, visions, and dreams.
Although many English versions capitalize the word “Spirit” as if it referred to “the Holy Spirit,” clearly it does not. This “spirit” is the gift of holy spirit that each person gets when he or she is born again.
Act 2:20
“the sun will be turned into darkness.” This is not a regular reoccurring eclipse, but a special supernatural occurrence in the time of Tribulation that precedes the Second Coming of Christ when he comes from heaven to earth and fights and wins the Battle of Armageddon (Rev. 19). This prediction, as the quotation itself, is in Joel, and Jesus spoke of the sun being darkened when he taught his disciples about the Great Tribulation (cf. Matt. 24:29), and the book of Revelation says the sun will be darkened (Rev. 6:12; 8:12). The sun being darkened is connected to the wrath of God, not just in these verses, but in the ninth of the ten plagues that struck Egypt at the time of the Exodus, which was a plague of darkness (Exod. 10:21).
“the moon into blood.” The moon does not literally become “blood,” but becomes blood-colored. This is well described in Revelation 6:12, which uses the word “like” to describe the appearance of the moon: “and the full moon became like blood.” The verb metastrephō (#3344 μεταστρέφω), translated “turned” governs both the nouns sun and moon, so that we understand the moon is “turned” into blood, i.e., turned into blood from the point of view of someone looking at it from earth, i.e., it becomes blood-colored. In a lunar eclipse, the moon can take on a dark red appearance, but this verse is not referring to a lunar eclipse, but to a full moon, which is usually brilliant white. Instead, at this time in the Tribulation, the full moon is blood red. Although Acts 2:20 simply says “moon,” the book of Revelation specifically says, “whole moon,” which we refer to as a “full moon.”
Act 2:21
“whoever calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.” The phrase “call upon the name of the Lord” generally refers to prayer, and was used both in the Old Testament and New Testament (see commentary on 1 Cor. 1:2). The person who “calls on the name of the Lord” is one who obviously believes in God and prays to Him for help, support, etc. Peter is quoting Joel, so “the Lord” in this context is God.
After the death, resurrection, and ascension of Jesus Christ, and the Day of Pentecost, a person believes and confesses Christ as Lord to be born again (Rom. 10:9). That would be generally included in calling on the name of the Lord here in Acts because calling on the name of the Lord means the petitioner is asking for God’s help, which they could only reasonably expect if they were willing to do things God’s way. Note that right after quoting this verse from Joel, Peter then tells the crowd about Jesus Christ and how he had been raised from the dead and seated at God’s right hand and given the throne of David.
Act 2:24
“having freed him from the birth pains of death.” There has been much scholarly discussion about the text using the Greek word ōdin (#5604 ὠδῖν), literally “birth pains,” the pains that a woman feels when giving birth. There have been scholars who suggest the word was miscopied, and that the meaning is the “cords” of death (cf. Ps. 18:4-5), but there is no real evidence of that. The metaphor may refer to the fact that in order for Christ to be raised in his new body, he had to die, so it was like going through birth pains to be “reborn,” if you will, in his new resurrected body.
Act 2:26
“rest.” From the Greek kataskēnoō (#2681 κατασκηνόω), literally meaning “to pitch one’s tent,” that is to dwell, settle, or live. However, the translation “live” (NIV84) could give the misleading impression that David was “alive” while resting in death. Rather, the sense is that after David had died, his flesh would “tent,” that is, dwell, settle down, or better, “rest” (cf. HCSB, KJV, NIV2011, YLT), in the hope of resurrection.
The point of the passage is not that David was “living” but exactly the opposite, as Acts 2:29 and 2:34 make clear: “he both died and was buried… [and] did not ascend into the heavens.” BDAG points out how early Christian gravestones used this word as a euphemism for “resting.”
[For more on the dead being dead and not alive in any form, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.”]
Act 2:27
“soul.” The Greek word often translated “soul” is psuchē (#5590 ψυχή, pronounced psoo-'kay), and it has a large number of meanings, including the physical life of a person or animal; an individual person; and attitudes, emotions, feelings, and thoughts. Here psuchē is used of the person himself. Thus, the HCSB and NIV use the word “me” instead of “my soul.” This is one of the many verses that prove the soul is not immortal, although to understand that point clearly, we must understand what “the grave” is in the last part of the verse.
[For a more complete explanation of “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
“the grave.” The Greek word we translate “grave” is Hadēs (#86 ᾅδης). In the New Testament, the Greek word Hadēs is used as the equivalent of the Hebrew word Sheōl, which was the state of being dead. When the Hebrew Old Testament was translated into Greek around 250 BC, the Hebrew word Sheōl was translated by the Greek word Hadēs. Sheōl is not the physical grave itself, but the state of being dead (the actual physical grave was referred to as the qeber; #06913 קֶבֶר). Some theologians refer to Sheōl as “gravedom” (the reign of the grave; or the reign of death). It is not a place, but a state of being—the state of being dead. In the Hebrew Old Testament, dead people are said to be in Sheōl (cf. Gen. 37:35; 42:38; 1 Kings 2:6; Job 7:9; Ps. 6:5; 16:10; Prov. 7:27; etc.).
It was actually a bad choice to translate Sheōl as Hadēs, because in Sheōl people are dead, whereas, in Greek mythology, Hadēs was a place where the souls of dead people are alive. So when the Greeks translated Sheōl as Hadēs, it introduced great confusion about the state of the dead into Judaism and then into Christianity, and that confusion still exists today. It would have been much better if the Greeks had simply transliterated Sheōl into Greek and brought it into the Greek language as a loanword. The Bible, properly translated, makes it clear that dead people are dead until the Rapture or a resurrection.
This verse shows how mistranslation can skew theology. If this verse were being read by a first-century Greek who did not know that Hadēs was the Greek translation of Sheōl, he would be led to think that people, including Jesus, had gone to the Hadēs of Greek mythology, ruled by the god Hadēs, which is not even close to what the text is saying. However, something similar has happened today, because many Christians think that Hadēs is another name for the place in Christian mythology called “Hell,” which is ruled by the Devil and his demons, and is where evil people go and are alive in torment when their earthly body dies. But Jesus certainly did not go to a place where there are dead people being tormented by demons. He died and was dead. We need to be clear on this point: the New Testament Hadēs is the same as the Old Testament Sheōl, and it was not a “place” at all, but a state—the state of being dead. That is why the prophecy was that God would not abandon people to Sheōl (Hadēs). If God did not raise people up from being dead, they would stay dead forever. The soul does not live on after the body dies. When the body dies, the soul is dead; gone.
[For more on Sheōl as Hadēs being words that refer to someone being dead, not alive, see commentary on Rev. 20:13. For more on the dead being dead and not alive in any form, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.”]
“Devout One.” The Greek word is hosios (#3741 ὅσιος), not hagios (#40 ἅγιος), which is the usual word for “holy” (and occurs over 230 times in the New Testament). Hosios occurs 8 times in the New Testament and means “devout, pure, dedicated, holy. When used of people, it is used of those who observe their duty to God and fulfill their obligations to Him. Hosios has a range of meanings and can also refer to things that are generally used in worship to God and are “pure” (“pure hands” 1 Tim. 2:8). Hosios also sometimes refers to the outward standard of that which constitutes holiness, and in those cases, because English does not have a good equivalent for hosios, “holy” may be the best translation even though an English reader cannot tell it from hagios.[footnoteRef:1679] Hosios is also used to refer to the inner nature of God and Christ, which is pure and devout. [1679:  Cf. BDAG, s.v. “ὅσιος.”] 

[For more on hosios and how it differs from hagios, “holy,” see commentary on Titus 1:8.]
Act 2:28
“life.” Here the word “life” refers to “life in the Age to Come.” See commentary on Luke 10:28.
Act 2:30
“would seat one of his descendants on his throne.” In 2 Samuel 7:12-16, God promised David that his “throne” would be established forever (2 Sam. 7:13, 16). The use of “throne” was specific and important, because it was David’s throne that the Messiah would sit on and rule forever. The people understood this. When the angel appeared to Mary to tell her that she would give birth to the Messiah, the angel said that God would give Mary’s son “the throne of his father [ancestor] David” (Luke 1:32). That could not be misunderstood by anyone who knew the Old Testament.
Act 2:31
“spoke of the resurrection of the Christ.” David spoke of the resurrection of Christ. The example Peter gave was from Psalm 16:10, which Peter applied to the resurrection of Christ. Paul also quoted Psalm 16:10 and said it referred to the resurrection of Christ (Acts 13:35).
Act 2:33
“the promised holy spirit.” The holy spirit was called “the promised holy spirit” because God had promised to send His gift of holy spirit in the Old Testament. The Old Testament prophets had foretold that a new spirit was coming in the future, one that was different from the spirit God gave in Old Testament times. It was foretold to come as part of the Messianic Kingdom and the New Covenant that God would make with Israel (Isa. 32:15-18; 44:3-5; Ezek. 11:17-21; 36:26-27; Joel 2:28-29). The Old Testament prophets said the spirit would be “poured out” (i.e., given in fullness) into all the believers (Ezek. 39:29; Joel 2:28-29), which came to pass (Acts 2:33; 10:45; Titus 3:6). Jesus knew that it would come before his kingdom, perhaps to help believers to endure the Great Tribulation (John 15:26-16:16).
Although the Christian Church was a sacred secret, hidden in God and not foretold in the Old Testament, in His wonderful grace, God has given the Christian Church the gift of holy spirit that He promised to give in the Millennial Kingdom. That is why in Acts and the Church Epistles this new holy spirit is sometimes referred to as “the promised holy spirit (Eph. 1:13; cf. Acts 2:33; Rom. 8:23).
The Greek text places “holy spirit” as the object of the preposition “of,” saying, “the holy spirit of promise.” This is a common construction, particularly in the Semitic languages but used in Greek also. Grammatically, nouns have more force than adjectives, so saying, “the holy spirit of promise” places more emphasis on “promise” than does the phrase, “the promised holy spirit.” However, due to the Trinitarian teaching that “the Holy Spirit” is a person and not the gift of God (a belief promulgated and supported in most versions by the translation “the Holy Spirit”), the phrase “the holy spirit of promise” tends to be unclear, while “the promised holy spirit” is much clearer. For more on the promised holy spirit, see commentaries on John 7:39 and Ephesians 1:13.
[For more information on the uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
“he has poured out this.” Acts 2:33 says that God gave the gift of holy spirit to Jesus Christ, who then gave it to the Church. As the Bible reveals, the gift of holy spirit is given by God to Jesus Christ, to be administered or given to others (Luke 24:49; John 15:26; Acts 2:33; Titus 3:6). John the Baptist also said it would be Jesus that would baptize in holy spirit (Matt. 3:11; Mark 1:8; Luke 3:16).
When God raised Christ from the dead, He sat him at His own right hand and gave him “all authority” (Matt. 28:18). Thus, God made Jesus Christ the agent who carried out the work of God. It was common in biblical times that kings would work through a “right-hand man” who would know what the king wanted and get it done. We see this in the record of Pharaoh and Joseph (Gen. 41:44), and Ahasuerus and Haman (Esther 3:1, 10; 8:2). Jesus knew that he would be God’s right-hand man and get things done for Him, so at the Last Supper, he told his disciples that he would send the holy spirit that came from God. Jesus spoke of the “helper” (the holy spirit) coming, “that I will send to you from the Father” (John 15:26) Later that night he again spoke of the holy spirit and said, “I will send it to you” (John 16:7). Titus 3:6 says the same thing, and speaks of the holy spirit “which he [God] poured out on us richly through Jesus Christ.” That is exactly the truth that is being relayed here in Acts 2:33. That the gift of holy spirit was given by God to Jesus Christ, who then poured it out on the Church.
The fact that the gift of holy spirit ultimately originated from God explains why some verses speak of God giving the gift of holy spirit (cf. Acts 2:17; 5:32; 1 Cor. 2:12; 2 Cor. 5:5; 1 Thess. 4:8). But the fact that God gave Jesus Christ the authority to give the gift of holy spirit to people explains why some verses say that Jesus gives the spirit (John 15:26; 16:7; Acts 2:33; Titus 3:6).
Along with the gift of holy spirit come the giftings that people have in the Church, which is why Ephesians 4:8 and 4:11 say that Jesus gave “gifts” [ministries] to people in the Church. Here again, we see God as the Author and Christ as the agent, which is why some verses speak of God placing people in the Body as it pleases Him (cf. 1 Cor. 12:18), while other verses say that the Lord Jesus distributes ministries to people (1 Cor. 12:5; Eph. 4:8, 11). Once we realize that God is the Author and Christ is the agent who is doing the work of God, many verses that would otherwise be confusing make very good sense.
[For more about baptism, and that it can be by immersion or by pouring water onto the head of the person, see commentary on Mark 1:4.]
Act 2:37
“they were pricked in their heart.” That the people assembled in the Temple on the Day of Pentecost were pricked in their hearts when they heard Peter’s words indicates that they had some knowledge of what Peter was talking about, and also some of them would have recognized that David did foretell that the Messiah would be raised from the dead.
Act 2:38
“in the name of Jesus Christ.” This phrase means, in essence, “by the authority of Jesus Christ.” It is a cultural phrase that refers to the authority a person has due to his relationship with the one being named, who in this case is Jesus Christ. In Christian culture, “the name of Jesus Christ” gave the user authority, just as using the name of any other ruler or great person would give the one who used it authority. Peter does not have to say here what Romans 10:9-10 says about confessing Christ as the risen Lord because he had just described that and more in his teaching to the people gathered there in the Temple (cf. Acts 2:22-35).
[For more on the use of the name of Jesus Christ, see commentary on Acts 3:6.]
“the gift of the holy spirit.” When God gives His nature to people so they can be empowered with spirit power, that nature, called “the holy spirit,” is a gift to the person who receives it. The Bible specifically calls it “the gift of holy spirit” (Acts 2:38; 10:45). God is not a gift to people, so when the Bible speaks of “the gift of holy spirit,” it is not speaking of God or of a third “Person” in the Trinity. God had put His gift of holy spirit upon many people throughout the Old Testament, and here in Acts 2:38, Peter says that anyone who believes will receive the gift of holy spirit.
[For God putting His gift on people to empower them, see commentary on Luke 4:18. For more on the gift of holy spirit see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?” For more on the different uses of “spirit” in the Bible, see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
Act 2:39
“As many as the Lord our God will call.” Many theologians assert that this verse means a person cannot be saved unless God first calls him, at which point the person can then decide to call upon God and be saved. That is not what this verse is saying. Peter did not know the Christian doctrine set forth by Augustine, Calvin, and others, that a person could not exercise his free will and be saved unless God first gave him saving grace. Peter was a Jew who had been taught from the Old Testament that God chose and called the nation of Israel, but not the Gentile nations, and Peter thought of “calling” in this context in terms of groups of people, not individuals. Peter did recognize that an individual Gentile could be saved even if God did not call the Gentiles as nations. He certainly would have recognized that Ruth the Moabite, for example, was saved. Furthermore, he was aware that there were many proselytes to Judaism from the Gentile nations. In this address in the Temple, Peter says, “the promise [of the holy spirit] is to you [Jews] and your children,” because he was aware that the holy spirit had been promised to Israel. Furthermore, when he said the promise of holy spirit was to “you,” the word is plural, meaning “you as a group.” The promise was not given to “each of you individually,” even though each person would have to receive the spirit by their own faith.
In spite of the fact Peter was addressing a group of Jews, and knew the holy spirit had been promised to Jews, he also knew that Joel had said the spirit would be poured out on “all people” (Joel 2:28). Thus, likely by revelation he added, “and to all who are far off.” He himself was not thinking of the Gentiles at that time, because years later he argued with the Lord about entering the house of a Gentile (Acts 10:14). Nevertheless, he was inspired to say in his message that God can call whatever peoples or nations He wanted, and that they too could be baptized and receive holy spirit. This would occur individual by individual for the nations, just as it had for Israel.
Act 2:41
“were baptized.” It seems that all these converts to Christianity were immersed in water because that was what John the Baptist and Jesus had done to many people, and water baptism continued to be done in early Christianity and then became a tradition in the Church even though it was baptism in holy spirit that accompanied salvation (1 Cor. 12:13). It would have been possible for all 3,000 people to be baptized in water that Pentecost day because Jerusalem had many dozens of mikvahs (ritual immersion pools), but it is also possible that they were baptized in water in the same way that they had just been baptized in holy spirit—by it being poured out onto them, onto their head and body (Acts 2:33).
[For more about baptism, and that it can be by immersion or by pouring water onto the head of the person, see commentary on Mark 1:4.]
“souls.” The Greek word often translated “soul” is psuchē (#5590 ψυχή, pronounced psoo-'kay), and it has a large number of meanings, including the physical life of a person or animal; an individual person; and attitudes, emotions, feelings, and thoughts. Here psuchē is used of the person himself. Thus, many versions, including the HCSB, NAB, and NET, say “people” instead of “souls.”
[For a more complete explanation of “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
Act 2:42
“they continued steadfastly in the apostles’ teaching.” The translation “continued steadfastly in” could also be translated as “devoted themselves to.” The Jews who believed were coming out of a deeply rooted system of error and misunderstanding and had to relearn many things about the Messiah, the Old Testament prophecies, and the Law; including what was godly and what was just “human religion.” This was not something that could be done overnight (the apostles had spent many months with Jesus in person and yet were still learning), nor was it easy or comfortable. Here in Acts 2:42, we see the focus and tenacity it takes to be a disciple of Jesus Christ.
“fellowship.” The Greek word is koinōnia (#2842 κοινωνία, pronounced koy-no-'nee-ä). Like many words, it has a range of meanings and uses, so it is important to pay attention to the context to determine which meaning it has in that particular context. Koinōnia refers to a close association involving mutual interests and sharing; a close relationship characterized by involvement and sharing. From that basic definition it came to refer to the love or goodwill that comes with a close relationship, and thus was used of “generosity” or “participation,” and it also came to refer to the result of close association, which is sharing, giving, and was even used of “a gift” or “a contribution” (2 Cor. 9:13).
Thayer offers one definition of koinōnia as: “joint participation,” and another as “intimacy.”[footnoteRef:1680] The Internet encyclopedia Wikipedia says, “The essential meaning of the [word] koinōnia embraces concepts conveyed in the English terms community, communion, joint participation, sharing, and intimacy.”[footnoteRef:1681] We, as well as other Christians who have studied the subject, have come up with a useful definition to describe fellowship among Christians: “intimate joint participation.” The beauty of having a definitive definition of koinōnia is that it allows us to tell if we are actually having true Christian fellowship or not. To help us understand “intimate” in a social context, someone once defined “intimacy” as “in-to-me-see,” which is accurate and clear. It is amazing the extent to which we can be with others and never let them see into us. Many people can talk for hours without ever letting the listener “see” into them. That may be wise to do “on the street,” but it is certainly not how fellowship, koinōnia, is supposed to work among Christians. [1680:  Thayer, Thayer’s Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “κοινωνία.”]  [1681:  Wikipedia, “Koinonia,” accessed October 4, 2024, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Koinonia.] 

For example, a person may go to a large church and sit in the auditorium and listen to the pastor or teacher. That person may well be learning valuable things, but that is not “fellowship” because it is not intimate (no sharing of hearts), and it is not “joint participation,” it is one-way communication. Listening to a lecture on the television is not “fellowship,” and sitting and listening to one in an auditorium is not either. One-way communication is not fellowship. Listening to teachings is important for building the like-mindedness necessary to have fellowship, but it is not itself “fellowship.” Similarly, a person who goes to a church but just chats and “makes small talk” may be engaging in “joint participation” but that is not true “fellowship” either because there is no “full sharing,” no “intimate joint participation” in which people open their hearts to each other.
We all know when we have genuine fellowship with others, that is, true, “intimate joint participation.” We let people into our hearts and lives, and are with people who open their hearts and lives to us, and that happens among people who are in close association and when we are with people we trust.
The New Testament has several of the different uses of koinōnia. Here in Acts 2:42, koinōnia refers to all the aspects of “fellowship”: there was the intimate joint participation among the believers, the love and goodwill that comes with that relationship, and also sharing, giving, gifts, and contributions among the community of believers. In 2 Corinthians 6:14, “…what fellowship does light have with darkness,” koinōnia primarily refers to the intimate joint participation that is unavailable in that unbalanced relationship. In Romans 15:26 we see koinōnia used to mean a gift or contribution, which is also its meaning in Hebrews 13:16. In 1 Corinthians 10:16, koinōnia is used to refer to participation, as it does in Philippians 1:5.
The basis of true koinōnia among Christians is our love of God and our commitment to Him. Beyond that, it is important that we agree on certain basics of the Faith. If we do not, there is often enough discord to produce a lack of trust and no true intimate joint participation.
The Epistle of 1 John lays out the relationship between teaching and “fellowship.” 1 John 1:3 says, “What we have seen and heard we also declare to you, so that you also may have fellowship with us.” Note that John does not think that telling people what he had seen and heard was “fellowship,” but rather John taught what he had seen and heard “so that” there could be “fellowship.” The teaching produced the like-mindedness that was necessary for intimate joint participation to occur.
“prayer.” The Greek word for “prayer,” proseuchē (#4335 προσευχή ), is in the plural, but it is a collective singular, like the English word “deer” or “fish,” which can be one or more than one. In this case, the disciples devoted themselves to the practice of prayer, which would include all kinds of prayer.
Act 2:43
“every soul.” This means every person. See commentary on Acts 2:41.
Act 2:46
“from house to house.” The emphasis is that each house was involved. Some versions read that they broke their bread “at home,” but this misses the point. It is not that each one ate at home, but rather that every home was involved, and they shared with each other.
“in the Temple.” These early Christians were all Jews, so they continued worshiping in the Temple.
“sincerity.” The Greek is aphelotēs (#858 ἀφελότης), and means “simplicity.” The root word comes from a description of land that was without rock, hence smooth. Thus the idea is simplicity, or humility of heart. Sincerity captures this feeling more than simplicity, which could be read in a negative sense.
Act 2:47
“and having favor with all the people.” The first followers of Jesus were all Jews at this point, and they commended themselves to both God and man. They were joyful, full of praise, often in the Temple, sharing and helping each other and others out, so no wonder they had the favor (lit. grace) of “all the people” in the city.
 
Acts Chapter 3
Act 3:1
“at the hour of prayer, the ninth hour.” The ninth hour corresponds roughly to our hour from 3 to 4 p.m. The Jews counted 12 hours in the day, with the first starting at what is roughly equivalent to our 6 a.m. As early as the time of David (c. 950 BC) the Bible alludes to there being three daily hours of prayer among the Jews: “Evening and morning and at noon I will utter my complaint….” (Ps. 55:17 ESV). By the time of Daniel (c. 500 BC), the three times for prayer each day seems to be quite well established because Daniel prayed upon his knees three times each day (Dan. 6:10).
However, ancient sources disagree as to exactly when the three hours of prayer were observed. According to the Talmud, the Jewish people prayed three times each day: morning, afternoon, and evening. John Lightfoot says that the prayers coincide with the morning and evening sacrifice and that prayers were also made between those times, “from the sixth hour and a half,”[footnoteRef:1682] which would be close to noon, around 12:30 p.m. Yet he also points out that the Jerusalem Talmud says the practice was “The recital of the Shema in bed is the foundation; that is, after the stars have begun to appear.”[footnoteRef:1683] After the stars had begun to appear is certainly later than the evening sacrifice, however. F.F. Bruce writes, “a service of public prayer accompanied these two sacrifices [the morning and evening] and there was a further service at sunset.”[footnoteRef:1684] Acts 3:1 confirms that the ninth hour, about 3 p.m., was indeed an hour of prayer. [1682:  John Lightfoot, A Commentary on the New Testament from the Talmud and Hebraica]  [1683:  Lightfoot, A Commentary on the New Testament from the Talmud and Hebraica, 8:386.]  [1684:  Bruce, The Book of Acts [NICNT], 77.] 

Adam Clarke refers to rabbis who teach that people should pray when the sun rises, when it reaches the meridian [i.e., noon], and when the sun has set, “passed just under the horizon.[footnoteRef:1685] Lange writes: “…in the later age of the apostles, custom had firmly established the three hours of prayer, namely, the third hour of the day, in the morning…the sixth, at noon; and the ninth, in the evening. The first and third coincided with the hours in which the morning and the evening sacrifices were, respectively, offered.”[footnoteRef:1686] In conclusion, it seems clear that the ancient sources testify to there being three hours of prayer, one of them coinciding with the morning sacrifice and one coinciding with the evening sacrifice. The sources disagree as to whether the third hour is close to noon, or after the evening sacrifice close to when the stars appear in the evening. [1685:  See Adam Clarke, The New Testament with a Commentary: Matthew-Acts, 5:704.]  [1686:  John P. Lange, Commentary on the Holy Scriptures: Acts, 4:62.] 

In Acts 10:3 the angel appeared to Cornelius at the hour of the evening sacrifice (the ninth hour). In Acts 10:9 Peter went up to the roof of the house in which he was staying and prayed at the sixth hour, about noon, and some commentators have used that to support the idea of an hour of prayer being around noon, but the Bible never says Peter prayed at a recognized hour of prayer, he may have just been moved to pray about that time.
Both the Jews and Romans divided the day into 12 hours, starting at daylight, roughly 6 a.m.
[For the hours of the day and the watches of the night, see commentary on Mark 6:48.]
Act 3:6
“I have no silver and gold.” The Greek literally reads, “silver and gold do not exist/are not present for me.” The Greek word translated “have” is huparchō (#5225 ὑπάρχω), which means, “to exist,” or “have at one’s disposal.”[footnoteRef:1687] The use of this verb does not mean Peter is denying money even exists to him, rather, he is saying he does not have any. There is no money present at his disposal. Thus the translation, “I have no silver and gold.” [1687:  BDAG, s.v. “ὑπάρχω.”] 

“in the name of Jesus Christ.” This phrase means, in essence, “by the authority of Jesus Christ.” It is a cultural phrase that refers to the authority a person has due to his relationship with the one being named, who in this case is Jesus Christ.
Because of the patron-client society of the biblical cultures, including the Greek and Roman cultures, “who you knew” was extremely important in day-to-day life. Personally knowing a socially powerful and well-connected person had all kinds of advantages. For example, if a person was in need or in trouble, he could use the name of his powerful friend to gain favor and influence. It was actually that very custom that led rulers such as Solomon to acquire hundreds of wives and concubines (Solomon himself had 700 wives and 300 concubines; 1 Kings 11:3). Families would encourage the marriage of a daughter to a ruler because they knew that they would then have a valuable social connection, and even have the potential of having the next ruler or powerful person in the kingdom come from the family.
In Roman society, the patron-client relationship was very important and often somewhat formalized. The patron supported the client with influence and often money as well, and the client looked out for his patron’s interests and watched for ways to spread his influence, acted as “eyes and ears” for him, and might accompany him from place to place as a vocal supporter and bodyguard.
Legal trouble was one kind of trouble that knowing a powerful person could help with. In our modern times, we like to think that “the rule of law” provides protection to the innocent, and the courts are only interested in who is “right” according to the law of the land. In biblical times, judgment was much more arbitrary, and often the judges did what was expedient for themselves without much attention to the guilt or innocence of the parties involved. This shows up throughout the Bible, which is why the Bible is so explicit about bribery. Paul spent two years in a Roman prison in Caesarea because the governor wanted a bribe (Acts 24:26). Also, in the “Parable of the Persistent Widow,” the judge “neither feared God nor cared about men” (Luke 18:1-8 NIV), and the widow had to beg for justice over and over. The judge finally judged the case, but for his own good, not hers. So it was that in biblical law courts, whether Eastern (Israel, Syria, Egypt, etc.) or Western (Greece, Rome), having the influence of a powerful person in the courtroom could win the case.
In Christian culture, “the name of Jesus Christ” gave the user authority, just as using the name of any other ruler or great person would give the one who used it authority. It is important to realize that “the name of Jesus Christ” is not a “formula,” that is, it is not like a “magic formula” that has to be said at the right time in the right order with the right emphasis or it won’t work. There is no magic behind the words, “the name of Jesus Christ.” The name represents authority only because the one being named, Jesus Christ, exists and has authority, and also the one using the name has an actual relationship with the one whose name he is using. This is very clear from the culture. If a person tried to get out of trouble by using a name he invented, he would not have any authority. The person has to exist and genuinely be a powerful person. Similarly, if someone used the name of a powerful person, but had no relationship with the person, the “name” would not work, in fact, he would be in serious trouble for using it. We see that exact scenario in Acts 19:13-16 when some exorcists who were not Christian tried to use the name of Jesus Christ to gain authority over demons because they knew about Paul using it, and the demon hurt them badly.
The proof that “the name of Jesus Christ” is not some kind of formula is in the Bible itself. As we saw above, using the name of Jesus without a relationship with Jesus does not work, and can even be harmful. In contrast, if a person has a relationship with Jesus Christ, then although “the name of Jesus Christ” can be used, sometimes it is not necessary to speak the name out loud. The simple fact that the person has a relationship with Jesus is enough. Thus, in Acts, sometimes we see the name of Jesus Christ being used, and sometimes not. Peter said to the lame man, “In the name of Jesus Christ, stand up and walk,” and he did (Acts 3:6). But in Acts 9:40, Peter raised the dead by just saying, “Tabitha, get up.” Similarly, in Acts 16:18, when Paul was delivering a woman from a demon, he said, “I command you in the name of Jesus Christ to come out of her,” and the demon came out, but Paul healed a lame man in Lystra by just saying, “Stand upright on your feet” (Acts 14:10).
The idea of authority is also present when Christians baptize people “in the name of Jesus Christ.” For example, if a minister says, “I baptize you in the name of Jesus Christ,” he means that it is in his authority as a minister of Christ that he can baptize. When Peter told the people to be baptized “in the name of Jesus Christ” (Acts 2:38), he meant that the people would be baptized by those people using the authority of Jesus Christ. Jesus had authorized his disciples to baptize people (John 4:1-2), and his disciples still had his authority to baptize people.
Act 3:13
“Servant Jesus.” Jesus was the great servant of God, as the prophets had declared. The greatest of these declarations are the “Servant Songs” of Isaiah. Isaiah presents the Messiah as the “servant” of God and foretells much of what he will do. The servant songs in Isaiah do not have definitive “stop” verses, so scholars differ as to when they end but our studies lead us to conclude that the four songs are: Isaiah 42:1-7; 49:1-7; 50:4-11; 52:13-53:12. The most famous Servant Song is Isaiah 52:13-53:12, and it describes the torture, death, burial, and resurrection of Christ. Isaiah 52:13 begins, “Behold, my servant,” and tells how Jesus will bear our sins and sicknesses.
A verse that ties the role of the Servant foretold in Old Testament prophecy with Jesus Christ in his ministry is when he quoted Isaiah 42:1 concerning himself: “Look! My servant whom I have chosen…I will put my spirit on him” (Matt. 12:18). It is clear that when the disciples prayed to God and referred to Jesus as “your holy servant Jesus, whom you anointed” (Acts 4:27), they were making a reference to the prophecy in Isaiah 42:1. This is confirmed by the fact that in the very next verse, the prayer continues that the rulers gathered against Jesus: “to do whatever your hand and your counsel decided beforehand would happen.” Of course, people knew what God had planned beforehand for the Messiah because it is clearly laid out in the Servant Songs, especially Isaiah 52:13-53:12.
Both Hebrew and Greek have several different words that can mean “servant.” Here in Acts 3:13, the word is translated as “Servant” in most versions, but “Son” in the KJV, is pais (#3816 παῖς), and it has a range of meanings that include an infant; a boy or girl child (depending on the gender of the noun); a servant; a slave; or an attendant or minister, such as a king or lord might have. The exact meaning was determined by the context. In this case, the clear reference in Acts to the Servant Songs of Isaiah shows us that “servant” is the proper translation of pais in Acts.
Here in Acts 3:13, the context of pais is the suffering and subsequent glorification of Jesus, clearly a subject of the Servant Songs, and not something the Jews would readily identify with the “Son.” R. C. H. Lenski writes: “Pais is never used in the sense of “Son of God;” that thought is always expressed by huios theou.”[footnoteRef:1688] Simon Kistemaker writes: “God has glorified Jesus, whom Peter deliberately calls “servant” to remind his listeners of Isaiah’s prophecy concerning the suffering and glory of the Lord’s servant (Isa. 52:13-53:12). They should know that Jesus fulfilled this messianic prophecy (cf. Matt. 12:18).”[footnoteRef:1689] [1688:  Lenski, Interpretation of the Acts of the Apostles, 133.]  [1689:  Kistemaker, New Testament Commentary: Acts.] 

Actually, the fact that Peter deliberately called Jesus the “servant” is even clearer than Kistemaker says, because Peter had everyone’s attention due to the fact that he had just healed a man who was over 40 years old. The prophecy in Isaiah included the suffering of Jesus, but it also specifically said that we are healed through his wounds—and here was living proof the prophecy was correct! We should also note that the majority of the modern translations read “servant.”
More evidence that the apostles called Jesus the “servant” of God here in Acts 3:13 is that they also called him God’s “servant” in Acts 4:27. Acts 4:27 is in a prayer that the disciples prayed (Acts 4:24-30). In that prayer, they called King David the “servant” (pais, #3816 παῖς) of God (Acts 4:25), and then in the same prayer, using the same word pais, they called Jesus the servant of God (Acts 4:27). Jesus Christ was not God, he was the servant of God, just as David was.
[For more on Jesus not being God or a God-man, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.”]
Act 3:15
“the one who leads the way into life.” The Greek word translated by the phrase the “one who leads the way into life” here in Acts 3:15 is archēgos (#747 ἀρχηγός), and it has several meanings, including, one with the preeminent position and thus “leader, ruler, prince,” or one who begins something and thus is the first in a series, thus, “pioneer, founder,” or one who begins or originates something. According to Friberg, it means “strictly [speaking], one who goes first on the path; hence leader, prince, pioneer.” The EDNT says that in Acts 3:15 the proper rendering is the “one who leads the way into life,” and several Bibles follow that general idea. For example, The New Testament by William Barclay reads, “you killed the man who blazed the way that leads to life,” and other versions that read in a similar way include the New English Bible, Today’s English Version, and God’s New Covenant by H. Cassirer. Some other versions use “pioneer,” similar to the use of archēgos in Hebrews 2:10 (cf. Moffatt’s Bible; The Kingdom of God Version).
The translation, “the one who leads the way into life” is not common, but it is accurate, and in this context makes Peter’s statement very hard-hitting. The religious leaders “killed” the very one who leads the way to life, showing their opposition to life and to God, but God rescued the situation by raising Jesus from the dead, so he still leads the way to life.
The translation “Prince of Life” is used by many Bibles, but “The meaning ‘Prince’ does not fit the context and is usually quite inadequate.”[footnoteRef:1690] We would add that “author” does not fit with the context nor the scope of Scripture (see commentary on Heb. 5:9, “source”). The emphasis of this text does not so much seem to be on “who” Jesus is (“Prince” or “author” or “source”) as to what he did and does. The religious leaders “killed,” “the one who leads the way into life.” Jesus led people to life while he was alive, but the greater truth is that by his death and resurrection he “leads” people to life. [1690:  Newman and Nida, A Translator’s Handbook on the Acts of the Apostles, 79.] 

Part of the powerful beauty of Peter’s statement lies in the fact that although many people are afraid of death, godly people do not have to be. Jesus is the one who leads people to life; he blazed the trail for us, and we can follow that trail. We can be sure that if we die, just as God raised Jesus to everlasting life in a new and powerful body, He can and will do the same for us. Jesus led the way to everlasting life and we can confidently follow him.
“from among the dead.”[footnoteRef:1691] See commentary on Romans 4:24. [1691:  Cf. Kenneth S. Wuest, New Testament, “out from among those who are dead,” 277.] 

Act 3:19
“wiped clean.” For more information on the translation “wiped clean” see commentary on Colossians 2:14.
Act 3:21
“Heaven must receive him until.” Jesus Christ ascended into heaven and will be there until it is time for him to return to earth and conquer it and set up his worldwide kingdom. Jesus comes down and fights the Battle of Armageddon (Rev. 19:11-15), and never goes back to heaven. Instead, he sets up a kingdom on earth that replaces all the kingdoms (nations) on earth and fills the whole earth. That is when “the meek will inherit the earth” (Matt. 5:5 KJV).
“the time of the restoration of all things​.” The literal Greek can seem awkward in English because it uses a dual genitive construction, “the times of the restoration of all things,” and it uses “times” for a period of time when we would simply say “time” to mean the same thing. The time all things are restored that Peter is speaking about is Christ’s future Millennial Kingdom on earth. At that time the heavens and the earth will be restored to an Edenic state. Jesus called this the “New Beginning” (see commentary on Matt. 19:28).
[For more on Jesus’ kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
“from ancient times.” The Greek reads apo aiōn , more literally, “from the ages,” but it means “throughout the ages” or more understandably, “from ancient times.” The rendering in some versions, “from the beginning,” is not clear, especially in light of the Old Testament. The restoration of all things, which will occur when Christ comes back and conquers the earth and begins the Messianic Age (Millennial Kingdom), was implied but not clearly laid out in Scripture until after the time of Moses, which is why the Sadducees did not even believe in a resurrection, much less a restoration of Eden. In fact, in Acts 3:24, Peter clarifies that it is from the time of Samuel that the prophets have clearly spoken of these things.
[For the comparison of the Millennial Kingdom and Eden, see commentary on Luke 23:43.]
Act 3:23
“soul.” Here, “soul” means “person; individual.” See commentary on Acts 2:41.
Act 3:24
“Samuel.” Although the resurrection and the Millennial Kingdom were implied in the books of Moses and Joshua, it was not clearly taught in those Scriptures. It was certainly known about, because Job, a contemporary of Abraham, knew about it (Job 19:25-27). Furthermore, Hebrews 11 tells us that people living before the time of Samuel and David knew about it, people such as Abraham, Joseph, and Moses. Nevertheless, it was during the time of Samuel and David when the restoration of the earth was more clearly taught (cf. Ps. 37:9-11, 22, 29, 34), and then as time progressed the prophecies became clearer and clearer. For example, Ezekiel 37 clearly teaches about the resurrection of the dead and their return to the land of Israel (Ezek. 37:11-14).
Act 3:26
“Servant.” See commentary on Acts 3:13.
 
Acts Chapter 4
Act 4:1
“the priests.” In this context, “the priests” would be the regular priests whose turn it was to serve in the Temple. Although we can surmise that this group of priests were the priests who served their priestly course of duty in the Temple shortly after Pentecost each year, exactly which course of priests would have been serving at the time of this incident cannot be determined. Because these were the regular priests who had charge of the Temple and its services regularly at this time, they are the first in the list. However, they had less authority than the commander of the Temple and the Sadducees.
“commander of the Temple.” The Greek word translated as “commander” is stratēgos (#4755 στρατηγός), in the singular form, and the “commander of the Temple” was the top commander of the Temple police. In the Jewish writings, he is called, “the man of the Temple Mount.” The Temple police were a large number of hand-picked Levites who kept order at the Temple. They had the power to arrest people, which is what they were sent to do to Jesus but were unable to do (John 7:30, 32, 45).
At night the Temple police were placed in 24 stations around the Temple and its compound. Twenty-one of the stations were occupied by Levites, while three were occupied by both Levites and priests. There were ten men at each station except for the three innermost to the Sanctuary, which had ten Levites and ten priests. Thus, there were 240 Levites and 30 priests on guard in the Temple every night.
[For more on the Temple police, see commentary on Luke 22:4.]
“the Sadducees.” These would have been high-ranking Sadducees, likely members of the family of the High Priest and/or members of the Sanhedrin. The High Priest was a Sadducee, and so Sadducees had a lot of authority and influence at this time, especially in matters related to the Temple (cf. Acts 5:17). There may have been some Pharisees among the regular priests, but the Sadducees specifically rejected the resurrection (Matt. 22:23), so they were upset for multiple reasons. Note that the next day, the members of the High Priest’s family were at the trial (Acts 4:6).
“came up to them.” The Greek verb translated as “came up to” is ephistēmi (#2186 ἐφίστημι) and it often refers to coming suddenly. In this case, the religious leaders moved quickly to stop the spread of the Gospel. They came while Peter was still speaking, so Acts 3 and 4 are closely connected.
Act 4:2
“upset because they were teaching...the resurrection.” There were many combined reasons for the Sadducees and priests
“from among the dead.”[footnoteRef:1692] For the reason for the wording, “from among the dead,” see the REV commentary on Romans 4:24. [1692:  Cf. Wuest, New Testament, “from among the dead,” 279.] 

Act 4:7
“in the midst.” The Greek word is mesos (#3319 μέσος) and means midst or middle. Acts is historically accurate in this description, for the Sanhedrin met in a semicircle on a raised semicircular platform so that all the members could see one another, while the accused stood on a lower level, but clearly “in the midst” of them.
“By what power or in what name.” Annas, Caiaphas, and the rest of the Sanhedrin knew that a miracle had been done. While it was proper according to the law to use the name of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Solomon, or some other well-accepted names to appropriate the power or authority of God, it was against Jewish law to use magic. The point of their “investigation” was to discover if the apostles had done the miracle by magic and thus broken any laws, at which point they could imprison them or even perhaps kill them. However, no specific regulation apparently existed concerning the name of Jesus, and the miracle was a great one and widely known among all the people of Jerusalem (Acts 4:16), so they felt that all they could do was threaten them not to use “this name” any more (Acts 4:18). We Christians need to realize that there is great power in using the name of Jesus Christ when we walk by revelation and faith.
Act 4:8
“holy spirit.” This holy spirit was the gift of God that He gave to believers at Pentecost.
[For more information on there not being a need to have the definite article after a preposition to make a noun definite, see commentary on Rom. 5:5. For more information on the holy spirit and uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?” and also see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
“the People.” The nation of Israel was called “the People,” so it is appropriate to capitalize it when it refers to Israel.
Act 4:10
“in the name of Jesus Christ.” This phrase means, in essence, “by the authority of Jesus Christ.” It is a cultural phrase that refers to the authority a person has due to his relationship with the one being named, who in this case is Jesus Christ. In Christian culture, “the name of Jesus Christ” gave the user authority, just as using the name of any other ruler or great person would give the one who used it authority.
[For more on the name of Jesus Christ, see commentary on Acts 3:6.]
“from among the dead.”[footnoteRef:1693] See commentary on Romans 4:24. [1693:  Cf. Wuest, New Testament, “out from among those who are dead,” 279.] 

Act 4:11
“rejected.” From exoutheneō (#1848 ἐξουθενέω), See commentary on 1 Thessalonians 5:20.
“the cornerstone. The Greek text reads, “the head of the corner.” That is, the stone with the most important place (see “cornerstone” in commentary on Matt. 21:42).
Act 4:13
“Now when they saw the boldness of Peter and John.” It seems the testimony and the boldness of Peter and John (no doubt along with the testimony of others and some of the miracles and healings) did have an effect on the people listening, because not too many years after this a large number of the priests believed (Acts 6:7).
“uneducated.” Greek is agrammatos, (#62 ἀγράμματος), “illiterate, without learning: (i.e. unversed in the learning of the Jewish schools).”[footnoteRef:1694] This does not refer to having no education. It means that the apostles had not gone to the schools for “higher education,” i.e., in Rabbinic training. [1694:  Thayer, s.v. “ἀγράμματος.”] 

“ordinary.” The Greek word idiōtēs (#2399 ἰδιώτης,), a word “very common in Greek writings from Herodotus down; properly, a private person, opposed to a magistrate, ruler, king.”[footnoteRef:1695] They held no public office, were not of a noble class, etc. They were regular people. They did not do a miracle because of any special rank or privilege. [1695:  Thayer, s.v. “ἰδιώτης.”] 

Act 4:17
“the People.” The nation of Israel was called “the People,” so it is appropriate to capitalize it when it refers to Israel.
Act 4:24
“Master.” The Greek is despotēs (#1203 δεσπότης) and means master or lord, and it refers to someone who has legal control and authority over others, such as subjects or slaves (cf. 1 Tim. 6:1; Titus 2:9). It is used both as a title for God (Luke 2:29; Acts 4:24), and a title for Jesus Christ (2 Pet. 2:1; Jude 4). See commentary on Luke 2:29.
Act 4:25
“through holy spirit.” This is God (cf. Acts 4:24) energizing David through His gift of holy spirit. In the Old Testament, when God wanted people to speak for Him, He put His spirit (His gift) upon them and gave them revelation via that gift of holy spirit. David had the spirit of God upon him (1 Sam. 16:13), and God energized David through that spirit (cf. commentaries on Matt. 22:43; Mark 12:36 and Acts 1:16).
[For more information on the uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
“peoples.” This is a plural reference that includes the people of Israel. See commentary on Matthew 2:4.
Act 4:27
“servant.” See commentary on Acts 3:13.
Act 4:30
“Servant.” See commentary on Acts 3:13.
Act 4:31
“filled with the holy spirit.” The Greek texts differ on the article “the,” and some do not have it, but the textual evidence strongly supports that the “the” was in the original text and must have been somehow dropped in the copying process. This holy spirit was the gift of God that Jesus Christ poured out on the Day of Pentecost (Acts 2:33).
[For more information on the holy spirit and uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?” and also see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
Act 4:32
“And the multitude.” This verse begins a new topic, which includes the death of Ananias and Sapphira, and actually, this verse should have been 5:1. The Ananias and Sapphira record would generally be better understood if people saw that what it involves begins in Acts 4:32 with the Christians being of one heart and one mind, and sharing their possessions. See commentary on Acts 5:5.
“soul.” The Greek word often translated “soul” is psuchē (#5590 ψυχή, pronounced psoo-'kay), and it has a large number of meanings, including the physical life of a person or animal; an individual person; or attitudes, emotions, feelings, and thoughts. Here it refers to the thoughts, feelings, and emotions of the person himself. All of the believers had the same attitude and feelings about their material possessions.
[For a more complete explanation of “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
“had all things in common.” It has been said that this was the first example of communism. It is truly much more noble than that because it was for a much higher purpose than political stability, a political system, or a humane society that was egalitarian. The sharing was not to produce “equality” of what was owned, but to make sure that everyone in the Christian community had what they needed so they could focus on God and the things of God, especially evangelism. This communal sharing was not to redistribute wealth so everyone could have a good time in life. Acts 4:34 indicates that those who owned lands or houses sold them. The Expositor’s Greek Testament notes, “The language shows that we are not meant to infer that the men sold all that they had.”[footnoteRef:1696] In other words, people did not give away everything and then share and share alike. They gave their plurality to those who needed things to survive. A.T. Robertson notes that this giving occurred over a period of time and was based on need.[footnoteRef:1697] As the need arose, something would be sold to fill that need by way of the apostles’ distribution. [1696:  W. R. Nicoll, Expositor’s Greek Testament, 2:138.]  [1697:  A. T. Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, 3:57.] 

 
Acts Chapter 5
Act 5:1
“But a certain man named Ananias.” The actions of Ananias and Sapphira are much more ungodly when contrasted with the actions of Barnabas (Acts 4:36-37). The lessons would have been clearer if the chapter break was not placed where it was and Acts 4:32-37 had been marked as the start of Acts 5 instead of breaking the Barnabas record away from the Ananias and Sapphira record.
Act 5:3
“How is it.” The Greek is the idiomatic phrase, dia ti, which can often mean “why?” However, in this case, Peter is not asking “Ananias, ‘why’ has Satan filled your heart?” That would be asking what motivated Satan to fill your heart, and the answer would be: “For the same reason Satan does everything he does: to steal, kill, and destroy” (John 10:10). This question is deeper. Peter likely did not realize Ananias would drop dead; and the question is: “How is it that the Adversary has filled your heart?” In other words, what did you think about, wish for, want, and covet, that gave Satan such a foothold in your life? The question, quickly made rhetorical by Ananias’ death, should not be rhetorical to us. We are responsible for guarding our minds and lives against the work of the Adversary.
“the Adversary.” The Greek word for Adversary is Satanas (#4567 Σατανᾶς), which has been transliterated as “Satan” in most versions. This causes the meaning of the word, which is important, to be lost.
[For more information, see commentary on Mark 1:13. For information on the names of the Devil, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
“the Holy Spirit.” Here in Acts 5:3, Peter says Ananias lied to “the Holy Spirit,” which in this context can be seen to be another name for God the Father, because in the next verse, Acts 5:4, Peter says Ananias lied to “God.” “The Holy Spirit” is the name for God that emphasizes His power in operation and special holiness. God is called “the Holy Spirit” in a number of verses in the NT, including Matthew 1:20; 12:32; and Hebrews 9:8.
Calling God “the Holy Spirit” in one sentence and then “God” in the next is a good example of the common Semitic parallelism of equivalent terms. This way of Semitic speaking in which something is mentioned twice but by slightly different terms can be found throughout the Bible. For example, when Naomi returned from Moab to Bethlehem, having lost her husband and both her sons, she said to the people, “Why do you call me Naomi, since Yahweh has testified against me and El Shaddai has afflicted me?” (Ruth 1:21). Naomi was not naming two Gods, “Yahweh” and “Shaddai,” but one God with two names (cf. Job 15:25). Joel 1:15 mentions “the Day of Yahweh; destruction from El Shaddai,” which refer to the same event. Job 22:26 uses Shaddai and Eloah, two different names for God. Deuteronomy 32:3 speaks of “proclaiming the name of Yahweh;” “ascribing greatness to Elohim.” Psalm 46:7 says that “Yahweh of Armies” is with us; the “God of Jacob” is our refuge. Deuteronomy 32:15 says that Israel “forsook God, who made him, and lightly esteemed the Rock of his salvation.” Psalm 78:41 says that Israel tested “God” (Elohim), and hurt “the Holy One of Israel.” All these verses call God by different names in the same verse or context, and many more examples could be cited, but the point is that it was common in Semitic language to draw attention to something by calling it by different names. That is what Peter did to Ananias: he said Ananias had lied to the Holy Spirit and lied to God.
The fact that Peter used both “the Holy Spirit” and “God” when speaking to Ananias is actually evidence against the Trinity. If there were a Trinity, Ananias could not have lied to one “Person” of the Trinity, “the Holy Spirit,” without also lying to the other two “Persons” in the Trinity, the Father and Jesus. So if there were a Trinity, we would have expected Peter to say to Ananias that he lied to “the Trinity” or “to the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.” The fact that Ananias lied to “the Holy Spirit” and “God” is evidence that Peter did not know anything about the Trinity, but was familiar with the fact that one of the names of God is “the Holy Spirit.”
[For more information on the uses of “Holy Spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
Act 5:4
“unsold.” Cf. Robertson[footnoteRef:1698] and ESV, NAB, NASB, NIV, NRSV. Although there is no Greek word for unsold, this is clearly the meaning. The literal reading is, “remaining for you did it not remain?” The NASB, like the REV, puts “unsold” in italics, “While it remained unsold, did it not remain your own?” [1698:  A. T. Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament: Acts, 3:59.] 

“contrived.” The Greek word is tithēmi (#5087 τίθημι), and means, “to set, put, or place; to make or to make (or set) for one’s self or for one’s use; to set, fix, establish.” Although many versions have “conceived,” Lenski points out that this is not broad enough, and it is more than conceive, it is to think through the entire process.[footnoteRef:1699] The argument could be made that the translation could be “put,” or “placed,” with the idea that the plan was not started in the heart but “placed” there as it developed, but it makes more sense that the idea was both conceived and planned in the evil hearts of Ananias and Sapphira. [1699:  R. C. H. Lenski, Acts of the Apostles, 199.] 

Act 5:5
“fell down and breathed out his last breath.” When Ananias heard Peter’s rebuke, he fell down dead. Why? To get the fullness of this, it helps if we read the whole record. The context of the Ananias and Sapphira record begins in Acts 4:32 with the Christians being of one heart and one mind, and sharing their possessions. In fact, a good argument could be made that the whole Ananias record would be better understood if Acts 5:1 were placed where Acts 4:32 is now.
Many people assume God killed Ananias because of his sin, but the Bible never says that. The Bible is full of sinners who God does not kill, so why would He kill Ananias and Sapphira? After all, basically all they did was lie. They sold a piece of land for an amount of money, then told the apostles they had sold it for less than they actually sold it for, and they did that so they could keep part of the money. But the money was theirs to keep if they wanted; they were under no obligation to give any of their money to the apostles. Their sin was to lie about the amount they gave. Frankly, this sin probably happens almost every Sunday in our churches: people say they tithe (give ten percent) when actually they give less than the tithe. Yet we do not see Christians dying in churches every weekend.
The Bible never says God killed Ananias and Sapphira, so how did they die? Although it is possible that they both died of heart attacks from the shock of being publicly discovered and reproved, that is not likely. What almost certainly happened is that Satan killed them. That would be consistent with the scope of Scripture. The Bible says that Satan holds the power of death (Heb. 2:14). Furthermore, it says Satan controls this fallen world (1 John 5:19), and that he has authority over the world (Luke 4:6).
It is precisely because Satan controls the world that it is such a dangerous, heartless place. If God controlled the world, it would be a wonderful place. The world reflects the nature of the one who controls it. Before the Fall of Adam and Eve, the world was a wonderful and safe place because God was in control. After the Fall, when Satan became “the god of this age” (2 Cor. 4:4) and the “ruler of the authority of the air” (Eph. 2:2), the world became a difficult place to live. For example, animals became dangerous and plants developed thorns. After Jesus Christ conquers the world in the Battle of Armageddon and controls it, and Satan is no longer in control, the world will return to being a wonderful and safe place (Isa. 11:1-9; see commentary on Matt. 5:5, the meek will inherit the earth).
The Bible shows that when demons get into the mind or body of a person, there are times when they exert a lot of power over that person. They can cause physical diseases such as epilepsy (Matt. 17:15), muteness (Matt. 9:33), or deformities (Luke 13:11). They can occupy the mind and feed it information (Acts 16:16; this is how psychics and false prophets operate). They can also produce wild behavior and insanity (Mark 5:1-15). What happened to Judas is in some ways close to what happened to Ananias. When Satan entered into the heart of Judas, he betrayed Jesus and later killed himself (Luke 22:3, 4; John 13:2).
The Bible does not tell us every detail about the Devil and his demons, but it tells us enough that we can surmise what happened to Ananias and Sapphira. Just as a demon can cause disease and cripple the body, a demon can shut down organs and produce death. There is evidence in the Old Testament that there is a demon of death. The Hebrew word “death” in Isaiah 28:15, 18, and in Jeremiah 9:21, is maveth (#04194 מָוֶת), and it is personified as if it were a living being, a demon. The Holman Christian Standard Bible handles the personification very well by having “Death” with a capital “D.” Furthermore, Proverbs 16:14 mentions angels [messengers] of death, and Revelation 6:8 mentions a demon named “Death.” These verses, in combination with the New Testament statement that the Devil holds the power of death, are good evidence that there is a demon of death. Still further evidence for a demon of death is that lots of ancient mythologies had a “god” of death, and in Ugaritic mythology, there is a “god” of death that had a similar name to maveth. In studying Isaiah and Jeremiah, we see they are an example of the word “death” referring to the natural event, death, and also the demon that often causes it.
In reading Acts 5 in light of the scope of Scripture about the Devil and demons, we can see that Satan killed Ananias and Sapphira, and his reason for killing them, and his timing, could not have been better to fulfill his purposes. The Church had been growing consistently since the Day of Pentecost, when about three thousand people got saved (Acts 2:41). A couple thousand more were added by Acts 4:4. Satan was no doubt very upset about the spread of the Gospel, and looked for a way to stop it. That opportunity presented itself when Ananias and Sapphira, who had allowed Satan into their hearts and had plotted together to lie about their gift to the Church, went in to see Peter.
What Peter spoke by revelation when he spoke to Ananias is a very important key to knowing what happened to Ananias and Sapphira. First, we must remember that the only way Peter knew Ananias lied and kept part of the money for himself was by direct revelation from God. He had no other way to know Ananias was lying. Second, we need to notice that Peter said, “Why has Satan filled your heart...?” Like Judas, Ananias was demonized, “possessed,” by a demon, and Satan took advantage of the opportunity and killed Ananias. Why would Satan do that? The results speak for themselves.
If newspapers existed at the time of Christ, we can imagine the headline in the Jerusalem Gazette the next morning: “Cult leader kills faithful followers after they donate their life savings!” Remember, everyone thought Ananias and Sapphira gave all the money they had from the sale of their land; no one knew they were hiding part of the profit. Furthermore, medical forensics was not very developed in those days. All people knew was that Ananias, and later Sapphira, went to see Peter and other Church leaders to give them a lot of money, and then turned up dead later that day.
“great fear came on all.” The result of the death of Ananias and Sapphira was immediate and profound. The Word of God had been spreading rapidly since the Day of Pentecost, but now, “great fear came on the whole church and on all those who heard these things” (Acts 5:11), and “no one dared join himself to them” (Acts 5:13). The word “fear” in the Greek can mean either “fear” or “respect, awe,” and here it likely means both. Faithful Christians who believed what the apostles said, that Ananias had lied about his gift to the Church and had “just dropped dead” were filled with awe, while borderline Christians and unbelievers were filled with genuine fear, which is why no one else dared to join the Christians. Thus the spread of the Gospel in Jerusalem was stopped—at least for a while.
The paragraph structure in most versions of Acts, and the paragraph headings that many versions have to help the reader understand the Bible, are misplaced in Acts 5, and actually make the Bible harder to understand. Most Bibles start a new paragraph with Acts 5:12, and in doing so break away Acts 5:12-13 from the record of Ananias and Sapphira. But verses 12 and 13 are not a new subject; they are the conclusion of the Ananias and Sapphira record. Bibles that have paragraph headings make the division in the record even worse. For example, the NIV has a break before verse 12, with a paragraph heading that reads, “The Apostles Heal Many.” The ESV, NET, NKJV, and most other English versions make their paragraph break in the same place, and also add a paragraph heading that makes a clear split between verses 11 and 12.
The result of the paragraph break and the paragraph title is that almost no one connects Acts 5:12-13 with the death of Ananias and Sapphira. Almost no one connects their death with the fact that the Church stopped growing for a time. However, there is no reason to separate Acts 5:12-13 from the Ananias and Sapphira story except for the tradition that breaks the paragraph in that place. Nothing in the Greek text dictates a split between Acts 5:11 and 5:12, and the context dictates that the new paragraph should start with Acts 5:14, not verse 12.
If we put the break in this section after Acts 5:13, the effect that the death of Ananias and Sapphira had on the spread of the Gospel becomes much clearer. Also, we can more clearly see how the apostles continued to showcase the power of the Gospel in spite of the setback. Here’s the progression: in Acts 5:10, Sapphira died. In Acts 5:11, great “fear” came upon the people—both Christian and non-Christian. In Acts 5:12, the apostles countered the Adversary’s attack by gathering the Church together in the Temple and doing signs and wonders. In Acts 5:13 we learn the unbelievers were still fearful and would not join the Christians, but they saw the miracles and held them in high regard. The Bible does not say how long there was a pause in the growth of the Church, but by Acts 5:14 we see that the people’s fear subsided and the church was expanding again.
With the death of Ananias and Sapphira and the temporary pause in the growth of the Church, the peaceful “honeymoon period” that the Church had enjoyed since it began on the Day of Pentecost was over. The Church was in a spiritual and physical war. Soon after Satan killed Ananias and Sapphira to stop the move of the Word, the High Priest, the one who had had Jesus executed, put the apostles in prison (Acts 5:17-42). Although the apostles were released from prison, they were publicly whipped, a harsh action that would have caused more timid Jews not to join the Church. By Acts 6, there was a division in the Church over the distribution of goods that came to the Church. In Acts 7-8, Stephen, one of the leaders of the Church, was stoned to death. In Acts 9 there was a “great persecution” against the Church. And the controversies and persecution of Christians have never stopped since that early time.
Act 5:6
“and buried him.” This seems abrupt to us, but it reflects the Eastern custom that people were buried the same day they died (see commentary on Luke 9:60). Of course, people would have searched for Sapphira, but if she could not be found, family and friends would have gone ahead with the burial.
Act 5:9
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Act 5:10
“breathed out her last breath.” See commentary on Acts 5:5, “fell down and breathed out his last breath.”
Act 5:14
“Now more believers were being added to the Lord.” At first blush, Acts 5:14 seems to contradict Acts 5:13, which says that people were not joining the apostles. The key to fitting the two verses together is to realize that there is a time break between the two verses, and besides that, it seems that Acts 5:13 is very local to Jerusalem, while Acts 5:14, because of its use of “multitudes,” is referring to the growth of the whole church, not just the local Jerusalem church (note Acts 5:16).
Act 5:20
“to the people.” This seems to be a reference to everyone in the Temple, rather than using “people” as a title for the Jewish people.
“in the Temple.” The Temple was the natural place to tell the message about Christ because the people there believed in God and many of them would have been waiting for the Messiah.
“the whole message.” The full message. The apostles were not to reduce the message to what was acceptable and what might keep them out of trouble. They were to speak “all the words,” that is, the whole message.
“of this new life.” The context of the angel’s message is clear. The apostles were telling about the new and everlasting life a person could have through Jesus Christ when they were arrested, and now the angel tells them to proclaim the full message “of this new life,” that is, of the life they had been talking about that got them into trouble in the first place.
[For more on the word “life” sometimes being used for “life in the Age to Come” or “everlasting life,” see commentary on Luke 10:28.]
Act 5:21
“But when the high priest arrived.” The trial was to be in the Temple, just as the daybreak trial of Jesus Christ had been in the Temple (Luke 22:66-71).
“they called together the Sanhedrin and the whole body of elders.” This would have likely taken several hours. During that time the apostles were also in the Temple teaching the people, but the Temple complex was very large, some 37 acres, and it had many courtyards, rooms, and porticos, so the High Priest and his cronies did not know the apostles were there.
“sent to the prison house to have them brought.” The location of the prison is not known, but Jerusalem was about a square mile, so it would not have taken an inordinate amount of time to send to the prison and then have news brought back that the apostles were not there. This would have likely taken an hour or less.
Act 5:22
“Temple police.” For more on the Temple police, see commentary on Luke 22:4.
Act 5:24
“commander.” The Greek word is stratēgos (#4755 στρατηγός), in the singular form, and it refers to the top commander of the Temple police. See commentary on Luke 22:4.
Act 5:25
“Then someone came and told them.” By this time, the “them” includes the whole Sanhedrin and the elders of the Jews (Acts 5:21). This helped the apostles because the whole group got to hear their testimony and make sure that what was done was fair and upright.
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Act 5:26
“Temple commander.” The Greek word is stratēgos (#4755 στρατηγός), in the singular form, and it refers to the top commander of the Temple police (see commentary on Luke 22:4).
“Temple police.” The Temple police were special priests that were chosen and trained to police the Temple (see commentary on Luke 22:4).
Act 5:27
“they made them stand before the Sanhedrin.” The Sanhedrin met in a room attached to the Temple called “the Hall of Hewn Stones.” Historical sources say that the room had semicircular rows for seating upon which the members of the Sanhedrin sat, while people such as the apostles stood before them where everyone could see them. When Gamaliel spoke, he asked that the apostles be taken “outside,” that is, outside the room where they could not hear what was being said (Acts 5:34).
Act 5:28
“strictly command you.” The Greek represents the phrase “strictly command you” by the figure of speech polyptoton: “command you with a command.”[footnoteRef:1700] [1700:  Cf. Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 267, “polyptoton”.] 

[See Word Study: “Polyptoton.”]
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“You have filled Jerusalem with your teaching.” This may be partially an exaggeration, but there indeed would have been many people in Jerusalem who believed Jesus was the Christ. The High Priest did not mean his statement to be a compliment, but it certainly was. Christians are supposed to be evangelizing, and these Christians were doing exactly that.
“and intend to bring this man’s blood upon us.” The apostles did not “intend” to charge the religious leaders with having Christ crucified, as if it was an invented scenario. It was a historical fact that the religious leaders wanted Jesus crucified and threatened Pilate in order to get that done (John 19:6, 12).
Here we see the curtain pulled back on evil so we can see what it is really like. The Jews did push to get Jesus crucified when Pilate wanted to let him go. The Jews were guilty of what they were being charged with. But not only did they not admit and own that fact, they tried to blame the apostles for speaking the truth about what they did, as if speaking the truth was the real problem. Evildoers don’t admit to doing evil and blameshift the evil to others.
Act 5:29
“We must obey God rather than man.” Peter and the apostles learned this from Jesus, who obeyed God’s laws rather than man’s laws. For example, Jesus healed on the Sabbath (Luke 13:10-17), and did other things as well (cf. John 5:8-11). However, there are also places in the Old Testament where it is clear that obeying human law in defiance of God’s laws brings evil consequences. For example, in 2 Kings 17:6-8, the people of Israel suffered terrible consequences for disobeying God even though they were obeying their kings.
Act 5:30
“The God of our fathers raised Jesus.” A vital part of the Christian message is that God raised Jesus from the dead, and if Christians want to get unbelievers saved, we have to preach the resurrection.
“tree.” The Greek word is xulon (#3586 ξύλον pronounced 'zoo-lon) and it means a tree, log, a piece of timber (1 Cor. 3:12), a piece of wood (Rev. 18:12), or something made from wood such as a beam, a cross, a club (Mark 14:48), or even the stocks that Paul’s feet were placed in (Acts 16:24). Since Jesus carried his cross for a distance, then it was given to Simon of Cyrene, the translation “tree” is not exactly correct, since Jesus did not carry a tree. This has caused some translators to use the word “cross” (DBY, NASB; NIV). However, xulon can mean “tree,” and Peter was making a point to the religious leaders that they had taken the Messiah and hanged him on a “tree” as if he were accursed of God, since the Law said that anyone who was hanged on a tree was accursed (Deut. 21:23). Thus we can assume that Peter used “tree” (which can also refer to the cross) deliberately, to heighten the sense of evil committed by the religious leaders. The shape of the cross Jesus was crucified on was most likely the common cross shape we are familiar with.
[For more on what we know about the shape of the wood on which Jesus was crucified, see commentary on John 19:17, “cross.”]
Act 5:31
“He is the one.” This is emphatic in the Greek; the sentence starts with “This one.” It is less wordy to say, “God exalted him,” but it loses the emphasis of the Greek text.
“God exalted to his right hand.” This was what the prophets had taught (e.g., Ps. 110:1, cf. Mark 12:36) and it was what Jesus said would happen (Matt. 26:64; Mark 14:62), and it was a consistent message of the Church (e.g., Acts 2:33; 5:31; Rom. 8:34; Eph. 1:20; Col. 3:1; Heb. 1:3; 1 Pet. 3:22) and it was the revelation that God showed Stephen just before he died (Acts 7:55-56).
Act 5:32
“the holy spirit that God has given.” Refers to the gift of holy spirit poured out on the Day of Pentecost.
[For more information on the uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
Act 5:34
“a Pharisee named Gamaliel.” Gamaliel was the grandson of the great Jewish teacher, Hillel the Elder. He was a member of the Sanhedrin, the ruling council of the Jews. Although here in Acts 5 he urges the Jews to use restraint when dealing with the apostles, there is no evidence he ever became a Christian or believed that Jesus Christ was the Messiah.
“People.” The Jews were referred to as “the People.” See commentary on Matthew 2:4.
Act 5:35
“consider carefully.” Cf. NIV, NRSV. Literally, the phrase is “pay close attention to yourselves,” “take care to yourselves,” but the meaning is “consider carefully” what you are going to do.
Act 5:40
“they flogged them.” This flogging was likely the traditional 39 lashes taken from Deut. 25:3—the Jews traditionally subtracted one lash from the 40 lashes in the Law in case the person doing the whipping miscounted. However, the Jews sometimes used a whip with 13 cords and whipped the person three times, equaling 39 lashes. By the time of Christ, this kind of public whipping was more a public humiliation than a severe punishment, and in the honor-shame society of the first century, the punishment and the shame it caused were designed to deter rebellion against authority. Craig Keener writes: “For fully free men, however, official beatings were an act of public humiliation, even seen as making one comparable to a slave (Josephus, Antiquities 4:238).”[footnoteRef:1701] That the beatings were designed to produce shame explains the apostle’s reaction, that they rejoiced they “were counted worthy to suffer dishonor” for Jesus (Acts 5:41). [1701:  Keener, Acts: An Exegetical Commentary, vol. 2.] 

The apostles’ reaction to the public beating is a wonderful example to Christians today, who are often so afraid of being humiliated, shunned, or gossiped about that they will not speak about Jesus Christ. The apostles understood what was at stake if people did not know about, or rejected, Jesus Christ—they would die in the Lake of Fire (Rev. 20:11-15). So they boldly proclaimed Jesus Christ as Lord, and had the correct attitude when they suffered for it. They did not become angry or bitter, but rejoiced. They remembered Christ’s words: “Blessed are you when people insult you and persecute you and falsely say all kinds of evil things against you because of me. Rejoice and be exceedingly glad, because your reward in heaven is great” (Matt. 5:11-12).
Act 5:41
“for the sake of the Name.” In the Jewish writings and in the Old Testament (cf. Lev. 24:11, 16), “the Name” was a circumlocution for the name of God, Yahweh, but in the New Testament, “the Name” refers to Jesus Christ.
 
Acts Chapter 6
Act 6:3
“brothers.” Sometimes the word “brothers” includes women, and should be understood as “brothers and sisters,” but that is unlikely the case here. In the Jewish culture and even as the Christian Church developed, voting for leaders was only done by men. In both the Greek and Roman world, and in early Christianity, women were usually excluded from voting.
Act 6:5
“and of holy spirit.” This refers to God’s gift of holy spirit.
[For more information on the uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
Act 6:7
“And the word of God increased.” The primary meaning of this phrase is that the Word of God continued to spread as more and more people got saved. However, it also almost certainly includes the increase, or growth, of the Word of God in the believers as they kept on growing spiritually.
“of the priests.” The majority of the priests in Jerusalem were Sadducees, and the Sadducees traditionally believed that there was no resurrection from the dead (see commentary on Matthew 22:23). For them to go from believing that there was no resurrection to believing in the resurrection of Christ and then, of course, to believing they would be themselves resurrected, was a huge shift. The Word of God makes no statement about the impact that converting a large number of the priests to the Faith had on the Temple services there in Jerusalem, or even whether or not some of them quit working in the Temple or were forced to leave.
Act 6:12
“and brought him to the Sanhedrin.” The Sanhedrin in Jerusalem met in the Hall of Hewn Stones in the Temple complex and judged various kinds of cases involving Jewish law and customs. The meetings were apparently open to the public to some extent, although the evidence is that the Sanhedrin held some closed meetings as well. People accused of crimes were brought to the Sanhedrin, as we see here in Acts 6. There were no attorneys; the accusers spoke up for themselves and brought their witnesses if they had any, and the accused spoke up for themselves, like Stephen did, and brought witnesses to support their defense. The commotion around Stephen was great enough that even if Saul had not been with the Sanhedrin in the Temple when Stephen was brought in, he would have come quickly to the trial. A blasphemy trial was a serious affair, and the Jews and Christians had clashed before (Acts 4:1-22; 5:27-43), so the trial of Stephen would have had great interest to many people. The Bible does not specifically say that Saul was there at the trial and heard Stephen’s speech. However, the fact that the witnesses who accused Stephen laid their clothes at Saul's feet when Stephen was dragged out of Jerusalem and stoned to death suggests that Saul was closely involved in the situation. It is highly unlikely that Saul only joined the mob as they were going out of Jerusalem to where they could stone Stephen, and much more likely that he was in the Temple with the Sanhedrin when Stephen was on trial, and so heard Stephen’s speech. The reason that the garments of the “witnesses” were laid down at Saul’s feet (Acts 7:58) was that according to the Law of Moses, if there was an execution due to a capital crime, the witnesses were to be the first ones to throw stones to execute the criminal (Deut. 17:2-7).
Act 6:13
“Place” is capitalized (and in Acts 6:14) because it is a designation of the Temple. The word “place” was a designation of the Temple. See commentary on Matthew 24:15, “topos.”
Act 6:14
“this Place.” The word “Place” is capitalized because it is a designation of the Temple. The Greek text of Acts 6:14 says, “Jesus of Nazareth will destroy this Place,” meaning the Temple. Jesus did indeed say that the “Place,” the Temple, would be destroyed (Matt. 24:1-2).
[For more on the Temple being called the “Place,” see commentary on Matt. 24:15, “topos.”]
Act 6:15
“the face of an angel.” There are times when the passage of time and different cultural norms affect the way we think about the Bible. In the Western world in modern times, when we think about someone “being an angel” or “looking like an angel,” we think of soft, pleasant smiles, kind eyes, and an innocent-looking face. Thus, when we think of Stephen, about to die, having “the face of an angel,” we think of an innocent, pleasant face gazing up into heaven. This is not, however, what someone from the culture of the first century would think. Angels appear many times in the Bible and are never portrayed with pleasant, innocent faces. John Calvin, writing around 1550, pointed out that people who were condemned in court usually became pale, stammered, and showed signs of fear, but “Luke teacheth that there was no such thing in Stephen, but that there appeared rather in him a certain majesty.”[footnoteRef:1702] [1702:  Henry Beveridge, ed., Commentary upon the Acts of the Apostles by John Calvin, 1:248.] 

When angels appear to man, they either blend into mankind so well they are unnoticed (Gen. 19; Lot and the angels), or they inspire awe and even fear in those who see them. Samson’s mother was told by an angel she would have a son, but she did not know she was speaking to an angel. She thought she was speaking to a man of God, but she reported the incident to her husband, saying, “A man of God hath come unto me, and his appearance is as the appearance of a messenger of God, very fearful…” (Judg. 13:6 Young’s Literal Translation). We would not say “fearful,” we would say, “causing fear.” The modern translations usually say something such as “awesome” or “awe-inspiring.” When the angel appeared to Cornelius, he became afraid even though he was a Roman centurion trained to look death in the face without fear (Acts 10:4). Psalm 103:20 refers to angels as “mighty ones,” and no doubt the expression of their face reflects their power. They are often portrayed as being God’s warriors, ready to fight for Him (Num. 22:31; 2 Sam. 24:16; 2 Kings 19:35; Ps. 35:5, Dan. 6:22). When they do appear to people, they often cause them to be afraid, and have to calm them down, usually by saying “Fear not” (Matt. 28:5; Luke 1:13, 30; 2:10).
From what we know of angels, Stephen’s face would have reflected the majesty that Calvin pointed out, and supernaturally radiated with power, determination, resolute confidence—an awe-inspiring sight.
 
Acts Chapter 7
Act 7:5
“but he gave him no inheritance in it.” Abraham lived in the Promised Land but did not own any of it except the cave he bought to bury his wife Sarah in. Acts 7:5 is an important verse when it comes to understanding inheritance and rewards on the future earth. Abraham lived in the Promised Land and enjoyed its bounty, but never “owned” any of it, he did not have an inheritance in it.
This should be somewhat comforting for Christians who are afraid of losing their salvation. Christian salvation is by birth and is permanent, but many Christians believe they can lose their salvation if they sin, and those Christians often use verses such as Galatians 5:21 to prove their point: “those who practice such things [as the list in Gal. 5:19-21] will not inherit the Kingdom of God.” But not “inheriting” the Kingdom of God does not mean a saved person will not be saved and in the Kingdom any more than Abraham not inheriting any of the Promised Land meant he did not live there—he did live there! Furthermore, God specifically told the Levites that they would not have a portion or inheritance in the Promised Land (Deut. 10:9). But the Levites got to live in the land even though they did not own it like the other tribes of Israel owned their land. So the Levites lived in the land but did not “inherit it.” Similarly, everyone who has believed in Christ and gotten born again and sealed with holy spirit will be in the Kingdom, but if they have lived an ungodly life after they got saved they may end up with no inheritance in it.
Once a person believes in Jesus Christ and gets born again, their salvation is secure. Salvation is by grace. But Christ is going to come to earth and set up his kingdom on earth, and at that time all the saved people will receive repayment for what they have done on earth (cf. 2 Cor. 5:10). Some people will be greatly rewarded and some people will get nothing. One of the kinds of rewards that people will receive clearly seems to be land (cf. Act 7:5; Dan. 12:13; Mic. 4:4), while another reward will be positions of authority in the Kingdom.
[For more on Christian salvation, see Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation.” For more on the Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on salvation vs. rewards, and rewards in the Kingdom, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10, “good or evil.” For more on inheritance in the Kingdom, see commentary on Gal. 5:21.]
Act 7:6
“400 years.” The time of the sojourning of the children of Israel from the time of the weaning feast of Isaac (Gen. 21:8-13) until the Exodus from Egypt and giving of the Law was 400 years. Israel was not enslaved in Egypt for 400 years, as most people believe. See commentary on Exodus 12:40.
Act 7:11
“causing.” The Greek text just has kai, “and” but here it is translated as a causal conjunction, logically indicating the result of the famine (cf. NET, NIV).
Act 7:14
“75.” Stephen was disputing with Jews who were part of the diaspora, the Jews who had been dispersed over the Mediterranean world. They were from “Cyrene” in North Africa, “Alexandria” in Egypt (where the Septuagint was translated), “Cilicia,” a Roman province in what is southeast Turkey today, and “Asia,” which was the name of the Roman province on the far west end of what is Turkey today (Acts 6:9).
Because the Jews Stephen was speaking to were part of the diaspora, their “Bible” would have been the Septuagint, and so Stephen accommodated the beliefs of those diaspora Jews by quoting from the Septuagint and not the Hebrew text when he spoke. So, for example, the Septuagint says that 75 people of Jacob’s family went to Egypt, while the Hebrew text says 70 people went to Egypt.
But actually, there were more people who went into Egypt than either Acts 7:14 or Genesis 46:26-27 mention (see the REV commentary on Gen. 46:27). Stephen, who was a Jew speaking to Jews, would not mention the other people any more than Genesis would.
[For more on the Septuagint and the original text of the New Testament being in Greek, see commentary on Luke 3:4.]
“souls.” Here, “souls” means people; individuals. See commentary on Acts 2:41.
Act 7:16
“they were carried.” This refers to some of the “fathers” (Acts 7:15), not Jacob himself.
Act 7:20
“beautiful before God.” For the meaning of this phrase, see commentary on Exodus 2:2.
Act 7:30
“an angel appeared to him.” This angel is referred to as God in Exodus 3:4. It was common in the ancient world for representatives of God to be called “God.” This is the custom of the Author-Agent (see commentary on Gen. 16:7 and Matt. 8:5).
Act 7:38
“words.” The Greek word is logion (#3051 λόγιον, pronounced 'log-ee-on), and it is the diminutive of logos, “word” or “message.” Literally, it is “little words.” We can see why the Bible uses the word logion for communications from God, because the Greeks used logion for the divine utterances of the oracles, particularly the Oracle of Delphi. The reason for that was that the messages from the oracles were typically short. Thus in time, logion was used of the communications that came from the gods. The translation “oracle” is too obscure for our English translation, although it occurs in many English Bibles, because the English word “oracle” has many meanings that do not apply. The REV went with “words” because it accurately represents that it is the words coming from God, and whereas the “word” of God means His entire communication, “words” of God can refer to smaller pieces of His revelation. The word logion occurs four times in the New Testament: Acts 7:38; Romans 3:2; Hebrews 5:12; and 1 Peter 4:11.
Act 7:43
“worship.” See commentary on Matthew 2:2, “pay homage to him.”
Act 7:45
“Joshua.” Joshua brought the Israelites into the Promised Land. The King James Version makes this verse a little hard to understand because it says “Jesus” was the one who brought the Israelites into the Promised Land. This is a case of mistranslation. The name “Jesus” and the name “Joshua” are the same in Hebrew and Greek, even though they are different in English. On two occasions the translators of the KJV put “Jesus” when they should have put “Joshua,” and Acts 7:45 is one of them. This point is well established by William Barclay, a professor, and author at Trinity College in Glasgow. He writes:
To us the name Jesus is a holy and sacred name, and we would count it almost blasphemy to give it to any child or call any person by it. But in New Testament times it was one of the commonest of names. It is the Greek form by which three Hebrew Old Testament names are regularly represented—Joshua (e.g., Exod. 17:10); Jehoshua (e.g., Zech. 3:1); Jeshua (Neh. 7:7). There are indeed two occasions in the AV [the KJV] in which Joshua is very confusingly called “Jesus.” In Acts 7:45, we read that the fathers brought the tabernacle into the land of Palestine with Jesus. In Hebrews 4:8, it is said that if “Jesus” had been able to give the people rest, there would have been no need to speak of still another day. In both cases, “Jesus” is Joshua, a fact which is made clear in all the more modern translations. By the second century, the name “Jesus” was vanishing as an ordinary name. Amongst the Jews it vanished because it had become a hated name by which no Jew would call his son; and amongst the Christians it has vanished because it was too sacred for common use.[footnoteRef:1703] [1703:  William Barclay, Jesus As They Saw Him, 10-11.] 

One of the easiest and most accessible keys to correct biblical interpretation is the context. Examine the context of Acts 7:45, and it becomes exceedingly clear that the verse is not speaking of Jesus.
“possession of the nations.” The “possession of the nations,” until Israel took it back from them, was the Promised Land, which we know as Israel today, although modern Israel is not nearly as large today as the land promised to Abraham.
Act 7:51
“resist the Holy Spirit.” Here, Holy Spirit is referring to God. “The Holy Spirit” is the name for God that emphasizes His power in operation. God is called “the Holy Spirit” in a number of verses in the NT, including Matthew 1:20; 12:32; and Hebrews 9:8.
[For more information on the uses of “Holy Spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
Act 7:53
“delivered by angels.” The Greek word translated “delivered” is diatagē (#1296 διαταγή), and it refers to the fact that the Law was given to the Jews by angels who were under the direction of God.[footnoteRef:1704] Although the Old Testament is clear that some of the Law, such as the Ten Commandments themselves, was given by God, we also know that parts of the Law came through angel intermediaries (cf. Gal. 3:19; Heb. 2:2). There were times when angels brought the Word of God to people, and sometimes these angels representing God are referred to as “God” (see commentary on Gen. 16:7 and Matt. 8:5). [1704:  Cf. BDAG, s.v.“ διαταγή.”] 

Act 7:55
“full of holy spirit.” This refers to the holy spirit that is the gift of God.
[For more information on the uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
“the glory of God...God.” The “glory of God” (in the OT, “the glory of Yahweh”) is the brilliant light that surrounds God. Here in Acts 7:55-56, Stephen sees the brilliance around God and God Himself in His cloud of light, much like Ezekiel did (see commentary on Ezek. 1:4, 28; Luke 2:9). The fact that the text has both the “glory of God” and “God” emphasizes the fact that Stephen did see God, but He was surrounded by His glory. Many times in the Old Testament when one of God’s people was in trouble, as Stephen was, God showed up in His glory (e.g., Exod. 16:7-10; Num. 14:10; 16:19, 42). In this case in Acts 7:55-56, God only revealed Himself to Stephen, the others could not see what Stephen saw.
“Jesus standing at the right hand of God.” In his last minutes alive, Stephen saw God sitting on his throne with Jesus Christ standing beside Him. That God was seated while Jesus stood in His presence would have been according to custom (1 Kings 22:10). God sits on His throne (e.g., 2 Chron. 18:18; Isa. 6:1; Dan. 7:9-10; Rev. 4:2; 5:7). Acts 7:55-56, and other verses like it are a problem for Christians who have been taught that no one has ever seen God. The key to understanding what Stephen saw is realizing that God does occasionally come into concretion in a human form that we can see and understand. He does this so that He can better relate to, and fellowship with, His creation. God created humankind so He could intimately fellowship with us, so it is reasonable and scriptural that He occasionally becomes visible and takes on human form to be intimate with His creation. There are Old Testament verses in which Yahweh appears in the form of a man, and those appearances continue in the New Testament. In fact, Scripture records a number of people to whom God appeared: Adam and Eve (they heard His footsteps, Gen. 3:8), Abraham (Gen. 12:7; 15:1; 17:1; 18:1), Isaac (Gen. 26:3), Jacob (Gen. 28:13), Moses and the elders of Israel (Exod. 24:9-11), Moses (Num. 12:8); Samuel (1 Sam. 3:10), Solomon (two times: 1 Kings 3:5; 9:2; 11:9), Micaiah (1 Kings 22:19-22), Isaiah (Isa. 6:1-5), Ezekiel (Ezek. 1:26-28), Amos (Amos 7:7), Daniel (Dan. 7:9-14), Stephen (Acts 7:56) and the apostle John (Rev. 5:1-8). In contrast to many great men and women of God who saw God in a visible form, Jesus upbraided the unbelieving Jews by saying: “You have never heard his voice at any time nor seen his form” (John 5:37).
Much of the confusion about the subject of God appearing as a man comes from John 1:18, which says, “No one has ever seen God.” It is helpful to read the context to understand the verse. John 1:17-18 say: “For the law was given through Moses, but grace and truth came through Jesus Christ. No one has ever seen God; the only begotten Son, who is in a most intimate relationship with the Father, he has explained him.” In Don’t Blame God!, the language of that phrase is examined and explained:
Please note that truth, in its fullness, came not with Moses, but with Jesus Christ. It was he who for the first time in history made God truly understandable. It is not that the Old Testament believers knew nothing of God, but rather that their knowledge and understanding of Him were quite limited (“veiled”). Since truth came by Jesus Christ [“For the law was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus,”], we believe that the first part of John 1:18—“no man hath seen God at any time”—means that no man had “known” God [as He truly is] at any previous time. It is Jesus Christ who reveals, or makes known, God to man.
In many languages, “to see” is a common idiom for “to know.” In the Hebrew language, one of the definitions for “see” (Hebrew = ra’ ah) is “see, so as to learn, to know.” Similarly, the Greek word translated “see” in verse 18 (horaō) can be “to see with the eyes” or “to see with the mind, to perceive, know.” Even in English, one of the definitions for “see” is “to know or understand.” For example, when two people are discussing something, one might say to the other, “I see what you mean.”
The usage of “see” as it pertains to knowing is found in many places in the New Testament. Jesus said to Philip, “Anyone who has seen me has seen the Father” (John 14:9). Here again the word “see” is used to indicate knowing. Anyone who knew Christ (not just those who “saw” him) would know the Father. In fact, Christ had made that plain two verses earlier when he said to Philip, “If you really knew me you would know my Father as well” (John 14:7).[footnoteRef:1705] [1705:  Graeser, Lynn and Schoenheit, Don’t Blame God!, 59-60.] 

Further evidence that “see” means “know” in John 1:18 is that the phrase “no one has ever seen God” is contrasted with the phrase “has explained him.” So from the context and vocabulary in John 1:18, we can see that it is not talking about “seeing” God with one’s eyes; it is saying that the truth about God came by Jesus Christ. Before Jesus Christ came, no one really knew God as He truly is, a loving heavenly Father. We agree with the text note on John 1:18 in the NIV Study Bible (1984 edition), which says, “Since no human being can see God as He really is, those who saw God saw Him in a form He took on Himself temporarily for the occasion.”
The Bible also calls God “the invisible God.” This is true because God’s natural state is invisible to us. However, that does not prevent Him from occasionally becoming visible. Angels and demons are also naturally invisible, but they become visible at certain times. If angels and demons can become visible, then God certainly can too.
It is often stated that people could not have really seen God because a person will die if he sees God. This idea comes mainly from the conversation Moses had with God. Moses asked to see the glory of God, and God responded, “You cannot see my face, for no one can see me and live” (Exod. 33:20). It is clear from the context that the “face” of God was the “glory” of God because that is what Moses asked to see. We agree that human beings are not equipped to comprehend God in all His fullness, and exposure to everything that God is would be lethal. However, we know that God created us humans so that He could fellowship with us, and we assert that the human-like form that He sometimes assumes so we can relate to Him is not all of God’s fullness.
When the Bible says that people saw God, they saw “God.” They were not seeing Jesus Christ in some other form (although some Trinitarians teach that). There are records that clearly show both God and Jesus at the same time; one such record is in the Old Testament. In Daniel 7:9-14, “the Ancient of Days” is God, and “the Son of Man” is Jesus Christ. In the New Testament, here in Acts 7, Stephen saw Jesus Christ standing at the right hand of God (God would almost certainly have been sitting on His throne, as He is usually portrayed in Scripture). Also, Revelation 4-5 shows God sitting on a throne surrounded by elders and other spiritual creatures, and He is holding a scroll in His right hand. Then “a Lamb,” which the context shows is Jesus Christ, approaches God and takes the scroll from Him. Records like this show us that God can and does occasionally take on the form of a human being, and He does that so we can better identify with Him.
Once we understand that God can and does take on a human form so that we can relate to Him, we are able to understand the passages that show God in the form of a man. We can also better understand what “heaven”—the place where God and angels live and demons go to accuse us (Rev. 12:10)—may look like. We know that angels come into concretion like humans, and the Bible gives us a picture of “heaven” that contains a Tent of Meeting (“Tabernacle”), and also a throne on which God sits.
Our first glimpse of the heavenly throne is in Exodus 24:10; when the elders of Israel climbed part way up Mount Sinai, “They saw the God of Israel. Under his feet was like a paved work of lapis lazuli, like the skies for purity.” Here we see God in human form and He has feet and a “hand” (Exod. 24:11). The pavement of heaven is blue in color. We again see blue in Ezekiel 1:26, where it is the color of the throne of God. Also in Ezekiel, in the radiance around God, who is sitting on His throne, we see colors like those of a rainbow.
The blue pavement, with the great throne on it, must have looked like the “floor” of heaven to anyone who saw it in a vision. Jacob was one such person, who saw a great “staircase” going into heaven (not a “ladder” like a fireman’s ladder, even though some English Bibles say “ladder”), with angels walking up and down it, some going down to earth and some going back up to heaven (Gen. 28:12). At the top of the staircase stood Yahweh, the God of Israel, who spoke to Jacob. God would have been standing on some kind of floor at the top of the staircase, and although the Bible does not give the color in Genesis, it would make sense that, if it appeared in Jacob’s dream vision, it was blue.
In Revelation 4 we again see God on the throne, and again we see the colors of a rainbow around Him (Rev. 4:3). In fact, Revelation 5:13 refers to God as “him who sits on the throne” letting us know that it was a common understanding that God would take on human-like form and sit on His throne. Revelation also clearly shows us that there is a Temple in heaven (Rev. 11:19; 14:15, 17; 15:5-8; 16:1 and 16:17), and Hebrews 8:1-5 indicates that the Tent of Meeting (Tabernacle) and Temple on earth were made after the pattern of the Temple that already existed in heaven.
Having seen that God appears in human form, and also that the “picture” of heaven the Bible paints for us both in the Old and New Testament is consistent, we are in a position to understand more about what likely happened in Acts 7:55-56. Stephen was being stoned by the religious Jews, and God gave him a revelation vision of the situation in heaven. Stephen saw God, surrounded by glory, and Jesus standing at God’s right hand, ready to give advice and carry out orders the same as any oriental vizier would do. From that short vision, we get the idea that God, the Creator and One True God, was sitting on his throne, and Jesus Christ, to whom He had given “all authority,” was standing at His right hand. The text does not say, but one could imagine the “floor” looked blue, and the throne was surrounded by the colors of the rainbow, as we saw in Exodus, Ezekiel, and Revelation.
There is much information wrapped up in Stephen’s vision. From a fleshly perspective, it certainly looked like the Jews had the upper hand in the Stephen situation, but God shows that although sin and death are powerful now, God is the Power, and will have the last word. By his very presence in the vision, Jesus shows that the Devil’s “best punch,” which is death, has been overcome—he is alive, not dead. The vision was certainly an inspiration to Stephen, the first martyr of the Christian Church, and it should be an inspiration to us as well.
Also part of the vision was God’s love for His enemies, and His efforts to bring them to Himself. Although many in the audience seemed hardened beyond repentance, there was at least one man whose heart was stirred. No one in the audience could doubt that the vision was real to Stephen, and therefore possibly a genuine reality, and if that was the case, then Jesus was not a dead imposter but the living Messiah. So it was that sometime later, when Saul met Jesus face to face, he said, “Who are you, Lord?”
Another message of hope we should get from this record is that God will not always remain as distant as He now sometimes seems. The Bible tells of a time when “The tabernacle of God is with man, and he will live with them, and they will be his people, and God himself will be with them, and be their God” (Rev. 21:3). The future will not be like today, when God is mostly invisible to us but rarely, oh so rarely, appears in a form we can relate to. In the future, God will dwell openly with us.
[For more information on God coming into concretion, see commentary on Gen. 18:1. For more information on Jesus being the fully human Son of God and not being “God the Son,” see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.” For more information about the Holy Spirit, see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
Act 7:56
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Act 7:58
“stoned him.” The standard method of killing a criminal was to stone them with stones (cf. Lev. 20:2; 24:23; Num. 15:35; Deut. 13:10; 21:21). Some people have asserted that the Jews just dropped one huge stone on the person, but there is no evidence for that in the Bible. Also, stoning with stones was how Achan and his family were killed (Josh. 7:25), and how the Jews killed Stephen (Acts 7:58-60).
[For more on stoning people to death, see commentary on Lev. 20:2.]
“at the feet of a young man named Saul.” The reason that the garments of the “witnesses” were laid down at Saul’s feet (Acts 7:58) was that according to the Law of Moses, if there was an execution due to a capital crime, the witnesses were to be the first ones to throw stones to execute the criminal (Deut. 17:2-7). The heavy outer robes worn by most men would have made it difficult to throw stones effectively, so they would have taken off those outer robes. The “witnesses” would have been the ones to hear Stephen speak, so it seems that they were Greek-speaking Jews (Acts 6:9-11). It is almost certain that Saul would have been with the Sanhedrin in the Temple when Stephen was on trial. If he was not there, he would have had to have somehow joined the mob of angry Jews just at the time they were leaving Jerusalem to stone Stephen, which is very unlikely (see commentary on Acts 6:12). Although the Bible does not say that what Stephen said affected Saul in any way, it may well have gotten him thinking about history and the Jewish Messiah.
That Saul is called a “young man” here in Acts does not give us too much help in determining his age. A person in Saul’s position as a leader among the Jews was considered a young man until at least age 30.
 
Act 7:59
“he was calling on the Lord and saying, “Lord Jesus.” To “call on” was a common prayer formula. Stephen was asking the Lord Jesus for help, as we all should. For more on the formula, “calling on,” see commentary on 1 Corinthians 1:2.
[For more information on prayer to Jesus, see Appendix 13: “Can We Pray to Jesus?”]
“receive my spirit.” The Greek word for “spirit” is pneuma (#4151 πνεῦμα). Here “spirit” refers to the natural life of the body. Stephen was being stoned to death, and made a last cry to the Lord Jesus to receive his “life.” Although the vocabulary is different, this is in essence what Jesus said on the cross when he said to God, “into your hands I commit my spirit” (Matt. 27:50; Luke 23:46). Jesus would “accept” or “receive” Stephen’s life in the sense that he would remember it and restore it at the resurrection. In that sense, Stephen’s life would be similar to the treasure we store up in heaven as we live for God (Matt. 6:20). There is no actual “treasure” in heaven being stored for us. Rather, saying that we store up treasures in heaven is a way of saying God remembers what we do and keeps an account, and we will be given treasure at the Judgment. Similarly, Stephen saying “receive my spirit” does not mean his “spirit” goes to the presence of Jesus and lives there. Rather, Stephen is asking Jesus to accept his life and remember it, and give Stephen life again in the resurrection. For more on “spirit” in this sense see the commentary on Luke 23:46.
Act 7:60
“fell asleep.” Falling asleep or being asleep was a common biblical euphemism and metaphor for death (cf. 1 Cor. 11:30; 15:6, 18, 20, 51; 1 Thess. 4:13-15; 2 Pet. 3:4). Note that the text says, “he” fell asleep. It is the person who dies, and he dies in every sense of the word; he is totally dead. The life in his body is gone, and his soul and spirit are both gone, they cease to exist.
[For more on the dead being dead and not alive in any form, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.” For more on “soul” and that soul and spirit can cease to exist, see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
Death is so horrible that we can understand why people use the euphemism and say “asleep” rather than “dead.” Although death is called “sleep,” the metaphor, like all metaphors, is imperfect. There are similarities, which is why “sleep” is used for death, but there are also big differences. We will examine the similarities first.
· Both death and sleep are overpowering forces. We cannot prevent our death, and we cannot help falling asleep when we are tired. Even if we try to force ourselves to stay awake, eventually sleep will overpower us.
· There is no awareness of time in either death or sleep. Time passes and we do not know it. Those who are dead and those who are asleep may have been so for a few minutes, a few hours, a few days, or many years, but they are not aware of the passing of time.
· No productive work can be done when we are dead or asleep. The Bible warns people not to be lazy and sleep instead of getting work done, and the dead do no work either.
· In both death and sleep, there is a continuity of the person. We know that when a person falls asleep, he is the same person when he wakes up. The process of sleep did not change him into someone else. Similarly, the person who dies and is resurrected is the same person, which is why after the resurrection we will be repaid for what we did in this life. We see this in Jesus Christ. He was the same person after his resurrection as he was when he was alive on earth, he just had a different body and more capabilities.
· Both death and sleep come to an end. Our death ends when we are resurrected, just as our sleep ends when we wake up.
Now that we have seen the similarities between sleep and death that are the reason death was called “sleep,” we must keep in mind that the metaphor is not totally accurate: death is not sleep. In sleep, the person’s bodily functions continue, and he will wake up on his own when his body is rested. In death, the body, soul, and spirit are all dead. The person cannot wake up on his own but must await the resurrection power of God.
Sometimes people use the phrase “soul sleep.” That was a term that was popularized by John Calvin (1509-1564 ), who used it in a pejorative way, criticizing the belief. Calvin believed that the soul lived on after a person died.[footnoteRef:1706] Due to the pejorative nature of the term “soul sleep,” people who believed the soul ceased to exist when the body died generally referred to their belief in other ways, including “materialism,” “conditional immortality,” and since the 1970s, “Christian mortalism.” Some of the “greats” of Christianity believed the soul did not live on after a person died, including William Tyndale, John Wycliffe, and Martin Luther. [1706:  John Calvin, Commentary upon the Acts of the Apostles, 1:321.] 

Not only was the term “soul sleep” pejorative, it is not accurate. The phrase “soul sleep” never occurs in the Bible. It is always the person, the individual, who sleeps, and he is said to be asleep because he is dead—every part of him. It is inaccurate to suggest that only the soul sleeps as if the rest of the person did not.
[For more on the fact that when people die they are totally dead and awaiting a resurrection, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.”]
 
Acts Chapter 8
Act 8:2
“deeply religious.” The Greek is eulabēs (#2126 εὐλαβής); see commentary on Acts 10:2, “godly man.”
Act 8:5
“a city.” There is a textual variant that reads “the city,” rather than “a city.” This reading is portrayed by such versions as ASV, ESV, KJV, NASB, and NRSV. In this case “the city of Samaria” would not be referring to the city Samaria itself, because by New Testament times the city no longer went by that name; it had been called Sebaste since the time of Herod the Great.[footnoteRef:1707] All through the NT, Samaria refers to the district and not the town. So the understanding would be “the (main) city of Samaria,”[footnoteRef:1708] which is how the NET translates the phrase. [1707:  BDAG.]  [1708:  Metzger, Textual Commentary, 355-56; BDAG; NET translation note.] 

We feel, however, that the original reading was most likely “a city” (cf. HCSB, NIV, NJB, YLT). As Kistemaker notes, “the historical context seems to favor a less important city, perhaps Shechem (or Sychar).”[footnoteRef:1709] Shechem would have been the center of religious activity of Samaria, it is “here the magician Simon would most naturally establish himself.”[footnoteRef:1710] Given the fact that it was most likely not the “main” city of Samaria, and given the problems with the textual witnesses for the reading “the city” (“Aleph has the reading ‘Caesarea’ in place of ‘Samaria,’ and B has ‘Paul’ instead of ‘Phillip’ in v.6”[footnoteRef:1711]) we have rendered the phrase “a city of Samaria.” [1709:  Kistemaker, New Testament Commentary.]  [1710:  R. C. H. Lenski, Interpretation of the Acts of the Apostles, 316.]  [1711:  Lenski, Acts of the Apostles, 316.] 

Act 8:12
“the name of Jesus Christ.” This phrase means, in essence, “the authority of Jesus Christ.” It is a cultural phrase that refers to the authority a person has due to his relationship with the one being named, who in this case is Jesus Christ. In Christian culture, “the name of Jesus Christ” gave the user authority, just as using the name of any other ruler or great person would give the one who used it authority.
[For more on the name of Jesus Christ, see commentary on Acts 3:6.]
Act 8:14
“had accepted the word of God.” The word “accepted” is a translation of the Greek word dechomai, which here means to accept, which the people of Samaria did; they believed Philip and thus accepted the Word of God (see commentary on Acts 8:15).
Act 8:15
“receive holy spirit.” A section of Scripture that has caused people to think that someone may receive the holy spirit as a separate event after they are saved is Acts 8:14-17.
Acts 8:14-17 (REV): 14Now when the apostles who were at Jerusalem heard that Samaria had accepted [dechomai] the word of God, they sent to them Peter and John, 15who, when they had come down, prayed for them to receive [lambanō] holy spirit into manifestation, 16for as yet it had not rushed onto any of them, they had only been baptized in the name of the Lord Jesus. 17Then they laid their hands on them, and they received [lambanō] holy spirit into manifestation.”
These verses seem to say that the disciples in Samaria “accepted” (or “received”—dechomai) the Word of God but had not “received” (lambanō) holy spirit. But every Christian receives the gift of holy spirit when they believe (Acts 1:8; Eph. 1:13). However, that does not mean that every Christian outwardly manifests the gift of holy spirit at that time. For example, some people speak in tongues when they are saved, but most do not. The reason for the confusion in Acts 8 is that most English versions translate two different Greek words, dechomai and lambanō, by the same English word, “receive,” which hides the clear meaning of the Greek text in this context and causes the whole passage to be misunderstood. The Greek words dechomai and lambanō need to be properly understood in the context of the gift of holy spirit to understand Acts 8. Both dechomai and lambanō have a wide lexical range, and both can mean “receive.” For example, meanings that lambanō can have include “take, receive, grasp, acquire, get, obtain, remove, choose, select, comprehend.” Meanings that dechomai can have include “take, receive, grasp, accept, welcome, put up with, tolerate, accept, approve, be open to.”[footnoteRef:1712] However, there are some important differences. The word lambanō can have an emphasis on the action taken by the one receiving. Vine’s Dictionary of New Testament Words notes: [1712:  BDAG, s.v. “λαμβάνω”; “δέχομαι.”] 

“There is a certain distinction between lambanō and dechomai (more pronounced in the earlier, classical use), in that in many instances lambanō suggests a self-prompted taking, whereas dechomai more frequently indicates “a welcoming or an appropriating reception.”[footnoteRef:1713] [1713:  Vine, Vine’s Expository Dictionary, 928.] 

Thayer’s Greek-English Lexicon adds, “...the suggestion of self-prompted taking still adheres to lambanō in many connections ...in distinction from [dechomai being] a receiving of what is offered.” The descriptions in Vine’s dictionary and Thayer’s lexicon of lambanō as a “self-prompted taking” is important, and in this context here in Acts 8, lambanō refers to outwardly manifesting the gift of holy spirit that was already born on the inside. In other words, to dechomai the gift of holy spirit is to “accept it,” to receive it on the inside, which happens when a person is born again, but to lambanō the gift of holy spirit the Christian must take what is born on the inside and manifest outwardly. It is a sad fact that many Christians do not outwardly manifest holy spirit because they are waiting for God to move them when they should take hold of what God has already given them and use it.
Studying the uses of lambanō in connection with the gift of holy spirit shows us that when someone “receives” or “takes” the holy spirit, there is often a visible manifestation of it. The record in Acts 8 is a case in point. Under the ministry of Philip, many people in the city of Samaria were saved. This is quite clear because Acts 8:14 says they “had accepted [received] the word of God.” The word “accepted” is dechomai. The people of Samaria had accepted the Word of the Lord and were saved, but there was something missing, there was still a “self-prompted taking” that had not occurred. The people were saved, but they had missed doing something, that is, “receiving” the gift of holy spirit into manifestation. However, we need to remember that since the gift of holy spirit can be received in the New Birth without any awareness on the part of the one who is saved, without an outward manifestation, it is completely possible to deny the reality of having inwardly received holy spirit at all.
Peter and John came to Samaria and ministered to the people who were saved and thus had already “accepted,” or “received” (dechomai), the gift of holy spirit, and then when Peter and John personally ministered to them, then the Samaritans “received” [lambanō] the holy spirit, that is, they actively took the gift of God that was inside them and manifested it outwardly.
When the people of Samaria “received” [lambanō] the holy spirit, something visible in the senses world occurred, because Simon the sorcerer “saw” that the people “received” (Acts 8:18). Since no one can “see” when someone gets saved, the people of Samaria did not get saved at that time, something else happened—the people “received,” [lambanō], outwardly manifested, holy spirit. In fact, Simon offered Peter and John money to buy the power to lay hands on people and have them “receive” [lambanō], outwardly manifest, holy spirit.
This record in Acts 8 is similar to what happens in the lives of many Christians today. They are born again under the preaching ministry of one person, but they do not outwardly manifest holy spirit at that time. Then later, after being ministered to by someone else, they go ahead and “receive,” actively take and manifest holy spirit, often by speaking in tongues, interpreting tongues, or prophecy.
God’s gift of holy spirit is not something a person receives after he is saved. We Christians receive it when we are saved. No one has to earn holy spirit because, like salvation, it is a free gift (Acts 2:38; 10:45), not a reward for good works. We do not earn it, we do not have to pray for it to come into us, and we do not have to be “spiritually qualified” to receive it. It was God’s idea to give it to us as a free gift at the moment we are born again. However, as we have seen, it is possible to have the gift of holy spirit born inside and not “receive” (lambanō) it into manifestation, i.e., outwardly manifest it.
[For more information on the uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
Act 8:16
“it had not rushed onto any of them.” In most English versions, Acts 8:16; 10:44 and 11:15 say that holy spirit “falls” on people. While it is true that the word epipiptō can be understood as someone or something falling on someone, a better way to understand it in this context seems to be that it “rushed” upon the people. This fits with the many times holy spirit came on people in the Old Testament.
The EDNT says that the literal meaning of epipiptō is “fall upon,” “throw oneself upon,” or to “rush at” someone.[footnoteRef:1714] The meanings of epipiptō given in Thayer’s lexicon include, “to fall upon,” “to rush upon,” and “to press upon,” and Thayer notes that epipiptō is used of the inspiration and impulse of the holy spirit.[footnoteRef:1715] Friberg adds that epipiptō is used of unexpected events, and thus can mean “come on, seize, happen suddenly.”[footnoteRef:1716] For example, Luke 1:12 describes what happened to Zechariah when he saw the angel in the Temple. The KJV says that fear “fell” on him, but it did not fall on him as if it were coming from the sky. Fear is what suddenly happened to Zechariah; it was his own response when he unexpectedly saw the angel; it came upon him suddenly, or rushed upon him. In the New Testament, there are times when the power or influence of the holy spirit “suddenly happens” to someone, and the holy spirit is said to “rush upon” them, for example, Acts 19:6 says the holy spirit “came on” the believers (see commentary on Acts 19:6). [1714:  Horst Balz and Gerhard Schneider, Exegetical Dictionary of the New Testament, s.v. “ἐπιπίπτω.”]  [1715:  Thayer’s Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “ἐπιπίπτω.”]  [1716:  Friberg, Analytical Lexicon of the Greek New Testament, s.v. “ἐπιπίπτω.”] 

A number of verses in the Old Testament show the sudden influence of holy spirit and say that the holy spirit “rushes upon” someone. For example, Judges 14:6 (ESV), speaking of when Samson was attacked by a lion, says, “Then the Spirit of the LORD rushed upon him, and although he had nothing in his hand, he tore the lion in pieces as one tears a young goat” (cf. Judg. 14:19; 15:14; 1 Sam. 10:6, 10; 11:6; 16:13). Demons can also influence people very suddenly and powerfully, and are sometimes said to rush upon people (1 Sam. 18:10 ESV). Interestingly, the Septuagint does not use the word epipiptō in the places the Hebrew text says that the spirit rushes upon someone, instead, it uses the word allomai, “to leap.” So, where the Hebrew text says the spirit “rushes upon” someone, the Septuagint says it “leapt upon” someone.
A careful study of Acts 8:16; 10:44 and 11:15, shows us that the holy spirit did not “fall” from the sky upon the believers, but rather that they had a sudden and powerful experience of the influence of the gift of holy spirit. In the case of the believers in Acts 8, they were already born again and had the gift of holy spirit within them (Acts 8:12 says they believed, and even had been baptized). But now they had a powerful experience with that holy spirit and they spoke in tongues. When Peter and John laid hands on them they all “received into evidence” (lambanō; Acts 8:17), the holy spirit they had already “received internally” (dechomai Acts 8:14).
Act 8:17
“received holy spirit.” This refers to the holy spirit that is the gift of God.
[For more information on the uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
Act 8:19
“receives holy spirit.” This refers to the holy spirit that is the gift of God.
[For more information on the uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
Act 8:22
“Therefore, repent of this wickedness of yours, and pray to the Lord that the intent of your heart is forgiven you.” Cf. F.F. Bruce’s translation: “So repent of this wickedness of yours and pray to the lord that the intent of your heart may be forgiven”[footnoteRef:1717] (see also HCSB). The Greek of this phrase has a condition, the sense of which most versions misunderstand entirely. It is often rendered as something like the NIV84: “Repent of this wickedness and pray to the Lord. Perhaps he will forgive you for having such a thought in your heart”; or the NASB1995: “pray the Lord that, if possible, the intention of your heart may be forgiven you.” This gives the impression that God might not forgive Simon, or that it might not be possible for Simon to be forgiven. Neither is true. 1 John 1:9 affirms that “If we confess our sins, he is faithful and righteous to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.” There is no question as to if God will forgive. Scripture tells us he is faithful and just to do so. The question lies in whether Simon will perform the prerequisites for forgiveness. As Lenski has written, “The implication of this conditional form is not regarding the Lord’s willingness to remit but in regard to Simon’s contrition and begging as being necessary for enabling the Lord to extend remission. Unless Simon’s heart changes, he himself will prevent the Lord’s remission.”[footnoteRef:1718] Likewise, Kistemaker writes, “This conditional statement relates not to God’s ability to forgive sin but to Simon’s willingness to repent.”[footnoteRef:1719] In this case the doubt is not placed on God, but on whether or not Simon will fulfill his part. [1717:  Bruce, The Book of Acts [NICNT], 170.]  [1718:  R. C. H. Lenski, Acts of the Apostles, 331.]  [1719:  Kistemaker, New Testament Commentary.] 

Because of the great potential for misunderstanding, the REV has translated the sense of the conditional phrase, rather than retaining a more literal rendering, “repent… and pray… if perhaps the intent of your heart will be forgiven you [depending upon whether you fulfill the conditions].”
Act 8:26
“Get up and go south on the road that goes down from Jerusalem to Gaza.” Gaza was originally a Philistine city, and it was a little more than 50 miles southwest of Jerusalem as the crow flies. Gaza was close to the coast of the Mediterranean Sea in the Plain of Philistia, and to get to it one had to walk from Jerusalem through the hill country of Judea into the more desert and level shephelah, and finally through the coastal plain to Gaza. The Ethiopian eunuch that God wanted Philip to talk to was returning to Ethiopia from Jerusalem (Acts 8:27), and so we can confidently assume that he left Jerusalem and headed southwest on the road that went from Jerusalem to Lachish and from there he would travel toward Gaza, but he would naturally intersect the road going to Ethiopia shortly before reaching Gaza. God told Philip to go on that road, and Philip went and came across the eunuch reading Isaiah.
Act 8:27
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“worship.” This eunuch was a believer in Yahweh (i.e., a God-fearing Gentile) and had likely been to Jerusalem before to worship at the temple. But his questions to Philip indicate that he had not been taught about the Messiah, Jesus. He surely had met with Jews in Jerusalem while worshiping in the temple, but apparently, he had not come into contact with the Christian community there during his visit.
[For more information, see Word Study: “Worship.”]
Act 8:28
“and sitting in his chariot.” The Bible does not tell us how long the eunuch had been in his chariot, but if the chariot was drawn by horses, it is possible that they were affected by the heat and he was giving them rest until the day cooled off toward evening, so he could have been there quite a while. It was during that time that Philip caught up with the eunuch and heard him reading Isaiah.
Act 8:29
“the Spirit.” After his resurrection, one of the names of Jesus Christ is “the Spirit,” and it is most likely that “the Spirit” here in Acts 8:29 refers to Jesus Christ (see commentary on Rev. 2:7).
Act 8:30
“heard him reading.” It was very common in ancient times to read to oneself out loud, so it was possible that other people would hear a person reading to himself. People read out loud because the ancient scrolls were written with all uppercase letters and the sentences had no punctuation, and not even any spaces between the words. All the letters, line after line, were just in a string. Thus, Isaiah, which the Eunuch was reading, if it were English, would have looked like this:
ASALAMBTHATISLEDTOTHESLAUGHTERANDASASHEEPTHAT
BEFOREITSSHEARERSISMUTESOHEDIDNOTOPENHISMOUTH
(That was part of Isaiah 53:7). It is quite apparent that reading any document written that way, and especially given that every manuscript was in someone’s handwriting, could be confusing. Reading out loud helped keep the eye and mind from being confused or losing the place. So as Philip approached the chariot, he could hear the eunuch reading.
Act 8:31
“And he said, ‘How am I able to, unless someone will guide me?’” This is very true. Most people need someone to guide them in understanding the Bible, which is why God put pastors and teachers in the Body of Christ.
Act 8:34
“About himself, or about some other person?” The confusion the eunuch was experiencing is totally understandable for several reasons. For one thing, in the prophecy of the Messiah in Isaiah 52 and 53, many verses are written with the prophetic perfect idiom. So the verbs in Isaiah 52 and 53 about the Messiah are written in different tenses. Some are past tense, some are present tense, and some are future tense. This would be confusing to any reader. Beyond that, Isaiah 53 predicts the death of the subject of that section of Scripture, but no one was expecting the Messiah to die. So we can certainly understand how the eunuch was confused.
[For more on the prophetic perfect idiom, see Eph. 2:6. For more of the prophetic perfect in Isaiah 53, see commentary on Isa. 53:1.]
Act 8:36
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Act 8:37
“And Philip said ... the Son of God.” This verse is not in the original Greek text. Metzger writes:
“Verse 37 is a Western addition…There is no reason why scribes should have omitted the material, if it had originally stood in the text…The formula…was doubtless used by the early church in baptismal ceremonies, and may have been written in the margin of a copy of Acts. Its insertion into the text seems to have been due to the feeling that Philip would not have baptized the Ethiopian without securing a confession of faith, which needed to be expressed in the narrative. Although the earliest known New Testament manuscript that contains the words dates from the sixth century, the tradition of the Ethiopian’s confession of faith in Christ was current as early as the latter part of the second century, for Irenaeus quotes part of it (Against Heresies, III.xii:8). Although the passage does not appear in the late medieval manuscript on which Erasmus chiefly depended for his edition, it stands in the margin of another, from which he inserted it into his text because he “judged that it had been omitted by the carelessness of scribes.”[footnoteRef:1720] [1720:  Metzger, Textual Commentary, 359-60.] 

Act 8:38
“and he baptized him.” The text is not clear as to how Philip baptized the eunuch. He could have done so by immersing him in the water, or by pouring water onto his head and body. There is no way to be sure because we do not have enough information about exactly what water was available at that place. Most rivers and streams in that part of Judea were very small and shallow, and it seems unlikely that they would have come across some kind of pool deep enough to be immersed in, so the evidence here seems to support baptism by pouring the water. It is very likely that at least some of the baptisms mentioned in Scripture were by pouring and not immersion (cf. Acts 8:38; 9:18; 16:33).
[For more about baptism, and that it can be by immersion or by pouring water onto the head of the person, see commentary on Mark 1:4.]
Act 8:39
“stepped up out of the water.” The words in many versions, “came up out of the water” (ESV, HCSB, NASB, NIV), do not make it clear that the verse is not referring to Philip and the Eunuch breaking the surface of the water, but rather to them walking out of the water and up the bank after the baptism was completed. The Greek text reads anebēsan ek tou hudatos (ἀνέβησαν ἐκ τοῦ ὕδατος), and the word “ek” means “out of,” in the sense that they were getting “out of” the water, not standing in it. The water would have been below the level of the bank, so in order to get into the water to perform the baptism, Philip and the Eunuch had to dismount the chariot, and they both “went down [the bank and] into the water” (v. 38). Then, after the baptism, they came up “out of” (ek) the water, which they did by stepping up onto the bank. If Philip and the Eunuch were standing waist-deep in water, then they were not “out of” the water, but still in it.
The Greek word anabainō (#305 ἀναβαίνω) means “to go up,” “to come up.” Thus, saying that Philip and the Eunuch “came up” out of the water is very literal. However, is too often misinterpreted to mean that they were both still in the water. Given the context, saying they “stepped up out of the water,” is a very acceptable translation, especially in light of the fact that it exactly describes what they did. See commentaries on Matthew 3:16 and Mark 1:10. Those verses speak of Jesus stepping up out of the Jordan River after his baptism.
“the Spirit of the Lord caught away Philip.” In this miracle, the Lord Jesus simply transported Philip from where he was with the eunuch to the town of Azotus, the Old Testament Philistine city of Ashdod. Although we do not know exactly where Philip and the eunuch were on the road between Jerusalem and Gaza, we can assume that Jesus moved Philip about 15-20 miles to the west or northwest. Philip was an evangelist (Acts 21:8) and he started witnessing and telling the Good News about Jesus right in Azotus where Jesus took him. He eventually traveled north up the Mediterranean coast to Caesarea, the major port of Israel at that time, where he could witness to the many thousands of people from many nations who came and went from that port (Acts 8:40). He was still in Caesarea many years later when Paul stopped there (Acts 21:8).
Act 8:40
“Azotus.” The Old Testament Philistine city of Ashdod (see commentary on Acts 8:39).
 
Acts Chapter 9
Act 9:2
“the Way.” This was one of the earliest, if not the earliest, formal names for the Christian Faith recognized by both Christians and non-Christians, and it is used in Acts 9:2, 19:9, 23; 22:4; 24:14 and 24:22. Jesus had said he was “the Way” (John 14:6), so a follower of Jesus was a follower of “the Way.” Also, since it was common to use the word “way” (“road”) in the metaphoric sense of a way of life or way of doing things, scholars have postulated that “the Way” may be short for “the Way of Salvation” or “the Way of Life,” but there is no way to confirm that (the Hebrew word translated “way” is derek and the Greek word is hodos, both of which very literally mean “road” or “path,” but they were also used, like we do today, for a way of doing things).
Act 9:4
“why are you.” The original Greek text of Acts 9:4 records Jesus saying, “Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me?” It does not have the phrase about it being hard on Paul to kick against the goads. Nevertheless, under pressure to harmonize the text so that similar records read the same way, a few manuscripts added the phrase about the pricks to Acts 9:4 so that it read close to the way Acts 26:14 does. It was common to harmonize accounts of the same record so that they read the same way.
[For more on harmonization of the biblical text, see commentary on Luke 11:2, “Father.”]
One of the values of getting back to the original text is that we can get a clearer picture of what God is trying to communicate in His Word. It is important that in the actual conversion record of Paul in Acts 9, what the text communicates is that Jesus is most concerned about his Body, the Church. Jesus asks Paul why he is persecuting “me,” i.e., the Church, which is his body. We know from the fuller record in Acts 26:14 that Jesus was also concerned about Paul, but we do not see that part of Jesus’ communication here in Acts 9. Paul is, of course, also very thankful for the concern Jesus has for him as an individual, so when Paul recounts the story of his conversion, he makes sure to add the special concern that Jesus had for him in saying that it was hard on Paul to kick against the goads.
Act 9:7
“hearing the sound of the voice.” There are three accounts in the book of Acts of Paul’s encounter with Jesus Christ on the road to Damascus (Acts 9:3-8; 22:6-10; 26:13-18). As they are translated in most English versions, the two accounts of Paul’s conversion in Acts 9 and Acts 22 contradict each other, because Acts 9:7 says the men with Paul heard the voice, but Acts 22:9 says they did not hear the voice. However, there is no contradiction between the two accounts, instead, an apparent contradiction has been caused by not properly understanding and translating the Greek text. The Greek word akouō (#191 ἀκούω) has a large semantic range and can refer to both “hearing” a noise and also to “understanding” what one has heard.
Akouō can mean simply hearing the sound of something, as it does in Matthew 11:5, “the deaf hear.” This is how akouō is used in Acts 9:7; the men with Paul heard a sound. Akouō can also mean “understand,” as it does in 1 Corinthians 14:2, “For whoever speaks in a tongue does not speak to people, but to God, for no one understands.” From reading and comparing the records in Acts 9 and Acts 22, we discover that although the men with Paul “heard” something (Acts 9:7), they did not “understand” what they heard (Acts 22:9). Since the English translators translated akouō as “understand” in Corinthians, they knew it could mean “understand,” and had they translated it that way in Acts 22:9, English readers would not have to sort out the apparent contradiction the translators created. The truth of the situation would be readily apparent. The men with Paul “heard” something, but did not “understand” what was said.
It might be helpful for us to know that the semantic range of akouō is wider than just “hear” and “understand.” It can mean “learn” about something (cf. Matt. 14:13, “Now when Jesus heard it [that John had been executed], he withdrew from there”). It can mean to pay close attention to (cf. Matt. 17:5, “This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased. Listen to him!”). Furthermore, akouō is sometimes used as a legal technical term for hearing in a judicial sense so as to be able to pass judgment (cf. Acts 25:22, “And Agrippa said to Festus, ‘I would also like to hear the man myself.’ ‘Tomorrow,’ he said, ‘you will hear him.’”).
Act 9:10
“certain disciple.” The Greek is tis mathētēs (τις μαθητὴς), “someone, a disciple;” or “a certain disciple.” The Word is making a very important point here. The Lord Jesus appeared in a vision to Ananias even though Ananias did not have any particular qualification to receive that blessing other than being a faithful Christian, a “disciple.” He was not an apostle, nor did he have one of the other equipping ministries of Ephesians 4:11. Furthermore, he was apparently not the local leader in Damascus, he was “a certain disciple.” This should be great encouragement to every Christian, because this is an example of the Word teaching us how the Lord works with people and what we can expect from him. The Bible says we are to have “fellowship” with Jesus, (1 John 1:3), and that means we should communicate to him and expect him to communicate with us, just as we expect that out of anyone else with whom we have fellowship
[For more on our fellowship with Christ, see commentary on 1 John 1:3.]
One of the great lessons we should learn from this record of Ananias is how intimate and “natural” his relationship was with Jesus Christ. When Ananias saw Jesus and heard him calling his name, he spoke to him respectfully, but like he would to a friend. He simply said, “See, I am here, Lord.” He did not fall down, faint, or become overcome by excitement or anxiety. Ananias’ conversation with Jesus was normal, casual, and comfortable. And that was the case even though what Jesus asked Ananias to do caught Ananias off guard. Jesus told Ananias what to do (Acts 9:11-12); then Ananias questioned the Lord about the situation (Acts 9:13-14); then Jesus reaffirmed his instructions (Acts 9:15-16); then Ananias obeyed (Acts 9:17ff).
This record of Ananias factors into what we should understand about fellowship with Jesus and praying to Jesus. Ananias must have had a close relation to Jesus to feel so comfortable talking directly to him. Some people who say we cannot pray to Jesus have dealt with this record by saying that since Jesus appeared to Ananias first, then Ananias could talk with him directly. But Jesus told us he is with us all the time (Matt. 28:20), and that is true whether we actually see him or not. The fact that he is with us means we can openly communicate with him.
“and in a vision the Lord said.” This phrase needs explaining because it is not immediately clear how the Lord “said” something in a “vision.” The answer is that the Lord Jesus appeared in a vision to Ananias, and in that vision, the Lord spoke. This is a familiar scene to those who read the whole Bible because similar visions are recorded a number of times from Genesis onward.
In order to be intimate with His creation and fellowship with us, God sometimes appeared to people in human form. In fact, Scripture records a number of people to whom God appeared: Abraham is one such person, and the fact that Yahweh had appeared in human form to Abraham several times earlier explains how Abraham knew the “man” who approached his camp in Genesis 18:1 was Yahweh—Abraham recognized him the same way we recognize people whom we have met before (Gen. 12:7; 15:1; 17:1; 18:1). God also appeared to Jacob (Gen. 28:13), Moses and the elders of Israel (Exod. 24:9-11), Samuel (1 Sam. 3:10), Solomon (two times: 1 Kings 3:5; 9:2), Micaiah (1 Kings 22:19-22), Isaiah (Isa. 6:1-5), Ezekiel (Ezek. 1:26-28), Amos (Amos 7:7), Daniel (Dan. 7:9-14), Stephen (Acts 7:56) and the apostle John (Rev. 5:1-8). In contrast to many great men and women of God who saw God in a visible form, Jesus upbraided the unbelieving Jews who thought they knew God so well, saying to them: “You have never heard his voice at any time nor seen his form” (John 5:37). (It is not well-known among Christians that God Himself appears to people in human form, so for more on that, see commentary on Acts 7:55).
There are times when God or Jesus “appear” to people and times when they “appear in a vision.” The difference is that if God or Jesus are really present, then other people could see them too, but if it is a vision, even though they can be plainly seen by the one having the vision, no one else could see them. Thus, Stephen saw a vision of God and Jesus (Acts 7:55), because although he could clearly see them, no one else could. In Genesis 15:1, “the word of Yahweh came to Abram in a vision,” that is to say, Abram received instruction from Yahweh, who appeared to him in a vision. In Acts 10:3, an angel appeared to Cornelius in a vision and spoke to him. In Acts 16:9 a man from Macedonia appeared to Paul in a vision and spoke to him. In Acts 18:9 the Lord Jesus appeared to Paul in a vision. Here in Acts 9:10, the Lord Jesus appeared to Ananias in a vision and spoke to him.
“See.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Act 9:11
“look” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Act 9:14
“call on your name.” This phrase refers to prayer, and here people in Damascus were praying to Jesus.
[For more on “calling on the name of Jesus,” see commentary on 1 Cor. 1:2; for more on prayer to Jesus, see commentary on John 14:14. Also see Appendix 13: “Can We Pray to Jesus?”]
Act 9:17
“filled with holy spirit.” This refers to the holy spirit that is the gift of God.
[For more information on the uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
Act 9:18
“and was baptized.” The text is not clear as to how Paul was baptized. He could have been baptized by being immersed in water, or baptized by having the water poured onto his head and body. There is no way to be sure because we do not have enough information about exactly what water was available where Paul was staying. It does seem the most likely that Paul was baptized by having water poured onto him. There was likely no pool in the house or immediate vicinity where Paul could be immersed, and even if there was a Jewish synagogue nearby where Paul could have been immersed, it is unlikely that the believers would have taken him there due to the fact he might have been recognized and some kind of trouble started. Also, the text does seem to indicate that he was baptized where he had been staying and did not go anywhere to be baptized. It is very likely that at least some of the baptisms mentioned in Scripture were by pouring and not immersion (cf. Acts 8:38; 9:18; 16:33).
[For more about baptism, and that it can be by immersion or by pouring water onto the head of the person, see commentary on Mark 1:4.]
Act 9:23
“many days.” What Paul records as “three years” in Galatians 1:18, Luke records as “many days” here in Acts. But the records may be closer than they first appear, because a “year” could be a part of a year, just as a “day” in biblical reckoning could be a part of a day. So the three-year period Paul records in Galatians could have been quite a bit less than that. In Galatians, Paul gives much more detail, saying that he started in Damascus, went to Arabia, and came back to Damascus, whereas here in Acts, Luke is not as interested in the specifics of Paul’s early travels as he is in getting to Paul’s visit to the leaders in Jerusalem.
Act 9:26
“And when he had come to Jerusalem.” This was Paul’s first trip to Jerusalem after his conversion. It only lasted 15 days (Gal. 1:18-20). Paul made five trips to Jerusalem after he got born again. First trip: three years after his conversion: Acts 9:26-30; Gal. 1:18-20. Second trip: 14 years after his conversion for a famine relief visit: Acts 11:28-30; Gal. 2:1-10. Third trip: in AD 49, for the Jerusalem council: Acts 15. Fourth trip: between his second and third missionary journeys: Acts 18:22. Fifth trip: after his third missionary journey when Paul was arrested and sent to Rome (Acts 21:17).
Act 9:28
“going in and going out.” This phrase is both an idiom and the figure of speech polarmerismos. Polarmerismos occurs when two extremes are put for what happens between them, thus indicating a totality. A polarmerismos in English is, “That is the long and short of it,” meaning that is all there is to the situation. A polarmerismos in the Bible occurs in Genesis 1: “And there was evening, and there was morning.” The evening and morning are put for the whole day. In the case of “going in and going out,” the reference is an idiom and primarily refers to the daily life of going in to one’s house, and out of it, in other words, living all of daily life. Solomon used almost the exact words when he became king. He prayed, “And now, O LORD my God, thou hast made thy servant king instead of David my father: and I am but a little child: I know not how to go out or come in” (1 Kings 3:7, KJV). Solomon said to God he was not confident as a king, he did not know how to live his life in front of the people, but God stepped in and gave him great wisdom. Here in Acts, the verse is saying that Paul lived daily life with the apostles; he went in and out with them.
[For more on polarmerismos, see commentary on Josh. 14:11.]
Act 9:29
“And he was talking and disputing with the Hellenistic Jews.” Verses such as Acts 9:29 show us that Paul was fluent in Greek.
Act 9:31
“encouragement of the holy spirit.” This “holy spirit” in Acts 9:31 refers to the holy spirit that is the gift of God. The genitive phrase translated “of the holy spirit” is a genitive of source of origin; the encouragement that comes from the holy spirit. The Greek text uses a genitive definite article in this case, and not a preposition such as ek, and thus paralleling the phrase “fear of the Lord” earlier in the verse.
There are many ways that the gift of holy spirit would encourage the believers. The believers would receive revelation from God and the Lord through the gift of holy spirit and also manifest the power of holy spirit in various ways, including speaking in tongues and prophecy, all of which are very encouraging.
[For more information on the uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
Act 9:38
“Lydda was close to Joppa.” Joppa is 9-10 miles (14.5-16 km) northwest of Lydda and could have been easily reached in a 3-4 hour walk.
“sent two men.” Although the record in the Bible seems to indicate that Dorcas was already dead, she may have not been dead when they left, but only really sick and failing fast. This is indicated by the fact that they said, “Do not delay.” Of course, it is possible that she was dead, and the men wanted Peter to have an opportunity to raise her before she was buried, which would have happened by nightfall. It seems the disciples would have had more confidence that Peter could heal her than raise her from the dead, since there is no record of Peter having raised anyone else from the dead before Dorcas.
“Do not delay.” A litotes (meiosis), in this case a nice way to say, “Hurry up.”[footnoteRef:1721] [1721:  See Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 155, “litotes” (“meiosis”).] 

 
Acts Chapter 10
Act 10:1
“a centurion.” A centurion was over 100 men. Caesarea was the largest port city on the eastern Mediterranean Sea, and the residence of the governor of Judea, who would have been well protected by Roman soldiers, thus the presence of Cornelius at Caesarea. There would have been many more soldiers at Caesarea than just 100, so Cornelius would have been only one of a number of centurions at Caesarea.
Act 10:2
“godly man.” The word comes from eusebēs (#2152 εὐσεβής), which emphasizes the outward actions of one’s devotion. It can be contrasted with eulabēs (#2126 εὐλαβής), a similar word that denotes one’s inward attitude of reverence and devotion to God. Vine writes, “While eulabēs especially suggests the piety which characterizes the inner being, the soul, in its attitude toward God, eusebēs directs us rather to the energy which, directed by holy awe of God, finds expression in devoted activity.”[footnoteRef:1722] Bullinger points out that eulabēs is more about the “avoidance through godly fear of doing anything contrary to right”[footnoteRef:1723] than performing one’s devotion in deeds; thus it concerns the type of person one is. On the other hand, he writes that eusebēs is “reverence for God which shows itself in actions, practical piety of every kind.” [1722:  Vine, Vine’s Expository Dictionary, 300.]  [1723:  Bullinger, Critical Lexicon and Concordance, 223.] 

“a God-fearer.” This means that Cornelius was what the Jews referred to as a “proselyte of the gate.” The Jews had two different categories of proselytes: “proselytes of righteousness” and “proselytes of the gate.” A “proselyte of righteousness” was someone who became circumcised and fully kept the Law. Except for their non-Jewish heritage, they were considered fully Jews. These are apparently the proselytes mentioned in Acts 2:10. In contrast, a “proselyte of the gate,” also known as a “God-fearer,” was a Gentile who did not get circumcised, and these proselytes were restricted in their worship. They were called, “proselytes of the gate” because although they kept much of the Law, they were still thought of as Gentiles, and so when they were in the Temple in Jerusalem, they could not enter the Temple area restricted to Jews, but had to remain in the Court of the Gentiles. According to Acts 10:2, Cornelius and all his household were God-fearers. However, when he gathered his family and friends to meet with Peter, we do not know if the entire group were God-fearers as his family was. God-fearers are also mentioned in Acts 13:16, 26.
Act 10:3
“ninth hour.” This is roughly our 3 p.m. Acts 3:1 tells us it was an hour of prayer (see commentary on Acts 3:1).
Act 10:5
“Joppa.” Joppa was the original port city of Judea and about 35 miles south of Caesarea. Although it would have been possible for the men sent from Cornelius to Joppa to make it there in one very long day, the fact that they arrived in Joppa around noon or shortly after (Acts 10:9) means they made the trip a two-day journey and arrived about noon the second day. The soldiers stayed with Peter that one night and then left for Caesarea the following day (Acts 10:23), arriving at Cornelius’ house the day after that (Acts 10:24). So from the time Cornelius saw the angel until Peter arrived at his house was four days—two days each way. When Cornelius saw Peter, he told him the angel appeared to him “four days ago” (Acts 10:30).
Act 10:7
“godly soldier.” See commentary on Acts 10:2, “godly man.”
Act 10:8
“related.” See commentary on Luke 24:35, “related.”
Act 10:9
“sixth hour.” This is roughly our 12 noon. Both the Jews and Romans divided the day into 12 hours, starting at daylight, roughly 6 a.m.
[For the hours of the day and the watches of the night, see commentary on Mark 6:48.]
Act 10:10
“a state of suspended consciousness.” One of the definitions of ekstasis is a “state of suspended consciousness.” Most versions say “trance.” The word “trance” is correct in some contexts, but not in this one. There are many reasons for suspended states of consciousness, but the two we are concerned with as students of Scripture are those caused by God or the Lord Jesus when they give a person an experience by revelation, and the kind caused by demons, which we refer to as a “trance.” When God or the Lord Jesus give such a profound and inclusive revelation that a person’s conscious experience of the other things happening around him are suspended, the person still maintains control of themself, is aware of what is happening, like Peter can participate in the experience by talking, etc., and will remember what has occurred. In contrast, a demonically produced trance is a type of suspended consciousness, but the person is usually not in control of himself, and frequently has no memory of what happened, including any actions he took while in the trance.
Act 10:12
“and birds of heaven.” Many varieties of birds were clean and could be eaten, but some were unclean and were forbidden to be eaten. Given the meaning of this vision, we can safely assume that the birds in the vision were unclean birds (cf. Lev. 11:13-19; Deut. 14:11-18).
Act 10:13
“Kill.” The word is from the Greek word thuō (#2380 θύω), meaning “to sacrifice.” It is used to refer both to the Pascal Lamb (Mark 14:12; Luke 22:7) and pagan sacrifice (Acts 14:13, 18; 1 Cor. 10:20). The same word can describe “pure” and “impure” religious sacrifice. Nevertheless, the Jews had very strict rules as to which animals were clean and able to be offered as sacrifice, and which animals were unclean and thus unfit for sacrifice. It is also helpful to remember that many of the animals that were sacrificed were eaten by the people in part, or in whole. The Lord is making a point in a way that would be very powerful to Peter, a first-century Jew. By telling Peter to kill as a sacrifice and eat these unclean animals, Jesus was showing Peter that even things that had been considered unclean were acceptable to God; even though he had felt they were unfit for religious use, the Lord was showing he had made them clean.
Act 10:14
“Lord.” This refers to the Lord Jesus, not the Lord God. Peter was in the habit of dialoguing with Jesus and referring to him as Lord, which in part explains the tenor of the conversation and Peter’s willingness to argue, as in, ‘Surely not, Lord,….” It is difficult to imagine Peter arguing with God in that manner. Further, Acts 10:19 says “the Spirit said…,” which would be Jesus Christ. See commentary on Romans 8:26.
Act 10:17
“behold.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Act 10:19
“the Spirit.” In this case “the Spirit” refers to Jesus. Peter spoke frankly with him just as he had when Jesus lived among the apostles. Here the Bible refers to Jesus as “the Spirit” as it does in many other places after the resurrection. See commentary on Revelation 2:7.
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Act 10:21
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20. This idou is very hard to translate in this verse. In the culture, idou was a common attention-getter, and Peter was using it to get the attention of the people. “Pay attention” would have missed the heart completely, and frankly, “Look” is not the best. Given the revelation he had been given of the sheet let down from heaven, Peter was trying to be friendly, and yet there would have been a stiffness in the situation because of the cultural norms. Given the vernacular, “Hey there!” or “Yo!” or even “Hello there!” might capture the sense better than “Look,” but they seemed too colloquial.
Act 10:22
“instructed.” The Greek word is chrēmatizō, see commentary on Matthew 2:12.
Act 10:25
“Now it came to pass that when Peter entered.” A difficult construction in Greek. A Hebraism.[footnoteRef:1724] [1724:  Cf. Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, 3:40.] 

“and bowed down before him.” The way of bowing down was to either get on one’s knees and put one’s chest to the ground, or it was to lay prostrate with the whole body on the ground. See commentary on Matthew 2:2.
Act 10:30
“ninth hour.” This is about our 3 p.m. Both the Jews and Romans divided the day into 12 hours, starting at daylight, roughly 6 a.m.
[For the hours of the day and the watches of the night, see commentary on Mark 6:48.]
“look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Act 10:35
“is doing what is right.” The Greek is literally, “is working righteousness,” but in this context that means “is doing what is right.”
[For more on “righteousness” having the meaning of doing what is right or just (“justice”), see commentary on Matt. 5:6.]
Act 10:36
“who is.” The Greek is more literally, “this one is Lord of all,” but it is awkward at the end of a written statement. Some versions put it in parenthesis, but that is confusing and leaves us to wonder if it was Peter’s statement or Luke’s commentary. It clearly seems to be Peter’s statement to the Gentiles about Jesus being Lord of all, and beginning with the “who” and ending with an exclamation point brings out the emphasis.[footnoteRef:1725] [1725:  Cf. David H. Stern, Complete Jewish Bible.] 

Act 10:38
“how God anointed him with holy spirit.” Jesus was anointed with the holy spirit after he was baptized by John. For the complete record, see the commentary on Matthew 3:16.
[For more information on the uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
“Devil.” The Greek word is diabolos (#1228 διάβολος), which literally means “Slanderer,” but diabolos gets transliterated into English as our more familiar name, “Devil.” Slander is so central to who the Devil is and how he operates that one of his primary names is “the Slanderer.”
[For more information on the names of the Devil, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
Act 10:39
“tree.” The Greek word is xulon (#3586 ξύλον, pronounced 'zoo-lon) and it means a tree, log, a piece of timber (1 Cor. 3:12), a piece of wood (Rev. 18:12), or something made from wood such as a beam, a cross, a club (Mark 14:48), or even the stocks that Paul’s feet were placed in (Acts 16:24). However, xulon can mean “tree,” and Peter was making a point to the Gentiles that the religious leaders had taken the Messiah and hanged him on a “tree” as if he were accursed of God (see commentary on Acts 5:30, “tree”).
Act 10:41
“from among the dead.” See commentary on Romans 4:24.
Act 10:42
“he commanded us to proclaim to the people and to solemnly testify that he is the one who has been appointed by God to be the Judge.” This command of Jesus to his followers to testify that he is the one to be the judge of the living and the dead is not specifically stated in Scripture, but we can certainly see how Jesus would have commanded his followers to testify of that fact, and here in Acts 10:42, Peter testified that Jesus made that command.
The word “people” sometimes applies to the Jews, but in this case, and especially because Peter was speaking to Gentiles at the time he said this, the word “people” is broader than just “Jews.” Before he ascended, he told his followers to be witnesses to all nations (Matt. 28:18-20; Acts 1:8).
“Judge of the living and the dead.” Jesus will judge “the dead” when he raises up those who are currently dead and they stand before him to be judged (cf. John 5:25-29; Rev. 20:11-15; Acts 24:15).
However, there are times when Jesus will judge “the living,” because at the different judgments, not everyone will be dead. One example is the Rapture of the Christian Church. When the Rapture occurs, not every member of the Church will be dead (cf. 1 Cor. 15:51-53; 1 Thess. 4:15-17), but every Christian will be judged (2 Cor. 5:10). Also, at Jesus’ Second Coming, when he comes and fights the Battle of Armageddon and conquers the earth (Rev. 19:11-21; Ps. 2:4-9; 110:1-6; Dan. 2:34-35; ), there will be lots of people who will still be alive on earth who have survived the Tribulation and Armageddon. Those people will be gathered before Jesus and separated into two groups, “sheep” and “goats.” The “sheep” will be judged to be righteous and will be allowed to enter Christ’s kingdom on earth (Matt. 25:31-34, 46), but the “goats” will be judged to be unrighteous and thrown into the Lake of Fire (Matt. 25:41, 46).
Act 10:44
“the holy spirit.” This refers to the holy spirit that is the gift of God.
[For more information on the uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
“rushed.” See commentary on Acts 8:16.
Act 10:45
“the Circumcised.” This is a circumlocution for “the Jews.”
“the gift of the holy spirit.” This refers to the holy spirit that is the gift of God, poured out on the Day of Pentecost.
[For more information on the uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
Act 10:46
“speaking in tongues.” For a much fuller explanation of speaking in tongues, see commentary on 1 Corinthians 14:5.
“and exalting God.” Speaking in tongues is a language given by the Lord to his people, and when a believer speaks in tongues the message exalts God. The English word “exalt” is not used much, and different versions translated the Greek differently, trying to capture the sense of the Greek text. Translations include “exalting” (NASB); “magnify” (ASV, KJV); “praising” (CJB, NET, NIV, NLT); “declaring the greatness of” (CSB); “extolling” (ESV, NRSV, RSV); and “glorifying” (NAB). The idea is that when people speak in tongues, the greatness of God is declared.
Act 10:47
“received the holy spirit.” This refers to the holy spirit that is the gift of God.
[For more information on the uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
Act 10:48
“in the name of Jesus Christ.” This phrase means, in essence, “by the authority of Jesus Christ.” It is a cultural phrase that refers to the authority a person has due to his relationship with the one being named, who in this case is Jesus Christ. In Christian culture, “the name of Jesus Christ” gave the user authority, just as using the name of any other ruler or great person would give the one who used it authority.
[For more on the name of Jesus Christ, see commentary on Acts 3:6.]
 
Acts Chapter 11
Act 11:2
“those from among the Circumcised.” Peter was criticized by the apostles and elders, who were Jewish Christians. There is an element of euphemism in the phrase, because the ones who would feel free to criticize Peter were his peers, who would include those who had been apostles with him, likely including John and James (James was shortly martyred in Jerusalem; Acts 12:2). In fact, when Acts 11:17 says “he [Jesus] also gave to us when we believed,” the text could well indicate some of the original apostles who spoke in tongues on the Day of Pentecost.
Act 11:5
“state of suspended consciousness.” See commentary on Acts 10:10.
Act 11:7
“Kill.” See commentary on Acts 10:13.
Act 11:11
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Act 11:15
“the holy spirit.” This refers to the holy spirit that is the gift of God.
[For more information on the uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
“rushed.” See commentary on Acts 8:16.
Act 11:16
“how he used to say.” A more literal rendition of the Greek would be, “how he was saying,” using the perfect tense, active voice of the verb. We might idiomatically say something like, “he was always saying….” The NASB does the same thing the REV does in this verse.
“baptized with holy spirit.” This refers to the holy spirit that is the gift of God.
[For more information on the uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
Act 11:17
“I, who was I.” There is a double use of I here. Lenski notes that there are two questions fused into one: “Who was I” and “Was I able.”[footnoteRef:1726] Peter aggressively defends his actions to the Jews, as well he should. However, his humanity shows through later when he gives in to pressure from the Jews about eating with Gentiles (Gal. 2:11). [1726:  Lenski, Acts of the Apostles, 446; cf. Robertson, Word Pictures, 3:154.] 

Act 11:18
“life.” This refers to “everlasting life”. See commentary on Luke 10:28.
Act 11:20
“Cyprus and Cyrene.” Cyprus was an island in the Mediterranean Sea off the south coast of what today is Turkey. The Jews there primarily spoke Greek, not Hebrew. Cyrene was a city on the north coast of Africa west of Egypt. The Jews there mostly spoke Greek. Now the Greek-speaking Jews of Cyprus and Cyrene begin to speak to the Greeks in Antioch, who subsequently believed.
Act 11:23
“the purposes of their hearts.” The Greek word translated “purposes’ is prothesis (#4286 πρόθεσις), and here means, that which is planned or purposed in advance. The heart can have plans or purposes, things it plans for the future.
Act 11:24
“full of holy spirit and trust.” This refers to the holy spirit that is the gift of God.
[For more information on the uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
Act 11:25
“diligently search.” See commentary on Luke 2:44.
Act 11:26
“called.” The Greek word is chrēmatizō (#5537 χρηματίζω), and it meant “to transact business,” or “to transact business under the name of,” thus, go under the name of, or simply “to be called.”
“Christians.” According to the chronology in Acts, the name “Christian” was coined in either AD 43 or AD 44, 16 or 17 years after Jesus was crucified (given an AD 28 crucifixion). The name would have been coined by the Greeks because the Jews would never have given the people whom they thought were heretics a name that meant a follower of their Messiah—they thought the Christians were deceived and deceivers.
It is unknown whether the name “Christian” was given to the believers by the unbelieving Greeks or if the believers who were Greek called themselves Christians to identify themselves, but it seems more likely that since they had been already known as disciples or followers of “the Way” (cf. Acts 9:2), that the term “Christian” was given to them by unbelieving Greeks who wanted an easy way to identify them. Much has been written on the grammatical form of the Greek and Latin words for “Christian,” but the basic meaning is “follower of Christ.”
Since the term “Christian” was coined by Greeks in Antioch of Syria in AD 43 or AD 44, Jesus never called himself a Christian; neither did the early apostles and disciples.
It is not known how quickly the name “Christian” spread, but it did spread. It is only used three times in the New Testament, but all three are significant. The first use tells us how the term came into existence. The second use is by Herod Agrippa II, great-grandson of Herod the Great and the man appointed by the Romans to be the ruler of territory in northern Israel (Acts 26:28; his father, Herod Agrippa I, was the Herod who executed the Apostle James; Acts 12:1-2). Herod Agrippa II may have more or less passed himself off as a Jew, but he was living in incest with his sister Bernice, and his relationship with her was part of the society’s gossip even back in the city of Rome. The fact that Agrippa would use the term “Christian” in his dialogue with Paul indicates that by that time it was a clear descriptor for those people who believed in Jesus and followed a specific set of beliefs. Agrippa said, “You are trying to persuade me to become a Christian,” and by that, he meant everything that “Christian” stood for. He did not say, “You are trying to get me to believe Jesus was raised from the dead,” which is a vital part of Christianity, but not all there was to “Christianity” even at that time.
The third and last time “Christian” appears in the Bible is in the First Epistle of Peter (1 Pet. 4:16). Peter wrote to the Jewish Christians scattered throughout the area we know as Turkey today (1 Pet. 1:1). The fact that Peter used the term “Christian” when writing to the Jewish Christians shows that they had wholeheartedly accepted Jesus as the Messiah, and also were well-known to be distinct from the Jews who did not accept Jesus as the Messiah. The way Peter used “Christian” in the phrase “if any of you suffers for being a Christian” shows that the term Christian was well-known and Christians were known to suffer persecution.
We do not know why Paul did not use the term “Christian” in any of his writings. Perhaps because he was trying to win Jews to Christ, he did not want to immediately alienate them by referring to himself by a term they would likely find offensive. It is also possible that if “Christian” had a pagan origin then Paul felt it best not to use the term.
The term “Christian” was generally known by the time of Josephus (Antiquities, 18.3.3) because he used it without much description, and shortly thereafter it was used by Pliny the Younger, Tacitus, and Suetonius. Since we have these widespread surviving references to the term and know that the people who read “Christian” would know what it meant, we can assume that at least by the end of the first century, people knew what a “Christian” was. Actually, it was likely that during the persecution started by Nero in AD 64, the term “Christian” came into widespread use.
Nero did something that no emperor had done before him—he made a religion illegal. There had been occasions in Roman history when the practitioners of a given religion got out of the bounds of decency and had some of their religious practices made illegal. There were other times when the religious practitioners of a certain location became rebellious and were executed, as happened when the Jews in Jerusalem rebelled against Rome, and Rome responded by killing those Jews and burning their Temple, but Rome did not also make Judaism illegal—it was based on the worship of a god. It was always assumed that religion was based on the existence of a god or goddess, so you could not make the belief system itself illegal. In contradiction to that logic, Nero made the belief in Christ as Messiah illegal, and all practices and worship associated with belief in Christ illegal too. That act no doubt caught the attention of the average Roman—it certainly did with the various Roman senators, prefects, procurators, governors, etc., who had to carry out Nero’s orders. By Nero’s time, or in Nero’s time, the common people knew the term “Christian.” The term “Christian” had been coined at least 20 years earlier (coined in AD 43 or AD 44), and the Roman historian Tacitus (c. 56-c. 120) wrote about Nero’s torture of “people hated for their shameful offenses, whom the common people called ‘Christians.’” So by the time of Nero’s persecution, the common people referred to followers of the Way as “Christians.”
At this point, it is helpful to understand why Christians were considered to be hateful and enemies of society. Of course, many lies and exaggerations were being told about them, but also the Christians were a new group, and Romans always held new groups under suspicion. Beyond that, however, Christians would not participate in, and sometimes even openly spoke out against, many of the Greco-Roman customs such as the gladiator games, drinking bouts, and orgies, and also many of the common sexual customs including prostitution, homosexuality, and having sex with one’s slaves. Also, they refused to sacrifice to the Roman gods and to the Emperor. This was very offensive to the Romans because they were very superstitious and believed that without the favor of the gods, there would be famines, plagues, defeat in battle, and all sorts of other horrible consequences.
Since the Romans believed the favor of the gods was essential to Rome’s national well-being, any group that refused to honor the gods was considered not only unsociable, but actually dangerous to Rome. Thus the Christians were held in suspicion and hated for their beliefs and practices (the Jews were also disliked by the Romans for many of the same reasons, but there were mitigating factors. First, Judaism was an ancient religion, and thus gained respect on that account. Also, they had a Temple, priests, sacrifices, and things that the average Roman could identify with. Lastly, many Jews did not actually practice their religion, but instead went to the games, the theater, etc., and that assuaged the fears of many of the Romans.)
There is a problem with the word “Christian” being used in the Bible, even though it is clearly in the New Testament. That problem is the danger of historical anachronism. When people read “Christian” in the Bible, they need to be educated that a first-century Christian did not believe all the doctrines that modern Christians do, nor did they have all the practices of modern Christians. The “Christians” at the time of Paul did not have big churches (they were persecuted and usually met secretly or at least quietly in houses or other places). Also, their worship and beliefs had not been diluted or changed by thousands of years of “orthodoxy,” so, for example, they did not believe in the Trinity, or transubstantiation, or that Jesus was born on December 25, etc. The Bible was not even completed when many of them lived, so they focused on good works and turning from evil practices like idolatry and sexual immorality, and they focused on Jesus Christ being raised from the dead.
It is also important to answer the question, “What is a Christian?” Different groups, including unbelievers, have answered this question in different ways, but since a Christian has everlasting life and a non-Christian doesn’t, it is important that we get the answer correct. Furthermore, that answer does not come from historical precedent or popular opinion, and this explains why many of the definitions given in dictionaries are biblically inaccurate. The meaning of “Christian” must come from the Bible itself, and it does: a “Christian” is a child of God, which means that it refers to a person who has been born of God and thus experienced the New Birth.
When a person confesses Christ is Lord and believes God raised him from the dead, they are instantly born of God, born again, which is often called being “saved” (Rom. 10:9). God uses the terms “New Birth” and “born again” very accurately. In birth, the nature of the parent is passed to the child, and that is true with the New Birth. God is holy, and God is spirit, and when God gives birth inside a person, what is born inside them is the very nature of God, the gift of God’s very nature, “holy spirit.” The holy spirit inside the Christian is why Christians have a new “divine nature” (2 Pet. 1:4) and why they are then referred to as “holy ones,” which is often translated “saints” (see commentary on Phil. 1:1).
So, when an unsaved person becomes saved they change dramatically, but the change is spiritual, not “in the flesh.” The new Christian now has a divine nature born in them, but it does not change the flesh. That is why so many people do not know whether or not they are saved. Although some people change mentally or physically when they get born again, most do not notice any or much change at all. Like God Himself, God’s divine nature in the believer is invisible and cannot be “felt” by our natural bodies.
The new nature in the believer is holy and is spirit, which is why the Bible says we are sealed with holy spirit (Eph. 1:13-14; 4:30; cf. Acts 2:38). Furthermore, God giving birth in us is an act of creation—God creates His nature inside us—which is likely partly why the Bible says we are “new creations” (2 Cor. 5:17). We also immediately become a member of the “Body of Christ” and come into a spiritual union with Jesus Christ. Our union with Christ due to being part of his “body” is why the Bible says that we were circumcised with Christ, baptized with him, crucified with him, died with him, buried with him, raised with him, and in God’s eyes are even seated in heaven with him (Rom. 6:1-10; Eph. 2:5-6; Col. 2:10-13).
Our old flesh nature does not change when we are “born again,” we just get a second nature, a divine one. These two natures war against each other inside us (Gal. 5:17), which is why sometimes it seems hard to “act Christian.” Also, because our flesh does not change when we are saved and we cannot “feel” the spirit inside us, many Christians doubt their salvation, especially when they have sinned or are feeling disconnected from God. That is why it is important to believe what God says in the Bible about being saved. It also helps if we outwardly manifest the gift of holy spirit, especially by speaking in tongues. That is a primary reason God gave the Christian Church the manifestation of speaking in tongues (1 Cor. 12:10), and why God says He would like every Christian to speak in tongues (1 Cor. 14:5, 23-24). Speaking in tongues should give Christians confidence that they are saved, because speaking in tongues is the external manifestation of the internal presence of the gift of holy spirit, and it shows that they have the gift of holy spirit and are saved.
One thing that can be confusing about Christian salvation is that a Christian is a child of God and is saved by faith resulting in his being “born again,” but then the person does not have to act “Christian.” We understand how that occurs in the natural world, and the spiritual world is no different. We know that many “bad people” come from good homes and good parents, and we understand that the way a person behaves does not change their birth parent. That is also true of God. Many Christians behave very badly, but that does not change their New Birth (it does, however, affect the rewards they will receive in the next life). Many people assume that if a person does not behave “like a Christian,” then they are not a Christian, but a person does not become a Christian by doing good works, and they do not lose their New Birth if they do bad works. Many Christians allow their flesh nature to dominate their lives, and thus in their flesh, they live very unholy lives. It is because Christians have two natures that the New Testament calls believers “holy ones,” but then spends so much time instructing Christians in how to live holy lives. Believers are called “holy ones” (“saints”) and at the same time God commands us to “be holy” (Rom. 12:1; Eph. 1:4; 1 Pet. 1:15-16). God’s children will be judged for how they lived, and if they have lived badly they will enter the kingdom with few or no rewards to enjoy (1 Cor. 3:11-15).
[For more on salvation, see Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation.” For more on rewards in the future, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10, “good or evil.”]
Act 11:29
“And the disciples.” This was the first time we see the Jews and Gentiles, as Christian disciples, acting in concert with one another.
Act 11:30
“by the hand of Barnabas and Saul.” This was Paul’s second trip to Jerusalem after his conversion. Paul made five trips to Jerusalem after he got born again. First trip: three years after his conversion: Acts 9:26-30; Gal. 1:18-20. Second trip: 14 years after his conversion for a famine relief visit: Acts 11:28-30; Gal. 2:1-10. Third trip: in AD 49, for the Jerusalem council: Acts 15. Fourth trip: between his second and third missionary journeys: Acts 18:22. Fifth trip: after his third missionary journey when Paul was arrested and sent to Rome (Acts 21:17).
 
Acts Chapter 12
Act 12:1
“Herod Agrippa I.” “Herod Agrippa I” (reigned AD 37-44) was the grandson of Herod the Great (the Herod who tried to kill Jesus as a baby). He was the son of Aristobulus (the Son of Herod the Great and Mariamne) and Bernice (daughter of Herod’s sister Salome and Costobarus). Herod Agrippa I was born in 10 BC and died in AD 44. The Roman emperor Caligula liked him and gave him the region of Philip the tetrarch, and the territory of Lysanius, and gave him the title “king.” He eventually gained the territory of Herod Antipas (who imprisoned and executed John the Baptist) as well. The emperor Claudius added Judea and Samaria to Agrippa’s domain, so he ended up with the territory of his grandfather, Herod the Great.
Act 12:2
“James.” This is the apostle James, who was the brother of the apostle John (Matt. 10:2). This was a huge loss to the Church. James was not just one of the twelve apostles; he was one of the three who were closest to Jesus. Jesus often took Peter, James, and John to places where he did not take the other apostles. For example, only Peter, James, and John went with Jesus to the Transfiguration (Matt. 17:1); only those three were with Jesus when he raised the synagogue leader’s daughter from the dead (Mark 5:37; Luke 8:51); and he took those three away with him to pray on the night of his arrest (Mark 14:32-33). James is mentioned with Peter, John, and Andrew as being in Jerusalem before Pentecost.
Only after the apostle James is killed is James the Lord’s brother mentioned as an elder in the Church (see commentary on Acts 12:17).
Act 12:3
“Jews.” This is the restricted use of the word “Jews,” referring only to the religious leaders of the Jews and those who oppose God and Christ.
[For more information, see commentary on John 1:19.]
Act 12:7
“look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“suddenly stood next to him.” For the translation “suddenly stood next to him,” see commentary on Luke 2:9, “suddenly stood before them.”
Act 12:17
“James.” This is James the Lord’s brother. This is the first time he is mentioned as a leader in the Church. The apostle James had been killed by Herod (see commentary on Acts 12:2). James was leading the church at Jerusalem by Acts 15:13. It is worth noting that it is almost certain that James did not believe that his half-brother Jesus was the Messiah until sometime after the resurrection. He did not believe in Jesus as late as the Feast of Tabernacles, less than a year before Jesus’ death (John 7:5). Furthermore, the evidence is that when Jesus was dying on the cross, James still did not believe, which is why Jesus told John to take care of Jesus’ mother Mary (John 19:27). The first time we see James with the believers is in Acts 1:14, when James is with his mother Mary and the other disciples in Jerusalem in the days before Pentecost. It is generally believed that James and the other brothers of Jesus saw him after his resurrection when he went to Galilee, and believed at that time.
It is generally believed that by Acts 12:17, the persecution against the Church was so heavy that the original apostles could not stay in Jerusalem and so James was leading the church there, which is why Peter told the disciples to tell James he had gotten out of prison (Acts 12:17).
It seems that James did not have the heart to move forward with the revelation that his half-brother Jesus was giving from heaven. While Jesus was giving wonderful revelation to the apostle Paul about the Church and there being neither Jew nor Gentile in Christ, James was still pressing Christians to keep the Law (Acts 21:20). For more on James and the Church, see commentary on Galatians 2:2.
Act 12:25
“having fulfilled their service.” Barnabas and Saul had been ministering the Word in Antioch of Syria, and were sent to Jerusalem with money to support the believers in Judea. Agabus the prophet had foretold that there would be a famine, and so the believers in Antioch decided to support the believers in Judea (Acts 11:27-30).
 
Acts Chapter 13
Act 13:1
“Antioch.” This is Antioch in Syria.
Act 13:2
“serving the Lord.” The phrase “serving the Lord” occurs only here in the NT. “Serving” is translated from the Greek word leitourgeō (#3008 λειτουργέω), and it was a common expression in the OT to refer to the “service” (i.e., worship) that was performed by the priests and Levites in the Tabernacle (cf. Exod. 28:35; 29:30; 30:20; 35:19; 39:26; Num. 1:50; 3:6, 31) and Temple (cf. 2 Chron. 31:2; 35:3; Joel 1:9, 13; 2:17). However, in a NT context, the phrase can be taken to mean “religious devotion,” consisting predominantly of prayer, as is likely the case here because it is directly mentioned in Acts 13:3. But the phrase may also refer more broadly to Christian service in general among the believers.
“the Holy Spirit.” The early Greek texts do not have lowercase letters, and so the meaning of the phrase, “THE HOLY SPIRIT” needs to be determined by the context. In this case, God is directing His church by speaking to them via His gift of holy spirit, so in a sense, both meanings are built into one phrase.
[For more information, see commentary on Acts 16:6.]
The three places in Acts where the phrase “the Holy Spirit says/said” occurs are in Acts 1:16; 13:2 and 21:11. But in Acts 28:25, a similar construction also appears, “the Holy Spirit rightly spoke,” which unambiguously refers to God speaking through the prophet Isaiah in the OT (cf. Isa. 6:8-9).
Luke begins verse 2 by saying, “as they were serving the Lord.” It is sometimes difficult to distinguish when “Lord” (kurios) refers to God and when it refers to Jesus. But in the immediate context of Acts chapter 13, “Lord” appears 8 times (Acts 13:2, 10-12, 44, 47-49). Out of these occurrences, only verse 2 seems to be possibly ambiguous. The others have clear contextual clues pointing toward the referent being “God.”
In Acts 13:10-12, the “paths of the Lord” is a common OT expression referring to the “ways of God” (cf. Hos. 14:9; Ps. 18:21). And in verses 11-12, the idea of “the paths of the Lord” appears to be carried through to verse 12 amounting to “the teaching about the Lord.”
The phrase “word of the Lord” in Acts 13:44 is paralleled by “word of God” in Acts 13:46. And in Acts 13:47-49, Luke begins by saying, “the Lord has commanded us,” referring to the prophecy that God gave through Isaiah concerning the Messiah (cf. Isa. 49:6).
Therefore, in light of this contextual evidence, the “Holy Spirit” speaking in Acts 13:2 refers to God giving the revelation to believers at Antioch that Barnabas and Saul have been chosen to accomplish a specific task for him.
[For more information on the Holy Spirit, see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?” For more on the uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
Act 13:4
“the Holy Spirit.” This meaning is derived primarily from “the Holy Spirit” in verse 2, which we felt primarily refers to God.
[For more information see commentary on Acts 13:2.]
[For more information on the uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
“Seleucia.” This is Seleucia Pieria, which served as a seaport of Antioch about 16 miles (26 km) further upstream, at the mouth of the Orontes River.
Act 13:5
“they also had John as their attendant.” This “John” is also known as “John Mark,” and is the writer of the Gospel of Mark (see commentary on Acts 15:37).
Act 13:9
“filled with holy spirit.” This refers to the holy spirit that is the gift of God.
[For more information on the uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
Act 13:10
“Devil.” The Greek word is diabolos (#1228 διάβολος), which literally means “Slanderer,” but diabolos gets transliterated into English as our more familiar name, “Devil.” Slander is so central to who the Devil is and how he operates that one of his primary names is “the Slanderer.”
“enemy of all righteousness.” Elymas the sorcerer had committed the unforgivable sin and was a child of the Devil. As such, he was an enemy of all righteousness and manifested the nature of his father as did the religious leaders Jesus spoke to (John 8:44). Elymas was full of every kind of deceit—he was an accomplished liar—and also every kind of wickedness. We see the nature of the Devil in him as he persistently makes the way of the Lord “crooked,” that is, perverted and hard to live by. Perverting the ways of God is a common trait of the Devil, and we see that the religious leaders at the time of Christ did the same thing and made the way of God difficult to live (Luke 11:46-48).
[For more on the unforgivable sin, see the REV commentary on Matt. 12:31; Gen. 4:8, 9, 10, 11, 13, 14, 15. For still more on the children of the Devil, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil,” under “Belial” and “Father.”]
Act 13:11
“look.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“the hand of the Lord.” This is a common idiom for the power of the Lord.
Act 13:12
“teaching about the Lord.” A very good example of a genitive of relation, well translated as “the teaching about the Lord” (NIV).
Act 13:16
“Gentiles who are God-fearers.” The Jewish religion had much that was attractive about it. In contrast to the religion of the Greeks, Romans, and pagans, which was generally cruel and cold and did not have any kind of “manual” from the gods that told people how to live, the Jews had a “manual,” a book of clear do’s and don’ts (the Old Testament), and their religion was full of mercy and goodness. Thus there was a great interest in Judaism among the Greeks and Romans, some of whom became full proselytes (the men got circumcised) and some of whom were called “God-fearers.”
A “God-fearer,” also known as a “proselyte of the gate,” was a Gentile who followed the Law but did not get circumcised, and so God-fearers were restricted in their worship. They were called, “proselytes of the gate” because although they kept much of the Law, they were still thought of as Gentiles, and thus when they were in the Temple in Jerusalem, they could not enter the Temple area restricted to Jews, but had to remain in the Court of the Gentiles (see commentary on Acts 10:2). It shows how much Paul wanted everyone to believe in Christ that when he went into the synagogue to teach, he spoke directly to everyone there, both the Jews and the God-fearers, who were still thought of as Gentiles.
Act 13:25
“look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Act 13:26
“Gentiles among you who are God-fearers.” A “God-fearer,” also known as a “proselyte of the gate,” was a Gentile who followed the Law but did not get circumcised, and so these proselytes were restricted in their worship. See commentaries on Acts 13:16 and 10:2.
Act 13:29
“tree.” The Greek word is xulon (#3586 ξύλον, pronounced 'zoo-lon) and it means a tree, log, a piece of timber (1 Cor. 3:12), a piece of wood (Rev. 18:12), or something made from wood such as a beam, a cross, a club (Mark 14:48), or even the stocks that Paul’s feet were placed in (Acts 16:24). However, xulon can mean “tree,” and Paul was making the point that the religious leaders had taken the Messiah and hanged him on a “tree” as if he were accursed of God (see commentary on Acts 5:30, “tree”).
Act 13:30
“from among the dead.”[footnoteRef:1727] See commentary on Romans 4:24. [1727:  Cf. Wuest, New Testament, “out from among the dead,” 306.] 

Act 13:33
Psalm 2:7 is also quoted in Hebrews 1:5; 5:5.
“Today I have become your Father.” The Greek for “have become your Father” is gennaō (#1080 γεννάω) and Friberg correctly notes that when it is used of men, it means to become the father of; and when used of women it means to give birth to.[footnoteRef:1728] [1728:  Friberg, Analytical Lexicon, s.v. “γεννάω.”] 

The understanding of this verse is debated by scholars, but the context seems to make the meaning quite clear. Although there are some very competent scholars (cf. Fitzmyer; Haenchen; Meyer; etc.), who believe that anistēmi (“raised up”) refers to the resurrection of Christ, there are also some very competent scholars (cf. Lenski; F. F. Bruce), who believe that in verse 33 the word anistēmi (#450 ἀνίστημι), “raised,” does not refer to Jesus’ resurrection, but his birth. However, it is clear that the word anistēmi refers to the resurrection in both Acts 13:33 and 13:34.
It is true that anistēmi is a very general term for rising up, getting up, putting up (a building), and appearing in history (“there arose another king” Acts 7:18). However, many things militate against it being used for Jesus’ physical birth in this verse. First, the next verse (Acts 13:34) uses anistēmi of the resurrection of Christ (“raised [anistēmi] him from among the dead”), and it seems unlikely that two uses of anistēmi in such close conjunction would refer to two different events.
Second, if Acts 13:33 were about Jesus’ birth, it would be out of place in Paul’s teaching. Paul was teaching the people of Antioch about Jesus. In Acts 13:27 he spoke of the trial and condemnation of Christ; then in Acts 13:28 he spoke of Jesus’ being put to death; then in Acts 13:29 he said Jesus was placed in a tomb; then in Acts 13:30 he said God raised Jesus from the dead; then in Acts 13:31 he said Jesus appeared to many people who are now witnesses; then in Acts 13:32-33 he said God had fulfilled his promises by “raising up” Jesus. It seems that if Paul wanted to make the point that it was the birth of Christ that fulfilled the promises, he would not have presented the facts about Jesus the way he did (Acts 13:30 and 13:34), nor would he have left out mentioning the birth of Christ. People who say Acts 13:33 is about the birth of Christ are forced to say that Paul started his argument over again, but this seems like a weak argument, especially since Paul never mentioned Jesus’ birth earlier, but started with his arrest and condemnation.
Third, the New Testament never uses anistēmi of anyone’s birth, but uses it 25 times for Jesus’ resurrection from the dead, and many other times for other people, such as Lazarus, being raised from the dead. This is strong evidence that anistēmi is used for the resurrection in Acts 13:33.
Fourth, Acts 13:33 says God has “fulfilled” His promises “by raising up Jesus.” Even in the context, it is clear that Jesus’ birth did not “fulfill” the promises made to Israel. One of the promises was that Jesus would be condemned so that he would die for the sins of all people, and that promise was “fulfilled” when the religious leaders in Jerusalem condemned him, as Paul told the people in Acts 13:27. Meyer writes: “By this resurrection of Jesus, God has completely fulfilled to us the promise.”[footnoteRef:1729] It was Jesus’ resurrection from the dead that “fulfilled” the promises to Israel, not his birth. [1729:  Meyer’s Commentary, 258 (emphasis the author’s).] 

We must not be confused by thinking that “become your Father” in this context has to refer to Jesus’ birth. It is clear that Psalm 2 is a prophecy of the future and shows God not only speaking with Jesus, but that in that future time he will be established as king (Ps. 2:6). The word “today” in the quotation from Psalm 2 helps us understand the figurative use of “have become your Father.” If Jesus is reigning as king when God says, “Today I have become your Father,” then “have become your Father” is not speaking of the day of Jesus’ birth. Meyer writes that “have become your Father” here means, “installed Thee into this divine Sonship by the resurrection, Romans 1:4, – inasmuch as the resurrection was the actual guarantee, excluding all doubt, of that Sonship of Christ.”[footnoteRef:1730] Bengel agrees and says the phrase, “Today I have become your Father,” in this context means: “This day I have definitely declared that Thou art my Son.”[footnoteRef:1731] On the day of Jesus’ resurrection, God did not literally become Jesus’ Father, but He did from the standpoint that because of Jesus’ resurrection, God’s being the Father of Jesus could no longer be logically doubted, nor could Jesus’ authority as the Son of God be denied. From the people’s perspective, it was the resurrection that declared beyond a shadow of a doubt that Jesus was the Son of God. [1730:  Meyer’s Commentary, 258-59.]  [1731:  Bengel’s New Testament Commentary.] 

“by raising up Jesus.” In the Greek text, anistēmi (#450 ἀνίστημι; “raise, raise up”) is a participle, and this is the instrumental use of the participle, thus, “by raising up” (cf. ESV, HCSB, NAB, NET, NIV).
Act 13:34
“from among the dead.”[footnoteRef:1732] See commentary on Romans 4:24. [1732:  Cf. Wuest, New Testament, “up from among those who are dead,” 306.] 

“sacred promises.” The word “sacred” is hosios (#3741 ὅσιος), see commentary on Acts 13:35, “Devout One”.
Act 13:35
“Devout One.” The Greek word is hosios (#3741 ὅσιος), not hagios (#40 ἅγιος), which is the usual word for “holy” (and occurs over 230 times in the New Testament). Hosios occurs 8 times in the New Testament and means “devout, pure, dedicated, holy.” When used of people, it is used of those who observe their duty to God and fulfill their obligations to Him. Hosios has a range of meanings and can also refer to things that are generally used in worship to God and are “pure” (“pure hands” 1 Tim. 2:8), or “sacred” (Acts 13:34, “sacred promises”). Hosios also sometimes refers to the outward standard of that which constitutes holiness, and in those cases, because English does not have a good equivalent for hosios, “holy” may be the best translation even though an English reader cannot tell it from hagios.[footnoteRef:1733] Hosios is also used to refer to the inner nature of God and Christ, which is pure and devout. [1733:  Cf. BDAG, s.v. “ὅσιος.”] 

[For more on hosios and how it differs from hagios, “holy,” see commentary on Titus 1:8.]
Act 13:36
“sleep.” The Greek verb is koimaō (#2837 κοιμάω), to fall asleep, to be asleep. Sleep is used as a euphemism and metaphor for death. See commentary on Acts 7:60.
Act 13:39
“declared righteous.” Being declared righteous by God is a judicial decision. It does not mean that we do not sin or that our sin does not matter; it does matter. See commentary on Romans 3:20.
Act 13:43
“God-fearing.” The Greek is sebomai (#4576 σέβομαι). In the New Testament, sebomai is always used of worship or veneration of a god or deity, but in the Greek literature, it is also used of veneration or respect of a person. It has two distinct meanings in the New Testament; the basic meaning in the Greek literature—and the one that occurs in Matthew 15:9; Mark 7:7; Acts 18:13; and Acts 19:27—is “worship; venerate.” However, the Rabbis used the word in a specific sense, usually to indicate a Gentile who worshiped the God of Israel, but usually without becoming circumcised and thus becoming a full-fledged proselyte, and that use of the word spread throughout the Biblical world, even appearing in the New Testament. Robertson says the word sebomai was used “of the uncircumcised Gentiles who yet attended the synagogue worship…the rabbis used it also of proselytes of the gate who had not yet become circumcised.”[footnoteRef:1734] [1734:  Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, 3:196.] 

“God-fearers, worshipers of God” is a term applied to former polytheists who accepted the ethical monotheism of Israel and attended the synagogue, but who did not obligate themselves to keep the whole Mosaic law; in particular, the males did not submit to circumcision (Jos., Ant. 14, 110).[footnoteRef:1735] These “God-fearers,” or “God-fearing Gentiles,” are mentioned six times in the book of Acts (Acts 13:43, 50; 16:14; 17:4, 17; 18:7), and often their connection with the Jews in the synagogue shows up in the context. For example, in Acts 13:43, these God-fearing people obviously heard Paul speak in the synagogue, and followed him after the service ended. In Acts 13:50 the Jews agitated the God-fearing women. The Jews had significant influence over those particular women because they were the ones who worshiped in the synagogue. [1735:  BDAG.] 

In Acts 16, Lydia, a seller of purple cloth, was worshiping outside the city of Philippi (which did not have a synagogue), and was open to Paul’s teaching about the Messiah, because she herself was already a God-fearing Gentile (Acts 16:14). At Thessalonica, Paul went into the synagogue and taught. Quite a few people believed, not only among the Jews, but of the God-fearing Gentiles as well, who were in the synagogue and heard Paul teach (Acts 17:1-4). In Athens, Paul went into the synagogue and talked with “the Jews and God-fearing Greeks” (Acts 17:17). In Corinth, Paul went into the house of Titus Justice, a God-fearing Gentile whose house was right next to the synagogue (Acts 18:7). Once we know that the “God-fearing” Gentiles were not just “devout” as some versions say, but were actually committed to the God of Israel, we can better understand the verses that mention them. It would be possible for a Gentile to be “devout” to pagan gods without having any relationship to the God of Israel; however, that is clearly not the case with these Gentiles who were devoted to Yahweh.
Act 13:45
“Jews.” This is the restricted use of the word “Jews,” referring only to the religious leaders of the Jews and those who oppose God and Christ.
[For more information, see commentary on John 1:19.]
“slandering him.” The Greek verb is blasphēmeō (#987 βλασφημέω, pronounced blas-fay-'meh-ō). Blaspheming, in Greek, is a general word that means to defame someone, to hurt someone’s reputation (see commentary on Matt. 9:3). Although some versions say “insulting him” or “reviling him” (i.e. Paul), that is not the likely meaning of blasphēmeō in this context. Paul was preaching Christ, who the Jews took to be an impostor and now a dead criminal, and the text says that they “contradicted” the things that were spoken by Paul. Thus, they were twisting his words, trying to get people to not believe him. Therefore, the most accurate rendering of blasphēmeō here is “slandering him.”
Act 13:46
“life in the age to come.” This is the everlasting life that begins with the new Messianic Age, the Millennial Kingdom.
[See Appendix 1: “Life in the Age to Come.”]
“look.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Act 13:47
“a light for the Gentiles.” The salvation and everlasting life given by the Messiah was not just for the Jews, even though many of them thought that it was. The first prophecy of the Messiah is the one God made to Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden in Genesis 3:15, and that was thousands of years before the Jews existed. About 2,000 years after that first prophecy of the Messiah, God promised Abraham that all the people of the earth, not just the Jews, would be blessed through him (Gen. 12:3). Then God repeated that promise to Isaac (Gen. 26:4); and to Jacob (Gen. 28:14). Besides those promises, the Old Testament had a number of verses that spoke of Gentiles being included in the Messianic Kingdom, which meant they were granted everlasting life (Ps. 102:15; Isa. 2:2-4; 19:23-25; 42:6; 49:6; 51:4-5; 56:3-7; 60:3; 66:18-21; Ezek. 39:21, 27; Mic. 4:2; Hag. 2:7; Zech. 8:22).
Act 13:48
“and as many as.” Almost every modern translation puts the phrase “as many as” in connection with the word “appointed,” however, the evidence is that the sentence becomes a very misleading translation of the Greek if this is done.
This is an equative statement. As many as were appointed believed and as many as believed were appointed. In other words, the number of people who believed is the same as the number who were appointed. Furthermore, as will be shown below, when the people believed is when they were appointed to life in the age to come. Therefore, there is freedom to move the “as many as” to the front of the sentence to modify “believed.” If the phrase “as many as were appointed” is moved to the front of the sentence, it makes it sound as if this happens before the belief occurs, but the evidence from the scope of Scripture and from the pluperfect participle in this verse is that that is not true. However, these two events are concurrent. They happen at the same time. The concurrent nature of the pluperfect periphrastic participle is shown below in the commentary.
“and as many as believed were at that time appointed to life in the age to come.” There is a debate about the translation and meaning of Acts 13:48, and at issue in the verse is the way to understand the Greek pluperfect periphrastic participle in the verse. The Greek text reads “ἦσαν τεταγμένοι” (ēsan tetagmenoi). The verb ēsan is the imperfect form of the Greek verb eimi (#1510 εἰμί) and tetagmenoi which is the perfect participle of the Greek verb tassō (#5021 τάσσω). Together the verb and the participle make the pluperfect periphrastic participle, which in the REV is translated “were at that time appointed.”
The scholars are divided as to the correct translation and interpretation of the Greek, and that division is usually based on their theology and the way they approach the text.
The Greek verb tetagmenoi has a large semantic range that includes “to put in order, to arrange, to appoint, to ordain (in the sense of “appoint to a position”). A. T. Robertson writes about tetagmenoi, and says it is the “paraphrastic past perfect indicative of tassō, a military term, ‘to place in orderly arrangement.’ The word ‘ordain’ is not the best translation here. ‘Appointed,’ as Hackett shows, is better. The Jews here had voluntarily rejected the word of God. On the other side were those Gentiles who gladly accepted what the Jews had rejected, not all the Gentiles.”[footnoteRef:1736] [1736:  Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, “The Acts of the Apostles,” 3:200. (Some punctuation and translation of the Latin were added for clarity).] 

Some scholars understand tetagmenoi to best be translated as “disposed” (or inclined), for example, “as many as disposed themselves for eternal life, believed.” However, “disposed” is outside of the normal semantic range of the verb tassō and is not listed as an interpretive option in prominent Greek lexicons like BDAG, Moulton and Milligan, EDNT, and NIDNTTE.
One point of contention on how to translate Acts 13:48 occurs with whether to understand tetagmenoi as a middle voice participle (“appointed themselves”) or passive voice participle (“were appointed”). The form of the participle is used for both the middle and passive voice, so the decision comes down to context and word meaning. It seems that specifically with the word “to appoint,” it is less likely that someone appoints themselves and more likely that someone is appointed to something. Also, throughout the rest of the New Testament, tassō is most often used as a passive (Luke 7:8; Acts 22:10; Rom. 13:1). Although many scholars who believe in free will have used the middle voice to get around this seemingly Calvinistic passage, the evidence indicates that there is a better way to understand the Greek text in a way that supports human free will.
This better understanding comes about when we realize that a pluperfect periphrastic participle almost universally occurs at the same time as the main verb. Thus, in this case, the “appointing” happens at the same time as the “believing,” unlike the way that Calvinists understand this verse as referring to the “appointing” happening before the creation of the world. Many Calvinist scholars believe the “appointing” happened in eternity past and the “believing” happened when Paul and Barnabas shared the word of the Lord. But this is simply not the normal use of the pluperfect periphrastic construction. What the pluperfect periphrastic does is give the background or state of the main verb at that given time. There are a number of examples in the New Testament of the pluperfect periphrastic being used that way.
1. Mark 6:52: The REV translation is: “for they had not gained any insight from the miracle of the loaves, but their hearts were hardened.” The periphrastic participle translated “were hardened” is ēn…pepōrōmenē (ἦν αὐτῶν ἡ καρδία πεπωρωμένη). The verse is describing the state of the hearts of the disciples at the time Jesus multiplied the food and why they did not gain any insight from Jesus’ miracle. The text is describing why, at that time, they did not gain insight, and the point the text is making is that they did not gain insight because their hearts were hardened. The text is not addressing the issue of when their hearts were hardened, but instead is saying that they did not gain insight because at that time of Jesus’ miracle, their hearts were hardened.
2. Acts 9:33: The REV translation is, “And there he [Peter] found a certain man named Aeneas, who had been laid on his bed for eight years, because he was paralyzed.” The periphrastic participle translated “was paralyzed” is ēn paralelumenos (ἦν παραλελυμένος). The aorist verb “found” is the verb describing the action, while the periphrastic participle “was paralyzed” was the state of that man during the action of the main verb; he was paralyzed when Peter found him. The pluperfect periphrastic participle is not addressing how long the man had been paralyzed, but rather just stating that he was paralyzed when Peter found him.
3. Acts 4:31: The translation in the REV is, “the place in which they were gathered together was shaken.” The periphrastic participle translated “were gathered” is ēsan sunēgmenoi (ἦσαν συνηγμένοι). The aorist verb “was shaken” is describing the action, while “were gathered” is the periphrastic participle that describes the background or state during which the shaking occurred. The pluperfect participle just states that they were gathered when the shaking occurred, it does not address when they gathered.
4. Galatians 4:3: The translation in the REV is, “So we also, when we were minors, were enslaved by the elemental spirits of the world.” The periphrastic participle translated “were enslaved” is ēmetha dedoulōmenoi (ἤμεθα δεδουλωμένοι). The main verb is “were” in the phrase “were children.” The pluperfect periphrastic participle describes their state when they were children, i.e., that they were enslaved. The verb is not making the point that the people had been enslaved in the past, but only that they were enslaved when they were children.
The normal use of the pluperfect periphrastic is to denote a state which existed in the past—the people “were appointed”—with implication of a prior occurrence which produced it—the people believed.[footnoteRef:1737] Stephen Levinsohn agrees, saying that when a pluperfect periphrastic occurs, they are usually “portrayed as an ongoing state (which results from a completed event).” In this case, some of the Gentiles listening to Paul were appointed to everlasting life because they believed.[footnoteRef:1738] [1737:  Fanning, Buist M., Verbal Aspect in New Testament Greek, 320.]  [1738:  Levinsohn, “Functions of Copula-Participle Combinations (‘Periphrastics’),” article in The Greek Verb Revisited: A Fresh Approach for Biblical Exegesis, 317.] 

This is exactly what we find in Acts 13:48. What is the prior instance that produced their being appointed to everlasting life? Their belief. They believed and then were appointed to everlasting life. One might ask, “What is the status of these believers?” They are now appointed to life in the age to come, because of their belief. The pluperfect periphrastic participle is a specific construction that is concerned with the current state during the action of the main verb. In this case, the main verb is believing, and so their state of being (or status) when they believed was being appointed to everlasting life.
Thankfully, in this case, we have help in the interpretation of this verse in the immediate context, which is Acts 13:46, the translation of which is quite clear. Paul was sharing about Jesus Christ in the synagogue in Antioch of Pisidia, and the Jews there rejected his message, but the Gentiles believed it. In response to that, Paul said to the Jews, “you judge yourselves unworthy of life in the age to come.” According to what Paul said, he understood that the Jews had a choice to believe or not believe in Christ, and they chose not to believe and thus he said they judged themselves unworthy of salvation. There is no indication that Paul thought that the Jews did not really have a choice in the matter but were simply following a course of behavior that had been preordained for them in eternity past. It is in that context, then, that the Gentiles are said to have chosen to believe and thus are then appointed to life in the age to come.
The Bible has many verses that point to God giving people the choice to believe or not believe. Deuteronomy 30:19 says, “Today I call heaven and earth to be witnesses against you, that I have set before you life and death, the blessing and the curse; therefore choose life so that you will live.” Similarly, at the end of his life, Joshua confronted the people of Israel and said, “choose this day whom you will serve,” either Yahweh or pagan gods (Josh. 24:15). Also, Elijah challenged the people to choose the god they would serve: “How long will you leap back and forth between the two sides? If Yahweh is God, follow him, but if Baal, then follow him” (1 Kings 18:21). There are dozens of verses in the Bible like these, and Acts 13:46-48 is no different. The Jews chose to reject God, the Gentiles chose to accept Him and believe. God gave His only Son so that whoever decides to believe in Him would have everlasting life (John 3:16)
Therefore, in conclusion, there is no reason to understand this verse as teaching predestination. It is not concerned with that. The verse is concerned with the new status of believers who are appointed to life in the age to come because of their belief in Jesus Christ.
[For more on Calvinism and predestination, see Appendix 9: “On Calvinism and Predestination.”]
“life in the age to come.” This is the everlasting life that begins with the new Messianic Age, the Millennial Kingdom.
[See Appendix 1: “Life in the Age to Come.”]
Act 13:50
“Jews.” This is the restricted use of the word “Jews,” referring only to the religious leaders of the Jews and those who oppose God and Christ.
[For more information, see commentary on John 1:19.]
“God-fearing.” See commentary on Acts 13:43.
Act 13:52
“filled with joy and holy spirit.” This refers to the holy spirit that is the gift of God.
[For more information on the uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
 
Acts Chapter 14
Act 14:2
“souls.” The Greek word often translated “soul” is psuchē (#5590 ψυχή, pronounced psoo-'kay), and it has a large number of meanings, including the physical life of a person or animal; an individual person; or attitudes, emotions, feelings, and thoughts. Here it refers to the thoughts, feelings, and emotions of the person himself, so many versions have “minds” instead of “souls,” but properly understood, “souls” is more inclusive of the feelings and emotions as well as the thoughts.
[For a more complete explanation of “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
Act 14:3
“Therefore.” This important word shows that Paul and Barnabas stayed in Iconium because of the persecution by the Jews mentioned in verse 2. Paul and Barnabas were not ones to abandon their new converts to the pressures and persecutions of the Jews and unbelievers. They stayed “a long time,” and fought for them, “speaking boldly for the Lord.” The Lord Jesus honored their fearless, selfless commitment by energizing signs and wonders that further testified to the truth of what they were teaching. This verse teaches a wonderful lesson about how important it is to raise up new converts in the Lord, and help them grow in the faith.
Act 14:12
“chief” is actually a participle in the Greek, “leading speaker.”
Act 14:15
“worthless things.” The Greek is mataios (#3152 μάταιος), and it means “devoid of truth, or force, or success; worthless, useless.”
Act 14:18
“crowd.” The Greek is plural, technically “crowds,” but although that is the way the Greeks would say it, in English we use “crowd” as a collective singular for a lot of people.
Act 14:19
“Jews.” This is the restricted use of the word “Jews,” referring only to the religious leaders of the Jews and those who oppose God and Christ.
[For more information, see commentary on John 1:19.]
“having persuaded the crowd.” The Scripture does not elaborate as to how this was done. We surmise it was a combination of things. Lies and exaggerations as to what Paul and Barnabas were teaching, lies about how they had destroyed the peace of the places they had recently been and divided the people, pointing out that they defamed traditional worship and called the traditional gods “worthless,” and likely threw in that since they were not gods come in the flesh, they healed by witchcraft, using names that were not lawfully recognized.
“dragged. The Greek is surō (#4951 σύρω) to drag or to draw.
Act 14:21
“returned to Lystra, and to Iconium, and to Antioch.” Paul and Barnabas had just been driven out of Antioch (Acts 13:50); had to flee Iconium (Acts 14:6), and Paul was stoned in Lystra (Acts 14:19), so how could they return to those cities so quickly? Although some commentators have suggested that the leadership in those cities changed even in that short time, that is unlikely, and besides, not everyone who was in leadership and who had participated in getting rid of Paul and Barnabas would have been gone. The answer is in Acts 14:22, which says that Paul and Barnabas strengthened the disciples. So when the two missionaries returned to those cities they had just been ousted from, they kept to themselves and just met quietly with the disciples, whereas on the earlier visit, they had openly proclaimed Christ in public places. Paul and Barnabas understood that if the disciples were strong and felt supported, evangelism would continue, and they used wisdom in the way they journeyed instead of acting with reckless bravado in the name of Christ.
Act 14:22
“souls.” In this usage, “soul” means the thoughts, attitudes, and emotions of people. See commentary on Acts 14:2.
“we cannot avoid.” The Greek word is dei (#1163 δεῖ, pronounced day). It expresses compulsion, necessity, or inevitability.[footnoteRef:1739] The Greek text of this verse is arranged in such a way it is hard to put literally into English and have a clear meaning. The KJV follows the syntax of the Greek text fairly closely: “we must through much tribulation enter into the Kingdom of God,” and the NIV follows that pattern in more modern English: “We must go through many hardships to enter the Kingdom of God.” A problem with literally following the syntax of the Greek text like those versions do is that the verse can then be misinterpreted to mean that if we do not go through many hardships, we cannot enter the Kingdom of God, which is not at all what the verse is saying. The HCSB gets much of the sense of the verse well: “It is necessary to pass through many troubles on our way into the Kingdom of God.” [1739:  Friberg, s.v. “δεῖ.”] 

Another problem with bringing the Greek into English is translating the Greek word dei itself. Saying that “it is necessary” to go through many hardships to enter the Kingdom of God is not bringing the meaning of the Greek into English as clearly as possible, because the Greek dei refers to necessity, inevitability, or unavoidability, while the English word “necessary” has a connotation of both need and even desirability.[footnoteRef:1740] It is only “necessary” that we have hardships because of the fallen nature of the world, our enemy the Devil, and our own sin nature, not because of the will or plan of God. [1740:  Merriam-Webster’s Dictionary of Synonyms.] 

Many versions say “we must” go through hardships to enter the Kingdom of God, which is better than “it is necessary,” but “we must” makes it sound like something we could avoid if we did not want to get into the Kingdom, which is not the message. “Much hardship” is an unavoidable part of life whether a person is saved or not.
The REV could have used “inevitable,” and stayed with a definition of dei that is found in the lexicons, but “cannot avoid,” seems clearer and carries the sense in this context. We cannot avoid experiencing “many hardships” on our way into the Kingdom of God. Jesus taught the same thing at the Last Supper (see commentary on John 16:33).
Act 14:26
“and from there they sailed to Antioch.” It is likely that Galatians was written from Antioch of Syria at this time, which was before the Jerusalem council was held.
Act 14:28
“no little time.” This is the figure of speech tapeinosis (“demeaning”),[footnoteRef:1741] and is a way of understating “a long time.” The long time is unknown, but it would have had to have been many months. It would have almost certainly been during this time that Peter came to Antioch and was eating with the Gentiles until people came from James, and Paul confronted him (Acts 15:1-2; Gal. 2:11-14). [1741:  E. W. Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 159, “tapeinosis.”] 

[See Word Study: “Tapeinosis.”]
“with the disciples.” The chapter break here can cause the reader to lose the connection between the end of Acts 14 and the beginning of 15. We need to continue reading from Acts 14 right on into Acts 15.
 
Acts Chapter 15
Act 15:1
“If you are not circumcised.” This kind of Jewish legalistic evangelism was likely a major part of the reason for the writing of the Epistle to the Galatians, which was most likely written between the end of Paul’s first missionary journey and the Jerusalem council. The Judaizers came all the way from Judea (i.e., Jerusalem and the surrounding area) to Antioch in Syria, where Paul was staying, and taught that the Gentiles had to be circumcised to be saved. Jews did evangelize, as we learn from Jesus Christ himself (Matt. 23:15).
It is also very likely that other Jews, teaching that same circumcision doctrine, had gone out to the places where Paul had been and were teaching the Gentiles they had to be circumcised to be saved. F. F. Bruce writes that it is “probable that others who wished to press the same line [of legalistic doctrine] visited the recently formed daughter-churches of Antioch, not only in Syria and Cilicia, as the apostolic letter indicates (Acts 15:23), but also in South Galatia.”[footnoteRef:1742] That kind of Jewish legal evangelism, which was contrary to the doctrine Paul received from Christ, combined with news that he received from the churches he had just planted in Galatia that his converts were deserting what he taught, could have well been a major reason for the Epistle to the Galatians. We know Paul got news from Galatia because that was how he knew the disciples were being “so quickly” turned away from the grace he had taught them about. [1742:  Bruce, The Epistle to the Galatians: A Commentary on the Greek Text [NIGTC], 55.] 

Act 15:2
“no small.” Figure of speech, tapeinosis (demeaning, or understatement).[footnoteRef:1743] [1743:  Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 159, “tapeinosis.”] 

[See Word Study: “Tapeinosis.”]
“the people.” The Greek text has the verb “appointed” in the third-person plural, more literally, “they appointed,” but writing that in English makes it seem like Paul and Barnabas appointed themselves, which is not what happened. The REV is nuanced to read “the people appointed.” Other English versions handle the verse in various ways, for example, “the church appointed.”
Act 15:3
“sent.” The Greek word is propempō (#4311 προπέμπω), and it has two distinct meanings: “to send on ahead, send on one’s way;” and “to accompany or escort.” The KJV and the ASV of 1901 opted for the second definition, “to accompany.” However, that does not fit this particular context, which is why other versions opt for the first definition, “send on one’s way.” Acts 15:2 makes it clear that Paul, Barnabas, and a few others were appointed to travel from Antioch to Jerusalem. Since they were specifically appointed for the journey, it makes no sense that others in the congregation who were not appointed to go would go anyway, even part of the way.
Act 15:4
“And when they came to Jerusalem.” This was Paul’s third trip to Jerusalem after his conversion. Paul made five trips to Jerusalem after he got born again. First: three years after his conversion: Acts 9:26-30; Gal. 1:18-20. Second: 14 years after his conversion for a famine relief visit: Acts 11:28-30; Gal. 2:1-10. Third: in AD 49, for the Jerusalem council: Acts 15. Fourth: between his second and third missionary journeys: Acts 18:22. Fifth: after his third missionary journey when Paul was arrested and sent to Rome (Acts 21:17).
Act 15:5
“rose up.” Although this certainly refers to standing up, which is how many versions translate it, it may refer to more. It probably also refers to a “rising” of indignation, self-righteousness, etc. In that case, simply saying “stood up” is weak.
Act 15:8
“testified on their behalf.” God “testified on behalf” of the Gentiles by giving them the gift of holy spirit, showing that He had accepted them. “testified on their behalf” is a good translation here, as it reflects both that God testified to the Gentiles themselves and that He also testified to the Jews about His acceptance of the Gentiles. The concrete evidence that the Gentiles had received holy spirit was that they spoke in tongues.
“giving them the holy spirit.” This refers to the holy spirit that is the gift of God.
[For more information on the uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
Act 15:9
“by trust.” Understanding “by trust,” is important. “Trust” (pistis, #4102 πίστις) is a noun, but most people read it in this verse as if it were a verb, i.e., that trust (or “faith,” as most versions have) was something they did to purify their hearts. The “trust” that purifies the heart starts with our trust in Christ for salvation, which gets us born again; saved. Then as we continue to trust God, which is evidenced by our obeying Him, our hearts become more and more pure. When an unbeliever becomes a Christian, he or she almost always enters the Christian Faith with an impure heart. However, as that person trusts God day by day and lives the Christian lifestyle, learns, and believes the Word of God, his or her heart will be purified.
Act 15:12
“as they were recounting.” See commentary on Luke 24:35, “related.”
Act 15:14
“Simeon.” “Simeon” is the Hebrew form of Peter’s Jewish name. “Simon” (#4613 Σίμων) was considered the equivalent of the Hebrew patriarchal name Symeon (#4826 Συμεών), and was widely used by both Greeks and Jews. It is likely that Simon Peter acquired the name “Simon” due to the Greek influence in the Galilee and in his hometown, Bethsaida. It is noteworthy that his brother also has a Greek name. “Andrew” means “manly” in Greek. Peter is usually referred to as “Simon,” but here and in 2 Peter 1:1, Simeon is used instead of Simon. It is likely that James used “Simeon” to good effect on his Hebrew audience, anchoring Peter’s good Hebrew name to the perspective he had just given on the subject (Acts 15:7-11).
“related.” Same word as “recounting” in Acts 15:12. See commentary on Luke 24:35, “related.”
“a people.” Israel had been the “people” of God. Now God was making his “people” out of both Jews and Gentiles.
Act 15:17
“who are called by my name, says the Lord.” The ending of verse 17 and how it relates to Acts 15:18, and what is the proper Greek text of verse 18, are debated by scholars. Verse 18 is almost certainly textually, “γνωστὰ ἀπ᾿ αἰῶνος” (“known from the ages,” i.e., “known from long ago.”) This short sentence was expanded in time to make the longer ending that appears in the Byzantine text (cf. KJV), and other longer textual variants were produced as well.[footnoteRef:1744] The problem is that the quotation from Amos was well-known, and ended with the Greek words “ὁ θεὸς ὁ ποιῶν ταῦτα” (“God, who makes all this” or “God, who does all this”; the Greek word ποιῶν can be “do” or “make”). However, that makes verse 18 the short and disconnected sentence, “known from the ages.” The question is, when James quoted Amos, did he modify it, giving it a new ending, and making it end: “the Lord, who is making this known from long ago” (as per ESV, NASB, RSV), or would James have left the quotation from Amos intact, and then said something that is represented in the NT text with the figure of speech ellipsis, thus making the end of 17 and verse 18 read, “the Lord who had done all this. This has been known from of old.”[footnoteRef:1745] [1744:  Cf. Bruce Metzger, Textual Commentary, 429; and cf. the apparatus of NA-27 or UBS 4.]  [1745:  Metzger, Textual Commentary, 429.] 

To us, it makes more sense that James would quote Amos as it was known, and then add his point: “This has been known from of old.” James is arguing to make a point, and it would weaken his argument to misquote an OT verse, trying to make a point using his changed verse. We believe that James would correctly quote Amos (except the “Yahweh” is changed to “Lord” (kurios) in the New Testament Greek text) and then add the fact that what he was saying had been known for a long time. The real confusion, then, is caused when Acts is written, and Luke (by revelation) uses the figure ellipsis in recording James’ words, leaving out “This has been.” The figure ellipsis emphasizes what is in the text, and de-emphasizes what is left out. To God, the fact that it was known for a long time that God would rebuild the tent of David is very important, so that gets emphasized.
Act 15:18
“This has been known from of old.” See commentary on Acts 15:17.
Act 15:20
“that they abstain from the pollutions of idols, and from sexual immorality, and from what is strangled, and from blood.” These words of James were not necessary for salvation, but seem important if one is going to live a godly life. Earlier, when Peter spoke, he had the right idea when he talked about reaching the Gentiles and them being brought to Christ by trust (faith) and grace (Acts 15:7-11). Peter badly wanted to make sure that the overly religious Jews would not make it difficult for the Gentiles to enter the Faith and join the fellowship of the believers. Thus, Peter was primarily speaking to the Jews who wanted the Gentiles to be circumcised and obey Jewish law (Acts 15:1-5) when he said, “why do you test God by putting a yoke on the neck of the disciples that neither our fathers nor we could carry?” (Acts 15:10).
Peter had been raised to obey Jewish Law, but was taught by the Lord not to call the Gentiles “unclean” (Acts 10:9-16), and was shown that God accepted the Gentiles (Acts 10:34-48). In spite of that, and in spite of the fact that Peter, Barnabas, and other Jews had been eating with the Gentile believers at Antioch, when people came from James (Acts 15:1-2), Peter stopped eating with the Gentiles. That act of hypocrisy upset Paul, who confronted Peter and the other Jews to get them to more fully recognize the grace of God upon the Gentiles (Gal. 2:11-21), a grace that Peter acknowledged later at the Jerusalem council (Acts 15:11). It is not directly stated, but it seems that Peter and James had a falling out about the Law after the Jerusalem council, because after that, Peter is never said to be in Jerusalem again.
After Peter and Paul took their turns speaking at the Jerusalem council, James spoke (this is not the apostle James who was dead (Acts 12:2), but James the half-brother of Jesus). James did not directly contradict Peter (Acts 15:14-15), but added on to what Peter said. In what he referred to as “my judgment,” James added things that were included in Jewish food laws and also added things about proper sexual behavior that were standards of the Jews (Acts 15:19-20). In doing this it might seem that James is being overly religious, but he seems to be going back to the covenant that God made with humankind through Noah (Gen. 9:1-7) and adding a couple of things that seem to be part of a generally accepted moral law (Rom. 2:14-16).
Although James could try to justify what he said by saying that the Gentiles did not have any law code in their mythology that guided them like the Mosaic Law guided the Jews, at this time in history that would not be the case. For one thing, by the time of Acts 15, Paul, Barnabas, and other Jews had been bringing Gentiles to Christ for many years, and in fact, the label “Christians” was first coined in a mixed congregation of Jews and Gentiles in Antioch of Syria (Acts 11:19-26). Perhaps even more to the point, Paul and Barnabas had already traveled among the Gentiles and made many converts. In fact, there is very strong evidence that Paul had already written the Epistle to the Galatians before the Jerusalem council, which meant that the Gentiles already had guidance from God and the Lord Jesus Christ about how to live in obedience to God.
For reasons that are unstated in the Bible, James did not want to give up living by the Law of Moses, even though the Church Epistles being written by Paul made it clear that no one could be righteous by the Law. So, by the time Galatians was written (before the Jerusalem council of Acts 15), Paul was receiving the revelation to the Church about freedom in Christ while James and the church at Jerusalem were still focused on the Law (cf. Gal. 2:2-12). Sadly, even many years later, after Paul’s second missionary journey and the Epistles to the Romans and Corinthians were written, as well as Galatians, James was still focused on the Law (Acts 21:20). But a study of Scripture reveals that even as early as Galatians (c. AD 48), the leaders in Jerusalem who were held in high regard and had been the genuine leaders in the past were no longer keeping up with what the Lord was revealing to Paul (Gal. 2:6-9). God says this by saying they had once been held in high regard: “whatever they were at one time….” In other words, at one time, years ago perhaps, they had been God’s true leaders and living by the revelation he was revealing, but now they were only regarded as leaders by the people. That rings true to what we read in the Bible. There is no doubt that people like Peter had been the true leaders of the Church. But for whatever reason, as the Christian Church developed and God moved powerfully to include the Gentiles, James, Peter, and the other leaders in Jerusalem resisted God—at least around the time Galatians was written. That is understandable because they were proud of their Jewish heritage and loved the Temple and the way it centralized religion and worship, but the fact that their actions are understandable does not make them right. God was including the Gentiles in the Church, moving from Law to Grace, revealing the Body of Christ, and making it clear that the “Temple” in the Age of Grace was the body of believers, not a building. Church leaders needed to respond to that and recognize that Paul wrote his Epistles by revelation from God and Christ (Gal. 1:1, 12), but they apparently did not. But that erroneous attitude seems to have shifted in Peter when he came to Antioch and was confronted by Paul, as we see by his speech at the Jerusalem council and also by his apparent separation from James (he is never said to be with James after the Jerusalem council. He may have been, but it is never stated, a glowing absence if Peter was there with James (cf. Acts 21:18).
In contrast to Peter, James and the Jewish Christians at Jerusalem held to the Law and misunderstood and refuted Paul’s teaching that there is “neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is neither male nor female, for you all are one in Christ Jesus” (Gal. 3:28, cf. Rom. 10:12). They misunderstood the grace of God that Paul was teaching about, and they wanted him to affirm that he kept the Law and recognized the difference between a Jewish Christian and a Gentile Christian (Acts 21:18-25). This religious tendency of James to keep the Mosaic Law in contrast to what is written in the Church Epistles showed up early on, here in the Jerusalem council, when James added dictates from the Law to what the Gentiles were to do when they became followers of Christ. There is no evidence that Paul and Barnabas taught such things when they went on their first missionary journey and reached many Gentiles.
Acts 15:20 has many textual variants, and there has been much theological discussion on what this Apostolic Decree means. Bruce Metzger[footnoteRef:1746] has a well-written section on the most probable original text (represented in the REV). [1746:  Metzger, Textual Commentary, 429-434.] 

[For more on James and the leaders in Jerusalem being stuck in the Law, see commentary on Gal. 2:2.]
“pollutions of idols.” This refers specifically to food sacrificed to idols, as Acts 15:29 and 21:25 make clear. It would not refer to idolatry as such, because the Gentiles had forsaken their idols. This was a huge part of the decision to become a Christian in the first century because other religions did not ask anyone to forsake idols. In the Roman religions, for example, if you worshiped one god you could and should still recognize other gods. What set Christianity and Judaism apart was that in those religions a person rejected other gods and exclusively recognized the God of the Bible. This was a major reason Jews and Christians were persecuted by pagans.
Act 15:22
“decided.” This is an idiom used at the start of decrees.[footnoteRef:1747] Lenski writes, “dokeo with the dative means that the assembly passed a formal resolution.”[footnoteRef:1748] This was probably done by a show of hands as in Acts 14:23.[footnoteRef:1749] [1747:  Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, 3:233.]  [1748:  R. C. H. Lenski, Acts of the Apostles, 619.]  [1749:  Cf. Lenski, Acts of the Apostles, 585.] 

Act 15:23
“brothers.” This first “brothers” in the verse is defined as being apostles and elders, who in that culture would have been men.
“brothers and sisters.” The Greek word for “brothers” often includes men and women, and it does so here.
[For more on brothers and sisters, see Word Study: “Adelphos.” For more on women’s involvement in the early church, see Appendix 11: “The Role of Women in the Church.”]
“They wrote through them.” This is an anacoluthon, and the figure of speech idiom. The Greek is literally, “having written through their hand.” The anacoluthon is “having written, and sending the letter through their hand.” The idiom is the use of “hand” as power or agency. “Through their hand” is a very Hebraic way of saying, through them, i.e., by their power.
[See Word Study: “Anacoluthon.”]
Act 15:24
“souls.” Here “souls” refers to the thoughts, attitudes, emotions, and feelings. See commentary on Acts 14:2.
Act 15:25
“to one accord.” See commentary on Acts 1:14.
“decided.” See commentary on Acts 15:22, “dokeo.”
Act 15:26
“risked.” The Greek word is paradidōmi (#3860 παραδίδωμι) and means “to hand over, give over, deliver, entrust.” Most of the commentators say it means “risk” in this context, but there is certainly the overtone that Paul had more than just “risked” his life. He had “given over” his life to the Lord.
“lives.” The Greek word is psuchē (#5590 ψυχή, pronounced psoo-'kay), often translated “soul.” The Greek word psuchē has a large number of meanings, including the physical life of a person or animal; an individual person; or attitudes, emotions, feelings, and thoughts. Here it refers to the physical life of the body, which is why most versions translate it “life,” which is accurate in this context.
[For a more complete explanation of psuchē, “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
Act 15:28
“the Holy Spirit.” Here “the Holy Spirit” is a name or title of God. The use of “Holy Spirit” as an appellative for God is directly related to the subject at hand, which is the obedience to some of the parts of the Levitical Law by the Gentiles. They were directed to avoid food sacrificed to idols, sexual immorality, things strangled, and blood, which are all commandments mentioned in the OT, given by God. Obedience to these commandments would not be a factor in the salvation of the Gentiles, but in their holiness, and their ability to fellowship with Jewish Christians, who at this time in Acts were still keeping the Law. The emphasis on “Holy Spirit” would bring to mind statements such as “You must be holy, for I, Yahweh your God, am holy.” (Lev. 19:2).
[For more information on the Holy Spirit and the gift of holy spirit, see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?” For more information on the uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
Act 15:34
“But it seemed good to Silas to remain there.” This verse should be omitted from the text. It was a late addition, and even so, it has several variations. It was added to explain how Paul could have traveled with Silas if Silas went back to Jerusalem. However, Silas did go back to Jerusalem. First, it was “a necessary exigency of the commission which he had received.”[footnoteRef:1750] Silas would have to report back to Jerusalem about how things went in Antioch. Also, the fact that Acts 15:33 says “they were sent off” makes it clear that Silas traveled back with Judas to Jerusalem. Thus the attempt of some scribe to explain the apparent contradiction in Acts actually creates a contradiction. Silas may have returned on his own to Antioch some time later, or Paul could have sent for him before starting his missionary journey. [1750:  Meyer’s Commentary, 299.] 

Act 15:37
“John (who was called Mark).” This “John” is much more commonly known as “Mark” and was the writer of the Gospel of Mark; he was not the apostle John, who is not mentioned in Acts 15. He is first introduced in Acts 13:5 as “John” and was the attendant to Barnabas and Paul, but left them and returned to Jerusalem (Acts 13:13), but the reason he left is not explained. John Mark later became one of Paul’s helpers (Col. 4:10) and was very dear to Paul by the end of his life (2 Tim. 4:11). Mark was also with Peter (1 Pet. 5:13), who calls him a “son.”
Act 15:39
“sharp disagreement.” The Greek is paroxusmos (#3948 παροξυσμός) and it has three distinct definitions: 1. A rousing to activity, stirring up, provoking. 2. A state of irritation expressed in argument, sharp disagreement. 3. A severe fit of a disease, attack of fever, esp. at its high point: convulsion.[footnoteRef:1751] Here it means a sharp disagreement; in Hebrews 10:24 it means to stir up to action. [1751:  BDAG, s.v. “παροξυσμός.”] 

Barnabas was a pastor, and a Jewish Levite. His original name was Joseph, which means “He will add,” but the apostles recognized his pastoral ministry and renamed him. Acts 4:36 says: “Joseph, who by the apostles was surnamed Barnabas (which translated means, “Son of Encouragement”), a Levite, a man of Cyprus by race.” Although Barnabas disappears from Acts here, it does not necessarily mean he was wrong. He was a better judge of character than Paul in this case. Barnabas took John Mark and went to Cyprus (his home country) where he continued the work of the ministry. Paul later writes about Barnabas in 1 Corinthians 9:6, written later than this record in Acts. As for John Mark, he later became one of Paul’s helpers (Col. 4:10), and was very dear to Paul by the end of his life (2 Tim. 4:11). Mark was also with Peter (1 Pet. 5:13), who calls him a “son.” John Mark is best known for the Gospel of Mark, which he wrote.
 
Acts Chapter 16
Act 16:1
“And he came.” As Acts 16 opens up, Paul is traveling with Silas and Luke is not with him.
“look” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Act 16:2
“spoken of.” The Greek is martureō (#3140 μαρτυρέω), to witness or testify to or about. Timothy was recommended by others, who gave a good testimony about him.
Act 16:4
“Now while they.” Paul and Silas had taken Timothy with them, so the “they” is now Paul, Silas, and Timothy.
“decrees.” The Greek is dogma (#1378 δόγμα), a noun that occurs 5 times in the New Testament and means: a formal statement concerning rules or regulations that are to be observed, thus a command, ordinance, or decision; an imperial declaration, a decree; something that is taught as an established tenet or statement of belief, doctrine, dogma.[footnoteRef:1752] The most common definition of the English word “decree” is an order having the force of law, and that definition does not exactly apply here, even though within the Christian community some leaders and congregations might try to enforce what the council declared about Christian activity. Today we generally think of Christian obedience to human councils to be a matter of personal choice rather than “obeying a law.” Today, people’s obedience to human church regulations is usually based on a feeling of duty, response to social pressures, and the charismatic influence of the leader. So because of that, some modern translations have “decisions” rather than “decrees.” But “decision” may be too weak here, especially as applied in the ancient world. Besides, the English word “decree” is also properly used of a religious ordinance enacted by a council. Especially in ancient times but often today as well, Christian leaders exercise considerable power over the lives of people in their congregation. So, for example, in 3 John 1:10, Diotrephes was throwing people he did not approve of out of his church. People were expected to obey the rules set forth by the apostles and church councils, hence, “decree” is a good translation here. The word dogma is also used in the New Testament for the decrees of Caesar, which did come with civil penalties for people who disregarded those decrees and thus broke the law (cf. Luke 2:1; Acts 17:7). [1752:  BDAG, s.v. “δόγμα.”] 

Act 16:6
“And they went.” The “they” here is at least Paul, Silas, and Timothy. Soon Luke will join them (Acts 16:10).
“Phrygia and the region of Galatia.” See commentary on Acts 18:23.
“by the Holy Spirit.” The Greek is hupo ho hagios pneuma (ὑπὸ τοῦ ἁγίου πνεύματος) with hupo being with a genitive (the holy), thus meaning “by.” Paul was either forbidden by “the Holy Spirit” (i.e., by God); or he was forbidden “by way of the holy spirit,” referring to the gift of holy spirit. In the Greek the verse can be read either way, and it is hard to tell which is the “primary” meaning, although if there is one, the context and scope of the Scripture would point to it being “God.”
In the first century, before the doctrine of the Trinity confused Christian doctrine by making “the Holy Spirit” a separate Person in the Trinity, the distinction between “the Holy Spirit” and “the holy spirit” was not often as critical as we think it is today. In fact, in many cases it actually could be somewhat helpful to leave the meaning slightly ambiguous. Most of the time when it comes to guiding Christians, God (“the Holy Spirit”) or Jesus directs us by way of the gift of holy spirit (“the holy spirit”). Thus just having the phrase “THE HOLY SPIRIT” (in all capital letters as the early Greek texts would be) enabled readers to see both meanings, the Giver and the Gift, in the same phrase.
The Greek here in Acts 16:6 is the same as in Acts 13:4, where Barnabas and Saul were sent out, “by the Holy Spirit.” In that verse, as here, the gift of holy spirit could have been meant, but the more probable meaning, especially given the early Greek text, was God [the Holy Spirit], who communicated via His gift [the holy spirit]. Supporting evidence that the best way to translate Acts 13:4 as “the Holy Spirit” is Acts 13:2, where, τὸ πνεῦμα τὸ ἅγιον [“the Spirit, the Holy,” a more certain designation of God] spoke regarding Barnabas and Saul. Since God spoke in Acts 13:2, that increases the likelihood that it is God being referred to in Acts 13:4.
[For more information on the uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
Act 16:7
“Mysia.” A region in the Roman province of Asia on the northwest coast of what is now Turkey. As a region, it did not have precise boundaries. After having visited the cities in southern Galatia where he founded churches, no doubt Paul would have liked to have gone west into Asia and preached in the major cities there such as Ephesus, but Jesus said not to preach there; as it turned out, Paul ended up going there some years later, on his third missionary journey.
It makes sense that having been forbidden to speak in Asia, Paul would have turned north, to northern Galatia or to Bithynia, which was a province on the Black Sea, but “the spirit of Jesus” did not permit them to go into Bithynia. The fact that Jesus did not want Paul to go north also sheds some light on the northern Galatian theory, that the Epistle to the Galatians was written to believers in northern Galatia. But in fact, there is no evidence that Paul ever even went to, much less founded churches in northern Galatia. In this case, Paul wanted to go north to Bithynia and Jesus told him not to go there.
[For more on Paul’s visits to the Galatian people and the Epistle to the Galatians, see the REV introduction to Galatians.]
“the spirit of Jesus.” This is a very Hebraic way of saying the power and presence of Jesus Christ. It is very similar to Genesis 1:2, which states, “And the spirit of God was hovering over the face of the waters.” [“Spirit” should be “spirit,” with a lowercase “s.”] In Genesis 1:2, the “spirit of God,” the active power and presence of God, moved upon the water. Here, Jesus, in his active role as head of the Church, guided Paul.
It is possible, but less likely, that “the spirit of Jesus” refers to the gift of holy spirit that Jesus received from God and started pouring out into believers when the Church started on the Day of Pentecost (Acts 2:33). Although we today seem to have some major problems sorting out what is meant in the verses that mention “spirit,” the believers in the first century were less confused. They understood that God gave the gift of holy spirit to Jesus, who gave it to his Church (Acts 2:33). They also understood that God and the Lord Jesus communicate with people through the gift of holy spirit. As the gift that Jesus gave, and the gift through which he operates, calling the gift of holy spirit, “the spirit of Jesus” seemed very natural. It was the spirit promised by, and sent by, Jesus to his Church (John 16:13; Acts 1:5, 8; 2:33). It seems very awkward to us to think that “the Holy Spirit” in Acts 16:6 is God, and “the spirit of Jesus” in Acts 16:7 is the gift of holy spirit that Jesus gives us, but it was not as awkward for the early readers of the Greek text who would seamlessly see both God and the gift of holy spirit in verse 6 and Jesus working in concert with God and via the gift of holy spirit in verse 7.
Act 16:10
“we.” Here the narrative of Acts changes pronoun usage from “he” (i.e., Paul), “him,” and “they” (Paul and those traveling with him) to “we” and “us.” Luke, the author of both the Gospel of Luke and the book of Acts, joins Paul, and begins to write Acts in the first-person plural, “we.”
There are three “we” sections in Acts where Luke traveled with Paul; Acts 16:10-17; 20:5-21:18; and Acts 27:1-28:16. The first time Luke traveled with Paul is Acts 16:10-17, during Paul’s second missionary journey (Acts 15:40 through Acts 18:22). Luke joined Paul at Troas (Acts 16:10) and left him sometime at Philippi, the last “we” being Acts 16:17. For reasons unstated in the text, Luke was not arrested and imprisoned with Paul and Silas, and where he went after Philippi is not known. He might have stayed close to Philippi, because the next “we” section is Acts 20:5-21:18. Luke rejoined Paul in the middle of his third missionary journey when Paul came back to Philippi (Acts 20:6), and traveled with him back to Jerusalem, stopping at many cities. Luke is no longer recorded as being with Paul in Jerusalem after they met with James (Acts 21:18). Shortly after the meeting with James, Paul was arrested in the Temple in Jerusalem, and sent to Caesarea, where he spent two years in jail. Although Luke is not recorded as being there, it is likely that Luke stayed close by, sending Paul extra food and clothing, and tending to any needs he might have, because as soon as Paul was sent to Rome, Luke rejoined him (Acts 27:1). Luke traveled with Paul to Rome, and the last “we” is Acts 28:16, showing Paul and Luke entering Rome together. The book of Acts does not specifically say what happened to Luke, but the evidence seems to favor that Luke lived with Paul in the house they rented in Rome. It was certainly big enough to accept many guests, and when Paul wrote Colossians from this time in Rome, he sent greetings from Luke (Col. 4:14).
Act 16:11
“So.” The Western Text (see Stephens text) replaces the de (but, now, so, and) with oun (therefore). Later scribes changed the text in an obvious attempt to make Paul look better.[footnoteRef:1753] There is no necessary immediacy in de, but there is much more so in oun. That is not to say that de cannot happen immediately, or on the basis of verse 11, but it is not demanded by the word, whereas oun directly connects verses 10 and 11. This change is relatively small, but changing Scripture to make our heroes look better is bad business. Besides, as we stated earlier, the “so” does not preclude Paul’s immediate attention to the task at hand. [1753:  Cf. Metzger, Textual Commentary, 444.] 

“we.” The “we” here is at least Paul, Silas, Timothy, and Luke.
“ran a straight course.” Paul would have been in a sailing ship, not one driven by oars, and it is common in sailing to speak of “running before the wind.”
“Neapolis.” Neapolis (neos = new; polis = city; “New City”) was a port city of the Roman province of Macedonia (before the Roman conquest it had been a Greek city of Thrace) on the western side of the Aegean Sea. It is about 10 miles (16 km) southeast of Philippi. Neapolis has the honor of being the first city in Europe ever reached by the apostle Paul. Besides being a port city, it was on the Egnatian Way, which was one of the major roads of the Roman Empire. The Appian Way (“Way” = Road) and the Egnatian Way were land and sea roads/routes. These two major routes joined together to form the Great East Road, which connected the Roman Empire and the Middle East.
The Appian Way began in Rome at the miliarium aureum, i.e., the “Golden Milestone” (many major Roman roads were marked by milestones, allowing travelers to tell how far they had traveled or how far they had to travel). From the Golden Milestone, it went south along the Italian coast, eventually cutting east across the Italian peninsula to Brundisium. Eastbound travelers then had to decide to cross the Adriatic Sea to either Dyrrhachium or Apollonia, cities in Macedonia (northern Greece), both of which were on branches of the Egnatian Way (the road was called the Egnatian Way as it crossed Greece). From the Adriatic coast of Greece, the Egnatian Way went east across the Balkan Mountains to Thessalonica. From Thessalonica, there were two routes heading east that travelers could take. They could go east through Macedonia into Thrace and to the strait of the Bosphorus, or they could go south, hugging the Grecian coastline and heading down into Achaia (usually Athens or Corinth), and then travel east to the Roman province of Asia and the rest of what is now Turkey.
The Appian Way was started in 312 BC by the Roman Caesar Claudius, who thought it would help Rome to establish trade with the Mediterranean cultures, and knew a paved, well-maintained road made it easier for people and goods (and armies) to travel through the empire. The Appian Way and Egnatian Way took generations to build but provided easy and usually safe east-west travel by the time of the apostle Paul.
Act 16:12
“Philippi.” Although Philippi was originally a Macedonian city, Macedonia (which we know as northern Greece), was conquered by Rome and Philippi became Roman. Thus, at the time Paul visited, Philippi was a Roman colony and an important city in Macedonia. It was located on the famous Roman road known as the Via Egnatia, which was constructed in the second century BC, and ran all the way across Greece, and then after one crossed the Adriatic Sea, on to Rome. Philippi was located about 10 miles inland from the Aegean Sea and the port city of Neapolis. At the time Paul visited Philippi, many of its citizens were retired Roman soldiers. That in part explained their love for purple and was no doubt a reason that Lydia, a seller of purple cloth, lived there. Philippi was a proud city and had received many honors. Perhaps the most notable was the Ius Italicum, which gave it rights that were equivalent to those of cities in Italy.
Philippi was well-known for being the scene of the battle between Octavius and Mark Anthony versus Caesar’s assassins, Brutus and Cassius. That battle put an end to the Roman Republic and led to the formation of the Roman Empire.
Act 16:13
“And on the Sabbath day.” This would have been the first Sabbath after Paul and Silas arrived in Philippi.
“outside the gate by a riverside.” The Gangites River (pronounced Gang-ites) was a little over a mile from the gate of the city of Philippi.
“habitually used for prayer.”[footnoteRef:1754] The word “nomizō” relates to law, custom, habit. It is translated as “assume” many times because people make assumptions based on what is done by law or custom. However, in this case, Paul did not “assume” there was prayer by the riverside. He would have asked in Philippi, and been told that prayer was made “by custom” at the riverside, thus the translation “habitually.” [1754:  F. F. Bruce, The Book of Acts [NICNT], 310] 

“and spoke to the women who had come together.” Paul would not have spoken to the women if men had been there, so we can safely assume that there were no male Jews, or at least male Jews interested in worshiping God, in Philippi. Also, it took ten men, ostensibly heads of households, to form a synagogue according to Jewish law, and there was no synagogue in Philippi, so we know there were not ten Jewish households run by observant Jews in Philippi.
Act 16:14
“God-fearing woman.” Lydia was a Gentile woman living in Philippi who had become attracted to the worship of Israel’s God Yahweh. The fact that Lydia had already seen enough truth in Judaism to become interested shows that Lydia was searching for truth. And so, when she hears Paul proclaim the truth of the good news about Jesus, she believes and is converted. See commentary on Acts 13:43.
“from the city of Thyatira.” Thyatira is in western Turkey, at that time the Roman province of Asia.
“a seller of purple cloth.” Purple dye was rare and very expensive, so Lydia was not a common merchant of ordinary things, but a dealer in very valuable goods (see commentary on 2 Chron. 3:14). Philippi was a Roman colony founded to provide a home for retired Roman soldiers, so there would have been a brisk demand for purple cloth in Philippi.
“kept listening.” The Greek text says that Lydia “kept listening” and kept “paying attention” to what Paul was saying. The verbs indicate something that occurs over a period of time, not immediately, so Lydia came to believe after hearing and paying attention to Paul for some time. We do not know exactly how long that time was (Lenski says it would have occurred over a couple of Sabbaths[footnoteRef:1755]), but Paul was there for “some days” (Acts 16:12), and that could have been a few weeks. Or it could have been that Paul spent the day with some of the women or even met with them during the week and Lydia believed in a shorter period of time; the text is not specific. [1755:  R. C. H. Lenski, Acts of the Apostles, 654-59.] 

“The Lord opened her heart.” The Lord Jesus cannot make someone believe, but he can work, in the person or through the circumstances, to open people to pay attention to the message of the Word. The Bible does not say specifically how he did that with Lydia to the end that she paid attention to Paul, but he did. Part of our prayers for “everyone” (1 Tim. 2:1) should be that the Lord opens their hearts to pay attention to the things of God, and then go on from that point to salvation and living the Christian life.
“paying attention to.” The Greek is prosechō (#4337 προσέχω), and has three basic definitions: 1) to be in a state of alert, i.e., be concerned about, care for, take care; 2) to pay close attention to something, i.e., pay attention to, give heed to, follow; 3) to continue in close attention to something, i.e., occupy oneself with, devote or apply oneself to.[footnoteRef:1756] As with any word with multiple meanings, the meaning in any given verse must be determined by the context and the scope of the subject. In this context, Lydia paid attention to what Paul was saying and then continued to pay attention to it and follow Paul’s guidance. [1756:  BDAG, s.v. “προσέχω.”] 

God always honors a person’s free will, and He cannot open a person’s heart to “respond” to the message against their will. He must wait for the person to believe. However, many theologians (Calvinists, etc.) teach that a person cannot believe in God unless God first gives them the power to believe, and so according to Calvinist theology, “respond” (which occurs in some English versions) would be an accurate translation of prosechō here, but that kind of Calvinist theology is in error.
[For more on errors in Calvinist theology, see Appendix 9: “On Calvinism and Predestination.”]
Act 16:15
“And when she was baptized.” This would have been a public baptism in water and confession of Christ, likely in the river that the women went to for prayer. Lydia was Paul’s first Christian convert in Europe. Although some commentators say she was the first Christian in Europe, that is unlikely. The Day of Pentecost was many years earlier, and people from Europe had been at Pentecost, and besides that, it is likely that other people besides Paul had taken the Good News to Europe, but none as purposeful as Paul, who did three missionary journeys spreading the Good News.
[For more on water baptism see commentary on Mark 1:4.]
Act 16:16
“slave girl.” The Greek word can mean a servant girl or a slave girl. The context determines which is more likely. Here, the woman was owned, so “slave girl” is correct.
“spirit of divination.” The Greek reads pneuma puthōna, “spirit of python.” The python spirit was the spirit that was reputed to possess the oracle of Delphi, the most famous oracle in ancient Greece. According to legend, a serpent, Python, lived in Phocis, a district of ancient Greece. Python was killed by Apollo, whose followers built a city and Temple to honor Apollo on the southern side of a limestone mountain called Parnassus. The city was called Pytho at first, and Delphi later. A natural cave in the mountain, called Pythium, was part of the Temple. Over the roof of the cave was placed a tripod throne, on which the priestess of Delphi sat. A hole in the roof of the cave and beneath the tripod supposedly brought the breath of Apollo up to the priestess, who then spoke at the inspiration of Apollo (hence the saying, ex tripode, used of obscure sentences spoken dogmatically). When the demon took control of the priestess, “Her face changed color, a shudder ran through her limbs, and her mouth. This excitement soon turned to fury. Her eyes sparkled, her mouth foamed, her hair stood on end, and almost suffocated by the ascending vapor, the priests were obliged to retain the priestess on her seat by force; then she began, with dreadful howlings, to pour forth detached words, which the priests collected with care, arranged them, and delivered them in writing to the inquirer… [The oracle] enjoyed the reputation of infallibility for a long time…”[footnoteRef:1757] The designation “python spirit” was later used of anyone who revealed the future, then it eventually degenerated to refer to ventriloquists as well. This slave girl had a python spirit and was delivered of it. There are prophets in the Bible who are said to have lying spirits (e.g. Mic. 2:11; 1 Kings 22:22; Acts 16:16). [1757:  Encyclopedia Americana, 1947, 626-27.] 

Act 16:17
“Following after Paul and us.” Paul’s companions at this time were Silas, Luke, and Timothy.
Act 16:18
“And she did this for many days.” This would have been very disturbing to Paul and his companions. It brought a mocking kind of attention to them that would have tended to keep otherwise inquisitive people away. So why did Paul wait “many days” to cast the demon out of the woman? Casting out a demon is a miracle (Mark 9:38-39), and miracles can only be done by revelation, when God (or Jesus) gives the revelation and provides the power to do the miracle. The text does not tell us what had to be delayed for the situation and social context to be properly prepared for Paul to cast out the demon, but we can be sure there was a reason that God did not immediately give Paul the revelation to cast out the demon.
It seems that one unstated reason was the salvation of the jailor. The fortune teller chanted her cry, “These men are servants of the Most High God, who proclaim to you the way of salvation,” for many days. Philippi proper was a relatively small town and was only about three-quarters of a mile long at its longest point, and considerably less than that in width, and the jail was more or less in the middle of the north side. So it is very possible that during those “many days” there was much discussion and debate in Philippi about what she was saying—that is, who was the “Most High God,” and what did it mean to be “saved.” The chief jailor would certainly have been a part of those discussions, and it seems that God used that to build a hunger in his heart to be saved and to take part in a wonderful afterlife, something that Roman mythology did not promise. The jailor asked Paul, “What must I do to be saved,” and he certainly did not learn about salvation from his Roman mythology background, so it seems certain that it was part of what he learned about during the “many days” that the slave girl talked about Paul’s showing “the way of salvation.” Interestingly, if God had given Paul the revelation to cast out the demon after only a day or two, the jailor would not have found out about salvation or developed a hunger to learn about it, and thus would have never asked Paul the question about how to be saved. This is a great example of when we humans wonder why God seems to be delaying answering our prayers (for certainly Paul, Silas, Luke, and Timothy prayed that the woman would stop following them) and we later find out that if God had not delayed answering us, then wonderful things—like the salvation of the jailor and his household—would not have happened.
[For more on miracles, see commentary on 1 Cor. 12:9 and 12:10.]
“in the name of Jesus Christ.” This phrase means, in essence, “by the authority of Jesus Christ.” It is a cultural phrase that refers to the authority a person has due to his relationship with the one being named, who in this case is Jesus Christ. In Christian culture, “the name of Jesus Christ” gave the user authority, just as using the name of any other ruler or great person would give the one who used it authority.
[For more on the name of Jesus Christ, see commentary on Acts 3:6.]
“And it came out that very hour.” This is an idiom that in this context means right then and there. The power of Jesus Christ was decisive. The demon had to leave right then.
Act 16:19
“had gone out.” The owners of the slave girl were not Christian, but they clearly understood that their slave had the power she had because of an indwelling demon. They were very angry when Paul commanded it to leave in the name of Jesus. This is a good example of how ignorance and greed can be very hurtful to people. The owners did not care about the woman, and actually probably thought that the demon was a blessing of some sort, bringing her notoriety.
“they took hold of Paul and Silas.” The slave girl’s owners saw Paul’s actions as an attack on their property. Why they only arrested Paul and Silas, but not Luke and Timothy as well, is not stated.
“marketplace.” The Greek word is agora (#58 ἀγορά), pronounced ag-or-'ah (not, ag-'or- ah), and the Greek word is simply transliterated into English. Agora is an interesting word to translate because it has two distinct meanings in the Bible: an oriental marketplace and a Greek or Roman agora.
When it is used in the Gospels, agora refers to the oriental marketplace, or bazaar. In the oriental marketplace there were rows upon rows of shops, all crowded together, or else there were narrow streets lined with shops. Thus “marketplace” is a good translation of “agora” in the Gospels.
In contrast, in a Greek or Roman city, the “agora” was the name of a specific part of the city (the Latin word is forum, from which we get the English “forum.” It is related to the word foris, meaning “outside,” because it was an outside area). The agora was the center of town and public life. It was an open area surrounded by shops. In larger towns, it could be an acre or more in size. The open area usually had an altar (for divining the will of the gods by sacrificing an animal and looking at its liver, or some other similar ritual), statues of the gods or prominent people, a judgment seat or place for a tribunal (which is why the people dragged Paul to an agora to be judged; Acts 16:19).
Like our “malls” today, the agora in a Greek or Roman city was more than a place to shop. It was a place to meet people, hang out, get the news, see what the local government was doing, eat, and, of course, shop. Translating agora as “marketplace” in Acts, while helping the average reader, does not really accurately communicate the meaning of the word. Eventually, to better understand the Bible, the reader should learn that “agora” referred to a specific place in town and what kind of things happened there—certainly not just shopping as the word “marketplace” implies. One final note: although it is true that Herod the Great did try to model some Jewish cities after Roman cities and build agoras in them, those cities were few, and the nature of the Jewish religion, being against pagan sacrifice, divining, and statues, made the Jewish agoras more like the oriental marketplaces than the agoras in Greek and Roman cities.
[For more information on the agora, see: The Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible; The Zondervan Pictorial Encyclopedia of the Bible; Holman Bible Dictionary.]
“before the rulers.” Roman law and justice were very detailed, with people in different positions doing different things. There were “rulers” who handled small cases, and that is where the owners of the slave girl first took Paul. Upon hearing the charges and something about the situation, the rulers sent Paul and Silas up the line of authority to the magistrates, who were authorized to deal with more serious cases that involved the breaking of Roman law (Acts 16:20).
Act 16:20
“when they had brought them to the magistrates.” The slaveowners brought Paul and Silas to the magistrates. There were usually two magistrates in a Roman town, and they were delegated to hear cases in which Roman law had been broken. Given the rage that the slaveowners felt against Paul, the charges they brought are not surprising. There’s not a single word about their slave girl, and of course not a single word about how they themselves would be losing income because she had been delivered from a demon (although they would not have thought about it that way). Instead, they emphasized the fact that Paul and Silas were Jews and were causing a disturbance, and beyond that, the slave owners trumped up a charge that Paul and Silas were promoting customs that were not legal for Romans to observe (Acts 16:21), despite the fact that there is no evidence in the text that that was being done and, given the character of Paul and Silas, would not have been being done. Sadly, it is common for people to lie and exaggerate in court cases, and that was being done here as well.
The fact that the slaveowners emphasized to the magistrates that Paul and Silas were Jews cannot be overemphasized. The emperor Claudius, who ruled Rome from AD 41-54, had recently expelled all the Jews from the city of Rome (Acts 18:2). Philippi had a large number of retired Roman soldiers and the magistrates themselves were almost certainly retired soldiers, and Roman colonies prided themselves on replicating Rome wherever they could. So at this time in history there was a decided prejudice against Jews, and that is almost certainly part of the reason why Paul and Silas were punished so harshly.
Act 16:22
“and the magistrates tore their clothes off them.” The Romans were so prejudiced against Jews that there was no actual trial. The magistrates heard the charges and assumed them to be true and unjustly punished Paul and Silas. It is quite possible that if the magistrates had taken the time to actually have a trial, Paul could have said he was a Roman citizen and spared himself and Silas a lot of pain. In any case, what the magistrates did was illegal and if word got out, it would make big trouble for the magistrates. They may well have lost their jobs and/or been beaten themselves. That is why when they found out Paul and Silas were Romans they were afraid (Acts 16:38).
“and gave orders for them to be beaten with rods.” The magistrates were generally accompanied by “lictors”—the Latin is literally “rod-carriers”—who carried rods with which to keep order in the court setting (which was often outdoors) and beat offenders who broke the law. F. F. Bruce writes: “The lictors were the official attendants of the chief magistrates in Rome and other Roman cities. They carried as symbols of office bundles of rods, with an axe inserted among them in certain circumstances—the fasces et secures—denoting the magistrates’ right to inflict corporal and, where necessary, capital punishment. It was with the lictors’ rods that the two missionaries were beaten on this occasion. It was not the only time that Paul had this treatment meted out to him: five or six years later he claims to have been beaten with rods three times (2 Cor. 11:25), although we have no information about the two other occasions.”[footnoteRef:1758] [1758:  F. F. Bruce, The Book of Acts (Revised), NICNT, 315.] 

Act 16:23
“many blows.” The Bible does not say how many, but we can safely assume that the backs of Paul and Silas were full of open wounds. The Romans were not known for their mercy in such circumstances.
Act 16:24
“fastened their feet in the stocks.” This would not have been really necessary to prevent Paul and Silas from escaping the prison, so we can assume that it was done to continue the punishment that the lictors had already begun. Roman stocks usually had many different holes for the feet, and often the feet were placed in such a way as to cause great discomfort and cramping, especially as the hours dragged on. Since nothing is mentioned about this in the text, we do not know the exact situation of Paul and Silas, but there is no reason to assume the jailor was in a mood to be merciful to them.
Act 16:25
“about midnight Paul and Silas were praying and singing songs of praise.” Paul and Silas are wonderful examples of how Christians should conduct themselves in horrific situations. It is very likely that they were singing and praying about God’s glory and power, and praying for their own deliverance, and also that the eyes of the Romans around them would be opened to salvation.
“singing songs of praise.” The Greek word humneō means to “sing a song in praise of or praise to someone.”[footnoteRef:1759] See usage in Heb. 2:12. [1759:  BDAG, s.v. ὑμνέω] 

Act 16:26
“there was a great earthquake.” Obviously, this was no ordinary earthquake. It was an earthquake that showed God’s power, and also it was a potential release, not just of Paul and Silas, but of all the prisoners, because even if an earthquake could jar the prison doors open, it could not unfasten the stocks that held the feet of Paul and Silas, or the shackles that held the other prisoners.
Act 16:27
“drew his sword and was about to kill himself.” This seems extreme to us today, but in those Roman times, a jailor who was charged with keeping prisoners in jail was executed if they escaped. Note the execution of the jailors in Acts 12:19, when the angel let Peter out of prison.
Act 16:28
“for we are all here.” One of the less noticeable miracles of the event in the jail at Philippi is that none of the other prisoners escaped. Normally if the prison doors are open and the prisoners are free to move about, some of them would have run out of the jail and disappeared into the night. That did not happen, no doubt because it would have reflected badly on Paul and Silas, but also because it may well have cost the jailor his life. In any case, the specifics of why the prisoners did not run away are not described because the Bible focuses on the main theme now, which is Paul and the conversion of the jailor.
Act 16:29
“And he asked for lights.” The primary jailor, who is the focus of the record, would have also had assistants. We know nothing specific about them or what happened to them, but the jailor in charge would have asked them to bring torches, which they did.
Act 16:30
“what must I do to be saved?” In the Greek this is a purpose-result clause with hina and the subjunctive mood (see Word Study: “Hina”). The man was asking, “What must I do for the purpose of getting saved, which results in my salvation?” There is both the sense of purpose and result in the jailor’s question.
In the record, the question “what must I do to be saved” seems to come out of nowhere, but that never is the case. The jailor had to have heard about “salvation” and everlasting life from somewhere. Even if he had not been exposed to Christian beliefs in the past, it is very likely that they had been discussed in Philippi due to the slave girl who chanted for many days, “These men are servants of the Most High God, who proclaim to you the way of salvation” (Acts 16:17. See commentary on Acts 16:18).
Act 16:31
“Believe in the Lord Jesus.” This is a shortened version of what is stated in Romans 10:9. To be saved, a person must confess Jesus Christ is Lord and believe God raised him from the dead. Here in Acts 16:31, the verb pisteuō (#4100 πιστεύω), translated “believe,” is in the aorist tense in Greek, just like it is in Romans 10:9, and this is very important. The aorist tense indicates a one-time action. Paul told the jailor what he needed to do to be saved, “Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved.” In other words, the one-time action of believing in Jesus gives Christians the guarantee that they will be saved.
Christians can have complete confidence that they will be saved when Christ returns because we are completely and irrevocably changed when we confess Christ as Lord and believe God raised him from the dead. When we confess and believe, we are born again, get a new divine nature, become new creations, are sealed with the holy spirit from God, have a guarantee of everlasting life, and more. These changes in us are immediate, but they happen inside us in the spirit realm and thus are not generally felt in our flesh. Most people feel the same the minute after they get born again as they did the moment before, even though there are huge spiritual changes inside them.
The only thing that Paul is recorded to have said to this jailor was to believe in the Lord Jesus and he would be saved. Why did Paul not mention that Jesus was raised from the dead? It seems clear that Paul did not need to say that because he had been in Philippi for “many days” witnessing about the Lord Jesus (Acts 16:18), and Philippi was not a very large city. It was actually less than a half mile from east to west and less than a mile from north to south. Also, the reason Paul was in jail and under the charge of the jailor was due to his Christian activities and for casting the demon out of a slave girl, something the jailor knew very well. So, Acts 16:31 is a good confirmation that in the Administration of Grace, all a person needs to do to be saved is confess that Jesus is Lord and believe God raised him from the dead.
Comparing Acts 16:31 with the time before the Administration of Grace shows us the dramatic change that occurred when the Administration of the Law came to an end and the Administration of Grace began (this change occurred on the Day of Pentecost in Acts 2). Under the Law, to be saved a person had to have faith, but that faith had to be expressed outwardly in the way the person lived. Under the Law, and until the Day of Pentecost, being “born again” was not yet available, neither was being sealed with holy spirit or being guaranteed salvation; God started those things in the Grace Administration. We can clearly see this when we compare Acts 16:30-31 with Matthew 19:16-17.
In Matthew 19:16-17, a rich young ruler asked Jesus what he had to do to have everlasting life, and Jesus said that if he wanted everlasting life he needed to “keep the commandments.” Yet Romans 10:9, written to the Christian Church, does not say that, and when the jailor asked Paul what to do to be saved, Paul never mentioned keeping the commandments but said to believe in the Lord Jesus. So there was a huge change when the Law ended and the Age of Grace began. In the Administration of Grace, salvation is through faith in Christ and is obtained when a person confesses Christ as Lord and believes God raised him from the dead, at which time he is immediately born again and guaranteed salvation.
[For more information on how to be saved and how it fits with Acts 16:31, see commentary on Rom. 10:9. For more information on Christian salvation, see Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation.” For more information on the Administration of Grace, see commentary on Eph. 3:2.]
Act 16:33
“And immediately he was baptized.” This is a place where the social context of the text implies that the jailor and his household were baptized by having water poured on them. No Roman town would have the mikvahs that the Jewish towns had where people could be ceremonially cleansed by being immersed, and there is no indication that the family would make the journey out of town to the river at night to be immersed. There would have been a well or cistern somewhere in the vicinity, perhaps even in the prison courtyard itself, and the jailor would have been baptized by having water poured on him. It is very likely that at least some of the baptisms mentioned in Scripture were by pouring and not immersion (cf. Acts 8:38; 9:18; 16:33).
[For more about baptism and that it can be by immersion or by pouring water onto the head of the person, see commentary on Mark 1:4; also cf. Acts 8:38, which would also likely have been baptism by pouring the water.]
“he and all his household.” The biblical culture, much like the Asian culture today, was very collectivist, and the whole family often followed the lead of the father or the head of the household. We see that in this verse. Although preachers have sometimes taught this verse as if it were a promise that if the father believed his wife and children would believe too, that is not what this verse is saying. Western culture tends to be very individualistic, and just because a father or parent does something or believes something that does not mean the children will follow.
Act 16:34
“And he brought them up into his house.” The jailor could pretty much do as he pleased with his prisoners as long as he could produce them when called upon to do so by the magistrates. So he brought Paul and Silas to his own house with no fear that they would run away.
“because.” The participle is sometimes causal, and that is the case here. The jailor rejoiced, “because he had believed.” Belief in Christ should bring us great joy. The NIV gets the sense of the participle: “he was filled with joy because he had come to believe in God.”
Act 16:35
“lictors.” The lictors were men who accompanied the magistrates and kept order and punished criminals (see commentary on Acts 16:22).
Act 16:37
“men who are Romans.” Paul’s claim to be a Roman citizen is not challenged in the biblical record, and usually was not challenged, because to claim to be a Roman citizen and then to be discovered as a liar was a death sentence.
Act 16:38
“they were afraid.” The magistrates had acted hastily and illegally, and they were right to be afraid of the consequences if their actions were discovered (see commentary on Acts 16:22).
Act 16:39
“appealed to them.” The Greek verb is parakaleō (#3870 παρακαλέω), and it has a wide range of meanings, many of which apply here, and this explains the large number of English translations in the different English versions, for example, “besought,” “consoled,” “apologized,” “begged,” “entreated,” “placated,” “appeased,” and “appealed to.” The magistrates did not want word of what they had done to get around to the other Romans in town.
“they asked them repeatedly.” The verb indicates they asked over and over.
 
Acts Chapter 17
Act 17:1
“Now when they had traveled through Amphipolis and Apollonia.” The “they” refers primarily to Paul and Silas, but Timothy was with them also, which explains why 1 Thessalonians was addressed from Paul, Silas, and Timothy (1 Thess. 1:1).
Both Amphipolis and Apollonia were on the Egnatian Way, the great Roman road that connected Rome with the Eastern Empire, but the reason Paul did not stop to evangelize there is clear from the last half of the verse and the first part of Acts 17:2. Apparently, neither city had a synagogue. Paul’s custom was to go into synagogues in cities he visited because that is where he could be most immediately effective. He had a common background with the Jewish people; the God-fearing Greeks who were there would have already been looking to the Law for truth, and his credentials of being from Jerusalem and even being trained by the well-known and greatly respected Rabbi Gamaliel (Acts 22:3) would have given him some credibility.
“Thessalonica.” At the time of Paul, Thessalonica was the capital of Macedonia, in northern Greece (Southern Greece was called Achaia, and Corinth was its capital). It was an important port city with the best harbor on the Thermaic Gulf, off the Aegean Sea, and it was also on the very important Roman thoroughfare, the Via Egnatia (“Egnatian Way”). Traveling from Rome, the Egnatian Way started at the city of Dyrrachium on the Adriatic Sea, ran east southeast to the Aegean Sea at Thessalonica, turned north and ran through Apollonia and then Amphipolis, then ran close to Philippi (although there was a less formal branch of the road that went through Philippi, which is likely one reason Paul stopped there), then kept going east to Byzantium (which became Constantinople and then Istanbul). The Egnatian Way covered a total distance of about 696 American miles (746 Roman miles; 1120 km). Like other major Roman roads, it was about 20 feet wide and paved with large polygonal stone slabs or covered with a hard layer of sand. Traveling on this great thoroughfare would have given Paul more safety than traveling on the backroads, would have taken him to the more populated cities, and provided opportunities to witness to others who were also traveling on the road.
Paul had stopped at Philippi and met with some Jewish women, and made his next stopping place Thessalonica, which had a synagogue, and also had some Greeks who were “God-fearers,” that is, Greeks who had adopted the Jewish religion but were not circumcised.
Act 17:2
“for three Sabbath days reasoned with them.” The visit of Paul, Silas, and Timothy to Thessalonica only lasted just over three weeks (three Sabbath days), and yet it had a tremendous impact, as we can see from Paul’s Epistles to the Thessalonicans. Christians must never underestimate the power of the Word of God spoken to a hungry heart. Indeed, 1 Thessalonians 1:5-7 shows that the believers in Thessalonica welcomed the Word of God and became examples to other believers in both Macedonia (northern Greece) and Achaia (southern Greece).
Act 17:3
“explaining and setting before them that it was necessary…” Paul worked hard to get the people in the places he visited saved; born again. This verse records him teaching in the synagogue in Thessalonica, and his message contains both elements of what it takes to be saved according to Romans 10:9: that Christ is Lord, and that God raised Jesus from the dead. That Jesus was lord is not explicitly stated in the verse because it did not need to be in the context of a first-century synagogue. The first-century Jews to whom Paul was speaking knew very well from many verses in the Old Testament that the Messiah (the Christ) would be “lord” and would rule over God’s creation (cf. Ps. 2:7-12; 110:1; Isa. 9:6-8; 11:1-5; Dan. 7:13-14; Mic. 5:2-5). What they needed to know was that the man named Jesus was in fact their Messiah, that the Messiah had to suffer and die (many Jews did not know this about the Messiah; cf. Matt. 16:22; John 12:34), and that God had raised Jesus from the dead. Paul specifically taught all those things.
“from among the dead.”[footnoteRef:1760] See commentary on Romans 4:24. [1760:  Cf. Wuest, New Testament, “out from among the dead,” 316.] 

Act 17:4
“God-fearing.” See commentary on Acts 13:43.
“not a few.” Figure of speech; tapeinosis (demeaning, or understatement).[footnoteRef:1761] The number of prominent women who believed Paul is understated to magnify it. [1761:  See Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 159, “tapeinosis.”] 

[See Word Study: “Tapeinosis.”]
“prominent women.” Women may not have had an outwardly prominent place, such as a seat in the senate, but as always, they had great influence. Not unexpectedly, some scribes had a problem with that and altered the text to “wives of prominent men.”[footnoteRef:1762] The alteration is easily dismissed, but it shows that there has been a bias against women in the Church. [1762:  Ehrman, Misquoting Jesus, 186.] 

Act 17:5
“Jews.” This is the restricted use of the word “Jews,” referring only to the religious leaders of the Jews and those who oppose God and Christ.
[For more information, see commentary on John 1:19.]
“those who loitered at the marketplace.” The word “marketplace” does not communicate the full meaning of the word agora. The Greek is agoraios (#60 ἀγοραῖος), and means those who stood idle at the agora. In Greek cities, the agora was an open area (usually a large square or rectangle) at the center of town where the town business was done, some civil court was held, some sacrifices made, and more. Men who had nothing to do but to hang around waiting for daily work, or who generally were troublemakers, went to the agora to see what was going on. The Romans had a somewhat similar place, the “forum.” The agora was usually surrounded by shops or temples, and as with any town square, the shops next to the agora were generally the most expensive in town.
[For a study of the agora, see commentary on Acts 16:19.]
Act 17:6
“dragged.” The Greek word is surō (#4951 σύρω), and means to “drag, drag away, pull, or draw.” The Jews fomented a mob that was angry and dangerous, and “assaulted” (“to come near with the intention of harm; attack”[footnoteRef:1763]) the house of Jason. When they could not find Paul, they grabbed the disciples they could find and dragged them to the agora (where the Jews got the rabble in the first place) before the rulers. There is every indication the “dragging” was literal. Although we today use “drag” as hyperbole to indicate we did not want to go (“I got dragged to the mall by my sister”), there is no indication that it was used that way in the first century, especially in this context. [1763:  BDAG, s.v. “σύρω.”] 

Act 17:7
“decrees.” The Greek is dogma (#1378 δόγμα), see commentary on Acts 16:4.
Act 17:9
“had taken money as a security.” Literally, the words mean “had taken enough.” The Greek word hikanos (#2425 ἱκανός) means “enough, sufficient, adequate, considerable,” but the phrase, λαβόντες τὸ ἱκανὸν, is an idiom in the Greek, and referred to the sufficient amount of money that had to be given for a bond, bail, or security. Idioms in any language do not usually make good sense when translated literally, so it is the meaning of the idiom in the original language that must be translated into the receptor language.
In this instance, the Jews had incited a mob against Paul and his companions, who could not be found at the time, so the mob brought Jason to the rulers. Especially since Thessalonica was the largest city in Macedonia and the Roman capital of the province, the rulers did not want any trouble with Rome, especially when Paul was, according to the speakers of the mob, promoting that there was another king besides Caesar, one Jesus. The rulers of the city took a large sum of money from Jason to assure (or secure) that nothing would happen, which meant that Paul’s activities in the city would have to stop. This put both Paul and Jason in a bind because if Paul did defy the rulers and continue to preach, Jason would lose a sizeable amount of money. Paul had to leave Thessalonica at night to protect both himself and Jason (Acts 17:10), and it may also explain why Paul wrote that he was “orphaned” from the Thessalonian believers, as if he had been forcibly torn from them (1 Thess. 2:17-18). The literal meaning of aporphanizō (#642 ἀπορφανίζω) in 1 Thessalonians 2:17 is to be separated by becoming an orphan.
Act 17:10
“brothers and sisters.” The Greek for word “brothers” often includes men and women, and it does so here. Both the men and women of the church would have been involved with sending Paul and Silas on their way.
[For more on brothers and sisters, see Word Study: “Adelphos.” For more on women’s involvement in the early church, see Appendix 11: “The Role of Women in the Church.”]
Act 17:12
“along with many of the Greek women of high standing.” The adjective “many” is pulled forward from the previous clause, which says many of the Jews believed, which is immediately followed by kai (“also,” “along with”), indicating many of them also. Then the text shows that men believed also, “not a few.”
This is one of the many verses that were altered by scribes and copyists because of the anti-feminine bias that entered the early Church from the culture around them. The original text read καὶ τῶν Ἑλληνίδων γυναικῶν τῶν εὐσχημόνων καὶ ἀνδρῶν οὐκ ὀλίγοι. (also many of the prominent Greek women, and of the men, not a few”). In codex Bezae, a fifth-century manuscript, the text was altered to καὶ τῶν Ἑλλήνων καὶ τῶν εὐσχημόνων ἄνδρες καὶ γυναῖκες ἱκανοὶ ἐπίστευσαν (“and many of the Greeks and men and women of high standing believed.”[footnoteRef:1764]) This shows us that by the 400s AD it was offensive enough to some scribes that the women were referred to as “prominent” and were placed before the men, that they would change the text so that the men and women were both of high standing and the men came before the women. The NT dramatically elevated the position of women in the family, the Church, and society. [1764:  See Metzger; Textual Commentary on the Greek New Testament, 454.] 

[For more about women’s position, see commentaries on Acts 18:26; Rom. 16:7; 1 Cor. 7:2; 14:34; 1 Tim. 2:11, 12; 3:2; 5:14 and 1 Pet. 3:7. Also, see Appendix 11: “The Role of Women in the Church.”]
Act 17:14
“brothers and sisters.” The Greek word for “brothers” often includes men and women, and it does so here. Both the men and women of the church would have been involved with sending Paul on his way. We can tell women would have been involved from Acts 17:12 when the women of high standing believed.
[For more on brothers and sisters, see Word Study: “Adelphos.” For more on women’s involvement in the early church, see Appendix 11: “The Role of Women in the Church.”]
Act 17:15
“Athens.” Athens was the largest city in Greece, and controlled a region called Attica, which was very fertile and also had rich mineral deposits of silver, lead, and marble. The most well-known building in Athens is the Parthenon on the Acropolis. Inside the Parthenon stood a huge statue of the city’s protector-goddess Athena, who was the goddess of wisdom, the arts, courage, inspiration, civilization, law and justice, mathematics, strength, strategy, and crafts. She was a warrior goddess, but for righteous warfare; the defense of home and society.
Act 17:16
“his spirit was stirred up within him.” This phrase seems to be an example of the figure of speech amphibologia, giving the verse a beautiful double meaning. The amphibologia is caused due to the fact that “spirit” can have two very different meanings, both of which are true in this instance. One use of “spirit” is our human thoughts and emotions, the other use of “spirit” is the gift of holy spirit born inside each believer.
[See Word Study: “Amphibologia.”]
The phrase “was stirred up” is translated from a Greek passive verb, indicating that something stirred up, or aroused, Paul’s “spirit.” On a physical level, the thing that stirred up Paul’s “spirit,” that is, his thoughts and emotions, was all the idols he saw. However, on a spiritual level, what stirred up Paul’s “spirit,” that is, the gift of holy spirit born within him, was the Lord Jesus, who was urging him to take a stand against all that idolatry and ungodliness, and was provoking Paul by means of the gift of holy spirit born inside him.
Act 17:17
“God-fearing.” For the use of “God-fearing” here in Acts 17:17, see commentary on Acts 13:43.
“marketplace.” The Greek word translated “marketplace” is agora, which was much more than just a marketplace. For more on agora, see commentary on Acts 16:19.
Act 17:18
“foreign divinities.” The word for “divinities” is daimonion (#1140 δαιμόνιον), which for the New Testament authors meant “demons,” that is, evil spirits. However, here daimonion must be understood from the viewpoint of the Athenians, who would not have used the term to refer to demonic forces but to standard divinities.[footnoteRef:1765] The Greeks and Romans recognized the existence of spirits, and one of their names for them was “demons,” but they thought that, just like people, a demon could be good or bad, or sometimes good and sometimes bad. The use of “demons” here in Acts 17:18 gives us a look into the mind and word usage of these Greek philosophers. “This is the only place in the NT where daimonia has the neutral Greek sense ‘divine beings’ rather than the normal NT sense of ‘evil spirits.’”[footnoteRef:1766] The Athenians were so immersed in polytheism that they assumed Paul was just preaching about another set of gods. [1765:  R. C. H. Lenski, The Acts of the Apostles, 722; cf. Barnes’ Notes.]  [1766:  John Barton, Oxford Bible Commentary, 1050.] 

“Jesus and the resurrection.” It is likely that the Athenians thought “the Resurrection” was a foreign god.[footnoteRef:1767] The Greek word anastasis (#386 ἀνάστασις) was also a female name and the Greeks were accustomed to turning concepts, such as Fate, into female gods. They had no conception of the one true God, and believed that other lands each had their own peculiar divinities. This is why they used the plural, “foreign divinities;” they thought Paul was preaching two gods, Jesus and Anastasis. [1767:  Craig S. Keener, IVP Bible Background Commentary: New Testament, 376; Lenski; Barnes’ Notes.] 

Act 17:22
“very religious.” The Greek is deisidaimonesteros (#1174 δεισιδαιμονέστερος; from deidō (δείδω) to fear, and daimōn (δαίμων) deity, or in the New Testament “demon” (although to the Greeks it just referred to a god)). It is used both in a good sense as “very devout” or “very religious,” and in a bad sense as “too superstitious.” Paul was trying to win the hearts of the people, so in this context, it should be “very god-fearing,” “very devout,” “very religious,” etc. The Greeks would have already been suspicious of Paul, who was both a Jew and from out of town, so if he started his speech to them by insulting them, they would have ignored him completely. Instead, he pointed out to them that they were “very devout,” something they were proud of, and something which would have gotten their attention.
The Athenians were indeed “very god-fearing.” The Roman Petronius said that it was easier to find a god than a man in Athens, and Pausanias, a traveler and geographer from the second century, said there were more images in Athens than in the rest of Greece combined. Wiersbe correctly says, “He [Paul] began politely by saying, “I see that you are very religious” (not “too superstitious” as in KJV). He called attention to an altar dedicated “TO AN UNKNOWN GOD,” and he used this object to preach to them the True God about whom they were ignorant.” Paul would then continue to show these Athenians that he was worthy of their attention and thinking soundly by quoting one of their own poets.
Act 17:24
“shrines.” This is the same Greek word usually translated “sanctuary,” naos (#3485 ναός). However, because the context deals with pagan worship, “shrine” is a better translation: the word “can be understood in the more restricted sense shrine, where the image of the goddess stood.”[footnoteRef:1768] [1768:  BDAG, s.v. “ναός.”] 

Act 17:28
“in him.” This is the Greek “static in,” (en #1722 ἐν) referring to sphere of relationship (see commentary on Eph. 1:3). In this case, Paul’s use of “in him” and the meaning of the phrase, given his pagan Greek audience, was wider than we normally see in Scripture. To any given person in his audience it could have meant, “in relation to him,” “in connection with him,” or even “in union with him.” Thus the phrase is just left as “in him” in the REV.
“some of your own poets have said, ‘For we are also his offspring.” The quotation of being God’s offspring can be attributed to at least two Greek poets, Epimenides the Cretan and Aratus from Cilicia. That Paul quoted these poets shows that there is some truth in secular writings, and occasionally those writings can be used to help convince people of the truth of the Bible. It seems Jude did the same thing with the book of Enoch (Jude 1:14; see commentary on Jude 1:14).
Act 17:29
“divine nature.” The Greek word is theios (#2304 θεῖος), and in this context, it is a substantive—an adjective being used as a noun. It also occurs in 2 Peter 1:4, where it is translated as “divine nature.” An adjective can be masculine, feminine, or neuter, and in this case, it is neuter, so it is not referring to God or a god, in which case it much more likely would have been masculine. A. T. Robertson writes, “To theion is strictly ‘the divine’ nature.”[footnoteRef:1769] [1769:  Robertson, Word Pictures, 3:289.] 

Although there are many Bible versions that translate theios as if it meant “God,” many Bible versions recognize that is not what the verse is saying, and they translate it as God’s nature, or essence. Cf. “God’s essence” (CJB); “the divine nature” (HCSB, Goodspeed,[footnoteRef:1770] and R. C. H. Lenski[footnoteRef:1771]); “the Divine Nature” (NASB, NKJV, and A. Nyland[footnoteRef:1772]); “His nature” (C. Williams, and Weymouth). [1770:  Goodspeed, God’s New Covenant.]  [1771:  R. C. H. Lenski, Interpretation of the Acts of the Apostles, 725.]  [1772:  A. Nyland, The Source New Testament, 247.] 

The argument Paul is making is a sound one. Children have the nature of the parent. Since we are God’s children, we should not think that God’s nature is like that of the idols around Athens; metal, wood, and stone. Our nature is living and vital, and so the God who created us should be living and vital as well. After making that point, Paul makes a very wise shift, because Athens was covered with idols and Paul did not want to insult the people, he wanted to win them. So he continued his speech by saying that in past times people were not generally aware of what he was saying, and God overlooked that, but now, at this time, God commands everyone to repent and thus prepare for the Day of Judgment.
If we were to make the same kind of argument today that Paul was making some 2,000 years ago, we would say that if we believe that humans are somehow intrinsically valuable as humans, then we cannot have “descended” mechanistically without design from an explosion billions of years ago (the “Big Bang”) and that somehow mineral substances that form the rocks, dirt, and sand around us became alive and formed the life on earth including humans. If that theory of mechanistic evolution is true, then humans are no more valuable than the handful of dirt that they naturally return to when they die.
Act 17:31
“in which he will judge the inhabited world.” The phrase “inhabited world” comes from the Greek word oikoumenē (#3625 οἰκουμένη), which refers to the inhabited earth or the inhabitants of the earth, the people, or to the part of the earth inhabited by the Greeks as distinct from the lands inhabited by the non-Greeks. In Roman times it often referred to the Roman empire or the people in the Roman empire. Occasionally it is used of the whole earth or the people of earth, as it is here in Acts 17:31.
“by the man whom he has appointed.” At some future time, all the dead people who have ever lived will be raised from the dead and judged by God’s appointed judge, Jesus Christ. Jesus knew this was going to be the case even before his death and resurrection, so he said, “…the Father judges no one, but has entrusted all judgment to the Son” (John 5:22; cf. Acts 17:31; Rom. 2:16). There are many verses that say that people will be judged for how they live (e.g., Eccl. 11:9; 12:14; Matt. 12:36; 16:27; Rom. 2:16; 2 Cor. 5:10; 1 Pet. 4:4-5).
[For information on dead people being truly dead, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.” For more on the resurrections, see commentary on Acts 24:15.]
“judge … righteously.” The phrasing in Greek is in the dative case; it is the preposition en and the word usually translated “righteousness,” dikaiosunē (#1343 δικαιοσύνη). This usage is most likely a dative of manner, meaning, “God will judge the world in a manner that is righteousness, or righteously.”[footnoteRef:1773] The dative of manner is meant to answer the question, “how will God judge the world?” He will judge it righteously, justly. [1773:  Cf. Daniel Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics, 161.] 

“from among the dead.”[footnoteRef:1774] See commentary on Romans 4:24. [1774:  Cf. Wuest, New Testament, “out from among those who are dead,” 318.] 

Act 17:32
“some mocked.” The Greeks did not believe in a physical resurrection from the dead, they believed that the soul lived on after the body died.
 
Acts Chapter 18
Act 18:1
“came to Corinth.” Paul wrote 1 Thessalonians shortly after arriving in Corinth, and 2 Thessalonians not too long after that.
Act 18:5
“wholly occupied with the word.” The Greek word translated “wholly occupied” is sunechō (#4912 συνέχω) and in this context, it means “to occupy someone’s attention intensely; to be occupied with or absorbed in.”[footnoteRef:1775] It can also mean to “impel to action; direct; or urge on.” Even though Paul was working with Aquila and Priscilla (Acts 18:3), he was nevertheless wholly absorbed in the message and preaching of the word. The emergence of the textual variant “pressed in the spirit” as seen in versions like the KJV is likely the result of a scribal addition in the margin of a later manuscript. The word “spirit” (pneuma) was then either accidentally or intentionally copied from the margin into the verse in place of the word “word” (logos) at some later time by a copyist.[footnoteRef:1776] [1775:  Cf. BDAG, s.v. “συνέχω.”]  [1776:  Metzger, Textual Commentary, 461-62.] 

Act 18:6
“insulted.” The Greek verb blasphēmeō (#987 βλασφημέω) means showing disrespect to a person or deity, and/or harming his, her, or its reputation.
[For more on blasphēmeō, see commentary on Matt. 9:3.]
Act 18:7
“God-fearing.” See commentary on Acts 13:43.
Act 18:12
“While Gallio was proconsul of Achaia.” According to the Roman records, Gallio was proconsul of Achaia, southern Greece, from July of 51 to July of AD 52.
“Jews.” This is the restricted use of the word “Jews,” referring only to the religious leaders of the Jews and those who oppose God and Christ.
[For more information, see commentary on John 1:19.]
“judgment seat.” The Greek is bēma (#968 βῆμα), a seat of judgment that can result in punishment or rewards.
Act 18:13
“worship God.” The Greek word translated as “worship” is sebomai (#4576 σέβομαι (σέβω)), which means “to express in gestures, rites, or ceremonies one’s allegiance or devotion to deity.”[footnoteRef:1777] Sebomai is not the usual word translated as “worship,” which is proskuneō (#4352 προσκυνέω), which is a compound word built from the preposition pros, “to, toward,” and the verb kuneō, ‘to kiss,’ and generally refers to the custom of bowing down before or prostrating oneself before a person of higher rank or authority (see commentary on Matt. 15:9). [1777:  BDAG, s.v. “σέβομαι.”] 

Act 18:17
“Sosthenes.” When Paul came to Corinth, Crispus was the ruler of the synagogue (Acts 18:8), but he believed in Christ and either stepped down voluntarily or was forced out of the position, and Sosthenes took over as ruler of the synagogue, as we see here in Acts 18:17. Sosthenes stood firmly against the Good News and teaching about Jesus Christ as Messiah, and even dragged Paul before Gallio, the regional governor, to get him to stop his evangelistic activities (Acts 18:12-17). Nevertheless, something Paul and/or the Christians of Corinth said or did eventually won Sosthenes over, and he was with Paul in Ephesus when Paul wrote the First Epistle to the Corinthians (1 Cor. 1:1).
Act 18:18
“from there to Syria.” This is a summary statement. Paul did not go directly from Corinth to Antioch in Syria. Even in Acts 18:18 itself, we see he went first to Cenchreae. He went to Israel before Antioch in Syria. He landed at Caesarea, the main port of Israel, then traveled inland to Jerusalem, then went north to Antioch in Syria, which he may have done by boat or by land, Scripture does not say (Acts 18:22). Knowing the ships of the day, which were usually quite small by our standards, it is possible he landed for the night and/or for supplies at a number of ports before reaching Ephesus, especially since Act 18:19 indicates they arrived at Ephesus, which would seem to indicate they stopped at other places first. In fact, there is no indication that the boat he was on was going from Corinth/Cenchreae all the way to Caesarea. Paul likely had to take a number of different ships to reach Israel.
“Cenchreae.” Cenchreae (sometimes spelled “Cenchrea”) was the port city on the eastern shore of the Isthmus of Corinth, which was the narrow isthmus that connected the lower part of the province of Achaia in what is now Greece, where Sparta was, with the northern part of Achaia, where Athens was. Cenchreae was the port that one would take from the area of Corinth to parts east, including Turkey, Israel, and Egypt. The Isthmus of Corinth itself is about 4-8 miles (6.5 to 12 km) wide, depending on where you cross it. Cenchreae was on the east side of the Isthmus, on the Saronic Gulf, which led out to the Aegean Sea. There was a good port on the west side of the Isthmus of Corinth as well, known as the Lechaeum, that was located on the Gulf of Corinth which led out to the Ionian Sea (the Adriatic Sea is north of the Ionian Sea and the Gulf of Corinth). The center of the city of Corinth was about 2 miles (3 km) east of the Gulf of Corinth and the west side of the isthmus.
The Isthmus of Corinth was so narrow at its narrowest part that in ancient times there was a wooden track across it known as the Diolkos—a primitive type of train track—that ran from the east side port of Cenchreae to the west side port of Lechaeum, and smaller boats were pulled up onto the track and then pulled by draft animals across it, saving them the time and danger of sailing around the Peloponnese peninsula to head west to ports in Italy and beyond. Since Paul was headed east, and first stopped at Ephesus in Turkey (Acts 18:19), it made perfect sense that he would be in Cenchreae and leave for Ephesus from there.
Act 18:22
“And when he had landed at Caesarea, he went up to Jerusalem and greeted the church.” Verses such as this one require the reader to be familiar with the geography of the Mediterranean. Paul sailed from Ephesus, which at his time had its own harbor not far from the city, eastward to the major port city of Israel, which is Caesarea. From there “he went up and greeted the church.” Going east and uphill from the coast, Paul would have traveled to Jerusalem, the headquarters of the Christian Church, and where some of the apostles, especially James, were located. From Jerusalem, he traveled back “down” (not “south” as in English, for he went north but downhill) to Antioch, where he had begun his second itinerary journey a couple years earlier. Robertson gets it correctly: “He went up and saluted the church (anabas kai aspasamenos tên ekklêsian). The language could refer to the church in Caesarea where Paul had just landed, except for several things. The going up (anabas, second aorist active participle of anabainō) is the common way of speaking of going to Jerusalem which was up from every direction save from Hebron. It was the capital of Palestine much like how people in England today speak of going up to London. Similarly, ‘he went down to Antioch’ (katebē eis Antiocheian, second aorist active indicative of katabainō) is more appropriate when leaving Jerusalem than when departing from Caesarea. Moreover, there was no special reason for this trip to Caesarea, but to Jerusalem it was different. Here Paul saluted the church in the fourth of his five visits after his conversion (Acts 9:26; 11:30; 15:4; 18:22; 21:17). The apostles may or may not have been in the city, but Paul had friends in Jerusalem now. Apparently, he did not tarry long, but returned to Antioch to make a report of his second mission tour as he had done at the close of the first when he and Barnabas came back (Acts 14:26-28). He had started on this tour with Silas and had picked up Timothy and Luke, but came back alone. He had a great story to tell.”[footnoteRef:1778] [1778:  A. T. Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, 3:305.] 

Act 18:23
“the Galatian region and Phrygia.” The astute reader will notice that here in Acts 18:23, the description of the area is slightly different than that description in Acts 16:6. Why is there a difference in the way the territory is referred to? Why did Luke change his wording? William Ramsay gives us the reason: “He did so because the phrase in Acts 16:6 would be incorrect in 18:23. The country denoted by the phrase in Acts 16:6 is that which was traversed by Paul after leaving Lystra: it is, therefore, the territory about Iconium and Antioch, and is rightly called Phrygo-Galatic, ‘the part of Phrygia that was attached to Galatia.’ But the country which is meant in Acts 18:23 includes Derbe, Lystra, Iconium, and Antioch, and could not rightly be called ‘Phrygo-Galatic.’ …[The writer] He avoids the difficulty by using the simple phrase ‘the Galatic country,’ after traversing which Paul would reach Asian Phrygia.”[footnoteRef:1779] [1779:  Ramsay, The Church in the Roman Empire, “The Third Journey,” 93.] 

Act 18:25
“great enthusiasm.” The Greek text is more literally that Apollos was “glowing hot in spirit,” where “spirit” refers to one’s emotions and attitude (see commentary on Romans 12:11). Apollos had great enthusiasm for the work of the Lord.
Act 18:26
“Priscilla and Aquila.” This is the reading of the earliest and best manuscripts, not “Aquila and Priscilla,” as some later texts and the KJV have. Metzger writes: “Apparently the Western reviser desired to reduce the prominence of Priscilla.”[footnoteRef:1780] As the Church developed, the attitude about women, that they were inferior to men, came back into the accepted doctrine of the Church, so it is not unusual that a later scribe would “adjust” the text so that the man came first in the list. That God put Priscilla first here is very important in understanding that in the New Testament, God elevated the status of women so that men and women were “one” in Christ (Gal. 3:28). Priscilla (this is the diminutive of her proper name, Prisca, which Paul used) and Aquila are always mentioned together, and four of the six times they are mentioned, her name precedes his. Although the Bible does not say why Priscilla is usually named first, the two most common explanations are that she was of higher rank in Roman society or she was more prominent in the Church than he was. [1780:  Metzger, Textual Commentary, 466-67.] 

This verse in Acts is also important because it gives good evidence that women were not forbidden to instruct men, as is often taught in the Church today. It not only shows Priscilla instructing Apollos but can even mean she took a leading role in doing so: “But when Priscilla and Aquila heard him, they took him aside and expounded to him the way of God more accurately” (cf. commentaries on 1 Tim. 2:11 and 2:12).
Act 18:27
“he intended to go across into Achaia.” Apollos intended to go across the Aegean Sea to Achaia, where Corinth and Athens were. We know he did go to Corinth (Acts 19:1; 1 Cor. 1:12).
“brothers and sisters.” The Greek word for “brothers” often includes men and women, and it does so here.
[For more on brothers and sisters, see Word Study: “Adelphos.” For more on women’s involvement in the early church, see Appendix 11: “The Role of Women in the Church.”]
“had believed through grace.” In the Greek text, the word “grace” can go with “helped” or “believed.” Although some scholars think that the verse is saying that Apollos helped the believers by grace, the majority of commentators and translators believe that “grace” goes with “believed,” and that therefore the verse is saying that the people “believed through grace.” But what does “believed through grace” mean?
In one sense, everyone who believes, believes and gets saved through grace. But that is such a fundamental truth that it is not what the text is saying here, especially since there are lots of places in the Bible that speak of people believing and being saved, and this is the only verse that says people believed by grace. This verse is parallel in meaning to what Jesus told Peter when Peter said, “You are the Christ,” and Jesus responded, “Blessed are you, Simon Bar-jonah, for flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but my Father who is in heaven” (Matt. 16:16-17).
Up to that point in Jesus’ ministry, there had been some evidence that Jesus was the Messiah, but powerful prophets and miracle workers had been around before, and they were not “the Christ.” So, although there was evidence that Jesus was indeed the Messiah, it took God revealing it to a person for them to be certain, and that is what had happened to Peter. His statement, “You are the Christ” was not a guess or an “I hope so” statement. He knew it, and Jesus knew he knew it, which is why Jesus answered the way he did instead of saying something like, “Good guess, Peter. You are right!”
The people of Corinth, especially some of them, believed “by grace” in the sense that they did not have all the answers to the difficult verses and tough questions that were being asked by the Jews. They could not refute the Jews using Scripture the way Apollos did (Acts 18:28). So there were reasons to doubt that Jesus was the Christ, but through prayer, desire to know, and grace, those believers saw through the intellectual fog. Although they could not explain all the verses or what happened to Jesus and why he suffered the way he did, they heard the voice of the Lord in their heart and believed “through grace.”
This should be a great lesson to Christians. There are many difficult verses and concepts in the Bible and theologians have been arguing over them for millennia. Most people are not strongly educated in Scripture and could easily be confused over what to believe. Christians need to be confident that God and Jesus really want people to be saved and will help uneducated people learn the truth if it is presented to them with faith, love, and simplicity. Paul was an educated rabbi and could have expounded many intricate truths to the people of Corinth, who were all unbelievers when he arrived there. But instead of fine-sounding arguments, he preached the simplicity of Christ crucified and founded the church in Corinth (1 Cor. 2:1-5). Christians are ambassadors for Christ, and we need to be confident that the Lord will help hungry people believe if we reach out to them in faith and love with the simple and straightforward message of Christ.
 
Acts Chapter 19
Act 19:1
“higher districts,” This is a very exact geographical description. In the first century, the Romans made a distinction between the higher and lower regions of Phrygia. The great east-west trade route went through lower Phrygia, which, while easier for wheeled traffic such as carts, was a longer route. Paul took the shorter route through the mountains and the higher region, which, while being a more challenging hike, also took less time because it was shorter. Some translations say “inland country” or “interior,” and while that is true, because the higher territory was further inland and away from the coast, the more proper translation refers to the altitude (cf. “upper coasts” KJV; “upper country” NASB; “upper parts” Rotherham, YLT).
“Ephesus.” One of the major port cities of the Mediterranean Sea, and a very large city. At the time Paul was there, it may have had a population of 150,000-175,000 people, although older estimates are higher.
“came to Ephesus and found some disciples.” It is debated by scholars whether or not these were disciples of Jesus, that is, had they believed in Jesus or were they disciples of someone else. The evidence is that they were disciples of Jesus. Luke regularly uses “disciples” to mean disciples of Jesus, and Acts 19:2 shows they were disciples of Jesus because Paul asked if they received holy spirit when they believed. Since a person only received holy spirit into manifestation when they believed in Jesus, not John or anyone else, the clear implication is that these men had believed in Jesus. Furthermore, after learning that these men had not received the spirit, Paul did not instruct them about Jesus the way Peter instructed Cornelius about Jesus (Acts 10), rather he laid hands on them so they could manifest the gift of holy spirit.
There are still many unanswered questions about who these disciples were and how Paul found them. It seems he did not find them in the synagogue because the wording, “found some disciples” makes it seem like he had to look for them, and the synagogue would have been the natural place to start; besides, it would not have been likely they would have been very welcome in the synagogue if they were openly disciples of Jesus.
Were they disciples of Apollos? If so, why is Apollos not mentioned and why would Apollos not have taught them the new light he learned from Priscilla and Aquila? If not, was it because although Apollos had spoken in the synagogue he did not have the time to build a following before he left for Corinth? After all, Apollos had been teaching in Ephesus (Acts 18:25-26) and the Bible tells us he gained disciples at Corinth (1 Cor. 1:12), so Apollos was a teacher who trained disciples. It is possible that they had been introduced to Christianity by Apollos but he was simply not mentioned for some reason; perhaps because these disciples got separated from him before Apollos learned about the holy spirit, after all, Ephesus was a very large city. Or perhaps Apollos left for Corinth immediately after being taught by Priscilla and Aquila.
Were these disciples converts of Priscilla and Aquila? Likely not, even though Priscilla and Aquila had stayed in Ephesus after Paul had gone on to Israel and Syria (Acts 18:19). But Priscilla and Aquila knew about the holy spirit so it is highly unlikely they had taught these disciples who did not know about the holy spirit. The Bible does not fully inform us about the travels of Priscilla and Aquila. We know they left Rome and went to Corinth where they met and were instructed by Paul (Acts 18:1-4, 18). Then they left Corinth and traveled with Paul to Ephesus (late 51 or early AD 52), and when Paul left Ephesus they stayed there (Acts 18:18-19). We also know they were in Ephesus by the end of the more than two years that Paul ministered there (Acts 19:10; c. AD 55) because they had a church in their home there by that time (1 Cor. 16:19). It seems logical and likely that Priscilla and Aquila had simply stayed in Ephesus for the about four years between Paul’s departure from there during his second missionary journey and his arrival again on his third missionary journey. It is possible, however, that they had gone back to Corinth or another city after a while, but then Paul asked them to return to Ephesus to help him with the work that was growing so quickly. In any case, after Paul left Ephesus, Priscilla and Aquila did too, and went back to Rome, because later on during this, his third missionary journey, when Paul was in Corinth or Cenchreae, he wrote Romans and addressed them in Romans 16:3. They likely left Rome after the great fire of Rome in July of AD 64 when Nero was having so many Christians arrested and martyred, and they eventually ended back up in Ephesus, where they were when Paul wrote 2 Timothy (AD 66 or AD 67), shortly before he was martyred by Nero.
So exactly who these disciples were, and how they got their start is unknown. Ephesus was such a large emporium with many people coming and going, these men could have come from many different places in the Roman empire. The fact that God does not tell us more about them means that how these men came to believe in Jesus is not important in understanding the record. It is possible that the reason this record is important is not that these were the first or only disciples in Ephesus—because we know they were not—but because Ephesus was a “spiritual power struggle” town, in which the dark powers of magic were pitted against the power of God. Magic was deeply entrenched in the culture of Ephesus, and in that situation, it generally takes more than just words to convince people to turn from darkness to light. Thus, in the particular social context of the Word moving in Ephesus and also out from there, the fact that people who believed in Jesus manifested the power of the holy spirit was essential to outreach. It certainly had been in Corinth (1 Cor. 2:4-5). Jesus said believers would get power when they got the gift of holy spirit (Acts 1:8), and it was from Ephesus that Paul wrote to the Corinthians and said, “I want all of you to speak in tongues, but even more that you would prophesy…” (1 Cor. 14:5).
Modern Christians can learn from Paul’s example. Every Christian has the gift of holy spirit born in them and the potential to manifest its power. We should certainly take advantage of that power in our outreach.
Act 19:2
“receive holy spirit.” This refers to the holy spirit that is the gift of God.
[For more information on the “holy spirit,” see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?” and see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
Act 19:3
“Then with what kind of baptism were you baptized?” This sentence is hard to translate without giving the wrong idea, and the words are packed with meaning. The sentence is more literally, “Into what, then, were you baptized,” but the Greek word eis, “into,” (#1519 εἰς), is being used in the “static sense” and here means “in connection with” or “in relation to,” not “into” as if motion was being indicated (cf. commentary on Rom. 6:3).[footnoteRef:1781] That would make the literal translation very awkward: “In connection with what, then, were you baptized?” [1781:  R. C. H. Lenski, Acts of the Apostles, 781.] 

Paul was not asking, “How were you baptized,” as many versions say, as if he were asking whether or not they were baptized in water. Actually, as Newman and Nida write: “he was asking them what was the meaning or significance of their baptism. And the answer that they give to the question is ‘the baptism of John,’ by which they indicate that the meaning of their baptism was the same as that which John the Baptist had proclaimed.”[footnoteRef:1782] R. C. H. Lenski adds, “And ‘what’ (neuter gender) shows that Paul had in mind, ‘in connection with what name?”[footnoteRef:1783] This explains why the disciples answered, literally, “In connection with (eis) John’s baptism,” giving the name of John. For ease of reading we just have, “With John’s baptism.” We might say more fully, “It had to do with John’s baptism.” [1782:  Newman and Nida, A Translator’s Handbook on the Acts of the Apostles, 362.]  [1783:  Lenski, Acts of the Apostles, 781.] 

The Greek sentence is hard to translate in a way that gives us the correct meaning in English. That is due in part to the difficulty of the sentence construction and that the words are pregnant with meaning, but it is also due to our general misunderstanding of baptism. If we translate the sentence, “Into what then were you baptized,” the automatic answer we give is “water.” If we translate the phrase “How were you baptized,” again, we think “water.” Even if we are a little closer to the Greek meaning and translate, “What kind of baptism did you receive,” we still tend to think the answer to the question is “water.” But the disciples did not answer saying “water;” they understood the question and answered that they were baptized in connection with John’s baptism, which, while the element was water, the baptism was a “baptism of repentance” (Mark 1:4; Luke 3:3; Acts 13:24; 19:4).
John baptized with a “baptism of repentance,” which is a genitive of relation, meaning a baptism related to repentance, specifically a baptism that symbolized repentance. John’s baptism was a symbolic act that portrayed and symbolized in a visible way the invisible cleansing that had occurred in God’s sight when the person repented.[footnoteRef:1784] Thus, if we were to paraphrase and expand the meaning of Paul’s sentence, we might say something like: “In connection with what name were you baptized, and what did it mean?” The answer, “In connection with John’s baptism” was enough, because Paul knew that John’s baptism was a baptism that symbolized repentance. [1784:  Cf. John W. Schoenheit, Baptism: The History and Significance of Christian Baptism.] 

Paul was genuinely shocked when the disciples said they had not heard about holy spirit, because as long before that as the Day of Pentecost (Acts 2:38), Peter had taught about the coming of holy spirit. But here at Ephesus were disciples who had not heard that the gift of holy spirit had been given. It is possible that they were some of John’s disciples who moved to Ephesus before Pentecost, or perhaps they had been evangelized by one of John’s disciples who left Judea before Pentecost (perhaps after John was killed) and had not heard of the coming of holy spirit. They had almost certainly heard John, or one of John’s disciples, tell that the holy spirit was going to come (after all, the prophets had been saying that for centuries), but they meant they had not heard that it had already come.
This verse shows that in the opening decades of the Christian Church, believing in Christ was associated with “being baptized in holy spirit,” otherwise known as receiving holy spirit. People who genuinely believed in Christ’s death and resurrection were baptized in holy spirit, and the proof of that was that they then manifested the gift of holy spirit, certainly most usually by speaking in tongues, but also by interpretation and prophecy. And that is exactly what we see here in Acts 19. The disciples had confessed their sins in association with being baptized in John’s baptism. But confessing sins does not get a person saved in the Grace Administration. What gets people “born again,” i.e., “baptized in holy spirit,” in the Grace Administration is believing Jesus is Lord and that God raised him from the dead (Rom. 10:9).
[For more information on the Grace Administration, see commentary on Eph. 3:2.]
Act 19:4
“a baptism that was a sign of repentance.” That people got baptized by John was a sign of their repentance (see commentary on Mark 1:4).
Act 19:5
“baptized in the name of the Lord Jesus.” The word “in” is the Greek word eis, and it is being used in the static sense (see commentary on Acts 19:3). Literally, they were baptized “in connection with the name of Jesus Christ,” or “in association with the name of Jesus Christ.” At this point it seems that Paul, or some of the people who were with him, did indeed baptize these disciples in water, but the reason for that is not stated, although several are good possibilities.
One possibility is that at that time in the Church, water baptism was the act that showed the outside world that the one who was baptized was more than a casual onlooker or visitor to Christian meetings, but a committed believer, and such a show of commitment would help the Word move in the society. It is also possible that Paul was walking by the spirit and the Lord knew that being water baptized would help solidify these men in their commitment. What the water baptism did not do was get them saved (they already were saved) or cause the gift of holy spirit to be born in them (it was born in them when they first believed). This baptism “into the name of the Lord Jesus” (Acts 2:38; 19:5; 8:16; 10:48) is different from being “baptized in holy spirit” (Acts 1:5; 11:16; 1 Cor. 12:13). Being “baptized in holy spirit” occurs when a person is saved, whereas water baptism is symbolic of that salvation as well as the washing away of sins. We can see this in Acts 10:47-48 because Peter baptized the house of Cornelius “in the name of Jesus Christ” after they had already been saved and received holy spirit into manifestation (Acts 10:44-48). Similarly, Paul recounted that it was after he believed that he was water baptized (Acts 22:16).
Something that needs to be cleared up is the apparent contradiction between the record in Acts 19:5 and 1 Corinthians 1:14-16. The record in 1 Corinthians seems to say that Paul only baptized Crispus, Gaius, and the household of Stephanas, and perhaps a few others he forgot. Yet he baptized, or oversaw the baptism of, the men in Acts 19, and it seems he would have remembered that.
The key to understanding the apparent contradiction is that Paul wrote to the Corinthians that he baptized none “of you,” that is, of the Corinthians themselves. The problem in Corinth was there was division among the people and different factions were forming, and people naturally tended to follow the leader who baptized them. So Paul was writing specifically to the Corinthian believers to break that kind of thinking, and said that he thanked God that he did not baptize a lot of people there “so that no one can say that you were baptized in my name.” The people he did mention in 1 Corinthians 1:14-16 were all from Corinth. Crispus was the synagogue leader who got saved, so we can see why Paul would have personally baptized him (Acts 18:8). Gaius is almost certainly the man in Corinth who was wealthy enough to be Paul’s host, and indeed, was also able to host the whole congregation at Corinth (cf. Rom. 16:23, which was written from Corinth). We know nothing of the household of Stephanus, but given the wording of 1 Corinthians 1:14-16, he would have been in Corinth too.
Thus, the record in 1 Corinthians 1:14-16 is not saying that Paul did not baptize anyone except a few people, it is saying that those few were all the ones he baptized in Corinth. As we can see from Acts 19:5, Paul did baptize, or oversee the baptism of, other people. That is not to say, however, that during his two years of ministry at Ephesus Paul could have become much clearer about water baptism, for when he wrote 1 Corinthians toward the end of his stay in Ephesus (c. AD 55), he said Jesus did not send him to baptize (1 Cor. 1:17). In addition, by the time he wrote Ephesians, likely in AD 62, he wrote that there was “one baptism” for the Church, and that was the baptism in holy spirit. But even after writing Ephesians, it is quite possible that Paul continued to occasionally water baptize as part of people’s public commitment to Christ.
[For more on Christian baptism, see John W. Schoenheit, Baptism: The History and Doctrine of Christian Baptism, published by Spirit & Truth.]
Act 19:6
“the holy spirit came on them.” The “holy spirit” in this context is the gift of God’s nature that God puts by New Birth into people who take Christ as Lord (Rom. 10:9).
[For more information on the “holy spirit” being the gift of God, see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?” Also see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
In this context, “came on them” does not mean that these disciples did not already have the gift of holy spirit. The fact that they were “disciples” means that they had already believed and thus were born again and had the gift of holy spirit born inside them. When the text says that the holy spirit “came on them,” it means came on them into outward manifestation, which is why Acts 19:6 says that “they spoke in tongues and prophesied.” The wording “came on them” is based upon wording already established in the Old Testament.
When God would put His gift of holy spirit upon people in the Old Testament, what happened between the person and the spirit is described in different ways. One of those ways was that the holy spirit “rushed” upon the person, and there are a number of verses in the Old Testament that show the sudden influence of holy spirit by using the phrase “rushed upon” (cf. ESV translation: Judg. 14:6, 19; 15:14; 1 Sam. 10:6, 10; 11:6; 16:13). For example, when the spirit “rushed upon” Samson, that fact was immediately outwardly made known because Samson was supernaturally empowered and he tore a lion apart with his bare hands (Judg. 14:6).
Another way the spirit is described in the Old Testament as coming into manifestation in a person’s life is that the spirit “clothed” the person (cf. ESV translation: Judg. 6:34; 1 Chron. 12:18; 2 Chron. 24:20). When the spirit came suddenly on someone and clothed them, that fact showed outwardly in the action of the person. Thus, Gideon blew his shofar and organized his army, while Amasai and Zechariah both prophesied immediately after being clothed with the spirit.
Here in Acts, we are informed that the men Paul was addressing were born again because the Bible says they were disciples. But these men had not experienced the outward working of the gift of holy spirit that was born inside them; in fact, they had never been instructed about it. But when Paul taught them and laid his hands on them, then the holy spirit “came on them,” using a somewhat similar wording to the “rushed upon” in the Old Testament and Acts 8:16, and they immediately manifested it outwardly by speaking in tongues and prophesying. The record in Acts 8:16 is quite similar to this record in Acts 19. Disciples were born again but had not manifested the spirit until they suddenly manifested it outwardly into the world (see commentary on Acts 8:16).
“spoke in tongues.” For more on speaking in tongues, see commentaries on 1 Corinthians 12:10 and 14:5.
Act 19:7
“12 men.” There is no reason not to think that this number is literal. Some commentators have tried to tie “12” into the twelve apostles, or the twelve tribes of Israel, but there is no connection. If there were 12 men, then there were 12 men, and the Bible accurately reflects that fact. The reason the Bible says “about 12” seems to be that sometimes not all of them would be with the group for any number of reasons, or perhaps occasionally someone else visited that early group, which grew in size pretty quickly. We would not normally see “about 12,” because the number would be “about 10” or “almost 15,” or something such as that. Thus we can assume that the original number was actually 12, but sometimes someone was not present or someone else joined in.
Act 19:8
“reasoning and persuading them about the Kingdom of God.” The Jews would have had to change their beliefs quite dramatically to believe what Paul was teaching. Not just that Jesus was Lord, although that would have been a huge leap for them, but also concerning the Kingdom of God. The Sadducees did not believe in a resurrection (Matt. 22:23; Acts 23:8), so they did not believe in an afterlife at all. In contrast, the Pharisees believed, like the Greeks, that after a person died, the soul continued to live on in an incorporeal state and was either in a good place (“Abraham’s bosom”) or a bad place (Hades; Gehenna), which is why Jesus worded the parable of the rich man and Lazarus the way he did (Luke 16:19-31). So Paul would have to convince both the Sadducees and the Pharisees that a person died and was dead, then was raised up on the Day of Judgment, then the saved people went into the Kingdom on earth while the unsaved people were destroyed in Gehenna. This was too much for many of the Jews, who were hardened to Paul’s message after a few months.
[For more on the dead being dead and the soul not living on after a person died, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead,” also see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’” For more on people being annihilated in the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.” For more on the coming Kingdom of Christ on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Act 19:9
“the Way.” This was one of the earliest, if not the earliest, formal designations of the Christian Faith, and it is used in Acts 9:2; 19:9, 23; 22:4; 24:14, 22.
[For more information, see commentary on Acts 9:2.]
“Tyrannus.” The Greek means “tyrant,” and Turannos (also sometimes spelled Turannios) was a common masculine name, although some scholars have mused that it may have been a designation given to him by the way he taught in his school. Roman schools usually used harsh corporal punishment and some schoolmasters were harsher than others. However, it may have also become the name of the school and not the personal name of the man who ran it at that time.
Act 19:11
“extraordinary miracles.” The Greek text is more literally, “not common,” miracles. The miracles Paul was doing were uncommon and due to God’s special blessing on Paul and the people at that time to spread the Good News and solidify Paul’s teaching ministry so he could do the Lord’s work. Sickness is such a scourge that godly people throughout the centuries have continued to search diligently for a way to tap into the power of God so people can be healed and delivered. If we learn anything from reading the Four Gospels and seeing Jesus Christ in action, it is that there is no “formula” for healing; it is a matter of walking by the spirit of God and getting revelation about what to do, and if there is no revelation, then almost always there is no miracle of healing.
Since there were many sick people in the Greco-Roman world (the average lifespan was early 30s for women; late 30s for men), we should ask what it was about Ephesus that God empowered “extraordinary miracles” there. The answer almost certainly has to do with the people’s deep involvement with magic. We know that from the fact that even just among the converts to Christianity, which was only a very small percentage of the population, the value of the magic scrolls that were burned was around 50,000 pieces of silver (3 million dollars). The Devil had apparently really shown his hand in Ephesus, and reliance on magic was everywhere, so God needed a powerful demonstration of His power to turn people from darkness to light, and get them to stop using demonic power.
We do see times in the Scripture when a physical object was used in conjunction with a healing or delivering people from demons. Jesus put mud in the eye of the blind man (John 9:6); Peter’s shadow healed people (Acts 5:15); and handkerchiefs and aprons Paul sent healed people and delivered people from demons (Acts 19:11-12). Also, occasionally someone in the Bible was healed when oil was poured on them (Mark 6:13). These unusual occurrences teach us that we cannot “put God in a box” and tell Him what He can and cannot do. On the other hand, anyone who has tried repeating these acts knows that they were what Acts 19:11 calls them: “special miracles.”
When someone is sick, the first thing to do is to pray fervently for them and seek God’s guidance to see if there is anything more that can be done. God is a merciful and loving God, and we must trust in Him.
[For more on healing, see commentary on 1 Pet. 2:24.]
Act 19:12
“handkerchiefs or aprons.” There is no intrinsic healing power in things such as this, but periodically, for His own purposes, God empowers healing through things such as these. For example, the people who got healed by touching Jesus’ garment (Mark 5:27-34; 6:56) or Peter’s shadow (Acts 5:15), or were healed by way of some other physical thing (cf. 2 Kings 5:10-14; John 9:1-7). Since we never know when the Lord will empower a miracle by things such as these, the people of God have to be ever alert to them and be prepared to take advantage of them when they occur by being confident of the power one has as a Christian.
“that had touched his skin were carried away.” This is more literally, “to be taken away from his skin.” In other words, the cloths were taken away from Paul’s skin to the sick. Most versions do like the REV and smooth out the Greek for ease of reading.
Act 19:13
“attempted to invoke the name of the Lord Jesus over those who had the evil spirits​” This shows that Paul had been very effective at casting out demons by the name of Jesus Christ. These exorcists would not have tried to use the name of Jesus if it had only been used a few times or if it had only been minimally effective and only worked some of the time. The phrase “invoke the name” is literally in the Greek, “name the name,” but that idiom is strange to modern ears.
But the name of Jesus Christ does not produce “automatic deliverance,” such that it can be used without first receiving revelation to use it. No one, not even Jesus himself or the apostles, cured everyone. When Jesus went to the Pool of Bethesda there was a multitude of sick people but Jesus only healed one person (John 5:1-8). So again, the fact that so many people in Ephesus were cured of sickness and demons by Paul shows that God Himself was moving powerfully in that city and empowering outreach to all Asia.
Act 19:16
“leaped on them, and overpowered all of them.” It is common practice in the magical arts to use names and objects to try to control demons, or to think you can be protected from them by saying spells or performing the rituals “in just the right way.” Often the demons pretend to be controlled that way and so deceive those arrogant enough to think that humans can control fallen angels. However, there are times when the demons do great harm, leaving the conjurers wondering what went wrong.
The same can be said for Christians who try to use objects like crosses, Bibles, holy water, garlic, and even the name of Jesus Christ to control demons. It is the name of Jesus Christ spoken by revelation that brings the power of God to bear. In fact, if you are speaking by revelation from God or the Lord, you may not even have to say, “In the name of Jesus Christ.” Paul did not in Acts 13:10-11. Demons are powerful and dangerous, as we see here in Acts 19 and in many places in Scripture. For example, the demons in the man in the tombs gave him the supernatural strength needed to break the chains that people used to try to restrain him (Mark 5:4; Luke 8:29).
This record in Acts 19 reminds us that if we are going to be successful and safe in dealing with demons, we have to walk by revelation, and not assume that because we are Christian or know the name of Jesus Christ that we will be protected from harm or will be able to deliver a demonized person.
Act 19:18
“Many also of those who had believed.” The verb tenses in the Greek text make it clear that the people had believed in the past, so they were already Christians. This event occurred during Paul’s third missionary journey, which started in Acts 18:23. However, he had been to Ephesus before, on his second missionary journey (Acts 18:19), and also Apollos had been teaching there, as well as Aquila and Priscilla (Acts 18:24-26). Thus it is no surprise that when Paul came to Ephesus on his third missionary journey, there were already disciples there (Acts 19:1). However, Ephesus was a center of the practice of magic. The statue of the goddess Artemis, in the Temple of Artemis in Ephesus, which was one of the seven wonders of the ancient world, had magical inscriptions on it that were reported to be very powerful.[footnoteRef:1785] Just from the culture around them, these disciples had been steeped in magic and apparently did not give it up when they got born again. This is similar to Christians who get saved but continue to consult their horoscope, use “charms” to supposedly ward off evil, or dabble with séances, palm readers, or psychics. A person can be saved and still participate in evil. Under the teaching ministry of Paul, these Christians in Ephesus finally came forward and confessed their practices, and renounced them. The fact that this is recorded in Acts is clearly more than just a historical notation. It is an example to follow. Christians everywhere should renounce astrology, witchcraft of all types, “psychic” involvement, charms, and other “protective” superstitions and practices that supposedly bring “good luck,” and any other practice that relies on things other than God for help, information, blessings, and protection. [1785:  John Polhill, Acts [NAC].] 

“were coming.” The Greek verb is in the imperfect tense, so “kept coming” (as the NASB) is better than just “came,” particularly in this context. Those who had believed kept coming forward, little by little, confessing their deeds. Some had the courage to come forth immediately, others did as they saw other believers go before them. This is the value of public confession and repentance: there are some who draw their courage to go forward from seeing others go forward first.
“divulging their practices.” The Greek word for “practices” is praxis (#4234 πρᾶξις). It is difficult to translate in this context because it has both a general definition and a technical definition, and both likely apply here. The general definition is an action or deed, which in this context would be an evil deed, and some versions, such as the NIV84 and CJB, even say “evil deeds.” However, ancient Greek sources reveal that praxis was also used in a technical sense for the practices of magic, including spells. Thus, F. F. Bruce translates the verse, “Many of those who believed also came and made confession, divulging their spells.”[footnoteRef:1786] Also, the New Jerusalem Bible has: “Some believers, too, came forward to admit in detail how they had used spells.” No doubt both the general and technical definitions apply. Some of the believers in Ephesus simply came forward and described the evil they had been involved with, while others came forward and specifically described the magic and witchcraft they had been involved with, including the casting of spells. We decided that, because the general definition of “evil deeds” included the specific definition of involvement with magic and witchcraft, it would be best to put the general definition in the REV and let the reader learn about the more specific meaning from the commentary. [1786:  Bruce, The Book of Acts [NICNT], 367.] 

Act 19:19
“practiced the magic arts.” Ephesus was a huge port city on the Mediterranean Sea with a population in Paul’s time that is estimated at about 250,000 people. There were many different religions there, and besides that, Ephesus had a reputation in the Roman world for magic and the occult. Given that, it is no wonder so many of Paul’s converts had been involved in the practice of magic.
We can understand why magic had such an attraction in the ancient world. Magic involved the harnessing and control of spiritual forces to accomplish what the practitioner wanted. Thus, magic could be involved in almost every aspect of a person’s life: financial success, good crops, love, winning at gambling, the death of an enemy, etc. All of these could supposedly be achieved with the help of magic. While technically, certain forms of “black magic” were forbidden by Roman law, in most cases that did not carry much weight because the worship of different gods could involve some very unusual practices and the boundary between what was and what was not actually our equivalent of “black magic” was mostly subjective. (Also, see commentary on Acts 19:18, “practices”).
“brought their scrolls together.” We learn a lot about the culture of a city or region by the common sayings that develop in the area. For example, we know that Corinth was known for its many and varied sexual practices because a common Greek term for a prostitute was a “Corinthian girl.” Similarly, we know that Ephesus was known for magic arts because a common name for a magical scroll was an “Ephesian letter.”[footnoteRef:1787] [1787:  Cf. F. F. Bruce, The Book of Acts [NICNT].] 

“burned them.” There is a powerful spiritual lesson in the fact that the magic scrolls were burned (and there almost certainly would have been other articles used in the practice of magic in addition to scrolls). Some might make the argument that the scrolls should have been sold, not burned, and the money used to help spread the Gospel. But that belief fails to recognize the spiritual priorities in life, in this case, that there are things that are inherently evil, and “belong” to the Devil and his demons, and can cause harm if not destroyed.
Demons are attracted to things that are inherently evil and have access to them whenever they want (which is why Christians should never have things that are inherently evil in their house). Furthermore, if something is inherently evil, it cannot be cleansed by prayer or casting demons away from it. If the magic scrolls were not destroyed, the evil would simply be moved from one place to another. Evil things must be destroyed, which is why in the Old Testament God commanded certain things be destroyed (Exod. 34:13; Deut. 7:5; 12:3).
It is not generally difficult to identify things that are inherently evil, and not everything evil or hurtful is “inherently evil.” Inherently evil things include things such as idols that are made to be worshiped instead of God. So are books and scrolls of spells, incantations, and instructions on how to practice “dark arts” such as necromancy, divination, witchcraft, etc., and the implements that are specifically designed to be used in the practice of the dark arts. So is pornography—it has no godly purpose or design and is inherently ungodly.
Sadly, most Christians are ignorant or indifferent about the spiritual battle that rages around them and the part that they play in it. Thus, many Christians practice a kind of syncretism (the blending of different religions) without even knowing it. For example, some Christians have “lucky” things that supposedly give them invisible help; others pray to dead people (mostly called “saints”) to help them. God specifically says He will not share His glory with other “gods,” whatever their form (Isa. 42:8; 48:11).
The world wants Christians to practice “religious toleration,” and that makes perfect sense given the Devil’s agenda to take glory from God. But the doctrine of religious toleration denies the reality of the spiritual battle raging around us and the fact that people are either for God or against Him, there is no middle ground (Mat. 12:30; Luke 11:23). Wisdom dictates that Christians learn how not to be offensive to people with other beliefs, but that is very different than giving approval to ungodliness.
“50,000 pieces of silver.” The piece of silver was the silver argurion (#694 ἀργύριον), which in Ephesus at that time was almost certainly the coin known as the Attic silver drachma (“Attic” referred to the fact that it came from southern Greece, most principally, Athens). The silver drachma could buy one sheep at that time, so we could value the scrolls as 50,000 sheep, but sheep are more expensive today than they were then, so that valuation would give an inaccurate rendering. A more accurate way to value the coin was by realizing that it was a day’s wage for a laborer (or back then, a soldier). So, in 2024, if a laborer makes $15 per hour, or $120 in a workday, then $120 times 50,000 is six million dollars. This shows the growth of the Christian population in the area at the time. Of course, the six million dollar current value would change if the common labor wage differed from $15 per hour.
The Christians of this community were willing to give up very costly “scrolls” (i.e., books) on the magic arts because they were repenting from their idolatry and evil practices. This serves as a great model for us today. How much are we willing to give up for the sake of Christ?
Act 19:21
“resolved in the spirit.” This is one of the times when “spirit” (pneuma) refers to a person’s attitudes, thoughts, and desires. The phrase is equivalent to “resolved in himself.” The NAB translates the phrase, “made up his mind” and the NIV translates the whole phrase simply by the word “decided.” Other verses that use “spirit” as a product of the mind include: “Blessed are the poor in spirit” (Matt. 5:3); “The spirit is willing, but the body is weak” (Matt. 26:41 NIV); and, “…how happy Titus was, because his spirit has been refreshed by all of you” (2 Cor. 7:13 NIV). This cannot be the instrumental use of the Greek word “in” (en), making the phrase read, “resolved by the spirit” as if Paul was being guided by the Lord via the gift of holy spirit. The reason it cannot be that this verse is referring to Paul’s being guided by the Lord is that it says Paul resolved to go to Jerusalem. Yet it is clear from the scope of Scripture that the Lord did not want Paul to go to Jerusalem (Acts 20:22; 21:4, 10-12). The Lord cannot direct Paul to go to Jerusalem and also tell him not to go. It was Paul’s decision to go to Jerusalem, and the Lord tried very hard to dissuade him, but was not successful. Paul went, and spent the next several years of his life in jail because of it, first in Caesarea, then in Rome.
Act 19:23
“the Way.” This was one of the earliest, if not the earliest, formal designations of the Christian Faith.
[For more information, see commentary on Acts 9:2.]
Act 19:24
“Demetrius.” He would have been a prominent member of the guild of silversmiths in order to call all the craftsmen together.
“shrines.” See commentary on Acts 17:24.
“brought no little business to the craftsmen.” The Greek word translated “business” is ergasia (#2039 ἐργασία), and it can refer to the business or trade itself, or the profit and income that is made from the trade. Here it no doubt implies both, and the verse and context show that Demetrius was a good organizer and leader. He would have owned his own business and also perhaps was even the head of a local guild of workmen. His organization and working skill brought in business and income for the craftsmen in the area. Some may have worked for him, and some may have profited by taking on some of his extra work or working in concert with him in ways that profited them both. The way he was able to gather the craftsmen and publicly make his case against Paul shows his talents as a leader and organizer.
Act 19:28
“Artemis of the Ephesians.” Located in Ephesus was one of the seven wonders of the ancient world: the Temple of Artemis (Latin: Diana), who was often depicted as a many-breasted goddess. Although called “Diana” in the KJV, the NT Greek text has “Artemis,” and almost all modern English Bibles read “Artemis.” Although called Artemis, the Artemis of Ephesus was not the same as the Artemis in Greece and Rome proper. The goddess “Artemis of the Ephesians” had been distinctively syncretized with the great Anatolian mother goddess Cybele, who herself had been influenced by earlier mother goddesses going back at least as far as the Hittites. The temple worship of Artemis-Ephesus consisted of sacrifices and ritual prostitution, a practice that was common to many of the religions of the ancient world. She was also associated with magic, but exactly why is not clear; perhaps it was due to her control over nature. She was a powerful goddess, and not known for her kindness to mankind, although she supported women in childbirth and was prayed to for healing. According to myth, the hunter Actaeon was in the woods hunting when he accidentally came upon a pool with Artemis bathing. She turned him into a stag and he was torn apart by his own hounds.
Alexander the Great took control of Ephesus in 334 BC and contributed a large sum of money toward the building of a new and more elaborate temple to Artemis, which was four times the size of the Parthenon in Athens. It was made of fine marble and was 425 feet long, 220 feet wide, and had 127 columns that were 60 feet high, and it was adorned with works of art. It contained an image of Artemis which, by legend, had fallen from Jupiter in heaven (Acts 19:35). Artemis of Ephesus was not only worshiped in Ephesus, but shrines for her were made and sent all over the world, encouraging her worship all around the Roman world, something that Demetrius the silversmith pointed out (Acts 19:27). Evidence from ancient coins show the goddess of the Ephesians was in fact revered throughout the ancient Roman world.
In spite of the fact that the temple of Artemis was one of the 7 wonders of the ancient world and four times the size of the Parthenon in Athens, it was lost in history until archaeologists rediscovered it in 1869.
Act 19:29
“the theater.” The great theater in Ephesus, still easily seen, could seat close to 25,000 people and would have been the natural place for the angry mob to go to.
Act 19:31
“Asiarchs.” The title “Asiarch” was the designation given to a man from the wealthy class who was a delegate from a city of Asia to a council of men that helped defray the cost of public games and events, and to regulate the worship of Rome and the emperor in the province. The evidence is that there were ten Asiarchs each year.[footnoteRef:1788] Some of them may have been priests of various religions. Ordinarily, they would not have been together in Ephesus, so it is likely that some game or festival was happening in Ephesus at the time. We have no information about how Paul became friends with some of these powerful men. We can see that, like true leaders, they acted quickly and decisively when it seemed as though Paul was going to go into the theater, and they sent to warn him not to. [1788:  Cf. Lenski, Acts of the Apostles, 820-21.] 

Act 19:33
“Alexander.” Alexander was apparently a prominent Jew. But why would the Jews be so anxious to have one of their people address the crowd? Like the Christians, the Jews did not worship Artemis, and they did not want to see the peace they enjoyed with the Gentiles to be destroyed by Paul’s aggressive evangelism. Apparently, Alexander was going to explain to the crowd that Paul and his companions were Christians and not like the traditional Jews in Ephesus. It was not until later in the first century that it became clear to most Romans (but not all), that Christianity was a new religion and not just a branch of Judaism. For many years after Christ, most Gentiles saw Christianity as just one more sect among the Jews, like the Pharisees and Sadducees were. But the Gentiles in Ephesus worshiped Artemis and were in no mood to listen to anyone who did not, and they shouted Alexander down.
Act 19:35
“town clerk.” Ephesus was allowed to be governed by its own civic council, and the town clerk was the executive officer of that council. He had many important responsibilities, such as drafting the decrees that went before the council and, very importantly, acting as the liaison between the civil government of Ephesus and the Roman provincial government, which had its headquarters in Ephesus and oversaw the administration of the entire Roman province of Asia.
Rome entrusted civil governments such as existed in Ephesus with keeping the peace and maintaining business and commerce so that Rome was secure and taxes were paid. A riot such as the one that happened in Ephesus was unacceptable to the Emperor and the Roman Senate, who could impose penalties on the city and even possibly hold the town clerk personally responsible. So the town clerk was highly motivated to calm the crowd and dismiss them.
Act 19:37
“blasphemers.” The Greek verb blasphēmeō (#987 βλασφημέω) is transliterated (not translated) from the Greek into English as “blasphemy.” However, “blasphemy” in English has a different meaning than blasphēmeō does in Greek. In English, “blasphemy” is only used in reference to God. It is insulting God or a god, insulting something considered sacred (like defacing a cross or statue of Jesus), or claiming to be God or a god in some way. However, in Greek, blasphēmeō and blasphēmia (the noun) did not have to refer to God or a god, although they could, but were common words that were used of someone speaking against another. The primary meanings were showing disrespect to a person or deity, and/or harming his, her, or its reputation.
[For more on blasphēmeō, see commentary on Matt. 9:3.]
In this situation, Demetrius the silversmith, who feared for his livelihood, and the town clerk, who no doubt feared the wrath of Rome if there were a riot, had different agendas. Demetrius was correct that even though Paul may not have been in the Temple of Artemis speaking directly against her, he was saying that man-made images were not gods, and in that sense, he was indeed blaspheming, or hurting the reputation of Artemis and every other Roman “god.” Demetrius, who correctly was concerned about his income, saw clearly that if what Paul was preaching was accepted by the people, their livelihood would be in jeopardy. The town clerk, on the other hand, correctly assessed that there was a right way to get things done, and a riot would not go well with Rome.
Act 19:40
“in danger of being charged with rioting.” The Roman emperor and senate highly valued peaceful conditions and rewarded them. In this case, Ephesus was the capital of the Roman province of Asia (now western Turkey) and had given it quite a few privileges. Now, because of this riot, those privileges were in jeopardy, including its degree of self-government (there is no record of a Senatorial governor being present there). This case involving Demetrius the silversmith is a mini-vignette of how demons and demonized people promise one thing but actually deliver another. The whole episode started with Demetrius saying how the tradesmen were “in danger” of losing their wealth, and thus started the riot that ostensibly would have somehow maintained the greatness of Artemis and the city of Ephesus. In fact, however, the riot put Ephesus “in danger” of losing its privileges.
Act 19:41
“he dismissed the assembly.” The people, knowing that what the town clerk had said about being charged with rioting by the Romans was true, quietly went back to home and business. We might ask why this record about Demetrius and the riot was written in Acts. Surely there are many reasons for it and lessons we can learn from it. For example, the Devil is the god of this age, and he works against any effort to evangelize people and turn them from darkness to light, and he works through his people who are committed to his ungodly causes such as Demetrius and the other idol makers. No wonder Scripture tells us that everyone who lives a godly life will suffer persecution (2 Tim. 3:12).
Another reason for including the record in Acts seems to be to defend Christians and show that they are not the problem; people who do not like what Christians do are the problem. This theme comes up several times in Acts. For example, it was the Jews who brought Paul before Gallio, but Gallio would not try the case (Acts 18:12-17). Then, here in Ephesus, the idol-makers cause trouble for Paul and the Christians, but the town clerk says what the Christians were doing was not prima facie wrong. Later on, King Agrippa concluded that Paul was innocent of the charges made against him (Acts 26:32). There is no situation in Acts when the Christians were convicted of any actual crime by a Roman authority. This would have made an impact on any Roman reading about the start of the Christian Church in the few centuries after Christ. In fact, as Acts records, it was always Jews or pagans who caused trouble for the Christians because they were envious and/or threatened by what the Christians were very lawfully doing.
 
Acts Chapter 20
Act 20:1
“into Macedonia.” This verse reflects a change in Paul’s plans. According to 1 Corinthians 16:8, Paul had planned to stay in Ephesus until Pentecost, but likely because of the riot and further trouble in Asia he left Ephesus earlier than he had planned.
Paul must have spent a considerable amount of time in Macedonia, as this must have been the time that Paul visited Illyricum on the west coast of Macedonia (Rom. 15:19), since he did not go to that part of Macedonia on his second missionary journey.
Act 20:2
“Greece.” Particularly Corinth. Paul had founded the Church at Corinth (Acts 18), and it was from there (or, less likely, from Cenchreae), on this trip, that he penned the Epistle to the Romans. He was going to sail from Corinth to Syria (likely Antioch, his home base and where he had started his third missionary journey; Acts 18:23), but decided to take the land route through Macedonia, then across the Aegean Sea, briefly stopping at a few cities, and eventually sailing to Caesarea, the port of Jerusalem (Acts 21:8).
Act 20:4
“Berea.” An old Macedonian city on the Astraeus River, about 45 miles (75 km) from Thessalonica. So Paul was accompanied on this trip by three people from Macedonia, two from the Roman province of Asia, and two from Galatia (Timothy and Gaius).
Act 20:5
“us.” This verse starts the second “we” section of Acts, when Luke joins Paul on his travels. The three “we” sections are: Acts 16:10-17; Acts 20:5-21:18; and Acts 27:1-28:16. See commentary on Acts 16:10.
Act 20:10
“life.” See commentary on Acts 15:26, “lives.”
Act 20:12
“not a little comforted.” This is the figure of speech tapeinosis, or demeaning. It is the deliberate demeaning, or lessening of something in order to elevate or increase it. It often comes in the form of an understatement. We are aware that sometimes the most powerful way to emphasize something is to understate it. “Not a little comforted?!” The believers probably threw quite a party. The understatement in the text causes the reader to add emphasis that is greater than a plain statement of fact could provide. Thus versions such as the NIV and NASB, which just say, “were greatly comforted,” not only eliminate the beautiful figure tapeinosis, but also strip away the emotion that the reader would otherwise bring to the biblical text.
[See Word Study: “Tapeinosis.”]
Act 20:22
“look.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Act 20:23
“the Holy Spirit.” “The Holy Spirit” is the name for God that emphasizes His power in operation. God is called “the Holy Spirit” in a number of verses in the NT, including Matthew 1:20; 12:32; and Hebrews 9:8.
[For more information on the uses of “Holy Spirit,” see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?” Also see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
“warns.” The Greek is diamarturomai (#1263 διαμαρτύρομαι) and means to solemnly testify or earnestly charge, and can mean “warn” as it does here and in Luke 16:28. This is the first time the book of Acts tells us that Paul was being directed not to go to Jerusalem. He should have let others carry the financial gift that had been collected for the believers there. Although this is the first mention that Paul was not to go that is written in Acts, the verse does tell us he had been warned “in every city.” Paul had left Achaia (Corinth) with money for the poor believers in Jerusalem and traveled by land north back through Macedonia (he had come to Corinth by way of Macedonia), then sailed east toward Caesarea, the port city of Jerusalem. Thus he had passed through many cities before reaching where he was, Miletus, a port city of Ephesus (Acts 20:17).
[For more on Paul’s travel to Jerusalem and its consequences, see commentary on Acts 21:12, 14.]
Act 20:24
“life.” The Greek word is psuchē (#5590 ψυχή, pronounced psoo-'kay), often translated “soul.” The Greek word has a large number of meanings, including the physical life of a person or animal; an individual person; or attitudes, emotions, feelings, and thoughts. Here psuchē refers to the physical life of the body, which is why most versions translate it “life,” which is accurate in this context. This is one of the many verses that show that psuchē, soul, is not immortal and is not the reason people can live forever. Paul would never say that he did not count his everlasting life valuable, but he would say he did not count his earthly life valuable, because he knew he would be raised from the dead.
[For a more complete explanation of psuchē, “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
Act 20:25
“listen.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20. In this context, “listen” seemed more polite than “look.”
Act 20:28
“the Holy Spirit.” “The Holy Spirit” is the name for God that emphasizes His power in operation. God is called “the Holy Spirit” in a number of verses in the NT, including Matthew 1:20; 12:32; and Hebrews 9:8.
[For more information on the uses of “Holy Spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
“church of God.” Trinitarians use this phrase along with what follows, “blood of his own,” to establish that the verse is referring to God’s own blood, and since this verse is referring to the sacrifice of Jesus, Jesus must be God. There are quite a few problems with that. First, this phrase “church of God” has some significant textual variants; there are some major manuscripts which read, “church of the Lord” (P74, A, C*, D, E). If the text was originally “church of the Lord” then the entire Trinitarian argument would fall apart, because the verse would not be saying that God has blood. Thus, the Trinitarian argument already is on shaky grounds. In the next section, more problems with the Trinitarian argument based on Acts 20:28 will be discussed.
“the blood of his own Son.” This refers to the blood of his own Son, Jesus.[footnoteRef:1789] This is a phrase used in conjunction with “church of God” to support Trinitarianism, by interpreting it to mean that God is the subject and he purchased the church with “his own blood.” [1789:  See Graeser, Lynn, &amp; Schoenheit, One God and One Lord.] 

The Greek text could be literally translated, “blood of one’s own (son),” (Possessive genitive) or “one’s own blood” (Genitive of Apposition). Either one is a valid translation. Yet, the Trinitarian must translate it, “one’s own blood” or “his own blood,” in order for this verse to support Trinitarianism.
In order to arrive at a proper translation, we must look at how the scriptures define God, and this could help us understand what was likely meant. Do the scriptures define God as having a body and having blood? No, they define God as being invisible and incorruptible (Col. 1:15; 1 Tim. 1:17), yet, Jesus clearly has a body, and Jesus clearly shed his blood (Heb. 13:12; Col. 1:20). Thus, it certainly makes more sense to understand this phrase as, “blood of one’s own Son.” The word “Son” is properly supplied when asking the question: who is God’s own who shed his blood to purchase the Church? Clearly the answer is Jesus throughout the entirety of the New Testament.
So, in order for this verse to teach that Jesus is God, the Trinitarian needs to use one specific manuscript reading for “Church of God,” and one specific translation of “his own blood,” and hold to a completely unique understanding that God has blood, which contradicts the rest of Scripture in which God is incorruptible (1 Tim. 1:17) and is invisible (Col. 1:15). One can see the great weakness in using a verse like this to support the Trinity; it simply has too many translation and manuscript issues to be a reliable verse to build a doctrine upon. Thus, it makes much more sense to simply translate the verse, “blood of his own Son” referring to Jesus’ blood, who we know had a real flesh and blood body (Col. 1:20), unlike God.
Act 20:32
“have been made holy.” The Greek is hagiazō (#37 ἁγιάζω), “to be sanctified,” but it is a perfect tense participle in the passive voice. The Christian is sanctified the moment he becomes born again, by the presence of the holy spirit. Most commentators do not understand it, and have “are” sanctified, but this verse refers to the one-time event in the life of the believer when he or she gets saved. Interestingly, Lenski realizes this is referring to a one-time event in the past, so he has it refer to the dead Christian being in heaven.[footnoteRef:1790] [1790:  R. C. H. Lenski, Acts of the Apostles, 854.] 

Act 20:35
“the words of the Lord Jesus.” This quotation, “it is more blessed to give than to receive,” is not recorded in the Gospels. It is what is known as an agrapha (a—not, graphe—writing). It is clear that the Lord spoke much more than what is recorded in the Gospels, for the totality of Jesus’ speech can be read aloud in just several hours. John was clear that not everything about Jesus’ life is recorded in scripture (John 21:25). People would have remembered other things that he taught and preserved them as well.
The actual quotation itself is the figure of speech chreia, a quotation that gives the author’s name.[footnoteRef:1791] [1791:  Cf. Bullinger, Figures of Speech Used in the Bible, 778, “chreia.”] 

 
Acts Chapter 21
Act 21:4
“not set foot in Jerusalem.” This is the second time the Word of God reveals that Paul was not to go to Jerusalem, and this is the clearest warning because the disciples in Tyre told Paul “through the spirit” not to go to Jerusalem. This clearly reveals the will of God. These disciples were not speaking from emotion, they were speaking by revelation. Paul had made up his mind to take the financial offering of the Gentiles on to Jerusalem and was so set in his mind about it that he did not listen to the voice of God concerning the situation. (See commentary on Acts 21:12, 14).
Act 21:11
“the Holy Spirit says.” “The Holy Spirit” is the name for God that emphasizes His power in operation. God is called “the Holy Spirit” in a number of verses in the NT, including Matthew 1:20; 12:32; and Hebrews 9:8.
[For more information on the uses of “Holy Spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
Act 21:12
“not to go up to Jerusalem.” During Paul’s third missionary journey, Paul gathered an offering from the Gentiles to take to Jerusalem (Rom. 15:26; cf. 2 Cor. 8-9). When he was still in Ephesus and wrote 1 Corinthians, he wrote to the Church at Corinth to start taking collections of money that could then be taken as a gift to Jerusalem (1 Cor. 16:1-3). At that time he was unclear about whether he would take the money to Jerusalem himself or if someone else would take the money and bring along personal letters from him (1 Cor. 16:3-4). By the time Paul traveled westward across the Aegean Sea and wrote 2 Corinthians from Macedonia (it is possible he wrote from either Philippi or Thessalonica, both towns with established churches) he had made up his mind to travel with the financial gift himself (2 Cor. 8:19). He confirmed this shortly thereafter in the Epistle to the Romans, which he wrote when he reached Corinth (Rom. 15:28; cf. 2 Cor. 8:20). At first he was going to sail from Corinth to Syria (Acts 20:3), but he decided to take the land route back to Macedonia, and then he sailed from there for Syria and Jerusalem, but he made a number of stops along the way. Although he touched land in Syria, he never returned to Antioch, his home base and the city from which he had started his missionary journey.
At some point on that journey from Corinth to Jerusalem with the money that had been collected for the believers at Jerusalem, God started telling Paul not to go to Jerusalem. The first account of this is Acts 20:23 when Paul was in Miletus, the port of Ephesus, speaking to the elders from the Church at Ephesus. By that time he reported that God warned him “in every city” about going to Jerusalem. Thus, it is possible that as early as when he left Corinth with the money, he was already getting revelation not to go to Jerusalem himself, but to let others take the gift. When Paul landed at Tyre, the disciples there told Paul “through the spirit” that he was “not to set foot in Jerusalem” (Acts 21:4). This makes the will of God crystal clear, because the believers at Tyre did not speak on their own initiative, or from their emotion or love for Paul, but “through the spirit.” Then, in Caesarea, the daughters of Philip the Evangelist prophesied to Paul, and the context is that he should not go to Jerusalem (Acts 21:9). Then, Agabus, a recognized prophet in the Church, spoke to Paul about the consequences of going to Jerusalem, and all the disciples begged him not to go (Acts 21:10-12). Paul ignored the warnings from God, went to Jerusalem, and spent more than four years as a prisoner as a result. More than two years in Caesarea (Acts 24:27), months traveling to Rome (Acts 27:9; 28:11), and at least two years under arrest in Rome (Acts 28:30). Paul disobeyed the will of God and went to Jerusalem, and his ministry was severely curtailed as a result.
The Day of Pentecost was the summer of AD 28. When Paul left Corinth and went through Macedonia, it was approximately the Feast of Passover in AD 57 (cf. Acts 20:6). He wanted to reach Jerusalem by Pentecost in June (Acts 20:16). If he was in Jerusalem in June of 57, and arrested shortly after, he spent more than two years in jail in Caesarea (Acts 24:27). Then he traveled by boat to Rome, leaving in the late summer of AD 59. This trip took at least four months, and perhaps six. He sailed late in the year, and after “much time had been lost” (Acts 27:9), came to port on the island of Crete. The ship sailed from Crete after the Day of Atonement (Acts 27:9; late September to early October). After the shipwreck and wintering on the island of Malta, Paul sailed for Rome. It would now be late winter or early spring of AD 60. When Paul got to Rome, he was “two whole years” under house arrest (Acts 28:30). This would have been from the spring of 60 to the spring/summer of 62. These dates are generally agreed upon by scholars, although sometimes they differ by a year or so earlier or later.
Understanding the chronology helps us put the magnitude of Paul’s imprisonment in perspective. Although he had met the Lord and become a believer years earlier, he did not start his powerful public ministry until he was called to Antioch, likely AD 45 (cf. Acts 11:26). If Paul was arrested in 57, he had only spent 12 or 13 years in public ministry, which also involved three missionary journeys. Then he was under arrest for almost five years. If his ministry had come under attack while he was free and working hard to teach and preach, and out among the people doing healings and miracles (cf. 1 Cor. 2:3-5), it was much more seriously attacked during the time he spent as a prisoner, from which it never really recovered. By the time he wrote 2 Timothy, he said, “all who are in Asia turned away from me” (2 Tim. 1:15). That is amazing, because the Roman province of Asia, which we today know as western Turkey, was where Paul spent more than two years (Acts 19:8-10) teaching the Word of God. If Paul got out of jail in Rome in 62, he was likely martyred by 66 or 67, a mere four or five years later, not enough time to rebuild the foundation of his church. This is especially true since the great fire of Rome was in June of AD 64, and after that, Emperor Nero engineered a much more severe persecution against Christianity than had existed before, and the free movement of the Word was more difficult.
Most Bible preachers take the one phrase, “The will of the Lord be done” (Acts 21:14), and say that Paul’s going to Jerusalem was the will of God. However, that idea is incorrect for many reasons. First and foremost, there is no verse anywhere that says Paul was going to Jerusalem by revelation or according to the will of God. While he was in Ephesus he was not even sure he would go (1 Cor. 16:3-4). So at some point he decided to go, but there is no verse that says that decision of his was the will of God. Second, God does not contradict Himself. If the revelation from God in Acts 21:4 was not to go, and that flow continued uninterrupted from then to Acts 21:14, why would anyone decide the will of God was for him to go? On what basis? Thirdly, although sometimes people doing God’s will suffer hardship, often it is a consequence of disobedience. In this case, had Paul heeded God’s warning, he could have sent other people to Jerusalem with the money, and he himself left for Rome on his way to Spain, just as he had a longing to do (Rom. 15:22-24).
Act 21:13
“For I am ready not only to be bound, but also to die at Jerusalem.” Men and women of God often feel their calling so strongly that they make misjudgments about what God wants them to do, and this was the case with Paul. Genuine men and women of God have very deep feelings for the people, even though the people are ungodly and defy God (cf. Jer. 9:1; 13:17).
Act 21:14
“The will of the Lord be done.” This verse does not mean that it was the will of God for Paul to go to Jerusalem, even though that is what almost every Bible teacher says it means. In this context, it was a phrase used in surrender to the free will of man, and the disciples used it, indicating their hope that perhaps God might be able to redeem a bad situation—in this case, Paul’s unwise decision to go to Jerusalem. Why would anyone think that these disciples in Caesarea thought that Paul’s going to Jerusalem was the will of God? They were doing their absolute best to talk Paul out of going. They “pleaded” with him not to go (Acts 21:12). Would they have really done that if they thought it was the will of God for him to go? Were these disciples so immature that they knew it was God’s will for Paul to go to Jerusalem, but let their emotions rule their actions until Paul stood firm and rebuked them saying “What are you doing, crying and breaking my heart” (Acts 21:13), at which point each of them sheepishly admitted that going to Jerusalem was the will of God after all? Certainly not. These were well-established believers. Philip the Evangelist, in whose house they were staying (Acts 21:8), had been one of the original seven men chosen to work with the Church in Jerusalem under the direction of Peter, James, John, and the other apostles (Acts 6:5). These were not new converts, or neophytes who let their emotions rule. God had told Paul in city after city not to go to Jerusalem. However, Paul was so emotionally attached to the Jews, and so convinced that he could win them to Christ and also help strengthen relations between the Gentile Christians and Jewish Christians, that he was not hearing the voice of God. For more details on Paul disobeying God and going to Jerusalem see commentary on Acts 21:12.
There are some Bible teachers who know that it was God’s will not to go to Jerusalem, and using the KJV, get around the “problem” of this verse by changing the punctuation. The KJV reads: “And when he would not be persuaded, we ceased, saying, ‘The will of the Lord be done.’” Changing the commas makes it read, “And when he would not be persuaded, we ceased saying ‘The will of the Lord be done.’” This punctuation makes the verse say that the disciples stopped saying to Paul, “The will of the Lord be done,” but the Greek text does not allow the phrases and punctuation to be changed that way. When Paul would not listen to the revelation from God, the disciples, in giving up trying to persuade him, said, “The will of the Lord be done,” i.e., God, somehow work your will in this. God gave mankind freedom of will, and when someone does not do the will of God, the rest of us can only pray that somehow or other God can get His will done in the situation.
Act 21:17
“had come to Jerusalem.” This was Paul’s fifth and last trip to Jerusalem after his conversion; we do not know of any later trip after his release from prison in Rome. Paul made five trips to Jerusalem after he got born again. First trip: three years after his conversion: Acts 9:26-30; Gal. 1:18-20. Second trip: 14 years after his conversion for a famine relief visit: Acts 11:28-30; Gal. 2:1-10. Third trip: in AD 49, for the Jerusalem council: Acts 15. Fourth trip: between his second and third missionary journeys: Acts 18:22. Fifth trip: after his third missionary journey when Paul was arrested and sent to Rome (Acts 21:17).
“brothers and sisters.” The Greek word for “brothers” often includes men and women, and it does so here.
[For more on brothers and sisters, see Word Study: “Adelphos.” For more on women’s involvement in the early church, see Appendix 11: “The Role of Women in the Church.”]
Act 21:19
“related.” See commentary on Luke 24:35, “related.”
Act 21:28
“Place.” The word “place” was a designation of the Temple. See commentary on Matthew 24:15, “topos.”
Act 21:39
“no insignificant city.” Paul could have said that Tarsus was a “great” city, or an “important” city, but perhaps the Roman officer would have argued with him (national prejudices can run deep). This is the figure of speech, tapeinosis, or demeaning. It is the deliberate demeaning, or lessening of something in order to elevate or increase it. It often comes in the form of an understatement. We are aware that sometimes the most powerful way to emphasize something is to understate it. By understating the fact, and saying that Tarsus was “no insignificant city,” the Roman could hardly argue the point, and still got the message that Paul was therefore well-traveled and educated.
[See Word Study: “Tapeinosis.”]
Act 21:40
“in the Hebrew language.” There is a debate among scholars as to whether the language Paul spoke was Hebrew or Aramaic. The Greek text says “Hebrew,” and there was a Greek word for Aramaic that is not used here, but it seems that some other places in the New Testament that say “Hebrew” actually refer to Aramaic. Although the majority of scholars think that Paul spoke Aramaic, not Hebrew, here in Acts 21:40, Paul was in the Temple, the heart of the Hebrew-speaking world. Also, there are more and more archaeological artifacts that have Hebrew, not Aramaic written on them, which is partially why some scholars think that Hebrew was spoken much more widely than was believed in the twentieth century. As it stands now, there is not enough evidence to come to a definite conclusion. However, given the fact that the text reads “Hebrew” and there was a Greek word for Aramaic, it seems best to have the English translation read “Hebrew” because that is certainly possible. Nevertheless, many English versions of the Bible read “Aramaic” in Acts 21:40 because the translators feel strongly that Paul spoke in Aramaic.
 
Acts Chapter 22
Act 22:4
“the Way.” This was one of the earliest, if not the earliest, formal designations of the Christian Faith, and it is used in Acts 9:2, 19:9, 23; 22:4; 24:14, 22.
[For more information, see commentary on Acts 9:2.]
Act 22:9
“understand.” This is one of the meanings of the Greek word, which is akouō (#191 ἀκούω). By comparing Acts 9:7 and 22:9, we learn that the men with Paul heard the sound of Jesus’ voice, but did not understand what he said. See commentary on Acts 9:7.
Act 22:12
“deeply religious.” The Greek is eulabēs (#2126 εὐλαβής); see commentary on Acts 10:2, “godly man.”
Act 22:16
“be baptized, and wash away your sins.” There are some who teach that this verse is saying that a person needs to be water baptized to be saved, but that is not what the verse is saying. Water does not wash away sins, it is a symbol that represents the cleansing from sin that God does when a Christian gets saved. A. T. Robertson writes:
“It is possible, as in [Acts] 2:38, to take these words as teaching baptismal remission or salvation by means of baptism, but to do so is in my opinion a complete subversion of Paul’s vivid and picturesque language. As in Rom. 6:4-6 where baptism is the picture of death, burial, and resurrection, so here baptism pictures the change that had already taken place when Paul surrendered to Jesus on the way (verse 10). Baptism here pictures the washing away of the sins by the blood of Christ.”[footnoteRef:1792] [1792:  Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, 3:391-92.] 

The baptism ceremony was the time when the person being baptized made a public confession of Christ and called upon the name of the Lord, which is what saved the person (cf. Acts 2:21; Rom. 10:13), and thus baptism was sometimes associated with salvation. That a person’s confession of Christ was not to be a personal thing that was done in private, but was intended to be a public and open confession, explains why Romans 10:9 says “confess with your mouth,” and Romans 10:9 never mentions baptism, only confession and believing.
By the time Paul spoke the words recorded in Acts 22:16, it had been almost 30 years since Jesus had been crucified, and in that time enough of the New Testament had been written that it was clear a person did not receive salvation via water baptism. For example, some years before this event in Jerusalem, Paul wrote to the church at Corinth and said, “For Christ did not send me to baptize, but to proclaim the good news” (1 Cor. 1:17). But that verse makes no sense if water baptism was necessary for salvation, because Christ certainly sent Paul to get people saved. Also, later, Paul wrote that the Church had “one baptism” (Eph. 4:5), and given the baptisms of water and holy spirit, the holy spirit baptism given by Jesus was greater than John’s water baptism, as John himself also said (Matt. 3:11; Mark 1:8; Luke 3:16; John 1:33; Acts 11:16).
Beyond the cultural context and scope of Scripture, Acts 22:16 never actually says that baptism cleanses from sin. It says calling on the name of Jesus does. The Holman Christian Standard Bible is one of the versions that represents that quite clearly: “Get up and be baptized, and wash away your sins by calling on His name.” In the Greek text, the word “calling” is a participle, which can have a causal force, thus the translation, “by calling.” It is not water baptism but confession and belief in Christ, represented by “calling on the name of the Lord,” that saves a person (cf. CEB, CJB, Geneva Bible, NEB, NLT, Phillips, Tyndale NT).
Act 22:17
“state of suspended consciousness.” See commentary on Acts 10:10.
Act 22:22
“for he should not have even been allowed to live this long.” A Greek idiom for an obligation that has existed from the past and is still unfulfilled at the present.[footnoteRef:1793] The Jews are so offended that they are saying that he should have already been executed for his beliefs and actions. [1793:  Cf. Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, 3:393; Lenski, The Acts of the Apostles, 918.] 

 
Acts Chapter 23
Act 23:2
“the high priest Ananias.” The High Priest Ananias was the son of Nedebaeus, and was the High Priest from AD 47-59. This is not the High Priest Annas, who was High Priest at the time of Christ’s ministry and advocated for him to be crucified.
Act 23:8
The Sadducees maintained that the human soul was not immortal, but disappeared upon the death of the person, and they used that belief to support (wrongly support!) their doctrine that there was no resurrection. Although it is true that the human soul is not immortal, that does not keep God from resurrecting people, who are empowered with a different spirit when they are resurrected (cf. Ezek. 37:12-14, esp. v. 14).
Some scholars say that the Sadducees also did not generally believe there was any spirit except God, but other scholars maintain that what the Sadducees rejected was not the existence of spirits, but the existence of a spirit world that had a hierarchy of good and bad spirits that were opposed to each other. The fact that Jesus mentioned “angels” to the Sadducees in the context of the resurrection (Matt. 22:30) supports the fact that the Sadducees did generally believe in a spirit world.
Act 23:9
“We find no evil in this man. And if a spirit or an angel has spoken to him….” The Pharisees do not finish their thought, but let it drop. This is the figure of speech aposiopesis, “sudden silence,” when a speaker breaks off in mid-sentence. We would have expected the full thought to be something like, “We find no evil in this man. And if a spirit or an angel has spoken to him, then he is innocent!” But, for unstated reasons, the sentence was never completed. It is possible that the roar of the crowd shut down the people speaking.
[For more on aposiopesis, see commentary on Luke 19:42.]
Act 23:12
“bound themselves under a curse.” The curse was that they would not eat or drink until they killed Paul. They had an out, of course. The Rabbis could dissolve the curse, and we can be sure that none of these men starved to death.
Act 23:23
“third hour of the night.” This is about our 9 p.m. Ordinarily the night was broken into watches, but sometimes a more accurate measurement was needed.
[For the hours of the day and the watches of the night, see commentary on Mark 6:48.]
Act 23:24
“to Felix the governor.” This is the first mention of Felix, the Roman governor of the Roman province of Judea.
“Felix,” more properly Antonius Felix, was the fourth Roman procurator of Judea, and he served from AD 52-60. Felix was a Greek and was born a slave, but was given his freedom. His older brother, also a freedman, was Marcus Pallas, who became the secretary of the treasury when Claudius was the emperor of Rome. Because of his powerful position, Pallas was able to petition the Romans and have his brother appointed as procurator of Judea. According to Wikipedia, “Felix’s cruelty, coupled with his accessibility to bribes (see Book of Acts 24:26), led to a great increase of crime in Judaea. The period of his rule was marked by internal feuds and disturbances, which he put down with severity.”[footnoteRef:1794] [1794:  Wikipedia, “Antonius Felix,” accessed December 19, 2023, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Antonius_Felix.] 

Act 23:27
“having learned that he was a Roman.” Claudius Lysias was a professional soldier, but his high rank caused him to be part politician, and not above covering the truth and recounting events in a way that cast him in a favorable light. He reported to Governor Felix that when he learned that the man whom the Jews were trying to kill was a Roman citizen, he swooped down from the heights of the Antonia Fortress and rescued him, and then he said he later took Paul to the Sanhedrin to ascertain the reason they would have tried to kill Paul. The truth is told in the narrative of Acts 21:30ff.
The Jews were trying to kill Paul, but the reason the Romans got involved was due to the uproar in the city. The soldiers were charged with keeping the peace, so they ran down into the Temple and took Paul from the crowd to quiet the riot that was starting. It was only when Paul was illegally about to be examined by scourging (Acts 22:25), that Claudius Lysias found out he was a Roman citizen and released Paul. Obviously, it would not have looked good on Claudius’ record to chain a Roman citizen, so he carefully omitted that fact when he wrote to Governor Felix. The entire episode about Paul is full of political maneuvering, lies, cover-ups, prevarications, and distortions. Claudius Lysias is joined by Tertullus, the Jews (see commentary on Acts 24:6), Felix (see commentary on Acts 23:24 and 24:26), and Festus (Acts 25:9, 20), in distorting the truth to further their political careers. The massive lies and cover-ups we see in the case of Paul no doubt happened in many other cases as well, and show the weakness of a system that does not have effective checks and balances in government, or harsh penalties for leaders who are willing to sacrifice innocent people to further their own causes. Sadly, human nature has not changed, and modern governments are full of the same kinds of lies and maneuvering that we see occurring in Acts some 2,000 years ago.
Act 23:31
“Antipatris.” A city about 40 miles (64 km) northwest of Jerusalem, and about 25 miles (40 km) from Caesarea. This is the only place this city is mentioned in the New Testament. It was built, or built up, by Herod the Great in 9 BC, and named after his father, Antipater. It had been the Old Testament site of Aphek (Josh. 12:18; 1 Sam. 4:1; 29:1; 1 Kings 20:26ff; 2 Kings 13:17; etc.).
Act 23:35
“Herod’s praetorium.” Herod’s Praetorium was in Caesarea on the coast of the Mediterranean Sea. The word “Praetorium” originally referred to the tent of the commanding officer in a Roman field camp. Then it came to refer to the official residence of the commander, which thus included the residence of a provincial governor, such as Pilate, Felix, or Festus. Because many of the governor’s palaces were in dangerous territory, the palace compound included an army barracks, so it was natural that in those cases “praetorium” was extended to include the governor’s palace, buildings in the palace complex, and the army barracks that was often in the compound, and that is the way “Praetorium” is used in Acts. In the Prison Epistles, when Paul is in Rome, the Praetorium specifically referred to the quarters of the Emperor’s personal army, the Praetorian Guard (Phil. 1:13).
By calling the palace complex, “Herod’s Praetorium,” we can see that the presence of Herod the Great was still being felt more than 50 years after he died. The harbor complex at Caesarea on the Mediterranean Sea was the most extensive of Herod’s many building projects. He took a small port and, between 22 and 10 BC, turned it into an impressive city and the largest port on the Mediterranean. He had a palace built for himself by the sea, and that is where Felix kept Paul under guard. On the basis of Paul’s Roman citizenship, and the fact that there was no real evidence against him, Felix should have set Paul free, as Claudius Lysias had already ascertained (Acts 23:29). However, Felix was less interested in justice than he was in either getting bribe money (Acts 24:26) or doing the Jews a favor (Acts 24:27). Nevertheless, he did not put Paul in chains in prison, but remanded him to the palace complex. Felix’s lack of desire for truth and justice in Paul’s case extended to the rest of his life, and his governorship ended with his being recalled to Rome for improprieties.
 
Acts Chapter 24
Act 24:1
“And after five days.” The religious leaders were anxious to get rid of Paul, so they moved quickly. The description “after five days” refers to five days after Paul himself arrived in Caesarea, so Ananias and his elders moved quickly. It was likely the day after Paul was transferred that Ananias and the others learned of Paul’s transfer, and their own trip to Caesarea would have taken two days, so it likely took them two days to plan the trip and their absence in Jerusalem and to choose an appropriate orator to speak for them. As the High Priest, Ananias had many dealings with the Romans both directly and indirectly, so technically he would not have needed Tertullus, however, Tertullus (judging from the name) was likely a Roman and was thus likely brought along to add some influence.
“they brought charges to the governor.” The governor at this time was Felix. He had been governor for many years (Acts 24:10).
Act 24:4
“customary graciousness.” The Greek word translated as “customary graciousness” is epieikeia, (#1932 ἐπιείκεια), “consideration springing from a recognition of the danger that ever lurks upon the assertion of legal rights lest they be pushed to immoral limits. The virtue that rectifies and redresses the severity of a sentence.”[footnoteRef:1795] See commentary on 1 Timothy 3:3, “reasonable.” Epieikeia refers to a disposition to be merciful, and especially to moderate the harshness of judgment. In this context, Tertullus was trying to win the favor of the Roman governor Felix so it is within the scope and semantic range of epieikeia to have the translation “customary graciousness.” [1795:  Zodhiates, Word Study Dictionary, s.v. “epieikeia.”] 

Act 24:6
“he tried to profane the Temple.” Paul did not try to profane the Temple. Tertullus and the Jews with him were not interested in truth and justice, and told this lie about Paul to accomplish their goal, which was to have Paul killed. Tertullus knew that the sanctity of the Temple did not mean anything to the Roman governor Felix, who as a Roman was a polytheist. However, the Jews knew that Rome judged the provincial governors in part by their ability to keep the native populations at peace. Riots and uprisings were dangerous and expensive, and could cost a governor his political career. If Paul was trying to profane the Temple in Jerusalem, that could be very troublesome, leading to riots that would get the unfavorable attention of Rome. So Tertullus said what he did in case some facts could be overlooked and his case be considered proven, or in case the Jews could obscure the facts to the point that Felix would kill Paul as a favor—a favor they would pay back by looking more favorably upon Felix’s rule and some of the more oppressive policies of Rome. If Felix’s court was ruling according to the Law of Moses, Tertullus should legally have been executed as a false witness. Under the Mosaic Law, false witnesses got the penalty they were trying to impose on the defendant (Deut. 19:16-19). For more on the injustice in Paul’s case see commentary on Acts 23:27.
24:6b-8a. Most modern versions leave this out, recognizing from the textual evidence that it is almost certainly a later addition.[footnoteRef:1796] If left in, this addition changes “from whom” Felix would learn; it makes Felix learn about Paul by examining the Jews who accused him. [1796:  See Metzger, Textual Commentary, 490; Lenski, Acts of the Apostles, 961; Kistemaker.] 

Act 24:7
24:6b-8a. Most modern versions leave this out, recognizing from the textual evidence that it is almost certainly a later addition.[footnoteRef:1797] If left in, this addition changes “from whom” Felix would learn; it makes Felix learn about Paul by examining the Jews who accused him. [1797:  See Metzger, Textual Commentary, 490; Lenski, Acts of the Apostles, 961; Kistemaker.] 

Act 24:8
24:6b-8a. Most modern versions leave this out, recognizing from the textual evidence that it is almost certainly a later addition.[footnoteRef:1798] If left in, this addition changes “from whom” Felix would learn; it makes Felix learn about Paul by examining the Jews who accused him. [1798:  see Metzger, Textual Commentary, 490; Lenski, Acts of the Apostles, 961; Kistemaker.] 

Act 24:14
“as a follower of.” The Greek used the preposition, kata (#2596 κατά), which is often translated “according to,” or “in accord with,” but has many meanings.[footnoteRef:1799] A very clear rendering of the Greek kata in this context, while not being strictly literal, is “as a follower of” (cf. NIV84; NLT; New English Bible; The Source NT). [1799:  Cf. BDAG, s.v. “κατά.”] 

“the Way.” This was one of the earliest, if not the earliest, formal designations of the Christian Faith, and it is used in Acts 9:2, 19:9, 23; 22:4; 24:14, 22.
[For more information, see commentary on Acts 9:2.]
Act 24:15
“a resurrection of both the righteous and unrighteous.” That God is going to raise people from the dead is clearly set forth in a number of verses in the Old Testament and Gospels (cf. Job 19:25-27; Ps. 49:15; 71:20; Isa. 26:19; 66:14; Ezek. 37:12-14; Dan. 12:2, 13; Hos. 13:14; Matt. 12:42; Luke 11:31; 14:14; John 5:28-29). Then, after the day of Pentecost, it is set forth again in Acts, the Epistles, and the book of Revelation (Acts 24:15; 1 Cor. 15:20-22, 42-49, 52; 1 Thess. 4:16-17; Rev. 20:4-15).
In the future, both the righteous people (usually referred to as being “saved”) and unrighteous people (usually referred to as “the unsaved”) will get up from the dead and be judged, but at different times. Although the Resurrection of the Righteous and the Resurrection of the Unrighteous are separated by 1,000 years (cf. Rev. 20:4-13), here in Acts 24:15, Paul mentions them both without paying attention to the time separation. Also, Paul did not mention the Rapture of the Church here in Acts 24:15 when he was talking to Felix, the Roman governor of Judea, because he was not trying to give an exact description of future events but was simply noting that both righteous and unrighteous people will be raised from the dead and judged. Until the Church Epistles stated that the Christian Church would be taken up to heaven from the earth in an event theologians refer to as “the Rapture” (1 Thess. 4:16-18), the Bible had only revealed that there would be two resurrections. In this abbreviated context, Paul includes the Rapture in the resurrection of righteous people because that is exactly what happens in the Rapture: righteous people (Christians) are raised from the dead. The point Paul was making was that both good and bad people will get up and be judged, which could have been quite unsettling to his powerful and often cruel audience, and Paul did not want that point to get mired down in details.
It is important to note that Paul said that there would be a resurrection of both the righteous and the unrighteous. Scripture says that will be in two separate resurrections, but it is also important to see that the unrighteous people will get up. Some unrighteous people comfort themselves by thinking that when they die they are just dead and no judgment or punishment will follow, but that is not the case. God holds every person accountable for the life he gave them, and he will judge every person for how they lived. Unrighteous people will be resurrected, judged, and thrown into the Lake of Fire where they will eventually perish (Rev. 20:11-15).
The first resurrection is called, “The first resurrection” (Rev. 20:5-6); “the resurrection of life” (John 5:29); and “the resurrection of the righteous” (Luke 14:14; Acts 24:15). The first resurrection will occur after Armageddon and at the beginning of the 1,000-year Millennial Kingdom of the Messiah, which is Christ’s future 1,000-year kingdom on earth. The Millennial Kingdom will start very soon after Armageddon. The first resurrection will include all the righteous people from Genesis through the Battle of Armageddon, with the exception of the Christian Church, because Christians will have been Raptured into heaven before the Tribulation started (see commentary on 1 Thess. 4:17).
The second resurrection is called “the resurrection of judgment” (John 5:29 ESV), and “the resurrection of the unrighteous” (Acts 24:15), because most of the people who are raised at that time will be judged to be unjust. This second resurrection will occur after the 1,000-year Millennial Kingdom comes to an end (Rev. 20:4-13). Since all the righteous people who ever lived before the Millennial Kingdom had already been raised from the dead, it is a fair question to ask, “Who in the ‘resurrection of the unrighteous’ will be left to be declared righteous and granted everlasting life?” To answer that question we must remember that the Millennial Kingdom will last 1,000 years and there will be “natural people” who were allowed into it at the Sheep and Goat Judgment (Matt. 25:31-46). Those natural humans will have children, and thus the number of natural people—who are born, age, and die—will continue to multiply, and those people will live and die during that 1,000 years. Those who lived righteous lives will be raised at the resurrection of the unrighteous because it is the only resurrection left for them, and they will be granted everlasting life on Judgment Day (Rev. 20:11-15).
The only two resurrections mentioned in the Old Testament and Gospels are the Resurrection of the Righteous and the Resurrection of the Unrighteous. There are some verses in the Bible that refer to both of these resurrections in the same verse or context, and these include: Daniel 12:2; John 5:29; Acts 24:15; and Revelation 20:4-13. Also, sometimes one of the resurrections is mentioned in the Bible without it being named as one of the resurrections. For example, Ezekiel 37:12-14 is about the first resurrection, but it is not specifically called a resurrection.
That there would be a resurrection from the dead should have been well-known from the Old Testament. Job is likely the oldest book in the Bible, and Job said that even though his flesh was destroyed in the grave, in his flesh he would see God (Job 19:25-27). Isaiah 26:19 says the earth will give birth to the dead. Ezekiel 37:12-14 is very clear about the resurrection. Daniel 12:2 and 12:13 both speak of the resurrection, as does Hosea 13:14 (cf. also Deut. 32:39; Ps. 71:20; Isa. 66:14).
The End Times events will occur in the following order: The Christian Church will be Raptured into heaven and there will be seven years of Tribulation on earth. The Tribulation will end when Christ comes down from heaven and fights the Battle of Armageddon and conquers the earth (Rev. 19:11ff). Then the Devil and his demons will be imprisoned (Rev. 20:1-3). Then, close together, Christ will judge those people on earth who survived the Tribulation and Armageddon at the Sheep and Goat Judgment (Matt. 25:31-46), and also the first resurrection will occur (Rev. 20:4-6). Then there will be the 1,000-year Millennial Kingdom of Christ. Then the Devil and his demons will be loosed and there will be another war (Rev. 20:7-10). Then there will be the second resurrection called the Resurrection of the Unrighteous because the majority of the people will be unrighteous (Rev. 20:11-15). Then God will establish a new heaven and earth (Rev. 21-22).
The common Christian teaching that when people die they go immediately to heaven or “hell” has blurred and basically nullified the biblical teaching of the resurrections and a future Judgment Day. Why would there be a resurrection and judgment if everyone is either in heaven or hell and everyone has already been judged? Theologians answer that question by saying that people are reunited with their bodies at that time, but the Bible never says that. Furthermore, there are serious problems with that answer. One problem is why would a person who has existed in an incorporeal form for hundreds or even thousands of years now need a body? Furthermore, the Bible never speaks of people who have died as being some kind of ghost until the resurrection occurs in the future.
Another problem is that the Bible never speaks of people being reunited with their bodies; that is a made-up answer without biblical support. Another problem is that the Bible never speaks of only “bodies” being raised from the dead; it always speaks of “people” being raised (cf. Job. 19:25-27; Ps. 71:20; Isa. 26:19; 66:14; Ezek. 37:12-14; Dan. 12:2; Hos. 13:14; Matt. 12:42; Luke 11:31; 14:14; John 5:28-29; 1 Cor. 15:20-22, 42-49, 52; 1 Thess. 4:17; Rev. 20:4-15). A “person” is a living body, not just dead flesh.
Another problem is that the Bible never says that people are judged when they die. It always speaks of a future day of judgment. For example, the Queen of Sheba (referred to as the “Queen of the South”) had been dead for nearly 1,000 years when Jesus lived, but he spoke of her as getting up from the dead and being judged in the future, not as a past event (Matt. 12:42; Luke 11:31). But the Bible never says that people are judged when they die, and furthermore, never says that people who have died are in their incorporeal form but somehow still waiting for their judgment. The correct biblical teaching is that when people die they are dead and awaiting being raised from the dead, at which time they will be judged.
[For more information on dead people being dead until the resurrection, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.” For more information on the Sheep and Goat Judgment and the order of end-times events, see commentary on Matt. 25:32. For more on natural people being in the Millennial Kingdom, see commentary on Matt. 25:34. For more information on Christ’s future Millennial Kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on unsaved people being annihilated in the Lake of Fire and not being in torment forever, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.” For more about Gehenna, see commentary on Matt. 5:22. For information on the punishment of the wicked being in proportion to the wrong they have done, see commentary on Rom. 2:5. For information on how to be saved and live forever instead of dying unsaved and being annihilated, see Rom. 10:8-10 and see commentary on Rom. 10:9.]
Act 24:16
“conscience without offense.” That is, a conscience that has no offenses that Paul has committed against God or people.
“man.” The word is plural in Greek and refers to all humankind, both men and women (cf. Luke 2:52).
Act 24:18
“nor with an uproar.” Paul is the only one who recounts the events accurately and tells the truth about the circumstances surrounding his arrest. Christians should be keenly aware of the fact that God sees and knows everything, and a lie that would never be discovered by man will be disclosed openly at the Judgment (cf. 2 Cor. 5:10; Luke 8:17). Others who spoke of the circumstances distorted the facts for their own gain (see commentary on Acts 23:27).
Act 24:22
“the Way.” This was one of the earliest, if not the earliest, formal designations of the Christian Faith, and it is used in Acts 9:2, 19:9, 23; 22:4; 24:14, 22.
[For more information, see commentary on Acts 9:2.]
Act 24:24
“But after some days, Felix came with Drusilla, his wife, who was a Jewess.” “Felix,” more properly Antonius Felix, was the fourth Roman procurator of Judea, and he served from AD 52-60 (see the REV commentary on Acts 23:24).
At this point in Acts, Felix must have been absent from Caesarea for a while, and now he returns with his wife Drusilla. The Roman historian Suetonius wrote that Felix had three wives in succession. The first two were both named Drusilla and this is the second Drusilla, who was the daughter of Herod Agrippa I (the Herod who executed the Apostle James; Acts 12:1-2), and the sister of Herod Agrippa II (the Herod Agrippa in Acts 25:13-26:32). Felix and Drusilla had a son, Marcus Antonius Agrippa, but he was killed when Mount Vesuvius erupted on August 24, 79 A. D., which killed the people in Pompeii, Herculaneum, and the surrounding area.[footnoteRef:1800] [1800:  Wikipedia, “Antonius Felix,” accessed December 19, 2023, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Antonius_Felix.] 

Act 24:25
“Felix became frightened.” It makes perfect sense that Felix became frightened when Paul spoke of the Day of Judgment. Felix was cruel and undisciplined (see commentary on Acts 24:24.”
Act 24:26
“money would be given to him by Paul.” Felix wanted a bribe to let Paul go, and he kept Paul in jail to gain the favor of the Jews (Acts 24:27). This reveals the true character of Felix. Felix was well-known in Roman history for wanting bribes (see the REV commentary on Acts 23:24). He was a dishonest man who will pay for his evil deeds on the Day of Judgment. It is sad, but perhaps not astounding, that over the millennia the Adversary has been able to maneuver so many evil men and women into positions of authority. Felix was recalled to Rome, but the tyrannical and evil people continued in positions of leadership in Israel. It is the population who is being led that is responsible for doing the best it can to assure that rules are in place, and enforced, to keep ungodly people from exercising authority in positions of government.
[For more on the injustice in Paul’s case see commentary on Acts 23:27.]
 
Acts Chapter 25
Act 25:1
“Festus.” His more complete name is Porcius Festus, and he was the governor (procurator) of Judea, but the dates are not exactly known—it was likely about AD 59-62. He became governor after Antonius Felix. Roman records of him exist and he even minted a coin in Judea, the Roman bronze prutah. A prutah is not mentioned in the Bible, but it was a bronze coin worth two lepta (a “lepton” was the “widow’s mite” Mark 12:42).
“province.” The Roman province of Judea. Lenski correctly writes: “Judea was not strictly a province (eparcheia), but a department of the province of Syria which was under a proprietor (legatus Caesaris). Judea had a procurator (epitropos) who, however, was also called eparchos, which shows that Luke’s language is correct.”[footnoteRef:1801] [1801:  R. C. H. Lenski, Acts of the Apostles, 987.] 

Act 25:3
“Paul.” The Greek text reads “him,” but here “Paul” is substituted for clarity.
Act 25:6
“judgment seat.” The Greek word is bēma (#968 βῆμα, pronounced 'bay-ma), and it was a term that originally meant the space which a foot covers (a foot-length) or a place for the foot. Then it came to mean a raised place mounted by steps, and thus often a platform or the official seat of a judge or ruler, and thus, the place from which awards and rewards were given and punishment meted out.
Act 25:9
“desiring to gain favor with the Jews.” Festus, like Felix before him (cf. commentary on Acts 24:26), was more interested in gaining the favor of the Jews than getting justice for Paul. Thus, like so many politicians, he does what is expedient for his career rather than what is just and right. This is a temptation that everyone in power faces, and why we must have a clear concept of the Day of Judgment and the rewards that are available to those who discipline their lives and live in a godly manner. It is also why we, as a society, must have severe punishments for those men and women who do not fear God and use their power unjustly. People who do not fear God’s future Judgment often fear getting punished here and now for their sins, and so avoid improprieties.
[For more on the injustice in Paul’s case see commentary on Acts 23:27.]
Act 25:10
“I am standing before Caesar’s judgment seat.” A Roman citizen could appeal to Caesar in Rome if he felt he was not getting a fair trial in his local area. Paul’s trial in Caesarea in Israel had come to the point that this was the only option available to Paul to save his life. He had pleaded his case without success even though his accusers could not prove their case against him (Acts 25:7-8), so what would be different at Jerusalem? He suspected or knew that Festus only wanted to take him to Jerusalem to gain greater favor with the Jews, which would mean further imprisonment or even his death, so he appealed to Caesar.
[For more on the injustice in Paul’s case see commentary on Acts 23:27.]
Act 25:13
“Herod Agrippa the king.” This is Herod Agrippa II. He was the great-grandson of Herod the Great by his favorite wife, Miriamne. He was living in an incestuous relationship with his sister, Bernice. The territory ruled by Agrippa II was quite large. Claudius gave him even more, then Nero expanded the territory over which he ruled.
Act 25:20
“being perplexed how to inquire concerning these things.” This was a lie. Festus knew Paul was innocent (Acts 25:10), but wanted to do the Jews a favor by imprisoning or executing Paul (Acts 25:9), and thus further his career. But of course, he could not say that to King Agrippa, so he makes it seem like he just cannot fully grasp the case and needs help.
[For more on the injustice in Paul’s case see commentary on Acts 23:27.]
Act 25:25
“But I found that he had committed nothing worthy of death.” Festus says this now, in front of King Agrippa, because he knows it is true and Paul is about to make his case, which will clearly show it. Festus was a crafty politician, and he knew that Paul might tell Agrippa that he had already made his case to Festus without result, which would place Festus in a bad light. Paul was, after all, a Roman citizen, and as both Claudius Lysias had observed two years earlier (Acts 23:29) and as Agrippa was about to declare (Acts 26:31-32), Paul should have been set free. He was only imprisoned to further the political careers of the governors (see commentaries on Acts 23:27 and 25:9). It was politically expedient for Festus to now admit that Paul had done nothing worthy of death, so if it comes up that Festus should have let Paul go, he can say he was leaning in that direction, but still wanted a little more detail about the case, which he could get more easily in Jerusalem. It would have been a lie, but it would have kept him out of trouble with Rome.
 
Acts Chapter 26
Act 26:11
“I tried to force them.” The Greek word is anagkazō (#315 ἀναγκάζω), to force or compel, and in this verse, it is a conative imperfect active,[footnoteRef:1802] expressing what Paul tried to get the Christians to do. Sometimes he would have been successful, sometimes not. [1802:  A. T. Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, 3:446-47.] 

“blaspheme.” The Greek verb blasphēmeō (#987 βλασφημέω) means showing disrespect to a person or deity, and/or harming his, her, or its reputation.
[For more on blasphēmeō, see commentary on Matt. 9:3.]
Act 26:12
“On one such occasion.” The Greek is difficult to bring into English clearly without nuancing the text, as evidenced by the wide variety of English translations. The REV (cf. CJB, NAB) picks up the sense well. The literal is simply, “in which,” and refers to Acts 26:11, which speaks of Paul’s persecution of the Church. Then Acts 26:12 speaks of one of his journeys to persecute the Church.
Act 26:14
“It is hard.” Paul’s testimony about what Jesus said to him as it is recorded here in Acts 26:14 is more complete than it is in the record of Paul’s conversion in Acts 9:4. Acts 9:4 leaves out the part about Jesus saying to Paul that it was hard on Paul to be kicking against the goads. Nevertheless, some scribes copying the text of Acts harmonized the text and added the phrase about kicking the pricks to the record in Acts 9, and from those Greek manuscripts, it came to be part of the King James Version. It was common to harmonize accounts of the same record so that they read the same way.
[For more on harmonization of the biblical text, see commentary on Luke 11:2, “Father.”]
“goads.” The use of a goad was a biblical custom primarily used in plowing a field. The man plowing the field carried a goad that he used to control the ox, cow, or donkey that was doing the plowing (the donkey was not the preferred plow animal, but occasionally it was all the farmer had). The goad was a long stick, preferably at least eight feet long, with a point at one end that the farmer would use to poke the animal if it started to wander. Young or untrained animals that had not plowed much before were especially prone to wander from the straight path and so they had to be steered in the right direction, as well as encouraged to go forward and not stop.
Occasionally the animal would get annoyed at the farmer and would kick back at him, at which point the farmer would simply hold the goad behind the animal and let it kick the pointed stick, a painful act that trained it not to kick. That was what Jesus was referring to when he said, “It is hard for you to kick against the goads.” The words of the wise are compared to goads in Ecclesiastes because they steer us in the right direction and keep us moving.
The plows in biblical times were mostly light scratch plows and could be held with one hand, which allowed the goad to be carried in the other hand. A more well-to-do farmer might have a metal point on the end of his goad to keep it from splitting or wearing away, and it was also common to carve the back end of the goad into a flat blade, or have a flat metal blade attached that could be used to clean the plow blade and break up clods of dirt. A goad could be an effective weapon in the hands of a capable person, and Shamgar killed 600 Philistines with an ox goad (Judg. 3:31).
Act 26:18
“the Adversary.” The Greek word for Adversary is Satanas (#4567 Σατανᾶς), which has been transliterated as “Satan” in most versions. This causes the meaning of the word, which is important, to be lost.
[For more information, see commentary on Mark 1:13. For information on the names of the Devil, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
Act 26:23
“first.” There is some controversy as to whether the word “first” goes with rising from the dead (REV, ESV, NIV, etc.) or proclaiming the light (NASB1995). The natural word order in the Greek tends to make “first” go with resurrection from the dead, which is certainly the case: Jesus was the first person and only person who was raised from the dead and never died again. The verse becomes somewhat more ambiguous if “first” goes with “proclaim.” Being raised is not a prerequisite for proclaiming truth, and there were others before him who proclaimed truth.
“the People.” A term the Jews used of themselves. In the Jewish mindset, there were “the people” (the Jews) and everyone else, “the Gentiles.”
“and to the Gentiles.” The salvation and everlasting life given by the Messiah was not just for the Jews, even though many of them thought that it was. The first prophecy of the Messiah is the one God made to Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden in Genesis 3:15, and that was thousands of years before the Jews existed. About 2,000 years after that first prophecy of the Messiah, God promised Abraham that all the people of earth, not just the Jews, would be blessed through him (Gen. 12:3). Then God repeated that promise to Isaac (Gen. 26:4); and to Jacob (Gen. 28:14). Besides those promises, the Old Testament had a number of verses that spoke of Gentiles being included in the Messianic Kingdom, which meant they were granted everlasting life (Ps. 102:15; Isa. 2:2-4; 19:23-25; 42:6; 49:6; 51:4-5; 56:3-7; 60:3; 66:18-21; Ezek. 39:21, 27; Mic. 4:2; Hag. 2:7; Zech. 8:22).
Act 26:28
“Christian.” For information on the use of “Christian” in the New Testament, see commentary on Acts 11:26.
Act 26:29
“in a short or long time.” The Greek is literally, “in little or in much” [the Greek word kai is usually “and” but here better “or”]. The context is time, so most scholars agree that Paul is saying he prays that Agrippa would become a Christian no matter if it takes a little or a long time, and most English versions follow that kind of reasoning. In contrast, the HCSB says, “whether easily or with difficulty.” Although the Greek can be translated that way, it does not seem to fit the context nearly as well, which is about time, not how easy or hard the decision will be for Agrippa. Lenski translates it, “in short order and in great measure,”[footnoteRef:1803] but that, too, does not seem to fit the context well. King Agrippa is resisting the Gospel message—perhaps in part because it would cost him dearly in the eyes of Rome—so it does not seem that Paul would be pressing in even harder and saying he wished Agrippa would become, not just a Christian, but a committed one, a Christian “in great measure.” The scriptural and social context fits best with “in a short or long time.” Similar translations include: “Whether in a short or long time” (NASB, NET; cf. ESV, NIV, RSV, AMP, Moffatt); “sooner or later” (NABRE); “Whether quickly or not” (NLT, NRSV; cf. N.T. Wright); “In a hurry or not” (Goodspeed). [1803:  R. C. H. Lenski, Acts of the Apostles, 1055.] 

 
Acts Chapter 27
Act 27:1
“we.” This verse starts the third and last “we” section of Acts, when Luke joins Paul on his travels. The three “we” sections are: Acts 16:10-17; Acts 20:5-21:18; and Acts 27:1-28:16.
[For more information, see commentary on Acts 16:10.]
Act 27:2
“a ship of Adramyttium.” Adramyttium (a-druh-'mit-ee-uhm) was a port on the east side of the Aegean Sea in what is today Turkey. It was at the head of the bay in Mysia, in the northern part of the Roman province of Asia, and was across from the island of Lesbos. This ship was one of the freighters that sailed the coastal waters and traveled from port to port, which is why the verse says it was about to “sail to the places on the coast of the Roman province of Asia.” Many of the ancient ships were not well prepared for deep water sailing out of the sight of land, and so made it a practice to keep the shore in sight most of the time.
Many things about traveling by ship were challenging. First, there were no passenger ships until modern times. With the exception of ships that specifically carried imperial persons, every ship was a working vessel or a military ship. Anyone wanting to travel by ship had to first find a ship going in the direction they wanted, then haggle for lodging space, which was most often just a small place on the deck.
There were no food or provisions for passengers; any passenger had to bring his own food and wine, though some ships provided water. Especially the larger ships had the equivalent of a galley where meals could be cooked, and although the crew would always have first dibs, passengers would be allowed to cook meals during off times. Travelers also had to bring anything comfortable they wanted to sleep on, and their own covering for warmth and in case of rain. They were usually allowed to pitch a little tent-like covering at night and take it down during the day. Traveling with companions was almost a necessity. They helped each other carry enough material and food for an extended voyage, stood up for each other during the almost inevitable turf wars that would arise over the best places to camp on the deck, and watched each other’s things if someone needed a walk around the deck or was sick.
Also, ships had no set sailing schedule. They had to wait for the right tide, the right wind, and for the omens to be right as well. A bad omen would cancel sailing. Furthermore, some days were considered bad to start a trip (like our Friday the thirteenth). No skipper would leave port on days such as August 24, October 5, November 8, etc.).
Almost always the ships would travel in sight of land. Instruments like the sextant had not been invented, and it was easy to get way off course in the open ocean, so skirting the land was usually the best course of action for ships. The exception was usually some of the large grain ships that plied the ocean and ran, for example, the trip from Alexandria Egypt to Rome.
Act 27:6
“found a ship.” For travel by ship, see commentary on Acts 27:2.
Act 27:7
“the wind was not allowing us to go further.” Boats in Paul’s day were not able to travel close to the direction of the wind like modern sailing vessels can. For one thing, their keels were not deep, so if they pressed hard into the wind, the keel would not bite deeply into the water and the ship would slip sideways to the wind as well as move forward. Thus it often occurred that a vessel sailing against the wind just could not go certain places.
Act 27:8
“sailing along the coast.” The Greek word is paralegomai (#3881 παραλέγομαι). It is “(a technical, nautical term) to sail along beside some object—‘to sail along the coast, to sail along the shore.’”[footnoteRef:1804] It is also a maritime technical term for “sailed along” or “sailed beside,”[footnoteRef:1805] and the coast is implied from the context. It can also mean “coast [glide] along.” [1804:  Louw and Nida, s.v. “παραλέγομαι.”]  [1805:  EDNT, s.v.“ παραλέγομαι.”] 

Act 27:9
“the voyage was now dangerous.” Winter storms on the Mediterranean Sea are well documented and were very dangerous. Ancient writings and the remains of many shipwrecks attest to this. Sailing the Mediterranean was considered risky from March to May, and again in September and October. However, from November to February sea travel was considered not just risky, but dangerous. Here in Acts 27:9, “the Fast,” the Day of Atonement, which generally fell in late September or early October, was past, so travel was becoming dangerous (the Day of Atonement was a day of fasting, so it became known as “the Fast,” cf. Lev. 16:29). Even if there was no storm on the sea, winter travel was dangerous because the sky would become overcast, often for days, and sometimes for weeks (the storm Paul got caught in lasted more than two weeks. Acts 27:27). This meant that there was no way to navigate by the sun, moon, or stars, which greatly increased the possibility of getting off course and having a shipwreck.
“the Fast was already over.” “The Fast” was a common name for the Day of Atonement, which was Tishri 10, a date that usually fell in our September. The Mediterranean Sea became very dangerous for sailing vessels in the fall and winter of the year. Paul warned the Romans about that, but they were overconfident and decided to sail anyway, but the trip was a disaster.
[For more on the Feasts of Israel, see commentary on Lev. 23:2.]
Act 27:10
“lives.” The Greek word is psuchē, often translated “soul.” Paul was in no way saying that people’s everlasting souls were in danger from the storm. He was using “soul” for the natural life of the body. See commentary on Acts 20:24.
Act 27:14
“northeaster.” The Greek is eurakulon (Eὐρακύλων), which is a hybrid sailor’s word from the Greek euros, east wind, and the Latin aquilo, north wind. Gales from the NE are not uncommon in the Mediterranean.
Act 27:17
On the North African coast were two gulfs referred to as the Syrtis. The Greater Syrtis, off Lybia, was the easternmost, and further west was the Lesser Syrtis. Sailors were afraid of these areas because they had sandbars that shifted greatly and dangerous shallows. The Syrtis here in Acts 27:17 is the Greater Syrtis. The sailors did not know exactly where they were, and were afraid that they may have been blown, or would be blown, farther toward the coast of Africa than they intended to sail and thus be blown into the Syrtis, where they would almost certainly be blown aground and perish.
The Syrtis “had a horrible reputation as a sailors’ graveyard (Pliny, Natural History 5.26). Josephus (J. W. 2.16.4 [2:381]) says the name alone struck terror in those who heard it. It was near the famous Scylla and Charybdis mentioned in Homer’s Odyssey” (text note, NET First Edition).
Act 27:22
“life.” See commentary on Acts 27:10.
Act 27:24
“look.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Act 27:27
“drifting across.” The Greek, diapherō (#1308 διαφέρω) in this case refers to drifting across, although we know from the record in Acts that the wind was actually blowing them steadily. There is no reason to translate the text as “to and fro,” “up and down,” etc. The wind was in a steady direction. They were being blown across, (or “through,”[footnoteRef:1806]) the sea.[footnoteRef:1807] [1806:  Cf. Lenski, Acts of the Apostles, 1305-06.]  [1807:  Cf. BDAG, s.v. “διαφέρω”; F. F. Bruce, The Book of Acts [NICNT], 493-95.] 

“Adriatic.” This could well be confusing to the modern reader. In Roman times the Adriatic Sea extended to the middle of what we know as the Mediterranean Sea, but today geographers limit it to the sea between Italy and Greece. The ship Paul was on was in the middle of the Mediterranean Sea, between Crete and Malta. It was not in the modern Adriatic Sea.
Act 27:37
“souls.” Here, “souls” means people. See commentary on Acts 2:41.
Act 27:38
“grain.” The Greek word is sitos (#4621 σῖτος), which means “wheat,” or “grain” in general. Here it most likely means grain in general. It is not likely that the only grain on board was wheat, even though wheat was the most desirable grain. At that time of year, all of the grain harvests were over.
 
Acts Chapter 28
Act 28:4
“Justice herself.” Cf. NET translation, “Justice herself has not allowed him to live!” Justice comes from the Greek dikē (#1349 δίκη, pronounced dee-'kay), which BDAG defines in this verse as “Justice personified as a deity.” The pagans conceived of Justice as a female deity who ensured that proper punishment was given to criminals: “A goddess who personifies justice in seeking out and punishing the guilty–‘the goddess Justice.’ … Although a number of modern English translations have rendered dikē (δίκη) “justice,” preferring to use an abstraction, in the original setting it is almost certainly a reference to a pagan deity” (NET Translation Note, Acts 28:4). Kistemaker writes: “The natives conclude that their goddess Justice is meting out divine punishment on an evildoer.”[footnoteRef:1808] Thus we have added “herself” in italics to make clear that a personified deity was intended. [1808:  Kistemaker, New Testament Commentary: Acts.] 

Act 28:11
“set sail in a ship.” For more on travel by ship, see commentary on Acts 27:2.
Act 28:15
“The Market of Appius.” More properly, this is the “Forum of Appius.” The Forum of Appius was a town on the Appian Way (the Appian Road), which was one of the earliest and one of the most strategically important of all the Roman roads. It ran for some 350 miles (563 km) from Rome to Brindisi in southeast Italy (on the heel of the boot of Italy), and allowed the Roman Army to control southern Italy. It was so important that Horace referred to it as the Queen of the long roads. On his journey to Rome, Paul landed at Puteoli (Acts 28:13), and from there he was taken on land to Rome, a distance of about 150 miles (240 km). Walking inland from Puteoli, Paul and the soldiers would have soon come to the Appian Way, which made the travel north to Rome much easier.
The Forum of Appius was about 40 miles (64 km) southeast of Rome. It was a rough town, not known for law and order, but due to its distance from Rome and being on the Appian Way, it got lots of traffic. The Roman poet Horace described it as a town full of boatmen and cheating innkeepers (Satires; 1. 5. 4. (LCL)). Although the 40-mile trip from Rome to the Forum of Appius could be made in one day, it was often made in two, which speaks of the love the believers had for Paul in that they were willing to make that trip to meet him and escort him back to Rome.
“the Three Taverns.” The Three Taverns was a stopping place on the Appian Way about 33 miles (53 km) southeast of Rome. It originated as a staging place for official Roman traffic, but soon became widely used by all travelers. The term “taverns” can be misleading today because at the time a “tavern” was more of a shop and not just a place to get drinks. The three “taverns” (or “shops”) would most naturally be the blacksmith’s shop, the general store, and the inn or place of refreshments. Those three places would have been prominent enough that the stopping place gained the name, the “Three Shops.” The Three Taverns would have been very busy because it was a natural stopping place on the road south from Rome. The journey of 33 miles was a long but very makeable day’s journey from Rome.
Act 28:16
“we.” See commentary on Acts 16:10.
Act 28:17
“brothers.” Here “brothers” means “fellow Jews.”
“fathers.” Here “fathers” has the common meaning of ancestors.
Act 28:25
“the Holy Spirit rightly spoke.” “The Holy Spirit” is the name for God that emphasizes His power in operation. Here it refers to a prophetic word inferred to Isaiah in roughly 700 BC. God is called “the Holy Spirit” in a number of verses in the NT, including Matthew 1:20; 12:32; and Hebrews 9:8.
[For more information on the uses of “Holy Spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
Act 28:26
“Go to this people and say, ‘By hearing you will hear, yet absolutely not understand.” Paul quoted Isaiah because what was happening in Isaiah’s time was happening in Paul’s time: the Word of God was available but arrogant people hardened their hearts against it, so they heard but did not understand and they saw but did not perceive.
[For more on the idiom of permission, see the commentary on Rom. 9:18. For a good example of the idiom of permission see the commentary on Exod. 4:21. For more on why Christ taught in parables, see commentary on Matt. 13:13.]
Act 28:27
“grown dull.” The Greek is pachunō (#3975 παχύνω), and means “to make thick, to make fat, to fatten,” and it is used metaphorically for making someone stupid or dull.
Act 28:28
“this salvation of God has been sent to the Gentiles.” The theology known as “ultradispensationalism” starts a new administration with this verse. E. W. Bullinger tries to explain why. The essence of Bullinger’s argument is that up until this point the parousia, the personal coming of Christ, was presented to Israel if they would repent, but after this, the parousia is not mentioned again. Thus it is at this point a new administration starts which is primarily to the Gentiles and is set forth in the later Epistles such as Ephesians, Colossians, and Philippians.[footnoteRef:1809] [1809:  Cf. Bullinger, The Foundations of Dispensational Truth.] 

We do not agree that a new administration should start with this verse. For one thing, there is no genuinely clear evidence for the change of dispensation in Acts 28. There is nothing like the expulsion from Eden, the giving of the Law, or the pouring out of the gift of holy spirit on the Day of Pentecost. Furthermore, there are not major doctrinal changes, which are always a huge part of any change in administration (a point we will expand upon shortly). Furthermore, the fact that Paul said that the Gospel would be sent to the Gentiles was not new. In fact, carefully reading Acts 28:28 shows it does not ever say that it was new, just that the Good News would go to Gentiles who would listen rather than Jews who would not. This qualifies as a genuine prophecy, but not the start of a new administration.
If the inclusion of the Gentiles were going to start a new administration, then it seems that Acts 10, where the Gentiles were clearly included in the Church, would qualify better than Acts 28. The Acts 10 record would then have been further confirmed by Acts 11:26, when many Gentiles were added to the Church and believers were first called “Christians,” a term including both Jews and Gentiles. The inclusion of the Gentiles would have been even further confirmed by the Jerusalem council in Acts 15 (likely AD 49). Then, highlighting that the Gentiles were now the major converts to the Church would have been Romans 11:28, written less than a decade after the Jerusalem council (likely AD 57) which says that the Jews were enemies of the Gospel. Although Paul was still actively trying to win Jews through his three itinerary journeys, it is clear that his greatest successes were among the Gentiles, something that can be easily seen by reading Acts.
As to the ultradispensational position that the offer of the parousia has somehow been withdrawn because the Jews rejected Jesus, we find it untenable.[footnoteRef:1810] Although the word “parousia” is not used in the later Epistles, Ephesians-Colossians, the concept of the parousia certainly is. Furthermore, it is in 1 John 2:28, which we would argue is later than Acts 28. The parousia relates to the coming and presence of Christ, which is in all the Epistles, and is the heart of the book of Revelation. The parousia was not withdrawn simply because the Jews rejected it. They just will not get to enjoy Christ’s return. [1810:  Cf. Bullinger, Foundations, 179-180.] 

A primary motivation that ultra-dispensationalists have for making a new administration starting in Acts 28 is that it gets rid of the manifestations of holy spirit such as speaking in tongues, prophecy, and healing. Most ultradispensationalists do agree that God still heals, but not as a manifestation of holy spirit like Peter, Paul, and others operated, but rather just as something that God occasionally does by fiat for His own glory. But the manifestations of holy spirit cannot be done away with without getting rid of holy spirit. By definition, if you have holy spirit, you have manifestations. That lesson goes back to Numbers 11 when the 70 who got the spirit immediately began the manifestation of prophecy. But Ephesians and the later Epistles clearly mention the holy spirit. Ephesians explains the whole process of receiving holy spirit: we hear, then we believe, then we are sealed with holy spirit (Eph. 1:13, 14). But for ultradispensationalism to work, Christians must have the gift of holy spirit but not have the manifestations of holy spirit. That is not possible. The manifestations are inherent with the gift of holy spirit. Ephesians, for example, mentions prophets in the Church, but prophecies are a manifestation of the gift of holy spirit. Also, the manifestations of the spirit are clearly in the book of Revelation, because prophecy is mentioned a few different times. It makes no sense that the manifestations of holy spirit would be given to the early church and to the people in the book of Revelation, but not given to the Church today.
Considering the evidence, there is just no valid reason for starting a new administration in Acts 28.
[For information on the Administration of Grace, see commentary on Eph. 3:2.]
Act 28:29
This verse is omitted in the REV. The textual evidence shows that this verse is a late addition to the Western text, and from there, it was copied into some Byzantine texts (from which it came into the KJV). The addition was possibly made because of the abrupt transition in the language from what is now verse 28 to verse 30. Other versions omit this verse, including the NIV, ESV, and RSV.


Romans Commentary
Romans Chapter 1
Rom 1:1
“servant.” The Greek is doulos (#1401 δοῦλος), and it means “servant” or “slave.” Doulos is a word that has been misunderstood by Christians. Many Christians compare doulos to the “bondservant” of the Old Testament (cf. Exod. 21:5, 6), but the two are totally different. The Old Testament commanded that slaves who were fellow Israelites be released every seven years (Deut. 15:12). If a slave did not want to be freed, he became a bondslave, a slave serving willingly. This was unique to Israel, and the rest of the world treated slaves differently. In all countries but Israel, a slave was a slave for life unless freed by the master.
In the Greek language, doulos was the standard word for “slave,” but it was also used of servants, whereas technically, the position of “servant” was also described by some other Greek words. When it comes to slaves, many of them suffered miserably and had no recourse for humane treatment. However, many slaves were loved by their owners and treated so well that they were more like servants than what we think of as slaves. Also, there were many slaves, particularly in the realm of public works, who had authority over non-slaves. For example, it is estimated that an emperor of Rome might have some 20,000 slaves,[footnoteRef:1811] and his slaves oversaw much of the daily running of the empire, especially public works projects such as buildings and sewers. These slaves bossed around the workers, many of whom would have been free citizens—some even of rank in the Empire (who complained about it bitterly). [1811:  Jerome Carcopino, Daily Life in Ancient Rome, 70.] 

When it comes to the “servants,” the Roman Empire was full of “servants” who were technically “freemen,” but who were in debt and were treated like slaves, and in fact many “servants” were treated like slaves, and that blurs the distinction between “servant” and “slave.” Given the social situation in the Greco-Roman empire, it is easy to see how the word doulos was used to refer to both slaves and servants, but this makes it very hard to translate in the New Testament. Each use of doulos has to be examined individually to see if “slave” or “servant” is a better fit, and sometimes there is not enough context to make a good decision. Whether a person was a servant or a slave is very important to us today, because in our culture there is a huge difference between the two positions. However, that was not a big problem when the Greek NT was written, because as was stated above, when the word doulos was used, the people had a more instinctive grip on the situation of the one being called a doulos and the technicalities of the position were not nearly as important.
Also, when the word “servant” is used in the Old Testament, it can refer to anything from a slave, to a “servant” as we understand the word, someone who was paid and could come and go, to a person who was simply a menial servant (e.g., 2 Kings 5:2).
“called.” The Greek is klētos (#2822 κλητός), an adjective, not a verb. In the Gospels, “called” referred to an invitation, such as when a man called people to a banquet. In the Epistles, the word klētos has a different meaning. In the Epistles, “called,” or “the called,” refers to those who have accepted the invitation. This makes it awkward to translate accurately for the beginning student. Translating it just “called” leaves a steep learning curve for the beginning reader, while translating it as “one who has accepted the call” seems far too lengthy and awkward. Romans 1:1 is saying that Paul is “one who accepted God’s call and is an apostle.”
In that light, Romans 1:7 does not mean, “To all who are loved by God in Rome, invited to be holy ones”; it means, “To all who are loved by God in Rome who have accepted God’s call and are now holy ones.” Similarly, Romans 8:28 does not mean, “Now we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, even to those who are invited, in accordance with his purpose.” It means, “Now we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, even to those who have accepted God’s call, in accordance with his purpose.
Every human is “called,” invited, to salvation (as the word is used in the Gospels), but not every person accepts the call. In the Epistles, everyone who is “called” has accepted the call and is saved. Every Christian has accepted the call, and every Christian has a ministry, a service, in the Body of Christ. God sets the members in the Body as it pleases Him (1 Cor. 12:18), and each member has a different job to do (Rom. 12:4-6). Paul accepted God’s call and was placed in the Body as an apostle, thus he is “a called apostle.”
Although some translations say, “called to be an apostle,” that is not quite correct. It is not as if God called Paul “to be” an apostle. God called Paul to be saved, but the way “called” is used in the Epistles, the word klētos is saying that Paul accepted God’s call and was appointed as an apostle. Similarly, saying Paul was “called as an apostle” is not quite correct either; that could mean he was an apostle when he was called. Although Paul certainly had the potential to be an apostle when he was invited to be saved, he did not have the ministry of an apostle until the Lord had sent him.
[For more on “called,” see commentary on Rom. 8:28.]
“appointed.” This is from the Greek word aphorizō (#873 ἀφορίζω), which has two basic meanings: (1) “to remove one party from other parties so as to discourage or eliminate contact, separate, take away” and (2) “to select one person out of a group for a purpose, set apart, appoint.”[footnoteRef:1812] The meaning in this context is (2); definition (1) obviously does not apply—Paul was certainly not separated away from other parties and discouraged from making contact when he was set apart for the Gospel. For this reason, the REV has avoided the translation “separated” (cf. KJV, ASV), and chosen “appointed” to communicate the meaning of the Greek word. Paul was appointed; he was selected for a purpose, namely, to bring about the obedience of faith among the nations (Rom. 1:5). [1812:  BDAG Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “ἀφορίζω.”] 

“good news.” The Greek word is euangelion (#2098 εὐαγγέλιον, pronounced eu-an-'ge-lee-on; the double g is pronounced as an “ng”), from the prefix “eu,” which means “good” (and is used in such words as “euphemism: good speech; eulogy: “a good word;” and euthanasia: “a good death”), and from angelos (#32 ἄγγελος), which means “message,” and from which we get “angel,” or messenger. It is the good message, or more colloquially, the Good News.
Many versions have “the Gospel of God.” The phrase “Gospel (or Good News) of God” occurs 8 times in the NT. As “the Good News of God,” care must be taken to read the context to determine what the “Good News” is, which Good News is being referred to in the context. In Mark 1:14, it is clear that “the Gospel of the Kingdom,” is the “Good News” being referred to. The other 7 uses of the phrase “Good News of God” appear in the writings to the Christian Church. In this case in Romans, the Good News is a general statement about Jesus Christ. There is no definite article in the Greek text, so it is not “THE good news of God” but rather “a good message from God,” which He promised before through His prophets...concerning His Son Jesus Christ. This does not refer to the Good News of the Grace of God, because that was not promised beforehand, but was a secret hidden in God (Eph. 3:2-10). There are cases, such as in 1 Thessalonians 2:2, 8-9, where the Good News of God that Paul is referring to is the message he taught and preached, which was the Good News about the Grace of God (“the Good News of the Grace of God;” Acts 20:24).
Something that the Christian reader must be alerted to is that in writing to the Romans, Paul is very concerned that the people of Rome shift the allegiance of their heart from the emperor to Jesus Christ. To do that, Paul is very direct in making a contrast between what the Romans thought at the time and what was the truth from God. The challenge to Roman culture comes up a lot in the opening chapter of Romans, but it is hidden from most Christians because of our lack of knowledge of Roman customs and vocabulary.
Here in Romans 1:1, euangelion was a word that was often used to refer to the emperor and his mission. In the Roman world, the euangelion, the “good news,” was that the emperor was lord and had brought peace to the world and the people were now to be obedient to him and Rome. Right from the very opening of Romans, Paul is going to say that he is a servant of a “Good News,” and it is concerning Jesus Christ, the “Son of God” (which was also a title of the emperor), who was declared to be the Son of God by being raised from the dead—something no emperor had done. So right from the very first verse of Romans, Paul sets forth the difference between the kingdom of Rome and the Kingdom of God, and the Christian allegiance is to be to the Kingdom of God and Christ the king.
Rom 1:3
“born from the seed of David.” This is an important addition to Romans, because it helps establish the legitimacy of Christ being Lord. The Romans were very sensitive to what was ancient and what was not, and if two things were being compared, the older thing was usually given primacy or more respect. Rome itself claimed to be very ancient, and traced the founding of Rome to 753 BC. In contrast, Jesus Christ, born recently, was a complete newcomer and not worthy of respect. But wait! Paul points out that Jesus Christ is a direct descendant of King David, the first Judean king of Israel, who reigned almost 1,000 BC, considerably older than Rome itself. Thus, in a kind of “old age one-upmanship,” Jesus Christ has more legitimacy than Rome itself. The phrase “of the seed” is idiomatic, and means “from a descendant” of David.
“according to the flesh.” In the sense that it is used here, the flesh declared, if you will, or revealed, that Jesus was the Son of David. Both his mother, Mary, and his adopted father, Joseph, were from the line of David (Matt. 1 and Luke 3, respectively). There is a parallel between Rom. 1:3-4 in that the flesh revealed that he was the Son of David, and God revealed that he was the Messiah, something He declared when He raised him from among the dead.
Rom 1:4
“who was appointed.” The Greek word translated as “appointed” is horisthentos (#3724 ὁρισθέντος), and there is a debate about what it means here in Romans 1:4. The meaning found in lexicons and in the other verses in the Bible is “to appoint, fix, set, or determine.” However, that can seem strange in this context because the verse can be read as if Jesus was not actually the Son of God until his resurrection from the dead, which is not the case. Jesus was the Son of God from his conception. The concern about misunderstanding the meaning of “appointed” seems to be why some English versions use “declare” or something similar even though the verb horisthentos does not mean to “declare” something that already exists; there are Greek words that mean that, but they are not used here. In the context of Romans 1:4, the verb horisthentos is being used to describe a new position or boundary, which is what happened when Jesus was raised from the dead, and so “appointed” is the proper translation here, even though it can be difficult to understand at first glance.
Acts 17:31 is helpful in the understanding of Romans 1:4. Acts 17:31 says, “He [God] will judge the inhabited world righteously by the man he has APPOINTED, having given proof to all people by raising him from among the dead.” So, God appointed Jesus to be the judge, and he proved this appointment by raising Jesus from the dead.
It also greatly helps us understand Romans 1:4 when we realize that the verse is not saying that Jesus was appointed the “Son of God” by his resurrection, because, as we know from the scope of Scripture, he was foretold to be the Son of God long before his birth and he became the actual “Son of God” at his conception. Here in Romans 1:4, the phrase “Son of God with power” should be connected as one descriptor of Jesus. He was appointed as the “Son-of-God-with-power” by his resurrection because he was human with human weaknesses until he died, but when he was raised from the dead he had a new body, new position, and new authority, and was now “the-Son-of-God-with-power,” and he proved this new appointment “by his resurrection.”
Romans 1:4 teaches that there is a new sense in which Jesus is the exalted Son of God after his resurrection and given new power and dominion. Jesus’ statement that “all authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me” (Matt. 28:18) was fulfilled upon his resurrection. Acts 13:33 is also helpful in understanding Romans 1:4. Paul was teaching a group of Jews and Gentiles in Antioch in Pisidia, and he spoke about Jesus and said “that God has fulfilled these promises to us…by raising up Jesus, just as it is written in the second psalm, You are my Son; today I have become your Father.” This statement by Paul can be confusing, just as Romans 1:4 can be confusing, because Paul quotes Psalm 2:7, and uses it to say that Jesus became the Son of God when he was raised from the dead. But of course, Paul knew Jesus was actually the Son of God from his conception. So what was Paul teaching? He was teaching the same thing as Romans 1:4, that Jesus became the Son of God in a new and demonstrable way when he was raised from the dead. Furthermore, the people in Paul’s audience understood exactly what he meant because they understood the context of Psalm 2:6-12, which is not about the birth of Jesus, but is about when he actually came into power, which was at his resurrection. In Psalm 2:6 God says, “I have installed my king on Zion, my holy mountain,” which did not happen at Jesus’ birth. Furthermore, in Psalm 2:8 God speaks of Jesus ruling the nations, and indeed, the entire earth, and that it was his resurrection and being given new power and authority that enabled him to do that.
So, Romans 1:4 teaches that Jesus was appointed to a new position and given new power, and this was proved by his resurrection from the dead.
“according to the Spirit of Holiness.” This phrase occurs nowhere else in the New Testament. It parallels the phrase in Romans 1:3, that Jesus was born “according to the flesh.” It is so problematic that a large number of interpretations have been offered, including that it refers to “the Holy Spirit” and also “spirit” referring to a kind of personal divine spirit in Jesus after he was raised from the dead (that to us seems unlikely, because even if it were true, it would not have made sense to Paul’s audience at the beginning of Romans).
It could be that God, the “Spirit of Holiness,” declared Jesus to be the Son of God by raising him, or it could be that the verse is somehow referring to Christ being raised by the power of holy spirit. It seems more likely that the “Spirit of Holiness” is God. In any case, Jesus was appointed to be the Son of God with power when he was raised. God had placed in His Word some references to the death and resurrection of His Son (Ps. 16:10, Acts 2:31; Ps. 2:7, Acts 13:33; Isa. 53:11-12).
Throughout the ages there have been false messiahs. How are we to know who is the real Messiah? There were a number of ways, but certainly one of them was that God had said in his Word that He would raise the Messiah from the dead. So when Jesus got up from the dead, he was, by that fact, appointed to be the Son of God.
As for the commentators who believe that the spirit of holiness is Christ’s new spiritual body or spiritual nature, R. C. H. Lenski does a good job of discussing that and showing that it really does not fit in this instance.[footnoteRef:1813] On one hand, the phrase “the Spirit of holiness” would not be something that most people assume to be Jesus’ new body, while on the other hand, the unusual word for “holiness” here, hagiōsunē (#42 ἁγιωσύνη), occurs 4 times in the Septuagint, all of them referring to an attribute of God. By referring to God as the Spirit of Holiness there is an emphasis on His unique holiness, which is then juxtaposed with the unique power he has invested in His Son. [1813:  Lenski, The Interpretation of St. Paul’s Epistle to the Romans, 36-41.] 

It is helpful to know at least one reason why God would put this verse in the introduction to Romans. In the Greco-Roman culture at the time Romans was written, and predating Paul’s time by many years, a standard designation for a Roman emperor was “son of god.” Beyond that, many were considered to become deified when they died. Paul challenges the Roman culture here—a bold point since he was writing to the people of Rome itself—and makes the point that Jesus Christ was the true Son of God, and he was declared and appointed to be the Son of God with power when he was raised from the dead, clearly something that no Roman emperor had done. Any Greco-Roman person reading the book of Romans would immediately see the point Paul was making about the contrast between the emperor and Jesus Christ.
“the-Son-of-God-with-power.” The resurrection from the dead declared Jesus Christ to be “the Son of God with power.” The phrase “with power” (en dunamis) modifies the phrase “Son of God” (huios theos) and not the verb “declared” (horizō), something we can tell because of its function in Paul’s denotation of Christ’s identity. First, Paul designates in Rom. 1:3 that according to the flesh, Christ came “from the seed of David” (i.e., he was a descendent of David). Then, in Rom. 1:4, Paul says that according to the Spirit of Holiness, Christ was declared to be “the Son of God with power.” Jesus had been the Son of God since his conception, and even demonstrated a powerful ministry in his life on earth. However, when God raised Jesus from the dead, he became the powerful, risen Son. And thus, the phrase “with power” could be conflated to add clarity, and be translated as “the Son of God invested with power.” The HCSB takes the phrase “with power” and makes it more clearly adjectival, reading, “declared to be the powerful Son of God by his resurrection from the dead.”
“Jesus Christ our Lord.” Paul makes it clear that Jesus Christ is “our Lord,” which could have been seen as very inflammatory language in Rome in Paul’s day. The word “lord,” kurios, was used of the Roman emperor, and to the Roman people, he was “our Lord.” Paul here is drawing a line in the sand and forcing the people to choose sides. They cannot have two lords. Is it Caesar, or is it Christ? Paul affirms that for the Christian, Jesus Christ is “our Lord.”
Rom 1:5
“through whom.” The translation “through” is from the Greek preposition dia (#1223 διά, pronounced dee-'ah). This emphasizes the role of Jesus as the mediator between God and mankind. We have to remember how natural it was for people in Paul’s time to see Jesus as the mediator between God and mankind, and that to get to God, a person had to go through Jesus. In the biblical world, it was customary that people did not get to see an important person without going through some kind of mediator. So, for example, when some Greeks wanted to see Jesus, they went to Phillip, one of the apostles (John 12:21). The centurion who wanted his servant healed sent a delegation of Jews to Jesus, rather than come himself (Luke 7:3-5). R. C. H. Lenski writes: “Back of these acts concerning Jesus was God…. Dia is exactly right, for by making Jesus the medium it leaves the connection with God as the ultimate agent.”[footnoteRef:1814] [1814:  Lenski, St. Paul’s Epistle to the Romans, 43.] 

“we.” This is a literary plural, also known as the plural of majesty. Paul means only himself.[footnoteRef:1815] This is the same kind of use of the plural as we see in Ezra 4:18, when opponents of Jerusalem wrote to the king of Persia. [1815:  Cf. Simon J. Kistemaker, New Testament Commentary; John Murray, Epistle to the Romans, 12.] 

“to bring about obedience that is based on trust.” The Greek text literally reads “for obedience of faith.” This genitive “of faith” is most likely a genitive of production. Paul is speaking of the obedience produced by faith. Lenski, who calls this a subjective genitive, explains the phrase as, “faith renders obedience,”[footnoteRef:1816] and Hendriksen says, “Such obedience is based on faith and springs from faith.”[footnoteRef:1817] There are other possibilities for the meaning of the genitive, such as attributive genitive: “faithful obedience, or obedience marked by faith;” appositional genitive: “obedience, which is faith;” epexegetical genitive: “obedience, which consists in faith;” and objective genitive: “obedience to the faith.” Furthermore, some scholars advocate a combined meaning of subjective and objective meanings because Paul’s purpose for proclaiming the gospel message to the nations was “for obedience to the faith,” and “for obedience that comes from faith.”[footnoteRef:1818] [1816:  Lenski, Romans, 47.]  [1817:  William Hendriksen, New Testament Commentary: Romans, 45.]  [1818:  For more on the use of the genitive, see Daniel Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics, 79-136.] 

“for the sake of his name.” Lenski has shown that this phrase refers to the whole verse, including the receiving of the grace of apostleship and the great commission.[footnoteRef:1819] The phrase refers to more than the bringing of obedience that is done for his name’s sake. [1819:  Lenski, Romans, 48-49.] 

Rom 1:6
“called to belong to Jesus Christ.” The Greek reads, “called of Jesus Christ.” The genitive “of Jesus Christ” can be understood in different ways, but the most likely is a genitive of possession, i.e., “to belong to” Jesus Christ (this is similar to the “sword of the Spirit” in Eph. 6:17, where “of the Spirit” means in part “the sword belonging to the Spirit.” See commentary on Eph. 6:17). Although some versions read “called by Jesus Christ,” it is much more likely that we are called by God to belong to Jesus Christ. The New Testament often says our calling is by God (cf. Rom. 8:30; 11:29; 1 Cor. 1:9; 2 Tim. 1:9). We are called by God, and when we accept the calling and get born again, we are not our own but are bought with a price. For more on “called,” see commentary on Romans 1:1.
Rom 1:7
“called to be holy ones.” This phrase has been understood many different ways, which can be seen by reading different versions. This is in part due to the fact that there are three adjectives in a short phrase, and in Greek an adjective can be used in many ways, including a predicate nominative when a verb is not actually present but supplied, which is where we get the common reading, “called to be holy ones.” In this verse “loved,” “called,” and “holy” are all dative masculine plural adjectives modifying the same subject: “All” [who are in Rome]. The rendering “called to be saints” (ESV, KJV) takes the Greek adjective “called” (klētos, #2822 κλητός) as if it were a verb, and then takes the Greek adjective hagios (#40 ἅγιος) and translates it as a predicate nominative modifying “called.” This is a parallel construction with v. 1 where Paul is “called to be an apostle” (κλητὸς ἀπόστολος). The meaning is not that Paul was “called” to become an “apostle,” but that he was “called” by God as an “apostle.” However, this is not the only way to read the Greek. One could also see all the adjectives in the verse functioning attributively to modify “all those in Rome” (πᾶσιν τοῖς οὖσιν ἐν Ῥώμῃ).[footnoteRef:1820] Lenski asserts that “called to be saints” is not the best translation (as does Meyer). However, Lenski says that “called” is used as an adjective modifying “holy,” which is using “holy” as a noun (holy ones), not an adjective, so he notes the phrase is saying “saints because called.”[footnoteRef:1821] [1820:  See H. E. Dana, and Julius R. Mantey, A Manual Grammar of the Greek New Testament, 118.]  [1821:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. Paul’s Epistle to the Romans, 51; Heinrich A. W. Meyer, Critical and Exegetical Handbook to the Epistle to the Romans, 40.] 

There is no question that God has called us to live a holy life, and Christians are commanded to “be holy” (Eph. 1:4; 1 Pet. 1:15-16). Thus, there are undertones of the figure of speech amphibologia (double entendre) in this verse, with God both telling us what we are and also how we should live.
[For more on “called,” see commentary on Rom. 1:1 and 8:28; see Word Study: “Amphibologia”]
“holy ones.” For more on why the Christian is called a “holy one,” see commentary on Philippians 1:1.
“Grace to you.” The seven Pauline Church Epistles begin and end with Grace. They begin with grace (Rom. 1:7; 1 Cor. 1:3; 2 Cor. 1:2; Gal. 1:3; Eph. 1:2; Phil. 1:2; Col. 1:2; 1 Thess. 1:1; and 2 Thess. 1:2) and they also end with grace (Rom. 16:20; 1 Cor. 16:23; 2 Cor. 13:14; Gal. 6:18; Eph. 6:24; Phil. 4:23; Col. 4:18; 1 Thess. 5:28; and 2 Thess. 3:18).
Rom 1:9
“my spirit.” This phrase has been interpreted many different ways. In the Bible, the word “spirit” can refer to a large number of different things. These include: God (the “Spirit” in John 3:8); Jesus, who is referred to as “the Spirit” after his resurrection (2 Cor. 3:17); the gift of God known as holy spirit (Acts 2:38; 8:15; 10:44; 19:2); angels, who are “ministering spirits” (Heb. 1:14); demons (Matt. 8:16; Luke 9:39); “breath” or “life,” as when the girl’s pneuma, breath or life, returned when Jesus raised her from the dead (Luke 8:55); wind (John 3:8); and attitude or thoughts, as when Christ said, “The spirit [attitude] is willing, but the body is weak” (Matt. 26:41b).
In this case, the fact that Paul refers to this as “my spirit” makes it clear that this verse is referring to the gift of God that he received when he was born again. Many commentators think that the use of “in my spirit” is roughly equivalent to “with my whole heart.” However, that is because Trinitarian commentators are not used to thinking in terms of “spirit” as a reference to the gift of holy spirit that a person receives when he is born again. They are used to thinking that “spirit” refers to “the Holy Spirit,” the third person of the Trinity. However, that cannot be the case in this verse because Paul speaks of “my spirit,” in the sense of his personal ownership. While personal ownership certainly does not apply to God in any way, it is true of the gift of holy spirit that God gives when a Christian gets born again. The gift of holy spirit that a Christian receives when he is born again is very much “his” spirit. Paul does more than just serve God with his whole heart, something he makes clear through the entire Epistle, he serves God “in” his spirit, i.e., in connection with, and in relation to, his spirit (cf. commentary on Eph. 1:3; “in,”). To really serve God, the Christian must not only serve God with his whole heart, soul, mind, and strength, in the flesh, but he must walk by the spirit of God and thus by revelation and divine guidance. That is what Paul is emphasizing here.
[For an understanding of “the gift of holy spirit” in contrast to God, “the Holy Spirit,” see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?” and see also Graeser, Lynn, and Schoenheit, The Gift of Holy Spirit: The Power to Be Like Christ.]
Rom 1:10
“succeed.” The Greek verb is euodoō (#2137 εὐοδόω), which is a compound word from the noun hodos, “road,” and the prefix eu, “good.” Often translated “to prosper,” this word literally means to “have a good road,” i.e., have an easy, successful path ahead of you. Although it can apply to financial prosperity (1 Cor. 16:2), it is not restricted to such; the term is much broader than that. It is used in Romans 1:10 in the context of things working out well, so the apostle Paul could visit the Romans. See commentary on 3 John 1:2, “doing well...well with your soul.”
Rom 1:12
“In other words.” The Greek pronoun touto, like most pronouns, has a wide range of meanings, depending on the context. As BDAG points out, in this case it naturally means, “that is,” or “that means.” It seems very unclear to translate touto as “that is,” because it makes what Paul is saying in this verse equal to what he said in Rom. 1:11. Here in Rom. 1:12, Paul is explaining and expanding what he had said in the previous verses, which the phrase “in other words,” captures very well. Other versions that use the phrase “in other words” include The New Testament in the Language of the People by Charles Williams and God’s New Covenant by Heinz Cassirer.
Rom 1:13
“brothers and sisters.” The Greek word translated “brothers and sisters” is adelphoi, the plural of “brother,” adelphos (#80 ἀδελφός). The word “brothers” was often used generally both in secular Greek and biblical Greek for “brothers and sisters.”[footnoteRef:1822] [1822:  Cf. many references in BDAG Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “ἀδελφός.”] 

[For more information see Word Study: “Adelphos.”]
Rom 1:14
“non-Greeks.” The Greek word is barbaros (#915 βάρβαρος). To the Greeks, any foreigner who did not speak Greek sounded as though all he could say was “bar, bar, bar,” so a non-Greek was referred to as a barbaros. From this word, we get the English “barbarian,” which most translations employ in this verse. But the English word barbarian is perhaps too harsh; for it carries either the connotation of evil, harsh people or that of warriors wearing animal skins and bearing large swords. Neither is intended by the apostle Paul. Rather the sense of the word as he uses it refers simply to people the Romans considered foreigners, both in the language aspect (non-Greek speakers) and culture aspect (non-Hellenists). By using the phrase “Greeks and non-Greeks” the apostle means, essentially, everyone.
But what does Paul mean by saying he has an obligation to the Greeks and non-Greeks, to the wise and the foolish? The word “obligation” conveys the idea that Paul was responsible for bringing the message of salvation to the unsaved no matter their background or social standing. When God called him as an apostle and helped him gain the knowledge and experience that he had, in God’s eyes (and Paul’s), this placed a duty on him to fulfill his ministry. The TDNT says, “In Rom. 1:14-15 Paul is describing the universality of his apostolic commitment (cf. Rom. 1:5); he is to preach to barbarians as well as Hellenes… [he] describes the whole non-Jewish world by the formula.”[footnoteRef:1823] [1823:  Gerard Kittel, TDNT, s.v.“ βάρβαρος,” 94-95.] 

“foolish.” The Greek word means “senseless, unthinking,” and refers to someone not using their mental faculties (cf. Gal. 3:1), but in English we pair “wise” with “foolish” and mean unthinking, doing something stupid.
Rom 1:15
“So, as for me,” Paul had an obligation to both the Jews and Gentiles (Rom. 1:14), meaning that he had been helped by them, and so now, for Paul to do his part in helping others, he was eager to proclaim the good news to people that he had not seen in person before—the people in Rome.
Rom 1:18
“is being revealed.” The Greek verb is apokaluptō (#601 ἀποκαλύπτω) and it means to be revealed, disclosed, or brought to light. The noun form of the word, apokalupsis (#602 ἀποκάλυψις), is translated “revelation,” and is the name of the last book of the Bible, Revelation, which reveals the End Times and Jesus Christ. Romans 1:17 and 1:18 use the same word, apokaluptō, in the same form: present tense, active voice. Thus it means, “is being revealed,” i.e., it is being revealed at this present time, and the phrase “is being revealed” is clearer in English than just “is revealed.” Verse 17 refers to God’s righteousness that is currently being revealed, and verse 18 refers to God’s wrath that is being revealed.
Although it is certainly true that God’s wrath will be revealed in a very clear and powerful way in the future, and completely so on the Day of Judgment, His wrath is also being revealed now, in different ways. For example, He resists the proud but gives grace to the humble (James 4:6). There are people who openly defy God, and God does stand against those people in certain ways to protect and bless His people. A good example of this is Acts 13:10 when Elymas the sorcerer was stricken with blindness. However, there are much more subtle ways God’s wrath is revealed, from simply not helping people and giving them over to the often terrible consequences of their evil acts (cf. Rom. 1:24), to either not intervening or not being able to protect them from direct attacks of the Adversary. That is one reason that evil people get worse and worse in their behavior (cf. 2 Tim. 2:16; 3:13). What makes all this hard for us to fully understand is that although some evil people obviously seem to have terrible things happen to them, other evil people seem to do quite well. We do not see all the invisible workings of God, and so often what we do see seems confusing.
“suppress.” The Greek word is katechō (#2722 κατέχω), and it means to hold back, hinder, prevent, restrain, suppress. In the war between truth and error, the Devil is constantly working to suppress, hinder, or stop if possible, the work of God. He often succeeds. Sadly, sometimes it is because of too little effort on the part of God’s people. For example, we are told to pray without ceasing, and one of the things we are to pray for is that “the word of the Lord may continue to run swiftly and be glorified” (2 Thess. 3:1). If Christians do not pray for the spread of the Gospel, it will not spread as efficaciously as it could have. In many cases, however, the Devil marshals his demons and those people who oppose God, and directly hinders God’s purposes. For example, Paul wanted to go to Thessalonica and support the believers there, “but Satan prevented us” (1 Thess. 2:18). This verse is very solid evidence that not everything that happens is the will of God, for surely it is not ever God’s will that truth be hindered. Scholars who think that “God is in control” or that everything that happens is God’s will take the word “hinder” in a conative sense, the sense of “trying to prevent.” In general, they argue that God’s truth always prevails, so all man can do is “try” to suppress it. While it is true that God’s truth cannot ever be completely stopped because God Himself is behind it, it is also true that Satan’s forces and evil people can indeed actually hinder, and sometimes, in some situations for a period of time, stop God’s truth.
It is often the case that the people who hinder God’s truth are in positions of authority in government. They pass laws forbidding prayer in public schools, or demanding evolution be taught in school while forbidding the teaching of creation, or forbidding evangelism. Such things are good reasons for godly people to seek positions of earthly authority. God wants righteousness to prevail on earth (1 Tim. 2:2), and He is in favor of supporting earthly governments (Rom. 13; Titus 3:1; 1 Pet. 2:13, 14), but it does not seem logical that He would expect righteous laws to be enacted and enforced by unbelievers. The things of God are foolishness to those who are unsaved (1 Cor. 2:14). One of the ministries God calls people to is leadership and administration (Rom. 12:8), and not all of the people with those ministries are called to serve in the Church. Some should lead in the government. Then they will be in a good position to enact and enforce laws that support truth and do not hinder it.
One thing that Romans 1:18 makes clear is that God is not “in control” of everything that happens and that His will is not always done. If everything that happens is God’s will, then by definition there is no such thing as hindering the truth. Anything we would think of as hindering would actually be part of God’s plan. However, there is no reason to think this verse is not clear and literal. There are people who “hinder” the truth, and that is precisely because not everything that happens is God’s will. It is the responsibility of people who believe God to stop people who do not. Although there is a measure of God’s wrath that is coming from heaven now, as this verse says, it is not enough to stop evil. If evil people are going to be stopped from hindering the truth, it is the godly people who must stop them and guide society such that the truth can be freely proclaimed.
In the spiritual battle for the minds and lives of people, lies and confusion are some of the Devil’s main weapons. Anyone who has studied history or theology knows there are at least two sides to every story and two interpretations to every verse. In part this comes from ignorance—often we do not know the truth, and although we are honestly trying to attain it, we have differences of opinion. However, when it comes to the confusion that exists in Christianity, we dare not dismiss the fact that life is a spiritual battle and the Devil uses his people to introduce confusion into theology and Christianity in general. In the Old Testament, the false prophets confused people about the truth that the true prophets were speaking. A good example is Jeremiah versus the false prophet Hananiah (Jer. 28). Jeremiah was saying the Judeans would be captive to Babylon for 70 years (Jer. 25:11). Hananiah said two years (Jer. 28:3). Another example of evil people causing confusion and suppressing the truth occurred just after the resurrection of Jesus Christ. The soldiers told the truth about the resurrection of Jesus to the religious leaders, but they were so blinded by their hate for Jesus and their love of power and position that they denied it and perverted it for their own goals. They bribed the guards to say the disciples came and stole the body of Christ (Matt. 28:11-15). There is not much argument about what happened to Jesus’ body today, but there was in the early years of the Church, and many Jews denied the resurrection because they believed what they had heard about Jesus’ body. Matthew 28:15 says that many Jews still believed the invented story at the time Matthew was written, which was likely written in the 50s to early 60s AD, 20 to 30 years after Jesus died. Today many things confuse people about Christianity, and it is the responsibility of each one of us to study the written Word of God and find the truth God is revealing through it. Modern “orthodox” Christianity is a blend of many things. There is some truth, such as the resurrection of Jesus Christ. However, some beliefs are the result of pagan practices that have survived in Christianity. One example of this is the supposed date of Christ’s birth on December 25. Another example is the belief that when a person dies, his “soul” lives on after the body dies.[footnoteRef:1824] Some of the Jews believed that during the time of Christ, but had gotten it from the Greeks after Alexander the Great conquered Israel (332 BC), and later when many Greeks were being converted to Christianity, they too brought the belief of an immortal soul into Christianity. [1824:  Cf. Graeser, Lynn, and Schoenheit, Is There Death After Life?] 

There are some beliefs in some denominations of Christianity that came much later than the early Christians. For example, the belief of some denominations that Christian ministers should not marry was inculcated into the Christian Faith in the fourth century AD, but the motivation behind the celibacy was a pagan dualism that separated flesh from spirit in a non-biblical way. We must also keep in mind that denominations differ about the truth of something based on their own perspective. For example, a group that does not allow women in ministry might say that the Cult of Isis that was prevalent in the Roman Empire introduced women to ministry but the Church Fathers caught the error and dismissed them. In contrast to that, we would say that the early Church obeyed the revelation of God and brought women into ministry, but the Church Fathers stifled the work of God, a stifling that is still in large part occurring today.
Truth is still being suppressed in many ways today, and each Christian has the personal responsibility to discover the truth and then live it. Doing nothing for the Lord because “No one can seem to agree about it” is falling right into the Devil’s trap and why he caused the confusion in the first place, while saying, “I believe this because my pastor does” is not valid now any more than it would have been to say, “I do not believe that Jesus is the Christ because my synagogue leaders say he is not.”
Rom 1:19
“visible to them.” The phrase occurs twice in the verse. The Greek uses the preposition en (#1722 ἐν), “in,” which can be treated as a dative “to,” or it can mean “plain within them” (cf. NASB), or “plain among them” (cf. HCSB). The clearest English is “plain to them,” but the en can also refer pluralistically to the group of those who reject God and suppress the truth because through the collective knowledge of mankind, much of what can be known about God is very evident. The knowledge of God is plain to them and plain among them.
Rom 1:20
“his invisible attributes…are clearly seen.” At first glance, this is an oxymoron, and it is designed to grab our attention, but it is explained by the fact that his invisible attributes are seen by looking at what He has made.
“divine nature.” The Greek word is theiotēs (#2305 θειότης, pronounced thay-'ah-tais), and it means “the quality or characteristic(s) pert. to deity, divinity, divine nature, divineness.”[footnoteRef:1825] It only occurs here in the Greek NT and is a rare word. Our only secular documentation occurs after the fourth century. As BDAG says, it pertains to the quality or characteristics pertaining to God, so when we see what God has made, we learn about His character. Of course, this is to be taken in the scope of the whole Bible, because there are certainly things about creation that are due to the Devil and the Fall, not to God. [1825:  BDAG, s.v. “θειότης.”] 

The KJV translates the word theiotēs as “Godhead,” but no modern version does. It must be remembered that in 1611 the Greek manuscripts that allow us to properly understand the word had not been discovered. “Godhead” is an inaccurate translation. Besides the fact that God is not a Trinity, there is nothing in nature that points to any such thing. Nothing in nature is three separate things and one thing at the same time, especially not anything that could have been known as such thousands of years before Christ.
“through what he has made.” This includes all the things God has made. Psalm 19:1 tells us the heavens declare the glory (which in the Greek also connotes power) of God. Nature and the world around us declare the power and “divine nature” of God. Since the power and divine nature of God could easily be seen “from the creation of the world,” no one needed a microscope or telescope to see it. Even looking at mankind itself shows God’s power. Humans are definitely “remarkably and wonderfully made” (Ps. 139:14 HCSB). Despite the fact that God’s power and divine nature can be seen with the naked eye in the world around us, in the last couple of decades, our advanced science is revealing quite conclusively that the complex nature of life could not have originated by chance and via a purely “mechanistic” model.[footnoteRef:1826] Thus, at every level, God’s power and handiwork are being demonstrated. [1826:  Cf. Stephen Meyer, Signature in the Cell, 555.] 

“so they are without excuse.” One of the mental faculties of mankind is the basic ability to discern good from bad and truth from error. God made this clear in Genesis 3:22, when God said, “The man has become like one of us, knowing good and evil.” When we combine that with God’s promise that if we seek we will find, we realize that God will lead anyone who really wants to know the truth into a basic knowledge of it. The great scientists of the past, including Copernicus, Kepler, Linnaeus, Cuvier, Agassiz, Boyle, Newton, Kelvin, Faraday, Rutherford, etc., all recognized that the design they saw in the world around them was the work of a Higher Power, and Johannes Kepler said that scientists have the job of “thinking God’s thoughts after Him.” Despite their best efforts, scientists cannot explain how life came from non-life, and how “chance” and mutations produced the life in the world around us.
Rom 1:23
“corruptible humans and birds and four-footed animals and reptiles.” All these things are “corruptible,” and all of them were worshiped by various idol worshipers in the Greco-Roman world.
Rom 1:24
“gave them over.” The Greek word is paradidōmi (#3860 παραδίδωμι) and it literally means “to hand, turn, or give over.” Paradidōmi can suggest an active action such as when Judas “handed over” and betrayed Jesus to the Jewish authorities (e.g., Matt. 27:3, “Then Judas, the one betraying him, having seen that he was condemned, regretted what he had done”); but it can also indicate the act of abandoning and “turning over” to the consequences of one’s own action (e.g., Acts 7:42, “But God turned away from them and handed them over to worship the host of heaven” NRSV). This second more passive connotation implies the result of an action by a party being “handed or turned over.” When Israel turned away from God and decided to worship created things like a golden calf, stars, and other idols, God, in turn, “gave them” over to worship the sun, moon, and stars in the sky instead of Him.
In Romans 1:24, 26, and 1:28 Paul explains three things that God “gave over” the Gentiles to in consequence of their rejection of Him as God and Creator. Here in verse 24, God “gave over” the Gentiles to “ the lusts of their hearts” to do impure and dishonoring things with their bodies. In Romans 1:26, God “gave over” the Gentiles to “dishonorable passions” to pervert the natural use of their bodies that God had designed. In Romans 1:28, God “gave over” the Gentiles to “a worthless mind” to pursue things that are not fitting and proper to do. Paul then lists a number of wicked and evil acts that accompany those who have rejected God and found Him not worthy to be retained in their knowledge and recognized and honored as the Creator.
“impurity.” The Greek word translated “impurity” is akatharsia (#167 ἀκαθαρσία), and it refers to being “unclean” before God. Akatharsia is “a state of moral corruption; immorality, vileness especially of sexual sins;”[footnoteRef:1827] “in a moral sense, the impurity of lustful, luxurious, profligate living; used of impure motives in 1 Thess. 2:3.”[footnoteRef:1828] The dominant use of akatharsia in the New Testament includes sexual sin. [1827:  BDAG Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “ἀκαθαρσία.”]  [1828:  Thayer, Thayer’s Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “ἀκαθαρσία.”] 

[For more information on akatharsia, see commentary on Gal. 5:19.]
Rom 1:26
“females.” The Greek word is not “women” (gunē, #1135 γυνή, pronounced goo-'nay) but “female” (thēlus, #2338 θῆλυς), which in this context is more degrading. See commentary on Romans 1:27, “males… females… males with males.”
“gave them over.” See commentary on Romans 1:24.
Rom 1:27
“males… females… males with males.” In this context of unnatural sexual behavior, Paul does not use the usual terms “man” and “woman,” but rather “male” and “female.” This serves two purposes. First, because the subject at hand is the proper correspondence between the sexes, using the words for “male,” arrēn (#730 ἄρρην), and “female,” thēlus (#2338 θῆλυς), draws appropriate attention to the issue of biology and what is natural. Second, as Lenski has pointed out, in this context such language is somewhat degrading, portraying the people as “nothing but creatures of sex.”[footnoteRef:1829] For more on sexual sin and homosexual behavior being mentioned in the Bible, see commentary on 1 Corinthians 6:9. [1829:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. Paul’s Epistle to the Romans, 113.] 

“burned with intense desire” The Greek phrase is ekkaiomai en tē orexei (ἐκκαίομαι ἐν τῇ ὀρέξει), and the lexicon by Louw and Nida points out that this phrase is “an idiom, literally ‘to burn with intense desire’; ‘to have a strong, intense desire for something’; ‘to be inflamed with passion, to have a strong lust for, to be inflamed with lust.’ In some languages, the equivalent idiom is ‘to boil with desire,’ ‘to feel hot in the genitals,’….” Both the word “burn” and the word “desire” are used only here in the New Testament.
Rom 1:28
“they did not regard God worthy….” This sentence is somewhat difficult to translate. The Greek literally means “they did not approve God to have in knowledge.” The Greek word dokimazō (#1381 δοκιμάζω), which is used in ancient literature of the testing of metals or coins to determine their quality, refers to testing something to find out if it is worthy or not. Metals that were tested but found lacking in quality were unapproved and not worthy to be used, and thus were discarded. Paul is explaining how the Gentile nations knew that God existed since His power and divine nature can be perceived from creation itself (Rom. 1:20). However, even though they understood God existed, “they did not judge God worthy.” When they tested in their mind whether God had a high enough “quality” to be approved, they decided He was not satisfactory and so they rejected Him and replaced Him with idols—images of humans and animals (Rom. 1:23). For other occurrences of dokimazō, see commentaries on Romans 2:18 and 12:2.
“to know.” The Greek is literally “to have in knowledge,” but often the verb εχω, “to have,” in Greek gets paired with other objects and should be translated in English as a simple verb. Thus, “to have in knowledge” is better translated “to know.” The Greek is epignōsis (#1922 ἐπίγνωσις), which means “a full and accurate knowledge or acknowledgment.” Paul is not talking about mere “knowledge” or “recognition” of God here. The word epignōsis refers to possessing familiarity and understanding about something. The idea that Paul is trying to get across is that even though the Gentiles knew that God existed, they did not approve of Him as being “worthy” to be recognized and honored as the Creator. Instead of fully recognizing God for who He is and keeping Him in their knowledge, the Gentiles discarded Him from their minds. Many people who do not obey God recognize Him to some degree, and obey Him to some degree. God wants people to fully obey Him, not just to believe and act on the things about God that they want to.
“gave them over.” See commentary on Romans 1:24.
“worthless.” The Greek word is adokimos (#96 ἀδόκιμος) which means “unqualified or worthless.” It is the opposite of “being approved.” Paul is using a play on words here to indicate the resulting consequence of the Gentiles’ decision. Since the Gentiles did not judge God “worthy” to be fully recognized in their knowledge, God gave them over to a “worthless” mind. To paraphrase Paul’s implication in this wordplay: A mind that does not think God is “worthy” to be fully recognized will end in nothing but a “worthless” mind.
Rom 1:29
“malice.” This comes from the Greek word kakoētheia (#2550 κακοήθεια). BDAG’s definition is very insightful: a basic defect in character that leads one to be hurtful to others, thus, mean-spiritedness, malice, malignity, craftiness. The translation “malignity” (e.g., KJV) does not express the sense of the word as well as “mean-spiritedness.”
Rom 1:31
“natural affection.” See commentaries on Romans 12:10 and John 21:15. The Greek word is astorgos (#794 ἄστοργος), which is made up of the prefix a–, “not, no,” and storgē, which is familial love. The term however can be used in extension beyond just familial love, to be applied to others in a general sense. Louw-Nida explains the word as “pertaining to a lack of love or affection for close associates or family—‘without normal human affection, without love for others.’”
Rom 1:32
“they know God’s righteous requirement.” The word “know” in this verse is epiginōskō (#1921 ἐπιγινώσκω), which generally refers to knowing something more fully, completely, or accurately. It is sometimes erroneously taught that if a person really knows God, then he will commit to God and get saved. But the Scripture shows us that is not the case. The Bible is full of people who knew God, some of them very intimately, who never made the heart commitment to follow God and get saved. Demons are a very good example of this because they know God very well and still side with the Devil (James 2:19). Cain knew God and even conversed with him, yet made the decision to follow the Devil, not God. It is safe to say that Solomon knew God better than almost everyone in the Old Testament, in fact, God personally appeared to him on two different occasions, 1 Kings 3:5 and 9:2 (see commentary on 1 Kings 11:9). Nevertheless, Solomon turned from God and did evil in His sight (1 Kings 11:6-10).
 
Romans Chapter 2
Rom 2:1
“Therefore.” The Greek conjunction dio (#1352 διό) means “therefore, wherefore, on account of.” At first, it seems confusing because a surface reading seems to be saying that because of the vices of the evil people who have been given over to shameful acts and evil behavior, “therefore,” everyone else is without excuse if they judge anyone. Hendriksen writes: “Many are puzzled by the word ‘Therefore.’ It must be admitted that the meaning is not immediately clear.”[footnoteRef:1830] Lenski is correct when he states that the “Therefore” connects, not just the closing verses with chapter 2, but the entire previous section, Rom. 1:18-32.[footnoteRef:1831] Also, Paul is not writing a blanket condemnation of judging. We must judge others, and judge on a daily basis, in order to obey the commands of God. Jesus said, “Stop judging by the outward appearance! Instead, judge with a righteous judgment” (John 7:24). Paul warned us to “…keep on the lookout for those who cause divisions and temptations to sin that are contrary to the doctrine that you learned. Stay away from them!” (Rom. 16:17), and we cannot keep that command unless we make judgments about people. Paul also wrote many instructions to Timothy, including who to avoid and who to select for leadership based on behavior and qualifications, which is impossible to do without making a judgment about people. To fully understand the “therefore,” we must realize it refers back to the whole previous section of Romans, and points forward to those who judge but “are practicing the same things” (Rom. 2:1). [1830:  William Hendriksen, New Testament Commentary: Romans, 88.]  [1831:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. Paul’s Epistle to the Romans, 128-29.] 

“O, you.” The Greek is “O man,” but the word “man” is generic here in the Greek text, and refers to both men and women. Different English versions have tried to make that clear in different ways. Some have almost omitted it altogether, but since the expression is emphatic, that does not seem to be the correct way to handle it. The translation, “yes, you” seems to capture both the emphatic and inclusive meaning.
“in whatever things you judge.” The point is not, in that you judge, which would simply criticize the act of judging. The Greek is more specific. Paul speaks of whatever things you judge—in other words, the very act that you judge, this act you are doing. Paul is not criticizing judgment in this case, but hypocrisy.
Rom 2:4
“kindness.” The Greek word is chrēstotēs (#5544 χρηστότης), and most modern English versions read “kindness.” Kindness is a fruit of the spirit and an essential ingredient to being godly. The Devil is continuing in what has been a very successful campaign to elevate the importance of people “being authentic” and “expressing how I really feel,” and downplaying kindness. Thankfully, God is kind and tolerant toward people, and it is His kindness that finally works in them and opens their eyes to the truth and leads them to repentance. If we are going to be like God, we have to learn to be kind to others even when we do not feel like being kind. (See commentary on Gal. 5:22, “kindness”).
“restraint.” The Greek word is anochē (a noun: #463 ἀνοχή), and most Greek lexicons define it as forbearance, tolerance, clemency, and patience. It refers to enduring, being patient, and holding oneself back. Richard Trench writes that it “signifies, for the most part, a truce or suspension of arms.”[footnoteRef:1832] The noun anochē is related to the verb anechō, “to endure, put up with, bear with.” Jesus said, “You unbelieving generation! …How long must I put up with [anechō] you?” (Mark 9:19 HCSB). [1832:  Richard Chenevix Trench, Synonyms of the New Testament, 199.] 

Studying the English words “tolerate” and “forbear” shows us why the English translations differ as to how they translate anochē. To “tolerate” usually refers to what you allow; what you do not forbid. In contrast, “forbear” usually places the emphasis on self-restraint and what you hold yourself back from. The Greek word anochē contains both meanings, but in Christian circles “tolerate” usually has a bad connotation, so most versions avoid it. Sadly, most of the time we use the word “tolerate,” we use it as something we do even though we are “really bothered” by the situation and are actually just waiting for the chance to do something about it. That is the world’s way of tolerating, but it is not God’s way.
God’s way of forbearing, restraint, or tolerating is the way He tolerates us: He knows He has given us free will, and so even when we are ignorant or in sin, He loves us, is kind to us, and “declares a truce” with us until we wake up to our error. If God and Christ can do that with us and others, and allow us all to live our own lives in spite of our error or sin, then we can do that too. We do not have to “tolerate” people while seething in anger, pouting, or “just waiting for the chance to straighten them out.” If we want to bring people to repentance the way God does, we have to learn to be forbearing and tolerant in a kind and loving way. It is unfortunate that the word “tolerate” has gotten such a bad reputation in Christian circles because godly tolerance is a very important part of winning people to Christ.
Tolerance is the neutral zone between grace and truth. We are forbearing or tolerant in those times when we are with people who do not want to change their disobedient ways. Most of the time we are with such people we do not teach, reprove, or correct them with truth, nor do we act like what they are doing is fine with God. Forbearance or tolerance is not “grace.” Grace is “undeserved,” but everyone deserves kindness and tolerance. Grace is that special undeserved favor that helps people walk with God, while tolerance is the “truce” that we have with people who have not yet decided to walk with God. If we confuse tolerance for grace, then we never have genuine grace.
“patience.” The Greek word is makrothumia (#3115 μακροθυμία), and it refers to patiently forbearing and remaining composed while waiting for an outcome. This idea is conveyed through the word “patience,” and sometimes the more archaic word “longsuffering.” Makrothumia is a compound word from makros, “long,” and thumos, “wrath or anger,” and it refers to putting up with people for a long time before taking any action. Thayer describes it as “slowness in avenging wrongs.”[footnoteRef:1833] Generally, the older versions of the English Bible such as the King James Version, Young’s Literal Translation, Darby’s Translation, and Rotherham’s Emphasized Bible, use the word “longsuffering,” while most modern versions avoid it and use the word “patience” instead because “longsuffering” is not a common modern English word and is considered archaic. On a side note, another word similar to makrothumia is the Greek word hupomonē (#5281 ὑπομονή), which refers to the quality that does not surrender to circumstances or succumb under trial. Although today, we speak of being patient with things and with people, the fact that the Greek has a word like makrothumia that specifically refers to holding back one’s response to other people and circumstances is important to understand. [1833:  Thayer, Thayer’s Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “μακροθυμία. ”] 

[For more on “patience,” see commentary on Gal. 5:22.]
“is intended to lead you to repentance.” Williams’ translation has the note: “implied in the genitive present.”[footnoteRef:1834] What is implied is the idea that this grace is meant to lead you to repentance, which is how many versions read (e.g., ESV, NRSV, HCSB). [1834:  Charles B. Williams, The New Testament: A Private Translation in the Language of the People.] 

Rom 2:5
“But corresponding to your stubborn and unrepentant heart…” The Greek can also be translated as “your stubbornness and your unrepentant heart.” Modern versions are divided on how to render the phrase.
The teaching of Romans 2:5-6 is that God’s judgment is just, and that a sinner’s punishment is in proportion to the crime committed. The amount of wrath a person stores up for himself corresponds to the amount he hardens his heart. This is similar to the truth taught in Matthew 7:2, “With the judgment you pronounce you will be judged, and with the measure you use it will be measured to you” (ESV); and Matthew 6:14-15, “For if you forgive people their transgressions, your heavenly Father will also forgive you.15But if you do not forgive people their transgressions, your Father will not forgive your transgressions.”
“corresponding to your stubborn...” The word “corresponding” comes from kata (#2596 κατά), which in this context serves as a “marker of norm of similarity or homogeneity, according to, in accordance with, in conformity with, according to.”[footnoteRef:1835] This is the same meaning as in Romans 2:2: God’s judgment is “according to the truth,” i.e., God’s judgment corresponds to what is truly deserved. Many English versions have the word “because,” and say something such as, “Because of your stubbornness and your unrepentant heart, you are storing up wrath”). But that translation does not fully capture what the verse is saying. The word kata is pointing out that the wrath that person will receive on the Day of Wrath is proportional to the sin they have committed due to their stubborn and unrepentant heart. The word “because” simply does not communicate that proportional relationship. [1835:  BDAG Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “κατά,” def. 5.] 

We can understand why many theologians do not understand what the verse is saying. If a theologian believes that an unsaved person is thrown into the Lake of Fire and burns forever, then there is no difference between sinners who are genuinely evil (like Hitler) and sinners who were “regular people” but just never wanted to get saved. Both categories of people would have the same punishment: everlasting torment. But if people are burned up and annihilated in the fire after a time of burning, then the Bible would tell us that some sinners suffer longer than others in the fire, and that is exactly what Scripture teaches. Thus, Romans 2:5 is not asking, “Why will the person receive wrath?” This question would be answered with “because of the hardness of his heart.” The question being asked in Romans 2:5 is, “How much wrath will a person receive?” The answer is, as much as they deserve. In other words, the wrath that any person receives is “in accordance with” (in proportion to) his own hardness, and the unrepentance of his own heart. This is hard to understand by Christians who think that all the unsaved burn forever (thus equal punishment) and all the saved people are in the presence of Christ forever (thus equal reward).
The unsaved are thrown into the Lake of Fire and are burned up (Rev. 20:13-15), but the time they spend being punished before they are consumed is different from person to person. This can be seen in examples such as when Jesus spoke of the people of Capernaum. Jesus said that on the Day of Judgment, it would be “more bearable” for Sodom than for Capernaum. Yet the people of Sodom were not righteous in the sight of God, and the destruction of Sodom is a picture of the future destruction of the wicked in the fire (2 Pet. 2:6). Therefore, Jesus’ statement that it would be “more bearable” for Sodom than Capernaum is very strong reproach (Matt. 11:20), and reflects that before they are annihilated in the fire, the people of Capernaum will be punished more severely than even the people of Sodom. Another example of punishment being proportional to the crime committed is in Jesus’ Parable of the Unforgiving Servant (Matt. 18:23-35). In the parable, the unforgiving servant is punished for his evil. Jesus taught the parable and said that when the servant would not forgive others, “his lord was enraged, and handed him over to the torturers, until he paid back all that was owed.” Then Jesus made the powerful statement: “So my heavenly Father will also do to you, if each of you does not forgive his brother from your heart” (Matt. 18:35). In the parable, the evil servant is not punished “forever,” but he is punished until he has paid for his crime. Similarly, in the Lake of Fire, people do not suffer forever, but only until their sin is paid for at which time they are completely burned up; annihilated. Furthermore, there are other verses in the Bible that indicate people will be punished differently depending on their sin (e.g. Mark 12:38-40).
The wages of sin is death (Rom. 6:23), but we must be careful not to take that one verse out from the context of the whole Bible. Romans 6:23 never says that the wages of sin is immediate death. Before people die in Gehenna, the Lake of Fire, they are punished in proportion to their sin. The Bible says in many different places that people will be repaid for what they have done on earth (cf. Job 34:11; Psalm 62:12; Prov. 24:12; Jer. 17:10; 32:19; Ezek. 33:20; Matt. 16:27; Rom. 2:6; 1 Cor. 3:8). This is one reason the Bible says that for the wicked there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth (Matt. 8:12; 22:13; 24:51; 25:30).
As encouragement for Christians, just as punishments differ for the wicked, so the rewards Christians will receive in the future kingdom are different from person to person and are based on the works each one has done. See commentary on 2 Corinthians 5:10.[footnoteRef:1836] [1836:  Also see John W. Schoenheit, The Christian’s Hope: The Anchor of the Soul.] 

[For more on varying degrees of punishment, see the commentary on Matt. 10:15. For more on annihilation in the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
“stubborn.” The Greek is sklērotēs (#4643 σκληρότης), and it is a noun, meaning “hardness, stubbornness.” It is from skleros, which means “dried,” “stiff,” “rough,” or “hard.” It is the picture of a branch that has dried out and is hardened and stiff. It is a noun, standing on its own, not an adjective describing heart. Too many people are “hard” in their lives, being stiff, rough, unchanging, unyielding, and unrepentant toward God.
“unrepentant.” The Greek is ametanoētos (#279 ἀμετανόητος) and refers to not being repentant (the Greek verb “repent” is metanoeō). Thus it is unrepentant, not turning to God, refusing to turn to God. The Louw-Nida lexicon states, “In a number of languages it is difficult to speak of ‘a hard and unrepentant heart.’ A more satisfactory equivalent of this expression in Romans 2:5 may be ‘but you are stubborn and refuse to repent’ or ‘refuse to turn to God.’”[footnoteRef:1837] Some versions read “impenitent” instead of “unrepentant,” but that does not seem as accurate here because impenitent means, “not penitent, without shame, regret, or remorse.” While it is true that those who do not repent usually have no shame, regret, or remorse, the primary meaning here is that the people have hearts that refuse to repent, i.e., they will not change their ways and turn to God. [1837:  Louw and Nida,  Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament, s.v. “ἀμετανόητος.”] 

“storing up.” The Greek verb is thēsaurizō (#2343 θησαυρίζω), and it means to gather and store up, to heap up, to treasure up,[footnoteRef:1838] to accumulate riches. The noun form of the verb is thēsauros (#2344 θησαυρός) and is a treasury or storehouse, or the treasure that is put there (cf. Matt. 6:19, 20 “treasure”). This phrase makes the verse contain the figure of speech irony, for who would store up wrath as a treasure for themselves? Yet this is the picture being presented to them. As a greedy man stores up wealth for himself, these hard and unrepentant people store up more and more wrath for themselves, which they will receive at the Day of Judgment. [1838:  Liddell and Scott, Greek English Lexicon, s.v. “θησαυρίζω.”] 

“day of wrath...God’s righteous judgment.” The day of wrath and the righteous judgment are not two separate events. The day of wrath is the day “when” the righteous judgment of God is revealed. The Greek kai (usually “and”) can be understood as a “when” occasionally when it connects an expression of time with something that occurs in that time (BDAG; cf. Matt. 26:45; Mark 15:25). In this verse, the wrath of God and the “righteous” judgment of God are intertwined. The wrath of God is not unrighteous. It is not “a necessary evil.” Rather, it is part of the righteous nature of God to honor mankind’s free will and give people the judgment that they have asked for via their words and behavior. In the Greek, the genitives (“of wrath;” “of the righteous judgment;” “of God”) without the definite article emphasize the quality of the noun.[footnoteRef:1839] [1839:  Cf. R. C. H. Lenski, St. Paul’s Epistle to the Romans, 143; Heinrich A. W. Meyer, Epistle to the Romans, 83-84.] 

Rom 2:6
“who will repay each person according to his works.” The teaching that on Judgment Day people will get what they deserve, good or bad, based on what they have done in their life is taught many times in Scripture (e.g., Job. 34:11; Ps. 62:12; Prov. 24:12; Jer. 17:10; 32:19; Ezek. 33:20; Matt. 16:27; Rom. 2:6; 1 Cor. 3:8; see commentary on Ps. 62:12).
[For more on rewards in the future and people getting what they deserve, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10, “good or evil.”]
Rom 2:7
“life in the age to come.” This is the everlasting life that begins with the new Messianic Age, the Millennial Kingdom.
[See Appendix 1: “Life in the Age to Come.”]
Rom 2:8
“selfishly ambitious.” The Greek is eritheia (#2052 ἐριθεία). Spicq says, “…eritheia is used seven times in NT, including twice in the sin lists (2 Cor. 12:20; Gal. 5:20), along with eris [strife], which indicates that the former does not have the same meaning as the latter and is not derived from it. …it was formed from eritheuomai, “work for hire.”[footnoteRef:1840] The erithos is a day laborer; the term is used especially for weavers and spinners. As a result, the term eritheia (paid work) originally had a positive sense, but it came to mean that which is done solely for interested motives (“What’s in it for me?”). Hence the meaning: contrive to gain a position…not in order to serve the state, but to gain honor and wealth. From that developed two other meanings: 1) dispute or intrigue to gain advantages; or 2) personal ambition, the exclusive pursuit of one’s own interest. These connotations of intrigue, disputations, and chicanery appear in all the NT texts.”[footnoteRef:1841] Aristotle used the word of those who seek political office by unfair means, and Philo wrote, “The only stable government is one in which there is no strife and no intrigue [eritheia].” “The idea is “base self-seeking,” the “baseness” that cannot shift its gaze to higher things.”[footnoteRef:1842] It is a complex word that takes on different meanings in different contexts, so attention to the context is important. Meanings include selfishness, selfish ambition, rivalry, base self-seeking, and the use of dishonest means to get personal gain (particularly in political circles). [1840:  Ceslas Spicq, Theological Lexicon of the New Testament, vol. 2, s.v.“ ἐριθεία.”]  [1841:  Spicq, Theological Lexicon, 2:70.]  [1842:  Bromiley, TDNT, s.v. “ἐριθεία.”] 

Rom 2:9
“soul.” The Greek word often translated “soul” is psuchē (#5590 ψυχή, pronounced psoo-'kay), and it has a large number of meanings, including the physical life of a person or animal; an individual person; or attitudes, emotions, feelings, and thoughts. Here it is used more broadly of the individual himself while including his thoughts and emotions. Thus, while the verse could read something such as, “tribulation and anguish on every person” (cf. ESV, HCSB, NET, NIV), the inclusion of the word “soul” points us to the fact that the thoughts, feelings, and emotions are important. The evil we do is certainly related to our thoughts and emotions, and we are responsible before God to control our thoughts and emotions (2 Cor. 10:5). (This use of “soul” is similar to the one in 2 Peter 2:14.)
[For a more complete explanation of “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
Rom 2:13
“declared righteous.” Being declared righteous by God is a judicial decision. In this context, being “declared righteous” does not refer to God’s declaring a person righteous in His sight the moment the person believes, but rather refers to God declaring a person righteous in the sense that the person has lived a righteous life and so is righteous in God’s sight. It does not mean that we do not sin or that our sin does not matter; it does matter. See commentary on Romans 3:20.
Rom 2:14
“do by nature the things required by the law.” Part of the nature of human beings is that “by nature” they know good from evil. Both God and the Devil stated that, and it is true (Gen. 3:5, 22). We see this in very small children. They know when they have been “wronged,” like when someone takes a toy away from them, and they cry loudly about it. God expects people to do good, and even to go further than that and search for the meaning of life, which will eventually lead to Him. It is because humans innately know good from evil that people will be punished for evil even when it is not clearly described as such (Luke 12:47-48).
“are a law to themselves.” Romans 2:13-15 answers the question, “Can a person be saved if they do not believe in Jesus?” The answer is “yes,” but there are important factors to consider.
After the Day of Pentecost, when the Administration of Grace and the Christian Church started, there are only two categories of people: those who are born again of God’s gift of holy spirit, and those who are not. The New Birth comes through making Christ “Lord” (Rom. 10:9; Eph. 1:13-14). People who have made Christ their lord are saved (“born again”) and have everlasting life. People who are not born again did not believe in Jesus, so they either rejected him when they heard about him, or they never heard enough about him to believe.
People who hear enough about Jesus to believe, but do not believe are “against Christ.” There is no “neutral ground.” Jesus said, “Whoever is not with me is against me, and whoever does not gather with me, scatters” (Matt. 12:30).
People who never heard enough about Jesus to believe, whether Jew or Gentile, are judged on whether or not, by their nature and natural way of being, they did the works of the Law (Rom. 2:13-15). Just as there were many good people who “by nature” did the things of the Law during the Old Testament times, so too there are many good people today who have never heard of Jesus Christ or heard enough about Christ to form an opinion and believe, but who by nature do the things of the Law, such as they do not steal and they treat their neighbor the way that they would want to be treated (the “golden rule,” Matt. 7:12). These people, like those in the Old Testament time, will be judged by their works (which includes their thought life). God is a righteous God and does not condemn people to death if they have never had a chance to believe.
The reason that people can do “by nature” the things in the Law is that the essence of the Law is love. Every religion teaches the value of love to one degree or another because the value of love is self-evident. We should know not to steal because we know the pain stealing causes. We know to help others because we know how we need and value being helped. To not be loving “by nature” is to be cold and selfish, and thus worthy of death on the merits of one’s own actions.
Once we understand that people who have never heard the truth about Jesus may be saved on the basis of their works, there are a couple of other important points to be made. One is that most people today have heard of Jesus Christ. It is easy to see that most of the people of the world would not have heard about Jesus Christ on the Day of Pentecost, less than two months after he died and was raised, and it is easy to see that it would be unjust for God to condemn people of that generation to death in the Lake of Fire simply because they were born at the wrong place and time. However, with the ease of modern transportation and communication, it is getting harder and harder for people to live their life without having had a chance to believe in Jesus Christ. Even in the darkness of the Great Tribulation, God will send an angel around the world proclaiming the Gospel so that everyone does hear enough to believe (Rev. 14:6). Furthermore, although it is possible to be raised in almost any place on earth and not hear enough about Jesus to believe, it is also amazing that people of basically every religion on earth somehow hear enough about Jesus to believe in him. It would be safe to say that almost no religion on earth has not had people who were raised in that religion convert to Christianity when they heard about Jesus.
Another important point is that people have a responsibility to search for the truth. It is part of the nature of mankind that we know the difference between good and evil (Gen. 3:22), and every honest person knows we are broken inside—people have a “dark side” that must be kept in check. What Paul wrote in Romans 7, that we cannot do what we want to do and end up doing things we do not want to do, causes honest people to look for help (which is why every good bookstore has an entire section of “self-help” books). The Bible promises that if you keep asking and keep searching, you will find (Matt. 7:7; Luke 11:9), and God has led many to Christ who from a five-senses viewpoint had little chance to find him. Given that, on Judgment Day it will not be good enough for a person who has made no effort to find God or truth to simply say that they never heard enough to believe. God will know if they even desired God or truth in the first place.
Many “good people” seem to have no desire to even search for truth—they are content where they are. And that is the situation for many people in spite of the fact that they know they will die. For people to know that they will die but not seek solid and reasonable answers about it and what lies beyond death is willful ignorance and unconcern—an unconcern that will lead them to everlasting death. But God has provided Jesus Christ as the solution to our problems, and made the great sacrifice of giving His Son so we could be saved and have everlasting life.
On Judgment Day it will be apparent that God knows the heart of all people, and He knows whether a “good” person really ever had a desire to find the truth in the first place, and then whether that person ever really had an opportunity to hear the truth and believe it and get saved. Those people who never did have a chance to hear about Jesus but did good works and walked in love have a chance of being saved and receiving eternal life on the Day of Judgment, just as Romans 2 says.
[For information on how to be saved, see commentary on Rom. 10:9. For more about what happens when a person is saved, see commentary on 1 Pet. 1:3. For more on the guarantee of our salvation, see Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation.” For information on what happens to a person who rejects Christ and dies unsaved, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
Rom 2:15
“also bearing witness.” The Greek is summartureō (#4828 συμμαρτυρέω) and means to bear joint witness. Their works demonstrate what is in their hearts, and their conscience bears a joint witness to that as well.
“thoughts.” The Greek is logismos (#3053 λογισμός) and it refers to a pattern or way of thinking in one’s thoughts and not just an isolated thought.
“while their conflicting thoughts either accuse or else excuse them.” The literal Greek text of “conflicting thoughts” is, “between one another thoughts.” The question is, does this refer to thoughts that accuse some people and excuse other people, or is the phrase in reference to the thoughts themselves that are “between one another” or in conflict with one another? Since the context is about the law being written on Gentiles’ hearts, and the preceding phrase reads, “their conscience also bearing witness,” the context is not really about making other people knowledgeable about sin, but is about one’s knowledge of their own sin. Also, in the Greek text, the “one another” and “thoughts” are both in the genitive case, meaning that the most natural way to understand the two words is that they are paired together. Thus, the phrase should be understood as “conflicting thoughts,” not thoughts that are shared between multiple people. The idea of the verse is that the Gentiles are aware of their sin, but they are in inner conflict with what to do about it, their thoughts either accuse or excuse them.
Romans 2:14-15 is a powerful section of Scripture that is one of the primary passages that supports the moral argument for the existence of God. The moral argument is as follows:
1. Without a God, there should be no inherent moral law in people’s hearts.
2. There is an inherent moral law in people’s hearts.
3. Therefore, God exists.
Romans 2:14-15 gives support for the moral law being written on the hearts of the Gentiles and their conscience bears witness to it, so at that point, they have to either justify their sin (excuse it) or admit their sin, and stand accused of it.
Rom 2:16
“through Jesus Christ.” Jesus Christ stands at the right hand of God and in true oriental fashion is the agent through whom God acts. Just as Pharaoh ruled Egypt through Joseph (“Pharaoh said to Joseph, ‘I am Pharaoh, and without you no one will lift up his hand or his foot in all the land of Egypt’” Gen. 41:44) so God rules and judges through Jesus Christ. Jesus knew this was going to be the case even before his death and resurrection, so he said, “…the Father does not judge anyone, but he has given all judgment to the Son” (John 5:22; cf. Acts 17:31; Rom. 2:16). When Christ spoke about his return, he said, “he” would repay people for what they had done (Matt. 16:27).
Many verses in the Bible point to the fact that on the Day of Judgment, people will have to give an account of how they have lived. This is not just a New Testament revelation; it occurs throughout the Bible. For example, Ecclesiastes 12:14 says, “For God will bring everything we do into judgment, including every hidden thing, whether it is good or whether it is evil.” Jesus taught that people will have to give an account for what they say (Matt. 12:36). Many verses say the same thing (e.g., Eccl. 11:9; 12:14; Matt. 12:36; 16:27; Rom. 2:16; 2 Cor. 5:10; 1 Pet. 4:4-5).
[For more on the Judgment, see commentary on Rom. 14:12. For more on the fact that on Judgment Day people will get what they deserve, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10.]
“will judge.” The Greek verb, though translated as future (“will”), is actually in the present tense. This is known as the futuristic present,[footnoteRef:1843] which is the figure of speech heterosis, a switching of tenses for effect. Most versions, as the REV does, simply translate the verb according to its future tense meaning rather than its present tense form. [1843:  Cf. Daniel Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics, 535-37.] 

“what people have kept secret.” The Greek is more literally, “the secret things of people” since “secret” is an adjective. The genitive is a genitive of possession, i.e., the secret things held by people. It is prideful and futile to have secrets, a “secret life,” or to do things “behind closed doors.” God sees all and will judge all—this is promised. For the righteous, God’s exposure of evil is a great hope, because so much that happens in life must surely be the result of deliberate deception and threats and backroom deals done by evil people. For the evil person, the idea that God will expose and punish evil should shake them to the core of their being, but they will not come to the light and be reformed. They await their punishment.
“just as I proclaim in my good news.” The Greek is more literally translated “according to [or in accord with] my Good News.” However, that construction can be misunderstood to mean that Paul’s “Good News” is the standard by which God judges, which is not the case. Lenski notes the possible confusion and writes: “This is not saying that the gospel or “my gospel” will be the norm (κατά) of the final judgment; the norm is God’s own righteousness.”[footnoteRef:1844] God judges by His righteous standard, which is what Paul’s Good News states and consists of. The NIV translation has picked up on the problem and made a translation that avoids it. “This will take place on the day when God will judge men’s secrets through Jesus Christ, as my gospel declares.” This verse is a good example of when the usual way of translating κατά into English, which is “according to” or “in accord with,” can cause confusion, and an alternate translation that expresses the meaning of the Greek should be sought. [1844:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. Paul’s Epistle to the Romans, 174.] 

Rom 2:18
“determine what is best.” In the Greek, the word for determine is dokimazō (#1381 δοκιμάζω). It means to put something to the test with the hope of recognizing it as genuine, or worthy; to prove something in order to approve of it.[footnoteRef:1845] It was used by the Greeks in the context of metallurgy.[footnoteRef:1846] Here it is applied to ta diapheronta, literally, “the things that differ,” from diapherō (#1308 διαφέρω). The differing things are that which are good and evil, which carry (phero) in different directions. The sense of the Greek is that you examine the difference between good and evil, approving of the good things that pass the test. In English, “determine” shows that you examine and arrive at a judgment, while “what is best” captures the sense of difference and approval (see dokimazō in the commentary on Rom. 1:28). [1845:  R. C. Trench, Synonyms of the New Testament, 278-279; Thayer’s Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “δοκιμάζω.”]  [1846:  Thayer’s Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “δοκιμάζω.”] 

Rom 2:20
“spiritually immature.” The Greek is nēpios (#3516 νήπιος, pronounced 'nay-pee-os), and it literally means an infant, a little child, but it was used metaphorically for those who were unlearned or immature. In the older versions, such as the King James, it was traditionally rendered “babes,” but today “babes” is used figuratively for beautiful women and we refer to infants as “babies.” In this verse, it refers to people who are unlearned or immature.
“embodiment.” Cf. NAB translation. The Greek word is morphōsis (#3446 μόρφωσις), used only here and in 2 Timothy 3:5. This word refers to “the state of being formally structured.”[footnoteRef:1847] Hence, the law was the formulation of knowledge and truth, structured and brought together in one work. In this sense, it could alternately be translated as the “formulation” of knowledge and truth (cf. ESV, NIV, NASB). [1847:  BDAG, s.v. “μόρφωσις.”] 

Rom 2:22
“do you rob temples?” What does this question mean in relation to abhorring idols? It is not simply a remark against stealing, for the apostle already addressed this in Rom. 2:21 with the question, “do you steal?” Rather, this phrase is meant to call out hypocrisy and compromise. Rome, along with the entire Roman Empire, was crowded with temples, which were filled with idolatrous images and artifacts. Such artifacts were often very costly, made of gold and silver. Also, some temples were used as banks, in which people’s money was kept. In fact, the English word “money” comes from “Moneta,” the name of a goddess who had a temple in Rome in which money was both minted and stored. Since ancient Temples did not have particularly good security, temple robbery was somewhat common in ancient times. Paul raises the question, “You say you hate idols, but do you get dishonest gain by robbing temples?” Paul thus brings up the commands of Deuteronomy 7:25: “The images of their gods you are to burn in the fire. Do not covet the silver and gold on them, and do not take it for yourselves, or you will be ensnared by it, for it is detestable to the LORD your God” (NIV). As Lenski writes,
“It is the violation of the first principle of Judaism itself, its abhorrence of all idols. To snatch some jewel, gold, or silver, or other valuable from an idol temple, to buy it from another, to work it up into something else, to sell it yea, even to touch it and in any way to possess it, really destroyed a Jew’s Judaism.”[footnoteRef:1848] [1848:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. Paul’s Epistle to the Romans, 188-189.] 

Rom 2:23
“You who boast in the law dishonor God by transgressing the law.” This verse is a statement and not a question. Compare the ESV and NET translations. It is a verdict paralleling Rom. 2:17, as Lenski says, “What, then, is the verdict? ‘Thou art dishonoring God!’”[footnoteRef:1849] If this verse were meant as a question, it would hardly be worth asking, because of course one dishonors God by transgressing the law! [1849:  Lenski, Romans, 190.] 

“by transgressing the law.” The Greek text literally reads, “by the transgression of the law,” to refer to breaking a commandment of the law.
Rom 2:24
“For as it is written.” The reference is taken from the Septuagint versions of Isaiah 52:5, which differs somewhat from the Hebrew text. Paul uses the formula, “for as it is written” before quotations in a number of places.
“blasphemed.” The Greek verb blasphēmeō (#987 βλασφημέω) means showing disrespect to a person or deity, and/or harming his, her, or its reputation.
[For more on blasphēmeō, see commentary on Matt. 9:3.]
Rom 2:25
“indeed… but.” Cf. NAB. This is a common Greek construction where two sides of a matter are presented. It is often translated as “on the one… on the other hand.” The translation “to be sure” is from the Greek word men (#3303 μέν), which here is “introducing a concessive clause… to be sure.”[footnoteRef:1850] This word works in conjunction with the word de (#1161 δέ), which gives the other fuller side of the matter. The apostle Paul concedes that (“on the one hand”) circumcision is indeed profitable if you keep the law, but what he gives with one hand he takes away with the other, for he immediately adds that (“on the other hand”) if you break the law your circumcision is useless. This is important because the apostle will affirm in the next chapter that all have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God (Rom. 3:23), and so circumcision of the flesh is not profitable for justification, for no one can keep the whole law. [1850:  BDAG, s.v. “μέν.”] 

“transgressor of the law.” Refers to the act of breaking a commandment of the law.
Rom 2:27
“in spite of.” The Greek dia refers to things passing through, which may be favorable or hostile. Here it is hostile, and has the sense of “in spite of.”[footnoteRef:1851] [1851:  See Lenski, Romans, 203.] 

Rom 2:29
“On the contrary.” The Greek is the strong “but,” alla (#235 αλλά), which means “but, nevertheless, notwithstanding, etc.,” and sets in contrast that which comes before from the new thought being introduced. Especially after a negation (“not” and “nor” in Rom. 2:28), “on the contrary” is a good and clear translation.[footnoteRef:1852] [1852:  See HCSB; Lenski, Romans, 204.] 

“inwardly.” The Greek is kruptos (#2927 κρυπτός), meaning “hidden” or “secret.” Paul says a true Jew is one who is a Jew in the secret, hidden parts of the soul. In this sense, the translation “inwardly” is good.
“by the spirit.” The Greek is en pneuma (#4151 πνεῦμα). It means “by the spirit,” the gift of holy spirit that a person gets at the time of the New Birth. Many Trinitarian translators understand this phrase to mean, “by the Spirit,” meaning that it is the third person of the Trinity, “the Holy Spirit,” who circumcises a person’s heart at the time he believes, but that is not what this verse is referring to. Neither does this use of the word “spirit” refer to our “attitude.” If that were the case, the verse would read something such as: “true circumcision is of the heart, in the attitude, not by the written code….” Although there are verses where “spirit” does refer to an activity of the mind and can mean “attitude,” that is not its meaning here. Even if a person was a Jew who had a wonderful attitude about obeying God’s laws, he could not be righteous in God’s sight except through Christ. The Christian, whether Jew or Greek in background, was part of the “true circumcision” only by virtue of being born again of the spirit of God. Thus, true circumcision is always “in union with,” or “in connection with,” the spirit.
[For more on what the holy spirit is, see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
 
Romans Chapter 3
Rom 3:2
“First of all…” This short verse reveals the feelings of the Jews (and rightfully so) toward the Law. Christians have been influenced by the writings to the Christian Church (Acts-Jude) to see the Law as a yoke of bondage, a burden, and weak through the flesh. Thus it seems that all we can say about it is that we are glad we did not live under the Law. The Jews, on the other hand, considered the Law one of God’s greatest gifts to them as a nation. The Law (meaning the Tanakh, the entire Old Testament), was God’s guidance that showed them how to live, how to run a just society, and how to be holy before God. Indeed, Jewish life would not be Jewish life were it not for the Law.
It also helps us to see the wonderful attitude the Jews had toward the Law when we recognize that other nations did not have anything like it. It is truly a gift of God’s grace that He gave the Law and in doing so revealed Himself, His love, His righteousness, what He expected from mankind, and how to live prosperous and blessed lives. The gods of other nations gave no such gift. There is no “Word of God” in the pagan religions. Poets and authors such as Homer wrote about the gods, but what did they reveal? First, the stories themselves were contradictory in many ways. And the gods they revealed were often worse than any good human would be. They were jealous, vengeful, capricious, and often delighted in causing trouble. Furthermore, unlike the Law of Moses, which told people exactly what God wanted, pagans never quite knew how to please their gods, or if they were angry (something the people assessed by bad fortune such as sickness, losing a war, a famine, pestilence, etc.), they did not know exactly how to appease them. No wonder the Jews loved the Law and considered it a gift. Compared to our freedom in Christ, it was very restrictive, but how many of the commands of God to the Church are in the Law in one form or another? Many! Romans 7:12 will tell us that the Law is holy, just, and good. The Law, and the Christ, and the New Testament, are a true and unique witness of the love that our true God has for mankind. He not only wants a relationship with us, He wants to make sure that we know how to live such that life is a blessing and joy.
“words.” The Greek word is logion (#3051 λόγιον, pronounced 'log-ee-on), and it is the diminutive of logos, “word” or “message.” Literally, it is “little words.” See commentary on Acts 7:38.
Rom 3:3
“some did not believe.” This is the figure of speech, tapeinosis, or understatement. “Some?!” Oh if only that were the case, that “some” did not believe, but in fact, “most” did not. Sadly, for most of Israel’s history, only “some” believed, while the majority lived in unbelief. Yet those who believed had such a huge impact that it could surely seem like only some did not trust God.
[See Word Study: “Tapeinosis.”]
“faithfulness.” “Faithfulness” is the best translation of the Greek word pistis (#4102 πίστις), in this context. “Faithfulness” was a very common meaning of pistis in the Greek-speaking world, as most Greek-English lexicons show. Furthermore, God is a faithful God (Deut. 7:9; 32:4), and no amount of unbelief or unfaithfulness on the part of people will keep God from being faithful, as this verse points out.
Rom 3:4
“declared righteous.” In a sense, this is a strange verse because the Most High God, creator of the universe, allows Himself to be put on trial for His actions. God did this so that His creation could see that, unlike others who have sin and guilt, God is “declared righteous” in all that He says. In this case, God is “declared righteous” because He is righteous—He is just and loving in every instance and totally without fault. The “righteousness” (right acts) of God sets the standard for all others to live by.
[For more on “righteousness,” see commentary on Rom. 3:20.]
Rom 3:5
“when he inflicts.” The Greek verb is epipherō (#2018 ἐπιφέρω), and it means to bring upon, inflict, impose. In this verse the verb is in the present tense, indicating that God’s wrath can be a present thing, not only reserved for the future. Thus this verse confirms Rom. 1:18, that the wrath of God “is being revealed from heaven” against people for their sin. It is sometimes taught that God will only act in wrath against humans in the Tribulation period when the seven seals are broken, the seven trumpets blow, etc., and there are mighty plagues on the earth. In fact, God has often acted in wrath, especially to protect His people. Examples include: the Flood of Noah; the Tower of Babel; the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah; the plagues on Egypt; the death of Korah and his fellow rebels (Num. 16:1-33); and the hailstones on the Canaanites (Josh. 10:11). An example of God’s wrath in the New Testament is the blindness of Elymas the sorcerer (Acts 13:11).
“wrath.” The Greek word for “wrath” is orgē (#3709 ὀργή, pronounced or-'gay), and it refers to wrath or anger. In this verse it is “the wrath,” referring to “the” wrath that is promised when people disobey God or rebel against Him. However, since in Christian jargon, “the wrath” generally refers to the wrath of God that will be poured out in the book of Revelation, we thought it best to just say “wrath” here, rather than give the wrong impression.
“I am speaking from a human perspective.” The verse starts out by saying that “our unrighteousness serves to show the righteousness of God,” and if that is the case, then by some twisted human logic our unrighteousness should be a good thing, because it more clearly shows the righteousness of God. So why would God inflict us with his wrath if what we are doing is a good thing? That is the “human standpoint,” and the failure of human logic. God does not need us to be unrighteous to show off His righteousness, even though our unrighteousness makes His righteousness very clear. Furthermore, He does not inflict people with wrath to show off His righteousness. It does that, of course, but it does so many other things as well: it serves as an example and warning to others so they will not take God lightly and live in sin; in serving as a warning to sinners, it helps assure that society will be godly and peaceful for mankind; it proves that God will keep His promises to punish evil; and it righteously recompenses people for what they have done in life, and thus repays them for their thoughts and deeds.
Rom 3:8
“slanderously.” The Greek verb blasphēmeō (#987 βλασφημέω) means showing disrespect to a person or deity, and/or harming his, her, or its reputation. This is a good example of the word blasphēmeō being used to refer to slander against a person rather than against God or a god.
[For more on blasphēmeō, see commentary on Matt. 9:3.]
“deserved.” The Greek word is the adjective endikos (#1738 ἔνδικος), meaning “according to right, according to what is right, righteous,” from dikē (right). The people who say, “Let us do evil so that good may come” will receive a righteous judgment—they will be condemned.
Rom 3:9
“under the power of sin.” The Greek text simply reads “under sin.” It is clear from reading the rest of Romans, and especially Romans 7, that every human is under the power of sin. Our very lives are a power struggle, because we desire and try to do good, but the sin nature that lives in us tries to reproduce its nature in us and cause us to sin. The reading, “under the power of sin” is clearer than just “under sin,” which leaves most readers just wondering what the phrase means, but the longer reading does have a weakness. As Lenski points out in his commentary on Romans, we are also under the indictment of sin.[footnoteRef:1853] So we are under the power of sin, but we are also under the “guilty” verdict in God’s court because we have sinned. So in its fullness, the verse is saying that we are both under the power of sin and are guilty for having sinned. [1853:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. Paul’s Epistle to the Romans, 229.] 

Rom 3:12
“kindness.” See commentary on Galatians 5:22.
Rom 3:19
“the law.” This use of “law” is the general use of the word that refers to the whole Old Testament, not just the Torah, or Mosaic Law (Genesis-Deuteronomy). We know this because not one of the quotations in the earlier verses is from the Torah, they are all from the Psalms, writings, and prophetic books.
“the whole world.” It is fair to ask how, since “the law” was given to Israel, the “whole world” becomes guilty because of what “the law” says. Although the law was spoken in general to Israel, and there are certainly things in it that refer only to Israel, there is much of the “Old Testament” that applies to, or even was written to, the Gentiles. Considering that “the law” in the verse refers to the entire Old Testament, and not just the Torah, we can see that what is said in the verses quoted is true of both Jews and Gentiles.
Rom 3:20
“declared righteous.” No person will be declared righteous in God’s sight just by the works they do. Everyone sins, so everyone must be declared righteous by God, and that declaration of “righteous” occurs because of the work of Christ.
R. C. H. Lenski correctly notes:
“The word [dikaioō, #1344 δικαιόω] is not ethical (middle in force): ‘becomes righteous,’ but everywhere forensic (a straight passive): ‘declared righteous.’”[footnoteRef:1854] [1854:  Lenski, St. Paul’s Epistle to the Romans, 242-43.] 

The difference between, “becomes righteous” (or “is made righteous”) and “is declared righteous” is subtle but extremely important. The Christian is “declared righteous” by God based upon the sacrifice of Christ. God declares that we are righteous even though we are still sinners and still sinning. Christians are not “made righteous,” in the sense that they no longer sin or their sin no longer matters. It does matter, which is why we are to try hard not to sin (Rom. 6:12), and why we are to confess our sin if we do sin (1 John 1:9).
Being “declared righteous” is a judicial decision. In God’s court of law, He declares the Christian “righteous” due to the work of Christ in spite of the sin nature that lives in us and the sins we commit—and being declared righteous means that Christians have everlasting life. We can perhaps better understand “being declared righteous” if we consider the example of a man getting arrested for stealing and going to court, but making such an impassioned promise that he will not steal again that the judge decides to “declare him righteous.” The man is still a thief, but in the eyes of the law he is “righteous,” and without guilt for the crime he committed. Similarly, we are sinners, but in the eyes of the law of God, we are “declared righteous,” because we accepted Christ’s payment for our sin, and thus we will not suffer God’s penalty of death (cf. Rom. 6:23, “the wages of sin is death”).
The well-known theologian N.T. Wright expresses what “declared righteous” means when he wrote, “‘Righteousness’ within the lawcourt setting…denotes the status that someone has when the court has found in their favor.”[footnoteRef:1855] In a court of law, a declaration of “righteous” does not mean that the person is actually morally upright due to their ethical and moral behavior. It means the person’s status as far as the court is concerned is “righteous.” But in declaring us to be righteous, God does not “make us righteous.” We are still sinners, but now we are sinners with everlasting life. [1855:  N.T. Wright, Justification: God’s Plan and Paul’s Vision, 90 (emphasis ours).] 

It is a wonderful truth that a person can be “declared righteous” in the eyes of God due to the work of Christ, because, as Paul discovered, no amount of human effort will ever make us righteous in God’s sight. Furthermore, however, once a person has been “declared righteous” and is a born-again Christian, he or she then has the obligation to do their best to live a godly life and not sin. It is sometimes taught that once a person is a Christian, he or she has been made righteous and does not have to worry about sinning. That is an incorrect and harmful teaching. Sin is harmful in many ways. It hurts us and others in this life, and it affects the rewards or lack of rewards a person will receive in the next life, in Christ’s future kingdom on earth.
[For more on getting or losing rewards in the future Kingdom of Christ, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10. For more on the words “righteousness” and “justification,” and Christians being declared righteous, see commentary on Rom. 3:22.]
“comes the knowledge of sin.” The context says that no flesh will be declared righteous in God’s sight by the works of the Law. Then it says why: “for through the law comes the knowledge of sin.” The context implies that making people know sin is what the Law does, it cannot make one righteous in God’s sight. A number of versions translate the verse: “all that the Law does is to tell us what is sinful” (NJB); “The law simply shows us how sinful we are” (NLT); “For all the law can do is to make men conscious of sin” (Williams).
“knowledge.” The Greek is epignōsis (#1922 ἐπίγνωσις), which is gnōsis (knowledge) with the epi prefix, which intensifies the meaning of the word. Hence, epignōsis does not just refer to “knowledge,” but rather a full or complete knowledge or complete realization. Also, the word gnōsis emphasizes experiential knowledge, such that the law brought realizing and thus experiencing sin in a fuller or clearer way. When the Law came, “sin increased” (Rom. 5:20). People did not just know about sin, they more fully knew sin because they experienced it, and its dreadful consequences, for themselves. Lenski writes about epignōsis and says, “It is more than ‘knowledge’ (our versions) which may be merely intellectual; it is ‘full realization’ borne in upon us, personal inner conviction. There is much false gnōsis but no false epignōsis.”[footnoteRef:1856] BDAG would translate Romans 3:20 as the “consciousness of sin,”[footnoteRef:1857] and some English versions adopt that translation. Indeed, the law brought a consciousness, an awareness, of sin, and not just sin in the world, but our own sin. [1856:  Lenski, Romans, 244.]  [1857:  BDAG Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “ἐπίγνωσις.”] 

Rom 3:21
“righteousness from God.” This is the genitive of origin (cf. NIV). The “righteousness” comes from God. The phrase “The Law and the Prophets testify to it” points out that the principle of being righteous by one’s trust in God (“by faith”) is revealed in the Law and the Prophets. They bear witness to the principle (law) of faith. For example, Romans 4 points out that Abraham was righteous by his trust in God (cf. Gen. 15:6). Abraham was not righteous by his trust in Jesus Christ, because the life and work of Jesus Christ came some 2,000 years later.
[For more on righteousness, see commentary on Rom. 3:22.]
Rom 3:22
“righteousness.” Righteousness is such a vital topic in Romans (indeed, in the New Testament!) that we must take some time to try to understand it. The book of Romans clearly establishes that a Christian is declared righteous, or “in right standing,” before God by trust (“faith”) in Jesus Christ (Rom. 3:22, 26, 28; 4:5, 13; 5:1; 9:30; 10:6).
Complicating our understanding of “righteousness,” however, is that almost every English version of the New Testament uses both the words “righteousness” (or “righteous”), and “justification” (or “justify”). Understandably, most people think these two different English words are translated from two different Greek words, but that is not the case. The same Greek root word underlies both the translation “righteousness” and the translation “justification.” That is the major reason why, when we compare different English versions of the New Testament, they do not agree as to when to use “righteousness” and when to use “justification.”
The reason that two different English words, “righteousness” and “justification” are used even though the Greek words are the same is that, in general, scholars have agreed to use the word “righteous” when translating the attributes of God, but to use the word “justification” when translating what God has done for people. D. W. Diehl writes:
“Even though there is no distinction between righteousness and justice in the biblical vocabulary [i.e., the Greek words], theologians often use the former to refer to the attribute of God in himself and the latter to refer to the actions of God with respect to his creation.”[footnoteRef:1858] [1858:  Walter Elwell, ed., Evangelical Dictionary of Theology, 953, “Righteousness.”] 

But generally translating the same Greek words by two different English words, “righteousness” and “justification,” causes more problems than it solves. First and most obvious, the English words “righteousness” and “justification,” while related in meaning, do not mean the same thing. In English, “righteousness” means “to act in accord with divine or moral law,” while “justification” relates to a judicial pronouncement that the person has been found innocent or absolved from guilt, ostensibly on the basis of the facts of the case. Scholars cannot decide on exactly when the Greek words have those separate meanings, and this is clear from the fact that different English versions differ as to when they use “righteous,” and when they use “justification.”
A second major problem with translating the same Greek words both as “righteousness” and “justification” is that the internal consistency of the Church Epistles, especially in Romans and Galatians, is lost. If “righteous,” “righteousness,” etc., appear all the way through the New Testament, then the reader can see the consistent message that God is giving us in His Word. However, if in versions such as the NIV and ESV, we see “righteousness” through faith in Romans 3:22, but “justified” by faith in Romans 5:1, we lose the consistency of what God is saying even if we get the gist of what He is saying.
A third problem with translating the same Greek words both as “righteousness” and “justification,” is that the flow of the pattern of salvation is not clearly maintained from the Old Testament to the New Testament. The idea of salvation, which is quite often communicated by the word “saved” (Greek: sōzō) in the New Testament, was generally communicated by the word “righteousness” in the Old Testament. (In spite of that, it would be wrong to say that in the Old Testament, “righteous” equaled “saved.” It would be better to understand the Old Testament concept that a person was righteous by his faith and fidelity to the covenant, and that God honored that and gave everlasting life to those faith-full individuals). If we read in the Old Testament that the “righteous” will live forever, and then we read in the New Testament that we have “righteousness” with God because of our trust (faith), we can easily make the connection between “righteous” and “righteousness.” But if we read that we have “righteousness” with God because of our faith in the Old Testament but we are “justified” by faith in the New Testament (cf. KJV, ESV, NASB, NIV), we can easily miss the connection between the Old and New Testaments.
We can clearly see that in the Old Testament, “righteous,” “righteousness,” etc., often had the connotation of salvation by reading the verses that use those words and substituting “saved” or “salvation.” The list of verses relating righteousness to being acceptable to God and having everlasting life is far too large and too varied to include here, but here is a small sampling. The Israelites would be “righteous” if they were careful to obey the Law (Deut. 6:25). The righteous will stand (i.e., do well) in the Day of Judgment, but the wicked will not (Ps. 1:3-6). The righteous are the ones who will dwell on the earth forever (Ps. 37:29). The righteous will not be moved (i.e., taken from the earth; Ps. 55:22; 112:6), and Proverbs 10:30 and 12:3 expand that to say although the righteous will not be moved, the wicked will not dwell in the land. The righteous have a reward, referring to an everlasting reward (Ps. 58:11). The righteous are enrolled in the Book of Life (Ps. 69:28). The righteous flourish and are planted in the house of Yahweh (Ps. 92:12, 13). Righteousness delivers from death, meaning everlasting death (Prov. 10:2). The righteous person who does not sin will live forever (Ezek. 3:21). At the Day of Judgment people will see the difference between the righteous and the wicked, and the wicked will be burned up while the righteous will be healed (Mal. 3:17-4:2).
Righteousness has always been by trust (faith). This was clear at the time of Abraham, continued during the administration of the Law, and is still true today, in the Church Age. However, when the Christian Church started on the Day of Pentecost (Acts 2), God made a change. On the Day of Pentecost God started the Administration of Grace (see commentary on Eph. 3:2). Up until Pentecost in Acts 2, people were saved by their trust in God, which was exhibited in their righteous acts, and their trust had to be maintained. That is why Ezekiel 33:12-20 is very clear that if a “righteous” person becomes unrighteous he will “die” (i.e., “die” on the Day of Judgment), while if a wicked person repents and becomes righteous he will “live,” (i.e., live forever). It is why Habakkuk says “the righteous person will live by his faithfulness” (Hab. 2:4).
The Greek words in the New Testament that relate to righteousness, and are all from the root dikē, “right,” are: dikaios (an adjective); dikaiosunē (a substantive: an adjective used as a noun); dikaioō (a verb); dikaiōs (an adverb); and dikaiōma (a noun). We will now take the time to define these, but to do that we have to combine concepts found in Greek lexicons, such as BDAG and Thayer’s, with Hebrew concepts of righteousness. It is absolutely vital that we remember that the New Testament concept of righteousness is anchored in the Old Testament concept of righteousness. We must keep in mind that in the Gospels when Jesus spoke of righteousness (cf. Matt. 5:6, 20), he was speaking in Hebrew and Aramaic, the language of the Old Testament. By using those languages, he brought the Hebrew meaning of “righteousness” into what he said. This important fact is obscured by the fact that the four Gospels are written in Greek as if Jesus spoke Greek words with purely Greek meanings. He did not.
What Jesus said and did was intimately connected with the Old Testament, and he used the language and concepts of the Old Testament when he taught. This would be much easier to see if the page in the Bible that is traditionally placed between Malachi and Matthew, and says in huge letters, “The New Testament,” was placed between the Gospel of John and the book of Acts. When we think about it, “the New Covenant” (“New Testament”) was inaugurated in Christ’s blood, with his death (Matt. 26:28), which is at the end of the Gospels, not at the beginning. Until the time of Jesus’ death, people were still living under the Old Covenant, and in the Gospels, Jesus spoke the languages of the Old Covenant, which were Hebrew and Aramaic. If the page that says, “The New Testament” was placed between the Gospel of John and the book of Acts, we would be able to better understand two things: first, that Jesus spoke and taught as an Old Testament prophet, fulfilling the Law, and second, that the New Covenant was inaugurated at the end of his life. Historically, the reason the page “The New Testament” is placed between Malachi and Matthew has nothing to do with the subject matter of the Bible at all. It was placed where it is because the books before it—the Old Testament books—were written in Hebrew and Aramaic, and the books after it—our modern “New Testament”—were written mainly in Greek. That, however, is a very misleading reason to put the “New Testament” marker page where it is, because the average Christian just assumes that “the New Covenant” somehow started with the Gospels, when it did not.
Paul and the other apostles continued using “righteousness” in a way that certainly had overtones of the Hebrew meaning. The righteousness that Jesus spoke about, and the righteousness that Paul and the other apostles spoke about, did not change just because it was talked about in different languages. Perhaps this illustration will be clear: the righteousness that Paul spoke about when he used his native language and spoke to Jews, and the righteousness he spoke about when he spoke in Greek in cities like Thessalonica or Corinth, was the same righteousness. In fact, it is specifically because the concept of righteousness in the Epistles is the same as it is in the Old Testament that the Church Epistles can legitimately spend so much time referring to people such as Abraham and David, and that they were righteous by faith.
In summary, the overtones of “righteousness” that are part of the Old Testament and clearly part of the meaning of the Hebrew word, are also brought into the Greek words used in the writings of Paul, and we must be aware of those overtones if we are going to understand the Epistles and the message of the New Testament. We would expect this anyway because Paul is not inventing a new Gospel, a new salvation, or a new way of right-standing in the sight of God.
The meaning of the Hebrew adjective tsaddiq, “righteous” (#06662 צַדִּיק), the noun tsedeq, “righteousness” (#06664 צֶדֶק), and the related Hebrew words for aspects of righteousness all relate to the same basic concepts. Of course “righteousness” in Hebrew and Greek has a range of definitions, just as it has in English, but a central meaning is “conformity to a norm.” When we are speaking of God’s righteousness, then, we are speaking of God’s keeping the norms that He Himself has established; for example, His covenant and His promises. We can see this in verses such as 2 Chronicles 12:6, where the people said, “Yahweh is righteous.” In that context, God had just told the people through a prophet that they had abandoned Him, so He was going to abandon them. They responded “Yahweh is righteous,” because they understood that God’s actions were in conformity with His norm, after all, God had said in the Law that if they forsook Him, He would forsake them. It is common that we use “righteous” as being conformity to a norm, and when we speak of people being “righteous,” or performing “righteous acts,” we are generally thinking in terms of those people’s actions being “right” in accordance with some external standard. In other words, one aspect of “righteousness” is integrally related to our actions in relation to a norm.
However, there is a second quite different meaning to “righteous.” Integrally part of the meaning of the Hebrew words for “righteous” is the concept of being vindicated in a court of law. It is vitally important to understand this part of “righteousness,” because being “declared righteous” in a court of law is very different from being “made righteous,” or “acting in a righteous manner.”
N.T. Wright expresses this well when he says, “‘Righteousness’ within the lawcourt setting…denotes the status that someone has when the court has found in their favor.”[footnoteRef:1859] “Righteousness” in the law court does not mean that the person is actually morally upright and “right” in God’s eyes by virtue of his wonderful moral behavior. Nor does it mean the person acts in a righteous way. It means the person’s status as far as the court is concerned is “righteous.” Because Jesus died for us, we can be “declared righteous” in the heavenly court even though we are not upstanding Christian citizens. Thank God for that! We also need to know that, in declaring us to be righteous in His eyes, God does not “make us righteous.” Because we are declared righteous, we get to have everlasting life. However, there is a “but” we need to be aware of. [1859:  N.T. Wright, Justification, 90 (special emphasis added).] 

Our salvation, or everlasting life, is by grace, and since we are declared righteous, we get to live forever. But there is the matter of rewards. Rewards are not by grace, they are by works. The Christian is “declared righteous,” not “made righteous.” Augustine (and his followers) missed this point. This is no doubt in part because he did not understand what happens when we die, the way the future will unfold with the Messianic Kingdom coming to earth and rewards in that kingdom, and it is also due to his not believing in genuine free will. Augustine believed that the Christian was actually “made righteous,” that God imputed righteousness to the person. That theology is in part responsible for the translations “justify” and “justified” in so many versions, as if the person was actually made “just.” We are not, we are only judicially declared to be righteous; just because we have faith in Christ, we are not actually morally righteous. It is our status in the eyes of God that is changed when we become a Christian, not our character.
[For more on rewards, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10.]
To be clear then, there are times when “righteous” refers to our actions, and there are times when it refers to the status we have in the sight of God in spite of our actions. Matthew 6:1 is a good example of “righteousness” referring to our actions and doing what is right: “Be careful not to do your ‘acts of righteousness’ in front of people in order to be seen by them.” Another example is in 2 Timothy 3:16, where Scripture is profitable for “training in righteousness,” meaning, training in what righteous things to do. An example of “righteous” referring to Christians’ righteous status in the sight of God, apart from our actions or how we live, is Romans 5:1, “Therefore, since we have been declared righteous by trust, we have peace with God.” Another example is Romans 3:21, “But now a righteousness from God has been revealed apart from the law.”
It has always been people’s duty to live righteously, that is, according to God’s standards. The Old Testament made it clear that for God it was more acceptable for a person to live righteously than to perform sacrifices (Prov. 21:3), and righteousness was the plumb line by which God measured a person’s actions (Isa. 28:17). However, no one could ever perfectly uphold the righteousness demanded by the Law. Therefore it was people’s faithfulness to try to keep the Law or do what was righteous, and their trust that God would reward them for it, that God counted it to them as righteousness, and saw their status as “righteous” in His sight. The New English Bible does an excellent job of translating Habakkuk 2:4, “…the righteous man will live by being faithful.” In this verse, like many others in the Old Testament, the word “live” refers to living forever. Thus, we could expand Habakkuk to read, “…the righteous man will live [forever] by being faithful.” In many contexts, the concept of living righteously often included being faithful year after year.
1. Dikaios (Adjective. #1342, δίκαιος). “Observant of what is right (dikē).” “Righteous, observing divine and human laws; one who is such as he ought to be.” (The neuter denotes that which is obligatory in view of certain requirements of justice, right, fair, equitable). In a broad sense, “upright, righteous, virtuous.” Keeping the commands of God; used of Old Testament people noted for piety. In a narrower sense, rendering to each his due; and in a judicial sense, passing just judgment on others, whether expressed in words or shown by the manner of dealing with them. In a context that has a negative idea predominating, “innocent, faultless, guiltless.” When dikaios describes a believer’s status in the sight of God, it is hearkening back to God’s courtroom declaration that the person is “right,” in His eyes. In that case, the person can be a “righteous” person but not act righteously in his life.
 
2. Dikaiosunē (Substantive: an adjective used as a noun. #1343, δίκαιοςυνη). The virtue or quality or state of one who is dikaios (righteous). In the broad sense, the state or status of the one who is “righteous” in the eyes of God. The condition of being acceptable to God. Thus, in the writings of Paul, dikaiosunē has a peculiar meaning, opposed to the views of the Jews and Jewish Christians who were still zealous for the Law, that dikaiosunē denotes the state and status of being acceptable to God which becomes a sinner’s possession through faith in Jesus Christ. Dikaiosunē is also used in the narrower sense of justice, or the virtue which gives each one his due; thus, the quality, state, or practice of judicial responsibility with focus on fairness, justice, equitableness.
 
3. Dikaioō (Verb. #1344, δικαιόω). To declare or pronounce someone to be righteous, just, or such as he ought to be. To declare and treat someone as righteous. To be better understood, dikaioō should be compared to hosioō and axioō, which do not mean “to make holy” or “to make worthy,” but rather to “declare, judge, or treat” as holy or worthy. The emphasis of the verb is not that God “makes” us righteous, but rather that God “declares” us righteous, and thus that is how we are in His sight in spite of our sins and shortcomings. The glory goes to God, who declared sinners to be righteous. Dikaioō is especially used as “declare to be righteous,” in the technical phraseology of Paul, respecting God who judges and declares such men as put faith in Christ to be righteous and acceptable to Him. In contexts where the negative idea is predominant, it means “to declare guiltless.” The passive voice is used reflexively, “to show oneself to be righteous.”
 
4. Dikaiōma (Noun. #1345, δικαίωμα). Universally, of an appointment of God having the force of law; a regulation relating to just or right action, what has been established and ordained by law: thus, a regulation, requirement, commandment, or ordinance. A judicial decision or sentence, either the favorable judgment which acquits, or the unfavorable one that is a sentence of condemnation; even sometimes extending to mean a punishment. Also, dikaiōma is used of a righteous act or deed.
 
5. Dikaiōs (Adverb. #1346 δικαιως). “Righteously” (EDNT), justly, properly, uprightly. As is right, agreeable with what is right.
 
6. Dikaiōsis (Noun. #1347 δικαίωσις). “Righteousness, justification, vindication, acquittal.” It is both the process and state of being. It is the act of God’s declaring men free from guilt and acceptable to him; adjudging them to be righteous; it is also the righteousness we have as a result of that action. (Rom. 4:25).
[For more on being “declared righteous” in the sight of God, see commentary on Rom. 3:20.]
“trust in Jesus Christ.” This verse is a genitive phrase in Greek; literally, “trust of Jesus Christ.” As is typical of genitive phrases, this one can be translated many different ways, and people disagree about what it means and how it should be translated. As always, therefore, the context of the verse and the scope of Scripture are necessary for arriving at the proper translation of the phrase and the meaning God intended the phrase to communicate.
The whole book of Romans is about the change that God instituted due to the sacrifice of Christ. Salvation is no longer a matter of doing the works of the Law, but rather of having trust [or “faith”] in Jesus Christ. God says in many verses in the NT, which are worded many different ways, that today a person is saved through trust in Jesus Christ. That is one reason that this verse is an objective genitive, where Jesus Christ is the object of our trust. “Trust in Christ” is the correct translation in this context. This verse contrasts the revelation of the Church Epistles, which say salvation comes through trust in Jesus Christ, with the revelation of the Old Testament, which says the works of the Law are also necessary (Deut. 6:25). This verse and many others like it in Romans, Galatians, etc., make it clear that our righteousness in the sight of God comes by having trust in Jesus Christ. There is, however, a possible sub-current in the verse that we should pay attention to.
It is also grammatically possible to translate the Greek phrase as a subjective genitive, in which case it would mean, “Jesus Christ’s faithfulness.” There is a huge debate among theologians today as to whether the Greek phrase means, “trust in Christ” or “the faithfulness of Jesus Christ.” We do not feel “the faithfulness of Jesus Christ” is the primary meaning in this verse. For one thing, if our righteousness came by Jesus Christ’s faithfulness then everyone would be righteous. There has to be something we do, some part we play in being righteous, or everyone would be righteous, and that part is to have trust, and since Romans 3:22 is the first place this phrase appears, it is appropriate that it is referring to the part we play in becoming declared righteous in God’s sight.
Also, and importantly, the next chapter, Romans 4, expands on the teaching of righteousness by trust. Chapter 4 says Abraham “found” the principle of being declared righteous by trust when he trusted God. It is clear that chapter 4 is saying that Abraham was declared righteous by God when he trusted God. So for chapter 4 to be an expansion and clarification of chapter 3, then chapter 3 has to be saying that we are declared righteous when we have trust. If chapter 3 was saying we are righteous by Christ’s faithfulness, then chapter 4 would have to be saying that Abraham was righteous because of God’s faithfulness, but that is clearly not what it is saying. Chapters 3 and 4 reinforce a single point: that righteousness can come through our trust—Abraham trusted God and we have trust in Christ.
The debate rages because the Greek phrase can have two different meanings, and it is also clear that God could have had the text worded in such a way that there was only one clear meaning. Because of that, it seems that in wording the phrase the way He did, God is setting forth a primary meaning, and then another meaning as well, a secondary meaning. In that case, the secondary meaning is that righteousness is only available because of the faithfulness of Christ. Had Christ not been faithful, everlasting life would not be available, but it is only procured by a believer by his or her faith in Christ.
“to all those who believe.” This phrase is not “redundant” as some people believe, but what scholars call “repetitive emphasis” (Most people who say it is “redundant” are trying to prove that the phrase we translate as “faith in Christ” should be “faithfulness of Christ”).
Given the animosity that existed between Jews and Gentiles, and the belief by many Jews that Gentiles could not be saved without becoming proselytes and keeping the Law, there was a need to state that salvation came by faith in Christ and then specifically emphasize that that was true for ALL who believed, not just the Jews. The stubbornness of the Jews when it came to rejecting Gentiles and hanging on to their Law is well documented, and shows up graphically in the book of Acts. The books of Romans and Galatians are especially clear about salvation by faith, that Christ was the fulfillment of the Law, and that there is no difference between Jews and Greeks. But even years after those books were written, Acts 21:20-25 shows us that James, the leader of the Christians in Jerusalem, was still teaching that there was a difference between Jews and Greeks, and he never said a word about salvation by faith. History teaches us that many of the Jewish Christians never did accept the writings of Paul on many points, and one of them was that there is neither Jew nor Gentile in Christ.
“between Jews and Gentiles.” This supplied prepositional phrase is carried forward from Rom. 3:9 only for the sake of clarity. At this juncture in history, the Bible separated people into two main groups, Jews, who had been God’s chosen people, and non-Jews, who were sometimes referred to as “Gentiles.” The people to whom Paul was writing were very sensitive to the differences between Jews and Gentiles (non-Jews), and the claims that being Jewish entitled one to everlasting life. Thus, in that culture when Paul wrote “there is no distinction,” everyone knew precisely that Paul was saying that there was no difference between Jew and Gentile, and that all of them had sinned. Today, however, especially since the subject of Jews and Gentiles was as far back as verse 9, that meaning can become lost.
Rom 3:23
“have sinned” is aorist, because we have sinned in the past. But “fall” is present tense. We have not just “fallen” (past) short of the glory of God, we “fall” (present) short of it on a regular basis. There was a temptation to translate this verse, “…all have sinned, and even now fall short of the glory of God.”
Rom 3:24
“declared righteous.” Being declared righteous by God is a judicial decision. It does not mean that we do not sin or that our sin does not matter; it does matter. See commentary on Romans 3:20; and for more on righteousness, see commentary on Romans 3:22.
“accomplished by Christ Jesus.” The Greek phrase uses the word en, which can mean “by,” or “in” with the idea of “in connection with” (cf. commentary on Eph. 1:3; Lenski; Hendriksen).[footnoteRef:1860] Some scholars would expand that to mean the redemption that is embodied by Christ. Scholars who support the translation, “in connection with” correctly note that God is the author of the plan of redemption and is referred to as the Redeemer throughout the Old Testament. It is God who set forth Christ as the atoning sacrifice in the context (Rom. 3:25), thus our redemption is “in connection with” Jesus Christ. However, we must note that the concept of “by” is clearly in the Greek word “en.” The NIV uses “by,” and scholars such as Boice[footnoteRef:1861] prefer “by” for several reasons. Our redemption was paid for by Jesus Christ, as many Scriptures attest. It was Christ who gave himself for us (Titus 2:14) and redeemed us from the curse of the Law (Gal. 3:13). Also, it fits with the Old Testament concept of the “kinsman-redeemer,” the close family member who could redeem a person or piece of property. The best example of the kinsman-redeemer in the Old Testament is Boaz, who appears in the book of Ruth. To be a kinsman-redeemer a person had to be a close relative, be willing to take the responsibility upon himself, and be able to pay the price. Jesus Christ is the ultimate kinsman-redeemer. He was a close relative, a member of mankind. He was willing to die for our sins even when we did not deserve to have our sins forgiven, and he, and he alone of all mankind, was able to pay the price for the sins of mankind since he alone was sinless. [1860:  Lenski, St. Paul’s Epistle to the Romans, 252; Hendriksen, New Testament Commentary: Romans, 128.]  [1861:  James M. Boice, Romans, vol. 1: Justification by Faith, Boice Expositional Commentary.] 

In spite of all that, the fullness of our redemption was not just “by” Christ Jesus; in a very real sense, it was “in” him (in connection with him) because it “was” him. He was the fulfillment of the promise of a seed of a woman, a lamb from the flock, a lion from the tribe of Judah, a sinless sacrifice, a perfect offering with no bones broken, and so much more. And so, the meaning is more than just instrumentally “by” Christ; it is also “in” Christ Jesus himself. Therefore, the verse is really an amphibologia where both meanings are true and accurate (see Word Study: “Amphibologia”). God is the great Redeemer, and Jesus Christ was His way of redeeming mankind—indeed, much more than that, redeeming the fallen world itself. Jesus Christ participated in this by offering himself, thus becoming the de facto redeemer.
Rom 3:25
“set forth.” The Greek is protithēmi (#4388 προτίθημι) and it has two important meanings that are relevant to this verse. 1) to set forth, put forward publicly, present, offer; 2) literally, to set before oneself; hence to plan, purpose, or intend. Historically, scholars and commentators have been divided as to which meaning fits in Romans 3:25. In favor of “planned” or “purposed” is the fact that protithēmi only occurs three times in the New Testament (Rom. 1:13; 3:25; and Eph. 1:9), and the other two times it refers to “plan” or “purpose.” Also, there is no doubt that God “planned” for Jesus Christ to be the atoning sacrifice for the sins of mankind. On the other hand, “set forth” is the overwhelming meaning of protithēmi in the Septuagint, the Greek translation of the Old Testament, and thus the believers in Rome would have been accustomed to hearing about the sacrifices and offerings that were “set forth” by God (Exod. 40:4, 23; Lev. 24:8; Ps. 101:3). And Romans 3:25 is in the context of Jesus being an atoning sacrifice. From a larger perspective, however, there is no doubt that in the context of the sacrifice of Jesus Christ, both “planned” and “set forth” apply well, and this could be an example of the figure of speech amphibologia (double entendre), where one thing is said but two things are meant. God both planned and set forth Jesus as an atoning sacrifice.
[See Word Study: “Amphibologia.”]
“atoning sacrifice.” The Greek is hilastērion (#2435 ἱλαστήριον). It has two distinct meanings, both of which are significant in this verse. The first meaning is: A sin offering; a sacrifice to atone; an appeasement necessitated by sin. In this first definition there is a “focus on the means by which sins are forgiven; having atoning power, bringing about reconciliation.”[footnoteRef:1862] The second meaning of hilastērion is: The place where the expiation occurred. The majority of translators and commentators believe that the idea of an offering or payment for sin is the primary emphasis in this verse, and thus translate hilastērion as “sacrifice of atonement” (NIV, NRSV), “sacrifice for reconciliation” (NJB; cf. Williams); “expiation” (RSV, Cassirer), and “propitiation” (ESV, HCSB, KJV, NASB). Although “propitiation” is used by a lot of translators, we agree with Louw-Nida that it misses the point. They write: [1862:  Friberg, Analytical Lexicon, s.v. ἱλαστήριον.] 

Though some traditional translations render ἱλαστήριον [hilastērion] as ‘propitiation,’ this involves a wrong interpretation of the term in question. Propitiation is essentially a process by which one does a favor to a person in order to make him or her favorably disposed, but in the NT God is never the object of propitiation since he is already on the side of people. ἱλασμός [hilasmos] and ἱλαστήριον [hilastērion] denote the means of forgiveness and not propitiation.[footnoteRef:1863] [1863:  Louw and Nida, Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament, s.v. “ ἱλαστήριον.”] 

Although one of the results of Christ’s sacrifice was the withholding of the wrath of God, a wrath we deserved, we believe it is wrong to translate this verse in such a way as it presents Christ’s death as “appeasing” God. The sacrifice of Jesus did not placate God, but rather was a provision that our loving God made for mankind so that we would be acceptable to Him even though we had sinned against Him. This is a case where we really do have to pay attention to the theme of the Bible, and not just look at the way the Greek word was used in Greek culture.
The Greek gods were angry, jealous gods who did not have any particular love for mankind. They often acted immorally, and were sometimes offended by things, such as being spurned at love, that they should not have been offended at. Much of the ritual and sacrifice in the pagan world was to appease these gods, and hilastērion is accurately translated “propitiation,” a sacrifice that appeases the wrath of the gods, in the context of these pagan deities. However, when it comes to our God, He has always loved people, and His wrath is a function of His justice and righteousness, not any immoral nature or actions. Before mankind had ever sinned, in the Garden of Eden, God warned that sin would result in death (Gen. 2:17) and since that time people have continually sinned against God. Sacrifices, including the death of Christ, were not made to “appease” God, as if He were angry because people were breaking His laws. Instead, the sacrifices pay the legitimate debt we incur when we sin, and thus they allow God to withhold any judgment and wrath and yet still be righteous in His judgments. Thus, translations such as “sacrifice of atonement,” “sacrifice for reconciliation,” or “expiation,” are much better than “propitiation.”
Now we turn to the second definition of hilastērion, which, in biblical contexts, refers to the “mercy seat.” Hilastērion is the word the Septuagint used for the “mercy seat,” the solid gold lid on the ark of the covenant that was sprinkled with the blood of the sin-offering on the Day of Atonement (Exod. 25:17; Lev. 16:14-16). Although some commentaries and translations have “mercy seat” in Romans 3:25, we do not see that as the primary meaning here. The mercy seat received the blood of the sacrifice, but it did not itself bleed or die. There had to be a shedding of blood in order for there to be remission of sin (Heb. 9:22). God had decreed that the wages of sin is death (Rom. 6:23), and there had to be the death of a sinless sacrifice if people’s sin was to be atoned for. Jesus Christ died in our place, and it is his atoning sacrifice that we appropriate to ourselves by having faith in his blood. Did the children of Israel have faith in the blood on the mercy seat? Yes, but it was in connection with the entire ceremony on the Day of Atonement. They would not have had faith in blood being on the mercy seat if that blood was not from an animal that had only been cut and wounded, but had not died. There had to be the death of a sacrifice of atonement for God to forgive people and declare them righteous, and that is the point Romans 3:25-26 are making.
There is merit, however, in recognizing the subtle double meaning in hilastērion in this verse. The verse says that God showed His righteousness by passing over “the sins previously committed,” i.e., the sins of those people who lived before Christ. The idea being communicated is that God passed over the sins of the people who lived before Christ died, but when Christ died, his sacrifice atoned for the sins of those Old Testament people too. Thus, in a way, Christ is like the mercy seat, which one day each year is sprinkled with blood to atone for the sins Israel has committed. When the people of Israel sinned, their sin was not immediately atoned for, but awaited the Day of Atonement. On that day, the tenth day of Tishri (the seventh month), the High Priest went into the Holy of Holies and atoned for all the sin of the people. Thus individuals often waited many months for atonement for their sin. In the same way, God passed over the sin of the people before Christ, and did not judge them for it. Then, many years later when Christ died, his death atoned for their sin. “What actually took away the sins of the Old Testament saints was Christ’s blood.”[footnoteRef:1864] “The merits of the cross reach backward as well as forward”[footnoteRef:1865] [1864:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. Paul’s Epistle to the Romans, 261.]  [1865:  Hendriksen, New Testament Commentary: Romans, 134.] 

“sacrifice.” People often wonder why God required animal sacrifices in the Old Testament and the sacrifice of Christ in the New Testament as an atonement for sins. However, God had some very good reasons for doing this.
First, the sacrifices that God commanded showed His love for us. People do not usually think of sacrifice as a demonstration of love, but it is. People are sinners and “the wages of sin is death.” However, God so loved people that He set things up such that a substitute could die in the place of the sinner, thus sparing the sinner of deserved death. The sacrifice of animals, and then Jesus, demonstrated that our God is a God of love and mercy by not requiring people to receive the full consequence for their sin. Thus, sacrifices show us God’s love, and the Bible is very clear in Romans 5:8 when it says “But God demonstrates his own love toward us in that while we were still sinners, Christ died in our place” (see commentary on Rom. 5:6).
Second, the animal sacrifices in the Old Testament pointed forward to the ultimate sacrifice of Jesus Christ. They did this by establishing from earliest times that God allowed a substitute to pay the price for someone’s sin. Although making the effort to do an animal sacrifice demonstrated the sincerity of the sinner, he or she was also supposed to see that the sacrifice was not a final payment for sin, but pointed forward to the sacrifice of “the lamb of God,” which alone could completely atone for the sins of mankind (see commentary on Rom. 3:26, “planning to demonstrate”).
Third, animal sacrifice showed the costly nature of sin. Sacrifices always cost somebody something: animals were valuable property to their owners, and it goes without saying that Jesus Christ was beyond value to God.
Fourth, animal sacrifice graphically showed the terrible and final result of sin, which is death, and “death” is the absolute and terminal end of a person’s life. (see commentary on Rom. 6:23). Sin is horrible and the pain and death sin produces is horrible. Animal sacrifice and the death of Jesus were costly and horrible too, so horrible that they are only understandable and acceptable in the context of what God was accomplishing through them, including reconciling the sinner to God. God knows that sacrifice is repulsive, but in being repulsive we are powerfully reminded of the repulsive nature of sin and its consequence and thus motivated to do whatever we can to keep from sinning. If we truly understand the lessons God was trying to teach us via the sacrifices He commanded, we will do our best not to sin instead of excusing ourselves when we sin or entirely ignoring our sin. Only because God provides sacrifice as an offering for sin can we embrace this action of atonement.
Historically, the Devil has blurred the lessons that God has tried to teach through sacrifice, and he has done this by inspiring ungodly people to sacrifice things apart from God’s redemptive system. Many cultures perform sacrifices, even human sacrifice. These are not commanded by God, are not redemptive, and do not cover for sin. Furthermore, the way these sacrifices are conducted can be indescribably cruel. The uninformed people do not see a difference between the sacrifices God commands and the sacrifices done in pagan cultures, and thus they often say God is “bloody,” or “unrighteous.” We need to remember that God did not have to be “bloody” and require sacrifice. He could have allowed each person to pay for his or her own sin by dying. That would have pleased the Devil greatly, who would be delighted if all God’s potential family died in the flames of Gehenna. Thankfully, God loved us enough to allow people to accept a substitutionary sacrifice for their sin, in spite of the fact that this has caused Him to be misunderstood by people who have not made the effort to get to know how lovingly and righteously He set up the provision of sacrifices set forth in the Bible.
“to demonstrate.” See commentary on Romans 3:26, “planning to demonstrate.”
“passed over.” The Greek is paresis (#3929 πάρεσις), and this is the only use of this word in the New Testament. It means a passing over, letting pass, neglecting, disregarding. This is a very exact recounting of what happened with God’s justice and judgment before the death of Christ. Israel offered sacrifices to God, but in actual fact, the blood of bulls and goats could not take away sin (Heb. 10:1-4). God knew that, so He withheld His final Judgment of people until Christ could come and atone for sin. It is a very good thing that God waited for Christ to be the sacrifice for sin before He judged the world. Before Christ died there was no actual effectual atonement, no effective payment for sin, and thus there was no actual forgiveness for sin available. Thus, if God had judged people when they died, instead of waiting until Christ had come to judge, the people before Christ would all be doomed, because not one person would be righteous in God’s sight. Job would have been quite right: “How then can a man be righteous before God?” (Job 25:4). However because God’s Judgment is future, and well after the death of Christ, atonement resulting in everlasting life is available for everyone—those who lived both before Christ and after him.
Romans 3:25 is very good evidence that people do not live on after they die, as most Christians believe. If people’s souls or spirits lived on after they died, then those souls would have been judged right after the person died. But if the person died before Christ, nothing he could have done would have made him righteous in God’s sight, and so he would have been doomed. However, because all the resurrections occur in the future, after the death of Christ, salvation is available.
Rom 3:26
“planning to demonstrate.” The commentator R. C. H. Lenski is quite right that many versions and commentators miss the sense of what God is saying in Romans 3:25 and 3:26 by breaking them into two sentences that start the same way, thus making them into independent thoughts in which the second sentence elucidates the first. For example, the ESV has, “This was to show…it was to show…,” the NIV has “He did this to demonstrate…He did it to demonstrate…,” and the KJV has “to declare…To declare….” If we are to understand this verse, it is important to see how these phrases are connected and why. The Greek phrase in Rom. 3:25 starts, eis endeixis, while Rom. 3:26 opens with pros ho endeixis. The noun endeixis is a “pointing out,” and hence a demonstration or showing forth. Being a “verbal noun,” a noun that inherently connotes action, it is not off the mark to translate it as a verb in English, which most versions do. Thus endeixis is translated “show” (ESV, RSV, NRSV); “declare” (KJV); “demonstrate” (NASB, NIV), “prove” (NAB), etc.
Romans 3:26 starts with pros ho endeixis, which is not like eis endeixis, which means “to show” (more literally, “for a showing”), but instead refers to something like an outward demonstration and thus means, “with a view to showing.”[footnoteRef:1866] Most translators see no essential difference in the two phrases, and that is why they have them start two different sentences. However, if the translators make the verse into two sentences, as we saw with the KJV, NIV, and ESV above, then the subject of both sentences is God’s making Christ an atoning sacrifice, and then God gives two different reasons for doing that, the first being the last half of verse 25 and the second being verse 26. Essentially, translated the way the KJV, ESV, NIV, and many others have it, the verses mean: “God set forth Christ as an atoning sacrifice to show His righteousness in connection with passing over the sins previously committed.” And also, “God set forth Christ as an atoning sacrifice to show His righteousness at this present time.” We do not believe that is what these verses mean. Rom. 3:26 is not an explanation of why God set forth Christ as an atoning sacrifice; it is an explanation of why God passed over the sins “previously committed,” that is, committed before the death and resurrection of Christ. [1866:  Lenski, Romans, 262; Kenneth S. Wuest, Word Studies: Romans, 62; Rotherham, Rotherham’s Emphasized Bible.] 

God passed over, disregarded, ignored, the sins committed before Christ. He had to, because if He had judged mankind before the death of Christ, everyone would have been guilty of sin and then sentenced to everlasting death. Even those people who sacrificed animals under the Law were only symbolically covered from their sin. Hebrews is clear: the Law was only a “shadow” of the things to come (i.e., Christ), and “It is impossible for the blood of bulls and goats to take away sins” (Heb. 10:1, 4). God’s condemnation would have been “just” because the people would have truly deserved everlasting death because of their sin, but that would not have accomplished God’s purposes for mankind, which was to have a family that would live forever with Him. Furthermore, since no one can really be righteous before God on his own merits, condemning mankind without giving them a fair chance to be righteous before Him would not have even really been righteous. So God passed over the sins committed before Christ—why?—“with a view to show his righteousness at this present time.” God set forth Jesus to be an atoning sacrifice to show His righteousness, and He also overlooked people’s sins before Christ in order to show His righteousness now, because in light of Christ’s atonement, He would be seen to be truly righteous, and also One who declares people righteous who have faith in His Messiah no matter when they lived. Thus the atoning work of the cross not only points from the death of Christ forward, atoning those who make Christ Lord, but it atoned backward, allowing God to judge those who lived before Christ through the lens of the shed blood of Jesus.
“trusts in Jesus.” This translation takes the genitive as an objective genitive, where Jesus is the object of our faith (see also Romans 3:22). In this verse, “trust” is a noun, not a verb. At the time we trust in Christ, we believe in him and take him as our Lord, we get “born again,” are sealed with holy spirit (Eph. 1:13), and are declared “righteous” in the sight of God, which is why even a brand-new believer is righteous in the sight of God (Rom. 10:10; Rom. 5:1; 8:30, 33).
Rom 3:27
“By what kind of law?” The Greek phrase is dia poios nomos, and the Greek word poios can mean “what” or “what kind of, what sort of.” In this verse the word nomos is not referring to the Mosaic Law, but just “law,” or “principle,” “norm,” or “basis,” so it is better to render the phrase by “what kind of law,” opening the door for multiple possible answers (cf. ESV, NASB).[footnoteRef:1867] [1867:  Cf. Lenski, Romans, 265.] 

Rom 3:28
“declared righteous.” Being declared righteous by God is a judicial decision. It does not mean that we do not sin or that our sin does not matter; it does matter (see commentary on Rom. 3:20). Romans 3:28 shows clearly that people are righteous in God’s sight because of the work of Christ, not because of their good works.
Rom 3:30
“declare righteous.” See commentary on Romans 3:22. In this verse, the Jews are declared righteous ek pisteōs (“out from trust”), while the Gentiles are declared righteous dia tēs pisteōs (through the [that] trust”). It is important to note that the second use of “trust” has the definite article, which in this context means more “that” than “the.” For the Jews, trust in God had always been the essence of what gave them righteousness, as Abraham (Rom. 4:2-3) and David (Rom. 4:6-8) discovered. Thus, for the Jews, trust was the source from which (ek), or the basis of (ek), their salvation. This verse is pointing out that the righteousness of the Gentiles also comes “through” (dia) that same thing—trust. We added the word “same” in italics for clarity.
[For more on why pistis, which is usually translated “faith” is translated as “trust,” see Appendix 2: “‘Faith’ is ‘Trust.’”]
Rom 3:31
“uphold.” The Greek word is histēmi (#2476 ἵστημι, pronounced 'hiss-tay-mee), and in this context, it means “uphold, establish, confirm, validate.”[footnoteRef:1868] Some scholars[footnoteRef:1869] believe that Paul would have been thinking about the Rabbinic language that trust “fulfilled” the law, but that is impossible to prove, and it seems that he could have worded the Greek better if that is what he meant. Paul’s teaching that righteousness upholds the law is true, because it was the law (the five books of Moses) that confirmed that Abraham was declared righteous by his trust (Gen. 15:6). [1868:  Cf. BDAG Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “ ἵστημι.”]  [1869:  Cf. F. F. Bruce, Romans [TNTC].] 

 
Romans Chapter 4
Rom 4:2
“declared righteous.” Being declared righteous by God is a judicial decision. It does not mean that we do not sin or that our sin does not matter; it does matter. See commentary on Romans 3:20.
Rom 4:4
“gift.” The word is the usual word for grace, charis (#5485 χάρις), but here it is not used with its theological trappings. The word also has a cultural meaning of “a gift of favor” (see commentary on 2 Cor. 12:9).
Rom 4:7
“Blessed.” The word for “blessed” is makarios (#3107 μακάριος), which also means “happy.” Not only are we blessed, but we should feel happy that our sins have been covered and not counted against us.
“have been forgiven… have been covered.” Most versions translate these verbs in the present tense, “are forgiven… are covered.” The verbs are in the aorist (past) tense, however, so we rendered it “have been covered.”
Rom 4:8
“person.” The Greek is anēr (#435 ἀνήρ), which refers to a man, a male. The quote comes from the Greek translation of the Psalms 32:1-2 (31:1-2 LXX) where it uses anēr to represent the Hebrew adam, man.
“absolutely not.” The Greek is stronger than simply the English “not.” It is the phrase ou mē, literally, “not not,” using two different Greek words that mean “no” together to form a very strong negation.
Rom 4:9
“or for the Uncircumcised also.” The blessing had to be for the uncircumcised also, because Abraham was a Gentile, not a Jew, when he believed. Abraham lived before God designated the Jews in Jacob, Abraham’s grandson.
Rom 4:11
“the sign of circumcision.” The seal of the covenant that God made with Abraham was circumcision (Gen. 17:9-14).
“seal.” The Greek word sphragis (#4973 σφραγίς) referred to a seal, as books were sealed.
“so that he would become.” The phrase is a purpose idiom (cf. ESV, RSV, NRSV).[footnoteRef:1870] It is hard to communicate the purpose with just “that.” This shows that God had a plan to clearly reveal that He would justify people by trust—which He has done since Genesis, and Abraham is “the father of all who believe.” Salvation comes from trusting God. The object of that trust may change, for example, now we trust that Jesus was raised from among the dead and is Lord; however salvation has always come from trusting God, and “without trust it is impossible to please him [God]” (Heb. 11:6). [1870:  Cf. A. T. Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, 4:351.] 

“but are not circumcised.” This is the general idea of the statement. The Greek, “the ones believing through uncircumcision” would not be clear. It means those who believe and are in the condition of uncircumcision.[footnoteRef:1871] The phrase in Greek means without being in a state of circumcision. [1871:  Cf. Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, 4:351.] 

Rom 4:13
“to Abraham and to his seed.” God promised Abraham that he and his seed would inherit the land. God repeated the promise that He would give the land of Israel to Abraham and his descendants many times, and said it in slightly different ways. He told Abraham that he and his descendants would get the land (Gen. 12:7; 13:14-17; 15:7, 18; 17:8). He told it to Isaac (Gen. 26:3). He told it to Jacob (Gen. 28:13; 35:12; 48:4). Then over and over He told Israel about the promise or that He would give them the land (cf. Exod. 6:4, 8; 12:25; 13:5, 11; Lev. 14:34; 20:24; 23:10; 25:2). The Greek translated as “seed” is sperma, “seed,” but “seed” was also used to mean “descendants” or “offspring.” Although many English versions have “offspring” or “descendants” in Romans 4:13, the REV retains the more literal “seed.”
The Greek text reads “to Abraham or to his seed,” but the REV, like some other English versions, nuances the “or” to an “and” for clarity (cf. CEB, CJB, ESV, NAB, NIV). The “or” made more sense in the strict wording of the Greek text (cf. “For not through law was the promise to Abraham, or to his seed, that he should be heir of the world, but through the righteousness of faith”), but when the English is reworded for clarity, the “or” is more easily understood as an “and.”
“that he would inherit the world.” God clearly promised Abraham and his seed the land of Canaan (Gen. 12:7; 13:14-17; 15:7, 18-21; 17:8). But there are also clear indications, even as early as Genesis, that the land promised to Abraham would expand far beyond Canaan. So, for example, God promised Abraham that his seed would be like the dust of the earth and like the stars in the sky in multitude (Gen. 13:16; 15:5) Also, God said that Abraham would be the father of “a multitude of nations” (Gen. 17:5; cf. Gen. 18:18). Those promises indicate that Abraham’s seed would expand beyond the boundaries of Canaan.
God told Abraham that it was through his seed that all the families of the earth would be blessed (Gen. 12:3). Then, Galatians 3:16 lets us know that the “seed” is Jesus Christ. Then Galatians 3:29 says that anyone who belongs to Christ—which happens by believing in him—is Abraham’s seed and an heir of what God promised Abraham. The trajectory is clear. One day Christ will come and set up his kingdom on earth, and at that time all the wicked and unbelieving people will be killed off (cf. Isa. 11:4; 63:1-6; Matt. 25:31-46). At that time, “the meek”—those who believe in Christ—will inherit the earth. At that time Abraham’s seed will occupy much more than just Canaan, they will occupy the whole earth.
“that comes by.” The Greek is literally, “righteousness of trust,” but it is not clear what that means. This is likely a genitive of means indicating the basis for which righteousness would be declared.
Rom 4:14
“nullified.” The Greek word katargeō (#2673 καταργέω) means, in this context, to cause something to lose its power or effectiveness, invalidate, make powerless, make ineffective, nullify, make the Law invalid.[footnoteRef:1872] [1872:  BDAG Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “καταργέω.”] 

Rom 4:15
“For the law produces wrath.” A simple statement of fact. No one could keep the Law, therefore it produced wrath from God.
“transgression.” The Greek, parabasis (#3847 παράβασις), literally means an overstepping, hence, a violation or transgression.
Rom 4:16
“under the law.” The Greek is literally “by/from the law,” which refers to the people of Israel who lived in covenant with God according to the law. Thus, they are living under the authority of the law.
Rom 4:17
“in the sight of.” Greek is katenanti (#2713 κατέναντι). There are two ways to understand the phrase “in the sight of”: (1) He is the father of us all (as it is written, “I have made you the father of many nations”) in the sight of God. This has the meaning represented in the HCSB: “He is the father of us all in God’s sight.” Or (2) “to those who share the faith of Abraham (for he is the father of all of us, as it is written, “I have made you the father of many nations”)—in the presence of God” (NRSV), meaning the promise is secure to those who share the faith of Abraham in God’s sight.
“the one who gives life to the dead and calls into existence things that do not exist.” The context is Abraham. Sarah’s womb was “dead” (Rom. 4:19), and yet God spoke to Abraham in the past tense (see commentary on Eph. 2:6, “raised…seated”).
Rom 4:18
“without any reason for hope.” The point is that considering Abraham and Sarah’s bodies, naturally speaking, they were without any hope of having a child. They were beyond hope. Although Abraham and Sarah didn’t have any cause to hope, they believed in hope because God had told them they would have a child.
This is the figure of speech antanaclasis, “the use of the same word in the same sentence in two different senses.”[footnoteRef:1873] Here “hope” is repeated, but used in different senses. The first occurrence refers to natural, worldly hope—in that sense, Abraham is beyond hope. The second occurrence of hope, however, is put by metonymy[footnoteRef:1874] for the promise in which Abraham believed—he believed in hope, that is, he believed in the promise of God who said he would have an heir. [1873:  Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 286-293, “antanaclasis”.]  [1874:  Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 538-608, “metonymy.”] 

[For more on the figure of speech antanaclasis, see commentary on 1 Sam. 1:24.]
[See Word Study: “Antanaclasis.”]
[See Word Study: “Metonymy.”]
Rom 4:19
“as already dead.” The passive perfect participle. Abraham considered his own body to be “dead” when it came to having children without a miraculous intervention by God, and Sarah was in the same situation. To us, translating the Greek as “as good as dead” blurs the clear meaning of the text. What is a body “as good as dead?” Could he, or could he not have children? The Greek is clear as a bell—he was dead!
Rom 4:20
“looking toward the promise.” (Cf. Lenski)[footnoteRef:1875] [1875:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. Paul’s Epistle to the Romans, 325.] 

“did not doubt.” A use of diakrinō.[footnoteRef:1876] [1876:  Cf. Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, 4:353.] 

“in unbelief.” There is no preposition. “Unbelief” is in the dative case, and here it is the instrumental dative,[footnoteRef:1877] thus “unbelief” is what causes people to be divided, or waver, or stagger. They doubt, and move in and out of a state of faith. Not Abraham. He did not allow himself to be divided by unbelief. To say “he did not waver in unbelief” is to say he was always in unbelief without varying from it, which of course is not the case. Wuest uses “vacillate” instead of “divided.”[footnoteRef:1878] Abraham did not vacillate because of unbelief. [1877:  Robertson, Grammar of the Greek New Testament.]  [1878:  Wuest, The New Testament: An Expanded Translation, 358.] 

“grew strong in his trust, giving glory to God.” Two things that occurred in concert with Abraham being strong in his trust of God were that he gave glory to God [i.e., praised God] and that he was fully convinced. The Greek would allow for these things to reinforce each other, so, for example, his praising God could, and likely did, contribute to him being strong in his trust of God.
Rom 4:22
“it was credited.” That is, Abraham’s trust was credited to him as righteousness. The “it” refers to trust in Romans 4:22, 23, and 4:24.
Rom 4:24
“it will be credited as righteousness.” Many versions translate this phrase simply as “it will be credited to us who believe” (ESV, NASB), and some translations even go so far as to translate the phrase, “righteousness will be credited” (NIV, Amplified Bible ) thus, many readers understand the phrase as, “righteousness will be credited to us who believe.” However, when one looks at the context, it is evident that the “it” in the phrase “it will be credited to us” refers to trust, not righteousness (Rom. 4:3, 22). Paul has simply shortened the phrase and only included the first half, with the ellipsis, “as righteousness,” being meant as well. So, although Paul only quoted, “it will be credited to us who believe,” the ellipsis is implied. Therefore, he meant, “it will be credited as righteousness to us who believe.”
This is one of the clearest explanations of justification in Scripture. Christians get righteousness credited to their “account” because of their trust in Jesus. It is the great exchange. We will be judged as righteous and perfect, not because of our own righteousness but because of a righteousness that was given to us.
“from among the dead.” Almost every English version reads “from the dead.” When the average English speaker reads that Christ was “raised from the dead,” he thinks that “dead” refers to the state of death, as if the verse were saying that “Christ was raised from the state of death,” or that “Christ was raised from being dead.” This is not the full meaning of the phrase.
There are problems with the translation, “from the dead.” The word “dead” in the English phrase “from the dead,” is a noun, but in the Greek text, “dead” is an adjective. More than that, it is a plural adjective. The Greek text literally reads, ek nekrōn, which is the plural form of nekros, and means “from among dead ones” [or “dead people”].[footnoteRef:1879] [1879:  Cf. Rotherham’s Emphasized Bible; Wuest, Word Studies:Romans, 74; Wuest, New Testament, “out from among the dead,” 358.] 

The Greek word ek means “out from,” and the word nekros, as we said, is a plural adjective. An adjective modifies a noun, and there is no noun in the Greek text for it to modify. This is an indication that the adjective is likely functioning as a substantive, which means that it is acting like a noun. Thus, the question is “What object must be supplied that the adjective nekros is alluding to?” The scope of Scripture indicates that the answer to that question is “dead people.” Since Adam, people have died. Thus, Christ rose from among the dead people, who not being raised by God, are still dead. This explains why the word “dead” is plural; it refers to the many dead who are still in the ground. What the Bible is saying, and what a proper English translation should support, is that when God raised Jesus, He raised him up and from among all the myriads of dead people who are buried in the ground. Everyone who has died is in the ground, but God raised Jesus from among those dead people, and gave him life. Furthermore, there will be other times people will be raised from among the rest of the dead people as well. At the Rapture, Christians will be raised from among the rest of the dead, and then at the first resurrection the righteous will be raised from among the other dead people, and then the unrighteous being left in the ground until after the resurrection of the righteous (Luke 14:14; Rev. 20:6). There are 44 usages of ek nekros in the New Testament, and not one of them refers to the resurrection of the unrighteous (Acts 24:15). At the resurrection of the unrighteous, which occurs at the end of Christ’s 1,000-year reign, no one is left in the ground.
[For more on the Rapture and the two resurrections, see commentary on Acts 24:15, and see John W. Schoenheit, The Christian’s Hope.]
Although ek nekros could be considered an ellipsis, with the emphasis on “dead” and the word “ones,” or “people” being supplied by the scope of Scripture, the phrase is more an idiom than a true ellipsis. This verse is not saying that Christ was raised from “death or “being dead” (a nominative use of death). It is saying that Christ was raised from among those who are dead. The rest of all the humans who had died are still dead and in the ground, and Christ was raised from among them.
 
Romans Chapter 5
Rom 5:1
“Therefore, since we have been declared righteous by trust.” Paul has now spent a lot of verses establishing the fact that people are declared righteous by trust (e.g., Rom. 3:22, 28, 30; 4:5, 13, 16). So now he bridges off of that to conclude that Christians have peace with God.
“declared righteous.” Being declared righteous by God is a judicial decision. It does not mean that we do not sin or that our sin does not matter; it does matter. Also, many Bible versions read, “justified by faith” instead of “declared righteous by trust.” The words “justified” and “righteous” are translated from the same Greek words, and there are a lot of disadvantages to using the two different words, “righteousness” and “justification,” when the Greek is the same (see commentary on Rom. 3:22).
[For more on “righteousness” and being declared righteous, see commentaries on Rom. 3:20 and 3:22.]
“we have peace with God.” Christians are “righteous” in the sight of God, that is, “right” with God. So Christians are at peace with Him and He is at peace with Christians.
Rom 5:2
“we boast.” The verb “boast” can also be taken as a subjunctive (cf. CJB, Rotherham).[footnoteRef:1880] [1880:  Cf. Dunn, Romans 1-8 [WBC].] 

“the glory of God.” There are multiple ways to take the genitive “of God” here at the end of the verse. First, one could understand this glory to be God’s glory. Paul would be boasting in the hope of experiencing God’s glory to the fullest in the age to come, when the fullness of his salvation came. Second, one could understand it as the glory “that comes from God.” In this understanding, the text would communicate that Paul is boasting in the hope of his own glorification, which happens in the age to come when he will be glorified by God and given a glory or beauty from God (Rom. 8:18, 30; 1 Cor. 15:43; Col. 1:27; 3:4). Either option is possible, thus, the REV just leaves the translation as “the glory of God.”
Rom 5:4
“character.” The Greek is dokimē (#1382 δοκιμή), a noun that can mean a test or ordeal, or the experience of going through a test, with emphasis on the result; thus, standing a test, being proven by test, proof, or “character.” The verb dokimazō means “to prove by test” and was used of testing precious metals to see whether or not they were genuine. We believe “character” is a good translation of dokimē in this context because “character” is both developed, and shines forth, in difficult circumstances. Character is the sum total of our moral and ethical qualities, and it can be good or bad. It is based in the heart, but shines forth in the choices we make and what we say and do. The character of Christ is in part described by the fruit of the spirit, which is what the new nature produces in a Christian if the Christian strives for it: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, meekness, and self-control (Gal. 5:22-23). On their website, the organization “Character Counts” organizes good character in the categories of trustworthiness, respect, responsibility, fairness, caring, and citizenship.[footnoteRef:1881] [1881:  https://charactercounts.org/six-pillars-of-character, accessed October 12, 2024.] 

Rom 5:5
“disappoint us.” The Greek is kataischunō (#2617 καταισχύνω), which means to dishonor or disgrace; put to shame or humiliate, or disappoint.[footnoteRef:1882] The point is that our hope, which is real, will not disappoint us or put us to shame, while false hopes will disappoint and put to shame those who believe in them. [1882:  BDAG Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “καταισχύνω.”] 

“through the holy spirit.” The Greek text does not have a definite article before “holy spirit.” In Greek, if a preposition (in this case, dia) precedes a noun, the noun can be definite without specifically adding the definite article; the subject and context are the final arbiters. Daniel Wallace writes: “There is no need for the article to be used to make the object of a preposition definite.”[footnoteRef:1883] A. T. Robertson writes: “… the article is not the only means of showing that a word is definite. … The context and history of the phrase in question must decide. … [As for prepositional phrases], these were also considered definite enough without the article.”[footnoteRef:1884] In this case, the holy spirit is the gift of God’s nature with which we were born again and which is sealed in us. Robertson then cites some examples that use ek. [1883:  Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics, 247.]  [1884:  Robertson, Grammar of the Greek New Testament, 790-792.] 

When a person is born again, what is “born” (actually “created” 2 Cor. 5:17) inside the person is the nature of God, which becomes part of them, indeed, becomes a new nature in them (2 Pet. 1:4). Because this new nature is now part of the person and thus cannot be removed, it is said to be “sealed” in the person (Eph. 1:13), and is a “guarantee” of everlasting life (2 Cor. 1:22; 2 Cor. 5:5; Eph. 1:14). God works through the spirit that is now inside each believer in order to help them be like Christ. And He and Jesus Christ communicate through the spirit with each believer, so they are working in each one “to want to do, and to do,” their good pleasure (Phil. 2:13). In this verse, they work to show us their love and help us be loving to others.
[For more information on the uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
Rom 5:6
“helpless” The Greek is asthenēs (#772 ἀσθενής), which is more literally, “without strength,” usually meaning sick or weak. Here it is used more idiomatically to express that the sinner was helpless; we are “weak” (helpless) to change our condition and save ourselves. We were dead in sins, totally unable to help ourselves, and God, in his grace and mercy, sent Christ, who died for us so that we would be strong in him.
“at the proper time.” The phrase in Greek is kata kairon (κατὰ καιρὸν) which means literally “according to the time” or “at a time.” The phrase can also mean at a proper time.[footnoteRef:1885] Here there are two possible meanings. One is that Christ died at the proper time, in other words, there was a specific time that God intended the Messiah to die; this would be similar to the idea in Galatians 4:4. Another way to take the phrase would be something like, “For while we were still helpless, that is when Christ died in place of the ungodly.”[footnoteRef:1886] This would mean that the point Paul is stressing is not that there was a specific time of day or year that Christ needed to die, as if one day late or one year earlier would not have worked, but rather his point is to emphasize that Christ died while we were still helpless, that is when he died. He did not die while we were deserving but while we were sinners (Rom. 5:8). Many commentators see both as true, Christ died at the right time in history, and also while we were still sinners. [1885:  BDAG, def. b, 497.]  [1886:  See J. Barr, Biblical Words for Time, 47–81.] 

“in place of the ungodly…in place of…in our place.” The phrase, “in place of” occurs three times in Romans 5:6-8. All these translations are from the Greek preposition huper (#5228 ὑπέρ). Huper can have the sense of “in place of, instead of, in the name of,” and more commonly, “for.”[footnoteRef:1887] Here in Romans, the meaning of substitution is indicated, as can be seen in Romans 5:7: “For rarely will someone die in place of [huper] a righteous person; though in place of [huper] a good person …” The verse is speaking of dying in place of someone else. This becomes important for understanding the nature of Christ’s atonement for our sins—it was a substitutionary atonement. Christ literally died instead of us, thus taking our place in death: “Christ died in place of [huper] the ungodly … while we were still sinners, Christ died in our place [huper] (Rom. 5:6, 8). [1887:  BDAG; TDNT, s.v.“ὑπέρ”; Robertson, Grammar, 630-632; Robertson, The Minister and His Greek New Testament, 35-42.] 

Although there are other theories of atonement besides substitution, substitution was a part of atonement for sin.
Rom 5:7
5:6-8. See commentary on Romans 5:6.
Rom 5:8
5:6-8. See commentary on Romans 5:6.
Rom 5:9
“declared righteous.” Being declared righteous by God is a judicial decision. It does not mean that we do not sin or that our sin does not matter; it does matter. See commentary on Romans 3:20.
Rom 5:10
“we will be saved.” Romans 5:10 is one of the verses in the Epistles to the Christian Church that shows that once a person is born again and thus a Christian, their salvation is guaranteed and not in doubt. Christ’s death paid for the sin of the believer even before they believed and got born again, all the sinner had to do to accept the payment was confess Christ as Lord and believe God raised him from the dead (Rom. 10:9). When the sinner confessed and believed, they were born again and reconciled to God; and then, having been reconciled, they “will be saved.” No “ifs” and no “maybes,” the reconciled sinner “will be saved.” That is not because they somehow became “sinless” or “good enough,” but because of the blood of Christ.
[For more on Christian Salvation, see Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation.”]
Rom 5:11
“continue to boast.” The present participle of “boast,” kauchaomai (#2744 καυχάομαι), calls for the translation “continue to boast.”[footnoteRef:1888] This is known as the continuous present. [1888:  Cf. R. C. H. Lenski, St. Paul’s Epistle to the Romans, 355-56.] 

Rom 5:12
“through one man sin entered the world.” We learn in Romans 5:14 that the “one man” who sinned was Adam. This is proof that the record of Adam and Eve is literal. Adam’s sin subjected every human to condemnation to Gehenna, the Lake of Fire, and thus everlasting death (cf. Rev. 20:11-15). The work of Christ made it available for people to live forever in spite of Adam’s sin. Romans 5 is nothing more than an allegory without a certain meaning if the record of Adam and Eve is not true.
[For information on the original sin and its effects, see commentary on Rom. 7:17.]
Rom 5:14
“who did not sin in a similar way to the transgression of Adam.” This is a very important verse in that it shows that there is an inherent “moral law” that is vital to a godly society. The Devil said (Gen. 3:5), and God confirmed (Gen. 3:22) that when Adam ate of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, he became “like God” in that he knew “good” and “evil.” After Adam sinned, all mankind now knew the difference between doing good and doing evil. At a very basic level, everyone knows right from wrong, and that is why God can righteously judge every person on the Day of Judgment.
Adam sinned in a different way than many who came after him. Adam broke a very specific command of God. But after Adam and Eve were thrown out of the Garden and people began to multiply on the earth, there were very few specific commands of God for a very long time, nevertheless, people still sinned. They sinned against God and one another by doing immoral things. The Mosaic Law had not been given, and so there was no specific statute against things like lying or stealing, but we don’t need a statute that says, “lying is wrong” to know that it is wrong. Much of the “law” that God will hold people accountable to on the Day of Judgment is not statute law, but rather the moral law that should guide us all. It is because of the primacy of the moral law that God said that it was upon the two commandments—love God with all your heart, soul, mind, and strength, and love your neighbor as yourself—that all the rest of the Law hangs upon (Matt. 22:40).
It is because at a basic level every human can know the difference between good and evil that Jesus said that if someone knew God’s will but did not do it they would be beaten with many stripes, “but the one who did not know, but did things worthy of stripes, will be beaten with few stripes” (Luke 12:48). People are responsible for knowing basic moral law.
“who is a type of the Coming One.” That Adam was a “type” of Christ is a profound addition here. Adam was created sinless, but sinned, and his sin tainted all of mankind as we see in this verse: they all sinned. It would take another sinless man, a “last Adam” (1 Cor. 15:45), to be able to be the perfect sacrifice and pay for the sins of the people. No sinful person can pay for the sins of another sinful person and thus absolve him of the consequence of death; it took the death of the sinless man, Jesus Christ, to pay for the sins of mankind. So the sinless Adam was a type of the sinless Christ; and the sinless Christ, dying in the place of sinful man, bought salvation for all who would accept it.
Rom 5:16
“judgment came from one transgression.” For information on the original sin and its effects, see commentary on Romans 7:17.
Rom 5:17
“reign in life.” In this context, “life” refers to the everlasting life that believers have. The Greek text places “life” first in the phrase for emphasis: “in life will reign,” i.e., “in everlasting life will reign.” The word “life” is sometimes used to refer to everlasting life (e.g., Matt. 7:14; John 3:36; 11:25; 20:31; Acts 3:15; 11:18; 2 Cor. 2:16; Gal. 3:21; 2 Tim. 1:1). See commentary on Luke 10:28.
Rom 5:18
“through one transgression the result was condemnation.” The English translation only implicitly refers to the conduits through which the results of condemnation and justification come. In the Greek, however, this verse strongly communicates both the results and the means through which the condemnation and justification come. It indicates result with the preposition eis (#1519 εἰς), meaning “resulting in,” and it shows the means through which the result comes with the word dia (#1223 διά), meaning “through.” Literally, the Greek reads: “through (dia) one trespass unto all men results in (eis) condemnation, so also through (dia) one righteous act unto all men results in (eis) justification of life.” The one trespass was the conduit through which the result of condemnation came, and the one righteous act was the conduit through which the result of justification to life came.
[For more information on the original sin and its effects, see commentary on Rom. 7:17.]
“righteousness that brings life.” This is an objective genitive,[footnoteRef:1889] meaning that life functions as the object of the verbal noun “righteousness;” i.e., the life that is brought by the action of righteousness.[footnoteRef:1890] The BDAG Greek-English Lexicon has the “acquittal that brings life.” The NIV84 has, “justification that brings life for all men.” What Jesus did made available righteousness that then brings life to all people. [1889:  Robertson, Grammar, 500-501.]  [1890:  Wallace, Greek Grammar, 116-117.] 

“life.” This refers to “everlasting life.” See commentary on Luke 10:28.
Rom 5:19
“will be made righteous.” In this remarkable verse, we receive great comfort knowing that we will be made righteous. It is not just some figment of our imagination; our righteousness will be just as real as our sin is now. Romans 5:19 refers to the reality of the resurrection in which our nature will be changed, and we will be made righteous and will have a whole different kind of glory (1 Cor. 15:40). Our bodies will be glorified and made like Christ’s glorious body (Phil. 3:21; 1 John 3:2). Our new body will be unstained by sin, and we will dwell with God forever (1 Cor. 15:42; Rev. 21:3-4).
Now, how can we reconcile the fact that Paul says in Romans 5:1 that we have been declared righteous with Romans 5:19, which is in the future tense? We get clarity on the situation when we see that two different Greek verbs are being used in these places, and also when we see Paul’s use of the phrase “declared righteous” throughout Romans. In Romans 5:1 the Greek verb is dikaioō (#1344, δικαιοω) which is the common verb that is often translated as “declared righteous” in Paul’s writings. In contrast, in Romans 5:19, the verb is kathistēmi (#2525, καθίστημι), which means to be made into something, or appointed to something, and the object, in this case, is “righteous.” So, that is why we translate this phrase as “made righteous.” Thus, we see that the emphasis is different in these two locations. They do not have the exact same meaning.
Once we have trust, we are put into the category of being declared righteous (Rom. 5:1), but in reality, the actual act of justification has not happened yet, we have not been judged righteous at the judgment seat of Christ (2 Cor. 5:10). Nevertheless, Paul can speak of our righteousness as being a current reality because he is so sure that it will come to pass because God has promised it. This convention of speaking of future things as if they have already happened is quite common (Gen. 15:18; commentary on 2 Sam. 14:21). The Bible says the believer is already redeemed (Rom. 3:24; Eph. 1:7; Col. 1:14), but also awaiting redemption (Rom. 8:23; Eph. 1:14; 4:30).
Therefore, our future righteousness is so sure, it is as if it has already happened, and thus Paul can say, we have been declared righteous (Rom. 5:1), but the actual reality of our bodies being resurrected and transformed awaits the future (Rom. 5:19).
[For more information on the word “declared righteous” see commentary on Rom. 3:22.]
Rom 5:20
“was brought in.” The Greek is the compound verb, pareiserchomai (#3922 παρεισέρχομαι), built from the prefix para (beside, alongside) and eiserchomai (to come or to go). Pareiserchomai has two meanings: 1) “to come in beside,” “to come in alongside of,” and 2) “to come in secretly or by stealth” (Gal. 2:4). In this context it means, “to come in alongside of.” Eight verses earlier, in Rom. 5:12, sin “entered” into the world. Now in Rom. 5:20, law “enters in alongside” the sin that was already here. Most versions simply say “came in” or “entered” because the scope and context make it clear that sin was already in the world, and writing “came in alongside of” can confuse the reader.
“so that / with the result that.” The Greek is hina, which can be used to indicate purpose or result.[footnoteRef:1891] In this case, hina is used with the verb pleonazō (in the subjunctive mood) to indicate a result but (howbeit one that was not intended)—that is, God did not introduce the law with the intent of making trespasses increase, that trespasses increased was merely the result of the Law being brought in (see also commentary on Rom. 7:10). Cf. Wallace: “This use of hina with a verb in the subjunctive mood expresses the result of the action of the main verb. It indicates a consequence of the verbal action that is not intended. The hina is normally translated so that, with the result that.”[footnoteRef:1892] [1891:  Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, 4:360; Lenski, Romans, 384-85.]  [1892:  Wallace, Greek Grammar, 473 (emphasis the author’s).] 

[For more information, see Word Study: “Hina.”]
The hina clause should not be translated as a purpose clause, as though the Law was introduced for the purpose of making transgression increase. That God never intended for the Law to produce an increase in transgressions is continued in Romans 7:7-13, which specifically refutes the idea that the Law is culpable for bringing evil. The Law was holy and just (Rom. 7:12), yet when the command came, sin came alive and produced death (Rom. 7:7-11). Paul writes that “by no means” did the Law become death for us (Rom. 7:13), for it is sin, not the Law, that produces death. If the purpose of the Law was to increase transgression, then the law would indeed have become death for us and Paul’s entire argument in Romans 7 would fall apart. The purpose of the Law was not to increase sin, but to silence everyone who was under its standard, to make us aware of the extent of our transgression, and be our “guardian” until Christ came (Gal. 3:24). A guardian is meant to protect. So if the Law brought us closer to sin, and the wages of sin is death, then how can the Law protect us when its purpose was to take us to death? (See also commentary on Rom. 7:13, “with the result that,” and commentary on Gal. 3:19, “because of transgressions”).
Scripture is telling us that it was not God’s intent that sin would increase by introducing the law. But if he knew that it would, how could this not be his intent? It is much like a doctor who performs a surgery that he knows will result in weeks of painful recovery for the patient but is necessary to save the patient’s life. The surgeon does not perform the surgery with the intent that pain ensues—his intent is to save the patient. It is the sinful human body that is the reason for the need for the surgery and the pain that follows. The pain is simply a byproduct of the good being accomplished in an already sinful situation.
In the case of God putting forth the Law, the Law’s purpose and result was to bring righteous laws to mankind, the preservation of Israel, and the preservation of the Christ-line and the Christ, and it did all that. God’s adding the Law did not force people to sin, they were already sinning. Sin entered when Adam sinned (Rom. 5:12). The Law just made clear that the way people were living was sinful. Once the Law came, sin could no longer be hidden, and people became accountable for specific sins.
Rom 5:21
“by means of death.” This use of the Greek word en is an “instrumental dative” and can be translated “by means of death.”[footnoteRef:1893] [1893:  Cf. Newman and Nida, A Translator’s Guide on Paul’s Letter to the Romans; also, CJB, GW, NEB, H. Cassirer (God’s New Covenant), Goodspeed (New Testament), Weymouth (The New Testament in Modern Speech), Williams (The New Testament in the Language of the People).] 

Death is the means that sin used to reign over people. It is not that sin reigned “in death,” as if it reigned over them when they were dead. We can see this because of the “in this way also” (houtos kai) construction of the sentence. Grace is said to reign “through” (dia) righteousness, expressing the means through which grace reigns; this is set in comparison (“in this way also”) with sin reigning by death. Just as grace reigns “through” righteousness, so sin reigns “by means of” death.
“grace will reign.” The Greek word basileuō (#936 βασιλεύω, pronounced bass-i-'loo-ō), translated “reign,” is in the aorist tense, subjunctive mood. The aorist does not mean that its reign has ended, only that it was established as a one-time event. The subjunctive mood is caused by the conjunction hina at the beginning of the phrase and so the verb needs to be understood from the context, which is not that grace “might reign” or “may reign,” but that it is reigning now. Grace has encroached into sin’s reign, and now, even though sin still reigns by means of death, grace also reigns and gives people everlasting life.
“life in the age to come.” This is the everlasting life that begins with the new Messianic Age, the Millennial Kingdom.
[For commentary on this phrase, see Appendix 1: “Life in the Age to Come.”]
 
Romans Chapter 6
Rom 6:1
“will increase.” The verb “increase,” pleonazō (#4121 πλεονάζω, pronounced pleh-on-'ad-zo), is in the subjunctive mood, thus many versions have “may” increase, but the Greek conjunction hina (#2443 ἵνα) earlier in the sentence is the reason the verb is subjunctive, and therefore in these cases, we must get the sense of the verb from the context. In this case, if grace covers our sin, if we sin, grace “will” increase.
Rom 6:3
“baptized...baptized.” This is not baptism in water, but baptism in the gift of holy spirit. We can tell that this refers to baptism in holy spirit because of the two baptisms, baptism in water and baptism in holy spirit, only baptism in holy spirit actually produces what this verse says, “baptized into union with Jesus Christ.”
There is a huge difference between being baptized in water and being baptized in holy spirit. Baptism in water is symbolic. It does not mean the person is saved. Many people go through the motions of being immersed in water and never have the true faith in Jesus that gets them saved. It is well-known that many people who have been water baptized never gave their life to Christ or had faith in Christ to the point of salvation. People such as those are baptized in water, but it does not result in “union with Jesus Christ.” Baptism in holy spirit is totally different. It is not a ceremony or ritual, and it is not done by people. Only Jesus can baptize a person in the holy spirit, and he only does so when that person has true faith in him. A person who is baptized in the gift of holy spirit does not just participate in a ceremony that represents going from death to life; the person actually passes from everlasting death unto everlasting life. A person baptized in holy spirit is truly baptized “into union with Jesus Christ.” When a person is baptized in holy spirit, he is no longer the same person. He is saved and has spiritual power. 1 Corinthians 12:13 says that Christians are baptized in holy spirit, and it is that baptism, not water baptism, that brings us into union with Jesus Christ such that when he was crucified, we were crucified, when he died, we died, when he was buried, we were buried, and when he was raised from the dead we were guaranteed new resurrection life.
“into union with.” This phrase is translated from the Greek preposition eis, which can refer to relation as well as to motion. In this context, the word eis (#1519 εἰς) is defining a relation, which is referred to as the static sense of eis. R. C. H. Lenski writes:
“It is the task of the grammars to tell the story as to how the Koine eis has expanded and invaded the territory of en [in] so that it reached even the static verbs, even those of being, letting us have the construction einai and ōn eis, this invasion being completed in modern Greek, en there being swallowed up entirely by eis. All the old grammars and all the old exegesis are superseded by the immense volume of new information now at hand in the papyri, etc. We now see how wrong it was in scores of instances in the New Testament to interpret eis as “into,” and how only sheer ignorance forced the idea of motion into the preposition. Here in Rom. 6:3-4, where it is found three times, as in Matt. 28:19, eis denotes sphere (Robertson’s Grammar, p. 592)[footnoteRef:1894] and not motion. The grammars now call it static eis.”[footnoteRef:1895] [1894:  Robertson, A Grammar of the Greek New Testament, 592.]  [1895:  Lenski, St. Paul’s Epistle to the Romans, 391.] 

In the context of Romans 6, eis is denoting a relation (also see commentary on Acts 19:3). Most English versions have the very literal translation “into Christ” in spite of the fact that that phrase usually only confuses the reader and despite the fact that the native Greek speakers of the first century would have understood what Paul meant. The Greek indicates that the Christian is baptized by holy spirit “into Christ,” i.e., into a relationship of union with him. Lenski translates it “as many as were baptized in connection with Christ Jesus were baptized in connection with his death.”[footnoteRef:1896] While “in connection with” is good, it is not as clear as it could be. When Christians are “in Christ,” there is more than just a connection; we have a spiritual union with Christ. The Christian was crucified with Christ (Rom. 6:6; Gal. 2:20), died with Christ (Rom. 6:8; 2 Tim. 2:11), was buried with Christ (Rom. 6:4; Col. 2:12), and was raised and seated in the heavenlies with Christ (Eph. 2:6). Also, it is due to our union with Christ that we are “circumcised,” not just the foreskin, but our entire flesh body (Col. 2:11). Thus, although we have a “connection” with Christ, the word “union” seems much more appropriate and clear. Several English versions besides the REV use the word “union” to express the relationship that eis is describing in this verse and context (The New English Bible; Goodspeed’s translation; Charles Williams’ The New Testament in the Language of the People; and Cassirer’s translation, God’s New Covenant). [1896:  Lenki, Romans, 390.] 

Lenski noted that the meaning of the preposition en had been “swallowed up” by eis, but en is still used to describe a relation or association, and “in Christ” or “in the Lord” are important phrases.
[For more information on the static use of en, and being “in Christ” and part of the Body of Christ, see commentary on Eph. 1:3.]
Rom 6:4
“buried with him by baptism.” The baptism in Romans 6:4 is not water baptism. Many insincere people are water baptized without really believing that Jesus is their Lord (cf. Rom. 10:9). The baptism here in Romans 6:4 is baptism in holy spirit: “For we were all baptized in one spirit into one body, whether Jews or Greeks, whether slave or free” (1 Cor. 12:13). It is baptism in the gift of holy spirit that baptizes people “into one Body,” the Body of Christ, and at that time people are born again and become Christians. When a person is born again, baptized in holy spirit, they become part of the mystical Body of Christ, and are in union with Christ in such a way that they are baptized with him, crucified with him, died with him, were buried with him, and will be resurrected as he was.
“into union with.” See commentary on Romans 6:3.
“glory.” The Greek word translated “glory” is doxa (#1391 δόξα), and usually means “the condition of being bright or shining, brightness, splendor, radiance.”[footnoteRef:1897] However, it can also include the idea of power or might, and that is the case in this verse,[footnoteRef:1898] which is why the New Jerusalem Bible reads “glorious power” instead of just glory. Rather than add “power” to the REV, we thought it best to just educate the reader that the “glory” of God often includes His power. Romans 6:4 is one of the places where “glory” is related to power. In this case, the “glory of God” was His power in action (His exercised power), and seeing God’s power in raising Jesus from the dead was seeing God’s power in action and thus His “glory” (cf. John 11:40; Rom. 6:4; Eph. 3:16). In 1 Corinthians 6:14 it is God’s power that raised the dead. [1897:  BDAG Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “δόξα.”]  [1898:  BDAG Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “δόξα.”] 

“his death.” The Greek has the definite article: “the” death. It is referring specifically to the death of Christ, thus we translate it “his” death to indicate the particularity being expressed.
“from among the dead.”[footnoteRef:1899] See commentary on Romans 4:24. [1899:  Cf. Wuest, New Testament, “out from among those who are dead,” 360.] 

“a new way of life.” The Greek is more literally, “newness of life,” but the word “newness” is not from neos, new in time, but from kainos, new in quality. We might well translate the phrase as “walk in a new quality of life.” The Christian has everlasting life, to be sure, but also right here and now we can live in a new quality of life because our sins have been paid for and we are guaranteed everlasting life. If a person gets saved, but does not live like it, but instead lives without outward joy and hope, then although their salvation is real, they are not enjoying the benefits of it now and “walking in their new quality of life.” Salvation is a blessing now as well as in the future.
Rom 6:5
“united with.” The Greek is sumphutos (#4854 σύμφυτος). This union or identification is an amplification of the union expressed in the phrase “into union with Christ” in Rom. 6:3. Sumphutos literally means “planted together,” and is an example of how translating in a strictly literal manner, without taking into account how a word was used in the culture, can be more confusing than helpful. After all, what would it mean to be “planted together” with Christ? The word sumphutos was used when two things grew together and became intertwined. Thus English versions translate it as “united with him” (ESV, NASB, NIV) “joined with him” (HCSB); “identified with him” (DBY); “incorporate with him” (NEB); and “become one with him” (Cassirer). Kenneth Wuest describes the meaning of sumphutos: “It speaks of a living, vital union of two individuals growing up together. The word could be used of the Siamese twins whose bodies were connected at one point, and whose blood stream flowed through the two physical bodies as it does normally through one.”[footnoteRef:1900] Wuest’s example of the Siamese twins shows how closely the Bible portrays our lives being intertwined with Jesus’ life. [1900:  Wuest, Word Studies from the Greek New Testament, s.v. “σύμφυτος,” 1:99.] 

“like his.” This is translated from the Greek word homoiōma (#3667 ὁμοίωμα), which many versions translate as the word “likeness” or “like his.” Robert Thayer, referencing this very verse, says, that homoiōma, “amounts almost to equality of identity.”[footnoteRef:1901] This further confirms our identity with Christ. No wonder so much of what we have as Christians we have “in him” (“in union with him”), not alone or “on our own.” Due to our union with him we have “every spiritual blessing” (Eph. 1:3), “glorious grace” (Eph. 1:6), “redemption” (Eph. 1:7), our being sealed with holy spirit (Eph. 1:13), our being raised to life and our promise of being seated in heaven (Eph. 2:6), God’s kindness (Eph. 2:7), and we are part of the living sanctuary of God (Eph. 2:21). [1901:  Thayer, Thayer’s Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament, s.v. “ὁμοίωμα.”] 

“certainly also be in a resurrection like his.” This straightforward phrase is one of the many places in the Epistles that assure Christians that when they are saved, “born again,” their salvation is guaranteed (Eph. 1:14) and never in doubt. We will be in Christ’s future Kingdom, and we will have glorious bodies like Christ has now (Phil. 3:21).
[For more information on Christian salvation, see Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation.”]
Rom 6:6
“was crucified.” No doubt Paul uses “crucified” here on purpose to make a valuable point. The old self was “crucified,” which is “a violent, accursed death—our old man was literally murdered in our baptism, he did not die willingly.”[footnoteRef:1902] We made the free will choice to kill our “old self” and open ourselves up to waking in a new way of life. But like Paul, somehow the old self hangs around, and although it is dead in the sense that it does not have control over us, it still raises its ugly head so that we cannot live quite like we want to (Gal. 5:17), and we constantly have to make war on our old nature while in this flesh body. [1902:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. Paul’s Epistle to the Romans, 400.] 

“body of sin.” This is not just the genitive of character for “sinful body,” but in the context, seems to be a genitive of possession, “the body owned by sin,” or “the body used by sin.” Lenski would make it attributive, “the body marked by the sin.”[footnoteRef:1903] It is not the genitive of apposition, “the body; namely sin,” or a genitive of content, “the body made of sin.” The context makes the genitive of possession very clear, and it is not only personified here in Romans 6, but in Romans 7 as well. [1903:  Lenski, Romans, 402.] 

[For more on the figure of speech personification, see the commentary on Prov. 1:20.]
“powerless.” The Greek word is katargeō (#2673 καταργέω), and in this context, it means to render idle, unemployed, inactivate, inoperative, powerless. “Destroyed” is too strong in this context. The body, our flesh body, which is being used by sin, is made powerless with the intent that it can no longer serve as a slave to sin.
“be slaves.” The Greek word is douleuō (#1398 δουλεύω, pronounced “dool-'yoo-o”), related to doulos, a slave. The verb douleuō means to serve or to be a slave, so “serve as a slave” is a good English translation. “Be in bondage” is not wrong, but it fails to put enough emphasis on the service that sin is forcing the slave to do, instead placing the emphasis on the state of bondage that exists. While the flesh body is indeed in a state of bondage, the emphasis here is that it is forced to serve. Slavery was a part of Roman society, and a person could serve as a slave in a bad sense, be a wicked slave, or serve an evil master, such as sin, or a person could be a valuable help and serve in a good sense if the master is good, such as God.
“to sin.” Here Paul uses the figure of speech personification, presenting sin as if it were a living being, to increase the emotional punch of the points he is making. He continues to personify sin in Romans 6 and 7. Depicting sin as a powerful Lord increases the emotional impact of the points he is making, especially in the Roman culture in which slaves were forced to do the will of their masters. In Rom. 6:6, and in the following verses (Rom. 6:6 twice, Rom. 6:7, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14; 7:8, 11, 14, 25), “sin,” while retaining its literal meaning, also is the figure of speech personification. As a powerful lord, Mr. Sin uses our flesh body (Rom. 6:6); we must not be its slave (Rom. 6:6). The person who has died is free from Sin just as any slave is free from the master’s control once he is dead (Rom. 6:7), and we died to sin (Rom. 6:10), so now we must consider ourselves dead to it (Rom. 6:11), and not let it reign in our body (Rom. 6:12). We are not to offer any part of our body to sin (Rom. 6:13), for sin is not to exercise lordship over us.
Rom 6:7
“has been set free.” The Greek word is dikaioō (#1344, δικαιόω). It is from the root dikē, “right,” and thus it is related to all the uses of “righteous,” “righteousness,” etc. here in Romans. However, although it would literally be “render righteous” or “pronounce to be righteous,” it was used in the culture for a person being set free; death sets people free from their debts and obligations. Therefore, “set free” is the clearest and best translation in this context, even though when it is translated that way, the reader does not see the verbal relationship between us being “righteous” and us being “set free.”[footnoteRef:1904] Most English versions have “freed from sin” or a phrase that is similar in meaning. [1904:  Barclay Newman and Eugene Nida, A Translator’s Handbook on Paul’s Letter to the Romans, 116; James D. G. Dunn, Romans 1-8 [WBC], 52; see also BDAG.] 

Rom 6:8
“since.” The Greek word ei (#1487 εἰ) usually means “if,” but in some contexts it can mean “since.” Friberg states that in some cases, ei can “express a condition of fact regarded as true or settled; since, because.”[footnoteRef:1905] R.C. H. Lenski referred to it as the “if of reality.”[footnoteRef:1906] E. W. Bullinger wrote that it: “assumes the hypothesis as an actual fact, the condition being unfulfilled, but no doubt being thrown on the supposition.”[footnoteRef:1907] Meyer writes: If the former, the ἀπεθάνομεν σὺν Χριστῷ [died with Christ] be true, we cannot doubt the latter.”[footnoteRef:1908] Weymouth says, “seeing that we have died with Christ.”[footnoteRef:1909] The Moffatt Bible has, “We believe that as we have died with Christ....”[footnoteRef:1910] (Cf. commentary on Col. 2:20). We follow the Stern (Complete Jewish Bible) and Estes (The Better Version of the New Testament) in our translation, “since.” [1905:  Timothy Friberg, Analytical Lexicon of the Greek New Testament, s.v. “εἰ.”]  [1906:  Lenski, St. Paul’s Epistle to the Romans, 404 (cf. his note on Col. 3:1 in St. Paul’s Epistles to the Colossians).]  [1907:  Bullinger, A Critical Lexicon and Concordance to the English and Greek New Testament, 396, def. 4a.]  [1908:  Heinrich A. W. Meyer, Epistle to the Romans, 237.]  [1909:  R. F. Weymouth, The New Testament in Modern Speech.]  [1910:  James Moffatt, The Holy Bible containing the Old and New Testaments.] 

Whether to translate ei as “if” or “since” in some contexts has been debated by Greek grammarians. Grammarians such as Daniel Wallace point out that there is no single pattern of words that can be translated “since.”[footnoteRef:1911] And this seems to be the problem from a grammatical standpoint. Grammarians would like to find a grammatical pattern in which ei would always best be translated as “since” (a pattern such as, ei combined with a word or words in the indicative mood having any tense). However, there is no such pattern. That has caused some translators to always translate ei as “if.” But just because there is no grammatical pattern to when ei should be translated “since” does not mean that there are not times when “since” is clearly the meaning of the word ei. This is shifting the definition of ei from a grammatical pattern to a contextual judgment call, which occurs constantly in Greek. Most Greek words have multiple definitions, and the proper one for any context is determined by that context, so the reader or translator makes a “judgment call” about the meaning of the word in that context. It seems clear that ei works that way as well. [1911:  Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics, “Conditional Sentences,” 680-711.] 

Thus, regarding certain cases involving the indicative mood, Wallace agrees that, “...the point of the argument [using ei] is based on the assumption of reality.” However, if there is an assumption of reality, then translating ei into English as “if” in those cases is suspect at best, and wrong at worst, because although in English we do sometimes use “if” when there is an assumption of reality, it is very rare. So rare, in fact, that a look through the Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary did not turn up a single example of “if” being used as assuming the reality of something. The plain fact is that in English, the word “if” almost exclusively introduces doubt. So since the word “if” generally introduces doubt in English, but sometimes does not in Greek, then we should feel free to translate ei as “since” (or a similar way such as “seeing that”) in the English text if that is what it will take to make the meaning of the verse clear and keep doubt from being introduced when there is no doubt implied in the Greek.
“we have died with Christ.” The fact that we died with Christ, were buried with Christ, and were raised with Christ shows that the salvation of the Christian believer, which has spiritual substance in the New Birth, is never in doubt. A Christian is a child of God by birth and that cannot be undone. (See commentary on Rom. 6:3. Also see Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation”).
“believe.” The Greek verb translated “believe” is pisteuō (#4100 πιστεύω), and it means to believe, to have confidence in. The evidence is clear that Christ died and rose from the dead to everlasting life, and the Bible says that when he died, we died with him, so the natural conclusion is that we will be raised from the dead to everlasting life, something that is made very clear by Ephesians 2:6, which says we are seated in heaven with him, a prophetic perfect idiom for the fact that we will be there with him in the future (see commentary on Eph. 2:6).
We must understand that when Paul writes that we “believe” we will live with him, he is not using “believe” like it is sometimes used in common English, for “think, wish, or hope.” This verse is not saying, “We think we will live with him,” or “We hope we will live with him,” it is saying, “This is what we believe: we will live with him.” Paul did not doubt he would live with Christ. Paul believed he would live with Christ, and we need to be confident of that also. When a Christian is saved, born again, he is baptized with Christ; died with Christ, buried with Christ, raised with Christ to everlasting life, and seated with Christ in heaven.
“live.” This refers to living forever. See commentary on Luke 10:28.
Rom 6:9
“from among the dead.” See commentary on Romans 4:24. Wuest: “out from among those who are dead.”
“has dominion.” The Greek verb is kurieuō (#2961 κυριεύω, pronounced kū-ree-'you-ō), and it is related to kurios, “lord.” It means to rule, have dominion over, have power over, or, as we would say, “be lord over” or even “lord it over” someone. Wuest translates it “exercises lordship,”[footnoteRef:1912] which seems to catch the sense exactly. Before coming to Christ, people were lorded over by death and had no escape from it. When Christ becomes the Lord in a person’s life, that person is guaranteed everlasting life, and death no longer exercises Lordship over the person. (cf. commentary on Rom. 6:14). [1912:  Wuest, Word Studies:Romans, 104.] 

Rom 6:13
“and do not offer any parts of your body to sin as instruments of unrighteousness.” The plural, “any parts” makes perfect sense when it comes to a Christian’s real life. It is usual for “part” of a Christian’s life to be given over to sin, but not all the parts. For example, some Christians have not disciplined their mouth, and regularly disobey God in what they say and the way they say it. Other Christians may have good control over what they say, but not good control over what they touch. Romans 6:13 is making the point that Christians should have godly control over their whole life.
Rom 6:14
“have dominion.” The Greek verb is kurieuō (#2961 κυριεύω, pronounced kū-ree-'you-ō), and it is related to kurios, “lord.” It means to rule, have dominion over, have power over, or, as we would say, be lord over or even “lord it over” someone. Wuest translates it “exercises lordship,”[footnoteRef:1913] which seems to catch the sense exactly. Before coming to Christ, the sinner’s lord was Lord Sin, who made a slave of the person and influenced him to sin. When the sinner comes to Christ, he dies in Christ and gets both a new Lord, and his body is made powerless to Sin (Rom. 6:6). Given the exchange of lordship, it needs to be expressed clearly that Sin no longer has lordship. (cf. commentary on Rom. 6:9). [1913:  Wuest, Word Studies: Romans, 108.] 

Rom 6:16
“sin resulting in death.” Disobeying and defying God only leads to more disobedience, and eventually death and everlasting death (cf. Rom. 6:19 and commentary on 2 Tim. 3:13).
Rom 6:17
“slaves of sin.” The Roman Cicero mentioned ways that a free citizen could still be a slave. “…anyone who is saddled with a greedy, violent, or simple-minded nature could be considered a slave. …a man who is under the thumb of a woman…People who devote inordinate amounts of time and effort to admiring and acquiring works of art could be considered slaves of the very things that they aspire to control through ownership…An excessive ambition…can turn a free man into a slave, if he is willing to sell out his honor to satisfy that ambition….”[footnoteRef:1914] [1914:  Marcus Tullius Cicero, Paradoxa Stoicorum (Stoic Paradoxes), c. 46 BC.] 

“were entrusted.” The Greek word paradidōmi (#3860 παραδίδωμι, pronounced par-a-'did-ō-mee) means to give over into the hands or power of someone else, to give something to keep to someone else, to deliver someone over into the custody of another. Lenski writes that it, “always implies handing someone over to what he does not want. It has that force here, for what sinner wants to be handed over to the slavery of God, wants to ‘be enslaved to righteousness?’”[footnoteRef:1915] [1915:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. Paul’s Epistle to the Romans, 426.] 

We were sinners and slaves to sin, but we were bought and paid for by Jesus Christ (1 Cor. 6:20), and so we were handed over to be slaves of righteousness. It was common in the Roman world for slaves to be bought and sold like cattle, so this illustration of being a slave to sin but then being bought and delivered over to being a slave for God would have had a great impact. And just as true to the text, although we know we wanted the sale to occur, our flesh still often resists being a slave of God and we battle with obeying the lusts of our flesh and with acting as if “Sin” was still our owner and master.
Rom 6:18
“having been set free” is in the passive tense. It is something that happens to us, we do not accomplish this freedom for ourselves.
Rom 6:19
“impurity.” The Greek word translated “impurity” is akatharsia (#167 ἀκαθαρσία), and it refers to being “unclean” before God. Akatharsia is “a state of moral corruption; immorality, vileness, especially of sexual sins”;[footnoteRef:1916] “in a moral sense, the impurity of lustful, luxurious, profligate living; used of impure motives in 1 Thess. 2:3.”[footnoteRef:1917] The dominant use of akatharsia in the New Testament includes sexual sin, but here it has a more general meaning but would include sexual sin. [1916:  BDAG, s.v. “ἀκαθαρσία.”]  [1917:  Thayer, s.v. “ἀκαθαρσία.”] 

[For more information on akatharsia, see commentary on Gal. 5:19.]
“resulting in more lawlessness.” Disobeying and defying God only leads to more disobedience (cf. commentary on 2 Tim. 3:13).
Rom 6:20
“free from obedience to righteousness.” The word “righteousness” is in the dative case. However, simply saying “freed to righteousness,” (which would be typical for a dative) is not very clear. The dative is a dative of relation, but what is the relation? Many translations simply set forth the relationship by saying, “free in regard to righteousness,” which is good but perhaps not as clear as it could be. Other versions say things such as “free from the control of righteousness” (NIV), or “free from allegiance to righteousness” (HCSB). The context makes it clear that this verse is describing the “master-slave” relationship, and continuing the personification of sin, but adding “Righteousness” as another Master (see commentary on Rom. 6:6). A slave only has one master to serve, and serving that master is an act of obedience within the framework of slavery. The Christian became a willing slave of Righteousness (Rom. 6:18). However, when we were unsaved and still slaves of Sin, we had no obedience to righteousness. Not surprisingly, that is how many unsaved people feel and act. They live their lives doing whatever they want, with no obedience to Righteousness at all. The obedience that exists in the master-slave relationship is the reason we define the relationship in this verse as one of “obedience.”
Rom 6:22
“life in the age to come.” This is the everlasting life that begins with the new Messianic Age, the Millennial Kingdom.
[See Appendix 1: “Life in the Age to Come.”]
Rom 6:23
“the wages of sin is death...the free gift of God is life in the age to come.” Romans 6:23 is one of the verses that sets forth the two ultimate future destinies God has prepared for humans. In the future, every human will either live forever or die forever—and it is their choice which future they will have. In Deuteronomy 30:19 God says, “I have set before you life and death, the blessing and the curse; therefore choose life so that you will live.” God wants everyone to be saved and have everlasting life (1 Timothy 2:4), but God gives the choice to us humans. John 3:16 is another verse that sets forth the two future destinies: God gave His Son “so that whoever believes in him will not perish, but have life in the age to come.” The two destinies are sometimes set forth by more than one verse (e.g., Matt. 7:13-14; 13:41-43, 47-50; , but as we see here in Romans 6:23, sometimes the two destinies are set forth in one verse (e.g. Matt. 13:30; 18:8, 9; 25:46; Mark 9:43, 45, 47).
To fully understand the difference between “death” and “life” in Romans 6:23 and other verses, we must understand that “death” is really “death,” it is not “living forever in pain.” Living forever in any state, good or bad, is not “death.” The teaching that unsaved people “burn forever in hell” is not correct and not biblical.
Something that helps to understand that “death” means “death” is to understand the difference between “telic” words and “atelic” words. A “telic” word inherently has an endpoint, while an “atelic” word does not have an inherent endpoint. Words like “torture,” “pain,” and “suffering” are atelic; the words themselves do not have an endpoint. Torture and suffering may go on for a minute, a month, a year, or forever. In contrast, words such as “death,” “destruction,” and “annihilation,” are telic, they have an inherent endpoint. If something does not actually die, then what happened to it was not “death.” The same is true with “annihilation.” If in the end, nothing is “annihilated,” then the process was not “annihilation.” It is important to understand the difference between telic and atelic words because the vocabulary God uses when it comes to the wicked is telic. They are dead, destroyed, and annihilated. They no longer exist in any way or form.
[For more on the unsaved experiencing death and annihilation in the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire,” and for more on telic and atelic words, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire,” under the New Testament word Apōleia]
“For the wages of sin is death.” Romans 6:23 is a general statement about sin causing death. Sin causes our first death, and if a person is not saved, it will cause his second death. The statement, “the wages ‘of’ sin,” is a subjective genitive and means “the wages paid by sin.”
Romans 6:23 continues the personification of “sin” that occurs in verses such as Romans 6:12, 14, 16, 17, 18, 20, and 6:22, in which “sin” is personified as a slavemaster. When we disobey God and live in sin, we are working for the slavemaster Sin, who pays us, but pays us by our own death. The word “sin” in Romans 6 has to be followed very carefully and can be somewhat confusing because it can refer to the sin we commit and/or it can refer to the personification of sin as a slavemaster.
The sin that would result in our death in Romans 6:23 is both original sin—that we have a sin nature—and the sins that we commit while living. Romans 5 tells us that Adam’s sin affected all people, and every person born after Adam except Jesus Christ, who was fathered by God, had a sin nature that doomed him to die.
Why are the “wages of sin,” i.e., the consequences of sin, so harsh? Why death? The answer is that by making the “wages of sin” death, God designed a righteous way of ridding the world of evil. Evil people will not humble themselves and come to God to be saved, so they will die forever and will not be part of the next life. A large percentage of the sorrow and pain we experience in this life is due to wicked people. So, in order to make the next life truly wonderful, God had to design the laws of life in such a way that wicked people would not live forever while at the same time honoring their free will choices. God did all those things by making death the consequence of sin.
God, in His love and grace, gave people free will. Also, He commanded us to obey Him, and told us that if we sinned we would die (Rom. 6:23). In fact, God made it very clear even from the time of Adam that the consequence of sin is death (Gen. 2:17). God’s desire, however, is for people to choose life over death (Deut. 30:19; Ezek. 33:11). But evil people are prideful and selfish and will not submit to God or be obedient to Him. They do not realize they are wrong and that they need to change, no matter how clearly and lovingly they are confronted and shown the harm they are doing. Like the Devil, they cannot be reformed unless they reform themselves, which they are generally unwilling to do (cf. Prov. 27:22). So, of their own free will they choose to live sinful lives without any genuine repentance even though God clearly stated their sin would result in their everlasting death. On the Day of Judgment God will honor their free will choice to continue in sin and not repent and get saved. He will give them the consequence that He warned them was coming—death. On the Day of Judgment, evil people will be consumed in the Lake of Fire (Rev. 20:13-15).
The wages of sin is now, and has always been, death. This means that anyone can pay for his own sin, although this truth is not often taught. All a person has to do to pay for his own sin is die. Of course, the problem with paying for your own sin is that you are dead; you cease to exist. Thankfully, God allows us to have someone else pay for our sin, but to make that payment the substitute must himself be sinless, and the only sinless person to ever live was Jesus Christ. So, the way for a person to acquire everlasting life is by having Christ pay for his sin.
From the very beginning and the very first sin, God showed that a person’s sin could be atoned for by someone else. For example, after Adam and Eve sinned, the evidence in Genesis is that God killed animals as a sacrifice, and from the skin of those animals He clothed Adam and Eve (Gen. 3:21). Thus, Adam and Eve were temporarily forgiven their sin by the death of a substitute, just as the New Testament says the “wages of sin” is death, but then allows us to avoid that death by accepting Jesus’ sacrificial and substitutional death. Animal sacrifices were a “type” of Christ, but they never totally forgave sin; they only covered sin temporarily until the sacrifice of Christ occurred. (see commentary on Rom. 3:26).
Another reason we know that sacrifice for sin was established by God very early is that Cain, the first human ever born, and his brother Abel, knew about sacrifice and even that there was an acceptable and unacceptable way to offer the sacrifice (Gen. 4:2-5). Also, there are many verses in the Torah, especially Leviticus, about people sacrificing animals to atone for sin and those sacrifices also served as a portrayal of the ultimate sacrifice of Jesus Christ. In fact, many things in the Tabernacle and the Temple helped portray the life and one-time sacrifice of Jesus Christ for everyone’s sin.
Everyone sins (Rom. 3:23), so how do people who want to obey God but sin because of their human weakness avoid their own death? As was stated briefly above, God has always provided a way for sinners to avoid death by accepting a substitute that will die in their place (Rom. 5:6-8). In the Old Testament, the sinner became identified with the sacrifice by placing his hand on the head of the animal as it was being killed, and in this way, it became a substitute for him and died in his place (Lev. 1:4). Today, we become identified with Jesus Christ by confessing that Jesus is our Lord and believing that God raised him from the dead (Rom. 10:9). His sacrificial death atoned for our sins once and forever so that, in spite of our sins, we can have everlasting life.
When the Bible says “the wages of sin is death,” it is not saying, or implying, that death is the only consequence of sin. The “wages of sin” is death (Rom. 6:23), but we must be careful not to take that one verse out from the context of the whole Bible. For example, Romans 6:23 never says that the “wages of sin” is immediate death. Before people die in Gehenna, the Lake of Fire, they are punished in proportion to their sin. The Bible says in many different places that people will be repaid for what they have done on earth (cf. Job 34:11; Ps. 62:12; Prov. 24:12; Jer. 17:10; 32:19; Ezek. 33:20; Matt. 16:27; Rom. 2:6; 1 Cor. 3:8). This is one reason the Bible says that for the wicked there will be “sobbing and gnashing of teeth” (Matt. 8:12; 22:13; 24:51; 25:30).
Romans 6:23 and Universalism: Some people believe that everyone who has ever lived will be saved. Theologically, this is called “Universalism.” Universalists believe that in the next life, things will be better because in part the people who are evil in this life will decide not to be evil in the next life. They think that God will reform all the evil people so they will be godly, or they think that when evil people really see God for who He is, they will repent of their evil and become kind and loving. They also usually assert that God is love and it would be unloving to annihilate anyone in the Lake of Fire. However, there is no reason to believe any of that.
When it comes to reforming people, how exactly would God do that? God gave people free will, and most people who are evil and hurtful do so out of the freedom of their will. They know they are being hurtful but they do not care. God gave angels and humans free will so we could make the free will choice to love Him and each other, and He is not going to take away free will in the next life. In fact, it is because people will have the free will to sin in the next life that the Bible says Jesus will rule as king with “a rod of iron” (Ps. 2:9; Rev. 2:27; 12:5; 19:15). It is wishful thinking unsupported by any Scripture to believe that people who have decided to be evil in this life will suddenly decide not to be evil in the next.
Although some Universalists say that people will change because they will see God and life for what it really is, that is just a theory, and there is no Scripture to back it up. In fact, we know that logic is false from the example of the Devil and his demons. They know God and come directly into His presence. They also know—because they are the cause of it—all the hurt and harm they cause, nevertheless, they remain evil, obstinate, and disobedient (Job 1:6; Matt. 8:29; James 2:19).
It is also a mistake to say that because God is love, He would not destroy anyone in the Lake of Fire. That idea is a complete misunderstanding of love. True love honors and values people by giving them free will, then giving them accurate information, and then honoring the choices they make, even if those choices are harmful or not what God wants for them. We would be offended at God if every time we did something that was not good for us, God intervened and stopped us. We would be upset with God if we wanted a coke and cookie but God turned it into water and broccoli to “help” us. We would be upset if we wanted to sleep late on a Saturday but God teleported us into the gym in a workout suit; or if we owed money on our credit card but tried to go out to eat, only to have God teleport us back to our kitchen for a less expensive meal; or if we had not read our Bible one day but sat down to watch TV only to have God make the TV disappear and a Bible appear beside us.
We instinctively recognize that love means giving others the right to make their own decisions, even if they are harmful and have harmful consequences. We also instinctively recognize that micromanaging someone’s life is not loving. God is love, and so He tells people how He wants them to live, and also what is wise to do and what is foolish and dangerous to do. He even sends prophets, pastors, teachers, and encouragers to help people make godly decisions. But in the end, God’s love means that He honors the choice the person makes. So, for example, if a person decides to commit suicide, He honors that terrible choice, and if a person decides to commit everlasting suicide, He honors that choice too. Sadly, wicked people are so selfish they would rather act in a way that brings them everlasting death than humble themselves to God and accept His narrow way to life, but that is their choice. God lovingly honors it.
The Bible has many verses that say the wicked will be destroyed and perish. Some only go so far as to say the wicked will be thrown into the fire, but Revelation 20:14 lets us know that the Lake of Fire is the “second death.” People thrown into the fire die, they do not repent and then get saved. The clear meaning of the Bible should not be distorted or twisted to say that unsaved people will not perish, they will indeed perish (cf. Job 20:8-9; 27:8; Ps. 1:6; 9:7; 37:9-10, 20; 52:5; 73:17-19; 92:7; 145:20; Prov. 10:25; 11:7; 13:13; Isa. 41:11; Ezek. 18:4, 20; 33:13-16; Nah. 1:10; Mal. 4:1-3; Matt. 3:12; 5:29; 7:13, 19; 10:38; 13:40-42; 18:8-9; 25:41, 46; John 15:6; 2 Thess. 1:9; 2 Pet. 2:6; Rev. 20:15; 21:8). Even Romans 6:23 is pointless if no one ever dies forever. Why say the wages of sin is death if in fact everyone is saved and lives? That would make Romans 6:23 a lie, and it is not a lie, it’s the truth.
[For more on sin, what it is, and what it does, see commentary on 1 John 1:7, “sin.” For the Old Testament statement that the wage of righteousness is life, see commentary on Prov. 10:16. For more on the figure of speech personification, see commentary on Prov. 1:20. For more on the wicked being punished in proportion to the evil they did, see commentary on Rom. 2:5. For more on annihilation in the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
“life in the age to come.” This is the everlasting life that begins with the new Messianic Age, the Millennial Kingdom.
[See Appendix 1: “Life in the Age to Come.”]
“in Christ Jesus.” The Christian’s life in the Age to come is due to, and in connection with, Jesus Christ. See commentary on Ephesians 1:3.
 
Romans Chapter 7
Rom 7:1
“brothers and sisters.” The Greek word for “brothers” often includes men and women, and it does so here.
[For more on brothers and sisters, see Word Study: “Adelphos.” For more on women’s involvement in the early church, see Appendix 11: “The Role of Women in the Church.”]
Rom 7:4
“brothers and sisters.” See commentary on Romans 7:1.
“became dead in regard to the law.” The Greek for “became dead” is thanatoō (#2289 θανατόω, pronounced than-a-'tah-ō), and it is the passive voice. It is literally, “put to death,” or more generally, “became dead,”[footnoteRef:1918] or “rendered dead.”[footnoteRef:1919] Thanatoō is a very strong word, and different from the word for “dead” in Rom. 7:2 and 7:3. It is not just that the believer “died,” but that we were put to death; we became dead to the law. How? “Through the body of Christ.” This is a continuation of our identity with Christ, which was a huge subject in Romans 6, which states that because of our union with Christ, our identity with him, we were crucified with him and died with him. By virtue of our identity with Christ, we were “put to death” with him to the law, or otherwise stated: we became dead in regard to the law through our identity with the body of Christ. [1918:  Nyland, The Source New Testament, 285.]  [1919:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. Paul’s Epistle to the Romans, 447-49; Meyer, Epistle to the Romans, 261.] 

One can see that the marriage analogy is not exactly correct, but gets us heading in the right direction. In the marriage analogy, the husband dies, which allows the woman to marry another. But in this analogy, it is not the law that dies, but it is the wife (the Christian); and it is by death then that we are freed to be married to Christ. This hearkens back to Romans 6, which says that we died with Christ when he died, and thus any ties to this world are broken by our death.
“dead in regard to the law through the body of Christ.” The “body of Christ” in this verse is not the Church, but the physical body of Christ, and the meaning of the verse is that we died to the law by means of Christ’s physical death on the cross.
“from among the dead.”[footnoteRef:1920] See commentary on Romans 4:24. [1920:  Wuest, New Testament, “up from among the dead,” 362.] 

Rom 7:5
“to produce fruit for death. It seems that Paul is personifying “death” here in the same way that he personifies “sin” in Romans 6 and 7 (see commentary on Rom. 6:6). There is a wonderful parallel in Romans 7:4 and 7:5. In Romans 7:4, the believer became “dead” in regard to the law due to the death of Christ, and then is able to produce “fruit for God.” In contrast, when we lived in the flesh, the law aroused sinful passions in us that worked in us to produce “fruit for death” (which could be understood by personification to be “produce fruit for Mr. Death”). Just as the believer produces “fruit for God” that blesses and helps God and His purposes and people in many ways, so too, the person who lives in the flesh produces “fruit for Mr. Death” that helps Death and his purposes and his evil people in many ways. The person who lives in the flesh helps the Devil and death in many ways.
It is important to note that the Greek can be read as a purpose or result clause. The REV translates it with the understanding that “for death” is a personification and parallel to “for God” in the previous verse. Some versions translate the verse as a result clause. For example, the NLT reads, “the law aroused these evil desires that produced a harvest of sinful deeds, resulting in death.” It is true that living by one’s sinful passions results in death, but while that translation is one legitimate meaning of the Greek, it seems that understanding “death” as a personification and magnifying the parallel between Romans 7:4 and 7:5 is what the text is trying to do.
Rom 7:6
“the new way of the spirit.” The Greek is literally “in newness of spirit” and it is contrasted with the old way of the “letter,” or better here, the “written code.” The concept of “new way” comes from the Greek kainos (καινός #2537), which is new in quality. The Greek language has an advantage over English because it has two completely different words for “new.” Kainos is new in quality, while neos (νέος #3501) is new in time. This verse uses kainos, so it is not a brand new spirit, but a new quality of the spiritual thing being referred to, thus a “new way.”
“of the spirit.” This genitive, “of the spirit,” has many possible meanings, all of them having some value. The most dominant meaning seems to be the genitive of character, where “spirit” defines the character of the relationship: that we have a new, “spiritual” way of living, not an old life based on the legal code. Also, however, the genitive of origin (the new way we do things originating from holy spirit) is true also, and the genitive of relation, the new way of life that involves our interrelation with the spirit, not just obeying the letter of the law.
Rom 7:7
“is the law sin?” God did not give Israel laws that were not good. The Bible specifically tells us “the law is holy, and the commandment is holy and righteous and good” (Rom. 7:12). Furthermore, God did not give Israel permission to ignore and twist His laws. God often warned the Israelites not to follow the pagan practices of other nations (cf. Lev. 18:3), but they made the free will choice to disobey Him. What ended up happening was that with the introduction of the law, there was a standard introduced, which the Israelites broke and thus were found to be living in sin.
“I would not have known sin if it were not for the law.” The law teaches us what sin is, or rather perhaps what is sin. Paul says that he would not have known what was sin and what was not except for the law, so the law became a guide to help us recognize sin. But as we read through Romans 7 we see that the law reveals sin but has no power to remove it. No amount of righteous behavior removes sin; sin sneaks in by way of our unrighteous behavior and sets us up to die. Life is not a game of “Which is more in your life, righteousness or unrighteousness? May the greater one win.” No, this is a game of “the wages of sin [any sin at all] is death” (Rom. 6:23). If you sin, you are a sinner and the wages of sin is death unless that sin can be atoned for. The law cannot do that. Only Jesus Christ can cleanse the sinner from sin and thus save his or her life.
So Paul finds out that the law shows him what sin is, but it does him little good. Now he knows he is a sinner but cannot get help from the law to cleanse himself from sin.
Rom 7:8
“But sin, seizing an opportunity.” Here Paul uses the figure of speech personification, presenting sin as if it were a living being, to increase the emotional punch of the points he is making. He continues to personify sin in Romans (see the commentary on Rom. 6:6).
[For more on the figure of speech personification, see commentary on Prov. 1:20.]
“that came through.” Cf. NIV. This is the preposition dia (#1223 διά) in the Greek. It is used here in Romans 7:8 to indicate the means by which sin seized the opportunity to produce coveting. It was “through” the command that sin did this; the command was the means through which sin seized the opportunity, thus, the opportunity was “afforded by” the command. It is important to note that it is not the law, “the commandment,” that produced the coveting, but the sin inside Paul.
Rom 7:9
“And I was alive apart from the law once.” This is not when Paul was a child. It was before his conscience and self-awareness grew to the point that his breaking of the law, ignorantly or purposely, pricked his heart. Thus, “when the commandment came” does not refer to the giving of law or “the Law,” because the commandment “came” centuries before Paul was born. It refers to when the commandment “came” into Paul’s heart and it really mattered to him to obey the commandment and please God.
Rom 7:10
“and I died.” Obviously, Paul did not physically die. Paul’s lighthearted, carefree, confidence that he was doing fine in life died, and Paul himself realized he could well be on his way to physical and everlasting death (this was before he believed in Christ and understood the New Birth). Ironically, before the law came to Paul, it was dead and he was alive (Rom. 7:8-9). But then sin came to life and Paul died (Rom. 7:9-10). So it is with us all. Before we truly understand the Lordship of Jesus Christ and the value and necessity of obeying God, the law is “dead” to us and we are carefree. But when our conscience awakes to the sin we commit, and sin becomes alive in our lives, then we “die.” The sinning we do will remain as long as we are alive in this flesh body, and the consciousness of our sin will haunt or tend to haunt us all our lives, but thankfully we do not have to let that keep us from serving God. It did not stop Paul, and it does not have to stop us.
“was meant to result in life…resulted in death.” The Greek text of Romans 7:10 uses the preposition eis (#1519 εἰς) two times, and eis can express both purpose and result. The first use of eis is in the phrase “was meant to result in life,” and the eis conveys the purpose of the law, that it was given with the purpose of life. The second use of eis conveys the result (“resulted in death”) (see also the commentary on Rom. 5:20).
The law was given “for life,” that is, to guide people so they could avoid sin and live: “You must therefore keep my statutes and my ordinances, which if a person does, he will live by them; I am Yahweh” (Lev. 18:5). But sadly it resulted in death because no one could keep the law.
“actually.” Compare NIV translation. There is no Greek word in this verse explicitly meaning “actually,” but it is nevertheless implied. Bringing out this implicit “actually” accomplishes two things. First, there is an emphatic “this” (hautē) in the Greek, literally, “the commandment for life, this resulted in death.” The translation “actually” serves to highlight the emphatic nature of the result. Second, it captures the sense of the two uses of eis, bringing into English how the purpose-result prepositions are playing off each other in Greek; the purpose of the law was life but it actually resulted in death.
“resulted in death.” The “death” in this verse is not physical death, but the “death” of the carefree state of living without an awareness of sin (see commentary on Rom. 7:9).
Rom 7:11
“sin.” Here the text uses the figure of speech personification, presenting sin as if it were a living being (see the commentary on Rom. 6:6).
[For more on the figure of speech personification, see commentary on Prov. 1:20.]
“and through it, killed me.” If we were to bring this verse into more vernacular English we might say, “For it was sin that, finding an opportunity through the commandment, completely deceived me, and used the commandment to kill me.”
Rom 7:12
“So then.” The opening question was, “Is the law sin?” Then followed the argument that made clear that it was the law that showed us right from wrong, but it was sin that used the law against us and by it, killed us. This, then, concludes the argument: “So then, the law is holy, righteous, and good; it is sin that is evil.” In fact, the reason that sin could use the commandment to kill us was that the commandment was so holy and righteous and good that we could not keep it, so we were always breaking it and bringing the penalty of “death” down upon ourselves.
“good.” See commentary on Romans 3:2.
Rom 7:13
“with the result that… with the result that.” This is the translation of hina with a verb in the subjunctive mood. We feel this should not be translated as a purpose clause, “in order that sin might be recognized…so that through the commandment.” The Greek conjunction hina can introduce a purpose clause or a result clause, and here it should be a result clause. Sin does not produce death with the purpose of being revealed for what it is. Sin does not want to be revealed, it prefers darkness and ignorance.
[For more information, see Word Study: “Hina.” Also see commentary on Rom. 5:20.]
Rom 7:14
“into slavery under the power of sin.” Here in Romans 7:14, the text uses the figure of speech personification, presenting “sin” as if it were a living being (see the commentary on Rom. 6:6). The Greek in this verse literally says we are “sold under sin,” but that was idiomatic for being sold as a slave to someone, whose power the slave was then under. That being said, there is no reason to introduce a literal reading that would not be understood by a modern reader, so we should translate the meaning of the idiom.
The Greek word for “sold” is pipraskō (#4097 πιπράσκω), and it is used of the selling of slaves (cf. Matt. 18:25), many of whom were captured in a war, and that is the context of Romans 7:14. In Romans 7:8, sin seized the opportunity, and in Romans 7:11 it found an opportunity. Sin made a surprise attack on us and enslaved us. The phrase paints a picture of sin’s dominating power over us. Like slaves being sold to a master, we are under the power of sin. The root of the power of sin in our lives is the sin nature that lives in us (see commentary on Rom. 7:17, “sin”).
[For more on the figure of speech personification, see commentary on Prov. 1:20.]
Rom 7:15
“For I do not understand.” The Greek sentence starts with the word “for,” and introduces a reason or explanation. Many versions omit the “for,” because it is not immediately clear, especially to the modern reader, why it is there. To understand what it is communicating, we must understand that to most people it is not readily apparent that they are the slaves of “Mr. Sin.” They just think that wanting things and doing things that are bad for them is “just natural.” But it is not, it is due to our sin nature, i.e., the fact that we are slaves to Mr. Sin. If we were going to fully expand Rom. 7:14-15 and add the unstated thought, we might say: “For we know that the law is spiritual, but I am of the flesh, having been sold as a slave to sin. I know this because I do not understand my own actions, for I am not practicing what I want, but I am doing the very thing I hate.”
“understand.”[footnoteRef:1921] Romans 7:15 is very hard to translate accurately because it contains three words that all more or less mean “do.” Thus the NIV translates them all as “do,” but then a lot of the meaning of the verse is lost. Here are the three words: “actions,” the Greek word katergazomai (#2716 κατεργάζομαι), is to bring about a result by doing something. “Practice,” the Greek word prassō (#4238 πράσσω), is to behave in a certain way, do, accomplish, perform. In this context, it would refer to that which is done a certain way, or “practiced.” “Do,” the Greek word poieō (#4160 ποιέω), is the closest to the English word “do.” Because the three words are all used in the same context, they are juxtaposed with each other, bringing out the subtle differences. [1921:  Cf. Wuest, New Testament, 363.] 

“hate.” The Greek word is miseō (#3404 μισέω), “hate,” but in Hebrew and Greek the word “hate” has a large range of meanings from actual “hate” to simply loving something less than something else, neglecting or ignoring it, or being disgusted by it. Here, Paul does the things that disgust him, and this is a common human experience. We want to be better than we seem to be able to be, and when we fall short we are disgusted and disappointed in ourselves, we “hate” what we do.
[For more on the large semantic range of “hate” and its use in the Bible, see commentary on Prov. 1:22, “hate.”]
Rom 7:17
“sin.” “Sin” dwells, or lives, in us even when we are not in the act of “sinning.” This is due to our “sin nature,” the nature we have as descendants of Adam. We have a sin nature, and it leads us to sin in our flesh. An unanswered and historically much-debated question is exactly how it came to be that everyone is under the power of sin. The term “original sin” does not occur in the Bible, but the doctrine of original sin and subsequent sin nature is clearly in the text. To summarize: the “original sin” was the sin that Adam committed, producing in him and then all of his descendants (thus all humans) an inescapable sin nature that results in the verdict of “death” in the eyes of God. When Adam knowingly and willingly disobeyed God and ate the fruit from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil (Gen. 3:6), his nature actually changed from being pure and blameless before God to being an impure, sinful nature. Worse, this sin nature was then somehow passed down to all his descendants; all mankind. But how did that happen? We do not know “how” the sin nature is passed from generation to generation, although there is much speculation about it. Perhaps it would be more honest just to say we are not sure. What we do know is that the Bible makes it clear that the nature of the Devil became the nature of Adam and Eve, and mankind has had a crafty nature ever since then.
In Genesis 2:25, Adam and Eve are portrayed as “naked” (Hebrew is arvm). In the next verse, Genesis 3:1, the serpent (which is the figure of speech hypocatastasis for the Devil,[footnoteRef:1922] cf. commentary on Rev. 20:2) is said to be more “crafty” (arvm) than any other creature. In the original Hebrew text, which had no vowel points, the root words are spelled the same: arvm (once the vowel points are added, which did not exist until after the time of Christ, the word could then be specifically seen to be pronounced “ah-'room” or “ah-'rome” depending on whether is it “crafty” or “naked”). Although many scholars say these two words are built from different trilateral roots, the spelling of the root words in Genesis are the same: ARVM; ayin, resh, vav, mem; as any good lexicon will show. Nevertheless, in Genesis 2:25 and Genesis 3:1, no one confuses them. No one thinks that in their primal state, Adam and Eve were “crafty” and the serpent was “naked.” However, after Adam and Eve sinned, what meaning do we assign to arvm? In Genesis 3:7, immediately after they sinned, the Bible says their eyes were opened and they knew they were arvm. But is that naked, or crafty? Actually both. They dealt with their nakedness in Genesis 3:7 by covering themselves, and they displayed their craftiness in Genesis 3:8-13 by first hiding from God and then, when He confronted them, blame-shifting. Adam openly blamed Eve, and although Eve told the truth when she said she had been deceived, she does not tell the “real truth,” which was that she thought the tree would be good for her (for food and to make her wise) and so willingly ignored God and followed the serpent’s advice. [1922:  Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 744-747, “hypocatastasis.”] 

Thus, although the Bible does not say exactly “how” Adam and Eve took on the nature of the serpent, something happened when they sinned that was deeper than just “a sin.” A regular sin can be forgiven with a simple and heartfelt, “I am sorry, will you forgive me?” But what happened to Adam and Eve could not be forgiven that easily. Their sin eventually resulted in their death, and the subsequent sin and death of all of their descendants. Furthermore, their sin could not be atoned for by a confession, it could only be paid for by death. God temporarily covered people’s sin by animal sacrifice in Old Testament times, but eventually, Adam’s sin had to be atoned for by the death of another perfect human being, the second Adam, the Lord Jesus Christ.
How do we know there is a “sin nature” that lives and works in all of us? Many ways. One of them is our inability to stop sinning. Countless thousands of good people have struggled with sin and tried desperately not to sin and to live blamelessly before God—all to no avail. One reason we sin, and cannot stop, is that it is our nature to sin. Paul wrote eloquently about man’s inability to do what he wanted and how we all end up doing things we do not want to do. He wrote: “I do not understand my own actions, for I am not practicing what I truly want, but I am doing the very thing I hate” (Rom. 7:15). Our sin and sin nature is why every human sins and needs a Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ.
Today we are 6,000 years removed from Adam, and the reality of Adam’s life and sin in the Garden is only “head knowledge” that we learn from the Bible. However, those who lived much closer to the time of Adam were much more in touch with the cause and reality of their sin nature and inability to stop sinning. Noah and his immediate descendants knew only too well about Adam and his sin, and the subsequent sin that brought the wrath of God upon the earth in the form of the Flood. So it is not unusual that people who lived about that time would write about mankind’s inherent sinfulness. Thus an Akkadian text reads, “All humans who exist are sinful.”[footnoteRef:1923] The city of Akkad was founded by Nimrod, the great-grandson of Noah and grandson of Ham, and is mentioned in Genesis 10:10). Similarly, an early Sumerian wisdom text reads, “Never has a sinless child been born to its mother.”[footnoteRef:1924] (Sumer was a city-state that predated Abraham). The inherent sinfulness of people was also mentioned by biblical characters who lived close to the time of the Flood. Eliphaz, a friend of Job, rightly said that man was “abominable and corrupt” (Job 15:16), and Bildad, another friend of Job, said, “...how can he who is born of woman be clean?” (Job 25:4). Later biblical writers also acknowledged the existence of a sin nature that made all people sinful. The Psalmist wrote that sin nature is passed on to the new human at conception (Ps. 51:5) and so the Psalmist says that the wicked, i.e., people who give in to that nature, go astray right from the womb and err from their birth (Ps. 58:3). [1923:  Quoted in The Anchor Bible Dictionary, s.v. “Sin: Origins and Universal Extent.”]  [1924:  James B. Pritchard, ANET, Ancient Near Eastern Texts, 590, line 102.] 

Another reason we know we have a sin nature and are inherently sinful before God is that if we did not have a sin nature, then a baby that died before it had a chance to sin would not need a savior to die for its sin, and so it could have everlasting life on its own merits. But the Bible makes it clear that babies must be saved too. For example, Romans 3:23 says that “all” have sinned. Not “all” except babies who have not sinned yet, but “all,” because babies are born with a sin nature and require a savior. Thankfully, the Bible says that God considers babies born to saved parents to be saved until they reach the age they can believe in Christ on their own (1 Cor. 7:14). That is a huge argument for being saved!
Although the sin nature and its effect are mentioned in both the Old and New Testaments, it is most clearly explained in the Epistles of Paul. We have already seen that Paul wrote about the effect of the sin nature on us—that we don’t do what we want to do and end up doing things we hate to do. Romans also shows us that sin is not only seen as an act against God that people do, but is seen as an independent power that lives in people and corrupts them. Romans 6 and 7 personify “Sin” as if it is a slaveowner who exercises an inescapable influence over us.[footnoteRef:1925] Romans 6:6 says we are slaves of Sin until we die (cf. Rom. 6:17, 20). In Rom. 6:12, 14 we have to fight to keep from obeying Sin and being subject to its lordship. In Rom. 6:18 we were freed from Sin by virtue of having died with Christ. In Rom. 7:5, 8, the Law, which should have helped us live godly lives, instead simply aroused sinful and rebellious passions in us, which is due to our sin nature, which naturally tends to resist godly authority. Romans 7:11 says that Sin searched for an opportunity to kill us, and did so through the Law. Then Romans 7 covers again the reason why we seem to be so rebellious, and it turns out that, “now I am no longer the one who is doing it, but it is the sin that lives in me” (Rom. 7:17). So Romans clearly sets forth a doctrine that there is sin living in me and lording itself over me that is not part of “me” but yet definitely inside me and influencing me. That is the sin nature, and we all have one that we inherited from Adam. Romans tells us we will be freed from our sin nature when we die. I serve Sin in my flesh now (Rom. 7:25), and I will serve Sin until I die and get a new body (cf. 1 Cor. 15:42-57; Phil. 3:21). [1925:  For more on the figure of speech personification, see Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 861-869.] 

Romans is also clear that sin came into the world through one person, Adam, and came to all mankind, resulting in death for everyone (Rom. 5:12). This “sin” has to refer to the sin nature, not just an act of sin, because Adam’s act of sin would not have made everyone else a sinner and doomed to death. Only a sin nature passed down from generation to generation to every human could do that. Romans continues to elucidate this truth, telling us that from one man who transgressed, sinning and condemnation to death came upon all people (Rom. 5:16-19). Why were all guilty, even those such as babies or those people born with no mental faculties? Because of the sin nature.
Galatians is another book that sets forth the difference between our sin nature and our godly nature. Galatians 5:16-17 shows the difference between the new godly nature a Christian gets when he is saved, called the “spirit,” and our ungodly sin nature bound up in our flesh.
The Bible does not answer many of the questions we have about original sin, such as how Adam’s sin affected the whole human race, or how the sin nature is passed from generation to generation. As with most subjects, there are many questions the Bible does not answer. However, that does not mean the Bible is not clear on the existence of original sin and its effect, which is everlasting death unless we are rescued by the Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ (Rom. 7:24-25).
Rom 7:20
“I myself.” Up to this point in Paul’s discussion regarding his struggle between sinning and living righteously, even as a Christian, he has been portraying Sin as a person. He has been personifying sin (Rom. 6:12, 17; 7:8-9, 11) and even other things like the law as well (Rom. 7:23). Here in Romans 7:20, Paul even further personifies sin to the extent that there are almost two people inside Paul, his true self and Sin (personified). This dichotomy is clearly laid out in Romans 7:25 when Paul distinguishes “I myself” and his “mind” against his “flesh.” Since Paul associates his righteous side with the phrase “I myself,” the REV clarifies this phrase in Romans 7:20 with “I myself” to help show that Paul sees himself as having two “selves” in this section, his true, righteous self, and the sin nature that lives in his flesh.
This should not be understood literally in such a way that Paul has lost control of his body, and a person ‘Sin’ has taken over, but in continuing his personification, he is describing how when he sins, because ultimately he does not love sin (Rom. 7:15), it is as if someone else is doing it, namely, Sin.
Rom 7:21
“So I discover.” Through self-examination and honest searching of himself and his circumstances, Paul “discovers” (or finds) the “law” “although I want to do what is good, evil is present in me.” The Greek word translated as “discover” is heuriskō (#2147 εὑρίσκω), which in this context means to discover or find after searching. Paul searched his heart and would have also searched the Word of God available to him, and found that the sin nature and thus the proclivity to sin was within him. No matter how he tried to rid himself of it, “evil is present” in his life (and in ours too!).
“this law.” Although the Greek word is usually understood as “law,” it can also refer to a principle or rule, which is what it means here (cf. CEB, CJB, CSB, NAB, NASB, NJB, NLT). It is not technically a “law” that every human has a sin nature or that every Christian has both a spiritual nature and a sin nature, it is a principle, the way things happen to be. It is likely referred to as a “law” because in many ways it acts like a law, it is an inescapable principle. The word “law” here in Romans 7 is also a sort of wordplay that is designed to catch the attention of the reader because the word “law” has different meanings in different verses in the section. For example, in Romans 7:9, 12, 14, 16, and 7:22, the “law” is the law of God, but in Romans 7:21 and 7:23, the “law” is more like a principle. Paul “discovered” this “law,” this “principle,” while he was striving to do good, because he constantly fell short of the mark and could not be as holy and good as he wanted to be.
“although I want to do what is good.” In the Greek, the word is wanting, a present participle showing a continual fact of wanting, from thelō (#2309 θέλω). Translations that read, “when I want to do good” make it sound as though the wanting is a particular singular instance, a one-time wanting to do a good thing; however, this is not the case. The “law of sin” (Rom. 7:23, 25) that Paul is discussing is the continual desire to be doing what is right, yet having evil within, and further, often giving in to it even though it is not what one truly desires. This is the culmination of the battle described in Rom. 7:14-20.
“evil is present in me.” Evil is present with each person both internally in the form of the sin nature, and outwardly as the sin nature outworks as the sin that each person commits. The evil in us needs to be suppressed, which is an effort of the will, and some people work hard to suppress evil and obey God, while others follow the leading of their evil nature and become very evil and ungodly.
Rom 7:22
“so far as my inner self is concerned.” The “inner self” is the real “you.” The “inner self” is the “you” that can talk to yourself. It is the invisible “self” that thinks and plans, and has desires and aspirations, and has deep emotions and feels great joy in some circumstances but great pain in other circumstances, and that makes decisions about what to do. It is the “you” that will be judged on the Day of Judgment. Paul refers to it in short as “my mind” in the last part of the sentence in Romans 7:23 (Paul also speaks of the inner self in 2 Cor. 4:16 and Eph. 3:16). Paul carefully separates his “inner self,” the “real Paul,” from his flesh body. In this context, note that he carefully defines his inner self as “I”: the real Paul does not do the good he wants (Rom. 7:19), it is sin in his body that makes him disobey (Rom. 7:20). Paul (“I”) wants to do good, but evil is with him and wages war against his mind and captures him to the law of sin in his physical body. Paul asks, “Who will rescue “me” (the real Paul)?” Jesus Christ will at the Rapture, when Christian salvation is complete and every Christian has a new, everlasting body like Christ’s glorious body (Phil. 3:21).
What Paul is saying here in Romans 7:22, is that his “inner self,” the “real Paul,” consists of his thoughts and emotions and decision-making capacity (his “mind”), and he delights in the law of God. However, Paul has a problem, which we can see when we read Paul’s complete sentence: “For I delight in the law of God so far as my inner self is concerned, but I see a different law at work in the parts of my body, waging war against the law of my mind and taking me captive to the law of sin that is in the parts of my body” (Rom. 7:22-23). The “law of sin” that is in Paul’s body is his sin nature. The sin nature is referred to in the Bible and by Christians by other names, including: “the law of sin” (Rom. 7:23, 25), the “flesh” (Gal. 5:16-26), and the “fleshly nature.”
Paul (and every human alive) has a sin nature that permeates his flesh body, which is why he writes, “I see a different law in the in the parts of my body...the law of sin that is in the parts of my body.” The “law of sin” is the sin nature that resides in every human born since Adam and Eve and is a reason every person sins (cf. Eccl. 7:20). The sin nature wages a war against godly thinking (Gal. 5:17) and takes us “captive to the law of sin that is in in the parts of my body” (Rom. 7:23). The sin nature in people is the reason that they cannot completely stop sinning even when they want to stop (Rom. 7:13-20), and because of the dominating effect of the sin nature, Paul rightly compares it by the figure of speech personification to a slave owner, with Paul (and us) being the slaves to sin: “I am of the flesh, having been sold into slavery under the power of sin” (Rom. 7:14). We will only be delivered from sin when Christ returns and we have new bodies like his glorious body (Phil. 3:21). Until that time it is up to us (the “real you;” the inner self) to do our best to control our lives and be godly.
Here in Romans 7:22, the Greek text has the preposition kata (#2596 κατά), which some English versions translate as “according to.” However, that translation is unclear in this context and makes the verse difficult to understand. The Greek preposition kata has many meanings and some Bible versions pick up on that and translate the verse more clearly. For example, the Moffatt Bible has, “I cordially agree with God’s law, so far as my inner self is concerned.” James Dunn has “But I rejoice in the law of God so far as the inner man is concerned.”[footnoteRef:1926] Other scholars shorten the sentence somewhat, for example, the ESV has, “For I delight in the law of God, in my inner being,” the HCSB has, “For in my inner self I joyfully agree with God’s law,” and many other modern translations are similar. Richard Longenecker has, “For in my inner being I delight in the law of God.”[footnoteRef:1927] The point of the preposition kata is to show that Paul’s thoughts and attitude agree with the law. However, Paul’s body is weakened by sin and the sin nature, so he ends up doing things he does not want to do. [1926:  Dunn, Romans 1-8 [WBC].]  [1927:  Longenecker, Epistle to the Romans [NIGTC], 856.] 

[For more complete information on the “inner self,” see commentary on 2 Cor. 4:16.]
Rom 7:23
“different law.” The “different” law that is in Paul’s body is the law of the flesh, called here in Romans 7:23, “the law of sin.” This “law,” is also sometimes referred to as the “sin nature,” the “fleshly nature,” or simply “the flesh” (Gal. 5:16). Paul words this sentence in a strange way because in Paul’s train of thought, the “different law” is taking Paul captive to “the law of sin” which is actually the same law as the “different law.” So, a clearer way to express this idea would be that the “different law” is taking him captive to itself.
Rom 7:24
“Who will rescue me.” Paul’s cry expresses the cry in the heart of every person. Since the Fall of Adam and Eve, we humans have been in broken, mortal bodies, and there is nothing we can do about it. No amount of exercise, vitamins or healthy eating can keep us healthy and alive, and no amount of “self-help” advice can fix our broken mental state. We need someone to rescue us, and it is the height of hubris and naïveté for anyone to think that they do not need help. Some people bravely speak about how they do not want to live forever and are happy just to get old and die without a savior and everlasting life. Sadly, they will not feel that way on the Day of Judgment, but then it will be too late—they will have made their choice and God will honor the choice they made. The best things a concerned Christian can do for those people is to tell them honestly that they should highly value their life and manner of living, pray for them, and hope that the seed planted about salvation through Jesus Christ will grow.
“this body of death.” Paul is speaking of the literal human body, which is mortal, just as he did in Romans 6:6; 6:12; and 7:23. This grammatical construction is the figure of speech antimereia which uses a noun in the genitive case as an adjective.[footnoteRef:1928] Although the phrase basically means, “this dead body,” there is a lot more to it than that. First, however, by using “death” as a noun in the genitive case the phrase emphasizes “death,” whereas a simple adjective phrase, “this dead body,” emphasizes “body.” Another example would be, if we wanted to speak of how powerful angels were, we might say, “angels of might,” emphasizing “might,” instead of “mighty angels.” [1928:  Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 491, “antimereia.”] 

Grammarians who do not recognize the figure of speech sometimes say the Greek phrase should be, “the body of this death,” but that is not the case. Besides, Paul is not speaking of “this death” as if there was some other kind of death. There is only one death, and “this body” is subject to death—it is always in the process of breaking down and dying—and it will eventually totally die.
The phrase “this body of death” is more than just a way to say, “this dead body” and emphasize “dead.” As well as being an antimereia, the phrase “of death” can also be a genitive of relation, that is, our body that has a relationship with death, and it can also be a genitive of production, our body that produces death. Many things about our life are marred by our body “of death.” Of course, we age and die, but we also constantly live under the threat of unexpected death. And because our bodies are “of death,” we constantly deal with what our “body of death” produces in us, including both physical weakness and sicknesses, and mental weakness, disease, and deficiency.
We humans are all inherently broken people, both mentally and physically, but that is unacceptable to the world around us, and we spend a good deal of time and energy trying to cover up our faults and failures and “have it all together.” That leads to fear, shame, blaming, and dishonesty in general. Each of us needs to be rescued from our body of death, and Jesus Christ will rescue every Christian. No wonder we rejoice in the hope of the glory of God (Rom. 5:2).
Occasionally a commentator will say that Paul’s cry to be delivered from this “dead body” is an allusion to the fact that apparently, at least one ancient tyrant tied a dead body to a living criminal as a form of execution. In the Aeneid (lib. viii. ver. 485) the Roman poet known as Virgil (Publius Vergilius Maro; 70-19 BC) described an ancient tyrant who had a dead body tied face to face with a criminal until the criminal died of the putrification. However, even Virgil called the act a “monstrous crime,” and there is no evidence it was a custom in Greek, Roman, or Eastern society. Besides the fact that tying a criminal to a dead body was at best an extremely rare form of punishment with only one attested case in ancient history, a couple of other things also militate against the passage being an allusion to Virgil.
For one thing, the parallel is not accurate. The tyrant tied a dead body to a criminal, but in our case, we ourselves are the dead body. Both our mental life and physical life are dying, then dead, and always in need of redemption. “We” are not tied to a dead body, we are the dead body. (We should point out that at first glance orthodox Christianity seems to fit the analogy here in Romans because it teaches that our “spirit” is our “true self” and is tied to our body until it is released when our body dies. But our spirit is not released when we die, “we” are dead in every sense of the word (see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead”). Furthermore, the analogy would not be accurate because at the resurrection all the saved people get new bodies, so we are not delivered from having bodies, we are delivered from our dead bodies).
Another thing that militates against this being an allusion to Virgil is that the message of the New Testament is that God will redeem our sin-stained flesh and make it new flesh. Jesus is our great example. His resurrected body was spiritually powered, but was nevertheless still flesh and bone, even as he said. When the disciples called him a “spirit,” he retorted: “See my hands and my feet, that it is I myself. Touch me, and see. For a spirit does not have flesh and bones as you see that I have” (Luke 24:39 ESV). At the Rapture, our old flesh becomes new flesh, but it is still flesh. This is not what happened with the criminal and dead body. The criminal’s body was not redeemed from the dead body it was tied to, it died along with the other dead body. But Paul does not want to be dead, he wants to be delivered from the body of death and have a new “living” body, like Jesus promised he would have (Phil. 3:21). Thus, most commentators stay away from the analogy, and simply make the point that is made throughout Romans, that our flesh is dead and not able to keep God’s law or attain to His righteousness. Paul knows this and is tired of fighting his weak and carnal flesh, and wants to be delivered from it, which he knows will happen someday through Christ Jesus.
Rom 7:25
“sin.” Here the text uses the figure of speech personification, presenting sin as if it were a living being (see the commentary on Rom. 6:6).
[For more on the figure of speech personification, see commentary on Prov. 1:20.]
 
Romans Chapter 8
Rom 8:1
“Therefore.” If we were to have an expanded and paraphrased version of Romans 8:1, it could read like this: “Therefore, based on the arguments and logic presented in chapters 3-7, now, due to the death of Christ that paid for sin, there is no “condemnation”—that is, no sentence of death and no death in the Lake of Fire—for those people who confessed Christ as Lord and thus got born again and who are now in union with Christ Jesus by virtue of being part of the Body of Christ.”
Here in Romans 8:1, the “therefore” is pointing to a conclusion that is based on the arguments presented earlier in Romans, especially Romans 3-7. The word “therefore” is not the typical Greek conjunction oun (#3767 οὖν; meaning “then,” “therefore,” “accordingly,” “consequently”), that is translated as “therefore” numerous times in Romans, but rather it is the conjunction ara (#686 ἄρα). Ara denotes a declarative statement that follows as a consequence or outcome on the basis of what precedes, much like other conjunctions that indicate corollaries or conclusions drawn from previous discourse. But Paul’s typical construction using ara is usually in combination with oun (cf. Rom. 5:18; 7:3, 25; 8:12; 9:16, 18; 14:12, 19). Here, the conjunction ara by itself is likely functioning as a weaker conjunction and probably is used not so much to indicate a direct link to what immediately precedes (chapter 7) but more so to indicate a broader scope of context that includes the entirety of what Paul has been building toward all along in his letter (chapters 3-7). That makes sense in light of the fact that Romans 8:1 then becomes a kind of conclusion to the arguments that Paul has been building since the beginning of Romans, especially chapters 3-7.
“no condemnation for those who are in union with Christ Jesus.” The meaning of this sentence is that those people who have taken Jesus as Lord (Rom. 10:9) and are in union with him will never die in the Lake of Fire. They have everlasting life and will be with Christ in his kingdom forever. God condemned sin (Rom. 8:3), so there is no condemnation for saved people.
The negation “no” (oudeis) is a much stronger negation than other simple words commonly translated “no” in Greek (e.g., mē or ou). Oudeis is actually an emphatic term that indicates the totality of the negation. Paul uses it again in Rom. 14:7, “For none [oudeis] of us lives for himself, and none [oudeis] of us dies for himself.” The idea is that there is absolutely “not any” condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.
“Condemnation” is the Greek word katakrima (#2631 κατάκριμα), and in this context, it refers to both the pronouncement of guilt and also ultimately the infliction of punishment. Thus, in a legal setting, as here in Romans, katakrima refers to both the guilt of the offender and the retribution the offender deserves and will receive for the offense.
The word katakrima only occurs three times in the New Testament: Romans 5:16, 18, and here in Romans 8:1. The use of katakrima in Romans 5:16 and 5:18 reveals its meaning here in Romans 8:1. Romans 5 is about Adam’s transgression and how Adam’s sin resulted in condemnation for all people. Romans 5:16 says that “judgment came from one transgression [Adam’s sin] resulting in condemnation,” and Romans 5:18 says, “So then, just as through one transgression the result was condemnation for all people….” Romans 5 is saying that Adam sinned, and the result was “condemnation” for everyone: every person is guilty before God and without Christ’s intervention will die in the Lake of Fire (Rev. 20:11-15).
But no one has to die in the Lake of Fire. Romans 5 also says that Jesus died in place of sinners (Rom. 5:6-10). Thus, people who trust in Christ and take him as Lord are “declared righteous” in the sight of God and “will be saved” (Rom. 3:21-24; 10:9). Romans 6:3-8 further explains that when a person becomes a Christian, they are “in union with Christ;” that is, they are part of the Body of Christ, and are identified with him. Christians died with Christ and were buried with Christ, and they will also be resurrected as Christ was.
When Romans 8:1 mentions “condemnation,” it is continuing the thought of the previous chapters and speaking of the “condemnation” mentioned in Romans 5, the sentence of death upon us that came from the sin of Adam. It says that “there is now no condemnation for those who are in union with Christ Jesus.” So those people who made Christ Lord and are now in union with him are no longer condemned and under a death sentence. There is “no condemnation” to them. No Christian will be condemned to the Lake of Fire.
Because all those who are joined in union with the risen Christ are part of his Body, it would be as impossible for Christians to be condemned to death in the Lake of Fire as it would be for Christ to be condemned to death. Everyone who has placed their faith in Christ has become spiritually united with him and his righteousness has been counted to them as their righteousness. For those who have been united with Christ, they are described as dying with Christ, being buried with Christ, and being risen with Christ to new life free from the power of sin and death (Rom. 6:3-11). Thus, for the one who has trusted in the finished and efficacious work of the Lord Jesus Christ, there is “now,” NOW and forevermore, no condemnation for those who are united with Christ as part of his own body.
Some Christian groups treat Romans 8:1 as if it were saying that when a person sins or makes a mistake, they should not feel any “condemnation,” that is, any guilt over it, and they should move on with their lives. That is not what Romans 8:1 is saying. Romans 8:1 is not about any feeling of self-condemnation or guilt over sin. Romans 8:1 is about the condemnation to death that people deserved because of the sin of Adam (Rom. 5:16, 18), and how that now, in union with Christ, there is no sentence of death to the Christian; Christians will live forever with Christ. While it is true that if a person sins, they should confess their sin and make restitution for it (cf. 1 John 1:9), that kind of personal sin and self-condemnation (or condemnation by others because one has sinned) is not what Romans 8:1 is speaking about. Romans 8:1 tells us there is no death sentence on a Christian: they are united with Christ and have everlasting life.
[For more information on being “in union with” Christ, see commentary on Rom. 6:3 and Eph. 1:3. For more information on the Christian’s identification with Christ, see commentary on Rom. 6:5.]
[“who walk not after the flesh but after the spirit”]. There are two major variants to the accepted Greek text of Romans 8:1. One of those has not been accepted by any New Testament translators and thus does not appear in any English Bible. The other variant is translated as “who walk not after the flesh but after the spirit,” and it occurs in some later manuscripts and was accepted into the King James and New King James versions. Due to that fact, that variant reading has gotten wide exposure despite the fact that the older and better New Testament manuscripts—and the modern English versions—do not include it. The shorter reading “is strongly supported by early representatives of both the Alexandrian and the Western types of text.”[footnoteRef:1929] The variant phrase seems to have been a scribal addition to make Romans 8:1 agree more with Romans 8:4. [1929:  Bruce M. Metzger, Textual Commentary, 515.] 

Rom 8:2
“in Christ Jesus the law of the spirit of life.” The Greek word translated “law” is nomos (#3551 νόμος), and it has a very wide semantic range. Its meanings include the Mosaic Law; the entire Old Testament; a law, rule, regulation, principle, precept, or injunction; anything that is established in the culture, for example, an established custom; and, the moral instruction given by Christ. The exact meaning of nomos in any given context must be determined from that context. Here in Romans 8:2-3, Paul is using the word “law” in two different ways, something that would not be confusing to people who lived in the culture of the time and were familiar with the many meanings of “law.” In Romans 8:2, “law” (which occurs twice) refers to a principle or rule rather than the Mosaic Law. The principle or rule of the spirit of life has set us free from the principle of sin and death.
While it is true that the “law” (the “principle”) of sin and death was intertwined with the Mosaic Law and at work in it, the principle of sin and death was larger than just the Mosaic law and sin and death existed before the Mosaic Law. However, the law of sin and death can be clearly seen in the Law of Moses because although it guided people as to right and wrong, it also brought people’s sin to light (Rom. 4:15; 5:20; 7:7-10), and because no one could keep the Law, no one was ever saved by the Law (Gal. 2:16). In contrast, the new law, “the law of the spirit of life” came in connection with Christ Jesus and the work that he did to pay for the sins of humankind by his sacrificial death. So now people are saved by trust in Christ and not by striving to keep the Mosaic Law (Rom. 3:21-22, 28; 4:13-16, 23-25; 5:1-2; Gal. 3:11-14).
“has set you free…” The texts vary as to whether, “I,” “you,” or “we” have been set free, but “Impressed by the weight of the combination of Alexandrian and Western witnesses, a majority of the Committee preferred σε [you] as the earliest attainable text.”[footnoteRef:1930] [1930:  Metzger, Textual Commentary, 516.] 

Rom 8:3
“For what the Law was not able to do.” The verb is passive, not active, and thus could also be translated, “It was impossible for the Law.” It was impossible for the Law to bring about righteousness for people because it only showed what sin was—actually it made everyone “guilty”—but what was impossible for the Law God did by sending His Son.
“since.” Not “because,” but “since.” The phrase en hō (ἐν ᾧ) sets the limits or defines the boundaries in which the Law is limited. The Law itself was not weak. But it was weak “since” it was limited in us, by our flesh. If we say, “the Law could not do something because it was weakened by our flesh,” it makes it seem like the Law was weak. It was not. We were weak, so there were things that the Law could not do in regard to us humans.
“the likeness of sinful flesh.” The Greek is homoiōma (#3667 ὁμοίωμα), and it means likeness or resemblance.
This phrase is one of the most helpful phrases in understanding what the point of the virgin birth was. Scripture never explicitly teaches in what exact way Jesus differs from the rest of humanity due to his being born of a virgin. For example, Scripture never says, ‘Jesus was born of a virgin so he is 50% man and 50% God’ or that he is ‘100% man and 100% God’ (which is what Trinitarians assert, and is a contradiction), or that he is ‘100% man’ because of the virgin birth. Ultimately, Scripture does not tell us how exactly the virgin birth affected Jesus’ genetics.
However, many clues throughout Scripture help us determine how the virgin birth helped Jesus fulfill his role as Messiah. First, the Scriptures consistently testify to Jesus being a “man” (1 Tim. 2:5; Acts 2:22; 17:31; John 8:40), but never describe him as a “God-man” or as “God.” Therefore, it can be deduced from the language of Scripture that the virgin birth did not make Jesus part God and part man, or fully God and fully man, or else simply referring to him as a “man” would be misleading.
Secondly, the Scriptures clearly present Jesus as being a sinless (2 Cor. 5:21; 1 Pet. 2:22; Heb. 4:15) human, and since he is the only human who was born of a virgin and conceived by the Holy Spirit, it is extremely likely that his being born of a virgin helped enable him to be sinless.
The last piece of the puzzle and final clue in helping us determine the effect of the virgin birth is found in two passages, Hebrews 2:14 and here in Romans 8:3. In these passages Jesus is said to be “like” or “similar to” humanity. The phrase Paul uses in Romans 8:3 is “in the likeness of sinful flesh.” Notice that Paul did not say that God sent Jesus ‘in sinful flesh’ but he specifies “in the likeness of sinful flesh.” Paul is clarifying that Jesus’ body was not made of “sinful flesh” but was very similar to it. Now, this does not mean that Jesus was not human, it just means that his flesh was not “sinful flesh.” One can fully be human without having sinful flesh. Adam was the first human and before the fall, he did not have “sinful flesh,” yet, after, he did (Gen. 3:7, 19). Therefore, Jesus could still be fully human and not have sinful flesh, there is no contradiction.
Likewise, James 3:9 says we humans are made in the likeness of God, but of course, there are huge differences between us and God, and just because Jesus was made in the likeness of sinful flesh does not mean he was sinful or had a sin nature. Paul’s teaching in Romans 8:3 helps us understand the way in which Jesus differs from the rest of humanity: Jesus’ flesh was similar to ours, but was not sinful.
Hebrews 2:14 also teaches that Jesus “shared the same” flesh and blood as the rest of humanity. So, we can conclude that Jesus shared the same body as the rest of humanity but the difference, which Paul clarifies in Romans 8:3, is that he does not have “sinful flesh” or what some scholars call a “sin nature.”
[For more on whether Jesus is called “God” see the commentary on John 20:28. For more on Jesus not having a sin nature, see commentary on Heb. 2:14.]
In conclusion, the scriptural evidence suggests that the virgin birth of Jesus caused him to be born fully human, but without a sin nature like the rest of humanity. He was able to be the true Son of God by the virgin birth, just like Adam was a son of God when he was created without a sin nature. Jesus looked like a sinful human, but he was not one. Jesus was tempted like we are, yet without sin (Heb. 4:15).
“as an offering for sin.” Jesus was given as an offering for sin, the antitype of all the sacrifices for sin, going all the way back to the Garden of Eden, in which God clothed Adam and Eve with animal (probably sheep) skins.
“He condemned sin in the flesh.” This is saying that God “condemned” sin in the sense that He both sentenced it to “death” or “destruction,” and that He also destroyed sin “for those who are in union with Christ Jesus,” i.e., for those people who have confessed Christ as Lord and become born again (Rom. 8:1). John Murray writes: “The word ‘condemn’ is used in the New Testament in the sense of consigning to destruction as well as of pronouncing the sentence of condemnation (cf. 1 Cor. 11:32; 2 Pet. 2:6). That is to say, condemnation may be viewed as not only the sentence but the putting of the sentence and execution.”[footnoteRef:1931] In other words, God both sentenced sin to death and then killed it. [1931:  Murray, The Epistle to the Romans [NICNT], 278.] 

This statement that God “condemned” sin, and thus destroyed its power, explains Romans 8:1, that there is now no “condemnation” (that is condemnation to destruction in the Lake of Fire) for those people who are saved. Since everyone sins, and since the wages of sin is “death” (i.e., “destruction”; Rom. 6:23) something had to be destroyed—either the sinner or the sin. So, God acted and condemned sin to death for the believer through the work of Jesus Christ, so the Christian believer now no longer has to have a fear of death in the Lake of Fire.
But what does the statement that God condemned sin “in the flesh” mean? Colin Kruse writes, “It is unlikely that sin ‘in the flesh’ designates the type of sin condemned, that is, human sin, because there is no other type of sin in view. Therefore, ‘in the flesh’ is better taken to designate the place where sin was condemned. And because the apostle had just said that God sent his son ‘in the likeness of sinful flesh and as a sin offering,’ it is best to think of sin being condemned in the ‘flesh’ of Jesus Christ, that is, when God presented his son as a sin offering….”[footnoteRef:1932] Kruse goes on to make the point that the sin offering of Christ paid for the sins of humankind, and thus “absorbed” humanity’s sin and thus also the penalty for it. So, God condemned sin by means of the flesh sin offering of Jesus Christ, and then by extension God “condemned sin in the flesh” for all those people who get born again and become part of the Body of Christ, which is why Christians are “dead to sin” (Rom. 6:3-11). [1932:  Kruse, Paul’s Letter to the Romans [PNTC], 327.] 

The fact that the believer died with Christ and their “sin in the flesh” was condemned and destroyed by the justice of God, is why Romans 6:5 can say, “if we have become united with him in a death like his, we will certainly also be united with him in a resurrection like his,” and thus assure believers that they will be in the resurrection and live forever.
Rom 8:4
“so that.” God sent his Son and condemned sin in the flesh both for the purpose of the law being fulfilled in us, and resulting in the law being fulfilled in us. This is a purpose-result clause.
[For more information, see Word Study: “Hina.”]
Rom 8:5
“For those who are living according to the flesh set their minds on the things of the flesh.” The Greek is very clear. Those who are of the flesh, who do not have spirit, set their minds on the things of the flesh. It is wrong to translate this verse as “Those who live…” or “Those who walk….” This verse is saying behavior follows nature.
Rom 8:6
“life.” Not everlasting life. Setting your mind on spiritual things does not keep you saved. This is the use of “life” that is life to the full, the enjoyment of life (cf. 1 Thess. 3:8.) “The ‘life’ he offers speaks of full satisfaction and the exercise of one’s total abilities. Oh, to live life at its fullest and best! Many people think they are really living today, but it is a shoddy substitute for the life God wants to provide.”[footnoteRef:1933] [1933:  J. Vernon McGee, Thru the Bible: Romans, Chapters 1-8, 104.] 

Rom 8:7
“because” (dioti) means “because” in this context.[footnoteRef:1934] [1934:  BDAG Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “διότι.”] 

Rom 8:9
“in the spirit.” There is no definite article “the” in the Greek text but it is supplied in the REV because the verse makes more sense in English that way. In the Greek text, the definite article “the” is not supplied before “holy spirit” because a preposition (in this verse, the preposition en) can make pneuma (spirit) definite without the article. In Greek, if a preposition governs a noun (generally by coming right before the noun), it is the context that determines whether the noun is definite or not, and therefore whether there should be a “the” in the English translation. Daniel Wallace writes: “There is no need for the article to be used to make the object of a preposition definite.”[footnoteRef:1935] A. T. Robertson writes: “...the article is not the only means of showing that a word is definite. ...The context and history of the phrase in question must decide. ...[As for prepositional phrases], these were also considered definite enough without the article.” Robertson then cites some examples that use the preposition ek.[footnoteRef:1936] [1935:  Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics, 247.]  [1936:  Robertson, Grammar of the Greek New Testament, 790-792.] 

“if in fact the spirit of God lives.” The eiper, “if,” “does not question the fact expressed (as if some of the Romans were remiss) but emphasizes it….”[footnoteRef:1937] The NRSV says “since,” (as does the interlinear by Brown and Comfort[footnoteRef:1938]). The phrase “of God” is a genitive of origin; it is the spirit from God. [1937:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. Paul’s Epistle to the Romans, 527, on Rom. 8:17.]  [1938:  Robert K. Brown, and Philip W. Comfort. The New Greek-English Interlinear New Testament.] 

“spirit of Christ.” This is not a different spirit than the gift of holy spirit from God in the first part of the verse. Rather it is a different name for holy spirit. The genitive “of Christ” places the emphasis in a couple of different ways.[footnoteRef:1939] First, since his ascension, it has been Jesus Christ who has given the holy spirit; so it is a genitive of origin: “spirit from Christ.” Also, holy spirit allows us to relate to Christ: to better understand the aspects of the Christ and also to be like him. Thus “spirit of Christ” is also a genitive of relation. Second, very accurately, anyone without “spirit of Christ,” i.e., holy spirit, “this one is not his.” A Christian is one who has the seed of God born and sealed within him, and thus is a partaker of the divine nature. A person without holy spirit is not a Christian. [1939:  Cf. Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 804-806, “amphibologia.”] 

[See Word Study: “Amphibologia.”]
Rom 8:10
“life.” Not just “alive,” but “life.” The gift of holy spirit in each believer is our true life now, and our guarantee of everlasting life later.
Rom 8:11
“he who raised Christ.” Although there are some Greek manuscripts that read “Christ Jesus,” that seems to be the result of what scholars refer to as “the expansion of piety,” where things such as titles of Christ get expanded due to reverence. The majority of modern translations simply read “Christ,” although many say “Christ Jesus.”
“from among the dead.”[footnoteRef:1940] See commentary on Romans 4:24. [1940:  Cf. Wuest, New Testament, “out from among the dead,” 365.] 

Rom 8:12
“brothers and sisters.” The Greek word for “brothers” often includes men and women.
[For more on brothers and sisters, see Word Study: “Adelphos.” For more on women’s involvement in the early church, see Appendix 11: “The Role of Women in the Church.”]
Rom 8:13
“live.” The Greek is zaō (#2198 ζάω) which means “live,” but the verb is in the present tense, active voice, indicating an ongoing action. While clearly expressing the present active form of the Greek does not make a dramatic difference in English in some places, it often makes a big difference. A very clear example of that occurs in the Sermon on the Mount. Although most English Bibles just say, “ask...seek...knock,” the present active form of the verb makes the following a much better translation and one that is open to much less confusion: “Keep asking, and it will be given to you; keep seeking, and you will find; keep knocking, and the door will be opened to you! For everyone who keeps asking receives, and the one who keeps seeking finds, and to the one who keeps knocking the door will be opened” (Matt. 7:7-8). Similarly, what Jesus was asking the disciples to do is much clearer in John 14:11 when the tense and voice of the verb are openly brought into English: “Keep on believing me....” In the Epistle of 1 John, the present tense, active voice can make the text much more emphatic: “If we say that we have fellowship with him but continue to walk in the darkness, we are lying and are not obeying the truth. But if we continue to walk in the light as he is in the light, we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus his Son cleanses us from all sin” (1 John 1:6-7). Here in Romans 8:13, those who continue to live in the flesh are about to die.
“will certainly die.” The Greek word mellō (#3195 μέλλω) means “to be about to; to intend to; to occur at a point in the future subsequent to another event and to be closely related to that event; to delay.”[footnoteRef:1941] Here mellō refers to an outcome that is going to occur in the future. It refers to the certainty of an outcome and not merely a possibility, and thus the translation “will certainly” helps to convey that idea rather than “about to” because “about to” carries the implication of something taking place sooner rather than later and doesn’t emphasize the definitiveness of it. [1941:  Thayer, s.v. “μέλλω”; Louw and Nida, s.v. “μέλλω”; Lenski’s translation, St. Paul’s Epistle to the Romans, 515.] 

This verse is not contrasting non-Christians and Christians, but Christians with other Christians. To fully grasp this, we need to look back at the context of Romans 7:14-8:18. In Romans 7:14-25, Paul begins by informing us of his own inner struggles with his flesh. He says things such as “…I am of the flesh, having been sold into slavery under the power of sin;” “…I am not practicing what I truly want, but I am doing the very thing I hate;” “…the desire to do what is good is present in me, but the ability to do it is not;” “…I do not do the good that I truly want to do, but I practice the very evil that I do not want.” Paul continues by informing us that he fights against the law of sin that is still inside him, and God is the only means of victory over the law of sin.
In Romans 8:1-18, Paul continues the thought about the battle we face in the flesh and informs the Romans that they will go through the same struggle with their sinful nature. He tells them of the two different ways in which a Christian can live, from the spirit or from the flesh, and what each choice brings. Paul informs the Romans that the only way to stand strong is through the spirit. Romans 8:13 is part of the overall context and is addressed to Christians. It is not suddenly contrasting Christians, who walk by the spirit, with non-Christians who do not and will eternally die.
Most of the commentators say that this verse refers to a Christian losing his salvation by not walking in the spirit, however, this belief conflicts with the salvation picture painted by the Epistles (see the third point in the commentary on Eph. 1:13); especially when 2 Corinthians 5:5 says that salvation is guaranteed for us. The verse does not say, “you will lose your salvation,” it simply says, “if you live according to the flesh, you are about to die.” The question is: what will die if you live in the flesh? The answer is that Christians will lose their “life,” their enthusiasm, joy, peace, and feeling of connection with God, if they live according to their fleshly desires. J. Vernon McGee writes about the “death” in this verse, stating that it relates to a person’s fellowship with God, not to his physical or eternal death: “Die to God. That is, you have no fellowship with Him. I am not talking about a theory. If you are a child of God, you know this from experience.”[footnoteRef:1942] In Absolutely Free, Hodges also hits upon this point by saying, “Pursue sin, warns Paul, and your existence will be an experience that accords with the deadness of your physical body.”[footnoteRef:1943] In verse 6, Paul contrasted death with “life and peace.” Throughout Romans, the phrase “life and peace” is used to mean abundant life, so it is logical that “death” must refer to the opposite of life and peace, which would be a loss of enthusiasm, peace, and the feeling of connection to God (see commentary on Rom. 8:6). [1942:  McGee, Thru the Bible: Romans, Chapters 1-8, 107.]  [1943:  Zane C. Hodges, Absolutely Free: A Biblical Reply to Lordship Salvation, 70.] 

Throughout the Bible, apothnēskō (#599 ἀποθνῄσκω), “die,” is used both metaphorically and literally. It is used to mean the death of a person (John 6:49), to represent eternal death (John 6:50), and the death of a principle (Rom. 6:2); however, it is also used to represent a mental death. In 1 Corinthians 15:31, Paul says that he dies every day; however, he is not literally dying every day. He was mentally stressed and beaten down by all the persecution he was going through. Another use of death being in the category of the mind is Romans 7:9-10 which says, “And I was alive apart from the law once, but when the commandment came, sin came alive, and I died.” Thayer’s lexicon points out that Paul is talking about being deprived of real life and sinking into spiritual torpor because of the Law. Apothnēskō is not the only word translated death; thanatos (#2288 θάνατος) is another Greek word meaning death, and it is also used in a metaphorical sense. 2 Corinthians 7:10 says that godly sorrow brings salvation, but worldly sorrow brings death. Worldly sorrow brings about depression, a lack of enthusiasm, and disconnectedness; thus, it makes your spiritual life “dead.” Thus, death is not always used to mean a literal or eternal death, and it is not used of everlasting death in this section of Romans.
“by the spirit.” This refers to the gift of holy spirit born inside each Christian. It has no article “the” in the Greek text. The gift of holy spirit is contrasted with the flesh. If a person lives according to (by the standards set by) the flesh, he will die, but if he lives by holy spirit he will live life to the full. This is the use of “live” that is “really live,” or “live life to the full” (cf. 1 Thess. 3:8). “By spirit” is the dative; here it is an instrumental dative, there is no separate word for “by.” We can do our best to not live in the flesh by the power of our flesh, and we will fail. We would be no better off than the Israelites, who could not keep the Law. It takes our willpower, plus the power of holy spirit, to live by the spirit.
“live.” The Greek word is zaō (#2198 ζάω), and it is used in the Bible of literal physical life as well as mental, emotional, and spiritual life. Here it is being used of the fullness of emotional life. For example, 1 Thessalonians 3:8 says, “For now we really live, since you are standing firm in the Lord.” Paul is certainly not saying that he will somehow physically die if the believers in Thessalonica walk away from the Lord. He is using “live” for the fullness of life. Paul will be excited, happy, and energized if the believers in Thessalonica are faithful. Proverbs 3:21-22 (NIV) says that sound wisdom and discretion will be life for the soul. It is saying that wisdom and discretion will bring the fullness of life to the person, and the idea of everlasting life is included as well, but as an undertone, not a primary meaning. In Romans 8:6, “life” is connected with “peace,” so it means a life of joy and completeness.
Rom 8:15
“adoption.” In the Greco-Roman culture of the first century, when a person (almost always a male) was formally adopted into a new family, that man left his old family and identity behind and became a full member in good standing in his new family. As unsaved people, we were children of the world and not children of God. We could not cry out “Abba Father” because we were not God’s children. When we accepted Christ as Lord (Rom. 10:9) we became part of God’s family. This is expressed in different ways in the New Testament Epistles. We are “born again” as a child in God’s family (1 Pet. 1:3, 23), and we are “adopted” into God’s family (Rom. 8:15, 23; 9:4; Gal. 4:5; Eph. 1:5). So, the born-again Christian is a child of God (cf. 1 John 3:1-2) according to both these ways described in the NT, and so we can now cry out, “Abba Father.”
[For more on adoption, see commentary on Eph. 1:5.]
“by which.” The Greek word en often denotes a relationship, and that is the case here (see commentary on Rom. 3:24 for more on en). We are children of God. We were fathered by God when He placed in us His gift of holy spirit, and thus it is in connection with that holy spirit we can call Him “Abba,” the Aramaic for “father.” The Trinitarian theology of most theologians shapes their understanding of this verse, and thus many versions read something such as, “by whom we cry, ‘Abba! Father!’” (ESV). However, the Christian does not cry “Father” by way of the Third Person in the Trinity, the Holy Spirit. It is unclear what that would even mean. We Christians cry “Father” out of our hearts, speaking directly to God, coming boldly before His throne of grace (Heb. 4:16). Furthermore, this verse is not using en in the instrumental sense, as if we called God “Father” by way of holy spirit (NIRV). Christians can speak by the spirit of God, which is speaking in tongues and other spiritual utterances such as prophecy (1 Cor. 14:2-3). However, there is no reason to assume that Christians can only say “Father” by the spirit of God. We say “Father” from our hearts because God is our Father, and we became His children when we were “born” of God. That happened when we got His spiritual seed placed in us and were “born again” (1 Pet. 1:23), which happened when we confessed Jesus as our Lord and believed God raised him from among the dead (Rom. 10:9). Thus, in connection with the gift of holy spirit we received as children of God, we can say, “Father.”
“‘Abba! Father!’” The Aramaic is abba, its translation is “father,” in this context “Father” because it is referring to God. This is similar to Mark 5:41 and Galatians 4:6 where the Aramaic is given, then its translation. (In Mark 5:41, the NIV and many other versions put the translation of “Talitha koum” in parentheses.) The phrase “Abba! Father!” is used in Mark 14:36, Romans 8:15, and Galatians 4:6.
[For more on “Abba! Father!” see commentary on Gal. 4:6.]
“Father.” On the Day of Pentecost (Acts 2), God did something new: He gave spiritual birth to children for the first time. Christians are born into His family. That is why God calls Himself “Father” more than 70 times from Acts to Jude. It also explains why there is so much family terminology in the Epistles to the Christian Church. Individual Christians are God’s “children,” and “sons” (a term inclusive of women). Christians are also “brothers and sisters” of Jesus; “heirs of God;” recipients of God’s “seed;” partakers of God’s divine “nature;” “born” and “adopted” into God’s family; able to call God “Abba” (“Father”), and so forth.
It is common today to hear people say that God is the “Father” of everyone. However, that is not true in the New Testament sense, the way that “Father” is used in the Epistles to the Christian Church. Once the Church started on the Day of Pentecost, God is only the Father of those people He has fathered, those people who have been born again.
One reason that “Father” does not seem unique to the Epistles to the Church (Acts-Jude) is that Jesus instructed his apostles to pray using “Father” in the Gospels, before the start of the Christian Church. That fits perfectly with one of the ways that “father” was used in the biblical culture. In Eastern culture, “Father” was a term that was used in a variety of ways.
· In the literal and common way it is used today (Gen. 22:7).
· Of a grandfather (Gen. 28:13. The Hebrew language has no word “grandfather”).
· Of a male ancestor (Josh. 24:3).
· Of the originator of something. Thus Jabal was the “father” of tent dwellers (Gen. 4:20), Jubal was the “father” of those who play the harp and flute (Gen. 4:21), and Abraham was the “the father of all who believe” (Rom. 4:11).
· Of someone who provided protection and help (Job 29:16).
· Of someone who could counsel and give advice. Joseph was made a “father” to Pharaoh (Gen. 45:8); Micah asked the wandering Levite to be a “father” to him, but the Danites wanted him to be a “father” to them (Judg. 17:10; 18:19).
· Of someone worthy of honor and respect. Elisha called Elijah “father” (2 Kings 2:12), Naaman’s servants called him “father” (2 Kings 5:13); the king of Israel called Elisha “father” (2 Kings 6:21).
The point is that the term “father” in Eastern culture did not have to refer to a birth father. In the Old Testament, people thought of God as a Lord to be feared and obeyed. Jesus changed people’s perception of God from that distant relationship to a more intimate relationship that allowed God to be referred to as “Father.”
On the Day of Pentecost when the Christian Church started, God “fathered” spiritual children where he gave His very nature, the gift of holy spirit, to all who believe, and they became “born again.” The New Birth is real, not just a nice description, and God uses three different words for it, all of which mean birth and all of which are only used of an individual being born of God during the Church Age. The three words are:
1. Anagennaō (#313 ἀναγεννάω; from the Greek prefix ana, “again” or “up,” and gennaō, “to give birth.” It means to be given birth to again, or to be born again, and it occurs in 1 Peter 1:3, 23).
2. Palingenesia (#3824 παλιγγενεσία; from palin, “again” and genesis, “genesis” or “origin.” It means to have an origin again, a new genesis, and it occurs in Titus 3:5).
3. Apokueō (#616 ἀποκυέω; from the Greek prefix apo, “away from,” and kueō, “to be pregnant.” It means “to give birth to,” and it occurs in James 1:18).
[For more information, see Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation.”]
Rom 8:16
“The spirit.” This is a reference to Jesus Christ (see commentaries on Rev. 2:7 and Rom. 8:26).
“bears witness to.” Both Jesus Christ and the holy spirit within us bear witness that we are the children of God. Our holy spirit testifies conclusively by empowering us to speak in tongues and to operate other manifestations of the gift of holy spirit. Jesus bears witness in many ways, if we will walk with him daily and commit our lives to him and his Father. Thus, both our gift of holy spirit and “the Spirit,” Jesus, bear witness that we are children of God. Lenski has, “testifies together with,” in his translation.[footnoteRef:1944] [1944:  Lenski, Romans, 524.] 

Rom 8:17
“glorified with him.” The verb for “will be glorified” in the phrase “we will also be glorified with him” is part of a purpose-result clause in the subjunctive mood. Since the subjunctive mood frequently expresses uncertainty, the word “will” is often translated as “may.” However, the subjunctive mood, from which the “may” translation comes, does not always express uncertainty, particularly in result clauses. Here the subjunctive is due to the purpose-result clause, and hence does not necessarily express any doubt that we will be glorified with Christ. As Wallace writes, “Sometimes the subjunctive acts like a future indicative… When used in result clauses, for example, the subjunctive cannot be said to express “probability.”[footnoteRef:1945] Seeing this is the case, we have rendered the verb with the future “will” to avoid mistakenly inferring doubt from the subjunctive, which grammatically is not intended here. [1945:  Daniel B. Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics, 462.] 

[For more on purpose-result clauses, see Word Study: “Hina.”]
Rom 8:18
“compared with.” The Greek preposition pros can mean “in accordance with” or “compared to.”[footnoteRef:1946] [1946:  See BDAG, s.v. “πρός” (3.e.δ).] 

Rom 8:19
“creation waits with eager anticipation.” This eye-catching phrase is an attributed genitive.[footnoteRef:1947] Tholuck rightly argues that the attributive genitive here has the effect of the figure of speech personification.[footnoteRef:1948] The coming revelation will be so great that even the expectation itself becomes a character, a “person,” if you will, who is expecting. The sentence grabs our attention because we would expect it to say the “creation” is waiting expectantly, but instead, it says it is the “eager anticipation” that is waiting expectantly. The creation itself is so excited about the future that God has in store for believers that even the anticipation of the creation is waiting in excitement. [1947:  Daniel B. Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics.]  [1948:  August Tholuck, Exposition of St. Paul’s Epistle to the Romans, 260.] 

Rom 8:20
“(not willingly, but because of the one who subjected it).” As we will see below, the ultimate (most remote) cause of the subjugation of creation was God, but the immediate (most directly involved) cause of the world being subjected to frustration is the Devil. The Devil had the choice to act in the world how he wanted. In the beginning, God gave the dominion of the earth to Adam (Gen. 1:26-28). However, Adam and Eve believed the Devil instead of God, which somehow resulted in the dominion over the earth being transferred to the Devil. The Devil is now the “ruler of this world” (John 12:31; 14:30; 16:11), “the ruler of the domain of the air” (Eph. 2:2), and “the god of this age” (2 Cor. 4:4), and he controls much of what happens on earth (1 John 5:19).
Before the Devil became “the ruler of this world,” the earth was “very good” (Gen. 1:31). After the Devil took control, the ground was cursed and it took hard work to get food, the plants developed thorns (Gen. 3:17-19), and many animals became dangerous. Also, the earth became plagued with disease, death, famines, earthquakes, floods, and more. In short, after Adam and Eve sinned, the Devil gained a lot of control over the earth and it took on the nature of the Devil, an evil nature that it still has today.
Romans 8:20 speaks of the subjugation of the world. It is in the center of a three-verse sentence. The full sentence is: 19“For creation waits with eager anticipation for the children of God to be revealed, 20for the creation was subjected to frustration (not willingly, but because of the one who subjected it) in the hope 21that the creation itself will also be freed from its slavery to corruption and delivered into the glorious freedom of the children of God.
There is a debate among Christians as to who subjected the world to frustration. Many scholars, especially those with Calvinist leanings but also those who assert that “God is in control of the earth,” say that it had to be God who actively subjected the world to frustration. But the character of God and the character of the Devil militate against that interpretation. The Bible consistently speaks of how good God is and how evil the Devil is. Furthermore, the Bible says that God gave the dominion of the world to Adam, and the Gospel of Luke says that dominion was “handed over” to the Devil; in fact, the Devil offered that dominion to Jesus. Since the Devil is the ruler of the world and has dominion over it, and since the world reflects the nature of the Devil, and since when God had active dominion over the world it was “very good,” we can conclude that the one who acted to subject the world to frustration was the Devil.
There is some debate as to how the phrase “in the hope” fits in the sentence. As it is often punctuated, “in the hope” goes with “was subjected to frustration,” such that without the center phrase the verse reads, “was subjected to frustration…in the hope that the creation itself will be freed.” However, if we read that at face value it makes no sense; Romans 8:20 is a verse we have to read with some understanding of the scope of Scripture. The Devil did not subject the world to his evil in the hope it would one day be freed. But did God? Absolutely not. At least not in the sense that God actively wanted to subject the world to frustration. God makes it clear that people are not to “do evil so that good will come” (Rom. 3:8), and He does not do that either. God would never subject the people He created and loves to what has now been 6,000 years of evil just so that He could one day free us from that frustration. Furthermore, God had already given the dominion of the world to Adam before Adam sinned, so how could God have then actively subjected the world to frustration?
Many commentators say that subjecting the world to frustration was part of God’s plan so He is ultimately responsible, but that is theology, not the Bible. The Bible never says that God’s plan was to make humankind miserable for thousands of years and destroy the majority of them in the Lake of Fire (Matt. 7:13-14; Luke 13:24), just so He could redeem a few. Again, that goes against God’s good and righteous nature and against what the Bible actually says about God.
Some people support the view that God is the one who subjected the world to frustration because they say He was the One who cursed the people and the earth in Genesis (Gen. 3:16-19). But that does not have to be what happened. There are mitigating factors. A major one is the goodness of God. God was the One who said, “The son is not to bear the iniquity of the father, nor is the father to bear the iniquity of the son; the righteousness of the righteous person will be on himself, and the wickedness of the wicked person will be on himself” (Ezek. 18:20). Could He then ignore His own principles and actively punish all humankind for the sin of Adam and Eve? That is not like God. The solution to the difficulty is that the text is using the “idiom of permission.”
In the idiom of permission, God is said to do things that He did not actually do, but that happened because of the various laws and factors that God had put in place. A classic example of that is when God told Moses, “I will harden his [Pharaoh’s] heart” (Exod. 4:21). But God did not actually harden Pharaoh’s heart. God asked Pharaoh to let the Israelites go, and then Pharaoh hardened his own heart against God’s request (see commentary on Exod. 4:21). In Genesis, God said humankind would die if Adam ate of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil (Gen. 2:17). But God never said He would kill them; it was simply part of the way God created the universe. God set human life up such that certain actions had harmful consequences. So in Genesis 3:16-19, God uses the idiom of permission to obviate what would happen to humankind because they gave the dominion of the world to the Devil. God did not actively curse people, but they were cursed because of what they themselves did.
It is worth noting that it is possible that in Romans 8:20, Paul is making Adam the one ultimately responsible for the world being subject to frustration. Brendan Byrne writes: “But linguistic considerations (see Note) and the presentation of Adam in the wider Jewish tradition as the one to whom the rest of creation was subjected (cf. esp. Ps. 8:6) make it more likely that Paul has Adam in mind. …by far the most normal sense of the preposition dia followed by the accusative is to indicate the cause or grounds for something—here to indicate whose fault caused the ‘subjection’; on such an interpretation the subject cannot be God. Moreover, Paul does use the verb hypotassein with the risen Christ—the ‘Last Adam’—as subject (Phil. 3:21). Such considerations support the longstanding alternative (Chrysostom; S. Lyonnet; H. Blaz. …In any case, a reference to the sin of Adam is at least implicit, by way of contrast to the ‘involuntary’ fall of creation.”[footnoteRef:1949] [1949:  Brendan Byrne, Romans, Sacra Pagina, 258, 260.] 

Some scholars see God as being the One who Paul is saying subjected the world to frustration, but they do not see God as the immediate cause but as the ultimate cause. That seems to be the case. In fact, that there was an ultimate cause (God), a more immediate cause (Adam), and an immediate cause (the Devil) may well be why Romans does not specify exactly who subjected the creation to frustration. R. C. H. Lenski understands Romans that way. He writes: “So it is man’s sin [Adam’s sin] that caused this entire frustration of and derangement in nature, but it was not the ultimate cause.”[footnoteRef:1950] Lenski says God was the ultimate cause. So God set up the world in such a way such that certain actions have harmful consequences, so God is the ultimate cause of the world being subject to frustration. That explains how the world could be subject to frustration “in hope.” When God created the world and put the principle of action-consequences in place, He also had the intent to redeem those who sinned. God set earthly life up such that there would be consequences for actions, but He always thought through how to redeem the situation and thus bring Hope into the situation. [1950:  Lenski, St. Paul’s Epistle to the Romans, 535.] 

So in conclusion we see that God was the ultimate cause of the frustration of creation because He designed life such that some actions had bad consequences. Adam was a more immediate cause of the creation being subject to frustration than God was because God gave the dominion of the world to Adam, and Adam handed that dominion over the the Devil. Nevertheless, the Devil was the most immediate cause of the world being subject to frustration. He was the ruler of the world, and it was within his power to try to make the world as good as it had been when God made it, or make the world into his evil image. The Devil made the world into his evil image, and that is the way it is to this day.
[For more on the Devil being in control of much of what happens on earth and on the war between God and the Devil, see commentary on Luke 4:6.]
“frustration.” The Greek word is mataiotēs (#3153, ματαιότης) and BDAG defines it as the “state of being without use or value.” However, the difficulty lies in the fact that the creation is not completely without use or value, Paul seemed to see great value in wanting to stay alive and preach Christ rather than to die a martyr’s death (Phil. 1:21-26), but its value and purpose has been frustrated and ruined, diminished by sin. So, “frustration” is one of the most clear words, although not totally sufficient, to capture this idea that the true intent and design of God’s creation has been tainted, ruined, and frustrated.
“in the hope.” This is a good example of a place where the word “hope” refers to a confident expectation of something that will absolutely happen. Often, especially in vernacular English, “hope” refers to something you want to happen, but really are not sure if it will happen or not, e.g., “I hope it doesn’t rain today,” or “I hope the plumber comes when he said he would.” However, there is a biblical use of “hope” that expresses a confident expectation of something that will happen because God says it will happen. For example, Colossians 1:27 has the phrase, “Christ in you, the hope of glory.” Our “hope” of glory is not “just a possibility,” it is assured because God promised it.
Rom 8:21
“the glorious freedom of the children of God.” The Greek text is more literally the “freedom of the glory” of the children of God, but the phrase means “glorious freedom.”
Rom 8:22
“up to the present time.” Cf. NIV. Most versions read, “until now,” but this translation can be confused to mean, “not anymore,” which is not the case. The creation is still groaning today and will continue to do so until the new creation.
Rom 8:23
“firstfruits of the spirit.” Here in Romans 8:23, the holy spirit that God gave to Jesus who then gave it to believers on the Day of Pentecost is called the “firstfruits of the spirit.” This is more evidence that the gift of holy spirit that came on the Day of Pentecost was new and different from the gift of holy spirit that God put upon believers in the Old Testament and Gospels. This new gift of holy spirit gives believers spiritual abilities that were not available with the holy spirit that God gave before the Day of Pentecost, and is why, for example, Christians can speak in tongues but Old Testament prophets who had holy spirit upon them could not. God’s gift of holy spirit was “upon” people before the Day of Pentecost, and God could take it from the person, but after Pentecost, it would remain in a person. Jesus talked about this difference in John 14:17 when he told the apostles that the holy spirit was “with” them but would be “in” them. Jesus said to his disciples that when they received holy spirit they would receive power, and the gift of holy spirit does give each believer spirit power (Acts 1:8).
[For more on this new kind of holy spirit, see commentary on John 7:39.]
“eagerly waiting for our adoption, the redemption of our bodies.” The Church Epistles teach that we have already been adopted into God’s family (Rom. 8:15, Eph. 1:5), so why would Romans 8:23 say we are waiting for our adoption? The answer is that what we have now is a promise of our adoption. We are God’s children, but we are not yet in full possession of all the things that are promised us as God’s children, such as new bodies that are like Christ’s glorious body (Phil. 3:21), or having rewards in Christ’s kingdom based on our service to God.
What we have now is the “hope” of an adoption that will be fully realized in the future. That is why Romans 8:23 is followed immediately by Romans 8:24: “...we are also groaning within ourselves, eagerly waiting for our adoption, the redemption of our bodies. 24For in hope of this we were saved. But hope that is seen is not hope, because who hopes for what he already sees?” We believed in Christ and we were “in hope” of our future adoption, and thus the text can say, “in hope of this [adoption] we were saved.”
[For more on adoption, see commentary on Eph. 1:5.]
Rom 8:24
“saved.” The Greek word “saved” is sōzō (#4982 σώζω), which has a broad range of meaning but in this context means saved from death and thus given everlasting life. It is in the aorist tense, indicating the one-time action in the past that then gave us the hope.[footnoteRef:1951] “Hope” is in the dative case and has the definite article. It is not the dative of means, for we were not saved by hope, we were saved by trusting in God. The entire context of the chapter is pointing to the future, when the world, which was “subjected to frustration…because of the one [the Devil] who subjected it” (Rom. 8:20), is “freed from its slavery to corruption” (Rom. 8:21). Even Christians, “who have the firstfruits of the spirit…are also groaning within ourselves, eagerly waiting for our adoption, the redemption of our bodies” (Rom. 8:23). God saved us, not to live in this fallen world, but to live in Paradise. [1951:  Cf. Lenski, Romans, 543.] 

The key to understanding Romans 8:24 is knowing that we are not “saved” yet. We have a promise of salvation, but we are not actually “saved” yet. However, we were “in hope,” when we believed and were saved. Now we continue to hope for what is promised to us. Our New Birth and down payment of salvation (2 Cor. 1:22; 5:5; Eph. 1:14) is so strong that the Bible can say we are already saved “in the Hope.” God saved us “in the hope” of a glorious future, when “the whole creation [which] has been groaning together and suffering birth pains” (Rom. 8:22) will be liberated.
When it comes to salvation, the New Testament can be quite confusing for the average reader. That is due to the fact that some verses say we have already been saved (Eph. 2:8), some verses say we are being saved now (1 Cor. 1:18), and some say our salvation is future (Rom. 13:11). The word sōzō has a large semantic range and it does not have to refer to the future salvation of the Christian. That range of meaning explains some of the variations in the use of “saved.” However, when it comes to sōzō meaning having everlasting life, we must understand the Bible has an idiomatic use of verbs in which a past tense verb is used to indicate the certainty of a future action. If something is absolutely going to happen in the future, the Bible often refers to that as if it had already occurred. One way scholars refer to this is the “prophetic perfect.” A good example of this is Jude 1:14, which in the Greek text says the Lord Jesus “came” with his holy ones. Of course, that has not happened yet, but the fact that it will happen is so certain that God can put it in the past tense (in that verse, the aorist tense). For more on the prophetic perfect, see the commentary on Ephesians 2:6.
“But hope that is seen is not hope.” What we “hope” for is future. Christian salvation is a future event, and will happen when Christ comes back. What Christians have now is a promise of future salvation, and we hope for that (1 Thess. 5:8).
“what he already sees.” This is a Greek idiom where “see” is put for “has” or “have.” We have a similar idiom in English and say, “Let me see it,” when we mean, “Let me have it.” Cf. NIV: “Who hopes for what they already have?”
Rom 8:26
“In the same way.” In the same way as what? This explains what the “groans” are. The creation groans (Rom. 8:22), we groan (Rom. 8:23) and in the same way, the Spirit, Jesus groans. Nothing in God’s creation is free from the horrific consequences of sin. As our fellow brother, and as one who loves God’s creation, Jesus groans too. This is a case where the orthodox belief in the Trinity and that God is unchanging and all-controlling causes the verse to be misunderstood. For example, Lenski wrongly writes, “…the Holy Spirit does not and cannot groan….” The truth is that God can groan, and has a myriad of other emotions as well. So does Jesus. Like Hebrews, which says that Jesus is touched with the feelings of our infirmity (Heb. 4:15), this verse tells us that Jesus, like the rest of creation, is groaning in distress about what is happening in God’s creation.
“the Spirit” in this verse is Jesus, just as he is “the Spirit” who speaks in Revelation 2. When Jesus was resurrected, his body was still flesh and bone (Luke 24:39), but it was spiritually empowered. 1 Corinthians 15:44-46 says Jesus was raised “a spiritual body.” When he first appeared to his disciples, they thought he was a spirit (pneuma), an incorporeal being (Luke 24:37). But Jesus told them he was not a spirit or spirit body, and had them touch his body to feel his flesh. However, because Jesus’ new body is spiritually empowered, the New Testament refers to Jesus as “the Spirit” in many different places. These include Acts 2:4; 10:19; Romans 8:16, 26, 27; 2 Corinthians 3:17, 18; Revelation 2:7, 11, 17, 29; 3:6, 13, 22; 14:13; 22:17. (see commentaries on Rev. 2:7 and 1 Cor. 15:44).[footnoteRef:1952] Also, the people of Rome would have known that Jesus Christ was called “the Spirit” because he is in 2 Corinthians 3, and Romans was likely penned about a year and a half later. The brisk traffic between Corinth and Rome likely ensured that the believers of Rome had read Corinthians. [1952:  See also: Graeser, Lynn, and Schoenheit, The Gift of Holy Spirit: The Power to be Like Christ.] 

Here in Romans 8, the word “Spirit” is not referring to the gift of holy spirit. The gift of holy spirit that is born inside Christians does not have a mind as this “Spirit” does (Rom. 8:27). Neither does our holy spirit intercede for us, as if it had a mind of its own. The one the New Testament says intercedes for us is Jesus Christ (Heb. 7:25). While it is true that we pray for others via our holy spirit, that is not what this verse is saying.
Those who say that the “Spirit” in this verse is the gift of holy spirit usually also say that the groans mentioned in the verse are speaking in tongues. However, it is the Christian who speaks in tongues, not the gift of holy spirit, but this verse clearly says that it is the “Spirit” that groans. The context makes it clear that the world is groaning (Rom. 8:22), we are groaning (Rom. 8:23) and Jesus, who loves us, is groaning. Even today Jesus is feeling the awful effects of the fallen world, and he groans because of the fallen and painful state of the world and of the pain and groaning of his Body, the Church.
“joins in to help.” The word sunantilambanomai (συναντιλαμβάνομαι) means, to ‘take part with,’ generally, to come to the aid of, be of assistance to, help.[footnoteRef:1953] The prefix “sun” means “together with.” The Spirit, Jesus, “helps” us, but he does not do it all. We also must pray if we are going to have God’s power fully manifested in our lives. [1953:  BDAG, s.v. “συναντιλαμβάνομαι.”] 

“intercedes for us.” The Greek verb is in the present tense, active voice, indicating Jesus’ ongoing prayer for us. Jesus prays for us to the Father now, just as he did when he was training his apostles on earth (Luke 22:32). Although the Greek uses the word huperentugchanō (#5241 ὑπερεντυγχάνω), which has the prefix huper, in this case it does not mean “super-intercedes, but rather is an intensifier.”[footnoteRef:1954] [1954:  Cf. Lenski, Romans, 544.] 

“along with groaning” Jesus prays for us, and he also groans about the fallen state of the world (there is no separate word for “with” in the phrase, “with groaning,” groaning is in the dative case). This verse is not saying that Jesus prays “with groans,” i.e., that he prays by using groans. That misses the point and the context. The verse is saying that Jesus is praying and groaning at the same time. This often happens to any Christian that truly feels the pain of those he or she is praying for. The world groans, we groan, and Jesus groans, all of us groaning because of the fallen state of the world.
“that cannot be expressed in words.”Friberg’s Lexicon has a clear definition of the Greek word: “of something that arouses such strong emotions one cannot find words to speak of it.”[footnoteRef:1955] This definition is reflected in many modern translations. The groans over the ruined and enslaved state of creation are too deep to express in words. [1955:  Friberg, Analytical Lexicon; cf. BDAG.] 

The “groans too deep for words” are not speaking in tongues in this verse any more than the groans in Rom. 8:22-23 are speaking in tongues. Besides, if it were speaking in tongues, the verse would be saying that Jesus makes intercession for us by speaking in tongues, but there is no reason to think that is how Jesus prays to the Father.
Rom 8:27
“And He who searches our hearts knows what is the mind of the spirit, because it makes intercession for the holy ones according to the will of God.” It is important that we understand who this verse is speaking about, so we have clarified that in brackets in this commentary. “And he [God] who searches the hearts knows what is the mind of the Spirit [Jesus], because he [Jesus] makes intercession for the holy ones [Christians] according to the will of God.”
“The Spirit.” The gift of holy spirit has no “mind,” so from this and from the context the evidence is that “the Spirit” is Jesus (see commentaries on Rom. 8:26 and Rev. 2:7).
The one who searches the hearts is God (cf. 1 Chron. 28:9, Ps. 7:9; 139:23; Jer. 17:10). Although Jesus is also said to search the heart (cf. Rev. 2:23), historically, the great “Searcher of hearts” was God, which also fits in the flow of the verse. The “mind of the Spirit” does not refer to the “spiritual mind” of a Christian, but rather the mind of Jesus Christ, who is the one who makes intercession for us (Heb. 7:25).
“according to the will of God.” Jesus always does the will of God. He did while he was alive on earth, and he continues to do so.
Rom 8:28
“in all things God works for the good of those who love him.” This verse shows us that no matter how difficult a situation is, God is always trying to do His best for His people. However, historically, this verse has been used to teach that every situation, no matter how terrible, will turn out “good” if a person loves God. A major reason for that is the way Romans 8:28 has been translated in many versions, such as the KJV and ESV.
Grammatically, the Greek text can be translated in two different ways, with two completely different meanings. In the Greek, the phrase “all things” can be nominative (the subject) or accusative (the direct object, or used adverbially). If it is nominative, then the verse should be translated as it is in many versions, “And we know that all things work together for good to them that love God…” (KJV). This particular translation has a lot of defenders. That is in part because, since the time of Augustine (AD 354-430), the majority of the Christian theologians have been Augustinian/Roman Catholic/Calvinist/Reformed or of that theological persuasion. They believe that everything that happens, good or bad, is God’s will, and they translate the Greek in a way that supports that belief. R.C. H. Lenski provides a good example. When it comes to the “all things” of this verse, he comments: “all of them without exception operate together to produce ‘good’ in the sense of what is beneficial for God’s lovers. This includes every kind of painful experience in Christian lives,…”[footnoteRef:1956] [1956:  Lenski, St. Paul’s Epistle to the Romans, 551.] 

The problem with this interpretation is that it seems very clear from both the Bible and life itself that everything does not work for good for those who love God. In fact, everything does not even work for good for God Himself. God wants everyone to be saved, but they will not all be; He wants people to come to a knowledge of the truth, but they all do not; He wants people to obey and love Him, but they do not. So if all things do not work together for good for God Himself, how can all things work together for God’s people? The simple fact is that all things do not work together for good just because a person loves God. Many evil things happen to those who love God. The earth is a war zone, with the forces of good fighting the forces of evil. Sometimes the Devil can hinder God’s purposes. This point is discussed at length in Don’t Blame God.[footnoteRef:1957] [1957:  Graeser, Lynn, and Schoenheit, Don’t Blame God.] 

As was stated above, instead of being in the nominative case, “all things” can be accusative. If that is so, it can either be the direct object (“he works all things”) or it could be understood as being adverbial (thus, “he works in everything”). Of those two choices, the adverbial use best fits the scope of Scripture: not everything that happens is God’s will, but in everything that happens God is working for the good of those who love Him. F. F. Bruce prefers the adverbial,[footnoteRef:1958] as do a number of English translations (New English Bible, NIV, REV, and RSV; cf. Moffatt’s translation and Aramaic Peshitta New Testament Translation[footnoteRef:1959]). [1958:  F. F. Bruce, Romans [TNTC], 175.]  [1959:  Janet Magiera, Aramaic Peshitta New Testament Translation.] 

There is every reason to believe that God works for the good of His people in every situation. That is in accordance with His nature, and also with the fact that He is not in control of all things. God cannot make everything good, but in every situation, He can work for the good of those who love Him. It needs to be stated that F. F. Bruce has pointed out a possible interpretation that, while long known about, does not get much attention in commentaries or versions (although the NEB is an exception). In this interpretation, the subject of “works together” (which is one word in the Greek) is “the Spirit” from the previous clause. Since the original text had no punctuation or breaks between sentences, the last phrase of Rom. 8:27 and the first part of Rom. 8:28 could be together, and the verse would read, “And he who searches the hearts [God] knows what is the mind of the Spirit [Jesus Christ], because he [Jesus] makes intercession for the holy ones according to the will of God. Now we know that in everything, he [the Spirit—Jesus Christ] cooperates for good with those who love God….” This translation very accurately represents the meaning of the word sunergeō (#4903 συνεργέω), which means “to engage in cooperative endeavor, work together with, assist, help.”[footnoteRef:1960] [1960:  BDAG, s.v. “συνεργέω.”] 

There are some theologians who believe the translation “all things work together for good” is correct, yet realize how clear it is that, indeed, all things do not work together for good for those who love God. Thus, they suggest that the phrase “all things” is using “all” in its limited sense and refers to less than “all” things. However, as we will see, this weakens the statement so much it becomes almost pointless. Certainly, there are times when “all” can mean “some.” This happens in two ways. The first way is by seeing “all” as a synecdoche of the whole for the part,[footnoteRef:1961] and the second way is that the context of the verse limits the meaning of all to the “all” in the context, or “some” overall. The problem with “all things” being a synecdoche is that there is nothing in the context that demands it, and no apparent reason for the figure of speech. Usually, when “all” is used for the greater part (i.e., “most things”), the synecdoche is obvious, and the greater part can justify the use of “all.” That does not seem to be the case here. In the lives of many Christians, especially in the early years of the Church in the Roman Empire, it is likely that very many things did not work out for the good of the Christian. The same problem exists when we try to make “all” mean “some” by the context. It just does not seem to be reasonable here. The context of Rom. 8:28 is the fallen world, and that the entire world is subject to the bondage of corruption (Rom. 8:21). This bondage is so widespread the whole world is groaning in pain (Rom. 8:22), we groan in pain (Rom. 8:23) and even Jesus, the Spirit, groans in pain (Rom. 8:26). The groaning in this context is worldwide and seems to cover the creation itself, so there is no reason to conclude that “all” is being limited here to “some” or even “most” in this section. [1961:  Cf. Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 635, “synecdoche.”] 

It seems clear that if the “all” in Rom. 8:28 actually means “some,” then the verse is saying that “some” things work together for good for those who love God, which is not really saying anything at all. After all, it is obvious that “some” things work together for good, but that is not helpful in the difficult situation in Romans 8. When people are groaning in pain (Rom. 8:23), it is not helpful to try to cheer them up by saying “Not everything is wrong, some things are good.” If a child is in pain with a stomach ache, it does not really help to say that “some” things on the child’s body do not hurt.
The truth is that the earth is a war zone, God is a warrior (Exod. 15:3), and the battle is raging between God and the Devil. In this war, people are experiencing great evil and harm. The comfort of the Word is that no matter what we are going through, we can be sure of this: God is working for the good of those who love Him.
[For more on the earth being a war zone and there being an ongoing war between God and the Devil, and the Devil being responsible for the evil in the world, see commentary on Luke 4:6.]
“the called ones.” The Greek word translated “called ones” is klētos (#2822 κλητός, pronounced clay-'toss), and it means “called.” In this sentence, “called” is an adjective used as a noun, which grammatically is referred to as a “substantive.” Furthermore, klētos is referred to as a “verbal” because even though it is an adjective, it always implies an action; it is impossible to “call” or “be called” without an action having taken place.
[For more on substantives, see commentary on Matt. 5:37.]
Although most English versions translate klētos as a verb, that is not accurate. In the New Testament Epistles, the substantive klētos refers, not to those who have only been called, but to those who have accepted the call. Thus, it could actually be loosely translated, “the ones who have accepted the call.” R. C. H. Lenski writes:
“[“called”]…it is a designation like agioi [holy ones], pistoi [faithful ones] (these two occur in that order in Eph. 1:1), agapētoi [beloved ones], eklektoi [chosen ones], etc. We have already noted that, while in Matt. 20:16 [in some ancient manuscripts]; Matt. 22:14, klētoi is used with reference to those who simply hear God’s gospel call irrespective of whether they accept it or not, in the epistles the term is used in the pregnant sense and includes the acceptance; compare 1 Cor. 1:9; 1 Pet. 2:9.”[footnoteRef:1962] [1962:  Lenski, St. Paul’s Epistle to the Romans, 553.] 

Lenski uses the phrase “pregnant sense” to refer to the fact that the call is no longer just an invitation, it has “conceived” and been accepted: the person has accepted the call and become saved. Meyer concurs with Lenski, and writes: “Therefore, when Paul terms the Christians klētoi, it is self-evident that in their case the call has met with success (1 Cor. 1:24)….”[footnoteRef:1963] Albert Barnes writes: [1963:  Heinrich Meyer, Epistle to the Romans, 334 (emphasis the author’s).] 

“The word (klētos) is sometimes used to denote an external invitation, offer, or calling; Matt. 20:16 [in some ancient manuscripts]; Matt. 22:14. But excepting in these places, it is used in the New Testament to denote those who had accepted the call, and were true Christians; Rom. 1:6, 7; 1 Cor. 1:2, 24; Rev. 17:14. It is evidently used in this sense here—to denote those who were true Christians. The connection as well as the usual meaning of the word, requires us thus to understand it.”[footnoteRef:1964] [1964:  Barnes, Barnes’ Notes, 609 (emphasis the author’s).] 

Richard Bauckham correctly identifies the phrase “the called” as “a technical term for Christians,” which it is.[footnoteRef:1965] It is important for us to understand why, since the word “called” is effectively the noun “called ones,” and that almost every major version of the Bible translates it as a verb: “those who are called.” The reason is Calvinistic theology and the belief that God only calls those people whom He wants to be saved, and everyone that He calls will answer and get saved (the doctrine of irresistible grace). Thus, to many translators, since the “call” is irresistible, there is effectively no difference between the call and the “called ones” who accept the call: they are the same. The “call” is the guarantee that the call will be accepted; so not only does every “called one” get saved, but only the “called ones” get saved. [1965:  Bauckham, 2 Peter and Jude (WBC), 26.] 

We wholeheartedly disagree with that Calvinist viewpoint. We believe that God actually wants “all people to be saved” (1 Tim. 2:4) and has therefore called, or invited, everyone. However, not everyone chooses to answer the call and be saved. So in the New Testament Epistles, when “the called ones” refers to those people who have accepted God’s call and become saved, we should be aware that the “called ones” are saved because they made the free will decision to answer God’s call and get saved. Romans 8:28 is an encouraging verse for every Christian: we have accepted God’s call, and God is at work on our behalf in every situation we face.
[For more on “called,” see commentary on Rom. 1:1.]
Rom 8:29
“foreknew.” Here in Romans 8:29, the Bible is saying that God planned ahead of time that those people whom He loved and loved Him back and believed in and obeyed Him would be conformed to the image of His Son. The Greek word is proginōskō (#4267 προγινώσκω) and it literally means “to know beforehand,” but it was also used idiomatically. We know that “foreknow” is being used in an idiomatic way in this verse just by reading it. If God has perfect foreknowledge, as is commonly taught, then He “foreknew” everyone, and since “those He foreknew” He predestined to be saved, that would mean that every person is going to be saved. But that is clearly not the teaching of Scripture, so what is the verse saying?
The idea of “knowledge of someone” is often used idiomatically to mean love and special attention. In fact, “foreknew” is being used in an idiomatic or pregnant way a few chapters later, in Romans 11:2, which says, “God did not reject his people [the Jews] whom he foreknew.” This verse is not saying that God simply knew about the Jews ahead of time. It is saying God “loved” or “paid special attention to” the Jews.
[For more information on words being used with an idiomatic or pregnant sense, see commentary on Luke 23:42, “remember me.”]
“decided in advance.” The Greek word is proorizō (#4309 προορίζω). The basic meaning of the word is to “decide upon beforehand,” or to decide in advance. Bratcher and Nida have, “having decided ahead of time.”[footnoteRef:1966] Ages ago God decided that the people He loved and who had responded to His love would be conformed to the image of His Son. These were the people who responded to His call. [1966:  Robert G. Bratcher and Eugene A. Nida, Translator’s Handbook on Paul’s Letter to the Ephesians, note on Eph. 1:5.] 

[For more information on “decided in advance,” see commentaries on Eph. 1:5 and 1 Cor. 2:7. For more information on Calvinism and Predestination, see Appendix 9: “On Calvinism and Predestination.”]
“so that he would be the firstborn among many brothers and sisters.” This phrase can be confusing because it can be read as if the emphasis is on “firstborn.” God did not foreknow and mark out believers so that Jesus could be the “firstborn.” Jesus was the “firstborn” because he was the first to get up from the dead. The emphasis of the phrase is “among many brothers and sisters.” God foreknew and marked out people to be conformed to the image of His Son so there would be “many brothers,” many believers. If people did not believe, Christ would have been raised from the dead, but not many others would be, so Christ would have been the firstborn, but only among “a few brothers.” Thankfully, God acted in such a way that Christ will be the firstborn among many people.
Rom 8:30
“and those whom he decided in advance.” This verse contains the figure of speech, “climax,” although it actually begins in Romans 8:29. “Those he foreknew…he decided in advance…those he decided in advance…he called. Those he called…he declared righteous. Those he declared righteous…he glorified. Reading the verse is like climbing a set of stairs, each step getting higher until the climax, that we are glorified.”[footnoteRef:1967] For “decided in advance,” see commentary on Romans 8:29. [1967:  Cf. Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 256-259, “climax.”] 

“called.” This is the idiomatic sense of “called,” which refers to the person not just being called, but accepting the call. We know that this is the pregnant sense of “called,” and not just that “called” means “invited,” because God has invited everyone, but not everyone will be declared righteous and glorified. Only those people who have accepted the call will be saved. See commentary on Romans 8:28.
“declared righteous.” Being declared righteous by God is a judicial decision. It does not mean that we do not sin or that our sin does not matter; it does matter (see commentary on Rom. 3:20).
“glorified.” We have not been glorified yet in the sense in which it is meant in this verse, that we will have new, glorious bodies and will live with Christ forever. This is an example of the prophetic perfect idiom. That is true even though the verb “glorified” is in the aorist tense, not the perfect tense, because the basic meaning of the prophetic perfect idiom is the same whether the Greek verb is in the aorist or perfect tense. The idiom means that we will be glorified in the future.
[For more on the prophetic perfect idiom, see commentary on Eph. 2:6.]
Romans 8:29-30 is one of the wonderful sections of Scripture that shows that when a Christian is saved (“born again”), their salvation is never in doubt—they will live forever with Christ. It says that the people who accepted God’s call were declared righteous by God, and because they are declared righteous they will live forever with the Lord, and so in God’s eyes, they are already glorified. Christians can never lose their salvation and become unsaved. If that were possible, then in God’s eyes we would not already be glorified because our future glorification would be in doubt.
Christians became saved as a one-time event when we confessed Christ as Lord and believed God raised him from the dead, and when we did that the Bible promised that we “will be saved” (see commentary on Rom. 10:9). When we confessed and believed, we were immediately “born again” of God’s holy spirit and with “incorruptible seed” (1 Pet. 1:23). We became children of God (1 John 3:1-2) with a new, holy nature (2 Pet. 1:4) that was created in us, making us “new creations” (2 Cor. 5:17). We also instantly became part of “the Body of Christ” (Eph. 1:22-23), and as such we were spiritually unified with Christ and thus we were circumcised with him, baptized with him, crucified with him, died with him, buried with him, raised from the dead with him, and now in God’s eyes we are seated in heaven with Christ (Rom. 6:1-10; Eph. 2:5-6; Col. 2:10-13). We were sealed with holy spirit until our future redemption (Eph. 1:13-14), and we were “guaranteed” a future inheritance (Eph. 1:14). Furthermore, as Romans 8:30 says, in God’s eyes we are already glorified. Our salvation is so secure that we can say we “know” that we will be like Christ in the future (1 John 3:2).
[For more information on the New Birth, see commentary on 1 Pet. 1:3, “new birth.” For more information on salvation, see Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation.”]
Rom 8:32
“for us all.” From the Greek preposition huper (#5228 ὑπέρ). See commentary on Romans 5:6, “in place of the ungodly…in place of…in our place.”
“also.” The Greek word is sun (#4862 σύν, pronounced “soon”). Although it usually means “with” or “along with,” in some contexts, it is better understood as “in addition to” (“also”) and that is the case here.[footnoteRef:1968] This verse is very important for our faith in God. Many people realize that God gave Jesus Christ so they could live forever, but then act as if God will not give them anything else and even withholds His blessings from them. This verse shatters that concept. How could it be that God, who gave His only Son, will not in addition to the gift of Christ, also give us everything else we need? [1968:  BDAG, s.v. “σύν.”] 

Rom 8:33
“Who can bring a charge against.” The word “charge” here in Romans 8:33 is the Greek verb egkaleō (#1458 ἐγκαλέω), and it means to bring a charge in a court of law, before a judge. The verb egkaleō is in the future tense in the Greek, which points to the Day of Judgment in the future. However, although the future Day of Judgment is a primary meaning in the verse, the scope of Scripture and experiences in life show us that even now demons and people bring charges against God’s chosen. But it can be seen from the context and scope of Scripture that the phrase, “Who will bring a charge against God’s chosen” is not a question meant to elicit a list of names of those who have issues with God’s people, although they are certainly many, rather it is a rhetorical question meant to emphasize the answer: that God is the Judge and He is the One who has already passed judgment on His chosen and declared them righteous. Thus, the meaning of the rhetorical question is more like, “Who can successfully bring a charge against God’s chosen?” The answer is “No one. God is the Judge, and He has declared them righteous.” In the words of R. C. H. Lenski, “No one will ever be successfully against us, will ever successfully accuse us.”[footnoteRef:1969] [1969:  Lenski, Romans, 568.] 

Romans 8:33 itself shows the futility of bringing charges against God’s people because the very sentence that mentions bringing a charge also says the accused are “God’s chosen.” In the Church Epistles, the “chosen” are the ones who responded to God’s call, and thus are God’s chosen because they chose Him. Furthermore, they are not only God’s chosen ones, in God’s eyes they have already been judged righteous and are even already glorified (Rom. 8:30). The believer’s salvation is not in doubt—in fact, they are already glorified and seated in heaven (Eph. 2:6). As Romans 8:31 had stated two verses earlier, “If God is for us, who can be against us?”
Rom 8:34
“Who is the one who condemns us?” Like Romans 8:33, the question here in Romans 8:34 is a rhetorical question and is to be understood as, “Who is the one who will successfully condemn?” While demons and some people might try to condemn believers, they can only give their personal opinion; they have no power to actually condemn anyone. No human or demon is the Judge in the actual court of decision, God is, and the only decision that matters is His. Therefore, the answer to the question is “No one,” and the reason for that answer is that Jesus died for people, and furthermore was raised from the dead, was seated at God’s right hand, and now is praying for God’s people. (see commentary on Rom. 8:33).
When a person takes Christ as Lord (Rom. 10:9), that person becomes a “born-again” Christian and comes into a spiritual unity with Christ as part of his Body (Eph. 1:22-23)—the person comes “into union” with Christ. As part of the very Body of Christ, the Christian is so totally identified with Christ that the Bible says Christians are circumcised with Christ, baptized with him, crucified with him, died with him, buried with him, raised from the dead with him, and seated in heaven with him (Rom. 6:1-10; Eph. 2:5-6; Col. 2:10-13). That is why Romans 8:1 can say, “Therefore, there is now no condemnation for those who are in union with Christ Jesus.” Thus, Romans 8:34 is restating in a different way what Romans 8:1 already said, no one can condemn the Christian, and God and Christ, who declared the believer righteous, will not condemn them.
The word “condemn” in Romans 8 is referring to condemn to die. It is not speaking of rewards in the future kingdom, but rather about whether a Christian has everlasting life, and they do. Christians have passed from death to life because of the work of Christ; their salvation is assured and secure and they will not be condemned to die on the Day of Judgment.
[For more on Christian salvation, see Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation.” For more on rewards in the future Kingdom of Christ on earth, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10, “good or evil.”]
“from among the dead.” The text says only, “who was raised,” but the Greek makes it clear that it is referring to Jesus’ being raised from the dead and not his ascension into heaven, so the phrase “from among the dead” was added for clarity. We see the full phrase in verses such as John 12:1 (referring to Lazarus); Acts 3:15; 4:10; Rom. 6:9; 10:9; and a similar Greek phrase in verses such as Acts 13:30 and Romans 6:4.
Rom 8:35
“What.” The Greek is tis (#5101 τίς), and it is the opening word in both Rom. 8:33 (“Who can bring…”) and Rom. 8:34 (“Who is the one…”). It is most properly “who” in the Greek because all the nouns in the list, “tribulation, distress, persecution,” etc., are all masculine or feminine nouns. Because the nouns are masculine and feminine, saying “who” in Greek does not seem strange, but it seems very strange and can be confusing in English, which does not assign a gender to nouns. In the Greek text, Paul is making his point about God’s love for us having more impact by the repetition, tis…tis…tis, starting Romans 8:33, 34, and 8:35. This works well in Greek but does not make sense in English. We cannot translate the word tis as “who” in Romans 8:35 because it would be confusing to the English reader. Tribulation, distress, persecution, and such concepts are not a “who” in English but a “what.” Therefore translators use “what” in English because it is proper grammar even though the uses of tis in Romans 8:33 and 8:34 are translated “who.”
“love of Christ.” This is a subjective genitive phrase and means the love Christ has for us.
“affliction, or distress, or persecution, or hunger, or nakedness, or danger, or sword.” This passage is part of the biblical evidence that Christians cannot lose their salvation. Once a person is born again, they are a new creation (2 Cor. 5:17), have a new divine nature (2 Pet. 1:4), are in union with Christ and are part of his Body (Rom. 6:3; Eph. 1:22-23), and are guaranteed everlasting life (Eph. 1:13-14).
Romans 8:35-39 reaffirms the truth of the permanence of Christian salvation by saying that neither tribulation, distress, persecution, hunger, nakedness, danger, nor sword (i.e., death), can separate the Christian from the love of God that is in Christ. But what is the purpose of the list? Is it saying that if Christians happen to go through affliction, etc., that those experiences will separate them from salvation and God’s love? Of course not. Scripture is clear that every godly Christian will suffer (Acts 14:22; Rom. 8:18; 2 Tim. 3:12), so suffering does not separate a person from Christ.
The Bible gives us the list of troubles because it is during those terrible times of affliction, distress, persecution, etc., that people are most apt to reject Christ. It is during those terrible times that some act like Peter did on the night that Jesus was arrested, and they deny Christ; they openly or inwardly reject him, and some go so far as to blame him for their trouble. So the purpose of the list of troubles is to assure the Christian that even if they are undergoing persecution or torture for Jesus, and renounce him as a result, they will never be separated from Christ’s love. Their salvation is secure. Furthermore, it is appropriate that this section of Scripture is written in Romans and was sent to the very heart of the Roman empire, the city of Rome itself, because it was there that the persecution of Christians was most prevalent and most intense.
The security of the believer’s salvation is a major point of this section of Romans. Romans 8:30 says the Christian is already glorified in God’s eyes. Romans 8:33-34 asks, who will bring a charge against God’s chosen; who will condemn a Christian? This is not speaking only of Christians who are living for Christ. Why charge or condemn them? The Christians who would seem to be open to being charged and condemned are the ones who have sinned and/or have turned from Christ, but what does Romans say about them? It affirms that God declared all Christians to be righteous, and Christ, who is sitting at the right hand of God, is interceding for them.
Romans 8:35-39 gives an impressive list of things that could seem to cause believers to separate themselves—and thus be separated—from God and Christ: tribulation, distress, persecution, hunger, nakedness, danger, sword, death, life, angels, rulers, things present, things to come, powers, height, depth, and “any other created thing.” Yet we find that none of these things is “able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord” (Rom. 8:39). God and Christ are faithful. We are God’s children and brothers and sisters of Jesus Christ and members of his very Body. God and Jesus will not allow anything to separate them from us. Surely that is why in all those horrible circumstances “we are more than conquerors through him who loved us” (Rom. 8:37).
The power of the list is that it can remove our fear of what might happen to us. Our lives might become so full of tribulation and distress that we might deny Christ. That will not separate us from Christ. We might get tortured for our faith and deny Christ. That will not separate us from Christ. Thus, this section of Scripture is one more reason that Christians can have “the peace of God, which passes all understanding” (Phil. 4:7). In contrast, if in sum all this list was saying was, “Continue trusting Jesus even though you are being tortured to death and you will have everlasting life,” what comfort would it bring? Many believers have a fear that hardship, torture, or the threat of death would cause them to reject Christ, resulting in their losing their salvation and ending up in the fire of Gehenna. That fear is well-placed if Christians can lose their salvation because no one knows their future. But if people have that fear, then they certainly do not have the peace that passes understanding, and besides that, instead of not being anxious about anything (Phil. 4:6) a certain amount of anxiety would certainly be reasonable.
There are believers who assert that the list in Romans does not mention a person voluntarily rejecting Jesus Christ and thus giving up their salvation. But voluntarily rejecting Christ is on the list. It is included in the phrase, “nor things present, nor things to come” in Romans 8:38. Rejecting Christ is something a person would do “in the present.” Besides, the New Birth cannot be undone by a free will choice. The changes that occur in a person when they are saved are the kind that are permanent. For example, being “born again” cannot be undone by a free will choice in the spiritual world any more than birth can be undone by a free will choice in the physical world. Also, getting a new divine nature cannot be undone by a free will choice any more than having Adam’s sin nature can be undone by a free will choice. There are certain free will decisions that a person can make that cannot be undone by another free will decision, and the New Birth is one of those things.
Romans 8:35-39 is one of the great sections of Scripture that shows that Christian salvation is guaranteed and cannot be lost. The believer’s salvation is secure, and we can have peace and not be anxious about anything because of it.
[For more information on Christian salvation, see Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation.” For more on our New Birth, see commentary on 1 Pet. 1:3. For more on our new divine nature, see commentary on 2 Pet. 1:4.]
Rom 8:36
“sheep to be slaughtered.” Literally, “sheep of slaughter.” A genitive of relation. The translation “sheep to be slaughtered” captures the meaning.
Rom 8:37
“No.” The Greek word alla, (“but”) is occasionally used as an adversative, “no.” This is the case here. The commentators are divided between those who see this as a “no,” and those who see it as a “but.” If you see it as a “but,” you are saying that we are considered sheep, “but” we conquer in our adversities. There is a problem with that. People in the OT could conquer in adversities too. So then, why the “but?”
In actuality there is a clean break between the Old Testament, in which a person could lose his salvation, and the Christian Church, when a born-again Christian cannot lose their salvation. This is what is being conveyed here. The idea brought from Romans 8:35 is “Who will separate us from the love of Christ.” Then there is a list of difficulties and hardships that have caused people to turn from God. The people of God even thought God would stand against them and consider them sheep to be slaughtered. That idea, and the idea that any Christian can be separated from salvation and the love of Christ, is shattered with a resounding “No!” Unlike what has been in the past Administrations, nothing will separate us from Christ’s love. The Christian’s salvation is secure. Some have said, “But the Christian can renounce his love for God and then lose his salvation.” That is clearly not what these verses say. They teach that “nothing” shall be able to separate a saved person from God. When a person is saved, his very nature is changed. He becomes a “new creation.” No person can undo that by a simple act of the will.
[For more information on Christian salvation, see Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation.” For more on our New Birth, see commentary on 1 Pet. 1:3. For more on our new divine nature, see commentary on 2 Pet. 1:4.]
Rom 8:38
“am convinced.” The Greek is peithō (#3982 πείθω, pronounced pay-thō), and it means “to be persuaded” or “convinced.” The verb is in the perfect tense, which normally would be translated as a past tense, but in this case, the perfect tense has the sense of the present. It is an action that started in the past but is still true in the present, so “am convinced” is the best translation. If we say, “I have been convinced,” it could mean in English that Paul was convinced in the past, but may not be at this present time, which is certainly not the case.
Although many versions read “am convinced” (NASB, NET, NIV, NRSV), “being convinced” is the end result of allowing oneself to be persuaded. It is important to recognize that each of us must allow himself to be persuaded by God. It is not simply the fact that the evidence is there that persuades a person and convinces them. Jesus Christ did miracles that convinced some people but not others, but the miracles (evidence) were the same. The Egyptians saw the miracles that God did in Egypt, and some of them believed and even followed the Israelites out of Egypt (Exod. 12:38), while others, including Pharaoh, would not allow themselves to be persuaded by those same miracles. If the evidence does not convince people, what allows them to be persuaded? It all starts in the soil of the heart, and an honest person constantly seeks for truth, and holds that in the highest esteem. Then, if there is evidence that something he believes or is doing is not actually correct, he will leave his old ways behind and change. No wonder God exhorts us all to examine ourselves.
Rom 8:39
“the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.” The fullness of God’s love is “in” Christ Jesus. In this case, “in” expresses a fullness and connection that one must ponder to grasp. Romans 5:5 and 5:8 speak of the love of God, while Romans 8:35 speaks of the love of Christ. This is the love of God that is “in Christ.” It is in Christ in the sense that it is connected in every way with Christ. The true love of God for mankind is expressed in Christ. It is impossible to fully grasp the love of God without grasping what God did in, and in connection with, Jesus Christ. The word “in” means “in connection with” Christ (see commentary on Rom. 3:24), but in this context it also means more than just that, for God worked “in” Christ to manifest His love to the world. In Romans 5:5 we see the love of God, in Romans 8:35 we see the love of Jesus Christ, and now here in Romans 8:39, we see that the love of God is expressed in and through Jesus Christ. God is the great fountain and source of love, and as well as coming directly from Him, it also flows freely through Jesus Christ.
 
Romans Chapter 9
Rom 9:1
Romans chapters 9-11 are considered the most difficult in the book of Romans. However, they do not lose sight of the central theme of Romans. For example, there are a dozen or so references to righteousness in just these three chapters, and the statement that Christ is the fulfillment of the Law for everyone who believes is in the heart of the section (Rom. 10:4). These three chapters are the castle of Calvinism in the sense that without them, Calvinism and the idea of predestination do not have a powerful central presentation. And yet these chapters are misunderstood by Calvinists and indeed, by most other Christians. Part of the reason for that is they represent the “perfect storm” of what it takes to make something difficult to interpret: biblical idioms that must be understood and articulated; Old Testament references that must be understood both as to time and meaning of the original statement; Old Testament characters that must be understood; words that are difficult to translate; and arguments that interweave and can be hard to follow.
“in connection with Christ.” Paul is speaking the truth “in Christ,” i.e., in his connection with Jesus Christ.
[For more on “in Christ” meaning “in connection with” Christ, see the commentary on Rom. 6:3 and Eph. 1:3.]
“in connection with the holy spirit.” Paul’s conscience (and love) toward the Jews had been built throughout his childhood and was in agreement with what the Lord would communicate to him via the gift of holy spirit. He hurt for the Jews, even as badly as he had been treated by them. In fact, one speaking offhand might think that Paul would be hardened toward the Jews by the mistreatment he had received from them, but his heart was soft toward them.
“holy spirit.” This refers to the holy spirit that is the gift of God.
[For more information on the uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
Rom 9:2
“grief.” The Greek word odunē (ὀδύνη #3601) can mean “pain, grief, distress.”[footnoteRef:1970] Paul is experiencing “sorrow” and emotional distress, which is pain in his heart. Thus, the idea of “grief” seems to be the best connotation to describe that. Cf. 1 Tim. 6:10. [1970:  BDAG, s.v. “ὀδύνη.”] 

Rom 9:3
“Indeed.” The Greek is gar (#1063 γάρ), and is usually translated “for” and understood to communicate a reason for something. However, that use of gar does not fit this verse, because Paul does not have continual sorrow in his heart for Israel “because” he could wish that he could be accursed in place of them. Rather, this is what some scholars refer to as the “confirmatory gar” and confirms and clarifies what has already been stated. See commentaries on Mark 11:13; Galatians 5:17; 2 Thessalonians 3:10; James 1:7.
“could wish.” The Greek is euchomai (#2172 εὔχομαι), a verb, and the noun related to it, euchē (#2171 εὐχή), means prayer in the general sense. The verb euchomai is used 7 times, and the noun euchē 3 times. The semantic range of these words includes both prayer to God and prayer in the general sense, and it can include the idea of wishing, i.e., to wish. The noun euchē can also mean a vow, and of its three uses, twice it is used to mean vow (Acts 18:18; 21:23) and once to mean prayer (James 5:15). Here in Romans 9:3 euchomai more clearly means “wish,” although the idea of prayer is not totally excluded, simply because we sometimes pray for things we wish for.
It is important to realize that here in Romans 9:3 the word euchomai is in the imperfect tense which can be used as a tendential imperfect. This usage indicates an attempt that was “almost desired to be made,”[footnoteRef:1971] which in this case would be translated as “could wish.” This is the most likely use here because neither the typical imperfect “I was wishing” nor the normal past tense “I wished” fit this context. Paul did not actually wish to be accursed but is saying that hypothetically, if he could and if it would save them, then he would be accursed. Paul “could wish” to be accursed in place of his people, but he knows that is not possible, and so he does not actually ask God for that. The “could wish” expresses the willing condition of the heart, not something that is actually available to do. God gives each person free will, and people make their own choices. God honors those choices, and so must we, even when the bad choices others make cause us much pain. Christ died for everyone, and anyone who wants to can be saved through Christ. If people decide on death rather than life (cf. Deut. 30:19), although we may have great pain and may even get to the point that we “could wish” to die in the place of others, we do not act on our wish. [1971:  Daniel Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics, 551.] 

“were.” “Were” is both the singular and plural past subjunctive and since it is controlled by “could wish,” “were” makes sense, which is why almost all versions use it. (Here the imperfect verb is used to show the impossibility of this wish being fulfilled, and also to note the fact that Paul did not actually wish that he would be accursed for Israel.)[footnoteRef:1972] Perhaps a more literal translation would follow Young’s Literal, and say, “For I could wish, I myself, to be accursed….” However, that makes it seem like Paul was not clearly wishing that he would be accursed, but rather that he was emphasizing that he himself was the one doing the wishing. [1972:  Cf. John Murray, The Epistle to the Romans; Lenski, Romans, 583.] 

“in place of.” The Greek preposition huper (#5228 ὑπέρ) is typical of prepositions in that it has many different meanings and nuances, which are determined by the context. In this case, it means “in place of” or “instead of.” Wallace concurs that in Romans 9:3 huper “is used in a substitutionary sense.”[footnoteRef:1973] Paul, in a fashion similar to Moses many years before him (Exod. 32:32), would trade places with his people if he could. This is not boasting or wishful thinking on Paul’s part, or Moses’ part. These great men of God had intense passion and love for their people, and that gave them the strength and vision to endure and go forward day after day. If anything, this verse shows us that it is possible to love others more than we love ourselves, and we can give our lives in service to others. The ultimate expression of being accursed “in place of others” is the Lord Jesus Christ, who did in fact love us so much that he took our place. He became a curse for us (Gal. 3:13) and died in our place. Ministers must draw strength from God and from their love for people. If they do not, the daily fight will eventually become too much, and they will become embittered, quit, or do both. While the work of the Lord can be fun at times, it is a daily fight due to the spiritual battle and to human nature. We must love in order to endure. [1973:  Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics, 387.] 

“kinsmen.” The Greek word is sungenēs (#4773 συγγενής), and it means relative, kinsman. It is used 11 times in the NT, and only occurs in the Four Gospels, Acts, and Romans. In the Gospels and Acts, it is used in the literal sense of a blood relative. In contrast, the four times it is used in Romans all are in the wider sense of the word and refer to “spiritual” relatives, just as fellow Christians are called “brothers” or “sisters” even if they are not related by blood. Literally, sungenēs means: of the same kin, akin to, related by blood. However, it is used in a wider sense of the same race, a fellow countryman, or a spiritual brother or sister.[footnoteRef:1974] The other three “spiritual” uses are Romans 16:7, 11, 21. [1974:  Cf. Thayer, Thayer’s Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “συγγενής.”] 

Rom 9:4
“adoption.” The initial recipients of God’s grace were the Israelites. The word “adoption” refers to, and in the culture can mean, “sonship.” The nation of Israel was the original “son” of God (Exod. 4:22-23; Hos. 11:1).
“the glory.” God’s glory was with Israel even when they were disobedient in the wilderness after coming out of Egypt, and it filled the Tabernacle and then the Temple (Exod. 24:16-17; 40:34-35; Lev. 9:23; Num. 14:10; 1 Kings 8:11; 2 Chron. 5:14).
“the covenants.” The word “covenants” is plural. The covenants that favored Israel included the covenants that God made with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob to give Israel the Promised Land, and what is commonly called “the Old Covenant” that God made with Israel on Mount Sinai (Exod. 24).
“the Temple service to God.” The Tabernacle and the Temple, the “houses” where God lived on earth were entrusted to Israel and they were responsible for offering the sacrifices and offerings in worship of Him. God could be worshiped by Gentiles, but not in the direct and intimate way that God chose Israel to worship Him. The priests and Levites in Israel took care of the Tabernacle, then the Temple, and offered the sacrifices and offerings that He required. Given that there is only one true God and that He chose Israel to worship Him according to His commands, that was a tremendous privilege and responsibility.
Rom 9:5
“the Fathers.” Here the word “Fathers” is being used in the specific sense of the rootstock of Israel, mainly Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob (cf. Exod. 3:15; Acts 7:32). That is the reason that some versions nuance the text to “Patriarchs” (CJB, ESV, NAB, NET, NIV), but given the several different ways that “fathers” is used in the text, it is likely best to learn the different uses; the readers of the original Greek certainly had to do that.
“according to the flesh.” This is a simple statement of fact, showing Christ was a true descendant of the patriarchs. It is the same phrase Paul uses two verses earlier to describe his genetic relationship to the Jews: “My brothers, my kinsmen according to the flesh” (Rom. 9:3). The Jews were Paul’s kinsmen “according to the flesh,” as opposed to his Christian brothers in the spirit.[footnoteRef:1975] Likewise, Christ came “from” (ek) the patriarchs according to the flesh—that is, as a direct human descendant through his mother Mary—but ultimately was “born from (ek) the holy spirit” (Matt. 1:20: γεννηθὲν ἐκ πνεύματός ἐστιν ἁγίου). Hence, Paul here is focusing on Christ’s physical line from Abraham, given to him by his mother, rather than his fathering by God. [1975:  A. T. Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, 4:381.] 

“(God, who is over all, be blessed forever. Amen.).” This last phrase in Romans 9:5 can grammatically be, and has been, translated dozens of different ways. Due to that fact, the way we translate it should be based on what we know from the scope of Scripture. For example, Trinitarians usually put a Trinitarian slant on it to the end that it says Christ is God. People who do not believe in the Trinity do not translate it in such a way that it makes Christ into God. It is a separate doxology to God, praising Him for all the great things He has done. It is a separate addition in this context but is present because of how great God is. We thought the way the Revised Standard Version translated it hits the mark: “God, who is over all, be blessed forever. Amen.” The parenthesis is the figure of speech parembole—a parenthesis that is thrown in for emphasis but is a complete thought in itself.[footnoteRef:1976] [1976:  Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 476-77, “parembole.”] 

[For more information on Jesus being the fully human Son of God and not being “God the Son,” see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.” For more on “the Holy Spirit” being one of the designations for God the Father and “the holy spirit” being the gift of God’s nature, see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
Rom 9:6
“the word of God.” In this context “the word of God” is the message of God that God spoke to Abraham. That did not fail. In its more universal use, the “Word of God” does not fail either.
“failed.” It could seem as if the Word of God had failed, because so many Israelites rejected the Messiah. However, we learn that not all “Israel,” (believers) come from “Israel” (the nation). Here we have Israel used two different ways, one to refer to those who have faith in God, and one to refer to the nation of Israel.
“For not all who have descended from Israel are truly Israel.” The meaning of this sentence is that not every Israelite by birth is a part of the true believers of Israel who will be part of the Resurrection of the Righteous and receive everlasting life. A person born an Israelite was not automatically saved, but had to have trust in God to get everlasting life. This is an example of the figure of speech antanaclasis, “word clashing,” where the same word—in this case, “Israel”—is used in close proximity but with different meanings to catch the reader’s attention and emphasize the point.
[For more on antanaclasis, see commentary on 1 Sam. 1:24.]
[Also, see Word Study: “Antanaclasis.”]
Rom 9:7
“children.” This is an idiomatic use of the word “children,” and it means “descendants.” Just as “father” can mean more in biblical language than just a biological father, and can also mean “ancestor,” “originator,” “mentor,” etc., so “children” does not mean biological children in this context, but descendent, as “the children of Israel” are the descendants of Jacob, whose name was changed to Israel.
Although the Jews thought of themselves very highly just by virtue of the fact they were descendants of Abraham (cf. Matt. 3:9; John 8:39), if they would admit it, Abraham had eight children by three different women, so many other people shared the distinction of being physically “the children of Abraham.”
Rom 9:12
“The older will serve the younger.” This prophecy is not about the individual people, Esau and Jacob. The prophecy refers to the countries they fathered, Jacob fathering Israel and Esau fathering the country of Edom. The prophecy is saying that Edom would serve Israel, and actually, ultimately, that people (“Esau”) would serve the Christ (“Jacob”). The prophecy is speaking of the descendants of Esau and Jacob many years after the men themselves lived.
Although most translations of Romans 9:10-12 make the “older” and “younger” out to be the individuals Jacob and Esau, we must be careful not to read that into the text, because neither Romans nor Genesis says that. For example, the HCSB reads, “though her sons had not been born.” The NASB reads, “though the twins were not yet born” (cf. NIV). The KJV reads, “the children being not yet born” (cf. NJB). All these translations make the verse to be speaking of the individual children of Rebekah, i.e., Esau and Jacob. But Adam Clarke correctly makes the point that adding a reference to the individual children is unwarranted. He writes:
As the word children is not in the text, the word nations would be more proper; for it is of nations that the apostle speaks, as the following verses show, as well as the history to which he refers.
Neither having done any good. To merit the distinction of being made the peculiar people of God; nor evil, to deserve to be left out of the covenant, and the distinguishing national blessings which it conferred; that the purpose of God according to election might stand—that such distinctions might appear to depend on nothing but God’s free choice, not of works, or any desert in the people or nations thus chosen; but of the mere purpose of him who calleth any people he pleases, to make them the depositories of his especial blessings, and thus to distinguish them from all others.[footnoteRef:1977] [1977:  Adam Clarke, Clarke’s Commentary.] 

When we look at the phrase this verse is quoting from Genesis in its context there, we can see that Clarke is correct even from that standpoint. The prophecy to Rebekah that is recorded in Genesis is not about the two men, Esau and Jacob, but about the nations that would come from them. When Rebekah became pregnant, the twins inside her were so violent she sought Yahweh (the LORD) to find out what was happening. His answer is in Genesis 25:23. “And Yahweh said to her, ‘Two nations are in your womb, and two peoples from your belly will be divided. One people will be stronger than the other people; and the elder will serve the younger.’”
Reading the prophecy above makes it clear that it is about the “nations” and “peoples” of Israel and Edom, not about Esau and Jacob, who are not even mentioned in the verse. As to the statement, “the older will serve the younger,” the Hebrew text literally reads, “the greater will serve the less.” We can infer that the “greater” means the elder or firstborn, but we do not have to make that about the man Esau being older than Jacob. Edom was formed as a nation before Israel was, and thus the nation of Edom was older than the nation of Israel. Esau had children and became the nation of Edom, while Jacob, though having children, went with those children into Egypt where they were enslaved. Israel did not become a nation until after the Exodus. Even so, eventually, Israel became more powerful than Edom, and then “Esau” served “Jacob,” such as under the reigns of David and Solomon when Edom was subservient to Israel.
As for the individual men Esau and Jacob, Esau never served Jacob. In fact, in the 20 years that Jacob spent in Mesopotamia away from his family (Gen. 31:38, 41), Esau became so rich and powerful that when Jacob tried to give him flocks and herds as a present, he refused them, saying, “I already have plenty, my brother. Keep what you have for yourself” (Gen. 33:9 NIV). Esau had several wives and many sons (Gen. 36) and became the founder of the country of Edom, south and southeast of Israel (Gen. 36:43). Jacob also had many sons and a daughter, but instead of founding a nation like his brother Esau, which had both people and a land area, he left the Promised Land and went to Egypt, where he eventually died (Gen. 46:5-7; 49:33). The nation of Israel was being formed while the Israelites were slaves in Egypt, and they finally were able to move into the Promised Land after Moses died when Joshua conquered Israel.
Rom 9:13
“As it is written.” Most people are not familiar enough with the Old Testament to realize that the prophecy in Rom. 9:12 was given about 1,700 years before Christ, while the quotation from Malachi in Rom. 9:13 is not another prophecy but rather a proof that the prophecy in verse 12 was true and had been fulfilled at least in part.
“Jacob I loved, but Esau I hated.” As in Romans 9:12, “Jacob” and “Esau” do not refer to the individuals, but to the countries they founded. Using the name of an individual instead of the name of the nation he founded is something we see many times in the Bible. In Genesis 9, for example, Noah’s sons Shem and Japheth, and his grandson, Canaan, were the subjects of a prophecy given by Noah. Noah’s prophecy was: “Blessed be Yahweh, the God of Shem. Canaan will be his servant. God will enlarge Japheth. He will dwell in the tents of Shem” (Gen. 9:26, 27). This never happened to the individual men, Shem, Japheth, and Canaan. However, many years later those prophecies were fulfilled in those men’s descendants, in the nations of the Shemites (Israel), Japhethites (Gentiles, cf. Isa. 42:6), and Canaanites (cf. Josh. 9:27). The name “Jacob” is used for the nation of Israel many times in Scripture (cf. Num. 23:7, 10, 21, 23; 24:5; Deut. 32:9; 33:10; Ps. 14:7; 44:4; 53:6; 59:13; Isa. 27:6, 9; Jer. 10:16; Lam. 2:3; Hos. 10:11; Amos 7:5; Mic. 1:5; 2:12; Nah. 2:2). Similarly, “Esau” is used for the Edomites (cf. Jer. 49:8, 10; Obad. 1:6). Israel is also called by “Isaac,” one of the names of the Fathers (cf. Amos 7:9). The nation of Egypt is called “Ham,” the man from whom the Egyptians descended (Ps. 78:51). The Amalekites and their nation are referred to by the name of their founder, “Amalek” (Num. 24:20; Deut. 25:17; Ps. 83:7). The name “Rachel” was used for her descendants (the Benjamites) who lived in the area of Jerusalem, close to Bethlehem (Matt. 2:18). Rachel was Jacob’s favorite wife who gave birth to Jacob’s youngest son, Benjamin, just outside of Bethlehem and died in childbirth (Gen. 35:16-18), so it was appropriate to say that when Herod killed all the children around Bethlehem, “Rachel” (actually, her descendants), sobbed for them.
The commentator Adam Clarke noted that “Jacob” and “Esau” actually referred to nations, and wrote: “That these words are used in a national and not in a personal sense, is evident from this: that, taken in the latter sense they are not true, for Jacob never did exercise any power over Esau, nor was Esau ever subject to him. Jacob, on the contrary, was rather subject to Esau, and was sorely afraid of him, and...acknowledged Esau to be his lord, and himself to be his servant; see Gen. 32:4; 33:8, 13.”[footnoteRef:1978] [1978:  Adam Clarke, Clarke’s Commentary.] 

It is important that we realize the phrase “Jacob I loved, but Esau I hated,” is quoted from Malachi, who lived around 400 BC, some 1,300 years after Jacob and Esau were born, because it shows us that it is not a prophecy, but a statement of fact—proof the prophecy of Rom. 9:12 had been fulfilled. The statement was made because the obstinate and unbelieving Jews in Malachi’s time demanded of God, “How have you loved us?” (Mal. 1:2). God’s answer was that His love for the Jews should be obvious, especially when they are compared with other countries, such as Edom (Esau), and especially when we consider that Jacob and Esau were brothers. He had said the elder nation (Esau; Edom) would serve the younger (Jacob; Israel), and it happened just as God had foretold. So God’s answer to the Jews was that He loved “Jacob” (Israel), but “hated” “Esau” (Edom). Beale and Carson state it well: “The appeal to the words of Scripture as ‘having been written’ signals that God’s word to Rebekah already has come to fulfillment.”[footnoteRef:1979] [1979:  G. K. Beale, and D. A. Carson, Commentary on the New Testament Use of the Old Testament.] 

“hated.” It is important that we understand the Semitic use of the word “hate” in this verse because it is not to be taken literally in our Western sense of the word, but is a biblical idiom meaning “love less.” The essence of the statement is, “I preferred Jacob to Esau.”[footnoteRef:1980] Although one could make a case for the fact that by around 400 BC (when the statement recorded in Malachi was made), history would support the idea that God did seem to “hate” Esau. But that was due to Edom’s (Esau’s) turning away from Him, and had nothing to do with the original prophecy made to Rebekah, which was only that the older would serve the younger. Esau was older than Jacob, and the nation of Edom was older than the nation of Israel. Nevertheless, the true meaning of the prophecy to Rebekah, and thus of direct relevance to God’s “loving” Israel and “hating” Edom, was that He chose that the Christ would come out of Israel. God could only choose one; therefore, before either was born or had done anything, the purpose of God was pleased to choose the nation from Jacob. This was a bestowing of great honor, so Esau, who did not receive this blessing, was said to be “loved less.” [1980:  Cf. C. K. Barrett, Romans [BNTC].] 

[For other examples of “hate” used in figurative, hyperbolic language, see: Gen. 29:30-31; Deut. 21:15-17 (KJV); Prov. 13:24; Matt. 6:24; Luke 14:26; 16:13; and John 12:25.]
This verse is not about two people, but about two nations. C. H. Dodd writes that this fact helps explain that Romans 9 is not a reference to “God’s arbitrary predestination of particular persons to eternal happiness or misery, without any regard to their merit or demerit—a doctrine which some have most impiously fathered on God, who is the best of beings, and who cannot possibly hate, far less absolutely doom to misery, any creature that he has made: but that it means only his bestowing greater external favors, or, if you please, higher opportunities for knowing and doing their duty, upon some men, than he does upon others; and that merely according to his own wise purpose, without any regard to their merits or demerits, as having a right to confer greater or smaller degrees of perfection on whom he pleases.”[footnoteRef:1981] Clarke goes on to say, “The doctrine of unconditional predestination to eternal life and eternal death cannot be supported by the example of God’s dealings with Esau and Jacob, or with the Edomites and Israelites,”[footnoteRef:1982] [1981:  C.H. Dodd, quoted in Clarke’s Commentary on Genesis 25:23.]  [1982:  Adam Clarke, Clarke’s Commentary on Genesis 25:23.] 

It is important to realize that “Jacob I loved, but Esau I hated [loved less]” is in reference to the Christ-line—the genealogy that would culminate in the birth of the Messiah (cf. Rom. 9:5). There was only one Messiah, and since there were two male descendants of Isaac, God had to choose one to be the line to the Messiah, and the other was not to be. Thus Jacob is said to be loved because his progeny led to the Messiah. The terms “loved” and “hated” need to be seen in the context of the chapter, which is the bringing forth of the Messiah. As to the individuals, Jacob and Esau themselves, a good case could be made for the fact that Esau did much better in his life than Jacob. Jacob lied to Isaac (Gen. 27:18-30) and as a result, had to flee his home, and was gone for 20 years. During that time his mother died, and he spent 14 years as an indentured servant working off the dowry for the two women he married while away from his family. Not long after finally getting back home to Canaan, his sons sold his favorite son, Joseph, into slavery, and more than 20 years passed before they were reunited. When they were, Jacob was uprooted from his home, the Promised Land, and spent his closing years in Egypt, where he finally died. In contrast, Esau stayed close to his family, married several wives, had many sons and daughters, prospered, and founded the country of Edom.
Rom 9:15
“Moses.” That Moses is mentioned by name is important, because he is a perfect contrast to Pharaoh. It is important to have both the vessel of mercy (Moses), and the vessel of destruction (Pharaoh), portrayed in the text. These two men are a concrete illustration of a major point God is making in chapters 9-11, which was that Israel was a vessel that had fitted itself to destruction and God had cut it off, while the “Israel of God,” including some Gentiles, was a vessel of mercy, that by its obedience had fitted itself to mercy.
Moses was a vessel who fitted himself to mercy, while Pharaoh was a vessel who fitted himself to destruction (cf. Rom. 9:22-23). God came to both of them and made requests. His request to Moses was go back to Egypt, while his request to Pharaoh was let the People go worship. Both requests were difficult under the circumstances, and both were denied. Although we do not pay attention to it much because Moses turned out to be such a wonderful man of God, Moses refused God five times (Exod. 3:11, 13; 4:1, 10, 13), before he finally obeyed God. Moses only seems to have obeyed then because Scripture tells us the anger of Yahweh burned against Moses (Exod. 4:14), but we are not told in the Word exactly how that anger was manifested to Moses. Under the pressure of God’s anger, Moses decided to obey, and then under the tutelage of God, he became a vessel of mercy. We must not make the mistake of thinking that after Moses decided to obey, things went well for him. He almost died on the way back to Egypt (Exod. 4:24-26), he was over-optimistic about how fast God would deliver Israel and became angry with God (Exod. 5:22), he continued to have doubts about God fulfilling His promises (Exod. 6:10-12, 28-30), and it was very painful for him to see the oppression of Israel as the ten plagues ran their course, which took longer than six months and perhaps as long as a year. Through all this, God endured Moses’ doubt and anger and continued to work with him, and in the process of the interaction and obedience to God, Moses became a vessel of mercy.
Like Moses, Pharaoh was also asked to do something difficult: let the People go, and like Moses, he also refused. Then, as with Moses, God began to deal with Pharaoh to get him to change his mind. He sent increasingly harsh plague warnings to Pharaoh, and at any one of them, Pharaoh could have repented and let Israel go, especially as the plagues became very severe, and here we see the difference between Moses and Pharaoh. Moses repented when God showed His anger, while Pharaoh did not. Instead, Pharaoh became harder and harder in his heart, and cared less and less for the welfare of his people and the nation of Egypt. The interplay between God asking Pharaoh to do something that caused Pharaoh to harden his heart, and Pharaoh hardening his heart to God’s requests, is why sometimes the OT says God hardened Pharaoh’s heart and sometimes it says Pharaoh hardened it. God never actually hardened Pharaoh’s heart, but was the occasion of Pharaoh hardening it. Note how the Exodus records the interplay, using three different words for “harden.”
1. Exod. 4:21: I will make his heart strong (#02388 חָזַק chazaq)
2. Exod. 7:3: I will harden Pharaoh’s heart (#07185 קָשָׁה qashah)
3. Exod. 7:13: then Pharaoh’s heart grew strong (#02388 חָזַק chazaq)
4. Exod. 7:22: and Pharaoh’s heart grew strong (#02388 חָזַק chazaq)
5. Exod. 8:15: [Pharaoh] made his heart heavy (with stubbornness) (#03513 כָּבַד kabad)
6. Exod. 8:19: and Pharaoh’s heart grew strong (#02388 חָזַק chazaq)
7. Exod. 8:32: Pharaoh made his heart heavy (with stubbornness) (#03513 כָּבַד kabad)
8. Exod. 9:12: and the Lord made the heart of Pharaoh strong (#02388 חָזַק chazaq)
9. Exod. 9:35: and Pharaoh’s heart was strong (#02388 חָזַק chazaq)
10. Exod. 10:1: I (God) have made his heart heavy (with stubbornness) (#03513 כָּבַד kabad)
11. Exod. 10:20: the Lord made Pharaoh’s heart strong (#02388 חָזַק chazaq)
12. Exod. 10:27: the Lord made Pharaoh’s heart strong (#02388 חָזַק chazaq)
13. Exod. 11:10: the Lord made Pharaoh’s heart strong (#02388 חָזַק chazaq)
14. Exod. 14:4: the Lord made Pharaoh’s heart strong (#02388 חָזַק chazaq)
15. Exod. 14:8: the Lord made strong the heart of Pharaoh (#02388 חָזַק chazaq)
With both Moses and Pharaoh, God had the choice not to wait for them to change and obey, and that is the meaning of God “has mercy on whom he wants, and he hardens whom he wants” (Rom. 9:18). It is God’s choice to work with, or not work with, people who disobey. Lenski writes: “Who would have known about God’s mercy toward Israel if God had struck down Pharaoh on that first day when Moses demanded Israel’s release.”[footnoteRef:1983] [1983:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. Paul’s Epistle to the Romans, commentary for Rom. 9:23, 624.] 

Rom 9:16
“exerts effort.” The Greek text is literally “runs,” but here is it used idiomatically for exerting effort to achieve something. Therefore, the literal doesn’t seem to be the best wording and is difficult to understand.
Rom 9:17
“I raised you up for this very reason.” As with the other quotations in this section, it is very important that we understand them in their Old Testament context, because the meaning there is being brought into Romans. When Romans 9:17 mentions Pharaoh and quotes the Old Testament, it is assumed that we know about them from the Old Testament, which is why, for example, Romans only mentions Pharaoh by his title and does not give an explanation of who he is and what he did. Therefore we must understand Exodus to understand this section of Romans. The whole context in Exodus is God asking Pharaoh to obey, and Pharaoh refusing to obey. Then, God makes this powerful point: He did not have to give Pharaoh plague warnings, He could have wiped out Pharaoh from the beginning. Nevertheless, He chose to give increasingly severe plague warnings. God knew that if Pharaoh continued to resist Him and His plague warnings, a couple of things would happen. For one thing, Pharaoh would have to become more and more hard-hearted to continue to resist God, especially if he had any compassion for his people and country, which were being ruined. For another thing, as Pharaoh resisted, God’s wrath and power were being made known more and more clearly. Let’s pay careful attention to the section of Scripture from which Paul is quoting (Exod. 9:16, which Paul is quoting, is in boldface type).
Exodus 9:13-17
13) Then Yahweh said to Moses, “Rise up early in the morning and stand before Pharaoh and say to him, ‘This is what Yahweh, the God of the Hebrews, says: “Let my people go, that they may serve me.
14) Indeed, this time I will send all my plagues against your heart, on your officials, and on your people, so that you know that there is none like me in all the earth.
15) Indeed, by now I could have stretched out my hand and struck you and your people with pestilence and you would have been cut off from the earth.
16) But indeed, for this reason I have allowed you to remain: to show you my power and so that my name may be declared throughout all the earth.
17) You are still setting yourself up over my people by not letting them go.
This section of Exodus is after the sixth plague but before the seventh, and up until now the only real damage that had been done was the death of livestock. One thing we notice in these verses is God’s request that Pharaoh let Israel go. God’s request is not “fake” or disingenuous. Pharaoh could have let Israel go, but hardened himself against God (Exod. 9:17). Exodus 9:15 really helps us understand Exodus 9:16, and why Paul would quote Exodus 9:16. In Exodus 9:15 God states to Pharaoh that He could have already destroyed Pharaoh if He had wanted. This is certainly true. God did not have to give Pharaoh plague warnings. After Moses’ first request to let Israel go, which Pharaoh refused, God could have just put Egypt in confusion by striking Pharaoh with a lightning bolt, and causing an earthquake and flood, and ushering Israel out of Egypt in the confusion.
When a person disobeys God, it forces God to make a choice: God can stop working with the person, or He can offer more chances to obey. If He offers more chances to obey, and the person obeys, wonderful. If He offers more chances to obey, and the person becomes even more disobedient, then often this means that God’s power is shown and His name glorified, which is what happened with Pharaoh. From reading Exodus we can see the progression of events and the effect they had. The plagues became more and more severe, Pharaoh became more and more hardened and unreasonable, and God’s power was shown more and more clearly, and His name was held in higher and higher honor. God did not want the people of Egypt to be destroyed, but in light of the free will disobedience of Pharaoh, God worked some redemptive purposes from Pharaoh’s disobedience.
It is safe to say that when Moses first came back to Egypt and told Pharaoh that Yahweh, the God of Israel, said to let the people go, Yahweh was little respected by the Egyptians, and indeed, by the other nations on earth. The Egyptians considered Him only a god of slaves. After the third plague, even Pharaoh’s magicians had to admit that the plague was “the finger of God” (Exod. 8:19). After the sixth plague, even some of Pharaoh’s officials feared Yahweh (Exod. 9:20). After the seventh plague, Pharaoh’s officials said to let the Israelites go (Exod. 10:7). After the ninth plague, Moses was highly regarded in Egypt by both Pharaoh’s officials and the Egyptians themselves (Exod. 11:3). By the time Israel left Egypt in the Exodus, Moses and the Israelites were so highly regarded that a large number of Egyptians left Egypt with them (Exod. 12:38). The nations around Israel remembered the plagues and the power of God for years. Hundreds of years later, as the period of the Judges was coming to a close and just before Saul was anointed as Israel’s first king, the Philistines were afraid of God because of what had happened in Egypt (1 Sam. 4:8).
God righteously gave Pharaoh chance after chance to repent, and as Pharaoh refused God time after time, God was able to bring a redemptive purpose out of the situation, turning the hearts of the people of Egypt, and even Pharaoh’s officials, and magnifying His name by His display of power,
From the Old Testament account of Pharaoh, we know that God presented Pharaoh with a difficult, but godly, decision: “Let my People go” (Exod. 5:1). Pharaoh could have made the righteous and free will choice to obey God, which would have been the righteous decision to make even though it would mean his slave labor would be gone, but he chose to “harden” his heart. Because it was God who put Pharaoh in that difficult position, the text, using the common biblical idiom of permission (see commentary on Rom. 9:18), says that God hardened Pharaoh’s heart. Of course, God knew how selfish and cruel Pharaoh was and that he would not let Israel go, but God gave him opportunity after opportunity (plague after plague) to change his mind. Eventually, God “made His power known” (cf. Rom. 9:22) and delivered Israel from slavery.
In Romans 9, Pharaoh is a good example of the point that God is making, which is that Israel acted just like Pharaoh. Time after time God tried to get Israel to obey, and time after time they defied Him, over time becoming harder and harder against God, and more and more defiant. They ignored the Law, then perverted it completely, they ignored the prophets, then killed the prophets, then killed God’s only Son. God reached out to them over and over, but they just responded by becoming more and more calloused toward Him.
God is using Pharaoh as a specific and parallel example to the nation of Israel. Israel, like Pharaoh, had difficult choices (obeying God’s laws is not always easy), and like Pharaoh, they rejected God, hardening their hearts against Him. Then, just as God showed his power against Pharaoh by delivering His people in spite of Egypt’s military might, God showed His wisdom and mercy against the nation of Israel by “making known the riches of His glory” (Rom. 9:23) upon the true “Israel” that he had prepared beforehand, an Israel He called from both Jews and Gentiles (Rom. 9:23-24).
God never forces someone to be hardened. Everyone has free will, and people are only hardened when they resist God and harden themselves in the process of resisting Him. It is ironic that the more God shows His love to a person, the more hardened the person has to become to ignore or defy that love. God is said to harden people, but that is only due to the Semitic idiom of permission which attributes actions to God when actually He only allows them to happen (see commentary on Rom. 9:18).
Pharaoh had to become very hard indeed to resist God. Pharaoh had unrighteously enslaved Israel by using his superior military strength. God made the righteous request that Pharaoh let Israel go worship in the desert. When he said “No,” God could have simply destroyed Egypt as He had destroyed Sodom and Gomorrah. But God continued to warn Pharaoh with plague after plague, demonstrating His power and intention that Israel be allowed to go. Pharaoh ignored the requests to let Israel go, and ignored God’s plague warnings. His heart had to become harder and harder to continue to resist God. Before He acts in power, God wants to offer many warnings and chances to repent, even when it is very unlikely someone will repent. He even did things like tell Pharaoh to order that all servants and livestock be brought under shelter to not suffer damage from the plague of hail (Exod. 9:19). He does this for a number of reasons. First, people have freedom of will and there is always the chance they may change and repent even if it takes a number of warnings. Meyer correctly asserts: “The vessels of wrath are borne with in mercy and long-suffering to give them opportunity for repentance,...”[footnoteRef:1984] [1984:  Heinrich Meyer, Epistle to the Romans, 401, note CVII on Rom. 9:23.] 

Second, offering many chances to repent shows that God is righteous and loving, and not a punitive or demanding God who destroys people who disobey once or twice. Third, it shows that God’s love and mercy, though great, are not endless. God can and will put an eventual end to man’s defiance, so let us not tempt God by ignoring His requests. Fourth, God’s eventual use of His power shows that He will deliver the righteous, even if it is not as quickly as those who are suffering would like, and this is a great comfort to those people who are being dominated by evil authorities. God’s people are comforted knowing that God’s promise of a new and better life is not just empty words, but many times in history He has acted to deliver His people, and He will do it again in the future. Lastly, as God’s power becomes known, other people are greatly influenced to respect Him and believe in Him.
God warned Pharaoh over and over, and warned Israel over and over. As they ignored warning after warning, and got harder and harder in their hearts, they were indeed “fitting themselves for destruction” (see commentary on Rom. 9:22).
Rom 9:18
“shows mercy to whom he wants...and he hardens whom he wants.” This phrase has been very misunderstood by many Christians. In order to properly interpret the verse, there are a couple of things we must understand. We must understand the context, particularly Rom. 9:17, and we must understand the Semitic “idiom of permission.”
An idiom is “a phrase or expression whose meaning cannot be understood from the ordinary meanings of the words in it.”[footnoteRef:1985] Idioms often do not make sense when translated literally into other languages or heard by people who have not been taught what they mean. For example, the American English idiom, “stop on a dime” has nothing to do with a dime, it means “stop quickly.” [1985:  The World Book Dictionary, s.v. “idiom.”] 

It is vital that we understand biblical idioms if we are going to understand the Bible. What many scholars refer to as “the idiom of permission” is an idiom that occurs in the Hebrew language (in fact, in Semitic languages and occasionally in other languages as well). The “idiom of permission” generally occurs when someone is said to do something or make something happen that they contributed to happening in some way, but did not actually do.
For example, in Exodus 4:21, God says He will harden Pharaoh’s heart. In actuality, Pharaoh hardened his own heart; God did not take away Pharaoh’s free will and harden his heart (evidence of that is given below). But if God did not harden Pharaoh’s heart, why does the Bible say that He did? That is where the Semitic idiom of permission comes in. Pharaoh controlled the Hebrews as his slaves and did what he wanted with them. Then God showed up and demanded that Pharaoh release the slaves. As soon as God made that demand, Pharaoh had a choice to make. He could either obey and let the Israelites go, or he could harden his heart against God and refuse to let Israel go. Pharaoh chose to harden his heart. Although Pharaoh hardened his own heart, the Bible uses the idiom and says “God hardened Pharaoh’s heart” because God was the one who made the demand to release the Hebrew slaves, which led to Pharaoh hardening his heart.
There is a similar type of idiom in English. Let’s say you go to a movie with a friend but then a person with a huge hat sits right in front of you. You politely say, “Excuse me, I can’t see the movie, could you remove your hat please.” But hearing that, the person flies into a rage and starts yelling about being mistreated, hardens their heart, and refuses to remove the hat. Your friend says to you, “Wow. You really made that person mad.” But you did not harden the person’s heart or make them mad, all you did was politely ask to be able to see the movie. The person hardened their own heart and got mad because of what was inside them. Your polite request only brought out what was already inside the person. Your friend saying “You made them mad” is like the Bible saying “God hardened Pharaoh’s heart.” You did not “make anyone mad,” all you did was make a request that the person remove their hat and they got mad based on what was inside their own heart and mind. Similarly, all God did was make a request that Pharaoh let Israel go, and Pharaoh hardened his heart based on his own thoughts and beliefs.
It is widely recognized by scholars that in Semitic languages the active verb can be used in a permissive sense. E. W. Bullinger wrote in his book, Figures Of Speech, “idioma,” number 4: “active verbs were used...to express not the doing of the thing, but the permission of the thing which the agent is said to do.”[footnoteRef:1986] In the Emphasized Bible by Joseph B. Rotherham, the phrase in Exodus 4:21 that is often translated as “I will harden his [Pharaoh’s] heart” is translated as “I will let his heart wax bold.” In defense of his translation, he offers the following in a footnote: “...the translation in the text above would seem fairer to the average Occidental [Western] mind, and is thoroughly justifiable on two grounds: (1) of the known character of God, and (2) the well-attested latitude of the Semitic tongues, which are accustomed to speak of occasion as cause” (p. 87). Rotherham goes on in an appendix to say “...even positive commands are occasionally to be accepted as meaning no more than permission” and he cites Gesenius’ Hebrew Grammar as more support for his translation.[footnoteRef:1987] [1986:  Bullinger, Figures of Speech Used in the Bible, 823, “idioma,” number 4.]  [1987:  Wilhelm Gesenius, Gesenius’ Hebrew Grammar.] 

Marcus Kalisch (May 16, 1828 - August 25, 1885) was a Jewish scholar who was educated at Berlin University where he studied classics, philology, and the Semitic languages, and he also studied at the Rabbinical College of Berlin. He was one of the pioneers of the critical study of the Old Testament in England. At one time he was secretary to the Chief Rabbi. In his commentary on Exodus, he says:
“...the phrase ‘I will harden the heart of Pharaoh’ means ‘I know that I shall be the cause of Pharaoh’s obstinacy; my commands and wonders will be an occasion, an inducement to an increasing obduration of his heart.’ And the compassionate leniency of God, who instead of crushing the haughtiness of the refractory king with one powerful blow, first tried to reform him by various less awful punishments, and who generally announced the time of the occurrence of the plagues by the words, ‘Behold, I shall afflict tomorrow,’ in order to grant him time for reflection and repentance; this clemency on the part of God increased Pharaoh’s refractoriness; it was to him a cause of prolonged and renewed resistance.”[footnoteRef:1988] (quoted in the Appendix of Rotherham’s Emphasized Bible). [1988:  Marcus Kalisch, A Historical and Critical Commentary on the Old Testament: Exodus, 59.] 

To put Kalisch’s explanation into more modern English, we can see why the Hebrew text says “God hardened Pharaoh’s heart” and uses the idiom when God did not in fact harden Pharaoh’s heart. God asked Pharaoh to let the Israelites go, and God’s demand forced Pharaoh to make a choice: He could either let God’s people go, or harden his heart and say, “No,” which we know is what Pharaoh did. As God continued to demand that Pharaoh let the people go, and Pharaoh continued to say “No,” Pharaoh’s heart had to become harder and harder. We know that because the plagues were hurting his kingdom and his people, so he had to become more and more obstinate to not give in to God’s request. Thus, the idiom, “God hardened Pharaoh’s heart,” is a Semitic way of saying that God acted in such a way that Pharaoh had to harden his heart to resist it. God didn’t “harden” Pharaoh’s heart, Pharaoh hardened his own heart because he did not want to obey God’s request.
We see the idiom of permission in Isaiah 6:10-11 when God tells Isaiah to “Make the heart of this people fat. Make their ears heavy and shut their eyes….” Isaiah did not have the power to make people’s hearts “fat” (dull, unresponsive) and close their ears and eyes. Isaiah could not literally make people’s hearts fat, but what he could do was speak the Word of God to them, and at that point, the people would have to refuse to believe it and close their eyes and ears to the truth of what Isaiah was saying. Thus, what Isaiah did by speaking the Word to the people was openly reveal that their hearts were fat and their eyes closed to truth, and perhaps even to make the people even more hard-hearted against God.
There are dozens of examples of the idiom of permission in the Old Testament. That is not unusual since the Old Testament is large and the idiom of permission was a standard Semitic way of speaking.
· Exodus 9:12: “Yahweh hardened the heart of Pharaoh.” Meaning God made a request of Pharaoh and he had to harden his heart to refuse it. If we do not see the idiom here, we are forced to say that God demanded that Pharaoh let Israel go; then God took away Pharaoh’s free will choice and hardened Pharaoh’s heart so he could not let Israel go; then God punished Pharaoh and the people of Egypt because Pharaoh did not let Israel go. That is not love and not God’s character.
· Numbers 21:6: “Yahweh sent fiery serpents among [the Israelites].” Meaning God had told Israel that He would protect them if they obeyed Him, but they did not obey, so He could not protect them from the snakes in the territory, which may have also induced them to be more aggressive due to demonic influence. But because the people did not obey God who had said bad things would happen if they did not obey, the idiom is worded as if God sent the snakes.
· Ezekiel 20:25: “I [God] also gave them statutes that were not good and ordinances by which they could not live.” Meaning, God gave the Law, but the people refused to obey it and suffered serious consequences. We know the Law is good, righteous, and holy (Rom. 7:12). However, the Law states that consequences will come to the disobedient, so in idiomatic language, the Law ended up not seeming good for Israel because it seemed to be the reason that the people were being afflicted.
· Isaiah 45:7: “I make peace and create evil.” God does not “create evil.” That would be against His character and contradict the fact that He is love. “Love” and “evil” are mutually exclusive. Isaiah 45:7 contains the idiom of permission, which applies because God created spirit beings and human beings with free will, and also gave them laws, rules, and norms that made a distinction between good and evil. Thus, when spirit beings or humans broke God’s laws and norms and thus did evil by their own free will, by the idiom of permission God was said to have caused it because He set up the universe in such a way that evil can exist.
To be clear then, we see that the Semitic idiom of permission is when a person reacts to something God has said or done (such as Pharaoh hardening his heart in reaction to God asking him to let Israel go), but the idiomatic way of expressing that reaction is to say that God caused the hardening. Similarly, people do evil as their free will choice, but because God gave them free will and also made the distinction between good and evil, God is said to create evil. Although God is said to cause the thought or action, in actual fact, God does not override the free will of man, and He neither causes people to sin, nor gives His permission for them to do so.
When the idiom of permission is used, we readers must search for the connection between God and the action or reaction (often a sin someone is committing), and sometimes that connection is very subtle. It has been said that people cannot “break” God’s laws, but can only break themselves against them because they are “immovable objects.” God has set up the universe to function according to many laws and principles, which He said were “very good” (Gen. 1:31). God’s laws cannot be broken, and that is true in both the physical and spiritual world. A farmer who disregards God’s principles of sowing and reaping will not prosper, and via the biblical idiom of permission we might read that “God ruined him.” Similarly, a rock climber who disregards the worn-out state of his safety rope may, if his rope breaks, fall to his death because of God’s law of gravity, and in the Semitic idiom it might be said that, “God killed that careless person.” Is God to blame because He set laws in place? Of course not. Did God really kill the careless rock climber? No. But in the Semitic idiom, it might be expressed that way.
[For more on the idiom of permission, see commentary on Exod. 4:21; also see Graeser, Lynn, Schoenheit, Don’t Blame God, Chapter 5, “God Is Good (with Figures).” For more on why Christ taught in parables, see commentary on Matt. 13:13.]
Rom 9:19
“For who has ever been able to stand against his purposes.” This phrase has to be properly understood if we are to understand this verse, the context, and how God works in our lives. First, this is a statement made by “you” (“you will then say to me”) and the “you” is shown in Rom. 9:20 to be someone who argues with God, not someone who trusts God. Second, it gives the wrong impression to translate this verse, “For who can resist His will” (ESV, HCSB, NRSV) because, even as we see in this chapter, let alone the whole Bible, many people seem to resist the will of God and say “No” to God. In this chapter alone, the Jews resisted the will of God, and the Bible is full of examples of people who disregard and disobey God, and do not do what He wants them to do. So what is this verse saying?
The Greek word most English versions translate as “will” is boulēma (#1013 βούλημα), which refers to a plan, purpose, or intention. BDAG translates it, “intention.”[footnoteRef:1989] It is not the common word translated “will,” which is thelō (#2309 θέλω), which refers to what we “want” or “desire.” This verse is not saying, “Who has resisted the will of God and done something that God did not want them to do?” Many people do things God does not want them to do. This verse is saying, “Who has successfully withstood the plans and purposes of God?” The answer, of course, is no one. God is so resourceful and persistent that no one successfully withstands His purposes. God adjusts and adapts, and will always find a way to win in the end, even sometimes, as we see with Pharaoh, using the evil people do to show His character and magnify His glory. [1989:  BDAG Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “βούλημα.”] 

The phrase “to stand against” is the verb anthistēmi (#436 ἀνθίστημι), and it is in the perfect tense, active voice. Wuest writes: “The use of the perfect tense here speaks of a process of standing against God’s will which has come to a finished end, and the resulting state, that of a confirmed and permanent stand against God.”[footnoteRef:1990] Vincent writes: “The idea is the result rather than the process of resistance.”[footnoteRef:1991] In other words, people can resist God and disobey Him, but because God always figures out a way to win in the end, no one can successfully withstand His purposes and intentions to the end that they are not accomplished. [1990:  Wuest, Word Studies: Romans, 164.]  [1991:  Marvin R. Vincent, Word Studies in the New Testament, 3:105.] 

We are now in a position to see what this verse is saying. Unbelievers and God-haters will accuse God of injustice, saying that because no one can successfully win against the plans and purposes of God, He should not find fault with people who sin. But let’s take the real-life example of Pharaoh and see if that is correct thinking. Although it is true that God found a way to show His power and elevate His name through Pharaoh, God did not want all that happened in Egypt to happen, even though Israel was released in the end.
When God first told Pharaoh to let Israel go into the wilderness (Exod. 5:1), there had been no plagues and no destruction or death of animals or people. Yet God’s words were not disingenuous or somehow fake—He wanted Israel to be able to go. Had Pharaoh released Israel at the command of God, God would still have been glorified—God always finds ways to bless people and glorify His name when people obey Him. Furthermore, had Pharaoh obeyed God and let Israel go before even the first plague, he would have continued to rule the most powerful nation on earth instead of destroying his nation and dying in a battle against God (although it does not make a good movie script, and many movies show Pharaoh surviving after the Exodus, actually, he died in the water along with much of his army).
Instead of obeying God and letting Israel go, Pharaoh hardened himself against God. Our loving God then sent increasingly severe plague warnings to Pharaoh, but Pharaoh stood against Him time after time and ignored the destruction and pain his hard-heartedness was causing. In the end, Pharaoh did not successfully withstand the purpose of God, and Israel left Egypt. But can we say, like the unnamed antagonist here in Romans 9:19, that because God’s purposes were eventually completed, that God should not find fault? Was Pharaoh, for example, without fault? Of course not! Pharaoh, and everyone else who defies God and sins against God, is at fault, even if God can find ways to bring glory to Himself and His people from their sinful actions.
Rom 9:20
“argue.” The Greek word is antapokrinomai (#470 ἀνταποκρίνομαι), and it means to reply or answer back, but because the verb is in the present tense, it portrays more of a back-and-forth dialogue, or as is clear from the context, an argument.
“Why did you make me like this?” This question is linked to both Rom. 9:19 and 9:21, and we must remember that it is spoken by the man who is arguing with God. His accusation is essentially, “Why did you make me hard like this, into a vessel of dishonor?” The fact that the Greek word translated “make” is in the aorist tense (a one-time action or “snapshot” of the situation) provides a key to understanding this verse. The verse is viewing the vessel as a finished product, not focusing on the process of making it, although the sinner could question that also. First, we must remember that God only “made,” i.e., completed the process of making, the person into a vessel of dishonor (Rom. 9:21) because of the person’s free will responses. The perfect example of that is Pharaoh, who is mentioned right in this chapter. Although God used the person’s sinful behavior in a way that ultimately was redemptive and benefited Him in some way, it was the person’s own free will decisions and sinful behavior that were responsible for the way God acted in relation to the person. Second, it is far too typical that, like the argumentative person in this verse, when the purposes of God win the day and the sinner is broken and defeated, he (or she) takes no responsibility for their actions, but blames God for what has happened, questioning God just like this verse says, “Why did YOU [God] make me this way?” A humble and honest question would be: “Why did I defy God the way I did and become so hard-hearted?” God responded to the person’s sins in a redemptive manner, but that redemption destroys sinners.
When a person, like Pharaoh, is given the opportunity to obey God but defies Him, it is then God’s prerogative as to how to continue to work with the person or to end the relationship altogether. In that sense, God really is the potter and we are the clay. Like the example of the clay in Jeremiah 18:1-4, God can have a purpose for a person, but if that person will not cooperate, then God can work to make something else of his life, or He can stop working with the person altogether.
The Bible is full of this interplay between God and people, although many times it is not clearly written. God worked with Moses to get him to go to Egypt and lead the Israelites. Moses refused God five times (Exod. 3:11, 13; 4:1, 10, 13), but finally gave in to God. God had the choice not to wait for Moses to obey. He could have delivered Israel some other way when Moses refused the first time, but God chose to keep asking Moses, and eventually, Moses did obey God and go to Egypt. The Bible does not say what God would have done had Moses continued to refuse, but we can be sure God would have found a way to deliver Israel from slavery.
God asked Gideon to deliver Israel from the Midianites (Judg. 6:14), but Gideon was not confident, and in the next months God and Gideon went back and forth, asking things of each other, testing each other, but God kept working with Gideon, slowly making him into a vessel of honor as Gideon kept struggling to obey God. King Saul behaved differently. He never truly obeyed God. God installed him as king, but character flaws soon began to show themselves. When Saul disobeyed concerning the Amalekites, God made the decision to take the kingdom from him, and Samuel brought the message to him, saying, “Yahweh has torn the kingdom of Israel from you this day” (1 Sam. 15:28). Unlike Gideon, who had problems but overcame them and became a vessel of honor, Saul never did fully obey God, and his continual disobedience resulted in him becoming a vessel of dishonor, even trying to murder David and eventually dying in a war with the Philistines.
Solomon followed King Saul’s footsteps. He had the potential to be a vessel of great honor, but later in his life began to ignore the Word of God. He tried to pay part of the debt for building the Temple by giving away towns in Israel (1 Kings 9:10-13). He broke commandment after commandment. In defiance of God’s commands in Deuteronomy 17:14-20, he amassed gold and horses, bought horses from Egypt, and took many wives. He also married pagan women and built places of worship for many pagan gods (1 Kings 11:7-8). He did evil in God’s sight (1 Kings 11:6). God continued to warn Solomon as he traveled on his path of sin (1 Kings 11:9-10), but as with Pharaoh, those warnings only further hardened Solomon. God’s warnings, and Solomon’s defiance of them, were forming him into a vessel of dishonor. Eventually, God stopped trying to reform Solomon and said He would tear the kingdom from him (1 Kings 11:11), which He did.
The Bible does have some examples of God apparently not offering people “chances” to change and repent, but dealing with their sin right on the spot. One example is the soldiers of Ahaziah, who came to arrest Elijah. Fire from heaven burned them up right then, with no “second chances” (2 Kings 1:10). Examples like that in the Word of God show us that while God is slow to anger and abounding in love (Num. 14:18), He is not one to tempt or toy with. It is always God’s prerogative to deal with sin and disobedience immediately or offer chances for repentance.
Over and over the Bible shows how God works with people in relation to the free will decisions they make, but ultimately whether a person is a vessel to honor or a vessel to dishonor is the person’s choice. At this point, we should remind ourselves that the focal point of this chapter is Israel, and God’s dealings with them and the true “Israel,” the Israel of God (cf. Rom. 9:6). God came to the nation of Israel over and over again, but they were stubborn and defiant. They ignored and killed His prophets, and eventually killed His only Son. It was God’s prerogative to work with them the way He did century after century as they became a vessel to dishonor instead of cutting them off early in their history and working with the Gentiles. It was also His prerogative to “cut them off” when He did and deal with the Gentiles (Rom. 9:24, 30; 11:13-18).
That it is a person’s free will decisions that are primarily responsible for him being either a vessel of honor or a vessel of dishonor is a point that is also made in 2 Timothy 2:20-22. Those verses point out that every house has some vessels that are honorable and some that are dishonorable. Here in Romans, we see that vessels of dishonor make the free will choice to be sinful, stubborn, and disobedient. The dishonorable vessels in Timothy are dishonorable for those same reasons. So Timothy says, “if anyone cleanses himself from these [dishonorable vessels], he will be a vessel for honorable use.” 2 Tim. 2:22 then states: “So flee youthful passions and diligently pursue righteousness....” We need to realize that whether a person is a vessel of honor or dishonor is up to that person. God starts with the “same lump” of clay (Rom. 9:21), and works with it as it will allow Him, deciding how to move forward with it to accomplish His redemptive purposes.
Rom 9:21
“does the potter not have authority over the clay.” For more on the potter and the clay, see commentary on Jeremiah 18:6.
“for honor and another for ordinary use?” The translation and understanding of this phrase is vital to the understanding of this whole chapter, and it hinges upon the translation of the Greek preposition eis (#1519 εἰς) and our understanding of vessels of honor and dishonor.
The Greek word translated “dishonor” is atimia (#819 ἀτιμία). The word atimia is from the Greek word timē (#5092 τιμή, pronounced tee-'may) with the prefix “a” (“not”) in front, making it literally, “not honorable.” Although atimia usually means “dishonor,” it can carry a neutral sense and simply mean, “not honorable,” or “ordinary,” which explains the translations such as “common” (NASB, NIV), or ordinary” (NET, NJB, NRSV). However, we believe “ordinary” and “common” are not the correct translations of atimia in this context. The context is not about “honorable” and “ordinary” vessels. The chapter is about Israel, and God uses the example of Pharaoh, illustrating through him how some vessels are honorable, having done the will of God, and some are dishonorable, having defied God. When we insert the concept of “common” or “ordinary” into the chapter, we cause confusion because there is nothing in the chapter to connect it with. Furthermore, in the end, no vessel is “ordinary.” People either believe and obey God and are honorable vessels, or they disobey God and are dishonorable vessels. Even believers whom we might think have no special honor have special honor given to them by God (1 Cor. 12:23-26), so every person who believes and obeys God is a vessel of honor, while people who ignore God or disobey Him are vessels of dishonor.
We readily understand that our loving God makes some vessels into honorable vessels, but we need to understand what God means when He says that some vessels are made into dishonorable vessels. As with other words and phrases in this section of Romans, a knowledge of the context and biblical idiom is important (see commentary on Rom. 9:17). God never forces people to do dishonorable things, but God does place people in situations that reveal their true nature and intentions. As was pointed out in the commentaries on Romans 9:18 and 9:20, God never “hardens” people by taking their free will from them or forcing them to make an evil decision. However, He does harden them by actively loving them over and over again, each time putting them in the position to refuse Him. Although a person could change from rebellious to repentant at any time, as they continue in rebellion and refuse God over and over, they become harder and more calloused as a result. It is in that sense that God “makes” some people into dishonorable vessels, letting them act dishonorably in response to His actions toward them.
It is God’s prerogative whether or not to keep reaching out to someone who is resistant and “make” them harder and harder, acting in a dishonorable way and becoming themselves dishonorable. We get a clearer picture of how a person becomes an honorable vessel or a dishonorable one by studying people in the Word. For example, it seemed that Solomon was destined for great honor, but ended his life by over and over again doing evil in the eyes of God (1 Kings 11:6, cf. commentary on Rom. 9:20). The same could be said for many people who had the potential and positioning to be great, but turned away from God.
The other thing in the phrase, “into a vessel of honor and another into dishonor,” that we must understand if we are to understand both this verse and the chapter, is the Greek preposition eis (#1519 εἰς). Greek prepositions typically have many meanings, and the meaning we assign to eis in this verse makes a huge difference in how we understand this section of Scripture because eis can indicate purpose or it can refer to a destination or end result. If eis in this verse refers to purpose, then God makes people to be good or evil—it is just part of His plan. This verse would then be saying that God’s purpose in making people was to make some for honorable uses and other people for dishonorable uses, doing as He wished with no reference to any action or desire of the person.
In contrast to understanding eis as meaning purpose, eis can refer to a destination or end result. Then the verse would be saying that the end result of God’s working with people is that some of them are honorable vessels and some are dishonorable vessels. They reach their place of honor or dishonor by the process of interacting with God. This is the position that best fits with God’s character as a loving God and also with the rest of Scripture.
Calvinists and others who think that God predestinates people to be saved or damned prefer the translation, “for,” because in it they see “honorable” or “dishonorable” as God’s purpose for people. They assert God has a plan for people, to save them or damn them, and He does so without reference to anything the people want or do. This position is well expressed in many commentaries, but a statement by Hendriksen says it well: “God, our Maker, has the right...to elect some to everlasting life, and to allow others to remain in the abyss of wretchedness [i.e., be dammed to eternal hell].”[footnoteRef:1992] This seemingly unfair and unloving treatment of people is defended by Calvinists and others who believe in predestination. They say that since everyone is a sinner, it is not unfair of God to damn anyone because everyone deserves to be damned, and when God decides to save some people just because He wants to—well, that is undeserved grace for them.[footnoteRef:1993] [1992:  William Hendriksen, New Testament Commentary: Romans, 327.]  [1993:  Cf. James M. Boice, Romans, vol. 3, Boice Expositional Commentary, (Rom. 9:19-21).] 

R. C. H. Lenski, who uses the word “for” in his translation but does not believe that God saves or damns men without respect to their free will decisions, points out that “for” can indicate the finished character of the vessel, and not just “their purpose.” He writes: “A vessel for honor—for dishonor, designates the character of each, designates the finished product, the one being fit for honor, the other fit for dishonor, the one fit for heaven, the other fit only for hell; it certainly does not designate only some circumstance or condition that existed when the vessels were made.”[footnoteRef:1994] While we agree with Lenski that “for” can refer to the ultimate purpose of God and the state of the finished product, we think the most natural reading of “for” in English refers to purpose, and therefore most people reading the word “for” will think that God’s original purpose for making the vessel was so it would be honorable or dishonorable. The truth is that people act of their free will and are on a path to be a certain way, and God works His purposes both with, and around, the person. God never designs anyone to be evil or unsaved and have no choice about it, but there are times when He can and does act in such a way that His power and glory are more clearly seen against the backdrop of evil. Furthermore, as is stated in the commentary on Romans 9:18, God can continue to interact with a person who defies Him and who becomes more and more calloused as the interactions and rejections continue, and over time the person forms into a vessel of dishonor. [1994:  Lenski, St. Paul’s Epistle to the Romans, 619, 621.] 

With that understanding, we can see the great value in translating the Greek word eis as “into,” particularly since in this verse it is conjoined with “made” (poieō; #4160 ποιέω), and we are used to materials being “made into” something. God, the potter, has the right, the authority (exousia; #1849 ἐξουσία), to continue to work with people, offering them opportunities to repent, interacting with them, and allowing them to be made into vessels of honor or vessels of dishonor, knowing full well that if they become vessels of dishonor He has the ability to bring something redemptive out of their evil.
[For more on the potter and the clay, see commentary on Jer. 18:6.]
Rom 9:22
“But what if God, desiring to show his wrath and to make known his power, endured....” The key to understanding this verse is the word “endured,” because it shows the pain that evil causes and that even though God, in all His resourcefulness, can bring some redemptive things out of evil, He still has to endure the evil that people (and demons) do. This verse is not saying that God wants to show His wrath and power so therefore He forces people to do evil, or refuses to deliver them from their sin, just so He can then punish them publicly. God is not a God of wrath, however, wrath is part of His justice and He can and will use it on some occasions when it is deserved.
If God caused people to do evil, or if He refused to help them get out of their sin and evil ways, then He cannot be said to “endure” evil any more than a sadist “endures” the pain he is causing another person. God endures evil because it is the result of people’s free will decisions.
As we have seen from the previous verses and the scope of Scripture, God’s first desire is that people would obey Him so He can bless them. However, if someone is determined to do evil, then God is challenged with how to bring something redemptive out of that evil. Once a person is evil and defiant toward God, God then has to choose how He will deal with the person. He can respond to the person immediately as He did with Miriam when she complained about Moses and was immediately smitten with leprosy (Num. 12:10). In that case, there was no, “Do not do that again” warning from God. She sinned egregiously, and God responded publicly with power and wrath, no doubt in part to protect Moses and the national unity of Israel.
In contrast, when Pharaoh sinned and defied God, instead of destroying him with one hard-hitting plague, He offered him ten plague warnings. God “endured” Pharaoh and the evil he was doing to people, showing mercy to Pharaoh and giving him chances to repent and save himself and his people, but also knowing that because He was enduring Pharaoh’s continued defiance, when He finally decided to show His wrath and power, He could do it in a way that would accomplish some redemptive purposes. It is from the scope of Scripture we see that God does not ever want His wrath to be a “first response,” because His nature is love and He wants people to repent, obey, and be in a relationship with Him, but there are times when He wants to show His wrath and His power because there is profit in it. God would never show His wrath without a reason. He is never wrathful without just cause.
That people have free will often puts God in a dilemma. If He gives people warnings and chances to repent and change, and they do repent, then His patience and endurance have great profit. However, if the person refuses to change and repent, then the warnings simply force people to go on defying God, which only makes them more calloused and hard-hearted over time. Yet God, being loving and merciful, tends to give people chance after chance to repent, knowing that He can and will find a way to bring some redemptive purpose out of the evil people do.
There are a number of redemptive aspects to God’s showing His power and wrath. For one thing, it often puts an end to the evil being done in that situation. For example, both the Flood and the fire upon Sodom and Gomorrah put an end to the evil those people were doing. A reason that one of God’s laws is the death penalty is that it puts an end to the activities of evil people (cf. Exod. 21:12-17; Lev. 24:17-22; Num. 35:16-31; Deut. 19:1-13).[footnoteRef:1995] [1995:  Cf. John W. Schoenheit, The Death Penalty: Godly or Ungodly?] 

Another redemptive benefit of God’s wrath is that it shows people that God’s patience and mercy are not endless. God can and will put an eventual end to man’s defiance, and His use of wrath makes that point (cf. 2 Pet. 2:6). Furthermore, God’s use of power and wrath being employed against the wicked is a great comfort, and can even be a source of joy, to those people who are being dominated by evil authorities. As the Psalm says, “The righteous person will rejoice when he sees God’s vengeance. He will wash his feet in the blood of the wicked person” (Ps. 58:10; cf. Deut. 32:43; Job 22:19; Ps. 52:4-7; Jer. 11:20; 20:11-13; cf. the commentary on Rom. 9:18). These reasons help explain why Scripture would say that God is “desiring to show his wrath and to make his power known.” It is not as if God “desires” to show His wrath, but rather, given how horrible evil would be if it were allowed to continue unchecked, God “desires” to bring it to an end by His wrath and power.
“prepared themselves.” The Greek verb is katartizō (#2675 καταρτίζω) and means to cause to be in a condition to function well, thus, to put in order or restore; or to prepare, make, create, equip, or outfit. For example, the Greeks used it of the fitting together of bones in the body and outfitting or equipping a ship or an army. In this verse, the verb is a participle, and the form can be either passive voice or middle voice. Whether this verb is in the passive or middle voice makes all the difference in the world in this particular verse, and is central to the debate about free will or predestination. If katartizō is in the passive voice, it means the vessels were fitted by an outside force that acted on them. In this case, God would have made the vessels to be vessels of dishonor. If, on the other hand, the verb katartizō is in the middle voice, it means the people fitted themselves for destruction. In that case, the verb means the vessels caused their own problem and deserve the destruction they will ultimately receive, and that is what many commentators say this verse is saying. Meyer, although he himself disagrees, lists many such commentators.[footnoteRef:1996] Hendricksen notes that it is possible “…that here, in Rom. 9:22, the people themselves—in co-operation with Satan—were the active agents.”[footnoteRef:1997] Adam Clarke notes: “…they had fitted themselves for that destruction which the wrath, the vindictive justice of God, inflicted.”[footnoteRef:1998] John Bengel did not go so far as to say that the verb should be understood to be in the middle voice and that the people fitted themselves, but notes that even if the people “were fitted” (passive voice) to destruction, the text does not say that God fitted the people for destruction. He rather states the verse “is only stating in what condition God finds them, when He brings upon them His wrath.”[footnoteRef:1999] Lenski also believes the verb is passive, not middle, but notes that in the Greek text, “a perfect passive participle is used: ‘fitted for destruction,’ which hides the agent who, therefore, is not God—Satan fitted them.”[footnoteRef:2000] The words of Bengel and Lenski should be important to those people who insist this text supports predestination, because even if the verb is in the passive voice (and we do not think it is), it is an assumption to say that God did the fitting. The Greek text does not say that. [1996:  Henrich Meyer, Epistle to the Romans, 380.]  [1997:  William Hendriksen, New Testament Commentary: Romans, 328.]  [1998:  Adam Clarke, Clarke’s Commentary, 6:114.]  [1999:  John Bengel, Gnomon of the New Testament: Pointing Out, from the Natural Force ..., 2:117.]  [2000:  R. C. H. Lenski, Romans, 623.] 

Although Meyer and some commentators assert that “fitted themselves” is opposed to the context, we disagree. The verse clearly says that God “endured” with “much patience” these vessels. But it hardly makes sense that God would have to endure these people with patience if He is the one fitting the vessels for destruction. In that case, the people’s obstinance and eventual destruction would have been His plan and His work, and He would be accomplishing it, not enduring it.
As with Pharaoh, God is working His purposes of love and mercy, which cause a hardening in obstinate people—they harden themselves rather than yield and obey—and God endures this hardening rather than bringing immediate judgment because He wants everyone to have an opportunity for salvation (2 Pet. 3:9). Adam Clarke writes: “…He [God] had endured their obstinate rebellion with much long-suffering; which is a most absolute proof that the hardening of their hearts, and their ultimate punishment, were the consequences of their obstinate refusal of His grace and abuse of His goodness.”[footnoteRef:2001] [2001:  Adam Clarke, Clarke’s Commentary, 6:114.] 

“destruction.” The Greek word is apōleia (#684 ἀπώλεια, pronounced ah-'pō-lay-ah), and it means “the destruction that one experiences; annihilation.”[footnoteRef:2002] Jesus said that the road is narrow and the gate small that leads to “life,” while the broad road and broad gate leads to “destruction” (apōleia). Philippians 3:19 and 2 Peter 3:7 say the end of ungodly men and the enemies of God is “destruction,” and Hebrews 10:39 says that believing results in the “saving of the soul” (KJV), while unbelief results in destruction. When Romans 9:22 uses this word, it shows that there is more in mind than just the physical death of the sinner, but his “destruction” in the Lake of Fire (see commentary on Rev. 20:10). This is confirmed by the contrasting phrase “for glory” in Rom. 9:23, which also refers to more than just glory we experience in this life, but everlasting glory as well. [2002:  BDAG, s.v. “ἀπώλεια.”] 

Rom 9:23
“on.” The Greek preposition epi (#1909 ἐπί, pronounced ep-'ee) generally does not mean “to” but “on” or “upon,” and it does not mean “to” here, as if God was showing his glory “to” Israel so they could see it. God was showing his glory that was on Israel, the glory they participated in, and indeed, the glory was in part shown by what they themselves experienced.
In the commentary on Romans 9:22, we saw reasons why God endured the behavior of the vessels of wrath. One of them was so that the obedient people of God would see, and draw strength and joy from seeing, the power of God in operation. That is the main point of this verse. God “endured,” “in order to make known the riches of his glory on the vessels of mercy.” The plagues in Egypt are just an example of this, because it happens all the time all over the world as evil tries to dominate good. As the plagues progressed and while Pharaoh was hardening himself against God, Israel experienced God’s mercy. During the fifth plague, the death of livestock, none of Israel’s animals died (Exod. 9:4-6). During the seventh plague, the plague of hail, no hail fell in Goshen where the Israelites lived (Exod. 9:26). During the ninth plague, the darkness that could be felt, the Israelite homes had light (Exod. 10:23). During the tenth plague, the death of the firstborn, Israel was protected when they obeyed, while in Egypt “there was not a house without someone dead” (Exod. 12:30 NIV). The mercy of God continued even after that as Yahweh guided and protected Israel with a pillar of fire and then by dividing the Sea, which opened for Israel but closed upon, and destroyed, the Egyptians. It is never easy for believers to endure the evil that wicked people do, but through those difficult times, God’s mercy is often profoundly manifested.
“prepared beforehand for glory.” The Greek word translated “prepared beforehand” is proetoimazō (#4282 προετοιμάζω, pronounced pro-et-oy-'maad-zō), and it means to “prepare beforehand, make ready ahead of time,” and it is only used here and in Ephesians 2:10. God is preparing us now, ahead of time, for the eternal glory which will surely come.
Since these vessels of mercy are contrasted to the vessels of wrath who fitted themselves to destruction (a process we saw modeled by Pharaoh), we need to ask why these vessels are “prepared beforehand” for glory. The answer is not that God predestines them to glory and they have no choice about it. That does not fit with the scope of Scripture or this context, nor does it properly contrast with the vessels of wrath who fitted themselves to destruction. The answer lies in part in that “for glory” (eis doxan; εἰς δόξαν) is not as much referring to the immediate glory of Israel being rescued from Egypt (although that is glorious too), but to the ultimate glory of salvation and everlasting life, which is a future event. This is confirmed by the contrast of the glory of the vessels of mercy to the “destruction” of sinners in Romans 9:22. It is even more effectively confirmed by the inclusion of “us” and “the Gentiles” in Romans 9:24, and the description in Romans 9:25-31 of the righteousness (“salvation”) of the Gentiles. Lenski agrees, and says the glory being referred to is “the glory of heaven.”[footnoteRef:2003] Meyer asserts that the glory is “the everlasting Messianic glory.”[footnoteRef:2004] [2003:  Lenski, Romans, 624.]  [2004:  H. Meyer, Epistle to the Romans, 383.] 

Reading the full phrase from Romans 9:23-24 without the verse break in the middle to distract us is helpful. The subject is “the vessels of mercy, which he prepared beforehand for glory—including us also, whom he called, not only from the Jews but also from the Gentiles.” Now it is easy to see that the “vessels of mercy” did not just include Israel in Egypt who escaped from Pharaoh, but also all the vessels who escaped “destruction” in the Lake of Fire and are prepared beforehand for glory. Why does God have to prepare us “beforehand” for the glory? Because we live now, but the glory we will participate in comes later.
It is important to note that in Romans 9:22, people “fitted themselves” for destruction, while in Romans 9:23 God “prepared beforehand” the vessels of mercy. The two different Greek words meaning roughly “fitted,” and “prepared,” can be close in meaning in some contexts, but here the emphasis is very different. God does not want, nor plan for, anyone to be unsaved and miss the blessing of everlasting life. People who go “to destruction” do so because they “fit,” or “outfit” themselves for it. In contrast, God has planned and prepared for everyone to have everlasting life, and He helps us achieve that as we obey Him. It is safe to say that no one would get everlasting life without God’s help and God’s doing the work of salvation. Also, in the end, no dead person can raise themselves from the grave or grant themselves everlasting life, and it is God who brings the Kingdom on earth. God does all that in fulfillment of His promises, and thus He is the one who has prepared people beforehand for everlasting life, which is future.
Rom 9:27
“on behalf of Israel.” In Rom. 9:25-26, Paul quotes Hosea speaking about the Gentiles. But Israel is not left out. Isaiah states a warning that any Israelite should have taken seriously, and repented of any evil ways to become part of the remnant who will be saved.
Rom 9:28
“carry out his decree.” The Greek is literally, “do [the] Word,” but that can be unclear to the modern reader. The meaning is that God will do what He said, thus “carry out” His Word, what He has decreed. God had said many times that He will destroy the evildoer, but save the meek who believe in Him.
Rom 9:29
“Lord of Armies.” See James 5:4 for the only other use of this phrase in the New Testament.
Rom 9:33
“Look.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“I am placing in Zion a stone.” This quotation is taken from Isaiah 28:16. The Messiah was directly referred to as a “stone” in Psalm 118:22 and Isaiah 28:16, and Psalm 118:22 is quoted or referred to six times in the New Testament (Matt. 21:42; Mark 12:10; Luke 20:17; Acts 4:10-11; 1 Pet. 2:4 and 2:7. See commentaries on Ps. 118:22; Isa. 28:16; and Zech. 3:9).
“but.” The Greek reads kai, normally “and,” but here it is showing that the two parts of the quotation are connected. However, we can do that more naturally with “but” than “and yet.”
“put to shame.” The verb is kataischunō (#2617 καταισχύνω). Notably, it is in the passive voice, meaning the action of shaming comes upon the person, rather than describing their internal state. It is not “be ashamed,” which would imply these feelings rise up in the person himself; rather, the shaming comes upon him from the outside, he is “put to shame.” We must understand that ancient Rome, as well as Palestine, was an honor- and shame-based society. There were elaborate social norms and expectations placed upon the members of society, and when they were broken, the society induced shaming as a means of social control.
 
Romans Chapter 10
Rom 10:1
“brothers and sisters.” The Greek word for “brothers” often includes men and women.
[For more on brothers and sisters, see Word Study: “Adelphos.” For more on women’s involvement in the early church, see Appendix 11: “The Role of Women in the Church.”]
“them.” This refers to “Israel” mentioned in Romans 9:31.
Rom 10:4
“with the result.” The Greek word eis (#1519 εἰς) in this verse indicates that righteousness is the result of belief (cf. NET). A more literal, but not as clear, translation would be “resulting in righteousness for everyone who believes.” This truth fits precisely with Rom. 10:10: “For a person believes with their heart, resulting (eis) in righteousness.”
Rom 10:5
“the person who does these commandments will live by them.” Paul is referring to Leviticus 18:5. Not an exact quotation, but it is not stated to be one.
Rom 10:6
“the righteousness that is based on trust​ speaks this way.” It is important to notice that the one speaking is “righteousness.” This is the figure of speech personification, and in this case, God’s righteousness is portrayed as a person trying to win the hearts of the doubters. Thus Paul is not claiming to be quoting Moses as he is showing what “righteousness that is based on trust” would say about salvation in the Church Age. Rather, Paul is using the principles in the Law to make his point. First, “righteousness” addresses the doubts of those who think that righteousness is difficult and even far away. Jesus has already “come from heaven,” so no one has to go there and bring him down (Rom. 10:6). Similarly, Jesus has been raised from the dead so no one has to go down to the abyss and bring him up (Rom. 10:7). Then it affirms that the message of faith is close at hand, even in our hearts and mouths (Rom. 10:8). In this section, Paul calls to remembrance a very similar situation during the time of Moses. The Israelites had the Law, but were despairing of keeping it, thinking it was too difficult. Moses answered them, saying:
Deuteronomy 30:11-14 (NIV): 11) “Now what I am commanding you today is not too difficult for you or beyond your reach. 12) It is not up in heaven, so that you have to ask, “Who will ascend into heaven to get it and proclaim it to us so we may obey it?” 13) Nor is it beyond the sea, so that you have to ask, “Who will cross the sea to get it and proclaim it to us so we may obey it?” 14) No, the word is very near you; it is in your mouth and in your heart so you may obey it.
Just as the Old Testament proclaimed that obeying the Law was not too difficult a task, attaining righteousness by faith is not difficult either. Here in Romans 10, the apostle Paul modifies the Old Testament statements so that while they are close enough to Deuteronomy that people remember what the Law said, they are not exact quotations and they fit in the context of the promised Messiah. The gift of the Law has now been superseded by the gift of the Messiah.
“Do not say….” This is a reference to Deuteronomy 30:12, which reads “It is not in heaven, so that you have to say, ‘Who will go up for us to heaven and bring it to us and have us listen to it so that we can do it?’” It is not an exact quotation, and it should be noted that Paul does not write: “Moses said,” or “the Law says,” but rather that “righteousness” says. Thus Paul is not so much quoting Moses as he is using the principles in the Law to make his point.
“ascend into heaven.” When Moses used this in Deuteronomy 30:12, it was in the context of going into heaven to get the commandments from God. In the context of Messianic expectation, however, people would not get the Law from God, but would get the Messiah from Him and then bring him back down with them. Thus the explanatory parenthesis, “that is, in order to bring Christ down.” Getting Christ from heaven would be, as Deuteronomy 30:11 notes, both difficult and beyond their reach. Furthermore, it contains a denial of the fact that the difficult work of God had already been done. God had already sent the Messiah, and if we reject him and wish to go to heaven and get another, it is not only too difficult (impossible!), but a rejection of God’s gracious provision. Human effort, no matter how satisfying and empowering to those who need to feel in control of their own destiny, is worthless.
“(that is, in order to bring Christ down).” The figure of speech epitrechon, which is a type of parenthesis.[footnoteRef:2005] An epitrechon (which means “running along”) is a short parenthetical insertion placed in the text as an explanatory remark. It is not complete in itself, but needs the rest of the sentence to be complete. [2005:  Cf. Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 472-74, “epitrechon.”] 

Rom 10:7
“descend into the abyss.” The meaning of this phrase might be considered unclear except that it is explained clearly in the parenthesis, which lets us know that in this case, the “abyss” stands for the grave and the state of being dead. In Deuteronomy 30:13, Moses did not use the concept of bringing someone up from the abyss, but had used the idea of bringing the word from across the sea. Paul modifies the words of Moses so that, although the inference to Moses was clear, the language applies specifically to the Messiah and New Testament salvation by trust (faith). Indeed, Paul’s speaker is “the righteousness that is based on trust.”
Romans 10:6 speaks in reference to those who thought that the Messiah had not yet come so he would have to be brought down from heaven. Here in Romans 10:7, the verse is speaking to those who doubt the Messiah has been raised from the dead, and they must help God with that task. The use of “abyss” makes sense in this context because of the associated meanings of “sea,” and “abyss” as places associated with the dead. For example, Job 28:14 compares the abyss and the sea, both of which in that context contain the dead. Thus, Paul’s changing Moses’ “sea” to the word “abyss” would not have struck most readers as being as drastic as it seems to English readers. As in Rom. 10:6 and going into heaven, the task of helping God with raising the dead illuminates the absurdity of human effort. We simply cannot do what God requires; we have to submit to His provision and accept his gift. Even during the Administration of the Law, there was an element of faith that was necessary for salvation.
“(that is, to bring Christ up from among the dead.)” The figure of speech, epitrechon, which is a type of parenthesis.[footnoteRef:2006] An epitrechon (which means “running along”) is a short parenthetical insertion placed in the text as an explanatory remark. It is not complete in itself, but needs the rest of the sentence to be complete. [2006:  Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 472-74, “epitrechon.”] 

“from among the dead.” See commentary on Romans 4:24.
Rom 10:8
“in your heart.” On the surface, Romans 10:8 seems to be untrue because the Word of God was not “in the heart” of the unbelievers, which is why they were said to ignore God’s righteousness (Rom. 10:3). However, there are deeper issues involved here. First, Paul is quoting Deuteronomy 30:14, and the Jews were taught the Law from the time they were little children. The knowledge of the Law was clearly in their hearts, i.e., in the depth of them. Beyond that, the Law, indeed, all God’s commands, are holy and good, and mankind has an inherent knowledge of good and evil that is part of our basic nature (Gen. 3:22: “man has become like one of us, knowing good and evil”). Romans 2:14 notes that even without the Mosaic Law, the Gentiles can do “by nature” the things contained in the Law. This inherent knowledge of good and evil is the reason that what is considered right and wrong, and crime and justice, are similar in every culture. For example, every culture treats lying and stealing as wrong. It is precisely because people do know good from evil that God can judge all mankind to a set of righteous standards. Although we all have a sin nature that makes us selfish and self-centered, which is why children need to be taught to share, we also know instinctively, from the pain we feel when we are mistreated, that love is the correct path and hatred hurts and is wrong.
In a similar vein, we all know that we sin. Everyone knows that they make mistakes. Therefore, at a fundamental level, we all know that if we are going to be “right,” it must be done for us. So in a very real sense, the “message of righteousness” is in our hearts, and if we diligently seek it, we will find it.
Rom 10:9
“because.” The Greek word hoti (#3754 ὅτι) can be “because” or “since,” or it can be “that.” In this case, the meaning “because” best fits the context and scope of Scripture. The translation “because” that opens Romans 10:9 is important because it clearly connects Romans 10:8 with Romans 10:9. The point God is making in verse 8 is “the message is near to you.” But how do we know the message is near to us? The answer is “because” all we have to do to be saved is confess and believe. A summary of Romans 10:6-9 is: “Righteousness from God is not difficult to obtain. Do not say you have to go up to heaven or down to the grave to get it. It is near you, because if you just confess Jesus is Lord and believe God raised him from the dead, you will be saved.”
“if you confess with your mouth, “Jesus is Lord,” and believe in your heart that God raised him from among the dead, you will be saved.” Romans 10:9 is one of the very succinct and clear verses in the Church Epistles that shows how to get saved, and also shows how easy it is to get saved. We get saved by confessing Jesus is Lord and believing God raised him from the dead. It is that simple. Salvation is easy to receive because it is a free gift. Jesus paid for our salvation so now we just have to take it by confessing and believing, just like when someone buys us a Christmas present and we just have to take it to have it.
Christian salvation occurs in a moment of time. When we confess Christ is our Lord and believe God raised him from the dead, we are instantly saved, and from that point on, our salvation is guaranteed and is never in doubt.
When an unsaved person becomes saved, they change dramatically, but they change spiritually, not physically or mentally. Christian salvation is by birth, and God says that at the instant a person is saved they are “born again” (1 Pet. 1:23). God gives birth in us, and what is born is God’s very divine nature, which is why 2 Peter 1:4 says saved people become partakers of a divine nature. Furthermore, that divine nature is holy and is spirit, which is why the Bible says saved people are sealed with holy spirit (Eph. 1:14; cf. Acts 2:38). God creates His nature inside people who are saved, which is why they are called “new creations” (2 Cor. 5:17). Saved people also immediately come into a spiritual union with Jesus Christ, and therefore were circumcised with him, baptized with him, crucified with him, died with him, buried with him, raised with him, and in God’s eyes are even seated in heaven with him (Rom. 6:1-10; Eph. 2:5-6; Col. 2:10-13).
It is extremely helpful to know that when we are saved (“born again”), we receive the gift of holy spirit and get a new divine nature, but our flesh does not change. In fact, our flesh fights against our spirit (Gal. 5:17). Because our flesh does not change, and we cannot “feel” the spirit inside us, many Christians doubt their salvation, especially when they have sinned or are feeling disconnected from God. That is why it is important to believe what God says in the Bible about being saved, which is easier to do if we understand what happens to us spiritually when we are saved. It also helps if we will outwardly manifest the gift of holy spirit, especially by speaking in tongues.
When a person gets saved, they get “born again,” and something is actually “born” inside the person—and the thing that is born is the nature of God—“holy spirit.” However, like God, the holy spirit nature of God is invisible and cannot be “felt” by our natural bodies. Therefore, it really helps us if we bring our spiritual nature, the gift of holy spirit, into the senses world so we can see it and know it is there. That is a primary reason God gave the Christian Church the manifestation of speaking in tongues (1 Cor. 12:10), and why God says He would like every Christian to speak in tongues, in part because of the confidence it gives the Christian that they are really saved (1 Cor. 14:5). Speaking in tongues is the external manifestation of the internal presence of the gift of holy spirit, and it proves that we have the gift of holy spirit and are saved.
[For more information on speaking in tongues, see commentaries on 1 Cor. 12:10 and 14:5.]
[For more on the guarantee of our salvation, see Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation.” For information on whether a person still be saved if they do not believe in Jesus, see commentary on Rom. 2:14.]
“confess.” The Greek verb is homologeō (#3670 ὁμολογέω), which means “to say the same thing as another,” and in this case, the person must speak the same thing as the truth on the subject, i.e., that Jesus Christ is Lord. It could be argued that because we normally think of “confess” in a negative context, such as when someone confesses to stealing something, that “profess” or even “declare” would be better translations. However, while they may be good, the negative pressure against Christ and Christianity in the world seems to make “confess” a good translation, and sadly, many are afraid to openly confess Christ because of the pressure against it. Also, using “confess” shows that a person previously had another lord (be it themselves, greed, etc.) and that they have “confessed” that previous negative lordship.
A very important fact about our Christian salvation, our being “born again of incorruptible seed” (1 Pet. 1:23), is that it occurs in a moment of time. It is not a process, it is a one-time, instantaneous event. We confess and believe, and God instantly gives birth in us by creating his very nature, holy spirit, in us (2 Cor. 5:17; Eph. 1:13-14). Here in Romans 10:9, the word homologeō (“confess”), and the word pisteuō (“believe;” #4100 πιστεύω) are both in the aorist tense in Greek, which is very important. The aorist tense indicates a one-time action, and usually in the past. In fact, a very good case could be made for the translation: “If you confessed with your mouth…and believed in your heart…you will be saved.”
There are many people who think that a one-time confession of Christ does not get a person saved. They believe that Christians must continue to confess Christ as Lord over and over again throughout their lives, and daily live out that Christ is their Lord (that doctrine is referred to as “Lordship salvation”). Other Christians believe we must be faithful and not renounce Christ to maintain our salvation. The Greek could say those things, but it doesn’t. If we had to somehow continually confess Christ as Lord or maintain our faith in Christ to be saved, then the verbs “confess” and “believe” would be in the present tense, active voice. But they are not, they are aorist tense and are one-time actions. That our salvation is by a one-time act should also be clear from the fact that our salvation is by “birth.” When God gives birth to us of His incorruptible seed, it is permanent. Nothing in creation becomes “unborn.” A Christian can live in sin and lose rewards in the future, but they cannot lose their guarantee of salvation.
The Greek text supports the fact that a person confesses Jesus one time and believes one time, and at that time they become born again and are guaranteed everlasting life. A person can sin, or even live an immoral lifestyle after becoming born again, but that does not undo his guarantee of salvation. We do not work for salvation (Eph. 2:8), and just as good works cannot get us saved, evil works cannot undo our New Birth. It is worth noticing that when the jailor in Philippi asked Paul how to be saved, Paul did not say that the jailor had to believe that Jesus was Lord and keep believing it. He said the same thing that Romans 10:9 does, “believe”—and Paul used the aorist tense for a one-time act in Philippi just like he does here in Romans. Paul simply said, “Believe in the Lord Jesus and you will be saved” (Acts 16:30-31). The jailor understood that he was saved and “rejoiced greatly” (Acts 16:34).
[For more on salvation, see Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation.” For more on rewards in the future Kingdom of Christ, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10, “good or evil.”]
“Lord.” Almost every time the word “Lord” occurs in the New Testament, it is a translation of the Greek word kurios (#2962 κύριος). Kurios is a masculine title indicating respect and position in society, and it is used many times in the New Testament.
It confuses some modern readers that God is called “Lord,” Jesus is called “Lord,” and other people are called “Lord,” but that would not confuse anyone in the first century. The word kurios was a general term for someone who was above you in rank or position, like “boss” or “captain,” and sometimes it was used simply as a term of respect, just like we sometimes use the word “sir.” If we need to ask a question to a stranger, we might start by saying, “Excuse me, sir,” even though the person is certainly not nobility and may not even be a good person.
One thing that complicates the study of the word “Lord” (kurios) is that many translations of the New Testament only translate kurios as “Lord” when it refers to Christ or God; when it refers to others, they use “master,” “sir,” “owner,” etc. This complicates what would otherwise be a simple study, and it falsely strengthens the belief that if both Jesus and God, and only Jesus and God, are called “Lord,” then Jesus must be God. That is simply not true. Kurios was a commonly used word in Greek, and, as was previously stated, was a masculine term of respect and social standing.
· God is called “Lord” (Matt. 1:20; 11:25; Acts 2:39; 1 Tim. 6:15; James 5:10).
· Jesus is called “Lord” (Matt. 7:21; Acts 10:36; Rom. 1:4; Eph. 4:5).
· Property owners are called “Lord” (Matt. 20:8; 21:40; Mark 12:9; Luke 20:13; Gal. 4:1, “owner” = kurios).
· Heads of households are called “Lord” (Mark 13:35; Luke 16:3, “owner” = kurios).
· Slave owners are called “Lord” (Matt. 10:24; 18:25, 31, 32, 34; 24:45; Luke 12:43; Eph. 6:9; Col. 4:1, “master” = kurios).
· Husbands are called “Lord” (1 Pet. 3:6, “master” = kurios).
When Romans 10:9 tells us that we must confess Christ as kurios (Lord) to be saved, it is saying that we must recognize Jesus as boss, one who has authority over us. Both God and Jesus have authority over us because Jesus sits at God’s right hand and administers His work.
There are Trinitarians who assert that saying Jesus is “Lord” makes him God. This is poor scholarship, and cannot be the case, because if calling someone “Lord” made them God, then all the other people we saw above who were called “Lord” would be God also.
[For more information see Word Study: “Lord.”]
“believe in your heart.” When it comes to being saved, some people needlessly worry if they are saved because they ask themselves, “Did I really believe it in my heart?” There is nothing mysterious or obscure about believing in your heart. To “believe in your heart” simply means “really believe it.” When reading this, are you wearing clothes? Do you really believe it? Of course you do! We all know the feeling of what it is to believe something. There is so much proof that Jesus was raised from the dead it is easy to believe it. And if you believe it and confess it then God saves you.
“from among the dead.” See commentary on Romans 4:24. Kenneth Wuest translates the phrase, “from among the dead.”[footnoteRef:2007] [2007:  Wuest, New Testament, 369.] 

“will be saved.” The Greek is sōzō (#4982 σῴζω), which means to be saved, rescued, or delivered, and in this context means saved from death by being given everlasting life. In this verse, sōzō is in the future tense, which is very important, especially when it is contrasted with “confess” and “believe,” which are aorist tense, which normally refers to an event in the past. Thus, Romans 10:9 accurately points to the fact that our “salvation” is a future event. Romans 10:9 could be accurately translated, “Because if you confessed with your mouth ‘Jesus is Lord,’ and believed in your heart that God raised him from among the dead, you will be saved.”
Christians are not “saved” yet in the full sense of the word. We are still subject to sin, sickness, and death. When we are “saved” in the full sense of the word, we will be in our new, everlasting bodies, no longer subject to sin, sickness, and death. What we have now is a promise of salvation; a guarantee of salvation (2 Cor. 1:22; 5:5; Eph. 1:14) and a promise that we “will be saved” (e.g., Rom. 5:10; 13:11; 1 Thess. 5:8; 1 Pet. 1:5). There are some verses that say we are saved, and they are idiomatic. The idiom that some scholars refer to as the prophetic perfect occurs when a future event is so certain to occur that God speaks of it as already past. That is the case with the Christian’s salvation. The guarantee of salvation is so certain that God sometimes speaks of our salvation in the past tense.
[For more information on the prophetic perfect idiom, see commentaries on Eph. 2:6 and 2:8.]
The New Birth and being “saved” or guaranteed salvation is referred to by different terms that emphasize different aspects of salvation. The word “saved” emphasizes the fact that a person who is born again and “saved” is “saved” from death and given everlasting life.
The term “new birth” or “born again,” is a good translation of the Greek word anagennaō (#313 ἀναγεννάω; from the Greek prefix ana, “again” or “up,” and gennaō, “to give birth”), and it refers to the fact that the person who is “saved” has been “born” a second time, literally “born again.” This is very important to properly understand because God does not use the word “born” haphazardly. “Born again” is not just a colorful metaphor; it describes a spiritual reality. In life, when there has been a birth, something has actually been “born.” When a human is “born again,” the “thing” that is born in him is the very nature of God. God is holy, and God is spirit, and a person who is “born again” (1 Pet. 1:3, 23), receives the nature of God, which is “holy spirit.” A person who is “born again” is “born of God” (1 John 5:4), and is a child of God (1 John 3:2). God also emphasizes our being born a second time by the Greek word apokueō (#616 ἀποκυέω; from the Greek prefix apo, “away from,” and kueō, “to be pregnant”), which means “to give birth to” (James 1:18).
Another way God refers to our salvation is that it is a new origin. Our first origin was in the flesh. When we get born again, we have a new origin, a spiritual one. God tells us this by using the word palingenesia (#3824 παλιγγενεσία; from palin, “again” and genesis, “genesis” or “origin”), which means to have an origin again, a new origin or new “genesis,” (Titus 3:5).
Another aspect of our New Birth is that we have a new, divine nature. This makes perfect sense because the child always has the nature of the parents. Since God is now our Father, Scripture says we are partakers of the divine nature (2 Pet. 1:4).
Another term that describes an aspect of our salvation is the term “new creation” (2 Cor. 5:17). We are new creations because in the New Birth, the gift of holy spirit was created inside us and we literally are “new creations.”
Another term that describes an aspect of our salvation is “baptized in holy spirit” (Acts 1:5). This term emphasizes the spiritual power that the presence of the gift of holy spirit which is born inside us brings. Furthermore, the phrase “baptized in holy spirit” shows that God gave us an abundance of spirit, not just a small amount.
Another term that describes an aspect of our salvation is “holy one.” Every Christian is a “holy one” because of the divine nature of God, the gift of holy spirit, which is born in him. In many English versions, the Greek word for “holy one” is translated “saint.” Christians are “holy,” not because of their behavior (which may be unholy), but because of their holy spiritual nature (see commentary on Phil. 1:1).
Another term that refers to our salvation is the term “Christian.” The name “Christian” was first coined when Paul and Barnabas were ministering in Antioch of Syria (Acts 11:26), and it occurs three times in the New Testament (Acts 11:26, 26:28; 1 Pet. 4:16). Its basic meaning is “follower of Christ.”[footnoteRef:2008] The Latin and Greek evidence about the term “Christian” is so strong that scholars generally agree as to its meaning. Most scholars recognize that “Christian” was not a name the believers coined about themselves, but rather it was a name given to the followers of Christ by others as a way to easily refer to them. Sadly, today the term “Christian” is not used properly. Instead of being used to refer to people who are actually born again of the spirit of God, it is used of people who are “cultural Christians” and not actually saved. In fact, today people who have been raised in a family that goes to church or have been baptized when they were a baby are often called “Christians” even though they have never had faith in Christ. Modern dictionaries give a number of meanings for the word “Christian,” including a member of a Christian Church, a person who follows the example of Christ, or even a good and decent human being. From God’s perspective, however, a true Christian is a person who makes Jesus his Lord, which means each Christian is saved. No one is a genuine Christian because of the church he attends, or because he was baptized in water, or because he does good works. Unbelievers can do all those things. A Christian is someone who is saved and thus has been baptized in holy spirit and therefore has spiritual power. The loss of the true meaning of “Christian” has caused a lot of confusion in the Church today. [2008:  See Bromiley, International Standard Bible Encyclopedia under “Christian,” 1:657.] 

Rom 10:10
“resulting in.” The phrase “resulting in” is from the Greek preposition eis (#1519 εἰς), which is often used of result, as it is here.
“Righteousness…salvation.” God uses both “righteousness” and “salvation” in this verse because, although they both result in everlasting life and thus in a sense refer to the same thing, they are different and occur at different times.
When a person confesses Christ and believes he is the living Lord, immediately that person gets “born again” (1 Pet. 1:3), is sealed with holy spirit (Eph. 1:13-14), gets a new divine nature (2 Pet. 1:4), becomes part of the Body of Christ (Eph. 1:22-23), is identified with Christ (Rom. 6:5), and is declared “righteous” in the sight of God (Rom. 3:22, 26, 30; 5:1; Gal. 2:16; 3:24). That is why even a brand-new believer is righteous in the sight of God (Rom. 10:10; Rom. 5:1; 8:30, 33). Upon being declared “righteous” by God, no charge can be brought against a believer that could condemn them to death in the Lake of Fire (Rev. 20:13-15); there is no condemnation to those who are in Christ and are therefore righteous (Rom. 8:1).
Our salvation is different from our being declared righteous in the sight of God. Our “salvation” is future, just as Romans 10:9 says: we “will be saved.” For the Christian, that salvation will happen at the Rapture. The Bible can be confusing about salvation. That is because “saved” and “salvation” have many meanings in Greek, and that lexical range appears in the New Testament. They include: to rescue from danger or destruction (Matt. 8:25; 27:49); to keep safe (Acts 2:40); to heal or make well (Matt. 9:21-22; 14:30; Mark 5:23; Acts 14:9); to make whole (Luke 7:50); and in many places in the New Testament, to save or rescue from everlasting destruction (Matt. 10:22; 1 Cor. 3:15). In some places more than one meaning applies; for example, when Jesus healed a blind man (Luke 18:42-43), the man was healed, but he likely was made whole in other ways as well. Similarly, when 1 Timothy 1:15 says that Jesus came to save sinners, it was to heal them, make them completely whole, and give them everlasting life.
Some verses in the New Testament speak of Christians as being “saved” right now, but that is because our salvation is guaranteed; it is secure. It is an idiom to speak of something that will absolutely happen in the future as already having happened. Because the New Testament sometimes speaks of “salvation” literally and sometimes idiomatically, there are verses that are literal and speak of our salvation as being future (Rom. 13:11; 1 Thess. 5:8-9; 1 Pet. 1:5), but because our salvation is secure, there are also verses that are idiomatic and speak of us being “saved” right now (Eph. 2:8).
God authored Romans 10:10 in a way that would be very clear and a great blessing. When we confess and believe we are immediately righteous in the sight of God and will live forever on that basis, and we are also told we “will be saved,” and thus have everlasting life on that basis as well.
[For more on the prophetic perfect idiom, see commentary on Eph. 2:6 and 2:8. For more on the use of “saved” and “salvation,” see commentary on 1 Cor. 15:2.]
Rom 10:11
“put to shame.” See commentary on Romans 9:33.
Rom 10:12
“there is no distinction between Jew and Greek.” This is more fully stated in Galatians 3:28, which says, “There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is neither male nor female, for you all are one in Christ Jesus.”
“call on him.” This is a prayer formula, and refers to prayer to Jesus Christ (see commentary on 1 Cor. 1:2).
Rom 10:13
“everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.” This is an exact quotation of the Septuagint version of Joel 2:32. The Hebrew text uses Yahweh for “Lord” and the Septuagint Greek uses kurios.
“calls on the name of the Lord.” This is a prayer formula, and refers to prayer to Jesus Christ (see commentary on 1 Cor. 1:2).
Rom 10:15
This is an allusion to Isaiah 52:7 (cf. Nah. 1:15).
Rom 10:16
“not all.” Figure of speech tapeinosis, “understatement.”[footnoteRef:2009] It is not that “not all” believed. The majority of Israel, like the majority of all mankind, has rejected God. The figure of speech, by understating the truth, actually emphasizes the point, and emphasizes the fact that very few Jews believed. [2009:  Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 159-164, “tapeinosis.”] 

[See Word Study: “Tapeinosis.”]
“obey.” The Greek word is hupakouō (#5219 ὑπακούω, pronounced hoop-a-'koo-ō), from akouō, to hear, to listen. Hupakouō means to listen and then to act, or “to obey,” but it is based on the fact that the person first listened. Thus there is a richness in the Greek that is hard to capture in English. When the text says they did not “obey,” it is saying that they did not pay any attention to what they were hearing and so they did not obey.
“Our message.” The Greek is the noun akoē (#189 ἀκοή), and it refers to what is heard.
Rom 10:17
“So.” After making the case that people need to hear to believe, he sums up, “so” (cf. NIV), trust and “the” trust [the Christian Faith] comes through hearing.
“trust.” The Greek contains the article “the.” It is not only “trust” [faith] in general that comes by hearing, but trust for salvation, leading to “the” [Christian] Faith. The context of this section starts in Rom. 10:1 with Paul’s desire that the Israelites would be saved; he then moves in Rom. 10:8-9 to the word of trust spoken to bring people to salvation, then on to calling on the Lord to be saved (Rom. 10:13), and then the need for missionaries to speak of this great salvation (Rom. 10:14-15). Thus, by Rom. 10:17, it is clear from all this context that “the” trust being spoken of is trust that relates to all aspects of the Christian life.
“message about Christ.” Primarily a genitive of relation, the message about Christ, but it certainly includes the words “from Christ,” (genitive of origin). The word about Christ, and the words of Christ, both lead men to salvation and “the faith.” When one word (of) has two applicable meanings, it is the figure of speech amphibologia, “double entendre.”
[See Word Study: “Amphibologia.”]
 
Romans Chapter 11
Rom 11:1
“I ask then, has God rejected his people?” The question is logical and follows from the context. In Romans 9:30-33 Paul writes that the Gentiles, the non-Jews, “obtained righteousness” but the Jews did not. Then, in Romans 10:1-4 Paul makes it clear that the Jews were not saved, but there was salvation (referred to as “righteousness”) for “everyone who believes.” Then Paul goes on in Romans chapter 10 to further elucidate a theme that had been a theme of Romans from early on, that righteousness comes through trust, not through the Law. Given that, and also that anyone—Jew or Gentile—who trusted in Christ could be saved, it was logical to ask in Romans 11:1, “has God rejected His people?” The answer is not that God rejected the Jews, but rather that He had now accepted the Gentiles along with the Jews, and in light of the accomplished work of Christ, salvation was now by trust in Christ (Rom. 3:21-30). Sadly, the Jews rejected Christ, and in doing so “they stumbled over the stumbling stone” (Rom. 9:32) and were rejected by God.
“For I also am an Israelite.” Paul asks if God has rejected His people, and he then answers, “Absolutely not!” The proof that God had not rejected His people, the Jews, was that Paul, and many other Jews, had accepted Christ as Lord and thus were accepted as part of God’s people. They were saved and were part of the Body of Christ. They were the “remnant” that Paul speaks of in Romans 11:5. If God had completely rejected the Jews, then even Paul could not have been saved. Paul emphasizes that point here in Romans 11:1 by pointing out that he is of the seed of Abraham and the tribe of Benjamin and therefore obviously a Jew, and yet he is saved and accepted by God.
In New Testament times, just as in Old Testament times, God made a provision for his people, the Jews. In Old Testament times, if they would accept Him and obey His commandments they would be saved. So too, after the death of Christ, God made a provision for the Jews to be saved by accepting Christ, and many did. Thus, as Paul states in Romans 11:1, God did not reject his people the Jews.
Rom 11:2
“God did not reject His people.” Here in Romans 11:2, Paul continues to develop the point that he made in Romans 11:1. In Romans 11:1 Paul asked the question, “Has God rejected His people,” and then he answered, “Absolutely not!” In contrast to asking a question, here in Romans 11:2, he makes the affirmative statement that God has not rejected his people. Then to make his point he brings up the record about Elijah. In Elijah’s time, it looked as if God had rejected His people, but in actuality, there was a remnant of them left, a remnant of people who had not rejected God and thus were accepted by God. Here in Romans 11:2, Paul is making the point that the same situation that existed in Elijah’s time existed in Paul’s time: that people who accepted God on His terms were accepted by God, and that included the Jews. The Jews were not rejected by God; the Jews who accepted God’s provision were not rejected but were saved (cf. Rom. 11:5).
However, the majority of the Jews rejected God by rejecting His provision for them, the Messiah. In fact, so many Jews rejected God and His Messiah that as a nation the Jews were rejected by God. That is stated in Romans 11:15, which in a cursory reading seems to contradict what Paul said in Romans 11:1-2. How can God’s people be not rejected (Rom. 11:1-2) but rejected (Rom. 11:15)? The answer is logical: God did not reject His people but accepted those who accepted Him, but so many Jews rejected God that as a nation God did reject the Jews, and that played out in history, because starting in 70 AD and concluding in 135 AD when the Romans attacked Israel and Jerusalem, it was so devastated that it ceased to exist as a nation.
“whom He foreknew.” This is not speaking of individual predestination, but rather that God foreknew His people, Israel—Israel was part of His plan of salvation. That God is speaking of the nation of Israel is clear from Romans 11:1, and the phrase “whom He foreknew” is explained by realizing that God knew He would have a people long before Israel was a nation. He promised the Messiah right after the fall of Adam and Eve (Gen. 3:15) and picked Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob to be the line through which the Messiah would come. Then He forged Israel into a nation after they left Egypt and made a covenant with them to be their God (Exod. 24:3-8). Israel was very important to God and He did not forsake them, as the opening verses of Romans 11 show.
“an appeal to God.” Here in the early verses of Romans 11, the Greek uses a present tense verb in places where we would normally expect a past tense verb. This is a “historical present,” a literary device that uses the present tense to speak of an event that happened in the past. This usage portrays the event vividly, placing us in the middle of the action as though we are there to see Elijah appeal to God, and hear the divine answer “say” (present tense, Rom. 11:4) back to Elijah, essentially, that all of God’s people have not been rejected; there is a remnant of true Israel that remains (cf. Rom. 9:6, “not all those who are descended from Israel are truly Israel” [NET]). The question Paul was concerned with in the present time was whether Israel had been cast off (Rom. 11:1-2). By employing the historical present, Paul vividly resurrects Elijah’s conversation with God from the past and brings it to bear on this question in the present, concluding with, “In the same way, then, at the present time there has also come to be a remnant…” (Rom. 11:5).
Rom 11:3
“life.” The Greek word is psuchē (#5590 ψυχή, pronounced psoo-'kay), often translated “soul.” The Greek word psuchē has a large number of meanings, including the physical life of a person or animal; an individual person; or attitudes, emotions, feelings, and thoughts. Here it refers to the physical life of the body, which is why most versions translate it “life,” which is accurate in this context.
[For a more complete explanation of psuchē, “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
Rom 11:4
“God’s response.” This is from chrēmatismos (#5538 χρηματισμός), the noun form of the verb chrēmatizō (#5537 χρηματίζω). See commentary on Matthew 2:12, “instructed by God.” The word suggests a divine response, and hence can be taken to mean “God’s response.”
“men.” The Greek is anēr (#435 ἀνήρ), “men,” not the generic Greek word for “people.” The reference to “men” was no doubt to be a comfort to Elijah, because it meant that part of God’s army on earth was still intact. Gideon only needed 300 men and God’s help to defeat the Midianite army of 135,000.
Rom 11:5
“choice on the basis of grace.” Compare NASB: “according to God’s gracious choice.” The Greek literally reads, “according to the choice of grace.” To translate “choice of grace” as a remnant “chosen by grace” could be confusing, as though God specifically chose each member of the remnant “by grace.” This is not the idea. Rather, the fact that there exists a remnant at all from national Israel is due to God’s gracious choice. Even though the majority of the Jews rejected God, He made the choice because of His grace to accept those who accepted Him. God did not have to do that. He could have simply rejected all the Jews by virtue of the fact that they were all under the covenant they made together and could have been treated as a whole. But God chose by grace to accept the remnant who accepted Him. This truly is grace, because even people who accept God are sinners, and don’t deserve His mercy and everlasting life.
Rom 11:9
“dining table.” The Greek is trapeza (#5132 τράπεζα) which means a “table,” but sometimes that only meant a place where people ate. It is clear from the context of Psalm 69:22 that the “table” being referred to is a dining table. The “dining table” of the biblical world, especially in early times but even in Roman society, was not at all like our modern “table” around which people sat in chairs. We can tell from the verse that in this case, David had in mind the most common and most simple “table” of the biblical world, which was just a mat or blanket on the ground. One might have a hard time imagining how a “table” could become a “snare,” but that was not hard to imagine in the Eastern culture, especially in David’s time when many people lived in tents and most houses had dirt floors and little actual furniture. The “table” was a cloth or mat that was laid on the floor which could cause someone to trip.
There were other “tables” in the biblical world besides a rug or mat, although that was the most common table. Some people would have a low table that people reclined around. They would eat sitting on the ground or lying down with their feet behind them, usually propping themselves up with some pillows or folded blankets. A person eating in this position could have someone wash their feet while they were eating, just as Jesus was eating when a woman came and washed his feet (Luke 7:38). Ancient tables discovered by archaeologists are very low, seldom more than 18 inches off the ground, so food could be reached by guests who would sit on mats on the ground. Occasionally the very wealthy would have a table more like our Western table with some kind of chair or stool, but they were rare.
People lay on their left side and ate with their right hand—the left hand was used for washing oneself after going to the bathroom and was considered the hand of cursing and not used to eat with, especially out of a common bowl.
Mats on the ground as tables were common in the Roman world too, although the wealthy Romans would eat in a more formal situation. The formal Roman dining room was called a triclinium, from the Greek word tri, meaning three, and klinē, which was a kind of couch or perhaps more accurately, a wide, cushioned, bench. The formal Roman dining room had three couches forming three sides of a square, with each couch being long and wide enough for three diners, for a total of nine people. A low square table was in the middle of the square, and servants could get to the table from the open side of the square. The diners would recline on their left side, and eat with their right hands. It was common to have music and entertainment of various kinds in these formal situations. The triclinium became popular among the Greeks hundreds of years before Christ, although in Greek culture, women were excluded from the meal. The Romans began using the triclinium, but allowed mixed company to eat.
The context of Psalm 69:22 is very important to understanding why this quotation is used here. The enemies put poison into David’s food and gave him vinegar instead of wine to drink, so David asks for vengeance. In this case, the Jews have ignored God and thus were bringing God’s vengeance on themselves.
“retribution.” The people spurned God, and had a retribution coming to them.[footnoteRef:2010] [2010:  Cf. Lenski, Romans, 688-90.] 

Rom 11:11
“so as to fall beyond recovery.” This phrase is a result clause which includes the Greek preposition hina (translated here as “so as”) with a verb in the subjunctive mood[footnoteRef:2011] (see Word Study: “Hina”). Paul is asking—using the Greek word mē (translated as “not” above) which expects a negative answer—if Israel stumbled with the result that they have fallen irrevocably (cf. NET translation: “they did not stumble into an irrevocable fall, did they?”). The word for fall is piptō (#4098 πίπτω), which here has the sense of “be completely ruined.”[footnoteRef:2012] Robertson says this is the “effective aorist” of piptō, meaning “to fall completely and for good.”[footnoteRef:2013] The REV captures both the sense of result and the irrevocableness of the fall in question. [2011:  Cf. Wallace, Greek Grammar, 473.]  [2012:  BDAG, s.v. “πίπτω.”]  [2013:  A. T. Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, 4:384.] 

It is important to recognize that the hina clause (hina is translated “so as to” above) is a result clause. Hina can introduce a purpose clause, but if that were the case the verse would be stating that God purposely made Israel fall so He could bring in the Gentiles, but that is not what God did. God never wants people to fail or to turn away from Him. Many of the Israelite people turned away from God from their very beginning as a nation in the wilderness wanderings after leaving Egypt, and they completely ignored His efforts to call them back to obedience. Eventually, the disobedience of Israel led to God turning more directly to the Gentiles, the non-Israelites, and that is what we see here. Interestingly, as we see in some examples in the book of Acts, that the Gentiles believed did in fact make many Jews jealous (cf. Acts 13:45; 14:2, 19; 17:5, 13; 18:12; 19:9; 21:27; 23:12; 24:1, 9).
“because of their transgression, salvation has come to the Gentiles.” Besides the move of God to accept people by trust, which opened the door for Gentiles to freely believe, the rejection of the Gospel by the Jews caused many missionaries, including Paul and others, to go to the Gentiles to try to get them to accept Christ and get saved (cf. Acts 13:46; 18:6; 28:28).
“in order to.” The Greek is eis to with the infinitive, which here clearly indicates God’s purpose or intent. Once Israel turned away from God, which was their decision, God then grafted the Gentiles into Israel. He did it to make salvation as available to the Gentiles as it was to the Jews, but He also knew that it would make some Jews jealous.
Rom 11:12
“how much more riches will their complete number bring!” The complete number of the Gentiles will bring in “much more riches” than we have here on earth today because it will be associated with the Kingdom of Christ and the resurrection of the dead; all the righteous dead will be raised and will be with Christ in his wonderful kingdom.
Romans 11:12 speaks of the “complete number” or the “fullness” (i.e., the full number) of the Gentiles, and in this context that is referring to the full number of the Gentiles who will be saved and thus bring the end, the Kingdom of Christ. God has some criteria that must be met before He sends Christ to set up his kingdom on earth. That criteria may involve a certain number of people, or it may be that God, who knows the hearts of all people, will know when no one else on earth will be saved, or there may be other criteria… God has not told us what the criteria are, so we do not know. But we do know that at some future date, the “complete number” of Gentiles who will be saved will be saved, and then God will send the Lord Jesus Christ back to earth. Today God is being patient because He does not want anyone to be destroyed, but rather He desires that everyone would repent and be saved (2 Pet. 3:9; 1 Tim. 2:4).
As Romans 11:12 says, the “complete number” of the Gentiles will bring “much more riches” than we have today. That is because when the complete number of people to be saved is reached, God will send the Lord Jesus Christ and establish the Kingdom of Christ on earth. The start of Christ’s earthly kingdom will be associated with the resurrection of the righteous dead, the first resurrection, and there will be many other riches in the kingdom as well.
Jesus Christ had spoken years earlier about the time of the Gentiles being completed (Luke 21:24), and said it would be associated with other signs “and then they will see the Son of Man coming in a cloud with power and great glory…when you see these things coming to pass, know that the Kingdom of God is near” (Luke 21:27, 31). Jesus Christ promised that when he came back he would receive the believers to himself and they would be with him: “I will come again and will receive you to myself so that where I am you will be also” (John 14:3). Jesus will receive the believers to himself by raising them from the dead, and they would then be with him in his kingdom.
It is because the complete number of the Gentiles and the complete number of the Jews is associated with the return of Christ that Paul says what he does about their acceptance resulting in the resurrection of the dead in Romans 11:15: “For if their [the Jews] rejection has resulted in reconciliation for the world, what will their acceptance result in but life from among the dead?”
[For more on the different resurrections, see the REV commentary on Acts 24:15. For more on Christ’s Millennial Kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Rom 11:14
“if somehow I can make my own people jealous and save some of them.” It would seem logical that in turning to the Gentiles to evangelize them, Paul was rejecting his people the Jews. But here in Romans 11:14 we see that in Paul’s mind, his efforts to evangelize the Gentiles were not just because he wanted them to be saved, but also that in getting them saved he would make Israel jealous and then some of them would be saved. Like God, Paul wanted everyone to be saved.
Rom 11:15
“For if their rejection has resulted in reconciliation for the world, what will their acceptance result in but life from among the dead?” Romans 11:15 is saying that the rejection of God by the majority of the Jews resulted in “reconciliation for the world,” i.e., it opened the door for Gentiles to be saved just as they were, so the acceptance of the complete number of Jews who will believe will result in Christ returning, setting up his kingdom on earth, and raising the dead.
To be properly understood, this verse has to be tightly connected to the context and flow of Romans 11. The “rejection” in this verse is God’s rejection of the Jews who reject God. This is the same meaning of Jews, Israel, or “His people” that we see, for example, in Romans 11:1, which says that God has not rejected “His people” the Jews, and we can be sure of that because Paul was not rejected. He was a Jew, and also God has a remnant who believed and were not rejected (Rom. 11:1-5, and see the REV commentary on Rom. 11:1, 2, 3, 4, 5).
God cannot say in Romans 11:1-2 that God has not rejected the Jews and then say in Romans 11:15 that He has rejected them without some explanation. The point in Romans 11:1-5 and 11:15 is that the Jews who rejected God were rejected and the Jews who accepted God were and will be accepted. Furthermore, that same truth applies to the Gentiles. Thus the phrase, “that salvation has come to the Gentiles” (Rom. 11:11) does not mean every Gentile is saved, and the “complete number” of the Gentiles does not mean every Gentile (Rom. 11:12), but only those Gentiles who accept God and His Son will be saved. To understand Romans 11:15 we have to have the same kind of understanding that we had to understand Romans 11:1-5 and 11:12. In Romans 11:15, “their rejection” does not mean that every Jew rejected God and thus were rejected by God, and similarly, “their acceptance” does not mean that every Jew will come to accept God and His Son. However, the fact is that so many Jews rejected God and the Lord Jesus that from a numbers point of view, the Jews as a nation did reject God and thus were rejected by Him. Those Jews who rejected God were rejected and those Jews who accept God will be accepted by God, and when the number of Jews who accept God is complete—whatever that number is—just as with the “complete number” of the Gentiles (Rom. 11:12), then God will send His Son from heaven who will set up His kingdom on earth and raise the dead. That is why the “acceptance” of the Jews will result in “life from among the dead.”
James Dunn points out that Romans 11:15 reemphasizes the point Paul made in Romans 11:12, and Dunn goes on to say, “where in v 12 he [Paul] spoke of ‘riches for the world,’ here [in Rom. 11:15] he speaks of ‘reconciliation of the world’; and where in v 12 he was content with a ‘how much more’ formula, here he expresses the ‘how much more’ as ‘nothing other than life from the dead.’ The balance between ‘reconciliation’ and ‘life from the dead’ recalls the somewhat similar balance of 5:10 and suggests that Paul is again thinking of the death of Christ as the means of reconciliation (as in Rom. 5:10). And ‘life from the dead’ could hardly be understood by Paul’s readers as anything other than a reference to the final resurrection. Here more clearly than anywhere else so far in the letter Paul expresses a sense of the nearness of the final consummation of God’s purpose for the world. The ‘more than’ the riches of reconciliation is the resurrection of the body, the complete redemption of the world (Rom. 8:21-23). Nothing less than this is Paul’s goal, the goal of his mission to the Gentiles: to (help) trigger off that final crescendo, when Gentile ‘riches’ will result in Jewish ‘fullness,’ will result in ‘life from the dead.’”[footnoteRef:2014] [2014:  James D. G. Dunn, Romans 9-16 [WBC], 670.] 

“from among the dead.”[footnoteRef:2015] For the translation, “from among the dead,” see commentary on Romans 4:24. [2015:  Cf. Wuest, New Testament, “from among the dead,” 371.] 

Rom 11:19
“so that.” In the Greek this is a hina with a verb in the subjunctive mood purpose-result clause. The branches were broken off for the purpose of grafting in Gentiles, and his breaking them off resulted in room for the Gentiles.
[For more information, see Word Study: “Hina.”]
Rom 11:20
“fear.” The English does not let us exactly reproduce the meaning of the Greek, or the Semitic understanding behind it. In both Hebrew and Greek, “fear” had the two meanings: being in awe of something, and being afraid. The idea is that God is so holy and powerful that, while we are in awe of Him, there is also an element of fear. We are not to be arrogant, but we are to “stand in awe” (NAB, RSV, NRSV) and “be afraid” [if we disobey] (HCSB, NIV84). Most versions, like the REV, use the word “fear” and try to educate the reader about its two different meanings.
Rom 11:22
“kindness.” See commentary on Galatians 5:22, “kindness.”
“fell.” The context reveals that this is falling into unbelief (Rom. 11:11, 20)
Rom 11:25
“brothers and sisters.” The Greek word for “brothers” often includes men and women.
[For more on brothers and sisters, see Word Study: “Adelphos.” For more on women’s involvement in the early church, see Appendix 11: “The Role of Women in the Church.”]
“sacred secret.” We translate the Greek word mustērion (#3466 μυστήριον) as “sacred secret” because that is what mustērion actually refers to: a secret in the religious or sacred realm.
[For more information on the “Sacred Secret” and the Administration of Grace, see commentary on Eph. 3:9.]
“a hardening has come on part of Israel.” This phrase has been often misunderstood, in part because of translations such as the ESV which reads, “a partial hardening has come upon Israel.” Translations that read that way or similarly try to remain true to the grammar of the Greek but cause confusion because it can seem like a Jew can be part hard and part soft. Although it is true that “Israel” taken as a nation is indeed that way, “Israel” is a collective noun, made up of millions of individuals. We feel it is important to translate the verse in a way that makes Paul’s meaning clear. The New Living Testament captures the sense very well in its translation, but drifts too far away from the Greek for our taste: “Some of the people of Israel have hard hearts, but this will last only until the full number of Gentiles comes to Christ.”
Throughout the history of the Jews, there have always been Jews who obeyed God and Jews who did not. That line of demarcation between obedience and disobedience became very defined when Jesus Christ came. Sadly, most Jews rejected their Messiah, something that was made even easier when the doctrine of the Trinity developed.
Rom 11:28
“which turns out to benefit you.” God turned the fact that the Jews rejected Him into an occasion to bless the non-Jews, the Gentiles. Although the Greek text more literally reads “for your sake” here, that is not the best translation because it can be so easily misunderstood. The phrase “for your sake” might be taken to mean that God worked such that the Jews purposely became God’s enemies just so He could bless the Gentiles, which is not the case. Therefore, the translation must be something such as “they are enemies, which turns out to benefit you.” However, there is no such contrast in the last part of the sentence. God still “loves” Israel because of the promise that He made to the “fathers” of Israel.[footnoteRef:2016] [2016:  Barclay Newman and Eugene Nida, A Translator’s Handbook on Paul’s Letter to the Romans, 227.] 

“they are beloved because of the promises to the Fathers.” God made promises and even a covenant with the “fathers” of Israel: Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. God told them their seed would be multiplied like the stars of heaven and the sand of the seashore, and that they would have the land of Israel “forever.” God repeated the promise that He would give the land of Israel to Abraham and his descendants many times, and said it in slightly different ways. He told Abraham that he and his descendants would get the land (Gen. 12:7; 13:15-17; 15:7, 18; 17:8). He told it to Isaac (Gen. 26:3). He told it to Jacob (Gen. 28:13; 35:12; 48:4). Then over and over He told Israel about the promise or that He would give them the land (e.g., Exod. 6:4, 8; 12:25; 13:5, 11; Lev. 14:34; 20:24; 23:10; 25:2). This fact was also stated by the Psalmist (Ps. 105:8-10). God also promised Abraham that his seed would be a great multitude on a number of different occasions (Gen. 12:2; 13:16; 15:5; 16:10 (via Hagar); Gen. 17:6; 22:17).
It was because of the promises and covenants that God made with the “fathers” and with Israel that, even when they sinned repeatedly, Israel was not entirely consumed. By the time of Malachi, Israel was still sinning greatly, but God said in Malachi, “For I, Yahweh, do not change; therefore you, O sons of Jacob, are not consumed” (Mal. 3:6). In other words, God told the people that He would not alter His promises, and that was the reason the people of Israel were not totally consumed. They were attacked and scattered, but there was always a remnant left, just as in the days of Elijah and as Romans 11 says.
Rom 11:29
“since the gifts and the calling of God are irrevocable.” Romans 11:29 has been taken out of context by many Christians, who misapply it to individuals and think that the verse is saying that no matter how a Christian behaves, God will not take from them any gift or calling they have received from Him. But Romans 11:29 is not speaking about individuals, it is speaking about God’s dealings with Israel. However, even so, it shows how Israel as a body of people linked by heritage lost their privileges due to sin and God blessed the Gentiles in their place, but Israel—the Israel who believe—will eventually be accepted again.
In Romans 11:1, Paul asks if God has rejected “His people,” and concludes that God has not rejected them “all;” there is a remnant that was not rejected. But we must pay attention to what Paul actually said. After saying that God had not rejected “His people,” Paul pointed out that he himself was an Israelite, and so if he was an Israelite, then God did not reject “all” Israel. But why wasn’t Paul rejected? Paul was not rejected because he did not reject God—Paul accepted how God had moved in history and so Paul believed in God’s Messiah, Jesus, and thus was accepted by God.
Romans 11 goes on to mention that in Elijah’s time, there was a remnant of 7,000 men preserved by God (Rom. 11:4). But the 7,000 were not just any “men,” they were preserved as a remnant because they believed in Yahweh and His law and they had not “bowed the knee to Baal.” The Israelites who worshiped Baal were not part of the remnant. Then, in Romans 11:5, Paul writes, “at the present time there has also come to be a remnant” of Israel, a remnant of chosen people. But it is important to notice that like during the time of Elijah, the remnant of chosen people at Paul’s present time were people who chose God by believing.
Romans 11:7 then goes on to say that Israel did not obtain what they had been seeking—except those who were chosen (because they chose God!)—and the rest of Israel was hardened. Israel transgressed, stumbled, and fell, and it was because they fell that salvation came to the Gentiles (Rom. 11:11-12). Israel was rejected by God, but “their rejection resulted in the reconciling of the world,” i.e., the Gentiles (Rom. 11:15). Romans 11 goes on to say that there were “natural branches” (Jews) who were “broken off” (Rom. 11:21), but that Israel will one day come back into favor with God (Rom. 11:25).
As it is now, the Gentiles who believe—who stand by trust (Rom. 11:20) are included in “Israel” and historical Israel that has rejected God and His Messiah, who were “broken off because of unbelief” (Rom. 11:20), “if they do not continue in their unbelief, will be grafted in” again (Rom. 11:23).
So “Israel” had gifts and callings from God, but because of their unbelief, their “disobedience” (Rom. 11:30-31), they were broken off and lost those special privileges. But because of God’s love for Israel and His mercy, Israel (believing Israel) will one day be accepted by God again. But it is clear from history as well as Romans 11 that individual Israelites were also “broken off” and not considered part of the remnant because they rejected God. So on both a national scale and a personal scale, Israel could in effect lose the gifts and calling they had from God.
We also note that individuals lost the gifts they had from God due to sin and disobedience. For example, King Saul lost the kingdom he had been given by God (1 Sam. 15:26-28). Solomon also sinned greatly and lost the kingdom God gave him (cf. 2 Sam. 7:13-15 with 1 Kings 11:11). Eli and his sons were such sinners that they lost the privilege of being the High Priests for Israel, which then extended down and affected their descendants (1 Sam. 2:30-36). Also, history is full of men and women who lost the effectiveness and spiritual energizing of their ministries due to arrogance and sin.
Romans 11:29 is not a guarantee from God that if a person receives something from Him, they will never lose it. Rather, it is an explanation of why God will work with both Jews and Gentiles to restore to believing Israel some of its rights and privileges.
Rom 11:32
“imprisoned.” The Greek word is sugkleiō (#4788 συγκλείω, pronounced soon-'clay-ō), and it means, to enclose on all sides, imprison, encage. Everyone alive has been trapped by sin and disobedience. No one can escape on their own, it has to be the work of someone outside of themselves; in this case, Jesus Christ. This applies to both the Jews and Gentiles. All men, due to sin nature, have a natural tendency to defy God; we are all caged together in defiance.
Rom 11:34
Romans 11:34-35 are similar to 1 Corinthians 2:16 (see commentary on Isa. 40:13).
 
Romans Chapter 12
Rom 12:1
“brothers and sisters.” The Greek word for “brothers” often includes men and women.
[For more on brothers and sisters, see Word Study: “Adelphos.” For more on women’s involvement in the early church, see Appendix 11: “The Role of Women in the Church.”]
“reasonable service” The Greek word for reasonable is logikos (#3050 λογικός), and the exact meaning in this verse is quite hard to pin down. Thayer points out that the word was a favorite of ancient Greek philosophers, who used it in the sense of “rational,” from the use of logos as “reason.”[footnoteRef:2017] Thus if it were used that way in the verse, “your reasonable service” would be a good translation. However, logikos was also used in a sense that referred to what belonged to the realm of words and logic versus the realm of matter. If used in that sense, “reasonable” stands opposed not to that which is foolish or unreasonable, but rather to that which is material, external, or of the flesh, such as the ritualistic and outward worship of the Jews. This is why many versions go with the translation “spiritual service” or “spiritual worship.” We felt, however, that to English speakers, “spiritual” was more misleading than “reasonable.” For us as Christians, our service and worship should come from within, not from without, and thus with our mind and spirit, not our flesh. Nigel Turner sets forth one more possibility for the meaning of logikos, and that is “of the Word,” due to the Christian community beginning to associate logos with the Word.[footnoteRef:2018] That is a possibility also. The only other time that this word is used is in 1 Pet. 2:2 as “milk of the word” (see commentary on 1 Pet. 2:2). We think that all three of these possible definitions are true to an extent, but think that “reasonable service” makes the most sense in an English translation. Furthermore, since the concept of “reasonable” is an important part of the Greek word, it seemed important to bring that out into English. [2017:  Thayer’s Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “λογικός.”]  [2018:  Nigel Turner, Christian Words.] 

Rom 12:2
“conformed to the pattern.” The Greek word translated “conformed to the pattern” is suschēmatizō (#4964 συσχηματίζω), which means to be formed or conformed to a mold or pattern. The Devil has an agenda to make the world, and the people in it, more and more ungodly. Christians will be rewarded for not conforming to the pattern of the age, and for remaining godly. Nyland has not to “go along with” the current age.[footnoteRef:2019] [2019:  Nyland, The Source New Testament, 296.] 

“age.” The Greek noun translated “age” is aiōn (#165 αἰών). The Greek word aiōn gets translated “age,” most of the time, but it is important that we think of “age” the same way the Greeks did. Generally, when we think of “age,” we mean a period of time. Although the word did refer to a period of time, it referred to the thinking and attitudes that existed in that age. Richard Trench writes that aiōn refers to “All that floating mass of thoughts, opinions, maxims, speculations, hopes, impulses, aims, aspirations, at any time current in the world, which it may be impossible to cease and accurately define, but which constitutes a most real and effective power, being the moral, or immoral, atmosphere which at every moment of our lives we inhale, again, inevitably to exhale,—all this is included in the aiōn….”[footnoteRef:2020] [2020:  R. C. Trench, Synonyms of the New Testament, 217-218.] 

Just as the owners of a Mexican or Chinese restaurant work hard to create an “atmosphere” that represents their home country, the Adversary works hard to make sure that this world has an “ungodly atmosphere.” We need to think through the implications of the statement that we are not to be conformed to the pattern of this “age,” i.e., the pattern of the ungodly atmosphere in which we are immersed. It helps a lot to understand and acknowledge that this “present evil age” (Gal. 1:4) is not an accident. The Adversary has worked hard for generations to put in place customs and ways of doing things that are contrary to God’s love and commands. This evil age did not “just happen.” Also, we must then realize the pressures that the culture puts on people to conform to those ungodly ways, and the price a person will have to pay to not conform to the ways of the world. There is serious pressure brought from the culture against people who want to live truly godly lives. That is why Scripture can promise: “everyone who wants to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted” (2 Tim. 3:12). As children of God, Christians should be willing to pay the price to serve and obey God, and we know that we will be richly rewarded in the Kingdom for our work for God now.
“be transformed.” The Greek verb is metamorphoō (#3339 μεταμορφόω), “be transformed” and it is in the passive voice. We do not actively transform ourselves. We control our thinking, and as we do, transformation takes place.
“renewing.” The Greek word translated “renewing” is anakainōsis (#342 ἀνακαίνωσις), and it is a compound word built from the prefix ana (“up, “again”) and kainos (#2537 καινός), which means “new” but generally refers to something new in quality rather than something that is new in time, which is the Greek word neos (#3501 νέος). This is a case where both meanings of the prefix ana are important, but only one can be easily brought into English. The word anakainōsis could and does refer to “upnewing” one’s mind, that is, bringing one’s thoughts up into the realm of God and of living a godly life instead of keeping one’s mind on earthly things. Colossians 3:2 says, “Think about the things that are above, not the things that are on the earth.” Christians need to learn to take their focus off of worldly things and bring their mind “up” to a new level, literally we must “upnew” our minds. The Fribergs define anakainōsis as “the action by which a person becomes spiritually new and different.[footnoteRef:2021] Thayer defines anakainōsis as a “complete change for the better.”[footnoteRef:2022] [2021:  Timothy and Barbara Friberg, Analytical Lexicon, s.v. “ἀνακαίνωσις.”]  [2022:  Joseph Thayer, Thayer’s Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “ἀνακαίνωσις.”] 

The word anakainōsis can be understood as a renewing of the mind if one takes it to mean that the mind that is focused on the things of God gets continually pulled down into worldly thinking by events and circumstances that happen on earth, and so it must be continually “renewed” by bringing one’s thoughts back up into the realm of God and godliness.
“test and approve.” The Greek word translated as “test and approve” is dokimazō (#1381 δοκιμάζω), which means “to draw a conclusion about worth on the basis of testing.”[footnoteRef:2023] Although the REV generally tries to stay away from using an English phrase as the translation of a Greek word, in this case, the meaning is clear enough that a general exception needs to be made. In many situations, the Christian does not start out by knowing the will of God. Too many Christians who do not know the will of God in a given situation either do nothing or pray for an inordinately long time, waiting for a clear answer. But Romans tells us that often the will of God is “Try something!” We are to test (and many tests fail), and then finally be able to approve, the will of God. [2023:  BDAG, s.v. “δοκιμάζω.”] 

For example, each person has a way of serving in the Body of Christ (Eph. 4:7-12), a “ministry” (a “ministry” is a way of serving) that they can and should be doing for the Lord. Some people are called to a very specific ministry, such as an apostle, teacher, encourager, or music ministry, and they sense that very clearly and get to work in the Body. However, many people are unsure of their calling or how to serve in the Body, and there are several reasons why this may be the case.
One reason is that they might not have thought about it much and thus have not applied themselves to serving in the Body of Christ. Another reason might be that they actually have several ways their particular gifts can be of service in the Body, and they are unsure about how to best apply themselves. Many people’s ministry is actually a blend of ministries, a blend of ways of serving, such as a pastor-teacher, a singing evangelist, an administrator who is also an encourager—there are countless kinds of blended ministries. Still another reason a person might not know their particular ministry is they wrongly believe they are just supposed to pray and wait until God reveals to them what to do. But He rarely does that, in part because His Word tells us a different way to find our way of serving other than waiting for revelation.
The Bible says that we are to “test and approve” what the will of God is. In most cases that means that we are to try out different ways of serving and see what fits, what we like, and if there is any kind of confirmation from the Lord. For example, a person who likes to sing but frankly cannot carry a tune might try music ministry, but find they are simply not called to that ministry. There are so many different ways of serving in the Body of Christ that each Christian may try out many different things until one fits, and often there is confirmation from the Lord. For example, a person who likes talking to others and comforting them may find they are a called encourager, and one way they would get confirmation about that would be if people they barely knew opened up to them and shared intimate details of their life that they needed help with.
Almost always, the ministry a person has will be something they like and are good at. That makes perfect sense. If God called someone to be a teacher, He would not choose someone who was scared of people, did not like to talk, and could not logically frame a teaching so that it made sense and motivated people. Sadly, the fact that the ministry a person is called to is something that they like and are good at often causes them to doubt their ministry. People wrongly believe that service to God is difficult or challenging, and so they think that something they like to do and are good at could not possibly be how God wants them to serve. They think, “If I enjoy it and am fulfilled by it, I must be doing it for myself, not for God.” While it is true that people can wrongly do things for themselves, God wants people to be effective in ministry, so of course He calls them to serve in a way that they are good at and enjoy. If a person is “other-focused” while they are working for God, then they are not serving themselves even if they love what they are doing.
God knows that we are sometimes confused about what our ministry is and how to best serve in the Body of Christ. God is blessed with our desire to serve, so He simply tells us to “test and approve” what is the will of God. If you do not know your ministry, your particular way of serving, get involved in serving the Lord in a way that is available to you and that generally appeals to you. Do things you enjoy and are good at. That is a reliable way to find your “way of serving” in the Body of Christ.
Rom 12:3
“of himself.” This is supplied from the context, which is our relation to others in the Body of Christ.
“should.” The Greek is dei (#1163 δεῖ, pronounced “day”), and refers to what is necessary. From God’s perspective, it is necessary that we think sensibly and not more highly of ourselves than is right.
“the measure of trust.” The Greek does not say that each person has the same measure of faith. On the contrary, although some versions say, “the measure of faith,” there is no word “the” in the Greek, and “a measure of faith” would be more accurate. Each person has a function in the body and a service (“ministry”) to perform, and God makes sure that each person has the faith potential to do the ministry God gave them. One person may not have the faith to do what another person does, but he or she has the faith potential to do what God has called him or her to do.
Rom 12:5
“and individually members with one another.” All Christians are “individually members with one another” in the Body of Christ (Rom. 12:5; Eph. 4:25).
Rom 12:6
“prophecy.” This prophecy is in the context of gifts, so the verse is not speaking of the manifestation of prophecy (see commentary on 1 Cor. 12:10), but rather it is speaking about a person who has the equipping ministry of a prophet (Eph. 4:11). That being said, however, it often happens that someone who does not have the ministry of a prophet has a strongsuit in the manifestation of prophecy, and so although the principle in this verse is not directly addressed to that person, it nevertheless applies to them. In fact, since we all operate in our ministries according to the trust we have in our giftings, we all must act to the limit of our trust and also keep working to increase our trust in God and the Lord.
A person with the equipping ministry of a prophet is a person who is specifically called by the Lord to hear from God or the Lord and then give the message they have heard to others. Every Christian has the ability to hear from God and prophesy (Acts 2:17-18, cf. 1 Cor. 12:7-10; 14:5, 24), and that is the “manifestation of prophecy.” But there are also specific people who have the equipping ministry of a prophet in the Body of Christ. The Church Epistles mention prophets (1 Cor. 12:28; Eph. 4:11; Titus 1:12), and the book of Acts shows that prophets were active and important in the Church (Acts 11:27-28; 13:1-4; 15:32; 21:10). All prophecy, whether from a Christian operating the manifestation of prophecy, or from a called prophet, will be as the Spirit gives utterance (Acts 2:4). All true words of prophecy come from God or the Lord Jesus Christ, never from the speaker’s mind.
In contrast to the manifestation of prophecy that every Christian can operate, the equipping ministry of a prophet is a specific calling of the Lord on a person’s life. The Old Testament Scriptures make this very clear. Isaiah knew he was called from birth: “Yahweh called me from the womb” (Isa. 49:1). Amos describes the call of God upon his life: “I was not a prophet, nor was I a prophet’s son [disciple], but I was a herdsman and a farmer of sycamore figs, but Yahweh took me from following the flock, and Yahweh said to me, ‘Go, prophesy to my people Israel’” (Amos 7:14-15).
The Greek word translated “prophet,” prophētēs, shows that prophets are God’s (or a god’s) chosen spokesmen. The noun prophētēs is found in Greek writings as early as the 600s BC, and it is related to the verb meaning to publicly speak forth or make known. The oldest occurrence we have today relates to a prophetic utterance at the oracle of Zeus at Dodona. Thus, ancient Greek language and culture confirm what the Hebrew language communicates: that even ancient pagan people realized that the words of the gods needed to be spoken forth and made known, and furthermore that the gods chose certain people through whom they spoke.
The prophet speaks the message that God gives him to speak, so it can be as varied as God wants it to be. This is an important point because often people try to “put God in a box” and decide what a prophetic message would look like, as if we could tell God what to say.
In the Bible, prophets speak about many different things: They tell what will happen in the future (1 Sam. 2:27-36; 10:1-6; 1 Kings 13:20-24; 22:17-37; Isa. 52:13-53:12; Jer. 28:16; 29:21; Amos 7:14-17; Matt. 24:2; Acts 11:28; 21:11), and they speak about past events (Judg. 6:7-10; 2 Sam. 12:7-8; Ezek. 20:1-31; John 4:18). Their messages strengthen (“edification” KJV; 2 Sam. 7:8-12; Hag. 2:1-5), exhort (2 Chron. 15:1-7; Isa. 35:1-4; Hag. 1:3-12), comfort (1 Sam. 9:20; 2 Chron. 20:15-17; Jer. 45:1-5), bless (Gen. 48:20; Deut. 33:1; Josh. 14:13), curse (Josh. 8:26; 9:22-23; 2 Kings 2:24; Jer. 48:10), call out kings and ministries (1 Sam. 10:1; 16:13; 1 Kings 11:29-39; 19:15-19; 2 Kings 9:1-13), reprove (sometimes harshly; 2 Sam. 12:1-14; Isa. 22:15-25; Jer. 36:30-31; Mal. 2:3; Matt. 16:23; 23:12-36), direct (Judg. 4:4-6; 2 Kings 4:1-7; 5:10; 6:8-10; Jer. 32:13-15), name (showing God’s opinion, 2 Sam. 12:25; Jer. 20:3), reveal what is in a person’s heart (Isa. 9:9, 17; 29:13; 48:4; Jer. 2:21; 5:23; Ezek. 14:2-4; John 1:47); interpret enigmas (Dan. 5:5-29), and reveal what is going on from a spiritual perspective (1 Chron. 5:20; Jer. 1:16; Ezek. 5:11; Dan. 9:11; John 8:42-47).
Prophets can prophesy to individuals (1 Sam. 10:1-6), groups (2 Kings 3:12-19), or entire nations (Amos 1:11-2:16), and some of what they may say might seem harsh to our ears, but still may be from God. The “grace” in the Age of Grace certainly does not mean that we have the “grace” to live profligate lives without the Lord being upset and speaking frankly to us about it.
The Bible uses vocabulary that helps us understand how God works with prophets. For example, the Hebrew word nataph, sometimes translated “prophet,” means “to drop, drip, or distill.” One thing we learn from nataph is that God drops His words upon the prophet. It means, as Strong’s Concordance says, “to speak by inspiration.” This means that the message the prophet brings is not his own message, but the Lord’s words, and furthermore it implies that many times the prophet may not know much of the message when he starts prophesying, but that the words “drop” upon him, i.e., he speaks them as he gets them from God.
Two more Hebrew words that help us understand how God works in prophets are both translated “seer.” One is raah, which means, “to see” (as with the eye), and the other is chozeh, which means “one who has a vision” (from chazon, “vision”). By virtue of the gift of holy spirit upon them, prophets “saw” things that other people could not see. As God gave him revelation, a prophet could “see” into the future (Dan. 2:29-45), or into someone’s heart (Ezek. 14:3).
Something we learn while studying prophecy is that God has purposely chosen to be unclear in some of His communication. Although the tendency of most people is to blame the prophet for any unclear dream or revelation (and it is true that sin can cloud clear revelations from the Lord), this blame is often misplaced. God can be perfectly clear when He wants to be, as many Old and New Testament records attest. But there are biblical records that show that God is sometimes purposely unclear. Numbers 12:6-8 says God spoke to prophets in riddles, while to Moses He spoke “face to face,” i.e., “clearly.” Proverbs 25:2 says it is the glory of God to conceal things. Furthermore, the Bible has records of prophets receiving visions and revelations they did not understand.
For example, Daniel did not understand the meaning of what he heard (Dan. 12:8), Zechariah was shown a vision that he did not understand (Zech. 1:8-9), and Peter did not grasp what the Lord was communicating by the sheet full of unclean animals, argued with the Lord about it, and ended up “wondering about the meaning of the vision” (Acts 10:17). The two immediately discernable reasons that God is sometimes unclear are that He wants us to rely on Him and have a relationship with Him, not just look at Him as a provider, and He also wants us to work together with other believers in prayer and searching things out, and this also leads to humility and Christian maturity.
Prophets, while calling others to account, must also be accountable, because we all see through a glass darkly. Also, because of their prominent position in the Body of Christ, and because it is easy to be influenced by the flesh, it is of utmost importance that prophets maintain holy and obedient lifestyles. God considers it “horrible” when prophets live sinful lives (Jer. 23:14). Prophets must also have the courage to deliver God’s message no matter what the content.
The weighty nature of many prophetic utterances is why revelation from God was often called a “burden” (Nah. 1:1; Hab. 1:1; Zech. 9:1; Mal. 1:1). The prophet must also develop the wisdom to deliver his message the way the Lord would have it delivered. Because prophetic utterances can have a huge impact on the one receiving the message, it is very important that the prophet deliver the message with the same heart as the Lord would if he were here personally.
Just as prophets get lauded and praised when their prophecies are a blessing, they are derided and persecuted when their prophecies are unexpected or unwanted. Prophets must accept this in order to forestall temptations of disobedience, self-pity, envy, bitterness, and hard-heartedness, and to be able to see and hear clearly the revelation that the Lord wants communicated. Prophets must also recognize that as their ministry grows in the Body of Christ, people will come to them for advice. This is to be expected and is certainly in the Bible (cf. 1 Sam. 9:6, 9; 1 Kings 14:1-3; 22:4-28; 2 Kings 4:1-7; 8:7-8; 19:1-7; 22:11-20), but it means the prophet will have to do serious thinking about how best to serve the Body so he or she will not feel used or become overtired or disenchanted with their ministry. Also, the Church needs to recognize the tremendous value of having godly prophets in the Body of Christ and should pray for them, just as they pray for the other ministries in the Church.
Rom 12:7
“teaching.” The Greek word is didaskalia (#1319 διδασκαλία), a noun, and it has two primary meanings: It is used of the act of teaching or instruction (as if it were a verb), and it is also used for what is taught, i.e., the doctrine or material that was presented. In this verse, we felt “teaching” was better than “doctrine” because the verse is speaking of the person who is a teacher using his gift and teaching. For more on didaskalia see commentary on 1 Tim. 4:13).
Rom 12:8
“generosity.” The Greek word is haplotēs (#572 ἁπλότης), and literally means, “singleness.” It is the same Semitic idiom Jesus used in Matthew 6:22 when he said if your eye was “single,” then your whole body would be full of light. Idiomatically, the “single eye” is the generous eye. Christians are to give generously, liberally (see commentary on Matt. 6:22).
“the one who leads.” The Greek word translated “leads” here is proistēmi (#4291 προΐστημι, pronounced pro-'hiss-tay-me), and it has two very important meanings. Proistēmi means to lead, preside over, rule. However, it also has a very significant second meaning: to be a protector or guardian, to give aid and attention to, to care for. Good Greek-English lexicons have both meanings of proistēmi. Anyone reading the Greek text sees both meanings at once.
In the Greco-Roman world, it was a well-established custom that leaders, especially civic leaders, were also to give aid to and care for the people under them. Although most English versions feel that “lead” is the primary meaning in Romans 12:8 and thus have that in their versions, the Amplified Bible, Classic Edition, has both meanings (the AMPC reads: “he who gives aid and superintends.”) In contrast to most versions and the Amplified and REV, some versions have the meaning about giving aid as the only meaning in the text. Thus Frank Laubach has: “He who helps others, let him do it with all his might.”[footnoteRef:2024] Similarly, Ann Nyland has: “Let the person who gives aid do it eagerly.”[footnoteRef:2025] [2024:  Frank Laubach, The Inspired Letters of the New Testament, 36.]  [2025:  Ann Nyland, The Source New Testament, 296.] 

We felt that having only the definition about helping or giving aid and omitting the definition about being a leader would mislead the readers. Anyone in the Greco-Roman world grew up knowing that being a civic leader and giving aid went hand in hand, but that is not clear in today’s world. In our modern world, people who care for others typically don’t lead, and leaders far too often do not care for others, even when they are supposed to. Thus, to bring the meaning of the Greek into English, the REV followed the example of the Amplified Bible and included both meanings.
The take-home message of this verse is important to anyone who believes he or she is called into a leadership position in the Body of Christ. From God’s point of view, service in the ministry is civic service and leadership involves actually getting with people and helping them. Christian leaders are not to “lead from behind the lines,” by just telling people what they should do; they are to get with people and lead in a personal and meaningful way, giving help, support, and aid where it is needed.
Rom 12:9
“Utterly hate what is evil; cling to what is good.” The structure of this verse in the context of Rom. 12:10-13, which is structured the same way, is explaining what it means to have love without hypocrisy, rather than starting a new thought. Love that does not utterly hate evil and cling to good is not love, but hypocrisy.
Rom 12:10
“In regard to” (see Lenski).[footnoteRef:2026] [2026:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. Paul’s Epistle to the Romans, 767-68.] 

“affection for God’s family.” The Greek is philadelphia (#5360 φιλαδελφία), a compound Greek word made up of philos (#5384 φίλος, a strong liking, a friendship; see commentary on John 21:15) and adelphos (#80 ἀδελφός), which means “brother.” It is the strong bond of friendship that exists between brothers.
“lovingly devoted.” This Greek word is philostorgos (#5387 φιλόστοργος), which is a compound word made up of philos (the noun form of phileō; see commentary on John 21:15) and storgē. There are four Greek words for “love” that are important for Christians to understand. They are agapē, philos, storgē, and erōs. They each mean something different and thus are important to distinguish from each other. The Greek verb storgē does not occur as a single word in the New Testament but is used in a compound form. It is the mutual love of parents and children, and wives and husbands. Storgē is the love that naturally exists between family members. A mother may not know why she loves her child, she just does. Family love is often unexplainable and very strong. Born-again Christians are God’s family, His children, and God wants Christians to have that strong kind of family love for each other. The negation of family love, being without affection, is the compound word astorgos (#794 ἄστοργος), found in Romans 1:31 and 2 Timothy 3:3.
[For a more complete explanation of agapē, philos, storgē, and erōs, see the commentary on John 21:15.]
“one another.” The phrase “one another” occurs in the context of the Christian community, and while we are to be good to everyone, in the context of the New Testament Epistles, the commands toward “one another” are specifically to other Christians. Christians are to be “especially good to the household of faith” (Gal. 6:10). It is very important for the richness of our lives together here on earth, for our personal growth here on earth, and for rewards in the next life, that each Christian needs to be “other-focused,” focused on others and how we can help them. The phrase “one another” occurs many times in the New Testament, stating and reinforcing that truth.
[For more on the “one another” commands, see commentary on Gal. 5:13, “one another.” For more on “love one another,” see commentary on John 13:34.]
“seek to outdo.” The Greek word is proēgeomai (#4285 προηγέομαι). Friberg’s lexicon lists “leading” and “outdoing” as meanings, and we see both those meanings in this verse. When it comes to honor, we are not to be content just to be part of the crowd, but we are to lead, and even outdo each other, in the good sense of never being satisfied with how we honor God and humankind.
Rom 12:11
“do not procrastinate.” “Pertaining to shrinking from or hesitating to engage in something worthwhile, possibly implying lack of ambition.”[footnoteRef:2027] [2027:  Louw and Nida, Greek-English Lexicon; cf. Lenski, Romans, 768.] 

“spirit.” In this context, “spirit” refers to an activity of the mind, one’s attitude. We use “spirit” in the same way in English and refer to things such as “school spirit” and “I am in good spirits today,” meaning I have a good attitude about life today.
[For more on the meanings of “spirit” in the Bible, see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
“be enthusiastic.” The Greek word is zeō (#2204 ζέω, pronounced 'zeh-ō). Literally, it means to boil due to heat, as hot water boils, or to glow, as hot metal glows.[footnoteRef:2028] However, the Greeks also used zeō in a figurative manner for boiling or glowing with emotion, such as anger, love, etc. “As to spirit (i.e., an attitude and emotion about God and the things of God) – be glowing hot.” Romans 12:11 uses the Greek word zeō in a figurative manner for glowing hot with emotion. However, the English word typically translated from zeō is “fervent.” But in today’s English “fervent” is used more to mean “passionate” than “enthusiastic,” and while “passionate” is not bad if understood properly, “enthusiastic” seems to better convey the degree of emotional zeal that the word zeō conveys. [2028:  Gerhard Kittel, Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, s.v. “ζέω.”] 

Rom 12:13
“In regard to hospitality.” The biblical customs concerning hospitality differ greatly because the Bible takes place over thousands of years and involves many cultures. However, throughout the Bible there is a consistent message that people should extend hospitality to each other. This was very true in the Roman world, and the New Testament instructs Christians to extend hospitality to others. Besides Romans 12:13, the Bible specifically tells Christian leaders to show hospitality (1 Tim. 3:2; Titus 1:8), and 1 Peter 4:9 says, “Show hospitality to one another without grumbling.”
One of the major aspects of showing hospitality to others was opening your home to overnight guests. In fact, a number of homes had guestrooms just for that purpose. One of the many reasons Christians were to show hospitality to others was because the inns in the Roman world were almost always unpleasant, ungodly places. Travel has always been difficult, and in fact, the English words “travel” and “travail” not only come from the same Latin root word, they were once the same English word and were differentiated only recently; English writings from as late as the 1700s show “travail” being used when today we would say, “travel.” In the Roman world, the condition of the inns only added to the travail of travel.
The inns were so unpleasant that people who could avoid them usually did. Most wealthy people and dignitaries were able to stay in the private residences of friends and contacts, but sometimes they just camped beside the road. Friends and associates often had an “I’ll stay at your place and you stay at mine” agreement, and sometimes formalized it with a tessera hospitalis. The tessera was a small clay tablet or a clay flat-figure that came in many shapes and sizes but was often in the shape of a pig, cow, lion, or shaking hands. The tessera was broken in half, and each party to the agreement kept a half. The traveler carried his half, which gave him entre to the other home even if the owner was away—if the halves matched, slaves or servants who watched over the house immediately granted room and board to the traveler.
In many cases sleeping outdoors would have been nicer than staying in a Roman inn, but the danger of robbers was usually so great that people sought out the “safety” of an inn. The general exceptions were wealthy people and groups. The wealthy usually traveled with a small army of servants who would carry the tents and food and act as bodyguards, while groups were generally protected by virtue of their size.
As a class of people, the innkeepers were of such ill repute that Roman law forbade them from joining the army or forming a trade guild. They were generally cheats and thieves, and suspected of spying on their clients and selling the information, which was very likely since they and their prostitute staff were in a good position to find out lots of juicy information from the clientele. Innkeepers’ wives also had a bad reputation (although many innkeepers were women), and St. Augustine warned travelers about innkeepers’ wives who were witches and who would add magic potions to the food and turn the traveler into a mule.
The standard clientele of the inns were usually equally as rough as the innkeepers. They were peddlers, muleteers, sailors or soldiers, slaves or freedmen running errands, runaway slaves, and the like. Roman graffiti is just one thing that reveals the rough character of the low-class Roman. The excavation of Pompeii reveals a lot of graffiti on both private and public buildings, and perhaps a third of it is scatological, and a number are curses.
Although inns in the Roman world all differed somewhat, just as our modern motels do, they also had a lot of similarities. A standard Roman inn was a courtyard surrounded by rooms. Baggage and animals stayed in the open yard, while people spent the night in a room (or beside their animal if they thought it would be stolen). Almost all inns had a kitchen and a dining room, although sometimes the cooking and eating occurred in one big room. Some inns converted the dining room into a dormitory for sleeping at night or used it for sleeping if the rooms were all full.
Innkeepers made money most any way they could, so many inns had some kind of shop attached, such as a smith’s shop, where travelers could have repairs made to animal tack, carts, etc., and some inns offered medical treatment, if it could be called that, to people who got sick on the road.
Winter cold and summer heat are always hard on travelers, and most inns offered only a little comfort. To fight the winter cold, some of the more expensive inns had a hot air duct system under the floor or in the walls (the same basic system that was used to heat the caldarium, the hot room in Roman baths, which contained a heated pool). The average inn, however, would have had some kind of brazier or fireplace that heated with coal or wood, or else no heat at all. However, there was no reliable relief from the heat of summer. The only way to cool rooms during the summer was any breeze coming through the door or a window. Many inns had second-story rooms that better caught the daily breezes and were more comfortable than lower rooms.
Unlike modern hotels, the average inn did not rent a whole room to the traveler but rather, rented a sleeping space in a room. In nicer inns, a person could rent a bed with a straw mattress, but often the “bed” was just a spot on the floor with straw or grasses cut from a field. The obvious question anyone renting a place in the inn would ask themselves was, “With whom (and with how many) will I be sharing a room tonight?” One had to guard his person and belongings very carefully. Roman records show that a number of people who stayed at the inns were murdered for the goods they were carrying, and stealing was very common.
Every experienced traveler also became an expert at inspecting bedding for bedbugs and other creatures, such as fleas, spiders, lizards, etc. No telling how many people had already slept on the matting that was the bed. Bedbugs were so common that they had a nickname: cauponarum aestiva animalia, “the summertime creatures of the inn.”
The inns were not usually very desirable places to eat, so most travelers carried at least a little something to eat on their journey, making Jesus’ specific instruction to his apostles not to take food with them when they traveled an unusual request (Mark 6:8). The ancients watered down their wine, and that included the Romans. Unscrupulous innkeepers, however, watered it down a lot to increase their profits. Paul refers to this practice in 2 Corinthians 4:2, and says he is not “adulterating the word of God” (cf. NASB), that is, he did not water down the Word for his own profit, but taught it full strength, even though sometimes that cost him dearly.
Much more ghastly than watering down the wine was the cheating of some innkeepers (actually, the Roman physician Galen said he knew of many) who stole dead bodies from the Coliseum and cooked them in order to boost profits. Inn food was usually in the form of spicy soups and stews so apparently clients rarely noticed. One cheating innkeeper was discovered, however, when a human finger bone showed up in the stew.
All inns had gambling—it just came with the clientele who stayed there. However, there were locals who frequented the inns to take part in the gambling and perhaps enrich themselves with some of the travelers’ purses. In fact, just as today people go “bar hopping” or on a “bar crawl,” occasionally some of the more well-to-do townsfolk would go from inn to inn, gambling and carousing through the night. The noise from the raucous partiers could make sleeping in the inn difficult.
Most inns were staffed by male and female slaves who, along with their everyday chores, made money for the owner by being rented out as prostitutes. So if the person or persons the traveler was sharing the room with had the money to pay for sex, well, that would be an added distraction in the room.
Since innkeepers were often dishonest, savvy travelers agreed upon the price they would pay ahead of time. A writing found in southeast Italy speaks of some of the services in an ancient inn, and the guest had obviously agreed upon the prices before paying.
Guest: “Innkeeper, let’s reckon up the bill.”
Innkeeper: “One sextarious of wine [about a pint] and bread: one as. Food, two asses.” [The assarion, or as, was about a tenth of a denarius, so a laborer would earn about ten asserions or “asses” as it was abbreviated, per day].
Guest: “Correct.”
Innkeeper: “Girl, eight asses.”
Guest: “Correct again.”
Innkeeper: “Hay for the mule, two asses.”
Guest: “That mule will be the death of me!”[footnoteRef:2029] [2029:  Lionel Casson, Travel in the Ancient World, 207.] 

To avoid the inns and the ungodliness associated with them, Christians tried to find other Christians with whom they could stay. Thankfully, many Christians knew about the believers in other towns and where to find them, and people usually willingly opened their homes and hearts to brothers and sisters on the road. God commanded Christians who had food and shelter to provide hospitality for others, and that is something we should still be willing to practice today.
[Selected Bibliography: Bouquet, A. C., Everyday Life in New Testament Times (B. T. Batsford, Ltd., London, 1953). Casson, Lionel, Travel in the Ancient World (Book Club Associates, London, 1974). Davis, William S., A Day in Old Rome (Allyn and Bacon, Boston, 1962). Evans, Craig A., Jesus and His World: The Archaeological Evidence (Westminster John Knox Press, Louisville, KY, 2012). Gower, Ralph, The New Manners and Customs of Bible Times (Moody Press, Chicago, 1987). Hamblin, Dora Jane, and Grunsfeld, Mary Jane, The Appian Way: A Journey (Random House, New York, 1974). Johnston, Mary, Roman Life (Scott, Foresman and Company, Chicago, 1957). Murphy-O’Connor, Jerome, “On the Road and on the Sea with St. Paul” (Bible Review magazine; summer 1985, p. 38-47).]
“seek to show it.” That phrase is translated from the one Greek word diōkō (#1377 διώκω), which is used in both Romans 12:13 and 12:14. Diōkō occurs some 45 times in the New Testament and is used in both a good sense and a bad sense. When used in a good sense it means to run quickly and decisively toward something, to run after something in order to obtain it, to pursue. When used in a bad or negative sense it means to persecute or to cause to run or flee (thus drive out or drive away).
Paul uses diōkō very effectively to get his point across in Romans 12:13-14, using the definitions of diōkō against one another (Bullinger notes this as one of the occurrences of antanaclasis, when a word is used twice in the same sentence but has two different meanings).[footnoteRef:2030] The meaning in Rom. 12:14 is obvious to us: we are not to curse those who persecute us, but are to bless them. When contrasted with that use of diōkō, by using it in verse 13 the Word emphasizes that we are to “chase after” hospitality, “pursue” it, “run after it in order to obtain it.” [2030:  Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 286-293, “antanaclasis.”] 

[For more on the figure of speech antanaclasis, see commentary on 1 Sam. 1:24.]
[See Word Study: “Antanaclasis.”]
It should go without saying that this command still applies to Christians today. Although our motels and restaurants are nicer today than in the Roman world, Christians should still “seek to show hospitality.” Ecclesiastes 5:13 warns us of wealth that harms its owner, and that can be the case today. Sometimes we are afraid to open our homes to others because we fear what might happen to our things—things we have usually worked hard for. While we want to be wise, true wisdom lies in the eternal verities of valuing relationships, helping others, and fellowshipping around the Good News. These are the things we should be seeking. We should never be so materialistically minded that we put our “stuff” ahead of the chance to share and spread the Good News of Jesus Christ.
Rom 12:14
“do not curse.” For more on curses, see commentary on Luke 6:28.
Rom 12:15
“cry with those who are crying.” The Greek verb translated “cry” and “crying” is klaiō (#2799 κλαίω), a word that refers to the expression of deep emotion, strong inner emotions, and as such it can refer to crying, weeping, mourning, wailing, or lamenting over someone or something. The exact meaning must be determined from the context, and many times klaiō expresses a mix of emotions associated with intense feelings or loss.
We live in a world that treats life very cheaply and does not process emotion well. Many times someone who has experienced great loss, such as the death of a loved one, is told to “get over it,” only weeks after the death. People process loss and/or expected loss very differently, and there is no timeline given in the Bible for how long a person should grieve or will grieve. When Jacob was told that his favorite son, Joseph, had died, he said he would go to the grave mourning (Gen. 37:35). While there can be unhealthy grieving, which is an aspect of not processing emotion in a healthy way, caregivers need to be aware that different people grieve differently and for different periods of time, and be compassionate and understanding of those who have suffered a loss.
Rom 12:16
“Consider one another as being equal.” The Greek is literally, “the same thing toward one another thinking.” Lenski is probably correct when he says, “This is not…‘harmonious mutual relationship’ but something far more definite: having in mind for another the same thing that under like circumstances one has in mind for oneself.”[footnoteRef:2031] The New Jerusalem Bible says, “Give the same consideration to all others alike,” in other words, do not pay attention to the social status of people when you are dealing with them. Many people act differently toward others depending on their social status, and we are not to do this. Treat everyone the same. This guidance is expanded in the context. [2031:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. Paul’s Epistle to the Romans, 775.] 

“one another.” See commentary on Gal. 5:13.
“do not be arrogant.” It is easier to express possible multiple meanings in Greek than in English here, and the Greek simply says, “not thinking [about] the high.” Thus it can be thinking about, or regarding people of high standing (“social standing” NJB) or “high things,” (as the KJV), those things we think of as higher or more valuable. Our life is not better or godlier if we associate with rich people rather than poor people, or live in a mansion rather than a hut. God looks on the heart of people, not their wealth or social status, and He pays attention to how we use the things that we have for His purposes, no matter if they are prestigious, very valuable, or ordinary. We are not to be captivated by that which is “high” in the world.
“associate with those of lowly circumstances.” As with “arrogant” in the previous phrase, the Greek “lowly” can refer to lowly people or lowly things.
Rom 12:17
“Think ahead of time.” The Greek is pronoeō (#4306 προνοέω), which is a compound word from the prefix pro (before) and noeō (to have in the mind). It can mean “to consider” and “to think about beforehand.” Interestingly, the KJV says “provide,” which in the English of the time period meant, “to exercise foresight in taking due measures in view of a possible event,”[footnoteRef:2032] or “to think about beforehand.” Over time, the meaning of “provide” became “furnish for use.” While we certainly are to “consider” how to do what is honorable for others, the verse is deeper than that. We are to think ahead of time about how to be honorable to God and people. Especially in the context of not repaying evil for evil, thinking ahead of time about how to act can keep us from acting out of emotion and the heat of the moment. We can do what is honorable if we plan ahead. [2032:  Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. “provide.”] 

Rom 12:19
“leave it to the wrath of God.” This phrase contains the figure of speech ellipsis. Leaving out “of God,” which is clearly implied in the context, places the emphasis on “wrath.” Evildoers will not go unpunished. The Christian does not need to avenge himself, but can pray and wait for God’s wrath to manifest itself. The verb, “give place” is in the imperative mood; it is a command. God forcefully commands us to not avenge ourselves. Our part is to love and bless those who persecute us, and to step aside to allow God to avenge His people.
Rom 12:20
“For by doing this you will heap coals of fire on his head.” The meaning of this phrase is not immediately obvious, and so there have been many suggestions as to what it means. A large part of the problem in interpreting the verse is that there is no literal custom like it referred to in the ancient sources.
The most common interpretation of the phrase about coals of fire, and the one that best fits the context, history, and examples from ancient writings, is that the coals are not literal, but refer to a mental burning; a burning that occurs in the mind of the enemy when a kindness is done to him. We must keep in mind that Rome was an “honor/shame” society, and that people loved honor and sought after it. If a believer did an honorable thing by being kind and helping an enemy, it could create a mental conflict in that enemy because quid-pro-quo would say do something honorable back, or be shamed for failing to do so. That mental shame or conflict might prompt the person to change and come to Christ.
The burning coals on the head represent something such as the burning shame that arises in a person who is helped by an enemy, or the burning mental conflict that being helped by an enemy produces. Thus, much more in the honor-shame society of Rome than in our modern society, doing good for an enemy would indeed heap coals of fire on his head. Lange writes: “The most immediate effect of such expressions [of love] is burning shame, a religious and moral crisis. He will bend his head as if fiery coal lay on it.”[footnoteRef:2033] The key to the section is recognizing that shame and crisis produce change, and it is the goal of the coals of fire to produce genuine change in the enemy and win them over. Did not Jesus Christ win us to himself even when we were hostile to him (Rom. 5:6-10), by giving himself for us? And Scripture says it is the kindness of God that leads people to repentance (Rom. 2:4). Telling believers to do good to an enemy in the hope that the goodness would produce shame or mental conflict that would lead to change fits with the message of Romans and the flavor of the entire New Testament. [2033:  John P. Lange, Romans, Commentary on the Holy Scriptures.] 

Most commentators agree that the burning coals refer to the burning shame, or some kind of mental conflict in the person who has been helped, but they differ on how to understand the shame. Some commentators have felt that showing kindness to enemies in contexts such as this is a way to draw down upon the person severe Divine wrath, or make clear to the person there will be divine wrath in the future since the context includes “vengeance is mine, says the Lord” (cf. Chrysostom, Theodoret, Zwingli, Beza, etc.). This explanation, however, contradicts the spirit of the chapter, and indeed the spirit of the entire NT. We do not bless people so the wrath of God can come, or to make people aware the wrath of God will be poured out in the future. Also, it is the believer who is doing the kindness, and thus would be the believer who was wreaking some kind of vengeance. If being good to an enemy was a type of vengeance, then the believer’s motives would not actually be to love and help the enemy, but to attack him, although in a seemingly strange and generally unproductive way. History shows that acts of kindness toward enemies sometimes warm their hearts, but they are just as often ignored, taken advantage of, or result in no change at all.
Church Fathers such as Augustine and Jerome spoke the coals of fire on the head in terms of the pain of penitence (repentance). This is true, but we must be sure to take the illustration of the coals of fire to its full conclusion. It is true that there often is a feeling of shame and remorse when we recognize we have been wrong, but it is not the goal of kindness to produce the pain of repentance, even though repentance is part of the process of change. The goal of kindness, as we see from God’s and Christ’s undeserved kindness to us, is to produce change in the person to whom the kindness is shown. The kindness will produce the burning feeling of shame or mental conflict, which leads to repentance (which also often has shame), which results in being won to Christ.
It has been suggested by some Bible teachers that the Romans must have tortured people by putting burning coals on their heads. However, there is simply no historical evidence of a practice like that. Also, that interpretation does not fit with the context. The believer is not doing good to enemies to torture them, but rather to be like Christ and to win them over by kindness.
K. C. Pillai, a native of India who taught on oriental customs, understood the verse in a totally different way, and said the coals on the head referred to a biblical custom. Pillai taught that in biblical villages, someone, usually a young boy, would be appointed to carry hot coals from tent to tent or house to house in the morning so families could easily start their morning fires. The boy would carry the coals in a clay vessel on his head and the hot coals would warm him in the cool morning air. In the same way, our good deeds would be coals on the head and warm up the heart of an enemy.[footnoteRef:2034] [2034:  Pillai, Light Through an Eastern Window, 112-113.] 

Unfortunately, as plausible as Pillai’s suggestion seems, there is no evidence in any ancient source that it actually occurred, especially in Rome where people lived in tight quarters. That fact, along with our knowledge that Pillai taught other things that were just modern interpretations of biblical verses, causes us to discount his interpretation as not being accurate.
The history of Christianity is a wonderful history of people doing good to those who have done nothing to deserve being treated well, and winning over those unbelievers by the very good they do not deserve. This, of course, started with God, who so loved the undeserving world that He gave His only Son. This example was followed by Christ, who so loved us that, while we were still enemies, he gave his life for us. The early Christians followed God and Christ, and throughout the centuries Christians have followed those examples, and done good to the undeserving, and by that good have won some of them to Christ. If we are going to help God change anyone, then we must be as Christ was, and give up ourselves for the benefit of others. If we can be kind to others, we have a chance of helping them change and come to Christ.
 
Romans Chapter 13
Rom 13:1
“person.” In the Greek, the word is “soul,” psuchē, (#5590 ψυχή) and in this verse it means “person.” “Psuchē” puts some emphasis on the fact that people need to control their thoughts and emotions, which is another meaning of psuchē. It is very easy to become mentally and emotionally agitated to the point of sin by what our leaders and representatives do, and God warns us against that ungodly behavior. Another thing that “psuchē” emphasizes here is that the command to be subject to ruling authorities applies to everyone, believer and unbeliever. There can be no godly society if a segment of the population ignores the rules.
[For a more complete explanation of “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
“is to submit.” This verse is in harmony with other places in the Word of God where God tells us to be obedient to civil authority (Titus 3:1; 1 Pet. 2:13-17). Romans 13 starts a section about how Christians are to relate to secular government, although the vocabulary is quite broad and the principles also apply to other types of government as well. The opening verses of Romans 12 show us that Christians are not to be conformed to the world, but are to be a living sacrifice. Then it describes how Christians are to find their individual gifts and function with them among the Body of Christ as well as in the world. The latter part of Romans 12 shifts somewhat, and places more emphasis on how Christians are supposed to relate to the unbelieving world around them: bless those who persecute you; do not repay evil for evil; allow God to avenge you. Romans 13 continues along the vein of Christians dealing with the world around them, especially the governing authorities.
Christians live in a world controlled by worldly governments. It would seem unusual if God did not have some guidance as to how the Roman Christians were to relate to the secular government that influenced their day-to-day lives, especially since they lived in the very center of the political world. That was especially true at the time, because the Roman authorities were becoming more and more aware that the Christians were not Jews.
During the life of Christ and in the early years of the Church, all the Christians were also Jews, and the Jews had special protection under Roman law. The Romans always venerated ancient societies and gave them special privileges, so the Jews were protected by Roman law because they fit the category of collegia licita (“permitted associations”). That was why the Jews could refuse to participate in sacrifices to the emperor and to the Roman gods and not be persecuted for it, but the Christians did not have that protection.
Paul most likely penned the book of Romans in the spring of AD 57, some 30 years after Jesus’ crucifixion, but more importantly for the Christians in Rome, 13 or 14 years after the believers separated themselves from the Jews by being called “Christians” (Acts 11:26). Thus it was just about the time that the book of Romans arrived in Rome that the Christians were starting to be officially noticed as a new group and cast in an unfavorable light. It also worked against the Christians that in the eyes of the Romans, the man they followed, Jesus Christ, had been crucified as a criminal. The unsavory start of Christianity stuck in the minds of the Romans, as we can see from the Annals, written by the Roman historian Tacitus around AD 117. Tacitus wrote that Christians got their name from Christ, who was executed under the procurator Pontius Pilate when Tiberius was emperor.[footnoteRef:2035] It was only seven years after the book of Romans arrived in Rome that Nero made Christianity illegal and began a systematic and devastating persecution that took the lives of many of the great Christian leaders, including Paul. [2035:  Cf. Cornelius Tacitus, The Annals, 15.44.] 

Given what was happening in Rome concerning the Christians, it was very appropriate that the book of Romans includes a section on how to relate to the governing authorities. Nevertheless, the official persecution of Christians had not started yet, and God did not deal with what to do when one was forced to disobey the government. That is likely in part due to the fact that God dealt with that in other places in the Bible (see commentary below on “for there is no authority except of God).”
“governing authorities.” This is very general wording. It does not support any specific leader or authority. In Romans 13 Paul never says that any specific government or ruler is godly, he is making the general point that God instituted government among mankind, and so man has a responsibility to be subject to the governmental authority.
Governing authorities are essential to having order in any society. That is true of both the spiritual world and the earthly world. In the spirit world, there is a hierarchy with some spirit beings who are rulers or leaders. That is why some angels are called “archangels,” which means “ruling angels.” Verses such as Isaiah 14:13 and Daniel 7:10 also show us that there are spirit rulers and spirit judges.
Just as there is a government in the spirit world, God also ordained that there be government in the world of mankind. Even in the future when Jesus rules the earth there will be government. Jesus will be king, and there will be rulers under him. For example, he promised the apostles that they would sit on thrones and judge Israel (Matt. 19:28), and there will be godly rulers and judges to help Christ rule (Isa. 1:26; 32:1; Jer. 3:15; 23:4; Ezek. 44:24; Matt. 19:28; Luke 22:30; 1 Cor. 6:2; 2 Tim. 2:12; Rev. 2:26).
Government is also essential for our “present evil age” (Gal. 1:4), and God established that there was to be government even though He knew some rulers would be ungodly. That should tell us how much God values order and how important it is for maintaining a godly society. God set forth regulations for how people were to govern each other, and the Bible tells us that the authorities that exist have been established by God (Rom. 13:1). Then He tells us to support the government and pray for it (1 Tim. 2:1-3; Titus 3:1; 1 Pet. 2:13-17).
There are a few scholars who have suggested that since the word for authorities, exousia (#1849 ἐξουσία), is sometimes used for spiritual powers (Eph. 3:10; 6:12; Col. 1:16), it is referring to the godly spiritual authorities (angels) behind the physical rulers that we must be subject to. However, that does not seem to make sense given the context of Romans and the scope of Scripture, so it is rejected by almost all scholars.
“for there is no authority except the ones instituted by God, and the ones that exist have been instituted by God.” This verse can be confusing to the average reader, who might assume from it that every government and governmental authority figure is from God. That is not what the verse is saying. The point of this section is that God established authorities so that there would be an orderly society that could help and support people. This verse, and this section in Romans 13, is speaking in general terms about God’s purpose for government. It is not speaking of the legitimacy of any specific government or governmental leader. In fact, since having a governmental authority is necessary for a godly society, Christians should be inspired to make sure that the people in power, and the laws enacted by them, do in fact represent God and His ways.
We only have to look at the Word of God to tell that the verse is not saying every specific government has been put in place by God. Many godly people rebelled against their governments, and had God’s support in doing so. Moses rebelled against Pharaoh’s evil leadership; Rahab the prostitute lied to her king (Josh. 2:2-6), but was rewarded for it and is even in the genealogy of Christ (Matt. 1:5). Many of the Judges also fought against oppressive government with God’s help. God raised up Ehud as a deliverer, and he not only rebelled against the Moabite government, he assassinated Eglon, the king of Moab (Judg. 3:12-30). David rebelled against King Saul, and had the help of God’s prophets when hiding from Saul. The religious leaders in Jerusalem had an arrest warrant out on Jesus, but he did not turn himself in, he ignored it (John 11:57). The apostles disobeyed the commandments of the Sanhedrin, the Jewish ruling body in Israel, and told the leaders, “We ought to obey God rather than men” (Acts 5:29; cf. Acts 4:19).
Since the Bible says a kingdom divided against itself cannot stand, it cannot be that God both puts a government in place and then helps other people tear it down. But if Romans is not saying that every government and ruler is from God, what is it saying? God is a God of order, not of disorder or confusion (1 Cor. 14:33). In that light, God has established that there would be governments by which people’s lives could be governed. For example, in the Old Testament He provided for leadership in the Wilderness (Num. 11:16-17; Deut. 1:13-15), then local leadership over the towns of Israel, usually referred to as the elders of the gate (Deut. 25:7; Josh. 20:4; Ruth 4:11; Lam. 5:14). When Israel wanted a king, God selected Saul, who was supposed to rule according to the instructions for kings that God had set forth in the Law (Deut. 17:14-20). In the future, the Millennial Kingdom and Everlasting Kingdom will be ruled by a king: Jesus Christ.
God is not an anarchist. It goes without saying that governments that are run by humans are not going to be perfect, and God is not going to tolerate rebellion and civil disobedience just because some people do not agree with what the government is doing. The general biblical principle is that God has set things such that there is government, so we should obey the government, even when we do not agree with all its laws.
Although Romans 13 says that governmental authorities have been appointed by God, it cannot be divorced from the scope of Scripture. For one thing, God holds leaders to a higher standard and a higher level of accountability than those being governed. God’s Word and His Law are still the standard by which people are to relate to each other, and from which governments are to construct their laws. That is why when God told Israel some things about having a righteous king, one of them was that the king was to make his own personal copy of the Law of Moses (Deut. 17:18-20). That was so the king would know the Law and how to govern his people by it.
Also, we need to realize that when government leaders decide to abrogate their responsibility to obey God, and pass laws and regulations that are contrary to His laws, godly people find themselves in the position of the apostles: “we ought to obey God rather than men” (Acts 5:29). Because God has ordained government, those people who disobey their government almost always suffer to some extent, even if their disobedience is for a godly cause. Israel suffered in Egypt when Moses stood against Pharaoh, David suffered in the wilderness when rebelling against Saul, and the apostles were jailed and beaten when opposing their ungodly religious leaders. Thus, even when rebellion seems to be called for by godly people, it is not without a price. But the Bible shows that if the people follow the leader’s anti-God rules, they suffer and may even die (see commentary on 2 Kings 17:8).
Romans 13 brings up some important issues for Christians. For example, should Christians vote? The biblical evidence is that in general, the answer is “yes,” but some people would say “no,” and for various reasons, a couple of which are covered below.
Some people say “no” to voting because they say it will not do any good because the Bible says the world will get worse and worse no matter what we do. While that is true, Christians still have the responsibility to resist evil when and where they can. Efforts to ensure a godly government can make a big difference, especially on a local level. God can use our efforts to make the world a more godly place to His advantage, and Christians will be rewarded for doing good whether it changes things on earth or not.
If we use the logic that we should not vote because our efforts will not stop the world from getting worse, then we should also ignore God’s command to pray for our leaders (1 Tim. 2:1-2). After all, if the world is going to get worse and worse, what good will prayer do? It does not make sense to think that our efforts to elect godly people won’t help, but that our prayers for unbelievers who have gotten elected will.
Similarly, it is not logical to think that our efforts to vote a godly person into office will not help, but that our prayers for a godly person to be elected will. If Christians don’t vote, then the only people voting are unbelievers. But why would praying that unbelievers elect a godly person be effective if going out and voting for a godly person is not effective? Christians need to speak up for godly candidates, vote for godly candidates, and pray for the godly candidates, and then keep praying for whoever wins the election.
Some people say “no” to voting based upon the assumption that “God is in control,” so the person who wins the election is the person that God wants in office, but that conclusion flows against both the Word and experience. The Word is full of evil people who came to power by evil means; for example, Baasha, Zimri, Athaliah, Menahem, and Pekah all either came to the throne by murdering the king or maintained their throne by murder, and while they were reigning, every one of them “did evil in the eyes of Yahweh.” Since a kingdom divided against itself cannot stand (Mark 3:24), if God sets people in power who are evil in His sight and then works to dethrone them, His kingdom would be ruined. Hosea 8:4 says that there are kings and rulers who came to power without God’s support. So the idea that the people in charge are always the people God wants to be in charge is not biblical.
Especially after the Flood, God made it clear that mankind was to govern itself, including enforcing capital punishment (Gen. 9:6). In fact, the reason God gave laws to mankind, and the power to enforce those laws, was because God expected man to rule himself. When the rulers are wise, the people are protected from evil: “A wise king scatters the wicked like wheat, then runs his threshing wheel over them” (Prov. 20:26 NLT). When the rulers are wicked, the people have a hard life: “A wicked ruler is as dangerous to the poor as a roaring lion or an attacking bear” (Prov. 28:15 NLT). One of the great themes of the Bible is that God’s people are to work to withstand evil, and that includes withstanding evil in the political process.
There are people who say that Christians should not vote or get involved in government because government is of this world. But everything in life is touched by the world and worldliness to some extent. God has always expected His people to help out in the world. We are ambassadors for Christ (2 Cor. 5:20), not isolationists for Christ. Jesus paid taxes and told his apostles to do the same (Matt. 17:27), and that tax money was used to support the government. If God does not want Christians in political offices, then He would be telling us to hand over all the decision-making positions of power to unbelievers and then pray that those unbelievers make godly decisions. Again, that makes no sense.
The Bible mentions many godly people who reached positions of influence in government. Joseph was second in command in Egypt at a time when Egypt was the dominant world power. David, Asa, Jehoshaphat, Uzziah, Hezekiah, Josiah, and others were godly kings of Judah. Daniel, Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego were rulers in the Babylonian empire. Sheshbazzar and Nehemiah were governors of Judah under the Persians, and Mordecai rose to become second in command in the Persian empire under the king, Ahasuerus. Cornelius, a Roman centurion, was so devout that God picked him to be the very first Gentile convert to the Christian Faith in the Bible. Paul made friends with some of the Roman officials in Asia (Acts 19:31), and Erastus was the city treasurer of Corinth (Rom. 16:23). None of these political leaders were asked to resign or told that what they were doing was ungodly—in fact, just the opposite. Most of them rose to power with the express help of God. It makes no sense that God helped people to obtain positions of leadership in government in the past, but now wants people to avoid governmental positions or involvement because they are “worldly.” Human government has always been “worldly,” and God wants godly people in authority now just as He always has.
Some people say we should not vote because people in the Bible did not vote. But that misses the point in two ways: First, there usually was no voting in the ancient world. Kings reigned, and they appointed people, who in turn appointed other people. In the ancient world, there was very little actual participation in government available to the average person, because rulers, judges, etc. almost always came to positions of power and authority by appointment, not by being voted in. Secondly, when we look a little more deeply into the Bible, we do see times when God asked people to choose leaders.
For example, when Moses needed help running Israel, God told him to gather 70 of Israel’s elders who were known to be leaders (Num. 11:16). Moses then told the people to choose those leaders from the men among them who were wise and respected (Deut. 1:13). The Bible does not go into detail as to how the people of Israel chose the 70 men; since there were lots of elders and only 70 positions available, there surely was a process of choosing.
Similarly, when the apostles needed help running the church in Jerusalem, they did not pick the people themselves, they asked the people to choose seven men for the jobs (Acts 6:3). Also, the Judges of Israel mentioned in the book of Judges ruled by “popular authority,” but they still ruled. They came to power because of their godliness and abilities, and assumed leadership because the people recognized them as leaders. There was no formal vote, but there was an informal vote of confidence. The Judges never thought that ruling the people was somehow in conflict with godliness. Romans 13 teaches us that God does not want anarchy and chaos among the people, but has ordained that there be governments. It therefore makes sense, and fits with the Word, that governmental positions be held by godly people.
Rom 13:2
“will bring judgment on themselves.” This does not mean that rebellion against ungodly government is wrong, but it does mean it will come at a cost. We see this in the Bible and history. It cost Israel to rebel against Pharaoh, and it cost David to rebel against Saul. It cost the apostles to stand against the religious government of their time (Acts 5:40). It cost the Americans a lot to rebel against England. If an ungodly government comes to power and you feel it is the will of God for you to rebel against it, be prepared to pay the price.
Rom 13:3
“For rulers do not cause fear for those with good conduct, but for those who do wrong.” This is a general principle; a maxim, not a universal truth, a proverb that is generally true, or true under ideal circumstances, but not always true. This verse is similar to 1 Peter 3:13, “And who will harm you if you are zealous for what is good?” Of course, there are plenty of people who will harm you if you are zealous to do good—such as all the evil people who are hindered by your efforts. Similarly, there are times when evil people come to power and cause great problems for godly people. “When the wicked come to power, people hide themselves” (Prov. 28:12 HCSB). Nevertheless, in general, if a person is good and obeys the laws, he does not need to fear the government.
“the one in authority.” Although this can be rendered as an abstract noun, just “the authority,” the context shows that it refers to someone in authority (cf. Rom. 13:4, which says that he is God’s public servant).
Rom 13:4
“God’s servants.” A few Bible teachers have asserted that Romans 13 is not speaking about civil government, but about church government. That is not the case, although the general principle of submitting to people over us still applies. The contextual flow of Romans 12 and 13 sets forth how a Christian should relate to worldly authorities. Also, God has instituted governments among people (see commentary on Rom. 13:1).
It has been stated that civil authorities are not “God’s servants” (Rom. 13:4), but that is incorrect. If the government has been established by God, then those who serve in it are God’s servants even if they don’t act that way—and admittedly, many government officials are God’s enemies. But that is also true of the Church.
It is a well-established historical fact that the leadership ranks of the “Church”—and by that we mean both the Jews in the Old Testament and the Christians in the New Testament—have been filled with God’s enemies. Israel was barely a nation out of Egypt when Korah, a Levite and leader in Israel led a rebellion against Moses (Num. 16). The two sons of Eli, the High Priest were both very evil (1 Sam. 2:12). Isaiah had to take a stand against the priests of his day (Isa. 28:7); so did Jeremiah (Jer. 1:18; 2:26; 5:31; 26:8; 32:32), Ezekiel (Ezek. 22:26), Hosea (Hos. 6:9), Micah (Mic. 3:11), Zephaniah (Zeph. 3:4), and Malachi (Mal. 1:6).
The priests at the time of Jesus Christ were very ungodly and organized a plot that culminated in his being crucified. The Christian Church did not do any better after Christ’s ascension. Christian leaders instituted ungodly and oppressive laws, ignored the Bible (in fact, made it illegal to own one), killed “heretics,” including many wonderful Christians such as the Anabaptists who only believed what is considered Protestant mainstream beliefs today, instituted the Inquisition, started various holy wars, and more. Roman Catholics and Protestants have all had guilty parties: John Calvin was behind Michael Servetus being burned at the stake for heresy. Today, evil continues in the Church, and not a year goes by without a number of church leaders being convicted of serious sexual sins, embezzlement, and more.
Thus, saying that Romans 13 can’t be about the civil government because government leaders are evil and not “servants of God” misses the point. There are godly civil servants who serve God by maintaining order in society, and there are godly ministers in the Church; and there are ungodly civil servants and also ungodly men and women in positions of authority in the Church. The context of Romans 13 and the vocabulary in it clearly points to civil authorities, although the principles of being under authority apply to many types of authority.
When it comes to being under authority, every Christian constantly lives in a state of tension between obeying the authority and obeying God. Obedience is easy when God and the authority agree, but when they differ, the Christian must pray and use wisdom. We can see in the Bible that there is a time to disobey civil leaders, like Moses disobeyed Pharaoh. There is a time to disobey religious leaders, like the apostles disobeyed the leaders in Jerusalem (Acts 5:29). There is a time for slaves to disobey masters; children to disobey parents; soldiers to disobey their commanding officers, etc. The authority to disobey someone over you comes from the realization that God is the highest authority in the universe and no one has the authority to command you to act in a way that disobeys Him.
“if you do what is wrong, be afraid.” Disobedience to civil authorities can bring very severe consequences and people should rightly be afraid of those consequences. When the government stops enforcing laws, society becomes unruly and dangerous.
“carry the sword.” The sword was the symbol of a Roman magistrate’s imperium, his authority which flowed from the emperor and the Roman State (cf. Philostratus, Lives of the Sophists; 1.25.2, which speaks of the judge bearing the sword). However, it is likely that “carry the sword” in this verse is more representative of all government, since the government not only had authority over life and death but also, with the army under its control, had the power to enforce the laws.
“agents of punishment that bring wrath.” The Bible and history both testify to how evil mankind can be, and one of the most important tasks of government is to maintain order by punishing evil. Even in the future when Jesus Christ reigns on earth as king, he will maintain order with a “rod of iron,” which is so important to the godliness of his kingdom that it is mentioned four times in the Bible (Ps. 2:9; Rev. 2:27; 12:5; 19:15).
When it comes to dealing with genuinely evil people, the church has almost no power, but the state has the power of life and death and should use that power to maintain a godly society. The state is “an agent of wrath,” but generally the Church is not. In fact, it was only five verses earlier that Paul wrote that Christians should not avenge themselves, but give place to the wrath of God (Rom. 12:19). Therefore, it would not at all fit the context for Paul to say that Christians should not avenge themselves, and then five verses later to say that Christian ministers are agents of wrath and bear the sword. The way God set up society, it is the civil government that executes judgment and wrath, as is also clear in the Law of Moses. Even today we see that the state is the agent of wrath to punish evildoers. If there is illegal activity in a church, the Christians there call the police, who are the civil authorities.
Rom 13:5
“but also because of your conscience.” Whereas the unbeliever may only obey the law of the land to avoid the wrath of the authorities, that is not to be the case with Christians. Christians are to see the godly purpose behind government, in spite of its human weaknesses, and are to obey because of their conscience toward God. The phrase “because of the wrath” comes before “because of your conscience” in this verse because wrath is what the government can and will bring, and it works for both believer and unbeliever. But the government can’t make a person obey from their conscience; that has to come from the person himself, and Christians should recognize the godly purpose behind civil authority and work to support it and help it to be godly. Unlike unbelievers, Christians subject themselves to the civil authorities both because of wrath and their conscience toward God.
Rom 13:6
“taxes.” The Greek is phoros (#5411 φόρος). “That which is brought in as payment to a state, with implication of dependent status, tribute, tax.”[footnoteRef:2036] “A payment made by the people of one nation to another, with the implication that this is a symbol of submission and dependence.”[footnoteRef:2037] The Church Father Irenaeus wrote in Against Heresies (c. AD 180) that this verse proved that the authorities that Paul was writing about were actual governmental authorities, not the angelic or spirit authorities as claimed by some Gnostics (see commentary on Rom. 13:1). [2036:  BDAG  Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “φόρος.”]  [2037:  Louw and Nida, Greek English Lexicon, s.v. “φόρος.”] 

Romans was written during the reign of Nero (AD 54-68) and the Roman historians Suetonius and Tacitus wrote that during Nero’s rule, the taxes in Rome were so onerous that there was a popular outcry against them. That may or may not have been why Romans 13:6 mentions taxes, because taxes have always been something people have complained about. But when the believers in Rome received Romans, they could see that God supported paying taxes, even though much of what the government spent the money on was not godly. Jesus’ statement to render to Caesar that which was Caesar’s (Mark 12:17), applied to the Christians in Rome and still applies to us today.
Although the Bible says to pay the taxes, that does not mean that all taxes are godly or that we should not work for tax reform; in fact, the outcry of the people in Rome caused Nero to reform Roman taxes. When the people of Israel wanted a king, God warned them that the king would require money and material goods from them, and they would cry out to Him about it (1 Sam. 8:11-18). We still cry out about taxes, and taxes are one reason godly people are needed in government. A godly person keeps in mind that the citizens are not slaves of the state, but have a right to what they have worked for, and he tries to honor people’s efforts and personal property by allowing them to keep most of what they have earned.
Rom 13:8
“Do not owe.” The verb “owe” is opheilō (#3784 ὀφείλω), and it means to owe or be in debt to. The conjugation of this verb is important. Grammatically it can be present indicative or a present imperative. If indicative, it would be saying, “You do not owe anyone anything except to love...,” but that cannot be the sense, because we can owe people, and the context has just said that we have to pay people what we owe (Rom. 13:6-7). That means opheilō is a present, active, imperative, verb. The fact that it is a present active means that it can have an ongoing force, which it does in this context.[footnoteRef:2038] This verse is not contradicting the other verses in the Bible that say people can lend when they have extra, or borrow when they have need (cf. Exod. 22:25, 26; Deut. 15:7-11; 24:6; Neh. 5:3-5; Ps. 37:26; Matt. 5:42; lending is included, because if it is a sin to borrow, then it would be a sin to cause another to sin by lending to him). [2038:  Cf. Hendriksen, New Testament Commentary: Romans, 438, “Do not keep on owing...”] 

This verse is not saying that a person cannot borrow if he has a need, or a person cannot borrow longer term or for larger items (house, car) if the debt is being repaid. The phrase “do not owe” shows that this verse is a condemnation of those who borrow and who do not repay or repay slowly and grudgingly, forcing the person who has kindly helped when there was a need to come and ask for what is rightfully his.
On the other hand, however, it should be the goal of the Christian to live a debt-free life. Far too many people are unwilling to be disciplined in their spending and go into debt to get things that they want, which usually they think they need. Debt places a huge mental burden on people, and the fact that money and sex are the two things that married couples fight over the most shows that debt can have a very harmful effect on a person’s life.
Perhaps that was even more true in the Roman world than it is today, because in our modern world, if a person dies, what he or she owed to people is canceled, and the lender ends up being the loser. That was not the case in the Roman world. In the Roman world, “An heir not only assumed the property and rights of the testator, but also inherited any debts. …he became legally responsible for the debts of the deceased, even if these exceeded the value of the inheritance.”[footnoteRef:2039] It is very unloving and outside the will of God to leave a financial burden upon friends and family. The cheapest funeral usually costs a few thousand dollars, and not having a will can cause family fighting and division where there was none before. Death is an unsavory subject and so many people avoid preparing for it, but that is not courageous or loving. People should prepare for death and discuss it with family to lessen the burden and grief if the Lord tarries and death does come. [2039:  Gregory S. Aldrete, Daily Life in the Roman City, 91.] 

“love one another.” The command to “love one another” was the new commandment that Jesus gave his disciples in John 13:34, and it is so central to Christian life that it occurs 13 times in the New Testament—and besides those, there are also similar commands to love our fellow believers (cf. 1 John 2:10; 3:10, 14; 4:20-21). It is vital to understand the impact of this command, that it is not a general call to love everyone, although we are supposed to love everyone. It is a specific command to especially love fellow Christians, and thus is similar to Galatians 6:10, be especially good to the household of faith; that is, fellow Christians.
[For more on “love one another,” see commentary on John 13:34. For more on other ways we are to love one another, see commentary on Gal. 5:13, “one another.”]
Rom 13:9
“neighbor.” On who is our neighbor, see commentary on Luke 10:27. This is somewhat similar to Matthew 22:40, “On these two commandments [i.e., Love God and love your neighbor] hang the whole Law, and the Prophets.”
Rom 13:10
“love does no wrong.” We must be careful not to define love from this verse. Love is much more than simply not doing wrong to people. Not harming people is an aspect of love, but it is not what love is. Love has a much more positive slant than that, and is covered in 1 Corinthians 13:4-7, for example. A more complete understanding of love is that it does good to its neighbor. That more positive way of thinking about how to treat others is the “golden rule,” which is basically stated in Matthew 7:12, “however you want people to treat you, treat them the same way, for this is the Law and the Prophets.”
Rom 13:12
“the day is near.” The word “near” is from the Greek word engizō (#1448 ἐγγίζω), which is a common word that means “near,” “nearby,” or “close at hand,” and can refer to near in space (Luke 18:40) or near in time (Matt. 26:45). Here it is near in time. God said that the end was “near” even though it has now been some 2,000 years without the end coming. In both the Old Testament, Gospels, and New Testament, God said the end was near (Isa. 13:6; 29:17; 51:5; Zeph. 1:7, 14; Ezek. 30:3; Joel 1:15; 2:1; 3:14; Obad. 1:15; Matt. 3:2; 4:17; Rom. 16:20; James 5:8; Rev. 1:1). We do not know the reason for this, but the effect is that we should always be ready for the Lord. In contrast with “night,” “the day” (the Greek has the definite article, “the”) is the time of light and goodness. In this context, it is also a reference to the “Day of the Lord,” when the Rapture of the Church occurs, ending the Administration of the Grace of God and beginning the Tribulation, which will culminate with the Second Coming of Jesus and the Battle of Armageddon (Rev. 19:11-21).
Rom 13:13
“daytime.” In contrast with Rom. 13:12 in which the Greek word hēmera (day) has the definite article (“the day”), this verse has hēmera without the definite article, so it means “daytime.” The Roman world had only oil lamps and torches to produce light after dark and these were not very effective. Thus many people did things in the dark when they could not be seen that they would never have done in the daylight when they would be easily recognized. God wants us to “walk with decency” in the nighttime just as we do in the daytime. The Christian is not to live a double life, living in sin when he can get away with it, then pretending to be godly when others can see. Christians are to live as if they were being watched by other godly people all the time.
“orgies.” The Greek word is kōmos (#2970 κῶμος), usually translated as “orgies,” “reveling,” or “carousing.” The word originally meant something like “merrymaking” but came to be associated with wild religious festivals where drunken, frenzied mobs would parade the streets after dinner hours with torches accosting people, singing, and carousing. This was associated with orgies and self-mutilation.
Rom 13:14
“and do not think ahead.” The Greek phrase is the word “not,” the word “do” (or “make”) in the imperative present middle, and the word for “forethoughts,” but the translation “do not make forethoughts” is awkward. We have rendered the phrase “do not think ahead.”
“think ahead.” This is translated from the Greek noun pronoia (#4307 πρόνοια), what is thought about beforehand. The flesh has desires, and many people follow those desires instead of bringing their thoughts captive to Christ (2 Cor. 10:5). Many times our sin starts by our paying attention to what our flesh desires, and then thinking ahead about how to get what it wants, what it is pressuring us to do that is outside the will of God. We start with the faintest forethoughts, which become stronger and stronger as we dwell on them and as the forethoughts take shape into ideas and plans. We dwell on the desires, then can become consumed with them to the point that we begin planning to fulfill them, finally acting on what our flesh craves. This verse is the way out: do not think ahead about how to fulfill the desires of the flesh. Of course, it is very difficult to just “not think” about something, we must replace those thoughts by thinking of something else.
“flesh.” The “flesh,” which in this context represents both our flesh and our sin nature, produces desires in us that are not godly. These can be as simple as oversleeping or overeating, desires of the flesh of our body, or they can be desires that are very depraved in nature. The more ungodly a person becomes, the more mental time he or she spends thinking about and planning how to fulfill these ungodly desires. God tells us to bring our thoughts captive to Christ, to not allow ourselves to think ungodly thoughts (2 Cor. 10:5). The book of James describes the downhill course of ungodly thinking. First, we are enticed by our own desires or lusts (epithumia; the same Greek word as used here in Rom. 13:14). The lust then “conceives” as it is incubated in our minds, and then it gives birth to sin. Sin eventually ends in death (James 1:14-15). In the Greek, the verb “to do” in this verse is in the imperative mood, the mood of command. God knows that if we think about how to satisfy our fleshly desires, we will end up in sin, so He commands us to not allow ourselves to think ahead of time about how to satisfy our fleshly desires.
 
Romans Chapter 14
Rom 14:1
“weak in the faith.” The Greek text can be translated as “weak in the [Christian] Faith,” and some scholars and some English translations go that way (cf. R. C. H. Lenski on Romans,[footnoteRef:2040] and versions such as the KJV, Geneva Bible, and NET). However, other scholars and English versions support “weak in faith” (“weak in trust”), which could also fit here. The verse and context are speaking about opinions, not about laws or commandments, which would be more appropriate if the subject was the Christian Faith. [2040:  Lenski, St. Paul’s Epistle to the Romans, 814.] 

In the context of the Roman world, a person who was weak in their trust in God, or in their belief that Christ declared all food to be clean (Mark 7:19), might reason that with so many idols around, any publicly sold meat might have been offered to an idol, so why take the chance of offending God? So that “weaker” person would not eat meat.
In reality, almost every Christian is strong in some areas and weak in others, so godly Christian life has to be about loving and accepting one another, not judging and dividing from one another. In the end, every Christian is responsible for knowing the will of God—which is primarily found in the Bible; ignorance of the Bible is no excuse (cf. Luke 12:47-48)—and every Christian will be judged by the Lord (2 Cor. 5:10, “good or evil”).
[For more on translating the Greek word pistis as “trust” and not “faith,” see Appendix 2: “‘Faith’ is ‘Trust.’”]
“do not quarrel.”The phrase “do not quarrel” has the Greek preposition eis, which can indicate purpose or result. We are to “welcome” those who are weak in the faith (not just “accept” them), but we are not to welcome them just so we can debate with them about why they believe what they believe, and we are to steer away from letting our welcoming others result in quarreling and debates. If there is discussion over differences, it should, as always, be kind and respectful.
The Greek word translated “quarrel” is diakrisis (#1253 διάκρισις) and it comes from the root word krinō, which is “to judge.” Thus, the word can refer to passing judgment, or that which came from passing judgment, i.e., a quarrel. This verse says that we are to welcome people who differ from us, and we should, with open arms. But too often Christians receive each other but have secret motives of changing each other, which often just leads to fights. If we receive people, let’s continue in that love. If God opens a door for discussion, fine, but we do not start with that purpose.
Rom 14:2
“One person believes he may eat anything.” In an interesting twist of history, this verse has become very relevant again. When Paul penned the verse, the person who believed they could eat “anything” ate foods that were considered “unclean” according to the Mosaic Law, such as pork, and meat from sacrifices offered to idols. The Mosaic Law and pieces of sacrificed animals are no longer a concern, but today people ridicule and reject one another over “healthy” food. Pork is still a subject of debate, but so are sugary and fatty foods like cookies and cake, and there are also many other food choices over which people argue. Yes, God wants us to be wise and some things are not healthy to eat, but the Word of God directs us to let people live their own lives and we are not to divide the Body of Christ over food. No matter how “healthy” a person eats, they will still die and stand before the Judgment Seat, so we need to live in a way that is loving to people and pleases God.
Rom 14:3
“The one who eats everything must not treat...with contempt.” This seems to be the best rendering of the verb exoutheneō (#1848 ἐξουθενέω), “to look down upon; to treat with contempt,” which is in the third-person, present imperative. In other words, the meaning here is that each person is to be careful how they treat others. If the verse is rendered something like “Let the one who eats not...” as many versions are, then the understood subject of the verb (the Church, perhaps?) is to make sure that people do not treat others with contempt. But there is no guidance about how to stop people from looking down on others, and no guidance as to what to do with someone in the Church who looks down on others.
“treat…with contempt.” From exoutheneō (#1848 ἐξουθενέω). See commentary on 1 Thessalonians 5:20.
“accepted.” The Greek is proslambanō (#4355 προσλαμβάνω) and it means to accept, as God or Christ would accept someone, but often more than that, to welcome someone, to take the person into one’s home. It occurs in Rom. 14:1 and here in verse 3. In verse 1 we translated it “welcome” because it was one person welcoming another. In the context of verse 1, “accepting” seemed too cold for the context; as Christians, we are not just to “accept” one another, but to welcome each other. However, we do not usually think of God as “welcoming” us, but rather we feel blessed to know that we are “accepted” by God. Although we recognize that “welcome” and “accepted” are the same word in Greek, we thought it communicated the sense in English better to say “accepted” than “welcome.”
Rom 14:4
“someone else’s.” The Greek is “another’s.” The REV has translated the Greek text as “someone else’s,” which captures that thought very clearly.
“household slave.” The Greek is oiketēs (#3610 οἰκέτης) and means a slave who is part of the household, or it can refer to a domestic. The emphasis here must not be missed. This is not simply doulos, slave (or servant; #1401 δοῦλος), or another Greek word for servant. The emphasis is that this person is part of the household. A household slave was a slave, certainly, but also part of the household. He or she was not a hired servant who could come and go, but a part of the household. That God would use the word oiketēs here brings our minds back to the fact that each Christian is part of God’s household; we are slaves in His house because we have been bought with a price (1 Cor. 6:20; 7:23) and ransomed with the blood of Jesus Christ (1 Pet. 1:18-19; Rev. 5:9). Just as no Roman would go to another man’s house and pass judgment on his slaves, we are all God’s slaves in His household and are not to pass judgment on one another.
Rom 14:5
“more important than another day.” We are not to judge others for the time, or days, they set aside for special activities or rest. See commentary on Colossians 2:16, and for more on the Sabbath, see commentary on Exodus 20:10.
Rom 14:8
“we live…we live…we die…we die.” A beautiful figure of speech, epadiplosis, which is the name of the figure of speech that occurs when the figure epanadiplosis occurs in successive phrases or sentences.[footnoteRef:2041] [2041:  Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 245–50.] 

Rom 14:9
“died and was made alive again.” When used with “died,” the word zaō, “live,” has the force of “become alive” or even “become alive again.” Jesus died, and then God raised him from the dead. Jesus said the same basic thing in Revelation 1:18.
That Jesus was dead and was raised to life by God is a very important fact that needs to be examined. First, it gives every believer comfort and knowledge that God can and does raise the dead, which is the foundation of the Christian’s hope of everlasting life. Second, it shows that Jesus was a fully human being. God cannot die.
[For more on dead people being totally dead and not alive in any way, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.” For more on the fact that the soul can and does die, see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’” For more on why Jesus had to be fully dead, not just have his body die, see commentary on 1 Cor. 15:20. For more on why it cannot be that the human part of Jesus died but the God part did not, see commentary on Matt. 27:50. For more on Jesus being fully human and not “God in the flesh,” see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son,” and see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?” and also see Graeser, Lynn, Schoenheit, One God & One Lord: Reconsidering the Cornerstone of the Christian Faith.]
“so that he would be Lord over both the dead and the living.” The Bible says that Christ is Lord over the dead and the living. This is a way of expressing the completeness, the totality, of Christ’s Lordship. While it is easy to see how Christ could be Lord over the living, it is not as easy to see what it means for Christ to be Lord over the dead. But the dead are not dead forever. At some point in the future, Christ will speak and the dead will hear the voice of the Son of Man and come out of their graves (John 5:28-29). The dead will obey the voice of Jesus Christ because he is Lord over the dead.
Rom 14:10
“you who are weak...or you who are strong.” The Greek text is literally, “You...or You” which could be very confusing to the average reader, because it would not be clear if Paul is referring to two groups of people or one group. There are a few clues in the text that Paul is speaking to two groups of people, the weak and the strong. Firstly, Paul uses “or” (#2228 ἢ) which implies that his audience falls into one of the two categories. Secondly, Paul uses the exact same language as he does in Romans 14:1-3 when describing the two categories of Christians. The weak person only eats vegetables, and Paul exhorts that person to not “judge the one who does.” The strong person eats everything and Paul exhorts that person to not treat the weak person “with contempt.” Both “judge” and “treat with contempt” are used with respect to the weak and strong Christians. Therefore, in Romans 14:10, when Paul uses the exact same vocabulary “judge” and “treat with contempt,” it is very likely that he is referring back to the same two groups of people, the weak and the strong.
“why do you judge?” The problem is not that judging is wrong, as some people misinterpret Matthew 7:1, but that the Romans should not be judging their fellow believers over the wrong types of issues. They are passing judgment on things that are not sins or wrong at all, such as what one eats (Rom. 14:3), or if one keeps the Sabbath or not (Rom. 14:5). In fact, there are many other instances in Scripture that Christians are supposed to judge rightly (John 7:24), for purposes such as keeping the Church pure (1 Cor. 5:12), and judging if people are telling the truth (1 Cor. 10:15). Thus, rightly judging is not prohibited in Scripture.
“brother or sister.” The Greek word adelphos (typically translated “brother”) is often not gender exclusive, in other words, it often refers to both genders.
[See Word Study: “Adelphos.”]
“treat…with contempt.” From exoutheneō (#1848 ἐξουθενέω). See commentary on 1 Thessalonians 5:20.
“judgment seat of God.” Every person will be judged in the future, and rewarded or punished according to what he deserves. Although this verse says “judgment seat of God,” Jesus will do the actual judging, and 2 Corinthians 5:10 says “judgment seat of Christ.” God is the “power behind the throne,” and will ensure that Christ’s judgment is accurate, but Christ will do the actual judging (cf. John 5:22, 30; Acts 17:31; Rom. 2:16).
It is much easier to understand verses that speak about the judgment seat or worship if we have an Eastern mindset and do not think like a Westerner. Eastern rulers almost always had a vizier, a “second in command,” who ran the daily affairs of the kingdom. There are many examples of this in the Bible. Joseph was the vizier, or second in command, for Pharaoh (Gen. 41:38-45), and Haman and Mordecai were viziers for Ahasuerus, the king of Persia (Esther 1:1, 3:1, 8:2). King Darius planned to make Daniel his second in command (Dan. 6:2). “King Belshazzar” (Dan. 5:1) was actually the vizier, the second in command acting as the king de facto. The real king was Nabonidus, which is why Belshazzar could only make Daniel the third ruler in the kingdom, because he himself was already second ruler (Dan. 5:7).
Much of the time, the true regent was not available to the public. Oriental rulers spent a lot of time in pleasure with women, sports and hunting, eating, receiving dignitaries, etc. They were often considered gods on earth and were simply not available to the general public. The book of Esther tells us of one time when King Ahasuerus was in his private quarters and had not come out for a month (Esther 4:11). The king’s vizier would have been running the kingdom during that time. If we understand the king-like authority of the vizier, and that in a very real sense, he often ran the kingdom, we can better understand verses about the judgment seat of Christ and why Christ is worshiped.
Regarding the judgment seat: sometimes it is called the Judgment seat of God (Rom. 14:10), and sometimes the judgment seat of Christ (2 Cor. 5:10). Revelation 20:11-13 describes what we refer to as the “White Throne” judgment, and although the one doing the judging is not stated in that verse, we can tell from the scope of Scripture that it is Jesus Christ (the more accurate Greek texts read “throne” in Rev. 20:12, not “God”). No one from the ancient Middle East would be confused by sometimes saying the judgment seat of “God” and other times saying the judgment seat of “Christ.” God is the power behind the judgment, which is actually done by the vizier, in this case, Jesus Christ. Thus, it is God’s judgment seat because it has His ultimate authority. However, it is Christ’s judgment seat because he does the actual judging. Jesus Christ made it clear that he would be doing the actual judging when he said: “the Father does not judge anyone, but he has given all judgment to the Son...And he [God] gave him [Christ] authority to execute judgment because he is the Son of Man. I am not able to do anything on my own. As I hear, I judge. And my judgment is righteous because I do not seek to do my own will, but the will of him who sent me” (John 5:22, 27, 30).
Regarding worship: In the kingdoms of the ancient Middle East, the king was worshiped, but so was the vizier (and so were the gods of the kingdom). Oriental people did not see worship as a “god only” thing. Worship consisted of things such as bowing or prostration, acts of respect, etc., and they were given to any god or person who was due that kind of treatment. In Persia, for example, people worshiped their gods, and the king, and the vizier. Note in the book of Esther that the king commanded the vizier to be respected, and the people “bowed, and reverenced” Haman (Esther 3:2 KJV). The Hebrew word translated “reverenced” is most often translated “worshiped” when the subject is God, and it confuses the issue of worship when the same word is translated “worship” when the subject is God, but “reverence” or “give honor to” when the subject is humans. The English reader loses the fact that both God and people were worshiped, but the worshipers knew who was a god, who was the king, and who were simply officials in the kingdom. John was perfectly comfortable worshiping the angel (falling down prostrate before him; Rev. 22:8), but the angel said not to do it because “I am a fellow servant,” not because worship was not due to those who are “worth it.” Both God and Christ are due “worship,” and both should be worshiped by Christians, who also should know who is God and who is the vizier.
Rom 14:12
“each of us will give an account of himself to God.” Many verses in the Bible point to the fact that on the Day of Judgment, people will have to give an account of how they have lived. This is not just a New Testament revelation; it occurs throughout the Bible. For example, Jesus taught that people will have to give an account for what they say (Matt. 12:36). Many other verses say the same thing (e.g., Eccl. 11:9; 12:14; Matt. 12:36; 16:27; Rom. 2:16; 2 Cor. 5:10; 1 Pet. 4:4-5).
Furthermore, on Judgment Day, it is God’s appointed judge, Jesus Christ, who will do the judging. Jesus knew this was going to be the case even before his death and resurrection, so he said, “…the Father does not judge anyone, but he has given all judgment to the Son” (John 5:22). Paul also taught that Jesus was going to be the one to do the judging (e. g., Acts 17:31; Rom. 2:16).
[For more on the fact that on Judgment Day people will get what they deserve, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10. For more on Jesus Christ being the agent of God who will judge people on Judgment Day, see commentary on Rom. 2:16.]
Rom 14:13
“we are not to judge one another.” Romans 14:13 is using the word “judge” in a negative sense, like Matthew 7:1 does. This use of “judge” refers to making an unjust or ungodly judgment. However, we cannot live life without making judgments, so in John 7:24, Jesus called upon us to “judge with righteous judgment” (see commentary on Matt. 7:1 and John 7:24).
There will always be stumbling blocks and pitfalls in the world, but no Christian should be the cause of them. Jesus taught, “How terrible it will be for the world because of the stumbling blocks! For it is inevitable that stumbling blocks come, but how terrible for that person through whom the stumbling block comes!” (Matt. 18:7).
“brother or sister’s.” The Greek word adelphos (typically translated “brother”) is often not gender exclusive. In other words, it often refers to both genders.
[See Word Study: “Adelphos.”]
Rom 14:14
“(I know… )” This verse is the figure of speech parembole, which is a form of parenthesis. A parembole occurs when the interposed sentence is independent and complete in itself. It would still make sense if it were separated from the sentences before and after it.
“in.” The Greek word en in the phrase, “in the Lord Jesus” refers to Paul’s connection with Christ. It means, “in connection with.” The word en can mean “by” in some instances, but it is less likely that it means “by” here, since Paul was likely not personally instructed by Jesus about clean and unclean things, but rather came to that knowledge, part by the instruction of others, part based on Scripture, and part due to spiritual insight and revelation. Thus, he was persuaded “in connection” with the Lord Jesus. See commentary on Romans 6:3.
“in the Lord.” See Word Study: “In the Lord.”
“nothing is unclean in itself, but to the one who considers something to be unclean, to that person it is unclean.” This statement is not a “universal principle” but a statement that needs to be taken in context, and the context is food and holy days, and these two things are a model and example of the kinds of things that are not sin but that people can consider to be “unclean” or sin, and then for them, they are unclean even though they are not “unclean” to God. Furthermore, Paul’s statement uses the word “unclean,” not the word “wrong” or “sin.”
There are things that are “sin,” and sin cannot be made “clean” in the eyes of God by simply thinking it is not sin. Romans 14:14 does not say, “nothing is sin in itself, but to the one who considers something to be sin, to that person it is sin.” Many things in life are matters of opinion, such as what food to eat, and then there is genuine sin, evil, and wrongdoing, and they cannot be made “right” by thinking they are right. The person who wants to live a righteous life in the sight of God must read the Bible and learn what behaviors are right in the sight of God.
Rom 14:15
“if your brother or sister is distressed because of the food you eat, you are no longer walking according to love.” This statement is so contrary to the way our society generally feels today that it behooves us to pray over it and consider how we live. It is the trend in society today to feel that “My right to express how I think and feel is more important than how you feel about it.” This then outworks in society in a myriad of different ways. For example, hard-hearted people might say, “The T-shirt I am wearing may have offensive words or pictures on it, but if I feel like wearing it, you can deal with it.” Or “I know I use the ‘F-bomb’ a lot in my speech, even in public, but it’s how I feel, so I shouldn’t have to watch what I say.” Or “Smoking is legal, so if my smoke blows over where you are, you can move.” Or “I can text or email you whatever I want, no matter how it makes you feel, because I have a right to express my feelings.”
That kind of “I can do what I want and you can deal with it,” attitude is not the attitude God wants us to have. It is not walking in love, and in many cases it is sin. Walking in love is a challenging balancing act, with many factors to consider. However, we must realize that it is available to walk in love. No matter how ungodly, crass, rude, or evil society gets, God still created the universe and humankind, and He sets the standards for godly behavior and genuine love. Being loving and respectable is not a matter of public opinion or “how everyone behaves,” it is a matter of following the ways of God, and doing our best to please God.
It can be hard not to cause offense to people. Some people are so sensitive that they are offended by all sorts of things, but although it can be hard to please them, Christians must nevertheless have the attitude that we work to be non-offensive to all people. On the other hand, evil people are offended by right and justice, and we will not be able to help being offensive to them. In fact, the evil, ungodly nature of the world and worldly people is why Jesus is called a stone of stumbling and a rock of offense (Isa. 8:14; Rom. 9:33; 1 Pet. 2:8). Evil is always offended by good, and we do not have to stop doing what is right because evil people are offended.
In spite of the fact that it can be hard to live without offending someone, many verses in the Bible help us genuinely walk in the love of God if we follow them. For example, we should live with an attitude of thankfulness (Col. 3:15). Our speech should build people up, not tear them down (Eph. 4:29). We should avoid obscene language and crude jokes (Eph. 5:4). We should dress modestly (1 Tim. 2:9). We should strive to be sensible and respectable (1 Tim. 3:2).
Also, verses like Romans 14:15 help guide us. The context is eating food, and the Jews had very strict dietary laws that did not apply to Christians. But many Jews who had converted to Christianity were still influenced by their Jewish upbringing and the Mosaic Law and were upset about “Christian freedom.” So the Christian is in a dilemma: should I eat what I want because God allows it even though it offends my Christian brother, or should I not eat in his presence because his feelings are more important than my freedom?
God lets us know that there are many situations in which the feelings of my fellow Christians are more important than my freedom. But what if the person was not Christian? Could I eat then? No, not then either, because we are trying hard to win the non-Christians, and someone who is offended is hard to win over (Prov. 18:19). Within the confines of godliness, we work to conform in what we eat, wear, etc., to those around us so that we can win them (1 Cor. 9:20), and it never hurts to be more conservative than they are. If we are going to do our best to live peaceably with all people (Rom. 12:18), we need to think about how what we say or do will affect others. We will be guided in how to live as Jesus lived if we consider the feelings of others to be more important than our freedom to express ourselves.
“brother or sister.” The Greek word adelphos (typically translated “brother”) is often not gender exclusive, in other words, it often refers to both genders.
[See Word Study: “Adelphos.”]
“Do not destroy … the one for whom Christ died.” This is an important point in the text, because in the heated arguments over right doctrine and right behavior that sometimes occur between Christians, people can lose sight of the fact that Christ died for both parties. We must be humble and keep in mind that we are all wrong on some things, we are just not aware of what we are wrong about, and furthermore, we are not the one who judges others, God is the Judge! We do not know the hearts, minds, or God-given assignments that God has given others, but we should well know that Christ died for them, so we should treat them with the love and respect that is due a fellow believer. Especially when it comes to weaker believers, stronger, more confident, louder Christians can really “destroy” the confidence of the weaker believer.
Rom 14:16
“slandered.” The Greek verb blasphēmeō (#987 βλασφημέω) means showing disrespect to a person or deity, and/or harming his, her, or its reputation.
[For more on blasphēmeō, see commentary on Matt. 9:3.]
Rom 14:17
“in connection with the holy spirit.” This refers to the holy spirit that is the gift of God. It is a rare phrase, being used here and in Colossians 1:8. The Greek in Romans 15:16 is the same, but the context is different so the translation is different.
[For more information on the uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
Rom 14:19
“one another.” The phrase “one another” occurs in the context of the Christian community, and while we are to be good to everyone, in the context of the New Testament Epistles, the commands toward “one another” are specifically to other Christians. Christians are to be “especially good to the household of faith” (Gal. 6:10). It is very important for the richness of our lives together here on earth, for our personal growth here on earth, and for rewards in the next life, that each Christian needs to be “other-focused,” focused on others and how we can help them. The phrase “one another” occurs many times in the New Testament, stating and reinforcing that truth.
[For more on the “one another” commands, see commentary on Gal. 5:13, “one another.” For more on “love one another,” see commentary on John 13:34.]
Rom 14:21
“brother or sister.” The Greek word adelphos (typically translated “brother”) is often not gender exclusive, in other words, it often refers to both genders.
[See Word Study: “Adelphos.”]
Rom 14:23
“But the one who doubts.” Until this verse, Paul has been writing about the “strong” believer and how the strong Christian must take into account the beliefs and conscience of the “weak” believers. Now he changes the direction of the thought, and makes the point that the weak believers must take responsibility for their actions as well. They may be “weak” when it comes to certain aspects of the faith, like the food they eat, but they must be strong in their convictions. They must not allow themselves to be pulled into doing things that they are doubtful about or that they are fairly convinced are wrong.
“condemned.” The one who acts against his own conscience and without faith is condemned both by himself (self-condemnation) and by God, for what he is doing is sin, as the verse says.
“based on trust.” The Greek simply has the phrase ek pistis, more literally, “from trust,” but it means that what we do must be “out from our trust,” or we would say more clearly, based on our trust.[footnoteRef:2042] This is a stern warning for Christians to be clear about what they believe and then base their actions on that. Too many times we Christians get swept up in the moment or “go along with the crowd” and end up doing things that we really do not want to do. We have to know what we believe and then act in accordance with those beliefs. If we are pulled into doing things that we think are wrong, and do them anyway, that is sin. The Christian is charged with pleasing God, not pleasing others. [2042:  Cf. Stern, The Complete Jewish Bible, 1419; Newman and Nida, A Translator’s Handbook on Paul’s Letter to the Romans, 268.] 

 
Romans Chapter 15
Rom 15:1
“weaknesses.” The Greek is adunatos (#102 ἀδύνατος), and means without strength, impotent, powerless, weakly, disabled. In this case, the context makes the meaning clear. The context of Romans 14 is the weak in faith not walking in the freedom they have in Christ, and those who are strong in the faith learning to live in peace with them, not leading them to sin against their conscience. It could be said that the chapter break between Romans 14:23 and 15:1 breaks the context and causes the majority of Christians to misunderstand the meaning of Romans 15:1-3. Romans 14-15 are clear: we who are strong in the faith have an obligation to help, and bear, those who are not. We have an obligation to not please ourselves, but to do what blesses others.
Rom 15:3
“The insults of those who insult you fell on me.” The “you” is God. People insulted God, and their scorn fell on the psalmist. Later, Jesus ended up receiving the insults and scorn of the people who insulted God. Today Christians bear much of the brunt of people who scorn and insult God (cf. Matt. 5:11; 1 Pet. 4:14).
Rom 15:4
“to teach us.” The Greek word “teach” is didaskalia (#1319 διδασκαλία), a noun, and it has two primary meanings: It is used of the act of teaching or instruction (almost as if it were a verb), and it is also used for what is taught, i.e., the doctrine or the teaching. (See commentary on 1 Tim. 4:13). Here it is used with the preposition eis, which is an indicator of purpose: thus, “for teaching us,” “for our instruction,” “to teach us,” etc.
The KJV translates didaskalia as “learning” in this verse, which has caused some people to misunderstand it, and worse, to use it to make an artificial division between what God gave us to “learn” from, in contrast to what God gave us as instruction “to” us. Of course, there are some things we learn from that are not written for us to obey, and other things that are written to us for us to obey, but that is not the point of this particular verse. Didaskalia is used 21 times in the NT, and this is the only place the KJV translates it “learning.” Had the KJV translated it “teaching” here, we could have seen its relation to verses such as 2 Timothy 3:16, where “all” Scripture, both Old Testament and New Testament, is profitable for “teaching.” Christians are to be taught from the whole Bible.
God changes some of His rules from Administration to Administration. For example, in the Garden of Eden, Adam and Eve were to eat only plants (Gen. 1:29). After the Flood, God changed His rules about eating and told mankind we could eat meat also (Gen. 9:3; for more on Administrations in the Bible, see commentary on Eph. 3:2). On the other hand, some of God’s rules do not change. We all know that commandments of God such as “do not steal” or “love your neighbor” are applicable through all administrations. Charles Ryrie wrote: “…certain principles…are often carried over into succeeding ages, because God’s truth does not cease to be truth, and these principles become part of the cumulative body of truth for which man is responsible….”[footnoteRef:2043] How do we know what commands of God we are to obey and what commands have been superseded by other commands? The only way is to read and study the whole Bible and see if and when God changes His rules. On certain subjects, such as what we are to eat, or regulations about marriage, the changes are clear. On other subjects, the changes are not as clear but can be discovered by diligent study. One thing we must keep in mind is that the Church Epistles are specifically addressed “to” the Church, so commandments in them are like a trump card: if God gives us a command in the Church Epistles, that trumps the commands of God in other Administrations. Thus, when God says in 1 Corinthians 7:2 that marriage is a one-man-to-one-woman relationship, that trumps the Law, which allowed a man to have more than one wife. [2043:  Ryrie, Dispensationalism, 35-36.] 

All of God’s revelation is to teach us. That is the lesson here, and in 2 Timothy 3:16, which both use the word didaskalia. However, there is a difference between being “taught” by something and obeying it. We are taught by the Levitical rules of animal sacrifice, but we are not to obey them. That is why is it imperative for anyone who wants to obey God to know what commands are “to” him and what commands he only learns from. There are some people who overly emphasize the fact that the Church Epistles are written “to” the Church, and downplay the rest of God’s revelation to mankind. We must never do that. Even commands of God we are not to obey, like the instructions in Leviticus on how to do animal sacrifice, teach us about God and His ways. More importantly, however, there is much in the Old Testament and Gospels that are “to” the Church by virtue of the fact they are commands of God that were never superseded by any revelation in the Church Epistles. Many subjects covered in the Old Testament or Gospels are never again mentioned in the Epistles: God said it once, and that should be good enough for us. For example, “love your neighbor” is a command that applies in all Administrations. But only in the Law does God give us examples of how to do that in many specific situations; for example, how to structure a righteous society by having building codes, specific civil penalties for lawbreakers, regulations about lending and borrowing, and much more. These regulations are “to” us as much as the information in the Church Epistles by virtue of the fact that God gives them once and never repeats them. They are His one-time revelation for building a godly society. When it comes to prayer, the Church Epistles emphasize prayer (Rom. 12:12; Col. 4:2; 1 Thess. 5:17), but it is in the sermon on the mount we have a sample prayer with instructions on things like making sure we are not praying in order to be seen by people. That revelation is still “to” us because it is never superseded by anything in the Church Epistles. Like 2 Timothy 3:16 says, “All Scripture is God-breathed,” and every verse of it is to teach us. Furthermore, much of it is directly applicable “to” us.
Here in Romans 15:4, it seemed clear to say “to teach us” (being internally consistent in the REV, translating didaskalia as either “teach,” “teaching,” etc., or as “doctrine” (that which is taught). It seemed more confusing to say that the things written earlier were “doctrine,” because that could confuse people about whether we should try to obey all the Law, which we obviously cannot in light of later revelation.
Rom 15:5
“the God who gives perseverance and encouragement.” This phrase in Greek is a genitive construction, literally translated, “the God of perseverance and encouragement.” However, in Greek, the genitive communicates relation, namely, in this context, that God somehow relates to “perseverance and encouragement.” Translators must use context to determine the best way to translate the genitive.
The problem with the typical genitive translation “of” is that it seems to communicate that these are characteristics of God, that God has perseverance and encouragement. Although that may be true, the context is more about how perseverance and encouragement are things Christians receive from God, specifically through the Scriptures (Rom. 15:4). Therefore, in this context, perseverance and encouragement are things Christians have, not something God possesses. Thus, the REV has translated the phrase as, “the God who gives perseverance and encouragement.”
Rom 15:7
“one another.” The phrase “one another” occurs in the context of the Christian community, and while we are to be good to everyone, in the context of the New Testament Epistles, the commands toward “one another” are specifically to other Christians. Christians are to be “especially good to the household of faith” (Gal. 6:10). It is very important for the richness of our lives together here on earth, for our personal growth here on earth, and for rewards in the next life, that each Christian needs to be “other-focused,” focused on others and how we can help them. The phrase “one another” occurs many times in the New Testament, stating and reinforcing that truth.
[For more on the “one another” commands, see commentary on Gal. 5:13, “one another.” For more on “love one another,” see commentary on John 13:34.]
Rom 15:8
“Christ has become a servant…” Romans 15:8-9 reveal the inclusiveness of God’s love. Instead of just loving the Jews and not the Gentiles, Romans 15:8-9 shows that God loves both Jews and Gentiles and that Christ came for both groups. Indeed, “God so loved the world” that He sent Christ for everyone.
The Greek syntax of Rom. 15:8-9 can be read in several ways. Either there are two subjects, Christ who becomes a servant, and the Gentiles who glorify God, or Christ is the singular subject throughout. The evidence seems to better support that Christ is the continuing subject. Rather than the Gentiles, it is Christ who glorifies God, as verse 9 illuminates with the quotation: “I will praise you among the Gentiles.”
The main clause of these verses is “Christ has become a servant,” while the rest of Rom. 15:8-9 fleshes out exactly how Christ has become a servant. It is fleshed out in three senses: who is he a servant to, why is he a servant, and towards what end does he serve. First, concerning who Christ is a servant to. He is a servant to the circumcision (i.e., the Jews). There is a genitive of reference in the Greek (“with reference to the circumcision”). And, he is a servant to the Gentiles. There is an accusative of respect in the Greek (“with respect to the Gentiles”).[footnoteRef:2044] Thus there are two categories of people with respect to which Christ serves—Jews and Gentiles. This encompasses all of humanity. [2044:  See G. K. Beale and D. A. Carson, Commentary on the New Testament Use of the Old Testament, 687-88.] 

Next, we are given two parallel huper clauses (#5228 ὑπέρ; “for the sake of”) telling us why Christ is a servant to each group: to the Jews it is for the sake of the truth of God, namely to confirm that God is faithful to his promises to the Jewish people; and to the Gentiles it is for the sake of mercy, likely because these promises also come to Gentiles by God’s mercy alone.
Lastly, there is a purpose expressed for Christ’s service to each group. This is communicated through eis to and the infinitive, which expresses purpose, or it could also express result.[footnoteRef:2045] These two purpose clauses give us a greater sense of the “why” contained in the huper clauses mentioned above. They work together with the huper clauses, adding on to them. For the Jews, we have already seen, it was in order to confirm the promises made to the fathers. For the Gentiles, Christ’s purpose was to glorify God (the Greek only has the infinitive “to glorify” at this point, dropping off the eis to in an ellipsis, since the Greek readers would easily supply it in their minds). Not only would Christ glorify God by bringing mercy to the Gentiles, but even the Gentiles themselves would bring much praise and glory to the Father on account of Christ’s work as well—which is seen in the following verses that call the Gentiles to rejoice, praise, and hope in God (Rom. 15:10-12). [2045:  See Daniel Wallace, Greek Grammar, 611.] 

Rom 15:12
“The root from Jesse.” Jesus Christ is the shoot that came up from the stump of Jesse. The title “Shoot from Jesse” refers to the hope the Messiah gives us as well as the fact that he provides nourishment and stability. Most English versions have “root” instead of “shoot,” “root-shoot,” “scion,” “descendant,” etc. However, when it comes to determining the meaning of a title (and “Shoot from Jesse” is a title of the Messiah), we have to use the context in which the title occurs. In this case, both the introduction of the title in Isaiah 11, and the last use in Revelation 22, show us that it refers to a shoot or sprout that has grown out from the trunk of Jesse. The phrase, “Shoot from Jesse” occurs two times (Isa. 11:10; Rom. 15:12), but Romans 15:12 is a quotation of Isaiah (from the Septuagint). Similarly, the phrase “Shoot from David” occurs two times (Rev. 5:5; 22:16). Jesse was the father of David (Ruth 4:22; 1 Chron. 2:12-15), so the phrases are basically equivalent. However, the name “Jesse” is more closely associated with the whole royal lineage and the people of God, while the name “David” is more directly associated with the kingdom.
There are some Trinitarians who assert that the translation should be “root” and that this title proves that Jesus is God, but that is not the case. First, we do not have to draw that conclusion even if we think the translation should be “root,” because there are other meanings of “root” besides being the source of something, but the context of when and where the title appears shows it does not refer to the Messiah being the source of David. This is why even many Trinitarian scholars do not think it refers to “source.”
The Hebrew word translated “root” or “shoot” is sheresh (#08328 שֹׁרֶשׁ) and the Greek word is rhiza (#4491 ῥίζα, pronounced 'hreed-zah). In both Hebrew and Greek the words can refer to either a “root” or a “shoot” that comes up from a root. Furthermore, in both Hebrew and Greek the words are used both literally and metaphorically. For example, a literal use of the Hebrew word occurs in Job 14:8, while Job 5:3 and Proverbs 12:3 use the word metaphorically as a source of supply and stability, and Deuteronomy 29:18 uses it metaphorically to refer to the source of something. The same thing happens in Greek. The word rhiza can refer to a literal root (cf. Matt. 3:10; Luke 17:6), or it can be used metaphorically as the source of supply and stability (cf. Rom. 11:18), or it can be used for the origin of something (1 Tim. 6:10).
Given the two possible translations, “root,” or “shoot,” the better translation of both the Hebrew and Greek word is “shoot,” i.e., a shoot that comes up from the root. This is clear from the first use in Isaiah 11:10 and the last use in Revelation 22:16.
The context of Isaiah is that the Jews lived in a time when it seemed their kingdom was in ruins and the hope of Israel seemed gone. The Kingdom of Israel, represented by the words “Jesse” or “David,” was just a stump of what it had been under David and Solomon. The once-great United Kingdom of Israel had split into two rival countries; Israel to the north and the much smaller Judah in the south. Furthermore, both countries had been attacked by foreigners, including Egypt, the Syrians, and the Assyrians. In fact, during Isaiah’s day, Assyria captured Israel and carried the people away, replacing them with foreigners. It did not look as if there would ever be a Kingdom of Israel again. The people needed hope. At that time the word of the Lord came to Isaiah and promised that a shoot would indeed come up out of the stump of Jesse. That prophecy is Isaiah 11.
Isaiah 11:1-9 (ESV: abridged).
There shall come forth a shoot from the stump of Jesse…And the Spirit of the LORD shall rest upon him, And his delight shall be in the fear of the LORD. He shall not judge by what his eyes see, or decide disputes by what his ears hear, but with righteousness he shall judge the poor, and with the breath of his lips he shall kill the wicked. The wolf shall dwell with the lamb, and the leopard shall lie down with the young goat. The nursing child shall play over the hole of the cobra. They shall not hurt or destroy in all my holy mountain; for the earth shall be full of the knowledge of the LORD as the waters cover the sea.
After those wonderful verses came the powerful verse about the Messiah himself: “In that day the Shoot from Jesse shall stand as a banner for the peoples. All the nations will inquire of him, and his resting place shall be glorious.” The context makes the title, “Shoot from Jesse” very clear. The Messiah will come from Jesse and restore the kingdom, indeed, he will restore the entire earth to its Edenic state. He will start out as a “shoot,” with humble beginnings, but he will eventually rule and restore the earth.
Notice that there is no hint in this context that the Messiah somehow started Israel or was its source. There is no hint of the Trinity. The Messiah is shown to be a descendant of Jesse; he comes from the stump of Jesse (Isa. 11:1). As for the translation “shoot,” many lexicons, commentaries, and versions prefer the translation “shoot” or some equivalent to it, and not the translation “root,” even though most English versions still read “root.” For example, BDAG lists Romans 15:12 saying, “that which grows from a root: [a] shoot, scion.”[footnoteRef:2046] Commentaries by scholars such as Lenski concur. Meyer says “root-shoot,” referring to a descendant (and points out that the Hebrew word sheresh (#08328 שֹׁרֶשׁ) can also refer to a shoot from a living root).[footnoteRef:2047] Newman and Nida understand that the text is referring to someone who comes from Jesse and think perhaps the best translation should be “descendant.”[footnoteRef:2048] R. C. H. Lenski writes in his commentary on Romans 15:12: [2046:  BDAG Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “ῥίζα.”]  [2047:  Meyer, Epistle to the Romans, 543.]  [2048:  Newman and Nida, A Translator’s Handbook on Paul’s Letter to the Romans.] 

The word ῥίζα refers to a live root that sends up a sprout, hence “the root-sprout,” the article designates the one person referred to. Jesse was David’s father; in Rev. 5:5 and 22:16 we have “root-sprout of David.” The royal house that sprang from David was cut down; from the root Jesse (appositional genitive) only a tender young sprout would grow up, so tiny and apparently so weak compared with the old royal tree. …Here is the hand of God: a mere root-sprout, small, lowly, from the defunct royal Jewish house, is the Lord and hope of the world of all nations.[footnoteRef:2049] [2049:  Lenski, Romans, 872-73.] 

A number of English versions have “shoot” or something equivalent, including what the “shoot” is, a “descendant.” The New English Bible and the Moffatt Bible have “Scion,” which is a shoot or bud. God’s New Covenant, the translation done by Heinz Cassirer, has, “the scion sprung from Jesse.” The New Testament by Edgar Goodspeed says, “The descendant of Jesse will come,” and The Good News Bible has “A descendant of Jesse will appear.” Charles Williams (The New Testament in the Language of the People) translated the phrase, “The noted Son of Jesse will come,” showing that he felt rhiza referred to the descendant of Jesse, the Son of Jesse.
Isaiah is clear that the Messiah comes from Jesse, and thus “shoot” is a better translation than “root,” but Revelation 22:16 also shows us that the translation should be “shoot from David” or an equivalent phrase. Jesus Christ is speaking, and he says, “I am the rhiza and offspring of David.” Jesus is highlighting who he is by phrasing it two different ways. He is not using the terms in an opposite manner, as if he were both the source of David and the offspring of David. For one thing, his audience would not have understood that. He was using the title “shoot from David” just as Isaiah used “shoot from Jesse.” Furthermore, in typical Semitic fashion, he was stating something twice in slightly different ways for clarity and emphasis. Thus he said he was the shoot that came from David, the offspring of David. This is closely related to the messianic title, “Son of David.” As the Messiah who came from David and would restore Israel and the earth, it is fitting that Isaiah and Romans show that Jesus will be someone whom not only the Jews, but the Gentiles, will look to for leadership.
The fact that both the Hebrew word sheresh and the Greek word rhiza can refer to either a root or a shoot from the root allows for one more possibility: that the text contains the figure of speech amphibologia, double entendre, and both meanings are included in the verse. Although the context dictates that “shoot” would be the dominant reading, we cannot rule out the fact that God chooses words very carefully, and the Messiah is also our stability and source of sustenance. Thus while we are to focus on the fact that the Messiah is the “shoot from Jesse” (and David) and is our hope when hope seems lost, we are not to lose sight of the fact that our sustenance and stability are also provided by the Messiah.
[See Word Study: “Amphibologia.”]
Rom 15:13
“may.” The wish comes from the optative mood of “fill.”[footnoteRef:2050] [2050:  Cf. Lenski, Romans, 874; Robertson, Word Pictures, 4:419.] 

“as you continue to believe.” The sense of the Greek en is “through,” or perhaps even better, “in connection with.” The joy and peace do not “just happen” to the Christian, but are in connection with his continuing faith, his continuing believing.
“abound in hope through the power of holy spirit.” In this verse, God connects the reality of the hope in the life of a believer to the power of the holy spirit. The gift of holy spirit makes the hope more real in many ways. First, there is the effect the holy spirit has in us as it works to conform us into the image of Christ (Gal. 5:16-25). Perhaps more to the point is how, when we see the power of holy spirit at work in us as we receive revelation, speak in tongues, and manifest the spirit in other ways, God becomes more real to us, and thus his promises about the future (our hope) abound in us as well. The verse immediately before Romans 15:13, (Rom. 15:12), speaks of the hope of the coming of the Messiah, the root of David, which is one of the great promises of God that we can hope for.
[For more information on the uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
Rom 15:14
“brothers and sisters.” The Greek word for “brothers” often includes men and women.
[For more on brothers and sisters, see Word Study: “Adelphos.” For more on women’s involvement in the early church, see Appendix 11: “The Role of Women in the Church.”]
“one another.” The phrase “one another” occurs in the context of the Christian community, and while we are to be good to everyone, in the context of the New Testament Epistles, the commands toward “one another” are specifically to other Christians. Christians are to be “especially good to the household of faith” (Gal. 6:10). It is very important for the richness of our lives together here on earth, for our personal growth here on earth, and for rewards in the next life, that each Christian needs to be “other-focused,” focused on others and how we can help them. The phrase “one another” occurs many times in the New Testament, stating and reinforcing that truth.
[For more on the “one another” commands, see commentary on Gal. 5:13, “one another.” For more on “love one another,” see commentary on John 13:34.]
Rom 15:16
“a servant.” The Greek is leitourgos (#3011 λειτουργός). It is used of a public minister, a servant of the state, and it is also used of a minister in a sacred manner. Many think that the word always connotes a sacred minister, but there is much to argue that in this context the word can mean a secular minister. There are aspects of both meanings that are true, and this is one of the advantages of the Greek text—it packs both meanings into one word. In the Roman world, public servants bore the expense for festivals, celebrations, games (including gladiator matches), etc. By addressing himself as a public servant one would immediately note that he was the one who bore the expense of his own efforts in bringing the Gentiles to Christ, something he points out at other places in the Epistles. Both public servants and sacred ministers did what they did on behalf of others, which was certainly the case with Paul.
“serving like a priest in proclaiming the good news of God.” In this verse, Paul is comparing himself and his ministry to that of an Old Testament priest in two ways.
The first way he likens himself to an Old Testament priest is in proclaiming the good news of God. One might ask, “How is this like an Old Testament priest, I thought they just made sacrifices for the Israelites?” In the Old Testament, every seven years, during the Feast of Booths, the priests and (likely) the Elders of Israel, were supposed to read aloud the Law to all the people of Israel, including any foreigners who may be present (Deut. 31:9-13). Likewise, in Leviticus 10:11 Yahweh tells Aaron and his sons (the priests), “to teach the children of Israel all the statutes that Yahweh has spoken to them by Moses.” Lastly, in Nehemiah 8:3-6 Ezra, the priest and scribe, read the book of the law to all the people of Israel, and helped them understand it (Neh. 8:13). Therefore, it is clear that the Old Testament priest’s duty was not only to perform sacrificial rituals, part of their duty was also to read and teach God’s law and his commandments. So, when Paul says that he is serving like a priest in proclaiming the good news, he is comparing his proclamation of the good news with the Old Testament priest’s proclamation of the law. In that way, Paul is serving God like a priest.
The REV is supplying the word “proclaiming” because that is the way in which Paul served in relation to the good news. Paul did not serve God by creating the good news or hearing the good news, rather he served God by proclaiming the good news (Rom. 15:20). Therefore, “proclaiming” is properly supplied to help the reader understand in what way Paul served the good news.
The second way in which Paul is serving God like a priest is that, just like the priests brought forth sacrificial offerings to God (Lev. 6:6-7; 9:7; 16:6; Heb. 7:27), so to Paul brings forth a spiritual offering, the Gentiles, to God. Paul proclaimed the good news to them, in hope that they would believe the good news and transform their lives accordingly, so that they would be an acceptable offering to God (Rom. 15:16), which is an echoing of how in the Old Testament, sacrifices had specific requirements for being acceptable sacrifices (Lev. 22:19-21).
“my offering—the Gentiles—.” The Greek, “offering of the Gentiles” is the objective genitive and thus has the force of “the offering, that is to say, the Gentiles.” Paul’s offering to God was the Gentiles.
“made holy by the holy spirit.” The gift of “holy spirit” that is born inside each believer “sanctifies” them, i.e., it makes them holy. Thus the Gentiles, when they get born again, become holy to God. God is holy and spirit, and like any parent, when He gives birth, His children get his nature, so they are holy too. The way it works is that when a person gets “born again,” he or she receives the gift of God’s nature, which the Bible calls “holy spirit” (1 Thess. 4:8), and because God’s children have God’s holy nature, they are holy and are called “holy ones.” (See commentary on Phil. 1:1, “holy ones.”)
[For more information on the uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
Rom 15:19
“power of God’s spirit.” This refers to the holy spirit that is the gift of God.
[For more information on the “Holy Spirit, see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?” For more information on the uses of “spirit,” including “holy spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
“from Jerusalem and all around as far as Illyricum.” As an apostle primarily called to go to the Gentiles, Paul’s ministry could have been worldwide, but time and circumstances never permit that for any one person. Here in Romans 15, Paul mentions in general terms the area in which he himself had traveled and evangelized, which was from Jerusalem to Illyricum on the Adriatic Sea. Although writing to the Romans in this Epistle, he himself had never been to Rome at this point in his ministry. However, he must have had extensive communication with people from Rome, because he knew a lot about them (see REV commentary on Rom. 16:3).
Illyricum was a province located to the northwest of Greece. It bordered the Adriatic Sea. Scripture never mentions Paul traveling in Macedonia further west than Berea (Acts 17:10ff), and the logical place for him to travel west to Illyricum would have been from Thessalonica. From there he could have taken the Egnatian Way west to one of its two ports on the Adriatic Sea, Dyrrhachium or Apollonia. Thus it is likely that when Paul was in Thessalonica on his third missionary journey, he made the decision to go through Macedonia (Acts 19:21) and it is likely that when he was in Macedonia (Acts 20:2) he took some time and traveled west. He did not have the time to travel west on his return journey through Macedonia (Acts 20:3) because he was in a hurry to get to Jerusalem.
Paul said he did not want to build on another man’s work (Rom. 15:20), but it is obvious that occasionally he did. By the time he was making itineraries, the message of Christ had reached many places in the Roman world. Nevertheless, there were places it seems that it had not reached before Paul arrived and taught (e.g., Salami, Paphos, Antioch of Pisidia, Philippi, Thessalonica, and Corinth).
Rom 15:20
“I make it my aim to proclaim the good news where Christ has not already been named.” Paul desired to teach about Jesus Christ in places where the people did not know about Christ, and although he did that quite often, he was not always able to do that (see REV commentary on Rom. 15:19). There were places where the message of Christ had been preached before he arrived there (e.g., Acts 19:1).
Rom 15:24
Although many commentators see an anacoluthon in this verse, for us there is no need for it.[footnoteRef:2051] [2051:  Cf. R. C. H. Lenski, Romans, 889-90.] 

“once I have first enjoyed your company for a while.” The Greek reads somewhat differently, saying that Paul would like to “fill up” his “measure” with them, which is very unclear in English. When we say we have “had our fill” of a guest, it means we are unhappy with the situation and it is time for him to leave. Thus we believe the REV has the correct sense of the verse.
Rom 15:26
“Macedonia,” “Achaia.” This is the figure of speech metonymy. This is a common use of metonymy, the regions being put for the people who live in them. The Gentile believers had made a contribution to help their Jewish brothers, and Paul was eager to deliver this gift, no doubt in part because he hoped it would help alleviate some of the division between the Jewish and Gentile Christians.
[See Word Study: “Metonymy.”]
Rom 15:27
“minister.” The Greek is leitourgeō (#3008 λειτουργέω), and it means to serve the state at one’s own cost, or to do a service or perform a work. It was a word used specifically of the priests and Levites who performed sacred rites in the Temple, and is used in the NT of Christians serving Christ. Therefore this word brings to mind the specific service of the Levitical priests to God, and by being used here of the Gentiles, it is as if just as the Levites have served as priests to God, now the Gentiles serve as priests to the Jews, who in a way represent God to them (they would be the representatives of God, having brought the Law, the Christ, the Old Testament, etc.).
Rom 15:28
“myself made sure that they have received this fruit.” The Gentile churches that Paul founded had given a gift to the Jewish Church in Jerusalem. That is one of the reasons Paul felt that he must take the gift personally, and not hurry on to Rome and Spain right away from Corinth or Macedonia. Paul had directed that there be a financial gift sent to Jerusalem (1 Cor. 16:1-4) and had encouraged the people to give (2 Cor. 8-9). Paul felt very strongly that the Jewish church needed to know that even as the Word went out first from them to the Gentiles, now the blessings of the Gentile churches were coming back to the Jews. That is why the verse says “myself made sure.” The text more literally reads “myself having sealed to them this fruit” (the verb being in the middle voice), using the custom of the seal to make the point. The “seal” was the assurance that the job was done completely. When a letter was completely written and addressed, then it was “sealed.” In this case, Paul wrote that he would “seal” the money to the believers in Jerusalem, i.e., make sure it was securely received by them. Anyone could have taken money to Jerusalem, but Paul felt his presence was essential to communicate the essence of the message that went with the blessing.
“by way of you.” Paul would travel through Rome on his way to Spain.
Rom 15:30
“brothers and sisters.” The Greek word for “brothers” often includes men and women.
[For more on brothers and sisters, see Word Study: “Adelphos.” For more on women’s involvement in the early church, see Appendix 11: “The Role of Women in the Church.”]
Rom 15:31
“so that I will be rescued from those who are defiant in Judea.” Sometimes we Christians think about doing something unwise or that is possibly against the will of God, and we think that if we pray for God to cover and protect us, then He will. That is not the case. When we do something unwise God’s grace will not always be able to cover us, and when we do something that is against the will of God, He will not help us be successful, even His grace may not cover us. Just because a Christian has good intentions does not mean that he is right; good intentions do not equal being right in the sight of God. That is why the Bible exhorts Christians to always be wise, and even have a multitude of counselors.
Paul’s prayer here in Romans is a good example that having good intentions and trying to be right is not the same as being right. It is possible that Paul did not have crystal clear revelation not to go to Jerusalem when he wrote Romans, and certainly not revelation that was clear to him. But he absolutely did have clear revelation not to go to Jerusalem long before he reached Jerusalem, but he ignored it.
Paul wrote the book of Romans while he was in Corinth on his third missionary journey (Acts 18:23-Acts 21:17). On his first two missionary journeys, Paul departed from Antioch of Syria and ended by returning there. He never got to return to Antioch on this third missionary journey because he was arrested in Jerusalem and sent to Rome. From Romans 15:30-32 we learn that Paul planned to take the financial blessing (the money that had been collected from the believers) that he was traveling with to Jerusalem, securely transfer it to the believers there, and then travel to Spain by way of Rome (cf. Rom. 15:28).
But God was trying to tell Paul not to go back to Jerusalem; someone else could have taken the money there. We can tell from Romans 15:30-32 that Paul was already being warned by God not to go to Jerusalem, but he disobeyed God and went anyway, at great cost to himself and the Church. He was nearly killed in Jerusalem (Acts 21:31), then he spent more than two years in jail in Caesarea, the Roman capital of Judea (Acts 24:27), then he spent many months being taken as a prisoner to Rome (Acts 27:1-28:16), then he spent two years under house arrest in Rome (Acts 28:30). So this wonderful apostle who opened up Cyprus, Turkey, and Greece to the Good News of Jesus Christ was sidelined in prison for close to six years because he did not listen to God. Furthermore, during those six years the Adversary was able to marshal such forces against the Church—both persecution from the outside and division on the inside—that after Paul was released from prison he found that many of his converts had turned away from him. He wrote to Timothy four or five years after being released that everyone who was in the province of Asia, which included the city of Ephesus where he had spent so much time teaching the Word, had turned away from him (2 Tim. 1:15).
When we read the book of Acts we can see Paul’s journey to Jerusalem from Corinth, where Romans was written. He went back north through Macedonia (Acts 20:3). No doubt he visited his converts in cities such as Athens and Thessalonica on the route, although that is not mentioned. He also visited Philippi (Acts 20:6), where he had founded a church on his second missionary journey (Acts 16:11-40). Then he sailed east across the Aegean Sea for Troas, a coastal city in the Roman province of Asia (Acts 20:5-12). From Troas Paul traveled south, following the coast to Assos (Acts 20:13), then Paul got on a ship and sailed south to Mitylene, then continued sailing south to Samos, then on to Miletus (Acts 20:14-15).
It was from Miletus, about 50 or so miles from Ephesus by land, that Paul sent for the elders of the Church at Ephesus, with whom he had just spent some three years on the earlier leg of his third missionary journey (Acts 19:10; Acts 20:31). It was in his conversation with those elders that Paul said things that, if his eyes were open, would have kept him from going to Jerusalem. He told them that God warned him in “every city” that prison and afflictions awaited him (Acts 20:23). Furthermore, God told him that “grievous wolves” would enter the flock and hurt the believers (Acts 20:29). Although it is unlikely that Paul could have stopped all the damage from happening to the Church, he might certainly have been able to stop some of it had he been free and able to travel. Also, the fact that God warned him in “every city” tells us that God was trying hard to tell him not to go, and his journey to Jerusalem was not over yet—he still had a long way to go.
As we continue to read Acts we see that Paul continued his journey to Jerusalem and God faithfully kept trying to warn Paul not to go. When he came to Tyre on the Phoenician coast north of Israel, “through the spirit” the disciples “repeatedly told Paul that he should not set foot in Jerusalem” (Acts 21:4). When Paul sailed into Caesarea he still had time to abort his trip to Jerusalem, even though it was now only about 70 miles (115 km) away. God sent the respected prophet Agabus to Caesarea to warn Paul and tell him not to go, and the people in Caesarea pleaded with him not to go (Acts 21:10-12), all to no avail. Paul ignored God’s warnings, went to Jerusalem, was imprisoned, and the Church suffered.
So Paul had prayed and enlisted the help of others to pray that he would be delivered from the Jews in Jerusalem, as we see here in Romans 15:30-32. Perhaps the answer to Paul’s prayer was the clarity with which God spoke to him over and over to not go, which indeed would have answered his prayer because he would have been delivered from the Jews.
There are certainly lots of lessons we can learn from what happened to Paul. One of them is not to be so focused on what we want to do that we don’t “hear” the voice of God. Another is that if it is against the will of God to do something, praying for “protection” is not the right course of action. God may do his best to protect us from our stupidity, but it is almost certain that we and others will still suffer to some extent. Believers need to find the will of God and go about doing it. We will never know how the course of Christianity might have developed if Paul had not gone to Jerusalem.
[For more information about it not being the will of God for Paul to go to Jerusalem, see commentaries on Acts 21:12 and 21:14.]
“service.” The Greek word is diakonia (#1248 διακονία), and generally, it means service or ministering, the office of those who serve in the church, the office of the deacon in the church, and the service of those who prepare and present food. In this case in Romans, the context shows us it refers to the “service” of bringing a gift, in this case, money, to the believers in Jerusalem. This explains why translations such as the New Jerusalem Bible translate it, “the aid I am carrying.”
“holy ones.” The Christians. See commentaries on Romans 15:16 and Philippians 1:1, “holy ones.”
Rom 15:32
“rest.” The Greek word is sunanapauomai (#4875 συναναπαύομαι), and it means to relax in someone’s company, or rest with.[footnoteRef:2052] The Romans were so familiar to Paul, and so at ease with him, that he could genuinely rest with them. [2052:  BDAG, s.v. “συναναπαύομαι.”] 

 
Romans Chapter 16
Rom 16:1
“introducing and commending.” The Greek word is sunistēmi (#4921 συνίστημι). It has a number of different meanings, but in this context, BDAG notes that it means “to bring together as friends or in a trusting relationship by commending/recommending; to present, introduce or recommend someone to someone else.”[footnoteRef:2053] In this verse, both the ideas of introducing and recommending are equally important, so we conflated the text in the REV to include both meanings. Paul did not just introduce Phoebe, he recommended her to the Romans. However, as the Roman church did not know Phoebe, he also introduced her. [2053:  BDAG Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “συνίστημι.”] 

“deacon.” The Greek word is diakonos (#1249 διάκονος, pronounced dee-'a-kah-nas), which means servant or “deacon.” In general, the word means a servant or an assistant but in the Christian Church it came to be an official title of an office in the church of those who were not “overseers” (actually running the congregation), but in charge of important duties. This is clear from a study of the word in the New Testament, particularly as it is used in 1 Timothy 3:8, 12; Philippians 1:1. There have been endless debates about whether God would allow a woman to hold the office of deacon in the church. Those who say that women cannot hold offices of authority in the Church say that in this verse diakonos should be translated “servant.” In contrast, those people who say that women could hold offices in the Church say that diakonos should be translated “deacon.” We assert that in the Church there is neither male nor female in Christ (Gal. 3:28), and that Phoebe held the office of a deacon in the church at Cenchreae. There is much evidence that women played a very important role in the early church (cf. commentaries on 1 Cor. 14:34 and 1 Tim. 2:12). One important piece of evidence that Phoebe was a “deacon” and not just a “servant” is the fact that she is called “a deacon of the church at Cenchreae.” There is no other place in the New Testament where a person is called a “servant” of a specific church. Christians are servants of God, or servants of Christ, but not servants of a specific church. In contrast, deacons were appointed to be deacons in specific churches. No person was a “deacon” of the Christian Church at large.
Phoebe was a deacon in the church at Cenchreae, which was a port of Corinth on the eastern shore of the Isthmus of Corinth, about 7 miles (11 km) southeast of Corinth. Phoebe must have been a very spiritual and trusted woman in the first-century church, because Paul trusted her to take the Epistle to the Romans to the Church at Rome, even though the Christians at Rome did not know her.
Romans 16:1 is one of the verses in the New Testament that shows that women were elevated in the Christian Church in a way that they had never been in the Jewish or Greco-Roman culture.
[For more on how the NT elevated and empowered women, see commentaries on 1 Cor. 7:2; 14:34; 1 Tim. 2:11, 12; 3:11; 5:14 and 1 Pet. 3:7.]
Rom 16:2
“receive her in the Lord in a manner worthy of the holy ones.” The two phrases appear to be appositional, such that “receive her in the Lord” is the same as “in a manner worthy of the holy ones.” We might expand it to be, “receive her in the Lord, that is to say, in a manner worthy of the holy ones.” The idea seems to be that the Romans receive Phoebe “in connection with” the Lord, in a godly way. This verse does not seem to be using the phrase “in the Lord” as descriptive of Phoebe, as if it were saying, “receive Phoebe, who is in the Lord, in a manner worthy of the holy ones,” although the wording of the Greek text certainly allows for Phoebe to be a believer who is “in the Lord.”
[For more on this phrase, see Word Study: “In the Lord.”]
“help her in whatever she might need from you.” This phrase has led many to believe that Phoebe had business in Rome and needed to go there anyway, and that may be true. It may also be that what she needed was hospitality and help getting back home after delivering the Epistle to the Romans.
Rom 16:3
“Prisca and Aquila.” In Romans 16:3-16, Paul, who had never been to Rome himself, showed that he knew a lot about Rome. He would have gotten his information from people who had been to Rome and told him what was happening there. He sends greetings to the believers in Rome from Timothy, Lucius, Jason, Sosipater, Tertius, Gaius, Erastus, and Quartus (Rom. 16:21-23), so each of them must have been to Rome or knew believers who were there. The people to whom Paul sends greetings in Rome is an extensive list of believers, again showing his extensive knowledge of the Christian work going on there. The people Paul specifically sends greetings to who are living in Rome are: Prisca and Aquila, Andronicus and Junia, Tryphaena and Tryphosa, Persis, Philologus and Julia, Rufus and his mother, Nereus and his sister, Epaenetus, Mary, Ampliatus, Urbanus, Stachys, Apelles, Herodion, Asyncritus, Phlegon, Hermes, Patrobas, Hermas, Olympas, the household of Aristobulus and the household of Narcissus (Rom. 16:3-15).
Most of the people in the lists in Romans 16 are unknown to us today, although some of them are mentioned in other places in the Bible and a couple of names are recognizable in Roman history, such as the name “Prisca” and also Erastus the treasurer of the city of Corinth.
 
Rom 16:4
“life.” See commentary on Romans 11:3.
Rom 16:7
“Junia.” The identity and role of “Junia” have been hotly debated from a number of angles. It was once insisted that Junia could be a masculine name, but that argument has been pretty much conclusively settled by a study that showed there were over 250 uses of the name Junia in the Greek sources extant today, and not one of them was masculine.[footnoteRef:2054] Another angle of the argument arose because there are Greek manuscripts that have the masculine name Junias instead of the feminine Junia. However, those manuscripts were shown to be of a later date and not representing the original text, and thus what they actually showed was the anti-feminine bias of the Church at that time, and scribes would rather alter the text than admit to a feminine apostle. Today there are many commentators who recognize that Junia is indeed a woman’s name but assert that the proper translation of the text is not that she was an apostle, but rather was “noteworthy in the eyes of the apostles” (HCSB) or “well-known to the apostles” (ESV). However, although the Greek text can be read that way, is that the most common and logical reading? The reason commentators assert that is the way the Greek text should be translated comes from bias, not a simple reading of Greek. Lenski, usually a very reliable commentator, but one who feels that women should not be leaders, writes that if Junia were an apostle, “such an apostle would be strange indeed.”[footnoteRef:2055] The simple and straightforward reading of the Greek text is that Junia was an apostle. Thus, Romans 16:7 is one of the many verses in the NT that elevated women in the family, society, and Church [2054:  Cf. James Edwards, Romans [NIBCNT].]  [2055:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. Paul’s Epistle to the Romans, 905.] 

[For more about women’s position in the family, society, and Church, see commentaries on Acts 17:12; 18:26; Rom. 16:7; 1 Cor. 7:2; 14:34; 1 Tim. 2:11, 12; 3:2; 5:14 and 1 Pet. 3:7. Also, see Appendix 11: “The Role of Women in the Church.”]
Rom 16:8
“in the Lord.” See Word Study: “In the Lord.”
Rom 16:11
“in the Lord.” See Word Study: “In the Lord.”
Rom 16:12
“in the Lord.” See Word Study: “In the Lord.”
Rom 16:13
“in the Lord.” See Word Study: “In the Lord.”
Rom 16:17
“brothers and sisters.” The Greek word for “brothers” often includes men and women.
[For more on brothers and sisters, see Word Study: “Adelphos.” For more on women’s involvement in the early church, see Appendix 11: “The Role of Women in the Church.”]
“keep on the lookout for.” The Greek is skopeō (#4648 σκοπέω), and it means to pay careful attention to, notice, watch. It is in the active voice, present tense, so it means to continually keep doing it. In this context, it seems like “watch out for” was not exactly the meaning, because that phrase is more akin to “be careful of” or “guard yourself against,” than “keep your eye on those” (NASB). The context seems to be that God is warning Christians to keep an eye out for people who cause division rather than to “be on guard against” people who cause division. The context makes it seem like the congregation at Rome had not yet been infected by people causing division (cf. Rom. 16:19), but Paul was telling them to make sure they pay attention in case anyone does start to sow division.
“cause.” The Greek is poieō (#4160 ποιέω), which is to do or to make, and in the phrase with the definite article is a substantivized present participle, which means “those who are making.” There are people who, out of ignorance or on purpose, because of their pride, stubbornness, or evil hearts, cause division and create obstacles, temptations, and pitfalls. Destroying someone’s spiritual walk can have everlasting consequences, and people who do that to themselves or others need to be dealt with swiftly and decisively.
“Stay away from them!” The Greek is ekklinō (#1578 ἐκκλίνω), and it means to avoid association with someone, to shun, to keep away from. This is a verb in which the tense and mood communicate volumes, and the word itself and the wording of the phrase augment the verb. The verb is in the imperative mood, and thus is a command, so we placed an exclamation point at the end of the sentence. Further, the aorist tense points to the fact that people who cause division are to be decisively and once and for all avoided. Lenski translates the phrase, “definitely incline away from them!” He adds, “definitely, decisively, once for all, incline away from them—‘from them,’ not merely from their teachings.”[footnoteRef:2056] People who cause divisions are to be dealt with quickly and decisively, not allowed to linger in the congregation and spread their poison. [2056:  Lenski, The Interpretation of St. Paul’s Epistle to the Romans, 916.] 

Rom 16:18
“serve.” The Greek verb is douleuō (#1398 δουλεύω), from the noun doulos, a slave. It means to serve as a slave, or serve, and metaphorically can also mean to obey or submit to. An argument could be made that in this verse douleuō should be translated, “to serve as a slave to,” or “be a slave to.” As it is used here, douleuō can refer to the fact that the individual works very hard, like a slave. Just because a person serves himself does not mean the work is easy, although some people do serve their own appetites by trying to make their lives easy. Many people work to please themselves, but work very hard, some even to the point of destroying their health, family, friendships, etc. The word douleuō can also refer to “serving as a slave to,” in the sense of being a slave to one’s appetites, like a drug addict is a slave to his addiction. Some people are slaves to their desires rather than being in control of their desires. Even in that case, however, the people are working to please themselves. In this verse, the Scripture is pointing out the motivation for the work—to please themselves instead of the Lord Jesus.
“belly.” The Greek is koilia (#2836 κοιλία), and it has various meanings, including, belly, womb, stomach, and the inner parts of a person. It refers to the emotional life of the person. Modern science is now learning that the enteric nervous system is integrally involved with our emotions, and thankfully this is reflected in the biblical languages, both Hebrew and Greek. It is why we talk about a “gut feeling,” or have an upset stomach when we hear bad news, or why our bowels sometimes release when we are really afraid or shocked.
Here the word “belly” paints a graphic picture and includes many meanings, such as emotions and intentions, and shows that these kinds of people just serve themselves and do what they feel like doing. They are not serving Christ. “Belly” hearkens all the way back to the Garden of Eden, when Eve served her own “belly” and not God, and did what she “felt like doing.”
“smooth talk.” The Greek word is chrēstologia (#5542 χρηστολογία), a compound word from chrestos (“kind”) and logia (“speech”). In this case, used in a bad sense, it is “smooth talk,” meant to deceive unwary listeners.
“nice-sounding words.” The Greek is eulogia (#2129 εὐλογία), a compound word from eu (good) and logia (speech). In the Bible it is used in both its good sense of a “good saying,” thus “blessing, eulogy, etc.” (cf. Rom. 15:29), and in its bad sense of flattery, as it is used here. These liars speak “nice sounding words,” but they do not mean them, so they are really just lies and flattery. Nevertheless, they are effective because people are naïve or unsuspecting. The Adversary tries to stop Christians from being discerning by labeling them as “judgmental,” and often that ruse works. Sometimes a teacher will be speaking a mix of truth and error and someone listening will try to point out the error that is mixed in with the truth, but get accused of being picky and judgmental. It is never wrong to separate truth from error. Scripture tells us to “...test everything and hold on firmly to what is good” (1 Thess. 5:21). Paul got very upset with the Church at Corinth when they did not correctly discern the motives and teachings of the false apostles: “For if someone comes who preaches another Jesus, whom we did not preach, or if you receive a different spirit, which you did not receive, or a different good news, which you did not accept, you put up with that easily enough” (2 Cor. 11:4). Yet we know that the false apostles who had infiltrated the church at Corinth did not teach only error. They, like all false teachers and even the Devil in Genesis 3, mixed truth and error, and Christians must be discerning enough to separate them. Not all smooth talk and nice words are godly and true.
“thoroughly deceive.” The Greek is exapataō (#1818 ἐξαπατάω). It is the verb apataō (#538 “deceive”) and the prefix ek as an intensifier, thus, “thoroughly deceive.”
“unsuspecting.” The Greek is akakos (#172 ἄκακος), a word made from the prefix a (“not”) and kakos (bad, of a bad nature, morally bad), and it means without badness, harmless, innocent, free from guilt. In this context it means unsuspecting.[footnoteRef:2057] People who are morally upright get taken advantage of when they remain unsuspecting. It is not that the righteous have to be suspicious of everyone, but on the other hand, they need to keep their eyes open for inconsistencies in people’s lives and words. [2057:  BDAG, s.v. “ἄκακος.”] 

Rom 16:19
“untainted.” The Greek is akeraios (#185 ἀκέραιος), meaning unmixed or pure, as in unmixed wines or metals; without a mixture of evil, free from guile, innocent, simple. Thus, in this context, “untainted.”[footnoteRef:2058] There are commentators who think that the meaning of akeraios here has to be contrasted to “wise,” so that we are “wise about what is good and about what is evil.” Thus, some versions use “innocent” (ESV, HCSB, NASB), and others use “guileless” (NRSV). There is a problem with those translations, however. To be contrasted with the mental quality of wisdom, “guileless” and “innocent” have to be mental qualities too, and thus mean “ignorant” or “naïve.” For example, the Bible in Basic English translates the phrase, “without knowledge of evil.” But there are verses that tell Christians not to be ignorant of Satan or his devices (cf. 2 Cor. 2:11). The Christian is to be wise about both what is good and what is evil, and also is to keep from getting involved in evil. The contrast in this verse is between “good” and “evil.” The Christian is to be wise about what is good, and at the same time, not be “mixed” (tainted) with evil. Some versions pick up this sense of the word. For example, Rotherham’s Emphasized Bible translates it “pure,” and GW (God’s Word Translation) translates it, “to avoid what is evil.” [2058:  Louw and Nida, Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “ἀκέραιος.”] 

Rom 16:20
“God of peace.” The phrase “God of peace” is a common one in the New Testament (cf. Rom. 15:33; 2 Cor. 13:11; Phil. 4:9; 1 Thess. 5:23; Heb. 13:20). This is undoubtedly due to the fact that peace is so important to a blessed life, and it is so absent in the world around us. God is here called the “God of peace” because the context is those people who are causing divisions and problems among the believers (Rom. 16:17). God is not a God of division and strife, but of peace, and although people influenced by Satan are causing problems now, that will go away very soon.
“the Adversary.” The Greek word for Adversary is Satanas (#4567 Σατανᾶς), which has been transliterated as “Satan” in most versions. This causes the meaning of the word, which is important, to be lost.
[For more information, see the commentary on Mark 1:13. For information on the names of the Devil, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
“swiftly.” The Greek phrase translated swiftly is en tachos (ἐν τάχος), literally meaning, “in speed.” The main idea of the verse is that very soon God will crush Satan. The Bible says exactly that in many other places as well—that Satan’s end will be soon (Rom. 13:12; 1 Cor. 7:29; Phil. 4:5; James 5:8; 1 Pet. 4:7; 1 John 2:18; Rev. 1:1, 3; 22:6, 20). Another implication of the phrase is that when Satan’s end comes, it will come quickly. The rule of the Devil will be destroyed very quickly when the Lord Jesus appears (2 Thess. 2:8; Rev. 19:11-20:3). It will not be a lingering death, but will be destroyed in hours when the Lord appears to fight the Battle of Armageddon. There is one more overtone in the verse that we must pay attention to, and that is that this verse also includes the believers’ victory over Satan now if we will obey God and do what He tells us to. We do have many victories over Satan in this life (cf. 1 John 2:14; 4:4). We must note that the verse says that Satan will be crushed “under your feet,” i.e., the feet of the believers. Of course, this will be more fully fulfilled when we participate in the Battle of Armageddon (cf. Rev. 19:14), but we also have victories over Satan’s plans now. In this case in the Church at Rome that involved people causing division, if we are wise about what is good and untainted by evil (Rom. 16:19), and if we watch for, and stay away from, people who cause divisions, then we will quickly defeat Satan’s plans to divide our congregations. It is never easy to confront and dismiss those who cause divisions, in part because we want to allow people to have their own opinions. However, there are people who step over the line in that area, and we must deal with them quickly and decisively, as God says to. If we do, Satan’s plans will be quickly stopped. If we do not obey God in this matter, the word of those who cause division will spread like gangrene and overthrow the faith of some (2 Tim. 2:17, 18).
“grace of our Lord Jesus.” A textual variation (notably in the Western Texts) adds the word “Christ” to this benediction (cf. ASV, ESV, KJV, NRSV). However, the original was most likely the shorter reading found in the earliest manuscripts and represented in the REV and most modern versions. The addition is explained by the principle called “the expansion of piety,” which is the tendency of scribes to continue to enlarge names, titles, doxologies, etc. over time, often due to overzealous reverence. In this case, the original “Lord Jesus” gets expanded to “Lord Jesus Christ.” It is much more likely that “Christ” was added than that it was omitted by copyists.[footnoteRef:2059] [2059:  Also see James White, The King James Only Controversy, “the expansion of piety,” 43-46.] 

“you all.” The “you” is plural, thus “you all.”
Rom 16:21
“my kinsmen.” The Greek word is sungenēs (#4773 συγγενής), and it refers to people who are related by blood, or in a wider sense, are of the same country or race. In this case, it refers to Paul’s fellow Jews. See commentary on Romans 9:3.
Rom 16:22
“greet you in the Lord.” This does not mean, “I greet you, who are in the Lord,” but rather, “greet you as a fellow-believer.” It is Tertius’ way of letting the Christians at Rome know that he is a fellow Christian, and is greeting them as such. The same basic format is found in 1 Corinthians 16:19. It seems certain that Paul would not let a non-Christian scribe write down the Epistle of Romans as he dictated it. Given the circumstances and confines of writing as a prisoner in Rome, it is certain that Paul and Tertius had a wonderful working relationship.
[For more on this phrase, see Word Study: “In the Lord.”]
Rom 16:23
“Erastus, the city treasurer.” Craig Keener writes: “If this is the same ‘Erastus’ who is attested in a Corinthian inscription as an aedile [pronounced ee-dial] in this general period (and this is likely), he must have been a wealthy benefactor of the city, part of the municipal aristocracy. Candidates for the aedile had to promise significant donations to the city to gain election.”[footnoteRef:2060] The office of aedile was an elected office that dates back to the time of the Roman Republic. Aediles were responsible for the maintenance of public buildings and the regulation of public festivals. They also had powers to enforce public order. [2060:  Craig S. Keener, IVP Bible Background Commentary: New Testament, 2nd ed., 458.] 

Rom 16:24
Omitted from the REV. The textual evidence is very strong that the phrase that appears in the KJV is an addition, which is why almost all modern versions omit it. If it were original, there seems to be no reason why a scribe would have omitted it, and the general tendency was to expand liturgical formulations, such as the ones found at the end of Epistles. Other good evidence that it was an addition comes from the fact that the phrase does not appear in the same place in all the manuscripts. Some place it earlier, and some manuscripts place this verse after Rom. 16:27 so the book ends with the benediction.
Rom 16:25
“sacred secret.” God refers to the “Administration of Grace” (Eph. 3:2) as the “Administration of the Sacred Secret” (Eph. 3:9), and uses the phrase “sacred secret” many times in the Church Epistles because much of what Christians have today in Christ was indeed a secret, hidden in God and unknown in the Old Testament. God says that the sacred secret was hidden until God revealed it after Pentecost (Rom. 16:25-26; 1 Cor. 2:7-10; Eph. 3:4-5, Col. 1:26).
[For more on why the REV translates the Greek word mustērion (#3466 μυστήριον) as “Sacred Secret” and not “mystery,” see commentary on Eph. 3:9.]
Rom 16:26
“according to the command of.” The Greek is a technical phrase that means “by the command of; by order of.” See commentary on 1 Timothy 1:1.
“to bring about obedience based on trust.” This is the same phrase in Greek as occurs in Romans 1:5. See commentary on Romans 1:5.
Rom 16:27
“forever.” The literal Greek is “to the ages,” which in this context, which is the glory of God, means “forever.”


1 Corinthians Commentary
1 Corinthians Chapter 1
1Co 1:1
“called to be an apostle.” See commentary on Romans 1:1.
“Sosthenes.” See commentary on Acts 18:17.
1Co 1:2
“called ones.” See commentary on Romans 1:7.
“holy ones.” For more on why the Christian is called a “holy one,” see commentary on Philippians 1:1.
“call on the name of our Lord Jesus Christ.” In this context, to “call on the name” of the Lord means to pray to him, to ask him for something. Christians are to call on the name of the Lord Jesus, that is, pray to him for help in life. Throughout the Old Testament, when people “…called upon the name of the Lord,” it was to pray to, appeal to, or ask for help from God.
Abraham was in the habit of praying to God, and he “called on the name” of Yahweh (cf. Gen. 12:8; 13:4). Isaac “called on the name” of Yahweh (Gen. 26:25). In 1 Kings 18:24, Elijah challenged the prophets of Baal and said, “you call on the name of your god, and I will call on the name of Yahweh.” Then the prophets of Baal “called on the name of Baal,” meaning they prayed to Baal (1 Kings 18:26), and after that, Elijah prayed to God, and God answered with fire from heaven (1 Kings 18:36-38). The Syrian general Naaman was angry when the prophet Elisha did not come out and personally pray to God for him: “Naaman was angry and went away and said, ‘Behold, I thought he would come out, yes, come out to me and stand and call on the name of Yahweh his God and wave his hand over the place and cure the leper’” (2 Kings 5:11). David also prayed to God, he “called on Yahweh,” and was answered by fire from heaven (1 Chron. 21:26). Psalm 99:6 indicates many people called on the name of Yahweh and their prayers were answered by Him. In Zechariah 13:9, God says, “They will call on my name and I will hear them.” The pagan sea captain in the book of Jonah asked Jonah to pray, using the terminology “call on your god” (Jon. 1:6).
The New Testament uses the same terminology to refer to praying as the Old Testament does. When a person calls on the name of Yahweh, he prays to Yahweh. When a person calls on the name of the Lord Jesus, he prays to Jesus. So we see that 1 Corinthians 1:2 mentions prayer to Jesus: “To the church of God that is at Corinth…with all those in every place who call on the name of our Lord Jesus Christ—theirs and ours.” This is clearly the same phrase used in the Old Testament, and it is applied to Jesus as well as God.
Vincent writes about the phrase, “call upon the name of” in 1 Corinthians 1:2. He says, “It is used of worship, and here implies prayer to Christ.”[footnoteRef:2061] R. C. H. Lenski writes, “‘To call on him’ means to praise, bless, thank, worship him, and to ask of him all that we need for body and for soul.”[footnoteRef:2062] [2061:  Marvin R. Vincent, Word Studies in the New Testament, 3:186.]  [2062:  Lenski, The Interpretation of St. Paul’s First and Second Epistles to the Corinthians, 26.] 

The context of Romans 10:12-13 shows that the word “Lord” refers to Jesus, and Rom. 10:12 says, “since there is no distinction between Jew and Greek, for the same Lord is Lord of all, bestowing his riches on all who call on him.”
Romans 10:13 says, “Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.” This verse is a quotation of Joel 2:32, which is a prophecy of people calling on the name of God for help and deliverance—definitely prayer to God. The fact that the Word of God takes the quote about prayer to God from the Old Testament and applies it to Jesus in the Church Epistles is very solid evidence that God is showing us we can pray to Jesus.
2 Timothy 2:22 also shows believers calling on the Lord: “Flee youthful passions and diligently pursue righteousness, faithfulness, love, peace, with those who call on the Lord out of a pure heart.” Old Testament believers called upon the name of Yahweh to get help, and we today can call upon Jesus for help. The fact that the same phrase for prayer and supplication is used in both the Old and New Testaments shows that as Old Testament believers prayed to God, we can pray to Jesus and expect him to answer our requests.
Another verse that shows that Christians prayed to Jesus is Acts 9:14, where Paul was sent to arrest those people who called on the name of the Lord. Stephen also called on the name of the Lord as he was being stoned to death. He had a vision of Jesus standing for him, and then prayed to him for help (Acts 7:59).
[For more on praying to Jesus, see Appendix 13: “Can We Pray to Jesus?”]
1Co 1:4
“because of” (epi with the dative; see Lenski).
“in Christ Jesus.” This is the static “in,” and refers to a connection, a union, with Christ (See commentaries on Rom. 6:3 and Eph. 1:3). It is due to our union with Christ that we have been given grace, not because of our own merits. This verse might well be translated, “through your union with Christ Jesus.” Lenski writes: “All the divine gifts of grace which enrich the Corinthians and all the grace itself from which they flow are connected from beginning to end with ‘Christ Jesus.’”[footnoteRef:2063] [2063:  R. C. H. Lenski, First and Second Epistles to the Corinthians, 30.] 

1Co 1:5
“in union with him.” The Greek simply says, “in him,” but it is referring to our connection with, our union with, Christ. (See commentaries on Rom. 6:3 and Eph. 1:3). The New Testament by Williams reads, “through union with him.” Some versions merely take the Greek word en (“in”) as an instrumental dative, and read, “by him,” but the truth the verse is expressing is deeper than that.
1Co 1:6
“just as the testimony.” This verse is a parenthesis, the figure of speech epitrechon, a sentence incomplete in itself but thrown in for explanation.[footnoteRef:2064] [2064:  Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 472, “epitrechon”; J. B. Lightfoot, Notes on the Epistles of St. Paul, 148.] 

“testimony about the Christ.” This is an objective genitive.[footnoteRef:2065]. In this sense, it means the testimony concerning (or “about” ESV) Jesus. The Corinthians learned about Christ from Paul, and now that testimony is confirmed in them as they are enriched by God. [2065:  Cf. Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, 4:70; Lightfoot, Notes, 148.] 

“confirmed.” This confirmation, as Gordon Fee says[footnoteRef:2066], is most probably because of the spiritual gifts—the “gifts of the spirit” (or more properly, “the manifestations of the spirit” (1 Cor. 12:7))—that were manifest among them, confirming the presence of the gift of holy spirit and thus the New Birth. When a Christian gets born again, they receive the gift of holy spirit, which enables them to manifest the spirit by things such as speaking in tongues, interpretation of tongues, and prophecy. [2066:  Gordon Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians [NICNT], 40.] 

[For more on the manifestations of holy spirit, see commentaries on 1 Cor. 12:7 and 14:5.]
1Co 1:7
“trailing behind the others.”[footnoteRef:2067] The Greek means that the Corinthian church was enriched so that they did not have less measure than others, they were not “left behind.”[footnoteRef:2068] Christ will enrich all Christians if they will let him. [2067:  Cf. Kenneth S. Wuest, The New Testament: an Expanded Translation, 383.]  [2068:  Thayer, Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “ὑστερέω.”] 

1Co 1:8
“confirm.” This is the same word, “confirm,” bebaioō, (#950 βεβαιόω), that occurs earlier in the sentence in 1 Corinthians 1:6. To get the impact of what Paul is saying here, we must read the whole sentence, which is 1 Corinthians 1:4-8. The sentence opens up with our being given grace “in union with Christ Jesus.” That phrase hearkens back to what Paul had already written about being “in Christ” in Galatians (Gal. 2:4, 17; 3:14, 26, 28; 5:6), and would later expand in Romans (Rom. 3:24; 6:11, 23; 8:1; 12:5; 15:17; 16:3, 7, 9, 10). The person who is born again is a member of the Body of Christ and is “in union” with Christ such that they were baptized with Christ, crucified with Christ, died with Christ, buried with Christ, raised with Christ, and seated in the heavenlies with Christ (Rom. 6:1-10; Eph. 2:5-6; Col. 2:10-13).
1 Corinthians 1:5 continues the sentence and says that Christians were “enriched” in union with him, which is somewhat similar to Ephesians 1:3, which says that Christians were blessed in union with him. Then 1 Corinthians 1:6 says that the testimony about Christ was “confirmed” in them. This confirmation, as Gordon Fee[footnoteRef:2069] says, is most probably because of the spiritual gifts—the “gifts of the spirit” (or more properly, “the manifestations of the spirit” (1 Cor. 12:7))—that were manifest among them, confirming the presence of the gift of holy spirit and thus their being born again. [2069:  Gordon Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians [NICNT], 40.] 

1 Corinthians 1:7 is a word of encouragement to the Corinthians that they had what other Christians had, and were not somehow left out or left behind by God despite the many problems they were having.
1 Corinthians 1:8 finishes the sentence that began in verse 4 by ensuring the Corinthians that the God who “enriched” them (1 Cor. 1:5) would “also” “confirm” them to the end. Then it continues and confirms what was said at the beginning of the sentence about them having God’s grace and being in union with Christ (1 Cor. 1:4). It is confirming that the salvation of the Corinthians is secure. Gordon Fee writes:
“Significantly, he [Paul] makes this affirmation by repeating the verb ‘to confirm,’ which appeared in the metaphor of 1 Cor. 1:6. …Paul says that in the same way that God first ‘guaranteed’ our testimony to Christ while we were with you, he will also ‘guarantee’ or ‘confirm’ you ‘to the end.’ That this is a purposeful repeating of the legal metaphor from v. 6 is further evidenced by the word ‘blameless,’ which carries the sense of their being guiltless because Christ’s righteousness has been given to them. Finally, the use of the phrase ‘on the day of our Lord Jesus Christ’ also points to the final judgment.”[footnoteRef:2070] [2070:  Fee, Corinthians [NICNT], 43.] 

In case we are tempted to doubt God’s confirmation that Christians will indeed be saved on the Day of Judgment, 1 Corinthians 1:9 reminds us that the one who called us into fellowship with His Son Jesus “is faithful,” He will not retract His grace or our being in union with Christ.
A number of English versions translate the Greek word bebaioō in verse 8 as “strengthen” or as a similar word, but that would mean that it would occur twice in the same sentence with two different meanings, and this is unlikely, especially when there is no need for the meaning to shift.
[For more information on Christian salvation, see Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation.” For more on our New Birth, see commentary on 1 Pet. 1:3. For more on the holy spirit, see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?” For more on the manifestations of holy spirit such as speaking in tongues, see commentaries on 1 Cor. 12:7, 8, 9, 10.]
1Co 1:10
“brothers and sisters.” The Greek word for “brothers” often includes men and women.
[For more on brothers and sisters, see Word Study: “Adelphos.” For more on women’s involvement in the early church, see Appendix 11: “The Role of Women in the Church.”]
“by the name of our Lord Jesus Christ.” This phrase means, in essence, “by the authority of Jesus Christ.” It is a cultural phrase that refers to the authority a person has due to his relationship with the one being named, who in this case is Jesus Christ. In Christian culture, “the name of Jesus Christ” gave the user authority, just as using the name of any other ruler or great person would give the one who used it authority.
[For more on the name of Jesus Christ, see commentary on Acts 3:6.]
“made complete.” The thought is more than just “united,” as many translations have. There is a completeness (more literally, a perfection) in thinking the same thing.[footnoteRef:2071] [2071:  Cf. NASB; Thayer, s.v. “καταρτίζω”; Lenski, First and Second Epistles to the Corinthians, 39.] 

1Co 1:11
“Chloe’s followers.” The Greek is more literally, “the ones of Chloe.” “Chloe” is a feminine name, so Chloe was a woman. This verse testifies to the importance women had in the fellowship community of the early church. Although in general the phrase could refer to Chloe’s household or Chloe’s slaves, in this case it seems that the people who reported to Paul were people who followed her. It is obvious that in this verse the Greek adelphoi, “brothers,” refers to brothers and sisters in the Lord.
1Co 1:13
“baptized in the name.” See commentary on Acts 19:5.
1Co 1:23
“stumbling block.” The Greek is skandalon (#4625 σκάνδαλον), the trigger stick of a snare or trap, but used of something that causes offense. Christ is more than a stumbling block, but for those who stumble and do not ever believe, he is the trigger of the death trap, and rejecting him results in everlasting death.[footnoteRef:2072] [2072:  Cf. Lenski, Corinthians, 66-67.] 

1Co 1:24
“called ones.” In the Epistles this phrase refers to those who have accepted God’s call and are saved. See commentaries on Romans 1:1 and 8:28.
1Co 1:26
“brothers and sisters.” The Greek word for “brothers” often includes men and women.
[For more on brothers and sisters, see Word Study: “Adelphos.” For more on women’s involvement in the early church, see Appendix 11: “The Role of Women in the Church.”]
“not many…not many…not many.” The figure of speech ellipsis is used powerfully here. Ellipsis emphasizes what is in the text, while de-emphasizing what has to be supplied (in italics). “Not many” of those who would be valued by the world are called, but God, by those He calls and works with, puts the world to shame.
1Co 1:27
“put to shame.” See commentary on Romans 9:33.
1Co 1:28
“treated with contempt.” From exoutheneō (#1848 ἐξουθενέω). See commentary on 1 Thessalonians 5:20.
 
1 Corinthians Chapter 2
1Co 2:1
“brothers and sisters.” The Greek word for “brothers” often includes men and women.
[For more on brothers and sisters, see Word Study: “Adelphos.” For more on women’s involvement in the early church, see Appendix 11: “The Role of Women in the Church.”]
“sacred secret.” “Sacred secret,” not “testimony” is the correct reading in this context. The reading mustērion (#3466 μυστήριον) seems better supported textually than marturion (#3142 μαρτύριον).[footnoteRef:2073] The next ten verses are about the Administration of the Sacred Secret. The REV translates the Greek word mustērion (#3466 μυστήριον) as “sacred secret” because that is what mustērion actually refers to: a secret in the religious or sacred realm. [2073:  see Metzger, Textual Commentary on the Greek New Testament, 545.] 

[For more information on the “Sacred Secret” and the Administration of Grace, see commentary on Eph. 3:9.]
1Co 2:2
“to know.” This is the figure of speech heterosis.[footnoteRef:2074] Paul decided not to “know anything among them,” actually, “make known [preach] anything among them” except Christ. [2074:  Bullinger, Figures of Speech, “Intransitive for the Transitive,” 510-12.] 

1Co 2:6
“among those who are mature.” When we read 1 Corinthians 2:1-10, we see that Paul taught differently to the immature believers than he did to mature believers (the new or immature were called “babies in Christ,” cf. 1 Cor. 3:1). Paul taught immature believers about Jesus Christ and about the crucifixion, and no doubt about the resurrection as well (1 Cor. 2:2). Also, he did not just teach with wise words, but walked in demonstration of the power of the holy spirit (1 Cor. 2:4). In the biblical culture, his demonstration of power was an important sign that he was a man of God and qualified to teach the things he was teaching.
However, when we read about what Paul taught to the mature believers, we might well have questions. He taught about God’s secret wisdom, a wisdom that was kept in a sacred secret, hidden in God, and meant for our glory. “But we speak God’s wisdom, in a sacred secret, that hidden [wisdom], which God marked out beforehand, before the ages, for our glory” (1 Cor. 2:7 Rotherham).
The Greek word that Rotherham correctly translates as “sacred secret” is mustērion (#3466 μυστήριον), which almost every English version mistranslates as “mystery,” but which refers to secrets in the sacred or spiritual realm, and thus is correctly translated as “sacred secret.” A study of mustērion in the Church Epistles shows that there is a whole Administration that starts on the Day of Pentecost and ends with the Rapture, which the Bible calls the “Administration of the Sacred Secret” (Eph. 3:9). Furthermore, in the “Administration of the Sacred Secret” there are a number of individual sacred secrets that God kept from mankind until He was ready to reveal them. Some of these sacred secrets are: Jews and Gentiles being joint partakers of the blessings of God; men and women being equal in Christ; each believer being empowered to manifest the holy spirit by way of speaking in tongues, prophecy, receiving revelation, and manifestations of spiritual power such as healings; and salvation being via the New Birth and guaranteeing one’s salvation.
When it comes to the sacred secrets that are part of the bigger picture of the Administration of the Sacred Secret, we speak about those things to brand new believers, unlike Paul, who spoke about them only to the mature believers. For example, even if an unbeliever is asking questions about the Christian Faith, it is common to tell him that every Christian is equal in Christ, or that Christian salvation is guaranteed, or that every single Christian has “Christ in you, the hope of glory.” Why are we so free to talk about those “sacred secrets” with new believers or even unbelievers when Paul only told them to people who were mature in Christ? The answer to that question lies not in the information that is taught, but in the historical context of the time of Paul. We can talk about the sacred secrets of the Church Epistles with new believers because they are now 2,000 years old and in our Bible, which is accepted as divine revelation, but the New Testament Bible did not exist at the time of Paul.
Any time we are talking to unbelievers or immature believers, we want to teach things that build people’s trust in God and in the Word, and in us too, so that we are in a better position to be allowed to continue to teach them. That applied to Paul too. So when Paul was with new believers, 1 Corinthians 2:1-5 shows us that he stuck to subjects he could verify from the Scriptures, and by “the Scriptures,” we mean the Old Testament Scriptures. So he taught about Jesus the Messiah and his sacrificial death for mankind, and Paul would also have taught about the power of the holy spirit, which Scripture (as well as John the Baptist and Jesus) said was to come. Furthermore, in traditional Jewish fashion, he also demonstrated the power of God as a confirmation that he was a man of God and qualified to teach. He knew that the “Jews demand signs” (1 Cor. 1:22), and he provided those signs by the power of God.
This model of teaching worked very well. Thus, for example, when Paul went to Berea, it was because Paul taught things that the Bereans could substantiate from the Old Testament that the people were able to receive what he taught “with great willingness, examining the Scriptures daily, to see if these things were so” (Acts 17:11). The “Scriptures” the Bereans searched were the Old Testament Scriptures, the only Scripture they had at the time, and frankly, because they were still unconverted Jews, the only Scripture they trusted (Paul had likely written Galatians by the time he went to Berea, but it is very unlikely he would have shown them a copy upon just meeting them; and Thessalonians had not yet been written). The point Paul makes in 1 Corinthians 2:1-5 is that when Paul was with curious unbelievers or new believers, he stuck to subjects he could substantiate from the Old Testament and to the demonstration of the power of God.
The Church Epistles introduced new “sacred secrets” to the Church, entirely new concepts that could not be substantiated by Old Testament prophecy. This was a real challenge to New Testament teachers like Paul, Barnabas, and Silas. What were Paul and the other teachers to say to people who asked them, “Where did you get all this new information?” The true answer was understandably hard for unbelievers or immature believers to believe: “Jesus told me.” But in Galatians that is exactly what Paul said: “I want you to know, brothers, that the gospel I preached is not something that man made up. I did not receive it from any man, nor was I taught it; rather, I received it by revelation from Jesus Christ” (Gal. 1:11-12 NIV84).
Paul could not tell immature believers much about the new things Jesus revealed to him, because many of them contradicted the Old Testament and would have caused doubt and confusion. How could Paul tell immature Jewish converts that they could eat any meat they wanted, did not have to circumcise their baby boys, or did not have to keep the Sabbath? Those things were a source of conflict throughout the entire New Testament period. But Paul could teach differently to the mature believers. Believers who had been with Paul for a while and had grown to trust that he was a mighty man of God and that Jesus spoke to him were in a position to believe that Paul had indeed received new information from Jesus, even information that had been a “sacred secret” from the foundation of the world and that was not in the Old Testament. Thus, once a believer was mature, Paul could teach him about the wisdom of God that God had kept in a sacred secret, which is exactly what 1 Corinthians 2:7 says.
Once we see who Paul taught the basics of Christianity to, and who he considered mature and taught information about the sacred secret to, we can see how important it is to take very seriously our commission as “ministers of Christ, and stewards of the sacred secrets of God” (1 Cor. 4:1). Christian teachers must recognize when people are babies in Christ and need “the milk of the Word,” and they must have a plan for helping them grow in Christ. The goal we must have in our minds is to always be “admonishing everyone and teaching everyone with all wisdom, so that we can present everyone mature in Christ” (Col. 1:28).
We are also to understand the principle that each Christian goes through a growth process as they mature in Christ. Because today the New Testament is accepted as the Word of God, we can teach things that are written in it to new Christians that Paul could not have taught to new Christians, but the principle Paul used was the same: there are things that build trust in new believers and things that cause questions and doubt. New Christians need the milk of the Word, and teachers are to be skilled in helping Christians grow from a diet of milk to a diet of the meat of the Word.
Every Christian should desire to grow and mature to be stewards of the sacred secrets of God (1 Cor. 4:1), and we are to steward the sacred secrets properly. Just as a biblical house manager was responsible to his master for the prosperity and posterity of the household, we are responsible to God to see that we are doing all we can so the sacred secrets of God are taught, understood, and passed down.
[For more on stewards, “house managers,” see commentary on 1 Cor. 4:1.]
1Co 2:7
“But we speak God’s wisdom that was kept in a sacred secret.” In this context, the “Sacred Secret” was the Administration of Grace and the things pertaining to it. The REV translates the Greek word mustērion (#3466 μυστήριον) as “sacred secret” because that is what mustērion actually refers to: a secret in the religious or sacred realm.
The Greek phrasing is difficult in this verse, as the large number of different translations in the English versions show. This is exacerbated by the fact that the “mustērion” (the “sacred secret”) is not well understood. There is division among the scholars as to whether the prepositional clause en mustēriō has an adjectival force (“secret wisdom”) or an adverbial force (“in a secret”). In other words, is the verse speaking of “the sacred secret wisdom of God,” or speaking “the wisdom of God in a secret.” We argue that the phrase is adverbial, and is referring to the content of what Paul is speaking about, in this case, the wisdom of God that is kept in a sacred secret.
It should be said that sometimes the phrase “in a sacred secret” is talked about as if it referred to the manner in which Paul was communicating, that is, he was speaking about the wisdom of God but doing so in a secret manner—speaking in a secret way that only the mature could understand. There is no merit to that interpretation. Paul spoke in plain language when he taught, but he did make a distinction when it came to who was taught what. The mature believers were taught more mature subject matter that may have been confusing for new believers.
The phrase, “that was kept in a sacred secret” is a translation of the Greek phrase which many versions simply translate, “in a mystery.” We have already explained that mustērion (#3466 μυστήριον), should not be translated as “mystery,” but “sacred secret.” Furthermore, the Greek preposition en (#1722 ἐν) is the most widely used preposition in the New Testament and has many different meanings, depending on the context. Often it refers to a relation and refers to attendant circumstances, and that is the case here. The en is pointing to the fact that there is a relation between the wisdom of God and a sacred secret, but how to translate the English to bring out that relation is more difficult. One could, for example, say, “God’s wisdom relating to a sacred secret.” In this case, since it is clear from the context and scope of Scripture that God’s wisdom concerning the sacred secret was hidden from the ages past, we can translate en as “that was kept,” for it was kept in God until the New Testament (Rom. 16:25, 26; 1 Cor. 2:7-10; Eph. 3:4, 5, Col. 1:26).
[For more information on the “Sacred Secret” and the Administration of Grace, see commentary on Eph. 3:9.]
“decided in advance.” The Greek word is proorizō (#4309 προορίζω). The basic meaning of the word is to “decide upon beforehand,” or to decide in advance. Bratcher and Nida have, “having decided ahead of time.”[footnoteRef:2075] Ages ago God decided that He would conceal a “sacred secret” from the Devil, a wisdom that was for our glory and was so different from what has gone before it that what Christians have today is so glorious that the Law had “no glory” in comparison (2 Cor. 3:10). Indeed, God gave “every spiritual blessing in heaven” to the Church (Eph. 1:3), and what we have today is so glorious and powerful that had the Devil known about it, he would not have crucified the Lord (1 Cor. 2:8). [2075:  Bratcher and Nida, A Translator’s Handbook on Paul’s Letter to the Ephesians, commentary on Eph. 1:5.] 

[For more information on “decided in advance,” see commentary on Eph. 1:5. For more information on Calvinism and Predestination, see Appendix 9: “On Calvinism and Predestination.”]
1Co 2:8
“which none of the rulers of this age knew.” The “rulers of this age” are the Devil and his demons. Scholars and Bible teachers are divided over this point. Many of them say that the “rulers of this age” are earthly rulers such as Herod, Pilate, and the Jewish leaders, while many others assert they are demons, not people. The reason for the division is that the context is misunderstood, and the vocabulary is ambiguous because it is general in nature and in one form or another is used of both earthly rulers and demonic rulers.
Because words like “rulers” can be used of people or demons, the context is the great key to understanding who these “rulers” are. From the context, we learn that what the “rulers” did not know was the Sacred Secret (cf. 1 Cor. 2:7, mustērion). Neither earthly rulers nor demonic powers could have known the Sacred Secret, because it was hidden in God, as we have seen from many verses (cf. Rom. 16:25; 1 Cor. 2:7; Eph. 3:5).
1 Cor. 2:8 says that the rulers did not know the Sacred Secret, and if they had they would not have crucified Jesus. Thus, in order to properly understand who the “rulers” are, the question we must answer is, “Who would not have crucified Christ if they had known the Sacred Secret?” If the earthly rulers like Pilate and Caiaphas had known the Sacred Secret, including that believers would have the fullness of holy spirit and that Jews and Gentiles would be joint partakers of the promises of God, would they have so wanted to keep those blessings from believers that they would not have crucified Christ? No, they would not have. The earthly rulers would not have cared that God’s holy spirit would have been poured out on believers or that Gentiles would be able to be God’s people too, along with the Jews. Jewish rulers like Caiaphas may well have even expected it because the Old Testament spoke of the Gentiles being blessed by the Messiah and the holy spirit being poured out on “all flesh.” Also, Gentiles like Pilate would likely have been more inclined—not less inclined—to crucify Jesus if they had known that it would open the door to everyone being a “chosen person,” instead of just the Jews. From reading the Gospel record, and knowing how the Romans, in general, felt about the Jews, we can well imagine that Pilate was sick and tired of the Jews’ “holier than thou” and “we are special to God and you aren’t” attitude, and if he thought that crucifying Jesus would make the Jews and Gentiles equals before God, he may well have crucified Christ just for that reason alone.
So the rulers in 1 Corinthians 2:8 cannot be the earthly rulers. In contrast, the Devil would not have crucified Jesus if he knew that if he did crucify him, then every believer would have the fullness of holy spirit and “Christ in them,” and that God’s chosen people would no longer be just the Jews, but anyone on earth who chose to believe. It is the Devil who, if he had known that every Christian would have many blessings and the power to cast out demons, would not have crucified Jesus. It is the Devil who would have rather dealt with one man, Jesus, than with an army of God on earth, multitudes of Christians, all secure in their salvation and empowered by holy spirit.
Those people who teach that the “rulers” in the verse are human rulers usually point out that had the worldly rulers known God’s plan of salvation, or that Jesus was the Messiah, they would not have crucified him. But that is not what the context is speaking about. The context is set by 1 Cor. 2:7, which refers to God’s wisdom in the “Sacred Secret” that the rulers did not know. While it is true that the rulers did not know Jesus was the Messiah, they could have—and the Devil did. It was not a secret. Jesus told his disciples he was the Christ right after the Transfiguration, then told both the Jewish rulers and Pontius Pilate that he was the Christ when he was tried before he was crucified. So it was not a sacred secret that Jesus was the Messiah or that he brought salvation to God’s people. In contrast, Corinthians tells us there is a sacred secret that no mind had even conceived of, which if the rulers had known they would not have crucified Jesus. What is there about the Sacred Secret that would have kept Satan from crucifying Jesus? It is that now, in the Administration of the Sacred Secret, every Christian is spiritually powerful and equipped to stand against him. Satan was the only “ruler” who would have feared the Sacred Secret. Only by understanding that if Satan had known the Sacred Secret he would not have crucified the Lord can we understand the true reason for God keeping the Sacred Secret a secret and fully appreciate the enormity and power of what we have been given in Christ. Christians have the fullness of the gift of holy spirit, and great spiritual power—collectively more than enough to make things difficult for the Devil if we would only walk in the power we have.
1Co 2:11
“things.” The word “things” is missing for both men and God, only the definite article “the” being in the Greek text (this is the figure ellipsis). The context shows that it refers to all the deep things: thoughts, motives, etc. We could say “heart,” but that would be too restrictive.
1Co 2:14
“worldly-minded.” The Greek word, an adjective, is psuchikos (#5591 ψυχικός, pronounced psoo-key-'kos). The adjective psuchikos comes from the noun psuchē (#5590 ψυχή, pronounced psoo-'kay), which is usually translated as “soul.” In order to properly understand psuchikos, it is important that we understand psuchē, soul.
Psuchē has a large number of meanings, as any good Greek-English lexicon will show. Although some of the definitions are found more clearly in Greek literature than in the Bible, many of them are clearly in the Bible. Meanings of “soul” (psuchē), that we find in the Bible include:
· The life force that animates the body, both human and animal. Thus “soul” often equals “life.”
· Our emotions, attitudes, thoughts, and feelings.
· The person himself or herself; the individual.
[For a much more complete explanation of “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
The adjective psuchikos means “of, belonging to, somehow relating to, the ‘soul,’ psuchē,” and as such, it can have a lot of different shades of meaning, depending on the context in which it is used. Psuchikos can be a characteristic of the earthly body, in which case it is “physical,” “natural,” but that is not the emphasis in this context. In this context, it relates to the person as he is being governed by sensual appetites. Thus it means “natural; unspiritual; fleshly; worldly; governed by soul.” It “pertains to behavior which is typical of human nature.”[footnoteRef:2076] It means, “governed by the ψυχή, [psuchē], i.e., the sensuous nature with its subjection to appetite and passion.”[footnoteRef:2077] [2076:  Louw and Nida, Greek English Lexicon, s.v. “ψυχικός.”]  [2077:  Thayer Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “ψυχικός.”] 

It will help us to see the impact this section of Scripture had on early Christians if we realize that in secular Greek, psuchikos was a word of honor, much like today in the secular realm a person who is well-educated, well-traveled, and well-experienced might be called “worldly,” whereas we Christians use the word “worldly” in a negative sense to mean someone who is not oriented toward God but to the world. Aristotle, for example, used the word psuchikos to refer to the higher things of the soul versus the lower things of the sōma, body. The New Testament, introducing the truly higher things of the spirit of God, pneuma, takes the world’s vocabulary and puts it in the proper perspective from God’s point of view. Being psuchikos, “of the soul,” was not a good thing, because it related to the lower, natural, and earthly things of man, not the higher spiritual things.
Sadly, although the New Testament placed psuchē and psuchikos in their proper place as primarily belonging to the flesh and lower order of things (although our attitudes and emotions can certainly be godly), as the doctrine of the “immortality of the soul” grew in Christianity, particularly in the fourth and fifth centuries, the “soul” began to be elevated in people’s thinking as a wonderful thing that would survive the death of the body, and that theology is still dominant today, making translations such as “of the soul,” “soul-oriented,” or “soul-governed,” unclear to many readers. We need to get back to the proper meaning of biblical words to correctly understand the Bible.
It seems that in this context, when Paul describes people using the word psuchikos, he is primarily referring to people who are not born again of God’s spirit, they are only “soul people,” although a Christian could be a soul-minded person. But that this context refers to people who are not born again is supported by 1 Corinthians 3:1, where Christians who have not yet matured in Christ are not referred to as psuchikos (natural; soul-governed), but as sarkikos (#4559 σαρκικός), “flesh-governed;” “flesh-oriented” (from the word sarx; #4561 σάρξ; “flesh”).
It is difficult to translate psuchikos, especially since it has different shades of meaning in different contexts. Here in 1 Corinthians 2:14, it refers to people who are focused on the things of this life, worldly things. They may be unsaved, or simply Christians who do not focus on the things of God, but in any case, they are people who are oriented to the cares of this life, or “soul-oriented.” In 1 Corinthians 15:44, 46 psuchikos refers to the life force that animates the body, and so “soul body” is about as well as can be done. In James 3:15 and Jude 19 psuchikos is used of earthly and demonic wisdom apart from the spirit of God.
“spiritually.” The Greek word is pneumatikōs (#4153 πνευματικῶς), and it means “spiritually; in a spiritual manner or spiritual way; on a spiritual basis. “The things of the Spirit are judicially and properly examined and probed only πνευματικῶς, ‘in a spiritual way.’”[footnoteRef:2078] [2078:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. Paul’s First and Second Epistles to the Corinthians, 116.] 

“discerned.” The Greek word is anakrinō (#350 ἀνακρίνω), to question, examine. In a judicial sense, as it is in this verse, to examine as a judge would examine an accused person; judge, examine as if looking to find if there is a fault. The things of God have to be examined with spiritual insight.
1Co 2:16
Similar to Romans 11:34 (see commentary on Isa. 40:13).
 
1 Corinthians Chapter 3
1Co 3:1
“brothers and sisters.” The Greek word for “brothers” often includes men and women.
[For more on brothers and sisters, see Word Study: “Adelphos.” For more on women’s involvement in the early church, see Appendix 11: “The Role of Women in the Church.”]
“of the flesh.” The Greek word is sarkikos (#4559 σαρκικός, pronounced sar-key-'kos), and is from the word sarx (#4561 σάρξ ), flesh. It means “of, belonging to, somehow relating to, the ‘flesh.’” The word sarkikos can be more literal and pertain to the human or animal body which is flesh, or it can be more metaphorical. When used metaphorically, sarkikos refers to being “fleshly” or “carnal,” i.e., “having the nature of flesh” and being under the control or influence of the natural passions and desires of the body. It can thus refer to being controlled or governed by mere human nature instead of the spirit of God.
Here in 1 Corinthians 3:1, “of the flesh” refers to Christians who have not yet decided to live by the spirit and are being influenced by their flesh nature. Thus, sarkikos (“of the flesh”) is directly contrasted with psuchikos (“of the soul” cf. 1 Cor. 2:14), which refers to the person who is not born again (See commentary on 1 Corinthians 2:14). The psuchikos person is unsaved (1 Cor. 2:14). The sarkikos person is saved but has not made the decision to obey God and so is still influenced by the flesh (1 Cor. 3:1).
“babies in Christ.” When a person who has lived a worldly life for years gets saved, they have the guarantee of everlasting life, but they still do not know or practice the things of God. They are considered babies in the Faith, and need time to mature. Sadly, in Corinth some of the people who had time to mature in the Faith had never taken it seriously, so by the time Paul wrote the First Epistle to the Corinthians, they were still “of the flesh” and still babies in Christ. Some people that Hebrews was addressed to were in exactly the same state, and so Hebrews 5:12 says, “For indeed, being morally obligated to be teachers due to the length of time you have been taught, instead, you need someone to teach you again the rudiments of the beginning of the words of God. Indeed, you have become ones who need milk, not solid food.” God challenges each believer to grow in the Faith.
1Co 3:5
“Servants through whom you believed.” There was a problem in Corinth with the believers being divided over following certain leaders in the one Body (1 Cor. 1:11-12). This verse, 1 Cor. 3:5, explains the shift from including Peter in the list of 1 Cor. 1:12 and 1 Cor. 3:22, to only mentioning Paul and Apollos here in 1 Cor. 3:3-11. It seems Peter did not actually go to Corinth to plant or water, only Paul and Apollos did. This is why they were the “servants through whom you [Corinthians] believed.” Paul planted by starting the church and Apollos watered by ministering to them, and “he who plants and he who waters are one… God’s fellow workers. You [Corinthians] are God’s field, God’s building” (1 Cor. 3:6, 9). Peter is left out of these verses because the point of 1 Cor. 3:3-11 is how the Corinthians should think of the ministers that particularly served them in the body of Christ. Hence he says, “Now these things, brothers, I have figuratively applied to myself and Apollos for your sakes” (1 Cor. 4:6). Peter did not go to Corinth, so it makes sense that he would not be a part of this section. However, after dealing with this subtopic Paul gets back to the broader point of wrong-thinking about ministers generally (not just those who directly plant and water your church), concluding with, “So, let no one boast about human beings! For everything is yours—whether Paul, or Apollos, or Cephas” (1 Cor. 3:21-22).
1Co 3:8
“but each will receive his own reward according to his own labor.” People sometimes do not get what they deserve in this life, but they will on Judgment Day and in the next life. The teaching that on Judgment Day people will get what they deserve, good or bad, based on what they have done in their life is taught many times in Scripture (e.g., Job. 34:11; Ps. 62:12; Prov. 24:12; Jer. 17:10; 32:19; Ezek. 33:20; Matt. 16:27; Rom. 2:6; 1 Cor. 3:8; see commentary on Ps. 62:12).
[For more on rewards in the future and people getting what they deserve, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10, “good or evil.”]
1Co 3:10
“According to the grace of God that was given to me.” In this context, the “grace of God” that was given to Paul was his ministry as an apostle (cf. Rom. 1:5), and he used that apostolic ministry to lay down the foundation of Christ in many places. Corinth was one of those places, because when Paul arrived in Corinth there was no church there. Paul founded the church in Corinth and laid the foundation of Christ for the people who believed (Acts 18:1-18).
1Co 3:11
“already been laid.” The verb “laid” is keimai (#2749 κεῖμαι) and it is in the present tense, passive voice. In this case, the present tense is not indicating that the foundation is still being laid (1 Cor. 3:10 says it was already laid), but rather that the foundation is laid and presently standing, permanently in place.[footnoteRef:2079] [2079:  Cf. R. C. H. Lenski, St. Paul’s First and Second Epistles to the Corinthians, 135.] 

1Co 3:12
“if anyone builds on the foundation using.” As we will see, all of these materials are important building materials. It has been debated as to whether the materials listed in the verse are actual building materials used as metaphors for the skills that people use to build the Body of Christ, or whether they are metaphors being used to point out that some building materials were good and others not good. While the different materials certainly had differing values and status to humans, they were all valuable building materials. In that light, the list of materials is similar to the list of individual parts of the body (and the Body of Christ) in 1 Corinthians 12:12-27. In that list, some parts of the body are “respectable,” while other parts seemed “weaker” “less honorable,” and “unrespectable” (1 Cor. 12:22-24). But God corrects worldly thinking by saying that the parts that seemed weaker “are more necessary” (1 Cor. 12:22). As it is with the parts of the body, so it is in building the Body of Christ. Some people seem to be important builders, running churches, doing missionary work, and such very visible work as that, and they are like the “gold” that shines. Other members of the Body of Christ are almost unseen, building up the Church by simply living godly lives and being faithful servants of Christ, and they are like the grass that holds the clay bricks together—they are mostly unseen but are very necessary. It is noteworthy that at no point in the text is any material in the list of building materials denigrated in any way—they were all important in building ancient buildings. It is not the material that is judged, it is the way people build with it that is judged; it is the “work” that is judged, not the material (1 Cor. 3:13).
After giving the list of building materials, the text shifts to being less metaphorical and more literal. Every Christian builds in one way or another, and every person’s “work” will be judged. God’s judgment fire will test and reveal each person’s work, and what remains after the fire will be clearly seen. Every material in the list can be destroyed in some way by fire; gold and silver will melt, stone will fracture or become powder, and wood and hay will burn up. But by the same token, God’s fire is righteous, and a wooden structure built with God’s love will survive while a golden temple built out of pride and avarice will melt away to nothing. Christians need not fear that what they do is not important and will not survive the fire, any act done with the love of God will do well on the Day of Judgment.
“gold, silver.” While gold and silver are generally too soft to be structural building materials, they were used in important ways in adorning and decorating buildings, including the Tabernacle and Temple.
“costly stones.” In the ancient world, “costly stones” could be costly because of their size and the way they were cut, or costly like gemstones. So, for example, Solomon had huge stones cut out for the foundation and walls of the Temple, and they were called “costly stones” because of their size and the workmanship it took to square them up to fit together perfectly (cf. 1 Kings 5:17; 7:9-11). Similarly, “costly stones” could be costly because of the material they were, like the marble pillars and beautiful flooring of the palace of Ahasuerus (Esth. 1:6).
“wood.” Wood has always been an important building material, and there was expensive wood like the cedar that Solomon used in the Temple, and regular wood from local trees that the average person used in building their house.
“hay, straw.” Hay and straw had a number of different uses when it came to building. Both were used in making bricks, and the fiber inside the bricks held the brick together (cf. Exod. 5:12-14). Also, people would put dirt and sod on their flat roofs to help keep them waterproof, and the grass in the dirt would help with that. Besides that, sometimes the roofs themselves were made of hay or straw that had been bundled tightly together, and grass huts and roofs still exist today. Hay is an important building material in many parts of the world because it is abundant and cheap.
1Co 3:13
“Day.” This refers to the Day of Judgment. Every builder has a “day of judgment.” For those who are hired to build a house, for example, the day of judgment is when the owner shows up to look at the finished product. At that time, the quality of the work will be evident, and the builder will be rewarded by being paid, or he will suffer loss by having to redo his work, or by not getting paid the money he was expecting.
God gives us our lifetime to build for Him. On the Day of Judgment, our work will be evident to all. If we have not built well upon the foundation of Christ, our work will be burned and we will enter the kingdom saved, but with no rewards.
There are questions about rewards or loss of rewards that God has not clearly answered in the Bible. For example, exactly how are the rewards we receive calculated? If a person does well for years and then turns away from God, do they lose all their rewards, or just those they could have earned after they turned away? It seems that the answer to that lies in how fully a person has served God, and how completely they turn away, and what they do after they turn away. For example, if they turn away and actually begin attacking God, Jesus, and the Church, and “mar” it, then “God will mar him” (1 Cor. 3:17), and they will get no rewards (1 Cor. 3:15).
But what if a person turns away from actively following God but only in the sense of becoming a non-supporter, not in the sense of attacking God or His people? The Bible makes it clear that we get rewarded for our work for the Lord, and do not get rewards when we do not work for the Lord. Beyond that, we know that on our Day of Judgment, God will be a righteous judge. Everyone turns away from God for a different reason. One person may turn away from the things of God because evil people who infiltrated the Church caused them great harm, so they blame God, while another person may turn away because they did not guard their heart and allowed the lusts of the flesh to become more attractive to them than the things of God. Only God knows the heart, and history is full of people who experienced terrible things in life but never turned from God (cf. Job). We can take comfort in the fact that God will judge rightly and righteously on the Day of Judgment.
No Christian should be trying to calculate what fleshly desires they can give in to, or to what degree they should seek God, balancing the pleasures of this life with rewards in the coming Kingdom of Christ. The commands are clear: we are to seek God first (Matt. 6:33), and love Him with ALL our heart (Matt. 22:37). We should all be trying to serve God as best as we can.
[For more on rewards in the Kingdom, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10, “good or evil.”]
“the fire itself will test each one’s work.” Each material in the list—gold, silver, costly stones, wood, hay, straw—can be destroyed in a building by a hot fire. The list is not saying that wood, for example, is a bad building material. In fact, in the ancient world wood was a very important building material just as it is today. If a person builds in a careful and godly way with what they have, they will receive a reward. But if a person builds in an ungodly way, even with gold and silver, they will suffer loss. It is the “Day,” i.e., the Day of Judgment, that will reveal the “kind” (quality) of the work.
1Co 3:14
“reward.” See commentary on 1 Corinthians 3:13: “Day.”
1Co 3:15
“he will suffer loss, but he himself will be saved.” To understand what 1 Corinthians 3:15 is saying we must understand that there are two different aspects to Christian salvation: the salvation itself, that is, having everlasting life, and also receiving rewards for the good and godly works the person has done. If a person does good works, they will be rewarded. But if a person becomes a Christian and then ignores God or defies Him, the “work” they have done will be burned and they will suffer loss, but they themselves will still be saved. Christian salvation is not achieved or maintained by doing good works, and it cannot be lost by not doing good works. Salvation is a one-time birth event and it occurs when a person acts according to Romans 10:9 and confesses and believes that Christ is their Lord and that God raised him from the dead. Once a person is saved, they cannot become “unsaved,” their salvation is guaranteed. However, having rewards in the future should be very important to every Christian, and defying or denying God, or marring the church (1 Cor. 3:17) can cost someone their rewards, which would be a terrible thing to have happen.
[For more information on salvation and the guarantee of everlasting life, see Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation.” For the difference between salvation and rewards in the Kingdom, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10, “good or evil.”]
1Co 3:16
“you together.” The word “you” is plural and refers to the whole Body of Christ, who together are the sanctuary of God (cf. Eph. 2:21). This verse is not saying that each individual person is the “sanctuary” of God. We are all holy, but it is together, as a Church, that we are God’s sanctuary. This fact is glossed over in most English translations.
“sanctuary.” There are two Greek words that get translated as “temple.” Here in 1 Cor. 3:16, the word translated as “sanctuary” (or “temple” in some English versions) is naos (#3485 ναός), which means the inner sanctuary of the Temple complex, the inner sanctuary of the temple proper, although it is occasionally used by association for the Temple building that houses the inner sanctuary. Then, by metonymy, the Greek word naos is used of the Body of Christ.[footnoteRef:2080] In contrast, the Greek word hieron (#2411 ἱερόν) refers to the Temple complex; the Temple building along with its porches, outer courts, and all associated outbuildings. Interestingly, the hieron is never used figuratively in the Bible, it is always literal. In this verse, the “sanctuary” of the Lord is the Body of Christ. [2080:  E. W. Bullinger; W. E. Vine.] 

It is hard to understand this verse without a mental picture of the Temple in the Old and New Testament times. We are used to our church buildings, which have just one building and then you are inside the church. Although the Old Testament and New Testament Temples differed somewhat, they were both a “Temple complex,” with walls and courtyards, and not just a building. In its simple Old Testament form, the “Temple” (hieron) was a walled enclosure with a courtyard inside the wall that had the altar of burnt offering, the laver for washing, tables for butchering animals, and much more. Then, in the courtyard was the “sanctuary” (naos), which was the actual dwelling place of God. It had a large, rectangular first room that had the menorah, table of the Bread of the Presence, and golden incense altar. Then it had a second square room that held the ark of the covenant. God said He dwelled in the second room, the “Holy of Holies.”
The Temple complex in New Testament times was much larger and more complex than in Old Testament times, and had an outer wall that surrounded a courtyard that Gentiles were allowed into; then an inner wall that surrounded the courtyard where Jewish women were allowed; then another more inner courtyard for Jewish men; and then the very inner courtyard for the priests, altar, laver, etc., and then finally the sanctuary building itself, with the first large room (the Holy Place) and the Holy of Holies.
When we understand the layout of the Temple, and the difference between the hieron (Temple complex) and the naos (the inner building itself; the sanctuary), we can see why the Church is called the “sanctuary” and not the “Temple.” God dwells in the Church, and it is equivalent to, and replacing, the physical naos, the “sanctuary.”
[For more information on the Church collectively being where God lives, see the commentary on Eph. 2:21.]
1Co 3:17
“mars...mar.” The Greek word translated “mar” is phtheirō (#5351 φθείρω). It has a number of meanings, including “ruin, corrupt, mar, bring into a worse state, spoil, destroy.” Examples of how phtheirō was used include: financial ruin; seducing and thus “ruining” a virgin; ruin or corrupt someone by false teaching or immoral behavior; ruin a contest by breaking the rules; and of ruining something by destroying it. Phtheirō is used in verses such as “Bad company corrupts good behavior” (1 Cor. 15:33) and “Put off your old self, which is being corrupted by its deceitful desires” (Eph. 4:22).
In this context, the Bible is speaking of Christians, who are guaranteed everlasting life, and because Christians are guaranteed everlasting life, “destroy” cannot be the correct meaning of phtheirō here, especially because 1 Cor. 3:15 has just told us that even if a person loses every reward he could have earned, he will still be saved and have everlasting life. We also know that phtheirō cannot mean “destroy” because in the context (1 Cor. 3:16), the “sanctuary” refers to the whole Church, not an individual (the word “you” in verse 16 is plural). No one can “destroy” the Church! In the context of 1 Corinthians 3, the word phtheirō is best understood as “to bring into a worse state” or “to mar.” The point of the verse is that if a Christian “brings the Church into a worse state,” that Christian will be “brought into a worse state” by the Lord at the Judgment. In other words, no one mars the Church without personal consequences. This verse is one of the many in the NT that contrasts salvation with rewards. A Christian who mars the Church will not lose their salvation, but they will lose rewards.
[For more information on salvation and the guarantee of everlasting life, see Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation.” For the difference between salvation and rewards, and rewards in the Kingdom, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10, “good or evil.”]
“sanctuary.” See commentary on 1 Corinthians 3:16.
1Co 3:18
“Let no one deceive himself.” The final six verses in 1 Corinthians 3 are the conclusion to the argument that Paul has been developing from 1 Cor. 1:18.[footnoteRef:2081] Paul’s conclusion is divided into two parts, one more confronting (1 Cor. 3:18-20) and one more encouraging (1 Cor. 3:21-23). Both sections of Paul’s conclusion begin with, “let no one.” [2081:  Cf. Gordon Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians [NICNT], 151.] 

Paul was powerful and honest when he confronted the Corinthians. “Let no one deceive himself.” The Corinthians were deeply divided, and sadly, the division was in part around who they would follow and believe, whether it was Peter, Apollos, or Paul. So Paul pointed out that what seemed to be “wisdom” to some of them (and the Greeks were fixated on wisdom) was actually foolishness. Those “wise people” needed to become fools in their own minds so they could be truly wise. All three men—Peter, Apollos, and Paul—were godly men, and God is not divided. The “wisdom” the Corinthians were manifesting in the church was ungodly foolishness.
After that confrontation, Paul then encouraged the church (1 Cor. 3:21-23). He told them not to boast about any human being, because “all” (“everything”) was theirs, that is, was for their blessing and benefit. The Corinthians did not need to argue and divide about who was the “right” or “real” leader; all of them, and more, including life itself and the things to come, were for their benefit.
“deceive.” The word is exapataō (#1818 ἐξαπατάω), “thoroughly deceive” (See commentary on 1 Tim. 2:14). We have translated the word simply “deceive” in order to avoid possible confusion. Otherwise, one might interpret the verse as saying, “Let no one thoroughly deceive himself,” implying that a little self-delusion is acceptable, but thorough self-delusion is not.
1Co 3:19
“He is the one catching the wise in their craftiness.” An amazing thing about this quotation from the Old Testament is that it contains a hidden twist. The original statement was made by Eliphaz, one of Job’s “friends” who turned against Job and was reproving him for supposedly not turning to God in his hour of need. Eliphaz was in fact accusing Job of being wise in his own eyes and crafty before God, and warning Job that God would catch him in his own craftiness. But we know from reading Job that it was actually Eliphaz who was wrong (Job 42:7); Eliphaz was the “wise man” who was caught in his craftiness. So what Eliphaz said was true: God catches the “wise” in their craftiness, but Eliphaz did not know that in that particular case he himself was the wise man who got caught.
1Co 3:20
“the wise.” This refers in context to the worldly-wise, unsaved but supposedly wise people. Jeremiah 8:9 says, “The wise men will be put to shame...they have rejected the word of Yahweh, so what kind of wisdom is in them?
“worthless.” The “reasoning” itself may have a point, but since the person is unsaved the reasoning is “worthless” (and “pointless”) in the scheme of things; they will have no lasting impact. See commentary on Psalm 94:11, where the quotation comes from.
1Co 3:21
“So, let no one boast about human beings.” This phrase starts the final part of the conclusion of the argument, which conclusion started with 1 Corinthians 3:18, “Let no one deceive himself” (see commentary on 1 Cor. 3:18). The Corinthians had been divided over which “leader” they followed, and were even boasting about it. But that is ungodly, unwise, and divisive, and Paul knew that kind of thing had to end.
“For everything is yours.” 1 Corinthians 3:21 is the beginning of the second conclusion to Paul’s argument that started in chapter 1 (see commentary on 1 Cor. 3:18). 1 Corinthians 3:21-23 is an exhortation and encouragement to see things as they really are from God’s point of view, that everything is for the benefit of the believers. The “everything” in 1 Corinthians 3:21-22 is qualified by the figure of speech epanadiplosis (encircling), because the list that follows starts with “everything is yours” (1 Cor. 3:21), and ends with “everything is yours” (1 Cor. 3:22). When a phrase with “all” or “everything” encircles a list, the “everything” includes what is in the list, not “everything” there is in the universe. We are very used to this kind of communication using “all” or “everything,” even when it does not use the formal form of epanadiplosis. For example, if you have a new bag of cookies and go to open it and have some, but find that someone else in the house has eaten the whole bag, you might exclaim, “You ate all the cookies!” It is well understood you do not mean all the cookies in the world, but all the cookies reasonably being discussed. The Bible uses the same language, and sometimes formalizes it by the figure of speech epanadiplosis.[footnoteRef:2082] [2082:  See E. W. Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 245, “epanadiplosis.”] 

In this case, the list is “Paul, Apollos, Cephas, the world, life, death, things present, and things to come,” and the point God was making was that the Corinthians were allowing themselves to be divided over things such as which leader was the right or best one. At this point, God could have kept the argument to just the leaders, but the Corinthians were being small-minded about what God had provided for them, so He expanded the list to include more than the leaders. Christ died for the Church and God has given all the leaders, and this life, and the future, to benefit the believer, and that is the essential meaning of “everything is yours.” It is not that the believer “owns” everything, but God gave all those things to the believer so they could benefit from them, and the Corinthians, and all believers everywhere, need to realize that.
1Co 3:22
“Paul, or Apollos, or Cephas.” Note that Paul leaves “Christ” out of the list of leaders even though some of the Corinthians said they followed him (1 Cor. 1:12). But putting Christ as just one of the human leaders that the Corinthians argued over would be out of place here. It was well recognized that Christ was the head of the Church, and Paul will introduce him in the next verse.
“everything is yours.” That is, everything is for your benefit (see commentary on 1 Cor. 3:21).
1Co 3:23
“you belong to Christ.” The believer belongs to Christ. He paid for believers with his blood and believers made him “Lord” when they got born again (cf. Rom. 10:9).
“Christ belongs to God.” As the Son of God, Jesus is not co-equal with the Father. God is the Father and creator of Jesus Christ.
[For more on Christ belonging to God, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.”]
 
1 Corinthians Chapter 4
1Co 4:1
“stewards.” The Greek is oikonomos (#3623 οἰκονόμος), and means, “The manager of a household or of household affairs; especially a steward, manager, superintendent (whether free-born or, as was usually the case, a freedman or slave) to whom the head of the house or proprietor has entrusted the management of his affairs.”[footnoteRef:2083] In our case, we are oikonomoi, stewards or “house managers,” entrusted by Jesus Christ with the affairs of the oikonomia, the “Administration” of the Sacred Secret. [2083:  Thayer’s Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “οἰκονόμος.”] 

“sacred secret.” We translate the Greek word mustērion (#3466 μυστήριον) as “sacred secret” because that is what mustērion actually refers to: a secret in the religious or sacred realm.
[For more information on the “Sacred Secret” and the Administration of Grace, see commentary on Eph. 3:9.]
1Co 4:3
“man’s day.” Versus The Lord’s Day, when the judgment will be right, just, and final.
1Co 4:4
“I am not aware of anything against myself.” “Not a statement of fact, but a hypothesis to show the unreliability of mere complacent self-satisfaction. Note the use of sunoida (second perfect active indicative with dative (disadvantage) of the reflexive pronoun) for guilty knowledge against oneself (cf. Acts 5:2; 12:12; 14:6)… Failure to be conscious of one’s own sins does not mean that one is innocent.”[footnoteRef:2084] [2084:  Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, 4:103.] 

“declared righteous.” Being declared righteous by God is a judicial decision. It does not mean that we do not sin or that our sin does not matter; it does matter. See commentary on Romans 3:20.
1Co 4:6
“brothers and sisters.” The Greek word for “brothers” often includes men and women.
[For more on brothers and sisters, see Word Study: “Adelphos.” For more on women’s involvement in the early church, see Appendix 11: “The Role of Women in the Church.”]
“puffed up” is the literal meaning of phusioō (#5448 φυσιόω), which is “a later substitute for φυσάω; it is largely limited to Christian literature…lit. ‘blow up, inflate’ from φῦσα [phusa] (orig. ‘pair of bellows’, then var. ‘wind, blast’, etc.). Thus, figuratively, to cause to have an exaggerated self-conception, puff up, make proud. The Passive in an active sense, become puffed up or conceited, put on airs.”[footnoteRef:2085] Be arrogant. Six out of its seven usages in the NT are in 1 Corinthians. After saying that some are puffed up (1 Cor. 4:18; 5:2), Paul notes that love is “not puffed up” (1 Cor. 13:4). [2085:  BDAG, s.v. “φυσιόω.”] 

1Co 4:9
“as men doomed to death.” Paul is drawing this analogy from the Roman Triumph, which was a parade that followed certain military victories that was followed by gladiator fights or by the losers being killed by wild animals in the arena. Paul uses the Triumph analogy in several places (see commentary on 2 Cor. 2:14). In the Triumph parade, the men who lost the war and who were taken prisoner were paraded through the streets of Rome, and then at some time after the parade were usually condemned to death in the arena. What is ironic in this verse is that Paul portrays himself as one of the losers: last in the parade, a spectacle to the jeering crowds who lined the streets and filled the seats of the arena, and “doomed to death.” Of course, this is ironic. Paul did not think of himself as a loser but as “more than a conqueror” in Christ (Rom. 8:37). But the ironic point he was making in 1 Cor. 4:7-14 by portraying himself as one of the losers was designed to warn the Corinthians (v. 14). At that time, the believers in Corinth were not treating Paul as their teacher and leader in spite of the fact that he himself had started the church in Corinth. Thus he admonished them, “be imitators of me” (1 Cor. 4:16).
This section of 1 Corinthians shows us that how we think and behave as Christians really does matter to God. It is becoming more common in Christianity today to believe that “whatever anyone does that they are at peace with is fine with God and with me.” That is not true. God wants His children to know the truth and live it, and there will be a Day of Judgment for Christians, not to determine who is saved and who is not, but to determine what rewards or lack of them each person will have in the coming Kingdom of Christ on earth. Paul knew this and worked to correct the thoughts and actions of the Corinthians whom he had fathered in the Word, and we Christians are to lovingly help each other think and live the way God wants us to as is set forth in Scripture.
[For more on the coming Kingdom of Christ, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on rewards for godly behavior, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10, “good or evil.”]
1Co 4:15
“though you have 10,000 guides.” This verse would have had more impact in ancient Corinth than it does today. The children of the wealthy were escorted to school by a “pedagogue,” a person who oversaw their safety, which is why some translations have “guardian” here, while we have “guide” (because eventually the pedagogue did more than just escort and protect, they did some guiding of the child). However, a child from a wealthy family would have many pedagogues, but still, only one father in the family. Paul is making that point, that any Christian will have many guides in their life, but he was their spiritual father, he founded the church at Corinth.
1Co 4:17
“For this reason I sent Timothy to you.” Timothy was in Ephesus with Paul, but with all that was going on in the church at Corinth, Paul thought it best to send Timothy to them. However, Timothy, who was accompanied by Erastus, the treasurer of Corinth, went to Corinth through Macedonia, apparently to strengthen the disciples there before going to Corinth (Acts 19:22). It was because Timothy was going to Corinth via Macedonia that Paul expected his Epistle, 1 Corinthians, to reach Corinth before Timothy did (1 Cor. 16:10).
“in the Lord.” See Word Study: “In the Lord.”
1Co 4:21
“a spirit of meekness.” That is, with a meek and humble attitude. One of the meanings of spirit was the attitudes and emotions of the mind.
[For more on the uses of “spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
 
1 Corinthians Chapter 5
1Co 5:1
“there is sexual immorality among you.” The Torah (the five books of Moses) forbade a man from having his father’s wife (Lev. 18:8; 20:11; Deut. 22:30), and people who were closely related were not to have sex with each other (Lev. 18:15; 20:12, 14, 20). Sexual holiness is very important to God, and requires great restraint and diligence on the part of people, because humans have such strong sexual urges. People who love God make the effort to obey Him and fulfill His requirements. Although it was permissible in the Old Testament for a man to have more than one wife, for Christians today God has brought sexual fulfillment back to His original design: inside a marriage between a man and a woman. Scripture says that each man is to have his own wife and each woman her own husband (1 Cor. 7:2). That means that God designed marriage to be between one man and one woman.
1Co 5:2
“Let him who has done this deed be removed.” The Greek verb translated as “removed” is in the imperative mood, and so the verse can be translated like it is in the REV, or it can be translated: “The one who has done this thing must be removed.” In this context, and in light of 1 Cor. 5:5, it seemed that Paul would have used a softer tone and directed the Corinthians on what to do, rather than commanding them what to do, hence the transition in the REV. Paul says this again, more harshly, in 1 Corinthians 5:13, but that is after he has made his point as to why this sexually immoral person needs to be excluded from the church.
This type of church discipline, excluding a person from church membership, is not common today, but was very important to the early church. The developing church faced many trials, and it was important to them that the congregation be obedient to God. Certainly there were differences in doctrine among the believers, in part because the entire New Testament had not been written, and in part because people didn't even have all the books that were written, and in part because people then, like people today, don't believe what the text actually says. However, there is a big practical difference between differing about doctrine and willfully disobeying what the entire congregation knows to be the will of God. Especially during times of great persecution, it can greatly weaken the will of some people to stay faithful if there are people in the congregation who are willfully unfaithful, and even flaunting that fact. Church membership, especially in the early church when believers lived close to one another and helped one another greatly, was a privilege. Excluding a person from membership in the congregation not only protected the church, it gave the sinner the opportunity to realize the tremendous privilege it was to be part of a close-knit and loving congregation, and so to repent and rejoin the church congregation.
1Co 5:3
“present in spirit.” This use of “spirit” here in 1 Corinthians 5:3 refers to a person’s mental and emotional life. Paul used this same meaning of “spirit” in other places (e.g., 2 Cor. 2:13). There is no need to, and no precedent for, making this use of “spirit” into something other than Paul’s thoughts and emotions. There is no “mystical connection” between Paul and the Corinthian believers such that Paul was actually among them in some incorporeal way, as in, say, astral projection or some other kind of incorporeal presence.
Paul had trained the Corinthian believers in the Word, and now that he was not with them it was upon them to make the righteous but difficult judgment about what to do with a person who was having sex with his father’s wife. When Paul says he has already judged the guilty person, he is reminding the Corinthian believers how he obeyed God and stood against sin even when it was difficult.
R. C. H. Lenski writes about Paul’s use of “spirit” in this context and says: “The separation is only physical, ‘as to the body’; Paul is, nevertheless, present in Corinth, namely ‘as to the spirit’ (datives of relation). We need not puzzle our heads about this type of presence, for we still say: ‘I am with you in spirit,’ when in some important matter mind and heart are united with distant friends.”[footnoteRef:2086] [2086:  Lenski, St. Paul’s First and Second Epistles to the Corinthians, 209.] 

1 Corinthians 5:4 uses “spirit” in the same way: Paul’s thoughts and emotions, which he constantly demonstrated to the believers at Corinth when he was with them. Paul’s example had already shown the church how to deal with flagrant sinners, and his example is still among them. Simon Kistemaker writes how Paul is assembled among the believers at Corinth: “He [Paul] admits that geographical distance separates him from the recipients of his letter, but this does not mean that his written words can be taken lightly. On the contrary, he is with the church in spirit, and in that sense he is giving personal leadership. In spirit he takes the gavel in hand, so to speak, and chairs the meeting of the local church. He knows that he and the Corinthians have to remove the blemish from the congregation. He does this through prayer on behalf of the Corinthians and through his Epistle.”[footnoteRef:2087] [2087:  Kistemaker, New Testament Commentary: 1 Corinthians.] 

[For more information on the uses of pneuma, “spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
1Co 5:4
“and my spirit.” In this case, Paul’s “spirit” is an aspect of his personality. Ellingworth and Hatton write: “‘Spirit’ does not refer to the Holy Spirit or to a spiritual entity or separate personality in Paul’s body, but refers to Paul’s mind or thoughts. In most languages it will be helpful to render ‘I am present in spirit’ as ‘I am present with you in my thoughts.’”[footnoteRef:2088] C. K. Barrett writes, “‘spirit’ is in this context an aspect of Paul’s personality.”[footnoteRef:2089] The grammar helps us because the “my” is emphatic in Greek. This is not God’s gift of holy spirit, this is Paul’s spirit, an aspect of his personality, an aspect of Paul. Paul is saying in a slightly different way what he had just said in 1 Corinthians 5:3, that he was present in spirit; that is, in his thoughts and emotions. [2088:  Paul Ellingworth and Howard A. Hatton, A Handbook on Paul’s First Letter to the Corinthians, UBS Handbook Series.]  [2089:  C. K. Barrett, The First Epistle to the Corinthians [BNTC], 124.] 

The Corinthian church was dealing with a sinful person without their founder and mentor, Paul, being present with them. But Paul assured them he was with them in his thoughts, and more than that, in saying that “my spirit” was present, he knew they remembered how he thought and the principles he lived by, and thus his influence would be greatly felt in the Church.
What Paul was saying is not well understood by commentators, and there are many different opinions about what Paul is saying, including such things as his spirit somehow being present in some transcendent way, a non-physical presence; or his spirit being the Holy Spirit and being present as the power of Jesus Christ. However, there is no need to be mystical about this. It is well understood that a person’s “spirit” can be a part of them and refer to their thoughts, attitudes, and emotions, and for Paul to say that his spirit was with the Corinthians as they worked through a very tough situation would be perfectly normal and understood.
[For more information on the uses of pneuma, “spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
1Co 5:5
“to hand over such a one to the Adversary.” To hand over (some versions have “deliver”) to the Adversary means to put out of the Church (see commentary on 1 Tim. 1:20).
“the Adversary.” The Greek word for Adversary is Satanas (#4567 Σατανᾶς), which has been transliterated as “Satan” in most versions. This causes the meaning of the word, which is important, to be lost. For more information on it, see commentary on Mark 1:13.
[For more information on the names of the Devil, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
“destruction of the flesh.” The Greek word translated “destruction” is olethros (#3639 ὄλεθρος), which occurs four times in the New Testament (1 Cor. 5:5; 1 Thess. 5:3; 2 Thess. 1:9; and 1 Tim. 6:9). The word means desolation or destruction, though literal annihilation is not always intended. The English word destruction is a good translation, except that it can be then confused in English with the stronger word apōleia (#684 ἀπώλεια), which denotes a more irrevocable and harsh destruction than olethros.
“Flesh” is the figure of speech metonymy[footnoteRef:2090] for “the desires of the flesh,” or the carnal nature. That use of “flesh” is very common in the writings of Paul (cf. Rom. 8:8; 2 Cor. 10:2; Gal. 5:13, 19; Eph. 2:3; Phil. 1:22; Col. 2:23). The person is excommunicated from the Church and put out into the world, where he is unloved, and (hopefully) his fleshly desires will come to an end (be destroyed) as he comes to realize the value of Christian fellowship. Thus his “spirit” (his attitude toward God and thus his rewards), “may” (the subjunctive expresses the possibility) be saved when Christ returns. The word “saved” is in the subjunctive mood, expressing the possibility that putting someone out of the church “may” bring him to repentance, but there are people who leave the Church and never repent, but become very worldly. God, however, opts for the greater possibility and expresses His desire for the person. Instead of kicking him out and saying he “may” stay worldly, He says that he “may” yet regain his Christian attitude and rewards. [2090:  See Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 538, “metonymy.”] 

The Roman world was very harsh and cruel, which made the commands to Christians to be especially kind one to another, loving, and hospitable stand out even more strongly in Roman times than they do today. Christian fellowship with like-minded loving believers was a safe harbor and a blessed place to be in contrast to the Roman world, which could “destroy” the “flesh”—the fleshly worldly mind—fairly quickly. Paul speaks of the many dangers he faced as he traveled in the Roman world (2 Cor. 11:26) and how he was often tired, hungry, thirsty, poorly clothed, cold, and treated badly (1 Cor. 4:11-13; 2 Cor. 11:27), and he had loving Christians to support him. A person who got ejected from Christian fellowship and thus had no loving support could have his fleshly attitude “destroyed” by the world quite quickly and repent and return to the church so that his mental state—his attitudes, thoughts, and emotions—are restored. The “destruction” of the flesh does not refer to destruction in the sense of the person’s death, although many commentators think that is its meaning. A person’s death does not result in his “spirit” being saved. When a person’s flesh is “destroyed” and he could be weak, sick, hungry, and uncared for, that state of want and need can cause a person to rethink life, repent, and attempt to return to better circumstances, in this case, back into the church and Christian belief.
“so that his spirit may be saved in the Day of the Lord Jesus.” The word “spirit” (Greek: pneuma) has many different uses in the New Testament, and here in this phrase, it refers to a person’s mental state: the thoughts and emotions. In this verse, it means that a person’s mental state may be made whole, and thus be that way in the Day of the Lord. The phrase here in 1 Corinthians 5:5, “so that his spirit may be saved in the Day of the Lord Jesus” has engendered much discussion. However, the word “spirit” had already been used twice in the immediately preceding verses (1 Cor. 5:3-4), and there is no demanding reason that the meaning of “spirit” should suddenly change here; in fact, the same use of spirit—the activities of the mind such as thoughts, attitudes, and emotions—fits as well in 1 Corinthians 5:5 as it does in 1 Corinthians 5:3-4.
The word “saved” is the Greek word sōzō (#4982 σῴζω), and it has many meanings, including to rescue from danger or destruction, to keep safe, to heal, to make whole, and to save from everlasting destruction. In this case, the evidence is that sōzō has the meaning of “to heal, to be made whole.” There are a number of reasons to come to that conclusion. One is, as has been pointed out, that in the immediate context the word “spirit” refers to the activities of the mind—one’s attitude, thoughts, and emotions—and those things are not “saved” in the sense of being given everlasting life. One’s godly mental state can be restored, healed, or made whole, but it is the person who receives everlasting life, not a person’s mental state. Also, we can see why the Bible would use “spirit” here, referring to the thoughts and emotions. The context is a man whose thinking was so unsound that he was having sex with his father’s wife. But that kind of sinful behavior based on unsound “thoughts and emotions” (the person’s “spirit”) is one of the things that was promised to be healed at the Rapture and resurrections (Isa. 32:4).
Also, although a common explanation of 1 Corinthians 5:5 is that it is the “human spirit” of a person that is “saved” (granted everlasting life), that is not what the Bible teaches. It teaches that the “person” is granted everlasting life, not any “human spirit” people may or may not have. Many verses speak of “people” being saved, and many different phrases are used to describe that fact. In contrast, there are no verses that undisputably teach that a part of a person can be saved but somehow not the other parts saved in the same way. Furthermore, at the Rapture, Christians will not have the kind of body we have now but a totally new and “complete” body like Christ’s glorious body (Phil. 3:21), we will not be partly saved or partly changed.
Another thing we should take into account is that “the Day of the Lord Jesus” may not just refer to the Day of Judgment but in fact refer to the time when the Lord rules the earth. Simon Kistemaker points out: “Also, the phrase Day of the Lord can refer to more than the end of time when the judgment will take place. It can also mean a unique period during which God’s people rejoice in the Lord. The Old Testament prophets understood the phrase to mean a time in which God claimed victory over the world and his people triumph with him.”[footnoteRef:2091] [2091:  Kistemaker, New Testament Commentary: 1 Corinthians.] 

So the lesson of 1 Corinthians 5:5 is that if there is an egregious sinner in the Church, rather than letting the arrogant ungodly attitude of that person affect the whole Church, put the person out of the fellowship in the hope that his “flesh,” his sinful behavior and thoughts, will be destroyed and that his “spirit,” his attitude and emotions will thus be whole in the Day of the Lord Jesus.
[For more on the use of the word “spirit” referring to the activities of the mind, including one’s attitude and emotions, see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’” For more on rewards in the future kingdom of Christ on earth, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10, “good or evil.” Also see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
1Co 5:6
“whole lump.” This refers to the “whole lump” of dough that is baked into bread. A little leaven, or yeast, works through the whole batch of dough, and leavens the whole batch. The leaven, the yeast, is what causes the whole loaf to rise and become more tasty.
The point Paul is making is that if you let sin go unchecked in your meetings, it will grow and become entrenched and eventually affect the entire group. Hebrews 12:15 warns of the same kind of thing, and alerts us to look out for any “root of bitterness,” a bitter person in the congregation, whose bitterness and discontent spreads until many are defiled.
1Co 5:9
“associate” in the more formal sense of the word, to be in association, close company, with, or to mix together.
“sexually immoral people.” The noun is masculine, and men are indicated by the context.
1Co 5:10
“not at all meaning with the sexually immoral people of this world.” What Paul is saying here is that we are not to associate with sexually immoral people in the church. In the world, both in the time of Paul and today, it is almost impossible to live without associating with sexually immoral people, because the world doesn't necessarily consider things that the Bible calls sexually immoral to be a terrible sin. In fact, Christians are to intermingle with the people of the world so that they can see by our love and good example that getting saved and being a Christian is actually good and beneficial. So we want the church to be morally pure, but we intermingle with sinners in the world in order to win them to Christ.
1Co 5:11
“named as a brother or sister.” That is, one who is claiming to be a Christian. The Greek word adelphos (typically translated “brother”) is often not gender exclusive, in other words, it often refers to both genders.
[See Word Study: “Adelphos.”]
“not to eat.” This seems very harsh, and to understand it we must take it in the context of biblical custom and culture; not our modern culture. In the biblical world, people were very careful about who they ate with. Sharing a meal, which almost always had salt in it, was a way of taking the salt covenant together and meant a pledge of friendship and support. That is not at all the case today. When we eat with perfect strangers and know nothing about them, our meals do not come with implied friendship and salt covenant commitments. Paul is not saying not to be kind to Christians who persist in living in sin, but he is saying not to become friends with them.
[For more on the salt covenant people took when they ate together, see commentary on 2 Chron. 13:5.]
1Co 5:12
“For what have I to do with judging those who are outside the church?” Christians should pay close attention to Paul’s words here. Far too often Christians look down upon nonbelievers and have contempt for them. There is no evidence that Christ lived that way, and we are not supposed to either. We love and bless those who are outside the church and do our best to win them to Christ.
1Co 5:13
“Remove the wicked person from among yourselves!” Paul had said this earlier (1 Cor. 5:2). Now, after explaining why this sexually immoral person had to be removed from the church, he makes the statement again in a very direct manner.
It does seem that this man was excommunicated from the church, and then repented. It seems that Paul is advising the church to now forgive him and bring him back into fellowship (2 Cor. 2:5-8).
 
1 Corinthians Chapter 6
1Co 6:2
“judge and administer.” The Greek word is krinō (#2919 κρίνω), and it means “to make a selection; to pass judgment on; to judge; to condemn.” Here it is used in the active voice, meaning that it is not a one-time judgment, but rather an ongoing process of judgment, or what we would call ruling or administering, because administering is made up of a series of individual judgments. The Amplified Bible says that believers will one day “judge and govern” the world, and that is the sense of the word.
The Bible tells us that when Jesus comes down from heaven, he will set up his kingdom on earth. Christians who have been faithful will help rule that future earth (Matt. 19:28; 2 Tim. 2:12; Rev. 2:26; see commentary on Jer. 23:4). The same word, krinō in the active voice, is used in 1 Cor. 6:3 of angels, letting us know that we will also judge and administer angels.
The word “judge” when used of the world and angels not only refers to administering the world to come, but also refers to the Day of Judgment, at which point the righteousness of the saints will “judge” or condemn those who have ignored or stood against God and the things of God.
[For more on the Kingdom of Christ on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
1Co 6:4
“have no standing.” From exoutheneō (#1848 ἐξουθενέω). See commentary on 1 Thessalonians 5:20. This word is usually translated elsewhere as “treat with contempt.”
1Co 6:7
“loss.” See Lenski.[footnoteRef:2092] [2092:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. Paul’s First and Second Epistles to the Corinthians, 244.] 

1Co 6:9
“unrighteous.” 1 Corinthians 6:9-10 probably refers to people who are not saved (and are acting out their unrighteousness by flagrant sin). This is why 1 Corinthians 6:11 says that “some” of “you” were like the unrighteous people in this list. We know from reading both First and Second Corinthians that the church in Corinth still had lots of sinners. But the Corinthians were washed, sanctified, and justified, in other words, saved. The unrighteous people referred to here, who act out their unrighteousness with evil works, are not saved. Someone might ask, “If this section is to the unrighteous (unsaved) why does it bother to list the sins, since no unsaved person will “inherit the kingdom” (be saved) anyway.” Actually, in some cases, an “unrighteous” person—someone who is not born again—will be granted everlasting life at the Second Resurrection. At that resurrection, people will be judged by their works, but they will not be saved if their works are flagrantly unrighteous.
It is possible, but less likely, that the verses in this section are referring to Christians who are participating in flagrant sin. In this case, the word “inherit” refers to rewards, not salvation. The Christian’s salvation is secure, and that is stated clearly and in many different ways. Despite the fact that our salvation is secure, our rewards are not. It is possible for a Christian to enter Paradise “naked” (1 Cor. 3:12-15) and ashamed (1 John 2:28; Mark 8:38). The Christian who practices flagrant sin has everlasting life but will have no “inheritance” on the New Earth in the Millennial Kingdom. We must remember that the word “inherit” can refer either to everlasting life (cf. 1 Cor. 15:50) or to the inheritance as a reward in Paradise (Col. 3:24). The context will reveal which of the two meanings applies. There will be Christians who will enter into Paradise but not “inherit” it—they will have no reward. This will be terrible for those who experience it—and is a major reason why “the Hope” is called the anchor of our souls (Heb. 6:19). This list of ungodly behaviors is not exhaustive but representative (cf. Lenski).[footnoteRef:2093] Nevertheless, it is complete enough that Christians are to clearly understand that a Christian cannot live in opposition to God’s will and expect His blessings. [2093:  Cf. Lenski, St. Paul’s First and Second Epistles to the Corinthians, 248.] 

[See Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation.”]
“sexually immoral.” The Greek is pornos (#4205 πόρνος), which is a masculine noun and technically refers to a man who is sexually immoral or a male prostitute. However, the masculine form was used in a broad sense that included sexually immoral women. A female prostitute or a sexually immoral woman was a pornē (#4204 πόρνη), but whereas the masculine form was used to include women, the feminine form was not generally used to include men. In early Greek, pornos and pornē referred much more specifically to prostitutes and prostitution. Greek (and Roman) morals were much looser than Christian morals. For example, in both Greece and Rome, slaves were the sexual property of whoever owned them, and a slave owner having sex with a slave was not only overlooked but pretty much expected. By the time of Christ, and especially in the Christian world, the words, and the neuter noun porneia, were not just used of prostitution but of sexual immorality in general.
“idolaters.” The Greek is eidōlolatrēs (#1496 εἰδωλολάτρης) and it means “image worshiper” or “idolater.” The primary meaning is a Christian who worships images. However, over time it was broadened to include other things that were considered idols. The first of the Ten Commandments is to not have any other gods besides the one true God. Anyone who gets “spiritual power,” “spiritual advice,” or “just worships” another god or thing is an idolater. Christians need to be very careful who they pray to for help and what they look to for spiritual help such as “lucky” items that supposedly exert an invisible influence. God is offended by them. Also, something that is usually overlooked in modern idolatry is that ancient idolatry often had some kind of sexual immorality as part of the worship.
“adulterers.” The Greek word is moichos (#3432 μοιχός ), and it refers to someone who is married but having sexual intercourse with someone other than his or her spouse. In the Old Testament, and in both the secular Greek and Roman world, the definition of adultery was different. In the Old Testament, “adultery” properly referred to a married or betrothed woman having sexual intercourse with someone other than her husband. The Greek, Roman, and Hebrew concept of adultery was substantially the same, the infidelity of the husband did not constitute adultery. The New Testament specifically commands that each man and woman is to have his or her “own” spouse, and thus the New Testament definition of adultery is narrower than the Old Testament definition, including any married person having intercourse with someone other than his or her spouse. The world and its evil forces want to discount the evil in adultery, so it is called “an affair,” cheating” or “indiscretion,” as if it were no big deal. But it is a big deal, and God has always firmly commanded that people do not commit adultery. Verses forbidding it are in the Old Testament (Exod. 20:14, etc.), the Gospels (Mark 10:19, etc.), and in the Church Epistles (Rom. 13:9, etc.).
“passive homosexual partners.” The Greek is malakos (#3120 μαλακός), and it literally means “soft” or “soft to the touch.” Although it had other uses such as “soft clothing,” it was the standard word in the Greek language for the “passive” one in the homosexual relation. In the Greco-Roman world, the “passive” partner was often a youth, and so, for example, the New American Bible says “boy prostitutes,” but malakos is general enough to refer to the passive person in the relationship. The masculine form of the Greek is used, but as it is used in this context it would also refer to the passive partner in a lesbian relationship.
“homosexuals.” The Greek is arsenokoitēs (#733 ἀρσενοκοίτης), which is from arsen, “male,” and koite, “bed,” and describes a man who “beds” another man, i.e., a homosexual. Although arsenokoitēs is sometimes used in a wide sense referring to all homosexuality, it also had a narrower sense, referring to the one who took the dominant or “male” role in the homosexual relation. Because 1 Corinthians 6:9 also specifically refers to the malakos, the use of arsenokoitēs in this verse refers to the dominant homosexual.
God created the human race with two sexes, male and female (Gen. 5:2), and designed them to be together and to have families, and the family was designed to be the stable center of God’s human society. The “natural use” sexually of the man is with a woman and vice versa (Rom. 1:26). As this list in 1 Corinthians shows (and it is quite limited), godly human sexual behavior has been under attack since Genesis. The list in 1 Corinthians 6 starts with “sexual immorality,” which is a very broad category and covers many sexual behaviors that are sinful, and then the list gives a few specific sins under the broad category of sexual immorality, including adultery and homosexual behavior. Homosexual and lesbian relationships are sinful in the eyes of God, as are adultery and other acts that defy, ignore, or destroy the centrality of the God-designed human family. (Other verses that mention homosexuality are Lev. 18:22 and 20:13, and Rom. 1:24-27).
1Co 6:10
“verbally abusive.” The Greek word translated as “verbally abusive” here in 1 Corinthians 6:10 is loidoros (#3060 λοίδορος), and it means “one who intentionally abuses another with speech; reviler, slanderer, abusive person.”[footnoteRef:2094] The word only occurs here and in 1 Corinthians 5:11 of a person who is verbally abusive, although other forms of the word that occur in the New Testament are loidoreō (the verb) and loidoria (the feminine noun for verbal abuse or insults). [2094:  Friberg, Analytical Lexicon, s.v. “λοίδορος”; cf. BDAG, s.v. “λοίδορος.”] 

Christians must be especially careful not to be verbally abusive because it is a serious sin and our modern culture abounds with it and influences us. For example, on social media and in email, people say all kinds of horrible, and often untrue, things about each other. But God and Jesus do not care about our modern culture. The ancient cultures were verbally abusive too (thus the existence of the word in ancient Greek), and believers were not to get involved with it. As we see here in 1 Corinthians 6:10, making a practice of being verbally abusive can cost a believer rewards in the coming Kingdom of Christ.
That believers are not to be verbally abusive, and that it is a serious sin, is not new. Jesus sternly warned his followers about being verbally abusive and making verbal judgments about others, for example, not to call others “You no-good” (“Fool” in many versions—Matt. 5:22), which is a somewhat poor modern translation of what in the Aramaic and biblical culture had the deeper meaning of a godless person who rebelled against God.
The proper Christian response to being verbally abused is to bless the person (1 Cor. 4:12) and ignore the attack and move on (1 Pet. 2:23). We should imitate the behavior Jesus exemplified when he was on trial (Matt. 26:63; John 18:23). Christians are to work diligently to have pure, kind hearts, and to speak words of blessing. We can be honest with one another, but we are to do that honestly and kindly, and always ask ourselves if what we want to say needs to be said at all.
Jesus taught us that out of the abundance of the heart, the mouth speaks (Matt. 12:34; 15:18). If a person finds it hard (or impossible) to not revile others when hurt or insulted, that is a sign that the person needs to have their heart healed. There is no excuse for living with an unforgiving, bitter heart that causes the mouth to sin. Healing the heart and forgiving ourselves and others may not be easy, but it is part of the work that believers must do to live godly lives.
1Co 6:11
“declared righteous.” Being declared righteous by God is a judicial decision. It does not mean that we do not sin or that our sin does not matter; it does matter. See commentary on Romans 3:20.
“in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ.” This phrase means, in essence, “by the authority of Jesus Christ.” It is a cultural phrase that refers to the authority a person has due to his relationship with the one being named, who in this case is Jesus Christ. In Christian culture, “the name of Jesus Christ” gave the user authority, just as using the name of any other ruler or great person would give the one who used it authority.
[For more on the name of Jesus Christ, see commentary on Acts 3:6.]
1Co 6:16
“joined.” The Greek word is kollaō and means “joined.” A closely related term, proskollaō, occurs in the Gospels and Ephesians 5:31, and means “to be glued.” Ann Nyland notes that proskollaō means “glued,” but alone, without the prefix pros, kollaō means “joined.”[footnoteRef:2095] [2095:  Nyland, The Source New Testament, 315n4.] 

1Co 6:18
“outside the body.” There has been much discussion about why sexual immorality is considered a sin “against his own body,” while other sins are “outside the body.” Questions arise about why sins like getting drunk or taking illicit drugs are called sins “outside the body” when they go “inside” our body and affect it from the inside out. To understand the verse and Paul’s argument here, we must read it in light of the scope of the whole Scripture.
Almost all sin affects the “inside” of us in one way or another. Sin can make us feel guilty, unworthy, depressed, angry, etc., and can result in us acting out in very harmful ways. So the verse is not saying that sexual sin is the only sin that is “against our body” in the sense that it harms us; all sin harms us in some way, including mentally, emotionally, or physically.
The key to understanding what Paul is saying here is to pick up the flow of his argument especially starting in 1 Corinthians 6:15, where Paul says that we are “members of Christ” and we should not “take away” the members of Christ and make them members of a prostitute. That verse should grab our attention because when a Christian sins, including sexual sin, he does not lose his salvation.
When an unsaved person gets saved, he enters into a spiritual union with Christ (this is often expressed as being “in Christ,” see commentary on Eph. 1:3). The saved person becomes a “member” of Christ, a member of the Body of Christ (Rom. 12:5; 1 Cor. 12:18, 27; Eph. 5:30), and sinning does not remove, “take away,” or amputate, a member of the Body of Christ from the Body. But 1 Corinthians 6:15 says that sexual sin “takes away” a member of Christ and makes him a “member” of a prostitute. This tells us that there is something special and spiritual happening when a person has illicit sexual intercourse that is in conflict with being a member of the Body of Christ.
The act of sexual intercourse is a union of both flesh and spirit that cannot be seen or tested in a laboratory. The act of sexual intercourse causes a profound spiritual and physical change and joining that is bound up in the very sexual nature of mankind, but about which mankind knows very little. That change and joining is referred to by God as being “glued” together (Matt. 19:5; Mark 10:7; Eph. 5:31; see commentary on Matt. 19:5). Paul uses that same kind of vocabulary here (but not the exact word, “glued”), pointing out that a person who is “joined” to a prostitute (which would include other sexual immorality such as adultery) is “one body,” and “one flesh” (1 Cor. 6:16). He then immediately points out that because we are “joined” to the Lord we are “one spirit” (1 Cor. 6:17).
The implication in the verse is that being joined to the Lord and being “one spirit” with Jesus is in conflict with being joined to a prostitute and being “one flesh” with her. It is as if the act of illicit sex tears us away from being a member of Christ and causes us to become a member of the prostitute (although we do not actually lose our position in the Body of Christ). The act of illicit sexual intercourse has physical and spiritual consequences that cannot be easily seen or tested, but are clearly there and known to God. Of course, we can see some of the consequences of illicit sexual unions, but just because we cannot see all of them does not mean that they are not there; the act of illicit sex is a sin against our body in a unique way.
One danger of the “one flesh” union in illicit sex that is not mentioned in this context, is that people engaged in illicit sex, especially people such as prostitutes, often have demons, evil spirits, inhabiting their minds or bodies. There are many demons involved with sexual sin, including demons of lust, perverse spirits, and a demon the Bible refers to as “a spirit of prostitution” (Hos. 4:12; 5:4). The spiritual ramifications of sexual touch are very powerful, and touch has long been known to occasionally “transfer” things that are spiritual in nature, because touch establishes a connection that, while hard to exactly define, is widely recognized. For example, it is common for people on both sides of the spiritual conflict, Christians and Satan worshipers alike, to hold hands to make a petition especially powerful. When Jacob wanted to bless Ephraim and Manasseh, he put his hands on their heads (Gen. 48:12-20), and for generations, touching people has been a standard way of identifying with them. That is one reason the New Testament says, “Do not be hasty to lay hands on anyone and thus share responsibility for the sins of others. Keep yourself pure” (1 Tim. 5:22). 2 Corinthians 6:17 says, “stop touching anything unclean, and I will welcome you.” If one of the partners has a demon, the act of illicit sex can give it access to the other person, and a Christian having illicit sex with someone who has a demon can end up with a demon themselves.
1Co 6:19
“of the holy spirit.” Genitive of content. Our bodies are sanctuaries that contain the holy spirit.
“the holy spirit.” The Greek puts “in you” between “the” and “holy spirit” making the article hard to recognize for beginning students, nevertheless, pneuma hagion (holy spirit) refers to the gift. This is clear because it is “in you,” and God is not “in us,” and we have this holy spirit “from God.” The gift of holy spirit is the seal that God seals believers with that guarantees them everlasting life (Eph. 1:13-14).
[For more information on the holy spirit and uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?” and also see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
“from God” is the genitive of origin, sometimes translated “of God.”
 
1 Corinthians Chapter 7
1Co 7:1
“touch” is euphemistic in the Greek language for touch in a sexual way, especially sexual intercourse (the Hebrew language has the same idiom, cf. Exod. 19:15; Ruth 2:9). This verse is referring to sexual intercourse in marriage since sexual intercourse outside of marriage is sin (and it would be superfluous for God to say that sinful sex is not “good”). The NIV picks up the sense of the verse when it reads, “…it is good for a man not to marry.” The question remains, then, as to why God did not simply state that people should not marry, why did He use the idiom? It is because the word “touch,” although used euphemistically, still has literal overtones. Just as most men are stimulated by sight (hence the huge market for women’s lingerie), women can be stimulated by being touched, being held. It is not good for men to touch women and get them emotionally distracted if the man has no intention of marriage.
“woman.” The word woman is in the genitive case because it is a Greek idiom that words following touch are in the genitive.[footnoteRef:2096] [2096:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. Paul’s First and Second Epistles to the Corinthians, 273; Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, 4:124.] 

1Co 7:2
“so much sexual immorality.” The Greek simply reads “immoralities” in the plural, but this is a plural of emphasis (Bullinger calls this “Heterosis of number.”[footnoteRef:2097] There was so much sexual immorality in Corinth (and in the world in general, which is still true today) that in order to keep from being sexually distracted, each person should have his or her “own” spouse. Relief from sexual pressure is not the only reason for marriage, but it is an important one; other reasons include companionship and children. This verse sets the standard for the New Testament: that God has moved away from the polygamy that was allowed in the Old Testament. [2097:  Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 528-29, “heterosis.”] 

“let each woman have her own husband.” We translate this verse as “let each woman have” because the verb “have” echō (#2192 ἔχω; “to have”) is in the present tense, active voice, imperative mood. Verbs in the imperative mood are either commands or exhortations, and “have” in this verse is an exhortation. The verse is not saying “Every man must have his own wife and every woman must have her own husband,” as if each man and woman in the Church “must” be married. The context of this chapter makes it clear that is not the meaning. The point of the imperative exhortation is that there is so much sexual immorality in the culture that, if a person needs sexual release, the man must have his OWN wife, and the woman her OWN husband.
If this verse had only mentioned the man and not the woman, and said, “Let every man have his own wife,” it would not have caught anyone’s attention in the culture of the day. Although some of the Jewish and Middle Eastern men in Paul’s audience had more than one wife, most did not. Furthermore, having more than one wife was not a part of the Greco-Roman culture. However, the unspoken cultural norm for all of Paul’s audience was that men were free to have sex with many women besides their wives, but if a wife had sexual intercourse with another man, that was “adultery.” For example, any household slave was the sexual property of the man of the house, and it was accepted (and even rather expected) that men had sex with their slaves. Also, for a man to have sexual intercourse with a prostitute was also accepted behavior. Furthermore, if a man was traveling and stopped at an inn, the proprietor often would provide a slave woman (or a slave boy or man for those with homosexual desires) for a fee. In fact, it was part of many upper-class Roman dinner parties that the host would provide prostitutes after the meal.[footnoteRef:2098] [2098:  David Instone-Brewer, Divorce and Remarriage in the Church, 177.] 

When it came to proper sexual behavior for God’s people, 1 Corinthians 7:2 changed what was accepted behavior: Paul wrote that God’s command is that the woman had her OWN husband. Thus, the godly man was not free to have sexual intercourse with others besides his wife.
The effects of this verse were very far-reaching. First, it elevated the woman’s position in the family and culture. It is a common Christian myth that Paul was somehow against women. Of course, given the way his writings have been mistranslated and misinterpreted, it certainly could seem Paul was against women. However, when we properly translate this verse and others like it, we can see that the New Testament was a Magna Carta for women, giving them rights and privileges they had never had before. That a woman would have the sexual attention of her own husband and not share him with slaves and strangers was a huge advance for women.
[For other verses in the New Testament that elevate women’s position in the culture, see commentaries on 1 Cor. 14:34, 35; 1 Tim. 2:11, 12; 3:2; 5:14 and 1 Pet. 3:7.]
Another thing this verse did was protect women from the selfishness of men. Any man who professes to be a Christian must keep his hands off other women, even if the culture in which he lives gives him the legal right to use them sexually; like a Christian Roman had the “legal right” to use his slaves. A slave in the house of a committed Christian would be secure in the knowledge that the master of the house would make sure she would not be used by the men of the house or be passed around at one of his dinner parties—something that was not uncommon.
Another effect this verse had was it separated Christian men from their non-Christian friends. The average man in the Greco-Roman culture would have thought it very strange for a man not to fulfill his desires by having sex with his slaves and with prostitutes, and thus this command in 1 Corinthians 7:2 caused a division, and some suspicion, between the Christian men and the non-Christian Romans around them. Thus obeying this command of God posed a dilemma for many men, who had to choose between their culture and their God. Thankfully, eventually, when the Roman world became Christian after the time of Constantine, this verse would define not only Christian behavior but what acceptable behavior was for “good people.”
There was one thing this verse did that we today would not expect: it placed women in a dilemma when it came to sex with their husbands. At the time of Paul, the average lifespan of a woman was quite a few years less than a man’s expected lifespan and generally in the low 30s; around age 32. This was in large part due to the fact that between 5 and 10 percent of the women died in childbirth (some died as a result of an attempted abortion, trying to avoid the risk of childbirth). This fact was not lost on many women of the time, and thus many of them preferred that their husbands had sex with their slaves or a prostitute so that they would not get pregnant and risk their lives in childbirth.
Thus this verse, which is the very foundation of the Christian family, that “family” would be built upon a man and a woman in an exclusive relationship, also caused great difficulties for both the men and the women. The men were often estranged from their friends and culture, and the women, who gained greatly by the command, also then bore the risks of childbirth. The Christian life is simple, but rarely easy.
1Co 7:3
“obligation.” If you marry, you are obligated to provide sexual intercourse to your spouse. The Greek word we translated “obligation” is opheilē (#3782 ὀφειλή) and means, “that which one ought to do, duty” and also “that which one owes in a financial sense, obligation; as debt.”[footnoteRef:2099] [2099:  BDAG, s.v. “ὀφειλή.”] 

1Co 7:4
“The wife does not have authority over her own body…likewise also the husband…” Both the husband and the wife have authority over their own bodies before they get married. However, when one enters into a marriage covenant, he or she agrees to no longer have authority over his or her own body, but to give that authority over to the husband or wife.
1Co 7:5
“mutual consent.” The Greek word sumphōnos, (#4859 σύμφωνος, which moved from Greek to Latin to the English word “symphony”) from the time of Homer, Plato, Aristotle down, means harmonious, accordant, agreeing; by mutual consent, by agreement.[footnoteRef:2100] If the husband and wife are going to abstain from sexual intercourse, it must be only for a season, and they must be in harmony about the decision. [2100:  Thayer’s Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “σύμφωνος.”] 

“that you have leisure time for prayer.” This is literally the way the Greek reads.[footnoteRef:2101] It could also be translated “that you may give yourself to prayer” because the reason for the leisure was so that time could be given to prayer. “That you may devote yourself to” as in some versions, seems a little strong for the Greek. One needs to ask why God would word the verse this way. Why “leisure” for prayer? The answer is in the greater context of the chapter. The person who marries will have trouble in the flesh (1 Cor. 7:28) and has to be concerned for his or her spouse and marriage (1 Cor. 7:32-35). In that context, if the couple can be apart for a while, they have “leisure” to pray and focus on the things of God. [2101:  Also see Lenski’s translation, First and Second Epistles to the Corinthians, 277.] 

“the Adversary.” The Greek word for Adversary is Satanas (#4567 Σατανᾶς), which has been transliterated as “Satan” in most versions. This causes the meaning of the word, which is important, to be lost. For more information on it, see commentary on Mark 1:13. For information on the names of the Devil, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”
“because of your lack of self-control.” This does not flatter our human nature, but it is an honest assessment of the situation. Most people do not have much self-control when it comes to sexual continence.
1Co 7:6
“I say this…” The word “this” is touto, which starts the verse in the Greek, and regularly refers to what has just been stated. Paul had stated that the husband and wife did not have authority over their bodies, their spouses did. However, then he said that they could “deprive” each other for prayer if it was by consent. However, this was not a command. The couple did not have to spend time apart. He does not command time apart, even for prayer. He allows it as a consent if the couple feels it is best.
“by God’s command.” The Greek phrase kata epitagē (κατά ἐπιταγή) is a technical phrase that means “by the command of; by order of.” In this case, the command would have been by God (or the Lord Jesus Christ, doing God’s will), so “God’s” is added in italics for clarity. See commentary on 1 Timothy 1:1.
1Co 7:7
“just as I myself.” There is debate in the Church about whether Paul had ever been married, and the fact is there is not enough evidence to make a conclusive decision about it, although the evidence leads us to draw a pretty firm conclusion that Paul had been married at one time. From a cultural perspective, he would have been married early in his life, before he started his ministry. Marriage was such an expected part of the biblical culture that even the Greek language has only one word for “wife” and “woman” (which causes some confusion about the meaning of passages like 1 Tim. 3:11). Furthermore, Paul was a Pharisee from Pharisee parents (Acts 23:6), and at that time when marriages were arranged, for Paul’s parents to not arrange a marriage for him would have been a disgrace to the family. It would have been highly unusual for someone of Paul’s stature not to be married.
It is sometimes taught that Paul was a member of the Sanhedrin and members of the Sanhedrin had to be married and have at least one child. That is possible, even likely, but not a conclusive argument. First, there is no conclusive evidence that Paul was a member of the Sanhedrin. Paul was present when Stephen was stoned, and he “cast his vote” against believers (Acts 26:10). While that could well mean that he was a member of the Sanhedrin, it could also refer to the fact that he had been given some kind of special authority by the High Priest (cf. Acts 9:2; 22:5).
Also, there does not seem to be conclusive evidence from Jewish writings at the time of Christ that a member of the Sanhedrin had to be married. Although it seems logical, the evidence from the time period is not conclusive. Some later Jewish writings say Sanhedrin members had to be married, and the Jewish scholar Maimonides (c. AD 1135) said a requirement was that a member must not be “a childless man,” but it is possible that those requirements did not exist during the lifetime of Paul. Josephus testifies that the members of the Sanhedrin were married, but that may have also been due to the cultural norm, and not an absolute requirement. For example, The Jewish Encyclopedia, in mentioning the requirements for Sanhedrin members, says nothing about marriage. Nevertheless, the culture would dictate that someone as prominent as a member of the Sanhedrin would almost certainly be married—it would be very unusual if they were not.
It seems almost certain that Paul was married before he started his ministry and then became single due to an unstated event. He was certainly single by the time he wrote Corinthians (1 Cor. 7:7-8). The most likely reason for Paul not having a wife would be that his wife had died. The average lifespan for women in the Roman world at the time of Christ was in their early 30s, with childbirth being a leading cause of death among young women (that was actually why some wives preferred that their husbands have sex with prostitutes and household slaves than with them; see commentary on 1 Cor. 7:2, “let each woman have her own husband”). It is also possible, but less likely, that his wife was from a powerful Jewish family and left him when he became a Christian.
Given the evidence we have, the strongest possibility is that Paul was married but became single for an unstated reason. It is possible, but much less likely, that he was never married.
“gift.” Here “gift” refers to the ability to live without sexual pressure being a hindrance to godliness. Some people feel the need for sex and companionship more acutely than others. If a person feels no need to get married, then this chapter is giving guidance that if he stays unmarried he will be able to serve the Lord without distraction.
1Co 7:8
“unmarried.” The term “unmarried” can be a general term, and here probably refers to the unmarried men. The Greek culture had a specific word for widows, but not a word for the male side, “widowers.” If “unmarried” was used to include unmarried women, then the more specific term “widows” would be added because the pressure to remarry would be especially strong for widows, who had a very hard time on their own in most ancient societies, the Greco-Roman society being no exception.
1Co 7:9
“are not exercising.” The present indicative tense of the verb means that the action is happening at the time. The other use of this word (1 Cor. 9:25) is also in the present indicative tense and refers to athletes who are exercising self-control in their athletic training. The people this verse refers to are not exercising self-control sexually—they are stepping over the morality line. This is not referring to people who strongly desire to have sexual intimacy and are having a hard time waiting, it is referring to people who are not waiting, they are acting upon their sexual desires. These people should get married so they stop sinning. It seems foolish to us today to say that just because you cannot seem to control your sexual urges toward someone you should then marry that person, but that is the biblical mandate.
“burn with desire.” The Greek word means “burn” and can refer to burning with sexual desire (Thayer), but since burning with passion is derived from the context and not the word itself, we felt it better to put “with desire” in italics. Not putting it in, as in the NASB, has caused some to teach that if you sin sexually you will “go to hell” and burn. This is written to the Christian Church, whose salvation is assured, so that is not the meaning.
1Co 7:10
“command.” From the Greek parangellō (#3853 παραγγέλλω). Technically, to bring an order from one to another, thus some translate as announce, but the origin was an order, so command is best here and many other places.
“not I, but the Lord.” Many Scriptures testify that the Bible is God-breathed, literally, the words of God. Some testimony is in the form of direct statement (2 Tim. 3:16: “All Scripture is God-breathed”), while other testimony is derived from the way the Bible speaks of itself, for example, that if anyone adds to the words of the Bible he will be cursed (Prov. 30:6; Rev. 22:18), and still other testimony comes from the statements of the men of God, including Jesus, who relied on Scripture as being the Word of God and not the words of man (Job 23:12; Jer. 15:16; John 5:39; 17:17). There is no evidence that the “Word of God” is a mixture of the Word of God and the ideas of man. How could anyone separate which was which and rely on that kind of document?
Paul made it clear that the epistles he wrote were by revelation (Gal. 1:12), and that each of them was from God and Jesus (cf. 1 Cor. 1:3). However, when Paul wrote, he wrote in the first person (actually, Paul dictated most of the epistles to a professional scribe who wrote down what Paul said, then Paul would sign the end of the epistle; cf. commentary on Gal. 6:11). This would not have confused his readers, who were used to prophets and angels speaking for God. There is no evidence that Paul’s readers thought that Paul was putting his own thoughts down as he wrote, even though he consistently used the word “I.” All through Corinthians (indeed, all through all his epistles), Paul uses “I” and is personally representing the Lord. He uses “I” dozens of times in 1 Corinthians alone (cf. 1 Cor. 1:10; 5:9; 10:19; 14:5). Furthermore, the other New Testament writers did the same as Paul (cf. Acts 1:1; James 2:1; 1 Pet. 2:11; 1 John 2:7; Jude 1:3).
In light of the information above, readers can be confused when they read in 1 Corinthians 7:10, “I command, not I, but the Lord,” because it makes it seem like Paul is inserting his own opinion in these verses. He is not. Instead, what he doing is similar to what he does in all his epistles when he quotes Scripture as a basis for further authority. For example, in 1 Corinthians 1:19, he quotes Isaiah 29:14 to help people understand the point Scripture is making and to add weight to what he is saying. He could write his epistles without quoting the Old Testament as an authority, but the quotation helps. However, the Four Gospels were not written when 1 Corinthians was written, so Paul could not say, “As Jesus said and it is written [in Matt. 19:6] ‘Therefore, what God has joined together, let no one separate.’” So instead, Paul makes a reference to the well-known teaching of the Lord Jesus about marriage: that the wife should not be separated from her husband. Paul reminds people that this is something that the Lord himself taught while on earth by saying, “not I, but the Lord.” Then, in 1 Cor. 7:12 when Paul stops referring to the teaching of the Lord Jesus Christ, he says, “But I (not the Lord), say to the rest....” At that point, Paul resumes writing in the first person by revelation, as he had been doing.
“depart” From chōrizō (#5563 χωρίζω, pronounced core-'ee-zō). From Herodotus down chōrizō means: to separate, divide, part, put asunder.[footnoteRef:2102] It has been used for, and can mean, divorce. However, in the Gospels, the word “divorce” (sometimes translated “put away”) is properly apoluō (#630 ἀπολύω). It seems that if only divorce was being referred to, that is the word that would be used here. By using the word chōrizō, the Lord places emphasis on the fact that the wife is not to separate from her husband, which would include divorce. However, as many marriage counselors will testify, many women who are married are “separated” from their husbands in all but local proximity. As Christians, our marriages are to reflect Christ and the Church, and there is to be no separation between the people. [2102:  Thayer’s Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “χωρίζω.”] 

1Co 7:12
“But to the rest I say (I, not the Lord).” See commentary on 1 Corinthians 7:10
1Co 7:14
“brother.” The context makes it clear that this “brother” is the Christian husband of the woman.
1Co 7:15
“the brother or the sister.” The context makes it clear that the “brother” or “sister” in this verse is a Christian, while their spouse, “the unbelieving,” is not. Many people in biblical times did not have much choice in whom they married. For example, many marriages were arranged and the bride, in particular, was given no choice in the matter. Also, most people married young so it was common for people to convert to Christianity after they were married. As Christianity spread, many married people became Christian even though their spouse did not. So there were many reasons a Christian might be married to an unbeliever. In all those mixed marriages, the Bible comforts us by saying that if an unbelieving spouse departs, let them go; you are not “under bondage” in those cases, meaning you are free to remarry.
1Co 7:18
“Let him not become uncircumcised.” This seemingly enigmatic phrase was very real in the Roman world of Paul. Almost all Jews circumcised their children as per the ancient custom that started with Abraham, while the Greeks and Romans valued the foreskin and looked upon the ritual of circumcision as being barbaric and defacing. A Jew, or a Jew who had become a Christian, might have several reasons for wanting to hide his Jewish origin in a Gentile world. One reason would have been to be able to go to the public baths and blend in, but a major reason that people who were circumcised would want to “become uncircumcised” was to join in the athletics in a gymnasium or even compete in an athletic event at any of the games. The operation that restored what looked like the foreskin on the penis was called epispasm. The Books of the Maccabees reveal that many Jewish men chose to undergo epispasm, the ancient practice of foreskin restoration by stretching the residual skin, so that they could conform to Greek culture and take part in these sports (1 Macc 1:11–15); some also left their sons uncircumcised (1 Macc 2:46).[footnoteRef:2103] [2103:  Cf. Wikipedia, “Religion and circumcision,” accessed January 22, 2024, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Religion_and_circumcision.] 

It is not accidental that “becoming uncircumcised” is mentioned in Corinthians, because one of the four major games in the ancient Greco-Roman world was the Isthmian games, which were held at Corinth every two years and was a huge athletic event with thousands in attendance. The Isthmian Games were one of the four major athletic games: the Olympic Games, the Isthmian Games, the Pythian Games, and the Nemean Games. Living in Corinth and being able to join in the athletic exercise, training, and events could be very attractive to young men who enjoyed exercise and sports.
[For more on the ancient game in general, see the REV commentary on 1 Cor. 9:24; for more on the four major games, see the REV commentary on 1 Cor. 9:25.]
1Co 7:21
“Do not be concerned about it.” A Greek idiomatic phrase.[footnoteRef:2104] A Christian slave would worry that his circumstances would keep him or her from serving much, or as he or she would want to. The Lord says he understands the circumstances and “not to worry.” This is a word of comfort to all of us. Moms may feel that all the responsibilities of family may keep them from the Lord; Dads may feel that work limits their ability to serve. The Lord knows that we must take care of obligations on earth. [2104:  Lenski, First and Second Epistles to the Corinthians, 302.] 

“rather do that.” Some commentators and translators (cf. NRSV) believe that having said that each one should remain in the calling in which they were called in 1 Cor. 7:20, a slave should remain a slave even if offered freedom. Yet the chapter has several examples of people changing from unmarried to married, bound to loosed, etc. Should not a slave be able to change also? Certainly. The point of verse 20 is that we should not labor at change for change’s sake, because the Lord can work with us in the situation we are in. However, if the opportunity to better oneself arises, then avail yourself of that.[footnoteRef:2105] [2105:  Cf. Lenski, Corinthians, 302-304.] 

1Co 7:22
“in union with the Lord.” This translation more accurately reflects the meaning of the phrase “in the Lord,” which uses what Greek grammarians refer to as the “static en (in)” to refer to our union with Christ. When a person gets born again, they come into union with Christ.
[For more on “in union with Christ,” see commentary on Eph. 1:3.]
“slave…freedman…free…slave.” The Greek word translated “slave” is doulos (#1401 δοῦλος), and in the Greco-Roman culture, it was used of a slave, a servant, and a bond-servant. In this context, “slave” is the best translation.
The interpretation of this verse is straightforward: anyone who is a slave is still free in the Lord, and anyone who is free is a slave of the Lord, bought with the price of his blood and duty bound to serve him. The application of this verse, however, is very broad, because we are all “slaves” to one thing or another. No one is “totally free.” Most people need a job to pay for the costs of living. They are not “free” with their time. But job responsibilities do not release a person from the duty to serve the Lord. Time must be made for prayer, reading the Bible, fellowshipping with others, sharing the Faith, etc. Another example might be that it is common for people to have debt. It is sometimes necessary to take on temporary debt to get ahead in life, such as taking on a home mortgage with the idea that someday you will have a place to live relatively inexpensively. But the person who has taken on a debt is not released from serving the Lord; time must be made to serve and obey the Lord.
1Co 7:24
“Brothers and sisters.” The Greek word for “brothers” often includes men and women.
[For more on brothers and sisters, see Word Study: “Adelphos.” For more on women’s involvement in the early church, see Appendix 11: “The Role of Women in the Church.”]
1Co 7:27
“loosed from a wife.” The Greek text of 1 Cor. 7:27 does not read, “Are you unmarried,” like the NIV84, but rather, “Are you loosed from a wife.” While at first the two phrases seem the same, they are not. In the context of the verse, the meaning of “loosed” is very clear. The Greek text of 1 Corinthians 7:27-28 reads, “Are you bound to a wife? Do not seek to be loosed. Are you loosed from a wife? Do not seek a wife. But if indeed you do marry, you have not sinned....”
To understand the meaning of the word “loosed” in the third phrase of verse 27 we must pay close attention to how it is used in the second phrase of the verse. The second phrase of the verse, “Do not seek to be loosed,” makes it clear that “loosed” refers to divorce. There are three ways a man can be “loosed” from his wife. these are: 1) she dies; 2) she divorces him (women did, on occasion, divorce their husbands in the Roman world); or 3) he divorces her. The phrase “Do not seek to be loosed,” makes it clear which of the three choices Paul is referring to. The only viable way the man could “seek” to be loosed from his wife would be by divorcing her. Paul is certainly not saying a man should seek to be loosed from his wife by her dying.
Since the phrase “Do not seek to be loosed” refers to divorce, then the next phrase “Are you loosed from a wife,” most naturally would also refer to divorce, but could also include a man being loosed because his wife was dead or had divorced him. However, to assert that the third phrase in the verse, “Are you loosed from a wife” does not include being loosed by divorce, when the word “loosed” in the immediately preceding phrase refers to divorce, is not good exegesis.
Once we see that the phrase “Are you loosed from a wife” can refer to being loosed by divorce, then we have two seemingly contradictory phrases to deal with. The first is the last phrase of verse 27, which says not to marry, “Do not seek a wife.” The second phrase opens verse 28, and says, “But if indeed you do marry, you have not sinned...” This is a difficult section of Scripture. God tells “loosed” people not to marry, but then says if they do marry they have not sinned. How can this be?
The answer to that question lies in the way God deals with us humans. There are times when people, due to weakness, ignorance, or hard-heartedness, cannot or will not obey Him. God knows what is best, and even states it, but then He makes adjustments for people. The Bible is full of examples of this, and this chapter has some too. In the opening of chapter 7, God says it is best not to marry but then also makes it clear that marriage is not a sin, even though God considers it a distraction from His work (1 Cor. 7:32-36). In that same sense, what seems like a clear command in verse 27, “Do not seek a wife,” is modified by the opening of verse 28 which says if a person does decide to marry, he or she has not “sinned.” Even though God does not recommend marrying after divorce, it is not a “sin” if a person does. In a very similar fashion, the Bible tells us that if a woman’s husband dies, it is better if she not remarry, but she has not sinned if she does remarry (1 Cor. 7:39-40). We would think the woman would know that from 1 Corinthians 7:28-29; nevertheless, He restates it in verses 39-40.
More evidence that God allows for divorce and remarriage comes from the Old Testament. Jesus acknowledged that the Mosaic Law allowed for divorce, and stated that although divorce was never God’s intention, He allowed it because of the hardness of people’s hearts (Matt. 19:7-8). The “law” about divorce that Matthew 19:7-8 refers to is Deuteronomy 24:1, and it is clear that Jesus considered that law valid, because he did not say that Moses was wrong, nor did he change it, he clarified how to apply it in his day and time.
But Deuteronomy 24:1 is not the whole story about marriage and divorce. Deuteronomy 24:2-4 continues setting forth regulations about divorce, and it allows for a divorced woman to marry again. Furthermore, if the woman’s second husband dies or divorces her, it is clearly implied in the context she can marry yet again. We know that because the Law specifically forbids her from remarrying her first husband, whereas if she could not marry a third time it would simply say the woman could not remarry. So the Law of Moses was that a divorced person could remarry, and even remarry multiple times. Is divorce and remarriage God’s primary will? No. But is it a “sin?” No, it is not. In 1 Corinthians 7:27-28, Paul is simply saying again, and thus confirming, what the Law of Moses had decreed concerning divorce and remarriage.
[For more on what Jesus said about divorce, see commentary on Matt. 5:32.]
1Co 7:36
“the bloom of her youth.” The phrase, “past the bloom of her youth” refers to the age that is considered getting past the proper age to marry, which was usually 12-14 in the Middle East, and a little older than that in the Roman world. We today would consider those ages far too young to marry.
1Co 7:39
“has fallen asleep.” Sleep is being used as a metaphor and euphemism for death (see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead”).
“in the Lord.” See Word Study: “In the Lord.”
 
1 Corinthians Chapter 8
1Co 8:1
“knowledge puffs up.” This phrase has been taken out of context and used as a proof text against gaining knowledge, but that is clearly not its intent. While it is true that knowledge can puff up, it only puffs up people who have a character flaw, it does not puff up the truly humble and godly people. It certainly did not puff up Jesus Christ. Nor did it puff up Moses, who was the most humble man on earth at the time (Num. 12:3). Nor did it puff up Paul, Peter, or the prophets of old. God says He wants us to get knowledge. God wants everyone to come to a full knowledge of the truth (1 Tim. 2:4). Proverbs 18:15 (ESV) says, “An intelligent heart acquires knowledge, and the ear of the wise seeks knowledge.” Proverbs 15:14 (ESV) says, “The heart of him who has understanding seeks knowledge.” In fact, part of the purpose of Proverbs is to give knowledge to the simple (Prov. 1:4). Fools hate knowledge (Prov. 1:22), and people are destroyed because they lack knowledge (Hos. 4:6). However, true knowledge can be hard to find, and we may have to search very hard for it, but it is worth it once we have the knowledge (Prov. 2:3-5). It is important to keep in mind that the purpose of gaining knowledge is not just to have it, but to use it to better obey God and help mankind.
1Co 8:2
“he does not yet know as he ought to know.” If a man has come to know about idols and meat offered to idols, yet if he stopped with just that knowledge, and never put the total picture together as it relates to living in the love of God toward the brothers, then he really does not know as he ought. See Lenski for a detailed explanation.[footnoteRef:2106] [2106:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. Paul’s First and Second Epistles to the Corinthians, 335-36.] 

1Co 8:3
“that one is known by him.” When we compare 1 Corinthians 8:3 with Matthew 7:23 some clarity emerges. Matthew 7:23 reads, “And then I will declare to them, ‘I never knew you. Depart from me, you who practice lawlessness!’” The context of the verse concerns people who falsely believe that they had genuine saving faith because of their works. Jesus ends his teaching by essentially saying that many will be surprised on that day, who thought that they would enter the Kingdom of Heaven. Not only does Matthew 7:23 warn us not to take a stance of pride in thinking that our good works could get us into the Kingdom of Heaven, but it also contains this peculiar phrase, “I never knew you.” What makes this peculiar is that we would expect Jesus to say, “You never knew me,” but instead he says, “I never knew you.”
We find insight into the meaning of Matthew 7:23 when we compare it with 1 Corinthians 8:3 which makes clear that, “if anyone loves God, that one is known by him.” Now, although the subject in 1 Corinthians 8:3 is God and the subject in Matthew 7:23 is Jesus, the underlying principle is present in both. The idea is that if someone loves God and Jesus, if they have genuine trust in Jesus and in God, then, they are known by both God and Jesus. So, when we “know” God, we become “known” by him.
The word “know” is the word ginōskō (#1097 γινώσκω), which occurs more than 200 times and has a wide semantic range including intellectual knowledge (Acts 1:19; 23:28) and experiential knowledge. For example, when the Bible says that Jesus “knew” no sin (2 Cor. 5:21 KJV), it is not that he did not have intellectual knowledge of sin, but rather that he had no experiential knowledge of sin. Therefore, in Matthew 7:23 Jesus can say, “I never knew you,” and intends to say that he never had experiential knowledge of, or a relationship with, that person. They did not really love him, or walk with him.
What a beautiful truth 1 Corinthians 8:3 teaches. If anyone loves God, they are known by him. They are intimately known and cared for by the God of the universe.
1Co 8:4
“we know.” There is agreement between Paul and the Church at Corinth on the subject of idols. “No idol in the world really exists.” The Corinthians were surrounded by idols, images of Zeus (Jupiter), Artemas (Diana), Hermes (Mercury), Aphrodite (Venus), etc. The primary definition of “idol,” eidōlon (#1497 εἴδωλον), in Greek writing from Homer forward is an image, a likeness. It refers to the image of a heathen god: Acts 7:41; 1 Cor. 12:2; Rev. 9:20.[footnoteRef:2107] Thus, this verse is saying that in reality there are no such gods as “Jupiter,” etc. Paul will later tell the Church that the realities are demons (1 Cor. 10:20). The two phrases marked off in quotes follow the context and the style of the RSV, the NRSV, and the ESV. These were things that everyone knew, and apparently, someone had said. [2107:  Thayer, s.v. “εἴδωλον.”] 

1Co 8:5
“so-called gods.” The translation “so-called gods” is widely acknowledged and accepted (cf. Lenski,[footnoteRef:2108] ESV, NIV, NRSV, Rotherham). Paul grants the “even if” to satisfy any doubters, but then stakes his claim that to us there is only one (true) God and one (true) lord (1 Cor. 8:6). In the Greco-Roman religion, there were gods in heaven, such as the Olympian gods, and gods on earth, such as the forest-dwelling gods, etc. Also, the word “lord” refers to human dignitaries as well. For example, Nero was called lord both in the Roman writings and in the Bible (Acts 25:26).[footnoteRef:2109] [2108:  Cf. Lenski, First and Second Epistles to the Corinthians, 337-39.]  [2109:  See Adolf Deissmann, Light from the ancient East, 353-55.] 

Furthermore, in the biblical languages, the word “god” was not used of only one Supreme Being but was used of spirit beings and human beings of high rank, stature, or power. These “gods” can be high-ranking good beings who serve the true God, or evil beings such as the Devil, who is called “the god of this age” (2 Cor. 4:4). Deuteronomy 10:17 says, “God is a God of gods,” and Psalm 136:2 says to give thanks to the God of gods. So in fact there are many gods and many lords, both good and evil.
1Co 8:6
“one God, the Father, from whom are all things, and we are for him; and one Lord, Jesus Christ, through whom are all things, and we are through him.” This verse clearly distinguishes between Jesus and God. There is one God and Father, and there is one man, Jesus, who is our “Lord.” This verse shows how God and Jesus work in unity to get the Church what it needs. God gave Jesus all authority and made him head over the Church, so now we get what we need “through” Jesus.
Some Trinitarians say that this verse supports the doctrine of the Trinity because it says that all things came through Jesus Christ. But what the verse actually says is that all things came “from” God, “through” Jesus. That stands in contradiction to Trinitarian doctrine because it places Jesus in a subordinate role to God. According to this verse, Jesus is not “co-equal” with the Father; the Father is “God” and the ultimate source of all things, and Jesus is not called “God.”
The context is the key to understanding what the phrase “all things came through him” means. There is no mention in either the immediate or the remote context about the creation of the world such that the “all things” refers to the original creation of Genesis. This verse is speaking of the Church. God provided all things for the Church via Jesus Christ.
The whole book of 1 Corinthians is taken up with Church issues, and Paul starts 1 Cor. 8:6 with “for us,” i.e., for Christians. 1 Corinthians 8:4-5 had said that even though there were “so-called” gods, for us “there is no God but one.” The Roman world was polytheistic, and people were used to having different “gods” and different “lords” provide different things in different ways. As the various gods provided things, often those provisions would be mediated and distributed to the people through “lords,” lesser gods or people, such as the priests. That was a major reason the Romans had so many temples and shrines to the different gods and worshiped them all—to curry as much of their favor as possible. But Paul challenged that commonly accepted practice, and boldly stated that there was only one God “from whom are all things,” and only one Lord “through whom are all things.”
The very next two verses, 1 Cor. 8:7-8, have a practical application of the truth that there is only one God who provides everything for us through Jesus Christ. Since “no idol in the world really exists,” (1 Cor. 8:4), then they do not really provide the food that is sacrificed to them and cannot affect it for better or worse. Thus, for the Church, there are no laws against eating food sacrificed to idols. Verse 1 Cor. 8:8 says, “But food does not bring us near to God; we are no worse if we do not eat, and no better if we do.” However, this revelation was new for the Church. The Old Testament believers did not have this freedom. They had dozens of food laws, and many people who had converted to Christianity still could not eat food with a clear conscience if it had been offered to an idol—even though the idol was nothing and the source of the blessing was God working through Jesus Christ. Hopefully though, by explaining the situation, more Christians would become free in their conscience and not be bound by old regulations.
By wording the verse the way he does and saying there is one God, the Father, and one Lord, Jesus, Paul pens this verse in a way that clearly stands against the Trinity. If the Trinity really existed, then this verse would have been the perfect place to say so, and have something such as, “for us there is only one God made up of the Father, Son and Holy Ghost,” or something similar. There is no good reason that the verse would be written in a way that is so clearly non-Trinitarian, calling the Father, “God,” and Jesus, “Lord,” if the Trinity existed. Furthermore, the logical reason that this verse is worded the way it is and the reason that the Bible does not make a clear statement about the Trinity, here or anywhere else, is that there is no Trinity. There is, as this verse says, “one God” and “one Lord, Jesus Christ.”[footnoteRef:2110] [2110:  For more discussion on this verse, see J. S. Hyndman, Lectures on The Principles of Unitarianism, 58-63; Patrick Navas, Divine Truth or Human Tradition, 42-45.] 

[For more information on Jesus being the fully human Son of God and not being “God the Son,” see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.” For more on “the Holy Spirit” being one of the designations for God the Father and “the holy spirit” being the gift of God’s nature, see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
“one Lord, Jesus Christ.” This is very clear that Jesus Christ is not part of the “one God” mentioned earlier, he is in the “one Lord” category. Paul is clearly defining God in a Unitarian way.
Some propose that this statement excludes God from being called “Lord.” However, Paul is not doing that, rather, he is excluding God from being “The Lord” which is a title Paul reserves for Jesus Christ (Gal. 1:3; Rom. 1:7; Eph. 4:5; etc.). So, in Paul’s mind there is only one “God” and one “Lord.” This does not mean that the word “Lord” cannot rightly be applied to Yahweh (it is many times: Gen. 15:8; Deut. 3:24; Matt. 4:7) but it means that to Paul, there is one who holds the title/office “Lord” (Jesus) and one who holds the title/office “God” (the Father). Just as one could say that there is one President Donald Trump while Donald Trump held office in the United States, even though technically there are many Presidents of different clubs and organizations, such as President of the Senate (the Vice President) or a President of one’s local HOA. So this does not mean other people could not rightly be called president, it just means that they are not “The President.”
Therefore, 1 Corinthians 8:6 does not mean that God or other people in positions of authority cannot be called “Lord,” because they are (Matt. 10:24; 20:8; 1 Pet. 3:6), but it means that they are not “The Lord” which Paul reserves as a title for Jesus Christ.
[“and one holy spirit, in whom are all things.”] There is a textual variant included at the end of 1 Corinthians 8:6 which is very clearly a scribal addition. Neither modern Bibles nor earlier English versions, such as the King James, the Geneva Bible, and Wycliffe’s translation, include it or consider it authentic, as it does not appear in any manuscripts before the seventh century.[footnoteRef:2111] The first time something close to this reading is seen anywhere is in the writings of Gregory of Nazianzus, a Trinitarian theologian from the late fourth century. This addition is clearly Trinitarian, adding the “3rd” person of the Trinity, the Holy Spirit, into a text that defines God and only names the Father and Son anywhere in the immediate context. Trinitarians could see this as a problem, because they see all three members of the Trinity as equally God, thus, one can see how they would desire to add this into the text of Scripture. This is not the only place where Trinitarians have attempted to add Trinitarian doctrine into the text of Scripture. In 1 John 5:7 the entire phrase, ‘the Father, the Word, and the Holy Ghost: and these three are one,’ is only present in very late manuscripts and is the reading chosen by the KJV. Likewise, it is very likely that Jude 1:5 was corrupted as well (cf. REV commentary on Jude 1:5), and many others could be cited. [2111:  Nestle-Aland 28th Edition: Critical Apparatus, 532.] 

1Co 8:8
“bring us close to God.” From the Greek word paristēmi (#3936 παρίστημι).[footnoteRef:2112] Cf. NIV, NRSV. [2112:  See BDAG, s.v.“ παρίστημι,” definition “e.”] 

“left behind.” The Greek word means to fall behind, be inferior, to be left behind in a race.[footnoteRef:2113] [2113:  Thayer, s.v. “παρίστημι.”] 

“overflow of credit.” The word is perisseuō (#4052 περισσεύω). Intransitive and properly, to exceed a fixed number or measure; to be over and above a certain number or measure,…to exist or be at hand in abundance…to abound, overflow,[footnoteRef:2114] to be an excess of credit.[footnoteRef:2115] This verse would have been hard-hitting to the Corinthians, where wealth, luxury, and sports were intertwined, and some men fell behind, while others had an excess or overflow. In the case of food, not eating does not cause us to be left behind with God, nor does eating give us an overflowing abundance of credit. [2114:  Thayer, s.v. “περισσεύω.”]  [2115:  Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, 4:140.] 

1Co 8:13
“brother or sister.” The Greek word adelphos (typically translated “brother”) is often not gender exclusive, in other words, it often refers to both genders.
[See Word Study: “Adelphos.”]
 
1 Corinthians Chapter 9
1Co 9:1
“Are you not my work in the Lord.” Paul traveled to Corinth before any Christians were there, and in a period of about one and a half years opened the city to the Lord, converting quite a few people to Christ, including Crispus, the local synagogue leader (Acts 18:1-18).
“in the Lord.” See Word Study: “In the Lord.”
1Co 9:2
“in the Lord.” See Word Study: “In the Lord.”
1Co 9:4
“the right to eat and to drink.” This is a good example of a place where knowing the context and the culture is vital to properly understanding the verse. Paul is speaking of living off of the giving and support of other believers, people they minister to, and the people of Corinth would have understood that. If we were to expand this phrase we might say: “Do we not have the right to eat and drink and be supported by the believers that we serve?” The answer, of course, is yes, the apostles had that right.
1Co 9:5
“Don’t we have the right to lead about a wife.” Paul was unmarried when he wrote Corinthians, and although the Bible never says he was married, the evidence seems to support that he had been married at one time. Paul was a prominent, highly educated Jew and in a culture in which marriage was the norm and often even arranged, it would have been very unusual for Paul not to be married. This is especially true in light of what he wrote in Galatians, that he was advancing in Judaism more than other people his age (Gal. 1:14). The Jews were very anchored in their traditions, and an unmarried man of his position and upbringing would have been an anomaly and likely would not have advanced as quickly as a married man. Also, Paul clearly seems to have been a member of the Sanhedrin, the ruling council of the Jews, and there is some good evidence that a person had to be married to be part of the Sanhedrin.
It seems likely that if Paul had been married, given the high position he held in Judaism, including being trained at the feet of Gamaliel himself (Acts 22:3), that he would have been married to a woman from a powerful and important family. That makes it quite likely that she would have left him after he converted to Christianity, although it is also possible she died. The average age for a woman at the time of Paul was less than 35. If Paul had been married and divorced, and yet here he speaks of having the right to lead about a wife, then this verse may be supporting evidence that a minister of the Gospel can be divorced, remarried, and still minister. However, since we do not know the circumstances of Paul’s life, we cannot say that for certain.
[For more on divorced people getting to be leaders in the Church, see commentary on 1 Tim. 3:2, “husband of one wife.”]
1Co 9:15
“rather to die than…. No one will take from me.” Here in 1 Corinthians 9:15, Paul abruptly breaks off his thought. This is the figure of speech anacoluthon, in which the speaker abruptly stops speaking about one subject and either stops completely or continues with another line of thought.
An anacoluthon usually occurs at times of uncertainty, or in times of great emotion or intensity, which is certainly the case with Paul here. Paul pointed out to the Corinthians that as a minister of the Gospel, he had the right to be supported by the money that came in for the furtherance of the Gospel, but he had not used the money to support himself but instead had worked with his hands. In spite of that, there were people who were suspicious of Paul and his lifestyle (1 Cor. 9:3). So he explained how he lived, ending with his affirmation that he had not used ministry money to support himself and was not writing about it in order to get people to support him. He then said, “It would be better for me to die than….” We understand why Paul broke off his sentence. He could not easily say, “better to die than live off the Gospel” because God had decreed that it was okay for a minister to live off the Gospel. Yet Paul considered his situation special to him, and thus concluded, “no one will take from me my grounds for boasting.” Paul was setting an example to the Corinthian believers of how a godly minister could behave, and he was not going to allow some people with groundless suspicions to ruin his reputation. Other examples of anacoluthon are Exodus 32:32, and Mark 11:32.
[See Word Study: “Anacoluthon.”]
1Co 9:16
“obligation has been placed upon me.” This verse shows the dynamic relationship between God and His creation. God calls people to certain tasks, and we are “fellow workers” with Him (1 Cor. 3:9). Once God has called us, given us a position in the Body of Christ, and equipped us to do His work, including the grace to protect us, bless us, and enable us, we have an obligation to Him to carry out the task He assigns us. We are “necessary” for His work. Woe to us if we spurn Him and ignore His requests.
“Indeed.” The Greek particle is de, and many translations simply leave it untranslated, which is fine too, but here it can be “indeed.” Some versions have “and,” but we believe that implies more than the text is actually saying, and the same with “for.” De usually either introduces a new thought or is somewhat disjunctive.
“how terrible it will be for me if I do not proclaim the good news.” When God gives an assignment as clearly as He gave it to the apostle Paul, He expects it to be carried out, and there are consequences both in this life and the next for ignoring or disobeying God. Jesus said, “Everyone to whom much was given, from that one much will be required, and from the one to whom much was committed, even more will be demanded” (Luke 12:48).
1Co 9:21
“not being without God’s law, but subject to the law of Christ.” The Jews would say that they too are under God’s law, but they reject the law of Christ.
1Co 9:22
“by every possible way.” The Greek is pantōs (#3843 πάντως), an adverb that can mean “by all means, certainly, probably, doubtless,” when it pertains to strong assumption; “totally, altogether,” when pertaining to extent; “of course” when it expresses an inevitable conclusion, or “at least” when it is used as an expression of the lowest possible estimate on a scale of extent.[footnoteRef:2116] Although most English translations read “by all means,” that is somewhat confusing because usually when we say “by all means” we are expressing a firm intention, whereas in this case, the phrase means “by every possible way,” expressing Paul’s flexibility in being with different people in whatever way may win them. It is also possible that this word could be the figure of speech amphibologia, where one thing is said but two things can be meant.[footnoteRef:2117] These two would be “by all means,” which is the most accepted translation, but also the meaning proposed in BDAG, “in order to save at least some,” expressing Paul’s knowledge that not all people would believe, but by doing his best to relate to people, he could win at least some of them. [2116:  BDAG, s.v. “πάντως.”]  [2117:  Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 804-06, “amphibologia.”] 

[See Word Study: “Amphibologia.”]
1Co 9:24
“but only one receives the prize.” 1 Corinthians 9:24-27 contains one of the many athletic metaphors in the New Testament, and to best understand it, it helps to understand what athletic events were like at the time of the Apostle Paul. Sports were very important, and although there were four major games in the Greco-Roman world—the Olympic Games, the Isthmian Games, the Pythian Games, and the Nemean Games—many cities had their own local games. At these games, there were no team events. Every event was individual, and each man competed on his own. Also, there was no “second place” or “third place” in the ancient games; in each event, there was only one winner and everyone else simply lost. So, as Paul says, “only one receives the prize.”
Competing for the prize was at the very core of the games. Although all the games were dedicated to a god, and honoring the gods was a very important part of the games, competing for the prize was basic to the games. The Greek word athlon “is a noun that means, initially, at least, ‘prize,’ or ‘reward.’ This prize can take any form: money, victory crowns, shields, amphora filled with olive oil. Its value may be real or symbolic, but the athlon [prize] is omnipresent in competitions. Its verbal form, athleuein, means, ‘to compete for a prize,’ and the competitor was called an athletes, ‘one who competes for a prize.’ …Sport for sport’s sake was not an ancient concept.”[footnoteRef:2118] [2118:  Stephen G. Miller, Ancient Greek Athletics, 11.] 

Another major difference between the ancient Greek games, and most Roman games too, was that the men competed in the nude, and women were not allowed. There were rare exceptions, but generally, this custom was adhered to and was so strict in ancient Greece that a married woman who snuck into the games to watch was put to death if she was caught. In fact, the word “gymnasium” comes from the Greek word gymnos, “nude.” Thus the athletic events were different from the fights, exhibitions, and executions in the Roman Colosseum because women were allowed in the Colosseum, although they had to sit in the very top rows with the slaves and not down close to the action like the men were. The various athletic games and the Colosseum events were so widespread in the Roman world that they were as well-known to the average Roman as the various sports are to the people of our modern world. So, for example, archaeologists have uncovered over 200 amphitheaters in the Roman world, with the most important one being “the Colosseum” in Rome.
When Paul wrote, “but only one receives the prize,” he was not implying that only one Christian would get a reward for being a dedicated Christian. Instead, he was using the athletic metaphor to make a couple of related points. One point was that each Christian should strive diligently to win a reward when Jesus Christ comes back. Another is that some Christians have behaved so poorly that they will get no reward at all when Christ comes. When Christ returns he will give rewards and crowns to people who have taken their Christianity very seriously and worked diligently to be obedient to God and Christ. In contrast, people who have not taken their Christianity seriously or even worked against Christ will get less or no reward at all (cf. 1 Cor. 3:12-17). Getting or not getting rewards when Christ comes has nothing to do with salvation and whether or not a person is saved and has everlasting life. A person can believe in Christ and get saved (Rom. 10:9-10) but then not take their Christianity seriously and live like a regular “nice” unbeliever. That is the kind of “saved” person that 1 Corinthians 3:15 is speaking about.
“So run in such a way that you attain it!” The Greek verb translated as “run” is in the imperative mood, and thus the exclamation point at the end of the sentence. Here in 1 Corinthians 9:24-27, Paul is borrowing a metaphor from the athletic games that were common all over the Greco-Roman world, and encouraging all Christians to “run” (i.e., live their lives) in a way that would result in them getting a reward when Christ comes back. Gordon Fee states it well: “Paul is urging the Corinthians to ‘run’ the Christian life in such a way, in this case by exercising proper self-control (the emphasis in vv. 25-27), as to obtain the eschatological [End Times] reward,”[footnoteRef:2119] [2119:  Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians [NICNT], 435-37.] 

When Jesus Christ comes back and rewards people for what they have done, not everyone will get the same reward. People will be rewarded for what they have done, and Christians who have taken the commands of God seriously and have diligently obeyed them will get more rewards than people who have not diligently obeyed God. It is important to note that it is difficult to picture how rewards or lack of them would work if one believes the orthodox teaching that saved people go to heaven when they die and live there forever. How could there be rewards or no rewards in heaven? What the Bible teaches is that Jesus will come back, fight the Battle of Armageddon, and conquer the earth. Then he will set up his kingdom on earth with believers who have been raised from the dead, and except for the absence of the Devil, evil people, and “natural disasters,” it will be much like a kingdom on earth now. Christ will be king and there will be rulers under him, and there will be all kinds of workers doing different jobs, some with more honor and some with less.
[For more on rewards when Jesus comes, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10, “good or evil.” For more on the Millennial Kingdom, Christ’s 1,000-year reign on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on dead people being actually dead now, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.”]
1Co 9:25
“competing in the games.” Athletic events were a huge part of the Greco-Roman world, and there are many athletic analogies in Corinthians. There were four “Panhellenic games” that had gone on for centuries, and these were massive athletic games with many different kinds of events, just as in the modern Olympic Games. The most well-known of the games was the Olympic Games, which were held every four years in Olympia in Greece in honor of the god Zeus, and the winners received an olive wreath crown (and by the time of Paul, usually lots of money and other benefits). The second most popular games were the Isthmian Games, which were held every two years at the isthmus of Corinth between the Gulf of Corinth and the Saronic Gulf, about ten miles south of Corinth, and they were timed so they occurred the year before and the year after the Olympic Games. The Isthmian Games were held in honor of Poseidon, and the winner received a crown made from wild celery during Greek times and during Roman times a pine wreath crown (and lots of money).
The other two Panhellenic games were the Pythian Games, which honored Apollo and were held every four years at Delphi (staggered two years so they would not conflict with the Olympic Games), and the Nemean Games, which were held every two years at Nemea in honor of Zeus and Hercules. And besides these games, there were many lesser “games.” Corinth had a number of smaller games, much like schools today have “local meets,” “regional meets,” and “national meets.” According to the Greek records, the Isthmian Games were held in the spring of AD 51 when Paul was in Corinth, and it seems very likely that he would have attended those games and tried to spread the Gospel message there.
“crown ... incorruptible.” God desires to motivate people through love and have them make the free will choice to serve and obey Him. Therefore, God describes ways in which He will reward Christians who go “above and beyond” what most Christians are willing to do. Many people never consider that in the future Messianic Kingdom on earth there will be a difference between those Christians who have worked hard to obey God and those who have gotten saved but not tried to “seek first the Kingdom of God” (Matt. 6:33). In fact, the obscure hope of “being in heaven” has so dulled the average Christian that many of them think that getting saved is all that really matters to God. But there is much more to Christianity than getting saved—although getting saved is the most important thing. God wants us to “get saved and come to a knowledge of the truth” (1 Tim. 2:4), and in the biblical culture, you only really “know” the truth if you obey it as well.
God has also laid out an “extra credit” program for Christians, and God’s extra incentives are referred to in Scripture as “crowns.” Although the exact nature of these crowns and what they entail is not specifically stated, it is clear that they are desirable rewards, just as any crown in the biblical world would be a reward and mark of honor.
The five crowns are:
· The incorruptible crown: given for exercising self-control and striving to be the best you can be for the Lord (1 Cor. 9:25 KJV).
· The crown of boasting: given for winning others to Christ (1 Thess. 2:19 KJV).
· The crown of righteousness: given for loving his appearing (2 Tim. 4:8 KJV).
· The crown of life: given for enduring under trial (James 1:12).
· The crown of glory: given for eagerly, faithfully, shepherding the flock (1 Pet. 5:4).
The incorruptible crown is mentioned in 1 Corinthians 9:25 in the context of athletes who go into “strict training.” The NIV84 translates it as a “crown that will last forever.” The AMPC reads: “Every athlete who goes into training conducts himself temperately and restricts himself in all things.” Athletes train hard to be the best they can be. Top athletes do not settle for “good enough,” they constantly endeavor to improve. God wants Christians to have that kind of attitude and behavior. The goal of the Christian should not only be to avoid sin, but to excel in righteousness—to “hit a home run for God” so to speak. While it is wonderful to live a godly life, it is more wonderful to aggressively seek personal improvement and advance the purposes of God on this earth. Although every Christian has an individual calling and ministry in which he or she can excel, there are many areas where every Christian should seek to excel because there are many things that God exhorts all Christians to do, such as pray, give to others, fellowship with other Christians, work to spread the Faith, etc. God has an incorruptible crown for those people who endeavor to excel in their Christian walk.
[For more on Christ’s future kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more information on rewards and punishments in the future kingdom, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10. For information on the crown of boasting see commentary on 1 Thess. 2:19. For information on the crown of righteousness see commentary on 2 Tim. 4:8. For information on the crown of life see commentary on James 1:12. For information on the crown of glory see commentary on 1 Pet. 5:4.]
1Co 9:26
“aimlessly.” The Greek is adēlōs (#84 ἀδήλως, pronounced ä-'day-lōs), meaning, aimless, or without aim, i.e. not as one who has a fixed goal.[footnoteRef:2120] It refers to being without a special goal or purpose, to doing something without specific intention, to be “aimless.” It can be understood simply as “without having some goal” or “without some reason” or “without trying to accomplish something.” [2120:  BDAG, s.v. “ἀδήλως.”] 

1Co 9:27
“I treat my body harshly.” The Greek word translated as “treat...harshly,” hupōpiazō (#5299 ὑπωπιάζω), like almost every word, has several meanings. BDAG[footnoteRef:2121] lists three primary meanings: 1) To blacken an eye; give a black eye, strike in the face. 2) To bring someone to submission by constant annoyance, wear down. A more appropriate rendering in a figurative sense would be “browbeat.” “Blacken my face” means to slander, besmirch. 3) To put under strict discipline, punish, treat roughly, torment (1 Cor. 9:27 of the apostle’s self-imposed discipline. But the expression is obviously taken from the language of prize-fighting in 1 Cor. 9:26). Of these three, number 3 is the most preferable given the context of 1 Corinthians 9:27 and what we have to do to control our bodies. [2121:  BDAG Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “ὑπωπιάζω.”] 

“treat my body harshly and make it my slave.” By the time of Paul, most of the athletes who competed in the major games around the Roman Empire were professional athletes. A good athlete could make money by winning events or by getting sponsors. Winning an event at a major game brought enough fame to a city that quite often people in the city (or a wealthy person in the city) were willing to sponsor an athlete who could bring fame and honor to their city. Top-tier athletes made enough money that many of them had a personal nutritionist who watched over their diet and a personal physician who worked to keep them healthy and often the athlete had even more helpers and servants than that.
“disqualified.” An adjective in Greek, thus the REV adds the object “for the prize” in italics:
 
1 Corinthians Chapter 10
1Co 10:1
“brothers and sisters.” The Greek word for “brothers” often includes men and women.
[For more on brothers and sisters, see Word Study: “Adelphos.” For more on women’s involvement in the early church, see Appendix 11: “The Role of Women in the Church.”]
1Co 10:4
“the spiritual rock that followed them.” The rock that came after (“followed”) the Israelites, was Christ. As history and chronology turned out, Christ “followed” the Israelites by about 1,400 years. The Israelites drew strength and comfort from knowing the Messiah would come just as we get strength and comfort from knowing he is coming again.
The Greek text does not have the article “the” in the phrase “the spiritual rock,” but it is not necessary for the Greek text to have the definite article when a noun comes after a preposition (see commentary on Matt. 1:18. Here in 1 Cor. 10:4 the preposition is ek).
The Greek word translated “follow” is akoloutheō (#190 ἀκολουθέω, pronounced ah-koe-loo-'thay-ō) and its basic meaning is “to come after,” which can be either in time or spatial sequence. Thus it refers to following after something sequentially. It also can mean to accompany someone who was taking the lead, thus “go along with.” It was used metaphorically for following someone doctrinally as a disciple, thus “be a disciple.” This use came from the fact that the disciple did actually “follow” the teacher where he went both physically and mentally. It was also used of following in the sense of obeying or complying, as in “follow my directions.”
The common definition of akoloutheō, combined with the scope of Scripture, shows that here in 1 Corinthians 10:4, “follow” means to come after. Jesus came centuries after the Israelites. The Israelites did “drink,” i.e., get nourishment, from knowing about the Christ who was to come after them, just as did Abraham, who rejoiced at seeing the day of Christ (John 8:56).
There are some very Trinitarian versions, such as the NIV, that translate the word “follow” as “accompany,” as if Jesus were accompanying the Israelites on their journey. But akoloutheō appears in the Nestle-Aland Greek New Testament 90 times, and even in the NIV it is translated as some form of “follow” (like “follows,” “following,” etc.) 83 of those times. The NIV translates akoloutheō as “accompanied” only twice, here and in Mark 6:1, and we submit that the NIV does so here because of the translators’ Trinitarian bias and not because the context calls for it.
While it is true that lexically akoloutheō can be translated as “accompany,” it should not be translated that way here for several reasons. First, we must remember that when akoloutheō is used as “accompany,” it is still used in the sense of following, or going with, a leader. It is not used in the sense of “accompanying” a group while at the same time being the leader of the group. But if the Messiah was with Israel, he clearly would have been leading the group in some way, not just following them around.
Also, the scope of Scripture shows that “follow” in the sense of “come after” is the correct interpretation. Since this verse mentions the Israelites in the desert, the desert wanderings become the “remoter context” against which one must check any interpretation. No Old Testament reference shows that Christ was either with the Israelites or was somehow following them around. In contrast, there are many things that show that the Israelites were looking forward to the coming of the Messiah. The Passover Lamb foreshadowed the coming of the Messiah. The manna anticipated Christ being “the true bread from heaven.” The Tabernacle, with all its offerings, foreshadowed Christ in many ways, including being the place where people would meet God. The sin offering foreshadowed Christ being the sin offering that paid for the sin of humankind (2 Cor. 5:21).
Besides those things that foreshadowed Christ’s coming, the people of God did not think he was somehow with them, but rather they expected him to come. Abraham did (John 8:56; Heb. 11:8-10), and Jacob did (Gen. 49:10). Moses was looking forward to the Messiah (Heb. 11:24-26), and he certainly would have told other Israelites about him. While Israel was wandering in the wilderness some prophecies of the coming Messiah were given about him. The prophet Balaam, who prophesied during the time of Moses, said, “his [Israel’s] king will be higher than Agag” (Num. 24:7), and, “A star will come out of Jacob; a scepter will rise out of Israel” (Num. 24:17). The “king,” “star” and “scepter” refer to the coming Messiah. But very importantly, Balaam prophesied about the Messiah and said, “I see him, but not now. I behold him, but not near” (Num. 24:17). These words of Balaam are very accurate. Balaam foretold that the Messiah was not “now,” not “near,” and indeed the Messiah was not near and he did not come until 1,400 years after Moses. This prophecy of the Messiah spoke of him as a future reality, not a present one. That the prophecy was that the Messiah was not “near” precludes the idea that he was somehow with the Israelites.
Not only the verses associated with the wilderness wanderings, but the whole Old Testament, spoke of the Messiah as a future hope. For example, Micah 5:2 foretells his birth in Bethlehem, and Isaiah 53 shows his future life and death. Also, verses such as Jeremiah 33:14-15 show that the Christ was the “promised Messiah.” But there is no need to promise the Messiah if he was already with the people. No clear verses say the Messiah was with Israel, and the Jews never understood that to be the case.
The lesson from 1 Corinthians 10:4 is that the people looked forward to the coming of the Messiah and “drank,” i.e., got strength and nourishment, from knowing that he was coming, just as we today get strength and nourishment from knowing that he is coming again.
[For more on Jesus being a fully human being and not being present on earth until he was born, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.”]
1Co 10:7
“and rose up to play.” This is quoted from Exodus 32:6, and the “play” is sexual play, immoral sex as part of the worship of the pagan bull god (see commentary on Exod. 32:6).
1Co 10:9
“We must not tempt the Lord.” This verse, and its context, make it clear that it is not at all wise to test the Lord. People regularly ignore God’s commands, as they are free to do, for this is “man’s day” (1 Cor. 4:3). But there is a day coming when God will hold people to account, and we will all want to be found righteous on that day. Although the verb “tempt” is present subjunctive, it has the intensifier “ek” as a prefix, and thus the translation “must” is considered appropriate (cf. ESV, NRSV, RSV, The Source NT, God’s New Covenant).
Many translations read “Christ” instead of “Lord” and use this verse as a support of the Trinity. Some Greek manuscripts read “Lord,” some read “God,” and some read “Christ.” Furthermore, the Church Fathers are divided as well, because different Fathers quoted the verse differently, clearly because they were reading manuscripts that differed from one another. The subject of textual criticism is very involved, and it is common that scholars differ in their opinions as to which texts are original and which texts have been altered. In this case, there are early texts that read both ways, so the job of determining the original reading from textual evidence becomes more difficult. Although there are a wide variety of manuscripts, even old ones, that read “Christ,” as Bart Ehrman points out, “These arguments, however, are not persuasive. In fact, we know that most Christians had no difficulty at all in understanding how Christ could have been active in the affairs of the ancient Israelites. Most of them believed he was actively involved and read his involvement into Old Testament narratives on every possible occasion.”[footnoteRef:2122] Ehrman goes on to point out why the text would have been changed to read “Christ” and shows that the Alexandrian text is usually considered more accurate, and the Alexandrian texts (Sinaiticus, 33 BC) read “Lord.” We agree with Ehrman’s conclusions and the authors of the English versions that read “Lord,” and believe “Lord” was the original reading. [2122:  Bart Ehrman, The Orthodox Corruption of Scripture, 89-90.] 

As it is translated in versions that take the word “Lord” as original, there is no Trinitarian inference or support (cf. ASV, AMP, GW, NASB, NIV84, NJB, Rotherham, RSV, etc.). There is only a Trinitarian inference if the manuscripts that read “Christ” are considered original.
Every translator will testify to the importance of context in determining the correct translation of Scripture. The context makes it clear that “Lord” is the correct reading. Although there are many times that the Israelites were said to tempt “God” or “Yahweh” (often translated “the LORD”) in the Old Testament, there is not even a single reference to tempting Christ. Furthermore, there is not even a reference to tempting “adonay,” the generic word for “lord.” The Israelites tempted their God, Yahweh, never “Christ.”
By reading 1 Corinthians 10:9 carefully, we obtain a vital clue to its meaning and the proper translation. The verse says that when the Israelites tempted “the Lord,” they were “destroyed by serpents.” This phrase allows us to find the exact record in the Old Testament that is being referred to. In Numbers 21:5, the Israelites “spoke against God” and then “Yahweh sent venomous snakes among them” (Num. 21:6). In the record of this event in the Old Testament, “God” and Yahweh are both mentioned, but “Christ” is never mentioned, and neither is the generic Hebrew word for “lord.” Furthermore, there is no scripture anywhere in the Old Testament that says “Christ” poured out his “wrath,” and certainly not by sending serpents. Thus, if some Greek texts read “the Lord” and others read “Christ,” the context points to “Lord” as the correct interpretation.
There are some commentators, however, who assert that the context mentions Christ because 1 Cor. 10:4 says that the Israelites drank of the rock, and the rock was Christ. We would first point out, as we have in the commentary, that actually 1 Cor. 10:4 militates against the reading “Christ” in 1 Cor. 10:9, because 1 Cor. 10:4 says that the Christ was coming in the future, in which case he could not have been tempted by the Israelites (see commentary on 1 Cor. 10:4). In fact, we know that Christ followed the Israelites by 1,400 years. When the prophet Balaam said the Messiah was coming in the future (Num. 24:17), no one protested and said he was with them at that very time. In fact, all the Old Testament prophecies of the Messiah coming in the future were never contested or clarified as if they meant only that he would come “in the flesh” in the future but was with them at that time as a spirit.[footnoteRef:2123] [2123:  For more discussion on this verse, see Ehrman, The Orthodox Corruption of Scripture, 89-90; Don Snedeker, Our Heavenly Father has No Equals, 441-42.] 

1Co 10:13
“common to humankind.” This translation explains the Greek adjective anthrōpinos (#442 ἀνθρώπινος), meaning “pertaining to being human.” Paul is saying no temptation has taken hold of you that isn’t human—that is, “such as comes to a human being, and such as a human being may endure.”[footnoteRef:2124] We translate this “common to humankind” to avoid the confusion that this refers to temptations that originated by fellow humans. This is not the meaning, for Satan is directly or indirectly behind every temptation. [2124:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. Paul’s First and Second Epistles to the Corinthians, 403.] 

“but.” The particle de (#1161 δέ) is usually used when there is a weak contrast, or a pause. It is often better represented by “and” than “but.” However, in this context, “but” is more appropriate, to make clear the contrast between our temptation and God who does not tempt us (James 1:13). God is very much opposed to the temptation’s success. He will never allow the force of the temptation to exceed our ability to choose against it, and furthermore, not only will he assure this but “also” (kai) provide a way out. Therefore, man is without excuse. If he sins, he cannot blame God (James 1:13), nor can he claim the lure of the situation overpowered his will, nor that there was no other choice. If we sin, it is always our fault in that the choice was ours.
1Co 10:15
“Judge what I say.” This is another instance in Scripture when Christians are told to judge something or someone (along with John 7:24; 1 Cor. 5:12; etc.). Thus, the simple act of judging is not wrong in and of itself as many twist Matthew 7:1 to mean, but rather, it is necessary and beneficial to keep one’s path straight and to judge evil so that one does not partake in it. Think about it: if we cannot judge what is right and wrong, then we would never be able to run the Christian race, which entails throwing off sin (Heb. 12:1), or even repenting of sin (Mark 1:15), because we would not be able to identify sin as sin.
Paul encourages the Corinthians to use the minds God has given them, to see if what he is saying makes sense. We should be doing this as Christians, not simply blindly trusting someone because they have a degree or are in a position of authority, but rather testing the ideas that they are proclaiming. If the Corinthians could rightly judge Paul, it is fair to say, we can rightly test the words of our pastors.
[For more information on “judging” see the commentary on Matt. 7:1.]
1Co 10:18
“Consider Israel according to the flesh.” In other words, “Consider physical, unsaved, Israel,” i.e., the nation of Israel which has rejected the Messiah and still continues with the fleshly sacrifices of the Old Testament.
1Co 10:20
“demons.” Evil spirit beings. Here in Corinthians, the Bible reveals the truth that when people sacrifice to idols, they are really sacrificing to demons. Psalm 106:36-37 reveals the same truth and shows that some of the demons worshiped as idols in the Old Testament required human sacrifice (see commentary on Ps. 106:37).
1Co 10:30
“thankfulness.” The literal Greek is with “grace,” charis (#5485 χάρις), but that phrase was used for “with gratitude,” or “with thankfulness.” It is used that way also in Colossians 3:16.
“slandered.” The Greek verb blasphēmeō (#987 βλασφημέω) means showing disrespect to a person or deity, and/or harming his, her, or its reputation. Paul was being slandered, personally attacked, for behavior that was not sinful. This is done far too often in Christianity. We slander people and hurt their personal reputation over things that are our personal opinion (like what should be worn when, what hairstyles are “right,” what cars people should drive, etc.). This is not the Christian way to behave. We have no right to slander others who are just living their own lives.
[For more on blasphēmeō, see commentary on Matt. 9:3.]
1Co 10:32
“Give no offense.” Lenski writes, “…in all things we act so that no one can take real offense, i.e., stumble in regard to God and the gospel. Some may, indeed, take offense, namely wrongfully; we are not to give offense. The former no Christian can avoid; the latter all Christians are to avoid.”[footnoteRef:2125] Lenski is correct that Christians cannot avoid offending some people, because the cross of Christ is a “rock of offense and a stone of stumbling.” But we can avoid being unnecessarily offensive. [2125:  R. C. H. Lenski, First and Second Epistles to the Corinthians, 425-26.] 

1Co 10:33
“the benefit of the many.” The double use of the article is evidence that the second word “benefit” is implied. The reality is that “the many” are not saved, but Paul wants to reach them so that they can be.
 
1 Corinthians Chapter 11
1Co 11:3
“the head of Christ is God.” This is one of the clear verses that shows that Jesus and “God” are not equal, in fact, God is over Christ. This accords with 1 Chronicles 29:11, which says that Yahweh is “head” above everything else.
[For more on Jesus Christ not being God or a member of the “Godhead,” see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.”]
1Co 11:4
“dishonors.” This is the Greek word kataischunō (#2617 καταισχύνω); see commentary on Romans 9:33, “put to shame.”
1Co 11:5
“with her head uncovered dishonors her head.” This verse shows how important to God it is that there be order in the church. Many verses in the NT let us know that God is a God of order and decency (cf. 1 Cor. 14:33). It was a custom among the Jews that women cover their heads in public. Although it is often taught that the Romans had that custom also, archaeologists and historians have provided enough evidence to show us that although women often covered their heads, it was not a hard and fast cultural norm. Nevertheless, among the Romans, untidy, or natural, free-flowing hair was often associated with unrestrained behavior or even prostitution. Thus, in light of the culture of the time, we can see why God did not want the church meeting to be the place where different cultures clashed and things were uncomfortable.
Proper attire was not the only thing in the first century that the cultures clashed over. The Jews had very strict laws about eating, while the Romans did not. That caused tension in the Church, which Paul addressed in Romans 14:13-21. In that section the Word of God says, “It is better not to eat meat or drink wine or to do anything else that will cause your brother or sister to fall” (Rom. 14:21 NIV). The “do anything else” includes the way we dress—if it makes people uncomfortable, the loving thing is to not dress that way.
Although the simple clash of the Roman culture with the Jewish culture is enough to explain why Paul had to address the issue of women’s head coverings, there may also be another reason. It was becoming clear that men and women were one in Christ, both empowered by holy spirit, and both with important ministries in the Church. Thus it is possible, and suggested by some commentators, that the women were taking off their head coverings as a symbol of their equal position in Christ with the men in the Church. That is certainly a possibility, and if it is the case, then this verse shows us that equality in Christ does not remove the responsibility each Christian has not to turn the church into a place of uncomfortable debate. It also shows that there are certain gender differences between men and women that are reflected in attire even though the men and women are one in Christ and both able to minister in the congregation (see commentaries on 1 Tim. 2:11, 12, 13, 14 and 2:15). Thus, there are a few places in the NT that specifically address the way women dress, while not mentioning how men dress (cf. 1 Tim. 2:9).
It is important for us to understand that this verse is addressing the cultural norms of the time, and instructs women to cover their head (not their face) in public meetings. Today our cultural norms are not the same as in biblical times, and so women regularly go to church without a head covering. On the other hand, we see how Christians with the correct attitude understand the culture of a certain region or even individual church. If the people in a certain church put on their “Sunday best” for church, with ladies in dresses and men in a coat and tie, a loving Christian who visits that church will dress in the same way and not press his or her freedom in Christ.
How we dress affects other people as well as reflects on how we relate to our holy God. Other verses that show that clothing reflects on our relation with each other and with God include Deuteronomy 22:5; Psalm 29:2; Ezekiel 44:18; and Revelation 19:14.
“dishonors.” This is the Greek word kataischunō (#2617 καταισχύνω); see commentary on Romans 9:33, “put to shame.”
1Co 11:8
“man did not come from the woman, but the woman from the man.” This is referring to the original creation of humankind, when Adam was created first and Eve was created “from” the man, Adam. After this original creation, humankind, both men and women, were born from their mothers.
1Co 11:9
“man was not created for the woman, but the woman for the man.” The actual meaning of this verse has been hotly debated. It employs the figure of speech irony. By this irony, God hopes to “wake up” the Corinthians to the fact that He placed all of them in the Body as it has pleased Him.
1Co 11:10
“symbol.” Something that represents something else, especially if the thing represented is immaterial or spiritual. A “sign” usually points to something else, not as much “represents” something else (as a road sign points to the condition of the road ahead, not “represents” the conditions, or the “signs” that Jesus did pointed to his Messiahship, not represented his Messiahship.)
1Co 11:11
“in the Lord.” See Word Study: “In the Lord.”
1Co 11:17
“results in more harm than good.” The NIV translation of this verse, while not literally following the Greek text, is a very clear dynamic equivalent translation, and catches the meaning of the verse: “your meetings do more harm than good.” This should be a very powerful lesson for all Christians, because our tendency is to say that if someone goes to church, that is a good thing. Not necessarily. Our gatherings should be a place where we are encouraged, challenged, taught what the Bible really says, and mentored in the Faith. The goal of the meeting is to produce strong Christians who are doing the will of God in their lives. If church has become a social gathering place, or a place where our sin is accepted and we are not challenged to change, or a place of education without instruction in obedience, or a place where traditional teachings not based on the Bible are regularly taught as truth, then our meetings are doing more harm than good.
1Co 11:18
“as a church.” The Greek word “church” is ekklēsia (#1577 ἐκκλησία; see commentary on Matt. 16:18). The Greek text reads, en ekklēsia “in assembly,” which we represent in the REV as “as a church,” in other words, when your congregations get together. This is not just a chance meeting of friends, but a purposeful meeting of the “church.” The churches were small and usually met in homes (cf. Rom. 16:5; 1 Cor. 16:19; Col. 4:15; Phlm. 1:2), although no doubt sometimes they found venues, even outdoors, when the entire congregation of believers in an area could be together. Sadly, even when the Christians in Corinth met as small groups, there were divisions among them.
1Co 11:21
“each one goes ahead with his own supper.” The use of “supper” in this phrase is important, and makes a sharp contrast between 1 Corinthians 11:20 and 11:21. The people here in Corinth were not eating the “Lord’s Supper,” which at the time Christ established it was a shared meal that highlighted the sacrifice of Christ—his broken body and shed blood—and thus set the pattern of self-sacrifice that Christians were to live. No, that was not being done in Corinth! Instead of the Lord’s “supper,” each person ate their own “supper” and ignored the needs of the others at the meal.” Christ would never have lived like that or condoned it. No wonder some Christians were weak and sick and some had died (1 Cor. 11:30), the Christians were not taking care of each other.
“supper.” The Greek deipnon (#1173 δεῖπνον) means 1) the main meal of the day, 2) an elaborate dinner or feast for guests, or 3) a meal with cultic significance, such as the Passover or Lord’s supper. We have stayed with “supper” because “the Lord’s supper” is a part of Christian vocabulary, and in many places in the English-speaking world, “supper” is the main meal of the day.
1Co 11:25
“new” The Greek kainos means new in quality. It is not just “new” in time, which would be neos; the New Covenant is new in quality. It was ratified at the Last Supper, and will be effective when Christ returns to earth and sets up his kingdom. Just because Christ ratified the New Covenant in his death does not mean it is in force. God gave Abraham the land by covenant, and yet he never saw it in his life, and in fact, the Israelites never had the full extent of the land God promised in the covenant, but they will get it in the Millennial Kingdom. Thus, there can be a large gap between when a covenant is made and when it is fulfilled. That is the case today. All one has to do is study in the OT what God says will happen when the New Covenant is in force to realize it is not in force yet. We today are living in the Administration of the Sacred Secret.
1Co 11:27
“in an unworthy manner.” The context tells us what that is in this case: the people of Corinth were not helping each other out. The rich came and were stuffing themselves and getting drunk, while those who had “nothing” (1 Cor. 11:22) went hungry. Thus, because the “body,” (the Church) was not recognized as one body with many members, each as important as the other, some people were weak and sick, and others had died.
1Co 11:29
“body.” Many versions have “body of the Lord,” or “the Lord’s body,” but in this verse the text just reads “body.” The reference is almost certainly an amphibologia.[footnoteRef:2126] It refers to the body of Jesus which was broken as a sacrifice for others, and thus stands as an example of how we ought to live sacrificially for others; and it also refers to the fact that anyone who ate his fill and got drunk while another Christian nearby was starving did not properly discern the body, i.e., the Body of Christ, in which all people are members of one body, each of equal importance and each needed. [2126:  Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 808-06, “amphibologia” (“double entendre”).] 

[See Word Study: “Amphibologia.”]
1Co 11:31
“examining” is diakrinō (#1252 διακρίνω), a word with many meanings. It is more than just “judge,” which is krinō (#2919 κρίνω). We have to make an accurate judgment of ourselves. Where are we strong, where are we weak, how can we contribute, where are we in need of help or possibly in error? If the Corinthians were open to that kind of constructive criticism, and then did the hard work of self-correction, they would not be behaving in such an un-Christlike manner as to not share their food with each other.
“we would not be being judged.” (krinō) i.e., by the Lord, and even by circumstances now.
1Co 11:33
“brothers and sisters.” The Greek word for “brothers” often includes men and women.
[For more on brothers and sisters, see Word Study: “Adelphos.” For more on women’s involvement in the early church, see Appendix 11: “The Role of Women in the Church.”]
1Co 11:34
“And the remaining matters.” There is more than just what is mentioned in Corinthians that needs attention, but Paul will deal with that personally when he arrives, which indicates that it is not essential that it be handled immediately.
 
1 Corinthians Chapter 12
1Co 12:1
“brothers and sisters.” The Greek word for “brothers” often includes men and women.
[For more on brothers and sisters, see Word Study: “Adelphos.” For more on women’s involvement in the early church, see Appendix 11: “The Role of Women in the Church.”]
“spiritual matters.” The Greek text has the definite article “the” before “spiritual,” which may mean, as it seems apparent from the context, that the Corinthians had written Paul about spiritual matters even as they had about sexual matters (1 Cor. 7:1). Thus Paul would write about “the” spiritual matters, using the figure ellipsis to emphasize “spiritual.”
The word “spiritual” is pneumatikos (#4152 πνευματικός), which is an adjective, so most translations supply “gifts” as the noun that “spiritual” modifies. However, the context is much broader than gifts, so “gifts” is too narrow a word to supply as the noun in this particular context. “Things” usually refers more to concrete entities or objects, whereas “matters” refers more to ideas and concepts, so “matters” seems to be the best noun to supply in this context. In 1 Corinthians 14:1, “things” is more appropriate than “matters,” because we diligently pursue spiritual things.
“Spiritual matters” or “spiritual things” fits the subject of chapters 12-14, which are about spiritual matters, including “gifts” (1 Cor. 12:4), “service” (ministries) (1 Cor. 12:5), “working” (energizings) (1 Cor. 12:6) and “manifestations” (1 Cor. 12:7-10). It is common for translators to try to get the sense of the context and supply a noun to complete the sense of pneumatikos. For example, Romans 15:27 says the Gentiles share in the pneumatikos of the Jews. The NIV and ESV supply “blessings,” while the KJV and ASV say “things.” 1 Corinthians 2:15 uses pneumatikos, and the NIV84 supplies “man,” reading “spiritual man,” while the ESV supplies “person,” and reads “spiritual person,” and the KJV reads “he that is spiritual.” In 1 Corinthians 9:11, pneumatikos is used in the context of spiritual things that are sown into a person’s life, so the NIV supplies “seed,” reading “spiritual seed,” while the KJV supplies “things,” reading “spiritual things,” and the NRSV says, spiritual “good.”
The wide variety of spiritual matters being discussed in 1 Corinthians 12-14 dictates that “matters” or “things” be supplied to complete the sense of pneumatikos in 1 Corinthians 12:1; 14:1, etc. Those chapters are speaking about spiritual matters of many kinds, not just spiritual “gifts.” Adding the word “gifts” obscures what God had so clearly stated in the original text and causes people to be confused about the manifestations of holy spirit.
[For more on “gifts,” see commentary on 1 Cor. 14:1.]
1Co 12:2
“mute” The Greek construction contrasts the mute idols with the living God. It is worded in such a way as to emphasize the word “mute.” It is not just “mute idols,” but “the idols, the mute [ones].” It is factual, of course, that the pagan idols are mute, but it is also a slap at them, almost sarcasm. This verse echoes the Old Testament, which points out several times that idols cannot speak (Ps. 115:5; 135:16).
“led…led astray.” The difference between “led,” agō (#71 ἄγω) and “led astray” apagō (#520 ἀπάγω) is one of intensity. Apagō has the sense of forcefully carried off. So although the people did follow willingly, the forceful presentation and charisma of the pagan leaders was a powerful force in leading people astray.
The point that the verse is making is a powerful one. People trust their spiritual leaders to lead them to truth and right. However, Paul makes the point that when the Gentiles were led to idols, they were being led astray. This happens today with many teachers, who lead their flocks astray and into hurtful and harmful doctrines and practices.
1Co 12:3
“make known to you” (as per Fee, etc.)[footnoteRef:2127] sets the contrast with “I do not want you to be ignorant” in 1 Corinthians 12:1. [2127:  Gordon Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians [NICNT], 578.] 

“speaking in union with the spirit of God.” Speaking “in union with” the spirit comes from the preposition en, which describes a relationship (see commentary on Romans 6:3. Lenski also has, “in union with.”[footnoteRef:2128]). Also, it can be instrumental and be translated “by,” however, that is not the primary meaning here as can be seen by the “in” in the last phrase of the verse. It is about being in a state of agreement or concord with the holy spirit. In the wider context of this section of Scripture about the manifestations of holy spirit (chapters 12-14), it can be seen that speaking “in” the spirit of God can include speaking in tongues, and it might well be thought by pagans that people speaking in tongues were cursing God, which Paul says does not happen. [2128:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. Paul’s First and Second Epistles to the Corinthians, 494.] 

“in union with the holy spirit.” In this context, the Greek word en (“in”) is more than just an instrumental dative for “by.” To be “in” the spirit is to be in a state of agreement or concord with the spirit such that one’s actions can agree with, and sometimes even flow from, the holy spirit. When a person says, “Jesus is Lord,” and really means it, that person’s words agree with God’s declaration about His Son. Anyone can mouth the words “Jesus is Lord,” but saying them without meaning them would not be “in,” (“in a state of agreement with”) the holy spirit and the words of God. An unsaved person can see the truth about Jesus and confess him as Lord and be “in” (in agreement with) the holy spirit and get saved.
The “the” is not needed in the Greek text before the words “holy spirit” because the preposition en can make the pneuma (spirit) definite without the article. In this case, the Greek text does not have a definite article before “holy spirit.” The preposition en is before the phrase which means it can be understood as if the “the” was actually present. In Greek, if a preposition governs a noun, it is the context that determines whether the noun is definite or not, and therefore whether there should be a “the” or not in the English translation. Daniel Wallace writes: “There is no need for the article to be used to make the object of a preposition definite.”[footnoteRef:2129] A. T. Robertson writes: “...the article is not the only means of showing that a word is definite. ...The context and history of the phrase in question must decide. ...[As for prepositional phrases], these were also considered definite enough without the article.”[footnoteRef:2130] Robertson then cites some examples that use ek. [2129:  Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics, 247.]  [2130:  Robertson, Grammar of the Greek New Testament, 790-92.] 

[For more information on the uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
1Co 12:4
“being distributed.” The Greek word is diairesis (#1243 διαίρεσις), it is plural, and it is generally used in reference to “distribution,” meaning that there are different distributions of the gifts, i.e., that different people are being given different gifts.[footnoteRef:2131] That the gifts differ is too obvious to mention, and misses the point. The gifts differ, but the point is that the gifts are distributed to different people, so the whole Body of Christ working together is necessary if we are to have all the gifts of Christ working fully. [2131:  See Lenski, First and Second Epistles to the Corinthians, 495; C. K. Barrett [BNTC], 283; Rotherham.] 

“spirit.” The word pneuma, spirit, must be studied carefully because the word “spirit” can refer to many things, including the gift of holy spirit, or to Jesus, or to God, depending on the context (both Jesus and God are called the “Spirit”). There are a few reasons that “spirit” here in 1 Corinthians 12:4 could refer to the gift of holy spirit: the fact that “spirit” in 1 Cor. 12:3 refers to the gift of holy spirit; the fact that 1 Cor. 12:4, 5, 6 would then have the gift of holy spirit, the Lord (Jesus), and God; and the fact that although there are many “gifts,” there is only one gift of holy spirit. However, there are also some reasons that “Spirit” can refer to Jesus or God. 1 Cor. 12:4 and 12:11 are almost parallel, with the “Spirit” distributing to people. If “Spirit” in verse 4 refers to God, the word “Lord” in 1 Cor. 12:5 refers to Jesus Christ, and “God” in 1 Cor. 12:6 refers to God, then we have a chiasmic structure that is common in other parts of Scripture: “A—B—A,” in this case, “God—Lord—God.” The weight of evidence, however, seems to favor that “spirit” in verse 4 refers to the gift of holy spirit.
1Co 12:6
“energizings...energizes.” If anyone is going to do signs, miracles, or wonders, he must understand that he must, by trusting God, bring the power of God to bear on any given situation, but it is always God who provides the power, the energy, for the event to happen. See commentary on 2 Corinthians 5:20, “ambassadors.”
Often in charismatic churches, when a minister is energized by the Lord, the person is said to “have the anointing.” To Christians in more traditional denominations such as the Presbyterian Church, this can be very confusing because they cannot see that kind of language in the Bible. When we use non-biblical language to describe spiritual events then confusion is often the result. 1 Corinthians 12:6 speaks of “energizings” being given to people by the Lord, and if the Church would use that biblical vocabulary, and could point to the verses that speak of that energizing, then there would be less confusion and a better chance of having unity among Christian believers.
Biblically, the “anointing” refers to the time a person gets the gift of holy spirit, which for people in the Old Testament occurred when God put holy spirit upon them, and for Christians occurs when they get saved; born again (cf. Acts 10:38). After receiving the holy spirit, believers will from time to time be “energized” to do miracles, healings, etc. Note that in the life of Jesus Christ, he was “anointed” only one time, when he received the holy spirit after being baptized by John the Baptist in the Jordan River. At no time after that, when Jesus did miracles and healings, was Jesus said to be “anointed.”
1Co 12:7
“manifestation.” The word “manifestation” is the Greek word phanerōsis, (#5321 φανέρωσις), and it means, “to cause something to be fully known by revealing clearly and in some detail – ‘to make known, to make plain, to reveal, to bring to the light, to disclose, revelation.’”[footnoteRef:2132] The English word “manifestation” comes from two Latin words, manus, meaning “hand,” and festare, meaning “to touch.” A “manifestation” is something concrete and tangible that can be “touched with the hand,” so to speak. The gift of holy spirit is not tangible, because it is spirit. That is why Scripture does not promise that one will feel anything when he gets born again. God may accompany someone’s New Birth with a miracle in the senses world so that he knows it without a doubt, but that is rare and certainly not promised. [2132:  Louw and Nida, Greek English Lexicon, s.v. “φανέρωσις.”] 

To understand this verse, indeed, 1 Corinthians chapters 12-14, it is vital to understand the difference between the “gift of holy spirit” and the “manifestations” of that gift of holy spirit, which are also referred to as gifts. Each Christian receives the “gift of holy spirit,” at the moment they are saved, born again (Acts 2:38; Eph. 1:13). The gift of holy spirit that seals each Christian cannot be detected by the five senses. No one can see, hear, smell, taste, or touch it. However, the gift of holy spirit inside each Christian can be manifested, brought forth into evidence, in the nine ways set forth in 1 Corinthians 12:8-10. Electric energy in a light bulb is manifested (made obvious) in the form of light and heat. A manifestation of the chickenpox virus, which cannot be seen, is a rash with small pimple-like sores. While the gift of holy spirit cannot be detected by the five senses, the “manifestation of the holy spirit” is detectable by the five senses.
The multipurpose “Swiss Army” knife (today there are many “multi-purpose” knives that are similar) is a good example of the difference between the gift of holy spirit and a manifestation of that gift. The traditional Swiss Army knife has a red handle, and many come with two blades (big and little), two screwdrivers (flathead and Phillips), a can opener, an awl, scissors, a file, and a pair of tweezers (nine manifestations!). If you receive one Swiss army knife as a gift, you can use (bring into manifestation) any or all of its implements, and cut, snip, tweeze, etc. The one gift of the Swiss knife has many manifestations. Similarly, the one gift God gives each believer is holy spirit, which can be manifested in nine ways.
[For more on the manifestations of the gift of holy spirit also being referred to as “gifts,” see commentary on 1 Cor. 14:1.]
“of the spirit.” There has been much scholarly discussion about the exact nature of the genitive, “of” in the phrase, “the manifestation of the spirit.” The confusion is in large part due to the fact that most theologians think the “Spirit” is God. The spirit in this verse is the gift of God, holy spirit, and the genitive is the genitive of origin or production. The gift of holy spirit is the source of the manifestations, and the phrase means, the manifestations that originate with, or are produced by, the spirit of God. A somewhat parallel phrase occurs in 2 Corinthians 4:2, which has “the manifestation of the truth” (KJV, which has the articles accurately placed). One cannot see the “truth” in the apostle’s minds, but it is there, and it is the origin of their behavior, which can be seen by everyone. The gift of holy spirit and “truth” are invisible in a person, but they produce manifestations that can be clearly seen in the world of the senses.
“common good.” The Bible specifically says that the manifestation of holy spirit is for the “common good.” Benefits are missed, or consequences occur, when Christians do not walk with the power of the manifestations of holy spirit. Imagine the Bible with no manifestations of the power of God—no record of Moses smiting the rock, or Joshua stopping the Jordan River, or Samson pushing down the pagan temple, or God telling Samuel to anoint Saul as king, or Elijah calling down fire from heaven, or God telling Jonah to go to Nineveh.
The Bible would be much less exciting and would bring much less hope and blessing if the power of God were absent from its pages. If Ananias had not walked in the power of the manifestations, he would not have had the blessing of healing Paul (Acts 9:10-18). If Peter had not walked in the power of the manifestations, he would not have had the blessing of being the first to lead Gentiles into the New Birth (Acts 10:9-46). If Paul had not walked in the power of the manifestations, Eutychus would have remained dead (Acts 20:9-12). If a Christian does not speak in tongues, he misses out on its being a sign from God that he is saved (1 Cor. 14:22). Similarly, if the manifestations are absent or misused, there are consequences. If everyone in the congregation speaks in tongues at the same time, for example, an unbeliever may get the wrong impression (1 Cor. 14:23).
1Co 12:8
“For to one.” This verse (and verses 9 and 10), seem to indicate that each Christian gets only one manifestation, something that has confused many Christians. When we understand what the manifestations of holy spirit are, it becomes obvious that each Christian has the ability to manifest each of them. For example, 1 Corinthians 14:5 says it is the will of God that every Christian speak in tongues, and 1 Corinthians 14:23 gives an example of everyone in the Church in Corinth speaking in tongues. But if every Christian spoke in tongues, but each Christian could only have one “gift,” then no Christian could have any other “gift” except for speaking in tongues. Obviously, that cannot be the case. For one thing, every Christian is encouraged to speak in tongues, and also to prophesy and interpret (1 Cor. 14:5). That means each Christian is encouraged to operate three manifestations, not just one! But there is more. The manifestation, “a message of knowledge,” is God or the Lord Jesus giving knowledge to believers by revelation. Every believer can get guidance from God or the Lord via the gift of holy spirit inside them. But if each believer can only have one “gift,” and every believer can communicate with God via the gift of holy spirit inside them and thus get a message of knowledge, then every believer could only have that one “gift” of the spirit and none of the other “gifts.” These examples should be very clear, and the evidence that each believer can operate all of the manifestations of the gift of holy spirit. Furthermore, that becomes even clearer as we study the subject. For example, every believer needs to have spiritually energized faith to accomplish God’s will in their lives. But since “faith” is in this list that many people say a person only gets “one” of, that would mean if a believer had this “faith,” that would be the one and only thing on the list he would get. Could the Bible really teach that if a person speaks in tongues, or prophesies, or gets revelation knowledge from the Lord, he cannot have faith? Of course not! That makes no sense.
More evidence that each person can operate the different manifestations of the spirit is that the people in Acts did. For example, Peter spoke in tongues (Acts 2), prophesied (he penned 1 and 2 Peter), received words of wisdom and knowledge, and did miracles and healings. So did Paul. But there is no verse that says or implies that leaders in the Church somehow get to operate the manifestations in ways that other Christians cannot.
This verse is not saying that each person only gets “one” manifestation. It is teaching that God energizes different people at different times. Here in 1 Corinthians 12:8-10, “to one” means “to one person.” The point that God is making is that at any given time or meeting, God energized different people in different ways. He would give one manifestation “to one” person and another “to another” person. For example, one person might get a message of knowledge, another person may prophesy, another person may have the opportunity to heal, and so forth. To make sure that things in the Church are done “decently and in order” (1 Cor. 14:40 KJV), at any given time the Lord energizes different manifestations in different believers. The Church at Corinth had some problems. One was that people were not working together to bless one another (1 Cor. 11:17-19). This was so much the case that Paul wrote, “you meet together, but it results in more harm than good,” or as the NIV puts it, “your meetings do more harm than good” (1 Cor. 11:17). At other times when the church at Corinth met everyone wanted to speak up, so Paul had to write, “How is it then...when you come together, each one has a psalm, has a teaching, has a revelation, has a tongue, has an interpretation? Let all things be done for building people up.” (1 Cor. 14:26). So whether the church was so divided that the people did not respect each other or take care of one another (1 Cor. 11:17-19), or whether the church was so anxious to speak up that the people did not respect each other or take care of one another (1 Cor. 14:26) what was needed was for people to walk by the spirit and realize that God was building unity in the Body by energizing different manifestations in different people, so each person was important and had a part to play in the meeting and in the church.
[For the difference between “to another” and “to a different one” see commentary on 1 Cor. 12:9.]
“is given through the spirit.” The manifestations of the spirit come via the gift of holy spirit. We must be clear that God can give knowledge or wisdom to people in many ways. For example, He spoke to Moses via a burning bush. He spoke to Gideon via an angel. He can send a prophet. Messages given in ways such as that are revelation, but they are not “manifestations of holy spirit.”
To be a manifestation of holy spirit, the revelation has to come from God or the Lord Jesus Christ to the Christian via the gift of holy spirit within him. In most cases in the Old Testament and the Gospels, when God wanted a person to prophesy or, like Joseph, to be a wise ruler, He put holy spirit on him so He could more fully communicate with him. Joseph had the spirit of God upon him so he could hear from God (Gen. 41:38). Moses and Joshua had the spirit of God (Num. 11:17; 27:18); the 70 elders of Israel had spirit upon them (Num. 11:25). God put his spirit on Bezalel so he could get the wisdom of God on how to build the Tabernacle (Exod. 31:1-5). Judges of Israel such as Othniel (Judg. 3:10), Gideon (Judg. 6:34), Jephthah (Judg. 11:29), and Samson (Judg. 14:19), had the spirit of God to help them rule and fight. King Saul had the spirit, and prophesied (1 Sam. 10:6). When the spirit of God came on Amasai, he heard from God and prophesied (1 Chron. 12:18). So did Azariah (2 Chron. 15:1-2), Jahaziel (2 Chron. 20:14), Zechariah (2 Chron. 24:20), and others. Furthermore, it was holy spirit that gave David the power to hear from God and get the plans for the Temple (1 Chron. 28:12). John the Baptist had the spirit of God upon him from birth (Luke 1:15). Thus, when we speak of “a message of wisdom” and “a message of knowledge” being manifestations of holy spirit, we are speaking of God or the Lord Jesus giving direct revelation to the person via the holy spirit born within that individual.
It is very important to realize that when the Bible says “manifestation of the spirit,” it means exactly that—these are evidences of holy spirit, not natural abilities that God has given to the person. They are the presence of holy spirit being made visible. We make this point because some people treat these manifestations as if they were talents that some people have, with no specific connection to the gift of holy spirit they received when they were born again. It is true that God does give different people different talents. Some people sing well; some people are very athletic; some are very intelligent; some people are great artists, etc. These are all God-given talents, but they are not manifestations of holy spirit. On the other hand, the manifestations of the spirit such as speaking in tongues, interpretation, prophecy, trust (“faith”), gifts of healings, and miracles, require both the power of holy spirit and the cooperation and action of the believer involved. The manifestations of holy spirit do not operate apart from the free will of the believer. Take speaking in tongues, for example. The Lord will provide the words to say, but the believer must do the speaking. The manifestations are good examples of us being “fellow workers” with God (1 Cor. 3:9).
“message.” The Greek word is logos (#3056 λόγος). It is translated as “message” because the Greek word logos refers to an intelligible communication. The first definition of logos in Thayer’s Lexicon is “a word, yet not in the grammatical sense (equivalent to vocabulum, the mere name of an object), but language, vox, i.e., a word which, uttered by the living voice, embodies a conception or idea.”[footnoteRef:2133] The NIV uses “message,” and other versions, such as the RSV, NRSV, and NJB, use “utterance,” which would be fine as long as it is understood that it is the Lord who “utters” the message to the person via the gift of holy spirit, and not the person who “utters” the message of wisdom to someone else. [2133:  Thayer, Thayer’s Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “λόγος.”] 

The translation “message” communicates accurately exactly what the Lord gives by revelation: a message. The message may come in many ways: an audible voice, a picture or vision, a physical sensation, an emotion, or a firm realization (an inner knowing). The King James Version says “word of wisdom” and “word of knowledge” and so those terms are widely used, and “word” is used for “message” in Christian jargon. Nevertheless, it could be misleading to a new Bible student who might think of revelation as “words,” especially because in our experience the majority of the revelation any person receives is not a “word” and not even by “words,” but much more often by an impression or picture.
In this verse, the Greek word logos is used of individual revelation to people. This is important because both logos and rhēma (#4487 ῥῆμα) are used of individual messages of revelation given to Christians. We say that to correct the error of some Bible teachers who say that rhēma refers to individual revelation while logos refers to the Word of God. This verse, 1 Corinthians 12:8, is a good example of logos being used of revelation to an individual, and examples of rhēma as individual revelation include: Matthew 4:4; Luke 2:29; 3:2. In contrast, examples of rhēma being used of the whole word of God include 1 Peter 1:25 (cf. Heb. 6:5).
“a message of wisdom.” Definition: A message of wisdom is God or the Lord Jesus Christ, by revelation, providing a person with wisdom. It is God or the Lord giving a person direction, or guiding them in how to apply the knowledge he has about something.
For an explanation of how a message of wisdom works, see the commentary on “a message of knowledge.” Both “a message of knowledge” and “a message of wisdom” are revelation.
[For more on what “revelation” is and how it works, see commentary on Gal. 1:12.]
For years scholars have discussed the manifestations of holy spirit, and there are many differing opinions. For example, reading different commentaries shows that some scholars think “a message of wisdom” is being able to understand the wisdom of God, or perhaps being able to express the wisdom of God. The Living Bible, for example, calls “a message of wisdom,” “the ability to give wise advice.” Many people, saved and unsaved, give wise advice. That is not a manifestation of holy spirit. The manifestation of a message of wisdom occurs when God gives a Christian a message about what to do in a given situation via the gift of holy spirit.
The reason for the discussion and the uncertainty is that the manifestations are not defined in 1 Corinthians. There is a good reason for their not being defined. It is common in all writing that authors leave out details and descriptions that everyone knows. Writers today commonly mention cars, planes, the Internet, and thousands of other things that they do not explain because the readers know what those things are. There are many examples of this in the Bible also.
A good example occurs in the Gospel of Luke. Luke did, for the time in which he lived, a good job of dating the birth of Christ by telling us it was about the time of the first census that took place while Quirinius was governor of Syria (Luke 2:2). No doubt everyone in Luke’s day who read that said, “Ah, now I know when the birth of Christ occurred.” Today, however, not much information about Quirinius has survived the centuries, and so there is controversy about the date of the birth of Christ. Another example involves biblical animals. No doubt when Job was written, everyone knew what the “behemoth” was (Job 40:15). Today we do not know enough information for scholars to agree on what the animal is. Another example involves nations. Genesis and other books of the Bible mention the “Hittites” (Gen. 10:15), but that nation was lost in history so completely that until the nineteenth century when archaeologists uncovered entire Hittite cities, some scholars even doubted their existence.[footnoteRef:2134] Nevertheless, the Bible never describes the Hittites because the biblical readers knew exactly who they were and where they lived. [2134:  See Joseph Free, Archaeology and Bible History, 108.] 

The people of Corinth and other Christians in the first century were familiar with the manifestations of holy spirit, so there was no need for Paul to explain what they were or how they worked. God’s people had been manifesting holy spirit for generations (except for speaking in tongues and interpretation of tongues, but the Corinthian Church was familiar with those by the time Paul penned Corinthians). God had put holy spirit upon people in the Old Testament such as Moses, Joshua, Deborah, David, Elijah, and many others, and those people could then hear knowledge or wisdom from God (thus, the message of knowledge and wisdom). They had the trust (“faith”) to do what God asked of them even when it seemed impossible, they did miracles, and when Jesus came on the scene, he taught his disciples to heal and cast out demons. The believers of Corinth were familiar with all these manifestations, and of course, Paul, who founded the Church in Corinth on his second missionary journey (Acts 18:1-18), had also instructed them.
Some scholars have tried to look in Greek culture to find the meaning of the manifestations based on the definitions of the Greek words themselves (for example, “wisdom” was very important in Greek culture). That misses the point, and for the most part, has been unhelpful in discovering the nature of the manifestations, and is one reason why there is so much debate about the manifestations by scholars. The manifestations were not Greek experiences or concepts, but the timeless manifestations, outward evidences, of the inward presence of holy spirit. These manifestations were not to be found in Greek culture, vocabulary, or history, but in the experiences of the men and women of God throughout the centuries.
English culture today is somewhat similar to the Greek culture in that there has been very little accurate exposure to the power of holy spirit and very little accurate teaching on it. Therefore, we need a clear explanation of the manifestations so we can understand them. Like the Greeks of old, we need to get our understanding from the Bible itself and then add to our understanding by utilizing and experiencing the manifestations.
“a message of knowledge.” A message of knowledge is God or the Lord Jesus Christ, by revelation, providing knowledge to a person, i.e., giving that person information, insight, and understanding about something.
The message of wisdom and the message of knowledge are “revelation” manifestations, and they are covered in this one entry because they often work seamlessly together, with a single revelation from God consisting of both a message of knowledge and a message of wisdom. These are called “revelation” manifestations because they deal with God or the Lord Jesus “revealing” something.
[For more on what “revelation” is and how it works, see commentary on Gal. 1:12.]
We can understand the difference between “a message of knowledge” and “a message of wisdom” by understanding the difference between “knowledge” and “wisdom.” Knowledge is information about a situation, while wisdom is what to do about the situation. The first definition of “wisdom” in Webster’s 1828 Dictionary captures its essence: “the right use or exercise of knowledge.” Since the time of Adam and Eve, it has been important for mankind to hear from God. When God speaks to individuals, if what He says is knowledge, i.e., information and insight, the revelation is “a message of knowledge.” If what He says is wisdom, i.e., direction or what to do about a given situation, the revelation is “a message of wisdom.”
A good example of a message of knowledge would be Joseph interpreting Pharaoh’s dream (Gen. 41:25-27). God gave Joseph knowledge about the meaning of the dream, which was that there would be seven years of plenty, then seven years of famine. That revelation is a message of knowledge because it only gives information, the facts of the case.
When God gives someone a message of knowledge, He may or may not need to give a message of wisdom so the person will know what to do. For example, if a person has lost his car keys, all God has to do is let the person know where they are, He does not have to give a message of wisdom and say, “Go get them.” The person will do that without having to have a message of wisdom. Often, however, God will give a message of wisdom when He gives a message of knowledge. What if God had told Joseph about the years of plenty and the years of famine, but then never said what to do about it? The best Joseph could have done in that case would have been to pick a reasonable solution. However, God did give Joseph a message of wisdom when He told Joseph to tell Pharaoh to store up 20 percent of the harvest during the plenteous years for the upcoming famine years (Gen. 41:33-36). When God gives a person direction, and tells him what to do, then it is “a message of wisdom.”
The Bible is full of examples of “a message of knowledge” and “a message of wisdom,” and God gives us numerous examples so we will understand how He communicates and directs us. The Bible usually does not make it clear whether these examples are via the gift of holy spirit or simply the audible voice of God, but they are all revelation nevertheless. In Numbers 11:16-20 Moses gets both knowledge and wisdom from God. In Joshua 1:2-9 God gives Joshua both knowledge and wisdom. In Judges 7:4 God gave Gideon both knowledge and wisdom. In 1 Samuel 8:7-9 God gave Samuel wisdom, telling him what to do, and knowledge, telling him why to do it. In 1 Kings 14:5, God gave Ahijah knowledge of what was going to happen, and wisdom, telling him what to say. In 1 Kings 17:2-4, God gave Elijah wisdom by telling him what to do, and knowledge, telling him what would happen. These are only a few examples of “a message of knowledge” and “a message of wisdom,” but we can learn a lot from them. For one thing, we see that these manifestations could work independently, but they often work seamlessly together in one “message” from God. Another thing we can see is why God did not need to define the manifestations to the people of Corinth. God’s revelations of knowledge and wisdom are clearly laid out in the Bible and are essential to living a powerful and successful spiritual life.
A message of knowledge and a message of wisdom are God “speaking” to us to guide and help us. It is inconceivable that He would not do that for each and every Christian. Surely He would not give guidance to one Christian and not to another. Every Christian can, and needs to, manifest holy spirit in messages of knowledge and wisdom in order to live a rich and successful Christian life. No doubt most Christians have heard from God via the manifestations without even realizing it. Although there are times when God gives a message of knowledge or wisdom in such a clear and powerful way that it cannot be missed, usually God speaks in a “gentle whisper” or “a still small voice.” (1 Kings 19:12; NIV, KJV).
We need to be aware that there is a difference between “a message of knowledge” and “the manifestation of a message of knowledge” and also between “a message of wisdom” and “the manifestation of a message of wisdom.” A message of knowledge or wisdom can come from God in many ways: God’s audible voice (Deut. 4:12); an angel (Judg. 13:3-5); a miracle such as a donkey speaking (Num. 22:28, 30), or handwriting on a wall (Dan. 5:5). That type of revelation is a message of knowledge or a message of wisdom, but it is not the “manifestation” of a message of knowledge or wisdom because it did not come via the gift of holy spirit.
The “manifestation of a message of knowledge (or wisdom)” is a manifestation of the gift of holy spirit, which means the information comes from God or the Lord to the person via the gift of holy spirit inside the person. One thing that is important to realize and keep in mind is that a message of knowledge and a message of wisdom are manifestations of holy spirit, but they come via the human mind. The fact that the revelation from God comes to our minds via the spirit opens the door to a few different problems: first, we may not be sure whether we are receiving revelation or “just thinking something,” second, we may think we are hearing from God when we are not, and third, we may think that a “thought” was just us thinking when it really was revelation from the Lord. It is noteworthy that the Greek word pneuma (as well as the Hebrew word ruach) is used of both our thoughts and emotions, and the “spirit” God gives us, and it can sometimes be very hard to distinguish revelation from our thoughts.
1Co 12:9
“to a different one.” God has placed the nine manifestations of holy spirit into three groups, or categories, with two manifestations in the first group, five in the second group, and two in the third group. Most English versions are not sensitive to this, and read “to one” or “to another” eight times, as if the list was one large group. However, there are actually two different Greek words, allos (#243 ἄλλος), and heteros (#2087 ἕτερος), that need to be properly understood and translated, rather than both of them simply being translated “to another.” In Greek, allos was generally used to express a numerical difference and denotes “another of the same sort,” while heteros usually means a qualitative difference and denotes “another of a different sort.” When a list is put together, and the items are said to be allos, they are of the same kind or nature. When they are said to be heteros, they are different in nature.
However, when there is a list of items, the alternating of allos and heteros is a way of breaking the list into different categories or divisions. Robertson and Plummer write: “if we take each ἑτέρῳ [heteros] as marking a new division, we get an intelligible result. Of the three classes thus made…”[footnoteRef:2135] Thus what we see in this section is God separating the manifestations into three groups, dividing the groups by the word heteros, which we showed in brackets when we quoted the verses. In the REV, we use “another” when the Greek word was allos, and “different one” when it was heteros. [2135:  Archibald Robertson and Alfred Plummer, The First Epistle of St. Paul to the Corinthians [ICC], 265.] 

Studying the groups reveals that two manifestations are revelation (hearing from God), five manifestations relate to the power of God, and the last two manifestations are oriented toward worship.
· Revelation: A message of knowledge; a message of wisdom
· Power: Trust (“faith”); gifts of healing; miracles; prophecy; discerning of spirits
· Worship: Speaking in tongues; interpretation of tongues
Although it is helpful to study these manifestations separately so we can best understand them, we need to be aware that we are doing that only for the sake of clarity. God never intended them to be completely separate and distinct in the lives of the believers who experience them. He is our Father and He wants a relationship with us, and He wants us to be effective fellow workers with Him (1 Cor. 3:9). In order to do that, we must be able to worship God (the worship group), hear from Him (the revelation group), and work for Him (the power group). In the day-to-day life of a believer who is striving to love God, live a holy life, and do God’s will, the manifestations will often work seamlessly and result in great blessing for the believer and the people affected. For example, a Christian woman, let’s call her “Susan,” may be by herself enjoying worshiping God by singing in tongues to some Christian music she is playing. Then the phone rings and it is her friend who needs prayer because many things are going wrong in her life and today she is sick. Susan immediately feels the leading of the Lord to pray for specifics about her friend’s life (the revelation manifestations at work) and then commands healing to take place in the name of Jesus Christ (faith and healing). By the time she gets off the phone, her friend is feeling better emotionally and physically. In this scenario, Susan did not think to herself, “Now I need a message of knowledge. Now I need a message of wisdom. Now I need the manifestation of trust. Now I need the manifestation of gifts of healings.” No, she had a relationship with God and love for her friend, and the manifestations worked together seamlessly to produce the “common good” mentioned in 1 Corinthians 12:7.
“trust.” The manifestation of trust is a person having the confidence or trust that what God or the Lord Jesus Christ has revealed to him by revelation (a message of knowledge or a message of wisdom), will come to pass or come to pass at his command.
The manifestation of trust is the first manifestation that God places in the second group of manifestations, which we call the “power” manifestations. We believe that trust is the foundation of the power manifestations. “Trust” is the translation of the Greek word pistis, (#4102 πίστις) which means “trust,” “confidence” or “assurance.” The REV uses “trust” although many English versions use “faith.”
[See Appendix 2: “‘Faith’ is ‘Trust.’”]
It is important to distinguish the biblical definition of “faith” from today’s definition that has permeated the Christian Church and society. When most people think of “faith,” they think of it in terms of the modern definition: “firm belief in something for which there is no proof.”[footnoteRef:2136] When religious people have no proof for what they believe, we often hear them say, “You just have to take it by faith.” It is vital to understand that “belief in something for which there is no proof” is not the biblical definition of “faith.” [2136:  Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary, 11th ed.] 

The biblical definition of “faith” is “trust,” and we trust things only after they have been proven to us. Jesus never asked anyone to believe he was the Messiah without proof. He healed the sick, raised the dead, and did miracles, and he asked people to believe the miracles that he did (John 10:38). Similarly, God does not ask us to believe Him without proof. He has left many pieces of evidence that He exists and that His Word is true. Thus when God asks us to have “faith” (trust), He is not asking us to believe something without proof. God proves Himself to us, and because of that we trust Him, that is, we trust what He says to us.
1 Corinthians 12:9 uses the word trust (“faith”), but it is in the context of the manifestations of the spirit (12:7). Thus, “trust” in 12:9 is the “manifestation of trust,” not just our regular “trust” (“faith”). All of us have trust in a large number of things. In fact, ordinary life would be impossible without trust. A person would not sit down if he did not trust the chair would hold him. God asks us to trust that Jesus has been raised from the dead because the Bible, history, and life give plenty of evidence for it.
In contrast to ordinary trust, the manifestation of trust is necessary to accomplish the special tasks that God, by revelation, asks us to do. For example, Jesus said that a person with trust could tell a mountain to be cast into the ocean and it would be done (Mark 11:23). Well, all of us have seen mountains, and we know that we do not have the human power to move them, so how can we just “trust” that we can cast a mountain into the sea just by commanding it to happen? We need to access the power of God to move the mountain. To be able to “trust” that God’s power is available to us to perform a miracle we need God to tell us we can do it.
The way the manifestation of trust works is that God first tells us to do something by revelation. Then, having the revelation from God that we can do the miracle, we trust the revelation and command the miracle to happen. The trust we must have in what God told us by revelation is “the manifestation of trust,” and when we truly trust what God has revealed to us, miracles happen.
Moses brought water out of a rock by the manifestation of trust (Exod. 17:5-6), Gideon defeated the Midianites by the manifestation of trust (Judg. 6:16), Elijah multiplied the oil and bread by the manifestation of trust (1 Kings 17:14-16), and the other great miracles of the Bible were done by the manifestation of trust. When it comes to miracles and gifts of healings, we need the manifestation of trust because we cannot heal the sick or do miracles by our human power. God must give us a message of knowledge and a message of wisdom, letting us know that it is His will for us to heal someone or do a miracle, and then we must trust God that since He gave us the revelation to do the miracle, we can in fact, do it.
Every Christian needs to utilize the manifestation of trust. Christ said that when people received holy spirit they would receive power (Acts 1:8), but no one can operate the power of God without the trust to do so. Since every Christian needs to use the manifestation of trust to bring to pass the revelation that God gives him, every Christian has the ability to manifest trust. Thus, we see that the manifestation of trust, like a message of knowledge and a message of wisdom, is for every Christian, not just certain ones.
The understanding of the manifestation of trust is obscured by the fact that often the Bible just says “trust” when the context dictates it is the manifestation of trust that is being referred to. God expects us to know what the Bible says about the manifestation of trust and how it works. While there are many records where the revelation from God clearly precedes the person operating the manifestation of trust and accomplishing the miracle, many records do not explicitly state that God gave revelation first. Although this could seem confusing, it is simple to understand. God expects us to understand how the manifestation of trust works by studying the whole Bible. If we cannot do something by our natural human ability, then we need God’s power, and that means we must have a word (revelation) from Him that we can have trust in. Once God gives us the revelation we can then trust what He says and command the miracle, which God’s power then brings to pass.
In the case of Moses turning the Nile River to blood, the Bible tells us God gave the revelation to Moses of what to do, then Moses trusted God and did it (Exod. 7:14-20). When Moses split the Red Sea, God gave him the revelation of what to do, and Moses trusted and did it (Exod. 14:16, 21). When Joshua conquered Jericho, God told Joshua exactly what to do (Josh. 6:2-6) and Joshua trusted what God said (operated the manifestation of trust), and brought the miracle to pass. When David battled the Philistines, he did not just go to battle in his own strength. He first got a revelation from God that he would win the battle, then had trust in the revelation he received and went to war and won (2 Sam. 5:19-21). There are many records that show God giving revelation to a person who then trusted the revelation and brought the miracle to pass.
There are, however, many times in the Bible where the text does not explicitly say God gave revelation first. Does that mean that God did not give revelation in those cases? No. In order for there to be “trust,” there has to be something to trust in. No one can just “trust” to divide an ocean or move a mountain. No human has that power. So unless God tells us by revelation that He will do the miracle, we have nothing to trust in. We do not just have “trust;” we trust in something.
The fact that God does not always tell us in His word about the need for revelation before the manifestation of trust explains why, for example, so many people read Jesus’ teaching about casting a mountain into the sea (Mark 11:22, 23) and are confused. The context of Jesus’ teaching about the mountain was him cursing a fig tree. But he did not do that without revelation from His Father. He told his disciples that he could not do anything of himself, but did what the Father showed him (John 5:19; cf. John 5:30; 8:28). Thus in the context of acting by revelation and operating the manifestation of trust, he spoke of casting a mountain into the sea.
Hebrews 11 is the great chapter on trust. But if we closely examine the records, we can see that the trust in the chapter is mostly the manifestation of trust. Enoch was a prophet who heard from God (Heb. 11:5; Jude 1:14). Noah received revelation to build the ark (Heb. 11:7; Gen. 6:13-22); God gave Abraham revelation to move to Canaan, and Abraham obeyed, operating the manifestation of trust (Heb. 11:8; Gen. 12:1). Sarah gave birth to Isaac by the manifestation of trust, trusting in God’s specific promise to her (Gen. 18:10-15; Heb. 11:11). Abraham offered Isaac as a sacrifice because of a specific revelation from God (Heb. 11:17; Gen. 22:1). Moses kept the Passover by trust, because he trusted what God said to do and how to do it (Heb. 11:28; Exod. 12:1-14). Moses also split the Red Sea by the manifestation of trust in response to the revelation God gave him (Heb. 11:29; Exod. 14:16, 21). Joshua’s trust in the revelation God gave him caused the walls of Jericho to fall (Heb. 11:30; Josh. 6:2-6). These are just some of the examples of the manifestation of trust in the Bible, and they show us that we do not just “have trust,” we trust what God has told us.
When we understand the manifestation of trust we can see how inseparably it works with the other manifestations of the spirit. The manifestation of word of knowledge or word of wisdom is God telling us what we can do. The manifestation of trust is our trusting that what God just told us is true and is the reason we then act on what He said to bring the miracle or healing to pass, and the manifestation of miracles or healings is the power of God being applied and accomplishing the miracle or healing. To be truly effective for God, the Christian needs the confidence to operate all nine manifestations of the gift of holy spirit.
[For more on revelation and how revelation works, see commentary on Gal. 1:12.]
“gifts of healings” is a person exercising his God-given spiritual ability to heal by the power of God, according to what God or the Lord Jesus has revealed to him by revelation (a message of knowledge or a message of wisdom).
We cover the manifestations of gifts of healings and working of miracles together because they are similar in many ways. The “gifts [plural] of healings [plural]” is so-called because God does multiple healings, and each of them is a gift, done out of His grace or mercy. Gifts of healings and working of miracles are manifestations of holy spirit because it takes a believer to do them by the power of God that he has been given. It is very important to realize that it is people, empowered by holy spirit within, who do healings and miracles. On rare occasions, God heals or does a miracle without human agency, but that is not “the manifestation” of gifts of healings or miracles because the gift of holy spirit inside a Christian was not employed.
To do a healing or miracle, several manifestations come into action. First, the person needs a message of knowledge and/or a message of wisdom to know what the situation is and what to do about it. Second, he needs the manifestation of trust to bring to pass the healing or miracle. Third, he must represent Christ on earth and, via the power of God, bring to pass the miracle as God supplies the energy for it. Notice how Peter raised Tabitha: he said, “Tabitha, get up” (Acts 9:40). Then she got up from the dead. Peter spoke the miracle into being. First, Peter prayed. Then, when he had revelation from the Lord to go ahead, he raised her from the dead by the power of God. Once Peter received the revelation to raise Tabitha, he performed the miracle. We believe that there would be more miracles and healings in Christendom today if Christians would step out and really trust what the Lord tells them to do. Too often we are waiting for God to do Himself what He has given us the spiritual power to do.
It is not our intention to demean the power of prayer in any way. Christians are commanded to pray, and should do so as much as possible. However, when God or the Lord Jesus gives us the revelation to do a healing or miracle, that is not the time to pray, it is the time to step out and act, trusting that the Lord will energize the miracle as we command it to come to pass. If the miracle or healing takes time, the one receiving the revelation must keep on trusting and praying to see it accomplished.
Jesus’ apostles and disciples had holy spirit upon them (John 14:17), which is why he could send them out to heal the sick, raise the dead, and cast out demons (Matt. 10:8; Luke 10:9). Furthermore, Jesus said that when people have holy spirit, they have power (Acts 1:8). It is clear that since every Christian has the gift of holy spirit, then every Christian has the power to do healings and miracles (John 14:12), just as the disciples of Christ and the prophets of old did. We need to increase our trust and step forth boldly to do what the Lord directs us to do. We realize that although the presence of holy spirit gives each Christian the spiritual power to do healings and miracles, not everyone is called to walk in that kind of ministry. There is a difference between inherent spiritual ability and how that ability will actually be evidenced in the life of an individual Christian. Nevertheless, we assert that many more Christians would be doing healings and miracles if they knew they had the ability, and were confident to act on the spiritual power they have.
The manifestations of gifts of healings and working of miracles are often interwoven. There are certainly miracles that are not healings, such as when Moses parted the sea so the Israelites could escape Egypt. Also, there are healings that are not miracles, when, although the natural power of the body to heal itself is augmented by the healing power of God, the healing is not instantaneous. However, there are many miracles of healing in the Bible, such as the instantaneous healing of Bartimaeus, who was blind (Mark 10:46-52). Also, casting out a demon can be a miracle (Mark 9:38-39).
1Co 12:10
“energizings of miracles.” The manifestation of energizing of miracles is a person exercising his God-given spiritual ability to do miracles by the power of God, according to what God or the Lord Jesus has revealed to him by revelation (a message of knowledge or a message of wisdom). The phrase “energizings of miracles” is working more than one miracle and represents that the verb is plural in the Greek.
[For more explanation of the manifestation, see commentary on 1 Cor. 12:9, “gifts of healings.”]
“prophecy.” The manifestation of prophecy is speaking, writing, or otherwise communicating a message from God or the Lord Jesus Christ to a person or persons. God or the Lord Jesus gives the Christian a message of knowledge or a message of wisdom via the holy spirit born inside him, and when he gives that message to someone else it is prophecy. The revelation that is spoken as prophecy can come in the moment, coming almost word by word as the speaker says them, something we refer to as “inspirational prophecy.” However, it can also come as a complete revelation given to the speaker before it is spoken as prophecy, or prophecy can come as a combination, with some revelation coming beforehand and some coming as the prophecy is spoken. In the Old Testament, when a person had holy spirit, he or she almost always prophesied. That is why Joel said that when holy spirit was poured out on all believers, they would prophesy (Joel 2:28), and why Peter, in his teaching on the Day of Pentecost, referenced Joel (cf. Acts 2:17, 18).
God says His servants will prophesy, so there should be little argument about it. The manifestation of prophecy is to strengthen, encourage, and comfort people (1 Cor. 14:3). It can reveal the secrets of people’s hearts so that they can be closer to God (1 Cor. 14:24, 25). A study of prophecy in Scripture shows that prophecy is part of the power of God, which is why God places prophecy in the “power” group of the manifestations. Some Bible teachers have placed prophecy in the “worship” group of manifestations, but prophecy is not primarily worship, it is speaking a message from God to people. It is used in a worship service, yes, but that does not make it worship. At any given Christian service all the manifestations may come into play, depending on the needs of the people.
Many Christians do not prophesy, but not because they do not have the spiritual ability. Scripture makes it clear that every Christian has the power to prophesy because of the presence of holy spirit (Acts 1:8; 2:17; 1 Cor. 14:1, 5, 24). If a Christian does not prophesy, either he has not been sufficiently instructed, or he does not have the trust to step out on what he has been given, or he does not want to prophesy.
There is a reason why each Christian should covet to prophesy. Bringing God’s messages to His people is not only a tremendous privilege, it is essential for the well-being of the Church. A study of the Bible, especially the Old Testament, reveals how valuable the prophets were in the spiritual wholeness of the people of Israel. Prophecy is not only about speaking about the future. Not only can every Christian prophesy, as the Scripture says, but we should want to. That every believer can prophesy gives us more conclusive evidence that each believer can manifest all nine manifestations.
[For more on prophecy, including what it is, how it comes to the Christian via holy spirit, that each Christian should want to prophesy, and the difference between the manifestation of prophecy and the ministry of a prophet, see John W. Schoenheit, Prophecy.]
“discerning of spirits.” This phrase has two separate meanings and applications; it is a double entendre (the figure of speech amphibologia). On the one hand, it refers to God or the Lord Jesus Christ revealing to a person information about the presence or absence of spirits (including both the holy spirit and demons), and sometimes including the identity of any demons present and whether or not they may be cast out. It also can refer to God or the Lord giving information about the “spirits,” the things spoken or supposedly spoken by the power of the spirit of God.
[See Word Study: “Amphibologia.”]
The Greek word translated “discerning” is diakrisis (#1253 διάκρισις), and it has several meanings. It can mean a “distinguishing” or “differentiation.” Also, it can mean to quarrel.[footnoteRef:2137] One of the definitions in Liddell and Scott’s Greek lexicon is “decision by battle, quarrel, dispute.”[footnoteRef:2138] Thus diakrisis can be much more than just “discerning,” in some contexts it can refer to quarreling or fighting. Since “discerning of spirits” is a total package of recognizing “spirits” and dealing with them, God places it in the “power” group of manifestations. The word diakrisis (discerning) is plural in the Greek text because discerning is not a one-time action, but an ongoing process, and we felt that the English word “discerning” had the overtones of an ongoing process and did not need to be pluralized. If a person is “discerning,” it is because he has exhibited discernment in many situations. [2137:  BDAG Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “διάκρισις.”]  [2138:  Liddell and Scott, Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “διάκρισις.”] 

The manifestation of discerning of spirits is necessary if men and women of God are going to deal effectively with the spiritual realities of this fallen world. There are many “spirits” in this world, including angels, the gift of holy spirit, and prophecies, but because of the spiritual battle that rages around all of us, a very important aspect of discerning of spirits is dealing with the demonic forces of this world. Ephesians 6:12 makes it clear that Christians do not primarily wrestle against fleshly forces, but spiritual forces.
Our Adversary, the Devil, walks about as a roaring lion, seeking people to devour (1 Pet. 5:8). God has not left us helpless in that situation but has empowered us to deal with him. The manifestation of discerning of spirits is more than just recognizing evil spirits, it also involves entering into battle against them and casting them out. Protecting believers by recognizing demons and casting them out is part of “discerning of spirits.”
[For more insights into the spiritual battle, see the commentary on Mark 1:25 and Jesus “subduing” evil spirits.]
The manifestation of discerning of spirits is interwoven with the other manifestations. For example, a believer manifesting discerning of spirits may be simultaneously aware of the presence of the demon, know what to do about the situation, and begin to command it to come out of the person. Receiving the information about the demon and knowing what to do is similar to and interwoven with a message of knowledge and a message of wisdom, while the casting out the demon can be in the category of a miracle (Mark 9:38, 39), even as a healing can be a miracle (Acts 4:16).
Every Christian will encounter demons, whether he recognizes them or not. What a great blessing and comfort to know that God has equipped each of us to deal with any demon that comes against us. Ephesians 6:12, which says we wrestle with demonic powers, is written to every Christian. Therefore, every Christian can manifest discerning of spirits.
Another very important aspect of “discerning of spirits” is being able by revelation to discern the “spirits” that are being spoken by others. The word “spirit” (or “spirits”) is often put by metonymy for that which is spoken by the spirit, especially prophecy. We are not to just accept the prophecy of another Christian, but are to judge it (1 Cor. 14:29), and also we know that there are many false prophets in the world (1 John 4:1). We cannot afford to simply guess at whether or not what people say is right, we need God’s help to discern what people say, and the manifestation of discerning of spirits helps with that. That “discerning of spirits” can refer to discerning a prophecy helps explain why it comes after prophecy in the list of manifestations instead of following “a message of wisdom” and “a message of knowledge,” which are the revelation manifestations that start the list.
[For a more complete explanation of “spirit” being a metonymy for those things that are spoken by the spirit, such as prophecy or interpretation, see commentary on 1 Cor. 14:12.]
The word “spirits” in the phrase “discerning of spirits” likely does not refer in a primary sense to “attitudes” even though that is one of the meanings of pneuma (“spirit”). But God or the Lord could give revelation about someone’s thoughts and attitudes. But we must remember that the list in 1 Corinthians 12:8-10 is a list of manifestations of holy spirit, not a list of natural abilities. There are many people who are very sensitive and can “read” people and situations very well, but many of them are unsaved. “Discerning of spirits” does not refer to a natural ability, it is in the list of manifestations of the gift of holy spirit.
In some Greek texts the word “and” occurs before “to another, prophecy” and also before “to another, discerning of spirits.” We have left out the word “and” because textual research shows that it is more likely that “and” was added to some texts rather than being deleted from other texts.
“various kinds of tongues.” The manifestation of the spirit that involves speaking languages the speaker does not understand is commonly known as “speaking in tongues.” Speaking in tongues is a Christian speaking a language of men or angels that he does not understand, a language that is given to him by the Lord Jesus Christ (Acts 2:33). It is one of the great blessings that God has given to the Christian Church, and He desires that every Christian speak in tongues: “Now I want all of you to speak in tongues” (1 Cor. 14:5). For a much fuller explanation of speaking in tongues, see commentary on 1 Corinthians 14:5.
“the interpretation of tongues.” The interpretation of tongues is interpreting, or giving the sum and substance, in one’s own language, that which he has just spoken in tongues. The word “interpretation” is hermēneia (#2058 ἑρμηνεία), which means interpretation or exposition. It does not necessarily mean a word-for-word translation, but rather an interpretation, giving the gist or sum and substance. Thus the interpretation of tongues is giving the gist of what was just spoken in tongues. The Bible makes it clear that speaking in tongues is always “to” God (1 Cor. 14:2), so the interpretation will be to God also, and will be praise and prayer to Him. That is the big difference between prophecy and the interpretation of tongues. Prophecy is a message to the people (1 Cor. 14:3), while interpretation of tongues is to God (or the Lord Jesus Christ), but is heard by the congregation, who are then edified by it.
The interpretation of tongues, like speaking in tongues itself, is given by the Lord and is a manifestation of the gift of holy spirit. No one understands what he is saying in a tongue, so no one could give an interpretation of what he is saying from his understanding alone. The interpretation comes from the Lord Jesus Christ, just as the tongue does. The manifestation of the interpretation of tongues works just like speaking in tongues and prophecy do—the words come from the Lord Jesus Christ to the individual via the gift of holy spirit inside him. When a person speaks in tongues in a meeting, he should interpret so that the people in the meeting can be edified (1 Cor. 14:5).
While prophecy is a message to the people, the interpretation of tongues is an interpretation of what the speaker just spoke in tongues. 1 Corinthians 14:2 says the person who speaks in tongues speaks “to God,” and what the person speaks in tongues, although he or she cannot understand it, can include blessing God and praying to God (1 Cor. 14:15-16). The records in the book of Acts confirm that when a person speaks in tongues it is “to God,” that is, it is prayer and praise to God, just as 1 Corinthians says. For example, in Acts 2 when the apostles spoke in tongues, the tongues that the Lord gave them to speak were the native languages of the people in the crowd, such that the crowd could understand what was being spoken, and the message in tongues was praise to God and was about “the mighty works of God” (Acts 2:11). Similarly, in Acts 10 when the Gentiles spoke in tongues they were “exalting God” (Acts 10:46).
Speaking in tongues and prophecy are two totally different manifestations with two totally different purposes. Prophecy is how God brings messages to His people, while tongues is how people commune with God and praise and pray to Him, so when speaking in tongues is interpreted it is fundamentally different from prophecy and includes praise and prayer and usually sounds very much like many of the Psalms that are praise and/or prayer to God (cf. Ps. 8, 19, 23, 33, 47, 67, 84, 93, 96, 100, 111, 113, 117, 150). That praise and prayer edify the Church in the same way that reading the Psalms edifies the Church; it is comforting and encouraging, and reminds us of all the great things that God has done and why he deserves our loyalty, praise, and thanksgiving.
The interpretation of tongues is to be done by the one who spoke in tongues, just as 1 Corinthians 14:5 says (see commentary on 1 Cor. 14:27).
1Co 12:11
“are energized by the one and the same Spirit.” 1 Corinthians 12:6 tells us that the one who does the energizing is God, and thus we conclude that the “Spirit” that does the energizing here in 1 Corinthians 12:11 is God also. It is worth noting, however, that the word “Spirit” (“spirit”) can and does refer to God, Jesus Christ, and the gift of holy spirit, and actually all three are involved when the manifestations of the spirit are in operation in a believer. God ultimately provides the energy, and “energizes,” but He most often does so through the agency of Jesus Christ (cf. Acts 2:33), at which time the holy spirit in the believer is energized and the manifestation of the spirit occurs in the senses world.
“purposes.” The word “purposes” at the end of the verse is one of the contextual keys that “Spirit” does not refer to the gift of holy spirit, for the gift of holy spirit does not “purpose” anything, but only speaks what it hears (John 16:13).
“distributing to each one individually just as he purposes.” The phrase “as he purposes” refers to God who is working through the agency of Jesus Christ. It is God and Jesus who direct what is spiritually going on in the Church. Christ gives each person a ministry (Eph. 4:8-12), and in any given church meeting he energizes people in different ways so that each person has a part and the Body of Christ must work together to best bless each other and the Church as a whole. It is God through Christ distributing and energizing individuals that explains why in 1 Corinthians 12:8-10, the phrases “to one” and “to another” occur nine different times. Any one given person has the spiritual ability to manifest all nine manifestations, but God does not energize them that way. He energizes one thing in one person and another thing in another person so that the church needs everyone to participate in order to get the fullness of what God has for them.
[For more on understanding how God energizes different things in different people, see commentary on 1 Cor. 12:8, “for to one.”]
1Co 12:13
“in one spirit.” The Greek word we translate as “in” is “en” (#1722 ἐν), and it can be translated in its plain sense as “in” or as an instrumental dative, “by.” If it is “in” one spirit, it indicates that all Christians are baptized in the gift of holy spirit, which is the case. However, some people would argue that the word pneuma (“spirit”) refers to Jesus Christ and should be capitalized (Jesus is called “the Spirit” a number of times in the NT; see commentary on Rev. 2:7). However, we were not all “made to drink” of Jesus Christ, as the last phrase in the verse indicates. Thus when we read the entire verse, the only way “spirit” can be used consistently is if it refers to the gift of holy spirit. Every Christian is baptized in the gift of holy spirit, and that happens when the person is born again. We were all baptized in spirit, and made to drink of it (John 7:37-39). For the fact that a person receives the gift of holy spirit the moment he is saved or “born again,” see commentary on Ephesians 1:13.
“into one body.” The “body” that we were baptized into and became part of is the “Body of Christ,” a spiritual entity with Christ as the head and each believer as a “part” or “member” of that Body (see commentary on Eph. 1:23).
“drink of one spirit.” The word “drink” is not literal, but is an idiom referring to experiencing something, or to partake of something. Christians all have the experience of receiving the gift of holy spirit. Jesus used the figure of drinking in John 4:14; 7:37-39. A related idiom is the word “cup.” Thus, Jesus asked James and John if they could “drink the cup” that he himself would drink (Mark 10:38), and Jesus asked God to “take this cup from me” (Luke 22:42).
1Co 12:23
“less honorable.” The reference to the “less honorable” parts of the body is a general euphemism for the buttocks, genitals, and breasts, but it could also have a wider application depending on what one considers to be “less honorable.” For other sexual idioms see commentary on Leviticus 18:6.
1Co 12:27
“the body of Christ.” The “Body of Christ” is a spiritual entity with Christ as the head and each believer as a “part” or “member” of that Body (see commentary on Eph. 1:23).
1Co 12:28
“tongues.” For a much fuller explanation of speaking in tongues, see commentary on 1 Corinthians 14:5.
1Co 12:29
“Are all apostles? Are all prophets.” The emphasis of 1 Corinthians 12 is that the Christian Church is the “Body” of Christ, and different people have different abilities and giftings. Yet at Corinth, there was envying and rivalry among the believers rather than each person being thankful for their part in the Body and rejoicing that the Body can work together to get the work of the Lord done on earth. Paul is not ending the chapter by elevating one person or ministry above another, in fact, he had done just the opposite in 1 Corinthians 12:22-25. Rather, he is obviating the fact that there are differences between people and thus setting forth the fact that each person needs to be thankful for the giftings he or she has and be zealous to work together with others—in love—which is where the argument leads in 1 Corinthians 13, and why 1 Corinthians 13 opens with such a detailed section on love.
1Co 12:30
“Do all speak in tongues?” The Greek here in 1 Corinthians 12:30 is similar to the Greek in 1 Corinthians 12:29 in that it expects and anticipates a negative answer, “No.” However, that has been generally misunderstood by the Christian Church. This verse is not saying, and the Greek text certainly does not use the word “can” and say, “Can everyone speak in tongues?” The answer to that question would be “yes,” as 1 Corinthians 14:5 and the general scope of the understanding of the manifestations of holy spirit indicates. Every genuine Christian has the gift of holy spirit born in them, and thus can manifest the spirit if they are taught how and have the desire to do that.
Speaking in tongues is a manifestation of the gift of holy spirit, and therefore every Christian has the God-given ability to speak in tongues. Nevertheless, many do not, for different reasons. The key to understanding this verse is realizing that the things listed (tongues, interpretation, and healing) are manifestations of holy spirit that some people are especially gifted at or are energized to do in the Church. It is a fact that everyone does not speak in tongues or interpret, or heal, even though technically they have the spiritual power and ability to do so. There are different reasons people do not manifest the gift of holy spirit that is created inside them. Some people have not been taught how to manifest it fully, some people are afraid to use it, and other people simply have no desire to manifest the holy spirit. The point is that every Christian has the ability to manifest the gift of holy spirit, but “does” everyone do that? No, they do not. For more on speaking in tongues, see commentaries on 1 Corinthians 12:10 and 14:5.
1Co 12:31
“But earnestly desire the greater gifts.” This verse has caused some people to conclude that speaking in tongues, interpretation of tongues, and the manifestation of prophecy are “gifts.” Although there is a sense in which everything Christians have from God are gifts, speaking in tongues and interpretation of tongues are technically “manifestations” of “the gift” of holy spirit (1 Cor. 12:7). Since tongues and the interpretation of tongues are manifestations of the gift of holy spirit, why do they seem to be called “gifts” in 1 Corinthians 12:31?
First, as was just stated above, everything we get from God could be referred to as a “gift.” For example, good health and our daily food could be considered gifts from God because in a very real sense they are, even though they are not technically called “gifts” in the Bible. Also, the list Paul gave in 1 Corinthians 12:28-30 includes apostles, prophets, teachers, helps, and governments, and those are true gift ministries. And also in the list are people who have a special energizing in the area of miracles, gifts of healings, and speaking in tongues (being able to speak in various kinds of tongues), as well as those who interpret tongues. We should note that the “prophets” in the list are people with the gift ministry of a prophet, not just believers who operate the manifestation of prophecy, which every Christian can do (cf. 1 Cor. 14:24). Thus, the majority of the list are genuine “gift ministries” from God, and most of the rest of the list, such as workers of miracles, are gifts in that they are special energizing from the Lord. So since the majority of the list is actual “gifts,” it is proper to use that word for the whole list with the understanding that people would get the point Paul was making, which is that the Church had a need for some giftings more than others.
[For a better understanding of manifestations such as speaking in tongues being called a “gift” see the REV commentary on 1 Cor. 14:1. For a better understanding of gifts and manifestations, in general, see the REV commentaries on 1 Cor. 12:7, 8, 9, and 12:10. For more on gift (equipping) ministries, see commentary on Eph. 4:11.]
“a more excellent way.” The more excellent “way” is love. If any giftings are not being operated in love, they do not really profit.
 
1 Corinthians Chapter 13
1Co 13:1
“speak with the tongues.” For information on speaking in tongues, see commentaries on 1 Corinthians 12:10 and 14:5.
“love.” The Greek is agapē (#26 ἀγάπη), and it refers to the love of God. The noun form is agapē (#26 ἀγάπη), the verb form is agapaō (#25 ἀγαπάω). Agapē love is the very nature of God, for God is love (1 John 4:7-12, 16). The big key to understanding agapē is to realize that it can be known from the action it prompts. In fact, we sometimes speak of the “action model” of agapē love. People today are accustomed to thinking of love as a feeling, but that is not necessarily the case with agapē love. Agapē is love because of what it does, not because of how it feels. For example, God so “loved” (agapē) that He gave His Son. It did not feel good to God to do that, but it was the loving thing to do.
Agapē love is not simply an impulse generated from feelings, it is an exercise of the will, a deliberate choice. This is why God can command us to love our enemies (Matt. 5:44; Exod. 23:1-5). He is not commanding us to “have a good feeling” for our enemies, but to act in a loving way toward them. There are Christians who say they love God, but their lifestyle is contrary to the will of God. These people mistake their feelings of affection for God for true agapē love. Of course, agapē love can have feelings attached to it, and the ideal situation occurs when the loving thing to do also is what we want to do.
Phileō, which is translated as “love” in many English versions, is different from agapaō love (philos is the noun form (#5384 φίλος), and phileō, (#5368 φιλέω) is the verb form of the root word.) Phileō means “to have a special interest in someone or something, frequently with focus on close association; have affection for, like, consider someone a friend.”[footnoteRef:2139] It would probably be helpful if phileō were never translated “love” in the New Testament because it refers to a strong liking or a strong friendship. [2139:  BDAG Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “φιλέω.”] 

[For more on the Greek concept of love and the difference between agapē and phileō see commentary on John 21:15.]
“sounding bronze.” The Greek is chalkos ēchōn (χαλκὸς ἠχῶν), which is literally something like “bronze ringing,” “bronze sounding out,” or “echoing bronze.” Its reference to bronze was an appropriate metaphor to use in the Epistle to the Corinthians because Corinth was famous for its bronze. Nevertheless, it is an unclear phrase to us now, because it does not clearly refer to any instrument we know of. Because of that, a number of different interpretations have been set forth to explain it. One is that trumpets and horns were made of bronze or brass in the Roman world, so it could refer to a “sounding brass” [horn]. The horn would make a loud noise, but often just for show.
Perhaps the more accurate explanation of chalkos ēchōn is that it refers to the resonating jars that were set in niches at the theaters. These large bronze jars would vibrate with the sound of the actor’s voices and help to amplify them. Corinth had resonating jars, but in the second century BC, they were sold to raise money for public use. We do not know if they were replaced, but in any case, Paul and his audience would have known about them. The jars amplified the voices of actors who were just “playing a part,” so the resonating jars would be an appropriate metaphor for speaking in tongues—or doing anything else for that matter—without love.
Vitruvius Pollio was a military engineer under Augustus and knew Julius Caesar. He wrote On Architecture sometime before 27 BC It records some of his own experience and discoveries, as well as some earlier discoveries in architecture and engineering. He wrote:
…bronze vases are to be made in mathematical ratios corresponding to the size of the theatre. They are to be so made that, when they are touched, they can make a sound from one to another of a fourth, a fifth and so on to the second octave. Then compartments are made among the seats of the theatre, and the vases are to be so placed that they do not touch the wall, and have an empty space around them and above. They are to be placed upside down. On the side looking toward the stage, they are to have wedges put under them not less than half a foot high. Against these cavities openings are to be left in the faces of the lower steps two feet long and a half a foot high….
7. Someone will say, perhaps, that many theatres are built every year in Rome without taking any account of these matters. He will be mistaken in this. All public wooden theatres have several wooden floors and naturally resound. We can observe this also from those who sing to the zither, who when they wish to sing with a louder tone, turn to the wooden scenery, and, with this help, gain resonance for their voice. But when theatres are built of solids, that is of the rubble walling, stone or marble which cannot resound, the use of bronze vases is to be followed.
8. But if you ask in what theatre this is done, we cannot show any at Rome, but we must turn to the regions of Italy, and to many Greek cities. We find a precedent in Lucius Mummius who destroyed the theatre at Corinth, and transported these bronze vessels to Rome, and dedicated them, from the spoils, to the temple of Luna. Further, many clever architects, who in towns of moderate size have built theatres, have chosen, for cheapness’ sake, earthenware vessels with similar sounds, and arranging them in this way have produced very useful effects.[footnoteRef:2140] [2140:  Quoted in Jerome Murphy-O’Connor, St. Paul’s Corinth, 75.] 

People who act without love are like human-size hollow jars that make a noise but do not actually accomplish anything important to God. Love is truly “Christianity 101,” and it is imperative that we think, speak, and act, in love.
“clanging cymbal.” The word “clanging” is onomatopoetic. “Alalazon” was used of a wail or a battle cry. Although there were pagan cults that used cymbals, the use in this verse is not necessarily an allusion to that kind of use. Cymbals were used also as musical instruments. The obvious point that Paul is making is that speaking in tongues without love is just like a clanging symbol—there is a lot of noise but no actual lasting godly effect.
1Co 13:2
“sacred secret.” We translate the Greek word mustērion (#3466 μυστήριον) as “sacred secret” because that is what mustērion actually refers to: a secret in the religious or sacred realm.
[For more information on the “Sacred Secret” and the Administration of Grace, see commentary on Eph. 3:9.]
1Co 13:3
“it profits me nothing.” The Bible is not saying that good works are not important, because they are. But good works must be done from the right motivation, which is love. A person can do good works like the Pharisees, who missed the point of the works and thought it was the works that made them righteous. Works never make a person righteous or acceptable to God. God looks on the heart. Christ taught that a good tree produced good fruit, and if the heart is right—godly and good—there will be good works.
1Co 13:4
“love.” The Greek is agapē (#26 ἀγάπη), and it refers to the love of God. See commentary on 1 Corinthians 13:1, or for a more detailed explanation of love and the difference between agapē and phileō see commentary on John 21:15.
1Co 13:7
“bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things.” This verse is written in a way that presses believers to stretch what they can do and rely on God. Too many people give up on themselves and others far too soon. Yet the very scope of Scripture shows us that the verse is hyperbolic and overstated. God Himself does not bear “all” things, believe “all” things, hope “all” things, and endure “all” things.
God bears and endures a lot, year after year, century after century, but He has limits. Examples of that abound. He put up with mankind’s sin until it got so bad that He regretted He had made mankind (Gen. 6:6), then He caused the Flood. He put up with King Saul’s disobedience but finally tore the kingdom away from him (1 Sam. 15:23-26). He bore with Israel’s idolatry for centuries, but finally decided to divorce her and send her away (Isa. 50:1; Jer. 3:8; cf. 2 Kings 17:1-23). The believer is challenged to act like God, to bear on and on with the sins and shortcomings of others, but sometimes there is an end to that bearing, and it is always a heart-wrenching time of much reflection and prayer to finally have to say, “No more.” We pray and hope that it does not come to that end.
God “believes all things” in the sense that He believes the believable and is always open to dishonest people changing and becoming upright in mind and heart. He asks us to do the same. He does not expect us to believe people who have proven themselves to be liars or deceitful, that would be sheer foolishness. But He does expect us to enter into relationships and situations with a positive attitude rather than a suspicious one. That does not mean we are not wise, because God’s children are to be wise, but there is a world of difference between wisdom and suspicion. We work to believe people and believe the best about people. We must keep in mind that it is always better to be wronged than to wrong another. No one has ever lost anything doing the work of God that he or she won’t be repaid for many times over.
Love hopes all things in the sense that it does not give up hoping until all hope is truly gone. There are times in life when things go wrong or relationships dissolve, but love keeps on hoping that there will be changes for the better. But the basis for truly godly hope is not just natural optimism but rather the grace of God and God’s loving action in the world. God is always working behind the scenes for godly success—a success we can hope for.
1Co 13:8
“Love never ends.” There are quite a few translations that translate this phrase, “Love never fails” (KJV, NASB, NIV, NKJV). Although this is certainly a lexical possibility for piptō (#4098, πιπτω) which most often means “to fall” or “be destroyed,” that translation does not provide the right nuance of the word in this context, and it can lead to some potential misunderstandings. Perhaps the first problem with using “never fails” is that love does fail quite often. There are countless times when we love others or when God loves us, and the desired result or outcome that should happen does not occur. A clear illustration of this is when Jesus heals the 10 lepers in Luke 17:11-19, only one returns to thank Jesus. Clearly, this level of love should have produced a more thankful response from the other nine, but it did not. This is a byproduct of free will. If God has given us free will, which he has, then we should expect that love sometimes will not be reciprocated because people have the choice to accept or reject our love.
In this context, the proper nuance is captured using “love never ends.” Paul is discussing how these other manifestations of the spirit (knowledge, prophecy, and tongues) will cease or be done away, but he does this in contrast to love, which remains (1 Cor. 13:13) and will never end. The contrast being made is not that love never fails but that manifestations do fail; rather, the contrast Paul makes is that love never ends but manifestations of the spirit do end at some point.
It is also worth noting that there is a pretty significant textual variant in this verse with many manuscripts reading ekpiptō (#1601, ἐκπίπτω) which “retains the vividness of falling off, like a leaf which has decayed and lost its life (cf. Job 13:25, LXX; Jas 1:11; 1 Pet 1:24).”[footnoteRef:2141] Although this textual variant is likely not original to the text, it does capture the nuance more closely that Paul has in mind. It is not that love never fails, but that it will never fall off or fall away like the other manifestations of the spirit given in 1 Corinthians 13:8. [2141:  Anthony C. Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians: A Commentary on the Greek Text [NIGTC], 1060.] 

“where there is a message of knowledge.” The reference in the context, which mentions the manifestations of prophecy and speaking in tongues, is to “a message of knowledge.” Paul would assume that since the OT prophecies said that “the earth will be full of the knowledge of Yahweh like the waters cover the sea” (Isa. 11:9), and he will go on to say that we will know even as we are known, that “knowledge” will not pass away, but the manifestation of “a message of knowledge” (1 Cor. 12:8) will pass away. This is so compelling, and we have seen such confusion regarding it, that the REV adds the italics to clear up the point.
1Co 13:10
“the Completeness.” The exact Greek phrase is to teleion (τὸ τέλειον #5046), literally in this context, “the complete,” (or perhaps, “the perfect,” or even, “the end”). “Complete” is a substantive, an adjective being used as a noun, so “the completeness,” or even “that which is complete,” is a good translation. The context lets us know what “the complete” is, the completion of all things. The real “Completion,” or “time of perfection” (NLT), is when the New Jerusalem comes down from heaven, the curse on the earth is finally removed, and God lives with mankind and sees people face to face (Rev. 21:1-4; 22:3).
[For more on substantives, see commentary on Matt. 5:37.]
When we study the vocabulary of this verse, it seems clear that it was written very purposely in a way that lends itself to a partial fulfillment and an ultimate fulfillment. “the Completeness,” or “the time of perfection,” certainly in part refers to Rapture for Christians when they get a new body like Christ’s glorious body (Phil. 3:21). Then there is a more complete “time of perfection” at the Second Coming. At that time the Old Testament believers are raised from the dead, the earth and animal nature are restored, and Christ rules from Jerusalem. After the Millennial Kingdom, the final and ultimate “time of perfection” comes when the New Jerusalem comes to earth and there is a new heaven and new earth.
Many conservative theologians see the time of completeness as the Second Coming of Christ, the Parousia, which involves the return of Christ and the establishment of the Messianic Kingdom on earth. It is true when that time comes there will be a perfection that does not exist now—the air and water on earth will be restored, animal nature will change, and there will be no war or hunger. Also, the believers who are raised from the dead at the First Resurrection will have new bodies like Christ’s body, and since Christ is ruling in Jerusalem, we will see him face to face.
[For more on the Messianic Kingdom on earth, see commentary on Matt. 5:5.]
Given the perfection in the Millennial Kingdom, are there reasons why it would not be the time of perfection spoken of here in 1 Corinthians 13:10? There are several reasons. Although many things will change in the Millennial Kingdom, many will not. There will still be death (Isa. 65:20-22), the earth will still be subject to when it was cursed (Gen. 3:14-18; Rev. 22:3), and Christ will rule with a rod of iron (Ps. 2:9; Rev. 2:27; 19:15). Also, although 1 Corinthians 13:8 says that prophecy will cease when the time of perfection comes, it is clear that prophecy will not cease in the Millennial Kingdom. Many prophets wrote that the spirit would be poured out from heaven during that time (Isa. 32:15; 44:3; Ezek. 39:29; Joel 2:28, 29), and Joel wrote that “your sons and daughters will prophesy” (Joel 2:28). So if prophecy stops when the time of perfection comes, but people are still prophesying during the Millennial Kingdom, then the time of perfection has not yet come.
Although it is generally assumed that the phrase “face to face” is speaking of Christ, that is only an assumption. Actually, the phrase is referring to seeing God face to face. Before the Fall, Adam and Eve walked and talked with God Himself, and he took on a human form to fellowship with them. Since the Fall, although God has taken on human form and appeared to a few people such as Abraham, Moses, and the apostle John, most people never see God. However, that will change in the Everlasting Kingdom when the New Jerusalem comes to earth. At that time “The tabernacle [dwelling, CSB, ESV] of God is with man, and he will live with them” (Rev. 21:3). God is “with” us now, so when Revelation 21:3 says that God will be with us and live with us, it is referring to a restoration of the relationship that Adam and Eve had with God, and that quality of relationship will not be restored until the Everlasting Kingdom is established after the Millennial Kingdom comes to an end.
[For more on God appearing in human form, see commentary on Acts 7:55.]
Many theologians have argued that “the completeness” is the Parousia, at the end of this age. We believe, as we have said above, that “the completeness” refers to the Everlasting Kingdom, not the Parousia and the Millennial Kingdom. Nevertheless, in light of the fact that these theologians were arguing that the “Completeness” was a time of perfection and not the completion of the canon or any other such thing, it is appropriate to quote from a few of them. Joseph H. Thayer, in his entry on teleios, says that 1 Corinthians 13:10 refers to “the perfect state of all things, to be ushered in by the return of Christ from heaven.”[footnoteRef:2142] R. C. H. Lenski states: “The aorist subjunctive ἔλθῃ [“comes”], marks the great future moment when the goal shall be reached, namely the Parousia of Christ. Then this entire state of imperfection which is now evident upon the earth will be abolished, for it will have served its purpose. An entirely new way of apprehending, of seeing, and of knowing shall take its place.”[footnoteRef:2143] [2142:  Thayer, Thayer’s Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “τέλειος.”]  [2143:  Lenski, St. Paul’s First and Second Epistles to the Corinthians, 566.] 

Gordon Fee writes: “…the term ‘the perfect’ has to do with the Eschaton itself [the end of this Age], not some form of ‘perfection’ in the present age. …At the coming of Christ, the final purpose of God’s saving work in Christ will have been reached; at that point, those gifts now necessary for the building up of the church in the present age will disappear, because ‘the complete’ will have come.”[footnoteRef:2144] Ray Collins, a Roman Catholic theologian, translates to teleion as “the end.” He writes: “In English, to teleion can be rendered as ‘the end’ or ‘the perfect.’ Given the eschatological [future] thrust of the pericope, it seems useful to render the Greek by ‘the end.’ It is clearly a reference to the eschaton.”[footnoteRef:2145] [2144:  Fee, Corinthians [NICNT], 646.]  [2145:  Ray Collins, First Corinthians, Sacra Pagina, 486.] 

Some theologians have argued that “the complete” has already happened, and that it was fulfilled when the Word of God was fully written. That, of course, would mean that speaking in tongues and prophecy had passed away, which is usually the main reason for drawing that conclusion in the first place. Theologians who do not see, or do not believe in, speaking in tongues, but clearly see it in Acts, had to have a reason to say that it no longer exists, and 1 Corinthians 13:10 was the closest thing they could find to a verse that said that. But to conclude that speaking in tongues has passed away because this passage says “the complete” has come, and then to make “the complete” the complete canon of Scripture, is to misunderstand the whole section of Scripture.
Even a straightforward reading of the passage in the King James Version says that “now” we know in part, but when “that which is perfect is come, that which is in part will be done away.” Can anyone really say that our knowledge, which is now “in part,” has been done away? We still know “in part”! Furthermore, we still see as if in a mirror, darkly (i.e., an indistinct image). Can anyone say we see clearly yet? Also, the Bible says “then” we will know “face to face.” We will only know both God and Christ face to face in the Everlasting Kingdom.
Paul wrote the book of 1 Corinthians, in about AD 53, long before the canon of Scripture was finished when John wrote Revelation, which was likely close to AD 90. Think about what it would mean if Paul wrote in Corinthians that speaking in tongues would pass away when the canon of Scripture was complete. It would mean that, in essence, God told Paul, “In about 40 years, speaking in tongues, prophecy, and knowledge will pass away.” What would have been the point of God telling people what would go away in 40 years? Would it have made people more zealous to speak in tongues and prophesy while they still could, before those things stopped? No, it would not have.
In his commentary on First Corinthians, Richard Hays writes that some groups of Christians interpret 1 Cor. 13:10 to mean that the charismatic gifts in the church cease to operate after the New Testament canon is completed, and he says, “This interpretation is simply nonsense. There is nothing in the passage about ‘the New Testament’ or about a future revocation of revelatory gifts in the Church. …Only ‘then,’ in the consummation of God’s kingdom, will we know fully—as God knows us already in the present.”[footnoteRef:2146] [2146:  Richard B. Hays, First Corinthians, 229-30.] 

Besides the Scriptural argument that 1 Corinthians 13:10 does not say that speaking in tongues has passed away—and no other verse does either—there are other important things to consider on the subject. For one thing, speaking in tongues is a manifestation of the gift of holy spirit (1 Cor. 12:7-10). It is not a separate “gift” (the Greek text never calls speaking in tongues a “gift,” see commentary on 1 Cor. 14:1). Speaking in tongues is one of the nine ways the spirit of God in us is revealed. If speaking in tongues is gone, we would normally think the other manifestations of the spirit would be gone too, which would mean things like the manifestation of trust (“faith”), word of knowledge, and miracles had passed away too. If the spirit of God born in Christians does not change, how can one manifestation of it disappear, but the others remain the same? That does not make sense.
Also, we should ask ourselves, “Why would God take speaking in tongues from the Church?” The benefits and blessings of speaking in tongues are as necessary today as they were 2,000 years ago. The Bible gives us many benefits of speaking in tongues: it is prayer in the spirit; it is giving thanks to God; it is proof of one’s salvation; it builds a person’s trust; and more. Surely these things are as necessary in the Church today as they were in the first century, so why would God take tongues from the Church? We think it is clear He did not.
[For the benefits of speaking in tongues, see commentary on 1 Cor. 14:5.]
There are Christians who do not believe in, or do not want to believe in, speaking in tongues. Sometimes that is because that particular Christian has never seen speaking in tongues, and sometimes it’s because the person has seen people speak in tongues, but do it improperly. Speaking in tongues is under the control of the one speaking, which is why God tells us where and how to do it (this is in contrast to the teaching that God is in control of speaking in tongues—but He is not). Many people, often in Pentecostal churches, ignore the way the Bible says to use speaking in tongues and so misuse it. For example, the Bible says that not everyone in the church should speak in tongues at the same time; and it also says that if someone does speak in tongues publicly, it must be interpreted. The misuse of tongues has alienated some people to such an extent they think that what they saw cannot be from God.
Thankfully, there is a time of perfection coming when we will be face to face with God and Christ and there will not be any confusion on these subjects.
1Co 13:12
“in a mirror.” This was an apt illustration in Corinthians because the city of Corinth was known for its mirrors.[footnoteRef:2147] [2147:  Cf. Kistemaker, New Testament Commentary: 1 Corinthians.] 

“darkly.” The Greek word translated as “darkly” is ainigma (#135 αἴνιγμα), from which we get the English word enigma. “Darkly” is one of the possible meanings of ainigma, but an inexact one. The lexical idea of ainigma is “something that is expressed in puzzling fashion,” thus, a riddle.[footnoteRef:2148] The English versions vary greatly, trying to catch that meaning and make it fit with an ancient mirror made of bronze. Thus they have: “obscurely” (CJB, LSV, YLT), “indistinctly” (NAB), “dimly” (ESV, LSB), “mere riddles” (NJB), “imperfectly, like puzzling reflections” (NLT). [2148:  BDAG, s.v. “αἴνιγμα.”] 

The clear glass mirrors that we use today were not invented until 1835, although there were better mirrors than bronze ones earlier than that. In biblical times and right up through the times of the Roman Empire, mirrors were made of bronze. The bronze was highly polished so that people could see a kind of reflection of themselves, but it was not a very good reflection. This is why 1 Corinthians 13:12 says that people see in a mirror, but “darkly,” like looking at a riddle: “What is this that I am seeing?” The image in a bronze mirror was both dark and indistinct. This also explains why Exodus 38:8 says that the mirrors of the ladies were melted down and made into the bronze basin that held the water for washing in the Tabernacle. The bronze mirrors were melted and made into the bronze basin.
“know fully…fully known.” This verse contrasts what we know today with what we will know in the future. Part of the way it does that is by contrasting two Greek words for “know”: ginōskō (#1097 γινώσκω; “to know, understand, come to know”) and epiginōskō (#1921 ἐπιγινώσκω), which is ginōskō with the preposition epi added as a prefix. In this context, epi is used as an intensifier, so epiginōskō means “to know fully, thoroughly; to come to fully know.” R. C. H. Lenski writes: “The addition of the preposition to the simple verb makes the sense intensive and perfective, a knowing which penetrates completely.”[footnoteRef:2149] [2149:  Lenski, First and Second Epistles to the Corinthians, 570; cf. A. T. Robertson, Grammar, 827; also, R. C. Trench, Synonyms of the New Testament, 285-86.] 

The verse reads: “Now I know (ginōskō) only in part, but then I will know fully (epiginōskō) just as also I was fully known (epiginōskō). Today we “know” only a little, but in the future we will fully know. Many people ask if we will remember this life after when we are in the next life, and the answer is yes. We will have new bodies like Christ (Phil. 3:21), and just like Jesus remembered his friends (and enemies) when he was resurrected in his new body, so too we will remember the things of this life after we are resurrected from the dead (or Raptured into the air).
1Co 13:13
“love.” The Greek is agapē (#26 ἀγάπη), and it refers to the love of God. See commentary on 1 Corinthians 13:1, or for a more detailed explanation of love and the difference between agapē and phileō see commentary on John 21:15.
 
1 Corinthians Chapter 14
1Co 14:1
“Diligently pursue.” The Greek word is diōkō (#1377 διώκω), “to follow with haste, and presumably with intensity of effort;”[footnoteRef:2150] to move rapidly and decisively toward an objective.[footnoteRef:2151] In light of the definition and context, we felt “diligently pursue” was better than just “pursue.” [2150:  Louw and Nida Greek English Lexicon, s.v. “διώκω.”]  [2151:  BDAG, s.v. “διώκω.”] 

“the things of the spirit.” The Greek word translated by the phrase “things of the spirit” is pneumatikos (#4152 πνευματικός), which is an adjective and thus modifies a noun that in this case is implied rather than specifically stated. The phrase “the things of the spirit” is a good translation of the Greek, and is used in some translations and commentaries (cf. CJB, YLT, Gordon Fee.[footnoteRef:2152] Also see “spiritual [manifestations]” DBY; “the spiritual endowments” Goodspeed; “the special abilities the Spirit gives” NLT). [2152:  Gordon Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians [NICNT], 655.] 

The word “gifts” is not specifically in the text, although it is supplied in many versions based on the context of the passage, which reaches back to chapter 12 where Paul began to discuss the diversity of the gifts that are given by God that exist within the body of Christ. There are “gifts,” “ministries,” and “energizings” that are distributed to individuals and there are the “manifestations of the [gift of holy] spirit,” which are given to each Christian in order to benefit God’s people (1 Cor. 12:4-7)
It needs to be noted that there is a distinction in Scripture between the “gift” of holy spirit that is given to believers at the time they are born again (Eph. 1:13-14; Acts 2:38) and the “manifestation” of that gift of holy spirit (1 Cor. 12:7-10) which are also “gifts” in and of themselves (1 Cor. 12:31). The manifestations of the “gift of holy spirit” are referred to as gifts because they are graciously given by God, and are thus, properly called “gifts.”
Admittedly, it can be somewhat confusing to have the singular “gift” of holy spirit and then “gifts” (also called “manifestations”) that flow from the gift of holy spirit, but that is the way the Bible presents it. Biblically, God and the Lord Jesus give the “gift of holy spirit” to each believer at the time they get born again, and then God works in people to “manifest” the spirit, that is, to outwardly show its power—God energizes the spirit in a person and they choose to bring forth a manifestation (i.e., evidencing). Scripture often refers to one thing by two or more different names, calling people, places, and events by different names. So we should not think it unusual for the “manifestations” of the gift of holy spirit to also be referred to as “gifts,” especially because it is God Himself who graciously energizes them.
When we look at the list of the “manifestations” of the gift of holy spirit in 1 Corinthians 12:8-10, (a message of wisdom, a message of knowledge, trust, gifts of healings, energizings of miracles, prophecy, discerning of spirits, kinds of tongues, and the interpretation of tongues), we can see that although to handle them properly the believer cannot be passive but must act, on the other hand, the spirit must be energized by God, and as such, the “manifestation” is a “gift” from God. Therefore, each “manifestation” is a “gift” in and of itself.
It is common in English Bible translations to read “gifts” in a number of places (e.g., 1 Cor. 12:1; 13:2; 14:1, 12, 37). While the Greek word translated “gift,” charisma (#5486 χάρισμα), is used in 1 Corinthians 12 only in 1 Cor. 12:4 and 1 Cor. 12:31, the context is carried throughout chapters 12-14 dealing with the activity of the spirit, which Paul calls “gifts.” One place we see this is at the end of 1 Corinthians 12 where Paul exhorts the Corinthian believers to “earnestly desire the greater gifts” (1 Cor. 12:31). But what “gifts” is he referring to? We can see from the context that he has in mind the list in 1 Cor. 12:8-10 because in 1 Cor. 14:1, when Paul picks his argument back up from 1 Cor. 12:31, he uses the same Greek phrase but instead of saying “earnestly desire the greater gifts (charismata),” he says “earnestly desire spiritual (pneumatikos),” and then adds, “especially that you prophesy” (1 Cor. 14:1). This parallel phrasing is an indication that the “spiritual” (which is plural in the Greek text) that Paul has in mind are the spiritual things referred to as gifts (plural) that he was talking about in chapter 12. And because of the apparent confusion about speaking in tongues and the misuse of it that was happening in Corinth, Paul tells the Corinthian believers that they should desire spiritual gifts, but especially prophecy rather than speaking in tongues. He goes on in the following verses in chapter 14 to support the reason for preferring prophecy over speaking in tongues when in a church gathering.
Another place in Scripture that confirms that Paul is using the word “gift” to describe what is also referred to as a “manifestation” of the gift of holy spirit is in Romans 12. Paul specifically says that believers have received “gifts,” and then the first example he gives is “prophecy.” Romans 12:6-8 says, “But since we have gifts that differ according to the grace that was given to us, let us use them accordingly. If it is prophecy, let us prophesy according to the proportion of our trust; 7if it is serving, let us give ourselves to our serving; if it is teaching, to teaching; 8if it is encouragement, to encouragement; the one who gives, do it with liberality; the one who leads, do it with diligence; the one who shows mercy, do it with cheerfulness.” Prophecy is the only gift in the list in Romans 12 that overlaps with the list in 1 Corinthians 12, but what it reveals is that prophecy is, in fact, a gift.
When discussing the gifts of the spirit, it is very important to understand that some of them are given individually to members of the Church, while some are given to every member of the Church. For example, Romans 12:7 mentions the gift of serving and the gift of teaching. These are both gifts that some people have but other people do not have. In contrast, the gifts that are also referred to as “manifestations” (1 Cor. 12:8-10) can all be energized by God differently in believers (see commentary on 1 Cor. 12:8). It is because these gifts are manifestations of the spirit that is given to every believer (1 Cor. 12:7). Accordingly, Paul can then speak about desiring for everyone to speak in tongues and prophesy (1 Cor. 14:5, 23-24). The gifts of the spirit are all possible for every believer as God energizes the spirit in them so that a believer can have “trust” (1 Cor. 12:9), get revelation knowledge and wisdom, (1 Cor. 12:8), and discern spirits (1 Cor. 12:10).
It is both sad and harmful to Christianity that most churches do not embrace the “power” that has been given to each believer (Acts 1:8). For example, many churches teach that things like speaking in tongues and prophecy died out with the original apostles and so do not endorse or promote those manifestations of holy spirit (but most of those same churches would say that God can give revelation knowledge to people even though “a message of knowledge” is in the same list as speaking in tongues and prophecy, 1 Cor. 12:8-10). Many other churches teach that speaking in tongues is still available, but teach that only some Christians have the “gift” of tongues in a special way and others do not have it. Rather than understanding that each energizing of the spirit is both a manifestation of the gift of holy spirit and a “gift” in and of itself that God gives by His grace, they make the manifestation itself a gift that the person possesses. But God energizes His spirit in believers in many different ways to carry out and accomplish what He wills for them to do.
Many Christians are hoping that one day God will give them a “gift,” such as speaking in tongues, prophecy, or some other gift. A believer may even plead with and beg God and end up disappointed with Him for not answering their prayers. Christians need to know that they have received the “gift of holy spirit,” and as Jesus said, when the believer gets that gift, he or she gets spiritual power (Acts 1:8). God energizes His spirit as it pleases Him and according to His will, but the will of the believer is also required for the energizing to be effectual and produce a manifestation that will benefit others. If God energizes holy spirit in a believer to manifest a spiritual, grace-filled “gift” that he is giving, then it is the choice of the believer to act or not according to that energizing. But fear, social pressure, ignorance, and a whole host of other factors can prevent a believer from demonstrating the gift that God is giving to them at that moment and for a specific purpose.
Lastly, it is important to remember that in many English translations such as the ASV, KJV, NASB, and REV, when a word is in italics it means that there is no word in the original text (Hebrew or Greek) that directly corresponds to the italicized word. The italicized word or words are added in an attempt to clarify what a verse is saying. In contrast, in today’s English writing, words are sometimes italicized for emphasis. A reader must keep in mind that versions that use italics to identify supplied words are not emphasizing them but simply marking them out as being added to the original text to help clarify the meaning of the passage.
“prophesy.” The Greek word is prophēteuō (#4395 προφητεύω), the verb “prophesy.” Although it is in a hina clause (a clause containing the Greek preposition hina, which forces the phrase to be in the subjunctive mood), in this context the hina is not “in order that” but rather just a statement; “that you prophesy,”[footnoteRef:2153] or even just “to prophesy.”[footnoteRef:2154] [2153:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. Paul’s First and Second Epistles to the Corinthians, 576.]  [2154:  A. Nyland, The Source New Testament, 328.] 

1Co 14:2
“does not speak to people.” The Greek masculine plural noun anthrōpos, here translated as “people,” was often used with an inclusive meaning, and thus included both men and women, and that is the case here, so “people” is an accurate translation. Here in 1 Corinthians 14:2-3, the Bible helps us understand the manifestations of the gift of holy spirit (1 Cor. 12:7-10). A person who speaks in tongues speaks to God, not to people, and so the interpretation of tongues is also to God (praise and prayer to God), while prophecy is to people (see the commentary on 1 Cor. 12:10).
[For more information on the Holy Spirit and the gift of holy spirit, see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
“for no one understands.” The phrase, “for no one understands,” is an accurate translation of the Greek text. The point the verse is making is that when someone speaks in tongues, he does not understand what he is saying. Many versions add the word “him” at the end of the phrase, saying “for no one understands him.” Adding the word “him” when it is not in the Greek text changes God’s intended meaning, and causes the verse to be in error. There are times, such as in Acts 2 and as has been reported in Christian history, when someone in the audience will understand what another person says in tongues. Thus, if 1 Corinthians 14:2 is made to say that no one listening to someone speaking in tongues will ever understand what the speaker is saying, it creates a contradiction in Scripture and confuses people who want to be able to read and understand the Bible. 1 Corinthians 14:2 is very clear: when it comes to an individual speaking in tongues, “no one understands,” that is, no one will understand what he himself is saying. This is also what 1 Corinthians 14:14 says: “For if I pray in a tongue, my spirit prays, but my mind is unfruitful.”
“by the spirit.” The Greek text simply has “pneuma” (spirit) in the dative case, pneumati (πνεύματι), which in this case would mean, “by spirit” or more fully, “by way of the spirit.” God, or the Lord Jesus Christ, gives the divine language (speaking in tongues) to the person syllable by syllable, word by word. The person speaks out what the Lord gives him as it comes to him from the Lord, speaking word by word. The individual speaking does not know the language; it is “tongues” to him. When the Lord gives a message in tongues or prophecy, the message comes from the Lord and “by the spirit,” that is, by the gift of holy spirit that is born in the person. At the Last Supper, Jesus taught about getting information via the gift of holy spirit, and he said, “it will not speak on its own, but whatever it hears, it will speak” (John 16:13). That is very true. The gift of holy spirit is not a “person” or a “being,” it is spirit born inside the person that allows the person— who is a new spiritual being—to communicate fluidly with God and the Lord Jesus. The the gift of holy spirit does not, indeed cannot, speak on its own. What it “hears” (or “receives”) from God or the Lord Jesus it then “speaks” (“passes on”) to the person.
“sacred secrets.” The Greek word translated “sacred secrets” is mustērion (#3466 μυστήριον). Mustērion actually refers to a secret in the religious or sacred realm. The reader must keep in mind that what were truly “sacred secrets” to the early Church are almost common knowledge today. For example, the New Birth is commonly spoken of today, but in the early church it was a new revelation from the Lord, so it was a sacred secret then although people might not call it a “secret” today since it has been in the New Testament for some 2,000 years. Many of the things that were newly revealed to the early Church, such as the believer’s imputed righteousness, the Rapture, the Millennial Kingdom, and speaking in tongues itself, were “sacred secrets” to the early Church, but widely known today.
[For more information on the “Sacred Secret” and the Administration of Grace, see commentary on Eph. 3:9.]
1Co 14:3
“speaks to people.” The word “people” is the masculine plural form of the Greek word anthrōpos (#444 ἄνθρωπος), which is the word for “men,” but in the Greek world, it was also used to refer collectively to men and women. In this verse, anthrōpos refers to both men and women, which is why so many modern versions use “people” instead of “men” (CJB, ESV, HCSB, NET, NIV, NRSV, REV). Older versions of the Bible, such as the King James Version (1611), or the American Standard Version (1901), or more formal versions of the Bible such as the NASB, use “men,” but even in those versions, “men” is known to refer to men and women.
Prophecy is one of the important ways God and the Lord Jesus communicate to mankind, which is why the Bible says to earnestly desire spiritual things, but especially prophecy. Every Christian should be open to hearing from God via prophecy, and also able to “test” the prophecies, as 1 John 4:1 says, to know whether they are from God, the Adversary (1 Kings 22:23), or just people’s own thoughts (Jer. 23:16, 26; Ezek. 13:17).
Some Christians have used 1 Corinthians 14:2-3 to teach that there must be at least three people present to manifest prophecy or the interpretation of tongues. They claim this verse limits us to speak to “men” (plural), and that God does not intend prophecy or interpretation to be done with only one other individual present. But that teaching is not correct. The word “men” can be used in two different ways: it can be used in a numeric sense (i.e., one versus more than one) or in a generic sense (i.e. “men” or “people” versus animals or other “kinds”). In 1 Corinthians 14:2-3, the word anthrōpos is generic: the verse means that speaking in tongues is not to “men” (human-kind) but to God (God-kind). In contrast, prophecy is to “men” (people, human-kind) and not to God (“God-kind” if you will). Interpretation of tongues, as an interpretation of what was spoken in tongues, is “to” God, but because it is in the language of the body of people present, edifies the people. So we see that in 1 Corinthians 14:2-3, the word “men” is generic (mankind) and does not refer to the number of people present.
We can prophesy or interpret if there is anyone to listen, even just one person. We can see this is correct by examining Scripture. We do not have any records in the Bible of anyone speaking in tongues and then interpreting, but we do have records of people prophesying. If people are right who teach that the word “men” in 1 Corinthians 14:2-3 means more than one man, it would then follow that no one who gave a genuine prophecy ever gave it to just one man. But when we examine prophecy, we discover that prophecy was often spoken to just one man both before and after the Day of Pentecost. For example, Samuel gave Saul a prophecy with no one else around (1 Sam. 9:26-10:8), and Nathan gave David a prophecy—in that case, others were there, but the prophecy was only to David. Similarly, in Acts 8:18-24, Peter gave a prophecy to Simon, and in Acts 21:10-11, Agabus gave a prophecy to Paul. So prophecy can definitely be to just one “man,” and it would then follow that interpretation could be to one person also.
Furthermore, Jesus said that if “two or three” people were present, he would be there with them (Matt. 18:20). One of the powerful ways we can experience the presence of the Lord is by manifesting holy spirit: speaking in tongues, interpreting the tongue, and prophecy. It does not make sense that the Lord is there if there are “two” or “three,” but we must have three before we can manifest interpretation or prophecy.
It is not the point of 1 Corinthians 14:1-3 to limit our manifesting the gift of holy spirit to only when we have a group of at least three people. Rather, 1 Corinthians 14:1-3 makes the point that when we speak in tongues it is “to God” and not “to humankind,” and when we prophesy it is “to humankind,” not “to God.”
[For more on the manifestations of holy spirit, see commentary on 1 Cor. 12:7; and for more information on any specific manifestation of holy spirit, see the commentaries on 1 Cor. 12:8, 9, 10. For more information on revelation from God or the Lord Jesus, see commentary on Gal. 1:12.]
“for building them up, and encouragement, and comfort.” Each of these is equally important, a point that God makes clear through the figure of speech polysyndeton, or “many ands.” Putting an “and” before each noun emphasizes each one. Proper grammar would have only one “and,” after “encouragement.” The phrase “building up” is translated from the noun oikodomē (#3619 οἰκοδομή) (see commentary on 1 Cor. 14:5). There are rare occasions when a prophet (usually a person with the ministry of a prophet) gives a message that is not comforting or does not seem comforting. This happened a lot in the Old Testament (e.g., 1 Kings 21:19; Jon. 3:4). However, when we dig deeper into those prophecies we see that they are actually a type of warning instead of a prophecy of unchangeable impending doom. Ahab repented and the prophecy changed (1 Kings 21:27-29) and the Ninevites repented and the prophecy changed (Jon. 3:5-10). In fact, if we are going to understand prophecy biblically, both prophecies of blessings and prophecies that seem to speak of doom are almost always dependent on the way the person or people respond to the prophecy (cf. Jer. 18:1-10).
[See Word Study: “Syndeton.”]
1Co 14:4
“while.” We have translated the de as “while.”[footnoteRef:2155] The de is a soft contrast, and the fact is that both tongues and prophecy edify. So while the tongues speaker edifies himself, the prophesier edifies the church. [2155:  Cf. Lenski, Corinthians, 579.] 

“builds up the church.” The phrase “builds up” is translated from the Greek verb oikodomeō (#3618 οἰκοδομέω). Both the noun oikodomē and the verb oikodomeō are used in 1 Cor. 14:3-5, and the Church is built up in many different ways (see commentary on 1 Cor. 14:5).
1Co 14:5
“I want.” The Greek word is thelō (#2309 θέλω), and in this context, it means “want or desire.” It does not mean “wish” in the sense of “a desire for something generally unattainable,” as “I wish I had a billion dollars.” It can mean “wish” if “wish” is understood to mean “want” or “desire,” but since we generally use “wish” to mean a desire for something we generally cannot have or that is unlikely, “wish” is not a good translation here. Speaking in tongues is a manifestation of the spirit, and anyone who has the spirit, which means anyone who is saved, has the spiritual ability to speak in tongues. God never forces people to speak in tongues; we must operate the manifestation ourselves and speak. Thus it takes personal desire, and proper instruction, to speak in tongues, which explains why God wants Christians to do it but most do not. “Want” is a very good translation here, as seen in the RSV, ESV, etc., and “would like” is good too, as seen in the NIV and NRSV.
“speak in tongues.” Speaking in tongues is a manifestation of holy spirit that contributes greatly to the quality of our lives as Christians. Before we see what speaking in tongues is, it is helpful to examine five things it is not.
Speaking in tongues is not:
1. Although it is a gift from God, as all the manifestations of holy spirit are, speaking in tongues is not a “gift” in the sense that it is an additional gift apart from the gift of holy spirit. Tongues is a manifestation of the gift of holy spirit, so tongues is a “gift” from God in the sense that it is God who willingly energizes it in every Christian who speaks in tongues. Tongues is not like an equipping ministry (Eph. 4:11-12) that is given to one person but not another (i.e., one person is an apostle, another person is not). Speaking in tongues is one of the “manifestations” of the gift holy spirit (1 Cor. 12:7-10). A person who has the “gift” of holy spirit can operate the “manifestation” of speaking in tongues, which is why God can say he wants every Christian to speak in tongues.
2. It is not gibberish, babble, or a made-up language. Some languages sound strange to our ears, but the Word of God assures us that genuine speaking in tongues is indeed a language of men or angels.
3. It is not speaking a language you already know. When a person speaks in tongues, they do not know the language they are speaking. The Bible says, “For if I pray in a tongue, my spirit prays, but my understanding is unfruitful” (1 Cor. 14:14, cf. 1 Cor. 14:2).
4. It is not designed for missionary work. The language people speak when they speak in tongues is not chosen by the person speaking, it is given by the Lord via the gift of holy spirit. The Bible gives many reasons Christians should speak in tongues, and missionary work is not one of them. Furthermore, there is no record in Scripture where anyone used speaking in tongues to do missionary work. That idea came from the early Pentecostal movement when God, apparently to show people that speaking in tongues was not gibberish, gave known languages to people as they spoke in tongues, just as he did on the Day of Pentecost (Acts 2:11). For example, when Agnes Ozman manifested speaking in tongues, she spoke in Chinese.[footnoteRef:2156] Upon hearing known foreign languages, people listening assumed speaking in tongues was for mission work. [2156:  Roberts Liardon, God’s Generals, 119.] 

5. Speaking in tongues is not “dead,” “gone,” or “passed away.” Some Christians believe that it was only for the early Church and is now gone, but that cannot be the case. Tongues is prayer in the spirit, is giving thanks well to God, is proof of one’s salvation, and more. Surely these things are as necessary in the Church today as they were in the first century. 1 Corinthians 13:8-12 says that speaking in tongues will pass away when “the Completeness comes,” and when we know even as we are known. That is still in the future, at a time when we will be with the Lord Jesus Christ as verse 12 makes clear when it says we will be “face to face” with him. Furthermore, we will know as we are known only when the Lord comes, and until then we will continue to know “in part” (1 Cor. 13:12).
Speaking in tongues is: Let us now look at 15 different and important things about speaking in tongues.
1. Speaking in tongues is a Christian speaking a language that he or she does not understand, a language that has been given by the Lord Jesus Christ via the gift of holy spirit.
2. It is something God wants us to do. “Now I want all of you to speak in tongues” (1 Cor. 14:5). The late J. E. Styles, a Charismatic teacher who led many people into speaking in tongues during his ministry, wrote, “From our own experiences, and from the testimony of many others, both ministers and laymen, we are convinced that every Spirit-filled child of God should speak with tongues every day in his own private prayer life.”[footnoteRef:2157] [2157:  J. E. Styles, The Gift of the Holy Spirit, 37-38.] 

3. It is the absolute proof to a Christian that he is saved, born again, and guaranteed everlasting life. Speaking in tongues is supernatural, i.e., it is beyond man’s natural ability. It is a God-given ability made possible by the presence of holy spirit that is born inside each Christian. No non-Christian can speak in tongues. Because speaking in tongues is a manifestation of holy spirit (1 Cor. 12:7-10), the only people who can speak in tongues are those who have holy spirit, and every Christian was sealed with holy spirit when he believed (Eph. 1:13).
4. Speaking in tongues makes a person operate the most basic principle of the Christian walk, which is trusting and obeying the Word of our heavenly Father. God says to speak in tongues, but to do so a Christian must trust that what God says is true, and then he must walk out on that trust and obey what God says.
5. It is a witness of the resurrection of Christ to the believer, and also a sign to unbelievers (1 Cor. 14:22).
6. It is speaking a language of men or of angels (1 Cor. 13:1) which explains why there are so many tongues that are not known human languages.
7. It is speaking to God, not to men (1 Cor. 14:2).
8. It is speaking sacred secrets (the Greek word mustērion means “sacred secret,” not “mystery,” and it is translated “sacred secret” in Rotherham’s Emphasized Bible). It is a blessing and a privilege for Christians to be able to speak sacred secrets to God by speaking in tongues.
9. It is speaking the wonders of God (Acts 2:11). On the Day of Pentecost, the tongues the Lord gave the apostles to speak could be understood by the audience, and even the skeptics had to admit that the apostles were speaking the wonders of God.
10. It is praise to God (Acts 10:46; 1 Cor. 14:16, 17).
11. It is giving thanks to our Heavenly Father (1 Cor. 14:17).
12. It is prayer in the spirit (1 Cor. 14:14, 15). It is very important to realize that speaking in tongues is prayer in the spirit. Sometimes Christians call fervent or emotional prayer “prayer in the spirit,” but in the Bible, that phrase refers only to speaking in tongues.
13. It builds up the one speaking (1 Cor. 14:4; Jude 20). Speaking in tongues does not build up the understanding of the one speaking because the speaker does not understand what they are saying when they are speaking in tongues. Speaking in tongues builds up the one speaking in their trust of God and in their spiritual sensitivity because the words come from the Lord through the spirit of God in the person and then to the person’s mind. Thus, speaking in tongues is an act of trust that God will fulfill His promise and the words in tongues will enter the speaker’s mind and thus can be spoken.
14. It is under the speaker’s control. If the person does not “speak,” i.e., move their mouth, their tongue, and make the sounds, the person will not speak in tongues. A Christian speaking in tongues can start and stop when they want to. The speaker can speak loudly or softly; they can sing or shout in tongues. Since it is under the speaker’s control, it can be misused and operated incorrectly. This is why the Word has directions in 1 Corinthians 14 on how to speak in tongues correctly. For example, there is no profit in someone standing up in front of a group and speaking in tongues, because those listening will not understand the tongue and the speaker will be speaking “into the air” (1 Cor. 14:6-9). Similarly, if the whole church has gathered and everyone is speaking in tongues at the same time, if an unbeliever or someone who does not understand comes in, they will probably say you are all out of your mind (1 Cor. 14:23). One thing we need to be aware of is that on rare occasions a person who is demonized (“possessed”) will be taken over by the demon and forced to speak in a language they do not understand (demons know angel languages). This is not speaking in tongues; the counterfeit can be recognized because it is never under the control of the speaker. (It should be noted that when a person becomes comfortable speaking in tongues, they can speak in tongues in their mind in the same way that we can hold a conversation with ourselves in our mind. We can “hear” the words in our head. But it is easier for beginners if they speak in tongues out loud).
15. Speaking in tongues is primarily designed for one’s personal edification and use, but it is also to be utilized in a gathering of Christians by following it with its companion manifestation, the interpretation of tongues, so that the Church is edified by one’s praise to God. Speaking in tongues followed by the interpretation of tongues enables each believer to obey God’s exhortation to “…strive to excel in building up the church” (1 Cor. 14:12, ESV).
How does a person speak in tongues?
1. Remember that God would not ask you to do something you cannot do. He clearly says, “I want all of you to speak in tongues” (1 Cor. 14:5).
2. Act. Open your mouth and utilize the mechanics of speech, but do not speak English or any other language you know. What you will be speaking is whatever language the Lord chooses to give you. The only way to fail is to not speak. Do not wait for the Lord to give you a sentence. The syllables form as you speak them. The water did not become firm for Peter before he stepped on it, but as he stepped. It is the same with speaking in tongues.
3. Keep speaking even if it seems strange. You are not used to speaking words without understanding them, but that is what you have to do to speak in tongues. Practice makes it easier.
4. You may tend to repeat the same syllables or words over and over. Although that is speaking in tongues, it is not the developed language that you should desire. Remember that you are doing the speaking, so relax and let the Lord help you expand your vocabulary with different sounds.
5. Overcome any fears you have about it. Some people do not speak in tongues due to a fear about it. One common fear people have is that they will not really speak in tongues, but instead will have some kind of counterfeit. God never warns us about counterfeit tongues, so we should not worry about that. When a Christian is speaking words he does not understand, and is in control of his mouth, then he is speaking in tongues (cf. Luke 11:13). Another common fear people have is that they are making up the language they are speaking. Speaking in tongues is part supernatural and part natural; part spirit and part flesh because the language comes via the spirit but we have to use our flesh to speak. In fact, some Christians do not speak in tongues even when they know it is God’s will because they expect God to speak through them, i.e., take over their mouths and make them speak. He will not do it. The Bible says the Christian does the speaking. Thus, it may feel like you are making up the language, but as you speak more and more, and the language starts to really flow out of you, you will realize there is no way you could be making it up. Keep speaking and let the language develop. Another fear some people have is that they will “sound stupid.” Nothing that comes from the Lord is ever “stupid.” We should be very thankful for whatever language the Lord gives us. Another fear some people have is that they are not “good enough.” Since speaking in tongues is a manifestation of holy spirit, if you are saved then you already have holy spirit and can therefore speak in tongues. Remember also that speaking in tongues is prayer and praise in the spirit. Everyone is “good enough” to pray and praise God, so get speaking in tongues!
“the church is built up.” A more literal translation of the Greek would be “receives building up,” but that is quite awkward in English, and the meaning is that the church is built up. Many things “build up” the Church. The Greek noun is oikodomē (#3619 οἰκοδομή), and it has a lexical range that includes both a building itself and the act of building or building up. Oikodomē is also used metaphorically as if a person or group was a building, and thus oikodomē is used of “building up” (“edifying”) a person so that they are stronger or more mature in their Christian life and walk. Many things can “build up” a person. 1 Corinthians 14:1-5 say that the manifestations of interpretation of tongues and prophecy build up the Church. Romans 14:19 is in the context of walking in love toward other Christians and how that promotes peace and builds people up. Similarly, Romans 15:2 speaks of living in a manner that is pleasing to others and thus builds them up. Similarly, Ephesians 4:29 says that believers are to speak in a way that builds people up. 1 Corinthians 14:26 gives a short and incomplete list of things that can be done in the Church that build up the congregation, things such as reading the Psalms or a good teaching, and concludes with, “Let all things be done for building people up.” Paul had the authority from God to build up the Church, which he would have done in many and various ways (2 Cor. 10:8; 12:19; 13:10). The equipping ministries in the Body of Christ build up the Church so it can fully walk in its calling (Eph. 4:12), and then as the members of the Church walk in their own calling the people of the Church are built up.
The Church is built up in many ways. We have seen some of the ways the Church is built by studying the noun oikodomē, and we see even more ways the Church is built up if we study the related verb, which is oikodomeō (#3618 οἰκοδομέω) (cf. Acts 20:32; 1 Cor. 8:1; 14:4; 1 Thess. 5:11). For example, 1 Corinthians 8:1 contains the well-known phrase that knowledge puffs up but love builds up (oikodomeō).
1Co 14:6
“But now.” Here Paul shifts the subject somewhat. He has been stating some of the purposes of speaking in tongues and prophecy and has said that prophecy is a message to people while speaking in tongues is speaking to God. The congregation at Corinth was a very young congregation. Paul started it himself, and no doubt many people were excited about knowing they would live forever and that speaking in tongues was an outward sign of the inward presence of the gift of holy spirit. Thus we can see why many people in the congregation would burst forth in tongues due to the joy and excitement that was in them that they could demonstrate the power of God and know they were saved. So now Paul takes 14 verses (1 Cor. 14:6-19) to explain to people why they should not speak in tongues out loud in the church unless the tongues are interpreted.
“brothers and sisters.” The Greek word for “brothers” often includes men and women.
[For more on brothers and sisters, see Word Study: “Adelphos.” For more on women’s involvement in the early church, see Appendix 11: “The Role of Women in the Church.”]
“how.” The Greek is ti, “for what reason.” (cf. RSV).
“speaking in tongues.” Speaking in tongues is a language of men or angels, and it is not understood by the speaker or anyone speaking the same language or languages he speaks. The manifestation of interpretation of tongues is for the edification of the congregation. For more on speaking in tongues, see commentaries on 1 Corinthians 12:10 and 14:5.
“revelation.” For what “revelation” is, see commentaries on Galatians 1:12 and 1 Corinthians 12:8.
1Co 14:7
“lifeless.” Without psuche, soul-less (occurs only here in the NT).
1Co 14:9
“a message.” Logos can be what is said, a message.
[For more information on logos, see commentary on John 1:1, “word.”]
1Co 14:10
“undoubtedly.” This is a contextual rendering of the Greek phrase ei tuchoi, which more literally means something like “if perhaps,” but the phrase had different meanings in different contexts. Paul is not doubting that there are many different “voices” (both languages and voices) in the world, and this would be especially obvious at Corinth, which was one of the three or four busiest trading emporiums in the Mediterranean basin. People from all over the known world traveled through there. “Undoubtedly” is a good translation given the context (cf. CJB, ESV, NIV, NRSV, RSV; also see the CSB).[footnoteRef:2158] [2158:  Also see Gordon D. Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians [NICOT], 665 and n35.] 

“voices, voiceless.” Not just “languages.” That is not the word here, although some commentators think that phōnē (#5456 φωνή) means “languages.” However, then the verse makes no sense: there are many kinds of languages, and none are languageless.[footnoteRef:2159] The “voice” can refer to individual human voices (explains better “it may be,” not trying to set any number), and no voice is “voiceless,” i.e., without sound. [2159:  see Lenski, Corinthians, 587-88.] 

1Co 14:11
“But if I do not know.” The phrase “but if I do not know” catches both the sense of Paul’s argument and the sense of the Greek and is used with slight variation in many English versions (e.g., CJB, CEB, CSB, ESV, Goodspeed, NAB, NASB2020, NLT, RSV, and also see BBE, Mounce, NJB).
1Co 14:12
“zealous for spirits.” In both Greek and Hebrew, the word translated “spirit” (Hebrew: ruach; Greek: pneuma) has many meanings. In this verse and a number of others in both the Old and New Testaments, the word “spirits” is put by the figure of speech metonymy for the manifestations produced by the spirit. In other words, “spirits” means “manifestations of the spirit,” which would include speaking in tongues, interpretation of tongues, prophecy, revelation, etc. Lenski correctly understands that “spirits” refers to the manifestations of the spirit: “This term ‘spirits’ designates the different manifestations of the one Holy Spirit [holy spirit] in the individual Christians.”[footnoteRef:2160] Understanding that “spirits” can mean the manifestations of holy spirit is essential to understanding a number of verses in the Bible. For example, this same use of “spirits,” is used in 1 Corinthians 14:32; 1 John 4:1, 2, 3; 2 Thessalonians 2:2, 8; Isaiah 11:4 (translated “breath” in most versions). [2160:  Lenski, Corinthians, 590.] 

The people in Corinth were very zealous for spiritual power. When they came together, everyone had a tongue (i.e., everyone spoke in tongues in the congregation), an interpretation, or a revelation (1 Cor. 14:26). Although their zeal needed to be tempered, they were in the spot that most Christians should be: zealous to use the spiritual power God has given us. Too many Christians are content not to utilize the spiritual power they have.
1 John 4:1 says, “do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits” and since the context is false prophets, the word “spirits” in that verse (and 1 John 4:2-3) also primarily refers to prophecies. The exhortation in 1 John is that Christians should not just believe every prophecy and spiritual utterance, but test them to see if they are from God. This is necessary because many false prophets are gone into the world, and thus the information that every prophecy that acknowledges that Jesus has come in the flesh is from God, while those prophecies that do not, are not from God. We do need to acknowledge that the use of “spirit” for “utterances of the spirit” also leaves the door open for the word “spirit” to be a literal reference to the “spirit” (the gift of holy spirit or the demon) that is producing the prophecy.
2 Thessalonians 2:2 is another place where “spirit” primarily refers to a prophecy, and Paul warns the church at Thessalonica not to be unsettled or alarmed by a prophecy that the Day of the Lord has already come (see commentary on 2 Thess. 2:2).
2 Thessalonians 2:8 says the Lord will kill the lawless one “by the spirit (pneuma) from his mouth.” There again we see that the use of “spirit” is a reference to the prophetic word. Although we do not fully understand it, it is clear that Christ is prophesying and destroys the lawless one by the “spirit,” the powerful spiritual utterance that he speaks. In the beginning, God created the universe by speaking it into being (Gen. 1), and after his resurrection, Jesus received all authority from God (Matt. 28:18). Thus it makes perfect sense that Jesus could destroy the wicked by a prophetic word, an utterance with true spiritual power. This is also foretold in Isaiah 11:4, which says, “He will strike the earth with the rod of his mouth; with the breath [ruach; “spirit”] of his lips he will slay the wicked” (NIV). The phrase, “rod of his mouth” is the genitive and can be translated, “rod from his mouth,” and similarly “spirit of his lips” can be translated “spirit from his lips,” i.e., the spiritual utterance from his lips.
The prophetic word coming from the mouth of Jesus Christ is portrayed as a sword coming out of Christ’s mouth in Revelation 1:16; 2:16; 19:15, 21. We are told in Ephesians 6:17 that the sword of the Spirit is the Word of God.
“strive.” The Greek is zēteō (#2212 ζητέω), which means seek or strive for. Here, “strive” is better than “seek,” because it is not that we have to look for how to build up the Church, we have to strive, or push ourselves, to do it.
“to.” The Greek preposition hina is being used as an equivalent of an infinitive.[footnoteRef:2161] [2161:  Gordon Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians [NICNT], 666n47.] 

“abound in them with a view to the building up of the church.” Cliques, divisions, different groups, and that some people considered themselves better than others were a problem in the Corinthian church (e.g., 1 Cor. 1:11-13; 3:1-3; 11:17-19; 12:12-17). So the message in 1 Corinthians 14:12 is, “Be zealous for spirits (spiritual gifts and manifestations), yes, but be zealous so you can build up the church, not just magnify yourself.”
1Co 14:13
“so that.” The person speaks in tongues “so that” he can interpret. People who speak in tongues in a meeting without interpretation cannot be understood and thus do not build up the Body of Christ by what they say, so Christians in meetings should speak in tongues “so that,” i.e., with the intention of interpreting, so everyone can understand and be built up.
The traditional explanation of this verse is that people should pray for the ability to interpret speaking in tongues. “Therefore, one who speaks in a tongue should pray for the power to interpret” (NRSV). That cannot be correct, because the interpretation of tongues is a manifestation of the gift of holy spirit, and anyone who has the gift of holy spirit, which means every Christian, has the spiritual ability to interpret speaking in tongues (see commentary on 1 Corinthians 14:1, “the things of the spirit”). We do not “pray” for the ability to interpret, we “pray” in tongues so that we will have a message to interpret.
The next verse (1 Cor. 14:14), uses the word “pray” for speaking in tongues. It says, “for if I pray in a tongue, my spirit prays.” This makes it clear that “pray” in these verses is referring to speaking in tongues. 1 Corinthians 14:13-14 read: “Therefore, let the one who speaks in a tongue pray so that he can interpret. For if I pray in a tongue, my spirit prays, but my understanding is unfruitful.” If we understand “prayer” is speaking in tongues in this context, the verse is saying: “Therefore, let the one who speaks in a tongue, pray in tongues so that he can interpret. For if I pray in a tongue, my spirit prays, but my understanding is unfruitful.” This now makes perfect sense. The context of these verses is edifying the congregation (1 Cor. 14:12, 16, 17). If I speak in tongues, I am edified, but the congregation is not. Therefore if I am going to edify the congregation, I must pray in tongues so that I will then have something to interpret. Then the congregation can be edified by my interpretation.
Frederic Godet wrote that 1 Cor. 14:13 did not mean, “Let him ask of God the power to interpret.” Godet wrote:
“But the terms aitein or deisthai would perhaps suit better a positive position than proseuchesthai, which rather denotes the state of prayer; and the use Paul makes of this same term proseuchesthai in the following verses, specially to denote ecstatic prayer, hardly admits of our taking it in verse 13 in another sense. The words: let him pray (in tongues) that he may interpret, therefore signify: “In giving himself up to the Spirit who leads him to pray in a tongue, let him do so with the intention and with the settled aim beforehand to reproduce the contents of his prayer afterwards in intelligible language.”[footnoteRef:2162] [2162:  Frederic Godet, Commentary on St. Paul’s First Epistle to the Corinthians, 277-78.] 

Thomas Edwards came to the same conclusion as Godet, and both of them use the term “ecstatic prayer” for speaking in tongues. Edwards wrote that the hina phrase in Greek should be understood to have its normal telic meaning, and added:
“‘let him that has that gift of tongues pray with tongues, but let him do it with the purpose of interpreting his utterance afterwards;’ that is, he should not be content with ecstatic prayer, but should strive after the gift of interpreting his prayer.”[footnoteRef:2163] [2163:  Thomas Edwards, A Commentary on the First Epistle to the Corinthians, 365.] 

Samuel Green notes that the general meaning of the subjunctive mood (and the word “interpret” is in the subjunctive mood, derived from the preposition hina), is to signify possibility or intention. Thus it says, “In 1 Cor. 14:13 it is not meant that the disciple is to pray for the power to interpret, but that his gift of prayer is to be so exercised as to involve the power of interpretation.”[footnoteRef:2164] [2164:  Samuel Green, Handbook to the Grammar of the Greek Testament, 350.] 

Because the congregation cannot understand what we are saying when we speak in tongues, in a meeting we should speak in tongues out loud with the specific intent of interpreting the tongue and thus edifying the body of believers.
1Co 14:15
“What, then, is to be done?” The opening phrase is difficult in English. The NIV has the sense, “So what shall I do?” The same phrase is in Acts 21:22. See NASB there.
1Co 14:16
“Otherwise.” The Greek word is epei (#1893 ἐπεί, pronounced ep-'ā), which is a marker of time, cause, or reason. Here it is a marker of reason, and a very important one, because it links 1 Cor. 14:15 and 14:16 together and shows that it is not proper for someone to “bless” (bless and praise God) with the spirit (i.e., by speaking in tongues) in the congregation unless that person interprets. If there is no interpretation, the people do “not know what you are saying.” Thus, although it is possible to “pray with the understanding” and “sing with the understanding” without it being an interpretation, in this context that is the most important emphasis.
“praise with the spirit.” The Greek verb translated “praise” is eulogeō (#2127 εὐλογέω). The prefix “eu” means “good,” and eulogeō more literally means “to speak a good word.” Its meanings include, “to praise, to invoke blessings, to consecrate with prayers, to ask God’s blessing, to extol” and it can even mean “to make happy” or “to bestow a favor.”[footnoteRef:2165] Here in 1 Corinthians 14:16 eulogeō includes a wide semantic range related to speaking well of God, and it could well be translated in this context as “praise” (CEB, CSB, NET, NIV, NLT); “give thanks” (ESV; cf. CJB); “bless” (ASV, KJV, NASB). The idea here is expressed in other places that say that speaking in tongues exalts God, is giving thanks to God, and is praising God. [2165:  Thayer’s and BDAG Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “εὐλογέω.”] 

“is unlearned.” The Greek is literally, “occupies [or “fills”] the place of the unlearned.” It is not as if the unlearned have a special place just for them. “Occupying the place” is an idiomatic way of referring to them being there and taking up space, or “a place.” “Instead of merely using the term ‘the unlearned,’ ‘the layman,’ Paul very properly describes the man: “he that occupies the place of the unlearned.”[footnoteRef:2166] This is an example of when an idiom in a language makes translating difficult. Translating the Greek literally introduces questions and confusion in the mind of the English reader that would never occur to a Greek reader, thus we feel justified in simplifying the English. One should not have to learn Greek idioms to understand the English Bible. [2166:  Lenski, Corinthians, 594.] 

1Co 14:17
“you are giving thanks very well.” Speaking in tongues is speaking to God, and a part of what is spoken is giving thanks to God.
[For more on speaking in tongues, see commentary on 1 Cor. 14:5.]
1Co 14:18
“I thank God; I speak in tongues more than you all.” It is important to understand what Paul is and is not saying. Paul is not saying, “I thank God THAT I speak in tongues more than you all.” First, that would be prideful bragging. But beyond that, that translation would totally miss the point of Paul’s argument. He had just finished saying that if you spoke in tongues in the congregation (without interpretation) that other people would not understand and would not be built up (1 Cor. 14:16-17). He would never follow that by saying that he was thankful he spoke in tongues more than everyone else—that would defeat what he had just said! Instead, he was making the point that he “thanked God” (he had just said speaking in tongues was thanking God; 1 Cor. 14:17), in fact, he said that he spoke in tongues more than anyone in the Church. But then he added that he would rather speak five words people could understand than 10,000 words in a tongue that they could not understand.
“speak in tongues.” For more on speaking in tongues, see commentaries on 1 Corinthians 12:10 and 14:5.
1Co 14:20
“Brothers and sisters, do not be children in your thinking.” The Greek text is “brothers,” but that often includes men and women.
[For more on brothers and sisters, see Word Study: “Adelphos.” For more on women’s involvement in the early church, see Appendix 11: “The Role of Women in the Church.”]
This verse starts a new section, and reminds the believers to use their minds and their wisdom. The use of “children” is directly related to the quotation from Isaiah 28 that is in the next verse. The Israelites had repeatedly ignored God’s warnings about their sin, so as the clock moved forward to their destruction by Assyria, God asked them, “To whom will he [God] teach knowledge? To whom will he [God] explain the message? Those who are weaned from the milk and just taken from the breasts?” (Isa. 28:9). Then two verses later He says, “Indeed, he will speak to this nation with stammering lips and in another language” (Isa. 28:11).
Here in Corinthians God is using the quotation from Isaiah and its mention of “children” to good effect. God’s people are not supposed to act like children who cannot think or see consequences. To the world, speaking in tongues should be seen as a great miracle. Here are people, Christians, obviously speaking languages they have never been taught. This should be a “sign” to them (God speaking to them!), that He exists. Sadly, it was for the early Church as it was for Isaiah 700 years before Christ, and as it is for us today, “and not even then will they listen to me, says the Lord.” Most Christians do not see the value in speaking in tongues and even deny its existence. Most unbelievers scoff at it.
1Co 14:21
“In the law.” This is the general use of “law,” where “law” refers to the whole Tanakh (technically this use of “law” is a form of synecdoche, the part for the whole, the “law” [of Moses] being put for the whole Old Testament). In later Jewish writings, the term “law” was even sometimes used of some of the Jewish traditions that had become firmly embedded in society.
[See Word Study: “Synecdoche.”]
“I will speak to this people, and not even then will they listen to me.” This quotation is from Isaiah 28:11-12. It is not a prophecy foretelling that people would speak in tongues. No one would have understood such a prophecy. The point of what God said in Isaiah 28 was that for years God had “spoken” to the people of Israel in many different ways to get them to return to Him. These ways included God warning them verbally in their own language, Hebrew, and through many other signs, but they had ignored what God said.
One way God had spoken to Israel was through his prophets who, of course, spoke Hebrew. He warned the people of Israel about their sin and told them they needed to return to Him. Amos, much earlier than Isaiah, had said Israel would face dire consequences for its sin: “Thus says the Lord: ‘For three transgressions of Israel, and for four, I will not revoke the punishment,” (Amos 2:6 ESV). Hosea had also spoken of Israel’s sin and its consequences. “Then the LORD said to Hosea…‘I will soon punish the house of Jehu…and I will put an end to the kingdom of Israel’” (Hos. 1:4 NIV).
God had also “spoken” to Israel in other ways as well. God made it clear in the Law of Moses that if Israel obeyed Him they would be blessed (cf. Deut. 28:1-14), but if they turned away from Him they would be cursed (cf. Deut. 28:15-68). In fact, Deuteronomy specifically stated that if Israel turned away from Him they would be defeated by their enemies (Deut. 28:47ff) and carried away from the Promised Land (Deut. 28:64ff). Israel had a covenant promise from God that He would bless and protect them if they would be faithful to Him. Therefore, when they were not faithful and things started to go wrong in Israel, that was God “speaking” to them and warning them that they were not right in His sight.
Amos chapter 4 lists some of the ways God said he “spoke” to His people, but noted that it did no good. Thus God said, “‘you have not returned to me,’ says Yahweh” (Amos 4:6). God spoke to Israel by famine, by the fact that it rained in one city but not in another, by the scorching east wind, by the mildew that ruined their crops, by crop-devouring insects, by plagues, by wars, and in other ways as well (Amos 4:6-13).
Isaiah 28 is one of the many places where God is reproving Israel for its sin. The leaders were proud and drunkards (Isa. 28:1), even the priests and prophets (false prophets) were drunkards (Isa. 28:7). Since the prophets in Israel no longer represented God or spoke on His behalf, then God would have to speak to Israel Himself, which He said He would do (Isa. 28:11). But how would He do that? Israel had refused to listen to Him speaking through His true prophets or His warnings of famine, plague, and war, so how would God speak to them? God said He would speak to them by fulfilling His promise of Deuteronomy 28:64; Israel would be carried away from the Promised Land by strangers, Assyrians. The Assyrians were the “lips of others,” who “spoke” to Israel with other languages, but sadly, Israel did not even hear God then (Isa. 28:11-12).
When they were conquered by the Assyrians and carried away from the Promised Land, Israel should have realized that God was fulfilling His promise in Deuteronomy, and they should have repented with all their heart and soul. Even Solomon, in his prayer at the dedication of the Temple, prayed that if Israel sinned and was carried away from their land, “yet if they will turn their heart in the land where they are carried captive, and repent and plead to you … saying, ‘We have sinned and have committed iniquity; we have acted wickedly,’ if they return to you with all their heart and with all their soul … and they pray toward their land that you gave to their fathers … then hear from heaven…their prayer and their petitions, and do what is right for them, and forgive your people who have sinned against you.” (2 Chron. 6:37-39). Alas, Israel never repented, and so never did return from their captivity. God foresaw that, and thus He said, “yet they would not listen” (Isa. 28:12).
When we understand the history of Israel and what Isaiah 28 is saying, we are able to understand why God quoted Isaiah 28:11-12 in 1 Corinthians 14:21. The congregation in Corinth started with the Jews (Acts 18:1-18), and it was the Jews, historically God’s chosen people, who harassed Paul in Corinth, even dragging him before the regional government (Acts 18:12). The Jews resisted Paul and the Gospel he preached, and they were not listening to God (nor were most of the Gentiles) just as Israel had behaved in the days of Isaiah. Therefore, just as in the days of Isaiah, God decided to speak to them and give them a sign of His presence and power even though again it looked like, “and not even then will they listen to me.” However, this time the sign He gave the unbelievers was not prophecy, which was a manifestation of the spirit and a sign they had encountered (and ignored!) for hundreds of years, but a new manifestation of the power of God: speaking in tongues. That is why 1 Corinthians 14:22 says that “tongues are for a sign” to those people who do not believe. It is indeed a sign of God’s power whether they ignore it or not, but as Israel ignored God’s signs and suffered because of it, those who ignore God’s signs today will also suffer consequences.
The point of 1 Corinthians 14:21 is that God, as always, is trying to reach out to people, giving them signs of His presence and power. The Assyrians with their powerful armies and strange language were a sign to Israel that they had abandoned God and His covenant blessings. Now, the strange language of tongues is again a sign to unbelievers, and if they ignore that sign, they do so to their peril. Christians should realize that one of the great blessings of speaking in tongues is that it is a sign to unbelievers of the power and presence of God, and we Christians should speak in tongues as part of our Christian witness of the resurrection of Jesus Christ and the outpouring of the gift of holy spirit.
1Co 14:22
“so then, tongues are for a sign.” Because of the context, this short statement is very weighty. The previous verse, 1 Corinthians 14:21, had quoted Isaiah 28:11-12, and although Isaiah did not use the word “sign,” once we understand what Isaiah was saying to Israel we can see that for God to use that verse from Isaiah and then call speaking in tongues a “sign” is very sobering. Throughout the Old Testament there were dozens of “signs” given to both individuals and to entire countries, so for God to pick this one example of a sign from the book of Isaiah should catch our attention.
God spoke to Israel through His prophets and they did not listen, so He then “spoke” through an invading army, the Assyrians, who did not speak Hebrew, and who thus had “other tongues” (the Assyrians spoke Imperial Aramaic). God had promised that if Israel obeyed Him then they would defeat their enemies (cf. Lev. 26:2-8), so Israel’s being defeated by Assyria was a “sign” of their sin. The book of Isaiah shows that Israel was deeply in sin, including its leaders and “prophets” (the false prophets). For example, Isaiah 28:7 says, “And these also stumble around because of wine and stagger because of beer. The priest and the prophet stumble around because of beer. They are confused by wine. They stagger because of beer. They stumble around while having visions. They totter when giving judgments.” Israel’s leaders were seeking temporal pleasure and were involved in things such as idolatry, sexual immorality, and drunkenness. Israel was ignoring God and deeply in sin, and being defeated by the Assyrian army was a “sign” to them of their sorry state.
Our knowledge of Israel at the time of Isaiah gives us great insight into why God chose the quotation out of Isaiah that the Assyrian conquest of Israel was a “sign” to them, and compared it to the “sign” of speaking in tongues. At the time of Paul, Rome looked a lot like Israel did in the time of Isaiah. Rome, and especially Corinth, which was like the “sin city” of the Roman empire, was steeped in idolatry, sexual sin, drunkenness, and other types of sensual pleasure. So in a very appropriate way, speaking in tongues was a warning “sign” that spoke to the unbelievers and neophytes and said, “God is real and He is here. You people need to listen to Him. You need to repent of your ways and obey God.” As we know from history, a few people did heed the “sign” of speaking in tongues and repent, but the majority did not.
“not a sign to the unbelieving.” The second occurrence of the noun “sign” in this verse [in italics] is supplied from the context and Greek grammar. It is an important key to understanding this verse and 1 Corinthians 14:24, and while it can be easily assumed from the Greek text, its absence in English can cause confusion. It is vital to understand the impact that the word “sign” has in this verse to properly understand what it is saying.
“Signs” were very important in the Jewish culture, so important that it is hard to overstate that fact. It was believed that if God acted, He would almost always announce His actions with a sign. This shows up throughout the Old and New Testaments, and dozens of examples could be given. God gave Moses “signs” so the Israelites would believe him when he returned to Egypt (Exod. 4:8). Gideon asked for a sign from the angel when he was called to lead Israel (Judg. 6:17). The Jews asked Jesus, “We want to see a sign from you” (Matt. 12:38), and Jesus’ powerful acts that are called “miracles” in Matthew, Mark, and Luke, are called “signs” in the Gospel of John because they pointed to Jesus’ being the Messiah. Paul correctly penned, “For Jews demand signs” (1 Cor. 1:22).
The first part of the verse says that speaking in tongues was a “sign” to the unbelieving Jews, and it was for a couple reasons. First, it was an obvious act of power, because people who spoke in tongues spoke a language they never took time to learn. Also, speaking in tongues was something that pagans could not do. Speaking in tongues is a manifestation of the gift of holy spirit, and people who are not born again cannot speak in tongues.
However, in that culture, to be an effective “sign” to unbelievers, the speaking in tongues had to be done “decently and in an orderly way” (1 Cor. 14:40). If everyone in the congregation all spoke in tongues at the same time, then the Christian assembly would look like the pagan assemblies in which the congregants got taken over by demons. It happened in some pagan assemblies that the people, or some of the people, got taken over by demons and all started speaking and behaving wildly, and if all the Christians in an assembly started speaking in tongues at one time, then the tongues would cease to be a “sign” of the power and presence of God, and the Christian meeting would look like a pagan meeting in which the people were taken over by demons (for more on the pagan assembly, see commentary on 1 Cor. 14:23, “raving mad”).
The second part of the verse says that prophecy was not a sign to unbelievers. To properly interpret the Bible, it is important to understand what it is not saying as well as what it is saying. Speaking in tongues is a “sign” to unbelievers, but prophecy is not a “sign.” But that does not mean prophecy is not “for” unbelievers. Prophecy is very beneficial to unbelievers, as we see from 1 Corinthians 14:24-25, when the believers prophesy to unbelievers with wonderful results.
But why isn’t prophecy a “sign” to unbelievers? The answer is in the culture. Many pagans and unbelievers prophesied. In fact, false prophecy by the priests of Baal and false priests in Israel can be seen throughout the Old Testament. Prophecy was also an important part of many pagan religions of the Greco-Roman world. There were a number of places where people could go to get a prophecy from an oracle; one famous one was the oracle of Delphi. Also, there were many false prophets: “many false prophets have gone out into the world” (1 John 4:1). Thus, it is not surprising that Paul ran into false prophets on his missionary journeys. Bar-jesus was a false prophet on the island of Cyprus (Acts 13:6), and when Paul was in Philippi, a slave girl who had a spirit of divination followed him and kept prophesying about him and saying that he was a servant of the Most High God (Acts 16:16-18). Since there was so much prophecy in the pagan world the Jews lived in, prophecy was not a “sign” of the power and presence of the true God. There was far too much false prophecy for that to be the case. True prophecy was wonderful, but it was not a “sign” to the Jews. However, true prophecy would be a “sign” to believers because they were already convinced it was from God (or the Lord) and would easily see the power and presence of God when true prophecy was given.
So speaking in tongues is a “sign” for unbelievers, but prophecy is not a “sign” even though it is obviously “for” unbelievers in the sense that it benefits them.
1Co 14:23
“everyone speaks in tongues.” Paul had just made the point in 1 Cor. 14:22 that speaking in tongues was a sign to unbelievers. It can be easily seen that this could be overplayed by the congregation, who might think that if the unbelievers saw not just one person speak in tongues, but everyone speak in tongues, that would be really convincing. However, the Word tells us what modern experience has confirmed: that when unbelievers come across a whole church speaking in tongues at one time, they are not convinced; rather, they are generally confused or frightened and think something is wrong with the people. Churches that make a practice of having everyone speak in tongues at one time need to take heed to this verse.
[For more on speaking in tongues, see commentaries on 1 Cor. 12:10 and 14:5.]
“raving mad.” The Greek word is mainomai (#3105 μαίνομαι), and the translation “raving mad” (some versions read, “mad,” or “out of your mind”) is an attempt to translate the meaning of the Greek text in this context of public worship, which, unfortunately, cannot be easily done.
In the Greek pagan worship, it occasionally happened that the devotees were taken over by demons, and they acted in a frenzied, frantic, raving manner (this has been observed in modern times occasionally in Africa and Haiti). The New Testament scholar, C. K. Barrett, writes: “You are mad…does not mean, You are suffering from mental disease, but, You are possessed…”[footnoteRef:2167] [2167:  C. K. Barrett, The First Epistle to the Corinthians [BNTC], 326.] 

God wants to prevent confusion in Christian fellowships. He never wants people who attend church to think that the congregation has been taken over by demons and gone into a religious frenzy. He makes it clear that what is done in the service “…must be done for the strengthening of the church” (1 Cor. 14:26). The manifestation of speaking in tongues was a “sign” to unbelievers of the power and presence of God, but it would cease to be a sign of God’s presence, and would be taken as a sign of the presence of “gods” (we know as demons) if everyone in the congregation spoke in tongues at the same time.
1Co 14:24
“convinced.” The Greek word is elegchō (#1651 ἐλέγχω) and it is difficult to exactly translate here. We went with “convinced” because it is being contrasted to the ones who, upon seeing tongues, were not convinced but said the people were “raving mad” (demonized; taken over by demons). However, elegchō also carries the meaning of being openly exposed, brought to light. In prophecy, the life of the person is often brought to light in a way that convinces them that God is among you.
It is obvious in 1 Corinthians 14:24-25 that prophecy benefits unbelievers and those who are still learning about the Faith. It is important to understand how 1 Corinthians 14:22 and 14:24 fit together. 1 Corinthians 14:22 says speaking in tongues is a “sign” to unbelievers while 1 Corinthians 14:24-25 show that although prophecy is not a “sign” it is very beneficial for unbelievers and those who don’t know much about the Faith. The mature believers, however, do not doubt the source of Christian prophecy, God or the Lord Jesus, and to them, the deep and accurate prophetic messages are indeed a “sign” to them of the power and presence of God, and also they are a blessing to them.
[For more on speaking in tongues being a sign to unbelievers, see commentary on 1 Cor. 14:22.)
1Co 14:26
“brothers and sisters.” See commentary on 1 Corinthians 14:20.
“each one.” This is likely a hyperbole. It is doubtful, although possible, that every person in the congregation had something to say. It is more likely that Paul is exaggerating the situation to make the point that there was confusion in the congregation.
“revelation.” For what “revelation” is, see commentaries on Galatians 1:12 and 1 Corinthians 12:8.
“Let all things be done for building people up.” This is the point that Paul is making. No matter how the service develops as people contribute, the end result should be that people are built up in the Lord. If edification is not the result of the meeting, the leaders should step in and make some changes.
1Co 14:27
“one at a time.” The Greek phrase ana meros (ἀνὰ μέρος), which literally translates into something like “up a part,” is idiomatic, and means “one at a time.”[footnoteRef:2168] The point of Paul saying this was that in the church in Corinth there was confusion and people were speaking at the same time. [2168:  Porter, Idioms of the Greek New Testament, 144.] 

“one must interpret!” The Greek for this phrase may be read two different ways—“one, as in anyone, must interpret,” or “the one, he alone must interpret.” Those who claim that a different person may interpret someone’s tongue in an assembly favor the first reading. However, we will see that this creates problems with the context of chapter 14 and is therefore most likely not the sense of the Greek. The underlying Greek text is composed of the word heis, (#1520 εἷς) which is the cardinal number one (however, we will see it is not always used in that simple manner), and the verb for “interpret,” diermēneuō (#1329 διερμηνεύω), in the third-person singular, imperative mood. When the verb is put in this form it means, “he/she/someone must interpret.”
We use the word must to indicate that this is a command. Although the imperative mood is sometimes used of exhortations and can be represented by “let,” in this case, the context and scope of the subject dictate that the imperative mood is better served by the English word “must,” rather than “let.” In English, “let” usually indicates passivity rather than activity of command, the person is allowed to do something if they want to, but is not being told they must do it. Thus, “I will let you eat one of my cookies if you want to,” versus, “You must eat a cookie.” Thus “let” does not capture the sense of the verse in this situation. If someone speaks in tongues in the congregation, no one understands him, so to be walking in love and obeying God, he “must” interpret. Paul is giving a command here.
Putting heis and diermēneuō together, we get “one must interpret.” If this is taken to mean that one, as in anyone, can interpret the tongue, then this verse seems to go against what Paul has written up to this point on how tongues ought to be interpreted. There are three places prior to this verse where the practice of interpreting tongues is discussed. These are 1 Corinthians 14:5, 13, 15-16:
1. 1 Cor. 14:5 tells us that a person who speaks in tongues is not edifying the church unless he interprets. This would seem to indicate that the person who speaks in tongues would be edifying the church if that same person (he) followed the tongues with an interpretation. According to normal Greek syntax, the logical antecedent for the verb “interpret” would be ho lalon (“The one speaking” in tongues).
2. 1 Cor. 14:13 instructs us that a person who speaks in a tongue should “pray” that he may interpret. This instruction seems clear that the same person who spoke in the tongue should be the one who interprets. In Greek, “the one speaking in tongues” is the subject of the verb “interpret.”
3. 1 Cor. 14:15-16 begin with Paul rhetorically asking the question “What, then, is to be done?” regarding the proper place and practice of tongues and interpretation in the church assembly. He then answers the question by stating that it is proper to “pray/praise” with the spirit and then “pray/praise” with the understanding; otherwise, people will not be edified because they will not understand the tongues (praying/praising with the spirit) by itself. The first word of verse 16 is a key to understanding Paul’s intent in these two verses. It is the word “otherwise.” Paul is saying that unless he follows his speaking in tongues with an interpretation others will not be edified. 1 Cor. 14:15-16 clearly indicate that Paul is teaching that the person who speaks in tongues should follow it with an interpretation. He says I will pray with my spirit then I will pray with my understanding also. Paul sets the example of the same person giving the interpretation.
It seems, then, that every verse to this point indicates that the person who gives the tongue ought to be the one to give the interpretation. This is strong evidence that we should not read Paul as going against this in 1 Cor. 14:27. Instead, there is a legitimate alternative reading that clears up the apparent inconsistency. A closer look at the Greek word heis reveals that this word is not always used in the sense of the number one. Lenski states that “There is no reason to stress εἷς to mean one person only for the two or the three speakers…”[footnoteRef:2169] BDAG lists four different definitions for heis while Thayer lists five different definitions with numerous subcategories under each category. One of the definitions that Thayer provides in his second definition category is the usage of the word heis in the sense of ‘alone’ or ‘only.’ He cites Mark 2:7 as an example of this usage: “Why does this man speak like that? He is blaspheming! Who can forgive sins but God alone?” (ESV). The word translated “alone” is the Greek word heis. It makes no sense to translate their statement, “Who can forgive sins but God one.” It is made clear by this verse that a legitimate biblical usage of the Greek word heis meaning “alone” does exist. The sense is to indicate the “one and same” nature of the subject, this one God only can forgive sins. [2169:  Lenski, Corinthians, 608-09.] 

If we bring this meaning back into 1 Corinthians 14:27 we get the following phrase, “he alone must interpret” or “this same one must interpret.” This sense put along with the rest of the verse would read as follows: “If anyone speaks in a tongue, let it be by two, or at the most three, and one at a time, and the same one must interpret.” This reading lines up with Paul’s earlier instruction in the chapter and actually prohibits the very activity that the contradictory reading promoted (i.e. someone else interpreting). We should note that if Paul had meant to teach that someone else should interpret the messages, he could have said it in many different and clearer ways. He could have used the following words instead of heis:
tis - this would have indicated that anyone could have given the interpretation.
heteros - this would have indicated that any other one could have given the interpretation.
to autos - this would have indicated that the same one should give all interpretations.
hekastos - this would have indicated that each one in turn should give his own interpretation after someone speaks in tongues.
However, 1 Cor. 14:27 uses none of these words. It does use the word heis, which in contrast to these other words, shows that “the one and the same” one who spoke should interpret the message.
1Co 14:28
“But if there is no one to interpret.” This translation fits the context and follows versions such as the ESV, RSV, and NRSV. This verse is saying that if no one in the room has been instructed in interpretation or if no one desires to speak in tongues and then interpret at that time, then instead of speaking in tongues out loud without interpretation, each person should just keep quiet.
This verse is not saying that the “interpreter” is a different person than the one who speaks in tongues. The phrase, “if there is no one to interpret” is a simple statement of fact—not a reference to another person. There are many people who speak in tongues and who do not interpret, as is clearly evidenced in congregations of Pentecostal and Charismatic churches. So, it can happen that “there is no one to interpret” for several reasons. For one, people may not have been instructed in interpretation or may have even been taught that since they speak in tongues they cannot interpret. Or people may not want to interpret because they are comfortable with just knowing how to speak in tongues. Or even that people may not feel like interpreting in that particular meeting. In each of these cases, there is “no one to interpret” in the room.
Far from showing that the person who interprets is different than the person who speaks in tongues, this verse is more evidence that the person speaking in tongues is the same person who must interpret. In a large congregation, especially with new people and visitors coming and going, how would anyone who might desire to speak in tongues know if someone else in the room was “an interpreter?” And since the Bible says not to speak in tongues in public worship without there being an interpretation, that would place a terrible burden on the person who becomes inspired to speak in tongues to be sure that someone in the room would interpret. The only real and practical way to be sure that if someone speaks in tongues, there will be an interpretation, is if the one who speaks in tongues is the same one who interprets. Both speaking in tongues and interpretation are manifestations of the gift of holy spirit (1 Cor. 12:10) and are both operated from the free will and trust (“faith”) of the individual Christian. So when a Christian has been instructed in the use of the manifestations and wants to use them in a meeting as a blessing to the people there, he or she will speak in tongues and then interpret the message so the congregation can understand it.
1Co 14:30
“revealed.” For what “revelation” is, see commentaries on Galatians 1:12 and 1 Corinthians 12:8.
1Co 14:32
“And spirits spoken by prophets are subject to the prophets.” This verse has a primary interpretation and some sub-themes. First, it is accurate as translated above. The text does not read, “the spirits” or “the prophets.” There are no definite articles. Second, “spirits” is the figure of speech metonymy for “spiritual utterances,” or prophecies, due to the fact that they originate from the spirit. Thus if this verse were to be expanded according to meaning, it would be: “The prophecies of prophets are subject to prophets.” That “spirits” refers to spiritual manifestations, prophecies, can be seen both from this chapter and from a similar use in 1 John. For example, in 1 Corinthians 14:12, people are said to be “zealous for spirits.” In that verse, as in this one, “spirits” is put by metonymy for that which is produced by the spirit, which is the manifestation, or evidences of the spirit (see commentary on 1 Cor. 14:12). Here in 1 Corinthians 14:32, the “spirits of,” is a genitive of origin, and should be understood as “spirit from,” or expanded as, “And spiritual manifestations, prophecies, from prophets are subject to prophets.”
Another example of this use of “spirits” is in 1 John 4:1: “Beloved, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see if they are from God, because many false prophets have gone out into the world.” The context of 1 John 4:1 makes it clear that we are to test the “spirits,” the manifestations (specifically prophecies), because many false prophets are in the world, and thus there are many false prophecies (“spirits”) in the world. Then the context of 1 John 4 goes on about what the false prophets say (see commentaries on 1 John 4:1 and 4:2). For another use of the word “spirits” in the sense of a prophetic word, see commentary on 2 Thessalonians 2:2.
1Co 14:34
1 Corinthians 14:34-35 are in brackets because there is good evidence that they were not part of the original text, but were an early textual note that was copied into the text. It is more accurate to the original text to omit these verses when reading. As much as we dislike omitting a verse or verses that have been accepted as part of the text, it is honest to recognize that occasionally the biblical text was changed, and in this case, there is good evidence that these two verses are an early addition to the text.
[For more information and full commentary on these verses, see Appendix 11: “The Role of Women In The Church.”]
1Co 14:35
See commentary on 1 Corinthians 14:34.
1Co 14:38
“If anyone does not acknowledge this, he is not acknowledged.” (Cf. Lenski;[footnoteRef:2170] NAB) If anyone in the congregation is hard-hearted and does not acknowledge that what Paul was writing was the word and direction of the Lord, then that person should not be acknowledged in the Church as a leader, teacher, or spiritual person. [2170:  Lenski, Corinthians, 621.] 

1Co 14:39
“brothers and sisters.” See commentary on 1 Corinthians 14:20.
“do not forbid anyone to speak in tongues.” In spite of this command, many congregations forbid people from speaking in tongues. The Corinthian church needed instruction on the subject of the manifestations of holy spirit, which Paul provides in chapters 12-14. He clarifies the manifestations themselves in chapter 12, and encourages people to manifest. He tells people to eagerly desire spiritual things (1 Cor. 14:1), to speak in tongues (1 Cor. 14:5; which means that not everyone was), and to seek to edify the church (1 Cor. 14:12). Paul set the example for the Corinthians by saying that he spoke in tongues more than all of them combined (1 Cor. 14:18), and he explained that tongues were a sign to unbelievers (1 Cor. 14:22). In light of the clear command to not forbid speaking in tongues, it is astounding how many Christian denominations do exactly that, clearly contradicting the clear teaching of Scripture. Christians should take to heart the desire of God that is clearly expressed in 1 Corinthians 14:5: God wants every Christian to speak in tongues.
Due to the construction of the words in the verse, it sometimes gets suggested that this verse is the figure of speech tapeinosis, or understatement, and that what Paul is really saying is “Greatly encourage people to speak in tongues.” Although God would like us to greatly encourage speaking in tongues, the evidence is that this is not the figure tapeinosis. In considering whether or not a verse is a figure, we must keep in mind that the literal reading is always to be preferred if it makes sense in the context. In this case, the fact that on his third missionary journey, Paul had to write to the people of Corinth about the manifestations shows that the people had become unclear about them. After all, only a couple of years earlier Paul would have instructed them about the manifestations when he was there for a year and a half (Acts 18:11). Nevertheless, division started in the Church (1 Cor. 1:10ff), and along with that came confusion about the manifestations. It got to the point that there were people who were not speaking in tongues, and apparently not eager to do so (hence the encouragement to speak in tongues and be eager about the manifestations). It is easy to see in that context that there even would have been some people trying to stop the speaking in tongues, just as there are today in the Church. In that context, a clear warning not to forbid speaking in tongues was necessary. This would put an end to any debate about whether or not the manifestations had a place in the Church. Also, in 1 Corinthians 14:38, Paul wrote that if a person did not acknowledge this instruction, he was not to be acknowledged as a spiritual person. Thus the people in Corinth were instructed not to endlessly debate the issue with those who were defiant toward the power of God, but simply not acknowledge as leaders or people of authority anyone who stood in opposition to what Paul was teaching.
“speaking in tongues.” For more on speaking in tongues, see commentaries on 1 Corinthians 12:10 and 14:5.
 
1 Corinthians Chapter 15
1Co 15:1
“brothers and sisters.” The Greek text is “brothers,” but that often includes men and women.
[For more on brothers and sisters, see Word Study: “Adelphos.” For more on women’s involvement in the early church, see Appendix 11: “The Role of Women in the Church.”]
“I want to remind you.” This is the correct sense of the Greek, although the death and resurrection of Christ was fundamental, and something they should have known and boldly stood on. In the REV, we, like some other versions such as the NIV, have translated this “I want to remind you.” That is the essence of what Paul was writing to the Corinthians, but he worded it as “I make known to you,” which is the way some of the more literal English versions, such as the NASB, read. Paul had already told the Corinthians about the resurrection, so by saying “I make known to you” something they already knew, he was mildly reproving them for not standing on what they knew. Grosheide writes: “The solemn beginning of this chapter must be understood against this background. I make known is not, “I remind you,” but “I make known emphatically”[footnoteRef:2171] (cf. Gal. 1:11). There are a couple of reasons why “remind” is better than “I make known to you” in this verse. First, it clears up what is otherwise a cause of confusion in the English and makes it clear that Paul was telling them something that he had already taught them. Second, in English, reminding someone can be a mild reproof if the person was already supposed to know what you were reminding them of, so in this case, the sense of reproof in the verse is not totally lost by the translation: “I want to remind you.” [2171:  F. W. Grosheide, The First Epistle to the Corinthians [NICNT].] 

1Co 15:2
“are being saved.” The Greek verb translated “are being saved” is sōzō (#4982 σῴζω), and it has many meanings in the New Testament. These include: to rescue from danger or destruction (Matt. 8:25; 27:49); to keep safe (Acts 2:40); to heal or make well (Matt. 9:21-22; 14:30; Mark 5:23; Acts 14:9); to make whole (Luke 7:50); and in many places in the New Testament and in almost every use in Paul’s epistles, to save or rescue from everlasting destruction by giving everlasting life (Rom. 10:9; 1 Cor. 3:15). In some places in the New Testament, especially in the Four Gospels, more than one meaning applies. For example, when Jesus healed a blind man (Luke 18:42-43), the man was healed, but he likely was made whole in other ways as well. At the time believers are saved in the complete sense of the word, which occurs at the return of Christ, they are given everlasting life, but inherent in that is that they are made whole. However, it would not be correct to translate sōzō as “made whole” in the text, because “saved,” i.e., being given everlasting life, is the primary meaning. It is worth noting that in Paul’s epistles, the word sōzō occurs 29 times, and it is used of “rescued” (e.g., Rom. 5:9; 2 Tim. 4:18), and “saved,” i.e., given everlasting life.
When it comes to Christians being “saved,” there are verses that say we have already been “saved” (Eph. 2:8), verses that say we currently are being “saved” (1 Cor. 15:2), and verses that say we will be saved in the future (Rom. 10:9; 13:11). Although it is common for us to think of Christians being “saved” now, that is due to an idiom of the language, not because our salvation is a fully accomplished reality, which is something Scripture makes clear. Christians are not actually “saved” now because we are not yet in our immortal bodies that will be like Christ’s body (Phil. 3:21; 1 John 3:2). More evidence that we are not “saved” now is that we still get hurt, sick, and die. When we Christians are truly “saved”—which will happen at the Rapture—we will not get sick or die, and we will be “whole” mentally and physically. That our actual salvation is future is why verses such as Romans 10:9, 13:11, and 1 Thess. 5:8, say that our salvation is future.
What Christians have today is a down payment of our everlasting life. We get that when we believe and are sealed with holy spirit (Eph. 1:13-14).
[For information on the prophetic perfect idiom, see commentary on Eph. 2:6, “raised…seated.”]
Along with verses that say we have been saved (Eph. 2:8), or will be saved (Rom. 10:9), there are verses like 1 Corinthians 15:2 that say we “are being saved.” We “are being saved” in a very real sense, but not because our everlasting life is somehow in jeopardy, because it is not; our everlasting life is guaranteed. We “are being saved” in the sense that we “are being rescued” from this world and we “are being made whole” both in our mental wholeness with Christ and in the fact that we are building an inheritance for ourselves in the future Millennial Kingdom. This increasing wholeness, or “salvation,” that we experience as we obey the Word of God and work to be like Christ is sometimes referred to as “sanctification,” and it occurs as we follow verses such as Romans 13:14, “But put on the Lord Jesus Christ.” So, the verses that say we “are being saved,” such as here in 1 Corinthians 15:1-2, are not saying that we have to work to have everlasting life, or that somehow our future salvation is not guaranteed. They are saying that if we want to be truly made whole now on earth and also have rewards in the future, we have to hold firmly onto the message of Christ and obey it.
There are some people who say that 1 Corinthians 15:1-2 shows that Christians can lose their salvation, but it does not say that. We know that Christians are not saved by works (Eph. 2:8; Rom. 3:20; Gal. 2:16). But then, what is 1 Corinthians 15:1-2 saying when it says we “are being saved” if we “hold on firmly” to the message of the Good News, and “holding on firmly” is good works? The simple truth is that the phrase “are being saved” is not referring to our everlasting life salvation; it is speaking about us being “made whole” (“saved”) in other ways. When we hold firmly to the Gospel message we become more whole in this life both mentally and even often physically, and also we are made whole in the next life because we have rewards and an inheritance there. In contrast, people who do not hold on to the message of the Gospel are in danger of having the works they did in this life being burned up, resulting in their being in the Millennial Kingdom with nothing (1 Cor. 3:13-17).
Being in the Kingdom of Christ but having no rewards or inheritance will be a very sad and shameful experience, so the Scripture has serious warnings to Christians to hold firmly to the Gospel message. No one needs to be ashamed when Jesus comes (1 John 2:28), but people who have not obeyed God will be ashamed about that.
[For more on Christian salvation, see Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation.” For more on salvation vs. rewards, and rewards in the Kingdom, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10, “good or evil.” For more information on the New Birth, see commentary on 1 Pet. 1:3, “new birth.”]
“in vain.” The Greek verb translated by the phrase “in vain” is eikē (#1500 εἰκῇ), and it has several meanings, including “without cause,” “without success or result,” “without purpose,” and “without careful thought.”[footnoteRef:2172] Of those definitions, the two that fit well here are “without success” and “without careful thought.” BDAG gives possible definitions as “without careful thought; without due consideration,” and “without success, result; to no avail” as the primary meaning of eikē in 1 Corinthians 15:2, and that meaning fits the context and scope of Scripture very well. [2172:  BDAG Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “εἰκῇ.”] 

Christians who get saved but then do not continue to “hold on firmly” to the Gospel message and obey it are not thinking carefully about the sacrifice that God and Christ made so they could be saved. Furthermore, Christians who do not hold on firmly to the Gospel and obey it have not given much thought to the fact they will have no rewards and no inheritance in the Millennial Kingdom. Earlier in Corinthians, Paul wrote that it was possible to be saved but get no rewards in the Kingdom (1 Cor. 3:13-15), and 1 Corinthians 15:1-2 is stating that truth in another way. Those verses, and others like them, are warnings that it is possible to be saved but have no reward or inheritance in the future kingdom (cf. 2 John 1:8).
The person who does not hold fast to the Gospel message he has been taught has not given careful thought to salvation, and also will have little or no rewards, so in a sense, he is saved “without success” because God’s heart for every person is that they would have a rich reward in the future Kingdom of Christ. To arrive in the Millennial Kingdom but not have any rewards is not being successful like God desires us to be successful.
1Co 15:3
“as of first importance.” The phrase en prōtos is literally “in the first place” (or position), and in this context refers to what Paul thought was the most important. Paul is not remembering the very first thing he taught the Corinthians, but rather what he thought was most important.
1Co 15:4
“was raised.” This is a better translation than “rose again.” See commentary on 2 Corinthians 5:15.
1Co 15:5
“then to the Twelve.” Before Judas committed suicide after betraying the Lord, the apostles were sometimes referred to as “the Twelve” (cf. Matt. 26:14, 20, 47; Mark 4:10; 6:7; 10:32; Luke 8:1; John 6:67, etc.). Once Judas committed suicide, “the Twelve” were referred to as “the Eleven” by those very early believers (Luke 24:9, 33; Acts 2:14). Because the term, “the Twelve” is not explained here in 1 Corinthians 15:5, there are a couple of possibilities for what it means. It does not refer to the original twelve apostles including Judas, because Luke 24:9, 33, and Matthew 27:1-5 show that Judas was dead before Jesus was raised from the dead and began appearing to people (see commentary on Luke 24:9).
The two major possibilities for the meaning of “the Twelve” are: “the Twelve” is a general use of the old title, “the Twelve,” which was used for the original apostles without actually meaning that all twelve apostles were there at the time. A reference like that might have made sense to the people of Corinth, who would have likely been aware that the apostles were called “the Twelve” and may not have been aware they were later called “the Eleven.”
The other explanation for the term “the Twelve,” which is the most likely one, is that after Matthias joined the eleven apostles, they were again called “the Twelve.” After all, Acts 1:21-22 says that Matthias had been with the disciples from the baptism of John until the ascension, and therefore he was likely present in the room with the apostles when Jesus appeared on the Sunday after his resurrection. Although most of the focus of Jesus’ appearing to people on the Sunday after his resurrection is on the apostles, the Bible shows us other disciples were there too (Luke 24:33). The presence of other disciples with the apostles in the days after Jesus was crucified may explain why John 20:18, 19, 20, 24, 25, 26, and 20:30 say, “the disciples” rather than “the apostles.” If Matthias was in the room when Jesus appeared, and it seems most likely he was, and he became one of “the Twelve,” then the statement that Jesus appeared to Peter and then to “the Twelve” is completely accurate, using the term “the Twelve” to apply to the eleven plus Matthias even though Matthias was not chosen to be an apostle at that time.
Historically, the statement that Jesus appeared to Peter, and then to the Twelve, is not complete; it leaves out Jesus’ appearances to the women. In reading the Four Gospels, we learn that Jesus first appeared to Mary Magdalene (John 20:1-19), then, before he appeared to the apostles as a group, he appeared to the women who followed him (Matt. 28:8-10). The omission of Jesus’ appearances to the women here in Corinthians is likely due to the Roman culture that dominated Corinth. In Roman culture, women were thought to be unreliable witnesses, so there would be no point in mentioning them as witnesses of Jesus’ resurrection.
1Co 15:6
“to more than 500 brothers and sisters at once.” Paul writes that Jesus appeared to more than 500 “brothers and sisters” at one time to assure people that Jesus really was seen alive. It would be hard to fool that many people, or to get that many people to enter into making a hoax together.
[For more information on “brothers and sisters,” see Word Study: “Adelphos.”]
1Co 15:9
“the least of the apostles.” Paul refers to himself as the least of the apostles, a feeling that is easy to understand. He would naturally feel that way toward the original Eleven, and even Matthias, who all knew the Lord personally. His statement reflects a humility and self-awareness that seems to deepen with his Christian experience. See commentary on 1 Timothy 1:15, where Paul refers to himself as the worst sinner.
1Co 15:10
“yet not I, but the grace of God.” Paul is not saying he did not labor. In many places, he made it clear he worked very hard for the Church (cf. 1 Cor. 4:12; Phil. 4:3). The text is idiomatic, and could easily read, “yet not I only, but also the grace of God that was with me.” For this idiomatic way of speaking that in this case deemphasizes Paul and emphasizes grace, see commentary on 1 John 3:18.
1Co 15:12
“if Christ is being preached.” A good example of the idiomatic Greek use of “if” meaning “since” (cf. Eph. 3:2). However, it is so well understood in English that Christ had been being preached that leaving the “if” does not cause confusion, and the sentence reads smoother with it left in.
“from among the dead.”[footnoteRef:2173] See commentary on Romans 4:24. [2173:  Cf. Wuest, New Testament, “from among the dead,” 411.] 

“why are some among you saying that there is no resurrection of the dead?” The Greek text literally says, “how,” not “why,” but we would say “why” in English.
This is an interesting question in light of the Jewish, Greek, and Roman cultures and beliefs that the congregation in Corinth came out of. It shows how thoroughly Paul communicated the basic beliefs of the Christian Faith, and how essential those beliefs are to Christianity.
When Paul went to Corinth he first went to the synagogue so that he could convert the Jews and Greek “God-fearers” who were there (Acts 18:4; for more on “God-fearers,” see commentary on Acts 13:16). When Paul was rejected in the synagogue, he went to the “Gentiles,” the non-Jews (Acts 18:6).
When Paul talked to the Jews in the synagogue, it is likely that at least some of them were of the persuasion of the Sadducees, that there was no resurrection (Matt. 22:23), or had taken on some of the beliefs of the Greeks and Romans around them, that the soul (life-force) of the body lived on after the body died, but the soul never occupied a physical body again. The Greeks and Romans believed that the soul lived on after the death of the body, but without a physical body, and they scoffed at the resurrection of the dead (Acts 17:32).
Given that so many of the congregation had come from a background in which there was no physical resurrection, it seems logical that at least some of the Christians in Corinth would have remained unconvinced, or at least be confused, about the need for a physical resurrection. It seems that Paul would not have needed to ask the question, “Why are some among you saying that there is no resurrection of the dead,” because many people would answer, “We never believed in a physical resurrection.” So what Paul’s question really tells us is that the physical resurrection of the dead is an essential piece of the Christian Faith and that he had taught it thoroughly, so the congregation should have been convinced about it. Paul’s question also shows us that the teaching on the resurrection of Christ should be a fundamental part of the teaching in every Christian church.
Sadly, however, the situation in Corinth is similar to the situation in much of Christianity today. Many Christians are convinced that Christians “go to heaven when they die,” meaning their “soul” goes to heaven but leaves their body behind, and they are confused about the need for a physical resurrection, even though it is clearly part of the Christian Faith (Acts 24:15; Rom. 6:5; 1 Cor. 15:44-54; Phil. 3:11; 1 Thess. 4:16; 2 Tim. 2:18; Heb. 11:35; cf. the prophecies of the dead being raised in the Old Testament and Gospels: Isa. 26:19; Ezek. 37:11-14; Hos. 13:14; Dan. 12:2, 13; Luke 14:14; John 5:24-29). The truth is that the “soul” is the life force of the body and dies when the body dies, and people who have died are in the ground awaiting the Rapture or resurrection from the dead.
[For more on what the soul is, see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’” For more on death and that when a person dies, he is dead in every way and awaiting the resurrection of his body, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.”]
1Co 15:15
“in contradiction to God.” The Greek here for “contradiction” is from the preposition kata (#2596 κατά). BDAG defines kata as contradiction in this verse: “give testimony in contradiction to God,”[footnoteRef:2174] Paul’s reasoning starts by assuming that God always knows the true position of things and speaks the truth. Supposing for argument’s sake that God did not in fact raise Christ, then God’s position would be that He did not raise him. And thus Paul would be testifying against God by saying He did something He did not in fact do. Testifying against God in this sense would be to speak in contradiction to God. [2174:  BDAG, s.v. “κατά,” def. b, β.] 

1Co 15:18
“asleep.” The Greek verb is koimaō (#2837 κοιμάω), to fall asleep, to be asleep. Sleep is used as a euphemism and metaphor for death. See commentary on Acts 7:60. If Jesus has not been raised, then there is no resurrection from the dead, no Rapture to be with Christ, and those who have died are not just dead, they have “perished.”
1Co 15:19
“we have only put our hope in Christ.” This sentence is a lot clearer in Greek than in English, and in trying to make it clear in English the English versions vary greatly, especially on what to do with the word “only.” To understand 1 Corinthians 15:19, we must know that the original Greek was all capital letters with no punctuation at all, just one letter after another. That meant that in the original Greek text, it was somewhat easier to see how a phrase that appeared earlier in the text influenced something written somewhat later. In this case, the phrase in 1 Corinthians 15:17, “And if Christ has not been raised...” influences the meaning of 1 Corinthians 15:19, which is two verses later. The meaning of the text (expanded for clarity) is: 17“And if Christ has not been raised, your trust is pointless; you are still in your sins. 18And if Christ has not been raised, then also, those who have fallen asleep in Christ have perished. 19And also, if in this life we have only “hope” (but not certainty) in Christ (because Christ has not been raised), we are of all people to be pitied the most.” If the “hope” (“expectation”) we have about Christ is based on a falsehood, an illusion, then we are to be pitied for being so deceived.
1Co 15:20
“Christ has been raised from among the dead.” This verse, 1 Corinthians 15:20, is just one of the many that says “Christ” has been raised from the dead. This is a profound truth that has been ignored by orthodox Christianity. Christians are taught that Christ’s body died, but “Christ” (or the God-part of Jesus) kept on living. In fact, some teachers claim that in the three days and nights when Jesus Christ’s body was dead, “Christ” went and preached to the spirits in prison. Jesus Christ did go and proclaim his victory to the spirits in prison, but it was after his resurrection (1 Pet. 3:18-19; see commentary on 1 Pet. 3:19).
Many verses say Jesus Christ died. Some say “Christ” died (cf. Rom. 14:9); some say “Jesus” died (cf. Acts 5:30); some say “Jesus Christ” died (cf. Acts 4:10). But none say that “Jesus’ body died.” Furthermore, Scripture says that “Jesus” rose from the dead (cf. 1 Thess. 4:14) or “Christ” rose (cf. Rom. 14:9), but none say that Jesus’ “body” rose. Like every human, Jesus was a whole being of body, soul, and spirit. There is no verse that says that only part of Jesus died. “Jesus” died. Then he was raised from the dead in a new spiritual body, as all Christians will be (Phil. 3:21; 1 John 3:2).
In Genesis, God told Adam that if he sinned, “you will surely die” (Gen. 2:17 NET). By “you,” God meant “Adam, the whole person, not just Adam’s body only. The Devil contradicted God and told Eve she would not surely die (Gen. 3:4). The Christian world has bought into the Devil’s lie and done away with death. They admit the body dies, but they assert that the “person” does not die, they go on living, usually in heaven or hell. But if only the flesh body dies, and not the whole person, then “Jesus” did not actually die and the sins of mankind were never paid for. There is no verse that says that sins can be paid for by the death of just a flesh body.
Paul wrote in 1 Corinthians, “But if there is no resurrection of the dead, then not even Christ has been raised, and if Christ has not been raised, then our preaching is worthless, and your trust is also worthless. For if the dead are not raised, then even Christ has not been raised. And if Christ has not been raised, your trust is pointless; you are still in your sins.” (1 Cor. 15:13-14, 16-17).
Paul’s argument is a strong one. If “Christ” was not raised from the dead then we are still in our sins. But Paul’s argument assumes, and his audience believed, that “Christ” died before he could be raised from the dead, so the death of Christ was understood and not in question. But “Christ” was not raised from the dead if “Christ” never died in the first place. So, if Christ did not really die such that he could be raised from the dead, then, as Paul said, we are still in our sins—they were never paid for by the death of Christ.
The good news is that “Christ” did die—body, soul, and spirit—and was raised, so we are not in our sin.
[For more on dead people being totally dead and not alive in any way, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.” For more on the fact that the soul can and does die, see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’” For more on why it cannot be that the human part of Jesus died but the God part did not, see commentary on Matt. 27:50. For more on Jesus being fully human and not “God in the flesh,” see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.” Also see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
“from among the dead.”[footnoteRef:2175] See commentary on Romans 4:24. [2175:  Cf. Wuest, New Testament, “out from among the dead,” 412.] 

“asleep.” The Greek verb is koimaō (#2837 κοιμάω), to fall asleep, to be asleep. Sleep is used as a euphemism and metaphor for death. See commentary on Acts 7:60.
1Co 15:22
“in Adam…in Christ.” The Greek word translated “in” is en (#1722 ἐν), and here refers to a relationship, a connection.
[For more on the “in” of connection, see commentaries on Col. 1:17 and Rom. 6:3.]
“Adam.” The Greek reads, “the Adam,” letting us know that it is the well-known one, the first man created. However, we do not reproduce the word “the” in English. Adam was created from the ground (Gen. 2:7), and Eve was created with material taken from Adam (Gen. 2:22). Adam and Eve were the first two human beings, and from them came every human who has ever lived.
[For more on Adam and Eve being literal and the ones who began the human race, see commentary on Gen. 2:7.]
“all die.” The Greek word translated “die” is apothnēskō (#599 ἀποθνῄσκω) in the present tense, active voice. Robertson calls this the “frequentative present,”[footnoteRef:2176] and it is also called the iterative present. It means “they go on dying.” It refers to the ongoing process of people dying. It is “in Adam,” that is, in connection with Adam that everyone is condemned to die, because Adam sinned and then passed on the sin nature to every human with the result that every human dies (Rom. 5:12-17). The statement that “all die” is a general principle, not an all-encompassing truth. We know that when the Rapture of the Church happens, some believers who are alive will be changed (1 Cor. 15:51-52; 1 Thess. 4:16-17), but that will be an exception for a very small percentage of the people who have lived on earth. The general truth is that because of the sin of Adam, “all die.” [2176:  Robertson, Grammar, 827.] 

“all will be made alive.” The Greek word translated “will be made alive” is zōopoieō (#2227 ζῳοποιέω), and it is future tense. Robertson rightly refers to this as a punctiliar future, because different groups of people will be made alive en masse in the future: first at the Rapture, then at the first resurrection, and lastly at the second resurrection.
[For more on the resurrections, see commentary on Acts 24:15.]
This verse has confused many and has been a central pillar in the teaching of the doctrine referred to by theologians as “Universalism,” that is, that every person who has ever lived will be saved, no matter what they believed or how they behaved. A central part of that argument is that both uses of “all” should be understood the same way, that is, if “all” (everyone) dies, then “all” (everyone) must be made alive (i.e., everyone must be given everlasting life). Proponents of Universalism argue that it does not fit the context to make the first “all” refer to everyone, but the second “all” refer only to Christians.
The key to understanding what Paul is saying is the context, which is about Christians and the resurrection. Paul is not discussing the fact that everyone dies; he is discussing why there must be a resurrection, because some people were saying there was no resurrection (1 Cor. 15:12). The whole argument in chapter 15 is about Christians only; it is not about “everyone,” i.e., both Christians and unbelievers. Paul is discussing Christians who die and then must be resurrected to be alive. Paul starts by pointing out that this was the pattern for the founder of the Faith, Jesus Christ, who himself died and then was made alive via resurrection (1 Cor. 15:3-4). Then Paul points out that if there is no resurrection, then Christ is not raised (1 Cor. 15:13), so he must be dead, and our trust in Christ is therefore futile (1 Cor. 15:17). If that were true, it would mean the Christians who have already died have 'perished'—they are forever dead (Cor. 15:18). But Paul then triumphantly says that in fact Jesus has been raised from the dead, and is the first one to be raised from the dead (1 Cor. 15:20).
Of course, it is clear that Christians are dying, just as it will be clear that Christians will be raised from the dead, but Paul clearly states this point in 1 Corinthians 15:22 so no one will misunderstand. He says, “For just as in our connection with Adam all Christians die, so in our connection with Christ all Christians will be made alive.”
Many of the underlying arguments of the Universalist position are based on the assumption that God is love, so He cannot allow anyone to suffer in Gehenna or perish. However, those arguments misunderstand love. The nature of love is not controlling, but rather allowing someone the freedom of choice even if the choice is a bad one with bad consequences. We should all understand this. We see people every day make choices that are harmful to them, but we also understand that they have the freedom to make those choices even if we wish they would take a better path in life. It is not loving for us to force people to live the way we want them to, even if it would be better for them. Similarly, it is not loving for God to force people to live in a way that is good for them, even if their bad choices ultimately lead to death.
The Bible is clear that God cannot lie (Titus 1:2; Heb. 6:18), so if He says the wicked will be destroyed, then they will be. There are many extremely clear teachings in the Bible about the destruction of the wicked, and we cannot simply discount them because we wish people would do well now and in the hereafter (cf. Matt. 10:28; 2 Pet. 2:4-6). God cannot tell us the wicked will be destroyed and then not follow through with it. It is because God is love that He warns us over and over to be wise and do what is right.
[For more on the destruction of the wicked see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
The Bible has warning story after warning story of people making bad choices and suffering and even dying because of them, but we do not see God removing their free will and making them make good choices so they will not suffer and die. Instead, we see God pleading with people to make the right choices and do well (cf. Ezek. 33:11). Much of the point of the emphasis on wisdom in the book of Proverbs is so people will make the right choice and not suffer and die.
1Co 15:24
“when… after.” This verse contains the Greek word hotan (#3752 ὅταν) twice, which we have rendered “when” and “after.” The proper translation of this word unlocks the temporal sequence of the end that Paul is revealing. Hotan is a temporal term that can signify either simultaneous action with the main clause or prior action to the main clause. The difference depends on the tense and mood of the verb that it modifies: “with the present subjunctive, when the action of the subordinate clause is contemporaneous with that of the main clause… with the aorist subjunctive, when the action of the subordinate clause precedes that of the main clause.”[footnoteRef:2177] Here in verse 24 the main clause is “then comes the end,” the action that is contemporaneous with the end is “when he delivers (present subjunctive) the kingdom to God,” and the action that is prior to the end (making the end “after” this) is “he abolishes (aorist subjunctive) all rule and all authority and power.” Paul is being very precise in revealing the order of events. First, Christ abolishes all the powers, then he delivers the kingdom to God, and this delivery is simultaneous with the end. The end is the telos, or end goal, the desired conclusion of the creation project. Compare BDAG’s definition of telos: the goal toward which a movement is being directed, end, goal, outcome.[footnoteRef:2178] [2177:  BDAG, s.v. “ὅταν.”]  [2178:  BDAG, s.v. “τέλος.”] 

Some commentators say that 1 Corinthians 15:23-24 proves there is no Rapture or Millennial Kingdom, but only the resurrection of Christ followed years later by the resurrection of everyone else. The Millennial Kingdom, the 1,000-year reign of Christ described in Revelation 20:1-10, was not clearly described in the Old Testament or by Christ when he was on earth, although there are verses that allude to it, such as Daniel 7:14. Nevertheless, the book of Revelation sets it forth very plainly. The fact that the order of the Rapture and two resurrections are not set forth here in Corinthians does not show they do not exist any more than the fact that this section does not set forth the timing of the Great Tribulation shows it does not exist. It is not Paul’s point to exactly describe the End Times chronology here. His point is to focus on Christ. Christ is the firstfruits, then he resurrects “those who are Christ’s,” then comes the end when Christ puts an end to those who oppose God. There is a whole lot more to End Times chronology than that, but this list is Christocentric, focusing on what Christ has done and will do.
“he.” The pronouns in this section of Corinthians can be difficult to follow: exactly who does the “he” refer to? We believe the pronouns in verses 20-28 should be understood as follows:
20But in fact, Christ has been raised from among the dead, the firstfruits of those who have fallen asleep. 21For since death came by a man, the resurrection of the dead also came by a man. 22For just as in Adam all die, so also in Christ all will be made alive. 23But each in his own order: Christ the firstfruits, then those who are Christ’s, at his coming. 24Then comes the end, when he (Jesus) delivers the kingdom to his God and Father, after he (Jesus) brings to an end every ruler and every authority and power 25For it is necessary for him (Jesus) to reign until he (Jesus) has put all his enemies under his (Jesus’) feet. 26The last enemy that will be brought to an end is death. 27For He (God) has put all things in subjection under his (Jesus’) feet. But when it says, “all things” have been put in subjection, it is clear that the One (God) who subjected all things to him (Jesus) is not included. 28And when all things have been put in subjection to him (Jesus), then the Son will subject himself to Him (God) who put all things in subjection to him (Jesus), so that God is all in all.
“to his God and Father.” The Greek is more literally, “to God and Father,” but that is unclear in English. Although most translations read “to God the Father,” that is not the way the Greek reads, which has the article before “God” and the word “and” between “God” and “Father.” The context makes it clear that Jesus is the one giving the kingdom over to God, so “his” is properly supplied, but it is avoided by most translators because Trinitarians do not like to think in terms of God being Jesus’ God, even though he himself says so on several occasions.
[For more on Jesus not being God, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.”]
“brings to an end every ruler and every authority and power.” In this case, the context, especially 1 Corinthians 15:25, shows us that the “rulers” (archē, #746 ἀρχή), “authority” (exousia, #1849 ἐξουσία), and “power” (dunamis #1411 δύναμις), are the demonic powers that oppose God. Sometimes these titles can be used of “good” spirits, or even human rulers. However, in this context, they refer to evil spirits, because the text says it is necessary for Christ to reign “until he has put all the enemies under his feet,” and the only enemies in the context are the rulers, authorities, powers—and the last one—death. Scripture teaches that there are angelic rulers and cosmic powers who hold certain authority in the universe, and that some of these powers are hostile to God (E.g., Dan. 10; Psalm 82; Matt. 24:29; Luke 4:6; Rom. 8:38-39; 2 Cor. 4:4; Eph. 6:12; 1 John 5:19; Rev. 12:3-10).
The different categories of evil spirits listed here—rulers, authority, and power—are listed together in several other places in Scripture. For example, Ephesians 6:12 and Colossians 2:15 both list “rulers” and “authorities” together, referring to evil spirits. The “rulers” and “powers” that are listed together in Romans 8:38 are evil spirits because they try, but fail, to separate the believer from the love of God, something no “good” spirit would try to do. Also, “rulers,” “authority,” and “power” are listed together in Ephesians 1:21 just as they are here, although in Ephesians the titles refer to both good and evil beings (cf. Eph. 3:10; and see commentary on 1 Cor. 15:25).
Jesus is the one who brings an end to every ruler and all authority and power that opposes God. He has the ability to do that because God gave it to him (Matt. 28:18; John 5:21-29; Acts 2:34-36; Eph. 1:22; Phil. 2:9, 10; Heb. 1:3, 4; Jude 1:15; Rev. 1:18; 22:12). Here, Paul is saying that Christ “brings an end” to these demonic powers. The phrase “brings an end” is translated from the Greek word katargeō (#2673 καταργέω). BDAG gives the following definitions for katargeō, all of which can adequately describe what Christ does to the demonic rulers, authorities, and powers: 1) to cause something to lose its power or effectiveness; hence invalidate or make powerless; 2) to cause something to come to an end or to be no longer in existence; hence abolish, wipe out, set aside. 3) to cause the release of someone from an obligation (one has nothing more to do with it); hence be discharged, be released.[footnoteRef:2179] [2179:  BDAG, s.v. “καταργέω.”] 

All authority has been transferred to Christ (Matt. 28:18) and he will discharge the demons of their rule, wipe out their authority, and render their power ineffective. But as Hebrews 2:8 makes clear, even though everything has been put under Christ’s subjection, we do not yet see everything subjected to him. The powers are still in the heavenly places now (Eph. 6:12). It is not until the end that Christ takes his mighty power and begins to reign, starting with the war in heaven and the conquering of Satan and his minions (Rev. 11:15-18; 12:10).
[For more on the use of “rulers” and “authorities” in the New Testament, see the REV commentary on Eph. 6:12.]
1Co 15:25
“all his enemies.” The Greek has the definite article, and literally reads, “all the enemies.” This refers to a particular set of enemies, namely the spiritual forces behind “all rule and all authority and power” just mentioned in 1 Cor. 15:24, and that is why we, along with most other versions, replace “the” with “his.” The enemies are Christ’s enemies. This echoes Ephesians 6:12 (ESV):
“For we do not wrestle against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the cosmic powers over this present darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places” (emphasis ours).
It is necessary for Christ to reign until all these enemies are put under his feet. (See also Heb. 2:5-9; 1 Pet. 3:22, and Rev. 11:15-18; 12:10).
1Co 15:26
“that will be brought to an end.” In the Greek this verb, katargeō (#2673 καταργέω), occurs in the present tense. It is an instance of the Prophetic Present, presenting a future reality as certain by speaking of it in the present tense. “This tense startles and arrests. It affirms and does not merely predict. It conveys a sense of certainty.”[footnoteRef:2180] This idiom uses a present tense verb, instead of a future tense verb, to express an action in the future, and by doing so emphasizes that the action is certain to come to pass, and usually quite soon (See commentaries on Eph. 2:6 and Luke 3:9 for more on the prophetic present). In this case, the words “brought to an end” are in the present tense, and Young’s Literal Translation has a very literal translation of the verse: “the last enemy is done away—death.” The problem with translating the Greek literally here, as Young’s does, is that most Christians are not familiar with the prophetic present idiom or the prophetic perfect idiom, and would tend to misunderstand a literal translation—because death has not yet been abolished. Nevertheless, the idiom gives great comfort to the knowledgeable reader who understands that God is communicating clearly that death will indeed be destroyed, and soon. However, most English versions use the English future tense, translating the verb in a way that does not confuse the reader. Thus, the NASB reads, “The last enemy that will be abolished is death.” [2180:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. Paul’s First and Second Epistles to the Corinthians, 679.] 

“death.” This is death, the absence of life, not just the death of the body. In the Garden of Eden, God said to Adam that if he ate of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, he would “die” (Gen. 2:17). God said “die,” not “live forever in a bad place” (i.e., “hell”). When people die, they are “dead,” and by definition, death is the absence of life. When it comes to things that we cannot know, such as what happens when a person dies, we must trust that God has given us the answers in His Word. It is important to realize this because there are some people who assert that “death” means “separation,” but that is not biblically correct. When a person “dies,” he is not alive and “separated” from God; rather, he is not alive in any form or in any place. The Bible uses the same Hebrew and Greek words for the “death” of humans, as for the death of animals and plants. There is no special word for the “death” of people that means “separation,” and no reason to say that the word “death” means “separation” when referring to a person but actual “death” when referring to an animal. There is a reason God uses the same words for the death of a human and the death of animals—death is the same for all of them, and “death” is the total absence of life.
[For more information on the state of the dead, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.”]
1Co 15:27
“it says.” Some versions translate this “he says” (KJV, ASV, NASB), which would make God the first-person speaker being quoted. Although it is true that God inspired the Scripture and is its author, in this instance, Paul is dealing with the biblical text of Psalm 8:6 where the Psalmist, as the narrator, is speaking of God; it is not God who is speaking in the first person. This is a quote from the narration of Scripture and should be handled as it often is by preachers and teachers who say, “the Bible says…it says,” not “the Bible says…He says.”
1Co 15:28
“when all things have been put in subjection to him.” Right now all things are not yet subject to him (Heb. 2:8).
“subject himself.” The form of this verb, hupotassō (#5293 ὑποτάσσω), can either be passive (“be subjected” ESV, NASB, NIV) or be a middle future, “the son will subject himself.”[footnoteRef:2181] The latter translation makes sense, that the son subjects himself. In every other use in this context, the active or passive of “subject” refers to the use of force, but that certainly does not apply to the Son, who out of love for His Father and of his own free will subjects himself after all enemies are subjected by force. [2181:  Lenski, First and Second Corinthians, 683-84; Robertson, Grammar, 809.] 

“to Him.” In this case, the REV capitalized “Him” because it refers to God. Usually, the REV does not capitalize pronouns that refer to God, but occasionally the context would be so confusing to many readers that the editors decided that an exception to the general practice would be helpful.
1Co 15:29
“baptized for the sake of those who are dead.” The exact way to translate this verse has been debated for centuries. In 1770, John Salomon Semler proposed that the standard translation was likely not correct, and broke the first sentence into two, making something such as: “Otherwise, what are they doing who are baptized? It is on behalf of dead ones if the dead are not raised.”
While the exact translation may be debated, the essential meaning of the section is not. Although we have no records of it today outside the Bible, it seems clear that Christians were being baptized as a ritual of standing in place of those who had died without being baptized. The fact that this is not mentioned anywhere else in the New Testament, or by any of the Church Fathers, or in the secular writings of those who speak (usually disparagingly) about Christianity, shows that the practice was probably local and very short lived. It is very common that ancient cultures had practices of which we today know very little because many local customs were never written down or the records were lost.
The text speaks of being baptized “for the sake of” [huper] those who had died. The Greek preposition huper means “for the sake of” or more colloquially, “in the place of.” Paul’s argument is thus right to the point: if there is no resurrection from the dead, then being baptized for someone who has died is pointless, and anyone who doubts the resurrection, but gets baptized on behalf of a dead person, is contradicting what he says by what he does.
The most likely explanation for the custom is that living Christians were being baptized for people in the congregation who were known to be faithful and believers but had not as yet received the rite of baptism. In the early centuries of the Church, especially once the Roman persecutions had started, it was often the case that a person had to be faithful to the Church for some probationary period before he or she was allowed to be baptized, which granted them the full status of membership in the congregation. It seems probable from this passage of Scripture that at some point in the early Church, a new custom started such that if a person in the probationary period died, someone else was then baptized in his or her place, most likely as a demonstration that the person really was a believer and would be in the resurrection, and that was being practiced at Corinth.
1Co 15:31
“I swear this, brothers and sisters, by your reason to boast, that is, Christ Jesus our Lord.” It would seem by the large number of ways that this verse has been brought into English that it is a very difficult verse.
Some versions start with “I protest.” While that gets the sense of the fact that Paul is upset with the people of Corinth, it misses the sense of the Greek, which is a well-attested formula by which people swear to something. A number of versions (cf. GW, NAB, NJB, NLT, The Source NT) and commentators[footnoteRef:2182] explain that Paul is using a grammatical formula that the Greeks used in making oaths. A. Nyland writes: [2182:  Cf. Lenski, First and Second Epistles to the Corinthians, 693; Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians [NIGTC].] 

Paul used the common Greek expression for swearing by a divinity (νὴ, ne, with accusative)…This Greek word has no other meaning. In Greek times, people frequently said, ‘I swear by Zeus!” and here Paul is saying, “I swear by your reason to boast!” and the Greek requires that the reason to boast must have divine implication. Paul used the word καύχησις kaukhēsis, which is ‘reason to boast,’ which cannot mean ‘pride’ or ‘glory,’ and in no way is he suggesting here that he is proud of the Corinthians—quite the opposite. He is giving the Corinthians a severe roasting for their behaviour. Paul is saying that his reason to boast is their reason to boast, and this reason to boast is Jesus.[footnoteRef:2183] [2183:  Nyland, The Source New Testament, 332n6.] 

Despite the number of translations that say Paul is boasting in the Corinthians (cf. CEB, HCSB, GW, NASB, NET, NIV, NJB), there is every reason to believe the verse should not be translated that way. Starting right from chapter 1, Paul has said he is upset with the Corinthians. They were divided (1 Cor. 1:10ff; 11:18ff), and Paul was glad he had not baptized them (1 Cor. 1:14). He treated them as if they were immature in the Faith (1 Cor. 2:1ff; 3:1ff). He reproved them for their arrogance and had to admonish them to imitate him (1 Cor. 4:8ff). He reproved them for the sexual immorality allowed in the church (1 Cor. 5:1ff). He reproved them for taking each other to court (1 Cor. 6:1ff). He had to defend himself against personal challenges to himself and his ministry (1 Cor. 9:1ff). He told them their meetings were doing more harm than good (1 Cor. 11:17). He had to give them exact instructions on love (1 Cor. 13:1ff). They were not respecting each other in the meetings but were stepping on each other (1 Cor. 14:26ff).
If all the above were not enough reason to see that Paul is not boasting in the Corinthians, early in chapter 15, some church members were actually saying there was no resurrection from the dead (1 Cor. 15:12). Paul really went after that and argued forcibly that Jesus was raised from the dead. By 1 Cor. 15:30 he says his life is in jeopardy every day for Christ, something he confirms in the first phrase of 1 Cor. 15:31: “I die every day!”
It would be strange indeed if, at this point in 1 Corinthians, Paul suddenly reversed his tone and told the Corinthians that he boasted about them. On what possible basis? That cannot be what Paul is saying. Instead, in 1 Cor. 15:31 Paul is saying that he swears by Jesus Christ, who is their boasting too, that what he has been saying is true. It seems natural, given the doubt that some in the church at Corinth had about Paul, that he would want to bolster his words by swearing that what he was saying was true. When he wrote 2 Corinthians, likely less than six months later, he had to emphasize that he was not lying (2 Cor. 11:31).
In light of the whole scope and tone of 1 Corinthians, it makes perfect sense that Paul would swear “by your reason to boast, that is, Christ Jesus our Lord,” and in saying that he really means “Christ Jesus our risen Lord.”
1Co 15:32
“Let us eat and drink, for tomorrow we die.” It is truly sad that the Devil has persuaded so many people there is no afterlife, and no reason to be godly, get saved, and live forever. It is a reasonable sentiment that if this life is all there is, then we should do everything we can to enjoy it the most we possibly can. “Let us eat and drink,” is idiomatic for enjoying life to the fullest, which means living as one wants, without restraint.
The idea that we should do what we want in this life because tomorrow we will die was a common sentiment through the ages. For example, this phrase in Corinthians was quoted from Isaiah, which was written more than 700 years before Corinthians. A Roman tombstone reflects this same sentiment, and reads, “Baths, wine, and sex ruin our bodies. But what makes life worth living except baths, wine, and sex?[footnoteRef:2184] [2184:  Gregory Aldrete, Daily Life in the Roman City, 91.] 

The sad thing about trying to enjoy life to the fullest without restraint because “tomorrow we die,” is that it is misinformed but works out to be exactly what happens. If a person lives a selfish, self-centered, and self-fulfilled ungodly life and throws off restraint, he will die. The Bible makes it clear that “the wages of sin is death” (Rom. 6:23) and that death will come by being annihilated in the Lake of Fire (Rev. 20:11-15).
Ironically, if a person does not “eat and drink” and throw off godly restraint in this life, but instead is humble and obeys God and gets saved, then he will “eat and drink” in the next life. The joy that people so long for in this life will be theirs in the next life if they are humble and obedient in this life. The fallen nature of this world means that godly people must be patient and self-sacrificing to live a godly life today, but when Jesus comes and restores the earth then we will have plenty to eat and drink, with many friends and much joy.
[For more on the ungodly being annihilated in the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.” For more on the next life being a Paradise on earth see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
1Co 15:33
“bad company.” In biblical times “bad company” referred to being with worthless or evil people. Today the “company” we keep can also include the television and movies we watch, the video games we play, etc., as well as the worthless, ungodly, or evil people we spend time with. We must make no mistake, who or what we spend our time with will greatly influence how we think and act. That is why the wise Christian is careful to spend time praying, reading the Bible, and in fellowship with other serious Christians. Many other verses in the Bible have this same general message (cf. Prov. 14:7).
The Greek phrase the REV translates as “Bad company corrupts good morals” is an exact quotation from the play “Thais” by the Greek poet Menander (342-291 BC). Although Paul may have read Menander, it is more likely that by Paul’s time the concept was so well-known and so often observed that it was a common saying. Today it is well known that people, especially children, can be badly influenced by the “wrong crowd.”
1Co 15:40
“There are also heavenly bodies and earthly bodies.” Some versions use the adjectives, “celestial bodies, and bodies terrestrial” (which contrasts the earth with the planets) while some use the adjectives “heavenly bodies and earthly bodies,” which places contrast more on heaven and earth. The immediate context does have “sun, moon, and stars,” which favors “celestial” and “terrestrial,” but the chapter is all about the resurrection of the dead, which is about the difference between our earthly body and the heavenly body we will have. Also, there is no reason that angels and other spirit beings are not included in the “heavenly bodies” description, and planets and stars are in fact “heavenly bodies,” so that is the way we have gone in our translation.
1Co 15:44
“soul body…spiritual body.” 1 Corinthians 15:44 speaks about our body and makes the point that now we have a body (a flesh and bone body) that is powered by “soul,” but in the future, our body—still flesh and bone—will be like Christ’s body and be powered by “spirit.” The Greek phrase translated in the REV as “soul body” is sōmapsuchikos (#4983 sōma σῶμα, and #5591 psuchikos ψυχικός), and the Greek phrase translated “spiritual body” is sōma pneumatikos (#4983 sōma σῶμα, and #4152 pneumatikos πνευματικός; in the Greek, the noun “body” comes before the adjective, while in English we put the adjective first). The adjective psuchikos comes from the noun psuchē (#5590 ψυχή, pronounced psoo-'kay), which is usually translated as “soul,” and the adjective pneumatikos comes from the noun pneuma (#4151 πνεῦμα), which is usually translated as “spirit.”
The adjective psuchikos means “of, belonging to, somehow relating to, the ‘soul’ (psuchē),” and the adjective pneumatikos means “of, belonging to, somehow relating to, the ‘spirit’ (pneuma).” In this case, from the context and scope of Scripture, we can see that the verse is saying that today we have a body that is related to the soul and “soul-powered,” while in the future we will have a body that is related to spirit, and “spirit-powered.”
[For more on psuchikos, see commentary on 1 Cor. 2:14, “worldly-minded.”]
The human body is now animated by what the Bible calls “soul,” but when believers are raised from the dead or changed at the Rapture, we will no longer be animated by soul, but will be animated by spirit. So, for example, Ezekiel 37:5-14 says that God puts ruach, “spirit,” into people, making them come alive. “Thus says the Lord GOD: I am going to open your graves, and bring you up from your graves…I will put my spirit within you, and you shall live.” (Ezek. 37:12-14 NRSV abridged). Unfortunately, many English versions translate the Hebrew word ruach in Ezekiel 37 as “breath” and not “spirit,” but some versions, such as the Douay-Rheims, NAB, Rotherham’s Emphasized Bible, and YLT, say “spirit” in these verses. A study of the whole Bible on this subject shows that God will put spirit into people’s dead bodies, which will then come to life (see commentaries on John 3:3 and 3:6).
The phrase “soul body” seems awkward, but “soul” is not easily made into an adjective in English. “Spirit” is much easier, and becomes “spiritual,” but it seems the best we can do with “soul” is “soul body.” It is tempting to use the translation, “soul-powered body,” but the soul does more than just power the body. Partly because of the difficulty with “soul body,” many versions translate sōmapsuchikos as “natural body,” but that is not really what the verse is saying. The verse is not saying that our body is “natural,” it is saying that our body is animated by “soul.” This verse is contrasting our current soul-powered body, which will die, with our future pneumatikos body, a spirit-powered and spirit-enabled body that will live forever. Marvin Vincent correctly states that the phrase sōma psuchikos (“soul body”) “signifies an organism animated by psuche, soul.”[footnoteRef:2185] And just as our “soul body” is animated by soul, so in the future, our “spiritual body” will be animated by “spirit,” and it will live forever. [2185:  Vincent, Vincent’s Word Studies in the New Testament, 3:282.] 

It is important that we do not become confused and think that when 1 Corinthians 15:44 says a “spiritual body,” it means a non-corporeal body, like a ghost. The meaning of a sōmapneumatikos (“spiritual body”) is clear from the context. A “soul body” is a body animated by soul, and a “spiritual body” is a body animated by spirit, not a body that has no physical substance and is immaterial.
When we are raised from the dead or changed at the Rapture, we will have a body like Jesus Christ has now (1 Cor. 15:48-49; Phil. 3:21). When Jesus first appeared to his followers who were inside a room with locked doors, “they were terrified and frightened, and thought they were seeing a spirit [pneuma]” (Luke 24:37 REV). Those disciples had never seen a resurrected body, and because Jesus came into the locked room where they were staying, they thought they were seeing some kind of ghost-like being with a non-corporeal body. Jesus quickly corrected their misconception and said, “Look at my hands and my feet, and see that it is I myself. Touch me and see, because a spirit does not have flesh and bones as you can see that I have” (Luke 24:39 REV). Even in his resurrected body, Jesus has flesh and bones, and we will too. However, our new flesh and bone body will not be powered by the soul that we have today, it will be powered by, and relate to, spirit.
“Since there is.” We translated this as “Since there is,” because that is more the meaning of the Greek text than the conditional statement. The condition expressed by the Greek word ei is assumed to be true, so translating ei as “if” can be misleading. For more on translating the Greek word ei, usually “if,” as “since,” see the commentary on Ephesians 3:2, “surely you have.”
1Co 15:45
“the first man, Adam.” Paul is being literal here. Adam was the first human created by God, and from Adam and Eve came every human who has ever lived. Adam was created from the ground (Gen. 2:7), and Eve was created from material from Adam (Gen. 2:22). Adam and Eve were the first two human beings, and from them came every human who has ever lived.
[For more on Adam and Eve being literal and the ones who began the human race, see commentary on Gen. 2:7.]
“soul.” The Greek word often translated “soul” is psuchē (#5590 ψυχή, pronounced psoo-'kay), and it has a large number of meanings, including the physical life of a person or animal; an individual person; and attitudes, emotions, feelings, and thoughts. Here psuchē is used of the person himself. Thus, many modern versions say “living being,” or “living person.” Adam’s body was just inanimate (“dead”) material until God breathed life into it. That is the one and only time God created life for people. God took life from Adam (his “rib” or “from his side”) and made Eve, who then had life. Since that time the life (“soul”) of Adam and Eve has been passed down to their progeny. Every person alive today has the life that God breathed into Adam.
When God breathed life into Adam, He did not breathe in something that was like a ghost that inhabited the body and could live apart from the body. He gave “life,” to every cell of Adam’s body. In fact, it is the presence of what the Bible calls nephesh in the Hebrew Old Testament, and psuchē in the Greek New Testament, which we call “soul” in English, that differentiates between something alive and something dead. A living cell has “soul,” while a dead cell does not.
The soul is sustained by the body, which provides a medium in which it can survive, and when the body can no longer function, the “soul,” the life, dies. It does not go anywhere when it dies, it just dies. “Soul” dies in millions of cells in the body every day, yet we never ask “Where did the life go?” We believe the cells just died. Confusion about “soul” only occurs when every cell dies together, in other words, when the person himself dies. At that time we ask, “Where did the soul go?” But the answer is the same no matter how many cells die at one time—the “soul” just dies and is gone, it does not “go” anywhere. The dead person is then completely dead in every sense of the word, and is awaiting the resurrection and the Day of Judgment.
[For a more complete explanation of “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
“has become.” The verb is not in the Greek text. It is supplied from the context and scope and is placed in the REV text in italics for the English reader. The first human, Adam, “became” a living soul when God took his body that was formed from the ground and breathed life into it: “Yahweh God formed man from the dust of the ground and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, and man became a living soul” (Gen. 2:7). Here in 1 Cor. 15:45, Jesus Christ has become a “life-giving spirit.” When God raised Jesus from the dead, the “last Adam” had a spirit-powered body and the authority to give life to people.
[For more on the body Jesus has now, see commentary on 1 Cor. 15:44.]
“life-giving.” There is a lot of meaning in the phrase that Jesus is a “life-giving” spirit. The primary meaning is that God has given Christ the power to raise the dead (John 5:21; 6:39-54; 11:25). That is why the phrase “life-giving spirit” is used in this verse. The context is speaking of raising the dead (cf. 1 Cor. 15:35, 42). However, it is also true that Jesus gives us power in this life, but that is a secondary meaning in this context (Cf. 2 Cor. 4:7-10; 2 Cor. 12:9; 2 Tim. 1:7).
“spirit.” Jesus is referred to as a “spirit,” but has a flesh and bone body. See commentary on 1 Corinthians 15:44. Because when Jesus was raised from the dead he had a spiritually powered body, the New Testament sometimes refers to him as “the Spirit” (cf. Acts 2:4; 10:19; Rom. 8:26-27; 2 Cor. 3:17-18; Rev. 2:7, 11, 17, 29; 3:6, 13, 22; 14:13 and 22:17; see commentary on Rev. 2:7).
1Co 15:46
“soul body.” See commentary on 1 Corinthians 15:44.
1Co 15:50
“Now I say this.” This phrase opens up a new dimension to the line of logic and argument that Paul has been developing. Although some versions translate the opening like, “Now what I am saying is this:” as if Paul were now going to describe in different words what he had already said, instead Paul is giving more and different information than he already had given. So 1 Corinthians 15:50 is not a rehash of what has been said, but some new information. The Greek word hoti that starts the next part of the sentence in the Greek text is not likely meant to be translated as “that,” but rather marks the beginning of the new thought.
“flesh and blood is not able to inherit the Kingdom of God.” To understand what Paul is saying here, some basics must be understood. First, the “Kingdom of God” is the Millennial Kingdom, the kingdom that Jesus will set up on earth when he comes and conquers the earth in the Battle of Armageddon. The “Kingdom of God” is not “heaven.” Also, what Paul means by “flesh and blood” is explained by the next phrase and the use of “corruption” and “incorruption,” and also in the scope of Scripture. There will be some flesh and blood people in the Millennial Kingdom, but they will not “inherit” it, they will age and die in it (cf. Isa. 65:17-25). As 1 Corinthians 15:50 says, “corruption” (the natural body) cannot inherit “incorruption” (the incorruptible Kingdom of Christ and living forever). R. C. H. Lenski correctly observes, “ ‘flesh and blood’ describes the human body as it exists in this life….”[footnoteRef:2186] As Paul wrote in 1 Corinthians 15:44, Christians will be raised with a spiritual body, and Philippians 3:21 says the new body that Christians will have will be like Christ’s glorious body. So 1 Corinthians 15:50 is saying that “flesh and blood,” that is, the human body we now have, will not be able to inherit the Kingdom of God. Also, we know from Scripture that there will be survivors after the Battle of Armageddon, and some of them will be allowed to enter Christ’s kingdom on earth (see commentary on Matt. 25:32). However, those survivors will not “inherit” the kingdom in the same way that those people who have been raised from the dead and are “incorruptible” and have everlasting life in bodies like Jesus’ glorious body (Phil. 3:21) will inherit it. The natural people who enter the kingdom will age and die in the kingdom, not “inherit” it in the full sense of the word. [2186:  Lenski, Corinthians, 730.] 

[For more on natural people being allowed to enter Christ’s Millennial Kingdom on earth, see commentary on Matt. 25:32. For more on Christ’s Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”)
1Co 15:51
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20. This is the only time idou appears in 1 Corinthians, so it brings a very important emphasis (cf. more than 60 times in Matthew). God wants us to pay serious attention to the sacred secret that involves our resurrection (or Rapture) and receiving new bodies that will be spiritual bodies like Jesus’ body.
“sacred secret.” The REV translates the Greek word mustērion (#3466 μυστήριον) as “sacred secret” because that is what mustērion actually refers to: a secret in the religious or sacred realm.
[For more information on the “Sacred Secret” and the Administration of Grace, see commentary on Eph. 3:9.]
“sleep.” The Greek verb is koimaō (#2837 κοιμάω), to fall asleep, to be asleep. Sleep is used as a euphemism and metaphor for death. See commentary on Acts 7:60.
“but we will all be changed.” That living believers would be instantly changed at the Rapture was indeed a “sacred secret,” just as 1 Corinthians 15:51 says. That living believers would be changed was part of the Administration of the Sacred Secret (Eph. 3:2), and therefore unknown until the Lord revealed it to the apostle Paul. There are other scriptures in the Church Epistles that also tell us details about the change believers will experience at the Rapture (cf. 1 Thess. 4:15-18, Phil. 3:20-21, Eph. 2:6).
To understand what a powerful impact these words of Paul about living Christians being changed had on Christians, we must first understand what the Old Testament and Gospels said about people who will be alive on earth when the Messiah sets up his kingdom. Actually, the Old Testament is entirely silent about what happens to living believers when the Messiah conquers the earth and sets up his kingdom. In fact, what Old Testament believers knew about the Messiah had lots of missing details as well.
There were scriptures that said the Messiah would be born and grow up and then conquer evil and rule the world, and that was the almost universal belief at the time of Christ (cf. Isa. 9:6-7; 11:1-9; 61:1-3; Mic. 5:2; Zech. 9:9-10; Mal. 3:1-3; 4:1-3). There were a couple of verses—only a couple—that spoke of the death of the Messiah (cf. Isa. 53:8-10), but even those were not properly understood, which is why the people at the time of Christ did not think the Messiah was going to die (cf. Matt. 16:21-22; Luke 18:31-34; 24:19-21, 44-46; John 12:34; 20:9). Furthermore, there were a lot of verses in the Old Testament about a time of terrible trouble on earth, which we know as the Great Tribulation (see commentary on Dan. 12:1), but there were no clear scriptures that explained when that terrible time was going to happen.
So before the ministry of Jesus Christ, what most Jews believed about the Messiah and the End Times was that the Messiah would be born in Bethlehem, grow up and fight evil and conquer the earth and then rule the earth in a godly way. He would build the Temple and rule from Jerusalem. Also, at some point, likely early in his kingdom, there would be a resurrection from the dead and the righteous dead would get to live in the land of Israel (Ezek. 37:12-14).
But what about the people on earth who were not killed in the war when Christ conquered the earth? Nothing is specifically said about those people. Some of them had to be allowed to enter the Millennial Kingdom because Scripture shows that they are in it, but that is assumed, not specifically stated. Furthermore, Isaiah 65:20-23 says that they will live very long lives and bear healthy children, but then they die, and then what? The Bible does not say.
Jesus Christ clarified the situation somewhat when he added to what the Old Testament said by teaching about the “Sheep and Goat Judgment” (Matt. 25:31-46). Jesus said that when he sets up his throne on earth all the living people on earth will be brought before him and he will separate them into two groups: the sheep (righteous people) and goats (unrighteous people). The goats will be thrown into the Lake of Fire while the sheep will be let into his kingdom. At that point we have to assume that what Isaiah said will come to pass: those righteous people will live very long lives, marry and bear children, age, and die (we later see from the book of Revelation that that is what happens). But like the Old Testament, Jesus never taught about what happened to them after they died. He was silent about if or when they would be raised from the dead and judged. So the Old Testament and Jesus were both unclear about what happened to believers who were alive on earth when Christ set up his kingdom. They would live in the wonderful Millennial Kingdom of Christ on earth, but grow old and die, and nothing was known beyond that.
Then a totally new revelation came to the apostle Paul about the Christian Church! It was new, and very different from what the Old Testament said and what Jesus taught would happen to living believers at the time Jesus returned to earth and conquered it at the Battle of Armageddon. The Lord showed Paul a “sacred secret,” which was that born-again Christians who were alive at the Rapture would be changed! They would not enter the Millennial Kingdom as mortals and age and die like the Old Testament taught would happen to people. Instead, the mortal bodies of Christians would change and “put on immortality” (1 Cor. 15:52-53).
This would have been an amazing revelation to the people of Paul’s time and revealed part of the big and wonderful difference between the people of the Old Testament and Gospels and the Christian Church, which did not exist before Pentecost (Acts 2) and will end with the Rapture. Combined with 1 Thessalonians 4:15-18, we now know that at some point in the future Jesus will shout from heaven and dead Christians will rise and living Christians will be changed, and both will get new bodies like Christ’s glorious body (Phil. 3:20-21), and we will go up and be seated in the heavenlies like Christ is (Eph. 2:6). No wonder Paul could write to the Thessalonians, “comfort one another with these words” (1 Thess. 4:18).
For the record, we now know from what the apostle John wrote in the book of Revelation that the people who got old and died in the Millennial Kingdom will get up and be judged in the Second Resurrection at the end of Christ’s 1,000-year Millennial Kingdom on earth (Rev. 20:11-15).
[For more about the Millennial Kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
1Co 15:52
“last trumpet.” The key to understanding the “last trumpet” is understanding the athletic and cultural analogy it refers to. It is not the actual last trumpet in time, but the trumpet that closes the event or festival. The Age of Grace (the Church Administration) will close with the Rapture, accompanied by the trumpet of God (1 Thess. 4:16).
Some commentators try to determine the time of the Rapture by the “last trumpet,” and believe in a mid-Tribulation Rapture because they say the “last trumpet” in Revelation is the seventh trumpet of Revelation chapters 8-11 (the seventh and last of the seven is Rev. 11:15). But that is not what the “last trumpet” means. For one thing, the seventh trumpet in Revelation is chronologically not the last trumpet in the Bible (more on this below). Besides that, however, 1 Corinthians was almost certainly written in AD 55 or 56, but the book of Revelation, which reveals many truths that were not known before, including the 7 trumpet judgments, was not likely written until sometime around AD 90. When Paul wrote about the “last trumpet” to the Corinthians, they surely understood what he meant, something they could not have done if they needed to have the book of Revelation (or Matthew!) to be able to understand what Paul wrote. The “last trumpet” was known by the Corinthians because they knew the common custom of trumpets ending the events they attended.
There are many athletic analogies in Corinthians. This makes perfect sense when you understand the history and culture of Corinth, especially in light of the Greco-Roman athletic culture. Athletic events were a huge part of the Greco-Roman world. There were 4 “Panhellenic games” that had gone on for centuries. The most well-known were the Olympic Games, which were held in Olympia in Greece in honor of the god Zeus, and the winners received an olive wreath crown (and lots of money). The second most popular games were the Isthmian Games, which were held at Corinth in honor of Poseidon, and the winner received a pine wreath crown (and lots of money). The other two Panhellenic games were the Pythian Games, which honored Apollo and were held every 4 years at Delphi (staggered 2 years so they would not conflict with the Olympic Games), and the Nemean Games, which were held every 2 years at Nemea in honor of Zeus and Hercules. And besides these games, there were many lesser “games.” Corinth had a number of smaller games, much like schools today have “local meets,” “regional meets,” and “national meets.”
Because of the importance of athletics to the Corinthians, there are a number of athletic references in 1 and 2 Corinthians. For example, 1 Corinthians 9:24-27 has many athletic terms. 1 Corinthians 9:24 has “run” (trechō, to run in a race); “race” (stadion, race-course); “prize” (brabeion, the prize for the contest). 1 Corinthians 9:25 has “is competing” (agonizomai, to strive in a contest). The word agonizomai is from agōn, the place where the games took place. 1 Corinthians 9:25 also has “exercises self-control” (egkrateuomai, to exercise self-control in training); and “crown” (stephanos, the crown or wreath received for winning the contest). 1 Corinthians 9:26 has trechō like 1 Cor. 9:24, and also “box” (pukteuō, to box); “beat the air” (aera derōn, to beat the air or shadow box). In 2 Corinthians 10:13, 15, and 10:16, the word “sphere” is kanōn, meaning rule or standard, and was used of the measure of a leap in athletics. 1 Corinthians 7:18 mentions becoming “uncircumcised.” It was embarrassing for a Jew to participate in the Grecian games because the contestants were nude, so an operation was devised whereby the skin of the penis was cut and pulled forward so that when it healed it looked like the contestant was uncircumcised.
Closely aligned to the athletics of Greece were the Roman games, which often involved gladiators and people fighting animals. 1 Corinthians 4:9 mentions the spectacle of the arena, and the procession that it sometimes involved. 1 Corinthians 15 has a couple of allusions to the Roman games. In 1 Corinthians 15:32 Paul wrote, “If for merely human motives I fought with wild beasts at Ephesus, what does it profit me if the dead are not raised? Let us eat and drink, for tomorrow we die.’” Paul was not actually in the arena, but the analogy to the Roman games was well understood at Corinth.
It was standard for the Roman Games to begin and end with trumpets. The Corinthians would easily understand that “the last trumpet” was the one that ended the Games. For the Church, the ending, the “last trumpet,” is the trumpet that accompanies the Rapture, which ends the Church Age. It is important for the analogy to realize that no Corinthian would think that the “last trumpet” meant there were no more trumpets and no more Games. It just meant that those particular Games were over. The next Games would begin some weeks or months later. The last trumpet of Corinthians accompanies the Rapture of the Church to heaven and ends the “Church Game” on earth, then “the Game of life” continues on with the Tribulation, which has 7 Trumpets we know of (Rev. 8:6-8, 10, 12; 9:1,13; 11:15). Then, after the Battle of Armageddon, Christ will gather the elect with a loud trumpet (Matt. 24:31). We can see from the scope of Scripture that this gathering of the elect includes both the gathering of the people who are still alive on earth and also the First Resurrection, also referred to as the Resurrection of the Righteous.
[For more on the Resurrection of the Righteous, see commentary on Acts 24:15.]
It is noteworthy that the Age of Grace, the Age of the Christian Church, began with a sound and will end with a sound. The day the Christian Church started on the Day of Pentecost (Acts 2), it started as “a sound came from heaven like a strong rushing wind” (Acts 2:2). The Day of Pentecost was in June, and a typical June day in Israel is cloudless and quite calm. There was no “strong rushing wind,” there was only the sound of one, which is why all the people were amazed. If there had been a strong wind accompanied by the sound of strong wind, no one would have thought anything of it. It was only because there was the sound of the wind without the wind itself that it caught people’s attention.
The Church Age will end as it began, with a sound, in this case, the sound of a trumpet. The trumpet and Rapture will mark the close of the Church Age and the end of the Body of Christ on earth.
1Co 15:54
“Death has been swallowed up in victory.” This is paraphrased from Isaiah 25:8. Isaiah 25:8 says, “He will swallow up death forever,” which is rightly paraphrased as “Death has been swallowed up in victory.”
1Co 15:55
“O Death.” This verse is paraphrased from Hosea 13:14. The Hebrew text of Hosea 13:14 reads, “Death, where are your plagues? Sheol, where is your destruction?” One of the adaptations of the Hebrew text in Corinthians is that the Old Testament text addressed two different entities: Death and Sheol, whereas the NT only addresses “Death.”
“Death” is in the vocative case, the case of direct address. This is the figure of speech personification (prosopopoeia) where death is set forth as a person and spoken to.
1Co 15:58
“in the Lord.” See Word Study: “In the Lord.”
 
1 Corinthians Chapter 16
1Co 16:1
“Now concerning the collection for the holy ones.” This “collection” is the collection of money to support needy believers.
1Co 16:2
“prospered.” See commentary on 3 John 1:2, “doing well.”
1Co 16:5
“for I intend to pass through Macedonia.” The Greek text reads, “For I am passing through Macedonia.” Paul was not passing through Macedonia at the time, but was writing 1 Corinthians from Ephesus (1 Cor. 16:8). This is a case where the Greek present tense is used to indicate an intention. This is also a common idiom in English. We say, “I am going to the store,” using the present tense, when actually we are sitting at home discussing what we will do during the day. Many versions translate the intention into the text and say, “I intend to go through Macedonia.” While this is clear, it is always good to have some understanding of the idiom of the original.
Paul’s original intention was to go from Ephesus to Corinth, then north to Macedonia, then back to Corinth, then on to Judea. He ended up going first through Macedonia, then south to Corinth, then back north to Macedonia, then back to Judea (see commentary on 2 Cor. 1:16).
1Co 16:11
“treat…with contempt.” From exoutheneō (#1848 ἐξουθενέω). See commentary on 1 Thessalonians 5:20.
1Co 16:12
“our brother Apollos.” Cf. CJB. The Greek literally reads “Apollos the brother,” with the word “brother” in the genitive case. It is a descriptive genitive, describing an attribute of Apollos, that he is a brother in the Lord. To translate this “Apollos our brother,” as many versions do, shifts the emphasis of the phrase from Apollos’ membership in the whole family of God (brother Apollos), to his relationship to Paul and company (our brother), so the REV stayed with “brother Apollos.”
The weight of evidence is that Apollos was not at Ephesus with Paul when Paul exhorted him to go to Corinth, because it seems certain that Paul would have sent greetings from Apollos to the church at Corinth if Apollos had been there, just as Paul sent greetings from Priscilla and Aquila (1 Cor. 16:19).
Paul’s second missionary journey (Acts 15:40-18:22) likely started in AD 50 (perhaps AD 49), and 1 Corinthians was written from Ephesus on Paul’s third missionary journey, likely in AD 55.
1Co 16:13
“be courageous.” The Greek is an idiom, and literally reads, “act like a man,” from the Greek word anēr, a male, a man, also used for “husband.” The idiom is to be courageous, be brave. Battle has always been dangerous, but the battles of the ancient world almost always involved hand-to-hand combat, with armies of men rushing at each other and engaging in brutal and bloody conflict. It took great courage to charge at the enemy knowing that even a small wound could cause an infection that would painfully take one’s life.
But courage is not just for the battlefield. Life is full of times when it takes courage to do the right thing, as well as self-control to not do the wrong thing. Most people are afraid of what others will say or do, and because of that are afraid to freely obey God, and Jesus had to remind his disciples that we better fear God, not people: “And do not be afraid of those who kill the body but are not able to kill the soul. But rather fear him who is able to destroy both soul and body in Gehenna” (Matt. 10:28). We can draw courage to do the right thing if we remember that there is a Day of Judgment coming, and God will richly reward those who serve Him. Scripture promises, “Whatever you do, work from the depths of your soul, as for the Lord and not for people, because you know that you will receive the inheritance as a reward from the Lord. So, serve the Lord Christ!” (Col. 3:23-24). It takes courage and involves risk to do the will of the Lord, but it will be rewarded.
“be strong.” The BDAG Greek-English Lexicon gets the sense correct in this context when it says, “In the psychological sense of encouragement to remain firm.”[footnoteRef:2187] We are to maintain our position in the face of the enemy. It is not helpful to be courageous at first but then be unwilling to remain firm on our position. [2187:  BDAG, s.v. “κραταιόω.”] 

1Co 16:15
“Brothers and sisters.” The Greek text is “brothers,” but that often includes men and women.
[For more on brothers and sisters, see Word Study: “Adelphos.” For more on women’s involvement in the early church, see Appendix 11: “The Role of Women in the Church.”]
1Co 16:17
“they provided what you were not able to.” See commentary on Philippians 2:30.
1Co 16:18
“give recognition.” This is from the Greek word “to know” epiginōskō (#1921 ἐπιγινώσκω). The Greek adds the preposition epi as an intensifier. Paul’s command to “know” such men is rightly understood by all versions to mean “acknowledge” such men, or “give recognition” to such men. Included in the sense, but hard to translate, is the idea that the people would not only be recognized publicly, but they would be appreciated by the believers. For this translation, compare Williams’ The New Testament: a Private Translation in the Language of the People, CJB, and NJB. The Complete Jewish Bible and New Jerusalem Bible translate the word “appreciate” here, which captures the sense very well.
1Co 16:19
“in the Lord.” See Word Study: “In the Lord.”
1Co 16:20
“brothers and sisters.” The Greek text is “brothers,” but that often includes men and women.
[For more on brothers and sisters, see Word Study: “Adelphos.” For more on women’s involvement in the early church, see Appendix 11: “The Role of Women in the Church.”]
1Co 16:21
“in my own hand.” Paul usually wrote some kind of closing to his epistles in his own handwriting. See commentary on Galatians 6:11.
1Co 16:22
“is not a friend with the Lord.” The Greek word we translate “is…a friend with,” is phileō (#5368 φιλέω). It is hard to translate the Greek verb phileō in this context and keep the English as a verb. If we say, “love,” as most versions do, we lose the meaning of phileō here, and confuse it with agapē love. We could say if someone is not “friendly to” or “fond of,” but these seem too weak. Likewise, “attached to” seemed too unclear, because when a person is saved they are attached to the Lord by virtue of being a part of the Body of Christ. It seemed that using the noun, “a friend” and having “with the Lord” as an indirect object of the verb instead of the direct object that it is in the Greek was still the best way to keep the meaning in English. For a more complete understanding of phileō, see the commentary on John 21:15.
1Co 16:23
“you all.” The “you” is plural, thus “you all.”


2 Corinthians Commentary
2 Corinthians Chapter 1
2Co 1:1
“holy ones.” For more on why the Christian is called a “holy one,” see commentary on Philippians 1:1.
2Co 1:8
“brothers and sisters.” The Greek text is “brothers,” but that often includes men and women.
[For more on brothers and sisters, see Word Study: “Adelphos.” For more on women’s involvement in the early church, see Appendix 11: “The Role of Women in the Church.”]
2Co 1:10
“hope.” The Greek verb is elpizō (#1679 ἐλπίζω). To “hope” is to have a desire for, or an expectation of, good, especially when there is some confidence of fulfillment. It is used that way both in common English and in the Bible. However, the Bible often uses the word “hope” in another way—to refer to the special expectation of good that God has in store for each Christian in the future that is based on the Word and promises of God and therefore guaranteed to occur. This includes the “Rapture,” receiving a new, glorified body, and living forever on a new and wonderful earth. Today, the ordinary use of “hope” allows for the possibility that what is hoped for will not come to pass. However, when the Bible uses the word “hope” to refer to things that God has promised, the meaning of “hope” shifts from that which has a reasonable chance of coming to pass to that which will absolutely come to pass.
A biblical occurrence of “hope” as “an expectation of good” can be found in Acts 27:20. Paul was on a ship bound for Rome. A storm came up and raged for many days, such that “all hope that we would be saved was being taken away.” Another example is in 3 John 14 where the apostle John wrote to his friend Gaius and said, “I hope to see you soon, and we will talk face to face.” These are examples of the Bible using the word “hope” in the way it is used in everyday language, such as when someone says, “I hope the mail comes on time today.” However, there are also many times the Bible uses the word “hope” to refer to things that will absolutely come to pass, such as everlasting life and the blessings associated with it. Colossians 1:23 mentions “the hope held out in the gospel,” i.e., “the expectation of future good presented in the gospel.”
Unfortunately, in common English the word “hope” is often used as a synonym for “wish.” When a person says, “I hope it rains this week,” it is likely that there is no rain in the weather forecast, and so the statement is made without any certainty or confidence that it will, in fact, rain. It would have been more proper for the person to say, “I wish it would rain this week.”
It would help us understand the Bible if Christians used vocabulary the way God does in His Word, and use the word “hope” when there is an absolute certainty, or at least a good chance, that what is “hoped” for will occur. God, “who does not lie,” made many promises about the future everlasting life of the believer. Although we may not know when He will fulfill those promises, we can be absolutely certain that He will fulfill them. We can, and should, base our thoughts and actions on the “hope” that God promises in His Word.
2Co 1:11
“on our behalf.” Other manuscripts read “on your behalf.” This reading would then suggest that Paul is saying that thanks will be given by many for the generosity of the Corinthians in helping with the care of the Church.
2Co 1:16
“travel by way of you into Macedonia.” Here in 2 Corinthians 1:16, Paul says he had been planning to travel across the Aegean Sea to Corinth, then travel north to Macedonia and then go south again to Corinth. But because of what was happening in Corinth he delayed coming to them. In 1 Corinthians 16:5, he revealed that he would first travel through Macedonia and then travel south to Corinth. He ended up going through Macedonia, then down to Corinth, then back north through Macedonia.
2Co 1:22
“down payment.” The gift of holy spirit is the down payment or first installment of the full payment that is to come, that full payment being our full salvation; when we have new, everlasting bodies and live with Christ forever. See commentary on Ephesians 1:14.
2Co 1:23
“soul.” The Greek word often translated “soul” is psuchē (#5590 ψυχή, pronounced psoo-'kay), and it has a large number of meanings, including the physical life of a person or animal; an individual person; or attitudes, emotions, feelings, and thoughts. Here it is more broadly used of the individual himself while including his thoughts and emotions. Thus, while the verse could read something such as, “I call on God as a witness, on my life” (HCSB, NAB), or as “I appeal to God as my witness” (NET), using the word “soul” shows us that Paul is calling God to witness his testimony based on all who Paul is in himself and in his thoughts and emotions. All of us should strive to live such godly lives that our lives can be called upon as a witness for Christ.
[For a more complete explanation of “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
 
2 Corinthians Chapter 2
2Co 2:1
“for my own sake.” The Greek construction makes this the reading most preferred.[footnoteRef:2188] It is easier to read, but not really to the point to say, “I made up my mind.” The Greek gives a reason, represented in the ASV as “for myself,” and in the NASB as “for my own sake.” Paul is not just saying he determined (literally: “judged”) what to do, but rather, that he determined his course of action based on what was good for him. This is, no doubt, another effort to spare the Corinthians. Meyer calls it “an ingenious, affectionate turn” “the truth of which there is no doubt.” The Corinthians were already feeling badly about their sin, and had repented (2 Cor. 7:8-10) and it would have really hurt them for Paul to say he did not visit because of the sorrow it would cause. He did not lie when he said he judged that it was for his sake he did not come, for it is never easy to reprove and correct people. But it really was for the sake of the Corinthians, as is clear from the context. [2188:  Cf. Heinrich Meyer, Critical and Exegetical Handbook to the Epistles to the Corinthians, 164; The International Critical Commentary.] 

2Co 2:9
“pass the test.” The translation “pass the test” here in 2 Corinthians 2:9 comes from the Greek word dokimē (#1382 δοκιμή), which is often brought over as “test.” More than simply a “test,” the word has a special emphasis on the result of someone passing a test. In this case, people who pass the test have proven their character. Hence, BDAG refers to the word’s usage here as the “proof of someone’s character,” and some modern versions use “character” in the verse (cf. HCSB, NAB). Nevertheless, most versions, along with the REV, stay with the more literal translation involving a test.
2Co 2:11
“the Adversary.” The Greek word for Adversary is Satanas (#4567 Σατανᾶς), which has been transliterated as “Satan” in most versions. This causes the meaning of the word, which is important, to be lost.
[For more information, see commentary on Mark 1:13. For information on the names of the Devil, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
“gains no advantage over us.” Although there are many ways Satan, “the Adversary,” can gain an advantage over a believer, the specific context of this verse is forgiveness. Being unforgiving gives Satan a foothold in our life, because it is a sin and it leads to many other hurtful things, such as bitterness.
2Co 2:12
“in the Lord.” Use of “in the Lord” in this verse is explained in Word Study: “In the Lord.”
2Co 2:13
“for my spirit.” This is the use of “spirit” (pneuma) that refers to the mental and emotional life. Paul could not find Titus, and he was anxious and worried about him, so he left Troas to go to Macedonia to try to find him. We understand what it is to be so concerned, even worried and anxious, about someone that we just cannot seem to rest, and we make much effort to find out where they are and if they are okay. There is no mystical meaning to “spirit” here, it simply refers to Paul’s thoughts and emotions.
[For more information on the uses of pneuma, “spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
2Co 2:14
“triumphal procession.” 2 Corinthians 2:14-16 refers to a Roman event known as the “Triumph,” which we sometimes refer to as the Triumphal Procession. The Roman Triumphal Procession was a parade honoring the victory of a Roman general and his army. In the days before photographs and mass communication, it was important to find ways to engage the people of Rome in the events of the Empire. The Triumph brought some of the pageantry of the conquest into the streets of Rome for everyone to see. First, we will describe the Triumph, then show how it relates to the biblical text and Christian life.
When considering exactly what a Triumph was like, we must remember that the written accounts and the visual depictions on bas-reliefs, vases, cups, etc., of Roman Triumphal Processions were generally produced as political propaganda to aggrandize Rome and its power, and not as accurate historical accounts. Also, we have no complete descriptions of a Triumph. We have many descriptions and depictions of parts of them, and they can be used to build a general picture of what a whole Triumph involved. Also, there were something like 500 Triumphs that are recorded in the ancient Roman records, supposedly going all the way back to a victory of Romulus, the founder of Rome. With so many instances, obviously there were differences between them. Besides, as with most parades, there is a tendency toward greater grandeur, pomp, and expense, so some change was unavoidable. Thus, what follows is only a typical description of what a Triumph was like. In spite of their differences, however, the Triumph was a parade with both immediate and historical significance, and every Triumph was designed to connect this victory with victories that had come before, thus pointing out the stability and continuity of Rome. Therefore, there was enough continuity between them that we can speak of things “typical” to a Triumph.
A Triumph was only given when certain conditions were met in the war. Although these too changed a little over time, the basics remained the same. The war had to be fought on foreign soil. The war had to be a significant victory for Rome in which at least 5,000 enemy soldiers were killed and territory was added to the state. The conquering general had to be of the rank of “dictator,” “consul,” or “praetor.” The victory had to end the war so decisively that the Roman army could come home. If these conditions were met, the Senate of Rome would vote to decide whether the commander would be given a Triumph.
Leading the Triumph were the Roman senators and magistrates, who met the parade as it entered the streets of Rome. Next, trumpeters and musicians came, announcing to all the victory and the celebration. After them came the captives, led in chains and destined for the slave market or the arena. Apparently, in different Triumphs, these captives were treated differently. In some they were clothed, while in others they were paraded naked down the streets (see commentary on Col. 2:15). Also, sometimes they followed the spoils instead of coming before them.
After the captives came the spoils of war. Carts had “trophies,” on them, which is the technical term for a post or a post with cross-pieces on which were hung shields and armor worn by enemy soldiers. These “trophies” showed the people of Rome how well-armed the enemy was. The captured treasure was displayed, including gold, silver, and other valuables. In some cases, such as when Jerusalem was captured and the Menorah from the Temple was in the Triumph, placards or signs described what the treasure was. Some of this treasure was later distributed to the returning troops as thanks for their bravery and sacrifice. Along with the treasure, there were paintings and “floats” with portrayals of the cities, defenses, and fortresses of the enemy, all designed to help the people of Rome see how valiant the Roman army was.
Following the spoil, dressed in the black of mourning, came the captured foreign king, his family, extended family, and even the nurses and teachers of his children, showing the total conquest of his kingdom and social system.
After the spoils came members of the victorious army without weapons, but carrying laurel branches symbolizing victory. Unlike modern armies, in which the soldier swears allegiance to his country, Roman soldiers swore allegiance to their general. Therefore to prevent any possible coup, it was against Roman law for a general to bring his armed troops inside the city of Rome, and it was why the Emperor had his own armed troops, the Praetorian Guard, inside the city. Of the troops in the Triumph, individuals who had done great feats wore special crowns for the occasion. For example, a soldier who was first over the wall (and lived to tell about it) might have a gold crown cast to look like city walls, with crenellation on top. Later that crest would be carved in stone and be placed over the main door of his house as a permanent civil recognition. The soldiers would often be singing, and sometimes songs would be about some of the faults of the general—the thought being that he was just “one of the men” and care must be taken not to elevate him too highly. Sometimes some, or all, of the troops followed the conquering general instead of going before him.
Following the troops was the conquering general. He wore dress traditionally associated with the statue of Jupiter Capitolinus and the ancient Roman monarchy, which was the purple and gold toga, a laurel crown, and red boots. He held laurel branches and perhaps a staff representing civil authority, and rode in a chariot usually drawn by four beautiful horses. The chariot had ceremonial status and would be kept for years, just like in modern times revered memorial pieces are kept for years. For example, the chariot that Augustus Caesar rode in was used by Nero some 50 years later. The general was accompanied by his immediate and extended family. Smaller children might ride in the chariot with him, while older boys might ride on the horses pulling the chariot. The idea was to convey that the victory was a victory for Rome itself, and supported the whole social order of Rome and its families. The general who was honored with a Triumph was then referred to as vir triumphalis (“a man honored with Triumph”) for the rest of his life.
After the commander and the last troops came oxen (usually white), which would be sacrificed in dedication to Jupiter at the Temple of Jupiter, which was the endpoint of the procession (often the oxen were in a different order besides last). The meat from the oxen was then distributed to the people of Rome. Sometimes the meat was distributed directly to the people, while at other times the streets of Rome were filled with tables and there was a more formal public dinner with everyone invited. In each case, the point was to help everyone recognize that the victory was a victory for Rome, the Roman people, and the Roman way of life.
At some point, after the feast, there would be the culminating event, a public spectacle. This would usually be in the arena. Although exactly what happened varied, events that were standard included gladiator events, animal hunts (where the floor of the coliseum was decorated as much as possible to look like the area just conquered and the animals were native to that place), reenactments of battles that had occurred, and the execution of prisoners taken in the war, often in inventive ways, such as having them eaten by wild animals.
Triumphs always took the same route. In that sense, there was with each Triumph the idea that Rome was building on what had been built before. The Triumph started at the Campus Martius (“Field of Mars”) on the west bank of the Tiber River, and traveled a long, circuitous route through the city, passing through every Triumphal archway from previous generals, and past the temples erected in dedication to previous victories. The Triumph passed by the Circus Maximus and the Forum Romanum. The final destination was always the Temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus on the Capitoline Hill. All along the route, the streets were packed with excited, shouting people. Also, incense filled the air along the whole route of the Triumph because incense was burned on the altars of temples in Rome (Plutarch; Dio Cassius). The smell of this incense is mentioned in 2 Corinthians 2:14-16.
It is this “Triumph,” or Triumphal Procession, that 2 Corinthians 2:14-16 is referring to, and thankfully many modern versions read “triumphal procession,” which makes the verse much clearer (ESV, NET, NIV, NRSV). The King James Version gives us the wrong impression when it says, “Now thanks be unto God, which always causeth us to triumph in Christ.” This makes it sound like Christians win every battle—we always triumph. In a practical sense, we do not. There are many times in life when we lose a battle, just like the Roman army lost battles in the enemy country. Terrible things happen to us (cf. 2 Cor. 1:8; 4:8-10; 6:4-10; 11:23-28; 1 Thess. 3:4; 2 Tim. 3:12). Also, many Christians are killed or die of unnatural causes (Acts 7:60; 12:2). Although God is always working for the good of those who love Him (Rom. 8:28 NIV), bad things often happen to good Christians. We must not try to “explain” 2 Corinthians 2:14 by somehow “recasting” the evil that happens to us as “good” and as a “triumph.” While it is always true that God will reward Christians for doing the right thing, even if it means being tortured and killed, that is not the triumph God is referring to in this verse.
Properly interpreted, 2 Corinthians 2:14-16 is speaking of the Triumphal Procession that occurs at the end of the war. Battles may be lost, but the war has been won by Jesus Christ. Although the actual fight between good and evil is not over, our eventual victory is so assured that God uses the analogy of the Triumph to demonstrate that it is just a matter of time before the victory is total and final. The analogy of the Triumph shows us that the outcome of the war is not in doubt. Jesus Christ is the conquering general of the highest rank (his name is above every name), who has soundly defeated his enemies and won a victory on foreign soil (earth; now controlled by the Adversary). Because the war is “won,” he leads his “Christian army” in a Triumph. We can march along in life, knowing that we will win by resurrection, even if we are killed in this life.
It is valuable to notice that in 2 Cor. 2:14-16, God makes a shift in His use of the Triumph analogy. In the first part of verse 14, we are the conquering troops being led in the Triumph. However, in the middle of verse 14, we become the smell of the incense that is burning on the altars of Rome. That analogy is powerful because although the same incense burned on the altars, the smell of it meant different things to different people. To the conquering army, it was the sweet smell of victory and meant home, safety, and friends. To the captives in chains, it meant death in the arena (or slavery; a living death). In the same way, Christians, by our life and testimony, are the smell of “life” to other Christians, but the smell of “death” to those who do not believe.
It is important to notice that God never tells us to figure out how to “smell better.” We Christians are not to water down our witness so that we do not offend the unsaved by our smell of death. In fact, the very next verse (2 Cor. 2:17), speaks of those who water down the Word, ostensibly to be accepted by others. Christians smell like death to unbelievers. Hopefully, some of them will recognize that the death they smell is their own, and come to Christ for salvation so they can live forever.
2Co 2:15
“on the road to salvation.” The Greek is the present passive participle of sōzō (#4982 σῴζω) “to rescue; to save; to make whole,” and literally would be “who are on the road to being saved.” The verb is present tense in this verse because “saved” is not just referring to our everlasting life, but is referring to the broader spectrum of salvation, which includes being rescued from troubles here on earth and being given everlasting life in new bodies when the Lord returns. Our full salvation even likely includes the rewards in the future Kingdom that we receive for our faithful service. The verb is a passive participle because God is the one who actually saves us as we have faith in Him. The phrase “on the road to salvation,” or “on the way to salvation” is due to the present participle, which indicates the action is ongoing, and the “road” comes into the translation, with some liberty, from the metaphor about the Triumph—the victors and the captives would walk down the road, some to salvation, some to destruction.[footnoteRef:2189] [2189:  Cf. Ralph Martin, 2 Corinthians [WBC].] 

[For more on “saved,” see the commentary on Romans 8:24, “have been saved” and the commentary on Romans 10:9, “will be saved.”]
“on the road to destruction.” The Greek verb translated as “destruction” is apollumi (#622 ἀπόλλυμι), which means “to cause or experience destruction”;[footnoteRef:2190] so “perish” or “be destroyed” are good translations here, and the verse would read more literally, “those who are perishing.” However, whereas sōzō (“are being saved”) is clearly a passive participle, the verb form of apollumi (“are perishing”) can either be passive voice or middle voice. We assert that from the context and scope of Scripture, this should be understood as a middle voice, which means that the people are doing the action in a way that affects them. This verse is saying that while God is the one who acts to bring about our salvation both now and in the future, people bring about their own destruction by rejecting God. The phrase “on the road to destruction,” or “on the way to destruction” is due to the present participle, which indicates the action is ongoing, and the “road” comes into the translation, with some liberty, from the metaphor about the Triumph—the victors and the captives would walk down the road, some to salvation, some to destruction. [2190:  BDAG, s.v. “ἀπόλλυμι.”] 

2Co 2:16
“deadly aroma leading to death…life-giving aroma leading to life.” In 2 Corinthians 2:14-16, God makes a shift in His use of the triumphal march analogy. In the first part of verse 14, believers are the conquering troops, being led in the triumph. However, in the middle of verse 14 believers become the smell of the incense that is burning on the altars that line the streets of the triumphal march through Rome.
The analogy of the incense is powerful because although the same incense burned on the altars, the smell of it meant different things to different people. To the conquering army, it was the sweet smell of victory and it meant home, safety, and friends. To the captives in chains, the aroma meant death in the arena (or slavery; a living death). In the same way, Christians, by our life and testimony, are the smell of “life” to other Christians and people who come to believe, but the smell of “death” to those who do not believe and thus consign themselves to everlasting death.
It is important to notice that God never tells believers to figure out how to “smell better.” Jesus Christ is a stone of stumbling to unbelievers and God-rejectors, and we Christians represent Christ. We are not to water down our witness so that we do not offend the unsaved by our smell of death. The unsaved will die in the Lake of Fire (Rev. 20:11-15), and that truth is very unsettling, and in fact, should inspire believers to try their very hardest to get unbelievers saved even if it means offending them. Proud and defiant people are often offended if they think they have to submit to someone else, so it should not surprise believers that unbelievers are often offended at the thought of having to submit to God, no matter how “nicely” it is presented to them. In fact, the very next verse (2 Cor. 2:17), speaks of those who water down the Word, ostensibly to be accepted by others. Christians smell like death to unbelievers. Hopefully, some of them will recognize that the death they smell is their own, and come to Christ for salvation so they can live forever.
[For more on the Triumphal March, see commentary on 2 Cor. 2:14. For more on annihilation in the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
2Co 2:17
“peddle...for personal gain.” The Greek is kapēleuō (#2585 καπηλεύω), which was used frequently of tavern-keeping [because the owners would water down the wine]. Because of the tricks of small tradesmen, the word almost comes to mean “adulterate” (e.g., Vulg., Syr., Goth.).”[footnoteRef:2191] The emphasis is on the manner in which preaching was happening as well as the motivation of the individuals. Paul is criticizing other preachers who selfishly use the “word of God” as a means for procuring money, but at the same time, he is saying that they are like street hucksters who “water down” the good news, thereby corrupting (i.e., adulterating) it from its original potency. [2191:  BDAG, s.v. “καπηλεύω.”] 

 
2 Corinthians Chapter 3
2Co 3:1
“recommend.” The Greek word is sunistēmi (#4921 συνίστημι). It has a number of different meanings, but in this context, it means to recommend (cf. commentaries on Rom. 16:1 and Col. 1:17).
2Co 3:4
“in God through Christ.” Literally, the Greek reads, “we have such confidence through Christ toward God,” but this is difficult to read in English. We would not say, “I have confidence toward God,” rather, we would place our confidence in God. An alternate translation might read, “we have such confidence as this directed to God through Christ.”
2Co 3:6
“has made...sufficient.” 2 Corinthians 3:5-6 shows that at this time, not in the future, Christians are ministers of the New Covenant. 2 Corinthians 3:6 has the third use of the basic word “sufficient” that appears in 2 Corinthians 3:5-6 (First, “sufficient,” hikanos, #2425 ἱκανός, an adjective. Second, “sufficiency,” hikanotēs, #2426 ἱκανότης, a noun. Thirdly, “has made...sufficient,” hikanoō, #2427 ἱκανόω, a verb). Thus, the root word of “sufficient” is used in three different ways in these two verses, and as such is the figure of speech repetitio (repetition), which God uses both to catch our attention and to emphasize the point that we are sufficient.
It would have been easier for the English reader to get the impact of the Greek text if all three words, hikanos, hikanotēs, and hikanoō had been translated by one English word appearing in different forms, as we have done in the REV, and also if they had all appeared in one sentence in one verse. This is one of the places where the copyists and scribes who divided the text into sentences made a mistake.
In 2 Corinthians 3:6, the verb hikanoō is in the aorist tense, and in this context, it is indicating a past event; that Christians “have been made sufficient” ministers of the New Covenant. It is hard to translate the Greek into English exactly because the Greek sentence actually starts in 2 Corinthians 3:5 (cf. ASV, ESV, KJB, NAB, NASB) and has a break in 2 Corinthians 3:6. A more literal translation of the Greek text is, “…our sufficiency is from God, who has also made us sufficient. Servants of a new covenant….” That sentence is awkward in English, but we must not make “sufficient” into an adjective and have, “…has made us sufficient servants.” The thought of the Greek text could be elided in several different ways to make the English read more clearly. For example, we could say, “has made us sufficient…servants of a new covenant.” Or “…has made us sufficient as servants of a new covenant.” Or “…has made us sufficient. We are servants of a new covenant.” Perhaps the third option is the clearest in English.
One thing that is very clear in 2 Corinthians 3:5-6 is that we Christians should not doubt that God has made us sufficient, and so we can be effective ministers of the New Covenant and serve God in the Church. The Devil has done a masterful job in convincing many Christians that they are somehow unqualified to serve in the Church. In fact, in many cases, the Devil has managed to change Christian worship and service into a “spectator sport.” A huge number of Christians who go to church do not do more than sing songs (if they even do that). The average church-going Christian gets no chance to pray in the church service, or speak up, share their opinions, ask questions, or manifest the gift of holy spirit by speaking in tongues, interpreting, or prophesying. That consistent non-participation creates weak Christians who then do not think of themselves as “sufficient” ministers of the New Covenant. It is important for church leaders to think of ways to build strong Christians who think of themselves as sufficient ministers of the New Covenant. This can in part be done by encouraging people to go to Sunday School as well as church; be part of small groups, break-out groups, and outreach programs; attend camps and conferences; and many more such things that strengthen Christians and cause them to grow in the Lord.
“servants.” The Greek word translated “servant” is diakonos (#1249 διάκονος), which refers to someone who carries out the commands of someone else, and thus is a servant, minister, or attendant. Because of the context, many translations use the word “minister,” but the problem with that translation is that it sets up a kind of false dichotomy between “servants” and “ministers,” especially when the modern English reader thinks of a “minister” as being a trained and ordained leader of a church, but the Latin word minister, which is the origin of the English word “minister,” simply meant “servant.” All Christians are servants of the New Covenant. We serve the wants and needs of God and help Him and the Lord Jesus with their work.
“new covenant.” Christians are “servants,” or “ministers” of the New Covenant. This can be confusing because the New Covenant has not come in fullness yet. When it does, all the covenant promises will be fulfilled. Christ will reign as king on earth. The earth will be restored to being a paradise. There will be no war. The deserts will bloom and there will be an abundance of food. The animals will all return to eating plants like they did in the Garden of Eden, and much more.
[For more on this, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
However, there is often a long time between when a covenant is made and when the covenant promises are fully realized. For example, God made a covenant with Abraham to give him the land of Israel (Gen. 12:7; 13:15-17; 15:18-21), but it has now been about 4,000 years and Abraham has not yet gotten the land, even though he will in the future. The New Covenant is similar to the Abrahamic Covenant in that there has been a long time between the time the covenant was made and the complete fulfillment of the covenant promises.
Christ ratified the New Covenant with his blood when he died on the cross. He had told the disciples about that at the Last Supper (Matt. 26:28; Mark 14:24; Luke 22:20). We don’t know how long it will be before Jesus sets up his kingdom on earth and the New Covenant promises are completely fulfilled, but God does not lie, so we know they will be fulfilled. In the meantime, some of the covenant promises have already been fulfilled. The gift of holy spirit that we now have is one of the New Covenant promises. We can now “serve in a new way of the spirit, and not an old way of the written code” (Rom. 7:6). Our sufficiency is of God and we can serve Him as servants of the New Covenant. So, there are aspects of the New Covenant that are active now, and aspects that are not active now, but at a future time, all the aspects of the New Covenant will be accomplished and active.
[For more on the gift of holy spirit that Christians have as one of the New Covenant promises, see commentary on John 7:39.]
“not of the letter.” The Old Covenant was written on tablets of stone (not the entire Old Covenant, but the heart of it, the Ten Commandments, cf. Exod. 34:1-3). God promised that the New Covenant would be written on the hearts of the people (Jer. 31:33).
2Co 3:7
“the glory of his face.” 2 Corinthians 3:7 is referring to the Old Testament record in which Moses goes up onto Mount Sinai for the seventh time and speaks with God while he is there, and when he comes down the mountain his face is radiant (Exod. 34:29-35).
All seven times that Moses ascended and descended Mount Sinai are in Exodus. First time: Exod. 19:3 up; Exod. 19:7 down. Second time: Exod. 19:8 up; Exod. 19:14 down. Third time: Exod. 19:20 up; Exod. 19:25 down. Fourth time: Exod. 20:21 up; Exod. 24:3 down. Between the fourth and fifth time up Moses went partway up with the elders of Israel: Exod. 24:9. Fifth time: Exod. 24:15 up (he was there 40 days and 40 nights (Exod. 24:18) and got the Ten Commandments on stone (Exod. 32:15) during this fifth trip; Exod. 32:15 down. Sixth time: Exod. 32:31 up; Exod. 32:34 he is commanded to go down. Seventh time: Exod. 34:4 up; Exod. 34:29 down.
This seventh time down the Mount, Moses was carrying the second set of the Ten Commandments. The first set of stone tablets God Himself carved out of stone and wrote on (Exod. 31:18; 32:15-16). After Moses broke them, God told Moses to chisel out two new tablets (no easy task with bronze tools) and He would write on them (Exod. 34:1, 29).
Exodus 34:29 tells us that Moses’ face was radiant. The Hebrew text says that Moses’ face shined (the Hebrew word is qaran (#07160 קָרַן) and means “to shine.”) Moses’ face was reflecting the brilliant light of God, and it was shining so brightly that the Israelites, including Aaron the High Priest, were afraid of him (Exod. 34:30), and he had to cover his face with a veil (Exod. 34:33, 35). What Exodus does not specifically say, but just assumes, and Corinthians tells us explicitly, is that the radiance of Moses’ face eventually went away.
2Co 3:11
“passing glory, much more that which remains has permanent glory.” The Greek phrasing here is very interesting. Paul uses two participles (passing away, remaining) and two prepositions (through, in) but no verbs. Literally, it would read, “the one fading away, through glory; the one remaining, in glory.” This effectively paints a picture of the old covenant temporarily passing through glory, fading away, while the new covenant remains in glory. The preposition dia (#1223 διά), meaning “through,” creates a feeling of the law momentarily journeying across the realm of glory, never meaning to permanently reside there—the Law is portrayed not as an end in and of itself, but as a progression on the journey to bring us to Christ:
Galatians 3:23-25 (ESV)
Now before faith came, we were held captive under the law, imprisoned until the coming faith would be revealed. So then, the law was our guardian until Christ came, in order that we might be justified by faith. But now that faith has come, we are no longer under a guardian.
The new covenant, on the other hand, is said to be the one remaining en (#1722 ἐν) glory. It is permanent, taking up its residence in glory land, and is there to stay.
2Co 3:17
“the Lord is the Spirit.” In the New Testament, Jesus is sometimes called “the Spirit” because of the new spirit-powered body he got after the resurrection. See commentary on Revelation 2:7.
2Co 3:18
“reflecting as in a mirror.” The verb translated as “reflecting” is katoptrizō (#2734 κατοπτρίζω), which can mean “to behold” one’s self in a mirror, as many versions translate it (e.g. ASV, ESV, KJV, NAB, NASB), or to reflect one’s image, to mirror one’s self, as represented in the HCSB, NET, NIV, and NJB. The translators are evenly divided on the issue; however, it most likely means “reflecting” here. This can be seen from the context which speaks of Moses, whose face shone with glory and who covered his face with a veil (2 Cor. 3:13). This verse (2 Cor. 3:18) is drawing a parallel between Christians and Moses. When he came down Mount Sinai, Moses was not beholding glory in a mirror but was reflecting the glory of God out to the Israelites. Furthermore, it is not reflecting as in a mirror but reflecting as a mirror; our job as Christians is to reflect the glory of God like a mirror reflects the beams of the sun. Unlike Moses, who covered his face, we openly reflect the glory of the Lord and become transformed into this glory. This experience of transformation goes beyond what happened to Moses, whose mere external appearance was affected only temporarily.
“just as one would expect.” The Greek is kathaper (#2509 καθάπερ), and in this context, the best meaning seems to be “just as” and more expansively, “just as one would expect.”[footnoteRef:2192] [2192:  Frederick Danker, The Concise Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament; s.v. “καθάπερ”; R. C. H. Lenski, First and Second Epistles to the Corinthians, 950; Paul Barnett, The Second Epistle to the Corinthians [NICNT], 209.] 

“Just as one would expect” makes perfect sense in light of what we know about both good and evil associations. Bad company affects us in bad ways, and we become bad, “corrupted.” The Bible tells us, “Do not be deceived: ‘Bad company corrupts good morals’” (1 Cor. 15:33). Then, when bad people continue to associate with bad people, they go from “bad to worse” (2 Tim. 3:13). It is clearly in Scripture and has been seen in the world over and over again with all kinds of sin—sexual, drug-related, abuse, murder, etc.—that the sins a person commits become worse over time. This is clearly set forth in many verses of Scripture (cf. 2 Tim. 2:16; 3:13; Rom. 6:16, 19; Jude 1:13).
Here in Corinthians, we see just the opposite of bad people getting worse: the person who continues to look at Jesus Christ becomes transformed into his glorious image. That is why it is important for Christians to take the time to figure out how they can get mental time away from the world and the hustle and bustle of life to pray, think, read the Bible, and commune with God. It is vital that we have the image of Christ in our minds and constantly strive to emulate him.
“the Lord who is the Spirit.” Cf. ESV, HCSB, NAB, NET, NIV, NJB, Williams. The Greek has the two genitive nouns, “Lord” and “Spirit,” in apposition; in other words, they are describing the same reality. The Lord and the Spirit are the same. Jesus Christ is sometimes called “the Spirit” in the New Testament. See commentary on Revelation 2:7.
 
2 Corinthians Chapter 4
2Co 4:2
“the hidden, shameful things.” The Greek reads “the hidden things of shame,” which is the figure of speech antemereia, “exchange of cases.” The adjective “shameful” is put in the nominative as the object of a genitive, to give it more force. However, that construction is somewhat confusing when translated into English.
“adulterating.” The Greek word is doloō (#1389 δολόω, pronounced dŏ-'lŏ-ō ), and it meant to ensnare, to change something so that it would be false, thus distort, falsify, adulterate. Doloō was used of the innkeepers who would overly water down the wine so they could make more profit, a practice that was well-known in Corinth. Corinth had many inns and restaurants because it was one of the largest trading emporiums in the ancient world, host of the Isthmian Games (one of the Panhellenic Games of the ancient world, along with the Olympic, Pythian, and Nemean Games; the Isthmian Games were held every two years, the year before and the year after the Olympic Games), and a well-known sexual hot spot (a common Latin word for a prostitute was a “Corinthian Girl”).
The whole first part of this verse fits the behavior of many innkeepers: they were involved in hidden, shameful activities of all sorts, they lived crafty, deceitful lives, and they adulterated the wine they served to make more money for themselves. In comparison to those kinds of people, Paul writes that he does not live like that, and does not adulterate the Word of God, i.e., water it down to where it is not the Word but is something false.
[For more on inns and innkeepers, see commentary on Rom. 12:13, “In regard to hospitality.”]
2Co 4:4
“god of this age.” This phrase emphasizes the Slanderer’s rulership over this age and the worship associated with it. It is used only one time (2 Cor. 4:4), and frankly, the general Christian teaching that “God is in control,” and “The Devil can only do what God allows him to do,” has obscured the powerful meaning of this phrase.
The Bible does not use the word “god,” lightly or haphazardly. In Greek, it is theos, the same word that is used for our God and Father. Since in Greek, the word theos is not capitalized when referring to our God (unlike what we do in English), if we made English words like the Greek words, we would say either “god and Father” and “god of this age,” or “God and Father” and “God of this age.” The point is that, by using the word “god” for the Devil, our God is giving us a glimpse into the tremendous power and control he exercises over the world—a control that is obvious when we stop and think about it. Famines, floods, hurricanes, tsunamis, tornadoes, epidemics, hatred and wars, envy, and murder—these are all engineered by the “god of this age.” And that is just one part of his power. From behind the scenes he manipulates people to do his will and is so powerful that it is safe to say that almost no one has a truly carefree life. Evil, hatred, jealousy, envy, and the use and abuse of people are everywhere, all promoted by the “god of this age.”
Another thing the phrase “god of this age” brings into focus is his insatiable desire for worship. The Slanderer has so manipulated the things of this life that he directly and indirectly gets worship from many sources. Some people directly worship him as Satan or as another “ungodly god” that he has invented and elevated to the top of a pantheon of lesser gods, such as Zeus, Odin, or Ra. Sometimes he is worshiped as an idol. Sometimes he is indirectly worshiped by people who are awed by, and then dedicated to, power, fame, wealth, or just the glitz and glitter of the world.
The word “age” (sometimes mistranslated as “world”) is aion. While it is true that aion refers to an age, a period of time, the meaning is actually much deeper. It refers to the spiritual and moral climate of a time, the characteristics that mark the age. In restaurant terms, it means “atmosphere.” The Devil is the god in control of the “atmosphere” of our world, its spiritual and moral climate, and its physical activities (see commentary on Eph. 2:2).[footnoteRef:2193] Because aion does not just refer to time, but to the character or atmosphere of the time period, “world” is not a bad translation of aion in some contexts. Nevertheless, the word aion does communicate that the rulership of the Slanderer is limited to this “age,” and not the next, whereas the “world” will continue. Another reason for translating aion as “age,” and not “world” in this verse is that John 12:31 calls the Slanderer the “ruler of this world,” and in that verse, “world” is the Greek word kosmos, which does mean “world.” [2193:  Also, W. E. Vine, Lexicon; R. C. Trench, Synonyms, 217-18.] 

It is unfortunate that most people are not aware of the “spiritual atmosphere” that surrounds them. They think “This is just the way life is.” A major goal of the Devil is to make the “atmosphere” we are immersed in ungodly so that people are led into ungodliness, and live in it without being aware of it or having any desire to change it. A good example is a person who watches sitcoms on TV daily and thinks that cutting people down with words and being sarcastic toward others is simply the way to communicate. Only when we are aware that the Devil creates the atmosphere that we live in do we become aware of it, not live according to it, and try to change it.
[For more on the age we live in, see commentary on Rom. 12:2. For other names of the Slanderer (the Devil) and what they mean, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.” For more on the Devil being the ruler of the world and how he got that power, see commentary on Luke 4:6.]
“and shining forth.” The Greek text in this verse contains the figure of speech amphibologia, or double meaning.[footnoteRef:2194] The double meaning arises from the phrase mē augasai ton phōtismon, which can be understood to mean, “lest [they] see the light” or “lest the light shine.” Most modern versions go with the first translation, as, for example, the NIV, “so that they cannot see the light.” The ASV, KJV, and Darby’s translation, on the other hand, understand the phrase in the second sense. In reality, both are true. The Devil desires to keep unbelievers from seeing the light, and to keep them from shining this light forth, once they are illuminated by the face of Christ. [2194:  Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 804-06, “amphibologia.”] 

[See Word Study: “Amphibologia.”]
“the image of God.” For more on the image of God, see commentary on Genesis 1:27.
2Co 4:6
“to give us the light.” The pros (#4314 πρός) in this verse indicates purpose, “in order to provide illumination.”[footnoteRef:2195] [2195:  Cf. Kistemaker, New Testament Commentary.] 

“in the face of Jesus Christ.” This idea builds from the subject in chapter 3, and in a way, brings it to a climax. 2 Corinthians 3:7 speaks of the glory of the Old Covenant, which was reflected in the face of Moses. That glory, though it was passing away (2 Cor. 3:13), and not even glorious compared to what we today have in the glory of the ministry of righteousness (2 Cor. 3:10), was so bright that Israel could not look on Moses’ face. 2 Corinthians 3:18 says that as we look at the Lord Jesus, we reflect the glory that shines from him and are transformed into that same glory. When Moses saw the glory of God, that glory was reflected on his face and was so bright it frightened the people of Israel (see commentary on 2 Cor. 3:7). Now we have the opportunity to see and reflect the glory of God, which is not seen by looking upon the face of Moses, but looking at the face of Jesus Christ. We must look at Jesus to reflect the glory of God.
2Co 4:7
“this treasure.” The treasure is the “knowledge” of the glory of God (2 Cor. 4:6).
“in earthen vessels.” It is likely that Paul wrote that because he was being attacked and part of the attack focused on human actions and weaknesses he had, such as that he was not a classically trained speaker, something that was valued in Greek society (2 Cor. 11:6).
“so that the exceeding greatness of the power will be of God, and not from ourselves.” The great knowledge that Christians have is a treasure “in earthen vessels,” a statement that emphasizes the weakness of the vessel, i.e., us humans. Too often, however, we humans think and act as if our human weakness and limitations somehow limit God. We say, “If only I had more money I could do (whatever).” Or we say that about more help, or a bigger building, or better electronics, or, or, or. While of course that may be true to some extent, we must never forget what the Lord told Paul: “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power reaches its fulfillment in weakness” (2 Cor. 12:9; and see the REV commentary on 2 Cor. 12:9). We certainly see that demonstrated over and over again in Scripture. Very seldom do God’s people seem to have worldly superiority in life and in war. God has managed to bring victory out of the most dire-looking circumstances (such as when Gideon took 300 men against an army of 135,000), and He will continue to do so if we simply stay faithful to Him and pray and let Him work.
2Co 4:10
“carrying around in our body the putting to death of Jesus.” 2 Corinthians 4:10 seems to have a couple of meanings. One certainly is that as Jesus suffered while he lived and was eventually put to death, so Paul and his companions suffer in their journey, which will end in death one way or another. Paul suffered in many and various ways (see commentary on 2 Cor. 4:12). But also the vocabulary of the verse seems to point in some degree to the “putting to death” of Jesus, that is, the process of suffering before death. Lenski[footnoteRef:2196] points out that “the putting to death of Jesus” makes Jesus the object of the phrase instead of the subject. Both constructions are grammatically acceptable, and both make sense, it just seems to be more in line with the subject matter being discussed to make the putting to death the subject and Jesus the object of the phrase. [2196:  R. C. H. Lenski, The Interpretation of St. Paul’s First and Second Epistles to the Corinthians, 978-79.] 

Given all that, it seems that in order to fully understand this verse, we must understand that Christ is still suffering. His death atoned for sin once and for all, but he is alive, and he is still suffering. Sometimes this is due to the purposeful actions of his enemies (“Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me?” Acts 9:4), and sometimes through ignorance, laziness, weakness, or other sins and faults by unbelievers and believers alike that hurt him, usually through hurting his Body. This suffering of ours that is also the suffering of Jesus is a theme in 2 Corinthians, and first appears in 2 Corinthians 1:5 where the sufferings of Jesus overflow into our lives, and are our sufferings.
“the life also of Jesus.” Just as we cannot understand the verse if we do not understand how we carry the putting to death of Jesus, we cannot understand it if we do not grasp what the life that he gives is (and makes publicly known through us). The “also” can make the verse somewhat difficult to understand, but it is necessary. If we were to conflate the verse, we could say, “always carrying around in our body the putting to death of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus, as well the death we are experiencing, can be made visible in our body.” In other words, Christians who are actively standing for the Word of God are always under pressure, and that is visible to others around us, but we also have to show that the life of Jesus is alive in us, giving us hope, a reason to live, and more. Too many times unbelievers see our problems and not our joy, or we try to hide the problems and pretend we are always “blessed.” The truth is that we are always bearing the suffering of Jesus, and should also be drawing life and joy from him, and people around us need to see both sides of our life.
It is not referring to the post-resurrection physical life of Jesus, although we certainly make known that Jesus is alive. The emphasis of this verse is that we reveal to others the “life,” the salvation and everlasting life (along with “real life,” a real sense of meaning and “being alive”) to others. This allows us to understand 2 Corinthians 4:12, in which death “keeps working” in the apostles, but life “keeps working” (the verb is understood in the sentence) in the Corinthians. As the ones being ministered to by Paul and his companions, the Corinthians kept getting to see and experience the life that flowed from Jesus via the sacrificial lives of the apostles. There would be a turnaround, of course. As the Corinthians matured in the faith and ministered to others, they would bear the burden and the dying of Jesus, while others would see and experience the “life” of Jesus that they provided.
2Co 4:12
“So then death keeps working in us, but life in you.” Paul is setting forth the position that he and his companions, such as Silas and Timothy (Acts 18:5; 2 Cor. 1:19), are constantly in danger of death and constantly in circumstances that are deleterious to good health. Paul’s daily life is difficult. He is “pressed on every side,” perplexed, persecuted, and struck down (2 Cor. 4:8-9). He constantly endures things such as hard work, pressures, hardships, distress, beatings, imprisonments and other “punishments,” riots, stonings, shipwrecks, dishonor, “evil reports,” sleepless nights, hunger, and worldly poverty. He lives in danger of death from all kinds of things in his journeys, including rivers, robbers, and angry and deceitful Jews and offended Gentiles (2 Cor. 6:4-10; 11:23-26). But this “death” that keeps working in him produces “life” in those that he witnesses to and brings to Christ. Paul dies to himself to bring life to others. Philip Hughes writes, “It is the unconquerable life of the risen Jesus within that enables His servants willingly and perpetually to be handed over to death for His sake, in order that the same life of Christ may be kindled in the hearts of others, enabling them in turn to win others.”[footnoteRef:2197] [2197:  Philip Hughes, The Second Epistle to the Corinthians [NICNT], 145.] 

2Co 4:14
“to be with Jesus.” We have added “to be” in italics to best capture the meaning of the word “with,” and to avoid a misunderstanding about the phrase “raise us with Jesus.” The word “with” is sun (#4862 σύν), and means “in association with,” “in accompaniment with.” We will be raised to be with Jesus, to be in his company. The “with” here does not mean a temporal with, as in, “we were raised with Jesus, when he was raised.” The verb is future tense, we “will be” raised, hence, it is speaking of a future rising. As Kistemaker has written, “not that Jesus was raised again, but that Jesus as the firstfruits of all his people guarantees their resurrection (1 Cor. 15:20, 51, 53). Jesus will secure the glorious state of all believers and be with them in God’s presence (2 Cor. 11:2; Eph. 5:27; Col. 1:22; Jude 24).”[footnoteRef:2198] [2198:  Kistemaker, New Testament Commentary.] 

2Co 4:16
“our outward self is wasting away, yet our inner self is renewed day by day.” The “outward self” is the body of flesh, which is getting older and weaker with each passing year. The “inner self” is the real “you.” Philosophers have long debated the question, “What is the real ‘you’?” The “real you” is not the physical body, because that can and does change dramatically over time and can change radically and instantly if there is an accident such as a car wreck, shooting, etc. The “inner self” is the “you” that can talk to yourself. It is the invisible self that thinks and plans, and has desires and aspirations, and that has deep emotions and feels great joy in some circumstances but great pain in other circumstances, and that makes decisions about what to do. Paul speaks of the inner self in Romans 7:22-23 and Ephesians 3:16 and here in 2 Corinthians 4:16. In Romans 7:22-23, which is one sentence, what he calls his “inner self” in the first part of the sentence he refers to in short as “my mind” in the last part of the sentence.
It is very difficult to define or quantify the inner self, the “real you.” It does not reside in any single part of the body, but is intrinsically connected to the whole body. It is not the holy spirit in the person, or the soul. Some people believe that the “soul” is the real you, but the most common uses of “soul” are either as a way of describing an individual or describing the life force that animates both humans and animals. There are, however, times when the word “soul” is used to describe the inner self, the “inner individual” if you will, such as when a person talks to his “soul,” i.e., to himself (Luke 12:19).
Also, the “inner self” is not the gift of holy spirit that resides in the born-again believer. When a person becomes born again, the holy spirit is “born” (by an act of creation) in them. However, the wording of Ephesians 3:16 makes it clear that the holy spirit in the Christian is not their “inner self” because it is the inner self that is strengthened “by the spirit.” Furthermore, as was stated above, in the same sentence, Paul refers to his “inner self” as “my mind” (Rom. 7:22-23). Also, 2 Corinthians 4:16 says that the “inner self” is renewed day after day, but the holy spirit inside the believer does not need to be “renewed,” it is the mind that is carnal and gets worn down and needs to be “renewed.” The “inner self” is the real you, the self that makes the decisions and drives the thoughts and actions that we will be judged for on the Day of Judgment.
The “real you” is intrinsically and mysteriously connected with the whole body. This can be seen by a study of the body parts in the Bible. God speaks of them as producing thoughts, desires, attitudes and emotions, and yet it is not the physical organ that is the “inner self,” but that somehow the organs contribute to, and are interconnected with, the inner self. For example, the kidneys have information and are tested by God (Ps. 16:7; 26:2; Prov. 23:16; Rev. 2:23). The bowels are connected with our emotions and what we feel (Song 5:4; Isa. 16:11; 63:15; Jer. 4:19; 31:20; 2 Cor. 7:15; Phil. 1:8), and so is the liver (Lam. 2:11). The issues of life come from the heart (Prov. 4:23). God says the human being is amazingly and wonderfully made (Ps. 139:14), and that is clearly evident in studying the relationship between the bodily organs and the inner self.
So, Romans, 2 Corinthians, and Ephesians each give us different information about our “inner self.” In Romans 7:22-23 we learn that our mind is part of the “inner self,” and although our mind delights in the law of God and wants to be obedient, there are members of our flesh body that war against our mind and bring us captive to sin (which is why we sin although we don’t want to). Then, 2 Corinthians 4:16 shows us that our mind can experience a renewal every day. Paul’s body was getting older and weaker, but his “inner self” was being renewed every day, and committed Christians can experience that same daily renewal. Then, from Ephesians 3:16 we learn that the “inner self” is strengthened by the gift of holy spirit as it works in us in its many ways. Some of those ways a Christian can “feel,” such as when they speak in tongues, or prophesy, or receive clear revelation via the spirit, and occasionally a Christian may be able to sense the holy spirit actually empowering their body. Other times we must simply trust that the Bible is accurate when it says that God works in us both to want to do, and to do, His good pleasure (Phil. 2:13), and we know that God usually works in us via His gift of holy spirit. Christians should pray the same prayer that Paul did, that Christians would be strengthened with power in their inner man by means of the spirit of God.
Here in 2 Corinthians 4, Paul and his companions are going through some very difficult physical circumstances (2 Cor. 4:8-12). Yet the light has shined in Paul’s heart (2 Cor. 4:6), and he is excited to be able to speak the Word of God to people, knowing that one day he will be raised from the dead and be with Christ, and also that the Good News of the grace of God is spreading to more and more people (2 Cor. 4:13-15). Given those things, Paul was not discouraged. His outward body was getting weaker, but his inner self, his mind, was being renewed day after day, and the renewing of the mind in 2 Corinthians 4:16 is similar to the renewing of the mind mentioned in Romans 12:2, which uses the same Greek root word (except Romans uses a noun and Corinthians uses a verb). Paul is encouraged and excited about life and what the Lord is doing in him and in the world, and his “inner self” was being renewed by that.
[For more on the “inner self,” see commentary on Rom. 7:22. For more on “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
2Co 4:18
“we do not look at the things that are seen, but at the things that are not seen.” The things that are seen are the things around us in life, both positive and negative, but they are all temporary and will pass away. In contrast, the things that are not seen are the things that God promises us for the future; many wonderful things that the Bible does not even fully describe. This idea is repeated in 2 Corinthians 5:7, “for we walk by trust, not by sight.”
 
2 Corinthians Chapter 5
2Co 5:1
“we know that.” This verse, 2 Corinthians 5:1, shows that it is possible to be confident of one’s salvation. A person gets saved by trusting that Jesus is Lord and that God has raised him from among the dead (Rom. 10:9). That is easy to do. Paul and Timothy, who are mentioned in 2 Corinthians 1:1, knew they were saved, and every believer can also know that. Christians do not have to be in fear or doubt that they will be saved.
[For more on knowing we will be saved, see commentary on 1 John 3:2.]
“our tent.” The Greek is the genitive of apposition and reads “the house of our tent,” where the house and the tent are the same thing. Our earthly body is called a “tent” because it is so temporary in nature. Paul’s use of “tent” here is purposeful. While he lived in Corinth he was a tentmaker (Acts 18:3), and the Christians in Corinth would have known that.
“here on earth.” The Greek is epigeios (#1919 ἐπίγειος) and means existing upon the earth, earthly, terrestrial. It is an expression of locality, not of character, as if “earthly” were contrasted to “godly,” or some such. Our house, our tent, is here on earth.
“in the heavens.” How we could currently have a “building” “in the heavens” has been a point of major dispute among theologians. A very viable way of understanding the verse, but one that flies in the face of tradition, is that the “building” is our new body, which is everlasting and not just a “tent,” and that the Greek phrase “in the heavens” is not locative, but is qualitative, that is, it means “heavenly.”[footnoteRef:2199] That would make sense and fit with 1 Corinthians 15:42-44; Philippians 3:21, and 1 John 3:2, that we will have a spiritual body like Christ’s body. Thus 2 Corinthians 5:1 would be saying that if our earthly body is destroyed, we have a heavenly body to take its place. [2199:  Murray J. Harris, The Second Epistle to the Corinthians [NIGTC], 369-380.] 

2Co 5:2
“while we are in this tent we continually groan.” The verb “groan” is in the present active. We groan and groan. Life on this fallen earth is very hard, and so Christians groan to be with Christ and in their new bodies.
2Co 5:3
“after we are clothed, we will not be found naked.” When Christ comes back, Christians will be changed and get a new body. After Christians are clothed with their new body, they will not be found naked, “unclothed,” which we can tell from the next verse, 2 Corinthians 5:4, means dead. Everyone alive is clothed with a temporary tent. We look forward to being clothed from heaven. We do not want to be “unclothed,” that is, naked, dead.
2Co 5:4
“not that we want to be unclothed, but to be clothed.” There are three states in this verse: alive now in an earthly tent; “unclothed”; and “clothed” from heaven. Paul does not want to be “unclothed,” that is, dead, but “clothed” in his new body, the building from heaven. Verses such as this one show that a person does not go to heaven when they die because when they die they are “unclothed,” dead, and not clothed and in heaven (see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:8).
We can understand the verse better by looking at it phrase by phrase: “For indeed, we who are in this tent” [that is, alive in our frail human tent-body] “continually groan, being burdened” [living Christians groan to be with Christ and have their new body], “not that we want to be unclothed” [“unclothed” means “dead,” with neither a human “tent” body or a new glorious body from heaven], “but to be clothed” [that is, clothed in his new immortal body]; “so that what is mortal” [the earthly body] “is swallowed up by life” [that is, the immortal body].
Philippians 1:21-23 presents the same three possibilities as 2 Corinthians 5, but uses different vocabulary. In Philippians, the three choices are life in this earthly body, death, and being with Christ which is “far better.”
2Co 5:5
“prepared.” The Greek is to katergazomai (#2716 κατεργάζομαι), and one of the meanings is to cause to be well prepared, prepare someone.[footnoteRef:2200] The Christian is well prepared for receiving a new, everlasting body. [2200:  BDAG Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “κατεργάζομαι.”] 

“God.” The position of “God” in the sentence in Greek makes it emphatic. Our future clothing has nothing to do with us. We are prepared by God; we will be clothed by God. The crowning experience of the believer, a new body, is all of God; all we did was to accept the invitation.
“down payment.” The gift of holy spirit is the down payment or first installment of the full payment that is to come, that full payment being our full salvation; when we have new, everlasting bodies and live with Christ forever. See commentary on Ephesians 1:14.
2Co 5:6
“confident.” The Greek is tharrheō (#2292 θαρρέω), and in this context, it refers to being confident, drawing courage from what we know to be truth. The BDAG Greek-English Lexicon defines tharrheō as “to have certainty in a matter; be confident, be courageous” and gives 2 Corinthians 5:6 and 5:8 as examples.[footnoteRef:2201] Friberg’s Analytical Lexicon notes that when tharrheō is referring to an attitude, it is “be confident” or “be cheerful,” and when it is about a manner of approaching something it refers to being bold or courageous.[footnoteRef:2202] [2201:  BDAG, s.v. “θαρρέω.”]  [2202:  Friberg, s.v. “θαρρέω.”] 

It is important to notice that Paul has repeated the word “confident” twice in the sentence, which, in the Greek text, starts in 2 Cor. 5:6 and ends in 2 Cor. 5:8. When it comes to what happens when we die, we must have confidence in what God says and courage to face our mortality and the situations that confront us in life, because we cannot know about spiritual truths concerning life after death from the world around us.
2Co 5:7
“for we walk.” It is unhelpful in our study of the Bible that 2 Corinthians 5:7 was made into a verse and was not left as the end of 2 Corinthians 5:6. Verses 6 and 7 are one thought: “Therefore we are always confident—even though we know that while we remain at home in the body we are away from home; away from the Lord—for we walk by trust and not by sight.” The point is that Paul is confident that he will eventually be with the Lord because he walks by trust, that is, he trusts what God says. The word “walk” is idiomatic for living life. Walking was so fundamental to ancient life that “walk” came to mean “live life.” Thus the verse could be translated “for we live our lives by trust, not by sight.”
“trust.” The Greek is pistis (#4102 πίστις), a noun. In both ancient secular Greek and in the Bible, pistis means “trust, confidence, assurance.” The word “trust” is preferred in the REV. When the people of the first century got the letters of Paul, they did not think, “Wow, Paul must have invented a new word. What is pistis?” The Greek word pistis was in common use in the Greek language and had been for centuries. It is in the writings of the Greeks, including Aristotle, Plato, Herodotus, etc. The first definition of pistis in the Liddell and Scott Greek-English Lexicon is “trust in others.”[footnoteRef:2203] [2203:  Liddell and Scott, Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “πίστις.”] 

When the Greek New Testament was translated into Latin, fides was the natural choice as a translation of pistis, because fides means “trust, confidence, reliance, belief.” So where Greek Bibles have pistis, Latin Bibles have fides. As the English language developed, the English word “faith” came from the Latin word fides. Despite the fact that a lot of Christians are confused about “faith,” there is nothing mysterious about pistis, fides, or “faith.” We know what trust is. Merriam-Webster defines it as “assured reliance on the character, ability, strength, or truth of someone or something.”[footnoteRef:2204] [2204:  Merriam-Webster Dictionary] 

A lot of the reason there is confusion about “faith,” is the definition of “faith” changed in the Middle Ages. The ancient (and biblical) definition of pistis differs from the modern definition of “faith.” If both pistis and fides mean “trust,” how did “faith” come to be defined in our modern culture as “firm belief in something for which there is no proof”?[footnoteRef:2205] The actual historical process is long and tedious, but the concept is simple. The Church asked people to trust doctrines that were neither logical nor clearly backed up by Scripture. For example, one such doctrine is “transubstantiation”; the doctrine that the “host” (bread) and wine that are used in Roman Catholic Mass become the body and blood of Christ is not logical, nor is it backed up with solid Scriptural exegesis. Priests know this, and so they ask people to “Take it by faith,” meaning, “Believe this even though there is no proof.” That happened with enough doctrines that over time, “belief in something for which there is no proof” became the accepted definition of “faith.” This is especially harmful because people then import that made-up definition of “faith” back into the Bible, although that is not what “faith” means when used in the Bible. [2205:  Merriam-Webster Dictionary, s.v. “faith.”] 

There is nothing wrong with “take it by faith (trust)” if there is actually something (such as a promise) to trust. When Jesus told the blind man that if he washed in the Pool of Siloam he would be healed, the blind man had “faith” in Jesus, that is, he trusted Jesus and his promise, so he washed and was given sight by a miracle. However, if there is nothing to trust in and nothing “trustworthy” to believe, then asking people to “take it by faith” is wrong, and contributes to the misunderstanding of God and the Bible. Biblical “faith” is neither magic, nor unreasonable, nor illogical. It is simply trust.
The way God designed the human mind, we only trust things when there is a reason to trust them. We cannot “just trust” something that does not make sense. For example, if a stranger comes to our house, we cannot, “just trust” him. There may be something about him that gives us some confidence so we decide to take a risk and let him in, but we do not “trust” him yet. True trust develops over time. Jesus never asked anyone to trust he was the Messiah without proof. He healed the sick, raised the dead, did miracles, and he asked people to believe the miracles that he did (John 10:38). Similarly, God does not ask us to believe Him without proof. He has left many evidences that He exists and that His Word is true. Thus when God asks us to have faith, He is not asking us to believe something without proof. God proves Himself to us, and because of that we trust Him, that is, we have faith. If we are going to please God, we have to trust Him, which means trusting what He says (cf. Heb. 11:6). It seems D. Elton Trueblood said it well when he said, “Faith is not belief without proof, but trust without reservation.”
When it comes to spiritual realities, such as what happens when a person dies, the only truly reliable source is God and His Word. The wise Christian learns to live his life by trusting God, and not relying only on what he sees in the world around him.
[For more on faith and trust, see Appendix 2: “‘Faith’ is ‘Trust.’” For more information on the difference between “faith” and the “manifestation of faith,” see commentary on 1 Cor. 12:9.]
2Co 5:8
“we are confident.” 2 Corinthians 5:8 has been used to try to show that people go to heaven when they die, but that is not what the verse is saying. Paul is saying that he would prefer to be out of his mortal body and be at home with the Lord, and that is something that most Christians want also. But most Christians make the mistake of thinking that when a person dies they are immediately out of their body and home with the Lord, and that is not what happens and not what 2 Corinthians 5:8 is saying. A person is out of their body and home with the Lord when the Lord comes for his Church because that is when dead Christians are raised and living Christians are changed. What Paul is confident of, and would prefer over being alive in his natural body or being dead, is the Lord coming and the Rapture occurring.
The message of Scripture from Genesis to Revelation is that when a person dies, they are dead in every sense of the word, with no conscious awareness. Dead people will be raised at the Rapture or a resurrection. This is contrary to the teaching of traditional Christianity, which says that when a person dies, their soul (or spirit) immediately goes to heaven or hell. Through the centuries, Christians have focused on a few verses of Scripture to support their claim that dead Christians are alive in heaven, and 2 Corinthians 5:8 is one of those verses.
In 2 Corinthians 5:8, Paul said, “We would prefer to be away from the body and home with the Lord.” But at what point is a Christian home with the Lord? Christians will be at home with the Lord sometime in the future when the Lord comes and gets us. Jesus Christ will come down from heaven, shout, and the trumpet will blow. At that time dead Christians will come out of the ground in new bodies and join the Lord in the air. Also, the Christians who are still alive on earth will immediately change, receive new everlasting bodies, and meet the Lord in the air (1 Cor. 15:51-53; 1 Thess. 4:16-17). So in 2 Corinthians 5:8, the apostle Paul is saying, “Look, I am living a tough life, and I would prefer to be at home with the Lord.” A lot of Christians today feel the same way, and they will be at home with the Lord at the Rapture, when Jesus comes from heaven to get us.
To better understand that 2 Corinthians 5:8 is not saying we are at home with the Lord at the moment of our death, it is important to read it in its context. As we read, we will see that Paul speaks of three possibilities for the believer. One is being alive in our earthly “tent,” our natural body. Another is being clothed with our house from heaven, our new body, and the third is being “naked,” “unclothed,” which is being dead. But traditional Christianity leaves out the part about being dead. According to traditional Christianity, a saved person is either in their earthly tent or in their heavenly house. At no time are they “naked,” i.e., dead. But Paul clearly has the three alternatives: being alive in a natural body; being dead (“naked”); and being clothed with a heavenly house, which will happen when the Lord returns.
In 2 Corinthians 5:1, Paul refers to the human body as a “tent” because it is temporary. Paul writes, “we know that if our house here on earth, our tent, is destroyed, we have a building from God.” Paul’s contrast between the “tent” we live in now, and the “building” from God is very important. Our body is called a “tent” because it is temporary, but in contrast, the new body we will receive is like Christ’s glorious body (Phil. 3:21) and is everlasting, so it is a “building.” The “building” we receive from God is a body—our new incorruptible body—not a disembodied spirit state, as traditional Christianity teaches. But when do we receive that new body?
When we study the Bible on the subject of the dead, we learn that no one receives a new body until the Rapture or the resurrections. God promises that each Christian will have a new body, but not until the Lord comes for us and we are raised from the dead (1 Cor. 15:42-44; 1 Thess. 4:15-17).
It is very important when reading the verses on being raised from the dead that we pay attention to the word “dead.” When a person dies, they are “dead,” lifeless. They are not “alive but in a spirit body” as most Christians believe. The Bible teaches that death is really death—the person is dead in every way. This is why death is an enemy—it cuts us off from life, God, and everything we love (1 Cor. 15:26).
Death really is death in every way, so when verses such as 1 Thessalonians 4:16 says, “the dead in Christ will rise,” it is making a clear and straightforward statement: the people are dead but they will rise from the dead and be made alive again. Although traditional Christianity teaches that verses such as 1 Thessalonians 4:16 are teaching that “dead” Christians are alive in heaven and will be rejoined with a body when the body is raised from the grave, that is simply not what the verse says. The Bible says “the dead” will get up, not “living spirits will rejoin dead bodies.” There is no verse—none—that says that dead bodies rise and then be united with their living spirits.
The context of Corinthians continues with 2 Corinthians 5:2 saying that while we are alive in our natural bodies we groan and long for our habitation from heaven, but like verse 1, verse 2 in no way states that when we die we immediately receive a new body. In fact, as we will see, 2 Corinthians 5:3 says just the opposite: when we die we are naked.
Understanding 2 Corinthians 5:3-4 is vital to properly understand this section in Corinthians. 2 Corinthians 5:3 says, “because truly, after we are clothed, we will not be found naked.” “Naked” means “dead.” We are not “naked” while we are alive. When we are alive, we are either in our earthly “tent” (2 Cor. 5:1), or we are in our next house, the building from heaven that we groan for, which is our new body. For most Christians, there is a time between when they are in their earthly tent and when they are in their house from heaven, and during that time they are dead; according to Paul they are “naked,” they are “unclothed.” The general experience for most Christians is life, death, then the return of the Lord, and getting up from the dead, and those three experiences are covered in 2 Corinthians 5:1-3. So, in summarizing the first three verses of 2 Corinthians 5 we see that in verse 1 people who are alive have a “house,” a “tent.” Then verse 2 says that while we are in our house we continually groan. Then verse 3 points out that when we are “clothed,” which will happen when we get our new house, our new body, we will not be found naked. So we can conclude that living people are clothed but dead people are naked. But if people immediately went from being clothed in an earthly tent when alive on earth to being clothed with a heavenly house when they died, then no one would ever be “naked.”
2 Corinthians 5:4 then makes the point that we should not want to die. Paul repeats that while we are in this earthly body we groan, but even so, he says that we don’t want to be “unclothed” (“naked”). As difficult as this life is, we do not want to be “unclothed,” that is, dead. Instead, what we want is stated in the last part of 2 Corinthians 5:4, that “what is mortal is swallowed up by life.” Our mortality is swallowed up by life when the Lord returns. At that time we receive everlasting bodies and we are finally at home with the Lord. Our new bodies will be wonderful indeed, as Paul wrote: “So it is with the resurrection of the dead. It [our earthly body] is sown in corruption, it is raised in incorruption. It is sown in dishonor, it is raised in glory. It is sown in weakness, it is raised in power” (1 Cor. 15:42-43).
We might well ask, “How can we know that God will raise us from the dead and give us new, everlasting bodies?” The answer is that God guarantees it. Continuing our reading of 2 Corinthians 5:1-8, we now come to verse 5, which says that God gave us the gift of holy spirit “as a deposit, guaranteeing what is to come.” We can see why God guaranteed that He would raise believers from the dead. Death is scary, but we can have confidence that God will raise us from the dead because He guaranteed it and He never lies (Titus 1:2).
2 Corinthians 5:6 opens with Paul saying that he is confident. Confident of what? Confident of what he has been saying, that Christians are guaranteed to receive a house from heaven. We do not know when the Lord will return, and we may die before he does and so become “naked,” but no matter when the Lord returns we will get up in new bodies, and we can be confident of that. Then 2 Corinthians 5:7 reminds us that we must live by faith. Death may be scary, but we must trust God that He will raise us from death in brand new bodies like Christ’s body (Phil. 3:21).
2 Corinthians 5:8 opens with Paul repeating “we are confident,” that is, confident that God will raise the dead in new bodies. Then Paul says that we would “prefer instead to be away from this house, out of the body, and to be at home with the Lord.” Yes, we would prefer to be out of our fallen earthly bodies and be home with the Lord, but how would that happen? It would happen if the Lord would return, and we do not get to determine that; the Lord will come when he comes. 2 Corinthians 5:1-7 has been setting forth the three possibilities we have in life: being in our earthly tent, being dead, or being with the Lord. Given those choices of course we would prefer being with the Lord. In verse 8, Paul, who is alive, said he would prefer being with the Lord. We understand that and would prefer that too.
Traditional Christianity ignores the context of verse 8 and acts as if there are only two choices: being in our earthly body or being at home with the Lord. But the verse does not say there are only two choices; Paul is alive, in his earthly house, and he says he would “prefer” to be at home with the Lord, which will happen when the Lord comes. Traditional Christianity teaches he will be at home with the Lord when he dies. That is not correct, the context states that when he dies he will be “naked,” “unclothed,” and he clearly does not want that.
Seen in its full context, 2 Corinthians 5:8 is both simple and beautiful. Paul is alive in his earthly body and his life is difficult. So, although he is “confident” that he will be raised from the dead if he were to die, he would “prefer” for the Lord to come back so he could be at home with the Lord.
[For more on the dead being dead and not alive in any way, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.”]
“prefer.” The Greek is eudokeō (#2106 εὐδοκέω), and it means to consider something as good and therefore worthy of choice. The meaning includes “want, decide, choose” depending on the context.[footnoteRef:2206] Given his choice of the three states of being, alive in this earthly body, dead, or being with the Lord, Paul would prefer to leave his earthly body and be at home with the Lord in his new body, which he will get when the Lord returns. [2206:  BDAG and EDNT, s.v. “εὐδοκέω.”] 

“instead.” The Greek is mallon (#3123 μᾶλλον), which in this context marks the object of greater preference. Thus “rather” or “instead” (cf. NJB). Paul is “confident” in the promises of God about his future, but he would prefer instead to actually be in his new everlasting body.
“to be away from this home.” The Greek is ekdēmeō (#1553 ἐκδημέω), and it refers to movement from one geographical area to another: to leave one’s home or place of residence and go to another. It is a very appropriate word for the movement that Christians will see at the Rapture from their old body (or the grave) to the new place of everlasting residence.
“to be at home.” The Greek is endēmeō (#1736 ἐνδημέω), and it refers to being or staying at home, being among one’s own people, to live in one’s own country. It implies having a fixed place to live, which will certainly be the case when we get our new everlasting bodies. We will “be at home” with the Lord.
2Co 5:9
“And so we also.” The Greek dio in this context means “and so,”[footnoteRef:2207] or “That is why.”[footnoteRef:2208] In this context, those phrases are basically equivalent. [2207:  Ralph Martin, 2 Corinthians, [WBC]; Moule, An Idiom Book of New Testament Greek, 164.]  [2208:  Murray Harris, The Second Epistle to the Corinthians [NIGTC], 403.] 

“make it our aim.” The Greek verb is philotimeomai (#5389 φιλοτιμέομαι), and it means to have as an aim, to have as a driving ambition;[footnoteRef:2209] to consider it an honor. In this context, Paul states that to be pleasing to the Lord is his aim, his driving ambition. [2209:  Cf. Ann Nyland, The Source New Testament, 340.] 

“whether at home or away from home, to be pleasing to him.” At first reading, this verse can be confusing. We know we can do things that displease God in this life. But why would the verse say that we make it our aim to be pleasing to Him when we are “away from home,” which the context makes clear is when we are in our new bodies and home with the Lord? The answer is in verse 10, that the reference to being away from “home” (i.e., away from our earthly body) is referring to the time immediately after the Rapture when we stand before the Judgment Seat of Christ and are judged for what we have done in our body.
This verse is indeed very important instruction for Christians because we want to live in a way that pleases the Lord now, and we want to live in such a way that the Lord will be pleased with us on the Day of Judgment. The Bible makes it clear that each person will be judged for the things he has done while living life on earth, and some people will be rewarded and some punished (see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10).
2Co 5:10
“must.” The Greek word is dei (#1163 δεῖ) and refers to what is necessary. “Must” is a good translation. We cannot avoid or decline the Judgment. God created us for His purposes, not our own, and each person has a moral obligation to serve the Creator. At the Judgment, God will repay people for the good or evil they have done.
“be exposed.” The Greek word is phaneroō (#5319 φανερόω), to be made manifest, to be revealed, to be exposed. Furthermore, it is in the passive voice, so it is not something that we do, but something that is done to us. Philip Hughes catches the implication of the word: “To be made manifest means not just to appear, but to be laid bare, stripped of every outward facade of respectability, and openly revealed in the full and true reality of one’s character. All our hypocrisies and concealments, all our secret, intimate sins of thought and deed, will be open to the scrutiny of Christ….”[footnoteRef:2210] [2210:  Philip Hughes, The Second Epistle to the Corinthians [NICNT], 180.] 

“judgment seat of Christ.” Jesus Christ will do the actual judging, but God is the authority behind the judgment. For an explanation of why the judgment seat is sometimes referred to as the judgment seat of Christ, and at other times the judgment seat of God, see commentary on Romans 14:10.
The Greek word translated “judgment seat” is bēma (#968 βῆμα). There are some people who believe that a bēma is a place where only rewards are given out. This is incorrect. The bēma of Christ will be a “judgment seat” in the common sense of the word. Vine’s is very helpful in understanding bēma: “Primarily, a step, a pace (akin to bainō, to go), as in Acts 7:5, translated ‘to set (his foot) on...[it]’ was used to denote a raised place or platform, reached by steps...[and] from the platform, orations were made. The word became used for a tribune, two of which were provided in the law courts of Greece, one for the accuser and one for the defendant; [then] it was applied to the tribunal of a Roman magistrate or ruler.”[footnoteRef:2211] [2211:  Vine, The Expanded Vine’s Expository Dictionary, s.v. “judgment-seat,” 612.] 

The uses of bēma in the New Testament make its meaning clear: it is used as a place for the foot (Acts 7:5), it is used as a place from which to speak to people (Acts 12:21), and it is used as a judgment seat (Matt. 27:19; John 19:13; Acts 18:12,16,17; 25:6,10,17; Rom. 14:10; 2 Cor. 5:10). The fact that Jesus Christ was sentenced to death from a bēma, and that the Jews brought Paul to Gallio’s bēma for trial (Acts 18:12, 16, 17) shows that it was not just a place for oration and rewards.
“in.” In this verse, the body is shown to be the vehicle for the actions of the person’s will. The Greek word is not en (in) but dia (through, by means of), although “in” conveys the point. It is not only what a person does “in” the body, but what is done through the body that will be openly exposed. This would include allowing demon spirits entrance to our bodies and working evil through us. We need to be in control of ourselves and think and live in a godly way.
“good or evil.” The traditional and orthodox belief that when a saved person dies they go right to heaven and live there forever has obscured the clear meaning of this verse and others like it. It has also obscured a major reason God gives in His Word that we should be obedient to Him. To clearly understand what will happen to a person in the future, it is essential we understand the difference between salvation and rewards. “Salvation” refers to being saved; i.e., having everlasting life. “Rewards” refers to being given rewards for the way we have lived in this life.
When it comes to salvation, either a person is saved or is not saved. On the Day of Judgment, a person who is not saved will be thrown into the Lake of Fire and burned up (Rev. 20:11-15. Also see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire”). In contrast, a person who is saved will have everlasting life and will live in Jesus’ Kingdom on earth. But not everyone who gets saved will have the same rewards in the Kingdom. Our rewards will differ, depending on how we live this life.
The Bible does not teach that people who are saved will be in heaven forever. What it teaches is that Jesus Christ will come down from heaven to the earth, fight and win the Battle of Armageddon, and set up his kingdom on earth, which will fill the whole earth (see Dan. 2:35, 44; and Rev. 19:11-21. Also see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth”). Jesus will set up his palace in the newly rebuilt Jerusalem, and reign for 1,000 years (Rev. 20:1-5); he will reign over all the earth with a “rod of iron” (Ps. 2:9; Rev. 2:27; 12:5; 19:15 KJV). Many scholars refer to this 1,000-year kingdom as the “Millennial Kingdom.” After the 1,000 years are over there will be a great war (Rev. 20:7-10). Then there will be the second resurrection (Rev. 20:11-13), and after that, the Everlasting City, the New Jerusalem, will come from heaven to earth, and the saved will live forever in that city (Rev. 21:1-4).
When Christ sets up his Millennial Kingdom on earth and rules the earth from Jerusalem, Christ’s kingdom will be a “kingdom” in the true sense of the word, with every kind of job that is done in any kingdom. If we ask the question, “What will people do in heaven forever?” the Bible does not have an answer. The reason for that is simple: people will not be in heaven forever. But if we ask, “What does the Bible say people will do on earth in the Kingdom of Christ?” then we get lots of clear answers. For one thing, there will be people assigned to rule and administer with Christ (Isa. 1:26; 32:1; Jer. 3:15; 23:4; Ezek. 44:24; Matt. 19:28; 2 Tim. 2:12; Rev. 2:26). The apostles understood this, and James and John boldly asked Jesus if one of them could sit on his right side, and one on his left, in his kingdom. They were asking to be Jesus’ second and third in command, a request that made the other apostles angry, no doubt at the possibility of them getting a lesser position in the Kingdom. Jesus told them that the positions of authority in his kingdom would be given by God (Mark 10:35-41).
The Bible specifically mentions many jobs in Christ’s Kingdom on earth, some having more honor, some having less. These include:
· builders (Isa. 54:12; 60:10; 61:4; Jer. 30:18; Ezek. 36:10, 33; Amos 9:14).
· farmers (Isa. 30:23-24; 32:20; 61:5; 62:9; Ezek. 36:9, 34; 48:19; Amos 9:13).
· herdsmen (Isa. 30:23-24; 60:6-7; 61:5; Jer. 31:12).
· vinedressers and vintners (Isa. 25:6; 62:8; Jer. 31:5; Amos 9:13).
· metalworkers (Isa. 2:4; 60:17; Mic. 4:3).
· fishermen (Ezek. 47:10).
· landscapers (Isa. 60:13).
· servants (Isa. 14:2).
· cleanup duties and gravediggers (Isa. 9:5; Ezek. 39:14-15) (There will be death in the Millennial Kingdom because “natural people” will live there, people who survived the Tribulation and Armageddon and whom Christ allowed into the Kingdom; Matt. 25:31-46; Isa. 65:20. After the 1,000-year Millennial Kingdom comes the Everlasting Kingdom, which includes the New Jerusalem that comes down from heaven (Rev. 21:2ff). There will be no death in the Everlasting Kingdom).
The Bible does not name every job in the future Kingdom of Christ. Enough are named to show us that the Kingdom will be similar in diversity and needs to the earthly kingdoms and nations of today. When we understand that our future life will be in Christ’s Kingdom on earth, we get a much clearer picture of how we can be rewarded or punished in the future. We are finally in a position to understand how a person can “be repaid for the things done in the body, according to what he has made a practice of doing, whether good or evil” (2 Cor. 5:10).
The process of God’s judgment is quite straightforward and comes in two stages: a judgment for salvation and a judgment for rewards. First, each person is either saved or unsaved. The unsaved will burn up in the Lake of Fire and be gone, while the saved have everlasting life and so they will be judged for rewards. The Word of God shows three possible outcomes at a person’s judgment for rewards. If the person obeyed God and did godly works then they “will receive a reward” (1 Cor. 3:14). If the person’s works did not meet God’s standards of godly works, the person is still saved but they have no reward—they enter the Kingdom with little or nothing (1 Cor. 3:15; 2 John 1:8). If the person believed in Christ and was saved but lived in such a way that they actually marred the church and hurt their brothers and sisters in Christ, then they will be punished (1 Cor. 3:17; 1 Thess. 4:6). So, if a person is “saved,” they will get to live forever in the Kingdom, but what job will they do? The “job” we do in the Kingdom is a part of our reward, and as with life on earth now, some jobs are glorious and highly esteemed, and other jobs are not.
That a Christian can end up with few or no rewards in the Kingdom is not commonly taught in Christendom today, so the information may seem unbelievable or shocking. Nevertheless, it is what the Word of God says over and over in verse after verse. We need to be thankful that God is loving and just, and has spoken of these things so that we can make informed choices about our day-to-day behavior now, before the Day of Judgment, because then it will be too late to change. We should also notice that when God does speak of people losing rewards, He never threatens. He gives factual information so people can make informed choices. He honors our free will and makes factual statements so people can choose. God is just, and it would not be just or right for God to “surprise” people by waiting until the Judgment to inform them that His judgment is based on their actions.
The Bible repeatedly declares that people will eventually get what they deserve.
· Jeremiah 17:10: “I, Yahweh, search the heart, I test the kidneys, in order to give to each one according to his ways, according to the fruit of his doings” (there are many other verses that say this same thing: Job 34:11; Psalms 62:12; Proverbs 24:12; Jeremiah 32:19; Ezekiel 33:20; Matthew 16:27; and Romans 2:6).
· Matthew 10:41-42: “Whoever receives a prophet because they are a prophet will receive a prophet’s reward, and whoever receives a righteous person because they are a righteous person will receive a righteous person’s reward. And whoever gives one of these little ones even a cup of cold water to drink because they are a disciple, truly I say to you, he will absolutely not lose his reward.”
· Matthew 16:27: “For the Son of Man is about to come with his angels in the glory of his Father, and then he will repay each person according to what he has done.”
· Luke 12:47-48 (abridged): “And that servant who knew his lord’s will but did not get ready, nor do according to his will, will be beaten with many stripes, but the one who did not know, but did things worthy of stripes, will be beaten with few stripes.”
· 1 Corinthians 3:10-15 (abridged): “I laid a foundation, and another is building on it. But let each one be careful how he builds on it…each one’s work will become plainly seen…because it will be revealed by fire. If anyone’s work that he has built on it remains, he will receive a reward. If anyone’s work is burned, he will suffer loss, but he himself will be saved, but it will be like escaping through a fire.”
· 2 Corinthians 5:10: “For we must all appear and be exposed before the judgment seat of Christ, so that each one may be repaid for the things done in the body, according to what he has made a practice of doing, whether good or evil.”
· Colossians 3:23-25 (abridged): “Whatever you do, work from the depths of your soul, as for the Lord and not for people, because you know that you will receive the inheritance as a reward from the Lord. For the one who does wrong will be paid back for what he did wrong, and there is no favoritism.”
· 1 Thessalonians 4:6: “and that no one overstep proper boundaries and take advantage of his brother or sister in this matter [of sexual sin], because the Lord is an avenger of all these offenses, just as we told you before and solemnly warned you.”
· 2 Timothy 2:11-13 (abridged): “For if we died with him, we will also live with him. If we endure, we will also reign with him. If we deny him, he also will deny us. If we are unfaithful, he remains faithful, for he cannot deny himself.”
· 2 John 1:8: “Watch yourselves, so that you do not lose what we have worked for, but that you may receive a full reward.”
It is sometimes taught that verses that mention punishment or wrath are referring to God’s punishment now, not in the future. Although there certainly can be God’s wrath manifested on earth now, verses such as Matthew 16:27; 2 Corinthians 5:10; Colossians 3:23-24; and 1 John 2:28, make it clear that rewards and punishments will be handed out at the Judgment. The Kingdom on earth is still future, and the rewards and punishments associated with the Kingdom are future also. Of course, God is “pruning” people today, but that is totally different from the rewards or punishment spoken of in Scripture that people will receive on the Day of Judgment.
It is also sometimes taught that Christians can get rewarded for what they do, but they are saved and will never be punished. However, verses such as 1 Corinthians 3:10-15; 2 Corinthians 5:10; Colossians 3:23-25; 1 Thessalonians 4:6; 1 John 2:28; and 2 John 1:8 are written to Christians, not to the unsaved. Sometimes verses such as these speak of “losing” rewards (cf. 2 John 1:8), or having one’s works burned up (1 Cor. 3:15), and that in and of itself would be a form of punishment, but 1 Thessalonians 4:6 says the evil will be avenged, and that is more than just a loss of rewards.
Unless they repent and confess their sin (1 John 1:9), Christians who have been selfish and disobedient to God will experience shame for their selfishness when they stand at the Judgment Seat and face the Christ they ignored or denied throughout life.
· Luke 9:26: “For whoever is ashamed of me and of my words, the Son of Man will be ashamed of that person when he comes in his glory and the glory of the Father and of the holy angels.”
· 1 John 2:28: “And now, little children, remain in him, so that when he appears, we will have confidence and not shrink back in shame from him at his coming.”
Scripture is silent about how long the feeling of shame will last, and surely there will be joy and blessings on the future earth. However, there are more verses that mention shame than the two quoted here, so some degree of shame will be very real for people who have lived selfish lives and not sought to obey God. The Bible is telling us this so we will make the effort to live our lives in a way that is a blessing to God and for which He will reward us. These scriptures, and others like them, can be very sobering, even disheartening, to people who are recognizing God’s justice for the first time. This recognition may also bring with it a genuine sense of remorse for ungodly behavior. That is an important part of repentance and becoming obedient to God’s Word.
It will be a great tragedy on Judgment Day for some of the people who are saved to realize that their selfishness and failure to obey God has resulted in their not being rewarded in the Kingdom—especially since they will be with so many people who have dedicated their lives to Christ and will have great rewards in the Kingdom. The book of Ezekiel contains a quite graphic portrayal of this kind of loss and speaks of the difference between the Levites and priests who were faithful to God and those who were not.
Ezekiel 44:10-16 (abridged): “The Levites who went far from me...and who went astray after their idols will bear the consequences of their iniquity. 11They will minister in my sanctuary, having oversight at the gates of the house and ministering in it; they will kill the burnt offering and sacrifices for the people and stand before them to minister to them. 12But because they ministered to them before their idols and became a stumbling block of iniquity to the house of Israel, therefore...they will bear the consequences of their iniquity. 13They are not to come near to me to serve as priests...they will bear their shame and the consequences of the abominations they have committed. 14Yet I will appoint them to keep charge of the house, all its service, and all that is to be done in it. 15But the Levitical priests...who performed the duty of my sanctuary...are to come near to minister to me; they are to stand before me to offer the fat and the blood....16They alone may enter my sanctuary; they alone may come near my table to minister to me and keep my instruction.”
Ezekiel. 44:10-16 portrays two categories of Levites and priests: those who were faithful to God in their first life; and those who were not faithful to God but were “carnal,” even drifting into idolatry. Jesus Christ is not interested in ministering together with Levites and priests who were idolaters in their first life and not dedicated to God. It should not confuse us that some of these priests were idolaters in their first life but still end up saved and in the Millennial Kingdom. They may have worshiped God and idols at the same time. Many Christians go to church and worship God, but also check the astrology column in the newspaper for daily guidance. Or they rely on objects such as a rabbit’s foot, a “lucky coin” or a “lucky hat” to help them, and when they do, knowingly or unknowingly, they are practicing idolatry. Physical objects that people honor by looking to them for “invisible help” are idols.
The Levites who served idols can do the work in the Temple, but “they will bear their shame and the consequences of the abominations that they have committed.” This record is very sobering and should cause any Christian who is living in sin to wake up and consider the consequences of his actions. The good news is that there is no need for any shame at the Judgment. People can avoid shame on the Day of Judgment by repenting of their ungodly lifestyle, confessing their sin, and dedicating their life to Christ. No wonder the Bible says, “do not use your freedom to indulge the sinful nature” (Gal. 5:13).
The Bible makes it clear that the bottom line for receiving rewards is obedience to God’s commands. Every Christian should desire to obey God in order to receive great rewards. This will involve finding out what the Lord wants done and then carrying through with it. Few people have given up as much as Moses. He was a prince in Egypt. He had attained “the good life,” including good food, power, prestige, nice clothes, etc. He had a very posh lifestyle but gave it all up. Why? The Bible says he gave it up because he saw the reward in the future.
Hebrews 11:24-26: “By trust Moses, when he was grown up, refused to be called the son of Pharaoh’s daughter, choosing to be mistreated along with the People of God, rather than to enjoy the temporary pleasures of sin, considering the abuse for the sake of the Messiah greater riches than the treasures of Egypt, for he was looking to the reward.”
Moses gave up the good life because he “looked ahead” and saw that he would be rewarded in the Kingdom. Do not be shortsighted. All of us should look ahead to the reward we can have in the future and act in a way that will attain it.
(Other verses that are not mentioned above and that speak of rewards include: Matt. 5:12, 19; 6:1, 5; 18:1-4; 25:14-29; 1 Cor. 9:24-27; 1 Tim. 6:17-19; and 2 Pet. 1:5-11).
[For more information on the future Millennial Kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth,” and also see commentary on Matt. 5:12; 6:1; 1 Cor. 9:26, 27. For a much more complete explanation of the Millennial Kingdom and rewards in the future, see John W. Schoenheit; The Christian’s Hope: The Anchor of the Soul. For more information on Christian salvation, see Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation.” For more on sin not causing a person to lose their salvation, see commentary on Gal. 5:21. For more on “inheritance” referring to rewards, see commentary on Acts 7:5. For more on people being judged for how they lived this life, see commentary on Rom. 14:12.]
2Co 5:11
“knowing the fear of the Lord.” The knowledgeable and wise believer understands the fear of God and Christ, and thus is concerned both about his or her own judgment and the judgment of others.
“we are persuading others.” The verb “persuade” in this phrase is in the present tense, active voice, and can be understood in one of two ways. It is either conative, “we try to persuade,”[footnoteRef:2212] or durative “we are busy persuading.”[footnoteRef:2213] The question is whether Paul meant to communicate what they were trying to do, or simply to relate what they were in fact doing. In truth, Paul was doing both, he was busy persuading, trying to persuade others. In English, the translation “we are persuading” can communicate both these senses and thus was the choice for the REV. [2212:  Robertson, Word Pictures, 4:229.]  [2213:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. Paul’s First and Second Epistles to the Corinthians, 1017.] 

“others.” The Greek is anthrōpos (#444 ἄνθρωπος), and it is used collectively of both men and women. The REV often has “people,” but it was felt that was too stiff here, so “others” brings the meaning across.
2Co 5:12
“We are not commending ourselves to you again.” We can tell from the things in the letters to the Corinthians that Paul’s critics were saying that Paul was all about himself and preaching about himself for his own advantage. Paul openly and firmly stood against that accusation, as he does here (cf. 2 Cor. 4:5).
“but are giving you an opportunity to boast about us.” The Corinthians should have had wonderful things to say about Paul and his companions because Paul had been with them for more than a year and a half and had ample time to interact with him and observe firsthand how he lived (Acts 18:1-18). Given that, it is not unreasonable for Paul to expect the people of Corinth to defend him to his critics.
“to those who take pride in appearance, and not in heart.” It is a sad truth that many people are more concerned about how people look on the outside than how they really are on the inside. Furthermore, the people who think that way are usually shallow and ungodly on the inside themselves. They never learned the lesson that God spoke to Samuel some 3,000 years ago now: “But Yahweh said to Samuel...‘God does not see as man sees, for man sees the outward appearance, but Yahweh sees the heart’” (1 Sam. 16:7). It is easy to attack someone’s outer appearance and weaknesses but it only reveals your weak character. True strength is found in supporting each other and building each other up.
2Co 5:13
“it is to God, or...it is for you.” Paul is deflecting any criticism that he is doing what he is doing out of self-interest, a criticism that would naturally come from people who are interested in outward appearance (2 Cor. 5:12). With all the troubles he goes through it seems he should not have to do that, but this just goes to show that no matter what you do or go through to help other people, someone may say that you are only doing it to promote yourself.
2Co 5:14
“For the love of Christ urges us on.” This is an important phrase and needs to be properly understood. For one thing, “the love of Christ” can be understood as meaning the love we have for Christ, or the love Christ has for us. The most dominant meaning is the love we have for Christ, and that urges us on, and most scholars agree with that viewpoint, but that cannot be divorced from the love Christ has for us, which is a lesser but important meaning of the phrase as well.
Also, the Greek verb translated “urges...on” is sunechō (#4912 συνέχω) and it has many meanings, but one of them is to force into a position to move in a certain direction (for example, it was used of forcing a ship into a narrow channel where its movement was restricted, or forcing an animal into a pen that restricted its movement, and it was also used of being closely occupied with any business.) What Paul is saying is that the love of Christ “forces” him to move in a certain direction in his life. When we really understand the love of Christ and that he accomplished our salvation, love and logic “force” us to stay focused on the goal of bringing others to Christ and helping them grow. Of course, following Christ is a free will decision, but once we make Jesus Lord in our lives and truly love him, then many of the decisions we have to make in life become obvious, even if they are difficult decisions.
“that one died in place of everyone, therefore everyone died.” Jesus Christ died in the place of every human, so every human could be saved. The phrase, “therefore everyone died” makes it clear that, as far as God is concerned, every human died and their sin and death were paid for by Jesus Christ—now all they have to do to accept that payment is believe (Rom. 10:9). When Christ died, “everyone died” in the sense that no one has to pay for their own sin by dying (cf. Rom. 6:23). Christ’s death paid the price of death for everyone. When Jesus Christ died on the cross, his death paid the price for every human who has ever lived or will live so that they could be saved. If they accept the salvation Jesus bought for them, it is another step, but they only have to accept Christ’s work, they don’t have to die themselves. Christ’s death covers all humanity.
Calvinists teach that Christ only died for those people who God knew would accept him (this involves the Calvinist doctrine of “irresistible grace”), but they also teach that when 1 Timothy 2:4 says that God wants “everyone” to be saved the “everyone” actually means “everyone whom God wanted to be saved.” Similarly, when John 3:16 says that “whoever” believes in Jesus will have everlasting life, Calvinists teach that the “whoever” actually means only those whom God wants to be saved will be given the grace to believe and be saved. Traditional Christianity rejects this kind of exegesis, and asserts that Jesus Christ died so that anyone who wanted to choose life (Deut. 30:19) would be saved.
2Co 5:15
“in place of everyone.” From the Greek preposition huper (#5228 ὑπέρ). See commentary on Romans 5:6, “in place of the ungodly…in place of…in our place.”
“so that those who are living.” The meaning is “so that those people who are alive.” The wording in the text places an emphasis on being alive and then not living just for oneself. A simpler but less emphatic reading would be, “he died in place of everyone so that people should no longer live for themselves.”
“should no longer live for themselves.” This is a huge part of the Christian message. While it is certainly available to take Jesus as Lord and be saved without doing much for the Kingdom, that was never God’s intention. He created people to worship and obey Him and do good works (Eph. 2:10), and He expects us to stop focusing on our own life and focus on what furthers the Kingdom of God (cf. Matt. 6:33). Furthermore, people who do that will be richly rewarded (2 Cor. 5:10).
“was raised.” The Greek verb is egeirō (#1453 ἐγείρω, pronounced eh-'gay-row), and it refers to getting up, raising or being raised or raised up. Checking the English versions one can immediately see that some read “rose again” (ASV, KJV, NASB, NIV84, YLT) while others read something such as “was raised” (CJB, ESV, HCSB, NAB, NET, NRSV, RSV). Why the difference, and which is correct? The difference is due to the interpretation of the verb. Egeirō is one of the Greek verbs that has the same form (egerthenti; ἐγερθέντι) in both the middle and passive participle forms. If the verb is thought to be passive, then it should be translated “was raised,” but if it is in the middle voice, then it would more properly be “raised again.” The context and/or scope of Scripture will have to guide us as to the proper translation.
In this case, the scope of Scripture guides us quite firmly to the passive voice translation, “was raised.” Scripture says over and over that God raised Jesus from the dead (cf. Acts 2:24, 32; 4:10; 5:30; 10:40; 13:30; Rom. 10:9; Gal. 1:1; Eph. 1:20; Col. 2:12; 1 Thess. 1:10; 1 Pet. 1:21). Furthermore, the phrase “raised again” is confusing since Jesus Christ was only raised one time.
2Co 5:16
“we.” The word “we” occurs three times in 2 Corinthians 5:16. The first time it occurs, although it technically refers to Paul, with Timothy, who penned 2 Corinthians, it seems clear that this first “we” also includes and reflects the thoughts and actions of the one who follows Christ.
“by the standards of the flesh.” The Greek is perhaps more literally, “according to the flesh” (2x in the verse), but that phrase has meaning in the writings of Paul that needs to be more clearly expressed and understood. The scholars and versions differ in how to bring the meaning into English but there are many good ways to do it (e.g., “by the standards of the flesh” (JB); “by human standards” (CEB, NJB); “from a human point of view” (AMP, GW, NLT, NRSV, RSV; cf. NET); “from a worldly viewpoint” (CJB; cf. CSB, NIV); “as the world thinks” (NCV); “estimated” (Goodspeed); “our knowledge of men can no longer be based on their outward lives” (Phillips).
When Paul writes, “we regard no one by the standards of the flesh,” he is speaking about the change in the way he thinks about people. Before his conversion and decision to follow Christ, he thought about people in a worldly way and looked at people’s wealth, status in society, physical attributes, nationality, education, and other such things. However, now he does not use those worldly standards when looking at people. Instead, he works to look at people in the way the Lord does and looks at things like whether the person is saved or not and whether they strive to live by the spirit in obedience to God. Furthermore, God looks on the heart and Christians should too.
It helps us to understand this verse to remember that Roman society was very stratified and was a patron-client society from the top (the emperor) down to the lowest slave. Higher-ups in society were proud of their status and expected to be looked up to and get preferential treatment. Similarly, people of lower status in the Roman world were regularly degraded and mistreated. None of that is God’s heart toward people, and if the world is going to change, that change must occur in the hearts of Christians first.
“even though we have known Christ by the standards of the flesh, yet now we know him that way no more.” There is a question among scholars as to whether or not Paul ever saw Christ in person. Although that certainly could have been possible given the timelines of their life—Paul might have been in Jerusalem for feasts such as Passover or Pentecost that Jesus attended and may have heard him teach—there is no record that the two ever met in the flesh. It is believed that Paul met Christ on the road to Damascus and was subsequently converted (Acts 9:1-19) around AD 35 or 36. He was a “young man” when Stephen was killed and was approving of Stephen’s being executed (Acts 7:58-8:1) yet he was old enough to be charged with arresting Christians in Damascus (Acts 9:1-2). Thus we can conclude that Paul was likely in his late twenties when Stephen was killed. In fact, if Paul was, say, 27 when Stephen was killed (which was perhaps AD 35; scholars generally say AD 34-36), and was martyred by Nero in 66 or 67, then Paul could have been in his mid to late fifties when he was martyred. So in conclusion, Paul could have easily been in Jerusalem at a time when Jesus was, and heard him teach.
But a meeting in the flesh between Paul and Christ is not necessary for 2 Corinthians 5:16 to make sense. Paul certainly “knew” (the Greek word allows for “knew about”) Christ from his many contacts with both Christ’s enemies and his disciples, and before his conversion that knowledge was “by the standards of the flesh.” Yet since his conversion, and especially as he moved forward in his ministry and in the process of becoming like Christ, he did not know Christ by the standards of the flesh any longer, and other Christians should follow Paul’s example.
2Co 5:17
“new creation.” At the moment a person confesses and believes that Jesus Christ is Lord and that he has been raised from the dead (Rom. 10:9), God creates in them His gift of holy spirit and they become “born again.” At that very moment, the “natural man” of just body and soul becomes a child of God with body, soul, and holy spirit. The gift of holy spirit is created in the person, which is why the person is a “new creation,” as 2 Corinthians 5:17 says. Furthermore, the gift of holy spirit created in the person carries the very nature of God, which is why the Christian has a new divine nature (2 Pet. 1:4). Also, the person “in union with Christ” is a “new creation” because he or she is now “in union with” Christ and is a part of the Body of Christ. Whereas before the New Birth, the person was just an individual person, now the person is part of a spiritual collective referred to as the Body of Christ. Thus a Christian should no longer live for himself or herself, but think of themselves as part of the Body of Christ working together to accomplish God’s purposes and bring glory and honor to God.
[For more on the New Birth, see commentary on 1 Pet. 1:3. For more on the holy nature of the Christian, see commentary on 2 Pet. 1:4. For more on Christian salvation, see Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation.”]
“behold.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“new things have come.” “New things” is from the neuter plural kaina (καινά), which functions as the subject of the verb “have come” (gegonen, γέγονεν). Thus, as Lenski correctly points out, “the subject of…[‘become’] is not drawn from παρῆλθεν; ‘have become new’ contains its own subject, one that is implied in καινά.” which contains its own subject.[footnoteRef:2214] The KJV imports “all things” from Revelation 21:5, but obviously, not everything becomes new when someone is born again, just the things inside that believer. The Revised Version and the ASV, which have “they have become new,” misses the point. It is not the old things that become new; it is that there are new things created. [2214:  Lenski, First and Second Epistles to the Corinthians, 1041.] 

2Co 5:18
“all this.” This is the meaning of this word in this context.[footnoteRef:2215] All these new things about us, for example, the way we think about people, being in union with Christ, and being a new creation, are all from God. [2215:  Cf. Lenski, Corinthians, 1041-42.] 

2Co 5:19
“God was reconciling.” The emphasis of the verb is that God was reconciling, not that God was in Christ.[footnoteRef:2216] God reconciled us to himself “through”[footnoteRef:2217] Christ. [2216:  Cf. Vincent, Word Studies, 3:321.]  [2217:  Cf. Lenski, Corinthians, 1044.] 

“not counting their transgressions against them.” Everyone sins (Rom. 3:23), and part of the great grace and mercy of God is that when a person accepts Christ as Lord, then God forgives their sin and brings them into the body of people who are saved. Some people think of themselves as being unworthy to be saved, but that misses the point. Salvation is not about one’s personal worthiness. Technically, everyone is unworthy (Rom. 3:23). Our worthiness comes from Christ—he made us worthy, and our sins are forgiven and not counted against us. Also, Christians are to imitate God (Eph. 5:1) and forgive others (Eph. 4:32).
“and has committed to us the message of reconciliation.” The “message” of reconciliation” in this context refers to the message of how to be reconciled to God and why that is necessary and desirable. The Greek word translated as “message” is logos (#3056 λόγος), and one of the meanings of logos is “message,” which is why that translation occurs in most modern versions (cf. CEB, CJB, CSB, ESV, NAB, NET, NIV, NJB, NLT, NRSV, RSV). Although logos can be translated as “word,” in many contexts logos does not refer to a “word,” like a “vocabulary word,” but rather to a “message.”
A wonderful example of logos referring to a “message” is in 1 Corinthians 12:8. In that verse, the revelation that believers get via the spirit is referred to as a logos of knowledge and a logos of wisdom, but the revelation given via the spirit is almost never given as a “word,” that is, a vocabulary word; it is given as a “message.” Furthermore, much of the time that revelation is given to a believer, the revelation is not even given in words at all, but rather it is given in pictures, or a feeling, or simply as just knowing something. Thus the revelation is a “message,” not a “word.” The word logos is also used as a “message,” “the message [logos] of truth,” in Ephesians 1:13 and Colossians 1:5, and in those passages, the “message” refers to the good news about salvation.
God has committed to believers the “message” of reconciliation. Although the basics of the message never change, what a believer says to someone they are talking to changes with each person and each circumstance. Believers say to a person what it takes to communicate God’s desire to be reconciled to people and also how people can be reconciled to God. Believers can witness with confidence, knowing that because God has committed to them the message of reconciliation, He and the Lord Jesus will help them win the lost and also bring the straying believer back to God. Furthermore, behind every genuine message of reconciliation is the solid rock of the Word of God and God’s promise of everlasting life and a wonderful future for anyone who gets saved.
2Co 5:20
“we are ambassadors.” We are “ambassadors” in that we speak for Christ. Christ is in heaven, and we are his representatives here on earth. There was a huge shift in evangelism between the Old Testament and the New Testament after the resurrection of Christ. In the Old Testament, God’s design was to bless and elevate Israel as a holy nation and make them an example to the world that would draw people to God and His laws and ways. In the Old Testament, individual Jews were never told to evangelize and try to bring others to God. That changed after Christ’s resurrection. Now Christ has told believers to be witnesses to the world and to make an effort to bring others to God, Christ, and salvation (see Acts 1:8 and commentary on Acts 1:8).
Here in 2 Corinthians 5:20, the Greek verb, presbeuō (#4243 πρεσβεύω) means “ambassadors,” and also “legates.” Our union with Christ (Rom. 6:3), includes the honor, privilege, and ability to act in his stead. Presbeuō was used in the Greek language to refer to three different kinds of people: an “elder,” an “ambassador,” and a “legate.” Whenever we come across a Hebrew or Greek word that has more than one meaning, we must decide which of them is the correct or appropriate meaning in the verse. In this case, we can do that by “trying out” the meanings of presbeuō. Reading “elder” in this context does not make good sense, and thus “elder” is not the meaning here. Reading “ambassador” in this context makes sense, because we have the ministry and message of reconciliation (2 Cor. 5:18 and 5:19). As ambassadors whose citizenship is in heaven (Phil. 3:20), we are in a foreign country here on earth, spreading goodwill and trying to win support for our king and country. But we are also legates for Christ.
Communication in the Roman Empire was slow. In the Roman world, if a war broke out the Emperor may have not even heard about it for weeks, and then not been able to decide what to do simply because no matter what information he had and how many daily messengers arrived, their “news” was always old. Worse, when the Emperor’s orders actually arrived at the trouble spot—well, the situation was likely totally different or the trouble even over.
One way the Greco-Roman rulers dealt with the problem was through the office of the legate, a person with the authority to represent the ruler, a person delegated and empowered to act as the king himself in any given situation. About presbeutēs Barnett writes: “Such delegates—Jewish or Greco-Roman—came with the authority of the sender, in his place, to secure his interests,” and they were referred to as legates.[footnoteRef:2218] Kittel’s Theological Dictionary adds, “In the Roman period presbeutēs is the Greek equivalent of [the Latin] legatus...It is commonly used for the imperial legates.”[footnoteRef:2219] Where the ellipse appears in the quotation, there are a number of references to ancient works to substantiate the point. ) Spicq adds, “...a legate is a noteworthy personage, at the top of the military hierarchy, and presbeuōn and presbeutēs are technical terms for imperial legates in the Greek Orient.”[footnoteRef:2220] [2218:  Paul Barnett, The Second Epistle to the Corinthians [NICNT], 310.]  [2219:  Geoffrey Bromiley, TDNT, 6:681. (This ten-volume theological dictionary is often referred to as Kittel’s Theological Dictionary.)]  [2220:  Ceslas Spicq, Theological Lexicon of the New Testament, 3:174-75.] 

The fact that each of us is a “legate” is an important point being made in 2 Corinthians 5:20, because even though we are ambassadors for Christ, we are also his legates—his personal presence on earth. As we walk by the spirit, in a very real sense we are “Christ” in the situation. We see this played out over and over again in the New Testament, especially in Acts. One notable example in Acts occurred when Peter was traveling around Israel teaching, and a woman named Tabitha who lived in Joppa, the old seaport city of Israel, died. The disciples found out Peter was in a nearby city and called for him. Notice how Peter acts in the place of Christ when raising the dead. He assessed the situation, then acted, saying “Tabitha, get up” (Acts 9:40).
Peter prayed about what to do, but once he received revelation guidance about what to do concerning Tabitha, he did not pray for God to raise her. He did not say anything such as: “Dear God, here lies Tabitha. Please raise her from the dead. Please put life back into her.” No, Peter did not pray like that. Rather, he acted like Jesus acted. When Jesus was in the presence of a dead girl, he did not ask God to raise the girl, he said, “Little girl, I say to you, get up!” (Mark 5:41). In fact, if we study Jesus Christ’s healings and miracles, there is not one single time Jesus asked God to do the healing. It was God’s power that did the work, certainly, but Jesus knew he was God’s representative on earth, so he healed a leper, saying, “Be clean” (Matt. 8:3). He healed a cripple, saying, “Stretch out your hand” (Matt. 12:13). He cast demons out of people by commanding them to leave, as we see in Luke: “Come out of him” (Luke 4:35). Peter knew that he was the legate of Christ, the personal presence of Christ, and he healed as Jesus did.
Paul healed the same way that Jesus and Peter did (Acts 14:10; 16:18). There is no record in Acts of anyone being healed where the one doing the healing prayed for God to do it. In every specific case, the individual did the healing or miracle, but was clearly doing so by the power of God, which is why God always gets the glory.
We Christians are legates of Christ—the personal presence of Christ on earth. However, we have a decision to make. Just as a Roman legate could go to the hippodrome and sit and eat olives and watch the horse races all day long instead of going out and representing the Emperor, so Christians can act in ways that hang on to the flesh and not walk in the power of Christ. Walking in the fullness of the power of Christ does not “just happen,” it is a purposeful decision. We must realize the power we have, and then go into the world and walk it out in faith. So should 2 Corinthians 5:20 read “legates” instead of “ambassadors?” “Ambassadors” fits the context so well that it seems best to leave it as the reading in the text and have the reading “legate” in the margin as an additional meaning.
“We implore on behalf of Christ.” Although many English versions supply “you” and thus have a translation similar to “we implore you,” there is no “you” in the Greek text, and it is misleading to supply it. “We” Christians are ambassadors and legates for Christ, and “we” implore any person who needs to be reconciled to God.
2Co 5:21
“He made him.” The pronouns mean: “God made Jesus Christ….”
“who did not know sin.” This is the meaning of “know” that is “to experience.” Jesus Christ had never experienced sin by personally sinning. Of course he “knew” intellectually what sin was. 2 Corinthians 5:21 could also be translated, “...who had never experienced sin” or more colloquially, “who had never sinned.”
[For more on the uses of “know,” see commentary on Gen. 3:22.]
“sin offering.” The Greek word translated “sin offering” in the REV is hamartia (#266 ἁμαρτία). Hamartia usually means “sin,” but it can also mean “sin offering.” Jesus Christ was the sin offering that cleanses the believer from sin, but he was a much more complete sin offering for us than the sin offerings described in the Old Testament were, as will be explained below. Many Greek lexicons do not mention that hamartia can mean “sin offering,” but that is one of its meanings. For example, Newman’s Greek-English Dictionary says hamartia means, “sin” and “sin offering,”[footnoteRef:2221] and the Zondervan Pictorial Encyclopedia of the Bible lists both “sin” and “sin offering” under “sin” as a translation of hamartia.[footnoteRef:2222] English Bibles that have “sin offering” or an equivalent in 2 Corinthians 5:21 include the CJB, NLT, REV, The New Testament by Charles Williams, and The Holy Bible: New European Version. Hamartia is the translation of the Hebrew word for “sin offering” many times in the Septuagint (cf. Septuagint text of Exod. 29:14, 36; 30:10; Lev. 4:3, 8, 21, 24, 25, 29, 32, and 4:33). [2221:  Barclay Newman, A Concise Greek-English Dictionary of the New Testament, s.v. “ἁμαρτία.”]  [2222:  Merrill C. Tenney, Zondervan Pictorial Encyclopedia of the Bible, 242, 522.] 

Also, just as the Greek word hamartia can be “sin” or “sin offering,” the Hebrew word chatta'ah (#02403 חַטָּאָה or חַטָּאת), the most common word for “sin” in the Hebrew Bible, means either “sin” or “sin offering,” depending on the context (see commentary on Lev. 4:3). In fact, we would expect if the Hebrew word chattath can be “sin” or “sin offering,” then the Greek translation of it would do the same and then that concept be brought into the Greek-speaking Jewish culture, because although the language was Greek, the Jewish concepts of sin and sacrifice for sin were carried with them as many of them changed from speaking Hebrew (or Aramaic) to speaking Greek.
The Hebrew-English lexicons list both the meaning “sin” and “sin offering” for chattath.[footnoteRef:2223] Also chattath is translated “sin offering” in a large number of verses in the Old Testament (cf. Exod. 29:14, 36; 30:10; Lev. 4:3, 8, 14, 20, 21, 24, 25, 29, etc.). In fact, in a few Old Testament verses where chattath occurs more than once, it is translated both ways: as “sin” and “sin offering” (cf. Lev. 4:3, 4:14; and 5:6). [2223:  Cf. HALOT Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the Old Testament; Brown-Driver-Briggs, Hebrew and English Lexicon; Holladay, Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon; Harris, Archer, and Waltke,Theological Wordbook of the Old Testament.] 

F. F. Bruce writes about the phrase hamartian epoiesen (“made him to be a sin offering”): “…this remarkable expression…can best be understood on the assumption that Paul had in mind the Hebrew idiom in which certain words for sin can mean not only sin, but ‘sin offering.’”[footnoteRef:2224] We must keep in mind that Corinth was a large Greek city. Both Acts (primarily 18) and the Epistles to the Corinthians indicate that the congregation in Corinth had a large percentage of Gentiles. They, as well as many Jews, used the Septuagint as their Bible, and so would have been very familiar with the use of hamartia as “sin offering.” [2224:  F. F. Bruce, 1 and 2 Corinthians, New Century Bible Commentary, 210.] 

Albert Barnes explains that Jesus had to be a sin offering, saying he could not become “sin,” nor “a sinner,” nor “guilty.”[footnoteRef:2225] First, Jesus could not literally become “sin.” Sin is breaking the commandments of God. No person can become “sin.” We are not “sin,” and Jesus did not become “sin” for us. Nor could Jesus have become “a sinner.” BDAG treats hamartia as if it should be translated “sin” but understood as referring to “the guilty one,” i.e., the sinful one.[footnoteRef:2226] If that were the case, then by the figure of speech metonymy, “sin” would stand for the one who had sin, i.e., the sinner himself. Thayer’s lexicon does a similar thing, and says that “sin” puts the “abstract for the concrete,” using “sin” but meaning “the sinner.”[footnoteRef:2227] Thus, both BDAG and Thayer see this verse as saying Christ becomes “a sinner” for us, but that cannot be correct. For one thing, the whole Bible testifies to the holiness and sinlessness of Christ. More to the point, however, is that if Jesus did become “a sinner,” then he could not have been our savior, because the death of one sinner does not in any way impute righteousness to another sinner. There is no merit in the death of a sinner. The only reason Christ’s sacrifice is sufficient to provide salvation for all people is that he was not a sinner. Similarly, Christ could not have become “guilty,” as if “sin” were put by metonymy for the effect of sin, which is guilt. Again, one guilty person cannot atone for the life of another guilty person. The correct conclusion, and the one that Barnes arrives at, is that Christ is a “sin-offering.” This fulfills the prophecy in Isa. 53:10 that God’s Servant would be a trespass offering, although here it is called a sin offering. No doubt Christ was portrayed by both of those offerings, and in many other ways as well. He was sinless, and because of that fact, he could give his life as an offering to God for the sin of others. The New Testament in the Language of the People by Charles Williams is one of the English versions that has “sin offering” in 2 Corinthians 5:21 and notes the use of hamartia for sin offering in Old Testament Greek. [2225:  Albert Barnes, Barnes’ Notes.]  [2226:  BDAG, s.v. “ἁμαρτία.”]  [2227:  Thayer, Thayer’s Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “ἁμαρτία.”] 

It is important to understand that Jesus Christ was a much greater, much more complete, sin offering than the sin offerings described in the Mosaic law. The sin offerings in the Mosaic law atoned for accidental sin, but there was no sin offering in the Old Testament law that atoned for purposeful sin, sin that was done on purpose. That the sin offering atoned for accidental sin can be seen in the Mosaic Law (Lev. 4:2, 13-14, 22, 27; Num. 15:22-29). It can also be seen in the Mosaic Law that if a person sinned on purpose there was no sacrifice for sin (Num. 15:30-31). After saying that a person who sinned on purpose was to be cut off from Israel in Numbers 15:30-31, Numbers 15:32-36 gives the example of a man who picked up sticks on the Sabbath and was stoned to death—he was not allowed to offer a sin offering to atone for his sin.
However, when Jesus came, it became clear that his death would atone for both intentional and unintentional sin. In his parable about the Pharisee and tax collector, Jesus made it clear that people could be forgiven from sin in general if they honestly and humbly made confession before God (Luke 18:9-14). The person who humbly confesses sin is forgiven of all sin and unrighteousness (1 John 1:9). Christ was the sin offering who died in place of sinners and because of his sacrifice believers are declared righteous in the sight of God (Rom. 5:6-11).
That Jesus was a sin offering for us shows us the great love, grace, and mercy of God. It truly confirms Psalm 103:10: “He [God] has not dealt with us according to our sins, nor repaid us according to our iniquities.” We all deserve death, but in His great love, God provided a sacrifice for sin that would justly provide a way for us to have everlasting life.
“the righteousness of God.” Christ was a sin offering for us so we could be declared righteous (cf. Rom. 5:9). In a sin offering, if the sinner was a member of the congregation and not a priest or leader, he brought the sin offering, which was a female goat or lamb, to the Temple and put his hand on the head of the sin offering and killed it. The priest caught the blood and put some of it on the altar and poured the rest of it out at the base of the altar (Lev. 4:27-35). The priest did not kill the sin offering, the sinner did, and the fact that the sinner put his hand on the head of the sacrifice and killed it symbolized the transfer of guilt and righteousness.
In the sin offering, the guilt of the sinner was transferred to the lamb, and the righteousness of the lamb was transferred to the sinner. The lamb (or goat) had to be without blemish, which symbolized its sinlessness and therefore righteousness. The animal had to be without blemish so that the “righteousness” of the animal could be transferred to the sinner. In the sacrifice, the sin of the sinner was transferred to the lamb, and the wages of sin is death (Rom. 6:23) so the lamb was killed. The fact that the sinner, not the priest, killed the lamb symbolized that it was the sin of the sinner that made death necessary and thus killed the lamb. The whole ritual of the sin offering was to establish the lamb as a type of Christ and also establish that the way God set life up was so that an innocent, righteous one was able to die in place of a sinner and thus save that sinner from everlasting death.
Here in 2 Corinthians 5:21, the phrase that “we would become the righteousness of God” comes right from the pattern of the sin offering. In the Old Testament, the sinner became righteous because the lamb or goat was righteous. Christ, the lamb of God, was sinless, absolutely righteous in the sight of God, and when he died on the cross—killed by our sin—his righteousness was transferred to us, and we became “the righteousness of God,” that is, completely righteous in God’s sight, just as Christ was.
 
2 Corinthians Chapter 6
2Co 6:1
“working together with God.” The Greek verb translated “working together” is sunergeō (#4903 συνεργέω), and it means to work together, to assist each other. The italics, “with God” is supplied because the object of the verb “working together” primarily refers to God (cf. CJB, NIV, NLT). We can see this in the context—2 Corinthians 5:20 says that God is making His appeal through us. The cause of action in the context is God, not Christ. This starts very early in 2 Corinthians. For example, 2 Corinthians 4:6 points out that it was God who commanded light to shine out of darkness. In 2 Corinthians 4:7, the power flows from God. In 2 Corinthians 4:14, “the one” who raised Jesus is God. In 2 Corinthians 5:1, our everlasting body is “from God,” then in 2 Corinthians 5:5 it was God who prepared us for that body and gave us the guarantee of our future.
Although 2 Corinthians 5:10 speaks of Christ being the judge, the scope of Scripture makes it clear that God is still in charge and Christ is the judge because God appointed him to be the judge (John 5:22, 26, 27, 30). John 5:30 is especially important in understanding 2 Corinthians 5:10-11, because 2 Corinthians 5:10 says Christ is the judge but verse 11 says we are visible to God. The fact that we are visible to God is why Christ said, “I judge only as I hear” (John 5:30 CSB, NIV).
The primacy of God continues in 2 Corinthians 5:18, which says, “all this is from God, who…gave to us the ministry of reconciliation;” 2 Corinthians 5:19 says God was reconciling the world to Himself through Christ; 2 Corinthians 5:20 says that although we are ambassadors for Christ, it is God that is making His appeal through us; and 2 Corinthians 5:21 says that God made Christ to be a sin offering on our behalf.
It is in the context of God doing all those things that 2 Corinthians 6:1 says, “working together with God.” We can see this even more clearly when we remember that the original text had no chapter breaks and we read 2 Corinthians 6:1 immediately after 2 Corinthians 5:21.
As 2 Corinthians 5 closes, we see that God gave us the ministry of reconciliation; God was reconciling the world to Himself; God gave us the message [the “word”] of reconciliation; God is making his appeal to the world through us by making us ambassadors for His Son, Christ; and God gave His Son as a sin offering so people could be reconciled to Him. The only proper response to what God has done is to be “working together with God.” Furthermore, we work together with God by telling people, “Now is the day of salvation” (2 Cor. 6:2), and by not causing unnecessary offense to people (2 Cor. 6:3), and by showing people that we are “servants of God” in everything we do and in everything we endure (2 Cor. 6:4-10).
Although the Greek text does not have the object “with him” after the verb “working together,” most English versions properly supply either “with him” or “with God” (the REV has “with God” in italics to show it has been added to the text). The reason God did not include the object “with God” is likely because although we work together with God, we do so by working together with His Son, Jesus Christ. In reality, we work together with them both. But if the text said, “working together with both,” it would not properly emphasize the primacy of God, which is so clearly portrayed in the context. Nevertheless, the reason most English versions add “with him” or “with God” to the text is to avoid the literal reading, “And working together, we exhort you,” which would most likely confuse people and make them think that the ones working together were Paul and Timothy (2 Cor. 1:1) or Paul and the people ministering with him in Corinth.
That Christians get to be workers together with God is a truly astounding thing, and a high and holy privilege that tells us much about God and demands much from us. It is certainly not hidden from God that even when we humans are at our best, we are frail, fallible, and sinful. “The heart is deceitful above all things, and it is exceedingly corrupt” (Jer. 17:9 ASV). That God would set things up such that we get to work with Him shows His amazing love for mankind, as well as His patience, grace, mercy, and forgiveness. He wants us to love Him, and He gives us every opportunity to show that and grow in love. His calling also demands that we give our best to God, because He has given us so much when we deserve so little. The Bible tells us to “seek first the Kingdom of God and his righteousness,” and also to love God with all our heart, soul, mind, and strength, and Christians should strive to live exactly that way.
“in vain.” The Greek is kenos (#2756 κενός), and it means, empty, vain, worthless, devoid of truth. Metaphorically it can mean destitute of spiritual wealth, of one who boasts of his faith as a transcendent possession, yet is without the fruits of faith. Also, it is used metaphorically of endeavors, labors, and acts that result in nothing, are fruitless, or are without effect.
R. C. H. Lenski points out that here, the Greek phrase eis kenos (literally “unto empty”) means “in an empty, hollow way.”[footnoteRef:2228] Thus, here Paul could be entreating the Corinthians not to receive the grace of God, but then have no real fruit from it. Heinz Cassirer (God’s New Covenant translation) translates the phrase, “you must not receive God’s gracious gift in a manner tending to make it profitless.” [2228:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. Paul’s First and Second Epistles to the Corinthians, 1059.] 

The Greek phrase eis kenos is often translated as “in vain,” which is the way most English translations translate it, and some theologians believe that refers to someone not being saved. However, it might be possible that “in vain” refers to not producing fruit in their lives and not getting any rewards. The translation “and then do nothing with it” occurs in the CJB and NIrV.
2Co 6:2
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. It is the figure of speech asterismos, and the double use of it here in this verse should grab and hold our attention. NOW is the acceptable time! NOW is the time for salvation! Some people say, “Well, so and so will get saved when the time is right, on the Lord’s timetable.” That is fatalism (or Calvinism) and denies free will and the expressed meaning of the Word of God. God wants everyone to be saved right away so they assure themselves a place in the Kingdom and also can begin to store up rewards for themselves.
[For more on “Look,” see commentary on Matt. 1:20. Also, see Word Study: “Asterismos.”]
“Now is the day of salvation.” This is a very important verse in that it stands against Christian fatalism. Sometimes it happens when someone rejects God or the will of God that some well-meaning Christian will say, “Well, they will believe when it is right in God’s timing.” Or, “They will obey in God’s timing.” God gave humans free will and we humans decide to accept or reject God. From God’s viewpoint, it is always the right time to believe in Him and obey Him. The whole context of 2 Corinthians 6:2 (keeping in mind that there are no chapter breaks) is that Christians have the ministry of reconciliation, are ambassadors for Christ, and implore people to get saved, so the time for anyone to get saved is right now. From a biblical perspective, no one knows the time of their own death (Eccl. 9:12) and the Lord Jesus could return at any time and it will be unexpected (Matt. 24:44), and it will be terrible on earth for those people who miss the Rapture, so the time to get saved is now, not later.
2Co 6:4
“servants of God.” The Greek reads, “servants of God,” which in this context is the genitive of relation. This is not the genitive of possession, as if God owned the ministers, but rather of relation, servants (some versions read “ministers”) of the things of God.
“in pressures.” There are 17 words or phrases that begin with “in.” This is the figure of speech anaphora (“same sentence beginnings”) and it is done to emphasize each individual point. Every hardship that Paul or other Christians endure is valuable to God, and those Christians who persevere will be rewarded for it (2 Cor. 5:10). After the “in” phrases, there are three “through” phrases and then seven “as...yet” phrases.
2Co 6:6
“in kindness.” See commentary on Galatians 5:22, “kindness.”
“in holy spirit.” This refers to the holy spirit that is the gift of God.
[For more information on the uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
2Co 6:7
“in…through.” This is another instance in which the verses in the English versions are obviously divided awkwardly. The shift from “in” for the first 17 things on the list to the last things on the list, marked by the Greek dia, is very clear.
“in the word of truth.” The basic meaning of this is “in our handling of the word of truth.”
“through.” There are three phrases that begin with “through,” and then seven “as...yet” phrases (see commentary on 2 Cor. 6:4). The Greek word translated as “through” is the preposition dia with the genitive case, and it means “through.” The minister of the Good News cannot be someone who demonstrates his Christ-like character only when times are good and things are going well. The minister must purify his heart so that whether times are good or bad, he acts like Christ, can help others, and even can grow in character. As the minister lives day after day and year after year, he will pass through good times and bad. The minister of the Gospel works while some of his experiences are good and some are bad; some people are lauding him while some dishonor him; some reports about him are bad while some are good.
One of the lesser-known meanings of dia is “between,” and Lenski makes the case for dia meaning “between” in this context, and not “by,” or “through.”[footnoteRef:2229] On this view of the verse, the minister of the Gospel works while some of his experiences are good and some are bad, and he is “between” them, some people are lauding him while some dishonor him, and he is “between” them; some reports about him are bad while some are good, and he is “between” them. While this is true, we felt that the word “through” was clear enough. A person going through glory and dishonor spends his time “between” them. [2229:  Lenski, St. Paul’s First and Second Epistles to the Corinthians, 1070.] 

“the instruments.” R. C. H. Lenski has what we believe is a very good and sound interpretation of this verse.[footnoteRef:2230] The Greek word that most versions translate as “weapons” or “armor” is hoplon (#3696 ὅπλον), which, like most Greek words, has more than one meaning (not all of which appear in the Bible). Hoplon can refer to any tool or implement for preparing a thing, armor (Rom. 13:12), arms or weapons used in warfare (John 18:3), or an instrument (Rom. 6:13). How are we to choose whether this word should be translated as an instrument or aid, or a weapon? The answer is the same way we always make that translation choice: by context. In the context of this verse, there is a clear continuous parallelization between one good thing and one evil thing (glory vs. dishonor; evil report vs. good report; deceivers vs. true; unknown vs. well-known; dying vs. we live; as punished vs., and yet not killed; grieved vs. always rejoicing; etc.). So if the phrase means, as most versions have, “by the weapons of righteousness for the right hand and the left,” then it is the only time in the list a good thing is not juxtaposed with an evil thing—they are both positive weapons, just held in different hands. So in this case, the context indicates that the verse is not referring to a weapon that is held in the right hand and the left, but rather “instruments,” or “aids” of righteousness, some of which are “of the right hand” and some of which are “of the left hand.” Besides that, the context is all about what the minister is to endure to magnify Christ and not to bring blame to the ministry. There is nothing in the context about fighting or being aggressive; it is all about how to endure and be a godly minister. [2230:  Lenski, Corinthians, 1070.] 

“from the right hand and the left.” The Greek reads simply “of the right” or “of the right hand” and “of the left.” The key to understanding this verse is a biblical custom (more particularly a custom of the East than a custom of the Roman world, but to some extent, it existed in the Roman world), that the right hand was the hand of blessing, and the left hand was the hand of cursing. The origin of the custom was the common practice of eating with a hand (not knives, forks, spoons, or other table utensils) and cleaning oneself after going to the bathroom with a hand and water (not toilet paper). In the biblical culture, it was the custom that people ate with their right hand and washed after using the bathroom with their left hand. Thus, the right hand became the hand of blessing, and the left hand was known as the hand of cursing. As the use of the right hand was dominant in the culture, it was almost always the strongest hand, and so also strength and power are attributed to the right hand. Gifts and blessings were given with the right hand (Ps. 16:11; Ps. 80:17; Gal. 2:9; Rev. 1:16). Oaths were made with the right hand (Isa. 62:8). An honored person was placed at the right hand (on the right-hand side; Ps. 110:1; Matt. 26:64; Rom. 8:34). If someone was very deceitful, then his right hand was false (Ps. 144:8, 11). Joseph was upset with his father Jacob when Jacob blessed Joseph’s two children because Jacob put his right hand on the head of the younger child, when by custom the right hand of blessing should have been placed on the older child (Gen. 48:9-20).
When we understand the custom of the right and left hand, 2 Corinthians 6:7 becomes a very graphic and powerful verse. The things in the right hand (the hand of blessing), and the left hand (the hand of cursing) can both be aids to righteousness if we have the proper attitude toward them. Both good and evil things can help us become more like Christ. Those people who are good to us certainly help us, but we also learn from those who are not good to us. We learn the value of kindness from the unkind, the value of patience from the impatient, the value of controlling what we say from those whose words are caustic, the value of staying calm from those who are easily angered, and so forth.
Thus this verse is similar to Romans 5:3-4, “…we also boast in our hardships, knowing that hardship produces endurance; and endurance, character; and character, hope.”
2Co 6:8
This is another instance in which the verses in the English versions are obviously divided awkwardly. The shift from dia to hos is very clear.
2Co 6:9
“behold.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
2Co 6:10
“as having nothing, and yet possessing all things.” Many Christians have a lot of material possessions and wealth, and that is okay with God, but it is not the point of this verse. Material things can come and go quickly and unexpectedly, and Christians are to realize this and not trust in any wealth they may have. Wealth is untrustworthy, but the rewards a faithful Christian will receive at the judgment are everything, and will endure (1 Cor. 9:25).
2Co 6:12
“You are not restrained by us.” There was nothing that Paul or his companions were doing that caused the Corinthians to hold back, it was simply that the Corinthians were not giving themselves totally to the relationship.
“feelings.” The Greek is splagchnon (#4698 σπλάγχνον). Although splagchnon means “bowels,” it was used in the Greco-Roman world for the center and source of emotion, hence the translation “feelings.” It would not have communicated to the modern reader to say, “you are restrained by your own bowels” even though that did communicate to the ancient reader. The translation could also read, “You are restrained by your own emotions.”
The book of 2 Corinthians reveals Paul’s love and depth of emotion for the people he has converted and his fellow believers. Paul pours out his soul to them. Although Paul founded the Church in Corinth, after he left, Judaizers and others came in and disparaged Paul and his teaching, and began to turn the Corinthians against Paul. That fact shows up throughout the whole Epistle as Paul tries to win the Corinthians back to him and his teaching. It is perhaps best displayed in 2 Corinthians 11. The Corinthians had no real cause to turn from Paul other than the empty words and false criticisms coming from the so-called “super-apostles” who came to Corinth and opposed him and undermined his teaching (2 Cor. 11:5). In verses such as 2 Corinthians 6:12, Paul boldly challenged the Corinthians to recognize that fact and reconnect with him. Paul pointed out that he was open to them (2 Cor. 6:11), and they were only closed to him due to their own feelings, not any actual reality.
Sadly, what was true 2,000 years ago in Corinth is still going on today. Many Christians are held back from being who they could fully be in Christ by their own self-limiting thoughts and emotions. In 1970, Walt Kelly, the author of the at that time well-known comic strip “Pogo,” coined the phrase, “We have met the enemy and he is us” (“Pogo” ran from 1948 to 1975). The saying is often true and basically is the equivalent to “We are our own worst enemy.” Many times in life nothing holds us back but our own thoughts and emotions, and that was the case in Corinth. The Corinthians needed Paul’s outside advice and counsel to get back on track with God, and Christians who are limiting themselves often need that kind of outside counsel too: “Without wise guidance people will fall, but with a multitude of advisors there is deliverance” (Prov. 11:14).
[For more on “bowels” being related to feelings and emotions see commentary on Phil. 1:8.]
2Co 6:13
“(I speak as to my children.)” This is the figure of speech interjectio, or interjection.[footnoteRef:2231] [2231:  Cf. Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 478, “interjectio.”] 

2Co 6:15
“Belial.” The Hebrew word means “worthlessness,” and the phrase son or daughter of Belial is used many times (Cf. Deut. 13:13; Judg. 19:22; 20:13; 1 Sam. 1:16; 2:12; 10:27; 25:17; 30:22; etc.). By New Testament times it was clearly being used as a term for the Devil, as we see in this verse. For other names for the Slanderer (the Devil), see commentary on Luke 4:2).
2Co 6:17
“stop touching.” See Lenski.[footnoteRef:2232] [2232:  Lenski, First and Second Epistles to the Corinthians, 1088.] 

 
2 Corinthians Chapter 7
2Co 7:1
“Therefore, having these promises.” 2 Corinthians 7:1 should be the last verse of 2 Corinthians 6.
“spirit.” This is not referring to the “gift of holy spirit,” but is a use of “spirit” as “soul.” There are things that are specifically in the category of “flesh,” that defile us, such as sexual sin or other sins directly involving the body. In contrast to the flesh, however, is the soul, which as a kind of “spirit,” is sometimes referred to as spirit. In this context, “soul” type things that we need to cleanse are our thoughts and attitudes.
2Co 7:9
“I am rejoicing.” The Greek is chairō (#5463 χαίρω), rejoice, as it is in the present active. Paul was in the act of rejoicing.[footnoteRef:2233] [2233:  Cf. R. C. H. Lenski’s translation, St. Paul’s First and Second Epistles to the Corinthians, 1106.] 

2Co 7:14
“put to shame.” See commentary on Romans 9:33.
2Co 7:15
“deep affection.” The Greek text literally reads, “bowels.” The bowels and guts are a center of a person’s emotional life, and that is reflected in the biblical text. Titus had deep feelings and affection for the people of Corinth, so the Greek text has “bowels,” and reads, “And his bowels abound toward you all the more when he remembers the obedience of you all,” but that translation will not communicate to a modern reader. In this context, the emotion being communicated by the “bowels” is affection.
[For more on “bowels” see commentary on Phil. 1:8.]
2Co 7:16
“confident.” See commentary on 2 Corinthians 5:6. It is a wonderful feeling to have confidence in someone, and Paul had confidence in the believers in Corinth.
 
2 Corinthians Chapter 8
2Co 8:2
“abundant joy.” The Greek is literally “abundance of their joy,” but the genitive (“of...joy”) is likely functioning as an attributed genitive where the head noun “abundance” is functioning adjectivally to modify the word “joy.”
“generosity.” The Greek word for “generosity” (haplotēs #572 ἁπλότης) can also mean “sincere concern, simple goodness.”[footnoteRef:2234] [2234:  BDAG, s.v. “ἁπλότης.”] 

2Co 8:6
“this act of grace.” That act of grace refers to giving to the believers who were in need.
2Co 8:8
“as a command.” The Greek phrase kata epitagē (κατά ἐπιταγή) is a technical phrase that means “by the command of; by order of.” In this case, the command would have been given by Paul to the people of Corinth. See commentary on 1 Timothy 1:1. It is unclear whether Paul is saying he had not received a specific command from the Lord about this, or if he is saying that he is not giving a specific apostolic command about it. However, as far as the Corinthians were concerned, there was not a specific command about the situation.
“comparing it with.” Cf. NET, NIV. By comparing the Corinthians’ love to the earnestness of others, Paul proves whether their love passes the test. It is when their love stands in contrast to the giving of others that this test can occur.
2Co 8:9
“the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ.” In this case, the “grace” of Jesus Christ refers to him giving himself as a gift (see commentary on 2 Cor. 12:9).
“that though he was rich, yet for your sake he became poor.” As the Son of God, Jesus was born rich. In the biblical culture, a son, especially a firstborn, adult son, was generally considered to have access to the authority and wealth of the father. One of the reasons for that was that death often came swiftly and unexpectedly in ancient times, and a man who was a son in the family in the morning could be the lord over the family and property in the afternoon. Also, the son was usually delegated increasing authority and autonomy as he grew and matured.
In Jesus’ case, as the Son of God, Jesus had access to considerable wealth, power, and a very comfortable lifestyle. We see this reflected in the Word of God. For example, in Psalm 2:8, God says to His Son, “Ask of me, and I will give the nations as your inheritance, and the uttermost parts of the earth for your possession.” On a similar note, when Jesus was being arrested in the Garden of Gethsemane and his disciples started to resist the people who came to arrest him, he stopped them saying that if he did not want to be arrested, he could immediately ask his Father for more than 12 legions (up to 72,000) of angels for his defense.
So, by virtue of being the only-begotten Son of God, Jesus had access to wealth and power, and could have lived a life of luxury and comfort. But Jesus did not use his Father’s resources when living his life on earth. He followed in the footsteps of his stepfather Joseph and became a builder (Mark 6:3), then an itinerant rabbi. He obediently followed the prophecies that had been given, such as those of the Servant of God (Isa. 42:1-7; 49:1-7; 50:4-11 and 52:13-53:12; see commentary on Isa. 42:1), including that he would be “despised and rejected by men; a man of suffering, and one who knew sickness (Isa. 53:3).
It was the grace of Jesus that he lived the humble and obedient life that he did, and it was “for your sake,” i.e., for us. Jesus learned much from the life that he lived. For example, Hebrews 5:8 tells us, “although he was a son, yet he learned obedience by the things that he suffered.” Also, the low estate that he chose opened him to temptations he would not otherwise have faced, and thus he was “one who has been tempted in every way just as we are, yet without sin” (Heb. 4:15). Another thing that Jesus did by living as he did was set a wonderful example for us. 1 Peter 2:21 says, “Christ also suffered for you, leaving you an example so that you follow in his footsteps.” As the only-begotten Son of the Living God, Jesus did not have to go through all that he did, but he did it for us and in doing so became an example of how we should live.
Also, although it is almost universally taught by Trinitarians that Jesus’ being rich and becoming poor refers to his incarnation, that is not correct. For one thing, it is an assumption based on the doctrine of the Trinity that when the Bible says Jesus became poor it is referring to an incarnation. As we see from the information above, there are other ways Jesus was rich but became poor. More to the point, however, is that Scripture does not teach that Jesus was God and incarnated in a human body. Jesus was a fully human man.
[For more information on Jesus not being God in the flesh, see Graeser, Lynn, Schoenheit, One God & One Lord: Reconsidering the Cornerstone of the Christian Faith. Also see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.”]
2Co 8:10
“who began a year ago.” There is some controversy about the exact meaning of the Greek behind this phrase in 2 Corinthians 8:10. The NASB translates the Greek words as: “who were the first to begin a year ago,” and versions such as the ASV, NIV, NJB, and NLT have similar translations. The Greek word that causes the difficulty is proenarchomai (#4278 προενάρχομαι). Thayer’s Greek lexicon notes that the word means, “to make a beginning before.” Some translators take it to mean simply “begin before,” or “begin earlier,” while others take it to mean “to make a beginning before others,” or “to be the first to make a beginning.” In defense of the simple meaning, “to begin before, or earlier,” Philip Hughes noted that it seems if Paul meant to say that the Corinthians had started a collection before any other churches, he would not “have left it to be inferred,” but would have more clearly stated his meaning.[footnoteRef:2235] We agree, and the REV translation supports that position. [2235:  Philip E. Hughes, The Second Epistle to the Corinthians [NICNT], 302n28.] 

Although the exact year 1 Corinthians was written is not certain (c. AD 55), Paul wrote it during his three-year stay at Ephesus (Acts 20:31; 1 Cor. 16:1-9), which was on his third missionary journey. He had stayed with the Corinthians for over a year and a half on his second missionary journey (Acts 18:1-18). It is possible that while he was there he told them to take a collection, but a more natural reading of 1 Cor. 16:1ff is that he did not ask them to take it while he was with them, but rather told them to take one in his first epistle to them. Also, he stated in 1 Cor. 16:1 that he had given orders for there to be a collection in Galatia, which he may also have done by letter or messenger. If he did it personally, then there are two possibilities. The less likely is that he told them personally on his second missionary journey, before he ever reached Corinth, at which time he would have spoken to the Corinthians about it too. What is more likely is he told the Galatians when he passed through Galatia on his way to Ephesus.
The point is that the chronology of Paul’s speaking to the Corinthians about taking a collection is not clear. Given that, Hughes’ point that Paul likely did not just infer that the Corinthians were the “first” to start a collection seems to be correct. Other churches may have been first, but no matter who was first, the Corinthians had definitely started a collection the year before but somehow lost their focus on the project and stopped. Now Paul directed them to complete the collection (2 Cor. 8:11).
2Co 8:13
“as a matter of equality.” This phrase comes from a Greek idiom, literally, “out of equality.” See the BDAG entry on the word for “equality,” isotēs (#2471 ἰσότης): “state of matters being held in proper balance… as a matter of equality.”[footnoteRef:2236] [2236:  BDAG Greek-English Lexicon, s.v.“ ἰσότης.”] 

 
2 Corinthians Chapter 9
2Co 9:3
“I am sending.” This is what is known as the epistolary aorist.[footnoteRef:2237] The Greek is in the past, “I sent,” but at the time Paul was writing he had not yet literally sent the brothers. They would actually be coming with the letter. To avoid confusion we have translated according to the present tense meaning, as do many versions (ESV, NET, NIV, NRSV). [2237:  Kistemaker, New Testament Commentary: 2 Corinthians, 310.] 

2Co 9:4
“put to shame.” See commentary on Romans 9:33.
2Co 9:5
“generous gift.” The Greek word for “generous gift” is the same word for “blessing” in the verse, eulogia (#2129 εὐλογία).[footnoteRef:2238] We agree with BDAG that the sense of “blessing” here is that of a generous gift. The idea of “gift” comes out as “bounty” in the KJV. Because “bounty” seems an archaic translation, and the English word “bounty” has acquired other meanings that could cause confusion here, most modern versions read “gift” (cf. ESV, HCSB, NAB, NASB, NET, NIV, NRSV). [2238:  BDAG Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “εὐλογία.”] 

2Co 9:7
“Let each one give as he has previously decided in his heart.” The first time in the Bible that a “tenth,” a “tithe,” is mentioned is in Genesis 14:20, when Abraham gave a tenth of the spoils of war to Melchizedek. However, the “tenth” that Abraham gave was not the same as the regular “tithe” in the Mosaic Law for two major reasons. What Abraham gave to Melchizedek was a one-time offering, not a regular offering, and Abraham gave a tenth of what he had captured as war booty, not a tenth of his flocks or herds (Abraham was a shepherd).
About 400 years after Abraham gave his tenth to Melchizedek, just after Israel’s Exodus from Egypt, God told Moses to establish the regular tithe to support the Tabernacle and the system that supported it. When God established the Tabernacle and the Levites (those from the tribe of Levi) to maintain it, He commanded the other 11 tribes of Israel to give a tenth of what they produced to the Tabernacle system to sustain it, and the Levites and Levitical priests. Today, in the Church Age, there are no more Levites or Levitical priests, and the Body of Christ is the Temple, so God changed the rules about giving back to what they had been before the Tabernacle existed, when people gave what they wanted from their heart.
Thus, the Church Epistles encourage people to give from their heart (2 Cor. 9:7), and they encourage people to give to the poor (Rom. 15:26; Gal. 2:10), to the Lord’s people who needed it (1 Cor. 16:1-2; 2 Cor. 8:14), and to those who serve the Lord (1 Cor. 9:6-14; 1 Tim. 5:17-18). The Mosaic tithe supported the Tabernacle system, while giving today supports many different needs in society. God loves a cheerful giver, and will reward people for the gifts and good deeds they do today (2 Cor. 9:6-8).
So, things have now gone back to where they started after the Fall of Adam and Eve. From Adam and Eve to Moses (about 2,600 years) there was no Tabernacle and no tithe. Then from the Tabernacle to Christ (about 1,400 years), there was a tithe to support that system. Now, in the Chuch Age, the Temple is the whole Body of Christ, and the system of giving is back to pre-Tabernacle times, when people gave from their heart the amount that they wanted to give. Giving is very important to God, but the amount Christians are to give is not specified in the Church Epistles. Based on how God has blessed them, some Christians should give more than ten percent, while some will give less. But each person is to give whatever they decide in their heart.
Upon noting that Jesus pointed out that the Pharisees were diligent to tithe even their garden herbs such as mint and rue (Luke 11:42), R. C. H. Lenski wrote that tithing was not a part of the New Covenant or of the doctrine of the Christian Church. Lenski wrote: “One of the plain facts is that the Gospels mention tithing only three times, in three condemnations of the Pharisees, and all three are scathing in their severity. Three other references are found in Hebrews 7:5-9 and are merely historical. Although all the apostles were originally Jews and reared to tithe, with not one word did any one of them even suggest that in the new covenant Christians might find tithing a helpful method of making their contributions to the work of the church. This strong negative is re-enforced immensely by the totally different method suggested by Paul when he called on the churches for a great offering, 1 Corinthians 16:1, etc.; 2 Corinthians 8:4, etc. Exegetically and thus dogmatically and ethically the New Testament is against tithing as being valid in the new covenant. Desire for more money, also for more money in and for the church, should not blind our eyes to the ways that are employed for getting it.”[footnoteRef:2239] [2239:  Lenski, The Interpretation of St. Luke’s Gospel, 661.] 

[For more on Abraham’s tithe and the tithe in general, see commentary on Gen. 14:20.]
2Co 9:10
“increase the harvest of your righteousness.” The phrase “harvest of your righteousness” means the rewards given to people by Christ for their righteous deeds. God will cause our harvest to grow, meaning he will increase the rewards we reap at Judgment Day. Righteousness here is to be understood in the sense of righteous acts accomplished by the believer (e.g., Acts 10:35), and not to be understood as the state of righteousness given by God (e.g., Rom. 5:17). Galatians 6:9 gives the key to understanding this verse: “And let us not grow weary of doing good, for in due season we will reap, if we do not give up” (ESV). Hence, Williams translates this phrase: “enlarge the harvest which your deeds of charity yield.”[footnoteRef:2240] [2240:  Williams, Charles B. The New Testament: A Private Translation in the Language of the People.] 

2Co 9:11
“through us.” The meaning of this phrase is not specified, and can be broadly applied. It seems the most natural meaning is that Paul is writing as if he and his companions are middlemen, who bring the gift that the Corinthians give to those in need, which then produces great thanksgiving to God. However, the phrase can also refer to the fact that it was “through” Paul that the Corinthians were encouraged to give in the first place, so the whole process of the gift, from the encouragement to give it to the actual delivery of it, was “through” Paul and his companions.
That God would inspire this phrase shows us that He always keeps in mind those who are encouraging others to do good works, and those who help others do good works. Not everyone can help out with the things of God in the same way, or the same level of visibility to others, but God sees every heart and every effort we put forth to help with His work.
 
2 Corinthians Chapter 10
2Co 10:1
“Now I myself, Paul, entreat you by the meekness and clemency of Christ…” The verses that open 2 Corinthians 10 must be understood in light of the fact that false apostles had entered the Church and were spreading lies and false doctrine. This can be easily seen by reading chapters 10-12. These false apostles were accusing Paul of being two-faced, being bold in his letters when he was away from Corinth, but being timid when he was personally present in Corinth. Furthermore, they accused Paul of living by the standards of the world. Paul begs the Corinthians to listen to him and hopes that he will not have to be bold with them as he will have to be with the pretenders. Paul uses the analogy of a war in this section of Scripture and asserts that he fights with spiritual weapons, and with them demolishes arguments, lies, and false doctrines, and will take captive the lies (thoughts) that are circulating in the Church. Furthermore, he will bring these disobedient people to justice, but he will only be able to do that when the Corinthians themselves are ready to stand firmly on the truth.
“clemency.” See commentary on Acts 24:4, and commentary on 1 Timothy 3:3. The Greek is epieikeia, (#1932 ἐπιείκεια), “consideration springing from a recognition of the danger that ever lurks upon the assertion of legal rights lest they be pushed to immoral limits. The virtue that rectifies and redresses the severity of a sentence.”[footnoteRef:2241] Occurs only here and Acts 24:4. Paul is being very calm here, asking to be heard on the basis of the meekness and clemency of Christ. Thus, even if there are Corinthians who are set in their mind against Paul, they should still be meek enough to hear him out, giving clemency to Paul. [2241:  Zodhiates, Word Study Dictionary, s.v. “ἐπιείκεια.”] 

“timid… bold.” This was the accusation of Paul’s accusers. They accused him of being timid (actually, “low”) when he was with them, but “bold” in his letters when he was away. Paul uses their words to obviate their arguments, and hopefully make the Corinthians aware that they are lies. Paul was very bold when he was in Corinth, debating in the synagogue, standing against the Jews, and even being dragged into court before Gallio (Acts 18:1-18); and he had been just as bold in his letters (cf. 1 Corinthians).
2Co 10:2
“Yes, I implore you…” For the de meaning “yes,” see Lenski.[footnoteRef:2242] [2242:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. Paul’s First and Second Epistles to the Corinthians, 1200.] 

“daring.” Greek is tolmaō (#5111 τολμάω), “to show boldness or resolution in the face of danger, opposition, or a problem, dare, bring oneself to (do someth.)…have the courage, be brave enough.”[footnoteRef:2243] Paul’s accusers say he is timid when he is present, but now they will find out the truth, for Paul will be daring with them, showing firm resolution in the face of their opposition. Having established the Church himself, he now goes to war, fighting with courage and even daring, wielding the sword of the spirit to keep the people sound in the faith. [2243:  BDAG, s.v. “τολμάω.”] 

2Co 10:5
“We are destroying arguments and every high-minded thing that is exalted against the knowledge of God.” This verse is about Paul’s defense of the truth against the arguments of the “super-apostles” (2 Cor. 11:5; 12:11) and others who brought in ideas that were against Paul and opposed to Christ. Although we often use this verse to teach that each Christian should take captive his own thoughts so that he can be an obedient Christian, that is not the primary reading of the text. The “thoughts” that needed to be taken captive were the false logic, lies, and false doctrines of those people who came in after Paul. They taught another Jesus and another gospel (2 Cor. 11:4), and Paul calls them “false apostles,” and “deceitful workmen” (2 Cor. 11:13). If a Church is going to be healthy, the false doctrines and beliefs have to be “taken captive.” The general principle still applies, however, for a healthy church is made up of healthy Christians, and if a person is going to be spiritually healthy and obedient to Christ, he must take his own thoughts captive to Christ. The fact that the primary meaning of the verse is taking captive the lies and false doctrines in the Church explains 2 Cor. 10:6 (see commentary on 2 Cor. 10:6).
“thought.” Greek is noēma (#3540 νόημα), “a mental perception, thought; 2. specifically, (an evil) purpose”[footnoteRef:2244] [2244:  Thayer, s.v. “νόημα.”] 

2Co 10:6
“as soon as your obedience is complete.” Paul states that he is ready to bring to justice the people who are disobedient, but he must wait until the obedience of the Corinthians is complete. The point of bringing the disobedient ones, the ones spreading lies and false teaching, to justice is to have a healthy church. But if the Church itself is not ready to discipline those who are bringing lies and false doctrine, what is the point? The Church at Corinth “put up” with false teaching too easily (2 Cor. 11:4), so Paul writes that he is ready, but will only be able to act when the Corinthians are ready. It is never easy, fun, or “nice” to confront lies and false doctrine, and there are many who are even critical of that, elevating the importance of “self-expression” and “personal beliefs” above the truth, but we must make no mistake; there is a truth, and it comes from God to the Church. We must be willing to fight for it and defend it or we might as well not “play church” at all.
2Co 10:7
“Look.” The word for “look” in this verse is blepete, from blepō (#991 βλέπω). It can be understood in two different ways, either as a command (“look!”) or an indicative statement of fact (“you are looking”). This difference comes out in the varying translations: E.g., “Look at what is before your eyes” (ESV—command); compared with, “You are judging by appearances” (NIV—statement of fact). The difference amounts to this: is Paul at this point in the letter chastising the Corinthians for looking at people according to the flesh? Or is he telling them to look at the evidence that is before their eyes? According to the context of the letter, we understand the word to fit better as a command. Paul is here asking the Corinthians to consider the clear evidence of Paul and his companions’ lives compared to that of the “super-apostles.”
2Co 10:9
“I do not want to.” The word “want” comes out of the sense of the purpose clause (hina + the subjunctive mood). It is Paul’s intended purpose not to appear as though he were frightening; therefore, since it is his purpose, it is what he “wants.”
2Co 10:10
“unimpressive.” Cf. NASB, NIV. From asthenēs (#772 ἀσθενής), literally, “weak,” although here it carries the connotation of being physically “unimpressive.”[footnoteRef:2245] [2245:  BDAG, s.v. “ἀσθενής.”] 

“is of no account.” From exoutheneō (#1848 ἐξουθενέω).[footnoteRef:2246] See commentary on 1 Thessalonians 5:20. [2246:  BDAG, s.v. “ἐξουθενέω.”] 

 
2 Corinthians Chapter 11
2Co 11:2
“virgin.” The Christian Church is being compared to a virgin bride by the figure of speech hypocatastasis. The Church is not literally a virgin bride, but the things expected of a virgin bride such as spiritual chastity, purity, and devotion, all apply to the Church.
[See Appendix 12: “The Bride of Christ.”]
2Co 11:3
“serpent.” This is a reference to the Slanderer (the Devil). Since the Slanderer is not a literal serpent, his being called that is the figure of speech hypocatastasis (a comparison by implication; see commentary on Rev. 20:2, “dragon”). Calling the Slanderer a “serpent” compares him with a serpent, and imports the characteristics of a serpent onto him. This verse should have put to rest once and for all that the “serpent” in Genesis 3:1 was not some kind of snake, but rather a reference to the Slanderer himself. The Bible never tells us the personal name for the Devil, the one he had before he rebelled against God. We know the names of important angels such as Michael or Gabriel, but all we have for the Devil are appellatives and descriptions that let us know about his nature and his power.
The fact that God never gives the Slanderer’s proper name in the Bible put Him in a bind when it came to Genesis. How would He introduce his arch-enemy in the Genesis record? He did it by calling him, “the serpent.” Then, God gave enough clear references in the rest of the Word to let us know who “the serpent” is. Sadly, most Christians do not read the Bible carefully enough, or understand the figures of speech it uses such as hypocatastasis, to recognize who the serpent of Genesis actually was.
[For more on the serpent being the Devil, see commentary on Gen. 3:1. For a list of the names of the Slanderer, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
2Co 11:6
“unskilled in public speaking.” The Greeks, and even the Romans at that time in history, took great pride in public speaking and had schools, and even contests, for public oratory. In our modern world, we are attracted to “regular people” who speak in a casual, seemingly honest way. We like simple, straightforward vocabulary and often distrust people who have a highly developed vocabulary and who use words we do not understand. That was not at all the situation in the time of Paul.
The Greeks were attracted to flowery and stylistic vocabulary in which the speaker was trained to speak in a very specific way, and by Paul’s lifetime, long after the Romans had conquered the Greeks, the Romans were attracted to that kind of speaking as well. Gregory Aldrete points out that Roman aristocrats were expected to know both Greek and Latin and be able to give formal public speeches. Aldrete writes: “The hundreds of thousands of Greek citizens who were enslaved by Rome provided a ready source of teachers. …the structure of Roman education was such that the student, who was almost always a male, passed through a series of teachers, and the highest goal toward which all their education aimed was to produce an eloquent speaker.”[footnoteRef:2247] [2247:  Gregory Aldrete, Daily Life in the Roman City, 63.] 

In Greece, and especially in an important Greek city like Corinth, being a trained speaker was a mark of learning and sophistication that leaders were expected to have attained. Some of Paul’s enemies used the fact that Paul was not a trained speaker against him, as if one had to be a “trained speaker” to be logical and know and present the Word of God. Paul was trained as a Rabbi, so he certainly was trained, just not in the Greek form of oratory. Paul did not let his lack of formal training as a speaker stop him from powerfully presenting the message about Jesus Christ.
The average Christian can learn a lesson from Paul because today there is a tendency to discount the opinions of “laypeople,” Christians who have not been to seminary or been ordained. But today is no different from Paul’s time. Many highly trained pastors and teachers are not dedicated to God, whereas many lay people are. God does not care about formal seminary training; He reveals Himself to people who love Him and are dedicated to the Christian lifestyle, and who make Jesus the Lord in their life on a daily basis. Especially today when knowledge is so freely available, the dedicated layperson who loves the Lord and reads the Bible and literature about it often knows much more truth than many supposedly trained pastors.
2Co 11:12
“as our equals.” Cf. NIV, NRSV. Literally, the Greek reads “just as we are.”
2Co 11:14
“the Adversary.” The Greek word for Adversary is Satanas (#4567 Σατανᾶς), which has been transliterated as “Satan” in most versions. This causes the meaning of the word, which is important, to be lost. For more information on it, see commentary on Mark 1:13.
[For information on the names of the Devil, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
“disguises himself as an angel of light.” The Devil disguises himself as an angel of light or as an agent of good in many different ways. So, for example, there are people who use satanic power who deem themselves “good witches,” but using Satan’s power to accomplish things on earth is never “good.” There certainly was one time when it seems that the Devil did actually come into concretion as “an angel of light,” a brightly shining spiritual being, and that was in the Garden of Eden when he appeared to Eve and Adam. It seems certain that he did not come as a talking snake, but as a powerful “Shining One” from the spirit world (see commentary on Gen. 3:1).
2Co 11:20
“hits you in the face.” This passage, 2 Corinthians 11:4, 19-21, sheds exposing light on the radical form of Christian pacifism that interprets Jesus’ teaching to “turn the other cheek” as meaning one should passively endure physical abuse. In these verses, Paul is expressing disappointment with the Corinthians. He says they “put up with” a list of things they should not be putting up with, including false Christs and spirits (2 Cor. 11:4), enslavement, domination, and being hit in the face (2 Cor. 11:20). The word for “hit in the face” is derō (#1194 δέρω), meaning “beat” or “strike.” It is clear from its inclusion in this list that a Christian ought not to put up with being physically struck in the face. The word Jesus used for turning the other cheek in Matthew 5:39 is a different word: rhapizō (#4474 ῥαπίζω), usually translated “slap.” It referred not to a fierce punch, but to a slight backhand meant as an insult. Jesus’ point was not that one ought to endure physical abuse; his point was to overlook foolish insults.
2Co 11:21
“to my shame.” This is a Greek idiom that is missed by the KJV translators. Literally, it reads, “I speak according to shame,” which comes out in the KJV as “I speak as concerning reproach.” However, this is unclear to the English reader and does not communicate Paul’s meaning. By saying “I speak according to shame,” Paul refers to his own hypothetical shame and speaks of it with sarcasm. The translation, “to my shame… we were too weak for that” captures the sarcastic sense of the verse very well.
2Co 11:24
“…received from the Jews 40 lashes minus one.” This was a tradition of the Israelites that originated from the Mosaic Law. Deuteronomy 25:2-3 says, “… the judge is to make him lie down and be beaten in his presence, according to his guilt, and by number. He may give him 40 lashes. He is not to exceed that number, lest, if he should exceed it and beat him with many more lashes than these, then your brother would be contemptible in your eyes..” To ensure that Israelites adhered to the Mosaic Law, the tradition was established to give 39 lashes to prevent breaking the Law if there was a miscount. The one giving the lashes was subject to punishment if the stripes exceeded 40. These lashes were originally administered with a rod, but later the rod was exchanged for a leather strap consisting of three leather thongs.[footnoteRef:2248] [2248:  Hackett, Smith’s Dictionary of the Bible, vol. 3, 2642; Hastings, A Dictionary of the Bible, vol. 1, 526.] 

2Co 11:25
“adrift at sea.” This is from the Greek phrase en tō buthō, “in the sea depth”; the word for “sea depth” is buthos (#1037 βυθός), and to be “in the buthos” is an idiom for “adrift at sea.”[footnoteRef:2249] [2249:  BDAG, s.v. “βυθός.”] 

2Co 11:26
“danger.” In the Greek, the word is plural, “dangers,” but we often understand “danger” to have a pluralistic meaning, and it reads much more smoothly in English than does “dangers.” If someone says they were “in danger” on their journey, we do not generally think they were only in danger one time.
“in danger from rivers.” Travel has always been dangerous. In fact, the English words “travail” and “travel” apparently come from the same root word. The online encyclopedia, Wikipedia, says, “According to the Merriam-Webster dictionary, the first known use of the word travel was in the fourteenth century. It also states that the word comes from Middle English travailen, travelen (which means to torment, labor, strive, journey), and earlier from Old French travailler (which means to work strenuously, toil). …According to Simon Winchester in his book The Best Travelers’ Tales (2004), the words ‘travel’ and ‘travail’ both share an even more ancient root: a Roman instrument of torture called the tripalium (in Latin it means ‘three stakes,’ as in to impale). This link may reflect the extreme difficulty of travel in ancient times.”[footnoteRef:2250] [2250:  Wikipedia, “Travel,” accessed October 14, 2017, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Travel.] 

In the Roman Empire, there were some major roads that were maintained by the army so they could travel quickly from one part of the Roman Empire to another and keep the peace. But except for those major routes, roads, which were mostly dirt paths, were not maintained unless the people of a nearby city cared to maintain them for some reason. This meant that the vast majority of the roads in the ancient world were generally in terrible condition and dangerous to travel on. Furthermore, when a road crossed a river, there was usually no easy, safe way across. Bridges were rare indeed. Even the bridges in the city of Rome, which were doubtless the best-maintained bridges in the Empire, needed constant repair, and no local dweller would risk his life or spend the time and money to build a bridge just so strangers could travel more easily. Furthermore, many roads crossed gullies that became rivers after any sizeable rain. Anyone who traveled over land in the ancient world knew that travel involved danger from rivers.
[For more on roads in the ancient world, see commentary on Mark 1:3.]
“in danger from robbers.” With the exception of some major cities in the Roman Empire in which soldiers were supposed to maintain public safety (but did a poor job of it), the ancient world did not have a police force to keep people safe. The best personal safety came from being a member of a large and powerful family, clan, or tribe that would seek revenge if anything happened to one of their members. If a family member was harmed, the person who avenged that family member was called “the avenger of blood” (Num. 35:19-27; Deut. 19:6-12; Josh. 20:2-9).
In the ancient world, robbers on the roadways were very common, and since there was no police force, and since travelers generally did not have a large family or tribe nearby, travel was very dangerous. It was especially dangerous for people traveling alone or in small groups because they were easy targets, and bandits watched for them. Bandits on roads between cities were so common that the Parable of the Good Samaritan was no doubt based on the robberies that happened to people who traveled alone in ancient Israel (Luke 10:30-35).
Gregory Aldrete writes, “Bandits were very common, and anyone venturing outside of large cities was literally risking his life. Roman literature is full of examples of people who simply disappeared, who set out on a journey and were never heard from again. …Rich Romans traveled with bodyguards and armed slaves, but even such protection was not proof against bandits. One senior magistrate and his entire party vanished only a few miles from Rome. …A common phrase on tombstones is interfectus a latronibus, ‘killed by bandits.’ In a list of the duties of a Roman governor, the first thing mentioned was to suppress bandits.”[footnoteRef:2251] [2251:  Gregory Aldrete, Daily Life in the Roman City, 39.] 

The apostle Paul would have been an easy target for bandits. He traveled far from home and he usually had only a few people with him. No wonder he wrote to the Corinthians that he was in danger from bandits. That Paul was in genuine danger of being killed by bandits on the road, yet braved traveling thousands of miles on them to bring the Good News about Jesus Christ to the people of the Greco-Roman world, shows his great passion and personal courage to bring people to Christ. He is indeed a great example to us. No wonder he could write that he was “not seeking my own benefit, but the benefit of the many who do not believe, so that they might be saved. Be imitators of me, just as I also am of Christ” (1 Cor. 10:33-11:1).
“my own people.” The Greek is simply genos, “race; kind,” and here it refers to the Jews in contrast to the Gentiles, who are mentioned next. We would not say “race” because every human is of the “human race.” There is only one “race” of humans, which is why all humans can interbreed. The phrase, “my people” is a clear way to bring the Greek into English. Although many versions use “countrymen,” Paul was from Tarsus in the Roman province of Cilicia, in what is now Turkey, and technically his “countrymen” came from that area, but in this context, he meant the Jews, his “kind” or his “people,” and they were scattered all over the Roman Empire.
“in danger at sea.” Sea travel was dangerous, as we see from 2 Corinthians 11:25. Paul did more traveling over land than he did by sea, yet he was shipwrecked three times. Almost all the boats were small and not really capable of traveling across the Mediterranean Sea, so they traveled close to land, mostly keeping the shoreline in sight. But that meant they were in a very dangerous position at night or in a fog when they could easily lose their bearings. Also, although they depended on the generally reliable Mediterranean weather to sail at safe times, occasionally storms would come up and quickly endanger the ship.
Adding to the danger was the fact that there were no passenger ships at that time in history. With the exception of personal boats such as the emperor of Rome might have, all the ships were cargo or military ships, which meant that any would-be passenger traveled in a very uncomfortable setting. First, the passenger had to bargain with the captain over the cost of the ride. Then the passenger had to bring his own food, bedding, and shelter with him and was assigned a small space somewhere on the deck. No fires could be built on the wooden ship, so the food, and usually the passenger, was cold (occasionally a kind captain would let a passenger cook his personal food in the ship’s galley after the crew had eaten). If there was any rain, or if the sea was rough, the passenger was usually soaked with rain or seawater, adding the risk of exposure and hypothermia to the other risks of sea travel. Also, there was no “regular schedule” for the ships; they traveled when they could. So if a ship got delayed at anchor or in a port for any reason, the passenger just had to figure out how to get along. Indeed, the “perils in the sea” were very real for any person who chose to travel that way.
 
2 Corinthians Chapter 12
2Co 12:1
“boasting.” Although we usually think of “boasting” as a prideful, sinful thing, there are contexts when the word “boasting” means speaking out openly (and often loudly) in favor of something, and that is what it means here.
2Co 12:2
“the third heaven.” That is, the future heaven and earth. We today live in the second heaven and earth; the first was destroyed by water (2 Pet. 3:3-7). Paul describes this as “paradise” in 2 Corinthians 12:4 (see commentary on 2 Cor. 12:4).
2Co 12:4
“taken into Paradise.” The Greek word translated “taken” is harpazō (#726 ἁρπάζω), and it means to seize, to carry off or carry away by force, and it can often have the connotation of carrying someone or something away speedily by force. Orthodox theology misunderstands this verse and teaches that “Paradise” is heaven, but it is not; “Paradise” is on earth in the future. Because orthodox theologians teach Paradise is in heaven, most English Bibles translate harpazō as “caught up” into Paradise. But “Paradise” is not “up.” They are both future. Paul was not caught “up” to them by a revelation vision, he was “taken,” “forcibly taken,” or “forcibly taken quickly” to them. Paul was “taken” to Paradise, the future earth, in a vision. Visions of the future, or of the presence of God, occur with some regularity in the Bible (see commentary on Acts 7:55, “Jesus standing at the right hand of God”).
The first heaven and earth existed in the past (some theologians say before Genesis 1:2, while some theologians say before the Flood of Noah). The second heaven and earth are now. The third heaven and earth are future. Revelation 21:1 speaks of the third heaven and earth when the apostle John, who is writing the book of Revelation, says, “And I saw a new heaven and a new earth.” This “new” heaven and earth are the third heaven and earth. They do not exist now, but they will in the future.
Much of the misunderstanding in orthodox Christianity about these verses is due to the fact that Christians confuse “heaven” and “Paradise.” Most commentators say being taken to the third heaven in verse 2, and being taken to Paradise in verse 4, are the same, but they are not. To understand “Paradise,” we must understand how it came to be used in the Bible, and we must start in Genesis.
The Hebrew word eden (#05731 עֵדֶן) means “delight” or “luxury,” and the “Garden of Eden” (Gen. 2:8, 15) is the “Garden of delight.” It is unhelpful to the understanding of the continuity of Scripture that the Hebrew word eden gets transliterated into English as “Eden” rather than being translated into “Delight.” The result of that decision is that very few Christians see that God so loved people that He created a “garden of delight” for us. When most Christians read about the “Garden of Eden,” they never think to ask what the phrase means, they only ask where it is on the face of the earth.
When the Old Testament was translated into Greek about 250 BC in the version we know as the Septuagint, the Greek language had a word that accurately captured the concept of a garden of delight: paradeisos (#3857 παράδεισος). The Greek language had acquired paradeisos as a loanword from the Persian language, and it meant an enclosed park or pleasure garden, a “garden of delight.” Thus it was natural that the Hebrew phrase “garden of eden” (garden of delight), was translated by the Greek word paradeisos, meaning “garden of delight” (cf. Gen. 2:15 and commentary on Gen. 2:15). The Latin paradisus came from the Greek, and the English “paradise” came from Greek through the Latin.
“Paradise,” like the Garden of Eden itself, refers to a place on earth. In the Bible, the Greek word paradeisos occurs about 25 times in the Septuagint, sometimes referring to the Garden of Eden, sometimes referring to another garden, but always to a garden on earth; paradeisos never referred to “heaven” in the Old Testament. Furthermore, there is no biblical reason to suddenly say that when the Greek word paradeisos is used in the New Testament that it suddenly changed meanings and referred to heaven. Given that, the thief on the cross next to Jesus (Luke 23:43), Paul (2 Cor. 12:4), and the apostle John (Rev. 2:7) would have believed that “Paradise” was on the earth. (There are some non-canonical books that refer to paradise as a place for the dead, but those books are not the God-breathed Word (2 Tim. 3:16). The books of the Bible are consistent that paradeisos is a place on earth). When Jesus comes from heaven and conquers the earth (Rev. 19:11-21), and sets up his kingdom on earth, then the earth will once again be an “Eden,” a “Paradise.” The Old Testament prophecies made it clear that when Jesus Christ sets up his future kingdom on earth there will be no war, no sickness, no hunger, no injustice, and even the animals will become peaceful.
2 Corinthians 12 starts out with Paul recounting a revelation vision that was given to him. Although he does not directly say it was given to him, verse 7 makes it clear he is the “man” who got the revelation. In his revelation vision, he was taken into the future and he saw, just like the apostle John did years later (Rev. 21:1), the third heaven and the third earth. He refers to the third heaven as “heaven” in 2 Corinthians 12:2, and he refers to the third earth as “Paradise” in 2 Corinthians 12:4. Thus his mention of “heaven” and “earth” is a kind of polarmerismos (describing something in its entirety by mentioning the two extremes; see commentary on Acts 9:28). Paul had a “surpassingly great revelation” (v. 7; cf. NIV) which included seeing both the new heaven and the new earth.
The plan of God was to create the earth for humankind and to love and be loved by the people there. We can see both God’s plan and His love when we see that God originally put Adam and Eve in “Paradise,” a garden of delight (Gen. 2:5-8), and that paradise will exist on earth in the future and the saved people will live there (Luke 23:43; Rev. 2:7). However, it is hard to see that consistent plan in most English Bibles because the Old Testament (Hebrew) calls it “Eden” while the New Testament (Greek) calls it “Paradise.” If the whole English Bible were translated from one language it would be easier to see the consistent and overriding plan of God, which has not changed. God wanted to have a paradise for His people to live in, and that plan will be realized someday in the future.
[For more on Paradise being a place on earth, see commentary on Luke 23:43. For more information on the kingdom of Jesus Christ being on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
2Co 12:7
“to beat up on me.” This translation is at once very literal, and yet communicates idiomatically in English. The Greek verb is kolaphizō (#2852 κολαφίζω), which indicates a beating with the fists, a violent and harsh treatment. Paul was physically beaten, as well as emotionally badgered.
2Co 12:8
“Three times I pleaded with the Lord.” This is a perfect demonstration of how we Christians are to handle trouble—take it to the Lord. Far too many times when we Christians are in difficult situations we complain or mope about it and forget to take our problems to the Lord. Of course, when we take our problems to the Lord, we would like to think he would just solve them for us, but what happened with Paul as recorded here in Corinthians is very typical of what happens to us: Jesus Christ reminds us that his grace is sufficient for us and that his power is actually brought to its goal (completed, perfected) through our weakness.
Victory in Christ is often very different from the world’s view of victory. To the world, victory involves winning, strength, health, youth, vitality, and having “a great life.” But we live in a fallen world and under the penalty of sin, and every person has problems and sicknesses, and “victory” involves being faithful to be loving and godly day after day. Many times we cannot escape our problems, but we are victorious in Christ if we bear our burdens while maintaining godly attitudes and actions.
Paul’s pleading with the Lord and the Lord answering him is an example of the “fellowship” (intimate joint participation) that we are to have with Jesus Christ. The Greek verb translated “pleaded” is parakaleō (#3870 παρακαλέω, pronounced par-a-ka-'leh-ō), and it literally means “to call to one’s side.” Of course, there are dozens of reasons a person might call someone to come near, and so it is natural that parakaleō has dozens of different meanings, including: to speak to, to exhort, to encourage, to comfort, to console, to entreat, to ask for something, to beg, and to teach. The wide semantic range of parakaleō explains the large number of different translations in the English versions (“besought” ASV, KJV; “made request to” BBE; “pleaded” HCSB, NIV; “implored” NASB1995; “asked” NET; “appealed to” NRSV). Each of these translations correctly represents an aspect of parakaleō that is applicable in this context, and the translators had to make the difficult choice of which aspect of parakaleō was most emphasized and pick an English word that represented it—a very hard choice indeed.
[For more information on our fellowship with Jesus, see commentary on 1 John 1:3.]
In this case, Paul had a problem, so he pleaded with the Lord about it, and this is written so we can follow Paul’s example, even as he said: “Be imitators of me, just as I also am of Christ” (1 Cor. 11:1). We are to talk to Jesus about our problems and pray to him for help.
[For more on prayer to Jesus Christ, see Appendix 13: “Can We Pray to Jesus?”]
The “Lord” in the verse is Jesus, not God, as can be seen from the context. Abridged, verses 8 and 9 read: “Three times I pleaded with the Lord about this…And he said to me, ‘My…power reaches its fulfillment in weakness.’ Therefore, I will most gladly boast all the more in my weaknesses, so that the power of Christ will rest on me.”
The one with the power in this context is clearly Jesus. First Paul pleaded with the Lord about his problems. Then the Lord answered and spoke of his power. Then Paul identified the one who was speaking to him as the Lord Jesus Christ, saying that he will gladly boast in his weaknesses so that “the power of Christ” would rest on him (2 Cor. 12:9).
2Co 12:9
“My grace is sufficient for you.” “Grace” is undeserved favor, and Paul had certainly received much favor in his life and ministry. In this context, the “grace” of Christ refers in general to the grace Christ had given Paul throughout his life, but also to specific blessings of grace that Paul had received. For example, he had received many visions and revelations (2 Cor. 12:1, 7), and Jesus Christ had even taken Paul in a vision into the future and showed him the Paradise to come (2 Cor. 12:2-4).
As we normally use it today in the Church world, the Greek word charis (#5485 χάρις), usually translated as “grace,” means “undeserved divine favor.” But that definition of grace is not the only definition of charis in the New Testament, and furthermore, “undeserved divine favor” is a “Christian phrase,” it was not the meaning of charis in the ancient Greek world. The Greek word charis, “grace” is derived from the Greek verb Chairō “to rejoice,” and thus charis referred to things that made the giver or receiver happy: thus: “favor, beauty, gratification, thankfulness (Luke 6:32, 33, 34), homage, gracefulness, etc. So, for example, charis was used of a ruler’s favor or of a gift given by a ruler, and that meaning is in the New Testament, for example, when we read of the “grace” of Christ (2 Cor. 8:9). As the New Testament was written, it became clear that God had given a further meaning of charis that was not in the ancient Greek, and that meaning was “undeserved divine favor.” This meaning does not occur in secular Greek and it is missing from the Old Testament words that sometimes get translated as “grace” but which would generally be better translated as “favor.”[footnoteRef:2252] [2252:  Nigel Turner, Christian Words, 191-95.] 

“reaches its fulfillment.” The Greek verb is teleō (#5055 τελέω), and it means to bring something to its end, or finish; to complete something. In many cases, when something is finished, it is “perfected,” but it is not correct to say in English that Christ’s power is “made perfect” in our weakness, because Christ’s power is “perfect” no matter what state we are in. Our weakness does not make his power perfect, it is perfect on its own. Rather, when we are weak and Christ works in us, his power reaches its end, or fulfillment, in us. Through our weakness, Christ’s power reaches its goal and is shown to be Christ’s power, not our power.
“rest on me.” The word “rest” in the Greek literally means to “pitch a tent over, to set up a dwelling place,” from episkēnoō (#1981 ἐπισκηνόω). Paul is saying that the power of Christ will set up camp over his life and dwell over him.
2Co 12:11
“moral obligation.” This is from the Greek word opheilō (#3784 ὀφείλω). It is stronger than what the Corinthians “ought” to have done; the word refers to an obligation or debt.[footnoteRef:2253] For clarity in English, we have switched the framing from “I” to “you,” like the NJB and NLT. The meaning is the same; it is easier to read “you have a moral obligation to me,” than “I have a moral obligation owed by you.” [2253:  BDAG, s.v. “ὀφείλω.”] 

2Co 12:12
“signs of a true apostle were performed among you.” Paul’s first journey to Corinth and his starting the Church there is recorded in Acts 18:1-18. However, Acts never mentions Paul doing a sign or miracle. Acts put the emphasis of Paul’s time in Corinth on his speaking the Word in spite of various problems, including his trial before Gallio, the Roman proconsul. But here in 2 Corinthians, we learn that Paul did perform signs, miracles, and wonders, which no doubt helped the Word move in Corinth. This shows us that reading the Church Epistles helps us understand Acts, and reading Acts sheds light on the Epistles.
2Co 12:13
“Forgive me this wrong.” Paul is employing the figure of speech eironeia, which we know as “irony” or, in this context, even as “sarcasm.” Bullinger defines eironeia as “The expression of thought in a form that naturally conveys its opposite.”[footnoteRef:2254] Paul said, “Forgive me this wrong,” but of course, his working for and not being a burden to the new church in Corinth was not “wrong”; in fact, it was the godly thing to do. By writing, “Forgive me this wrong,” Paul catches the attention of the reader and makes the point by sarcasm that he was being very good to the people of Corinth. Paul’s irony here is used with effect, and he uses it again in 2 Corinthians 12:16. [2254:  E. W. Bullinger, Figures of Speech Used in the Bible, 807, “eironeia.”] 

2Co 12:14
“Look here.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
2Co 12:15
“souls.” The Greek word often translated “soul” is psuchē (#5590 ψυχή, pronounced psoo-'kay), and it has a large number of meanings, including the physical life of a person or animal; an individual person; or attitudes, emotions, feelings, and thoughts. Here it is used of the individual himself. Thus, while the verse could read something such as, “I will most gladly spend and be spent for you” (HCSB; cf. KJV), by saying “souls,” we can see that Paul is not just saying in general terms that he is willing to sacrifice himself for others, but is specifically concerned about their mental and emotional state as well.
[For a more complete explanation of “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
2Co 12:16
“took you in by deceit.” Paul is employing the figure of speech eironeia, which we would call “irony” or “sarcasm.” Bullinger defines this figure as “The expression of thought in a form that naturally conveys its opposite.”[footnoteRef:2255] By writing, “we took you in by deceit,” Paul shows the ridiculousness of such a statement and thus powerfully communicates the opposite. [2255:  Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 807, “eironeia.”] 

2Co 12:19
“defending ourselves.” There is beautiful courtroom imagery in this verse that can be missed in English. Paul is here asking the Corinthians if they presume he has been attempting to clear himself of charges before them. He has not. Rather, in Paul’s mind, it is before God that he stands or falls, and God is his only Judge. The Greek word for “defending ourselves”—apologeomai (#626 ἀπολογέομαι)—refers to a public defense in a trial, and, by metaphor and extension, to defending one’s self in an everyday life situation. Paul is saying that it is not before the court of the Corinthians that he pleads his case, but before the court of God who sits as Judge, he is speaking in Christ.
2Co 12:20
“selfish ambition.” The Greek is eritheia (#2052 ἐριθεία). See commentary on Romans 2:8, “selfishly ambitious.”
“arrogance.” For this word, the KJV “swelling” is very literal, although unclear as to what the “swelling” indicates. It is from phusiōsis (#5450 φυσίωσις), which refers to “swelled-headedness,”[footnoteRef:2256] or “an inflated, puffed up, exaggerated view of one’s own importance”[footnoteRef:2257]—in other words, arrogance. Paul is referring to the phenomenon that often happens in arguments when love for the other person and what is right are pushed aside by a blinding force of care for one’s own pride and position. [2256:  BDAG Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “φυσίωσις.”]  [2257:  Louw and Nida, s.v. “φυσίωσις.”] 

2Co 12:21
“impurity.” The Greek word translated “impurity” is akatharsia (#167 ἀκαθαρσία), and it refers to being “unclean” before God. Akatharsia is “a state of moral corruption; immorality, vileness especially of sexual sins”;[footnoteRef:2258] “in a moral sense, the impurity of lustful, luxurious, profligate living; used of impure motives in 1 Thess. 2:3.[footnoteRef:2259] The dominant use of akatharsia in the New Testament includes sexual sin. [2258:  BDAG Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “ἀκαθαρσία.”]  [2259:  Thayer’s Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “ἀκαθαρσία.”] 

[For more information on akatharsia, see commentary on Gal. 5:19.]
 
2 Corinthians Chapter 13
2Co 13:3
“among you.” In this case, it is best to translate the en (#1722 ἐν) as “among” you, rather than “in” you. The difference is this: “among you” refers to Christ’s power in the fellowship community of the Corinthians, while “in you” would speak of his power for each individual Corinthian believer. The translation “among you” is best because the context of 2 Cor. 13:1-2 is speaking of the Corinthians as a group, and the “you” is plural, also referring to the group.
2Co 13:4
“we also are weak in him.” The words “in him” mean “in union with him” (see commentary on Rom. 6:3). We are used to thinking of being “in Christ” and thus having been crucified with Christ (Rom. 6:6; Gal. 2:20), having died with Christ (Rom. 6:8), having been buried with Christ (Rom. 6:4; Col. 2:12), and being raised with Christ (Eph. 2:6; Col. 3:1). However, we are also “weak” in Christ. Christians are not spiritual bullies, asserting ourselves and getting our way because we are so spiritually powerful. We are spiritually powerful, but our power is used the same way Christ and Paul used their spiritual power. Christ said to learn about him, for “I am meek and humble in heart” (Matt. 11:29). Christ became a sacrifice whose life was poured out for others, and that must be true of us too.
“to serve you.” This is coming out of the preposition eis (“unto”)—it is an eis of advantage, meaning “for you,” “for your advantage.” Cf. NIV and Kistemaker, who also render the phrase “to serve you.”
2Co 13:5
“Test yourselves to see if you are in the faith.” This is a quick but stinging rebuke to the church in Corinth seeking proof that Paul was in the Faith and that Christ was speaking via him (2 Cor. 13:3). Basically he was saying, “Don’t doubt my being in the Faith, test yourselves!”
“Jesus Christ is in you, unless indeed you fail the test?” Paul is writing to the whole church at Corinth, and there could easily be people in the church who had not actually accepted Christ as Lord. Lenski writes about people in the Church who fail the test, and notes that it means, “tested and found false, spurious, either not believing the real gospel but something else or only pretending to believe the gospel while not believing it.”[footnoteRef:2260] It occasionally happened that false believers infiltrated the Church (cf. Gal. 2:4). To be saved, a person had to confess that Christ was his Lord and believe that God raised him from the dead (Rom. 10:9). That might have been a challenge for many Greeks because the mythology of Greece did not allow for a resurrection from the dead (Acts 17:31-32). [2260:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. Paul’s First and Second Epistles to the Corinthians, 1333.] 

2Co 13:9
“fully equipped.” The Greek is the rare noun, katartisis (#2676 κατάρτισις), and it only occurs here in the New Testament (although the verb occurs in 2 Cor. 13:11). According to Louw-Nida, it means to make someone completely adequate or sufficient for something, to furnish completely, to cause to be fully qualified. It can refer to the completion or perfection or equipping of the person (“soul” in the classics), or the character. The word means more than just having a mature or complete character, although that is certainly included. Also, closing the letter by saying that Paul was praying for their character seemed unkind. Rather, he is praying that they be fully equipped in every way. Some versions read “restoration,” although that too seems harsh for the ending of an epistle. The fact is that if the believers are fully equipped, they would be in the will of God and need no “restoration.”
2Co 13:11
“brothers and sisters.” The Greek text is “brothers,” but that often includes men and women.
[For more on brothers and sisters, see Word Study: “Adelphos.” For more on women’s involvement in the early church, see Appendix 11: “The Role of Women in the Church.”]
“rejoice.” The Greek word chairō (#5463 χαίρω), literally meaning “rejoice,” was also used as the standard greeting; it means both “hello” and “goodbye.” In this verse, the versions differ on whether Paul employs the term as a salutation (“farewell”; cf. ASV, KJV, NIV84, NRSV) or as a command to “rejoice” (cf. ESV, HCSB, NAB, NASB, NET).
“Let yourselves.” The first two verbs are passive, hence “let yourselves,” which is necessary to communicate the passive. The last two are active. Importantly, the passive verbs point out that often we are our own worst enemies when it comes to godliness. We dig in our heels and refuse to let God do His perfect work in us, equipping and perfecting us, and we do not listen to the admonition of others. We have to be humble and meek (coachable), and let ourselves be guided in godliness.
“Let yourselves be admonished.” Paul has been urging and admonishing the Corinthians through the whole letter, and now he appeals to them to let his advice into them; into their lives; to allow themselves to receive his admonition. The Greek word for “admonished” is in the passive voice, which here is permissive in meaning; “be admonished” thus means “permit yourselves to be admonished.” The NIV is not literal here but captures the meaning well with the translation, “listen to my appeal.”
The word, parakaleō (#3870 παρακαλέω), “admonished,” could also mean “be encouraged” (e.g., NET, HCSB) or “be comforted” (e.g., NASB, KJV), so although we can only bring one meaning clearly into the English, there are other meanings that are important. Nevertheless, we feel the primary meaning, given the context of the reproof throughout the epistle, is an appeal for the Corinthians to receive Paul’s exhortation.
2Co 13:14
“fellowship of the holy spirit.” This refers to the holy spirit that is the gift of God.
[For more information on the uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]


Galatians Commentary
Galatians Chapter 1
Gal 1:1
“not sent from any group of people, nor through any person.” This statement shows the doubt and confusion that people had about Paul and his teaching (cf. Gal. 1:7). It also points to the truth of the Gospel and its divine authorship. Critics might say, “Anyone can say they are apostles of God, but how do we know?” Paul’s words and works spoke for themselves, and when he wrote Galatians, he wrote the words of God. It is easy to be a doubter and a critic. The honest person takes the time to check the evidence and understand the arguments, and then is meek enough to accept the conclusion and its implications.
“through Jesus Christ and God the Father.” True ministers are called, and placed in their calling by God and Jesus Christ. Every person has a calling and place in the Body given them by God and Christ (1 Cor. 12:12-26), therefore just because someone is called to a position in the Body he or she is not better than anyone else. Nevertheless, some positions in the Body carry more authority and responsibility than others when it comes to the practical aspects of running the Body here on earth. While we should not boast about our position in the Body, occasionally it is the will of God to tell others about the authority one has in order to maintain order in the Body. This is such a case. Paul’s authority as an apostle needed to be recognized to keep the Body from being confused and scattered. He was the called apostle of God, not the Judaizers who were contradicting him, and it was right and appropriate for him to make that point.
“from among the dead.”[footnoteRef:2261] See commentary on Romans 4:24. [2261:  Cf. Kenneth S. Wuest, New Testament, “from among the dead,” 439.] 

Gal 1:2
“brothers and sisters.” The Greek text is “brothers,” but that often includes men and women.
[For more on brothers and sisters, see Word Study: “Adelphos.” For more on women’s involvement in the early church, see Appendix 11: “The Role of Women in the Church.”]
“of Galatia.” There is much debate about the place and date of Galatians; however, the evidence seems to weigh in favor of Paul penning the Epistle to the Galatians from Antioch of Syria after his first missionary journey (Acts 14:26-28) and before the Jerusalem council (Acts 15:1-29). Thus it seems most likely written from Antioch in 48-49, and that would make it the first Church Epistle written by Paul. This would explain in part why Paul spent so much time declaring that what he taught came by revelation from Jesus Christ and introducing himself and giving his personal history (Gal. 1:11-2:21).[footnoteRef:2262] [2262:  Richard N. Longenecker, Galatians [WBC]; F. F. Bruce, The Epistle to the Galatians [NIGTC], 70ff., 136ff.] 

Gal 1:3
“Grace to you and peace.” The Greek text does not say, “Grace and peace to you,” even though many English versions read that way. By separating the phrases the way it does, the Bible shows us that “grace” and “peace” are not equal; instead, God’s grace is preeminent. We have peace with God because we have grace from God, offered through faith in Jesus Christ.
“God our Father, and the Lord Jesus Christ.” This is what many scholars consider to be the most likely reading of the original Greek text.[footnoteRef:2263] [2263:  From the textual note on the NET Bible, 1st ed.] 

Gal 1:4
“deliver.” The Greek word is exaireō (#1807 ἐξαιρέω), and it means to take something out of its place; to pluck out, draw out, or remove. Hence it can mean to rescue by virtue of drawing someone out of danger. Although many English versions have “rescue,” that seems to be a secondary meaning here. The word “rescue” means to “free from danger,” and places the emphasis on the fact that the person is out of danger. While that is certainly a part of the meaning of exaireō in this context, the force of exaireō is not just that we are out of danger, it is how we got out of danger, by being pulled out and put somewhere safe. Yes, Jesus will rescue us from this evil age, but it will be because he will pluck us out of this age and get us safely to the next age. Just like a “delivery truck” that delivers goods from one place to another, Jesus will “deliver” us out of this age and deliver us safely into the Messianic Age in new and everlasting bodies.
“this present evil age.” The “present evil age” is one of the two “ages” portrayed in Scripture, and they were also recognized by the Jews of the time. In the future there will be a wonderful “age,” a Messianic Age, in which the Messiah, Jesus Christ, will rule on earth. Thus, the two ages in Scripture are the present evil age, and the “coming age”; so, for example, Matthew 12:32 shows the two ages when it says that those people who blaspheme the Holy Spirit will not be forgiven “neither in this age, nor in that which is to come.” Ephesians 1:21 also speaks of both the present and future age, telling us that Christ is far above all rule and authority, not only “in this age but also in the one to come.”
Many English versions translate the Greek word aiōn, age, as “world” in that verse but “world” is misleading. For one thing, the “world” does not come to an end; it is the evil “age” that ends. This earth we live on will be restored to a pristine condition by Christ. Also, by always translating aiōn as “world,” the English reader never really understands the important biblical teaching of the two ages. For example, in the King James Version, there are about 30 places where aiōn is translated “world” where “age” would have been both more accurate and also more helpful in communicating to people the teaching of the New Testament. For example, the “sons of this age” are people whose character reflects the character of this age (Luke 16:8), and the “god of this age” is the Devil (2 Cor. 4:4). It is the active presence of the Devil, his demons, and evil people that make this age into “the present evil age.”
The Bible makes it clear that this evil age will come to an end. For example, the disciples came to Jesus while he sat on the Mount of Olives and asked him about his coming and “the end of the age.” (Matt. 24:3). Other verses that speak of the end of the age are: Matthew 13:39, 40, 49; 24:3; 28:20; 1 Corinthians 10:11; and Hebrews 9:26.
After this age ends, the Age to Come, the wonderful Messianic Age, will begin, and it will be a time of great blessing and joy. The future “Messianic Age” has two parts, and Christians who are in the Rapture and the Old Testament believers who are in the first resurrection will participate in both parts. The first part of the Messianic Age lasts 1,000 years (Rev. 20:4), and so it is known as the “Millennial Kingdom” (from the Latin word mille, “thousand”). In the Millennial Kingdom the earth will be similar to the earth we know now, but it will be mostly restored to a pristine state (Matt. 19:28).
Revelation 20:7-15 tells how the Millennial Kingdom ends: there will be a war with Satan, then the second resurrection and the White Throne Judgment, at which point the wicked will be thrown into the Lake of Fire. Then the second part of the Messianic Age begins, which lasts forever, so it can be referred to as the “Everlasting Kingdom” (Rev. 21:1ff).
[For more on Jesus ruling on a restored earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on Paradise being the future restored earth, see commentary on Luke 23:43.]
“according to the will of our God.” Almost this same phrase occurs in 1 Peter 4:19, see REV commentary on 1 Peter 4:19 for details.
Gal 1:5
“forever and ever.” The Greek phrase is tous aiōnas tōn aiōnōn (τοὺς αἰῶνας τῶν αἰώνων), and it occurs 20 times in the New Testament. It can refer to time that does not end, “eternity future,” or it can refer to a time that is very long but does come to an end, depending on the context.
[See Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
Gal 1:6
“so quickly.” Paul was on his first missionary journey when he preached in Galatia, and we believe he wrote Galatians shortly after that journey ended and before the Jerusalem council. A piece of supporting evidence for that chronology is the phrase “so quickly” in Galatians 1:6. If Galatians was written from Antioch just before the Jerusalem council, then “so quickly” is chronologically accurate, because Paul would have been with the believers of Galatia less than a year before he wrote his epistle to them.
People who argue that Galatians was written later, say AD 50 or so (or even later), have to make “so quickly” into a much more flexible and relative phrase, referring to years later. But the justification for that interpretation does not seem to be as valid as understanding the phrase to be literal. Paul was harshly reproving the Galatians for turning away from the truth, and part of the power of his reproof was that they were turning “so quickly.” But if it had been years since Paul had visited the Galatians and taught them about the grace of God, then his saying they were deserting his doctrine “so quickly” would be seen as an exaggeration and would have considerably weakened the impact of what he was saying. In fact, it seems such an exaggeration would have so weakened Paul’s argument that it would have been better to leave out the phrase than state the exaggeration. Based on that logic, the phrase “so quickly” is a strong argument for Galatians being written before the Jerusalem council.
“the one.” This is God. God calls each person to Himself by way of the grace He offers through Jesus Christ. God has always called people to Himself (cf. Acts 2:39; Rom. 11:29; 1 Cor. 1:9; Phil. 3:14; 1 Thess. 2:12; 2 Thess. 1:11; 1 Pet. 5:10). Some commentators say it is Christ who calls, but God calls us through His Son. This is especially clear in this verse, which speaks of “the One” who calls us “by the grace of Christ,” i.e., by the grace associated with Jesus Christ. Ernest DeWitt Burton writes: “Paul’s general use of the verb kaleō [“to call”] must be regarded as a decisive objection to referring the phrase [“him who called you”] to Christ…or to Paul, and as a convincing reason for here referring it to God. …In fifteen passages in the letters ascribed to Paul, the writer attributes ‘calling’ to God …and never, except in the sense of ‘naming’ or ‘inviting to a feast,’ to anyone else.”[footnoteRef:2264] [2264:  Ernest DeWitt Burton, The Epistle to the Galatians [ICC], 19-20.] 

“grace of Christ.” This genitive includes the genitive of relation and the genitive of origin. It refers to the grace related to Jesus Christ because it was he who made it available to us, and it refers to the grace that we have that he has given to us.
Gal 1:7
“confusing you.” The Greek word is tarassō (#5015 ταράσσω), and it literally refers to shaking something back and forth, agitating it, or stirring it up. Thus, it means to agitate or trouble, or “to cause one inward commotion, take away his calmness of mind, disturb his equanimity; to disquiet, make restless,”[footnoteRef:2265] disturb, throw into confusion.[footnoteRef:2266] There is no way to tell from the context if the people of Galatia were actually “troubled” by the conflict between the Judaizers teaching and Paul’s, but the fact that they were abandoning the grace of Christ to go back to the Law shows that they were indeed confused. [2265:  BDAG Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “ταράσσω.”]  [2266:  Friberg, Analytical Lexicon, s.v. “ταράσσω.”] 

“change.” The Greek word translated “change” is metastrephō (#3344 μεταστρέφω), and BDAG defines it as “to cause a change in state or condition.”[footnoteRef:2267] It can denote turning something to its opposite.[footnoteRef:2268] Lightfoot writes: “Properly, ‘to reverse, to change to the opposite,’ and so [metastrephō is] stronger than diastrepsai, which is simply ‘to distort,’ ‘wrench.’”[footnoteRef:2269] In Galatia, certain Judaizers were trying to bring Christians back under the Law. This was a complete “change” from the gospel that Paul had preached which was not based upon the Law. [2267:  BDAG, s.v. “μεταστρέφω.”]  [2268:  Friberg, s.v. μεταστρέφω.]  [2269:  J. B. Lightfoot, St. Paul’s Epistle to the Galatians.] 

Paul’s concern is that the Judaizers were corrupting the truth of the gospel message by turning it into something it is not. The gospel Paul preached was that righteousness is counted to a person by their trust in Christ, not by observing the requirements of the Law. However, the Judaizers in Galatia were trying to promote a gospel that required such things as circumcision, ritualistic purity, dietary restrictions, and other commandments that Jews thought were necessary in order to be considered part of God’s people and an heir of the inheritance God promised to Abraham.
Paul preached a simple gospel message that salvation is granted based upon trusting in Christ, and the one who trusts in Christ is truly a child of Abraham, not the person who observes the Law (Gal. 3:7). If observing the Law was the basis upon which God could declare a person to be righteous in His sight, then Abraham has no basis by which to be righteous before God since the Law was given hundreds of years after him (Gal. 3:17).
Therefore, Paul is attacking the Judaizers because they are turning the basis of being declared righteous before God away from trusting in Christ and toward reliance upon obedience to the Law. Returning to the Law only would establish being under a curse (Gal. 3:10) and living in bondage (Gal. 5:1) because the Law could never justify a person before God (Gal. 3:18).
Christ has redeemed us from the curse of the Law so that the promise of the inheritance of salvation given to Abraham could be available to everyone who believes, whether they are Jew or Gentile (Gal. 3:13, 28). This is the truth of the gospel that Paul is seeking to protect against the “false gospel” of the Judaizers (Gal. 1:6). Their efforts to try and undermine the very foundation of the gospel is a direct attack on God himself and his plan for redeeming humankind. The Law served a specific purpose, and that purpose was to make “transgressions” known (Gal. 3:19).
The gospel that Paul preached was that being declared righteous by God is based upon trust, not on the Law, which was merely a “guardian” that was meant to point people to the righteousness that is in Christ alone…always has been, always will be (Gal. 3:24).
Gal 1:8
“let him be accursed.” This phrase in Galatians 1:8 (and Gal. 1:9), is a divine passive, not a personal wish. There is an important difference. Paul is not saying, “I wish the man was cursed,” or “I want the person to be cursed.” Rather, he is saying, “The person will receive the consequences of his actions.” Paul knew that there were severe consequences for perverting the Gospel, and what he is saying is that they deserve the curse they will receive.
Paul’s remark is along the same lines as when Jesus confronted the religious leaders who were perverting the Word of God and pronounced seven “woes” on them (Matt. 23:13, 15, 16, 23, 25, 27, 29— see commentary on Matt. 23:14 for reasons why we omit that verse as an almost certain addition to the text). Jesus then said to them: “Snakes! You offspring of vipers! How can you escape the judgment of Gehenna?” (Matt. 23:33). So Jesus, knowing the heinous sin of the religious leaders, knew the serious consequences of their sin, which was, for them, being thrown into the Lake of Fire. Some of Paul’s adversaries were likely not as ungodly as the religious leaders Jesus confronted, but they were sinful enough that their actions would bring a deserved curse upon them.
It is important that Christians not be naïve about people who pervert the Good News. Some of them are well-meaning but wrong, but others are the spiritual children of the Pharisees and are working for the Devil (cf. John 8:44). Godly people in the Bible, like Jesus and Paul, boldly confronted evil, and as distasteful as it is, Christians need to be prepared to do the same.
“accursed.” The Greek word is anathema (#331 ἀνάθεμα). In its broad sense, anathema was used of something that had been dedicated to God. As such, something that was anathema could be either blessed or cursed, depending on what God wanted to do with it—the thing itself was just anathema; dedicated to God. In the Hebrew OT, the concept of anathema was represented by the Hebrew word herem (#02764 חֵרֶם). Something herem (dedicated to God), as in the NT, could be either blessed or cursed, kept or destroyed. A field that was herem belonged to the Lord and would be maintained for His benefit (Lev. 27:21). On the other hand, if a person sacrificed to an idol god, he was herem and was then executed (Exod. 22:20). Cities that were devoted to God (herem) were destroyed (cf. Jericho; Josh. 6:17), and animals were killed and thus destroyed. When the Hebrew OT was translated into Greek about 250 BC in the version we know as the Septuagint, anathema was used of herem when the things that were dedicated were destroyed or ruined, but other words, such as aphorizō (set apart) were used when the dedication to God resulted in a blessing (cf. Lev. 27:21).
The New Testament hearkens back to the wider OT use of herem, however, and thus Luke 21:5[footnoteRef:2270] uses anathema in the good sense of an acceptable offering to God without the implications of a curse. However, the other times anathema is used in the New Testament (Gal. 1:8, 9; Acts 23:14; Rom. 9:3; 1 Cor. 12:3; 16:22), it refers to something cursed, or handed over to God’s judgmental wrath. The word anathema has turned up in some ancient Greek sources, and in the Greek secular writings, something that was anathema was subject to destruction by the gods. Paul’s use of the word anathema here in Galatians 1:8 and 1:9, “dedicated to God,” in this context means under His curse. The sentence is a very hard, harsh statement, and shows how serious a sin it is to pervert the Word of God. [2270:  in some Greek texts; cf. the texts by Lachmann and by Tischendorf.] 

Some translations have the consequence of the curse instead of the curse itself in this verse. For example, the NIV84 has “eternally condemned,” while the NET and GW have “condemned to hell.” However, those interpretations are too harsh. We must keep in mind that some people who pervert the Word of God are Christians and have a guarantee of salvation through faith in Christ. We all know that just because a person has faith in Christ does not mean his doctrine is correct. Some very sincere people who have faith in Christ are nevertheless very wrong about their doctrine. These people will be blessed for their faith and have everlasting life, but the consequences of their error will be severe, although exactly how, or when, God will deal with such people is not discussed in the verse or context. In the future at the judgment, certainly, but there are no doubt consequences in this life also.
In light of the fact that some people who teach error are Christians, to translate this verse as “condemned to hell” or another similar translation is too harsh. It is better to leave the word “accursed,” and understand it as being “delivered up to the judicial wrath of God.”[footnoteRef:2271] God knows peoples’ hearts, and is in a position to deal with people in ways that He sees fit, and the word anathema is perfect for that situation, because it means to dedicate to God for Him to do with as He sees fit. [2271:  Longenecker, Galatians [WBC].] 

Gal 1:9
“contrary.” The Greek preposition para (#3844 παρά) with the accusative case can mean “against, contrary to,” and that is the meaning here. God is the author of the true Gospel, but the Adversary is always generating ideas and theologies that are contrary to the truth of God. That means there are always competing theologies in the world, and it makes the promise “keep seeking and you will find” (Matt. 7:7) very important. If we will diligently seek with a humble heart, God will lead us to the truth.
Gal 1:10
“Indeed.” Although the Greek word is gar (usually translated “for”), R. C. H. Lenski writes, “In this instance γάρ cannot mean ‘for’ (our versions) as either stating a reason or offering an explanation… γάρ is but the confirmatory adverb which is here used in a question in order to point to what the previous statements make decidedly plain and thus make the question more urgent and the desired answer more inevitable.”[footnoteRef:2272] The NLT translates the gar as “obviously,” and many versions simply omit it. [2272:  Lenski, The Interpretation of St. Paul’s Epistle to the Galatians, 43.] 

Paul has just said that anyone who teaches another Good News than what he had taught was accursed. It is obvious that he is not trying to soften his message so it is acceptable to everyone. Rather, he is acting in his capacity as the apostle to whom was committed the information of the Sacred Secret. Thus he says, “Indeed, am I now trying to gain the approval of people…?” Clearly not.
“trying to gain the approval.” The Greek is peithō (#3982 πείθω), which often means “to persuade,” (and is translated that way in the KJV), but it does not mean that in this context (how could someone persuade God?); it means “seek the favor of,” “try to please,” “try to gain the approval of.” This sentence has a harsh tone to it, but is necessary in order for Paul to continue his relationship with the Galatians. Other people were accusing Paul of not teaching the truth, and Paul is making his point very clearly. He is a servant (or “slave”) of Jesus Christ, and is trying to please him.
“still.” There has been a lot of theological discussion about the word “still” in this verse. The most obvious reference is to Paul’s earlier life as a Pharisee, when he advanced beyond the rest of his peers by being more zealous for the Law (Gal. 1:14). Now he does not care about that, but only acts to please the Lord.
Gal 1:11
“brothers and sisters.” See Word Study: “Adelphos.”
“of human origin.” The Greek text of Galatians 1:11 reads, “according to man,” and in this context, that phrase means “of human origin.” That is clearly explained in the next phrase, where he writes: “For I did not receive it from any person...I received it by revelation.” Paul would have told that to the people when he was with them face to face, but now they are facing new challenges and being confused by Jews who are teaching a works-based salvation, so Paul reminds them that what he taught them was by revelation from Jesus Christ.
Gal 1:12
“revelation.” The Greek word translated as “revelation” is the compound word (noun) apokalupsis (#602 ἀποκάλυψις), from the preposition apo (away from), and the verb kaluptō (#2572 καλύπτω), which means “to cover,” or “to hide.” Apokalupsis means to lay bare, make naked, and hence is used of disclosing something, revealing something, and thus making something visible or known, and it is also used of an appearance or manifestation. The fact that here in Galatians 1:12 it is a singular noun is the reason that some versions say “a revelation” instead of just “revelation.” However, Paul did not get the Gospel he preached as a single revelation, but rather as a series of revelations over a period of time, and from what we know of the Epistles that were written after Galatians, he would receive more before his life and writing ended. Therefore, the translation “a revelation” makes the verse unclear. The singular “revelation” in this context is a collective singular, such as the word “fruit.” Apokalupsis is also the Greek title of the book of Revelation, which is the unveiling of the future for us to see ahead of time, including the Tribulation, Jesus Christ coming from heaven, the future judgments, and the Eternal Kingdom of God.
Genuine biblical “revelation” is not well understood in the Christian world, so it is important to explain a little about it. The English word “revelation” comes from the word “reveal,” which means “to make known.” As it is used in the Bible, the word “revelation” refers to something made known by a spiritual source, which may be God, the Lord Jesus Christ, the Devil, or demons. In its secular usage, “revelation” can refer to something that has a profound impact on a person or when someone learns something that helps him understand some aspect of life. For example, someone might say, “It was a revelation to me to learn that my headaches could be cured by getting more sleep.” However, that secular usage is not the way “revelation” is used in the Bible.
To better understand what “revelation” means in the Bible, it helps to know what it is not. “Revelation” is not what someone learns from reading the Bible. When the Bible was originally given, it was revelation to the prophet who wrote it down. When a person reads it, he learns, but that type of learning is not “revelation”; it is using our faculties of logic, memory, judgment, etc. “Revelation” is also not what someone feels very strongly about. When a person feels very strongly about something, there is a danger that some of those strong opinions will “leak over” into what he says comes from God. This is as true in regard to doctrine as it is for personal feelings and opinions. Lastly, revelation is not what someone knows from his five senses (seeing, hearing, smelling, tasting, and touching). What a person observes through his senses may be accurate, but it is not “revelation.”
As it is used in the Bible, “revelation” is information that is revealed to someone by a spiritual source. The Bible places revelation into two categories: knowledge and wisdom. The manifestations of holy spirit that are revelation are “a message of knowledge” and “a message of wisdom” (see commentary on 1 Cor. 12:8). It is fitting that God categorizes all revelation as either knowledge or wisdom, because all information is either knowledge or wisdom. Knowledge is the “facts concerning the case,” and is information. “Wisdom” has many aspects and in today’s language can have several definitions. However, the first definition of wisdom in the first edition of Webster’s Dictionary (published in 1828) captures its meaning: “the right use or exercise of knowledge.” Knowledge is the facts of the case; wisdom is “what to do.” The actual source of any revelation a person receives is either God; Jesus Christ (cf. Acts 9:5; Acts 16:7; Gal. 1:12; 2 Cor. 12:9); the Devil (cf. Gen. 3:1-4; Matt. 4:1-11); or a demon (cf. Matt. 8:28-31; Mark 1:23-26; Luke 4:41; Acts 16:17). All revelation comes from one of these four spiritual sources. God and Jesus Christ both originate communication to people, and so do the Devil and his demons. Angels are not a “source” of revelation. They are messengers, bringing information from God or the Lord to people. Both the Hebrew word mal’ak and the Greek word angelos mean “messenger,” and angels deliver messages; there is no evidence in Scripture that they are the original source of any message they bring.
How is revelation communicated to people? When looking at the ways God, Jesus, the Devil, or demons can give a revelation message, the first major distinction we must recognize is that it will come internally (from inside the person) or externally (from outside the person). All revelation will either come to a person externally and thus usually be perceivable by others, or it will be internal, given directly to the person’s mind.
Revelation from God or the Lord Jesus that comes to us externally can come in a multiplicity of ways. Examples of how God has communicated a message of knowledge or wisdom externally include His speaking audibly (Deut. 4:12), sending an angel (Judg. 13:3-5; Luke 1:26-37), sending a prophet (2 Sam. 12:1-12), having Balaam’s donkey give the message (Num. 22:28-30), putting dew on a fleece (Judg. 6:36-40), and writing on a wall (Dan. 5:5).
Demons also come into concretion and give revelation to people. The Devil did so to Eve in the Garden of Eden and came to Jesus Christ when he was in the desert (Matt. 4:3). Demons come into concretion many times as ghosts and apparitions of all sorts, and this often happens with mediums and necromancers. Demons are also experts at manipulating physical objects to communicate a message, and thus all forms of divination are an abomination to God (Deut. 18:10-13). Crystal ball divination, tea leaf reading, and similar practices are all ways that demons communicate messages in the five-senses world.
Both God and the Devil give revelation “internally” also. In certain circumstances, demons can enter into people and communicate directly to their minds (this is often known as being “possessed,” but a better translation is “demonized,” or “afflicted by demons”). If a demon enters a person’s body and communicates with his mind, the individual will see visions, hear voices, or “just know” things. The person who has the demon may or may not know it. Psychics usually think they have a “gift,” but in actuality, there is no such gift. Psychics are “afflicted by demons” in the sense that they are generally inhabited by a demon or demons, but occasionally they receive information from a demon that manifests itself outside of them. In any case, psychics are tricked into thinking they have a gift because often their intentions may be good. But contact with demons is never “good,” because they blend truth with error just as the Devil did with Eve in the Garden, and they do good only to gain the opportunity to do evil.
God and Jesus Christ give much of the revelation to Christians via the gift of holy spirit. When an unsaved person becomes saved, the Lord Jesus gives him the gift of holy spirit (Acts 2:33, 38; Eph. 1:13), which then becomes an integrated part of him, filling him completely and enabling him to get revelation via the gift of holy spirit inside him. When a person has holy spirit, it is easier for God to communicate with the person, which is why in the Old Testament God put holy spirit on those with whom He wanted to communicate. Examples include: the 70 elders of Israel who helped Moses (Num. 11:17, 25); Othniel (Judg. 3:10); Gideon (Judg. 6:34); Jephthah (Judg. 11:29); Samson (Judg. 14:19); King Saul (1 Sam. 10:6); Amasai, (1 Chron. 12:18); King David (1 Chron. 28:12); Azariah (2 Chron. 15:1, 2); Jahaziel (2 Chron. 20:14); Zechariah (2 Chron. 24:20); John the Baptist (Luke 1:15); Elizabeth (Luke 1:41); and Zechariah (Luke 1:67); (cf. Judg. 3:10; 6:34; 11:29; 1 Samuel 10:6, 10; 16:13; 2 Kings 2:9; 1 Chron. 12:18; 2 Chron. 20:14; Matthew 3:16; and Luke 2:25).
The way that revelation via the gift of holy spirit works is that a message of knowledge or wisdom originates with God or the Lord Jesus, who communicates to the holy spirit in the Christian, which then communicates with that Christian’s mind or body. The gift of holy spirit can communicate easily with the mind, just as the body can communicate with the mind.
Revelation can come to one’s mind or to one’s body. Revelation that comes to one’s mind comes as a thought, emotion, or senses experience (i.e., sight, sound, etc.). When revelation comes via holy spirit to one’s body, it comes as a feeling or sensation (pain, pressure, heat, cold, etc.). It is not always easy to tell whether a thought or feeling is from God or from one’s own mind or body. That is why the Bible tells us it takes “repeated use” (Heb. 5:14) to be able to accurately discern whether a thought is coming into our mind from God, or whether it is one of our own thoughts. As one matures in the Lord, he learns more ably to discern the revelation of God from his own thoughts, ideas, emotions, and feelings.
How revelation via the gift of holy spirit works can be charted as follows:
· God (or Jesus Christ) → holy spirit in you → your mind = a thought or emotion.
· God (or Jesus Christ) → holy spirit in you → your body = a feeling or sensation.
Once we understand that revelation usually comes as a thought or feeling we can understand why “repeated use,” or “practice,” is essential if we are going to reliably discern revelation from our own thoughts and feelings. Actually, a number of Bible versions have the word “practice” in Hebrews 5:14, including the ESV, NASB, RSV, and NRSV. The word “practice” needs to be properly understood. It is good in that it implies continual repetition, and that is what we should be doing, especially with speaking in tongues, interpretation of tongues, and prophecy, which are more directly under our control. The weakness of the word “practice” is that every time you operate the manifestations, you are not just “practicing,” but “in the game,” in touch with God and the Lord, and operating the power of God.
Revelation via holy spirit, a message of knowledge and a message of wisdom, comes in seven distinctive ways. You get information from the Lord the same way you gather information from the world around you. The Lord will give you revelation that you (1) see, (2) hear, (3) smell, (4) taste, or (5) touch, or sometimes you (6) “just know.” Also, the Lord may give you (7) an emotion.
When the Lord gives a person a vision, sound, smell, etc., via holy spirit, it may seem as real as if it were actually happening in the physical world, but it is happening only in the person’s mind. Other people around him are not experiencing what he is. For example, when Stephen saw heaven open and the Lord Jesus standing at God’s right hand (Acts 7:55-56), he “saw” it as clearly as if it had physically occurred. It was as real to him as his natural sight. Nevertheless, it was a revelation vision via the gift of holy spirit, and the others who were with Stephen did not see it. Similarly, when the Lord gives revelation smell, the one receiving the revelation will smell something, but others will not.
Once we understand that a message of knowledge and a message of wisdom come to us by (1) seeing, (2) hearing, (3) smelling, (4) tasting, (5) touching, (6) “just knowing” and (7) emotion, we can expand the chart explaining how revelation works.
· For revelation vision: God (or Jesus Christ) → holy spirit in you → your mind (the visual center) = you see a vision as if it were real.
· For revelation sound: God (or Jesus Christ) → holy spirit in you → your mind (the auditory center) = you hear a sound or voice as if it were real.
Receiving revelation works the same basic way for all seven ways God gives it and getting revelation from demons works in a very similar way. When a demon inhabits a person’s mind and stimulates his visual center, the person will see a vision. If the demon feeds information to the auditory center of the brain, he will hear voices.
Revelation given via holy spirit is usually a very quick experience. It does not usually “hang around” so we can confirm it, study it, etc. God wants us to love Him with all our heart, soul, mind, and strength, and if we do, we are focused on Him and what He tells us. Revelation is usually a “still, small voice” (1 Kings 19:12-KJV, or as the NIV states, a “gentle whisper”), coming soft and fast, so we must become practiced in recognizing it.
The Bible has many examples of revelation. Seeing: 2 Kings 6:17 (Elisha’s servant saw the angel army). Hearing: 1 Samuel 9:15-16 (KJV), “Now the Lord had told Samuel in his ear a day before Saul came, saying....” Many English translations leave out the part about Samuel’s ear, despite it being an important part of the biblical record and clearly stated in the Hebrew text (cf. Ezek. 9:1). Taste: 2 Kings 4:40: The prophets put some stew in their mouths and knew it was “death.” That is a good example of how revelation by taste works. In this case, God gave them a message of knowledge by taste. The prophets did not need a message of wisdom because once God showed them the stew was “death,” their human wisdom could guide them. Touch: Jeremiah 1:9, The LORD touched Jeremiah’s mouth. In Mark 5:30 Jesus felt the power leave when his garment was touched. Sometimes when a person is ministering healing to another, the minister will actually feel the other person’s pain by revelation. Knowing: Matthew 9:4, “And Jesus, perceiving their thoughts said....” Jesus “knew” their thoughts by revelation. There are times when the message of knowledge or wisdom we receive comes in the form of “just knowing” what is going on. Emotion: 1 Samuel 11:6, “And the spirit of God rushed upon Saul when he heard those words, and his anger burned exceedingly.” Just as sometimes revelation is “just knowing,” sometimes it comes as an emotion. Emotion is very important in the life of a godly Christian, and God can give us a revelation emotion, or augment an emotion we already have by revelation.
It takes great maturity to handle revelation well. There is nothing more exciting and more fulfilling than to know we are in touch with God and the Lord Jesus Christ, and that they are working in us. All of us need to keep in mind the Scriptural admonition that to whom much is given, much shall be required (Luke 12:48 KJV). When a person is given revelation, it is “much” in the eyes of God, and we should all be prepared to do much. Obviously, we are all examples for others, so living a holy and obedient life is fundamental. We should also be prepared to obey whatever God tells us. Revelation is not a game of “if we like it, we’ll do it.” We must be prepared to do whatever He tells us.
Mature Christians do not think “all,” or even most, of our thoughts, feelings, or emotions are from the Lord. As humans, we are “amazingly and wonderfully made” (Ps. 139:14), and God has equipped us to deal with life without His minute-by-minute guidance, especially on small matters (though He can and does help us with small matters). The Bible says we need to practice so we can know which thoughts and emotions are revelation and which are not, and there would be no such directive if all our thoughts and emotions were revelation.
When a Christian does receive revelation, he or she should be wise in speaking about it. Some people seem to need the approval of others, or think it will elevate them in the Christian community if they constantly say, “The Lord showed me…” or “The Lord told me….” But it is rarely the right thing to do, or wise, for a Christian to parade the revelation they have received in front of others. If the Lord really did give the person revelation, it will show up in the form of their living a joyful and victorious life, and people will be aware that the person is walking by revelation without them constantly telling others about it.
[For more information on the revelation manifestations, see commentary on 1 Cor. 12:8. For more information on the gift of holy spirit, see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
“from Jesus Christ.” The Greek is a genitive, “of Jesus Christ,” but it is clear from the context that this is a genitive of origin because Paul is telling how he received his information. He says it did not come from a person, nor was he taught it, as if in a school or under a specific tutor or teacher. Instead, he says he received it by revelation, and in that context, the revelation he received was “of Jesus,” or better in English, “from Jesus.” Thus, Paul got his information in a fashion somewhat similar to the way the apostle John got the book of Revelation. God taught it to Jesus, then Jesus taught it (Rev. 1:1). In John’s case, Jesus taught an angel who then taught John, but Jesus taught Paul directly, with no angel intermediary.
Gal 1:13
“intensely.” The Greek is huperbolē (#5236 ὑπερβολή), from which we get the English word “hyperbole,” or exaggeration. Huperbolē refers to something being done to an extreme degree, or even excess. English versions translate it various ways, trying to catch the essence: “an extreme degree” (HCSB); “violently” (ESV, NRSV); “savagely” (NET), “intensely” (NIV); “exceedingly” (YLT). The word “intensely” captures the essence of Paul’s attack on the Church (cf. Acts 8:1, which speaks of a great persecution of the Church).
“destroy.” The Greek word is portheō (#4199 πορθέω), and it means to overthrow something; to destroy it. Even though there are other Greek words for “destroy,” we felt that was the best translation here in Galatians 1:13. Paul was trying to “overthrow” the Church, but typically when we use the English word “overthrow,” it infers that the overthrower will take over the position of what was overthrown. For example, a revolutionary overthrows a government to replace it with something else. That would not be the case here. Paul was not trying to take over what the Church was doing, he already felt the Temple and the Jewish institutions were the proper way to serve God, and the Church was just a lie. He just wanted to destroy it.
Gal 1:15
“who set me apart, even from my mother’s womb.” Some translations such as the ESV read, “when he who had set me apart before I was born.” This makes it sound as if God knew Paul would become a Christian before he was ever born. In other words, that God predestined Paul’s salvation. However, this is not what the Greek text says. The Greek reads, “from my mother’s womb” not “before I was born.” That concept is simply not in the text.
Also, the text is not saying that Paul was called from the very time He was born, any more than it is saying that the Son of God was “revealed” in Paul from the time he was born. But God did have a plan for Paul and had an influence on Paul throughout his life, even before he accepted Christ and got born again. It was when Paul was an adult that he was called by grace. That happened to Paul when he was on the road to Damascus (Acts 9), and he accepted God’s call. Then, after Paul accepted Christ, he continued to grow in the Faith and God revealed His Son through Paul so that he “could proclaim the good news about him among the Gentiles.”
Paul was from the tribe of Benjamin and was circumcised on the eighth day (Phil. 3:5), meaning that his parents (from birth) raised him to be a faithful Jew. Jewish training for a boy such as Paul would likely have looked like this: “At five years old he comes to the reading of the Scripture, at ten to the Mishnah, at thirteen to the practice of the commandments, at fifteen to the Talmud, at eighteen to marriage, at twenty to pursue a calling.”[footnoteRef:2273] He was trained in the Hillel school of the Jews,[footnoteRef:2274] and he was a rabbi trained by Gamaliel in Jerusalem (Acts 22:3). Paul was able to do things for God’s kingdom that almost no one else could do because of his prior training and the hand of God on his life. [2273:  Rabbi Judah b. Tema, in Mishnah Avot 5.21, trans. Herbert Danby, The Mishnah (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1933), 458.]  [2274:  John Mcray, Paul: his Life and Teaching, 44-45.] 

So, it seems that what Paul meant when he wrote “set apart from my mother’s womb,” was “my whole life” or “from birth.” God had his hand upon Paul his whole life and thus he was prepared for God’s work, and thanks to the grace of God in calling him, he was able to have a tremendous impact for the Kingdom of God.
Gal 1:16
“I did not consult with flesh and blood.” The phrase “flesh and blood” is an idiom for human, and here in Galatian 1:16 the idiom is used because it is more emphatic than simply saying, “people.” Ordinarily, we would think that Paul would write about what he did immediately after his conversion, not write about what he did not do. But Paul is trying to make the case that he did not get the Good News that he is proclaiming from people, but got it from the Lord, so he starts by saying he did not consult with flesh and blood.
Gal 1:17
“but I went away into Arabia.” This phrase goes together with “immediately” in Galatians 1:16, and refers to immediately after his conversion. After Paul’s conversion and a short time in Damascus he went to Arabia. The mention of just “Arabia” seems intentionally vague. Arabia was huge. It was the kingdom east of the Jordan River Valley, and at the time of Paul extended from the Red Sea to the Euphrates River, almost 500 miles from north to south, and extended into the desert to the east. Paul could have simply walked a day’s journey from Damascus (about 25 miles), or he could have gone hundreds of miles away. Similarly, there is no mention of what he did. It seems unlikely that he went there for missionary work, since his pattern after that was to usually go to synagogues, where he had some common ground for starting a conversation. It seems more likely that he went away to redirect his life, gather his thoughts, and commune with the Lord.
“and returned again to Damascus.” It would make sense that Paul would return from wherever it was that he went in Arabia to Damascus, and that he would write that in his letter to the Galatian believers. For one thing, he was still trying to present evidence to the Galatians that he had not gotten his doctrine from people such as the elders in Jerusalem. Thus, saying that after getting saved he went from Damascus to Arabia and then back to Damascus showed he had not gone to Jerusalem or any other place where his Good News could have come from—it came from the Lord himself.
Back in Damascus, Paul must have been aggressively preaching the Good News and stirring up the people because the unrest was enough to get the attention of the governor of the city who then wanted to arrest him. The disciples helped Paul escape by lowering him in a basket through a window in the wall (Acts 9:25; 2 Cor. 11:32-33). That event had to be before AD 40, because Aretas IV Philopatris, who is called “King Aretas” in 2 Corinthians 11:32, died in AD 40.
Gal 1:18
“Then after three years.” The Greek word “then” is epeita (#1899 ἔπειτα), and it means “next; afterward; then.” The text says, “after three years,” but that phrase is not as helpful as one might think. For one thing, we have to ask, “three years after what?” Although there is some debate amongst the scholars, the evidence is that in this part of Galatians, Paul keeps referring back to his meeting the Lord on the road to Damascus and his being healed of his temporary blindness and being baptized in Damascus. We must keep in mind that he was including this information in Galatians to convince his hearers of his apostolic mission and his receiving his Good News directly from the Lord, so he keeps referring back to that time to show that there are no gaps in his narrative during which he could have learned from other people.
Another reason the “three years” is less helpful than we might think is that it was common in biblical culture to count any part of a day as a full day or any part of a year as a full year, so “three years” could be three full years or it could be even less than two full years if it was a couple months in the first year, a full second year, and a couple months in the third year. However, it seems logical that Paul is trying to account for his time, and thus “three years” would most likely be two years and some more time rather than counting time in three distinct calendar years. In contrast to Galatians, when Luke writes Acts, he is not interested in detailing the early days of Paul, and so he writes about Paul’s experience in Damascus without the details of his coming and going from it. Luke simply says that after “many days” Paul went to Jerusalem (Acts 9:23), but those “many days” are the “three years” of Galatians 1:18, and Galatians includes a trip to Arabia, which Acts does not mention.
“I went up to Jerusalem.” This is the first visit of Paul to Jerusalem as a Christian, during which he met Peter and also James the Lord’s brother. This is Paul’s visit to Jerusalem that is written about by Luke in Acts 9:26-30. The records in Acts and Galatians seem different at first glance, but they have different purposes.
In Galatians, Paul is trying to assert his apostolic authority and that the source of his Good News is the Lord, not “flesh and blood,” and especially not the leaders in Jerusalem. So in Galatians, Paul writes that he went to see Peter and did not see any other apostles, but did meet James, the Lord’s brother. Thus, the focus of Paul’s writing in Galatians is that he did not meet with a group of leaders and he only stayed 15 days, not enough time to become anyone’s disciple.
In contrast, in Acts, Luke is trying to show how Paul got introduced to the Christian Church in Judea, and what that entailed. The Christians in Judea did not want to see Paul and were afraid of him, and it took Barnabas to introduce Paul to the Church. Barnabas took Paul to “the apostles,” but it seems that none of them were there except Peter and also James, who was likely known as an apostle by that time (and Barnabas himself is called an apostle (Acts 14:14)). Whereas Galatians does not mention Paul meeting with any “ordinary Christians,” on that first trip, and focuses on leaders who might have discipled Paul, Acts mentions how during his short time in Jerusalem, Paul not only met with ordinary Christians, but debated with the Jews, and had to leave Jerusalem because his life was in danger. From Judea, Paul went back to Tarsus, his hometown, and stayed there until Barnabas came and got him and the two of them went to Antioch in Syria (Acts 11:25). From Antioch, Paul and Barnabas took money for the famine relief back to Jerusalem (Acts 11:30), and that is Paul’s second trip to Jerusalem and the trip that Paul writes about in Galatians 2:1-10. The time from Paul’s conversion and his Damascus experience until his going to Jerusalem for the famine relief (Acts 11:25; Gal. 2:1-10) was 14 years.
“become acquainted with.” The Greek word is historeō (#2477 ἱστορέω), and it means, “to enquire into, examine, investigate; to find out or learn; to get to know by visiting; to become acquainted with.” Paul had never met Peter before, so the translation “become acquainted with” fits the time and context (cf. CJB, NASB, NIV, Rotherham, Williams, Moffatt, Goodspeed).
“Cephas.” The Aramaic name for “Peter.” Paul likely used Peter’s Aramaic name because he was contending with Jewish opponents in Galatia, who were happy to seize any opportunity to show how Paul had moved away from his Jewish roots, and Paul was trying to show he was not just an iconoclast.
“15 days.” The mention of “15 days” is Paul’s continuing to shore up his argument that he received his Good News from the Lord. He went to Jerusalem to “become acquainted with” Peter, not to “be taught” by him, and Paul certainly could not have become a disciple of Peter in 15 days. Besides that, the things that Paul was writing in his epistle to the Galatians (almost certainly AD 48) were not what Peter was teaching at that early time in the Christian Church before Peter even went to Cornelius and the Gentiles (cf. Acts 9:26-30 is before Acts 10 when Peter went to the Gentiles).
No doubt, Paul had many questions about the man, Jesus Christ, that Peter could answer, and learning about the living Christ from Peter himself would have been an awesome experience. Paul also met James, the Lord’s brother, while in Jerusalem and James would have been able to fill in some information about Jesus’ earthly life before he started his ministry that Peter could not have known firsthand. Besides Peter and James, Paul did not meet with any other leaders on that visit to Jerusalem.
Gal 1:19
“James the Lord’s brother.” This was not the apostle James, the brother of John, but a half-brother of Jesus, a natural son of Joseph and Mary. He began to follow Jesus only after Jesus was raised from the dead, but rose to prominence in the early church and by Acts 15 was the leader of the congregation in Jerusalem.
Gal 1:20
“(In what I am writing to you…).” This verse clearly displays Paul’s love for the Galatians and his passionate desire that they believe the truth of what he was saying. This is the figure of speech interjectio (“interjection”), a form of parenthesis thrown into the text to express feeling.[footnoteRef:2275] In this case, the apostle Paul has deep feelings for the Galatians, many of whom have been turned against him (Cf. Gal. 1:6; 3:1; etc.), and so he pleads with a volume that leaps off the page, “in the sight of God, I am not lying!” The addition is unnecessary to the context, and so it is parenthetical. If the addition were a necessary part of the context and not parenthetical, the figure is called ecphonesis or (“exclamation”).[footnoteRef:2276] [2275:  Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 478, “interjectio.”]  [2276:  Bullinger, 927, “ecphonesis.”] 

“look.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. It is the figure of speech asterismos,[footnoteRef:2277] and it adds special emphasis here for two reasons. The first is that this is the only place in Galatians where it occurs, and the second is that the verse itself is already the figure interjectio, and so to place an asterismos inside the interjectio adds special emphasis. [2277:  Bullinger, 926, “asterismos.”] 

[For more on “Look,” see commentary on Matt. 1:20.]
[See Word Study: “Asterismos.”]
Gal 1:21
“Syria and Cilicia.” On his first trip to Jerusalem, when Paul was there for 15 days and spent time with Peter in Jerusalem, the Hellenistic Jews tried to kill him (Acts 9:26-29). Paul was stubborn enough to stay in the fight at Jerusalem at the risk of his life, but the Lord was gracious to him and appeared to him in a vision and told him to leave (Acts 22:17-21), so the believers took him to Caesarea (the port of Israel) and sent him back home to Tarsus (Acts 9:30). On his trip to Tarsus the boat would have almost certainly followed the coastline, as most did, and thus he would have stopped in Syria, and then gotten off in Cilicia, the province where Tarsus was located.
Gal 1:22
“my face was still unknown.” Even though Paul had spent 15 days in Judea (Gal. 1:18), he did not meet many of the believers there, and none of the leaders except Peter and James, the Lord’s brother (Gal. 1:18-19). Thus, although he visited Judea and then went back to Cilicia, where his home in Tarsus was located, the people in Judea still would not have recognized him.
Gal 1:24
“and they glorified God because of me.” When a person turns to Christ, or a believer stands strong and faithful in a difficult situation, it encourages and strengthens others. Every Christian should strive to stand strong for many reasons: it is the right thing to do, it blesses God and Christ, it results in rewards at the Judgment, and it strengthens and encourages others. Proverbs 25:26 says, “Like a spring that has been trampled in, and like a ruined fountain is a righteous person who wavers in the presence of a wicked person.” In the ancient Near East having drinkable water could mean the difference between life and death. Sometimes an uncaring herdsman would let his animals trample in the water or ruin it by going to the bathroom in it, and then people who came to get water would find it undrinkable, which was more than just a disappointment, it was dangerous and even life-threatening. Similarly, people who give in to evil and ungodliness end up hurting themselves and others.
 
Galatians Chapter 2
Gal 2:2
“by revelation.” The Greek is kata apokalupsis (κατά ἀποκάλυψις), which more literally is “according to revelation,” or “in accord with revelation,” but we would simply say “by revelation” (cf. BBE, GNV, KJV, NKJV, Rotherham, RSV, RV, YLT). That the trip Paul is referring to was “by revelation” fits best with this referring to Paul’s journey with Barnabas to Jerusalem with the offering to help the believers in Judea during the famine (Acts 11:28-30).
The Greek has no indefinite article (“a”), so the verse can be understood to say either “a revelation” (cf. CJB, ESV, NAB, NASB, NIV), or just “revelation;” as the versions that read “by revelation” understand the text. The context is what determines the meaning and whether we would use an “a” in the English translation. The translation “a revelation” indicates that someone (most scholars would say Paul) had a revelation that led Paul to go to Jerusalem, whereas the translation “by revelation” just says that there was one or more than one revelation to go to Jerusalem.
In this case, the remoter context and scope of Scripture on how God works with His people suggests that there was a series of revelations that resulted in Paul’s going to Jerusalem, and thus the translation “by revelation” is more accurate than “a revelation.” To begin with, the prophet Agabus had a revelation that there would be a famine (Acts 11:28). Then, although the text of Acts does not specifically say so, there would have been much prayer and likely some revelation about what to do about the famine, including, once it was determined that an offering should be taken, who should take the money to Jerusalem, a task with no small amount of risk. Then finally, Paul would have certainly sought the Lord on his own behalf and asked the Lord for guidance about whether to go or not, because the last time he was in Jerusalem, he had to leave because the Jews were trying to kill him (Acts 9:29-30).
In contrast to the famine relief trip, Paul’s trip to Jerusalem for the Jerusalem council is never said to be by revelation. Jews had come from Jerusalem to Antioch and were teaching the Gentiles they had to be circumcised to be saved (Acts 15:1-2). There was a huge debate about the issue, and the people of Antioch decided to send Paul, Barnabas, and some others to Jerusalem to decide about the matter. The text specifically says that they were sent on their way “by the congregation” (ekklēsia; most versions read “by the church”; Acts 15:3), not by revelation. Although there may have been a revelation about the trip, the text is silent on the matter and does not give revelation as a reason for the trip to Jerusalem.
If the Jerusalem council was the trip mentioned in Galatians 2:1-10, the Galatians would have known that the reason for Paul’s going to Jerusalem was the debate over circumcision. Thus, Paul saying that his trip was due to a revelation would have caused the Galatians to feel, and rightfully so, that Paul was misrepresenting his reason for going to Jerusalem.
In conclusion, there is a debate about whether Paul’s trip to Jerusalem in Galatians 2:1-10 refers to Paul’s famine relief trip of Acts 11:28-30, or his Jerusalem council trip of Acts 15. But when Acts and Galatians are carefully compared, the evidence strongly supports Galatians 2:1-10 being Paul’s famine relief trip.
[For more about what “revelation” is, see commentaries on Gal. 1:12 and 1 Cor. 12:8.]
“held in high regard.” The Greek verb is dokeō (#1380 δοκέω), and when it is intransitive, as here, it means “to seem or appear to be,” “to be recognized as something,” or “to have a reputation for something.” Thus, this verse is saying that there were people in the church at Jerusalem who “seemed to be” or “were reputed to be” pillars (cf. Gal. 2:9). God is not saying these people were pillars but that they “seemed to be” or were “regarded to be” pillars.
It is important that we see what God is trying to tell us here because He is really emphasizing it. The word dokeō appears four times in eight verses, all of them referring to the leaders in Jerusalem. If we hear what God is saying, He is not acknowledging James and the others as the true leaders of the Church, but rather saying that they had a reputation for being the leaders, and/or seemed like the leaders. Hendriksen says that the word dokeō “implies a degree of resentment.”[footnoteRef:2278] However, we must remember that Galatians is not Paul’s words, but the words of Jesus Christ. It was God and Jesus who were stating in Galatians that those people who had taken the reins of leadership only seemed to be leaders. [2278:  W. Hendriksen, New Testament Commentary: Galatians, 77.] 

We know from Acts and the Epistles that Jesus Christ was working powerfully in Paul, giving him revelation of the Good News to the Church of God. By the time Paul went to Jerusalem “14 years after” his conversion (Paul’s conversion is the most probable starting point of the 14 years), it would have almost certainly been between AD 44 and AD 47. Galatians itself was likely written in AD 48, and so by then, the “leaders” at Jerusalem were God’s true leaders by reputation only. That is not to say that they did not do good things for God, only that when it came to God’s program for the Christian Church and bringing Jews and Gentiles into One Body, and moving away from the regulations of the Law, they had not caught that vision; they were stuck in their old ways.
The majority of the commentators correctly assess that the Jews, who were contending with Paul about things like making Gentile converts without them being circumcised, wanted James and Peter to side with them in the argument, and thus elevated them over Paul as the “real leaders.” In that sense, James, Peter, etc., were “of reputation,” and “held in high regard.” However, most of the commentators are blind to the fact that James, Peter, and the other leaders in Jerusalem thought they themselves were God’s chosen leaders for the Christian Church even though they had missed what God and Jesus were doing in the Church through Paul’s ministry.
We need to be aware that the “James” in Galatians 2:9 is not the apostle James who was the brother of the apostle John (Matt. 4:21), but was James the brother of Jesus. James did not believe that his half-brother Jesus was the promised Messiah until after Jesus was raised from the dead. He did not believe by the Feast of Tabernacles, less than a year before Jesus’ death (John 7:5), and the evidence is that he still did not believe when Jesus was dying on the cross, which is why Jesus told the apostle John to take care of Jesus’ mother Mary (John 19:27). Historians have concluded that after his resurrection, Jesus appeared to his family and showed them that he was the Messiah, and then Mary and her sons became part of the group that waited in Jerusalem for the Day of Pentecost (Acts 1:14). James is not mentioned as any kind of leader in the church at Jerusalem until Acts 12:17, after the apostle James was killed. It is quite possible that the persecution of Herod Agrippa (Acts 12) was so severe that all the apostles left Jerusalem, and Jesus’ half-brother James became a ranking elder. By the council in Acts 15, he seemed to be leading the Jerusalem church.
By the time Galatians was written, Paul was receiving the revelation to the Church and writing Church Epistles, while the church at Jerusalem was still focused on the Law (Gal. 2:2ff; Acts 21:20). We need to pay close attention to Galatians 2:6, because it tells us that the leaders in Jerusalem who were held in high regard had been the genuine leaders in the past, but not now. God says this by saying they had once been held in high regard: “whatever they were at one time….” In other words, at one time, years ago perhaps, they had been true leaders, but now they were only regarded as leaders by the people. That rings true to what we read in the Bible. There is no doubt that people like Peter had been the true leaders of the Church. But for whatever reason, as the Christian Church developed and God moved powerfully to include the Gentiles, James, Peter, and the other leaders in Jerusalem, resisted God. That is understandable because they were proud of their Jewish heritage and loved the Temple and the way it centralized religion and worship, but the fact that their actions are understandable does not make them right. God was including the Gentiles and moving away from the Temple, and the Church leaders needed to respond to that but did not.
The Jews who held to the Law ignored and refuted Paul’s teaching and God’s move to establish the Christian Church and move away from Israel as the “chosen people.” By the time Paul went to Jerusalem as per Galatians 2:1, though James, Peter, and John were there, false brothers had infiltrated the Church (Gal. 2:4), and the leaders there only seemed important and seemed to be pillars (Gal. 2:2, 6, 9). It is possible that later, when Peter interacted with Paul at Antioch (cf. Gal. 2:11-21), he “saw the light” and moved away from Jerusalem. In fact, it is possible that all the original apostles did. It is even possible that they were mostly gone by Acts 12, because only Peter is mentioned at the council in Acts 15, and by the time Paul came to Jerusalem in Acts 21, only James is specifically mentioned. Thankfully, the Jews in Jerusalem gave Paul and Barnabas official permission to go to the Gentiles (Gal. 2:9), which they did.
“not running, or had not run, in vain.” This is a Semitic idiom, where “running” refers to the efforts he was making. Paul was referring to meeting with the pillars of the Church to ensure that his past work and the work he was engaged in would be fruitful. Paul would have continued his work with or without the support of the leaders of the Church in Jerusalem, but if they opposed his message and thought it in error, that would have hindered the effect of Paul’s work. As it turned out through the lifetime of Paul and the centuries to follow, Paul’s message of salvation by grace through trust in Christ did get watered down and changed, and by the time the Roman Catholic church was dominant in Europe and elsewhere, the message that salvation was by grace through trust was basically lost until the protestant revolution.
“in vain.” That is, that Paul’s preaching and teaching would have been worthless; no one would have believed it if Peter and James and the leadership in Jerusalem had stood against it.
Gal 2:4
“And that issue came up.” The issue of circumcision. These false brothers who pushed circumcision (and likely other parts of the Law as well, cf. Gal. 2:12) did not win the battle this time in Jerusalem, but they did not give up and were back in Antioch and then at the Jerusalem Council to press their point again (Acts 15:1, 5). Maintaining the truth requires constant vigilance and involves a constant battle. That the issue of circumcision came up here in Jerusalem is good evidence that Galatians was written prior to the Jerusalem Council because if it was after the Council it seems Paul would have said something about the Judaisers not obeying the Church leadership.
“the false brothers.” In a modern context this would be “false brothers and sisters,” but in the biblical context of this time period the testimony of women did not have much, if any, weight, and women were kept apart from men in religious settings in general. For example, there was no testimony of any women in the Jerusalem council (Acts 15), and there may not have even been any women there. In this context, it is more likely that “brothers” does not include women, especially so here because the discussion is about circumcision, a male-oriented and culturally sensitive issue.
“who were secretly brought in.” The Bible does not say who “brought in” the false brothers, but the text seems to indicate that someone or some people should have been more diligent about who they let into the inner circle of the Church.
“secretly to spy on our freedom.” The false brothers had an evil agenda from the start. They were not open to learning; they came in to spy out the freedom in Christ that Paul’s disciples had, specifically “so they could bring us into slavery.” Being forced to keep parts of the Law when it is unnecessary and restrictive is a form of slavery, and the Bible calls it out as such.
Gal 2:6
“held in high regard.” See commentary on Galatians 2:2.
“added nothing to my message.” The Greek reads, “added nothing to me,” but the context is what Paul was teaching and so “to my message” seems to be the correct thought. Some commentaries think it refers to the apostles adding things for Paul to do in his ministry, but if that is included in the meaning, it seems to be a minor part.
Gal 2:9
“held in high regard.” See commentary on Galatians 2:2.
Gal 2:10
“continue to remember.” That the verb “remember” here in Galatians 2:10 is in the present tense active voice shows that it is communicating a continuing remembrance. In other words, “keep the poor in mind,” don’t let this be a one-time thing. This exhortation is especially powerful at this time because this trip mentioned in Galatians 2:1-10 is Paul’s second trip to Jerusalem for the famine relief (Acts 11:28-30), so there were a lot of poor and needy people at that time.
Gal 2:11
“But when Cephas came to Antioch.” The date of Peter’s going to Antioch is not known and the time is debated, but logically (and many commentators agree) it seems it was between the time that Paul and Barnabas returned from their first itinerary to Cyprus and Galatia, but before the Jerusalem council. During that time, Paul spent a lot of time evangelizing and teaching in Antioch (Acts 14:28). Peter apparently came to visit and was there when people came from James and temporarily convinced him not to eat with the Gentiles (Gal. 2:1-5).
“I opposed him to his face.” This is a powerful object lesson. Paul is setting the example as to how people who know the truth of the Good News of Jesus Christ should react when people try to pervert and change it. Paul confronted Peter to the face in Antioch, and when Paul was in Jerusalem and encountered Judaizers who wanted to circumcise Titus, he “did not yield in subjection to them for even an hour, so that the truth of the Good News could continue” (Gal. 2:5). It is not stated, but it is likely that Paul’s confrontation of Peter changed Peter. When Peter showed up at the Jerusalem council in Acts 15, he spoke against the legalism of the Jews and talked about trust (“faith”) and grace being given to the Gentiles (Acts 15:7-11), in contrast to James, who added requirements for the Gentiles from the Jewish law (Acts 15:19-21).
The people of Galatia should have been acting like Paul and standing up for the truth. Instead, they were “quickly deserting” the Good News (Gal. 1:6). Although they had begun in the spirit, they were trying to be completed by the flesh (Gal. 3:3) and were “turning back” to the weak and inferior basic principles (Gal. 4:9). Paul’s example should be a demonstration to them, and to every Christian, how important it is to take a stand for the truth if the Word of God is going to live. Christians dare not forget that the truth is always under attack. As Paul wrote to Titus: “For there are many who are rebellious, who are empty talkers and deceivers, especially those from among the Circumcised, whose mouths must be stopped, who are overthrowing whole houses by teaching things that they should not teach...” (Titus 1:10-11). Truth resides in God and will always be, but truth can be overthrown and disappear from people’s lives, leaving them to live in lies and bondage. Fighting for truth is not necessarily fun, but it is honorable, will ultimately help people, and will be richly rewarded.
Gal 2:12
“being afraid.” If there is any good news about Peter being afraid of the Jews, it is that it shows that even the best of us are human. We all have weaknesses and fears, and we often give into them and do not do what is right. That is why the Bible constantly encourages us to love and forgive one another and have long-suffering and patience with one another. If there is going to be love, kindness, and trust in the Body of Christ, we must forgive others of their weaknesses and mistakes, even as we want to be forgiven for ours.
Nevertheless, we must ask: why would Peter, such a powerful man of God in so many circumstances, be afraid of the Jews? Two things come right to the surface: reputation and income. By this time Peter had no doubt divested himself of his fishing business and was living off of the giving of the believers. But as any minister who lives off other people’s giving knows, people will only give if they think the minister is living rightly before God. Furthermore, Peter was a man of great influence in the early church, and that influence was important to Peter and to the work of the Church. The Jews who came from James had the ability to hurt Peter’s reputation and his income, and he felt that acutely enough to be afraid of what they could do.
In contrast to Peter, Paul was not influenced by the Judaizers, and he stood against them. The Judaizers could have done their best to tarnish Paul’s reputation, but he was more concerned with pleasing Christ than saving his own reputation—which is an attitude that every Christian should aspire to have. Earlier in Galatians he wrote: “Indeed, am I now trying to gain the approval of people, or of God? Or am I seeking to please people? If I were still trying to please people, I would not be a servant of Christ” (Gal. 1:10). Also, however, Peter had decided to minister to the Jews, and they could be easily influenced by Jews who came from James. In contrast, Paul had gone to the Gentiles, and they were not nearly as likely to be influenced by Judaizers (cf. Gal. 2:9).
Also, money was not the issue with Paul that it was for Peter. Although Paul had the right to live off the giving of others, he also worked for a living as he traveled and taught (Acts 18:2-3; 20:34; 1 Cor. 4:12; 1 Thess. 2:9), so his income was not threatened. While it is certainly acceptable for ministers of the Good News to live off the Good News, they must always be honest with themselves, the people, and the Lord and not let money fears influence how they minister and teach. To truly serve Christ, Christians must be willing to give up things like money, reputation, and comfort to what is right in the sight of God. As Jesus said, “If anyone wants to come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross and follow me. For whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life because of me will find it. ...For the Son of Man is about to come with his angels in the glory of his Father, and then he will repay each person according to what he has done” (Matt. 16:24, 25, 27).
Gal 2:14
“I said to Cephas before them all.” Ordinarily, you reprove, correct, or teach a leader privately, like Paul did when he first went to Antioch to meet with Peter and James (Gal. 2:2; cf. Matt. 18:15). Paul no doubt knew that, so the fact that he reproved Peter in front of the congregation shows that Paul had spoken earlier to Peter, and almost certainly also to the Jews who came from James. However, over time things were getting worse and more harmful, and even Barnabas was affected (Gal. 2:13). So Paul reproves Peter—the most influential Jew—in front of the congregation, a practice that Paul would later write about reproving leaders (1 Tim. 5:19-20).
“how can you compel the Gentiles to live like Jews?” We stop Paul’s quotation here at the end of verse 14. The NIV takes the quote all the way down through Gal. 2:21, however, it seems unlikely that Paul meant to record this much of the conversation to Peter.
Gal 2:15
“Gentile sinners.” The national attitude of the Jews was such that they considered all Gentiles sinners, just as the Greeks considered all non-Greeks “barbarians.” The Galatian Christians would recognize that Paul was speaking of the natural prejudice in the Jewish culture, and not saying that all Gentiles were actually sinners.
Gal 2:16
“knowing that a person is not declared righteous by the works of the law but through trust in Jesus Christ.” The Greek text here is stronger than the English. The words translated “but” are ean mē, and properly mean “except.” Thus the Greek carries the strong sense: “…a man is not declared righteous by the works of the law; a man is not declared righteous except through trust in Jesus Christ…” Being declared righteous by God is a judicial decision. It does not mean that we do not sin or that our sin does not matter; it does matter. See commentary on Romans 3:20.
“trust in Jesus Christ.” This is the objective genitive. See commentary on Romans 3:22.
Gal 2:18
“…I demonstrate that I am a transgressor.” If the Christian rebuilds the Law in his life, then by doing so he proves that he was a transgressor by tearing it down (i.e., not living by it) in the first place. We are either justified by works or by faith, not by both.
Gal 2:19
“For through law I died to law, in order that I could live for God.” This is a very difficult verse. Lightfoot[footnoteRef:2279] seems to understand it well. First, in the Greek text there is no definite article with “law.” It is not “the Law,” but just “law.” Thus “law” in this verse does not refer specifically to the Mosaic Law, but to law in general, including rules, regulations, and even what we refer to as moral law. To understand why “through law I died to law,” we must understand the progression one is in once there is a law. First, law creates sin (“sin is not reckoned where there is no law” Rom. 5:13). Second, law creates in me a knowledge or awareness of sin (“I would not have known what sin was except through the law” Rom. 7:7). Third, I sin. We all have a sin nature, and perfect obedience is impossible, so we sin (Rom. 3:23; 8:3). Fourth, law punishes sin. In fact, the wages of sin is death (Rom. 6:23). Law creates and reveals sin, but then provides no remedy for it. Man is hopelessly lost with no way to keep the law. How can we escape? The only way is to throw off the law altogether (die to law) and be justified through Christ. We are not justified in God’s sight by law, we are justified by faith apart from law. That is what the context says happens. [2279:  J. B. Lightfoot, St. Paul’s Epistle to the Galatians, 118.] 

 
Galatians Chapter 3
Gal 3:1
“senseless.” For a study of “Fool” and related words, see Appendix 14: “Fool and Foolish.”
Gal 3:2
“did you receive the spirit by the works of the law, or by trusting what you heard?” This question is the figure of speech eironia (irony; sarcasm), because the Galatians obviously knew the answer. The question was not asked to gain information but rather to make his point.
“receive the spirit.” When a person gets saved, he receives the gift of holy spirit (Acts 2:38), which is his guarantee of salvation and everlasting life (Eph. 1:13-14).
“trusting what you heard.” This is a difficult genitive, and scholars are in considerable disagreement about it, calling it an objective genitive, a subjective genitive, a genitive of possession, etc. For one thing, the Greek word akoē (#189 ἀκοή) can mean either “hearing or listening to” or “that which is heard or listened to,” i.e. the message or the news. Thus “listening with trust” and “the news about trust” (and more) are possible meanings of the phrase. R. C. H. Lenski refers to it as a genitive of possession: being made to hear what belongs to the Faith (the Christian Faith).[footnoteRef:2280] Kenneth Wuest says it is the message announcing the Faith, which is close to Meyer, who says it is the news concerning the Faith.[footnoteRef:2281] Expositor’s says “listening in faith” (listening with trust).[footnoteRef:2282] Some say it is trust in the news announced. [2280:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. Paul’s Epistles to the Galatians, Ephesians, and Philippians, 126.]  [2281:  Kenneth S. Wuest, Word Studies: Galatians, 85; Heinrich A. W. Meyer, Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament: Galatians, 137.]  [2282:  Frank E. Gaebelein, Expositor’s Bible Commentary, vol. 10.] 

For our translation, we felt the context was very helpful because it refers to God working in the life of a believer, and how does that happen? By people trusting Him and what they hear. Of course, it is true that a person can hear but not trust what they hear, and thus not receive the message and end up being rejected (Heb. 4:2), but the Galatians did initially receive the message and trust it, and Paul is reminding them of that. If they initially were brought into the Christian Faith by trusting what they heard, surely they would not now have to maintain their salvation by works.
Gal 3:4
“suffered.” The Greek word is paschō (#3958 πάσχω), and it means to have an experience of something; which can be a good experience or a bad experience. Often the experience is bad, and paschō gets translated “suffer,” or some similar word. Paschō means “suffer” in nearly all its other uses in the New Testament, and the Judaizers were pressuring the people to change the Gospel and live under the Law. The Galatians had stood against the persecution successfully, but would they now cave in and try to live by the Law?
Gal 3:5
“by trusting what you heard.” See commentary on Galatians 3:2.
Gal 3:8
“declare the Gentiles righteous by trust.” Being declared righteous by God is a judicial decision. It does not mean that we do not sin or that our sin does not matter; it does matter.
[For more on “righteousness” and being declared righteous, see commentaries on Rom. 3:20 and 3:22.]
“through you.” This is part of a quotation from Genesis 12:3 where God tells Abraham that “All the nations will be blessed through you.” The word “through” is translated from the Greek preposition en (“in”) and is used in the sense of “sphere” and “relation” to Abraham. It can be translated, “in connection with” or even sometimes, “in union with” (see commentary on Rom. 6:3; Eph. 1:3; and Col. 1:17). The important connotation of the preposition en in this verse is that it marks a close association with something. The statement, “All the nations will be blessed through you” is made because it was God’s direct promise to Abraham that “in connection with” him everyone on earth (specifically, the “nations,” not just Israel), would be blessed. Paul discloses in Galatians 3:14 that God was, in fact, referring to a specific descendant of Abraham, the Christ (cf. Gen. 22:18), through whom all the nations would be blessed. And so, it would be through Abraham’s seed (“descendant”) that all the nations would receive these promised blessings.
Gal 3:11
“declared righteous.” Being declared righteous by God is a judicial decision. It does not mean that we do not sin or that our sin does not matter; it does matter. See commentary on Romans 3:20.
Gal 3:13
“for us.” This is the preposition huper, which is often in these cases translated “on behalf of” or “for.” We were under the curse of the Law, and thus destined to be the subjects of its penalty, which is death. However, Jesus Christ became the curse for us and instead of us, and died, hung on a tree, fulfilling the Law and ending the curse for those people who accept him as Lord and thus come into union with him. When he died, we died with him (Rom. 6:5-8).
Gal 3:14
“so that.” It is truly God’s way, and God’s irony, which makes no sense to the world, that the greatest blessing, the promise of salvation and the power of the gift of holy spirit, would come by way of the greatest sacrifice, shame, and degradation: Christ becoming a cursed thing for us. The greatest curse brought the greatest blessing.
The two purpose clauses in the verse, both starting with the Greek word hina, “so that,” are coordinate, they make two different points, based on the fact that Christ had “become a curse for us.”
“the blessing of Abraham.” Abraham was promised the land (Gen. 13:14-17; 15:7), but that is not primarily the blessing spoken of here. The blessing in this verse is the one spoken of in Galatians 3:8, five verses earlier, that the Gentiles would be saved by faith. That was one of the great promises foretold in Genesis 12:3, “All the nations will be blessed through you” (see commentary on Gal. 3:8). We should keep in mind, however, that the result of everlasting life through faith was that we would get to participate in what God promised Abraham, which was the land (cf. also Gal. 3:18, where “the inheritance” would involve the land).
“through trust.” When a person trusts in Jesus, he gets “born again” (1 Pet. 1:3, 23), and what is born inside him is the gift of holy spirit. That is why this verse says we get the promise of the spirit by trust. When a person trusts in Jesus Christ, he gets born again and has the guarantee of salvation, and also receives the gift of holy spirit.
[For more on faith, see commentary on Eph. 2:8.]
“the spirit that was promised.” The Greek text reads, “the promise of the spirit,” and this is a genitive of apposition, and means, “the promise, that is to say, the spirit,” or more colloquially, “the spirit that was promised.” The gift of holy spirit that we have today was promised in the Old Testament in verses such as Isaiah 32:15 and Joel 2:28. The Old Testament prophets and Jesus foretold its coming, saying it would be a new spirit that would be “poured out” (i.e., given in fullness) into all the believers (Ezek. 11:19-20; 36:26-27; Joel 2:28, 29; John 14:17; cf. Isa. 32:15; 44:3-5; Ezek. 37:12-14; 39:29; John 15:26; 16:13). That the gift of holy spirit we have today was promised in the Old Testament and by Christ explains why in Acts and the Church Epistles it is referred to as the promised holy spirit (cf. Acts 2:33, Gal. 3:14, Eph. 1:13).
If we were to expand Gal. 3:14 to include the concepts in it, we could end up with something like: “Jesus became a curse instead of us, so that via our union with Christ Jesus, the blessing of Abraham, that anyone could be declared righteous in the sight of God by trust (and be saved!), might come to the Gentiles, and so that by trust we might receive the gift of holy spirit that had been promised.”
[For more on the Holy Spirit in contrast to “the gift of holy spirit,” see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?” For more on “the promised holy spirit” used in Acts and the Church Epistles, see commentaries on Eph. 1:13 and John 7:39.]
Gal 3:15
“Brothers and sisters.” See Word Study: “Adelphos.”
“speaking in human terms.” The Greek of Galatians 3:15 more literally reads, “according to man,” meaning according to a human way of thinking or acting. The reference is in regard to how human covenants work.
Gal 3:16
“It.” The pronoun “It” refers to Scripture. The implied subject of the verb legō (“speak”) can refer either to Scripture or to God, who spoke the promises to Abraham. “It” was chosen for clarity and to be consistent with the established convention for other OT citations.
Gal 3:17
“430 years.” The time between when God initially promised the land to Abraham (Gen. 12:2-4) and the giving of the Law to Moses, which occurred the same year as the Exodus, was 430 years. This means that Israel could not have been enslaved in Egypt for 400 years, as most people believe. Israel was likely in slavery in Egypt for 100-120 years.
[For more on the 430 years and Israel’s slavery in Egypt, see commentary on Exod. 12:40.]
“does not invalidate a covenant previously ratified by God, so as to nullify the promise.” Although the statement is wordy, the meaning is clear: God made a promise to Abraham.
Gal 3:18
“the inheritance.” The inheritance is the inheritance that God promised Abraham, which includes the land.
Gal 3:19
“because of transgressions.” The Law was not added in order that transgressions would come. See commentary on Romans 5:20. Hence, the word charin (#5484 χάριν), should be translated as “because,” as most versions do. The word can also be used to show purpose, “indicating the goal,”[footnoteRef:2283] and could be translated “for the sake of.” But we feel, along with most translators, charin here is “indicating the reason,”[footnoteRef:2284] that the Law was added “on account of” transgressions. [2283:  BDAG, s.v. “χάριν,” definiton a.]  [2284:  BDAG, s.v. “χάριν,” definition b.] 

“until the seed for whom the promise was intended should come.” The promise to Abraham was ultimately intended for the “seed,” which according to Galatians 3:16, is Jesus Christ. The translation of this phrase is difficult because the verb epangellō (#1861 ἐπαγγέλλω), basically, “to promise,” is not crystal clear. The idea is that God made a promise that applies to the “seed,” who is Christ. That is why the huge majority of the English versions read something like, “until the seed should come to whom the promise had been made” (NASB). That translation is fine as long as we understand that God made a promise to Jesus Christ, who did not exist yet except in the plan of God. Because Jesus Christ had not been born yet, the translation “until the seed for whom the promise was intended should come” seems much clearer.[footnoteRef:2285] [2285:  Cf. Longenecker, Galatians, vol. 41 [WBC], 136-39.] 

Other versions and commentators pick up on the same problem and strive to make the sense of the verse clearer. The NIV reads, “until the Seed to whom the promise referred had come.” The Phillips New Testament reads: “until the arrival of the ‘seed’ to whom the promise referred.”
“given through angels by the hand of a mediator.” There were times when angels brought the Word of God to people (cf. Acts 7:53; Gal. 3:19; Heb. 2:2). Furthermore, sometimes these angels representing God are referred to as “God” (see commentary on Gen. 16:7 and Matt. 8:5). In this case, the Word came from God through angels to Moses, who was the mediator.
Gal 3:20
“but God is only one.” Paul has been describing the purpose of the Law as that which was meant to lead people to faith in Christ (Gal. 3:19). Then, Paul specifies that the Law was given through angels and administered by a mediator (Gal. 3:20). Paul is alluding to Moses as the mediator to whom the Law was given, since he was the intermediary between Israel and God (Exod. 34:27). Therefore, Paul’s aim here is to point out the circumstances under which the Law was given (i.e., through a mediator), which required an agreement between God and the people, and that agreement was why the Law was a “covenant.” The covenant agreement between God and the people of Israel is laid out in Exodus 24:3-8, and we now know that covenant as the “Old Covenant,” because Christ ratified a New Covenant when he died and shed his blood.
In contrast to the Old Covenant, in which Moses was the mediator between two parties, God gave the promise directly to Abraham and required no agreement on Abraham’s part. On the basis of this difference, Paul follows up with a question in Gal. 3:21, “Is the law then contrary to the promises of God?” The answer is clearly “No.” But Paul’s point is that while the Law was established through angels and a mediator, indicating that a “go-between” emissary was used and a commitment from the people was required, the promise was “hand-delivered” directly from God. This more intimate, unmediated encounter establishes that the promise was a superior, unilateral, unconditional covenant that God made with Abraham. It had been in force for hundreds of years when the Law was given and so the Abrahamic covenant was not overwritten by the mutually agreed-upon two-party covenant that God made with Israel.
Gal 3:21
“Is the law then contrary to the promises of God?” Paul answers with an emphatic “No” to this question, but why? In the context, Paul has already shown that the Law shows what behaviors are wrong (ungodly) (Gal. 3:19) and was a guardian/tutor until Christ (Gal. 3:24-25). But the Law could not give life (Gal. 3:21). So the Law was not “contrary to” or “against” the promises, it simply had a totally different purpose than the promises. The promise could give life, whereas the Law pointed out our sins and shortcomings and thus made it obvious why we were not good enough on our own to earn everlasting life (Rom. 3:19-20). On the positive side, however, the Law helped us stay alive to receive the promises, but the law was not designed to do, and could not do, what the promise could do. The role of law in God’s plan is different from the role of the promise.
Gal 3:22
“the promise” is a metonymy for that which God promised.
[See Word Study: “Metonymy.”]
“based on trust in Jesus Christ.” This is in contrast to the law, which was not “based on” trust.
Gal 3:23
“the coming of the trust.” See Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, 4:297.
Gal 3:24
“declared righteous.” Being declared righteous by God is a judicial decision. It does not mean that we do not sin or that our sin does not matter; it does matter. Also, many Bible versions read, “justified by faith” instead of “declared righteous by trust.” The words “justified” and “righteous” are translated from the same Greek words, and there are a lot of disadvantages to using the two different words, “righteousness” and “justification,” when the Greek is the same (see commentary on Rom. 3:22).
[For more on “righteousness” and being declared righteous, see commentaries on Rom. 3:20 and 3:22.]
Gal 3:27
“have put on Christ.” In this context, putting on Christ (as a garment) occurs at the time of salvation and the New Birth, when the believer gets “Christ in you, the hope of glory” (Col. 1:27). The idea of “putting on” Christ or the attributes of Christ has two distinct meanings in the Church Epistles, although they are related to one another. One meaning is that believers “put on” (or “are clothed with” Christ at the time they are saved. We see that meaning here in Galatians 3:27 and in Colossians 3:10. The other meaning is the believers, having “put on” Christ spiritually as part of the New Birth, are to “put on” Christ in their lives, that is, think and act like him. Thus there are uses of “put on” Christ (or the new self) that refer to changing one’s thoughts, attitudes, and behavior and being like Christ in one’s life (cf. Rom. 13:14; Eph. 4:24; Col. 3:12).
Gal 3:28
“There is neither Jew nor Greek.” Galatians 3:28 is also stated in part in Romans 10:12, which says, “since there is no distinction between Jew and Greek, for the same Lord is Lord of all, bestowing his riches on all who call on him.”
Gal 3:29
“of what was promised.” The Greek phrase is kata epangelia (κατά ἐπαγγελία), and it is traditionally translated, “according to the promise.” However, more newly discovered epigraphical evidence from the Greco-Roman world at the time of Paul, which the older lexicons such as Bullinger and Thayer had no access to, shows us that the phrase is not saying that we are heirs “according to the promise,” as if there was a promise that we would be heirs (e.g., “I promise you will be an heir”). Rather, the Greek idiom means that we are heirs of what was promised (“I promise the land, and you will inherit it”). Thus, N.T. Wright translates the phrase as “You stand to inherit the promise.”[footnoteRef:2286] Richard Longenecker gets the sense of the phrase as “heirs of God’s covenantal promise.”[footnoteRef:2287] James Dunn gets the sense of the whole passage in Galatians: [2286:  N.T. Wright, The Kingdom New Testament.]  [2287:  Longenecker, Galatians [WBC], vol. 41.] 

The claim of Gal. 3:7, “Know then that those from faith, they are Abraham’s sons,” had been startling. Now Paul has completed his attempt to justify it, with an argument outrageous in its bold simplicity. To believe “into Christ Jesus” (Gal. 2:16), to be “baptized into Christ” (Gal. 3:27), was to become so identified with Christ as to share in his status, not only before God (“sons of God”— Gal. 3:26), but also in relation to Abraham, as Abraham’s seed, and therefore participant in the promise given to Abraham and his seed (Gal. 3:16).[footnoteRef:2288] [2288:  James Dunn, Epistle to the Galatians [BTNC], vol. 9.] 

The Christian, whether Jew or non-Jew, gets to share in the promise that God made to Abraham because he is saved and is “in Christ.”
 
Galatians Chapter 4
Gal 4:1
“Now I say.” This is the equivalent of “What I am saying is….” Paul is further expounding what he has just taught in chapter 3.
Gal 4:3
“by.” The passive verb “enslaved” together with the preposition hupo is “to be enslaved by.”[footnoteRef:2289] [2289:  Ann Nyland, The Source New Testament, 360n4.] 

“the elemental spirits of the world.” In this context, the emphasis of the phrase “elemental spirits” is the elementary teachings such as the Law that kept people in bondage to “doing things” in order to please God instead of just focusing on trust in Christ to be declared righteous by God.
[For more on “elemental spirits,” see commentary on Col. 2:8.]
Gal 4:4
“the fullness of the time.” The phrase means, the full or complete time, i.e., the proper time. God had been at work in history for many centuries preparing for His Son and the spread of the Good News. The almost universal knowledge of the Greek language made it easy to spread the Gospel, even via letters, and preserve it in scrolls, and shortly thereafter, books. The world was prepared for the Gospel in written form. Roman roads and Roman law helped the spread of the Gospel in spite of the world’s intolerance of it. What happened to Paul was a good example: his Roman citizenship and Roman justice helped him in most of his travels, including Philippi (Acts 16:37-40), Corinth (Acts 18:15), in Jerusalem (Acts 22:25), in Caesarea (Acts 25:12), and in Rome, where he was released after two years (Acts 28:30). The world was prepared for people to travel with the Gospel and teach it everywhere. Throughout the Roman Empire there were miserable conditions, tyranny, oppression, slavery, and profligate behavior. Centuries of war, destruction, and enslavement of the losers, had devastated the empire. Entertainment had become murder. The world was ready for a Savior. Greek and Roman philosophy had proven itself powerless to stop the downward spiral of the human mind, soul, and spirit, and Greco-Roman religion was “powerless, and worse than powerless, in checking their bad propensities.”[footnoteRef:2290] The world was ready for enlightenment and true purpose. There are other things, of course, and we cannot hope to understand all the things God had in mind when He said that it was the proper time for His Son to come into the world. [2290:  Conybeare, Life and Epistles of St. Paul, 10.] 

“God sent his Son.” The teaching that God sent Jesus Christ occurs over 40 times in the New Testament and can have different meanings in different contexts.
[For in-depth commentary on Jesus Christ having been sent by the Father, and its different meanings and nuances in context, see commentary on John 6:57.]
Gal 4:5
“in order to ... so that.” The two “in order that” clauses show that the prior condition to being adopted was that Christ redeemed those who were under the law. Without Christ paying the redemption price, no adoption would be possible.
“redeem.” It is good to remember that “redeem” means to buy back, and the Greek word can also be understood and translated as “ransom.” We were under the law and slaves to sin, but Jesus Christ ransomed us from that by dying in our place (Rom. 5:8). Because of that great work, people can now be born-again sons of God by trust (“faith”) in Christ.
“adoption.” See commentary on Ephesians 1:5. Galatians 4:1-5 makes it clear that God made this “adoption as sons” available only after Christ ransomed (“redeemed”) us by his substitutionary death, which paid for our sins. Thus, this “adoption as sons” was not available until Christ died, and is one thing that sets the Christian Church apart from Israel and people who believed in the Old Testament, such as Abraham and Sarah. They believed God and were declared righteous in God’s sight, but they never received “adoption as sons.” That blessing was not conferred upon believers until after Christ ascended into heaven.
Gal 4:6
“because you are sons, God sent.” Galatians 4:6 is not saying a person had to be a “son of God,” i.e., a born-again believer, in order to get the “spirit of His Son.” Ephesians 1:13-14 (and other places as well) make it clear that at the time a person is saved, born again, they get the gift of holy spirit. Galatians 4:6 is simply stating the fact that because a person is a son (or daughter) of God, they have the spirit, God sent it to them.
“sent the spirit of his Son into our hearts.” This is an unusual phrase and has great depth of meaning, it has a primary meaning and also other implied meanings. The primary meaning is that the believer has “the spirit of the Son,” that is, the gift of holy spirit. When a person is born again, they receive the gift of holy spirit and become a child of God, which is why they can say “Abba,” Father (Acts 2:38. Also, see commentary on 1 Pet. 1:3).
But God never meant our relationship with Him to be a cold, factual, and forensic relationship, i.e., that He is our Father and we are His children by birth but despite that, He is distant and hard to understand. God wants us to have intimacy and fellowship with Him and other Christians, so the text says that God sent “the spirit of his Son into our hearts.” Factually, the spirit is “in us,” not just “in our hearts,” but biblically the “heart” is the seat and center of our intellectual and moral life. So the idea that God sent the gift of holy spirit into our hearts communicates that that spirit is then at work to change our hearts and make us more like Him (cf. Gal. 5:17; Phil. 2:13). Furthermore, the Greek word pneuma (#4151 πνεῦμα) has many meanings, including “thoughts” and “attitude.” The gift of holy spirit that God created in us when we were born again, and our thankfulness to God and Christ, and our desire to please them, leads us to strive to think like Christ thought and have the attitude toward life that he had and thus truly appreciate that God is indeed our “Abba,” our Father.
We also should keep in mind that each believer having the gift of holy spirit (Acts 2:38), here called the “spirit of the Son,” was brand new and started on the Day of Pentecost (Acts 2). It is called “the spirit of the Son” for several reasons: Christ received it from God and gave it to humankind (Acts 2:33), so it is “the spirit of (or “from”) the Son, Also, it brings the characteristics of Christ into the believer, which is why Colossians 1:27 says it is “Christ in you.” Also, it was made available by the sinless life and sacrificial death of Jesus Christ, and it is because of his work that God could give it to believers.
[For more on the gift of holy spirit, see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?” For more on the biblical usages of the word “spirit” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
“‘Abba! Father!’” The Greek text preserves the Aramaic transliteration, abba, which is the word “father” (the Aramaic is in the vocative voice, as if calling out to God), and then the noun, patēr (#3962 πατήρ, pronounced pä-'tair), which means “father.” It is often taught in Christian circles that abba is a term of special endearment for “father,” but that is not technically correct. Abba is the standard word for “father” in the Aramaic language. However, before Jesus introduced God as the “Father,” and before Christians became children of God via the New Birth, the Jews would have considered it inappropriate, presumptuous, and even wrong to call God, “Father.”
In the Old Testament, the holiness of God kept Him separate from people, which is why even the High Priest could only go into His presence in the Holy of Holies one day each year, and even then only when covered by a blood sacrifice and with enough incense burning that it would have been difficult or impossible to see clearly in that dark room. So although the word abba does not in and of itself convey a special closeness, when we call God “Father” in any language, it reveals a closeness in the relationship that had not existed before the time of Christ.
As for the phrase, “Abba! Father!” there are several ideas as to what it means and how to translate it. The first and perhaps the most simple is that because Jesus, speaking Aramaic, called God, “Abba,” and because the apostles and Paul were Hebrews, the term Abba came into the vocabulary of the early Church as an expression of their new-found closeness to God. In that sense, “Abba” would express their closeness to God and patēr would be the explanation of what Abba meant, which was needed by those Gentiles who were newly introduced to the Christian Faith. Understanding the phrase that way, the translation in the REV, “‘Abba! Father!’” is a good rendition. This explanation also fits with what we see in the New Testament. For example, when “Abba, Father” appears in Mark 14:36 in Jesus’ prayer to God in the Garden of Gethsemane, we know that Jesus did not call God “Abba” in his native Aramaic and then translate it into Greek. In his Gospel, Mark added patēr after the word Abba as an explanation for his audience, which by then included a large number of Greeks.
There are also scholars who agree that because Jesus used abba of his Father, the term abba came to be used by the early Church. However, they think that when people were teaching or describing Jesus’ relationship to God, they would use the term abba, and then immediately follow it with patēr so the audience would understand. Then, over time as the stories were retold, the phrase “Abba, Father” came into Christianity as a kind of liturgical formula, and it was sometimes used in prayers. Even today some Christians start their prayers with, “Abba, Father.” According to this explanation, the translation, “Abba, Father” would be correct, and the doubling of the word “Father,” especially expressing it in different languages, would be the result of the people’s love for, and emotion about, God.
It is difficult to say which of these two understandings about “Abba, Father” is correct as it applies here in Galatians, but since it seems clear that in Christ’s prayer in Gethsemane he would have not have said, “Abba, Father,” but rather just “Abba,” and that “Father” was added later as an explanation, we believe that is good evidence for continuing that pattern in Galatians 4:6 and Romans 8:15.
“Father.” See commentary on Romans 8:15.
Gal 4:7
“if.” Although the KJV reads “heir of God through Christ,” the best texts omit Christ and the reason for its addition is clear. Saying we are heirs “through God” leaves much for the reader to ponder. We are heirs through “the work of” God, “the son of God,” etc.
“an heir through what God has done.” The idea is that we are an heir “through God” that is, through what God has done. That is, we are heirs by way of the work of God. The meaning is not that God is the medium “through whom” we became an heir, but rather that God acted and did things in such a way that we could become heirs. The idea of being an heir and having an inheritance comes forward into Galatians 4:7 from Galatians 3:16-18, 29. God made promises to Abraham that he and his offspring (“seed”) would inherit certain things, such as the “Promised Land.” Now, through the work of Christ, every believer becomes a child of Abraham through the work of “the seed,” Christ, and so Galatians 3:29 can say, “Now if you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham’s seed, and heirs of what was promised.”
Gal 4:8
“by nature are not gods.” Cf. Wuest.[footnoteRef:2291] [2291:  Kenneth S. Wuest, Word Studies: Galatians, 118.] 

Gal 4:9
“are turning.” See Robertson, Word Pictures, 4:303.
“elemental spirits.” See commentary on Colossians 2:8.
Gal 4:11
“in vain.” The Greek word translated as “vain” means “empty, worthless,” and so translations include, “my hard work for you has been for nothing” (CEB) or “my work among you has been wasted” (CJB).
Here in Galatians 4:11, Paul was not saying that the Galatians were not saved (there is nothing about salvation in the context), but rather that he had spent all that time turning them from the Law, all to no purpose, because they went right back to it. In the Grace Administration, no one can lose their salvation, it is permanent, but beyond that, it is not even reasonable that someone could lose their salvation by doing more than God requires for salvation, which is trust in Christ (Rom. 10:9). If a person wants to eat kosher, keep the Saturday sabbath with no work and no travel, and wants to do various offerings to try to please God, that is all an unnecessary burden, but no one would lose their salvation for it.
[For more on Christian salvation, see Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation.”]
Gal 4:12
“brothers and sisters.” See Word Study: “Adelphos.”
Gal 4:13
“physical illness.” Lit. “sickness of the flesh.” The Greek word astheneia, (#769 ἀσθένεια) means “weakness, illness.” Therefore, Paul is describing a physical illness he had. Paul preached where he did in Galatia for the first time because of an infirmity. Many people have guessed about what this infirmity was, but the simple fact is that we do not know.
Some commentators have suggested that the translation should be, “despite my bodily illness,” instead of “because of my bodily illness.” Lenski points out that all the texts have the phrase with the accusative, and thus “because of” is correct.[footnoteRef:2292] He points out that the proposal to have “despite…” is “due to the supposition that when Paul came from Paphos and landed at Perga and then continued on to Pisidian Antioch in Galatia, he had not intended to stop here but purposed to go on past this country [of Galatia]. But whither did he intend to go?” Lenski then shows how the geography is such that it seems clear that Paul always intended to go to Galatia, but likely not as fast as he was seemingly forced to go by his illness, which was likely helped by the higher altitudes of central Galatia. If he had not been sick, he may have stayed on and around the coast longer. [2292:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. Paul’s Epistles to the Galatians, 218.] 

Some people believe that this sickness Paul refers to is the “thorn in the flesh” of 2 Corinthians 12:7. That cannot be, because Paul’s “thorn” was permanent, while the sickness he mentions in Galatians got better. This record in Galatians should teach us a powerful lesson: we should not be ashamed of any sickness or weakness in our physical body. Our bodies are flesh, and people get sick. Getting sick is not a “bad witness”; it is a sign we are human. Certainly, we need to use wisdom when it comes to diet and exercise, but even the most fit people get sick. Christ never tells us that Christians will have perfectly healthy bodies; he tells us that in the future we will have a body like his powerful body (Phil. 3:21).
“the first time.” Paul was on his first missionary journey when he preached in Galatia, and we believe he wrote Galatians shortly after that journey ended and before the Jerusalem council. If that is the case, what does Paul mean by the “first” time? After Paul preached in Pisidian Antioch (Acts 13:14-50), he was driven out of the area and turned east. But then he retraced his steps and went back to the area of Antioch a second time (Acts 14:21). Another, but perhaps less likely way to understand “the first time” of Galatians 4:13 is in contrast with “have I [now] become your enemy” in Gal. 4:16. Paul’s first encounter with the Galatians was a warm welcome, but now he is being treated as an enemy.
A piece of supporting evidence that Paul’s first journey included both his first and second trips to the cities of Galatia (if that is what Gal. 4:13 implies) is “so quickly” in Galatians 1:6. (See commentary on Gal. 1:6).
Gal 4:14
“was a temptation to you in my bodily condition.” Paul’s sickness in Galatia is mentioned nowhere but here. It was a temptation to the Galatians, because no one wants to attend to a sick stranger, and less so if the stranger heals others but is not healed himself. They were tempted to avoid him. Exactly what the physical problem Paul had has been debated for centuries, but remains unknown.
“treat with contempt.” From exoutheneō (#1848 ἐξουθενέω). See commentary on 1 Thessalonians 5:20.
Gal 4:16
“have I become your enemy by telling you the truth?” Paul here challenges the Galatians like he already has several times in the letter. The Galatians were “deserting the one who called you by the grace of Christ” (Gal. 1:6), that is they were deserting Paul. Paul, for his part, openly challenged the Galatians in what they believed and how they behaved. For example, Paul wrote, “O senseless Galatians, who has bewitched you...Are you so senseless?” (Gal. 3:1, 3). That kind of honest talk usually has one of two results. Either the audience responds to the reproof and returns to correct thinking, or they blame the writer and accuse him or her of being arrogant, judgmental, etc. Paul wants to know where the Galatians stand concerning him. Is Paul now their enemy? That honest and direct question demands an answer.
Gal 4:17
“They earnestly pursue you.” The “they” in this verse goes all the way back to Galatians 1:7, where we learn that there were some people who were confusing the Galatians, desiring to turn the Good News of Christ upside down. They show up again in verses such as Galatians 5:7 and 6:12. It is distasteful to have to be constantly vigilant against false teaching, but we have to be, because there are well-meaning but false teachers in the Church in our time just as there were in Paul’s time.
“Cut you off.” The Judaizers wanted to isolate the Galatians from Paul and his companions, and thus from Christ (Gal. 5:4).
Gal 4:19
“formed in you.” This is speaking of saved people who then have to make the effort to think and act like Christ. So Paul is saying, “I am again in the pain of childbirth until Christ is formed in you,” that is, until you are not babies in the Lord anymore, but are mature in Christ.
Gal 4:21
“do you not hear what the law says?” This is a great example of the word “law” referring to the Torah (the five books of Moses), and likely even referring to all the God-inspired scriptures that make up the Old Testament. The Old Testament never openly says that Isaac and Ishmael, two of the children of Abraham and Sarah—they had eight sons total—were an allegory, but here we learn that in the understanding of what happened in the Old Testament and the way God dealt with the boys, He was painting a picture which centuries later would be used to illustrate that people have a choice to live under the law or live under God’s grace and promises.
Gal 4:22
“one by the slave woman and one by the free woman.” The slave woman was Hagar, and the record of her giving birth is in Genesis 16. The free woman is Sarah, and she gives birth in Genesis 21:1-3.
Gal 4:23
“according to the flesh.” Abraham had a promise from God that he would be the father of many nations. When Sarah got too old to have children, Abraham relied on an old Mesopotamian custom that allowed the husband to have sexual intercourse with a slave or servant, and the child would be considered the child of the barren couple. Thus Abraham had Ishmael through Hagar (Gen. 16). Nevertheless, God clarified His promise, making it clear that Sarah would have a son (Gen. 17:16). This took faith in God and His promise, because Sarah was now beyond the age of childbearing (Gen. 17:17; 18:11).
Gal 4:24
“are now being treated as an allegory.” The record of Sarah and Hagar is not an allegory, it is literal. What Paul is saying is that he is taking the literal record of Sarah and Hagar and allegorizing it to make a point, and using that literal record as a lens through which to view the Abrahamic covenant and the Law.
“One is from Mount Sinai, bearing children into slavery.” The covenant made on Mount Sinai is the Mosaic Covenant, the Law, and it cannot perfect people, but makes our sins obvious. It places people in slavery to sin.
Gal 4:25
“in Arabia.” This verse is literal. The actual Mount Sinai is not on the Sinai Peninsula, as is traditionally believed, but is in biblical Midian, which is southwestern Arabia. That fact explains why archaeologists have not found any evidence of the Exodus in the Sinai Peninsula.
Gal 4:27
“the children of the desolate woman are more than of the one who has the husband.” The Greek text literally reads, “many are the children of the desolate one more than the one who has the husband.”
Gal 4:28
“brothers and sisters.” See Word Study: “Adelphos.”
Gal 4:29
“one who was born according to the flesh persecuted the one born according to the spirit.” The one born by the efforts of the flesh was Ishmael, and he persecuted Isaac (Gen. 21:9), who was born due to the promise of God and by a miracle, since Sarah was beyond the age of childbearing (Gen. 18:9-14).
Gal 4:30
“Send away.” The quote here in Galatians 4:30 is from Genesis 21:10, and the Greek and Hebrew words, while indicating resolve, do not necessarily indicate that Abraham was being mean or harsh to Hagar, it was just that she was being resolutely told to leave.
“share the inheritance.” The Greek text literally reads, “will not inherit.”
Gal 4:31
“brothers and sisters.” See Word Study: “Adelphos.”
 
Galatians Chapter 5
Gal 5:1
“a yoke of slavery.” Here in Galatians 5:1, the Law of Moses is being compared to slavery. The Law revealed that we are sinners, and righteousness could not come by the Law (Gal. 2:21; 3:21).
In other places Paul spoke well of the Law, and the Law has its proper place (Rom. 7:12; 1 Tim. 1:8). There is much in the Law that is holy and good, and it certainly shows us much of what God expects of us in living righteously before Him, which is why it could be a guardian-tutor until Christ (Gal. 3:24). However, in this context in which the Law is directly opposed to the freedom we have in Christ, and especially in light of the fact that the Judaizers were teaching people had to keep the works of the Law such as circumcision to be righteous in the eyes of God, the Law enslaves people to a winless task. No one could actually be righteous before God by doing the Law, no matter how perfectly, so trying to be righteous by works of the Law only produced slavery to it.
Gal 5:2
“if you get yourselves circumcised.” The Jewish believers in Galatia would already be circumcised, so Paul is addressing the Gentile Christians in Galatia. To the Jews, circumcision was a major “boundary marker” of who was “in” the accepted people of God, and who was not in that accepted group. Later, water baptism served the same purpose for many Christians—that if a person was not baptized in water they were not a Christian.
“Christ will be of no benefit to you.” The context of Galatians 5:2 is the key to understanding this phrase. Paul is not saying that there is no benefit in being a Christian. Of course there is. Everlasting life is of inestimable value, and there is great value in the fullness of the manifestation of holy spirit (1 Cor. 12:7-10). No one loses their everlasting life or the power of the spirit by going back to the Law.
But in this context, Paul is saying that the freedom that Christ accomplished for the believer, which is getting away from the regulations of the Law that were fruitless and a burden, is of no benefit if the believer goes back to those regulations. This becomes clear in the next verse, Galatians 5:3, because if a person wants to try to add to their righteousness and their being acceptable to God by doing the works of the Law, they have to do the whole Law, which clearly is a burden and never made anyone righteous anyway (Gal. 2:21; 3:21).
Gal 5:3
“every man who gets himself circumcised.” There was pressure on the non-Jewish converts to be circumcised. The Jews in the area had already been circumcised.
“he is obligated to do the whole law.” Anyone who thinks that by doing some of the Mosaic Law he will be more righteous or acceptable to God misses the point of the Law. Deuteronomy 6:25 shows us that God considers the whole Law one huge command, not a bunch of single commands. A person who becomes righteous by trust in Christ, but then thinks there is more to be done and that, for example, by circumcision he will be somehow more acceptable to God, misses the point. If any part of the Law must be obeyed to be righteous, then the whole Law must be obeyed to be righteous. But the Judaizers and false teachers generally never start by suggesting a person keep the whole Law; instead start out by getting people to give in on one point, and then later on keep pressuring for more. Paul warns about going down the slippery slope to believing in righteousness by works or in being more approved by God by doing works, saying, “a little yeast leavens the whole loaf” in Galatians 5:9.
Gal 5:4
“seeking to be declared righteous.” For an understanding of the translation “righteous,” see commentary on Romans 3:22.[footnoteRef:2293] [2293:  Cf. Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, 4:309.] 

“cut yourselves off.” This is the translation of the Greek verb, katargeō (#2673 καταργέω), which is used more than 25 times in the NT, and has many meanings, differing according to the context. As to this verse, Lenski writes: “The basic idea is, “to make idle, inactive” so that nothing results; the preposition [apo] adds the idea that this action removes “away from Christ,” separates us from him...the AV [KJV] translates the sense...well.”[footnoteRef:2294] The King James Version says, “Christ is become of no effect unto you.” Darby translates the verse: “Ye are deprived of all profit from the Christ as separated from him....” [2294:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. Paul’s Epistles to the Galatians, 257.] 

The verb is in the passive voice, letting us know that being separated from Christ, or having Christ become of no profit, has happened to the Galatians. However, it is clear that they have done this to themselves by the decisions they have made, and God has had to respect their free will decisions. Thus, the Moffat Bible has captured the sense of the verse very well: “You are for justification by the Law? Then you are done with Christ, you have deserted grace.” The NRSV gets the sense well, and keeps the play on words in the translation as well: “You who want to be justified by the law have cut yourselves off from Christ.”
It is important to translate katargeō properly here, although the translation considered “proper” cannot be divorced from the inherent bias of the translator. We firmly believe that once a person has confessed Jesus as Lord (Rom. 10:9) and is “born again,” he has a guarantee of salvation and his everlasting life is never in doubt (see commentary on 1 Pet. 1:3, 23).
Thayer’s Greek-English Lexicon notes that katargeō can, in some contexts, mean to be severed from, separated from, discharged from, or loosed from. Since a Christian’s salvation is never in doubt, we cannot be “separated from,” or “cut off from,” or “severed from” Christ in an absolute sense, but we can be in a practical sense. While “cut yourselves off from” could introduce ambiguity, it best conveys the practical sense of separation.
There is another factor to consider in the translation, however, and that is the wordplay that is occurring in the context. Paul is addressing legalism and being in bondage to the Law, but he is using the example of circumcision—the cutting off of the foreskin. So in Galatians 5:3 he says if a person lets himself be circumcised (“cut off,” so to speak), then he will be cut off from Christ, and thus the work of Christ in freeing us from the Law will be of no effect. The REV makes the verse quite clear and preserves the wordplay by saying the Galatians had cut themselves off from Christ.
It is possible to be a Christian and lose sight of the work of Christ and what he has done for us. We are righteous in Christ, holy in Christ, redeemed in Christ, etc., all because of our faith in Christ, not our “goodness” or obedience to the Law. If we begin to rely on the Law or good works again, we are “cut off” from all the success we have in Christ, we separate ourselves from the benefits of Christ, and, like those under the Law, are doomed to feel that we are constant failures because human efforts will never attain the standards of God. It is not that we lose our salvation or are “cut off” from the Body of Christ if we return to the Law, but we lose the value of the work of Christ—it is as if he never came and accomplished anything on the cross.
[For more on the meaning and significance of being “in Christ,” see commentary on Eph. 1:3.]
“You have fallen away from grace.” This does not mean the person is unsaved or that Jesus no longer gives grace to the Christian. The subject of Galatians in this context is being righteous by trusting Christ or being righteous by works. People who seek to be righteous in the sight of God by doing the works of the Law have walked away from the grace and freedom they could have lived in by simple trust in Christ. Thus, Galatians 5:4 is similar to the statement Paul made in Galatians 5:2 that if a person got circumcised, Christ would not be of benefit to them. The person who has “fallen away from grace” has separated themselves from the wonderful grace of Christ and the freedom and blessings associated with that grace, such as not having to live by the Law. The Church is full of Christians who worry about whether God loves them and/or whether they are saved, and living like that is not freedom, and it is not living in grace. Christ died for us when we were enemies, and now that we are God’s family, we are declared “righteous” in God’s eyes. To not understand that, and to try to become more acceptable to God by doing works, especially the works of the Mosaic Law, is to fall away from grace. Paul makes the point in the very next phrase, in Galatians 5:5, that it is by the spirit and by trust that we wait for the fullness of what God has for us; we do not get there by works. Then, in Galatians 5:6, Paul reiterates that the works of the Law, illustrated by circumcision versus uncircumcision, have no “strength” (the Greek word translated “value” in Galatians 5:6 is “strength” in the Greek) to make one acceptable to God. What matters is trust in Christ, working through love.
Gal 5:5
“the spirit.” The word “the” is pulled from the context. Paul has been speaking of the spirit, and that context continues here.
“based on trust.” This is the same phrase in the Greek text as is used in Galatians 3:12 and 3:22. The phrase “based on trust” is in contrast to what has been the subject of the controversy in this section, which is circumcision and righteousness by the works of the Law. No one is saved by doing works, and doing works does not produce an eagerness for the Lord to come because we constantly fall short when we try to base our righteousness (or God’s love for us) on our works. In this context, we eagerly wait with hope based on our trust because we trust God and in His promises. A concise reading of the Greek would be “by spirit, from (ek) trust.” Christians who know what God says is in store for them in the future and trust that God will do what He says, eagerly wait for it to happen. Their eagerness is based on their trust. People who do not know what God promises in the future, or question or doubt that it will really happen do not have trust and therefore are not eager for the future promises to be fulfilled.
“the righteousness for which we hope.” The Greek text is more literally, “the hope of righteousness,” and it is a genitive of apposition, i.e., “the hope, that is to say, righteousness.” In the REV and some other versions, the genitive of apposition has been translated in a way that makes it easier to understand (cf. NIV). Although every Christian is declared righteous now, that is not the “righteousness for which we hope.” The “righteousness” we hope for is our complete salvation when Christ returns, that is, the fullness of obtaining all that we have in Christ. That includes getting our new body (Phil. 3:21), being with Christ and other saved people, and getting the inheritance and rewards that have been promised, and all that will happen when Christ returns and our salvation is complete. At that time the spiritual righteousness we have now will be much more visible and complete, and today we hope for that more complete righteousness, which will come in the future when Christ comes.
Gal 5:6
“in union with.” See commentary on Romans 6:3.
“has any value.” The Greek is more literally, “is strong for anything,” that is, has the strength to help the person be righteous and accepted by God. But to simply use the literal, “is strong,” would be confusing to the English reader, thus the REV, like some other English versions, reads, “has any value.” Paul is continuing his argument, started in Galatians 5:2, that the works of the Law do not have any value or benefit in helping a person be approved before God. In fact, believing that they do and trying to add the Law to trust in Christ just makes a person a slave to the Law (Gal. 5:1).
“trust working through love.” Cf. NIV; BDAG’s translation. Literally, the phrase reads, “trust working itself through love.” The translation comes from energeō (#1754 ἐνεργέω) in the middle voice. The middle voice means the action is brought on itself, hence, trust works on itself. This is important because for trust to count, it need not perform works external to itself—trust works itself out. Properly translated, this verse says that true trust inside a Christian will express itself in love.
Roman Catholic doctrine takes the verb “working” as being in the passive voice,[footnoteRef:2295] which would mean that the only thing that matters is trust “having been worked” by love. If this were the case, trust would not be complete in itself but would need love and good works to give it its form. Roman Catholics teach that love is what makes trust work. However, this interpretation does not fit with the context. First, the verse itself is stating that outward works (circumcision) do not count for anything. Second, the thesis of the entire book of Galatians is that works will not gain salvation, but trust alone is necessary (e.g., Gal. 2:16; 3:2-11, 22-26). [2295:  See discussion in Lenski, St. Paul’s Epistle to the Galatians, 261-63.] 

Gal 5:7
“Who hindered you.” This is a rhetorical question. Paul knew exactly who was hindering the Galatians, but he is asking the question to get the Galatian believers to carefully consider the people who were teaching another gospel, and the gospel they were presenting. Sadly, it was other Christians—Christians who were caught up in works salvation and getting personal value by works—who were talking the Galatians out of the doctrine of salvation by grace.
Gal 5:8
“the one who calls you.” The One who calls believers to Himself and to salvation is God. In the Greek text, the verb “calls” is in the present tense because God is constantly calling, and believers are saved when they answer the call and confess Christ as Lord (Rom. 10:9).
Gal 5:9
“A little yeast.” The Bible does not tell us what the yeast is. Some scholars say it is the doctrine being promoted by the Judaizers, while others say it is the Judaizers themselves, who have infiltrated the fellowships in Galatia. However, the weight of evidence and logic supports it being the doctrine.
That the doctrine is the “yeast” Paul has in mind fits the context very well, and flows with the statement Paul is making. The Bible student must keep in mind that there were no verse breaks in the original text. That means that what Paul wrote was: “Who hindered you from obeying the truth? This persuasion is not from the one who calls you. ‘A little yeast leavens the whole lump of dough.’ I have confidence in you in the Lord that you will not think otherwise….” This whole section is about truth and false doctrine. It starts with “obeying the truth,” then speaks of the “persuasion” coming from the false teachers, then the warning proverb that “a little yeast leavens the whole loaf,” then Paul’s statement that the Galatians will “not think otherwise” than the truth that Paul had taught.
Going back to Galatians 5:3, we can see the context presents the false doctrine of works as “a little yeast.” If a person starts to keep a part of the Law, such as circumcision, which would be “a little yeast,” the person ends up having to keep the whole Law, and the entire lump of doctrine becomes affected as works more and more replaces the truth of trust in Christ being all that is needed. Also, in Galatians 5:6, Paul reiterates that what matters is the right doctrine, trust working through love.
R. C. H. Lenski makes a very good argument that the yeast refers to the doctrine. He writes: “To say that the Judaistic doctrine was not a small bit of yeast but a great mass of doctrine, the whole of which opposed the whole gospel, and that, therefore, doctrine cannot be referred to, overlooks what Paul is saying. He is not placing the one doctrinal system over against the other, but is issuing a warning: Principiis obsta, resist the beginnings. …Paul refers to the little leaven that had already been injected, the fact that the Galatians had begun to observe times (Gal. 4:10), although they had not as yet yielded to circumcision.”[footnoteRef:2296] Richard Longenecker concurs with Lenski and says the leaven is the “false theology that was perverting the Galatian church.”[footnoteRef:2297] [2296:  Lenski, St. Paul’s Epistle to the Galatians, 266-67.]  [2297:  Longenecker, Galatians [WBC].] 

Lenski goes on to assert that Paul would not be saying a few teachers could corrupt the entire church because, for one thing, we have no idea how many Judaizers there were, and furthermore, the only way they could corrupt the church was by teaching false doctrine. Besides, the Galatians cannot get rid of the Jewish Christians. They are there, and they believe what they believe—every church of any size has people who do not believe what the pastors are teaching. But while the Galatians cannot oust from the church every person who wishes to follow the Law, they can take a stand against any false teaching that goes on in the congregation, and Paul is warning them to do just that, and saying if they let a little false doctrine in, it will eventually affect the whole doctrine of Christ.
Gal 5:10
“in the Lord.” See Word Study: “In the Lord.”
“whoever he is.” This is a very important point that should not be missed. Although there was certainly more than one false teacher in Galatia, each person will stand before God’s throne of judgment on their own. People sin as individuals and will be judged as individuals. The Bible warns us not to follow a crowd into sin: “Do not follow the majority to do evil” (Exod. 23:2). The warning is important because so many people “follow the crowd” and do evil that they would never do if they were on their own. People allow themselves to be persuaded by the group, and there is a false sense of safety when doing something—even something that the person knows is wrong—if lots of other people are doing it. The wise Christian is never fooled. Sinning is never “safe,” no matter how many people are doing it. We sin as individuals and we will be judged on the Day of Judgment as individuals. The wise Christian avoids sin and also people who arrogantly ignore God’s commands and regularly sin.
Gal 5:11
“brothers and sisters.” See Word Study: “Adelphos.”
“if I still preach circumcision.” In this case, “circumcision” is a reference to the Law. Because circumcision was such a central part of the Law, in this context “circumcision” is being put by synecdoche (the part for the whole) for all the Law: circumcision, Sabbath laws, food laws, cleanliness laws, etc. Paul could have written, “If I still preach the Law, why am I still being persecuted [by the Jews]?”
“In that case the stumbling block of the cross has been removed.” If Paul still preached circumcision, then the stumbling block of the cross would be removed. Why? Because circumcision is the heart of works-based salvation, that is, “if you do such and such work, then you will be saved.” Works-based salvation is the opposite of grace-based salvation in which the believer does not have to do any work to be saved. Salvation is accomplished by grace and offered by grace, and all the believer has to do is accept it by acknowledging it by believing it and confessing it (Rom. 10:9).
The “stumbling block” of the cross is that Jesus, a supposed criminal, died on the cross for people’s sins so they would not have to work for salvation or pay for those sins themselves. It was an abomination to the Jews to think that a man cursed of God could be the Messiah and purchase salvation (“cursed is everyone who is hung on a tree,” Gal. 3:13; Deut. 21:23), and also that the Law they so delighted in would no longer be valid for salvation. To the Gentiles, that a man who was not able to save himself from torture and a horrendous death was somehow able to save others was foolishness. Works-based salvation removed free grace from the equation and thus removed the “stumbling block” of the cross. Works-based salvation teaches that if the individual does not get to help purchase their own salvation, well, that is “an affront to all notions of proper self-pride and self-help... If I myself can make some small contribution, something even so small as the acceptance of circumcision, then my self-esteem is uninjured.”[footnoteRef:2298] [2298:  F. F. Bruce, The Epistle to the Galatians [NIGTC], 379.] 

Gal 5:12
“I wish.” The Greek word ophelon (#3785 ὄφελον) is used to express a fruitless wish. This is the figure of speech hyperbole, exaggeration.
Gal 5:13
“brothers and sisters.” See Word Study: “Adelphos.”
“serve.” The Greek is the verb douleuō (#1398 δουλεύω) from the noun doulos, slave. It means to perform the duties of a slave, or serve as, or like, a slave. One can so love another that he pushes himself, serving like a slave, but out of love, and that is the meaning in this context. It would not be wrong to translate this verse, “but through love, serve one another as slaves,” or even, as the NRSV, “through love become slaves to one another.”
“through love serve.” The English is a little awkward, but the phrase is accurate. The essence is, it is “through,” or “by means of” our love for others that we can best serve them. Serving people without love is not really “serving” at all, it is just going through the motions.
“one another.” It is important to understand the impact of the commands in the New Testament Epistles that concern “one another.” The “one another” does not refer to every person on earth, although Christians certainly are to be good to everyone. The “one another” commands are commands to especially love and be good to fellow Christians, and this is well recognized by scholars and commentators. Thus, the commands to serve one another are similar to the command in Galatians 6:10, which says to be good to everyone, but “especially good” to the household of the Faith, that is, to fellow Christians. The “one another” commands were spoken in the context of the Christian community, and the “one another” refers to other Christians.
The Body of Christ would be much better off both individually and collectively if Christians would obey God’s command to give other Christians special love and blessings. Sometimes the Devil, aided by our unbelieving society, tricks us into believing that it is somehow better or more noble to prefer non-Christians over Christians in some of our choices. Furthermore, sometimes we just don’t take the time to find out how to specifically help other Christians in our day-to-day dealings. But that goes against the teaching of Christ. His new commandment was that we are to love fellow Christians with an elevated and special love, just as he loved us (John 13:34). To do that will take our time and energy, but it is clearly what Christ commanded.
There are many verses with specific commands about being focused on our fellow believers and how we can help and bless them rather than being focused on ourselves and our wants, needs, and concerns. Jesus was certainly focused on others: “For even the Messiah did not please himself” (Rom. 15:3). We need to be focused on others as well, and especially so toward our fellow Christians.
For example, we are to “be at peace with one another” (Mark 9:50); “love one another” (John 13:34); “have family affection toward one another” (Rom. 12:10); build up one another (Rom. 14:19); welcome one another (Rom. 15:7); admonish one another (Rom. 15:14; Col. 3:16); serve one another (Gal. 5:13; 1 Pet. 4:10); bear with one another (Eph. 4:2; Col. 3:13); be kind to one another (Eph. 4:32); submit to one another (Eph. 5:21); teach one another (Col. 3:16); encourage one another (1 Thess. 4:18; 5:11; Heb. 3:13); spur one another onward (Heb. 10:24); pray for one another (James 5:16); show hospitality to one another (1 Pet. 4:9); and be humble toward one another (1 Pet. 5:5).
We are to love our fellow Christians, and that love is expressed in many different, but visible, ways. If we are focused on “one another,” that is, on building up the Christian community, we will find life to be much more rewarding than if we are just concerned about ourselves. For example, the specific command to “love one another” occurs 13 times in the New Testament.
[For more on “love one another,” see commentary on John 13:34.]
Closely related to fellow Christians being referred to as “one another” is that Christians are part of the family of God with God as the Father, Jesus Christ as our brother (Heb. 2:11-12), and Christians as children of God by New Birth and therefore brothers and sisters, and we are supposed to be especially supportive of our Christian family.
Gal 5:14
“neighbor.” On who is our neighbor, see commentary on Luke 10:27.
Gal 5:15
“if you bite and devour one another.” This is almost certainly not a baseless assumption, but this kind of destructive behavior would have been going on in Galatia. It is the product of works-based salvation. If salvation is by works, including circumcision, then believers have a basis for judging and criticizing one another on the basis of those works. This is true for any supposedly necessary work: circumcision, Sabbath-keeping, dress codes, mandatory acts such as confession and church attendance, etc. Sadly, as the Christian Church said “free grace” with their lips, they contradicted it with their regulations and behavior. Human laws and regulations replace free grace and then people bite and devour one another concerning those regulations. Thus the Christians sometimes become like the Jews, of whom Jesus (and Isaiah) said “These people honor me with their lips, but their heart is far from me” (Matt. 15:8; Isa. 29:13).
Gal 5:16
“walk by the spirit.” The word “walk” is a Semitic idiom, meaning “live by.”[footnoteRef:2299] The Greek text simply has “pneuma” (spirit) in the dative case, pneumati (πνεύματι), which in this case would mean, “by spirit” or more fully, “by way of the spirit.” [2299:  Cf. Thayer’s Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “περιπατέω.”] 

The word “spirit” refers to the new divine nature that is born inside each Christian at the time he is saved. This is clear because it is contrasted with “flesh,” which in this case mainly refers to the old nature and the impulses produced by it, although the actual flesh has influences also, such as hunger or sleep, which may need to be interrupted in order to fully do the will of God. God created people in such a way that their will can control their behavior, and the good Christian learns to live by the new, godly nature created inside him.
“you will absolutely not gratify the desires of the flesh.” This phrase is primarily speaking of the sin nature in people, which generates ungodly desires in them (see commentary on Galatians 5:17, “the flesh”).
Gal 5:17
“the flesh.” The Greek is sarx (#4561 σάρξ) and translated literally as “flesh,” however, in the NT the word “flesh” has a number of different meanings. It can simply refer to the flesh, the physical skin and muscle of both man and animals (Luke 24:39); the physical body as a whole (Acts 2:26); or a living creature (Matt. 24:22). It can also refer to our animal nature and weakness as humans without any suggestion of depravity (Mark 14:38). This can manifest itself when we are tired, hungry, etc. It is not sin to sleep or eat, but we can give in to what our “flesh” desires when we should not, and that can become sin.
However, here in Galatians 5:16-26, the word “flesh” has a different meaning than just the physical flesh. In this context, it refers to our sin nature, and by extension to our flesh bodies driven by our natural desires of the flesh and our sin nature as well. The word “flesh” mostly points to our sin nature (note the context), but can also involve just our fleshly desires. The sin nature is directly opposed to the new nature in the Christian believer, the godly nature, and the sin nature is a primary and motivating reason that all Christians wrestle with sin and ungodliness.
[For more on our inherent sin nature, see commentary on Rom. 7:17.]
The Greek has a gar (#1063 γάρ) in the second phrase, and is most often translated “for” and understood to communicate a reason for something. However, there are other uses of gar, and this case is what some scholars refer to as the “confirmatory gar,” which confirms and clarifies what has already been stated. Also, in many cases it is left untranslated, as done in the REV (cf. CJB, HCSB, NAB, NIV, NLT).
“with the result that.” The spirit and the flesh oppose each other, battling within us, with the result that we do not do what we want. The last clause in this verse is hina (#2443 ἵνα), “so that,” with the verb thelō (#2309 θέλω), “to want” in the subjunctive mood; this construction forms a result clause, which expresses the unintentional consequences of an action (see Word Study: “Hina”). It is the result of our internal struggle between our flesh and our spirit that we do not do what we want. E. W. Bullinger noted that the new, holy, nature of the Christian “necessitates conflict with the Old Nature: and this conflict is, therefore, the best assurance that we are ‘in Christ.’”[footnoteRef:2300] Bullinger felt that the best assurance a person had of being a Christian was the constant struggle between the desire to do evil and the desire to do good that raged within him, and testified that non-Christians who do not have a new holy nature have no such struggle. Although it is certainly true that some Christians have a huge internal struggle between doing good and evil, many non-Christians who are raised in moral environments struggle with good and evil, and many Christians have given in to their evil impulses for so long they no longer acutely feel any internal battle between good and evil. [2300:  Bullinger, The Giver and His Gifts, 18.] 

There are three “desires” or “wills” involved here. The flesh, the spirit, and “you.” We may desire something, but if it is worldly, we will not be able to participate without becoming slaves to the flesh (God has designed life so that people cannot give themselves over to worldly pleasure without consequences). We may want the fruit of the spirit (joy, peace, etc.) without disciplining ourselves to walk by the spirit. That will not happen either. We have to realize we need to get to the point where we want what the spirit wants if we are to be truly successful and blessed in this life and the next.
Gal 5:18
“the law.” Although the definite article “the” is not in the text, it is implied from the other uses of the phrase “under law” in Galatians as the primary focus of what Paul was saying (cf. Gal. 3:23; 4:4, 5, 21; and 5:18). On the other hand, because “law” does not have the article, it expands the meaning of the verse beyond “the Law” of Moses, to all kinds of law that is in opposition to the things of the spirit.
Gal 5:19
“the works of the flesh.” We should note that the works of the flesh are selfish and “me centered,” while the fruit of the spirit is selfless, giving, and “other person centered.”
“obvious” as many versions. Open to all. Lenski even says “public.”[footnoteRef:2301] Not that someone involved in the works of the flesh works them “obviously, in the open,” but that the works themselves openly declare the flesh and its desires. [2301:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. Paul’s Epistle to the Galatians, 284.] 

“[adultery.]” Although in the KJV, it was a late textual addition and is not included in most modern versions or the REV.
“sexual immorality.” Sexual immorality is a subject covered in quite a few verses in the New Testament. The Greek word is porneia (#4202 πορνεία, pronounced por-'nā-ah). There are a number of sexual sins included in the concept of porneia, but the most basic is sexual intercourse outside of marriage. The ten-volume TDNT[footnoteRef:2302] has 17 pages on porneia and related words. This extensive work shows that the meaning of porneia usually meant illicit sexual intercourse, but over time was broadened to include illicit sexual behavior of all types. There are, however, other biblical words that more tightly define other ungodly sexual behaviors. For example, though porneia is sometimes used of adultery in the New Testament, there is another word that specifically refers to adultery. The basic meaning of “sexual intercourse outside of marriage” never left the word porneia, even when it was broadened culturally to include other sexual misconduct. The narrower meaning of porneia is reflected in versions like the KJV that use “fornication” instead of something more inclusive like “sexual immorality,” but the broader definition of porneia in the New Testament usually makes “sexual immorality” a preferred translation. [2302:  Bromiley, Theological Dictionary of the New Testament.] 

A study of the Greek Old Testament [the Septuagint] shows that Greek-speaking people used the word porneia in its standard sense of sexual intercourse between a man and a woman who were not married to each other. A study of the New Testament gives the same evidence, that the usual or standard use of porneia was fornication or adultery, not other types of sexual misconduct. Matthew 5:32 and 19:9 list porneia when speaking of reasons for divorce. In John 8:41, the Pharisees upbraid Christ by saying, “We were not born from sexual immorality [porneia],” referring to the fact that Mary was thought to have had intercourse before she was married. 1 Corinthians 5:1 uses the word porneia for the sexual contact between a man and his father’s wife. In lists where sexual sin of all kinds is being cited as wrong, “porneia” is often included with other more specific sins.
In summary, porneia primarily means illicit sexual intercourse between a man and woman, but includes other kinds of immoral sexual behavior as well.
“impurity.” The Greek word translated “impurity” here in Galatians 5:19 is akatharsia (#167 ἀκαθαρσία), and it refers to being “unclean” before God. For example, in the Levitical law, it referred to being ritually “unclean” before God. In this context, it refers to being morally unclean. God, the Creator, sets the standards, and He (via Jesus Christ) will be the judge on Judgment Day. In the Old Testament, God set the standard for what it was to be “clean” or “unclean” before Him, and in the New Testament God sets the standards for moral behavior.
Society wants us to believe that “the majority” sets the standards for morality, or it is even said that because everyone has a right to live the way they want to, a minority can set the standard for what is right and moral behavior. That kind of thinking is extremely dangerous. God gives everlasting life, and God will give rewards or punishments on the Day of Judgment. He tells us how to live morally clean and godly before Him, and if we ignore that, we do so to our peril.
Akatharsia is “a state of moral corruption; immorality, vileness especially of sexual sins”;[footnoteRef:2303] “in a moral sense, the impurity of lustful, luxurious, profligate living; used of impure motives in 1 Thess. 2:3.[footnoteRef:2304] Although akatharsia is a general term and includes many kinds of moral uncleanness, in this context where it follows sexual sin, it has that special emphasis here. [2303:  BDAG, s.v. “ἀκαθαρσία.”]  [2304:  Thayer’s Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “ἀκαθαρσία.”] 

“unrestrained behavior.” The Greek aselgeia (#766 ἀσέλγεια ) means without social or moral restraint: giving oneself a license to do whatever one wants at the time. Lenski says “unbridled conduct.” See commentary on Jude 1:4.
Gal 5:20
“sorcery.” The Greek word is pharmakeia (#5331 φαρμακεία), and its primary meaning in this context is “sorcery” or “witchcraft.” However, the word was also used for the use of drugs for good or for harm (hence the English word “pharmacy”). The use of drugs was tied to witchcraft because they were so often used in potions and poisons. The context and use of pharmakeia in the New Testament show us that sorcery or witchcraft is the primary meaning here in Galatians, although the undertone of using drugs still exists in the word.
Sorcery and witchcraft of all kinds is forbidden in the Bible. Merrill Unger’s excellent definition of magic shows why; it is: “the art of bringing about results beyond man’s power through the enlistment of supernatural agencies. Its wicked and illegitimate nature at once appears when it is realized that the supernatural agencies used are evil spirits.”[footnoteRef:2305] The use of drugs in sorcery was to accomplish malevolent ends, not for recreational use. The recreational use of drugs is akin to the recreational use of alcohol and becoming drunk, which is also a work of the flesh (see commentary on “drunkenness” in Galatians 5:21). [2305:  Merrill Unger, Biblical Demonology, 108.] 

“selfish ambition.” The Greek is eritheia (#2052 ἐριθεία). In Aristotle, it “denotes a self-seeking pursuit of political office by unfair means.[footnoteRef:2306]” It contains tones of selfish ambition, strife, rivalry, etc. Those who attempt to get ahead unfairly, and build rivalries, show this. For a more complete understanding, see commentary on Romans 2:8, “selfishly ambitious.” [2306:  BDAG, s.v. “ἐριθεία.”] 

“dissensions.” The state of being in factious opposition.
Gal 5:21
“drunkenness.” The Greek word is methē (#3178 μέθη), and it means drunkenness or intoxication. Getting drunk or being intoxicated, which includes intoxication via recreational drugs, is a work of the flesh and not part of the fruit of the spirit. The Bible says that God’s people are to be clear-headed and thus able to think clearly and act righteously for Him (cf. 1 Thess. 5:6; 1 Tim. 3:2, 11; 1 Pet. 1:13; 4:7). In order for Christians to love God with all their heart, soul, mind, and strength, we have to be available to do God’s work at a moment’s notice and also consistently be good examples to other people. Being drunk or “stoned” on marijuana or other mind-affecting drugs just for the sake of recreation or pleasure is not commensurate with the lifestyle of an obedient and committed Christian.
[For more on being drunk or “high” on drugs, see commentary on Eph. 5:18, “drunk.”]
“[murder.]” We do not have “murder” in the REV texts. There are Greek manuscripts that include it between “envy” and “drunkenness,” but the textual evidence from very early and excellent texts and witnesses leads us to conclude that it was added to the Greek text. It was added quite early, and likely because of a scribe remembering Romans 1:29 and harmonizing the two readings.[footnoteRef:2307] [2307:  Bruce M. Metzger, Textual Commentary , 597-98.] 

“orgies.” The Greek word translated “orgies” is kōmos (#2970 κῶμος), and it was not strictly an orgy in the English sense of the word, although the modern English use of orgy captures the sense as well or better than any other modern English word.
A kōmos originally was a disorderly and often violent nighttime procession of drunken men in honor of Bacchus (Greek: Dionysus), the Roman god of wine. They ate and drank and then marched through the streets singing, shouting, fighting, having sex with willing (and perhaps unwilling) women, and in general causing trouble. At various times in the Roman Empire, the kōmos was made illegal due to the damage and harm that was generally caused.
In time, the word kōmos became used of riotous drinking parties of which sex was a part, even though the partying crowd did not march through the streets. A close, but less violent, parallel to the kōmos might be Mardi Gras in New Orleans, where most everyone is drunk, loud, and there is plenty of sex and unrestrained behavior. If there was an English word for a loud, drunken (and today we could add drugs), wild, and unrestrained party, modern translations would most likely use that word instead of orgy.
“will not inherit.” The Greek word translated “inherit” is klēronomeō (#2816 κληρονομέω), and it means to receive as an inheritance; to receive a part of an inheritance. This verse is similar to Ephesians 5:5, and the explanation is similar. To understand Gal. 5:21, we must understand the difference between our “salvation,” which means we will be a part of the everlasting future Kingdom, and “rewards,” which are the rewards we receive (or do not receive) in the future Kingdom of Christ. The evidence in this verse will show that it is speaking about having an inheritance in the Kingdom (rewards), not about being saved and being in the Kingdom.
Christians are saved by faith in Christ, and can be saved even if they have sin in their lives. God does not demand that a person clean up their life before they can be saved, and we do not have to keep our lives clean to keep our salvation. Once a person is saved, he or she will be in the Kingdom of Christ. However, not everyone in the Kingdom will have the same inheritance. There will be different jobs to do and different levels of authority and responsibility.
Ephesians 2:8 makes it very clear that Christian salvation is not by works, but by trust in God, something that is very clear in the rest of the Church Epistles as well. Romans 10:9 says if a person confesses Christ as Lord and truly believes that Jesus has been raised from the dead, that person will be saved. There are many verses like Romans 10:9 that tell us salvation is by trust, such as Romans 3:22, 26, 28, 30; 4:13, 24; 5:1; Galatians 2:16; 3:8, 24, etc. There is nothing in those verses that says that salvation is by trust as long as we do not sin. The Good News of salvation is that we are saved (“born again”) by trusting in Christ, and then once we are born again our salvation is secure; we cannot become unsaved for any reason.
Galatians 5:19-21 is teaching us the same lesson as 1 Corinthians 3:10-17. In those verses, a person who builds a bad work on the foundation of Christ will suffer loss, “but he himself will be saved” (1 Cor. 3:15). The person who lives his life in an ungodly manner will suffer loss and enter the Kingdom like a person who has gone through a fire; he will have nothing there, meaning no rewards and no inheritance.
Ephesians 2:8 tells us we are saved by faith, “not by works.” Furthermore, Ephesians 1:14 says our salvation is guaranteed, so we cannot do anything to lose it. While our salvation is guaranteed, our “inheritance,” our rewards in the Kingdom, are not guaranteed, they are earned and they can be lost. Christians dare never be smug about the fact that our salvation was paid for by Christ and guaranteed after we accepted him as Lord. It would be terrible to be a part of the future Kingdom of Christ and not have any rewards there. We must obey God and watch our lifestyle closely to get rewarded in the Kingdom.
Some Christians teach that when Galatians 5:21 says that “those who practice such things will not inherit the Kingdom of God,” it is saying that the habitual sinner will lose his salvation, or, that the person who sins in the manner Galatians describes must have renounced Christ and thus lost his salvation. That is not the case.
For one thing, it is clear that Galatians 5:19-21 is about “works.” The section begins with, “Now the works of the flesh,” and the Greek word translated “works” is the common word ergon (#2041 ἔργον), “works.” But we know that good works do not save a person (Rom. 3:20; Gal. 2:16; Eph. 2:8), and similarly, sinful works do not cost a person his salvation—no one loses his salvation because of sin, even egregious sin (1 Cor. 3:15). People who do not continue in Christ will be saved when Jesus comes, but they will be ashamed of their behavior (1 John 2:28), they may lose all their rewards (1 Cor. 3:15; 2 John 1:8), and some believers will even be punished (1 Thess. 4:6; cf. Col. 3:25). But they will still be saved and have everlasting life.
Furthermore, a study of the word “inherit” in the New Testament shows that it has two meanings. One meaning is to have everlasting life in the Kingdom, and the other meaning is to have rewards in the Kingdom. Here in Galatians “inherit” means to have rewards in the Kingdom. We know this because no one can lose their salvation because of sinful works, which is what Galatians 5:19-21 is talking about, so the inheritance here in Galatians 5:21 cannot be about salvation. Furthermore, this list in Galatians is similar to the list in Ephesians 5:3-5, which says that no person who sins the sins listed “has any inheritance” in the Kingdom of Christ and God. The parallel between the list in Galatians and the list in Ephesians shows us that “inherit the Kingdom of God” in Galatians is the same as “has any inheritance in the Kingdom of Christ and God” in Ephesians. Both lists are warnings about losing rewards, and neither list of sins is about losing salvation. This conclusion is further supported by verses such as Colossians 3:24, which says that those who serve God from the heart will have an “inheritance” as a reward.
There are also people who assert that “will not inherit the Kingdom” means “will not be saved,” but who further assert that in order for a person to lose their salvation they must specifically renounce it. But since the Bible never says the sinners in Galatians 5:19-21 have renounced their salvation, the people who teach that doctrine have to assume these particular sinners have renounced it, and that assumption is unwarranted. Beyond that, however, what people experience in life does not support the assumption that sinners committing the sins on the list are not saved. For example, the first sin on the list is sexual immorality, yet churches are full of Christians who are living together out of wedlock, or are addicted to pornography, or are sexually immoral in other ways, and yet many of them live generally godly lives, have obeyed Romans 10:9, and express a love for God and Christ. So many sexually immoral people are saved. And that same thing is true of the other sins on the list such as idolatry, hostility, jealousy, anger, envy, getting drunk, and more. Those sinners have not lost their salvation; in fact, most of them were probably like that when they were saved in the first place. It does not make sense that God would save a drunk person through Jesus Christ, but then “unsave” him because he stayed drunk. So the plain reading of Galatians, which is about ungodly works, and the evidence from daily life, shows that Galatians 5:21 is about rewards, not salvation.
There is no problem with Galatians 5:21 if we understand that “will not inherit the Kingdom” means to be saved but to not have an inheritance in the Kingdom. Once that fact is understood, then Galatians 5:19-21 is one more piece in a much larger picture puzzle of verses that show that salvation is by grace through faith, and salvation cannot be lost, but in contrast, rewards and an inheritance in the Kingdom are earned and can be lost. Furthermore, it makes sense that God takes serving Him and earning rewards very seriously, and also takes a person’s ignoring or rejecting him very seriously and thus sternly warns people about it.
[For more on Christian salvation, see Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation.” For more on the Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on salvation vs. rewards, and rewards in the Kingdom, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10, “good or evil.” For more on “inheritance” being a reward, see commentary on Acts 7:5.]
Gal 5:22
“fruit of the spirit.” It is worth noting that the fruit of the spirit are “other person centered,” while the works of the flesh are selfish and “me centered.”
This list refers to the “fruit,” the things that are produced in us as we live according to the new nature that has been created inside us (see commentary on Gal. 5:16 above). Producing the fruit of the spirit requires active cooperation between the human will and the new, divine nature. The divine nature cannot grow the fruit of the spirit on its own, the will is simply too powerful. People who want to be unloving, impatient, or without self-control, will not be forced to have those qualities by the spirit of God that is born within them. On the other hand, the new nature of holy spirit is constantly at work to produce fruit in the person (Phil. 2:13), and so if a Christian truly desires to develop the fruit of the spirit, even though it may be difficult depending on his or her basic disposition and the way he or she was raised, it can be done.
The list of the fruit is the figure of speech asyndeton; a list without a final “and.”[footnoteRef:2308] In contrast to the figure of speech polysyndeton, which places an “and” between each item in the list and by that literary device emphasizes each thing in the list, the figure asyndeton does not have the standard “and” between the last two items of the list. This means that the reader goes through the list as if he were on a playground slide, sliding past the things on the list and getting to the conclusion, which is what the asyndeton is emphasizing; in this case, “There is no law against such things.” [2308:  Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 137-148, “asyndeton.”] 

Among other things, the fact that the list is an asyndeton lets us know there are other “fruit” of the spirit that are not on the list. For example, although “patience” is on the list, “endurance” (hupomonē) is not. Neither is “humility,” certainly a fruit of the spirit, and the list of godly fruit that are produced in the life of a committed Christian could be multiplied. The figure asyndeton shows us that the point of this list is not to give us every fruit of the spirit, but rather to give us an idea of some of them, especially in contrast to the works of the flesh, the list in the previous verses.
“Love.” The Greek word is agapē (#26 ἀγάπη). Love is difficult to specifically define. It is the very nature of God, for God is love (1 John 4:7-12, 16). Love is known from the action it prompts (John 3:16; 1 Cor. 13:1-8). Christian love is not an impulse from the feelings, nor does it always run with natural inclinations, nor is it lavished only upon those things that are naturally liked or naturally found lovely or beautiful.
Agapē love is an exercise of the will in deliberate choice, and is why God can command us to love our enemies (Matt. 5:44; Exod. 23:1-5). Agapē love is commanded, showing that it is related to obedience, commitment, and action and not necessarily feeling and emotion. “Loving” someone is to obey God on another’s behalf, seeking his or her long-term blessing and profit. Love energizes faith (Gal. 5:6), and empowers us to give and keep on giving. There can be a cost to genuine love. Love is the distinctive character of the Christian life in relation to the brethren and to all humanity. The “loving” thing to do may not always be easy, and true love is not “mushy.” For example, punishing criminals to keep society safe is loving, and asking someone to leave your Christian fellowship because they persist in flagrant sin is loving, but never easy. (1 Cor. 5:1-5). Christians are to be known for their love to one another (John 13:35).
“joy.” The Greek word is chara (#5479 χαρά). Biblically, “joy” has two meanings. As it is defined in the Bible and most English dictionaries, it can refer to a feeling, an emotion that wells up within us when something wonderful happens to us. The Bible has many examples of that “feeling of joy,” the emotion that can accompany something good happening to us (Matt. 2:10; 13:44; Luke 15:7; 24:52; John 16:21; Acts 12:14; 2 Cor. 7:13; 2 Tim. 1:4; Phlm. 1:7; 3 John 1:4). However, the problem with that emotional kind of joy is we cannot feel it whenever we want to. It has to happen to us, and it does not happen very often.
The second meaning of “joy,” refers to an inner light and lightness, an inner effervescence or bubbling. This kind of joy is a quality of life, not simply an emotion. It is grounded in our relationship with God and comes from knowing and believing Him, and what He has given us, and what He promises us in the future. It is excited by the acquisition of good or the expectation of good. The “goods” we possess now are the gift of holy spirit, the wonderful Word of God, and many other blessings from God. The goods we will possess include forever being with Christ in Paradise. These things cannot be taken from us by trials of this life, and for that reason, true joy is not extinguished by the cares of this world. Joy should be visible so that others can be won by it. Joy was evidenced in Christ’s life and walk (John 15:11). Joy gives us a sound basis for optimism; it helps us look at the future that is desirable and possible (Heb. 12:2). It strengthens us for the work we are called to do (Neh. 8:10). God commands us to have joy, which He can do because it comes from believing His Word and focusing on Him and His promises (1 Thess. 5:16; Phil. 3:1). Joy comes from a choice of our will, based upon how we think about our circumstances. Joy can result from the way we choose to interpret the things that happen to us, especially painful things. The apostles rejoiced after being beaten that they were counted worthy to suffer shame for the name of Jesus (Acts 5:41). Joy is related to an attitude of thanksgiving.
God expects us to learn life lessons from the world around us, and we can learn a great “joy lesson” from the moon. When the moon looks fully at the sun (a full moon), it is lit up with light and shines brilliant white in the night sky. However, when the moon looks at the earth (a lunar eclipse), it is dark, depressing, and usually has a red tint to it as if it were angry. We are like the moon. When we look at the earth and focus our attention on the things of this life, we become dark-minded, depressed, and/or angry. However, when we look at the Son, and focus our attention on the things of God, we become full of light (joy) and shine into the lives of those around us. Let us learn from the moon to focus our attention on the Son. We will have an inner joy that will give us strength for life in this difficult world, and we will shine blessings into the people around us.
“peace.” The Greek word is eirēnē (#1515 εἰρήνη). Peace is peace, quietness, rest, tranquility. It is an inner quietness born of strength, exemption from the rage and havoc of conflict or war, internal or external. It is associated with the elimination of one’s enemies. As influenced by the Hebrew word shalom, which was the ancient Jewish salutation and formula of well-wishing, it includes the concept of total well-being including security, safety, harmony, prosperity, and happiness. True peace includes the tranquil state of a soul assured of its salvation through Christ and so fearing nothing from God. Peace is not the state of being undisturbed simply because you do not care what happens. Rather, it is the state of quietness that comes from knowing that there will be a righteous end to life and the world. God is a God of peace (2 Cor. 13:11). Christians have peace with God (Rom. 5:1). Jesus is the prince of Peace (Isa. 9:6). The peace of God will guard your heart (Phil. 4:7).
“patience.” “Patience” is from the Greek makrothumia (#3115 μακροθυμία): makro (“long”), and thumia (“passion, anger”), and it is the ability to hold back anger for a long time. It is to persevere patiently and bravely; to be patient in bearing the offenses and injuries of others; to be mild and slow in avenging; slow to anger, slow to punish. It is that quality of self-restraint in the face of provocation that does not hastily retaliate or promptly punish. It is to be what happens in difficult circumstances with people instead of getting angry too quickly. It is associated with mercy and is used of God. However, it is not being a “doormat,” and simply allowing yourself to be used or abused. Similarly, true patience is not being “too spiritual” or “too holy” to get angry at people, nor is it tolerating sin indefinitely.
In contrast to patience, “endurance” (hupomonē; #5281 ὑπομονή) is the quality that does not surrender to circumstances or succumb under trial; it is the opposite of despondency and is associated with hope (1 Thess. 1:3). Interestingly, while makrothumia (patience or longsuffering with people) is used of God, hupomonē, (endurance) is not. This may be due to the fact that God has to put up with people, who have free will, but He never has to put up with the same trials from things and life in general that people do. Patience (makrothumia) and endurance (hupomonē) occur together in Colossians 1:11; 2 Corinthians 6:4, 6; 2 Timothy 3:10; James 5:10-11. Longsuffering is an important quality of Christian leaders, (2 Tim. 4:2), and it is an important part of the process of leading people to Christ (Rom. 2:4).
Somewhat similar to makrothumia is the Greek word anochē (a noun: #463 ἀνοχή), which most Greek lexicons define as forbearance, tolerance, clemency, patience. It refers to enduring, putting up with something, being patient, and holding oneself back. See commentary on Romans 2:4, “forbearance.”
“kindness.” The Greek word is chrēstotēs (#5544 χρηστότης). A generous, warm-hearted, friendly nature. It is sweet, mild, and full of graciousness. It is a virtue that pervades and penetrates the whole nature, that mellows anything harsh or austere. Christ’s yoke is “kind” (chrēstotēs, not “easy” as many translations have), because there is nothing harsh, sharp, or galling about it (Matt. 11:30). You can put on Christ’s yoke without worrying about getting painful blisters, splinters, etc.
“Kindness” is willingly ready to do good, and it expresses itself in deeds toward another. It springs from an inner disposition to benefit others, but is engaged and aroused by their need. True kindness must be distinguished from sentimentality: It can be easy to feel sorry for someone who has gotten themselves into a mess, and begin to “caretake” them, which actually weakens them. In many situations, what a person really needs to become strong is to repent and get busy restoring their own life with the help of the Lord. Those who offer kindness always need to be aware of the line that differentiates kindness from caretaking. God is kind, even to the unthankful (Luke 6:35), and God’s kindness leads people to repentance (Rom. 2:4; 2x). It is the responsibility of every believer to be kind to others (Eph. 4:32). Love is kind (1 Cor. 13:4).
“goodness.” The Greek word is agathōsunē (#19 ἀγαθωσύνη). “Goodness” is uprightness in heart and life, a moral excellence. The person who exhibits the fruit “goodness” is upright and honorable, and is acceptable to God. “Goodness” can be called the “fruit with teeth,” because goodness, while it has a lot in common with “kindness,” very clearly also contains the idea that it is a good thing to uphold standards, enforce the law, and punish wrongdoers. The grammarian Richard Trench writes: “A man may display his agathōsunē, his zeal for goodness and truth, in rebuking, correcting, and chastising.”[footnoteRef:2309] If there is no “goodness” in the Christian’s life, evil continues without fear of consequences. “Goodness” is usually associated with activity rather than inner nature, although the good actions spring from the good heart: “The good man brings good things out of the good stored up in his heart” (Luke 6:45). [2309:  Richard Chenevix Trench, Synonyms of the New Testament, 235.] 

Goodness is not self-absorbed or comfort-oriented. Many “good” tasks are uncomfortable to perform. “Goodness” is anchored in God and in His revelation to man. In the Scripture, “good” is often contrasted with “evil” and it is the Word of God that must define that which is good and that which is evil. Moral relativism leaves both “good” and “evil” up to the feelings and inclinations of the individual. In a system without Godly standards, all kinds of “good” things become “evil.” In this kind of system, holding people accountable becomes evil (you may hurt their “self-esteem”), punishment of any kind becomes evil (they were not really at fault, but were victims of society), saying that someone is wrong becomes evil (why be so narrow-minded), etc. Also, without godly standards, many “evil” things become “good” (taking advantage of another’s mistake, such as getting too much change back on a purchase but not telling the cashier; living together without being married; not returning something you find even if you could locate the owner if you tried; etc.)
“faithfulness.” The Greek word is pistis (#4102 πίστις). The word pistis can mean “faith” or “faithfulness,” and here “faithfulness” is the better translation. Faith is trust, and we are to trust God, and thus believe His promises. Faithfulness means continued faith or perseverance. It is a steadfast adherence to God and His will. We trust God because God is trustworthy, but more than that, we are to continue in that faith day after day, thus being “faithful” toward Him. Many people have “faith” for a short time. The true fruit of the new nature is being full of faith day after day after day. Those given a trust must be faithful (1 Cor. 4:2).
Gal 5:23
“meekness.” The Greek word is praotēs (#4236 πραότης). The quality of humility that recognizes one’s own frailty and neediness, causing a willingness to listen to reproof and correction, as well as to help others without unduly asserting one’s authority or overpowering others. Meekness is a submissive attitude toward the will of God. It is coachability, the ability to take coaching, teaching, and even reproof from others without any resistance or temptation to seek revenge and retaliation. Meekness is first and foremost toward God. It is that temper of spirit in which we accept His dealings with us as good, and therefore without disputing or resisting. It must be clearly understood that godly meekness is a mental posture of power, not weakness. The common assumption is that meekness is synonymous with “mousy” or “cowardly,” but the Lord was “meek” because he had the infinite resources of God at His command (Matt. 11:29). Someone who is meek can afford to be so because his strength and confidence allows him to listen to others. Moses was the meekest man on earth at his time, but his walk was a walk of powerful signs and wonders (Num. 12:3). Meekness is a way of being, opposed to boldness of manner, and is to be the default manner for leaders in the body of Christ (1 Cor. 4:21; 2 Cor. 10:1).
“self-control.” The Greek word is egkrateia (#1466 ἐγκράτεια). Self-control is mastery over oneself. The root word is kratos, which means power in action; strength exerted, and the derivation of egkrateia may be en kratos, or power within, thus the power over oneself and one’s desires.[footnoteRef:2310] As used by the Greeks, egkrateia, self-control, is the virtue of one who masters his desires and passions, especially his sensual appetites. God designed the human will to control the human mind and body. The concept of “self-control” implies that there is a standard to conform to, and the Word of God provides that standard. Godly self-control is not trying to reform the flesh by self-discipline (although self-discipline is important), or overcoming sinful tendencies by outward religious practices. True self-control comes from a combination of free will decisions and the new nature inside that is trying to reproduce itself in outward man. It is, after all, a “fruit of the spirit,” not a “fruit of the will.” A commitment to self-control without being motivated by love for others feeds prideful ambition and self-glorification. Christians are not to live like unbelievers who indulge the flesh (Eph. 2:3). Christians are to control themselves (1 Cor. 9:24-27). [2310:  Kittel, Theological Dictionary, s.v. “self-control.”] 

Gal 5:24
“belong to Christ.” The Greek is an idiom. See commentary on Galatians 3:29.
Gal 5:25
“Since.” Even as the NIV, NJB. The word “if” can be understood as “since” if the condition is not in doubt.
“keep in step with.” Although many versions say “walk,” this is not the standard word for walk, which has the cultural connotation of “live by,” but rather it means “to march in a line” (as in the military), to march in rank and file, “to be in line with a person or thing considered as standard for one’s conduct, hold to, agree with, follow, conform.[footnoteRef:2311]” In other words, the spirit is setting the pace and moving forward, and now it is up to us to match its pace and keep in line. [2311:  BDAG, s.v. “στοιχέω.”] 

Gal 5:26
“conceited.” The Greek is a compound word, kenodoxia (#2754 κενοδοξία), from kenos (empty), and doxa (glory, magnificence, splendor). It is vain or empty glory. Thinking we have merit when we do not; “glorying [bragging, boasting] without reason, conceited, vain-glorious, eager for empty glory” (Thayer).
 
Galatians Chapter 6
Gal 6:1
“Brothers and sisters.” See Word Study: “Adelphos.”
“gets.” Punctiliar aorist, “gets to be.”[footnoteRef:2312] [2312:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. Paul’s Epistle to the Galatians, 297.] 

“transgression.” The Greek is paraptōma (#3900 παράπτωμα) which is to “misstep,” “to fall by the wayside.” This “misstep” is not necessarily intentional, although it can be. Thus, in life, “transgressions,” are much more common than “sins.” Meanings of paraptōma include: “faults,” “deviations from truth,” “lapse,” “error,” “mistake,” “wrongdoing.”
Gal 6:2
“burdens.” The Greek word translated “burdens” is baros (#922 βάρος), which refers to a physical load, but also can refer to a hardship produced by the load. It refers to a hardship that is regarded as particularly burdensome and exhausting. In Matthew 20:12 baros refers not to difficulties in general but to the specific hardship of working for the entire day. In a number of languages hardship resulting from work may be expressed in terms of the effect upon the workers, for example, “to get tired from working” or “to become weak as the result of working.”[footnoteRef:2313] Because of the context of Galatians 6:5, the meaning “hardship” makes more sense than the burden itself. [2313:  Louw and Nida, Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament, s.v. “βάρος.”] 

People carry their own loads, but other Christians are to help with those loads and with the hardships produced by them. It is often unclear how much of a person’s burden a Christian should carry. Each situation stands on its own, but some general principles apply. Just as in medicine a person who breaks a leg has to use crutches, but if the crutches are used beyond when they are needed, the leg atrophies and becomes weak. We bear one another’s hardships, but not to the point the person becomes weak. Help that we offer to others keeps them from breaking under their load, but does not weaken them. Many people are lazy and would love for others to carry their burden, but doing that only produces more weakness and laziness, it does not help the person.
Gal 6:5
“will have.” Each person will (future) have to bear his own load. There are loads that each of us have that cannot be shared and must be carried alone. Cf. RSV.
Gal 6:6
“share fully.” This verse has been hotly debated by commentators. Many of them think that the verse is telling those instructed to “share with,” i.e., give to, those who instruct them. This is clearly expressed in the New Living Translation, which is a very free translation: “Those who are taught the Word of God should provide for their teachers, sharing all good things with them.” However, there are some serious problems with this interpretation.
First, if Paul was asking for the believers to pay their teachers, the verse is worded in a very unclear and unusual manner. The word koinōneō (#2841 κοινωνέω) would not be the natural way to say that the people should give to ministers. It seems totally unlikely that Paul, having reproved the Galatians for their return to the flesh, would, at the close of the epistle, ask for money. Nevertheless, money is such a “sacred cow,” to so many people, and there are so many commentaries that say that the verse means that people should pay their ministers, that we feel it is appropriate to quote extensively from commentaries that make the point that this verse is not about money.
“The word koinwnein contains the key to the true meaning of the verse. Our versions [i.e., the KJV, RV, ASV, etc.] understand it here, and in Romans 12:13, Phil. 4:15, in the sense of communicating [giving] to others; but I find no warrant for this in Greek usage. In Romans 15:27 it signifies distinctly to receive a share, and elsewhere to become a partner and share in common with others (1 Tim. 5:22; 1 Pet. 4:13; 2 John 11; Heb. 2:14). Here in like manner it enjoins upon the leaders of the Churches the duty of admitting all the members to participation in any spiritual blessing they enjoy. It continues, in fact, the protest against the arrogant pretensions and selfish exclusiveness of the Judaizing leaders.”[footnoteRef:2314] [2314:  W. R. Nicoll, Expositor’s Greek Testament, 3:189.] 

R. C. H. Lenski writes:
The verb koinonew is seemingly not properly understood [by most commentators]. When this is regarded as meaning “communicate,” “all good things” become material, and somehow or other it is thought that Paul says that pupils should reward or pay their teachers…This idea is also put into koinonia, the noun which is thought to mean “contribution” in Rom. 15:26; 2 Cor. 8:4; 9:13; Heb. 13:16; and this view has gotten into some of the dictionaries [lexicons]. The noun always = fellowship, and in the case of alms a fellowship that is exercised by means of alms. …The verb means…to be or to make participant, the latter, however, in the sense “to share something with somebody, thereby not making him a fellow with oneself, but oneself a fellow with him….The one who instructs has the good things; the one being instructed is to proceed to participate in them, in “all” of them. The riches are with the teacher of the Word, the poverty is with the pupil, and the pupil is to institute “fellowship” with the teacher so that he, the pupil, may be enriched. …With those [teachers] who have the burdens and with those who have these good things we should keep fellowship, making ourselves fellow with them.
This is just about the opposite of the common view. …Could Paul tell the Galatians in this letter that they owed material contributions to him and his helpers? Could he do such a thing with no further word of explanation? Paul never took money for his work. When he speaks of this subject in 1 Cor. 9 he does so with the fullest and clearest explanation. See the same thought in 2 Cor. 11:7-12….
We ought also not to forget the Judaizers who also came as teachers, on whose greediness 2 Cor. 11:20 enlightens us. When such greedy fellows were working in Galatia, Paul could scarcely write the Galatians to share “in all good things” (material) with their teachers. …We need not discuss “the one instructing.” Paul had not left the Galatian churches in an unorganized state; he had them elect elders and pastors who were qualified to teach. … “In all good things” that were possessed by their instructors, Paul and his assistants among them, the Galatians should ever cultivate fellowship for their own enrichment. Then all would, indeed, be well with them. Pay for these teachers? There is no reason to mention it in this epistle. Sowing for the flesh and sowing for the spirit deal with a subject that is far greater, namely with the desire for all good spiritual things in which the Galatians should seek to share.”[footnoteRef:2315] [2315:  Lenski, St. Paul’s Epistle to the Galatians, 302-304.] 

Lenski translates the verse: “Moreover, let him who is being instructed in the Word be partaker with the one instructing him in all good things.”
Kenneth S. Wuest translates the verse: “Moreover, let the one who is being taught the Word, constantly be holding fellowship with the one who is teaching in all good things.” Wuest writes:
The word communicate [in the KJV] means “to share, to be a partner in a thing with a person,” here “to hold fellowship with another person.” …The one who is taught should hold fellowship with his teachers in all good things. What the good things are is defined by the context. …the good things of verse 6 refer to spiritual things, since they are contrasted to the evil things just spoken of.
Now, the Judaizers had precipitated a situation in the Galatian churches in which those who followed their teaching broke fellowship with the true teachers of the Word. Paul is exhorting these to resume their fellowship with their former teachers and share with them in the blessing of grace which their teachers were enjoying.
…The interpretation that makes the one taught assume the responsibility for the financial welfare of his teacher is not possible in this instance of the use of the word koinoneo. This is the word Paul uses in Phil. 4:15, where he speaks of the obligation of the one taught to make the financial needs of his teacher his own, thus sharing his earthly goods inasmuch as the teacher has shared with him his heavenly blessing. But Paul does not use it so here, and for the following reasons: First, the context which speaks both of the evil (Gal. 6:1-5) and the morally good (Gal. 6:9-10) is against the interpretation that financial support is in the apostle’s mind here. Second, the context defines the good things as being of a spiritual, not a material nature. Third, it would be the height of folly for Paul to inject such a delicate subject as the pocket book of the saint…into the already discordant atmosphere of the Galatian churches. …Fourth, if Paul were exhorting the saints to contribute financially to the support of their former teachers, the Judaizers would be quick to say that the apostle was attempting to win the Galatian saints back to grace for financial reasons…. He [Paul] would not lay himself open to this charge by such an unwise act.”[footnoteRef:2316] [2316:  Wuest, Word Studies: Galatians, 169-171.] 

The one comment we would make about Wuest is that when Paul used the term koinōneō in Philippians 4:15, he did not expect that it would communicate the meaning of money, but rather he said, “no church fellowshipped with me in regard to giving and receiving.” Thus, even in Philippians 4:15, “fellowship” was defined in the context as fellowship in the financial arena. Vincent agrees with the commentators above, stating that koinōneō means “hold fellowship with…not impart to.”[footnoteRef:2317] [2317:  Marvin R. Vincent, Word Studies in the New Testament, vol. 4:174, s.v. “κοινωνέω.”] 

The point of Galatians 6:6 is that the true teachers have the “all good things” and the pupils are to fellowship with them, participating in all the good things that the teachers have. The context then follows suit. God is not mocked, if we sow sparingly (by not having fellowship with those who have all good things) then we will reap sparingly (we will not partake of those good things). If we sow to the flesh (circumcision) we will reap corruption, if we sow to the spirit (freedom in Christ), we reap everlasting life (“life” in the more powerful sense of “life indeed,” not just being alive).
Gal 6:7
“mocked.” The verb muktērizō (#3456 μυκτηρίζω), “mocked,” is literally, to turn up the nose at, treat with contempt; thus, it is to mock.
Gal 6:8
“For the one who sows to his own flesh.” Galatians 6:8 is a general statement about sowing and reaping. It is not in the context of getting saved, but in the context of helping others (Gal. 6:2), sharing with others (Gal. 6:6), and doing good (Gal. 6:9-10). The verse is saying that selfish people reap corruption while people who sow to the spirit reap “life”—life in the age to come. This verse is not making the point that the way to salvation is by “sowing to the spirit,” because salvation comes by faith in Christ, it is making the point that being selfish results in deterioration and corruption, while sowing to the spirit results in the opposite of that, real life, and not just here and now, but including a rich life in the age to come.
[For more on rewards in the coming Kingdom of Christ, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10, “good or evil.”]
“corruption.” The meaning of the Greek word depends on the context, which is certainly the case here. In this context, the word “corruption” is used in a general manner. If a person sows to the flesh, it can result in many types of corruption, including mental and/or physical deterioration, corruption, depravity, ruin, and if he is unsaved, eventually his total destruction in Gehenna. Given the wide range of meaning, “corruption” is a good translation.
“life in the age to come.” This is the everlasting life that begins with the new Messianic Age, the Millennial Kingdom.
[For commentary on this phrase, see Appendix 1: “Life in the Age to Come.”]
Gal 6:10
“while.” There is some debate about whether the verse should read, “while” we have opportunity, or “as” (i.e., “when”) we have opportunity. The Greek can go either way. We believe that God is pointing out that we always have opportunity to do good (you can always pray for someone) so let us be doing good. The verse does not seem to be saying that we should be waiting for an “opportunity” to arise and then do good. However, when a special opportunity for good arises, and those occasions do occur, then we can and should take advantage of those times also.
“let us do good.” It is easy to say, “do good,” like so many English translations, but the Greek actually uses the word “work,” ergazomai (#2038 ἐργάζομαι). Ergazomai denotes a form of labor that is to be performed. Doing “good” often involves actual “work,” but the meaning here is that doing “good” is like a labor of work that we should seek to accomplish. We must be willing to “work” to help others, not just “do” good when it is convenient for us. Also, it is helpful to know when reading the Bible that “doing good” is also being “righteous,” that is, acting in a right manner toward God and other people.
[For “righteousness” having the meaning of doing what is right or just (“justice”), see commentary on Matt. 5:6. For more on the meaning of “righteousness” and that word family, see commentary on Rom. 3:22.]
“especially to those who are of the household of the faith.” Christians are to do good to everyone, but we are to be especially good to other Christians, and the Bible says this in many verses (cf. 1 Pet. 3:8). For example, the Bible tells us in many different verses to be good to “one another,” meaning to fellow Christians. This makes perfect sense in light of the spiritual battle, because Christians are always under spiritual attack from unseen forces and often under attack from physical forces in the world. Christians need to support and help each other.
[For more on “one another” referring to other Christians, see commentary on Gal. 5:13.]
Gal 6:11
“with my own hand.” It was common for Paul and other Romans to use an “amanuensis,” a professional scribe, to take dictation and write down the body of a letter. Then, at the end of the letter, the author would write some form of closing in his personal handwriting, but because he was not a professional scribe, that ending often had larger letters and was not as clean and neat. We do the same kind of thing when we type a business letter but sign our name. It was Paul’s practice to end his epistle in his own handwriting (2 Thess. 3:17; cf. 1 Cor. 16:21; Col. 4:18; Phlm. 1:19). Paul’s own handwriting at the end of Galatians had big letters. The way verse 11 is worded, however, it is possible but not likely that Paul wrote the entire epistle by himself, and the entire epistle had large letters.
Skeptics say Paul did not write the epistles that bear his name, but that is just unsubstantiated speculation. There is no “proof” Paul did not write the Pauline epistles. Paul signed his epistles personally. It was his handwriting. Furthermore, the people who carried Paul’s epistles to the local churches could testify that Paul wrote the epistle, and people in those churches were able to authenticate that these epistles had come from his hands. There is no reason that an epistle bearing the name of Paul but written by anyone other than Paul would have been accepted by the Church.
Other evidence also supports that Paul wrote his epistles. For example, Saint Clement of Rome was a leading figure in the church at Rome and the first Apostolic Father of the Church. Little is known of his life, but according to the Church Father, Tertullian (AD 160-220), he was consecrated by Peter (it cannot be determined if he is the Clement of Phil. 4:3). Clement wrote to the Corinthian Church in AD 97 and urged them to pay attention to the epistle that Paul had sent them. This is early and solid evidence that Paul did indeed write the epistles that bear his name.
Also, if the epistles were written later than the life of Paul, some of the content would not have made sense to the Christians who received them. Many of the names and titles of people who are mentioned would have been forgotten. Furthermore, when Paul lists someone as being with him when he wrote, such as “Paul, Silvanus, and Timothy” (1 Thess. 1:1), those people would all have been dead too, making the letter not just a forgery in the name of the author, but an obvious forgery in its content. The same would be true of the greetings that Paul sends to and from people at the end of most epistles—those people would be dead too, and thus could not send or receive greetings.
We do not like fakes and frauds today, and the situation was the same in biblical times. In fact, because of the persecutions and personal risk of being a Christian, it is likely that members of the early Church would have reacted even more strongly to a letter sent in Paul’s name by someone who was not Paul than we would react today. When the evidence is weighed, it shows Paul did indeed write the epistles that bear his name.
Gal 6:12
“make a good showing.” Not, as the NIV, a good impression, but rather to show off, an ostentatious display of their religion in a way people could see it.
“are trying to compel.” Present active.
Gal 6:15
“neither…nor.” Great example of the power of an ellipsis. The “is everything” is demanded by the context, but in ellipsis, the words that are present receive the emphasis. Thus, the phrase would read like, “For neither circumcision nor uncircumcision is anything; but a NEW CREATION is everything.”
Gal 6:16
“standard.” The word “standard” is the Greek word kanōn (#2583 κανών) from which we get the “Canon” of Scripture. Originally, a kanōn was a rod for measuring, then other meanings developed:[footnoteRef:2318] [2318:  Cf. BDAG, s.v. “κανών.”] 

1. a means to determine the quality of someth., rule, standard
2. set of directions or formulation for an activity, assignment, formulation for public service. Others (incl. NRSV, REB) emphasize the geographical component and render sphere (of action), province, limit.
3. In the second century in the Christian church κ. came to stand for revealed truth, rule of faith.
We felt that the term “rule” did not communicate properly. It wasn’t about circumcision or uncircumcision being important; instead, the emphasis was on the new creation. It wasn’t a “rule” but rather a new standard.
“upon the Israel of God.” The term “Israel of God” occurs only here, so we must define the term from the vocabulary itself, from the context, and from the scope of Galatians, indeed, from the scope of the message of the Epistles. A careful reading of the verse shows that the “Israel of God” are those who keep in line with the standard that neither being a Jew nor being a Gentile means anything, but the new creation means everything; thus, in this Age of Grace it refers to those who have accepted Jesus Christ as Lord and not relied on the flesh for righteousness.
It was clear in the Old Testament that Israel was the chosen people of God (but the term “Israel of God” was never used), but as a nation they rejected the Messiah and are unsaved (cf. Rom. 10:1-3). The true “Israel” are those who choose God even as God chose them.
Some versions translate the Greek kai (“and, even”) as “and” in this verse, as if there was a separate group called the “Israel of God” apart from those people in the first part of the verse. The KJV is an example of such a translation: “And as many as walk according to this rule, peace be on them, and mercy, and upon the Israel of God.” It makes no sense that there is a separate group of people who are called the “Israel of God,” and who occur only in this verse and are not defined anywhere else in the Bible. How would we ever know who they were? It makes much more sense that the kai is connecting the Israel of God with the group who keeps in line with the standard that there is neither circumcision or uncircumcision in Christ. Thus the REV has: “And as many as will keep in line with this standard, peace and mercy be upon them—upon the Israel of God.” The RSV deals with the kai another way, by not translating it at all: “Peace and mercy be upon all who walk by this rule, upon the Israel of God.” Leaving the kai untranslated is often done, depending on the context and specific use of the kai. Not translating the kai makes the Israel of God those who “walk by this rule.”
It makes perfect sense that Paul would use the phrase “Israel of God” to describe Christians here at the end of Galatians. Much of the book had been spent on issues that the Jews brought up, and Paul’s teaching that the Jews and Gentiles were now one body and not still divided into two groups. Thus, in the context of the book, it makes sense that Paul would use the phrase “Israel of God” to refer to the Church as a parting reminder to both the Jews and Gentiles that now there is only one favored group, the Body of Christ, the “Israel of God.”
Gal 6:17
“From now on, let no one cause trouble for me.” Paul was not saying that from now on he did not want to be troubled by people, but rather that his fighting with the Galatians about law and grace was done. The issue was settled.
“the marks.” The Greek word “stigmata” can refer to marks, tattoos, or brands. Slaves were sometimes branded, but usually only when they were runaways or rebellious. Also, sometimes devotees of a pagan Temple branded themselves, but does this fit Paul? Probably not. Sometimes men in the army tattooed the name of their commander on their flesh, but that was self-inflicted and probably not what is being referred to here. The best way to translate seems to understand that the “marks” were real, scars of past floggings, and there were some parallels in the Greco-Roman world people would identify with. The idea that the “stigmata” were the same as the scars of Christ is a modern idea with no biblical foundation.
Gal 6:18
“your spirit.” This use of “spirit” here in Galatians 6:18 is a synecdoche for “you,” with the emphasis on the spiritual side of life. Paul could have said “your body,” and meant “you,” or “your soul” and meant you, but the fact that he said “spirit” emphasizes the spiritual side of life, and the things which “spirit” can mean such as attitude. It is not our “spirit” that needs grace, we need grace.
[See Word Study: “Synecdoche.”]
“brothers and sisters.” See Word Study: “Adelphos.”


Ephesians Commentary
Ephesians Chapter 1
Eph 1:1
“by the will of God.” God placed the members in the Body of Christ where it pleased Him (1 Cor. 12:18). People do not choose their ministry in the Body, but they can choose how they exercise it and what they do, or they can choose to ignore God’s calling and live as they please, but that will not turn out well for them. Note that Paul did not go to “apostle school” to learn to be an apostle. God called him to his ministry just as God calls every person to their own particular ministry. God places each person in the Body of Christ where He wants them (1 Cor. 12:18). Therefore it is imperative that each person find out what area of service God has given to them and start to function in that area. It is futile to envy someone else’s ministry because we cannot transform our God-given ministry into another ministry. Each Christian will be happiest and most effective if they focus on finding the ministry—the area of service—that God has given them and then start to serve in that area.
“holy.” The Greek is hagios (#40 ἅγιος). It is an adjective but used as a noun and best translated “holy ones.” Over the ages, the word “saints” has acquired a meaning that is not biblical, and thus it can be confusing, especially to new Christians. Every Christian is a “holy one” because each Christian has God’s gift of holy spirit sealed inside him. For more on why the Christian is called a “holy one,” see commentary on Philippians 1:1.
“faithful.” The Greek is pistos (#4103 πιστός). In this context it can mean “faithful” or “believing,” and the scholars disagree about which meaning is meant here in Ephesians 1:1. The meaning “believing” would make pistos another descriptor for those who believe, the Christians, and that is what most scholars think. However, scholars such as John Lightfoot make a case that “faithful” is the correct meaning here. Both meanings are possible, and both have some merit.
God certainly meant for Ephesians and Colossians (cf. Col. 1:2) to be read by all Christians, and so in that light, we can see pistos as a way of referring to “those who believe,” i.e., believers. On the other hand, however, the content and meaning of Ephesians and Colossians are advanced enough that Christians who have been faithful will be able to understand it much more fully than lukewarm Christians will be able to. Whereas Romans and Galatians are much more foundational to the Christian Faith, Ephesians and Colossians contain truths that require some previous knowledge and understanding to fully grasp. Furthermore, there is a lot about God, Jesus, and spiritual matters, including who we are and what we have in Christ, that cannot be fully understood on a purely intellectual level; they have to be experienced to be fully understood.
Jesus taught that there was truth that had to be lived and experienced to be understood: “If anyone is willing to keep doing his [God’s] will, he will come to know about the teaching, whether it is of God….” (John 7:17), and “If you continue in my word, then you are truly my disciples, and you will know the truth….” (John 8:31-32). We actually see in Ephesians 1:18 an example of how prior knowledge and experience allow one to have a more complete experience of what God wants for a person than someone without that prior experience can have. Ephesians 1:17-18 shows that it is because a believer has already had the eyes of their heart enlightened (Eph. 1:18), that they are able to receive from God “a spirit of wisdom and revelation in the knowledge of him” (Eph. 1:17).
Given the subject and content of Ephesians and Colossians, and the uniqueness of the addition of the word pistos (believing; faithful) to the greeting, there is certainly reason to believe that “faithful” means “faithful” and not just only “those who believe.”
“in Ephesus.” The words “in Ephesus” are not in some of the important Greek texts and some of the Church Fathers testified that they are not original. Thus they are in brackets in the modern Greek critical texts indicating that they are “doubtful.” That is not to say that this epistle was not intended for Ephesus, because it was—and for a lot more places than just Ephesus. It seems that what we know as “Ephesians” was an encyclical intended for a lot of churches. This makes sense because the Word of God is intended for all Christians. In fact, every epistle is intended for the whole Church, even if the epistle started its journey by being addressed to one specific congregation.
Eph 1:2
“Grace…peace.” This is a very Christian greeting and is found in many of Paul’s letters (cf. Rom. 1:7; 1 Cor. 1:3; 2 Cor. 1:2; Gal. 1:3; Eph. 1:2; Phil. 1:2; Col. 1:2; 1 Thess. 1:1; 2 Thess. 1:2). It is not a Greek or Hebrew greeting, but combines elements from both, but not exactly. Thus, Paul’s standard Christian greeting is like the Christian Church itself: composed of a combination of Greeks and Hebrews, but in a way that changes them and unites them, not divides them.
The word “grace” is a typically Grecian greeting, but the Greeks usually used chaireō, whereas the new Christian greeting used the typically Christian word for grace, charis. This is not a mere technicality, because in all standard greetings, the meaning of the words fade into obscurity and the dictionary meaning of the words becomes less important than the fact that the greeting is spoken at all. For example, the English greeting, “How do you do?” has long ago lost any association with asking an important question and getting—or even expecting—an honest answer. This is so much the case that if anyone replied, “I’m glad you asked,” and began to tell us how they were actually doing we would be surprised. Similarly, the Greek chaireō had faded into just being recognized as a greeting with no actual meaning of “grace.” The new Christian greeting, charis and eirēnē, besides being an important truth in and of itself, would get people’s attention and bring their focus on the actual grace and peace that came from God.
The word “peace” is representative of the Hebrew greeting shalom, however, the Greek word “peace” (eirēnē) is more limited in scope and meaning than shalom, which refers to “well-being” and includes all that it takes for prosperity and health. However, since “peace” was not a standard Greek greeting and shalom was a standard Hebrew greeting, the point of the Greek word eirēnē would not be lost on the Christian audience, nor would its association with the Hebrew language and culture.
It is quite possible that Paul, a Jewish rabbi called to be an evangelist to the Gentiles, was the first to use this distinctive and important Christian greeting. The order of “grace” and “peace” never changes, and rightly so since all human well-being rests on God’s grace.
Eph 1:3
“Blessed be.” Ephesians 1:3 starts a very powerful 12-verse doxology that sets forth what God planned and has done for the Church ending with Christians being to the praise of his glory.
“Blessed...has blessed...blessing.” This is the figure of speech polyptoton,[footnoteRef:2319] or “many inflections,” in which the same root word is being used in different parts of speech. The polyptoton emphasizes the blessing that each part has. “Blessed” (eulogētos; #2128 εὐλογητός) is an adjective; “has blessed” (eulogeō; #2127 εὐλογέω), is a verb (participle); and “blessing” (eulogia; #2129 εὐλογία) is a noun. This is the only verse in the Bible that has “blessed” three times. Here in verse 3, the Greek word for “blessed” is eulogētos (#2128 εὐλογητός), and it means “blessed, or praised.” It is an adjective, and so “blessed” is the better translation here, especially in light of the fact that the word is used three times in the verse. [2319:  Bullinger, Figures of Speech Used in the Bible, 267, “polyptoton.”] 

“in union with Christ.” The word “in” is translated from the Greek preposition en (#1722 ἐν), whose most common meaning is “in.” Ephesians 1:3 is the use of en that Greek grammarians refer to as the “static en,” which defines a relationship or sphere of influence. We need to understand the static use of en because although we understand how a person can be “in” a room, English does not typically use “in” to describe a relationship, such as “in Christ” or “in the Lord.”
The preposition en, like all prepositions, has many different meanings and shades of meaning, depending on the context. In fact, the BDAG Greek-English Lexicon says of en: “The uses of this preposition are so many and various, and often so easily confused, that a strictly systematic treatment is impossible. It must suffice to list the main categories, which will help establish the usage in individual cases.”[footnoteRef:2320] [2320:  BDAG, s.v. “ἐν.”] 

Christians have been blessed “in Christ,” and it is only by virtue of being “in Christ” that we are blessed. We are not good enough to deserve the blessings we have from God apart from Christ. To fully understand what it means for the Christian to be “in” Christ we must first understand the basic meaning of the “static en,” and then see how being “in Christ” after the Christian Church began on the Day of Pentecost differs from being “in Christ” before the Day of Pentecost.
In the case of Christians being “in Christ” (or its equivalent phrases such as “in the Lord” or “in him”) the “static en” can be understood to mean “in connection with,” “in association with,” or “in union with.” The BDAG Greek-English Lexicon says:
“Especially in Paul or Johannine usage, to designate a close personal relation in which the referent of the ἐν-term is viewed as the controlling influence: under the control of, under the influence of, in close association with...In Paul the relation of the individual to Christ is very often expressed by such phrases as ἐν Χριστῷ [in Christ], ἐν κυρίῳ [in the Lord], etc.,...in connection with, in intimate association with, keeping in mind.”
Bratcher and Nida translated the phrase in verse 3: “For in our union with Christ he has blessed us….”[footnoteRef:2321] They go on to say, “‘In our union with Christ’: this much-used phrase in the Pauline letters (literally, ‘in Christ’) is generally taken to indicate the believer’s union with Christ. Here it states that condition existing for the blessing which God gives to the believer” Bratcher and Nida are correct that the basis for the blessings of God in the life of a Christian is the fact that the Christian is “in union with” Christ. [2321:  Bratcher and Nida, A Translator’s Handbook on Paul’s Letter to the Ephesians, 9.] 

Jesus used the vocabulary of being “in” another person at the Feast of Dedication, which fell in December (John 10:22). However, at that time he only spoke of him being in the Father and the Father in him (John 10:38). Some months later, during Passover time at the Last Supper, Jesus again spoke of his being in the Father and the Father being in him (John 14:10-11, 20), but he also spoke of believers being in him and the Father, and he and the Father being in believers (John 14:20; 15:4-7; 17:21, 23, 26). Before the start of the Christian Church, the extent of Christ being in the Father and believers being “in” Christ was that they would be unified and in connection with each other due to an intimate relationship, and believers would be unified with Christ by obeying him and walking in love. That certainly was the context of John chapters 14 and 15.
The static en, used of relationship and union, is not just used of our union with Christ. For example, 1 Corinthians 15:22 says, “For just as in Adam all die, so also in Christ all will be made alive.” Every human except Jesus was “in” Adam, that is, in union with Adam due to our common nature and sin nature, and so all humans age and die. However, not all humans are “in” Christ; only those people who have accepted him as Lord and are born again are “in” Christ, and indeed, all of those people will be made alive and live forever.
When we speak of being “in Christ” or “in union with Christ,” this is not a “symbolic union,” but a “mystical union,” a union in the spiritual world, and it is a very real union. We are used to things we can see and touch, but the only way to explore and truly understand the spiritual world is to read and study the Word of God and mine the insights that it gives us.
When the Christian Church started on the Day of Pentecost (Acts 2), it became available to be “in” Christ in a totally new way: by being part of his Body, the Body of Christ. The Body of Christ is the spiritual entity that consists of every person who is born again (1 Cor. 12:27; cf. Romans 12:4,5; 1 Cor. 10:16; 12:12-20; Eph. 1:23; 3:6; 4:4; Col. 1:18; 3:15). Like our physical body, this spiritual body is comprised of many members, and Jesus Christ is its head (Eph. 5:23). The Body of Christ is unique to the Administration of Grace (cf. Eph. 3:2), and is never mentioned outside the Epistles to the Christian Church.
Because Christians are spiritually united with Jesus and part of the Body of Christ, when Christians are said to be “in Christ,” there is more than just a connection due to us obeying and following Christ; we have an actual spiritual union with Christ. The Christian was circumcised with Christ (Col. 2:11); baptized with Christ (Rom. 6:3); crucified with Christ (Rom. 6:6; Gal. 2:20), died with Christ (Rom. 6:8; 2 Tim. 2:11), buried with Christ (Rom. 6:4; Col. 2:12), raised with Christ (Col. 3:1), and is now, in God’s eyes, seated with Christ in heaven (Eph. 2:6). Thus, in most cases, it is appropriate to think of our relationship with Christ as a union with him, although sometimes the idea of “in connection with” or “in association with” seems more appropriate. For the purpose of the translation of the New Testament, however, in many cases it seems better to understand that the phrase “in Christ” means “in union with Christ” or “in connection with Christ” than to keep translating it “in union with Christ (but see Rom. 6:3 REV).
So today Christians are “in Christ” (“in union with Christ) by virtue of being part of the Body of Christ, and it is important that we also are “in Christ,” that is, “in union with Christ” because we obey him and lead godly lives. When we read a phrase such as “in Christ” or “in him,” we must pay careful attention to the context to see if it refers to our spiritual union due to being part of the Body of Christ, or whether it refers to our being in union with Christ because of our obedience and godliness, or if both meanings apply in that given context.
Several English versions besides the REV use the word “union” in Romans 6:3 to express the relationship that exists between Christ and the believer who is “in” Christ, and many of them add the word “union” in other places in the New Testament as well.[footnoteRef:2322] [2322:  Cf. Goodspeed, The New English Bible; Charles Williams, The New Testament in the Language of the People; Cassirer, God’s New Covenant.] 

Christians have many blessings because of being “in union with” Christ that are not blessings due to our own works. We have already seen that we were crucified with Christ, died with Christ, were buried with Christ, and were raised with Christ. Some of the other blessings that Ephesians lists as our having by virtue of being “in Christ” are: blessed in Christ (Eph. 1:3); chosen in him (Eph. 1:4); being the praise of the glory of God’s grace (Eph. 1:6); redeemed (Eph. 1:7); claimed as God’s possession (Eph. 1:11); sealed with the promised holy spirit (Eph. 1:13); raised up and seated in the heavenlies (Eph. 2:6); created (Eph. 2:10); made near (Eph. 2:13); created into a new man (Eph. 2:15); being built into a sanctuary of God (Eph. 2:21, 22); Gentiles are fellow heirs, fellow members, and fellow partakers of the promise (Eph. 3:6); and, forgiven (Eph. 4:32). All of these blessings and more are by virtue of us being “in union with” Christ because we are part of his Body.
Far too often Christians fail to understand the blessings they have “in Christ.” The blessings of God “in Christ” in our lives are an accomplished reality: we do not work to get them; we already have them. Now we give our lives to God in thanksgiving for the blessings He has given us.
It is important to note that the Christians are “in Christ” and not “in Jesus.” We can be in union with Jesus only due to the fact that he has been exalted and empowered as God’s Messiah. Although Jesus is still a man, God made him “Lord and Christ,” gave him all authority in heaven and earth, and made him head of “the Body of Christ,” and that is why Christians are “in Christ.”
[For more on “in” and the relationship it refers to, see commentary on John 10:38. For more information on the Greek preposition eis sometimes having the same meaning as en and referring to a relationship, see commentary on Rom. 6:3. For information on salvation and the blessings of God which accompany salvation, see Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation.”]
“spiritual blessing.” This is the only use of “spiritual blessing” in the Bible, and it is important that we pay attention to it because Christians have been blessed, but often we do not seem to directly experience those blessings in our physical life. Nevertheless, the spiritual blessings are real, even though in some cases the fullness of those blessings will only be realized in the future. For example, we have a guarantee of salvation (Eph. 1:14; 2 Cor. 1:22; 5:5), which is surely a blessing, but we have to trust God, that He will really give us what He promised, to enjoy it at this time. If we doubt God’s Word, then we will not be able to have the fullness of the joy and peace that are available to us if we trust Him.
“heavenly places.” The Greek is epouranios (#2032 ἐπουράνιος) a plural adjective. Similar to the fact that the word “heaven” is always plural in Hebrew because it is a plural noun, this could be the plural of majesty for “heaven.” The word epouranios occurs 5 times in Ephesians. They are all adjectives and all plural, and we have translated all of them, “heavenly places.”
There are versions that read “blessed us…in the heavenly realms,” and there are versions that read “blessed us…with every blessing in the heavenly realms.” The blessings are with God in heaven, conferred upon us here on earth. It is not that we in the heavenly realms are blessed, because we are on earth. (Although some would argue that Eph. 2:6 says we are in heaven, that is the idiom of the prophetic perfect; see commentary on Eph. 2:6, “raised…seated.”)
Eph 1:4
“us.” It is very important to understand that the “us” is a plural pronoun. It is common to hear a Christian say that God personally chose him or her for salvation and use this verse to prove that point. But it is important to fully understand the implications of making that statement.
This verse has been central to the Calvinist-Arminian debate for centuries. John Calvin (1509-1564) taught that God chose who would be saved and who would not be—that the individual could not make that choice, God made it for each person. James (Jacob) Arminius (1560-1609) disagreed with Calvin’s teaching and emphasized man’s free will. The debate between the basic theology of Calvinists and Arminians has continued now for centuries.
Ephesians 1:4 does not say God “knew” who was going to be saved, but that He “chose us” before the foundation of the world. If this verse is referring to individuals, as many people believe, then it is saying that before the foundation of the world God chose some people to be saved while leaving others unsaved. That is exactly what Calvinists teach: that it is God who chooses who will be saved and who will be damned—it is not a free will choice that we ourselves can make; rather the choice was made for us before the foundation of the world. Calvinists claim that God chose people for salvation even before the foundation of the world, and then gives them His “irresistible grace” such that they are never able to refuse salvation. This is why churches that follow the Calvinist doctrine, such as Presbyterian churches, do not have altar calls and ask people to come forward if they would like to be saved. In those denominations the doctrine is that the individual cannot make the choice to be saved: it is made for him, so there is no point to having an altar call.
In contrast to the Calvinists, the Arminians and those people who believe in free will assert that people make their own choice to be saved or not. They point out that in verses such as Ephesians 1:4, the pronouns are plural. In other words, it was not individuals who were being chosen to salvation, but “us,” the group, the Body of Christ, the Church. In other words, before the foundation of the world God planned to have a “Christian Church,” “the Body of Christ,” and planned that those people who joined the Church would be saved. God knew that there would be some people who would get saved and join the Church—there have always been people who follow after God. But He did not choose who would join and who would reject Him. It is the individual’s choice whether or not to get saved and be a part of the Church.
A rough analogy to the Arminian position would be a college that does not have a basketball team but decides to form one. Long before a single player is chosen for the team, university staff get together and plan things out. They build the arena and court, practice area, and locker rooms. They hire the coach and staff. After all that, they make it available to play ball, and individual athletes begin to choose to play for the school. It can rightly be said that the “team” was chosen before the court was ever built. They were not chosen as individual players, but the team was chosen to play for the school and represent the school. In the same way, God chose the Church and planned for it before the foundation of the world, and now believers make the individual choice to join the Church and play for God’s team.
The fact that God wants people to love Him, and genuine love requires the ability to choose to not love, supports the Arminian position and shows that God did plan for a special group on which He would pour His grace, and He planned for that group before the foundation of the world.
[For more on the Calvinist position, see Appendix 9: “On Calvinism and Predestination.”]
“in him.” This phrase refers to our spiritual union with Jesus Christ. See commentary on Ephesians 1:3, “in Christ.”
“foundation.” This refers to the foundation of our earth today, even before Adam and Eve were created. It does not seem to make as good sense to translate it “overthrow,” because the destruction of the Genesis 1:1 creation is not so much in mind as the simple fact that in God’s mind, His Church even predates his creation of mankind. Also, “overthrow” would not refer to Adam’s sin and the Fall in the Garden of Eden, because God had to have thought of a plan for the redemption of mankind before Adam’s sin. That is why God could speak of a redeemer immediately after the Fall; in Genesis 3:15.
“world.”kosmos (#2889 κόσμος).
“to be holy.” There is a lot packed into this phrase due to the fact that the attributes of holiness and being without blemish have both a physical and spiritual meaning and dimension to them. We were chosen by God “to be holy” and the Greek verb “be” is in the infinitive mood, which Robertson notes as the infinitive of purpose,[footnoteRef:2323] in other words, God’s purpose was that we be holy, and that means both spiritually and physically. [2323:  Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, 4:517.] 

From a spiritual viewpoint, Christians are “holy” in God’s sight right here and now by virtue of the sacrifice of Christ and the gift of holy spirit that God has given to each Christian. When the Christian is born again of God’s “holy spirit,” they have a new holy nature (2 Pet. 1:4) and thus are spiritually holy. This is why Christians are said to be “saints” (“holy ones”) in the opening of the various Church Epistles.
However, God also wants Christians to live holy lives. Each Christian is spiritually holy, but God did not make us that way with the idea that we then would ignore our flesh and fulfill the passions it produces in us (Eph. 2:3). In fact, almost the entirety of the last three chapters of Ephesians are directions on how to live so we are holy in the flesh as well as being holy by virtue of the holy spirit born inside us. We are holy spiritually, now God wants that inner holiness to be reflected outwardly in our lives (1 Pet. 1:15-16).
“without blemish.” “Without blemish” is translated from the Greek word amōmos (#299 ἄμωμος), which appears eight times in the NT. All of them can be related to the perfection an offering to God had to have, and all could be translated “without blemish.” In this context, “without blemish” is similar to “holy” here in Ephesians 1:4 in that it has both a spiritual and physical dimension. A sacrifice “without blemish” was acceptable to God, and due to the work of Christ, Christians are acceptable to God. Far too many Christians have an internal dialogue or self-talk about how unacceptable to God they are due to one reason or another. That is not true! Every Christian is “in Christ” and every Christian is without blemish and therefore acceptable in God’s sight, and we need to remind ourselves of that. Yes, we should do our best to be acceptable to God in our flesh as well as spiritually, but if we make mistakes, sin, and do otherwise unacceptable things in our flesh, we are still acceptable to God. Paul wrote that nothing good lives in our flesh (Rom. 7:18), and when we sin in God’s sight, “it is no longer I who acts this way, but sin that lives in me” (Rom. 7:20). If we can see ourselves as God sees us, acceptable in His presence, we will find that we have energy and enthusiasm that will help us live powerful lives that will be a true blessing to us, others, and God. We are “without blemish” in God’s sight and have the guarantee of everlasting life.
It is important to do our best to live an unblemished life, but we are human and we will fall short of perfection, so we must learn to think of ourselves as God sees us in spite of failure. Some people are more successful than others at living an unblemished life, and one of the requirements for Christian leaders is to be unblemished, which does not mean to be without failure, but certainly more successful than unsuccessful at it (1 Tim. 3:10; Titus 1:6-7).
“in His presence.” That is, “before God.” The phrase “before God” (or “before the LORD,” etc.) is used throughout the Bible and was commonly understood by the ancient cultures. If a person was “before” someone else, they were in that person’s presence or mind, and thus the meaning of “before God” was “in the presence of God” or “in the sight of God.” For example, when God said, “You must have no other gods before me” (Exod. 20:3), He does not mean “ahead of me,” as if we could have other gods but none more important than Yahweh. He means “no other gods in my presence; in my sight,” and thus “no other gods except me.” That the Christian would be holy and without blemish “before God” means holy and without blemish in God’s sight.
“in love.” There is a debate about whether this phrase goes with Ephesians 1:4 or Ephesians 1:5. The commentators are pretty well split. We think it goes with verse 4 for two major reasons: one is that God chose us to stand to be “holy,” “without blemish” and “in love.” Love is part of the way we are to stand before Him. Furthermore, v. 5 already says God acted from His “good pleasure” so placing “in love” in v. 5 seems like an unnecessary duplication. A second reason is that, as Nicoll says, “It is Paul’s usual, if not constant, habit to place en agapē [“in love”] after the clause it qualifies (Eph. 4:2,15,16; 5:2; Col. 2:2; 1 Thess. 5:13; cf. also, though in association with other terms, 1 Tim. 4:12; 2 Tim. 1:13).”[footnoteRef:2324] [2324:  W. R. Nicoll, Expositor’s Greek Testament, 3:251.] 

The prepositional phrase “in love” is moveable as we have just seen above, but given the position that it goes with, the phrase “holy and without blemish,” then it seems that putting it at the end of the sentence in English is not the clearest way to present Paul’s idea (but it is honest from a translational point of view). It seems that since “in love” seems to modify “holy and without blemish,” it thus emphasizes that our holiness is intimately connected with love. The word agapē is often used of human love in Ephesians, and that seems to be the case here. Thus, a clearer way to present what Paul seems to be saying is that we are “to be—in connection with love (or “by love”)—holy and without blemish in God’s sight.” Indeed, one cannot be genuinely holy without being loving.
Eph 1:5
“deciding in advance.” The Greek word is proorizō (#4309 προορίζω), and in Ephesians 1:5 it is an aorist participle. The basic meaning of the word is to “decide upon beforehand,” or to decide in advance. Bratcher and Nida have, “having decided ahead of time.”[footnoteRef:2325] Proorizō is a good example of a word whose meaning has to be defined from the context and scope of Scripture. In a context like this, proorizō could possibly refer to God choosing ahead of time the people He will save and the ones He will condemn, with the individuals having no choice in the matter, and many theologians think that is what the verse is saying. However, in Ephesians 1:5 proorizō can also refer to God’s deciding how He will save people; His choosing the path or plan to salvation. In this case, God decided in advance that He would save people by way of faith in Christ. [2325:  Bratcher and Nida, A Translator’s Handbook on Paul’s Letter to the Ephesians, 13-14.] 

This latter explanation is the understanding of the verse that those denominations that believe in salvation by free will choice hold to, and we believe it to be the proper one. In that sense, some versions have translated it “plan.” The Phillips New Testament reads: “He planned, in his purpose of love, that we should be adopted as his own children through Jesus Christ.” Ann Nyland also uses “plan.”[footnoteRef:2326] David Stern’s translation, although not using “plan” makes it quite clear that the “plan” (i.e., what God determined in advance), was salvation through Christ. Stern’s translation reads, “He determined in advance that through Yeshua the Messiah we would be His sons....”[footnoteRef:2327] The meaning of the verse could be expressed in the translation, “having determined beforehand, for Himself, that we would be adopted into His family through Jesus Christ, according to the good pleasure of his will.” [2326:  Ann Nyland, The Source New Testament, 367.]  [2327:  David Stern, Complete Jewish Bible.] 

Much of the problem in understanding this verse is caused by reading it in phrases instead of seeing the whole sentence. Notice that what God did was mark us out “to adoption...through Jesus Christ.” The New English Version reads, “and he destined us—such was his will and pleasure—to be accepted as his sons through Jesus Christ.” What is being “destined” is that salvation would come through Christ, and people would become saved when they accepted Christ.
We have to remember that, in the context of Ephesians, the “us” is plural and refers to the Church, not to individuals. God did not choose who would be saved and who would not—that is our choice—God decided that there would be a group of people who He would save by faith in Jesus Christ, and we now decide if we want to join that group.
[For more information on Calvinism and Predestination, see Appendix 9: “On Calvinism and Predestination.”]
“we.” The “we” is plural and refers to the Church, the Body of Christ. It does not refer to God choosing individuals, but rather God choosing the Church. See commentary on Ephesians 1:4, “us.”
“would be adopted.” The Greek is huiothesia (#5206 υἱοθεσία), and it only occurs five times in the New Testament, all in the Church Epistles (Rom. 8:15, 23; 9:4; Gal. 4:5; Eph. 1:5). Although huiothesia was used in the Greco-Roman world, it does not appear in the Septuagint or anywhere in the New Testament except in the Pauline Epistles. According to W. E. Vine, it means, “the place and condition of a son given to one to whom it does not naturally belong.”[footnoteRef:2328] The Greek Lexicon by Louw and Nida says: “to formally and legally declare that someone who is not one’s own child is henceforth to be treated and cared for as one’s own child, including complete rights of inheritance.”[footnoteRef:2329] Huiothesia literally means, “to place as a son.” [2328:  W. E. Vine, Expanded Vine’s Expository Dictionary, s.v. “adoption,” 23-24.]  [2329:  Louw and Nida,  Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament, s.v.“ υἱοθεσία.”] 

“Adoption” clearly indicates that a Christian is a member of God’s family. In the Greco-Roman culture, the adopted son had some major changes: a new relationship with a new father, which involved being under the direction of that new father and allegiance to that father; a change of name: his old name was set aside and he was given a new name by his new father; a change of home; he was now part of a different family and this included the cancellation of all his old debts; a change of family in the sense that he was now on equal standing with all of the other sons in the new family.[footnoteRef:2330] [2330:  Longenecker, The Epistle to the Romans [NIGTC], on Rom. 8:15; Charles Welch, Just and the Justifier, 208-213.] 

William Ramsay also points out that there was a difference between Greek and Roman adoption in that in Greek adoption the new son was automatically an heir, that is, he actually inherited from the new father, but while that was usually the case in Roman adoption, the father could decide not to pass on any physical inheritance to the son.[footnoteRef:2331] This becomes important in Galatians and Ephesians which were more Greek than Roman and where, as Ramsay explains, the Greek idea of adoption was accepted, although that Greek idea of adoption was also in Paul’s mind even when writing to the Romans, and explains why Paul could say, “and if children, then heirs” (Rom. 8:17). [2331:  W. M. Ramsay, A Historical Commentary on St. Paul’s Epistle to the Galatians, 337-353.] 

One of the reasons that “adoption” was such an important truth is that the Gentiles had been excluded from being “God’s people.” Ephesians says, “remember that at one time you, the Gentiles in the flesh...that at that time you were without Christ, excluded from the citizenship of Israel, and strangers to the covenants based on the promise, having no hope and without God in the world” (Eph. 2:11-12). As the New Testament church developed in the decades of the first century, the Gentiles in the Church came to outnumber the Jews. The Jews always felt like they were the people of God, but the Gentiles could easily wonder if they were accepted by God as part of “His people.” Ephesians removes that potential doubt in the opening of the book. God adopts people into His family, and adoption makes people who aren’t family into family. Every Gentile knew that, and what a comfort it must have been to them to hear that God had opened his heart and “every spiritual blessing” to them, and through Christ adopted them and made them part of His family.
Some English versions translate huiothesia as “sonship,” but it seems that is not as accurate a translation as “adoption.” While it is true that someone adopted into the family attains sonship (the status of a son), “adoption” is more accurate to the Greek meaning of the word.
Roman customs and laws differed from those of the Jews, and it is by understanding the laws and customs of the time that we see why “birth” is used in Peter and James, while “adoption” is used in Romans, Galatians, and Ephesians. The Greeks and the Romans had very specific laws and cultural norms that governed adoption. In contrast, the Jews did not have formal regulations concerning adoption. It has therefore been assumed by many commentators that Paul’s reference to adoption was strictly Greek or Roman, but that is not the case. While it is true that the Jews had the levirate law that stated if a man died, his wife was to marry the man’s brother but any children they had were considered the children of the first husband (Deut. 25:5-10; Mark 12:18-27), that did not mean that there was no informal adoption occurring in Israel. In fact, the biblical evidence, and our understanding of human kindness, show that if a person’s parents were dead they were taken care of in the homes of relatives or neighbors. The Old Testament has examples of what we today would call adoption (Gen. 15:2-3; Exod. 2:10; 2 Sam. 7:14; 1 Chron. 28:6; Esther 2:7).
Also, God adopted Israel and called the nation “His son” (Exod. 4:22; Jer. 3:19; Hos. 11:1). Israel becoming the “son” of God was an act of adoption, not birth. God chose Israel out of all the nations of the earth to place His special love on them and make them His people (Deut. 7:6-8). Jesus Christ understood that a person did not have to be a son by birth to be called a son, and so he taught his followers to call God their Father. He taught them to pray like he prayed in “the Lord’s Prayer,” which starts out, “Our Father.”
So although when Paul spoke of adoption, he would have been more specifically referring to Greek adoption, which was defined by very specific laws and cultural norms, as a trained rabbi he would have also had in his mind the nation of Israel, which became God’s “son” by an act of adoption. This explains why Romans 9:4 says that to the Israelites belongs the “adoption,” that is, being brought into the family of God, because they too were at one time taken into God’s family.
Galatians 4:5 then says: “[God sent His Son] in order that he might redeem those who were under the law in order that we might receive the adoption.” The two “in order that” clauses show that for people to be adopted into God’s family, Christ first had to redeem them, and before Christ redeemed them they were under the law. Without Jesus paying the redemption price, the adoption spoken of in the Epistles was not possible. Thus no Old Testament believer was adopted into God’s family in the New Testament sense because that adoption was not available yet. Adoption was available only after Christ died, and God started to bring people into His family by “adoption” and “birth” on the Day of Pentecost, 50 days after Christ died on the cross.
Although the King James Version has “adopted as sons,” the words “as sons” do not appear in the Greek text. If we are adopted, then we are adopted. The phrase “as sons” was apparently brought into the KJV from the Latin Vulgate.
[For more on Christian salvation, see Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation.”]
“to.” The Greek preposition is eis (#1519 εἰς). Prepositions are very flexible and have many meanings. Bullinger gives some of the ways that the Greeks used prepositions in a mathematical sense, but that only applied in some cases and in math. It is wrong to think that the Greeks were not as flexible with their prepositions as we are. The word “unto” is archaic and unnecessary. “To” is perfectly acceptable.
“good pleasure.” The Greek word is eudokia (#2107 εὐδοκία). This word is difficult to translate. It contains the idea of good, of pleasure, and of intent. Thus some translations go with “kindly intent.” We decided to stick with the ASV and let the word “will” carry the fact of intention.
“His.” Here it refers to God. The REV keeps pronouns that refer to God in lowercase except in a few contexts. The primary reason for this is that there are places in the text where it is unclear who “his” refers to.
Eph 1:6
“to.” The preposition eis can denote purpose or result. In this case, result is the primary meaning, although God also purposed it for that end.
“the praise of His glorious grace.” The Greek is more literally, “the praise of the glory of his grace” but in this context, the noun in the genitive (“glory”) is used as an adjective. The word “glory” has many meanings and changed meanings throughout history. If we are going to more fully understand glory related to God, since God does not change, we must include both Hebrew and Greek concepts. In this context, the word “glory” refers to manifest excellence, and the “glory of his grace” is the manifest excellence of God’s grace.[footnoteRef:2332] [2332:  Cf. Hendriksen, New Testament Commentary:Philippians, Phil. 1:11~, 62-63.] 

Harold Hoehner writes that glory “expresses the ‘divine mode of being’ referring to divine honor, splendor, power, and radiance. ...Basically, doxa has the idea of the reflection of the essence of one’s being, the summation of all one’s attributes, whether it refers to God or a human being. The essence of one’s being makes an impact, whether good or bad, on others; this impact of one’s essential being is that of one’s reputation or glory.”[footnoteRef:2333] [2333:  Hoehner, Ephesians: An Exegetical Commentary, 200.] 

It is interesting that God wrote “for the praise of the glory of His grace” rather than, “for the praise of His grace” or “for His praise.” That the praise is to God’s glory takes the direct focus off of God and places it on His manifest excellence, His revealed splendor and power, in other words, on God’s essence and character rather than just on God Himself. One reason that is so important is that it is one thing to just “praise God,” and another to praise God with an understanding that the praise is due to the way God is; His character, and the way He shows up in the world. We may not be able to be God, but we can be like God in that we can imitate His character. The believer can be an imitator of God, just as Ephesians 5:1 says.
“He.” This “he” refers to God. Although the REV does not normally capitalize pronouns that refer to God, in this section of Ephesians the pronouns can be so confusing that the pronoun for God is capitalized to avoid confusion.
“graciously gave us” The root of this phrase is “grace,” and the Greek has a wonderful word-relation: “his grace, in which he graced us” (cf. Gal. 3:18; Phil. 1:29).
“in the Beloved One.” This phrase refers to our spiritual union with Jesus Christ. See commentary on Ephesians 1:3, “in Christ.”
Eph 1:7
“In union with him.” This phrase refers to our spiritual union with Jesus Christ. See commentary on Ephesians 1:3, “in Christ.”
“redemption.” See commentary on Colossians 1:14.
“transgressions.” This is a difficult word to exactly translate. The Greek is paraptōma (#3900 παράπτωμα) which is to “misstep,” “to fall by the wayside.” This “misstep” is not necessarily intentional, although it can be. Thus, in life, “transgressions,” are much more common than “sins.” Meanings of paraptōma include: “faults,” “deviations from truth,” “lapse,” “error,” “mistake,” “wrongdoing.” We went with “transgressions.” Often we transgress from a lack of wisdom and experience. It is a blessing to know that Jesus not only forgave our intentional sins and faults, he forgave us our transgressions as well.
“riches.” The Greek word is singular, but the plural translation is okay because “riches” is a singular reality. We could have gone with “wealth” but that has too strong a connotation of money.
“of his grace.” This is God’s grace, as in Ephesians 1:6. It took an immense amount of grace for God to do what He did for us—including have His Son die for us—when we did so little for Him and deserved so little.
Eph 1:8
“lavished on.” The phrase that is more literal, “made to abound toward us” is awkward for the modern reader. We went with “lavished on,” as do a number of the modern versions.
“with all wisdom and insight.” God lavished His grace upon us, and when He did, His grace was accompanied by wisdom and insight. In other words, the believer does not have just grace, but the wisdom and insight (or understanding) that comes with the grace. Of course, the wisdom and insight are not automatic, the believer has to exercise it and grow in it.
The various commentators and English versions are divided about this phrase. Some think that it is God who gave us grace in a wise and insightful way, but since God always uses wisdom that does not seem to be what the verse is saying. Also, some versions end the sentence with “us,” and make this phrase the first phrase of Ephesians 1:9, which would mean that God made known to us the Sacred Secret with wisdom and insight. But there are reasons that option is not strong. For one thing, as was just stated, God always uses wisdom and given that Paul ended the chapter praying for the believer to receive wisdom, the fact that God gave us grace along with wisdom fits with Paul’s prayer. Also, in this section, qualifying phrases follow the verbs and participles.[footnoteRef:2334] [2334:  Cf. Harold Hoehner, Ephesians, 213.] 

“insight.” The Greek is phronēsis (#5428 φρόνησις), and Louw-Nida, BDAG both agree: insight, intelligence, understanding.
Eph 1:9
“has made known.” “making known” is better translated “has made known,” especially in light of the context, which is past.
“sacred secret.” The Greek is mustērion (#3466 μυστήριον) and is best translated “secret” rather than mystery. The Greek word mustērion means a “secret” in the religious sphere. A secret can be known if it is revealed, while a mystery denotes something unknowable.[footnoteRef:2335] The mustērion was revealed. This fact can also be seen within Scripture itself. Ephesians 1:9 says that God “made known to us the mustērion of His will.” God made His “secret” known to us when He revealed it in His Word. By definition making known a mystery would be impossible. Versions of the Bible that translate mustērion as “secret” include The New English Bible, The International Standard Version, the Complete Jewish Bible by David Stern, The Bible by James Moffatt, J. B. Phillip’s New Testament, The New Testament in the Language of the People by Charles Williams, The Better Version of the New Testament by Chester Estes, Young’s Literal Translation, and The Emphasized Bible by Joseph Rotherham. [2335:  Vine, Expository Dictionary, “Mystery”; Bullinger, Lexicon, “Mystery”; Thayer, Lexicon, “μυστήριον.”] 

[For more information on the “Sacred Secret” and the Administration of Grace, see commentary on Eph. 3:9.]
“He planned.” The Greek word translated “planned” is protithēmi (#4388 προτίθημι) and it means, “to have something in mind beforehand; plan, propose, intend.”[footnoteRef:2336] God “planned” ahead of time for the Administration of the Sacred Secret and all it includes, including that Christians would be members of His family through Jesus Christ. [2336:  BDAG Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “προτίθημι.”] 

“in connection with him.” This is not “himself.” It refers to Christ, as does the “in him” in Eph. 1:4, 7, 10, 11, and 1:13. Although there are some versions that go with “in himself,” the middle voice (of “he purposed”) is already reflexive, so saying “in himself” would be redundant and unnecessary.
Eph 1:10
“the administration that occurs at the fullness of times.” The Bible is not clear about what the administration of the fullness of times is except it is a future administration. The choices are the 1,000-year Millennial Kingdom, the Everlasting Kingdom (Rev. 21-22), or both. The scope of Scripture seems to favor that it is the Everlasting Kingdom because that is when all things will be united together and Christ will be the undisputed head. During the Millennial Kingdom there will still be unbelief and death, and even though Christ will reign, the kingdom will have natural people in it who have a sin nature. Thus, not everyone will be a willing subject, which is why Jesus will have to rule the Millennial Kingdom with a rod of iron (Ps. 2:9; Rev. 2:27; 12:5; 19:15).
[For more on unsaved people in the Millennial Kingdom, see commentary on Matt. 25:32. For more on the Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
“to unite under one head.” The Greek word translated by the phrase “to unite under one head” is anakephalaiomai (#346 ἀνακεφαλαίομαι). The way anakephalaiomai is used in classical Greek is “to sum up,” as one would sum up an argument, and the only other time it is used in the New Testament, Romans 13:9, it is used that way. It is used in a couple of Septuagint manuscripts with the meaning “gather together,” and is used of gathering the prayers of David (Ps. 72:20; “collection” NET). It also likely includes the idea of “head up,” from the word kephalē, head, but that is disputed by some who think that the word comes from kephalaion (“main point” or “summary”). Harold Hoehner points out that the Church Father and Archbishop of Constantinople Chrysostom (c. 349-407) said the word referred to “union.”[footnoteRef:2337] Hoehner then goes on to conclude that Paul’s use of anakephalaiomai in Ephesians combines the meanings, and that does fit the context and what God will do in Christ, and he uses the translation “to unite under one head” in his commentary. [2337:  Hoehner, Ephesians: An Exegetical Commentary, 220.] 

There has been division, rivalry, discord, and even hatred among God’s creation even before human beings were created. When envy first filled Satan’s heart and he rebelled against God the practical unity of God’s creation was broken, and it only took one human generation for the jealousy between humans to lead to murder. So for thousands of years now, God has wanted unity without seeing that desire realized, but it will be realized in the future when God’s creation unites under the headship of Jesus Christ.
“in the heavens.” This is the literal Greek, which takes the form of the Hebrew text, in which “heaven” is always plural (prob. a plural of majesty to emphasize the largeness of the heavens, cf. commentary on Eph. 1:3).
Eph 1:11
“in union with him.” This phrase refers to our spiritual union with Jesus Christ. See commentary on Ephesians 1:3, “in Christ.”
“we.” The word “we” refers collectively to the Church, the Body of Christ, not to individual Christians. See commentary on Ephesians 1:4, “us.”
“were claimed as God’s possession.” This whole phrase is translated from the one Greek verb kleroō (#2820 κληρόω). There is disagreement among scholars and translators as to whether this verse is speaking of believers receiving an inheritance from God, or the believers themselves being God’s inheritance. The decision about the meaning of the verse and how to translate it is made more difficult because this particular verb only occurs in this one place in the New Testament. To understand the verb kleroō, it helps us to understand the noun, kleros, which was a “lot” (as in casting or drawing “lots”). In the biblical culture, casting lots was a common way to make decisions. The “lot” could be dice, bones, stones, etc. For example, the soldiers who crucified Jesus did not want to cut up his robe, so they cast lots to see who would get to keep it.
In Greek culture, the verb kleroō was used in several ways. The basic meaning was simply “to cast lots” or “to determine something by casting lots.” However, that basic meaning was expanded so that kleroō also came to be used for that which was assigned by lot. A third meaning that is harder to articulate but vital for the understanding of this verse is that kleroō was used such that the thing chosen or won was itself the “lot.” In that usage, kleroō meant, “to make a ‘lot,’” in other words, that something would become a possession, heritage, portion, or private possession as if won by lot. In Ephesians 1:11 the believer becomes God’s chosen possession, His “lot.”
It is important to realize that the word kleroō was used for someone or something that was a possession even when a “lot” was not specifically cast. We today do the same thing, and use words that have roots that were once meaningful but now are just part of the word. For example, we can have an “auspicious occasion” even though there was actually no “auspice,” no “favorable sign” that preceded the occasion. Similarly, God did not actually “cast lots” for us as if by chance some people were chosen to be His and some were not. The word kleroō was used to emphasize the point that we became God’s chosen possession.
The commentators and the translations are divided as to how to translate kleroō in this verse. Is the verse saying that in Christ we received an inheritance (HCSB, ESV, KJV, NASB, NRSV)? Or is it saying that in Christ we became an inheritance, i.e., became God’s chosen possession (NAB, NET, NIV, Rotherham, Williams)? Part of the problem in deciding the meaning of the verse is that to some extent both interpretations are true. We can even see this in the immediate context because Eph. 1:14 says that the gift of holy spirit sealed in us guarantees us our inheritance, while Eph. 1:18 says that the believers are God’s inheritance. So not only are both concepts of inheritance—us receiving an inheritance in Christ, and us being an inheritance in Christ—in the Bible, they are both in the first chapter of Ephesians!
Nevertheless, we believe that for the sake of translation into English, the stronger position is that in Christ the believer is claimed as God’s inheritance, God’s possession. In the Old Testament, Israel was God’s possession (Deut. 4:20; 7:6; 9:26, 29; 14:2; 32:9). Deuteronomy 32:9 is very well-known: “For the LORD’s portion is his people.” Also, us being made God’s possession fits the flow of the sentence better. It makes more sense to say that we became God’s possession so that we will be to the praise of his glory (Eph. 1:12), than to say that we received an inheritance so that we will be to the praise of his glory. Also, although in the context of Ephesians 1 the “inheritance” relates to our salvation, there are uses of inheritance in the New Testament that are about rewards, and our rewards are earned and not guaranteed. Lastly, in his commentary on Ephesians, Harold Hoehner also lists some grammatical reasons that support the reading that in Christ we become God’s portion.
In conclusion, we would say that the primary meaning in this verse and context is that we become God’s possession, but also part of what is being said is that in Christ we receive an inheritance.
“chosen in advance​.” God planned for the Church, the Body of Christ, before the foundation of the world. This is not “predestination,” even though many versions use that word.
[For being “marked out beforehand,” see Appendix 9: “On Calvinism and Predestination.”]
“according to the plan of the one.” The phrase “according to” is the Greek preposition kata, which when used with the accusative case, as it is here, points us to the standard God used when He “decided in advance” to claim the Church as His possession. Here in Ephesians 1:11 we see that God’s standard for how He claimed the Church was His own purpose—the end result He desired—and then He is accomplishing His purpose by working out His plan. He is working to have a family that lives with Him forever and is guaranteed their salvation.
“the one.” This refers to God the Father.
Eph 1:12
“we.” The “we” refers to Paul and his fellow workers; the “you” (Eph. 1:13) refers to the believers in Ephesus, whom Paul did not even reach until late on his second missionary journey, but then only visited them very briefly (Acts 18:19-21). Paul did not spend a long time in Ephesus until his third missionary journey (Acts 19:1-20:1).
“who first hoped in Christ.” The translation “first hoped” makes sense in the greater context of the first century. The “we” who first hoped would be the Jews, including the apostles and Paul, and they took the message to the Gentiles. Markus Barth writes: “as observed earlier, those addressed in Ephesians are all of Gentile origin. They have been “apart from the Messiah, excluded from the citizenship of Israel, strangers to the covenants … bare of hope and without God” (Eph. 2:12).”[footnoteRef:2338] [2338:  Markus Barth, Ephesians: Introduction, Translation, and Commentary on Chapters 1–3 [AB], 131.] 

“would be God’s possession, to the praise of His glory.” This is the praise of God’s glory, as it is in Ephesians 1:14. This phrase goes back to Ephesians 1:11, that we “were claimed as God’s possession”...“to the end that we”...“would be to the praise of His glory.”
The phrase “to the praise of His glory” occurs twice in the New Testament, Ephesians 1:12 and Ephesians 1:14, and Ephesians 1:6 has “the praise of His glorious grace.” Although some commentators suggest that this is simply a doxology of sorts, Markus Barth points out that there is no equivalent in the Septuagint or the rest of the New Testament, and if it were a blessing or benediction then we would expect to see it more often and without variation.[footnoteRef:2339] [2339:  Barth, Ephesians 1-3, “VIII The Praise of God’s Glory” [AB], 113.] 

That “we” (Eph. 1:12) and what God has done (Eph. 1:14) is to be “to the praise” of His glory points to the importance of praise to God. God has given His creation the ability to spurn Him, but He wants—and deserves—praise, and praise pleases Him. This is an important point because sometimes we, His creation, are so consumed with what we want in life and don’t have in life that we spend more time complaining and asking than we do praising. But God blessed us, redeemed us, and claimed us as His own “to the end” that we would be to His praise—that we would praise Him. Not only are we to praise God, but “we” are to be to the praise of God’s glory. We are to live our lives in a way that brings praise and glory to God, in a holy and blameless manner (Eph. 1:4). Living a holy and godly life is a powerful way to praise God.
In the phrase “to the praise of His glory,” the word “glory” has several points of emphasis, and thus does not have a single simple meaning. In classical Greek, the word doxa, “glory,” carried the idea of “opinion,” either one’s own opinion or “reputation,” i.e., the opinion of others. However, doxa occurs over 250 times in the Septuagint and most of them are the translation of the Hebrew word kabod (#03519 כָּבוֹד), and the New Testament uses “glory” with more the meaning of the Old Testament use than the classical Greek use, which makes sense because most of the New Testament writers were Jewish. In the Old Testament and thus in the New Testament, the idea of “glory” carried the meaning of the Old Testament “glory.”
Harold Hoehner writes:
“In the NT the word [doxa] is used 166 times, seventy-seven times by Paul, and eight times in Ephesians. Rather than following the Greek usage, the NT follows the LXX [Septuagint] in the sense of “reputation” and “power” and further it also expresses the ‘divine mode of being’ referring to divine honor, splendor, power, and radiance. Although there are references to a human’s glory (e.g., Matt. 6:29; 1 Cor. 11:7), predominantly it refers to God’s. Basically, doxa has the idea of the reflection of the essence of one’s being, the summation of all of one’s attributes, whether it refers to God or a human being. The essence of one’s being makes an impact, whether good or bad, on others; this impact of one’s essential being is that of one’s reputation or glory.”[footnoteRef:2340] [2340:  Hoehner, Ephesians, note on Eph. 1:6, 200.] 

The idea that “glory” in some contexts communicates the essence of one’s being can be seen to some extent in both the Old and New Testaments in that when the “glory of God” appears, it does not appear without God, but God is actually personally present in His glory. So, when the glory of God appeared in Moses’ Tent of Meeting, it was because God was personally present. The same was true when the glory of God filled Solomon’s Temple and the priests could not minister. Many times the glory of God appeared, and it appeared because God was personally present (cf. Exod. 16:7, 10; 24:16-18; Lev. 9:23-24; Num. 14:10; 16:19, 42; 20:6; 1 Kings 8:10-11; 2 Chron. 5:13-14; 7:1-3). So to the praise of His [God’s] glory was also in a sense saying, to the praise of God.
Eph 1:13
“In union with him.” This phrase refers to our spiritual union with Jesus Christ. See commentary on Ephesians 1:3, “in Christ.”
“you also.” The Good News came to the Jews first, then later to the Gentiles. The addition of this phrase, “you also,” shows that the majority of Paul’s audience was Gentile. This makes sense because Ephesus was the Roman capital of the province of Asia, which started as a pagan center, then Ephesus was conquered by the Greeks, then the Romans. The Jews were a distinct minority in the Church by the time Ephesians was written, likely 61 or AD 62.
The “you also” is important because, until the Administration of the Sacred Secret, the Gentiles were not included in all the blessings promised to the Jews. In this long sentence, Ephesians 1:3-14, Paul recounts God’s purpose and many of the blessings of God, and then emphasizes that the Gentiles—“you also”—were included when they became saved by believing in Christ.
According to Ephesians 1:3-14, the Christians were blessed with God’s spiritual blessings because God, for His own good pleasure, chose to bless them and make them holy and without blemish in his presence, claiming them as His own possession, adopting them into His family through Jesus Christ, forgiving their sins and ransoming them from death through the blood of Christ and making known to them the Administration of the Sacred Secret, the full effects of which will only be seen in the Administration of the Fullness of Times at which time all things will be united under the headship of Jesus Christ to the end that they would be to the praise of God’s glory. As this extensive sentence nears its end, God makes sure the Gentiles know that they are included. The phrase “in whom” refers to being in union with Christ. Thus, “In union with Christ, you [Gentiles] also…were sealed with the promised holy spirit that is the guarantee of everlasting life.
“when you heard...and when you believed in him, were marked with a seal.” This verse is a great key to properly understanding salvation, the New Birth, and receiving the gift of holy spirit. Every Christian receives (is “baptized in”) holy spirit the moment he has faith in Christ. The individual may not outwardly manifest the holy spirit by things like speaking in tongues or prophecy at that time (in fact, he may never outwardly manifest the spirit), but he has been sealed with holy spirit.
The King James Version can confuse people about the timing of believing and being sealed with the holy spirit. It reads, “In whom ye also trusted, after that ye heard the word of truth...in whom also after that ye believed, ye were sealed with that holy Spirit of promise.” The two times the phrase “after that” is used in the KJV can confuse the modern reader and make them think that people are sealed with holy spirit at some future time after they believe. That is not the case. R. C. H. Lenski states the truth quite succinctly: “The moment we come to faith the sealing occurs. The thought is not that we must believe a while, and that sometime later in the course of our believing the Spirit is bestowed.”[footnoteRef:2341] The problem is that 400 years ago when the King James was written, in the English language and idiom of the time, the phrase “after that” was sometimes used to mean “when” (cf. Mark 8:25; Acts 1:8; Gal. 3:25; Eph. 1:13; 1 Thess. 2:2; Titus 3:4). The confusion caused by the use of the phrase “after that” does not occur in the modern versions, because they do not use that phrase. [2341:  Lenski, The Interpretation of St. Paul’s Epistles to the Ephesians, 382.] 

“the message of truth.” This same idea is found in Colossians 1:5.
“promised holy spirit.” The Greek text is very idiomatic and reads more literally “the spirit of the promise, the holy [spirit].” In the Greek text, the word “holy” is moved to the end of the sentence for emphasis; to emphasize the holiness of the spirit from God. We would translate that more literally as “the holy spirit of promise,” in which “holy spirit of promise” is a genitive of relation, and means the holy spirit that was promised, thus the translation “the promised holy spirit.” The gift of holy spirit that Christians have today was promised in the Old Testament in verses such as Isaiah 32:15 and Joel 2:28. The Old Testament prophets and Jesus foretold its coming, saying it would be a new spirit that would be “poured out” (i.e., given in fullness) into all the believers (Ezek. 11:19-20; 36:26-27; Joel 2:28, 29; John 14:17; cf. Isa. 32:15; 44:3-5; Ezek. 37:12-14; 39:29; John 15:26; 16:13). That the gift of holy spirit Christians have today was promised in the Old Testament and by Christ explains why in Acts and the Church Epistles it is referred to as the “promised” holy spirit (cf. Acts 2:33, Gal. 3:14, Eph. 1:13).
As the Bible reveals, the gift of holy spirit is given by God to Jesus Christ, to be administered or given to others (Luke 24:49; John 15:26; Acts 2:33; Titus 3:6). John the Baptist also said it would be Jesus that would baptize in holy spirit (Matt. 3:11; Mark 1:8; Luke 3:16).
It is very confusing to some Trinitarians that the holy spirit was promised, because if “the Holy Spirit” is an eternal member of the Trinity, how can he be promised for the future? Realizing that “the holy spirit” is the gift of God and not a member of the Trinity clears up that difficulty.
It is also important for Christians to understand that although the holy spirit that Christians have was promised, it was not promised “to” Christians. It was promised in the Old Testament and Gospels to be given in the future, but a study of the verses in the Old Testament that speak of the coming of the gift of holy spirit refer to the Millennial Kingdom. God, by grace, gave to Christians today the gift of holy spirit that He promised to give to people in the Millennial Kingdom.
It is also important to realize that believers today do not have the same gift of holy spirit that God gave to Old Testament believers such as Moses or Deborah. Christians have a different holy spirit than what the believers in the Old Testament had, which is why Christians have the additional manifestations of speaking in tongues and interpretation of tongues that were not available in the Old Testament. What Christians today have is the firstfruits of the gift of holy spirit that God promised to pour out in the Millennial Kingdom.
During the Old Testament and Gospel periods, God gave the gift of holy spirit in a very limited way: it was upon only certain selected people, and He gave it conditionally and by measure. However, God promised much better things for Israel’s future. He promised that in the Millennial Kingdom, He would “pour out” holy spirit in abundance to everyone who believed. Furthermore, what God promised to Israel, He has given by grace to the Christian Church, which explains why holy spirit in Christians is called “the promised holy spirit” (Eph. 1:13), and the “firstfruits of the spirit” (Rom. 8:23). Therefore, the things about holy spirit that were foretold for the Millennial Kingdom apply to Christians also, even though holy spirit was not specifically foretold for Christians.
Jesus spoke to his disciples about the promised holy spirit in Luke 24:49 and Acts 1:4. In the Old Testament God promised to give holy spirit to Israel, not the Church. No one knew there was going to be a Christian Church, because it was part of the Sacred Secret that God hid in Himself (see commentary on Eph. 3:9). God promised that holy spirit would be poured out in the Kingdom of Christ, but because He has given it to Christians, Scripture calls what we have the “firstfruits” of the spirit (Rom. 8:23).
The Old Testament foretold some important things about the holy spirit that God would give in the future. For example:
· Isa. 44:3-5. The new holy spirit would influence people to obey God
· Ezek. 11:19-20. The new holy spirit would be “in” people so that they would obey God
· Ezek. 36:26-27. The new holy spirit would cause people to walk in God’s rules (there would be no sin nature in the resurrected people to battle with the spirit).
· Ezek. 39:29. The new holy spirit would give an intimacy between God and people that did not exist before.
· Joel 2:28-29. Spirit will be poured out and people will be moved by the spirit. The holy spirit will enable manifestations of the spirit.
· Jeremiah 32:37-40. The spirit never leaves (this is not directly stated but is implied in the context).
BEFORE HIS RESURRECTION Jesus spoke of the coming holy spirit
· John 7:37-39.
· John 14:15-17; 15:26; 16:7-15. The Last Supper: the coming Helper. This “Helper” will be “in” them “forever” (John 14:16).
AFTER HIS RESURRECTION, JESUS SPOKE OF THE COMING SPIRIT
· Luke 24:49. I will send the promise of my Father
· John 20:22. Jesus breathed on them and said “Receive holy spirit.”
· Acts 1:8. The holy spirit would give believers power
· Acts 1:4-5. The holy spirit did not come until after Jesus ascended
ACTS AND THE CHURCH EPISTLES – the promised holy spirit
· Acts 2:33.
· Gal. 3:14. The promised spirit.
· Rom. 8:23.
· Eph. 1:13.
Today Christians have what the Old Testament promised was coming.
God calls what we have “firstfruits” because we have today what He promised for the believers in the Millennial Kingdom. There are some major differences between the gift of holy spirit that God gave in the Old Testament and the gift of holy spirit God promised to give in the Millennial Kingdom, which we today get by grace.
1) In the Old Testament and Gospels, holy spirit was upon only a few believers, but in the Millennial Kingdom, it will be in all believers. Even though there were millions of Israelites who lived during Old Testament times, only a few were blessed to receive the gift of holy spirit. In contrast to that, in the Millennial Kingdom God will pour out the gift of holy spirit on every believer. Verses such as Joel 2:28, 29, and John 7:38 make that very clear. Today, in the Administration of Grace, every believer gets holy spirit just as will happen in the Millennial Kingdom.
2) In the Old Testament and Gospels, God gave holy spirit in a limited way, by measure, but in the Millennial Kingdom, it will be poured out in abundance. In contrast to the limited measure of holy spirit God gave in the Old Testament and Gospels, He promised to give holy spirit in abundance in the Millennial Kingdom. We read that Joel said, “…I will pour out my Spirit [spirit] on all people” (Joel 2:28; cf. also Isa. 32:15; 44:3). The words “pour out” are significant, and indicate great abundance. There is no place in the OT or Gospels that God’s gift of holy spirit is said to be “poured out,” but that is the promise for the Millennial Kingdom. It needs to be noted, however, that even though God promised He would give people an abundance of holy spirit, He did not specifically promise that they would be filled, even though that is clearly implied. In contrast, it is clear in Scripture written to the Church that every Christian is filled with holy spirit.
3) In the Old Testament and Gospels, God gave holy spirit conditionally, and the recipient could lose it. King Saul is an example of a person in the OT who lost the gift of holy spirit because of his disobedience to God (1 Sam. 16:14), and David prayed that God would not take it from him (Ps. 51:11). In the Millennial Kingdom, holy spirit will be given permanently, and by grace we receive it permanently also. It is vital to understand this aspect of the gift of holy spirit. For Christians, it is the presence of holy spirit inside them that makes them a Christian. When an unbeliever today confesses Christ as Lord, he gets the gift of holy spirit at that instant. The presence of holy spirit inside that person makes him a “holy one” (often translated “saint,” cf. Rom. 1:7, etc.), is the “seed” that is in him (1 Pet. 1:23), is why he is said to be “born again” (1 Pet. 1:23), is why he is called a “new creation” (2 Cor. 5:17), and is why he is said to have a “guarantee” of salvation (2 Cor. 1:22; 5:5; Eph. 1:14). In the Old Testament, the gift of holy spirit was said to be “upon” people, but in contrast, God promised that when He gave holy spirit in the Millennial Kingdom, it would be in them (cf. Ezek. 11:19; 36:26, 27; 37:14). Jesus thoroughly knew the Old Testament and its promises, and made sure his followers knew that holy spirit would be “in” people (John 14:17). Throughout the Old Testament and Gospel periods, the gift of holy spirit was upon people conditionally, and God could therefore take it back. In contrast to the way God gave holy spirit in the Old Testament, in the Millennial Kingdom He will give holy spirit permanently to those believers who had been raised from the dead, brought into the Kingdom, and settled in the land (Ezek. 37:12, 14; Isa. 59:21). The permanence of the relationship between the Millennial Kingdom believer and God is the basis for many promises of the OT, such as when God said of resurrected Israel believers that He would “no longer” hide His face from them (Ezek. 39:29). He told them he will give them a “new heart,” taking away their heart of stone and giving them a heart of flesh (Ezek. 36:26), and all the people will know Him (Jer. 31:33-34).
4) In the Old Testament and Gospels it is never stated that holy spirit would influence a person to live a godly life. However, Scripture promises that in the Millennial Kingdom, holy spirit will influence people toward godliness. One of the most exciting things about the gift of holy spirit that God promised to give in the Millennial Kingdom was that it would help people live godly lives. There is no evidence in the Old Testament or Gospels that a purpose or characteristic of the gift of holy spirit that they had was that it produced a positive transforming influence, helping them become more godly. Certainly, people such as Moses or Elijah, who walked in great spiritual power, were aware of God more acutely and thus would have worked hard to live godly lives, but there is no statement in the Old Testament or Gospels that one of the purposes of the gift of holy spirit that God gave in those times was to help transform people toward godliness. However, the gift of holy spirit in the Millennial Kingdom (and for us today) is that the promised holy spirit is specifically stated to help people live godly lives. Jesus even called it the “helper” on many occasions (cf. John 15:26; sometimes this is translated “comforter,” or “encourager”). In Ezekiel, God promised that when holy spirit is poured out on resurrected people in the Millennial Kingdom, they will be able to talk with Him directly and intimately, and not be hidden from His “face” anymore (Ezek. 39:29). Having holy spirit does not remove free will or force a person to obey God, and we all know that Old Testament believers who had holy spirit, and Christians (who all have holy spirit) disobey the commandments and sin. Nevertheless, holy spirit, as it is given in the Administration of Grace to Christians, and will be given to believers in the Millennial Kingdom, does have a very powerful influence on the person.
Ezekiel 36:27 says the holy spirit will “cause you to walk in my statutes and be careful to observe my ordinances.” Isaiah 44:3-5 also testifies to the godly influence of holy spirit. The Church Epistles testify to the godly influence that holy spirit has in the life of a believer, as it fights with the sin nature that lives in us (Gal. 5:17).
[For more on the promised holy spirit, see commentary on John 7:39. For more information on the uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’” For more information on what the holy spirit is, see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?” For much more complete information on the gift of holy spirit we Christians have, see Graeser, Lynn, Schoenheit, The Gift of Holy Spirit: the Power to be Like Christ, and Appendix A of that book, “The Administration of the Sacred Secret.”]
Eph 1:14
“which.” The word “which” is the translation of the Greek relative pronoun hos, which is generally translated as “who,” “which,” “what,” or “that,” depending on the context, although hos has other less common meanings as well.[footnoteRef:2342] The context, in this case, is the promised holy spirit. Since most English Bibles are translated by Trinitarians who believe that “the Holy Spirit” is a person, they translate the hos as “who.” However, in this context, the holy spirit is not God but the gift of God that is given to people who believe in Jesus Christ and get saved (Acts 2:48). “The Holy Spirit” is a name for God, while the “holy spirit” is the gift of God’s nature that is born in people when they are born again. Believers are sealed with the holy spirit, the gift of God, so Ephesians 1:14 should start with “which,” not with “who.” [2342:  Cf. BDAG.] 

[For more on the difference between Holy Spirit and holy spirit, see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
“the down payment.” “Down payment” is translated from the Greek word arrabōn (#728 ἀρραβών), which refers to a “deposit,” “first installment,” or “pledge” that represents and certifies (thus, “guarantees”) that payment-in-full would follow (English versions that use the word “guarantee” include the CJB, ESV, NIV, NKJV, NLT, and RSV). The “guarantee” is not the full payment; it only is a guarantee of full payment in the future. The arrabōn is “a part given in advance of what will be bestowed fully afterward.”[footnoteRef:2343] In other words, as a “guarantee,” the gift of holy spirit is a down payment that verifies that in the future the believer will receive the promised inheritance God has for His people. [2343:  J. H. Moulton and G. Milligan, Vocabulary of the Greek New Testament, s.v. “ἀρραβών,” 79.] 

The word arrabōn is part of the evidence that a Christian’s salvation is permanent and cannot be undone. The word arrabōn only occurs in the Church Epistles (2 Cor. 1:22; 5:5; Eph. 1:14). When Christians get “born again,” they get the gift of holy spirit sealed inside him until the day of redemption, and that holy spirit is an arrabōn, a down payment, first installment, or “guarantee,” that they will get the full payment (Eph. 1:13-14). The full payment includes everlasting life and getting a new body like Christ’s glorious body (Phil. 3:20-21). If there was any doubt that the full payment of salvation was going to be received, then it would be inaccurate to call the holy spirit the arrabōn because if salvation could be lost, the holy spirit would not actually be a “down payment” or “guarantee” that full payment would be made.
The reason the gift of holy spirit can be called an arrabōn is that the deal between the Christian and God is done and sealed at the time the Christian gets born again. Christians do their part to obtain salvation by obeying Romans 10:9. God says that what is required of us is to confess Christ as Lord and believe God raised him from the dead (see commentary on Rom. 10:9). When we do that, God keeps His part of the agreement by giving us a “guarantee,” a “down payment” of the full payment that will come in the future. The holy spirit God creates in us is sealed in us until God redeems us (Eph. 1:14). If there was more to the agreement between us and God that needed to be accomplished before we could be saved, then God could not legitimately give us a “guarantee” of salvation. He would have to wait until our lives were over and we had completed our part of the deal before He could “guarantee” His part.
So, we Christians finished our part of the deal when we obeyed Romans 10:9, and at that time God gave us a “down payment” and guarantee of what we would have in the future. But even though we only have a “down payment” of what is coming to us in the future, we still went through immense changes when we took Christ as Lord. We were born again of incorruptible seed (1 Pet. 1:23; cf. Titus 3:5; James 1:18), and became children of God (1 John 3:1-2). We were also sealed with holy spirit (Eph. 1:13-14); got a new, holy nature (2 Pet. 1:4); became a new creation (2 Cor. 5:17); became a part of the Body of Christ (Eph. 1:22-23); and we entered into a spiritual union with Christ such that we were circumcised with him, baptized with him, crucified with him, died with him, buried with him, raised from the dead with him, and now are seated in heaven with him (Rom. 6:1-10; Eph. 2:5-6; Col. 2:10-13). Now we are waiting for Jesus to Rapture us, and when he does, God will fulfill the rest of what He has guaranteed. We will get a new body like Christ’s body and then we will live forever on a newly restored earth.
[For more about Christian salvation, see Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation.” For more about the future Kingdom of Christ on earth that we are guaranteed to be a part of, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
“until our redemption as God’s own possession.” The Christian is sealed with the gift of holy spirit “until our redemption as God’s own possession,” that is, sealed until the Rapture when Christ comes and Christian redemption is fully realized.
The literal phrase in the Greek is “until the redemption of the possession.” However, in translation, the question must be asked what is the possession that is being redeemed? In the context, Christians are described as God’s possession (Eph. 1:12), whom he adopted (Eph. 1:5) and redeems (Eph. 1:7). Therefore, Christians are the possession that is being redeemed. The objective genitive in Koine Greek occurs when the genitive (“of the possession”) is the direct object of the head noun (“redemption”). Thus, redemption is happening to “the possession.” This is exactly what is happening in this context, which makes the objective genitive appropriate. Since Christians are God’s possession which he will redeem, the REV has translated this genitive phrase as “our redemption as God’s own possession.”
Right now, Christ has paid the price for redemption—which is why we are God’s purchased possession—but the redemption itself has not been fully realized.
To “redeem” is to “buy back” or “buy freedom by the payment of a ransom.” Christ has paid the price to buy people back from the power of sin and death, but a Christian’s redemption has not been fully realized. It will be realized when Christians are in their new everlasting bodies and they no longer live under the curse of sickness or death.
It often happens when something is redeemed or the payment of a ransom is made that it takes some time after the payment is made before the captive is released. That is the case with Christians. Jesus Christ made the payment to release us from sin and death when he died, but the full release has not come yet, it is still future. But God has not left us in doubt that our redemption will be fully realized. This is very important because sometimes in business deals a person pays for something, but for some reason—perhaps the seller was a crook—the buyer never receives what they paid for. But in the case of salvation, Christ paid the ransom, and the believer receives the gift of holy spirit as a guarantee that the product, which is complete redemption from sin and death, will be delivered.
Ephesians 4:30 also says that Christians are sealed with holy spirit until they are redeemed, that is, fully redeemed: “And do not grieve the holy spirit of God with which you were sealed until the day of redemption.” Jesus Christ paid for our redemption, and “the day of redemption” is the time when we are fully redeemed in every sense of the word.
“to the praise of his glory.” See commentary on Ephesians 1:12.
Eph 1:15
“Because of this.” Ephesians 1:15-23 (nine verses) is one sentence in the Greek text. This nine-verse prayer follows after the 12 verse introduction (Eph. 1:3-14), which is also one sentence in Greek. The fact that immediately following the introduction is a prayer helps establish the importance of prayer, which is vital to successful Christian life, both for the Church as a whole and individuals in the Church. The world is a battlefield between the forces of good and evil, and believers cannot wage a successful fight without God’s help. Prayer elicits that help, which is why believers are told to pray in so many places in the Epistles (cf. Rom. 12:12; 1 Cor. 14:15; Eph. 6:18; Col. 4:2; 1 Thess. 5:17; 1 Tim. 2:1, 8) and why Paul sets the example and mentions how much he prays for the Church (cf. Rom. 1:10; 2 Cor. 13:7, 9; Eph. 1:16; Col. 1:3, 9; 1 Thess. 1:2; 3:10; 2 Thess. 1:11; 2 Tim. 1:3; Philemon 1:4). One of the great weaknesses of many Christians is that they do not pray, and one of the great failures of many Churches is that they do not teach people to pray nor emphasize the importance of prayer. Ephesians 6:12 makes it clear that the war we wage is not against humans, “flesh and blood,” but against spiritual powers. The only successful way to fight in that arena is with the help of God and the Lord Jesus Christ, and we invite them into our battle by prayer.
The Greek starting Ephesians 1:15 is dia touto (#1223 διά #3778 τοῦτο), which means “because of this,” “for this reason.”
Eph 1:16
“do not stop.” This is the meaning of the Greek.
“remembering you.” The REV has “remembering you.” Although some versions have “mention,” to “mention” something has come in English to mean that something is not very important and is more of a side issue or afterthought, and that is not at all what Paul is saying here. He makes an effort to remember the believers in his prayers. Kittel pointed out that the Greek expression could be idiomatic.
That Paul would remember the believers in his prayer shows that Paul knew it was important to pray for others. Prayer is powerful and it really does make a difference in people’s lives and in the world.
Eph 1:17
“spiritual wisdom.” This phrase has caused commentators much trouble. A primary problem has been caused by the doctrine of the Trinity, and some scholars thinking that the “spirit” here is the third person of the Trinity, “the Holy Spirit.” Many other scholars think that the spirit here refers to “the human spirit” or qualities of the mind. So, for instance, Harold Hoehner writes, “Thus, this view contends that in the present context it refers to the attitude or spiritual disposition toward insight and the openness to revelation.”[footnoteRef:2344] [2344:  Hoehner, Ephesians: An Exegetical Commentary, 257.] 

Harold Hoehner believes Paul is praying for a specific manifestation of the “Holy Spirit” and writes that Paul “is praying for a specific manifestation of the Spirit so that the believers will have insight and know something of God’s mysteries as a result of the Holy Spirit’s revelation.”[footnoteRef:2345] By the time that Paul wrote Ephesians, most likely in AD 62, it was well-known in Christian circles that the word “spirit” was used for a manifestation of the spirit, especially a prophecy. The Corinthians were “zealous for spirits” (1 Cor. 14:12); “the spirits [prophecies] of the prophets were subject to the prophets (1 Cor. 14:32); the Thessalonian congregation was not to be troubled by “a spirit,” a prophecy (2 Thess. 2:2); and we Christians are to test “the spirits,” the prophecies, “because many false prophets have gone out into the world” (1 John 4:1). Furthermore, Jesus will destroy the wicked one by the “spirit,” the prophetic words, that come out of his mouth (2 Thess. 2:8). [2345:  Hoehner, Ephesians: An Exegetical Commentary, 258.] 

However, in contrast to those positions, it seems that the simplest and clearest meaning of the phrase is simply “spiritual wisdom,” and several English versions read that way (e.g., NET, NLT, TLV, The Source New Testament). There does not seem to be any reason to narrow “spirit of wisdom” down to a specific manifestation. Spiritual wisdom can come from many sources, including direct revelation, the Bible, and wise people. Paul was interested in the spiritual maturity of the people, so it makes sense that he would pray for them to have spiritual wisdom and also revelation to help and guide them.
“revelation.” For what “revelation” is, see commentaries on Galatians 1:12 and 1 Corinthians 12:8.
Eph 1:18
“since the eyes of your heart have been enlightened.” This is a statement inserted in the sentence about what the believers have already experienced—they have already come to believe in Christ. Now, in full recognition that the eyes of their hearts have been enlightened and they are saved, Paul prays for them that they will grow in the Faith and get to know the hope to which they have been called, the rich inheritance God has in store for them, and the power that we believers have in Christ.
“know.” The Greek word “know” in this verse is in the aorist tense, and has the force of an ingressive aorist, “get to know.” The believer should be growing in knowledge and wisdom (cf. Eph. 4:15; 2 Pet. 3:18). This is expressed in the English versions in different ways. Many say, “that you may know” (ASV, HCSB, ESV, NAB, NASB), or “so that you will understand” (CJB), or “so that you can see” (NJB; cf. NLT). The point is that the believers in Ephesus do not have the full knowledge that Paul is praying for them to have. There is so much to learn that all of us can stand to grow in the Christian Faith and in our knowledge of what God has in store for us.
“the hope to which He has called you.” The Greek is literally, “the hope of his calling,” using the genitive phrase, “of his calling.” Scholars differ on exactly what genitive this is (subjective genitive; genitive of production, etc.), and thus they differ on an exact translation of the phrase. Ideas include, “the hope based on his calling,” “the hope produced by his calling,” “the hope that comes from his calling,” and “the hope belonging to his calling.” But many scholars and translators arrive at the same conclusion about the meaning. For example, Markus Barth translates the phrase, “the hope to which he is calling you” and writes: “Paul prays that God grant the saints discernment among the various hopes that are possible. They are to become aware which hope is decisive for them. Not any hope or number of hopes, but just ‘one hope’ is held and confessed by the Christians (Eph. 4:4). Ephesians 1:18 and 4:4 specify the one prospect as ‘the hope of your calling,’ or ‘the hope to which you have been called.’”[footnoteRef:2346] Andrew Lincoln writes that in Ephesians 1:18, “it is the object of hope, that which is hoped for, which is in view.”[footnoteRef:2347] [2346:  Markus Barth, Ephesians [AB], 151.]  [2347:  Andrew Lincoln, Ephesians [WBC], 59.] 

The REV has translated the genitive in Ephesians 1:18 more clearly into English as “the hope to which he has called you” (cf. AMP, CJB, ESV, NIV, NRSV; cf. also, The Source New Testament, and The New Testament by Charles Williams, and “the hope that belongs to his call” (NAB). On the other hand, we do not agree at all with scholars who take the “hope” in this context as “confidence” and translate the phrase such as the GW translation: “the confidence that he calls you to have” (cf. NLT).
The significance of Paul praying that believers would “know the hope to which he has called you” cannot be overstated. The Christian’s hope is the anchor of their soul (Heb. 6:19), so it is vital that Christians not be unclear about what their hope is. It involves having new bodies like Christ’s body, living in the Kingdom of Christ here on a newly regenerated earth, and enjoying the rewards that one has earned for obedience to God. Knowing our hope helps us maintain a godly walk no matter what is happening in our lives and the world around us. Margaret MacDonald is exactly correct when she writes: “here the emphasis is on the hope as shaping the present lives of believers.”[footnoteRef:2348] Paul’s prayer that we “know” the hope is a prayer for more than just “head knowledge,” that is, the knowledge of one more interesting fact. Christians are to know and understand the hope in a way that anchors their soul to the things of God and shapes the way they live. A knowledge of the hope that is alive and well inside a believer helps them make godly decisions and live a godly life. [2348:  Margaret MacDonald, Colossians and Ephesians, Sacra Pagina, 218.] 

The Devil knows that an accurate knowledge of the hope energizes believers and helps them focus their lives on God and godly activities, so he is always working to destroy the accurate knowledge about the hope. Sadly, he has done a great job of destroying the truth of the hope in orthodox Christianity. Instead of people believing they will live on earth with Christ and be rewarded in proportion to how they have served God, orthodox Christianity has a vague concept of “going to heaven when you die” and no concrete knowledge at all of what life there is like, so that vague hope provides no genuine motivation to live a godly life beyond just getting saved. We need to learn what our hope is and then, like Paul, pray that others learn it too.
[For more on the coming Kingdom of Christ on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more about rewards in the coming kingdom, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10, “good or evil.” For a more complete understanding of our hope, see the book, The Christian’s Hope: The Anchor of the Soul by John W. Schoenheit.]
“the riches of His glorious inheritance” In the Greek text, this phrase is a dual genitive construction: “the riches of the glory of his inheritance,” and a number of versions keep that literal phrase (cf. KJV, NASB, Rotherham). But although the dual genitive phrase is very hard to understand in English, it is also problematic to translate it into an English phrase that is more easily understood because grammatically there are two different but legitimate ways to translate it. The phrase can be translated as, “the glorious riches of his inheritance” (HCSB; cf. NJB), or as “the riches of his glorious inheritance” (ESV, NET, NIV, NLT, NRSV, RSV). We have gone with “the riches of his glorious inheritance” for reasons given below.
We believe that although there is value in leaving the original dual genitive of the Greek text because the “riches” actually apply to both the glory and the inheritance, that is so difficult to see in English, and more or less implied anyway, that the better choice is to translate it as the “riches of his glorious inheritance.”
We have gone with “the riches of His glorious inheritance” rather than “the glorious riches of his inheritance” based on the Old Testament, which speaks quite directly about the glory of the inheritance but not of the “glorious riches” of the inheritance. What Paul wrote in Ephesians is rooted in the Old Testament. The descriptions of the believer’s inheritance can be found there, and those descriptions are glorious indeed. When Jesus comes back to earth and sets up his kingdom, the world will be made like the Garden of Eden again. The blind will see; the deaf will hear; no one living in Zion will be sick, (Isa. 33:24); there will be no war; the wolf will live with the lamb and the lion will eat grass like the ox; there will be more than enough food for everyone; and there will be great joy. Given all that, and more, it is no wonder that Isaiah 11:10 says the Messiah’s resting place will be glorious (Isa. 11:10) and the earth will be filled with glory (Isa. 6:3). Glory will cover Mount Zion (Isa. 4:5); God’s Temple will be glorious (Isa. 60:7; Hag. 2:7, 9); and even the desert will be given the glory of Lebanon, which was always lush and green (Isa. 35:2; cf. Isa. 60:13). The references in the Old Testament show that the inheritance will be glorious. In fact, the Bible speaks of, or implies, so many different riches in the “glorious inheritance” that believers will receive that it would be quite difficult to catalog all of them.
[For more on the coming Kingdom of Christ on earth that believers will have an inheritance in, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more about rewards that believers can receive in the coming kingdom, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10, “good or evil.”]
“His glorious inheritance that will be shared among the holy ones.” We believe this phrase emphasizes the inheritance we believers will receive from God, not something that God receives as an inheritance. We agree with Markus Barth who says the riches “are to be inherited among the saints.”[footnoteRef:2349] [2349:  M. Barth, Ephesians [AB], 151.] 

There are two primary ways this phrase can be understood in the Greek, is it an inheritance that God receives or an inheritance that God gives and believers receive? “If the previous reference is to the inheritance believers receive, then αὐτοῦ is a genitive of source (“inheritance from him”), but if it is taken as God’s inheritance of his people, then it is a possessive genitive (“his inheritance”).”[footnoteRef:2350] Although other places in Ephesians do refer to believers as “God’s possession” almost like an inheritance God will receive (Eph. 1:11, 14), the exact word “inheritance” is not used of something God will receive. In other words, in Ephesians, believers are spoken of as God’s possession, not God’s inheritance. [2350:  Benjamin Merkle, Ephesians [EGGNT], 43.] 

However, only four verses earlier, in Ephesians 1:14, the word “inheritance” is used for what the believer inherits from God, and it seems that meaning would carry forward in the context. Also, it is well-known that much in Ephesians is parallel with the text in Colossians, and this phrase in Ephesians 1:18 is very similar to Colossians 1:12 (ESV): “the Father, who has qualified you to share in the inheritance of the saints in light.”
Another reason for understanding this as God’s inheritance that he will give to believers is that it would be quite strange for Paul to pray (Eph. 1:17-23) that the Ephesians would come to know an inheritance which they would never receive. It seems much more likely that Paul would pray for them to know the glory of their own inheritance which they will receive, and that this knowledge would encourage them to keep trusting in God who has great things in store for them.
Furthermore, to us, the flow of the text of Ephesians 1:18-19 makes the more probable meaning to be that Paul is writing of God’s inheritance that is given to the believers. Ephesians 1:18-19 speaks of “the hope to which he has called you,” “his inheritance in [or among] the saints,” and “the surpassing greatness of his power to us who believe.” Given these three phrases, it is clear that the first and third speak of things that God has done for the believer, not what He has in us. It seems more unlikely that the middle phrase would change the flow of thought and shift to what God has in us, than that the middle phrase would continue the flow of thought and speak of the inheritance we have from God. Thus, we agree with William Hendriksen who writes, “‘His’ inheritance means the one given by him, just like ‘his’ calling was the call issued and made effective by him.”[footnoteRef:2351] R. C. H. Lenski agrees and writes, “God has promised us this inheritance for which we hope; we already have the down payment of it (Eph. 1:14).”[footnoteRef:2352] The CJB translates the phrase: “what rich glories there are in the inheritance he has promised his people.”[footnoteRef:2353] [2351:  William Hendriksen, New Testament Commentary: Galatians and Ephesians, 99.]  [2352:  Lenski, St. Paul’s Epistles to the Ephesians, 396.]  [2353:  David H. Stern, Complete Jewish Bible.] 

In considering the two alternatives, the inheritance God gives us, or the inheritance that we are to God, we must ask why people would believe God changed the flow of thought and shifted to thinking the text suddenly referred to the fact that God’s people are His inheritance. A likely reason for that is that most Christians and scholars have little or no idea of what an inheritance given by God to the believer could refer to, so that idea seems strange to them. Most Christians simply believe that believers die and “go to heaven,” and the idea of some kind of “inheritance” there is incongruous since the Bible never speaks in concrete terms of any kind of inheritance in heaven. Thus, their idea of what “his inheritance in the saints” means is colored by their understanding (actually, misunderstanding) of Scripture.
There will not be any inheritance for believers in heaven, because Christians will not make their home in heaven; we will all live on earth in Christ’s earthly kingdom. Christ will come from heaven, conquer the earth, and set up his kingdom, which will fill the whole earth (Dan. 2:35, 44; Matt. 5:5; Rev. 5:10). With the whole earth being the Kingdom of Christ, people will enjoy an inheritance on earth. This inheritance will include rewards (Matt. 19:29; 1 Cor. 3:14) and enjoying the blessings of the kingdom (Isa. 33:24; 35:2). The inheritance is not just one portion of land, but the whole earth, “The meek will inherit the earth” (Matt. 5:5).
[For more on the coming Kingdom of Christ on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more about rewards in the coming kingdom, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10, “good or evil.”]
Eph 1:19
“immeasurable greatness.” Paul’s use of superlative terms both demonstrates (if that is possible) the immensity of God’s power and gives the believer confidence that God’s purposes will be accomplished. There are evil powers in the universe, as the people in Ephesus were only too aware due to the magic arts practiced at Ephesus, and those evil powers would stop God’s plans if they could, but their power is limited while God’s power is immeasurably great. God’s power and what He can do far exceeds every earthy and spiritual power (Eph. 1:21). Indeed, God is “the Most High God” as many verses attest (cf. Ps. 78:35; Mark 5:7; Acts 16:17; Heb. 7:1). God will be victorious!
“his power.” The power is God’s. It is “his power,” not our power. The Greek word translated “power” is dunamis (#1411 δύναμις), and in the New Testament, it almost always refers to power or ability. Although the English word “dynamite” comes from the Greek dunamis, that does not mean that the Greeks thought of dunamis as explosive or instantaneous because they did not; dunamis was simply someone’s power or ability.
It is often taught in the Word of Faith Movement that the power in this verse is our power, that God gave it to us and we now have the power of God to command miracles and healings, and to make things happen. That is not the case. As the verse clearly says, the power is God’s power, but among all the other powerful things He does, He uses it “for” us; for our profit and blessing. While it is true that Christians can access the power of God to do miracles and healings, just as we see in the book of Acts, that is still not “our power” or even God’s power at our command: we must wait for God to give us the revelation to act before we can command miracles, and even then the power that actually does the miracle is God’s power.
[For more on how a Christian works with the power of God to accomplish things such as miracles and healings, see commentary on 1 Cor. 12:9.]
“for us who believe.” The “for us,” which is a change in the context from the “you” and “your” in Ephesians 1:15-18, makes the point that the power of God is manifested for all Christians, not just “for you,” the recipients of this letter. God’s power will be exercised to the benefit of every believer.
In the Greek text, the preposition that the REV translates as “for” is eis, and in this context, it can mean “to,” “toward,” or “for,” but here eis includes all those meanings, which explains why the English versions differ between “for,” “to,” “toward,” “unto,” etc. God’s power is used “for” believers, to bless and help them, and it is “toward” or “to” them in the sense that it reaches them. God’s power for and to believers is not something that “might happen,” it has, does, and will happen, and in many ways.
In the context of Paul’s prayer in Ephesians, the obvious way that God’s power will work for us is in raising us from the dead and fulfilling for us the promises that God has made concerning the Hope. It will be no small feat for God to raise every Christian from the dead, give them a new body like Christ’s glorious body, and give them the inheritance they deserve, but God’s power is immeasurable and He will accomplish that.
But God’s power is also “for” and “to” us on a much broader scale. For example, it is at work in us now so that we ourselves are strengthened by it (Eph. 3:16, 20), and so that we want to do, and can do, what He wants (Phil. 2:13).
“the same.” This gives us a standard, and explains and gives great depth of meaning to the phrase “immeasurable greatness of his power.” How great is God’s power to us? It raised Christ from the dead, seated him at God’s own right hand in heaven, and raised him far above all other powers in the universe. And it is that power that is “to us” who believe.
Dunamis (#1411 δύναμις) = power; energeia (#1753 ἐνέργεια) = energizing; kratos (#2904 κράτος) = might; ischus (#2479 ἰσχύς) = strength.
Eph 1:20
“when he raised him.” God’s statement that he has power that will be used for the benefit of believers is not mere words; it has been demonstrated in mighty acts, including raising Jesus Christ from the dead and seating him in heaven.
“from among the dead.” See commentary on Romans 4:24. The word “dead” is a genitive plural adjective, and needs a noun to complete the sense, thus it means “dead people.” The text says that Christ was raised from the dead [people], not “from the state of his being dead.”
Eph 1:21
“every ruler.” The Greek is pas archē (#3956 πᾶς; #746 ἀρχή), and it can be translated “every ruler” (HCSB), or “all rule” (ESV). In the New Testament, the word archē most often refers to a beginning or origin, but it can refer to a person or thing that is the start or beginning of something, or the first thing in a series, or the extremity of something, such as a “corner.” It can also refer to the first in place, and thus a “ruler,” and also to the sphere of the ruler’s authority: his rule or dominion. We can see from the text of the New Testament that when the Bible mentions rulers, they can be either spirit beings (Eph. 6:12) or human beings (Titus 3:1). Interestingly, the word archē is used of rule and rulers almost exclusively in the Pauline Epistles—two exceptions are Luke 12:11 and 20:20.
The English versions are divided as to whether the best translation of pas archē in Ephesians 1:21 is “ruler,” or his sphere of authority, his “rule.” We felt that translating the phrase “all rule” could be confusing. It might lead some readers to think that if Jesus was “far above all rule,” he was “above the rules,” and was a rule unto himself. That is not at all what the text is saying. It is saying Jesus is far above every ruler and authority on earth and in heaven, human or spirit. Although in the Greco-Roman world it may have been more common to use the word “rule” to speak of the authority of a ruler apart from the ruler himself, it is not common in English to speak that way and so it seems awkward and unclear. “Ruler” seemed clearer and more natural, but stronger than that is the fact that the word is used numerous times to refer to rulers, so that is the way it is translated in the REV. The same basic phrase, pas archē (every ruler or “all rule”) also occurs in 1 Corinthians 15:24 and Colossians 2:10.
[For more on the use of “rulers” and “authorities” in the New Testament, see the REV commentary on Eph. 6:12.]
“and...and...and...and.” The repetition of “and” is the figure of speech polysyndeton (“Many ands”). The repetition of “and” emphasizes each part of the list.
“dominion.” This is a metonymy for those who exercise dominion, whether a human, an angel, or a demon.
[See Word Study: “Metonymy.”]
“name that is named.” This refers to Jesus being above every other power and authority in the world. In the ancient world it was believed that the names of divinities had power, and there was truth in that because both God and demons respond to those who invoke their name. Modern witches still use the names of Satan and the names of demons in their spells, and Christians use the name of Jesus Christ in their prayers and, by revelation, when they command miracles and healings to come to pass. In Luke 10, the 72 men Jesus sent out to the cities of Israel returned and said, “Lord, even the demons submit to us in your name!”
In contrast to Christians who use the name of Christ, people involved in witchcraft of all types use the names of demons in their spells and incantations. The Jewish rulers knew the apostles were doing miracles, but could not bring themselves to believe that the miracles were done by the true God. Acts 4:7 records that they called in the apostles and asked, “By what power, or in what name, have you done this [healed the crippled man]?” The Jewish exorcists used the names of Abraham, Solomon, and other Patriarchs, and that was considered orthodox. However, witchcraft was condemned by the Sanhedrin, and this inquisition in Acts 4 was not about the miracle—no one could deny that—but about the “name” or “power” that was used to accomplish it.
Acts 19:13 records that there were Jews who were exorcists who thought they could use the name of Jesus to cast out demons even though they rejected Jesus as the Messiah. “But also some of the Jews, exorcists, who traveled from place to place, attempted to name over those who had the evil spirits the name of the Lord Jesus, saying, ‘I charge you under oath by Jesus whom Paul preaches.’” The result of this action was disastrous, because the demons had no regard for the name of Jesus being used by unbelievers, and wounded the men trying to cast them out.
The city of Ephesus was well-known for magic and witchcraft, and when Paul’s ministry touched many people, “a number of those who practiced the magic arts brought their books together and burned them in the sight of everyone, and they counted the price of them, and found it 50,000 pieces of silver” (Acts 19:19; a drachma was a day’s wage for a laborer, so at today’s wages of perhaps $8 an hour, or $64 per day, the amount would be over 3 million dollars). Since Ephesus was so steeped in magic, it is appropriate that it was to the believers in Ephesus that the Word tells us that Jesus is “far above” every name that is named. There is no magic, spell, or witchcraft that is more powerful than Jesus. The believers in Ephesus did not have to fear that someone would try to cast a spell or curse on them using a more powerful name than Jesus, because there is no name more powerful than the name of Jesus.
“one to come.” The Greek is mellō (#3195 μέλλω) and refers to the age that was close at hand, the Messianic Age. This is more than a simple future. The Greek almost certainly expresses an imminence that is very difficult to translate into English.
Eph 1:22
“and he put all things in subjection under his feet.” This verse continues to describe the effect of God energizing and glorifying Jesus, the Christ, which started in Eph. 1:20 (Eph. 1:15-23 are one sentence in the Greek text). This is a good example of a proleptic statement, which is when something that will absolutely happen in the future is written about in the past tense (see commentary on Eph. 2:6, “raised…seated”).
The “all things” (#3956 πάντα) that Paul mentions here in Ephesians 1:22 is related to the “all things” that were reconciled to God in Colossians 1:20. Both the “all things” which were reconciled (Col. 1:20) and the “all things” which will be in subjection under Jesus’ feet (Eph. 1:22) are the “all things” in the new creation. The term “new creation” is a theological word like “Rapture” or “eschatology,” and it refers to anything created relating to and after Christ’s atoning work, but particularly what is coming in the future. However, in a broader way, the “new creation” can refer to things that are created after the resurrection of Christ. For example, the Christian is a new creation (2 Cor. 5:17) because of the holy spirit dwelling in them which is given through belief in Christ’s atoning work. Jesus’ resurrected body is also part of the new creation, hence, he is called “the firstborn of all creation” (referring to the new creation; Col. 1:15), because Christ’s resurrection body is incorruptible (1 Cor. 15:42), unstained from the corrupted flesh that has dwelled in humankind since Adam fell into sin (Gen. 3:19; Rom. 5:19). Also part of the “new creation” is the Body of Christ, with Christians being individual members and Christ being the head of the Body—the Body of Christ did not exist before Christ’s resurrection and ascension. Also part of the new creation is the Christian Church and the structure of the Church, complete with the equipping ministries of apostles, prophets, pastors, teachers, evangelists, and all the myriad of other ministries as well (e.g., Rom. 12:6-8).
Paul uses the same language in Colossians 1:16 (“dominions, rulers, and authorities”) as here in Ephesians 1:21. One major reason to take the reference to “all things” as referring to the new creation is that the timeframe in view in both passages is after Jesus has been resurrected and exalted to God’s right hand (Eph. 1:20). Therefore, Paul is talking about the new creation in both passages, Colossians 1:15-20 and here in Ephesians 1:20-23, not the Genesis creation.
[For more on the “new creation” in Ephesians and Colossians, see commentary in Colossians 1:16.]
“related to the church.” The phrase “the church” is simply a dative in the Greek, meaning there is no preposition used that would help clarify the meaning of the phrase. The dative is typically translated as “to,” i.e., “to the church,” however, it is not proper to use that translation in every context. The context determines how the dative should be translated. It is most likely that the dative of respect/reference is Paul’s intended usage here, which can be translated, “head over all things concerning/related to the church.” As Daniel Wallace comments, “An author will use this dative to qualify a statement that would otherwise typically not be true.”[footnoteRef:2354] That usage fits this context well. Jesus Christ is currently not the acting head over all things, such as Satan and his demons, or non-Christians, because they do not submit to him (although one day they will bow down to him; Phil. 2:9-10). But Jesus currently is, and always will be, over all things related to the church, because he is the head of the church (Col. 1:18; Eph. 4:15; 5:23). [2354:  Daniel Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics, 144-145.] 

Eph 1:23
“which is his body.” When a person gets born again, they become part of the Body of Christ. The “Body of Christ” is a spiritual reality. Jesus is the “Head” of the Body of Christ (Eph. 1:22-23; 5:23; Col. 1:18; 2:19) and each Christian is an individual part of the Body. The Body of Christ is a spiritual entity that consists of every person who is born again (1 Cor. 12:27; cf. Romans 12:4,5; 1 Cor. 10:16; 12:12-20; Eph. 1:23; 3:6; 4:4; Col. 1:18; 3:15). Like our physical body, this spiritual body is comprised of many members: each born-again person is in the Body of Christ (1 Cor. 12:13-27). Furthermore, the “Body of Christ” did not exist until the Christian Church started on the Day of Pentecost and the New Birth became available. It is unique to the Administration of Grace, and it is never mentioned outside the Epistles to the Christian Church.
It is because every Christian is part of the Body of Christ that each Christian is therefore “in Christ” or as it is often expressed, “in union with Christ.” Being “in Christ” or “in union with Christ,” is not a “symbolic union,” but a “mystical union,” a union in the spiritual world that we in the flesh do not fully comprehend, but it is a very real union nevertheless (see commentary on Eph. 1:3).
The “Body of Christ” started on the Day of Pentecost (Acts 2) when it was first available to be “born again,” and thus being “in Christ” started then too, and is only mentioned in the Epistles to the Christian Church (Romans-Jude). The phrase “in Christ” does not occur in the Old Testament, Gospels, or book of Revelation, and the first use of the phrase in reference to being in union with Christ is Romans 3:24. That is because Christians are only “in Christ” or “in union with Christ” because they are part of the Body of Christ, and the Body of Christ is unique to the Administration of Grace, which started on Pentecost and will end with the Rapture. Thus, to become “in Christ” is also unique to the Administration of Grace (Jesus spoke of being “in” the Father and the believers being “in” them at the Last Supper, but that had a different meaning than being “in Christ,” see commentary on Eph. 1:3).
Being part of the Body of Christ and therefore being in union with Christ means that from God’s viewpoint, whatever happened to Christ happened to each Christian. That is why the Bible says that Christians were circumcised with Christ (Col. 2:11), crucified with Christ (Rom. 6:6; Gal. 2:20), died with Christ (Rom. 6:8; 2 Tim. 2:11), buried with Christ (Rom. 6:4; Col. 2:12), and were raised and seated in the heavenlies with Christ (Eph. 2:6). It is worth pointing out again that none of these things is ever said of any believer before the Day of Pentecost or after the Rapture; they are unique to the Church Age, the Administration of Grace.
Being part of the Body of Christ and in union with Christ gives each Christian tremendous privileges. For example, just as the human head is in intimate and immediate contact with every part of the human body, and the body in contact with the head, so too, Jesus is in contact and communication with his Body, the Church, and the members of the Church are in contact with him. As the Head of the Body, the Lord Jesus is actively involved in guiding and sustaining each Christian, and each Christian should be in contact with Jesus, requesting his help and guidance. That each Christian is part of the Body of Christ is one reason the Bible says that every Christian can fellowship with Jesus (1 John 1:3).
Ephesians 4:12 mentions the building up of the Body of Christ, the Church. The Body of Christ is built up in many different ways, and it gets built up as the people with equipping ministries equip believers who then go forth and do the work of the ministry. One obvious way that the Body gets built up is when believers tell unbelievers about Jesus and those unbelievers get saved and added to the number of believers. But the Body is also built up, “edified,” when believers help each other, which happens in myriads of different ways. Christians are to be especially good to each other (Gal. 6:10) and support “one another.”
[For specific ways we are to support and love one another, see commentary on Gal. 5:13; For the New Birth and being born again starting on Pentecost, see Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation.” That John 3 is about the resurrection from the dead and not Christian New Birth, see commentary on John 3:3.]
“the fullness of the one who fills all things.” Jesus Christ does not spatially, or physically, fill all things, rather it is his “body,” the Church, which fills all things.
[See the commentary on Ephesians 4:10 under “in order to fill all things” for more information on this.]
 
Ephesians Chapter 2
Eph 2:1
“Dead due to your transgressions and sins.” Although most English versions read “dead in your trespasses and sins,” the Greek text does not have the word “in.” The Greek text is simply the adjective nekros, “dead” followed by the nouns “trespasses” and “sins,” which are in the dative case. The effect of the dative is to make the point that it is “due to,” or “because of,” your trespasses and sins that “you” are dead. In his commentary on Ephesians, R. C. H. Lenski correctly observes: “the datives are causal: ‘due to your trespasses and sins.’”[footnoteRef:2355] Heinrich Meyer writes, “The dative connotes the causa efficiens, ‘efficient cause’ of the death.”[footnoteRef:2356] [2355:  Lenski, St. Paul’s Epistles to the Ephesians and Philippians, 407.]  [2356:  Meyer, Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament, 356.] 

We can see that the word “dead” is used in a figurative sense because the verse itself and the next few verses make it clear that the people Paul was writing to were very much alive. But if “dead” is being used in a figurative sense, what is that figurative sense? Actually, it seems clear that “dead” has two figurative meanings, a primary one and a secondary one. The primary meaning is proleptic; it is speaking of the future result of unforgiven sin, which is everlasting death. The secondary meaning is that the person who is not born again and sealed with the gift of holy spirit is “spiritually dead,” meaning the person has no spiritual life.
“Spiritual death” is a way of figuratively speaking of a person not having the gift of holy spirit. There are commentators who say “spiritual death” is literal. But “spiritual death” is not “literal,” it is figurative because the spirit is not “dead,” it has not been created in the person yet. The phrase “spiritual death” only makes sense because we understand actual physical “death” and actually, the phrases “spiritually dead,” or “spiritual death,” do not occur in the Bible.
We will now take the time to examine these primary and secondary meanings. The primary meaning of “dead” in Ephesians 2:1 and 2:5 is proleptic, meaning the event (the person’s death) is actually future, but it is spoken of as if it is a present reality. Meyer correctly observes:
The expression νεκροὶ [“dead”] is proleptic: ‘when ye were dead through your sins,’ i.e., when you had through your sins drawn upon you death, had become liable to eternal death, so that in this way the certo morituri, ‘those who are surely to die,’ are designated as νεκροὶ [“dead”].[footnoteRef:2357] [2357:  Meyer, 357.] 

Markus Barth speaks of “dead” as having a “prophetic tone.”[footnoteRef:2358] Understanding the word “dead” as a prophecy of a future event—the person’s everlasting death—is the same as understanding it proleptically, but it is perhaps easier for some people to understand the concept of prophecy. A future event being spoken of as something that has already occurred is often called, “the prophetic perfect,” although the phrase “prophetic perfect” is properly applied to verbs in the past tense (see commentary on Eph. 2:6, “raised…seated”). [2358:  M. Barth, Ephesians 1-3 [AB], 233.] 

A major reason the Bible says the people are dead now (“being dead;” ovtas nekrous; present tense) is for emphasis. Saying something that will happen in the future has already happened is a biblical way of emphasizing the point, which in this case is emphatically saying that the unsaved will die in the future. To make sure the reader understands that the person is not dead yet, but only spoken of as being dead for emphasis, it is important to note that there are many verses in the Bible that are literal, and say that the death of the unsaved has not happened yet. For example, 1 Corinthians 1:18 says, “For the message of the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing,” and 2 Corinthians 4:3 says, “But even if our Good News is veiled, it is veiled to those who are perishing.” The unsaved are in the process of perishing, because day after day they grow closer to everlasting death—a death that is certain unless they get saved.
That the word “dead” is proleptic, a future reality being spoken of as a present reality, fits with the two other concepts in the Greek sentence (Eph. 2:1-7) that are also proleptic. The proleptic use of “dead” at the beginning of Ephesians 2:1 fits with the proleptic use of “made us alive together with the Christ,” and “seated us with him in the heavenly places,” which occur later in the Greek sentence. The sentence says we are “dead,” but we are not literally “dead” yet, just as the sentence says we are made alive together with Christ, even though we have not died yet nor been raised like Christ in our new, everlasting bodies. Furthermore, we have not yet been seated with Christ in heaven, but we will be in the future when the Rapture occurs. So the whole thrust of the sentence—the death of the unsaved, the resurrection of the saved, and the saved being seated in heaven—is future, but is grammatically placed in the past tense for emphasis.
It was common in Semitic languages, and in the language in the Bible, to express the certainty of a future event by speaking of it as having already occurred, so saying the unsaved are “dead” when they will be dead in the future is not unusual. Romans 7:10 says, “and I found that the commandment that was given for life actually resulted in death.” Is Paul saying that people died when they sinned? Of course not. He is using the term “death” proleptically, that unforgiven and unatoned sin will result in everlasting death. But the result, “death,” is so certain that he speaks of the death as a present reality. Similarly, in Romans 7:24 Paul asks, “Who will rescue me out of this body of death?” Paul refers to his body as being dead even though it is alive, and he notes that being rescued from his dead body is a future event, as evidenced by the future verb “will rescue.”
A secondary meaning of the word “dead” in Ephesians 2:1 is that it refers to a person being unsaved and without the gift of holy spirit. This is described as being “spiritually dead.” In saying that a person is “dead” in sin, the Bible expresses a couple different realities. Certainly, the future death of the unsaved is being powerfully expressed, but also the reality that the person has no holy spirit, something Christians refer to as being “spiritually dead.” The problem with the theological phrase “spiritually dead” is that it is not in the Bible, and the figurative use of the word “dead” has to be gained from scope and context. “Death” or “dead” is used figuratively in several places in the Bible, including Romans 8:13; 2 Corinthians 4:12; Colossians 3:5, and 1 John 3:14. The phrase “dead in sin” describes a spiritual state of being, but the exact nature of that state is understood differently by different people. We assert that it refers to the state of the unsaved person who has not been born again of the holy spirit of God, and thus is separated from God and headed for everlasting death.
[See Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation.”]
In contrast to “being dead” being figurative, the theology that is broadly described as Calvinism (after John Calvin) understands “dead” and “spiritually dead” in a different way than just separated from God and headed for death. According to Calvinist theology, since the Bible says the unsaved person is “dead,” he cannot believe on his own but must be given life by the “Holy Spirit” in order to believe in Christ. That is why Calvinism teaches that it is God who picks who will be saved and who will not. According to Calvinist theology, God empowers the dead people He selects for salvation by giving them His “Holy Spirit” so that they can believe. Once empowered by the “Holy Spirit,” the person can believe and get saved.
There are many problems with that interpretation of the verse and of Calvinism in general. One problem is that it denies (or significantly modifies) the meaning of “dead.” The unsaved person is not really dead, as we can see even from the sentence itself, because the “dead” people in the verse lived and acted upon their emotions and feelings (even Calvin himself freely admitted these “dead” people were physically and mentally alive). That forces the Calvinist to say that the unsaved person is alive both physically and mentally, but cannot make the choice to do anything against his “dead” and unholy nature, such as get saved, unless empowered by the “Holy Spirit.” But there is no proof for that assertion.
It misses the point of the verse to say that because a person is “dead in sin,” he cannot believe and get saved because he is “dead.” For one thing, as we have seen, the person was not actually dead. It is going far beyond the meaning of the verse, and imports a theology that is not part of the verse itself, to say that a person who is “dead in sin” cannot believe and be saved. It is part of the “nature” of mankind to survive and even to try to improve one’s circumstances. Thus, when presented with the opportunity to survive forever on the basis of faith alone, it is well within the “nature” of mankind to make that choice. Unsaved people do have the survival instinct to believe in Jesus and receive everlasting life. Calvinism denies that, which is why there are thousands of pages of commentary and debate written on the subject between Calvinist and non-Calvinist theologians. To us, it is evident that unsaved people can and do make their own decision to believe in Christ and then consequently receive the gift of holy spirit (cf. Acts 2:38; Eph. 1:13).
A very good reason to believe that Ephesians 2:1 is primarily to be taken in a proleptic, prophetic sense, is the wording of the verse itself. The verse says that the unsaved people are dead “due to,” or because of, their sins. But dead people do not sin, so these people have to be alive enough to have original sin and to sin themselves. A quite literal translation of the verse is: “And you, being dead due to your transgressions and sins,….” Interestingly, Calvinist theology readily admits that the people of Ephesians 2:1 are “dead” due to their sin (or “in” their sin, which is still in part the sin they committed), but in doing that, they admit these “dead” people actually are alive. For Calvinist theology to work, the “dead” people in the verse can sin because they are alive, but cannot believe and be saved because they are dead. This is very fuzzy thinking.
According to Calvinist theology, the unsaved “dead” people have never been alive because they have never been given life through Christ. But if a person has never ever lived, never been alive at any time, he cannot have sin. At that point the Calvinist shifts his definition of death and says that the people are alive enough to sin, so they are in fact deserving of burning in Gehenna, but they are not “spiritually alive,” so they are incapable of having faith in Christ. We reject that reasoning and assert that the verse is actually quite simple. It points out both that the unsaved person is separated from God, and that his sin will result in his eternal death. Beyond that, we believe other verses in the Bible say these people, who can freely sin, can also freely have faith in Christ and receive everlasting life. It is not necessarily a desire to be Christ-like or holy that lures most people to salvation, but the chance to live better on earth as well as survive forever.
The point of Ephesians 2:1 is not just to tell us about the fate of the unsaved, but to produce profound thankfulness in the believer for what God has done in saving him. The Greek phrase “being dead,” (ovtas nekrous) refers to the believer’s state before he got saved. We can see this from the context because Eph. 2:5 uses the same Greek as Eph. 2:1 but exchanges “you” (plural) for “we.” We can also see it from the grammar itself, because the participles show peoples’ state before God granted them salvation.
[Good books that assert people’s ability to believe and get saved include: What Love Is This by David Hunt and Against Calvinism by Roger Olson. For more information on Calvinism and some of the problems with that theology, see Appendix 9: “On Calvinism and Predestination.”]
Eph 2:2
“you once.” This is a good translation of pote (#4218 ποτέ). The idea is that we formerly, or previously, walked according to the world.
“according to the ways of this world.” The Greek is “according to the aiōn (#165 αἰών) of the kosmos (#2889 κόσμος).” When a person walks in accord with the aiōn of this kosmos, he walks in a way that conforms to the world in its present fallen and corrupt state. The Greek word aiōn gets translated “age,” most of the time, but it is important that we think of “age” the same way the Greeks did. Generally, when we think of “age,” we mean a period of time. Although the word did refer to a period of time, it referred to the thinking and attitudes that existed in that age. Trench writes that aiōn refers to “All that floating mass of thoughts, opinions, maxims, speculations, hopes, impulses, aims, aspirations, at any time current in the world, which it may be impossible to cease and accurately define, but which constitutes a most real and effective power, being the moral, or immoral, atmosphere which at every moment of our lives we inhale, again, inevitably to exhale,—all this is included in the aiōn….”[footnoteRef:2359] [2359:  Richard C. Trench, Synonyms of the New Testament, 217-18.] 

Just as the owners of a Mexican or Chinese restaurant in the United States work hard to create an “atmosphere” that represents their home country, the Adversary works hard to make sure that this world has an “ungodly atmosphere,” and that “atmosphere” is the aiōn of this world (kosmos). The unsaved and the ignorant Christians do not even notice that the “atmosphere” of this world is ungodly, and they follow the culture without thinking much about it.
Because the word aiōn includes the idea of time and behavior, in this verse the behavioral aspect was being emphasized because of the verb “walk,” and the REV went with “ways.”
“ruler.” The Greek is archōn (#758 ἄρχων), “ruler.” The translation of archōn as “prince” started early in the English translations, especially the King James Version, primarily due to the Septuagint, which used archōn in Old Testament passages that referred to a prince (cf. Gen. 34:2). In modern English, the word “prince” can be misleading because it almost always refers to the son of the king, and that is not the meaning of archōn when it refers to the Devil, and therefore the word “ruler” is better.
“domain.” The Greek is exousia (#1849 ἐξουσία) which typically carries the meaning of “authority” or “power.” However, in this context if it was translated “authority” the verse would be rendered, “in which you once walked...according to the ruler of the authority of the air.” This would imply that there is some unknown authority of the unseen realm essentially second-in-command to Satan, because “the ruler” would correspond to Satan and “the authority” would correspond to this unknown entity. Yet, the identity of this second-in-command entity remains a mystery and is not spelled out anywhere else in Scripture. Other places the Devil is called the “ruler of the demons” (Matt. 12:24) but nowhere is a second-in-command demon specified. Thus, it seems unlikely that this meaning is what Paul intended for exousia.
Another meaning of exousia is “the sphere in which power is exercised” or simply, “domain.” This is the meaning BDAG chooses for exousia here in Ephesians 2:2,[footnoteRef:2360] and it seems most fitting. Paul would be describing the Devil as “the ruler of the domain of the air,” the one who rules over the evil spiritual forces in the air (Eph. 6:12), the kingdom of darkness (Col. 1:13). [2360:  William Arndt et al., A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early Christian Literature (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000), 353.] 

“of the air.” The “air” can be literal because the Devil controls and to some extent lives in the air. However, the “air” can legitimately refer to the “atmosphere” of evil that exists in the world, which is part of the understanding of aiōn. This may be an excellent example of the figure of speech, amphibologia, double meaning. Both meanings are true and can be textually supported by the vocabulary.
[See Word Study: “Amphibologia.”]
In the war between God and the Devil, the Devil works to use the “air,” the weather, against God’s people whenever he can. In Job 1:19, the Devil influenced the weather and a powerful wind came from the desert and killed Job’s children (Job 1:19). When the people of earth ignore God and His commands, the Devil has more active ability to affect the weather and afflict mankind. When God’s people are being obedient to God, then God can protect them and the weather is a blessing to people. Many verses in the Old Testament show the weather is greatly affected by the godliness or wickedness of the people (Lev. 18:24-25; Deut. 11:13-17; 28:1-40; Ps. 107:33-34; Jer. 3:2-3; 12:4; 23:10; Amos 4:6-10).
“at work.” The Greek is energeō (#1754 ἐνεργέω), a verb that means “works” or “energizes.”
“those who are disobedient.” Literally, “sons of defiance,” or “sons of disobedience.” The Greek is apeitheia (#543 ἀπείθεια), and refers to willful disobedience.
Eph 2:3
“cravings.” The Greek word epithumia (#1939 ἐπιθυμία) refers to a strong desire. If a sexual nuance is intended, then the word “lust” works well. But if it refers to generic human desires, then “cravings” seems to capture that idea better.
“carrying out.” “Doing” would be more literal but difficult, and in slang colors the meaning. “Pursuing” is more to the point, which is following the whims of the flesh. The flesh and mind have carnal desires that flow from the sin nature, but they also have desires based upon the fact that we are frail human beings. For example, the flesh may “desire” more sleep than is necessary or sleep when it is not appropriate. God has gifted humankind with the mental ability—and the responsibility—to override what the flesh and mind desire if it is not appropriate or godly. Unsaved people and carnal Christians often give in to their sinful and fleshly desires, but wise Christians rule their lives in accord with God’s will.
“mind.” This word is more accurately “thoughts” (plural), but it does not make good sense in English to say “the desires of the thoughts” since the thoughts are the desires.
“wrath.” “Wrath” is a good translation, see Bullinger. It has the idea of desire for revenge or justice. It is in the mind, not in the action, so “anger” could be a good translation, but given the scope of the NT, “wrath” is better.
Eph 2:5
“when we were dead.” This is a participle in the Greek text, but translating it more literally as “being dead,” seemed to make the reading awkward and so we translated it as many other versions do in a way that is still accurate but reads more smoothly in English: “when we were dead.”
“due to.” See commentary on Colossians 2:14.
“transgressions.” The Greek is paraptōma (see commentary on Eph. 1:7).
Eph 2:6
“raised…seated.” The words “raised” and “seated” are the idiom of the prophetic perfect in which a future event is said to have already occurred in the past to emphasize the certainty that it will happen. We are not seated in heaven yet, but we will be.
In the Hebrew and Aramaic languages in which much of the Bible was written, when something was absolutely going to happen in the future, it was sometimes spoken of as if it had already occurred in the past. This is apparently due to the fact that it is sometimes hard to express that a future event is certain to happen. Many times when we simply say that something “will” happen it does not happen. One way the Semitic languages avoided that was by idiomatically saying something already had happened even though the event was actually still future. That is the case in Ephesians 2:6 and some other verses in the New Testament—a future event is put in the past tense for emphasis.
In Ephesians 2:6 the verb “seated” is in the aorist tense, as if the seating had already occurred, even though actually we have not yet been seated in heaven. This is a figure of speech, in this case, an idiom that comes under the general category that some scholars refer to as the “prophetic perfect,” and in this specific case is a “futuristic aorist” (also sometimes called a “proleptic aorist”). We have not yet been seated in heaven, but the fact that we are born again guarantees that we will be when the Rapture occurs, so that fact is expressed by the idiom and we are said to be “seated” in heaven.
Hebrew scholars are familiar with this idiom and refer to it as “the prophetic perfect,” “the historic sense of prophecy,” the “perfective of confidence,” and in the NET text note on Obadiah 1:2 it is referred to as “the perfect of certitude.” It is also referred to by some scholars as the “here now, but not yet” or “already—not yet.” We should not be surprised that different scholars refer to the idiom by different names because idioms in languages do not have specific names; they are just the way people in that culture speak.
E. W. Bullinger recognized that a future event was sometimes referred to in the past tense as if it had already occurred, and instead of referring to it as an idiom of the language, referred to it as a figure of speech called heterosis (“The past for the future”).[footnoteRef:2361] [2361:  Bullinger, Figures of Speech Used in the Bible, 510-34, “heterosis.”] 

The average Christian has no knowledge of the idiom because most of the time when it occurs in the Bible, the translators have not translated it literally, but instead have changed the tense of the verb so the English is easy to read and understand. Thus, the “prophetic perfect” is rarely apparent in English Bibles. In fairness to the translators, because the English language seldom uses anything like the prophetic perfect, most Christians would only be confused if the idiom was translated literally into English. For example, the Greek text of Jude 14 says that the Lord “came” with thousands of his saints (cf. NASB). Scholars of the biblical languages recognize that Jude was simply using the prophetic perfect to indicate the certainty of the Lord’s coming in the future with thousands of saints. But if they translated the verse literally, the average Christian would probably become confused and wonder, “When did the Lord come with thousands of his saints? The first and only time he came he had only a small group of apostles and disciples.”
Although the idiom of the prophetic perfect is originally a Semitic concept, it occurs in the New Testament Greek. Often the idioms of the Hebrew language and culture come over into the New Testament text. E. W. Bullinger explains that the idioms of the Hebrew language and culture are reflected in the Greek text:
The fact must ever be remembered that, while the language of the New Testament is Greek, the agents and instruments employed by the Holy Spirit were Hebrews. God spake “by the mouth of his holy prophets.” Hence, while the “mouth” and the throat and vocal chords and breath were human, the words were Divine. No one is able to understand the phenomenon; or explain how it comes to pass: for Inspiration is a fact to be believed and received, and not a matter to be reasoned about. While therefore, the words are Greek, the thoughts and idioms are Hebrew. Some, on this account, have condemned the Greek of the New Testament, because it is not classical; while others, in their anxiety to defend it, have endeavored to find parallel usages in classical Greek authors. Both might have spared their pains by recognizing that the New Testament Greek abounds with Hebraisms: i.e., expressions conveying Hebrew usages and thoughts in Greek words.”[footnoteRef:2362] [2362:  Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 819-20.] 

When the Hebrew idiom of the prophetic perfect is brought into Greek, it is expressed in several different ways, because the Greek tenses are structured differently than the Hebrew tenses. Thus, technically in Greek, under the category of the prophetic perfect idiom, there is the prophetic perfect (the perfect tense used to express a future event), and proleptic aorist (the aorist tense used to express a future event).
The prophetic perfect and proleptic aorist are vital idioms for students of the Bible to understand, because of the important meaning it brings to the text. By writing about a future event in the past tense, God is emphasizing that the event will absolutely come to pass. If God simply used the future tense to write about future events, the aspect of absolute certainty that the idiom communicates would be lost. Here in Ephesians 2:6, for example, God could tell us, “we will be seated in heaven with Christ.” However, there might then be mitigating factors that would keep us from going to heaven, which is exactly what those people who say that Christians can lose their salvation teach. But saying that Christians are already in heaven is one of the ways God says that our salvation is not in doubt; we Christians will absolutely be with God.
There are many examples of the prophetic perfect in the Bible. For instance, God told Noah to build the ark. After telling him how to build it, the Hebrew text, translated literally, reads that God said, “And you have come into the ark” (Gen. 6:18). The ark was not even built at that time, but Noah would absolutely be inside it in the future. Another is when God said to Abraham, “To your descendants I have given this land” (Gen. 15:18; cf. NASB). This promise was made to Abraham before he even had any descendants to give the land to, but God states His promise in the past tense to emphasize the certainty of the event. Later, when Abraham was bargaining with God to save Sodom, God told Abraham that if 50 righteous people could be found in the city, He would spare it. To make His point clear, God used the prophetic perfect and said, “If I find at Sodom 50 righteous people, I have spared the whole place” (Gen. 18:26). Another example occurs when Joseph interpreted Pharaoh’s dream and foretold that there would be seven years of plenty and seven years of famine. When mentioning the years of famine, Joseph used the prophetic perfect for emphasis and said, “And there have arisen seven years of famine” (Gen. 41:30). The prophecy of the coming Messiah given by the prophet Balaam is placed in the prophetic perfect for emphasis. Although it would be more than 1,400 years before the Messiah would come, the Hebrew text has, “A star has come forth out of Jacob and a scepter has arisen out of Israel” (Num. 24:17). Although Isaiah wrote more than 700 years before the birth of Christ, the Hebrew text reads, “To us a child has been born, to us a son has been given, and the government has been on his shoulders, and he has been called Wonderful, Counselor…” (Isa. 9:6). There are many, many examples of the prophetic perfect in the Bible (cf. Prov. 11:21).
Wallace explains the proleptic aorist as follows: “An author sometimes uses the aorist for the future to stress the certainty of the event. It involves a ‘rhetorical transfer’ of a future event as though it were past.”[footnoteRef:2363] [2363:  Daniel B. Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics, 564.] 

Other examples of the proleptic aorist besides Jude 1:14 that was mentioned above are John 3:31 and Hebrews 2:5.
The way to tell that the Bible is not describing an actual past event but is using the prophetic perfect idiom is that the event in question is written about as both a past and future event, and the scope of Scripture makes it clear that the event is future. A good example is Jude 1:14, about the return of Christ. There are many scriptures that say Christ’s return is future, so when the Greek text of Jude 1:14 says it is in the past, we can tell that is the prophetic perfect idiom and emphasizing the fact that he absolutely will come back.
The Bible uses both the prophetic perfect idiom and the literal truth when speaking of a number of spiritual matters. For example, there are verses stating that Christians have already been saved (Eph. 2:8), and there are verses stating that our salvation is still future (Rom. 13:11). The verses that say our salvation is still future are literal because we are not “saved” (“rescued”) yet, which is why we all still suffer and die now. That our salvation and redemption are still future is why the Bible says we have a “guarantee” of our salvation and everlasting future (Eph. 1:14; 2 Cor. 1:22; 5:5). In the future we will be “saved” and at that time suffering and death will be no more. The verses in the New Testament that say we are already saved are the Semitic idiom of the prophetic perfect, and they are making the point that we will absolutely—without any doubt—be saved in the future.
Similarly, the Bible says Christians are already redeemed (Rom. 3:24; Eph. 1:7; Col. 1:14), but it also says we are still awaiting our redemption (Rom. 8:23; Eph. 1:14; 4:30); it says believers have been adopted into God’s family (Rom. 8:15), but it also says we are still awaiting our adoption (Rom. 8:23); it says that we are glorified (Rom. 8:30), but it also says our glorification is still future (Rom. 8:17; Col. 1:27). The verses that speak of our salvation, redemption, adoption, and glorification as past events are the prophetic perfect idiom, assuring us that one day we will all have those things. The verses that say our salvation, redemption, adoption, and glorification are future are literal, which is why now we have the “hope” of salvation (1 Thess. 5:8).
A different idiom, but one that is very closely related to the prophetic perfect, is the prophetic present. It is very similar to the prophetic perfect, which as we have seen, was used when an event was certain to happen. However, the prophetic present also usually indicates that the event being referred to was close at hand.
[For more information on the prophetic perfect, and how it influences our concept of salvation, adoption, redemption, and glorification, see commentary on Eph. 2:8. For more information on the prophetic present, see commentary on Luke 3:9.]
[For a more detailed explanation of the Prophetic Perfect with quotations about it from linguists and grammarians, see John W. Schoenheit, The Christian’s Hope: the Anchor of the Soul, Appendix E. Grammarians that mention the idiom include: Kautzsch, Gesenius’ Hebrew Grammar; Davidson, Hebrew Grammar; Waltke and O’Connor, An Introduction to Biblical Hebrew Syntax; Seow, A Grammar for Biblical Hebrew; Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics.]
“because we are in union with Christ Jesus.” This usage of “in Christ” is one of Paul’s more complicated uses. The text in the more literal Greek ordering is, “He raised us up with him and seated us with him in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus.” As is often the case, Paul puts the phrase “in Christ” in various places in his discussions of what is true for the believer. The phrase “in Christ” has a wide variety of possible meanings. Perhaps one of Paul’s most frequent uses is the static “en” (εν), which is often translated “in union with Christ” or “in connection with Christ.” That is likely the meaning Paul is intending here in Ephesians 2:6. Because we are in union with Christ (by trust; Eph. 2:8), God has “spiritually” treated us like Christ, not literally. It is as if we have been raised with him (Christ) and seated with him in the heavenly places, even though that literally has not happened to any believers yet.
[See commentary on Ephesians 1:3, “in Christ.”]
Eph 2:7
“so that.” The Greek hina (#2443 ἵνα) usually indicates either a purpose, “in order that,” or a result, “so that.” Leaving the word “that” in the text gives the reader the flexibility to decide what God means.
“the immeasurable riches of his grace.” Although the first thought sparked in many people’s minds when they hear “riches” is money, this phrase has nothing to do with money. The Greek word translated “riches” is “ploutos” (#4149 πλοῦτος) which can mean “wealth” (financially), or it can mean an “abundance” of something.[footnoteRef:2364] Here in Ephesians 2:7, it is not that God’s grace comes from His immeasurable amount of money, or something along those lines. Rather, this phrase “immeasurable riches of his grace” refers to the tremendous “abundance” of His grace. In other words, God has saved us (Eph. 2:5) out of an act of pure grace, to show us how immeasurably gracious He really is. The REV has chosen to preserve the translation “riches” because it is a fairly common phrase in Paul’s letters (i.e. “riches of his kindness,” Rom. 2:4), and a consistent translation helps students of the Scriptures recognize this pattern (cf. Eph. 1:7, 18; 3:8; Rom. 9:23; Col. 1:27). [2364:  BDAG, p. 832.] 

“in the ages to come.” This phrase is significant because it helps us, as interpreters, recognize that Paul is using the prophetic perfect idiom throughout this passage. The actual act of kindness that God will show Christians (raising to life) will happen in the ages to come.
In Greek and Hebrew, the prophetic perfect idiom occurs when the author talks about an event as if it already occurred (in the past tense) even though it is a future event. Typically this is done to express how certain the author is that this will happen. In this passage, Paul has said that God has “made us alive” (Eph. 2:5), “raised us up with him” (Eph. 2:6), and “seated us with him” (Eph. 2:6), yet, none of these events has actually happened to Christians. They have happened to Jesus, and because of our union with Jesus (by trust) Paul is so certain these things will happen to us, he can speak of them in the past tense.
[For more information on the prophetic perfect idiom see the commentary on Eph. 2:6.]
“by being kind.” The Greek preposition en (#1722 ἐν, “by”) is being used in the instrumental sense. In the future, God will show how gracious He is, by being kind to us Christians who do not deserve His kindness. The future act of kindness that God will do is explained throughout the context. Primarily, Paul has in mind salvation (Eph. 2:8) and the resurrection of Christians to everlasting life (Eph. 2:5).
Eph 2:8
“have been saved.” Here in Ephesians, the Bible speaks of our salvation as if we already had it, even though the fullness of our salvation is future. This is the idiom of the prophetic perfect. The “prophetic perfect” is an idiom that was part of the Semitic languages such as the Old Testament languages of Hebrew and Aramaic and was somewhat used in New Testament Greek as well. In the Semitic languages, in order to express the fact that a future event was certain to happen, it was written about in the past tense, as if it had already happened.
[For more on the prophetic perfect idiom, see commentary on Eph. 2:6.]
The prophetic perfect idiom in large part explains why the New Testament sometimes says that “salvation,” “redemption,” “glorification,” and “adoption” are an accomplished reality in some verses, but in other verses says those things are still future. There are verses stating that we Christians have already been saved (Eph. 2:8, “You have been saved through faith”), verses that state we are in the process of being saved now (1 Cor. 1:18, “But to us who are being saved, it [the cross] is the power of God”), and verses stating that our salvation is still future (Rom. 5:10, that we “will be saved;” Rom. 13:11, “Our salvation is nearer now than when we first believed;” and 1 Thess. 5:8, which says that the “helmet” of the Christian is the “hope of salvation”). So, which is it? Are we saved now or is salvation something we have to wait and hope for? The prophetic perfect idiom gives us a window into understanding that question.
No one, Old Testament or New Testament, is saved now in the sense that they are already rescued from death and the consequences of sin in this world. We all still wrestle with sin and death. Although God is working out the process of our salvation now, our complete salvation is still future. We will have new bodies, we will be rescued from death, and we will be freed from sin and sickness. But right now, we Christians have God’s gift of holy spirit born inside us, and that is “a deposit guaranteeing our inheritance until the redemption of those who are God’s possession” (Eph. 1:13; 2 Cor. 1:22; 5:5). The fact that our future salvation is guaranteed means that, in the idiom of biblical language, it can be spoken of as if it were already accomplished. Thus, we Christians refer to ourselves as “saved” even though we struggle with sin, sickness, and death in our day-to-day lives. But when we are finally “saved,” we will have new, glorified bodies (Phil. 3:21), and will no longer struggle with sin and death. We will have been finally rescued (saved) from the afflictions of this life by the Lord Jesus Christ.
There are other things that Christians will absolutely have in the future that are spoken of in the Bible in both the past and future tense. The Bible says the believer is already redeemed (Rom. 3:24; Eph. 1:7; Col. 1:14), but also awaiting redemption (Rom. 8:23; Eph. 1:14; 4:30). We are said to have been adopted into God’s family (Rom. 8:15, translated “sonship” in the NIV), and yet we are still awaiting adoption (Rom. 8:23). We are said to be glorified (Rom. 8:30), but our glorification is also said to be future (Rom. 8:17 and Col. 1:27 say we have the “hope” of glory). We are spoken of as already having been declared righteous (Rom. 5:1), but Galatians 5:5 says, “we eagerly await through the Spirit the righteousness for which we hope.” These examples all show the interplay between the reality that our salvation, redemption, and glorification are future, with the reality that because they are guaranteed to us, they can be spoken of in the idiomatic language of the Bible as accomplished realities.
Christians who do not understand the idioms in the Bible such as the prophetic perfect and are not careful to rightly divide God’s Word can end up like the six blind men arguing about what an elephant was like (cf. the poem, “The Blind Men and the Elephant” by John Saxe). In the poem, each blind man had grabbed a different part of the elephant and was vigorously defending his position. The man who had the leg declared the elephant was like a tree, the one who had the ear said he was like a fan, the one who had the trunk asserted he was like a snake, and so forth. So too, Christians can grab different verses in the New Testament and begin arguing—as if the Bible could contradict itself. That is not how to establish truth in the Christian world. The Bible is God-breathed and does not contradict itself. It uses words according to the language, culture, and idioms used in biblical times. Paul did not finish writing the Church Epistles and walk away saying, “Ha! They’ll never figure that out.” Certainly not. He wrote using words and phrases that reveal truth. The truth revealed by the prophetic perfect idiom is that the Christian does not need to worry about his salvation, redemption, or glorification. Although these things are not yet fully realized, the presence of the holy spirit in the Christian and the sure word of prophecy guarantees them when the Lord returns.
A great challenge and opportunity that each Christian has is to live his life in the confidence that the great things such as salvation, redemption, and glorification are an accomplished reality from God’s point of view, they just have not been fully given to us yet. It is like a child who is awaiting a birthday that has not yet come, but his new bicycle has already been bought and is hidden away in the garage. But God has even done better than that for us because He has given us the gift of holy spirit—something we can enjoy now—as a guarantee and “part” of what we will have in fullness in the future. We do not have to earn or be “good enough” for any of the things that have been bought for us by Jesus Christ. We need to live in the confident reality that they are ours because God will never go back on His guarantee.
[For more on our salvation, see Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation.”]
“trust.” The Greek is pistis (#4102 πίστις), a noun. In both ancient secular Greek and in the Bible pistis means “confidence, trust, assurance.” When the people of the first century got the letters of Paul, for example, they did not say, “What is pistis?” as if Paul had invented a new word. Pistis was in common use in the Greek language, and had been for centuries. It is in the writings of the Greeks, including Aristotle, Plato, Herodotus, etc. The first definition of pistis in the Liddell and Scott Greek-English Lexicon is “trust in others.”
When the Greek New Testament was translated into Latin, fides was the natural choice as a translation of pistis, because fides means “trust, confidence, reliance, belief.” As the English language developed, the word “faith” came from the Latin word fides. There should be nothing mysterious about pistis, fides, or “faith.” We know what trust is. Merriam-Webster defines it as “assured reliance on the character, ability, strength, or truth of someone or something.”
It needs to be clearly understood that the ancient and biblical definition of pistis differs completely from the modern definition of “faith.” If both pistis and fides mean “trust,” how did “faith” come to be defined in our modern culture as “firm belief in something for which there is no proof”?[footnoteRef:2365] The actual historical process is long and tedious, but the concept is simple. The Church asked people to trust doctrines that were neither logical nor clearly backed up by Scripture. For example, the doctrine that the “host” (bread) and wine that are used in Roman Catholic Mass become the body and blood of Christ is not backed up with solid Scriptural exegesis, nor is it logical. Priests know this, and so they ask people to “Take it by faith,” meaning, “Believe this even though there is no proof.” Over time, belief in something for which there is no proof became the accepted definition of “faith.” This is harmful because people then import that made-up definition of “faith” back into the Bible, although that is not what “faith” means when used in the Bible. [2365:  Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary, 11th edition, s.v. “faith.”] 

There is nothing wrong with “take it by faith (trust)” if there is actually something, such as a promise of God, to trust. When Jesus told the blind man that if he washed in the Pool of Siloam he would be healed, the blind man had faith in, trusted, Jesus and his promise, washed, and was given sight by a miracle. However, if there is nothing to trust in and nothing “trustworthy” to believe, then to ask people to “take it by faith” is wrong, and contributes to the misunderstanding of God and the Bible. Biblical faith is neither magic, unreasonable, nor illogical. It is simply trust.
Ephesians 2:9-10 make it clear that “trust” is not “works.” We are saved by grace through trust, not by works. This is God’s definition of terms. Thus, by God’s definition, “trust” is not a work.
When a person trusts that Jesus is Lord and that God did raise him from the dead (Rom. 10:9), then God responds to that trust by giving the person salvation. The trust does not make salvation happen, God does, but He does it when the individual trusts Him. It is because God gives the salvation, rather than the trust “takes” the salvation, that salvation is a “gift.”
When a person trusts in Jesus, he gets “born again” (1 Pet. 1:3, 23), and what is born inside him is the gift of holy spirit. That is why Galatians 3:14 says we get the promise of the spirit by trust. At the moment a person trusts in Jesus Christ, he gets born again and the guarantee of salvation, and also receives the gift of holy spirit.
[For more on pistis meaning “trust,” see Appendix 2: “‘Faith’ is ‘Trust.’” Also, see commentaries on 2 Cor. 5:7 and Heb. 11:1.]
“this.” “This” is the Greek word touto (#5124 τοῦτο), and it is a nominative neuter pronoun. There is quite a bit of discussion as to exactly what it refers to, but the bottom line is that it refers to our salvation. Bratcher and Nida write: “…it seems more likely that the Greek neuter pronoun refers to the whole preceding event, that is, salvation by God’s grace through faith…”[footnoteRef:2366] Andrew Lincoln concurs, and writes: “Touto is probably best taken, therefore, as referring to the preceding clause as a whole, and thus to the whole process of salvation it describes, which of course includes faith as its means.”[footnoteRef:2367] In other words, our salvation is not from ourselves, it comes from God. Thus the verse could be expanded to read, “…you have been saved through faith, and this salvation is not of yourselves….” The verse is not saying that the faith does not come from us, because it does. The word “saved” is in the passive voice, for it is the Lord Jesus who saves us when we have faith. Our part is to have faith, at which point the Lord saves us, we do not save ourselves by our faith. [2366:  Bratcher and Nida, A Translator’s Handbook to Paul’s Letter to the Ephesians, 47.]  [2367:  Lincoln, Ephesians [WBC], 112.] 

Some Calvinist commentators say that “this” refers to the word pistis (trust, faith) in the first clause, which would make our faith come from God. Although it is true that there are cases where the gender of the pronoun touto does not agree with the noun, Robertson[footnoteRef:2368] writes that in general it does, and there does not seem to be any reason in this context that the general rules of grammar would not be followed. Thus, because pistis is a feminine noun, it should not be linked with the neuter pronoun. Lenski writes: “The neuter totou does not refer to pistis [faith] or charis [grace], both of which are feminine, but to the divine act of saving us”[footnoteRef:2369] (Robertson agrees.[footnoteRef:2370] [2368:  Robertson, Grammar of the Greek New Testament,704.]  [2369:  Lenski, St. Paul’s Epistle to the Ephesians, 423.]  [2370:  Cf. Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, 4:525.] 

Calvinists assert that a person cannot have faith unless God gives it to him, but we disagree. It is clear that unsaved people can have trust (even Calvinists agree with that statement in general), and trust is what we must have to get saved. It seems incongruous to us that a Calvinist would agree that an unsaved person can trust another person, or trust that they would fall if they jumped off a cliff, but not be able to trust Jesus Christ without God’s giving them that trust. They can trust in Jesus based on the evidence they gather from the world around them, just like they build trust for other things. Our trust does not save us, it is simply what God is looking for from us such that He moves and saves us. Bratcher and Nida write: “Faith, therefore, may be described technically as “contributing circumstances,” for without faith on man’s part God will not impose his grace and salvation.”[footnoteRef:2371] We believe Robertson is correct when he writes: “‘Grace’ is God’s part, ‘faith’ ours.”[footnoteRef:2372] [2371:  Bratcher and Nida, A Translator’s Handbook to Paul’s Letter to the Ephesians, 47.]  [2372:  Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, 4:525.] 

Eph 2:9
“so no one can boast.” From a strictly ability-based point of view, anyone can boast about anything. But in this context, Paul is making the point that since people are saved by grace and not by works, “no one can boast,” i.e., no one can legitimately boast.
Eph 2:10
“his.” The “his” is emphasized in the Greek text, but it is difficult to do in English. A more literal translation would be, “His handiwork are we.…”
“created.” The Greek verb is an aorist passive participle, which means that our creation in Christ was a one-time event, not an ongoing action. The Christian was “created in union with Christ Jesus” the instant he or she got born again. The gift of holy spirit was created in the person and became part of them, giving them a holy nature (2 Pet. 1:4), and that act of creation made the Christian a “new creation” (2 Cor. 5:17).
“in union with Christ Jesus.” This phrase refers to our spiritual union with Jesus Christ. See commentary on Ephesians 1:3, “in Christ.”
“so that we would walk in them.” That Christians are “created in Christ Jesus to do good works” shows that God “created us” in Christ Jesus (by putting holy spirit in us) with a purpose, and that purpose was to do good works; to do works that assisted God in His work. Titus 2:14 makes the same point but is worded differently. It says that Jesus died for us in order to redeem us and cleanse us so we would be a people “zealous for good works.” God did not just give people everlasting life so they could live any old way they pleased. He saved people so they could do “good works,” i.e., God’s work on earth. In fact, we are not only to “do” good works, we are to be zealous to do them.
The phrase “so that we would walk” starts with the Greek conjunction hina, which is most often “that,” “so that,” or “in order that.” The verb is subjunctive, hence most literal versions say “may walk,” “should walk,” or “could walk.” However, the conjunction hina before the verb forces the verb to be grammatically subjunctive whether the sense and context require a subjunctive verb, which means we must translate the verb according to the context. In this case, God did not prepare good works so we “might” walk in them, He prepared them for us to walk in. “Walk” is idiomatic for something we do regularly. Since walking was an essential part of biblical life, our “walk” with God was something that was daily. It was part of life. Similarly, good works are supposed to be something that we do daily, as part of life.
Eph 2:12
“without Christ.” The Gentiles did not have a “Christ,” a Messiah. This is one place where “without Christ” could also well be translated “without a Messiah” (cf. CJB, HCSB). With no Messiah, the Gentiles had no example, no guide, no Deliverer, and no hope. It was not that Gentiles could not be saved, because they could be. After all, Abraham was a Gentile and he was certainly saved. But as the concept of the Messiah became clear as the Jewish Scriptures were being written, the Gentiles did not have a Messiah with all the great things the Messiah did for them.
“excluded.” Being alienated implies that there once was a relationship, but in fact, there never was any such relationship. Hence, “excluded” is a better translation.
“citizenship.” The Greek word is politeia (#4174 πολιτεία), and the commentators, and versions, are divided on its meaning in this verse. Although it has several meanings, the two most likely in this context are “commonwealth” (i.e., a state) or “citizenship.” There is truth in both meanings, which is a major reason that the commentators and versions differ. In a very real sense, the Gentiles were excluded from the state of Israel and also excluded from citizenship in that state. So the Greeks of the first century did not have to make the tough decision that today’s English translators have to make; the word politeia carried both meanings. We felt “citizenship” fit the context better than “commonwealth” or “state” because the context is not referring to the Gentiles getting to be accepted into the theocratic state of Israel, but rather that they would be together with the citizens of Israel. Now, by the blood of Christ, the “in” Jews and the “out” Gentiles are both one group, not by virtue of the Gentiles being accepted into the state of Israel, or because the Jewish state is disbanded in Christ, but rather that the Jews and Gentiles are now both citizens of heaven (Phil. 3:20) and are “one” in Christ (Eph. 2:14).
“covenants based on the promise.” “The promise” is the collective promises of the OT. Thus “covenants” is plural while “promise” is singular.
“without God.” The Greek is “godless,” but the English word “godless” means ungodly, not “without God” which is what the author is trying to communicate and does communicate in the Greek language.
Eph 2:13
“in Christ Jesus.” The phrase “in Christ Jesus” here in Ephesians 2:13 refers to our spiritual union with Jesus Christ (see commentary on Ephesians 1:3, “in union with Christ”).
“far away…near.” The word “near” can be confusing to the modern reader because it was used idiomatically in the Judaism of the time of Christ. In Christ, Gentiles are not just “near” to God, they are “part” of the people of God. They are “one” with the believing Jews (Eph. 2:14), “one new man” in Christ (Eph. 2:15), and “fellow members of the Body of Christ (Eph. 3:6). So why does the Bible say they are “near” when actually they are “included?” Andrew Lincoln[footnoteRef:2373] points out that in the Old Testament, “near” and “far away” were words that were used to describe and contrast the Jews and the Gentiles, and at the time of Christ they were used of proselytes, Gentile converts to Judaism. Lincoln writes: “Often in the OT, the Gentile nations can be described as “far off” (rahoq…Deut. 28:49; 29:22; 1 Kings 8:41; Isa. 5:26; Jer. 5:15), while Israel is thought of as “near” (qarob) to God (cf. Ps. 148:14). These terms, ‘far’ and ‘near’ later occur frequently in discussion about proselytes.” Lincoln writes that to bring a non-Israelite “near” to God was to accept him as a proselyte, while to hold him at a distance (keep him far away) was to reject him as a proselyte. In summary, then, to be “near” was to be accepted as part of the community of God, while to be “far off” was to be rejected from the community and considered apart from it. [2373:  Lincoln, Ephesians [WBC].] 

There were many Jews in Ephesus, and many scattered throughout the Roman world in general, so the Jewish concepts of “far away” and “near” would have been well-known to the Gentiles. That is why Paul could use them in Ephesians, and the fact that Ephesians says that the Gentiles are now “near” by the blood of Christ would have had a huge impact on the Gentiles reading Ephesians. They would have immediately known they were accepted into the community of God.
Sadly, there is no way to retain the literal translation “far away” and “near” in English and completely understand the sense of the passage without knowing some background about how the words were used in the first century. If we do not translate the words literally, but translate their sense, the verse could read like this: “But now in Christ Jesus you who were formerly not part of the people of God are included in the people of God, by the blood of the Christ.”
There is great depth to the concept of being “far” or “near.” With no long-range communication in the biblical world such as telephones, getting to be “near” someone so that you could see them, hear them, and get access to them was a privilege and honor. This was certainly true when it came to the average Israelite in their relation to God, but is often veiled in translation. For example, even the average Israelite was separated from God by walls and curtains, and could only regularly even “come near” to Him with an offering or sacrifice. For example, in most Bibles, Leviticus 1:2 speaks of people “bringing” an offering to God, but the word “bring” can be translated “come near” and the verse could be translated “If any man of you comes near with an offering.” So even the average Israelite was kept “far” from God by curtains and walls. Now, because of the work of Christ, people who were “far” from God are brought “near” (Eph. 2:13), and every believer can approach the throne of grace and be “near” to God (Heb. 4:16). There are many verses in the Old Testament that highlight the importance of “near” versus “far” (cf. Lev. 1:2; Num. 3:10; Josh. 8:35; 9:7, 16, 22).
Eph 2:14
“peace.” The Greek is eirēnē (#1515 εἰρήνη, pronounced ā-'ray-nay), meaning “peace, tranquility,” but behind it is the Semitic concept of shalom, total wellness of being and therefore mental and physical peace.
In this context, Jesus is specifically said to be our (Christian’s) “peace” because he has put an end to the hostility (and suspicion, hatred, and enmity) between Jews and Gentiles and allowed anyone to become part of God’s people. There was hostility between the two groups before, but now, because of the work of Christ, we are at peace. This peace is not our doing, it is the work of God through Christ, and so he is our peace. Even more globally, Jesus is the peace between those who are, and those who are not, God’s people, partly because he has made it available for everyone to be part of the people of God, and, in a wider sense, partly because we are to love our enemies, at least as far as Christians can make peace work (cf. Rom. 12:18).
“the dividing wall that separates us.” The literal Greek is, “the dividing wall of partition,” where “of partition” is the genitive form of phragmos (#5418 φραγμός). The genitive form simply communicates relation, namely, that the dividing wall is in some way related to “the partition.” Although there are quite a few legitimate ways to take the genitive, it is most likely used to communicate that the dividing wall separates, similar to how Louw-Nida suggests, “a wall to divide.”[footnoteRef:2374] [2374:  Louw-Nida, Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament: Based on Semantic Domains, 34.39.] 

Although identifying the “dividing wall” is a large source of debate, one good possibility that the “dividing wall” being spoken of was a wall inside the Temple complex that divided the “Court of the Gentiles” from the area close to the “the Court of Israel” and the sanctuary itself. Gentiles were allowed to go into the Temple complex and worship, as long as they stayed in the Court of Gentiles and behind the dividing wall, which had very prominent signs that any Gentile who went beyond the wall would be killed and was responsible for his own death. Jesus broke down that middle wall, and opened the Temple to both Jews and Gentiles, thus signifying that they were equal in God’s eyes. We should not confuse this dividing wall with the veil of the Temple that was torn when Jesus died (Matt. 27:51). That veil divided the Court of the Priests from the outer room of the sanctuary, the Holy Place, which had the menorah and Bread of the Presence. So, if the dividing wall was referring to this wall inside the Temple complex, Paul would be speaking metaphorically, because no literal wall fell in the Temple when Jesus died. So, Jesus did not literally break down the dividing wall, but figuratively through his death, by uniting both Jews and Gentiles into one Body (Eph. 2:16), he has figuratively broken down the dividing wall.
“He ended the hostility between us.” The Greek text of Ephesians 2:14-15 is very difficult to bring into English, as anyone reading multiple English versions can easily see. The primary difficulty is whether or not the word “hostility” (“enmity” in some versions), goes with and describes the dividing wall, the Law, or if it stands on its own and a verb must be added, which is what the REV has chosen.
If the dividing wall is the hostility, then the translation is like the HCSB or ESV: “the dividing wall of hostility.” This position is supported by Greek heavy-hitters such as The Expositor’s New Testament, A. T. Robertson’s Word Pictures in the New Testament, and Vincent’s Word Studies in the New Testament. If, on the other hand, the hostility is due to the Law with its commandments and regulations, the translation is like that of the ASV, New Jerusalem Bible, and NASB: “abolishing in His flesh the enmity, which is the Law of commandments contained in ordinances….” That position is supported by commentators such as R. C. H. Lenski, Andrew Lincoln [WBC], E. K. Simpson, and F. F. Bruce [NICNT]. If the phrase, “the hostility by his flesh” is supposed to stand alone, a verb would need to be added, like in Barth’s suggestion, “in his flesh he has wiped out all enmity.”[footnoteRef:2375] [2375:  Markus Barth, Ephesians: Introduction, Translation, and Commentary on Chapters 1–3, Anchor Yale Bible (2008), 264.] 

The fact is, that although the Greek is unclear, English translators have to make a decision as to how to translate the Greek into English. The biggest problem with the first option, namely, understanding the dividing wall to be the hostility, is that it is extremely strange for the noun “tēn echthran” (the hostility) to be separated from the word it is modifying “to mesotoichon” (the dividing wall) by the participle “broken down” (“lusas” from “luō” #3089 λύω). Nouns in apposition are almost never separated by verbs or participles. This reading also creates complications with what to do with “phragmos” which some translations ESV do not even translate because if they did, it would be rendered, “the dividing wall—the partition— of hostility.” This translation would be quite clunky and confusing. Thus, for these reasons, the first option is not preferable.
There are also two problems with the second option, that “the hostility” is meant to be in apposition to “the law” and be related to the later participle “nullified” (v. 15). The first, “is the equation of the law with ‘enmity’ (hostility).”[footnoteRef:2376] This would be a strangely negative way for Paul to speak of the Law, whereas in other places he calls the law good and holy (Rom. 7:12; 1 Tim. 1:8). The second problem is with the ordering of the words in the Greek text. The Greek wording is this, “the hostility in his flesh, the law,” but in this second translation option the phrase “in his flesh” does not modify either of the two nouns surrounding it (“the hostility” or “the law”) rather it modifies the participle which occurs later in the Greek text, “nullifying.”[footnoteRef:2377] The translation being, “nullifying in his flesh the hostility, which is the Law.” This is an extremely strange Greek word order if that is what Paul meant to communicate. For these reasons this second option seems unlikely. [2376:  Merkle, 73 [EGGNT]]  [2377:  Abbott 1897: 62; Hoehner 2002: 373] 

Due to certain oddities with the Greek grammar, the REV sees the strongest reading being one in which the phrase “the hostility by his flesh” is meant to stand alone and not modify what comes before or after, thus, it is translated, “He ended the hostility between us by his flesh.” What is clear from the text is that Jesus ended this hostility between Jews and Gentiles by his death because he removed this division between Jews and Gentiles which came about from the Jewish Law and culture.
The hostility between Jew and Gentile was certainly epitomized by the dividing wall in the Temple between the Jew and Gentile, but it was the Law that made the wall necessary, and it was the Law that divided Jews and Gentiles most of the time. It is safe to say that the vast majority of Gentiles who came in contact with Jews all over the Roman world never went to Jerusalem and never saw the actual dividing wall. But the wall was clearly there in the following of the Law. In general, the Jews’ feelings toward the Gentiles ranged from dislike to absolute abhorrence. Because the Jews were “chosen” and given the Law, they considered Gentiles unrighteous before God. They considered them dogs (Matt. 15:26) and unclean, and would not even eat with them (Acts 10:28; 11:3). The Gentiles reciprocated and hated the Jews for different reasons, including their arrogance, their separatism, and the fact that they would not participate in festivals and sacrifices that were believed to bring the favor of the gods upon the Empire.
When he died on the cross, Jesus did away with the Law, and slew the hostility on the cross (Eph. 2:16). Now there is one Body of believers, the Law has been made of no effect, and he has figuratively destroyed the wall of separation between Jews and Gentiles.
Eph 2:15
“nullified.” The Greek word is katargeō (#2673 καταργέω, pronounced cat-ar-'geh-ō), and it means “to render idle, unemployed, inactivate, inoperative, to disempower, deprive of force, influence, or power, to loose from someone or something, to end, terminate, abolish.” When it comes to the Law, “abolish” is not the best translation because there are many parts of the Law that are still in effect and Christ spoke of not abolishing the Law but fulfilling it. It must be said, however, that when the Bible mentions the Law, sometimes it is only referring to parts of the Law, and it seems clear that in this context there are parts of the Law that are not in effect anymore, and parts that are. Simpson and Bruce write: “In one or two cases in the papyri it [katargeō] appears to signify ‘to bring to a standstill’ or ‘put out of gear.’ Here it might be rendered ‘to invalidate’ or to nullify, annul, quash.’ The clumsy word ‘depotentiate’ [un-power] would nearly represent the general sense of this peculiarly Pauline verbalism.”[footnoteRef:2378] [2378:  E. K. Simpson and F. F. Bruce, Ephesians and Colossians [NICNT], 61n24.] 

Jesus did not “abolish” the Law. In fact, Romans 7:12 says the Law is holy, righteous, and good. Furthermore, many of the commandments in the Law are in the Church Epistles: do not lie, steal, envy, commit sexual immorality, and so forth. So why is the Law, “of no effect?” Because it cannot get anyone saved. It cannot make us holy and righteous before God. Jesus does that when we get born again. All the things the Law cannot do, Jesus does in us when we trust him. The Law is now “of no effect” for our righteousness and salvation,” but it is not abolished.
“law (consisting of commands expressed in regulations).” This is either a genitive of apposition; i.e., “the Law, that is to say, the commandments expressed in regulations,” or a genitive of content, i.e., “the law consisting of….” The meaning is the same, that the Law is made up of commandments that are expressed as regulations. For “regulations,” the Greek is dogma (#1378 δόγμα), see commentary on Acts 16:4.
“in himself.” This phrase refers to our spiritual union with Jesus Christ. See commentary on Ephesians 1:3, “in Christ.”
Eph 2:16
“by which.” Ironically, Christ used the cross, which was used to put him to death, to put to death the enmity. The Greek phrase en autō, “by which,” is masculine in Greek because it refers to the masculine noun “cross.”[footnoteRef:2379] [2379:  Cf. A. T. Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, 4:527.] 

Eph 2:17
“he proclaimed good news of peace.” The meaning of this phrase has been debated by scholars because Jesus Christ did not proclaim the good news of peace in the way it is being presented here in Ephesians 2:11-16. Jesus certainly did not teach that he would dismantle the wall of partition in the Temple or that the Jews and Gentiles would be one body. But those things are a development of the peace that was mentioned at the time of Jesus and that he almost certainly spoke about, that the Gentiles would be blessed through him, and that “through him we both have access by one spirit to the Father” (Eph. 2:18).
The Old Testament proclaimed in many places that the Gentiles would be blessed through the Messiah and have access to God. For example, foreigners who love God would not be separated from God’s people (Isa. 56:3), and the Temple, instead of being an exclusive place for the Jews, would be “a house of prayer for all peoples” (Isa. 56:7). At the birth of Christ, the angels proclaimed that there would be peace on earth among people with whom God was pleased (Luke 2:14). Then, during Christ’s earthly ministry, although he made no secret of being sent to the “lost sheep of the house of Israel” (Matt. 15:24), he did heal some Gentiles and Samarians, and traveled through the region of the Decapolis, which was Greek, and taught there (Mark 7:31).
Paul is not saying that Jesus taught the same thing that he was now teaching; that the Jews and Gentiles were one Body. But he was saying that Jesus proclaimed peace to those who were near and those who were far because by one spirit both groups had access to the Father through him (Eph. 2:17-18), and Paul was showing that his doctrine about the One Body was built upon, and a development of, the teaching of Christ. Jesus showed that both Jews and Gentiles had peace with God and Paul’s message developed that, showing that the Jews and Gentiles were at peace with each other, because they were now One Body, and also at peace with God.
“to you who were far away, and peace to those who were near.” This is an allusion to Isaiah 57:19, which reads, “‘Peace, peace,’ to the far off, and to the near” (YLT). Ephesians 2:17 is not an exact quote of either the Hebrew text or the Septuagint text of Isaiah, and Isaiah is not referring to the same situation as Ephesians. For these reasons, the text of the REV is not bold in Ephesians 2:17. Actually, the Rabbis are divided over the meaning of Isaiah 57:19; exactly who is “near” and who is “far off?” Some say the near and far refer to location, and some say time.[footnoteRef:2380] In any case, no one reading Isaiah thought Isaiah was saying that it was the Gentiles who were “far off.” [2380:  Cf. Word Biblical Commentary.] 

Although Ephesians 2:17 is not an exact quote of Isaiah 57:19, it is clearly a reference to it. In fact, one of the reasons Paul may not have exactly quoted Isaiah 57:19 was so that people would not be confused into thinking that Paul thought the Gentiles were the ones who Isaiah was speaking of. By making Ephesians close enough to the text of Isaiah to be recognized as an allusion to it, Paul could make his point that people (the Gentiles) who were once “far off,” were now, after the death and resurrection of Christ, able to have access to God (Eph. 2:18). Thus God’s mercy upon the Jews, that God would give them the blessing of “peace peace,” was inarguably extended by God to include the Gentiles.
Eph 2:19
“foreigners.” Indicates someone who is in the land but is not a citizen.
Eph 2:20
“cornerstone.” There is no actual word for “chief” as the KJV has. The Greek text has akrogōniaios (#204 ἀκρογωνιαῖος), which is the “far corner” or “extreme corner,” thus being the “cornerstone.”
[For more on the “cornerstone” see commentary on Matt. 21:42, although the Greek is different here than in Matthew.]
Eph 2:21
“In union with him.” This phrase refers to our spiritual union with Jesus Christ. See commentary on Ephesians 1:3, “in Christ.”
“being fitted together.” The Greek word has more to it than just the concept of “joined” together. It has overtones of the pieces being chosen so that they “fit” together, after which, of course, they are joined together. Especially in the context of a Temple, which was constructed of stone, “fitting” the pieces together was of utmost importance. The stones in the foundation wall at the Temple in Jerusalem, although thousands of years old and weighing many tons, are “fitted” so well that a knife blade will not go between them.
“sanctuary.” The Greek word translated “sanctuary” is naos (#3485 ναός), which means the inner sanctuary, and then, occasionally, by association, the Temple building that houses the inner sanctuary. Then, by metonymy, the Greek word naos is used of the body (Bullinger, Vine). In contrast, the Greek word hieron (#2411 ἱερόν) means the Temple building along with its vestibules, outer courts, and all associated outbuildings. Interestingly, the hieron is never used figuratively in the Bible, it is always literal. In Jerusalem at the time of Christ, Herod’s hieron (ἱερὸν) was a massive complex enclosing some 37 acres. The 35-page article, “Temple, Jerusalem,” in The Zondervan Pictorial Encyclopedia of the Bible has drawings and diagrams of Solomon’s Temple (hieron) as well as that of Ezekiel and Herod.
The need for the distinction between the naos and the hieron was necessitated by God’s Old Testament regulations concerning the Tabernacle, and then the Temple. God placed an important distinction between the outer courts, where all the priests could minister, and the inner sanctuary, i.e., the Holy Place and the Most Holy Place (KJV, “Holy of Holies”). This distinction came to be supported by vocabulary, and the inner rooms came to be called the naos (and, as was stated earlier, eventually by association the Temple building proper that contained it), while the naos along with the outer courts came to be referred to as the hieron.
We use the word “sanctuary” to translate the word naos, and “Temple” or “Temple complex” to translate the word hieron.
“in the Lord.” Use of “in the Lord” in this verse is explained in Word Study: “In the Lord.”
Eph 2:22
“in union with him.” This phrase refers to our spiritual union with Jesus Christ; it is called the static “en” (#1722 ἐν) in Greek, which is very common in Pauline literature. See commentary on Ephesians 1:3, “in Christ.”
“you also...where God dwells through the spirit.” In the previous context of Ephesians 2:19-21, Paul is using a metaphor of a house to explain the Church. The foundation of this house is the apostles and prophets, Jesus Christ is the Cornerstone, and individual Christians live in the house. In other words, individual Christians make up the true Church. Yet, Paul takes the metaphor a step further here in Ephesians 2:22. Not only are Christians members of this metaphorical house, and not only does God dwell in the Church (“holy sanctuary”; Eph. 2:21) as a whole, but God actually dwells inside of each Christian. Each Christian is a sanctuary, a “place where God dwells” (Eph. 2:22). How does God dwell in us? By His spirit. If the spirit of God dwells in us, then God dwells in us.
Paul’s teaching here in Ephesians parallels what he teaches in 1 Corinthians 6:19-20 when he says, “your body is a sanctuary of the holy spirit that is in you.” How marvelous a truth this is. God is present with believers through his holy spirit, producing fruit in us such as love, joy, peace, patience, and kindness (Gal. 5:22-23).
[For more information on the Holy Spirit, see Appendix 7: What is the Holy Spirit?]
 
Ephesians Chapter 3
Eph 3:2
“Surely you have.” The Greek word ei (#1487 εἰ, pronounced as a long ā), usually translated “if,” does not always have the conditional meaning of our English word “if.” In certain circumstances, the Greek word ei is used even though the condition is understood to be fulfilled, and should be translated “since;” “surely you have;” or something similar. In some cases, it is translated “indeed.” In those circumstances, translating the Greek ei as “if” can confuse the English reader who does not understand that the Greek ei is not always equivalent to our English “if.” To avoid confusion and carry the sense of the Greek in this context in Ephesians, we translated the ei as “surely you have.” For more information on ei being used in a sense that is not conditional see Dana and Mantey.[footnoteRef:2381] [2381:  Dana and Mantey, A Manual Grammar of the Greek New Testament, 289.] 

That ei has a sense that is conditional, and one that is not conditional, depending on the context and the mood of the verb it is associated with, is one reason that it does not work to try to translate each Greek word into English in the same way.
A good example of a use of ei that is not conditional is in John 7:4. Jesus’ brothers knew he was doing miracles, so the verse should read (and does in versions such as the NIV), “since you are doing these things….” In his note in his commentary of 1 Thessalonians 4:14, Lenski calls this “the condition of reality” (and 1 Thess. 4:14 is another good example of the sense of ei that is not conditional). In Ephesians 3:2, there was no doubt about the Ephesians having heard of the Administration of the Sacred Secret. Paul had been there for more than two years teaching (Acts 19:10). Other good examples of this grammatical construction are 1 Corinthians 15:12 and 15:44. If the context of the verse makes it clear that the “if” is meant as a “since,” we may leave the translation as “if” in the REV. However, if the context may confuse the reader, as here in Ephesians 3:2, we translate it “surely you have” to help the English readers understand the text. We could have gone with “since” in the verse, as we have in a couple of other places, but in this case “since” implied that a reason for something would follow, and that is not the case in this context. The NIV uses the same translation as the REV.
“administration of the grace of God.” This is the administration in which we live, which is called “the administration of the grace of God” (often shortened in Christian discussions to “the Administration of Grace”) and also “the Administration of the Sacred Secret” (Eph. 3:9). It began on the Day of Pentecost and will end at the Rapture of the Church.
At different times in the past, God changed the rules He gave people to live by, and He will change them again in the future. Even a cursory study of Scripture shows that God has “administered” people differently at different times. Many theologians call the specific rules of a specific time period an “administration” or “dispensation.” The term “dispensation” refers to God “dispensing” His rules and justice to mankind. Similarly, “administration” refers to Him “administering” His rules and justice. There is a systematic theology that recognizes different administrations or dispensations and is referred to as “Dispensationalism,” and there is a huge theological battle as to whether or not it is correct.
This is not the place to expound the differences between Dispensationalism and its theological opponents, primarily the doctrine called “Covenant Theology.” Instead, it is helpful to realize that even theologians who hold to what is known as “Covenant Theology” recognize that God has changed the rules for mankind from time to time. In its entry under “Covenant Theology,” the Evangelical Dictionary of Theology, edited by Walter Elwell, says, “...the covenant of grace includes various dispensations of history….” Then, under the entry “Dispensationalism,” we read, “Some covenant theologians…use the concept of different dispensations, but as part of the covenant of grace.”[footnoteRef:2382] [2382:  Elwell, Evangelical Dictionary of Theology, 280, 322..] 

It is to the advantage of both camps (and those of neither camp) to realize that God does in fact change the rules for mankind, and examples of that abound in Scripture. The label “Dispensationalism” and the words “dispensation” or “administration” are good to explain the fact that there are rules and regulations that God wants to be obeyed in any particular period of time. It is also worth noting that not all dispensationalists agree on the definition of dispensationalism, how many dispensations there are, or exactly when each of them starts and ends.
The word “administration” (cf. REV, HCSB, NIV, Rotherham’s Emphasized Bible) and “dispensation” (cf. RV, KJV, YLT), is from the Greek noun oikonomia (#3622 οἰκονομία), which means “the management of a household.” Oikonomia is from the verb oikonomeō (#3621 οἰκονομέω; “to be the manager of a household”), which is from oikonomos (#3623 οἰκονόμος; “the person who manages the household”), which is a compound word built from oikos, “house,” and nemō, “to distribute, deal out, or apportion.” God “manages His household” in different ways at different times, and He does so by changing the rules He gives to people.
Examples of God changing the rules from administration to administration abound. For example, when it comes to food, in the Garden of Eden, God told Adam and Eve to eat plants only (Gen. 1:29). After the Flood, God changed the rules and allowed people to eat meat also (Gen. 9:3), and He still allows us to eat meat today. Another clear example concerns the Sabbath. Before the Mosaic Law, there was no specific law concerning the Sabbath. When God gave the Law to Moses, He changed the rules and established a set Sabbath, and commanded that anyone who broke the Sabbath should be put to death (Exod. 31:14). Today, in the “Administration of the Grace of God” (Eph. 3:2), God has changed the rules again, and it is not a sin to work on the Sabbath (Rom. 14:5; Col. 2:16-17). A third example of God changing the rules involves animal sacrifice. Before the Mosaic Law, there was animal sacrifice, but it was not tightly controlled. When God gave the Mosaic Law, He gave lots of new rules about it and commanded the death penalty for breaking some of them. Today, in the “Administration of the Grace of God” (Eph. 3:2), animal sacrifice has stopped because Jesus Christ was the one-time sacrifice for sin.
When Christians do not recognize or understand the administrations in the Bible, they cannot resolve its apparent contradictions and thus can become confused as to which commands to obey and which to not obey. It is of the utmost importance that Christians who want to obey God’s instructions understand the administrations in the Bible. If they do not, they may well end up obeying a command that was not written to them. For example, what if a Christian married more than one wife, saying that the Bible said it was okay to do, and quoted Exodus 21:10? Can a Christian marry more than one wife just because a verse in the Bible says it is allowable? No, because we must consider where the Bible says that, and to whom was God addressing that regulation. In the case of marriage, in the Old Testament, God allowed a man to have more than one wife. But now He has changed the rules and has a one-husband-to-one-wife rule (1 Cor. 7:2) and even says that if a person has more than one wife, he cannot be a leader in the Church (1 Tim. 3:2).
Another example would be that if a person has psoriasis (sores and flakes on the skin), does he have to wear torn clothes, not brush his hair, cover his mouth with cloth, live outside of town, and cry “Unclean” when he walks down the street? That is what the Bible says to do (Lev. 13:45-46). Thankfully, those commandments were part of the rules God gave to the Jews under the Law, and God has given the Christian Church different rules to live by. Neither do we have to wear tassels on the outside of our garments (Num. 15:38), nor do Christian men have to go to Jerusalem three times a year (Deut. 16:16). Jews under God’s Law were commanded to do these things, but now God has changed the rules, and we live in a different administration, the Administration of Grace. If we want to obey God, we must obey the commands of God that apply to us. Martin Anstey wrote: “In this matter, the golden rule is, ‘Distinguish the dispensations and the difficulties will disappear.’”[footnoteRef:2383] [2383:  Anstey, How to Master the Bible, 32.] 

Dispensationalist scholars do not agree on the number of administrations there are in the Bible, or when they begin and end, but they do agree on some basics. For example, when it comes to the number of administrations, it is agreed that Paul speaks of an administration in which we now live that is different from the one before it (Col. 1:25, 26; Eph. 3:2), and that Paul also writes of a future administration (Eph. 1:10). Also, there is the administration in the Garden of Eden before the Fall. That makes four administrations, and it seems clear that in the time before our administration, there were at least two, the Law, and the administration before the Law. That makes six that all dispensationalists agree on. (It is much easier to see the administrations in versions such as the KJV, which uses the word “dispensation,” or Rotherham’s Emphasized Bible, which uses “administration,” than it is in versions such as the ESV, which do not consistently translate the word oikonomia, or translate it by words such as “stewardship”).
Many people recognize eight administrations in the Bible, and knowing exactly when they begin and end, and the rules distinctly associated with each, is indispensable in explaining many of the apparent contradictions in Scripture. The eight administrations are:
1. Original Paradise (Creation of Adam and Eve to their Fall and banishment from Eden),
2. Conscience (Fall to the Flood),
3. Civil Government (Flood to the Mosaic Law),
4. The Mosaic Law (the giving of the Law until Pentecost),
5. The Administration of the Grace of God (from Pentecost until the Rapture),
6. Tribulation (from the Rapture to the end of Armageddon),
7. Millennial Kingdom (lasts 1,000 years),
8. Everlasting Kingdom [Final Paradise] (will last forever).
The Administration of the Grace of God, in which we live today, began on the Jewish holiday of Pentecost (Acts 2), when the gift of holy spirit was born inside everyone who believed. This new administration is called by two different names. It is called the Administration of God’s Grace (Eph. 3:2. We usually simply call it “the Administration of Grace”), and it is also called “the Administration of the Sacred Secret” (Eph. 3:9, Rotherham’s Emphasized Bible). God had specific reasons for using the names that He did. He calls it the Administration of “Grace” because Christians enjoy the grace of God in a manner and to an extent that was not given to people of previous administrations. God has always given grace to mankind, but He has so abounded in His grace to the Church that He calls the very time we live the “Administration of the Grace of God” (Eph. 3:2). God also calls this administration the “Administration of the Sacred Secret,” because He kept the knowledge of the blessings and grace that we have today a secret, and did not reveal it until the Epistles of Paul were written.
When we understand the administration in which we live, we can see why God called it “the Administration of Grace.” God, for His own purposes and for our benefit, gave Christians grace in a way that He had not done before. That is why He says in 2 Corinthians that the administration of the Law has “no glory” now in comparison to the glory that God has given the Church. What is this glory that God has given the Church, which is based on so much grace that God calls the very administration in which we live “the Administration of the Grace of God”? There are many aspects of the grace that God has given us, but a huge one is salvation by New Birth (for more information see Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation”). Another is the fullness of the gift of holy spirit, and all its nine manifestations (see commentaries on 1 Cor. 12:7, 8, 9, 10 and 14:5).
It is easy to see what the text means when it says that Paul was given “the Administration of the Grace of God.” The context makes it clear that Paul was given the revelation about this new administration, which he then passed on to the Church. However, many of the modern versions do not recognize the different administrations of God, and their translations reflect their theology. For example, the ESV of Ephesians 3:2 reads, “…you have heard of the stewardship of God’s grace that was given to me for you.” What would that mean? That God had somehow given Paul the special right to steward God’s grace for the benefit of the Church? That hardly seems correct, and does not seem to fit with the context. Also, if God did give Paul special grace to steward for the benefit of the Church, and then from the rest of the Epistles we learn that this grace involves the New Birth, a new and greater glory, “Christ in you,” and being seated in the heavenlies, does that not indicate that God has done something new and once again changed the rules He wants His people to live by? That puts us right back where we started: that God had a new “administration,” a new way of doing things, a new set of rules, for the Church, and it all started on the Day of Pentecost in Acts 2.
When it comes to dispensational theology, there are a lot of “straw men” arguments out there from people who do not believe in dispensationalism, and there are also so-called arguments that are actually misrepresenting dispensationalism. For those people wanting to know more about dispensationalism, the book Dispensationalism by Charles Ryrie is excellent. Also excellent is the article in the Evangelical Dictionary of Theology, edited by Walter Elwell. That article is short and accurate, and says that “Dispensational theology grows out of a consistent use of the hermeneutical principle of normal, plain, or literal interpretation. ...dispensationalists have taught and do teach that salvation is always through God’s grace. The basis of salvation in every dispensation is the death of Christ; the requirement for salvation in every age is faith; the object of faith is the true God; but the content of faith changes in the various dispensations” (emphasis the author’s).[footnoteRef:2384] [2384:  Elwell, ed., Evangelical Dictionary of Theology, s.v. “Dispensation, Dispensationalism” by Charles Ryrie, 322.] 

Eph 3:3
“sacred secret.” We translate the Greek word mustērion (#3466 μυστήριον) as “sacred secret” because that is what mustērion actually refers to: a secret in the religious or sacred realm.
[For more information on the “Sacred Secret” and the Administration of Grace, see commentary on Eph. 3:9.]
“revelation.” For what “revelation” is, see commentaries on Galatians 1:12 and 1 Corinthians 12:8.
“I have already written about briefly​.” Paul had mentioned the Sacred Secret in earlier Epistles but had not described it the way he does in Ephesians. For example, Paul mentions the Sacred Secret in Romans 16:25 and in 1 Cor. 2:1, 7-10. Usually, Paul wrote about things that pertained to the Sacred Secret without specifically using the words, “Sacred Secret” or “Administration of Grace.” For example, he said there was neither Jew nor Greek and neither male nor female in Christ (Gal. 3:28), and there are no special days of the week (Rom. 14:5-6), and these are all attributes of the Administration of the Sacred Secret, but Paul did not specifically say that in his early epistles.
Eph 3:4
“you will be able to understand my insight.” The Greek word noeō (#3539 νοέω), translated “understand,” has as its first definition in Louw-Nida: “to comprehend something on the basis of careful thought and consideration….”[footnoteRef:2385] It is the action that occurs in the nous (#3563 νοῦς), the mind. It is more than a simple perception, but not necessarily a full comprehension. We felt “understand” was an appropriate translation, as in the NASB. [2385:  Louw and Nida Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “νοέω.”] 

The Greek word sunesis (#4907 σύνεσις), translated “insight,” but often translated “understand,” is often the result of understanding. Louw-Nida says: “that which is understood or comprehended.”[footnoteRef:2386] Zodhiates says: “the word denotes the ability to understand concepts and see relationships between them.”[footnoteRef:2387] We have gone with the English word “insight” (again, as the NASB) because when a person sees the relationship between the facts and concepts in the world around him we say he has “insight.” [2386:  Louw and Nida Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “σύνεσις.”]  [2387:  Zodhiates, Complete Word Study Dictionary: New Testament, s.v. “understand,” no. 4907, “σύνεσις,” 1342.] 

“sacred secret.” The REV translates the Greek word mustērion (#3466 μυστήριον) as “sacred secret” because that is what mustērion actually refers to: a secret in the religious or sacred realm.
[For more information on the “Sacred Secret” and the Administration of Grace, see commentary on Eph. 3:9.]
Eph 3:5
“people.” The text uses the idiomatic phrase, “the sons of men,” which means humankind, or “people.”
“as it has now been revealed.” The essence of the word “as” in this verse means, “as clearly as,” or “as fully as.” The “as” makes the point that, although there were things in the Old Testament that have turned out to be similar to things in the Sacred Secret, the actuality of what people have in the Sacred Secret was never revealed. So, for example, the Old Testament said the Gentiles would be blessed in the Messiah (cf. Gen. 12:3; 22:18; 26:4; 28:14; Ps. 72:17; Isa. 11:10; 49:6; 60:3; Amos 9:11, 12), but it never even hinted that the Gentiles would be joined together with Israel as the people of God, and be joint heirs, joint members of one Body, and joint partakers of the promise (Eph. 3:6). The “as” does not mean, “in the way that,” or “in the manner that,” because the Word of God in both the Old Testament and the New Testament was given to people by revelation.
Eph 3:6
“fellow heirs and fellow members of the body and fellow partakers of the promise.” This verse makes it very clear that “in Christ,” (that is, in union with Christ Jesus, which happens when a person is born again), the Gentiles partake in all the blessings the Jews get to partake in. The Greek text uses the prefix “sun” (pronounced “soon”), before “heirs,” “members,” and “partakers.” In this context, sun means “together with,” and thus is translated “fellow” (ASV, NASB), “joint” (CJB, DBY, Rotherham), “same” (GNV, GW, NJB), “together” (NIV), and, although the Greek prefix is the same before “heirs,” “members,” and “partakers,” many versions do not use the same word, but use different words to translate sun (cf. HCSB: “coheirs,” “same body,” “partakers”).
The point Scripture is making is that now, in union with Christ Jesus, Jews and Gentiles are the same. This was a new revelation and part of the Administration of the Sacred Secret. The Old Testament had foretold that the Gentiles would be blessed by the Messiah (Ps. 102:15; Isa. 2:2-4; 19:23-25; 42:6; 49:6; 51:4-5; 56:3-7; 60:3; 66:18-21; Ezek. 39:21, 27; Mic. 4:2; Hag. 2:7; Zech. 8:22), but it never said that the Gentiles would be “fellow heirs” and “fellow partakers of the promise.” In fact, the Old Testament seems to make the point that the Gentiles would serve the Jews, not be fellow heirs with them (Isa. 14:2; 60:3-6; 61:5-6). That great revelation was reserved for the Administration of the Sacred Secret.
The fact that the Gentiles would be the same in God’s eyes as the Jews is stated most clearly here in Ephesians, but it is stated in other places as well (cf. Rom. 10:12; Gal. 3:28; Col. 3:11).
[For more on the Administration of Grace, see commentary on Eph. 3:2.]
“fellow members of the body.” The “body” is the “Body of Christ.” Jesus Christ is the head of the Body of Christ, and each believer is a part of that Body (see commentary on Eph. 1:23).
“through the good news in connection with Christ Jesus.” These two prepositional phrases appear at the end of the sentence in the Greek text. However, if we translate the phrases into English the way they appear in Greek, the sentence becomes somewhat confusing. That is due to the fact that in English, when a prepositional phrase is added at the end of a list, our natural tendency is to think that the added phrase only refers to the last item in the list. Thus, when we read a version such as the NASB, for example, “that the Gentiles are fellow heirs and fellow members of the body, and fellow partakers of the promise in Christ Jesus through the gospel,” most people do not think of “in Christ Jesus” as going with “fellow heirs” and “fellow members.” Instead, they tend to read the phrase “partakers of the promise in Christ Jesus” as a unit, and wonder what “the promise in Christ Jesus” is. The problem could be remedied by putting “in Christ Jesus” with each blessing, and have: “that the Gentiles are fellow heirs in Christ Jesus, and fellow members of the body in Christ Jesus, and fellow partakers of the promise in Christ Jesus, all by way of the gospel,” but while that translation is very clear, it is not best to add that much to the text when there is no need for it.
The phrase, “in Christ Jesus,” refers to our being in union with him, or being associated with him (see commentary on Eph. 1:3). We do not have the blessings of God on our own, but only by virtue of being “in Christ.” Furthermore, the phrase “in Christ” applies to each of the blessings in the verse. It is only because we are in union with Jesus Christ that we are “fellow heirs,” “fellow members of the body,” and “fellow partakers of the promise.”
While the first prepositional phrase, “in Christ” refers to locale (“in Christ”) the second, “through the Good News,” shows the means by which we gain the blessings. We get them “in Christ,” and we get to be “in Christ” “through the Good News,” i.e., by believing the Good News that we heard.
Eph 3:7
“by the gift of the grace of God.” It was as a gift and by the grace of God that Paul was given the ministry that he had; and the same is true for every Christian. We have different gifts, but they are by God’s grace.
“by the working of his power.” It was God’s power at work that resulted in Paul having the ministry that he did.
Eph 3:8
“less than the least.” The Greek word translated “less than the least” is elachistoteros (#1647 ἐλαχιστότερος), which only occurs here in the Bible in this form. Harold Hoehner points out that “it is a comparative formed on the superlative”[footnoteRef:2388] and given the fact that Paul is comparing himself to other Christians, “less than the least” is a good translation and used in many versions (cf. BBE, DBY, RV, KJV, NET, NIV, NJB, NKJV, Rotherham). [2388:  Hoehner, Ephesians: An Exegetical Commentary.] 

Paul is in touch with the fact he sins, and feels that pain very deeply. So his statement reflects his feelings, which is a common one among Christians. Many Christians feel they are worse than other Christians even when they live a comparatively godly life.
[For more on Paul’s feelings, see commentary on 1 Tim. 1:15, where Paul refers to himself as the worst sinner.]
“unfathomable riches.” The Greek word translated “unfathomable” is anexichniastos (#421 ἀνεξιχνίαστος), and it means not able to be searched out or tracked, and it was also used to mean impossible to understand or comprehend.[footnoteRef:2389] As it is used here in Ephesians 3:8, it has a compound meaning. It certainly means “unsearchable, untrackable,” because the Administration of the “Sacred Secret,” which began on Pentecost in Acts 2 and will end with the Rapture, was not revealed before the day of Pentecost. God did not tell people about it, and even the Devil did not know about it (cf. 1 Cor. 2:8). The Lord told Paul about it by revelation (Eph. 3:3). What we have today as Christians is so glorious that in comparison the Old Testament had “no glory at all” (2 Cor. 3:10). The Old Testament reveals many things, but it does not reveal the Administration of the Sacred Secret, that our salvation includes “Christ in you, the hope of glory” (Col. 1:27), the Rapture of the Church, and more. [2389:  Cf. Friberg, Analytical Lexicon; Thayer’s Greek-English Lexicon; s.v. “ἀνεξιχνίαστος.”] 

[For more on the Administration of the Sacred Secret, see commentary on Eph. 3:9.]
The other meaning of anexichniastos is “incomprehensible,” and that meaning also applies when it comes to the riches of Christ. They are so vast, and his God-given power so great, that we cannot fully comprehend all that he can do or will do, or how he does what he does.
Eph 3:9
“bring to light.” The Greek verb is phōtizō (#5461 φωτίζω). Robertson says that it is a later Greek verb, “to turn the light on.”[footnoteRef:2390] Thus it was used as “to bring to light,” “to give light,” “to light up,” “to inform, teach, give understanding to.” The Sacred Secret was hidden in God until God told Paul and he in turn instructed others about it, so “to bring to light and teach about” would be a good understanding of the fuller meaning of the verb in this context. [2390:  A. T. Robertson, Word Pictures, 4:531.] 

There is a textual variant in this verse. Several important manuscripts do not have the direct object “all” after the verb photizō, but it seems the manuscript evidence favors it being in the original text, which is why most English versions include it. Photizō occurs 11 times in the New Testament, and of those occurrences, Ephesians 3:9 is the only place where it does not have either a direct object, is used passively, or has an implied direct object by way of a prepositional phrase such as in Revelation 22:5. So, even though there is textual variation in Ephesians 3:9, it does appear that the direct object should be there (or be implied by the figure ellipsis) and so the verse should be translated something like, “enlighten all people” or “bring to light for everyone.”
The Greek word tis (“what”) can be either an interrogative pronoun or an indefinite pronoun, and these are distinguished by the accent mark used as well as the context. In the Greek New Testament, tis has an acute accent in this verse which makes it an interrogative pronoun, which is consistent with the context as well, and would be translated in this case as who? Which (one)? Or what? As the Greek reads, it is almost as if the verb photizō has two direct objects, one being the men who are enlightened and the other the substance of the message being the administration of the mystery. However, grammatically the words “administration” and “sacred secret” in the phrase “what is the administration of the sacred secret” are in the nominative case so the phrase cannot function as a direct object.
As far as translating it with something like “what” versus an alternative, Tyndale’s translation translates it with a “what” phrase, the Wycliffe translation translates it with a “which” phrase which is functionally equivalent to a “what” phrase, the KJV obviously translates it this way and the New American Standard up through their 1995 revision translates it this way. Thus, “what” has about a 700-year history and is a very literal rendering of the Greek text. Perhaps an alternative translation would be, “to enlighten all men about the administration of the mystery.” This more simple English is consistent with English idiom in general and does not vary significantly from the text.
The Administration of Grace, which includes what we have in Christ, and what Gentiles have as “fellow heirs,” “fellow members of the body,” and “fellow partakers of the promise,” was not known until God revealed it to Paul by revelation. It was his job to bring to light the Administration of the Sacred Secret.
“administration.” The Greek word we translate as “administration” is oikonomia (#3622 οἰκονομία), the administration of a household, etc.
The “administration” in this verse is “the Administration of the Sacred Secret,” which is the administration of God’s grace (Eph. 3:2), which is the time period of the Christian Church. The Church started on the Day of Pentecost when the gift of holy spirit was poured out (Acts 2), and will end with the Rapture of the Church (1 Thess. 4:15-17).
There are some Greek texts that read “fellowship” of the Sacred Secret instead of the “administration” of the Sacred Secret. However, the evidence shows that reading to be a later change to the Greek text. Bruce Metzger writes: “The Textus Receptus, in company with a scattering of late minuscules, replaces οἰκονομία [administration] with the interpretative gloss κοινωνία (hence AV “fellowship”). The true reading is supported by p46, all known uncials, almost all minuscules, all known versions and patristic quotations.”[footnoteRef:2391] It can be easily understood that as the understanding of the administrations in Scripture declined, “administration” was replaced in some texts with the more easily understood, “fellowship.” [2391:  Metzger, A Textual Commentary on the Greek New Testament, 603.] 

[For a more complete understanding of the Administration of the Sacred Secret, and an explanation of administrations in the Bible, see commentary on Eph. 3:2, and Graeser, Lynn, Schoenheit, The Gift of Holy Spirit: The Power to be like Christ, Appendix A, “The Administration of the Sacred Secret.”]
“sacred secret.” In this verse, the administration of the Sacred Secret refers to the Administration of Grace, which began on the Day of Pentecost (Acts 2), and will end with the Rapture of the Church (1 Thess. 4:15-17).
God rightly calls the Administration of Grace the Administration of the Sacred Secret, because the fullness of what Christians have today in Christ was indeed a secret, hidden in God and unknown in the Old Testament. Besides calling it what it is, a “sacred secret,” God says over and over that it was hidden and people did not know about it until God revealed it after Pentecost (Rom. 16:25, 26; 1 Cor. 2:7-10; Eph. 3:4, 5; Col. 1:26).
The Greek word mustērion (#3466 μυστήριον) is translated as “sacred secret” in the REV Bible (and Rotherham’s Emphasized Bible) because that is what mustērion actually means and refers to: a secret in the religious or sacred realm.
Although many English versions translate mustērion as “mystery,” that is not a good translation. Actually, “mystery” is not a translation of mustērion at all; it is a transliteration of it—simply bringing the Greek letters into English and not translating the word at all. The English word “mystery” is a mistranslation of mustērion because in English a “mystery” is something that is incomprehensible, beyond understanding, and unknowable. The orthodox Church refers to things such as the Trinity or transubstantiation as “mysteries” because they cannot be understood. In contrast to a “mystery,” a “secret” is something that is known to someone but unknown to others. The password on a computer is a “secret,” not a “mystery,” because the owner of the computer knows it. Similarly, God has revealed his “sacred secrets” to the Church via the Bible, and Christians are expected to know them. They are not “mysteries.”
Translating mustērion as “mystery” in English Bibles has caused many problems in the Church. The biggest problem is that many false and illogical doctrines have been foisted upon Christians, who are told not to try to understand them because they are “mysteries.” Another problem is that people who are convinced that the things of God are mysterious quit trying to understand them and so remain ignorant of many truths that God wants every Christian to know. Christians need to be aware of the difference between a mystery and a contradiction. For example, saying Jesus is 100% God and 100% human is not a “mystery,” it is a contradiction, and furthermore, it is never stated in the Bible, it is an assumption made by theologians and then supported by calling it a mystery
That mustērion refers to a “secret” and not to a “mystery” is well documented by Greek scholars, as the following selection of sources shows.
· James Strong writes: “Mustērion: In the NT it denotes, not the mysterious (as with the English word), but that which, being outside the range of unassisted natural apprehension, can be made known only by divine revelation, and is made known in a manner and at a time appointed by God” (The New Strong’s Expanded Dictionary of Bible Words, 1247).
· The New Bible Dictionary says: “But whereas “mystery” may mean, and in contemporary usage often does mean, a secret for which no answer can be found, this is not the connotation of the term mysterion in classical and biblical Gk. In the NT, mysterion signifies a secret which is being, or even has been, revealed, which is also divine in scope, and needs to be made known by God to men through his Spirit” (Howard Marshall, New Bible Dictionary, 795. Marshall uses a “Y” to translate the Greek letter upsilon, usually translated by a “u”).
· William Smith writes: “But while the mustērion thus implies something hidden, and inaccessible to the unaided reason, and usually also of weighty import, it by no means necessarily denotes anything strictly mysterious and incomprehensible. The fact or truth, though requiring to be revealed, may, when revealed, be of a very elementary character” (Smith’s Dictionary of the Bible, 3:2047).
· The Zondervan Pictorial Encyclopedia of the Bible says, “Mystery in the NT does not deal with the unknowable, but with what is imparted by revelation” (Merrill Tenney, The Zondervan Pictorial Encyclopedia of the Bible, 4:330).
· The Holman Bible Dictionary says, “The mystery of the New Testament has been described as an ‘open secret’; matters previously kept secret in God’s eternal purposes have now been or are being revealed (Eph. 3:3-5; 1 Cor. 2:7-8)” (Trent Butler, ed., Holman Bible Dictionary, 998).
· Robert Thayer writes: “In the New Testament, God’s plan of providing salvation for men through Christ, which was once hidden but now is revealed (Thayer’s Greek-English Lexicon).
Numerous other sources could be cited, but the point is that the Greek word mustērion does not mean “mystery” and should not be translated that way. Although God kept His sacred secrets as secrets for years, He has now made many of them known, as the following verses show.
· Matthew 13:11 (KJV): “it is given unto you to know the mysteries [mustērion] of the Kingdom of Heaven.”
· 1 Corinthians 2:7, 8, 10 (KJV): But we speak the wisdom of God in a mystery [mustērion], even the hidden wisdom,…Which none of the princes of this world knew…But God hath revealed them unto us by his Spirit.”
· Romans 16:25-26 (NIV84): “the mystery [mustērion] hidden for long ages past, but now revealed and made known.”
· Ephesians 1:9 (NIV84): And he made known to us the mystery [mustērion]
· Colossians 1:26 (NIV84): the mystery [mustērion] that has been kept hidden for ages and generations, but is now disclosed to the saints.
Now that we have seen that mustērion does not mean “mystery,” and that a mustērion can be understood once God reveals it, it is important to better understand why we translate mustērion as “sacred secret.” The Greek language uses mustērion for secrets in the “sacred” or religious sphere, but has another word, kruptos, for secrets that are in the secular realm. The word kruptos appears in many places in the New Testament, including when Jesus said to give alms in secret (Matt. 6:4 KJV); Jesus teaching that every secret thing will be brought to light (Mark 4:22 KJV); Jesus’ going to Jerusalem in secret (John 7:10 KJV); Scripture saying that God will judge men’s secrets (Rom. 2:16); and that prophecy reveals the secrets of the heart (1 Cor. 14:24-25).
The noun form kruptē is found in Luke 11:33, where some translations have “cellar.” It refers to a “hidden place” or crypt. The adjective is kruptos, and the verb is kruptō, “to hide.”
Not only does the adjective kruptos appear in the New Testament, the verb kruptō appears many times as well, often translated as “hid” or “hidden.” Examples include: a city on a hill cannot be hidden (Matt. 5:14); the wicked servant hid his talent in the ground (Matt. 25:25); a Christian’s new life is hidden with Christ in God (Col. 3:3); and, Moses’ parents hid him after he was born (Heb. 11:23).
From the above information we see that something that is described with kruptos is something done in “secret,” and so also translating mustērion as “secret,” which some versions do in some places, clouds what the Greek text is saying. Anyone reading the Greek New Testament immediately understands whether God is speaking of a secular secret (kruptos) or a sacred secret (mustērion), and a good English translation will bring out that difference also. Thus, versions such as the REV and Rotherham use “secret” for kruptos, and “sacred secret” for mustērion.
We must never think that just because the word mustērion occurs in the text, that it always refers to the Administration of the Sacred Secret, although it often does in the New Testament. There are many “sacred secrets” in Scripture. For example, Paul uses the plural of mustērion (#3466 μυστήριον) and refers to “sacred secrets” in 1 Corinthians 4:1: “regard us as… stewards of the sacred secrets of God.” (1 Cor. 13:2 has another usage in the plural). Other sacred secrets spoken of in the New Testament include: the sacred secrets of the Kingdom of Heaven/God (Matt. 13:11; Mark 4:11; Luke 8:10); of Israel’s partial hardening (Rom. 11:25); the content of speaking in tongues (1 Cor. 14:2); of new, transformed bodies at the return of Christ (1 Cor. 15:51); of Christ’s relationship to the church (Eph. 5:32); the sacred secret of lawlessness (2 Thess. 2:7); and of godliness (1 Tim. 3:16); as well as several “sacred secrets” in the book of Revelation (Rev. 1:20; 10:7; 17:5; 17:7). A major “sacred secret” in Acts and the Epistles is the dispensation, or “Administration” of Grace, called “the Administration of the grace of God” (Eph. 3:2), which is also referred to as the “Administration of the Sacred Secret” (Eph. 3:9).
A study of mustērion shows that it is used to refer to the “Administration of the Sacred Secret,” as it is here in Ephesians 3:9, but God has other “sacred secrets” as well, and in fact, the Devil has secrets in the religious sphere as well (2 Thess. 2:7).
[For more information on the Administration of Grace, see commentary on Ephesians 3:2. For more information on Jesus not being God, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.”]
“who created all things.” God created all things. Some later manuscripts and minuscules add “by Jesus Christ,” but the simple reading “who created all things” is “decisively supported” by the early manuscripts and the quotations of the early Church Fathers.[footnoteRef:2392] Almost all modern versions omit the phrase (cf. ASV, BBE, CEB, CJB, CSB, DBY, DRA, ERV, ESV, NAB, NET, NIV, NJB, NLT, NRSV, RSV, RV). [2392:  Cf. Metzger, Textural Commentary, 603-604.] 

Eph 3:10
“multifaceted.” The Greek reads, polupoikilos (#4182 πολυποίκιλος). “Pertaining to that which is different in a number of ways—‘many and diverse, manifold, many-sided.’”[footnoteRef:2393] “This is the only occurrence in the NT and it has the idea of ‘most varied,’ or ‘(very) many sided.’ It alludes to the variegated facets of God’s wisdom…”[footnoteRef:2394] “God’s wisdom is one, yet it can be termed ‘multifarious’ because it weaves a thousand apparently tangled threads into one glorious pattern. So out of the most diverse elements, where the strongest opposites clashed, where men saw only impossibilities, God, coming with means which looked hopelessly inadequate to men, worked out results which no man would have dreamed, and no angel could have foreseen.”[footnoteRef:2395] [2393:  Louw and Nida, s.v. “πολυποίκιλος.”]  [2394:  Harold Hoehner, Ephesians, 461.]  [2395:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. Paul’s Epistle to the Ephesians, 483.] 

“rulers and authorities.” In this context, the “rulers” and “authorities” are demonic powers, just as they are in Ephesians 6:12 and as the “ruler” is in Ephesians 2:2 (see the REV commentary on Eph. 6:12).
Eph 3:11
“purpose throughout the ages.” The literal reading is “purpose of the ages,” but in this case it refers to God’s purpose that spans the ages and which has now been accomplished in Christ Jesus. Although many versions read, “eternal purpose,” that may assume too much. We know that God had the same purpose since the creation of mankind and before He created mankind, but we do not know how long before that God had that purpose in mind.
Eph 3:12
“through our trust in him.” The Greek can read “through our trust in him,” or it can read “through his [Jesus Christ’s] faithfulness. We think that the possible double meaning was done on purpose because both things are vital when it comes to our access to God. What Christ accomplished will do us no good if we do not act, but our action would be worthless without what he accomplished. Nevertheless, we side with the majority of commentators that the meaning with the most relevance and emphasis here in Ephesians 3:12 is our trust in Christ, which is why the REV has translated the verse the way it has.
Eph 3:13
“my hardships on your behalf.” This verse is somewhat similar to Colossians 1:24, in which Paul speaks of “my sufferings on your behalf.” Although Colossians is developed differently, the idea of Paul being suffering and having hardships is common to both epistles. Paul speaks and writes often about the suffering involved in this life (cf. Acts 14:22; Rom. 5:3; 8:18, 35; 2 Cor. 1:4-8; 4:8-9; 7:4-5; Eph. 3:13; Col. 1:24; 1 Thess. 3:4; 2 Tim. 2:9). In this particular context, we know that he was in Rome and chained to a guard, which had to be challenging. Nevertheless, he was “an ambassador in chains” (Eph. 6:20) for a reason, and it was because of the Good News that he taught which brought light to the world and wonderful blessings to those who believe.
“are your glory.” A number of ideas have been set forth as to what this phrase means. The best seems to be that here in Ephesians 3:13 the word “glory” is being used with the meaning of “honor, reputation.”[footnoteRef:2396] In other words, the fact that Paul would suffer for others was actually an honor to them, showing their worth in a similar way that Christ’s suffering for us is a reflection of our worth. [2396:  Cf. Meyer; H. Hoehner.] 

Eph 3:14
“For this reason.” Paul repeats the phrase that he had used in Ephesians 3:1 and now concludes the idea he had begun there but not finished.
It is likely that Paul’s use of “for this reason” points forward, just as it does in Titus 1:5 in which the grammatical structure is, “For this reason...so that.” Here in Ephesians 3:14, there is the exact same structure of, “For this reason...so that,” the difference is simply that Paul’s thought extends all the way throughout Ephesians 3:14-19. Paul lists multiple reasons why he bows to the Father, signaled by the Greek word hina (#2443 ἵνα), or “so that.” The reasons Paul prays are so that (hina) God would grant the Ephesians to be strengthened with power (Eph. 3:16), and so that (hina) the Ephesians (along with every Christian) would be able to comprehend the vast love of Christ which surpasses knowledge (in other words, it cannot fully be comprehended).
[For more information on this paradox of “comprehending” the “incomprehensible,” see commentary on Eph. 3:19.]
“I bow my knees to the Father.” The phrase “bow my knees” can be a general one for worship and submission, but here it refers to bowing the knee in prayer, which we can tell by the context: Paul starts his prayer in Ephesians 3:16, which is Paul’s second prayer in Ephesians (Eph. 1:15-23 was his first prayer). Most Westerners do not get on their knees when they pray to God, but perhaps it should be done more regularly, because it certainly tends to remind us of the fact that we frail humans must rely on God if we are to be successful in life.
Eph 3:15
“from whom.” We might naturally think that “by whom” would be more natural than “from whom” because the families would be named “by” God. However, “from whom” is both the meaning of the Greek text and can be seen to be the more powerful meaning in the biblical culture. God was the “Father” of the families, so the name would come from God, who He was and what He did, not just be given by Him. Further, as Andrew Lincoln points out, that the ability and authority to name something implied power and dominion over that thing (for example, Lincoln points out that God naming all the stars showed Him as their creator and Lord).[footnoteRef:2397] God is, after all, the creator of everything and the “Most High” God. [2397:  Lincoln, Ephesians [WBC].] 

We also see the authority and dominion implied in naming things in the fact that when one entity had power over another, the one in power often changed the name of the lesser. Thus, we see God changed Abram’s name to Abraham, Sarai’s name to Sarah, Jacob’s name to Israel, etc.
[For more on changing the name of another person, see commentary on John 1:42.]
“every family.” “Every family” is a much better translation of the Greek in this context than, “the whole family” (KJV, YLT, NIV84); the NIV 2011 changed it to “every family.” From God the Father comes every single family, lineage, in all creation. The universe consists of many different types of beings. There are spirit beings and flesh beings. We know there are thousands of different families of animals, but we don’t know about many spirit beings. Nevertheless, we get a glimpse of them by knowing there are angels, cherubim, seraphim, and “living creatures” (Rev. 4:6). We also know that at least some of these beings have different sexes. Obviously, humans and earthly animals do, but Zechariah 5:9 shows us there are female spirit beings; the “women” in Zechariah seem to be “good” spirit beings working for God. There is a female demon (“Lilith”) in Isaiah 34:14, but she is poorly understood, so although some versions have her name, “Lilith” (CJB, NAB, NJB, NRSV), many versions do not; cf. “screech owl” (KJV, HCSB); “Night monster” (NASB); “night creatures” (NIV); “night hag” (RSV); “vampires” (Moffatt). This tells us that in Satan’s rebellion, when he got angels to defect with him and become God’s enemies, both “male” and “female” angels defected—but we know nothing about the gender roles they fulfill; we just know the Bible describes them in male and female terms.
When God created the Universe, He populated it with many different “families.” In 1 Corinthians 15:39-40, God tells us of the different families of humans, animals, fish, and birds and tells us there are “heavenly bodies” and “earthly bodies.” Just as there are many different kinds of earthly bodies, we can assume there are many different kinds of heavenly bodies (spirit beings).
“is named.” The phrase “is named” does not just mean the family is given a name, but the meaning of “name” comes from the Old Testament (Semitic) idea that a person’s “name” was a description of who they were and what they did. Thus, when God changed Abram’s name to “Abraham” (“father of a multitude”) it was not just a name but a description of his calling, destiny, and authority. God created the families in heaven and on earth and invested them with a calling, destiny, and authority to carry out their calling.
Eph 3:16
“he would grant you to be strengthened with power in your inner self through his spirit.” This prayer started in Ephesians 3:14, and this is the first part of the prayer in which Paul is praying for something for the believer. Paul is praying that the minds of the believers (their “inner self”) would be strengthened by God’s gift of holy spirit.
The “outward self” (2 Cor. 4:16) is the body of flesh, which grows older and weaker as the years go by. The “inner self” (or “inner person,” “inner being,” or “person within”) is the real “you,” the “you” that can talk with yourself. It is the invisible self that thinks and plans, that has desires and aspirations, that has emotions, and feels great joy in some circumstances but great pain in other circumstances. It is the “inner self” that makes decisions about what to do. Paul speaks of the inner self in Romans 7:22-23; 2 Corinthians 4:16, and Ephesians 3:16. In Romans 7:22-23 Paul refers to his “inner self” and calls it “my mind.”
It is sometimes taught that the “real you” is the holy spirit residing in the born-again believer, but that is not accurate and can be shown from all three verses in which Paul uses the phrase “inner self.” Ephesians 3:16 makes it clear that the “inner self” is not spirit because the inner self is strengthened “by the spirit.” Furthermore, in the last part of the sentence in Romans 7:22-23, Paul describes his “inner self” as “my mind.” Also, in 2 Corinthians 4:16, the “inner self” is “renewed” every day, whereas the holy spirit does not need to be renewed. It is the mind that needs to be “renewed,” as Romans 12:2 states (and the Greek word translated “renewed” is the same in Rom. 12:2 and 2 Cor. 4:16 except in Romans it is a noun and in Corinthians, it is a verb).
The “inner self” is the self that makes the decisions and drives the thoughts and actions that people will be judged for on the Day of Judgment.
Here in Ephesians 3, Paul prays for the believers and asks that their “inner self” be strengthened with power by the gift of holy spirit. Indeed, a person’s mind and willpower can be strengthened in many ways as the spirit works in them. God works in the believer both to want to do, and to do His good pleasure (Phil. 2:13), and very often that working is through the gift of holy spirit in the believer. It is through the gift of holy spirit that God and/or Christ often gives revelation to the believer (Acts 11:28; 1 Cor. 2:10, 12:8). Also, Christians can “feel” the presence of holy spirit when they speak in tongues and interpret or prophesy, or occasionally feel the holy spirit actually empowering their body. All these activities of God, and more, work in the believer and can strengthen their mind. As the believer becomes confident of the presence and power of God and Christ in their life, their mind, their “inner self” is strengthened to stand firm in the Faith and do the work God has for them.
[For more on the “inner self,” see commentary on 2 Cor. 4:16. For more on speaking in tongues, see commentary on 1 Cor. 14:5.]
Eph 3:17
“so that Christ would live in your hearts through trust.” Every believer has “Christ in them” (cf. Col. 1:27) because they have the gift of holy spirit born in them. But not every believer has Christ “dwelling,” katoikeō (#2730 κατοικέω; living, residing), in their heart because they really trust him. In fact, sadly, many Christians feel quite distant from Jesus Christ. Furthermore, for most Christians, simply having an intellectual knowledge about the Bible and Jesus Christ does not produce the fullness of trust in Christ that is really satisfying to the soul. That kind of real depth of trust cannot be attained by just study, but by knowledge combined with action and experiencing God’s power. No wonder Paul prays that believers can be strengthened with God’s power so that they will trust Christ to such a degree that he really lives in their heart.
This verse is a prayer and a call for Christians to not be content with just having a “head-knowledge” of Jesus Christ, but having a deep trust in him because of having to rely on his power and seeing it work over and over.
“being rooted and grounded.” Paul here is using the figure of speech hypocatastasis (often categorized under “metaphor”) to compare the believer to a tree and to the firm foundation of a building to illustrate how important it is to have roots and a foundation that go deep into the “ground” of love. Love is to be the “soil” that provides stability and strength to the believer and feeds their actions and growth (for more on hypocatastasis, see commentary on Rev. 20:2). The foundation of the Christian life is to be love.
The Greek text is a participial phrase composed of two perfect passive participles, which are the words “rooted” rhizoō (#4492 ῥιζόω) and “grounded” themelioō (#2311 θεμελιόω). It is important for understanding this section of Ephesians to realize that they are describing a condition or state that has been achieved in the life of the believer. God wants every believer to “comprehend…the breadth and length and height and depth, and thus to know the love of Christ” (Eph. 3:18-19). But in order to really grasp the fulness of Christ’s love, a person must be rooted and grounded in love themselves. Love is an intangible that must be experienced to be understood, and it is impossible to understand the love of Christ without first being rooted and grounded in God’s love for us and also in one’s own love for others. So here in Ephesians 3:17 we see that our being rooted and grounded in love is a prerequisite for fully understanding the love of Christ which surpasses knowledge.
The idea conveyed by rhizoō (rooted) is that of being given a source of life-sustaining nourishment and strength. Like a tree that buries its roots deep into the earth to draw necessary nutrients and to provide it with support to remain upright during storms and wind, believers have their source of life-giving nutrients and strength “in love.”
The word themelioō (grounded) in the passive sense means “to be provided with a foundation”[footnoteRef:2398] and it is used to describe the way that believers are like a house that has been built upon a sure foundation—immovable and unshakeable. Moreover, this idea is depicted in the Gospel of Matthew where themelioō is used to describe the house of the wise person which “did not fall because it had been founded [themelioō] on the rock” (Matt. 7:25; cf. Luke 6:48). [2398:  Kittel, Theological Dictionary of the New Testament.] 

Thus, with both horticultural and architectural imagery, Paul is claiming that believers have been firmly planted and established upon a foundation “in love.” With this double metaphor, he is asserting that “love is the soil in which believers are to be rooted and grow, the foundation on which they are to be built.”[footnoteRef:2399] In the Greek text, Paul begins the entire phrase with “in love” to accentuate this quality as being the source of a believer’s strength, nourishment, and stability. [2399:  Lincoln, Ephesians [WBC].] 

“in love.” Paul does not specifically mention whether this love is God’s love in Christ for the believer or the believer’s love for God, Christ, and one another. In the absence of a referent, the reader must determine Paul’s implied meaning here. The scholars argue over whether the love Paul is referring to is God’s love for the believer, something he has mentioned before (cf. Rom. 5:5; 8:35-39), or whether it is the believer’s love for God, Christ, and fellow believers, which Paul has already mentioned in Ephesians (cf. Eph. 1:4, 15; 4:2, 16; 5:2; 6:24).
Since Paul could have easily said what love he was referring to, it seems that scholars like R. Bratcher and Eugene Nida[footnoteRef:2400] are most likely correct when they lean toward the understanding of “love in all its aspects, toward God and from God, and toward fellow believers.” Love is the reality that permeates the entire gospel message and provides the secure basis for carrying out the church’s mission in the world. Love is the great motivating factor for Christian faith and service. We love because God loved us first (1 John 4:19), and now we love God and our fellow humans. Since the believer is to be rooted and grounded “in love,” love in all its aspects seems the correct meaning here. [2400:  Bratcher and Nida, A Translator’s Handbook on Paul’s Letter to the Ephesians, 86.] 

Eph 3:19
“and thus are able to know the love of Christ.” The Greek sentence has the postpositive conjunction te. Harold Hoehner writes, “it can generally be claimed to express an internal logical relationship…and can probably be translated in this context as ‘and so.’”[footnoteRef:2401] The te logically connects the start of Ephesians 3:19 with Ephesians 3:18 such that verse 19 is a development of verse 18, not a separate request. Thus Paul prays that Christians will be able to fully comprehend the breadth, length, height, and depth, and by doing so will come to know the love of Christ. [2401:  Hoehner, Ephesians: An Exegetical Commentary; cf. also the NET translation.] 

“to know the love of Christ that surpasses knowledge.” This is an apparent contradiction, a paradox. How can someone know something that is beyond knowledge? But God’s intention was not to confuse the reader but to expand their thinking. We want to “know” Christ’s love, not just “know about it,” we want to experience it personally. But that love of Christ surpasses knowledge. No matter how much we experience it or study it, we do not grasp or experience all there is of it. This paradox should be very comforting to us because we should be confident that no matter how much we think Christ loves us, he really loves us more than that.
Eph 3:21
“in the church and in Christ Jesus.” The textual evidence indicates that this is the correct reading of the text. Had it read, “in the church in Christ Jesus,” that would have indicated that the Church was “in Christ” (cf. Eph. 1:3). But the addition of “and” shows that this is speaking of both the Church and Jesus Christ. We understand God being glorified “in the Church.” But God also gets glory “in Christ.” God is glorified in Christ because without Christ there would be no Church, indeed, no people of God at all. Everlasting death would reign for all people because there would have been no savior.
 
Ephesians Chapter 4
Eph 4:2
“bearing with.” The Greek word translated as “bearing with” is anechō (#430 ἀνέχω), and it means to “bear with, forbear, put up with, endure, sustain yourself under, tolerate. Anyone trying to be unified with others knows that in order to do so there has to be some “bearing with,” “putting up with,” and “tolerating.” This is never an easy thing, but it is a Christian virtue that must be developed by any Christian who wants to be mature in the Faith. This same phrase occurs in Colossians 3:13.
“one another.” The phrase “one another” occurs in the context of the Christian community, and while we are to be good to everyone, in the context of the New Testament Epistles, the commands toward “one another” are specifically to other Christians. Christians are to be “especially good to the household of faith” (Gal. 6:10). It is very important for the richness of our lives together here on earth, for our personal growth here on earth, and for rewards in the next life, that each Christian needs to be “other-focused,” focused on others and how we can help them. The phrase “one another” occurs many times in the New Testament, stating and reinforcing that truth.
[For more on the “one another” commands, see commentary on Gal. 5:13, “one another.” For more on “love one another,” see commentary on John 13:34.]
Eph 4:3
“unity which comes from the spirit.” This is the genitive of relation, and refers to the unity Christians have because they all have the gift of holy spirit. E. W. Bullinger explains the genitive of relation and notes that “the manner of expressing the particular relation must be gathered from the context. Frequently the ‘of’ is equivalent to ‘pertaining to.’ It may be objective, subjective, or both, e.g., 2 Cor. 5:14, ‘the love of Christ,’ which may be the love Christ bears to us (subjective); the love we bear to Christ (objective) or both may be true, and the truth.”[footnoteRef:2402] [2402:  Bullinger, Companion Bible, “The Genitive Case,” Appendix 17.] 

There are many examples of the genitive of relation in the Bible, and, as Bullinger wrote, the way to understand the relation is to understand the context and subject at hand. For example, “the lilies of the field” are the lilies that grow in the field; “the tree of life” is the tree that pertains to life or that imparts life; “the sure mercies of David” are the “mercies” (promises) pertaining to or made to David, and so forth. Here in Ephesians 4:3, the “unity of the spirit,” refers to the unity that all Christians have by virtue of having the same gift of holy spirit from God.
Every Christian has the same gift of holy spirit given to them by God (1 Thess. 4:8; Rom. 8:15; 1 Cor. 2:12; 2 Cor. 1:22). All Christians have all been made to drink of one spirit; all have been baptized in one spirit, in fact, we have all been baptized in one spirit into one Body, the Body of Christ (1 Cor. 12:13). The gift of holy spirit in Christians guarantees that they will all live together forever with Jesus in his future kingdom (2 Cor. 1:22; 5:5; Eph. 1:14). Christians have spiritual unity because of the gift of holy spirit.
Now the challenge for Christians is to take the spiritual unity that we have because of the gift of holy spirit and manifest that unity out into the physical world. That is why we must “endeavor” to keep the unity of the spirit. We have unity pertaining to holy spirit, now the question is will we have an outward interpersonal unity that reflects the spiritual unity we have in Christ?
If we Christians are going to be “diligent” (make an earnest and diligent effort) to outwardly “keep” the unity among us that we already have spiritually, based on the gift of holy spirit, we must know what makes people unified. What we discover is that people unify around what they believe. This is well expressed in the commentary by David Anderson. Anderson writes: “OK. Get ready for a shocker: the basis for Christian unity is not love. Pretty much all we hear these days is how we are to love one another. That is certainly biblical, but it is not the basis for unity. I can love all kinds of people of different denominations or even different religions or no religion. But that does not mean I can work with them in a Christian project. The basis for Christian unity is not love; it is what you believe” (emphasis the author’s).[footnoteRef:2403] [2403:  David Anderson, Position and Condition: An Exposition of the Book of Ephesians.] 

Dr. Anderson is certainly correct. We are commanded to love our enemies, but we could not be unified with them. Love does not produce unity. But Christians are very divided when it comes to what they believe, which is why it is important for us to “endeavor” to keep the unity of the spirit. “Endeavoring” is a process, and it can be a challenging process. Christians from different backgrounds and denominations may start with very little practical unity, and the way to “endeavor” to have and keep our outward unity matching our inward spiritual unity is to get together and discuss our differences in doctrine and practice and make an effort to be unified.
People are unified when they believe the same things and think the same way about something. This was why Paul wanted the Corinthian believers to think the same thing: “Now I urge you, brothers, by the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that you all speak the same thing, and that there be no divisions among you, but that you be made complete by having the same mind and by the same judgment” (1 Cor. 1:10). Discussions about beliefs and practices can become very personal and heated, which is no doubt why Christians are to endeavor to keep the unity of the spirit “in the bond of peace.” It is the “bond of peace” that enables Christians of differing beliefs and practices to get together and discuss their differences and see if they can come to an agreement on what they believe.
It is also important to note that Christians can be unified about one subject but not unified about another. Christians that are unified about the Hope may not be unified about baptism. Christians who are unified about how to become saved may not be unified about the gift of holy spirit. God wants us to be as unified as possible and especially on major points of doctrine. That is undoubtedly why, immediately after telling Christians to endeavor to outwardly have the unity that pertains to the holy spirit, the Bible has three verses, consisting of seven “ones” that should be the core belief system of every Christian (Eph. 4:3-6).
God has given us a list around which Christians should certainly attempt to unify: the “seven ones” of Ephesians 4:4-6: one body, one spirit, one hope, one Lord, one Faith, one baptism, one God. There are many great truths in Ephesians that are important, but one thread we can certainly see is how the “seven ones” of Ephesians 4 fit into the grand scheme of Ephesians. A central theme of Ephesians chapter 1 is how God planned and accomplished the redemption of the human race through Jesus Christ and how people who have accepted Christ are blessed now and will be blessed in the future.
Ephesians chapter 2 continues with the process and effect of God’s saving grace—we are saved from wrath by grace and not by works—and then explains that even Gentiles, who were excluded from the covenants and “without hope” in the world are now reconciled to God, and both Jews and Gentiles are now “one” in Christ.
Ephesians chapter 3 gives more details about inclusion of the Gentiles. It shows that it was a Sacred Secret that the Gentiles would be fellow heirs, fellow members of the Body of Christ, and fellow partakers of the promise, and furthermore that the Church would display God’s wisdom to the principalities and powers of the air. Chapter 3 ends with a prayer that members of the Church would be able to fulfill God’s desire for them by being strengthened with power and fully understanding Christ’s love so they are “filled with all the fullness of God.”
Ephesians chapter 4 follows upon the heels of the prayer that ended chapter 3, and starts with the exhortation that each Christian live a life worthy of that great calling of God. This will take being humble, being willing to learn from others (“meek”), being patient, and being loving. We are united in the one Body of Christ; a unity pertaining to the holy spirit, but now we must bring that spiritual unity to an outward unity. A way to start that is to unify around seven doctrines that are central to the Christian Faith: the “seven ones.”
The fact that God includes the “seven ones” here in Ephesians 4 as something around which Christians can unify means that at least some genuine unity can be accomplished among Christians as to these central points. However, to do that, Christians must put away their assumptions, long-held traditions, and any personal revelations that their beliefs are based on, and study the Bible with an open mind and open heart, using the same kind of honest academic rigor that any scientist uses when dealing with material that he or she wants to be accepted by the world scientific community.
Everyone knows that Christianity is divided into many different denominations and groups that hold to different beliefs. But at the same time, most Christians will acknowledge that at least some of the beliefs they hold are “not certain” or are a “best guess,” or are based in that group’s tradition and not on the solid foundation of Scripture. Often a tradition or belief started by the founder of a group, such as as Luther, Wesley, or Calvin, becomes as important to the group as what the Bible actually says. Of course, God knows about our differences, and even says in Scripture that we should attempt to think the same thing—obviously not about every topic, but certainly about that which is central to the Christian Faith and will produce unity among us. This requires a lot of effort and background learning, but pleasing God by being unified as a Christian community is worth it. Love and the bond of peace are to cover the areas where Christians cannot seem to unify.
In closing, it should be stated that many commentators say that the genitive in the phrase “unity of the spirit” is the genitive of production, meaning the unity produced by the spirit,[footnoteRef:2404] and that idea can be found in various translations and commentaries (cf. Kistemaker: “unity imparted by the Spirit”). However, that interpretation of the genitive is almost always due to the belief that the “spirit” is the third Person in the Trinity (“the Holy Spirit), who then produces the unity in the Body of Christ. But although the gift of holy spirit is a major factor in why Christians are unified, the gift of holy spirit does not “produce” the spiritual unity that Christians have; our spiritual unity pertains to the holy spirit. Then, the outward unity we are to keep is the natural result of holy spirit being inside each believer because it makes us all children of God, brothers and sisters of Christ, and fellow members of the same Body. [2404:  Cf. Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics, 105] 

“by keeping the bond of peace.” The best way to understand the genitive phrase, “bond of peace” seems to be a genitive of material, i.e., “the bond consisting of peace.” Different possibilities of the genitive have been set forth, such as the genitive of production, i.e., “the bond produced by peace.” However, peace does not produce the bond, it is the bond, and it allows believers to strive to keep, in an outward and visible way, the unity of the spirit even when they are not yet unified.
Eph 4:4
“one body.” “one body” is the first of the “seven ones” of Ephesians 4:4-6, and it refers to the Body of Christ, of which Jesus Christ is the head.
[For more on the purpose of the seven ones, see commentary on Eph. 4:3.]
“one spirit.” This refers to the gift of holy spirit that was given to the Church on the Day of Pentecost. The gift of God’s nature, called “holy spirit,” had always been available, and before the Day of Pentecost God put it upon some believers whom He had chosen (cf. Num. 11:17-29; Judg. 3:10; 6:34; 11:29; 14:6; 15:14; 1 Sam. 10:6; 2 Kings 2:9; Neh. 9:30; Isa. 11:2). A study of the records in which God put His gift of holy spirit upon believers shows that when the spirit came upon them, they had spiritual power. For example, they could prophesy or do great tasks. But the gift of holy spirit in the Old Testament could come and go. God took it back from King Saul (1 Sam. 16:14), and when David sinned he prayed that God would not take it from him (Ps. 51:11).
God only gave one “spirit” to the Church, and it is the gift of holy spirit. This was an especially important truth when Ephesians was written because the Greco-Roman world had lots of gods and spirits, and many of them were considered to be good or helpful. It was important for the Christian to know that for the Church there was only “one spirit,” God’s gift of holy spirit.
[For more on the gift of holy spirit, see the book, The Gift of Holy Spirit: The Power to be Like Christ.]
“called.” This is the Greek verb kaleō (#2564 καλέω), “called.” In the New Testament Epistles, the word “called” (in both the adjective and verb forms) is used as a technical term and refers, not to those who have only been “called,” but to those who have accepted the call. Thus, in the Epistles it means, and could even be translated, “the ones who have accepted the call.” Ephesians 4:4 is a good example of this. Believers accepted the call of God and in association with that, now have the hope of that calling.
[For more on the use of “called” as a technical term for those who have accepted the call of God, see commentary on Romans 8:28.]
“to one hope.” The preposition in Greek that is translated “to one hope” is the word “en” (#1722 ἐν) which can mean “in, in connection with, into, with, by, to, etc.”[footnoteRef:2405] The phrase “called in one hope,” would not adequately capture the idea Paul is trying to communicate here. That translation could be understood that God called us, hoping that we would accept the call (which is how the phrase “in hope” could be taken). While that is true, in this context, Paul is describing realities that are true for the Christian. Each of these “one” instances is about “one” thing Christians have (Eph. 4:4-6). So, the idea is that our calling to become Christians was to have one hope, which is life in the age to come. The Christian’s calling is a calling to “renounce everything he has” (Luke 14:33) but also a calling to have a great hope to which the sufferings in this life cannot even compare (Rom. 8:18). It is a challenging call, but a rewarding one. [2405:  BDAG, 326.] 

The call of God is intimately connected with our glorious future hope. The hope is to be the anchor of the Christian’s soul (Heb. 6:19), so it is vital that Christians be clear about what their hope is. It involves having new bodies like Christ’s body (Phil. 3:21), living in the Kingdom of Christ here on a newly regenerated earth, and enjoying the rewards that one has earned for obedience to God. Christians are to know and understand the hope in a way that anchors their soul to the things of God and shapes the way they live.
[For more on the coming Kingdom of Christ on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more about rewards in the coming kingdom, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10, “good or evil.”]
Eph 4:5
“one Lord.” Jesus Christ is the one true Lord for Christians.
Some Trinitarians propose that if Unitarians use this verse to say that the one God is the Father (Eph. 4:6), meaning nobody else is God, then Unitarians must also say that the one Lord is Jesus, meaning that there are no other Lords. They propose that biblically, “Lord” is applied to God (Gen. 15:8; Deut. 3:24; Matt. 4:7) and to humans (Matt. 10:24; 20:8; 1 Pet. 3:6), thus, there are other “Lords” so then the term “one” must not really mean “one,” and therefore, Unitarians cannot use Ephesians 4:6 to say that there is really only “one” God. However, this logic fails to understand that Paul is not saying there is only one “being” who can rightly be called Lord, but that there is only one “true” Lord over Christians, there is only one person in the position of “Lord” over Christians, namely, Jesus.
Paul essentially answers this refutation directly in 1 Corinthians 8:6. He says, “For even if there are so-called gods, whether in heaven or on earth (as indeed there are many gods and many lords), yet to us there is one God, the Father, from whom are all things, and we are for him; and one Lord, Jesus Christ, through whom are all things and we are through him” (1 Cor. 8:6). Paul is teaching that even though there are many beings who are called Gods and Lords, for Christians, there is only one being who is God (the Father), and one being who is in the position of Lord (Jesus).
So, in Paul’s mind there is only one “God” and one “Lord.” This does not mean that the word “Lord” cannot rightly be applied to Yahweh (it is many times: Gen. 15:8; Deut. 3:24; Matt. 4:7) but it means that to Paul, there is only one who holds the title/office “Lord” (Jesus) and only one who holds the title/office “God” (the Father). Just as one could say that there is one President, Abraham Lincoln, while Abraham Lincoln held office in the United States, even though technically there are many presidents of different clubs and organizations, such as the President of the Senate (the Vice President) or the President of a soccer club. Thus, using the term “president” does not mean other people could not rightly also be called president, but it does mean that they are not being called “The President” in reference to the singular position of the top leader of the nation.
This principle is also true for the other things Paul mentions in this list. In the first century there were many gods, many lords, many baptisms (baptism of John, baptism in the cult of Enke, baptism in Judaism), and many faiths (Babylonian, Egyptian, Jewish, Greek, etc.), yet, for Christians, there is only one “true” God, Lord, baptism, faith, and hope. For example, there are many things that a person can “hope” for, such as a job promotion or hope for one’s child to be safe. While there are many “hopes,” yet for Christians, there is only one ultimate “hope,” namely, life in the age to come.
Therefore, Ephesians 4:5-6 does not mean that God or other people in positions of authority cannot be called “Lord,” because they are (Matt. 10:24; 20:8; 1 Pet. 3:6). Instead, it means that they are not in the ultimate position of being the one true “Lord” over Christians, a title which Paul asserts is reserved for Jesus Christ alone.
“one faith.” The “one faith” in Ephesians 4:5 seems to refer both to the confession of Christ as Lord, which is done in faith (“trust” cf. Eph. 1:15), and also to the core body of Christian beliefs, the Christian Faith, not meaning every single belief that a Christian should have, but rather the core and central beliefs that make a person a Christian (cf. Eph. 4:13). The scholars are divided, with some of them taking “faith” to refer to the confession of faith; faith in Christ;[footnoteRef:2406] some taking it to be the “Christian Faith,” a body of beliefs,[footnoteRef:2407] and some thinking both likely apply.[footnoteRef:2408] If both meanings do apply, the subjective meaning, a person’s faith in Christ, certainly is part of what the verse is saying—part of what all Christians must agree to is that salvation comes by “faith in Christ,” i.e., trusting in Christ. [2406:  Cf. Lange, 7:141; W. Hendriksen, New Testament Commentary: Galatians and Ephesians, 186-87; H. Meyer, 7:439.]  [2407:  Cf. A. Clarke, 6:451; B. Merkle, Exegetical Guide to the Greek New Testament: Ephesians.]  [2408:  Cf. R. C. H. Lenski, Ephesians, 513; A. Lincoln [WBC].] 

In the polytheistic Roman world, it was common for a person to have many gods, many different ways to approach and appease those gods, and many different beliefs associated with those gods. That was not to be true for the Christian. The Christian gets saved by faith (trust) in Christ, and then holds some specific core beliefs that unify all Christians. For example, those unifying beliefs would include things that Paul called “his Gospel,” i.e., “that Christ died for our sins according to the scriptures, and that he was buried, and that he was raised on the third day according to the scriptures, and that he appeared” to people (1 Cor. 15:3-5).
Eph 4:6
“one God and Father of all.” This is very clear that Jesus Christ is not part of the “one God” mentioned here; he is in the “one Lord” category mentioned in the previous verse, Ephesians 4:5. Paul is clearly defining God in a Unitarian way.
Eph 4:7
“Now grace was given to each one of us.” In this context, the grace given to each one of us is the particular ministry that each one of us has and the specific energizing that God and the Lord Jesus give each of us as we work to fulfill our ministries.
Eph 4:8
“he took captives.” By using this phrase, Paul likely is referring to how Jesus was victorious over the spiritual forces of evil (Col. 2:15), and “took them captive” when he ascended to the right hand of God, in victory over death.
This phrase is notoriously difficult to translate because it is a polyptoton which would be more literally translated, “he took the captives captive.” The difficulty lies in that when this phrase is used in the Old Testament, it never refers to ‘taking captives captive’ but rather to ‘taking someone captive.’ For instance, in Deuteronomy 21:10 the phrase refers to people who lost a battle who are taken captive, but they were not captives prior to being taken captive. Similarly, in Judges 5:12 the context is referring to Israel defeating their enemies in war and then “taking them captive,” but again, like in Deuteronomy, the people being taken captive were not already captives, they were simply Canaanites (Judg. 4:2-3). The phrase also occurs in Numbers 21:1 and likewise refers to “taking captives,” not to taking people who were enslaved and making them enslaved to you. So, in all of the Old Testament uses, it simply refers to taking people captive.
One other meaning should be addressed. Some translations such as the KJV, NKJV, Amplified Bible, ERV, and the World English Bible, translate the phrase, “led captivity captive.” Not only is this phrase quite confusing at first glance, but this translation does not follow the consistent Old Testament meaning. Thus, it is not to be preferred. Also, what would it correlate to theologically? Where in the New Testament does Jesus “capture” captivity? There is really nothing in the New Testament that one can point to, except perhaps that Christ defeated the power of sin which held people captive, however, he did not then make “Sin” submissive to him. Thus, the correlation to any New Testament reality is quite weak with the translation “led captivity captive,” and so, for these reasons, it is not to be preferred.
The question must be asked, who was taken captive when Jesus “ascended on high?” Given the earlier allusions to Christ’s “exaltation over the powers”[footnoteRef:2409] in Ephesians 1:21-22, and the close parallels with Colossians 2:15, the phrase “took captives” likely refers to Jesus taking spiritual forces of evil captive.[footnoteRef:2410] In Ephesians 1:21-22 Paul says that Christ was seated in the heavenly places, “far above every ruler and authority and power and dominion...and he put all things in subjection under his feet.” The “rulers,” “authorities,” and “powers” are in reference to spiritual forces, and Paul relates that these spiritual forces have been subjected to Christ. This very much echoes the idea intended throughout the Old Testament for the phrase “taking captives,” in which an Old Testament king would defeat his enemies and take them captive, thus, they would be submissive to the king. In the context of Ephesians, Jesus has defeated his spiritual enemies and God has submitted those enemies beneath Christ the King. [2409:  Andrew T. Lincoln, Ephesians [WBC], 242.]  [2410:  Markus Barth, Ephesians: Introduction, Translation, and Commentary on Chapters 4-6 [AYB], 432.] 

Colossians 2:15 also provides great insight into the phrase “took captives” here in Ephesians 4:8. In Colossians 2:15 it reads, “He stripped the rulers and the authorities, and He made a public spectacle of them, leading them as captives in a triumphal procession in connection with him.” Here, Paul makes clear that at Jesus’ exaltation to the right hand of God, Jesus was victorious over the spiritual forces of evil, and they became as “captives” to him. Therefore, it is very likely that this is the connection Paul was intending to make here in Ephesians 4:8, namely, that Christ has taken the spiritual forces of evil captive.
[For more information on why “rulers,” “authorities,” and “powers” are referring to spiritual forces, see the commentary on Eph. 6:12.]
“gave gifts to people.” Paul purposely modified the Old Testament verse he is quoting in order to fit his rhetorical goal of applying it to Jesus Christ. In the Old Testament context, in Psalm 68:18, the Hebrew text says that “you have received tribute (gifts) from men,” but in the New Testament context, Paul is wanting to elaborate on how Jesus Christ gives spiritual gifts to the Church. So, what does Paul do? He modifies the Old Testament text to fit his rhetorical purposes. He modifies it to say, “he gave gifts to people.” This does not mean Paul does not respect the Old Testament or its grammatical-historical context, but rather Paul is teaching about a New Covenant reality and simply using a text people would have been familiar with (Psa. 68:18) to support this teaching.
The New Testament authors do this sort of reapplication of an Old Testament text quite frequently. For example in Matthew 2:15, it reads, “Out of Egypt I called my son,” which is a quote of Hosea 11:1. However, the Old Testament context is about how God called Israel (his son) out of Egypt—out of slavery. Yet, Matthew, being familiar with the Old Testament, sees a correlation, because in the New Testament context, Jesus (God’s son) left Egypt to come back to Galilee, so, in a sense, the words “Out of Egypt I called my son,” fit Jesus’ circumstances nicely.
Eph 4:9
“descended into the lower parts of the earth.” This is referring to Jesus’ death and burial.
There is much theological discussion about what it means that Jesus descended into the earth, but much of the confusion is due to orthodox theology. Some orthodox theologians think that “he descended” refers to Christ leaving heaven and coming to earth as a human in the incarnation.
Other orthodox Christians believe that Ephesians 4:9 is referring to Christ as a spirit being going down to Tartarus between his death and resurrection and preaching to the spirits in prison. Some of those Christians believe the “spirits” that he “preached” to are the spirits of dead Old Testament believers and that Jesus then led them to heaven, which is not correct. The belief that Jesus went to Tartarus between his death and resurrection comes from the orthodox teaching that dead people are alive in a “spirit” form, which is not correct. Placing the timing of Jesus’ descent into Tartarus between his death and resurrection can be seen in the Apostles’ Creed which inserts this exact same phrase, “descended into the lower parts” in between Christ’s death and resurrection. It reads, “(Jesus) was crucified, died, and buried, descended into the lower parts, on the third day rose from the dead.” That wording clearly implies that Jesus went to Tartarus to preach while his body was dead, because “descended” takes place after “died.” So the Apostle’s Creed insinuates that Jesus’ descending into the earth was not Jesus’ death and burial, but occurred after his body died. If one believes the orthodox teaching that a person’s spirit continues to live on without a body after the person dies then it would perhaps be possible that Jesus’ spirit continued to live and he went to preach to the spirits in prison between his death on the cross and the resurrection. However, Scripture teaches that when a person dies they are dead in every way, and are not alive in any form. Furthermore, the context of Ephesians 4:9 never indicates when Christ “descended into the lower parts of the earth,” but leaves believers to discover the timing of that event from other places in Scripture. Given the fact that Scripture makes it clear that a dead person is dead in every way, and from the scope of Scripture, saying that Jesus “descended into the lower part of the earth” was a way to describe his death and burial, not a separate event after his death. Ephesians 4:9 indicates that Jesus dying for our sins and being buried was part of what qualified him to ascend into heaven as King of kings and Lord of lords. The biblical evidence shows that the spirits that Jesus spoke to were demons who had caused the problems on earth around the time of Noah’s Flood (that interpretation is correct and is supported by the context). Jesus went to the demon spirits in Tartarus after he was raised from the dead.
1 Peter 3:19 says that Jesus went and preached to the spirits in prison in his new body after he was “made alive.” He did not go to Tartarus in some disembodied state between his death and resurrection. The text reads, “he was put to death in the flesh but made alive by the spirit, in which state he also went and proclaimed his victory to the spirits in prison” (1 Pet. 3:18-19).
The evidence from the scope of Scripture shows that this verse is about the death and burial of Christ. Jesus, the Son of God, was a human being and he died on the cross and was dead and buried for three days and nights. Then God raised him from the dead and after being on earth for 40 days he ascended into heaven. So Jesus died on the cross, was buried (thus he descended into the earth), was raised from the dead, and then after forty days ascended into heaven.
[For more on Jesus being fully human see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.” For more on the dead people being dead and not being alive in any form, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.”]
Eph 4:10
“ascended far above all the heavens.” This is hyperbolic language. God is in heaven, so the phrase is not claiming that Jesus ascended “far above” God. Rather, the phrase is describing Jesus’ ascension to the right hand of God, which is viewed as the highest place in heaven. Thus, to ascend “far above all the heavens” is best understood as ascending to the highest part of heaven, i.e., God’s throne. Also, the Greek word translated “ascend” can refer to “going up” spatially, and it can refer to “going up” in rank, power, or position. Jesus did both. He ascended to God’s right hand, and he was given all authority (cf. Phil. 2:9). Also, “all the heavens” can refer by the figure metonymy to all the beings who live in heaven, the angels, etc. When Jesus ascended into heaven, he also ascended in power and authority over all the other heavenly beings.
“in order to fill all things.” As we will see below, it is the church that fills all things. It is Christ’s body, not his literal body, but his metaphorical one; the Body of Christ, which is the Church.
The phrase “in order to fill all things,” is taken by quite a few commentators to mean that Jesus is omnipresent and thus, spatially fills all things. One such scholar is Ernest Best, who concludes that since, “τὰ πάντα [all things] is nominal and not adverbial it means the universe (cf 1:23; Col 1:16–20; 1 Cor 3:21f; 8:6) unless an alternative sense is signified (Hodge).”[footnoteRef:2411] However, the “universe” does not fit the context or how Paul uses this terminology earlier in Ephesians. [2411:  Ernest Best, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on Ephesians [ICC], 387.] 

Although “all things” does likely refer to the world rather than the church here in Ephesians 4:10, it does not necessarily mean that Christ himself is physically “filling” the world. He could be “filling” all things in a different way. T. K. Abbott, looking at Ephesians 4:10 and noticing how it speaks of Jesus ascending to heaven, sees the problem with this literal “filling” interpretation and asks, “But how can the occupation of a special place in heaven have for its object presence throughout the universe?”[footnoteRef:2412] Simply put, how can Jesus going to one place be interpreted to mean that he is literally filling all places? This means that a physical “filling” interpretation does not fit the verse itself. [2412:  T. K. Abbott, Ephesians, Colossians [ICC], 116.] 

The context immediately prior to and following Ephesians 4:10 is that Jesus gave gifts to men (Eph. 4:7-8) and then he goes on to name some of those gifts in Ephesians 4:11. Paul then goes on to talk about how Jesus has given these different gifts to members of the “body” so that they could create a well functioning and growing “body” of Christ (Eph. 4:11-16). One can see how in this analogy Paul is creating a visual metaphor that the people in the Church are intended to be the “body” of Christ, so that when the members are functioning properly, it is as if Christ is doing something, when in reality, it is the Church (his “body”) doing it. Thus, Christ’s literal body is not filling all things, but his “body,” the church, is filling all things, and Christ is equipping his “body” by giving them gifts. Therefore, Christ can be said to be present somewhere, or fill somewhere, where he is not physically, but yet the Church is there physically. With Paul’s interplay between Christ and his “body,” it becomes clear how Jesus moving to one location with authority and handing out gifts to his “body” could result in his metaphorical body, the Church, filling all things.
Paul’s very similar language in Ephesians 1:23 also supports that understanding. In Ephesians 1:22-23 we read, “...the church, which is his body, the fullness of the one who fills all things in every way.” A few things to note: first, Paul directly associates this language of filling all things with the Church. Yes, it says that “the one” (Jesus) fills all things. But how does he do this in the verse? Is it because his physical body fills all things, or is it because the church, which is his body, fills all things? The latter surely is what is meant. Secondly, according to Ephesians 1:23, the church is the “fullness.” This is admittedly a strange phrase, however, one can see the play on words that Paul is making in the Greek. He says, “the church...the fullness (πλήρωμα, plērōma) of the one who fills (this is the verbal form of the same word; πληροω, plēroō).” So, the church is the “full” thing which Christ fills. Therefore, the church is the thing which fills all things, it is Christ’s body, not his literal body, but his metaphorical one.
Eph 4:11
“apostles ... prophets ... evangelists ... pastors ... teachers.” Ephesians 4:11 mentions five specific ministries in the Church that are especially given by the Lord Jesus to prepare and equip Christians for service to God. Scripture does not refer to these ministries collectively by a particular name, so different Christian groups have referred to them in different ways. However, since Ephesians 4:12 says that these ministries are for the equipping of the believers, perhaps calling them “equipping ministries” is an accurate name for them. However, some groups call these five ministries (apostles, prophets, evangelists, pastors, and teachers) “gift ministries,” but that is misleading because every Christian has a “gift ministry,” that is, a ministry that is a gift to that person and that specifically enables that person to carry out his or her particular gifting in the Body of Christ. Just three verses earlier, in Ephesians 4:8, the Bible says that when Christ ascended he gave “gifts” to people, and no believer is left out. Everyone has a particular gift to use in the Body of Christ. The “gift” that anyone has is the gift that is his or her specific way of serving God. The word “ministry” simply means “service,” and every Christian—every Christian—has been specifically enabled and empowered to serve. The Bible mentions quite a few ministries, for example, Romans 12:6-8 says that we have gifts that differ from one another and mentions the gift of prophecy, the gift of serving, the gift of teaching, the gift of encouragement, the gift of giving, the gift of leading, and the gift of showing mercy, but many more “gifts” could be mentioned in the list.
These five ministries have also been called “ascension gift ministries,” but again, after his ascension, Jesus gave each Christian a ministry (Eph. 4:7-8), so in fact, every Christian has an “ascension gift ministry.”
The Word of God says that the purpose for these five ministries is “for the equipping” of the believers (Eph. 4:12; NASB), and many other versions besides the REV recognize that “equip” or “equipping” is an excellent translation in this verse. It is good practice for Christians to use the vocabulary of the Bible whenever possible to describe spiritual realities, and thus a good way to refer to the five ministries in Ephesians 4:11 is to call them, “equipping ministries.”
“prophets.” For more information on prophets and prophecy, see commentary on Romans 12:6.
“pastors and teachers.” The pastor and teacher are two of the “equipping” ministries in the Church that equip the people for the work of the ministry. The term “pastor” is the Greek noun poimēn (#4166 ποιμήν) and means “shepherd,” and it is translated as “shepherd” almost every other time it appears in the Bible. It is unfortunate that in the development of the English language, people who preside over congregations are referred to as “pastors” when the Greek word means “shepherd.” It is unfortunate because when we correctly call Jesus the “good shepherd” and the “Chief Shepherd,” but call the people he appoints to shepherd others by the term “pastors,” we lose the wonderful connection between the “Chief Shepherd,” and his “assistant shepherds,” whom he appoints to help him shepherd his flock.
Anyone who works with sheep knows that it is impossible to look after a large flock without help. A large flock always had a “chief shepherd” and other “shepherds” who helped with the work. Understanding that fact helps us understand the parable of the lost sheep (Matt. 18:12ff; Luke 15:4ff). In that parable, the chief shepherd did not leave the 99 sheep out in the wilderness without a shepherd’s care and vulnerable to enemies just so he could save one sheep, that would not have made any sense; he left the 99 with his helper shepherds. All the people who lived at that time and in that culture would have clearly understood that. Like the flock in the parable, the Body of Christ is a very large flock, and the Chief Shepherd needs lots of help shepherding it.
The Body of Christ has millions of individual “sheep,” and Jesus is the Chief Shepherd and he works closely with his “help,” the shepherds (the “pastors”) he has placed in his Body. That Jesus is called the “Chief Shepherd” should be a great encouragement to anyone who is called to leadership in the Body of Christ, because it is clear that any shepherd can and should look to the Chief Shepherd for help, guidance, support, information, and whatever else is needed to shepherd the flock.
[For more on the relationship between the Chief Shepherd and his flock, see commentary on 1 Pet. 5:4.]
There has been some confusion among scholars as to whether there are four or five equipping ministries listed in Ephesians 4:11. Are there “pastors” and “teachers,” two separate ministries, or is there just one ministry, the “pastor-teacher?” The confusion is due to the fact that each of the ministries is set apart by the Greek separator particle de, except for the pastors and teachers, which are connected by the word kai (which means “and” and is pronounced kī, like “hi”). Thus the essence of the text is: apostles de prophets de evangelists de pastors kai [and] teachers. Some commentators have concluded from that grammatical construction that there are only four ministries in the verse, the fourth being that of the pastor-teacher. However, the grammar does not demand that the pastor and teacher are only one ministry, the text is simply saying that there are both pastors “and” teachers, and that there is a special connection between them. Meyer correctly points out that in the Church, the apostle, prophet, and evangelist are usually ministries that are more to the entire Body of Christ, whereas the pastor and teacher are more generally tied to one congregation.[footnoteRef:2413] Besides that, there is a closer association between the pastor and teacher than often exists between the other ministries, and a closer connection between the function of their ministries. They work very closely together to make their church effective and successful. [2413:  Meyer’s Commentary on the New Testament.] 

What is in the text, and clarified by the experience of the Church, is that there are five equipping ministries, including both the pastor (shepherd) and teacher. Furthermore, there is a clear difference between the pastor and teacher, something that called Pastors and called Teachers are well aware of; in fact, often their ministries can be somewhat at odds with each other. The heart of a pastor is to listen, whereas the heart of a teacher is to teach, so at a fundamental level, there is a difference in orientation between the pastor and teacher.
To be truly effective, a church must have both accurate teaching of the Bible and good pastoral care. A good pastor must always bring people back to God’s perspective and to the Word of God. Pastoral care is not just sympathy, it is helping people find God, and so the pastor is always teaching or working closely with a teacher to bring people to both wholeness and truth. Similarly, the teacher cannot be divorced from the pastoral needs of the congregation. Every teacher knows what it is like to “hit the mark” in a teaching, when the subject matter was biblical and informative, and the teaching also reached into the hearts of the people who heard it. No teacher teaches simply to impart information; the information must bring the people closer to God. Good teachings inform, encourage, and often confront and bring people to a point of decision, and so often for a teaching to be fully effective, it must be followed by personal pastoral care.
In spite of the pastor’s need to teach, and the teacher’s need to pastor the people, because the heart of a pastor is always to help and heal, his or her teachings tend to be on subjects that immediately comfort or encourage the heart. Also, he may tend to ignore or “downplay” certain biblical subjects that can be emotionally challenging for people, as well as subjects that seem to be more “just information.” In contrast with pastors, however, teachers are much more information-oriented, and see more value in the information simply because it is true and is about God or comes from God. Teachers see an inherent value in “knowing,” which fuels the passion they have for their ministry. A teaching that is very informative but not necessarily encouraging may greatly inspire a teacher, but not be the kind of teaching a pastor would teach to his congregation.
To be most effective, a church needs both a teacher and a pastor, and the “and” connecting them in the Greek text makes that point very well, whereas a de would correctly point to the fact that the pastor and teacher are two distinct ministries, but would not show their distinct need to work together. Anyone who has seen a pastor-teacher team at work in a church immediately knows the value of each individual ministry in equipping the believers, and so there is good reason for the “and” (kai) between pastor and teacher in the Greek text.
Eph 4:12
“to equip.” The Greek phrase is pros ton katartismon (πρὸς τὸν καταρτισμὸν), which is literally, “for the equipping.” The Greek word katartismos (#2677 καταρτισμός) means “a process of adjustment that results in a complete preparedness,”[footnoteRef:2414] and can be translated as “equipping, preparing, training, perfecting.” The work that the apostles, prophets, evangelists, pastors, and teachers do in the Body of Christ is an ongoing one, both in the individual lives of the believers and in the entire Body as new believers are saved while others fall asleep in the Lord. [2414:  Friberg, Analytical Lexicon, s.v. “καταρτισμός,” 221.] 

“for the work of ministry.” This is not, “for the work of the ministry,” as if the believers were being equipped to do formal church work. Rather it is for the work of “ministry,” i.e., the act of ministering to each other in such a way that the Body of Christ is built up. Every believer is involved in “ministry,” serving and ministering to people both spiritually and physically in such a way that the Body of Christ is built up and strengthened. One of the sad facts of Christian history is that the true meaning of this verse has been mostly lost in the Church, especially in previous centuries, but even now in many denominations. This verse makes it plain that every believer is to “minister” to others, and through that ministry build up the Body of Christ. Every Christian is a witness for Christ, an ambassador of Christ, a “holy one,” a fellow builder with God, a soldier of the Lord, etc. We are all to spur each other on to love and good works (Heb. 10:24). Sadly, the way this verse has been translated in some versions, and acted out in the Church, is that the clergy does all the work while the average Christian sits in a pew and gives money to support the clergy and church work.
“with the goal of.” This phrase translated the Greek preposition eis (#1519 ἐις) and denotes movement toward an object (whether concrete or abstract), and it can be translated as “for” or “in order to” to connote purpose. Hence, in the REV the phrase has been translated “with the goal of” in order to bring out the purpose or aim of the gifts that Christ gave the church.
Important to understand in this section is that the gifts that Christ gave are not exclusive to only a select few individuals in the church. As Harold Hoehner rightfully points out, “the concept that the ministry belongs to clergy is foreign to this context because every saint is given a gift (v. 7) and every saint is involved in the ministry.”[footnoteRef:2415] [2415:  H. Hoehner, Ephesians: An Exegetical Commentary, 551.] 

“building up the body of Christ.” This is a general statement. The Body of Christ is built up in many different ways, and it gets built up as the people with equipping ministries equip believers who then go forth and do the work of the ministry. One obvious way that the Body gets built up is when believers tell unbelievers about Jesus and those unbelievers get saved and added to the number of believers. But the Body is also built up, “edified,” when believers help each other, which happens in myriads of different ways. Christians are to be especially good to each other (Gal. 6:10) and support “one another.”
[For specific ways we are to support and love one another, see commentary on Gal. 5:13. For more on the Body of Christ, see commentary on Eph. 1:23.]
Eph 4:13
“until we all attain unity in the faith.” Ephesians 4:13 is about the future. Christians will not attain unity in the faith or grow into full maturity in Christ in this “present evil age” (Gal. 1:4). We will be unified, attain a true knowledge of Christ, and be mature in him in the future, in the Administration of the Fullness of Times (Eph. 1:10). But that does not excuse Christians from working diligently right now toward the goal of being unified in the faith and becoming mature in Christ.
Ephesians 4:7-16 is a beautifully structured blend of fact, exhortation, and comfort. We are told that as Christians we all have been given gifts of grace; ministries in the Body of Christ (Eph. 4:7-8). We are reminded that Christ’s being in heaven and being able to give us those gifts of grace came at a price—he died for us; he descended into the earth. So Christ set for us the ultimate example of service to God and others, and showed us that we are also to use the gifts he gives us to serve others (Eph. 4:9-10).
Then Ephesians tells us that Christ has not left us without people to help and guide us in doing our function in the Body. He has given us the equipping ministries of apostles, prophets, evangelists, pastors, and teachers so we can effectively do what we were called to do (Eph. 4:11-12). Next, he gives us a comforting word so that we are not overly frustrated with the seeming inability of Christians to become unified and mature. He tells us that unity and maturity will happen, but in the future—in the Administration of the Fullness of Times—and at that time we will no longer be “children” tossed about by winds of doctrine and tricked by deceitful people (Eph. 4:13-14).
Lastly, Ephesians instructs us how to do our best to become unified and mature in this age (Eph. 4:15-16). We are shown that fundamental to growing up in Christ and thus to Christian unity and maturity is speaking the truth in love. Then we are reminded that it is Jesus Christ who is the source of the unity in the Body. He has provided it with the parts it needs, and it is being fitted together and held together by the supporting ministries he has provided. Also, if every part will work and do its proper function not only will the Body grow, but because it is a living spiritual organism it will lovingly be “building itself up”—the Body helping the Body to grow.
This section in Ephesians is a beautiful picture of Christ’s love and “hands-on” way of dealing with the Church, and now it is our turn to be like Christ and serve God and others by doing our function in the Body of Christ. If Christians will do that, the Body of Christ will be healthy, grow, and mature in the Faith.
having grown into a mature person. The Greek word translated “person” is anēr (#435 ἀνήρ), which generally refers to a male (man or husband) in contrast to a boy or female. However, there are times when anēr can be used generically of a human being, male or female, and that is the case here; the females in the Body of Christ do not become male in the administration of the fullness of times. In this context, anēr is used rather than the common anthrōpos (“person”) but not in order to point to some masculine characteristic that Paul is expecting believers to adopt and imitate, rather the emphasis is on arriving at mature adulthood and not on any specific gender or attribute of gender.
The word “mature” is the Greek teleios (#5046 τέλειος), which in this context connotes being fully grown in the figurative sense of coming to a spiritual maturity that recognizes and lives according to the reality of Christ as the head of the body. Paul is drawing upon the imagery of how a person goes from being a small child to a full-grown adult as they live and get stronger each day, and he is applying the metaphor to the life of the believer to connote the way that every believer is to become a full-grown adult in the faith according to the standard of Christ Jesus himself. Thus, Paul is instructing believers to become “mature adults” in the faith and to attain to the fullness of what is already present in Christ. Paul then immediately contrasts that with being a nēpios (“child”) in Ephesians 4:14, which is the opposite of growing up in Christ and reaching full maturity as a Christian. It is interesting that Paul uses the singular “person” and not the plural “persons.” Paul is likely referring to the body of Christ in a collective sense as the one “new man” that all believers are to strive to grow up into with the head being Christ Jesus.
“of the full stature of Christ.” This phrase can be somewhat confusing because it is using the concept of a mature man in a metaphorical way, and so to understand it we have to get the metaphor. A human being starts out as a baby, grows through childhood, and eventually reaches their “full stature,” their full size, when they are mature. Thus, “full stature” is at maturity, and in this context, it is the maturity that Paul has in mind, not the physical size. Paul is not saying that somehow Christians are all going to be as tall as Christ (actually, by today’s standards, Jesus would have almost certainly been relatively short. People of his generation were generally shorter than most Westerners today, and Isa. 53:2 says there was nothing unusual about his physical appearance). In the future, believers will be fully mature, whereas today we strive to be mature in Christ. Christians should not be content to just be “saved.” We should also work hard to become mature in Christ.
Eph 4:14
“so that we are no longer children.” From God’s perspective, every Christian is a child now, and hopefully is making the effort to grow and mature in Christ. The next verse, Ephesians 4:15, tells us that one way we grow up in the Lord is by speaking the truth in love. But in any case, we will not be fully mature in Christ until the future, in the Administration of the Fullness of Times (see commentary on Eph. 1:10; 4:13). At that time we will have new, spiritual bodies (Phil. 3:21) and will be like Christ (1 John 3:2). Today, as children, we get fooled and tossed around by the Devil and his minions, as the verse says, but thankfully, the more mature we become in Christ, the less the Devil is able to do that to us. Part of our wonderful hope is that there is a time coming in the future when the Devil will not be able to fool us or use us.
“doctrine.” The Greek word is didaskalia (#1319 διδασκαλία), a noun, and it has two primary meanings: It is used of the act of teaching or instruction (as if it were a verb), and it is also used for what is taught, i.e., the doctrine or material that was presented. In this verse, the REV considered the word “doctrine” as more fitting than “teaching.”
[For more on didaskalia see commentary on 1 Tim. 4:13.]
“by people’s trickery and craftiness.” The Greek word translated “trickery” is kubeia (#2940 κυβεία). Literally, it means “dice playing,” but because the people who played dice often cheated, just as they do today, the word became used for the deceptions brought about by men, or trickery. There is a double prepositional phrase in the Greek that would be more literally translated as “by the trickery of people, by craftiness.” The two phrases have been combined into one by the preposition en (“by”), which governs both phrases. For clarity, the conjunction “and” is supplied in English to conjoin the two descriptors. The distributive force of the preposition makes the reading smoother and shows the connection between the two characteristics that Paul is identifying.
Paul is pointing out that people use both “trickery” and “craftiness” in their deceptive schemes to lead people astray with false teaching. Although deceitful people use “trickery and craftiness” in many ways and in many situations, and those apply here, many people use trickery and craftiness to get people to believe their false doctrines.
Eph 4:15
“we are to grow up.” The “we” is collective, that is, the Church is to grow up into Christ, but that growth is done individually. Each individual is to speak the truth in love and grow up in every way into Christ. The directive given to Christians to “grow up” places a responsibility on each Christian that will differ from person to person and should not be ignored.
To “grow up” into Christ requires mental and spiritual growth, which takes time and effort. It is a process, not an event. Every Christian has “baggage,” weaknesses, and blind spots that keep them from fully utilizing their ministry and being like Christ. On the Day of Judgment, Jesus Christ will not expect us to be perfect, but he will expect that we have not been content to live with our faults and excuses, but have made a sincere effort to try to live like he did and do our best to be approved by God (2 Tim. 2:15).
The Bible tells us to examine ourselves (1 Cor. 11:28; 2 Cor. 13:5; Gal. 6:4). That means that we should be asking ourselves questions such as “What is my ministry? Am I fulfilling it? Is anything holding me back from being like Christ? What am I not doing I should be doing and what am I doing I should not be doing?” Do I need help, and if so, where should I get that help?”
Judgment Day is no joke, and although making any changes or adjustments to our lives may be uncomfortable in the immediate present, those changes will produce “the peaceable fruit of righteousness” in this life (Heb. 12:11), and great joy in the next.
“into him.” The Greek, eis auton, “into him,” refers to our relationship with Jesus. We are to grow up in every way in our relation to Christ.
Eph 4:17
“say this and insist.” This verb, martureō (#3140 μαρτυρέω), almost always means “to testify, bear witness,” however, here it has the meaning of “urging or insisting upon something.”[footnoteRef:2416] [2416:  BDAG, s.v. “μαρτυρέω.”] 

“in the Lord.” See Word Study: “In the Lord.”
“walk.” The word “walk” was used idiomatically for living life. The unbelievers lived their lives “in the futility of their minds.”
“in their futile way of thinking.” The “futile way of thinking” refers to the broad pattern of thinking and behavior that is futile, profitless, worthless. This is not a call to turn Gentiles from their worthless thinking (that occurs in other places), this is a call to live life with a purpose.
Eph 4:18
“hardening.” The Greek word is pōrōsis (#4457 πώρωσις) and it means “a state of dullness or insensibility.”[footnoteRef:2417] It is not that the Gentiles were blind and unable to understand God but rather that their stubbornness and rebelliousness caused them to be ignorant and foolish. They are guilty of their ignorance because it is of their own doing because they refused the knowledge of God that was available to them. [2417:  BDAG, s.v. “πώρωσις.”] 

Eph 4:19
“lost all sensitivity.” The Greek word is apalgeō (#524 ἀπαλγέω), and it means to stop feeling pain, become callous, become insensitive, “to lose the capacity to feel shame or embarrassment.”[footnoteRef:2418] Not having knowledge of God caused the Gentiles to lose all sensitivity to what is right or wrong. The word depicts how the Gentiles are not bothered by the implications or consequences of their actions. They have hardened their hearts to the point that nothing pierces their conscience and their moral compass does not point in a godly direction. They are open to all manner of pleasure, greed, and violence. It is not surprising that this word is connected to unrestrained behavior, because so much unrestrained behavior is hurtful to others. In fact, many people are so insensitive that they have no idea their behavior is hurtful to others. [2418:  Louw and Nida, s.v. “ἀπαλγέω.”] 

“to engage in.” This phrase is translated from the Greek prepositional phrase eis ergasia (#1519 ἐις; #2039 έργασία), which literally means “for engagement in some activity or behavior with sustained interest.”[footnoteRef:2419] Ergasia is often translated as “practice” (NAB, NET, CSB, ESV) because that brings out the meaning of sustained involvement in the activity and shows that it is not just a one-time occurrence. [2419:  BDAG, s.v. “eis,” “ergasia.”] 

“impurity.” The Greek word translated “impurity” is akatharsia (#167 ἀκαθαρσία), and it refers to being “unclean” before God. Akatharsia is “a state of moral corruption; immorality, vileness especially of sexual sins”;[footnoteRef:2420] “in a moral sense, the impurity of lustful, luxurious, profligate living; used of impure motives in 1 Thess. 2:3.”[footnoteRef:2421] [2420:  BDAG, s.v. “ἀκαθαρσία.”]  [2421:  Thayer, s.v. “ἀκαθαρσία.”] 

[For more information on akatharsia, see commentary on Gal. 5:19.]
Eph 4:21
“and were taught the truth in him.” The phrase, “taught in him” is not clear in English, so the REV has added “the truth” for clarity. It can mean “in him” in the sense of “in connection with him,” or “in his name; thus, concerning him,” which is simplified to “about him” (cf. CEV, CJB). It is hard to determine the exact meaning of the phrase, and due to the parallel phrase at the end of the sentence, “the truth is in Jesus,” the REV has chosen to leave “in him” in the text.
Although the Greek word “en” (#1722 ἐν) can mean “by him,” in this context, it does not mean “by him” because Jesus never taught the Ephesian believers. Also, the very next phrase teaches that the truth is in some way “in” Jesus. Therefore, the translation “by him” does not take into account how the term is used in the immediate context.
Eph 4:22
“old self.” The more literal reading of the Greek is “old man,” but it is translated “old self” because the phrase is inclusive of both men and women because both have sin natures inherited from Adam. The same phrase, referring to the same thing, occurs in Ephesians 4:24.
This is a good example of how the same phrase can have different meanings in different contexts. In Ephesians 2:15, Jesus Christ made a “new man,” the Body of Christ, out of Jews and Gentiles. But that new man is not the same as the “new man” (translated “new self”) in Ephesians 4:24, which is the “new self” each Christian is by virtue of being born again of God’s holy spirit and thus having a new divine nature (2 Pet. 1:4).
Eph 4:23
“renew.” The Greek infinitive ananeousthai (#365 ἀνανεοῦσθαι) is in the middle/passive voice, meaning that it could be either one grammatically. However, this infinitive occurs in the midst of a series of commands regarding things Christians should do. Paul commands them to “put off the old self,” (Eph. 4:22) “put on the new self,” (Eph. 4:24), and “speak the truth to his neighbor” (Eph. 4:25). Therefore, it is much more likely that this infinitive should be taken in the middle voice, meaning that the Ephesian Christian is to “renew themselves” not the passive voice, “be renewed.”
This Greek verb ananeoō only occurs here in the entire New Testament, however a close synonym is the Greek noun anakainōsis (#342 ἀνακαίνωσις), used in Romans 12:2.
[For more on “renew,” see commentary on Rom. 12:2.]
“the thoughts of your mind.” To understand this phrase in Ephesians 4:23, we must understand that the Greek word pneuma (#4151 πνεῦμα), most often translated “spirit,” was also widely used of a person’s thoughts, attitudes, and emotions because they were invisible but exerted a visible influence. Thus, to renew “the pneuma of your mind” is to be made new in one’s thoughts, attitudes, and emotions. That meaning is actually stated in some translations. For example, the NIV has “be made new in the attitude of your minds.” Furthermore, although the CEB and NLT misunderstand the function of “spirit” in the verse, nevertheless the CEB has “renew the thinking in your mind,” while the NLT has “thoughts and attitudes.”
It seems most likely that native Greek readers would simply understand the phrase “the spirit of your mind” to mean the thoughts, attitudes, and emotions of your mind. However, it is also grammatically possible that the construction could be a genitive of apposition, with the meaning, “be renewed in the spirit, namely, your mind,” but it is not likely the Greeks would have thought of the phrase in that more grammatically complex way.
[For more on the uses of pneuma, spirit, see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
Eph 4:24
“and put on the new self. (Eph. 4:24 is very similar to Col. 3:10). “Putting off” the old self and “putting on” the new self is a very important Christian concept that comes up several times in the Bible (e.g., Rom. 13:14; Eph. 4:22-24; Col. 3:10). We humans have a sin nature that works in us to sin (Eccl. 7:20; Rom. 3:23) and feel broken (Rom. 7:24). Sadly, some Christians are arrogant and by their actions and unwillingness to change their behavior they openly state that the Bible is wrong and they are right. The wise Christian knows that they are a sinner and have a naturally selfish heart, and so they make a concerted effort to obey God, even when it goes against their natural inclinations.
“new self.” The phrase “new self,” which literally in the Greek is “new man” but which is generally translated “new self” in many modern versions, points to the total transformation of a person when they get born again. At that time the person gets a new divine nature through an act of creation (2 Pet. 1:4) and they literally become a totally new person, a “new self.” The “new self” here in Ephesians 4:24 is not the same as the “new self” in Ephesians 2:15, which is the “new man,” the Body of Christ, that is made from both Jews and Gentiles.
“has been created.” The gift of holy spirit is literally created by God inside the person at the time of their New Birth (see commentary on 1 Pet. 1:3 and 1:23).
“in the likeness of God.” The Greek uses the preposition kata (#2596 κατά), which here refers to a relationship of likeness or even “image.” Thus, BDAG says that kata is used “as a periphrasis to express equality, similarity, or example,”[footnoteRef:2422] and Thayer’s has “after the image of God.”[footnoteRef:2423] Many commentators agree and expound on the idea of the “new self” being created in the likeness or image of God.[footnoteRef:2424] Many versions agree, for example, the HCSB has “created according to God’s likeness;” the ESV has “created after God’s likeness;” and the NET has “created in God’s image.” The idea of nuancing kata as “image” in this verse comes from Colossians 3:10, which is very similar to Ephesians 4:24. [2422:  BDAG Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “κατά.”]  [2423:  Thayer’s Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “κατά.”]  [2424:  Cf. Lincoln, Ephesians [WBC]; Lenski, Ephesians.] 

Our “new self” has indeed been created in the likeness of God. When a person gets born again, God creates in them His incorruptible seed (1 Pet. 1:23; 1 John 3:9), which is the gift of holy spirit. The holy spirit is the very nature of God, and it gives the believer a new divine nature (2 Pet. 1:4). The gift of holy spirit is literally created in the person which is why Ephesians 4:24 and Colossians 3:10 say the “new self” has been created, and why 2 Corinthians 5:17 calls the Christian a “new creation.” The new spirit nature of the Christian battles with the old flesh nature of the Christian (Gal. 5:17).
[For more information on the New Birth, see commentary on 1 Pet. 1:3, “new birth.” For more on our new, divine nature, see commentary on 2 Pet. 1:4. For more on the holy spirit, see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
“true righteousness and holiness.” The literal Greek phrase is “in righteousness and holiness of truth,” with “of truth” being a genitive phrase at the end of the sentence. As B. Merkle points out, grammatically this genitive phrase can either be an attributive genitive or a genitive of origin (Merkle calls that a genitive of “source”).[footnoteRef:2425] [2425:  Merkle, Ephesians [EGGNT].] 

If the genitive is an attributive genitive, it can be translated either as “true righteousness and holiness” (cf. ESV, REV) or “righteousness and true holiness” (cf. GNV, KJV). Bullinger supports that understanding of the phrase and calls it the grammatical figure antimereia, where a noun is used adjectivally for emphasis.[footnoteRef:2426] However, if the genitive is understood to be a genitive of origin, then it would be translated something like “righteousness and holiness that comes from the truth” (cf. CJB, NET). [2426:  E. W. Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 491-506, “antimereia.”] 

The evidence of scope and context supports the genitive being an attributive genitive. This is especially the case when we understand that the “new self” that is “created” relates to the gift of holy spirit created in the believer and the New Birth (and very few theologians understand holy spirit or the New Birth). The translation, “true righteousness and holiness,” is based upon the understanding that when a person gets “born again,” God literally creates in them the gift of holy spirit that carries His very nature. The “old self,” made in the likeness of Adam, was not created in true righteousness and holiness. Although people might attempt to be holy, no one can ever actually live a totally holy life. The “old self” is dead in trespasses and sins and doomed to die because the wages of sin is death (Rom. 6:23). But at the New Birth, holy spirit is created inside the person, they come into union with Christ and are alive with him, and they get a new divine nature. Thus, the born-again Christian is truly a “new self” (i.e., new person) that has been created in the likeness of God. Thus, Christians are“holy,” not because of what they do, but because of who they are as God’s children with God’s holy nature inside.
Eph 4:25
“falsehood.” The Greek word, pseudos (#5579 ψεῦδος), can mean a “lie” or “falsehood.” But in this broad context, “falsehood” is better because it includes much more. Whereas a lie is generally a purposeful misstatement of fact, “falsehood” refers not only to lies but to other types of fiction and falsehoods as well. For example, many “polite fictions” are not polite and not helpful. Many “falsehoods” are not criminal or intentionally sinful but are hurtful. For example, many people do not see themselves or others in a true light; they have false impressions. Christians should strive to put away falsehood, which is a life-long endeavor.
“we are members with one another.” All Christians are “individually members with one another” in the Body of Christ (Rom. 12:5; Eph. 4:25).
Eph 4:26
“Be angry.” “Be angry and do not sin” is a quotation taken from the Septuagint text of Psalm 4:4, not from the Hebrew text. The Hebrew text reads, “Tremble, and do not sin.” Ephesians 4:26 is one of the places where we have to know the source of the quotation to really understand what the verse is saying. Without the remoter context of Psalm 4, it is hard to understand why Ephesians would say “Be angry and yet do not sin” right after saying we are to speak the truth because we are members of one another.
We get some help from the fact that Ephesians 4:25 starts a new section in Ephesians. Ephesians 4:17-24 is a section that speaks of the lifestyle of the Gentiles and how believers are to not participate in that kind of lifestyle but “put on the new self” (Eph. 4:24). Now, Ephesians 4:25-32 (some scholars say Eph. 4:25-5:2) contains specific exhortations about the believer’s walk, beginning with putting away falsehood and instead speaking the truth.
But why would the second exhortation in the section start with “Be angry”? It seems that perhaps it should say, “Don’t be angry,” and then go on to say, “but if you do get angry do not sin.” We discover the reason in Psalm 4, in which the psalmist starts out angry and frustrated. People are perverting his stand for God and making it a thing of shame instead of a thing of honor. Furthermore, those people love what is worthless and chase after falsehoods (like the Gentiles in Ephesians 4:17-24). So the psalmist calls out to God in his distress, but he seems to get no relief from the provocations of the godless people. But in fairness to God, there is not much He could do for the psalmist. He cannot remove people’s free will and keep them from denigrating believers, sinning, and chasing vanities. So the psalmist is provoked in life, as are many of us.
But God does answer the psalmist, and His answer is comforting because He does not say to the psalmist—or to us—just be happy and calm in the midst of life’s injustice. Instead, He says it’s okay to be angry when people sin against you and live profligate lives. But it is not okay to let that anger become bitter and sinful, so instead of becoming bitter and defeated, “speak in your heart on your bed,” talk yourself through the situation, and “trust in Yahweh” (Ps. 4:4-5).
The situation in Psalm 4 is reflected in the vocabulary of Ephesians 4:26, because the words for “anger” and “angry mood” are different. “Anger” is orgizō (#3710 ὀργίζω), while “angry mood” is parorgismos (#3950 παροργισμός). BDAG says that parorgismos is the “state of being intensely provoked”[footnoteRef:2427] and William Hendriksen translates it “angry mood.”[footnoteRef:2428] So Ephesians 4:26 pulls meaning from Psalm 4 when it recognized that people get “angry” because they are provoked, but it directs us not to be provoked into an angry mood that goes on and on. The mature Christian learns how to let go of anger, forgive people, and let judgment belong to the Lord. The Law commanded people not to retain their anger (see commentary on Lev. 19:18). [2427:  BDAG, s.v. “παροργισμός.”]  [2428:  Hendriksen, New Testament Commentary: Galatians and Ephesians, 207, 218.] 

Eph 4:27
“an opportunity.” The Greek word is topos (#5117 τόπος), and the most basic meaning of topos is a place, a space, room, any portion or space marked off or differentiated in some way from surrounding space. It has many nuances and occurs over 90 times in the New Testament. It was used for the “room” or “space” in the guest room of the house where Mary gave birth to Jesus (cf. commentary on Luke 2:7). The Jews used it idiomatically of the “space” occupied by their Temple (see commentaries on Matt. 24:15 and John 11:48). However, in this verse topos is being used metaphorically to indicate an “opportunity” or “occasion for acting.” The Devil wants to steal, kill, and destroy (John 10:10), but sometimes he cannot just move in and do that. He is patient, and will be content for a while if we will just give him a “space” in our lives, a place where he can sit and wait for us to make a mistake. Many people allow themselves to be in “dangerous positions,” where they are not in sin but could easily fall into sinful behavior. This gives the Devil a place or position to influence our lives. Then in the moment of weakness or inattention, the Devil can use the opportunity to act, and he surely will. This word topos warns us not to give the Devil any place or opportunity in our lives.
“Devil.” The Greek word is diabolos (#1228 διάβολος), which literally means “Slanderer,” but diabolos gets transliterated into English as our more familiar name, “Devil.” Slander is so central to who the Devil is and how he operates that one of his primary names is “the Slanderer.”
[For more information on the names of the Devil, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
Eph 4:28
“labor.” The Greek verb is kopiaō (#2872 κοπιάω), and it refers to working to the point of being tired or weary. Peter O’Brien correctly notes: “The term for work found here denotes labour to the point of weariness.”[footnoteRef:2429] Life is difficult, and profitable labor often involves working until one is very tired, weary, or even exhausted. The world has set up life such that many unscrupulous people avoid that by taking advantage of the labor of others, but that is not God’s way and those people will suffer for their ungodliness on the Day of Judgment. [2429:  O’Brien, The Letter to the Ephesianss [PNTC], 343.] 

“doing honest work.” The Greek phrase (τὸ ἀγαθόν), often more literally translated as “the good” or “the good thing,” does not refer to making or working to make something good versus working to produce something bad, but rather refers to the kind of work, i.e., “good work” which is understood in this context to be “honest work” (HCSB, ESV, NAB; cf. NJB, NRSV).[footnoteRef:2430] [2430:  Cf. Bratcher &amp; Nida, A Translator’s Handbook on Paul’s Letter to the Ephesians, 109, 118.] 

Eph 4:29
“Do not let corrupting talk come out of your mouth.” The verb translated by the words “let…come,” is present tense, imperative mood, and ties this phrase into the phrase that begins Ephesians 4:30, “do not grieve,” which is also a present imperative. Eph. 4:29-32 are closely tied together, having a lot to do with communication. We are not to let any corrupting communication come from our mouths, as this would grieve God, the Holy Spirit. Instead, as Ephesians 4:31 and Colossians 3:8 say, we are to put away those things that are the source (root) of corrupt communication, bitterness, anger, rage, wrath, malice, etc. Our personal communication is of great concern to God. What comes out of our mouth often comes right from our heart (Matt. 12:34-37; Mark 7:14-23). God is very clear that we should watch what we say very carefully (Ps. 17:3; 39:1; Prov. 13:3; 21:23; Eccl. 5:2; Eph. 5:4; Col. 3:8). We are not to speak just to justify ourselves, but the standard we use is, “Does it benefit the hearer in some way?” What we say is to be helpful in building the other person up. There are many verses in the Bible, especially in Proverbs, about the power of words to hurt or heal (see commentary on Prov. 18:21).
“corrupting.” The Greek is sapros (#4550 σαπρός), and it means to be rotten or putrefied, like rotten fruit. In this context, it means “unwholesome to the extent of being harmful, bad, evil, unwholesome.”[footnoteRef:2431] [2431:  BDAG, s.v. “σαπρός.”] 

Eph 4:30
“grieve.” How do we grieve God’s holy spirit? We resist what God is trying to do in our lives via His gift of holy spirit. The context gives us some hints: we allow bitterness, anger, wrath, to live in us (Eph. 4:32), and these produce the fruit of communication that corrupts (Eph. 4:29).
“the holy spirit of God.” There is a lack of agreement among Biblical Unitarians about the meaning of Ephesians 4:30 and how to translate it. The Greek phrase in question is to pneuma to hagion tou theou (τὸ πνεῦμα τὸ ἅγιον τοῦ θεοῦ), literally, “the spirit the holy of God,” or more simply translated into English, “the holy spirit of God.” The question about Ephesians 4:30 is whether the Greek phrase to pneuma to hagion [the spirit the holy, or “the holy spirit”] refers to the “Holy Spirit” (which is another name for God), or to the “holy spirit” (which is the gift of God).
If the “Holy Spirit” is being used as another name for God, then the genitive phrase “Holy Spirit of God” is a genitive of apposition, and the verse could be translated “And do not grieve the Holy Spirit, namely, God, by Whom you were sealed….” On the other hand, if the “holy spirit” referred to the gift of holy spirit, then the verse would read, “And do not grieve the holy spirit of God, with which you were sealed….”
The arguments for each reading boil down to this: If pneuma hagion refers to the gift of holy spirit, then the Greek grammar is common and the reading “the holy spirit of God” is common and supported by many such uses, but the word “grieve” is the figure of speech “personification.”
On the other hand, if pneuma hagion is being used as another name for God, then the Greek grammatical structure of the verse is very rare (only here in the entire Greek Bible composed of the Septuagint and the Greek New Testament), and the phrase “the Holy Spirit, namely, God” is also rare, occurring only here in the New Testament. But the word “grieved” would be literal; there would be no need for a figure of speech in the verse. On balance, it seems that the reading, “the holy spirit of God” is the more strongly supported reading.
The argument for the Greek pneuma hagion referring to the gift of God consists of a couple of points. One is that in almost every case in the Old Testament when the phrase “spirit of God” occurs, it refers to the gift of God. Although the Old Testament might treat the subject differently than the New Testament, we would need evidence there was a change, and that evidence does not seem to exist. Another argument that pneuma hagion refers to the gift of God is taken from Greek grammar. The Greek text reads ἐν ᾧ ἐσφραγίσθητε (en hō esphragisthēte), which seems as if it can be translated either as “by whom you were sealed,” or “with which you were sealed.” However, if it is translated “by whom,” then the phrase becomes a dative of agency. God is the agent, “by whom” Christians are sealed. While that is grammatically possible, it is not the way the Greeks normally expressed themselves.
Daniel Wallace speaks of agency in the New Testament. He writes: “there are two common ways to express agency in the NT: ὑπὸ [hupo] + the genitive is used for the ultimate agent; διὰ [dia] + the genitive is used for the intermediate agent.”[footnoteRef:2432] An example of dia with the genitive being used to express the holy spirit as an agent is Acts 4:25. When it comes to using the Greek preposition en to express agency, Wallace has no examples, and goes so far as to say, “Some have suggested… ἐν + the dative can express personal agency, in the NT. However…this will be seen to be a rare if nonexistent category.”[footnoteRef:2433] So, to assert that pneuma hagion in Ephesians 4:30 refers to God, is creating a grammatical structure that does not exist anywhere else in the New Testament. Thus the Greek grammar is a strong reason to say that pneuma hagion in Ephesians 4:30 is not referring to the Holy Spirit, i.e., God, “by whom” (the agent) you were sealed. Rather, it is saying “the holy spirit with which you were sealed,” which would be using en in the instrumental sense, and that is quite common in the New Testament. [2432:  Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics, 164.]  [2433:  Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics, 373.] 

Another argument in favor of holy spirit referring to the gift is then Ephesians 4:30 would be saying the same basic thing that Ephesians 1:13 is saying, which is that we are sealed with holy spirit. If, on the other hand, Ephesians 4:30 refers to God the Holy Spirit, then Ephesians 1:13 and 4:30 are saying different things, which, while possible, seems unlikely.
The strongest argument against pneuma hagion referring to the gift of holy spirit in Ephesians 4:30 is the word “grieve.” This word seems to imply an active, conscious agent that can be affected by our actions. We understand that we could grieve God by our behavior, but can we grieve the gift of God? We can, but to most fully understand how, we need to understand that the gift of holy spirit which God put “upon” people in the Old Testament is different from the gift of holy spirit which is “born inside” Christians and becomes part of their nature (1 Pet. 1:23; 2 Pet. 1:4).
[For more about the gift of holy spirit changing after Pentecost, see commentary on John 7:39.]
Since the gift of holy spirit born inside Christians is part of their very nature, it works to produce its characteristics in the Christian. In doing that, the New Testament uses vocabulary that ascribes volition and action to the gift of holy spirit. This is the figure of speech personification, in which an animal or thing takes on human characteristics. The figure personification is a very common one that we often use today. A good example in the Bible comes from Isaiah 55:12, which speaks of the trees “clapping their hands.” Also, wisdom is personified as a woman in Proverbs (cf. Prov. 8:1; 9:1). We are used to having “parts” of us referred to as if they were independent people inside us with their own emotions. For example, the heart is part of us and “speaks” to us (Ps. 27:8) or becomes grieved (Ps. 73:21). Our kidneys teach us (Ps. 16:7) and rejoice (Prov. 23:16). Our bowels become “troubled” at what is going on around us (Jer. 31:20; Lam. 1:20). So it is to be expected that the holy spirit, which is part of our nature and our very selves and is at work in us would be referred to as if it were a person.
For example, the apostles were comfortable speaking of the gift of holy spirit as if it were a person who witnessed the death and resurrection of Christ. When the apostles were on trial before the Jewish leaders, they spoke about Jesus and said, “And we are witnesses of these things, and so is the holy spirit that God has given…” (Acts 5:32). The apostles were using personification, but everyone understood what they were saying. In Galatians 5:17, the spirit is personified, and sets its desire against the flesh and opposes it. In 1 Thessalonians 1:6, the holy spirit gives us joy. In 2 Corinthians 13:14 the holy spirit engenders fellowship. In 2 Peter 1:21, the holy spirit is said to have moved, or “carried along” the prophets as they wrote Scripture. Furthermore, Jesus spoke of the new holy spirit at the Last Supper, and in John 14:26 he said that it would teach the apostles and also bring back to their memory what Jesus had said. All of these occurrences use the figure personification, but God works through the gift of holy spirit to do all those things, so it is natural to speak as if the holy spirit did them, and especially so in the biblical culture when the author/agent relationship was used much more often than it is today and was much better understood than it is now.
One more thing should be noted about the use of “holy spirit.” In our modern culture, we tend to naturally categorize things and want them cleanly separated and labeled. That was not so much the case in biblical times, something that can be easily seen just by examining the biblical vocabulary for various plants and animals. For example, when it comes to plants, we today identify and name every different kind of plant, whereas in the biblical culture they did not do that, and lumped the plants of the field together and referred to them as “grass.” The same thing happened with animals. For example, we make a distinction between eagles, hawks, kites, falcons, etc. No such distinction was made in the biblical world.
In following our modern tendencies, we want the Bible to be “neat and tidy,” and use “God” when it refers to God and “holy spirit” when it refers to the gift. However, the people of the biblical culture were much more comfortable with the concept of author/agent than we are, and were not nearly as picky about separating categories. That explains why some verses say God gave us the holy spirit, and other verses say Jesus gave it to us. Jesus was working as God’s agent. It seems that something like that is at work in Ephesians 4:30. Anyone who understands the gift of holy spirit knows it ultimately comes from God, and if we resist what it is doing in us and the revelation we receive through it, we are in fact resisting God. But it should also be easy for us to see that if we were resisting God’s movement in us via holy spirit, someone might well say, “You are resisting the spirit!” Thus we grieve God when we “grieve” His holy spirit.
We now must look at the translation, “And do not grieve the Holy Spirit, God, by whom you were sealed.” The strongest point in favor of this translation is that it removes any problem with “grieve.” Many times people do things that upset God, and so a command not to grieve God fits the rest of the Bible well. Also, theoretically, the Greek text can be understood as a dative of agency using en, even though there are no examples of it anywhere else that we are aware of. Ephesians does have some vocabulary that only occurs in Ephesians, so a lone occurrence of “the Holy Spirit, God,” would not be impossible.
When all the evidence is weighed, it best supports that the proper translation of Ephesians 4:30 is, “And do not grieve the holy spirit of God, with which you were sealed,” but we cannot definitively close the door on the translation, “Do not grieve the Holy Spirit, God, by whom you were sealed….” In the end, both translations are factual even if not grammatically supported: we were sealed by God, who is sometimes called “the Holy Spirit,” and we are sealed with God’s gift of holy spirit.
[For more information on the uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’” For more information on the gift of holy spirit, see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?” For more information on the figure of speech “personification” see commentary on Prov. 1:20.]
“sealed until the day of redemption.” Once a person takes Jesus as Lord and gets born again, they are sealed with the holy spirit all the way until the Day of Redemption, which is the day they are fully redeemed from this life and are with Christ. This is really good news for the Christian because the holy spirit in us is God’s seal that we are His property and thus are assured everlasting life. God sealed us as His property, and nothing we can do can break God’s seal on us. Our salvation is guaranteed.
The word “until” is from the Greek preposition eis, which can mean “to,” “for,” or “until” but in this context “until” is easier to understand. Although we are sealed with the gift of holy spirit “for” the day of redemption in the sense that we are God’s purchased possession (Eph. 1:14) and so we are sealed “for” God and because of His purposes, we are certainly also sealed “until” (or “to”) the day of redemption. Also, the REV has “the day of redemption.” Although the Greek text does not have the definite article “the,” it is not necessary for the Greek to have the definite article after a preposition, in this case, eis, and so the article “the” is supplied by context in almost every English version. The “day of redemption” is the day when Christians will fully experience their salvation and have new, everlasting bodies and never again experience weakness, sickness, or death.
[For more on Christian salvation, see Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation.” For more on being sealed with holy spirit, see commentary on Eph. 1:13. For more on the day of redemption, see commentary on Eph. 1:14. For more on the fact that a noun after a preposition can be definite even if there is no definite article “the” in the Greek text, see commentary on Matt. 1:18.]
Eph 4:31
“Get rid of.” In place of the aorist passive imperative, “be put away from you,” the imperative is being translated as an active voice to be more direct and assertive with Paul’s instruction for the Christian believer to remove from themselves these wicked behaviors (cf. CJB, NIV, NLT).
God has our best interests at heart in many different ways, and one of them is protecting our health. Bitterness, anger, and rage can damage us in many different ways. One of them is our physical health. Hristina Byrnes, health editor for the Epoch Times, writes: “In one study, when cardiac patients recalled past injustices, their arteries actually constricted. This could trigger complications like reduced blood flow, which in turn could lead to chest pain, irregular heart rhythm, and even a heart attack. As pioneering forgiveness researcher Robert Enright puts it, resentment is ‘an unhealthy guest in the human heart’ that just keeps hanging around. People prone to anger have a higher risk of heart disease. One study in the American College of Cardiology found that anger and hostility increases heart disease risk by 19 percent. Another study found that anger damages blood vessels.”[footnoteRef:2434] [2434:  Hristina Byrnes, Health Editor, Epoch Health Premium Pics (for Epoch Times subscribers only), newsletter@epochtime.com “Your Heart is Paying for the Grudge You’re Holding,” 12/03/2024.] 

“slander.” The Greek noun is blasphēmia (#988 βλασφημία, pronounced blas-fay-'me-ah), and was used of someone speaking against another. The primary meaning as it was used in the Greek culture was showing disrespect to a person or deity, and/or harming his, her, or its reputation.
[For more on blasphēmia, see commentary on Matt. 9:3.]
Eph 4:32
“one another.” The phrase “one another” occurs in the context of the Christian community, and while we are to be good to everyone, in the context of the New Testament Epistles, the commands toward “one another” are specifically to other Christians. Christians are to be “especially good to the household of faith” (Gal. 6:10). It is very important for the richness of our lives together here on earth, for our personal growth here on earth, and for rewards in the next life, that each Christian needs to be “other-focused,” focused on others and how we can help them. The phrase “one another” occurs many times in the New Testament, stating and reinforcing that truth.
[For more on the “one another” commands, see commentary on Gal. 5:13, “one another.” For more on “love one another,” see commentary on John 13:34.]
“tenderhearted.” The Greek word is eusplagchnos (#2155 εὔσπλαγχνος) from the prefix “eu” meaning “good” (generally in this word in the sense of “healthy” or “strong,” but here meaning more metaphorically, “morally good”) and splagchnon (#4698 σπλάγχνον), which is “bowels.” In the biblical world the bowels were considered the seat and source of emotion, and in this context “tenderhearted” is a good translation of eusplagchnos.
[For more on the bowels and emotion, see commentary on Phil. 1:8.]
“God has forgiven you.” The Greek adds a stylistic kai (and, also) which does not need to be translated.[footnoteRef:2435] [2435:  M. Barth and H. Blanke, Colossians [AB], note on Col. 3:13.] 

“in union with Christ.” The phrase “in Christ” means “in union with Christ” (see commentary on Eph. 1:3) or perhaps slightly differently here, “in connection with Christ,” and it modifies “you,” not “God.” Lenski correctly states: “The phrase does not modify ‘God.’”[footnoteRef:2436] [2436:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. Paul’s Epistles to the Ephesians, 588.] 

God is not “in Christ,” we are. It is by virtue of being in union with Christ that we are forgiven. The wages of sin is death, and we died “in Christ” (Rom. 6:8). If we were going to expand the verse, we could say: “and be kind one to another, tenderhearted, forgiving each other, even as God also forgave you, because you are in union with Christ.”
 
Ephesians Chapter 5
Eph 5:1
“as beloved children.” Christians—those who have accepted Christ as Lord—are beloved children, and so Ephesians 5:1 is admonishing Christians to live that way. The NLT translation expands the verse but gets the sense well: “Imitate God, therefore, in everything you do, because you are his dear children.” It is important to note that this verse does not say that one has to imitate God to be His child, that is, be born again and be saved, but rather that being a child of God, indeed, a beloved child of God, one should now live in a way that imitates God in holiness and righteousness.
Eph 5:2
“gave himself up for us.” Much more strongly supported than “gave himself up for you.”[footnoteRef:2437] “Love is best gauged by sacrifice.”[footnoteRef:2438] [2437:  Metzger, Textual Commentary, 606.]  [2438:  E. K. Simpson and F. F. Bruce, The Epistles to the Ephesians and Colossians, 74.] 

“sweet-smelling fragrance.” This phrase is literally a genitive, “fragrance of a sweet smell,” but this may be an instance of an adjectival genitive, see Lenski.[footnoteRef:2439] The OT sacrifices were a pleasing aroma to Yahweh because they covered the sins of the people (cf. Lev. 1:9, 13, 17, etc.). [2439:  R. C. H. Lenski, Interpretation of St. Matthew’s Gospel.] 

Eph 5:3
“impurity.” See commentary on Ephesians 4:19.
“or greed.” The disjunctive “or” separates the list into sins of the flesh such as sexual immorality and impurity, and then sins of the mind and attitude, such as greed.
“named among you.” The exact point that the text is making by the word “named” is unclear, as we can see from the differing English versions, but what is clear is that there are various reasons why such sins might be “named” among the Christian congregations, and the people must work to keep themselves holy in the sight of God so sins are not “named.” Sins of the flesh and mind must not occur among the congregation—they are “utterly inappropriate” and must not be “heard of” (CJB, HCSB, NIV). Also, they must not be “mentioned,” or be the subject of social conversation (NAB, NJB, NRSV). In other words, both sinning and idly talking about the sin are unacceptable.
Eph 5:4
“obscenity.” The Greek word translated “obscenity” is aischrotēs (#151 αἰσχρότης), and it refers to behavior that goes against moral or social standards. In this case, God is setting the standard, so aischrotēs refers to behavior that defies or ignores God’s standards of godly behavior. The three terms in Ephesians 5:4, obscenity (#151 aischrotēs), foolish talking (#3473 mōrologia), and crude joking (#2160 eutrapelia) are individually important in their meaning, but combined, they show us that the emphasis in this verse is verbal behavior that disregards God’s standards. Thus, “obscenity” is a good translation of aischrotēs in this verse and appears in many versions and commentaries.[footnoteRef:2440] [2440:  Cf. CJB, Douay-Rheims, NAB, NIV, NLT, NRSV; the Syriac translations of Murdock and Magiera; cf. A. Lincoln, Ephesians [WBC]; M. MacDonald [SP]; and H. Hoehner, Ephesians: An Exegetical Commentary, 654-55; See also, BDAG, s.v. “αἰσχρότης.”] 

The Greek word aischrotēs itself allows for the wider meaning of “indecent behavior,” and Christians should always avoid such behavior, but in this verse, the emphasis is on verbal behavior. In fact, the three terms, “obscenity,” “foolish talking,” and “crude joking” show that the emphasis of the verse is obscene talk, but especially talk that has some kind of sexual or bodily connotation.
Most Christians do not recognize that the obscene language people have used throughout the centuries has been very similar, and includes references to sex acts and sex organs, bodily waste and noises, and body parts that modest people don’t refer to, as well as a wide range of slang and idiomatic expressions that refer to those things. We all know the words, and we hear them almost every day on the street, so there is no need to specifically list any of them here as examples.
Christians should not be deceived into thinking that every language and culture has its own set of “swear words” that are unique. Whether a person speaks modern English or French, or ancient Latin or Greek, the obscene expressions are basically the same.[footnoteRef:2441] Furthermore, the same thing is true for vulgar stories and jokes. Both the literature of the ancient world and archaeological excavations reveal that people told the same kind of “dirty jokes” 2,000 years ago that you might hear in a low-class bar on a Saturday night. Because the Greeks and Romans used the same kind of obscene vocabulary that people use today, it makes sense that Paul’s 2,000-year-old admonition to the believers of Ephesus to watch their language is mirrored by modern pastors, who admonish their congregations to use godly language. [2441:  see, for example, J. N. Adams, The Latin Sexual Vocabulary.] 

The reason that obscene words and expressions are basically the same through the ages and around the world is that they come from the same source: the Devil and his demons. The Devil is the great adversary to God and the great rebel against Him. It is the Devil who takes what God has made holy and good—the human body and our sexuality—and turns it into something crass and unholy. The Devil pushes his hatred for God into society through the people he can easily influence or control, who then fill the air with their obscenities and rebellion against God. Then the average fallen human picks up what is spoken around him and repeats it. It makes sense that obscene words are considered “vulgar,” from the Latin vulgaris, “the common people.” Historically, it was the lower class, “common” people who had little education, lived in mostly miserable conditions, and had no spiritual awareness or defenses, who picked up on the obscenities and repeated them over and over. Eventually “vulgar” came to mean offensive, coarse, indecent, and uncultured, and today “vulgar language” is almost exclusively thought of as obscene language.
One interesting piece of evidence that the Devil is behind the obscene language spoken through the ages and around the world is that there is only one proper name that has been known to be widely used as a cuss word: “Jesus Christ.” The ancient Romans did not use the name of any Caesar as a swear word, Buddhists don’t swear using the name of Buddha, and Muslims don’t swear using the name of Mohammad. But people of many cultures and languages swear using the name of Jesus Christ. The Devil hates Jesus, so he works hard to introduce his name into society as a cuss word. You can travel around the world today and hear “Jesus Christ” or some variation of it being used as a swear word in many different countries, but Christians should have no part of that.
As well as not using the name of Jesus as a cuss word, we should also keep in mind that using God’s name as a cuss word is strictly forbidden by the Third Commandment: “You must not misuse the name of Yahweh your God, for Yahweh will not hold anyone guiltless who misuses his name” (Exod. 20:7). God’s name is holy, and we should treat it as such.
Because of the sin nature that lives in each human, it can be hard even for Christians not to repeat the obscenities that we hear daily in the world around us. The obscene sexual and bodily vocabulary seems to fittingly express how many people feel about life. God says that we are to be loving, kind, giving, forgiving, gentle, and speak words that build each other up, but that takes a lot of heart work and self-control. It is much easier and more “natural” to be angry and harbor resentment and frustration and then express those feelings in angry obscene outbursts. This has always been true. Almost 3,000 years ago, the book of Proverbs expressed it well: “A fool gives full vent to his anger, but a wise man keeps himself under control” (Prov. 29:11 NIV84).
Christians should not be fools. We need to recognize that the Devil is the ultimate source of the ungodly language that attacks God’s wondrously created human body and the sexual acts that give pleasure and build the human family. We need to recognize the rebellion and sin that we are participating in when we use obscenity and tell crass jokes, and that in acting like that we are aligning ourselves with God’s archenemy. Actually, the Devil has managed to trick a huge percentage of the population into believing that being able to freely use obscenity and shocking language is somehow manly, tough, strong, and a sign of great self-confidence. Exactly the opposite is true. It is never a sign of strength to indulge in sinful words and actions, and it takes no strength at all—just a selfish and uncaring attitude—to give free vent to your anger. On the other hand, it takes immense strength, humility, vision, and persistence to battle the sin nature and purify your heart from anger and selfishness.
Christians need to keep doing the heart work that is required to truly be loving, giving, kind, and focused on others (Phil. 2:4). We don’t want to just “try to keep our mouth shut” no matter how we feel; instead, we want to cleanse our heart of the ungodly anger and selfishness that are the source of ungodly outbursts and expressions (Mark 7:20-23). Jesus Christ did not use obscenity and ungodly language in spite of all the horrible and unjust ways he was treated, and we don’t have to use ungodly language either. Our goal is to have “love that comes from a pure heart and a good conscience and genuine trust” (1 Tim. 1:5). That is what takes genuine strength and pleases God.
How believers express themselves is very important to God, and shows genuine allegiance to Him, so He says a lot about it. For example, what we say is supposed to be true and spoken in love (Eph. 4:15), and it is supposed to build others up, not hurt them in any way (Eph. 4:29). Many verses refer to the way a godly person should talk (cf. Ps. 34:13; Prov. 8:13; 10:32; 11:12; 12:18; 15:28; Eccl. 10:12; Matt. 12:34-37; Rom. 12:14; Eph. 4:25; Col. 4:6; James 1:26; 1 Pet. 3:9).
[For added information on not taking God’s name in vain, see commentary on Exod. 20:7.]
Eph 5:5
“or greedy (that is, an idolater).” The greedy person is an idolator because he worships himself. Christians are to steward their possessions wisely, but they are not to be greedy. Greedy people have much more than they need, and instead of helping others with what they have, they work to get more and more for themselves. Thus, they are actually worshiping themselves.
“has any inheritance.” The Greek word translated “inheritance” is klēronomia (#2817 κληρονομία), and it is a noun that refers to an inheritance; property that will be received by inheritance; or it can refer to property that is given by one person to another. To understand Ephesians 5:5, we must understand the difference between our “salvation,” which means we will be a part of the everlasting future Kingdom, and “rewards,” which are the rewards we receive (or do not receive) in the future Kingdom of Christ.
As it is used in the NT, the word klēronomia (inheritance) can refer to the Christian’s everlasting life (Eph. 1:14), or it can refer to the rewards the Christian will receive in the Kingdom for any work he has done (Col. 3:24). In this verse, the word klēronomia has to be referring to the rewards a Christian will receive, and not to everlasting life. We know that because this verse is a list of sins that people commit, and sinning does not make a person unsaved, but it does affect the rewards a person will get. Christians are saved by faith in Christ, and can be saved even if they have sin in their lives. The salvation of a person who has faith in Christ is guaranteed (Eph. 1:14) and he will be in the future Kingdom of Christ. However, not everyone in the Kingdom will have the same inheritance. There will be different jobs to do and different levels of authority and responsibility.
Ephesians 2:8 makes it very clear that Christian salvation is not by works, but by faith, something that is very clear in the rest of the Church Epistles as well. Romans 10:9 says if a person confesses Christ as Lord and believes in his heart that Jesus has been raised from the dead, that person will be saved. Many verses like Romans 10:9 tell us salvation is by faith, such as Romans 3:22, 26, 28, 30; 4:13, 24; 5:1; Galatians 2:16; 3:8, 24, etc. There is nothing in those verses that says salvation is by faith as long as we do not sin. The Good News of salvation is that we are saved by faith in Christ. Those verses do not say that we are saved by faith if we do not participate in sexual sin of any kind, or are “unclean” (immoral; particularly sexually immoral), or are greedy and are thus idolaters.
Ephesians 5:5 is teaching us the same lesson as 1 Corinthians 3:10-17. In those verses, a man who builds a bad work on the foundation of Christ will suffer loss, “but he himself will be saved” (1 Cor. 3:15). The person who builds his life badly will suffer loss, and enter the Kingdom like a person who had gone through a fire—with nothing. He will be saved and be in the Kingdom, but will have nothing there—no rewards; no inheritance. Similarly, in Ephesians 2:8 we were told we were saved by faith, “not by works.” Also, in Ephesians 1:14 we were told that salvation was guaranteed. What kind of guarantee of salvation would it be if it was not really guaranteed? That would make no sense. Our salvation is guaranteed, but our inheritance, our rewards in the Kingdom, are not guaranteed, they are earned. Christians dare never be smug about the fact that our salvation was paid for by Christ and guaranteed after we accepted him as Lord. It would be terrible to be a part of the future Kingdom of Christ and not have any rewards there. We must obey God and watch our lifestyle closely to get rewarded in the Kingdom.
[For more on Christian salvation, see Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation.” For more on salvation vs. rewards, and rewards in the Kingdom, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10, “good or evil.”]
Eph 5:6
“Do not let anyone deceive you with empty words.” Believers are to be so familiar with the Bible that they are not deceived by “empty words,” that is, words that are not true. While it is certainly true that we are not to let people deceive us, the context and the scope of Scripture also tell us to help others to not be deceived (see the REV commentary on Eph. 5:11).
“the wrath of God is coming upon those who are disobedient.” People who do not obey God are “disobedient” and will suffer the wrath of God. Like many verses in the Bible, Ephesians 5:6 is written with the understanding that there is one God who the Bible reveals in some detail, and that God created humankind (Gen. 1:27) and made the rules for humankind to follow. People who ignore or defy God are “disobedient,” and will suffer for it.
Eph 5:7
“Therefore.” This “therefore” starts a new section and connects the previous section with what comes now. The wrath of God is coming on people who are disobedient, so “therefore” do not take part with them in what they do.
Eph 5:8
“you were darkness.” That an unbeliever or disobedient believer is “darkness” means that he or she is ungodly in their lifestyle and thus aligned with the Devil and his dark agenda.
“darkness...light.” These words are idioms for what is wrong or ungodly, and what is right and godly. See commentary on 1 Thessalonians 5:5, which uses the same kind of idiomatic vocabulary.
Eph 5:9
“the fruit of the light.” Jesus said that we could tell whether people were good or evil by looking at their fruit (Matt. 7:16, 20). Here, the fruit of the light (i.e., being godly and aligned with God) is everything that is good, right, and true. Furthermore, to understand what things are good, right, and true, we must know the Bible.
Eph 5:10
“discerning what is pleasing to the Lord.” If we are going to discern what is pleasing to God and Christ, we have to know the Bible. We are fallen people, stained with a sin nature. The Bible says, “The heart is deceitful above all things, and is incurable” (Jer. 17:9). So some of what we think is “right” is not right in the eyes of God. We have to educate our heart and our conscience by knowing Scripture, which is the “word” of God, and thus the thoughts of God.
Eph 5:11
“but instead expose them.” Exposing darkness and standing against error and evil is often a thankless task. The prophets of old usually suffered for their stand on truth, as is apparent in the Old Testament (cf. Heb. 11:35-38). Christ, though innocent, suffered horribly. Stephen was stoned to death (Acts 7:57-60); Paul spent years in prison; and the list goes on and on. But if Christians are going to follow Christ and be the light of the world and the salt of the earth (Matt. 5:13-16) then we have to be prepared to suffer and sacrifice if others are going to come to the truth and be saved and get rewards.
Eph 5:12
“it is shameful to even speak of the things.” To reach the ungodly, believers must often encounter things that are sinful, distasteful, shameful. But that is the world of the unsaved. Jesus ate and drank with sinners, and no doubt saw and heard things that were very ungodly. But as he said, “Those who are well do not need a physician, but those who are sick do” (Matt. 9:12; cf. Mark 2:17, Luke 5:31). Believers should not be shocked by sin, we are called to rescue those who are caught up in sin.
Eph 5:13
“For what makes everything visible is light.” Jesus is the light of the world (John 9:5), and the light of Jesus Christ—his knowledge, truth, and love—shines on people and reveals their sin (Eph. 5:14). Also, Christians are to be lights in the world (Matt. 5:14), so we are to shine our light so people can see their sin and escape it (2 Tim. 2:24-26).
Eph 5:14
“and Christ will shine on you.” Since “what makes everything visible is light” (Eph. 5:13), when Christ—the light of the world—shines on us, he makes visible all the dark areas of our life. This allows us to see our dark areas just as God sees them so we can do something about them. We can correct our ungodly thoughts and behavior, and live truly godly lives.
Eph 5:16
“making the best use of.” The Greek is exagorazō (#1805 ἐξαγοράζω), and it means,
1. to redeem by payment of a price, to recover from the power of another, to ransom, buy off;
2. metaphorically, of Christ freeing the elect from the dominion of the Mosaic Law at the price of his vicarious death
3. to buy up, to buy up for one’s self, for one’s use
4. to make wise and sacred use of every opportunity for doing good.
Definition 4 fits here, and the concept is that God asks us to “buy back” the time we have from day to day and use it for His purposes.
“your time.” The Greek word translated “time” is kairos (#2540 καιρός), which generally refers to a portion of time, a fixed or definite time, an opportune time (the “right time”). It is in contrast to chronos (χρόνος), which refers to the passage of time and from which we get the English word “chronology.”
To make the best use of the “time,” or perhaps more literally, “buy up the time,” is to take advantage of the opportunities we have. This is expressed as “making the most of every opportunity” in the NIV. Living a wise life certainly involves making good use of one’s time, but it also involves recognizing when an opportunity presents itself and taking full advantage of that opportunity. The context here is more about time, “the days are evil,” which is why “best use of the time” is used here in Ephesians. The context of Colossians 4:5 is dealing with unbelievers, so the same phrase uses the word “opportunity.”
Eph 5:18
“drunk.” The Greek word translated “drunk” is methuskō (#3182 μεθύσκω ), and it refers to being drunk, intoxicated, impaired. Although Ephesians 5:18 specifically speaks of being drunk on “wine,” the word “wine” is being used by the figure of speech synecdoche (of the species)[footnoteRef:2442] for all kinds of intoxicating things. It is not necessary that God write a whole list of substances that can make a person intoxicated for us to get the point that God commands us not to become drunk or intoxicated at all. We can learn from the scope of Scripture that God forbids being drunk at all, be it on whiskey, wine, rum, gin, beer, or whatever. It is not the drink or drug that God wants to forbid, it is the effect in the mind that alters people’s thinking. When God says not to get drunk, He is not just forbidding what we refer to as being “drunk” on alcohol, rather He is commanding people not to do things that mentally affect them in such a way that they are not available to serve Him fully and to be good examples to the world. [2442:  See Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 623, “synecdoche” (of the species).] 

The word “drunk” refers to the mental state of being drunk, intoxicated, or mentally impaired. For example, both the Greek word methuskō and our English word “drunk” refer to being mentally impaired by things other than alcohol, for example, both we and the Greeks had spoken of people being “drunk with power.”
There are many times that, for medicinal purposes, people take drugs that alter their mind. The reason doing that is acceptable with God is that the drug, while altering the mind, allows the person to function and serve God better in other ways. For example, if great pain is keeping a person from serving God, God would rather have the person be able to serve Him even if the person is a little unclear in his thinking.
However, to get drunk or “high” for pleasure is wrong, and it is wrong for a number of reasons. One is that it makes the person less mentally sharp for God. God expects us to be ministers for Him, and we are not generally mentally sharp or in prayer when we are drunk or “high.” Another reason getting drunk or “high” is wrong is that it can open up the mind to demons. Apparitions are quite common to people who get “high,” and in fact, a study of anthropology shows that in many cultures, the reason people got high was to have a “spiritual experience.” Many times if you open yourself up to a demon by your use of alcohol or drugs, it does not go away when you become sober. Another reason not to get high is that, at least right now, it promotes an industry that is very harmful to society. Much innocent blood has been shed over control and concealment of drugs that people consume illegally for pleasure. Buying the product is a contribution to the sins of the industry.
[For more on being drunk or “high,” see commentary on Gal. 5:21, “drunkenness.”]
“reckless actions.” See commentary on Titus 1:6, “recklessness.”
“be filled with the spirit.” When a person gets born again, they receive the gift of holy spirit (Acts 2:8), which is created in them (2 Cor. 5:17) and becomes part of their nature (2 Pet. 1:4). But the New Birth and the indwelling of holy spirit as the gift of God is not what this verse is speaking about.
Also, although the word “spirit” can refer to a person’s attitudes and emotions, this verse is not referring to being filled with a spiritual attitude or emotion (although those things are wonderful). To be “filled” with the spirit in Ephesians 5:18 is to be living in the full expression of the gift of holy spirit, such as the people of Corinth were doing when they were zealous for the power of holy spirit and Paul exhorted them to strive to abound in it and to edify the church (1 Cor. 14:12).
Many people get drunk to “have fun” or to escape a life that is boring or somehow dissatisfying. God’s exhortation is not to get drunk and escape life, but rather engage life in a full and powerful way by walking out in the power of the gift of holy spirit.
[For more on Holy Spirit and holy spirit, see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
Eph 5:19
“singing and making music with your heart to the Lord.” Believers are to honor both God and Christ in many ways, and singing to them out of the joy and thanksgiving of our hearts is one of those ways. Jesus told us that we were to honor him just as we honor the Father (John 5:23), and one way to honor Christ is to sing to him, and we should sing many different genres of music, including “psalms and hymns and spiritual songs.”
We can tell that the word “Lord” in this verse refers to Jesus by reading the end of the sentence, which is in the next verse (Eph. 5:20), because it makes a distinction between God, “the Father” and “our Lord Jesus Christ,” clearly referring to the Father as “God” and Jesus as “Lord.” We again see believers singing to Jesus in Revelation 5:9. It is also possible that the “speaking” praises in Revelation 5:12-13 is actually singing, as per the NIV, NET, and NRSV, because much early music was more “spoken” than “sang,” but there is no way to confirm that.
There is also evidence from the early Church that Christians honored Jesus with songs and praise. About AD 112, the Roman Pliny wrote to the Emperor Trajan regarding Christians, and said, “…it was their habit on a fixed day to assemble before the daylight and sing antiphonally a hymn to Christ as [to] a god.”[footnoteRef:2443] Similarly, Ignatius the Bishop of Antioch, (born between AD 35-50, and died between AD 98-117) speaks of Christians singing in praise of Jesus Christ.[footnoteRef:2444] Singing to Christ also fits the tenor of Hebrews 1:6, which says that when the Son came into the world, God said, “And let all the angels of God worship Him” (Heb. 1:6 NASB). Hebrews 1:4-7 is about angels, but it does not seem logical that God would tell the angels to worship the Son but forbid humans from doing so, in fact, it seems that if God wanted angels to worship the Son then He would want humans to worship him too, and singing to him would certainly be part of that. [2443:  Quoted in James D. G. Dunn, Did the First Christians Worship Jesus? ebook, chapter 2.2 “Hymns.”]  [2444:  also in Dunn.] 

[For more on our relationship with Jesus and praying to him, see Appendix 13: “Can We Pray To Jesus?”]
Eph 5:20
“in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ.” This phrase means, in essence, “by the authority of Jesus Christ.” It is a cultural phrase that refers to the authority a person has due to his relationship with the one being named, who in this case is Jesus Christ. In Christian culture, “the name of Jesus Christ” gave the user authority, just as using the name of any other ruler or great person would give the one who used it authority.
[For more on the name of Jesus Christ, see commentary on Acts 3:6.]
Eph 5:21
“submiting yourselves.” As to the word “submit,” hupotassō (#5293 ὑποτάσσω), Robertson says, “The construction here is rather loose, coordinate with the preceding participles of praise and prayer. It is possible to start a new paragraph here and regard hupotassomenoi as an independent participle like an imperative.”[footnoteRef:2445] We agree with Robertson and see “submit” as starting a new subject and being a command of God. Ephesians 5:21 sets the tone for the entire section by saying that Christians are to submit to each other—something that gets mostly ignored or overlooked in most discussions on submission. For example, although much has been made of Eph. 5:22, that wives should submit to their husbands, simply reading the text shows that we Christians are to submit to one another (in fact, the word “submit” does not even appear in verse 22, even though most English versions include it in the verse for clarity of reading; the verb is supplied from the previous verse). [2445:  Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, 544.] 

If we are to submit to one another, then we have to ask, how is that to be done correctly? The answer to that question is to determine the spheres of authority that we each have and submit according to that authority structure. A common mistake is to see submission in a completely vertical paradigm, where one person, the “leader,” has everyone submit to him in everything, and that structure is followed from the top down, until the lowest person in rank, so to speak, the “low man on the totem pole,” has no one submit to him in anything. The proper way to see submission is like circles of authority in which leadership is “by area” or “by category,” and a person who submits in one area will have authority in another.
A pastor in a church will have authority under his roof in certain areas, but if he visits another church he will be under the authority of that pastor. If he visits the home of members of the church, they will have authority in their own homes. Also, if the church has a finance committee, he will be under the authority of that committee when it comes to spending money.
“one another.” The phrase “one another” occurs in the context of the Christian community, and while we are to be good to everyone, in the context of the New Testament Epistles, the commands toward “one another” are specifically to other Christians. Christians are to be “especially good to the household of faith” (Gal. 6:10). It is very important for the richness of our lives together here on earth, for our personal growth here on earth, and for rewards in the next life, that each Christian needs to be “other-focused,” focused on others and how we can help them. The phrase “one another” occurs many times in the New Testament, stating and reinforcing that truth.
[For more on the “one another” commands, see commentary on Gal. 5:13, “one another.” For more on “love one another,” see commentary on John 13:34.]
“in the fear of Christ.” This phrase is vital when it comes to submitting to one another, both for the person in charge and for the person who is submitting. Every Christian will stand exposed one day before the judgment seat of Christ (2 Cor. 5:10), and the way we have treated our fellow humans will be a major point of that judgment. After all, the second greatest commandment is “love your neighbor as yourself.” It is foolish not to have a healthy fear of fire or electricity, and similarly, it is foolish not to have a healthy fear of Judgment Day. The Bible says we are to submit to one another “in the fear of Christ,” and having a healthy fear of Christ that leads to humility and obedience is wise indeed.
Submitting in the fear of Christ is vital for both parties involved in submission. The person in charge must ask, “Am I leading like Christ would?” In other words, the “boss” in the situation must not be overbearing, make unreasonable demands or have unreasonable expectations, or feel they have the right to belittle, berate, or harshly reprove someone who does not meet expectations. Mercy trumps judgment, as Scripture says.
Similarly, the one who is submitting must do so in the fear of Christ. Getting things done on earth means that sometimes we have to do things we do not like or want to do. We certainly see that in the life of Christ. No sooner had he been baptized when the spirit “drove” him into the wilderness (Mark 1:12) where he was in the heat of the day, the cold of the night, fasted, and was tempted in all kinds of ways for 40 days. It was not fun but it was necessary, and Christ uttered not a word of complaint about that or any of the other hardships of his life, including accepting the “cup” of his torture and death from his heavenly father. Anyone who submits eventually ends up submitting to something they do not like, but we should submit like Christ and not be murmurers and complainers.
Eph 5:22
“Wives are to submit to their own husbands as to the Lord.” To properly understand this verse, we must pay attention to the fact that it is the last half of the sentence that started in Eph. 5:21. Although most versions translate it as a new sentence for clarity of reading in English, even the modern Greek text is punctuated such that it is the last part of verse 21. That is why the word “submit” is missing from the Greek text in Eph. 5:22—because it is in the first part of the sentence, which is in verse 21. Most English versions have to add “submit” in verse 22 because they have made verse 22 into a new sentence. If we read a proper translation, however, we see that the sentence reads, “Submit yourselves one to another in the fear of Christ; wives to their own husbands, as to the Lord....” When we read the verse that way, we can see that wives submitting to their husbands as they would to the Lord is just one example of the mutual submission being referred to in verse 21.
Two points need to be made about the submission of the wife. One is that since the wife submits as she would to the Lord, we can see the subject of the verse is submission to godly and loving requests. The wife submits to the husband as she would submit to the Lord Jesus, not as if she were being told to submit to the Devil and ungodly requests. The submission of the wife is not “absolute submission,” but “proper submission.” The second point that needs to be made is that just because this verse points out that wives are to submit to their husbands does not mean that there are no areas where the husband submits to the wife. Again, we must keep in mind that the sentence started with us submitting one to another. 1 Timothy 5:14 says the women are to “rule the household,” and the single Greek word that is translated into that phrase is oikodespoteō (#3616 οἰκοδεσποτέω), a compound word built from oikos, house, and despotēs, a ruler or master (in Scripture, home owners, slave owners, and Jesus Christ are referred to as despotēs). Thus, in many household affairs, the Lord has given the woman primary responsibility, and the husband should submit to her in those areas. For more on submission, see the commentary on Colossians 3:18.
Eph 5:24
“their husbands.” The Greek text reads “the husbands,” which in this context means “their own husbands.” But bringing the Greek literally into English, in this case, might cause some confusion as if wives were to submit to “the” husbands, meaning any husband.
Eph 5:25
“your wives.” The Greek text reads “the wives,” which in this context means their own wives. But bringing the Greek literally into English, in this case, might cause some confusion as if husbands were to love every wife.
“her.” The pronoun is feminine, and the comparison is between a husband and wife, with Christ as the husband and the Church as the wife. Just as Christ moved first to love the believers, in a marriage the husband is to be the one who moves first to love his wife, and the godly wife responds by respecting her husband (Eph. 5:33).
Eph 5:26
“make her holy.” Christ is the husband and the Church is his wife and thus called “her.” The book of Revelation further clarifies that every saved person is part of the collective known as “the bride, the wife of the Lamb” (Rev. 21:9; also see Appendix 12: “The Bride of Christ”). Both the verb [“make holy”] and the participle [“having cleansed”] are in the aorist tense, indicating a one-time action. R. C. H. Lenski writes: “When such a participle follows hard upon such a verb, the two are generally simultaneous as to time…In this case. the act of sanctifying and the act of cleansing are synonymous, the one is positive: to separate unto God, the other is negative: to remove sin and guilt.”[footnoteRef:2446] When a person confesses and believes that Christ is the risen Lord, at that instant they are saved, born again, and at that instant, they are both made holy and cleansed from their sin, and thus receive the promise of everlasting life. [2446:  Lenski, St. Paul’s Epistle to the Ephesians, 632.] 

The verse states that the making holy and the cleansing from sin are actions done by the Lord, not by the believer. When a person gets saved, it is the Lord who makes them holy in his sight and it is the Lord who cleanses the believer from sin. The believer commits themselves to Jesus as their risen Lord, and Jesus makes the believer holy and cleanses them. That the believer is cleansed from their sins is mentioned in Acts 3:19; Hebrews 1:3, and 2 Peter 1:9.
[For more on a person becoming holy, and thus “a holy one” the moment they are born again, see commentary on Phil. 1:1.]
“washing her with water.” The Greek noun “washing” is loutron (#3067 λουτρόν), and it only occurs twice in the New Testament, here in Ephesians 5:26 and in Titus 3:5. In this context, it refers to bathing or taking a bath, which is why some English versions say “bath” or “bathing” instead of “washing” (cf. CEB, NAB, NOY, Rotherham, YLT). The more common use of loutron in Greek literature was to refer to the place a bath is taken, but here and in Titus loutron refers to the bath itself. Some commentators have tried to make loutron refer to immersion in water, but that is forcing too much meaning into the word. One does not need to immerse oneself to bathe, and besides that, there is good evidence that at least some, if not most, Christian baptism was done by pouring water on the person, not immersing them. This was the way that Christians are “baptized” in holy spirit; it is “poured out” onto the believer (cf. Joel 2:28; Acts 2:33).[footnoteRef:2447] [2447:  See also John W. Schoenheit, Baptism: The History and Doctrine of Christian Baptism.] 

It is worth pointing out that Paul uses loutron, bathing, in Ephesians 5:26 and Titus 3:5, but if he meant water baptism it seems he would have used the Greek word baptismos (“baptism”) or a related “baptism” word like he did when he spoke of being “baptized” in the spirit, and that he would not have used loutron, a word that refers to a bath or bathing place.
The evidence suggests that in the context of Ephesians 5:26, “bathing in water” is metaphorical and refers to the cleansing wash that the person gets the moment they are born again. That is the point of the phrase “with the word.” It is the Word of God, i.e., what it says about Jesus and what the person believes and confesses that results in the person being born again and thus receiving everlasting life. Romans 10:9 gives clear and simple instruction about how to be saved, and it does not mention water baptism, and Romans 3:22, 26, 28, 30; 4:13, 24; 5:1; Gal. 2:16; 3:8, and 3:24 all mention being saved by “trust in Jesus” (“faith in Jesus”), and don’t say a thing about adding water baptism to one’s trust in order to be saved. Also, Ephesians 1:13 outlines the process of salvation: a person hears the word of truth, believes it, and then is sealed with holy spirit until the day of redemption (Eph. 4:30). Added to that evidence is the fact that in the previous chapter in Ephesians, Ephesians 4:5 mentions there being “one baptism,” and that refers to baptism in spirit and not baptism in water (see commentary on Eph. 4:5).
Some scholars have suggested that in this context of marriage—both of a man and woman and of Christ and the Church—Paul uses the idea about being cleansed by a bath of water because it was customary for a bride to take a cleansing bath before her marriage, and that may indeed be why Paul uses that imagery here. Andrew Lincoln thinks that Ephesians 5:26 likely refers to Christian baptism, but he writes, “Indeed, the language of ‘the washing with water’ is likely to have as a secondary connotation the notion of the bridal bath. This would reflect both Jewish marital customs with their prenuptial bath and the marital imagery of Ezekiel 16:8-14 which stands behind this passage.”[footnoteRef:2448] [2448:  Andrew Lincoln, Ephesians [WBC], 375. Also see T. K. Abbott, The Epistles to the Ephesians and to the Colossians [ICC], 168.] 

There is nothing in the New Testament that indicates a person is not fully saved when they confess and believe. Although it is true that most people in the New Testament times were water baptized—that was the common custom that came down from John and even Jesus himself—nevertheless by necessity many times a person’s water baptism would have occurred hours or perhaps even days after the person confessed and believed. There is no verse of Scripture that indicates a person who confesses and believes in Jesus is “almost saved” until they are water baptized and then they are saved. Also, it should be abundantly clear from history that a person can be water baptized and not actually be born again. Christian churches have many people who went through the ritual of baptism but were never actually born again because they never really believed and confessed that Jesus was their risen lord.
The “baptism” that accompanies true salvation is the baptism in holy spirit. John the Baptist spoke about it (Matt. 3:16; Mark 1:8); Jesus taught about it (Acts 1:5); Peter remembered it being taught (Acts 11:16), and Paul recognized that every genuine born-again believer had been baptized in the spirit into “one body,” which is the Body of Christ: “For we were all baptized in one spirit into one body” (1 Cor. 12:13). It was in speaking about being “baptized in one spirit” that Paul actually used the Greek verb baptizō (“baptize”), and it is the baptism in holy spirit, which occurs the instant a person confesses and believes in Christ, that makes the person holy and cleanses them from sin.
Eph 5:27
“without blemish.” See commentary on Ephesians 1:4.
“she would be.” Greek verbs do not have a gender, but pick up their gender from the context, and in the context, Ephesians 5:25-26, the Church is a woman.
Eph 5:29
“hates.” The Greek word is in the aorist tense, which is typically translated as a past tense verb in English, i.e. “hated.” However, there is a category of the aorist called a gnomic aorist which presents “a timeless, general fact.”[footnoteRef:2449] That is precisely what Paul is doing in Ephesians 5:29. He is stating a principle, namely, people do not hate their own bodies, they care for their bodies. Paul then applies this principle to Christ’s love for his metaphorical body, the Church. Just as you love your body, Christ loves the Church and cares for it as if it were his own physical body. [2449:  Daniel Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics, 562.] 

Eph 5:31
The Hebrew text for this verse differs slightly from the LXX. This occurs again in Mark 10:7. Matthew 19:5 is similar, but uses a different word for “joined.”
“be joined to.” The Greek verb translated as “be joined to” is proskollaō (#4347 προσκολλάω), and Thayer’s Lexicon says, “properly, to glue, glue to, glue together, cement, fasten together; hence universally, to join or fasten firmly together; in the New Testament only the passive [voice] is found….”[footnoteRef:2450] BDAG adds definitions such as “join, adhere to closely,” and gives an example from Josephus where a warrior’s sword was “glued” to his hand by the blood of the slain.”[footnoteRef:2451] The verbs proskollaō (Mark 10:7; Eph. 5:31) and kollaō (Matt. 19:5), are related to the noun kolla, “glue,” and they were used of joining oneself to someone or cleaving or sticking to that person, and also to being joined to or with other things as well as people. We still use the idiom of glue today to express extreme attachment and say things such as “He stuck to his coach like glue,” or “He is glued to the TV set.” [2450:  Thayer’s Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “προσκολλάω.”]  [2451:  BDAG Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “προσκολλάω.”] 

The act of sexual intercourse is much deeper and more profound than we understand, in part because what happens in the physical body is not fully understood, and also because what happens to a person physically is only part of what actually happens to the person. The couple becomes “one flesh” and even “members” of each other (1 Cor. 6:15). There is both a physical and spiritual union occurring, which God refers to as being joined, or “glued,” together (Matt. 19:5; Mark 10:7; Eph. 5:31). Thus, although the word “glued” was often used metaphorically for “joined with” as we do in English, there is also a spiritual truth being literally expressed. When two things are glued together a bond forms that cannot be broken without both pieces suffering some damage. God understands His original intent for the bonding produced by sexual intercourse, and also understands the mental/emotional/spiritual damage that can occur when that bond is broken, which is why He commands that sexual intercourse is for couples who are married to each other.
The Devil knows the importance of the act of sexual intercourse for love, bonding, and family life, and he knows the spiritual, mental, and even physical harm that can come from casual sexual intercourse, so he has an aggressive agenda to cheapen sex and make it “just physical,” but it never is that. God intended sexual intercourse for the committed relationship of a marriage, and when we engage in sex outside of that relationship we are sinning against God and ourselves in many ways, some of which we do not even understand.
Eph 5:32
“hidden truth.” The REV usually translates the Greek word mustērion (#3466 μυστήριον) as “sacred secret” because mustērion typically refers to “a secret in the religious or sacred realm.” However, it can also refer to “that which transcends normal understanding,”[footnoteRef:2452] which is the meaning in this context in Ephesians 5:32. Paul has just finished quoting Genesis 2:24 (LXX) and then says that “this” is a great mustērion. Now, Paul does not mean that Genesis 2:24 in and of itself is a sacred secret. In fact, it was not a secret at all, because it was revealed in Genesis (and by God before Genesis was written). What Paul means is that Genesis 2:24 contains a truth that “transcends normal understanding.” The normal understanding of the passage is that man and woman, in marriage, become one flesh; they become united and as one “body.” [2452:  William Arndt et al. (BDAG), A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early Christian Literature, def. 2 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000), 662.] 

Yet, Paul sees a profound truth hidden in this passage that applies to Christ’s relationship with the Church. Just as a husband and wife become one flesh in marriage, the Church and Jesus Christ form “one body” over which Christ is the Head (Eph. 1:22; Col. 1:18). Paul makes parallels between Christ and the Church and a husband and wife throughout the passage. In Ephesians 5:25, he compares a husband’s love for his wife with Christ’s love for the Church. In Ephesians 5:26, Paul compares the cleansing bath a wife customarily took before getting married which made the wife clean to be presented to her husband (for more information see commentary on Eph. 5:26) with the cleanliness that believers will have when they are presented to Jesus Christ (Eph. 5:27). This, of course, is a spiritual and moral purity that believers receive because their sins are wiped clean by the blood of Jesus (Eph. 1:7; Heb. 9:22). Therefore, when arriving at Ephesians 5:31-32 it should come as no surprise that Paul makes a parallel between Christ’s relationship to the Church and the unity between a husband and wife (using Gen. 2:24 LXX).
The likely reason Paul teaches this mustērion, or profound hidden truth, is to expound on his point in Ephesians 5:29. Paul makes the point that Christ nourishes and tenderly cares for the Church. Why? Because Christ sees the Church as his own body (Eph. 5:30), and no one hates his own body (Eph. 5:29). To further support his point, Paul insightfully points out that the unity that comes about in marriage can be aptly compared to the unity between Christ and the Church. Metaphorically, not literally, Christ and the Church are married, and so Christ sees the Church as he would see himself. Thus, he loves the Church with an immense love.
This idea of a great unity between the believer and Christ is taught earlier in Ephesians as well. Believers are so closely united to Christ that it is as if we were “raised up with him,” and, “seated with him in the heavenly places” (Eph. 2:6).
[For more information on the “Sacred Secret” and the Administration of Grace, see commentary on Eph. 3:9.]
Eph 5:33
“as he loves himself.” Scripture presupposes that every person loves themselves. “For no one ever hated their own flesh” (Eph. 5:29).
“is to.” The hina (#2443 ἵνα) clause occurs in the second half of the sentence, “the wife is to respect,” and is to be taken as a command in this context, which is a more rare use of the Greek word hina. However, because the hina is paralleled with the imperative command “each of you is to love his own wife,” the imperatival force becomes clear.
[For more information see Word Study: “Hina.”]
 
Ephesians Chapter 6
Eph 6:1
“Children.” The text now moves on to children. As was pointed out in the commentary on Ephesians 5:21, this section of the Bible would have been easier to understand if the men who broke the Bible into chapters in the 1200s AD had made Ephesians 5:21-6:9 a chapter or at least an unbroken section of a chapter. Ephesians 5:21 introduces the concept of submission to each other, and then the text discusses the submission of wives, husbands, children, fathers, servants, and masters, ending with Ephesians 6:9, at which point the text moves on to a new subject.
Children are to submit to and obey their parents “in the Lord.” That the text says “in the Lord” shows that even children are not supposed to obey their parents no matter what without reservation. There are ungodly and unscrupulous parents who would have their children do all manner of ungodly things, and children do not have to morally obey their parents under those conditions. Also, the fact that this section of the text starts in Ephesians 5:21 with submitting to one another means that the parents have to be humble to the fact that a suggestion by the child might be the right thing to do, and in fact, that will be the case more and more as the child matures.
“in the Lord.” See Word Study: “In the Lord.”
Eph 6:3
“so that it goes well with you and you live long in the land.” This part of the verse is the “promise” that goes with the command to honor your father and mother. The quotation is not exact, but catches the essence of Deuteronomy 5:16 in the Old Testament.
“you live long in the land.” This quotation is from Deuteronomy 5:16, and the full sentence in Deuteronomy is: “You are to honor your father and your mother as Yahweh your God commanded you, so that your days may be long, and so that it may go well with you in the land that Yahweh your God is giving you.” Deuteronomy was addressed to Israel, and the “land” spoken of in Deuteronomy is the land of Israel. That fact likely explains why when Ephesians quotes Deuteronomy the quotation is not exact but is somewhat modified to better fit the Christian Church. Israel was promised the “Promised Land,” the land of Israel, but the Church will be placed around the world in the Kingdom of Christ and will judge and administer around the world (1 Cor. 6:2; cf. Dan. 7:14 and see commentary on Dan. 7:14 and also see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth”).
The promise to “live long” does not refer to getting saved and having everlasting life, because honoring or not honoring one’s parents does not get a person saved. In both Deuteronomy and Ephesians, the promise to live long refers to having a long life here on earth. God designed people to be in families, and even in today’s scattered families, being in a strong family contributes greatly not only to one’s well-being and quality of life but to length of life itself. Furthermore, in many ages and countries, being in a strong family was also one’s best safety from government and outsiders.
Studies show that people who are well connected to others are happier, healthier, and live longer than “loners” who do not have intimate friends. A person who honors their father and mother generally is not only connected to parents but to the whole family, which provides support and connection, but beyond that, due to human weakness and the need to be humble and forgiving to get along together, fosters the development of communication and life skills that greatly contribute to one’s quality of life.
Eph 6:4
“your children.” The biblical world, and in particular in this case the Roman world, had a somewhat different idea about children than we do in our modern world. For one thing, in the Middle East it was common for girls to marry at 12-14, while in Rome the age was slightly older, usually in the late teens, 16-19, although girls of the aristocracy often married on the young side. Boys in the East usually married in their mid-to-late teens, while many Roman boys went into the army and did not marry until close to 30 (that did not mean they waited to have sex). So children at the time of Ephesians got out of their parent’s house earlier than many children do today.
That being said, in our modern world once a child is on their own, the authority of the parent virtually disappears, but that was not the case at the time of Christ in either Rome or the Middle East. The parent had considerable authority over adult children (especially the father and especially in Rome), and so the command not to provoke one’s child was important to the parent and the child long after the child was married and did not live with his or her parents.
“training.” The Greek word translated “training” is paideia (#3809 παιδεία). It is difficult to bring an exact meaning of paideia into English because it has such a wide semantic range. It refers to “the whole training and education of children”;[footnoteRef:2453] the “rearing and guiding a child toward maturity.”[footnoteRef:2454] Thus, it involves training, instruction, discipline, punishment, correction, and whatever else it takes to bring a child into mature adulthood. If the context narrows the meaning, then a more exact definition is possible, but in an open context like here in Ephesians 6:4, there is no exact English equivalent. “Discipline,” “training,” “instruction” and “nurture” are translations commonly used in the English versions. To understand what God is saying in this verse requires us to understand the meaning of paideia and not just grab onto one particular translation. [2453:  Thayer’s Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “παιδεία.”]  [2454:  Friberg, Analytical Lexicon of the Greek New Testament, s.v. “παιδεία.”] 

“admonition.” The Greek word translated “admonition” here in Ephesians 6:4 is nouthesia (#3559 νουθεσία) and according to BDAG it means, “to counsel about avoidance or cessation of an improper course of conduct,”[footnoteRef:2455] hence it is usually translated “admonish” or “instruction.” For example, in Titus 2:10, BDAG says, “of quiet reproof about repetition of an improper course of conduct” and thus “admonition” or “rebuke.” Although we might tend to think of this word as being “friendly instruction,” we must be careful not to water down this powerful word. It almost always involves a confrontation over bad or unprofitable behavior. It is important for parents to understand this because far too many parents are more interested in being “good friends” with their children rather than making sure their children become godly adults and individuals who contribute to society. The Bible has examples of even very good people such as David who were not good parents because they did not properly discipline their children (cf. 1 Kings 1:6). [2455:  BDAG Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “νουθεσία.”] 

[For more information on nouthesia, see commentary on Col. 3:16, which uses the verb form, noutheteō, #3560 νουθετέω.]
Eph 6:5
“Servants.” The Greek word doulos can refer to a servant or a slave; it is the context that determines the meaning. The meaning here refers to both servants and slaves. Many servants in the ancient world were just short of being slaves: they lived on the master’s property and did whatever the master or mistress said. Furthermore, the attitude of servants and about servants in the ancient world was not the “I’m here to serve as long as I am treated well and paid well” like exists in our modern world. Servants were to serve, and they did not have much they could say or do about being treated badly.
“earthly masters.” Literally, “lords according to the flesh,” see commentary on Colossians 3:22.
“with fear and trembling.” Although this is not a reference to Psalm 2:11, the basic message is the same. The earthly masters have a lot of power over the lives of servants/slaves, and so there is an element of fear in serving them. See commentary on Psalm 2:11 and Proverbs 1:7.
“sincere.” The Greek is haplotēs (#572 ἁπλότης), and the BDAG Greek-English Lexicon says, “In our lit. esp. of personal integrity expressed in word or action…simplicity, sincerity, uprightness, frankness… Of simple goodness, which gives itself without reserve, ‘without strings attached’, ‘without hidden agendas.’”
Eph 6:6
“when they are watching you.” The Greek is ophthalmodouleia (#3787 ὀφθαλμοδουλ(ε)ία), which is “service that is performed only to make an impression in the owner’s presence.”[footnoteRef:2456] The REV has added “be obedient” at the beginning of the sentence as the main verb not only to capture the meaning of ophthalmodouleia but also because Ephesians 6:5-8 is one long sentence in the Greek with one main verb at the beginning of verse 5, “obey.” Since it is helpful in English to break it up into smaller more understandable sentences, it is necessary to add a main verb into verse 6. [2456:  BDAG, s.v. “ὀφθαλμοδουλ(ε)ία.”] 

“soul.” The Greek word often translated “soul” is psuchē (#5590 ψυχή, pronounced psoo-'kay), and it has a large number of meanings, including the physical life of a person or animal; an individual person; or attitudes, emotions, feelings, and thoughts. Here “soul” is inclusive of the thoughts, feelings, and emotions of the person himself, so many versions have “heart” instead of “soul.” We are not to only work hard when people are watching, but are to work from our very soul, all that we are mentally and emotionally.
[For a more complete explanation of “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
Eph 6:8
“he will be paid back the same from the Lord.” This is similar to Colossians 3:25 (see commentary on Col. 3:25).
Eph 6:9
“and there is no partiality with him.” This is also stated in Colossians 3:25.
Eph 6:10
“Finally.” This introduces the concluding part of the letter of Ephesians. Ephesians has discussed what the Christian has in Christ and also spoken about many aspects of the Christian walk. However, if believers are not prepared for the spiritual battle that rages around them, then their effectiveness may be severely limited. Thus, the concluding section of Ephesians has instruction on how to be successful in the spiritual battle.
There is a scholarly debate about whether the Greek logically connects what comes before with what comes after (like “therefore”) or introduces that last member of a series. The REV takes the position that it introduces the last member of a series.
“be empowered.” The Greek verb is endunamoō (#1743 ἐνδυναμόω), and it is an imperative present passive second-person plural. The form of the verb can be either passive or middle, but the passive voice fits better here. Thomas Winger writes why the “be empowered” should be translated the way it is, as a passive voice, meaning that it is Jesus who does the strengthening, while the believer does what it takes to allow the strengthening from the Lord to occur. Winger says, “The present imperative ἐνδυναμοῦσθε is passive [fn: to take the middle passive form as middle reflexive, ‘strengthen yourselves,’ would be contrary to the context since the strengthening occurs…‘in the Lord that is in his mighty strength’]… Such passives formed from transitive verbs without a stated subject may be understood as active intransitives, in which case one would translate the imperative as ‘be strong.’ However, the prepositional phrases that follow imply that the agent, the one who strengthens, is ‘the Lord.’”[footnoteRef:2457] Harold Hoehner correctly notes, “The power does not come from the believer, but from an external source,” which would be God or the Lord Jesus.”[footnoteRef:2458] What believers must understand is that the Lord will empower them, but they must do what it takes to be empowered, which means they must be humble and obedient, surely, but also ready to act. The Lord’s power shows up as the believer acts decisively to do His will. [2457:  Thomas Winger, Ephesians [ConcC].]  [2458:  H. Hoehner, Ephesians, 820.] 

“that is.” The Greek word kai can function in a conjunctive way as “and,” or it can function in an adjunctive way as “also,” or it can function in an explanatory or epexegetical way as “even” or “that is.” The kai here is not conjunctive or adjunctive as if being empowered by the Lord and by his mighty strength were two separate things. Instead, kai is functioning in an epexegetical way to link the following clause to further describe how we are empowered by the Lord—we are empowered by his mighty strength.[footnoteRef:2459] [2459:  Ibid., 821.] 

“by his mighty strength.” This is an attributed genitive: “mighty strength.” It could also be genitive of origin: “might that originates from his strength”; or genitive of production: “might produced by his strength.” The Greek reads, “in the might [kratos] of his strength [ischus].” This one verse places an amazing amount of emphasis on the power that we have in Christ, and the power that we need if we are going to stand for God throughout our lives. This verse contains the word “power” (dunamis), which refers to inherent power or ability. It also has “might” (kratos), the ability to express or exhibit resident strength, (usually spoken of as the resident strength of a nation, for example); and also the exercising of that strength. Thus we speak of “mighty nations” as those that have a lot of strength they can bring to bear on a situation militarily, economically, or politically. It also has “strength” (ischus), which is translated well as “strength.” It is the capability or capacity to exert force or power.
Eph 6:11
“stand.” The emphasis in this section of Ephesians is the believer being able to “stand” in the spiritual battle. The words “stand” and “withstand” (stand against) occur four times in Ephesians 6:11-14. Believers cannot kill the Devil or his demons, nor can we completely defeat his plans. But we can effectively stand against him, and rescue people who are being deceived by him. Jesus Christ is the perfect example of how we are to be: Jesus did not seek out the Devil to fight him, he came to heal the sick, downtrodden, and brokenhearted, and set captives free. If we do that, we will have enough fight on our hands without seeking any extra. More evidence that we are not called to “attack” the Devil is that Ephesians 6:12 says we “wrestle.” That is not battlefield language.
“Devil.” The Greek word is diabolos (#1228 διάβολος), which literally means “Slanderer,” but diabolos gets transliterated into English as the more familiar name, “Devil.” Slander is so central to who the Devil is and how he operates that one of his primary names is “the Slanderer.”
[For more information on the names of the Devil, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
Eph 6:12
“we do not.” Although the literal Greek text reads, “The struggle for us is not against...” the REV more simply translates the phrase as, “we do not wrestle against.” The personal pronoun “we” here is meaningful. Paul does not leave the fighting to others while he is just an armchair critic. He was personally involved in the conflict and is an example to us. Conflict is difficult and distasteful, but people will not be delivered from evil unless someone enters the fight on their behalf.
“wrestle.” The Greek is palē (#3823 πάλη), The primary meaning of the Greek word is “to wrestle.” The word “wrestle” is a very good translation, even in this context of a soldier’s armor. While it is true that over time the usage of palē broadened to include various struggles, which is why quite a few versions say “struggle” instead of “wrestle,” pale always retained its undertone of the wrestling contest. Furthermore, hand-to-hand combat was common enough among professional soldiers that being a good wrestler helped a lot on the battlefield.[footnoteRef:2460] [2460:  Cf. Harold Hoehner, Ephesians, 825.] 

Another reason that “wrestle” is such a good translation is that it subtly communicates that we are in a serious struggle, but there is nothing we can do in this life to “end the fight.” Athletes do not kill each other, they continue to fight over and over. A champion wrestler will have fellow athletes that he competes against match after match, year after year. That is why anyone who is going to be victorious over and over has to be mentally prepared and physically conditioned for the “long haul.” Anyone who lives godly in Christ will find himself wrestling against spiritual wickedness his whole life.
“against...against...against.” The repetition of “against” is the figure of speech anaphora, and emphasizes each one individually.
[See Word Study: “Anaphora.”]
“flesh and blood.” The Greek is “blood and flesh,” but our idiom is “flesh and blood.” We don’t fight people, we fight against spiritual forces.
“the rulers, against the authorities, against the world-rulers of this present darkness.” In the context of Ephesians 6:12, the “rulers,” “authorities, and “world-rulers” are demonic forces. There is a huge spiritual war going on between God and the Devil, and between good and evil. Every person alive is part of that war whether we like it or not, because there is no “neutral position,” Christ made that clear when he said, “Whoever is not with me is against me” (Matt. 12:30; Luke 11:23). Both the angels and demons vary in power and authority and are organized into a hierarchy of positions, influencing both what they do and where they serve. So, for example, one demon is the ruler of what in the Old Testament times was Persia (cf. Dan. 10:13). Some angels are more powerful than others (Dan. 10:12-14), and some angels are referred to as being “strong” (Rev. 5:2; 10:1).
Designations that angelic, demonic, and human powers are called include: “rulers,” “authorities,” “world-rulers,” “powers,” “dominions,” and “thrones” (cf. 1 Cor. 15:24-25; Eph. 1:21; 2:2; 3:10; 6:12; Col. 1:16; 2:10; 2:15; and Titus 3:1). The designations “rulers” and “authorities” occur together nine times in the New Testament (Luke 12:11; 1 Cor. 15:24; Eph. 1:21; 3:10; 6:12; Col. 1:16; 2:10, 15; and Titus 3:1). Sometimes, as here in Ephesians 6:12, the rulers and authorities are demons. Sometimes, they are human rulers (Luke 12:11; Titus 3:1), and sometimes the designations are more general and refer to all rulers and dominions, both spirit beings and human beings (Eph. 1:21).
“world-rulers.” The Greek word translated as “world-rulers” is kosmokratōr (#2888 κοσμοκράτωρ), and it only occurs here in the New Testament. It is a compound word built from the noun kosmos, the world, and the verb krateō, to use strength, to hold on to. The word was used in ancient Greece of world-ruling gods and was also used of the Roman emperor Caracalla.[footnoteRef:2461] The demons who are called “world-rulers” are very powerful and exert a tremendous influence on what happens on earth. That Paul would use that word here in the context of who we Christians are fighting against shows that we have formidable adversaries indeed. Christians should never take the spiritual battle we are in lightly. [2461:  Cf. BDAG.] 

[For more on the Devil being in control of much of what happens on earth, see the REV commentary on Luke 4:6.]
“that is, against all the spiritual forces of evil.” This last phrase is in apposition to the preceding list, not in addition to the preceding list, meaning that everything in the preceding list is a spiritual force of evil. This can be seen by how Paul uses these terms in the closely paralleled books of Ephesians and Colossians (Eph. 1:21; 3:10; Col. 1:16; 2:10, 15). In these books, Paul especially has in mind spiritual forces of evil when referring to rulers and authorities. Lincoln writes that the last item, “serves not so much to designate a separate class of cosmic powers but as a general term for all such powers and an indication of their locality.”[footnoteRef:2462] [2462:  Andrew T. Lincoln, Ephesians [WBC], 444.] 

“spiritual forces of evil.” The fact that these rulers, authorities, and world-rulers are demons leads to the translation “spiritual forces,” which could just as easily have been “spiritual armies,” or something such as that. Some scholars see this neuter adjective as a substantive, in which case the word “forces” does not need to be in italics, the “forces” would be indicated in the text. The genitive, “forces of evil,” is likely a genitive of character, that is, spiritual beings whose character is evil.
“in the heavenly places.” This phrase has been problematic for commentators, but it need not be. As we see in several books of the Bible, including Job, Matthew, and Revelation, evil spirit powers move through the atmosphere and even “heaven,” and yet engage in warfare here on earth. In Job, the Devil visits God in heaven, but causes destructive storms and motivates evil armies here on earth. In Matthew and Luke, the Devil personally engages Jesus in the desert. In Revelation, the Devil is in the throne room of God accusing the believers. To say these evil forces are “in” heavenly places emphasizes the vast extent of their power and influence. Had the text said “on earth,” we would have thought of their influence being much more limited.
Eph 6:13
“Because of this.” That is, because of the powerful enemy we wrestle with, we need the full armor of God.
“take up.” The Greek verb is in the active voice. The believer must “take up,” “put on,” the whole armor of God. The armor does not get on the believer by itself, nor does it somehow just “appear” on a believer who does not specifically put it on. For example, to put on the belt of truth, the believer must know the truth. Not the truth about ordinary stuff like how to change a flat tire or bake a cake. The truth about God, Christ, biblical history, angels, demons, the power of God, wisdom, what is godly and what is not, what’s going to happen in the future, and more. The truth is the foundational piece of much of the rest of the armor, and it takes time and focus to learn it. When a Roman soldier put on his armor, he did not just feel around for any old thing and grab it and put it on—like grabbing a bandana and using it for a helmet and expecting it to do the job. The soldier knew his armor, trained to use his armor, and then effectively used it. The believer needs to do the same. Sadly, many believers don’t take up their armor because it takes time and effort and can be inconvenient, but there is a cost for being in the Lord’s army, and the wise believer pays it.
“stand.” See commentary on Ephesians 6:11.
“this time of evil.” The Greek word is hēmera (#2250 ἡμέρα) and is often translated as “day,” yet, it also carries the meaning of “an extended period.”[footnoteRef:2463] This is not a specific evil day, but any time a believer encounters evil. Although there is a sense that because we live in a fallen world every day is evil, it is common knowledge that there are some “days,” some periods of time in life, that are much more difficult than others, and the wise believer is prepared for those evil times. Using the translation “day” would lend itself to misunderstanding, that there is one specific day Paul has in mind. However, in this context, the spiritual battle has already started (Eph. 6:12), thus, using the phrase “time of evil” helps communicate the necessity of preparing oneself at all times for the ongoing spiritual battle. [2463:  Arndt, William, Frederick W. Danker, Walter Bauer, and F. Wilbur Gingrich, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early Christian Literature, 3rd ed., 438.] 

Eph 6:14
“Therefore, stand firm.” It is important to note that Ephesians 6:14-17 (four verses) are one long verse in the Greek text, and they cover all six pieces of armor that the believer needs to stand against the Devil. The fact that they are all in one verse shows that they all work together to enable the believer to stand, and they are all important. None can be safely left out. Every believer needs the belt of truth, the breastplate of righteousness, their feet shod, the shield of trust, the helmet of salvation, and the sword of the Spirit.
“by fastening the belt of truth around your waist.” The text literally reads “by belting around your waist with truth”. This can be an awkward sentence in English, so the REV has translated the Greek as a couple of other versions have, “by fastening the belt of truth around your waist.” The force of the aorist participle, “by fastening,” is important. The REV is translating it as a participle of means, in which the participle describes how the action is accomplished. Believers are able to stand firm by putting on the whole armor of God (Eph. 6:13-17). Also, “by fastening” is in the middle voice, as is “by putting on” the breastplate and the shoes, emphasizing the fact that we have to put these things on. They are not “automatic armor” that comes with the New Birth.
“breastplate of righteousness.” The Roman soldier wore a breastplate that covered his vital organs. The Christian is to put on the breastplate of righteousness. To fully understand the breastplate of righteousness, we must remember that “righteousness” has two meanings in the Administration of Grace in which we live.[footnoteRef:2464] Righteousness is the God-given righteousness, or right standing, that we have before God because Jesus died for our sins, and it is also the right standing we have before God because of right living before God. When Romans 5:17 mentions the free gift of righteousness that Christians have, that is our righteousness due to the work of Christ. When 1 Timothy 6:11 instructs us to follow after righteousness, or 2 Timothy 3:16 says that the Bible provides instruction in righteousness, that is “right living” before God. [2464:  John W. Schoenheit, Righteousness: Every Christian’s Gift From God.] 

The “breastplate of righteousness” in Ephesians 6:14 includes both meanings. First, no matter how hard we try to live obediently before God, we will sin. If we do not understand that our sins are forgiven, and that due to the work of Christ we stand righteous before God, the weight of that sin on our conscience can be unbearable. Many people have been made ineffective in their lives and ministries, and some have abandoned the Christian Faith altogether, due to the guilt that they feel from not being able to obey God. They have not put on the breastplate of righteousness, and guilt and shame have penetrated their vital organs. The knowledgeable Christian is aware that his sins are forgiven in Christ, and does not hold on to the guilt produced by his mistakes. Freed from that weight, he can stand effectively for the Lord.
The breastplate of righteousness is also the breastplate of our righteous life. Living righteously before God protects the Christian in many ways. There is physical protection, such as from the ravages of alcohol, drugs, sexually transmitted disease, and so forth. Also, the mind is protected from things such as shame and guilt which are consequences of willful sin. The Bible says that those who practice sin become slaves to sin, and that is true. The savvy Christian puts on the breastplate of righteousness by living righteously from day to day so he can readily stand against the wiles of the Devil.
Eph 6:15
“by strapping sandals on your feet in preparation for proclaiming the good news of peace.” Paul is making a beautiful analogy between real battle and our spiritual battle as Christians throughout this passage. In this verse in particular, he makes the analogy that in order to win our spiritual battle, we must put on sandals (the typical shoes worn during the first century AD), to prepare to share the good news, an essential part of winning the spiritual battle.
This is a notoriously difficult passage to translate because of its strange grammatical construction. It does not follow Paul’s pattern in this context of putting on an item for war followed by the spiritual reality (in the genitive) that the item corresponds to, such as, “breastplate of righteousness,” or “shield of trust.” Specifically, Paul gives no object for what the Ephesians are to put on their feet. The text more literally reads, “having your feet fitted,” but the immediate follow-up question is, “With what?” In Paul’s other analogies throughout this passage he supplies an object; here he does not, which complicates things.
Many translations and commentaries see the object of the verb “having your feet fitted,” as “with readiness” (the same Greek phrase the REV translates as “in preparation”).[footnoteRef:2465] So, in these translations, the thing that the Ephesians are to strap their feet with is “readiness.” However, the primary reason this translation does not fit well is due to the fact that in the rest of Paul’s analogies, he always gives a tangible object that one is supposed to prepare oneself with: a belt (Eph. 6:14), breastplate (Eph. 6:14), shield (Eph. 6:16), helmet (Eph. 6:17), and lastly, a sword (Eph. 6:17). Therefore, one should expect that the thing being strapped on one’s feet in Ephesians 6:14 is more likely to be something physical and tangible, not something intangible and abstract such as “readiness.” [2465:  Robert G. Bratcher and Eugene A, Nida, A Handbook on Paul’s Letter to the Ephesians, 161.] 

Many of the difficulties in interpreting and translating this passage dissolve when one simply adds the implied object that is missing, which seems to be “sandals.” Thus, the sentence can be understood that the Ephesians are to put on sandals “in preparation for proclaiming the good news of peace.” Just like in Paul’s other analogies in this section, the Ephesians are to put on some piece of equipment or item in order to help them fight the spiritual battle. Although the Greek verb hupodēsamenoi (ὑποδησάμενοι #5265) likely refers to sandals,[footnoteRef:2466] it could also have reference to military boots that Roman soldiers wore called caliga, which were essentially a half-boot used for long marches.[footnoteRef:2467] [2466:  Ernest Best, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on Ephesians [ICC], 599.]  [2467:  Andrew T. Lincoln, Ephesians [WBC], 448.] 

Although this passage is difficult to translate, Paul’s point can be seen quite clearly. One of the things involved in this spiritual battle, one of the things that the Ephesians must take an active role in doing, is proclaiming the good news of peace. In order to do this, they must put sandals on their feet to prepare to go out into the world.
Today, we as Christians must take an active role in proclaiming the good news. We cannot expect the world to come to us, we must go to the world. “How beautiful are the feet of those who proclaim the good news about good things!” (Rom. 10:15)
“for proclaiming the good news.” The Greek is a genitive phase, which is literally translated as, “in preparation of the good news of peace.” However, when translating the genitive case in Greek, using the word “of” does not always communicated clearly the relation that is involved with the genitive and the noun it is modifying (if there is one). The prepositional and genitive phrases could be translated rather clumsily as, “in preparation some way related to the good news.” So, translators must use word meanings and the scope of Scripture to determine in what way “in preparation” relates to “the good news.” Due to the fact that the person’s feet need to be “fitted” in order to go do something, it seems most natural from the context to render the genitive as a genitive of advantage using the word “for.” This would make the phrase read, “...strapping sandals on your feet in preparation for the good news of peace.”
From the scope of Scripture, it is clear that Paul and other Christians are to go and proclaim the good news (Acts 5:42; 8:4, 12; Rom. 1:15; 1 Cor. 15:1). And so, by having “sandals” (or shoes) on their feet, Christians are better positioned (i.e., have an advantage) to proclaim the good news. This helps to provide the full sense of the phrase, “...by strapping sandals on your feet in preparation for proclaiming the good news of peace.”
Eph 6:16
“the shield of trust.” The “shield of trust” is a genitive of apposition, and means, “the shield, that is to say, our trust.” In other words, the shield is our trust. Trust in God does not keep the blows of the Adversary from coming, and having a shield does not mean we will not feel the blows. But our trust in God keeps us from being “killed” by the Adversary; we withstand attack after attack with our love for God and commitment to Him intact.
Shields have long been used in individual combat to protect a fighter from the attack of his adversary, and usually we think of a shield only protecting the one who holds it. While that individual protection is certainly a large part of the “shield of trust,” the shield also protected other people as well. It would not be lost on the people of Ephesus, and indeed, on Romans in general, that the shield not only protected the one who held it, but comrades as well.
Long before Alexander the Great (356-323 BC), Greek infantrymen were armed with body armor, a round shield, and a thrusting spear, and attacked an enemy by closing in and jabbing the opponent head-on, rather than throwing a javelin from a distance as was done by many of their opponents. On the left arm of these Greek warriors was a round wooden shield about three feet in diameter, the hoplon, and it was from this vital piece of equipment that the infantryman got his name, “hoplite.” When the Greek hoplites were in the phalanx (the line of interlinked soldiers), the hoplon protected the soldier’s left side, but also provided protection for the otherwise unprotected right side of the man to his left in the phalanx. The round shape, however, had disadvantages, and left open upper and lower parts of the body. By Roman times, the round hoplon shield was replaced by a rectangular shield. That shield was the thureos, from the word thura, “door,” and it was four feet long by two and a half feet wide. In Roman battle tactics, the legionnaires in the front line linked shields, the soldiers on the sides linked shields to protect from flanking attacks, and the soldiers who formed the middle ranks of this fighting rectangle raised their shields overhead to protect from arrows, spears, and sling balls (or sometimes they put their shields on the back of the soldier in front and pushed, adding force to the forward motion of this “battle rectangle,” and more easily breaking through enemy lines).
The shield of trust not only protects us as individuals, but it can be used to protect the family of God as well, and especially when linked with the trust-shields of other believers can be a very effective protection against the attacks of the Adversary.
“arrows.” The Greek word is generic and can refer to any thrown projectile such as an arrow or spear. However, since it was the arrows that were generally set on fire, “flaming arrows” makes more sense from a customs point of view. Today’s dart would not generally be of much danger.
“Wicked One.” The Greek is ponēros (#4190 πονηρός), which BDAG describes as, “pertaining to being morally or socially worthless; therefore, ‘wicked, evil, bad, base, worthless, vicious, and degenerate.’”[footnoteRef:2468] Ponēros is an adjective, but it is a substantive (an adjective used as a noun). [2468:  BDAG, s.v. “πονηρός.”] 

[For more on substantives, see the commentary on Matt. 5:37.]
The Slanderer is the fount and foundation of wickedness. It was in him that wickedness was first found, when he was lifted up with pride and decided to rebel against God. Ever since that time he has been true to his name, “the Wicked One,” and has been doing and causing wickedness wherever he can, which, since he is “the god of this age,” is a considerable amount of wickedness.
[For more names of the Slanderer (the Devil) and their meanings, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
Eph 6:17
“take.” The Greek verb is dechomai, (#1209 δέχομαι), and it is an aorist imperative. Dechomai can have a range of meanings in this context, and the aorist imperative stresses the fact that the helmet and sword are vital to a believer’s defense. The imperative mood of the verb can give dechomai the force of “grab,” and it also has overtones of “receive” because the helmet of salvation must be “received” from God, as does the sword of the Spirit.
“helmet of salvation.” The “helmet of salvation” of Ephesians 6:17 is more accurately called the helmet of “the hope of salvation” in 1 Thessalonians 5:8. The word “salvation” is used in its general sense in this verse, and is not restricted to only Christian salvation to everlasting life, although that is included. Neither the world nor the Christian is saved at this time. The Bible refers to us as “saved,” and we refer to ourselves that way, due to an idiom in the original languages of the Bible known as the “prophetic perfect” (see commentary on Ephesians 2:6, “raised…seated”). The essence of the prophetic perfect idiom is that if something is absolutely guaranteed to happen in the future, it is often spoken of as if it had already occurred. Because our salvation is guaranteed, we speak as if we have it now, and the salvation of the world from its present distress is guaranteed also.
The entire creation is in bondage and is groaning in pain (Rom. 8:21-22), and Christians are groaning in pain also (Rom. 8:23) and everything in creation needs to be “saved,” “rescued” from the power of sin. Nothing any of us can do will change that now, but God will rescue His creation in the future. The Lord Jesus will descend from heaven and conquer the earth, and the earth will once again become a paradise. God promises that in the future we will live on a beautiful earth in new, energetic bodies, and our lives will be free of sickness, hunger, war, and injustice. God has given us that wonderful Hope for the future, and it can sustain us through our lives, especially in hard times. No matter how difficult our lives get on earth, our hope for a wonderful future shines through the darkness and points to better things to come. Because of this, the Bible refers to the Hope as “the anchor of our soul” (Heb. 6:19). As the anchor of our soul, it is fitting that our hope of salvation for ourselves and creation is referred to as our helmet. Life can be so difficult and discouraging that it is hard to think straight. Each year vast numbers of people get caught up in the difficulties of life and make unwise decisions. Many people completely lose sight of any value or purpose in their life and commit suicide. The hope of salvation says, “Hang in there, your troubles will not last long, and then things will be better.” The hope of salvation helps protect our minds and helps keep us calm and rational in troubled times, allowing us to keep standing for God. When properly understood, the hope of salvation is a very effective helmet, protecting the thoughts of the Christian and helping him to stand for the Lord year after year.
“the sword of the Spirit.” The sword of the Spirit is the Word of God, and is the only offensive weapon the believer has as he wrestles with evil. It is important to remember that the sword is the “sword of the Spirit.” The genitive in this verse is probably the figure of speech amphibologia, encompassing two meanings at once. Thus the genitive has both the force of a genitive of possession, i.e., that it is ‘the Spirit’s sword” not our sword, and also the force of a genitive of origin, “the sword given to us by the Spirit,” to use in our earthly lives.
[See Word Study: “Amphibologia.”]
In the Greek text, the verb telling us to take the helmet and sword is in the imperative mood. That means that God is not just stating that we should take these pieces of armor, or asking us if we would like to, He is commanding us to take them and put them on. If we do not put on the helmet and take up and use the sword, we are in effect telling God that we are quite content to not enter into His service in our fullest capacity. One important reason why God would command us to take the sword of the Spirit, the Word of God, is that if we do not really understand it, we can unknowingly be used by the Devil against the purposes of God to hurt other people. That has happened many times in history. The Christians who tortured other Christians during the Inquisition, for example, thought they were doing Christ’s work. Although that is an extreme example, the same kind of thing, people working against God when they think they are working for him, happens on a much smaller scale every day. Christians are called to stand for God, and the sword of the Spirit is an essential part of our armor if we are going to be successful at doing that throughout our lifetime.
“the word of God.” Here the word for “word” is not logos, as might be expected, but rhēma. Although often used interchangeably in the Greek language, the word rhēma often refers more to the words that are spoken, and that seems to be the case here. Just as a sword is only effective when it is used, the word of God is most effective when it is spoken (even spoken to oneself).
Eph 6:18
“in the spirit.” There is no definite article “the” in the Greek text but we supply it because this verse makes more sense in English that way. In the Greek text, the definite article “the” is not supplied before “holy spirit” because the preposition en can make pneuma (spirit) definite without the article. In Greek, if a preposition governs a noun, it is the context that determines whether the noun is definite or not, and therefore whether there should be a “the” in the English translation. Daniel Wallace writes: “There is no need for the article to be used to make the object of a preposition definite.”[footnoteRef:2469] A. T. Robertson writes: “...the article is not the only means of showing that a word is definite. ...The context and history of the phrase in question must decide. ...[As for prepositional phrases], these were also considered definite enough without the article.” Robertson then cites some examples that use the preposition ek.[footnoteRef:2470] [2469:  Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics, 247.]  [2470:  Robertson, Grammar of the Greek New Testamentt, 790-92.] 

“every kind of prayer.” There are many different kinds of prayers and petitions, and that is reflected in the text, which says “every kind of prayer.” R. C. H. Lenski comments on this verse and writes “‘Prayer includes all forms…So also Paul says, ‘by means of all prayer and petition,’ not a single kind being neglected or omitted.”[footnoteRef:2471] Peter O’Brien writes, “In the first clause, the readers are encouraged to stand firm, ‘praying with every kind of prayer and petition.’”[footnoteRef:2472] The use of “every” in Ephesians 6:18 is the Greek word “pas” (#3956 πᾶς) which is emphasized in the verse, being repeated four times: pray at “all” times, with “every” kind of prayer, with “all” perseverance, for “all” the believers. [2471:  Lenski, Ephesians, 675.]  [2472:  O’Brien, The Letter to the Ephesians [PNTC], 484.] 

William Hendriksen writes, “The apostle makes a special point of it that the soldier’s communion with his General—the believer’s fellowship with his God—should not be of just one kind.”[footnoteRef:2473] Hendriksen then goes on to mention some of the different kinds of prayer: “not only cries for help but also confession of sin, profession of faith, adoration, thanksgiving, intercession,” and there are more than those kinds as well. [2473:  Hendriksen, New Testament Commentary: Galatians and Ephesians, 280-82.] 

Christians understand that things like the helmet of salvation and the sword of the spirit are part of the armor and weapons used in battle, but we must also understand that prayer is a mighty weapon both for good and against evil. That is why the Christian must become trained and confident in praying all kinds of prayers. The needs on earth are many and varied, and no one kind of prayer, or one “general prayer” will be as effective as one of the many kinds of prayers spoken at the right time in the right way.
Eph 6:19
“whenever I open my mouth.” The Greek is literally “in the opening of my mouth.” The meaning of the phrase is a metonymy referring to the act of speaking. The apostle Paul is praying that when he speaks God will provide him with the words he should say.
“sacred secret.” The REV translates the Greek word mustērion (#3466 μυστήριον) as “sacred secret” because that is what mustērion actually refers to: a secret in the religious or sacred realm.
[For more information on the “Sacred Secret” and the Administration of Grace, see commentary on Eph. 3:9.]
“sacred secret that is in the good news.” This phrase is a genitive phrase in the Greek, meaning that the sacred secret, in some way, relates to the good news. Well, the question must be asked, “In what way?”
There are three primary translation options. The first is to use the typical genitive translation, with the translation “mystery” for mustērion, i.e. “mystery of the good news” (NIV, ESV, KJV, NASB, CSB). However, the downside to this translation is that the “of” is quite unclear, and secondly, the translation makes it sound as if the good news is a mystery that no one can really comprehend, yet, mustērion does not mean “mystery,” rather, it refers to a sacred secret.
The second possible translation option is for the genitive to be one of apposition, such as, “sacred secret—the good news.” Although this translation is possible and would not be grossly in error because 1 Timothy 3:16 seems to teach that the sacred secret is made up of many different components. There is more biblical evidence that the sacred secret, or sacred secrets, only makes up a portion of the good news. Therefore, this translation would not quite accurately convey the meaning of the genitive because the sacred secret is not equivalent to the good news. This brings us to the final translation option to discuss.
Lastly, one great translation option is translating the phrase as an objective genitive, which in this case is describing the place where the mustērion resides, namely, “in the good news.” The reason this is the translation chosen by the REV is because this most accurately captures how the two nouns relate. The sacred secret is found in the good news, just like one would find an article inside of a newspaper. The entire newspaper is not the article, rather, the article makes up one portion of the newspaper. In the same way, the sacred secret makes up part of the good news, but it is not the entire good news. Paul could have many possibilities in mind when speaking of “the sacred secret”: that the Gentiles are grafted into the promises made to Israel (Rom. 11:25); the content of speaking in tongues (1 Cor. 14:2); that believers will receive new, transformed bodies at the return of Christ (1 Cor. 15:51); Christ’s relationship to the church (Eph. 5:32); the sacred secret of lawlessness (2 Thess. 2:7). However, the most likely option is that Paul has his earlier definition in mind when referring to the sacred secret here in Ephesians 6:19, “This is the sacred secret: the Gentiles are fellow heirs and fellow members of the body and fellow partakers of the promise through the good news in connection with Christ Jesus” (Eph. 3:6).
Yet, the sacred secret Paul is referring to is not the entire good news. There is more to the good news than just these sacred secrets. There were promises which God spoke through the prophets of the Old Testament, and which God spoke himself, that God’s people had been looking forward to for centuries, that have been fulfilled in the good news of Christ. For instance, the resurrection of believers and life in the kingdom of God were both prophesied about in the Old Testament (Gen. 17:7-8; Dan. 7:27; 12:2; 2 Sam. 7:16), and they were fulfilled through the atoning work of Christ.
Eph 6:20
“in the way that I need to.” The Greek literally reads, “as it is necessary for me to speak.” The Greek word dei (#1163 δεῖ, pronounced “day”) means “to be necessary, to be right and proper.” Translators try to pick up the sense of the Greek text in different ways: “as I am required to speak” (HCSB); “as I ought” (KJV); “as I should” (NIV, NET); “as I must” (NAB); “as it is my duty to do” (NEB).
Paul was especially entrusted with the revelation of the sacred secret (Eph. 3:3), so he, more than anyone, needed to proclaim this beautiful knowledge boldly. The sacred secret is that “the Gentiles are fellow heirs and fellow members of the body and fellow partakers of the promise through the good news in connection with Christ Jesus” (Eph. 3:6). It is easy to imagine why Paul would face backlash from the Jews especially, for teaching that the Gentiles now can receive the promises originally made to Abraham and his descendants (Gen. 17:7-8). Likely, many of the Jews felt a sense of entitlement to the promises made to Abraham because they are physically Abraham’s descendants, so if someone (Paul) came along saying that people who are not Abraham’s literal descendants can also receive the promises, the Jews would be upset. This backlash from the Jews can be seen multiple times in the book of Acts. In Acts, Paul was slandered by the Jews (Acts 13:45), stoned by the Jews (Acts 14:19), and the Jews set Thessalonica in an uproar against Paul (Acts 17:5). Given the fact that there was already much division and animosity between Jews and Gentiles in the first century (Acts 11:3; John 4:9; Eph. 2:16), this antagonism towards Paul and his message is not surprising.
However, despite the opposition Paul faced throughout his ministry, he goes to great lengths to proclaim the sacred secret and teach that the Gentiles, who have trust in Christ Jesus, have now been grafted into the promises originally made to Israel (Rom. 11:11-36). In the end, Paul needed great boldness to preach this message of God’s grace toward the Gentiles (and Jews) who place their trust in Jesus (Eph. 2:8, 11-13).
Although this verse is not about us modern Christians, we can and should take Paul’s desire to be bold as a model for us. Speaking boldly for God and for Christ is something that is extremely difficult at times, but something that is absolutely necessary since we are his ambassadors (2 Cor. 5:20). We must speak up on his behalf.
Eph 6:21
“in the Lord.” See Word Study: “In the Lord.”
“how I am doing.” The Greek literally says, “what I am doing” (ti prassō), but this is often an idiomatic expression for denoting “how” someone is doing.[footnoteRef:2474] While the literal meaning (“what I am doing”) is certainly possible and some English translations go that way, both the remoter and surrounding context favors the meaning “how I am doing” for several reasons. [2474:  BDAG Greek-English Lexicon, 698.] 

For one thing, the believers knew “what” Paul was doing. His activities were very limited. He was under house arrest, chained to a Roman soldier, and was writing letters and speaking to people who came to see him. Asking Paul how he was doing in that situation was much more pertinent.
Also, the clause ti prassō is in apposition to the preceding clause, “so that you also will know the things concerning me” (lit. “the things in reference to me”). This means that ti prassō is simply restating the prior clause in a different way: to know “the things concerning me” is to know “how” Paul is doing.
Furthermore, in Ephesians 6:22, Paul declares that his purpose in sending Tychicus is so that the Ephesian believers can know “how we are” (ta peri hēmōn). If the purpose for Tychicus’ coming is for the Ephesians to know how Paul and others are doing, then that helps to define what Paul means here in Ephesians 6:21. Paul is not sending Tychicus specifically to report to the Ephesians their ministry activities (though that might be included), Tychicus is sent to convey to the Ephesians the state of Paul and his companions and how they are doing.
Eph 6:22
“how we are doing.” The Greek literally reads “the things concerning us” (ta peri hēmōn), which is much more easily understood when translated by the English phrase, “how we are.” Paul understood the value of keeping people encouraged in the faith. Discouragement is a very real enemy of the energy and focus that it takes to stay strong and faithful in one’s Christian walk, so effective leaders like Paul make an effort to keep people encouraged. Since Paul was in prison it would be easy for the believers to lose their focus and Paul knew it was important for him to let people know he was doing okay and was strong in the faith.
“so that…so that.” Ephesians 6:22 has a single subordinating conjunction hina (#2243 ἵνα), “so that,” which governs two subjunctive verbs (“know” and “encourage”) that are connected with the conjunction kai (#2532 καί). The conjunction functions in a distributive way across both verbs, so the REV and some other English versions repeat “so that” twice for clarity even though the conjunction hina only occurs once in the Greek text.
Eph 6:23
“brothers and sisters.” For more on the translation “brothers and sisters,” see Word Study: “Adelphos.”
Eph 6:24
“with an undying love.” The word “undying” is aphtharsia (#861 ἀφθαρσία), which in this context refers to not being interrupted, thus “incorruptible, undying, everlasting,” etc. The Greek text literally reads “in incorruption” (en aphtharsia), and thus a more literal, but more difficult, English translation of the sentence is, “Grace be with all who love our Lord Jesus Christ in incorruption,” that is, they love the Lord in an uninterrupted, undying way.
The word “love” is supplied for clarity and is picked up from the preceding participle tōn agapōntōn (“those who love”). The NET First Edition Bible text note offers an apt description of Paul’s intention with this final phrase: “The term ‘undying’ [incorruption] which modifies it [i.e., ‘love’] captures the sense of the kind of love the author is referring to here. He is saying that God’s grace will be with those whose love for Jesus never ceases.”
Thus Ephesians 6:24 is another verse that points out that there is a conditional aspect to having God’s grace active in one’s daily life. In that sense, it is similar to James 4:6 and 1 Peter 5:5, which say that God gives grace to the humble. Here in Ephesians, God’s grace is with those who faithfully love the Lord Jesus.


Philippians Commentary
Philippians Chapter 1
Php 1:1
“holy ones.” As born-again children of a holy God, Christians are inherently holy, which is why Philippians 1:1, and many verses in the Church Epistles, say Christians are holy even when they do not behave that way.
People who have confessed Christ as Lord and become born again are referred to as “holy ones.” This makes perfect sense because God is holy, and when a person gets born again and becomes a child of God by birth he or she gets the nature of his parent (all children have the nature of their parents). God is holy, so every child of God is a partaker of the divine nature (2 Pet. 1:4) and thus is holy too. The gift of holy spirit born in the believer gives the believer a holy nature, which is why Romans 15:16 says that people are “made holy by the holy spirit.”
Sadly, the connection between the holy Father and the holy child has been obscured because for hundreds of years, the word hagios (holy) has been translated as “saint.” So, for example, in the King James Version, Philippians 1:1 reads: “Paul and Timotheus, the servants of Jesus Christ, to all the saints in Christ Jesus which are at Philippi.” The average Christian does not know that the word “holy” when used of God (Rev. 4:8), the word “holy” in the phrase “holy spirit” (Acts 1:5), and the Greek word translated “saints,” are all the same Greek word, hagios. The connection is actually simple: God is holy and spirit, and like any parent, when He gives birth, His children get his nature, so they are holy too. In 2 Peter 1:4, the Epistle says that believers have a “divine nature,” which is the nature we get from God in the New Birth. So, when a person gets “born again,” they receive the gift of God’s nature, which the Bible calls “holy spirit” (1 Thess. 4:8), and because God’s children have God’s holy nature, they are inherently holy and are called “holy ones.”
Also, something that makes things complicated for the beginning Bible reader is that over the ages the meaning of the English word “saint” has changed. Since the Day of Pentecost and thus in the Church Epistles, a “saint” is a Christian; someone who is born again and has holy spirit. However, the English word “saint” has acquired two meanings that are not the meaning in the Church Epistles. Today a “saint” is usually thought of as someone who is canonized by a denomination as an especially holy person, like “Saint Thomas,” or else the word “saint” is used to describe an especially good and religious person. Those two meanings are not the meaning of the word “saint” in the Church Epistles, and so the word “saint” in the Bible can be confusing, especially to new Christians.
Biblically, every Christian is a “holy one,” a “saint,” because every Christian has been sealed with God’s gift of holy spirit, which happened when they were born again. Many Christians do not do good deeds, but they are still “saints” (holy ones) because they have God’s holy nature. In contrast, many people who do good deeds have never given their heart to Jesus Christ and are not born again and thus are not “holy ones.”
Also, the fact that Christians are “holy ones” by nature can be confusing because we are also commanded to be holy. How can we be commanded to be holy if we are already holy? The confusion is caused because each Christian has two natures: “flesh” and “spirit.” Worse, those two natures are at war in us (Gal. 5:17). So, while we are “holy ones” by nature, we have to work hard to act that way and be “holy” in the flesh. In order to understand the Bible, the reader must know that each Christian is inherently holy because of the holy nature of God born within them, and thus called a “holy one” (or “saint”), while at the same time, we are “unholy” in the flesh and so we have to work at living a holy life. The two conflicting meanings of “holy” in the New Testament explain why many verses call us “holy ones” (“saints”), while at the same time, God commands us to “be holy” (Rom. 12:1; Eph. 1:4; 1 Pet. 1:15-16). Christians are always inherently holy because we were born again of God’s gift of holy spirit and now have God’s holy nature, but we have to work at being holy outwardly in our flesh.
To make the situation even more confusing, what it meant to be a “holy one,” a “saint,” changes in the Bible as the Administrations change (for more on Administrations in the Bible, see commentary on Eph. 3:2). In the Old Testament, before the giving of the holy spirit and New Birth occurred, and also after the Rapture during the Tribulation period, a person was a “holy one” based on their trust in God and behavior. That meant a person could go from “holy” to “unholy” as their beliefs and actions changed (cf. Ezek. 33:12-19). It helps to know that in order to understand what it means to be a “holy one” in the sight of God.
As for the word “holy” itself, although the meaning of “holy” in Hebrew and Greek has many nuances, the basic meaning of “holy” in both languages involves separation and often devotion. In the Old Testament, Gospels, and book of Revelation, a “holy” person is separated from the world and separated to God by their godly thoughts and actions and by their devotion to God, and thus the Old Testament has “saints” or “holy ones” (cf. Ps. 16:3; 34:9; Dan. 7:18, 21, 22, 25; Matt. 27:52; Rev. 5:8; 13:7, 10; 14:12). In the Christian Church in the Administration of Grace, a person is a holy one because they are a child of God with God’s holy nature born in them.
So we must make a clear distinction between the Christian Church and that which came before it and after it (the Old Testament and the book of Revelation). In the Christian Church, our holiness in the sight of God, and why we are called “holy ones,” is due to the fact that we are born again of God’s holy spirit and thus have God’s holy nature (2 Pet. 1:4). That is why every Church Epistle is written to the “holy ones” (“saints”) because every Christian is holy. In contrast, in the Old Testament and book of Revelation, a person is a holy one by virtue of their trust and actions, as we see throughout the Old Testament and clearly set forth in Ezekiel 33.
The Church Epistles consistently refer to Christians as “holy ones” (cf. Rom. 1:7; 1 Cor. 1:2; 2 Cor. 1:1; Eph. 1:1; Col. 1:2).
As for the phrase, “holy ones,” the Greek text only has the adjective hagios (#40 ἅγιος), “holy,” but it is a substantive, an adjective that is used as a noun, and therefore is best translated “holy ones.” A good example of substantives in English are the adjectives in the well-known Clint Eastwood movie, “The Good, The Bad, and The Ugly.” The adjectives “good,” “bad,” and “ugly” refer to people (“good people,” “bad people,” “ugly people”), and thus they function as nouns even though technically, “good,” “bad” and “ugly” are adjectives. Another example in English would be, “We need to feed the hungry.” The word “hungry” is technically an adjective, but in that sentence it is a substantive, an adjective being used as a noun and thus it means “hungry people.”
The Bible is full of substantives, but we often cannot see them because the word “one” or another appropriate noun is supplied by the translators. For example, “the wicked” in Matthew 5:37 means, “the Wicked One,” which is the way the English reads in most modern versions, and similarly in 1 John 5:19 “the wicked” means “the Wicked One.” In Revelation 1:18 “the Living” means “the Living One;” in Matthew 10:41 “a righteous” means “a righteous person;” in Matthew 12:41 “a greater” means “someone greater,” or “a greater one.”
[For more on substantives, see the commentary on Matt. 5:37. For more on the difference between God, who is the Holy Spirit, and the gift and nature of God, which is “holy spirit,” see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
“in union with Christ Jesus.” For more on “in union with Christ Jesus,” see commentary on Ephesians 1:3.
“together with the overseers and deacons.” Cf. Meyer’s translation, “along with overseers and deacons.”[footnoteRef:2475] The Greek of this clause is very revealing. The words “along with” come from the preposition sun (#4862 σύν), here used in its associative sense. It could be translated as “in association with” or “together with.” This little word paints a picture of all the saints in Philippi standing in association with the overseers and deacons among them. What is the association that connects them? It is precisely not that of one class to another. The scripture here has no sense of a separation between clergy and laity—it was already affirmed that the letter was to “all the saints.” Interestingly, the two nouns for “overseers” and “deacons” lack the definite article, which highlights the fact that they are not a separate group. They are not the overseers and deacons, but simply particular saints who are described as fulfilling such a role. As Lenski explains, “The absence of the articles makes the two nouns qualitative, lends them the force of ‘such as are overseers and deacons,’ and thereby avoids the idea of a particular class.”[footnoteRef:2476] [2475:  Heinrich Meyer, The Epistle of Paul to the Philippians, 12.]  [2476:  R. C. H. Lenski, Interpretation of St Paul’s Epistles to the Ephesians and Philippians, 702.] 

Php 1:4
“I always pray with joy.” The Epistle to the Philippians has often been called the epistle of joy, and with good reason. Although the English versions differ somewhat in their translations of the Greek, in the REV “joy” and “rejoice” occur 16 times in four short chapters, more than any other book except Luke, but Luke has 21 chapters. In the REV translation of Philippians, “joy” occurs seven times, and “rejoice” occurs nine times.
Php 1:5
“from the first day until now.” This phrase does not refer to a specific day that the Philippians came to the Lord, because obviously, the church grew over time. Rather, it refers to the fact that the church did not waffle in and out of the Faith, sometimes believing and sometimes not. The phrase means that from the time they got saved they stayed faithful to the Lord.
Php 1:6
“will continue to complete it.” The Greek word is epiteleō (#2005 ἐπιτελέω) in the future tense. This is the linear or progressive future which indicates that “the action will continue throughout a future time.”[footnoteRef:2477] There is an important message buried in the Greek of this verse that is difficult to bring into English. As well as “complete,” the Greek word epiteleō can mean “pay in full.”[footnoteRef:2478] Jesus Christ will indeed complete his work in believers. He will, and is, also paying them back for their efforts. [2477:  William Graham MacDonald, Greek Enchiridion, 32; cf. Ernest De Witt Burton, Syntax of Moods and Tenses , 60.]  [2478:  See Liddell &amp; Scott, Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “ἐπιτελέω.”] 

“until.” The Greek is achri (#891 ἄχρι), and it is a marker of a continuous extent of time up to a point, Thus, “until, as far as, right up to,” etc. A. Nyland notes that “right up to” is a well-attested meaning of achri.[footnoteRef:2479] [2479:  Nyland, The Source New Testament, 378n3.] 

Php 1:7
“defending and confirming.” The Greek text has these words as nouns, “the defense and confirmation,” but they are verbal in nature and express action, and thus it seems clearer to express them as verbs, and some modern versions are doing exactly that (cf. NIV, NJB, NLT, God’s New Covenant; C. William’s, The New Testament).
“and because.” The “because” comes from the participle form of the “to be” verb at the end of the sentence, which seems clearly to be causal. Paul is giving reasons why he thinks so fondly of the Philippians, and he says it is because they are in his heart and because they are joint partakers in grace.
Php 1:8
“Indeed.” A “confirmatory gar,” frequently translated here as “For.” This verse is not giving a reason, it is confirming the last sentence. Some versions simply leave out the “For” altogether (cf. NEB, NIV, NLT, The Source). In The Kingdom New Testament, N.T. Wright translates it “Yes.”
“the deep affection.” The Greek word translated by the phrase “deep affection” is splagchnon (#4698 σπλάγχνον) and splagchnon means “bowels.” There is an important truth that is being revealed by the word “bowels,” just as He uses “heart” in many verses and even “kidneys” in some verses (Ps. 7:9; 16:7; 26:2; 73:21; Prov. 23:16; Jer. 11:20; 12:2; 17:10; 20:12; Rev. 2:23). The “bowels” were used in the ancient world as a center and source of emotion and feelings, somewhat similar to “heart” being used for the center and source of thoughts and attitudes.
[See commentary on Rev. 2:23 for more on “kidneys.”]
For centuries scientists and theologians thought that the ancients only equated “bowels” with a person’s emotional life because they were ignorant and superstitious. Recently, however, scientists are discovering that the bowels have a very large number of nerve cells, and actually can “think” on their own. In fact, there are as many nerve cells between the neck and navel as there are in the head. Of course, the nerves in the head are configured differently, and function differently than the nerves in our gut, but scientists are now learning that the Bible is correct in mentioning our bowels, kidneys, and belly in connection with a person’s emotional life.
Almost everyone is aware of times he or she has been afraid or upset but felt it in their bowels or stomach. If we are anxious our stomach often becomes “tied up in knots.” If we hear really bad news or are very afraid, we often become physically sick, lose our appetite, or even have diarrhea. In fact, involuntarily defecating is a common reaction to a sudden scare.
The fact that the bowels play a huge part in our emotional life is well represented in the Greek text. Unfortunately, the emphasis that God, by using the word “bowels,” places on the emotion in the verse is lost in most English versions of the Bible because “bowels” have been replaced by “heart,” “affection,” or similar words. While the translators mean well by trying to translate the Greek in a way that communicates to the modern reader, the great truth that the bowels are a huge part of a person’s emotional life is lost. Christians need to be aware that God wrote the Bible in such a way that it would educate us about ourselves, His creation, and we lose that education when we take a clear word like “bowel” and translate it as “heart.” In most cases, the REV has tried to maintain “bowels” when it occurs in the text and add italics to it to bring out the meaning.
One of the challenges with “bowels” is that it refers to emotions, but the exact emotion is different in different contexts.
Also, when translators use “heart” instead of the proper translation “bowels,” we lose another great truth in Scripture: that biblically the heart is less associated with a person’s emotional life and is more associated with our mental life. Biblically, the heart refers more to a mental function while our bowels, kidneys, and belly refer more to our emotional life. Verses that involve our bowels include:
· Luke 1:78 (KJV) “Through the tender mercy [bowels] of our God;”
· 2 Corinthians 6:12 (NASB) “you are restrained in your own affections [bowels].”
· 2 Corinthians 7:15 (NASB) “his affection [bowels] abounds all the more toward you….”
· Philippians 1:8(NASB) “I long for you all with the affection [bowels] of Christ Jesus.”
· Philippians 2:1 (NASB) “If therefore there is any…affection [bowels] and compassion,”
· Colossians 3:12 (NASB) “put on a heart of compassion [literally: “put on bowels”]”
· Philemon 1:7 (NASB) “the hearts[bowels] of the saints have been refreshed”
· Philemon 1:12 (NASB) “And I have sent him…my very heart [bowels]”
· Philemon 1:20 (NASB) “refresh my heart [bowels] in Christ.”
· 1 John 3:17 (NASB) “But whoever has the world’s goods, and beholds his brother in need and closes his heart [bowels] against him, how does the love of God abide in him?”
Php 1:9
“will continue to increase.” The verb translated “will continue to increase” is perisseuō (#4052 περισσεύω), and it is in the subjunctive mood, which is why almost all English versions have the helping word “may” (cf. “may abound;” ESV). However, in this case, the subjunctive mood of the verb comes from the word hina (“that”) which is conditional. Thus the subjunctive comes from the Greek grammar, not the context or the intent of Paul’s prayer. Paul is not praying that their love “may” continue to increase, as if there might be some circumstance in which it would be better if it did not increase, rather Paul is praying that their love “will” continue to increase. For more on the subjunctive mood being the result of grammar and not context, and how that can be confusing, see commentary on John 3:16, “will not perish.”
Php 1:10
“determine.” The Greek is dokimazō (#1381 δοκιμάζω), and it was used in testing metals, where a metal would be tested, then either approved or rejected based on the test results. The meaning here is similar to 1 Thessalonians 5:21, which says, “Test everything; hold fast to that which is good.” We are not to just “approve” excellent things, as if to give them a stamp of approval. We are to test things and then approve them based on the test. Thus “determine” is a good translation here, as would be “test and approve,” it shows that you examine and arrive at a judgment. Robertson says, “… the first step is to distinguish between good and evil and that is not always easy in our complex civilization.”[footnoteRef:2480] (See also commentary on Romans 2:18). [2480:  A. T. Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, 4:437.] 

“the things that are best.” See commentary on Romans 2:18.
“without offense.” Christians will not be able to stop some people, especially unbelievers, from being offended at what they believe, but Christians are to strive not to be offensive (see commentary on 1 Cor. 10:32).
Php 1:11
“the fruit of righteousness.” That is, the fruit which consists of righteous acts. The scholars are divided as to whether the genitive means “the fruit that comes from righteousness” or “the fruit that is righteousness” (that is, righteous acts). Although there are competent scholars on both sides of the issue, and although it is certainly true that a righteous person does righteous things, there is good evidence that that is not the emphasis here. The emphasis seems to be that the “fruit” is the righteous acts that people do. Gordon Fee writes: “Paul’s use of ‘religious language’ like this has been altogether conditioned by his lifelong reading of the OT. The phrase itself comes from the LXX (Amos 6:12; Prov. 3:9; 11:30), where it refers to the righteous behavior of the righteous person (cf. James 3:18 (‘the fruit of righteousness is sown in peace…) where again the emphasis is on righteous behavior).”
Fee goes on to point out, “…Paul’s use of the Greek definite article which here functions like a relative pronoun. This article is without ambiguity: it modifies ‘fruit’ not ‘righteousness.’ Paul’s emphasis, therefore, is on ‘the fruit, consisting of righteousness,’ which comes to them through their relationship to Christ.”[footnoteRef:2481] [2481:  Fee, Paul’s Letter to the Philippians [NICNT], 103-104.] 

In fact, all over the Old Testament and Gospels, “righteousness” referred to the righteous acts that a person did, so “the fruit that was acts of righteousness” would be well understood in the biblical culture (see commentary on Matt. 5:6). We see this in Hebrews 12:11, which mentions the peaceable fruit of righteousness, that is, the peaceable fruit which are the acts of righteousness that godly discipline brings.
Php 1:12
“that the things that happened to me.” Why do people stay in bad situations? Psychologists tell us that the fear we know is less fearful than the fear we do not know, so people stay in bad marriages, dead-end jobs, etc. In the first century, the Church was afraid of the evil government, and this slowed down the move of the Word. When Paul was put in prison people were actually emboldened by it and spoke the Word with more boldness (Phil. 1:14).
Php 1:13
“As a result of those things.” The Greek word that starts verse 13 is hōste (#5620 ὥστε), which usually gives a reason (thus, “so that, therefore, so then”) but can also be used as a result clause, as it is here (cf. NIV). As a result clause, it can be confusing if not coupled with the “things” of Phil. 1:12, and because of that many modern versions, especially those that are less literal to the Greek text, leave it off completely, and just say that the whole guard knows about Paul (cf. CJB, CEV, NCV, TLB, The Message).
There is a great lesson in what Paul is writing. God can make lemonade out of a lemon. God did not want Paul in prison, but that is where he was, so God worked in the situation to embolden the other Christians Paul was working with, and also to use Paul as a witness to those around him. We should always be looking for how we can redeem any situation for God, no matter how bad it seems.
“everyone else.” “Everyone else” refers to the common Roman citizen. To understand this phrase we need to have some cultural background. For one thing, Rome, like most major cities, was a hotbed of gossip. Paul’s case would have been especially juicy because the Romans did not generally like the Jews, and had had nothing but trouble with them ever since Pompey conquered Jerusalem in 63 BC, around 120 years before Philippians was written. We see the animosity the Romans held for the Jews periodically in Acts. A good example is when Paul came to Philippi, which was a Roman colony, and taught about Jesus. The Romans became upset at some of the events that occurred, and brought Paul and Silas to the magistrates and said, “These men, being Jews, are seriously disturbing our city, and are setting forth customs that are not lawful for us, being Romans, to receive or to observe.” Then, without even a pretense of a trial, the magistrates had them stripped, beaten with rods, and then thrown into the stocks in the prison (Acts 16:20-24).
Also, around AD 60, very close to when Paul was in jail and Philippians was written, there was still a lot of confusion about any difference between Jews and Christians. The majority of Christians were still of Jewish background (although the number of Gentile converts was growing dramatically). The Jews were well-known for arguing among themselves about almost every aspect of their religion, so when “another group of Jews” started propounding that the Messiah had come, the Romans did not generally see this as a new religion, as the Jews and Christians did, but just another Jewish sect. Some Romans saw the difference and understood what was happening, but at this time most did not. In fact, it is quite possible that it was this very trial of “Paul versus the Jews,” that really clarified the difference between a Jew and a Christian for the emperor, the Roman officials, and even the common Roman. We can assume it had a big impact, after all, a trial in front of the emperor himself, in which Paul was being tried for breaking various Jewish laws, would have been the object of a lot of attention. We do know that by the great fire of Rome in July of 64, only a few years later, the difference between a Jew and a Christian was much better understood by the Romans—and by the Christians too, because it was around 60-62 that Ephesians, Philippians, and Colossians were written, and those three Epistles greatly clarified the difference between a Jew and a Christian.
In conclusion, Paul’s imprisonment, the imprisonment of a Rabbi with some new ideas, due to supposedly breaking Jewish laws, got a lot of attention among the Praetorian guard, and “everyone else” in Rome.
Php 1:14
“brothers and sisters.” See Word Study: “Adelphos.”
“in the Lord.” See Word Study: “In the Lord.”
“word of God.” There is also good manuscript evidence for simply translating the phrase, “to speak the word.” The earliest witness P46 excludes the phrase “of God” and quite a few others as well. However, there is also extremely strong support for the reading, “word of God” (Sinaiticus, Vaticanus, Alexandrinus). Since the meaning is clear that he is referring to speaking the word of God not just any “word,” the REV goes with the latter reading which brings more specificity to what the “word” is.
Php 1:15
“rivalry.” The Greek word is eris (#2054 ἔρις), and it means strife, fighting, rivalry. We need to remember that there were churches in Rome before Paul arrived. After Paul arrived in Rome, his fame among the believers, no doubt bolstered by his understanding of the things of God in general and possibly by healings or miracles, caused some of the already established ministers, who were used to being the big wheels in town, to be very uncomfortable. Thus they preached with renewed vigor, no doubt maximizing any difference between their understanding of the Scripture and what Paul was teaching, to elevate their prestige in the Church. They started preaching out of envy and rivalry.
Php 1:17
“selfish ambition.” The Greek is eritheia (#2052 ἐριθεία). See commentary on Romans 2:8, “selfishly ambitious.” Some versions have “rivalry” here. Although rivalry definitely existed, we do not feel it is the true core of the issue. Selfish ambition is the root of the rivalry, and in this case, the selfish ambition, which manifested itself in rivalry, also would manifest itself in dishonest and underhanded actions that were designed to achieve honor, position, and perhaps even money.
Php 1:18
“What really matters?” The Greek phrase, ti gar, is an idiom. “What about it?” “What really matters?” Even “How do I feel?” The phrase is translated by the context. Here, Paul has been talking about two groups of people: one who preaches Christ out of envy, the other out of love. What really matters? Although it would be wonderful if everyone was loving, we have to recognize free will and realize God will handle sin at the Judgment, and in the meantime we can be thankful, especially in the pagan culture of Rome, that Christ is being preached.
Php 1:19
“spirit of Jesus Christ.” The “spirit of Jesus Christ” is Jesus Christ in action, as the “Spirit of God” is God in action (Gen. 1:2; Job 33:4). The gift of holy spirit does not really supply “help” the way Paul needs it to get out of prison. However, the greater truth is that there is (or certainly should be) in the mature believer a seamless connection between Jesus, who gives revelation and supplies power, and holy spirit via which it comes.
“end.” The Greek word is apobainō (#576 ἀποβαίνω), and in this context, it means “to result in a state or condition, turn out, lead to.”[footnoteRef:2482] [2482:  BDAG Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “ἀποβαίνω.”] 

“this will end in my salvation.” This phrase is notoriously difficult to interpret. There are three major interpretations that have been set forth by scholars.
The first interpretation we will consider is that in Philippians 1:19 the “salvation” that Paul speaks of is referring to the salvation of others, and in that case, the verse would be translated as something like, “as far as I am concerned, this will end in salvation.” The second interpretation we will consider is that the phrase is referring to the salvation of Paul—Paul’s personal salvation—and then the verse would be translated “this will end in my salvation.” The third and last interpretation we will consider is that Philippians 1:19 is referring to Paul’s deliverance from prison, in which case the word “salvation” means “deliverance” from prison, and the verse could be translated as “this will end in my deliverance.”
In considering the first interpretation, in which “salvation” is referring to the salvation of others, the verse would be translated as something like, “as far as I am concerned, this will end in salvation” (i.e., the salvation of others.)” One reason in support of this view is that the word “my” in the REV translation is in the dative case in the Greek text, not in the genitive case. The most natural translation of the dative case would be “for me,” not “my.” Paul typically uses the genitive case when referring to his own salvation or the salvation of someone else, e.g. Ephesians 1:13, Philippians 1:28, and Philippians 2:12, where he speaks of “your” salvation. However, here in Philippians 1:19, Paul uses the dative case, which is the same grammatical form of the pronoun he uses in Philippians 1:21. That use of the dative case would be what scholars refer to as “a dative of feeling.” Thus, Paul would be using the dative to mean “as far as I am concerned.”[footnoteRef:2483] The dative of feeling is also how Daniel Wallace classifies the same dative just two verses later, in Philippians 1:21, which could well be translated as “As far as I am concerned, to live is Christ and to die is gain.”[footnoteRef:2484] [2483:  Richard R. Melick, Philippians, Colossians, Philemon [NAC], 90-91.]  [2484:  Daniel Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics, 146.] 

Also in support of the view that “salvation” could refer to the salvation of others is that the “this” could refer to the preaching of the good news discussed in the preceding verse, Philippians 1:18. The preaching of the gospel, whether through genuine preaching or selfish motives (Phil. 1:17) will lead to people’s salvation. Regardless of who is preaching or why they are proclaiming the name of Christ, Paul rejoices in it because it will result in salvation for those who hear the message of Christ.
Nevertheless, there are downsides to this second interpretation, that “salvation” refers to the salvation of others. For one thing, the text never says that Paul is considering the salvation of others, that has to be assumed. Also, the view that Philippians 1:19 refers to the salvation of others does not flow naturally into his thought in the very next verse (Phil. 1:20), which is about Paul being put to shame. Lastly, this interpretation does not fit with what is likely a quotation of the book of Job in the verse (this will be discussed below). Given the evidence, that Paul could have been talking about the salvation of other people here seems unlikely.
The second interpretation of Philippians 1:19 we will examine is that “my salvation” refers to Paul’s own salvation. Although a number of scholars think this may well be what Paul is saying, that interpretation has problems. For one thing, the prayers of the Philippians will not end in Paul’s salvation. Although we are to pray for people to be saved, nowhere else in all of his writings does Paul indicate that if we pray for people it “will end” in their salvation. Furthermore, this statement of Paul’s would be very unusual, as if Paul somehow doubted his salvation and needed the Philippians to pray for it and for Jesus Christ to help with it. Paul had consistently set forth his confidence in salvation and had led many others to be saved as well. There is no indication in Philippians or in any of Paul’s other writings that he is concerned he might not be saved. In fact, in a number of places, Paul confidently speaks of his salvation (e.g., Rom. 6:5-8; 8:24; 13:11; 2 Cor. 2:15-16; Eph. 2:5; 1 Thess. 4:15-17). Given that, it does not seem that Paul could be speaking of his everlasting salvation here in Philippians 1:19. Many scholars, however, use “salvation” here to refer not to what would get Paul saved, but rather that he would be “vindicated” in the heavenly court of God, and not put to shame (Phil. 1:20). In that sense, “salvation” could refer to Paul’s stand and subsequent vindication in God’s court. Nevertheless, it is unclear how that vindication fits with the first part of the verse.
The interpretation that “salvation” refers to Paul’s deliverance from prison makes the best sense of the preceding phrase, “through your prayer and the help of the spirit of Jesus,” since through the Philippians’ prayers God could help Paul to be released from prison. It is clear from other scriptures that the prayer of believers has great power (James 5:16). Gerald Hawthorne and Ralph Martin write: “Paul believed that some important things would contribute to his being set free from prison. One of these was prayer.”[footnoteRef:2485] [2485:  Gerald Hawthorne and Ralph Martin, Philippians [WBC], 50.] 

That interpretation also fits with the fact that Paul clearly seems to quote Job 13:16 in the Septuagint. Hawthorne and Martin write that what Paul said “are the exact words Job…surely the verbal identity between the two passages strongly indicates that Paul understood and interpreted his situation in terms of Job’s experience. As Job was ultimately “saved” from his plight and vindicated, so he, Paul, would ultimately be saved from his plight and vindicated.”[footnoteRef:2486] Hawthorne and Martin then go on to say, “Several things, however, argue for the fact that when Paul spoke of sōtēria [salvation] here he had in mind his release from prison.”[footnoteRef:2487] Then they list three reasons the text is referring to Paul’s release from prison: that the primary meaning of sōtēria is deliverance from death; that although sōtēria can be used of eternal salvation it is not used that way all the time, even by Paul; and Paul used the quotation from Job because he had a conviction that he too, like Job, would be saved, “released from prison.”[footnoteRef:2488] [2486:  Hawthorne and Martin, Philippians [WBC], 49.]  [2487:  Hawthorne and Martin, Philippians [WBC], 49, 50.]  [2488:  Hawthorne and Martin, Philippians [WBC], 50.] 

So, in the end, the “salvation for others” view finds slightly better support in the preceding context (Phil. 1:18), and the “salvation for Paul” view finds support in the subsequent context in Philippians 1:20. However, the “deliverance from prison” view fits best with Paul’s reference to the Philippians’ prayers and help of the spirit of Jesus being connected with the outcome of his “deliverance.” Given all the evidence, the best interpretation of the verse seems to be that Paul was speaking of his deliverance from prison.
Php 1:21
“to die is gain.” Philippians 1:21 is taught as if Paul is saying that “to die is gain” because Paul would immediately be in heaven when he died. That is not the case. The Bible is clear that death is an enemy (1 Cor. 15:26), and it cannot both be an enemy and “gain” at the same time.
The first thing we need to recognize is that Paul never said death was a “gain” to him; he never said, “to die is MY gain.” The statement he made was simply, “to die is gain.” But whose gain? As we will see, it is the Church that would gain, not Paul himself. We had seen the Church unexpectedly gain before. We must remember that Paul was writing Philippians from a Roman jail. But Paul’s being imprisoned did not hinder the Gospel, instead, it advanced the Gospel and caused it to gain ground in the Roman world. Paul wrote: “Now I want you to know, brothers and sisters, that the things that happened to me [my being imprisoned and having to defend my Faith] have actually served to advance the good news.” (Phil. 1:12).
Paul specifically stated that his imprisonment helped the Gospel in two ways: many people heard about Christ who would likely have never heard about him (Phil. 1:13), and also, “most” of the Christians had become emboldened to speak the Word of God openly and fearlessly (Phil. 1:14). Fear of imprisonment and death had stilled the voices of many Christians, but when Paul was imprisoned it actually emboldened the Church and the Gospel gained as a result.
It might have been expected that Paul’s imprisonment would have emboldened the Church because earlier, when Paul had been the one persecuting the Church (Acts 8:1-3; 9:1-2), the persecution had only emboldened the Church and Christians scattered everywhere and kept preaching the Word (Acts 8:4). However, something that no one would have expected happened when Paul was imprisoned in Rome for the cause of Christ: even people who did not like Paul began preaching Christ and spreading the Word! Those people preached Christ out of envy and rivalry, just so Paul and his followers would not make more converts than they did, but they were preaching Christ and converts were being won (Phil. 1:15-18).
Paul’s imprisonment had been “gain” for the Church, and Paul was confident that if he died at the hands of the Romans, that would be “gain” too. Of course, there is the sense in which Paul’s death would have been a loss to the Church, just like every believer’s death is, especially if that believer is a leader and active in the Faith. But history has shown us that no one’s death stops the Church, and in many cases, it emboldens the Church and causes the Gospel to gain ground. The early Church saw that with Stephen, and the modern Church saw that with the German Lutheran pastor, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, who died for his faith in 1945 and has inspired countless Christians in their stand for the Lord.
The Devil tries to use people’s natural fear of death to control people, but Jesus came to make the Devil ineffective so he could not use that weapon against people (Heb. 2:14-15). Paul was certain that if he died, his death would cause some believers to lose their fear of death and be more effective for the Gospel. He wrote to them that whether or not he came to them in person, they were not to be “frightened in any way [including prison or death] by those who oppose you” (Phil. 1:28).
Another way we know that when Paul said, “to die is gain,” he was not speaking of his own gain but rather the gain of the Church, is Philippians 1:20. He wrote: “Christ will be magnified in my body, whether by life or by death.” Putting Philippians 1:20-21 together we read, “Christ will be magnified in my body, whether by life or by death. For to me, to live is Christ, and to die is gain.” So it was Christ who was magnified and would gain by Paul’s living or dying, not Paul. For Paul, “to live is Christ” because Paul would continue to boldly preach Christ, and to die was “gain” because Christ would still be magnified and the Church would gain as more and more believers shed their fear of death and became courageous Christians.
Still another way we know that Paul’s death was not a “gain” to him is that not only does the Bible say death is an “enemy,” we know why it is an enemy: the dead are not alive in any form, but are dead in the ground awaiting the resurrection. That is not commonly known or taught in traditional Christianity, but it is what the Bible says. Paul would not gain by his death because he would be dead awaiting his resurrection, he would not be alive with Christ.
[For more on dead people being dead and awaiting the resurrection of their body from the dead, see Appendix 3: “The Dead Are Dead.”]
Php 1:22
“But if I am to live on in the flesh, this will mean fruitful work for me.” If Paul stays alive, he will have fruitful labor. Different English translations handle the abbreviated Greek in different ways. For example, Darby has, “if to live in the flesh is my lot.” The phrase “continue to live” comes from the continuous action inherent in the present infinitive verb.
Php 1:23
“Now I am hard-pressed between the two.” There is good reason to believe that there are three possibilities being set forward in Philippians 1:21-23. Two of the three of them, the two that Paul was torn between, are living or dying (Phil. 1:21). However, there is evidence that Philippians 1:23 sets forward a third possibility that is “far better” than either living or dying, and that is the return of Christ and being with Christ.
The reason Paul was torn between living and dying was that either one would benefit the church. He knew the church would benefit if he continued to live because he would be able to teach and support the believers. However, he also knew the Christian church had benefited from his imprisonment (Phil. 1:12), and so the church would also benefit from his death because believers would be emboldened to take a firm stand on the Good News about Christ. While that may sound unusual, history, including current history, shows that the persecution and killing of Christians does not stop Christian activism and often actually increases it. As it turned out, Paul’s execution was likely only five years after his writing Philippians because he was executed by Nero, most likely between AD 65 and AD 67. Paul was genuinely wondering which would be better for the church: his life, or his death. He wrote, “I feel torn between the two” (NET). However, the return of Christ and being with Christ, which can be the meaning of the last phrase of Philippians 1:23, was far better than living or dying, and was what Paul—like most dedicated Christians—really wanted.
The traditional orthodox Church does not understand this meaning of Philippians 1:21-23 because of the erroneous belief that when a Christian dies they go immediately to heaven and are with Christ. Thus the orthodox explanation of the last sentence in Philippians 1:23 ignores what Paul has just said and claims that Paul has an intense desire for his death so he could be with Christ. But that traditional explanation does not seem to make sense. If Paul had an intense desire to die so he could be with Christ, then it seems that he would not have been “torn” between living and dying. After all, he had just written that both living and dying would benefit the Church—and that was the very reason he was torn between them. If Paul knew that his death would benefit both the Church and himself too, then there was nothing for him to be “torn” about, so a valid way to properly understand Philippians 1:23 is to see that the last phrase in the verse is introducing a third option that is much better than either living or dying: the return of Christ.
The Bible does not teach that people go to heaven (or Gehenna) when they die, it teaches that people are genuinely dead, without life, and are awaiting the resurrection. This explains why the choice between living and dying was so difficult for Paul. If death brings us immediately into the presence of God and Christ, and either living or dying would benefit the Church, then Paul had an easy decision: die. Then the Church would benefit and he would be with Christ. The reason Paul was torn between life and death was that there was no benefit to him in dying even if the Church would benefit; if Paul died he would not be with Christ, he would be dead, lifeless. However, it is worth noting that some Christians who understand that if Paul died he would be totally lifeless also understand that there is no sense of time in death, so for the person who dies, to them, the moment of death is the moment of being with Christ, and that is what they understand the last phrase of Philippians 1:23 to be saying.
If Philippians 1:21-23 is speaking of three possibilities, then it is saying the same thing as 2 Corinthians 5:1-9 is saying but in a different way. Here in Philippians, Paul is torn between living and dying, both of which could benefit the Church, but he had an intense desire for the return of Christ and being with Christ. The return of Christ was much better to Paul than either living or dying, and if Christ returned, not only Paul, but the entire Christian Church would be with Christ, so Christ’s return would be the best for Paul and the Church.
2 Corinthians 5:1-9, like Philippians, sets forth three future possibilities: being alive in our earthly body (which Corinthians calls our “tent”); being dead, which Paul calls “unclothed;” and being clothed with his “habitation that is from heaven,” that is, getting his new body when Christ returns. Paul says in 2 Corinthians 5:4, “For indeed, we who are in this tent continually groan, being burdened, not that we want to be unclothed, but to be clothed; so that what is mortal is swallowed up by life.” What did Paul mean by that? Looking at the sentence phrase by phrase we can understand it.
“For indeed, we who are in this tent” [that is, alive in our frail human tent-body] “continually groan, being burdened” [living Christians groan to be with Christ and have their new body], “not that we want to be unclothed” [“unclothed” means “dead,” with neither a human “tent” body or a new glorious body from heaven], “but to be clothed” [that is, clothed in his new immortal body]; “so that what is mortal” [the earthly body] “is swallowed up by life” [that is, the immortal body].
So there is evidence that both Philippians and Corinthians are presenting three possibilities: being alive in our earthly bodies, being dead and “unclothed,” or being clothed with our new body from heaven at the return of Christ. Paul says being with Christ in our new bodies is “far better.”
[For more on 2 Cor. 5:1-9, see commentary on those verses. For more information on the dead being actually dead, lifeless, until the resurrection, see Appendix 3: “The Dead Are Dead.”]
“intense desire.” The Greek word is epithumia (#1939 ἐπιθυμία), and it refers to an intense desire, a lust, or a craving. Paul was torn between living and dying, but he was not torn about a third option; he had an “intense desire,” a longing, for the return and to be with Christ.
“to depart.” The Greek verb translated “depart” is analuō (#360 ἀναλύω). In Greek literature, it generally referred to either a departure or a return, and it was used metaphorically for death. The verb analuō appears only one other place in the New Testament (Luke 12:36), and there it refers to the Return of Christ in the metaphorical example of a Lord returning from a wedding. The noun appears in 2 Timothy 4:6, where it refers to Paul’s death. Greek lexicons usually list both “depart” and “return” as meanings of analuō.[footnoteRef:2489] [2489:  Cf. BDAG; Friberg; Louw and Nida; Brill; s.v. “ἀναλύω.”] 

There is evidence that in Philippians 1:23, Paul is offering a third possibility to living or dying, which is for Paul to depart the earth in the Rapture at the return of Christ. In that case, after expressing that he is pressed to make a choice between which is better, living and dying, Paul inserts a wish for something that he intensely desires, which is for the Lord to return and for him “to depart,” which is “better by far” than living or dying. Paul used the phrase “to depart and to be with Christ, which uses two infinitive verbs in conjunction, “to depart” and “to be with Christ.” These are two things that would happen to Paul: he would depart this world and he would be with Christ. The only event in history that actually joins those two events—people leaving this earth and being with Christ is the Rapture or return of Christ described in 1 Thess. 4:15-17. At that one event in history, both the living and the dead Christians will “depart” and be with Christ, which is “better by far” than living or dying. E. W. Bullinger notes the meaning of the phrase is “for the return.”[footnoteRef:2490] [2490:  Bullinger, The Companion Bible, 1774.] 

Nevertheless, most Christians only see two possibilities in this verse and think that “dying” is what is “better by far” than living, because the dead person gets to be with Christ. But there are reasons to believe that is not what the verse is saying. If dying is far better than living, why does Paul say he is “hard-pressed” between living and dying? It seems he would not have been. Furthermore, why would Paul write in 1 Corinthians 15:26 that death is an “enemy”? In examining the argument, it seems that Paul was hard-pressed between living and dying because the Church would gain from either event, just as he had said: “for to me, to live is Christ, and to die is gain.” But what Paul really wanted was the return of Christ, which was “better by far” than either his living or dying. After expressing that wish, he returns to his thought and in Phil. 1:24 states that remaining alive will help the Philippians more.
Why would Paul say that being with Christ at Christ’s return was “better by far” than living or dying? Because Paul would be together with Christ and all the other Christians who, like him, had been raised from the dead (1 Thess. 4:13-17), and he would have a brand-new body like Christ’s glorious body (1 Cor. 15:42-44, 51-54; Phil. 3:21; 1 John 3:2).
Furthermore, it does not seem to fit with what Paul wrote in other places for him to say here in Philippians that he had an intense desire to die even if it meant that—for him in his own personal experience—he would immediately experience being with Christ because there is no sense of time in death. The Jews constantly sought to kill him, and he did everything he could to stay alive. In fact, he either died or was close to death when he was stoned at Lystra (Acts 14:19), but he was prayed for and healed, and went right back to spreading the Gospel. At no point in any of Paul’s writings is there a sign that he was somehow disappointed at not being dead or that he somehow actually longed for death and not life.
Another reason for seeing Philippians 1:20-25 as referring to three options, Paul’s living, dying, or the return of Christ is the phrase, “Yet what I would prefer, I do not know” (Phil. 1:22). To understand this phrase, we must understand Paul’s use of “prefer.” It does not seem to be logical that Paul would say he did not know whether he would “prefer” living or dying in verse 22 but then say he had an intense desire to die and be with Christ in the very next verse (Phil. 1:23), and then go on to say that he “knew” he would remain alive and not die (Phil. 1:25).
The reason Paul did not know which he would “prefer” is that both his living and dying would benefit the church. But it seems that the reason Paul said he did not know whether he would “prefer” living or dying was to encourage the church and get them over any fear of death, because only two verses later Paul said, “I know that I will remain and continue with you” (Phil. 1:25, cf. Phil. 2:24) The only way he could have really known he would remain alive and continue with the Philippians was if the Lord revealed it to him by revelation, which would have given him complete confidence he would not die. Some commentators get around Paul’s saying he knew he would remain alive by saying that Paul really did not mean that, he just meant he thought he would remain alive, but the text says Paul “knew” it and that is confirmed by what he wrote in Philippians 2:24.
Reconstructed as set forth above if Paul lived or died the church would benefit, and Paul was not sure which of those he would choose, but in fact, Paul did not have to choose because he knew he would continue to live. For Paul to say that he was not sure whether he would choose life or death was a wonderful way to present what he really wanted, which was “to depart” and to be with Christ, which would happen at the Rapture/Return of Christ.
A seemingly strong argument against Philippians 1:23 referring to the return of Christ is if Paul had the return of Christ in mind as a third option in Philippians 1:23, he would not have used the verb analuō to refer to it, especially since he used the noun form of the word, analusis (#359 ἀνάλυσις) to refer to his death (2 Tim. 4:6). But Paul used a large number of Greek words to refer to the return of Christ. These include parousia (#3952 παρουσία), which refers to the personal presence of the Lord and thus to his return (1 Cor. 15:23; 1 Thess. 2:19); erchomai (#2064 ἔρχομαι; cf. 1 Cor. 4:5, 11:26; 2 Thess. 1:10); apokalupsis (#602 ἀποκάλυψις); cf. 1 Cor. 1:7; 2 Thess. 1:7); phaneroō (#5319 φανερόω; cf. Col. 3:4; also used in 1 Pet. 5:4 and 1 John 2:28), and epiphaneia (#2015 ἐπιφάνεια; cf. 1 Tim. 6:14; 2 Tim. 1:10; 4:1, 8). Other Greek words used, but not by Paul, for the coming of Christ are hēkō (#2240 ἥκω; cf. Heb. 10:37; 2 Pet. 3:10), and optanomai (#3700 ὀπτάνομαι; cf. Heb. 9:28).
Given the many words Paul could have chosen to refer to the return of Christ, why choose analuō? We cannot be sure, but one possible reason is that analuō refers to a departure as well as a return, so it is a word that could “kill two birds with one stone,” by referring to the return of Christ and the church—and Paul—departing from the earth (1 Thess. 4:14-17) as well as having the background meaning of “return,” and thus Jesus returning for the believers. Also, if Paul meant to clearly refer to his death, why not use one of the words that clearly did that and that he used so many other times in his writing? Paul spoke of dying many times. He used the word apothnēskō (#599 ἀποθνῄσκω) for “die” in Philippians 1:21 and about 40 other times in the New Testament. He also used the metaphor of “sleep” for death quite often.
All that being said, the other way that Philippians 1:23 could be understood is that the verb analuō could be used to refer to Paul’s death if the reader kept in mind that, as Paul experienced it, the moment of his death was the moment he was united with Christ, even though many actual years may have passed (there is no recognition of the passage of time in death). Explained that way, Paul was indecisive about living or dying because both had advantages (Phil. 1:20-21). His indecision was caused because if he lived it was “fruitful work for me” (Phil. 1:22) and “more necessary for you” (Phil. 1:24). But if he died then his personal experience would be for him to immediately be with Christ.
It is possible that is an undertone of the meaning here in Philippians, but it does not seem likely that Paul meant it to be a primary meaning of analuō, however, because of the first part of the verse which says that Paul was torn between the two possibilities of living and dying. Paul was certainly aware that the moment he died would be, to him, the moment he was united with Christ, but that did not mean he had an intense desire to die so he could experience being with Christ. He did, however, have an intense desire for the Rapture or return of Christ, which meant that every Christian would simultaneously get to be with the Lord.
“far better.” The Greek uses a comparative with mallon, which can then be translated as “very much better,” “far better,” etc., as most English versions do. O’Brien suggests the superlative, “by far the best.”[footnoteRef:2491] [2491:  Peter O’Brien, The Epistle to the Philippians [NIGTC].] 

Php 1:26
“reason for boasting.” The Greek text reads kauchēma (#2745 καύχημα) the thing in which one boasts or, in the older English, “glories.” This refers to the object of our boasting, not the boasting or confidence itself, which would be kauchēsis (#2746 καύχησις).
“because of me.” This is the instrumental dative, or dative of means. It is by means of Paul’s deliverance from prison and coming to them again that their boasting in Christ will increase. Paul’s release from prison would be a blessing and the fact that Jesus Christ was working behind the scenes to get Paul released would have been clearly seen. For it was through their prayers for him that he was delivered (Phil. 1:7, 19). Paul was eventually released from house arrest after 2 years (Acts 28:30), but there is no record that he did, or did not, visit Philippi after his release.
“will continue to increase.” See commentary on Philippians 1:9, “will continue to increase.”
Php 1:27
“soul.” In this verse, “spirit” and “soul” are used in a very similar fashion; with spirit perhaps putting more emphasis on attitude, while “soul” refers more to everything within you, mentally and emotionally.
Php 1:28
“clear sign to them.” The Greek word translated “clear sign” is endeixis (#1732 ἔνδειξις), which often means “proof,” but “clear sign” seems better here, in part because this sign is prophetic, it points to the future destruction of the wicked but salvation of the believers. We thought that “sign for them” was better than “sign to them,” because the fact that the believers stand together without fear is not just “to” the adversaries, but it is “for” them i.e., for their benefit, although the believers do it to honor God. The difficult part about the verse is that we might be tempted to read it as if the adversaries “saw,” i.e., understood, the sign. It is “for” them, but most of them never see it. We, however, see it clearly. Believers know (or should know) they will not be held by death, but will live forever, and in that confidence be able to stand firm against all adversaries. This is prophetic, and speaks of our salvation, and the future destruction of the enemy. Thankfully, history shows that some unbelievers do see the strength and courage in the way believers fight evil, and suffer, and die, and some are thereby led to Christ.
“and this is from God.” The demonstrative pronoun “this,” touto (#5124 τοῦτο), is neuter and most naturally points to the collective clause that precedes it, rather than identifying a particular antecedent in the clause, such as “destruction,” or “salvation” (although there are scholars who argue for both those positions). O’Brien notes that the final words, ‘and this [is] from God’ apply not to just salvation, nor to destruction, but “to the whole of the preceding.”[footnoteRef:2492] [2492:  O’Brien, Philippians [NIGTC].] 

Php 1:29
“graciously given.” The Greek word is charizomai (#5483 χαρίζομαι), which means to give or grant something freely as a favor. The word is related to charis, “grace.” Thayer’s Greek-English Lexicon says the word means: “to do something pleasant or agreeable (to one), to do a favor to, gratify; a. universally, to show oneself gracious, kind, benevolent.” BDAG translates this phrase in Philippians as: “you have (graciously) been granted the privilege of suffering for Christ.”[footnoteRef:2493] Although the word is sometimes used in the New Testament with more overtones of “give” than necessarily “graciously give,” the dominant use is to “graciously give” or “give as an act of grace.” Thus, Jesus “graciously gave” sight to the blind (Luke 7:21). The lender “graciously gave” (graciously forgave) the debts he was owed (Luke 7:42). God graciously gave life to the people on the boat in the storm (Acts 27:24). The spirit helps us know what God has graciously given to us (1 Cor. 2:12). God graciously gave the inheritance to Abraham (Gal. 3:18). [2493:  BDAG Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “χαρίζομαι.”] 

Here in Philippians 1:29, it has been “graciously given” to us to suffer for Christ. This may not seem like a gift, but we have to see things from God’s perspective. The world needs help. It needs people who will give of themselves to help bring it to Christ. The act of living like Christ, and being an ambassador for Christ, takes a lot of energy and often involves suffering. That God would choose us, rather than pass us over and ignore us, to suffer for Christ’s sake and point people to Christ, is a great privilege. To the extent that we respond to the call of God and give ourselves to His service, He will reward us. Jesus said that anyone who wanted to follow him must take up their cross (i.e., suffer for him) and follow (Matt. 16:24).
 
Philippians Chapter 2
Php 2:1
“if…if…if…if.” The Greek word ei (#1487 εἰ, pronounced just like a long ā) is usually translated “if,” but it does not always have the conditional meaning of the English word “if.” In certain circumstances, the Greeks used the word ei even though the condition was understood to be fulfilled, and in those circumstances, translating the Greek ei as “if” can confuse the English reader.[footnoteRef:2494] In those cases the Greek word ei should be understood (and sometimes translated) as “since,” “surely,” or something similar, and there are also times when it is translated “indeed.” In his note in his commentary of 1 Thessalonians 4:14, R. C. H. Lenski calls this use of “if” “the condition of reality.”[footnoteRef:2495] [2494:  See Dana and Mantey, A Manual Grammar of the Greek New Testament, 289, for more information on ei being used in a sense that is not conditional.]  [2495:  Lenski, Philippians, Colossians and Thessalonians, 328.] 

A good example of a use of ei that is not conditional is in John 7:4. The context of John 7:4 is the Feast of Tabernacles, and Jesus’ brothers were pressing Jesus to go public with his ministry when he was down in Jerusalem for the feast. They said to him, “If thou do these things, shew thyself to the world” (KJV). But Jesus’ brothers knew he was doing the miracles, so why would they say “if.” That is confusing. In that context, the verse should read as it does in the NIV: “Since you are doing these things, show yourself to the world.” The New Testament has many places where the Greek word ei should be translated as “since” or “indeed” instead of “if.” Another good example is 1 Thessalonians 4:14. The translation in the KJV, “If we believe that Jesus died and rose again” is not as clear in the context as the translation in the ESV, “Since we believe that Jesus died and rose again.” Other good examples where the ei is better translated as “since” than “if” are 1 Corinthians 15:44, Colossians 2:20, and 1 Thessalonians 4:14.
However, there are times when the translators recognize that the context of the verse makes it clear to the reader that the “if” can be naturally understood as “since,” and that is the case here in Philippians 2:1. Thus the major versions such as the CSB, ESV, NASB, NIV, NRSV, and the REV, leave the “if” in place because it does not seem to be confusing. Here in Philippians 2:1, Paul is not doubting that there is encouragement in Christ, or comfort in love, of fellowship of the spirit. He is not meaning, “If there is any encouragement in Christ (but there may not be), and if there is any comfort from love (but there may not be).” No! Paul is not doubting that encouragement, comfort, love, and fellowship exist in Philippi. In fact, the opposite. Paul is using the fact that those wonderful things already exist in the church at Philippi, and he uses that fact to encourage the Philippians to greater heights of fellowship, love, and unity. It is because things like encouragement, love, and fellowship exist among the Philippians that the Greek text could be translated as “since there is encouragement in Christ, since there is comfort from love, since there is fellowship based on the spirit...then make my joy complete by having the same mindset.” Nevertheless, most translators considered that here in Philippians 2:1, leaving the Greek word ei translated as “if” would not confuse the reader into thinking that the Philippians had no mutual encouragement or love or fellowship. Of course they had those things, but now they needed to push forward to even greater unity among themselves. On the other hand, besides the fact that readers should realize there is comfort and love and fellowship at Philippi, leaving the word “if” emphasizes the fact that, reading the Epistle to the Philippians, we can see that there could be more of those things. The Philippians still needed to grow in the Faith (cf. Phil. 1:9, 24, 25; 2:5, 14; 3:17; 4:2, 3). Leaving the word “if” in the text lets the reader know that the Philippians still had room for growth in their personal lives and in their relationships.
Here in Philippians 2:1, the repetition of ei, “if” at the beginning of each phrase is the figure of speech anaphora (“alike sentence beginnings”), and the repetition is meant to call the attention of the reader to each point and thus magnify the significance of each point.
[See Word Study: “Anaphora.”]
“comfort from love.” Grammatically, this phrase can be taken in two different ways. The first and most common is similar to the NIV84, “If you have any...comfort from his love….” The other way it can be understood is that the word paramuthia (“comfort” ) can be meant in a more persuasive sense.[footnoteRef:2496] Indeed, some theologians prefer the persuasive sense here because it is possible that Paul is trying to persuade the believers of Philippi to be of the same mind, which means letting go of pride, being willing to listen, etc. Williams’ translation is, “So, if there is any appeal in our union with Christ, if there is any persuasive power in love….” [2496:  Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, 4:443; Charles Williams, The New Testament.] 

Even though the phrase can have two meanings, if this use of paramuthia was persuasion, then that meaning would only occur here in the New Testament, which is unlikely. Also, the common use of paramuthia as “comfort” does fit the context. What is most likely is that the common meaning of paramuthia is the dominant meaning, and the persuasive meaning is an undertone—in the text but downplayed. Also, it is worth noting that Paul does not specifically define “love” in this context as being God’s love, or Christ’s love, or his love toward them. It is likely that Paul is saying that love brings comfort no matter what the source of the love.
“fellowship based on the spirit.” The Greek literally reads koinōnia pneumatos (“fellowship of the spirit”) and this genitive phrase can grammatically be understood in several different ways. For example, it can be understood as a genitive of source (“fellowship that comes from the spirit”), or a genitive of production (“fellowship produced by the spirit”), or a genitive of participation (“fellowship with the spirit”), or an objective genitive (“fellowship in the spirit”), or a genitive of relation (“fellowship in relation to the spirit”). Scholars discuss which genitive the text is using, and the English translations differ as a result. Most versions opt to just translate the genitive in a neutral way, “fellowship of the spirit,” and let the reader make a choice, but many, like the REV, make what the translators consider the best choice in the context. It seems that the idea is best conveyed by a genitive of production and thus is well translated as “fellowship based on the spirit” because the “fellowship” that Paul has in mind is among fellow believers in Philippi, and that fellowship is a product from or is based on the holy spirit that connects believers together into one body in Christ.
“compassion or mercy.” The nouns are plural in the text. There are many different times when believers experience “compassions” and “mercies,” but that translation would be awkward in English. We know “mercy” occurs in many different ways and circumstances, but we still refer to it as “mercy.” Nevertheless, it is worth knowing that the Greek nouns are plural and so there is an emphasis on the many different times and ways that people experience compassion and mercy.
Php 2:2
“make my joy complete.” The verb is literally “fulfill” which was used commonly of vessels. It is as if Paul had a “cup of joy.”
“like-minded.” The Greek means to have the same opinion with regard to something, think, form/hold the same opinion or judgment. Because the verb phroneō is an active verb in the present tense, it could be understood as “keep on being like-minded.” Note that the verse does not tell us what we are to think, only that we should be like-minded about it. This is important because we must look for what to think from the context. After all, a group of robbers can all think the same about something, but they are not thereby credited with good.
“being united together with one soul.” The Greek is sumpsuchos (#4861 σύμψυχος), from sun, “with,” and psuchē (#5590 ψυχή), “soul”; “with [one] soul.” A way to communicate this would be, “in harmony.” “Souls that beat together, in tune with Christ and with each other.”[footnoteRef:2497] This word is united with the last phrase of the verse as one concept, not as many have, two distinct concepts.[footnoteRef:2498] [2497:  Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, 4:443.]  [2498:  Lenski, Philippians, Colossians, and Thessalonians, 348; Meyer, Philippians and Colossians, and Philemon, 85.] 

“of one mind.” The Greek is phroneō, the same verb that occurred earlier in the verse, but this time the verb is a present active participle. Just as the first phrase of the verse told us to be like-minded but did not tell us the specifics of what we were to be like-minded on, so here, we have an amplification, and we are to be of one mind, but again, without direction in this verse as to any specifics. R. C. H. Lenski has the idea here: “‘This one thing,’ however, still holds us in suspense, we wonder what it really is.”[footnoteRef:2499] What the one thing is that we are all supposed to think is in the next two verses. It is important to realize that this verse, and the thought being conveyed in this verse, is not finished, but is concluded in the next two verses (Phil. 2:3-4). This is important to understand, and usually missed, because almost every version puts a period at the end of the verse as if the thought was concluded and the next verse was a new thought. That is not the case. We Christians are to be thinking the same thing, even be thinking this one thing, which is the one thing (actually in a couple parts) in the next two verses. [2499:  Lenski, Philippians, 348.] 

Php 2:3
“selfish ambition.” The Greek is eritheia (#2052 ἐριθεία). See commentary on Romans 2:8, “selfishly ambitious.”
“conceit.” The Greek is a compound word, kenodoxia (#2754 κενοδοξία), from kenos (empty), and doxa (glory, magnificence, splendor). It is self glory, or conceit, that is not based in reality. This verse is specifically referring to “empty” conceit, conceit based on nothing.
“nothing out of selfish ambition or out of conceit.” This phrase is inserted because of the fact that some did preach Christ out of selfish ambition (Phil. 1:17) and there was division that existed in Philippi (Phil. 4:2, etc.).
“one another.” This word is used of others in the Christian community (see commentary on Gal. 5:13).
“value others above yourselves.” We need to understand what this verse is saying. Two common ways that English Bibles translate the verse are, to think of others as “more important” than yourselves (CSB, NASB, NET; ), or “better” than yourselves (ASV, CEB, CJB, NIV84, NRSV, RSV). Philippians 2:3 is not asking Christians to lie about themselves or the facts. A seasoned, godly, practicing Christian is more sound in the Faith, and often in life, than others who are not committed or who do not exercise wisdom and self-control. What the verse is asking is that Christians prefer others above themselves. The world is “me” oriented. “I” come first, “all others get in line behind me.” The ethics of the Bible is “others come first.” This comes up elsewhere in the New Testament (e.g., Eph. 5:21; 1 Pet. 5:5).
Php 2:4
“interests.” This is the essence of “the one thing” (Phil. 2:2) that we should all be thinking, and it is, in essence, a restatement of the second great commandment, to love your neighbor as yourself. “Interests” are not hobbies or what someone wants to do, but what is good for the person in their relationship with God and Christ. To look out for the interests of others is to consider what would bring them closer to Christ.
Php 2:6
[THIS VERSE AND COMMENTARY ARE CURRENTLY BEING WORKED ON...UPDATES COMING SOON]
“though being.” Although many translations translate this present participle huparchō (#5225 ὑπάρχω) as “though he was,” it is preferable to keep the present, continuous aspect of the participle. The simple past tense, “though he was in the form of God” could be taken to mean that he ceased to be in the form of God at some later point which the present participle does not communicate.
“appearance of God.” This entry really concerns the entire passage of Phil. 2:6-8. One of the great purposes of Philippians is to encourage the Church to unity and humility, and in fact, unity can only be achieved through humility. (We see Paul’s plea for unity in Phil. 1:27 and 2:2, and see his plea for humility in Phil. 2:3). After telling people to be humble and to look out for other people’s interests, he gives the example of Jesus, saying, “Have this mindset in you that was also in Christ Jesus” (Phil. 2:5). Jesus was in the form of God, that is, as God’s Son he had divine position and authority, but he humbled himself and became a servant to others. Similarly, no matter what your position is in the Church, whether you are an apostle or have a leadership ministry, you are called to humble yourself and serve, not be served.
These verses have been used to support the Trinity, but they do not. Actually, they have caused division among Trinitarians. There are several arguments wrapped into these two verses, and we will deal with them point by point.
First, many Trinitarians assert that the word “form,” which is the Greek word morphē, refers to Christ’s inner nature as God. This is so strongly asserted that in Phil. 2:6 the NIV has “being in very nature God.” The evidence does not support that morphē refers to an “inner essential nature,” and we will give evidence that it refers to an outer form. Different lexicons have opposing viewpoints about the definition of morphē to such a degree that we can think of no other word defined by the lexicons in such contradictory ways. We will give definitions from lexicons that take both positions to show the differences between them.
Vine’s dictionary has under “form”: “properly the nature or essence, not in the abstract, but as actually subsisting in the individual…it does not include in itself anything ‘accidental’ or separable, such as particular modes of manifestation.”[footnoteRef:2500] Using lexicons and dictionaries like Vine’s, Trinitarians boldly make the case that the “nature” underlying Jesus’ human body was God. Trinitarian scholars like Vine contrast morphē, which they assert refers to an “inner, essential nature,” with schema, (in Phil. 2:7, and translated “fashion”) which they assert refers to the outward appearance. We admit that there are many Trinitarian scholars who have written lexical entries or articles on the Greek word morphē and concluded that Christ must be God. A Trinitarian wanting to prove his point can quote from a number of them. However, we assert that these definitions are biased and erroneous. In addition, we could not find any non-Trinitarian scholars who agreed with the conclusion of the Trinitarian scholars, while many Trinitarian sources agree that morphē refers to the outward appearance and not an inner nature. [2500:  Vine’s Complete Expository Dictionary, s.v. “form.”] 

A study of other lexicons (many of them Trinitarian) gives a totally different picture than does Vine’s. E. W. Bullinger gives morphē a one-word definition, “form.”[footnoteRef:2501] The scholarly lexicon by Walter Bauer, translated and revised by Arndt and Gingrich, has under morphē, “form, outward appearance, shape.”[footnoteRef:2502] Gerard Kittel, TDNT, has “form, external appearance.” Kittel also notes that morphē and schema are often interchangeable.[footnoteRef:2503] Robert Thayer, in his well-respected lexicon, has under morphē, “the form by which a person or thing strikes the vision; the external appearance.”[footnoteRef:2504] Thayer says that the Greeks said that children reflect the appearance (morphē) of their parents, something easily noticed in every culture. Thayer also notes that some scholars try to make morphē refer to that which is intrinsic and essential, in contrast to that which is outward and accidental, but says, “the distinction is rejected by many.” [2501:  Bullinger, A Critical Lexicon and Concordance, s.v. “form.”]  [2502:  BDAG, s.v. “μορφή.”]  [2503:  Gerard Kittel, Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, s.v. “μορφή.”]  [2504:  Thayer’s Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “μορφή.”] 

The above evidence shows that scholars disagree about the use of the word morphē in Philippians. When scholars disagree, and especially when it is believed that the reason for the disagreement is due to bias over a doctrinal issue, it is absolutely essential to do as much original research as possible. The real definition of morphē should become apparent as we check the sources available at the time of the New Testament. After all, the word was a common one in the Greek world. We assert that a study of the actual evidence clearly reveals that morphē does not refer to Christ’s inner essential being, but rather to an outward appearance.
From secular writings, we learn that the Greeks used morphē to describe when the gods changed their appearance. Kittel points out that in pagan mythology, the gods change their forms (morphē), and especially notes Aphrodite, Demeter, and Dionysus as three who did. This is clearly a change of appearance, not nature. Josephus, a contemporary of the apostles, used morphē to describe the shape of statues.[footnoteRef:2505] [2505:  BDAG, s.v. “μορφή.”] 

Other uses of morphē in the Bible support the position that morphē refers to outward appearance. The Gospel of Mark has a short reference to the well-known story in Luke 24:13-33 about Jesus appearing to the two men on the road to Emmaus. Mark tells us that Jesus appeared “in a different form (morphē)” to these two men so that they did not recognize him (Mark 16:12). Although that section of Mark was likely not original, it shows that the people of the time used the word morphē to refer to a person’s outward appearance. It is clear that Jesus did not have a different “essential nature” when he appeared to the two disciples, he simply had a different outward appearance.
More evidence for the word morphē referring to the outward appearance can be gleaned from the Septuagint, a Greek translation of the Old Testament from about 250 BC. It was written because of the large number of Greek-speaking Jews in Israel and the surrounding countries (a result of Alexander the Great’s conquest of Egypt in 332 BC and his gaining control over the territory of Israel). By around 250 BC, so many Jews spoke Greek that a Greek translation of the Old Testament was made, which today is called the Septuagint. The Septuagint greatly influenced the Jews during the New Testament times. Some of the quotations from the Old Testament that appear in the New Testament are actually from the Septuagint, not the Hebrew text. Furthermore, there were many Greek-speaking Jews in the first-century Church. In fact, the first recorded congregational conflict occurred when Hebrew-speaking Jews showed prejudice against the Greek-speaking Jews (Acts 6:1).
The Jews translating the Septuagint used morphē several times, and it always referred to the outward appearance. Job says, “A spirit passed before my face. The hair of my flesh stood up. It stood still but I could not discern its appearance. A form (morphē) was before my eyes. There was silence, then I heard a voice” (Job 4:15-16). There is no question here that morphē refers to the outward appearance. Isaiah has the word morphē in reference to man-made idols: “The carpenter measures with a line and makes an outline with a marker; he roughs it out with chisels and marks it with compasses. He shapes it in the form (morphē) of man, of man in all his glory, that it may dwell in a shrine” (Isa. 44:13). It would be absurd to assert that morphē referred to “the essential nature” in this verse, as if a wooden carving could have the “essential nature” of man. The verse is clear: the idol has the “outward appearance” of a man. According to Daniel 3:19, after Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego refused to bow down to Nebuchadnezzar’s image, he became enraged and “the form (morphē) of his appearance” changed. The NASB says, “his facial expression” changed. Nothing in his nature changed, but the people watching could see that his outward appearance changed.
For still more documentation that the Jews used morphē to refer to the outward appearance, we turn to what is known as the “Apocrypha,” books written between the time of Malachi and Matthew. “Apocrypha” literally means “obscure” or “hidden away,” and these books are rightly not accepted by most Protestants as being part of the true canon, but are accepted by Roman Catholics and printed in Catholic Bibles. Our interest in them is due to the fact that they were written near the time of the writing of the New Testament, were known to the Jews at that time, and contain the word morphē. In the Apocrypha, morphē is used in the same way that the Septuagint translators use it, i.e., as outward appearance. For example, in “The Wisdom of Solomon” is the following: “Their enemies heard their voices, but did not see their forms” (18:1). A study of morphē in the Apocrypha will show that it always referred to the outer form.
There is still more evidence. Morphē is the root word of some other New Testament words and is also used in compound words. These add further support to the idea that morphē refers to an appearance or outward manifestation. The Bible speaks of evil men who have a “form” (morphosis) of godliness (2 Tim. 3:5). Their inner nature was evil, but they had an outward appearance of being godly. On the Mount of Transfiguration, Christ was “transformed” (metamorphoomai) before the apostles (Matt. 17:2; Mark 9:2). They did not see Christ get a new nature, rather they saw his outward form profoundly change. Similarly, we Christians are to be “transformed” (metamorphoomai) by renewing our minds to Scripture. We do not get a new nature as we renew our minds, because we are already “partakers of the divine nature (2 Pet. 1:4), but there will be a change in us that we, and others, can tangibly experience. Christians who transform from carnal Christians, with all the visible activities of the flesh that lifestyle entails, to being Christ-like Christians, change in such a way that other people can “see” the difference. 2 Corinthians 3:18 says the same thing when it says that Christians will be “changed” (metamorphoomai) into the image of Christ. That we will be changed into an “image” shows us that the change is something visible on the outside.
Another reason that morphē does not refer to the essential nature of Christ in this context is that if the point of the verse is to say that Jesus is God, then why not just say that? If Jesus is God, say that, don’t say he has the “essential nature of God.” Of course God has the “essential nature” of God, so why would anyone make that point? This verse does not say, “Jesus, being God,” but rather, “being in the form of God.” Paul is reminding the Philippians that Jesus represented the Father in every possible way.
So what can we conclude about morphē? The Philippian church consisted of Jews and converted Greeks. From the Septuagint and their other writings, the Jews were familiar with morphē referring to the outward appearance, including the form of men and idols. To the Greeks, it also referred to the outward appearance, including the changing outward appearance of their gods and the form of statues. The only other New Testament use of morphē outside Philippians is in Mark, and there it refers to the outward appearance. Also, the words related to morphē clearly refer to an outward manifestation or appearance. We assert the actual evidence is clear: the word morphē refers to an outward appearance or manifestation. Jesus Christ was in the outward appearance of God, so much so that he said, “He who has seen me has seen the Father.” Christ always did the Father’s will, and perfectly represented his Father in every way.
Schema, as Kittel points out, can be synonymous with morphē, but it has more of an emphasis on outward trappings rather than outward appearance, and often points to that which is more transitory in nature, like the clothing we wear or an appearance we have for just a short time. As human beings, we always have the outward form (morphē) of human beings. Yet there is a sense in which our schema, our appearance, is always changing. We start as babies, and grow and develop, then we mature and age. This is so much the case that a person’s outward appearance is one of the most common topics of conversation between people when they meet. We say, “Wow, you’ve lost weight,” or “You have changed your hairstyle,” and point out even minor changes in appearance.
Like the rest of us, Christ was fully human and had the outward form (morphē) of a human. However, because he always did the Father’s will and demonstrated godly behavior and obedience, he therefore had the outward “appearance” (morphē) of God also. Also, like the rest of us, his appearance (schema) regularly changed. Thus, in Philippians 2:6-8, schema can be synonymous with morphē, or it can place an emphasis on the fact that the appearance Christ had as a human being was transitory in nature. The wording of Philippians 2:6-8 does not present us with a God-man, with whom none of us can identify. Rather, it presents us with a man just like we are, who grew and aged, yet who was so focused on God in every thought and deed that he perfectly represented the Father.
Another point we should make is that it has been suggested that since the phrase morphē theou (μορφῇ θεοῦ), traditionally “form of God,” is parallel with the phrase in Phil. 2:7, morphēdoulou (μορφὴν δούλου), “form of a servant,” that the translation “form of a god” is better than “form of God.” However, it seems more likely that “form of God” is correct since that phrase is governed by the preposition en (“in”) which means the noun Theos does not need to have a definite article before it to be “God,” and that is especially true in light of the fact that the second Theos in Phil. 2:6 clearly refers to God and not “a god.” We would say “a servant” because the noun is singular, but “God” is singular by nature whereas saying “a God” or “a god” actually confuses the translation. Also, saying “the form of a god” would miss the point of the verse, because it is not saying that Jesus was “a god” so he did not grasp at equality with God, rather it is saying that he was in outward form God (his actions, his authority, as explained above), yet he did not grasp at equality with God, his Father.
“considered equality with God not something to be grasped at.” After saying that Christ was in the form of God, Philippians 2:6 goes on to say that Christ “considered being equal with God not something to be grasped at.” Translated that way, the phrase is a powerful argument against the Trinity. If Jesus were God, then it would make no sense at all to say that he did not “grasp” at equality with God because no one grasps at equality with himself. It only makes sense to compliment someone for not seeking equality when he is not equal. Some Trinitarians say, “Well, he was not grasping for equality with the Father.” That is not what the verse says. It says Christ did not grasp at equality with God, which makes the verse nonsense if he were God.
Because harpagmos does not have a clear meaning from the Greek sources, people define it according to their theology. So, for example, Hawthorne and Martin give some examples of how theologians have thought about harpagmos. Some theologians believe it means something that is “not yet possessed but desirable, a thing to be snatched at, grasped after, as Adam or Satan, each in his own way, grasped after being equal with God.”[footnoteRef:2506] We agree with that position, but it presupposes that Jesus was not God. Trinitarian theologians are more apt to think harpagmos means something that is already attained and to be held on to. Thus, if Jesus was God, he would naturally want to hold on to that position, but instead, he gave it up and mysteriously became a God-man. Other Trinitarian theologians think it refers to a “windfall,” “piece of good fortune,” or “lucky find.”[footnoteRef:2507] In that case, Jesus did not think that being equal with God was something to be exploited or taken advantage of. Other theologians take the meaning from the verb which is found in 1 Thess. 4:17 and means “suddenly caught up,” referring to the “Rapture” of the Church. That makes for a very obscure point in Philippians 2:6, the essence of which is that Jesus was in the form of God but did not think being with God was a “rapture,” something that could be done for him because it was his nature to begin with. No spirit could bring him to that state. [2506:  Hawthorne and Martin, Philippians [WBC], 115.]  [2507:  BDAG, s.v. “ἁρπαγμός.”] 

The point of showing the above interpretations is to show that the meaning of the noun harpagmos is not clear. Instead, theologians bring their theology to the text and explain harpagmos in terms of what makes sense to them in view of what they believe fits with the scope of Scripture.
However, the most frequent way to translate this phrase by Trinitarians is something close to, “did not consider equality with God something to be grasped” (ESV, NASB, NAB, NET). Although this is not a bad translation, the term “grasped” is ambiguous enough that one of the clear aspects of the word in question, harpagmos (#725 ἁρπαγμός), might be missed. Although a precise meaning of harpagmos is not evident because it is a hapax legomenon, that is, it only occurs here in the New Testament, and it is fairly rare in Greek secular literature, there is an aspect of the word that is clear in every use. It denotes something that one does not currently have. When observing its uses in extra-biblical Greek, a pattern emerges. It refers to “a seizure of property” in Plutarch, and a “prize to be grasped” referring to how Peter viewed his impending death on the cross (quoted in Eusebius), and it is extremely close semantically to the meaning of harpagma which is used 18 times in the Septuagint and means “booty” or “spoil.”[footnoteRef:2508] Additionally, the verb with essentially the same root, harpagē (#724 ἁρπαγή), means “robbery” or “plunder.”[footnoteRef:2509] In all of these uses harpagmos and its close semantic neighbors refer to something that one does not already own or possess, rather, it refers to something that is taken, stolen, or acquired. Thus, when Trinitarian translators just simply use the phrase, “something to be grasped” one could understand this to mean that Jesus already possessed it, but simply let go of his equality with God when he “emptied himself.” However, this misses the meaning of the word. It refers to something one does not currently possess, thus, it is best to translate the idea as “considered equality with God not something to be grasped at,” which clarifies that Jesus did not possess equality with God. [2508:  BDAG, s.v. “ἁρπαγμός.”]  [2509:  BDAG, s.v. “ἁρπαγή.”] 

There is another aspect of this verse that solidifies the Biblical Unitarian understanding even more. Recently, Skip Moen, a Trinitarian, has pointed out that the “not” in Philippians 2:6 does not go with the verb hēgeomai (#2233 ἡγέομαι; “think, consider, deem, reckon”), even though almost all English versions have it that way, but rather it goes with the noun harpagmos. That means the verse does not read, “did not consider equality with God something to be grasped at” (NIV84), but rather should read, “considered equality with God not something to be grasped at.” Translated that way, it clarifies that it is not as if Jesus simply did not consider equality with God, but that he considered it and thought that it was not something to be grasped at. In that light, as Moen writes, “the implication is that Yeshua saw equality with God as something unattainable.” Moen goes on: “It means that this verse does not say that Yeshua gave up equality with God voluntarily because it did not serve the purposes of the Messiah. It says that Yeshua never aspired to be equal with God because equality with God is not possible.”[footnoteRef:2510] In that light, we can clearly see the contrast between Satan and Christ (or Adam and Christ) because while Satan and Adam were blinded by pride and desire and wanted to be like God, Christ remained humble and retained the clear knowledge that being equal with God was completely unattainable, and was content to fulfill the purpose that God had for him, and joyfully did the will of God. [2510:  Skip Moen, “The Assumed Trinity: A look at Philippians 2:6” (Oct. 19, 2014), skipmoen.com.] 

Php 2:7
[THIS VERSE AND COMMENTARY ARE CURRENTLY BEING WORKED ON...UPDATES COMING SOON]
“but instead emptied himself by taking the appearance of a servant, becoming like the rest of humankind.” The opening of verse 7 contains a phrase that has caused serious division among Trinitarians. It says, “But made himself of no reputation” (KJV), “but made himself nothing” (NIV), “but emptied himself” (REV, NASB, RSV, NRSV, NAB). The Greek word that is in question is the verb kenoō (#2758 κενόω, pronounced kay-'nah-ō), and it literally means, “to empty.” For more than a thousand years, from the church councils in the fourth century until the nineteenth century, the orthodox position of the Church was that Christ was fully God and fully man at the same time in one body. This doctrine is known as the “dual nature of Christ,” and has to be supported with non-biblical words like communicatio idiomatum, literally, “the communication of the idiom.” This refers to the way that the “God” nature of Christ is united to the “man” nature of Christ in such a way that the actions and conditions of the man can be God and the actions and conditions of God can be man. Actually, although communicatio idiomatum sounds scholarly, it does not explain anything. It is simply the Latin way of saying that the two natures in Christ “communicate” somehow. Dr. Justo Gonzalez, an authority on the history of the Christian Church, notes, “The divine and human natures exist in a single being, although how that can be is the greatest mystery of the faith.”[footnoteRef:2511] We differ with Dr. Gonzalez, and assert that biblical truth is not an “incomprehensible mystery.” The truth is simple: Jesus Christ was the last Adam, a man created by God just like God had created Adam, and the reason there are no fancy words in the Bible to explain the dual nature of Christ is that there is no dual nature of Christ. Jesus was, as Peter says, “A man approved of God” (Acts 2:22 KJV). The fact is that God longs for us to know Him and His truth. [2511:  Justo Gonzalez, A History of Christian Thought, 222-23.] 

The doctrine of the dual nature of Christ has been the standard explanation for the miracles of Christ, such as multiplying food, knowing the thoughts of others, raising the dead, etc. This explanation is maintained in spite of the fact that the prophets in the Old Testament were also able to do these things. The doctrine of Christ’s dual nature has caused a serious problem that is stated well by John Wren-Lewis: “Certainly up to the Second World War, the commonest vision of Jesus was not as a man at all. He was a God in human form, full of supernatural knowledge and miraculous power, very much like the Olympian gods were supposed to be when they visited the earth in disguise.”[footnoteRef:2512] [2512:  Wren-Lewis quoted in John A. T. Robinson, Honest to God, 66.] 

Our experience in speaking to Christians all over the world confirms what Wren-Lewis said about common Christians not considering Jesus human. In our experience, the average Christian does not feel that Christ “was made like his brothers [i.e., “us”] in every way” (Heb. 2:17), but instead feels that Christ was able to do what he did because he was fundamentally different than we are. We believe that the teaching of the dual nature is non-biblical and robs power from people who might otherwise seek to think and act like Christ. It artificially separates us from the Lord Jesus.
Because the dual-nature theory of Christ was so problematic over the centuries, in Germany in the mid-1800s, a Lutheran theologian and Trinitarian named Gottfried Thomasius began what has now developed into “Kenotic Theology.” This theology arose out of some very real concerns that some Trinitarians had about dual nature theology. First, dual nature theology did not allow Christ’s full humanity to be expressed. Second, it seemed to turn Christ into an unexplainable aberration: fully God and fully man at the same time. Third, if Jesus were both omniscient God and limited man, then he had two centers, and thus was fundamentally not one of us. Kenotic Theology (which has since splintered into a number of variants) provided a “solution” to these problems. According to Kenotic theologians, since Philippians 2:7 says Christ “emptied himself,” what he “emptied” was his God-nature. This meant that sometime before his incarnation, Christ agreed to “self-limitation” and came down to earth as a man only. However, Trinitarian theologians have vehemently disagreed among themselves about Kenotic Theology, and some orthodox theologians have even called its adherents “heretics.”
The central criticisms of Kenotic Theology are: First, it is only a little more than a hundred years old, it is simply not the historical position of the Church. Second, orthodox theologians say that it is not biblical, and that Philippians 2:7 does not mean what kenotic theologians say it means. And third, Kenotic Theology forces God to change—God becomes a man—which causes two problems for orthodox Trinitarians: God cannot change, and God is not a man.
We agree with the Kenotic theologians who say that dual nature theology does not allow Christ’s humanity to be expressed, and that it creates a “being” who is really an aberration and “fundamentally not one of us.”[footnoteRef:2513] [2513:  Walter Elwell, Evangelical Dictionary of Theology, 600-01.] 

However, we also agree with the orthodox Trinitarians who take the biblical stance that God is not a man, and that God cannot change his nature to become fully human. But we assert that it is not the simple meaning of the Bible that has caused these “nature of Christ” problems, it is Trinitarian doctrine that has caused these problems, and there is no solution to them as long as one holds a Trinitarian position. We assert that the real solution is to realize that there is only one True God, the Father, and that Jesus Christ is “a man attested to you by God” and that “God has made him both Lord and Christ” (Acts 2:22, 36 ESV). Then Christ is fully man and is “one of us,” and God is God and has never changed or been a man.
While Trinitarians have argued among themselves about the meaning of Philippians 2:6-8, an unfortunate thing has occurred—the loss of the actual meaning of the verse. The verse is not speaking either of Christ’s giving up his God-hood at his incarnation or of his God-nature being willing to “hide” so that his man-nature can show itself clearly. Rather, it is saying something else. Scripture says Christ was the “image of God” (2 Cor. 4:4), and Jesus himself testified that if one had seen him, he had seen the Father. Saying that Christ was in the “form” (outward appearance) of God is simply stating that truth in another way. Unlike Adam, who grasped at being like God (Gen. 3:5), Christ, the Last Adam, “emptied himself” of all his reputation and the things due him as the true child of the King. He lived in the same fashion as other men. He humbled himself to the will of God. He lived by “It is written” and the commands of his Father. He did not “toot his own horn,” but instead called himself “the son of man,” which, in the Aramaic language he spoke, meant “a man.” He trusted God and became obedient, even to a horrible and shameful death on a cross.
The Philippian Church was doing well and was supportive of Paul, but they had problems as well. There was “selfish ambition” (Phil. 1:15; 2:3) and “empty conceit” (Phil. 2:3), arguing and lack of consideration for others (Phil. 2:4, 14), and a need for humility, purity, and blamelessness (Phil. 2:3, 15). So, Paul wrote an exhortation to the believers that “Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus” (Phil. 2:5). He then went on to show how Christ did not grasp at equality with God, but was completely humble, and as a result, God “highly exalted him.” The example of Jesus Christ is a powerful one. We do not need to make sure people notice us or know who we are. We should simply serve in obedience and humility, assured that God will one day reward us for our deeds.
[For more information on there not being a Trinity and on who Jesus Christ is, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.” For more information on the Holy Spirit, see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?” For more discussion on these verses in Philippians, see Frederick Farley, The Scripture Doctrine of the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost, 1873, reprinted by Spirit & Truth Fellowship International, pp. 76-78; Andrews Norton, A Statement of Reasons for Not Believing the Doctrines of Trinitarians, pp. 135, 136; The Racovian Catechism, written in Polish in 1605; translated into Latin in 1609; into English in 1818; reprinted by Spirit & Truth Fellowship International, pp. 119-121.]
[For more information and the contrast between schēma and morphē, see commentary on Phil. 2:6, “morphē.”]
Php 2:8
“even death on a cross!” Jesus Christ never sinned, so he was totally obedient to God. But to emphasize that fact, Philippians 2:8 makes the point that Jesus was obedient all the way to death, but not an easy death, in fact, one of the most horrific and painful deaths humans have invented; death by crucifixion. It takes total commitment to be that obedient.
Php 2:9
[THIS VERSE AND COMMENTARY ARE CURRENTLY BEING WORKED ON...UPDATES COMING SOON]
“and therefore.” The opening of Philippians 2:9 connects it to Philippians 2:8. It was because Jesus humbled himself and was obedient even to the point of dying on the cross, that God highly exalted him and gave him a name that is above every name. Philippians 2:8-9 is one of the scripture texts that is evidence that there is no Trinity. If Jesus were “God in the flesh,” he would not have needed “God” to exalt him because being God, he would have already been exalted. Furthermore, he would not have been exalted because he was humble and obedient, but because he was God. On the other hand, if Jesus was a man, the fully human Son of God, then his being exalted to the highest place because of his humility and obedience makes perfect sense.
“raised him to the highest place.” The phrase “raised him to the highest place” is from the Greek word huperupsoō (#5251 ὑπερυψόω), which only occurs here in the New Testament, and which means, “exalt highly or supremely, put someone in the most important position of honor and power,[footnoteRef:2514] “to give exceptional honor,”[footnoteRef:2515] “raise someone to the loftiest height.”[footnoteRef:2516] [2514:  Friberg, Analytical Lexicon, s.v. “ὑπερυψόω.”]  [2515:  Louw and Nida Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “ὑπερυψόω.”]  [2516:  BDAG Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “ὑπερυψόω.”] 

The English translations capture the meaning of huperupsoō in different ways: “put him in the highest place” (BBE); “highly exalted him” (HCSB, KJV); “exalted him to the highest place” (NIV); “elevated him to the place of highest honor” (NLT); “raised him to the loftiest heights”;[footnoteRef:2517] “raised him to the highest place”;[footnoteRef:2518] “exalted him to the highest place.”[footnoteRef:2519] [2517:  William Hendriksen, New Testament Commentary: Philippians, 113.]  [2518:  I-Jin Loh and Eugene Nida, A Translator’s Handbook on Paul’s Letter to the Philippians, 107.]  [2519:  Hawthorne and Martin [WBC], 99.] 

The justification for using the word “highest” comes from the context, which says the name of Jesus is above every other name and is, therefore, the “highest.” This is one of the verses that is evidence that Jesus Christ is not God, because if he was God, then God did not need to raise him to the highest place; indeed, God could not have raised him to the highest place, because as God, Jesus would have already had the highest place.
“gave.” The word give is to “graciously give,” (to give because of grace), see Philippians 1:29. The fact that “God” raised Jesus to the highest place and “gave” him the name shows that Jesus Christ is not “co-equal” with God as the doctrine of the Trinity states. If Jesus was God, then He already had both the highest place and the name above every other name.
[For more on who Jesus Christ is, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.”]
Php 2:10
“under the earth.” The Greek word is katachthonios (#2709 καταχθόνιος), from kata (down, “under”) and chthōn (“earth”), and it refers to those who are under the surface of the earth, which explains why some English versions use the word “subterranean.” The phrase “under the earth” is not referring to dead humans, because they are dead, and anything dead—not alive—cannot worship God (Ps. 6:5; 30:9; 88:11; 115:17; Isa. 38:18; Eccl. 9:5, 6, 10). The only living beings that are under the surface of the earth at this time are the demon spirits in Tartarus, who are awaiting the Day of Judgment (1 Pet. 3:18-20; 2 Pet. 2:4).
[For more on the dead being truly dead and not alive in any form see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.”]
“so that.” The Greek preposition hina can be purpose or result, or both, and here both purpose and result are meant. God highly exalted Jesus so that Jesus would be honored, and He exalted Jesus with the result that Jesus is and will be honored.
Php 2:12
“So then.” This is a key to understanding this verse. The preceding verses have been about Jesus. As the Son of God, he was in the form of God, and as such could have demanded to be served, but he emptied himself and took on the form of a servant. He humbled himself and served, and for that reason God exalted him. Christians, too, are children of God by birth by virtue of being “saved,” and as such have an inherent “status.” Yet God would have us follow the example of Christ and empty ourselves and serve. Rather than exalt ourselves due to our future exalted position, we should be like Christ and let our salvation show in the world, then God will exalt us in time.
“continue to work out your own salvation.” The phrase does not mean continue to work for your own salvation, but continue to work it out, that is, let your salvation work in your life to make you whole, and so it is apparent to others. In Philippians 2:12, Paul is speaking to those who are already saved, which is something we can see if we read the whole sentence, which includes Philippians 2:12 and 2:13 (in some versions verses 12 and 13 are separate, but they should not be; verse 13 starts with “for” and finishes the thought Paul started in verse 12). The whole sentence is, “So then, my beloved, just as you have always obeyed, not only in my presence, but now much more in my absence, continue to work out your own salvation with fear and trembling, for it is God who is working in you both to want to do, and to do, his good pleasure.” Paul is encouraging the Philippians and reminding them that God is working in His children, those who are saved, both to want to do and to do the will of God, so they should flow with the will of God and let their salvation work in and through them.
Paul is clear that salvation is a free gift (e.g. Rom. 3:24) and a “gift” is not worked for, which is why he writes in Romans that “the one who works, his wages are not counted as a gift but as his due. And to the one who does not work but trusts him who justifies the ungodly, his faith is counted as righteousness” (Rom. 4:4-5; ESV). It is clear that, in Paul’s own words, a person does not need to “work” to be counted righteous and justified before God. Nor must a person “continue to work” to keep it or finish the job of salvation, as Paul says in Galatians: “I only want to learn this from you: did you receive the spirit by the works of the law, or by hearing with faith? Are you so unthinking? Having begun in the spirit, are you now being perfected in the flesh? (Gal. 3:2-3).
This verse flows with the scope of Scripture about salvation, and is not about continuing to work in order to be perfected by the flesh; it is not about working toward salvation, but working out from salvation. The Greek word for “work out” is katergazomai (#2716 κατεργάζομαι). The prefix kata in katergazomai makes the word “work” emphatic, which is also emphasized by the fact that katergazomai is in the imperative mood (indicating a command). Thus the verse is saying, “be outworking your salvation!” This word has a range of meanings, including “accomplish” and “bring about.” But the Christian is saved, so there is no need to “accomplish” salvation. The need is to let the salvation, which is internal and unseen, show outwardly in our lives. There are many verses in the Epistles that say as much, that the Christian needs to take his internal salvation and live it outwardly in the flesh (cf. Rom. 13:14; Eph. 4:24; Col. 3:10). As Jac Müller has written in his commentary:
To “work out” one’s own eternal welfare or salvation does not mean that man can or must work and accomplish it himself, for God does that (Phil. 2:13); but that the believer must finish, must carry to conclusion, must apply to its fullest consequences what is already given by God in principle. The believer is called to self-activity, to the active pursuit of the will of God, to the promotion of the spiritual life in himself, to the realization of the virtues of the Christian life, and to a personal application of salvation. He must “work out” what God in His grace has “worked in.”[footnoteRef:2520] [2520:  Jac J. Müller, The Epistle of Paul to the Philippians and to Philemon [NICNT], 91.] 

Many commentators believe that good works are in some way an essential part of salvation, either earning it (Roman Catholic) or keeping our salvation by doing good works (then, if you get drunk, commit adultery or murder, etc., you lose your salvation). For that reason, many commentators use this verse to say that we “work out,” i.e., “accomplish” or “produce,” our own salvation. Although katergazomai can mean “produce,” that is not its meaning here, because as such Paul would be contradicting what he himself has taught elsewhere. Rather, the word’s meaning here is more akin to its usage in Ephesians 6:13. There it is used with the sense of “having done all,” or as the NJB translates it, “exert yourself to the full.” Notice that the reason we can effectively “out-work” our salvation is that God works in us. This is clearly stated: “…out-work your own salvation…for it is God who works (ἐνεργῶν; present participle active; “is working”) in you….” So we OUT-work as God works IN us. This is more evidence that the verse is not saying that we are to “accomplish” salvation. We are saved, which is why God can work in us. It is in large part due to the presence of the gift of holy spirit that we received when we were saved (Eph. 1:13-14) that God is able to work in us.
“with fear and trembling.” At first, this statement may seem a little out of place because salvation is supposed to be a joyous gift given to us (Eph. 2:8), not a grueling task that we have to do. Yet, Paul’s reasoning for why this out-working of our salvation, or in other words, living as a Christian, is to be done in fear and trembling is because God is working in us to accomplish this (Phil. 2:13). Doing God’s will is not a light or unimportant thing. God’s presence should spark a sense of awe, reverence, and complete humility in us. In fact, in the Old Testament, an extremely common expression for people who trusted God was that they “feared” God (Gen. 20:11; Exo. 1:21; Lev. 25:17; etc.). This is not a fear that God is evil or a tyrant, but a healthy fear realizing God’s supreme greatness and power, and the fact that he will execute justice upon the earth. Thus, it can be rightly said that we should work out our salvation with fear and trembling.
Php 2:13
“both to want to do, and to do, his good pleasure.” God, via the gift of holy spirit, works in us not just to do his good pleasure, but even to want to do it. God saves us, but that is not all He wants from us. He created us to do good works (Eph. 2:10). God wants us to take our internal holiness and “out-work” it into our daily lives. God can be seen to be the ultimate giver. First, when we are born again, He gives us his gift of holy spirit, which infuses our entire body and gives us a new, divine, and holy nature. Then He works inside us via that nature to produce in us the desire to do His good pleasure and to do those things that are pleasing to Him. He does not want us to simply work for Him whether we want to or not, He wants us to enjoy doing His work, so He works in us to produce both the desire to do His will, and then goes even further and empowers us to do His work.
That God and Jesus Christ are at work within us to do their will is a concept that is woven through the Church Epistles. Philippians 1:6 says that the one who began a good work in us will complete it, meaning that God will continue to work in us throughout our lives. Galatians 5:17 speaks of the battle between the flesh and the spirit, a battle that would not exist if God were not working through His gift of holy spirit to conform us into the image of Christ (Rom. 8:29). Hebrews 13:21 says that God is working in us that which is pleasing in His sight.
Yet people constantly resist the inner working of the spirit, and persist in hard-heartedness and sin. We need to be sensitive to the workings of God in us, and then we will both want to do, and be empowered to do, His will. As to the grammar of the phrase, Lenski writes: “the last phrase introduced with huper is not “of his good pleasure,” …but… “in behalf of, or, for his good pleasure.”[footnoteRef:2521] Furthermore, as Lenski points out, even though the Greek text has the definite article before “good pleasure,” and not the preposition “his,” the context makes it clear that “his,” God’s, good pleasure is meant. Lenski is correct when he says, “in hundreds of instances the article has the force of “his.”[footnoteRef:2522] [2521:  R. C. H. Lenski, Philippians, Colossians, and Thessalonians, 205.]  [2522:  Lenski, 205.] 

Php 2:14
“complaining.” The Greek word translated as “complaining” is gongusmos (#1112 γογγυσμός), and it refers to an “utterance made in a low tone of voice (the context indicates whether the utterance is one of discontent or satisfaction), behind-the-scenes talk. Negative aspect: complaint, displeasure, expressed in murmuring. …without complaining (Phil. 2:14).”[footnoteRef:2523] “As an expression of dissatisfaction: grumbling, complaining.”[footnoteRef:2524] The NLT has, “Do everything without complaining and arguing, (cf. NKJV). [2523:  BDAG Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “γογγυσμός.”]  [2524:  Friberg, Analytical Lexicon, s.v. “γογγυσμός.”] 

“arguing.” The Greek word is dialogismos (#1261 διαλογισμός), and it has a wide semantic range. It includes a thought or internal reasoning; a purpose; deliberating or questioning; doubting; disputing, either like arguing or a legal dispute; or arguing. Here in Philippians, it refers more to arguing between the believers.
Php 2:15
“pure.” The Greek word is akeraios (#185 ἀκέραιος), and it literally means “unmixed,” “pure.” The believer is to be “pure” inside and out, and thus unmixed with evil or evil thoughts or actions. Thus, akeraios can mean “innocent” (cf. ESV, NASB), but we see that as more of the result of being pure inside and out. The pure person will be innocent before God and man, but the innocence is due to the fact that he kept himself pure. We are to do all things without grumbling and disputing, but if we do grumble and fight, it is due to problems inside us, and we are not “pure.” The believer must strive to keep himself pure, and complaining and fighting are signs we are not pure on the inside.
“without blemish.” See commentary on Ephesians 1:4.
“Shine.” The Greek verb phainō (#5316 φαίνω), “to shine,” is usually treated like it is in the indicative mood, and thus means, “you are shining.” However, the same form can be an imperative mood, and that seems to be the best meaning here, encouraging the Philippians to “shine,” thus the rendering, “Shine among them.” It is not like the Philippians were not shining, they were, but as all Christians know, encouragement is a good thing. Actually since the verb can mean “shine,” as an encouragement, and also “you are shining,” as a statement of fact and recognition, the verb could have the sense of an amphibologia (double entendre), with Paul both recognizing that they were shining and also encouraging them to shine out even more.
[See Word Study: “Amphibologia.”]
Php 2:16
“hold fast.” The Greek verb is epechō (#1907 ἐπέχω), and as Hawthorne and Martin point out, it “means either ‘to hold forth” or “to hold fast.”[footnoteRef:2525] The commentators and versions are divided as to which meaning is here in Philippians, and that is likely because this verse is using the figure of speech amphibologia, a kind of double entendre where one thing is said that can mean two different things, both of which are true. The two meanings of the verse are apparent in the different English versions. For example, the HCSB, ESV, NAB, NASB, NET, NIV2011, NLT, NRSV, and REV, and commentators such as Bengel and Kennedy think “hold fast” or an equivalent is the correct meaning.[footnoteRef:2526] On the other hand, the KJV, NEB, NIV84, Rotherham, Weymouth, Wuest, and YLT, and commentators such as Alford, Vincent,[footnoteRef:2527] Scott,[footnoteRef:2528] and Hendriksen[footnoteRef:2529] think that “hold forth” is best. [2525:  Hawthorne and Martin, Philippians [WBC], 146.]  [2526:  Bengel and Kennedy, Expositor’s Greek Testament, 3:442.]  [2527:  Vincent, Philippians and Philemon [ICC], 69.]  [2528:  Scott, The Interpreter’s Bible, 66.]  [2529:  Hendriksen, New Testament Commentary: Philippians, 125-26.] 

The context does offer some help, because we “shine” to others when we firmly hold on to the truth, although we also shine to others when we hold forth the truth. God likely gave the word epechō to Paul on purpose, knowing that it had both meanings and also knowing that both meanings were true and vital to the Christian walk, and thus the word is an amphibologia, a double entendre. If we are to shine in the world, we must “hold fast” to the Word of Life. We need to live Christlike lives. If we vacillate back and forth in our lives about God and the things of God, we do not shine to anyone. Also, however, as ambassadors for Christ, we should hold the Word forth to other people so they too have a chance to understand it and believe.
In cases when a Greek word has two meanings that both apply in the verse, the one in the REV text is believed to be the most prominent. The context that seems to give “hold fast” the edge over “hold forth” is that Paul is speaking of having a reason for boasting on the Day of Christ, i.e., Judgment Day, and that he did not labor in vain. Many people do not have the confidence or opportunity to hold forth the Word to others, but everyone has the opportunity to hold fast to the Word of Life and live Christlike lives, being kind, loving, forgiving, etc. Also, there are many people who tell others about Christ but are so ungodly in other parts of their lives that the light they could shine is veiled. For those sorts of reasons the REV has “hold fast” and not “hold forth.”
[See Word Study: “Amphibologia.”]
Php 2:17
“Indeed.” This is an example of when the Greek alla is not adversative.[footnoteRef:2530] It adds another thing. The KJV is correct in this. Reading Phil. 2:16-17 shows that there is no “but” here, instead, verse 17 is a continuation of the thought of Paul’s working for and with the Philippians. [2530:  Cf. R. C. H. Lenski, Philippians, Colossians, and Thessalonians, 219.] 

“if I am being poured out.” The scholars disagree about whether this refers to Paul being offered as a martyr, or whether it refers to the current suffering that Paul is experiencing as a prisoner in Rome. The evidence points to the fact that it refers to Paul’s present suffering. For one thing, although this is not conclusive, the verbs are in the present tense (“being poured out” and “I rejoice”). For another thing, it is difficult to see how the Philippians could rejoice if Paul was about to be martyred. Also in Philippians 2:24, Paul expresses great confidence that he will be released and be able to go see the Philippians “soon.” Paul equates suffering for Christ being a drink offering that was poured on the sacrifice the Philippians were making.[footnoteRef:2531] [2531:  Gerald Hawthorne and Ralph Martin, Philippians (Revised) [WBC], 148-149. Hawthorne and Martin make all these points.] 

“drink offering.” Drink offerings were done by both pagans and Jews (cf. Exod. 29:40; Num. 15:5ff; 28:7ff).
“upon.” The Greek preposition epi can be “upon” (“on”) or “at the same time as,” or have more the sense of “with, in addition to.” The argument about whether to choose “upon” or “in addition to” centers around the question, “Who was Paul’s intended audience?” When it came to sacrifices, the Jews, Greeks, and Romans had drink offerings that were made when their sacrifices were made. However, the Jews did not pour their drink offerings on top of the sacrifices (Num. 28:7). In contrast, the Greeks and Romans poured their drink offerings on top of the sacrifices. So in writing Philippians, was Paul primarily addressing Jews and saying “in addition to,” or was he primarily addressing Romans and saying “upon”? The evidence favors that Paul was primarily addressing Romans.
Philippi was a Roman colony, and when Paul got there on his second missionary journey there was not even a synagogue in the town. When Paul arrived in Phillipi he had to find Jewish women who worshiped outside the city by a river (Acts 16:13). According to Jewish custom, it took ten men who were the heads of families to start a synagogue, and evidently, there were not ten Jewish men in Philippi, or at least not ten Jewish men interested enough to start a synagogue. In fact, judging by the fact that when Paul got to the river he began to talk to the women indicates there were no men there worshiping. Once the Roman jailor and his household believed, the Word of God began to spread among the Romans. Then, from the text of Philippians itself, with its allusions to athletics, chariot racing, and citizenship, there is strong evidence that the church there was firmly Roman, and in that social context, it makes sense that Paul would make an allusion to the kind of sacrificial practices that the Romans were used to.
“sacrifice and service.” The Greek reads, “sacrifice and service,” and when the two points are made like that, each part is stressed equally. Some scholars believe the phrase is the figure of speech hendiadys, “two for one,” where two words are used, often connected by “and” to describe one thing. That would make the translation be “sacrificial service,” but the verse makes very good sense without the hendiadys.
Php 2:18
“should rejoice.” The same verbs for “rejoice” are used in Philippians 2:17 and 2:18, but in verse 17 they are in the indicative mood, while in verse 18 they are in the imperative mood. Paul has great joy for the Philippians, and he is exhorting them to have the same joy for him.
Php 2:19
“in the Lord Jesus.” G. Walter Hansen writes: “Paul’s statement that his hope is in the Lord Jesus indicates that he makes his travel plans under the direction of the Lord Jesus, submits his plans to the Lord Jesus for approval, and depends upon the Lord Jesus for the realization of his plans.”[footnoteRef:2532] [2532:  Hansen, The Letter to the Philippians [PNTC], 193.] 

[For more on this phrase, see Word Study: “In the Lord.”]
“so that I too will be cheered up.” There is a lot that is unsaid in this verse. The “too” refers to the Philippians. Paul is going to send Timothy to Philippi so the Philippian believers will be cheered up about Paul, and then Paul expects Timothy to return to him and give him news about the Philippians so he can be cheered up.
“cheered up.” The Greek word is the verb eupsucheō (#2174 εὐψυχέω), and it is a compound of the prefix “eu,” “good,” and psuchē, “soul.” It relates to being released from anxiety,[footnoteRef:2533] and thus to be encouraged, heartened, cheered up. This is its only usage in the Bible, but it is found in secular Greek literature. Paul was concerned about the Philippian believers but would be cheered up and encouraged if, when Timothy came back to him after being with them, he reported that they were doing well. [2533:  BDAG, s.v. “εὐψυχέω.”] 

“when I learn how you are doing.” See commentary on Ephesians 6:22, which has a similar construction.
Php 2:20
“like-minded.” The Greek word is isopsuchos (#2473 ἰσόψυχος), and it is a compound of isos (“equal” “the same”) and psuchē (“soul”). There is no English equivalent, because the idea behind isopsuchos (“the same ‘soul’”) uses psuchē (“soul”) in its wider sense of thoughts, attitudes, emotions, and passions. It is not just that Paul and Timothy agreed on things or thought about them the same way. They also had the same attitude and passion about the Lord and ministry. The apostle Paul was a unique and driven man, and it is not unusual that he could write to the Philippians that he did not have anyone else like Timothy who was of equal soul with him.
Php 2:21
“all seeking their own interests.” It is natural for people to be concerned about themselves, and that shows up here and in many other places in Scripture. A mark of the mature Christian is being able to view life in its fullness, including the next life, and realizing that what we have in this life is not overly important and can be postponed or even ignored so that we can take care of the interests of Jesus Christ. Christ said that same thing in many different ways, one of them being Matthew 6:33, “But seek first the Kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things will be added to you.”
“the interests of Jesus Christ.” The word “interests” is not in the Greek text, but the plural article before it “the (something)” indicates that something was being implied, and the thing that is being implied is in the first phrase in the verse, “interests,” so “interests” is being properly supplied.
Php 2:22
“But you know his proven character.” The people of Philippi did know the tested character of Timothy. Timothy joined Paul on Paul’s second missionary journey (Acts 16:1), which Paul took shortly after the Jerusalem council (Acts 15). So Timothy was with Paul when he met Lydia at the place of prayer just outside the city of Philippi and founded the Christian Church at Philippi. From then on, Timothy was a close companion of Paul, and when Philippians was written Timothy was apparently in Rome with Paul.
Php 2:23
“as soon as I see how things will go with me.” Paul was under house arrest and was waiting for news on when his trial would be and what the results would be. Generally, at that time, the verdict was given at the time of the trial. The long delays we experience in courts today, where sometimes months can go by between the trial and the verdict or sentence, in the ancient world the verdict and sentence were given right at the end of the trial. We see an example of that at the trial of Jesus Christ. He was tried and immediately sentenced to be crucified. In his own case, Paul apparently expected the trial to be soon, but as with judges everywhere, there could always be unexpected delays.
Php 2:24
“in the Lord.” The phrase “in the Lord” is addressed in Word Study: “In the Lord.”
Php 2:25
“consider.” The Greek word is in the aorist tense, but this is the well-known epistolary aorist, which is where the aorist tense (past tense) is used but the present tense is meant. It is viewed from the present at the time of writing, but in the past from the perspective of the recipients. Paul considers it necessary to send Epaphroditus, but he has not yet sent him (cf. Phil. 2:28).
“Epaphroditus.” Epaphroditus apparently lived in Philippi, as we can see from his close connection to the church there, and from the fact that he was the one who came to Rome and brought the gift that the Philippians gave to Paul (Phil. 4:18). Paul apparently loved him very much, and called him “my brother,” “fellow worker,” “fellow soldier,” “your messenger” and “your servant.”
“brother and fellow worker.” Timothy is also called a brother and fellow worker in 1 Thessalonians 3:2.
“messenger.” The Greek word is “apostle,” but it is being used in its general sense of “messenger.”
“servant to me in my need.” The Greek is literally a “servant of my need,” but the “need” was not being served, Paul was, so we would say in English, a “servant to me in my need” (cf. NET).
Php 2:28
“all the more eager to send him.” The Greek word translated “eager” can also have the sense of “quickly” or “promptly,” and so Peter O’Brien translates the phrase, “I am sending him back as quickly as possible.”[footnoteRef:2534] But although the Greek word can have the sense of “quickly,” in this context “eagerly” seems to be the correct emphasis, and most of the English versions agree. Paul was concerned about the Philippians and concerned about Epaphroditus, and he wanted to express his feelings to the church, so he said he was “eager” to send Epaphroditus back to Philippi. It is very likely that Epaphroditus carried the letter to the Philippians back to Philippi. [2534:  O’Brien, The Epistle to the Philippians [NIGTC].] 

“to send him.” The verb “send” is an epistolary aorist. Epaphroditus had not been sent yet, but Paul was about to send him, likely with the Epistle to the Philippians (see commentary on Phil. 2:25).
Php 2:29
“in the Lord.” See Word Study: “In the Lord.”
Php 2:30
“risking his life.” Exactly what Epaphroditus did to risk his life is unknown and lost in history. People have speculated, but there are no facts about it.
“life.” See commentary on Romans 11:3.
“provide what you were not able to.” The word husterēma (ὑστέρημα, #5303) which is translated in the REV as “what you were not able to” is translated in many translations as “what is lacking.” Although this is certainly a possible meaning, in this context it communicates the wrong idea. The phrase is meant to convey how Epaphroditus was able to make up for what the Philippians were unable to do themselves, because they were not physically present to provide for Paul’s needs in prison. It is not that the Philippians were simply lazy in their service to Paul, but that they were truly unable to help him because of distance. See 1 Corinthians 16:17 for a similar usage.
 
Philippians Chapter 3
Php 3:1
“Furthermore,” not “finally.”[footnoteRef:2535] The problem with “finally” is that to loipon (Τὸ λοιπόν) does not mean “finally” in this context, as we are just at the halfway point in the Epistle. “The formula is common with Paul in cases where he attaches, in a somewhat loose way, even in the midst of an epistle, a new subject to that which he has been discussing.”[footnoteRef:2536] Since this is the beginning of a new subject, “furthermore” is appropriate, and a more workable translation than something like Wuest, “as for the rest [of which I wish to say to you].”[footnoteRef:2537] Another problem with “finally” is that it makes the last chapter of Philippians an afterthought (see many commentators), which, since all Scripture is God-breathed, is simply not the case. In the New Testament, to loipon has many different shades of meaning and is translated in several different ways: “Are you still sleeping...” (Matt. 26:45); “Moreover, it is required in stewards” (1 Cor. 4:2); “Finally, brethren, rejoice.” (2 Cor. 13:11). [2535:  Cf. R. C. H. Lenski, Philippians, Colossians, and Thessalonians, 296; A. T. Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, 4:451.]  [2536:  Marvin R. Vincent, Philippians, Philemon [ICC], 90.]  [2537:  Kenneth S. Wuest, New Testament, 465.] 

“the same things to you.” It seems that the “same things” that Paul is writing about are the same things that he had told them about previously. Paul had been telling the Philippians to rejoice, and he now says it is not troublesome to write to them again.
What is a “safeguard” for the Philippians is for Paul to write to them now about what he had communicated to them earlier. The Bible does not say whether what Paul had communicated earlier to the Philippians was in person or by a letter. In any case, in the following verses Paul “safeguards” the Philippians by writing to them about people and things to watch out for, and how to have the proper attitude about things of the flesh and the righteousness from God.
“troublesome.” The Greek word oknēros typically means “lazy” or “idle,” however, it can also mean “troublesome” or “burdensome.” There are two primary ways this word could be interpreted. One is that Paul is reassuring the Philippians that he is not being lazy by writing the same things to them again. Although, the primary reason against this understanding is that it seems unlikely that this would even arise in the Philippians’ minds. We do not have any evidence that they in any way thought of him as a lazy person.
The other way to understand this word and its implications is that Paul is reassuring the Philippians that he is not burdened by having to repeat himself, but sees it as necessary, and a safeguard for them in their faith. Thus, in this context it is best understood as something that is “irksome” or “troublesome.”
Php 3:2
“Beware...Beware...Beware.” This is the figure of speech anaphora, which is used for emphasis.
[See Word Study: “Anaphora.”]
“dogs.” The Jews traditionally called the Gentiles “dogs,” claiming they made the Jews unclean, but now Paul turns that analogy back on the Jews who insist on circumcision, claiming they are the ones who defile the Church.
“those who mutilate the flesh.” Literally “the mutilators.” “Mutilation” is a metonymy for those who practice circumcision.[footnoteRef:2538] [2538:  See Thayer; BDAG; Friberg.] 

[See Word Study: “Metonymy.”]
Php 3:3
“we.” The “we” is emphatic in Greek. The verse starts with the first-person plural pronoun, thus, “WE are the true circumcision.”
“truly circumcised.” Paul’s point was that the people who served God, boasted in Christ, and did not put confidence in the flesh were the real circumcision, not the Jews.
“the spirit.” This is the gift of holy spirit born inside each Christian. There is no definite article in the Greek, but one is supplied in English for ease of reading. The “the” is not needed in the Greek text before the word “spirit” because the preposition en can make the pneuma (spirit) definite without the article. In this case, the Greek text does not have a definite article before “spirit.” The preposition en is before the word which means it can be understood as if the “the” was actually present. In Greek, if a preposition governs a noun, it is the context that determines whether the noun is definite or not, and therefore whether there should be a “the” or not in the English translation. Daniel Wallace writes: “There is no need for the article to be used to make the object of a preposition definite.”[footnoteRef:2539] A. T. Robertson writes: “...the article is not the only means of showing that a word is definite. ...The context and history of the phrase in question must decide. ...[As for prepositional phrases], these were also considered definite enough without the article.” Robertson then cites some examples that use ek.[footnoteRef:2540] [2539:  Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics, 247.]  [2540:  Robertson, Grammar of the Greek New Testament, 790-92.] 

We can worship (pray and praise) “by the spirit” by speaking in tongues (1 Cor. 14:14-18).
“boasting.” We are the true circumcision, we who boast in Christ Jesus. The Greek word translated as “boast” is kauchaomai (#2744 καυχάομαι), and it means “to take pride in something,” and/or to “boast, brag.” Here in Philippians 3:3 it has both meanings. Christians are to take pride in Jesus Christ, in what he had done, is doing, and will do, and also to boast about him. Since “boasting” in Christ is the genuine outworking of taking pride in Jesus, the REV uses “boast” in its translation (cf. CEB, CJB, CSB, Darby, NAB, NJB, NIV2011, NRSV). In the minds of the people Paul was writing to who spoke Greek as a native or second language, the verse would have been understood as “For we are the true circumcision, the ones who are serving by the spirit of God and taking pride in and boasting about Christ Jesus and are not putting any confidence in the flesh.”
There are people who say their religion is “personal,” but the NT knows of no such religion. The Christian is saved! He has everlasting life! And all because of the work of Christ. We should boast about Christ all day long. If we do, Christ will boast about us at the Judgment, but if we do not, neither will he (Mark 8:38; Luke 9:26).
Php 3:4
“such confidence.” The literal is “I have confidence also in the flesh.” What Paul means is that he has no difference from those who place confidence in the flesh because he has good reasons for having that same type of confidence. He goes on in Philippians 3:5 to describe what that sort of confidence in the flesh looks like. A major point to get in this section is that Paul is not saying that the “true circumcision” are those who boast in Christ because he cannot “make it” by qualifying in the flesh—he can qualify in an exemplary fashion. Paul is saying that the flesh is not what matters whether a person can qualify by fleshly standards or not.
The Jews could not say, “Paul only says not to have confidence in the flesh because he has no pedigree in the flesh,” because Paul shows he has a flawless pedigree in the flesh. Gordon Fee summarizes Paul’s argument well when he writes: “We who serve by the Spirit, Paul says, who ‘boast’ in Christ Jesus, have thus abandoned altogether ‘putting confidence in the flesh’ —which by implication is what the Judaizers are bringing Gentiles to by urging circumcision. But, he now concedes, if they want to play that game, then I went in there as well, since I exceed on their turf, ‘having [grounds for] confidence even in the flesh.’”[footnoteRef:2541] [2541:  Fee, Paul’s Letter to the Philippians [NICNT], 302-03.] 

Php 3:5
“eighth day.” Circumcision was to be done on the eighth day according to the Mosaic Law (Gen. 17:12).
“of the people of Israel.” The Judaizers wanted to bring the believing Gentiles into Israel, but Paul is saying he is already of Israel and is saying what the Judaizers want is not necessary. If Paul had not been a Jew his argument might have been weakened because his accusers might have said, “Paul, you are just saying that so you won’t have to go through the steps to join the Jews.” So Paul is the perfect one to make the argument that the Gentiles are believers simply by their trust in Jesus.
“of the tribe of Benjamin.” This is a good example of the excellent historical memory among the peoples of the Bible Lands. Benjamin was a son of Jacob and the great-grandson of Abraham, and Benjamin was born about 1700 years before Christ and thus more than 1750 years before Paul wrote Philippians, and yet Paul knew he was a descendant of Benjamin. This kind of historical memory is one reason that blood feuds last so long in the East.
That Paul could say he was of the tribe of Benjamin was powerful because it showed he was not making things up when he said he was of the people of Israel, and Benjamin was a proud tribe because when the ten northern tribes of Israel rebelled against the legitimate king, Rehoboam, the tribe of Benjamin stayed faithful to the Davidic covenant. In fact, given the proclivity to name people after someone in their ancestry, it is possible that Saul was named after the first king of Israel, Saul of Benjamin and the “Sauls” that came after him in that ancestral line.
“Hebrew of Hebrews.” Since Paul already wrote that he was an Israelite and from the tribe of Benjamin, this almost certainly means more than just that he was a Hebrew born from Hebrew parents. O’Brien says that “Hebrew” “probably refers to Jews who normally spoke Aramaic with one another (while knowing some Greek) and who probably attended synagogues where the service was said in Hebrew. The Hellenists by contrast, spoke only Greek.”[footnoteRef:2542] There are early inscriptions that use the word “Hebrew” to refer to Jews who came from Palestine and spoke Aramaic or Hebrew. [2542:  Peter O’Brien, The Epistle to the Philippians [NIGTC].] 

Php 3:6
“in regard to zeal, persecuting the church.” Paul showed his zeal for the Law by persecuting the Christians, but we must be careful to note that when Paul was persecuting Christians, they were all still Jews, the Gentiles had not been reached yet (Paul was converted in Acts 9, the Gentiles were converted in Acts 10). So the “church” that Paul was persecuting was to him Jews who were perverting the Law. To Paul, for Jews to say that Jesus Christ was the Messiah was to lead people away from the true God, and the penalty for that kind of activity was death (Deut. 17:1-7). After all, Jesus did not deliver God’s people like the Old Testament said the Messiah would do. Furthermore, the fact that Jesus was crucified, hung on a tree and thus cursed by God was even more solid proof that Jesus could not have been the Messiah (Deut. 21:23; Gal. 3:13). But there must have been thousands of Jews who felt like Paul did, that Jesus was an imposter and dangerous heretic, but how many of them did anything about it? Paul says his zeal for Judaism speaks for itself—so if the Gentiles needed to be circumcised he would certainly be promoting that heavily. The fact that he was saying they did not need to be circumcised showed that was what he really believed.
“I was.” The phrase “I was” is an aorist participle literally translated as “having become.” The use of this participle indicates that Paul had attained a status of obeying the Law to the point that he could not be found at fault. This was one of the big reasons that Paul could have confidence in the flesh; in the works of the Law, Paul had become blameless, which was a crowning achievement for any Jew. This quality of being blameless gives Paul the upper hand in his argument over Jewish opponents who were trying to advocate for circumcision but who were likely not themselves blameless when it came to obeying the Law.
Php 3:7
“because of Christ.” The Greek preposition dia (#1223 διά), with the accusative case is causal and thus in this context means “on account of,” “because of.” Speaking of the huge change in the apostle Paul when he personally met Jesus Christ on the road to Damascus, Hawthorne and Martin write, “This radical transvaluation took place within the apostle διὰ τὸν Χριστὸν, ‘because of [the] Christ.’ But what precisely does Paul mean by this prepositional phrase? He does not mean that he made this reassessment ‘for Christ’ (KJV), or ‘for Christ’s sake” (RSV, GNB, NIV), as though somehow Christ would in any way benefit by his decision. Rather, he means that his own outlook on life was radically altered because of the fact or the work of Christ. …The impact of Christ upon Paul thus was life-altering.”[footnoteRef:2543] [2543:  Gerald Hawthorne and Ralph Martin, Philippians [WBC].] 

Php 3:8
“But.” Philippians 3:8-11 are one sentence in the Greek text but are broken into two for clarity of English reading.
“But even more than that.” It is close to impossible to bring the Greek construction in this verse into English because we do not speak the way the Greek communicates. As Robertson points out, there are five “particles” introducing Paul’s point and giving it a strong emphasis. These five are: alla, men, oun, ge, and kai (the word “particles” is often used as a grammatical “catch-word” for words of connection or emphasis including prepositions, conjunctions, interjections, adverbs, etc.). Robertson states: “[There are] Five particles before Paul proceeds [with his point] (yea, indeed, therefore, at least, even), showing the force and passion of his conviction.”[footnoteRef:2544] [2544:  Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, 4:453.] 

The point of what Paul is saying is that when he considers “all things” to be loss for Christ, he wants to make sure the reader includes in the “all things” everything he has said before in Philippians 3:4-7, including his being of Israel, a Benjamite, circumcised the eighth day, etc. To Paul, it was really true that everything, literally everything in his life, was just dung in comparison to knowing Christ.
“the surpassing value of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord.” This verse, combined with Phil. 3:10, “My goal is to know him,” is certainly one of the great goals that each Christian should aspire to. These verses are not speaking of “knowing about” Christ, but “knowing” him, that is, having a personal and powerful relationship with Jesus that involves personal interaction with him.
The word “know” in Phil. 3:8 is gnōsis (#1108 γνῶσις), while in Phil. 3:10 it is ginōskō (#1097 γινώσκω). Although the words differ somewhat in meaning, both relate to knowledge, and both have a range of meaning that includes both general knowledge (that is, “knowing about,” or what we might term “head knowledge”) as well as an intimate and personal knowledge that comes from experience and interaction. That “know” was used for intimate and personal knowledge gained from experience explains why for a man “to know” a woman was idiomatic for his having sexual intercourse with her (cf. Gen. 4:1, 17, 25; Judg. 11:39; 19:25; 1 Sam. 1:19; Matt. 1:25; Luke 1:34).
Philippians 3:8 is one of the many places where a more literal translation of the Greek text can give the wrong impression of what the Bible is actually saying because the Greek is idiomatic. It would be a more literal translation of the Greek to have “the knowledge of Christ Jesus” (ASV, KJV), than “knowing Christ Jesus,” as the REV and many other versions have, but in English, to “have a knowledge of” usually applies to “head knowledge,” and that is not what the verse is talking about; something that is much clearer in Greek than in English. That fact explains why so many modern versions translate the Greek as “knowing Christ Jesus (cf. CEB, CJB, ESV, HCSB, NASB, NET, NIV, NJB, NRSV, RSV, etc.). In their translation, Hawthorne and Martin[footnoteRef:2545] clarify the Greek by adding the word “personal” and saying “a personal knowledge of Christ Jesus,” and that is a good alternative translation to get the meaning of the verse across to English readers. BDAG gives good evidence that “the knowledge of Jesus Christ” referred to Paul’s personal acquaintance with Jesus. “The knowledge of Jesus Christ” was not “knowing about” Jesus, it was personally knowing him.[footnoteRef:2546] [2545:  Gerald Hawthorne and Ralph Martin, Philippians [WBC].]  [2546:  BDAG Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “γνῶσις,” “γινώσκω.”] 

The context of Philippians and the scope of Scripture show us that the use of “know” here in Philippians is not just “know about” but intimate and personal knowledge that comes from experience. Paul does not just want to “know about” Jesus, he wants a personal, interactive relationship with him.
The use of “know” that refers to personal and interactive experience is well-founded in the Bible. A good example is the Pharaoh of Egypt who did not “know” Joseph and who enslaved the Israelites (Exod. 1:8). The Pharaoh certainly “knew about” Joseph. He would have been told about all that Joseph had done and about how he personally profited from the wealth and strength of Egypt that Joseph was in large part responsible for. He likely even visited Joseph’s tomb. But he never had a personal interactive relationship with Joseph that influenced his behavior, so he is said not to “know” Joseph.
A similar use of “know” is found in Judges 2:10. After Joshua and the elders of his generation died out, the next generation did not “know” their God, Yahweh. Certainly they “knew about” Him. Even the pagans knew about Yahweh and all the great works He had done in Egypt and Canaan. Also, the Israelites knew about Yahweh insofar as His laws affected their lives: they kept the Sabbath and the Feasts, participated in the sacrifices and cleansing rituals, honored the priests, and to a significant degree governed their lives by the rules set forth in the Torah. But they did not personally and intimately know Yahweh to the end that their knowledge of Him changed their hearts. Thus the Israelites were like a Christian who goes to church but who only knows about Jesus superficially. He likely learned about Jesus from Mom and Dad while growing up, heard about him in church, and recognized that Christmas is about his birth and Easter is about his death, but all that “knowledge” never changed his heart. He never had a life-changing personal experience with Jesus. Thus, Jesus’ admonitions to seek heaven first, or store up treasure in heaven, or be loving and forgiving, or to not be angry, anxious or bitter, or to not lie or gossip, never changed him. He knew about those things, but never really “knew” them.
Paul does not want to “know about” Christ, he wants to “know” him, that is, to have a personal, interactive, intimate, life-changing relationship with him, and that should be the goal of every Christian. We should thank Jesus for what he has done for us, ask him for help, praise him, ask him what he wants us to do, and expect to hear from him. That was certainly what Paul wanted, and we should want that too!
Although it is sometimes taught that we cannot pray to Jesus, this verse and Phil. 3:10 are strong contributing evidence that we can indeed pray to him as well as to God. The only way to really “know” Jesus is to have a personal and powerful relationship with him, and that includes hearing from him and in turn asking him for help, which is the essence of prayer.
[For more explanation on us praying to Jesus Christ, see commentary on John 14:14. Also see Appendix 13: “Can We Pray to Jesus?”]
An interesting fact about the Greek construction of the phrase “the knowledge of Jesus Christ” is that the genitive (translated “of”) can grammatically be either an objective or subjective genitive. Although the context certainly favors an objective genitive, which we understand is our knowing Christ, the grammar also can be understood as a subjective genitive. It is likely that the sentence was written the way it was on purpose so that while the most obvious point is that Paul wants to know Christ, it is also true that the verse is saying that there is surpassing worth in being known by Christ. Jesus promised: “Whoever has my commandments, and is keeping them, that is the one who loves me. And whoever loves me will be loved by my Father, and I will love him, and will reveal myself to him.” As we dedicate our lives to Christ, we can be sure that he “knows” us and will show himself to us in many different ways.
“Dung.” The word “dung” is translated from the Greek word skubalon (#4657 σκύβαλον). A. T. Robertson says it is a “Late word of uncertain etymology, either connected with skôr (dung) or from es kunas ballô, (to fling to the dogs and so refuse of any kind). It occurs in the papyri. Here only in the N.T.”[footnoteRef:2547] Like most words, skubalon was used in several ways, including both “dung” and “table scraps” that were thrown to dogs, as well as refuse in general. Thus it is difficult to make a choice, and the commentators are split. The Expositor’s Greek Testament goes with “dung.”[footnoteRef:2548] However, J. B. Lightfoot has an interesting explanation: the Jews believed and taught that they sat at God’s banquet and tossed their scraps to the “dogs,” i.e., the Gentiles. Paul could be turning that around by saying that he counts his Jewish accomplishments and pedigree as the scraps to be thrown away in comparison to Christ.[footnoteRef:2549] However, Paul is not comparing his accomplishments to skubalon. [2547:  Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, 4:453.]  [2548:  Nicoll, Expositor’s Greek Testament, 3:453.]  [2549:  J. B. Lightfoot, St. Paul’s Epistle to the Philippians, 149.] 

Paul is comparing all that he has “lost” to skubalon, and he is saying that he counts all he has lost as but skubalon compared to his “gain” in Christ. In that sense, “dung” makes good sense. However, since “dung” and “table scraps” that were thrown to the dogs were both horrible in Jewish culture, and since the Greek word may refer to either word, either “dung” or “table scraps” could be the meaning.
In the end, “dung” is the better translation. It has the advantage of being totally worthless, in fact, potentially harmful. Paul is comparing what he has lost, to skubalon. But what has he really lost? Can being a Pharisee or from the tribe of Benjamin save a person? It cannot. Worse, those things that can mean so much in the world can tempt people to hang on to their human merits and not fully give themselves to the merits and righteousness we have from Christ. Our fleshly human righteousness is not just “table scraps,” which we throw away if we get around to it or have a dog around, it is “dung,” and is wretched and even dangerous and we must get it away from ourselves as soon as possible. Based on that logic, “table scraps” or “rubbish” really does not communicate in our culture the same as the word skubalon communicated in the first century. Also, “dung” was likely the better choice anyway, given what Paul was trying to say.
“in order to gain Christ.” This phrase must be understood in the context of the profit-loss picture that Paul is drawing here in Philippians 3:7-8. Paul gave up the “gain” he had because of who he had been and what he had done, and considered that gain to be a “loss” because of Christ (Phil. 3:7). Then he turned the tables on his accomplishments and considered them to be a “loss,” and “suffered the loss of all things” in order to “gain Christ.” In other words, Paul gladly gave up his worldly accomplishments and goods in order to “gain Christ,” that is, acquire a knowledge of Christ, a relationship with him, and to have the righteousness that comes from trusting Christ.
Php 3:10
“My goal is.” This phrase is derived from the articular infinitive “to know,” and the context, which is about making it a goal to know Christ.
“to share.” The Greek word is koinōnia (#2842 κοινωνία), and it means fellowship, association, community, participation, sharing. When two believers have “fellowship,” koinōnia refers to “intimate joint participation,” and in this case, when it comes to “the koinōnia of Christ’s sufferings,” the word koinōnia refers to participation or sharing. Jesus Christ suffered in the flesh, but it is not as clearly taught that he is still suffering. Scripture teaches that Jesus is still suffering now. Jesus suffers when his people suffer—when anyone suffers. When Paul was persecuting the Church, he was persecuting Christ himself (Acts 9:4), and he wrote to the Corinthians that the sufferings of Christ abundantly overflowed into his life (2 Cor. 1:5). Peter also wrote that we believers share in the suffering of Christ (1 Pet. 4:13). Christ “groans” because of all the suffering on earth (Rom. 8:26). R. C. H. Lenski correctly writes: “This participation in Christ’s sufferings is not a participation in their expiatory quality, as all the passages show. It is due to the world’s hate, due to its hate of our Lord which is extended to us because of our connection with him.”[footnoteRef:2550] [2550:  Lenski, St. Paul’s Epistles to the Philippians, Colossians, and Thessalonians, 227.] 

We all participate in the sufferings of Christ because the world hates Christ and hates Christians, so we are all sinned against. However, when we are sinned against, we are challenged to handle that sin in a godly way and not just be angry and bitter about it. Jesus said to rejoice when people sin against us, because if we handle it rightly we will be rewarded (Matt. 5:12; Luke 6:23).
Also, we should not be confused by the wording, “My goal is...to share in his sufferings,” as if suffering is what we want to do. Paul understands that suffering is a part of the dedicated Christian’s life, and that it is not that we want to suffer, but that we want to share in Christ’s sufferings, and by “sharing” in them we don’t avoid them or give up the Faith because of them. Sadly, too many Christians hide their faith so they can avoid suffering. That is not what the Christian is called to do.
“becoming like him in his obedience unto death.” The verb translated as “becoming conformed” is summorphoō (#4833 συμμορφόω), and this is the only known use of this verb in Greek literature, in fact, many scholars believe Paul himself coined the word. The root and cognate words are known, however, so “becoming conformed” is accepted as a good translation. More difficult is what the word means in this context, and there has been much scholarly discussion. What it does not mean is that Paul somehow wanted to die like Christ did or in any way had a death that somehow paid for the sins of others.
Peter O’Brien argues, likely correctly so, that Paul’s idea of being conformed to Christ’s death is not just about Paul dying, but the whole process of Paul’s “dying-and-rising-with-Christ teaching. …The expression means that as Paul participates in Christ’s sufferings, strengthened to do so through the power of his resurrection, he is continually being conformed to Christ’s death. … Paul who was united with Christ in his death on the cross is continually being conformed to that death as he shares in Christ’s suffering.”[footnoteRef:2551] [2551:  O’Brien, The Epistle to the Philippians [NIGTC], 410.] 

Hawthorne and Martin write about the phrase “being conformed to his death” and they say, “As such it says that Paul, already dead to sin by virtue of Christ’s death, nevertheless strives to make the effects of that death an ever-present reality within himself by his own constant choice to consider himself in fact dead to sin and alive to God (cf. Rom. 6:11), to conform his practice in the world to his position in Christ, to renounce his own selfish desires and say yes to Christ, who calls him to take up his cross daily and follow him as a servant of God for the good of humankind…. This interpretation does not totally rule out the thought of physical sufferings or death playing out their transforming role in the Christian’s life. In fact, the mystical union with Christ in his sufferings and death, as outlined above, is but strengthened and deepened by any physical pain that may be experienced because of faith in Christ.”[footnoteRef:2552] [2552:  Gerald F. Hawthorne and Ralph P. Martin, Philippians [WBC], 132.] 

Gordon Fee writes, “…here, ‘being conformed to his death’ means for those who ‘know’ Christ to live in such a way that their lives bear that same likeness [obedience unto death]. Thus they are continually in process of ‘being conformed to his death.’”[footnoteRef:2553] [2553:  Gordon Fee, Paul’s Letter to the Philippians [NICNT], 309.] 

The point is that “being conformed to his death” does not mean dying like Christ died, it refers to living like Christ did, sacrificially suffering and living for others and living that way throughout one’s life until death, although dying for the cause of Christ may certainly be included.
Php 3:11
“that through whatever happens.” The Greek is ei pōs (εἴ πως), a Greek phrase that is usually understood as a conditional clause such as “if somehow” and contains an inherent doubt. But most grammarians attest that in this case, Paul is not expressing any doubt about his salvation and resurrection. In fact, if he was, Philippians 3:11 would then openly contradict Philippians 1:23 and 3:20-21, and also be in conflict with many other verses such as Romans 6:5; Ephesians 2:6; and Colossians 2:12.
It seems that what is in doubt in Paul’s mind is not the resurrection, but how he would arrive at the resurrection. Peter O’Brien writes: “…the element of uncertainty lies with πως (= ‘somehow, in some way’): he might reach the resurrection through martyrdom (or by some other kind of death), or he might be alive at the coming of Christ (cf. Phil. 1:20-26). ‘The resurrection is certain; the intervening events are uncertain.’[footnoteRef:2554] [2554:  O’Brien, The Epistle to the Philippians [NIGTC].] 

In the previous verse, Philippians 3:10, Paul spoke of sharing in the suffering of Christ and even possibly becoming conformed to his death, but we also know that Paul kept in his mind the possibility that he would be changed and taken to heaven in the Rapture before he died (note his use of “we” in 1 Cor. 15:51-52 and 1 Thess. 4:15). So Paul knew that if he died he would be raised with Christ. But would he die, and if so, when and how? He was under house arrest in Rome when he wrote Philippians. Would his trial go well or would he be executed? If he was released by the Romans would he live to the Rapture or die of something or be killed? And so the meaning of ei pōs does not indicate that Paul doubted his salvation, it shows that he did not know exactly how it would happen.
Many English versions recognize that the ei pōs does not indicate doubt here in Philippians 3:11, and translate it different ways that do not express doubt (cf. “so that somehow” CJB, N.T. Wright; “and so somehow” NET, NIV; “with the confidence” GW; “in order that” NASB1995; “so that one way or another” NLT).
“I will arrive.” The Greek word katantēsō has an ambiguous form: first person subjunctive (“I may arrive”), or first person future (“I will arrive”). Based on the context of the section, it seems that Paul’s view of his participation in the resurrection is not uncertain. He knows he will experience resurrection. Therefore, the future tense seems to be the meaning that Paul is trying to convey.
Php 3:12
“Not that I have already obtained these things, or have already reached the goal.” Reading Philippians 3:11 and 12 together can be confusing to the English reader because it can make it seem like Paul is talking about reaching the goal of being resurrected from the dead. For example, the ESV reads, “that by any means possible I may attain the resurrection from the dead. Not that I have already obtained this or am already perfect, but I press on to make it my own, because Christ Jesus has made me his own. (Phil. 3:11-12 ESV).
The thing Paul says he has not obtained and the goal or perfection that Paul says he has not reached cannot refer to being resurrected from the dead. It is plainly obvious that Paul is alive so of course he has not reached the resurrection from the dead—that does not need to be stated. The things that Paul has not obtained and the goal, the perfection, that he has not yet reached refer to the things in Philippians 3:10, which is the first half of the sentence that ends in Philippians 3:11 and which reads, “My goal is to know him: to experience the power of his resurrection and to share in his sufferings, becoming like him in his obedience unto death.”
According to Philippians 3:10, Paul’s desire was to know Christ, to experience the power of his resurrection, to share in his sufferings, and be conformed to his death. Paul was willing to suffer the loss of all things “for the surpassing value of knowing Christ” (Phil. 3:8). Yet in Philippians 3:12 Paul admits that he has not reached the goal—reached the perfection—of knowing Christ. In fact, it is doubtful that anyone—Paul or anybody else—can really “know Christ” in the fullest extent of the word. Nevertheless, we keep trying to know and understand Christ on a deeper and deeper level, just as Paul did, and to be more and more like him in our lives.
In the Greek text, Philippians 3:12 is difficult because what Paul has not yet reached is not spelled out. The Greek text, translated quite literally, reads, “Not that already I obtained, or already have been made perfect.” However, the Greek word that sometimes means “to be made perfect” can also mean “to have been fulfilled,” and it is also used of reaching a goal (cf. CJB, NIV, NJB, NRSV). So the questions that have to be answered by reading the context are “obtained what,” and also “been made perfect” in what way, or “reached what goal”?
Some versions like the ASV, are like the Greek text and have “obtained” with no object to the verb so the idea is not known, and they also just have “made perfect” without saying in what way. Other versions try to be clearer, and the opinions vary. For example, “not that I have already obtained it or already reached the goal” (CJB); “Not that I have already reached the goal or am already fully mature” (CSB); “Not that I have already obtained this or am already perfect” (ESV); “Not that I have already attained this—that is, I have not already been perfected” (NET).
Although the verse can be unclear to the reader, the context fills in what Paul is speaking about. Paul makes it clear what he wants, as has been stated earlier: to know Christ, to experience the power of his resurrection, to share in his sufferings, and be conformed to his death. He does not want to die and then be resurrected. Paul had not yet obtained what he wanted to know, and he had not yet reached his goal of knowing Christ the way he wanted to know him.
Paul is humble and honest in saying that he has not reached his goal of knowing Christ, experiencing the full power of Christ’s resurrection, sharing in Christ’s sufferings, and being conformed to Christ’s death. Nevertheless, Paul says, “I press on toward the goal in order to win the prize” (Phil. 3:14). Paul had not reached his goal yet (and won’t in this life), but he is not discouraged; he presses ahead to grow in Christ as we all should. Also, Paul knew that even though he did not have the fullness of the knowledge of Christ that he wanted to have, he did know a lot, and so he wrote, “Brothers and sisters, join with others in being imitators of me” (Phil. 3:17). Paul knew that younger believers needed examples to follow, and Paul was mature in the faith and knew people
Php 3:13
“letting go.” The Greek word epilanthanomai (#1950 ἐπιλανθάνομαι) means to forget or neglect. In this verse neglect (thus “overlook,” or “let go of,”) is better, because many things in the past cannot just be “forgotten,” but they can be let go of.
“reaching forward.” The Greek word is epekteinomai (#1901 ἐπεκτείνομαι) “to reach out or stretch out toward some goal…In Phil. 3:13 ἐπεκτείνομαι is used figuratively to suggest intense effort as well as firm purpose.”[footnoteRef:2555] It is “to exert oneself to the uttermost, stretch out, strain.”[footnoteRef:2556] In Philippians 3:13, Paul is using language sometimes used in the Greek games for runners running for the prize. The runner will not win the race if he is distracted by things that are now behind him, he must press on to what is ahead and strive to win the prize. The ancient games were different from the modern athletic competitions in that there was no second or third place in the ancient games. There was one winner, so there was no “second place.” Although every Christian can win a reward for their godliness in life, we should all strive to obey God as if there was no “second place” winner. [2555:  Louw and Nida, s.v. “ἐπεκτείνομαι.”]  [2556:  BDAG, s.v. “ἐπεκτείνομαι.”] 

Php 3:14
“to what is above.” Paul’s wording reflects the common understanding of God and heaven as being “up,” and it thus refers to the “heavenward” calling of God, the calling of people to think and act like He does and eventually be with Him. Christians live on earth, but we are citizens of heaven (Phil. 3:20) and will be seated in heaven (Eph. 2:6) and now here on earth we are to set our minds on heavenly aspirations, not on earthly and worldly things (Col. 3:1-2). Paul knew he would be Raptured to heaven one day and rewarded for what he has done, so he set his mind to win the prize of God’s heavenly calling.
This phrase has been nuanced in some versions to make it easier for the English reader (cf. “God’s heavenly call” GW, NJB; “the heavenly call of God” NRSV).
Php 3:15
“must think.” The Greek text reads phronōmen (φρονῶμεν) a hortatory subjunctive of phroneō (#5426 φρονέω), to think, understand, have an opinion.[footnoteRef:2557] If the subjunctive is translated “let us think” then we must understand it as a command, not just a suggestion. God’s people have an obligation to God to think in certain ways that glorify Him and further His purposes. When we agreed to make Jesus our Lord, we agreed to follow his ways and his directives. [2557:  Cf. Gerald F. Hawthorne, Philippians [WBC]; H. Cassirer, God’s New Covenant.] 

Php 3:18
“and now tell you again in tears.” Paul is in tears over the unsaved because he knows they will die in the Lake of Fire (Rev. 20:11-15). Paul had great compassion for the unsaved, and it was that love and compassion that drove his ministry and sustained him through things such as beatings and imprisonment (cf. 2 Cor. 11:23-28). The world would be a better place without evil people, but we must love them with the same love that God and Jesus have for them, and not give in to hating them because they are ungodly.
“that many walk as enemies of the cross of Christ.” In the context of Paul’s argument, these people who “walk” (i.e., “live their lives”) as enemies of the cross of Christ are mainly the Jews (cf. Phil. 1:28; 3:2), although by extension every unsaved person is included. These are the unsaved people whose end is destruction. Some scholars say that the many who “walk as enemies of the cross of Christ” are the Christians who have fallen away from the Faith. That seems unlikely. For one thing, even if they had fallen away from the Faith they still would have holy spirit (Christians are sealed with it until the Day of Redemption; Eph. 1:13-14; 4:30), and they still would have been citizens of heaven (Phil. 3:20).
Php 3:19
“god is their belly.” In the context of this chapter, including the next phrase in the verse, this is primarily a reference to the Jews, who were stuck on food laws and who bragged about how they kept the laws of Moses regarding food, even though it often separated them from the rest of the Body of Christ. A secondary meaning is that it concerns people whose life is consumed in satisfying their own appetites.
“whose glory is in their shame.” In the context of this chapter, this is primarily a reference to the Jews, who focused so much attention on circumcision. They circumcise people and then “glory in their flesh” (Gal. 6:13), that is, they boast about how they have gotten everyone to keep the Law. That makes this verse a strong irony. What the Jews brag about, from God’s perspective, is really their shame, that they work so hard to keep the Law but reject the Christ who fulfilled the Law and could give them everlasting life. As a secondary meaning, the verse can be generalized to apply to everyone who feels so good about something that is, in fact, ungodly. They brag about what really is, to God, their shame.
Php 3:20
“But.” The Greek word translated “but” is gar (#1063 γάρ). “Gar” usually gives the reason for something and so it is most often translated “for” or “because.” However, the use of the gar here in Philippians 3:20 is what some scholars refer to as the “confirmatory gar,” when gar confirms, clarifies, and/or explains what is being stated. In this case, the gar is explaining a reason for being an imitator of Paul and living like Paul (Phil. 3:17), and it is contrasting that way of life with the way of “people who walk as enemies of the cross of Christ” (Phil. 3:18). A number of English versions use “but” to begin Philippians 3:20 (cf. CJB, CSB, ESV, GNV, NAB, NET, NIV, NJB, NLT, NRSV, RSV).
“citizenship is in heaven.” If Scripture does not teach heaven as our eternal home, but that Christians will inherit the earth and reign here with Christ, then why does Paul write here that our citizenship is in heaven? The Bible says our citizenship is in heaven now because that is where God’s kingdom is centered at this time. The Bible could not say “our citizenship is on earth,” because that would give the totally wrong idea, for it is Satan who now has control of the earth (Luke 4:6; 2 Cor. 4:4; 1 John 5:19). It is not until the future reality of Revelation 11:15-18 that Jesus takes his power and begins to reign, that the kingdoms of the world become his. If Paul had said, “our citizenship will be on earth” we would not know if we were citizens now, all we would know is that we would be citizens at some time in the future. Saying our citizenship is in heaven is the perfect way to say that we are citizens now, in God’s kingdom.
We must also remember the cultural context in which the book of Philippians was written; the cultural background behind this verse brings out its full meaning. The concept of citizenship for the Philippians did not mean that they were to go off to the mother-city, but exactly the opposite, that they were to stay in Philippi and expect the emperor to come to them. As N.T. Wright explains:
Philippi was a Roman colony. Augustus had settled his veterans there after the battles of Philippi (42 BC) and Actium (31 BC). Not all residents of Philippi were Roman citizens, but all knew what citizenship meant. The point of creating colonies was twofold. First, it was aimed at extending Roman influence around the Mediterranean world, creating cells and networks of people loyal to Caesar in the wider culture. Second, it was one way of avoiding the problems of overcrowding in the capital itself. The emperor certainly did not want retired soldiers, with time (and blood) on their hands, hanging around Rome ready to cause trouble. Much better for them to be establishing farms and businesses elsewhere.
So when Paul says, “We are citizens of heaven,” he doesn’t at all mean that when we’re done with this life we’ll be going off to live in heaven. What he means is that the savior, the Lord, Jesus the King—all of those were of course imperial titles—will come from heaven to earth, to change the present situation and state of his people.[footnoteRef:2558] [2558:  N.T. Wright, Surprised by Hope, 100.] 

When we understand the cultural backdrop of the Philippians’ situation we can see that Paul did not mean we are supposed to live in heaven, rather, he meant the opposite: that the emperor wants us to live on the earth. Furthermore, when we understand the custom of imperial visits to colonies this becomes even clearer. When the emperor came to visit a colony the subjects would all go out to meet him and escort him back to the town, to the place they had just come from. This was called an apantēsis (#529 ἀπάντησις); Paul used this word to describe the Lord’s coming in 1 Thessalonians 4. He said we will “meet [apantasis] the Lord in the air,” that is to say, we will go out from the earth to greet the Lord and then escort him back to the earth, and “so we will always be with the Lord” (1 Thess. 4:17).
So our citizenship is indeed in heaven, but this does not mean we will live there forever. There is one last thing we must realize about having our citizenship in heaven. In Scripture, God speaks of a “heavenly city” called the New Jerusalem, which we are looking forward to and longing for (Gal. 4:25-26; Heb. 11:16; 13:14; Rev. 3:12; 21:1-27). Since the Jerusalem that is above is our mother (Gal. 4:26), we have citizenship in this heavenly city. But as we can see from Revelation, this does not mean we will live in heaven forever, because the city of New Jerusalem will come “down out of heaven” to the earth and God’s dwelling will be with men (Rev. 3:12; 21:1-27). So even the city in heaven will come to the earth, along with the Lord, and eventually the Father himself. In light of this, we can be very thankful the Scriptures say we will be on earth too (Rev. 5:9-10).
“from which we also wait for the Savior.” Christians wait for Jesus Christ to come down from heaven. When he does, he will resurrect the dead Christians and change the living Christians, and take all of them to be with him (1 Cor. 15:52; 1 Thess. 4:13-17). Philippians 3:20 is very accurate. Christians are not joined to the Lord when they die. Christians do not “go to heaven” when they die. Christians are joined to the Lord when he comes from heaven and gets them, and that is the event we Christians wait for, just as this verse says.
[For more on dead people being dead and not alive in any form until they are raised from the dead, see Appendix 3: “The Dead Are Dead.”]
Php 3:21
“who will transform our lowly body.” Philippians 3:21 is teaching the resurrection here. This is the great hope of the believer, that when Jesus returns, he will resurrect believers who have died, and transform the bodies of living believers into new incorruptible bodies (1 Thess. 4:16-17; 1 Cor. 15:42). The new heavens and earth will be free from sin, sorrow, and death (Rev. 21:4; 1 Cor. 15:52) and all things will be restored to how they were meant to be (Acts 3:21).
“the same form.” This word summorphon (#4832 σύμμορφον) which means to be in the “same” or “similar” (σύμ) “form” (μορφον) occurs only one other time in the New Testament, in Romans 8:29, and in a similar context. This verse, along with Romans 8:29 and 1 Corinthians 15:47-48, demonstrates that the bodies that we will have in the resurrection will be in the same form as Jesus’ current, exalted, glorious body. This poses a problem for Trinitarians though. If Jesus is God, in what sense can we be said to be in the ‘same form’ as his body? Do we become Gods too? If, according to Trinitarians, Jesus is omniscient, omnipresent, and omnipotent, and it is clear biblically that we will not become any of these things, how could it be said that we are in “the same form” (Phil. 3:21), “conformed to his image” (Rom. 8:29), or that we will “be like the heavenly man Jesus” (1 Cor. 15:48)?
It is not surprising then, that many Trinitarian translations say that our resurrection bodies will be “like” (NIV, ESV) or “in the likeness” (NET, CSB) of Jesus. Although those are not completely biased translations, as they are within the semantic range of the word, it does not capture the morphe (“form”) aspect of summorphon. It is not just that we will be like Jesus in some vague way, but that our form, our bodies, will be like his.
 
Philippians Chapter 4
Php 4:1
“So then.” To be contextually consistent, Philippians 4:1 should have been the closing verse of Philippians 3, and the verse that is Philippians 4:2 should have been the first verse of Philippians 4, since it starts a new section.
It can be helpful to the modern reader to realize that the Bible was originally written with no spaces, punctuation, verses, or chapters. An entire scroll was just one solid string of letters. So, for example, if the original Bible was in English, then what is now John 11:34-36 would read: ANDHESAIDWHEREHAVEYOU LAIDHIMTHEYSAIDTOHIM LORDCOMEANDSEEJESUSWEPT SOTHEJEWSSAIDSEEHOWHELOVEDHIM. Reading that form of the text is very difficult, so over time chapter and verse divisions were added to the Bible. Our modern Old Testament chapter divisions came in 1205 from Stephen Langton, a professor in Paris engaged in editing a Latin version of the Bible. These chapter divisions were added to the Hebrew text in 1330. Chapter divisions in the New Testament began to be made much earlier, before the Council of Nicea in AD 325, but today’s chapter divisions were not finished until the Archbishop of Canterbury did so in about AD 1227.
For various reasons, some chapter divisions (and verse divisions also) were put in places that hinder people’s understanding of the Bible rather than help it. The careful Bible student must always check to see if and how the chapter they are reading is connected to the one before it.
[For more on when chapters and verses were added to the Bible, see commentary on Dan. 11:1.]
“brothers and sisters.” See Word Study: “Adelphos.”
“my beloved whom I long for.” The Greek consists of two substantival adjectives which would literally be translated: “my brothers, beloved ones and longed for ones.” However, the REV text reads, “My beloved whom I long for,” to make his statement clearer, that he is not referring to two different groups of people, but one.
“in the Lord.” See Word Study: “In the Lord.”
“in this way.” This phrase goes back to Philippians 3:17, where Paul says to be “imitators of me and pay attention to the ones who are walking according to the pattern you have seen in us.”
Php 4:2
“in the Lord.” See Word Study: “In the Lord.”
Php 4:3
“loyal.” The Greek word gnēsios (γνήσιος #1103) means “genuine, legitimate, true.” It can also mean “loyal,” and furthermore, someone who is “faithful.”
“co-laborer.” The Greek word suzugos (συζυγός #4805) literally means “yokefellow.” It refers to someone in the congregation who is pastoral and helpful and can help Euodia and Syntyche mend their differences. However, it is also possible that the Greek word can be translated as “Syzysus,” a man’s name. And if this is the case, the name Syzysus (“Yokefellow”) would be describing what the man often did in helping people in the congregation. Part of the reason for the uncertainty in this case is that there has never been found another person named Syzysus in all of Greek literature. That does not mean there was not such a person in Philipi, but it indicates that perhaps “true comrade” was a designation given to a leader in the congregation at Philippi.
“help these women.” The Greek is simply “help them,” but the context makes it clear that the “them” refers to Euodia and Syntyche, the women in Philippians 4:2.
“contended together.” The same Greek word is used in Philippians 1:27.
“Clement.” There is no way to connect this Clement with the Church Father known as “Saint Clement of Rome,” who was a leading figure in the church at Rome and the first Apostolic Father of the Church.
Php 4:5
“reasonableness.” The Greek word is epieikēs (#1933 ἐπιεικής), and the concepts of “moderation, forbearance, gentleness, and sweet reasonableness” all touch a side of the full meaning of this word. The meaning is yielding, not insisting on one’s legal rights to the end that the legal rights become moral wrongs. Too strictly enforcing rules and not understanding that there are often legitimate exceptions turns “right” into “wrong.” For a much more complete understanding of epieikēs, See commentary on 1 Timothy 3:3.
Php 4:6
“but in every situation.” The Greek text uses the word for “everything,” but the context shows that the “everything” is “every situation,” which is clearer in English. Some modern versions of the Bible say “every situation” or “every circumstance” (e.g., AMP, ISV, NET, NIV).
Php 4:7
“and as a result​.” The “and” (Greek is kai) here in Philippians 4:7 has a consecutive force and means, “and as a result.”[footnoteRef:2559] If we do what Phil. 4:6 says, then the peace of God will guard our heart. [2559:  Cf. G. F. Hawthorne, Philippians [WBC].] 

“understanding.” The Greek is the word for “mind,” nous, but here it relates to what the mind thinks and understands, hence “understanding” is an appropriate translation. The noun nous is connected to the noun “thoughts” noēmata, the use of the nous, which occurs later in the verse.
“in union with Christ Jesus.” The Greek text says, “in Christ Jesus,” but this is the use of “in” that Greek grammarians refer to as the “static en,” (the Greek en is translated as the English “in”) which defines a relationship or sphere of influence. We need to understand the static use of en because although we understand how a person can be “in” a room, English does not typically use “in” to describe a relationship, such as “in Christ” or “in the Lord,” but phrases like those are common in the New Testament.
This context in Philippians is referring to being “in Christ,” that is, being in union with Christ, both by virtue of our Christian New Birth and also because of our godly lifestyle and living like Christ. It is when we get born again and have the guarantee of everlasting life, and as we live like Christ, and are thankful, and pray for God’s help, that we can truly have the peace of God that will guard our hearts and thoughts. The Christian can only be truly peaceful because we have God’s ever-present help and a guarantee of having a secure future no matter what happens on earth.
The importance of the addition of the phrase “in Christ Jesus” cannot be overstated, because we will not be guarded by God’s peace apart from our union with Christ. Peter O’Brien writes: “The final phrase, ‘in Christ Jesus’ indicates the sphere in which the divine protection will occur: God’s peace will stand guard over the hearts and minds of those who are in union with Christ Jesus.”[footnoteRef:2560] I-Jin Loh and Eugene Nida write that the phrase, “in union with Christ Jesus” “is a solemn reminder to his readers that outside of their closest possible union with Christ there is no protection, no safekeeping by God’s peace.”[footnoteRef:2561] [2560:  O’Brien, The Epistle to the Philippians [NIGTC].]  [2561:  Loh and Nida, A Translator’s Handbook on Paul’s Letter to the Philippians.] 

An acceptable but more expansive translation of Philippians 4:7 would be: “and then, because of the fact you are united with Christ Jesus, the peace of God, which passes all understanding, will guard your hearts and your thoughts.” Or “and then the peace of God, which passes all understanding, will guard your hearts and your thoughts; this is true because you are united with Christ Jesus.”[footnoteRef:2562] [2562:  Loh and Nida, Translator’s Handbook.] 

[For more on “in” and the relationship it refers to, see commentaries on Eph. 1:3 and John 10:38. For more information on the Greek preposition eis sometimes having the same meaning as en and referring to a relationship, see commentary on Rom. 6:3.]
Php 4:8
“Finally.” The Greek is to loipon. The phrase means somewhat different things in different contexts. At the end or conclusion of a subject it can mean “finally” or “last of all.” About this occurrence in Philippians 4:8 Hawthorne and Martin write that it “signals not the end of the letter or even its near end, but rather the last of the imperatives in a parenetic section that has stated in detail how one is to ‘stand firm in the Lord.’”[footnoteRef:2563] [2563:  Hawthorne and Martin, Philippians [WBC].] 

“brothers and sisters.” See Word Study: “Adelphos.”
“honorable.” “Honorable” here is from the adjective semnos (#4586 σεμνός). Semnos denotes that which is worthy of respect and honor. It can refer to people or things, ideas, characteristics. The word semnos occurs four times in Scripture, once of things (Phil. 4:8), and three times of people (1 Tim. 3:8, 11; Titus 2:2). When used of people we translated it to speak of a “dignified” person, but we referred to impersonal objects as “honorable” things.
“think about.” The Greek word is logizomai (#3049 λογίζομαι), and it means “give careful thought to the matter.”[footnoteRef:2564] Many English versions go with “dwell on,” in other words, give these things the deep consideration they deserve, but also think about these kinds of things instead of the evil and ungodliness that exists in the world. Colossians 3:2 also encourages believers to think about “things that are above,” i.e., godly things. [2564:  BDAG, s.v. “λογίζομαι.”] 

Php 4:10
“has blossomed again.” The REV more literally reflects the Greek text, which uses a horticultural analogy. Like a plant that went dormant for a while, the giving of the Philippian Church stopped, but now, like a flower in the Spring, it has blossomed again; it has begun again.
Php 4:11
“for I have learned.” In this case, the “for” seems to have both an explanatory and a causal force. Paul is both giving the reason for why he is rejoicing in the Lord, which is not because he is in need, and also saying that he is rejoicing but not “because” he is in need. He is rejoicing because the love of the Philippians had been clearly shown.
Php 4:12
“In any and every situation.” The Greek is more literally, “In everything [singular] and all things [plural]. The point is that Paul is sufficient in Christ in all the situations in which he finds himself.
“learned the secret.” Mueō (#3453 μυέω) is literally to be initiated into a “mystery religion” of the Greco-Roman world.[footnoteRef:2565] [2565:  Thayer, Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “μυέω.”] 

“well fed.” See NAB; Louw-Nida.
Php 4:13
“I have strength for all situations in union with him who empowers me.” Because of the way it is usually translated, “I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me,” this verse gets thrown around by Christians as if it were a war cry; as if it were making the claim that Christians could conquer everything on this earth no matter what the situation or the odds. That use of the verse results in arrogance and false bravado, and it is not at all what the verse is saying. For one thing, even with Christ’s help, Christians cannot do “all things.” In fact, there are millions of things we cannot do—our human bodies are very limited, which is why the Bible tells us that “Wisdom is supreme; therefore get wisdom. Though it cost all you have, get understanding” (Prov. 4:7 NIV84). What would be the need for wisdom if no matter what we faced we could just “tough it out” and win through Jesus?
Furthermore, and importantly, verses in the Bible get a lot of their meaning from the context and remote context, or “scope” of Scripture, and that is certainly the case with Philippians 4:13. The context of Philippians 4:13 was Paul’s situation—he was a prisoner in Rome (Phil. 1:13-14) and possibly was going to be executed (Phil. 1:19-21). The Epistle to the Philippians was written during Paul’s first imprisonment in Rome, which is recorded in Acts 28:16-31. During this time, Paul was chained to a guard at least part of the time—an ignominious situation at best—and was not free to travel (cf. Acts 28:20). Before Paul was even arrested, he had plenty of trouble (cf. 1 Cor. 4:11ff; 2 Cor. 4:7-12; 11:22ff; 12:10), and he had more “affliction” after his arrest and imprisonment in Rome (Phil. 4:14). He did not want to be in prison, he wanted to be free (Phil. 1:19, 26; 2:24).
Both the verse before Philippians 4:13, and the verse after it, mention Paul’s troubles, so verse 13 is surely not a war cry. Rather, it is a declaration of how Christians are going to get through life in spite of our troubles, which is by being in union with Christ, the one who empowers us. Our final goal is the resurrection and new bodies (Phil. 1:28; 3:11, 21). There are plenty of verses in the New Testament that say or demonstrate that Christians will have troubles in life (e.g., John 16:33; Acts 14:22; 2 Tim. 3:12; Rev. 1:9).
Philippians 4:13 is not an arrogant war cry, it is a victory cry. But it is not a cry of victory and deliverance from earthy troubles—Paul certainly had his share—it is a cry of victory from hopelessness and despair. Sadness, discouragement, and hopelessness are our real enemies. If we understand our situation and security in Christ and look to the future like Paul did, and allow Christ to empower us via things like revelation, the manifestations of holy spirit, and the encouragement of others, then we can say, like Paul did, that even our death would be gain to the Church (Phil. 1:21). We can indeed be strong in every situation due to our union with Christ, because even if our lives are full of troubles, we have peace with Christ, joy in Christ, and hope in the future.
It is helpful to analyze Philippians 4:13 phrase by phrase to properly understand it. The word “strong” is translated from the Greek ischuō (#2480 ἰσχύω), which refers to strength, but can also be translated as ability or “can do.” In this context “strength” refers more to our mental strength and that we are firm in our minds than to what we “can do” in the flesh.
The phrase “for all situations” is from the single Greek word pas (#3956 πᾶς), which means “all.” In this verse, pas is in the accusative case, which would make it more literally, “for all,” which could be expressed as, “I am strong for all,” or, as we would more commonly express it in English, “I am strong in all.” We add the word “situations” from the context, which is about all the different situations Paul encountered. Loh and Nida add “conditions” instead of “situations,” and translate the verse: “I have the strength to face all conditions…,”[footnoteRef:2566] and that also is a good translation from the context. Although most translations add the word “things,” and read “I can do all things…,” we do not believe that “all things” is as clear as “all situations.” [2566:  I-Jin Loh and Eugene Nida, A Translator’s Handbook on Paul’s Letter to the Philippians.] 

The phrase “in union with” is the translation of the Greek word en (#1722 ἐν). We agree with R. C. H. Lenski and Peter O’Brien that the en in this verse is used in its “static” sense, indicating a relationship: a union with, or a connection with, and that it is not primarily an “instrumental use of en,” meaning “through” or “by way of,” though the meanings do overlap.[footnoteRef:2567] We are “in Christ,” that is, “in union with Christ,” or “connected to” Christ, by virtue of being a member of his Body and identified with him. [2567:  Lenski, St. Paul’s Epistles to the Galatians, Ephesians, and Philippians; Peter O’Brien, The Epistle to the Philippians [NIGTC], 527. See also, W. Hendriksen, New Testament Commentary: Phillipians, 206; Hawthorne and Martin [WBC].] 

The static sense of en (“in”) is important in the New Testament but not well understood by most English readers. We understand the normal sense of “in,” and know what it is to be “in” a boat, “in” a house, or even “in the night” (Matt. 4:21; 5:15; John 11:10). But what does it mean to be “in Christ,” “in the Lord,” or “in him?” It means to be in connection with, in relationship with, or in union with. We feel “in union with” is the best English translation in this context because of its other uses in the New Testament.
Another reason we believe that the en in this verse has the static sense and not primarily the instrumental sense of “through” is that it seems that if the verse was trying to tell us that we were strong “through” Christ, the Greek would have used the most standard way of expressing that, which would have been by using the preposition dia, “through.” Dia is used in Philippians with the sense of “through” in Phil. 1:11, 19, 20, 26, and 3:9 (although it is sometimes translated “by,” “comes through,” “from,” etc).
We are weak in our flesh, and in fact, even in our minds. Our flesh constantly fails us, and so does our will, as Paul so eloquently writes in Romans 7:14-24. To us, the verse is not about how strong Christ makes us (“I” am strong through Christ), but rather it is saying that I am strong due to being in union with Christ. The difference is subtle but important. The verse is not so much about “me” being strong as if Christ strengthened me and then let me do the heavy lifting, but rather it is about me being able to be strong in the situations I am in because of the relationship I have with Christ and the heavy lifting he does and the power that he gives, just as he said at the Last Supper, “apart from me you can do nothing” (John 15:5).
The phrase “who empowers me” is from the Greek verb endunamoō (#1743 ἐνδυναμόω), which is to “empower.” This verb is a participle in the active voice, present tense, which describes in Greek that Jesus is constantly empowering. It is not a one-time act, but something we can rely on constantly. Lenski writes: “Being connected with the Lord who keeps empowering him, Paul always has the strength for everything in his life and work.” Hawthorne and Martin translate the verse: “I have the power to face all such situations in union with the One who continually infuses me with strength.”
Philippians 4:13 is not a call to arrogance and our ability—what “we” can do through Christ—rather, it is a call to humility and the realization that because we are in union with Christ and being empowered by Christ, we can deal with life’s situations no matter how difficult they may be. Paul’s situation was not “good,” or “nice,” but because of his attitude, he affected the lives of many. In fact, even the Emperor’s personal army, the Praetorian Guard, had all heard about Paul and his stand for Christ (Phil. 1:13). The fact that Paul was in prison and possibly about to be executed did not deter those guards from respecting Paul and the Christian Faith, after all, everyone has problems, but Paul was set apart from the other criminals they dealt with because he was strengthened by his union with Christ and had a positive outlook on life and the future.
[For more information on the static use of en, and being in union with Christ, see commentary on Eph. 1:3.]
Php 4:14
“by sharing with me.” The verb is simply “share with,” and the clearly implied object is “me.”
Php 4:16
“more than once.” The Greek uses an idiom, “both once and twice,” but that does not mean two times, but refers to an indefinite low number, so “more than once” is a good translation, and “several times” would be fine too. Paul is being very gracious because no doubt he could have said exactly how many times the Philippians helped him, but it shows more grace and largess to just say “more than once.”
Php 4:18
“have received everything you sent.” The literal Greek is “I have received all things,” but this was a common expression when a business transaction was carried out and a person had received full payment. Also, it is not like the Philippian church owed Paul anything, but they wanted to support him because of the love they had for him. The Greek verb is apechō (#568 ἀπέχω), which can mean to be enough or to be sufficient. But the context here is the gift the Philippians sent to Paul, giving and receiving, and profits being added to their account with God, and in business transactions apechō was used to designate when there had been payment in full. In that context, this line from Paul was a wonderful blessing and a great comfort written to the Philippians. When someone is in need and we give help, we often second-guess ourselves and wonder, “Have I given enough?” (Also, there can be occasions when we wonder if we have given too much, but this would not be one of those). Paul writes and removes that burden from the Philippians. He has received full payment; they did what they could, and it was “full payment” from God’s and Paul’s point of view.
There is a great lesson we can learn from this verse because sometimes we are so caught up in our own stuff that we do not take the time to think about others and comfort them. Paul was in prison in less than desirable circumstances with an uncertain future, and yet he penned these wonderful comforting words to the Philippians.
“My needs have been supplied.” The literal Greek is “I have been supplied,” but the context seems to imply that it is Paul’s needs that have been met; obviously not every single need, but the needs that the money from the Philippians could meet.
Php 4:19
“will supply.” The earliest and strongest support in the Greek manuscripts is for the reading, plērōsei (πληρώσει), which is the future tense, indicative mood, of the verb plēroō (#4137 πληρόω, pronounced play-'roh-ō), “to fill, or fulfill,” and thus it means, “will supply” as most English versions read. However, a number of manuscripts read plērōsai, which is the aorist optative and thus would read, “may meet,” i.e., that God may meet all your need. This would make the verse into a supplication so that Paul was praying that God may meet all the need of the Philippian church. It seems clear that this latter reading is a scribal change to the text, a very understandable change given life’s circumstances. Most Christians ask at one time or another, “If God promises to meet all my needs, why aren’t they being met?” We would like to give a couple answers to that important question.
First, we must understand that all of God’s promises are given in light of the entire Word of God; very few stand alone on their own. Just like God promised to bless Israel, but in the context of them keeping the covenant, so too we, in order to see all of God’s blessings in our life, must live and be living in a godly environment. For example, God cannot contradict Himself, and when He says that we reap what we sow (2 Cor. 9:6; Gal. 6:8), that is as much a promise of God as that He will meet our needs. So if a person sows unwisely by unwisely spending his money, he may need money one day that God will not be able to provide without breaking His law of sowing and reaping. Or if a person sows unwisely into their body by eating unhealthily year after year and not exercising, he may reap sicknesses that God may not be able to reverse. Sure, there is always God’s mercy, but the spiritual war raging around us and God’s righteousness may preclude God from acting when we think He should be able to. We understand this principle in many things, for example, death. Adam and Eve sowed death into the human race, and although God has sometimes extended a person’s life by mercy, such as Hezekiah (Isa. 38:1-5), His righteousness precludes Him from keeping people from dying. That same righteousness, and the spiritual war, keep Him from simply giving people what they feel they need.
Certainly another thing that influences God’s ability to meet our need is our prayer life. God admonishes us to pray constantly, and prayer opens pathways for God and allows Him to work. Yet many people have weak prayer lives. Like the persistent widow in Luke 18:1-8, sometimes we do not get what we need from God unless we pray diligently about it. So in summary of the above, there may be things we need that God simply cannot give us due to the circumstances involved.
There is a second thing we must understand about God meeting our needs, one that is certainly secondary to this context in Philippians but real nonetheless: God sees life from an eternal perspective, one that we do not have. Many times we think we need things that we do not need, and that may apply to our physical lives as well. God sees us in the resurrection as well as today, and there may be things we think we need now that He will supply in the future in the Kingdom.
Given how life for Christians became difficult and deadly for almost 250 years after Nero made Christianity illegal in AD 64 (Constantine made it legal again in AD 312), it is easy to see how scribes would think that “will meet all your need,” should really be, “may meet all your need.” However, that is a dead-end road. We have to trust God and rely on His promises. He will meet our need, even if we do not think so or see it in our lifetime on earth.
Php 4:21
“holy one in Christ Jesus.” The holy ones are holy by being in union with Christ. This is not an unnecessary redundancy, but an emphasis on the source of our holiness being our union with Christ. Paul uses the same basic phrase at the opening of the Epistle (cf. Phil. 1:1).
“brothers and sisters.” See Word Study: “Adelphos.” Paul did not live in isolation as a Christian, but closely associated himself with other Christians.
Php 4:23
“with your spirit.” That is, with you. See commentary on Galatians 6:18.


Colossians Commentary
Colossians Chapter 1
Col 1:1
“Timothy, our brother.” In this context, the word “brother” does not so much indicate a fellow Christian, because Timothy was obviously a Christian, as it does a “helper” or “co-worker.”[footnoteRef:2568] [2568:  Cf. Peter O’Brien, Colossians and Philemon [WBC], 1-3.] 

Col 1:2
“the holy and faithful brothers and sisters.” These are not two different groups—one group of “the holy” and another group of faithful brothers. Rather this salutation is directed at the one and same group of Christians at Colossae. This is an example of when the Greek kai (and), can act like “even,” making the construction read something such as, “holy ones, even faithful brothers and sisters.” For more on why the Christian is called a “holy one,” see commentary on Philippians 1:1.
“from God our Father.” This greeting is unique to Colossians and the reason for leaving out “and the Lord Jesus Christ” which appears in other greetings (cf. Eph. 1:2) is not specifically stated. However, James R. Dunn gives a very logical reason that Jesus Christ would have been omitted here. Dunn says, “It cannot be that Paul and Timothy did not want to associate Christ as an equal source of the grace and peace. …That would hardly accord with the high status ascribed to Christ elsewhere in the letter (Col. 1:15-20; 2:9), and in the very next breath they speak of God as “the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ” (Col. 1:3). Nevertheless, it may be deliberate that before embarking on the exposition of Christ’s full significance, the ultimate supremacy of the one God and Father is thus given prominence. The likelihood is strengthened by the formulation used in the thanksgiving in Col. 1:3.”[footnoteRef:2569] Colossians spends a lot of time extolling the work of Jesus Christ, which is certainly appropriate, but it is just as important, as Dunn says, to recognize the ultimate supremacy of the one true God, the Father, Yahweh. Jesus Christ is the Son of God and not equal to God. [2569:  James R. Dunn, The Epistles to the Colossians and to Philemon [NIGTC], 52.] 

There are some Greek texts that have the phrase “and the Lord Jesus Christ” in Colossians 1:2, but scholars see that as a later addition. There would have been pressure on scribes and copyists to make this greeting similar to other greetings, something textual scholars refer to as “harmonization,. The new enlarged greeting found its way into some English Bibles such as the King James Version and Young’s Literal Translation. Nevertheless, the shorter greeting from God the Father is original, and its very uniqueness, as well as the antiquity and diversity of the texts that contain it, testify to its being the original reading.
[For more on harmonization and the effect it has on translation, see commentary on Luke 11:2, “Father.” For more on Jesus Christ not being equal to God, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son”]
Col 1:3
“We always give thanks…when we pray for you.” Although there is no corresponding word for “when” in this verse, its sense comes from the present participle “praying,” proseuchomai (#4336 προσεύχομαι). This is the temporal use of the participle, answering the question, when? The main action of this sentence is “we give thanks” and the present participle elaborates both the time when and manner by which thanks is given—“we give thanks when we pray.” This is because “the present participle is normally contemporaneous in time to the action of the main verb. This is especially so when it is related to a present-tense main verb,” as it is here, since the verb for “we give thanks” is also in the present tense.[footnoteRef:2570] In other words, the action of giving thanks occurs simultaneous to the action of praying. This fact is missed in translations that do not read “when we pray,” (e.g., KJV, ASV, NASB). The reading, “we give thanks to God…praying always for you,” does not necessarily communicate that the actions of giving thanks and praying are contemporaneous. Better are translations such as the REV, ESV, NIV, NET, and HCSB, which accurately translate the participle in its temporal sense by employing the word “when.” [2570:  Wallace, Greek Grammar, 625.] 

Col 1:4
“since.” This is coming from the causal sense of the participle.[footnoteRef:2571] Although there is no actual word for “since” in the Greek text, it is implied in the use of the participle. The hearing of the Colossians’ trust and love marks the causal grounds for Paul’s giving thanks in Col. 1:3. [2571:  Cf. Wallace, Greek Grammar, 631.] 

“of your trust… of the love.” In the Greek these are not genitive phrases, even though they are translated with the “of” formula. Rather, the words “trust” and “love” are simply the direct objects (in the accusative case) of the verb “heard.” The Greeks were comfortable saying “We heard your trust and love,” but in English we say, “We heard of your trust and love.”
Col 1:5
“hope.” The Greek noun is elpis (#1680 ἐλπίς), and it means “hope,” “that which is expected.” In Greek, the noun “hope” (elpis) is easily distinguishable from the verb “hope” (elpizō), but since English uses “hope” for both the noun and verb it is important to be aware of which it is. The verb “hope” refers to our expectation, while the noun “hope” usually refers to the content of the hope—the things we will receive in the future. Thus, new bodies and everlasting life with Christ on a new earth are part of our “hope” (noun), and what we hope (verb) for in the future. (See commentary on 2 Cor. 1:10).
“is being stored up.” This is the present participle of apokeimai (#606 ἀπόκειμαι), thus the “is being.” Our hope is presently in the process of being “stored up,” “put away as safekeeping,” “reserve[d] as reward or recompense.”[footnoteRef:2572] This agrees with the Lord’s teaching in Matthew 6:20, “store up [thēsaurizō (#2343 θησαυρίζω)] for yourselves treasures in heaven.” Because we are continuously earning rewards, our hope is continually being stored up. The theology of most translators is that, once we die, going to heaven is our reward, and since that hope is the same for all Christians, it makes no sense to speak of storing up more hope. This is perhaps why a majority of versions read, “the hope laid up for you in heaven,” expressing a one-time action, rather than acknowledging the continual process of the storing up. But salvation is not a same-hope-for-everyone-ticket-to-heaven; rather, some are storing up for themselves a greater hope by the actions of obedience in this life, a hope that will be delivered when the Lord pays back what is due for the things done in the body (2 Cor. 5:10). If Christianity were without the concept of rewards, with the equal payment of simply eternal life for all regardless of who strove to put off the flesh and who just “got in,” then we should expect this verse to have the aorist participle, reflecting a one-time salvation-only hope. But it is present, not aorist, meaning we are still continuously in the process of storing up our hope now. This fact is in contrast to the unrepentant, whose deeds are storing up wrath for themselves (cf. Rom. 2:5). [2572:  BDAG, s.v. “ἀπόκειμαι.”] 

“in heaven.” A powerful truth, added for comfort. The good that we do is recorded by God and no human can take it away from us. It is safely in good hands. Jesus told us not to store up treasures on earth where it can be taken from us, but to store up treasure in heaven (Matt. 6:19-21). It is important to realize that the treasure is only said to be stored up in heaven because we have no way to access it now. It is in God’s keeping. This verse is not saying that when we die, we will be in heaven, but just that the treasure is in the hands of God now (see commentary on Matt. 5:12).
“message of truth—the good news.” This same idea about the message of truth is found in Ephesians 1:13. The Greek reads, “the word (logos) of the truth of the good news.” In this context and time period, the logos (word) did not refer to the Bible but to the message itself, which can be unclear in the phrase, “the word of truth.” The phrase “of the good news” is the genitive of apposition, which is when the word in the genitive is equated with the same thing to which it stands in relation to.[footnoteRef:2573] In this case the good news is related to the word of truth, and the word of truth is the good news. [2573:  Wallace, Greek Grammar, 95.] 

Col 1:6
“for what it truly is.” The believers heard the truth about the grace of God in the message of truth (Col. 1:5), and understood the grace of God for what it truly is. Paul wrote that the Colossians understood the grace of God “in truth” (Greek: en alētheia; ἐν ἀληθείᾳ).
Although the meaning of the Greek phrase is debated by scholars and some contend the meaning is “truly understood the grace of God,” that does not seem to be Paul’s meaning (although it must be admitted that the differences in proposed meanings can be quite subtle).
The REV translation and commentary agree with the many scholars who assert that the meaning of the Greek text is not that they “truly, really did understand” the grace of God, but rather that their knowledge of the grace of God was true knowledge.[footnoteRef:2574] R. C. H. Lenski writes: “We do not make “in truth” adverbial: ‘to hear and realize truly [the grace of God],’ for the doubling of the verbs already expresses this, as does also the strong verb epegnōte [“to know, understand”], which implies complete knowing and realization.”[footnoteRef:2575] Thus Lenski concludes, as the REV translation supports, that “in truth” refers to knowing the true character of the grace of God; what it truly is. [2574:  Cf. Meyer; Lange; Bratcher &amp; Nida; Expositor’s Greek Testament.]  [2575:  Lenski, Colossians, Thessalonians, Timothy, Titus, and Philemon, 28.] 

It is important to grasp why Paul would write that the believers in Colossae “understood the grace of God in truth” and not simply “understood the grace of God.” The Greco-Roman background of the people of the Roman world, and thus Colossae as part of that world, gave them a jilted understanding of any grace that was offered by the gods. The pagan gods were fickle and although they sometimes showed “favor,” charis (“grace”), it was usually only after they had been properly appeased with sacrifices, offerings, rituals, games, and an occasional temple being built in their honor, and even all those things were sometimes not enough to please them so they poured out their wrath on mankind.
How different is the grace of God from the “grace” of the pagan gods! God so loved that He gave. God moved and loved first. We love because He first loved us (1 John 4:19). Over time the believers in Colossae came to know the true nature of the grace of God, and Paul gives thanks to God for that. A knowledge of the true nature of the grace of God is empowering and inspiring.
Col 1:7
“You learned it from Epaphras.” It is very likely that Epaphras started the church at Colossae. He was from Colossae and labored for the people there (Col. 4:12). At the very least he was certainly an important teacher and point of influence in the church.
“Epaphras.” This is a shortened form of Epaphroditus, a very common Greek name of the time.[footnoteRef:2576] It is related to the goddess Aphrodite. Epaphras is mentioned here, in Col. 4:12, and in Philemon 23. He may be the same person as in Philippians 2:25 and 4:18, but due to the commonness of the name, there is no way to conclude that with certainty. [2576:  O’Brien, Colossians and Philemon [WBC], 15.] 

“your.” On whose behalf was Epaphras a minister? Our text reads, “On your behalf,” that is, Epaphras serves as a minister on behalf of the Colossians (cf. ESV, NRSV, HCSB, NAB). There is a variant, however, that reads “our” behalf, as though he were sent from Paul and company as a minister on Paul’s behalf (cf. NIV, NASB, NET, ASV). But the reading “your” is more likely. The translation “on behalf of” comes from huper (#5228 ὑπέρ), which means “for your sake,” “for your advantage.” Paul is saying Epaphras was a minister for the Colossians’ advantage, his ministry was for their sake.
Col 1:8
“who also told us about your love.” This is a way of Paul introducing what he knew about the church at Colossae in a very nice way. Epaphras obviously told Paul a lot of things about the Church in Colossae; how they were being influenced by many different teachings. Colossians was one of the two epistles Paul wrote to a place he had never been, which are Rome and Colossae. In the Epistle to the Colossians, there is evidence of pressure to follow some Jewish practices, some pagan practices, and even some Gnostic (or early Gnostic) practices. The Colossians loved the Lord, but they were being drawn away from him by the other belief systems.
“in connection with the spirit.” This refers to the holy spirit that is the gift of God. The Greek text in Romans 15:16 is the same, but the context is different so the translation is different.
While the article (“the”) is absent in the Greek text, it is appropriately supplied because the preposition en can make the noun pneuma (“spirit”) definite without the article. The preposition en is before the phrase, which means it can be understood as if the article was actually present. In Greek, if a preposition governs a noun, it is the context that determines whether the noun is definite or not, and therefore whether there should be a “the” or not in the English translation. Daniel Wallace writes: “There is no need for the article to be used to make the object of a preposition definite.”[footnoteRef:2577] A. T. Robertson writes: “...the article is not the only means of showing that a word is definite. ...The context and history of the phrase in question must decide. ...[As for prepositional phrases], these were also considered definite enough without the article.” Robertson then cites some examples that use ek.[footnoteRef:2578] [2577:  Wallace, Greek Grammar, 247.]  [2578:  Robertson, Grammar of the Greek New Testament, 790-92.] 

The Greek has the phrase en pneuma (#4151 πνεῦμα), and the preposition en only takes the dative case. The most likely meaning of the dative is to show the association between love and spirit: love “in connection with” the spirit. God’s gift of holy spirit works within us in many ways to the end that we are loving. For one thing, God can energize our love via the spirit. God is always working in us so that we want to do, and do, His good pleasure (Phil. 2:13). Also, there is the fruit of the spirit that is love (Gal. 5:22), which is different from our “natural” or “human” love and flows out of the new spiritual nature that is given to us (cf. Gal. 5:17). So the phrase “love in the spirit” needs to be understood as “love that comes from our connection with the spirit.”
Col 1:9
“Because of this.” In this case, the “because of this” refers to all of “this” going back to the start of Colossians. Paul had many reasons for praying for the Colossians.
“about you.” The Greek simply has the verb “heard” and does not supply an object to the verb, which sometimes happens in Greek if the subject is considered to be clearly understood, which it surely was when Paul penned the epistle some 2,000 years ago. However, now there is confusion about whether Paul is referring to hearing about the love they had (Col. 1:8), or their faith and love (Col. 1:4). Given the possible confusion, some translations, like the REV, simply say “about you,” which helps the English (cf. TEV, NIV, CEV, NET, NLT).
Col 1:10
“walk.” Because the people in biblical times walked almost everywhere, “walk” became used idiomatically for living life. A paraphrased English Version might have, “so that you live your lives in a manner worthy of the Lord.” In this case, the word “walk” has become a part of modern Christian vocabulary, so most versions leave “walk” in the text.
“fully pleasing.” The Greek is literally, “unto all pleasing,” that is, to the point of being fully pleasing, and so it has been translated as “fully pleasing” (cf. HCSB, ESV, NRSV) with the supplied object of “to him.” To walk worthy of the Lord is to walk in a way that we are pleasing to him.
“knowledge.” The Greek is epignōsis (#1922 ἐπίγνωσις), which is composed of the Greek word for “knowledge” with the prefix epi as an intensifier—full and clear knowledge. Cf. Hendriksen’s translation, “clear knowledge.”[footnoteRef:2579] Louw-Nida defines the term as, “To possess more or less definite information about, possibly with a degree of thoroughness or competence—‘to know about, to know definitely about.’”[footnoteRef:2580] The Colossians already have knowledge of God, Paul only prays that such knowledge would be ever increasing in its fullness and clarity, that they would know “definitely” about Him. [2579:  Hendriksen, New Testament Commentary: Colossians and Philemon, 56-57.]  [2580:  Louw and Nida, s.v. “ἐπίγνωσις.”] 

Col 1:11
“by means of.” The Greek preposition is kata (#2596 κατά). Thayer’s Greek-English Lexicon correctly notes that in this context, it indicates that the power we have proceeds from His glorious might. Thus, our power comes “by means of” His might, we do not have it in and of ourselves.
“glorious might.” The Greek reads, “might of his glory.” It is the attributive genitive, which is when the word in the genitive case (“glory”) acts as an adjective describing the head noun (“might”). So “might of his glory” becomes “his glorious might.” It is beneficial to translate the genitive phrase as what it means rather than to retain the reading “might of his glory” because the English reader can easily misunderstand the literal reading. Can glory have might? The phrase as it stands literally puts glory as the thing which we are strengthened by, rather than by God’s strength, i.e., His might.
“so that you will have.” The Greek preposition eis (#1519 εἰς) includes both purpose (thus, “to” or “for”) and the fact that the power goes to and touches its object, the point here being that one of the reasons to have the power of God in our lives is so we can be patient and endure (cf. NIV: “so that you may have;” see also The Source NT, “This will lead you to”).
God empowers us with His power, by way of the gift of holy spirit (cf. Eph. 3:16), so that we are able to endure whatever circumstances we are in and be patient in the circumstances we find ourselves in. Nevertheless, the power of God does not automatically work in us, but we must make an effort to utilize it and allow it to work in our lives. Every Christian has holy spirit and thus the empowerment of God, but not every Christian endures trials and is patient.
“endurance.” This Greek word hupomonē (#5281 ὑπομονή) is often translated “patience,” and although that is often a part of the meaning of that word, generally in the New Testament “endurance” is a better translation. See commentary on Galatians 5:22.
Col 1:12
“giving thanks with joy.” The REV sides with the phrase “with joy” best going with “giving thanks” rather than with “patience” in Col. 1:11. Grammatically, it could go with either, so why then is our rendering to be preferred? The answer lies in considering the parallel structure of participles beginning in Col. 1:10. In the Greek the words “bearing fruit,” “growing,” and “being strengthened” are all participles that have their modifiers preceding them in the text: “in every good deed, bearing fruit and growing; “in all power, being strengthened,” and likewise here in verse 12, “with joy, giving thanks.”[footnoteRef:2581] [2581:  Cf. Peter T. O’Brien, Colossians [WBC], 25-27; contra Lenski.] 

“qualified.” The word for “qualified” is hikanoō (#2427 ἱκανόω), which the versions translate as either “qualified” or “enabled, made fit.” The word really means both. It points to a making sufficient and fitting out so that one is hence qualified.
“you.” There is a textual variant that reads “us” rather than “you” (cf. KJV, ASV, NASB). The word “you” is the best reading, however. It is much more likely the reading “us” arose as a scribal assimilation to match the “us” in Col. 1:13, than for a change from “us” to “you.”[footnoteRef:2582] [2582:  Bruce Metzger, Textual Commentary, 620.] 

“share.” The Greek word is meris (#3310 μερίς), which can mean a “part” or a “share.” While either translation is quite good, the word “share” usually indicates ownership in part, such as when children have to “share” a toy. In the Millennial Kingdom that is coming in the future, the earth will be divided up to those who deserve an inheritance, and each person will get a “part” or a “share” according to what they deserve. Thus, for example, “Every man will sit under his own vine and under his own fig tree” (Mic. 4:4).
“inheritance.” The Greek is klēros (#2819 κλῆρος, pronounced 'clay-ros). Originally the word klēros was used of an object that was used in casting or drawing lots; usually a pebble, a potsherd (broken piece of pottery), or a piece of wood. Then it came to be used for what was won or obtained by lot, i.e., an allotted portion. The Messianic Kingdom will cover the earth (Dan. 2:35, 44), and there will be portions allotted to different tribes and people (Ezek. 45:1-8; 47:13-48:29). Meyer writes, “This klēros, of which the Christians are possessors ideally before the Parousia and thereafter really, is the theocratic designation of the property of the Messianic kingdom, and the meris tou klērou [“part of the allotment”] is the share of individuals in the same.”[footnoteRef:2583] [2583:  Heinrich Meyer, Philippians, Colossians, and to Philemon, 219.] 

“the kingdom of light.” This phrase goes with the preceding phrase about the part of the allotment, and points to the realm of light, i.e., the Age to Come, the Millennial Kingdom of Christ. O’Brien writes, “...the inheritance for which the all powerful Father had fitted them was in the realm of the light of the age to come.”[footnoteRef:2584] Lightfoot writes: “The portion of the saints is situated in the kingdom of light.”[footnoteRef:2585] [2584:  O’Brien, Colossians [WBC], 25-27.]  [2585:  J. B. Lightfoot, St. Paul’s Epistles to the Colossians and Philemon, 139.] 

Some commentators refer to the light being what we have now, inclusive of the blessings and knowledge of God, but that does not make sense in this context. The blessings we have from God right now are not an “inheritance,” and not an allotted portion, because we all have access fully to the knowledge and blessings of God. The only true “allotment” for Christians will occur in the future Messianic Kingdom on earth, and although we are all qualified to receive a share, different people will receive different allotments based on what they have done for Christ in their lives. Some people who have faithfully served Christ will receive a rich welcome (2 Pet. 1:11), while others will be ashamed (1 John 2:28). The future Messianic Kingdom is portrayed as a very bright place (Isa. 30:26). and it will be physically light and spiritually light as well because there will be no wickedness there.
Col 1:13
“authority.” The Greek word is exousia (#1849 ἐξουσία), and means “authority,” not “power” which would be dunamis (#1411 δύναμις) or perhaps kratos (#2904 κράτος). Each Christian has been bought by the blood of Jesus Christ, and now legally belongs to God. We are not our own (1 Cor. 6:19), and we have been redeemed (bought back) from sin and death, and transferred to the Kingdom of the Son. Since we are not under the authority of darkness (the Devil), he cannot legally afflict us. Nevertheless, Christians are regularly mistreated and even killed by the “power” of darkness that controls this world. The Devil is a liar and murderer, and he does not recognize God’s legal authority. However, even though we are not under the legal “authority” of darkness, because we live on earth, we are still greatly affected by the powers of evil.
“his beloved Son.” The Greek text is literally, “the son of his love.”
Col 1:14
“redemption, the forgiveness of our sins.” This verse in the KJV and YLT follows a textual variant that adds the words “through his blood.” This addition was most likely an interpolation from Ephesians 1:7. It probably originated as a marginal note added for clarification by a scribe, which subsequently got copied into the text. If the reading with “through his blood” were original, there would be no reason for scribes to omit the phrase.[footnoteRef:2586] [2586:  Bruce M. Metzger, Textual Commentary.] 

“redemption.” This is the idiom prophetic perfect—speaking of a future event as past to emphasize the certainty of its occurrence. Although through Christ’s atoning work we have been presently redeemed, the fullness of our redemption is yet future, as there are other verses that speak of our redemption as a future act (Rom. 8:23; Eph. 1:14; 4:30). See commentary on Ephesians 2:6 for more on the prophetic perfect.[footnoteRef:2587] [2587:  See also, John W. Schoenheit, The Christian’s Hope, 239.] 

Col 1:15
“image.” The Greek word is eikōn (#1504 εἰκών), and it means “image.” Jesus was the image of God in the sense in which he said that if we had seen him, we had seen the Father. Trinitarians claim that this verse shows that Jesus is God, but that cannot be the case, because it speaks of Christ being “the image [eikon] of the invisible God.” If Christ were “God,” then the verse would simply say so, rather than that he was the “image” of God. The Father is plainly called “God” in dozens of places, and this would have been a good place to say that Jesus was God. Instead, we are told that Christ is the image of God. If one thing is the “image” of another thing, then the “image” and the “original” are not the same thing. The Father is God, and that is why there is no verse that calls the Father the image of God. Calling Jesus the image of God is very good evidence he is not God. There are Trinitarian theologians who assert that the word eikon (from which we get the English word “icon,” meaning “image,” or “representation”) means “manifestation” here in Colossians, and that Christ is the manifestation of God. We believe that conclusion is unwarranted. The word eikon occurs 23 times in the New Testament, and it is clearly used as “image” in the common sense of the word. It is used of the image of Caesar on a coin, of idols that are man-made images of gods, of Old Testament things that were only an image of the reality we have today. 2 Corinthians 3:18 says that Christians are changed into the “image” of the Lord as we reflect his glory. All these verses use “image” in the common sense of the word, i.e., a representation separate from the original. 1 Corinthians 11:7 says, “A man ought not to cover his head, since he is the image and glory of God.” Just as Christ is called the image of God, so men are called the image of God. We are not as exact an image as Christ is because we are marred by sin, but nevertheless, the Bible does call us the “image” of God. Thus, the wording about being the image of God is the same for us as it is for Christ. The words in the Word must be read and understood in their common and ordinary meaning unless good reason can be given to alter that meaning. In this case, the common meaning of “image” is “likeness” or “resemblance,” and it is used that way every time in the New Testament. Surely if the word “image” took on a new meaning when it referred to Christ, the Bible would let us know that. Since it does not, we assert that the use of “image” is the same whether it refers to an image on a coin, an image of a god, or for both Christ and Christians as the image of God. Jesus is not God, but he so closely resembled God in how he lived and acted that he is called the image of God.
[For more on the image of God, see commentary on Gen. 1:27.]
“the firstborn of all creation.” This phrase refers to Christ being the firstfruits of those raised from the dead (cf. 1 Cor. 15:20). The Greek is “the firstborn of all creation” (or “the firstborn of every creature,” since there is no article before “creation”), but the exact significance of the genitive is debated. One natural reading of the genitive case is the partitive genitive, which would be saying that Jesus is the firstborn one of the rest of creation, which is true and makes sense, since Jesus was indeed the first person ever to be raised from the dead in a new, everlasting body. However that interpretation is rejected by Trinitarians, not because of grammar, but because they claim that Jesus was not in fact part of the creation at all, but is actually the eternal God.
The genitive can also be a genitive of relation, which would mean that Jesus was the firstborn in relation to other creations, that is, that Jesus was “firstborn,” i.e., raised from the dead, before anyone else. Although that is also a natural reading of the genitive case in this context, and is certainly true, that explanation is also sometimes rejected by Trinitarians because it does not inherently recognize the Trinitarian doctrine that Jesus is God in the flesh.
Some Trinitarians prefer the genitive of comparison,[footnoteRef:2588] because that would make the verse say that Christ was inherently better than the others who were raised from the dead. But while Christ is no doubt better than the other saved people who will be raised from the dead, that use of the genitive is not usual in a context like this, and thus is not the most natural reading of the genitive in this verse. The genitive in the verse is not naturally supportive of the doctrine of the Trinity. Nevertheless, the idea of the comparative genitive combined with the doctrine of the Trinity is why some versions translate the verse into English as “the firstborn over all creation,” which is an interpretation of what the Greek means, rather than a translation of the Greek. [2588:  Cf. R. C. H. Lenski, Interpretation of St. Paul’s Epistles to the Colossians and Thessalonians, Timothy, Titus, and Philemon, 53.] 

God likely used the genitive in this verse because it can be understood in multiple ways, all of which are true, which is the beauty of the genitive case: it can emphasize several things at one time. As a partitive genitive, it shows Jesus is part of God’s creation, which he is; as a genitive of relation it shows that Jesus was the first person raised from the dead to everlasting life, which he was; and as a comparative genitive, it shows that God has given rank and privileges to Jesus Christ, which He did. In biblical society, being the firstborn had privileges associated with it that Jesus Christ, as the firstborn, certainly receives.
Col 1:16
“in connection with him.” The Greek reads en autō (ἐν αὐτῷ, “in him”) meaning “in Christ.” God was the creator, and He created “in Christ,” or as it can be better understood, “in connection with Christ.” The exact connection in the creation has to be defined by the scope of Scripture, and we can see from the subjects here in Colossians 1 and the specific vocabulary that is used that this “creation” is the new creation and new order that occurred after Jesus ascended into heaven. Also, to fully understand what this section of Scripture is saying, we need to know that the phrase “in him” is a common Greek expression in Paul’s writings and is especially common in the Epistles to the Ephesians and Colossians where Paul regularly uses it to describe God’s actions as being brought about “in him” or “in Christ,” meaning “in union with Christ” or “in connection with Christ.”
Eric Chang writes, “The [Greek] term en Christō (in Christ) occurs 73 times in Paul. The similar term, en autō (in him), occurs 24 times in Paul, of which 19 refer to Christ (8 times in Colossians, including Col. 1:16). In Paul’s letters, en tō Iēsou (in Jesus) occurs only in Eph. 4:21. Every verse was individually checked and verified. Adding the 73 instances of “in Christ,” plus the 19 instances of “in him” referring to Christ, plus the sole instance of “in Jesus,” we have a total of 93 instances of “in Christ” (or variations) in Paul’s writings so far. …Here is a critical fact: In none of these 93 instances is it linguistically necessary to translate the term as “by Christ” or “by him”! In Colossians 1:16, many Bibles correctly have “in him” but others have quote “by him” for doctrinal reasons. NASB and ESV have “by him” in Colossians 1:16, but “in him” everywhere else in Paul’s letters!”[footnoteRef:2589] [2589:  Chang, The Only Perfect Man, 150.] 

Many of the times “in Christ” is used, the sense of the Greek preposition en (meaning “in”) is locative and it refers to the sphere in which God has accomplished certain things. The concept of “in” referring to a sphere of relationship or influence can be strange to English speakers because we are used to people being “in” a place like a room, but are not used to being “in” a person like Jesus, nevertheless, being “in Christ” is common in the Church Epistles. Examples of this sense of en are: the believer is chosen “in him [Christ]” (Eph. 1:4), the sacred secret that God planned beforehand is “in him (Christ)” (Eph. 1:9), and God’s creation of “one new man” composed of Jew and Gentile is “in him (Christ)” (Eph. 2:15).
Some of the locative occurrences can be understood better as meaning “in union with” such as how believers have received all spiritual blessings “in Christ” (Eph. 1:3), both Jews and Gentiles are equal heirs of God’s covenant promises “in Christ Jesus” (Eph. 3:6), or how believers have received the fullness of God by being “in him (Christ)” (Col. 2:10).
However, another sense of the locative use of en can mean “in connection with,” as is the case here in Colossians 1:16. This is different than being “in union with” Christ because the object stands in a certain “connection with” or “relationship with” Christ rather than being “united with” Christ. Examples of this second locative sense are God’s calling that is “in Christ Jesus” (Phil. 3:14), the freedom believers have “in Christ Jesus” (Gal. 2:4), and the will of God for the holy ones that is “in Christ Jesus” (1 Thess. 5:18).
Here in Colossians 1:16, Paul is stating that Christ is the “sphere” within which God has performed the work of creation.[footnoteRef:2590] This “creation” is not referring to Genesis 1 but rather the work of creation that is described in the following clause of the verse (i.e., thrones, dominions, rulers, and authorities). The sphere within which these things have been created “in Christ” is that they have been created “in connection with” who Christ is, the plan of redemption that culminated in Christ’s death and resurrection, the realities of new creation, the Body of Christ, of which he is the head, and in relation to Christ himself as the firstborn from the dead. All of God’s secret will, counsels, and activities in creating thrones and dominions and positions of rule and authority are all centered on and have their basis in Jesus, the Christ. His lordship as the risen Anointed One is the framework within which all these realities have been created. Nothing in the world that God is restoring has been created apart from who Christ is as the king and head over all things. [2590:  See F. F. Bruce, Colossians, Philemon, and Ephesians [NICNT], 61.] 

Here in Colossians 1:16, as in many other places in Paul, the Greek phrase en autō (ἐν αὐτῷ) means “in him,” “in connection with him,” and is not using the en as an instrumental dative to mean “by him.” The things were created “through him and for him,” so he cannot both be the creator and have the creation made “through him.” Besides that, the Greek verb translated by the phrase “were created” early in the verse is a passive verb, whereas if Christ was the creator and the creation was made “by him,” the verb would be active. God is the creator, and he created “in connection with” His Son, Jesus Christ.[footnoteRef:2591] [2591:  Cf. Peter O’Brien, Colossians, Philemon [WBC], 45.] 

“all things were created.” The Greek verb translated “created” is ktizō (#2936 κτίζω), and it means to create. But this verse is not referring to God creating the world in the beginning. It is referring to His creating the positions of authority that are needed to run the Church, which started on the Day of Pentecost (Acts 2). The Bible describes both the physical and spiritual realities that God created by the phrase, “things in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible.”
Many people think that because Colossians 1:16 says, “For by him all things were created” (KJV), the verse is speaking of the original creation of the universe but that is not the case. To discover what this verse is saying, we must read the entire verse with an understanding of the usage of the words in the verse and also any figures of speech involved. The study of legitimate figures of speech is quite demanding and academically rigorous, and the best work we know of was done in 1898 by E. W. Bullinger, titled Figures of Speech Used in the Bible.
When the word “all” (or “every” or “everything”) is used, it is often used in a limited sense. For example, when Absalom was holding a council against his father, David, 2 Samuel 17:14 says that “all the men of Israel” agreed on advice that was given. “All” the men of Israel were not there and did not all agree, but the verse uses “all” in its limited sense, meaning, “all” who were there, and that limited group all agreed. Another example is Jeremiah 26:8, which says that “all the people” seized Jeremiah to put him to death, but the context makes it very clear that “all the people” were not even present. Again, “all” is being used in a limited sense. The point is that whenever we read the word “all,” we must determine whether it is being used in the wide sense of “all in the universe,” or in the narrow sense of “all in a certain context.” When Colossians 1:16 says “all things were created,” we know from both the context and the scope of Scripture that “all” is being used in a limited sense.
Another thing we must understand in order to correctly interpret Colossians 1:16 is the figure of speech called “encircling.” Bullinger says that the Greeks called this figure of speech epanadiplosis, while the Romans labeled it inclusio, and he gives several pages of biblical examples of this figure.[footnoteRef:2592] To understand the “encircling,” we must note that the phrase “all things were created” occurs at both the beginning and end of the verse, encircling the list of created things. The things that God created as per this verse are not rocks, trees, birds, and animals, but are “thrones or dominions or rulers or authorities,” and these are the authorities and positions that were needed to run the Church. By surrounding the list of thrones, dominions, etc., with the word “create,” the figure of speech epanadiplosis (“encircling”) helps us to identify the proper context of “all things,” and shows us that it is the narrower sense of the word “all” that is being used in the verse. [2592:  Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 245, “epanadiplosis.”] 

There are strong parallels between Colossians 1:16 and Ephesians 1:21 which should enlighten our understanding of Paul’s words here in Colossians 1:16. We read, “that he worked in Christ when he raised him from among the dead and seated him at his right hand in the heavenly places, far above every ruler, and authority, and power, and dominion, and every name that is named, not only in this age but also in the one to come; and he put all things in subjection under his feet and appointed him as the head over all things related to the church” (Eph. 1:20-22). There are a few things to point out in this closely related passage. First, these titles (likely of angelic beings) are used in a context of Jesus post-resurrection. Paul does not have in mind a Genesis creation, but a time when Jesus has been exalted as Lord. Secondly, Paul specifically mentions the age “to come” in conjunction with these angelic beings. Thus, again Paul has the new creation in mind. Lastly, like in Ephesians 1:22, Paul says that Jesus is the head over “all things related to the Church.” Again, in Paul’s mind, this is not “all things” in totality such as plants and animals, but all things with respect to the Church. Jesus is head over everything in the Church. So, we have even more reason to understand that the “all things” in Colossians 1:16 is a reference to the New Creation.
If Colossians 1:16 was referring to God creating the universe in the beginning of time, we should expect it to reflect something like the wording of Genesis 1:1, something like, “in him, the heavens and the earth were created,” or at least enumerate some of the common things that we associate with the Genesis creation, such as birds or land animals. Instead, Paul says, “in connection with him all things were created in heaven and on earth,” (Col. 1:16) and enumerates different types of angels (rulers, dominions) which are nowhere found in the Genesis creation account. In fact, Paul uses the exact language as Ephesians 1:10 which says, “with a view toward the administration that occurs at the fullness of the times, to unite under one head all things in Christ, the things in the heavens and the things on the earth.” This unification under Christ of “all things” in heaven and on earth happens at the fullness of times, not at the Genesis creation. Thus, the language “in heaven and on earth” is new creation language in Paul, not Genesis creation language. In the Genesis creation, the heavens and the earth were created; in the new creation, things in heaven and on the earth are created.
There is another reason why the “all things” being created in Colossians 1:16 is not all things in totality, but all things that are part of the new creation. Namely, these same “all things” are reconciled to God in Colossians 1:20. Since it is clear from other portions of Scripture that there will be many unreconciled people (Matt. 7:13-14, 23), this cannot mean “every person who has ever lived.” Some things, or people, will not be reconciled. However, all things in the new creation, and in the Church, will be reconciled to God.
In light of the above information, it is best to understand Colossians 1:16 as referring to the New Creation, not to the Genesis creation. When the Church started on Pentecost, it needed a structure to run in a godly fashion, and that structure consisted of spiritual beings and people in positions of authority, and God, “in connection with Christ” created those positions.
[For more on Col. 1:15-20 being a New Creation passage, see commentary on Col. 1:18.]
“thrones or dominions or rulers or authorities.” These are some of the authorities in the spiritual world and physical world that God created in connection with Jesus in order to run his church.
[For more on the use of “rulers” and “authorities” in the New Testament, see the REV commentary on Eph. 6:12.]
“thrones.” The Greek is “thrones,” the plural of thronos (#2362 θρόνος). Lightfoot writes: In all systems alike these ‘thrones’ belong to the highest grade of angelic beings, whose place is in the presence of God.”[footnoteRef:2593] We agree with Lightfoot that these “thrones” (likely a metonymy for those beings who sit on the thrones) are a high order of angelic beings, and the position was created by Christ for his Church. [2593:  J. B. Lightfoot, St. Paul’s Epistles to the Colossians and Philemon, 152.] 

“dominions.” The Greek kuriotēs (#2963 κυριότης) is from the word kurios (“lord”), which is the same word for “lord” in the phrase, “the Lord Jesus Christ.” It refers to those who have a position that is above or over others. According to the meaning of the word and its close association with the preceding word “thrones,” it is likely that these “dominions” refer to very powerful spirit beings who have high positions in God’s kingdom.
“rulers or authorities.” The Greek is archē (#746 ἀρχή) and exousia (#1849 ἐξουσία). The word archē refers to one who is first, a leader or ruler, while exousia refers to “authority.” These two words appear together nine times in the New Testament (Luke 12:11; 1 Cor. 15:24; Eph. 1:21; 3:10; 6:12; Col. 1:16; 2:10, 15; Titus 3:1). Sometimes they clearly refer to earthly powers (Luke 12:11; Titus 3:1); in others, they refer to spiritual powers (Eph. 6:12). Jesus created positions of authority in the Church in both the spiritual and physical realm. The apostles, prophets, pastors, and teachers in the Church are part of the physical realm and the human authority structure. Although it could be argued that in this verse “rulers or authorities” only refer to angelic rulers and were created “in the beginning,” that is an interpretation. It could just as easily be argued that in this verse the meaning, or part of the meaning, of these words refers to the human authorities in the Church, and that absolutely precludes Jesus creating “in the beginning,” because Church authorities did not exist back then.
[For more on rulers and authorities, see commentary on Eph. 6:12.]
“have been created.” As was pointed out just above, the word “create,” ktizō (#2936 κτίζω), surrounds and thus defines the things that Jesus created to properly order his Body, the Church. It is noteworthy, however, that the use of ktizō at the beginning of the verse is in the aorist tense, indicating that there was a specific point in time when thrones, lordships, rulers, and authorities were created. At the end of the verse, however, the verb ktizō occurs in the perfect tense, indicating that the things that were once created are still in existence. Thus we know that the positions of authority that bring order to the Body of Christ were created at a point in time (relatively shortly after his resurrection), and still continue to this day.
“through him and for him.” The Greek phrase is dia autou kai eis auton (δι᾽ αὐτοῦ καὶ εἰς αὐτὸν) where the two Greek prepositions, dia (#1223 διά) and eis (#1519 εἰς), are joined by the coordinating conjunction kai (“and”). What is the connection with Christ? “Through him and for him” explicates the locative sense of the preposition en at the beginning of the verse.[footnoteRef:2594] [2594:  Barth and Blanke, Colossians [AB], 197-98.] 

Col 1:17
“above all things.” The Greek word translated as above is the preposition pro (#4253 πρό). Pro can mean “before” in the sense of either time or priority. Doug Moo says, “...the preposition pro can designate either priority in time (e.g., Eph. 1:4, “before the foundation of the world”) or priority in rank (e.g., 1 Pet. 4:8, “above all”). But the latter usage is quite rare in the New Testament, while all of Paul’s uses of the word have a temporal sense.”[footnoteRef:2595] Although Moo is correct that the latter usage “priority in rank” is more rare, the context affects the translation of pro in each occurrence. [2595:  Moo, Letters to the Colossians and to Philemon [PNTC], 125.] 

In English, if one were to say, “I left the park before Jim,” it is clear that the translation “above” would not work; one cannot leave a park better than Jim, or in first place. So, the surrounding verbs and context greatly influence how we understand pro. When there is no clear context of temporality, “above” seems to be the preferred translation of pro rather than “before.” More simply, if there is nothing in the context to suggest one thing happened before another thing, then “before” is not likely the meaning of pro.
Let us look at some examples. In 1 Corinthians 4:5 we read, “So then, do not pass judgments before the proper time.” This context is a temporal context, logically it is expressed, ‘Do not do X before Y time.’ The translation “above” simply does not work in this context. However, if the context is not temporal, “above” works well. In 1 Peter 4:8 we read, “Above all, be fervent in your love among yourselves, because love covers a multitude of sins.” The translation “before” does not fit in this context, because Peter would be saying, ‘before you do anything else, be fervent in love.’ This would be a strange command. Clearly, “above all” or “priority in rank” is Peter’s intended meaning. He is teaching that being fervent in love is most important. So, when there are no time indicators in the text (i.e. ‘X should happen before Y’), “before” is not a preferable translation.
Also, it is worth noting that in the only two other places that the exact phrase “pro pantōn” (“above all”) stands by itself (1 Pet. 4:8; James 5:12), which is how the phrase occurs here in Colossians 1:17, the clear intended meaning is “priority in rank” and does not have anything to do with time.
In extra-biblical Greek literature, the pattern seems to hold true as well. In Xenophon’s Memorabilia 2.5.3 we read, “and (I would choose) another (friend) above all money.” Here is another use of pro pantōn without any time indicators in the context, which means “above” or “over” not “before.” Since one could not reasonably take this to mean that he would choose the friend and then choose money second, his intended meaning is that his friend has greater importance or priority in rank above “all money.” Simply, he would choose the friend over money. On the flip side, in Plato’s Cratylus 401d, pro pantōn does carry the idea of “before all” because it reads, “would naturally sacrifice to Hestia first of all (προ παντων) the gods,”[footnoteRef:2596] meaning that they would sacrifice to Hestia and then to other gods. However, there is a time indicator prōtē (πρώτῃ “first”) in the Greek text, which follows the pattern that has been established, namely, that if there is no time indicator in the text, then pro pantōn should be understood as, “above” or “of first importance.” [2596:  Plato, Cratylus, Parmenides, Greater Hippias, Lesser Hippias: English Text, ed. G. P. Goold, trans. H. N. Fowler, The Loeb Classical Library (Cambridge, MA; London: Harvard University Press; William Heinemann Ltd, 1977), 67.] 

Although there are some decent reasons for taking pro in the sense of “before,” there are no time indicators in the text of Col. 1:17, so the more likely intended meaning is that of priority in rank, or “above all.” Pro pantōn in Colossians 1:17 is being used to communicate Jesus’ priority in rank above everything else in creation, not his priority in time before the rest of creation.
Christ is above all things in that he holds priority of rank above everything and everyone else.
“in connection with him.” This is the “in” in the sense of sphere and relation. In that light, it can be translated, “in connection with” or even sometimes, “in union with” (see commentaries on Rom. 6:3 and Eph. 1:3). The important meaning of en for the study of this verse is that it can mark a close association, or a limit. Thus, BDAG notes that in Colossians 1:16, “in him” means “in association with him.” BDAG notes:
“Especially in Paul or Johannine usage, to designate a close personal relation in which the referent of the ἐν-term is viewed as the controlling influence: under the control of, under the influence of, in close association with...In Paul the relation of the individual to Christ is very often expressed by such phrases as ἐν Χριστῷ [in Christ], ἐν κυρίῳ [in the Lord], etc.,...in connection with, in intimate association with, keeping in mind.”
This verse is saying that in connection or association with Christ, all these positions of authority in his Church, the thrones, lordships, rulerships, and authorities are ordered and maintained. The relation of these authorities, and the authority they have, is only there by virtue of their connection and association with Christ. No spiritual or earthly authority has any true position or power apart from Christ, and apart from Christ, they have no genuine or lasting relation with each other. Jesus said, “apart from me you are not able to do anything” (John 15:5), and that is true.
Although there are versions that translate the en in an instrumental sense, as “by him” (cf. HCSB; KJV), this is too strong in this context. The authority and authorities in the Church are ordered, maintained, and “held together” due to their association with him, not “by” him. The reason that “by” is attractive to some translators is that they interpret this verse from a Trinitarian perspective and misunderstand what it is saying. They believe that Jesus is God and the verse and context are referring to the whole universe being created by, then held together by, Jesus Christ. However, Jesus Christ is not God and this verse is not speaking of the whole created universe, but of the positions of authority that Christ created for his Church.
“are held together.” The Greek word is sunistēmi (#4921 συνίστημι). The verb is intransitive (having no object) and in the perfect tense, but it has the sense of a present tense verb (Lenski),[footnoteRef:2597] which is why the versions translate it as a present. This is a wonderful verb to express the complexity of the relationships that exist in the Church, and how Christ relates to the positions of authority he created (cf. Col. 1:16). The sad fact is that the English cannot easily express the multiplicity of relationships that are contained in this verb. As was pointed out above in the comment on “in him,” most commentators interpret this verse from a Trinitarian perspective and misunderstand what it is saying. This verse is speaking of the positions of authority that Christ created in the Christian Church, and how those authorities relate to Jesus and to each other. The verb has several meanings that are pertinent to how these authorities relate to each other. Moulton and Milligan state that sunistēmi “is very common in the papyri, and is used with a great variety of meanings.” They go on to say, “From its original meaning ‘set together,’ ‘combine,’ συνίστημι passes into the sense of ‘bring together as friends,’ ‘introduce,’ ‘recommend.’” Moulton and Milligan also list “appoint” as one of the uses, and also “establish, prove,” “stand with(by),” “acting with,” and “consist” (2 Pet. 3:5). With specific reference to Colossians 1:17, they point out the meaning “hold together” and “cohere.”[footnoteRef:2598] [2597:  Lenski, St. Paul’s Epistles to the Colossians and Thessalonians, 59.]  [2598:  Moulton and Milliagan, Vocabulary of the Greek New Testament, s.v. “συνίστημι,” 608.] 

Other lexicons add some depth of use to Moulton and Milligan, and some of the relevant meanings include “to bring together” “to establish,” “to put together (i.e., unite parts into one whole”).[footnoteRef:2599] Friberg’s lexicon adds “have existence, exist, continue.”[footnoteRef:2600] The Louw-Nida lexicon adds, “to bring together or hold together something in its proper or appropriate place or relationship.”[footnoteRef:2601] We should note that the verb is used 16 times in the New Testament, and the majority of them refer to commending or recommending one person to another (Rom. 16:1; 2 Cor. 3:1; 4:2; 5:12; 6:4; 7:11; 10:12, 18 (2x); 1 Cor. 12:11), however, that does not mean that that is the use here, although it seems to be a sub-meaning in the verse, as the authorities in the Church, and especially the human authorities that are constantly changing, are introduced and recommended to each other. [2599:  BDAG Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “συνίστημι.”]  [2600:  Friberg, Analytical Lexicon, s.v. “συνίστημι.”]  [2601:  Louw and Nida, Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “συνίστημι.”] 

Having an understanding of the lexical range of the word sunistēmi, we are ready to see how it fits into this verse and its context. When the Christian Church started on the Day of Pentecost, Jesus determined what it would take to administer the Church, and then created the positions to get the job done. He then “brought together,” and “appointed” spirit beings and people to fill the positions. He “introduced” and recommended them to each other, and now the authorities in the Church continue to exist and are held together by, and in relation to, him; they are maintained by him. In the case of the humans he placed in authority, such as apostles, prophets, and teachers, he continues to fill those positions generation after generation, continuing to appoint and recommend them to each other. This verse does seem to have a dominant sense of the Church being “maintained” in connection with Christ. As the authorities in the Church stay intimately connected with Christ and as Christ acts as Lord and Head, the Church is ordered, maintained, held together, and moves forward. Christ is the “glue” without which the Church would fall apart. What is a body without its head? In the same way, the Church without Christ is misled, without a foundation (1 Cor. 3:11), falling apart (Col. 1:17), and powerless. We see in verses like Mark 16:17 that Christ’s name carries power, as disciples of Christ are to cast out demons in Jesus’ name.
Col 1:18
“head of the body.” Here in Colossians 1:18, Paul is discussing the Church, mainly how Christ is the head of the Church. In the Trinitarian understanding of Colossians 1:15-17, Paul has been talking about how Jesus created the material universe in the Genesis creation,[footnoteRef:2602] yet, all of a sudden Paul switches to talking about Christ’s role in the Church. However, this understanding misses the correlation between Colossians 1:17 and Colossians 1:18, and how Paul has been talking about Jesus’ supremacy over the New Creation and the Church the whole time (Col. 1:15-20). [2602:  Richard R. Melick, Philippians, Colossians, Philemon [NAC], 217. Melick even goes so far to say that Jesus is the foreman of the construction of the universe.] 

There are a few reasons why we should understand that Paul’s whole discussion in Colossians 1:15-20 relates to the New Creation and the Church. First, Paul has just finished explaining that in Christ all things (in the New Creation, of which the Church is a part) hold together. One might not see the correlation between “all things” being held together and Paul’s metaphor of Christ as the “head” of the Church until we look at Paul’s usage of this metaphor elsewhere in his letters. In Ephesians 1:10 we read, “to unite under one head all things in Christ, the things in the heavens and the things on the earth, in him.” Thus, the concepts of unification (which is very close to the idea of ‘holding together’ in Col. 1:17) and “all things” are directly tied to Christ as the head of the Church, not to Christ as the head of the Genesis creation. Similarly, with Colossians 1:16, the things in the heavens and on the earth are the things united under Christ as the head. Again, the whole context of Ephesians 1 is discussing New Creation concepts such as the Church (Eph. 1:22), salvation (Eph. 1:7, 13), and Christ’s exaltation (Eph. 1:20-22), the Genesis creation is nowhere to be found in Ephesians 1, yet we find the same vocabulary that we have here in Colossians 1:15-20.
In Colossians 2:19 and Ephesians 4:15-16, we find even more evidence for understanding Colossians 1:15-20 to relate to the New Creation. In Colossians 2:19 we read, “and who is not holding fast to the head, from whom the whole body, which is supported and held together by the joints and ligaments, grows…” and likewise in Ephesians 4:15-16 we read, “But speaking the truth in love, we are to grow up in every way into him who is the head, Christ, from whom the whole body, being fitted together and held together by every supporting ligament...” Yet, again, we find that “being held together” has nothing to do with the material creation being held together, but rather the phrase deals with the Church being held together as one body with Christ as the head. Therefore, when we read that Christ holds all things together in Colossians 1:17, we should not interpret it to be referring to the Genesis creation in any way, but speaking of Christ’s unification of the Church as the Head of the Body.
Another reason why we should understand Paul’s whole discussion in Colossians 1:15-20 to relate to the New Creation and the Church, not just Colossians 1:18-20, is because of how Paul describes what things are created. He does not describe plants and animals being created through Christ in Colossians 1:16 but angelic and human positions, namely, Thrones, Dominions, Rulers, and Authorities, all of which are absent from the Genesis creation narrative.
Lastly, the same “all things” in Colossians 1:16 are reconciled to God in Colossians 1:20. Since it is clear from other portions of Scripture that there will be many unreconciled people (Matt. 7:13-14, 23), this cannot mean ‘every person who has ever lived.’ Some things, or people, will not be reconciled. However, all things in the new creation, and in the Church, will be reconciled to God. Thus, we should understand the “all things” in Colossians 1:16 and Colossians 1:17 not to be all things in the material universe, but all things in the New Creation.
[For more on Col. 1:16 as a New Creation passage see commentary on Col. 1:16; For more on the Body of Christ with Christ as the head, see commentary on Eph. 1:23.]
“he is the beginning.” The Greek word “beginning” is archē (#746 ἀρχή), which has several meanings, including, “beginning, origin, or first cause.” There are many events in the Bible that are referred to as the “beginning,” so what the word “beginning” refers to in any given verse depends on the context. Some translators say that Christ was the beginning of the Church before the world began (“the beginning…goes back to creation…”).[footnoteRef:2603] However, there is no reason to connect “beginning” with the creation here, because the context of the verse is speaking about the Christian Church, and his being the firstborn from the dead, which happened just prior to his starting the Church on Pentecost (Acts 2). We need to see “the beginning” here in more general terms. Jesus is the beginning of all that God planned to do to redeem creation. Jesus Christ is the “beginning” of God’s redemption story. Jesus’ resurrection is the foundation upon which our hope rests. Jesus is the beginning of those who will be raised from death to life; he is also the beginning of the age to come. [2603:  Lenski, Colossians, Thessalonians, Timothy, Titus, and Philemon, 62.] 

William Hendriksen gets it right when he writes: “By his triumphant resurrection…Christ laid the foundation for that sanctified life…. This resurrection is also the beginning, principle, or cause of their glorious physical resurrection.”[footnoteRef:2604] [2604:  Hendriksen, New Testament Commentary: Colossians and Philemon, 78.] 

“the firstborn from among the dead.” Jesus Christ is the first person to be raised from the dead to everlasting life. To fully understand this, it is necessary to understand that before the resurrection of Jesus Christ, no one received everlasting life.[footnoteRef:2605] The fact that the Bible calls him the “firstborn” guarantees that there will be others. All those who are saved will be raised from the dead and granted everlasting life. [2605:  See Graeser, Lynn, and Schoenheit, Is There Death After Life?] 

“from among the dead.” The Greek reads, ek tōn nekrōn (ἐκ τῶν νεκρῶν). Scripture teaches that when a person dies, he is dead and in the ground awaiting the resurrection, and since neither the Rapture nor any of the resurrections have occurred yet, everyone who has died is still in the ground awaiting being raised. Jesus, however, was raised, so he was raised “from among” (ek) “the dead people” (tōn nekrōn). For a much more complete explanation of the phrase “from among the dead,” see the commentary on Romans 4:24.
Col 1:19
“fullness.” The Greek is plērōma (#4138 πλήρωμα), and it is used in a variety of ways in the New Testament, generally referring to that which fills something up, or makes something full or complete; and it also can refer to that which is full of something. There is much scholarly discussion about this word. Some scholars take “fullness” as an epithet for God in this verse,[footnoteRef:2606] actually meaning “God in all His fullness.”[footnoteRef:2607] Others note that sometimes the Greeks left “God” out of a sentence when He was clearly understood to be the subject, and thus they add it into the text and say something like the HCSB: “For God was pleased to have all His fullness dwell in Him.” The two ways of handling the verse end up with the same conclusion: that it is the fullness of God that is now in Christ. However, as O’Brien points out, if the plērōma is seen to be the subject, the grammar can be explained easily, and there is no need to supply a subject in the sentence that is not actually stated, nor needed, for as we saw above the word plērōma can refer to God in all His fullness. [2606:  Cf. H. Meyer, Philippians, Colossians, Philemon, 1 and 2 Thessalonians, 273.]  [2607:  Cf. O’Brien, Colossians [WBC], 51.] 

The use of “fullness” here ties this verse in with what God is doing in Christ and in us in Col. 2:9-10, and points out that the fullness of God, “His spirit, word, wisdom, and glory, are displayed” in Christ.[footnoteRef:2608] It also ties in the work and promises of God in the Old Testament, for OT verses such as Jeremiah 23:24 (“Do I not fill heaven and earth?) use either plērōma or related words. Colossians 1:19 is saying that this God who has filled heaven and earth is pleased to fill Christ. [2608:  E. K. Simpson and F. F. Bruce, Ephesians and Colossians [NICNT], 206-07.] 

Col 1:20
“all things.” See commentaries on Colossians 1:16 and 1:18 for why “all things” is a reference to all things in the New Creation.
“his blood that was shed on the cross.” The Greek literally reads, “the blood of his cross,” which is a genitive of relation (“the blood that is related to his cross”). This is the figure metalepsis where Jesus’ “blood” refers to the blood that was shed when he was nailed to the cross, which ultimately then refers to his death upon the cross.
Col 1:21
“And you were once alienated from God.” The Gentiles, “you” (Colossians), were alienated from God, being excluded from the covenants and promises (cf. Eph. 2:12; 4:18). But it also points to the alienation that was experienced by both Jews and Gentiles, because all had followed their own ways.
Col 1:22
“physical body.” In the Greek text the phrase is literally, “the body of his flesh,” and this is the only occurrence of this phrase in the Bible. The phrase emphasizes Christ’s physical nature. The opening of Colossians speaks of things that Jesus accomplished in his fleshly, human body before he was glorified, such as dying on the cross (Col. 1:20), and it also speaks of things he has done in his new, glorified body, such as be the head of the Body of Christ, the church (Col. 1:18). But when Jesus reconciled us to God by his death, he was in his “body of flesh,” and was subject to the same trials and tribulations that we are.
“He has reconciled you by his physical body through his death to present you holy and without blemish and blameless in His presence—if indeed you continue in the faith.” Colossians 1:22-23 are one sentence, and there are two aspects to it: salvation and rewards. But unfortunately in the English versions, the meaning of the verse is not as clear as it could be because the sentence has been broken into two verses, and worse, it has been broken at the wrong place. If the sentence was going to be broken at all, it should have been broken between “death,” and “to present you,” not between “presence” and “if” as the English versions do. The subject of the first part of the sentence is salvation that has already been accomplished for the Christian (“he has reconciled you”). The subject of the last part of the sentence is rewards in the future, and those rewards are based on behavior (“to present you...if indeed you continue”).
The whole sentence is, “But now, in his body of flesh, he has reconciled you by his death [SALVATION] to present you holy and without blemish and blameless in his presence [REWARDS], if indeed you continue in the faith, established and steadfast, and not shifting away from the hope of the good news that you heard, which was preached to all creation under heaven, and of which I, Paul, became a minister.”
The reconciliation we have with God is our salvation; when we are saved we are reconciled and we are not reconciled if we are not saved. But Christ did not die for us with the purpose of our living ungodly and disobedient lives, he died for us so we could live holy and godly lives and earn great rewards in the future, and that is what the last part of the sentence is saying. The whole sentence is saying in essence, “Jesus Christ reconciled you—saved you—by his death, and he did that so he could present you holy and without blemish and blameless in God’s presence (so you will be rewarded), and you will be blameless if you continue in the faith without shifting away from it.”
In Colossians 1:22-23, being “holy,” “without blemish,” and “blameless” before God are not gifts or spiritual attributes that God gives believers when they become saved; they are Christian characteristics based on behavior. In this context, “holy” refers to being holy by virtue of obeying God, not “holy” based on being saved (cf. 1 Pet. 1:15-16, “Be holy because I am holy”). In the Administration of Grace (Eph. 3:2), when a person gets born again, their salvation is permanent. Christians are guaranteed to be with Christ in the future. However, rewards given to believers in the future Kingdom of Christ are not guaranteed but are earned. The fact that being holy, without blemish, and blameless before God are attributes that we have by virtue of our godly behavior is why Colossians 1:23 says that we will be presented holy and blameless “if indeed you continue in the faith, established and steadfast, and not being moved away from the hope….”
The basic concepts of being “holy” and “blameless” occur together a number of times in the New Testament, although different Greek words for the idea of “holy” and “blameless” are used. Although sometimes the context shows that “holy and blameless” are used for the inherent spiritual holiness of the believer due to the work of Christ, more often the context is about the believer maintaining a holy and blameless walk in their Christian life.
For example, in Ephesians 1:4 the major emphasis in the text is the Christian being inherently holy and blameless because of the work of Christ. In contrast, in Philippians 2:14-15, which says the Christian is to be blameless and “pure” (akeraios; pure or unmixed), the context is clearly about Christian behavior: “Do all things without grumbling or arguing, so that you are blameless and pure, children of God without blemish in the midst of a crooked and twisted generation.” That is the same with 1 Thessalonians 2:10, which says, “You are witnesses, and God also, how purely [hosios] and righteously and blamelessly we conducted ourselves among you.”
The context of Colossians 1:22 shows that “holy and blameless” is about the Christian walk, not about Christian salvation. The most important evidence is the sentence of Colossians 1:22-23 itself, which says that Christ reconciled us to God, “to present you holy and without blemish and blameless in his presence, if indeed you continue in the faith.” The straightforward reading of that text is that the Christian is holy and blameless “if” they continue in the faith, that is, continue their obedient Christian lifestyle. Furthermore, the sentence shows that Christ died for a greater purpose than believers just receiving everlasting life. While everlasting life itself is wonderful, Jesus did not die for that alone—he did not die just so people could live forever but behave any way they wanted. Jesus died to help fulfill God’s plan to have a family of wonderful children who loved and obeyed Him, and so Christ also died “to present you holy and without blemish and blameless,” which would depend on the believers living godly lives. A godly Christian lifestyle will result in great rewards in the future.
Colossians 1:22-23 is not about a Christian losing their salvation. Christians do not lose their salvation if they fail to “continue in the faith, established and steadfast, and not shifting away from the hope of the Good News.” No Christian has to hold steady on the hope of the Good News and remain “established” and “steadfast” in the Faith in order to be saved. In the 2,000 years since Christ lived, huge numbers of Christians started out strong in the Faith but were somehow deeply wounded in their life or gave in to the cares of life and stopped living the holy and blameless Christian walk. Those Christians were still saved, not because they were saved in the first place by being “established” and “steadfast” and having a firm grip on the hope, but because they were saved by grace by trusting Christ, and they do not lose their salvation by not being “steadfast” in their Christian walk.
Colossians 1:22-23 is also not about a Christian being inherently “holy and blameless,” that is, in their spiritual nature. Occasionally the Greek word ei (“if”), the first word in Colossians 1:23, can have the meaning “since,” and it has been suggested by some that it has that meaning here. In that case, the sentence would read, “since indeed you continue in the faith.” But the meaning “since” would not fit in the context or scope of Colossians, especially given what we know happened to the church at Colossae. When Paul penned Colossians, the church in Colossae was having some deep troubles. We know those troubles continued because by the time Paul wrote 2 Timothy, which was at most only five or six years after he wrote Colossians from prison, they had abandoned Paul and his teachings. Paul wrote in 2 Timothy, “This you know, that all who are in the province of Asia turned away from me” (2 Tim. 1:15), and Colossae was in Asia.
The troubles in the church at Colossae are reflected in Colossians. For example, Colossians 1:9-10 says Paul was praying for the church “so that you walk in a manner worthy of the Lord, fully pleasing to him, bearing fruit.” Paul encouraged the church to walk in the Lord (Col. 2:6). Some of the church was in danger of losing rewards (the “prize”) by worshiping things like angels and not holding fast to the head, Jesus Christ (Col. 2:18-19). Some of the church was submitting to fleshly regulations (Col. 2:20-23). Paul encouraged the church to put away sinful things, saying, “now you too must put away all these things: anger, rage, malice, defaming speech, obscene language out of your mouth…” (Co. 3:5-9). In light of the straightforward reading of Colossians 1:22-23, and where the church at Colossae was in their walk, and since Paul spoke about rewards in the Epistle (cf. Col. 2:18; 3:24), the evidence shows that Colossians 1:22-23 is speaking about “holy and blameless” as behaviors, not spiritual attributes. Paul would not have written, “since indeed you continue in the Faith” because the Colossians were having trouble continuing in the Faith. Colossians 1:22-23 is saying that the Colossian Christians will be presented holy and blameless on Judgment Day “if” they continue in the Faith. Sadly, based on what Paul wrote to Timothy, the believers in Colossae did not overcome their problems, but were overcome by them and abandoned Paul.
God wants His people—those who have been reconciled to him by the death of Christ—to live blamelessly and receive a rich reward (2 Pet. 1:5-11). But at the Judgment people will be rewarded based on how they have “built” on the foundation of Christ, and if anyone’s work is totally burned up they will enter the Kingdom with nothing—but they themselves will still be saved (1 Cor. 3:11-15). Being a Christian but living an unholy and blameworthy life is certainly sinful and not what God wants for us, but sin does not cause a Christian to become unsaved; Christ’s death paid for human sin and reconciled us to God. Being a Christian and living a sinful life will cost a person rewards they could have had in the future Kingdom of Christ. Christians who are comfortable disobeying God in this life will see things clearly on the Day of Judgment and will be ashamed of how they have behaved, but they will still be saved (1 John 2:28; see commentary on 1 John 2:28).
[For more on the Administration of Grace see commentary on Eph. 3:2. For more on Christian salvation, see Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation,” and see the commentary on 1 Pet. 1:3. For more on rewards and punishments in the Millennial Kingdom, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10. For more on the word “holy,” and how it can refer to either being spiritually holy in the sight of God or “holy” in one’s behavior, see commentary on Phil. 1:1, “holy.”]
“without blemish.” See commentary on Ephesians 1:4.
“in His presence.” The “His” is referring to God the Father, which can be seen by looking at the immediate context and how Paul uses this terminology in his other Epistles. In the context, unbelievers were once alienated from God (Col. 1:21), not from Jesus. That is the issue, humanity’s alienation from God. Thus, Jesus’ atonement which reconciles us, does not reconcile us back to Jesus but back to the Father, from whom we were alienated. So, it becomes evident that the goal is to get back to God. Therefore, when we arrive at Colossians 1:22 and Paul teaches that we have been reconciled and without blemish, the question is, to whom? In the context, we were alienated from God and therefore, that is also who we have been reconciled to, through the death of Jesus (Col. 1:22).
Very similar language is used in Ephesians 1:4 where God chose believers to be, “without blemish in his presence,” and the subject is clearly God (Eph. 1:3). Likewise, Jude 1:24-25 reads, “Now to him who is able to guard you from stumbling and cause you to stand in the presence of his glory without blemish… to the only God.” It is God’s presence that we will stand before without blemish, because we have been reconciled through the death and resurrection of Jesus.
Col 1:23
“if indeed you continue in the faith.” Christian salvation is permanent; it is a gift and is not earned, and it is given to those who confess Christ as Lord and believe God raised him from the dead (Rom. 10:9). In contrast to salvation, rewards are earned and given to those who have lived godly and obedient lives. Christ “reconciled us” (saved us; Col. 1:22) in order to be able to present us to God “holy, without blemish, and blameless.” If we are thankful for the salvation—the reconciliation that we have—and continue steadfastly in the faith without shifting from the Hope and live godly and obedient lives, then indeed Christ will be able to present us “holy and without blemish and blameless” as Colossians 1:22 says. But if we live ungodly and self-centered lives, then although our salvation is secure, Christ will not be able to present us holy and blameless to God.
[For more about rewards and loss of rewards in the future, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10. For more about salvation, see Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation.”]
Col 1:24
“Now I rejoice.” This is an amazing statement. It reveals Paul’s attitude toward what he was suffering and shows that his ultimate mission was to please the Lord and love people. We must remember that when Paul penned Colossians, he had been unjustly accused and was under house arrest and chained to a Roman soldier. He had been a prisoner for at least three years and likely more, the first two being in Caesarea in Israel. His example reminds us that rejoicing is a matter of personal decision, not a matter of circumstances. Thus, Scripture commands us, “Rejoice in the Lord always. Again I will say it: rejoice! (Phil. 4:4).
“my sufferings.” The Greek text reads “the sufferings,” but Paul is referring to his own sufferings.
“I am taking my turn to fill up what is lacking in regard to the afflictions of Christ for the sake of his body, which is the church.” Colossians 1:24 is about forgiveness and the debt caused by sin that forgiveness releases, or “pays for.” This verse has engendered much theological discussion—there are at least five different major theological opinions about what it is saying, and we will say something about them at the end of this commentary entry. However, one of them deserves mention now, and that is that a few theologians have taught that Colossians 1:24 is saying that we Christians participate in the saving and redeeming work of Jesus Christ. That is not the case. The “lacking” is not in the redemption and salvation Jesus accomplished; rather it refers to a “lack” in paying for the ongoing sin in the world, and we can help decrease the lack by paying for sins that people commit against us by lovingly forgiving them.
Colossians 1:24 is complex, so we must work to understand the entire verse and see how it fits within the scope of Scripture. As was stated briefly above, Paul is not saying that Christian suffering helps to pay for the redemption and salvation of others. Many places in the New Testament show that our salvation and redemption was fully paid for by Jesus Christ, including other verses in this very chapter of Colossians (cf. Col. 1:13-14, 22; Rom. 3:24; 1 Cor. 1:30; Gal. 3:13; Eph. 1:7; 1 Thess. 5:9; 2 Tim. 2:10; Heb. 5:9; 9:12). However, although Jesus Christ paid for our salvation, there is still sin in the world and that sin is still creating a debt and causing suffering.
An excellent question is, “How could there still be sin if Christ paid the price for sin?” To understand that, it helps us to understand the time gap between when the price is paid for something, and when the purchase is fully completed. When it comes to covenants, we understand that there is often a time gap between when a covenant is made and when the covenant promises are fulfilled. For example, God made a covenant with Abraham and said He would give him the Promised Land (Gen. 13:15), but although some 4,000 years have passed, that covenant has not yet been fulfilled. Nevertheless, it will be fulfilled when Jesus comes back and sets up his kingdom on earth.
In a similar way, there is a time gap between when Jesus paid for sin and the future age when suffering and death will be no more. During this time gap, there is still plenty of sin, and that sin still hurts people and needs to be paid for. Christians can help ease the suffering on earth by “paying for” the sins of others—not to get them saved, but to remove their sin from the world so that it won’t stay part of the sin cycle and thus hurt others.
The time gap between Jesus’ payment for sin and the complete end of sin and suffering is one reason the “prophetic perfect” idiom is used in the New Testament. The “prophetic perfect” is primarily an idiom that occurs in Semitic languages, but it also sometimes occurs in New Testament Greek. The prophetic perfect idiom occurs when a future event is written about as if it had already happened, and the purpose of the idiom is to emphasize the fact that the event will absolutely happen; it is not in doubt. For example, the prophetic perfect idiom explains why some verses in the New Testament say that “salvation,” “redemption,” “adoption” and “glorification” are accomplished realities, but other verses say those things are still future.
When it comes to things like our salvation and redemption, we must understand that they have been paid for by Christ, but have not been given to us in fullness yet. Our salvation and redemption resemble the presents for a child’s birthday party: the presents have already been bought and wrapped, but because the birthday has not come yet, the child is still waiting to receive them. We live in the time gap between when Christ paid for our “presents,” i.e., our salvation and redemption, and when they will be given to us in full. Similarly, we live in the time gap between when Jesus paid for sin and the future time when suffering, and death will be no more. Right now we still live in “this present evil age” (Gal. 1:4), when the Devil is the god of this age (2 Cor. 4:4) and there is an abundance of sin.
Jesus knew his own suffering and death would not stop sin and suffering. He tried to prepare his followers for the suffering that they would endure, and the New Testament shows that Christians will suffer (cf. Matt. 10:25; John 15:18; Acts 9:16; 14:22; Rom. 8:18; Gal. 6:17; 1 Thess. 3:3-4). So when we read the phrase, “what is lacking in regard to the afflictions of Christ” in Colossians 1:24, we need to realize that the “lack” is not referring to Christ’s finished work of paying for our redemption or salvation, but rather to the lack of payment for the sin and suffering that are still going on in the time gap between when Christ paid for the sins of the world and when suffering and death will be finally done away with. There is, still to this day, sin and suffering which immediately occur as the result of sin that Christ’s sacrifice did not take away. For example, when we are lied to, we are hurt by that sin, which is something Christ’s sacrifice did not take away.
One truth we must recognize in order to correctly understand Colossians 1:24 is that Jesus is still suffering; he suffers when his Body suffers—in fact when anyone suffers. Jesus’ suffering did not end when he died on the cross. There are quite a few verses that testify to his continued suffering. For example, when Paul was persecuting the Church, he was persecuting Christ himself, and Christ said to him, “Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me?” (Acts 9:4). Then, after Paul became a Christian and began to participate in the sufferings of Christ, he wrote to the Corinthians that the sufferings of Christ abundantly overflowed into his own life (2 Cor. 1:5). Later, Paul wrote that he wanted to share in the sufferings of Christ (Phil. 3:10), and Peter also wrote that we believers share in the suffering of Christ (1 Pet. 4:13). Jesus is so connected to his Body that he suffers and “groans” because of all the sin and evil on earth (Rom. 8:26; cf. Rom. 8:18, 22; and see commentary on Rom. 8:26).
Another truth we must recognize in order to correctly understand Colossians 1:24 is that when a person sins, it creates a debt that must be paid. It was during and after the Babylonian Captivity that the Jews began to commonly think of sin as creating a debt, and we see that in the New Testament. For example, the Lord’s Prayer in Matthew 6:12 reads, “and forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors,” but in Luke 11:4 it reads, “And forgive us our sins, for we ourselves also forgive everyone who is indebted to us.” These verses are not teaching a different message; in the Aramaic language that the Jews began to speak during the Babylonian Captivity, and which was commonly spoken by many Jews at the time of Christ, the word for “sin” also meant “debt,” so sin was commonly thought of as being a debt. It is likely that Jesus was speaking Aramaic when he prayed the Lord’s Prayer, and Matthew, the most Jewish of the Four Gospels, translated the Aramaic word as “debt,” while Luke, which has a more Greek flavor, translated it as “sin.” We also see sin being equated with debt in the Parable of the Unforgiving Servant (Matt. 18:23-25).
When a person sins against another, from God’s viewpoint it is the person who has sinned who owes the debt. But in real life, often the sinner either cannot pay the cost of his sin or refuses to pay it. The financial cost of sin is the easy part to pay for, but even that is seldom completely paid for by the one who sinned. For example, if a woman’s purse is stolen and it costs her hundreds of dollars and dozens of hours to replace everything, who “pays” for that sin? If a man is falsely accused of murder and is put in prison and it takes him years to prove his innocence and rebuild his life, who pays for that sin? If a little girl crossing the road is hit by a drunk driver and is crippled for life, who pays for that sin? In real life, it is the people who are sinned against who regularly have to bear the mental, physical, emotional, and financial cost for the sin.
At the most fundamental level, sin is always paid for by forgiveness. When we were unsaved, we all were sinners and incurred the debt that our sin created, but Jesus paid for our sin by forgiving us and dying in our place. But in our day-to-day life, people sin against us, and when it comes to those sins we have the opportunity to be like Christ. When a person sins against us (and technically owes the debt of sin), we can pay the debt by forgiving them. Our paying the debt for someone else’s sin by forgiving them does not pay for their salvation, but it does keep their sin from causing us to sin by being angry, bitter, seeking revenge, etc., and thus adding more sin to the sin cycle.
We have all seen how the “sin cycle” works: One person sins against another, who then gets hurt and angry and sins against someone else, who sins against someone else, who sins against someone else, and the “sin cycle” goes on and on. A husband screams at his wife, who is then angry with the children, who then have a bad attitude and talk back to the teacher in school, who then punishes the whole class, so an angry student scratches a car in the parking lot—and the sin, affliction, and suffering goes on and on.
How can we stop the sin cycle? It stops when some godly person like Paul decides to “fill up what is lacking” and “pays” for the sin by forgiving it. In Paul’s case, he suffered a lot as a Roman prisoner and could have “passed that sin along” by being angry, bitter, and nasty to the people around him, rather than “paying” for it by forgiving it. When a person forgives, he is like Paul who said he was “taking my turn to complete in my flesh the things that are lacking of the afflictions of Christ.” It should go without saying that when it comes to absorbing and forgiving the sins of others, and thus “paying” for them, all the principles of forgiveness we learn from the rest of Scripture apply: we walk in wisdom and are not just “walked on” because we are Christians. In some circumstances we may even seek justice concerning those who sinned against us—but in the end, we will have to forgive from the heart to truly “pay” the price for sin and end our suffering (“affliction”) and the associated “afflictions” of Jesus Christ.
The idea of taking our turn to complete the afflictions of Christ may be new to many people since it is not often taught from that perspective, but the realization that we have to pay for the sins people commit against us is not at all new; everyone is aware of it. It is safe to say that every Christian has been sinned against and has had to “pay” for that sin, thus personally experiencing “the things that are lacking of the afflictions of Christ.” It is because of the huge amount of sin in the world, and the realization that those sins need to be forgiven in order for people to have joy and peace, that churches spend so much time teaching on forgiveness and the need to forgive others.
Sadly, however, many times people cannot bring themselves to forgive, or they say that they forgave someone but are actually still angry and bitter. We understand why: sin hurts, it is not fair, it creates a debt that must be paid, and sometimes the sinner seems to “get away with it” with no justice being done at all. Forgiveness often seems like just getting walked on and letting go of justice. But we must remember that we “walked on” Christ and yet were freely forgiven. Furthermore, we will be rewarded in the Future Kingdom when we obey God. The antidote to being angry and bitter when the world treats us badly is to be totally willing to be like Christ and to suffer for the sins of others so that the cycle of sin ends at our door.
Also, we must have the right heart to forgive and “pay for” the cost of someone else’s sin. We must not be smug and think that while we might be paying for someone else’s sin now, they will eventually pay dearly for it on Judgment Day. Our prayer must be that the sinner will repent and ask God to forgive them, at which time He absolutely will (1 John 1:9).
If we can genuinely love others and forgive, keeping in mind that we will be rewarded for forgiving the injustices done to us, then we can do what Jesus said to do and rejoice in our suffering. Jesus said, “Blessed are you when people reproach you, and persecute you, and say all kinds of evil things against you falsely for my sake. Rejoice, and be exceedingly glad, for great is your reward in heaven (Matt. 5:11-12). “Blessed are you when people hate you, and when they exclude you, and reproach you, and reject your name as evil on account of the Son of Man. Rejoice in that day and leap for joy, for look, your reward is great in heaven” (Luke 6:22-23).
Paul managed to do what Jesus said to do: he “rejoiced” in what he suffered, and said he wanted to share in the sufferings of Christ (Col. 1:24; Phil. 3:10). He did that by realizing that Jesus and many others were still suffering, and the only way to stop the affliction caused by sin was to willingly pay for it and let it go. Paul wanted to stop the suffering caused by sin because he loved his fellow Christians and did not want them to suffer. He wrote, “I do this for the sake of his Body, which is the Church” (Col. 1:24). He also did it because he knew that in the Future Kingdom, he would be rewarded for his obedience and sacrifice (1 Cor. 3:8, 14; 9:17; Col. 3:24; cf. Heb. 11:26 concerning Moses). Paul knew his suffering completed that which was lacking of the afflictions of Christ and stopped the sin cycle, so he wrote: “Bless those who persecute you—bless them, don’t curse them! (Rom. 12:14 CJB), and “Why not rather be wronged? Why not rather be defrauded?” (1 Cor. 6:7), and also, “…as the Lord has forgiven you, so you also must forgive” (Col. 3:13 ESV).
Some good news about our suffering and completing the afflictions of Christ in our bodies is that it is mercifully short. Unlike Christ, who has been suffering along with his Body, the Church, for the last 2,000 years, we are only asked to sacrifice and suffer for a short time—our lifetime. Then, when we die, other godly men and women take their turn carrying the cross and sacrificially suffering and paying for the sin of others. Colossians 1:24 expresses this fact when it says we take our turn to complete what is lacking in Christ’s afflictions. The Greek word that the REV translates as the phrase “am taking my turn to complete” is antanaplēroō (#466 ἀνταναπληρόω), a double compound verb (anti-ana-plēroō), and it only occurs here in the New Testament. It means, “to fill up in turn”;[footnoteRef:2609] “take one’s turn in filling up something; fill up on one’s part, supplement.”[footnoteRef:2610] [2609:  Thayer, Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “ἀνταναπληρόω.”]  [2610:  BDAG Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “ἀνταναπληρόω.”] 

Scholars are divided as to whether antanaplēroō in this context means “to take one’s turn in filling up,” or simply “to supplement.” We feel the scope of Scripture and the fact that believers have been “passing the baton” of suffering from one generation to the next for millennia supports the lexical understanding of the verb as meaning “am taking my turn.” We believe that R. C. H. Lenski understands the meaning of the verse when he translates it, “filling up in my turn what is lacking of the afflictions of Christ”;[footnoteRef:2611] and see John Lightfoot’s defense of the idea of filling up one’s turn.[footnoteRef:2612] [2611:  Lenski, St. Paul’s Epistles to the Colossians, 72-74.]  [2612:  J. B. Lightfoot, St. Paul’s Epistles to the Colossians and Thessalonians, 164-67.] 

Taking one’s own turn in filling up what is lacking of the afflictions of Christ is something that every believer is privileged to do. Christ suffered and is still suffering, but for the rest of us, we are born, have the opportunity to “take our turn” suffering, and then die, at which point other Christians have the opportunity to take their turns suffering and paying for sin and thus completing in themselves that which is lacking of the afflictions of Christ.
We now turn our attention to the phrase “in my flesh.” Paul wrote that he was taking his turn to complete “in my flesh” the things that are lacking of the afflictions of Christ. Jesus suffered horribly “in the flesh” when he was here on earth and he is still suffering when people suffer. But today Jesus suffers in that he mentally and emotionally hurts for people who are hurt, he is not hurt “in the flesh” in the same way we are. No one can steal Jesus’ money or property, beat him up, rape him, or harm him “in the flesh.” But those kinds of horrible sins happen “in the flesh.” to God’s people every day. When we forgive and thus “pay for” the sins of others, we complete in “our flesh” the things that are lacking of the afflictions of Christ.
It is not easy or fun to be undeservingly sinned against, and it takes great love to be willing to suffer, absorb the cost of the sins of others, and forgive. But those people who make that commitment reap great rewards both in this life and the next. In this life, forgiveness is the only real way to deal with sin so that we don’t become angry, bitter, resentful, and harbor a desire for revenge. In the next life, we will reap rewards for our loving sacrifice (Matt. 5:12; Luke 6:23).
Historically, there have been some major ways that Colossians 1:24 has been explained. We have already covered one of them, which was that we Christians help accomplish the salvation and redemption of Christ. That has now been abandoned by almost everyone, and we have shown from Scripture why it cannot be correct. Another explanation, one that also has been largely abandoned, is that the phrase “the afflictions of Christ” is an objective genitive, meaning “for the sake of Christ.” This would make the verse say that Paul was suffering for the sake of Christ. While that explanation is appealing because our suffering for the sake of Christ is commonly understood, it does not effectively deal with the vocabulary in the verse and what the verse actually says. How was there any “lack” in people’s suffering for Christ, and how could Paul “fill” any such lack?
A third view, somewhat similar to the second, was that the phrase “afflictions of Christ” was a genitive of quality, and thus had the essence of “afflictions that were similar to Christ’s.” But that interpretation has the same problem as mentioned above: how was there any “lack” in people’s suffering for Christ, and how could Paul “fill” any such lack?
A fourth view is that Paul and Christ are inseparably joined in a spiritual way (cf. Rom. 6:3-6; Gal. 2:20) and that what Christ experienced, Paul experienced. But the verses that speak about being joined to Christ apply to the whole Church, not just to Paul, while Paul writes that what he was suffering was for the sake of the Church, not specifically for Christ. Furthermore, if Colossians 1:24 is speaking of the mystical union between Christ and Paul or Christ and the Church, what happened to one would happen to the other, so how could there be any “lack,” and again, how could Paul fill it?
A fifth view sees the vocabulary in this verse as being similar to Jewish apocalyptic literature and postulates that there is a set amount of afflictions that Christ and his Body will suffer between now and the Second Coming, and that there is lack in completing that affliction, and when it is complete then the Lord will return. Thus Paul’s suffering completed some of that lack. However, although the vocabulary in Colossians 1:24 is similar in some respects to Jewish apocalyptic literature, there is no indication in Scripture that the Lord’s return is based upon any set amount of suffering that has to be fulfilled.
To us, sin is abundant in the world, Christ and people are being afflicted by it, and there is a lack of payment for it, which is one reason the sin cycle is rampant all over the world. When Christians forgive, we help supply, or fill up, what is lacking of the afflictions of Christ, and our primary motivation to cover the cost of sin and forgive it is that we want to obey Christ; thus we love others and do this for their sake. Also, we know that we will be rewarded for our obedience and sacrifice just as Christ was rewarded for his (Phil. 2:7-8).
[For more on Christ’s kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on sin being thought of as a debt, see commentary on 1 John 1:7, “sin.” For more on the prophetic perfect idiom, see commentaries on Eph. 2:6 and 2:8.]
“for the sake of his body.” When a person makes the decision to “pay for” the sins of another and forgive that person, it removes sin from the sin cycle on earth and blesses God and mankind. In Paul’s case, when he penned Colossians, he was a prisoner of Rome, chained to a Roman soldier, sinned against, and unjustly treated because of his testimony for Christ. He said he was “taking my turn to fill up what is lacking in regard to the afflictions of Christ, for the sake of his body, which is the Church.” So Paul was suffering for the sake of the Church.
Paul could have minimized his troubles by never speaking of Christ, but that would have been disobeying the Lord and nullifying his commission as an apostle. There is a lesson here for all of us. The Bible says that “all those who want to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted” (2 Tim. 3:12). On an individual level, all of us can minimize the persecution we experience by not testifying to others—by words or actions—about Christ or godly living. However, the very nature of the world is to hate, and the “thief” (the Devil and his followers) only comes to steal, kill, and destroy (John 10:10). If we don’t do our best to represent God, we may spare ourselves some trouble here on earth; but by not resisting evil we will actually be contributing to the sin and suffering in the world. Furthermore, we will lose out on the rewards we could have gained in the Future Kingdom if we had been better ambassadors for Christ (2 Cor. 5:20).
Col 1:26
“the sacred secret.” The REV translates the Greek word mustērion (#3466 μυστήριον) as “sacred secret” because that is what mustērion actually refers to: a secret in the religious or sacred realm.
[For more information on the “Sacred Secret” and the Administration of Grace, see commentary on Eph. 3:9.]
Col 1:27
“sacred secret.” The REV translates the Greek word mustērion (#3466 μυστήριον) as “sacred secret” because that is what mustērion actually refers to: a secret in the religious or sacred realm.
“Christ in you.” See also Romans 8:10-11; 2 Cor. 13:5; Gal. 4:19.
[For more information on the “Sacred Secret” and the Administration of Grace, see commentary on Eph. 3:9.]
Col 1:29
“And I am laboring for that goal.” The verse opens with the Greek phrase eis ho, “toward which,” that implies movement toward an end of some kind; toward a goal. Thus the NET version has, “Toward this goal,” a very clear translation. Although the Greek text has the opening phrase in the order, “For that goal I am laboring,” it seemed to read much better in English to say, “I am laboring for that goal.” The Moffatt Bible also follows that word order. Paul’s “goal” was to present every Christian mature in Christ (Col. 1:28). This shows that every Christian should want to be mature in Christ, not just “saved.” It is sometimes said in Christianity, “Isn’t salvation the important thing?” Salvation is important, and indeed, the foundation of the Christian life. However, we should never stop there. We should always press on to personal maturity in Christ, and help others get there also.
“striving.” The Greek is agōnizomai (#75 ἀγωνίζομαι, pronounced äg-ō-'need-zo-my), and it means to contend in the gymnastic games; to contend with adversaries, or “fight”; to contend or struggle with difficulties and dangers; to strive to obtain something. Paul uses it to refer to the great struggle he was in to move God’s causes forward in the world. Paul mentions this “struggle” a few times in Colossians 1:29 and 4:12 (agōnizomai); and in Col. 2:1 (agōn). Although many versions use “strive” or “fight,” and these are not bad translations, the spiritual fight we are in involves a struggle both externally and internally. We struggle with our flesh to continually and faithfully obey God, and we struggle against the world to accomplish God’s purposes.
“with His strength.” The full nuance of the meaning of the Greek text is hard to capture in a single English translation. There are two primary ways that Colossians 1:29 is translated in the English versions. One way is represented well by the CSB: “I labor for this, striving with his strength that works powerfully in me.” In this translation of the text, which is similar to the REV, the Greek word energeia (ἐνέργεια) is translated in a way that brings out the strength and energy that God provides the believer when they are doing the will of God, and “strength, energy, power” is a primary meaning of energeia. Paul was striving to do the will of God, and God was providing strength to help him accomplish the work.
The other way of translating energeia focuses on God’s “working” in believers. This translation of the text is represented in the LSB: “For this purpose I also labor, striving according to His working, which He works in me in power.” By translating energeia as “working,” the translators open the door to a much broader spectrum of help that God can provide than just “strength.” So, for example, when Paul says that he strives “according to His [God’s] working,” God’s “working” would include providing strength, providing guidance, and working in Paul’s circumstances to help Paul accomplish what God wanted Paul to do. This is similar to the idea in Philippians 2:13, where Paul wrote, “It is God who is working in you both to want to do, and to do, his good pleasure.” Paul did work in alignment with the way God was working, i.e., “according to His working.” But at the same time, while the translation “working” allows for a more general description of God’s activity, the translation “strength” focuses on the more immediate needs of Paul and how God was empowering him to carry out his mission of bringing the good news to the Gentiles.
 
Colossians Chapter 2
Col 2:1
“Indeed.” The Greek word is gar (#1063 γάρ), which is most often translated “for,” but it does not have to indicate cause or reason, and it does not here. It can also be a marker of clarification or even of inference. In this case, it continues and clarifies the subject of the struggling which Paul speaks of in Col. 1:29, and continues in Col. 2:1. Some versions, such as the NIV and William’s translation of the New Testament, do not even translate the gar, starting 2:1 with, “I want,” while Cassirer’s translation, God’s New Covenant, also has “And indeed.”
“striving.” The Greek noun is agōn (#73 ἀγων), and it means a contest or competition, or to struggle, fight, or contend in a competition. A very literal rendition of the Greek in this verse would be: “Indeed, I want you to know how great a striving I am having for you,” but that can be somewhat confusing, which is why versions such as the NIV and NRSV have, “I am struggling for you.” In Col. 1:29 Paul was struggling and striving to do the will of God, and in Col. 2:1 he was striving on behalf of the people of Colossae and Laodicea. This is an amazing statement in light of the fact that Paul was under arrest and chained to a Roman guard in a house in Rome because it shows how selfless Paul was and that even in that deplorable condition he was focused on how he could help others. He helped by laboring in prayer, by writing letters, and by encouraging and directing the people who came to see him.
“for that goal.” The phrase is supplied in order to help indicate to the reader that the context is being carried forward from Col. 1:28-29 (there were no chapters in the original text, the thought carried on from sentence to sentence). The goal, as expressed in Colossians 1:28, is “so that we can present everyone mature in Christ.” If believers are mature in Christ, not only will they live forever, but they will have rich rewards when Christ returns. Also, they will have the best life possible in this life in their given situation. For example, Paul wrote Colossians from a Roman prison, but while he was there—not a desirable situation at all—he wrote “I have learned to be content in whatever circumstances I am in. I know what it is to have little, and I also know what it is to have an abundance. In any and every situation I have learned the secret to being content, whether well fed or hungry, whether in abundance or in need. I have strength for all situations in union with him who empowers me” (Phil. 4:11-13).
Col 2:2
“so that their hearts will be encouraged.” Paul was a prisoner in Rome, but he was very focused on how he could help other people (see commentary on Col. 2:1).
“the riches of full assurance that comes from understanding.” The Greek is “full assurance of understanding,” but the genitive “of” is a genitive of origin, and means that the full assurance originates from or comes from understanding. When we understand spiritual things, such as who God is, who Christ is, what they offer, how to be saved, and what our hope is, then we can have the riches of full assurance. Far too many believers don’t really understand spiritual realities. They may have been mistaught (there is certainly a lot of wrong teaching in Christianity today), or they may not have taken any time to study and learn, but in any case, they don’t understand spiritual truths and so they don’t have any true assurance about spiritual things, including their own future. With understanding come the riches of full assurance.
“the sacred secret of God—Christ.” The translation “sacred secret” is from the Greek word mustērion (#3466 μυστήριον) and is translated as “sacred secret” because the word mustērion refers to a secret in the religious or sacred realm. The Greeks had a word for a regular “secret,” which was kruptos (#2927 κρυπτός, cf. 1 Cor. 14:25), but they had a different word for a “secret” that pertained to the religious or sacred realm: mustērion.
Colossians 2:2 is occasionally used to show that “Christ” is a “mystery of God,” i.e., that Christ is part of a Trinity and both fully God and fully human, and thus a “mystery.” But the Greek word mustērion (#3466 μυστήριον) does not mean “mystery” in the sense of something that cannot be understood or comprehended by a person’s mind. In the Greek culture, a mustērion was a “secret” in the religious or sacred realm that was hidden but then revealed. When used in a Christian context, as Paul is doing, it refers to a “secret” that God did not reveal until He was ready for people to know and understand it. Once revealed, God’s “sacred secret” was known and understood. We can see this definition right in the context where Colossians 1:26-27 states that the “sacred secret” (mustērion) had been hidden in ages past but now was revealed by God to His “holy ones” (i.e., believers) because God wanted to “make known to them” what they had in Christ. Thus, translating mustērion as “mystery” would result in a misunderstanding of the verse, and then saying that Christ is a mystery just compounds the error.
In studying the ancient manuscripts, it becomes apparent that this verse was a subject of hot debate early in the Christian era as there is ample evidence from the Greek manuscripts that scribes changed the text to fit their theology. Bruce Metzger writes, “The close of Colossians 2:2 presents what is, at first, a bewildering variety of readings; the manuscripts present fifteen different conclusions of the phrase.”[footnoteRef:2613] Despite the many variant readings in this verse, there is wide agreement among modern scholars that the original Greek text read tou mustēriou tou theou Christou—but the exact translation and meaning of that phrase is still debated. [2613:  Bruce Metzger, The Text of the New Testament, 236.] 

A good reason that we know verse 2 is not saying that Christ is a “mystery” in the sense of a mysterious God-man and the second person of a Trinity is that Colossians 1:26 says that the mustērion (“secret”) was at one time“hidden for ages and generations, but now has been revealed to his holy ones.” But according to Trinitarians, Christ is still a “mystery”—that is, who Christ is with two natures as a God-man remains an unexplainable mystery. But if God revealed the mustērion, then why should it still be considered a “mystery”?
The fact that the “sacred secret” in Colossians 2:2 was something previously hidden but is now revealed cannot be overemphasized if we are to correctly interpret the verse. The Trinity was and is a mystery. It is incomprehensible. In contrast, Christ, God’s chosen and anointed one, was not “hidden” in the Old Testament or the Gospels. However, the full impact and reality of what Christ would accomplish according to God’s will was not fully known. Paul makes this especially clear in 1 Corinthians 2:7-8, where he says, “But we speak God’s wisdom that was kept in a sacred secret, and that has been hidden, which God decided in advance before the ages for our glory, which none of the rulers of this age knew, for had they known it, they would not have crucified the Lord of glory.” The wisdom of God’s plan in Christ was “hidden” in the past. Not even the “rulers of this age” knew about what God had planned with regard to Christ.
In contrast to the Trinity, there is a “secret” in the New Testament that is clearly set forth in the Church Epistles, the books written by Paul. The word “mustērion” is used to refer to the “administration of the grace of God” in which we are living now, and the secrets that were part of that grace. Ephesians 3:2-3 reads, “surely you have heard of the administration of the grace of God that was given to me for you, and that the sacred secret [mustērion] was made known to me by revelation, as I have already written about briefly.” When Colossians refers to “the sacred secret,” it is referring to the secrets that were part of the grace that was hidden before the foundation of the world but God has given and revealed to the Church today (cf. Eph. 3:2-9; Col. 1:27; 1 Cor. 2:9). Ephesians 3:6 says, “that in union with Christ Jesus and through the good news, the Gentiles are fellow heirs and fellow members of the body and fellow partakers of the promise.” Those who are “in union with Christ Jesus” are part of his Body, the Body of Christ, which is the fullness of what Christ did in melding together Jews and Gentiles into one group. That was indeed a sacred secret. It was hidden for ages, but now has been revealed to and understood by the apostles (like Paul) who wrote these details so that we might know the richness of the secret that God planned long ago but has now come to pass. Christ and his accomplished work on the cross opened the door for Jew and Gentile to become one group and fellow heirs of God’s promises together with Christ.
[For more information about the translation “sacred secret,” see commentary on Eph. 3:9. For more information on Col. 2:2 not being a verse that supports the doctrine of the Trinity, see Mary S. B. Dana, Letters Addressed to Relatives and Friends Chiefly in Reply to Arguments in Support of the Trinity (Boston: Thurston, Torry, and Company, Boston, 1845). Also, see Frederick A. Farley, The Scripture Doctrine of the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost (Boston: Walker, Wise & Co., Boston, 1860).]
Col 2:3
“in whom.” While the grammatical form of the relative pronoun “whom” (hō, ᾧ) is ambiguous—either dative singular masculine and referring to “Christ” (Χριστοῦ, Christou, masc), or dative singular neuter and referring to “secret” (μυστηρίου, mustēriou, neut)—the theological significance seems to more strongly favor the former relation. The question that must be answered is, “Where is Paul telling us that “all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge” are hidden? Are they hidden in God’s “secret” (mustērion, cf. Eph. 3:4-6), that is, the incorporation of Gentiles into the people of God along with the Jews, making them both equal heirs of all the promises that God made to Abraham? To some degree, the answer would be “yes.” But the more complete answer that can be found elsewhere in Paul’s writings is that all the riches of wisdom and knowledge are hidden in “Christ” (Christos , cf ), that is, they are only found in Christ’s accomplished work on the cross and the fullness of his messianic role in God’s grand plan of redemption.
Verse 3 “expresses beautifully and compactly the cutting-edge christological point that is Paul’s driving concern: Christ is the one in whom is to be found all that one needs in order to understand spiritual reality and to lead a life pleasing to God.”[footnoteRef:2614] The way that Paul expresses “treasure” and “knowledge” as being “‘hidden’ (apokryphos) in Christ is especially interesting as it “serves to highlight the fact that true knowledge is only available to those who recognize Christ; treasure is to be found only in him.”[footnoteRef:2615] Furthermore, Paul’s use of “in whom” (ἐν ᾧ, en hō) “prepares the reader for the constant use of ‘in whom’ and ‘in him’ throughout 2:6-15, where such phrases locate the divine blessings in Christ.”[footnoteRef:2616] [2614:  Douglas J. Moo, The Letters to the Colossians and to Philemon [PNTC], 169.]  [2615:  Margaret Y. Macdonald, Colossians and Ephesians [SP], 86.]  [2616:  Jerry L. Sumney, Colossians: A Commentary [NTL], 116.] 

Col 2:5
“in spirit.” Paul, who was in prison in Rome, is not saying that he participates in astral projection or some other means of out-of-body travel. The Greek word “spirit” is commonly used of a person’s attitude and emotion in both the Old and New Testament (see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit,’” point 13). Paul was saying that his thoughts and prayers were with the believers in Colossae.
A number of commentators, while rejecting that Paul is referring to some form of out-of-body travel, say that he is likely referring to being with the believers in some kind of spiritual manner; perhaps because he is part of the Body of Christ that his presence would somehow be with the believers in Colossae. We reject that for several reasons. One is that the use of “spirit” as attitude and emotion adequately and simply covers Paul’s saying he would be with the believers in spirit.
Another reason is that it is not at all clear, or ever explained in the Bible, how being part of the Body of Christ makes one person with another “in spirit.” Since every Christian is part of the Body of Christ, if Paul is with the Colossians in some spiritual way by virtue of being part of the Body of Christ, then every believer is always with every other believer because we are all members of the Body of Christ. In that case, there is nothing special about being with other believers “in spirit,” because we would always be with them “in spirit,” and in fact could never be separated from them “in spirit.” But it is clear in this context that Paul is referring to something special: he could not be with them “in the flesh” because he was in prison, but said he would be with them “in spirit.”
Also, that the phrase “in spirit” refers to Paul’s attitude and emotions fits with what he wrote four verses earlier in Colossians 2:1. In that verse, Paul wanted the believers in Colossae to know how hard he was struggling for them. That would in large part be struggling for them in prayer, thinking about them, and keeping them in his mind. Thus, struggling for the believers at Colossae and constantly keeping them in his thoughts and prayers is being with them “in spirit.”
Col 2:6
“just as you received Christ Jesus.” Paul could say that because it seems he personally taught Epaphras, who started the church at Colossae (see commentary on Col. 1:7). Today there are so many errors in traditional Christianity that one could not confidently say that because the church-goer was likely wrongly taught on a number of issues.
Col 2:8
“empty, deceitful philosophy.” The Greek literally reads, “through the philosophy and empty deceit,” but translating it literally is confusing to the English reader and misses the point the Greek text is making. This construction is the figure of speech hendiadys (two for one);[footnoteRef:2617] where two things are mentioned, “philosophy” and “empty deceit,” when only one thing is meant, which is, “empty, deceitful, philosophy.” In sentences, nouns always have more emphasis than adjectives, so it more strongly emphasizes the deceit of philosophy to say, “philosophy, even (kai can be “and” or “even”) empty deceit” than to say, “empty, deceitful, philosophy,” which is why the Greek is worded the way it is, but the former phrase can be confusing, which outweighs the shift in emphasis. [2617:  See Bullinger, Figures of Speech Used in the Bible, 657, “hendiadys.”] 

[See Word Study: “Hendiadys.”]
“elemental spirits of the world.” The elemental spirits of the world are the demons that run much of the world. They influence things that happen on earth such as the weather and natural disasters, and also work through people to control societies through ungodly religions, traditions, beliefs, laws, etc. The Greek word can also refer to the elements of the world and the elementary principles of the world, and these are also clearly implied in the verse.
The phrase “elemental spirits” is the Greek word stoicheion (#4747 στοιχεῖον), and it has a number of meanings. Fundamentally, it means any first thing upon which the others belonging to some series or composite whole are built; thus, “an element” or “first principle.” For example, stoicheion was used of the letters of the alphabet because they are the elements or first principles upon which language is built. Stoicheion was also used to describe the elementary building blocks of life according to Greek philosophy: earth, fire, air, and water, as well as used to describe the basis of knowledge and learning, thus, “basic principles,” or “foundational principles,” and that use clearly appears in the Bible in Hebrews 5:12.
Another use of stoicheion was in reference to the planets and other heavenly bodies that appeared in the night sky, and this was tied to the ancient belief that the sun, moon, planets, and stars fundamentally influenced what happened to people on earth, much like in astrology today. Stoicheion was also used of the “transcendent powers that are in control over events in this world,”[footnoteRef:2618] thus the “elemental spirits,” “ruling spirits,” or spirits behind what happens on earth. [2618:  BDAG, s.v. “στοιχεῖον.”] 

Theologians have debated for centuries about which of the meanings of stoicheion is correct in Paul’s epistles. The debate, and the wide division in opinion, is reflected in the various English translations. For example, here in Colossians 2:8, the versions can be seen to be very divided. Some follow the interpretation of “elementary principles” (ASV, KJV, NASB, NIV84, NJB), while others follow the interpretation of spiritual forces or spirits (CJB, ESV, NAB, NET, NIV2011, NLT, NRSV, The Source New Testament); some have what seems to be a more neutral approach such as “elemental forces” (HCSB, N.T. Wright), which seem to refer to spirits but could also refer to the forces that press upon people due to the doctrines of men.
There are lexical and contextual arguments on both sides, with no clear advantage to either side. To us it seems clear that one reason that no one side has a clear advantage over the other is that God is “killing two birds with one stone” by using the figure of speech amphibologia,[footnoteRef:2619] using stoicheion to refer to two things at once. There is no question that in the Greek, stoicheion can refer to the elementary principles of life (the elementary beliefs, upon which society is built), and also to the powerful demons that work behind the scenes to fundamentally influence what happens on earth, and that seems to be the case here. [2619:  Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 804, “amphibologia.”] 

Many theologians realize that if this verse is referring to the elementary principles, then demons are often behind them, and if it is referring to the demons who influence the earth, then the elementary principles and beliefs upon which society is built are the result of the activity of those demons. The REV has the translation that points to the “elemental spirits” behind what is happening on earth—the spirits that work through people and put empty deceitful philosophy in place that brings people captive.
Theologians also debate whether Paul uses stoicheion in the same way each time he uses it in his epistles. Although it seems likely that the same basic idea is behind the four times stoicheion occurs, there does seem to be a difference in which meaning is being emphasized. For example, here in Colossians, likely written in AD 62, Paul is writing to people who are very influenced by spiritual forces, which results in things such as the worship of angels (Col. 2:18). In contrast, in Paul’s first epistle, Galatians, the emphasis is much more on the “elementary” or “foundational” principles that are found in the Old Testament law and/or were believed by the Jews of the time that kept them in bondage to the Law and doing things in the flesh that would supposedly please God (Gal. 4:3).
[See Word Study: “Amphibologia.”]
Col 2:9
“embodied.” The Greek is sōmatikōs (#4985 σωματικῶς), and it is an adverb. In this context, it modifies the verb “dwells,” and is thus saying that what God is, His godly character and way of being, is embodied, or expressed in a mortal body, in Christ. This verse is very good proof that Jesus Christ was not God. It would make no sense to say that “what God is,” dwells in God. It is only because Christ is not God that it makes sense to say that what God is dwells in Christ. Also, the verse uses the word “God,” not “the Father.” If Trinitarians were correct that the Father and Christ were two separate “Persons,” but both the Father and Christ were “God,” then this verse should state that in Christ dwells all the fullness of “the Father.” The verse says “God” is dwelling bodily in Christ, that is, being embodied in him. What God was, all his character and glory, dwelt in Christ in a bodily form. Some Trinitarians recognize that logically what God is could not dwell in God, and so they assert that this verse is referring to the “man” part of Christ (the doctrine of the Trinity states that Jesus is both fully God and fully human. The fact that this is logically impossible by definition is ignored and taken as one of the mysteries of the Faith). For example, Lenski writes:
“It cannot even be said that ‘all the fullness of the Deity dwells in God,’ for ‘Deity’ is only the abstract term for God himself. Deity dwells in Christ because of his human nature, it could not ‘dwell,’ ‘reside,’ in him if he had not become man. The adverb modifies the verb and emphasized the manner of the indwelling: this manner is ‘bodily,’ the idea to be expressed being that the indwelling is not mystical, not spiritual, not in the spirit of Christ alone, but in his whole human nature.”[footnoteRef:2620] [2620:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. Paul’s Epistles to the Colossians, Thessalonians, Timothy, Titus, and Philemon, 100.] 

The idea that what God is could dwell in the man side of Christ is a contrived argument, and based upon faulty Trinitarian logic. Jesus Christ was not a divided person, with what God was dwelling in one part of him but not in the other part because that other part was God. Lenski is correct that Jesus had to be a man: “Deity [what God is]...could not ‘dwell,’ ‘reside,’ in him if he had not become man.” Jesus was the created, fully human, Son of God, and what God was, all the character of God, dwelled in him, and could do so because he was a man, not God.
“fullness.” The Greek word “fullness” is plērōma (#4138 πλήρωμα). The noun plērōma occurs 17 times in the New Testament, and has various meanings that all relate to the basic meaning of the word, which is “fullness.” For example, some of the things that it refers to are: to baskets full of food (Mark 6:43 and 8:20); to the full number of Gentiles (Rom. 11:12, 25); to love being the “fullness” (i.e., fulfilling) of the Law (Rom. 13:10); to the full measure of a blessing (Rom. 15:29); to the fullness of the earth (1 Cor. 10:26); to a fulfilled time period (Gal. 4:4; Eph. 1:10); to the Body being the fullness of Christ (Eph. 1:23); to the fullness of God that each believer has (Eph. 3:19); and to the fullness of Christ (Eph. 4:13).
Seeing the wide variety of subjects that “fullness” refers to shows us that we must understand the word in its context and from the scope of Scripture. Thus while Trinitarians want to assert that “all the fullness” means “everything God is,” it is clear that they are importing that meaning from their theology, because plērōma does not have to mean that. In this context, plērōma means the same thing as it does in Ephesians 3:19, which says that each believer may be “filled with all the fullness [plērōma] of God.” Colossians 2:9 is saying Christ was filled with all the fullness of God, and the next verse, Col. 2:10, says that we believers have what Christ had, and Ephesians 3:19 is saying that we should be, in a practical outward sense, filled with the plērōma of God also. In fact, it is very logical that since each believer has “Christ” in them (Col. 1:27), and is part of the “Body of Christ” (Eph. 5:30), and is in union with Christ (Rom. 6:3-6), and “in Christ” also partakes of the “fullness” (Col. 2:10), that the meaning of plērōma in these verses in Colossians refers to being filled with the character, power, and glory of God, just as Christ was. Reinier Schippers writes: “This fullness which is described in Col. 1:15-18 is entirely related to Christ’s cross (Col. 1:20), death (Col. 1:22), and resurrection (Col. 1:18). For this reason believers also have this fullness in them (Col. 2:10). By his cross, death, and resurrection they are reconciled through faith (Col. 2:12ff.), renewed, and made to participate in his triumph.”[footnoteRef:2621] There is no justification in saying that because the plērōma is in Christ, he must be God. If “all the fullness” of what God was, being in Christ, made him God, then the next verse (Col. 2:10), would make us God also, because it says that we have that same fullness. [2621:  Reinier Schippers in The New International Dictionary of New Testament Theology, Colin Brown, ed., s.v. “Fullness,” 1:740.] 

No doubt plērōma was chosen carefully by God because of its meaning and use in the scope of Scripture (such as Ephesians 3:19), but also because of what it meant to the early Christians, because by the time Colossians was written (about AD 62), some Christians were beginning to turn to Gnosticism.
“In Christian Gnosticism plērōma is a technical term for the totality of the 30 aeons. This totality is closest to God but is his product; he stands over it. The plērōma is the supreme spiritual world from which Jesus comes and into which the spiritual enter. Implied in the use of the term are the fullness and perfection of being. In the plural the aeons are called plērōmata, and plērōma is also used at times for the Gnostics’ angelic partners who help to carry them up into the spiritual world.”[footnoteRef:2622] [2622:  Bromiley, Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, s.v. “πλήρωμα.”] 

The early Christian Gnostics were turning away from the simplicity of Christ and adding confusing mythology to the Gospel. Paul’s writing that all the plērōma dwelt in Christ was in essence saying that there was no point in looking anywhere else for spiritual knowledge, power, or fulfillment because it all could be found in Christ.
“divine.” The Greek is theotēs (#2320 θεότης), which is an abstract noun for God.[footnoteRef:2623] Many versions translate it as “divine nature,” but Louw-Nida comments: “The expression ‘divine nature’ may be rendered in a number of languages as ‘just what God is like’ or ‘how God is’ or ‘what God is.’[footnoteRef:2624] We thought that the translation “what God is” was very clear.[footnoteRef:2625] What it means for the fullness of the theotēs to dwell in Christ has to be gleaned from the entire scope of Scripture, and not just the phrase or word itself, which is open to a number of interpretations. Gerhard Schneider notes: “The meaning of the Colossians passage is not entirely clear,”[footnoteRef:2626] and that is the reason for all the various interpretations of the phrase and the wide variety of ways it is translated. Thus different theologians have interpreted it to mean various things, including the will of God, divine grace and gift, and even “the Church” itself, along with interpretations that can be found in many translations, such as Deity, divinity, Godhead, God, “God’s being,” “all that God is,” and “God’s nature.” What is clear from Scripture is that God gave Christ the gift of holy spirit and worked through him to accomplish His purposes. Thus, God was in Christ, reconciling the world (2 Cor. 5:19), and Jesus said, “If you have seen me, you have seen the Father.” This verse is not saying that Jesus was God, but rather the fullness of what God is was in Christ—God’s character, power, and glory, resided in Christ, and now, as per Col. 2:10, it resides in us, and our challenge is to allow it to show forth from our flesh bodies and walk like Christ walked.[footnoteRef:2627] [2623:  Friberg, Analytical Lexicon, s.v. “θεότης”; Colin Brown, The New International Dictionary of Theology, 2:86.]  [2624:  Louw and Nida, s.v. “θεότης.”]  [2625:  Cf. Stern, Complete Jewish Bible, “all that God is.”]  [2626:  Balz and Schneider, Exegetical Dictionary of the New Testament, 2:143.]  [2627:  For more on theotēs (#2320 θεότης), see Graeser, Lynn, Schoenheit, One God &amp; One Lord.] 

Col 2:10
“have been filled with that fullness.” The whole phrase is a translation of the one Greek word, plēroō (#4137 πληρόω), which is the verb form of the noun plērōma that occurs in Colossians 2:9. The idea of the “fullness” we have been given comes from the context. Although a strict translation of the verb would be, “you have been filled,” or “you have been given fullness [or “made full”],” the “fullness” that we have been given comes from our being in union with Christ (“in him”), and the fullness that Christ has is spoken of in verse 9. Since Colossians 2:9-10 are all part of the same sentence, the sentence would have been easier to understand if it had not been divided into two separate verses. The essence of the verses is: all the fullness of what God is dwells in Christ, and we have been given that fullness too, because we are in union with Christ. The New American Bible has: “and you share in this fullness in him.” What a blessing to know that the same fullness that Christ has in God, we have in Christ.
[For more on the meaning of “fullness,” see commentary on Col. 2:9.]
“in union with him.” In Greek, the phrase “in him” refers to the union we have with Christ, which is in part due to being part of his Body (see commentaries on Rom. 6:3 and Col. 2:11). The italics are added to make the English clear.
“every ruler.” The Greek is pas archē (#3956 πᾶς; #746 ἀρχή), and it can be translated “every ruler” (cf. HCSB), or “all rule” (ESV). The larger scope of Scripture supports that “every ruler” is the better translation. Also, although the designations “ruler” and “authority” can refer to human rulers, angelic rulers, or demonic rulers, the context of Colossians 2:10 indicates that these are demonic rulers (cf. Col. 2:15).
[For more on the use of “rulers” and “authorities” in the New Testament, see the REV commentary on Eph. 6:12.]
Col 2:11
“in union with him.” That is, in union with Christ. The preposition en, “in” refers to a relationship, not a physical position (see commentaries on Eph. 1:3 and Rom. 6:3). In this case, it is due to our being “in” union with Christ, but the reading “through” seemed much clearer in English (cf. Charles Williams, The New Testament, Cassirer, God’s New Covenant; Goodspeed’s translation). Another option of the translation would have been to repeat the pattern of Col. 2:10, and saying, “by being in union with him.” This verse is making it clear that when we got born again, we became part of the Body of Christ and in union with Christ, a union that is so complete that we are said to be circumcised due to our “union with him.” The Christian was circumcised in Christ (Col. 2:11), crucified with Christ (Rom. 6:6; Gal. 2:20), died with Christ (Rom. 6:8), was buried with Christ (Rom. 6:4), and was raised with Christ (Eph. 2:6; Col. 3:1), and we are said to be already seated with Christ in the heavenlies (a future event; see commentary on Eph. 2:6).
“you were also circumcised.” It would have been very meaningful for Paul to include this part about the Colossian believers being circumcised because it was a way of saying that they were included in the people of God.
“made without hands.” The Greek word is acheiropoiētos (#886 ἀχειροποίητος), a compound word made up of the alpha privative, “not,” and the words for “hand” and “do, make.” It means, “not made by hands,” “made without hands,” “not done by hands,” etc. The Jews circumcised “by hand,” but God spiritually circumcises us (thus bringing us into the covenant; cf. Gen. 17:10-14).
“by the removal of the body of flesh.” We must understand the emphasis on “body” in this verse. When the Jews performed circumcision, only the foreskin was removed, the rest of the fleshly body remained—and caused problems. When Christians get born again, it is not just the foreskin that gets removed, but the whole fleshy body. Thus our circumcision in Christ is no ordinary circumcision! Our old flesh nature is said to be removed (cf. Col. 3:3; “for you died”). Of course, scriptures such as Romans 7:13-25 and Galatians 5:16-18, as well as our daily experience of struggling with sin, show us that our sin nature is still alive and well, but the promise is that when we get our new bodies we will be rid of it. In the meantime, we Christians are to consider ourselves as dead to sin and not let sin reign in our bodies (Rom. 6:11-12).
The word “removal” is the Greek apekdusis (#555 ἀπέκδυσις, pronounced äp-'ek-doo-sis). It refers to stripping off clothes, then to removing something. Friberg’s Analytical Lexicon defines it “as an action, of clothes stripping off, undressing; figuratively, of believers being set free from their sinful nature through union with Christ putting off, removal (Col. 2:11).”
“by the circumcision from our union with Christ.” The Greek preposition en is best viewed in an instrumental sense “by” and the genitive phrase tou Christou is a genitive of source or production (“from Christ” or “produced by Christ”). Meyer comments that it is “the circumcision which is produced through Christ.”[footnoteRef:2628] The phrase means, the circumcision we receive due to our being in union with Christ. It is by virtue of our being in union with Christ that our whole flesh body gets “circumcised,” removed. The circumcision of Christ in this verse does not refer to the circumcision he underwent as a baby. Now it is the job of each believer to walk in such a way as to manifest this circumcision in our lives. It is because the Christian is circumcised in Christ that we do not have to undergo physical circumcision of the foreskin (see commentary on Gen. 17:10). [2628:  Meyer’s Commentary: Colossians, 298.] 

Col 2:12
“in baptism.” When a person is “baptized in holy spirit” (Acts 1:5; which is the “one baptism” of Eph. 4:5), that person is “saved,” “born again,” and has become a new creation. He is at that time in union with Jesus Christ (see commentary on Rom. 6:3), and via this union has been circumcised with Christ (Col. 2:11), crucified with Christ (Rom. 6:6; Gal. 2:20), died with Christ (Rom. 6:8), buried with Christ (Rom. 6:4; Col. 2:12), raised with Christ (Eph. 2:6; Col. 3:1), and will be seated with Christ in heaven (see commentary on Eph. 2:6). Some scholars make the baptism in this verse Jesus’ baptism, but while his baptism made our union with him available, it was our baptism in holy spirit that made it a reality.
“in which you were also raised.” The “in whom” that many translations have is considered by some to be actually “in which,” referring to baptism, but that is not likely the meaning. The thought of being “in Christ” continues here.[footnoteRef:2629] [2629:  Cf. James D. G. Dunn [NIGTC], 160-61; Peter T. O’Brien [WBC], 118-19.] 

“through your trust.” The idea is clearly that we have what we have because of our individual trust. The Greek has the article before pistis, which helps identify that it is the personal trust of the person. Therefore, it is “your trust” in the working of God. Nonetheless, the emphasis is still on “trust,” which is God’s provision, and not on what we have done to acquire salvation.
“from among the dead.”[footnoteRef:2630] See commentary on Romans 4:24. [2630:  Cf. Kenneth S. Wuest, New Testament, “out from among the dead,” 472.] 

Col 2:13
“due to your transgressions.” The preferred Greek text is τοῖς παραπτώμασιν, a dative phrase which has the emphasis of “through,” or “by reason of,[footnoteRef:2631] “due to.”[footnoteRef:2632] The Greek en in some Greek texts, which became part of the Textus Receptus, seems to be a scribal addition.[footnoteRef:2633] The Greek for “transgressions” is paraptōma (#3900 παράπτωμα) which is to “misstep,” “to fall by the wayside.” This “misstep” is not necessarily intentional, although it can be. Thus, in life, “transgressions,” are much more common than “sins.” Meanings of paraptōma include: “faults,” “deviations from truth,” “lapse,” “error,” “mistake,” “wrongdoing.” (See commentary on Eph. 1:7). [2631:  Lightfoot, St. Paul’s Epistles to the Colossians and to Philemon, 184.]  [2632:  Lenski, Colossians, 111.]  [2633:  See Lightfoot, Colossians, 183-84; Robertson, Word Pictures, 493.] 

“uncircumcision of your flesh.” This is not referring to physical uncircumcision, as if that could keep someone from being saved. Jesus stated that “many” would come from the east and west (being uncircumcised Gentiles) and sit down with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob in the Kingdom of Heaven, but the “sons of the Kingdom” (i.e., the Jews who were chosen to be there and were physically circumcised) would be excluded (Matt. 8:11-12). The “uncircumcision of your flesh” is the flesh nature that everyone has, and it is in union with Christ that we undergo a circumcision made without hands (Col. 2:11), and acquire a new nature and are righteous before God.
“He made you alive.” God made us alive with Christ.
“having forgiven us.” The context thus far in the chapter has been “you,” but now Paul makes it “us,” thus showing that the forgiveness of God belongs to both Jews (of which Paul was one) and Gentiles.
Col 2:14
“wiped clean.” The Greek is exaleiphō (#1813 ἐξαλείφω, pronounced “ex-al-'ā-fō”), and in its basic meaning it refers to wiping something clean until no trace of what was written before exists, “to cause to disappear by wiping.”[footnoteRef:2634] In the ancient world, writing materials were scarce and expensive, so many of them were reused. Papyrus was sometimes washed clean and then rewritten on. In this case, through the sacrifice of Jesus Christ, God wiped clean the certificate of debt that was against us. Moulton and Milligan write that exaleiphō “...is the technical term for ‘washing out’ the writing from a papyrus sheet. So complete was the forgiveness which Christ by His work secured, that it completely canceled the old bond, that had hitherto been valid against us, for it bore our signature (χειρόγραφον), He made the bond as though it had never been (Exod. 32:23ff; Rev. 3:5).”[footnoteRef:2635] [2634:  BDAG, s.v. “ἐξαλείφω.”]  [2635:  Moulton and Milligan, Vocabulary of the Greek Testament, viii.] 

Some English versions read “erased,” and while that is not a bad translation, there were no pencils and erasers in the ancient world, so the reader may get the wrong impression. “Wiped out,” which some versions have, is fine if people do not get the wrong impression from the common use of “wipeout” today. The essence of what this is saying is the handwriting written against us is no longer there to be held against us—it is gone.
“record of debt.” The Greek word is cheirographon (#5498 χειρόγραφον), a compound word made up of “hand,” and “writing.” It refers to a handwritten document, but every document at the time was handwritten. Cheirographon is used in ancient literature of a bond of debt,[footnoteRef:2636] which is why so many versions have something about debt, such as “certificate of debt” (HCSB), or “record of debt” (ESV). While cheirographon was used of other things besides certificates of debt, including deposits, labor contracts, business agreements, and even authorization to act, the scope of the New Testament thought about sin and debt makes a certificate of debt fit well here. The Scripture and commands of God ensured that everyone would be a sinner: “both Jews and Greeks…are all under sin” (Rom. 3:9). The commands of God made not only the Jews, but the whole world, guilty before God (Rom. 3:9-20). Furthermore, those commands were in a sense “God’s handwriting,” for some of it came directly from the mouth of God and by the hand of God. (Exod. 20:1; Exod. 32:16). Not many people are aware that some of the Law was spoken from the mouth of God directly to the people, but it was. (Exod. 19:9; 20:1; Deut. 4:10-13, 15, 36; 5:4-6, 22-27; 18:14-16; Heb. 12:18-21). The only reason God stopped speaking the Law to the people was that they asked Him to stop and to speak just to Moses (Exod. 20:19). After that, God spoke to prophets who wrote down the words of God. [2636:  BDAG, s.v. “χειρόγραφον.”] 

When people sinned against God it created a debt that had to be repaid, and we humans had no way to repay it except by our death, since the wages of sin is death (Rom. 6:23). But then, by the grace of God, Jesus Christ, a sinless man, died in place of us (Rom. 5:8). When he did, and when we accepted him as Lord and believed God raised him from the dead (Rom. 10:9), God canceled our debt. Like the king in Matthew 18:23-27 who forgave a debt that was impossible to repay, God forgives us on the basis of the death of Christ and forgives our sin.
“(caused by the regulations).” This phrase comes from one Greek word dogma (#1378 δόγμα), a noun that occurs 5 times in the New Testament and means: “a formal statement concerning rules or regulations that are to be observed; an imperial declaration, a decree; something that is taught as an established tenet or statement of belief, doctrine, dogma.”[footnoteRef:2637] [2637:  BDAG, s.v. “δόγμα.”] 

How to understand this word and its relation to the sentence is one of the most difficult questions in New Testament translation. Not only is it a rare word, but it occurs in the dative case with no prepositions (which would help in understanding its use), and the repetitive phrases, “that was against us,” and “hostile to us,” add to the obscurity.
Now, there are three primary ways to understand what dogma is referring to in this context. The first option is that it is referring to the ‘doctrines (dogma) of the Gospel.’ In this understanding, Colossians 2:14 would be teaching that Christ has cleared our debt through the Gospel message and would be translated as something like, “he has wiped clean the record of debt by the teachings of the Gospel.” This understanding was the primary one held by the early Church.[footnoteRef:2638] Yet, its primary shortcoming is that referring to the Gospel message as dogma would be uncharacteristic of Paul, and secondly, this understanding does not fit at all with how Paul uses the verbal form of dogma in Colossians 2:20 to refer to commandments, “Do not handle! Do not taste!” [2638:  See, J. B. Lightfoot, Saint Paul’s Epistles to the Colossians and to Philemon, 8th ed., Classic Commentaries on the Greek New Testament, 186.] 

The second possibility is that dogma refers to regulations outside of the Law of Moses that some people were imposing upon Colossian believers. However, the problem with this view is, if these are not God’s standards, and are rules created by humans (cf. Col. 2:22), “it is hard to see how these clearly illegitimate decrees could feature in any way in the objective state of indebtedness that required Christ’s sacrifice on the cross to erase.”[footnoteRef:2639] In other words, human-made commandments would not create indebtedness that Christ would then need to erase, only God’s commandments would create indebtedness to God. [2639:  Doug Moo, The Letters to the Colossians and to Philemon, [PNTC], 210.] 

The final possibility for understanding dogma is that the word refers to the regulations of the law (most likely the Mosaic law). The evidence for this understanding is strongest. The first reason is that this meaning of dogma has the most support in the immediate context and in the closely related book of Ephesians. In the immediate context, Paul uses the verbal form of our noun dogma to refer to commandments. In Colossians 2:20-21 it reads, “why, as though you were still living in the world, do you submit to regulations—such as, “Do not handle! Do not taste! Do not touch!” So, Paul understands the verbal form dogmatizō (“submit to regulations”) to refer to commandments, which supports dogma referring to the commandments, likely ones of the Mosaic Law. Dogma also seems to refer to “decrees of the Law” in Acts 16:4 (cf. commentary on Acts 16:4; cf. NIV). Thirdly, another parallel idea that helps bring clarity is in Ephesians 2:15 where Paul uses the phrase, “—the hostility—the law consisting of commands expressed in regulations.” Paul is directly connecting the terms “hostility,” “law,” and “regulations” in Ephesians 2:15. Since he refers to “regulations” in Colossians 2:14 and also uses the term “hostility,” there is good reason to believe he has in mind “the regulations of the Mosaic Law.”
There is another interesting insight into the meaning of dogma here in Colossians 2:14 in a lost work of Irenaeus (AD 180). In Fragment XXXVIII it reads, “Let us offer a sacrifice of praise, that is, the fruit of lips. These offerings are not according to the law, whose record of debt the Lord erased and took away from our midst, but according to the spirit, for it is in spirit and truth that we must worship God.”[footnoteRef:2640] Here, Irenaeus uses the exact same word as in Colossians 2:14 (“record of debt”) and ties it to the Law. This means Ireneaus likely understood the “regulations” to refer to the Law. [2640:  J. P. Migne, “Patrologia Graeca: Greek Text,” Patrologiæ Cursus Completus, 1253.] 

If dogma refers to the regulations of the Law, the question still remains, how does the “record of debt” relate to the Law? Again, because there is no preposition, and dogma is simply in the dative case, many options exist for how to take the dative. Biblically, when someone breaks the Law they incur a record of debt. Applying this principle to Colossians 2:14 would suggest a causal dative. The “regulations” (dogma) of the Law cause a record of debt because of human sin and the inability to live in complete obedience to God (Rom. 2:25; 3:10-20; Gal. 3:10). This is not totally different from how laws work in today’s society. When one breaks a law they owe a debt.
The wages of sin (or what someone owes for their sin) is death (Rom. 6:23), and Paul also says that when the law came, “sin came alive and he died” (Rom. 7:9-10). In both of these places we see the principle that the Law incurs a debt, namely, death. Thus, it makes perfect sense why Paul would say, here in Colossians 2:14, that Christ wipes clean our record of debt by the cross. His death pays the debt of those who broke the Law. That record of debt was nailed to the cross of Christ and is no longer against us.[footnoteRef:2641] [2641:  Cf. O’Brien, Colossians and Philemon [WBC], 124-26; Dunn, Epistles to the Colossians and to Philemon [NIGTC], 165-66; Melick, Philippians, Colossians, Philemon [NAC], 262.] 

So, the most likely meaning of Colossians 2:14 is that Christ has wiped away the debt (death) that sinners owe which was caused by people’s inability to keep God’s regulations (Gal. 3:10; Rom. 3:23). This aligns with Paul’s teaching that “there is no condemnation for those in Christ Jesus” (Rom. 8:1), and the teaching that “we have been made holy through the offering of the body of Jesus Christ once and for all” (Heb. 10:10). Christians who believe in Christ Jesus will be justified (Gal. 2:16) and forgiven (Acts 2:38).
“hostile.” The Greek word is hupenantios (#5227 ὑπεναντίος), and it means “against, opposed, contrary, hostile.” In this case, “hostile” seemed like a good translation, because while God in one sense meant the Law for good (Rom. 7:12; Gal. 3:24), He also knew that it would mean that everyone would become guilty when judged by its standards (Rom. 3:20; 8:3; Gal. 3:11), and therefore the Law brought a curse on people (Gal. 3:10; Deut. 27:26). Thus the Law is “hostile” (“openly against”) people, because there is no way to live by it and be safe from judgment and death.
“taken it away.” The Greek phrase is ἦρκεν ἐκ τοῦ μέσου, literally, “has taken it out of the midst (or middle).” This is a time when the Greek literature shows us that the phrase was used idiomatically for something being “removed.”[footnoteRef:2642] When Jesus Christ died on the cross for us, God took the Law, which was hostile to us due to all the regulations that we could not keep, and He “removed” it, He did away with it. Jesus Christ perfectly fulfilled the Law, and God nailed it to the cross when His Son was nailed to the cross, and when Jesus died, we died to the regulations of the Law as a standard for righteousness. [2642:  Cf. Meyer’s Commentary on the New Testament, 308; J. B. Lightfoot, Colossians, 189; cf. Lenski,Colossians, 113-117.] 

Col 2:15
“stripped.” The Greek word is apekduomai (#554 ἀπεκδύομαι, pronounced äp-ek-'do-oh-my). The key to understanding how to translate this word, indeed, the whole verse, is by paying attention to the whole verse and how the vocabulary interrelates. In this case, the words clearly refer to a Roman “Triumph,” the triumphal march (“parade”) that was held in Rome after a war that met specific conditions, such as adding territory to the Empire. Once we understand the verse is referring to a Triumph, then many nuances of the verse, and many implications, come to light.
The word apekduomai literally refers to taking off clothing, stripping off clothing.[footnoteRef:2643] Louw and Nida write: “To take off or strip off clothing; to undress, to disrobe, stripping off. ‘He stripped off the clothing of the rulers and authorities and made them a public spectacle’ (Col. 2:15). [The use in Colossians] appears to be a case of figurative usage, but it may refer to the stripping away of weapons and hence the removal of authority and power.”[footnoteRef:2644] [2643:  Friberg, Analytical Lexicon; BDAG; Liddell and Scott; s.v. “ἀπεκδύομαι.”]  [2644:  Louw and Nida, Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “ἀπεκδύομαι.”] 

It is also true, as BDAG points out, that the word can refer to “disarm,” and many versions read that way, but that is a secondary meaning, and furthermore, it is difficult to see exactly how that would fit as well as “stripped” in this verse. If a person is stripped naked and chained as a prisoner in a Roman Triumph, of course he is also disarmed. On the other hand, to simply use the word “disarmed” does not fit the picture being painted by this verse, for the powers are not just “disarmed,” they are stripped, chained, and exposed to public view and ridicule.
We must keep in mind as we read that comparing Christ’s defeat of demonic powers to a Roman Triumphal procession is a metaphor, an illustration, and therefore is not an exact comparison. For example, in an actual Roman Triumphal procession, the captives were stripped naked and walked in chains. The demons Christ defeated were not literally “naked” (we can’t even see them anyway), but they were naked in the sense that they were defeated by Christ: their power has been limited and their end in the Lake of Fire is assured (cf. Matt. 25:41).
Some commentators state that because the verb is in the middle voice, God stripped Himself in some way,[footnoteRef:2645] but the middle voice is often used in an active sense and those arguments are well handled by Lenski, Hendriksen, Lange, Meyer, etc. [2645:  Cf. Wuest, Word Studies: Ephesians and Colossians, 209.] 

[For a much more complete description of a Triumph, see the commentary on 2 Cor. 2:14.]
“the rulers and the authorities.” The designations “rulers” and “authorities” occur together nine times in the New Testament (Luke 12:11; 1 Cor. 15:24; Eph. 1:21; 3:10; 6:12; Col. 1:16; 2:10, 15; and Titus 3:1). Sometimes the rulers and authorities are demons (Eph. 6:12), sometimes they are human rulers (Luke 12:11; Titus 3:1), and sometimes the designations are more general and refer to all rulers and dominions, both spirit beings and human beings (Eph. 1:21).
[For more on the use of “rulers” and “authorities” in the New Testament, see the REV commentary on Eph. 6:12.]
“made a public spectacle.” The Greek word is deigmatizō (#1165 δειγματίζω, pronounced dag-mä-'tee-zō), and it refers to disgracing someone in public. It is only used two times in the New Testament, the other time being when Joseph found out that Mary was pregnant, and did not want to disgrace her publicly, but wanted to divorce her privately (Matt. 1:19). Being paraded through the streets of Rome in chains (and usually stripped naked), was the ultimate public disgrace, and slavery or death, often in the arena, came shortly after the Triumph procession. In fact, the Roman historian Plutarch wrote that when Antony and Cleopatra lost the war with Octavian, and Octavian wanted Cleopatra to be a prisoner in his Triumph, Cleopatra committed suicide. Nonetheless, Octavian had an effigy of Cleopatra made and included that in his Triumph. In the context of the Roman Triumph, the translation “made a public spectacle” is a fitting translation (cf. NAB, NIV, NKJV).
“leading them as captives in a triumphal procession.” The Greek word is thriambeuō (#2358 θριαμβεύω, pronounced three-am-'byoo-ō) and it means to lead someone in a Roman Triumph procession. The words “as captives” were added to ensure that the reader did not think that “to lead” simply meant “to go in front of,” but rather “to lead” as someone might lead a dog down the street on a leash. Lightfoot writes that the word is “wrongly translated in the A.V. [KJV], ‘causes us to triumph.’” He goes on to say “....it is the defeated powers of evil...who are led in public, chained to the triumphal car of Christ.”[footnoteRef:2646] [2646:  J. B. Lightfoot, Colossians and Philemon, 190.] 

It can be tempting to remove the Triumph from the verse and turn it into a general reference to how God “triumphed” (“won”) over the forces of evil, and it does certainly make the verse easier to read for those Christians who do not know what a Roman “Triumph” is. However, although God did defeat the powers of evil, that is not what the verse is saying, and omitting the Triumph from the verse causes it to lose much of its meaning.
That the powers of evil are led in a Triumph means, among other things, that they have been totally defeated. They have no weapons, in fact, no clothes. Who and what they are can be seen by everyone. They are chained and powerless. Their evil deeds are known, and they are being publicly disgraced for who they are and what they have done. Furthermore, their future holds nothing but more disgrace and destruction.
As part of every Triumph, the conquering general rode in a chariot, gloriously dressed and receiving the accolades of the crowd. While this verse confirms that the victory is “through him,” through Christ, it does not specifically refer to all the glory and honor Christ will receive, although that certainly is part of the analogy. Also, in every Triumph, the general’s army followed him, enjoying the fruits of victory. By using the analogy of the Triumph, we Christians are known to be enjoying the fruits of victory, even though that, like the glory the general receives, is not specifically stated.
[For more on a Roman Triumphal Procession, see commentary on 2 Cor. 2:14.]
“in connection with him.” God has been in a war with Satan since Satan sinned, and the victory in that war has now been assured through the work of Christ even though every battle has not yet been fought. The Greek text puts the phrase at the end of the verse, but that makes the English read awkwardly. Of more concern is that the commentators and translators are divided as to whether the dative masculine pronoun (“him” or “it”) refers to Christ or to the “cross.” Many versions read “it,” while versions such as the Holman Christian Standard Bible, ESV, NASB, and Goodspeed’s translation, read “him,” and the scholars, both ancient and modern, are as divided as the versions. Both “cross” and “Christ” seem to make sense, and indeed it could be said that both Christ and the cross are vital to the victory. However, the use of the Greek ἐν αὐτῷ (“in him,” cf. Col. 2:6-7, 9-10), and “in whom” (Col. 2:11-12) has been consistent in this section in referring to Christ, not to something else, and it certainly is “in him,” (“in connection with him,” or “through him”) that God won the battle and was able to have the Triumph. Therefore, we believe that although the use of the pronoun retains the cross as an image in the background, the light is clearly cast on Christ himself and all that he did and accomplished.
Col 2:16
“let no one judge you.” Paul is saying that Christians should not judge one another with regard to whether one keeps the Jewish festivals or does not. Thus, if someone comes from a Jewish background and is used to keeping the Sabbath, or they live in Israel where the Sabbath is still kept to this day, they are welcome to keep the Sabbath and fellow Christians should not judge them. On the other hand, what is more likely happening in this context of Colossians 2:16 (cf. Col. 2:21) is that Jewish Christians are judging Gentile Christians for not keeping the Jewish festivals. Yet, since we are under the New Covenant, Christians are not obligated to keep these festivals, thus, we should not judge one another for those things.
There are many other instances in Scripture that Christians are supposed to judge rightly (John 7:24), for purposes such as keeping the Church pure (1 Cor. 5:12) and judging if people are telling the truth (1 Cor. 10:15). Therefore, this should not be taken to mean Christians cannot judge other Christians at all. Of course, when Christians do judge one another rightly, this should always be done in the most loving way possible.
“a new moon.” The new moon, the beginning of the month, was celebrated with special sacrifices and offerings under the Law of Moses. Eventually, it became a feast day and a holy day in which no work was allowed. Here in Colossians, we see that more than 30 years after Christ died, people were celebrating the new moon.
[For more on the new moon rules and celebrations, see commentary on Num. 28:11.]
“Sabbath day.” When it comes to the Sabbath, verses such as Colossians 2:16-17, and Romans 14:5, as well as what was apparently practiced and taught in the first century, show that while rest and respecting God are important, God has not designated a day of rest for the Church even though He had designated the Sabbath to be specially respected by Israel.
Although the word “Sabbath” in Greek is technically in the plural, which would be “Sabbaths” this is not referring to some special Sabbath holidays, besides the weekly Jewish Sabbath, but is referring to the weekly Sabbath, as it does in its other uses in Scripture (1 Chron. 23:31; 2 Chron. 2:4; Hos. 2:11 LXX). The phrase, “Festival, new moon, or Sabbaths,” was a regular way to designate all of the appointed feasts for Israel (Ezek. 45:17).[footnoteRef:2647] [2647:  James D. G. Dunn, The Epistles to the Colossians and to Philemon: A Commentary on the Greek Text [NIGTC], 175.] 

To properly understand the Bible, one of the things we must know is that from time to time God changed the rules by which He governed mankind. This means that to live in obedience to God, the proper question to ask is not, “What did God say?” but rather, “What does God say that applies to me?” For example, God said to Adam and Eve to eat only plants (Gen. 1:29). Later, He changed that rule and so now we can eat meat without breaking God’s command. Similarly, after Jesus’ resurrection, God changed the rule about the Sabbath.
God set the pattern for the Sabbath by Himself resting on the seventh day (Gen. 2:2). However, He never commanded people to rest on the seventh day until the Exodus when He gave the Mosaic Law, and there is no evidence from Scripture or history that the patriarchs such as Abraham, Isaac, or Jacob observed a Sabbath, which meant for more than the first 2,500 years of human history people did not keep the Sabbath. When God gave the Ten Commandments, however, He commanded Israel to keep the Sabbath (Exod. 20:8-11). The fact that this was a new ritual is clear in part from the fact that God had to explain what it meant to keep the Sabbath and why the Jews were to keep it. Thus He took three verses in the Ten Commandments to explain it, and added more detail in Deuteronomy 5:15, whereas most commandments were very short, such as “Do not murder” (Exod. 20:13). However, when the Christian Church started on the Day of Pentecost (Acts 2), God changed the rules for believers and no longer required them to keep the Sabbath.
It is clear in the Mosaic Law that God commanded the Israelites to keep the Sabbath, and was serious enough about it that He commanded that Sabbath breakers be put to death (Exod. 31:14). Moses obeyed God’s command and executed a Sabbath breaker (Num. 15:32-36). Although there is no other record of a leader putting a person to death for breaking the Sabbath, that does not mean that it did not happen. Nehemiah did not execute Sabbath breakers, but he did treat them harshly (Neh. 13:15-21). At the time of Christ, the Pharisees were very concerned about protecting the Sabbath and Jesus never reproved them for that. He only reproved them for making unreasonable rules about what activities, such as healing, violated the Sabbath.
Because in the Old Testament and Gospels keeping the Sabbath was a command of God, it was appropriate to “judge” people who did not keep it (cf. Num. 15:32-36). But Colossians says not to let people judge us about the Sabbath, which would only be the case if God’s laws about the Sabbath changed. Colossians also points out that the Sabbath was a shadow, but the body who casts the shadow is Christ (Col. 2:17).
Another reason we know that Christians do not have to keep the Sabbath is from the record in Acts. When the Jewish believers in Jerusalem decided what regulations the Gentile converts should follow, they never mentioned keeping the Sabbath (Acts 15:24-29). Similarly, although Peter, and especially Paul, taught the new Christians many things, there is not one record where they taught people to keep the Sabbath. This is especially important when Paul started reaching Gentiles. It could be argued that when he went into synagogues and taught Jews that they were already keeping the Sabbath, but by the end of Acts, when Paul was going to the Gentiles, it seems that if they needed to keep the Sabbath it would have been mentioned at least once. He certainly spoke about being obedient and holy in the context of many other behaviors.
Christians do not have a specific Sabbath to keep, but we should “rest” in Christ every day.
[For more on the Sabbath, see commentary on Exod. 20:10.]
Col 2:17
“the reality is Christ.” The word “reality” in Colossians 2:17 is the Greek word for “body,” sōma (#4983 σῶμα), cf. BDAG definition 4, “substantive reality, the thing itself, the reality in imagery of a body that casts a shadow, in contrast to [the shadow].” The fact that it can refer to a reality explains why some translations clarify the verse by using the word “reality.” This is an example of a verse that can be very confusing if it is just translated literally, as it is in the KJV, “the body is of Christ.” The regulations of the Law about such things as eating and drinking were only a “shadow,” they were not the “body,” the substance, the “real thing” if you will. The body (reality) that casts the shadow is Christ.
This phrase, “the body is of Christ,” is a genitive construction in the Greek. The Greek text more literally reads, “Which is a shadow of the things to come, but the body [is] of Christ.” The meaning is that regulations about food, festivals, new moons, and Sabbaths were not in themselves the ultimate point, but rather are merely a hint of something greater. Things like food and Sabbath regulations were like a shadow on the ground; the important thing was the body that casts the shadow, the “reality,” if you will, and that body is Christ himself. He is the “body” of which the regulations in the Law were but his shadow. The shadow was there, but it pointed to there being a greater reality.
Understanding the verse this way takes the phrase “sōma of Christ” as an objective genitive: the body is Christ. Other versions take the phrase as a genitive of possession: “the reality belongs to Christ.” But we think that the point being made by Paul is that Christ himself is the true “body,” not just that the true “body” of these ceremonial laws belongs to him.
Col 2:18
“disqualify you from the prize.” The Greek word is katabrabeuō (#2603 καταβραβεύω, pronounced ka-ta-bra-'byoo-ō), and there are many different ways it can be translated. In fact, this verse has a number of words that can be translated in different ways, which explains the large number of variations among the English versions.
As Hendriksen[footnoteRef:2648] and many other commentators point out, this word refers to the judgment of a judge or umpire who would make a decision or judgment against someone. In this case, the idea would be that someone who did not believe in Christ, and thus the actions and beliefs of the Colossian Christians, would declare them to be disqualified. Lenski writes: [2648:  William Hendriksen, New Testament Commentary: Colossians and Philemon, 125.] 

“This pictures the man who awards the prize in the athletic contests and denies this prize to the true Christians in Colosse, and does this mean thing in the way and on the grounds now stated. Paul says: ‘Let no man do this sort of thing to you,’ i.e., disregard him who tries it, laugh at him; the prize is yours whatever decision the fellow may hand down.”[footnoteRef:2649] [2649:  Lenski, St. Paul’s Epistles to the Colossians and Thessalonians, 128.] 

We see that meaning of katabrabeuō represented in translations such as the NET Bible: “Let no one who delights in humility and the worship of angels pass judgment on you.” Based on that meaning of the word, one thing this verse pictures is people telling us we are not qualified when in fact we are, and we need to learn not to believe them. Far too often Christians are discouraged in their Christian beliefs and activities because unbelievers mock or disparage them.
Lightfoot[footnoteRef:2650] points out that katabrabeuō can also refer to a fellow competitor trying to hinder us. What often happens in life is that this person who passes judgment on us gets us to believe him, and we start to follow his ways, which does lead to us being disqualified for the prize. In light of this, the translation, “Let no one disqualify you for the prize” (NIV; cf. HCSB, ESV, NRSV) is a good one. We are not to let people tell us we are not qualified, and we are certainly not to follow their disobedient ways and become “disqualified.” Here is an example of God packing a paragraph of meaning into one word, and the essence of the verse, in a very expanded form, is: “Let no one say, or try to convince you, that you are disqualified for the prize, and do not follow what they are doing and thus become disqualified.” [2650:  J. B. Lightfoot, Saint Paul’s Epistles to the Colossians and to Philemon, 193.] 

“delighting in.” The Greek is thelōn en (θέλων ἐν). The commentators and versions differ on what this phrase means in this verse. Although the root word refers to “will” or “want,” which leads to translations such as “voluntary” (KJV); “doing his own will” (DBY); or “chooses to” (NJB), Lightfoot and many others show that the phrase is used to refer to delighting in, or taking pleasure in, doing something. Lightfoot notes: “The expression is common in the LXX [the Septuagint; the Greek Old Testament],” and he notes there is no valid reason not to understand it that way, as “delighting in” or “devoting himself to.”[footnoteRef:2651] [2651:  Lightfoot, Colossians, Philemon, 193.] 

“false humility.” The Greek word is simply tapeinophrosunē (#5012 ταπεινοφροσύνη) “humility.” Humility is generally considered to be a wonderful virtue, so here it obviously refers to a “false humility” (NIV), or unnecessary actions that are supposed to demonstrate humility (cf. “asceticism” ESV; “self-abasement” NASB). The REV adds the word “false” in italics to make the meaning plain. Many religious people do things that demonstrate their humility that are unnecessary in the Christian Faith, and can even derail the freedom we have in Christ by emphasizing works rather than faith and grace.
Many commentators have pointed out that in this specific context humility and the worship of angels are likely connected because the person who was so quick to judge others was trying to create the impression that he considered himself (or mankind) too lowly to approach God, but “humbly” tried to contact Him through the mediation of angels.[footnoteRef:2652] [2652:  Cf. Hendriksen, New Testament Commentary: Colossians and Philemon, 125.] 

Using angels as mediators to reach God would make perfect sense in the Patron-Client culture of the Roman world. Dignitaries and powerful people were almost always contacted through intermediaries, not directly. This also helps explain the worship of angels. Although there are likely many reasons why they were worshiping angels, part of the ritual behavior of the Patron-Client society is that when someone in a more influential position (the “Patron”) helps you, you return the favor by praising and extolling that person, particularly to others.
It certainly seems that the meaning of this verse includes someone who appears very humble by using angels and mediaries to “get to God,” and worshiping those angels in return, all the while asserting that we mere humans are not good enough to approach God. This “humility” and worship may confuse some people, but the knowledgeable Christian is not deceived. We are to approach Jesus and God directly, and worship only them. In spite of the clear directives about that in the Word of God, many people today pray to saints instead of God, often asking the saints to procure the favor of God for them.
“the worshiping of angels.” The Greek phrase is thrēskeia tōn angelōn (θρησκείᾳ τῶν ἀγγέλων). The phrase seems simple and straightforward, referring to the people worshiping angels. The definite article before “angels” is evidence that the word “angel” is not used as an adjective or in a descriptive manner (“angelic piety,” or “worship practiced by angels”). Neither is there a need to see here the figure hendiadys[footnoteRef:2653] which would make the phrase “the religious humility of angels.” If that were the case, it would seem that the humility of angels would be something to aspire to, not something to be warned about. [2653:  Cf. Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 667, “hendiadys.”] 

Colossians goes to great lengths to establish the preeminence of Christ and that he is above all (cf. Col. 1:15-20, 22, 28; 2:8-9, 17). Furthermore, there is historical evidence that supports that angel worship was going on in the area of Colossae.[footnoteRef:2654] The Church Father Irenaeus, who lived in the second century AD, who historians believe came from Smyrna in the Roman province of Asia (modern Izmir, Turkey) not far from Colossae, mentioned “angelic invocations” in his writing, so it was going on in the culture.[footnoteRef:2655] It is also possible that, given the allusions to Jewish customs in the context (cf. Col. 2:16), Paul has in mind Jewish Christians or simply Jews who do not believe in Christ and who are leading the Colossian Christians astray. N.T Wright says, “The people he is opposing spend so much time in speculations about angels, or in celebrating the fact that the law was given by them, that they are in effect worshiping them instead of God.”[footnoteRef:2656] Thus, one could see how a Jew who was elevating angels too highly, could in effect, be seen as worshiping angels. [2654:  Cf. Hendriksen, New Testament Commentary: Colossians and Philemon, 126.]  [2655:  Irenaeus, Against Heresies, Book II, chap. 32.5.]  [2656:  N.T. Wright, Colossians and Philemon: An Introduction and Commentary [TNTC], 126–127.] 

Even today there are very dedicated Christians who love God but who venerate angels and saints, so the idea that it was going on in Colossae when it was part of the native culture should not surprise us. In fact, that God does not ignore it but instead makes a point about it should show us that prayer to saints and veneration of saints and angels is not “harmless,” but a sin in the eyes of God.
“going into detail about visions he has seen.” The Greek is ha heoraken embateuōn (ἃ ἑόρακεν ἐμβατεύων), a phrase that has led to “well nigh endless discussion.”[footnoteRef:2657] The word embateuō (#1687 ἐμβατεύω; “going into detail”) occurs only here in the New Testament. [2657:  Hendriksen, New Testament Commentary: Colossians and Philemon, 127.] 

Martin Dibelius did extensive research on some inscriptions that use embateuō found on ancient temples, and understands it to refer to being “consecrated” or initiated into a mystery cult, so that one can enter into sacred chambers of their Temples.[footnoteRef:2658] The word embateuō, which ordinarily means “to enter” or less likely, “take a stand on,” was possibly used in a technical sense in the mystery religions of those who entered into full initiation (they also apparently physically stood on something in the initiation). [2658:  Markus Barth, and Helmut Blanke, Colossians: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary, Astridk B. Beck, trans. [AB], 346.] 

One downside to this view that embateuō is referring to mystery cults or temple practices is that it does not really make sense of why Paul would say, “what he has seen.” If Paul was referring to the fact that these false teachers were “being initiated” into mystery cults, the phrase “what he has seen,” is unnecessarily vague and does not clearly have anything to do with temple rituals. One would expect Paul to say that these people were “being initiated into the temple” or “false practices” not that these people were “being initiated into what he has seen.” Additionally, the reason why the second meaning “taking his stand” is likely not Paul’s intended meaning, is that “taking his stand” is not a very common meaning for embateuō. It is not listed as a lexical option in BDAG, and if Paul had meant to communicate that these false teachers were “taking a stand” or “standing firm” on what they had seen in the mystery cult so as to be “puffed up,” we would expect Paul to use a more common Greek word for “standing firm,” which is histēmi (#2476, ἵστημι).
Another possible meaning for embateuō in Colossians 2:18, which was taken from one of the Temple inscriptions, listed in BDAG is “entering an oracle for interpretation of what he has seen.”[footnoteRef:2659] The downside to this view is that, not only do you have to add an object (i.e., enter “an oracle”), which is not present in the text itself, but also, it does not fit the immediately following context in which these people are described as being “puffed up.” How does asking an oracle for an interpretation make one “puffed up?” Therefore, this is likely not what Paul meant by embateuō in Colossians 2:18. [2659:  William Arndt, Frederick W. Danker, Walter Bauer, and F. Wilbur Gingrich, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early Christian Literature, 321.] 

A more likely meaning for embateuō, is “going into detail.” This is a meaning found in some ancient literature (2 Maccabees 2:30; Philo, Planting 80 Wendl. v.l.) and it makes sense in the context, and it avoids adding extra words into the sentence that are not present in the text, which the other interpretations must do. One could understand the phrase to mean, “going into detail about what he has seen.” This would make great sense with the context in which these people are “puffed up with pointless notions,” which is seen by the fact that they ramble on about their visions and experiences, but are not holding fast to Christ (Col. 2:19).
“puffed up with pointless notions.” People have reasons for what they do, but Paul writes from God’s perspective—there is no cause for being puffed up.
Col 2:19
“the head.” The Head of the Body of Christ is Jesus himself (cf. Eph. 1:23).
“joints and ligaments.” The physical body owes its functionality partly due to the sinews (which is connective tissue that includes ligaments and tendons). The Body of Christ is like our physical body in that it takes many members of the body working together to really “hold it together” and make it work as it should. Sadly, too many members of the Body of Christ do not see themselves as important in the Body and so do not do what God gave them to do. God says every member of the Body is important, and that is absolutely true. This is similar to Ephesians 4:16.
“growth that is from God.” The Greek is more literally, “the growth of God.” This is a genitive of source (origin), that God is the source of the growth.
Col 2:20
“Since.” The Greek word ei (#1487 εἰ) usually means “if,” but in some contexts, it can mean “since.” Friberg’s Lexicon states that in some cases, ei “express a condition of fact regarded as true or settled; since, because.”[footnoteRef:2660] R.C. H. Lenski referred to the ei here as the “if of reality.”[footnoteRef:2661] E. W. Bullinger wrote that ei sometimes: “assumes the hypothesis as an actual fact, the condition being unfulfilled, but no doubt being thrown on the supposition.”[footnoteRef:2662] Here in Colossians 2:20, the ei can mean “since” because the Colossian believers had accepted Christ, and when they did they died with Christ (Rom. 6:1-8). Here in Colossians 2:20, Paul is making the point that “since” the Colossians died with Christ, why are they still submitting to worldly regulations. Although many versions have the translation “if,” the last part of the verse shows that the “if” would be rhetorical. Other verses that have ei used in the sense of “because” or “since” include Romans 6:8, Colossians 3:1 (cf. NIV translation, “Since...”). [2660:  Friberg, Analytical Lexicon, s.v. “εἰ.”]  [2661:  Cf. Lenski, St. Paul’s Epistles to the Colossians and Thessalonians, note on Col. 3:1, 147.]  [2662:  Bullinger, Lexicon, s.v. “if.”] 

“died with Christ to the elemental spirits of the world.” This does not mean we are not influenced by these spirits anymore, but it does mean we are no longer a slave to them (Gal. 4:7-9; Col. 2:8, 15).
[For more on the “elemental spirits,” see commentary on Col. 2:8.]
“submit to.” This is a passive verb. It is not middle as many versions translate it. The Colossians were being pressured to submit to them (passive), as we all often are. The passive verb carries a permissive force: “Why do you allow yourself to be subject to….” The BDAG Greek-English Lexicon shows this verb as a permissive passive.[footnoteRef:2663] [2663:  Cf. O’Brien [WBC], 149.] 

“regulations.” The Greek is the verb, the noun is in Colossians 2:14 (see commentary on Col. 2:14).
“still living in the world.” We do live in the world, so this use of “living” does not refer to physical life. It refers to living in the world in the sense of being subject to the elemental spirits of the world.
Col 2:21
“Do not handle.” These are all food regulations. People feel such a need to be pleasing to God and in harmony with him that they allow themselves to be subjected to all kinds of regulations in the physical world that in reality do not bring them closer to God in any way.
Col 2:22
“things that perish when consumed.” When putting this statement in context its meaning becomes clearer. Just a few verses later, in Colossians 3:2 we read, “Think about the things that are above, not the things that are on the earth.” Paul is exhorting the Colossians to not follow regulations that have to do with earthly things that can be destroyed, but to follow Christ, with whom they have been hidden in heaven (Col. 3:3). This echoes very closely Jesus’ sentiment in Matthew 6:19 where Jesus encourages his followers not to store up treasures for oneself on earth, where moth and rust can destroy them, but instead, to store up treasures in heaven. This idea is part of the reason why these regulations are bad, because not only do they come from the “elemental spirits” but they are concerned with the wrong things, temporal things.
“based on human commandments.” Paul is adding to the list of why these regulations are bad. Not only are these regulations referring to temporal things, things that do not really matter in the end (Col. 2:22a), but in this phrase Paul reminds the Colossians that they are also based on human commandments. In other words, they are not God’s commandments, they do not have divine origin.
“doctrines.” The Greek word is didaskalia (#1319 διδασκαλία), a noun, and it has two primary meanings: It is used of the act of teaching or instruction (as if it were a verb), and it is also used for what is taught, i.e., the doctrine or material that was presented. In this verse, we felt “doctrine” was better than “teaching.”
[For more on didaskalia, see commentary on 1 Tim. 4:13.]
Col 2:23
“they are of no value in stopping the indulgence of the flesh.” There are differences of opinion among commentators as to how this last phrase in verse 23 needs to be understood and translated. However, most modern commentators fall into one of two major camps. In the REV translation above, the translation “in stopping” comes from the Greek preposition pros, which, like most Greek prepositions, is very flexible and has multiple definitions. In fact, it is pros that is at the heart of the two major ways this last phrase of Colossians 2:23 has been interpreted. If the pros is seen as having the sense of “against,” as the majority of the modern versions and the REV represent it, then we end up with a translation similar in impact to the REV translation, “but they are of no value in stopping the indulgence of the flesh” (cf. HCSB, ESV, NASB, NIV, RSV, NRSV). Although the use of pros in the sense of “against” is not the most common use of pros, the grammar of the verse seems to support it, which is why the majority of modern translations favor it.
If, however, pros is understood to mean, “to, toward,” i.e., “with a view to,” which is its most common meaning, then the translations by Hendricksen, Williams (New Testament), and the NET would be the better translations. The NET reads: “Even though they have the appearance of wisdom with their self-imposed worship and false humility achieved by an unsparing treatment of the body—a wisdom with no true value—they in reality result in fleshly indulgence.” Hendriksen’s translation reads: “Regulations of this kind, though, to be sure, having a reputation for wisdom because of their self-imposed ritual, humility, and unsparing treatment of the body, are of no value whatever, (serving only) to indulge the flesh.”[footnoteRef:2664] [2664:  William Hendriksen, New Testament Commentary: Colossians and Philemon, 132.] 

The translations by Hendriksen, Williams, and the NET, make a very important point, that regulating the flesh to somehow be right in the sight of God is not valuable in and of itself, but in fact, serves only to indulge the flesh. The translation in the REV, while not making that point as clearly, shows that regulation of the flesh does not stop the indulgence of the flesh. True! Fleshly regulations do not stop the indulgence of the flesh, in fact, they indulge the flesh. The “humble” and “disciplined” people who were trying to influence the Colossians were actually filled with pride. They rejected God’s grace and His simple truth about Jesus Christ, and piled on regulations and extra things to believe, trying to show themselves humble by their learning and discipline. Like the leaders among the Jews, they “load people with loads that are grievous to carry” (Luke 11:46). It is only pride and arrogance that lead people from the simplicity of Jesus Christ and salvation by faith. Furthermore, rules that supposedly produce righteousness in the sight of God by governing the flesh are really only an indulgence of the flesh.
A first-century Christian reading the Greek would see both definitions of pros as applying, and indeed they do, making the verse a kind of amphibologia (double entendre), in which we can see that fleshly regulations do not stop the indulgence of the flesh, they actually indulge the flesh.
[See Word Study: “Amphibologia.”]
 
Colossians Chapter 3
Col 3:1
“Since.” See commentary on Colossians 2:20. Some versions leave the text as “if,” and in that case, the believer’s position is not in doubt, but the believer is being asked to do a mental check and make sure he has confessed and believed in Christ. To better understand Colossians 3, it is helpful to see Colossians 3:1-4 as one connected thought (see commentary on Col. 3:4).
“you were raised with Christ.” This is speaking of the Christian being “raised from the dead” by virtue of being in union with Jesus Christ. The Bible says Christians are “in Christ,” often meaning “in union with Christ,” and that union is an actual spiritual union. Christians are part of the Body of Christ, so we are in a mystical spiritual union with him, and thus by virtue of that union, we went through what Christ himself went through. This is expressed in the Bible when it says that the Christian was circumcised with Christ (Col. 2:11); baptized with Christ (Rom. 6:3); crucified with Christ (Rom. 6:6; Gal. 2:20), died with Christ (Rom. 6:8; Col. 2:20; 3:3; 2 Tim. 2:11), buried with Christ (Rom. 6:4; Col. 2:12), raised with Christ (Eph. 2:6; Col. 3:1), and is now, in God’s eyes, seated with Christ in heaven (Eph. 2:6).
The statement that we “were raised” (past tense) with Christ is the use of the prophetic perfect idiom. The prophetic perfect idiom speaks of a future event as already having occurred in order to assure people that the event will absolutely occur. In this case, we are said to already be raised from the dead with Christ in order to assure us that we will be raised from the dead. In the Administration of Grace in which we live, the Church Age, Christian salvation is guaranteed, so it can be spoken of as if it had already occurred even though it is still future.
[For more on being in union with Christ, see commentary on Eph. 1:3. For more on the prophetic perfect idiom, see commentaries on Eph. 2:6 and 2:8. For more on Christians having a guarantee of salvation, see Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation.”]
Col 3:2
“Think.” The Greek verb phroneō (#5426 φρονέω, pronounced fro-nay’-oh) means to think about something, give careful consideration to something, form an opinion about something. Here it is present tense, imperative mood, so it means “keep thinking about,” not think about something just one time or simply form an opinion about it. Our minds are always active, and we are always thinking about something. God commands that we keep thinking about heavenly things and the things of God.
“the things that are above.” The Church Epistles have statements that are literally true now, and some that are deliberately figurative in order to make or emphasize a point. This statement in Colossians 3:2 is literally true: we are alive on earth now, so we think about things “that are above,” that is, things in heaven where Christ is. Philippians 4:8 also encourages believers to think about godly things.
Colossians 3:2 is literal and in contrast to Ephesians 2:6, which is figurative. Ephesians 2:6 says that we are “seated...in the heavenly places.” We are not currently seated in heaven, but we will be at the Rapture of the Church when we are taken into heaven to be with Christ (1 Thess. 4:15-17). Ephesians 2:6 is using the prophetic perfect idiom to show us that Christian salvation is not in doubt and Christians will absolutely be in heaven with Christ in the future. So, while Colossians 3:2 is literal and directs us to think about things in heaven, Ephesians 2:6 is figurative and comforts us by letting us know that our salvation is guaranteed.
[For more on the prophetic perfect idiom, see commentaries on Eph. 2:6 and 2:8. For more on the assurance of salvation that Christians have, see Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation.”]
Col 3:3
“for you died.” The Christian died with Christ (Rom. 6:3-4, 8; Col 2:20; 3:3; 2 Tim. 2:11), (for more on the Christian’s identity with Christ, see the REV commentary on Rom. 6:3).
“hidden.” What does it mean for Christians’ lives to be “hidden” with Christ? There are a few possible interpretations. The first is that Paul is intending to say that Christians’ lives are hidden in the sense that their old life has disappeared, they have died to their old selves. Thus, their old life is gone, it is hidden. Another interpretation is that it is referring to the safety of believers,[footnoteRef:2665] namely, that believers’ salvation is secured, it is hidden with Christ in heaven. Although these are valid points, they do not align well with the immediate context. Instead, due to Paul’s emphasis on our union with Christ in the very next verse, Colossians 3:4, “but when Christ—your life—appears, then you also will appear with him in glory,” and our union with Christ described in Colossians 3:1, then what has happened to Christ has figuratively happened to us. Thus, since Christ has been seated at the right hand of God (Col. 3:1; Heb. 1:13), we too are seated at the right hand of God (Eph. 2:6), in heaven. Since heaven is hidden to us in our current state, the Colossians’ lives are said to also be hidden. Therefore, their lives are not hidden because they have disappeared, but because their lives have been united with Christ’s life. [2665:  Richard R. Melick,  Philippians, Colossians, Philemon [NAC], 282.] 

“in the presence of God.” Colossians 3:3 is a spiritual passage, not literal, which teaches the great extent to which we are united with Christ. It is as if we died with him and were raised to life with him, and are seated in the heavenly places with him (Eph. 2:6).
There are a few important things to note in the context and the verse itself to properly understand Paul’s words here. Firstly, just a few verses earlier, in Colossians 3:1, Paul has identified us with Christ, he is showing our union with Christ when he says, “you were raised with Christ.” Clearly, the Colossians were not literally raised from death with Christ, but because they have been united with Christ due to their trust (Eph. 2:8), in Paul’s metaphor, it is as if they have been raised with Christ.
Secondly, Paul’s focus has been on location twice in the immediate context. Paul says to, “seek the things that are above, where Christ is seated” (Col. 3:1). Then again, “think about the things that are above, not the things that are on the earth” (Col. 3:2). The idea of this verse is that since the Colossians are united with Christ, and Christ is in heaven, they should be thinking about heavenly things. It is important to notice that Paul is emphasizing location: “where Christ is seated,” and, “things that are above.”
With all of this in mind, when we arrive at Colossians 3:3 and Paul literally says that, “Your life has been hidden with Christ in God,” we can rightly discern what Paul means by the phrase “in God.” In Greek, the preposition is “en” (#1722, ἐν) and it is followed by the dative case “God.” It can have a wide variety of meanings such as “in,” “by,” or “with.” Although it is possible to take the preposition “en” in an instrumental way, such that the Colossians’ lives are hidden ‘by’ God, which would mean that Christians’ lives are protected and secured by God, this interpretation does not align with Paul’s emphasis on the location of Christ in heaven, nor with Paul’s exhortation for believers to think about heavenly things (Col. 3:2). Paul’s logic throughout verses 2-3 would be, “Think about heavenly things...because your life is protected by God.” The logic of this scenario is quite unclear. However, if one takes the Spatial (or locative) Dative, which would be translated something like, “your life is hidden with Christ in the presence of God,” the logic of Paul’s argument works nicely. Paul’s logic would be, “Think about heavenly things...because you are (figuratively) in heaven with Christ.” One can see the power of Paul’s sentiment. The Colossians are to think about heavenly things because they are figuratively in heaven, due to their union with Christ.
The purpose of Paul’s whole analogy is to show that due to the Colossians’ union with Christ, it is as if they died to their old selves and are living in heaven where Christ is living. Therefore, Paul is exhorting them to live like it! To live as if they died to their old selves (Col. 3:5-6), and to set their minds on heavenly things (Col. 3:4) as if they are living in heaven with Christ.
Col 3:4
“your.” There is good textual support for “your,” which is why almost all the modern versions follow that translation. Commentators suggest that Christ is called “your” life because now the Gentiles are included in Christ, whereas under the Law they were excluded. Thus, by saying “your life,” Paul is emphasizing that the Gentiles—and Colossae was in a Gentile part of what is now Turkey—were included in Christ.
“but when.” Although the Greek text starts the verse with “when,” the “but” has been added to make the English smoother and clearer. The Greek text closes Colossians 3:3 with a semicolon, not a period (Young’s Literal Translation follows the Greek text), but a comma fits the syntax well too. Some other English versions also add an “and” (NLT) or a “but” (NJB). The “but” in Colossians 3:4 makes sense because Colossians 3:3 is speaking about our life being hidden, “but” it will be revealed when Christ appears.
It is helpful to keep Colossians 3:2-4 as one sentence in English as it is in the Greek text because the affirmation in verse 4 that the Christian “will appear with him [Christ] in glory” is based upon the premise in verse 3 that the person died with Christ. In fact, it is helpful to read Colossians 3:1-4 as one interconnected thought because it includes dying with Christ, being raised from the dead with Christ, and then appearing in glory with Christ (although not in that order in the text):
Colossians 3:1-4: “Since, then, you were raised with Christ, seek the things that are above, where Christ is seated at the right hand of God. Think about the things that are above, not the things that are on the earth, for you died and your life has been hidden with Christ in God, but when Christ—your life—appears, then you also will appear with him in glory.”
We can see that this section of Colossians starts with the statement that the Christian has been raised from the dead already, (we learn from other places in Scripture that this happened by virtue of our being in union with Christ). Of course, we have not yet been raised from the dead; Colossians is using an idiom—the prophetic perfect idiom—to express that the future event of being raised from the dead is not in doubt but will absolutely occur. Because we will be raised from the dead as verse 1 says, we then should, as verse 2 says, think about things above and not focus on the petty things of this life. Colossians 3:3 then goes on to expound on why we should focus on things above: we died with Christ, and because we died with Christ to the world, it should not matter much to us. Furthermore, our life is now “hidden” with Christ in God. The word “hidden” communicates a couple of deep meanings. For one thing, people hid things that were valuable to keep them safe. Also, however, the text is saying that our true life, our real life, is “hidden.” It is not currently visible to the world, and if a Christian is not spiritually minded it may even be hidden from that person. In any case, our real spiritual life is currently hidden. Then Colossians 3:4 starts with a contrast to our life being now hidden. Our real life may be hidden now, but, in the future, both Christ and our real life will appear and be openly visible. Indeed, we will openly appear with Christ in glory.
“then you also will appear with him in glory.” When Christ appears, every saved person will be with him in glory—that is, in the glorious future. However, it is important to note that not every believer will experience the same rewards in the future. That is why wise believers obey the guidance and commandments in the Word of God. Believers who have not followed the guidance in the Bible or may have even spoken against it and the God and Christ who gave it, will be ashamed when Christ comes (1 John 2:28), and may even receive no rewards at all (1 Cor. 3:10-17, esp. v. 15 ). The point that Christians will be repaid for what they have done, good or bad, is emphatically made in Colossians 3:23-25.
[For more on Christian salvation, see Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation.”]
Col 3:5
“the parts of you that are earthly.” The Greek text is literally, “the members, the ones on the earth,” meaning the parts of your life that are associated with being worldly.
“impurity.” The Greek word translated “impurity” is akatharsia (#167 ἀκαθαρσία), and it refers to being “unclean” before God. Akatharsia is “a state of moral corruption; immorality, vileness especially of sexual sins”;[footnoteRef:2666] “in a moral sense, the impurity of lustful, luxurious, profligate living; used of impure motives in 1 Thess. 2:3.”[footnoteRef:2667] The dominant use of akatharsia in the New Testament includes sexual sin, which we see here in Colossians. [2666:  BDAG, s.v. “ἀκαθαρσία.”]  [2667:  Thayer, s.v. “ἀκαθαρσία.”] 

[For more information on akatharsia, see commentary on Gal. 5:19.]
“and greed (which is idolatry).” In most English versions it is unclear if the word “idolatry” refers to the whole list of things in Colossians 3:5, or just the last item, “greed.” Thankfully, however, the Greek text is clearer, and from it we can see that the word “idolatry” refers only to the last thing on the list, “greed.” We have tried to make that point clear in the REV.
Before we begin to discuss greed being idolatry, we should discuss if “greed” is the proper translation. Some versions have “covetousness” (ESV, KJV, RSV, YLT), while others have “greed” (HCSB, NASB, NET, NIV). In translating the Bible, our intent must be to try to duplicate the meaning of the original language (in this case, Greek), in the receptor language (in this case, English). While that sounds easy, it is actually often exceedingly difficult. This is due to many factors, one being that most Greek words (indeed, most words in every language) do not have a singular meaning, but rather a range of meanings, which is referred to as the “semantic range” of the word. This means that the task of the translator becomes one of finding which English word has a semantic range that most closely matches the semantic range of the Greek word, and that often becomes a judgment call rather than a clear choice.
In this case, the Greek word that is translated “greed” or “covetousness” is pleonexia (#4124 πλεονεξία), and it refers to a person desiring to have more than he needs, or more than his share. The English word “greed” is a selfish and excessive desire to have more than one needs. In contrast, the English word “covetousness” has two primary definitions. The first is simply to have a strong desire for something, apart from any reference to need, or to the abundance one already has, as in “I greatly covet winning the blue ribbon.” This definition of covet can be good or evil, depending on the context in which it is used. The second definition of covet is always evil and refers to wanting something that belongs to someone else, as in, “You shall not covet your neighbor’s wife” (Exod. 20:17). Upon studying the English words “greed” and “covetousness,” it seems clear that the word “greed” is a better match to pleonexia than “covetousness.”
It is not the entire list of sins in Colossians 3:5 that is idolatry, but only the last item on the list; greed. R. C. H. Lenski[footnoteRef:2668] and J. B. Lightfoot[footnoteRef:2669] both point out in their commentaries that the Greek construction of the sentence makes that clear. Thus we should understand that the Word of God teaches that greed is idolatry. By selfishly desiring to take and/or acquire more than we need, we are elevating ourselves in an unhealthy way. Greed makes us the center of our attention: we spend our money, time, and energy on ourselves, when the Word of God says to seek God and His kingdom first (Matt. 6:33). There are different reasons for greed, but one of them is certainly not trusting God to take care of us. Furthermore, a hurtful aspect of greed is that the greedy person is not sensitive to the needs of those who are less fortunate, and who could use what he is needlessly accumulating. [2668:  Lenski, Colossians, Thessalonians, Timothy, Titus, and Philemon, 158.]  [2669:  Lightfoot, Colossians and Philemon, 210.] 

God says greed is idolatry, which alerts us to another important aspect of greed: it is a heart issue, not a “things” issue. Having great wealth is not necessarily “greed,” and there are certainly wonderful people in the Bible who were wealthy, including Abraham and David. True greed is an issue of the heart that is evidenced in the flesh, so we cannot just look at how much a person owns and decide the person is greedy. Idolatry is always an issue of the heart, and sometimes the idol is clearly manifested in the senses world for all to see, while sometimes it is not.
Greedy people who end up with lots of material goods can seem to have confidence or peace from a fleshly perspective, but from God’s perspective, they are really hurting themselves. “I have seen a grievous evil under the sun: wealth hoarded to the harm of its owner” (Eccl. 5:13). It is specifically because earthly wealth promises things like power and safety, but in the end does not deliver those things, that the Bible twice mentions “the deceitfulness of wealth” (Matt. 13:22; Mark 4:19). Wealth is deceitful because it promises much but delivers little. The only true safety in life, and the only true fulfillment for the heart, come from God and the Lord Jesus Christ.
Col 3:6
“is coming.” The present tense would normally be understood as “is now coming,” but the wrath of God that is coming is mainly coming in the future. This is what Greek grammarians refer to as a “gnomic present,” a general use of the present tense to represent something without a specific reference to when. The present tense is also used because there is indeed a sense in which ungodly people are under the wrath of God at this time (cf. Rom. 1:18).
“on those who are disobedient.” This phrase is omitted in many early manuscripts, and thus left out of many versions. Its omission would cause the reader to want to complete the thought, and the parallel in Ephesians 5:6 is a ready source for completion, which would explain how it could have been added if the original did not have it. However, there is enough evidence for it that it is left in brackets in the UBS and NA Greek texts, and it does seem to need to be there since Col. 3:7 has “you too.”
Col 3:7
“you too once walked.” The pagans in the Roman world did not have a joyful hope of a future life after death, if they had any hope at all. Some of them are described as having no hope (1 Thess. 4:13). That hopelessness generated a worldview that was very materialistic and very “get it right now.” A phrase that is repeated twice in the Bible about people with no hope is “Let us eat and drink, for tomorrow we will die” (Isa. 22:13; 1 Cor. 15:32). Because of that attitude, sexual indulgence of all kinds was an ordinary part of the culture, as was greed, selfishness, cruelty to others, etc. The Colossians would have been no different than the Roman culture before they were saved.
Colossians 3:7 is quite similar to Ephesians 2:2.
Col 3:8
“you too.” The commentators differ as to what the words καὶ ὑμεῖς in this verse refer to, which accounts for the many differences in the way this verse is translated. We thought that it most likely represented the fact that the believers of Colossae were to not do any of the things Paul was about to list, and not to think that they could overlook cleaning themselves of them. Too many times believers do not get truly serious about living godly lives and give themselves a “pass” on things like anger and shameful speech.
“slander.” The Greek noun is blasphēmia (#988 βλασφημία, pronounced blas-fay-'me-ah), and was used of someone speaking against another. The primary meaning as it was used in the Greek culture was showing disrespect to a person or deity, and/or harming his, her, or its reputation.
[For more on blasphēmia, see commentary on Matt. 9:3.]
“obscene language.” The Greek word aischrologia (#148 αἰσχρολογία) is hard to define, and this verse would be a good place to argue for an expanded translation. Vulgar, low, obscene, abusive, shameful, foul, etc. all fit. “Obscene, shameful speech involving culturally disapproved themes - vulgar speech, obscene speech, dirty talk.”[footnoteRef:2670] “Speech of a kind that is generally considered in poor taste, obscene speech, dirty talk.[footnoteRef:2671] Aischrologia might properly be defined as story-telling involving such unseemly deeds as adultery or pederasty.” [2670:  Louw and Nida, s.v. “αἰσχρολογία.”]  [2671:  BDAG, s.v. “αἰσχρολογία.”] 

[For more on “obscene language,” see commentary on Eph. 5:4.]
Col 3:9
“Do not.” This comes from the present imperative of “not.” Notice how lying is not in the list of sins in Col. 3:8, but is listed separately and has its own imperatives. Lying is a very harmful and hurtful sin that cannot be a part of a Christian’s life.
“since you have stripped off.” At first reading this seems to be a kind of built-in contradiction, for if you have put off the old man and its practices, why do you need to be told not to lie? We have put off the old man nature in a spiritual sense, for we have died in Christ. However, our flesh and old nature still exert an influence in our lives, and we must be aggressive to live in the flesh in a way that matches the work that Christ has done in us. The Greek word translated “stripped” is rare; its only other occurrence in the New Testament is in Colossians 2:15.
Col 3:10
“new self.” “Putting off” the old self and “putting on” the new self is a very important Christian concept that comes up several times in the Bible (e.g., Rom. 13:14; Eph. 4:22-24; Col. 3:10; see the REV commentary on Eph. 4:24).
Col 3:11
“In the new self.” This phrase is added for clarity's sake so that the reader is not confused as to what the subject of the sentence is. The literal Greek is “where” but Paul is referring to the new self that he introduced in the verse before, Colossians 3:10.
“barbarian.” The Greek word is barbaros (#915 βάρβαρος). Although “barbarian” is a transliteration of the Greek word, it does not have the same meaning today as it did in the time of Paul, and to fully understand Colossians 3:11, we have to understand the vocabulary as Paul understood it. To the Greeks, any foreigner who did not speak Greek sounded as though all he could say was “bar, bar, bar,” hence the onomatopoetic word, “barbarian” to describe one who was not familiar with Greek language and culture, and thus “uncivilized,” no matter how highly educated or morally cultured they actually were. But the English word barbarian is perhaps too harsh. “Foreigner” will usually do, but in this case, it is contrasted with “Scythian” who were considered savage and barbaric even to “uncivilized” foreigners. “The savageness of the Scythians was proverbial.”[footnoteRef:2672] For another use of barbaros see commentary on Romans 1:14. [2672:  Lightfoot, Colossians, 218.] 

“Christ is all that matters.” Paul is teaching that in the new self, your old identity as a “Greek” or “Jew,” or as a “slave” or “free” person does not matter, but that being identified with Christ is all that matters.
Although the literal Greek text is simply “Christ is all” or “Christ is everything,” there are other scholars and translators who translate the phrase as “Christ is all that matters” (e.g. NLT).[footnoteRef:2673] The phrase “Christ is all” is ambiguous and there has been much discussion on what this means and why Paul phrased his thought like this. Many Trinitarian interpreters think that, “it speaks to the totality of his presence,”[footnoteRef:2674] yet if Paul had meant to say that Christ is “everywhere” he would have likely used the Greek word which specifically means “everywhere” (#3837 πανταχοῦ “pantachou”), but he did not. Also, the idea that a human being who went to one place (the right hand of God; Heb. 10:12; Acts 2:33; Eph. 1:20) is present everywhere, is quite illogical. [2673:  Robert G. Bratcher and Eugene Albert Nida, A Handbook on Paul’s Letters to the Colossians and to Philemon, UBS Handbook Series, 85.]  [2674:  Richard R. Melick, Philippians, Colossians, Philemon [NAC], 299.] 

Instead, Paul used the Greek word “panta” which has a much broader range of meanings but typically means “all,” “everything,” or “all things.” When the word “all” is used, it is often used in a limited sense. For example, when Absalom was holding a council against his father, David, 2 Samuel 17:14 says that “all the men of Israel” agreed on advice that was given. “All” the men of Israel were not there and did not all agree, but the verse uses “all” in its limited sense, meaning, “all” who were there, and that limited group all agreed. Here in Colossians 3:11, it is also being used in a limited sense because it cannot mean “Christ is all things in existence.” Even Trinitarians who believe that Christ is omnipresent in some way, would not say that Christ is literally everything; that is the idea of Pantheism in which everything (plants, animals, and the universe) is God.
So, in this context, since Paul just previously mentions how in the new self there is not “Greek,” “Jew,” “Barbarian,” or “Scythian,” the natural follow-up question is—what is there? Paul’s response is “Christ is all.” Thus, Paul is talking about the Christian’s new identity. Instead of these labels being the Christian’s identity, Christ is now one’s identity. It is how the Christian should label themselves and how God views us, as having been raised with Christ and seated with him in the heavenly places (Col. 3:1). Our previous identity and label do not matter, Christ is all that matters.
“Christ...is in union with all.” Christ is in union with every believer who has put on the “new self.” Although this phrase is often translated “(Christ) is in all,” the preferable translation is, “(Christ) is in union with all,” for a few reasons. Firstly, since Christ is currently (and at the time of writing Colossians) an exalted human being (Rom. 1:4; Heb. 10:12; 1 Pet. 3:22), how can he literally be “in” each Christian? He would have to be omnipresent in some sense. Secondly, translating the “in” (#1722 ἐν) as “in union with,” which is called the “static en” in Greek, is very common in Paul’s vocabulary. Thirdly, Paul frequently teaches that believers are united with Christ (Eph. 1:7; 2 Cor. 5:17; Rom. 8:1), and does so in this immediate context (Col. 3:1), such that it is as if we died and were raised from the dead with him (Rom. 6:5). Since Paul’s subject is what is true for the believer (in the new self) this is likely what Paul intends by using the phrase “in all,” namely that Christ is “in union with all” Christians.
Lastly, the idea that Paul would just tag on the idea that Jesus is omnipresent at the end of his thought does not fit the topic Paul is discussing. Paul is talking about how a Christian’s new identity is found in union with Christ and how he is the only identity Christians should be concerned about (Col. 3:11). Therefore, to end his thought by saying that Jesus is omnipresent would be out of place.
[See the commentary on John 10:38 for more information on the “static en.”]
Col 3:12
“put on.” The Greek means to put on as clothes, or apparel, thus, “to dress,” and the middle voice indicates that we are to clothe ourselves. We have free will, and if we are going to be like Christ by being compassionate, kind, humble, etc., we have to make a diligent effort. We can pray all we want to for God to make us like Christ, and He will help, but we have to do a lot of work also. Here in Colossians, Paul has gone from “put off” to “put on.” There are things the Christian is to take off, and things we are to put on (cf. Eph. 4:24; Eph. 6:11). See commentary on Galatians 3:27.
“compassionate mercy.” The Greek text more literally reads “bowels of compassion,” which makes good sense medically, but not to the average reader today. The bowels are a center of a person’s emotional life, and that is reflected in the biblical text. Colossians 3:12 is directing the Christian to have compassion for people, which it does by using the word “bowels,” a word omitted in most English translations. The Greek text simply has “bowels,” and reads, “put on bowels,” but it is obvious that translation would not communicate to a modern reader and only be confusing. The word “bowels” is referring to a feeling, and in this context, the feeling being communicated by “bowels” is compassion or mercy.
[For more on “bowels,” see commentary on Phil. 1:8.]
Col 3:13
“bearing with.” The Greek word translated as “bearing with” is anechō (#430 ἀνέχω), and it means to “bear with, forbear, put up with, endure, sustain yourself under, tolerate.” Anyone trying to be unified with others knows that in order to do so there has to be some “bearing with,” “putting up with,” and “tolerating.” This is never an easy thing, but it is a Christian virtue that must be developed by any Christian who wants to be mature in the Faith. This same phrase occurs in Ephesians 4:2.
“one another.” The phrase “one another” occurs in the context of the Christian community, and while we are to be good to everyone, in the context of the New Testament Epistles, the commands toward “one another” are specifically to other Christians. Christians are to be “especially good to the household of faith” (Gal. 6:10). It is very important for the richness of our lives together here on earth, for our personal growth here on earth, and for rewards in the next life, that each Christian needs to be “other-focused,” focused on others and how we can help them. The phrase “one another” occurs many times in the New Testament, stating and reinforcing that truth.
[For more on the “one another” commands, see commentary on Gal. 5:13, “one another.” For more on “love one another,” see commentary on John 13:34.]
“Just as.” The Greek also has a kai (and, also), but it is stylistic and appears in classical Greek writings also.[footnoteRef:2675] [2675:  Markus Barth, Colossians [AB], 422.] 

“must forgive.” The verb is not supplied, and although not completely necessary and therefore not necessarily an ellipsis, nevertheless, it seems logical to supply the verb, as many English versions do. Even those English versions which do not supply the verb “forgive,” often add words so the English reads easily. The Greek text is quite abbreviated, οὕτως καὶ ὑμεῖς; literally, “so also you.” Even the KJV adds the word “do” to help complete the sense: “so also do ye.”
Col 3:14
“perfect bond.” The Greek is sundesmos tēs teleiotētos (σύνδεσμος τῆς τελειότητος), where sundesmos is a bond, something that holds things together, and is teleiotētos “perfection,” or “completeness.” The Greek noun translated “completeness” is teleiotēs (#5047 τελειότης), and it means “perfection; perfectness; completion, maturity.” It refers to bringing something to a goal or an end state. Its root word is telos (#5056 τέλος; goal, finish, thus that which has reached its goal or end). Putting teleiotēs in the genitive case creates a couple different meanings, each of them true. When one phrase can be read in at least two different ways, and both are true, it is the figure of speech amphibologia.[footnoteRef:2676] There is no doubt that when God inspired Paul to write, He knew He was making a sentence with multiple meanings, and now it is our joy to understand everything that God has packed into the verse. [2676:  Cf. Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 804, “amphibologia.”] 

Versions that translate the phrase as an attributive genitive, where the genitive functions as an adjective include the HCSB, ESV, NET, NIV, NJB, and NRSV. The genitive can also be understood to be a genitive of character, specifically production, and thus the phrase would mean that love is the “bond that produces completeness,” or “the bond that leads to completeness.” Hendriksen points out that this seems to be the most natural reading of the text based on the Epistle to the Colossians itself. For example, in Col. 2:2 Paul wants the Colossians to be united in love. He also points out that the Epistle points people away from the false teachers’ ideas of philosophy and knowledge, and also obedience to human regulations, and points instead to love as being what will strengthen and unite the people and lead them to where they want to go. He writes: “Love, then, is ‘bond of perfection’ in the sense that it is that which unites believers, causing them to move forward toward the goal of perfection.”[footnoteRef:2677] The genitive could also be a genitive of apposition, which would mean that love is “the bond, that is to say, completeness.” [2677:  Hendriksen, New Testament Commentary: Colossians and Philemon, 159.] 

No doubt all the meanings have some truth to them. Love is both that which unites and binds things together, and it is also that which leads us on to completeness, and indeed, helps us along the way to reach that goal. Given that, it was best to leave the ambiguity of the Greek text in the English translation, and have it read, the “bond of completeness.”
[See Word Study: “Amphibologia.”]
Col 3:15
“the peace of Christ.” It is called “the peace of Christ” because the peace we have is due to the work of Christ who ransomed us from death so we have everlasting life, and it is associated with Christ because Jesus is constantly working with us and in us to fulfill the will of God and walk in newness of life, which involves being peaceful. Jesus Christ was and is intimately involved with the peace available to us. Furthermore, the peace we have has a social aspect to it because Christians were called as one body to this peace. We are to be at peace with the Body of Christ, and having loving peaceful fellowship with other Christians is part of what gives us peace.
“be the umpire.” The Greek word translated “be the umpire” is the verb brabeuō (#1018 βραβεύω), and it only occurs this one time in the New Testament and in the Septuagint (although related words do appear). The fact that brabeuō is used here and nowhere else in the Old or New Testament is good evidence that Paul means something here that is different from what has been said elsewhere. For example, if Paul had meant “rule” or “control,” which many of the English versions have, there are good Greek words for those concepts and Paul could have used those words here just as he used them in other places. For example, if he meant “rule” in Colossians 3:15, then why not use archō, which means “rule” and occurs over 80 times in the New Testament?
It is reasonable to assume that Paul used a rare but specific word because he was trying to portray a specific concept, in this case, bringing in a concept from athletics. Athletic events and contests were very common in the Greco-Roman world and athletic metaphors appear in many places in the New Testament because they were generally very well understood (cf. 1 Cor. 4:9; 9:24-27; Gal. 2:2; 5:7; Eph. 6:12; Phil. 2:16; 3:13-14; 2 Tim. 2:5; 4:7-8; Heb. 12:1).
The commentators agree that brabeuō is taken from the world of sport in Paul’s time, and although some of them do not think that brabeuō is being used in an athletic sense here, many of them think it is. For example, A. T. Robertson has its meaning in Colossians as “to act as an umpire.”[footnoteRef:2678] C. F. D. Moule writes that brabeuō is, “apparently one of St. Paul’s athletic metaphors.”[footnoteRef:2679] John Lightfoot translates brabeuō as “be umpire,” and writes: “Wherever there is a conflict of motives or impulses or reasons, the peace of Christ must step in and decide which is to prevail…”[footnoteRef:2680] [2678:  Robertson, Word Pictures, 4:505.]  [2679:  Moule, [CGTC].]  [2680:  Lightfoot, St. Paul’s Epistles to the Colossians and Philemon, 221.] 

Bratcher and Nida catches the sense of the verse very well when it says, “The peace that Christ gives is to guide you in the decisions you make.”[footnoteRef:2681] Kenneth Wuest says, “‘Rule’ is an athletic term, ‘be umpire,’” and he translates the verse as “And the peace of Christ, let it be acting as umpire in your hearts.”[footnoteRef:2682] The Expositor’s Greek Testament has “rule,” but explains the meaning of the verse, saying, “The meaning is: in deciding on any course of action, let that be chosen which does not ruffle the peace within you.”[footnoteRef:2683] [2681:  Bratcher and Nida, Translator’s Handbook on Paul’s Letters to the Colossians and to Philemon, 88.]  [2682:  Wuest, Wuest’s Word Studies: Ephesians and Colossians, 226.]  [2683:  W. R. Nicoll, Expositor’s Greek Testament, 3:541.] 

James Dunn writes, “As already observed…the verb brabeuō is drawn from the athletic contest,” and he points out that peace can help in “determining what courses should be followed in difficult decisions and how the tensions of community relations…may be resolved.” Dunn translates the verse as: “And let the peace of Christ arbitrate in your hearts….”[footnoteRef:2684] [2684:  Dunn, Colossians [NIGTC],210.] 

R. C. H. Lenski writes, “‘Rule’ in our versions misses the point of brabeuō, which means ‘to act as an umpire,’ as an arbiter to decide with finality to whom the prize is to go.”[footnoteRef:2685] [2685:  Lenski, St. Paul’s Epistles to the Colossians and Thessalonians, 175.] 

As has been pointed out, it seems that if Paul meant “rule” or “control,” as some English versions translate brabeuō, it seems that he would have used a more common Greek word to express that point. But besides that, nowhere else in the New Testament is the concept that peace is to rule or control our hearts. God and Christ are to be our rulers, leaders, and guides, and they rule in many ways, not just via peace. On the other hand, there are many other verses that speak of seeking peace or making decisions based on what is peaceful and what will bring peace (cf. Rom. 12:18; 14:19; 1 Cor. 7:15; 2 Cor. 13:11; 1 Thess. 5:13; Heb. 12:14; 1 Pet. 3:11). In that greater context, Colossians 3:15 is just one more verse that teaches us how to live in peace with the world around us. When conflict or difficult decisions confront us, we can often make the right decision by letting the peace of Christ step in and help us to decide which path we are to take.
Different commentaries and versions have wrestled with how to translate Colossians 3:15 and bring forth what it is saying. For example, Rotherham’s Emphasized Bible has, “And let the peace of Christ act as umpire in your hearts.” The Complete Jewish Bible says, “and let the shalom [peace] which comes from the Messiah be your heart’s decision-maker.” Goodspeed’s translation is, “Let the ruling principle in your hearts be Christ’s peace.” The New English Bible has, “Let Christ’s peace be arbiter in your hearts.” Weymouth’s New Testament has, “and let the peace which Christ gives settle all questionings in your hearts.”
The point of Colossians 3:15 is that we believers are to let the peace of Christ act as the umpire in our hearts, and when we have decisions to make it is that peace that will make the decision easier for us. If we make decisions based on peace we will have the best possible chance of having peace within ourselves and peace within the Body of Christ.
“as one body.” The Greek text literally reads “in one body” (ἐν ἑνὶ σώματι, en heni sōmati), referring to being called to be part of one body.
“and always be thankful!” The present tense imperative verb “be” has the meaning of “always be,” thus, “always be thankful,” (cf. NLT, “always be thankful”).[footnoteRef:2686] The point is that the phrase is not saying to wait until there is something specific to be thankful for and then “be thankful.” God has done so much for humankind in general and each human individually that there is no excuse not to be perpetually thankful, adding specifics to that overall thankfulness as they occur. [2686:  See Lenski, Colossians, 172-79.] 

Col 3:16
“message about Christ.” The Greek text literally reads, “word of Christ” with “Christ” being in the genitive case in Greek. However, translating it in the typical genitive way, “word of Christ” makes it seem possessive, that it is Christ’s word. However, in this context, it seems more likely that the Colossians are supposed to dwell on the gospel message, the “message about Christ,” not necessarily Christ’s teachings in general. This dwelling on the good news of the gospel message would lead them into thankfulness (Col. 3:16). Also, the fact that the word “word” is in the singular in Greek, suggests that it is not the words of Christ that are supposed to dwell in the Colossians, but a singular “word” or “message” that is supposed to dwell in them, which is the message of the good news.
“admonishing.” The Greek word translated “admonishing” here in Colossians 3:16 is noutheteō (#3560 νουθετέω) and according to BDAG it means, “to counsel about avoidance or cessation of an improper course of conduct,”[footnoteRef:2687] hence it is usually translated “admonish” or “warn.” Although it can be translated “exhort,” “counsel,” or “instruct” in some specific contexts, the translator must be careful not to water down this powerful word. It almost always involves a confrontation over bad or unprofitable behavior. [2687:  BDAG, s.v. “νουθετέω.”] 

We humans often get caught up in sinful or harmful behavior that we ourselves do not see, or cannot seem to muster the strength to overcome, and the loving admonishment of others can change our lives for the better. People often do not have the awareness or ability to deliver themselves from evil, and as Scripture says, “wickedness will not allow those who practice it to escape” (Eccl. 8:8 HCSB). Godly admonishing can deliver people from evil.
It takes great wisdom and patience to properly admonish people because most people resist being warned and counseled about something wrong they are doing. Sadly, many people admonish others to make themselves feel good, to “speak my truth” and “get this off my chest,” but self-centered admonishing is never the will of the Lord. Christians are always to speak in a way that benefits others, and to do that requires prayer, love, patience, listening, and more. Furthermore, admonishing someone about how they are behaving should also mean that you care enough about the person to stay in the fight with them—get your hands dirty—and continue supporting them until they are delivered. We admonish people, yes, but then we should be prepared to stick with them through the process of change. If there is no real benefit to the one being admonished, the one speaking is not “admonishing,” they are just broadcasting their own feelings, which is selfishness.
On the other hand, some people never admonish others, even when they should, because it can turn into an argument. But avoiding admonishing others even when the other person clearly needs it is not about helping the fellow Christian, it is about avoiding personal pain. Godly people have to be courageous to risk an argument in order to help others. Let’s admonish each other as needed, but let’s do it God’s way—right time, right place, and with genuine love and commitment to the other person.
“one another.” Christians are to be “especially good to the household of faith” (Gal. 6:10). It is very important for the richness of our lives together here on earth, for our personal growth here on earth, and for rewards in the next life, that each Christian needs to be “other-focused,” focused on others and how we can help them. The Greek for “each other” is different than the Greek for “one another,” but the meaning can be much the same, as it is here.
[For more on the “one another” commands, see commentary on Gal. 5:13, “one another.” For more on “love one another,” see commentary on John 13:34.]
“admonishing one another with all wisdom in psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs.” This text is very similar to Ephesians 5:19-20. In Ephesians 5, the believers are speaking to each other in “psalms and hymns and spiritual songs,” while here in Colossians 3:16, believers are admonishing one another in “psalms and hymns and spiritual songs.” In both cases, the “speaking” and “admonishing” is to help and bless other believers. These verses in Ephesians and Colossians show that one of the ways believers can help one another is through the Word of God and the truths and principles of God in music. Godly music can be a great help to believers.
“psalms.” The Greek word translated as “psalms” is psalmos (#5568 ψαλμός), and although the general meaning of the Greek word is a song of praise, in this context it no doubt refers to the psalms of the Old Testament, which have brought comfort and inspiration to generation after generation of believers.
“hymns.” The Greek word is humnos (#5215 ὕμνος), and in the Greek culture, it was used of a song that praised gods and heroes. As it was used by Christians it referred to songs that praised and exalted God and Jesus Christ, extolling them and what they had done.
“songs.” The Greek word is odē (#5603 ᾠδή, pronounced o-'day). In Greek, odē was wider in meaning than psalmos or humnos, and referred to any song, ode, or even poems. Thus it was important to put the adjective “spiritual” with the word odē in order to properly delimit it for the believers. Far too many Christians spend time and money listening to music that is contrary to Christian beliefs, morals, and practices. It is important that we notice that this verse, which speaks of the word of Christ dwelling in us “richly,” is immediately conjoined with music. Music exerts a powerful influence on what we believe and how we act, and Christians must pay serious attention to the music they listen to.
“thankfulness.” The literal Greek is with “grace,” charis (#5485 χάρις), but that phrase was used for with “gratitude,” or with “thankfulness.” It is used that way also in 1 Corinthians 10:30.
Col 3:17
“to God the Father.” The Greek text is very unusual here, reading, “to God Father” (tō theō patri; τῷ θεῷ πατρὶ), which most modern versions translate as “to God the Father,” but it could be loosely translated as “to God who is our Father.”[footnoteRef:2688] The unusual Greek construction apparently prompted some scribes to add the word “and” (kai) to the Greek text to make it less unusual, which was actually a fairly common practice, and hence some Greek manuscripts have “God and Father” instead of simply “God, Father” (thus “God the Father”). Omanson has the following comment: “the very unusual placing together of the words θεῷ πατρὶ, which has widespread manuscript support, was changed by copyists….”[footnoteRef:2689] With over 5,700 Greek manuscripts of the New Testament discovered and available to study now, and especially with the help of computers, it is getting easier to determine the wording of the original text, and in this case, the wording of the Greek text is not in doubt and the translation “God the Father” is completely acceptable and adopted by almost all modern translations. [2688:  Bratcher and Nida, A Translator’s Handbook on Paul’s Letters to the Colossians and to Philemon, 91.]  [2689:  Roger Omanson, Textual Guide to the Greek New Testament.] 

Col 3:18
“submit yourselves.” The Greek verb hupotassō (#5293 ὑποτάσσω) means to be subordinate, submit to, be subject to, to yield to someone’s admonition or advice. While the verb has the same form in both the passive and middle voice, it makes the most sense that this verse is middle voice, the women are to submit themselves out of their free will, in other words, they make the choice to submit, they are not forced to against their will and better judgment.[footnoteRef:2690] [2690:  Cf. Roberson, Grammar of the Greek New Testament, 807; Lenski, Colossians, 181.] 

“your husbands.” The Greek reads, “the husbands,” but the fact that it refers to “your” husbands is clearly in the context. The “your” is also added for clarity in Colossians 3:19, 20, and 3:22.
“proper.” The Greek verb is anekō (#433 ἀνήκω), and it means fitting, proper, appropriate.
“in connection with the Lord.” Lit. “in the Lord” (en kuriō, ἐν κυρίῳ). “In the Lord” is a common phrase and concept, sometimes starting with the Greek preposition en and sometimes with the preposition eis. The phrase indicates “in connection with the Lord” or sometimes “in union with the Lord” (for more on this, see commentary on Rom. 6:3).
It is very important when reading Colossians that we notice that when it comes to wives submitting and children obeying (Col. 3:20), these things are to be done “in the Lord,” that is, in connection with the Lord. The wives are asked to submit in the Lord (Col. 3:18), and children are asked to obey in the Lord (Col. 3:20). The husband is not asked to submit in this context of running the household.
Whenever someone is asked to submit to or obey another person, it is always upon the condition that what they are asked to do is right and godly. Thus, the woman submits, and children obey, “in connection with the Lord, Jesus Christ.” These verses (Col. 3:18, 20) are not saying that it is fitting to the Lord that women and children submit or obey no matter what they are told to do. Husbands have a responsibility to make sure that they are being godly in their leadership, not worldly, and that they are asking things of their wives that Jesus would approve of; things that their wives can submit to with dignity and godliness.
Similarly, parents have a responsibility before God to make sure that what they ask their children to do is godly, not sinful in any way. In accordance with this verse, wives have a responsibility not to submit to requests that are clearly outside the will of God, and children have a responsibility to not obey if the requests of the parents are clearly outside the will of God. Since Christians expect to be able to live by the Bible they read, it is unfortunate that the same phrase at the end of verses 18 and 20, “in the Lord” (ἐν κυρίῳ), is almost always correctly translated “in the Lord” in verse 18 in English Bibles, but is almost always translated differently in those same English Bibles at the end of verse 20. For example, the HCSB, ESV, NIV, and RSV, all end verse 20 by saying: “for this pleases the Lord.” The KJV, NAB, NJB, and YLT end the verse in ways that are similar in meaning. But this makes the verse say that it pleases the Lord when children obey, no questions asked, which is not at all what the verse is saying. God saw fit to put the conditional phrase “in the Lord” at the end of the verses about wives and children, and English translators should represent that in their translations.
The phrase “in the Lord” governs the verse instead of modifying a specific word. It brings the concept, “in connection with the Lord,” into the verse. Thus, we could translate verse 18 into English as it is, with the phrase at the end, but the meaning would be the same if we said, “In the Lord, wives submit...,” or “Wives, in the Lord, submit...,” or “Wives, submit yourselves, in the Lord, to....” That the phrase “in the Lord” governs the verse instead of modifying a specific word in the verse occurs in some other places in the NT as well as here. For example, Ephesians 5:8 says, “for you were once darkness, but now, in the Lord, you are light.” The idea is that it is only “in the Lord,” i.e., in association or union with the Lord, that we are light. Various versions place the phrase in different places in the verse, most having “in the Lord” at the very end of the verse. In Colossians 3:20, concerning the children, the phrase “in the Lord” is also a governing phrase instead of just modifying a single word in the verse.
[For more on submission, see commentaries on Eph. 5:21 and 5:22.]
Col 3:19
“do not be harsh with them.” This phrase is seen by some commentators to be the figure of speech litotes (also called meiosis), or “belittling.”[footnoteRef:2691] In other words, the phrase is placed in the negative “do not be” so that we will see it in a much larger, and more positive, light. In that case, although the vocabulary says, “do not be harsh,” our hearts say, “be totally good, kind, and considerate.” [2691:  Cf. R. C. H. Lenski, St. Paul’s Epistles to the Colossians and Thessalonians, 180-81; Hendriksen, New Testament Commentary: Colossians and Philemon, 168-69.] 

Col 3:20
“in connection with the Lord.” Lit. “in the Lord” (en kuriō, ἐν κυρίῳ). This verse is not saying, as so many versions say, that when children simply obey their parents, it is “pleasing to the Lord.” While it is absolutely true that if the parent’s request is godly, it is pleasing to the Lord when the child obeys, the point of the phrase “in the Lord” is to show that the child’s obedience to their parents is an “acceptable (i.e., “pleasing”) behavior when it is one that is “in connection with the Lord.” For a child’s obedience to be “in connection with the Lord” means that the child is obeying their parents in a way that honors the Lord and is commensurate with the will of God.
[For more information on “in connection with the Lord,” see commentary on Col. 3:18.]
Col 3:21
“provoke.” The Greek verb is erethizō (#2042 ἐρεθίζω), and it means to stir up, excite, stimulate, to provoke. A person can be stirred up for good (2 Cor. 9:2), or, as in this verse, in an evil sense. The essence of the verse is that fathers should not stir up their children by unjust or evil treatment, and thus “exasperate” fits well here (cf. HCSB). Louw-Nida has: “do not cause your children to become resentful,” which catches the sense well also.
Col 3:22
“Servants.” The Greek word doulos (#1401 δοῦλος), can mean “servant” or “slave,” and here it refers to both, and the English versions are divided as to how they translate it. In many situations in the Roman world, the lines between servants and slaves were often blurred with servants being treated like slaves and slaves being treated like servants.
“earthly masters.” The Greek is “lords according to the flesh.” The Greek for “lord” is kurios (#2962 κύριος ), “lords,” the same Greek word as “Lord” in Col. 3:18, 20. However, here it more properly means “masters,” referring to the earthly owners of slaves, whereas in verses 18 and 20 it refers to the Lord Jesus Christ. The word kurios was used in a large number of ways in the Greco-Roman world, and referred to one who had authority. Thus, Lord, master, owner, are all good translations depending on the context, and when used in direct address, it was used like we use the word “sir” today (cf. Matt. 27:63). God is called “Lord” (Matt. 1:20); a slave owner was called “lord” (Matt. 10:24); a landowner was referred to as “lord” (Matt. 13:27; 20:8; 21:40); a father was sometimes called “lord” by his children (Matt. 21:30); and Jesus Christ is called “Lord.” This same phrase is used in Ephesians 6:5.
“not only to win their approval when they are watching you.” See commentary on Ephesians 6:6, where almost the same phrase is used.
Col 3:23
“soul.” The Greek word often translated “soul” is psuchē (#5590 ψυχή, pronounced psoo-'kay), and it has a large number of meanings, including the physical life of a person or animal; an individual person; or attitudes, emotions, feelings, and thoughts. Here “soul” is inclusive of the thoughts, feelings, and emotions of the person himself; in other words, “work with all that is within you,” which is why some versions have “heartily.” The CJB has, “put yourself into it.” The verse could read, “Whatever you do, work from your soul, like you are working for the Lord and not for people.”
[For a more complete explanation of “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
Col 3:24
“the inheritance as a reward.” The Greek reads, “the reward of the inheritance,” or “the repayment of the inheritance.” This is a genitive of apposition in which the reward is the inheritance. We might translate the genitive as, “the reward, that is to say, the inheritance,” or “the reward, namely, the inheritance.” Many English versions express the Greek text very clearly. For example, the NIV reads, “you will receive an inheritance from the Lord as a reward.” The CJB reads, “as your reward, you will receive the inheritance.” The ESV reads “you will receive the inheritance as your reward.” Other versions that read very clearly include the CEB, NET, NLT, NRSV, and RSV.
Although English uses apposition quite often (i.e., “My teacher, Miss Smith,” or “His hometown, Indianapolis”) it rarely uses it in the genitive with the word “of.” Sometimes very literal versions that follow the Greek grammar do use “of,” for example, the KJV has “the earnest of the Spirit” (2 Cor. 5:5). However, modern versions usually reword the grammar for more proper English, and thus the ESV has, “the Spirit as a guarantee.” Another example is Romans 5:17, which says, “the gift of righteousness,” which means, “the gift, namely, righteousness.” The CJB has “the gift of being considered righteous.” Similarly, “the reward of the inheritance” here in Colossians is to be understood as, “the reward, that is, the inheritance.”
The Greek word “inheritance” is klēronomia (#2817 κληρονομία), and it refers to whatever we inherit (Matt. 21:38). However, when referring to what we “inherit” from God in the future, it can either refer to our inheritance being everlasting life (Eph. 1:14) or our “inheritance” can be the rewards we receive in the future Kingdom of Christ (Gal. 5:19-21; Col. 3:24). The context in which klēronomia is used determines which meaning it has.
That the context determines the meaning is standard for many words. For example, the Greek word sōzō is used of being “saved” (given everlasting life) in many contexts, but it also can mean to be “healed” (Luke 7:50), or “rescued” from immediate danger (Acts 27:31). Similarly, “inheritance” or “inherit” does not have a single meaning that then determines the context, rather the word has multiple meanings and we determine which meaning it has in any given verse by studying the verse itself and the context.
A person can be saved and live in the future kingdom without having an “inheritance,” a reward, in it, just as Abraham lived in the Promised Land for 100 years (from age 75 until his death at 175) but did not have an inheritance there (Acts 7:5). The Bible has many stern warnings, worded in many different ways, that a person can be saved and live in the future Kingdom of Christ on earth, but not have an “inheritance” there. For example, Galatians 5:19-21 speaks of the works of the flesh, and says that people who live overtly sinful lives “will not inherit” the Kingdom: they will be saved, but have no inheritance in it. Every Christian should desire to rule with Christ in the coming kingdom on earth, and that means seeking God first and loving and obeying Him.
Here in Colossians 3:24, the “reward” or “repayment” that we receive from God for the good works we have done is called an “inheritance.” In other words, being saved and getting in the Kingdom is not the “inheritance,” but the rewards that people receive in the Kingdom are the inheritance. Here in Colossians, the “inheritance” is specifically said to be the reward, and thus Colossians 3:24 helps explain difficult verses such as Galatians 5:21 and Ephesians 5:5, which say that flagrant sinners will not inherit, or have an inheritance in, the Kingdom of God, meaning they will not have a reward.
People are saved by faith in Christ and not by works, and when a person is “saved,” or born again (1 Pet. 1:23) that person has a guarantee of salvation; his salvation is secure and cannot be lost (Eph. 1:13-14). However, God created people to serve Him, and there is more to the future than just salvation. People who serve God will get a reward, an inheritance.
The teaching that on Judgment Day people will get what they deserve, good or bad, based on what they have done in their life is taught many times in Scripture (e.g., Job. 34:11; Ps. 62:12; Prov. 24:12; Jer. 17:10; 32:19; Ezek. 33:20; Matt. 16:27; Rom. 2:6; 1 Cor. 3:8; see commentary on Ps. 62:12).
[For more on salvation for Christians, see Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation.” For the difference between salvation and rewards, and what some rewards may be, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10. To see why some people may get no rewards, see commentary on 1 Cor. 3:13. For sins that result in people not having rewards, see Gal. 5:19-21 and commentary on Gal. 5:21.]
“reward.” This is from the Greek antapodosis (#469 ἀνταπόδοσις), which only occurs here in the New Testament, but which Lightfoot points out is a common word in both the Septuagint and the Greek classical writers. He says, “The double compound involves the idea of exact requital.”[footnoteRef:2692] This reward, or more exactly, a “repayment,” can be either good or bad depending on whether the work done was good or bad. In this context, antapodosis is translated “reward” because it is a repayment for doing good and serving God from the heart, but it would be possible, if a person did evil, that his “repayment” would be for the evil he had done. Salvation is by grace (Eph. 2:8), but the reward, or the “repayment,” that we receive at the Judgment will be in correspondence to the kind and quality of work we have done. When Jesus comes to earth and sets up his kingdom he will reward or punish people for how they have behaved in response to his free gift of salvation. [2692:  Lightfoot, St. Paul’s Epistles to the Colossians and Thessalonians, 227.] 

[For more information on rewards in the future Kingdom of Christ, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10. For more information on Christ’s coming kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
“serve the Lord Christ!” The form of the Greek word translated “serve” is the same for both the indicative and the imperative mood. Due to the lack of a conjunction at the beginning of the sentence, the imperative mood seems to fit best and is favored by several commentators and translators.[footnoteRef:2693] This injunction from the imperative mood both matches the previous imperative (“do,” Col. 3:23), and it more naturally connects with the following particle gar (“for”) in Colossians 3:25, which gives the reason for this admonition. [2693:  O’Brien [WBC], 229; M. Barth and H. Blanke [AB], 447; also, the NEB, Douay-Rheims, NAB, NET; cf. C. William’s New Testament.] 

Col 3:25
“will be paid back for his wrong.” It is a consistent theme in Scripture that on the Day of Judgment, people will get what they deserve for how they have lived, and that is the big reason that we should earnestly confess our sins and ask to be forgiven; if we ask, God forgives us and cleanses us from our sins (1 John 1:9). Salvation is by grace, but rewards in the Kingdom are earned. Colossians 3:25 is one of the stern warnings in the New Testament that Christians should seek first the Kingdom of God and obey God so that they can be richly rewarded.
The Bible has many stern warnings that make the point that a Christian can be present in the future Millennial Kingdom of Christ yet have no rewards there (cf. 1 Cor. 3:15; Gal. 5:21; Eph. 5:5; 2 John 1:8). Sadly, some Christians end up actually attacking and doing harm to the Kingdom, and they will receive some kind of punishment (1 Cor. 3:17; 1 Thess. 4:6; and the repayment for sin here in Colossians 3:25 is likely saying that as well). Jesus said much the same thing in Luke 12:47-48.
The wise Christian takes God’s warnings seriously. As much as we sinful humans would like to say we just serve God out of our love and thankfulness for what He has done for us, the simple fact is that sometimes it is the fear of punishment that helps us keep our minds and lives straight. We know this is true of little children, and we are all God’s little children. God’s warnings are not meant to put fear in us, but rather to honestly tell us what will happen if we do not obey Him. The rewards obedient Christians will receive at the Judgment will truly make that day a day of rejoicing for them, in contrast to those who have not obeyed Him and feel shame when Jesus comes (1 John 2:28).
[For more information on Christian salvation, see Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation.” For the difference between salvation and rewards, and what some rewards may be, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10.]
 
Colossians Chapter 4
Col 4:1
Colossians 4:1 should be the last verse in Colossians 3 rather than starting a new chapter, chapter 4. The fact that Colossians 4:1 is wrongly placed as a new chapter could tend to confuse the reader. For one thing, instead of seeing Colossians 4:2 as beginning a new subject, the implied subject in Colossians 4:2 might erroneously be supplied from verse 1 as if it were only the “masters” that were to be steadfast in prayer, rather than the whole church.
“Masters...master.” The Greek is kurios (#2962 κύριος ), literally “lord.” From the structure, this should have been the last verse of chapter 3, because Col. 3:18 is “Wives,” Col. 3:19 is “husbands,” Col. 3:20 is “children,” Col. 3:21 is “fathers,” Col. 3:22 is “servants,” and now Col. 4:1 is to “masters.”
Col 4:2
“being watchful.” The Greek verb is grēgoreō (#1127 γρηγορέω), and here it combines a range of meanings. It was used of guards who were alert and watchful when on duty, and it carries that meaning in part here. For example, in Matthew 26:41 and Mark 14:38, Jesus told Peter to watch and pray not to enter into temptation, so in that context, Peter and the apostles were to be awake and alert, not sleepy, but it was with the effect that they would not fall prey to the enemy, temptation. It also has the meaning of being awake and alert as it is used in 1 Thessalonians 5:6, which is in the general context of being alert and vigilant in looking forward to the coming of Christ. So we watch to guard against some things, and we watch to know what we should be praying for. Yet, perhaps the biggest thing we should watch for in prayer is God’s answer. This is why Paul connects this idea with thanksgiving. We are to be watchful for answers to our prayers, so that we can thank God for answering them, and we should be thanking God for the prayers He has answered.
In general, being “watchful” has the advantage of combining both the idea of being alert about what to pray for and watching for how our prayers are being answered.
Col 4:3
“a door for the word.” The literal Greek is “a door of the word,” which is an idiomatic phrase referring to an opportunity to speak.
“sacred secret.” The REV translates the Greek word mustērion (#3466 μυστήριον) as “sacred secret” because that is what mustērion actually refers to: a secret in the religious or sacred realm.
[For more information on the “Sacred Secret” and the Administration of Grace, see commentary on Eph. 3:9.]
“I am imprisoned.” The Greek is literally, “I have been in chains” (dedemai, δέδεμαι), using the perfect tense. But the perfect tense of the Greek focuses upon the present circumstances and can be rendered with the present tense (“I am in chains”). However, Paul was not “in prison,” because he was in his own hired house, but he was “imprisoned” in the sense that he was not free to leave or travel and was chained to a Roman soldier.
Col 4:4
“reveal it clearly.” The Greek is phaneroō (#5319 φανερόω), which means to make it manifest, or reveal it. In this context, “reveal it clearly” is a good translation, because that is what Paul was trying to do for his listeners (cf. ESV, NAB, RSV).
“in the way that I need to.” Paul needed to reveal and teach the sacred secret clearly as an apostle appointed and chosen by God (Acts 9:15).
[See commentary on Eph. 6:20 for more information on Paul’s calling and the challenges he faced in order to teach the sacred secret.]
Col 4:5
“walk.” The Greek verb is peripateō (#4043 περιπατέω), and it means “walk,” but it was used idiomatically for “live,” as we might say, “live your life.” People walked everywhere, so “walk” came to mean “live.” The verb is present tense, active voice, so the meaning is “Be walking,” continuously be “walking” (living) in wisdom. “Conduct yourselves wisely toward outsiders” catches the meaning of the phrase.
“making the best use.” The Greek is exagorazō (#1805 ἐξαγοράζω). It means,
1. to redeem by payment of a price and thus recover from the power of another; to ransom;
2. metaphorically, of Christ freeing the elect from the dominion of the Mosaic Law at the price of his vicarious death
3. to buy up, to buy up for one’s self
4. to make wise and sacred use of every opportunity for doing good.
The idea of the verse, combining exagorazō (“buy up, buy back”) with kairos (an opportune time, opportunity), gives us the mental picture of us buying up the opportunities to reach out to others or to bless others before those opportunities get away. Every shopper knows that truly good deals are short-lived. If we do not move quickly, they are gone; other people have snatched up the good deal before us. We are to walk in wisdom toward outsiders, and when there is an opportunity to be a blessing and especially to lead them to Christ so they become “insiders,” we should quickly buy up that opportunity and not let it get away. Perhaps an expanded way to translate this verse would be: “Walk in wisdom toward outsiders, buying up your opportunities to be a blessing.” (See commentary on Eph. 5:16.)
“time.” The Greek word is kairos (#2540 καιρός), and it refers to a fixed and definite time, an opportune or seasonable time; the right time; and means in this context, the “opportunity” of time that each person has. This is not the Greek word chronos (#5550 χρόνος), which usually refers to a period of time.
Col 4:6
“always be with grace.” The Greek word for “grace” is charis (#5485 χάρις), but it is in the prepositional phrase, en chariti (ἐν χάριτι). Hendriksen points out that at the time Paul was writing, the phrase en chariti was used by the pagans as well as the Christians.[footnoteRef:2694] However, when the pagans said “in grace” (with grace), they meant your speech should include witty and clever remarks. In contrast, what Paul means is the language we use should be the outflow of the grace of God at work in our hearts. This is why the REV went with “with grace” instead of “gracious,” like many other versions (HCSB, ESV, NET, NRSV). In English, “gracious” usually means marked by courtesy, tact, delicacy, and kindness. However, anyone who has been exposed to “Southern hospitality” knows too well that “graciousness” can be devoid of any grace in the heart. Thus the REV went with “with grace.” [2694:  Hendriksen, New Testament Commentary: Colossians and Philemon, 183-84.] 

“seasoned with salt.” Often a metaphor like salt is hard to exactly describe. Christ said that we are the salt of the earth (Matt. 5:13). Salt preserves, heals (sometimes with a little pain, like putting salt in the wound), cleanses, adds flavor, and as one young man observed, “kills slugs.” Also, in the Greco-Roman world at the time of Christ, salt was quite valuable. There is no reason to believe that any of these meanings is excluded. When we speak to others, and in this context, to unbelievers, our speech is to be healing, but it also might well be challenging, and it should be “worth its salt” to hear.
“so that you know.” The Greek verb eidō (#1492 εἰδῶ) means “know,” but in this case, the perfect tense infinitive is an infinitive of result.[footnoteRef:2695] Thus, although the English grammar is clipped, the idea is that if we speak with grace and truth, “the result will be” that we “know,” i.e., “come to know” or “learn” how to speak to each person. Paul writes with the dual idea of expressing the proper manner of communication and then with the implied verification of what he is saying. We would probably say something more like, “Let your speech always be with grace, seasoned with salt, [I am telling you this] so that that you know….” Or perhaps “[I am telling you this] so that you will come to know (or learn) how you are to respond to each person.” [2695:  Lenski, Colossians, 194; Robertson, Grammar, 1090.] 

We are to walk in wisdom toward outsiders, making the most of our opportunities with them. In that context, our speech with them should always be combined with grace, seasoned with salt for truth, cleansing, and healing. If we will speak this way with people, we will come to know how to respond to them and the concerns or situations they bring up to us. If, in contrast, our speech is condescending, harsh, condemning, or “better than you,” the outsiders will not speak to us or share their hearts with us, and we will never get to know them or find out how to respond to them to reach them for the Lord.
“how you are to respond.” The Greek is literally “how it is necessary to respond.” The Greek verb translated “respond” is apokrinomai (#611 ἀποκρίνομαι), and it means to answer, to reply, to continue speaking, and it can refer to the continuation of discourse, each person replying to the other as the conversation moves forward. Thus, while most versions have “answer,” that seemed too much like all we are doing is answering questions, which is not the case. The CJB, NAB, and NASB have “respond,” which seemed more conversational. The NEB translates the last phrase: “study how best to talk with each person you meet.” While that translation is certainly not literal, it does carry much of the meaning of the phrase.
Col 4:7
“in the Lord.” See Word Study: “In the Lord.”
Col 4:8
“so that you will know how we are doing.” See commentary on Ephesians 6:22, which has the same Greek phrase (cf. Phil. 2:19, which has the same construction).
“I am sending.” The Greek is in the aorist tense, which normally would be “I sent,” or even “I have sent,” but this is the idiom of the “epistolary aorist,” because the Greeks thought in terms of the arrival, not the time of departure, so this has the force of “I am sending.”
Col 4:9
“He is coming with Onesimus, the faithful and beloved brother.” Onesimus was Philemon’s slave who ran away and who Paul witnessed to and led into the New Birth. Paul sent him back to Philemon (Phlm. 1:10-16). We learn from Colossians 4:7-9 that Tychicus went from Rome to Colossae, and Onesimus went with him. Tychicus was returning Onesimus to his owner Philemon, who therefore also lived in Colossae. Interestingly, Philemon is not mentioned in Colossians, which may be because Paul did not want to seem like he was overly pressuring Philemon to take Onesimus back or even free him.
Col 4:10
“received instructions.” The scholars debate whether or not this is an “epistolary aorist,” or a standard aorist. If it is an epistolary aorist, then Paul was actually saying that you “are receiving” instructions, which would be along with the letter itself, likely brought by those who were carrying the letter. On the other hand, if it is a standard aorist, then Paul, by some means, had already sent instructions to the Church at Colossae about Mark.
“instructions.” The Greek word is entolē (#1785 ἐντολή ) and typically means a command or commandment. However, many versions go with “instructions,” and that is likely the sense Paul is using here. He is not giving a rigid command, but is giving instructions on how to receive Mark in a welcoming way, and possibly with a few other instructions that he does not mention in this verse. Paul is speaking from a sense of authority that he has received as an apostle in his instructions for them in how to receive and deal with Mark.
“welcome.” The Greek word is dechomai (#1209 δέχομαι), receive, but in contexts such as this it does not just mean to “receive” in a formal way, but rather to favorably accept, or “welcome.”
Col 4:11
“Jesus, who is called Justice.” “Jesus” is the English name of Joshua, and in Greek the name was Iēsous (#2424 Ἰησοῦς, pronounced Ē-ā-'soos). Joshua was such a very famous person that many Jewish boys were called “Joshua.” However, after the Christ was called “Joshua,” the Jews stopped using the name to avoid association with the Christians, and the Christians stopped using the name out of respect for Jesus Christ. Here is a man named Jesus who became referred to by another name: Justice.
Col 4:12
“Epaphras.” See commentary on Colossians 1:7.
“Christ Jesus.” Some Greek texts omit “Jesus” and just read “Christ.” The manuscript evidence is very divided and competent scholars come to different conclusions about the original reading.
“fighting.” The Greek is agōnizomai (#75 ἀγωνίζομαι, pronounced äg-ō-'need-zo-my), and it is used in Colossians 1:29 of Paul’s striving to bring Christians to maturity in Christ (see commentary on Col. 1:29; 2:1). In this verse, Epaphras is striving in prayer for the believers in Colossae, Laodicea, and Hierapolis. Anyone who prays faithfully understands this struggle. First, prayer is itself warfare. God is a warrior (Exod. 15:3), and we help Him in the spiritual battle when we pray. Just as no soldier fights half-heartedly or carelessly, so we too should battle in prayer with great diligence. Second, we have to strive (even struggle) in prayer because we fight our flesh, which gets distracted or tired. We lose focus and it is a struggle to stay focused in our prayer life. Third, we struggle against frustration. Anyone who prays for a cause as great as the salvation of others or the movement of the Word of God in an area knows what it is to pray day after day and see little results. It is frustrating and can lead to us giving up on prayer. It is exactly why Christ “spoke a parable to them about the necessity for them to pray always, and not become discouraged” (Luke 18:1). Prayer can be a struggle, but it is a good fight and one we all need to strive for and stay engaged in.
“that.” The Greek word is hina (#2443 ἵνα), and in this context, it is not clear whether it is a result clause (“in order that”), or rather also points to the context of the prayer: “he is praying that you will stand mature....” It can actually be both, and so we left the English just “that.”
Col 4:13
“Indeed.” The Greek is gar (#1063 γάρ), which is usually translated “for.” However, there is no causal link between Col. 4:12 and 4:13. Instead, this is what Greek grammarians refer to as a “confirmatory gar.”
“works very hard.” There is a variation in the Greek texts, with some reading zelos (zeal, concern), and some reading ponos (which is pain, distress, or hard work that causes that pain). Most scholars believe the reading ponos, which is more unusual and therefore more likely to be switched to a more common word, is the original. Epaphras worked very hard for the believers in Colossae, even causing himself some pain concerning them.
Col 4:15
“Nympha, and the church that is in her house.” The Greek manuscripts vary on this verse, some making Nympha a woman, some a man, and some saying “her” house, some “his” house, and some even “their” house. The strongest manuscript evidence supports that Nympha was a woman. Furthermore, when there is disagreement between the manuscripts, one of the ways to determine the original is to ask which reading would be the most difficult, and which the most sense to create. In this case, if the original was Nymphas, and “his” house, it is very unlikely that scribes would change the masculine to a feminine. However, if the original was feminine, it can easily be seen that a later scribe would consider that so unlikely that he would change the feminine to a masculine.
Col 4:16
“read.” Read out loud. Since only a small percentage of the people could read, it was very important that letters be read to the people so they could learn the Scripture.
“among.” The Greek is para, which is not normally “among,” however, in the context of reading a letter the meaning becomes “among.”[footnoteRef:2696] The Church would assemble, and someone would read the epistle to them. [2696:  Cf. Peter O’Brien, Colossians [WBC], 257.] 

“the church of the Laodiceans.” The “church” was the people, not a building.
“the letter from Laodicea.” There has been much scholarly debate about the letter to the Laodiceans. Marcion (c. 85-160) taught that this was the letter to the Ephesians, and historically that position has been taken and defended by John Mill and John Lightfoot. However, it seems most likely that Ephesians was written after Colossians, which would rule out that interpretation. Some have suggested that the Epistle to Philemon is this letter, but Philemon lived in Colossae, not Laodicea, and the letter would have come directly to him. It is most likely that this letter has not survived.[footnoteRef:2697] Of course the debate then rages about “some of the Word of God being lost.” There is no reason to believe that every letter Paul wrote was the Word of God. In fact, Paul was likely an aggressive communicator, with contacts in churches all over the Roman world, and he certainly would have written many letters in his many years in prison (two in Caesarea, Acts 24:27; two in Rome during his first imprisonment there, Acts 28:30; and an uncertain amount of time in his second imprisonment in Rome, from which we know he wrote 2 Timothy, so he was allowed to write letters). Not all of these would have been the Word of God, and none of his letters except the ones we know to be the Word of God have survived. [2697:  Cf. O’Brien, Colossians [WBC], 257-58; R. C. H. Lenski, St. Paul’s Epistles to the Colossians and Thessalonians, 8, 206.] 

Col 4:17
“Archippus.” Mentioned here and in Philemon 2.
“assignment.” The Greek is diakonia (#1248 διακονία) and means “service,” and depending on the context refers to different kinds of service, including a task or assignment that a person is given. Because it can refer to the lifelong call of a person to ministry, it can in some contexts refer to a lifelong Christian ministry, or calling. Here in Colossians, the evidence is that what Paul is referring to is some kind of specific task or assignment because Archippus is told to “fulfill it.” Generally, lifelong ministries cannot be “fulfilled.” It seems that if Paul was making the general statement about the lifelong ministry that Archippus had, he would not have used the word “fulfill,” although we must admit that he could have used it to mean that.
“in the Lord.” See Word Study: “In the Lord.”
Col 4:18
“by my own hand.” Paul usually wrote some kind of closing to his epistles in his own handwriting. See commentary on Galatians 6:11.
“Remember.” This is the idiomatic sense of “remember,” sometimes called the “pregnant sense” of the word. It means much more than just remember, it means to pay special attention to, to help, support, etc.
[For more on the pregnant sense of “remember,” see commentary on Luke 23:42.]
“you all.” The “you” is plural, thus “you all.”


1 Thessalonians Commentary
1 Thessalonians Chapter 1
1Th 1:1
“Paul, and Silvanus, and Timothy.” Paul, and Silas first evangelized Thessalonica (Acts 17:1) and Timothy was with them.
“Silvanus.” Or “Silas” (Acts 15:22). “Silvanus” is Silas’ Roman name and “Silas” is his Hebrew name. As Lenski writes, “From Acts 16:37 we know that Silas was a Roman. The added Roman name of a native Jew was often chosen because of a similarity in sound.” (cf. 2 Thess. 1:1).
“in God.” The Greek word en (#1722 ἐν) has a wide semantic range. The phrase is ambiguous on purpose and means many things, all of which are true, because the Christian is “in” God or “in” Christ in many ways. We are “in connection with” God,[footnoteRef:2698] and the connection is due both to our position as children of God by birth and our being connected to God by our life and love. “In” as “in connection with,” or “in relation with,” is one of the foundational meanings of “in.”[footnoteRef:2699] “Christians are not simply people who have heard about God and trust Him. They live “in” Him day by day. All their deeds are done in Him.”[footnoteRef:2700] Some authors prefer “in union with” and that also is a meaning.[footnoteRef:2701] The spiritual union we have with Christ is intimate indeed, because we are part of his very body (Col. 1:18). In this instance, the phrase “in God” can also be a locative usage, and thus mean “grounded in” God.”[footnoteRef:2702] Since the locative and dative cases are exactly the same in Greek, only the context can be used to tell the difference, and in situations like this when both meanings are true and apply, the ambiguity is purposeful and can be the figure of speech amphibologia.[footnoteRef:2703] [2698:  R. C. H. Lenski, The interpretation of St. Paul’s Epistles to the Colossians, to the Thessalonians, to Timothy, to Titus and to Philemon, 216.]  [2699:  BDAG, s.v. “ἐν.”]  [2700:  Leon Morris, First and Second Epistles to the Thessalonians [NICNT], 36.]  [2701:  Albert Barnes, Barnes’ Notes.]  [2702:  William Hendriksen, New Testament Commentary: 1 and 2 Thessalonians, 40; Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, 4:6.]  [2703:  E. W. Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 804, “amphibologia.”] 

[See Word Study: “Amphibologia.”]
The phrase “in God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ” is necessary as a modifier of the word “congregation” because, as a study of ekklēsia (congregation; church; assembly) shows, there would have been many “congregations” in Thessalonica (see commentary on Matt. 16:18, “congregation”). There would have been some congregations that gathered to worship the Emperor, some to worship the Roman gods or various mystery religions (such as the cult of Isis), and other congregations as well. This epistle from Paul was to none of those “congregations,” but was to the congregation that was grounded in, in relation to, and in union with, God the Father and Jesus Christ the Son.
1Th 1:2
“always for all of you.” This is the figure of speech homoeopropheron (alliteration). The Greek is “pantote peri pantōn”—quite an attention grabber.
“constantly remembering you in our prayers.” This is similar to Romans 1:9, although the “constantly” could also go in 1 Thessalonians 1:3 before “remembering” in that verse. The scholars and versions are divided as to where it should go. However, adverbs are usually after the verb (here, participle) that it modifies. The word “constantly” must not be overemphasized. Paul is not saying that at every minute of the day he is praying for the Thessalonians, he is saying that he prays for them regularly.
1Th 1:3
“work motivated by trust, and labor prompted by love, and endurance based on hope.” The Greek reads, “work of faith, labor of love, and endurance of hope.” We take these phrases to be three genitives of production. The reason for translating the genitives rather than leaving them, “work of faith,” etc., was that their meaning is not easily understood in English. As S. J. Kistemaker points out in his commentary, “What is patience of hope, anyway?”[footnoteRef:2704] When one reads “labor of love,” it would be easy to miss that love is the spring out from which our labor flows. Ecclesiastes states that apart from God, no one can find any enjoyment in their work or labor (Eccl. 2:17). Thus, Scripture teaches it is one’s trust in God that is the source for our energy to work and labor. [2704:  Kistemaker, New Testament Commentary.] 

“on hope in our Lord Jesus Christ.” This is a good example of an objective genitive.
1Th 1:4
“brothers and sisters who are loved by God.” The prepositional phrase “by God” goes with the verb “loved,” and not with the “chosen” (“election” in some versions). This is the natural reading of the Greek, and is grammatically more proper.[footnoteRef:2705] [2705:  Cf. Meyer’s Commentary; Lenski, Colossians and Thessalonians, 223-24; Hendriksen, New Testament Commentary: Thessalonians, 50.] 

[For more on “brothers and sisters,” see Word Study: “Adelphos.”]
1Th 1:5
“and in holy spirit.” This refers to the holy spirit that is the gift of God.
[For more information on the uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
1Th 1:6
“joy from the holy spirit.” This refers to the holy spirit which is the gift of God. “Joy” is a fruit of the spirit, so the active presence of holy spirit produces joy.
[For more information on the uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
“much.” The Greek word polus (#4183 πολύς). Polus here indicates the degree of affliction experienced by the Thessalonians.[footnoteRef:2706] The extent of their suffering was high, much, great. [2706:  BDAG, s.v. “πολύς,” def. 3a.] 

1Th 1:8
“Macedonia and Achaia.” Macedonia is northern Greece, and Achaia is southern Greece. Towns such as Thessalonica and Philippi were in Macedonia, while Corinth and Athens were in Achaia.
“into every place.” This is hyperbolic, but it makes the point that the word about the Thessalonians had gone forth far and wide.
1Th 1:9
“how we conducted ourselves when we came to you.” The scholars and versions are divided about whether this verse refers to the manner in which Paul and those with him entered in among the people of Thessalonica (BBE, KJV, NJB, Rotherham, YLT), or whether it refers to the welcome that the people of Thessalonica gave to Paul and Silas, listening to them and converting to Christianity (CJB, CSB, ESV, NASB, NIV).
R. C. H. Lenski believes the text is speaking about the way Paul and his companions entered Thessalonica and the synagogue there, and writes that their entrance was “one that was so different from that of the charlatans and religious quacks who try to steal people’s confidence to their own advantage.”[footnoteRef:2707] [2707:  Lenski, St Paul’s Epistles to the Colossians and Thessalonians, 232.] 

Gene Green writes that the people from outside Thessalonica, from Macedonia and Achaia, “report to Paul about what kind of ‘entrance’ the apostolic team had at Thessalonica (v.9a; cf. v. 5). And, secondly, how the Thessalonians had converted to God from idolatry (v. 9b; cf. v.6). The NIV understands the first part of the verse is an explanation of how the Thessalonians had received the apparent apostolic team. But the term translated reception (eisodon) can just as well mean an act of entering a place or even the place through which one enters, the entrance. The same word is found in 2:1, where it clearly speaks of the messengers’ entrance into the city and we should understand it the same way here. The first part of verse 9 is a reference to the news about the nature of the heralds’ entrance into Thessalonica. …The ‘entrance’ of the heralds is the principal theme of 2:1-12, which can best be interpreted as a contrast to the way that ancient philosophers would enter a city, at times with great pomp and questionable motives. The ‘entrance’ of an orator to a city could be a grand event…. Paul and his associates’ entrance to Thessalonica was not accompanied by all this ceremony, and, as we will see in 2:1-12, Paul was careful to distinguish between their entrance and those of the common stock philosophers.”[footnoteRef:2708] [2708:  Gene Green, The Letter to the Thessalonians [PNTC].] 

Jeffrey Weima writes, “The word εἴσοδον (eisodon, visit) occurs only twice in Paul’s letters, both of them in 1 Thessalonians (here and in 2:1). A number of leading translations wrongly render this word as ‘reception’ or ‘welcome’…and so mislead the contemporary reader into believing that the emphasis here is on the Thessalonians believers in their warm reception of the missionaries and the gospel. The word however means ‘entrance’ or ‘visit’… And clearly refers to the activities of Paul along with his fellow missionaries and not that of the Christians in Thessalonica. …The point the apostle makes is clear; there is a widespread report of the genuine character of his original visit to Thessalonica. In an age where traveling philosophers and orators frequently enter the city with extravagant pomp and self-serving motives of securing the praise and purse of its citizens (see Winter 1993), people throughout Macedonia, Achaia, and even beyond recognized that Paul’s mission-founding visit to Thessalonica exhibited none of these vain and dishonest practices. In this way, Paul not only further defends himself but also strengthens his relationship with his original readers by reminding them of the crucial role that he played in their conversion.”[footnoteRef:2709] [2709:  Jeffrey Weima, 1-2 Thessalonians [BECNT].] 

“to serve.” The verb is douleuō (#1398 δουλεύω), to serve as a bond-servant, not latreuō (#3000 λατρεύω), which is to perform religious duties and services. When the Thessalonian believers turned from paganism, they did not just change religious behaviors and functions, they literally changed masters and the whole orientation of their lives.
1Th 1:10
“the one who rescues us.” This is a quite literal rendering of the Greek text. There are scholars who believe that the participle (“rescues”) can be a title. For example, F. F. Bruce comments: “The present tense of ruomenon carries no implication of realized eschatology with it…the participle plays the part of a nomenagentis [name of an agent] “our deliverer” (cf. Romans 11:26, in a quotation from Isa. 59:20 LXX, where ho ruomenos, “the Deliverer” is practically a divine title).”[footnoteRef:2710] [2710:  Bruce, 1 &amp; 2 Thessalonians [WBC]; cf. also Peter E. Cousins, 1 Thessalonians [NIBCNT], 1462; Alford, The Greek Testament, 253.] 

“the wrath to come.” The Greek word translated “wrath” is orgē (#3709 ὀργή, pronounced or-'gay). The Greeks used the word orgē for natural human anger (Mark 3:5), and for violent emotions in general, such as anger, wrath, or indignation—the context determined the exact meaning. Also, orgē was used for the anger that was exhibited in punishment and then by extension for the punishment itself. Thus, orgē was used for the punishment meted out by magistrates which also then included the punishment meted out by God; His punishment of the earth is referred to as His “wrath,” as it is here in 1 Thessalonians 1:10. That Christians will not go through the wrath is stated three times in the Church Epistles: Romans 5:9; 1 Thessalonians 1:10, and 1 Thessalonians 5:9, and all three verses use orgē for “wrath.”
The wrath of God that will come upon the world is referred to here as “the” wrath because it was well-known to believers because it was the subject of many prophecies in the Old Testament. Jesus Christ spoke about it too (Luke 21:20-24, esp. 21:23; Matt. 24:4-22, esp. 21-22). Then, many years after Paul wrote Thessalonians, the apostle John described the wrath in great detail in the book of Revelation, which sets forth four sets of wrath-judgments: the seal judgments (Rev. 6:1-17; 8:1-5), the trumpet judgments (Rev. 8:6-9:19; 11:15), the thunder judgments (Rev. 10:3-4), and the bowl judgments (Rev. 16:1-21). All those judgments occur in the seven-year Tribulation period, which culminates with Jesus coming down from heaven and fighting the Battle of Armageddon. For our study of “wrath,” it is important to note that even the early judgments in the book of Revelation, the 7 seals, are part of the wrath of God (Rev. 6:16-17). Thus, the “wrath” is the whole Tribulation period, not just part of it.
It is sometimes taught that God’s “wrath” that Christians are delivered from is destruction in the Lake of Fire. While destruction in fire is certainly wrath, it is not the wrath being spoken of here in Thessalonians. For one thing, the book of Revelation gives good evidence that the Tribulation is the “wrath.” The book of Revelation uses the word “wrath” six times (Rev. 6:16, 17; 11:18; 14:10; 16:19; 19:15) and five of them clearly refer to the judgments occurring in the Tribulation itself and do not refer to the Lake of Fire. In Revelation 14:10, the word “wrath” could be referring to the Lake of Fire, or it could be referring to the Tribulation before the Lake of Fire, or it could be using “wrath” for both the Tribulation and Lake of Fire. However, given the fact that the Old Testament referred to the Tribulation as a period of God’s wrath, that Jesus called the Tribulation “wrath,” and that Revelation called it “wrath” at least five of six times, the evidence is that the “wrath” in Revelation 14:10 at least includes the Tribulation period.
The most solid evidence that the “wrath” is not the Lake of Fire is that the message of the Old Testament, Gospels, and Revelation is totally different from the message to the Christian Church. If God’s wrath was destruction in the Lake of Fire, then God’s message about it should be the same throughout the Scripture. The consistent message of Scripture is “get saved and you won’t go through the ‘wrath,’ that is, the Lake of Fire.” That should be the message of the Old Testament, Gospels, Church Epistles, and book of Revelation because it is the universal message about salvation. But instead, the Old Testament, Gospels, and book of Revelation all speak of the “wrath” coming upon the world and everyone in the world going through it no matter what they believed, while the Church Epistles say the Church will be delivered from the wrath. So something about the Christian Church is different from believers living at other times in history.
The Old Testament has dozens of verses about Israel going through the wrath and the believers being given over to the Antichrist (Dan. 7:21, 25; cf. commentary on Dan. 12:1). In the Gospels, Jesus taught that his followers would go through the Tribulation and be arrested, tortured, and killed (Luke 19:41-43; 21:20-24; Matt. 24:9-13). The book of Revelation has the same message—the believers will be handed over to the power of the Antichrist and killed (Rev. 2:10; 13:7-10; 14:12-13). But—and this is a huge “but”—the message to the Christian Church is different. Three times in the Church Epistles the Church is told they will be delivered from the wrath. So what is the “wrath” that the Old Testament says believers will go through, that Jesus said his followers would go through, and that the book of Revelation says the believers will go through but which the Church Epistles say that Christians will not go through? It cannot be the Lake of Fire because believers of every age will not go through the Lake of Fire, they will be with Jesus and have everlasting life. The “wrath” that believers on earth will go through but Christians will be delivered from is the Tribulation period described in Revelation. Before the Tribulation starts, the Christians will be Raptured into heaven (1 Thess. 4:13-18) and be seated there with Jesus (Eph. 2:6), so Christians will be delivered “from” the wrath.
Until the Administration of Grace and the Rapture of the Church was revealed to the apostle Paul (Eph. 3:2-9; 1 Thess. 4:15-18), everyone thought that God’s wrath would come upon the earth as foretold, and if you were part of the generation that experienced it, well, too bad for you. Jesus certainly expected the Great Tribulation to come upon his disciples (Matt. 24:3-25). But the Church Epistles show us that Christians will not experience the Great Tribulation because they would be delivered from it by being taken into heaven. Thus, Jesus Christ is rightly said to deliver Christians from the wrath to come. The fact that believers will be taken off the earth before the wrath of God is poured out was a great comfort to believers, and we are to comfort one another by reminding each other of it (see commentary on 1Thess. 4:18).
It is sometimes taught that the way Jesus “delivers” us from the wrath to come is by somehow protecting us from it. But that is not accurate. The Old Testament, Jesus Christ, and the book of Revelation all say that believers will suffer hardships and even death in the Great Tribulation (Dan. 7:21, 25; Matt. 24:9; Luke 21:16; Rev. 2:10; 14:13). The book of Revelation indicates that some believers will be protected during the Tribulation, but certainly not the majority of them, and that is in stark contrast with verses such as Romans 5:9 and 1 Thessalonians 1:10 and 5:9 which say that Christians will be delivered “from” the coming wrath. The preposition in the Greek translated “from” is important, because the Christian is not delivered while “in” the wrath, or “during” the wrath, but “from” it entirely—Christians will not experience the period of God’s wrath known as the Tribulation because they will have been Raptured off the earth and will be seated in heaven with the Lord Jesus (Eph. 2:6). The way Jesus delivers Christians, and why it is a comfort, is he removes us from the earth by the Rapture before the Great Tribulation starts.
During the Tribulation, believers will be “seated in the heavenlies” with Jesus Christ (Eph. 2:6). This fact supports a pre-Tribulation Rapture because being “seated” implies being there in heaven for a period of time. The “post-Tribulation premillennial Rapture” belief is the belief that there is a Rapture but it is after the Tribulation and Christians are Raptured up into the air where they meet Jesus as he is coming down to fight the Battle of Armageddon, but that cannot be correct according to Ephesians 2:6. Believers go all the way to heaven and are seated there with Jesus.
[For more on how horrendous the Tribulation will be, see commentary on Dan. 12:1. For more on the Rapture being a comfort, see commentary on 1 Thess. 4:18. For more information on why the letters to the seven assemblies in Rev. 2 and 3 are to Jewish assemblies after the Rapture and not to Christian Churches, see commentary on Rev. 2:1.]
 
1 Thessalonians Chapter 2
1Th 2:1
“brothers and sisters.” See Word Study: “Adelphos.”
“coming to you.” This is the same Greek word as is used for “conducted ” in 1 Thessalonians 1:9.
1Th 2:2
“because of our trust in God.” The phrase in the Greek is literally “in our God” (ἐν τῷ θεῷ ἡμῶν, en tō theō ēmōn). So, the phrase translated literally would be, “we were bold in our God to speak to you.” In the Greek, there are multiple possible meanings. It could be a dative of means, of association, or a causal use of “ev.”
If association is intended, Paul means to say we emboldened ourselves “in our blessed connection with him.”[footnoteRef:2711] In other words, something about his (Paul’s) association with God, made him bold. [2711:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. Paul’s Epistles to the Colossians, to the Thessalonians, to Timothy, to Titus, and to Philemon, 239.] 

A dative of means, on the other hand, would indicate they emboldened themselves by means of God. The problem is that this does not make too much sense with a middle voice verb. What does it mean to embolden yourself “by God?” That is why some translations make the verb have a more passive understanding i.e. “we were emboldened by our God” (CSB), in order to capture the dative of means. However, changing the middle form to a passive is unwarranted.
The last option, that it is a dative of cause, fits nicely. This would mean that God causes them to be bold. Well, in what way does God cause them to be bold? Is He actively forcing them to speak the good news? Likely not. So we must ask, what about God causes them to be bold? It is their trust in God, and in His promises, that He rewards those who seek Him (Heb. 11:6), these are what motivate Paul and his companions to speak the good news in spite of opposition. It is the character and nature of God, and their trust in Him that causes Paul and his companions to be bold.
“after having suffered and having been shamefully mistreated in Philippi.” This refers to the record in Acts 16:12-40. In Philippi, Paul and Silas suffered, being seized and dragged before the rulers, having their clothes torn off, beaten with rods, thrown in prison, and feet placed in stocks. They were shamefully mistreated in that this treatment was undeserved—especially since they were Roman citizens—and adding insult to injury, the rulers attempted to quietly cover it up, without giving personal apologies; as Paul said, “They have beaten us publicly, uncondemned, men who are Roman citizens, and have thrown us into prison; and do they now throw us out secretly? No! Let them come themselves and take us out” (Acts 16:37, ESV).
1Th 2:3
“appeal.”Paraklēsis (#3874 παράκλησις) can be translated in a large number of ways. Two common ways it has been translated in this verse are “appeal” or “exhortation.” “Appeal” was the more accurate translation in this case. The sense is more of an appeal here because when Paul first came to the Thessalonians they were not yet Christians. You exhort someone who is already walking in the way, but make appeals to someone who is not on the path yet.
“nor.” The repetition of “neither” and “nor” or “either” and “or” is the figure of speech paradiastole.[footnoteRef:2712] [2712:  Bullinger, Figures of Speech Used in the Bible, 238, “paradiastole.”] 

“impure motives.” Cf. NIV, NRSV, NAB. The Greek is simply akatharsia (#167 ἀκαθαρσία), the word for “impurity” or “uncleanness.” In this context, however, to say their appeal did not come “out of uncleanness” means it did not come from internal impurities of motives or desires.
[For more on akatharsia, see commentary on Gal. 5:19, “impurity.”]
1Th 2:5
“flattering speech.” In the Greek, “words of flattery.” This is an objective genitive, where “flattery” becomes the object of the words spoken.
“greed as a motive.” Cf. HCSB: “greedy motives.” The Greek literally reads “a hidden motive/pretext of greed.” The word prophasis (#4392 πρόφασις) can mean both a motive or a pretext. The idea is that Paul did not come putting up a front, with a disguise or pretext to cover up his true greedy motives. The NIV has, “nor did we put on a mask to cover up greed.”
1Th 2:6
“from people.” Genitive of origin. The Greek reads “of men.”
“made demands.” The literal Greek phrase is “being able in to be with baros” (#922 βάρος). Baros is a noun meaning “weight, burden,” “weight” being more strictly literal, “burden” being the result of the weight. It also has the sense of a claim to influence, importance, or authority.[footnoteRef:2713] The NASB translation captures the sense of authority well, but misses the notion of burden: “As apostles of Christ we might have asserted our authority.” Paul and Silas could have asserted their “weight” and authority as “apostles of Christ” (it seems that Silas and Timothy are being called apostles here, but it may just refer to them having apostolic authority in this context). Note that here in 1 Thessalonians 2:6, Paul uses the word baros, weight, for his apostolic authority, but he did not want to be a burden (a verb related to baros) to anyone in verse 9. [2713:  BDAG, s.v. “βάρος.”] 

1Th 2:8
“souls.” The Greek word often translated “soul” is psuchē (#5590 ψυχή, pronounced psoo-'kay), and it has a large number of meanings, including the physical life of a person or animal; an individual person; or attitudes, emotions, feelings, and thoughts. Here it is used more broadly of the individual himself with an emphasis on his thoughts and emotions. Thus, while the verse could read something such as, “share with you…our own lives” (HCSB; cf. ESV, NASB, NET, NIV), the inclusion of the word “soul” points us to the fact that the thoughts, feelings, and emotions are specifically being emphasized.
[For a more complete explanation of “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
In this verse, Paul shows us what it is to be a true minister of the Good News. We do not just take people a message about Christ, we take that message as part of Christ living in us, and share with people our mental and emotional life as well.
1Th 2:9
“brothers and sisters.” See Word Study: “Adelphos.”
“working.” Paul worked to make his own money so he would not burden the church he was starting in Thessalonica with paying his expenses (cf. Acts 18:2-3; 1 Cor. 4:12).
“night and day.” This is according to the custom of starting the day with the sunset, so the first part of a day available to work is the night.
1Th 2:10
“purely.” Cf. NRSV and Williams’ New Testament. This is from the adverb hosiōs (#3743 ὁσίως), which Bullinger defines as “being pure from all crime, and religiously observant of every duty.”[footnoteRef:2714] According to BDAG it refers to being devout or pious in the sense of being careful to follow religious regulations in order to please God.[footnoteRef:2715] It refers to superior moral qualities; living uprightly.[footnoteRef:2716] The noun form occurs in Acts 2:27; 13:34, 35; 1 Timothy 2:8; Titus 1:8; Hebrews 7:26; and Revelation 15:4; 16:5. [2714:  Bullinger, Critical Lexicon, 379.]  [2715:  BDAG, s.v. “ὁσίως.”]  [2716:  Louw and Nida, s.v. “ὁσίως.”] 

1Th 2:12
“encouraging you, and comforting you, and urging you.” The repetition of “and” is the figure of speech polysyndeton. The “and” emphasizes each part.
[See Word Study: “Syndeton.”]
“encouraging.” We followed the Nestle-Aland verse divisions, dividing 1 Thess. 2:11 and 2:12 at “encouraging,” as all other modern translations do.
“comforting.” The Greek is paramutheomai (#3888 παραμυθέομαι). As comfort, its base meaning is to soothe and console, but its semantic range can extend to speaking “persuasively and tenderly.”[footnoteRef:2717] Yet not as persuasive as parakaleō (#3870 παρακαλέω), translated here as “encouraging.” [2717:  Bullinger, Critical Lexicon, s.v. “comfort.”] 

“urging.” This word for “urging” is the normal Greek term for “bear witness” or “testify,” marturomai (#3140 μαρτυρέω). BDAG lists the second definition of marturomai as “implore” or “insist.” The full meaning of the term, therefore, gives the sense of urging from personal testimony. The apostles were personally attesting to the necessity of living a life worthy of God, bearing witness to the rewards of such a life and the severity of the consequences for failing to do so. See commentary on Ephesians 4:17, “say this and insist.”
1Th 2:13
“the word you heard from us.” Literally, “the word of hearing from us.”[footnoteRef:2718] A genitive of relation. The “of God” is a second genitive, a genitive of origin. [2718:  Cf. Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, 4:20.] 

There is an additional kai (“and” or “also”) at the end of this verse, which the REV has not brought into the translation. It serves as an intensifier in the Greek, having no lexical purpose that changes the meaning. To leave it in would give the wrong impression in English: “Which also is at work in you who believe.” To be “also” at work implies that the word of God is at work elsewhere, which may be true but is not the point of the verse.
1Th 2:14
“brothers and sisters.” See Word Study: “Adelphos.”
“countrymen.” The Greek word sumphuletes, “own countrymen,” tells us that Gentiles persecuted the church at Thessalonica (instigated by Jews), even as Jews persecuted the Church in Judea. The Jews had a “reason” for persecuting Jewish Christians, because they were spreading (what the Jews believed were) false doctrines about a false Messiah. But why would the Gentiles, who had thousands of gods, and dozens of philosophies, persecute Christians? The battle is spiritual and the Adversary is behind it.
“Jews.” This is the restricted use of the word “Jews,” referring only to the religious leaders of the Jews and those who oppose God and Christ.
[For more information, see commentary on John 1:19.]
1Th 2:15
“and drove us out.” This likely refers to Paul and his companions being driven out of Thessalonica (Acts 17:5-10).
1Th 2:16
“hindering” is better than “forbidding.” The Greek word can mean either. The Jews really were not in a position to “forbid” Paul and his companions from speaking to the Gentiles, but they sure did hinder the work.
“the wrath of God has come upon them until the end.” The phrase “until the end” comes from eis telos (#1519 εἰς and #5056 τέλος), literally, “unto the end.” The Jews were experiencing wrath at their present time, and will continue to experience it “until the end.” The temporal expression is better than the statement of completeness because in this life God’s wrath never falls completely on anyone, he has deferred judgment until the next age. Speaking of the judgment as now is the idiom called the prophetic perfect (see commentary on Eph. 2:6, “raised…seated”). Christ is risen, the Judgment is coming, evil will be avenged. These things are certain.[footnoteRef:2719] [2719:  Cf. C. Wanamaker, Epistles to the Thessalonians [NIGTC], 117-18; Jeffrey Weima, 1-2 Thessalonians [BECNT]; A. Malherbe, The Letters to the Thessalonians [AB].] 

1Th 2:17
“brothers and sisters.” See Word Study: “Adelphos.”
“orphaned.” This is the literal meaning of the Greek word. This whole section is full of family terms, displaying the close relationship between Paul and the Thessalonians. The nursing mother, the father, the orphaned child. Also, in the biblical culture, the disciples of a Rabbi were called his “sons,” and the Rabbi was called their “father,” so in the Jewish culture of biblical times if a Rabbi died or left the area, his disciples were then referred to as “orphans,” and this terminology shows up a couple times in the New Testament (John 14:18; 1 Thess. 2:17). Since Paul, who was a Rabbi and teacher, had left Thessalonica, his disciples there could properly be referred to as “orphans,” but in this verse Paul turns the proper arrangement upside down and speaks of himself being the orphan, as if the people in Thessalonica had been teaching him. It is a wonderful stroke of humility and love.
[For more information on the uses of “father” in the Bible, see commentary on Gen. 4:20. For information on the disciples of a Rabbi being called his “sons,” see commentary on Matt. 12:27. For information on the disciples of a Rabbi being called “orphans” if the Rabbi died or left the area, see commentary on John 14:18, “orphans.”]
“period of time.” The Greek literally reads, “We were torn from you for a time, an hour,” using kairos (#2540 καιρός) and hōra (#5610 ὥρα). The meaning is that they have been separated for a period of time.
“in person.” The Greek is literally, “in face, “ which is an idiom and a very Hebraic concept. The idea is “in person.”
1Th 2:18
“again and again.” An old Greek idiom meaning more than once.
“the Adversary.” The Greek word for Adversary is Satanas (#4567 Σατανᾶς), which has been transliterated as “Satan” in most versions. This causes the meaning of the word, which is important, to be lost. For more information on it, see commentary on Mark 1:13. For information on the names of the Devil, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil”.
“prevented us.” Paul says Satan “prevented” his entourage from visiting the Thessalonians. The Greek word translated “prevented” is egkoptō (#1465 ἐγκόπτω), and its meanings include to “hinder” or “thwart.”[footnoteRef:2720] The translations are divided as to whether the meaning here is “prevented” or simply “hinder.” The word occurs five times (Acts 24:4; Rom. 15:22; Gal. 5:7; 1 Thess. 2:18; and 1 Pet. 3:7), sometimes meaning hinder and sometimes meaning a hindrance to the point of actual prevention. Here, it is prevention, for Paul, desiring to come to them, was actually inhibited from coming. [2720:  BDAG, s.v. “ἐγκόπτω.”] 

Scripture does not tell us how Satan prevented Paul from getting back to Thessalonica, but the fact that Paul never mentions any reasons leads us to believe that they were largely known and understood. One likely candidate was Claudius expelling the Jews from Rome. The Jews of Thessalonica tried to bring Paul and his companions before the Roman magistrates, but could not find them, but the charge they leveled at Paul and the others was that they “act contrary to the decrees of Caesar, saying that there is another king, Jesus (Acts 17:7). These were very serious charges. Roman Emperors were constantly threatened by rebellion and revolution, and stamped it out quickly and decisively whenever there was a hint of it. If Paul was in Corinth (or he even could have been in Thessalonica) when Claudius expelled the Jews from Rome, news of that would have gotten to Thessalonica very quickly along the Egnatian Way. That news would have made the Roman magistrates even more on the alert against any suspected Jewish sedition, and the Jews in Thessalonica were not above lying and twisting the facts, as we have seen. In any case, that is a possible reason Paul could not get back to Thessalonica. When he visited there again, Claudius was dead and Nero was the new Emperor.
1Th 2:19
“For who is our hope.” “Who” not “what” (as the KJV), because the people are the joy and crown.
“crown of boasting.” The “crowns” are special rewards that will be given out in the future Messianic Kingdom, and the New Testament mentions five crowns that God will give to those people who deserve them. The crown of boasting is for those who win others to Christ. In this context, the “crown of boasting” seems to be the people who will be in the Messianic Kingdom because of Paul’s evangelistic work, and they will certainly be something to boast about. However, given the scope of Scripture on the subject of crowns being given as rewards, it also seems that the “crown” here is a crown given as a reward. As such, the “crown of boasting” is an amphibologia (double entendre), and both meanings are true.
[See Word Study: “Amphibologia.”]
The word “boasting” is the Greek word kauchēsis (#2746 καύχησις), and it means “boasting,” or the object of pride or boasting. Some versions use the word “glory,” that we “glory” in something, that is, refer to it with pride. The word boast can have two connotations—just like English usage—one can boast in a negative way and in a positive way. Scripture uses both instances (e.g., James 4:16 and Rom. 15:17).
The NIV calls it “the crown in which we will glory.” Reaching others with the Word and bringing them to the point of salvation is something that every Christian should want to do. It is an act of compassion because death in the Lake of Fire is the fate of those who reject God and His Son. If people are going to believe and receive salvation, someone needs to speak. “Setting a good example” is not usually good enough, because lots of people do good things, and have many different reasons for doing so. Furthermore, Jesus came to save sinners. No one gets everlasting life by being “good enough,” we get everlasting life by making Jesus Christ our Lord. If we want others to take Christ as Lord, we must tell them about him (cf. Rom. 10:13-14).
Men and women who, without hesitation, would risk their own lives by running into a burning house to save someone are often so intimidated by the fear of rejection, or the uncomfortable feeling of not knowing exactly what to say, that they will not talk to people about Jesus. Yet the end of someone who is not saved is exactly the same as a person trapped in a burning house—death by fire. Although not everyone is called to be an evangelist, everyone is called to “tell the Good News.” Witnessing to others can be challenging, intimidating, and occasionally risky because the hearer is not always appreciative. God knows this and rewards those who make the effort to win others to Christ by giving them the crown of boasting.
[For a summary of all the crowns and more information on the incorruptible crown see commentary on 1 Cor. 9:25. For information on the crown of righteousness see commentary on 2 Tim. 4:8. For information on the crown of life see commentary on James 1:12. For information on the crown of glory see commentary on 1 Pet. 5:4. For more information on rewards and punishments in the future kingdom, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10.]
“in the presence of our Lord Jesus at his coming.” This is the natural reading of the Greek text and there is no reason to change it, as the NIV does. The question is what goes with the prepositional phrase, “in his presence.” Do we boast in his presence (NIV), or are the people “in his presence” at the Parousia? The versions are divided. There is no reason not to leave the Greek word order intact, for the verse makes perfect sense that way. Paul’s boasting is the people, who will be before the Lord Jesus Christ at his parousia, his coming and personal presence.
“is it not you.” The Greek kai has overtones of “also you,” meaning that the Thessalonians were “also,” along with Paul’s other converts, his joy, but the fact that the next verse says “you are our glory” indicates that the primary meaning is “even.” In saying that, Paul is not trying to exclude his other converts, but is simply emphasizing the joy the Thessalonians will be to him at the Parousia.
 
1 Thessalonians Chapter 3
1Th 3:1
“by ourselves.” The Greek is more literally “alone,” but they had each other so “alone” is confusing in English.
1Th 3:2
“concerning your trust.” The Greek huper can occasionally have the force of peri (“about, concerning”).[footnoteRef:2721] [2721:  C. F. D. Moule, An Idiom Book of New Testament Greek, 65.] 

1Th 3:3
“shaken.” The Greek word is sainō (#4525 σαίνω), and it only occurs here in the Greek New Testament. It originally meant “to wag,” like a dog wags his tail, which led to the meaning to “flatter” or “fawn upon,” like a dog would come wagging its tail and ingratiate itself. However, there is a secondary meaning in which the wagging action is used to describe something that is unstable and wavering, and hence the word came to also mean “to waver, be shaken, be unsettled.”[footnoteRef:2722] [2722:  BDAG and Friberg lexicons, s.v. σαίνω.] 

“we are destined for this.” Literally, “unto this we were set/placed.” Here in 1 Thessalonians 3:3, the word for “destined” is from keimai (#2749 κεῖμαι), which has the base meaning of being placed somewhere. When you are placed somewhere with an expected outcome that is sure to come to pass, you are said to be “destined,” and so Paul is saying that those who trust in Jesus should expect to experience afflictions. It is not as though specific sufferings are “destined” or “appointed” for us in a fatalistic sense. Rather it is as Lenski writes, “God placed us in a position where we are bound to encounter affliction.”[footnoteRef:2723] When we become Christians, we are drawn into God’s battle plans; we become one of God’s valuable pieces battling on the chessboard of life. And in this spiritual battle, it is inevitable that afflictions will arise. [2723:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. Paul’s Epistles to the Colossians and Thessalonians, 285.] 

1Th 3:4
“we were going to suffer affliction.” The “we” is both the Thessalonians and Paul and his companions. Everyone who lives godly in Christ will suffer persecution (2 Tim. 3:12).
1Th 3:5
“For this reason.” The Greek is dia touto, usually translated “for this reason” or “because of this.” In this context, the expression refers to what preceded and not what follows.
“I sent.” The Greek can be an emphatic “I,” or “I also,” and that has engendered much discussion among scholars. If Paul is just saying “I,” he is emphasizing his role in sending Timothy. If he is saying “I also sent,” then he could be pointing out his role in league with the others, or, having earlier said that he sent Timothy to encourage the Thessalonians, he could now be saying that he had another personal reason as well, which was to learn about how they were doing.
“for I was afraid that.” There is no specific word for “fear” in the Greek. It comes from the expression me pōs, a “marker of a negative perspective expressing misgiving, frequently rendered lest” (BDAG). The “misgiving” being expressed is Paul’s concern that the Thessalonians’ faith had faltered. It is a common pattern in Paul’s writings that he uses “fear” in the text when he uses me pōs and from the immediate context it is implied here (cf. 2 Cor. 11:3, 12:20; Gal. 4:11).
“the Tempter.” The Tempter is the Adversary of 1 Thessalonians 2:18. The Adversary is actively and aggressively tempting people to destroy them. Christians need to open their eyes to the spiritual battle that rages invisibly around them. Most Christians act as if temptations “just happen” and they are an accidental and spontaneous part of life. While some temptations are simply due to life and a person’s sin nature and individual personality and character, Satan is always working behind the scene to figure out ways to make people stumble in their walk with Christ. That is one reason we must “pray without ceasing.”
“had tempted you.” Although the translation fits the context, the verb in Greek is a participle in the present tense and active voice, indicating that the Tempter keeps on tempting us. He wages a relentless assault.
1Th 3:6
“always remember us.” The Greek reads, “that you have good memories of us always.”
“remember us with affection.” The word translated “affection” is agathos (#18 ἀγαθός), usually translated “good.” In this context, however, “good” does not mean “good” or “well” in the sense of a good job versus a bad job, but rather “good” in the sense of affectionate, kind. The point Paul is making is how the Thessalonians are currently thinking of him and the apostles, remembering them, not that they have some good memories (past) of them. Paul is pleased that they “think kindly”[footnoteRef:2724] of them, making pleasant remembrance when they are brought to mind. [2724:  BDAG, s.v. “ἀγαθός.”] 

1Th 3:7
“brothers and sisters.” See Word Study: “Adelphos.”
“in all our distress and affliction.” The Thessalonians were afflicted, but so were Paul and his companions. Affliction is unavoidable for godly Christians.
1Th 3:8
“For now we really live.” The Greek text says, “now we live,” and it refers to getting new energy in life. The good news Timothy brought about how well the Thessalonians were doing energized Paul and his companions.
“in the Lord.” See Word Study: “In the Lord.”
1Th 3:9
“how can we give thanks to God.” Paul was writing about the thanks to God concerning the Thessalonians, for all the joy he had.
1Th 3:10
“night and day.” An accurate rendition of the thinking of the time, because the Jewish day starts with sunset.
“supply what is lacking in your trust.” The verb katartizō (#2675 καταρτίζω) could either mean “supply,” “complete” or “restore.” Here it should be translated supply, for as recorded in the book of Acts, Paul’s time in Thessalonica was cut short when a mob attempted to seize him, and so the new believers sent him away secretly (Acts 17:1-11). Thus he did not wish to “restore” the Thessalonians to the trust they once had, but to supply what was lacking in their trust in the first place.
1Th 3:11
“our God and Father…and our Lord Jesus.” This verse is good evidence that Jesus is not God. God is the Father, and the Lord Jesus is separate. If Jesus were God, this verse would have read something like, “Now may our God, the Father and our Lord Jesus, direct our way to you.” Simple verses like this one, which occur throughout the NT, are strong evidence Jesus is not God.
1Th 3:12
“one another and for all people​.” The “one another” refers to believers; those in the Christian community (see commentary on Gal. 5:13). The phrase, “and for all people” refers to everyone who is not saved. This phrase also occurs in 1 Thessalonians 5:15.
1Th 3:13
“at the coming of.” The Greek is en ho parousia, “at the presence” (or “coming”). The word parousia has two definitions: “presence” and “coming,” and it is used both ways in the New Testament. It is used as “presence” in verses such as 2 Corinthians 10:10 and Philippians 2:12. It is used as “coming” in verses such as 2 Corinthians 7:6 and 2 Peter 3:4. The most likely meaning of parousia here is “presence,” the presence we will have when Jesus comes for his Church at the Rapture. At the Rapture of the Church, Christians will be in the presence of the Lord, and they will be there with all the “holy ones,” both Christians and angels.
John Walvoord writes, “What does the word parousia mean here in Thessalonians? When someone is coming, we also speak of his presence. For instance, a visiting preacher might be welcomed with the words, ‘We are happy for the coming of pastor John Doe.’ What would be meant by that? How he came would not be important; the point is that he is here, and we are glad for his presence. Even in English we use the term coming in the sense of presence. That is precisely the thought here. But when are we going to be in the presence of the Father? According to Scripture, Christians will meet Christ in the air at the rapture. We will be present with him at that moment. After we meet him in the air, he will take us home to glory to be in the presence of the Father and the holy angels. After that. we will return back to earth with Christ.”[footnoteRef:2725] [2725:  Walvoord, The John Walvoord Prophecy Commentaries: 1 &amp; 2 Thessalonians.] 

If parousia was to be understood here as “coming” and not “presence,” it would be his coming at the Rapture, and the “holy ones” would be the angels that accompany Christ. The Old Testament (and thus Septuagint) refer to angels as hoi hagioi (“the holy,” plural; see Meyer).
The point that Paul is making in this section of Scripture becomes clear when we read 1 Thessalonians 3:11-13 as one sentence, which it is in both Greek and English. The sentence is a prayer with multiple requests. The first request is that Paul prays that God and the Lord Jesus will bring Paul back to Thessalonica so he can see the believers again (1 Thess. 3:11). The second request is that the Lord would cause the Thessalonians to grow in love with the result that when the Lord comes he would find them to be established and blameless in holiness before God. The Lord will come for the Church and be present with them at the Rapture, which Paul writes about in the next chapter, 1 Thessalonians 4, and at that time all the Christians will be together in the presence of the Lord Jesus. Paul wants to do all he can to make sure that the believers in Thessalonica (and everywhere else) will be established as blameless in holiness before God at the coming of the Lord. Paul is very aware that when the Lord returns believers will be judged for what they have done and how they have lived (cf. 1 Cor. 3:10-17; 2 Cor. 5:10; Col. 3:23-25; 1 John 2:28; 2 John 1:8). Wise Christians realize that how they live now affects the rewards or lack of rewards that they will have in the future Kingdom of Christ on earth, and they make an effort to live holy and blameless lives.
 
1 Thessalonians Chapter 4
1Th 4:1
“brothers and sisters.” See Word Study: “Adelphos.”
“in the Lord.” See Word Study: “In the Lord.”
“learned.” The Greek is more literally, “received,” but here it is used idiomatically for “learned.” Some other English versions use “received” but add something such as “instruction” for clarity.
“from us.” The Greek text reads “of us,” and here it is a genitive of origin.
“that you would do so even more.” Cf. NASB, HCSB, NJB. The verb is perisseuō (#4052 περισσεύω), meaning “to cause something to exist in abundance,”[footnoteRef:2726] and thus by extension, it can mean “to do more of what you are doing”. Paul is urging the believers to live in a godly manner even more and more than they already have, even though their behavior was already exemplary. [2726:  BDAG, s.v. “περισσεύω.”] 

1Th 4:3
“For this is the will of God—for you to be holy.” The Greek is more literally translated as “For this is the will of God, your holiness,” but that sentence structure is not completely clear in English. In the sentence, “your holiness” is being described as the will of God; God wills that each Christian be holy. The emphasis in the text here is not being holy due to the presence of the gift of holy spirit born in the believer, but rather this verse is speaking of being holy by virtue of what one thinks and does. The verse is speaking of holy living. Furthermore, this sentence is followed by three sentences with infinitive verbs that describe some of what it means to be holy. Thus, God tells us to be holy (live a holy life) and then tells us some of how to do that.
1Th 4:4
“how to control his own vessel.” This section has been hotly debated. There are two primary interpretations: the section is speaking of “controlling” one’s own body, or the section is speaking of one’s relation to his wife. Although “vessel” can refer to the human body (Acts 9:15; 2 Cor. 4:7; etc.), the wife is referred to as a “vessel” in 1 Peter 3:7. Besides “vessels,” women were referred to as a “fountain,” “garden,” “spring,” (Song 4:12), “cistern,” “well” (Prov. 5:15).
“control.” The Greek is ktaomai (#2932 κτάομαι). This is a major key to this section. Robertson notes: “Present middle infinitive of ktaomai, to acquire, not kektêsthai, to possess.”[footnoteRef:2727] Lenski, Vincent, and others point out that the natural meaning of ktaomai is “take,” not “possess” or “control,” in which case another word, perhaps kektesthai would be used. However, other people point out that when it refers to one’s own body, the word can mean “control.” [2727:  A. T. Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, 4:28-29.] 

If this section of Scripture is speaking of taking a wife, then the word “take,” which also means “acquire,” has a double meaning in this section. Every Christian man is to take, or acquire, his own wife to avoid sexual immorality (1 Cor. 7:1-2), however, beyond that, the man should “take” (i.e., take sexually) his wife with the same sanctification and honor. Thus there is a sense in which the phrase could be translated that each should know how to treat his wife in sanctification and honor. Vincent has: “that every one of you know how to treat his own wife honorably” (Also cf. Williams, New Testament.) In a culture where women were regularly brutalized by their husbands, the Word of God states that women were to be “taken” by their husbands in sanctification and honor, not like the Gentiles did, who acted out of the passion of lust, the men forcing their will upon the women simply because they were stronger.
“vessel.” The Bible uses “vessel” as a metaphor for the human body.
1Th 4:5
“lustful passion.” The Greek is literally “in passion of lust.” It is a genitive of character, meaning “in passion characterized by lust.”
1Th 4:6
“brother or sister.” The Greek word adelphos (typically translated “brother”) is often not gender exclusive, in other words, it often refers to both genders.
[See Word Study: “Adelphos.”]
“an avenger.” The Greek is the adjective ekdikos (#1558 ἔκδικος), and it relates to punishment. In this verse it is used as a substantive, meaning, the one who avenges, or perhaps more clearly, the one who punishes. The NIV reads: “The Lord will punish men for all such sins, as we have already told you and warned you.” The New English Bible reads, “as we told you before with all emphasis, the Lord punishes all such offences.”
The Lord will punish people for their unforgiven sin, even if those people are Christians. A Christian’s salvation is assured and secure (see commentary on 1 Pet. 1:23). However, salvation and rewards are different. Salvation is receiving everlasting life. Our rewards are what we will have in the Kingdom of Christ. God is an avenger of sin, He punishes people for unforgiven sin. That punishment may take different forms. People can lose rewards, or lose their inheritance entirely (see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10, “good or evil;” also commentary on 1 Cor. 3:13).
It is worth noting that the way the Greek text is worded, “an avenger is the Lord concerning all these things,” leaves the door open for other things to be “avengers” (punishers) as well as just the Lord. Someone who ignores God’s sexual standards is likely to run into trouble from many directions: angry people, disease, and finally, at the Judgment, the Lord.
“of all these offenses.” The Greek is more literally, “concerning (peri) all these,” but that is not as clear as “of all these offenses.”
1Th 4:7
“to be impure.” The preposition is epi, and the use of epi with a noun in the dative case to express purpose, as we see here, is in both classical literature and the Bible (cf. Eph. 2:10; you were called “to do good works,” that is, with the purpose of doing good works).[footnoteRef:2728] The Greek word translated “be impure” is literally “impurity” akatharsia (#167 ἀκαθαρσία), but the English reads more clearly to say God did not call us “to be impure,” and it refers to being “unclean” before God. The dominant use of akatharsia in the New Testament includes sexual sin, as it does here. [2728:  See F. F. Bruce [WBC].] 

[For more information on akatharsia, see commentary on Gal. 5:19.]
“to live in holiness.” God called believers with the goal that they would be holy.[footnoteRef:2729] [2729:  See Gene L. Green, The Letters to the Thessalonians [PNTC].] 

1Th 4:8
“rejects these commands.” This picks up the idea of commands from 1 Thessalonians 4:2.
“his holy spirit.” This refers to the holy spirit that is the gift of God.
[For more information on the uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit’”. For more information on the holy spirit being the gift of God and not a member of the Trinity, see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
“you.” The “you” is plural, it is speaking to “all of you,” i.e. the Church.
1Th 4:9
“affection for God’s family​.” The Greek is philadelphia (#5360 φιλαδελφία), a compound Greek word made up of philos (a strong liking, a friendship; see commentary on John 21:15) and adelphos (#80 ἀδελφός), which means “brother.” It is the strong bond of friendship that exists between brothers.
“by God.” The Greek is a genitive of origin: “taught of God.”
“love one another.” The command to “love one another” was the new commandment that Jesus gave his disciples in John 13:34, and it is so central to Christian life that it occurs 13 times in the New Testament—and besides those, there are also similar commands to love our fellow believers (cf. 1 John 2:10; 3:10, 14; 4:20-21). It is vital to understand the impact of this command, that it is not a general call to love everyone, although we are supposed to love everyone. It is a specific command to especially love fellow Christians, and thus is similar to Galatians 6:10, be especially good to the household of faith; that is, fellow Christians.
[For more on “love one another,” see commentary on John 13:34. For more on other ways we are to love one another, see commentary on Gal. 5:13, “one another.”]
1Th 4:10
“brothers and sisters.” See Word Study: “Adelphos.”
“encourage you, brothers and sisters, to do so even more.” This wording is very similar to 1 Thessalonians 4:1. This encouragement is followed by four infinitive phrases: “to do so even more;” “to endeavor to lead a quiet life;” “to mind their own affairs;” and to work with their own hands.”
1Th 4:11
“to lead a peaceable life.” Cf. NAB. The verb for quiet, hēsuchazō (#2270 ἡσυχάζω), can sometimes refer to being “silent,” as in Luke 14:4, and sometimes to “refrain from disturbing activity, be peaceable/orderly.”[footnoteRef:2730] This is the sense here. The negative might be, “that you do not live a disruptive life.” Also, there were people in the church who were not being “quiet,” but were running around being busybodies and talking about things that they should not have talked about. Gordon Fee writes: “But Paul’s present concern is with their relationship to others, in the sense of not intruding on their lives but becoming something of a burden to them. Thus, ‘quiet’ in this case has to do with some of them not being disruptive regarding the lives of others, which is made clear by the two elaborations that follow.”[footnoteRef:2731] [2730:  BDAG, s.v. “ἡσυχάζω.”]  [2731:  Gordon Fee, First and Second Letters to the Thessalonians [NICNT].] 

1Th 4:12
“so that you walk properly.” Here, “walk” refers to living life, in this case, the way a person behaves toward others.
“do not need anything.” The Greek more literally reads, “have need of nothing.” The English versions are split on the translation of this phrase. Some read, “be dependent on no one” (ESV, NIV, NRSV, HCSB, NAB), while others go with the translation “have no need of anything” (NASB, NET, KJV, ASV). The difference in translation comes from the word mēdeis (#3367 μηδείς), which could be either neuter (“nothing”) or masculine (“no one”). Are we to work with our hands so that we have no need of anyone (i.e. not be dependent on anyone), or not have need of anything? We feel the latter translation is more accurate. Working to have no needs logically includes not being dependent on others. However, being dependent on others and working were not mutually exclusive during this time—the culture of the Roman world was based on a patron-client system in which nearly everyone was dependent on others in some form. Given this, “do not need anything” was the better translation.
1Th 4:13
“Now we do not want you to be ignorant...concerning those who are asleep.” In this context, “asleep” is used in an idiomatic way to mean “dead” (see Appendix 3, “The Dead are Dead”). 1 Thessalonians was written very early in the history of the church, only just over 20 years after Jesus was crucified. Based on what Jesus had taught, people expected him to return very soon and so did not expect there to be much death in the early church (cp. Matt. 16:28, 24:34). Paul himself apparently believed that he would live until Christ returned (1 Thess. 4:17). Given all that, we can see the concern early Christians would have when many of them began to die. What would happen to them? The answer to that is partly in 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18, which covers not only what will happen to Christians who have died, but what will happen to Christians who are still alive when the Lord returns.
“brothers and sisters.” See Word Study: “Adelphos.”
“are asleep.” The Greek verb is koimaō (#2837 κοιμάω), to fall asleep, to be asleep, and in this verse it is in the passive voice, indicating that death happened to the believers, it was not something they initiated. Sleep is used as a euphemism and metaphor for death. See commentary on Acts 7:60.
“grieve like the rest of humankind.” Death is an enemy, and it hurts very deeply. The natural and proper response to death is grief. Even animals grieve, even if it is for a short time. The orthodox belief that the dead go immediately to heaven to be with Jesus has sometimes caused Christians to try to not grieve, but to rejoice. This is confusing at best, and can be especially harmful to children who hurt terribly over the death of a loved one, but are told that they should be happy for them instead of being sad, as if being sad was selfish. If it is proper doctrine to rejoice at the death of a Christian, then this would be the place to say it. But no, Paul writes that we should grieve, but not in the same way as the rest of mankind, who believe that death ends any meaningful life. This points also to the Greco-Roman culture of the time. Although there was among some people a concept of an afterlife, even then it was uncertain and not a wonderful place. The majority of the people, however, were uncertain as to whether there even was an afterlife, so death was very bitter indeed.
1Th 4:14
“since we believe.” This is the use of ei (#1487 εἰ) that is not conditional and is best translated “since,” or something similar rather than “if.”
“was raised.” This is a better translation than “rose again.” See commentary on 2 Corinthians 5:15.
“so also.” The Greek is houtos kai, meaning, just as Christ died and came back to life, “in the same manner also” Christians are not lost forever, but will be raised.
“through Jesus.” This is the preposition dia with Jesus in the genitive case, showing agency or means. God is going to raise the dead by means of Christ, who will give the command for the dead to be raised (John 5:25-29; 6:39, 40, 44, 54).
“bring .” Jesus Christ will bring people up from the grave to be with him in heaven. The word for “bring” could be translated “bring, lead, lead away, or take.” It is from the Greek verb agō (#71 ἄγω), “to bring, to lead, lead away.”[footnoteRef:2732] The question arises, “lead (or bring) from where?” Paul does not specifically state that here, and the scholars are divided as to whether it means bring up from the grave into heaven[footnoteRef:2733] or bring back from heaven at the Parousia.[footnoteRef:2734] [2732:  Cf. BDAG, s.v. “ἄγω.”]  [2733:  Charles Wanamaker [NIGTC].]  [2734:  Leon Morris [NICNT].] 

Although scholars such as Morris argue that the context is the return of Christ at the Parousia, that does not seem to be a strong argument; there is much more in the context about the Rapture into heaven. 1 Thessalonians 4:14 starts with the death, resurrection, and ascension of Jesus: “we believe that Jesus died and was raised.” It then says, “in the same way…God will bring.” So the verse is speaking of what happened to Jesus happening “the same way” to Christians, which is that if they die they will later be brought into heaven just as Jesus was.
The context goes on to say that the dead Christians will rise from the grave (1 Thess. 4:16), then together with the living believers will be taken to meet the Lord in the air (1 Thess. 4:17).
That Jesus will bring people up from the grave is stated in a number of places (cf. John 5:25, 28-29). 1 Corinthians 15:22-23 is especially clear in saying that the dead will be made alive “at his coming.” “For just as in Adam all die, so also in Christ all will be made alive. But each in his own order: Christ the firstfruits, then those who are Christ’s, at his coming.” Notice that dead people are dead until Christ comes, and they are made alive when he comes. This is very different than most Christians are taught. Orthodox Christian doctrine is that when a person dies he does not totally die, his soul (or spirit) goes to heaven and is alive there. But the Bible is clear that when a person dies, they are totally dead in every respect and stay that way until Christ makes them alive. Then Christ shouts from heaven and thus leads them up out of the grave to be with him.
[For more on the dead being dead in every respect, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.”]
“have fallen asleep.” See commentary on 1 Thessalonians 4:13.
“with him.” The Greek word translated “with” is sun (#4862 σύν) and it very likely has a double meaning in the verse. In one sense, it applies to being with Christ (i.e., in his presence) where those who are “asleep” God will bring to life to be “with him,” referring to Jesus. In another sense, sun can mean “along with” or “in addition to.” Thus, the verse could be saying that God will bring to life, along with Jesus, those who are asleep.
Scripture consistently includes us as participants in Christ’s death and resurrection. It says we were “crucified with him” (Gal. 2:20), “died with him” (Rom. 6:8; Col. 2:20; 2 Tim. 2:11), “buried with him” (Rom. 6:4; Col. 2:12), and “raised” and “made alive with him” (Rom. 6:8; 2 Cor. 4:14; Col. 2:12, 13; 2 Tim. 2:11). (See also 1 Cor. 15:20-23). When referring to Christians being raised from the dead, often the word sun is employed, either directly (2 Cor. 4:14) or as a prefix to a verb (Rom. 6:8; Col. 2:12; 2 Tim. 2:11). All these sayings are not to be taken as literal physical happenings, rather they point to an association in (sun) Christ’s death and resurrection. Such is also the case here in 1 Thessalonians 4:14. Christ does not bring the dead physically with him since they are in the grave, which is why he is going to raise them. To “bring with him” from the grave is the equivalent of being made alive and raised with him, whereas to have “fallen asleep in him” is to have died in association with Christ’s death.
This verse has been used to teach that when Jesus comes from heaven he brings with him the souls (or spirits) of those who have already died, and then unites them to their dead bodies, which have just been raised. This is not the correct understanding of this verse. First, the verse says nothing of disembodied souls being brought with Jesus. That is an interpretation based on the theology that when a person dies his soul or spirit goes to heaven.
The text says that Jesus will “bring with him those who have fallen asleep.” “Those” is those people who have died, not those disembodied souls. It is the people who fall asleep, not the “souls.” If it were the “souls,” then the verse would be saying that Jesus brought with him “those souls which had fallen asleep.” That would make no sense, and furthermore, the people who believe that the soul exists in heaven after the body dies claim that Jesus brings the souls back to earth precisely because they did not “fall asleep” (die).
If God, through Jesus, is going to bring people “with” him, in the context, where did Jesus go? The early part of the verse says, “For if we believe that Jesus died and was raised….” Jesus was raised from the dead by God, and the believers who died will also be raised “with” Jesus, not in time but in effect. What happened to Jesus will happen to us. This exact point is made in 2 Corinthians 4:14: “knowing that he who raised the Lord Jesus will raise us also with Jesus and bring us with you into his presence.” The Greek, “with Jesus” (sun Iesou) is the same in both Thessalonians and Corinthians.
God did not want the Thessalonians to be ignorant about those believers who had died, “or to grieve like the rest of men” (1 Thess. 4:13). If the dead were with Jesus in heaven, then the way to keep the Thessalonians (and the rest of us) from grieving would be to plainly say that the dead were with Jesus. Instead, the comfort that this verse is giving is to say that Jesus died (just like the Thessalonians who had died), and Jesus rose (and we will too). F. F. Bruce comments on the word “with:” “Although later in time, the resurrection of the people of Christ is their participation in his resurrection; they are to be raised from the dead ‘with him’….”[footnoteRef:2735] [2735:  Bruce [WBC].] 

Meyer comments on why the text would read “bring with Jesus” instead of “raise with Jesus.” “For the words instruct us not concerning Jesus, but concerning the koimēthentes [those fallen asleep]; it is not expressed in what manner the return of Christ will take place, but what will be the final fate of those who have fallen asleep. The apostle selects this pregnant form of expression instead of the simple egerei [to awaken; to raise up], because the thought of a separation of deceased Christians from Christ was that which so greatly troubled the Thessalonians, and therefore it was his endeavor to remove this anxiety, this doubting uncertainty, as soon as possible.”
Adam Clarke notes: “will God bring with him—he will raise them up as Jesus was raised from the dead, in the same manner,…”[footnoteRef:2736] [2736:  Adam Clarke, Clarke’s Commentary, 519.] 

Even Christian commentators who believe and teach that the spirits of dead Christians will come back with Jesus do not believe that this verse is teaching that doctrine. The noted commentator, Albert Barnes writes, “Will God bring with him. This does not mean that God will bring them with him from heaven when the Saviour comes—though it will be true that their spirits will descend with the Saviour; but it means that he will bring them from their graves, and will conduct them to glory….”[footnoteRef:2737] [2737:  Albert Barnes, Barnes’ Notes, 1098.] 

1Th 4:15
“the word of the Lord.” This is referring to revelation from God. To declare by a word from the Lord is to speak by direct revelation from God (e.g., Gen. 15:1, 4; 1 Sam. 3:1; 3:7; 15:10-11; 1 Kings 6:11-12; Isa. 38:4-5; Jer. 1:4-5).
“that we who are alive, who are left.” 1 Thessalonians 4:15 is an interesting verse because it reveals that Paul thought he would live until the Rapture of the Church, the coming (parousia) of the Lord Jesus. The phrase “who are left,” refers to being left alive. Later, in 1 Thessalonians 4:17, the nuance of “left” seems to change. Given the teaching that dead Christians will rise first and living Christians will rise after them (1 Thess. 4:15-17), “left” in 1 Thessalonians 4:17 could refer to being left alive or left on earth. Thus the whole phrase in 1 Thessalonians 4:15 could be rendered, “we who are alive, who are left alive until the coming of the Lord,” or, “we who are alive, who are left on earth until the coming of the Lord.” The double emphasis on being “alive” and “left alive” was due to the concern in the early Church about people living and dying (see the commentary on 1 Thess. 4:13).
“will certainly not precede those who have fallen asleep.” Paul’s teaching in 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18 is one of the very good pieces of supporting evidence that when a person dies they are dead in every way and not alive in any form. People who have died stay dead until they are raised from the dead, which is why the resurrection from the dead is such an important topic in the Bible.
For background, we must first understand why the people of Thessalonica would be so concerned and confused about the state of the dead. Although there are always differing opinions about death in any large population, in general, the Greeks and many Greek-speaking Jews believed that when a person died, their human body decayed but their “soul” went to the land of shades, or Hadēs, a dreary and gloomy place where people lived out eternity. They believed that because they believed in an “immortal soul,” which was part of their mythology; but there is no “immortal soul” in the Bible. That is tradition but not truth; Jesus said the soul would be destroyed in Gehenna, the Lake of Fire (Matt. 10:28). In Greek mythology there was no resurrection of the body and no participation in the wonderful future life that the Bible promises for believers. That the Greeks and Greek-speaking Jews were confused about the resurrection shows up in a few places in Scripture, such as Acts 17 when Paul was in Athens (Acts 17:22-34) and in 1 Corinthians 15:12-22. The confusion among the Greeks and among the Jews who read the Septuagint was why Paul had to write about the dead being raised to life by God through His Son, Jesus Christ (1 Thess. 4:14).
A second thing that Bible students should understand is that the Bible never says that a person’s “soul” goes to heaven. When speaking of death and resurrection, the Bible generally speaks of people holistically, in terms of the whole person. For example, The Bible always says that God raised “Jesus” from the dead, it never says God raised Jesus’ body from the dead (cf. Mark 16:16; John 2:22; 21:14; Acts 2:32; 4:10; 5:30; Rom. 4:24; 8:11; 8:34; 10:9; 2 Cor. 4:14; 1 Thess. 1:10). At the resurrection, “the dead” will be raised; no verse says that only people’s bodies will be raised because the “soul” never died. That is why Jesus taught that “the queen of the south [the Queen of Sheba] will rise up in the Judgment with this generation, and will condemn it” (Luke 11:31). The Queen of Sheba was not already in heaven or Hell, she was dead. But at the resurrection, she, and “this generation,” and the “men of Nineveh” who Jonah preached to (Luke 11:32), will all “rise up” from the dead and be judged.
Once we understand that dead people are dead in every way, we can understand what Paul wrote in 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18. He spoke of “those who are asleep.” He did not say, those people whose bodies are dead, he spoke of “those,” that is, those people, who were asleep, i.e., dead. Then Paul sets forth his argument that “we believe that Jesus died [not Jesus’ body; Jesus himself died] and was raised,” so God will raise “those” [those people, not “those bodies”] who have “fallen asleep” (died).
Paul is arguing that people are dead and God will raise them from the dead. There is no mention here of the people’s souls being alive and only their body being dead. That is a tradition but it is not what the Bible teaches. Paul continues his argument in 1 Thessalonians 4:15 by saying “we” who are alive, and contrasting it with “those who have fallen asleep.” The “we” who are alive are the people like Paul who are alive, meaning they have a body that is animated by soul and infused with spirit, while “those who have fallen asleep” are the people who are dead. Those dead people are not really “asleep” if they are in heaven with Jesus, enjoying his company. Furthermore, there is not a word about their “body” being asleep; “they” are asleep and they will get up when they are raised from the dead.
1 Thessalonians 4:15 also has some wording that we must pay careful attention to. It says that “we who are alive…will certainly not precede those who have fallen asleep.” Why would Paul say that? If when a believer dies they are in heaven with the Lord as Christian tradition says, then dead Christians have already preceded living Christians to heaven! If what orthodox Christianity teaches about the dead being alive with Christ is correct, then Paul should have written something such as, “those who are dead have preceded us and are now in the presence of the Lord.” Instead, he consoles the Thessalonians by saying that living Christians will not go into the presence of Christ before dead Christians. But he does not say that because dead Christians go to heaven when they die; he says it because dead Christians will be raised up to be with Christ before living Christians are changed and go up to be with Christ (1 Thess. 4:16 and 4:17).
Paul’s discourse in 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18 was designed to educate and comfort the believers of Thessalonica. Some of their people had died, and some members of the church were worried that those dead believers would miss out on the Parousia and being with Christ. Paul comforted them by saying that God had raised Jesus and he would raise dead believers; in fact, dead believers would be raised before living believers would be changed and given immortal bodies. Christians can rest in the knowledge that no matter whether they die before Christ comes or are still alive when he comes, they will be with Christ forever.
[For more on dead people being dead in every way, and for ‘sleep’ being used as a euphemism for death, see Appendix 3: “The Dead Are Dead.” For more on the different resurrections, see commentary on Acts 24:15. For more on “soul” and that soul and spirit can cease to exist, see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
1Th 4:16
“loud command.” Comes from the word keleusma (#2752 κέλευσμα), which the KJV translates as “shout.” However, it is more than a simple shout. This was a common word in ancient Greek—although it is only used once in the NT—and it always refers to an order or command of some kind.[footnoteRef:2738] Lenski writes, “The Lord shall descend ἐν κελεύσματι, ‘in connection with an order’…this word is common to designate a loud military command, the shout of a charioteer to his horses, of a hunter to his hounds, of a shipmaster to the rowers… ‘Shout’ in our versions is inexact; the word means a shouted order or command.”[footnoteRef:2739] [2738:  BDAG, s.v. “κέλευσμα.”]  [2739:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. Paul’s Epistles to the Colossians and Thessalonians, 333-34.] 

“ruling angel.” See commentary on Jude 1:9.
“with the sound of the trumpet of God.” The Greek uses the figure metonymy. The literal, “with the trumpet of God” does not mean that Christ is carrying a trumpet when he comes, but comes with the sound that the trumpet makes.
[See Word Study: “Metonymy.”]
“dead in Christ.” The phrase “in Christ” is very important, because it is only used in the Epistles written to the Christian Church (Romans-Jude; cf. Rom. 8:1-2; 12:5; 16:3; 1 Cor. 1:30; 15:18-19, 22; Gal. 1:22; 2:17; Eph. 1:1; Phil. 1:1; Col. 1:28), and it refers to Christians because they are part of the Body of Christ and therefore are “in Christ.” On the Day of Pentecost (Acts 2), God, for the first time in history started “the Body of Christ,” with each Christian being a member of the Body and Christ himself being the head of the Body (see commentary on Eph. 1:23). Since a Christian is part of the Body of Christ, he or she is “in Christ” in a brand new way that was not available until God started the Christian Church. That explains why “in Christ” is never used in the Old Testament or Four Gospels but only in the New Testament Epistles. So, when Thessalonians says the dead “in Christ” will rise, that means that Christians, the ones who are “in Christ,” will rise. Believers who died before the day of Pentecost were never part of the Body of Christ and are not “in Christ.” They will be in the first resurrection (Rev. 20:4-5), not the Rapture.
1Th 4:17
“suddenly caught up.” The Greek word translated “suddenly caught up” is harpazō (#726 ἁρπάζω) and it means to seize, snatch, carry off by force, to eagerly seize and claim for one’s self. It is implied in the meaning of the word harpazō that the thing taken is taken suddenly or quickly. A definition in BDAG is, “to grab or seize suddenly...snatch/take away.” Thus, the REV has the word “suddenly” to pick up that emphasis.
The Church being suddenly taken to heaven to be with the Lord is referred to theologically as “the Rapture.” The word “Rapture” comes from the Latin Bible. In 1 Thessalonians 4:17, the Latin Vulgate has rapiemur (from the root rapio, “caught up,” from which the English word “rapture” comes). Christian theology involves the use of many descriptive words that are not in the English Bible and come from Greek and Latin. For example, the words “theology” (the study of God), “eschatology” (the study of the End Times), and “pneumatology” (the study of the spirit), come from the Greek, while “Trinity,” “sacrament,” “orthodox,” “Millennium,” “ex nihilo,” and “antediluvian” come from Latin.
It is common to hear people say, “The word ‘Rapture’ is not in the Bible,” but that is not true. It is in the Bible: it is in Latin versions such as the Vulgate. The word “Jesus” is only in the English Bible because “Jesus” is an English word; “Jesus” is not in the Greek or Hebrew Bible. But it would be silly to say “Jesus” is not in the Bible just because it is not in the Greek or Hebrew Bible. Any legitimate translation by necessity uses words in its own language, and “rapture” comes from Latin and is in the Vulgate. So a more accurate statement would be: “The word ‘rapture’ is not in the English Bible.”
To assert that because the word “Rapture” is not in the English Bible there is no Rapture of the Church would be like saying that there was no civilization before Noah’s Flood because the word “antediluvian” (from the Latin) is not in the Bible, or that God could not have created the universe from nothing because the words “ex nihilo” are not in the Bible. The word “Rapture” is a convenient term that theologians agree on to describe what 1 Thessalonians 4:17 refers to as being quickly caught up into the clouds to be with Jesus, just like “millennium” is a convenient Latin term to describe the 1,000-year reign of Jesus Christ on the earth. There will be an instantaneous event in which Christians are caught into the air to be with Jesus. We call it the Rapture. There will be a time when the saved will live on earth for 1,000 years. We call it the millennium. Neither term is in the English Bible but both events will happen.
Some ministries have resisted using the word “Rapture” and refer to the Rapture of the Church by other terms, such as “the gathering together,” which is used of the Rapture in 2 Thessalonians 2:1, but that terminology can be confusing because during the End Times there will be several events when groups are gathered together. For example, Matthew 25:32 says when Christ comes he will gather the nations, but that gathering together refers to Jesus’ gathering of the survivors after the Battle of Armageddon; it does not refer to the Rapture. The helpful thing about the word “Rapture” is that the theologians who use it all know exactly what it refers to without any ambiguity.
Some critics of the Rapture have deleteriously called it, “the secret Rapture” because Jesus did not mention it in his teaching on the End Times in Matthew 24 (cf. Mark 13 and Luke 21). However, that criticism misses the point. Jesus did not teach about the Rapture because he did not yet know about it, or, if he did, he knew his disciples did not and thus did not mention it. There are many things revealed in the Church Epistles that Jesus did not speak about, but we accept those things as truth. Jesus never said anything about speaking in tongues, or explained that men and women would be equals in Christ, or mentioned that Jews and Gentiles would become “one new man” in Christ, but those things are true nevertheless. It would be wrong to deny the reality of things Jesus never spoke about if those things are clearly in the Epistles written after Jesus’ ascension into heaven. At the Last Supper, Jesus said he had many things to tell the apostles that they were not yet ready to hear (John 16:12), and Jesus revealed many of those things to Peter, Paul, John, and others in the New Testament books from Acts to Revelation.
What the Bible calls “the Administration of the Grace of God” and also “the Administration of the Sacred Secret,” started on the Day of Pentecost in Acts 2 and ends with the Rapture. Furthermore, the Administration of the Sacred “Secret” is called that specifically because it actually was a “secret.” The Administration of the Sacred Secret was not foretold in the Old Testament or Gospels, so Jesus did not teach about it. Paul writes about the Rapture, and we should believe what he wrote.
[For more on Administrations, see commentary on Eph. 3:2.]
God started the Christian Church on the Day of Pentecost in Acts 2, and it was a totally new program than what had gone before. For example, in the Christian Church, Jews and Gentiles became one in Christ. Also, Christians were guaranteed salvation, something God had never done before. This new program of God’s, “the Christian Church,” had a distinct beginning on the Day of Pentecost, and it has a distinct ending, which is the Rapture, when all Christians, dead and alive, will be taken to heaven. In contrast to the Rapture and the promise to be taken to heaven, Israel had a different promise, which was that their graves would open and they would be taken back to the land of Israel (Ezek. 37:12-14). This promise to Israel will be fulfilled after Jesus Christ fights the Battle of Armageddon and conquers the earth.
[See Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation.”]
One thing that the Rapture does well is allow for God to be completely fair to mankind and demonstrate His wonderful justice. After the Rapture, the Great Tribulation will occur. The Great Tribulation was spoken of many times in the Old Testament and Gospels. Daniel 12:1 calls it a time of distress, and says, “There will be a time of distress such as has not happened from the beginning of nations until then.” Isaiah indicates that so many people will be killed that people will be “scarcer than pure gold, more rare than the gold of Ophir” (Isa. 13:12). Jesus spoke of the Great Tribulation in Matthew 24 (cf. Mark 13 and Luke 21), and said there would be earthquakes, famines, wars, pestilence, and that “If those days had not been cut short, no one would survive” (Matt. 24:22 NIV).
The reason the Great Tribulation will be so terrible is that God will pour out His wrath upon mankind for the sins of all people. In fact, Jesus made it clear that one generation would experience God’s wrath for people’s sins from as far back as the first murder, the death of Abel (Gen. 4:8), all the way forward through history to the murder of a man named Zechariah (Luke 11:50-51; Matt. 23:34-35; and see commentary on Luke 11:50 and Matt. 23:35).
It is a fair question to ask how one generation can deserve the wrath of God for the sins of all mankind. This has always been a very troubling aspect of the Great Tribulation. After all, will the generation that experiences the Great Tribulation be any more sinful than other generations have been? We, like Abraham in Genesis 18:25 must ask, “Will not the Judge of all the earth deal justly?” How can God be righteous and punish one generation for the sins of all mankind for all time?
The Bible makes it clear that with a few exceptions, God has been withholding His wrath and not punishing mankind for their evil deeds. That is part of the lesson of the Parable of the Good and Bad Seed (Matt. 13:24-30; often called, The Parable of the Tares of the Field). The bad seed is allowed to grow until the end of the world, at which time it is plucked up and cast into the fire. Thankfully, God planned a way to be completely fair to the generation who will go through the Tribulation.
As we have seen, the Administration of the Sacred Secret comes to an end with the Rapture, when every Christian is taken off the earth and into heaven. Since salvation is by faith in Christ, when the Rapture occurs every single person who has faith in Christ, as well as their children who are not yet old enough to have faith on their own, will be taken from the earth to be with Christ (1 Corinthians 7:14 makes it clear that the children of Christians who are too young to have faith on their own are considered “holy” to God). That means that immediately after the Rapture, for the very first time in all of history since early Genesis, the only people on earth will be those who are unrighteous in the sight of God.
At every other time in history since Adam and Eve, at least some of the people on earth were righteous before God, but that is not the case immediately after the Rapture. Every Christian will be Raptured into heaven and at that split second there will not be one single righteous person left on earth. Thus the Rapture clears the way for God to pour out His judgment upon the world in a totally righteous way. God offered salvation and escape from wrath to anyone who had faith in Him and His Messiah, and thus only those who rejected God’s salvation experience the wrath of God.
In His love and mercy, God begins to try to win people right after the Rapture. While the Bible lets us know that the vast majority of people will continue to reject God during the Tribulation, some people will believe. Eventually, there will be 144,000 Jews who believe (Rev. 7:4) and a great multitude of people from all the other nations (Rev. 7:9).
[For more on the verses in the Old and New Testaments that speak of the resurrections, see commentary on Ezek. 37:12. For more on the Rapture and the last generation, see commentary on Luke 11:50.]
“together with them.” “Together” comes from sun (#4862 σύν). The word “with” is from hama (#260 ἅμα), meaning, “at the same time,” “simultaneously” with them. Thus, since we go up at the same time we will not “precede them” (1 Thess. 4:15).
“in the clouds...in the air.” At the Rapture, Christians will be taken off the earth and into the clouds, into the air, to meet Jesus. We will be in heaven with him during the time of the Great Tribulation. Occasionally people who deny the Rapture say that “in the air” just means that people are raised from the dead and so become “in the air” instead of being dead “in the ground.” But that explanation is incorrect. For one thing, this verse is speaking of those Christians who are still alive at the Rapture, and therefore are already standing on the earth. So being taken to a meeting “in the air” has to be different than simply being alive on earth. Furthermore, Christians are taken up “in the clouds,” and generally in the Bible and specifically in this context, clouds are above the earth, which is why this verse says that Christians have to be taken “up” into the clouds. Sometimes clouds are pictured as being in heaven itself, as when Jesus is sitting on a cloud (Rev. 14:14-16), but in any case, believers are taken into heaven where Jesus is, and are “seated” there (Eph. 2:6).
The “post-tribulation premillennial Rapture” doctrine is that Christians go through the entire Tribulation and then, just as Jesus and his army are coming down from heaven to fight the Battle of Armageddon, Christians are Raptured up into the air where we meet Jesus and come back down to earth with him. However, that doctrine cannot be correct for a number of reasons. One reason is that Christians would then go through the wrath, whereas the Bible says Christians do not go through the wrath (Rom. 5:9; 1 Thess. 1:10; 5:9; see commentary on 1 Thess. 1:10). Also, there would be no “comfort” in knowing we were going through the Tribulation (see commentary on 1 Thess. 4:18). Also, Ephesians 2:6 says the Christian will be “seated” in the heavenlies with Jesus Christ, and that would not be the case if we meet him as he is coming down from heaven.
“meeting.” The word “meet” is apantēsis (#529 ἀπάντησις, pronounced ä-'pän-tay-sis), which is an event that included going out from a city to meet a visiting dignitary, spending some time exchanging niceties, and escorting him back to the city.
Christians will be raptured into heaven before the Tribulation, and they will be with Christ in heaven until he comes back down to earth and sets up his kingdom. When Christ does come down from heaven to the earth, Christians will come down with him. He will not leave them up in heaven. The Bible says that Christians will be with the Lord Jesus Christ forever, and we will be—we will be on earth with him.
The fact that Christians are going to come back to the earth with Jesus is contained in 1 Thessalonians 4:17, but unfortunately, that truth is usually lost because the English is not as clear as the Greek text. Almost all English versions say we will “meet” the Lord in the air, but there is a lot to that, since “meet” is the Greek word apantēsis. An apantēsis was a meeting, but an apantēsis also included additional activities. In the ancient world, there were no reliable city maps, street names, or house numbers. If a friend who had never been to your town was coming to visit you, the way to be sure that he arrived safely at your house was an apantēsis. You would leave your house and go out to a well-known place, meet him, and travel back with him. If a dignitary or important person were coming to town, even if he knew the correct directions, then the apantēsis was a way of honoring him, and it included speeches and other niceties and was often very ritualized. The people of the town would show their love and respect by traveling out and meeting the person, then escorting him back.
When an important dignitary paid an official visit to a city in Hellenistic times, and “came” to the city in person (a parousia), the action of the leading citizens in going out of the city to meet him and then escorting him back was called an apantēsis. It was quite a formal and ritualized event. Sabine MacCormack writes: “The subjects would leave their city to welcome the ruler at some distance beyond the walls and would solemnly conduct him into the city; upon arrival there, the prosphonetikos [a formal speech lauding the dignitary] was to be delivered.” In fact, if the dignitary was important enough, such as the emperor himself, MacCormack writes, “it was unwise to absent oneself” from at least being in the audience when he arrived at the city.[footnoteRef:2740] No wonder that Cicero, describing Julius Caesar’s progress through Italy in 49 BC, says, “Just imagine what apantēsis he is receiving from the towns, what honors are being paid to him!”[footnoteRef:2741] [2740:  Sabine MacCormack, Art and Ceremony in Late Antiquity, 21,17.]  [2741:  F. F. Bruce, 1 &amp; 2 Thessalonians [WBC], 102.] 

We Christians will have the honor of having an apantēsis with the Lord Jesus Christ. We will go up to him in the air, spend a little time with him in heaven (we will be there through the time of the Tribulation), and then accompany him back to earth. Of course, it is always appropriate for the approaching dignitary to spend some time celebrating and exchanging niceties with those who have come to meet him before continuing the journey. The Greek poet Menander said that upon first meeting the dignitary, before returning to the city, someone would recite an epibaterios, an oration of praise for the occasion.[footnoteRef:2742] [2742:  MacCormack, Art and Ceremony in Late Antiquity, 21.] 

When we understand the meaning of apantēsis and place it in the social context of the New Testament, and also fit it with the prophecies that the Church will end up on the earth, we can see why Thessalonians says that Christians will have an apantēsis with Jesus. Such a solemn event honoring the Lord Jesus would be expected in any Greek city such as Thessalonica. We Christians will go out of our cities to meet him (actually, “up” to meet him), spend some time with him, and escort him back. That kind of event was common for visiting dignitaries, and so an apantēsis for Jesus Christ, the King of kings, would only be natural.
The meaning of apantēsis as going out to meet someone and then escorting him back to the city is corroborated by its other three uses in the Greek New Testament. The “Parable of the Ten Virgins” in Matthew has the first and second use of apantēsis. As the parable unfolds, the ten virgins were to go out to “meet” the bridegroom and then travel back with him to the waiting bride (Matt. 25:1,6). That event was an apantēsis.
The third use of apantēsis is in Acts 28:15. The apostle Paul was being taken prisoner to the city of Rome. The believers in Rome heard about Paul’s coming and set out for an apantēsis with him. They left Rome and came to the Forum of Appius (43 miles, or 69 km., from Rome) and the Three Taverns (33 miles, or 53 km., from Rome), waited until Paul arrived, and then traveled back with him to Rome. These biblical uses clearly show the full meaning of apantēsis. These believers so respected the apostle Paul that they went out more than a day’s journey from Rome, met him, and then traveled back with him to Rome.
The fourth and last use of apantēsis is in 1 Thessalonians 4:17, and it portrays the same thing: we Christians will leave our home, this earth, go into the air to “meet” the Lord, and then travel back with him to the earth. Thus, the honor that first-century people knew would be given to any visiting king will also be given to the King of kings.
[For more information on Christ’s kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
“and so we will always be with the Lord.” The phrase “and so” focuses on the result of being raised: we will be with the Lord forever. It is not saying we will be with the Lord in the air forever. It is saying that we will always be with the Lord, wherever he is. First, we will be with him when we meet him in the air, then we will be with him when he returns to reign on the earth (Rev. 5:9-10; 21:1-22:5). The phrase “and so” comes from kai (and) houtōs (#3779 οὕτως), which refers to the whole rapture process that precedes it, “in the way described.”[footnoteRef:2743] [2743:  Lenski, Colossians and Thessalonians, 336-37; cf. BDAG, s.v. “οὕτως.”] 

1Th 4:18
“comfort.” The word “comfort” is in the imperative mood in Greek, and is a command. Comforting one another by speaking of the Rapture of the Church is more than a good idea, it is something that we are supposed to do.
The fact that Christians are to comfort one another with “these words” (1 Thess. 4:14-17), is a huge key to understanding when the Rapture will occur. Theological controversies concerning the Rapture abound. There are pre-tribulation theories, early tribulation theories, mid-tribulation theories, pre-wrath tribulation theories, and post-tribulation Rapture theories, and some denominations say there is no Rapture at all. There will be a Rapture. It is described in 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18, and supported by Scriptures such as 1 Corinthians 15:51-53; Ephesians 2:6; Philippians 3:20-21; and 2 Thess. 2:1-7.
But when is the Rapture going to occur? The evidence supports a Rapture before the Great Tribulation, a pre-tribulation Rapture. Although there are a number of reasons to believe in a pre-tribulation Rapture, one of the reasons to believe in it is the comfort mentioned here in 1 Thessalonians 4:18. The Bible is very clear that a time of great tribulation will come upon the earth. The prophets spoke of it at great length (see commentary on Dan. 12:1), and Jesus Christ taught about it (Matt. 24; Mark 13; Luke 21).
The Great Tribulation will certainly not be a comfortable time. Amos said, “Woe to you who desire the Day of Yahweh! Why do you long for the Day of Yahweh? It is darkness and not light, as if a man fled from a lion and a bear met him” (Amos 5:18-19). It will be a cruel time (Isa. 13:9-13). Jesus did not mention anything at all about “comfort.” Quite the opposite! He said, “Then they will hand you over to be tortured, and will even kill you, and you will be hated by all the nations because of my name” (Matt. 24:9; cf. Mark 13:9-13; Luke 21:12-17). The Tribulation is foretold in Daniel 7:21, and it says the Antichrist (the “little horn” in that context) will “prevail” over the believers, and Daniel 7:25 says he will “wear down” the believers and they will be given into his hand. Revelation 13:7 confirms this and says that it was given to the Antichrist (called the “beast”) to make war on the believers and overcome them, and Revelation 14:13 says “blessed are the dead who die in the Lord,” because things will be so difficult for believers. At no place in the Old Testament, the teachings of Jesus, or in the book of Revelation is there any reason given to take “comfort” in the tribulation that was going to come—people who were going to be in the Great Tribulation would face indescribable hardships.
But in contrast to what the prophets and Jesus taught, Paul taught something that people could take comfort in—that both the living and dead Christians would be taken into heaven. Obviously, if there was no Rapture, as some denominations teach, then there would be no reason for comfort in Paul’s words. But similarly, if the Rapture occurs during or after the Great Tribulation then Christians are going to have to endure torture and death, and there is no comfort in that either. In fact, even the earliest plagues in the Great Tribulation—the seven seals of Revelation 6 at which time there is war, famine, plagues, and death by wild animals—are so horrific that no one would say, “comfort one another because you are only going to go through the early part of the Tribulation” (see commentary on Rev. 6:8). The reason Christians can take comfort in what Paul wrote about the Rapture in 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18 is that Paul had already written that Christ was going to deliver believers from the wrath to come (1 Thess. 1:10), and that “wrath” is the Great Tribulation.
The word “comfort” is translated from the Greek verb parakaleō (#3870 παρακαλέω). It is difficult to decide whether to translate parakaleō here as “comfort” or “encourage.” Comfort is a part of the semantic range of parakaleō, even though parakaleō more often means “encourage.” However, in the context of beloved ones dying, it seems that “comfort” is the aspect of parakaleō that is most applicable here, which is why many versions translate it as “comfort” (cf. BBE, GW, KJV, NASB, RSV). Death is difficult in many ways, and often to help people deal with the death of a loved one there must be both comfort and encouragement. It is comfort that is most important at first, then in time if the bereaved cannot seem to get over the loss in an appropriate manner (for in one sense the pain often never goes away), then the emphasis of the love and care usually shifts from comfort to encouragement.
If the whole emphasis in this verse was comfort without any encouragement, it seems that the word paramutheomai (#3888 παραμυθέομαι) (e.g., John 11:19) would be more appropriate than parakaleō, so it is important to see both comfort and encouragement in this verse. Thus, this verse gives us good guidance about helping someone through the process of grieving over the dead: both comfort and encouragement can be appropriate. As for the Great Tribulation to come, believers need both comfort that we will not go through the wrath to come and encouragement that we can in fact deal with life’s woes that include the death of loved ones.
[For more on how horrendous the Tribulation will be, see commentary on Dan. 12:1. For more on Christians being delivered from the wrath, see commentary on 1 Thess. 1:10. For more information on why the letters to the seven assemblies in Revelation 2 and 3 are to Jewish assemblies after the Rapture and not to Christian Churches, see commentary on Rev. 2:1.]
“one another.” The phrase “one another” occurs in the context of the Christian community, and while we are to be good to everyone, in the context of the New Testament Epistles, the commands toward “one another” are specifically to other Christians. Christians are to be “especially good to the household of faith” (Gal. 6:10). It is very important for the richness of our lives together here on earth, for our personal growth here on earth, and for rewards in the next life, that each Christian needs to be “other-focused,” focused on others and how we can help them. The phrase “one another” occurs many times in the New Testament, stating and reinforcing that truth.
[For more on the “one another” commands, see commentary on Gal. 5:13, “one another.” For more on “love one another,” see commentary on John 13:34.]
 
1 Thessalonians Chapter 5
1Th 5:1
“dates.” The Greek word is kairos (#2540 καιρός), and it has a semantic range, including “a measure of time,” “a large or small portion of time,” “a fixed and/or definite time,” “an opportune time (thus, “the right time”), and an anticipated time. Given that range of meanings and the natural curiosity of humans about exactly when the Day of the Lord will come, the translation “date” or “dates” is appropriate and used in a number of English translations (cf. CEB, CJB, NIV, NJB, and the New Testaments translated by N.T. Wright, by R. F. Weymouth, by Charles Williams, and by F. Laubach). Lots of people seem to be overly interested in exactly when the Rapture will occur or the fullness of the Day of the Lord will begin on earth. Paul’s answer is about as good as we can do: the Day of the Lord will come like a thief. We may think that we know, or “sort of know,” and although what we think may turn out to be correct, people have been “pretty sure” the Lord was coming soon for centuries, and they have been wrong. In the end, God will send the Lord in His own time, and the job of the believer is to be always ready.
In contrast to kairos, “dates,” the word “times” is chronos (#5550 χρόνος), from which we get the word “chronology,” and chronos refers to an indefinite period of time, and although it can in certain contexts refer to a point in time, it most often refers to a period of time or the flow of time. The phrase using both chronos and kairos occurs here and in Acts 1:7. The point in both Acts and here in Thessalonians is that God is not going to reveal to us when the period of time, or the exact time, of the Day of the Lord will be.
“brothers and sisters.” See Word Study: “Adelphos.”
“anything to be written to you.” Perhaps more literally, “you have no need to be written to.” But the infinitive “to be written to” requires an object that is supplied: “anything.”
1Th 5:2
“will come.” In the Greek the verb for “come,” erchomai (#2064 ἔρχομαι), is the present tense; it is the “prophetic or futuristic present tense.”[footnoteRef:2744] Thus, rather than “the Lord comes,” we have translated the phrase “the Lord will come.” [2744:  Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, 4:34] 

1Th 5:3
“disaster.” See commentary on 1 Corinthians 5:5, “destruction.”
“will come.” This is the futuristic present, see commentary on 1 Thessalonians 5:2.
“will certainly not escape.” This is the futuristic subjunctive.[footnoteRef:2745] [2745:  Lenski, Colossians and Thessalonians, 343.] 

1Th 5:4
“brothers and sisters.” See Word Study: “Adelphos.”
“the Day.” The “Day” refers specifically to the Day of the Lord spoken about in 1 Thess. 5:2, and therefore we capitalized “Day.”
1Th 5:5
“children of light ... day.” The words “light,” “day,” “night,” and “darkness” in this verse are used in an idiomatic way common in the biblical culture, and are still sometimes used in a similar way today. “Light” and “day” are used here in an idiomatic way of referring to truth, enlightenment, and what is right and godly. This is in contrast to “night” and “darkness,” which are used of evil, moral depravity, ignorance, and ungodliness. This idiomatic use of these words occurs quite often in the Bible. For example, Ephesians 5:8.
1Th 5:6
“let us not be.” The Greek imperative verb can be “let us not” or it can be “we must not.” The word “must” seems too much here, and “let us” seems to catch the sense best.
“asleep...awake.” Here in 1 Thessalonians 5:6, “asleep” and “awake” refer to being spiritually asleep to God and truth, whereas in 1 Thessalonians 5:10, “awake” refers to being alive, and “asleep” refers to being dead, just as he uses it in 1 Thessalonians 4. Interesting that Paul would use the same words with such different meanings in such a small context.
“clearheaded.” This is from the verb nephō (#3525 νήφω), which is rendered in most versions as “sober.” Although nephō can have the meaning of staying sober, as in not being drunk, this meaning is most likely not found in Scripture.[footnoteRef:2746] The word speaks of more than avoidance of inebriation, it points to having a clear mind and being self-controlled.[footnoteRef:2747] Louw-Nida writes: “It is possible that in 1 Thess. 5:8 nephō means lack of drunkenness, but most scholars interpret the use of nephō in the NT as applying to a broader range of soberness or sobriety, namely, restraint and moderation which avoids excess in passion, rashness, or confusion.”[footnoteRef:2748] Hence, we have translated the verb as “clearheaded” rather than “sober,” feeling that the rendering “sober” would cause the reader to only think of drunkenness and miss the deeper meaning of the word. There are many things that keep a person from being clear-headed; including alcohol and drugs, but also things like uncontrolled rage or other emotions. The Christian is to strive to overcome all the various things in life that keep him from thinking clearly and acting in a godly manner. Things like alcohol or drug addiction, or uncontrolled anger, can be hard to overcome, but they can be overcome with diligent effort. God and the Lord Jesus deserve our absolute best effort to be mentally prepared and able to serve them. That the Christian is clearheaded is important to God, so He mentions it a number of times (cf. 1 Tim. 3:2, 11; 1 Pet. 1:13; 4:7). [2746:  Louw and Nida, s.v. “νήφω,” 30.25]  [2747:  BDAG, s.v. “νήφω.”]  [2748:  Louw and Nida, 88.86; cf. 30.25.] 

1Th 5:7
“who sleep, sleep… get drunk, get drunk.” The repetition of different forms of the same word is the figure of speech polyptoton.[footnoteRef:2749] [2749:  Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 267, “polyptoton.”] 

[See Word Study: “Polyptoton.”]
1Th 5:8
“clearheaded.” See commentary on 1 Thessalonians 5:6.
“putting on.” This verb is in the middle voice. The middle voice means the subject of the action acts upon him or herself—the action of the verb is reflexive, it comes upon the subject. E.g., “he washes himself.” Hence, the action of “putting on” the breastplate of faith and love is something you yourself must do. It is not something that happens to you (which would be the passive voice), but something you put on for yourself. An alternate translation would be “clothing ourselves with the breastplate…” I. Howard Marshall writes: “The verb ‘put on’ is an aorist participle and is generally taken to refer to an act coincident with the adoption of a sober attitude.”[footnoteRef:2750] In other words, the clearheaded person puts on the armor; the mindset of clearheadedness involves putting on the armor. [2750:  I. Howard Marshall, 1 and 2 Thessalonians, New Century Bible Commentary, 138.] 

“a breastplate of trust and love.” There is no definite article with breastplate. So the emphasis here is different than in Ephesians 6:14, which speaks of the breastplate of righteousness. The purpose of the breastplate was to protect the heart, and in a Christian’s life and walk there are many different things that protect the heart, including righteousness, trust, and love. The qualities of righteousness, trust, and love help form a protective barrier around one’s heart, thus helping to guard it against unnecessary pain.
“hope of salvation.” The Scripture speaks of our salvation as a future occurrence that is yet to be hoped for—the “hope of salvation.” This is the literal truth regarding our salvation, that it is still future. No one has yet “been saved,” which will happen when we are delivered from physical death and the future judgment coming upon the world. 1 Thessalonians 5:9 reflects on our future salvation by saying we were not appointed (intended) for wrath in this judgment. Because we are ensured to be delivered from these things the Bible often speaks of our salvation as a present and past reality—this is the prophetic present and prophetic perfect idioms (see also commentary on Eph. 2:6; “prophetic perfect” and cf. Eph. 2:8).
1Th 5:9
“appoint.” From tithēmi (#5087 τίθημι). We have rendered tithēmi as “appoint” as did the NIV, HCSB, KJV, and ASV. Other versions read “destined” (ESV, NASB, NRSV, NET, NAB). But destined gives the wrong impression to the modern reader. It sounds as if the verse means God did not fatalistically destine us to experience his wrath. But fate has nothing to do with the verse. Rather, tithēmi has the meaning of being placed for something, appointed, often showing the subject’s intention. It could be translated as “intend” here—meaning God did not intend for us to experience wrath.
“to wrath.” This could also be translated “to the wrath” because the preposition eis before the noun “wrath” can make the noun definite without having the definite article in the Greek text. “The wrath” is the Great Tribulation. Christians will be in the Rapture and taken off the earth to be with Jesus in heaven (Eph. 2:6) before the Tribulation that is foretold in the Bible (see commentary on 1 Thess. 1:10).
“to obtain salvation.” The Greek literally reads, “unto the possession/obtaining of salvation.” This is saying God intended (tithemi, see entry above on “appoint”) for us to obtain salvation in the future. The Christian’s salvation is presently guaranteed, but experienced in the future. To speak of “obtaining” salvation does not mean one has to work to meet a standard, or additional necessary conditions for salvation. The point is that God intends for us to receive salvation in the future.
[For future salvation, see commentary on 1 Thess. 5:8; “hope of salvation.”]
1Th 5:10
“who died.” The words “who died” are in the genitive case, which connects it to the phrase “our Lord Jesus Christ” and the preposition dia in the previous verse, 1 Thessalonians 5:9. Dia occurring with words in the genitive can indicate agency or means, as it does here. We “obtain salvation” (1 Thess. 5:9) by means of, or through, the death of Jesus Christ. In the Greek the words “who died” are not just a side note describing Jesus—as it can seem in English—but actually a part of the means by which we obtain salvation.
“in our place.” The Greek preposition huper (#5228 ὑπέρ) can be used in the sense of substitution, “in place of; instead of; in the name of.”[footnoteRef:2751] More than simply dying “for us,” Jesus actually died in our place; he died in our stead. [2751:  BDAG, s.v. “ὑπέρ,” def. 1c; cf. Robertson, The Minister and His Greek New Testament, 35-42; Robertson, Grammar.] 

“whether we are awake or asleep.” The Greek verb for “sleeping” is katheudō (#2518 καθεύδω). This phrase is the figure of speech “double entendre,” or amphibologia, which is when a phrase has two meanings. Up to this point, “sleeping” has been used in two senses in this First Epistle to the Thessalonians: it has been used to refer to dead believers who are sleeping the sleep of death (1 Thess. 4:13), and to living people who are walking in moral and spiritual blindness (1 Thess. 5:6). Now here in 1 Thessalonians 5:10 Paul says whether awake or asleep, we will live with the Lord. Which sense of sleeping is meant? The more immediate context is the depraved, living-sleepers of 1 Thessalonians 5:6, which uses the same Greek word for sleep as does verse 10, katheudō. The remoter context is the dead-sleepers of 1 Thessalonians 4:13, who are described with a synonymous word for sleep, koimaō (#2837 κοιμάω). Both meanings of “awake” and “asleep” are likely included in this one phrase. Whether we are actually dead, or spiritually and morally “dead” (i.e. inattentive and disobedient), we will nevertheless live with the Lord. Seen in this light, this verse becomes a powerful affirmation of the doctrine that one cannot lose his or her salvation, as well as the resurrection from among the dead.
[See Word Study: “Amphibologia.”]
“will live.” Cf. HCSB, NASB, NET. The subjunctive mood of the verb does not cast any doubt on its fulfillment, but comes from the hina clause. Since the subjunctive mood frequently expresses uncertainty, the word “will” is often translated as “may.” However, the subjunctive mood, from which the “may” translation comes, does not always express uncertainty. Here the subjunctive is due to the hina purpose-result clause, and hence does not necessarily express any doubt that we will be glorified with Christ. As Wallace writes, “Sometimes the subjunctive acts like a future indicative… When used in result clauses, for example, the subjunctive cannot be said to express “probability.”[footnoteRef:2752] Seeing this is the case, we have rendered the verb with the future “will” to avoid mistakenly inferring doubt from the subjunctive, which grammatically is not intended here. [2752:  Wallace, Grammar, 462.] 

1Th 5:11
“encourage.” The word “encourage” is translated from the Greek verb parakaleō (#3870 παρακαλέω), which has a wide semantic range. The root meaning is “to call to one’s side,” and thus the meanings include encourage, comfort, exhort, entreat, urge, appeal to, help, etc. Parakaleō is translated “comfort” in 1 Thessalonians 4:18 because the context there seems to call more for comfort than exhortation or encouragement. There is certainly some comfort in the meaning of parakaleō in this context too, but “encourage” seemed to fit a little better here.
“one another.” The phrase “one another” occurs in the context of the Christian community, and while we are to be good to everyone, in the context of the New Testament Epistles, the commands toward “one another” are specifically to other Christians. Christians are to be “especially good to the household of faith” (Gal. 6:10). It is very important for the richness of our lives together here on earth, for our personal growth here on earth, and for rewards in the next life, that each Christian needs to be “other-focused,” focused on others and how we can help them. The phrase “one another” occurs many times in the New Testament, stating and reinforcing that truth.
[For more on the “one another” commands, see commentary on Gal. 5:13, “one another.” For more on “love one another,” see commentary on John 13:34.]
“each one of you build up the other one.” Paul includes the phrase “each one of you build up the other one” (heis ton hena) to stress to the Thessalonian believers the individual attention he expects them to give to each other. Just as Paul encouraged and built up the Thessalonian believers, he now exhorts them to do this for each other. Although many scholars think the Greek phrase is just another way of saying “one another,” there is much more emphasis in the Greek phrase that this help was to be done one-on-one as well as supporting each other in groups. It seems that Paul was an example of dealing with believers one-on-one as well as in groups (cf. 1 Thess. 2:11).
“just as you are doing.” There is a kai in this phrase serving as an intensifier, “just as you are even doing,” which the NET catches as “just as you are in fact doing.”
1Th 5:12
“brothers and sisters.” See Word Study: “Adelphos.”
“are leading you in the Lord.” The word for “leading” is an interesting word, proistēmi (#4291 προΐστημι). “Over you,” as some versions read, is not the best translation. The word means to be placed before, or first, to lead; and inherent in the word is also the sense of having an interest in, caring for, being enthusiastic about.[footnoteRef:2753] This paints a picture of a leader as one who cares for the people, has an interest in them, and who goes out before them (Greek: pro) “working hard” (1 Thess. 5:11). We express leadership not as an exercise of ecclesiastical authority or according to dominating models of secular leadership, but as one who supports people in love and cares for them. [2753:  BDAG, s.v. “προΐστημι.”] 

[For more on the phrase “in the Lord,” see Word Study: “In the Lord.” For more on proistēmi , see commentary on Rom. 12:8.]
“and are admonishing you.” “Admonishing” almost always involves a confrontation about something that someone is doing that they should not be doing, or about something that someone is not doing that they should be doing.
[For more information on proper admonishing, see commentary on Col. 3:16.]
1Th 5:13
“hold them in very high regard with love.” Believers are to esteem their leaders very highly. Paul is expressing to the Thessalonians the need to regard their leaders very highly, and that this is to be done, “with love.” The Greek phrase, “with love” is literally “in love,” meaning “in connection with love,” that is that the esteem with which the believers are to hold their leaders is to be connected with and based in love, not simply based in the authority or position in the Church that the leader has. Reciprocally, the leaders are to lead in love and not use their position as a “bully pulpit” to direct and control the believers.
1Th 5:14
“Now we urge you.” Paul gives instructions in this verse about four specific categories of action (“admonish,” “comfort,” “help,” and “be patient”) which he urges believers to do. First, the word “admonish” is the Greek word noutheteō (#3560 νουθετέω) and it means “to warn or counsel about avoidance or improper course of conduct.” Such a warning as Paul is mentioning here is against those who are “undisciplined,” which comes from the word ataktos (#813 ἄτακτος) which means “one who is out of step and going one’s own way.” These “undisciplined” individuals are idle and disruptive, thus ataktos is often translated as “unruly.” Second, he says to “comfort the discouraged,” which is simply to console or cheer up those who are cast down in spirit or are disheartened. Third, he says, “help the weak.” “Weak” is the word asthenēs (#772 ἀσθενής) and it means “one who is sick or ill, one who is powerless and weak, who is ineffective and limited in capacity, or one who is helpless and lost.” Believers are to have an interest in and offer assistance to those who are in a position of weakness, whatever that category might be. Finally, Paul says, “be patient with everyone.” “Be patient” is the Greek word makrothumeō and it means “to bear up under provocation (when being provoked, angry, or indignant) without complaint.” “Patience” is being forbearing and gracious toward others even when you do not feel like it or when you have a justified reason not to be. In these four things, Paul exhorts believers to pursue after the godly quality and virtue contained in such actions. In this way, you will do good unto others and God’s love will be seen in your actions.
“brothers and sisters.” See Word Study: “Adelphos.”
“admonish.” The Greek word translated “admonish” here in 1 Thessalonians 5:14 is noutheteō (#3560 νουθετέω) and means, “to counsel about avoidance or cessation of an improper course of conduct,”[footnoteRef:2754] hence it is usually translated “admonish” or “warn.” Although it can be translated “exhort,” “counsel,” or “instruct” in some specific contexts, the translator must be careful not to water down this powerful word. It almost always involves a confrontation over bad or unprofitable behavior. [2754:  BDAG, s.v. “νουθετέω.”] 

[For more information on noutheteō, see commentary on Col. 3:16.]
1Th 5:15
“one another and for all people​.” The “one another” refers to believers; those in the Christian community (see commentary on Gal. 5:13). The phrase, “and for all people” refers to everyone who is not saved. This phrase also occurs in 1 Thessalonians 3:12.
1Th 5:17
“never stop praying.” The meaning of this verse must be properly understood. Even Paul, who penned the verse, did not pray 24 hours a day. The verse is not saying that Christians must be praying every minute of every day. The verse means not to give up on prayer and stop praying. Sadly, some people quit praying, often saying, “It never does any good.” Even if that were true and prayer did not help us in this life we should pray just because God tells us to (Rom. 12:12; Eph. 6:18; Col. 4:2; 1 Thess. 5:17). But prayer does help. It helps us in lots of ways, many of them unseen by our fleshly eyes, and it helps God by supporting what He is doing. To not stop praying means to pray every day, just as Scripture directs us to. The Greek text, which is more literally translated, “pray without ceasing,” or “pray constantly,” must be properly understood so that it is not a burden to Christians. Prayer is to be a great blessing, not a burden.
1Th 5:18
“in Christ Jesus.” Meaning, “in connection to Christ Jesus.” As Lenski writes, “This is his sweet gospel will ‘in connection with Christ,’ in connection with all that is embodied in the Anointed One.”[footnoteRef:2755] [2755:  Lenski, Colossians and Thessalonians, 358-59.] 

1Th 5:19
“Do not quench the spirit.” 1 Thessalonians 5:19-21 all deal with the same subject, the manifestations of holy spirit, especially prophecy. We are not to quench the gift of holy spirit, but to encourage its use. Similarly, we are to encourage prophecy, and when a prophetic word comes, not to treat it with contempt, but rather think of it as being from the Lord. However, because prophecies can also come from people’s minds or even demons, God exhorts us to test everything. We hold on to what is good, and stay away from every form of evil, which in this context is any form of false manifestations, lying signs and wonders, and such as that.
The word for quench is sbennumi (#4570 σβέννυμι), meaning to put out or extinguish; the word also can mean, by figurative extension, suppress, stifle. Of course, the spirit can never be extinguished in the sense of being totally dissipated, so the lesson of this verse is a warning to not suppress the work of the spirit, especially to not hinder the manifestations, as can be seen in the context (1 Thess. 5:20-21).
1Th 5:20
“treat…with contempt.” This word, exoutheneō (#1848 ἐξουθενέω), is often translated as treat with contempt, despise, or reject. And all three meanings are inherent within the word. The basic meaning is “to show by one’s attitude or manner of treatment that an entity has no merit or worth.”[footnoteRef:2756] We have translated exoutheneō as “treat with contempt” in nine of its 11 usages, with the exceptions being, “reject” (Acts 4:11) and “have no standing” (1 Cor. 6:4). [2756:  BDAG, s.v. “ἐξουθενέω.”] 

1Th 5:21
“test everything.” Although there is a general lesson here, that Christians are to be wise and test everything, in this context, the “everything” has the more specific meaning of prophecies and other manifestations. So this verse is similar to 1 John 4:1, which says we are to test the prophecies (see commentary on 1 John 4:1).
1Th 5:22
“stay away from.” The Greek is apechomai (#567 ἀπέχομαι). The sense of this word is much more than “abstain” (e.g. KJV, ESV). To abstain from something is simply not to participate in an activity, even if one is in proximity to the action. For instance, one could be in the company of drunkards and yet abstain from alcohol. But apechomai is saying “to avoid contact with” and “keep away from” evil (BDAG). It is not enough to simply refrain from participating in evil actions; one must physically remove himself away from evil. The context of this is the manifestations of holy spirit, although there is, of course, a wider application as well. We are to stay away from false manifestations and lying signs and wonders.
“kind.” The KJV reads “appearance,” which is one possible definition of eidos (#1491 εἶδος). However, the meaning is more than just staying away from everything that appears to be evil, it also includes keeping away from every kind of evil (NIV). Eidos can have the meaning of “a variety of something, kind.[footnoteRef:2757]” The translation “form” captures both senses of appearance and kind. [2757:  BDAG, s.v. “εἶδος.”] 

1Th 5:23
“make you completely holy.” The Greek verb for “make holy” is hagiazō (#37 ἁγιάζω, pronounced häg-ee-'ad-zō), and it is the verb related to the noun hagios (“holy”) which is often translated “saints” or “holy ones,” and is also used as an adjective in “holy spirit.”
Scripture uses hagiazō in two senses. It is used to refer to the state of holiness we have in God’s sight; that we are “holy” as a free gift by the grace of God when we trust in Christ (e.g., Acts 26:18; Heb. 10:10). It is also used to refer to the Christian’s allowing Christ to make him more holy by helping to eliminate sinful behavior and energizing good works (e.g., 2 Tim. 2:21). Here in 1 Thessalonians 5:23, the phrase “make you completely holy” is used in the sense of becoming more like Christ by working on one’s personal holiness by more diligently obeying God and eliminating sin from one’s life. Paul would not ask God to make these believers completely holy in His sight from a spiritual perspective when they had already been made completely holy in God’s sight when they got born again and received the gift of holy spirit and became “holy ones” (“saints”). This is a gentle way Paul is encouraging the Thessalonians to be holy in every area of their lives by allowing the Lord to work in their lives.
“soul.” The Greek word often translated “soul” is psuchē (#5590 ψυχή, pronounced psoo-'kay), and it has a large number of meanings, including the physical life of a person or animal; an individual person; or attitudes, emotions, feelings, and thoughts. Here “soul” is inclusive of the thoughts, feelings, and emotions of the person himself. It is placed together with “spirit” which more specifically emphasizes the attitude or posture of the heart (thus this is similar to Phil. 1:27), and with the “body” which speaks to one’s physical well-being. Paul is concerned about the whole person: his attitude; his mental and emotional life, and his physical well-being.
[For a more complete explanation of “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
“at.” Saying that the believer is preserved “at” the coming does not mean that the believer is not preserved until that time. Thus, R. C. H. Lenski writes, “the preservation occurs in this life.”[footnoteRef:2758] Paul’s prayer is that the believer will be preserved, which occurs in this life, but it is fully revealed and completed “at” the coming of the Lord Jesus. Since the fullness of the preservation occurs at the coming of Christ, that is the emphasis in the text. Whereas the believer is preserved “until” the coming of Christ, it is not like the preservation stops at that point or is even complete just short of that point. The preservation is complete and continues from the coming of the Lord. F. F. Bruce writes, “...the writers’ prayer is that their converts may be preserved entirely without fault until the Parousia and be so found at the Parousia, when they will be perfected in holiness.”[footnoteRef:2759] [2758:  Lenski, Colossians and Thessalonians, 365.]  [2759:  Bruce, 1 and 2 Thessalonians [WBC], 131 (emphasis the author’s ).] 

1Th 5:24
“he will do this.” The one who calls us is faithful, so he will not just call us and then abandon us. He will call us, and then complete the goal of the calling; he will “do it.” God and the Lord Jesus Christ will keep us until the coming of the Lord. Christian salvation is secure. We were saved by believing in Christ and we will be kept secure until he comes.
[For more information on Christian salvation, see Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation.” For more on our New Birth, see commentary on 1 Pet. 1:3.]
1Th 5:25
“Brothers and sisters.” The Greek text is “brothers,” but that often includes men and women.
[For more on brothers and sisters, see Word Study: “Adelphos.” For more on women’s involvement in the early church, see Appendix 11: “The Role of Women in the Church.”]
1Th 5:27
“I put you under oath...” The word can also mean, to cause someone to take an oath.[footnoteRef:2760] The phrase “before the Lord,” is in essence saying, “as Christians.” This is a strong command to read the Scripture to the congregation, a necessity since very few people could read. Since Paul cannot in reality force anyone to take an oath, he is using a cultural phrase in an idiomatic way to communicate his seriousness. See commentary on 1 Timothy 4:13. [2760:  Friberg, Analytical Lexicon.] 

“that this letter be read to all the brothers and sisters.” The Epistle to the Thessalonians was not just for their church alone, but to the entire Body of Christ. But it was also to be read to the entire church at Thessalonica, not just a few leaders.
1Th 5:28
“be with you.” There is no verb for “be” in the sentence. The Greek reads: “the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ—with you!” Like many languages, Greek does not need a “to be” verb for a sentence to be complete. Thus, the sentence “The cow brown” is understood in Greek to mean “The cow is brown.” Nevertheless, the Greek language does have a “to be” verb that can be used for clarity, so if God does not use it, He may be communicating multiple meanings or overtones besides the primary meaning, and that is the case here. This verse, the very end of the epistle, is a wish and prayer for the people, and the essence of it is: “May the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be with you in an active way throughout your daily life.” The believers in Thessalonica had been severely persecuted (1 Thess. 1:6; 2:14), and only had a few weeks of teaching and training from the apostle Paul before he was chased out of the city (Acts 17:1-9, esp. v. 2), so they needed much grace. However, because the “to be” verb was purposely left out of the verse, it can also legitimately be translated, “The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ is with you” (YLT). This is a secondary meaning, but one that is throughout the epistle, because the grace of Christ is with us. Our salvation is secure, our hope is assured, and the grace in the lives of the believers of Thessalonica was evident. It is possible to look at this verse as the figure of speech amphibologia, where one thing is said, but two things are meant.
[See Word Study: “Amphibologia.”]
“you all.” The “you” is plural, thus “you all.”


2 Thessalonians Commentary
2 Thessalonians Chapter 1
2Th 1:1
“Silvanus.” See commentary on 1 Thessalonians 1:1.
2Th 1:2
“our.” The word “our” is included in most Greek manuscripts but does not occur in some older manuscripts. This explains why some English versions read “our Father” and others read “the Father.”
2Th 1:3
“brothers and sisters.” The Greek text is “brothers,” but that often includes men and women.
[For more on brothers and sisters, see Word Study: “Adelphos.” For more on women’s involvement in the early church, see Appendix 11: “The Role of Women in the Church.”]
“and rightly so.” “Rightly” comes from the Greek word axios (#514 ἄξιος), and the Greek phrase could be rendered, “just as it is right,” which the REV nuances to “and rightly so” for better understanding in English. The point is that the behavior of the Thessalonians is worthy of, and deserving of, thanks to God. Paul was obligated to give thanks for the Thessalonians whether or not they were growing in the Faith, but they were growing, and so the thanks for them was certainly rightly given. The translation has to make it clear that the reason for giving thanks for the believers was not just because they were doing well in their walk with God.
“is growing… is increasing.” The verbs are in the present active tense. It is the durative present, showing continual action. Their trust is growing and continues to grow; their love is increasing and continues to increase. Kistemaker translates the latter as “constantly increasing.”[footnoteRef:2761] [2761:  Kistemaker, New Testament Commentary.] 

2Th 1:4
“boast.” The word “boast” can have two connotations—just like English usage—one can boast in a negative way and in a positive way. Scripture uses both instances (e.g., James 4:16 and Rom. 15:17). This is the positive sense of boasting; Paul was proud of the Thessalonians in a godly way.
[See the commentary on 1 Thessalonians 2:19, “crown of boasting.”]
2Th 1:5
“It is evidence of the righteous judgment of God that you will be counted worthy of the Kingdom of God.” This phrase is translated differently in nearly every Bible version. The differences lie in the understanding of how the phrase “counted worthy” relates to the “judgment of God.” In the Greek, “counted worthy” is an eis with the articular infinitive construction: εἰς τὸ καταξιωθῆναι. Grammatically, this construction could be understood in three different ways:[footnoteRef:2762] [2762:  Daniel Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics, 611.] 

(1) To indicate the purpose of God’s judgment. E.g., “This is evidence of the righteous judgment of God, and is intended to make you worthy of the Kingdom of God” (NRSV; cf. NASB, NET). This view makes the sufferings of the Thessalonians part of God’s judgment, intended for the purpose of counting them worthy.
(2) To indicate the result of God’s judgment. E.g., “All this is evidence that God’s judgment is right, and as a result, you will be counted worthy of the Kingdom of God” (NIV; cf. ASV). On this view, the Thessalonians’ suffering could have been the judgment of God which resulted in their being counted worthy, or it could simply be that they suffered apart from God’s will and his having a judgment (i.e. legal opinion) of them resulted in their being considered worthy.
(3) The construction could also be used as an elaboration of what God’s judgment is (this is known as “epexegetical” usage.[footnoteRef:2763] E.g., “It is a clear evidence of God’s righteous judgment that you will be counted worthy of God’s kingdom” (HCSB). On this view the “being counted worthy” is simply an elaboration on what the “judgment of God” is. In other words, the judgment (i.e. legal opinion) of God is one that considers the Thessalonians worthy. [2763:  Wallace, Grammar, 607, 611.] 

Like the CSB, the REV translation takes the third option. In this sense, the eis with the articular infinitive construction describes the result of God’s judgment, that the trust and faithfulness of the Thessalonians in the face of persecution is evidence that they “will be counted worthy of the Kingdom of God.” This judgment is said to be “righteous,” from dikaios (#1342 δίκαιος), meaning, right, correct, fair, and just. That God correctly judged the Thessalonians as righteous is demonstrated by the Thessalonians’ growing faith and love, and their steadfastness and faith even amidst persecutions. They would have been saved and thus righteous before God even if they had not stood faithful in persecutions, because Christian salvation is guaranteed. However, the fact that the Thessalonians did stand faithful in the midst of the persecution was evidence (endeigma [#1730 ἔνδειγμα]) that God’s saving them was righteous.
2Th 1:6
“since.” The Greek is eiper (#1512 εἴπερ), in what is known as a first class condition. The word is usually defined as “if,” however, there is no doubt being shed on the certainty of the condition, so “since” captures the meaning in this context.
“it is righteous for God.” This is the meaning of the phrase para (with/beside) Theos (God). From beside where God is, i.e., from His point of view, it is a righteous, or just thing to repay evildoers.[footnoteRef:2764] [2764:  Cf. A. T. Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, 4:43; cf. BDAG.] 

2Th 1:7
“as well as to us.” The Greek text is literally, “with us,” meaning “along with” or “together with” us. Paul is saying that the relief that the Thessalonians will experience will also be experienced by Paul and his companions.
“powerful angels.” Genitive of character. Literally, “Angels of power,” meaning angels characterized by power.
2Th 1:8
“in flaming fire.” This is one of the places in the text where the verse is broken wrong. The phrase in flaming fire goes with the inflicting vengeance of 2 Thessalonians 1:8 and in fact, is in verse 8 in the Greek text, and so verse 8 should have started before “in flaming fire.”
“taking vengeance.” “Taking” is from the Greek verb didōmi (#1325 δίδωμι) and “vengeance” is from the noun ekdikēsis (#1557 ἐκδίκησις). The word didomi in its basic sense means “to give.” Hence, God is going to “deal out” retribution (NASB). The translation “taking” comes from a consideration of the context—it is judgment, punishment, and retribution that is being dealt out; thus, to deal out punishment or to “take vengeance” (cf. ESV, NRSV, NAB).
There are two types of justice administered in the Bible: corrective (or redemptive) justice, and retributive justice. Corrective justice deals out punishment in the hope of reforming the punished. For instance, the rod of correction drives foolishness from a child (Prov. 22:15)—the child’s punishment is a form of justice, but it is meant to restore the child to what is right. The delivering unto Satan for the destruction of the flesh, so the spirit may be saved, is another example of corrective justice (1 Cor. 5:5). Retributive justice, on the other hand, does not intend to reform the sinner at all, but is only meant as pure punishment so the offender gets what is deserved. Old Testament capital punishment exemplifies retributive justice; if a murderer is stoned to death, there is no chance for his or her reform; the only result is that justice is paid. Likewise, when the unrepentant are thrown into the Lake of Fire, retributive justice will have been meted out with no hope of future reform. While it may seem that retributive justice is not loving, it is just and fair, and God is just. Also, no individual is predestined to retributive justice; it is only given if it is deserved. God tells us ahead of time that the wicked will get what they deserve, so that people have the choice not to be wicked. If they ignore God’s warning, only then do they get the justice they deserve.
Here in 2 Thessalonians 1:8, it is clear from the context of “repaying” affliction (2 Thess. 1:6) that what is meant is justice in the sense of retribution or vengeance. Cf. also Romans 12:19: “Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave it to the wrath of God, for it is written, ‘Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord’” (ESV). In English, the word vengeance has the connotation of a just retaliation that is in proportion to the crime committed,[footnoteRef:2765] which highlights the justice of God. Only He is qualified to exact vengeance because only he can pay back in exact proportion what is truly deserved, leaving the scales of justice equal in the end. [2765:  Merriam-Webster’s Dictionary of Synonyms.] 

2Th 1:9
“everlasting destruction.” The final destiny of the unsaved is “everlasting destruction,” just as this verse says. It is a common Christian belief that people “burn forever in hell,” but that is not what the Bible teaches. The Bible is clear that the wages of sin is death, and burning alive is not death. People who are unsaved and thrown into the Lake of Fire are eventually annihilated.
[For more on this, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
“presence.” The Greek is literally “face,” but it refers to personal presence.
“his glorious strength.” This is likely the figure of speech antimereia, the exchanging of parts of speech.[footnoteRef:2766] In this case, the adjective “glorious” is put in the noun form “glory.” This is called by many grammarians an “attributed genitive” (cf. CSB “glorious strength”). An attributed genitive is where the head noun (“glory”) functions as an attributive adjective to the genitive noun (“of his strength”). Therefore, glory functions as an adjective to describe God’s strength—it is God’s “glorious strength.”[footnoteRef:2767] Another interpretive option is to view the phrase “of his strength” as descriptive of the Lord’s glory. They are cut off from the glory of the Lord, glory that is characterized by strength. [2766:  Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 491, “antimereia.”]  [2767:  See Wallace, Grammar, 89.] 

2Th 1:10
“when he comes.” The subjunctive mood of this verb is due to the particle otan (when, whenever). It is not expressing any doubt or uncertainty as to the actuality of the coming of the Lord, rather, it refers to uncertainty of the timing—whenever he may come.
The truth that a day was coming when God would come (by sending His Messiah) to judge the earth was well established in the Old Testament. Psalm 96:13 (HCSB) says of Yahweh, “for He is coming—for He is coming to judge the earth. He will judge the world with righteousness and the peoples with His faithfulness” (cf. Ps. 98:9). The prophetic books clearly revealed a “Day of Yahweh” when He judged the earth and its inhabitants (cf. Isa. 13:6-13; Joel 1:15, 2:1, 2; Amos 5:18-20; Obad. 1:15; Zeph. 1:14-18; Mal. 4:1-5).
“be glorified.” The passive Greek verb endoxasthēnai refers to Christian believers (“holy ones”) giving “glory” to Jesus at his return. To give “glory” comprises closely associated ideas like “honor” and “praise.” This is a different meaning than “glorified” in the sense of being resurrected or transformed like with Jesus on the Mount of Transfiguration or the future destiny of believers who will be raised to new “glorified” bodies.
“by...by.” The Greek prepositions imply that Jesus will be with the believers, “among them,” and thus will be glorified by them when he is with them.
“marveled at.” The Greek is thaumazō (#2296 θαυμάζω). This word refers to both admiration and respect, as well as awe and wonder.[footnoteRef:2768] When Christ is seen by his believers, he will at once induce a profound awe within those present, who will feel great admiration and respect welling within them. [2768:  BDAG, s.v. “θαυμάζω.”] 

“this includes you.” Cf. NIV. The NIV captures the heart of what is meant by the parenthesis: “This includes you, because you believed our testimony to you.” Versions such as the ESV and others are wrong because they translate the hoti clause as if it causally affected the rest of the verse: e.g., “…when he comes on that day to be glorified in his saints…because our testimony to you was believed” (ESV). This makes it sound as though the Thessalonians’ belief causes the Lord to come on that day—which is obviously mistaken. Rather, the hoti clause is the figure of speech epitrechon, or parenthesis, meaning to include the Thessalonians among the believers who will marvel at the Lord. For information on the figure epitrechon see commentary on Romans 10:6.
2Th 1:11
“will.” See commentary on 1 Thessalonians 5:10; “will live.”
“desire for goodness.” Compare the NASB, HCSB, and NET translations: “desire for goodness.” Literally, the phrase reads, “desire of goodness.” The word goodness is in the genitive case; it is the objective genitive. That is to say, “goodness” is the object of desire. Paul prays God would fulfill the Thessalonians’ every desire for goodness. This genitive phrase likely also has a secondary meaning of “a desire that flows out of goodness” (a genitive of production), making this use of the genitive an amphibologia.
[See Word Study: “Amphibologia.”]
2Th 1:12
“will.” Not “may.” See commentary on 1 Thessalonians 5:10, “will live”.
“in you...in him.” “In” means, in connection with; in union with. See commentary on Romans 6:3. Our relationship with Christ is a win-win situation when we walk in love and godly character. Jesus Christ is glorified by his association with us, and we are glorified by our association with him.
“the grace of our God and the Lord Jesus Christ.” Both God and Jesus give grace, and this phrase refers to both of them. That both Jesus and God are mentioned here has been disputed by some Trinitarians, but Gordon Fee, a Trinitarian, writes, “This [that both God and Jesus are in the verse] would hardly need further comment, except for the note in the TNIV: ‘Or [the grace of] of God and Lord, Jesus Christ.’ Although this note renders what is a grammatical possibility, two matters stand strongly against it as a probability. First, despite how some would read this passage, as well as Romans 9:5 and Titus 2:13, there is simply no incontrovertible evidence (a) that Paul ever used theos to refer to Christ—rather, it is the word he used exclusively to refer to the Father—and (b) that Paul ever used kyrios to refer to the Father, since this divine name is reserved exclusively for Christ. The definitive moment for these distinctions in Paul occurs in his next letter, in 1 Corinthians 8:6, where theos of the Shema is applied to God the Father and the kyrios to Christ the Son. Second, this doubling of God and Christ is so thoroughgoing in these two letters that one would need especially strong evidence to think otherwise here, and such evidence is precisely what is lacking. So while my theological sensitivities would love to have it so, my exegetical sensitivities will not allow it—even as an alternative in this case.”[footnoteRef:2769] “Theos” means “God and “kyrios” means “Lord”). [2769:  Gordon Fee, The First and Second Letters to the Thessalonians [NICNT], 267-68 (emphasis the author’s).] 

 
2 Thessalonians Chapter 2
2Th 2:1
“coming.” The Greek word is parousia (#3952 παρουσία), and it means “coming” or “presence.” Here it refers to the Rapture of the Christian Church.
“our gathering together to him.” Christians are gathered together to Christ at an event known as the Rapture at which time we meet the Lord in the air (1 Thess. 4:17).
“brothers and sisters.” See Word Study: “Adelphos.”
2Th 2:2
“quickly.” i.e., do not hastily, precipitously swerve from your present beliefs regarding the coming of the Lord.[footnoteRef:2770] By extension from the idea of “quickly,” this word, taxeōs (#5030 ταχέως), could also mean easily (NIV, HCSB, NET, NJB). [2770:  Cf. Leon L. Morris [NICNT], 214.] 

“state of mind.” Kistemaker translates: “(normal state of) mind.”[footnoteRef:2771] The Greek reads, simply, “be not shaken from the mind (nous [#3563 νοῦς]).” This is the figure of speech metonymy, where mind is put in place of beliefs, or one’s mindset.[footnoteRef:2772] [2771:  Kistemaker, New Testament Commentary.]  [2772:  Cf. Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 538, “metonymy.”] 

[See Word Study: “Metonymy.”]
“a spirit.” The natural reading of “spirit,” pneuma (#4151 πνεῦμα), in this verse is the same as in 1 Corinthians 14:12 and 1 John 4:1-3, where “spirit” refers by the figure of speech metonymy to an utterance produced by spirit, i.e., either to a prophecy or a spiritual utterance from someone who has a demon. The translation by F. F. Bruce is “spirit-inspired utterance.”[footnoteRef:2773] It is less likely, but the text is open to “spirit” also having the meaning of an apparition, the appearance of a spirit-being (cf. Gal. 1:8-9). The Greek word pneuma, translated as “spirit,” is used in 1 Corinthians 14:12 and 14:32, and 1 John 4:1-3 to refer primarily to a prophecy. Thus Paul assures the believers in Thessalonica that no genuine prophetic word would indicate that the Day of the Lord had already arrived. See commentary on 1 Corinthians 14:12. [2773:  Bruce [WBC].] 

“a letter allegedly from us.” The Devil is the father of lies, and people influenced by demons and willing to lie have infiltrated the Church from its earliest days. We should not be so naïve as to think that no one would try to send a letter in the name of Paul or his companions to influence what the Thessalonians believed, because that kind of thing did happen. Furthermore, we should not be so naïve as to think that such people do not exist in the Church today, who knowingly pervert the truth. That is why Christians must be diligent students of the Bible, walk by the spirit, and look for the fruit in people’s lives to see what they are really like, just as the Lord taught us (Matt. 7:16-20).
“that the Day of the Lord has come.” The Day of the Lord in this context refers to the Great Tribulation, the terrible time on earth that is described in the book of Revelation, with seal judgments, trumpet judgments, thunder judgments, and bowl judgments. The phrase, “the Day of the Lord,” is one of the more common terms that refers to the End Times, and it can refer to the End Times as a whole, or it can refer to a specific part of the End Times, something that must be determined from the context. Here in 2 Thessalonians 2:2, the phrase “the Day of the Lord” refers to the period of Tribulation, which is why the Thessalonian believers would have been alarmed that they were starting to go through the Tribulation. The great persecution of Christians that would come during the reign of Nero had not started yet, but there was enough persecution that the believers in Thessalonica could have thought the Tribulation had started.
Christians will be Raptured off the earth before the wrath of God comes (1 Thess. 4:13-18; 2 Thess. 2:1-2). There is some uncertainty among Christians as to the timing of the Rapture, and whether Christians will experience any of the specific plagues described in Revelation, particularly any of the seals in Revelation 6. However, the weight of evidence supports that the Rapture will occur before any of the troubles in the book of Revelation occur. From Revelation 1:10 on, the book of Revelation is about the future. Christians are not subject to the wrath of God (Rom. 5:9; 1 Thess. 5:9), and the Rapture will occur before the tribulations described in the book of Revelation.
2 Thessalonians 2:1-2 are good evidence that Paul taught the Rapture would occur before “the Day of the Lord,” with its plagues and judgments. Only those who had been taught that there was a Rapture before the Tribulation would be “unsettled or alarmed” at the thought that the Day of the Lord had begun and they were still on earth. If Paul taught that the Rapture came before the Day of the Lord, and now the believers in Thessalonica were being taught by others that they were in the Day of the Lord, then they would be alarmed because that would have meant they were not saved and they had missed the Rapture, referred to as “our gathering together to him” in 2 Thessalonians 2:1.
In biblical times there was no mass communication, and it could be quite easy for a small community of believers to think the Rapture had occurred and they had missed it. If, on the other hand, Paul had not taught them about the Rapture (as if there was no Rapture), or taught that the Rapture was in the middle of the Day of the Lord or at the end of it, then if people taught them they were in the midst of the Day of the Lord that would not have been alarming. On the contrary, it would have been exciting because then they would know they were very close to Jesus’ return.
If Paul did not teach that there was a Rapture before the Day of the Lord, then he would have taught Christians to “stand fast and prepare for trouble” in the Day of the Lord, which is what Jesus taught Israel (Matt. 24; Mark 13; Luke 21). The fact that the Thessalonians were unsettled and alarmed at the teaching they were in the Day of the Lord indicates Paul taught a pre-Tribulation Rapture.
2 Thessalonians 2:5 shows that Paul had been teaching on the Rapture and what would happen after it when he was at Thessalonica. Furthermore, the fact that the Rapture is clearly in 1 Thessalonians, which was written shortly before 2 Thessalonians (likely 6 months at most) shows that Paul had spent considerable time in Thessalonica explaining the Christians’ hope and future.
The King James Version (1611) reads “Day of Christ,” but that reading is late; modern textual research shows conclusively that “Day of the Lord” is accurate, and that is the way the modern versions read.
[For more on the meaning of “the Day of the LORD” (also translated “the Day of Yahweh”) see commentary on Mal. 4:5. For more on the Old Testament prophecies that the Day of the Lord would be a harsh and deadly time, see commentary on Dan. 12:1.]
​
2Th 2:3
“the apostasy.” The Greek word is apostasia (#646 ἀποστασία), and it refers to people’s changing their loyalty or allegiance; disobeying established authority. Thus it means an apostasy, a rebellion, a defection, a revolt. In the Septuagint, written about 250 BC, it became a technical term for a rebellion or apostasy (cf. Josh. 22:22; 2 Chron. 29:19; 33:19; Jer. 2:19.[footnoteRef:2774] The meaning “apostasy” or “rebellion” for apostasia is so universally attested in New Testament times that most lexicons only list meanings such as “rebellion” or “apostasy” for apostasia.[footnoteRef:2775] [2774:  See TDNT; cf. Friberg’s Lexicon.]  [2775:  Cf. BDAG; Bullinger; EDNT; Friberg; Louw and Nida; Renn; Thayer; UBS; Vine.] 

Apostasia and its cognate forms and related words are used over 40 times in the Septuagint, and they are all used of a political or religious defection or rebellion. This becomes extremely significant when we remember that, especially for the Greek-speaking believers such as the ones in Thessalonica, their Old Testament was the Septuagint, not the Hebrew text. Thus, their exposure to apostasia was clearly in referral to an apostasy or rebellion, and so that is what they would have expected the word to mean in Paul’s letter to them unless the context clearly indicated something different, which it does not. There is another reason that the Thessalonian believers would have expected apostasia to have the same meaning in Paul’s letter to them that it had in the Septuagint. When Paul quoted the Old Testament in his epistles, the majority of the time he quoted the Septuagint, not the Hebrew text, and this established a continuity of thought between what God had said in the Old Testament and what He was saying in the New Testament. Furthermore, the only other use of apostasia in the New Testament is Acts 21:21, where it is used of a rebellion or apostasy.
Because apostasia is derived from the verb aphistēmi (#868 ἀφίστημι), which means “to depart,” some Christians assert that this verse is referring to the Rapture. It is also stated that since apostasia is preceded by the definite article, “the,” in the Greek, that it must be referring to the well-known departure, the Rapture. But it is a mistake to insist that the meaning of a noun (in this case apostasia) is basically the same as the verb (in this case aphistēmi) as some commentators have done.[footnoteRef:2776] As more and more secular Greek documents are unearthed by archaeologists and historians it is clear that it often occurs that nouns, verbs, adjectives, and adverbs, even when from the same root, have very different meanings. This is especially the case when a certain inflection of a word takes on a special meaning, usually referred to by scholars as a “technical meaning,” and that is exactly what has happened with the noun apostasia, as Friberg states in his lexicon. [2776:  Cf. Wuest, Word Studies.] 

There has been much discussion on what “the apostasy” is that Paul is writing about. This “apostasy” is not about Christians leaving the Christian Faith. From Paul’s teaching and what Daniel says, this “apostasy” is what opens “the Day of the Lord,” the Great Tribulation, and is after the Rapture, so it cannot be about Christians because they will have been Raptured off the earth into heaven. This apostasy is about the Jews (including deceived Jewish believers) leaving God and His commands and turning to worldly ways to get the support they want. Specifically, it refers to the Jews making a covenant with the man who turns out to be the Antichrist (Dan. 9:26-27; and see commentary on Dan. 9:27).
The text gives us a couple of large hints as to what the apostasy is. From the scope of Scripture, we learn that it cannot be a Christian apostasy because Christians will have been Raptured to heaven. From Thessalonians, we learn that the Day of the Lord will not come until the apostasy and the “man of sin” is revealed (the “man of sin” is often also referred to as the Antichrist). Also, the book of Daniel shows that the Antichrist will be revealed when many in Israel, including the leaders, make a covenant with him, and indeed, Israel turning from God and making a covenant with the Antichrist is “the apostasy” that 2 Thessalonians 2:3 is referring to. So when Israel makes a covenant with the Antichrist, that is both the apostasy referred to in 2 Thessalonians and the thing that reveals the Antichrist, and those things will occur after the Rapture and they will start the seven years of the Tribulation. Also, the reason that Paul refers to the apostasy as “the apostasia,” “the apostasy,” is that it is a reference to the apostasy that is revealed in Daniel.
Understanding that the “apostasy” is Israel turning from God also fits with what Jesus said in Matthew 24:10 about many people falling away and handing others over to the authorities (cf. Mark 13:9, 12-13; Luke 21:12, 16-17). Jesus was not speaking about Christians, there were not any Christians on earth when Jesus taught, he was referring to Jews who would abandon the truth.
After speaking of “the apostasy” in 2 Thessalonians 2:3, Paul then goes into a very long discussion about it through verse 12 (2 Thess. 2:3-12), and he gives details that are not in the Old Testament or Gospels. The Man of Sin will come, powered by Satan and doing Satan’s work. There will be all kinds of lying signs, miracles, and wonders, and many people will be deceived. Also, this “man of sin” will not be atheist or agnostic. Quite the opposite. He will be a religious person, but will lead people away from the true God, true worship, and even truth itself (Dan. 8:12; 2 Tim. 4:4). Thus he will continue his trajectory of leading people into great apostasy. This should not be surprising because Satan has effectively used false religion to turn people from God and truth for millennia. So verse 3 speaks of the apostasy, and the following 9 verses enlarge upon some of what is involved with that apostasy.
Some of the early English versions such as Tyndale (1526), Coverdale (1535), Beza (1565), and the Geneva Bible (1599) translated apostasia as “departure,” and these are sometimes used to support the idea that this verse is speaking about the Rapture. However, there are some things we must keep in mind about those early English translations. First, “departure” does not necessarily mean “Rapture.” A “departure” can refer to an apostasy and rebellion. Second, those early English translations were made from the Greek before the Greek papyri were discovered by archaeologists, so the proper meaning of many New Testament words was not known (this in part explains why the modern versions differ from the older ones in so many verses). Also, the early versions were made during a time when Greek lexicons and even Greek lexical studies were almost nonexistent. Furthermore, Greek studies in the Septuagint had hardly begun, and there was nothing in English or Greek that could be considered a decent concordance (and there would not be one for many years to come). So to insist that the early translations referred to a “Rapture” in 2 Thessalonians 2:3 as if they had a truth that has now generally been lost is simply not true.
Another important reason for believing the word apostasia refers to a rebellion or apostasy is the context itself. Paul had already taught the Thessalonians that there was going to be a Rapture (1 Thess. 4:13-17), and from the scope of Scripture and this section in 2 Thessalonians 2:1-3, we see that the Rapture would precede the wrath that will come upon the world during the Day of the Lord. Thus the only way that the Thessalonian believers could be in the Day of the Lord, as some false teachers were saying, would have been if they missed the Rapture (or Paul had been wrong in his teaching). So it would not have helped the situation for Paul to say the Rapture would come before the Day of the Lord, because they knew that already and apparently were confused about it and whether they had missed it. Instead, Paul is showing them that the Day of the Lord and its wrath had not come because the well-known apostasy had not yet come and the Man of Sin had not yet been revealed. That being the case, it is clear the Rapture had not happened yet.
“the man of lawlessness is revealed.” The “man of lawlessness” is the person Christians generally know as “the Antichrist,” an archenemy of God. There are many antichrists, that is, people who are against God, but there will only be one Antichrist, and he will be empowered by the Devil (2 Thess. 2:9) and will oppose all godliness and the people of God. During the Tribulation period preceding the Battle of Armageddon, the Antichrist will be revealed.
“lawlessness.” To better understand the End Times the reader must properly understand what “lawlessness” is. People generally think that laws are good, and so “lawlessness” is either like America’s “Wild West” when there was no law, or else lawlessness is when there are laws but they are not enforced so people do whatever they want. However, that is not primarily what “lawlessness” means in this context. Although there will be plenty of civil disobedience in the End Times, civil disobedience has always been a problem. The End Times will be characterized by a greater and more pervasive “lawlessness” than just civil disobedience.
God has laws, but when the leaders, judges, and others in charge of society make laws that defy and contradict God’s laws, and also refuse to enforce godly laws, they are “lawless” and the whole society becomes lawless. The people may be obeying the laws set up by the society, but in doing so they are defying God and thus are “lawless” in God’s eyes. For example, Israel was “lawless” when the leaders openly practiced and condoned idolatry. Similarly, societies today are lawless when the leaders and people legally and openly participate in practices that go against God’s laws. For example, it is legal to get drunk, and getting drunk is actually popular now. People boast about it and write songs about it, but it is against God’s law and the society that condones it is lawless. The same is true concerning many things done in society today; they are legal and openly practiced but are against God’s laws.
In Isaiah’s time, the leaders and the people put laws and practices in place that defied God’s law, and so Isaiah prophesied, “Woe to those who call evil good and good evil, who put darkness for light and light for darkness” (Isa. 5:20). That same “woe” applies to people today: people who break God’s laws may be lauded in modern society, but they will not do well on the Day of Judgment when God will judge people according to His laws and standards. The Antichrist is called “the man of lawlessness” because he will establish and follow laws that brazenly contradict God’s laws, so much so that in the End Times people who believe God will be horribly persecuted. The persecution of Christians is already occurring—usually with the support of “laws” established by ungodly people—but the Antichrist will take lawlessness to a worldwide level, often by enacting and enforcing laws that defy and contradict God’s laws.
It should be pointed out that some English versions say “man of sin” instead of “man of lawlessness.” There are Greek manuscripts that have the word for “sin,” harmartia (#266 ἁμαρτία), and thus read “man of sin,” and there are manuscripts that have the word for “lawlessness,” anomia (#458 ἀνομία), and thus read “man of lawlessness.” Modern scholars generally agree that the earlier and better Greek manuscripts read “lawlessness,” and so “lawlessness” is in most modern versions. “Lawlessness” also seems to fit better with the scope of Scripture, because although the End Times will certainly have an abundance of sin, Jesus taught that “lawlessness” would be a dominant characteristic of that time (Matt. 13:41; 24:12; cf. Matt. 7:23).
“the son of destruction.” An idiom for someone doomed to destruction (cf. John 17:12 of Judas).
2Th 2:4
“exalts himself above everything called ‘God.’” The “man of lawlessness,” commonly known as the “Antichrist,” will exalt himself above every god and authority, including the true God. Although many versions have the term “so-called God,” that is not what the Greek text says, and the meaning of the text is more inclusive than that. It is not just that the Antichrist exalts himself above the false gods, he exalts himself above the true God as well.
“the sanctuary of God.” This is one of the clear verses that let us know that during the years of the Tribulation that occur before the battle of Armageddon, there will be a Temple in Jerusalem. That temple is not yet built, but will be at some future point. That future temple is also mentioned in verses such as Revelation 11:1-2.
“displaying himself—that he is God​.” The word for “God” in the Greek, theos (#2316 θεός), lacks the definite article and so could either be “God” or “a god” (cf. “claiming that he is a god,” 2 Thess. 2:4 NAB). The fact that there is no definite article does not demand the translation “a god,” for there are clear instances where the word lacks the article and yet refers to the true God (e.g., 2 Cor. 5:19; 1 Thess. 2:5). As Lenski points out, grammatically the word is functioning as a predicate, which is why the article is lacking here.
The Antichrist is not showing himself off as “a god,” as if he or his followers thought there were lots of gods, like the Romans did. There is no evidence the Antichrist is a polytheist. In fact, he will claim to represent the true God. Here in Thessalonians we see that the antichrist displays himself like God does, sitting himself in the naos (#3485 ναός), the holy of holies or inner sanctuary, which both early Christians and Jews would have understood to mean he was claiming for himself the honor and authority of God.[footnoteRef:2777] [2777:  Cf. Ernest Best, First and Second Epistles to the Thessalonians [BNTC].] 

It is important, however, that we do not read 2 Thessalonians 2:4 to be saying that the Antichrist, the “man of sin,” thinks he is the Creator, the True God. That is not what he is doing. He is not replacing the True God, in fact he thinks he is the representative of the true God on earth, just as Jesus was. So he is claiming to be like the True God to the people and thus God to them. Lenski explains this: “This Antichrist reveals himself as the Antichrist by this pagan act of seating himself in the true God’s own sanctuary. He does not deny the true God, he is neither an atheist nor agnostic…He sits in God’s own place as if he, too, were God and shows and exhibits himself to all Christendom with the claim “that he is God,” that no less than deity belongs also to him…The great apostasy accepts this claim and honors this Antichrist with divine honor.”[footnoteRef:2778] [2778:  Lenski, Interpretation of St. Paul’s Epistles to the Colossians and Thessalonians, 411-12.] 

2Th 2:5
“Do you not remember…?” The question posed in this verse is the figure of speech erotesis, a rhetorical question.[footnoteRef:2779] It is also a parenthesis with the continuation of thought about the man of Lawlessness flowing from 2 Thess. 2:4, picked back up in 2 Thess. 2:6. [2779:  Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 943, “erotesis.”] 

“I told you these things​.” In the Greek text, “told you” is in the imperfect tense of the verb “to speak,” legō (#3004 λέγω). The imperfect tense highlights that Paul told them many times, that is, that it was a continual or habitual practice of Paul’s while he was still with the Thessalonians. Bible preachers and teachers should take note of this: it is never enough to teach the great truths of the faith once; we must teach them over and over again, so they can sink deep into people’s hearts.
2Th 2:6
“holding him back now.” The Greek word for “now,” nun (#3568 νῦν), goes with “now holding back” (e.g., HCSB, ESV, NASB) not “now know” (e.g., NIV, NAB).[footnoteRef:2780] One of the reasons is the juxtaposition between the Antichrist “now” being held back but “will be” revealed. [2780:  e.g. Lenski, Colossians and Thessalonians, 416; Kistemaker.] 

“so that he will be revealed.” The Greek construction εις το + infinitive often communicates purpose, as it does here.
“when his time comes.” This is an idiomatic translation of the Greek ἐν τῷ ἑαυτοῦ καιρῶ, literally, “in his own proper time.” This is a difficult phrase to translate, not because of its meaning, but because there are many possible English translations, each with its own set of possible misunderstandings. The meaning of the Greek is clear, that there is a proper or right time (kairos, #2540 καιρός) for the man of Lawlessness to be revealed. But how to bring this into English and avoid misunderstandings? The translation, “in his time” (KJV, ESV, NASB) misses the important aspect of kairos, that the time is particularly suited for his revelation, it is the proper time. But to say he will be revealed at his “appointed time” (NJB) gives the sense there is a fixed date for the revealing, which is not what the Greek conveys by using kairos. Kairos is only indicating that the revealing will be at the right and proper time; this in of itself does not mean God has set an appointed date for the eschaton. Neither should we look to the translation “in his own time” (NET), for to English readers this makes it sound like it is the antichrist’s choice of when he will be revealed, and he will do it “in his own time.” A translation that captures the sense of the Greek well for the English reader is, “he will be revealed when his time comes.” This puts the control of the revelation in God’s hands and yet recognizes that there is a proper time for him to be revealed.
2Th 2:7
“secret power of lawlessness.” The REV translates the Greek word mustērion (#3466 μυστήριον) as “sacred secret” almost everywhere it occurs because mustērion was used to refer to a secret that was in the sacred or religious sphere. A secret in the secular realm was referred to by the Greek word kruptos (from which we get the English word “crypt”). Furthermore, mustērion does not mean “mystery,” that is, something incomprehensible, something that cannot be understood. Instead, mustērion means “secret,” something that some people know but others do not.
[For more information on mustērion and the translation, “sacred secret,” see commentary on Eph. 3:9.]
There are many “sacred secrets” in Scripture. For example, Paul uses the plural of mustērion (#3466 μυστήριον) and refers to “sacred secrets” in 1 Corinthians 4:1: “regard us as… stewards of the sacred secrets of God.” (1 Cor. 13:2 has another usage in the plural). Other sacred secrets spoken of in the New Testament include: the sacred secrets of the Kingdom of Heaven/God (Matt. 13:11; Mark 4:11; Luke 8:10; ); of Israel’s partial hardening (Rom. 11:25); the content of speaking in tongues (1 Cor. 14:2); of new, transformed bodies at the return of Christ (1 Cor. 15:51); of Christ’s relationship to the church (Eph. 5:32); the sacred secret of lawlessness (2 Thess. 2:7); and of godliness (1 Tim. 3:16); as well as several “sacred secrets” in the book of Revelation (Rev. 1:20; 10:7; 17:5; 17:7). A major “sacred secret” in Acts and the Epistles is the dispensation, or “Administration” of Grace, called “the Administration of the grace of God” (Eph. 3:2), which is also referred to as the “Administration of the Sacred Secret” (Eph. 3:9).
The REV could have translated 2 Thessalonians 2:7 as “the sacred secret of lawlessness,” but although it would have been grammatically accurate, it would have given the wrong impression to the average English reader. We are not used to something that is “sacred” being evil or of the Devil, even though in Greek usage mustērion can mean that. It would be incongruous in common English to refer to how the Devil is bringing forth lawlessness on earth as “the sacred secret of lawlessness.” That is because we typically use the word “sacred” to refer only to godly sacred things, not ungodly sacred things. However, looking in a dictionary shows that the word “sacred” refers to things set apart for the worship of any god or deity, and it also relates to things in the religious sphere in general in contrast to the secular or profane sphere. Thus actually, the Greek and English use “sacred” in much the same way. Understood that way, it is revealing to know that both God and the Devil have “sacred secrets,” and they reveal those secrets as the time and circumstances suit them. In this case, behind the scenes, unknown and unseen, the Devil is working his sacred secret of lawlessness, and certainly part of the fruit of that lawlessness is the general lawlessness, including the persecution of Christians, that we see on earth. Nevertheless, for the clarity of the English translation, the REV has “the secret power of lawlessness,” which is clear in English (cf. NIV).
“is already at work.” This phrase shows us that the lawlessness that Paul is referring to is not just ordinary evil, because that had always been at work. Since the Day of Pentecost, God’s people had been in “the Last Days,” and there is a special depth of evil that has been working behind the scenes to disrupt the plans of God since that time.
“the one.” The Greek text allows for the force that is doing the holding back to be either impersonal or personal. If impersonal, it could be the Church, the government, the presence of holy spirit in Christians, etc. If personal, and translated as “he,” then it more specifically refers to someone such as Satan, God, Jesus Christ, or the Emperor as wielding the power of government.
But it is unlikely that Satan would hold back evil and he is not going to be taken out of the way. Indeed, in the Last Days his power will increase. Similarly, God will not be taken out of the way either. He will continue to act powerfully on behalf of people as He always does. Also, although many Church Fathers thought that “the one” restraining evil was the Roman government (and some modern commentators still feel that this verse is referring to the government), human government cannot hold back the power of Satan, and government will not be “taken out of the way” of evil. There will still be government during the Tribulation but it will be taken over and controlled by the forces of evil with all their lying signs and wonders (2 Thess. 2:9).
“holding it back.” The Greek is ambiguous, and simply says, “holding back,” or “restraining.” Many versions supply either it (e.g., ESV) or him (e.g., NET), thus dictating for the English reader what is being held back. If we say, “holding it back,” the “it” is impersonal and must refer to the sacred secret of lawlessness. If we say, “holding him back,” then “he” must be the man of lawlessness. However, the Greek does not specify what is being held back, it simply reads, “the one holding back.” The REV follows many versions in having “it,” i.e., the lawlessness, but we must allow that the text may refer to “him,” and also that it might have intentionally been left ambiguous because both “he” and “it” are being held back.
“is out of the way.” The Greek more literally reads, “until he comes out from the midst.” Thayer’s lexicon addresses this in his definition of mesos (#3319 μέσος), translated “midst,” and writes, “out of the way, out of sight… γίνομαι ἐκ μέσου, to be taken out of the way, to disappear.”
2Th 2:8
“lawless one.” This is one of the names of the man commonly known among conservative Christians as “the Antichrist.” When he is tracked through the Word of God we can see why he is called “lawless,” and it is because he breaks God’s laws (see commentary on Matt. 24:12).
“destroy.” The Greek word is anaireō (#337 ἀναιρέω), and it means “do away with, destroy, kill, slay, overthrow, make an end of, etc.” depending on the context. In this context, the REV has “destroy” because Jesus Christ will “destroy” the Antichrist, first by defeating him in battle and throwing him into the Lake of Fire where he will eventually be annihilated, and also by dismantling his ungodly earthy control and replacing it with his own universal rule. The verb ἀναιρέω is not the common verb for “destroy,” but it is a good translation in this context. The Source New Testament has “do away with,” which is also very good. “Kill” would be okay as a translation as long as the reader understood that the Antichrist would not be immediately killed, but would be finally killed many years in the future.
2 Thessalonians 2:8 has a textual variant, and some texts, including the ones the Kings James Version was translated from, have analiskō (#355 ἀναλίσκω) “consume,” but there is good textual evidence that anaireō (“destroy”) is correct and that the verb was changed by scribes to analiskō likely because being “consumed” seemed to fit better with the idea of Jesus’ mouth.
[For more on the Antichrist, called the “beast” in Revelation, being defeated and thrown into the Lake of Fire, see Rev. 19:19-21. For more on annihilation in the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
“the spirit from his mouth.” The word for “spirit” is pneuma (#4151 πνεῦμα). We retained the reading “spirit of his mouth” rather than “breath of his mouth,” feeling the former captured the phrase’s meaning more fully, and better exemplified the spirit power of the mouth. Scripture often uses the word “spirit” to refer to spiritual utterances, especially prophecy (See commentary on 1 Cor. 14:12). Such is the case here; Christ pronounces destruction by the breath of his mouth. This is portrayed as a sword coming out of Christ’s mouth in Revelation 1:16; 2:16; 19:15, 21. Isaiah 11:4 foretold that the Messiah would destroy the wicked with the spiritual utterance from his mouth. It says, “He will strike the earth with the rod of his mouth; with the spirit from his lips he will slay the wicked.”
“put an end to him.” The verb for “put an end to him” is katargeō (#2673 καταργέω), which has two primary definitions: (1) to render ineffective or powerless, and (2) to destroy or abolish. By the appearance of his coming, Christ will simultaneously destroy the lawless one by the prophetic utterance from his mouth and render unproductive all of his works on earth. The translation “put an end to him” more or less captures both senses. And because Paul already mentions the lawless one will be killed (seen both in this word, katargeō, and the word for “kill,” anaireō), the “rendering powerless” aspect refers to any residue of influence left after the death of the lawless one—his entire system of error is brought to nothing. Hence, Christ will “put an end to him” (cf. C. Williams’ translation: “put a stop to his operations”).
“appearance.” The word for appearance is epiphaneia (#2015 ἐπιφάνεια), from which we get our modern word “epiphany,” meaning, “a sudden manifestation or perception of the essential nature or meaning of something.” In Greek, the word’s base meaning is to make visible, to shine light upon, hence, to appear. Epiphaneia has connotations of brightness and splendor, which is brought out by several different translations (e.g., KJV: “the brightness of his coming;” see also: NIV, HCSB, NJB).
2Th 2:9
“is.” The “is” is in the present tense; it is the prophetic present, speaking of future events in the present tense.[footnoteRef:2781] Wallace’s grammar refers to this as the futuristic present.[footnoteRef:2782] The coming of the lawless one is a future event, yet Paul speaks of what his coming “is” in accord with, rather than what it “will” be in accord with. Writing in the prophetic present highlights the certainty and inevitability of the lawless one’s coming.[footnoteRef:2783] For more information, see the commentary on Luke 3:9). [2781:  Kistemaker.]  [2782:  Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics, 535-36.]  [2783:  Wallace, Greek Grammar, 536.] 

“is a result of the activity of.” The Devil gives the Antichrist his power. This fact is alluded to in prophecy in Daniel 8:24, but it is not as clearly stated there as it is here. Then it is stated much more clearly here in 2 Thessalonians 2:9, then in Revelation 13:2 it is stated again. The Greek simply has the preposition kata, but kata has so many different meanings in this context that it needs to be expanded to get close to what it meant to anyone reading it in the first century. Note some of the many different ways it is translated in English versions: “whose coming is marked by the working of Satan” (BBE, NJB); “it will happen through Satan’s efforts” (CEB; cf. CJB, ESV, NAB, NET); “the man of sin will come with the power of Satan” (GW); “whose coming is in accord with the activity of Satan” (NASB, NIV); “this man will come to do the work of Satan” (NLT). It is clear that the Greek preposition kata has at least two meanings in this verse; that the man of sin will come due to, and empowered by, Satan, and also that the works that he will do will be “in accord with” Satan, i.e., the kinds of things that Satan himself has done throughout history.
“the Adversary.” The Greek word for Adversary is Satanas (#4567 Σατανᾶς), which has been transliterated as “Satan” in most versions. This causes the meaning of the word, which is important, to be lost. For more information on it, see the commentary on Mark 1:13.
[For more information on the names of the Devil, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
“all kinds of power and counterfeit signs and wonders​.” The Devil always has had a lot of power to make physical things happen on earth. He is certainly behind many natural disasters such as hurricanes and tornados. After all, he is the “ruler of the authority of the air” (Eph. 2:2) and the “ruler of this world” (John 12:31). People who follow him, such as witches and sorcerers, even if they don’t follow him as the Devil but as a god or deity or as an impersonal force that can be tapped into, can wield a large amount of spiritual power. The Devil is always the ultimate source behind evil, which is why Paul wrote: “For we do not wrestle against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the world-rulers of this present darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places” (Eph. 6:12).
There have been many times and places, especially before cameras and video equipment, when the Devil openly displayed his power. We see that in verses such as Exodus 7:11 when the sorcerers of Egypt turned their staffs into snakes by magic power (see commentary on Exod. 7:11). The Devil loves to remain hidden, so in our modern times we do not see as many open displays of demonic power as history reports, but in the End Times, when the Devil and God are in open war and the Antichrist is taking control of the earth and the minds and hearts of the people, we will once again see open displays of demonic power: there will be all kinds of displays of power, and signs and lying wonders, as this verse says.
The word “wonder” in the phrase “lying wonders” is teras (#5059 τέρας), and it means something that astounds us; causes us to wonder or marvel; causes us to watch it. This would usually be a miracle or something very unusual. But a “lying wonder” is something that catches our attention but lies to us, points us in the wrong direction. When Jesus raised Lazarus, it was a miracle, sign, and wonder, but it pointed to the power of God. A lying wonder will point to the Devil or support him in some way.
2Th 2:10
“deception for those.” An alternate translation would be: “every kind of unrighteous deception that deceives those who are destroying themselves,” or “that reaches those.” The Greek is simply the article (“those”) in the dative case, indicating that the action of deception reaches and affects those who are destroying themselves.
“destroying themselves.” The verb apollumi (#622 ἀπόλλυμι), “destroy,” can be middle or passive voice, and we believe that the middle voice fits best here. The middle voice means that the action of the verb comes back onto the subject itself. These people are not just “perishing” (which would be passive); rather, they play a role in bringing their destruction upon themselves. They are literally destroying themselves. Rotherham’s Emphasized Bible has, “And with all manner of deceit of unrighteousness, in them who are destroying themselves, because, the love of the truth, they did not welcome, that they might be saved.”
“love the truth.” The Greek text has a genitive construction and is more literally, “they did not receive the love of the truth.” This is amphibological, that is, it contains the figure of speech amphibologia, or multiple meanings.[footnoteRef:2784] The genitive could be read as a genitive of relation (“love relating to the truth”), origin (“love that comes from the truth”), attributive genitive (“the true love”), or objective genitive (“they did not love the truth”). The objective genitive seems to best fit the context, but the fact is that these evil people did not accept any of these possible relationships between love and truth. When Paul writes that people “did not receive the love of the truth” he means they did not accept the Good News about Jesus Christ. [2784:  Cf. Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 804, “amphibologia.”] 

[See Word Study: “Amphibologia.”]
“and so be saved.” In the Greek, this phrase is a result clause: the eis to with an infinitive construction.[footnoteRef:2785] These unbelievers refused the love of the truth, and by extension refused its result, the result that they may be saved. This result clause parallels the same expression of result in the next verse: see commentary on 2 Thessalonians 2:11, “so.” [2785:  For the eis to with an infinitive construction and result clauses, see Wallace, Greek Grammar, 592-93, 611.] 

2Th 2:11
“sends.” There is a lot in the verb “send,” which is the Greek pempō (#3992 πέμπω). First, it is in the present tense, even though the sending is still a future event. This is the prophetic present (see commentary on 2 Thess. 2:9, “is”). The reason for the present tense is that it makes a stronger impression than just “will send,” and the second reason, one that is very important today, 2,000 years after Paul wrote, is that the influence is not just for after the Rapture, but can easily be present in the End Times before the Rapture. Putting the verb in the present tense opens the door for the deluding influence of the Adversary to start at any time.
Second, the verb “send” is being used as the idiom of permission. God set up in the beginning that sin had consequences, and when people sin God’s justice requires that He cannot effectively protect them from the Adversary. God “sends” the deluding influence, which might even be a demon, only in the sense that when people sin and refuse to repent they open themselves up to attacks of the Devil and being blinded and influenced by him.
[For more on the idiom of permission, see commentary on Rom. 9:18.]
“deluding influence.” Cf. NET, NASB, NAB, NJB. In Greek the phrase literally reads, he sends “a working of error” or “a working of deception.” God does not send the lie itself, but the “working” or “power,” from energeia (#1753 ἐνέργεια). This power is described by the noun planē (#4106 πλάνη) in the genitive case. Planē is an “error” or “deception,” thus God sends a power that is characterized by delusion, it is a “power of delusion.” This translates into “deluding influence.” Lenski comments on the KJV translation, “strong delusion,” and says the KJV has: “‘strong delusion’ as if energeian were adjectival; but the governing noun is never adjectival, only the genitive may be, thus here the meaning is not ‘energetic energy,’ (‘strong delusion’)….”[footnoteRef:2786] [2786:  Lenski, Colossians and Thessalonians, 431.] 

“so.” In the Greek, this phrase is a result clause: the eis to with an infinitive construction.[footnoteRef:2787] This result clause parallels the result clause in the preceding verse. The unbelievers refused the love of the truth along with the result of being saved, and so God sends them a deluding influence with the result of believing what is false. These people did not love the truth but rather clung to falsehood and so God gives them what they want. They first chose the result of damnation and believing error, then God honored their decision. God does not inhibit these people’s free will; they have made their free decision and now in an act of judgment God strengthens their position, much like Pharaoh who first hardened his own heart then God hardened it also. [2787:  for the eis to + infinitive construction and result clauses, see Wallace, Greek Grammar,592-93, 611.] 

2Th 2:12
“condemned.” The Greek word is krinō (#2919 κρίνω). Why did Paul use krinō and not katakrinō, which has the more obvious connotations of judicial punishment and pronouncing of a sentence? The answer is that the connotations of krinō’s semantic range fit better with the context. Krinō has heavy implications of making a choice or decision, having an opinion; by logical extension, it is used to refer to a judicial decision, hence, “judgment” and then being condemned.[footnoteRef:2788] The context of this verse centers around the choices of unbelievers. They “took pleasure in” (from eudokeō, (#2106 εὐδοκέω), which also means “to choose”) unrighteousness, and they did not accept the love of the truth but opted for falsehood. The unbelievers have made their choice, they have deemed what seems good to them and now in this verse, God is making a choice as shown by the word krinō—He shows His divine, judicial opinion of those who did not choose Him, and the people are condemned. [2788:  BDAG, s.v. “κρίνω.”] 

2Th 2:13
“brothers and sisters.” The Greek text is “brothers,” but that included both men and women. See Word Study: “Adelphos.”
“firstfruits for salvation.” Of all God’s people who will be saved, Christians will be the first to experience the fullness of salvation, and that will be at the Rapture. The Greek word translated “firstfruits” is aparchē (#536 ἀπαρχή), which means “firstfruits; the first of a harvest.” We have the firstfruits of the spirit (Rom. 8:23), and we are the firstfruits of those who are saved (cf. James 1:18). How can that be? Our salvation is guaranteed now, and it will be completed when the Rapture happens and we are taken to heaven before those in the First Resurrection are raised from the dead to everlasting life.
“Firstfruits to be saved” has been confusing to commentators because they have not thought of it as a general statement about salvation that applies to all Christians and which is connected to the Rapture. Most have tried to figure out how the Thessalonians as a group were the firstfruits of salvation, which they were not, and this has led to some speculation.
The believers of Thessalonica were not the “firstfruits” to be saved in general or in particular, The Corinthians were the “firstfruits of Achaia” (1 Cor. 16:15) because they were the first believers saved there, and Epaenetus was of the firstfruits of Asia because he was one of the first people saved there (Rom. 16:5). But in Macedonia Paul established the church in Philippi before he established the church in Thessalonica, so the people there were not the firstfruits of Macedonia, nor the firstfruits among the Gentiles.
But there should be no confusion about the Thessalonians to be the firstfruits to be saved, especially when James 1:18 uses “firstfruits” in connection with Christian salvation. The Thessalonians are Christians, and the Christians will be the “firstfruits,” the ones to first experience the fullness of God’s salvation, which will occur at the Rapture.
Some Greek manuscripts of this verse do not read aparchē, but instead have “from the beginning” (ap’ archē, composed of a contraction of apo (#575 ἀπό) meaning “from” and archē (#746 ἀρχή) meaning “beginning”) (cf. KJV, NIV). We agree with Metzger’s arguments, that the most likely reading is “firstfruits.”[footnoteRef:2789] Paul uses the word for “firstfruits,” aparchē, in six other places, and he does not use the term archē to refer to the beginning anywhere (except possibly Phil. 4:15). Furthermore, there are other instances when scribes have altered “firstfruits” to “from the beginning,” even though the changes do not fit the context (Rom. 16:5; Rev. 14:4). [2789:  Metzger, A Textual Commentary on the Greek New Testament, 636-37; see also Roger Omanson, A Textual Guide to the Greek New Testament.] 

Given developing Christian theology and a trend toward predestination, we can see that there would be theological motives for scribes changing “firstfruits” to “beginning,” but there are no such reasons for changing “beginning” to “firstfruits.” Also, the reading “firstfruits” is the more difficult reading, because the Thessalonians were not technically the first people in Europe to whom the Gospel was brought (the people of Philippi were), they were only among the first to be saved. In textual criticism, there is a principle known as lector difficilis (“difficult reading”), which says the more difficult reading is likely the original because it would be more likely to be changed by later scribes trying to smooth out the tension in the text. Thus scribes who did not understand how the Thessalonians were chosen as firstfruits, and had a theological preference for the reading “from the beginning,” most likely changed the text here from aparchē to ap’ archē.
[For more on the word “firstfruits,” see commentary on James 1:18. For more on Christians having a promise of salvation now and the fullness of salvation at the Rapture, see commentary on Rom. 10:9, “will be saved.”]
“through.” The Greek word is en (#1722 ἐν) and here the en (“in”) is not an “in” of location such as “in a room,” but is indicating instrumentality and thus marks the means or instrument.[footnoteRef:2790] [2790:  See BDAG, s.v. “ἐν.”] 

Lenski points out that the static use of en indicates a connection or association. The translator must more specifically define the connection. Thus, for example, when translated with “in Christ” the connection is a union with him (see commentary on Eph. 1:3). Our Christian salvation is connected with the holiness we have as Christians and our belief in the truth: it was by believing in Jesus Christ that we got saved (Eph. 1:13-14; Rom. 10:9). R. C. H. Lenski translates the verse, “in connection with,” and explains why:
“This ἐν is not instrumental, for choosing requires no instrument. …“through” in the AV [KJV] is incorrect for the Greek word for this would be dia. En does not mean “in view of” or “in the foreknowledge of.” It does not mean “unto,” the Greek for which would be eia. En has its first and original meaning: in connection with…. None were chosen by God without this connection.”[footnoteRef:2791] [2791:  Lenski, St. Paul’s Epistles to the Colossians and Thessalonians, 441.] 

Every Christian was saved and at that instant became holy in the sight of God by virtue of the presence of the holy spirit in them.
[For more on Christians being holy by virtue of the presence of God’s gift of holy spirit born in them, see commentary on Phil. 1:1.]
“holiness produced by the spirit.” The Greek simply reads “holiness of spirit.” Theologians argue about the meaning of the phrase. The word “spirit” is in the genitive case in Greek, and the phrase “holiness of spirit,” can be, and is usually accepted to mean, “holiness that is produced by the spirit,” the genitive being a genitive of production. That is the most likely meaning here, and it fits with other scriptures, for example, how believers are called “holy ones” (“saints”) even though sometimes we do not act particularly holy.
It should be noted, however, that some theologians say that it refers to the “spirit” being made holy.[footnoteRef:2792] Thus if our “spirit” is our attitudes, emotions, etc., (like in the phrase, “poor in spirit”), we would be chosen for salvation in connection with us believing the truth and also our minds and emotions being made holy. [2792:  E.g. Lenski, Colossians and Thessalonians, 440.] 

If the verse is saying, “holiness produced by the spirit,” the question, “What is being made holy” is not answered. It is assumed that “we” are being made holy. If the verse is saying that “the spirit is being made holy,” then the question, “What is making the spirit holy,” is not answered. It is assumed that it is the spirit of God that is working in us to make our “spirit,” our attitudes and emotions, holy.
Since the way the Greek reads makes both interpretations possible, it is quite possible that God wants us to consider both options and realize both are true. Unfortunately, although it is possible to word the Greek such that both meanings are possible, if we simply say, “holiness of spirit” in English, the readers are usually just confused. They are not used to the genitive being flexible, and are not generally used to reading “spirit” as the attitudes, thoughts, and emotions. Given that situation, the more likely and more dominant way to translate the verse is that our holiness is produced by, and in concert with, the gift of holy spirit inside us.
[For more on the gift of holy spirit, see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
“belief in the truth.” Literally, “faith of the truth.” It is the objective genitive, where the word in the genitive case (“truth”) is the object of the head noun (“belief”), thus the idea is “belief in the truth.”
2Th 2:14
“so you can obtain.” The translation “so you can obtain” comes from the Greek word eis (#1519 εἰς), which the KJV renders as “to.” The problem with the KJV translation is that it misses the meaning of eis here, which is to communicate the purpose of our calling from God; namely, God called us for the purpose of obtaining the glory of the Lord Jesus Christ. In Greek, eis is often used to communicate purpose.[footnoteRef:2793] On the other hand, if one is called “to” something, it usually means there is a standard to which one is called to meet. But this is not the meaning of the Greek here. We are not called to the obtaining of the Lord’s glory, rather, we are called so that we can obtain the Lord’s glory. [2793:  BDAG, s.v. “εἰς,” def. 4f.] 

2Th 2:15
“brothers and sisters.” See Word Study: “Adelphos.”
“traditions.” Scripture uses the word for “traditions,” paradosis (#3862 παράδοσις), in both a negative and positive sense; there are good traditions and bad traditions. The word simply refers to instruction that has been passed down, whether good and true instruction, or bad instruction. In the Gospels, it is always used in a negative sense of the Scribes and Pharisees’ “traditions of men,” which hinder the commands of God (Matt. 15:2, 3, 6; Mark 7:3, 5, 8, 9, 13). It is also used in the negative sense in Colossians 2:8. Paul uses the term three times, however, in a positive sense (1 Cor. 11:2; 2 Thess. 2:15; 3:6). We are told to be careful to adhere to the things passed down from Paul, and to remain in them.
“letter.” Some scholars say the “letter from us” refers to the letter of 1 Thessalonians, which was also sent from Paul, Silas, and Timothy (i.e., “us”).[footnoteRef:2794] However, others believe the letter refers to 2 Thessalonians. It could refer to either or even both, and there may have been other unmentioned correspondence as well. [2794:  Cf. Lenski, Colossians and Thessalonians, 443-44.] 

2Th 2:16
“and God our Father who loved us.” It is God who loved us and gave us a good hope (both verbs are masc. singular in the Greek).
“everlasting.” The effects of the encouragement last forever for those who are saved.
“encouragement.” The Greek word can mean “encouragement,” “comfort,” “consolation,” and more.
2Th 2:17
“establish.” The versions are split between the translations “establish” and “strengthen” for stērizō (#4741 στηρίζω). The word means both; it refers to an internal strengthening which causes one to be committed and firmly in place. We prefer the translation “establish” over “strengthen” because the former better captures the full sense of the word. In other words, “establish” includes the idea of “strengthen,” but the term “strengthen” does not necessarily contain the idea of being established.
 
2 Thessalonians Chapter 3
2Th 3:1
“Furthermore.” The Greek can either be understood as “finally” (the end), or “furthermore” (introducing a new subject). Here, “furthermore” is to be preferred.
“brothers and sisters.” See Word Study: “Adelphos.”
“just as it is also among you.” The phrase has no verb in the Greek text, and so scholars discuss whether Paul is referring to the past (“as it did with you”) or the present (“as it is with you”). Actually, the fact that there is no verb emphasizes simply the fact that the word of the Lord moved and moves swiftly among them, as several scholars point out.
2Th 3:3
“Wicked One.” The Greek is ponēros (#4190 πονηρός), “pertaining to being morally or socially worthless; therefore, ‘wicked, evil, bad, base, worthless, vicious, and degenerate.’”[footnoteRef:2795] Ponēros is an adjective, but it is a substantive (an adjective used as a noun). [2795:  BDAG, s.v. “πονηρός.”] 

[For more on substantives, see the commentary on Matt. 5:37.]
The Slanderer is the fount and foundation of wickedness. It was in him that wickedness was first found when he was lifted up with pride and decided to rebel against God. Ever since that time he has been true to his name, “the Wicked One,” and has been doing and causing wickedness wherever he can, which, since he is “the god of this age,” is a considerable amount of wickedness.
[For more names of the Slanderer (the Devil) and their meanings, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
2Th 3:4
“confidence in the Lord concerning you.” The word for “concerning” comes from the Greek preposition epi (#1909 ἐπί). In this case, epi does not here have its usual meaning of “over” or “upon.” Rather, it is functioning as a “marker of feelings directed toward someone.”[footnoteRef:2796] Paul is expressing his feelings of confidence toward the Thessalonians. [2796:  BDAG, s.v. “ἐπί,” def. 15.] 

“in the Lord.” See Word Study: “In the Lord.”
2Th 3:6
“brothers and sisters.” The Greek word adelphoi (typically translated “brothers”) is often not gender exclusive, in other words, it often refers to both genders.
[See Word Study: “Adelphos.”]
“in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ.” This phrase means, in essence, “by the authority of Jesus Christ.” It is a cultural phrase that refers to the authority a person has due to his relationship with the one being named, who in this case is Jesus Christ. In Christian culture, “the name of Jesus Christ” gave the user authority, just as using the name of any other ruler or great person would give the one who used it authority.
[For more on the name of Jesus Christ, see commentary on Acts 3:6.]
“disorderly.” The word “disorderly” comes from the Greek ataktōs (#814 ἀτάκτως). The term has been translated in numerous ways: “idleness,” “unruly,” “irresponsible,” “undisciplined,” and “disorderly.” Etymologically, it comes from the prefix a-, meaning “not,” and taktōs, meaning “in order,” “proper”; and so literally, the word means “not in order,” or “not proper.” The word does not specifically refer to “idleness,” as many versions translate it (E.g., ESV, NRSV), but rather speaks more of improper behavior generally. Although, from the context of the epistle we can see that the disorderly behavior was idleness: “the specific manner in which the irresponsible behavior manifests itself is described in the context: freeloading, sponging.”[footnoteRef:2797] [2797:  BDAG, s.v. “ἀτάκτως.”] 

2Th 3:8
“bread.” Put by the figure of speech metonymy for food in general, and can even extend beyond food to the basic necessities of life.
[See Word Study: “Metonymy.”]
“bread...without paying for it.” This is more literally, “bread as a gift. The Greek noun dōrean (#1432 δωρέαν) is functioning as an adverb (cf. 2 Cor. 11:7; Paul preached “as a gift,” that is, without asking for payment).
2Th 3:10
“and indeed.” The Greek reads kai gar. The word gar is often used as a logical connection, “for,” but here it is not so used. There is more of a break intended. Lenski calls this the “confirmatory gar,” which does not imply a logical connection from what proceeds, rather it simply confirms it—hence the translation “indeed.”[footnoteRef:2798] See commentary on Romans 9:3. [2798:  Lenski, Colossians and Thessalonians, 461.] 

“used to give.” Compare the NASB and NET translations. The rendering “used to” comes out of the imperfect tense of the verb. The imperfect tense denotes continual past action—we gave and kept on giving the command—and thus frequently implies habitual, customary behavior. By employing the imperfect tense here, Paul is saying, “It was our custom to give you this command while we were with you.” This is a good reminder that we ought to continuously teach and reteach the truths of proper Christian living—we must relay the commands of the Lord again and again.
“do not let him eat.” The verb “eat” is imperative, giving a strong force to the phrase.
2Th 3:11
“not busy working, but are just busybodies.” The Greek of this phrase contains a play on words—it is the figure of speech paregmenon, the repetition of words derived from the same root.[footnoteRef:2799] In Greek, the words “busy working” and “busybodies” have the same root word meaning “work,” but the word “busybodies” adds peri as a prefix—ergazomai (#2038 ἐργάζομαι) and peri-ergazomai (#4020 περιεργάζομαι). The word ergazomai is usually translated simply “work,” however, in this case, to capture the play on words, it was translated “busy working.” It is fitting that Paul writes this admonition to the Thessalonian church. It was at Thessalonica that wicked men who were not working but were loitering at the marketplace formed a mob against Paul and company in Acts 17:5, and the Thessalonian believers would have known about that and understood the danger in not working. [2799:  Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 304, “paregmenon.”] 

2Th 3:12
“in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ.” For a similar phrase in this context, see 2 Thessalonians 3:6.
“working.” See commentary on 2 Thessalonians 3:11. This is the same word.
“in a quiet fashion.” The description “quiet” is adverbial, describing how they are to work. The term does not literally mean there is to be no talking during work hours, but, referring to the previous verse, they are not to be busybodies.
“to eat their own bread.” This is an idiomatic way of saying “earn your own living” (ESV, NRSV), i.e., you work, make money, buy food, and then you eat it. We might say “pay your own way.”
2Th 3:13
“brothers and sisters.” See Word Study: “Adelphos.”
“do not grow weary in doing what is good.” This verse is very close to Galatians 6:9.
2Th 3:14
“in this letter.” The Greek does not read “in,” but “through,” from the preposition dia (#1223 διά), which is here used to indicate means by which. The understanding is, “our word [which came] through the means of this letter.” Compare also the usage of dia in 2 John 1:12: “Though I have many things to write to you, I don’t want to do so with [Greek: dia] paper and ink.”
“so that.” The Thessalonians are to avoid such a brother with the purpose of his being shamed, and with the result that he is in fact shamed. This is a purpose-result clause.
[For more information, see Word Study: “Hina.”]
“put to shame.” This verb is in the passive voice, meaning the action of shaming comes upon the brother, rather than describing his internal state. It is not “be ashamed,” which would imply the feelings rise up in the person himself; rather, the shaming comes upon him, he is “put to shame.”
2Th 3:15
“brother or sister.” The Greek word ἀδελφός was used in the culture to refer to fellow believers, whether men or women.
[See Word Study: “Adelphos.”]
2Th 3:16
“may.” The verb translated “may…give” is in the optative mood, which expresses Paul’s wish—thus the translation “may.” Though the Western text also has the optative mood of this verb, the KJV does not render it correctly, but puts the verse as a command of sorts to God: “Now the Lord of peace himself give you peace…” This translation is unfortunate because the optative does not express a command, but rather Paul’s heart for the Thessalonians.
“at all times.” This phrase is a Greek idiom comprised of the words dia pantos, literally meaning “through all.” When placed together, dia pantos has the meaning of “always” or “continually.”[footnoteRef:2800] [2800:  BDAG, s.v. “διά,” def. 2a.] 

“in every way.” The word “way” is from the Greek tropos (#5158 τρόπος), meaning “manner,” “way,” or “kind.” The meaning is that Paul wishes that in every different manner God can bring peace, may he do it. Cf. the KJV, “by all means.”
“The Lord be with you all.” The Greek text does not have “be” in the sentence, but the sentence makes sense in Greek without the “to be” verb. This verse at the close of the epistle is a wish and prayer that the Lord would be with the Thessalonians in a powerful and evident way (see commentary on 1 Thess. 5:28). However, due to the way the Greek text is worded, it can also mean “The Lord is with you all.” While that is not the primary meaning in this context, it is a legitimate translation and meaning of the Greek, and is true. Thus, by wording the Greek the way it is, Paul expresses his prayer that the Lord be actively with the Thessalonians to help and guide them, while at the same time reminding them that the Lord is in fact with them. It is possible to look at this verse as the figure of speech amphibologia, where one thing is said, but two things are meant.
[See Word Study: “Amphibologia.”]
2Th 3:17
“with my own hand.” Paul usually wrote some kind of closing to his epistles in his own handwriting. See commentary on Galatians 6:11.
“this is how I write.” Meaning, this is how I sign my letters. Paul is not saying “this is how I write my epistles.” Paul is validating the epistle; he is signing his name so to speak. It is likely that he is writing this in response to counteract people who were writing to the Thessalonians claiming to be Paul himself (2 Thess. 2:2). In this verse, Paul is assuring his readers how to tell which letters are genuinely from him, and which are not.
2Th 3:18
“be with you all.” This is very similar to the ending line of 1 Thessalonians. See the commentary on 1 Thess. 5:28, and compare this verse to 2 Thess. 3:16 above.
“you all.” This is different than the way the First Epistle to the Thessalonians ends, which does not have the word “all.” Reading and comparing both the First and Second Epistles to the Thessalonians shows that the divisions in the church at Thessalonica were not specifically dealt with in 1 Thessalonians. The church was seen as having persecution problems from the outside, needed knowledge on several different issues, and needed to deal with a couple issues of sin. However, 2 Thessalonians makes it clear that there were believers in the church who were disorderly busybodies (2 Thess. 3:6-12), and some who would not obey Paul’s teaching, with whom the rest of the church was not to associate (2 Thess. 3:14-15). In light of the obvious division in the church, there may have been a temptation to assume that Paul’s wish and prayer for grace was only directed to the believers who were obedient to the doctrine, but Paul makes it clear by placing the word “all” at the end of the sentence that he desires every single Christian to live in the grace of God, and that every single Christian has the grace of God upon him.


1 Timothy Commentary
1 Timothy Chapter 1
1Tm 1:1
“by the command of.” The Greek is κατά ἐπιταγή, and it is a technical phrase that means “by the command of; by order of.” A. Nyland writes that this expression is strongly attested in the papyri, and “shows the person is under divine injunction.”[footnoteRef:2801] The Greeks used it of commands by people, but especially of commands by oracles and gods.[footnoteRef:2802] The specific phrase κατ᾽ ἐπιταγὴν appears in Romans 16:26; 1 Corinthians 7:6; 2 Corinthians 8:8; 1 Timothy 1:1; and Titus 1:3. [2801:  Ann Nyland, The Source New Testament, 406n2 and note on Rom. 16:26, 306n17.]  [2802:  William Mounce, Pastoral Epistles [WBC], note on 1 Tim. 1:1.] 

1Tm 1:2
“my true child.” Although the Greek omits the word “my,” and some commentators try to assert that Timothy is “a” child and not “my” child, it is clear the “my” is implied. As Hendriksen and Kistemaker point out, “The omission of the possessive in such a case is not at all unusual.”[footnoteRef:2803] That Timothy was considered Paul’s spiritual child is clear (1 Cor. 4:15 and Gal. 4:19). The Greek noun translated as “child” is teknon (#503 τέκνον). In this context, “child” is a term of endearment. The more legal term would be “son.” Paul referred to Timothy as his child several times (e.g., 1 Cor. 4:15; Gal. 4:19; 1 Tim. 1:2, 18; 2 Tim. 1:2). [2803:  Hendriksen, New Testament Commentary: Thessalonians, the Pastoral Epistles, and Hebrews, 53.] 

“in the faith.” The Greek reads, “en pistis” (ἐν πίστις), which is a difficult phrase to translate easily into English. It means, “in” as “in the sphere of, in the realm of, in respect to, when it comes to.”[footnoteRef:2804] The phrase “in the faith” is a way of saying “in the Christian Faith;” it is Timothy’s faith in, and loyalty to, Christ and the things of God, including the entirety of the Christian Faith. Also, we must keep in mind that “faith” here is a noun, not a verb. This verse is not talking about the action of faith. Some people in the Word of Faith movement have tried to make this into a verb, as if Timothy was a true child of Paul’s by virtue of his great faith but that is not what the text is saying. [2804:  Cf. Lenski, Colossians, Thessalonians, Timothy, 491-92; Hendriksen, 54; Meyer’s Commentary: Timothy, Titus, and Hebrews, 62; Walter Lock, Pastoral Epistles [ICC], 6.] 

“Grace, mercy, and peace.” Here Paul uses the figure of speech asyndeton, which does not have the “and” between mercy and peace. Paul also uses it in the opening of 2 Timothy (2 Tim. 1:2).
[See Word Study: “Syndeton.”]
1Tm 1:4
“to pay attention to.” This is more than just “noticing” the myths; it is getting involved with them in some way,
“genealogies.” The Jews had a great interest in genealogies, but now there is neither Jew nor Gentile in Christ, and any Jewish believers needed to leave arguments about genealogy behind and fulfill their calling as an individual member of the Body of Christ. See commentary on Titus 3:9.
“by trust.” The Administration of the Sacred Secret, the Administration of Grace, is furthered by trust, not by doubts, speculation, and arguing. The word “God” is in the genitive case, and the next phrase, starting with the article in the accusative case (which is not translated into English), becomes like a genitive of apposition.[footnoteRef:2805] [2805:  Cf. Robertson, Grammar, 776; and the explanation by Lenski.] 

1Tm 1:5
“goal.” The Greek is telos (#5056 τέλος), end, finish; here well understood as “goal.” (cf. HCSB, NASB, NIV).
“sincere trust.” Also in 2 Timothy 1:5 (cf. 1 Pet. 1:22, sincere affection).
1Tm 1:9
“but for the lawless and rebellious.” Lawless, rebellious, ungodly sinners are the reason that society needs laws, and has always had them. Laws allow the godly people to keep the lawless and ungodly people accountable to righteous standards and punish them when they break the law, and by so doing keep society relatively safe. When ungodly sinners obey the law, they do so not because they care about others, but because they do not want to be punished for breaking the law. The Bible says that laws are not made for righteous people, because righteous people don’t need laws to keep them from taking advantage of others. Laws are made for the lawless, so they will fit into society better.
It is said that we cannot legislate morality, and that is true. Genuine morality comes from the heart, and laws do not change the heart. However, we can to a large extent legislate moral behavior because most ungodly sinners fear the consequences of breaking the law; so laws are indeed made for the lawless. Since the reason that ungodly sinners obey laws is they fear the consequences of breaking the law, it is imperative that a society that wants to stay godly and safe must enforce the law. Any given society will be godly to the extent that the people are willing to make, and enforce, godly laws.
Note that here, as elsewhere in the Bible, words such as “lawless,” “rebellious,” and “unholy” are used. These are God’s terms and express His point of view. God is the creator of the heavens and the earth, and humankind, and His Son Jesus will be the judge on Judgment Day and judge by God’s rules. Humans are fallen creatures living in a fallen and evil world, and human laws are often ungodly and/or unenforced. We find out what is evil, sin, godless and godly by studying the Bible.
1Tm 1:10
“kidnappers.” The Greek word is andrapodistēs (#405 ἀνδραποδιστής), and it is challenging to know exactly how to translate it into English in this context because it refers to a person who unjustly reduces free people to slavery, so “kidnappers” and “slave traders” are equally valid translations.
Andrapodistēs can refer to a kidnapper who “kidnaps” and thus enslaves, another person for “personal use” or for sale; or in the Greco-Roman world it referred to a slave trader, whether the person himself enslaved the others or was involved in the buying and selling of others. In today’s culture of worldwide sexual slavery and even enslaved workers, that Paul would mention this in the opening of Timothy shows that modern culture has not advanced beyond the activity of the ancient culture, the sin is just not as out in the open.
“doctrine.” The Greek word is didaskalia (#1319 διδασκαλία), a noun, and it has two primary meanings: It is used of the act of teaching or instruction (as if it were a verb), and it is also used for what is taught, i.e., the doctrine or material that was presented. In this verse “doctrine” seemed better than “teaching” because any sound teaching was built upon the foundation of sound doctrine.
[For more on didaskalia see commentary on 1 Tim. 4:13.]
1Tm 1:11
“the glorious good news.” The Greek literally reads, “the good news of the glory of the blessed God,” but the genitive phrase “of the glory” is attributive, and thus adjectival, with “glory” describing the good news.
1Tm 1:12
“I give thanks to.” This same opening formula is in 2 Timothy 1:3. There it is in a prayer to God, while here in 1 Timothy 1:12 it seems to clearly be in a prayer to Christ.
1Tm 1:13
“an insolent man.” Friberg says this: “insolent person, violent aggressor, especially of one who takes a superior attitude and mistreats others out of his own revolt against God’s revelation of truth.”[footnoteRef:2806] That describes Paul before his conversion very well. Saul was an insolent and violent man. “Saul laid waste the church; entering into every house and dragging off men and women, he committed them to prison” (Acts 8:3). He was “breathing out threats and murder against the disciples of the Lord” (Acts 9:1) until he met Jesus and became a follower of Christ. [2806:  Friberg, Analytical Lexicon, s.v. “ὑβριστής.”] 

1Tm 1:15
“this statement is trustworthy.” This is the first of the five “trustworthy statements” found in the pastoral Epistles (1 Tim. 1:15; 2:15; 4:9; 2 Tim. 2:11; Titus 3:8). Interestingly, they only occur in the pastoral Epistles. Here and in 1 Tim. 4:9 Paul adds the phrase “and deserving of full acceptance.” “Statement” is translated from logos (#3056 λόγος), which here does not refer to the Bible as the Word, nor as Christ as the Word of God, but is used idiomatically to mean a “dictum, maxim or weighty saying.”[footnoteRef:2807] This statement is said to be pistos (#4103 πιστός), that is “worthy of belief or trust, trustworthy, faithful, dependable, inspiring.”[footnoteRef:2808] When the Bible says, “this statement is trustworthy,” sometimes it is referring to the statement that was made immediately before (1 Tim. 2:15; 4:8-9; Titus 3:7-8), and sometimes it refers to what is written next (1 Tim. 1:15; 2 Tim. 2:11). [2807:  Thayer.]  [2808:  BDAG.] 

“sinners, of whom I am the worst.” The word “worst” is the word “first” in Greek, but the “first” sinner means the worst sinner. This expresses the true feelings (but not the true fact) of a humble human. We are sometimes all too aware of our shortcomings, but we must learn to use those feelings to magnify the grace of God in our lives. It seems as though we see Paul become more and more in touch with how he sins, indeed, how much we humans sin in life. During Paul’s third missionary journey, while in Ephesus, Paul wrote to the Church at Corinth and said he was the “least of the apostles” (1 Cor. 15:9). Some years later, when Paul was a prisoner in Rome, he seems even more aware of his shortcomings, and wrote that he was “less than the least” of all the believers (Eph. 3:8). This, of course, expresses his feelings, not the fact of the situation. What is likely a year or two later, Paul wrote in 1 Timothy that he was the “first in rank” of sinners, i.e., the worst sinner. Again, he expresses his feeling, not the fact, but feelings are very powerful. Also, Paul verbalizes that his being a sinner highlights the mercy of the Lord, as indeed it does. None of us deserves the salvation and hope God gives us, but God loves us and gives it to us because of who He is, not because of who we are.
These verses about Paul highlight some of the value of feelings, and also reveal the danger that feelings can harbor. Feelings can be valuable when they bring us to our knees and magnify to us the mercy and grace of God—and if we realize they are not true. Feelings can be dangerous if we fail to see that we may feel like the worst of sinners, but that is not really what we are. People can get mired in their feelings and become despondent and hopeless, which is a terrible and dangerous place to be. We all sin, and Christians who are humble and self-aware have a growing thankfulness for the grace of God in sending His Son and granting us salvation and everlasting life.
1Tm 1:16
“life in the age to come.” This is the everlasting life that begins with the new Messianic Age, the Millennial Kingdom.
[See Appendix 1: “Life in the Age to Come.”]
1Tm 1:17
“King of the ages.” Some Trinitarians propose that this “King” is in reference to Jesus and thus Jesus is the “only God.”
However, 1 Timothy 1:17 is referring to God the Father for a few reasons.
1. In the very same verse, Paul says that this “King of the ages” is invisible. This is only true of God the Father (Col. 1:15), not of Jesus.
1. In the very same verse, Paul says that this King is immortal or incorruptible. This is only true of God the Father (1 Tim. 6:16), because Jesus died (Rom. 5:6-8).
1. In the very verse, Paul describes this “King of the ages” as the “only God.” For this to be in reference to Jesus would be almost unthinkable, because even Trinitarians will admit that Paul almost exclusively uses “God” or “Theos” in reference to the Father. So, to call Jesus the “only” theos, in exclusion of God the Father, would be unthinkable for Paul. Additionally, John calls God the Father the “only God” twice (John 5:44; 17:3). Jesus and the Father cannot both be the only God.
1. 1 Timothy 6:15-16 is also referring to God the Father, because it says that He is immortal, invisible, and dwells in unapproachable light, which are things said of the Father, not of Jesus. Yet, 1 Timothy 6:15 calls the Father the “King of kings,” which would give more credence to the idea that Paul would be calling God the Father, the “King of the Ages” in 1 Timothy 1:17.
Also, Paul begins 1 Timothy 1:17 with de (in Greek) or “now,” which often indicates a change in subject, so it is certainly grammatically possible that he is now talking about the Father, whereas in 1 Timothy 1:16 Paul was talking about Christ.
God the Father can rightly be called “King” (because he reigns over Jesus in the everlasting kingdom; 1 Cor. 15:27) or “King of the ages.” Likewise, Jesus can also be called “King” or “King of kings” (Rev. 17:14), and even Artaxerxes (Ezra 7:12) and Nebuchadnezzar (Ezek. 26:7; Dan. 2:37) can be called “king of kings.” The title is not exclusive to either Jesus or God, because they both rule in their own right.
1Tm 1:18
“this command.” This is the command that is primarily set forth in 1 Timothy 1:3-4: “stay at Ephesus so that you can instruct certain people not to teach a different doctrine, nor to occupy themselves with fables and endless genealogies, which give rise to speculation, rather than furthering the administration of God by trust.” However, the command is also explained and clarified in the whole of 1 Timothy 1:3-17.
“the prophecies previously spoken over you.” Timothy was publicly ordained and prophesied over, something that is clear from 1 Timothy 4:14 and 2 Timothy 1:6 (see commentaries on 1 Tim. 4:14 and 2 Tim. 1:6). Those prophecies would further identify his ministry, and most likely give him encouragement and direction in his life. By those prophecies he is to fight the good fight. There is a huge lesson in this. God has called each person to a specific “ministry,” that is, a way of serving in the Body (“ministry” means “service”). As the illustration of the human body shows (1 Cor. 12:12-27), each part of the Body serves a different function. This makes perfect sense. If a person in the Body of Christ did not have a ministry, it would be the same as saying God had no way for that person to serve, which is absurd; every believer has a way of serving in the Body of Christ. Timothy must fight the good fight by serving in the area where he was called, not by trying to serve in areas where he was not called.
“so that by remembering them you can fight.” The phrase, “so that by remembering them you can fight” is very non-specific. The believer fulfills their own ministry “by” the prophecies in many ways. The prophecies can give general direction and also specific guidance (1 Tim. 4:14). They give encouragement in the battle, and they remind the believer of the Lord’s support in their life. They quell doubts that arise in heart of the believer and are a reminder of how helpful believers can be to each other when they all walk by the spirit of God.
Focusing on the commands of God and what He has done is an important key in living a godly life. “Remember” comes up many times in the Old Testament, such as Israel remembering that they were slaves in Egypt, remembering the covenant, and many more.
“fight the good fight.” There is a war going on between Good and Evil, between God and the Devil. “The good fight” for any particular Christian, is the fight that that given individual is supposed to be engaged in according to their calling and ministry. The first decision for the believer is to get involved in the fight. Too many Christians will not stand for God or stand for the truth because it creates controversy. But of course it does! What better way is there for the Devil to get people to not stand up for the truth than to cause a scene or cause problems when they do stand up for the truth? Martin Luther could have backed down on the truth; thank God he did not. He stood firm and said, “Peace if possible; truth at all costs,” and because he stood for truth, the Church has much more truth today than it did in 1517 when Luther nailed his 95 Theses to the door of the church in Whittenburg.
Once a Christian makes the decision to get involved, the next decision is where to get involved. What cause? The Devil is very crafty (cf. Gen. 3:1), and knows that a distracted believer is an ineffective or partially ineffective believer. So the Devil stirs up many and various “fights” and “causes” for people to get involved in that take the time, energy, and resources of the believer but which in the end will not really accomplish any of God’s purposes.
For example, as 1 Timothy opens, Paul tells Timothy to instruct others not “to occupy themselves with fables and endless genealogies, which give rise to speculation” (1 Tim. 1:4). Certain people “have turned aside to fruitless discussions” (1 Tim. 1:6). 1 Timothy 4:7 says, “avoid worldly and old wives’ myths.” 2 Tim. 2:16-17, 23 says, “shun worldly, empty chatter, for it will lead to further ungodliness, and their word will spread like gangrene; avoid the foolish and ignorant investigations, knowing that they breed fights.” Titus 1:14, says, “do not pay attention to Jewish myths and the commandments of people who turn away from the truth.” Titus 3:9, “avoid foolish questionings, and genealogies, and strifes, and fightings about law, for they are unprofitable and pointless.”
There have always been godly causes and ungodly causes to get involved in, so each believer must evaluate any cause that they are thinking about spending their time and money on because on Judgment Day, God will evaluate how we have spent our resources.
Some translations take “the good fight” as “fight well” (cf. NIV) but that is not the meaning of the text. There are “good fights” that further the kingdom, and “worthless fights” that just waste time, money, and energy. The word “good” is an adjective that modifies “fights,” and the phrase, properly translated, is “good fight.”
1Tm 1:19
“concerning the faith.” The Greek noun pistis (#4102 πίστις), whose meanings include “trust,” “faithfulness,” and also “the Christian Faith” occurs twice in 1 Timothy 1:19, but with different meanings. The verse says “maintaining trust (pistis: one’s personal trust)…which some have rejected and have caused a shipwreck concerning the faith” (pistis: the Christian Faith). The two different meanings of pistis would not confuse a native Greek speaker living at the time of Paul. The fact that the first pistis refers to one’s personal trust and the second pistis refers to the Christian Faith fits both the sentence and context. We learn from 1 Timothy 1:19-20 that there were quite a few people involved in rejecting the teachings of Paul and Timothy and thus their personal trust (pistis) in what had been taught. Furthermore, some of those who rejected what had been taught were notable leaders, thus the mention of Hymenaeus and Alexander in verse 20, who Paul had removed from the congregation due to the injurious things they were saying, which would cause harm to both the Christian congregation itself and also the way outsiders would view the Church.
William Mounce writes: “Did Paul’s opponents abandon their personal trust in God or in the Christian faith, and did they shipwreck their personal faith or the Christian faith? To reject personal faith is the same as shipwrecking one’s personal faith, so that combination seems unlikely… Within the overall context of the PE [Pauline Epistles] it seems that Paul is saying that the opponents rejected their personal faith and as a result have brought the Christian faith into reproach, interpreting nauagein, ‘to shipwreck,’ in the sense of bringing the church under reproach. See the similar construction of pistis, ‘faith,’ with a preposition in 1 Timothy 6:10, 21 and 2 Timothy 2:18; 3:8, where pistis is the Christian faith. The metaphor [of a shipwreck] is not used elsewhere in the NT…but was common in secular Greek…”[footnoteRef:2809] [2809:  W. Mounce, The Pastoral Epistles [WBC].] 

Andreas Kostenberger agrees and writes, “Since the phrase ‘concerning the faith’ in its two other occurrences in the letters to Timothy refers to ‘the faith’ in an objective sense as to its content rather than to personal faith (cf. 1 Tim. 6:21; 2 Tim. 3:8) it’s likely that in the present instance, too, ‘the faith’ rather than the false teachers’ personal faith is in view.”[footnoteRef:2810] [2810:  A. Kostenberger, 1-2 Timothy and Titus. Evangelical Biblical Theology Commentary.] 

1Tm 1:20
“of whom is Hymenaeus and Alexander.” Hymenaeus and Alexander were apparently leaders and instigators of this group that spoke injuriously against the Faith and caused a shipwreck of it.
“whom I handed over to the Adversary.” The Greek word for Adversary is Satanas (#4567 Σατανᾶς), which has been transliterated as “Satan” in most versions. This causes the meaning of the word, which is important, to be lost. For more information on it, see the commentary on Mark 1:13.
[For information on the names of the Devil, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
One of the uses of “the Adversary” in the early Christian world was the same basic use as the Muslims today say “the Great Satan,” to refer to things outside their religion that are considered evil. Thus to “deliver someone to the Adversary” was to kick that person out of the Church, to excommunicate the person.[footnoteRef:2811] Once the person was excommunicated from the Church and had to get along in the “world” (the realm of the Adversary), the person would hopefully realize the world generally was evil and selfish, and treated people badly and without the love of God. Thus, the person would “learn” not to speak injuriously, or defame, others. When the person learned his lesson and repented of his evil actions, he would be allowed back into the congregation. [2811:  Cf. A. T. Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, 4:113, on 1 Cor. 5:5; also see R. C. H. Lenski’s commentary on 1 Tim. 1:20, Interpretation of St Paul’s Epistles to Timothy, Titus, and Philemon, 533-536.] 

“to blaspheme.” The Greek verb blasphēmeō (#987 βλασφημέω) means showing disrespect to a person or deity, and/or harming his, her, or its reputation. In this case, people such as Hymenaeus and Alexander would have been speaking against Paul, those who taught what Paul did, the doctrine itself, and perhaps even God, the source of the doctrine. Hymenaeus was saying that the resurrection was past (2 Tim. 2:17-18).
[For more on blasphēmeō, see commentary on Matt. 9:3.]
 
1 Timothy Chapter 2
1Tm 2:1
“prayers…be made for all people.” When the country a person lives in prospers and has godly government, the people in that country do well. So God has always told His people to support the country in which they live. When Israel was carried into exile in Babylon, God told the people to pray for Babylon: “Seek the welfare of the city to which I have caused you to be carried away as captives, and pray to Yahweh for it, for in its welfare you will have your welfare” (Jer. 29:7).
1Tm 2:5
“one mediator between God and humankind, a man.” This is one of the great and clear texts in the debate as to who Jesus really is. If Jesus were God, this would have been a wonderful place to say it. Instead, Jesus is clearly called “a person” using the Greek word anthrōpos, “person, human, man.” The lexicons state that it is “man” in contrast with animals, plants, angels, and of course, God. The Greek text reads that there is one mediator between God and “humankind,” or “people” (the noun is plural in Greek; anthrōpōn, ἀνθρώπων), and that mediator is “a person” or “a man” (the noun is singular; anthrōpos, ἄνθρωπος), Jesus Christ. Although Trinitarians say that the referent to Jesus as “a man” is only referring to his human nature, that is their theology adding things; the Scripture never says that.
Actually, Jesus cannot be God or a God-man in this verse. The whole point of a mediator between people and God is that “God” cannot be the mediator. The mediator in this verse is “between” God and the people. If the mediator is God, then he is not between God and the people. In this verse, the mediator is playing part of the role of the priest, one who stands between the people and God. In fact, Jesus is called our High Priest in the New Testament (e.g., Heb. 2:17; 3:1; 4:14, 15; 5:5, 10; 6:20; 9:11). Both as our mediator and as High Priest, Jesus cannot be God or a God-man. The priest is a person who stands between God and people, and we learn from 1 Timothy 2:5 that this is also what a mediator does, which is why the verse specifies that Jesus is “a man, Christ Jesus.” That is the simple truth of Scripture, that Jesus was a man, a flesh-and-blood human being.
If Jesus were a God-man, this would be one of the many places to say it, but Scripture never says it, ever. Instead, Jesus is stated to be a member of the human race, just as the Old Testament prophecies foretold he would be.
This verse is commonly translated in English Bibles as, “For there is one God, and one mediator between God and men, THE man Christ Jesus,” but there is no definite article, no “the” in the Greek text before the word “man.” Adding the “the” before “man” could possibly distort the verse a little, as if it were saying that Jesus was “the man” in a slang way, as in the phrase, “You are the man!” William Mounce writes that the lack of the definite article (“the”) before the Greek word anthrōpos (man, human) is “emphasizing the quality of being human; i.e., it was as a human being that Christ gave himself for all humanity…ἄνθρωπος [anthrōpos] is anarthrous, designating not identity (“the Son of man”) but quality (i.e., that which makes a person human).”[footnoteRef:2812] [2812:  W. Mounce, Pastoral Epistles [WBC].] 

Mounce’s analysis of the grammar is correct: 1 Timothy 2:5 is pointing out that Jesus is “a man,” “a person,” a human being. Romans 5 shows that it was a person who sinned and got mankind into the mess it is in, and it was a person, Jesus, who got us out of that mess.
Another valuable thing taught by 1 Timothy 2:5 concerns the proper understanding of what happens to a person when they die, and thus, that today, the only mediator between people and God is Jesus. Although the traditional Christian teaching is that the soul (or “spirit”) of a person lives on after the body dies, the proper biblical teaching is that when a person dies they are dead in every way, body, soul, and spirit, and they are awaiting the resurrection. Sadly, the orthodox Christian teaching that dead people are actually alive in some form has led to a number of false teachings and practices in the Church. These false practices and beliefs include people trying to contact the dead, which is strictly forbidden by God (cf. Deut. 18:9-14), or of thinking that the dead have come to contact them (which would mean that dead believers would be deliberately disobeying God, which is an untenable belief).
However, another false doctrine that stems from the belief that dead people are not really dead but alive in heaven or “hell” is the doctrine held by some Christians that dead people are praying for the living and interceding for them before God. But 1 Timothy 2:5 makes it clear that there is only one mediator between God and humankind, and that is the Lord Jesus Christ. Neither the Mother Mary, nor any well-known “saint,” nor anyone else, is interceding for the living before the throne of God. Doctrines like that come from the false belief that when a person dies they are not really dead, but alive as a spirit. Right now, the only human in heaven is the Lord Jesus Christ, and he is our mediator between us and God as 1 Timothy 2:5 says, and he is interceding for us (Rom. 8:34).
Also, the partial sentence in 1 Timothy 2:5 is only the first part of the sentence. The whole sentence is in 1 Timothy 2:5-7, and there is more important information about Jesus Christ in verse 6 (see commentary on 1 Tim. 2:6).
[For more on Jesus being a fully human man, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.” For more on the difference between Holy Spirit and holy spirit, see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?” For more on dead people being dead in every way, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.”]
1Tm 2:6
“who gave himself as a ransom for all.” This phrase is a continuation of 1 Timothy 2:5, which stated that Jesus Christ was “a man,” a human being. But as the whole sentence is read, we see that Jesus Christ is “a man, Jesus Christ, who gave himself as a ransom for all.” This is important for a proper understanding of who Christ was, that He was “a man” and not “a God-man.” It is often taught by Trinitarians that Jesus had to be God in order for his death to atone for the sins of humankind, but that is not the testimony of Scripture. Scripture testifies that it was the man Jesus who died on the cross. As 1 Timothy 2:5-6 says, it was a human man who paid the ransom for everyone (cf. Acts 2:22); it was not “God” who paid the ransom. Trinitarians admit that “God” did not die on the cross but they say it was the human nature of Christ (the “man” Christ) that died on the cross. But if the death of the “human” part of Christ could atone for the sins of all humankind, then Christ could indeed have been fully human—just like Adam and all of us humans—and he could die on the cross for the sins of humankind. If the death of the “human” nature of Christ could pay for the sins of humankind, then Christ did not have to be God to pay for the sins of humankind, Jesus Christ the fully human man could die and pay for the sins of humankind (see commentary on Matt. 27:50).
“proper time.” Technically, “its own” time, but the meaning of the phrase is the proper or right time.
1Tm 2:7
“herald...apostle...teacher.” Paul describes himself the same way in 2 Timothy 1:11.
“in faithfulness and truth.” The Greek ἐν πίστει καὶ ἀληθείᾳ (en pistei kai alētheia), is literally, “in trust and truth.” The Greek phrase can be understood in different ways, and the scholars differ. Major suggestions include: “in faithfulness and truth;” or “in the sphere of trust and truth;” or as a hendiadys, “in the true faith.” The phrase en pistei kai alētheia likely refers to both the content of the message and the character of teacher, especially since it is being contrasted with Alexander, Hymenaeus, and those people with them, who were not faithful to the truth but rejected it.
In light of the contrast between Paul and the false teachers, the word pistis seems to be describing Paul’s manner in which he taught the Gentiles (i.e., “in faithfulness”), but this word can also relate to the content of Paul’s message that he taught about being faithful to the Good News. And to bolster his position against the false teachers, Paul tacks on that his teaching is not in error, but contains “the truth.” Thus, here in 1 Timothy 2:7, Paul states that he is a teacher of the Gentiles “in faithfulness and truth.”
[See Word Study: “Hendiadys.”]
1Tm 2:8
“lifting up…hands.” It was an ancient custom for people to lift up their hands to God for supplication, help, and praise. Like a small child lifts up his hands to a parent for help, we need God’s help and lift up our hands to Him for help and praise. The following categories are not strictly delineated: 1) Help and support: Exod. 9:29, 33; Ezra 9:5; Job 11:13; Ps. 28:2; 44:20; 68:31; 88:9; 141:2; 143:6; Isa. 1:15. 2) Praise and recognition: 2 Chron. 6:12; Ps. 134:2. Lifting up hands was not just an “ancient custom.” It is an outward expression of recognizing God, and there is no reason not to practice it today, just as this verse in Timothy says.
“pure.” The Greek word we translate “pure” is hosios (#3741 ὅσιος), not hagios (#40 ἅγιος), which is the usual word for “holy” (and occurs over 230 times in the New Testament). Hosios occurs 8 times in the New Testament and means “devout, pure, dedicated, holy. When used of people, it is used of those who observe their duty to God and fulfill their obligations to Him. Hosios has a range of meanings and can also refer to things that are generally used in worship to God and are “pure” (“pure hands” 1 Tim. 2:8), or “sacred” (Acts 13:34, “sacred promises”). Hosios also sometimes refers to the outward standard of that which constitutes holiness, and in those cases, because English does not have a good equivalent for hosios, “holy” may be the best translation even though an English reader cannot tell it from hagios.[footnoteRef:2813] (cf. BDAG). Hosios is also used to refer to the inner nature of God and Christ, which is pure and devout. [2813:  Cf. BDAG, s.v. “ὅσιος.”] 

God says, “lifting up pure hands” for a reason. God expects the worship, respect, and obedience that is due Him as our Lord and Creator. When people live in willful, persistent sin God is not inclined to help them. That is why God tells us He sets His face against the proud, that is, those who ignore Him, but gives grace to the humble, that is those who obey Him (James 4:6; 1 Pet. 5:5). It is clear in both the Old Testament and New Testament that if a person lives in disregard of God and His commands, that person will not receive the blessings of God (cf. Deut. 31:16-18; Prov. 15:8; Isa. 1:11-15; 58:1-9; 59:1-8; 66:1-4; Jer. 7:21-29; 14:10-12; Amos 5:21-24; Mic. 3:9-12; 6:6-8; Rom. 2:13-16; James 4:6; 1 Pet. 5:5). If we willfully ignore God, then we ask for His help in vain. “When you spread out your hands, I will hide my eyes from you; even though you make many prayers, I will not listen; your hands are full of blood” (Isa. 1:15 ESV). God says to lift up pure hands because it is when our hands are hosios and we have done our duty to God that our prayers are most effective.
[For more on hosios and how it differs from hagios, “holy,” see commentary on Titus 1:8.]
1Tm 2:9
“modesty.” The Greek is aidōs (#127 αἰδώς, pronounced eye-'dōs). It is used only here in the NT, and it means “modesty,” and “a sense of shame.” “The Greek words [aidōs and sōphrosunē] have a long history behind them, and have no exact equivalent in modern speech. …[Aidōs] implies (1) a moral repugnance to what is base and unseemly, and (2) self-respect, as well as restraint imposed on oneself from a sense of what is due to others.”[footnoteRef:2814] [2814:  J. H. Bernard, The Pastoral Epistles, Cambridge Greek Testament for Schools and Colleges.] 

If a woman is modest and has a “sense of shame,” it will prevent her from acting in a shameful, or immodest, way. There have always been women who refuse to be modest and flaunt their bodies in some way to get attention. It was a general custom in the ancient world, as in many parts of the world today, that women covered their bodies so completely that even today’s modestly dressed woman who showed her arms and some of her leg above the knee would be considered immodest. Reading 1 Timothy 2:9 all the way through shows that in the Roman culture, “modest” often meant not wearing expensive and gaudy jewelry or an expensive and lavish hairdo. That does not mean, however, that being “modest” in the Bible did not also include showing off too much of oneself, just as we think of being immodest today.
The Roman world had plenty of nudity and scantily clad women. Frescos of women bathing in the public baths depict some swimsuits that look like they were only recently designed. Furthermore, although there were certainly Roman bathhouses that had different facilities for men and women, plenty of them allowed for co-ed bathing, and typical of sin, what often started off fairly innocently often became very risqué. There is some historical evidence supporting the occasional bathing of nude men and women together, and several imperial decrees against co-ed bathing were issued by different emperors, one of whom was Hadrian who reigned from 117-138, not long after the New Testament was completed.
Over 700 years before Christ, Isaiah rebuked the immodest women of his generation, stating, “...the daughters of Zion are haughty, walking with heads held high and seductive eyes, going along with prancing steps, jingling their ankle bracelets” (Isa. 3:16 HCSB). It was common for women who had the means to do so to wear necklaces, bracelets, etc., but a modest woman would be careful not to draw attention to herself by jingling her ankle bracelet.
It is clear from studying history that “being modest” differed in different times and places. That does not mean, however, that being modest is something that is completely arbitrary and any culture can decide for itself what is “modest.” God created people, and He authored His Word to help us know and love Him, and love one another. Furthermore, God created the sexes and sexual attraction to be a blessing to individuals, families, and society as a whole, and the same God who tells people to be modest also forbids sexual immorality. Each person will stand before the judgment seat of God and give an account for the way they have lived. A generally reliable way to think about your clothing is that if you, as a dedicated believer, would be uncomfortable wearing a certain outfit in the presence of Jesus Christ, then you should likely not wear it in public.
“good judgment.” The Greek is sōphrosunē (#4997 σωφροσύνη), which generally means “soundness of mind, reasonableness, rationality,” but when this clear thinking is applied to circumstances it comes to signify the “practice of prudence, good judgment, moderation, self-control.”[footnoteRef:2815] Sōphrosunē...“was one of the four cardinal virtues of Platonic philosophy...Primarily it signifies (as in Aristotle) a command over bodily passions, a state of perfect self-mastery in respect of appetite. It...was equally opposed to asceticism and to over-indulgence.”[footnoteRef:2816] [2815:  BDAG, s.v. “σωφροσύνη.”]  [2816:  Bernard, The Pastoral Epistles [CGTSC].] 

Here Paul is declaring that women must be reasonable about their dress, they must exercise good judgment when deciding what to wear. Also expressed is the idea of moderation...not being too far one way or the other. The word does not simply emphasize the action of being proper (“propriety” NIV); rather it points to the underlying wisdom that causes one to implement such discretion (cf. “with decency and good sense” HCSB).
“pearls.” Pearls were very expensive in the ancient world, and very highly valued.
[For more on pearls, see commentary on Rev. 18:12.]
1Tm 2:11
“A woman.” The Greek is gunē (#1135 γυνή, pronounced goo-'nay ). It is the feminine singular noun for woman or wife. The Greek word for woman and wife were the same. Here the context suggests that the meaning is “woman.”
“must learn.” The Greek verb translated “learn” is manthanō (#3129 μανθάνω), and it means “learn, be instructed.” It is in the imperative mood, active voice, present tense, which are all important to its meaning here. The imperative mood is the mood of command (or exhortation; hence the number of versions that read, “Let a woman learn”). We pick up the imperative mood by “must,” since in English, “let” comes across more as a permission, like “allow,” than a command and exhortation. Women are to learn, they are not to remain ignorant about the things of God.
This verse was very important in light of the first-century culture, both Semitic and Greco-Roman, because women were very limited when it came to education. Although there was some encouragement for women to get a limited education in the Jewish culture, most women, whether Jewish or Greco-Roman, had either a very limited education or none at all. It was not at all like the men, particularly the men from more well-to-do families, who got an advanced education (thus the need for the paidagōgos (#3807 παιδαγωγός) the trusted slave who escorted boys safely to and from school; Gal. 3:24).
In this verse, Paul shakes his culture to the core and writes that women are to learn! Of course, they are to learn in quietness and submission, but that is how the men learned too. The verse is not saying that somehow men can learn and be raucous and aggressive in the classroom, but women have to be quiet and in subjection. Paul’s point is that the women were to learn just like the men. The present tense active voice emphasizes that the women are to “be learning.” The women are to “be learning” just as every Christian is to be constantly learning and growing in the things of God. Education in the things of God is not to be like it often was in the culture—study for a few years and then stop. We all, men and women, must press ourselves to continually grow in our knowledge of God. It is true that in the Greek text, the verb manthanō (“learn”) only occurs once, and we place it twice in the REV, but given the importance of capturing the meaning of the verb in its full conjugation, and given the fact that this verse has been misread and misunderstood for generations, we felt the doubling of the verb was justified.
It is a common Christian myth that Paul was somehow against women. Of course, given the way his writings have been mistranslated and misinterpreted, it certainly could seem Paul was against women. However, when we properly translate this verse and others like it, we can see that the New Testament was a Magna Carta for women, giving them rights and privileges they had never had before.
[For other verses in the NT that elevate women’s position in the culture, see commentaries on 1 Cor. 7:2; 14:34, 35; 1 Tim. 2:12; 3:2; 5:14 and 1 Pet. 3:7.]
“without causing a disturbance.” In this context, the Greek phrase, en hēsuchia (ἐν ἡσυχία; #2271), does not mean “without noise; being quiet; being silent;” it means without causing a disturbance, or “making a fuss.”[footnoteRef:2817] The Greek word hēsuchia (#2271 ἡσυχία, pronounced hay-soo-'key-ah) has two different meanings, and the usual meaning that has been assigned in this verse is not the product of scholarship, but rather the product of the traditional orthodox Christian position when it comes to women. The two meanings of hēsuchia are presented well in the BDAG Greek-English Lexicon: [2817:  Ann Nyland, The Source New Testament, 410; cf. Richard &amp; Catherine Clark Kroeger, I Suffer Not A Woman, 68, 103-04.] 

1) A state of quietness without disturbance, without any fanfare; of a quiet scholar’s life with implied contrast of being engaged in public affairs; harmonious peace; living in a way that does not cause disturbance.
2) A state of saying nothing or very little.
Anyone who really understands the learning process knows that students learn best when they are fully engaged in the lesson and there is dialogue and interaction between the students and teachers, and among the students themselves. That kind of “active classroom” is every teacher’s dream. In contrast, no teacher wants a classroom where there are constant interruptions and disturbances by unruly students, or the opposite, a classroom where all the students just sit and say nothing and never interact with the teacher.
Due to the long-standing Christian tradition that women are inferior to men (and thus supposedly cannot be clergy or teach; cp commentary on 1 Pet. 3:7), translators of most English versions have chosen definition 2) above, and thus English Bibles have read that women, if they do learn, must be “silent” during the process. Any teacher will attest that making the student be silent during the lesson only retards the learning process, so if that is the case, why would Paul write the women “must” (imperative!) learn, but be silent while doing so? That inconsistency has been ignored by the Church. The phrase “without causing a disturbance” (en hēsuchia; ἐν ἡσυχία) is defined by “in subjection,” which is not about being silent, it is about being in control of oneself (see commentary on “in all subjection” below). The woman who is learning is to be under control and not cause a disturbance. If the text were trying to say that women should be silent, the word sigē (#4602 σιγή, pronounced sĭ-'gay), which means “silent, without any noise,” would have been a better choice than hēsuchia (cf. Acts 21:40; Rev. 8:1).
Women make up at least one-half of almost every Church congregation, and it is a real victory on the part of the Devil to establish a tradition that disqualifies that half of the congregation from learning the deep truths of God or presenting those truths from a woman’s perspective and with her insights. The Christian world, and Christian women, need to become aggressive in learning about God and not worry about not asking questions and/or speaking up in the process.
Since the Greek phrase is en hēsuchia, other translations could be considered, translations such as “in a non-disturbing way;” or “in a harmonious way.” However, due to the difficult nature of the subject and the general misunderstanding of the verse in Bible versions and commentaries, the REV went with “without causing a disturbance” which captures the sense of the Greek very well.
“in complete subjection.” The word “subjection” is the Greek noun hupotagē (#5292 ὑποταγή), and it means to be in subjection, be in submission to. It is used in 1 Timothy 3:4 of a man having his children in subjection, which many versions translate as “under control.” The phrase “in all subjection” defines “without causing a disturbance” (en hēsuchia) and is a reason we know that hēsuchia refers, not to being “silent,” but to not causing a disturbance. The woman who is learning is to be under control and not cause a disturbance.
1Tm 2:12
“I do not.” In explaining this verse, it is important to note that more literature has been written on 1 Tim. 2:11-12 in recent years than on any other passage in the Pauline Epistles.[footnoteRef:2818] If anything, this should alert us to the fact that the standard orthodox translation, that women should not teach men and should be silent in the Church, is not something the Greek text clearly says. There are well-known and highly educated scholars who take totally different positions on how these verses are to be translated and interpreted. Also, the fact that there is so much disagreement about these verses shows us that no interpretation is free of problems: there is no “easy translation and clear meaning” of this passage of Scripture. There is no interpretation posited by any scholar that has not been criticized by other scholars who take opposing viewpoints, and we realize that not everyone will agree with our interpretation of this verse, but we set it forth as the best explanation we know. [2818:  W. Mounce, Pastoral Epistles [WBC], 117.] 

The best answer we have found to the difficult grammar and the difficult context of 1 Timothy 2:12 are solutions set forth in works such as I Suffer Not a Woman by Richard and Catherine Clark Kroeger, and The Source New Testament (text and notes) by Dr. A. Nyland. Although the Clark Kroegers offer several translations[footnoteRef:2819], and these differ from Nyland’s translation, the gist is the same. Paul was writing to Timothy, who was based in Ephesus. Between some types of Gnostic doctrine, and some of the types of the “mother goddess” worship of Asia Minor, it was being taught in the culture surrounding Timothy that a female god created Eve before Adam, or that God created Eve before Adam. It is typical of converts to Christianity that they blend Christian beliefs with their past pagan beliefs (this is referred to by scholars as syncretism, and is how orthodox Christianity picked up many of its modern beliefs and practices, such as “Easter Sunday”). Syncretism could have certainly been occurring in Ephesus, and would have been a very important reason why Paul would tell the women to learn, but forbid them from teaching things from their pagan past such as that a woman was the origin of men. [2819:  Richard and Catherine Clark Kroeger, I Suffer Not a Woman, 103, 191-92.] 

Added to the above historical context is that authenteō can mean “originator” or “author,” and when linked to the word “teach,” can refer to a person teaching that woman is the originator of man. The translation given by the Clark Kroegers that they feel is the most likely is: “I do not allow a woman to teach nor to proclaim herself author of man.”[footnoteRef:2820] However, they also say the verse could be translated “I do not permit a woman to teach that she is the originator of man...” (p. 191), or “I categorically forbid a woman to teach [anyone] to maintain that she is responsible for the origin of man” (p. 192). Nyland translates the verse: “I most certainly do not grant authority to a woman to teach that she is the originator of man....” [2820:  Clark Kroeger, I Suffer Not a Woman, 103, 192.] 

Given the historical context of 1 Timothy, the difficult vocabulary and grammar of the verse, and the “reason” for the verse in the first place, which is 1 Tim. 2:13-14, we felt that the best understanding of 1 Timothy 2:12 was the general understanding of Nyland and the Clark Kroegers, that Paul was forbidding women to claim feminine origin of man
[For more information and full commentary on this verse, see Appendix 11: “The Role of Women In The Church.”]
1Tm 2:13
“For Adam was first formed, then Eve.” This is a wonderful and logical explanation of why women should not claim to be the originators of men (see commentary on 1 Tim. 2:12). It is certainly what Genesis teaches. The orthodox conservative teaching that this is the reason women cannot teach men in “formal church settings” does not make sense. For one thing, since women not teaching men would be linked to their creation (thus, a “creation ordinance”), then women not teaching men should be the standard for all teaching situations, not just in the Church. Why would the fact that women were created after men only restrict women from teaching men in formal church settings? If being created last restricted them in one setting, it should restrict them in every setting, including schools and universities, in work-related situations, etc.
Another reason the standard orthodox explanation falls short is that the New Testament is clear that there is neither male nor female in Christ (Gal. 3:28). Men and women are “one” in Christ, and that means that they must be “one” in the Church. We should pay careful attention to the fact that, due to the differences in the sexes, God has placed the man as the head of his wife (Eph. 5:23), and the woman as ruler of the home (see commentary on 1 Tim. 5:14), but that relationship exists in the marriage, not in the Church. No man in the Church is head over my wife, and similarly, my wife does not rule in any home but her own.
When it comes to primacy in the Church and who is to teach whom, the Bible does not direct us to who was created first. There are several biblical standards for who should be teaching others in the Church. For one thing, the Bible says that Christ appointed equipping ministries in the Church (apostles, prophets, evangelists, pastors, and teachers; Eph. 4:11-13), and these ministries, which are given to both men and women, are to do their job and equip the believers, and that includes teaching them. Also, the Bible tells us, “And God has set some in the congregation, first apostles, secondly prophets, thirdly teachers, then miracles, then gifts of healings, helps, governments, various kinds of tongues” (1 Cor. 12:28). Again we see no mention that being a man or woman makes a person “first” or “second,” but rather if a person has a gifting, particularly a gifting that elevates the person in the function of the Church, he or she must do what it takes to fulfill that gifting. Another order of primacy in the Church is that the wise and knowledgeable are to teach those who are inexperienced. This often shows up as the elders are to teach those who are younger because generally, the younger ones need the instruction, but there are exceptions. For example, Timothy was a powerful and experienced man of God in spite of his youth, so Paul wrote, “Let no one look down upon you because you are young.” Paul also told Timothy to set a good example to the believers, read the Scripture publicly, encourage, and teach (1 Tim. 4:12-13).
The biblical mandate is that each Christian is to fulfill his or her ministry and make disciples, and that has nothing to do with whether or not Adam or Eve was created first. There is also a biblical mandate to teach the truth and refute error. In that light, it is important that Paul did not ignore the erroneous teaching that women created men, but instead, he directly confronted it. This sets a good example for us. There are some things we are unsure of biblically that get discussed and argued back and forth in churches. But when the Bible is clear about something, then especially leaders are called to support that truth and stand against error, and this section of Scripture in Timothy is a good example of Paul doing that very thing.
1Tm 2:14
“and Adam was not deceived.” Adam was not deceived by the serpent [the Devil]. Eve was deceived, and ate of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil before Adam did (Gen. 3:6). The fact that Adam knew exactly what he was doing—breaking a command of God—and did it anyway, meant that Adam sinned deliberately. That is surely one reason the Bible attributes the Fall of mankind to Adam, not to Eve or even to Adam and Eve (Rom. 5:12-15).
The conservative orthodox Church gives this verse as part of the reason that women cannot teach men, but that cannot be correct. While it is bad for Eve or anyone else to be so misinformed or confused that they can be deceived into sinning, it is much worse to sin intentionally. We never hold gullible children who get talked into sinning as responsible as the evil people who convince them to do wrong. Similarly, if we are considering a man for service in a church, we never hold someone who unknowingly made a mistake in his past as guilty as someone who knowingly sinned against God. If this verse is indeed part of a reason about who should teach whom, in light of the scope of Scripture about doing wrong, we would ordinarily conclude that women would be allowed to teach and men would not.
It seems clear that 1 Tim. 2:12 is about women teaching what they had learned in their culture, that a female god created Eve first (and the man sinned), and that 1 Tim. 2:13-14 are part of the refutation of that error.
“deceived… thoroughly deceived.” There are two different Greek words for “deceive” in this verse, and most versions translate them both as simply “deceived.” However, this covers up the interesting fact that Eve’s word has the intensifier ex as a prefix, indicating that she was thoroughly deceived. Adam is said to have not been “deceived,” apataō (#538 ἀπατάω), while Eve was “deceived wholly,” “thoroughly deceived,” exapataō (#1818 ἐξαπατάω). There is a variant reading within the Western textual tradition that has apataō twice, however, the most favorable manuscripts include exapataō.[footnoteRef:2821] Eve was confused and thoroughly tricked by the Devil. In contrast, Adam sinned knowingly. [2821:  Tischendorf, Critical Apparatus.] 

“fell into transgression.” The Greek literally reads, “has come to be in transgression.” This emphasizes that Eve changed states of being; it portrays her coming into a fallen state, into the sphere of transgression, as this is most likely a dative of sphere.[footnoteRef:2822] [2822:  Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics, 153.] 

1Tm 2:15
“but she will be saved through childbearing.” That this verse refers to “the” birth of the Child, i.e., Jesus Christ, has been set forth as a possible interpretation of this verse for many years by an impressive list of scholars.[footnoteRef:2823] Katherine Bushnell translated the verse: “And she will be saved by the Child-bearing [i.e., the bearing of Jesus Christ],....”[footnoteRef:2824] Since that time various translators have followed suit. In 2004, Ann Nyland (The Source New Testament), translated the verse, “and she will be saved by means of the Birth of the Child....” The New English Bible gives “saved through the Birth of the Child” as a marginal reading and thus a possible translation of the text. [2823:  Cf. W. Mounce, Pastoral Epistles [WBC], 145.]  [2824:  Bushnell, God’s Word to Women,151.] 

It has been argued that the noun translated “childbearing,” teknogonia (#5042 τεκνογονία) is the act of childbearing, not the product of childbearing, but the word is rare and unclear enough that that claim cannot be clearly substantiated, thus the many scholars who think it does refer to the birth of “the child.”
The text note on this verse in the “First Edition” NET version says, “This verse is notoriously difficult to interpret....” There are several reasons for that, the obvious one being that women are not saved through childbearing, they are saved through faith in Christ. This difficulty becomes even more obvious in light of the scope of the New Testament, because in 1 Corinthians 7, Paul writes that he wished every person was unmarried, like he was (1 Cor. 7:8), and he says that because the woman who is unmarried cares about the things of the Lord, while a married woman cares about how to please her husband (1 Cor. 7:34). God cannot contradict Himself and is not the author of confusion, and He would not tell women that it would be good to stay unmarried in one place in the New Testament but then say that they would somehow be “saved” through childbearing in another place.
Most orthodox commentators agree that the “salvation” being referred to in this verse cannot be eternal life salvation because that salvation does not come through giving birth. However, although they word it differently, the essence of their argument almost always somehow gets around to an assertion that the “salvation” the woman experiences refers to, or is closely tied with, “daily sanctification,” i.e., the fact that on a day to day basis, having children helps with a woman’s holiness or helps her understand her true place in society and the Church (cf. text note on this verse in the NKJV Study Bible, Thomas Nelson, publisher). Kostenberger and Schreiner write: “Paul, then, probably highlighted childbearing by synecdoche as representing the appropriate role for women.”[footnoteRef:2825] But explanations such as these cannot be right, because, as we just saw above, Paul said it was easier for a woman to care for the Lord if she were unmarried. The Bible cannot contradict itself. 1 Timothy 2:15 cannot say that a woman is somehow more godly, more balanced in life, more fulfilled, or fulfilling her role in a more natural way if she has children than if she does not, when 1 Corinthians 7:34 says that an unmarried woman is in a better position to concentrate on how to please the Lord than a married woman is. There must be another explanation for the verse. [2825:  Kostenberger and Schreiner, Women in the Church, 3rd ed., Kindle, 222.] 

To properly understand the verse, we must once again realize, as we have for this whole section, that the context and historical context are vital to the proper interpretation of the verse. For one thing, the word translated, “she will be saved” sōthēsetai (σωθήσεται; from the root sōzō #4982 σῴζω; to be saved or rescued) is singular, and normally would refer back to Eve, the subject of the sentence from 1 Timothy 2:14. We can clearly see that if we remember that the original text had no punctuation, and read it in versions such as the REV: “Adam was not deceived, but the woman, being thoroughly deceived, fell into transgression, but she will be saved through the birth of the Child....” Eve, like everyone else, will be saved through the birth of the Christ. Furthermore, although this is not a conclusive argument, it is noteworthy that as it is used in the Epistles of Paul, sōzō (“saved”) always refers to everlasting life salvation, not some kind of earthly wholeness or holiness; the lone exception would be this verse. This adds to the evidence that this verse is speaking of Eve and her everlasting salvation.
Some commentators have taken issue with the tense of “saved,” saying that if the verb referred to Eve it would not be, “she will be saved.” However, in fact, no person is “saved” at this time (see commentary on Eph. 2:8). Everyone’s salvation will occur at the time Christ raises us from the dead and gives us new, everlasting bodies. Until then, what people have is the hope of salvation.
In light of understanding this verse in the context and historical setting, it has been postulated by the Clark Kroegers that some of the Gnostic teaching of the culture where Timothy lived had to do with women not being able to be saved if they did not give up their femininity and “choose the salvation of masculinity.”[footnoteRef:2826] Although this is possible, it is less likely because the verse opens with the singular verb, which naturally refers back to Eve. Nevertheless, the verse is difficult to interpret, and this must be allowed as a possible interpretation. [2826:  Richard and Catherin Clark Kroeger, I Suffer Not a Woman, 176.] 

A major argument against 1 Timothy 2:15 not referring to the birth of “the Child” is that if that is what Paul wanted to say, he could have said it more directly.
In summary, we agree with the conclusion of Charles Ellicott, who concluded that the “child bearing” referred to the birth of Christ. He wrote in 1864: “...when however we consider its extreme appropriateness, and the high probability that the Apostle, in speaking of woman’s [Eve’s] transgression, would not fail to specify the sustaining prophecy which even preceded her sentence;—when we add to this the satisfactory meaning which dia thus bears—the uncircumscribed reference of sōthēsetai [“will be saved”]—the force of the article (passed over by most expositors),—and, lastly, observe the coldness and jejuneness of [the interpretation, “child bearing” referring to women’s natural birth of children], it seems difficult to avoid deciding in favor of [the interpretation “‘by the child-bearing,’ i.e., by the relation in which woman stood to the Messiah”].[footnoteRef:2827] [2827:  Ellicott, The Pastoral Epistles of St. Paul, 38-39.] 

“if they continue.” At this point in the sentence, the verb changes from singular to plural. The problem is that since earlier the text was speaking of Eve, there is no clear indication as to who the “they” are. Interpretations vary from “Adam and Eve” to women in general. The fact that salvation in the verse is tied both to the birth of the child and continuing in faith seems to be a natural reference to Adam and Eve, since salvation in the Old Testament was not a one-time event based on the New Birth, as it is after the day of Pentecost, but rather in the Old Testament salvation was based on faith (Rom. 4:1-3), but that faith had to continue through the lifetime of the person (Ezek. 33:11-20).
“good judgment.” See commentary on 1 Timothy 2:9.
 
1 Timothy Chapter 3
1Tm 3:1
“This statement is trustworthy.” When the Bible has the descriptive phrase, “this statement is trustworthy,” sometimes it is referring to the information that was made immediately before (1 Tim. 4:9; Titus 3:8), and sometimes it refers to what is written immediately afterward (1 Tim. 1:15; 3:1; 2 Tim. 2:11). Although commentators argue about where the phrase should go, it seems that it best fits before the statement in 1 Timothy 3:1.
1Tm 3:2
“an overseer must.”[footnoteRef:2828] It is not optional that ministers be of good character. All the attributes in the list that follow, with the exception of being skillful in teaching, are character issues. They, more than any other sector of Christianity, represent Christ both to other Christians and to the world. It is important that a minister be able to function well in his office, but if he does so without also taking on the character of Christ, at the Judgment he will be disappointed (see commentary on Matt. 7:23). This list is above and beyond the character and actions of all Christians, such as the fruit of the spirit in Galatians 5, etc. [2828:  For the translation, see R. C. H. Lenski, St. Paul’s Epistles to Timothy, Titus, and Philemon, 579; Kenneth S. Wuest, New Testament, 493.] 

“above reproach.” The Greek word is anepilēmptos (#423 ἀνεπίλημπτος) literally, “That which cannot be taken hold of.” Anepileptos is used of a wrestler that is so completely prepared that he cannot be grabbed and thrown by his opponent. A leader is to exhibit positive qualities that set an example, and carefully avoid behaviors that can be used against him or the ministry. As well as sinful or illegal actions, reproachful behavior includes unwise behaviors that the Adversary can use against a person. God is holy, and wants to be in relationship with people who take holiness seriously. Furthermore, through the ages unbelievers have mocked God because His people have behaved badly (cf. Rom. 2:24). God wants Himself, His leaders, and His ministry to have a good reputation so they are attractive to outsiders.
“the husband of one wife.” This character issue is also spoken of in Titus 1:6 (and in 1 Tim. 3:12 it is mentioned in reference to deacons). In the first century, the Greco-Roman culture was monogamous. The Jews were usually monogamous due to their custom at the time, but polygamy still occurred. Thus, a primary meaning of the verse is “not a polygamist.” However, there are other cultural overtones that must be considered in the interpretation of this verse.
Not only must a minister not have more than one wife (see the commentary on 1 Cor. 7:2), he must not have more than one “woman.” In part due to the fact that it was considered strange and abnormal for a girl not to marry, the Greek word for “wife” and “woman” are the same word: gunē (#1135 γυνή, pronounced goo-'nay). English words like “gynecology,” literally, “the study of women,” come from gunē. So while the most proper interpretation of the phrase is “husband of one wife,” it has overtones of a leader being a “man of one woman.” In the Greco-Roman culture, men usually had more than one “woman.” For example, any slave was the sexual property of the owner, and so for the men of the house to have sexual intercourse with the household slaves was not only accepted, it was more or less expected. Furthermore, it was the common custom that if a family had the financial means to afford an extra bedroom in the house, in Roman society a man and his wife would usually sleep apart, giving the man ample opportunity to be with the slaves. Thus, Jerome Carcopino writes: “…slavery degrades and besmirches marriage if it does not wholly stamp it out.”[footnoteRef:2829] Also, prostitution was common in the Roman world, and a man visiting prostitutes was not considered wrong in the society. Christianity introduced good sexual morality into the Roman world. [2829:  Carcopino, Daily Life in Ancient Rome, 101, 164-66.] 

Thus from the culture of the time and from the scope of Scripture, it is clear that another primary meaning of this verse is that the Christian leader must be a “one woman man.” He must be faithful to his wife with his heart and eyes. Being an adulterer or having mental obsessions about other women is not acceptable behavior for a Christian leader, nor is ogling women and making inappropriate comments about their size or shape.
This verse is not forbidding singles, divorcees, or women from being leaders, even though it is written from the point of view of a man. When women are ordained, the application of this verse would be the “wife of but one husband.” Women leaders are not to be flirts, immodest dressers, teases, or sexually immoral.
Another thing that is clear from the grammar and the context is that the traits mentioned in this list refer to present behaviors, and do not include past behavior. To understand this, let us take the example of alcohol use, which comes up later in the list. A person is not disqualified from being a leader if he abused alcohol in his past. This is true for all the character traits in the list. The leader must be above reproach now, not violent now, not a novice now, and so on. It is well-known that many of the best pastors are people who led troubled lives in the past. Paul was certainly violent at one time in his life, but that did not disqualify him from being an apostle and great leader. Thus, “the husband of one wife” is not forbidding a divorced person from being a minister, but rather is saying that he cannot be the husband of more than one wife now.
Many commentators disagree with that conclusion, asserting that the verse is saying that a divorced person is not eligible for leadership, a point they often substantiate by the writings of the Church Fathers. However, there are some Church Fathers who agree with our conclusion. Also, we must keep in mind that the later Church Fathers taught that women were inferior to men, and even believed that sexual intercourse with a woman had a deleterious effect on a man’s spirituality (which became a major reason that a few centuries after Christ the Roman Catholic Church decreed that priests must be celibate and forbade them to marry). Furthermore, 1 Corinthians 7 gives examples of when a divorced person can remarry, and there is no stipulation such as, “you can remarry, but you will not be able to be a leader if you do” (1 Cor. 7:15, 27-28). Thus, Timothy and Titus are not forbidding divorcees from being in leadership.
God does make provision for divorce, although He does not like it, and would prefer that couples work out their problems. However, there are times that cannot happen and divorce occurs. Israel was so obstinate and set on sin that God finally had to divorce her and send her away (Isa. 50:1; Jer. 3:8). The Churches that assert that going through a divorce disqualifies a person for ministry cannot have God as their pastor! On the other hand, if anyone thinks that God is qualified to pastor a church even though He has gone through a divorce, then His ministers who go through divorce can also be qualified to minister.
This is one of the verses in the New Testament that elevated women in the family, Church, and society, and stood against the cultural degradation of women. It is a common Christian myth that Paul was somehow against women. Of course, given the way his writings have been mistranslated and misinterpreted, it certainly could seem Paul was against women. However, when we properly understand this verse and others in the NT about women, we can see that the NT was a Magna Carta for women, giving them rights and privileges they had never had before. By specifically saying that Christian leaders were to have only one woman in their life, it elevated the importance of women considerably.
[For other verses in the NT that elevate women’s position in the culture, see the commentaries on 1 Cor. 7:2; 14:34, 35; 1 Tim. 2:12; 5:14 and 1 Pet. 3:7.]
In spite of the fact that verses such as 1 Timothy 3:2 elevated women, it produced significant challenges for both men and women. For the men, it clearly separated them from their non-Christian friends. The average man in the Greco-Roman culture would have thought it strange indeed not to fulfill one’s sexual desires by having sex with one’s slaves and also with prostitutes. For a Christian leader to be completely sexually monogamous caused a division, and some suspicion, between him and the non-Christian Romans around him. Christian leaders are expected to stand out from the rest, and stand against immorality even if it costs them “acceptance” in the society.
For Christian men to be monogamous in their marriages also placed the women in a difficult position. At the time of Paul, the average lifespan of a woman was in the low 30s, around age 32. This was in large part to the fact that between five and ten percent of the women died in childbirth (also, some died as a result of an attempted abortion, trying to avoid the risk of childbirth). This fact was not lost on the women of the time, and thus many of them preferred their husbands to have sex with their slaves or a prostitute rather than risk their lives in childbirth. Thus the demand that Christian leaders be completely monogamous required a lot of commitment on both the part of the husband and the wife.
“clearheaded.” (cf. also 1 Tim. 3:11). “Clearheaded” is the Greek word nēphalios (#3524 νηφάλεος) and the base meaning is temperate concerning wine. That developed into the further meaning of temperate, watchful, vigilant (all of which apply to leaders, and all of which tipsy people are not). The temperate person has a clear perspective, is watchful, and has a proper orientation in life. In English, the word “clear-minded” can refer to general sober behavior as well as one’s relation to alcohol. Since the fundamental meaning of the Greek refers to being temperate in relation to wine, “clearheaded” was a good translation.
“sensible.” The Greek word is sōphrōn (#4998 σώφρων). It means sensible, self-controlled. “Sober” (KJV) or “sober-minded” (ESV) is too often taken as “serious,” as if the person could not laugh. That is not the meaning here. Sōphrōn is used of one who follows sound reason. Thus there is no arrogant elevation or pride about himself, and no unreasonable self-hate or self-degradation. It also involves the restraint of passions (Cf. Titus 1:8).
“respectable.” The Greek word is kosmios (#2887 κόσμιος), and means orderly, decent, and refers to one who is modest, well-behaved, respectable, and orderly in life. It refers to a person who quietly fulfills his duties and is not disorderly, rude, arrogant, or exhibiting other self-important behaviors.
“given to hospitality.” The Greek word is philoxenos (#5382 φιλόξενος), which literally means “love to strangers.” We felt “given to hospitality” (REV) was a better translation than “hospitable” (NIV) which seems too much like “friendly.” It is more than “friendly,” because it involves opening your home and life to others. Thayer’s Greek-English Lexicon points out that the meaning includes being generous to guests, and Friberg’s lexicon says, “kind to strangers.”
The Roman world was vulgar and dangerous, and it was important for Christians to open their homes and lives to one another for mutual support, protection, and even outreach. Every Christian is an ambassador for the Lord (2 Cor. 5:20), and one of the ways we win people is by being “given to hospitality.” For more on hospitality, see commentary on Romans 12:13.
“skilled in teaching.” The Greek word is didaktikos (#1317 διδακτικός), and means “skilled in teaching.” It is important to note that this is the only thing on the list of qualifications for an overseer that is a skill or ability. Everything else on the list involves one’s personal character. Character counts with God! However, it is important for those who are going to oversee others that they learn to teach well. This requires meekness, because teaching does not always come easy to people, and many people think they are far better at it than they are. It is very important that teachers receive feedback about their teachings to be the best teachers possible. Being skilled in teaching also requires grounding in the Word of God. The overseer must be grounded in Scripture to the end that he or she can teach the truth and refute error (Titus 1:9).
1Tm 3:3
“not an excessive drinker.” The Greek is me paroinos, (me is “not,” and #3943 πάροινος, addicted to wine, a drunkard), which means not an excessive drinker or drunk (cf. 1 Tim. 3:8; Titus 1:7). Thus, not an excessive drinker. Since Ephesians says not to get drunk, drunkenness is wrong for any Christian. Thus this does not specifically refer to drunkenness. There are times when drinking in any amount causes behavior to become less godly, more sarcastic and quick-tempered, etc., or it may just be a bad example at the time. Especially among leaders, all alcoholic consumption should be watched closely. One reason for this is that Christian leaders can be called upon at a moment’s notice to pray, prophesy, heal, witness, etc. (cf. Proverbs 31:4-7). This requirement should be taken in the “wider” sense as well as the “narrower” sense. God mentions alcohol here, but surely no one would suggest that because other “mind-effecting” substances were not mentioned, that they are okay with God. Since the Christian minister is to be available to serve at any time, in the larger scope of Scripture this directive applies to any “mind effecting” substance. For example, a Christian leader would not get “high” on drugs just because God did not specifically mention it in Timothy or Titus.
“Not violent.” The Greek is me plēktēs (me is “not” and #4131 πλήκτης ), and it means “not ready with a blow,” i.e., not contentious or quarrelsome. The leader is not one who puts others down with words or fists. A leader is not a bully or “hard” leader, and does not have a belligerent attitude because of his or her position.
“reasonable.” The Greek word is epieikēs (#1933 ἐπιεικής), which is an adjective, (occurs in Phil. 4:5; 1 Tim. 3:3; Titus 3:2; James 3:17; 1 Pet. 2:18). The noun is epieikeia (#1932 ἐπιείκεια; occurring in Acts 24:4; 2 Cor. 10:1). R. C. H. Lenski writes, “[I wish] that we had a good English equivalent for this noble term!”[footnoteRef:2830] [2830:  Cf. Lenski’s note on Philippians 4:5, St. Paul’s Epistles to the Ephesians and Philippians, 875, 877.] 

The concepts of “moderation, forbearance, gentleness, and sweet reasonableness” all touch a side of the full meaning of this word. The meaning is yielding, not insisting on one’s legal rights to the end that the legal rights become moral wrongs. Too strictly enforcing rules and not understanding that there are often legitimate exceptions turns “right” into “wrong.” Thus Ecclesiastes encourages people to not be excessively righteous (Eccl. 7:16).
Richard Trench writes: “Epieikeia refers to the sort of moderation that recognizes that it is impossible for formal laws to anticipate and provide for all possible cases and that the asserting of legal rights can be pushed into moral wrongs, so the highest right can in practice prove to be the greatest injustice.”[footnoteRef:2831] As to the accusation that someone would be overly “reasonable” or yielding to evil, Lenski writes, “Only perverted reason would think that “yieldingness” might include a yielding of truth to error, of right to wrong, of virtue to vice and crime”[footnoteRef:2832] There are times when the “rules” obviously need to be bent to minister the grace of God effectively. This word covers exactly that situation—the true leader is “reasonable,” not rigid. [2831:  Trench, Synonyms of the New Testament, 154.]  [2832:  Lenski: note on Philippians 4:5, Ephesians and Philippians, 876.] 

“not quarrelsome.” The Greek word is amachos (#269 ἄμαχος), meaning not always wanting to pick a fight. Leaders must be positive and constructive in their thoughts and actions. The world wants to set Christians against each other and divide us. Yes, there are Christians who are wrong in what they do or teach, but the true minister of God points that out without unduly dwelling on it or unnecessarily denigrating someone.
“not a lover of money.” The Greek is aphilarguros (#866 ἀφιλάργυρος) from “a” which is “not;” philos, which is “like” or “love,” and arguros “silver.” It is not loving money. The godly overseer has a good perspective on money. God is his sufficiency, not money. It can be easy for the shrewd overseer to “pump” people for money, and a godly overseer never does this.
1Tm 3:4
“one who is leading his own household well.” The minister’s family is always to be his or her primary responsibility. Running a family is difficult, and requires a lot of time and energy. Running the church is not to be an escape from family responsibilities, or an excuse to put them on a back burner. The minister is attentive to his own family such that things are not out of control in his household. A leader will generally lead people the way he leads the people in his house. If he is a dictator in his house, he will usually eventually be one in his ministry, and if he provides no effective leadership in his house then that will probably show up in his ministry also.
“having his children in subjection.” This point is made about the children of leaders here and in Titus 1:6. Children that are disobedient, disrespectful, or generally out of control reflect on any person’s ministry. The way a person deals with his children will almost certainly be the way he deals with people in the Church. However, care must be taken not to go overboard with this with older children. In the Bible times, a girl was usually married and on her own by her mid-teens and a boy by the late teens. It is common to see children who were well behaved until 14 or 15 become rebellious at 17 or 18. Just because an older teen is rebelling against parental authority does not mean the parents are disqualified for the ministry, although it might, depending on the circumstances. On the other hand, there are men and women who just cannot seem to handle their smaller children, and the chances are that if they allow themselves to be pushed around by a self-willed child, they will be pushed around by strong-willed people in the Church.
1Tm 3:5
“indeed.” The Greek word is de. In this context, “indeed” is a good translation, as it is in Wuest.[footnoteRef:2833] Many versions translate it as “for,” and a couple do not translate it at all (cf. HCSB; NIV). [2833:  Wuest, The New Testament, An Expanded Translation, 493.] 

1Tm 3:6
“not a new believer.” The Greek is me neophutos (me is “not,” and #3504 νεόφυτος) and it means not newly planted, not a neophyte. There are many temptations and hardships in Christianity, and even more so in Christian leadership. A leader should be one who has been tested and stayed faithful over a period of time, and in hard times. There is just no effective way to do this quickly. Many prospective leaders do well as long as they are contributing and not leading, but begin to abuse their authority or do not stand up to the pressure when given leadership. Other people lead well for a short time, but have no longevity. There is simply no way to tell how a person is going to do over time except that he is tested over time. Thus ministers are not ordained when their ministries are first noticed in the Body, but rather after they have been functioning in their ministry for a period of time.
“conceited.” In this context, “conceited” means to have an inflated opinion of one’s own worth. The word occurs in 1 Timothy 3:6; 6:4; and 2 Timothy 3:4.
“the condemnation of the Devil.” The Greek is ambiguous, and can mean the same condemnation that the Devil fell into, or it can mean the condemnation that the Devil puts upon people. The scholars are divided.
“Devil.” The Greek word is diabolos (#1228 διάβολος), which literally means “Slanderer,” but diabolos gets transliterated into English as our more familiar name, “Devil.” Slander is so central to who the Devil is and how he operates that one of his primary names is “the Slanderer.”
[For more information on the names of the Devil, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
1Tm 3:7
“he must have a good reputation among those who are outside.” Sometimes a minister will treat one group of people well, but others with disdain or disrespect. Ministers need to be people who manifest the fruit of the spirit (cf. Gal. 5:22-23), such that they are well thought of by people outside their immediate “group.” This discourages “cult” mentality and encourages evangelism.
“the Devil.” See commentary on 1 Timothy 3:6.
1Tm 3:8
“dignified.” From the Greek word semnos (#4586 σεμνός). See commentary on Philippians 4:8, “honorable.”
“double-tongued.” It is to say one thing to one person and another thing to another person regarding the same matter. Other translations might be, “two-faced, deceitful, hypocritical.”
“not indulging in much wine.” In this context, “wine” is a synecdoche of the part for all kinds of things that cause drunkenness or mental stupor.
[See Word Study: “Synecdoche.”]
“not eager for dishonorable gain.” This also appears in Titus 1:7 of overseers. The Greek is me aischrokerdēs (me is “not,” and #146 αἰσχροκερδής) and means, “not eager for dishonorable gain.” This refers to all kinds of gain, not just money. Of course, it does refer to money, and historically, there have been many ministers who have laid guilt trips on people, or bullied them, or threatened them to get money. However, the phrase also refers to other dishonorable gain, such as gaining popularity by adulterating the Gospel to attract more people to the congregation.[footnoteRef:2834] Greed for money, power, recognition, etc., can cloud the mind and ruin the ministries of Christian leaders. [2834:  Zodhiates, Word Study Dictionary, 100.] 

1Tm 3:9
“holding on to the sacred secret of the faith.” The Administration of Grace (Eph. 3:2), God’s Sacred Secret (Eph. 3:9, Rotherham’s Emphasized Bible), is one of the greatest things God has ever done for humankind. God sent His son to die so that over and above the gift of everlasting life available to all mankind, we in the Church can be part of Christ’s very Body. We Christians have the gift of holy spirit sealed in us, nine manifestations available to us, are joint heirs with Israel, and more. What we have is so awesome and amazing that had Satan known it, he would not have crucified Jesus (1 Cor. 2:8). Yet today the Sacred Secret is practically unknown. The NIV does not even hint at the fact that ministers are to hold the Sacred Secret, translating it by the phrase “deep truths.”
The administration of the sacred secret is very important to the Lord, and leaders are charged to keep hold of it. To be “holding” it means more than just knowing about it. “Holding” is the common Greek word echō (#2192 ἔχω), which means to have or to hold. Here, as in Philippians 1:7 and John 14:21, it means “to have in one’s heart, to keep in mind” (cf. Thayer’s Greek-English lexicon). Leaders are to teach about it, and should also hold the Sacred Secret by walking in the power available to them and setting an example by boldly operating the manifestations of the spirit.
[For more information on the “Sacred Secret” and the Administration of Grace, see commentary on Eph. 3:9.]
1Tm 3:10
“they must also first be tested.” Having strong leadership is very important in maintaining order and godliness in any society or group. Because of that, it is important that leaders be tested to see if they are up for the task. Usually that comes in the form of some kind of mentorship or apprenticeship when the prospective leader is being trained under a strong leader. We see a good example of what happens when a leader is not properly tested in Exodus chapter 32, which records the record of Aaron and the golden calf. Aaron had done a great job as Moses’ aide and assistant when Moses was in Egypt, so it seemed like he would do a good job when Moses went up Mount Sinai to meet with God. However, no one expected Moses to be gone for 40 days and 40 nights. In that protracted absence, the people became very concerned and anxious about being able to go into the Promised Land, and so they came to Aaron to have him make an idol that would lead them into the Promised Land. This involved breaking the covenant that the people had made with God only about a month earlier. Unexpectedly, Aaron gave in to their demands. The result of Aaron’s weakness was widespread sin among the people, with consequences that included the death of some 3,000 people. Of course, it is impossible to know how a leader will act under pressure until they are alone under pressure, and if at that point they are weak and fail, like Aaron did, then they need to be removed from office.
“blameless.” The Greek is anegklētos (#410 ἀνέγκλητος), which means “without legal charge.” It is very important that a minister lives according to the laws of the land. A minister is not to risk getting caught breaking the law and thus bringing a charge against himself and also besmirching Christianity.
1Tm 3:11
“dignified.” From the Greek word semnos (#4586 σεμνός). Also used in 1 Timothy 3:8. See commentary on Philippians 4:8, “honorable.”
1Tm 3:13
“that is rooted in Christ Jesus.” The Greek texts read, “the faith in Christ Jesus,” and the word “in” (en; #1722 ἐν) here refers to a relationship. The phrase could be translated as “the faith in connection with Christ Jesus,” or “the faith connected with Christ Jesus,” or something similar. The point is that it is the Faith—the Christian Faith—that is connected with Christ, not some other faith, such as the worship of the Roman gods. For more on en, see commentary on Ephesians 1:3.
1Tm 3:16
“beyond all question.” Because the thing in question is agreed upon by all, it becomes, by extension, “unquestionable” or “undeniable,” but the root idea is that it is by agreement of all. In this case, the facts about Jesus were, in the first-century Christian world, by consent of all. It is possible, and believed by many scholars, that there was a well-known hymn with these lyrics.
“sacred secret that leads to godliness.” The Greek is a simple genitive: “sacred secret of godliness.” The Greek word mustērion (#3466 μυστήριον) is translated as “sacred secret” because mustērion refers to a secret in the religious or sacred realm. The “sacred secret” in this context refers to Jesus Christ and all that he accomplished and all that is available through his name and belief in him, and therefore, the “godliness” that Paul has in mind is what comes from believing in the truth about Jesus Christ. The phrase is likely a genitive of destination (“the sacred secret that leads to godliness”), where the genitive is specifying that understanding the truth about Jesus Christ and following his example will lead a person to live a godly life. Also, it is grammatically possible that the genitive could be a genitive of source (“sacred secret from which godliness springs”). Where the “sacred secret” is the point of origin from which comes godliness.
[For more information on the “Sacred Secret” and the Administration of Grace, see commentary on Eph. 3:9.]
“he.” There are some Greek manuscripts that read, “God appeared in the flesh.” This reading of some Greek manuscripts has passed into some English versions, and the King James Version is one of them. Trinitarian scholars admit, however, that these Greek texts were altered by scribes in favor of the Trinitarian position. The reading of the earliest and best manuscripts is not “God” but rather “he who.” Almost all the modern versions have the verse as “the mystery of godliness is great, which was manifest in the flesh,” or some close equivalent.
Bruce Metzger writes, quite technically, about the change from “which” to “God” in some Greek manuscripts:
The reading which, on the basis of external evidence and transcriptional probability, best explains the rise of the others is ὅς [“who,” “which”]. It is supported by the earliest and best uncials (א* A*vid C* Ggr) as well as by 33 365 442 2127 syrhmg, pal goth ethppOrigenlat Epiphanius Jerome Theodore Eutheriusacc. to Theodoret Cyril Cyrilacc. to Ps-Oecumenius Liberatus. Furthermore, since the neuter relative pronoun ὅ must have arisen as a scribal correction of ὅς (to bring the relative into concord with μυστήριον [mystery]), the witnesses that read ὅ (D* itd, g, 61. 86 vg Ambrosiaster Marius Victorinus Hilary Pelagius Augustine) also indirectly presuppose ὅς as the earlier reading. The Textus Receptus reads θεός [God], with אe (this corrector is of the twelfth century) A2 C2 Dc K L P Ψ 81 330 614 1739 Byz Lect Gregory-Nyssa Didymus Chrysostom Theodoret Euthalius and later Fathers. Thus, no uncial (in the first hand) earlier than the eighth or ninth century (Ψ) supports θεός [God]; all ancient versions presuppose ὅς or ὅ and no patristic writer prior to the last third of the fourth century testifies to the reading θεός. The reading θεός arose either (a) accidentally, through the misreading of ΟC as ΘC, or (b) deliberately, either to supply a substantive for the following six verbs, or, with less probability, to provide greater dogmatic precision.” [in other words, to more directly support the doctrine of the Trinity].[footnoteRef:2835] [2835:  Bruce Metzger, A Textual Commentary on the Greek New Testament, 641.] 

When properly translated, 1 Timothy 3:16 actually argues against the Trinity. It all fits with what we know of the man, Jesus Christ. If Jesus were God, this section of Scripture would have been the perfect place to say so. Instead of saying that “he was made known in the flesh,” we would expect to see some phrase such as, “God was incarnate,” or “God came in the flesh,” or “he came as true God and true man,” etc. But nothing like that occurs. Instead, the section testifies to what non-Trinitarians believe—that Jesus was a man, begotten by the Father, and that he was taken up into glory.
“revealed.” The Greek verb is phaneroō (#5319 φανερόω), and it is in the passive voice. It means, “to become manifest, to be revealed, to become known, to be made known, to appear: to be plainly recognized, to be thoroughly understood (Thayer’s Greek-English Lexicon). Jesus Christ was the plan of God, and he “became flesh” at his conception. Until then, what people knew about Jesus was what they read about the promised Messiah in the Bible, and frankly, they misunderstood a lot. They did not know there would be a virgin birth (see commentary on Luke 1:34). They did not understand how his ministry would unfold, so his mother and relatives thought he was out of his mind (Mark 3:21). Whenever Jesus spoke of his death or resurrection, even the apostles and disciples who were close to him were confused and did not know what he meant (see commentary on Luke 18:34). Similarly, they did not understand what Jesus was talking about when he spoke of his ascension into heaven (John 14:5; 16:17-19).
It was when Jesus was “in the flesh” that he was finally made known and more clearly understood, and even more so after his resurrection. The meaning of phaneroō includes his appearing in the flesh, that is, his going from the plan of God to actually existing as a person, and it also includes his “becoming known” for who he really was, instead of there being a lot of vague and even false ideas of who he would be as the Messiah.
Trinitarians teach that Jesus’ appearing in the flesh refers to the incarnation, but the word phaneroō does not have to refer to that. It can simply mean that Jesus was unknown before, and then appeared (via divine conception) and became known.
“vindicated in the spirit.” Being “vindicated” (vs. being “declared righteous”) is the correct translation of the Greek in this context because the resurrection proved Christ to be the Messiah; it did not put Jesus into a right relationship with God. Jesus did not need to be “declared righteous,” because he was always in a right relationship with God. But it was important for him to be vindicated because of all the false claims of his opponents, who tried to undermine his claim to be the Son of God. The phrase, “in the spirit” refers to “in the realm of the spirit” in the fact that he was raised as a spiritual being. 1 Peter 3:18 juxtaposes the realm of the flesh and the realm of the spirit in the same way.
 
1 Timothy Chapter 4
1Tm 4:1
“distinctly says.” In contrast to the Christian prophets, the pagan prophets and oracles often stated their prophecies in a way that could not be clearly understood or could be understood in different ways. That may be a reflection of the confusion and lack of knowledge of the future that exists in the demonic world itself. The Christian prophets, on the other hand, gave much more distinct prophecies about people and the future.
“paying attention.” The participle can also be causal, so many versions translate it by the word “by” (cf. NRSV, “by paying attention;” cf. CJB, ESV, RSV). The point is that the people’s involvement with evil draws them away from the faith, and as they are drawn from the faith, the “dark side” becomes more and more attractive.
“things taught.” The Greek word is didaskalia (#1319 διδασκαλία), a noun, and it has two primary meanings: It is used of the act of teaching or instruction (as if it were a verb), and it is also used for what is taught, i.e., the doctrine or material that was presented. In this verse, bringing didaskalia into English as “things taught” seems better than either “teachings” or “doctrines.” The phrase “things taught” includes anything taught by demons, whereas “doctrines” was too limiting.
[For more on didaskalia see commentary on 1 Tim. 4:13.]
1Tm 4:2
“liars.” The Greek noun is pseudologos (#5573 ψευδολόγος), those who speak (logos) lies (pseudo). It is important that we understand that these people are “liars” from God’s perspective, that is, they are not speaking what is actually true. This verse is not saying that the people themselves know they are lying. Many of them are very sincere and believe what they say is the truth, but it is not. It is because people often speak “lies,” falsehood, without knowing it, that Christians must be so schooled in the truth of God. Sincerity is no guarantee for truth, and Christians must not be deceived by sincerity.
1Tm 4:4
“For every creation of God is good.” This is a hyperbolic statement to highlight the freedom that God gives us to eat the good things in His creation in contrast with demonic teaching that seeks to restrict people from the goodness of God’s creation. In this context, “good” refers to foods that are acceptable in God’s eyes. However, not all foods are equally good to eat for health and well-being. A person must rely on wisdom and experience to determine what foods are “good” to eat. This verse is by no means saying that everything in God’s creation is “good” to eat without any other considerations. In fact, some things that would normally be considered “good,” like some species of fish, are poisonous and should never be eaten.
1Tm 4:6
“doctrine.” The Greek word is didaskalia (#1319 διδασκαλία), a noun, and it has two primary meanings: It is used of the act of teaching or instruction (as if it were a verb), and it is also used for what is taught, i.e., the doctrine or material that was presented. In this verse, we felt bringing didaskalia into English as “doctrine” was better than “teaching” because sound “doctrine” is the fundamental basis for sound teaching, and “good teaching” could be read to mean that the person was a good teacher, but that is not what the verse is saying. The verse is relating the quality of the doctrine being taught, not that the person is teaching well.
[For more on didaskalia see commentary on 1 Tim. 4:13.]
“closely followed.” This same word occurs in 2 Timothy 3:10, where it refers to closely following (see commentary on 2 Tim. 3:10).
1Tm 4:7
“But avoid worldly myths and old wives’ tales.” In Christian culture, the women often hold together the social fabric of the church. In the Greek culture, it was older women who kept many of the myths alive by passing them down (Cf. Robertson).
“in godliness.” This phrase can have two different meanings, both of them important. The first and most basic is that we need to train ourselves to be godly (cf. NIV). We do not “just become” godly. We have to work at it, one thing at a time. The phrase also means, train ourselves “in” godliness, that is, even when we are godly in some aspect of our lives, our training to be like Christ goes on. We are never totally where we want to be.
1Tm 4:8
“bodily training is profitable for some things.” Bodily exercise is of some good, and that is correct. In the biblical culture, most people got plenty of exercise, and many were actually hungry or even starving. In the Greek culture, those who exercised did so to excel in some area, such as running, wrestling, javelin throw, etc., or they exercised as a form of religious asceticism, to purify themselves in some way (Cf. Col. 2:23). In any case, bodily training was profitable for a little while, and it is contrasted with godliness, which profits for all time, both in this life (for a little while), and in the life to come.
“has a promise.” Being godly in this present life taps into many promises that God makes to those who love and obey Him. In that sense, “a promise” is a collective singular for the fact that there are many individual promises, but they are summed up as “a promise” much in the same way as God has given us many laws, but they are summed up by the statement that God has given us “a law” (cf. Rom. 9:31; Gal. 3:21).
“the present life and also for the life to come.” The “life to come” is the life in the age to come.
[For more on “the age to come” see Appendix 1: “Life in the Age to Come.” For more on what the next age will be like, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
1Tm 4:9
“This statement is trustworthy.” See commentary on 1 Timothy 1:15.
1Tm 4:10
“who is the savior of all people, especially of those who believe.” God is the ultimate savior of all people. He is the Author of the plan of salvation, and He sent the Christ and then later raised him from the dead. This verse in Timothy has caused some confusion because people have taken it to mean that God saves everyone, which it does not say. It simply says God is the savior for everyone, meaning that if anyone is going to be saved, then God is going to be the one to save them, which He does via His Son, Jesus Christ. The second part of the verse, “especially of those who believe,” is added because believers are the ones who have accepted God’s offer of salvation and thus will actually be saved. It helps to keep in mind that biblically, we are not “saved” yet. We are said to be saved (cf. Eph. 2:8) because it is promised and guaranteed to those who believe. But in fact, what we have now is only the promise of salvation. That is why Romans 13:11 says our salvation is nearer now than when we first believed, and why the helmet is called the “hope of salvation” (1 Thess. 5:8). It is why Romans 10:9 says that if you confess and believe (aorist tense, indicating a one-time event, usually in the past), you “will be saved” (future tense). If you have confessed and believed, you “will be saved” when God saves people in the future and we get our new bodies and sickness and death are no more.
1Tm 4:12
“in speech.” That is, in what you say.
“in conduct.” That is, in how you conduct yourself; how you live your life.
“[in spirit.]” There are later Greek manuscripts that add “in spirit” to the text, but as can be seen from the readings in the early manuscripts, it was a scribal addition. Philip Comfort writes: “The addition of ‘in spirit’ found in the majority of late witnesses [i.e., late manuscripts], is an obvious scribal expansion, perhaps influenced by 2 Tim 1:7.”[footnoteRef:2836] Scholars now have over 5,700 manuscripts of the Greek New Testament, although almost all of them are parts of the New Testament. Nevertheless, those, along with manuscripts in other ancient languages such as Aramaic and Latin, and also along with quotations of verses in the writings of the early Church Fathers, generally allow modern textual scholars to determine what was added to the original text by scribes. Through the centuries various scribes added to the text of the Bible, but thanks to the work of archeologists, historians, and language experts, most of those changes have been discovered and omitted from the modern versions that rely on modern Greek texts (the New King James is an exception, it is translated from the same basic texts as the King James was). [2836:  Philipp Comfort, New Testament Text and Translation Commentary, 664.] 

“faithfulness.” The Greek noun we translate as “faithfulness” is pistis (#4102 πίστις), which has several meanings, including “faithfulness, reliability,” (Prov. 12:22 LXX; Matt. 23:23; Rom. 3:3; Gal. 5:22); “oath, troth” (3 Macc. 3:10 LXX); “proof, pledge” (Acts 17:31), and “the Christian Faith” (Gal. 1:23). As it was used in the everyday Greek-speaking world, both “faithfulness” and “trust” were very common meanings of pistis. However, in the New Testament, pistis means “trust” much more than it does “faithfulness.” Nevertheless, we agree with the NET Bible, that in this verse, pistis should be translated “faithfulness.” Gene Green writes, “But when viewed within the frame of moral virtue, pistis means “faithfulness” or “reliability.”[footnoteRef:2837] We feel that in this list in Timothy, Paul is exhorting Timothy to be an example in his faithfulness, something that could be clearly observed by the believers around him. [2837:  Gene Green, Jude and 2 Peter [BECNT], 192.] 

Of course, pistis means both “faithfulness” and “trust,” and the Greek-speaking people reading Paul’s letter in Greek could see that Paul was exhorting Timothy to be an example to the believers in both faithfulness and trust, but that is difficult to express in English without amplifying the text.
[For more on “faith” and “trust,” see Appendix 2: “‘Faith’ is ‘Trust.’”]
1Tm 4:13
“give attention to.” Paul is exhorting Timothy to make sure he takes some time to be involved in various aspects of Christian ministry, including, reading the Word of God to people, many of whom could not read, and also teaching and exhorting the people. The Greek translated “give attention to” has been variously translated by different English versions: “devote yourself to” (NIV); “focus on” (NLT); “attend to” (NAB).
“to public reading.” The context of this verse indicates that Paul meant public reading. At a time when often only a small percentage of the people could read (perhaps 10%), it was very important to read the Bible to the people in the congregation. This was why there was public reading of the Scriptures in the synagogue, as Jesus did in Nazareth (Luke 4:16ff). Several Scriptures mention public reading: Colossians 4:16; 1 Thessalonians 5:27. Revelation 1:3 says “he who reads and those who hear” are blessed. “He” would read, because one person would read, and “those” would hear because usually more than one person would be being read to. This is an example of how a strictly literal translation of the Bible can be misleading. When the average modern Christian reads the phrase, “give yourself to reading,” he does not think of public reading out loud, because almost no one does that today. Instead, he thinks of dedicating himself to his own personal study. Of course, we have to study the Bible to understand it, so personal study is very important, but it is not what this verse is talking about.
“teaching.” The Greek word is didaskalia (#1319 διδασκαλία), a noun, and it has two primary meanings: It is used of the act of teaching or instruction (as if it were a verb), and it is also used for what is taught, i.e., the doctrine or material that was presented. Interestingly, we use “teaching” in English in the same way. If, in the middle of the day, someone calls a friend who is a schoolteacher, she may hear, “I can’t talk now, I’m teaching.” In that context, “teaching” is being used as a verb” the teacher is in the act of teaching. If, on the other hand, the two are walking out of church, one might say to the other, “What did you think of the teaching?” In that context, she is using “teaching” as a noun, and what she means is, “What did you think about what we were taught?” It is the context that determines whether didaskalia is the act of teaching or the subject matter that was taught.
Didaskalia is used 21 times in the NT. One of the problems we have in translating from the Greek to the English is that in almost every use of didaskalia, we have to separate the act of teaching from what is taught (the doctrine). Most English versions use “teaching” for the act of teaching, and “doctrine” or “what is taught” for the subject matter that is taught. But in Greek there are times when the Scripture verse can easily refer to both the teaching and what is taught, (this is a kind of amphibologia.)[footnoteRef:2838] A good example is Titus 1:9, where we encourage with “sound didaskalia.” In that verse, both “teaching” and “doctrine” fit perfectly, because we encourage with sound teaching (not all teaching is “doctrine”), and we encourage with sound “doctrine.” The Greek reader instinctively sees both meanings in the word, but that is not true of English, where we usually have to make a distinction. [2838:  Cf. Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 804.] 

[See Word Study: “Amphibologia.”]
In this verse, we felt “teaching” was better than “doctrine” because “teaching” fit better in the list of the active things: public reading and exhortation.
1Tm 4:14
“which was given to you and then confirmed through prophecy.” The individual gifts that any Christian has are given by Christ (Eph. 4:7-12), and God places people in the Body of Christ where it pleases Him (1 Cor. 12:18). Often, the gifts that a person receives are then recognized by the Church through prophecy.
The word “through” is from the Greek preposition dia (#1223 διά) which has many different meanings according to the context, one referring to attendant circumstances.[footnoteRef:2839] In this case, it seems clear that the prophecies did not confer the ministry, but were a public recognition due to the ministry that Timothy had already demonstrated in his life. [2839:  Cf. BDAG, s.v. “διά.”] 

[For more information on Timothy’s ordination, see commentary on 2 Tim. 1:6.]
1Tm 4:15
“Keep cultivating.” The Greek word translated “keep cultivating” is meletaō (#3191 μελετάω), and it means “to improve by care or study.”[footnoteRef:2840] In context, it can be translated as “to practice, cultivate.”[footnoteRef:2841] Paul is exhorting Timothy to press into his gift and to continue to develop his aptitude for his ministry. By Paul’s subsequent exhortation to Timothy to “give yourself wholly to them,” we see that Paul is making sure to emphasize the fact that Timothy’s devotion to ministry is of great importance, both to Timothy personally and to the Body of Christ. [2840:  BDAG, s.v. “μελετάω.”]  [2841:  BDAG.] 

“these things.” The phrase “these things” refers back to 1 Timothy 4:13, which gives some of the “things” involved in the outworking of Timothy’s gift.
“so that your progress is obvious to all.” It is important that ministers grow in godliness, and it is also important that the Body of Christ sees the effort that the ministers make to be godly and the progress they make in their own lives. The “so that” is a result clause, i.e., with the result that your progress will be obvious to everyone.
1Tm 4:16
“teaching.” The idea of the text is, “Pay close attention to yourself and to your teaching,” meaning, “Pay close attention to yourself and to the teaching that you do.” The Greek word is didaskalia (#1319 διδασκαλία), a noun, and it has two primary meanings: It is used of the act of teaching or instruction (as if it were a verb), and it is also used for what is taught, i.e., the doctrine or material that was presented. In this verse we felt bringing didaskalia into English as “teaching” was better than “doctrine,” because the subjects the verse is speaking about need to be covered by more than just “doctrine,” i.e., more than just is written down as commands, but “sound teaching,” which involves logic and logical deductions from all God has given us. Of course, sound “doctrine” is the fundamental basis for sound teaching.
[For more on didaskalia see commentary on 1 Tim. 4:13.]
In this verse, Paul writes about “the teaching.” From the Greek grammar alone it is uncertain whether Paul is specifying whether Timothy is to pay close attention to what he teaches or whether Timothy is supposed to be paying attention to what is being taught. If Paul intends the phrase to refer to Timothy’s teaching, then it could be translated “your teaching.” It seems that Paul’s encouragement is for Timothy to continue in teaching, but it does not appear to necessarily mean Timothy’s teaching alone. The fact that Paul ends by saying, “those who hear you,” suggests that Paul is speaking primarily to Timothy about his teaching. A leader is not just responsible to God for what he teaches in his church, but also for what everyone teaches in his church.
 
1 Timothy Chapter 5
1Tm 5:2
“the younger women as sisters—with all purity.” Any time a man, and perhaps especially a young man, tries to correct a young woman, there is the possibility of accusations of sexual impropriety. It is important for men to work with women in a way that ensures purity. Although it is grammatically possible for the phrase “with all purity” to modify the entire list of older men, younger men, older women, and younger women, the emphasis seems to be on making sure of the purity of the relationship between men in leadership and younger women.
1Tm 5:3
“Honor.” This “honor” included financial support, as we can see from the next verse.
“who are truly widows.” In the eyes of the Church, a genuine widow is one who has no family to support her, not just a woman whose husband is dead.
1Tm 5:4
“let them first learn to show godliness.” The advice in this verse is that if a person is a widow but has children or grandchildren, do not take money from the Church to support the widow, but instead let those children or grandchildren support the woman and thus repay in some sense the widow for all that she did when she was raising them. The “widow” here is said to be a woman because generally in the culture the widow in need was a woman, and furthermore, men could almost always find work to do that would sustain them).
“parents.” The Greek word does not strictly mean “parent,” but means more like “ancestors,” i.e., those family who have gone before you, including, parents, grandparents, great-grandparents, etc., any ancestor that was still alive and needed support.
1Tm 5:6
“she who lives for pleasure.” The same concept is in James 5:5.
1Tm 5:7
“And command these things.” In 1 Timothy 5:1-6, Paul has been giving advice to Timothy. But here in 1 Timothy he commands Timothy not to keep these instructions to himself, but to communicate them to the entire church.
1Tm 5:8
“for his own.” Generally, this refers to one’s own family, extended family, or relatives, but in some contexts it can refer to fellow believers (cf. Acts 4:23; 24:23).
“he has denied the faith.” In this context, “the faith” is the Christian Faith and all that entails about loving one another and giving to others.
1Tm 5:10
“hospitality.” The Greek word here is xenodocheō (#3580 ξενοδοχέω). It is partially comprised of the Greek word for “stranger or guest friend,” xenos (#3581 ξένος). The word designates hospitality, particularly to those who are not immediately within one’s private circle: “to receive and show hospitality to a stranger, that is, someone who is not regarded as a member of the extended family or a close friend” (Louw-Nida). However, this does not necessarily refer to “total strangers,” as a xenos could very well be an acquaintance.
“washed the feet of the holy ones.” Washing the feet of people who came to visit, particularly if they came from a distance and would have had dirty and tired feet, was an ancient custom and a fundamental part of showing hospitality. We see it in Genesis all the way through the New Testament. The ordinary way that a person’s feet were washed was similar to the way that a person’s hands were washed after eating: a bowl was placed under the feet, then water was poured over the feet into the bowl, and then the feet were dried with a cloth. Often the water used was scented or perfumed in some fashion. It was considered the most hospitable to wash a guest’s feet, and that would certainly be the case if the homeowner had a servant, but it appears that sometimes the water and towel were provided and the person washed their own feet. In a household with servants, it was the job of the lowest of them to wash the feet, and thus when Abigail, who had been the wife of Nabal, wanted to express her humble and deep thanks to David, she said, “Behold, your servant is a servant to wash the feet of the servants of my lord” (1 Sam. 25:41).
The need for foot washing was nearly universal in ancient towns. The streets were covered with garbage and sewage, and since ancient cities usually had very narrow streets, many of them were shaded most of the day. Furthermore, the weather in Israel and much of the ancient Near East was such that there was a rainy season and a dry season, and in the dry season, which usually lasted in Israel from late April to mid-October, garbage and sewage in the streets could pile up for months. Gregory Aldrete writes about the city of Rome and other larger cities which had very large problems, but the same basic problems as other smaller cities and towns. Aldrete writes:
“The streets of Rome were breeding grounds for numerous disease-causing organisms due to the widespread presence of human and animal cadavers in various states of decomposition as well as the copious quantities of raw sewage deposited in the streets.
“The normal course of events produced enormous numbers of dead bodies, many of which were not properly disposed of. The truly impoverished who could not afford to join a burial club or who lacked nearby family members to cremate or bury their bodies, along with Rome’s large population of homeless and beggars, simply lay where they dropped or else were thrown into the Tiber [River] or into open pits just outside the city. It has been estimated that the city of Rome produced perhaps 1,500 such unclaimed [human] bodies per year [and many animal bodies as well].
“A number of literary anecdotes vividly illustrate the presence of both bodies and scavenging animals in the streets of the city. The poet Martial describes the gruesome death of a beggar whose last moments are spent trying to fend off the dogs and vultures that have gathered to feed on him (Martial, Epigrams 10.5).
“Although Rome possessed some sewers, their purpose was more to provide drainage than to actually carry away waste. While latrines were sometimes present in buildings…most often they were not, suggesting that people relieved themselves in the streets or in chamber pots. Unfortunately, most city inhabitants appear to have emptied their chamber pots by simply dumping them out the windows of their dwellings. Much of Rome’s garbage and sewage seems to have ended up in the streets. This was no small problem since, at its height, Rome’s human inhabitants were producing about 50,000 kilograms [over 55 tons] of excrement each day. … Rome’s animals certainly also contributed to the general level of filth. Thus the streets of the city probably more closely resembled open sewers than our modern notion of roadways.”[footnoteRef:2842] [2842:  Gregory Aldrete, Daily Life in the Roman City, 97-99.] 

Aldrette’s description of Rome’s streets more closely resembling sewers than roads was true of many cities, and we can see why foot washing was considered a job for the lowest slave in the household. We can then also see why if a woman had done service tasks for visitors, including washing the feet of the guests, she could be seen to be worthy of financial help from other believers.
“diligently pursued.” The Greek is epakoloutheō (#1872 ἐπακολουθέω), and it can mean to follow after, or follow closely after (if it is used that way here, it would be idiomatic, like a disciple following closely after the teacher), however, it is more likely that in this case, it takes on the meaning of “devote yourself to” or “diligently pursue.”
“all kinds of good works.” The Greek is more literally, “every good work,” but it is idiomatic and refers to doing all kinds of good works. No person could be devoted to “every” good work, there is not enough time in a person’s life to accomplish that.
1Tm 5:11
“they desire to marry.” It is not wrong for a young widow to desire to marry. However, if the widow has made a commitment to Christ and accepted money to live off of from the Church because of that commitment, it is wrong for her to then ignore her commitment and marry.
1Tm 5:12
“incur judgment.” The woman would “incur judgment,” meaning that she would be judged by other Christians as being unfaithful to her commitment to stay single and accept help from the Church.
“former pledge.” The Greek text is perhaps more literally, “first faith,” but here the Greek word “pistis,” which is usually used as “faithfulness” or “trust,” is being used of a pledge or promise.
1Tm 5:14
“manage the household.” The Greek word translated by the phrase “rule the household” is oikodespoteō, (#3616 οἰκοδεσποτέω). It is a compound word built from oikos (house, household), and despotēs (#1203 δεσπότης), which means, “lord, master, owner.” God is referred to as a despotēs in Luke 2:29 and Acts 4:24, and Jesus is in 2 Peter 2:1; Jude 1:4; Revelation 6:10, and likely in 2 Timothy 2:21. In 1 Timothy 6:1-2; Titus 2:9; 1 Peter 2:18; a despotēs is a slave owner. When oikos and despotēs are combined into oikodespoteō, the word refers to one who is to rule a household or manage family affairs. This is a very powerful word, and it has been largely ignored by the Church, which has historically been committed to the teaching that the man is the head of the house, and the woman must obey him unconditionally.
To get the truth on any subject, we must be careful to listen to what God is teaching us in the Scripture, because Scripture does not contradict itself. The Word of God does say that the husband is to be the head of the wife (Eph. 5:23; 1 Cor. 11:3). However, it also says that there is neither male nor female in Christ (Gal. 3:28), and that we are to submit to each other (Eph. 5:21), which indicates that there must be spheres of responsibility in the Church and in the family. 1 Timothy 5:14 lays out part of the sphere of responsibility of the woman, in that she is to rule the house. The man has responsibilities, among other things, to provide for and protect the family, and to lead it spiritually. A man who lets his wife or family go without spiritual leadership is not acting as head of the woman and family.
In most ancient societies, the men were outside the house working during the day, while the woman was at home with the children, taking care of them and the house. In that context, it was clear the woman was to “rule the house.” However, this verse does not say “rule the house while the man is at work” or otherwise gone. God has placed it in the hearts of women to care about and oversee the house in a way that most men do not (there are always exceptions), and God has given women the authority to rule that matches their desire to have their house a certain way. Thus, it is not unusual for women to want certain furniture, certain colors, and specific ways for things to be done in the house. It is godly for the members of the house, including the husband, to submit to those desires. Of course, the authority to rule the house comes with responsibilities. Just as God and Christ are also despotēs, and have a responsibility to do things in a way that provides for the welfare of those in their care, so the woman has the responsibility to run the household in a way that cares for those who live in the house, and interweaves graciously with the responsibility of the husband to be the family head.
It is worth noting that the full impact of this verse has sometimes not been seen due to the way that oikodespoteō is translated. Translations in some of the English versions such as “guide the house,” “keep house,” or “be the mistress of the house,” do not really communicate forcefully enough the authority and responsibility of the wife when it comes to her house.
“the Opposer.” The Greek word translated as “opposer” is antikeimai (#480 ἀντίκειμαι), and it refers to someone who is in opposition, or an opposer. This is one of the many names for the Devil. God uses many different names to describe His arch-enemy, the Devil. The very next verse, 1 Tim. 5:15, uses a different name, the Adversary. The Opposer is a very good name for the Devil—the Slanderer—because he always opposes God.
[For more on the names of the Devil, including “the Opposer” and “the Slanderer,” see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
1Tm 5:15
“the Adversary.” The Greek word for Adversary is Satanas (#4567 Σατανᾶς), which has been transliterated as “Satan” in most versions. This causes the meaning of the word, which is important, to be lost. See commentary on 1 Timothy 1:20.
1Tm 5:16
“has widows in her household.” In this context, the woman who “has widows,” means that these widows are part of her extended family and would be considered “in her household” in biblical times. We see from 1 Timothy 5:3 that those who are “truly widows” have no children or grandchildren.
1Tm 5:17
“double honor.” The Greek word translated “honor” is timē (#5092 τιμή), and it has a double meaning. It can refer to “honor” in the sense of esteem or reverence but also money and compensation. There has been a lot of discussion about which meaning Paul intended here. Most commentators acknowledge that the word “honor” can be taken financially, and thus be a reference to “double pay” of some sort. However, it does seem that if the phrase was about extra pay of some sort that there would likely be in the text some idea of what was being doubled, for example, double the pay of a deacon, double the pay that the Church gives to widows, or something. But the phrase simply reads “double honor,” suggesting that Paul is saying that elders who lead well are to be given “double honor,” meaning extra respect, not “double compensation.”
“in proclaiming the word.” The Greek is simply, “in Word,” and in juxtaposition with “teaching” refers to communicating the Word. That is why most English versions have “preaching.”
“teaching.” The Greek word is didaskalia (#1319 διδασκαλία), a noun, and it has two primary meanings: It is used of the act of teaching or instruction (as if it were a verb), and it is also used for what is taught, i.e., the doctrine or material that was presented. In this verse we felt bringing didaskalia into English as “teaching” was better than “doctrine,” because the subjects the verse is speaking about need to be covered by more than just “doctrine,” i.e., more than just is written down as commands, but “sound teaching,” which involves logic and logical deductions from all God has given us. Of course, sound “doctrine” is the fundamental basis for sound teaching. Good teaching does not just happen. It is the result of diligent study and prayer. It is a “labor of love.”
[For more on didaskalia see commentary on 1 Tim. 4:13.]
1Tm 5:19
“except on the basis of two or three witnesses.” There are two primary ways this verse has been interpreted. The first, but least accepted, is that an accusation should not be received against an elder except “in the presence of” two or three witnesses. In other words, before Timothy (or any other leader), could hear an accusation against an elder, he would have to gather two or more witnesses to make sure the case was heard accurately. This does not seem to be what the verse is saying. The issue does not seem to be how clearly the case is heard, but rather, how decisively the case is made, which leads us to the second and far more prevalent translation of the verse, including the REV. It was standard practice in Jewish law that there had to be two witnesses to any act before it could be conclusively adjudicated (Num. 35:30; Deut. 17:6; 19:15; Matt. 18:16; 2 Cor. 13:1; Heb. 10:28).
This is to prevent malicious accusers from tearing the Church apart. If an elder does something offensive, the individual wronged is to go to the person and work out the problem. If there is no solution, he or she is to take others (Matthew 18:15-17). At that point, there would be witnesses. This is to be a general practice. It is not to be a law that allows for unrighteousness to continue. The Bible is not against common sense, and one of the requirements of leaders is that they are to be “reasonable,” and we write in the commentary on 1 Timothy 3:3 above:
“The concepts of “moderation, forbearance, gentleness, sweet reasonableness” all touch a side of the full meaning of this word. The meaning is yielding, not insisting on one’s legal rights to the end that the legal rights become moral wrongs.”
If a leader had case after case where usually credible people said that they were spoken or acted against one on one by a certain individual in leadership, but that the leader had denied what he had done when the wronged person went to him to rectify the situation, and again when the individual went back to the leader with witnesses about both the original problem and the denial, then “reason” would dictate that the accused leader must be doing something wrong, or so many people would not witness to the same fault in his life. Leaders are to have a good report among the people, and when that ceases to be the case, the leader will cease to be effective and should step out of leadership, or be removed by others.
1Tm 5:20
“will be afraid of the consequences.” Some of the consequences would be the shame of public rebuke, the consequences of the sin itself, and the consequences meted out as Church discipline.
1Tm 5:21
“chosen angels.” The “chosen angels” are all the angels who remained faithful to God and did not participate in Satan’s rebellion against God. They are “chosen” by God because they chose God, in the same way that Christian believers are “chosen” because they chose God (cf. Rom. 8:33; Col. 3:12).
The Greek word translated “chosen” is eklektos (#1588 ἐκλεκτός) which in theological circles is referred to as “elect.” There are long-lasting debates about the meaning of “elect” between Calvinists, who believe humans cannot make the free will choice to be saved, and Arminians, who believe that humans can make the free will choice to be saved. Calvinists teach that God “elects” people to salvation and then, because of “irresistible grace,” they believe. Arminians believe that people see the value of being saved and then choose to believe God and be saved, and God then responds by choosing them for salvation. The REV is translated from an Arminian perspective.
Paul believed and taught that angels watched Christians (1 Cor. 4:9). Given that, we should ask why Paul would use the term “chosen angels” here and not just “angels” as he does in other verses. It is likely that here in 1 Timothy 5:21, Paul used the term “chosen angels” because Timothy was in Ephesus, which was a hotbed for magic and demonic activity (cf. Acts 19:12-30). Ephesus would have been a place where the spiritual war between Good and Evil was openly on display, and “evil angels” (demons) were very active. No doubt that among new Christians a common question would be, “Where do demons come from?” The biblical answer is that the demons were angels who decided to follow Satan and join in his rebellion against God. In contrast, the “chosen angels (“elect angels”) chose to follow God in the same way that “elect believers” elected to follow God and Christ.
There are things that are sometimes wrongly assumed about the “elect angels” that are not stated in the Bible and/or are unhelpful to believe. For example, it is sometimes said that “elect angels” means “holy angels,” but if Paul had meant to say “holy angels” it seems he would have, besides, it is a given that angels are holy, so there would be no need to say that. Also, it is sometimes taught that the “elect angels” are the ruling angels, such as the archangels. Again, however, if Paul wanted to say “ruling angels” it seems he would have. More to the point, however, is that Paul does not use the word “elect” to mean “ruling.” The “elect” Christians are not the ruling Christians, all of them are “chosen” (“elect”) Christians because they chose (“elected”) God.
Lenski writes: “This mention of angels should be combined with all the other passages in which Paul indicates his view of the world. To him angels were spectators of what happens in the church (1 Cor. 4:9), ranged under Christ (Eph. 1:21; Col. 2:10); present in the services of the church (1 Cor. 11:10). …The [Greek] word eklektoi, which is here applied to angels is certainly to be understood in the same sense as when it is applied to God’s ‘elect’ among men.”[footnoteRef:2843] [2843:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. Paul’s Epistles to Timothy, Titus, and Philemon, 686-87.] 

It is also sometimes taught that the “elect angels” are the souls of dead believers who have died and gone to heaven, and thus these “angels” are different from the angels that God originally created. However, that is an assumption; the Bible never makes that statement. Furthermore, when a believer dies they do not become an angel. In fact, the dead believer is dead in the ground awaiting the Rapture or the resurrection of the dead.
In the context of 1 Timothy 5:7-21, which is about faithful and unfaithful elders, it makes sense that Paul charged Timothy in the presence of the “chosen angels” because they were the angels who stayed faithful to God while other angels did not. Faithful elders and leaders should be encouraged by the faithful angels.
[For more on Calvinism and its belief that God chooses who will be saved and who will not be saved, see Appendix 9: “On Calvinism and Predestination.” For more on the dead being dead until Jesus raises them from the dead, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.”]
“out of.” This is not the Greek word ek but kata. The Greek way of speaking was to say, “do nothing according to (kata) favoritism (or “partiality”) but we would not normally word it that way in English. So the REV reads, “doing nothing out of favoritism,” which fits better with modern English usage. The “favoritism” spoken of in this verse refers to the honoring and rebuking of elders (1 Tim. 5:19-20). We are not to pay double honor only to ministers we particularly like, nor are we to overlook the sins of those in leadership whom we are well disposed toward. Instead, the solemn charge of honoring and rebuking is to be kept without favoritism or prejudice.
1Tm 5:22
“and thus share responsibility for the sins of others.” Compare NASB and NET translations. The laying on of hands describes the implementing of a leadership position in the Church; this verse falls in the context of eldership and moral requirements for leaders (see commentary on 1 Tim. 5:24). We are instructed not to lay hands on anyone too hastily, lest we share in the responsibility for their sins (cf. NASB’s translation); that is, if we establish a morally corrupt leader by neglecting the requirements laid out in chapter 3 or not first testing them to be proved beyond reproach (1 Tim. 3:10), then we heap upon ourselves a portion of the responsibility for the damage they will cause the people of God and the name of Christ. This is reminiscent of the spiritual Watchman God speaks of in Ezekiel 3:17-21; 33:2-9. In order for a watchman to “keep pure” and not share in the other man’s transgression, he had to speak what God had commanded him to say to the one in sin. If he did not speak against their sin, but let them go merrily on their way, then God charged the Watchmen also with the blame. So it is with elders who lay hands on those to put them into leadership positions. If they do not hold to the requirements of 1 Timothy 3 and rebuke those who sin (1 Tim. 5:20), they share in the sins of that leader.
1Tm 5:23
“Do not continue to drink only water.” At first glance, 1 Timothy 5:23 does not seem to fit into the context. Paul is speaking of choosing leaders in the Church in 1 Timothy 5:22, and continues that thought in 1 Timothy 5:24, so why add this verse about Timothy’s health? Paul ends 1 Timothy 5:22 with “keep yourself pure,” and that is a lot easier to do if you are feeling well. Being sick often leads to people taking short-cuts, not paying attention to detail, not diligently doing necessary tasks, etc., and Paul is continuing to coach his disciple Timothy on how to be a good leader as well as show by personal example how a good leader looks out for the people under his care.
It was customary to drink wine in the Roman world, so it is worth asking why Timothy apparently did not drink it, particularly when the water-only diet was obviously hurting his health. The answer seems to be apparent from reading Ephesians. Timothy was in Ephesus, and the Ephesian church had a problem with drinking. Of the seven Church Epistles, Ephesians is the only one that mentions being drunk: “And do not be drunk with wine, which leads to reckless actions….”
Timothy had apparently tried to set a good example to the Ephesians by not drinking wine at all, in spite of the ill effects it had on him. Paul corrects him, and tells him to go back to drinking some wine. This should be a good lesson for leaders. It often happens that leaders want so badly for their congregation to live righteous lives that they abstain from things that never needed to be abstained from in the first place, but so many people were being abusive that the leader thought abstinence was the best course. While there are situations in which that is the case, it is usually better to teach people to obey God, which includes moderation in most things, and allow them to be responsible before the Lord for their own lives. It is often better to set the example that moderation is both godly and possible than to simply abstain.
1Tm 5:24
“The sins of some people are obvious, reaching the place of judgment ahead of them.” The context of this verse most clearly starts in 1 Timothy 5:22, when Paul is instructing Timothy about choosing leaders in the Church. Some people who want to be leaders are visibly sinful, and so when it comes to making a judgment about whether or not they should be a leader the decision is relatively easy to make. 1 Timothy 5:24 teaches a great truth especially helpful for leaders in the Body of Christ to understand—for this is in the context of eldership (1 Tim. 5:17-25). Paul is talking about the administering of leadership roles in the church and he has already laid out the moral requirements for leadership positions (1 Tim. 3:1-14). Here in chapter 5, he is addressing the protocol for when a practicing elder fails to meet the mark (1 Tim. 5:19-21) and what to look for when admitting new people into leadership by the “laying on of hands” (1 Tim. 5:22). All leaders are to be held accountable to the same moral standard: “observe these things without prejudice, doing nothing out of partiality” (1 Tim. 5:21). Thus, the word “judgment” here in verse 24 does not refer to God’s Day of Judgment but rather the judgment we must make about others when considering their qualifications. R. C. H. Lenski points out that, as with any leader who picks others to serve, “Timothy is obliged to render [judgments] when he is accepting or rejecting applicants for the eldership.” Only with all this context in mind can we see the application of this verse for leaders.”[footnoteRef:2844] [2844:  Lenski, Colossians, Thessalonians, Timothy, 691.] 

“but with some people they are revealed later.” Some people’s sins go out before them, like a trumpet declaring them unfit for representing the Church in a leadership role, but with others, their sins are revealed later, sadly, often when they are already in a position of leadership. The genuine character of a person cannot stay concealed forever, even if they can fool some people for a short time. Eventually, if someone is an ungodly leader it will come out into the open, and in such cases, the other leaders must “reprove them in the sight of all” (1 Tim. 5:20).
It is essential for the health and growth of the Christian Church that when leaders are chosen to lead the flock of God, these men and women are well-qualified, spiritual, Christ-like people. Weak, self-willed, and sinful leaders hurt the Church both directly, by hurting God’s people, and indirectly, by making Christianity a laughingstock or object of ridicule to others. Leaders have such a huge impact on the Church that it is irresponsible for one leader to bring another person into leadership in the Church too quickly, without doing due diligence about the person. Thus the Word of God exhorts leaders to not lay hands hastily on anyone, because if a leader does that he is partly responsible (he “partakes of”) the sins of the other (1 Tim. 5:22).
 
1 Timothy Chapter 6
1Tm 6:1
“All who are slaves, being under the yoke.” By using the common understanding of “under the yoke” referring to slavery, Paul removes any ambiguity in the word doulos, which can refer to a slave or servant. Also, he obviates the undesirable position of being a slave and encourages people to be godly in spite of their ungodly position in life.
“masters.” The Greek is despotēs (#1203 δεσπότης), meaning master or lord, and it refers to someone who has legal control and authority over others, such as subjects or slaves (cf. 1 Tim. 6:1; Titus 2:9). It is used both as a title for God (Luke 2:29; Acts 4:24), and a title for Jesus Christ (2 Pet. 2:1; Jude 1:4). See commentary on Luke 2:29.
“doctrine.” The Greek word is didaskalia (#1319 διδασκαλία), a noun, and it has two primary meanings: It is used of the act of teaching or instruction (as if it were a verb), and it is also used for what is taught, i.e., the doctrine or material that was presented. In this verse we felt “doctrine” was better than “teaching,” because the subject is about what is taught, not the way it is taught. Unbelievers mock Christians because of their beliefs and doctrine. For more on didaskalia see commentary on 1 Tim. 4:13).
“blasphemed.” The Greek verb blasphēmeō (#987 βλασφημέω) means showing disrespect to a person or deity, and/or harming his, her, or its reputation. In this context, the blasphēmeō is directed toward God and God’s doctrine. Therefore, the English word “blasphemy” is appropriate.
[For more on blasphēmeō, see commentary on Matt. 9:3.]
1Tm 6:2
“masters.” See commentary on 1 Timothy 6:1.
“brothers or sisters.” The Greek plural “brothers” can refer to either men or women; women could and did own slaves. Thus a slave could be owned by a Christian man or woman.
1Tm 6:3
“doctrine.” See commentary on 1 Timothy 6:1.
“and with the doctrine that leads to godliness.” This is similar in syntax to Titus 1:1 (see REV commentary on Titus 1:1). An alternate translation might be, “and with godly doctrine,” meaning that the false and different doctrine does not agree with godly doctrine. Some versions of the Bible are translated that way.
1Tm 6:4
“conceited.” In this context, “conceited” means to have an inflated opinion of one’s own worth.
“slander.” The Greek noun is blasphēmia (#988 βλασφημία, pronounced blas-fay-'me-ah) and was used of someone speaking against another. The primary meaning as it was used in the Greek culture was showing disrespect to a person or deity, and/or harming his, her, or its reputation.
[For more on blasphēmia, see commentary on Matt. 9:3.]
1Tm 6:5
“robbed of the truth.” The truth was available to these corrupt people, but they let “the Thief” rob them of it by lies and deceit, usually because truth and obeying God was not a high priority for them, whereas wealth and influence were more attractive. Often people want so badly to be recognized or different from everyone else that they are easily led into error. To many people, “doing what others have done” is not the path they want to take even when doing what others have done means following someone else in the way of truth. For those people, doing “godliness” their way is a way to gain financially and in other ways as well. The truly godly person is concerned about obedience, truth, and others, and lets gain come if it does, but it certainly is not a goal.
“godliness is a means of procuring gain.” The Greek word porismos (#4200 πορισμός), translated “gain” in 1 Timothy 6:5, predominantly refers to material gain, such as money or wealth, but also has an extended meaning that can refer to any advantage or benefit. In the context of the false teachers and people who are opposing Timothy, Paul may have in mind the growing influence and reputation and power that some people in the Church were trying to obtain. True “godliness” is not “a means of procuring gain,” so it is clear that when Paul uses “godliness,” he is speaking in terms of the assumption in the minds of the corrupt people, who see that acting like a “godly” leader in the Church was a way of getting personal gain. For example, they could make money by teaching in the Church, regardless of whether their teaching agreed with the sound words of Jesus Christ. Paul also dealt with this perspective in Corinth when he referred to people who peddled the word of God for profit (see 2 Cor. 2:17).
1Tm 6:6
“is great gain.” The Bible says a lot about being content and not laboring to get rich (cf. Prov. 23:4; Luke 12:15; 1 Tim. 6:8-10; Heb. 13:5. See commentary on Prov. 23:4).
1Tm 6:8
“clothing.” The Greek word more technically means “covering” and can refer to shelter, but in this context, “clothing” seems to fit the context best. Often the poorest people had only a heavy outer garment and used it for shelter from the elements as well as considering it clothing.
1Tm 6:9
“are determined to be rich.” The Greek translated “are determined” is boulomai (#1014 βούλομαι, pronounced 'boo-lo-my), and it means to have a purpose, an intent; to plan, to desire something. It means more than thelō, “want,” but to combine that desire with purpose. Thus here it refers to people who are determined to be rich. There are a number of verses in which God warns people about making it a goal to be rich (cf. Prov. 23:4; Luke 12:15; Heb. 13:5. See commentary on Prov. 23:4).
“ruin.” See commentary on 1 Corinthians 5:5, “destruction.”
1Tm 6:10
“For the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil.” It is often said that “Money is the root of all evil.” That is not what the Bible says. First, it is not money, but the love of money that is the problem. Second, a proper understanding of the Greek text shows that it is not “the root of all evil,” but rather “a root of all kinds of evil,” and many modern Bibles understand the verse that way (cf. ASV, CJB, CSB, ESV, MOUNCE, NASB, NIV, NKJV, NRSV). Ecclesiastes 5:10 says, “The one who loves money will not be satisfied with money,” and that is the truth.
1Tm 6:12
“life in the age to come.” This is the everlasting life that begins with the new Messianic Age, the Millennial Kingdom.
[See Appendix 1: “Life in the Age to Come.”]
1Tm 6:13
“who made the good confession in his testimony before Pontius Pilate.” The Greek literally reads, “who testified the good confession before Pontius Pilate. The point that Paul is making is that when Jesus was before Pilate, he gave a testimony that consisted of a “good confession.” What that “good confession” consisted of specifically is not stated, but we can infer that it related to Jesus as the king of the Jews and thus his kingdom and everyone who is of the truth hears his voice, that is, that Jesus speaks the truth.
1Tm 6:15
“He will bring about.” God is the “he.” God will bring about the return of Christ at its proper time.
“He who is the blessed and only Sovereign, the King of kings and Lord of lords.” In this context, these titles refer to God, not to Jesus Christ. However, some titles are given to both God and Christ, and sometimes to others as well. For example, the title “King of kings” refers to God here, to Jesus Christ (Rev. 17:14; 19:16), to the Persian king Artaxerxes (Ezra 7:12); Nebuchadnezzar (Ezek. 26:7; Dan. 2:37).
[For more reasons why God the Father is being referenced, not Jesus Christ, see the REV commentary on 1 Tim. 1:17.]
1Tm 6:16
“who alone has immortality.” Only God inherently has immortality, and those who are immortal now, like Jesus Christ, received it from God. When Jesus was born on earth he was not immortal, which is why he died on the cross. 1 Corinthians 15:53 says that for humans (the ones who are saved) immortality comes when they are raised from the dead, and that is what happened to Jesus as well.
1Tm 6:17
“set their hope on riches, which are uncertain.” The Greek is more literally, “to have their hope set on the uncertainty of riches.” Paul is speaking about instructing those who already have riches. Therefore, his point is that the rich should not place their hope in their riches because money is uncertain, meaning, you might have it one day and then lose it the next. Money does not provide a certain foundation to put your hope in.
The phrase “the uncertainty of riches” does not read well in English because no one would set their hope on “the uncertainty” of riches, people would set their hope on the riches. The phrase “uncertainty of riches” is an attributed genitive, and means “uncertain riches.”
1Tm 6:19
“thus storing up treasure for themselves as a good foundation for the coming age.” The “coming age” is the Millennial Kingdom, when Christ rules the earth. There will be all kinds of different positions and jobs in the Millennial Kingdom, and a person will be rewarded based on what he or she has done in this life; how godly and obedient they have been. The coming Judgment and the giving of rewards for good works is not a “pop quiz,” an unexpected event. There are literally dozens of verses all over the Bible that speak about it.
[For more information on the future Millennial Kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth,” and also see commentary on Matt. 5:12; 6:1; 1 Cor. 9:26, 27. For a much more complete explanation of the Millennial Kingdom and rewards in the future, see John W. Schoenheit; The Christian’s Hope: The Anchor of the Soul. For more on rewards in the Kingdom, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10, “good or evil.” For more on inheritance in the Kingdom, see commentary on Acts 7:5. For more on the order of events immediately before and after the Millennial Kingdom, see commentary on Matt. 25:32. For more on how the future will unfold from this present age to the Millennial Kingdom to the Everlasting Kingdom, see commentary on Rev. 21:1.]
1Tm 6:21
“you all.” The “you” is plural, thus “you all.”


2 Timothy Commentary
2 Timothy Chapter 1
2Tm 1:1
“in keeping with furthering the promise of life.” God made a promise of everlasting life through Jesus Christ, so in keeping with that promise, God now provides people, e.g., apostles, prophets, evangelists, pastors, and teachers, who help people get born again and thus take advantage of that promise of life. Through the ministries of these people, God furthers the spread of the Good News by reaching out in many different ways to people so they can understand the promise of life that is in Christ Jesus.
“life.” This refers to everlasting life, that is, the life that has been promised. See commentary on Luke 10:28.
2Tm 1:2
“child.” The Greek noun translated as “child” is teknon (#5043 τέκνον). In this context, “child” is a term of endearment. The more legal term would be “son.” Paul referred to Timothy as his child several times (e.g., 1 Cor. 4:15; Gal. 4:19; 1 Tim. 1:2, 18; 2 Tim. 1:2).
“Grace, mercy, and peace.” Here Paul uses the figure of speech asyndeton, which does not have the “and” between mercy and peace. Paul also uses it in the opening of 1 Timothy (1 Tim. 1:2).
2Tm 1:3
“I give thanks to.” This same opening formula is in 1 Timothy 1:12. Here it is in a prayer to God, while in 1 Timothy 1:12 it seems to clearly be in a prayer to Christ.
“as my ancestors did.” This tells us that Paul came from a long line of devout Jews. By “my ancestors” he would mean his personal family line. As a whole, the nation of the Jews had not been particularly devout, as any study of Jewish history will show. It can be a great advantage to come from a truly godly family. Many important lessons can be learned and wonderful habits established while a youth. The Greek is more literally, “from [my] ancestors,” but that could be confusing as if Paul’s clear conscience came from his ancestors.
2Tm 1:4
“having remembered your tears.” These would be tears that Timothy shed the last time that he and Paul parted from each other. It shows their deep friendship. Life is filled with inescapable sorrows, and parting from dear family and friends are part of those sorrows, and also part of the joy of the hope, when we will live forever and do not have to part thinking that we might not ever see each other again.
2Tm 1:6
“For this reason.” The Greek phrase, di ēn aitian (Δι᾽ ἣν αἰτίαν; the lemma: διά ὅς αἰτία) means “for this reason,” and encompasses everything in the long sentence that precedes it (2 Tim. 1:3-5 are one sentence in the Greek text). In modern English we would usually say, “For these reasons” rather than “For this reason,” making it seem like just one reason when it is actually several reasons. Because of Paul’s prayers, and because of the sincere trust that lived inside Timothy, the kind of trust that both his grandmother and mother had, Timothy should not let the gift of God, his ministry, go dormant, but rather should fan it into flames. Yes, Paul was in jail and about to be executed. Yes, the people in Asia (where Timothy was) had turned away from Paul (and thus Timothy also). Yes, times were tough and dangerous. Nevertheless, God gave believers His gift of holy spirit, and with it, power, love, and self-control. Therefore Timothy should not be timid or cowardly but should fan his gift into flames and do the work of an evangelist and see if anyone was still willing to hear and obey the message.
We should note that Paul told Timothy to fan his trust into flames, heating up his commitment to God. So 2 Timothy 1:6 shows us that it is our responsibility, not God’s, to get ourselves excited about the things of God. The difficulties of life can cool us off concerning the Good News, but it is our responsibility to take those coals and fan them back into a burning flame for the Lord.
“fan into flame the gift of God.” This is the only time in the Bible a person is told to “fan into flame” something, in this case, the gift of God. This metaphor had to be particularly impactful to Timothy at this time. The Great Fire of Rome in July of 64 AD burned more than 70% of the city of Rome and resulted in Emperor Nero making Christianity illegal and persecuting Christians, often executing them in horrific ways. Nero, the one who had Paul executed, died in 68 AD, only four years after the fire, and so Paul would have been executed likely in 66 or 67 AD. Thus the book of 2 Timothy would have been written in those years, likely 66 or 67, because it was written shortly before Paul was executed (2 Tim. 4:6). The memory of the flames in Rome would have been fresh on Timothy’s mind, not just because of the fire itself, but because of the widespread persecution that subsequently made being a Christian so dangerous. The flames that burned the city of Rome resulted in Christianity being illegal, but in spite of that, Paul was telling Timothy to remain faithful. Likewise, Christians today are to ignore persecution and fan into flame the gift of God that is in us.
“that is in you through the laying on of my hands.” This verse is very easy to misunderstand because many people think that it is referring to a gift ministry (charisma; #5486 χάρισμα) being somehow conferred by Paul laying on his hands. But in this case, it is not the gift that is being given, but it would be understood in the culture that it is the authority and recognition to publicly minister, along with a blessing, that is being given. This then subsequently led to the person being in charge of a church or churches.
The Bible makes it clear that each person has a gift from God (Rom. 12:6; Eph. 4:7-8). No one needs to have a person or a group to lay hands on him or her in order to confer a ministry. In fact, a ministry cannot be conferred that way; they are given by God, not conferred by people. The laying on of hands by the elders is a public recognition of a ministry in operation in the Body of Christ, and it is important for the proper order and continuation of the Church. The public ceremony of laying on of hands lets all the people know that a group of elders whom they trust and follow put their trust in this new and upcoming leader. William Mounce writes: “There is nothing in the context of these three passages [1 Tim. 1:18; 4:14; 2 Tim. 1:6] to suggest that we have here a sacramental act whereby ‘the grace of the office is transferred’…The Spirit showed that Timothy was equipped for ministry, and in accordance with custom this fact was publicly recognized by the leadership of the community. The predominant note is not one of authority transferred or of the importation of an official status, but of a blessing given.”[footnoteRef:2845] [2845:  W. Mounce, Pastoral Epistles, “Excursus: Prophecies about Timothy” [WBC], 72.] 

At some point in his life, Timothy was ordained to ministry by Paul and other elders (1 Tim. 4:14), and Paul exhorted him to live his life and war his warfare according to his calling in the Body of Christ (1 Tim. 1:18).
2Tm 1:7
“spirit of timidity, but of power and love and self-control.” The Greek word translated “timidity” is deilia (#1167 δειλία), which means lack of mental or moral strength, cowardice, or timidity. It is not the standard word for “fear,” which is phobos. Many Christians do not rise up and do what they should do in the Church, not because they are “afraid,” but because they are timid, they “just don’t feel comfortable” doing it.
The phrase “spirit of timidity” is the figure of speech amphibologia (double entendre); it has two meanings and both of them are true. One of the meanings is that the “spirit of timidity” is a demon. There is a demon that causes people to be timid and to stay on the sidelines of God’s battle, and that demon does not come from God. The spirit God gives us is the gift of holy spirit, and it urges us (but cannot force us) to do God’s will and be powerful, loving, and controlled (cf. Phil. 2:13). When the phrase “spirit of timidity” refers to a demon, then the genitive is a genitive of production; “God does not give us a spirit (demon) that produces timidity in us, but a spirit (His gift of holy spirit) that produces power, love, and self-control.”
[See Word Study: “Amphibologia.”]
Due to the semantic range of the word “spirit,” the phrase “spirit of timidity” can also have a second meaning, which is an “attitude of timidity,” or more simply, a “timid attitude.” God does not give us a demon of timidity, nor does He give us a timid attitude. When the phrase “spirit of timidity” is used of our attitude, then the genitive would be something like a genitive of material, i.e., that God has not given us an attitude consisting of timidity, but one that consists of power, love, and self-control.
Christians need to get over their feelings of not being comfortable stepping out and doing God’s work. Any timidity we feel is not from God. The attitude that comes from God is one of power, love, and self-control.
“self-control.” The Greek word is sōphronismos (#4995 σωφρονισμός) and it refers to having “sound judgment” as well as “self-discipline.” Sadly, in much of Western culture self-control is severely lacking. People constantly do things that they regret (or should regret): they eat too much, drink too much, sleep too much (or too little), watch too much TV or video games, while at the same time praying too little, reading the Bible too little, exercising too little, etc. Self-control comes from the inner self, not the flesh. The flesh has worldly desires. The inner self is the “real you,” the self that is talking when you talk to yourself. The inner self can be godly or ungodly, depending on how it is trained and/or how often it is followed or ignored. Godly people need to learn to cultivate a godly inner self and then listen to their inner self, which if properly educated tells the person, “Don’t buy that extra drink” or “You don’t need to eat that whole plate of food, cut it down a little.” The godly inner self is constantly giving good advice (which often comes as knowing what you “should” do). Self-control is listening to, and following, the advice of the inner self.
2Tm 1:8
“do not be ashamed.” The aorist subjunctive verb shows us that this is an exhortation due to the difficulty of the times. Timothy has not become ashamed, as a few commentators suggest. Paul was simply speaking words of encouragement, as we are all inclined to do when in battle. One warrior shouts to another, “Keep fighting,” not because the other has given up, but simply as words of continued encouragement. Lenski has an excellent discussion on this.[footnoteRef:2846] [2846:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. Paul’s Epistles to Timothy, Titus, and Philemon, 756-59; also see W. R. Nicoll, The Expositor’s Greek Testament, 4:155-56.] 

“but share with me.” The Greek is more simply just “share with in suffering” but the subject of the sharing seems to be Paul, thus, “share with me.” In 2 Timothy 3:12, Paul wrote that everyone who lives a godly life will be persecuted. Persecution is never enjoyable, but persevering through it and continuing to live a godly life will be richly rewarded. Christ spoke about it in the Sermon on the Mount (Matt. 5:11-12).
“relying on.” The Greek preposition kata is best understood in this context as it is in the NRSV. “according to” makes it seem as if the power of God somehow dictated or controlled the suffering.
2Tm 1:9
“before the ages began.” The Greek is literally, “before the times of the ages” (cf. YLT; see commentary on Titus 1:2).
2Tm 1:10
“brought life and incorruptibility to light.” The Old Testament, particularly prophets such as Ezekiel and Daniel, contains some seemingly clear verses on the resurrection from the dead. Nevertheless, there was almost no clear understanding of it at the time of Christ (and very little today since there has been more than 1,500 years of “orthodoxy” teaching the doctrinal error of “the immortal soul”). The teaching of Jesus Christ (and then his death and resurrection), brought “life” and incorruptibility (immortality) to light for all to see.
In this verse, the word “life” is being used in its fuller sense. While “life” does refer to a fulfilled life now, that is its lesser meaning; the greater meaning is that “life” refers to “everlasting life” as it does in a number of other verses (e.g., Matt. 7:14; 18:8, 9; 19:17; Mark 9:43, 45; John 3:36; 5:40; 20:31; Acts 11:18; Rom. 5:18; Gal. 3:21; 2 Tim. 1:1; 1 John 3:14; 5:12).
[For “life,” meaning “everlasting life,” see commentary on Luke 10:28. For more information on the soul and the phrase “immortal soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
2Tm 1:11
“herald...apostle...teacher.” Paul describes himself the same way in 1 Timothy 2:7.
2Tm 1:12
“which is why.” The Greek is literally, “for this reason,” just like in 2 Timothy 1:6. However, here in 2 Timothy 1:12 the expression could be misconstrued as if Paul was “supposed to suffer these things” because of his appointment into the ministry. That is not the case. Paul did not suffer because of his appointment to the ministry, but it was the result of ungodly people opposing his activity as a herald, apostle, and teacher.
“he is able to guard that which he has entrusted to me.” The Greek words parathēkē phulassō (παραθήκη φυλάσσω) occur in 2 Tim. 1:14 and 1 Tim. 6:20 where they refer to something committed to someone, and many commentators argue that they should be taken the same way here: that Jesus Christ committed a ministry to Paul, and it will not die when Paul does, but because it is guarded by the Lord, he will make sure it continues even after Paul is martyred.
It is important to note that the Greek text, which quite literally means “my entrustment,” is unclear. Grammatically, Paul can speak of “my entrustment” meaning that which Christ entrusted to him, or what he entrusted to Christ. So is it Paul’s “entrustment” (or “deposit”) because Christ entrusted it to Paul, or was it Paul’s entrustment because Paul entrusted it to Christ? Scholars have had heated debates about that for years, with competent scholars on both sides of the issue. For example, the ASV, BBE, KJV, NASB, NIV, NLT, and NRSV side with what Paul has committed to Christ, while the CEB. CJB, CSB, ESV, NAB, NET, and RSV side with what Christ has committed to Paul.
The REV takes the position that it was the Lord who entrusted to Paul a great deposit, and now Paul was about to be executed (2 Tim. 4:6). Yet Paul was convinced that the Lord was able to guard that wonderful deposit and that it would not be lost because the Lord would keep working in others even after Paul’s death. That it was Christ who entrusted a deposit to Paul fits the context and scope of Scripture well. The Bible says that the Lord committed an administration to Paul (1 Cor. 9:17; Eph. 3:2) and the Good News (2 Tim. 1:11-12). In contrast, although we know Paul trusted Christ to save him, there is no verse that specifically states that Paul entrusted anything to Christ. Christ entrusted the Good News to Paul, and Christ would guard it and promote it even after Paul died, something he expected would happen shortly (2 Tim. 4:6).
2Tm 1:14
“Guard the good deposit.​” The “good deposit” (or perhaps “good thing”) is the word of God that we have and know; it is the “sound words” spoken of in the previous verse, 2 Timothy 1:13. The Bible says that the words of God we have heard, and know, and guard are a “treasure” (2 Cor. 4:6-7). Christians are to guard the treasure of the Word that we have, just as Paul wrote to Timothy in 2 Timothy 1:13, “Hold to the pattern of sound words that you have heard.” Part of the way to “guard” the Word of God that we know is through using the power of the gift of holy spirit. The holy spirit is the gift of God with which each Christian is sealed (Eph. 4:30), and the manifestations of the holy spirit, written about in 1 Corinthians 12:7-11, are very powerful. Operating the power of holy spirit helps guard the knowledge of the Word that we have. Signs, wonders, and miracles help confirm the written and spoken word, and so the manifestations of the gift of holy spirit such as speaking in tongues, prophecy, healings, and miracles, help guard the Word of God and demonstrate the truth of it.
This verse has been misunderstood by many translators, primarily because they do not understand that the holy spirit is a gift from God. If the holy spirit is the third person of the Trinity as most translators erroneously believe, then the verse means something totally different—we have to enlist its help in guarding the treasure as per the NIV, ESV, NASB, etc.
[For more information on the uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
2Tm 1:15
“the province of Asia.” “Asia” was the name of the Roman province that covered the southwest portion of what is now Turkey. Today “Asia” is a much bigger area and in a totally different place on the globe.
“turned away from me.” The Bible does not say why the different people in Asia turned away from Paul, however it is astounding that “all who are in Asia” turned from Paul. When Paul arrived in Ephesus the believers there knew very little truth and did not understand the gift of holy spirit. Paul taught them about the power of God and led the first small group of them into speaking in tongues (Acts 19:1-6). Ephesus was the Roman capital of the Roman province of Asia, which encompassed what is now western Turkey. Paul ministered in Ephesus for more than two years (Acts 19:8, 10), and in that time all Asia heard the Good News about Jesus. Given that powerful start, what could have happened that “all” Asia turned from him?
People turn away from God and from truth for various reasons, but all of them are false or selfish reasons and have serious consequences. God is a good, kind, merciful, and gracious God. He does not harm people in any way, and He greatly rewards those people who faithfully follow Him. In contrast, the Devil is evil and a liar, and sadly, through his lies he has gained control of the world (see commentary on Luke 4:6). The Devil has managed to lie about God and twist the beliefs of the religions of the world and also Christianity and has gotten people to blame God for the things the Devil has done. It is very important that people who are angry with God or disappointed in Him examine their fundamental beliefs about God. For example, God is not in total control of what happens on earth and He cannot override people’s freewill decisions no matter how evil or illogical they may be. He has to act righteously and cannot “do evil so good may come.”
“Phygelus and Hermogenes.” These two men were apparently leaders in Asia who one would have expected to have stayed faithful to Paul and his teaching, but who did not. They were known to Paul and Timothy but not to us today.
2Tm 1:16
“and was not ashamed of my chains.” 2 Timothy was written during Paul’s second imprisonment in Rome. During Paul’s first imprisonment, he had been in his own rented house, and was therefore somewhat comfortable (Acts 28:30). In contrast to that, in this second imprisonment, Paul was in a Roman prison, likely a Roman dungeon. Apparently, he was chained to a Roman soldier (2 Tim. 1:16) and the place where he was kept was cold, so he asked Timothy to bring his cloak (2 Tim. 4:9, 13, 21). Paul was being kept as a prisoner of the state, so it was not easy to find where he was. When Onesiphorus came to Rome, he had to search diligently to find Paul (2 Tim. 1:17).
2Tm 1:17
“he diligently searched for me and found me.” Paul was a prisoner of the Roman state, and it was not easy to find him in the Roman prison system (see commentary on 2 Tim. 1:16).
2Tm 1:18
“the Lord…from the Lord.” The commentators are divided about this phrase, as to whether it means “Jesus…Jesus,” “God…God,” “Jesus…God,” or “God…Jesus.” Since God and Jesus always work in harmony, and since Paul almost always uses “Lord” to refer to Jesus, the best choice seems to be that Paul is referring to Jesus, who will be the judge when Christians stand before “the judgment seat of Christ” (2 Cor. 5:10). For his part, Jesus said that he judged according to what he heard from God. He said, “I am not able to do anything on my own. As I hear, I judge” (John 5:30). So the text is saying that Jesus will be the judge on the throne, but he will judge according to what he hears from God.
 
2 Timothy Chapter 2
2Tm 2:1
“Therefore, you.” Paul spoke about many serious matters in chapter 1. These include that Christians are saved, and called, and have a wonderful everlasting life ahead, so we are to hold to the pattern of sound words and guard them through the power of the holy spirit. We are not to be like the people of Asia who abandoned Paul and the truth he taught. So it makes sense that Paul would now say, in essence, “So now Timothy, strengthen yourself in grace.” Timothy will need that strength to keep standing faithful when so many others have turned away.
“strengthen yourself.” The Greek verb is endunamoō (#1743 ἐνδυναμόω), and here the form of the verb can be either passive or middle. Here it has an active sense[footnoteRef:2847] and thus would be middle, so the REV translates it as a middle voice verb with an active sense, as do many other versions that have translations such as “be strong” or “take strength from the grace” (NJB). This verse is a word of encouragement from Paul to Timothy that he should encourage himself in grace. [2847:  BDAG, s.v. “ἐνδυναμόω.”] 

We can see why Paul would write to Timothy to strengthen himself in grace. Timothy was having a difficult time. When he received the letter we today refer to as 2 Timothy, Paul, Timothy’s mentor, was in prison and soon to be executed (2 Tim. 4:6-8). Furthermore, the believers in Asia, where Timothy was (he was in Ephesus, the Roman capital of the province of Asia), had turned away from Paul (2 Tim. 1:15). Also, some of the men who had been faithful to Paul abandoned him (cf. Demas, 2 Tim. 4:10). This would have made Timothy’s life challenging and he fought with discouragement, which explains what we see in chapter 1 of the Epistle.
In 2 Timothy chapter 1, Paul told Timothy that he loved him and prayed for him (2 Tim. 1:2-3); Paul exhorted Timothy to fan the gift of God into flame and reminded him that God did not give us a spirit of timidity (2 Tim. 1:6-7); Paul told Timothy not to be ashamed of Paul’s imprisonment and encouraged him to share in suffering for the Good News (2 Tim. 1:8). Paul told Timothy to hold on to what he had been taught and to guard the good deposit he had been given (2 Tim. 1:13-14). Then Paul obviated the fact that the believers in Asia had turned from him and he pointed out the good example of Onesiphorus (2 Tim. 1:15-18).
In light of those pointed exhortations, and keeping in mind that there were no chapter breaks in the original text, 2 Timothy 2:1 might have been better understood if it had been numbered as 2 Timothy 1:19, following immediately after 2 Timothy 1:18, without the chapter 2 chapter break. After all the exhortations in chapter 1, we can see why the next thing Paul said to Timothy is, “You, therefore, my child, strengthen yourself in the grace that is in Christ Jesus.”
What a great lesson we can learn from what Paul wrote to Timothy! It is easy to feel like Timothy today. If we let ourselves get caught up in the worldly stuff around us, it can seem that “everything” is against the Gospel. Christians are being persecuted all over the globe. Many governments are openly against Christ. The news is ungodly, music is ungodly, television is ungodly, the weather is going crazy, crime of all kinds is on the increase, and more. It can be easy to become discouraged and lose our energy and passion like Timothy seems to have done. But if we take the time to think about it, we will remember that the grace of Christ is consistent, unfailing, and never-ending. And, there is a better world coming. And, Christians have the holy assignment of telling a fallen and falling world about a God who loves them. The antidote to being discouraged is to do exactly what Paul told Timothy to do 2,000 years ago: strengthen yourself in the grace that is in Christ Jesus.
[For more on Timothy being in Ephesus, the Roman capital of the Roman province of Asia, see commentary on 2 Tim. 4:19.]
“in the grace.” This is the static “in” and thus, “in connection with.”[footnoteRef:2848] We strengthen ourselves “in connection with” that grace that we have: for example, that it is free, unfailing, is due to the love of God and Christ, etc. [2848:  Cf. Lenski, The Interpretation of Timothy, Titus, and Philemon, 777-78.] 

There are scholars who take the “in” more in the sense of agency or source, and thus have “by the grace,” but that does not seem to be what is going on in this verse.
[For more on the static use of “in” see commentary on Eph. 1:3.]
2Tm 2:2
“entrust.” The Greek is paratithēmi (#3908 παρατίθημι), and it means to place beside or near or set before, to set forth, to deposit, to entrust, to commit to one’s charge.
2Tm 2:3
“Share with me in suffering hardship.” Christians will endure hardship; it is part of being committed to Christ in this fallen world. Paul is urging Timothy not to shrink back from the hardship involved with being a minister of Christ.
2Tm 2:4
“entangles himself in the activities of daily life.” The Greek verb translated as “entangles” is emplekō (#1707 ἐμπλέκω), and it refers to becoming involved with an activity or activities to the point that that activity interferes with other activities or objectives. A soldier has to be focused on training and fitness, and to lose sight of that fact can be fatal. The Christian must take Christianity as seriously as a soldier takes preparing for battle. It does not mean that the Christian can’t get involved in the necessities of family and job, those things are part of living a godly and responsible life. But if hobbies and “play” fill a person’s life to the point that he or she has no time to dedicate to prayer, Bible study and fellowship, and helping others, then the “play” has gone too far and the person is entangled in it. Part of self-control (2 Tim. 1:7) is knowing when to stop distracting activities and devote time to the Lord’s work.
2Tm 2:5
“unless he competes according to the rules.” This seems self-evident, but it is very important in the context of Christian leaders, which Paul’s letters to Timothy are about. Timothy was not just another disciple, he was a leader in the Church. Leaders must not let their position and authority become a source of pride and lead to selfish, reckless, or thoughtless actions. Leaders can get caught up in sin, certainly, but this is more subtle than that. There are actions that are not blatant sin but that are not following the leading of the Lord. There can be subtle favoritism (e.g., James 2:1-4). There can be teaching or leading in a way that avoids difficult subjects that might drive people away (like teaching about sexual sin) and instead teaching subjects that tend to build large congregations. In this context, the “rules” are to obey God and follow His leading. It might not be easy or build a large congregation, but if it is the leading of the Lord, that is what the leader is to do.
2Tm 2:7
“all these things.” The Greek adjective pasin without the definite article is all of something. The adjective should modify a noun, pronoun, etc. In this context, it would be “all” of “this,” i.e., the subject that Paul is referring to. It is not true that the Lord will give understanding in “everything” as many versions have, even though the Lord gives understanding in many things.
2Tm 2:8
“from among the dead.”[footnoteRef:2849] See commentary on Romans 4:24. [2849:  Cf. Wuest, New Testament, “out from among the dead,” 502.] 

“of the seed of David.” God promised David that his kingdom would last forever, and that is accomplished in Jesus Christ who will reign forever.
2Tm 2:10
“chosen.” From the Greek adjective, eklektos (#1588 ἐκλεκτός). We chose God (through) Romans 10:9, then He chooses us and saves us. This verse is not saying that God chooses apart from our will although some people teach that. Quite the contrary. If God could choose us apart from our will, why would Paul have to endure anything at all? He could live a good life and God would choose who He willed. No, we must strive to reach out with the Good News so that people can hear and then choose God—and our striving may mean hardship.
“everlasting glory.” The term “glory” is described by the adjective aiōnios (#166 αἰώνιος), which most versions render “eternal.” See commentary on John 3:16. Aiōnios can mean “age” as in the Messianic Age, or it can have a strictly temporal meaning of “everlasting.” Here the meaning is probably both—it refers to the glory of the age to come, glory that is everlasting. We prefer to stay away from “eternal” in this verse. Technically, “eternal” is something with no beginning and no end, whereas “everlasting” refers to something that, once it starts, never ends. As English has become less precisely used over the years, the word “eternal” has very often been used when the actual meaning is “everlasting.” The loss of clarity can be confusing in some contexts. God is truly eternal, but the Kingdom is not.
2Tm 2:11
“this statement is trustworthy.” See commentary on 1 Timothy 1:15.
“died with him...live with him.” 2 Timothy 2:11-13 is one of the sections of Scripture that shows us the difference between “salvation” and “rewards.” The section has four statements in three verses, and it is important to take the four statements as a unit to get its full effect. The section can be briefly summarized as: our salvation is secure; endure in Christ so you can reign with Christ; if you deny Christ you will lose rewards; if you do deny Christ you will still be saved. Thus, the section begins and ends by stating our salvation is secure, and the middle two statements cover the fact that if you endure in Christ you will be rewarded but if you deny Christ you will lose rewards.
To summarize the section a little more fully, we see that first, the section states that when a person dies with Christ, which happens when he takes Christ as Lord and gets born again, his salvation is assured—he will “live with Christ.” Thus, his salvation is never in doubt no matter what he does (2 Tim. 2:11). Then it states that if we endure in this life we will be richly rewarded and get to reign with Christ (2 Tim. 2:12a). Getting rewards for service to Christ is stated many times in the New Testament. Then the section states that if we deny Christ he will deny us (2 Tim. 2:12b). That people will be denied by Christ and not be rewarded in the Kingdom if they do not serve him is also a common theme in the New Testament. Lastly, the section closes by reassuring Christians that even if they are unfaithful to Christ he will still be faithful to them—he is unable to deny himself. Jesus made many statements in the Epistles about the assurance of salvation, and Christians are members in the Body of Christ. Even if they are unfaithful to him, Jesus cannot somehow cut off parts of his own Body and deny them everlasting life. We will now examine these statements one at a time.
“For if we died with him, we will also live with him.” The opening statement of this three-verse section is very comforting and assures the Christian that his salvation is secure; he cannot become unsaved. The Christian’s salvation is guaranteed (Eph. 1:14), in fact, in God’s eyes, he is already seated in heaven (Eph. 2:6). 2 Timothy 2:11 tells us about the certainly of our salvation by reminding us that when we took Christ as Lord, we came into a spiritual unity with him as part of his Body, and thus we were circumcised with him, baptized with him, crucified with him, died with him, buried with him, raised from the dead with him, and seated in heaven with him (Rom. 6:1-10; Eph. 2:5-6; Col. 2:10-13).
2 Timothy 2:11 speaks of our salvation in terms of dying with Christ, and in doing so Paul reminds Timothy of what he wrote years earlier in Romans 6:5, 8, 10 (abridged): “For if we have become united with him in a death like his, we will certainly also be united with him in a resurrection like his. ...Now since we have died with Christ, we believe that we will also live with him. ...For in that he died, he died to sin once and for all….”
The person who has died in Christ is dead to sin—his sin is paid for and he will live forever with Christ. Although we still sin and still feel the effects of sin while we live here on earth, the ultimate price of sin has been paid: Christ died for sin and we died with him. No wonder Romans says “we will certainly be united with him in a resurrection like his.” No wonder Paul says that he is confident (he believes it!) that if we died with Christ we will live with him (Rom. 6:8; 2 Tim. 2:11).
Beyond the statement that if we died with Christ we will live with him, the New Testament has many statements that testify to the fact that Christian salvation is secure. We got saved as a one-time event when we confessed Christ as Lord and believed God raised him from the dead, and when we did that the Bible promised that we “will be saved” (see commentary on Rom. 10:9). When we confessed and believed, we were immediately “born again” of God’s holy spirit and with “incorruptible seed” (1 Pet. 1:23). We became children of God (1 John 3:1-2) with a new, holy nature (2 Pet. 1:4) that was created in us such that we became new creations (2 Cor. 5:17). We became part of “the Body of Christ” (Eph. 1:22-23), and as such we were spiritually unified with Christ and thus we were circumcised with him, baptized with him, crucified with him, died with him, buried with him, raised from the dead with him, and now in God’s eyes we are seated in heaven with Christ (Rom. 6:1-10; Eph. 2:5-6; Col. 2:10-13). We got sealed with holy spirit until our future redemption (Eph. 1:13-14), and we were “guaranteed” a future inheritance (Eph. 1:14). In God’s eyes, we are already glorified (Rom. 8:29-30). All this is so secure that we can say we “know” that we will be like Christ in the future (1 John 3:2).
So the opening statement of this four-sentence section is that we will live with Christ if we died with Christ, which is one of the ways the Epistles tell us our salvation is secure. Christians will live forever with Christ.
[For more information on the New Birth, see commentary on 1 Pet. 1:3, “new birth.” For more on Christian salvation, see Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation.” For more on rewards in the future kingdom, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10, “good or evil.”]
“live.” This refers to living forever. See commentary on Luke 10:28.
2Tm 2:12
“If we endure, we will also reign with him.” This is the second sentence in a four-sentence section about salvation and rewards (2 Tim. 2:11-13). The first sentence was about the permanence of salvation, and stated that if we died with Christ we will live forever with him. Now this second sentence switches from salvation to rewards in the future Kingdom. It tells us that if we will endure with Christ now, we will reign with him in the future.
It is a consistent theme throughout Scripture that on the Day of Judgment, people will be repaid for what they have done on earth (e.g., Job 34:11; Ps. 62:12; Prov. 24:12; Jer. 17:10; 32:19; Ezek. 33:20; 44:10-16; Matt. 16:27; Luke 9:26; Rom. 2:6; 1 Cor. 3:8, 17; 2 Cor. 5:10; Col. 3:23-25; 1 Thess. 4:3-6; 1 John 2:28). When Jesus returns, fights the battle of Armageddon, and sets up his kingdom on earth, Jesus will rule from his throne in Jerusalem and his kingdom will cover the entire earth (Ps. 2:8; 66:4; 72:8-11; Dan. 2:35, 44; 7:13-14; Zech. 9:10).
As with any kingdom, there will be many different jobs and positions in Christ’s future kingdom, including rulers and leaders (Isa. 1:26; 32:1; Jer. 3:15; 23:4; Ezek. 44:24; Matt. 19:28; 2 Tim. 2:12; Rev. 2:26). Jesus’ apostles knew that, which is why the mother of James and John asked if her two sons could be Jesus’ second and third in command, and the other ten apostles were angry at the request (Matt. 20:20-24). The statement that if we endure we will reign with Christ, and the other verses like it about getting rewards in the Kingdom, are meant to encourage us to always seek first the Kingdom of God, and to be godly and obedient. Rewards can be a great motivator to obedience, as we see even from great people like Moses (Heb. 11:24-26).
There are many things that distract us or discourage us from actively obeying God and doing what we should do for Him every day, such as loving people and putting others before ourselves; praying; fellowshipping with other Christians; giving of our time, money, and material goods to the cause of Christ; reading the Bible; and many more such things. But the wise Christian works diligently to endure in the cause of Christ and not be distracted or discouraged. As Corinthians says, “my beloved brothers, be steadfast, unmovable, always abounding in the work of the Lord, knowing that your labor in the Lord is not in vain” (1 Cor. 15:58).
“If we deny him, he also will deny us.” In the sentence, “If we deny him,” the “him” is not in the Greek text but is implied in the context. This is the third sentence in a four-sentence section about salvation and rewards (2 Tim. 2:11-13). The first sentence was about the permanence of salvation, and stated that if we died with Christ we will live with him. The second sentence was about enduring and getting rewarded for it. Now this third sentence is about not enduring, in fact, it is about denying Christ and then Christ denying giving rewards to the unfaithful one.
The Greek word translated “deny” is arneomai (#720 ἀρνέομαι), and it occurs 33 times in the New Testament. The BDAG Greek-English Lexicon defines it as: to refuse to consent to something; to state that something is not true; to disclaim association with a person or event, thus deny, repudiate, disown; and, to refuse to pay attention to.
Given the different meanings of arneomai, which one applies here in 2 Timothy 2:12? The only way to accurately determine that is from the context and scope of Scripture.
The immediate context of the phrase about denying Christ and being denied by him is our rewards, not our salvation. The second sentence in the argument (2 Tim. 2:12a), is about rewards, it is not about salvation; we do not have to “endure” in our faith to be saved—that would be salvation by works, and we are not saved by works (see commentary on 1 Cor. 15:2 and Gal. 5:21). Then this third sentence in the argument, that if we deny him he will deny us, like the second sentence, is about rewards. But whereas the second sentence is about having rewards for enduring, this third sentence is about losing rewards for denying Christ. If we deny Christ, then he will deny us, and we will not have rewards. Then the fourth sentence reaffirms what the first sentence said, that our salvation is secure. The whole four-sentence argument makes a beautiful introversion: sentence one: salvation. Sentence two: rewards. Sentence three: rewards. Sentence four; salvation. So the pattern is: salvation; rewards; rewards; salvation. The verses fit together and do not contradict one another.
Besides the immediate context, there are other reasons for seeing that this sentence, that if we deny Christ, he will also deny us, is about rewards. One of those reasons is that if it was about salvation then it would contradict the first sentence of the argument, that if we died with Christ we will live with him, which is a statement about being saved and the assurance of salvation (see commentary on 2 Tim. 2:11). Another reason for seeing that this verse is about losing rewards is that losing rewards for ungodly behavior is a consistent theme in the New Testament. Many verses say that the disobedient believer will lose rewards (Luke 9:26; 1 Cor. 3:11-15; 2 Cor. 5:10; Gal. 5:21; Eph. 5:5; Col. 3:25; 1 Thess. 4:6; 2 John 1:8).
A third reason that the third sentence, about denying Christ, is about rewards and not loss of salvation is that the Epistles to the Church, especially the seven Church Epistles, are very clear in many places that salvation is permanent. It is guaranteed to us, and in fact, in God’s eyes we are already glorified and in heaven (Rom. 8:30; Eph. 2:6. See commentary on 2 Tim. 2:11). Christians are in union with Christ and part of his very Body. We died with Christ, so we will be raised with him (Rom. 6:5). So, in this context, and given the scope of Scripture in the Epistles to the Church, especially the seven Church Epistles, the meaning of arneomai is “deny” in the sense that if we deny Christ by saying or acting like he is not our Lord, he will deny us the rewards that we could have received in his future kingdom.
[For more on how this context is developed, see commentary on 2 Tim. 2:11. For more on rewards and loss of rewards in the future Kingdom of Christ, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10, “good or evil.” For more on Christian salvation, see Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation.”]
2Tm 2:13
“If we are unfaithful, he remains faithful, for he cannot deny himself.” The Greek verb translated “unfaithful” here in 2 Timothy 2:13 is apisteō (#569 ἀπιστέω), and in this context in which it is in juxtaposition to the Lord, who is “faithful,” it means “unfaithful.”
The sentence “If we are unfaithful, he remains faithful, for he cannot deny himself,” is the fourth sentence in a three-verse doctrinal statement (2 Tim. 2:11-13). The first sentence is about the permanence of salvation: that if we died with him we will live with him. The second sentence (2 Tim. 2:12a), is about the reward we receive for being faithful and enduring with Christ. The third sentence (2 Tim. 2:12b), is about the loss of rewards we have if we deny Christ; that he will deny us if we deny him. The fourth and last sentence (2 Tim. 2:13), reaffirms the first sentence and says that even if we are unfaithful he will remain faithful because he cannot deny himself.
The first phrase in the fourth sentence, that Christ is faithful even when we are not, should give us comfort, because who among us can be faithful all the time? Even the best believers slip into sin, and sometimes there are even periods of time when they do not focus on the Lord. Abraham gave his wife into another man’s harem—twice! Moses disobeyed God and then was not allowed into the Promised Land. David committed adultery and murder. Peter denied Christ three times. And the list goes on for everyone. Even the apostle Paul wrote that he was not always able to do what he knew to do, but in fact, often did what he hated to do (Rom. 7:15-20). But we are not to be dismayed at our failures because even when we are unfaithful, God and Christ remain faithful—they do what they promise, love us, forgive us, and bring us back to themselves.
The reason given in 2 Timothy 2:13 that Christ remains faithful is that “he cannot deny himself.” That means that Christ cannot deny what he has said and done. In the context of the New Testament Epistles, especially the seven Church Epistles, one of the things that Christ has done for us is to make us part of his Body (Eph. 1:22-23), and there is no indication in Scripture that can be undone such that we are amputated from the Body. Furthermore, we are “born again” of “incorruptible seed” (1 Pet. 1:23), have become God’s children (1 John 3:1-2); are sealed with holy spirit until our redemption (Eph. 1:13-14), are guaranteed our future inheritance (Eph. 1:14); have a new, holy nature (2 Pet. 1:4); became a new creation (2 Cor. 5:17); and we were spiritually unified with Christ such that we were circumcised with him, baptized with him, crucified with him, died with him, buried with him, raised from the dead with him, and now are seated in heaven with him (Rom. 6:1-10; Eph. 2:5-6; Col. 2:10-13; Col. 3:1). In God’s eyes, we are not only already seated in heaven (Eph. 2:6), we are already glorified (Rom. 8:29-30). Each of those things God and Christ have done for us are accomplished realities with permanent ramifications. They cannot be undone and they assure us that we have everlasting life. Furthermore, Christ has done all that for us, and so now we “know” that when he comes we will be like him (1 John 3:2).
What is not promised and not guaranteed is that any saved person will have rewards in the Kingdom. Rewards are earned, and God never promises anyone will receive them. That is clearly represented here in Timothy. We died with Christ so we will live forever with him. We will reign with him if we endure. If we deny him he will deny us and we will not have any rewards. But with or without us having rewards, Christ is faithful and the assurances that he gave that we will live forever with him will not be rescinded; Christians will live forever with Jesus Christ.
2Tm 2:14
“in the sight of God.” There are texts that read “in the sight of the Lord,” and there are texts that read “in the sight of God,” and the manuscript evidence is quite evenly divided. Many scholars think “God” is original due to the fact that Paul seems to use “God” in these kinds of contexts (cf. 1 Tim. 5:4, 21; 2 Tim. 4:1).
2Tm 2:15
“Be diligent.” The Greek word translated as the phrase, “be diligent” is spoudazō (#4704 σπουδάζω) and it means to make a diligent effort, or be diligent in doing what you are doing. The NIV’s translation, “do your best,” is an attempt to bring out this meaning in an easily understood manner. The KJV of AD 1611 reads “study,” which can be confusing. The “study” of the KJV is a good example of how the meaning of words changes over the years. In 1611, only something like ten percent of the population could read, and at that time the word “study” meant to make a diligent effort to learn something, almost the way we today use “understudy.” In 1611, a person “studying” to be a silversmith, for example, did not read anything at all, but rather went and worked for the silversmith. The student would start with the menial tasks, and then as the master smith saw him applying himself, would give him increased responsibility. Sadly, many modern readers see “study to show thyself approved” in the KJV and think that approval before God relates only to the mental activity of learning. As it is used in this context, being approved before God requires us to make a diligent effort in all that we do in our walk before Him.
The context of 2 Timothy 2:15 is not salvation, it is about being approved and rewarded on Judgment Day. Every person who is saved is “approved” by God in the sense that they are spiritually holy and will live forever. However, salvation and everlasting life are not the context of 2 Timothy 2:15; the context is living a godly and obedient life. The believer is told not to argue about words or participate in “empty chatter” (2 Tim. 2:14, 16), and they are to “turn away from unrighteousness” (2 Tim. 2:19). The believer is to “flee youthful passions and diligently pursue righteousness, faithfulness, love, peace,” and “be gentle with everyone, skilled in teaching, patient in the midst of evil” (2 Tim. 2:23-24). In the midst of this context, 2 Timothy 2:15 instructs that the believer is not to be lazy or halfhearted about living a godly life, but to “be diligent” to be approved before God.
[For more information on rewards on Judgment Day, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10, “good or evil.”]
“rightly handling.” The Greek word is orthotomeō (#3718 ὀρθοτομέω), and there has been no small amount of discussion about how to translate it. It is a composite verb and only found here in the NT. The well-known meaning “rightly divide” (cf. KJV) is built from the two base verbs, but it is well established in linguistics, including Greek, that compound verbs are often not closely related to the base verbs. The base verb temnō means “to cut,” but “cutting” was such a fundamental part of ancient life that it became used for many things that were not literally cut. The common Hebrew expression for making a covenant was “to cut the covenant,” and that phrase continued even when nothing was literally “cut” when a covenant was made, such as in a covenant of salt or in a marriage covenant. Proverbs 11:5 (LXX) says that the righteousness of the person “cuts his way straight,” even though nothing is literally cut. The Greeks (and we today) speak of “cutting” a liquid, when we mean “dilute” it.
The context, both before and after 2 Timothy 2:15, is about unprofitable use of words and worldly chatter. In contrast to that, God’s people are to “rightly handle,” the Word and the words in it, and not wage useless word battles with them. Clearly implied in the meaning of orthotomeō is that we can “rightly handle” the Bible in the way we understand it and explain it, and we can “rightly handle” it in the way we deal with it in relation to others. The Bible can be wrongly believed and taught, and it can also be wrongly used as a weapon against other people.
2Tm 2:16
“lead to further ungodliness.” Disobeying and defying God only leads to more disobedience (cf. commentary on 2 Tim. 3:13).
2Tm 2:18
“saying that the resurrection is past already.” Paul did not explain exactly what the false teachers were saying when they taught that the resurrection was past already. However, we do have some information about it from the Church Father Origin (c. 185-c. 253), and his information is likely at least mostly correct even though he lived more than 100 years after Paul wrote. Apparently, some people in the early Church were claiming that the “resurrection” referred to what happened when a person confessed Christ and was baptized and that at that time they were “resurrected” from spiritual death to spiritual life. However, they were denying the physical resurrection of the body, which is an essential part of the Christian’s hope—a resurrected body living on a regenerated and wonderful earth. The Greeks denied there would be a physical resurrection (cf. Acts 17:32), so it would have been natural that some Greeks would spiritualize the verses in the Bible that speak of a resurrection of the physical body and say the “resurrection” occurs at the time someone is saved. Believing that, they would tell other Christians that their resurrection had already happened.
But physical resurrection is a huge part of what will happen for Christians and thus a huge part of the Christian’s hope. Paul writes about it in 1 Corinthians 15, especially 1 Corinthians 15:1-20, and in those verses, it is clear that Paul is not writing about a “spiritual resurrection,” but an actual resurrection of the physical body. He writes that Christ got up from the dead, and if he did not then we are still in our sins (1 Cor. 15:17). If Christ did not get up from the dead in a physical body, and believers will not get up from the dead in a physical body, then the trust we have in the Scriptures that people will live in new bodies like Christ’s body (Phil. 3:21) and live on a wonderful restored earth like so many prophecies promise is indeed overthrown. Indeed, no one can tell us what life in a spirit body will be like because the Bible never describes that, which is because it is not what is going to happen. The Bible does describe what will happen, which is that believers will live in wonderful bodies like Christ’s glorious body and live on a restored earth.
[For more on Christ’s kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
2Tm 2:19
“The Lord knows.” This is not a specific quotation from the Hebrew Old Testament, but it is an exact quotation from the Septuagint of Numbers 16:5. It continues to be a commonly expressed sentiment among believers.
“Everyone who calls upon the name of the Lord must turn away from unrighteousness.” This is not a specific quotation from the Old Testament, but may be an allusion to Numbers 16:26. In any case, the admonition for the righteous to depart from evil is a very common biblical admonition. The phrase “calls upon the name” of the Lord is literally in the Greek text, “names the name” of the Lord. In the biblical culture, names of gods, demons, and great people were often called upon to give authority, power, or assistance. A person who “named the name” of the Lord called upon Jesus for authority and support (cf. Acts 4:7; 19:13). We today call upon the name of Jesus Christ and pray in his name.
“the name of the Lord.” The textual evidence for “the Lord” is early and overwhelming. Even the majority text family, which often favors the reading of the Byzantine text family that is reflected in the King James Version, has the reading “Lord” and not “Christ.”[footnoteRef:2850] The note in the Expositor’s Greek Testament says that the reading “Christ” is in a few cursive manuscripts.[footnoteRef:2851] It is possible that a scribe made a note in the margin of his manuscript that he thought the word “Lord” referred to Christ, and that a later scribe then copied “Christ” into his manuscript. [2850:  Hodges and Farstad, The Greek New Testament According to the Majority Text.]  [2851:  Nicoll, Expositor’s Greek Testament.] 

“must turn away from.” In Greek the imperative mood can be an invitation “Let everyone,” or a command (Everyone must!). In this case the context calls for the word “must.” God never forces anyone to use the name of the Lord, but anyone who does “name the name of the Lord,” that is, use it for personal identification (“I am the Lord’s”) and for power (“In the name of Jesus Christ….”) must depart from unrighteous behavior. It does great harm to Christianity when professing Christians act like unbelievers and participate in evil and ungodly behavior. Christians who act like that will suffer consequences (see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10).
2Tm 2:20
“for honorable use, and some are for dishonorable use.” There is a wordplay in the Greek text between “honorable” (timē) and “dishonorable” (atimia). Although many modern versions have the word “dishonorable,” readers must be careful with that translation because “dishonorable” may not really convey the sense of atimia, which in the Greek culture can mean more like “ordinary” as well as “dishonorable.”
2Tm 2:21
“cleanses.” The Greek word translated “cleanses” is used of cleansing or purifying, often from sin, almost always a cleansing from something bad. For example, in 2 Corinthians 7:1, we cleanse ourselves from defilement and perfect holiness in the fear of God. Here in 2 Timothy 2:21, it is used of cleansing from things that defile as well, and prevent a person from being a vessel of honor.
“Master.” The Greek is despotēs (#1203 δεσπότης) meaning master, lord, or owner, and it refers to someone who has legal control and authority over others, such as subjects or slaves (cf. 1 Tim. 6:1; Titus 2:9), or over things. It is used both as a title for God (Luke 2:29; Acts 4:24), and as a title for Jesus Christ (2 Pet. 2:1; Jude 1:4). See commentary on Luke 2:29.
2Tm 2:22
“faithfulness.” The Greek noun we translate as “faithfulness” here in 2 Timothy 2:22 is pistis (#4102 πίστις), which can be translated as either “faithfulness” or “trust,” and in this verse actually incorporates both meanings. Although in the New Testament, pistis means “trust” more than “faithfulness,” we agree with other translations that believe “faithfulness” is being emphasized here (cf. CJB, NET, NLT). See commentary on 1 Timothy 4:12.
[For more on “faith” and “trust,” see Appendix 2: “‘Faith’ is ‘Trust.’”]
“call on the Lord.” This is a prayer formula, and refers to prayer to Jesus Christ (see commentary on 1 Cor. 1:2).
2Tm 2:25
“correcting.” The verb can mean “to correct, to instruct, to train.” In this context of those people who are wrong in their doctrine, “correcting” has the most accurate nuance.
“those who oppose.” The verb is in the middle voice, but in this case, it seems to refer to those who themselves hold an opposing view, not that the people oppose themselves, as some older versions have (cf. KJV, RV, ASV).
“may grant.” The Greek verb “give” is didōmi (#1325 δίδωμι). The verse, and certainly the scope of Scripture, does not ever portray God withholding forgiveness or people’s repentance. Quite the contrary! Like the forgiving father in the “Parable of the Prodigal Son” (Luke 15), the Father is watching and waiting for anyone to come to repentance, and when someone does, there is “more joy in heaven over one sinner who repents than over 99 righteous persons who do not need to repent” (Luke 15:7). Leaders correct those in error so that God may give them repentance leading to the truth.
“knowledge.” This word, epignōsis (#1922 ἐπίγνωσις), is the usual term for “knowledge” (gnōsis) with the prefix epi added as an intensifier. It thus becomes an intense experiential knowing of the truth as the result of their repentance. It is ultimately up to the person’s free will to decide to repent or not; God does not give repentance in this sense.
2Tm 2:26
“return to their senses.” This means that these people had once thought properly and now they must return to their senses and think clearly again. The Greek word is ananēphō (#366 ἀνανήφω), to “come to one’s senses again.”[footnoteRef:2852] This verse is very enlightening, for it connects the Devil’s snare with muddled thinking. Satan captures us to do his will by confusing our thinking. Like he did with Eve, he mixes in lies with truth to confuse us and cause us to not think clearly. When our thoughts are off track we will behave in the wrongheaded fashion he wants us to. [2852:  BDAG, s.v. “ἀνανήφω.”] 

“Devil.” The Greek word is diabolos (#1228 διάβολος), which literally means “Slanderer,” but diabolos gets transliterated into English as our more familiar name, “Devil.” Slander is so central to who the Devil is and how he operates that one of his primary names is “the Slanderer.”
[For more information on the names of the Devil, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
 
2 Timothy Chapter 3
2Tm 3:2
“For people will be.” We must pay attention to the list that follows (2 Tim. 3:2-5), because the Divine Author included it on purpose. God could have simply inspired Paul to write something brief and inclusive such as, “Difficult times will come because people will be selfish and evil.” But no, instead He gave a long and quite specific list of what people will be like, and He did that to warn believers of what they will be up against in life. Expecting life to be easy and people to be honest and nice is a formula for disappointment and despair. A believer can be peaceful in this life (cf. John 14:27), and can have a positive attitude, but to do that takes an honest appraisal of what they will be up against on a daily basis and be forewarned and forearmed. There are many things a believer can do to be more peaceful in life, but it begins with an honest appraisal and genuine preparation in both one’s mental and physical life.
“lovers of themselves.” The Greek is philautos (#5367 φίλαυτος) from the word philos, “friend.” It means to be fond of oneself, concerned about oneself, and thus selfish, self-centered, or “lovers of themselves.”
2Tm 3:3
“natural affection.” See commentaries on Romans 1:31; 12:10 and John 21:15.
“not interested in doing what is good.” The Greek is aphilagathos (#865 ἀφιλάγαθος) from the word philos, “friend” and agathos, “good,” with the alpha privative to mean “not.” BDAG says “without interest in the (public) good” (cf. The Source New Testament by A. Nyland). This is the opposite of the quality expected in elders, who are to like what is good (Titus 1:8). It should be noted that this can be “not interested in doing good,” or it can also mean “opposed to good.” Of the two choices, both apply, and the people in the Last Days will not only not be interested in doing good (that is, “good” by God’s standards), they will actually be opposed to good, but for the purposes of translation, the evidence seems to support the translation “not interested in doing good” as more generally applicable. Some people who are not interested in doing good personally will not be opposed to someone else doing good.
2Tm 3:4
“lovers of pleasure.” The Greek is the adjective philēdonos (#5369 φιλήδονος), a compound word made up of philos (friendship, the noun form of phileō, which many translate as “love.”) and hēdonē (ἡδονή)), pleasure. A more technical translation would be “friends of pleasure,” but that is not very clear in English, whereas “lovers of pleasure” is. For the difference between agapaō and phileō, see the commentary on John 21:15.
“lovers of God.” The Greek is philotheos (#5377 φιλόθεος), a compound word made up of philos (friendship), and theos, (God). A more technical translation would be “friends of God,” but in this context and in contrast with “lovers of pleasure,” the phrase “lovers of God” seems to read better in English and makes the point well. For the difference between agapaō and phileō, see the commentary on John 21:15.
2Tm 3:6
“For among them are those with false pretenses who slip into homes.” The Greek word is endunō (#1744 ἐνδύνω), and it basically means “to enter in.” However, in this context, it is describing the hidden evil motives that these false teachers enter the home with. And so here endunō is describing those who enter into homes under false pretenses knowing that people are unaware of their true motives. Philip Towner uses the word “infiltrate,” which brings out even more to the military imagery in the verse.[footnoteRef:2853] [2853:  Towner, The Letters to Timothy and Titus [NICNT].] 

“capture.” This is a military term and highlights the ongoing war between Good and Evil. People get captured by the enemy. The women were mentally and emotionally captured, not physically captured, however a lot of women who become enamored with so-called men of God become physically involved with them as well, and thus “captured” both mentally and physically.
“weak-willed.” The Greek is the diminutive of women, almost “little women.” The Greek word translated as “weak-willed women” is gunaikarion (#1133 γυναικάριον). It is a diminutive form of gunē (#1135 γυνή), which is the standard word for “woman” (and where the English word “gynecology,” literally, “the study of women,” comes from). Gunaikarion is perhaps most literally translated as something like “little” women, but “little” in what way? The English versions differ. “silly women” (ASV, KJV, NRSV); “weak-willed women” (CJB, NIV, REV); “idle women” (CSB); “weak women” (ESV, NASB, NET); “gullible women” (NKJV); and “vulnerable women” (NLT) are some translations.
The idea that the women are “weak-willed” is imported from the last part of the verse, that the women are weighed down by sin that apparently they cannot seem to resist. Furthermore, they seem to be unable to control their desires and thus are led away by many different passions. Also, the women had no doubt heard the truth but did not grasp it firmly and stand on the truth they should have known. Many verses in the New Testament direct the believer to stand firmly on the truth that they know, and although it is not always easy and can lead to persecution and difficulties, standing up for God and godliness is something believers are called to do. Living a godly life in this fallen world is difficult (2 Tim. 3:1), but that is why Christ said the believer must be ready to carry their cross “daily” (Luke 9:23).
2Tm 3:7
“who are always learning but never able to come to the knowledge of the truth.” The point Paul is making is emphasized by the irony that these women are constantly learning but not able to come to a knowledge of the truth, even though the basic truth of knowing and obeying God is quite simple and straightforward. The women are shown to be “always learning,” that is, they are seeking out all kinds of new teachings and new teachers. The women were in Ephesus, which is where Timothy was, and Ephesus was one of the great trading and traffic centers of the Roman world. It had ancient religions from its past (cf. Acts 19:28-35), and it was also the capital of the Roman province of Asia (now western Turkey) so it had exposure to the Greek and Roman religions and other beliefs from all over the empire and even from outside it. Proponents and so-called teachers of every kind of religion traveled through Ephesus, so there was much that could catch the attention of these women.
But why were these women unable to come to a knowledge of the truth since they had almost certainly heard it, even perhaps from Paul or Timothy themselves. The answer to that question has to do with the nature of truth and the self-sacrifice it takes to believe it and walk in it. These women were weighed down with their own sins, no doubt weighed down both physically and mentally, but instead of directly dealing with them with humility and honesty, they continued to follow their passions and desires into more sin. This is ironic because the women would have been continually searching for some teacher and “some truth out there” that would free their conscience from the burden of their sin, but they could not bring themselves to admit that they themselves were the problem; that was not a palatable solution to them, and so it was rejected. The women were caught up in the consequences of their sin but were unwilling to make difficult and painful decisions. A teacher who promised some kind of enlightenment and deliverance if you believed a certain way was much more attractive.
2Tm 3:8
“Jannes and Jambres.” The names of the primary satanic magicians in Pharaoh’s court who stood against Moses and did miracles such as turning their staffs into snakes (cf. Exod. 7:10-13), was preserved in Jewish history.
“disqualified.” The Greek word is adokimos (#96 ἀδόκιμος). It refers to something that was tested and failed the test (in contrast to dokimazō, #1381 δοκιμάζω; “to test;” and “to be approved or proven genuine after being tested;” Rom. 12:2). So adokimos means to be “unfit,” “not approved,” “failed,” “unfit.”
“disqualified concerning the faith.” The translation, “the faith” seems to fit the context. But Philip Towner writes, “…Paul categorizes these people as those whose faith has been tested and found to be ‘unfit’ (‘rejected’ TNIV). The commentators and translations are divided over whether the reference point indicated by the qualification ‘as far as the faith is concerned’ is the personal faith of the opponents or ‘the objective faith’ (i.e. the Christian faith). On the basis of the closely parallel phrase in 1 Tim. 1:19, their failure is measured in terms of their personal faith-relationship with God (or claims thereto), which in the case of the false teachers is worthless, nonexistent and a sign of their rejection by God, rather than in terms of their substandard doctrine, though the two things are closely related.”[footnoteRef:2854] [2854:  Towner, Letters to Timothy and Titus [NICNT], 565-66.] 

In actuality, there can be truth in both translations. As Jannes and Jambres stood against authority (“the faith,” “the truth”), so these subversive teachers are disqualified concerning “the faith.” However, as Towner pointed out, the phrase can also refer to the personal belief of the false teachers, and grammatically could read something such as “They have depraved minds and a counterfeit faith” (NLT). These false and deceptive teachers are disqualified from “the faith,” and they are disqualified in relation to their own trust of God.
2Tm 3:10
“closely followed.” The Greek is parakoloutheō (#3877 παρακολουθέω), which means “to conform to someone’s belief or practice by paying special attention; ‘follow faithfully,’ ‘follow as a rule.’”[footnoteRef:2855] Timothy closely followed Paul in many ways. Culturally, as a disciple, Timothy “followed” his rabbi (teacher), Paul and learned from him. He was there with Paul as his knowledge and experience grew, and as he received deeper and deeper revelations from God. Timothy also “followed” Paul in the sense that he “came after” him and ended up experiencing many of the problems that Paul himself experienced. There are versions that say, “fully known,” and although that is true, it is because Timothy closely followed Paul that he knew all about Paul. [2855:  BDAG, s.v. “παρακολουθέω.”] 

“doctrine.” The Greek word is didaskalia (#1319 διδασκαλία), a noun, and it has two primary meanings: It is used of the act of teaching or instruction (as if it were a verb), and it is also used for what is taught, i.e., the doctrine or material that was presented. It seems better to bring didaskalia into English as “doctrine” because Timothy followed Paul’s doctrine but not necessarily the manner in which Paul taught, especially considering that Paul was a trained rabbi, whereas Timothy was an untrained Greek. The English with “teaching” implies both the way Paul taught and the subject matter that Paul taught, but it was the “doctrine” that Timothy followed. (See commentary on 1 Tim. 4:13.)
2Tm 3:12
“a godly life.” The word “godly” is an adverb, and here refers to a godly life.
2Tm 3:13
“from bad to worse.” Evil thoughts and deeds originate in the heart (Mark 7:20-23), and the posture of the heart is always changing. As we obey God and believe our hearts become more and more pure, but if we disobey and defy God, our hearts become darker and darker (Matt. 13:15; Eph. 4:17-19; 1 Tim. 4:1-2). It is clearly in Scripture, and has been seen in the world over and over again with all kinds of sin—sexual, drug-related, abuse, murder, etc.—that the sins a person commits become worse over time. This is clearly set forth in many verses of Scripture (cf. 2 Tim. 2:16; Rom. 6:16, 19; Jude 1:13). On the other hand, if we continue to look at the Lord Jesus, we are transformed into his glorious image (2 Cor. 3:18).
“deceiving and being deceived.” Not only do these evil people deceive others, but they themselves are also deceived.
2Tm 3:15
“wisdom leading to salvation.” This is not just “being saved,” because Timothy was already saved. First, it is a general statement about the Scripture, that it is able to make a person wise eis sotēria (εἰς σωτηρία) “unto salvation.” Often the preposition eis introduces a result, thus, “wisdom leading to salvation.” In this case, the “wisdom for salvation” is a broad phrase that can apply in many senses. As pertaining to Timothy himself, the “salvation” would not be referring to his receiving everlasting life, because he already had everlasting life through faith in Christ, so rather it would be referring to the depth of understanding about salvation and the full outworking of salvation in his life. However, the broad way the statement is worded opens the door for Timothy to have wisdom for everlasting life salvation as it would apply to and help others.
“trust in Christ Jesus.” The text reads, “The trust [pistis], the one in Christ Jesus.” This is a Greek way of speaking that emphasizes the word trust and shows that the trust is to be in Christ. This idiom comes across poorly in terms of English readability, however. We have left out the article (“the one”) and preserved the base meaning of the Greek, that the trust is to be “in Christ Jesus.”
2Tm 3:16
“All Scripture.” The context defines this as “the sacred writings” (2 Tim. 3:15), so it includes both the Old and New Testament (although the New Testament was not completed by this time). We know the Old Testament is included because it was all that was available when Timothy was a baby and being taught by his mother and grandmother. The fact that Timothy’s mother taught him the sacred writings from the time he was a baby is a testimony to the quality of his upbringing. By the time Paul was writing 2 Timothy, “all Scripture” included the New Testament books that had been written by that point. Jesus referred to the Old Testament as “scripture” (cf. Luke 24:27; John 5:39).
“God-breathed.” The Greek word translated “God-breathed” is theopneustos (#2315 θεόπνευστος), a compound word from theos (God) and pneuō (to breath). Therefore, as Friberg’s lexicon says, strictly it means “God-breathed,” but what does that mean? We believe in the verbal inspiration of the Bible, meaning the original text was actually given by God to the person who wrote it down. This is logical and fits the facts.
That God gave the text of the Bible to the people who wrote it agrees with the testimony in the Scripture itself. For example, dozens of verses say God spoke to the prophets to tell them what to write or what to say (cf. Exod. 6:29; 34:27; Isa. 8:1; Jer. 22:30; 36:1-2, 27-28; Hab. 2:2, etc.). Similarly, Paul said that what he taught he got by revelation from Jesus Christ (Gal. 1:12), and Jesus also told the apostle John what to write (Rev. 1:10-11). Also, there are verses such as 2 Peter 1:21 that tell us that the Bible came from God: “for no prophecy was ever made by an act of human will, but men moved by the Holy Spirit spoke from God” (NASB). If the Bible was not given by God to the person who wrote it down, then all the verses that say it is are wrong, and the Bible’s testimony of itself is wrong.
The prophecies in the Bible show that it was authored by God. Man does not have the ability to tell the future, but God does, and He says that His telling the future is proof that He is God. In Isaiah 41:22-23 and 48:3-5, God points out that idols cannot tell the future, but He is God and He can. The dozens of fulfilled historically verifiable prophecies in the Bible are substantial proof that God authored it.
The historical accuracy of the Bible is another piece of evidence that God authored the Bible. The historical accuracy of the names of people and places, and the accuracy of the events recorded, is far beyond the level of accuracy that people in the ancient world could attain simply by passing information down by word of mouth. The accuracy of the Bible is possible only because it was authored by an “eyewitness” who was present at every event recorded in it, and that eyewitness is God.
Of course, there are passages of the Scripture that are quotations from other writings, but we believe God could have told the writer to use those too, not just that the writer “thought it was a good idea” to include them.
[For more on the trustworthiness of the Bible: John W. Schoenheit, The Bible: You Can Believe It.]
“teaching.” The Greek word is didaskalia (#1319 διδασκαλία), a noun, and it has two primary meanings: It is used of the act of teaching or instruction (as if it were a verb), and it is also used for what is taught, i.e., the doctrine or material that was presented. In this verse, it seems that bringing didaskalia into English as “teaching” was better than “doctrine,” because the wording of the English with “teaching” implies both the fact that “all Scripture” is beneficial to use in teaching (the act of teaching), and also that it is beneficial as “the teaching.” The list here in Timothy is a list of actions; teaching, reproof, correction, and training.
[For more on didaskalia see commentary on 1 Tim. 4:13.]
“reproof.” The Greek word translated “reproof” is elegmos (#1649 ἐλεγμός), and in this context, it means to show from the Scriptures that someone is wrong in what they are doing or saying. Louw-Nida defines elegmos as, “to state that someone has done wrong, with the implication that there is adequate proof of such wrongdoing.” There is a textual variant in this verse where at some point elegmos was miscopied to elegchos (#1650 ἔλεγχος), and that variation made it into some Greek manuscripts.
“correction.” The Greek word translated “correction” is epanorthōsis (#1882 ἐπανόρθωσις), and it refers to restoring someone to an upright or right state.
“training.” The Greek word translated “training” is paideia (#3809 παιδεία), and it most often refers to the whole training and education of children, but it can apply to adults as well, which it does here in Timothy. Here in this context, “training” from the Scriptures is necessary because just as children need to be told what is right, all people need to learn from the Scriptures what is right and how to live. We are all children of God with fallen natures and so Paul’s use of the word paideia brings out the humility that people must have to effectively grow in the Lord. Therefore, the purpose of the training is the cultivation of the mind, morals, and godly behavior in general.
2Tm 3:17
“the person dedicated to God.” The phrase “person dedicated to God” is literally “man of God” or “person of God.” “Man of God” or “person of God” is used of people dedicated to God, then in the NT, by implication, to every Christian. It is also used of someone who is devoted to God, that is, a servant of God. A “person of God” can also be a person that God has chosen for a certain task who then gives themself to that task.
 
2 Timothy Chapter 4
2Tm 4:1
“I solemnly charge you.” The charge is a solemn one indeed. There are two witnesses, God and Christ, and in the culture, if you swore by a god and broke the oath the god would avenge it. Furthermore, the basis of the charge is the appearing and Kingdom of Christ. In the biblical culture, it was common to swear by things when making oaths or giving commands. For example, by the Temple or the gold in the Temple, or the altar in the Temple (Matt. 23:16-18). Here, Paul charges Timothy by the appearing and Kingdom of Christ.
“who is going to judge the living and the dead.” Jesus Christ has been appointed by God to judge the living and the dead (see commentary on Acts 10:42).
2Tm 4:2
“preach the word; be ready…reprove, rebuke, exhort.” All five verbs are in the imperative mood and are commands. The situation is dire: Paul was in prison about to lose his life and Nero’s persecution of Christians was severe. Worse, people were being hardened to the truth, as 2 Tim. 4:3 tells us: “For the time will come when they will not put up with the sound teaching.” In these circumstances, Jesus commands us to always be ready, to preach, to reprove, to rebuke, and to exhort.
The five imperative verbs are in a string and are the figure of speech asyndeton, “no ands.” In asyndeton, there is no “and” between the final items in the list, and so the reader quickly moves to the conclusion: “with all patience and teaching!” In this case, the figure asyndeton fulfills two important functions. It lets us know that although there are five things in the list, more could be added. The list is not meant to be exhaustive, it is meant to give us pertinent examples. It also places an emphasis on the conclusion, and thus shows us that in trying to stand firm in the faith and in trying to reach others, we must be patient toward others and try to reach them by teaching the truth.
[For a more complete explanation of asyndeton, see commentary on Gal. 5:22. See Word Study: “Syndeton.”]
“at convenient times and at inconvenient times.” The wordplay on “times” in the Greek text emphasizes the meaning. The Greek sentence in 2 Timothy 4:2-3 has the root word, kairos, in three forms, and reads, eukairōs akairōs…kairos (εὐκαίρως ἀκαίρως…καιρός), “convenient times, inconvenient times…the time will come.” The Greek word kairos (#2540 καιρός) refers to a point of time, which can be past, present, or future; thus “time,” or “moment” (cf. Matt. 11:25), or it can refer to a fixed period of time marked by suitableness; thus favorable time, right time, opportune time, opportunity, or season (cf. 2 Cor. 6:2). It can also refer to a specific and decisive point, often a divinely allotted time or season (Mark 1:15). It is also used of a future period of time marked by some set of characteristic circumstances, as in the last times, the End Times, the Messianic times (cf. Matt. 16:3; 1 Tim. 4:1).[footnoteRef:2856] In these two verses the meaning is to preach now, “at convenient times and at inconvenient times,” because there is a time coming in the future when people will not tolerate sound doctrine. So preach now, while you can. The punchiness of the Greek, if brought into English might be: Proclaim the word: “convenient, inconvenient” or “opportunity, no opportunity,” or “right time, not the right time,” because there is a time coming when no one will listen. [2856:  Cf. Friberg, Analytical Lexicon, s.v. “καιρός.”] 

2Tm 4:3
“doctrine.” The Greek word is didaskalia (#1319 διδασκαλία), a noun, and it has two primary meanings: It is used of the act of teaching or instruction (as if it were a verb), and it is also used for what is taught, i.e., the doctrine or material that was presented.
[For more on didaskalia see commentary on 1 Tim. 4:13.]
2Tm 4:4
“and turn aside to myths.” In its narrower use, the Greek word muthos (#3454 μῦθος) referred to myths, like the Greek myths, and legends. However, the way Paul is using it here in 2 Timothy 4:4, muthos has a wider meaning, referring to things that are not true. People today, including many Christians, are not turning to the ancient mythologies of the world (although a few are!), but they are turning to lies about what is good and godly. Good and godly beliefs and practices are being replaced with perversions when it comes to things like sex and marriage. In those people who distort the truth will be fulfilled the words of the prophet Isaiah: “Woe to those who call evil good and good evil, who put darkness for light and light for darkness” (Isa. 5:20). Christ also taught about the days when good and godly people will be kicked out of churches because of what they believe and teach (John 16:2).
2Tm 4:6
“poured out as a drink offering.” Drink offerings were offered with burnt offerings and sacrifices (Num. 15:1-15). They were additional offerings that went along with the main sacrifice or offering, and that may be Paul’s intention here. Because he is being martyred, executed, and not dying a natural death, he sees his death as an offering, but not the main offering, which was Jesus Christ (cf. 2 Cor. 5:21), but rather as an additional offering to God.
“the time of my departure has come.” It seems at this point that the Lord told Paul he would be executed, in any case, Paul somehow knew it. When Paul was arrested in Rome the first time he was not clear as to whether he would live or die, although he had some confidence he would live (Phil. 1:20-26). That is not the case in this second imprisonment; he made it clear he would die soon. The way Paul handled the fact that he was soon to die is a great example to all Christians. Paul shows no fear or regret for his life, but looks forward to his reward in the future. Barring the Rapture, we will all die, and the way to die like Paul, looking forward to a glorious future, is to live like Paul, putting God first and fulfilling one’s personal ministry.
The historical evidence is that Paul was executed by Nero, and since Nero died in AD 68, that is the longest Paul could have lived. The great fire of Rome was in July of AD 64, and it was at that point that Nero made Christianity illegal. Paul likely went to Rome to defend Christians, but was arrested and then executed, and that was likely in 66 or AD 67. Paul’s first imprisonment in Rome (Acts 28:16-31) was a kind of house arrest. However, when Paul went back to Rome and was arrested, he was placed in a standard Roman prison and had a rough time (tradition says the Marmartine Prison, of which some remnants can be seen today). He wrote from prison and told Timothy not to be ashamed of his situation (2 Tim. 1:8) and that he was suffering (2 Tim. 1:8, 12). He must have been cold because he asked Timothy to bring him his cloak (2 Tim. 4:13), but that does not necessarily mean it would have been winter because Roman dungeons were damp and cold. We know some things about Paul’s death because Ignatius, who was the third Bishop of Antioch and would have possibly known Paul, wrote (about AD 110 ?) that Nero executed Paul in the mid-60s AD. Paul was a Roman citizen, so unlike many other Christians who were crucified (including Peter if we are to believe tradition) or died in the arena, Paul would have been beheaded.
The word “departure” is the translation of the Greek word analusis (#359 ἀνάλυσις), which literally refers to an unloosing, and hence it meant an unloosing, a dissolving or dissolution, or a departure. The meaning “departure” in the Greek language was a metaphor taken from sailing (the Greeks were a maritime nation), when the ropes that tied the ship to the dock were “loosed” and the ship departed and sailed away. However, Paul could well have had in mind the more Semitic meaning, referring to when the ropes that held a tent were unloosed and the tent was taken away. Paul referred to his body being a tent several times (cf. 2 Cor. 5:1).
2 Timothy 4:6-8 are noble words, powerful words, inspiring words. They are words of fact, surely, but so much more than that. They were written to inspire Timothy not to fear death, but to stand firmly for the Gospel in the face of death and until death. Now, some 20 centuries later, they inspire us to do the same. They are words of assurance; that those who are faithful to the Gospel will be richly rewarded.
2Tm 4:7
“I have fought the good fight.” Paul’s statement is powerful and assertive: “I have fought the good fight; I have finished the race; I have kept the faith.” Paul writes, “I have...I have...I have.” There is no false humility here, like people who do notable things for the Lord often say, such as “It was not me, it was the Lord.” Throughout his Epistles, Paul urged people to stand for the Lord, witness for the Lord, walk in purity and obedience for the Lord. Paul understood that even though the Lord gives guidance and provides spiritual energy, it is still people who make up their mind to obey God and stand for the Good News, and on the Day of Judgment it will be people who will be rewarded for being committed and obeying God. Here in 2 Timothy 4:7, Paul boldly states what he has done, and in doing that he shows us that it is not wrong to take credit for the things we have done. Also, he encourages us to be resolved and committed to do what we can for the Lord so that we can say what he said at the end of his life.
The phrase, “I have fought the good fight” can also be translated as “I have contended in the noble contest,” since the words usually translated “fought…fight” can also be referring to an athletic contest, and evidence for that translation may be the second phrase, “I have finished the race.” But life is both a contest and a fight against evil, and both analogies apply.
“I have kept the faith.” The “faith” Paul is referring to is the Christian Faith that has been entrusted to him. Paul guarded and maintained the revelation that he received about what to believe and how to live as a Christian. Others twisted and perverted it, but Paul kept it as it was given to him, and he told Timothy to keep it also (2 Tim. 1:13).
2Tm 4:8
“In the future there is stored up for me.” In saying, “In the future there is stored up for me the crown of righteousness,” Paul shows us that we can trust that the simple statements in the Scripture are true. Many verses say that God will repay and thus reward faithful people for what they have done on earth. Paul knew what he had done for the Lord, and he knew that the Lord promised rewards to those who served him and were faithful to him. Paul knew he was one of those faithful servants, and so he speaks with confidence, saying that “there is stored up for me” a reward.
Faithful Christians should be as sure of their future rewards as Paul was. It is not difficult to be an obedient, faithful Christian, but it does take some resolve. But the rewards will be so grand and so magnificent that it is worth some sacrifice here on earth to get them. Every Christian should resolve themselves to live in such a way that they can say like Paul, that in the future there is stored up for me a reward for my work on earth. Many verses in the Bible teach that people will receive in the next life what they deserve based on what they have done in this life (e.g., Job 34:11, Ps. 62:12; Prov. 24:12; Jer. 17:10; 32:19; Ezek. 33:20; 44:10-16; Matt. 5:11-12, 19; 6:1; 10:41-42; 16:27; 18:1-4; 25:14-29; Rom. 2:6; 1 Cor. 3:10-15; 9:24-27; 2 Cor. 5:10; Col. 3:23-25; 1 Thess. 4:6; Heb. 11:24-26; 2 John 1:8).
“crown of righteousness.” The “crowns” are special rewards that will be given out in the future Messianic Kingdom, and the New Testament mentions five crowns that God will give to those people who deserve them. The crown of righteousness is given to those who “have longed for his appearing.” Some Christians are so well-adjusted to this world that it really does not make much difference to them when Christ comes back. They are usually healthy and have comfortable lives, and they do not see how the Lord coming back would really help them. There are also Christians who do not have a strong desire to live a godly and obedient lifestyle, perhaps because doing so will bring them persecution (“In fact, everyone who wants to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted”—2 Tim. 3:12). Many of these Christians do not want Christ to return because they do not want to quit their sin or face Christ on the Day of Judgment. However, there are Christians who try hard to obey God and do His work on earth, and these Christians are usually persecuted in some way and upset about the ungodliness of this world. Those Christians “long for” Christ to return from heaven and set up his kingdom, and they will be rewarded with the crown of righteousness.
[For a summary of all the crowns and more information on the incorruptible crown see commentary on 1 Cor. 9:25. For information on the crown of boasting see commentary on 1 Thess. 2:19. For information on the crown of life see commentary on James 1:12. For information on the crown of glory see commentary on 1 Pet. 5:4. For more information on rewards and punishments in the future kingdom, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10, “good or evil.” For more information about Christ’s future kingdom on earth, which is when the blessings of most of the rewards and crowns will be clearly seen, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
“on that day.” The Day of Judgment.
“have loved.” The Greek is agapaō (#25 ἀγαπάω), and in this case, it carries the sense of “have longed for.” However, it is not just an emotional longing or “love.” The Greek verb agapaō refers to a love or longing that is anchored in trust and obedience to God. Jesus said, “If you love me you will keep my commandments” (John 14:15). The person who “loves” Jesus’ appearing demonstrates that love by being obedient to God. The verb agapaō is in the past tense as though it is referring to an event that has already occurred. But Paul is clearly pointing to the future return of Christ. The reason for the past tense is that Paul is addressing the reality that when Christ returns it will be those who loved his appearing who will receive the same crown as he will. Thus, Paul is writing from the viewpoint of the day Christ returns and those who will be receiving the crown at that time.
2Tm 4:11
“Only Luke is with me.” Luke must have just recently arrived, because when Paul had his first trial no one was there to support him, and if Luke was there he would have supported Paul (2 Tim. 4:16).
2Tm 4:13
“and also the scrolls, especially the parchments.” The nature of these books and parchments, and why Paul would want them, has been discussed for centuries without any certain conclusion. Some commentators say that Paul would have wanted to spend his last days reading and meditating on the Word of God, and that is entirely possible. Others have said that Paul might have wanted them to help with his trial, to show that what he had written and what the other scrolls of the Bible said was not subversive to the Roman government. However, that argument seems less likely because the Roman government was deeply steeped in idolatry and sexual immorality, and Paul had certainly written against those things, so they would not have helped at his trial.
One possibility that most commentators do not mention is that Paul knew he was going to die (2 Tim. 4:6-7), and was deeply concerned about the Word of God living on (2 Tim. 2:2). This was especially the case since Christianity was illegal in the Roman world (Nero made it illegal in AD 64 after the Great Fire of Rome), and much of Paul’s own work had been rejected by many believers, especially Jewish believers (cf. 2 Tim. 1:15; Acts 21:24; Gal. 5:7-12). Therefore it seems that Paul would be very interested in promoting his writings, and placing them in the proper order in the canon of Scripture (which presumably is the order in which they appear in our Bibles today). Even though Paul was in a Roman dungeon, he still had faithful followers who supported and helped him, and who would have continued his work (2 Tim. 1:16; 4:11, 21). They would have passed down what he taught about his writings and how they fit into the “big picture” of the Bible.
It is a common misconception among non-believers that the Bible is in some way incomplete, i.e., that it has books missing. The 66 books that compose the modern Bible are known as the “canon,” a theological word that basically means, “the books of the Bible officially accepted as Holy Scripture.” Some people who doubt the Bible think that in the centuries after Jesus Christ, church councils built the canon of the Bible by arbitrarily choosing the books they thought should be included, and excluding the books they did not like or that did not fit their theology. Furthermore, these Bible-doubters usually go on to assert there are many other books that should be in the Bible, and they sometimes refer to these books as the “lost books” of the Bible.
Before addressing the issue of whether or not any God-breathed books were left out of the Bible, I would like to make a personal observation. I have had the opportunity to personally speak with people who subscribe to the theory that there are lost books of the Bible, and I have noticed that those people who criticize the Bible by claiming it is incomplete do not conduct their lives according to the books that are included in the Bible. This is hypocritical because if the Bible is missing books, then the parts we do have become especially valuable. If pirates have most of a treasure map, they do not throw it out because it is missing a piece. Instead, the part they have becomes even more valuable and they study it with great intensity so they can find the treasure. Critics of the canon do not live by the books that are included in Scripture. Almost without exception, they use the theory of the “missing books” to ignore what the Bible says about how to live. It seems clear they are not trying to restore a faulty document but instead are looking for an excuse to ignore the Bible, and they find that excuse by questioning the canon.
The Church did not “create” the canon as the critics assert; rather, they recognized it. Godly men and women have always recognized that God speaks to people, and God gave the Scripture to people so they would know Him and obey Him. That is why the Bible is said to be “God-breathed” (2 Tim. 3:16). But from the time God first spoke His Word to people and told them to write it down, there have been other writings that were not “God-breathed.” So, for example, enough books were circulating in the ancient world that Ecclesiastes, which was written more than 900 years before Christ, says, “Of making many books there is no end” (Eccl. 12:12). Some of the books that existed in biblical times contained material substantiating Scripture. A few of these are mentioned in the Bible, including, “the Annotations of the prophet Iddo” (2 Chron. 13:22), “the Book of the Annals of Solomon” (1 Kings 11:41), and “the annals of Jehu” (2 Chron. 20:34). Even though these books are mentioned in the Bible and supported it, they are still not “God-breathed,” and are left out of the canon. They are lost to us today precisely because the people of the time knew they were not “God-breathed,” so they did not carefully preserve them and pass them down from generation to generation as they did with what they recognized to be the God-breathed Word.
Before “books” were invented, Scripture was kept on scrolls. Scrolls existed thousands of years before the common book format we are used to today. Book format came into use around the time of the writing of the New Testament. Since the pages of a “book” could be written on both sides, paper was conserved, and furthermore, books were easier to read and carry than scrolls. Before the book format was invented, the larger individual writings in the Bible (such as Genesis, Joshua, Isaiah, and Jeremiah) were usually kept on individual scrolls, while it was customary to write several of the smaller books, such as Joel, Amos, and Obadiah, on one scroll.
People who criticize the canon try to make it seem as if all the scrolls of the Bible, as well as dozens of other scrolls, were just “floating around the Christian world” until some church committee, hundreds of years after Christ, decided to put some of them together and make one official book. That is not what happened. By the time the individual books of the Bible were bound together as one book, they had been read, revered, loved, preserved, and recognized by generations of believers as truly being “the words of God.” This is clear in the Bible itself. The religious authorities, the people, and Jesus Christ recognized the Law, the Prophets, and the Scripture or holy writings (Matt. 5:17; 7:12; 21:42; 22:40; 26:54; Mark 14:49; Luke 24:27, 44; John 1:45; 5:39; 7:38; 19:24; Acts 13:15; 17:11; 18:28; 24:14). In other words, the Jews, and then the Christians, made a distinction between writings that were the Word of God and writings that were not, and those that were from God were referred to as the Scripture. In contrast to the God-breathed Word, the non-canonical books were known by the community of believers to not be from the mouth of God, so they were not referred to as Scripture and were not included in the canon.
God had the whole Bible in mind when He first told Moses to write His words on a scroll, translated “book” in most versions (Exod. 17:14). The writings of Moses were known as “the Book of the Law of Moses” (Josh. 8:31). The fact that the Law of Moses was recognized to be “the words of God” throughout Israel’s history, including the time of Christ, shows that the books which were recognized by the people were carefully preserved and handed down, not just as history or nice prose, but as the Word of God. The same was true for the psalms of David, the proverbs of Solomon, the prophecies of Isaiah and Jeremiah, etc. By the time Church councils undertook the task of compiling all the loose books into a single volume, the books that were, and had been for years, considered as “the Word of God” were well-known and loved in the Christian community despite the fact that there were, as there always have been, naysayers, doubters, and detractors.
There are reliable tests that have been used to determine whether or not a book is a part of the canon, such as:
1. Was the book originally written by a confirmed prophet of God?
2. Was it accepted by the people of God? Those alive at the time the book was written were the best qualified to know and preserve it and pass it down.
3. Does the message fit into the “big picture” of Scripture?
4. Is it prophetic?
5. Does it have in it the power of God to change a person’s life?
There is a very good reason why Christians do not include the “lost books” in the Bible—they are not Holy Scripture. The people who wrote them were not accepted as “holy men of God” in their own generations, like people such as Moses, Samuel, Peter, and Paul were. Furthermore, reading and studying the non-canonical books shows they are not “God-breathed.” They were not accepted as the Word of God at the time they were written. They are full of historical inaccuracies, fanciful stories, outright falsehoods, and they almost always contradict other parts of Scripture. But, since most Christians do not have a good grasp of the contents of the Holy Bible, and furthermore have only likely heard of the “lost books” of the Bible but have never actually read them, it is easy for them to think that some council thousands of years ago left out a book or two of the Bible.
The “lost books” are also known for containing accounts of miracles that have no godly purpose or redeeming value. The non-canonical books have “fatal flaws” that reveal they are not the Word of God. As stated previously, there is a reason the “lost books” are not included in the canon of Scripture: generations of Christians and Christian scholars have read them and realized they did not come from God.
Another way God has kept His Word pure is by intertwining and cross-referencing the books of the Bible and the biblical characters. With the exception of the book of Esther, every single book of the Old Testament is either quoted or referred to in the New Testament. The phrase “It is written,” followed by a quotation or reference to the Old Testament occurs more than 60 times in the New Testament, and there are many other quotations that are not so specifically referenced. Also, in both the Old Testament and the New Testament many of the writers knew of each other and even referred to each other. Daniel and Ezra both mention Jeremiah; Ezra refers to Haggai and Zechariah; Nehemiah wrote about Ezra; The books of Kings and Chronicles mention many of the prophets; Moses, Joshua, and Samuel are mentioned in many of the books; Job is mentioned in Ezekiel and James; Noah is mentioned in ten books besides Genesis; Peter wrote about Paul; Paul mentions Peter, Mark, and Luke; the book of Acts (written by Luke) mentions the apostles and Paul, and on and on. In contrast to this extensive cross-referencing system showing that the people of God knew of, loved, and respected each other, the non-canonical books are not cross-referenced in this way.
It is easy for the critic to say the Bible is an arbitrary collection of books. However, anyone who actually reads and studies the canon of Scripture will be able to conclude what thousands of scholars who are concerned about the purity of the Bible and the validity of the canon have discovered and rediscovered: the canon found in the modern protestant versions of the Bible, with 66 books from Genesis to Revelation, can be confidently trusted as “the Word of God.” Montague R. James correctly concludes: “…there is no question of any one’s having excluded them [the apocryphal books] from the New Testament, they have done that for themselves”[footnoteRef:2857] [2857:  M. R. James, The Apocryphal New Testament, xi-xii.] 

One point we should keep in mind is that as long as “Scripture” was a collection of scrolls, there did not have to be a “proper order” for them to be kept in. There was a general sense of their chronology, but they were stored as individual scrolls. Also, local leaders were more able to keep scrolls that were not strictly Scripture but were supportive of Scripture or even just well-liked, in the scroll depository in the Synagogue or Church without causing much problem. That all changed with the invention of the “book” (technically called a “codex”) around the end of the first century. Now a proper order for the books had to be decided upon (a subject which is actually still debated), and books that were simply well-liked could not be bound together with the God-breathed books and would have to be excluded. This process certainly caused some debates, but the overall outcome—the creation of the modern canon—has been confirmed and reconfirmed by hundreds of years of godly Christian scholars who, like other good Christians, want to separate books that are “God-breathed” from those that are not.
2Tm 4:14
“Alexander the coppersmith.” The name Alexander was common, and this description does not fit any other Alexander mentioned in the New Testament. The man is unknown to us but was known to Timothy.
“the Lord will repay him according to his works.” This is not a threat or a curse. It is a sobering statement of fact. Also, this is not referring to being repaid in this life. Paul was about to be executed by Rome, and that certainly was not the Lord “repaying” Paul for his godly works. Every human will be repaid for the works they have done on the day when they are judged by the Lord. People who have done godly things will be rewarded, while people who have done ungodly things will be punished.
[For more on people being rewarded or punished, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10, “good or evil” and also see commentary on Rom. 2:5.]
2Tm 4:17
“and so that all the Gentiles could hear.” Paul was called to bring the Word to the Gentiles, and he did until his last days.
“and I was rescued out of the mouth of the lion.” This is likely very literal, and Paul survived his first trial and was not thrown to the lions in the arena.
2Tm 4:18
“The Lord will rescue me from every evil work.” Paul did not think he would escape death (2 Tim. 4:6), and he did not escape it. He was executed by Nero, apparently a short time after writing 2 Timothy. What Paul means by the sentence “The Lord will rescue me from every evil work and will save me for his heavenly kingdom” is that Paul will experience the ultimate “rescue” and salvation: he will die and will receive everlasting life. When the Lord comes to rescue and save believers, the living believers will be changed and the dead believers will be raised (1 Thess. 4:15-17; 1 Cor. 15:51-52), and believers will be given new, everlasting bodies (Phil. 3:21) and the Lord Jesus will rule the earth, so in that way we will indeed be “rescued” from every evil work and saved. That “rescued” and “saved” in 2 Timothy 4:18 both refer to the ultimate “rescue” and salvation is the consensus of modern conservative scholars (cf. R. C. H. Lenski, The Interpretation of St. Paul’s Epistles; Robert Yarbrough, The Pillar New Testament Commentary: The Letters to Timothy and Titus; George W. Knight III, the New International Greek Testament Commentary: The Pastoral Epistles; William D. Mounce, Word Biblical Commentary: Pastoral Epistles; and the list could be greatly expanded).
“will save me for.” Jesus Christ will save those who believe in him. The translation “save” is from the Greek verb, sōzō (#4982 σῴζω), “rescue, save.” Paul will be fully saved at the same time he is rescued; when the Lord Jesus comes back.
“for his heavenly kingdom.” Unfortunately, the phrase “his heavenly kingdom” has been misunderstood to mean “his kingdom in heaven,” as if heaven is the location of the kingdom. But the kingdom of Christ will be on earth. Jesus Christ will come from heaven with his army and conquer the earth (Rev. 19:11-21). Then he will rule the earth (cf. Ps. 2:8; 72:8-11; Dan. 2:35; 7:14; Mic. 5:4; Zech. 9:9-10). That is why the meek will inherit the earth and reign on it (Matt. 5:5; Rev. 5:10). The fact that God gives Christ the authority to rule along with all the heavenly qualities of the kingdom, such as no hunger, no disease, no war, and no ungodly leadership, will make Christ’s kingdom heavenly indeed.
[For more on Christ’s kingdom on earth, see appendix 5, “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
2Tm 4:19
“Greet Prisca and Aquila.” This is good evidence that 2 Timothy was written to Timothy when he was still in Ephesus, as he was in Ephesus when he received the Epistle 1 Timothy (cf. 1 Tim. 1:3), and there is no evidence he left there. Prisca (also called “Priscilla”) and Aquila met Paul when he came to Corinth, where they were living (Acts 18:1-3). They moved to Ephesus when Paul traveled there (Acts 18:18-19), but later moved back to Rome, their original home (1 Cor. 16:19; Acts 18:2). It seems clear that when Nero started the persecution of Christians in Rome in AD 64, they moved back to a place with which they were familiar, Ephesus, and so Paul sent greetings to them via Timothy (2 Tim. 4:19).
2Tm 4:21
“Claudia, and all the brothers and sisters.” The Greek text is “brothers,” but that often includes men and women, so we added “and sisters” for clarity. This is one of the verses in the Bible that clearly shows that the Greek word “brothers” can, in some contexts, refer to a mixed group of men and women. In this case, it refers to the believers in Rome. Here in 2 Timothy 4:21, “Claudia,” a woman, is named along with Eubulus, Pudens, and Linus, and the four of them were people of great standing in the Church. In fact, tradition says that Pudens became the bishop of Rome. It would not make sense to name a mixed group of male and female leaders in the Church and then add “all the brothers” if the “brothers” excluded women.
[For more on brothers and sisters, see Word Study: “Adelphos.” For more on women’s involvement in the early church, see Appendix 11: “The Role of Women in the Church.”]
2Tm 4:22
“your spirit...you all.” In the Greek text, the first “your” is singular, referring to Timothy, while the second “you” is plural, all the believers in Ephesus, where Timothy was.


Titus Commentary
Titus Chapter 1
Tit 1:1
“for building up.” This phrase comes from the Greek preposition kata, which often refers to a standard or norm and can be translated as “according to.” However, when kata is being used to denote an intention or goal to be reached, it is better translated as “for,” “for the purpose of,” or “to.”[footnoteRef:2858] In this case, the purpose of Paul’s ministry seems to be the building up of the believers in their trust and knowledge rather than the goal of bringing God’s chosen to salvation. The scope of Titus seems to more clearly be to strengthen the believers with a secondary purpose of bringing people to the point of salvation rather than the other way around. [2858:  BDAG, s.v. “κατά.”] 

“that leads to godliness.” The Greek is κατά εὐσέβεια, and it can either mean “in accord with godliness” (a descriptive phrase meaning the truth is godly), or the kata can refer to the result, and thus the phrase could be saying that godliness is a result of truth, or more clearly, that the truth produces godliness[footnoteRef:2859]or leads to godliness.[footnoteRef:2860] [2859:  Cf. W. Mounce, The Pastoral Epistles [WBC].]  [2860:  Cf. P. Towner, The Letters to Timothy and Titus [NICNT].] 

This is an example where we lose something when we translate from the Greek to English. There is a double meaning in this verse, an amphibologia, because it is clear that truth is indeed godly, and that certainly is part of what Paul is communicating. However, the greater truth in this verse seems to be that the truth produces godliness in us. That truth and godly behavior are connected and the rejection of truth and evil are connected is a theme in the Epistles of Paul (1 Cor. 5:8; 13:6; Eph. 5:3-4; 5:8-10; 2 Thess. 2:13; versus Rom. 1:18, 2:8; Gal. 5:7; 2 Thess. 2:10, 12; 1 Tim. 6:5; 2 Tim. 2:18; 3:8).
[See Word Study: “Amphibologia.”]
Although many versions simply have the phrase, “the truth that is according to godliness,” that is not at all clear in English. The ordinary meaning of the English refers to the godly nature of truth, and in that case, it seems it would be better to do what The Source New Testament does and simply use the phrase, “godly truth.”
Tit 1:2
“life in the age to come.” This is the everlasting life that begins with the new Messianic Age, the Millennial Kingdom.
[See Appendix 1: “Life in the Age to Come.”]
“before the ages began.” The Greek is literally, “before the times of the ages” (cf. YLT; 2 Tim. 1:9). This phrase has been the subject of much discussion. The primary question is whether the Greek refers to time before mankind, i.e., in the eternal purpose of God,[footnoteRef:2861] or to ages during the time of humanity, from Adam forward.[footnoteRef:2862] It makes some sense that this is referring to the time since Adam. The verse says that we are “in hope” of everlasting life in the Age to come. Why would we be? Because God, who never lies, promised it. But to say God promised it within himself, in His own purpose, seems to skirt the meaning of “promise.” It seems clear that the reason we can believe the promise for us is that God actually made the promise to people before us. The promise of the Messiah who would get rid of evil was first made after Adam sinned (Gen. 3:15), then further enlarged and clarified throughout the Old Testament. The alternate understanding would be that this does refer to a promise that God made within Himself, and if that is the case, in essence, the phrase means, “before the Ages.” [2861:  Cf. Hendriksen and Kistemaker; W. Mounce; “before time began” (HCSB).]  [2862:  Cf. Robertson; Lange; “ages ago” (RSV).] 

Tit 1:3
“by the command of.” The Greek is a technical phrase that means “by the command of; by order of.” See commentary on 1 Timothy 1:1.
Tit 1:4
“with respect to our common faith.”Kata is here translated “with respect to,” see BDAG def. 6: “denoting relationship to something, with respect to, in relation to.” Titus is Paul’s true child in relation to the faith, which is their common faith. We have added “our” in italics to best capture the meaning of the Greek phrase. Paul is not speaking of “a” common faith, or saying the Christian Faith is “common,” rather he is saying it is common between him and Titus, it is “our” common faith (cf. NIV, NRSV, HCSB, NAB, NJB).
Tit 1:5
“I left you in Crete.” It seems that Paul visited Crete after his imprisonment in Rome, so this visit occurred after Acts 28.
Tit 1:6
“blameless.” The Greek word is anegklētos (#410 ἀνέγκλητος), and it means without having a legal charge against you. It is very important that a minister live according to the laws of the land. A minister is not to risk getting caught breaking the law and thus bringing a charge against himself and also besmirching Christianity. This word occurs here and in Titus 1:7 and 1 Timothy 3:10.
“the husband of one wife.” This command directs a leader to be “a one-woman man.” He is to have only one wife, not multiple wives (or women), while female leaders are not to have more than one man in their life. This command does not forbid divorcees from being in leadership (see commentary on 1 Tim. 3:2).
“having children who believe.” This would normally apply to children who live in the house, not to older children who are married and on their own. Boys would usually marry or join the army by age 16, while girls would ordinarily marry somewhat younger. It was an important part of a parent’s job to raise their children to be believers and valuable family members, and a parent who had children in the house that were out of control generally meant that he or she was not qualified to be a leader in the church.
“reckless actions.” This word is translated in many different ways. It appears as “riot” (KJV), “wildness” (HCSB), “disorderly conduct” (NJB), “dissipation” (NASB), “debauchery” (ESV), etc., (see its use and context in Eph. 5:18; 1 Pet. 4:4). The Greek is asōtia (#810 ἀσωτία), referring to the sort of “behavior which shows lack of concern or thought for the consequences of an action—‘senseless deeds, reckless deeds, recklessness’” (Louw-Nida). The translation “reckless actions” well denotes such an attitude of action without concern about the consequences.
Tit 1:7
See commentary on 1 Timothy 3:3.
“not arrogant.” The Greek is me authadēs (me means “not,” and authadēs is #829 αὐθάδης), from autos, “self” and hēdomai, “to satisfy or please.” It is translated “self-pleasing” in Young’s Literal Translation and “arrogant” in many other versions. It is to be self-pleasing, assuming, or arrogant. The minister is not to be arrogant and overbearing, or pleased with his own way, but is coachable and willing to defer to the judgment of others. He is not determined to get his own way. Towner writes that the word authadēs means, “At the root is a fundamental selfishness that compels one to ride roughshod over others in the effort to satisfy oneself.”[footnoteRef:2863] [2863:  Philip Towner, The Letters to Timothy and Titus [NICNT].] 

“not quick-tempered.” The Greek is me orgilos, “not prone to quick anger.” There are many pressures in Christian leadership and the leader must be one who does not have quick, violent outbursts.
“not eager for dishonorable gain.” The Greek is me aischrokerdēs (me is “not,” and #146 αἰσχροκερδής) and means, “not eager for dishonorable gain.” This refers to all kinds of gain, not just money. Of course, it does include money, and historically there have been many ministers who have laid guilt trips on people, or bullied them, or threatened them, to get money. However, the phrase also refers to other kinds of gain that can be acquired in a dishonorable manner, such as gaining popularity by adulterating the Gospel to attract more people to the congregation. Greed for money, power, recognition, etc., can cloud the mind and ruin the ministries of Christian leaders.
Tit 1:8
“hospitable.” See commentary on Romans 12:13.
“loving what is good” is philagathos, liking (or loving) that which is good.[footnoteRef:2864] This word occurs only here. The Christian leader likes good, and good things, and his entire life reflects that fact. This is not just “liking good people,” or being a friend.” It is liking, or “loving” good, i.e., good versus evil. Because he likes what is good, there are no evil or immoral activities in his personal life or “recreational life.” The minister of God does not like or participate in sinful activities. They are just not something he likes. Philagathos also implies that a leader would pursue that which is good. “‘Love for what is good’ describes the leader generally as one inclined to pursue things and people that are virtuous, inherently good.”[footnoteRef:2865] [2864:  Louw and Nida, s.v. “φιλάγαθος.”]  [2865:  Towner, Letters to Timothy and Titus [NICNT], 689.] 

“righteous.” The Greek is dikaios (#1342 δίκαιος), which means righteous, upright, honest, just, law-abiding. The leader must be honest, just, and law-abiding in his life. He is often called on to judge things in other people’s lives, and living an upright life gives him the clear vision to make judgments as Christ would make them. (See commentary on Rom. 3:22).
“pure.” The Greek is hosios (#3741 ὅσιος), devout, pure, dedicated, holy. When used of people, it is used of those who observe their duty to God and fulfill their obligations to Him. Richard Trench writes, “The hosios is one who reverences these everlasting ordinances and admits his obligation to them.”[footnoteRef:2866] Hosios is used of those who live right before God. Hosios has a range of meanings. It can refer to people who are devout (Titus 1:8), or to things that are “pure” (“pure hands” 1 Tim. 2:8), or “sacred” (Acts 13:34, “sacred promises”). Trench points out that in classical Greek, hosios was used more often of things than of people. Hosios also sometimes refers to the outward standard of that which constitutes holiness, and in those cases “holiness” may be the best translation even though an English reader cannot tell it from hagios [#40 ἅγιος, “holy”].[footnoteRef:2867] Hosios is also used to refer to the inner nature of God and Christ, which is pure and devout. God always manifests outwardly His inner holiness. [2866:  Trench, Synonyms of the New Testament, 327-333.]  [2867:  Cf. BDAG, s.v. “ὅσιος.”] 

After saying that in biblical Greek the meaning of hosios remained faithful to its classical roots, but was intensified, Trench writes: “The Septuagint draws a striking distinction between hosios [#3741] and hagios [#40, “holy”]. Although hosios is used 30 times to translate [the Hebrew word] hasid, and hagios is used nearly 100 times to translate [the Hebrew word] qados, hosios is never used for the latter or hagios for the former.” This shows us that in the mind of the ancient Jews, there was a clear distinction between the character quality of “holy” (hagios) and the outward actions that made one hosios, “devout, pure, dedicated.”
Although hosios gets translated as “holy” in most English Bibles, that often causes a loss of meaning in the text because of the distinction in meaning between hagios (#40 ἅγιος), which we usually translate as “holy,” and hosios, “devout.” While it is true that “holy” (#40 hagios) can refer to a behavior, it more properly refers to a quality. Holiness is a quality of God. God is holy (Isa. 6:3) and one of His titles is “the Holy One” (Job 6:10; Prov. 9:10). When people are set apart in God’s sight, and especially so as Christians, who are born of God (1 Pet. 1:23) and are partakers of His divine nature (2 Pet. 1:4), they are “holy” too. Believers share the state and quality of God’s very character: holiness. As well as being “holy” (#40 hagios), we are also to be “devout” (#3741 hosios), and actively and outwardly show our devotion and dedication to God. Nevertheless, there are times when the best English translation of hosios is “holy” because we lack a good English equivalent, and sometimes words like “pure” or “devout” do not carry the meaning of the Greek as well as “holy.”
Being hosios is necessary for a Christian leader. The leader must be willing to get the work of the Lord done. But leaders will not be able to do that without the active involvement of the Lord in their life, and unholiness and ungodliness limit how the Lord will work with a minister. To be truly successful, the minister of God must have God’s daily support, which is His grace. Salvation-grace is unconditional in nature: God promises it to anyone who obeys Romans 10:9 and takes Jesus Christ as Lord. However, the grace a minister needs to truly be successful is conditional, not unconditional. “God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble” (1 Pet. 5:5). Being “devout,” “dedicated,” and “pure” spring from inner humility and shows in the outward life of the minister.
“self-controlled.” The Greek is egkratēs (#1468 ἐγκρατής) from the root word kratos, “power.” It is used of the person who has power over himself. In the Greek literature, it was often used of the person who was self-controlled regarding sex, although it includes self-control in general. The minister is one who controls his life and environment. He is a self-starter and disciplined in his personal life. This is the noun form of the adjective, which is the fruit of the spirit “self-control” (Gal. 5:23).
Tit 1:9
“faithful word.” The Devil uses all the resources at his command to get people to abandon the message of the gospel. He uses false doctrines to replace the truth, he tries to get people to water down the truth, and he gets people to be so focused on the practical side of life that they forget the doctrinal side or think it is not relevant or important. The minister of God recognizes the importance of doctrine and the message God has communicated in the Scripture, and holds it firmly. It is the responsibility of a leader to know and contend for the faith. This is not always popular, but it is a sacred trust that leaders have been given.
“as he has been taught.” The Greek is more literally, “according to the teaching,” which refers to the teaching that Titus had been taught. Titus had been taught by at least Paul the apostle, but the ones Titus was teaching were to keep that teaching also.
“doctrine.” The Greek word is didaskalia (#1319 διδασκαλία), a noun, and it has two primary meanings: It is used of the act of teaching or instruction (as if it were a verb), and it is also used for what is taught, i.e., the doctrine or material that was presented. In this verse, we felt “doctrine” was better than “teaching,” because we encourage and refute by the substance of what is taught, “doctrine,” not by the way of teaching. Furthermore, it refers back to the Word, mentioned earlier in the verse.
[For more on didaskalia see commentary on 1 Tim. 4:13.]
“refute those who oppose it.” The minister is not only charged with keeping the deep truths of the faith, he or she is charged with “refuting” those who oppose it. The word “refute” is elegcho, and it has a broad meaning that includes, “refute, reprove, admonish, call to account, expose, correct, demand an explanation.” We chose “refute” for the REV (cf. NIV, NASB, NRSV) because although a minister may not be able to “convince” or “convict” someone with the truth, he can always “refute” the error, which may help someone else listening to believe. “Refuting” someone is not very popular or comfortable in our society, which has rejected the notions of truth and error in favor of “sincerity,” and relationship with others, yet refuting error is very clearly a responsibility of those who say they represent God as His overseers. Many people resist the idea of ministers performing this part of their God-given duty. The minister must graciously bear up under such pressure and press on with the work given him by the Lord to strive to preserve and promote sound doctrine in the Church.
Tit 1:10
“there are many who are rebellious.” The context shows that these rebellious people are believers.
Tit 1:11
“overthrowing.” The Greek word is anatrepō (#396 ἀνατρέπω), and it means “to cause something to be overturned” and thus to “jeopardize someone’s inner well-being.”[footnoteRef:2868] to overthrow, overturn, subvert, ruin, destroy. [2868:  BDAG, s.v. “ἀνατρέπω.] 

God wants everyone to be saved and come to a knowledge of the truth (1 Tim. 2:4). In contrast, the Devil is a liar and the very father of lies (John 8:44). He constantly introduces ideas and opinions into the world that confuse people and cause them to abandon the truth. A major way he does this is by false teachers, so God sternly warns believers to watch out for false ideas and doctrines (Matt. 7:15-20; Titus 1:11; 2 Pet. 2:1-3). Also, God warns teachers that they will be judged more strictly on Judgment Day (James 3:1). Believers will only be able to separate truth from error if they know the truth from the Word of God, which makes it very important that they read and learn the Bible.
“by teaching.” The participle can be causative, and this is an example of that. Here, the present active participle, didaskō (#1321 διδάσκω), means, “by teaching.” Households of believers were being overthrown, led into false beliefs and practices, by false teaching.
Tit 1:14
“instead of paying attention.” The Greek is more literally “not paying attention to.”
“or.” On some occasions, the Greek kai, “and” can be disjunctive, “or.” There seem to be two things Paul is warning about: Jewish myths, and the commandments of people who turn from the truth. Paul is describing two forms of teaching that are contrary to sound doctrine in the faith. Many translations read “Jewish myths and the commandments of people.” However, this can be taken one of two ways: one way is that the Jewish myths and commandments of people are references to the same false teaching dealing with Jewish stories and traditions. The other way to understand the verse is that the Jewish myths and the commandments of people are distinct from each other and the commandments of people have a broader point of reference than only those based on Jewish traditions. The traditions of the Pharisees led to many commandments of people (cf. Matt. 15:1-9; Mark 7:1-13). By the time Titus was written, however, there were many Gentiles in the Church, and they came with their own traditions and commands that were contrary to the truth. So it seems that here Paul would be using the widest frame of reference and not just refer to what the Jews commanded.
Tit 1:16
“but by their works they deny him.” Evil people are often good liars, and most are good at “talking a good talk,” but the works of evil people will reveal who they really are. Jesus knew this and taught that we can recognize evil people by the works they do; the fruit they produce (Matt. 7:15-20).
“detestable.” The Greek adjective translated “detestable” is bdeluktos (#947 βδελυκτός), and it means “detestable, abominable,” and it only occurs here in the New Testament, although the cognate noun occurs twice (Rom. 2:22; Rev. 21:8). The noun also occurs many times in the Septuagint, especially in contexts involving idolatry. To many Christians it is not comfortable to speak of a person being “detestable” to God, we typically like to think that God loves everyone. But to understand that God “loves” everyone we have to understand what God’s “love” is and how it works. God does not “like” evil people; He says that many times in the Bible. God calls out evil people dozens of times in the Old Testament. However, He always “loves” them in the sense that His arms are always wide open to those who repent and return to Him. In fact, He moves first to bring evil people back to Him (2 Chron. 36:15-16; Jer. 7:3-16). But if a person remains evil and unrepentant, God will come against that person in this life, and throw them in the Lake of Fire on the Day of Judgment (Rev. 20:11-15).
“disobedient.” The word “disobedient” clarifies and solidifies the ungodliness of these rebellious (Titus 1:10) people. People can deny God by their works in ways that are hard to exactly pin down; that is, they do things that seem ungodly to people who understand the Word of God but are not breaking a specific command. An example today might be getting high on marijuana day after day and not thinking about ways to serve God or others. But for people to specifically be “disobedient” indicates that they broke specific commands of God, which is almost always the case with ungodly people. They break lots of godly principles, but they also break specific commands of God, which makes them “detestable” to God.
“unfit.” The Greek word can have many meanings and nuances, which explains the large number of different readings in the English versions. However, in this context “unfit” seems to catch the sense of what Paul is saying.[footnoteRef:2869] [2869:  Cf. BDAG, s.v. “ἀδόκιμος.”] 

 
Titus Chapter 2
Tit 2:1
“speak.” The verb is imperative, “you must speak.”
“consistent with.” The Greek could also be translated as “fitting” or “proper,” that is, fitting and proper to God, who sets the rules and standards. What is “fitting” in the world may not be fitting to God. The text is saying that what Titus spoke and taught was to be proper in that it agreed with “sound doctrine,” that is, the doctrine given by God to His people. The Roman world was a gigantic mixture of beliefs, because people from Europe, Africa, Asia, and the Middle East were all represented. So what was “right” to some people was not right to others. However, there is only one God, so in the final analysis, there is only one “right doctrine,” only one right way to think about the basics upon which life is built. There are many things in life that are not regulated by that doctrine, but that does not mean there is not just one right doctrine. For example, Jesus Christ is the only Savior; the Father of Jesus Christ is the only God; the world to come will be the way God describes it, not any other way, and so forth.
“doctrine.” The Greek word is didaskalia (#1319 διδασκαλία), a noun, and it has two primary meanings: It is used of the act of teaching or instruction (as if it were a verb), and it is also used for what is taught, i.e., the doctrine or material that was presented. The word “doctrine” fits better than “teaching” in this context. For more on didaskalia see commentary on 1 Tim. 4:13).
Tit 2:2
“older men.” The Greek word translated older men is presbutēs (#4246 πρεσβύτης), and although it can refer to an older man, a man with the position of elder in the Church, or an ambassador, in this context it refers to old men in the church, men with experience and maturity who should be an example to the younger men. It is worth noting that much in this list agrees with the general sentiment in Roman society of how elder men were to behave.
“dignified.” From the Greek word semnos (#4586 σεμνός). Also used in 1 Timothy 3:8, 11. (See commentary on Phil. 4:8, “honorable.”)
“in endurance.” This list is an asyndeton, the last term does not have an “and” before it.[footnoteRef:2870] That means the list is not a complete list, but there are other things that could be on the list, and furthermore, it is the conclusion of the list that is what is really important (see commentary on Gal. 5:22, “fruit of the spirit”). [2870:  Cf. E. W. Bullinger, Figures of Speech Used in the Bible, 137, “asyndeton,” “no ands.”] 

[See Word Study: “Syndeton.”]
Tit 2:3
“older women.” It is significant that the Bible specifically mentions older women here, because in Roman society older women were often mocked and thought of as gossips, drunks, and desirous of sex with younger men, which was likely true of many Roman women, especially in the upper class. After all, after their childbearing years were over, what could they do in society? Often their husbands were having sex with household slaves—mostly younger women of course—and off at parties where there was alcohol and sex. It was common among the upper class in Rome that the husbands and wives had separate bedrooms, so dallying with the slaves was usually very convenient. Also, the women of the household were supposed to be busy with weaving and sewing, but those things became increasingly difficult with age, and especially in the dim light in most Roman households.
Tit 2:4
“instruct.” The Greek word is related to “wisdom,” and it means to make them wise.
“lovers of their husbands, lovers of their children.” It was simply expected in the ancient culture that women would marry and have children. A primary expectation of women in the Greco-Roman world was that they would love their husbands and children, and this expectation shows up as a praise eulogy on many Roman tombstones, which read like, “So and so loved her husband and her children.”
Tit 2:5
“sensible.” In this context, “sensible” included conforming to the social norms so as not to bring scorn on Christianity. “Sensible” things included maintaining the home, obeying one’s husband, being modest, and being sexually faithful to one’s husband (even though he was not faithful to you).
“caring for their household.” The Greek word is oikouros (#3626 οἰκουρός, pronounced oi-koo-'ros). Oikouros occurs only here in the NT, and it is made from oikos (house) and ergon (work), so in its roots, it refers to one who works at, or for, the home. It refers to someone who works at home and cares for the home and family that lives in it. One who takes care of domestic affairs. It is similar in sense to 1 Timothy 5:14, which says that women are to “rule the household.” The idea is that it takes a lot of work to run a godly household, and God charges the women with that responsibility. It is important to note that the impact of the verse is not “being” at home, but “working.” Work is challenging, and it takes dedication and focus to run a godly home. The challenge, in biblical times and now, is to do the work it takes to make the home a blessing, joy, and success, and not just a place to sleep at night.
While many women work outside the home today and family issues and responsibilities are discussed and divided between the husband and the wife, nevertheless, God created us male and female and there are still overarching responsibilities that follow accordingly. Men are still charged with protecting the home and family, and the woman still is charged with the internal running of the home. However, the culture and state of life in biblical times almost always demanded that a woman stay home. Besides that, in the Roman culture, the ideal wife stayed at home and was quiet, docile, and more or less socially secluded. If a woman did go to the Colosseum, for example, social norms did not allow her to sit in the lower sections with her husband but was escorted by servant guardians to the very upper decks. In fact, respectable women did not usually appear in public and never without an escort. There was no effective birth control, so families were usually large and most women found that for much of their lives they were either pregnant or had little children. A good example is Mary, the mother of Jesus. Jesus had four brothers and at least two sisters (Matt. 13:55-56). That means Mary had at least seven children (if “sisters” meant more than two, then Mary had more than seven).
So if Mary married Joseph when she was 13 (a usual age for girls to be married) and if she gave birth an average of every 18 months (not unusual) then she was pregnant for about 10 years and then nursing her youngest for a couple of years after that, for a total of 12 years, making her 25 when she stopped nursing babies. Then, if her youngest was a girl and married at age 13, we add another 13 years for her to “launch” her last child out of the home, making Mary 38 when her youngest was married and Mary was free of the responsibility of children. By now, in biblical parlance, Mary is not a “young woman” anymore. Between death in childbirth, childhood diseases, and no way to fight disease or infection, the average lifespan for a girl in Christ’s time was in the low 30s (some sources say 32). In comparison, a girl’s life expectancy today in the USA is in the 80s. Beyond that, however, families were very close-knit and as a grandmother, Mary would now have plenty of grandchildren to help with.
Besides mothering responsibilities, work at home was difficult. Just cooking was a herculean job. Water usually had to be drawn from a well or obtained from a local cistern and carried to the house. Firewood had to be gathered and chopped and the fire watched, if the family even had a stove, which would have been a mud-brick oven. Often in the country. the family would just have a fire to cook over. Cooking itself was a chore, and food storage was difficult. All food had to be carefully guarded against insects and vermin (and sometimes thieves). Cooking was just the tip of the iceberg. The family clothing was made by hand. That meant spinning the wool or linen into yarn and then weaving that into cloth. It was a huge job to clothe a family and clothing was very valuable, which is why, bloody as they were, the soldiers wanted Jesus’ clothing and divided it up right at the foot of the cross. Of course, there is much more to running a successful home in the biblical world than just food and clothing, but these are some of the considerations.
If we consider all the things it took to run a successful and profitable household, the women had to be at home working, and the men had to be working outside the home at jobs such as tilling the soil, fishing, or at work at some craft like building and carpentry (like Joseph and Jesus). A successful family was a large family with lots of teamwork, and so God charged the women to be working at their homes.
“defamed.” The Greek verb blasphēmeō (#987 βλασφημέω) means showing disrespect to a person or deity, and/or harming his, her, or its reputation.
[For more on blasphēmeō, see commentary on Matt. 9:3.]
Tit 2:6
“sensible.” In this context, the Roman man must be “sensible” to societal norms, but more so to God’s norms when the two sets of norms clashed. For example, it was socially “normal” for a man to have sex with his slaves as well as his wife, but God’s norms would not allow that.
Tit 2:7
“in all things.” The phrase “in all things” most likely belongs in verse 6 prescribing the young men, “to be sensible in all things,” rather than in verse 7 with Titus “setting an example in all things.” This is the punctuation chosen by the Nestle-Aland Greek text, HCSB, and NJB, although, grammatically the phrase could go with either. The ambiguity of the Greek shows that both are true, nevertheless, there are reasons for preferring the translation in the REV. As Hendriksen and Kistemaker point out, “the fact that this admonition is very brief makes it all the more probable that the phrase “in every respect” belongs here and must not be construed with verse 7.”[footnoteRef:2871] [2871:  Hendriksen and Kistemaker, New Testament Commentary: Exposition of the Pastoral Epistles, 366.] 

“teaching.” The Greek word is didaskalia (#1319 διδασκαλία), a noun, and it has two primary meanings: It is used for the act of teaching or instruction (as if it were a verb), and it is also used for what is taught, i.e., the doctrine or material that was presented. In this verse, we felt bringing didaskalia into English as “teaching” was better than “doctrine.”
Tit 2:8
“and sound speech that cannot be condemned.” An alternate translation of the text is “sound speech that is above reproach,” and this is picked up by some English versions.
“so that those who oppose you.” Although the Greek text is singular, more literally, “he who opposes you,” is not meant to refer only to males, nor is it trying to say that only one person, or one at a time, will oppose you. The sentence is referring to all those individual people who will oppose you, so reading “those who oppose you” catches the sense well (cf. NIV, NLT).
“will be put to shame.” In the honor-shame society of the ancient world (both Roman and Middle Eastern), that enemies of the Gospel would be put to shame was important and very impactful. It would increase the honor of the Christian Faith.
“bad.” The Greek word phaulos (#5337 φαῦλος), translated as “bad,” has a range of meanings and applications that include things that are just “worthless” to things that are decidedly evil and are intended to cause harm. In this case, the idea is to include the whole semantic range. The wise Christian lives in such a way that even their enemies (such as we have here in Titus; “those who oppose you”) have nothing “bad” to say. Of course, anyone can lie or make something up, but that is not what is being discussed here. This verse is not saying to live such that no one can lie about you, that would be impossible. It is saying to speak in such a way that no genuinely bad thing can be said about you.
Tit 2:9
“slaves.” In general, slaves had a bad reputation in the Roman world and were generally thought of as being lazy, argumentative, disobedient, thieves, and liars. So Christian slaves had a wonderful opportunity to show that the Christian Faith had a powerful and life-changing effect on people, and set believers apart from the general population.
“masters.” The Greek is despotēs (#1203 δεσπότης), and means master or lord, and it refers to someone who has legal control and authority over others, such as subjects or slaves (cf. 1 Tim. 6:1; Titus 2:9). See commentary on Luke 2:29.
Tit 2:10
“showing complete faithfulness in that which is good.” It often occurred that Romans who owned slaves demanded a slave to do something that was very ungodly. There is no command, or expectation, that a slave would be commanded by God to obey that command.
“faithfulness.” In the Greco-Roman world, slaves were well-known for being thieves or taking advantage of masters whenever they felt they could get away with it, so Paul exhorting slaves to show completely good faithfulness makes perfect sense. For the translation “faithfulness,” see commentary on 1 Timothy 4:12.
“the doctrine.” The Greek word is didaskalia (#1319 διδασκαλία), a noun, and it has two primary meanings: It is used of the act of teaching or instruction (as if it were a verb), and it is also used for what is taught, i.e., the doctrine or material that was presented. In this verse, “doctrine” fits better than “teaching.”
[For more on didaskalia see commentary on 1 Tim. 4:13.]
Tit 2:11
“bringing salvation for all people.” God’s grace, in sending Jesus Christ to die for the sins of humankind, made salvation available to all people. The Bible gives clear instructions on how to be saved in Romans 10:9: confess Christ as Lord and believe God raised him from the dead. Upon doing that, the person gets “born again,” sealed with the gift of holy spirit, and receives the promise of everlasting life (Eph. 1:13-14).
Tit 2:12
“instructing us.” The Greek word generally refers to the instruction and training of a child.
Tit 2:13
“while we wait for the blessed hope…” Scholars debate the translation of this verse, and the two sides of that debate can be seen in the various translations. Some scholars believe that “glory” is used in an adjectival sense, and that the verse should be translated as in the NIV84: “While we wait for the blessed hope—the glorious appearing of our great God and Savior, Jesus Christ.” Versions that follow suit are the KJV and the Amplified Version. Many other versions, such as the RV, ASV, NASB, Moffatt, RSV, NRSV, Douay, NAB, NEB, etc., translate the verse very differently. The NASB is a typical example. It reads, “…looking for the blessed hope and the appearing of the glory of our great God and Savior, Christ Jesus.” The difference between the translations is immediately apparent. In the NIV84, we await the “glorious appearing” of God, while in the NASB we await the “appearing of the glory” of God our Savior (this is a use of “Savior” where the word is applied in the context to God, not Christ. See commentary on Luke 1:47), i.e., we are looking for the “glory” of God, which is stated clearly as being “Jesus Christ.”
There are a few reasons why the best way to translate this phrase is something like, “we wait for the...appearing of our great God and Savior’s glory—Jesus Christ,” where “Jesus Christ” is the “glory of God,” not God himself. First, God and Jesus Christ are commonly distinguished in Titus. For example, in Titus 1:1 we read, “Paul, a servant of God and an apostle of Jesus Christ,” and in Titus 1:4, “Grace and peace from God the Father and Christ Jesus our Savior.” To Paul, God is clearly someone different from Christ Jesus. Secondly, God is called “Savior” just three verses earlier in Titus 2:10 (also in Tit. 1:3; 3:4), so it would not be out of the ordinary for both “God” and “Savior” to refer to the Father in Titus 2:13. Lastly and most compellingly, Paul speaks of the “grace of God” as a person (referring to Jesus) in Titus 2:11-12. He says, “the grace of God appeared...instructing us to deny ungodliness,” thus, Paul is speaking of the “grace of God” as a person, Jesus Christ. Paul speaks very similarly in Titus 3:4-5 saying, “when the kindness and benevolence of God our Savior appeared, he saved us...” So, again, Jesus is the “kindness of God” which appeared. Jesus is not God, but the kindness of God. Paul consistently uses the “appearing” of an “attribute of God” to refer to Jesus Christ (Tit. 2:11-12; 3:4-5). So when reading Titus 2:13 and Paul again uses the “appearing” of an “attribute (glory) of God,” this should be interpreted just as it is in the other locations, in reference to Jesus Christ. Namely, that Jesus is the glory of God, not God himself. Therefore, “our great God and Savior’s glory” which will appear at the second coming (Acts 1:11) is Jesus Christ.
God’s Word also teaches that when Christ comes, he will come with his Father’s glory: “For the Son of Man is about to come ... in the glory of his Father” (Matt. 16:27). Keeping in mind that what is revealed in other places in the Bible about a certain event often clarifies what is being portrayed in any given verse, it becomes apparent from other scriptures referring to Christ’s coming that the Bible is not trying to portray God and Christ as one God. In this case, the glory of God that we are waiting for is Jesus Christ.
Some Trinitarians say that the grammar of Titus 2:13 forces the interpretation that Jesus is God because of the Granville Sharp rule of Greek grammar. That is not the case, however. The Granville Sharp rule has been debated and successfully challenged. The highly regarded Trinitarian Henry Alford gives a number of reasons as to why the grammar of the Greek does not force the interpretation of the passage to make Christ God.[footnoteRef:2872] [2872:  Henry Alford, The Greek Testament, 3:419-20, entry on Titus 2:13.] 

[For more on the Granville Sharp rule, see commentary on 2 Pet. 1:1.]
The context of the verse helps us to understand its meaning. The verse is talking about saying “no” to ungodliness while we wait for the appearing of Jesus Christ, who is the glory of God. Its purpose is not to expound the doctrine of the Trinity in any way, nor is there any reason to assume that Paul would be making a Trinitarian reference here. It makes perfect sense for Scripture to call Christ “the glory of God” and for the Bible to exhort us to say “no” to ungodliness in light of the coming of the Lord which will be quickly followed by the Judgment (Matt. 25:31-33; Luke 21:36).
[Some further resources on this verse and the doctrine of the Trinity are: Graeser, Lynn, Schoenheit, One God & One Lord; Don Snedeker, Our Heavenly Father Has No Equals, 452-459); Patrick Navas, Divine Truth or Human Tradition, 309-319); Anthony Buzzard and Charles Hunting, The Doctrine of the Trinity: Christianity’s Self-Inflicted Wound, 279-281).]
Tit 2:14
“up for us.” From the Greek preposition huper (#5228 ὑπέρ). An alternate translation could read, “who gave himself in our place.” See commentary on Romans 5:6, “in place of the ungodly...in place of...in our place.”
“to redeem us.” The Greek could also be translated, “to ransom us.” Jesus Christ paid the ransom price by dying for us so believers could have everlasting life.
“to cleanse for himself.” Sin stains people (cf. Jer. 2:22), but the blood of Jesus Christ cleanses us from sin. Here in Titus, we learn that Jesus’ sacrifice not only cleansed us from sin, but that Jesus did it so we could be “for himself,” that is the believer is to be completely a lover of God and Jesus. God and Jesus want to be the sole God and sole savior of believers. Just as in the Ten Commandments God did not want His people to have any other gods, today God and Jesus do not want believers to have other gods and other lords.
“a special people.” The Greek phrase, λαὸν περιούσιον, is a well-known phrase in the Septuagint (Exod. 19:5; 23:22; Deut. 7:6; 14:2; 26:18). Each time it occurs it refers to the way God has selected the nation of Israel to be His special people upon whom He demonstrates His love and goodness. Israel, as God’s special people, is not just the object of God’s love and attention, Israel was to be a holy people, so being holy and God’s special people go hand in hand. This, then, is connected with Titus 2:12 when Jesus gives himself up for us so that he could cleanse for himself a special people.
The Greek word περιούσιον is not found in secular Greek literature outside of the biblical references. It is “not found except in the LXX, prob. Signifying ‘that which is over and above,’ the special portion which a conqueror took for himself before the spoil was divided. …It implies the thought of Christ as the triumphant king.”[footnoteRef:2873] William Mounce translates the verse using “a special people: “who gave himself for us in order that he might redeem us from all lawlessness and cleanse for himself a special people, a zealot for good works.”[footnoteRef:2874] Mounce then says in his commentary, “‘special people’ is an expression used of the nation Israel in the OT…Because God chose Israel to be his special people, they must avoid idolatry (Deut. 12:29ff) and keep His laws (Exod. 19:5; 23:22 [LXX], Deut. 7:6; 14:2; 26:18).”[footnoteRef:2875] The TDNT says, “The only NT instance [of περιούσιον] is in Titus 2:14. Christ’s work of redemption has created for God a people that is a costly possession or special treasure.”[footnoteRef:2876] The Holman Christian Standard Bible (2005) reads, “he gave himself for us to redeem us from all lawlessness, and to cleanse for himself a special people, eager to do good works.” [2873:  Walter Lock, The Pastoral Epistles [ICC].]  [2874:  William Mounce, Pastoral Epistles [WBC].]  [2875:  Mounce [WBC].]  [2876:  Bromiley, Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, s.v. “περιούσιον.”] 

 
Titus Chapter 3
Tit 3:1
“rulers and to authorities.” The designations “rulers” and “authorities” occur together nine times in the New Testament (Luke 12:11; 1 Cor. 15:24; Eph. 1:21; 3:10; 6:12; Col. 1:16; 2:10, 15; and Titus 3:1). Sometimes the rulers and authorities are demons (Eph. 6:12), sometimes they are human rulers (Luke 12:11; Titus 3:1), and sometimes the designations are more general and refer to all rulers and dominions, both spirit beings and human beings (Eph. 1:21). In this context, the “rulers and authorities” are human rulers and authorities.
[For more on the use of “rulers” and “authorities” in the New Testament, see the REV commentary on Eph. 6:12.]
Tit 3:2
“slander.” The Greek verb blasphēmeō (#987 βλασφημέω) means showing disrespect to a person or deity, and/or harming his, her, or its reputation.
[For more on blasphēmeō, see commentary on Matt. 9:3.]
“reasonable.” See commentary on 1 Timothy 3:3.
“meekness.” See commentary on Galatians 5:23.
Tit 3:4
“kindness.” See commentary on Galatians 5:22, “kindness.”
“benevolence.” The Greek word is philanthrōpia (#5363 φιλανθρωπία), and it means affectionate concern for, and interest in humanity,[footnoteRef:2877] “benevolence,”[footnoteRef:2878] “a friendly disposition toward people.”[footnoteRef:2879] Although philanthrōpia refers to the concern and interest that God has for humankind, the idea of “humankind” is built into the meaning and does not have to be expressed separately in the translation. “Benevolence” refers to caring about the well-being of others and doing good for them. The context of Titus 3:4 shows the kindness and benevolence of God expressed in sending Jesus Christ to provide salvation for all who choose to be saved. [2877:  BDAG, s.v. “φιλανθρωπία.”]  [2878:  Thayer, s.v. “φιλανθρωπία.”]  [2879:  Friberg, s.v. “φιλανθρωπία.”] 

“God our Savior.” God is referred to as our Savior in Titus 3:4, while Jesus is referred to as our Savior in Titus 3:6. This is an example of the principle of author-agent in the ancient world and an example of ultimate source and immediate source. God is the author of salvation and is called our Savior many times in the Old Testament (2 Sam. 22:3; Ps. 106:21; Isa. 43:3, 11; 45:15, 21; 49:26; 60:16; Hos. 13:4 ). Jesus is the agent of our salvation, who accomplished our salvation in accordance with God’s will by his death on the cross. There are other titles that apply to both God and Christ as well as Savior, for example, “Lord” (see Word Study: “Lord”), and “King of kings” (see commentary on 1 Tim. 6:15).
Tit 3:5
“righteous works.” The Greek is emphatic, but becomes unclear when translated literally into English. The Greek phrase, ergōn tōn en dikaiosunē (ἔργων τῶν ἐν δικαιοσύνῃ), literally translates as: “works, the [ones] in righteousness.” By making “righteousness” into a noun, it adds emphasis to it in the Greek sentence. It is emphatic, and could be more literally understood as, “not by works, the ones done in connection with [that are connected to] righteousness,” perhaps better expanded for easier reading to: “not by works: those works that are done that are associated with righteousness.” In other words, no one is saved by works; those righteous acts that people do. Those will not save anyone. Given the fact that the emphatic nature of the sentence is usually lost in English, and trying to produce the Greek structure only causes confusion, (what is a “work done in righteousness”?), it seemed much clearer to make “righteousness” adjectival and just go with “righteous works” (cf. NAB, NIV). It is amazing that the Word of God can so clearly in many places tell us that no one is saved by good works, and yet somehow when people do not do righteous works they feel their salvation is in jeopardy.
“on the basis of his mercy.” We cannot be saved on the basis of our works, but we can be on the basis of His mercy. The RSV has “in virtue of his mercy,” which is somewhat archaic vocabulary today, but catches the sense of the passage, and so does The Source New Testament, which has, “due to His mercy.”
“new beginning.” The Greek word is palingenesia (#3824 παλιγγενεσία), this is a compound noun made up of the words palin (#3825 πάλιν), meaning “again,” and genesis (#1078 γένεσις) meaning “origin,” or “beginning.” The Greeks sometimes used the word genesis when referring to birth, because birth is the beginning or origin of our independent life on earth. However, genesis does not technically mean “birth,” and so we must be careful not to confuse genesis (#1078 γένεσις) with gennēsis (#1083 γέννησις), which properly means “birth” (the word gennēsis (#1083 γέννησις) does not appear anywhere in the best manuscripts of the New Testament.
[For more on genesis and gennēsis, see commentary on Matt. 1:18.]
In this context, palingenesia refers to the new beginning, or new origin, that Christians have when they are born again and receive holy spirit. It is one of the three words used for the individual New Birth of a Christian that guarantees the person everlasting life. The other two are anagennaō (#313 ἀναγεννάω), “born again,” (1 Pet. 1:23), and apokueō (#616 ἀποκυέω), “to give birth to” (James 1:18). These three words all refer to the New Birth that happens to the Christian when they make Christ the Lord in his life (Rom. 10:9), at which time the person is “born again.”
When a person gets “born again,” they are not the same person. They are truly “born again,” a brand new “baby,” if you will, because now the person is God’s child. The person has a “new origin” (Titus 3:5), and is a “new creation” (2 Cor. 5:17). They have a new divine nature (2 Pet. 1:4), and that new nature is at war with their old flesh nature (Gal. 5:17). In spite of their sin, the person is “a holy one” (usually translated “saint;” cf. 1 Cor. 1:2), because they have holy spirit sealed inside them (Eph. 1:13), which guarantees their place in the future kingdom of the Messiah on earth.
Palingenesia is also used of the new beginning, or new creation, of the earth in the Messianic Age (cf. commentary on Matt. 19:28).
“renewal by the holy spirit.” When a person takes Christ as lord they get “born again,” which is a new origin, and they are changed by virtue of having holy spirit born inside them. The Greek word translated “renewal” here in Titus 3:5 is anakainōsis (#342 ἀνακαίνωσις), and it means a renewal or a change for the better. Louw-Nida says that “renewal” here is “to cause something to become new and different, with the implication of becoming superior.” Friberg’s lexicon says it is “the action by which a person becomes spiritually new and different.” The TDNT says, “the reference in Titus 3:5 is to the first and unique renewing, the creation of a life that was not there before….”
Titus 3:5 says our new origin and renewal is “by the holy spirit.” It is “by the holy spirit” because when we are born again we receive God’s gift of holy spirit, which is God’s very nature and makes us “partakers of the divine nature” (2 Pet. 1:4). Children have the nature of the parent, so it is logical that when God, who is holy and is spirit, gives birth in us, God’s nature that is born in us is holy spirit. This explains why God’s born-again children are called “holy ones” (usually translated as “saints;” cf. Rom. 1:7). Born-again believers are holy because they have God’s divine and holy nature born in them. Having God’s nature, holy spirit, born inside us makes us into something new, different, and superior to what we were before. So it is the holy spirit that is born in us that gives us “renewal,” that is, makes us into something new.
When we fit Titus 3:5 into the big picture of what happens when people take Christ as Lord (Rom. 10:9), we see that they get “born again” and have a brand new origin that comes from God. We had been “dead due to our transgressions and sins,” but upon getting born again we have a new origin and are “alive together with the Christ” (Eph. 2:5). Titus 3:5 says that God saved us, not because we did good works, but because of His mercy; and He saved us through the cleansing bath of a new origin and being made new and superior by the holy spirit.
[For more information on the New Birth, see commentary on 1 Pet. 1:23. For more on the holy spirit, see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?” For more on our Christian salvation, see Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation.”]
“by.” There is no word “by” in the Greek text. The words “holy spirit” are in the genitive case: “renewal of holy spirit.” This is most likely a genitive of production.[footnoteRef:2880] That being the case, an expanded translation would be, “He saved us through the washing of a new beginning and a renewal produced by holy spirit.” In the salvation process, the “new origin” and the “renewal” are both produced by holy spirit. [2880:  Cf. Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics, 104-106.] 

“holy spirit.” This refers to the holy spirit which is the gift of God.
[For more information on the uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’” For more information on the holy spirit, see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
Tit 3:6
“poured out on us richly.” The terminology that God “poured out” the holy spirit refers back to Joel 2:28 and Joel’s prophecy that a time was coming when the holy spirit would be “poured out” upon people, meaning it would be given liberally. In the Old Testament and Gospels, God only put the gift of holy spirit upon a few people, but the prophets foretold a time when the gift of holy spirit would be liberally given, and that time started on Pentecost in Acts 2. Today, every Christian gets the holy spirit when they are born again. The word “richly” indicates that the spirit would come with many attributes and enablements. Christ referred to it as a “helper” and “spirit of truth” (John 15:26-27; 16:7-15) and said it would glorify and testify about Christ, guide believers into truth, and show us things to come, and we know it does even more than that.
[For more on the gift of holy spirit, see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
“through Jesus Christ.” As the Bible reveals, the gift of holy spirit is given by God to Jesus Christ, to be administered or given to others (Luke 24:49; John 15:26; Acts 2:33; Titus 3:6. See commentary on Acts 2:33). John the Baptist also said it would be Jesus that would baptize in holy spirit (Matt. 3:11; Mark 1:8; Luke 3:16). It was promised in the Old Testament and is referred to as “the promised holy spirit” (see commentary on Eph. 1:13). Titus 3:4-6 shows that God gave the gift of holy spirit to Jesus Christ, who then poured it out upon believers.
Tit 3:7
“declared righteous.” The Greek is dikaioō (#1344 δικαιόω), and it means to “declare someone to be righteous.” It is not that we are “made righteous,” as if simply having faith in Christ made us good people. Rather, because of the work of Christ and our trust in him, we have been “declared righteous” in the sight of God: our sins have been paid for.
[For more on being declared righteous, see commentary on Rom. 3:22.]
“we became heirs with the hope of life in the age to come.” The Greek construction with the preposition kata shows that “the hope of life in the Age to come” is what we have because we are heirs. Although many English versions have something like, “heirs according to the hope…,” that translation is not clear. The Greek preposition kata can point to what we have as an heir. In that sense this construction is similar to that in Galatians 3:29 (see commentary on Gal. 3:29). Quite a few modern versions get the sense of this verse correct, although they word it somewhat differently, e.g., “heirs, with the certain hope of eternal life” (CJB); “heirs with the hope of eternal life” (HCSB); “heirs with the confident expectation of eternal life” (NET); “heirs having the hope of eternal life” (NIV); “heirs with the expectation of eternal life” (The Source New Testament). What Paul is doing by saying that we have “hope of life in the age to come” is pointing out that we do not currently possess the inheritance. The believer looks forward to the eschatological fulfillment of the promise of life in the age to come, at which time their salvation will be complete.
“hope.” This is the use of “hope” as something in the future that will absolutely happen. It is a “confident expectation.” God made promises about our salvation and everlasting life in Paradise, and He will bring those promises to pass.
“life in the age to come.” This is the everlasting life that begins with the new Messianic Age, the Millennial Kingdom.
[See Appendix 1: “Life in the Age to Come.”]
Tit 3:8
“This statement is trustworthy.” See commentary on 1 Timothy 1:15.
“believed God.” This is different than simply “believing in God.” A person can “believe in God” without believing or trusting what God says. Abraham “believed God” (Rom. 4:3) and obeyed him, and that seems to be the emphasis here as well.
“on applying themselves.” Literally, “to take the lead in.”[footnoteRef:2881] Christians are not to be slackers when it comes to good works. We are to excel in them. We do not feel “devote” is the best translation, because it seems too exclusive. [2881:  Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, 4:607-08.] 

Tit 3:9
“speculations.” There is a biblical custom behind this Greek word, zētēsis (#2214 ζήτησις), which can mean “speculations” or “questions.” Greek philosophy was prominent during biblical times, as can be seen by Paul’s reasoning in the Areopagus (Acts 17), and many Greeks speculated about many different things with no positive outcome whatsoever. Also, one aspect of Greek philosophy was the discovery of truth by asking questions, however, this was perverted into a skeptical sort of questioning that did not care to learn truth, but only be disputing. What Paul is warning against here is a nonproductive dispute caused by dishonest speculations and questions.
“genealogies.” The Jews had a great interest in genealogies, and they were important when it was essential to determine who were the priests, who were the Levites, who was of the line of David, etc. In that light, in the Old Testament and Gospels, a person’s genealogy could establish rights and primacy in Israel’s society. However, there is neither Jew nor Gentile in Christ, and any Jewish believers needed to leave arguments about genealogy behind and fulfill their calling as individual members of the Body of Christ.
Tit 3:10
“after admonishing him.” The word translated as “admonishing” is nouthesia (#3559 νουθεσία), and it refers to admonishing, instructing, and warning, not just “warning.” Philip Towner writes, “This [admonition] includes instruction, correction, instruction, and warning with a view to regaining the offender (as in 2 Tim. 2:25-26). More than formal accusation, the process includes corrective teaching in the effort to convince the offender of the ethical or doctrinal error and win him/her back.”[footnoteRef:2882] The goal, and the heart of the Lord, is to win back the person who is divisive, not just to separate him from the rest of the believers. [2882:  Towner, The Letters to Timothy and Titus [NICNT].] 

Tit 3:12
“make every effort.” Paul was telling Titus to come to meet him. “do your best” as in some versions, misses the point here, because that phrase would make it seem okay if Titus did not come but “did his best” to come. “make haste” may even be better than “be diligent” in this context.
Tit 3:14
“learn.” When manthanō (#3129 μανθάνω) is used with the infinitive, it means learn or “learn how” not “learn that.”[footnoteRef:2883] [2883:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. Paul’s Epistles to Timothy, Titus, and Philemon, 946-47.] 

“apply themselves.” (see commentary on Titus 3:8)
Tit 3:15
“are our friends.” The Greek word we translate as “are…friends,” is phileō (#5368 φιλέω). It is hard to translate the Greek verb phileō in this context and keep the English as a verb. If we say, “love,” as most versions do, we lose the meaning of phileō here, and confuse it with agapē love. Phileō love has a deep attachment, like the attachment of true friends, while agapē love does not necessarily have any feeling of attachment at all, which is why we can “love” (agapē) our enemies. We could translate the word, “friendly to us” or “fond of us,” but these seem too weak. Also, the Greek verb phileō is in the present tense. Given that, it seemed that using the phrase, “are…friends” was the best way to bring the meaning of the Greek into the English. For a more complete understanding of phileō, see commentary on John 21:15.


Philemon Commentary
Philemon Chapter 1
Phm 1:1
“a prisoner for the sake of Christ Jesus.” The Greek literally reads that Paul is “a prisoner of Christ Jesus.” This is a simple genitive construction, but the genitive can have many possible meanings. Basically, the genitive can be summed up as one thing relating to another in some way. What Philemon 1:1 is saying on a basic level is that Paul is a prisoner who is in some way related to Christ Jesus.
Philemon 1:1 is an example of a verse that can give the wrong impression when it is translated literally. Normally, if Paul said, “I am a prisoner of Christ Jesus,” we would think that Christ was holding Paul in a prison or jail, but that is not the case. Paul was a prisoner, yes, but he was in prison in Rome and was a prisoner of the Roman Empire. We must remember that Philemon is one of what scholars refer to as Paul’s “Prison Epistles,” because he was in prison when he wrote to Philemon (cf. Phlm. 1:10).
To understand the proper meaning of the genitive phrase “of Christ Jesus” in this context, we need to understand why Paul was in prison. In this case, Paul was in prison because he had preached and taught about Jesus Christ. So here in Philemon, Paul is referring to his imprisonment by Rome being for the sake of Christ, because of his stand for Christ.
“our brother.” The Greek text literally reads, “the brother,” but that could be confusing in English and make it seem like there was only one brother, “the” brother Timothy. Most versions supply “our” in place of the “the.”
“Philemon.” This is the only place in the Bible where Philemon is mentioned by name.
Phm 1:2
“our sister.” The Greek text is literally, “the sister,” but that could be confusing in English and make it seem like there was only one sister, “the” sister Apphia. Most versions supply “our” in place of the “the.”
Phm 1:6
“and I pray.” A new subject has started, which is much clearer in Greek than in English, so the italics help the reader realize that a new subject has started, (cf. Phlm. 4 where the subject starts.) It should be noted that verse 6 has many phrases that can be translated different ways, and when these are combined, this makes for a huge array of different translations. Very reputable scholars differ widely on what the verse is referring to, and we admit that there are several possible meanings.
“your participation in the faith​.” The Greek phrase, (ἡ κοινωνία τῆς πίστεώς σου), can have many different meanings. Some suggested are: “the kindly deeds of charity which spring from your faith” (Lightfoot[footnoteRef:2884]); “the communication [to others] of your faith” (Vincent[footnoteRef:2885]); “your fellowship with other Christians created by faith” (Lohmeyer[footnoteRef:2886]); “communion [with Christ] by faith” (Dibelious-Greeven[footnoteRef:2887]); “the faith in which you participate” or “the participation of other Christians in your faith” (J. Y. Campbell[footnoteRef:2888]). [2884:  J. B. Lightfoot, St. Paul’s Epistles to the Colossians and to Philemon, 2nd ed., 335.]  [2885:  Vincent, Word Studies in the New Testament, 3:516.]  [2886:  Lohmeyer, Kolosser und Philemon, 178.]  [2887:  Dibelious-Greeven, An die Kolosser, Epheser an Philemon, 103.]  [2888:  J. Y. Campbell, Three New Testament Studies, Brill, 18.] 

It seems most logical that Paul is referring to Philemon participating in the Christian Faith by what he does. Given the fact that Paul is exhorting Philemon to take Onesimus back into his good graces, Philemon’s participation in the Faith seems to be a good translation here. The Epistle is not about outreach, and placing an unattached sentence about that here seems out of place, when nothing relates to it before or after.
“is energized.” Paul is writing that Philemon’s fellowship would be energized and that as a result, he would take Onesimus back (Lenski has “energetic” or “active”[footnoteRef:2889]). [2889:  Lenski, Interpretation of Timothy, Titus and Philemon, 957.] 

“us.” The Greek texts have a variant reading, some reading “you” and some reading “us.” The NA 27 goes with “us” since, given the surrounding pronouns, it is the more difficult one. Especially given the context, it would be easier for a copyist to change “us” to “you” than “you” to “us.” Paul is trying to establish a bond with Philemon, and using “us” does that well.
Phm 1:7
“hearts.” The Greek is literally “bowels,” which refers to the emotional center of a person.
[For more information on “bowels,” see commentary on Philippians 1:8.]
Phm 1:8
“bold enough in Christ.” Paul is appealing, not on his personal desire, but to his being “in union with Christ” which includes the will of Christ and his apostolic authority. The Greek word translated “bold” includes freedom and frankness of speech. In asking Philemon to receive his slave Onesimus as a fellow Christian he has to be very respectful because in the honor-shame society of Rome, to ask that someone else does something that they normally might not do could shame them.
Phm 1:10
“Onesimus.” The name Onesimus means “useful” or “profitable,” and it was a common name for a slave in the Roman Empire. Paul places the name in a kind of pun, because he writes Philemon and says that Mr. “Useful” was once “useless” to you, but now he is “useful” to both Paul and Philemon. In Greek, the name Onesimus in Philemon. 1:10 is a different word than “useful” and “useless” in Philemon 1:11, but the meanings of the Greek words carry the pun and make the point.
It is unclear exactly how Paul and Onesimus met. It seems clear that Onesimus was a runaway slave, but exactly how then would they meet? It could have been that Onesimus, realizing that he could be caught by the Romans and executed, remembered Philemon speaking of Paul and sought him out in Rome to be a go-between so he could establish his relationship with Philemon again. It would not have been the case that Onesimus would have been caught by the Romans and put in prison, because Paul was not in prison but was under house arrest, and a fugitive slave would never have been put in that circumstance but would have been treated much more harshly.
Another possibility, one set forward by James Dunn is that Onesimus may have run away specifically to seek Paul.[footnoteRef:2890] This would explain how he could see Paul and yet be of service to him, which meant that he was not under arrest but was free. Being in Philemon’s household, Onesimus would have heard much about Paul and realized how much Philemon valued what Paul said. In fact, he may have even met Paul. If an unresolvable conflict arose between Philemon and Onesimus, it is possible that Onesimus thought that running away and finding Paul so that Paul could be a go-between him and Philemon was his only reasonable course of action. In any case, when Onesimus found Paul and began to dialogue with him, he got born again, and then at some point after that Paul wrote Philemon and sent Onesimus back to him with the letter. [2890:  Dunn, The Epistles to the Colossians and to Philemon [NIGTC].] 

“whose father I have become.” In this context, the word “father” is used in a double sense. First, it refers to the fact that while Paul was in prison, he got Onesimus saved and became his spiritual “father.” Onesimus was not a Christian when he served under Philemon before running away, as we see from Philemon 1:15-16, but he got saved by Paul in prison. Second, the word “father” refers to being a mentor, a father figure. Paul taught Onesimus the Word of God and the fundamentals of being a Christian. He was “useful” to Paul and ministered to him, and was a beloved brother (Phlm. 1:11, 13, 16).
Phm 1:12
“am sending.” An epistolary aorist. Paul wrote the letter which he sent with Onesimus.
“heart.” The Greek is literally “bowels.” [For more on “bowels” see commentary on Phil. 1:8.]
Phm 1:13
“be of service.” It seems clear that Onesimus was not under arrest like Paul was (see commentary on Phlm. 1:10, “Onesimus”). Therefore, he could be of service to Paul in many different ways, from simple service such as running errands to encouraging him in the faith, praying with him, singing with him, etc.
“my imprisonment for the good news.” The Greek text has the “good news” in the genitive case and more literally reads, “my imprisonment of the good news.” In this context, the genitive is a genitive of relation; Paul was in prison due to his relation with the Good News; that is, he was preaching it and defending it.
Phm 1:15
“forever.” From the adjective aiōnios (#166 αἰώνιος), which most versions render “eternal.” For this word see commentary on John 3:16. Aionios can mean “age” as in the Messianic Age, or it can have a strictly temporal meaning of “eternal.” Here the word is used in a specifically temporal aspect. Paul contrasts Onesimus’ absence “for a little while” with having him “forever.”
Phm 1:16
“in the Lord.” See Word Study: “In the Lord.”
Phm 1:18
“charge that to me.” (BDAG, Lenski).
Phm 1:19
“not to mention to you.” This is the essence of what Paul is saying. The Greek is expressed in an ellipsis, and reads more literally, “in order that I may not say to you” (ἵνα μὴ λέγω σοι). Marvin Vincent points out that this is “A sort of elliptical construction in which the writer delicately protests against saying something which he nevertheless does say.”[footnoteRef:2891] Thus, the idea is that Paul is saying, “[I will repay the debt] in order that I do not have to tell you that you owe me your very self.” [2891:  M. R. Vincent, Philippians and Philemon [ICC], 190.] 

Paul is being very kind, but also very forceful. He knows there is a chance that Onesimus has incurred a debt to Philemon—in fact, Paul may know for a fact he had incurred the debt—and Paul is willing to repay the debt. But he is also making sure that Philemon would accept or perhaps even excuse Paul’s payment by reminding Philemon of what Paul had done for him.
Phm 1:20
“in the Lord.” See Word Study: “In the Lord.”
“heart.” The seat of a person’s emotional life. Philemon had refreshed the hearts of others (Phlm. 1:7); now Paul is asking that Philemon refresh his heart too.
[For more on “bowels” see commentary on Phil. 1:8.]
Phm 1:25
“with your spirit.” That is, with you. See commentary on Galatians 6:18.


Hebrews Commentary
Hebrews Chapter 1
Heb 1:1
“having spoken.” The Greek is an aorist participle (lalēsas, λαλήσας) of the common verb laleō (#2980 λαλέω), “to speak.” The aorist participle points to the fact that God continued to speak over the years via the prophets, and is contrasted with the coming of Jesus, when God “spoke” (elalēsen, ἐλάλησεν), an indicative aorist, by His Son. The shift between the aorist participle and indicative aorist gives an air of authority to the life and words of Jesus, and elevates him above the earlier prophets.
“to our ancestors.” The Greek text literally reads, “the fathers.” In the Old Testament, the “fathers” often refer to the patriarchs of Israel—Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob (Exod. 3:15; Acts 7:32; Rom. 9:5) although sometimes, including here in Hebrews 1:1, the word “fathers” is used of “ancestors” in general (Josh. 24:6; Judg. 2:20; 1 Kings 14:22; Prov. 22:28; Luke 1:72; John 4:20; Acts 15:10). God spoke to the people of Israel year after year, century after century, guiding them, informing them, and calling them to Himself.
“through the prophets.” The Greek here represents a Hebrew idiom (represented in Greek by the instrumental dative) and means, “through” the prophets.[footnoteRef:2892] [2892:  G. W. Buchanan, To the Hebrews [AB], 3.] 

“in many parts.” The Greek word translated as “in many parts” is polumerōs (#4181 πολυμερῶς). The way God revealed truth through the prophets was in many parts, pieces, and portions, or perhaps in simpler terms, “bit by bit.” Many of the lexicons and commentators pick up on this.
One of the things about the Bible that is frustrating to many people and keeps them from having a solid understanding of it is that information on any given subject is scattered throughout the Bible. Studying a subject in the Bible is not like reading an encyclopedia on the subject where all the information is in one place. For example, if one wants to study Christ’s Millennial Kingdom, the information about it is scattered in many places around the Bible, and that is true of most subjects in the Word of God; the information is scattered. No wonder God said that to get knowledge and wisdom one must cry aloud for it and search diligently for it (Prov. 2:1-5).
The fact that Hebrews 1:1 is about the information being given in many parts or portions has been understood and written about by many scholars. For example, Friberg references Hebrews 1:1 and has, “in many parts or portions, bit by bit.”[footnoteRef:2893] Louw-Nida has, “pertaining to that which occurs in many parts—fragmentary, in many parts.”[footnoteRef:2894] BDAG has, “of prophetic writing, in various parts.”[footnoteRef:2895] Moulton and Milligan says that polumerōs “denotes ‘in many portions’ as distinguished from, πολυτρόπως [polutropōs], ‘in many manners.’”[footnoteRef:2896] Brill says, “constituted from many parts.”[footnoteRef:2897] E. W. Bullinger has, “consisting of many parts, manifold, by many fragments.”[footnoteRef:2898] [2893:  Friberg, Analytical Lexicon, s.v. “πολυμερῶς.”]  [2894:  Louw and Nida, Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “πολυμερῶς.”]  [2895:  BDAG Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “πολυμερῶς.”]  [2896:  Moulton and Milligan, Vocabulary of the Greek Testament, s.v. “πολυμερῶς,” 527.]  [2897:  Montanari, The Brill Dictionary of Ancient Greek.]  [2898:  Bullinger, Critical Lexicon and Concordance, s.v. “times (at sundry),” 805.] 

Many commentaries are quite clear on the subject. Meyer has, “To polumerōs is that which is divided into many parts… polumerōs, therefore, presents the lalein [speech] of former ages from the point of view of something which was accomplished in a multiplicity of successive acts….” [Greek has been transliterated].[footnoteRef:2899] Spiros Zodhiates writes: “By or in many parts…that God gave the revelation polumerōs refers to the incremental and progressive manner in which God disclosed Himself up until the appearance of the Son. It is fragmentary, piece by piece”[footnoteRef:2900] The Pulpit Commentary has the translation, “In many portions and in many modes,” and comments that polumerōs and polutropōs are “not a mere alliterative redundancy…the writer’s usual choice of words forbids this supposition. Nor is the merōs of the first adverb to be taken (as in the A.V.) to denote portions of time: this is not the proper meaning of the compound. Nor (for the same reason) does it denote various degrees of prophetic inspiration…It was not one utterance, but many utterances; given, in fact, at divers times, though it is to the diversity of the utterances, and not of the times, that the expression points.”[footnoteRef:2901] [2899:  Meyer, Meyer’s Commentary on the New Testament.]  [2900:  Zodhiates, The Complete Word Study Dictionary: New Testament, s.v. “πολυμερῶς,” 1195.]  [2901:  Spence-Jones, and Exell, The Pulpit Commentary.] 

What the lexicons and scholars have seen, that the revelation in the Bible is “bit by bit” and “fragmentary,” is borne out when reading the Bible. The student of the Bible has to be a diligent reader with a good memory or file system to begin to categorize the subject they are reading about and gradually build a picture of what the Bible says about any given subject. The very way the Bible was written shows us that although God wants believers to have knowledge, He is just as concerned about their relationship with Him—how much time and energy they are willing to spend in getting to know Him—which demonstrates their love and dedication to him. Also, the slow process of growing in the Word allows the believer to mature in the Faith and get to see firsthand that the journey with God is as important as the goal of knowledge.
Heb 1:2
“at the end of these days spoken to us by His Son.” After Jesus was born and started his ministry he began to speak the words of God to the world and to believers. Before the Son spoke, God spoke to people through the prophets (Heb. 1:1). It is a blessing to know that God loves us so much that He constantly provides guidance to us as to what we should be doing and what we need to do to please Him.
Christians sometimes say that “the angel of Yahweh” (“the angel of the Lord”) in the Old Testament was the “preincarnate Jesus Christ,” but that cannot be the case if Hebrews 1:1-2 is right and God did not speak to us by His Son until these Last Days.
[For more on the “angel of Yahweh” being an angel and not “the preincarnate Christ,” see commentary on Gen. 16:7. For more on the Holy Spirit not being the Third Person of the Trinity, see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
“ages.” The Greek word is the plural of aiōn (#165 αἰών ) and means “ages.” This verse is referring to the “ages,” not the “world.” Vine’s has, “an age, a period of time, marked in the N.T. usage by spiritual or moral characteristics, is sometimes translated ‘world;’ the R.V. margin always has ‘age.’”[footnoteRef:2902] Bullinger’s Critical Lexicon has: “Aion [age], from ao, aemi, to blow, to breathe. Aion denoted originally the life which hastes away in the breathing of our breath, life as transitory; then the course of life, time of life, life in its temporal form. Then, the space of a human life, an age, or generation in respect of duration. The time lived or to be lived by men, time as moving, historical time as well as eternity. Aion always includes a reference to the filling of time.”[footnoteRef:2903] [2902:  Vine’s Complete Expository Dictionary of Old and New Testament Words, 1245.]  [2903:  Bullinger, A Critical Lexicon and Concordance, s.v. “world,” 901.] 

Since most translators are Trinitarian and think that Jesus was the one who made the original heavens and earth, they translate “ages” as “world,” or even “universe” in this verse. There are other Greek words that mean “world,” such as kosmos and oikoumene, and when the Devil tempted Jesus by showing him all the kingdoms of the “world,” these words are used. In Hebrews 1:2 aiōn means “ages,” and should be translated that way.
Trinitarians use Hebrews 1:2 to try to prove that Jesus Christ created the world as we know it, but the context of the verse shows that cannot be the correct interpretation. Heb. 1:1-2 show that God spoke through Jesus “in these last days,” whereas God had spoken “in the past” in various other ways. If indeed it were through Jesus that the physical world was created, then one of the ways that God spoke in the past was through Jesus. But that would contradict the whole point of the verse, which is saying that God spoke in other ways in the past, but “in these last days” is speaking through the Son.
Since Hebrews 1:1-2 say that it was “God” who spoke through prophets and through His Son, it is clear that God is the prime mover and thus different from the Son. These verses show that the Son is subordinate to God and, as a “mouthpiece” for God, is compared to the prophets.
The fact that God appointed the Son to be “heir” shows that God and the Son are not equal. For the Son to be the “heir” means that there was a time when he was not the owner. The word “heir” is a common one and, because death and inheritance are a part of every culture, it occurs in all the biblical languages. Any dictionary will show that an heir is one who inherits, succeeds, or receives an estate, rank, title, or office of another. By definition, you cannot be an heir if you are already the owner. No one in history ever wrote a will that said, “My heir and the inheritor of my estate is…ME!” If Christ is God, then he cannot be “heir.” The only way he can be an heir is by not being the original owner. That Christ is an “heir” is inconsistent with Trinitarian doctrine, which states that Christ is co-equal and co-eternal with the Father. If Christ were God, then he was part owner all along and thus is not the “heir” at all. These verses teach that God is the original owner, and will give all things to His heir, Jesus Christ. It is obvious from the wording of these first two verses that the author of Hebrews does not consider Christ to be God.
Since aiōnas means “ages” and not “world,” it is fair to ask in what sense God has given form to the ages through Jesus. The Greek word from which “given form” is translated is poieō, a word with very many meanings. Alone, and in combination with other words, it is translated more than 100 different ways in the NIV. Some of the ways poieō is translated are: accomplish, acted, appointed, are, be, bear, began, been, bring, carry out, cause, committed, consider, do, earned, exercise, formed, gain, give, judge, kept, made, obey, performed, preparing, produce, provide, put into practice, reached, spend, stayed, treated, was, win, work, wrote, and yielded. Although most people read poieō in Hebrews 1:2 as referring to the original creation, it does not have to mean that at all. The context dictates that the “ages” being referred to are the ages after Christ’s resurrection. In Heb. 1:2, Christ became heir after his resurrection. In Heb. 1:3, he then sat at God’s right hand after his resurrection. Heb. 1:5-6 also refer to the resurrection. The context makes it clear that God was not speaking through His Son in the past, but that He has spoken “in these last days” through His Son, and “given form to” the ages through him.
[For more information see, One God & One Lord.][footnoteRef:2904] [2904:  Graeser, Lynn and Schoenheit, One God &amp; One Lord: Reconsidering the Cornerstone of the Christian Faith.] 

Heb 1:3
“reflection of His glory.” For more information on the image of God, see commentary on Genesis 1:27.
“is upholding all things by his powerful word .” This anticipates Jesus Christ, as the representation of God, being the “King of kings” who upheld things by his powerful commands, and the Messiah as king, though not directly stated, is even clearer in Hebrews 1:5-13 than it is here. The Greek text reads “word of his power,” translated as “powerful word.” Putting both “word” and “power” in the sentence as nouns emphasizes them both equally (nouns usually have more emphasis grammatically than adjectives). However, it makes the English translation more difficult to understand. The genitive noun “power” has the effect of an adjective, thus we, and many versions, have “powerful word.”
“he had accomplished the cleansing for sins.” This anticipates Jesus being the High Priest, who would preside over the cleansing of sin, especially on the Day of Atonement, when the High Priest went into the Holy of Holies (Lev. 16).
Heb 1:4
“having become as much better than the angels.” The entire opening section of Hebrews, usually used to show that Christ is God, actually shows just the opposite. After Christ sat down at the right hand of God, “he became as much better than the angels” as his name is better than theirs. “God” has always been superior to the angels. If Christ only became better than angels after his resurrection, then he cannot be the eternal God. Furthermore, it is sometimes taught that before his birth, Jesus was an angel or referred to as “the angel of the Lord.” Hebrews 1:4-5, 13 clearly refute this.
[For more on Jesus being the Messiah, a man approved by God, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.”]
“better.” The Greek is kreittōn (#2909 κρείττων), and it means “better,” or in some contexts, “superior.” It is a major theme of Hebrews, occurring 16 times in 13 chapters. The NIV text note on Hebrews says, “Hebrews could be called ‘the book of better things….’”[footnoteRef:2905] [2905:  NIV StudyBible, Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1985, 2346.] 

The book of Hebrews was addressed to unsaved Jews and/or Jewish Christians who were intimately familiar with the Old Testament. Every chapter is packed with Old Testament references, and there is much discussion about the Law. Hebrews teaches that obeying the Law will not get people saved, but what will is faith in Jesus, the one who died for our sins and is now our living High Priest, elevated even higher than angels. The Jews fiercely held to the Law, which was given by Moses. To persuade them to let it go and move on to something else, God would have to offer something “better,” and that is a major theme in Hebrews.
Hebrews teaches that God has done something in Jesus that is “better” than what He had done in the Law. Jesus is specifically said to be better than angels (Heb. 1:4); he brings a better hope (Heb. 7:19); guarantees and mediates a better covenant that is founded on better promises (Heb. 7:22 and 8:6); is a better sacrifice than those offered under the Law (Heb. 9:23); reminds people of better possessions in the future, including a better future country (Heb. 10:34 and 11:16); offers a better resurrection (Heb. 11:35), brings something better for us than the Old Testament believers had (Heb. 11:40); and his blood speaks better than the blood of Abel’s sacrifice (Heb. 12:24). Hebrews also shows (without specifically using the word “better”) that Jesus was a greater High Priest than Aaron (Heb. 4:14-5:10) and ministers in a better sanctuary (Heb. 9:11-14).
Heb 1:5
Psalm 2:7 is quoted in three places: Acts 13:33; Heb. 1:5 and 5:5. See commentary on Acts 13:33.
“he say.” In this verse, the “he” refers to God, as we can see when we read the Old Testament from which the quotations were taken. This is different from Hebrews 1:7, 10, where the text is not referring to God speaking.
Heb 1:6
This is not a direct quotation from the Old Testament but is similar to some of the verses about God. Ps. 97:7 is similar to what is said in Deuteronomy 32:43.
“when he again brings…into the inhabited world.” This is a referral to Jesus’ second birth, his resurrection from the dead (Cf. NASB, HCSB, NET, Rotherham, YLT).
“bow down before him.” For the translation “bow down before him” see commentaries on 1 Chronicles 29:20 and Matthew 2:2. When Jesus Christ came into the world born of Mary he was as human and fallible as Adam, and thus is called “the last Adam” (1 Cor. 15:45). After he accomplished living a sinless life and dying for the sins of mankind, Jesus became “much better than the angels” (Heb. 1:4), and God gave him a name that is above every name (Phil. 2:9) and seated him at His right hand above every other created thing and put all things in subjection to him (Eph. 1:20-22). Jesus Christ came into the world a human being like Adam and us, lower than the angels, but now, because of his sinless life and obedient death, is exalted and crowned with glory and honor (Heb. 2:9). Jesus Christ is now the ruler of God’s creation and worthy of all the praise and honor we can give him.
Verses such as Hebrews 1:6, especially when compared with Hebrews 2:7—that when Jesus came the first time he was “a little lower than the angels”—are very good evidence that Jesus is not “God the Son” as the doctrine of the Trinity teaches. It is unthinkable that the angels would be told to give Jesus homage after his resurrection if he was God in the flesh before that time. The reason that God told the angels to pay homage to Jesus after his resurrection was due to all that Jesus accomplished by his life and death and also to the fact that God raised Jesus to His own right hand and put everything in subjection to him. Similarly, the reason angels administered the world before Jesus Christ but Jesus will administer his kingdom on earth, the Millennial Kingdom, directly is that Jesus was not alive to administer the world before he was born.
[For more on Jesus being a fully human being and not God the Son, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.”]
Heb 1:7
This quotation from Ps. 104:4 more closely follows the Septuagint than the Hebrew text.
“it says.” The Greek verb is legei (λέγει), the third-person singular, indicative, active, present tense form of the common verb legō (#3004 λέγω), and it can be translated “he says,” “she says,” or “it says,” depending on the context (cf. “he says,” Matt. 8:26; “she says,” John 4:11; “it says,” Matt. 12:44, Eph. 4:8). The REV has “it says,” whereas almost every English version of the Bible has “he says.” The REV has “it says” because Hebrews 1:7 is quoting Psalm 104:4, and it is clear in Psalm 104:4 that God is not speaking, it is the psalmist speaking about God. So, the REV has “it,” the Psalm, says, but if a translation has “he says,” then the “he” refers to the Psalmist, not to God. Hebrews 1:7 is quoting Psalm 104:4; Hebrews 1:8-9 is quoting Psalm 45:6-7; and Hebrews 1:10-12 is quoting Psalm 102:25-27, and God is not the speaker in any of those verses, as simply reading those Psalms makes clear.
A problem with translating the verse as “he says” is that it confuses people as to who the “he” is, and in many cases, people think the “he” is God, which is not correct. Furthermore, if people wrongly assume that the “he” in Hebrews 1:7 is God, then they read that error into Hebrews 1:10 and think “God” is calling Jesus “Lord” and saying that Jesus made the heavens and the earth: “You, Lord, in the beginning laid the foundation of the earth, and the heavens are the works of your hands.” But it the context (Heb. 1:13 which is God speaking) and the scope of Scripture (cf. Gen. 1:1), give good evidence that it is God who is being referred to and who created the heavens and the earth, not Jesus Christ.
“angels as winds.” The point of this verse is to elevate the Son. The angels of God are swift as the wind, strong as a fire, but they pay homage to the son (Heb. 1:6). The “feel” of the verse is that angels are beings whom we should hold in awe, but they are subject to the Son. In the Old Testament, both wind and fire were ways that God revealed Himself, and as well as angels being quick and powerful, they reveal God.
This is the only time in the New Testament when the Greek word pneuma (#4151 πνεῦμα) is translated “wind.” Pneuma can mean “wind,” and often does so in the Greek writings, but it is not used that way in the New Testament except here. The reason for the translation “wind” is that this verse is a quotation from the Old Testament. The Old Testament uses the word ruach, which can mean “spirit,” “breath,” or “wind,” to refer to the wind on many different occasions (cf. Gen. 8:1; Exod. 10:19; 1 Kings 18:45), so it is not at all unusual that it would refer to the wind in Psalm 104. The translation “wind” seems clearly to be the correct one. Psalm 104:3-4 extoll God, and say,
“He lays the beams of his chambers on the waters; he makes the clouds his chariot; he rides on the wings of the wind [Heb. ruach]; he makes his messengers winds [Heb. ruach], his ministers a flaming fire.
Psalm 104:3-4 are one sentence in the Hebrew text, the Hebrew word ruach (“wind, spirit, breath”) occurs twice. The first use clearly refers to the wind. The second use fits well as “wind,” and it would be unlikely that the two uses of ruach would refer to different things in this sentence. Since the verse in the Hebrew text refers to wind, not “spirit,” then it would refer to that in the New Testament when it is quoted. Of course, the angels are not wind, nor are they fire, but in what they do they are “as winds” and “as fire.”
“flaming fire.” The Greek reads “flame of fire,” but this is the figure of speech antemereia.[footnoteRef:2906] [2906:  See Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 491, “antemereia.”] 

Heb 1:8
“it says.” The “it says” is missing from Hebrews 1:8, but the ellipsis is supplied from Hebrews 1:7. The “it” is the text of Psalm 45:6, and in Psalm 45 the psalmist is extolling the king, the Lord Jesus Christ. Although many English versions have “he says,” the text does not say that.
[For more on “it says,” see commentary on Heb. 1:7.]
“Your throne is God.” Hebrews 1:8 is an almost exact quotation from the Septuagint version of Psalm 45:6, which itself was a very good translation of the Hebrew text of Psalm 45:6, and Hebrews 1:9 is from the Septuagint of Psalm 45:7, which is a good translation of the Hebrew text of Psalm 45:7.
Psalm 45:6 was God’s revelation to the Jews about their king, and here in Hebrews, Psalm 45:6-7 is being used to show that Jesus Christ is indeed God’s Messiah as was foretold in the Old Testament. Furthermore, not only was Jesus foretold to be the exalted king, he is presented in Hebrews as being better than angels (Heb. 1:4). The theme of Hebrews 1 centers around the Father’s rule and elevation of the Son over the rest of creation. God spoke through the prophets, and then through His Son, who He appointed heir of all things and who is now seated at God’s right hand as second in command under God. The Son has become better than the angels, who pay homage to him. The angels are ministers of God, but God Himself is the Son’s authority to rule, and God—the God of the Son—anointed him and set him above his companions, such that the Son now sits on God’s right hand.
Hebrews exalts the Son, and in so doing exalts the Father. But in contrast to what Trinitarians say, Hebrews 1:8 (and thus Ps. 45:6) does not call Jesus, “God,” and does not support the Trinity. To see that fully, one must study Psalm 45. Upon examination, Psalm 45 does not support the Trinity, so when it is quoted in Hebrews 1:8 then that quotation does not support the Trinity either. The Jews read Psalm 45 for centuries and never concluded that the Messiah would be “God in the flesh” or somehow be part of a Triune God. But beyond that, it is clear in Psalm 45 that the person who is the subject of the Psalm is not God, but is a human being (see the REV commentary on Psalm 45:6, where there is an explanation as to why this verse is not calling the king, “God” and why Psalm 45 does not support the Trinity).
Some Biblical Unitarians believe that Psalm 45:6 and Hebrews 1:8 are calling the Messiah “god.” They recognize that this king is not being called “God” with a capital “G,” but they think the Messiah is being called “god,” and they translate both Psalm 45:6 and Hebrews 1:8 as having “god” with a lowercase “g.” It is true that in the biblical languages, including Hebrew, Aramaic, Greek, and Latin, the word “GOD” had a much broader meaning than it does today (Hebrew and Aramaic have only uppercase letters, and all the ancient Greek manuscripts were in capital letters, so the manuscripts all read “GOD”). In the biblical languages, “GOD” was a descriptive title applied to a range of authorities, including angels and demons, lesser gods, great people, rulers, and people acting with God’s authority. The word “God” in both Hebrew and Greek could refer to a human being, especially a human being acting under God’s authority. Even Jesus Christ said that (John 10:34-35). So with the understanding that the word “GOD” could refer to a human being, a Biblical Unitarian translation of Hebrews 1:8 is, “Your throne, O god, is forever and ever.” But although “Your throne, O god, is forever and ever” is a legitimate translation of Hebrews 1:8, there is evidence that “Your throne is God forever and ever” is actually a better translation (some arguments for that are in the REV commentary on Ps. 45:6).
The renowned Greek scholar and Trinitarian, A. T. Robertson noted that the Greek word theos (God) could be understood as a vocative, “O God,” or as a nominative, as in the phrase, “God is thy throne” or “Thy throne is God.” He wrote: “Either [translation] makes good sense.”[footnoteRef:2907] While it is true that from a strictly translational point of view either a vocative or nominative translation is acceptable, all translation is informed by context and scope, and the context strongly argues against the translation “Your throne, O God.” [2907:  Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, 5:339.] 

B. F. Wescott (a Trinitarian and most well-known for the Wescott-Hort Greek New Testament) put the translation, “God is thy throne” as primary in his commentary.[footnoteRef:2908] He did not think that the vocative “O God” (or “O god”) was the best choice given the scope of Scripture. Wescott wrote: “It is scarcely possible that elohim in the original [Hebrew text of Ps. 45:6] can be addressed to the king. The presumption, therefore, is against the belief that ho theos [God] is a vocative in the LXX [Septuagint]. Thus on the whole it seems best to adopt in the first clause the rendering: God is Thy throne (or, Thy throne is God), that is, ‘Thy kingdom is founded upon God, the immovable Rock…The phrase ‘God is Thy throne’ is not indeed found elsewhere, but it is in no way more strange than Ps. lxxi.3, [Lord] be Thou to me a rock of habitation…Thou art my rock and my fortress” (italics his; Wescott uses the unpointed Hebrew font and the Greek font in his commentary). [2908:  Westcott, The Epistle to the Hebrews: The Greek Text with Notes and Essays, 24-26.] 

[For more information on spirit beings who represent God, see commentary on Gen. 1:26 about God’s divine council; and commentary on Gen. 16:7 about the custom of a person using an agent to represent them. For more information on the flexible use of the words translated “God,” such as Elohim and Theos, see commentary on John 20:28. For more information on Jesus not being God, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.” For more information on Hebrews 1:8, see, James Broughton and Peter Southgate, The Trinity: True or False (The Dawn Book Supply, 1995), pp. 196, 197; Don Snedeker, Our Heavenly Father Has No Equals (International Scholars Publication, 1998; pp. 459-463); Patrick Navas, Divine Truth or Human Tradition (Authorhouse, 2011), pp. 385-393; Graeser, Lynn, Schoenheit, One God & One Lord, (Christian Educational Services, 3rd edition), p. 504-506.]
Heb 1:9
“Therefore God, your God.” This is one of the very strong statements in the Bible showing that Jesus is not “God” as the doctrine of the Trinity teaches. “God” does not have a God. The Bible consistently states that God is God alone and there is no other. At no point in Scripture does Yahweh, God the Father, have a “God.” Yet Jesus has a God. He prayed to his God, obeyed his God, and called God, “my God” both before and after his death, resurrection, and ascension (Matt. 27:46; John 20:17; Rev. 3:2, 12).
[For more information on Jesus not being God, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.”]
Heb 1:10
“And, You, Lord, in the beginning laid the foundation of the earth, and the heavens are the works of your hands.” This verse is quoted from the Septuagint text of the Old Testament (Ps. 102:25), which differs somewhat from the Hebrew text. But even so, Heb. 1:10 is not an exact quote of the Septuagint. In the Old Testament it applied to Yahweh, but the author of Hebrews lifted it from the Psalms and applied it to Jesus Christ. Sometimes God lifts Old Testament verses from their original context and modifies them to fit a new context.
One modification is that the opening, “in the beginning” in the Greek text of the New Testament, is “from of old” in the Hebrew Old Testament. The Hebrew text does not make a reference to a beginning, as the Greek seems to, although the Greek could be translated as something such as “from the first,” instead of “in the beginning.” But Hebrews uses Psalm 102:25 very differently than it is used in the Old Testament.
A good example of God lifting a verse from the Old Testament and using it differently in the New Testament is Psalm 2:7. Psalm 2:7 reads, “I will tell of the decree. Yahweh said to me, You are My son. Today I have become your father” (New European Version). In Psalm 2:7, the Messiah is called the “Son” when he comes into his kingdom, that is, when he takes his full authority in the household of God and takes over the actual rulership of the world. So the Messiah becoming the “Son” is not at his conception or birth, but at a much later (and still future) time. Thus in Psalm 2:7, the word “Son” is describing the relationship that the Messiah has with the Father as a fully developed Son, participating in ruling the house.
Once we understand that “Son” in Psalm 2:7 is describing a relationship between the Father and Son, we can see why Psalm 2:7 is used the ways it is in the New Testament. Some Western texts of Luke 3:22 quote Psalm 2:7, making Jesus become the “Son” at his baptism when he receives God’s gift of holy spirit, takes on his ministry, and begins a new and very interactive relationship with the Father (however, the original text of Luke 3:22 likely did not quote Psalm 2:7). Then, Acts 13:33 quotes Psalm 2:7 in the context of Jesus’ resurrection, making Jesus become the “Son” when God raised him from the dead and he began a whole new relationship with the Father. Then Hebrews 1:5 quotes Psalm 2:7 in the context of the ascension (cf. Heb. 1:3), making Jesus become the “Son” when he actually sat down at God’s right hand and began still another new relationship with the Father. So we see that Psalm 2:7 is used differently in the New Testament than in the Old Testament, but each time it is quoted, the context makes clear what God is trying to communicate. Other Old Testament verses that are used in the New Testament in a modified way include: Matthew 2:18 (Jer. 31:15); Ephesians 4:8 (Ps. 68:18); and 1 Peter 2:9 (Exod. 23:22; cf. Exod. 19:5-6; Isa. 43:20-21).
Like Psalm 2:7 is modified in the New Testament, Psalm 102:25 is modified when it is quoted in Hebrews 1:10. For one thing, the subject of the verse changes from Yahweh (Old Testament) to Jesus Christ (New Testament). Since the subject of the verse changes, it seems logical that the action being attributed to the subject changes also. Many Old Testament verses testify that God created the original heavens and the earth (cf. Gen. 1:1, etc.). However, both the Old Testament and New Testament tell us that there will be a new heavens and earth after this one, that we are currently inhabiting, passes away. In fact, there will be two more. First, the heaven and earth of Jesus’ 1,000-year Millennial Kingdom, which will perish (Isa. 65:17; Rev. 20:1-10), and then the heaven and earth of Revelation 21:1-22:21, which will last forever. The context reveals clearly that Hebrews 1:10 is speaking of these future heavens and earth.
If we simply continue to read Hebrews, remembering that the original text had no chapter breaks, Scripture tells us, “It is not to angels that He has subjected the world to come, about which we are speaking” (Heb. 2:5). This verse is very clear. The subject of this section of Hebrews is not the current heavens and earth, which God created, but the future heavens and earth, that the Son will oversee. The reader must remember that the word “beginning” does not have to apply to the absolute beginning of time, but rather the beginning of something the author is referring to (see commentary on John 6:64).
Although we believe the above explanation to be the correct one, we must point out that there are theologians who read Hebrews 1:10 and see it as a reference to the Father. Verse 10 starts with the word “and” in the Greek text, so verses 9 and 10 are conjoined. Since verse 9 ends with, “Your God has set you [the Christ] above your companions by anointing you with the oil of joy,” these theologians see the reference to “the Lord” in the beginning of verse 10 as a reference back to the God last mentioned, i.e., the Father. Andrews Norton explains this point of view:
Now the God last mentioned was Christ’s God, who had anointed him; and the author [of the book of Hebrews], addressing himself to this God, breaks out into the celebration of his power, and especially his unchangeable duration; which he dwells upon in order to prove the stability of the Son’s kingdom…i.e., thou [God] who hast promised him such a throne, art he who laid the foundation of the earth. So it seems to be a declaration of God’s immutability made here, to ascertain the durableness of Christ’s kingdom, before mentioned; and the rather so, because this passage had been used originally for the same purpose in the 102nd Psalm, viz. [Author uses KJV] To infer thence this conclusion, “The children of thy servants shall continue, and their seed be established before Thee. In like manner, it here proves the Son’s throne should be established forever and ever, by the same argument, viz., by God’s immutability.”[footnoteRef:2909] [2909:  Andrews Norton, A Statement of Reasons for Not Believing the Doctrines of Trinitarians Concerning the Nature of God and the Person of Christ, 150-51.] 

In the way that it is used in the Old Testament, theologians such as Norton say that the verse shows how the unchanging God can indeed fulfill His promises, and they see it used in exactly the same way in Hebrews. Their conclusion is that since God created the heavens and the earth, and since He will not pass away, He is fit to promise an everlasting kingdom to His Son.
In contrast, authors who believe that the verse refers to the Son include: James Broughton and Peter Southgate, The Trinity: True or False; Anthony Buzzard and Charles Hunting, The Trinity: Christianity’s Self-Inflicted Wound; Patrick Navas, Divine Truth or Human Tradition?; and the Racovian Catechism (see Thomas Rees, trans.).
Heb 1:13
“to which of the angels.” It is sometimes taught that before his birth, Jesus was an angel or referred to as “the angel of the Lord.” Hebrews 1:4-5 and 1:13 clearly refute this. See commentary on Hebrews 1:4.
“he said at any time.” The “he” is God.
Heb 1:14
“for the sake of.” The Greek is dia with the accusative, meaning for the sake of, on account of. A number of modern versions have translated this verse as, “sent to serve those who will inherit salvation” (NIV), but that is not quite accurate. It is not that angels serve Christians, as if we could tell angels what to do. Angels serve God for the sake of Christians, which the preposition makes clear.
 
Hebrews Chapter 2
Heb 2:2
“if the word spoken through angels.” There were times when angels brought the Word of God to people (cf. Acts 7:53; Gal. 3:19; Heb. 2:2). Furthermore, sometimes these angels representing God are referred to as “God” (see commentary on Gen. 16:7 and Matt. 8:5). When it came to the Law, the Word came from God, and Moses is referred to as the mediator (Gal. 3:19).
“legally binding.” The Greek is bebaios (#949 βέβαιος ), and it means reliable or firm; or it can refer to something that is unwavering or persistent over time, and thus abiding; or it can refer to something that is in force or valid over a period of time, which is its primary meaning here. A perfectly fine translation would be: “the Word...was in force,” as long as we knew what “in force” meant. The HCSB reads “was legally binding,” while the NIV reads “was binding,” and these certainly capture the idea that the Word of God, spoken through angels was in fact legally binding, which is why there was a righteous retribution for not obeying it.
Heb 2:3
“how will we escape if we neglect so great a salvation.” People who serve God diligently will receive a reward, and those who neglect God will suffer for it. Rewards are also mentioned in Hebrews 10:35; 11:6, 26.
Hebrews 2:3 has sometimes been used to support the idea that a Christian can lose their salvation, but the verse does not say that. For one thing, there is nothing in the Bible that even hints that “neglecting salvation” results in the loss of salvation. Loads of “Sunday Christians” “neglect” their salvation, but they still go to church, even if it is not very often. Every Christian will go through the Judgment, but not for salvation, for rewards. Those Christians who neglect their salvation will “not escape” but will suffer consequences for it (see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10, “good or evil”).
“having at the first been spoken by the Lord.” Hebrews 2:3 continues the general theme in the early chapters of Hebrews that Jesus was greater than angels. Even though the word of angels was binding (Heb. 2:2), the word of salvation came via Jesus Christ. In a very real sense, New Testament salvation started with the teaching ministry of Jesus. No Old Testament prophet said, “You have to believe in the Messiah to be saved.” But Jesus taught that the work of God was to believe in him (John 6:29), and he told people to believe in him (Mark 1:15; cf. John 1:12; 6:69; 8:24; 9:35-39; 10:38; 11:27; 12:36; 14:1; 17:20-21; 20:31). People who heard and believed in Jesus then confirmed that salvation came through Jesus Christ.
Heb 2:4
“(God also bearing witness with them…)” This verse is a parenthesis, expanding on the fact that not only have other people confirmed what was spoken by the Lord (Heb. 2:3), but God himself has also borne witness by signs and wonders to what the Lord said.
“distributions of holy spirit.” This is an objective genitive (cf. Meyer; Lenski is not correct) as can be seen from the context and grammar. The distributions “of holy spirit” are the manifestations of the spirit, which are energized by the Lord and show up in the life of a believer and the Church. The phrase is followed by the same basic phrase as 1 Corinthians 12:11, which also is in the context of the manifestations of holy spirit.
[For more information on the uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
Heb 2:5
“did not put...in subjection.” The sentence is confusing because it says that God “did not put,” but the world being discussed is future, so we would normally say that God “will not put.” God will not put the future world (the one being spoken about in the context) under the control of angels. Although the Greek verb is in the aorist tense, usually referring to the past, in this case, it refers to God’s plan (that He made in the past) for His future earth. The future world will not be overseen by angels, but by God’s Messiah. Interestingly, before the Messiah came, God administered the world through angels, but the future world will not be overseen and governed by angels.
The Greek verb is hupotassō (#5293 ὑποτάσσω), and it means to arrange under or to subordinate; to subject or be subject, or put in subjection; to obey or submit to one’s control. It is a fairly common word, occurring more than 30 times in the New Testament. This verse confirms what Corinthians says; that the believers will administer the future world, including the angels (1 Cor. 6:1-3; see commentary on 1 Cor. 6:2).
An important thing to notice in this verse is the verb is in the aorist tense, which here refers to the past, which is why the English versions say, “subjected,” or “has...subjected,” or “did...subject,” etc. We would normally expect the future tense: “not to angels will God subject the world to come....” However, this is an occurrence of the prophetic perfect idiom (specifically it is the proleptic aorist) where a future event is put in the past tense so we can be assured of its certainly (see commentary on Eph. 2:6).
“to angels.” Before Jesus Christ came, God ruled and administered the world through angels. God often spoke His word through angels and it was legally binding (Heb. 2:2). Jacob wrestled with an angel who changed his name to Israel (Gen. 32:24; Hos. 12:4). An angel appeared to Moses in the burning bush (Acts 7:30). The angel of the Lord led Israel through the wilderness (Exod. 33:2), and there are many more examples such as these. But the future world will be Christ’s kingdom on earth, and it will be ruled directly by Jesus Christ (see commentary on Heb. 1:6).
Heb 2:6
“son of man.” The REV did not capitalize “son of man” here in Hebrews 2:6, because the original Psalm did not have the messianic title “Son of Man” in mind, but was about Adam and Eve, and all humankind. The son of man was frequently used, in the Old Testament, as a generic term for humankind (Num. 23:19; Job 16:21). However, in Hebrews 2:6, the author of Hebrews did have Jesus in mind when he quotes Psalm 8:4-6, and likely intended Jesus to be the “son of man” here in this context.
[For more information on this quotation see commentaries on Heb. 2:7 and 2:9.]
Heb 2:7
“a little lower than the angels.” The REV commentary on Hebrews 2:9, explains why this translation of Hebrews 2:7 is to be preferred. However, what is the author meaning by quoting Psalm 8:4-6 here? As further explained in the REV commentary on Hebrews 2:9, the Psalm is discussing Adam and Eve’s creation, the creation of humankind. Whereas here in Hebrews 2, the subject is Jesus. So, who is the “him” being referred to here in Hebrews 2:6-8? Is it the same “he” as in the Psalm?
Although other commentators see the “him” as referring to humankind here,[footnoteRef:2910] there is good reason to believe that the “him” being referred to in Hebrews 2:7 is Jesus. First and foremost, the context concerns Jesus, not Adam and Eve, so to believe that all of a sudden the author of Hebrews brings the creation of Adam and Eve into the picture when discussing Jesus’ superiority to angels would be quite strange. Secondly, and most convincingly, the one being referred to does not change, and the logic flows smoothly from Hebrews 2:8a to Hebrews 2:8b: “You put all things in subjection under his feet. Now in putting all things in subjection to him, he left nothing that is not subject to him. But now we do not yet see all things subjected to him” (Heb. 2:8). The author has the same “him” in mind throughout the verse, and it can hardly be said of humankind that all things are subjected to us, even invisible things. However, this could be said of Jesus, who currently sits at the right hand of the Father until all of his enemies are made a footstool for his feet (Heb. 1:13), to whom the world to come is subjected (Heb. 2:5), and to whom God has subjected all things (1 Cor. 15:27). The world to come is subjected to Jesus. [2910:  Paul Ellingworth and Eugene Albert Nida, A Handbook on the Letter to the Hebrews, UBS Handbook Series, 35.] 

Heb 2:9
“little.” A major question about Hebrews 2:9 involves the word “little,” which can refer to time “for a little while,” as per the NASB, and the RSV.[footnoteRef:2911] “Little” can also refer adjectivally to “a little lower,” as it does in most translations. [2911:  Cf. Guthrie, Hebrews [TNTC], 85-86.] 

Now, because of the exact parallel with Hebrews 2:7, it would be unwarranted to take the same phrase in both places to mean different things. Thus, perhaps its usage in Hebrews 2:7 helps us decide which way to understand the phrase. Hebrews 2:7 is an exact quote from the Septuagint of Psalm 8:4-6. In the Psalm, David is speaking of the status of humankind in the Genesis narrative. God created humankind (Adam and Eve) a little lower than the angels, and made him (humankind) ruler over the works of his hands (Psa. 8:6). David further elaborates that the things which humankind was set over are sheep, birds, and fish, in other words, humankind was to rule over all other created things in the Genesis creation. There are two points to note here.
First, this means that the Psalm was not originally a prophecy about Jesus. Instead, the author of Hebrews saw that these words also apply well to Jesus’ situation, however, the words refer to someone different in Hebrews than they did in the Psalm. The crowning and glory that Jesus receives is a different level of crowning and glory than humankind in Genesis 1 and 2. Jesus’ crowning and glory is completely unique, he is the great King, and is seated at the right hand of God (Heb. 1:8-9, 13). The whole argument of Hebrews 1 is that Jesus is greater than angels after his resurrection and ascension (Heb. 1:5, 13). We should keep this in mind while reading Hebrews 2:6-10. Therefore, when the author of Hebrews applies Psalm 8:4-6 to Jesus, we should read it in a different light. Whereas David meant that humankind was made lower than angels permanently, the author of Hebrews meant that Jesus was made lower than the angels temporarily, and then he was crowned with glory and honor. It would not make sense to hear the author of Hebrew’s argument from chapter 1 and then to read Hebrews 2:9 and conclude that Jesus is lower than the angels. No! This is counter to his entire argument. After his resurrection and ascension, Jesus is greater than the angels.
The second point regarding the Psalm is that it should not be taken to mean “for a little while” because Adam and Eve were not made lower than angels for a little while, as if at some later date they would be exalted above angels, and since the author of Hebrews quoted the Septuagint exactly, we do not have justification for changing his words. The same words refer to different things here in Hebrews 2:6-9 than they do in Psalm 8:4-6. Therefore, Hebrews 2:9 is also translated as “made a little lower” rather than “made lower for a little while.”
[See commentary on Heb. 2:7 for more information on how the author of Hebrews is using Ps. 8:4-6.]
Does the translation, “made a little lower” mean that Jesus is permanently lower than angels? No. As mentioned above, the entire point of the author is to prove Jesus’ superiority to angels, thus, even though we have translated this as “made a little lower than the angels,” this was before his death, resurrection, and exaltation.
Trinitarians say that Jesus was made “a little lower than angels,” but of course, they imply that as “God in the flesh,” Jesus was still very different from the rest of humankind. That argument is inconsistent, at best. If Jesus was “God in the flesh, fully God and fully human” then he was not “a little lower than the angels,” even if he acted like it by acting fully human. The context in the next 8 verses shows that Jesus was “made like his brothers in every respect” (Heb. 2:17). He was “fully human” in the usual sense of the word. Jesus was fully human, and lower than the angels for the duration of his earthly life; about 30 years.
“suffered death.” The Greek text says, “of the suffering of the death,” using a definite article before both “suffering” and before “death.” This is not just saying Jesus “suffered death,” but rather that he went through “the suffering of the death,” that is the death that bought forgiveness of sins for all humankind. We humans can and do “suffer death,” but we are sinners and cannot suffer “the death” that ransoms humankind. Only Jesus could do that. Furthermore, he was not crowned with glory and honor simply because he suffered; he had to die. “The suffering” and “the death” point to the fact that the way Jesus died, fulfilling all the prophecies, was all necessary in order for God to crown him with glory and honor. He could not have “just suffered” without dying, but neither could he “just die” without fulfilling the prophecies of his suffering, right down to the piercing of the hands and feet (Ps. 22:16). Jesus is a good model for us, suffering comes before glory.
“on behalf of everyone.” From the Greek preposition huper (#5228 ὑπέρ). Also, see commentary on Romans 5:6, “in place of the ungodly...in place of...in our place.”
Heb 2:10
“Him.” This refers to God, not Jesus; God made Jesus perfect (or complete and mature) through suffering.
“to make…perfect.” The word “perfect” can also mean “complete” or “mature.” Suffering is very difficult, but it can produce great maturity if one handles it correctly. This is one of the many verses that show that Jesus is not God. God is mature and perfect, but Jesus needed to be made so. Some Trinitarians claim that it was Jesus’ “man part” that had to be made mature, but the Bible never says that, that is an assumption.
“pioneer.” The Greek word translated “pioneer” here in Hebrews 2:10 is archēgos (#747 ἀρχηγός), and it has several meanings, including, one with the preeminent position and thus “leader, ruler, prince;” or one who begins something and thus is the first in a series, or one who begins or originates something. According to Friberg, it means “strictly [speaking], one who goes first on the path; hence leader, prince, pioneer.”[footnoteRef:2912] The EDNT says that in Hebrews 2:10 the proper rendering is “pioneer of their salvation.”[footnoteRef:2913] [2912:  Friberg, Analytical Lexicon, s.v. “ἀρχηγός.”]  [2913:  Balz and Schneider, Exegetical Dictionary of the New Testament, s.v. “ἀρχηγός,” 163.] 

Jesus pioneered the way to salvation. No one had done it before him, and thus he was the pioneer or leader. Acts 26:23 shows that Jesus was the pioneer of salvation because he was the “first to rise from the dead.” Jesus led the way to salvation and opened the door for God to bring many sons to glory. Many modern versions catch the meaning of this verse and say that Jesus was the “pioneer” of salvation (CEB, NET, NIV, NRSV, RSV); or “leader” (DBY, NAB, NJB, NLT) or “captain” (BBE, KJV) or even “Princely Leader” (Rotherham).
Although there are versions that use the word “author,” that is misleading because an “author” is one who originates or creates a work, and Jesus was not the “creator” of people’s salvation. Jesus was the Son of God who fulfilled God’s plan of salvation and was thus the first one of all the “many sons” of God to be brought to glory. The preeminence of God and the obedience of the Son can be clearly seen in Hebrews 2:10. God was the one who “made” Jesus perfect through suffering and He was the one who brought the many sons to glory. Jesus was the one who fulfilled God’s plan of salvation by being faithful and obedient to God (Heb. 3:2; 5:8). [The misleading word “author” is also used by some versions in Hebrews 5:9. For more on Jesus Christ being God and thus existing forever, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son”].
“through sufferings.” The “sufferings” that Jesus went through included his death, and Jesus was “made perfect,” that is, brought to full maturity and the planned goal of God both spiritually and mentally, by his suffering and his death. It is often taught, and we understand, that because Jesus lived a sinless life and suffered death for mankind, God highly exalted him and set him at His own right hand. Much less understood is the maturity that Jesus experienced because of his suffering. The Old Testament predicted over and over that Jesus would suffer. The very first prophecy about him, Genesis 3:15, stated that his heel would be “bruised,” and as anyone who has ever had a bone bruise on their heel knows, it is very painful. Psalm 22 graphically portrays some of the suffering of the Messiah. In fact, Psalm 22, Isaiah 53, and other passages of the OT portray both the physical and the mental suffering of our Lord Jesus.
We are familiar with some of the physical suffering Jesus went through, specifically the beatings before his death. Sadly, however, even much of that has been obscured by tradition. The traditional teaching is that Jesus was arrested Thursday night before Good Friday, was crucified Friday morning, and was dead by late Friday afternoon. Jesus’ actual sufferings were much more horrible than that.
If we look at the chronology in the Bible and lay it out day by day, we can see that Jesus was arrested after the Last Supper, 2 days before his death. He was first taken before Annas (John 18:13), then to Caiaphas (John 18:24), and in both places, he was beaten and assaulted. Then the next morning he was tried before the Sanhedrin in a kangaroo court (Luke 22:66ff). The Sanhedrin then took him to Pilate (Luke 23:1), who sent him to Herod (Luke 23:7). Herod sent him back to Pilate (Luke 23:11; by then it was noon; the “sixth hour;” John 19:14). Pilate tried to release him, but gave in to the crowd who wanted Jesus crucified. So Pilate handed Jesus over to his guard, who tortured him all night by doing things like placing a crown of thorns on his head and hitting it with a stick (this is now the second night in a row he had been up all night being beaten). The guards took Jesus and crucified him at 9 a.m. the next morning (the “third hour;” Mark 15:25; he would have been awake for something like 50 hours at this point). After hanging on the cross for six hours, Jesus died. No one can deny that the physical sufferings of Jesus were horrific.
We should also keep in mind that Jesus suffered mentally as well as physically. He had sorrow, grief, and plenty of opportunities for “stress.” Isaiah 53:3 (ESV) calls him a “man of sorrows, and acquainted with grief.” Although the Bible does not give us any details, it seems clear that his father Joseph died before he started his ministry (see commentary on John 19:27). His mother and family misunderstood him, and at different points did not believe him (John 7:5), and even thought he had gone insane (Mark 3:21). Jesus was constantly grieved by the hardness of people’s hearts. He had disciples leave him (John 6:66), and intimate friends desert and betray him. No wonder the Bible says that he was “tempted in every way just as we are” (Heb. 4:15), and that he “learned obedience by the things that he suffered” (Heb. 5:8).
There are many sources of suffering. They are all rooted in the Devil, but by now there are many secondary sources of suffering. Suffering comes from the Devil, his demons, and people who are influenced by the demonic. It also comes from the fallen nature of the world, and from things such as our own ignorance, pride, and stubbornness. It can also come from our standing against evil and suffering for it. As much as we would like to eliminate suffering, while we are on this earth it helps to recognize that when it comes to suffering, we can “turn a lemon into lemonade.” We can use our suffering to God’s advantage; it can have some benefits. In Jesus’ case, as Scripture says, it helped bring him to full maturity, and he learned obedience from it. Some of the potential benefits of suffering are:
· Suffering destroys our illusion of self-sufficiency and makes us aware of our dependence on God. People tend to forget God when things are going well. There is a military saying, “There are no atheists in foxholes.” When the artillery shells are falling from the sky and people’s comrades in arms are being blown to pieces, everyone realizes that they cannot determine their own fate, and they look to God for help. Sadly, when the war is over, most of those people forget the promises they made and return to their illusion of being in control of life. The suffering we experience, whether it is physical or mental, can help us be more aware of our need for, and dependence on, God. A great challenge is to retain that mindset and be God-centered when the suffering we were experiencing is over.
 
· Suffering allows us to better understand the suffering of others and makes us more understanding and caring toward others in need. That has to be part of the meaning of Hebrews 2:10, which says Jesus was “made perfect,” through suffering. The Greek word translated “made perfect” has many applications, and can refer to becoming mature or complete, or attaining a desired goal. Although Jesus was truly made perfect (brought to God’s desired goal) by his suffering and death, inherent in the Greek phrase is also that he attained maturity by suffering. It is truly difficult to understand what others are going through if you have not been through something similar. Jesus’ suffering makes him better able to relate to us, and us to him, and our suffering makes us better able to relate to others who are suffering.
 
· Suffering can give us credibility with others. Many people who are suffering or have needs are suspicious of, or doubting of, people who have never experienced what they are going through. People who minister to others know that often the best person to reach an alcoholic is a former alcoholic, the best person to reach a drug addict is a former drug addict, etc. We are naturally suspicious of the advice we get from someone who has never experienced what we are going through. God shows us that Jesus Christ is better able to be our High Priest because he suffered like we do: “For we do not have a high priest who is not able to empathize with our weaknesses, but one who has been tempted in every way just as we are, yet without sin” (Heb. 4:15).
 
· Suffering can get us to readjust our priorities, both physically and mentally. God commands us to seek Him first, and set our minds on things above. As horrible as it is, suffering helps us be successful at that. Many people who live ungodly lives, or even just lives that do not include God, readjust their priorities when faced with suffering. Often prayer, the hope of a better life, and friends in the Church are the only relief suffering people have.
 
· Suffering makes the Hope of Christ’s return and a wonderful life on a wonderful earth burn brightly in our soul. Nothing makes the wonderful future earth more appealing than suffering on this earth. People who are happy and healthy in this life, even though they know the next one will be better, never have the burning Hope for the next life that those people who are suffering do. It is when we are in pain that we think like the psalmist: “My soul is in deep anguish. How long, LORD, how long?” (Ps. 6:3).
​
Heb 2:11
“one.” The Greek text reads, “all from one, which is why....” The question is, what is the “one” referring to? Commentators are divided. Some say “one Father,” which is true in one sense but countered by Lenski who asserts that then the angels would be included also, since they too are from the Father. Lenski asserts that the “one” is Adam, from whom the whole human race came, however, Jesus is both from Adam and directly from God, so “Adam” has problems also. Nyland (The Source New Testament) says “family,” which might be good, but again, could imply too much. The Greek text is ambiguous. God is inviting us into the conversation to think, pray, and meditate about the “one” from whom we come. In that sense, the word “source” (which is in some versions) seems to be very good because it somewhat completes the thought without filling in the blank and thus giving us a firm answer. This seems to be one of the places where we would like for God to have been more plain, and He certainly could have, so therefore it seems best to follow His lead and leave our translation somewhat ambiguous.
“brothers and sisters.” The Greek text is “brothers,” but that often includes men and women.
[For more on brothers and sisters, see Word Study: “Adelphos.” For more on women’s involvement in the early church, see Appendix 11: “The Role of Women in the Church.”]
Heb 2:13
“trust.” We can and should trust God. Although it is common to hear religious people say, “Just have faith,” meaning, “Just trust,” the fact is that the human mind cannot “just trust.” In order for us to trust, we must believe the object of our trust is trustworthy. There are five basic elements to trust, and all can be expressed starting with a “c,” nicely making “The Five C’s of Trust.” Whether or not we trust someone or something is directly related to the presence of these five elements. If they are present, we will trust, and if they are not, we will instinctively not trust. The five are: Character; Competency; Commitment; Consistency; and Cohesion.
“Character” is the sum total of our moral and ethical qualities. A person of dubious character cannot be trusted, because they will without notice fail to keep their word or somehow turn against us. The Greco-Roman gods are a good example. They were selfish, capricious, and often just plain evil. They could not be trusted to be loving and helpful.
“Competency” speaks for itself when it comes to trust. If we know a person cannot do for us what we need done because they are simply not capable, then we cannot make ourselves trust them; our minds just will not trust. We can take a risk and hope, but we cannot “trust.”
“Commitment” is a person’s dedication to something, and especially to do what they say. We do not trust people who we know have no commitment to their work or words. They could change their mind and leave us in a very bad state.
“Consistency” is needed to make competency and commitment trustworthy. A person might be competent and also committed to something, but if we know the person may be inconsistent for some reason, we cannot trust him.
“Cohesion” is the part of trustworthiness that puts people on the same team, or working together. A person might have character and be competent, committed, and consistent, but if he or she works for a rival company, plays for a rival team, or is dedicated to a different or rival cause, then we cannot trust that person.
Once we understand how trust works, we can see that God meets all the requirements of trust, and if we enter into a relationship with Him, we will trust Him more and more over time. In fact, once we understand how trust works, we can see how people get deceived into trusting something they should not trust. A lying salesman might seem to be trustworthy, but in reality not have good character, or be consistent. Or he may only feign cohesion but really be after his commission, not a good result for us.
There is one caveat about trusting God. If we have wrong beliefs about God, then we will not trust Him. If for example, we think that God causes cancer, car wrecks, or hurricanes that kill untold innocent people, then he is acting like the Greek gods and we will not trust Him. We might try to love Him, but in our hearts we will not trust Him. Thus, a very important part of our trusting God is having right doctrine.
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“and the children whom God has given to me.” This quotation is from Isaiah 8:18. These “children” are disciples; “children” is being used in the Semitic sense of being followers of God; this use of “children” falls into the category of being a part of the customs and culture of the Bible. The context of Isaiah 8 is the Syrian and Israelite threat to Judah, and whether the king and people would rely on human efforts or on God (the king relied on human efforts and hired the Assyrians to attack Syria and Israel. As a result, Judah had temporary relief, but it was later devastated, but not completely destroyed, by Assyria). Yahweh warned Isaiah not to follow the way of the people (Isa. 8:11); He told Isaiah to fear God (Isa. 8:13). God told Isaiah He would be a sanctuary for him, but a trap, snare, and stone that crushes to the people of Israel (Isa. 8:14-15). In response, Isaiah said, “I will wait for Yahweh...I will put my trust in him. Here I am, and the children [the followers of God] who are with me” (Isa. 8:17-18). By these words, Isaiah shows his dedication to God and his refusal to go along with the ways of the people. This is a good life lesson for us. We are always tempted to do things the world’s way and follow the crowd, but we should always, like Isaiah and the disciples with him, do things God’s way, even though there is often a short-term cost for obeying God.
In Hebrews 2:12-13, the words of Isaiah are combined with the words of David from Psalm 22 (which is a prophecy about the Messiah), and are recorded as being spoken by Jesus Christ. In the context of suffering, (which is mentioned several times in the immediate context), Jesus testifies about God, praises God, trusts God, and stands together with others who are also following and trusting God. In the context of Hebrews 2:13, the “children” are the believers who follow Christ and who stand with him.
Heb 2:14
“children.” Here “children” means “disciples” or “followers.” The Greek word is paidion (#3813 παιδίον), and although the Greek means a young child, in the Semitic culture, the word “child” was often used for a disciple (cf. Matt. 12:27). Isaiah used the word as “follower, disciple,” and that is the way it is used here in Hebrews as well (see commentary on Heb. 2:13).
“in a similar way.” The Greek is paraplēsiōs (#3898 παραπλησίως), and it has engendered much discussion by scholars. The problem is that it does not mean “likewise” or “in the same way,” but rather it expresses a very close similarity. However, in many cases in the Greek the purpose of the word is to describe a similarity that is meant to show essential sameness. Thus Thayer says the word is “used of a similarity which amounts to equality.” Also, the Exegetical Dictionary of the New Testament says, “Jesus took on flesh and blood in the same way as others...In spite of the ambiguity of the expression, the thought is not simply of a ‘similarity.’” The EDNT also references Spicq, who says, “without any difference.”[footnoteRef:2914] [2914:  Balz and Schneider, EDNT, s.v. “παραπλησίως,” 33.] 

Nevertheless, the Greek word paraplēsiōs does not mean “likewise,” which means, “in the same way,” but rather, “in a similar way.” The Source New Testament[footnoteRef:2915] translates the phrase, that Jesus “also pretty much shared in their flesh and blood,” and notes that paraplēsiōs means “‘coming near,’ ‘nearly resembling,’ ‘just about,’ ‘nearly equal.’ It does not mean “likewise.’” H. Meyer gets the heart of the word when he says that it is “not ‘equality,’ or ‘likewise,’...but: ‘in a manner very closely resembling.’”[footnoteRef:2916] Meyer then notes that paraplēsiōs expresses the resemblance of Jesus to other humans while still expressing that there is some diversity from them. About the difference between Jesus and everyone else, Meyer continues: “And rightly so...He was distinguished from his human brethren by his sinlessness.” Meyer is correct about Jesus’ sinlessness. Jesus was fully human but without a sin nature, so being sinless was one way that Jesus was different from “the children” (the subject of the verse). He had no sin nature because God was his Father, whereas every other human has a sin nature inherited from Adam. [2915:  A. Nyland, 2004.]  [2916:  Meyer’s Commentary on the New Testament.] 

The point that Hebrews 2:14 is making in using paraplēsiōs is that he was equal to other people in that he was fully human, but still had a difference from the rest of humanity. The danger of translating paraplēsiōs as “in the same way, or “likewise,” is that we might think that Jesus took flesh and blood “in the same way” that we have, when he was somewhat different than we are: because God was his Father he had sinless blood. On the other hand, when we translate paraplēsiōs more accurately as “in a similar way,” we have to guard against not thinking of Jesus as fully human, but only “similar” to us. The Bible expresses in many places that Jesus was a man, a human. One thing that helps us in the translation of Hebrews 2:14 is that if God had wanted to emphasize that Jesus was exactly the same, or in “the same way” as the rest of humanity, He would almost certainly have found a clearer way to say it than by using paraplēsiōs. It certainly seems that writing “in a similar” way and then explaining the similarity seems safer than writing “in the same way” and then saying, “well, sort of the same way—he had sinless blood.”
The thing that was only “similar” between Jesus and the rest of mankind is that although Jesus was fully human, just as Adam was (which is why Jesus is called “the Last Adam” in 1 Cor. 15:45), he did not have a sin nature like all of us since the fall of Adam and Eve have. Although there are some people who claim that Jesus had to have a sin nature to be like us, that is not the case. God did not create mankind with a sin nature; it is an addition since Adam’s sin. Adam and Eve were fully human before they sinned, and Jesus was fully human too, but also without sin nature. There is no reason to claim that Jesus was not like us unless he had a sin nature because the sin nature is not “natural” to humanity.
[For more information on the purpose of the virgin birth, see commentary on Rom. 8:3.]
“make ineffective.” The Greek word is katargeō (#2673 καταργέω), which has a wide range of meaning and therefore must be translated according to the context. Some of the meanings of katargeō are: to cause someone or something to be ineffective or unproductive; to render idle, or inactive, or inoperative; to make ineffective; to deprive of force or influence; to put an end to, do away with (thus the translation in many versions, “destroy”); and to be separated from.
Many versions have the word “destroy,” and read, “destroy him who has the power of death” (cf. ESV, KJV, NIV84). However, R. C. H. Lenski correctly notes in his commentary on Hebrews that “destroy” is an “inexact” translation, because the Devil still exists and murders.[footnoteRef:2917] Thus, Jesus did not actually “destroy” the Devil through his death, rather, Jesus’ death made the Devil’s work ineffective. Even if our body is killed, the Devil’s work has been made ineffective because Jesus Christ conquered the power of the grave. F. F. Bruce stated it well and poetically when he wrote: “Jesus broke the Devil’s grip on his people when in death he became the death of death.”[footnoteRef:2918] [2917:  Lenski, Interpretation of the Epistle to the Hebrews, 90.]  [2918:  Bruce, The Epistle to the Hebrews [NICNT], 86.] 

Of course, we know that Jesus’ death set in motion the events that will lead to the destruction of the Devil, but even so, the destruction of the Devil is not the point of the verse. The point of the verse is that through the death of Christ, the Devil has been made ineffective. He can rant and rage, and even kill, but his power has been broken because Jesus conquered death. There are many translators who have seen this truth and do not use the word “destroy” in their versions. Some ways katargeō has been translated include: “bring to naught” (Cassirer); “annul” (DBY); “dethrone” (Goodspeed); “put out of commission” (Lenski); “render powerless” (NASB); “break the power” (NIV); “abolish the effects” (Nyland) “paralyze” (Rotherham); “put a stop to” (Williams). Thank God that through the death of Jesus Christ, the Devil and all his power has been made ineffective. Every Christian will live forever.
“through death he could make ineffective the one who holds the power of death.” Lenski[footnoteRef:2919] points out that it is almost ironic that it was through Jesus’ death that the one who holds the power of death is made ineffective, but that is the way God designed the sacrificial death of Christ. In this life there is a war between Good and Evil and human death and life are in the balance. The Devil almost always has some influence on when and why people die, and sometimes the Devil can manipulate things and directly cause a person’s death. In contrast, God hates death and does not want people to die, which is why He offers everlasting life to people (John 3:16). [2919:  Lenski, Interpretation of the Epistle to the Hebrews, 89.] 

[For more on God not being in control of everything that happens on earth, see the REV commentary on Luke 4:6.]
“Devil.” The Greek word is diabolos (#1228 διάβολος), which literally means “Slanderer,” but diabolos gets transliterated into English as our more familiar name, “Devil.” Slander is so central to who the Devil is and how he operates that one of his primary names is “the Slanderer.”
[For more information on the names of the Devil, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
Heb 2:15
“by their fear of death.” The Devil holds the power of death—he can kill the body. That is fearsome power. Death is feared by almost everyone. However, Jesus died and “made ineffective” the Devil’s power of death. Yes, the Devil may kill, but the righteous will get up. As Jesus himself said, “the gates of the grave” (sometimes misunderstood as “the gates of hell”) will not be able to retain those who have given their lives to Jesus and become saved. They will get up from the grave, and overcome death. If believers clearly understood that Jesus will get them up from the grave—that his promise of everlasting life is sure and steadfast—the anxiety and mental and sometimes physical slavery that comes from the fear of death would vanish.
[For more on the “gates of the grave,” see commentary on Matt. 16:18.]
Heb 2:16
“Indeed.” The Greek is gar (#1063 γάρ), and is usually translated “for” and understood to communicate a reason for something. However, that use of gar does not fit this verse. Rather, this is what some scholars refer to as the “confirmatory gar” and confirms and clarifies what has already been stated. (see commentary on Rom. 9:3).
“it hardly needs to be said.” The Greek is dēpou (#1222 δήπου, pronounced 'day-poo), and it “is used when something is affirmed in a slightly ironical manner.”[footnoteRef:2920] Nyland translates it, “I hardly need to say,”[footnoteRef:2921] and Lenski, “it hardly needs to be said.”[footnoteRef:2922] There was a lot of emphasis on angels in the Jewish religion, so much so that Colossians 2:18 mentions the worship of angels. But angels are not under the Devil’s power of death, and are not afraid of dying, so Jesus did not die to free them from that power of the Devil. Thus the verse is appropriate; that in spite of all the attention angels get in the Jewish religion, it hardly needs to be said that Jesus did not come to help (primarily in the context of death and fear of death) angels, but to help people, so “he was obligated to become like his brothers in every respect” and die for them. [2920:  Strong’s, s.v. “δήπου.”]  [2921:  Ann Nyland, The Source New Testament, 437.]  [2922:  R. C. H. Lenski, Epistle to the Hebrews, 92.] 

Heb 2:17
“had to.” The Greek word is opheilō (#3784 ὀφείλω), and it means to owe; to owe money, be in debt for. It is used of an obligation, or a moral obligation, and it is often used that way in the NT (cf. Eph. 5:28). However, BDAG says, “to be constrained by circumstances; have to,” and that is its meaning here, which can be seen especially in combination with “be made,” which is in the passive voice.[footnoteRef:2923] The circumstances dictated that Jesus had to “be made” (passive; made by God) like his brothers. The only way Jesus could have been a merciful and faithful high priest in things pertaining to God was that he “had” to be made like his brothers in every way. [2923:  BDAG, s.v. “ὀφείλω,” 3rd def.] 

Hebrews 2:17 gives good support to the Biblical Unitarian position that Jesus is not God in the flesh. Many Trinitarians argue that Jesus must be God in order to atone for sins. However, Hebrews 2:17 says quite the opposite, namely, that Jesus needed to be “like his brothers and sisters in every respect…so that he could wipe away the sins of the people.” A god-man is not like the rest of humankind, but a man is. Thus, Jesus needed to be a sinless (1 Pet. 2:22) human to be the true substitute for humankind, and that is exactly what the Scriptures call him (1 Tim. 2:5). Jesus was “made” (passive voice in the Greek) like other humans in every way by God. Jesus did not differ from other people by being some kind of god-man; he was the “last Adam,” the man who conquered sin, and he was a faithful High Priest to God, not a High Priest who was also God.
[For more on Jesus Christ being fully human and not a god-man, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.”]
“in every respect.” The Greek is pas (#3956 πᾶς), in this case in the plural (panta) and it means “all” or “every.” The word “all” is used as “all without exception,” or as “all with some exceptions,” depending on the context. In this case, God is making the point that Jesus was like other priests in that he was tempted and suffered, which helped him be a “merciful and faithful” High Priest. This verse is not making an ontological claim about the nature of Jesus and saying that he was like every other person in every single way, including having a sin nature. We can see the word pas being used in the same way as “all with some exceptions” in Hebrews 2:8 when God says He put “all” things under his feet but then says not everything is under his feet yet, and furthermore, we know that God is not included in that “all” (1 Cor. 15:27).
[For more on Jesus not having a sin nature, see commentary on Heb. 2:14.]
“wipe away.” The Greek word is hilaskomai (#2433 ἱλάσκομαι). Strong’s Lexicon, and other Greek-English lexicons such as Thayer’s, gives the definition as “to expiate, make propitiation for.” BDAG gives us a little more detail, saying, “to eliminate impediments that alienate the deity, expiate, wipe out,” and it points out that is the reading in the Moffatt Bible: “to expiate the sins of the people,” (which is also the reading in the Exegetical Dictionary of the New Testament). Also, however, BDAG points out that the NRSV translates this as, “make a sacrifice of atonement.” Hendriksen and Kistemaker point out that the purpose of Christ’s being the High Priest was to make atonement for the people, and write: “The term ‘atonement’ is a theological one with profound meaning: it is often explained by other, even more difficult, terms such as “propitiation” and “expiation.”[footnoteRef:2924] Difficult indeed! What English speaker uses these words in everyday life, and is the biblical concept so difficult to explain that we need words that we have to look up to understand? And if we can understand them by looking them up, cannot we just use those simple definitions in place of the difficult words? What is the verse really saying? [2924:  Hendriksen and Kistemaker, New Testament Commentary: Hebrews.] 

The reason theologians default to difficult theological terms often has to do with the fact that in theological circles the terms become “loaded,” that is, they are given meanings that come from theology, not from lexical meaning. “Propitiate” means, to appease; gain or regain goodwill; and a “propitiation” is something that propitiates, i.e., something that appeases or regains goodwill. “Expiate” simply means to extinguish the guilt incurred by something and also make amends for something.[footnoteRef:2925] Also according to Merriam-Webster, at the time the early English Bibles, such as the KJV, were being translated, “atonement” meant “reconciliation,” and that is the meaning that has continued into modern theology. [2925:  Both definitions from Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary; 11th ed.] 

The Zondervan Pictorial Encyclopedia of the Bible notes that “atonement” refers to a “harmonious relationship,” or that which brings about such a relationship, i.e., “reconciliation,” and it says “atonement” “is primarily used of the reconciliation between God and man effected by the work of Christ.”[footnoteRef:2926] Thus the translation in some Bibles, “a sacrifice of atonement,” is a “sacrifice that procures reconciliation,” and that is not a bad translation in this verse. [2926:  Merrill C. Tenney, ZPEB.] 

We can see why Friberg’s Lexicon gives the definition of hilaskomai as, “bring about reconciliation, make acceptable to, provide for forgiveness, with focus on the means of reconciliation.” Given the range of the meaning of hilaskomai, that it has to do both with bringing about reconciliation and also forgiveness, Louw-Nida leans toward forgiveness and gives the meaning of hilaskomai as “to forgive, with the focus upon the instrumentality or the means by which forgiveness is accomplished...‘so that the people’s sins would be forgiven’ or ‘so that God would forgive the people’s sins.’” The Source NT (A. Nyland) goes in that direction by translating the phrase: “so that he could take away the sins of the people.” The NLT (New Living Testament) also says, “take away,” and the CEB (Common English Bible) says, “wipe away.”
Since the word hilaskomai is a verb, and the object is “the sins of the people,” we can see the strength of the translation given by Louw-Nida: “so that the people’s sins would be forgiven.” It is easy to understand, quite lexically sound, and in forgiving the sins of the people, God is obviously reconciled back to the people (if He was not, He would not have forgiven their sin). However, in light of the fact that there are well-accepted words for “forgive,” it seems that “wipe away” was a good translation. Actually, more support for “wipe away” comes from the Septuagint. F. F. Bruce writes: “The NT use of these words follows the precedent of the LXX [Septuagint], where...they are chiefly used as equivalent of the Pi’el conjunction of the Hebrew k-p-r and its derivatives. Whether the etymological force of this Pi’el conjugation is “cover completely” or “wipe out,” its cultic [religious] use denotes the restoration of a relationship between God and mankind which has been broken by man’s sin....”[footnoteRef:2927] Thus there is good evidence for the translation, “wipe away” in this verse, and the wiping away of sins restores our relationship with God. [2927:  Bruce, Epistle to the Hebrews [NICNT], 79.] 

It is worth noting that hilaskomai is in the present tense, and Lenski notes: “the one act of Jesus is viewed in its continuous application to the sins of the people.” In other words, even though Jesus’ death was a one-time act, the forgiveness for sins that his death procured continues day after day.
Hendriksen and Kistemaker get the point of what the verse is trying to say: “the word...[ hilaskomai]...means that Jesus as High Priest brought peace between God and man. God’s wrath was directed toward man because of his sin, and man, because of sin, was alienated from God. ...Jesus offered himself so that the shedding of his blood covered our sins. Thus we might be acquitted, forgiven, and restored. Jesus brought God and man together in inexpressible harmony.”[footnoteRef:2928] [2928:  Hendriksen and Kistemaker, New Testament Commentary: Hebrews.] 

In conclusion, what Jesus did as it is expressed in Greek is hard to express easily in English, which accounts for the many different English translations of Hebrews 2:17. But Jesus became the High Priest so that he could wipe away the sins of the people, and in so doing he appeased the wrath of God, removed the guilt of the people, and restored the harmony between God and man. What the Old Testament High Priest and sacrifices could only do in a token way, Jesus Christ actually and fully accomplished in removing the sins of the people.
[For more information, see commentary on Rom. 3:26.]
 
Hebrews Chapter 3
Heb 3:1
“brothers and sisters.” The Greek text is “brothers,” but that often includes men and women.
[For more on brothers and sisters, see Word Study: “Adelphos.” For more on women’s involvement in the early church, see Appendix 11: “The Role of Women in the Church.”]
Heb 3:2
“appointed.” The Greek word is poieō (#4160 ποιέω), to make or to do, in this context, God “made” Christ the high priest, so “appoint” is clearer than simply “made.” Lenski has “made him (what he is),” which would be a way to go if you wanted to keep the word “made” and still retain the meaning in the passage.[footnoteRef:2929] [2929:  R. C. H. Lenski, Epistle to the Hebrews, 102.] 

“in all His house.” Moses was faithful in all of God’s house. In this context, the “His” refers to God, not Jesus.
Heb 3:3
“Moses.” Sometimes things that God has in His Word are not immediately apparent to us, even though they would have been immediately apparent to people living in the biblical culture at the time the Scripture was written. This is such a case. We may not know why God compared Moses to the Messiah here in Hebrews, but at the time Hebrews was written, it was not uncommon among the Jews to think of Jesus as a second Moses. This passage makes it clear that the Messiah was not a “second Moses,” but much greater than Moses.
Heb 3:7
“the Holy Spirit says.” “The Holy Spirit” is the name for God that emphasizes His power in operation. God is called “the Holy Spirit” in a number of verses in the NT, including Matthew 1:20; 12:32; and Hebrews 9:8.
[For more information on the uses of “Holy Spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
“if you hear his voice.” The verb “hear” is in the second-person plural, subjunctive mood. It may be that God will not speak to us and therefore we will not hear His voice. But if He does speak to us, then we should not harden our hearts as the Israelites did in the desert.
Heb 3:9
These quoted verses break differently than the OT.
Heb 3:12
“brothers and sisters.” See Word Study: “Adelphos.”
Heb 3:13
“one another.” The phrase “one another” occurs in the context of the community of believers, and while we are to be good to everyone, in the context of the New Testament Epistles, the commands toward “one another” are specifically to other believers. Christians are to be “especially good to the household of faith” (Gal. 6:10). It is very important for the richness of our lives together here on earth, for our personal growth here on earth, and for rewards in the next life, that each Christian needs to be “other-focused,” focused on others and how we can help them. The phrase “one another” occurs many times in the New Testament, stating and reinforcing that truth.
[For more on the “one another” commands, see commentary on Gal. 5:13, “one another.” For more on “love one another,” see commentary on John 13:34.]
Heb 3:16
“was it not all.” There is a question about whether or not the text should read “was it not all” as if all did rebel, or “not all” as if all did not. But the meaning clearly seems to be as we have it.[footnoteRef:2930] [2930:  Cf. Lenski.] 

 
Hebrews Chapter 4
Heb 4:1
“lest any of you fails to reach it.” The Greek text has the word dokeō (#1380 δοκέω), which can mean to seem, to think, to suppose, etc. This causes more literal versions such as the KJV to say things such as: “any of you should seem to come short of it.” This is very confusing to the English reader. Do people fall short, or do they just “seem” to fall short? The key to understanding the verse is to realize that the Greeks had a “rhetorical” use of dokeō, in which the word was used by way of courtesy to moderate a statement so it would not seem to be so harsh.[footnoteRef:2931] The problem is that we do not use “seem” in that way, so if we translate it into our English version it imports a meaning that the Greek text does not have. The verse is saying that people should “fear” (be afraid and therefore careful) that they do not miss the rest God has provided, which is still open to them. [2931:  Cf. BDAG; EDNT; Thayer; s.v. δοκέω.] 

Heb 4:3
“(for we who have believed enter into that rest).” The quotation that follows this statement applies to the people in verse 2 who heard the Word but did not trust God. God swore people like that would never enter His rest—the Millennial Kingdom. The Holman Christian Standard Bible also has the parenthesis.
“enter.” In Greek the verb translated enter, eiserchomai (#1525 εἰσέρχομαι) is in the present tense. The proleptic sense of the verb is clear, for the context shows us that “there still remains a Sabbath rest for the people of God.” In that sense, it would not be wrong to consider the verb as a future tense, and translate the phrase, “for we who have believed will enter into that rest.” God uses the present tense on purpose, however. The New Birth guarantees the believer a place on the New Earth when Jesus sets up his kingdom, and because of that guarantee, there is a certain sense of rest that the believer can enjoy. Although the REV uses the present tense, as does the Greek text, we must understand both its present and future implication.
Heb 4:7
“after such a long time.” David wrote that the people of God should not “harden their hearts” as they did at Meribah and Massah.
Heb 4:12
“soul.” The Greek word often translated “soul” is psuchē (#5590 ψυχή, pronounced psoo-'kay), and it has a large number of meanings, including the physical life of a person or animal; an individual person; or attitudes, emotions, feelings, and thoughts. Here it is juxtaposed with “spirit,” but it is exceedingly difficult to pin down an exact meaning for either “soul” or “spirit” in this verse. G. W. Buchanan correctly observes that “The point of the author’s affirmation was to show that the Word of God could make divisions and distinctions that are impossible for human beings.”[footnoteRef:2932] [2932:  Buchanan, To the Hebrews [AB], 75.] 

The context lets us know that the meanings of “soul” and “spirit” are not just the simple meaning where “spirit” refers to the gift of holy spirit in the believer and “soul” refers to the life of the body. This section of Scripture is about people, specifically Israelites, who did not take advantage of God’s offer to enter into His rest and were defiant (Heb. 4:6), nevertheless, God’s offer of a future rest still remains open (Heb. 4:1, 9). Of the many people who heard the message, some were openly defiant and did not enter into God’s rest (Heb. 4:6), some gave lip service to the offer but did not mix what they heard with genuine faith, and so did not enter in (Heb. 4:2), and others believed and will enter the rest God promised (Heb. 4:10). It is impossible for us to determine who is in which category, but the Word of God, which can divide between soul and spirit, joints and marrow, and the considerations and intentions of the heart, can and does make that division and determination.
The context of Hebrews 4:12 is the Israelites of the Old Testament, the vast majority of whom did not have the gift of holy spirit upon them, and how they responded to the offer God made to them of entering into His rest, and how that offer still stands today. From that, we can see that the contrast between “soul” and “spirit” is not as simple as “soul” referring to “the soul life that animates the body” and “spirit” referring to “the gift of holy spirit,” although God can divide between those also. It seems clear that psuchē, soul, although used in a very broad manner including physical life, thought life, and emotional life, in this context, it emphasizes the thought and emotional life. In contrast, pneuma, “spirit,” here does not primarily mean the gift of holy spirit in the Christian, however, that meaning can be included in the overall interpretation, but rather refers to the seat of the spiritual life and people’s attitudes, as illustrated by the Israelites.
The use of “joints” and “marrow” in the verse adds to the evidence from the context that “soul” and “spirit” have a primary emphasis on our mental and emotional life and also our attitudes. Although God could dissect our physical bodies distinctly enough to divide our joints from our marrow, that does not seem to be the main point of the verse. Meyer points out that classical Greek literature used the word “marrow” to refer figuratively “to denote the innermost, most hidden depth of the rational life of man.”[footnoteRef:2933] It makes sense in the context of this chapter, which is about mankind’s response to God’s offer, that “joints” and “marrow” primarily refer figuratively to workings in the mind. Thus this verse very thoroughly teaches us that all of the mental and emotional life of man is open before God. [2933:  Meyer’s Commentary on the New Testament.] 

Hebrews 4:12 is a verse that should cause each human to wake up and pay attention to his or her life. The God who created the Universe and is ultimately responsible for each of us being alive has made us an offer that we can “enter His rest” and live forever with Him. He holds us accountable for what we do, and, unlike people, He is never fooled by our words, however, fine-sounding they are. His Word is both powerful and active, and divides every thought and action in our life, separating those that honor Him from those that are defiant and selfish. He becomes angry with people who ignore or defy Him (Heb. 4:3), and Judgment Day will be a sad day for those people who discover to their horror that while they could have had a wonderful everlasting life with God, they will be annihilated in the Lake of Fire. In contrast, Judgment Day will be a great day for those people who, after suffering through this life, finally get to enter God’s rest.
Another lesson we should learn from this verse is that it is the Word of God that is sharp enough to make judgments about life, not our human opinion. When making judgments and evaluations about this life, we should use “it is written” as our standard, just as our Lord did so often in his life. We must let the Word dwell in us richly, just as Colossians 3:16 tells us.
[For a more complete explanation of “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’” For more on “spirit” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit,’” also commentary on Matt. 5:3.]
“considerations.” The Greek word translated “considerations” is enthumēsis (#1761 ἐνθύμησις), and it refers to “the process of considering something.”[footnoteRef:2934] It is not just a “thought,” because thoughts pop in and out of the mind all the time. Although it is good to have holy thoughts, God is not nearly as concerned about thoughts that pop in and out of the mind as He is about what people “think about,” that is, consider, mull over. The mind “considers” and then forms a conclusion. [2934:  BDAG, s.v. “ἐνθύμησις.”] 

Heb 4:13
“to whom we must give account.” This is the usual rendering of the Greek of the last part of Hebrews 4:13, and the majority of scholars favor this reading, or one that is similar. It is certainly true that a large number of other verses say that we must give an account of our lives to God.
We should not miss, however, that the Greek text of verse 13 ends with the phrase ho logos (ὁ λόγος), which is the same phrase that is translated “the word” in the opening of Heb. 4:12: “the word of God is living and active….” It is true that logos has many meanings, among them “word” and “account,” and so there is no grammatical problem with logos in verse 12 meaning “word” and logos in verse 13 meaning “account,” which is one reason most scholars favor that translation. Also, Hebrews 13:17 uses the word logos in the context of leaders giving an account.
We should take note of the fact, however, that there are some very knowledgeable scholars, among them R. C. H. Lenski and Ann Nyland, who feel that the word logos is used of the word of God in both verse 12 and verse 13. That changes the meaning of the verse significantly. Lenski would quite literally translate the phrase as: “to the eyes of him facing whom this Word is for us.”[footnoteRef:2935] That literal translation is very stilted and difficult to understand. What is clear, however, is that the Word, which is alive and active, and sharper than any double-edged sword, is “for us,” thus in some way committed to us. Nyland is more colloquial than Lenski, and goes with this translation: “in his [God’s] view the Word is our responsibility.”[footnoteRef:2936] That translation could well be the meaning of the verse, or certainly a meaning contained in the verse. There are certainly other verses that say that each believer has the responsibility to both live by, and use, the Word of God in a godly manner. [2935:  R. C. H. Lenski, Epistle to the Hebrews, 140.]  [2936:  Ann Nyland, The Source New Testament, 439.] 

If we understand the meaning of logos in Heb. 4:12 as “word” and the meaning of logos in Heb. 4:13 as “account,” then the use of logos in verses 12 and 13 (which can be taken as one sentence in the Greek text), is the figure of speech antanaclasis (“word clashing,” the use of two different meanings of the same word in a phrase or sentence.[footnoteRef:2937] [2937:  Cf. Bullinger, Figures of Speech Used in the Bible, 286, “antanaclasis.”] 

[For more on the figure of speech antanaclasis, see commentary on 1 Sam. 1:24.]
[See Word Study: “Antanaclasis.”]
Heb 4:14
“a great high priest.” Jesus is our High Priest, and here he is called our “great high priest.” In the biblical context, “great” does not mean “wonderful” like in English vernacular when someone says, “That is great,” i.e., wonderful. In the biblical culture and context, a “great” priest was a priest with great power, authority, and influence. Jesus Christ is more than just a high priest, he is a powerful and influential High Priest with “all authority.”
Heb 4:15
“empathize.” The Greek word translated “empathize” is sumpatheō (#4834 συμπαθέω, pronounced soom-pa-'thĕ-ō). The translation is sometimes thought to be “sympathize,” following more closely to the spelling of the Greek, and “sympathize” can be a meaning in some contexts, but “empathize” is a more accurate translation in this verse. Empathy is when a person can understand and feel what another person is feeling. In contrast, sympathy is having compassion for the other person, but without necessarily feeling, or being able to feel or identify with, the other person’s feelings. “Sympathy” can be used in a much broader way than “empathy” because sympathy does not necessarily demand that a person be able to identify with the other person’s feelings, but only have a sense of what the person is going through. That is why, for example, we can sympathize with a cause that we support, such as helping the poor, but we cannot empathize with a cause.
Hebrews 4:15 is about empathy because Jesus Christ was tempted in every way, just like we are, and therefore he can feel what we are feeling on a personal, visceral level. It is not just that Jesus “understands” us, he can feel what we feel, and he empathizes with us. The Greek prefix sum means “with” or “together with,” and patheō, refers to ones passions, feelings, or experiences. Thus, Thayer lists one of the definitions of sumpatheō as “to be affected with the same feeling as another,”[footnoteRef:2938] Friberg lists one definition as, “showing a disposition to help because of fellow feeling.”[footnoteRef:2939] Kittel’s TDNT is very clear: “In Heb. 4:15 sympatheō does not signify a sympathetic understanding that is ready to condone, but a fellow feeling that derives from full acquaintance with the seriousness of the situation as a result of successfully withstanding temptation.”[footnoteRef:2940] Rotherham’s Emphasized Bible translates the phrase: “For we have not a high-priest unable to have fellow-feeling with our weaknesses….” [2938:  Thayer’s Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “συμπαθέω.”]  [2939:  Friberg, Analytical Lexicon, s.v. “συμπαθέω.”]  [2940:  Kittel, Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, s.v. “συμπαθέω.”] 

Christians should take comfort in the fact that Jesus does more than “sympathize” with us, he can feel what we are feeling—the hurt, pain, discouragement, and also the joy, excitement, and love. No wonder we can pour out our heart to him when we pray; he is listening and understanding us.
“tempted.” The fact that Jesus was tempted in every way, just like we are, helped him grow and mature, and makes us able to understand and identify with him. See commentary on Hebrews 2:10.
Heb 4:16
“let us approach the throne of grace.” The background of “approach the throne of grace” is the Old Testament. Up until the death of Christ, only the Levites who worked in the Tabernacle and then the Temple could approach God (every priest was also a Levite, a descendant of Levi, son of Jacob). Non-Levites could only approach God with a sacrifice or offering (cf. Lev. 1:1-3, 10, 14; 2:1; 3:1, 6, 12; ). If non-Levites approached God without an approach offering they were to be put to death (Num. 1:51; 3:10, 38). The Tabernacle of Moses was surrounded by a high curtain that the Israelites could not see over, and the Temple was surrounded by a wall that kept the common people away from God. God was considered too holy to be around without one’s life being in danger, and it was only safe to come into His presence with an offering. Now, however, Jesus Christ has paid for the sins of all people by his death on the cross and become the approach offering so that every person can openly approach God and worship Him intimately. Today we approach God boldly and enter into His presence through the veil by the blood of Christ (Heb. 10:19-23).
“open and honest speech.” The Greek word is parrēsia (#3954 παρρησία). Some translations, including the KJV, say “boldly” or “boldness,” but in this context, which is a person coming before a powerful ruler, the English word “boldness” usually gives the wrong impression. Parrēsia was used to describe the complete openness and frankness of speech that the Greeks in the marketplace who were called upon to speak about political issues needed to have to maintain their democracy. It referred to speaking one’s mind without holding anything back, to honestly express how you felt, so perhaps “straightforwardness,” “candor,” “openness,” or “frankness” would be good translations.[footnoteRef:2941] [2941:  Spicq, Theological Lexicon of the New Testament.] 

As it can be imagined, being totally open and honest about one’s ideas and feelings to a ruler was quite rare in the ancient world. It could get one in serious trouble (note what happened to John the Baptist when he confronted Herod). The Bible tells us that the common Jew would not speak with parrēsia (openness and honesty) about Jesus because they were afraid of the Jewish rulers (John 7:13). Because complete openness of speech required confidence and even boldness, it can be translated that way also, and is in other verses. However, to translate it “boldness” here in Hebrews 4:16 misses the point. The verse is not saying to be “bold” before God, as if we could swagger into His throne room and make demands on Him based upon our “rights.” Rather it is saying that we can be completely honest with Him, and lay our hearts out before Him knowing that we will find mercy and grace to help us. We can share our whole heart with God: our successes and our failures; our joys and our fears; our hopes and our disappointments. It is helpful to know, however, that because in certain contexts speaking openly required great boldness, “boldness” can be a good translation of parrēsia in some verses (cf. Acts 4:13).
 
Hebrews Chapter 5
Heb 5:5
Psalm 2:7 is quoted in three places: Acts 13:33; Heb. 1:5 and 5:5. See commentary on Acts 13:33.
Heb 5:7
“having been heard.” This phrase can be confusing if we take it to only refer to Jesus’ prayer, “Take this cup from me,” because that prayer was not answered the way Jesus would have liked it to have been. Isaiah said that Jesus was a man of sorrow and familiar with grief (Isa. 53:3). Of course his greatest grief came in the last week of his life, and it is surely in light of his death that he became the author of salvation. Nevertheless, there is little doubt that all through his life he prayed fervently, often crying, as many people do when they pray. No one felt a greater connection to mankind, and a greater sorrow at their plight, than did Jesus. And as far as God answering Jesus’ prayers, one only has to read the Gospels to see Jesus pray and God answer over and over again. So we have a great lesson in this verse: Jesus prayed, and he was heard “because of his reverent submission.” The Bible says plainly that “God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble” (James 4:6; 1 Pet. 5:5). If we want our prayers answered consistently, we must become reverently submissive to the will of God, like Jesus was.
“because of.” The Greek preposition apo (#575 ἀπό), has a number of possible definitions, but the best fit in this context is to indicate a cause or means.[footnoteRef:2942] Why was Jesus heard? It was due to the way he had lived his life in total submission to God. When someone lives in a way that is totally honorable to God, God hears that person. That is why Scripture says God gives grace to the humble but sets His face against the proud (James 4:6; 1 Pet. 5:5). Some scholars assert that he was not heard “because of” his reverent submission, but “from” it. That would make the verse say that Jesus was praying in a state of reverent submission, and not like the submission with God’s hearing him. That would make the verse the equivalent of, “and he was heard from his posture of godly submission,” but that does not seem to be what the verse is saying. The fact that Jesus had, and always had, a posture of godly submission to the Father is not debated. [2942:  BDAG, s.v. “ἀπό.”] 

“reverent submission.” The Greek word is eulabeia (#2124 εὐλάβεια), and it is used only twice in the New Testament, both times in Hebrews (cf. Heb. 12:28). There has been much discussion among theologians as to what the word means. Generally in the NT, the Greek word phobos (which occurs almost 50 times, and is the origin of the English word “phobia”) is translated “fear,” and thus to use the word “fear” here when it is unnecessary seems to be potentially confusing. Wuest gets the sense of eulabeia correct when he says, “The picture in the word [eulabeia] is that of a cautious taking hold of and a careful and respectful handling.”[footnoteRef:2943] F. F. Bruce notes, “...the consistent meaning is reverence toward God,” and while he notes the translation “godly fear,” he also notes the translation of the NEB, “humble submission.”[footnoteRef:2944] “Godly fear” is a fine translation if one realizes the semantic range of “fear” and that in this context it refers to respect and reverence, not “fear” in the modern sense, and it is precisely because of the modern sense, and possible confusion with phobos, that we have avoided that translation. [2943:  Kenneth S. Wuest, Wuest’s Word Studies: Hebrews in the Greek New Testament, 100.]  [2944:  Bruce, Epistle to the Hebrews [NICNT], 129-130.] 

Heb 5:8
“(although he was a son…)”This sentence is the figure of speech parembole, a type of parenthesis, which is complete in itself.[footnoteRef:2945] The context flows perfectly without the parembole, but it adds to the context. [2945:  Cf. Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 176, “parembole.”] 

“suffered.” Jesus matured in part due to the things he suffered. See commentary on Hebrews 2:10.
Heb 5:9
“the source.” The Greek word translated “source” here in Hebrews 5:9 is aitios (#159 αἴτιος) and when it is used in a context like this it means “cause, source”;[footnoteRef:2946] “responsible agent, cause”;[footnoteRef:2947] “cause, reason, occasion.”[footnoteRef:2948] A number of English versions have picked up on this and translate aitios as “source” (CJB, HCSB, ESV, NAB, NASB, NET, NIV, NJB, NLT, NRSV). Indeed, Jesus is the source of salvation, because through him everlasting life was made available. [2946:  BDAG; Friberg; s.v. “αἴτιος.”]  [2947:  Montanari, Brill Dictionary of Ancient Greek, s.v. “αἴτιος.”]  [2948:  Balz and Schneider, EDNT, s.v. “αἴτιος.”] 

It is vital that people understand that everlasting life comes through belief in Jesus Christ (Rom. 10:9), because belief in Jesus as Lord is the only sure way to have everlasting life. Although there may be some people on earth who have not heard of Jesus and may be saved by their righteous life (Rom. 2:14), no one who hears about Jesus and rejects him will be saved, and in the final analysis, if a person does not have everlasting life then they have nothing at all.
In calling Jesus the “source” of salvation it is understood that Jesus was not the ultimate and first cause, or source, of salvation, God is. Ages ago God designed His plan for our salvation and adoption into His family to be accomplished through Jesus Christ (Eph. 1:5), and then Jesus fulfilled God’s plan. For that reason, translating aitios as “author,” as many of the older versions do, and saying that Jesus is the “author of salvation,” can be misleading (cf. DBY, RV, KJV, WEB). God was the original author, Jesus was the immediate cause, or source. (The misleading word “author” is also sometimes used in Hebrews 2:10).
Also, we should take note that the Greek text does not read that Jesus was “the source” of salvation, because there is no definite article in the Greek text. This is why Young’s Literal Translation reads that Jesus is “a cause” of salvation, and reads that Jesus “did become to all those obeying him a cause of salvation” (Heb. 5:9 YLT). We could translate the verse that Jesus was “a source” of salvation, with the understanding that Jesus was “the immediate source,” but it is unlikely that the people of the early Church put much emphasis on the technical wording of the text here and whether or not it had the definite article. They understood that God planned salvation and Jesus fulfilled it, and thus Jesus was the immediate source of their salvation, which is the focus of Hebrews 5:9.
[For more on Jesus Christ not being God and thus existing forever, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.”]
“in the age to come.” This “age” is the new Messianic Age, the Millennial Kingdom. The Greek can mean either “everlasting salvation,” “salvation in the age to come,” or both. Here in Hebrews 5:9, the answer is “both,” but the emphasis is on the age to come. Almost everyone would acknowledge that the salvation that Jesus brought to humankind is everlasting. Salvation does not last for a time and then simply end and everyone dies. Salvation is forever. But salvation is fully granted in the age to come, which is why Romans 10:9 says that the person who confesses and believes “will be saved,” and why Romans 13:11 says that “our salvation is nearer now than when we first believed.” Christians today have a “guarantee” of salvation, but we are not “saved” yet, which is why believers die.
[For more on the translation, “in the age to come,” see Appendix 1: “Life in the Age to Come.”]
Heb 5:11
“about this.” The Greek phrase peri hou can be masculine (“about him”) or neuter (“about this,” “about which”). In this case, neuter carries the day because the discussion is about the comparison between Christ and Melchizedek, not only about Melchizedek the person. These Jews, who once were considering a Messiah, had become dull, and so the relation between Melchizedek and Christ would be hard to explain or expound.
Heb 5:12
“indeed.” kai.[footnoteRef:2949] The word kai (2x) is emphatic, making the same point at both the opening of the verse and in the second sentence. The RSV and NRSV have the sense, but attain it by ignoring the kai altogether. [2949:  Brown and Comfort, The New Greek-English Interlinear New Testament.] 

“obligated.” The Greek is opheilō (#3784 ὀφείλω), and it has two major meanings, to be indebted to someone in a financial sense, or to be under obligation to meet certain social or moral expectations.[footnoteRef:2950] Mankind has a moral obligation to God to use his talents to further the kingdom. In this case, the hearers had heard long enough to be teachers of the subject but had stayed so long in disbelief, doubt, and hesitation that they needed someone to teach them again. [2950:  BDAG, s.v. “ὀφείλω.”] 

The beginning of the sayings of God would be the OT. These Jews needed a proper teaching on the first principles of what God has said, beginning in the OT.
“words.” The Greek word is logion (#3051 λόγιον, pronounced 'log-ee-on), and it is the diminutive of logos, “word” or “message.” Literally, it is “little words.” We can see why the Bible uses the word logion for communications from God because the Greeks used logion for the divine utterances of the oracles, particularly the Oracle of Delphi. The reason for that was that the messages from the oracles were typically short. Thus in time, logion was used of the communications that came from the gods. We felt the translation “oracle” was too obscure for our English translation, although it occurs in many English Bibles, because the English word “oracle” has many meanings that do not apply. We went with “words” because it accurately represents that it is the words coming from God, and whereas the “word” of God means His entire communication, “words” of God can refer to smaller pieces of His revelation.
 
Hebrews Chapter 6
Heb 6:1
“fundamentals.” Technically, “beginnings,” as per Heb. 5:12, but since the beginnings of Christ might seem like his conception and birth instead of the beginning principles, we have gone with “fundamentals.” Why would we leave the fundamentals of Christ? The answer is in the verse, “to press on to maturity.” This is not saying that we forget the fundamentals, or that they are not important. But the Jews were famous for arguing to the point of exhaustion over the most simple of truths. The Rabbis debated for hours over words and the meanings of words that at some point we have to leave behind and press toward maturity in the faith so that we know the things of God, can be warriors in the spiritual battle, and help others master the fundamentals of the faith. Everyone who reads the scholarly commentaries on the Bible knows how sometimes they can miss the most obvious of truths, and then argue about them, all of which keeps people stuck in the fundamentals, not able to move on to maturity.
“dead works.” Works that are “dead,” they produce no life. It is not “works that produce death,” although that is true too. If all a person does is “dead works,” eventually he will end up dead, without everlasting life.
“trust in God.” The Greek text is more literally “trust on God” or “trust toward God,” but we would express that in English by saying “trust in God” (cf. HCSB, NAB, NET, NIV, NLT).
Heb 6:2
“the age to come.” This is the new Messianic Age, the Millennial Kingdom.
[See commentary on Hebrews 5:9, and also see Appendix 1: “Life in the Age to Come.”]
Heb 6:4
“holy spirit.” This refers to the holy spirit that is the gift of God.
[For more information on the uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
Heb 6:6
“and then have fallen away [it is impossible] to renew them again to repentance.” This verse reflects the permanence of salvation that is spoken of in so many other places in the Epistles. This verse is not about losing salvation and not being able to regain it, although that is what many people think. If this verse were about losing one’s salvation, then we need to be clear about what it is saying, because it would be saying that if a saved person “falls away” somehow and loses their salvation as a result, that person cannot be forgiven and be saved again because that is “impossible.”
Could this one verse in Hebrews contradict all of the other verses in the Epistles that indicate the New Birth is permanent? A principle of interpretation is that the many clear verses on a subject outweigh what a contradictory verse seems to be saying. Also, can it really be true that the Bible says if a saved person sins and falls away from the faith it is “impossible” for him to get forgiveness and be saved again? Even in the Old Testament God implored the people of Israel to forsake evil and return to Him. Could it be that in the Old Testament a person could turn away from God but be accepted back with open arms if he would just ask God for forgiveness, but in the Christian Church if a person sins and falls away it is “impossible” for him to come back? That makes no sense.
A study of the Scripture shows us that people who sinned were welcomed back into the Christian community. For example, in 2 Corinthians 2:5-11 the apostle Paul asked the Church to welcome back a person who had sinned. In Galatians 6:1 people who sin are to be “restored.” The Church Epistles are filled with exhortations for Christians to stop sinning and obey God. The invitation of God always is for people to stop sinning and come back to Him. That fact in itself tells us there is a different way to understand Hebrews 6:6 than believing it is saying a saved person cannot repent after sinning.
We also see God’s forgiveness and restoration daily in our churches. Our churches have many people who were strong in the faith at one time, then leave the faith for a while, then repent of their sin and return to church and the Christian lifestyle. Is there anyone who will say that all those people, who are now valuable members of the church, are actually not saved because it was “impossible” to renew them to the faith once they left the faith? We hope not.
If this verse does not mean that it is “impossible” for someone who left the faith to be forgiven and return to God, then what does it mean? It means that it is “impossible” to renew a sinner to repentance because once a Christian repents and gets saved that salvation is permanent. It is “impossible” for the Christian to lose his salvation, so it is “impossible” for him to repent and get saved again. Every Christian can and does sin, but the sin, even egregious sin, does not cause a person to lose his salvation. Since the person’s salvation was never lost, the person cannot “renew” himself to “repentance.” Everyone can only repent and be saved one time. After that, when we sin, we can repent of our sin and be forgiven, but we do not get saved again because we never lost our salvation in the first place. Salvation is by the New Birth, and it is permanent.
What happens when a Christian sins and asks for forgiveness is clear from 1 John 1:8-9: “If we say that we have no sin, we are deceiving ourselves and the truth is not in us. If we confess our sins, he is faithful and righteous to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.” These verses in 1 John assume that Christians will sin. In fact, 1 John 1:8 says that if we think we do not sin, we are deceiving ourselves. However, neither 1 John nor any other book of the New Testament has a warning such as, “Be careful! We all sin, but if you sin so horribly you fall away, you will not be able to be saved again.” No! Instead are the comforting words that if we confess our sin, God will cleanse us from all unrighteousness.
Scholars who have studied this section of Scripture do not know why God addressed the permanence of our salvation by telling us it was impossible to be renewed to repentance. However, there are a couple possibilities we should consider. One is that there are many other places God plainly indicates that it is impossible to lose salvation. He calls it “birth,” and birth is permanent. He says our salvation is “guaranteed” (2 Cor. 1:22; 5:5; Eph. 1:14). Furthermore, He says we are already in heaven (Eph. 2:6). Saying it is impossible to renew our repentance would be just one more way that God would tell us that our salvation is permanent.
It is also possible that given the prevailing Jewish mindset of salvation by works, the idea of a permanent salvation was very upsetting to those determined to cling to their Jewish heritage. Thus Hebrews, rather than saying anything about someone losing his salvation, states the message in the opposite terms of it being impossible to repent again. If it were possible to renew oneself to repentance, then that would be saying that the sacrificial death of Jesus Christ was not sufficient to cover a person’s sins once and for all, which is not the case. The one-time sacrifice of Christ, and his substitution for the sinner, made that sinner righteous for all time, not just until he sinned the next time.
There is another good reason to believe that Hebrews 6:6 is about the permanence of salvation and not about a person falling away and then it being “impossible” for him to get saved again. There is no instruction in the New Testament about exactly what a Christian would have to do to fall away so completely that it would then be impossible for him to be saved again. Everyone sins, and the Word of the Lord is that to be forgiven we just confess our sin to God. If there was a sin that was so horrible that it made regaining salvation “impossible,” it surely seems that our loving Father would let us know what that was. Our earthly fathers sternly warn us about dangers, and so it certainly seems that if there was a sin from which we could not repent, our Heavenly Father would certainly warn us of it. But there is no such warning. Nowhere in the Church Epistles is a warning saying, “Do not do such and such, because if you do it will be impossible for you to regain your salvation.” That fact alone is very good evidence that this verse is not about a person losing his salvation and not being able to regain it. There is the verse about not being forgiven for blasphemy against the Holy Spirit, but this verse in Hebrews does not seem to be about that specific sin. Furthermore, Hebrews is written to people in the Grace Administration, when salvation is permanent, whereas Jesus was talking to people who lived before the Grace Administration started (see commentary on Eph. 3:2).
Having given good evidence that this verse is about the permanence of salvation, there is one more thing that we have to consider as to why God has worded this verse the way He did, which seems very harsh, and that has to do with the overall context of this section. The whole section is written in a harsh way, with serious warnings for people to be faithful. For example, Heb. 6:7-8 speak of land that is blessed if it bears good fruit, but cursed if it does not. Orthodox Christian doctrine about heaven and hell has done a great disservice to Christians in that it has not given clear reasons to excel as a Christian. Many preachers teach about heaven as if “just getting in” is what matters. While it is true that there is no greater blessing anyone can have than having everlasting life, there is a lot more to consider. For one thing, we will not spend eternity in “heaven,” but on earth, and we will be subjects in the Kingdom of Christ on earth. Our “jobs” in the Kingdom will be assigned in relation to how we have lived our life on earth. If we have not been faithful, we will be there, but as Corinthians says, with nothing, just as someone who has survived a fire (cf. 1 Cor. 3:15; see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10). It is quite possible that a person living in the Kingdom with nothing, as if he had barely escaped a fire, is much worse than Christians generally imagine.
[See Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation.”]
[See Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Heb 6:8
“it is useless and close to being cursed; its end is to be burned.” The text uses a very powerful and fitting agricultural metaphor here. The farmer plants seeds expecting them to grow and produce a valuable crop. But if the field produces only thorns and thistles, then the farmer will burn them. The timing of the agricultural cycle in the Middle East (the culture of the people that the book of Hebrews is addressed to) is vital to understanding this verse.
In the Middle East, the agricultural cycle is very consistent: there are basically six months of dry weather followed by six months of rainy weather year after year. The “former rains” start in October/November and soften the ground which has been baked hard in the sun since sometime in March/April. Farmers plant when the rains start and the ground is soft, and the crops grow through the rainy season, and harvests begin in April and go on through the summer; grain harvests, vegetable harvests, the grape harvest, and the fruit harvest. The fields are dry through that period and stay that way until the rains come back in October/November.
If a farmer plants a crop in November, but it turns out to be just thorns, he cannot burn it in the dry season lest he catches other people’s fields on fire (cf. Exod. 22:6), so he will wait until the rains start in the fall and then burn the field. So the field that grows thorns is “close to being cursed,” that is, the rainy season is close, only a few months away, and then “its end is to be burned,” The rains will start and the field will be burned.
Thus Hebrews 6:8 is a very expressive metaphor for the wicked. God gave them life so they could be a good crop, that is, be productive and love and obey Him. But instead, they reject Him and become “bramble people.” At that point God does not burn them up immediately in the Lake of Fire (cf. Rev. 20:14-15) but He waits until the end of the age when the wicked can be safely burned, but we should not be deceived by the time of waiting—in the end the wicked will be burned up, just as Hebrews 6:8 says.
Hebrews 6:8 is very similar to the Parable of the Good and Bad Seed (Matt. 13:24-30, 36-43). In that parable, there is wheat (good seed) and darnel (poisonous seed). But the harvesters have to wait until the end of the age to separate the crops and burn the darnel. An important point in both Matthew and Hebrews is that the wicked are not destroyed now, but they will be in the future.
[For more on the wicked being annihilated in the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
“its end is to be burned.” Land that was blessed by God with rain but produces thorns and thistles was burned so the weeds would have less chance of reproducing. This is a statement of fact, and not a pronouncement that believers who sin will be burned. That is clear from Heb. 6:9, which says, “But, beloved, we are persuaded of better things about you, even things that accompany salvation, though we are speaking in this way.” The whole book of Hebrews has a very serious tone to it. This should alert us to the fact that it is very important, much more important than many people take it to be, to first get saved and then obey God so that we are rewarded and not punished (1 Cor. 3:8, 13-17; 1 Thess. 4:6; 1 John 2:28). The literal Greek is confusing when brought into English, “which end is to be burned.”
This verse was also likely in the text because Hebrews is to the “Hebrews.” There is no verse in Hebrews that is the equivalent of Romans 1:7; 1 Corinthians 1:2; Ephesians 1:1, etc., that says the Epistle to the Hebrews is to those Hebrew people who are saved. While it makes sense that many Hebrews reading Hebrews would be Christians, there is no reason not to believe many of them would be unsaved, and a verse such as Heb. 6:8 would remind them that they had partaken of the goodness of God in the food and blessings He had provided, and if they defied him throughout their life, they would be burned. The “beloved” get better things (Heb. 6:9), but the unsaved need to fear God and His Lake of Fire.
Heb 6:14
Stated idiomatically in the text: “blessing I will bless you, and multiplying I will multiply you.”
Heb 6:15
“having patiently endured.” Abraham had to patiently endure before the promise of God, that he would have a “seed,” was fulfilled. We today patiently endure and wait for the coming of Christ and the Rapture. Abraham’s patient endurance did not bring the seed, and our patient endurance does not bring the Rapture. But we know that if God made the promise, He will fulfill it.
Heb 6:16
This is a difficult verse to translate because of the various phrases in the Greek that can be placed in different positions. This accounts for the differences in the English translations, which all seem to say the same thing in slightly different ways. A strictly literal rendition of the Greek is so awkward that it is hard to understand. The point of the verse is that people swear by things greater than themselves, and when an oath is given for confirmation, (such as “I swear by God”) that brings an end to the dispute. The Greek, not in the order of the Greek text, could be structured as follows:
καὶ αὐτοῖς ὁ ὅρκος εἰς βεβαίωσιν πέρας πάσης ἀντιλογίας
and for them the oath [given] for confirmation [is] an end of every dispute
Heb 6:17
“more convincingly.” The Greek is more literally, “more abundantly,” but in the context of convincing people of His intentions, “more convincingly” is a good translation.[footnoteRef:2951] [2951:  Cf. ESV; Stern, Complete Jewish Bible.] 

“the unchangeableness of his purpose.” God’s purpose, as stated here in Hebrews 6:17, was to the “heirs of the promise,” that is, the promise to Abraham and his believing heirs that there was a hope coming in the future which they would obtain. God’s purpose, which He was not going to change and so confirmed it by a promise and an oath, is to bring believers into a sure hope in the future.
Simon Kistemaker writes, “Reading Genesis 22:16-17, we received the impression that God gave the promise to Abraham, for he is the one who obtains the blessing. ‘I will surely bless you,’ God says to Abraham. But the writer of the Epistle to Hebrews makes the divine blessing applicable to all believers by calling them heirs of the promise. That means that God’s promise to Abraham transcends the centuries and is in Christ as relevant today as it was in Abraham’s time (Gal. 3:7, 9, 29).”[footnoteRef:2952] [2952:  Hendriksen and Kistemaker, New Testament Commentary: Hebrews.] 

God, for His part, has not changed His purpose of blessing believers and giving them a sure hope. Now it is up to people to believe in Christ and accept that wonderful hope. It is now like it was long ago: “Today I call heaven and earth to be witnesses against you, that I have set before you life and death, the blessing and the curse; therefore choose life, that you may live….” (Deut. 30:19).
“guaranteed it.” The Greek word is mesiteuō (#3315 μεσιτεύω) and means to act as a mediator, or peacemaker, or to guarantee.[footnoteRef:2953] [2953:  BDAG, s.v. “μεσιτεύω.”] 

Heb 6:18
“two unchangeable things.” The two unchangeable things are the promise, and the oath that confirmed the promise (see Heb. 6:17). Both the promise and the oath were “unchangeable” in that God could not go back on His word and undo His promise and oath. That God would point out two things here in Hebrews comes from the Old Testament statement that two witnesses are necessary to establish a testimony (cf. Deut. 17:6; 19:15; Matt. 18:16; John 8:17; 2 Cor. 13:1; Heb. 10:28).
This verse has been translated many different ways, in part due to the large number of phrases that can be moved into different positions in the verse. We feel that the way the Greek text has the phrases gives us significant insight into what God is trying to tell us. One of the major differences in the translations revolves around the verb “to flee” (often translated “who have fled”) and how it relates to the phrase about the hope. Compare the ESV, “we who have fled for refuge might have strong encouragement to hold fast to the hope,” with the NASB, “we who have fled for refuge in laying hold of the hope set before us.” The NASB and similar versions have us fleeing for refuge in the hope, while the ESV has us fleeing for refuge, but leaves open the questions, “Flee from what,” and “What is the refuge?” These questions are answered in the context if the verse is translated in the natural word order of the Greek text, as the NASB and REV have done. We flee for refuge (which can also be translated, “found refuge”) in our hope.[footnoteRef:2954] [2954:  Lenski; BDAG.] 

The chapter has been speaking of the destruction of the wicked, and the hope of the righteous (cf. Heb. 6:8, 11). But the hope with its promises (Heb. 6:12; which is the hope in its fullness, including rewards for the faithful) is not always easy to maintain, especially in the light of the earthly persecution we endure. We must have trust and patience (Heb. 6:12) to firmly hold it. Therefore it helps to know that the hope is not a “maybe,” but rather a sure thing, so sure, in fact, that God guaranteed it by not just one, but two “unchangeable” things. And why did God swear by those things? “In order that…we may have strong encouragement.” The sad truth is that many who at one time in their life find refuge in our wonderful future hope, lose their confidence in it and abandon it, even sometimes returning to hopelessness. But we have no need to abandon our hope, no matter how difficult our lives are, because it is sure; after all, God guaranteed its coming with two unchangeable, or immutable, things.
Heb 6:19
“soul.” The Greek word often translated “soul” is psuchē (#5590 ψυχή, pronounced psoo-'kay), and it has a large number of meanings, including the physical life of a person or animal; an individual person; and attitudes, emotions, feelings, and thoughts. Here psuchē is used broadly. While it could be understood as the person himself (“we have this hope as an anchor for our lives” HCSB), here the word “soul” certainly includes our attitudes, feelings, and emotions. The Hope anchors us mentally and emotionally.
[For a more complete explanation of “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
“extending.” The Greek word is eiserchomai (#1525 εἰσέρχομαι), which is more properly “entering,” and is usually used with people or animals entering someplace. However, occasionally, as here, it refers to an object entering someplace, and in this case, that “entering” is by virtue of the anchor “extending” all the way to behind the veil of the holy of holies in the Tabernacle or Temple. In the ocean, an anchor is “sure and steadfast” if it firmly grips the bottom, and our anchor and hope are sure and steadfast because they reach into the very Holy of Holies itself, where God dwells.
In Moses’ Tabernacle and in Solomon’s Temple there were two main rooms: the outer room, the “Holy Place,” and the inner room, the “Holy of Holies.” The Holy Place was twice the length of the Holy of Holies, and it had the menorah (in Solomon’s Temple there were ten menorahs; 2 Chron. 4:7), the table of the Bread of the Presence, and the golden altar of incense. At the back of the Holy Place, the west end, there was a curtain (in Solomon’s Temple a door), and behind that curtain was the “Holy of Holies” which only had the “ark of the covenant” with its mercy seat lid and cherubim on top. The “ark” was a box, roughly 45 inches long, 27 inches wide, and 27 inches high (Exod. 25:10). The “mercy seat” was a solid gold lid that was placed over the ark, and there were two cherubim with outstretched wings on top of the mercy seat. God dwelt above the mercy seat and met the Israelites there and spoke to them from there (Exod. 25:22; Num. 7:89; 1 Sam. 4:4; 2 Kings 19:15). So, “behind the curtain” was not only the promise and commitment of God represented by the Ten Commandments, but the very presence of God Himself. So the Hope of the Christian is not just words, or as some doubters say it is, “pie in the sky by and by,” but it is the very promise of God based on God Himself who never lies (Titus 1:2). The Hope of resurrection into a new and wonderful everlasting life allows Christians to free themselves of the fear of death and help them live joyfully and boldly for God and the Lord Jesus.
Heb 6:20
“after the order of Melchizedek.” The record of Melchizedek is in Genesis 14:18-20.
 
Hebrews Chapter 7
Heb 7:1
“Melchizedek.” The record of Melchizedek is in Genesis 14:18-20. The kings who were slaughtered were the Mesopotamian kings mentioned in Genesis 14.
Heb 7:2
“the translation of his name, king of righteousness.” “Melchizedek” is perhaps more easily understood if it is spelled as a hyphenated word, “Melchi-zedek” (“My king is righteousness”).
Heb 7:3
“Without father, without mother.” Melchizedek has no genealogy in the Old Testament; he is only mentioned in Genesis 14:18-20 and Psalm 110:4. He was human, so he had a mother and father, but they were not the reason he was a priest. Once the Law was given to Moses, the Mosaic priesthood had to come through Aaron, the first High Priest, and then was passed down the bloodline from father to son. But the Messiah, Jesus Christ, was not part of the Mosaic priesthood and did not come from Aaron of the tribe of Levi, Jesus came from the tribe of Judah. Jesus is not a priest “after the order of Aaron,” but “after the order of Melchizedek” (Heb. 7:17). The point of bringing Melchizedek up in this chapter is to show that God can choose a priest who is not from Aaron.
It is often taught that Melchizedek in the Old Testament was Jesus Christ. That is not correct. For one thing, Jesus could not be a priest “after the order of Melchizedek” if he was Melchizedek. Furthermore, the whole example of Melchizedek is to show that a person who has no previous priestly genealogy can be a priest of God simply by being chosen by God. But if Melchizedek is Jesus Christ, then he cannot be an example proving that Jesus Christ can be a priest “like Melchizedek” (Heb. 7:15) because he would have been Melchizedek. But the fact is that Jesus was not alive in the Old Testament, he was in the mind and plan of God.
[For more on Jesus Christ not being alive in the Old Testament, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.”]
“for all time.” The Greek is diēnekēs (#1336 διηνεκής), meaning “uninterrupted,” “continually.” The word occurs four times, only in Hebrews (Heb. 7:3; 10:1, 12, 14).
Heb 7:6
“promises.” Abraham was blessed by God, and given many promises. Certainly, the greatest was that from his seed would come the Christ (Gen. 12:3), but he was also promised the land of Israel, hence the name, “the Promised Land” (Gen. 12:7; 13:15; 15:18-21; 17:8), and that he would be a great nation (Gen. 12:2), and would have a great name (Gen. 12:2), and be blessed by God (Gen. 12:2).
Heb 7:8
“in the one case…in the other case” The Greek hōde (#5602 ὧδε) is an adverb, which usually means “here”: “a position or point that is relatively near, here;” and also, “a reference to a present event, object, or circumstance; in this case, at this point, on this occasion, under these circumstances.”[footnoteRef:2955] [2955:  BDAG, s.v. “ὧδε.”] 

Heb 7:15
“like Melchizedek.” This seems clearly to be the meaning of the Greek in this verse.[footnoteRef:2956] “Likeness” is more literal, but misses the point here. Jesus’ priesthood was conferred by God “like” or “in the same way as” Melchizedek’s was. [2956:  Cf. BDAG.] 

Heb 7:20
“it was done with the taking of an oath.” The actual Greek of this phrase is a double negative: “Since it was not done without the taking of an oath.” For the sake of clarity, this double negative has been translated in a positive way.
Heb 7:21
“change his mind.” God does on occasion change His mind in response to what people do, but not about some things, and that the Messiah would also be a priest is one of those things.
[For more on God changing His mind, see commentary on Jer. 18:8.]
Heb 7:22
“covenant.” The Greek word is diathēkē (#1242 διαθήκη). This word was used in the Septuagint over 250 times as the translation of the Hebrew word berith, covenant. A covenant was usually an agreement between two or more parties, and the Greek word can have that meaning.[footnoteRef:2957] There are theologians who say that a covenant with God was one-sided, and that is why diathēkē, which was most often understood to be the will of one person (such as a last will and testament) was used to translate berith. However, although there are one-sided covenants, that was the exception, not the rule. In fact, the “Old Covenant” was clearly an agreement between God and the people (Exod. 24:5-8), with the people agreeing to obey God and follow His commands. The Greek word diathēkē was translated as testamentum in the Latin Versions, and the English word “testament” comes from that Latin root. [2957:  Cf. Kittel, Theological Dictionary.] 

Heb 7:25
“for all time he is able to save.” The versions are split over the translation of the word pantelēs (#3838 παντελής), whether it means here save “completely,” “to the uttermost” (cf. ESV, NIV, NET, KJV, ASV) or save “for all time,” “always” (cf. NASB, NRSV, HCSB, NAB). As usual, the context should be our guide, and in this case, the context favors the understanding that Christ is able to save for all time. Heb. 7:23-24 lay out the problem with the old priesthood; namely, that the former priests were prevented from continuing in their office because they died. This is contrasted with Christ who holds his office permanently, and so he, unlike the former priests, can save us for all time.
Heb 7:26
“appropriate.” We needed Christ to be our High Priest, but that is not the point that God is making here. He is making the point that Christ needed to have certain qualities as our High Priest in order to be able to fulfill what was needed to accomplish our redemption. Christ was not like the Levitical priests who were not undefiled, separate from sinners, etc.
“devout.” The Greek word is hosios (#3741 ὅσιος), not hagios (#40 ἅγιος), which is the usual word for “holy” (and occurs over 230 times in the New Testament). Hosios occurs 8 times in the New Testament and means “devout, pure, dedicated, holy.” When used of people, it is used of those who observe their duty to God and fulfill their obligations to Him. Hosios has a range of meanings and can also refer to things that are generally used in worship to God and are “pure” (“pure hands” 1 Tim. 2:8), or “sacred” (Acts 13:34, “sacred promises”). Hosios also sometimes refers to the outward standard of that which constitutes holiness, and in those cases, because English does not have a good equivalent for hosios, “holy” may be the best translation even though an English reader cannot tell it from hagios.[footnoteRef:2958] Hosios is also used to refer to the inner nature of God and Christ, which is pure and devout. A priest must not only be “holy” in character on the inside, he must be “devout and dedicated” on the outside. [2958:  Cf. BDAG, s.v. “ὅσιος.”] 

[For more on hosios and how it differs from hagios, “holy,” see commentary on Titus 1:8.]
 
Hebrews Chapter 8
Heb 8:2
“the holy places.” The Greek is tōn hagiōn, more literally, “of the holy” (neuter plural) which can refer to the “holy places” or “the holy things.” However, as F. F. Bruce points out, in Hebrews the neuter plural regularly refers to the holy places, or as a whole, the heavenly Tabernacle or Temple.[footnoteRef:2959] If Jesus is the High Priest ministering in the holy places, then he is also attending to the holy things. [2959:  Bruce, The Epistle to the Hebrews [NICNT].] 

“true Tabernacle.” Hebrews 7 showed the weakness of the Aaronic priesthood and how much better Jesus Christ was as the new High Priest. Hebrews 8 continues that theme and shows that Jesus Christ ascended into heaven, where he now ministers as High Priest, not in an earthly “Tabernacle” (the Greek word is actually “tent,” we get Tabernacle from the context and scope), but in a Tabernacle in heaven. There is some evidence that God has a Tabernacle, or more likely, a Temple in heaven. In that case, it is quite possible that the earthly Tent of Meeting (“Tabernacle”) set up by Moses was a sort of copy similar to the one in heaven, and so God gave Moses the pattern for how the earthly Tent of Meeting was to look (Exod. 25:9, 40; Num. 8:4; Heb. 8:5; Rev. 11:19; 14:15, 17; 15:5, 6, 8; 16:1, 17).
The old is replaced by the new in Jesus Christ. The old Tent of Meeting and Temple on earth are replaced by the heavenly ones, the Aaronic High Priests are replaced by Jesus Christ, a High Priest after the order of Melchizedek, and the old animal sacrifices are replaced by the blood of Christ.
Heb 8:5
“This is why.” The Greek is kathōs (#2531 καθώς), here relating the cause, which is why many modern versions use “for” or “this is why.”[footnoteRef:2960] [2960:  Cf. NIV; Nyland; cf. Hendriksen, New Testament Commentary.] 

“warned by God.” From chrēmatizō (#5537 χρηματίζω). The word has the connotations of divine instruction and/or warning. The context makes it clear that here warning is the stronger meaning—and, interestingly, in all other instances of the word in the book of Hebrews (Heb. 11:7, 12:25). For more on this word, see commentary on Matthew 2:12, “instructed by God”.
Heb 8:8
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Heb 8:10
“So this.” The hoti at the start of the phrase is a “consecutive hoti,” giving the result of what had gone on before. In this case, it does not mean “because.”[footnoteRef:2961] [2961:  Cf. Lenski.] 

 
Hebrews Chapter 9
Heb 9:4
“having a golden altar of incense.” At first reading this seems clearly to be an error, because the golden altar of incense was in the Holy Place, not the Holy of Holies (cf. Exod. 30:6). However, it is clear from reading the book of Hebrews that the author is very familiar with the Old Testament and Jewish history, and would not have made such a mistake. To understand this verse we must be “sympathetic listeners,” people who are looking for the lesson in what is being said.
The word “having” is echō, which is the common Greek word that means “to have.” But “have” has lots of meanings and a wide semantic range, and those meanings include “having to do with,” or as we would say, “having something to do with.”[footnoteRef:2962] All one has to do is read the Old Testament about the golden altar of incense to see that, although it is physically in the Holy Place, its function was tied to the Holy of Holies. When it is first described in Exodus, it is not associated with the Holy Place and the menorah and table of the Bread of the Presence, but is associated with the ark of the testimony (Exod. 30:6). Then, when it was described in 1 Kings when Solomon built the Temple, it was said to “belong” to the Holy of Holies: “So he overlaid the whole interior with gold. He also overlaid with gold the altar that belonged to the inner sanctuary” (1 Kings 6:22 NIV84). [2962:  Liddell and Scott, Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “ἔχω.”] 

Although the altar of incense was to be burning every day, it was the burning incense from the altar of incense that the High Priest was to take with him into the Holy of Holies on the Day of Atonement. The smoke from the incense would conceal the mercy seat of the ark, which had the cherubim on top (Lev. 16:12, 13). Thus, the golden altar of incense was intimately connected with the Holy of Holies.
Heb 9:5
“cherubim of glory.” This does not mean “glorious cherubim,” but rather is a genitive of possession or relation: the cherubim that are related to, and belong to, the glory of God that was his presence that lived between the cherubim (Num. 7:89; Exod. 25:22; 40:38).
“atonement cover.” Traditionally called the “mercy seat” (see commentary on Exod. 25:17).
Heb 9:7
“once a year.” The High Priest entered the Holy of Holies only one day a year, the Day of Atonement. On that day he entered two times, both with blood, the first time for his own sin and then a second time for the sin of the people of Israel (Lev. 16:1-17).
Heb 9:8
“the Holy Spirit,” literally, “the Spirit, the Holy one….” This refers to God, who was the one who established the Tabernacle and its rituals.
[For more information on the uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
“the way into the Holy of Holies.” Literally, “the way [road] of the Holy,” a genitive of relation. The High Priest would take a path (not a literal specific path, but simply the path or way he would walk through the Tabernacle court, then enter through the first Tabernacle curtain into the Holy Place, walk through the Holy Place and enter through the second curtain and into the Holy of Holies (or Most Holy Place; Exod. 26:33-34) where the ark of the covenant was kept. The “road of the Holy of Holies” was not revealed to those standing outside the Tabernacle. What went on behind the curtain was not clear to them.
“revealed.” The Greek is phaneroō (#5319 φανερόω), which means to make manifest, to make known, to be revealed or disclosed. The people were not allowed into the Holy Place or the Holy of Holies, and they could not even see inside it.
Heb 9:11
“good things to come.” There is a variant reading that is very well attested that reads, “good things that have already come” (thus the ESV, HCSB, NIV, etc.), but the reading in the REV, NASB, NET, etc., is well attested also.
Several things militate against the reading “have already come.” The context of the chapter is the new covenant and the heavenly sanctuary, which, although they have been ratified spiritually, are not as yet a reality for those of us on earth, so, since we are not currently enjoying the New Covenant promises, it is hard to see how they can be said to be already here. Secondly, Hebrews 10:1, which continues the subject, is not in dispute and it refers to the things that are to come, not to what is here now.
Heb 9:12
“everlasting redemption.” The Greek can mean either “everlasting redemption,” “redemption of the age to come,” or both. Here in Hebrews 9:12, the answer is “both,” but the emphasis seems to be on the everlasting redemption in contrast to offerings for sin that had to be offered over and over. Nevertheless, our redemption is fully granted in the age to come, so there is an undertone of redemption in the age to come in the verse. For an emphasis on the age to come with an undertone of “everlasting,” see commentary on Hebrews 5:9.
Heb 9:13
“and the ashes of a heifer.” This is referring to the Red Heifer (Num. 19).
Heb 9:14
“through the everlasting spirit.” This is a reference to God’s gift of holy spirit, which has been helping people since Genesis, age after age. The “the” is latent in the preposition dia “by,” (see commentary on Matt. 1:18). The gift of holy spirit that Yahweh put upon people in the Old Testament helped people from Genesis to Pentecost (at which time a different quality gift of holy spirit was poured out; see The Gift of Holy Spirit: The Power to be Like Christ, by Graeser, Lynn, Schoenheit). That holy spirit helped Moses and the leaders of Israel (Num. 11:17). It helped the Judges of Israel walk with God in power (Judg. 3:10; 6:34; 11:29); it helped David rule (1 Sam. 16:13). Jesus told the apostles that the spirit would guide them (John 16:13). Jesus himself needed the spirit of God, and received it at his baptism when it came in the form of a dove. He walked in the guidance and power of that spirit, and so it was that by that spirit he was able to offer himself as a lamb without blemish.
“without blemish.” See commentary on Ephesians 1:4.
“cleanse our conscience.” The work of Christ does not just cleanse us spiritually before God, it also has the power to cleanse the conscience. This is important because the sin nature in people works in such a way that everyone sins. Despite our best efforts, our fallen nature works against us and we sin. Paul wrote about this in Romans 7, concluding with “O wretched man that I am” (Rom. 7:24). Because we sin even when we don’t want to, and/or seem to have no control over some of the sinful things in our lives, it is common for people to have a guilty conscience about certain things in their life—things that are therefore difficult or impossible to discuss; things that we hide from others and often try to hide from ourselves. But the blood of Christ cleanses from all sin—all sin—including the sin we can’t seem to stop committing, the sin that makes us feel guilty before God. The difficult task of the believer is to give the Lord the credit for that cleansing and be mentally strong to challenge and defeat any guilty conscience we might have when we sin when we do not want to. That is because we can be forgiven but not “feel” forgiven. We have to take charge of our feelings and confess what the Word says until our feelings change. If we are cleansed from sin, then we are cleansed from sin.
The REV reads “our” but the Greek manuscripts are divided and so are the English versions, with many reading “our” and many reading “your.” The text note in the NET Bible is a good brief description of the problem: “The diversity of [manuscript] evidence makes this a difficult case to decide from external evidence alone. The first and second-person pronouns differ by only one letter in Greek, as in English, also making this problem difficult to decide based on internal evidence and transcriptional probability. In the context, the author’s description of sacrificial activities seems to invite the reader to compare his own possible participation in OT liturgy as over against the completed work of Christ, so the second person pronoun ‘your’ might make more sense. On the other hand, TCGNT 599 argues that ‘our’ is preferable because the author of Hebrews uses direct address (i.e., the second person) only in the hortatory sections. What is more, the author seems to prefer the first person in explanatory remarks or when giving the logical grounds for an assertion (cf. Heb. 4:15; 7:14). It is hard to reach a definitive conclusion in this case, but the data lean slightly in favor of the first person pronoun [i.e., “our].” Another reason for thinking that “our” was the original reading is that the author clearly thought of himself (or herself) as one who had been cleansed by Christ, and therefore would have most likely included himself by using “our.”
“dead works.” See commentary on Hebrews 6:1.
Heb 9:15
“in the age to come.” This is the new Messianic Age, the Millennial Kingdom.
[See Appendix 1: “Life in the Age to Come.”]
Heb 9:19
“of the law.” The Greek has the preposition kata (#2596 κατά), which in this case receives the action of what was spoken. In this context it is not “according to the Law,” for that would mean that the Law told Moses to speak, which it did not. Moses spoke the Law, not “according to the Law.”
“the Book.” Exodus 24 never mentions that the Book of the Law was itself sprinkled with blood, but it must have been. Even though the words were the Word of God, the book was made by man, and as such needed to be cleansed with blood.
Heb 9:21
“he sprinkled the tent and all the articles of the ministry with the blood.” That Moses did this is not specifically mentioned in the Old Testament but there is good evidence that it happened. For example, Josephus says the Tabernacle was anointed with blood and oil (Antiquities 3.8.6). This sprinkling did not happen at the time the Old Covenant was made with Israel on Mount Sinai (Exod. 24) because the Tabernacle had not been built yet. Therefore it had to be sprinkled with blood at a later time, perhaps when it was set up, although Exodus 40 only mentions it being anointed with oil. Some scholars believe that this happened annually on the Day of Atonement, and that is likely true. Leviticus 16:11-19 says that on the Day of Atonement the High Priest sprinkles blood on the mercy seat above the ark of the covenant, and also on the altar, and that he atones for “the Holy Place, the Tent of Meeting and the altar” (Lev. 16:20). That the earthly Tabernacle had to be sprinkled with blood was due to the sins of the people: “and he [the High Priest] will make atonement for the Holy Place because of the uncleanness of the children of Israel and because of their transgressions, even all their sins; and so he will do for the Tent of Meeting that dwells with them in the midst of their uncleanness” (Lev. 16:16). The “atonement” that the High Priest made for the Holy Place, the Tabernacle itself, and the altar, was made with blood, and was a type of the sacrifice of Christ, whose blood would atone for human sin once and for all.
Heb 9:23
“heavenly people.” Hebrews 9:23 says, “it was necessary for the copies of the things in heaven to be cleansed with these sacrifices, but the heavenly people themselves with better sacrifices than these.” The last phrase in the Greek text of Hebrews 9:23 simply has the adjective “heavenly,” but does not supply a noun object to the adjective, so the phrase literally reads, “the heavenly themselves.” To fully understand what the text is saying, the adjective “heavenly” needs to have a noun object associated with it. Almost all English translations supply the noun “things,” so the Bible reads “heavenly things.” But is that translation correct? What “heavenly things” need to be cleansed by sacrifices, and what sacrifices in the Bible have atoned for heavenly things? Furthermore, we should ask why the writer of Hebrews did not supply a noun object to the adjective “heavenly” so readers would understand the point he or she was making.
Historically, scholars have set forth three main possibilities for the object of “heavenly.” These are, first, “heavenly things,” that is, objects in heaven such as the Temple of God and its vessels that exist in heaven;[footnoteRef:2963] second, heavenly things marred by the sin of Satan and perhaps even angels;[footnoteRef:2964] and third, “heavenly ones,” believers on earth, perfecting their conscience in the process (Heb. 9:9).[footnoteRef:2965] All of these options are grammatically possible, but we will see that the context and scope of Scripture point to the fact that it is human beings that need to be cleansed from sin. [2963:  R. C. H. Lenski, Epistle to the Hebrews; C. Koester, Hebrews [AB].]  [2964:  G. H. Lang, Epistle to the Hebrews.]  [2965:  Cf. F. F. Bruce, Epistle to the Hebrews [NICNT]; John Owen, Hebrews: The Epistle of Warning.] 

Contextually, Hebrews 9 makes it clear that the sacrifice which cleanses these heavenly “whatevers” is Jesus’ sacrificial death. In Hebrews 9:12, 14, 15, 24, 26, and 9:28 the author is discussing the new covenant through Christ’s blood. All around the passage in question is the atonement of Jesus and its superiority to the old covenant sacrifices. We do not have to guess as to which “sacrifice” was better, it is stated throughout the context and refers to the sacrifice of Jesus Christ.
Knowing that the better sacrifice being referred to in Hebrews 9:23 is the sacrifice of Christ helps us eliminate some interpretive options. Let’s discuss option one, that the “heavenly” in Hebrews 9:23 could be referring to the Temple in heaven and objects associated with it. The problem with that option is that there is no indication in Scripture that anything in heaven needs cleansing with blood. God dwells in the Temple in heaven (Heb. 9:11, 24; Acts 17:24), and God’s Temple is repeatedly called holy (Ps. 11:4; Jon. 2:7; Hab. 2:20). So when it comes to the Temple in heaven and the things associated with it, there is no solid Scriptural reason to suspect that sin would be present there, and thus we should not expect it to need purification or cleansing with sacrifices. Although some scholars have said that God’s Temple in heaven needs to be cleansed, there is not one reference in the Bible that refers to Jesus’ blood cleansing God’s Temple in heaven, and in fact, that possibility would likely never even have been suggested if it were not for Hebrews 9:23.
Interestingly, a number of scholars say outright that the things in heaven do not actually need to be cleansed, but then sidestep the issue and say that the cleansing is related to Christ’s work. For example, Meyer says, “For the heavenly sanctuary is removed from contact with the sinful world; it has no need, therefore, of an expiation or purification.”[footnoteRef:2966] Similarly, Simon Kistemaker writes, “The heavenly sanctuary is not man-made and therefore is untainted by sin. It does not need to be cleansed.”[footnoteRef:2967] James Moffatt writes: “when the writer pushes the analogy so far as to suggest that the sacrifice of Christ had, among other effects, to purify heaven itself, the idea becomes almost fantastic [fantasy]…the idea here is really unique.”[footnoteRef:2968] Those statements are correct; God’s Temple in heaven is holy and does not need to be cleansed, and if that is what Hebrews 9:23 is suggesting, it is unique in Scripture. The very fact that Hebrews 9:23, as it is generally interpreted, is saying that God’s Temple in heaven needs to be cleansed should move us to look in another direction for the answer to what this verse is saying. We must note that Hebrews 9:23 says it is “necessary” that “the heavenly” be cleansed. So that points to a “heavenly” something that is not the Temple in heaven or other “heavenly things” that are up in heaven. [2966:  Heinrich Meyer, Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament.]  [2967:  Kistemaker, New Testament Commentary: Thessalonians, the Pastorals, and Hebrews.]  [2968:  Moffatt, Epistle to the Hebrews [ICC].] 

It is also important to see that when Hebrews 9:23-28 are read together as a single argument, Christ went into heaven on behalf of believers and to cleanse them of sin. Not a word is said of him going there to cleanse the heavenly Temple. This is stated in Hebrews 9:23-28 (abridged): (23) “Therefore, it was necessary for the copies of the things in heaven to be cleansed with these sacrifices, but the heavenly people themselves with better sacrifices than these. (24) For Christ [entered]…into heaven itself on our behalf. (28) …so Christ also, having been offered one time to take away the sins of many, will appear a second time, not to atone for sin, but to save those who eagerly wait for him.” Jesus entered heaven “on our behalf,” not on behalf of the Temple in heaven, and his sacrifice took away the sins of many people, not any sins somehow associated with the Temple in heaven. If we follow the logic and argument of the chapter, the “heavenly” that is cleansed by the sacrifice are the heavenly people, the believers.
A second possibility that has been set forth by some scholars is that “heavenly” refers to the fact that angels, including the fallen angel Satan, have sinned and they are the ones who caused the need for “heavenly things” to be cleansed with sacrifices. But again, there is no mention of that in Scripture. Furthermore, that angels need to be cleansed by Christ’s blood is contradicted by Scripture. Nowhere in scripture is there any mention of angels receiving atonement, or Jesus’ atonement being efficacious for angels. Furthermore, although Satan and his angels sinned and continue sinning, there is no indication that they would humble themselves to be cleansed by Christ’s blood, or that they even could be cleansed of their sin, or that their sin somehow taints the Temple of God in heaven. A very relevant point that Hebrews 2:16 makes is that Jesus did not come to sacrifice himself for angels: “Indeed, it hardly needs to be said that he [Jesus] did not come to help angels, but to give help to the seed of Abraham.” So the idea that the “heavenly” refers to “heavenly beings” such as angels or that sinful angels defiled the Temple of God in heaven is never stated in Scripture and in fact, contradicts Scripture. Thus that suggestion can be ruled out.
A third option, one that fits with the scope of Scripture, is that the “heavenly” refers to “heavenly people,” and that it is a reference to heavenly people (believers) and ultimately Christians. Christians in the New Testament are referred to as “heavenly” multiple times. Perhaps the most straightforward reference to Christians being “heavenly” is in 1 Corinthians 15:48 in which Christians are explicitly called heavenly or “of heaven.” Christians have a heavenly calling (Heb. 3:1), a heavenly gift (Heb. 6:4), and have come to the heavenly Jerusalem (Heb. 12:22). Christians are also citizens of heaven (Phil. 3:20) and are said to be seated in heaven (Eph. 2:6). So it would not be strange for the author of Hebrews to refer to Christians as “heavenly people.”
If “heavenly” is referring to believers, then it fits perfectly with the scope of Scripture, the greater context of Hebrews, and the immediate context of Hebrews 9. The Old Testament prophesied that Christ would be the sacrifice for people’s sin (cf. Isa. 53) and the New Testament mentions many times that Christ is the sacrifice for people’s sin. The book of Hebrews says it many times (cf. Heb. 1:3; 2:9, 11, 17; 7:17; 9:14-15, 28; 10:10, 12-14; and 13:12). In comparison with all those (and many more!) scriptures, there are none that say Christ died to cleanse God’s Temple in heaven. In the immediate context, both Hebrews 9:14 and 9:24 say that Christ’s atonement is for “our” sins. Who is the “our” referring to? Believers. From the scope of Scripture and the context of the book of Hebrews, Christ’s atonement was for those who would believe in him, not for angels or for the heavenly Temple. So, why should we interpret Hebrews 9:23 any differently?
There is also grammatical evidence that points to the “heavenly” referring to “heavenly people,” that is, believers. The common way to refer to something in the location of heaven is to say “in the heavens” (ἐν τοῖς ἐπουρανίοις), or something similar. That Greek phrase occurs 23 times in the New Testament and always refers to something that actually is in heaven. One of those 23 times is in the first phrase in Hebrews 9:23, and it refers to God’s Temple that is “in heaven” (ἐν τοῖς οὐρανοῖς). If the second phrase of Hebrews 9:23 was also referring to things that were “in heaven” then we would expect the phrase ἐν τοῖς ἐπουρανίοις (“in heaven”) to be repeated, but it is not.
That is especially startling when we realize that the writer of Hebrews seems to be trying to make some kind of “type-antitype” comparison between the earthly copies needing to be cleansed with animal blood and the “heavenly” needing to be cleansed by Christ’s blood, and that picture would be very clear if the copies of the Temple “in heaven” was matched by the things “in heaven” cleansed by Christ. But Hebrews 9:23 is not worded that way. The noun “heaven” in the first phrase is not repeated, and instead, the adjective “heavenly” is used. Also, the key preposition ἐν (en, “in,” “in heaven”) is absent from the second phrase of Hebrews 9:23, so the text never says the “heavenly” are actually “in heaven.” That is assumed, but it is never stated, and the evidence is that it is wrongly assumed.
It seems clear that if the author of Hebrews was trying to refer to “heavenly things” that were actually located in heaven and trying to push the type-antitype analogy between things that are in heaven versus things that are on earth, he or she would have used the same language in both the first and last phrase of the verse. Thus, we would expect Hebrew 9:23 to read, “It was necessary for the copies of the things in heaven to be cleansed with these sacrifices, but the things in heaven themselves with better sacrifices than these.” But Hebrews does not repeat the same phrase, instead, it says, “It was necessary for the copies of the things in heaven to be cleansed with these sacrifices, but the heavenly themselves with better sacrifices than these.” The difference is clear. The author removes the “in” from the second half of the sentence and changes “things in heaven” to simply “heavenly.” This was done purposefully, and the straightforward reading of the text is that Moses’ Tabernacle was a copy of things actually in heaven (God’s Temple in heaven) while Christ’s blood cleansed something “heavenly,” which in the greater context of Scripture refers to believers. When this third option is compared to the other two options given above it becomes clear that the most likely object to the adjective “heavenly” here in Hebrews 9:23 is believers, who are cleansed by Christ’s blood and are indeed “heavenly.”
Another point of grammar that points to the adjective “heavenly” referring to “heavenly people” is the word “necessary” in the first phrase of Hebrews 9:23. The word “necessary” is distributive, meaning it applies to both phrases of the verse. It was “necessary” for Moses’ Tabernacle to be cleaned with animal sacrifices, and it was “necessary” for the “heavenly” to be cleansed by the sacrifice of Christ. That it is necessary that God’s people be cleansed by the blood of Christ is a message that is stated over and over in many different ways throughout Scripture. In contrast, there is no indication anywhere in Scripture that it was necessary for Christ’s blood to cleanse the Temple of God in heaven, as James Moffatt, quoted above, wrote, that idea is unique to this one verse. Thus, once again we see that “heavenly people” fits well in Hebrews 9:23, whereas “heavenly things,” referring to God’s Temple in heaven, would be an anomaly.
Once we understand that the “heavenly” refers to believers, we also have a clue as to why the writer of Hebrews would leave out the object to the adjective “heavenly.” The New Testament and Hebrews had already both stated and implied that believers were heavenly, so there was no genuine need to supply the object “believers” to cement the point the writer was making. In contrast, since the idea that angels or God’s Temple in heaven needed to be cleansed from sin is completely foreign to Scripture, it seems that if either of those options were what the writer of Hebrews had in mind, then he or she would have put that in Scripture for clarity’s sake. So the very fact that “heavenly” has no object in the Greek text is another piece of supporting evidence that “heavenly” refers to heavenly people, i.e., believers.
Overall, it is perfectly reasonable grammatically and strongly supported in the context and scope of Scripture that “the heavenly __ themselves” should be translated as “the heavenly people themselves” in reference to believers. Christ’s atonement is the better sacrifice for believers than the blood of bulls and goats which could never take away sins. What beautiful news.
Heb 9:26
“for him to have suffered.” The “him” is Jesus Christ.
Heb 9:28
“not to atone for sin.” The Greek is more literally, “with reference to sin,” but it is clear from the context that it means that Jesus dealt with sin, or atoned for our sin, during his first coming, and now we are waiting for our salvation; being rescued from our mortal bodies and this present evil age.
 
Hebrews Chapter 10
Heb 10:7
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Heb 10:9
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Heb 10:10
“By that same will.” By the same will of God of Heb. 10:9 that had Christ offered for a sacrifice, we have been sanctified.
“once and for all.” Competent scholars differ as to what this final phrase modifies. Some say that it modifies “made holy,” and that believers are made holy “once and for all.” These scholars point to the other verses that say Jesus was a one-time offering to support their position (cf. Heb. 10:14). Others say it modifies Christ’s offering of himself, which happened “once and for all” (cf. Heb. 9:28). Given the context and scope of Scripture, there is no reason that it cannot apply to both, which would explain its ambiguity in the sentence. If God had wanted to write the text in such a way that there was no doubt as to what the “once and for all referred to,” He could have. The Christian, once he is made holy by the presence of holy spirit born inside, is holy once and for all, and that was due to Christ’s sacrifice, which also, unlike the animal sacrifices that are mentioned in the chapter, happened once and for all. Given the ambiguity of the Greek phrase, we felt it best to leave it where it occurs in the Greek text; at the end.
Heb 10:15
“the Holy Spirit.” “The Holy Spirit” is the name for God that emphasizes His power in operation. God is called “the Holy Spirit” in a number of verses in the NT, including Matthew 1:20; 12:32; and Hebrews 9:8.
[For more information on the uses of “Holy Spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
Heb 10:18
“a sacrificial offering for sin is no longer required.” This verse can cause confusion to those people who believe in a Millennial Kingdom on earth. A plain and literal reading of the Old Testament leads us to conclude that in Jesus’ Millennial Kingdom, there will be a temple and sacrifices (Ezek. 41-46). However, that very fact is one of the strongest reasons that many theologians think Ezekiel’s vision of a future temple is allegorical, not literal. However, there is no need to take the temple in Ezekiel as allegorical, as we will see. Furthermore, if Ezekiel’s vision is allegorical, what is it representing?
Some theologians say the vision that Ezekiel had represents the ideal worship, with the glory of God and the presence of Christ, but that explanation does not account for the tremendous amount of detail in Ezekiel. Some theologians say Ezekiel’s temple represents the post-Babylonian temple the Jews should have built after the Babylonian Captivity. But that explanation hardly seems credible since the people who returned from captivity built their temple on the model of Moses’ Tabernacle, and the old men wept because the new temple was not as magnificent as Solomon’s Temple, not because it was different from the way Ezekiel said it was supposed to be. Furthermore, there are many things mentioned in Ezekiel, such as the Messiah ministering, or water flowing from the temple, that never occurred in the post-captivity temple. Some theologians say Ezekiel’s temple is really just anticipating what John saw in Revelation 21, but John saw a “city,” and there was “no temple.” The most reasonable, and the most literal, explanation of what Ezekiel saw, is that he saw the Millennial Temple, complete with sacrifices.
Ezekiel’s temple has sacrifices but the Bible does not say why. Theologians surmise various reasons: For example, they are memorial sacrifices, reminding us of the death of Christ (like the communion we do today). Or they are sacrifices that make “real” how much our sin costs us and God, because people will still sin (the Millennial Kingdom has natural people). Or they are sacrifices that in some way cover for the sin of the natural people there, just as our confession of sin does for us today. Or also, most of them could be sacrifices of which a portion is eaten by the people, thus providing a fellowship meal.
It seems we can best understand the role of sacrifices in the Millennial Kingdom if we understand the purpose of sacrifices in the Old Testament. For example, the burnt offering speaks of total dedication to God, something that will still be needed. The fellowship offering (sometimes called a “peace” offering; Lev. 3; 7:11-38), was an expression of praise and thanksgiving, and a portion of it was eaten in a fellowship meal. The sin and trespass offering pointed out that there had to be some kind of payment for sin, and God had to provide some way for people to become “right” with God again. The grain offering reminded people that God was the source of life. No offering under the Law could actually take away sins, instead, they provided a covering for sin, and they pointed to Jesus Christ as the ultimate sacrifice for sin. That could well be the reason for the sacrifices in the Millennial Kingdom. Just as the Passover celebration pointed backward to the Exodus, so the Millennial sacrifices could point back to the work of Christ just as, before the death of Christ, they pointed forward to him. It helps us to remember that Hebrews tells us that it is “impossible” for the blood of bulls and goats to take away sin before Christ (Heb. 10:1-4); those sacrifices just pointed to Christ. In the same way, in the Millennial Kingdom, they will point back to Christ.
[See Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Heb 10:19
“brothers and sisters.” See Word Study: “Adelphos.”
Heb 10:20
“newly made.” The Greek is prosphatos (#4372 πρόσφατος), and originally meant “freshly killed.” By the time of the New Testament, it had the everyday meaning of “newly made.” However, given the context of this section of Hebrews, the choice of prosphatos should not be missed. The way into the presence of God was indeed freshly made. Furthermore, it was because Jesus was “freshly killed.” It needs to be pointed out that “newly made” is not in contrast to an old way that had been around awhile. Before Jesus’ death made entrance to God available for everyone (symbolized by the tearing of the Temple veil which separated God from the people), people did not have open access to God. The overtones of the death of Christ are very much in the verse because Jesus Christ both died (was freshly killed) and had risen from the dead in order to make the way to God available.
Heb 10:21
“great priest.” “Great” is from megas (#3173 μέγας), which does not mean “great” in the sense of wonderful, or “doing a good job,” rather, it refers to “being relatively superior in importance.” F. F. Bruce notes that this is the “commonest Hebrew title for the High Priest.”[footnoteRef:2969] Thus some versions render the phrase, “great high priest” (cf. HCSB), or “high priest” (KJV, NJB) (see the REV commentary on Heb. 4:14, where Jesus is called the “great high priest). [2969:  Bruce, The Epistle to the Hebrews [NICNT], 249.] 

Heb 10:22
“let us approach with a true heart.” Old Testament believers approached God with a sacrifice or offering, but today believers can go through the veil and approach God because of the blood of Christ (see commentary on Heb. 4:16).
“having our hearts sprinkled.” This is a reference to what was required of the High Priest on the Day of Atonement in order for him to enter into the Holy of Holies. He had to have his body washed with water (Lev. 16:4, 24), and then he sprinkled the atonement cover and in front of the atonement cover with blood (Lev. 16:14, 15) and thus made atonement for himself and all Israel (Lev. 16:17). The point is that we, like the priests of the Old Testament, were not to draw near to God until we had been cleansed. However, we are not sprinkled with animal blood, but with the very blood of Jesus Christ (Heb. 12:24; 1 Pet. 1:2; cf. 1 John 1:7).
The reference to having our hearts sprinkled by the blood of Jesus Christ is not literal, since that cannot literally happen, but is an allusion to the fact that just as the blood of bulls cleansed the Tent of Meeting (the Tabernacle), so the blood of Jesus Christ cleanses us, but it does so when we willingly accept his substitutionary sacrifice. When we accept Christ as Lord, we get saved and the blood of Jesus cleanses our sin. After our salvation, when we sin, we humbly confess it and God then honors that confession and cleanses us (1 John 1:9).
Heb 10:24
“one another.” The phrase “one another” occurs in the context of the community of believers, and while we are to be good to everyone, in the context of the New Testament Epistles, the commands toward “one another” are specifically to other believers. Christians are to be “especially good to the household of faith” (Gal. 6:10). It is very important for the richness of our lives together here on earth, for our personal growth here on earth, and for rewards in the next life, that each Christian needs to be “other-focused,” focused on others and how we can help them. The phrase “one another” occurs many times in the New Testament, stating and reinforcing that truth.
[For more on the “one another” commands, see commentary on Gal. 5:13, “one another.” For more on “love one another,” see commentary on John 13:34.]
“spur.” The Greek is paroxusmos (#3948 παροξυσμός) and it has three distinct definitions: 1. A rousing to activity, stirring up, provoking. 2. A state of irritation expressed in argument, sharp disagreement. 3. A severe fit of a disease, attack of fever, esp. at its high point: convulsion.[footnoteRef:2970] Here, in Hebrews 10:24 it means to stir up to action, while in Acts 15:39. it means a sharp disagreement (see commentary on Acts 15:39). [2970:  BDAG, s.v. “παροξυσμός.”] 

Heb 10:25
“meeting together.” It is not completely clear why the author of Hebrews used episunagōgē (#1997 ἐπισυναγωγή) in this verse. Historically, scholars have brought up two major reasons. First and most likely, the noun sunagoge is used in the Bible many times for Jewish meetings, or the place the Jews met, i.e., the synagogue. At the time Hebrews was written, there would have still been many Christians going to synagogue services, and so commanding people not to forsake the sunagoge, might be misinterpreted and taken to mean that God was commanding Jewish Christians (to whom Hebrews was at least in part addressed) to go to synagogues. By saying episunagoge a distinction is made between Jewish meetings and Christian ones. Other commentators point out that the prefix epi would emphasize that there was a place to meet, in contrast to simply “hanging out” wherever people happened to see each other and calling that a Christian meeting.
Heb 10:26
“we keep on sinning deliberately.” In this case, the deliberate sin was continuing, and it implies that the reason for the ongoing deliberate sin is that the person has rejected God and Christ.
“received the knowledge of the truth.” This phrase indicates that the people being spoken of have heard the truth and believed it. This is not referring to people who have just “heard” the Word and not believed it, but to people who believed the truth but then abandoned it for the pleasures of sin.
“there no longer remains a sacrifice for sins.” In the Old Testament, the sin offering was for unintentional sins (Lev. 4:2, 22, 27).
Heb 10:27
“a fury of fire.” This phrase personifies the fire, as if it is angry and zealous to devour those who defy God. This seems appropriate, because it is as if the fire has a life of its own, and it refuses to be quenched until everyone who is thrown into it, into the “Lake of Fire,” is burned up, at which time it will be appeased and die out.
[For more on the annihilation of the wicked, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
“which is about to devour the adversaries.” It is taught by some people that this verse supports the premise that a person can be saved, born again, and then lose that salvation. We believe the evidence in the rest of the Epistles solidly shows that is not correct. However, this verse and its context are severe warnings for Christians not to take their lives, and their salvation, lightly. When Heb. 10:26 speaks of sinning willfully after receiving the truth, it is reflecting back to the Mosaic Law, which had sacrifices for unintentional sin, but not for intentional sin (Num. 15:22-31, esp. 30, 31). We are told in 1 Corinthians 3:15 that there is a Day of Judgment coming even for Christians, but the raging fire on that day will not consume the Christian, but rather will consume any accomplishment that is not built on Christ. The fire will consume the enemies of God and the works of any Christian who has not built upon the foundation of Christ. A Christian, no matter how disobedient, is still a child of God and not an “adversary” of God. God promises that He will love His children in all situations (cf. Rom. 8:31-39). Nevertheless, God’s love for His children does not mean that He does not notice the evil that they do, and on the Day of Judgment, both the enemies of God and the ungodly works of Christians will be consumed.
[See Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation.”]
Heb 10:29
“the blood of the covenant by which he was made holy.” The “blood of the covenant” refers to the blood of Christ whose blood ratified the New Covenant. Just as the blood of animals made atonement for people (temporarily!) under the Old Covenant, and made things holy (e.g., Exod. 29:21; Lev. 16:19), so the blood of Christ makes atonement for us so we are holy in the sight of God. That Hebrews 10:29 says, “by which he was made holy” lets us know that this verse is about Christians.
Heb 10:32
“a great struggle, with much suffering.” The Greek text is more literally, “a great struggle of sufferings,” which is a genitive of character, that is, a great struggle that was characterized by suffering, or as we might say in modern jargon, “a great struggle with lots of suffering.” In the Greek, the word “suffering” is plural, “sufferings,” to indicate a lot of suffering.
Heb 10:36
“the promise.” The “promise” is put by metonymy for that which was promised. We will receive what God has promised us, which in this context is everlasting life.
[See Word Study: “Metonymy.”]
Heb 10:37
“For in just a little while (How little! How little!).” The first part of the verse is quoted from Isaiah 26:20 (LXX), the second part from Habakkuk 2:3. The parenthetical phrase “How little! How little!” is the figure of speech interjectio (interjection), which is a form of parenthesis in which an exclamation, whose sense is dependent upon the context, is thrown into the sentence. It is also the figure epizeuxis (duplication), a repetition of the same word in the same sense for emphasis. The Greek text reads micron hoson hoson, which would literally be translated, “a little, how very! How very!” We get the English “micron” from the Greek micron (little). Bullinger translates hoson hoson as “How little, how little,” picking up “little” as part of the meaning of the word in this context.[footnoteRef:2971] Rotherham does something similar and translates the verse, “For yet a little while, how short! How short! The Coming One will be here….” The point should be well taken. To those who are suffering trials in life, Jesus seems to be in heaven for a very long time, but compared to the eternity we will spend with him, our suffering, and his not coming yet, is “How little! How little!” [2971:  Bullinger, Figures of Speech Used in the Bible, 198, “epizeuxis.”] 

“the Coming One will come.” This is the figure of speech polyptoton (“many inflections”).[footnoteRef:2972] The Greek just has two words side by side, one for “Coming one” and one for “will come.” [2972:  Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 267, “polyptoton.”] 

[See Word Study: “Polyptoton.”]
Heb 10:38
“soul.” This is more than just saying, “I will have no pleasure in him.” See commentary on Hebrews 6:19.
Heb 10:39
“resulting in...resulting in.” The Greek preposition is eis (#1519 εἰς), and it is being used to indicate result. When a person “shrinks back,” that will result in their “destruction” (in the age to come). And when a person has “trust,” it will result in “preserving” their life (in the age to come).
“preserving.” The Greek word is peripoiēsis (#4047 περιποίησις), and it means to keep, to preserve, to acquire, to obtain. The person who has faith in Christ will keep his life and live forever. The person who rejects Christ will lose his life and be annihilated in the Lake of Fire.
[For more about annihilation in the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
“life.” The Greek word is psuchē (#5590 ψυχή, pronounced psoo-'kay), often translated “soul.” The Greek word has a large number of meanings, including the physical life of a person or animal; an individual person; or attitudes, emotions, feelings, and thoughts. Here the context shows it refers to the life of the body, which is why quite a few versions translate it “life,” which is accurate in this context. This is one of the many verses that show that psuchē, soul, is not immortal. If a person does not have faith, his life, his “soul,” is not preserved, it is annihilated in the Lake of Fire.
It can be confusing to translate this verse as “saving of the soul” as in the KJV, because of the common belief that the soul can live on after the human body dies. This verse is not saying that a person’s “soul” can be saved or kept without the person being alive. That belief is not from Scripture but comes in large part from the doctrine of the immortal soul, which though traditional, is not biblical.
[For a more complete explanation of psuchē, “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
 
Hebrews Chapter 11
Heb 11:1
“trust.” The Greek is pistis (#4102 πίστις), a noun. In both ancient secular Greek and in the Bible pistis means “confidence, trust, assurance.” When the Greek New Testament was translated into Latin, fides was the natural choice as a translation of pistis, because fides means “trust, confidence, reliance, belief.” As the English language developed, the word “faith” came from the Latin word fides. There should be nothing mysterious about pistis, fides, or “faith.” We know what trust is. Merriam-Webster defines it as “assured reliance on the character, ability, strength, or truth of someone or something.”
It needs to be clearly understood that the ancient and biblical definition of pistis differs from the modern definition of “faith.” If both pistis and fides mean “trust,” how did “faith” come to be defined in our modern culture as “firm belief in something for which there is no proof”?[footnoteRef:2973] The actual historical process is long and tedious, but the concept is simple. The Church asked people to trust doctrines that were neither logical nor clearly backed up by Scripture. People were asked to accept “by faith” doctrines for which there was no biblical support. Over time, belief in something for which there is no proof became the most accepted definition of “faith.” This is harmful because people then import that made-up definition of “faith” back into the Bible, although that is not what “faith” means when used in the Bible. [2973:  Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary, 11th ed.] 

If we put the biblical definition of faith into Hebrews 11:1, and say, “Trust is firm confidence in things hoped for,” the sentence makes perfect sense. Christians should have trust in God’s promises about salvation and everlasting life in new and wonderful bodies because we trust the God who made those promises. Furthermore, based on our trust in God, we should have a firm confidence in those things that we hope for daily.
[For more on “faith,” see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:7. Also see Appendix 2: “‘Faith’ is ‘Trust.’”]
Heb 11:2
“obtained a good testimony.” See commentary on Hebrews 11:39.
Heb 11:3
“word of God.” Here the word for “word” is not logos, as might be expected, but rhēma. Although often used interchangeably in the Greek language, the word rhēma often refers more to the words that are spoken. The author of Hebrews is referring to the fact that God created all things by his spoken word, just as Genesis teaches (Gen. 1:3, 6, 9, etc.).
Heb 11:4
“By trust Abel.” The record is in Genesis 4:3-5. Abel trusted God and thus obeyed what He said, whereas Cain did not.
“by which trust.” The Greek reads, “by it,” or “by which,” but it is not the sacrifice that is the focus of why he was accepted, but his trust in God.
“he still speaks.” The verse says Abel is dead, so he does not literally “speak.” Nevertheless, he “speaks” in the sense that his good example shines on through the years. We are used to thinking of the “good example” that people who are now dead left us to follow, and that is exactly what Abel and the other people in Hebrews chapter 11 did—they left us a good example to follow (see commentary on Heb. 12:1).
[For more on dead people being dead in every way and not alive in any form, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead”]
Heb 11:5
“moved.” The record of Enoch is in Genesis chapter 5, and this verse specifically refers to Genesis 5:24. The Greek word translated “moved” is metatithēmi (#3346 μετατίθημι), and it means “to convey from one place to another, put in another place, transfer.”[footnoteRef:2974] [2974:  BDAG, s.v. “μετατίθημι.”] 

There are a few things to consider when studying Enoch. First, the word metatithēmi means “to move from one place to another.” It does not mean “take up,” or that Enoch was taken up into heaven. That is theological tradition, not what the Bible actually says. Similarly, to say that Enoch was “translated,” is only confusing. We do not use that word today of anyone or anything being moved.
It is also theological tradition to say that Enoch was taken into heaven, where he still is living. The Bible does not directly say where he was “moved” to, but we know from the scope of Scripture it cannot be into heaven. We know this for a couple of reasons: First, Hebrews 11:13, speaking of the heroes of the Faith who were mentioned in the chapter, says, “These all died....” It does not say that most of them died, or that all except Enoch died, it says they all died. So Enoch did not live forever in heaven. Secondly, if Enoch (or Elijah) could go to heaven and live forever before Christ paid for their sin, then anyone could live forever without Christ paying for their sin, in which case Christ died for nothing; he did not need to suffer and die. The truth is that no one could go to heaven until Christ paid the price for their sin.
Enoch lived three generations before Noah and was prophesying of judgment to come upon the wicked people of his time (Jude 14). Just as wicked people tried to kill Moses, Elijah, Jeremiah, Jesus himself, and many others who prophesied boldly for God, so Enoch’s evil contemporaries tried to kill him. God protected him from an untimely death by moving him from place to place, just as God moved the boat that Jesus and the apostles were in (John 6:21), and as he moved Philip to Azotus (Acts 8:39-40). In spite of the fact that God was able to protect Enoch on earth for a while, he eventually died just like all the other people listed in Hebrews 11.
“could not be found.” Cf. Nyland, The Source New Testament; W. Lane, Hebrews 9-13 [WBC]; Hendriksen and Kistemaker, New Testament Commentary: Thessalonians, the Pastorals, and Hebrews.
Heb 11:6
“trust.” Traditionally, the Greek word pistis is translated “faith,” but we believe “trust” is a better translation.
[For more information, see commentaries on Heb. 11:1 and 2 Cor. 5:7. Also see Appendix 2: “‘Faith’ is ‘Trust.’”]
Heb 11:7
“By trust Noah.” The record of Noah is Genesis 6:8-9:29. The record of the Flood is Genesis 7:6-8:19.
“warned.” See commentary on Hebrews 8:5.
Heb 11:8
“By trust Abraham, when he was called, obeyed by going out to a place that he was going to receive as an inheritance.” The record of God calling Abraham into Canaan is Genesis 11:31-12:7.
Heb 11:11
“By trust also Sarah herself received power to conceive seed.” God came to Abraham and Sarah and told Sarah that she would have a son (Gen. 18:9-15), and she did (Gen. 21:1-2).
Hebrews 11:11 is subject to both textual and lexical questions that alter significantly the way the verse is translated.[footnoteRef:2975] There is justifiable scholarly debate, and in the final analysis, the text can be understood to say, “By faith even Sarah herself received ability to conceive even beyond the proper time of life, since she considered Him faithful who had promised” (NASB), or “By faith he [Abraham] received power of procreation, even though he was too old—and Sarah herself was barren—because he considered him faithful who had promised. (NRSV). There are reasons that support both readings, which is why the modern versions are so divided on the subject. [2975:  For a discussion, see William L. Lane, Hebrews 9-13, WBC, 344-345.] 

Heb 11:13
“the promises.” The “promises” is put by metonymy for what was promised; they did not receive what was promised. However, the metonymy is so clear there is no need to change the English to accommodate the figure of speech.
“saluted them.” The Greek word is aspazomai (#782 ἀσπάζομαι). It appears in the Greek writings of a person who salutes another person or his homeland from afar. The word patris, “homeland,” appears in Heb. 11:14, while in this verse the people are called “foreigners and temporary residents,” or foreigners and people living in a foreign land. The believers were “living by trust” on this earth in this present evil age, and had not received the promises, namely the promises connected with the Messianic Kingdom on earth, they only saw them from afar. They were people away from home and thus had to “salute” their homeland from afar. Christians today are in a similar place. We are citizens of heaven, but we have not been Raptured there yet, so we “salute” it from afar; and we also “salute from afar” the Kingdom of Christ on earth that we will be part of when we return from heaven with Christ (Rev. 19:11-21), the same Kingdom on earth that the Old Testament believers saluted.
“resident aliens.” See commentary on 1 Peter 1:1
Heb 11:15
“they would have had an opportunity to return.” The “Promised Land” was the land that God promised to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob (see commentary on Gen. 15:18). But being there was very difficult at times. Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob did not own the land, they were sojourners there. The peoples who owned the land were Canaanites, Hittites, Amorites, Jebusites, etc., and they presented a constant danger. There were fights over wells and family issues. Also, there were famines. These things provided some incentive to return to the land of Mesopotamia where they had come from. But the Bible tells us that they thought of the Hope and the promises of God, and those things kept them motivated to push through challenges and stay where God wanted them. Many years later, when Israel came out of Egypt, the Canaanites and other tribes still were in the land, and Joshua and the army of Israel had to conquer them to take what God gave them, God was, after all, the ultimate owner of the land.
Heb 11:17
“By trust Abraham...offered up Isaac.” The record of Abraham being willing to offer Isaac is in Genesis 22:1-19. Here in Hebrews, the text says that Abraham “offered up Isaac” even though an angel stopped Abraham from offering Isaac (Gen. 22:11-12) because Abraham’s willingness to obey God was there. Also, Hebrews 11:19 adds a detail that is not in the Old Testament. Abraham had heard directly that it would be through Isaac that his seed would be called (Gen. 21:12), so Abraham believed that God would fulfill that promise and would therefore have to raise Isaac from the dead (Heb. 11:19).
“tested.” See commentary on Matthew 4:1, “tempted.”
Heb 11:19
“from among the dead.”[footnoteRef:2976] See commentary on Romans 4:24. [2976:  Cf. Wuest, New Testament, “out from amongst the dead,” 532.] 

Heb 11:20
“By trust Isaac blessed Jacob and Esau concerning things to come.” The record of Isaac blessing Jacob and Esau is in Genesis 27. Although the whole chapter is about the blessings and how they came about as they did, the most relevant verses are Genesis 27:26-46. In the record in Genesis, Jacob supposedly “stole” Esau’s blessings, but that was only the way it looked in the flesh. It was God who gave Isaac the words to say, which only God would know would come true as accurately as they did. For Isaac’s part, he accurately communicated the words God gave to him. So although Isaac thought he was blessing Esau, God knew he was blessing Jacob and gave to Isaac the words of blessing that God wanted spoken over Jacob, and God also gave the words of blessing that were spoken over Esau, which also came true. Both men, and their descendants would have been blessed if they continued in the worship of the true God, but it was God’s plan to bring the Messiah through Jacob, not Esau. Sadly, as it turned out, neither the Israelites descended from Jacob nor the Edomites descended from Esau continued in the worship of the true God. The Israelites always had a core of faithful people, but the history of Israel is notable for the idolatry and defiance of God that ran throughout its history.
Heb 11:21
“each of the sons of Joseph.” The record of this blessing is in Genesis 48. Jacob blessed the two sons of Joseph, Ephraim and Manasseh, and he adopted them as his own, (Gen. 48:5), which is why the two tribes, Ephraim and Manasseh, were reckoned among the twelve tribes of Israel.
“bowed.” There is good evidence that the one Jacob bowed to was Joseph. Joseph was the one who is said to be with Jacob and had just brought his sons, Ephraim and Manasseh, to be blessed by Jacob (Gen. 45:1-12).
[See commentary on Matthew 2:2 for bowing and paying homage to.]
“on the top of his staff.” A reference to Genesis 47:31. The word proskuneō can mean to prostrate oneself on the ground, but that would have been too difficult for Jacob at his age and physical condition, so he bowed while leaning over his staff. Some versions, such as the NASB, supply “leaning,” (“leaning upon his staff”) and that was what Jacob was doing, but it does not have to be supplied for the verse to make sense.
The book of Hebrews clears up a problem for us. The Hebrew text of Genesis 47:31, as it is currently pointed, says that Jacob leaned on his “bed,” but the Septuagint (the Greek translation of the Old Testament done about 250 BC and abbreviated LXX) says “staff.” Since the unpointed Hebrew text can read “staff” if pointed differently, and the LXX reads “staff,” and the Greek NT clearly reads “staff,” that is apparently the true record.
Heb 11:22
“gave a commandment concerning his bones.” This commandment is in Genesis 50:24-25.
Heb 11:23
“he was hidden by his parents for three months.” See Exodus 2:2.
“beautiful before God.” The word “beautiful” is from asteios (#791 ἀστεῖος), which in the New Testament occurs only here and in Acts 7:20. In the Septuagint it has the connotation of physical beauty and charm. The words “to God” are added from the wording in Acts 7:20. It is not that they saw their child was good-looking—what parent wouldn’t think that?—or worse, that God cared about how “well-bred”[footnoteRef:2977] Moses was. Rather, the connotation is that the child was something special. The NIV captures that with their translation: “they saw he was no ordinary child.” [2977:  BDAG, s.v. “ἀστεῖος.”] 

The translation in the KJV, “proper child,” may be due to influences expressed by some commentators, that Moses was of good breeding and good descent. But Amram and Jochebed, Moses’ parents (Exod. 6:20), knew their ancestry and thus Moses’ lineage. Their decision to hide Moses was something that Jochebed “saw” when Moses was born, it was not based on a knowledge of their ancestry, nor on how beautiful or healthy Moses was as a baby (see commentary on Exod. 2:2).
“and they were not afraid of the king’s commandment.” The reason that the text gives that Amram and Jochebed, Moses’ parents, were not afraid of Pharaoh’s command was that they were acting “by trust.” God revealed things about Moses to them, and they were acting “by trust” on what God showed them (see commentary on Exod. 2:2).
Heb 11:29
“By trust they passed through the Red Sea.” This record is in Exodus 14:21-30.
Heb 11:30
“By trust the walls of Jericho fell down.” The record of Yahweh instructing Joshua on how to conquer Jericho is in Joshua 6:1-5, and the record of the conquest is Joshua 6:6-21.
Heb 11:31
“By trust Rahab the prostitute did not perish.” The record of Rahab welcoming and protecting the spies sent by Joshua is Joshua 2:1-21. The record of Rahab’s life and the lives of her family members being spared is Joshua 6:22-25. Rahab married an Israelite man from the tribe of Judah named Salmon and gave birth to Obed, the father of Boaz, the father of Jesse, the father of King David, and she is written in the genealogy of Christ (Matt. 1:5).
Heb 11:34
“deprived fire of its power.” The Greek text is more literally, “quenched (or “put out”) the power of fire,” or, less likely, “put out raging fires,” but the allusion is to Daniel 3 and Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego being thrown into the fiery furnace but not being hurt by the flames. The presence of the men in the fire did not put out the fire, but the power of the fire was put out. Weymouth’s translation reads, “deprived fire of its power,” and that is exactly what happened to the men in the fire—they were walking around in the midst of the fire (Dan. 3:21-26).
“the mouth of the sword.” The phrase “mouth of the sword” is a Semitic idiom, used to show great destruction, as if the sword was eating its victims (see commentary on Josh. 6:21).
Heb 11:37
“sheepskins, in goatskins.” It took a stable lifestyle to raise the sheep or grow the flax that was then made into wool or linen garments. People who were constantly persecuted and had to move from place to place had to make do with rough clothes made from animal skins. It has been taught that the reference of skins is to a person being tied up in a skin when it was fresh, and then letting it shrink and asphyxiate the person. However, there is no evidence anything like that was ever done, and the vocabulary of moving from place to place does not support that conclusion.
Heb 11:39
“having obtained a good testimony.” The Greek is martureō (#3140 μαρτυρέω), and it is an aorist passive participle. As an active verb, martureō means, to bear witness to, or to be a witness. However, in the passive voice it means that someone bears witness of you. Also, the word often has the connotation of a good witness, or good testimony, as it does here. The reference is to the record of people’s lives that is being kept in heaven, and these people have a good report that has been entered into God’s books. This is a good example of why the reader has to have a wide scope of the teachings of Scripture and the biblical culture to clearly understand what the verse is speaking about. One scholar loosely translated the Greek word in this context as “having had their names entered on the record.”[footnoteRef:2978] [2978:  F. F. Bruce, The Epistle to the Hebrews [NICNT], 343.] 

“the promise.” The subject of what God promised is a major theme of Hebrews. In fact, the Greek word epangelia (#1860 ἐπαγγελία), which means “promise,” occurs more in Hebrews than in any other book in the New Testament. Hebrews 4:1 is the first use of epangelia, and it is associated with the promise of everlasting life. In fact, most of the uses of the plural “promises” in Hebrews include the gift of everlasting life, although they also include other things that were promised, such as the Promised Land, and the promised blessings. Hebrews 9:15 shows us that the work of Christ opened the door for people to receive the promise of everlasting life. Here, as in Heb. 9:15, the word “promise” is singular. Although the other promises are important, the gift of everlasting life is the pinnacle promise.
The “promise” is put by metonymy for what was promised; they did not receive what was promised. However, the metonymy seems clear enough not to modify the phrase to “they did not receive what was promised.”
 
Hebrews Chapter 12
Heb 12:1
“so great a cloud of witnesses.” The “witnesses” in this context are dead people. We are familiar with this concept. For example, at funerals, we often speak of how the person who has just died is a good example for us to follow, and their lives are a witness to us of how a person can trust God, obey God, and endure adversity. Similarly, Hebrews 11 and 12 fit together to encourage us to obey God. To see how Hebrews 11 and 12 fit together, we have to know that the original text of the Bible had no chapters and verses. So the “therefore” of Hebrews 12:1 is connected to Hebrews 11 and is a conclusion and call to action based on the information presented in Hebrews chapter 11.
Hebrews 11 presents a number of people whose lives are witnesses that we can live by trust and God will reward us. Hebrews 11:1-2 mentions “people of old” who trusted and obeyed God. Then those verses are followed by an impressive list of people who trusted God, including Abel, Enoch, Noah, Abraham, Sarah, Isaac, Jacob, Joseph, Moses, Rahab (the prostitute), Gideon, Barak, Samson, Jephthah, David, Samuel, and the prophets. Furthermore, Hebrews 11 comes to a close with, “all these...obtained a good testimony because of their trust” (Heb. 11:39). These people are a “cloud of witnesses” even though they are dead because their lives continue to be a witness. Hebrews 11:4 makes this very clear when it says, “By trust, Abel offered to God a more excellent sacrifice...and through it, though he is dead, he still speaks.” Abel is dead, but the witness of his life is still speaking, and the same is true for the other “greats” in the chapter. Then, based on the witness left us by all those people, Hebrews 12 encourages us with, “seeing we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses, let us lay aside every weight, and the sin that so easily entangles us, and let us also run with endurance the race that is set before us.” Like Abel, the people are dead, but the witness of their lives continues on after them and encourages us to stop sinning and live our lives with endurance so we can please God and be rewarded.
[For more on dead people being dead in every way and not alive in any form, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead”]
“let us lay aside every weight.” This phrase brings the mind of the reader to the races that were held throughout the Roman world, especially when the bigger games, such as the Olympic Games, Isthmian Games, etc., were held. The runners ran nude and stripped themselves of all their clothing and anything else that might impede them or weigh them down. So here our lives are being compared to a race, and if we are going to finish, and finish well, we need to discover and set aside the things that entangle us and weigh us down such that we are not as effective in doing God’s will as we should be.
“easily entangles.” The Greek is euperistatos (#2139 εὐπερίστατος). It only occurs here, and Robertson notes that there are probably a dozen ways to translate it.[footnoteRef:2979] Here we have a word that only occurs one time and can be translated many different ways. Note the variations in translation: “clings so closely” (ESV); “so easily beset” (KJV); “so easily entangles” (NASB); “so prone to be ensnared” (God’s New Covenant); “easily hampering” (Lenski); “the sin which controls (us) so tightly” (Louw-Nida); “so readily (deftly and cleverly) clings to and entangles us” (Amplified). The context of the verse is that of a runner who needs to set aside everything that would slow him down. Thus he sets aside every weight. He also sets aside sin, which like the long robes that people wore, were taken off by the Greco-Roman runners. If left on, the robes would readily (even cleverly) cling to the runner and surround and entangle them, hindering them. This is exactly what sin does in the life of a believer. In this case, one could be tempted to conflate the translation as the Amplified Version does, but we have felt it best to go with “easily entangles.” [2979:  Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, 5:432.] 

“let us also run.” Hebrews 12:1 begins with an initial kai humeis (“and us” or “us also”) that connects the modern-day believers to the great cloud of witnesses mentioned in Hebrews 11. The kai umeis goes with the verb of the sentence, let’s also run, and not with the participles “having” witnesses or “throwing” off sin. The point is, since these great men and women of faith persevered even though they have not yet received the promises (Heb. 11:39), let us also run with perseverance to the finish line where we will be “made perfect” together (Heb. 11:40). The point is not “we also have a great cloud of witnesses” (as though the saints in chapter 11 had great witnesses too), nor is it “let us also throw off sin” (as though the context of chapter 11 was about how the saints threw off sin, so we should too). Rather, the author is urging us also to run with perseverance as these great witnesses ran. Surprisingly, most of our versions get this wrong. The ESV, NASB, NRSV, NJB, and ASV make the latter mistake, and the KJV and HCSB make the former.
Heb 12:2
“leader.” The Greek word is archēgos (#747 ἀρχηγός), from archē, “beginning, origin, first; when referring to a person: leader.” Archēgos refers to one who takes the lead in anything and thus is an example. Thus it has meanings that include: a predecessor, a pioneer, the chief leader, a prince, or an author. Balz and Schneider correctly point out that Jesus being called the “‘originator of eternal salvation’ in Heb. 5:9 is not synonymous with ἀρχηγός; [Hebrews] 12:2 is hardly to be translated as ‘originator and perfecter of the faith,’ for Jesus is the originating source neither for the אֱמוּנָה of the OT witnesses nor for Christological πίστις; rather, God effects faith in Jesus as the leader.”[footnoteRef:2980] We agree that Jesus is properly the leader when it comes to trust, not the “author.” [2980:  Balz and Schneider, EDNT, 1:164.] 

“finisher.” (see Lenski); “the faith” (Greek text and see Lenski); “enduring” because of the similar “endurance” in verse 1.
“because of the joy.” The word “because” is translated from the Greek preposition anti (#473 ἀντί), which, like most prepositions, has a very broad semantic range. Anti includes meanings in several groupings, 1) over against, opposite to, before; 2) for, instead of, in place of 3) for that, because, for this cause. In this case, it has the meaning “for, because of, for the sake of, in consideration of,” which is the same meaning it has in verse 16 where Esau sold his birthright “for,” or “because of,” a meal. Jesus endured the cross “because of,” “in consideration of,” the joy that was set before him. Jesus often spoke of reigning as king in his future kingdom, and looked forward to that, and providing salvation for God’s people, with great joy (cf. Matt. 19:28, 25:31). Other translations of this phrase include: “because of the joy” (BBE, NLT); “in view of the joy” (DBY); “for the sake of the joy” (NAB, NJB); “in consideration of the joy” (Rotherham).
Because the word anti can mean “instead of,” some very knowledgeable theologians (including the authors of BDAG) think the meaning of the verse is that Jesus endured the cross “instead of” experiencing the joy set before him. The main reason for asserting that is that grammatically anti seems to usually be used in the sense of “instead of” in the New Testament. The response to that argument is that while that may be true, anti is not always used in the sense of “instead of,” and in fact is not even in Hebrews 12:16, later in the chapter. In any case, theologians who say anti means “instead of” here say that Jesus had a choice of having the “joy” set before him, or he could endure the cross. Many of them say that the joy Jesus gave up was the joy of living forever in heaven with God and not experiencing the cross. However, other theologians, such as William Lane[footnoteRef:2981] feel the joy Jesus gave up could not be the eternal joy of being in heaven, but would have had to have been some temporal joy he could have had on earth that he gave up for the cross, but what that particular joy was is not exactly known. We feel that the majority of the commentators, and almost every English version, are correct in saying that Jesus endured the cross “for” or perhaps more clearly, “because of” the joy that was set before him of purchasing redemption for mankind and earning his place as “King of kings and Lord of lords.” [2981:  Lane, Hebrews 9-13 [WBC].] 

“thinking nothing of.” The Greek word translated “thinking nothing of” is kataphroneō (#2706 καταφρονέω), and it has a range of meaning that encompasses looking down on someone or something with contempt or aversion; considering something not important and thus disregarding it; and not caring about, or ignoring, someone or something. It is surprising that many modern versions continue to use the word “despise” in this verse even though it gives most readers the wrong impression. In defense of “despise,” it is true that one of the primary meanings of the English word “despise” is to look down on with contempt or to regard as worthless. However, the much more well-known use of “despise” is an intense dislike and even loathing. Given that fact, “despise” is not the best translation in Hebrews 12:2 or in the other places kataphroneō is used in the New Testament. A better translation is “to ignore,” or “to think nothing of.”
Jesus did not endure being crucified, “despising the shame,” as if he hated the shame. It was indeed a shameful thing to be crucified, but Jesus did not “hate” it, he ignored it. In doing that he set a wonderful example for us to follow. Many times we will find that if we are to be a true follower of Jesus, we will have to ignore the shame and mistreatment we endure.
There are other times when kataphroneō is usually translated “despise” which can give us the wrong impression of what the verse is saying. One is when Paul writes to Timothy and says, “Let no one despise you for your youth” (1 Tim. 4:12 ESV). No one would hate someone who was young; the better way to understand the verse is that Paul told Timothy not to let anyone ignore him just because he was young. Matthew 6:24 about the two masters is another place we need to properly understand kataphroneō (see commentary on Matt. 6:24).
“sat down.” That Jesus sat down at the right hand of the throne of God shows his royal status. Nehemiah 2:6 shows the royal status of the queen in that she sits beside the king. In the ancient world much more than in the modern, the position of sitting or standing demonstrated one’s position in that particular situation. James 2:3 shows the favoritism that could be wrongly shown to a wealthy person versus a poor person by giving the wealthy person a seat but having the poor person stand (James 2:3). Rulers sat while those of lower status stood before them. This protocol starts with God, who sits on his throne while His army stands before him (1 Kings 22:19; cf. Isa. 6:1), and extends to earth. Rulers are often specifically depicted as sitting (1 Kings 22:10). The ruling elders of a city are often said to be sitting in the gate (Gen. 19:1; 2 Sam. 18:24; 19:8; Esther 2:19, 21). One stood before the Kings as a mark of respect and recognition of the power of the King versus one’s own lower status (cf. Esther 5:1). It is still part of courtroom protocol that when the judge enters the room everyone stands up in respect.
“right hand.” In the ancient world in general, certainly in the biblical world, and still in many parts of the world today, the right hand is the hand of honor. In the ancient world before the invention of modern conveniences, the custom was that people washed themselves with their left hand after going to the bathroom. Furthermore, it was the custom (understandably!) that people ate with their right hand. Thus culturally the right hand was the hand of honor (cf. Ps. 110:1). Jesus told the High Priest and those with him that they would see him seated at the right hand of “Power,” a title of God, after which they accused him of blasphemy. The Bible says in a number of different places that Jesus is at the right hand of God ([Mark 16:19] Acts 2:33; 7:55, 56; Rom. 8:34; Col. 3:1; 1 Pet. 3:22).
That Jesus “sat down at the right hand of the throne of God” is very strong evidence against the Trinity. For one thing, Jesus is depicted as being at the right hand of “God,” not “the Father.” In fact, “right hand of the Father” never appears in Scripture. This is good evidence that “God” and Jesus are two separate beings and Jesus is not “God.” (Trinitarians say that “God” in these texts is the Father, but that is an assumption based on their theology. It is not what the Bible says, nor is that point of view ever explained in the Bible). Second, there never is a “person,” “the Holy Spirit,” when Jesus is at the right hand of God. We would expect, if the Trinity was correct, that Jesus would be at the right hand of the Father and the Holy Spirit, but we never see that in the Bible. Also, in this verse, Jesus is at the right hand of the “throne” of God. That phrase only makes sense if Jesus is not “God.” If he were God, it would be demeaning to say he was at the right hand of the “throne of God,” because if he were God he would not be beside his own throne, and if he were co-equal with the Father he would not be depicted as beside his Father’s throne. The scene is simple and straightforward. Jesus is not God, he is the Son of God, and he has been exalted to the right hand of God, which is also the right hand of the throne of God.
Heb 12:3
“Yes.” The Greek word gar (#1063 γάρ) in this context is the “confirmatory gar,” and could be translated “yes,” “indeed,” etc. Many English versions omit it altogether.
“think carefully about.” The Greek word is analogizomai (#357 ἀναλογίζομαι), where the Greek prefix ana (“again,” “up”) is combined with logizomai (“to consider, reason, take into account, deliberate”), such that it means to go over and over something in the mind, thus to consider it carefully or think about it carefully, to think something over thoroughly or completely. Although the English word “consider” does technically mean to think about something carefully, the more common way it is used is to “take into account,” or keep in mind as an option. For example, “I’ll consider the person’s age when rendering my judgment,” or “I will consider walking instead of riding my bike.” That being said, “think carefully about” seems more on point for the modern reader.
“souls.” The Greek word often translated “soul” is psuchē (#5590 ψυχή, pronounced psoo-'kay), and it has a large number of meanings, including the physical life of a person or animal; an individual person; or attitudes, emotions, feelings, and thoughts. Here it is used more broadly of the individual himself with an emphasis on his thoughts and emotions. Thus, while the verse could read something such as, “so that you will not grow weary and lose heart” (NIV; cf. HCSB, ESV, NASB, NET), the inclusion of the word “soul” points us to the fact that the thoughts, feelings, and emotions are specifically being emphasized. If we are going to stay mentally and emotionally strong in the spiritual battle, we have to keep Jesus Christ and what he did firmly in our minds.
[For a more complete explanation of “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
Heb 12:5
“Have you completely forgotten.” This can be a statement or a question. The tone of the Epistle seems to favor a question. The Author is not demeaning the hearers, but challenging them to look inside themselves. The Greek word eklanthanomai (#1585 ἐκλανθάνομαι) is in the middle voice, so here this compound verb means “to completely forget.”[footnoteRef:2982] [2982:  Cf. BDAG, s.v. “ἐκλανθάνομαι.”] 

Heb 12:9
“live.” This refers to living forever. See commentary on Luke 10:28.
Heb 12:15
“Watch over others.” The Greek verb translated “watch over” is episkopeō (#1983 ἐπισκοπέω), and in this context, it means to oversee, to accept responsibility for the care of someone, watch over, care for.[footnoteRef:2983] The word is built from epi, “over, on top of” and skopos, “to watch, to see in the distance.” The noun episkopos is the person who is the “overseer,” and the job he does is to “oversee,” episkopeō. If a congregation is to remain godly, the “Overseer” (today we might say “Pastor”) has to make sure that people do not infiltrate the flock and turn them from the Lord. The people to watch out for covered in this section fall into three categories. The first is people who have turned away from the grace of God and turned to legalism. Hebrews was written to Hebrews, so when a person turned away from grace, the normal path was a return to legalism. Just as Paul warned the Galatians against legalism, so here those in congregations are warned against legalism. [2983:  BDAG, s.v. “ἐπισκοπέω.”] 

The second type of person a leader should watch for is bitter people who defile others (see “root of bitterness” below). The third type of person leaders should watch for in a congregation is godless people, people like Esau who are spiritually immoral and secular; who are irreligious. This kind of person can infect a congregation with a desire for, and focus on, the godless, secular, things of the world.
“root of bitterness sprouts up.” This phrase has great depth of meaning because it can refer both to the person who is the “bitter root,” and the process that leads to the root of bitterness. The primary meaning in this context does not refer to a bitter thought, but a bitter person. In that sense, the translation would be something like, “that no one is a ‘bitter root’ springing up and causing trouble, and through him many become defiled.” The context is about people, and how believers (in particular leaders) should exercise oversight so that 1) no person is falling away from the grace of God, 2) no person is a bitter root who defiles others, and 3) no person is immoral and irreligious like Esau.
However, the text about the “root of bitterness” is written in such a way that it can also refer to the thoughts that are behind the behavior of the bitter person, and how a “root of bitterness” can grow up inside a person and eventually lead to many being defiled. Behind the person who is a “bitter root,” is the thought process that leads to bitterness—and this is something that each of us must be aware of and be prepared to deal with in our own lives, and help others deal with in their lives.
When a person becomes unthankful, selfish, angry, etc., that person’s brain neurons grow in a way that reinforces those thoughts. Over time as a person thinks bitter thoughts, the once loosely connected (or associated) neurons that produced occasional angry or bitter thoughts become more and more tightly associated, and nerve cell fibers, like the roots of a tree, actually grow and strengthen that thought process. We understand this growth and strengthening process when it comes to our ordinary memories. A memory we do not often access is fuzzy and vague, and we have a hard time “remembering” it. In contrast, a memory that we access regularly becomes stronger and stronger as we continue to access it. Two thousand years ago, the God who formed our brain knew that bitterness, like any other attitude or memory, would increase as the behavior continued. If we do not make up our minds to obey God and stop our anger, the angry thoughts we rehearse in our minds become more and more like a strong root, becoming more intertwined with emotions, which we then feel simultaneously with the thought. Eventually, the now strong root of anger and bitterness breaks forth out of our thought life into the open, where it can defile many. A thought in the heart is like a root in the ground, it will spring out in the open eventually, unless it is killed off or rooted out. The brain is wonderfully designed by God so that we can, if we desire, stop the harmful thoughts of anger and bitterness, and that is what Christians are called to do. Bitter roots among the congregation are mentioned in Deuteronomy 29:18.
“become defiled.” The subjunctive mood in the Greek sentence comes from the word “lest.” The point is not lest some might become defiled,” but rather, lest some become defiled.”
Heb 12:16
“worldly-minded.” The Greek word is bebēlos (#952 βέβηλος), and it refers to something that is accessible to everyone, and therefore devoid of any real spiritual significance. In religious contexts, an area that was bebēlos was available to anyone, religious or not, and therefore not special in any way. It was used literally to refer to things or areas that, although in or used in the Temple, were not special in any way. It was then also used for things that were pointless or worthless. It was also then used for things that were not valued or valuable spiritually, or were held in opposition to holiness (that which was separated for God) and thus were common, worldly, godless, irreligious, etc., depending on the context.
“like Esau.” Esau was raised in the godly home of Isaac and Rebekah. However, Scripture shows him doing some godly things, but making some important decisions that showed his disregard for God and family. Chief among these was he sold his birthright, which included the right to be the family patriarch and priest, for a bowl of lentil soup. He also chose to marry two Hittite women (Gen. 26:34). When they proved to be a great distress to his mother, he married a daughter of Abraham’s son, Ishmael, but reading the record in Genesis shows that Esau was not focused on a godly life. The point in this record in Hebrews seems to be that some people are just not interested in being godly, but are profane, secular, worldly. That attitude can infiltrate a church and cause a lot of damage, and the vigilant leader will watch out for such people.
Heb 12:17
“found no opportunity for his repentance.” The Greek phrase, μετανοίας τόπον εὗρεν is a well-attested Greek idiom for someone who looks for a chance to repent and thus come into different circumstances, but finds no such opportunity.[footnoteRef:2984] Furthermore, the common translation of the word metanoia (#3341 μετάνοια) in the New Testament is “repentance.” Some commentators think that the verse is saying that Esau could not bring about a “repentance” or “change of mind” in his father. While it is true that metanoia can mean “change of mind,” there is no need for that rare an understanding of the word in this context: “repent” just does not seem to be used as eliciting repentance or a change of mind in someone else. [2984:  Cf. BDAG; William Lane, Hebrews 9-13 [WBC].] 

It was Esau who repented and was sorry for the mistake he made, but there was no opportunity for his repentance to change anything (Gen. 27:34). He had sold his birthright and the deal was done. No amount of his tears could change what had happened. There are many times in life that we do something that we later cannot undo. That is why the Bible says that we are to use wisdom in how we live (Prov. 4:7 KJV: “Wisdom is the principal thing; therefore get wisdom”). Esau could not undo his earlier decision, no matter how badly he wished he had acted differently than he did.
Esau’s foolishness should be a big lesson for each of us. On the Day of Judgment, many people will be judged as to their salvation, and the prophecy is that many will weep and wail, but it will be too late. Now, when people have the chance to get saved, they often mock and reject it. Later their tears will not change their fate. Similarly, people who are saved will be judged for rewards, which will be given out based on what the person did in life. Many people will rue their wasted life and will wish they had done more for the Lord to earn more rewards in the Kingdom, but again, it will be too late. Now is the time to get saved, and now is the time to work hard and obediently for the Kingdom. No one needs to be ashamed on Judgment Day.
[For more on rewards, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10. For people, even Christians, being ashamed when Jesus comes, see commentary on 1 John 2:28.]
Heb 12:18
“not come to what can be touched.” Some manuscripts add the word “mountain,” but the manuscript evidence is clear that it was a later addition to the text.
To the person familiar with the record of the Israelites at Mount Sinai, this verse can be difficult to understand at first reading. The commandment in the Old Testament was that if any person or animal even touched Mount Sinai, he was to be killed (Exod. 19:12-13). So why does this verse speak of “what can be touched,” instead of “what cannot be touched,” i.e., what they were not allowed to touch? The answer lies in reading the entire context and the two sentences in contrast to each other. The first sentence is Heb. 12:18-21, and it speaks of things in the flesh, things that can be touched. The second sentence is Heb. 12:22-24, and they speak of heavenly things such as God; Jesus; angels; and the heavenly Jerusalem that are spiritual in nature and cannot be touched. Thus the section is saying, you have not been dealing with things in the senses world like the Old Testament believers did, you are dealing with heavenly things, so “see that you do not refuse him who is speaking” (Heb. 12:25).
Heb 12:19
“the voice whose words made the hearers beg that no further word should be spoken to them.” This statement is easy to understand for those people who really know the Old Testament, but an enigma to those who do not. The common, but erroneous, teaching is that the first time the Ten Commandments were given, they were written on stone and given to Moses. That is not correct.
After the Exodus, Moses went up and down Mount Sinai seven times, and they all are recorded in the book of Exodus.
· 1st time up: Exod. 19:3; 1st down: Exod. 19:7.
· 2nd time up: Exod. 19:8; 2nd down: Exod. 19:14.
· 3rd time up: Exod. 19:20; 3rd down: Exod. 19:25 [it was right after Moses’ third trip down the Mountain, when Moses was down with the people, that God spoke the Ten Commandments audibly to the people].
· 4th time up: Exod. 20:21; 4th down: Exod. 24:3.
· 5th time up: Exod. 24:15; 5th down Exod. 32:15 [on this 5th trip Moses had been on the Mountain 40 days and nights. During that time he received the revelation about the Tabernacle, and also the Ten Commandments on stone. He had the tablets of stone with him when he came down, but he broke them when he saw the golden calf].
· 6th time up: Exod. 32:31; 6th down: Exod. 32:34.
· 7th time up: Exod. 34:4; 7th down: Exod. 34:29 [this 7th time Moses was again with Yahweh for 40 days and nights (Exod. 34:28), and came down with a new set (the second set) of the Ten Commandments].
On Moses’ 2nd trip up Mount Sinai, God told Moses to put boundaries around the Mountain so no one would touch the mountain. Then on his 3rd trip up the Mountain, God again told Moses to warn the people about not touching the Mountain. Thus, Exodus 19:25 says that Moses went down Mount Sinai to the people (3rd trip down), and that is where he was, at the bottom of Mount Sinai with the people, when God spoke the Ten Commandments audibly, in a loud voice so everyone could hear (cf. Exod. 19:19; 20:1-2). It was later, on his 5th trip up the Mountain, that he got the first set of the Ten Commandments on stone.
When the people heard the voice of God shouting out the Ten Commandments, they were terrified, and asked that they not hear the voice of God any more (cf. Exod. 20:19). God honored that request and after that time spoke to Moses, who then communicated the Torah to Israel.
At the end of the 40 years of wandering, in the book of Deuteronomy, Moses recounted to Israel that God had given them the Ten Commandments by speaking with them.
Deut. 4:10-13 (ESV)
“…on the day that you stood before the LORD your God at Horeb, the LORD said to me, ‘Gather the people to me, that I may let them hear my words, so that they may learn to fear me…And you came near and stood at the foot of the mountain, while the mountain burned with fire…Then the LORD spoke to you out of the midst of the fire. You heard the sound of words, but saw no form; there was only a voice. And he declared to you his covenant, which he commanded you to perform, that is, the Ten Commandments….”
Again in Deuteronomy 4:15 God said that Israel had heard his voice, and again in Deut. 5:4, 22-23.
After Moses came down Mount Sinai the 7th time, the Tabernacle was set up, and it was finished on the first day of the first month, of the second year of the wanderings, less than a year after Israel came out of Egypt. Once the Tabernacle was finished and set up, Israel only stayed in the area of Sinai for a little more than a month and a half, because on the twentieth day of the second month of the second year, God moved them to the desert of Paran (Num. 10:11).
Heb 12:20
“it will be stoned.” This is from Exodus 19 when God was about to come down onto Mount Sinai, and then from there shout the Ten Commandments down to the people (which He did, starting in Exodus 20:1). Hebrews 12:20 cuts Exodus 19:13 off short and does not finish the full sentence. The full sentence in Hebrew reads that “it will be stoned or shot with arrows.” Due to the difference between the text in Exodus and the text here in Hebrews, scribes were under pressure to make the quotation read like the text in Exodus. Thus, a few Greek manuscripts enlarged the quotation in Hebrews so that it read like Exodus 19:13. Even though there were only very few manuscripts that had the enlarged reading, that larger reading came into versions such as the King James Version and Young’s Literal Translation, which is why the King James Version has, “it will be stoned or thrust through with a dart.”
[For more on harmonization and the effect it has on translation, see commentary on Luke 11:2, “Father.”]
Heb 12:22
“that is.” Here the Greek word kai, often translated “and,” is used as an “even,” or “that is,” identifying “Mount Zion” with the city of the living God.
“an uncountable number.” This is translated from the Greek word murias (#3461 μυριάς; from which we get “myriad”), and it refers to an uncountable number.
“who are gathered for a festival.” The Greek word is panēguris (#3831 πανήγυρις, pronounced pa-'nay-goo-ris), and in both Jewish and Greek sources it was used of joyful gatherings for the feasts and festivals. The Greeks would have festal assemblies to celebrate the games, to honor a god, for special days, etc. The Jews would have festal assemblies at the times of the feasts on their calendar. This word was not understood in 1611, so the KJV starts the next verse, Heb. 12:23, before it and translated it “general assembly,” but the syntax best fits if it is used as part of the whole phrase that speaks of an uncountable number of angels in joyful, festal assembly.[footnoteRef:2985] What a great picture! Sometimes we think of the things of God as so serious, solemn, or somber that no one has any fun or a good time. It is wonderful to know that even angels gather at times in joyful assemblies, and it would seem from the word that just as God gave feasts to Israel, so there are specific feast times for the spiritual world as well. [2985:  See William Lane, Hebrews 9-13 [WBC].] 

Heb 12:23
“firstborn.” The Greek word is prōtotokos (#4416 πρωτότοκος), which means “firstborn.” There has not been general agreement as to what group this is referring to. It does not refer to Jesus because it is plural. Some scholars see this as a reference to the angels, who are the first ones created by God. In support of that is the structure, which has three things that refer to the heavenly Jerusalem which would be followed by three things that refer to angels. However, the phrase “whose names have been written in heaven” mitigates against that interpretation. Much more likely is that it refers to the Jews, who were God’s chosen people, and the word prōtotokos is used in the Septuagint of the Jews when God led them out of Egypt (cf. Exod. 4:22; Jer. 31:9). That would especially make sense because this is the book of Hebrews, written to the Jewish people.
“whose names have been written in heaven.” These saved people are not up in heaven, but are assured a place in heaven. The sense of permanence comes from the use of the perfect participle; their names have been written there and remain there. The people do not have to be in heaven to have their names written there, as Luke 10:20 makes clear.
“the spirits of righteous people who have finished their race.” The phrase, “the spirits of righteous people” was a way of referring to righteous people who have died.
The phrase “who have finished their race” is from the Greek verb teleioō (#5048 τελειόω, pronounced te-lay-'ah-ōh), and it refers to coming to an end, and as such can have a large semantic range, depending on the context. Meanings can include: end, accomplish, finish, complete, perfect, reach a goal, reach maturity, fulfill, carry out, fill up, reach the end of one’s labors, etc., and there can also be meanings specific to something; for example, in the Roman mystery religions it was used of consecrate or initiate (because the person had reached the end of the requirements). Furthermore, the Greek Sophocles used the word in the sense of “come to the end of one’s labors,” which also makes sense in this verse.
Most theologians believe that dead people are alive and go on as a soul or spirit to live in heaven or “hell.” From that perspective, people who have died righteous have “been perfected” and live in heaven. But the Bible teaches that dead people are not alive in any form, they are dead in every way. Thus, these people have not “been perfected” in the sense that they are now alive in perfect spirit bodies, but they have “finished their course.” Actually, the wide range of how this phrase could be translated can be much more easily seen in Luke 13:32, which speaks of the death of Christ and also uses teleioō in the passive voice. The KJV, following its standard way of translating teleioō as “perfected,” has: “And he said unto them, Go ye, and tell that fox, Behold, I cast out devils, and I do cures today and tomorrow, and the third day I shall be perfected” (Luke 13:32). However, other versions have very different translations of teleioō and end Luke 13:32 very differently.
· HCSB, CEB, and NET: “I will complete my work” (the NRSV has, “I finish my work”).
· ESV and RSV: “I finish my course.”
· NASB and CJB: “I reach my goal” (the NIV has, “I will reach my goal”).
· NLT: “I will accomplish my purpose.”
If we translated Hebrews 12:23 as those verses are translated, then we see that it is speaking of the spirit of righteous people who have “finished their work,” “finished their course,” “reached their goal,” “accomplished their purpose,” and, from Sophocles, “come to the end of their labor.” All of those choices make sense, and we went with “finished their race” in the REV because God gives each person a ministry and work to accomplish on this earth, which changes to a certain degree as life and circumstances change. In 2 Timothy 4:7 Paul writes that he had “finished his race,” and was now at the end of his life.
Hebrews chapter 11 opened its review of people who had stayed faithful and died in faith, and mentioned that even though Abel is dead, he still speaks, that is, his life stands as an example to us. Similarly, those righteous people who have died before us are an example and constant reminder to live a godly and obedient life, and “not refuse him who is speaking” (Heb. 12:25).
[See Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.”]
Heb 12:24
“sprinkled blood.” This is the figure of speech antimereia.[footnoteRef:2986] The Greek reads, “blood of sprinkling” moving the adjective into a nominative position for emphasis. [2986:  Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 491, “antimereia.”] 

“speaking better than the blood of Abel.” A comparison is being made about Jesus’ sacrificial death and his shed blood upon the cross, thereby becoming the mediator of a new covenant for God’s people. The comparison that the author of Hebrews is making is with the effect of the death of Abel in contrast to that of Jesus. When Abel was killed by his brother Cain, his blood “cried out from the ground” (Gen. 4:10), which is a personification depicting Abel’s blood as an eyewitness condemning Cain’s violent crime against him. The voice of Abel’s blood was seeking justice and judgment from the Lord against Cain. As a result, a curse was issued by God upon Cain as the punishment for his wicked act (Gen. 4:11-13). But the new covenant realities brought about through Jesus’ death “speaks better” than what Abel’s blood did. The blood of Jesus in the new covenant speaks of forgiveness, redemption, sanctification, and reconciliation. Moreover, in Jesus’ death, he took upon himself the curse of sin that was upon every person (Gal. 3:10). He became a curse so that those who believe in him would not have to pay the penalty of sin’s curse but rather receive the promises God made to Abraham (Gal. 3:13). These are “better promises” (Heb. 8:6), by a “better covenant” (Heb. 7:22), for a “better possession” (Heb. 10:34), through a “better resurrection” (Heb. 11:35).
Heb 12:25
“from the earth.” The Greek reads, “on earth,” but it is referring to God who was on earth and who warned the people from the top of Mount Sinai. The Israelites gathered at the foot of Mount Sinai and God spoke audibly to them from off of the top of the mountain (see commentary on Heb. 12:19). God was “on earth,” on the top of Mount Sinai, and Moses and the elders of Israel saw Him there (Exod. 24:9-11). The problem we have with a strictly literal reading of the Greek if we do not know the context of the verse or the history of Israel is that we could think the phrase “on earth” referred to the people of Israel who were “on earth.” For example, the NASB reads, “See to it that you do not refuse Him who is speaking. For if those did not escape when they refused him who warned them on earth,…” That reading makes it seem like the people on the earth were being warned, and that is not what the verse is saying, as we can see from the last half of the verse when God warns from heaven. The point of the verse is that if the people whom God warned from earth did not escape punishment, then we will certainly not escape punishment if God warns us from heaven but we ignore Him.
If we wanted to stick closer to the literal Greek without losing the idea of the verse, we could move the prepositional phrase: “For if they did not escape when they refused the one who, on earth, warned them,….”
Heb 12:28
“be thankful.” One of the times that “grace” is used of gratefulness or thankfulness.[footnoteRef:2987] [2987:  Vincent, Word Studies, 4:559.] 

“reverent submission.” This word is only used twice in the NT, here, and Hebrews 5:7. See commentary on Hebrews 5:7.
Heb 12:29
“our God is a consuming fire.” An allusion to Deuteronomy 4:24 in the Septuagint.
 
Hebrews Chapter 13
Heb 13:1
“affection for God’s family.” The Greek is philadelphia (#5360 φιλαδελφία, pronounced phi-la-del-'phee-a) a compound Greek word made up of philos (a strong liking, a friendship; see commentary on John 21:15) and adelphos (#80 ἀδελφός), which means “brother.” It is the strong bond of friendship that exists between brothers.
Heb 13:3
“Remember.” The Greek word is mimnēskō (#3403 μιμνῄσκω (μιμνήσκομαι), pronounced mim-'nace-koe), and it means, “remember,” but in the ancient cultures it did not mean just mentally “remember,” but to keep in mind and do something for. Thayer’s lexicon has, “remember and care for.” Samson called out to God, “Remember me,” meaning, “Help me.” The thief on the cross said to Jesus, “Remember me when you come into your kingdom” (Luke 23:42), meaning “Take care of me; let me be a part of your kingdom.” Abigail asked David to remember her when David became king (1 Sam. 25:31).
Heb 13:4
“Marriage.” The text moves from Heb. 13:1-3, which are about loving others (Heb. 13:1-2) and especially remembering and caring for other Christians who are suffering (Heb. 13:3), to respecting others via respecting the marriage. The word “honor” is the first word in the sentence in the Greek text and is made emphatic by its position in the sentence, and the adjectives are emphatic, thus the word “must” in the REV translation (cf. HCSB, NET).[footnoteRef:2988] [2988:  See also, William Lane, Hebrews 9-13 [WBC].] 

Heb 13:5
“be content with what you have.” The Bible says a lot about being content and not laboring to get rich (cf. Prov. 23:4; Luke 12:15; 1 Tim. 6:8-10; Heb. 13:5. See commentary on Prov. 23:4).
Heb 13:9
“for it is good for our hearts to be established by grace, not by foods.” The use of “foods” here, although it can be generalized to all foods, more specifically refers to ceremonial foods. Ritual sacrifices and ritual meals required by the Law caused some people to set and establish their heart before God by whether or not they did all the sacrifices correctly, and not due to the love, mercy, and grace in their lives. It is easy to get caught up in religious practices and miss the real heart of God.
Heb 13:10
“We have an altar from which those who serve in the tent have no right to eat.” In New Testament times, this “altar,” was on the Mount of Olives east of the Temple, and evidence supports that it was very close to where Christ was crucified. What Hebrews 13:10-13 says is amazing because it points to a third altar associated with the Tabernacle and Temple. This third altar has almost been forgotten in history but it plays a very important role in understanding Christ’s death and also locating where Jesus was crucified. Students of Scripture are well aware that the Tabernacle and Temple had two altars: the golden altar of incense inside the Holy Place (Exod. 30:1-10; 37:25-28) and the large altar of sacrifice in the courtyard of the Tabernacle/Temple (Exod. 27:1-8; 38:1-7). However, there was a third altar associated with the Tabernacle and Temple that was “outside of the camp,” that is, it was outside of the area of the Tabernacle/Temple. It was on this third altar that things that were often considered unclean, such as the bodies of sin offerings, were burned (cf. Exod. 29:14; Lev. 4:12, 21; 8:17; 9:11; 16:27).
Note the two places of burning sacrifices—the two altars—in Leviticus 4:8-12, especially verses 10 and 12. These two places were the great altar in the Tabernacle/Temple, and the “altar” outside and to the east of the camp. Hebrews 13:10-13 affirms that the bodies of animal sacrifices were burned outside the camp, but it then goes on to say “so Jesus also suffered outside the gate” (Heb. 10:12). Jesus suffered outside Jerusalem, but logically he would have died very near where the other sin offerings and such were burned since he himself was a sin offering (2 Cor. 5:21).
While it is true that this third altar is never called an altar in the Old Testament, it is called an altar in Hebrews 13:10, and with good reason. Each year there would have been thousands of sin offerings and other sacrifices that were burned in that place outside the camp, and it takes a lot of wood and oxygen to turn bodies into ash—you can’t just put wood on the ground and lay large, moist animal parts on the wood and expect the animals to turn to ash. There has to be a way for air to get to the fire and keep the fire burning hot to turn animal bodies to ash, and that requires some kind of altar-like platform. This third altar was not described in the descriptions of the Tabernacle or Temple, the text just tells us that the animals had to be burned outside the camp, but that there was a third “altar” or specific place of burning is clear from the Mosaic Law, Ezekiel, and Hebrews. The lack of directions on how to build this third altar seems to be because God left it up to the priests as to how to build it. Also, it is likely that it did not move with the Tabernacle like the great altar of sacrifice, but would be left where it was and another place of burning built when the Tabernacle moved. God had exacting requirements for the altar of incense and the great altar of sacrifice, including size, shape, and materials, but He did not give specific instructions as to how to build the third altar on which the bodies of the sin offerings were burned. One could muse about whether God’s lack of specific directions for the third altar had to do with the fact that the “real” sin offering would be sacrificed on a cross, not an altar platform, but the Bible does not say.
Because this third altar is not well understood, some scholars have asserted that it is a metaphor. But there is no reason to make Hebrews 13:10-13 a metaphor. The Old Testament Scriptures make it clear that there was a place outside the camp where bodies of sacrifices were burned, and furthermore, we know that the animal sacrifices and the Red Heifer were types of Christ that emphasized different aspects of his ministry and the atonement he accomplished for humankind.
Ernest Martin wrote about the altar in Hebrews 13:10 and said, “The first thing that must be recognized is that a literal altar is being discussed by the author of Hebrews. It has been shown by Helmut Koester that the ‘altar’ cannot be a symbol for the Lord’s supper nor is it a figure of speech for the ‘cross’ of Jesus.[footnoteRef:2989] After all, the statement in the book of Hebrews about the ‘bodies of those beasts’ was certainly referring to literal beasts, and the ‘blood brought into the sanctuary’ was clearly a literal event, and the ‘high priest’ performing the ceremony was certainly a literal person, and the sin offerings that were ‘burned outside the camp’ were also literal animals, and the fact that the priests ‘had no right to eat’ of those well-known sin offerings was also a literal fact because these particular sin offerings were prohibited from being eaten, so why shouldn’t the altar itself be a literal altar?”[footnoteRef:2990] [2989:  Helmut Koester, “Outside the Camp,” 299-315.]  [2990:  Ernest L. Martin, Secrets of Golgotha, 14-15.] 

This third altar also comes up in Ezekiel’s vision of the Millennial Temple. In Ezekiel 43:21 the bull that is the sin offering is to be burned “in the appointed place” and “outside of the holy place,” that is, outside the Temple compound. Thus, Ezekiel’s Temple had an altar outside the Temple compound on which unclean things were burned just like Moses’ Tabernacle and Solomon’s Temple did.
Ernest Martin continues: “Early Christians were well aware of this outside altar. The location for burning the sin offerings was to be ‘in a clean place’ outside the camp (Lev. 4:12). Note that Moses commanded ‘a clean place’ (singular), not ‘clean places’ (plural). There was only one place outside the Camp of Israel in the wilderness, and only one place outside Jerusalem in the time of Jesus, where these offerings were burned to ashes. The Jewish authorities have maintained records that show the location of the specific ‘clean place’ within which the Third Altar was situated mentioned by the book of Hebrews. It was east of the sanctuary.”
Ernest Martin gives more proof that the altar was east of the Temple (for example by referencing the Mishna, Yoma 68a, and Zebahim 105b) and that is important because some Jews of the fifth century started to say the clean place was north of the Temple, but that late placement had more to do with the fact that the crucifixion site had been identified (actually misidentified) as what is now the Church of the Holy Sepulcher than it did with where the Jew’s historically had placed the third altar and the place, which they called the “House of ashes.”
The most important direction of the Tabernacle and Temple was east, and both the Tabernacle and Temple faced east. In fact, the Tabernacle only had its entrances on the east. The Jews knew where this third altar was located, and it is said to be “outside the gate” (singular), which would logically be outside the east gate. The burning of the Red Heifer (a heifer is a young female cow) was one of the very important sacrifices of the Law, and the Red Heifer was a type of Christ. The Red Heifer was a sin offering (Num. 19:9), but unlike the other sin offerings which were sacrificed in the Temple and then the body burned outside the Temple (Lev. 4:4, 11-12), the Red Heifer was both slaughtered and then completely burned outside the Temple (Num. 19:3-5), just as Jesus was killed outside the Temple. The ashes of the Red Heifer were used to cleanse sin (Num. 19:2-22), and the person who was unclean because he or she touched a dead body but was not cleansed by the ashes of the Red Heifer was cut off from Israel (Num. 19:20). In a similar way, a person who refuses to acknowledge the death and blood of Jesus is cut off from the people of God.
The Red Heifer was taken out the east gate, as indicated in the Bible and in the Mishnah (Middot 1:3, and Parah 3:6,7). In fact, Middot 2:4 indicates that the place where the Red Heifer was burned was on top of the Mount of Olives, east of the Temple. It is noteworthy that the bodies of the sin offerings were burned east of the Temple, and the Red Heifer was burned on top of the Mount of Olives and its ashes used to cleanse priests and people because that ties directly into Jesus being a sin offering and that he would “make the people holy through his blood” (Heb. 13:12; 2 Cor. 5:21). Numbers 19:4 also indicates that the Red Heifer was slaughtered and burned east of the Temple: “and Eleazar the priest is to take some of her blood with his finger and sprinkle her blood toward the front of the Tent of Meeting seven times.” The fact that the priest sprinkles the blood “toward the front of the Tent of Meeting” shows that the Red Heifer was sacrificed on the east side of the Tabernacle/Temple because the “front” of the Tabernacle/Temple was to the east. Jacob Milgrom writes about the phrase “toward the front of the Tent of Meeting” in the JPS Torah Commentary: “According to the rabbis, the front, that is, the entrance of the Tent [the Tabernacle], must be seen. Hence if the wind blows the Tent flap shut, the sprinkling is invalid. During Second Temple times [which was when Jesus lived], the High Priest performed the ceremony atop the Mount of Olives, which afforded a view of the entrance to the Temple building.”[footnoteRef:2991] [2991:  Jacob Milgrom, The JPS Torah Commentary: Numbers, 159.] 

We can safely assume that there were lots of sin offerings and animal parts that were burned on the altar outside the camp, and so it had to be a permanent place. There were not ash piles from the burnt bodies of animals scattered all around Jerusalem. The place where the animals and bodies of the sin offerings were burned outside the Temple was called by the Jews “Beth ha-deshen” the “house of ashes” (Mishna: Zevahim 104a-b). It was located on the slope of a hill (Yoma 68b) for proper drainage.
To understand the Bible and Jesus’ death on the cross, it is valuable to put all the evidence together. The Law of Moses makes it clear that the bodies of sin offerings and other unclean things were burned outside of the Tabernacle and the camp of Israel, and that would have involved a lot of burning. Since those animal parts were still part of the offerings, and from texts such as Hebrews 13:12, “outside THE gate,” it makes sense that the place where the body parts were burned was east of the Temple. Furthermore, we learn from the Bible and Jewish records that the Red Heifer, a sin offering, was burned east of the Temple. In saying that we Christians eat from the altar that Levitical priests cannot eat from, the Bible points us to the altar where the sin offerings were burned and the Red Heifer was burned to ashes. Jesus Christ was our sin offering and atoned for our sin (2 Cor. 5:21). Furthermore, this evidence, and there is other evidence as well, points to the place of Christ’s crucifixion as being near the top of the Mount of Olives.
[For more information on Jesus being crucified on top of the Mount of Olives, see commentary on Matt. 27:33.]
Heb 13:11
“burned outside the camp.” There was a clean place outside the camp where the bodies of sin offerings were burned (cf. Exod. 29:14; Lev. 4:12, 21; 8:17; 9:11; 16:27). Hebrews 13:10 correctly calls it an “altar,” and it was outside of the “camp” of Israel when they were in the wilderness and outside the city after Jerusalem was established as the capital of Israel.
Heb 13:13
“let us go.” The verb is imperative, and so it can be an invitation, “Let us go,” or a command, “We must go.” There are versions that support both readings, and indeed, this is a place where both meanings are in play. We believe the invitation, “Let us go,” is in better accord with the tone of the Epistle as far as the English translation goes, but we have to realize that if we are going to be saved and serve God, we “must” go to him outside the camp. We must go to him, we cannot remain in our ungodly, comfortable lifestyle and serve God; we must go to him outside the camp, and then follow him where he leads us.
Heb 13:17
“Yield.” The Greek verb is peithō (#3982 πείθω, pronounced 'pay-thoe). The common meaning of peithō in the active voice is “to persuade.” Thus in the passive voice, it means to allow someone to persuade you, to win your favor. It is used in Greek literature of obeying or following a leader, of being confident in a leader, to listen to and obey a leader. The point we must keep in mind in translating this word would be how a native Greek speaker would read it. There were specific words that meant to “obey” a leader. For example, Titus 3:1, which speaks of obeying the government, uses the verb peitharcheō (#3980 πειθαρχέω), which is a compound verb using peithō with the word for “rule.” There have been too many times in history when Christian leaders have abused their authority and hurt Christians, using verses such as Hebrews 13:17 and demanding that other Christians “obey” them. According to this verse, Christians are to yield to their leaders, but not “obey” them no matter what they demand or say. The leaders are to persuade their followers and lead by example and by making reasonable and believable requests.
“souls.” See commentary on Hebrews 12:3.
“as those who will have to give an account.” Leaders have a lot of responsibility and will have to give an account to the Lord concerning how they have led God’s people. This fact shows up in different ways in the Scripture. For example, Leviticus 4 lists the different offerings people had to bring when they sinned, and offerings were more involved and more expensive if the one who sinned was a leader or priest, and less expensive if the sinner was a common person. Also, teachers will have a stricter judgment than non-teachers (James 3:1).
Heb 13:18
“because we desire.” The participle is causal.
Heb 13:20
“brought up.” The Greek is anagō (#321 ἀνάγω), to lead up or out, or to bring up or out. It is not the usual word, which is that God “raised” (egeirō; #1453 ἐγείρω) Jesus from the dead.
“from among the dead.”[footnoteRef:2992] See commentary on Romans 4:24. [2992:  Cf. Wuest, New Testament, “up out from among the dead,” 537.] 

“in connection with.” This verse is saying that when God led Christ out from among the dead, he did it in connection, or association, with the blood of the eternal covenant. The dative phrase en haimati (“in/with the blood”) cannot be understood as instrumental or means, which would make God using the blood as the means to raise up the Son.[footnoteRef:2993] God could raise Christ from the dead “in connection with” the blood, because the blood allowed sins to be forgiven and people to be raised from the dead to everlasting life. Translating the verse “through the blood” is not exactly accurate, and had God wanted to say it, He could have (cf. Heb. 13:12, which uses the Greek, “through the blood”). [2993:  Cf. R. C. H. Lenski, Interpretation of Hebrews, 501-503.] 

“blood of the everlasting covenant.” This is the New Covenant that was made in Christ’s blood. In his translation, Charles Williams expands the text and thus writes clearly, “the blood by which he ratified the everlasting covenant,” which is true because it was by Christ shedding his blood that the covenant was ratified.[footnoteRef:2994] The genitive, “blood of the covenant” is a genitive of relation: the blood that relates to the covenant, and in this case, the relation was one of ratification. [2994:  Charles Williams, The New Testament: A Private Translation in the Language of the People.] 

The Greek can mean either “everlasting covenant,” “covenant of the age to come,” or both. Here in 13:20, the answer is “both,” and frankly it is difficult to decide which emphasis to put in the text because both the everlasting nature of the covenant and the fact that it is not fully in force yet are important to understanding Hebrews 13:20. The covenant is everlasting, but it is also only fully in force in the age to come, the Messianic Age. It seems in this context that the “everlasting covenant” is being contrasted to the Old Covenant, and in that sense, “everlasting” seems to be perhaps the best translation, but we must keep in mind that it is a covenant that is not fully in force yet but will be in the age to come.
Heb 13:22
“brothers and sisters.” See Word Study: “Adelphos.”


James Commentary
James Chapter 1
Jam 1:2
“brothers and sisters.” The Greek text is “brothers,” but that often includes men and women.
[For more on brothers and sisters, see Word Study: “Adelphos.” For more on women’s involvement in the early church, see Appendix 11: “The Role of Women in the Church.”]
Jam 1:3
“the testing of your trust produces endurance.” cf. Romans 5:3-4.
Jam 1:4
“full.” The Greek word for “full” is teleios (#5046 τέλειος), which means “perfect, mature,” and it is used figuratively here, the phrase then meaning to have “full-effect” or “successful results.” It is used in combination with the word echō (#2192 ἔχω) meaning “to have,” and also ergon (“work”) thus the phrase carries the idiomatic meaning of “to have a complete effect.”
“fully mature.” The Greek word is teleios (#5046 τέλειος), which appears just previously in the verse translated as “full effect.” James uses a play on words here by doubling his use of teleios to explain how endurance is meant to function in the believer’s life. The wordplay can be expressed in something like “let endurance have its completeness so that you may be complete.”
Jam 1:5
“generously.” The Greek word is haplōs (#574 ἁπλῶς), and literally means, “simply, sincerely, openly.” It pertains to being open and above board, not hiding anything. Here it is used idiomatically for “generously,” and is the same basic idiom Jesus used in Matthew 6:22, when he said if your eye was “single,” then your whole body would be full of light. Idiomatically, the “single eye” is the generous eye. Christians are to give generously, liberally (see commentary on Matt. 6:22).
Jam 1:7
“Indeed.” This is the confirmatory gar, and has the force of “indeed,” or “yes.”
“will receive anything from the Lord.” This verse is usually taken to mean that the person who is doubting will not receive anything from the Lord because the Lord will not give him anything, and there are times when that is the case.
But also the Lord is gracious and merciful, and gives to us even when we do not deserve it, and so there is a second meaning buried in this verse: that a person who is doubting often does not receive what the Lord is giving because his own doubt keeps him from receiving it. Most Christians have experienced this at one time or another: we reject something that we do not trust is from the Lord. We may think it comes to us just by chance, or it is not good for us, or it is even from the Devil, but then we find out after the fact that it was from the Lord. Part of the mature Christian walk is blending trust with discernment so that we do not miss what the Lord is giving to us.
Jam 1:10
“rich brother.” James is not referring to rich unbelievers in the world, but wealthy believers. There is an ellipsis with the word “brother” (#80 ἀδελφός) that corresponds to its occurrence in James 1:9; “the brother in lowly circumstances.”
Jam 1:11
“burning heat.” The Greek is kausōn (#2742 καύσων), and means heat, burning (sun). This is not the scorching east wind, which is the usual meaning of kausōn in the Septuagint. The sun does not bring the wind from the desert.[footnoteRef:2995] [2995:  See BDAG, s.v. “καύσων.”] 

“appearance.” The Greek word is “face,” and the use of “face” is a Semitic idiom showing itself in the NT.
“rich person.” The Greek text is just the adjective “rich” being used as a substantive for “rich person.”
“pursuits.” From an old word for “journeys,” thus “pursuits” is appropriate here.[footnoteRef:2996] [2996:  Cf. Robertson, Word Pictures, 16.] 

Jam 1:12
“endures through trials.” Early in the Epistle of James (James 1:2-12), the emphasis is on trials, and life is full of trials. In James 1:13 there is a shift to “temptations.” Trials certainly have temptations, but trials and temptations are different. A trial is an outward experience while a “temptation” is an inner enticement. A trial may or may not also be a “temptation” to sin, based on the trial itself and the maturity of the believer experiencing the trial. Some trials also contain temptations for us, while other trials may be inconvenient but don’t “tempt” us to sin. Driving on a road and having a flat tire is a trial and an inconvenience, but while that trial is also a temptation to some people who will lose their joy, use obscenity, and express anger in various ways, mature believers will take it in stride as part of life in the fallen world and just fix the tire and move on with life.
We are to count it all joy (James 1:2) when we are in trials because we can use them to become more mature in our Christian walk. Life is full of trials, that is, external circumstances that take our time and energy and that we generally do not like. In fact, trials are unavoidable. But what is important is how we respond to those trials. We can be angry, unthankful, complain that life is unfair, and in general act in an ungodly fashion, or we can face the trial as a part of the fallen world, see it as just another part of life, and not let it steal our joy. We can graciously endure the trial.
In contrast to a “trial,” a “temptation” involves an inner enticement to sin, and in James 1:13 the text shifts from trials to temptations. Douglas Moo writes: “The Greek word for ‘test’ in v. 12, peirazō, is the same word that is translated ‘tempt’ in vv. 13-14. Using this term as a link-word, therefore, James makes the transition from testing to temptation. God, James has said, promises a blessing to those who endure trials. ...God may bring, or allow, trials; but He is not, James insists, the author of temptation (v. 13).[footnoteRef:2997] Ralph Martin writes that “testings (trials) are to be endured with fortitude,” while “temptations are to be resisted with a steadfast resolution.”[footnoteRef:2998] [2997:  Douglas Moo, The Letter of James [PNTC], 72.]  [2998:  Ralph Martin, James [WBC], 33.] 

“stood the test.” The phrase is literally translated “becoming approved” (dokimos ginomai). In the context of experiencing trials and temptations, this phrase refers to the process of overcoming temptations and proving one’s faith to be genuine through enduring the trials and temptations. In James 1:3, James states that the “testing” (dokimion) of one’s faith produces endurance, and when a believer has stood the tests of their faith, they will receive a “crown of life.”
“the crown of life.” The “crowns” are special rewards that will be given out in the future Messianic Kingdom, and the New Testament mentions five crowns that God will give to those people who deserve them. The crown of life is given to Christians who endure and stay faithful through trials and temptations. The Bible and history both teach that it is very difficult to remain faithful to a Christian commitment all through one’s life. Too frequently, people “on fire” for the Lord “cool off” and abandon their commitment.
Unfortunately, the cooling off is often a result of what they see around them in Christianity and the way they are treated by other Christians. It is no secret that many Christians are hypocrites, and this can be very discouraging to those who are sincere in their efforts to live for God. Since the beginning of Christianity some 2,000 years ago, it would not be an exaggeration to say that millions of Christians have backed off from their Christian commitment because of what they have seen in the Church and/or because they were treated badly by fellow Christians. Others have cooled off when faced with trials and temptations. Trials and temptations come in many forms but fall into two broad categories: pressure (persecution) or pleasure (the “pleasures of sin”—Heb. 11:25).
One reward for Christians who stay faithful throughout their lives is the “crown of life.”
[For a summary of all the crowns and more information on the incorruptible crown see commentary on 1 Cor. 9:25. For information on the crown of boasting see commentary on 1 Thess. 2:19. For information on the crown of righteousness see commentary on 2 Tim. 4:8. For information on the crown of glory see commentary on 1 Pet. 5:4. For more information on rewards and punishments in the future kingdom, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10.]
Jam 1:16
“brothers and sisters.” See Word Study: “Adelphos.”
Jam 1:17
“giving…gift.” The Greek word we translate “giving” is dosis (#1394 δόσις). The word dosis is a verbal noun, and can be translated as either “gift” or “giving.” Scholars, and hence English versions, differ as to whether the verse should be translated “every good gift and every perfect gift” (cf. ESV, KJV, NASB, NIV) or “All giving that is good, and every gift that is perfect” (cf. HCSB, NAB, NET, NRSV, Rotherham).
The two words in the verse that are sometimes both translated “gift” are different, dosis and dōrēma, which will be handled below. It was a typical Hebraic pattern, especially a poetic pattern, to say something two different ways for clarity (cf. Prov. 2:1-4, which repeat the basic concept in the first and last phases of the verse). For that reason, many scholars think that the two phrases are parallel and should both be translated “gift.” Other scholars think that the emphasis should be that both good giving, and perfect gifts, are from God. Although dosis and dōrēma could be used together purely for emphasis and both mean “gift,” the fact that dosis can refer to giving while dōrēma was a common word for a gift, a free gift, seems to place a difference between dosis and dōrēma that we should recognize in our English versions.
Anyone reading the Greek text immediately sees both meanings of dosis and realizes that it could be saying that both good giving and good gifts come from God above, as do “perfect gifts.” We assert that God chose the word dosis knowing full well that both its meanings were true and important for two reasons: making a difference between giving (dosis) and the perfect gift (dōrēma), and also as a repetition and thus a confirmation and emphasis that all good gifts were from God.
When a word or phrase can mean two different things, and both are true and can apply in the context, that can be the figure of speech amphibologia and we believe that is the case in this verse.[footnoteRef:2999] Given that both meanings are true but only one can be represented well in English, we felt that it was better to put the “giving” in the text so that it could be seen along with the “gift.” [2999:  See Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 804, “amphibologia.”] 

By telling us that all giving that is good and every perfect gift from above comes down from the Father of Lights, this verse is making some very important points. One is that not all giving or all gifts are good. Much giving and many gifts can be harmful. The wise Christian knows how to give good gifts, and also when someone’s giving and the gift they give are not a blessing, but actually cause harm.
[See Word Study: “Amphibologia.”]
“from above.” This is a circumlocution for heaven, which itself is a metonymy for God who lives in heaven.
[See Word Study: “Metonymy.”]
“Father of lights.” Although this phrase can be seen as a simple appellation for “God,” it is very profound and should catch our attention. God is not the only light, although He is obviously the dominant and unchanging light. But it was always God’s desire to have a family, and His family has His nature. Thus even humans who are believers are “lights.”
“shifting shadow.” The Greek word translated “shifting” is tropē (#5157 τροπή, pronounced trop-'ā), and it occurs only here in the New Testament and is a word that generally refers to the turning of heavenly bodies, like the moon around the sun. The exact metaphor is uncertain, but since the context is God being the “Father of lights,” meaning the most prominent light and the source of all the other lights in heaven, it is likely that this is a reference to the way the heavenly bodies move and vary in the way they cast light and hence cause a shifting shadow. God is a stable, steady, light, and does not cause shifting shadows like other heavenly lights that vary due to the time of month, time of day, weather, etc. Of course, other lights of whom God is the Father include spiritual beings and us as the children of God. We are also light (cf. Matt. 5:14: “You are the light of the world”), but unlike God shine brighter some days than others.
The meaning of James 1:17 is clear even if exactly how to translate that idea from the text is somewhat challenging due to the grammar of the phrase—something that can be seen simply by checking a few different English Bibles, many of which differ as to exactly how to bring the phrase into English. The word “changing” (or “turning”) is in the genitive case, which, as we noted above, we assert is a genitive of cause. James Adamson thinks it is a genitive of description (genitive of apposition), which would make the verse read more like, “with whom there is no shadow, that is to say, changing.”[footnoteRef:3000] The meaning of the verse is that God, the Father of lights, does not change like other lights and therefore does not cast a shifting shadow. [3000:  See Adamson, The Epistle of James [NICNT], 96-97.] 

Jam 1:18
“gave birth.”apokueō (#616 ἀποκυέω) from the Greek prefix apo, “away from,” and kueō, “to be pregnant.” It means “to give birth to.” In this context, it refers to the New Birth that Christians get when they are “born again” and receive holy spirit. It is one of the three words used for the individual New Birth of a Christian that guarantees him everlasting life (see commentary on 1 Pet. 1:23).
“a kind of firstfruits.” There are many kinds of firstfruits. The firstborn child was the firstfruits of the family (Gen. 49:3; Deut. 21:17). There was also the firstfruits of the harvest (Exod. 23:19; Deut. 18:4), the firstfruits of the wine, oil, and honey (2 Chron. 31:5); and the firstfruits of the gift of holy spirit (Rom. 8:23). Epaenetus is called, “the firstfruits of Asia” (Rom. 16:5), because he was one of the first Christians to be saved in the Roman province of Asia. Similarly, the household of Stephanas is called “the firstfruits of Achaia,” which is today southern Greece. Jesus was the first person raised from the dead to everlasting life, and so is called, “the firstfruits from the dead” (1 Cor. 15:20, 23). In the New Testament, Christians are referred to as the firstfruits here and in 2 Thessalonians 2:13. Because there are many kinds of firstfruits, we are referred to as “a kind of firstfruits.” Here in James 1:18, the context is salvation via the New Birth (“he gave birth to us”), so the “firstfruits of his creation” refers to Christian salvation in its full extent, which will happen at the Rapture of the Church (see commentary on 2 Thessalonians 2:13). In the Greek text, “firstfruit” is singular, but it is a uni-plural noun and reads easiest as “firstfruits” in English.
“what he has created.” The Greek can also mean “of his creatures,” which is less clear, because only humans will be resurrected and have everlasting life, and we do not generally consider the people in the different resurrections to be different “creatures.” However, as some scholars point out, the idea of “his creatures” has a greater emphasis on ownership; that these “creatures” belong to God.
Jam 1:19
“Know this, my beloved brothers and sisters.” Scholars have debated whether this opening phrase ends James 1:18 or starts James 1:19. The stronger evidence seems to be that it begins verse 19. The ambiguity is in part caused by the fact that the Greek word for “know” is in a form that can be either the indicative or imperative mood. Which mood a scholar believes it should be largely determines where it is placed in the text. But James tends to open his sections with imperatives, and that fits here as well.
[For more on the phrase “brothers and sisters,” see Word Study: “Adelphos.”]
Jam 1:20
“human.” The Greek word is anēr. The book of James uses both the Greek word anēr (#435 ἀνήρ), used generally for a male, a man, a husband; and also the word anthrōpos (#444 ἄνθρωπος), which is the generic term for “man,” mankind, and can include men and women. The word anēr occurs six times in James (James 1:8, 12, 20, 23; 2:2; 3:2). The word anthrōpos occurs seven times (James 1:7, 19; 2:20, 24; 3:8, 9; 5:17). Various explanations have been given as to why James goes back and forth between anēr and anthrōpos. In some verses, one clearly seems to fit better than the other. However, in general, anthrōpos always has generic implications of mankind, and implies aspects of the character, rights, duties, and limitations of human nature.[footnoteRef:3001] In contrast, the word anēr can refer to a male, but it also sometimes has a more generic implication but always with an individualizing influence, as if it read “each man” (each one) or to emphasize the individual, just as when we say, “That person is ‘someone,’” or “She is a ‘somebody.’” In those examples, the words “someone” or “somebody” mean someone important. This presents a problem for translators. Just as 2,000 years from now people unfamiliar with English might miss the meaning of our sentence, “She is really a somebody,” we can miss the meaning of anēr and think that it always excludes women. At the same time, it does often refer to males or male characteristics, as seems to be the case here. Thus, while many versions have something like, “For human anger does not produce the righteousness of God,” and that is certainly true, it likely misses the cultural overtone that in the Greco-Roman culture (and the Jewish culture too) a man becoming angry and using his voice and strength to accomplish something was both common and accepted, and this was considered to be a typically male, not female trait. Women were generally expected to be more subdued in how they acted. [3001:  Cf. James Adamson, The Epistle of James [NICNT], 93.] 

Jam 1:21
“wickedness (which is so prevalent​).” The Greek for this phrase literally means, “abundance of wickedness” or “overflowing of wickedness.” However, it is clear that James is not saying that the Christian can be involved in a little wickedness but not an abundance or “overflowing” of it. Sophie Laws writes: “James’ meaning is clear although he uses his words imprecisely.” Also, “His fondness for cadence and alliteration has produced a difficulty in translation. The noun perisseia normally means an excess or surplus. James is hardly counseling merely the discarding of surplus malice!”[footnoteRef:3002] By using the word perisseia (#4050 περισσεία), James is saying, perhaps even by using hyperbole, that we have to get rid of wickedness, and there is an abundance of it! Every serious Christian realizes how much wickedness lives in them. It is a herculean task to rid ourselves of the evil that seems to come up from within our hearts. Every Christian must be constantly vigilant to rid ourselves of the abundance of wickedness that arises in our lives. [3002:  Laws, The Epistle of James [BNTC].] 

“the word that has been planted in you.” The word of God was planted in us by our teachers. The word was planted in us, but now we have to nurture it and make it grow into fruition in our lives. It is important to see that we are to receive the word with “meekness.” Meekness is coachability, the willingness to change when taught, coached, and corrected. Our natural minds are at opposition to the Word, and so it is imperative that we receive it with a mind that says, “Teach me and I will change.”
“souls.” The Greek word often translated “soul” is psuchē (#5590 ψυχή, pronounced psoo-'kay), and it has a large number of meanings, including the physical life of a person or animal; an individual person; or attitudes, emotions, feelings, and thoughts. Here it is used more broadly of the individual himself with an emphasis on his thoughts and emotions. Thus, while the verse could read something such as, “which can save you” (NIV; cf. HCSB), the inclusion of the word “soul” points us to the fact that the thoughts, feelings, and emotions are being considered as well.
There is a deep truth embedded in this verse. Although the primary meaning is certainly that the Word of God is able to “save us,” give us everlasting life, the word “save” is used of being rescued in this life also, and the word “soul” can refer to our mental and emotional state. Thus while the most dominant meaning in the verses is that the Word of God is able to save our lives from death; a secondary and embedded meaning is that it is also able to give wholeness to our mental and emotional life.
[For a more complete explanation of “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
Jam 1:23
“person.” The Greek is anēr (#435 ἀνήρ), which is often specifically used of a person of the male sex, but not so much in James. The analogy is to people who hear the Word of God and then forget it right away, and that tendency is as much in women as in men. For more on “man” and anēr, see commentary on James 1:20.
“his natural face.” This refers to the way the person really looks (BDAG). The Greek literally means “the face of his birth.”
Jam 1:25
“looks carefully.” The Greek word is parakuptō (#3879 παρακύπτω), and it means to stoop down or toward something in order to look at it, or to look at something with the head bowed forward or with the body bent over. It is also used metaphorically for looking at or into something carefully or intently. There is a metaphorical use of the verb in which it is used for a rapid or cursory glance, and some commentators have taken that to be the sense in Scripture. However, the only place that meaning may fit in Scripture is 1 Peter 1:12 (see commentary on John 20:5).
“continues in it.” The Greek word is paramenō (#3887 παραμένω) and it means “to remain in a place, or to stay in an occupation or state.”
“acts.” The Greek word is ergon (#2041 ἔργον) and it simply means “works.” The whole phrase is literally, “a hearer of forgetfulness but a doer of work.” But James has in mind not just any work, but specific “acts” that spring from looking into “the perfect law of liberty” and thereby “continuing it in.” These actions are acts that are commensurate with living a life of true faith and are ones that reflect and follow the “law of liberty.”
Jam 1:26
“bridle.” The Greek word is chalinagōgeō (#5468 χαλιναγωγέω) and it means “to bridle, hold in check, or guide” as like with a horse by putting a bit into its mouth to direct and restrain. Chalinagōgeō is also used in James 3:2 where James connects it with the equestrian imagery of guiding and directing a horse when riding.
Jam 1:27
“care for.” The Greek word is episkeptomai (#1980 ἐπισκέπτομαι) and it literally means “to look upon,” and thereby, “to visit.” But it can also mean “to exercise oversight on behalf of, or to go see a person with a helpful intent.” Thus, in conjunction with the need and distress of the orphans and widows that James refers to, episkeptomai is being used in the sense of “to care for” here.
 
James Chapter 2
Jam 2:1
“brothers and sisters.” See Word Study: “Adelphos.”
“trust in our Lord Jesus Christ.” See commentary on Romans 3:22 about the phrase “trust in Jesus Christ.”
“favoritism.” The Greek word is prosōpolēpsia (#4382 προσωποληψία), and it literally means “to lift the face (on a person),” in the sense of giving attention and being uniquely kind and thoughtful toward them. And thus, it means to show personal favoritism, as in giving more respect, honor, attention, or value to one person and not to another. In the biblical culture, the “face” often referred to the entirety of a person, and/or implied an intimate or a close personal relationship with the person. When Adam and Eve hid in the Garden of Eden, they hid from the “presence” (lit. “face”) of the Lord God (Gen. 3:8), and to “see God’s face” meant to have full access to Him and to enjoy His favor (cf. Ps. 17:15; 27:8).[footnoteRef:3003] Therefore, when someone “lifts their face on a person,” it means that they incline themselves toward that person and act favorably toward them with the implication that they do not share this same attitude and behavior toward others. James is writing to admonish against trusting in the Lord Jesus Christ and still holding onto worldly behaviors like being prejudiced and showing partiality to certain people over others. Furthermore, James’ prohibition is in the context of church meetings when people gather together as equal members of the Body of Christ. James’ message is that believers are to look upon and treat each other fairly and equally in the church, not like the way that the world would treat them. [3003:  Easton, Easton’s Bible Dictionary, s.v. “face.”] 

Jam 2:2
“into your synagogue.” James is addressed “to the twelve tribes in the Dispersion” (James 1:1), and this shows that a good number of them were still meeting in synagogues and thus mixing with the Jews there. It makes sense that many of these early Jewish Christians could worship in the synagogue because many of them rejected Paul and were “still zealous for the law,” as James told Paul in Acts 21:20.
The doctrine of the Trinity was not yet an issue; the early Christians did not think Jesus was God, and since they were zealous for the law they kept the feasts and the ceremonial laws, and also would have still been circumcising their children.
The phrase “into your synagogue” can also be taken generally, and mean something like “into your meeting,” but that is unlikely by this time in history when synagogue buildings were common. Also, since James is writing to the Jewish Christians in the Dispersion, it is more likely that the Jewish Christians who were dispersed would find synagogues to meet in rather than try to start their own, because of the number of households and amount of money it took to build a synagogue.
“man.” See commentary on James 1:20.
Jam 2:3
“Sit by my feet.” The Greek phrase literally means “sit under my footstool.” This is a Hebraic expression that means “to sit beneath (by) the feet.” Sitting on the floor indicated non-preferential treatment and being near someone’s feet was a low position typically assigned to non-distinguished guests and household members.
Jam 2:5
“brothers and sisters.” See Word Study: “Adelphos.”
Jam 2:7
“the good name.” A good name was very valuable in the biblical world (cf. Prov. 22:1; Eccl. 7:1).
“blaspheme.” The Greek verb blasphēmeō (#987 βλασφημέω) means showing disrespect to a person or deity, and/or harming his, her, or its reputation.
[For more on blasphēmeō, see commentary on Matt. 9:3.]
Jam 2:8
“neighbor.” On who is our neighbor, see commentary on Luke 10:27.
Jam 2:10
“stumbles in one point, he has become guilty of all of it.” Occasionally someone will say this verse proves that all sin is equal in the eyes of God. That is clearly not the case. James is speaking in the context of people who would ignore or minimize their sin, and he points out that even one sin makes us as sinful as if we had broken the whole Law. While it is true that committing one sin makes us as sinful as if we had broken the whole Law, because sin is sin, that is not the same as saying that all sins are equally serious. It is clear from both Scripture and logic that some sins are more serious than others.
That not all sins are equal should be clear from the words of Jesus. Speaking to Pilate, he said, “The one [Judas] who handed me over to you is guilty of a greater sin” (John 19:11). Here the Lord explicitly said that Judas’ sin of handing Jesus over was a “greater sin” than Pilate’s. Further, that there is such a thing as an “unforgivable sin” ought to give us pause to consider that not all sins are equal (cf. Mark 3:28-29).
In the Law, the consequence of some sins was the death penalty, while the consequence for other sins was only a beating, and some sins were only punished by fines. The seriousness of the penalty reflected the seriousness of the crime, and it is obvious that God considered some sins more serious than others. This is also true in the New Testament. Everyone sinned, but some sins were so serious that people who committed them were put out of the church (1 Cor. 5:5; 1 Tim. 1:20). Furthermore, Ephesians 5:5 notes sexual immorality and covetousness as sins that will keep a person from having an inheritance in the future Kingdom of God.
Also, Paul told us that if someone sinned against us in a small, or “trivial,” way, we should not go to court (1 Cor. 6:2 NIV, ESV, NET, RSV, NRSV, NJB, etc.). However, if someone sins against us in a way that was not trivial, the implication is that we can go to court, because the civil authorities are for our good, and carry out God’s wrath on evildoers (Rom. 13:4). We all know this from the common experiences of life. If we loan a fellow Christian $250 because we know them and trust them, but then they refuse to pay us back, we would not sue them. But if someone was a Christian but acted in a dangerous and criminal way by murdering, raping, stealing a car, or committing a crime that was not “trivial,” we would call the police or even sue to regain our property. Both Scripture and logic tell us that some sins are “trivial,” while some are serious. The consequences of trivial sins are minimal, while the consequences of serious sins are serious.
Jam 2:13
“triumphs over.” The Greek is katakauchaomai (#2620 κατακαυχάομαι), in the middle voice, as it is here, literally, to boast against, but it is also used of one thing triumphing over another, or being stronger than another. We deserve judgment, but God’s mercy is stronger.
Jam 2:14
“brothers and sisters.” See Word Study: “Adelphos.”
Jam 2:15
“brother or sister.” The Greek word adelphos (typically translated “brother”) is often not gender exclusive, in other words, it often refers to both genders.
[See Word Study: “Adelphos.”]
Jam 2:17
“trust by itself, if it does not have works.” We have to be careful here not to overestimate what James is saying. James could not be saying, “Clean up your act and stop sinning, and then you will be saved.” That would contradict Scripture and logic. Everyone sins, even after they trust God and accept Christ as Lord. However, trust, by its very nature, indicates some form of action, even if it is only mental action. The person who genuinely trusts God, at some level, attempts to follow what God says, even if an outside view of the person does not seem to show it.
Jam 2:19
“There is one God.” This reading, or the reading, “God is one,” are the two most likely readings from the manuscripts. The reading “God is one” “…agrees with the common Jewish orthodoxy of the time regarding the unity of God.”[footnoteRef:3004] There are a half dozen or so variations of this phrase, some of them obvious changes made by the Church to conform the verse to the beliefs of the day. [3004:  R. Omanson, A Textual Guide to the Greek New Testament.] 

Jam 2:23
“And Abraham believed God, and it was credited to him as righteousness.” A person can believe God and be considered righteous and still sin, even sin on purpose. Abraham shows us that. He was afraid he would be killed so he lied about his wife Sarah and handed her over to be another man’s wife years after God made this statement in Genesis 15:6 about him being righteous by his believing God (cf. Gen. 20:1-18).
Jam 2:24
“You see that a person.” James begins this section (James 2:14-26) with a rhetorical question, “What does it profit, my brothers, if someone says he has trust but does not have works? Is that trust able to save him?” (James 2:14). Previously, James had asserted that believers are to be not only hearers of the word, but doers of the word as well (James 1:22-25). In addition, “religion that is pure and undefiled” is caring for those in need, such as orphans and widows (James 1:27).
In connection with his description of “true religion,” James now considers how showing favoritism does not cohere with having trust in the Lord Jesus Christ. He sketches an incident where a person professes to trust in Jesus but then fails to live according to the law of love taught by Jesus. Such behavior is inconsistent and hypocritical. Favoritism is incompatible with genuine trust in Jesus (James 2:1) and fails to demonstrate adherence to the law of love (James 2:9). And thus, James’ admonition is to “speak and act as people who are going to be judged by the law of liberty” (James 2:12).
James’ rhetorical question at the beginning of James 2:14 is directed at a simple premise: how can trust be authentic if it is not revealed through a person’s actions? Furthermore, James goes one step further and draws out the conclusion of his premise: “Can trust that does not result in a change in behavior actually be a trust that saves a person?” This question gets to the heart of the matter that James is addressing: “What does genuine trust look like when it is demonstrated in the life of a believer?”
James asserts that if a person believes (i.e., trusts in Jesus) but does not have “works,” that person’s trust is dead. (James 2:17). In combination with James’ claim that “a person is declared righteous by works, and not by trust alone” (James 2:24), the reader might be confused about what James is talking about. How are “works” tied in to a saving trust in Jesus? Moreover, these statements by James likely bring up many questions in connection with the writings of the apostle Paul where Paul has made the exact opposite claim: “For we maintain it is by trust that a person is declared righteous, apart from works of the law” (Rom. 3:28).
So, does this mean that James is contradicting Paul? The simple answer is “No, he’s not.” The presupposition that most readers bring with them when reading the letter of James is that when James uses words like “trust” and “works,” he is using them with the same connotation and meaning Paul does. But this is the error in logic that brings the tension between James and Paul in the first place: a logical error called “the fallacy of equivocation.” However, when the mistake of equivocating the usage of these words in Paul and James is clarified, it will help the reader to see how James is making an entirely different point than Paul and using the same terms but in a completely different context, and thus assigning them a different meaning.
Unlike Paul, James’ argument in this section is not about the means or merit of salvation. While Paul’s argument in passages like Romans chapter 3 and Galatians chapter 3 is preoccupied with delineating the basis for salvation, James’ focus is rather on what authentic trust in Jesus looks like in practical terms—that is, what does trust look like in a person’s life?
Both Paul and James use the word “trust” (Gk. pistis) to refer to “belief, confidence, or reliance upon something” but they use it in totally different contexts. Paul is differentiating between “trust” and “works” as the basis for salvation, whereas James’ intention is to express how “trust” and “works” are interconnected and cannot be divorced from each other. This comparison might seem confusing until it is understood that Paul’s use of the word “works” is always with a view to “works of the law,” whereas James’ use of the word “works” is not in reference to law-observing works, but to “works of trust,” i.e., works that issue from having trust in Jesus. This critical distinction between the contexts of Paul and James is the crux of the tension that is often presumed to be between the two writers.
With that clarification made, what is James actually saying about how a person is justified “by works…and not only by trust”? (James 2:24). First, James’ contrast in James 2:18 between a person who has “trust” and a person who has “works” is not a comparison between “trust” and “works” themselves, but instead between a person who has “trust” and yet does not live according to that trust, and a person who trusts and then lives according to that trust. In conjunction with James’ exhortation in James 1:22-25, the first description refers to those who hear the word and believe but never actually obey the word they hear. The second description refers to those who hear the word and then do the word by obeying. So, when James speaks about the one who has “works,” he is speaking about the person whose actions (i.e., their works) reveal that they truly believe and trust the word they have heard, and thus, they genuinely trust in Jesus as their Lord and Christ.
To prove his point, James makes the striking claim that even demons believe in God but never have works that show their trust in the truth they know (James 2:19). They understand the truth and “believe” that God is real and Jesus is the Christ, but their manner of conduct (i.e., lack of obedience to God) reveals that they do not have genuine trust. Instead, they simply are afraid of God because they know their judgment is inevitable. This exemplifies how “trust apart from works is barren” (James 2:20) because if a person’s trust is authentic, it will be accompanied by the type of actions that prove its genuineness. To put it succinctly, trust without transformation is fake trust. James’ point is that a person can mentally assent to a fact, but if no action is taken in light of their belief, it is not true trust—trust is proven to be real through the demonstration of one’s actions (i.e., works).
James takes the lives of Abraham and Rahab as illustrations of his argument. They both trusted in God, but James highlights how that trust was proven to be real by their actions (“works”). Abraham obeyed God’s commandment to bind his son Isaac and sacrifice him on Mount Moriah (Gen. 22:1-19), and Rahab believed in God and showed her allegiance and trust by hiding the Israelite messengers when they came to Jericho (Josh. 2:2-21). The “good works” shown by their obedience and submission to God’s authority proved their trust was genuine—they trusted and thus obeyed. And that is why when James says a person is declared righteous “by works” and “not only by trust,” he is claiming that if a person’s life does not demonstrate the obedient action that results from true trust, then it is not true trust. Mere “trust” (belief) like demons have does not make a person righteous in the sight of God. Only genuine trust, which is proven by actions, is a trust that saves and is the evidence that a person is a doer of the word, and not a hearer only.
Jam 2:26
“spirit.” The Greek word is pneuma (#4151 πνεῦμα). Here it refers to the natural life of the body. See commentary on Luke 23:46.
 
James Chapter 3
Jam 3:1
“brothers and sisters.” See Word Study: “Adelphos.”
“we will receive a stricter judgment.” Teachers will receive a stricter judgment than most other Christians because what they believe and teach not only influences them, but also influences the ones they lead and teach (this is actually true of any Christian leader; not just teachers although this verse only mentions teachers). If a person sins and leads others to sin, that is a greater sin—and has greater consequences—than if a person sins on his own and does not lead anyone else into sin.
We see that pattern in the Old Testament. For example, Leviticus 4 is about the sin offering people had to offer when they sinned unintentionally. If a priest sinned, which also brought guilt on the people, he had to bring a young unblemished bull as a sin offering (Lev. 4:3-4). The text assumes that if a priest sinned the people would be affected by the sin as well. If, on the other hand, a leader sinned, he was to bring a lesser offering, an unblemished male goat as an offering (Lev. 4:22-23). The sin of the leader was not automatically assumed to affect the people, although it might. Leviticus 4 also shows that the ceremony that accompanied the priest’s offering was more involved and elaborate than the ceremony that accompanied a leader’s offering. Leviticus 4 then goes on to say what happened if “one of the common people” sinned, which was that they brought an unblemished female goat or lamb as an offering (Lev. 4:27-28, 32).
The sin of a common person does not have as great a consequence in society as that of a leader, and the sin of a leader does not have as great a consequence as the sin of God’s anointed priest. That fact is reflected in the offerings the sinner was to bring and the ceremony that accompanied the offering.
There are many sins a person can commit, but the sin of false teaching is great indeed. Paul wrote that if a person taught a “Gospel” that was different from the one Paul proclaimed, “let him be accursed” (Gal. 1:8-9). The curse upon false teachers is one of the aspects of the stricter judgment upon teachers.
Teachers have a huge impact upon God’s people. Many Christians do not trust their own ability to read and interpret God’s Word, and rely on teachers to interpret it for them, and that is, at least to some extent, what teachers are called by God to do. God gives teachers a great responsibility, and Christ said, “Everyone to whom much was given, of that one much will be required” (Luke 12:48).
It is precisely because teachers do have the trust of many people that they are tempted to teach from impure motives, and this is pointed out many times in Scripture. There are false teachers among the flock (2 Pet. 2:1). Impure motives can include personal recognition, building a larger audience or congregation, having greater authority, acquiring money, and more. Thus, the Bible says that some preach Christ from envy and rivalry (Phil. 1:15), some out of selfish ambition (Phil. 1:17), and some for money (Titus 1:11). Some teach the doctrines of men as if they were the commandments of God (Mark 7:7), and some do not really understand what they are teaching, which is why teachers should spend a lot of time in the Word (1 Tim. 1:7).
Every teacher makes mistakes, and every teacher sins, so what can a teacher do to be righteous and holy in the sight of God and not fear the Day of Judgment? One thing is to check his or her motives. Most people are aware of their motives, and, for example, a teacher knows if he or she is avoiding a godly but difficult subject and instead is teaching a subject that he or she knows will get the audience excited and bring in money. There are other things as well, of course. Just knowing that God holds teachers to a higher standard and they will be judged more strictly should be sobering enough to any godly teacher that he or she will diligently seek the Lord about what to teach and how. The “easy way out” for any called teacher would seem to be not to teach at all, but the called teacher feels the call of God on his or her life and knows, like Paul, “Woe to me if I do not preach the gospel” (1 Cor. 9:16 NIV84). The godly and accurate teacher will receive great rewards, and so should push forward to fulfill the call of God and teach God’s people.
Jam 3:4
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“the pilot.” This is more literally, “the one steering.”
Jam 3:5
“sets ablaze such a large forest.” The analogy between the tongue and the forest fire is very apropos. On so many occasions someone says something “small” that could seemingly be easily ignored, but because it is not, and the issues are pressed, sometimes whole lives are changed for the worse.
Jam 3:6
“appoints itself.” The verb is kathistēmi (#2525 καθίστημι), and the form of the verb in the Greek text can be either middle voice or passive voice. Historically translations have favored the passive voice, “is set,” but the context and scope of Scripture show it should be the middle voice, thus “sets itself,” or “appoints itself.”[footnoteRef:3005] The same word in the same form is used in James 4:4 where the person “makes himself” an enemy of God. The tongue is personified here and is the embodiment of the sin nature in us in that it does not want to submit to God. It is set on fire by Gehenna, as if getting its inspiration from the Devil himself. The person who can bridle his tongue is indeed a fully mature person. [3005:  Meyer’s Commentary: James, 113; Blomberg and Kamell, James [ZECNT]; Moo, Lettter of James [PNTC], 158.] 

“course of life.” Vincent correctly observes that this is “a very obscure passage.”[footnoteRef:3006] Even exactly how to bring the Greek words into literal English is difficult, due to the multiple meanings of the words. Thus, trochos (#5164 τροχός), properly “wheel,” was also used of anything circular, including “course,” “pattern,” or “cycle.” The Greek word genesis (#1078 γένεσις), most literally “birth,” was also used of existence or human life. Thus the commentators vary greatly as to how to translate the phrase. For example, “wheel of birth” (Vincent), “wheel of existence” (Lenski), “course of nature” (YLT), “course of human existence” (NET). [3006:  Vincent, Word Studies.] 

Most commentators like “life” or “existence” better than “birth”[footnoteRef:3007] and believe the tongue defiles one’s course of life, which of course it does. However, in using the word genesis, the verse points to the effect of the tongue being multi-generational. The verse already says that the tongue “defiles the whole body.” Sadly, the tongue that is set on fire by Gehenna destroys not only the life of the man with the fiery tongue, but generations after him. [3007:  see Lenski.] 

“Gehenna.” In this context, “Gehenna” is put by metonymy for the “evil” that is associated with it. The literal “Gehenna,” the Lake of Fire, cannot set a person’s tongue on fire.
[See Word Study: “Metonymy.”]
[For more on Gehenna, see commentary on Matt. 5:22. For information on annihilation in the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire”.]
Jam 3:9
“curse.” Cursing others was very common in the biblical world. For more on curses, see commentary on Luke 6:28.
“likeness of God.” For more on the likeness of God, see commentary on Genesis 1:27.
Jam 3:10
“brothers and sisters.” See Word Study: “Adelphos.”
Jam 3:12
“brothers and sisters.” See Word Study: “Adelphos.”
Jam 3:14
“selfish ambition.” The Greek is eritheia (#2052 ἐριθεία). See commentary on Romans 2:8, “selfishly ambitious.”
“truth.” A person can “lie against the truth” because the truth is an objective standard. No one can “make his own truth,” truth is set by God and is a standard outside of ourselves. People can lie against it, but they cannot change it.
Jam 3:15
“from above.” A circumlocution for “from heaven,” which itself is a metonymy for God, because heaven is where God lives.
“worldly-minded.” [For more on psuchikos see commentary on 1 Cor. 2:14, “natural.”]
Jam 3:16
“selfish ambition.” The Greek is eritheia (#2052 ἐριθεία). See commentary on Romans 2:8, “selfishly ambitious.”
Jam 3:17
“reasonable.” See commentary on 1 Timothy 3:3.
Jam 3:18
“the harvest of righteousness” is a genitive of apposition: “the harvest, that is to say, righteousness.” What is harvested is “righteousness.” A harvest of godly conduct (“righteousness”) is then sown back into the ground in peace. The word “harvest” is literally “fruit” (#2590 karpos), but in this context, the “fruit” is what is produced, like “the fruit of one’s labor,” that is, the production based on the labor. So the “production” of righteousness is the harvest. People live in peace and godly wisdom (i.e., righteousness) and there is a harvest of righteousness, which is then resown into the world in a peaceful way by people who are cultivating peace. In the Greco-roman world, grain that was grown was often referred to as “fruit” as in the phrase, “the fruit of the soil,” and so that grain, that “fruit,” was “sown.” People who wish to truly cultivate peace in the world live righteous lives and then sow that righteousness back into the world, thus cultivating more widespread peace.
In the context, “righteousness” does not refer to a status or judicial standing before God. James is referring to behavior that is pleasing to God and according to the wisdom that He gives. “This righteousness cannot be produced in the context of human anger (James 1:20), but it can grow and flourish in the atmosphere of peace.”[footnoteRef:3008] [3008:  D. Moo, Letter of James [PNTC], 178.] 

“by those who cultivate peace.” This seems to be the most natural reading, although the text can also be translated, “for those who cultivate peace.” While it is true that those who sow peace reap it, thus it is sown for them, it seems more the case that those who sow in peace are the ones trying to make peace. This is a case where the Greek can encompass both meanings in one word.
 
James Chapter 4
Jam 4:1
“fighting.” The Greek is polemos (#4171 πόλεμος) and it means a war, an armed conflict, a fight, a battle. It was used of a dispute, strife, or quarrel, but in a lesser sense. This is the figure of speech hyperbole, exaggeration. There were not armed conflicts between believers, but because God wants believers to live in peace, any sharp conflict is exaggerated.
“quarreling.” The Greek is machē (#3163 μάχη), and it is a battle, fight, or quarrel, but not as widespread as polemos (#4171 πόλεμος), “war.”
“among you...in the parts of your body.” There were conflicts and quarrels in the Church, among “you,” the congregation. The last phrase about the war “in the parts of your body” can refer to either or both an internal war of the soul or an external war in the Church, because “parts of your body” is used of both the physical parts of a human body and the individuals within a congregation. Peter speaks in similar language of the internal war of the soul (1 Pet. 2:11), and that may be what James means here, but it is likely best not to exclude that James refers to the internal and external war. Thus, James would be saying that conflict stemmed from the desires for pleasure that were internally at war in each person—in the parts of your body—as each person fought with their own desires, but then that internal war broke out among the “individuals” of the church who ended up at war with each other.
“desires for pleasure.” The Greek reads simply hedonē (#2237 ἡδονή) in the plural, or “pleasures.” This is the figure of speech metonymy, where “pleasures” is put for the desire for pleasures.[footnoteRef:3009] [3009:  Cf. Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 538, “metonymy.”] 

[See Word Study: “Metonymy.”]
Jam 4:3
“you ask with wrong motives.” There are many different reasons that God does not answer prayers. One of them is that people often ask with the wrong motive. Another reason is if the person asking is evil, prideful, and unrepentant about their sin. God will not listen to the prayers of wicked and unrepentant people; those prayers are an abomination to Him (Prov. 21:27; 28:9).
[For more information about the sacrifices and prayers of wicked people being of no value, see commentary on Amos 5:22.]
Jam 4:4
“Adulteresses!” This exclamation is typical Jewish thinking. The people of God were married to God and were accused of adultery toward their husband, God, when they sinned against Him (cf. Jer. 3:6-8; 5:7; Ezek. 16:32; Hos. 1:2).
Jam 4:5
“the Scripture says.” This formulaic expression commonly introduces a direct quotation from the Old Testament. However, there is no verse with this specific statement in it. It was a common Jewish technique to present an idea compiled from multiple verses as if the Old Testament said it in a single verse.
“spirit.” Robertson and other commentators ask the question, “Does the ‘spirit’ in the verse refer to God’s spirit or man’s ‘spirit’ (i.e., his sin nature, attitudes, etc.)?”[footnoteRef:3010] There seems to be more evidence for the fact that this use of “spirit” refers to our attitudes and emotions. People, yearn enviously, and especially so in light of this context, which is about people living by their lust. “The evil spirit is the evil impulse…in us. …There is a spirit in us which longs to envy and thus inclines us to fight each other….”[footnoteRef:3011] If we understand that the “spirit” in us refers to our attitudes and emotions which have been corrupted by sin, then we can understand the very next phrase, “But he gives a greater grace.” We all need the greater grace of God to overcome the evil desires that emanate from our fleshly nature.[footnoteRef:3012] [3010:  Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, 6:51-52.]  [3011:  David Stern, Jewish New Testament Commentary.]  [3012:  Cf. Scott McKnight, The Letter of James [NICNT], 337-38.] 

Once we understand that the “spirit,” our emotions and attitudes that flow from our soul, especially because they are corrupted by sin nature, are envious, we can see why James 4:5-7 are a unit and fit together well. The Bible tells us that the heart is deceitful and exceedingly corrupt (Jer. 17:9), and we have to battle to live a godly life (Gal. 5:16-17). Our sin is why we need for God to give grace, “a greater grace” than our sin so we can be holy in His sight (James 5:6). But we have to help out, which is why God reminds us that He opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble, then says, “submit yourselves to God” (James 4:7). But that is not all. There is more to the inner battle than just “submit to God.” Our inner spirit is still inclined to follow the Devil and be rebellious and ungodly, so James goes on to say, “Resist the Devil, and he will flee from you.” In summary, we have a nature, a spirit, that is inclined to evil, such as envy, so we need God’s grace to cover our sin and we also have to both submit to God and resist the Devil.
“caused to live in us.” “Caused” is somewhat more literal than “made.” God caused us to have, or made us humans with, a “human spirit;” that is, our inner attitudes and disposition of mind. Sadly, that original making was changed when Adam sinned and as a result, our fallen human “spirit” lusts, envies, and sins. That is why we need God’s grace, as the next verse, James 4:6, says.
[For more on the usages of “spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
Jam 4:6
“greater grace.” There is so much teaching on “free grace” and “God loves everyone,” that this verse is basically ignored by everyone. God does love everyone, and God does show grace to everyone, but that does not mean that God also does not have conditional love and conditional grace that He only gives to some people.
Any parent with lots of children knows that each child is loved. However, if one child is rebellious and another one is helpful and obedient, the parents will often do things and extend themselves a little more for the obedient child than they will for the rebellious child. That is the case with God. Everyone gets grace from God, but those who humble themselves before him get special grace, special help from God, that rebellious people just do not get. That is what this verse says, and the statement is repeated for emphasis in 1 Peter 5:5.
We see the principle of God giving special grace to those who are humble all through the Bible. People who dedicate themselves to God get blessings in ways that people who do not serve God never get. A good example is Daniel, who dedicated himself to God throughout his life. He was blessed with the visitation of an angel, who addressed him by saying, “O Daniel, man greatly loved,” (Dan. 10:11). The Bible even makes the point that Jesus himself was heard by God “because of his reverent submission” (see commentary on Heb. 5:7). If we want our prayers answered consistently, we must become reverently submissive to the will of God, like Jesus was.
Jam 4:7
“Devil.” The Greek word is diabolos (#1228 διάβολος), which literally means “Slanderer,” but diabolos is the base of our more familiar name, “Devil.” Slander is so central to who the Devil is and how he operates that one of his primary names is “the Slanderer.”
[For more information on the names of the Devil, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
Jam 4:11
“brothers and sisters.” The Greek word adelphos (typically translated “brother”) is often not gender exclusive, in other words, it often refers to both genders.
[See Word Study: “Adelphos.”]
“judge the law.” At its most basic level, judging the law is deciding which laws to obey and which can be ignored.
Jam 4:12
“Lawgiver and Judge.” These are serving as titles in this verse.
Jam 4:14
“What is your life?” The question likely being asked in the Greek text is more literally, “Of what sort is your life?” James is making the point that life is transitory and to a large degree out of our control. People really do not know what their life will be like when they speak of doing business, even though they have a hope of being successful. No one knows what the future will bring.
Jam 4:17
“it is sin.” The literal Greek is “for him it is sin.”
 
James Chapter 5
Jam 5:3
“stored up treasure in the last days.” This is irony. In the last days, when people should be concerned about how to maximize their rewards in the kingdom, these selfish rich people are storing up treasure here on earth.
Jam 5:4
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“Lord of Armies.” The Greek is Sabaoth; Σαβαώθ, and is a loanword transliterated from the Hebrew sabaoth which means “armies,” or “hosts.” It is used in the OT in the title for God, Yahweh of Armies, and then also appears in the NT as Lord of Armies (Romans 9:29; James 5:4). It is unfortunate that the phrase “Lord of hosts” has come into our modern versions, because the word “hosts” is not used now like it was 400 years ago in the days of the KJV. Today a “host” is usually assumed to be the person who is in charge of a party, or somehow involved in serving others at a party or social event. The Hebrew and Greek words mean “army,” and God is the “Lord of the army.” He commands the army of heaven, although some scholars believe that the phrase originated with him commanding the armies of Israel; but that does not seem to be correct, although, when Israel was obeying God, He certainly was the commander of its army.
Jam 5:6
“oppose you.” The context shows that “oppose” here is to successfully oppose. Any righteous person would oppose having his livelihood and even his life taken away, but in this case, they could not successfully oppose the wealthy, greedy landowners.
Jam 5:7
“brothers and sisters.” See Word Study: “Adelphos.”
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“early…latter.” Israel has a wet season and a dry season. It does not rain throughout the whole year in Israel like it does in many parts of the world. The wet season comes in the Fall, and it usually starts in mid to late October. That early rain is called the “former rain.” Sometimes these “former rains” are quite heavy. When the rains come in the late fall and the weather becomes much colder it can be uncomfortable to plow. That is why Proverbs 20:4 says the lazy man won’t plow because of the winter. It is not really “winter,” but it can be cold. The rainy season continues through the fall and winter with rain and colder weather, and even snow in some areas, until the Spring comes bringing the “latter rains,” a period of nice rain at the end of the rainy season (usually April).
In the rainless months from May to October, the sun, especially the summer sun, bakes the ground. So, by fall, after about six months of baking heat (May-October), the ground is hard and often cracked. The early rain (the “former rain”) softens the ground so farmers can “plow.” Psalm 65:10 says God softens the ground with showers, and that is exactly what happens. When the former rains do not come on time the ground stays hard and cracked, and the farmers cannot plow. Jeremiah 14:4 says: “Because the ground is cracked because there has been no rain on the land, the plowmen are ashamed, they cover their heads.” The kind of plowing done in the ancient Near East is different from the plowing and planting done today. Today, the plows dig trenches in the dirt and the seeds are planted in the trenches and then covered up. In contrast, in biblical times the farmer simply scratched up the top of the ground so that the dirt was loose and then he scattered the seed on top of the dirt, as we see in the Parable of the Sower (Matt. 13:3-9; Mark 4:3-9; Luke 8:5-8.
Most of the grain in Israel is planted during the fall, like our winter wheat, and grows only slowly over the much colder winter months, then it quickly grows and ripens in the early spring when the sun is stronger and the spring rains (called the “late” or “latter,” rains), come and bring the bountiful harvest. The “latter rains” (the “spring rains”) provide the abundant water that brings the crops to full maturity.
The former and latter rains were so essential to life in the Middle East that they are mentioned in many verses, and are attributed to the blessing of God (Deut. 11:14; Job 29:23; Jer. 3:3; Hos. 6:3; Joel 2:23; Zech. 10:1; cf. Jer. 14:4; Ps. 65:10).
It often happens that Christians get confused about which rains are the “former” rains and which are the “latter” rains. That confusion is usually due to not letting go of our Western calendar and not understanding that there are not two rainy seasons in Israel, but just one season with a beginning and end. According to our Western calendar, we think the “former” rains should come in the Spring and the “latter” rains in the Fall, but the biblical world did not use our calendar. There is only one rainy season; it starts with the “former” rains about late October, and ends with the “latter” rains in March and April.
[For more on plowing and sowing in the Bible, see commentary on Eccl. 11:1. For more on why birds were generally considered evil in biblical times, see commentary on Matt. 13:4.]
Jam 5:9
“Brothers and sisters.” See Word Study: “Adelphos.”
“so that you will not be judged.” The fact that being judged is the consequence shows us that “complain” in this context is not righteous complaining about injustices that is meant to get results and change the situation. Rather, it is referring to ungodly complaining that has no real purpose other than to express and spread discontent, which then leads to destruction. The intensity of this complaining is clearer in the Greek which says the complaining is “against” one another, which was clearer in English expressed as being “about” one another.
The phrase, “so that you will not be judged” also subtly ties what James is saying to his fellow believers of Jewish descent back to their history, and especially the Exodus, because when the Israelites came out of Egypt they complained about all sorts of things and in doing so brought the judgment of God down upon themselves. In this context, “judged” means to be condemned.
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“is standing.” The Greek text uses the perfect tense, “has stood.” The point is that the Judge has been standing at the gates; the time of judgment is near.
“at the gates.” The noun “gates,” thura (#2374 θύρα), is plural in the Greek text, and thus the reading “gates” is smoother in English than “doors.” It is not totally clear what “gates” the Judge is standing by, but it would not be the gate or door to one’s personal residence. Since “the Judge” is at the gates, this seems to be a reference to Judgment Day, with the Judge standing at the gates of the Kingdom or the New Jerusalem, ready to judge those who stand before him.
Jam 5:10
“brothers and sisters.” See Word Study: “Adelphos.”
Jam 5:11
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Jam 5:12
“brothers and sisters.” See Word Study: “Adelphos.”
“fall under judgment.” This means to be condemned when judged (cf. James 5:9).
“‘Yes’ mean ‘yes’… ‘No’ mean ‘no’.” See commentary on Matthew 5:37.
Jam 5:13
“suffering hardship.”[footnoteRef:3013] [3013:  Thayer, s.v. “κακοπαθέω.”] 

Jam 5:15
“And the prayer of trust will save the one who is sick.” This verse has been a cause of confusion to many believers because there are huge numbers of sick people who get prayed for but do not get healed. However, this verse is not just about praying for the sick, it speaks of “the prayer of trust.” Therefore, the question we must ask and answer is, “What is the prayer of trust.” There are some important keys in this verse, the context, and the scope of Scripture that will help us understand what it is, and we will see that “the prayer of trust” refers to a prayer that a person prays by revelation while operating the “manifestation of trust.”
Before we begin our analysis of the phrase, “the prayer of trust,” it is important to realize that the use of “save” in James 5:15 refers to healing, not to eternal salvation. The Greek word is sōzō (#4982 σῴζω), which was a common Greek word with a wide semantic range. These meanings not only include “save” in the sense of one getting everlasting life, but “save” in the sense of “to rescue from danger or destruction” (cf. Matt. 14:30; 27:40), and “to save from sickness and disease,” thus to make well, make whole, or heal (cf. Matt. 9:21; Mark 5:23, 28; 6:56; 10:52). The ancient Greeks did not use sōzō to mean “save” in the Christian sense, but at some point in history the word sōzō became used for being rescued from God’s judgment and wrath (cf. Joel 2:32, Septuagint) and so it is used in the Bible, particularly the New Testament, in the special sense of giving someone everlasting life.
When Christians today hear the word “save,” most of them think it only means “have everlasting life,” but that is in large part because most modern English Bibles only translate sōzō as “save” when the context is about having everlasting life. Those versions translate sōzō as “heal,” “rescue,” “restore,” etc., in other contexts. That is the case here in James 5:15, where, to avoid confusion, many modern versions translate sōzō using words that refer to healing (cf. “heal” CJB, NLT; “cure” GW; “restore” NASB; “make the sick person well” NIV). If English translations translated sōzō as “save” every time it appeared in the New Testament, it would be much easier for the English reader to see the wide range of meanings sōzō has.
Here in James 5:15, the Greek word for “prayer” is euchē, (#2171 εὐχή, pronounced eu-'kay) and it has two primary definitions, “prayer” and “vow.” In the other two places euchē occurs in the New Testament, it means vow (Acts 18:18; 21:23), but here in James euchē refers to a prayer. Euchē was commonly used in Greek literature for prayer or petitions to the gods.
Also, it is very important that we understand why the REV translation has, “the prayer of trust,” when almost every other version says “the prayer of faith.” The Greek word we translate “trust” is pistis, (#4102 πίστις). Pistis was a commonly used Greek word, and it means “trust,” “confidence” or “assurance.” When the Greek New Testament was translated into Latin, pistis was translated as the Latin fides (pronounced fee-dace). The English word “faith” comes from the Latin fides. Sadly, through the years the definition of the English word “faith” changed from its simple biblical meaning of “trust” to what it is today: “firm belief in something for which there is no proof.”[footnoteRef:3014] Thus, when religious people have no proof for what they believe, we often hear them say, “You just have to take it by faith.” It is vital to understand that “belief in something for which there is no proof” is an unbiblical definition that developed over the years because the Church told people to believe in things for which there was no proof, such as the wine becoming the blood of Christ in a communion service. [3014:  Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary, 11th edition.] 

Jesus never asked anyone to believe he was the Messiah without proof. He fulfilled the Messianic prophecies, healed the sick, raised the dead, and did miracles, and he asked people to believe the miracles that he did (John 10:38). Similarly, God does not ask us to believe Him without proof. He has left many evidences that He exists and that His Word is true. Thus when God asks us to have trust (“faith”), He is not asking us to believe something without proof. God proves Himself to us, and that is why we trust Him. Since “trust” is the biblical definition of pistis, the REV translates pistis as “trust.”
Another reason the REV uses “trust” instead of “faith” is that in our modern times in some religious circles the word “faith” has come to refer to a power that people have within themselves to accomplish things, but biblically such power does not exist. God is the Power, and has the power, and we accomplish things with His power, not ours. We trust God, who then supplies the power to make things happen.
[For more on trust and faith, see Appendix 2: “‘Faith’ is ‘Trust.’”]
The reason James 5:15 is so confusing is that although it says “the prayer of trust will save the one who is sick,” through the years many very committed Christians who believe in divine healing and genuinely have great trust in the Lord have prayed for people to be healed but not gotten results—some individuals remained sick while others even got worse. This situation is made even more confusing because some of the people who were prayed for did get better, sometimes immediately and clearly miraculously, while sometimes more “naturally,” the body healing itself, as it most often does. But if the “prayer of trust” will heal the sick, why does it not work every time?
One of the keys to unlocking what James 5:15 is saying is that the previous verse, James 5:14, made it clear that the person or persons praying the “prayer of trust” is not the sick person himself, but a committed member of the Church, who is therefore called an “elder.” It is vital to understand this because even though Scripture teaches that the trust of the sick person is important for healing, that is not what “the prayer of trust” in James 5:15 is referring to. The context shows us that the “prayer of trust” is a prayer that someone prays for the one who is sick.
The most important key to understanding James 5:15 is knowing that the “prayer of trust,” refers to the “manifestation of trust,” which is one of the nine manifestations of the gift of holy spirit (1 Cor. 12:9). Most Christians have not been taught about the difference between “trust” and “the manifestation of trust.” It is therefore important to briefly talk about “the manifestation of trust” so we understand it. The manifestation of trust is a manifestation of the gift of holy spirit, and it is a person having the confidence or trust that what God or the Lord Jesus Christ has revealed to him by revelation will come to pass at his command.
[For more information on the manifestation of trust, see commentary on 1 Cor. 12:9, and for more on what revelation is and how it works, see commentary on Gal. 1:12.]
Regular “trust” is different from the manifestation of trust. All of us have regular trust in a large number of things. In fact, ordinary life would be impossible without trust. A person would not sit down on a chair if he did not trust it would hold him, and he would not take a drink of water if he did not trust it was safe. This “regular” trust that we use in everyday life is based on our experience, logic, and the evidence we see in front of us, and it is the trust that we have that Jesus was raised from the dead. At some point in our life, we had “enough proof” to believe that Jesus was raised from the dead, and we trusted in him and were saved.
In contrast to ordinary trust, the “manifestation of trust” is necessary to accomplish the special tasks that God, by revelation, asks us to do. For example, Jesus said that a person with trust could tell a mountain to be cast into the ocean and it would be done (Mark 11:23). Well, all of us have seen mountains, and we know that we do not have the human power to move them, so how can we just “trust” that we can cast a mountain into the sea just by commanding it to happen? We need to access the power of God to move the mountain. To be able to “trust” that God’s power is available to us to perform a miracle we need God to tell us by revelation that we can do it.
The way the manifestation of trust works is that God first tells us to do something by revelation. Then, having the revelation from God that we can do the miracle, we trust the revelation and command the miracle to happen. The trust we have in what God told us by revelation is “the manifestation of trust,” and when we trust what God has revealed to us—no matter how difficult it seems—miracles happen, just like they did in the Bible.
Learning about the manifestation of trust is made more difficult by the fact that often the Bible just says “trust” (“faith”) when the context dictates it is the manifestation of trust that is being referred to, and that is the case in James 5:15. While there are many records in the Bible that show God giving revelation first and then the person operating the manifestation of trust and accomplishing the miracle, there are also many records that do not explicitly state that God gave revelation first. Although this might seem confusing, it is simple to understand. God expects us to understand how the manifestation of trust works by studying the whole Bible. When there is a task that we cannot accomplish by our own natural human ability, then we need God’s power to do it, and that means we must have revelation from God that we can trust in. Once God gives us the revelation, we can then trust what He says and command the miracle, which God’s power then brings to pass.
When we understand the manifestation of trust we can see how inseparably it works with the other manifestations of the spirit. First, God tells us what we can do—He gives us revelation, which comes as either word of knowledge, word of wisdom, or discerning of spirits (see commentary on 1 Cor. 12:8). Then we, operating the manifestation of trust, trust without doubting what God just told us, no matter how impossible it seems. Then God brings the miracle to pass. This pattern occurs throughout the Scripture. For example, God told Moses what to do to split the Red Sea. Moses then trusted what God said and did not doubt it, and then God provided the power for the miracle and the sea split, allowing Israel to pass through to the other side. Similarly, God told Joshua what to do to defeat Jericho. Joshua trusted God completely and God provided the power that brought down the walls of Jericho.
Before we can do a miraculous healing, we have to hear from God that He will provide the power to heal. That explains why Jesus, the apostles, and people with great trust for healing never heal every single sick person, but heal some and not others. For example, in John 5 Jesus went to the Pool of Bethesda, where there was a great crowd of sick and lame people, but Jesus only healed one person—a lame man. Why only him? The Bible does not say, but God knows the situation of every person, and if He does not give us the revelation to heal a person, we cannot “just heal” based on our regular trust.
How do we know that the trust referred to in James 5:15 is the manifestation of trust and not “regular trust?” One way is that the immediate context mentions Elijah, who prayed for it not to rain in Israel (1 Kings 17:1), and for three and a half years there was no rain or dew in Israel. Without revelation from God Elijah could not have done that miracle. He never would have done it because without revelation Elijah would never have been sure that causing such hardship for the entire nation was the will of God. He never could have done it because even though Elijah was a man who trusted God, human trust alone cannot stop the forces of nature like rain and dew that God put in place to keep life on earth alive. Those kinds of results require the power of God, which means that God first has to give revelation about what He wants to happen, and then we operate the manifestation of trust to access the power of God and bring the miracle to pass.
In summary, we know that the “prayer of trust” referred to in James 5:15 cannot simply be referring to an elder praying for a sick person using “regular” trust because there are so many times when healing does not occur that way. The “prayer of trust” must be referring to a prayer prayed by revelation while the person praying is operating the manifestation of trust, because whenever a person ministers healing on the basis of revelation with the manifestation of trust, healing always occurs.
James 5:15 is a wonderful and encouraging verse because it reminds us that if God gives us revelation to heal, the prayer of trust will heal the person no matter how sick he is, like the lame man in Acts 3, or even if he is dead, like Tabitha in Acts 9. We cannot heal by our own “regular” trust, but “the prayer of the manifestation of trust” will heal the sick.
Jam 5:16
“pray for one another.” The context is prayer by revelation and healing via the manifestations of holy spirit, the manifestation of trust, and the manifestation of healing. When we pray by revelation and trust the revelation we have received, people get healed.
[For more information on prayer for healing, see commentary on James 5:15.]
“one another.” The phrase “one another” occurs in the context of the community of believers, and while we are to be good to everyone, in the context of the New Testament Epistles, the commands toward “one another” are specifically to other believers. Christians are to be “especially good to the household of faith” (Gal. 6:10). It is very important for the richness of our lives together here on earth, for our personal growth here on earth, and for rewards in the next life, that each Christian needs to be “other-focused,” focused on others and how we can help them. The phrase “one another” occurs many times in the New Testament, stating and reinforcing that truth.
[For more on the “one another” commands, see commentary on Gal. 5:13, “one another.” For more on “love one another,” see commentary on John 13:34.]
“The prayer.” The Greek word is deēsis (#1162 δέησις), which refers to an urgent prayer to meet a need. This is in contrast to “and pray for one another,” where euchomai was used, a much more general term for prayer.
Jam 5:17
“he prayed a fervent prayer.” The Greek has a beautiful polyptoton emphasizing the fervency of the action.[footnoteRef:3015] [3015:  See Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 267, “polyptoton.”] 

[See Word Study: “Polyptoton.”]
Jam 5:19
“brothers and sisters.” See Word Study: “Adelphos.”
Jam 5:20
“soul.” In this context, “soul” refers to the life of the body. See commentary on Romans 11:3.


1 Peter Commentary
1 Peter Chapter 1
1Pe 1:1
“Peter.” In this Epistle, Peter uses the name Jesus gave him (John 1:42). Both “Peter” and his Aramaic name “Cephas” mean “rock,” a designation that describes his character. However, it describes Peter in a way that shows his fully developed character as a mature Christian. Jesus gave him the name, but he had to grow into it. The Bible calls Peter by a few different names: “Simon, son of Jonah” (Matt. 16:17), “Simon son of John (John 1:42; 21:15-17), and “Cephas,” used a lot by Paul (1 Cor. 1:12; 3:22; 9:5; 15:5; Gal. 1:18; 2:9, 11, 14. But Paul also called him “Peter,” Gal. 2:7, 8).
“resident aliens.” The Greek word translated “resident aliens” is parepidēmos (#3927 παρεπίδημος), and it refers to someone who comes from a foreign country into a city or land to reside there by the side of the natives. In the New Testament metaphorical usage, it is used of someone whose citizenship is in heaven but who resides on earth.[footnoteRef:3016] It is used “of Christians, who are not at home in this world.[footnoteRef:3017]” The English phrase “resident alien” has come to be a technical term for citizens of one country who live in another country, for example, an American citizen who lives in France but is not a citizen there. Christians live on earth in this present evil age, but our actual citizenship is in heaven (Phil. 3:20). [3016:  Strong’s data, s.v. “παρεπίδημος.”]  [3017:  BDAG, s.v. “παρεπίδημος.”] 

“Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia, and Bithynia.” These are all Roman provinces in what today is Turkey. It has been suggested that the person who brought the letter from Peter to those areas landed in Pontus, on the coast of the Black Sea in the north of what is now Turkey, then traveled to the mentioned provinces in order. That is possible, but it would be a circuitous and illogical route if all one wanted to do was carry the letter. It would involve going southwest, then east, then west, then north. A more logical order for travel would be Pontus, Cappadocia, Galatia, Asia, then Bithynia. So the reason for the order can be surmised, but not known for certain. On the other hand, it does seem that Peter addressed the letter to these areas for its initial reading and the messenger took it to those areas first. Eventually, of course, it was copied and sent out to the entire Christian world.
1Pe 1:2
“holiness produced by the spirit.” For this translation, see commentary on 2 Thessalonians 2:13.
“for obedience.” The word “for” is a translation of the Greek preposition eis (#1519 εἰς), which here has the meaning of “intention and result.”[footnoteRef:3018] The idea is that believers are made holy by the gift of holy spirit created inside them at their New Birth, and it was God’s intention that they would then live in obedience to Him. [3018:  R. C. H. Lenski, Interpretation of 1 and 2 Epistles of Peter, 24-27.] 

[For more on believers being “holy” because of the holy spirit they received when they were born again and not because they live “holy” lives, see commentary on Phil. 1:1.]
“sprinkling with the blood of Jesus Christ.” This sprinkling of the blood of Christ is not referring to the New Birth, or the cleansing of sin when one gets saved. Rather, this is speaking of a continual cleansing of sin throughout a believer’s life. The Greek of 1 Peter 1:2 literally reads, “In sanctification of spirit resulting in [eis #1519 εἰς] obedience and sprinkling of the blood of Jesus Christ.” The obedience and sprinkling of the blood is the result of sanctification. If sanctification means the act of being made holy by God, this verse would be very confusing; we usually think of this sanctified state as the result of being washed by the blood of Christ, forgiven of our sins, and not the other way around (1 Cor. 6:11). Sanctification is not used only in this sense in Scripture, however. It can also refer to the progressive holiness in the believer’s life as he sets himself apart from the world (1 Thess. 4:3-7; 1 Tim. 2:15). This is its sense in this passage; this sanctification results in obedience and the sprinkling of the blood of Jesus Christ.
That the sprinkling of Christ’s blood on believers is not merely a one-time salvation event can be seen in 1 John 1:6-9 (NIV): “6If we claim to have fellowship with him and yet walk in the darkness, we lie and do not live out the truth. 7But if we walk in the light, as he is in the light, we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus, his Son, purifies us from all sin. 8If we claim to be without sin, we deceive ourselves and the truth is not in us. 9If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness.”
In the context of 1 John, to walk in the light is to acknowledge (confess) that one has sin; when we do this Christ’s blood purifies us from all sin. Believers regularly sin, but when we do the blood of Jesus cleanses us.
The connection of obedience and sprinkling of blood here in 1 Peter is an allusion to the Old Testament record of Moses sprinkling the Israelites who claimed they would obey all the words of the covenant (Exod. 24:7-8). The sprinkling of blood in the Old Covenant was not a one-time event either, but had two stages. First, there was the Day of Atonement, the yearly festival when the high priest would sacrifice for his own sin, then sacrifice and sprinkle blood for the guilt of the people (Lev. 16). This was done to cover all the sins of the people that year. Secondly, there were all the other offerings that could be done throughout the year—burnt offerings, trespass offerings, guilt offerings—when one has sinned and felt separated from God. The blood of Christ in the New Covenant parallels this twofold purpose of sprinkling in the Old Covenant—there is the one-time sprinkling that covers the guilt of our sin and there is the continual sprinkling of forgiveness for sins throughout life. The difference between the Old and New Covenants is that, instead of a yearly offering, Christ offered himself once-and-for-all to redeem the people, and instead of cleansing our conscience with the blood of bulls and goats, we can appeal to the blood of Christ (Heb. 9:25-26; 10:1-14). 1 Peter 1:18-19, which speaks of Christ’s blood “redeeming” us, is referring to a Day-of-Atonement-like function of Christ’s sacrifice, while 1 John 1:7-9 speaks to the continual sprinkling that has made the various sin offerings obsolete.
1Pe 1:3
“Blessed be.” The three verses of 1 Peter 1:3-5 are only one sentence in the Greek text, and the whole sentence must be read to get the full impact of it. Some versions break the sentence up and make two sentences from it, but that actually weakens the sense.
“who.” The Greek has the article ho (#3588 ὁ) before the active participle translated “given us new birth;” this is done for emphasis on “the one” who is doing the action. An expanded translation would read, “The God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the one who… has given us new birth” (emphasis ours).
“mercy.” Cf. Ephesians 2:4. We do not deserve everlasting life, but God gives it in His mercy.
“new birth.” The New Birth spoken of here in 1 Peter 1:3 is one of the most wonderful things that God has ever made available to people. Because of it, Christians are guaranteed everlasting life. If a person does not have everlasting life, then anything else they are or have does not matter, because they will die in the Lake of Fire and be forgotten. The English phrase “has given…new birth” is a translation of the Greek verb anagennaō (#313 ἀναγεννάω), which occurs in 1 Peter 1:3 and 1:23. Here in verse 3, anagennaō is an aorist participle, referring to a one-time action in the past. The New Birth is not a process, it is an event. When a person confesses the risen Christ as Lord (Rom. 10:9) they are immediately born again and sealed until the Rapture when they get new bodies and are with Christ forever (Eph. 1:13-14; 4:30; 2 Cor. 1:22; 2 Cor. 5:5).
A person receives the New Birth (is “born again”) when they obey Romans 10:9 and confess Jesus as Lord and believe God raised him from the dead. At the instant they confess and believe, the person goes through a number of dramatic spiritual changes.
· The person immediately has God’s gift of holy spirit, God’s “incorruptible seed,” created in them (1 Pet. 1:23), which is in them (John 14:17; 1 Cor. 6:19; 2 Tim. 1:14) and remains there (1 John 3:9).
· The person immediately becomes a child of God by birth (1 John 3:1-2).
· The holy spirit is created in the individual, so the person becomes a “new creation” (2 Cor. 5:17).
· The person immediately becomes a “new self,” created in the likeness of God (Eph. 4:24; Col. 3:10).
· The person immediately receives a new divine nature (2 Pet. 1:4).
· The person instantly changes from being dead in trespasses and sins to being alive with Christ (Eph. 2:1, 5; Col. 2:13).
· The person immediately becomes a member of the Body of Christ (1 Cor. 12:27; Eph. 1:22-23).
· The person is immediately identified with Christ and comes into union with Christ so completely that the Bible says that each Christian was circumcised with Christ, baptized with Christ, crucified with him, died with him, was buried with him, was raised from the dead with him, and now in God’s eyes is seated in heaven with him (Rom. 6:1-10; Eph. 2:5-6; Col. 2:10-13; 3:1).
· From God’s perspective, the new believer is already seated in heaven and glorified (Eph. 2:6; Rom. 8:29-30).
· The person immediately changes their citizenship from being a citizen of earth to being a citizen of heaven (Eph. 2:19; Phil. 3:20).
· The person immediately becomes part of the New Covenant (2 Cor. 3:6).
Among the important truths about the New Birth that we should know is that although the birth is very real, it is a spiritual event, not a physical one. While this may seem obvious, it is vital to understand. What God gives birth to in us and the changes we go through at the time we are born again cannot be seen in the five-senses world, so some Christians deny that there is a New Birth, while others say that the New Birth is not literal, but just a figure of speech. Nevertheless, the holy spirit that is born inside Christians is very real and can be manifested outwardly in the life of a Christian in things like speaking in tongues, interpretation of tongues, and prophecy.
God knows what “birth” is—He invented it—and He uses four different Greek words for “birth” to describe it. One of them is gennaō (#1080 γεννάω), which is a very common word for “birth,” occurring almost 100 times in the New Testament (cf. 1 John 5:1). The next three Greek words for birth, however, only refer to birth in the letters to the Christian Church and nowhere else. That makes perfect sense when we understand that the New Birth started on the Day of Pentecost (Acts 2) and is for the Administration of Grace. The three Greek words are anagennaō, palingenesia, and apokueō. Anagennaō (#313 ἀναγεννάω) occurs in 1 Peter 1:3 and 1:23, and it is from the Greek prefix ana, “again,” and gennaō, “to give birth,” and it means “born again.” The second Greek word is palingenesia (#3824 παλιγγενεσία), which is from palin, “again” and genesis, which is “genesis” or “origin.” It occurs in Titus 3:5 and means “to have a new genesis or new origin.” The New Birth involves not only being “born again,” it is a new origin, a new beginning. The third word occurs in James 1:18, and it is apokueō (#6126 ἀποκυέω), from the Greek prefix apo, “away from,” and kueō, “to be pregnant,” and it means “to give birth to.”
When a human gives birth there is a baby, and the baby has the nature of the parent. So too, when God, the Holy Spirit, creates His incorruptible seed in us, which is the gift of holy spirit, we get a new divine nature. Many verses testify that the believer has God’s gift of holy spirit in them (John 14:17; Acts 2:17; 10:44; Rom. 8:9, 11,15; 1 Cor. 2:12; 3:16; 7:40; 2 Cor. 1:22; 5:5; Gal. 3:2; 1 Thess. 4:8; 1 John 3:24; 4:13). In fact, because the holy spirit is created in us and remains there, it is called “our spirit” (Rom. 8:16; 1 Cor. 14:14). That gift of holy spirit born in us gives us the very nature of God.
It is God’s gift of holy spirit that is created in us that carries the very nature of our heavenly Father, which is why when we get born again we immediately have a new, divine nature (2 Pet. 1:4). That is why the New Birth transforms us from a “sinner” to a “holy one.” That fact can be hard to see in most English versions because the Greek word for “holy,” hagios (#40 ἅγιος), is usually translated “saint” (cf. Rom. 1:7; 1 Cor. 1:2, etc., in KJV). However, hagios is used of God, of God’s gift of holy spirit, and of God’s children by birth. God, the Holy [hagios] Spirit, put His gift, holy [hagios] spirit, into the Christian who is then a “holy [hagios] one,” a “saint.” Thus, the father-seed-child relationship can usually be much more clearly seen in Greek than in English, and it shows that the Christian has the holy nature of the Father.
More evidence that Christians are actually born of God is all the many different ways God is presented as our “Father” and we are referred to as His “children” (or “sons”). While it is true that sometimes the word “son” or “child” is used for a relationship that is not actual birth, such as when a disciple is called a “son” because of his special relationship with his teacher, that does not mean there are no literal “sons.” We are actually “born again,” something God expresses by four different Greek words for birth, and similarly, we are actually God’s children, something He expresses in different ways as well. That God is our “Father” is not just a nice metaphor; He really is our New Birth Father.
There are some defining characteristics of birth that apply to our first birth as well as our New Birth. An important one is that if we are born, then we must have a parent. Thus, the Bible says that God is our Father (our spiritual birth does not require a mother). Furthermore, we are part of a family. God has created different families with different characteristics, and we humans who are God’s children by birth are part of His family on earth (Eph. 3:15). This is why Christians are a family of “brothers” (translated “brothers and sisters” in some versions to be more clearly inclusive of women; cf. Rom. 1:13; 1 Cor. 1:11; Gal. 1:11; Phil. 3:1). It is also why we are commanded to have “family affection” for other Christians (Rom. 12:10), why the love between Christians is to be “brotherly love” (Rom. 12:10; 1 Thess. 4:9; Heb. 13:1; 1 Pet. 1:22), why we are supposed to be especially good to the “household of the Faith” (Gal. 6:10), and why we are commanded to love and support “one another,” which specifically refers to fellow Christians, not the world at large (cf. Gal. 5:13 and the commentary on Gal. 5:13).
Another defining characteristic of birth is that it is permanent. No one can change the fact that they were born, and no one can change their parent. The child has the DNA of the parent, and that is true with our spiritual birth as well as our physical one. The DNA connection between a child and a parent is in every cell of the child’s body, and the “DNA” of God, His holy spirit, totally infuses our flesh body and it cannot be changed. Although humans are made of corruptible flesh and can die, the incorruptible seed of God, His divine nature in us, and God’s power to raise the dead, guarantees us everlasting life. When a person makes the free will choice to accept Christ as their Lord and thus get born again, they are irrevocably changed and will live forever.
The New Birth is permanent. That is why the Bible says that if a person confesses and believes in Christ the Lord, they “will be saved” (Rom. 10:9). It is why the Christian has a “guarantee” of everlasting life (2 Cor. 1:22; 5:5; Eph. 1:14), why there are verses that say we will be in the resurrection and/or live with Christ (Rom. 6:5; Col. 3:1-4; 2 Tim. 2:11), and why we can say we “know” that we will be like Christ in the future (2 Cor. 5:1; 1 John 3:2). It is also why Christians can have the peace that passes all understanding (Phil. 4:7), but how could we have that depth of peace if we had to wonder and pray that we would not somehow be turned against God and be annihilated in the flames of Gehenna?
Many people believe that a Christian can lose or renounce their salvation, but that is not the case. While it is true that a parent and a child can cease their fellowship together, they cannot renounce their birth relationship and have that change their DNA. No one can make a free will decision to change their DNA and their nature. If we could, then we would all renounce our sin nature that was Adam’s fault and live much easier lives. But we do not do that because we cannot do that. Birth nature is permanent. But some people argue, “It is true that birth nature is permanent, but a child can die, so a child of God can die eternally too.” Wrong. Birth nature is permanent, and when a human is born again and becomes a birth child of God, the reason they cannot die is that God, who cannot lie, says they cannot. That is the point of verses like Romans 6:5, 8; 8:1, 30; Eph. 2:6; 2 Tim. 2:11; and 1 John 3:2. God made specific promises to Christians that they will live forever, and those promises stand firm.
That God invented the New Birth, the indwelling of holy spirit in us and giving us a new nature, was no accident. God did it on purpose. Furthermore, He did not have to do it. He could have left things as they were in the Old Testament. Before the Day of Pentecost (Acts 2), the gift of holy spirit was “upon” people and could be removed if they sinned, and no one got a new divine nature when they believed. God did not have to change that, but He did; He started something new on Pentecost—the New Birth—and He specifically designed it so that it could not be undone. A person who wishes to reject God and the New Birth right now might not like that they cannot do it, but a million years from now when they are alive and enjoying the New Jerusalem they will be glad they were saved and stayed, saved. Like it or not right now, the Christian is saved forever because they have God’s DNA, and they cannot change that. That is how powerful and wonderful the New Birth is.
[For more information on Christian salvation, see Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation.” For more on the holy spirit, see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?” For more on “incorruptible seed” being the holy spirit, see commentary on 1 Pet. 1:23. For more on the New Birth being a new origin, see commentary on Titus 3:5. For more on our new, divine nature, see commentary on 2 Pet. 1:4. For more on the manifestations of holy spirit such as speaking in tongues, see commentary on 1 Cor. 12:7, 8, 9, 10. For more on the Administration of Grace in which we live, see commentary on Eph. 3:2. For more on annihilation in the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
“to a living hope.” For the New Birth to be seen for all that it is, we must see it in relation to the Hope. The New Birth gives us many blessings now, but they are ultimately worthless if all we have is this life without an everlasting future. We are still in our flesh bodies and have many problems. Yet, we have new birth into a living hope—we shall one day have new bodies and live forever with Jesus. The phrase “living hope” refers to the fact that the hope is “living, alive” in that it will come to fulfillment. It is not a “dead” hope that is just a dream, a fiction. Our hope is real and will one day happen just as the Word says it will. R. C. H. Lenski writes that “living hope” is “the opposite of an empty, false, deceptive hope. This hope is not ‘lively’ (A.V. [KJV]), or ‘living’ because it is bright, strong, active in us but because God guarantees and produces its fulfillment.[footnoteRef:3019]” Although some commentators say that it is called a “living” hope here because it brings life to the believer, that is not its sense here. It is not a “life-giving” hope, it is a “living hope,” a hope that will come to pass. It is as if the hope were alive, excitedly waiting to be fulfilled in the believer (cf. a somewhat similar idea, the personification in Rom. 8:19). [3019:  Lenski, 1 and 2 Epistles of Peter, 32.] 

The word “to” in the phrase “to a living hope” is a translation of the Greek preposition eis (#1519 εἰς), here indicating movement toward a place or goal. The believer is born again “to a living hope.” The living hope, everlasting life with Christ and all that entails, is where the believer is going; we are born again “to a living hope.” It is also possible that the eis has overtones of an “eis of result,” in which case the phrase would be that God “has given us new birth resulting in a living hope,” which is certainly the case. The Greek word eis (“to”) also starts the first phrase of 1 Peter 1:4, “to an inheritance that is incorruptible and undefiled and unfading.” The two uses of eis are appositional, they both refer back to the phrase “has given us new birth.” Thus the Bible tells us that the New Birth is “to a living hope” and “to an inheritance that is incorruptible.”
“by means of the resurrection of Jesus Christ.” It was the resurrection of Christ, not his death, that gave us a “living hope,” a fully assured and proven future. Although the death of Christ paid for our sins, after Jesus died on the cross he was dead, not alive. Our hope of being raised from the dead like Christ was only a promise and a good idea until Christ was actually raised. Once Christ was raised, then Scripture could say, and we could believe, “we will certainly also be in a resurrection like his” (Rom. 6:5).
“from among the dead.”[footnoteRef:3020] See commentary on Romans 4:24. [3020:  Cf. Kenneth S. Wuest, New Testament, “out from among those who are dead,” 549.] 

1Pe 1:4
“to an inheritance that is imperishable and undefiled and unfading.” The believer is born again “to an inheritance that is imperishable and undefiled and unfading.” The New Birth guarantees an inheritance in the future, that is, being with Christ forever. The Greek word “imperishable” can also be translated as “incorruptible,” but here “imperishable” makes more sense. For many and varied reasons, very many people who expect to receive an inheritance never get it, their inheritance “perishes,” it vanishes away. But the believer’s future everlasting life is guaranteed by God and will not “perish.” The idea behind “undefiled” is that many inheritances get “defiled” in some way so that what is promised is not given as promised. The Christian’s inheritance is also “unfading,” it is not like a flower that fades with time, if anything, the older one gets, or the worse one’s circumstances on earth become, the brighter the hope shines and draws one’s attention to it.
The word “to” is a translation of the Greek preposition eis (#1519 εἰς), the believer is born again “to an inheritance” (for more on eis, see commentary on 1 Pet. 1:3, “to a living hope”).
[For more on the New Birth, see commentary on 1 Pet. 1:3.]
“in heaven.” It is important to realize that the inheritance is only said to be stored up in heaven because we have no way to access it now. It is in God’s keeping. This verse is not saying that when we die, we will be in heaven, but just that the treasure is in the hands of God now (see commentary on Matt. 5:12). Our inheritance will be realized when Christ comes back to earth and sets up his kingdom (see commentary on Matt. 5:5, “the meek will inherit the earth”). When Jesus sets up his kingdom on earth, people will be rewarded or punished according as they deserve (see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10).
1Pe 1:5
“being guarded.” The Greek verb phroureō (#5432 φρουρέω), generally refers to a military guard. The believer is strongly guarded by the power of God, but the way that guarding plays out in this physical world is affected by the believer’s trust in God. Believers have the armor of God (Eph. 6:10-17), and especially important here is “the shield of trust, with which you will be able to quench all the flaming arrows of the Wicked One” (Eph. 6:16).
“for a salvation that is ready to be revealed at the end time of the age.” The believer is guarded “for a salvation that is ready to be revealed.” Perhaps the word “until” would make the English clearer, as Simon Kistemaker has it in his translation.[footnoteRef:3021] The sentence would then read that we are “guarded by the power of God by trust, until a salvation that is ready to be revealed in the last time.” Believers are guarded by trust in God and in His power, including the power to bring the Hope to pass as promised, and we are guarded until the promised salvation—the fullness of salvation—occurs. [3021:  Kistemaker, New Testament Commentary.] 

[For more on the fullness of our salvation coming in the future, see commentary on Eph. 2:8, “have been saved.”]
1Pe 1:6
“You rejoice in this.” Although the “this” is singular, here it is a collective singular and refers to the things mentioned in the previous verses that were a cause of rejoicing: new birth to a living hope; an inheritance that will not perish, be defiled, or fade; and salvation that is guarded now but ready to be revealed.
“you must suffer” The manuscript tradition of the Greek text associated with this phrase has a variation, which is part of the reason this is translated in different ways in the English versions, and beyond that, there is some disagreement about how to best bring the Greek into English. J. Ramsey Michaels writes that the Greek phrase ei deon, whether the word estin appears in the text or not, “should be read as a first class conditional clause, referring in this instance to what is actually the case: i.e., not ‘if need be’ but ‘since it is necessary’ or ‘by necessity.’ The suffering is no mere contingency but has (as the aorist λυπηθέντες [lupēthentes] indicates) already begun.”[footnoteRef:3022] The scope of Scripture supports Michaels’ conclusion and personal translation, for there are many verses of Scripture that say believers will suffer in this life before entering the next. Michaels’ translation is, “Then you [will] rejoice—though now for a little while you must suffer affliction in various ordeals.” [3022:  Michaels, 1 Peter [WBC].] 

1Pe 1:9
“souls.” Here it refers to saving one’s life. See commentary on Romans 11:3.
1Pe 1:10
“this salvation.” This is not referring to our New Birth salvation, given at the time of believing the gospel, but the “salvation ready to be revealed in the last time” (1 Pet. 1:5), “at the appearing of Jesus Christ” (1 Pet. 1:7).
“searched diligently for.” The Greek word is ἐκζητέω and it means “to expend or exert effort to find out or learn something.[footnoteRef:3023]” Ekzēteō indicates the act of seeking something out with a desire to want to know in order to apprehend it. [3023:  BDAG, s.v. “ἐκζητέω.”] 

“who prophesied of the grace.” The grace they mention will be part of the Millennial Kingdom, and it has now come to Christians unexpectedly as part of the Sacred Secret, the “Grace Administration.”
1Pe 1:11
“inquiring about what time or what sort of circumstance.” The Greek word ἐραυνάω (“searching for”) connotes “a careful or thorough effort to learn something.”[footnoteRef:3024] It implies the type of active effort used to investigate into or inquire about something. The Millennial Kingdom is not well defined in the Old Testament, so the prophets searched for how long it was and what manner of period it was. By the grace of God, many blessings of the Millennial Kingdom, such as the holy spirit, have been given to Christians now. [3024:  BDAG, s.v. “ἐραυνάω.”] 

“the spirit of Christ.” This verse uses the phrase “spirit of Christ” because God revealed information about the Christ to believers via the gift of holy spirit. Unfortunately, some people have misunderstood the phrase and think it means Christ himself was present in the Old Testament, but he was not. In the first place, the phrase “spirit of Christ” never appears in the Old Testament. The “spirit of the Lord” or “the spirit of God” appears over and over, but never the “spirit of Christ.” If Jesus were alive during the Old Testament, we would expect to see that designation, but we do not.
The gift of holy spirit that God gave in the Old Testament and Gospels was always the same spirit, but it was referred to by different names depending on the context. We are used to this when it comes to God. There is only one God, but He has many different names and titles. Similarly, there is only one gift of holy spirit, but it is referred to by different names in different contexts. When it is associated with wisdom, it is called the “spirit of wisdom” (Exod. 28:3; Deut. 34:9; Eph. 1:17). When it is associated with grace, it is called the “spirit of grace” (Zech. 12:10; Heb. 10:29). When it is related to glory, it is called the “spirit of glory” (1 Pet. 4:14). It is called the “spirit of adoption” when it is associated with our everlasting life (Rom. 8:15, which is translated as “spirit of sonship” in some versions). It is called “the spirit of truth” when it is associated with the truth we learn by revelation (John 14:17; 16:13). When it came with the same power as it brought to Elijah, it was called “the spirit of Elijah” (2 Kings 2:15). These are not different spirits. All the names refer to the one gift of holy spirit that God gives.
When Peter mentions that “the spirit of Christ” was upon prophets as they “predicted the sufferings of Christ and the glory that would follow,” it is easy to see that the spirit is called the “spirit of Christ” because it is associated with Christ, foretold of Christ, and was the same holy spirit as Jesus himself received at his baptism, not because Christ was actually alive during the Old Testament. Thus, the genitive phrase, “the spirit of Christ” is a genitive of relation; the spirit that is related to Christ.[footnoteRef:3025] [3025:  For more information on this topic, see the Racovian Catechism, s.v. “Thomas Rees” in bibliography, reprinted by Spirit and Truth, pp. 146-148.] 

“the sufferings appointed for Christ.” The Greek text is not “the sufferings of Christ,” but the “sufferings ‘to’ (eis) Christ” that is, the sufferings that he was appointed to suffer to save humankind from sin.
“the glories.” The multitude of glories; the plural emphasizes the extent of all the glory that has and will come to Christ, including the resurrection and ascension of Christ, his being given a name above every name, the resurrection of believers that he made possible, and many more glories to come as he conquers the earth, sets up his kingdom and reigns from Jerusalem, and eventually reigns with God on a throne in the New Jerusalem. Also, the plural “glories” parallels the plural “sufferings” that Christ experienced.
1Pe 1:12
“by the holy spirit.” The REV has “by the spirit,” adding the word “the” even though the Greek text does not have it. The Greek reads en pneuma (“in spirit”), but the definite article is not needed in prepositional phrases to make the noun definite. Daniel Wallace writes: “There is no need for the article to be used to make the object of a preposition definite. ...This is recognized by most grammarians.”[footnoteRef:3026] People proclaim the Good News by the holy spirit, that is, by the power of holy spirit. [3026:  Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics, 247.] 

[For more information, see commentary on Matt. 22:43. For more information on the uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
“look.” The Greek word is parakuptō (#3879 παρακύπτω), and it means to stoop down or toward something in order to look at it, or to look at something with the head bowed forward or with the body bent over. It is also used metaphorically for looking at or into something carefully or intently. There is a metaphorical use of the verb in which it is used for a rapid or cursory glance, and some commentators have taken that to be the sense in this verse. Is this verse saying that angels want to be able to look intently into how God planned it so that people before us actually served us via their obedience and faith, or is it saying, like the NET translation, that since angels cannot really see how God planned it all, these are “things angels long to catch a glimpse of?” Since it is difficult to make a choice, it seemed better to go with the middle ground meaning of parakuptō, to look, which can mean to look intently or to glance at (see commentary on John 20:5).
1Pe 1:13
“having prepared your mind for action.” The Greek text literally reads, “gird up the loins of your mind,” or “tie up the waist of your mind.” It is difficult to translate this idiom. It comes from the biblical culture in which standard outer garb for men was a long, ankle-length robe. The robe provided warmth, shelter from the elements, and could be (and often was) a blanket at night (cf. Exod. 22:27). Merchants would pull up the robe at the waist, tuck it in, and create a kind of pocket they could keep things in. The long robe would get in the way when a person needed to move fast or work hard, so he would gather it up and tie it at the waist so it would be short and out of the way. That is why so many versions have a translation such as, “prepare your mind for action,” or “prepare your mind for work.” The problem with translating the idiom in an easy to understand way is that the point can be deeper than just, “prepare for action.” It is looking at the things that are hindering you and figuring out how to deal with them so you can be effective for the Lord.
1Pe 1:14
“obedient children.” The Greek is literally, “children of obedience.”
“be conformed.” The word translated “be conformed” comes from the Greek suschēmatizō (#4964 συσχηματίζω) in the middle voice. Usually, we think of the middle voice as the subject performing the action upon itself; e.g., “he hanged himself” (Matt. 27:5). However, this is the permissive middle where the subject allows or permits something to be done to itself, or for itself.[footnoteRef:3027] The sense would then be, “do not allow yourselves to be conformed to your former lusts.” [3027:  Wallace, Greek Grammar, 425-27, 746.] 

1Pe 1:15
“but.” The strong “but” in the Greek language, alla (#235 αλλά), which could even be translated “on the contrary,” contrasts the ungodly behavior at the end of 1 Peter 1:14 with the holy behavior Christians are to exhibit.
“must also be holy.” The verb in the phrase “be” or “become” is in the imperative mood, and carries the sense of “must” (cf. NLT).
1Pe 1:16
“Be holy, for I am holy.” This quotation appears several times in the Old Testament. Cf. Leviticus 11:44, 45; 19:2; 20:7.
1Pe 1:17
“since.” The Greek reads “if.” This is a first class conditional sentence in Greek, which assumes the “if” clause to be true for sake of argument. Thus some English versions and the REV use the translation “since.” Peter is not questioning whether or not the believers call upon God; he assumes they pray to God and call upon Him (cf. NIV).
1Pe 1:19
“without blemish.” See commentary on Ephesians 1:4.
“without blemish or spot.” Both terms in Greek start with the letter alpha (“a”) and the doublet catches the attention. Also, Mark Dubis points out that the two could be collapsed in meaning to “completely unblemished.”[footnoteRef:3028] Just as a lamb had to be without blemish, that Jesus was without blemish or spot points to his complete sinlessness. [3028:  Dubis, 1 Peter: A Handbook on the Greek Text, 32-33.] 

1Pe 1:21
“from among the dead.”[footnoteRef:3029] See commentary on Romans 4:24. [3029:  Cf. Wuest, New Testament, “out from among those who are dead,” 551.] 

1Pe 1:22
“soul.” The Greek word often translated “soul” is psuchē (#5590 ψυχή, pronounced psoo-'kay), and it has a large number of meanings, including the physical life of a person or animal; an individual person; or attitudes, emotions, feelings, and thoughts. Here it is used more broadly of the individual himself while including his thoughts and emotions. Thus, while the verse could read something such as, “having purified yourselves” (HCSB; cf. NAB, NIV), the use of the word “soul” points us to the fact that the godly person has worked hard to purify his mental and emotional life. Romans 2:9 contains a similar use of psuchē.
[For more complete information on psuchē, see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
This verse makes it clear that we purify our mental and emotional life by obeying the “truth,” which includes the written Word of God as well as any direct revelation we have received, and also includes things that we discover from science (genuine science!) that are true about God’s creation. Many mentally and emotionally unstable, insecure, or uncertain people have been greatly helped by adjusting their lifestyle and acting on the truth that they know.
“affection for God’s family.” The Greek is philadelphia (#5360 φιλαδελφία), a compound Greek word made up of philos (a strong liking, a friendship; see commentary on John 21:15) and adelphos (#80 ἀδελφός), which means “brother.” It is the strong bond of friendship that exists between brothers. We are to have that strong affection for fellow members of the family of God.
“love one another.” The command to “love one another” was the new commandment that Jesus gave his disciples in John 13:34, and it is so central to Christian life that it occurs 13 times in the New Testament—and besides those, there are also similar commands to love our fellow believers (cf. 1 John 2:10; 3:10, 14; 4:20-21). It is vital to understand the impact of this command, that it is not a general call to love everyone, although we are supposed to love everyone. It is a specific command to especially love fellow Christians, and thus is similar to Galatians 6:10, be especially good to the household of faith; that is, fellow Christians.
[For more on “love one another,” see commentary on John 13:34. For more on other ways we are to love one another, see commentary on Gal. 5:13, “one another.”]
1Pe 1:23
“born again—not from perishable seed but from imperishable.” Christians who believe that salvation is permanent assert that 1 Peter 1:23 is one of the verses that presents evidence that when a Christian is saved, their salvation is permanent and cannot be lost or undone. However, people who believe that salvation is not permanent say that 1 Peter 1:23 does not support the permanence of salvation. What is behind the two opposite opinions? The debate revolves around what exactly is the “imperishable seed,” because the identity of the seed affects the meaning of the verse.
If the imperishable seed is the gift of holy spirit that is created inside an individual when they are saved, then 1 Peter 1:23 supports that Christian salvation is permanent. However, many people believe the imperishable seed is the Word of God and thus the “seed” has nothing to do with what God puts inside the believer when they are saved. Stated another way, if the imperishable seed is the gift of holy spirit, then the verse tells us what God puts inside the believer when they are saved: they get holy spirit created in them. However, if the imperishable seed is the Word of God, referring to the fact that the person is born again “through the living and enduring word of God,” then the verse actually does not mention what God puts “in” the person when they are born again; it really only states in two different ways that a person gets born again via the Word of God.
The Greek words translated “imperishable” and “seed” are not helpful in this debate. The Greek word translated “imperishable” is aphthartos (#862 ἄφθαρτος), and it refers to “imperviousness to corruption and death; imperishable, incorruptible, immortal.”[footnoteRef:3030] The Greek word translated “seed” is spora (#4701 σπορά), and it means “the sowing of seed,” and by extension, “seed.”[footnoteRef:3031] Both sides of the debate believe the “seed” is “imperishable.” The issue is what is the seed? Is it the holy spirit (Trinitarians would say, “the Holy Spirit”), or is it the Word of God? [3030:  BDAG, s.v. “ἄφθαρτος.”]  [3031:  BDAG, s.v. “σπορά.”] 

The uses of “seed” in the Bible are not really helpful in determining what the “seed” is here in 1 Peter because in the Bible, “seed” is used in a number of different ways: the seed of plants (Gen. 1:11; Matt. 13:31); human babies; progeny (Gen. 15:3; Matt. 22:24); the Word of God (Luke 8:11); the children of God (Rom. 9:8); Jesus Christ (Gal. 3:16, 19), and the thing that is born in us and remains there (1 Pet. 1:23; 1 John 3:9), which we will learn is the gift of holy spirit.
Although the word “seed” itself is not helpful in determining what it refers to, thankfully, the verse itself, the remote context, and the scope of Scripture are very helpful indeed. Also, in studying the New Birth and God’s “seed,” it helps to keep in mind that the Christian New Birth is a spiritual reality, not a physical one, so our physical vocabulary cannot exactly describe it, even though it can get close.
The verse itself points to the fact that the “seed” and “Word” are different things. The sentence, “for you have been born again, not from perishable seed, but from imperishable, through the living and enduring word of God” contains two prepositional phrases that modify the verb anagennaō, “born again.” The first phrase is a compound prepositional phrase, literally from the Greek: “Not from [ek; “out from, from”] seed perishable but imperishable.” The evidence in the verse is that this ek refers to origin since seed originates birth and since ek is used with a verb of begetting, and that conclusion is supported by remote context and scope. Our New Birth comes “out from” the seed. The second prepositional phrase, “through [dia] the…word of God,” uses the preposition dia, which here means “through” and refers to agency.
1 Peter 1:23 is saying we are born again “from” the seed and “through” the Word of God. Thus it seems apparent that the two prepositional phrases are expressing different things: origin and agency. We will see below that the holy spirit in us is the seed that produces (origin) our New Birth, while the holy spirit is put in us “through” our belief in the message about Jesus.
There are some verses that give us great help in understanding our New Birth and God’s seed. In fact, God uses four different Greek words to refer to the Christian’s New Birth. The common one is gennaō (#1080 γεννάω), which occurs almost one hundred times in the New Testament (cf. 1 John 5:1). However, the next three Greek words for birth only occur in the Epistles to the Church and nowhere else. That makes perfect sense when we understand that the New Birth started on the Day of Pentecost (Acts 2), and is for the Administration of Grace. In 1 Peter 1:3 and 1:23, the Greek word is anagennaō (#313 ἀναγεννάω), which means “born again,” and is from the Greek prefix ana, “again,” and gennaō, “to give birth.” Titus 3:5 uses a different word, palingenesia (#3824 παλιγγενεσία), which is from palin, “again” and genesis, which is “genesis” or “origin. It means to have a new genesis or new origin, which we understand is a “new birth.” The third word is in James 1:18, and it is apokueō (#6126 ἀποκυέω), from the Greek prefix apo, “away from,” and kueō, “to be pregnant,” and it means “to give birth to.” The New Birth is such an important event in the life of a Christian, and God so badly wanted us to understand its implications, that He used four different Greek words for “birth” to communicate it effectively to us.
Scripture is very clear that in the New Birth, God is the Father who gives birth. James 1:18 says, “he [God] gave birth to us.” God gives birth to us, which is why dozens of verses say God is our “Father.” There are also many verses that say we are children (or “sons”) of God, and there are also verses that say we are “born of God” (cf. 1 John 3:9; 4:7; 5:1, 4, 18).
Also in the New Birth, Scripture reveals that what is born inside the Christian is God’s gift of holy spirit. God is holy, and God is spirit, and what is born in the believer is His very nature, holy spirit. Every Christian is born of God and gets God’s nature, which is why the Bible says that every believer has holy spirit (1 Thess. 4:8; 1 John 3:24; 4:13; Acts 2:17; 10:44; Rom. 8:15; 1 Cor. 2:12; 7:40; 2 Cor. 1:22; 5:5; Gal. 3:2). The Christian is sealed with holy spirit (Eph. 1:13-14) and it lives in us (Rom. 8:9, 11; 1 Cor. 3:16), and because it is born in us individually and becomes part of us, the Bible sometimes calls it “our spirit” (Rom. 8:16; 1 Cor. 14:14). In fact, it is because the holy spirit is born in us and is part of us, and because Christ manifests himself in us through the holy spirit, that Scripture can say we have “Christ in you, the hope of glory” (Col. 1:27). God puts His gift of holy spirit in us by an act of creation, which is why Christians are called “new creations” (2 Cor. 5:17). Furthermore, it is because the holy spirit is the very nature of God that becomes part of us that 2 Peter 1:4 says we are “partakers of the divine nature.” God’s divine nature in us is why Christians are called “holy ones” (usually translated “saints,” cf. Rom. 1:7).
That it is God’s gift of holy spirit in us that changes us and gives us a new holy nature is confirmed in Titus 3:5. Titus uses one of the other Greek words for the new birth, palingenesia, which refers to our new origin, and says it is “by holy spirit.” Titus 3:5 says “he [God] saved us…through the washing of a new origin and renewal by holy spirit,” The word translated “new origin ” is palingenesia, and it is our “new birth,” so here we see that God puts His holy spirit in us and it is by that holy spirit that we have rebirth and are made “new” and thus have a new, divine nature.
So Scripture says we get born again, and we are sealed with God’s very nature, holy spirit. Is that holy spirit the “imperishable seed” of 1 Peter 1:23? There is evidence that it is. Note that in the context of the New Birth, the Bible says that it is God’s seed that is born in us, remains in us, and changes us. 1 John 3:9 says, “No one born of God continues to commit sin because His seed remains in him….” So in the New Birth, the “seed” remains in the person, and we have seen in many Scriptures that the gift of holy spirit is “in” the believer. Jesus himself said that when he spoke to his apostles about the holy spirit and said that it “will be in you” (John 14:17). Although some commentators say the “seed” is the Word of God, the Word of God is not born in us like the gift of holy spirit is.
We can understand why God’s gift of holy spirit would be called His “seed,” because it comes from Him and is his very nature. In human birth, the father gives his seed, which carries his nature. That same truth applies in the New Birth. God’s “seed,” holy spirit, carries the very nature of the Father and is why each believer has a new, divine nature.
Once we understand that the gift of holy spirit is the seed in us, we can also understand why it is called the “seed.” Seed has life in itself and produces growth and change. The holy spirit is called “seed” because it gives spiritual life and is what produces the change in us when we are born again. The gift of holy spirit is not the thing that is born again; the holy spirit is created in us, but it is we humans who are born again—our entire self gets a new origin, a new beginning, a new birth. The “seed” in us, the holy spirit, produces the change in us and makes us “new.” This is why Peter says we are born again “from” imperishable seed.
As we saw above, the word “from” (“of” in many English Bibles) is a translation of the Greek preposition ek, which means “from, out from, out of” (a number of English Bibles have “from,” not “of,” cf. the BBE, CEB, CJB, NAB, NET, and NJB). When God puts His seed, holy spirit, in us, it spiritually changes us dramatically and immediately. For example, we immediately become children of God (1 John 3:1-2). Also, because the gift of holy spirit was created in us, we immediately become a “new creation” (2 Cor. 5:17). Also, since we have holy spirit sealed in us (2 Cor. 1:22; Eph. 1:13-14), we are “body, soul, and spirit,” instead of just “body and soul.” We also immediately have a new, divine nature (2 Pet. 1:4). Also, we immediately become citizens of heaven (Phil. 3:20), and in God’s eyes are already glorified (Rom. 8:30) and seated with Christ in heaven (Eph. 2:6). Besides all that, as well as changing us immediately, the holy spirit works in us to conform us into the image of Christ. Our new nature battles with our old nature to make us more like Christ (Gal. 5:17).
So, Christians have God’s “seed,” holy spirit, created inside them, but what did they do to get it there and be born again? 1 Peter 1:23 tells us. A person receives the gift of holy spirit and gets born again when they believe the message about Christ, which is written in the Word of God. That is why 1 Peter 1:23 says that the New Birth comes “from” imperishable seed but “through the Word of God.” That God gives birth to us “through” the Word of God is also stated in James 1:18: “he [God] gave birth to us by means of the word of truth.” The Bible has many verses that teach that a person gets born again by hearing the message about Christ and believing it (cf. Acts 4:4; 13:48; 14:1; 17:2-4; 28:23-24; Rom. 10:13-15; Eph. 1:13; James 1:18; 1 Pet. 1:23). So the “imperishable seed” is holy spirit, and we get it “through” believing the Word of God. There are commentators who say that the “from (ek) the seed” and “through (dia) the word” are the same, but as we have seen above, they are not.
In summary, then, we get “born again” when we hear and believe the message about Christ, which is why our New Birth is “through the Word of God.” At the moment of our New Birth, God becomes a literal Father to us because He gives birth in us by putting His “seed,” holy spirit, in us. That gift of holy spirit remains in us, becomes part of us, and makes us into a new person. Because of it we are born anew and have a new origin; it instantly gives us a new divine nature and we go from being sinners and dead in sin to being “holy ones” and alive with Christ.
One very great value in understanding that the “imperishable seed” that God creates in us is the gift of holy spirit is that it shows that our salvation is permanent. Human birth is permanent but can be short because we die. However, when we are “born of God,” and what is born in us is “imperishable,” then we have assurance that our salvation is permanent and we can live forever.
The imperishability of the seed we get from God is not just stated in the text, it is emphasized by the figure of speech ellipsis. After saying we are not born of “perishable seed,” the text says, “but of imperishable,” leaving the word “seed” off by ellipsis. In the figure of speech ellipsis, the word that is actually in the text (“imperishable”) is emphasized; while the word that is omitted (“seed”), is deemphasized. God really wants us to understand that the seed we have is “imperishable,” so He used ellipsis to emphasize it.
As an addendum, it is worth noting that the proper interpretation of 1 Peter 1:23 is hard to find in commentaries. The verse is confusing to many lexicographers and commentators (which makes it hard to check this verse in lexicons and many commentaries), because almost no scholar recognizes that it is the gift of holy spirit that is born in individual believers.
Almost every commentator believes the “Holy Spirit” is a “Person” in the Trinity, and that contributes to their not seeing what the verse is saying, and results in them arguing over whether the “seed” is the “the Holy Spirit,” or “the word of God.” For example, Wayne Grudem mentions both as possibilities, saying, “the Holy Spirit is active in causing regeneration (cf. John 3:5-8; Titus 3:5), and the word of God is the means God uses to awaken new life in the individual.”[footnoteRef:3032] [3032:  Grudem, 1 Peter [TNTC].] 

Grudem comes very close to seeing the truth when he sees that Titus 3:5 is important in understanding 1 Peter 1:23. It seems likely that if he knew that “holy spirit” was not a “Person,” but rather it was the nature of God that was born in us and “remains” in us, that he would have understood why our “regeneration and renewal” comes “by the holy spirit” (Titus 3:5). Nevertheless, he did not see past his Trinitarian theology and concludes that it is “the word” that must be the seed. However, as we have seen above, the “seed” is the gift of holy spirit that is sealed in us and produces our New Birth.
[For more information on Christian salvation, see Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation.” For more on the holy spirit, see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?” For more on the New Birth being a new origin, see commentary on Titus 3:5. For more on our new, divine nature, see commentary on 2 Pet. 1:4.]
 
1 Peter Chapter 2
1Pe 2:1
“and...and...and.” This is the figure of speech polysyndeton, “many ands,” in which each point is emphasized.[footnoteRef:3033] [3033:  See E. W. Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 208, “polysyndeton.”] 

[See Word Study: “Syndeton.”]
“put away all malice.” There are a number of bad traits the believer is to put away (cf. Eph. 4:25; Col. 3:8).
1Pe 2:2
“the pure milk of the word.” The Greek adjective logikos (#3050 λογικός) is related to logos, word. There is quite a controversy over this word. Some commentators and versions attest it should be translated “spiritual” (ESV, NIV, RSV), while some hold that “spiritual” does not make as much sense here and thus assert that it is related to the Word (KJV, NASB, YLT). Robertson simply gives arguments from both sides without drawing a conclusion. Lenski argues quite forcibly that “Word-milk” (i.e., the milk of the Word) is the correct meaning, and the one to be preferred in this context, which refers to the Word in 1 Pet. 1:23 and seems to make more sense in reference to the babies in the verse, who were in need of “the milk of the word.” We have gone with “the pure milk of the word” because it does seem to fit the context well, and is more concrete than “spiritual milk,” which is not clear in its reference. It should be noted that the only other occurrence of this Greek word is in Romans 12:1, where it is most often translated “spiritual” service. However, first, if it is “spiritual” in the context of Romans 12:1 it need not necessarily be “spiritual” here. Second, perhaps “service related to the Word” would be better in Romans 12:1 also.
“pure.” The Greek word is adolos (#97 ἄδολος), which means, regarding people, “without guile, honest” and regarding things, “pure, unadulterated.” Interestingly, 1 Pet. 2:1 tells us to put away “guile” (dishonesty), and this verse, verse 2, tells us to desire the “guileless, honest” milk of the Word. The Word of God, unlike the words of man, contains no guile, no dishonesty.
1Pe 2:3
“you have tasted that the Lord is kind.” This is very close wording to the Septuagint of Psalm 34:8, “Oh taste and see that Yahweh is good. The Old Testament refers to God, whereas Peter refers to the Lord Jesus, and this adds weight to the idea that Jesus Christ was the image of the Father and did the Father’s will.
1Pe 2:5
“as living stones.” Peter uses illustrations that grab the attention of anyone familiar with the Old Testament worship. They used dead rocks, we are living stones; they worshiped at a physical house of God, we are the spiritual house of God; they had a priesthood, we are the priesthood; they offered physical sacrifices, we offer spiritual sacrifices. The verse contains, in the words of Lenski, a paradox: the believer is both the stones that make the house, the house, and the priesthood that worships in the house.
1Pe 2:6
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“put to shame.” See commentary on Romans 9:33.
1Pe 2:7
“the cornerstone. The Greek text reads, “the head of the corner.” That is, the stone with the most important place (see “cornerstone” in commentary on Matt. 21:42).
1Pe 2:8
“to this result they were also appointed.” The Calvinists and the advocates of free will have argued about this verse for centuries. The meaning is not that God predestined some people to disobey and suffer, but rather that God planned that those people who willfully choose to be disobedient will stumble.
D. E. Hiebert writes: “The clause seems to mean that those who willfully reject the message of God concerning Christ are destined to stumble as the just and inevitable consequence of their deliberate rejection. ...God has established Christ, the Living Stone, as His divinely appointed way for human salvation; He has also ordained that men cannot reject His provision with impunity.”[footnoteRef:3034] [3034:  D. E. Hiebert, 1 Peter: An Expository Commentary, 131.] 

1Pe 2:9
“chosen people.” The Greek word for “people” is genos (#1085 γένος) and it could be translated “family,” “class/kind,” or “group.”[footnoteRef:3035] The sense of the word simultaneously points to our common heritage from God as our Father, that we are within our own class as we are the Church, and that together we form a distinct group. The translation “race” is incorrect and unhelpful; the people of God are not set apart based on any racial terms (Gal. 3:28; Col. 3:11). [3035:  Cf. BDAG, s.v. “γένος.”] 

“a people for God’s own possession.” An allusion from Exod. 19:5; Deut. 7:6; 14:2; and 26:18.
“glorious attributes.” The Greek is aretē (#703 ἀρετή ar-et’-ay), which is a word with many meanings, including, “a virtuous course of thought, feeling, and action; virtue or moral goodness; any particular moral excellence, as modesty or purity.” Due to the many different meanings and shades of meaning in the word, translations vary greatly. “Praises” (KJV, NIV); “excellencies” (ESV, ASV); “mighty acts” (NRSV); “fame.”[footnoteRef:3036] “Glorious attributes” is contributed by Meyer.[footnoteRef:3037] “Greco-Roman publics would in the main be conditioned to hear a stress on performance, which of course would elicit praise.”[footnoteRef:3038] [3036:  Lenski.]  [3037:  Meyer’s Commentary.]  [3038:  BDAG, s.v. “ἀρετή.”] 

1Pe 2:10
“not a people.” The Greek phrase is ou laos (οὐ λαὸς, pronounced oo lah-'os), which, because Greek does not have the indefinite article (“a”), can mean either “no people” or “not a people.” The impact of this can only be fully understood when we realize that Israel was “the People of God,” and was referred to as “the People” (cf. Matt. 2:4; 26:3; Luke 19:47; John 11:50; Acts 4:8, 25; 12:11; 13:17; 21:28; 26:17, 23; 28:17; Rom. 15:10, 11; Heb. 7:11; 2 Pet. 2:1), and furthermore, Peter is primarily writing to the Jews in the dispersion (1 Pet. 1:1). Given that, why does he say that in time past they were not “a people.” The reference, and the Greek Peter uses, points to the fact that in the Old Testament Israel had rejected God (and continued to do so, as we see in them rejecting His Son, Jesus), and so as early as Hosea, God had said they were no longer His people and He would not be their God (Hos. 1:6-9).
By the time of Hosea, Israel and Judah had rejected God and broken the covenant over and over. God wanted to make that clear to Israel, and so He commanded Hosea to be a “living picture” of God and Israel: God commanded Hosea the prophet, who represented God, to go marry a prostitute, representing Israel, and have children by her (Hosea 1). Her first child, a boy, God called “Jezreel,” which in that context meant “God scatters,” a prophecy of the future of Israel. Her second child, a daughter, God called “Lo-ruhamah,” which meant “No Compassion” (or No Mercy). Her third child was called “Lo Ammi,” which meant “Not My People.” Although God indicated He would bring Israel and Judah back in the future, the fact that Israel was conquered and scattered by the Assyrians and Judah was conquered and scattered by Babylon showed the truth of what God said through the prophet. Although God gathered a remnant of Judah in the time of the Persian dominance of Judah, as we see here in Peter the real restoration of both Israel and Judah came as individuals believed in Jesus Christ; and there will also be a future restoration of the Old Testament believers of Israel and Judah at the Resurrection of the Righteous.
There were Gentiles mixed in with the Jews of the dispersion, and Peter’s words do not exclude them. While Israel was “the People,” in stark contrast, the Gentiles did not even classify as people; they were “no-people,” and certainly not “a people.” The double meaning of the Greek makes exact translation into English difficult. If we translate the phrase as “no people” or “no-people” (cf. ASV, RV, Rotherham, RSV), we get the extra-derogatory sense that a non-Israelite did not even classify as a person. If we translate the phrase as “not a people” (ESV, HCSB, KJV, NASB, NET) we get that before the saved Gentiles were brought into God’s family, they were not “a people,” not a group that God even recognized. Both “no people” and “not a people” apply in this situation, and the Greek has the advantage that the one phrase means both things, so a Greek reader could see both meanings at once. In contrast, we in English have to pick a reading to go in the text, and explain that there can also be a second meaning.
Through the work of Jesus Christ, and the faith of believers, both Jews and Gentiles become the people of God.
[For more on the gathering of Israel and Judah at the First Resurrection, see commentary on Acts 24:15.]
1Pe 2:11
“soul.” In this verse, the word “soul” encompasses several of its meanings. Fleshly desires wage war against our mental state, our attitude and emotions, and against “us,” against our persons.
The Greek word often translated “soul” is psuchē (#5590 ψυχή, pronounced psoo-'kay), and psuchē has a large number of meanings. Any good Greek lexicon will show many of the ways that psuchē can be translated. For example, some of the meanings in the BDAG Greek-English Lexicon are: that which animates animal and human life; life; that which possesses life; the person himself; and the seat and center of the inner human life in its many and varied aspects, which includes desires, the seat of enjoyment, and the emotions and feelings. As well as our emotions and feelings, psuchē includes our attitude.
[For more information on “soul” and its uses, see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
1Pe 2:12
“make sure.” The verb is technically “having,” thus, “having good behavior,” but because it is linked in the sentence with the imperative apechesthai (abstain; 1 Pet. 2:11), it also has an imperative force.[footnoteRef:3039] See commentary on 1 Peter 2:15, “of senseless people.” [3039:  Cf. J. R. Michaels, 1 Peter [WBC].] 

“in a case when.” The Greek phrase en hō (“in which”) indicates a more concrete situation that Peter has in mind than simply the hypothetical scenario represented by the temporal adverb “when.”[footnoteRef:3040] There was a general suspicion, contempt, and even hatred for Christians among the pagan Greeks and Romans, and thus it was not so much as “sometime when” (if) a pagan would speak against a Christian, but “in a case in which,” basically assuming that persecution would occur. Thus there is a presumption that persecution was not just a possible scenario, but a very real and very likely circumstance that Peter’s readers would experience. [3040:  Cf. Michaels [WBC]; J. N. D. Kelly, The Epistles of Peter [BNTC].] 

“your way of life among the Gentiles.” This is more evidence that Peter’s primary audience is the Jewish Christians in the Dispersion.
“in the day of visitation.” Peter is drawing upon a common Old Testament expression. God “visits” when He comes and intervenes in a person’s life for blessing or judgment (see commentary on Exod. 20:5).
1Pe 2:15
“For doing this is the will of God.” This sentence seems to point both backward and forwards, and the scholars argue over it. It is by submitting to authorities that we do the will of God. And it is the will of God that we do good and thus silence foolish people.
“put to silence the ignorance,” We cannot put to silence ignorance. What is put to silence is ignorant speech. In this case, ignorance is put by metonymy for words that are spoken in ignorance.
“of senseless people.” This is referring back to the Gentiles in 1 Pet. 2:12, who speak evil against Christians as evildoers. The Greek has the article, the foolish men.[footnoteRef:3041] In their ignorance, men like this will speak against the church as evildoers in order to justify not becoming Christians. God tells us to live in such a way that evil speakers may see our righteous behavior in the very areas they are speaking against us, and that by our doing good we may silence their accusations and rob them of their excuses. [3041:  Vincent, Word Studies, 1:646.] 

1Pe 2:16
“Live as free.” The grammar of this phrase is difficult because the Greek phrase simply starts “as free.” Scholars have suggested many different translations and ways of constructing the sentence, including tying it back to 1 Pet. 2:13, or connecting it with the next verse, 1 Pet. 2:17. Thankfully, the point of the verse is clear. A common, and logical, construction is that the opening phrase is a kind of ellipsis, the verb being left out to emphasize “free.” In that case, “Live as free” is a good translation.
The Roman world was acutely aware of the value of freedom and the burden of being a slave. Peter uses that awareness very powerfully here. He starts in 1 Pet. 2:13 by saying we are to be subject to, or submit to, human authorities such as kings and governors, which would indicate we were like slaves, but then he moves forward to “as free people” in verse 16 to emphasize that we are actually free, but then makes the seemingly ironic statement that we are slaves of God. Christians live in the irony that we are “free” in Christ but “slaves” of God, bought and paid for with the blood of his Son.
“slaves.” The Greek word is doulos (#1401 δοῦλος), and it was used both of slaves and servants. Here, “slaves” fits best since it is being used in contrast to people who are “free.”
[For more information on doulos, see commentary on Rom. 1:1, “servant.”]
1Pe 2:18
“Household servants.” The Greek word is oiketēs (#3610 οἰκέτης), and it literally means one who is a member of a household (from oikos, house). However, it was used of household slaves and servants (cf. Eph. 6:5, which is similar).
“masters.” The Greek is despotēs (#1203 δεσπότης) which means master or lord, and it refers to someone who has legal control and authority over others, such as subjects or slaves (cf. 1 Tim. 6:1; Titus 2:9). See commentary on Luke 2:29.
“respect.” The Greek phobos is often translated “fear,” but here “respect” seems to be more appropriate, even though there is an element of “fear” in respect in the ancient world.
“reasonable.” See commentary on 1 Timothy 3:3.
“cruel.” The Greek word is skolios (#4646 σκολιός), and it literally means “crooked” or “curved” and was used of roads and rivers [it is the origin (via new Latin) of the English word scoliosis, a curvature or crookedness of a body part, often the spine]. However, skolios was widely used metaphorically to refer to people who were “crooked.” Exactly how any given person who was being discussed was “crooked” was usually easy to tell from the context of the conversation. However, in this verse, an exact meaning is not being referred to, but rather the verse is referring in a general way to any “crooked” way a master was being toward a household slave. This makes the verse very difficult, and accounts for the multitude of different ways that different English Bibles translate the word. The meaning includes: being unfair, unjust, dishonest, unscrupulous, surly, harsh, unreasonable, cruel, etc. The TDNT captures the meaning in this verse: “In 1 Pet. 2:18, the term is perhaps a general ethical concept denoting the perverse master to whom slaves must still show respect. Yet there may also be a specific reference to pagan masters who are still enslaved in idolatry.”[footnoteRef:3042] The immediate application in this verse is household servants, most of whom were slaves. However, we must see the wider Christian application of this verse, which is anyone who is subject to another according to the laws of God and man. This would include children, employees, etc. Christians are to submit to, and show respect to, those who are over them, even if those people do not actually deserve that respect by the way they live. [3042:  Kittel, Theological Dictionary of the New Testament.] 

1Pe 2:19
“finds.” The verb “is” could be properly supplied, but the phrase would be somewhat awkward in English.
“because of their conscious awareness of God’s will.” The word translated “conscious awareness” can be either “conscience” or “consciousness” (the Greek is suneidēsis, #4893 συνείδησις), and the context seems to favor “consciousness,” that is, their active awareness of God and thus God’s will as well. The word “will” is added in italics at the end of the verse to bring out the clarity of this meaning. Having a “consciousness of God” is to have an awareness of His will.
1Pe 2:21
“For you were called to this endurance.” The Christian is called to live a holy life, and in this world of sin, which is under the sway of the Devil, living a holy life involves suffering.
“so that you follow.” The Greek hina (“so that”) demands a subjunctive verb, but that does not force a subjunctive sense onto the sentence; that is a sense expressed by “might” or “may,” i.e., “that you might follow.” Instead, the sentence has a broad meaning: because of the example of Christ, we “could” (can) follow him, and we “should” follow him (the English versions differ). But in any case, Christ never intended us not to follow him; he set an example so that we do follow him.
1Pe 2:24
“tree.” The Greek word is xulon (#3586 ξύλον, pronounced 'zoo-lon) and it means a tree, log, a piece of timber (1 Cor. 3:12), a piece of wood (Rev. 18:12), or something made from wood such as a beam, a cross, a club (Mark 14:48), or even the stocks that Paul’s feet were placed in (Acts 16:24). However, xulon can mean “tree,” and Peter is making the point that the religious leaders had taken the Messiah and hanged him on a “tree” as if he were accursed of God. That does not mean it was a literal tree that Jesus was crucified on, and Peter’s audience understood that. (See commentary on Acts 5:30, “tree”).
“by whose wounds you were healed.” This quotation from Isaiah 53:5 is a promise of future healing. It is a fairly common idiom in the Hebrew and Aramaic languages that when an event was absolutely going to happen in the future, it was spoken of as if it had already occurred in the past. This idiom is often referred to as the “prophetic perfect.” This linguistic feature may have been started due to the fact that it is sometimes hard to express that a future event is certain to happen.
Many times when we simply say something “will” happen, it does not happen. One way the Semitic languages avoided that problem and communicated that a future event was really going to happen was by idiomatically speaking of an event as if it already had happened. In the Old Testament, dozens of verses about future events are written in the past tense, and that is the case here in 1 Peter 2:24 (because it is a quote of Isaiah), and also with some other New Testament verses such as Ephesians 2:6.
[For more explanation and examples of the prophetic perfect, see commentary on Eph. 2:6.]
The phrase, “And by his bruises we were healed” (JPS Tanakh translation) is Isaiah’s prophecy and promise of future healing. Peter’s quotation of Isaiah is not word for word, and for example, he changes “we were healed” to “you were healed,” but that is presumably so the Gentiles in Peter’s audience were included. Nevertheless, the quotation is exact enough to be clearly recognized as a genuine quotation.
Isaiah’s statement was a promise to Israel that in the future, in the Messiah’s kingdom, everyone would be healed by the Messiah. At the time Isaiah wrote (around 700 BC), Jesus had not yet paid for the sins and sicknesses of mankind, and it is obvious from history that at the time of Isaiah, everyone was not healed, nor were they all healed when Christ came, nor are they all healed today. But total healing for every saved person is promised in the future.
Israel was awaiting their Messiah, and they knew from their own Hebrew language and idiom that Isaiah was promising that at some point in the future the Messiah would heal everyone (that is, every saved person who was in the Messianic Kingdom). Isaiah’s promise that the Messiah would heal people was an “absolute” promise, that is, it was a promise that in the future the Messiah would heal everyone, period. He would not just heal “those who had faith to be healed,” or those for whom God had a special purpose. He would heal everyone. This point becomes very clear when all the prophetic books—Isaiah and all the other Old Testament prophets—are read.
It is very important to understand the prophetic perfect idiom and what Isaiah was saying because Peter is quoting Isaiah and bringing the force of what Isaiah was saying forward to us. Thus 1 Peter 2:24, in quoting Isaiah, is saying that everyone’s healing is still assured. Peter was not changing what Isaiah said. Isaiah was making a promise that at some point in the future everyone would be healed, and Peter is reaffirming that promise. It is important to understand Isaiah’s promise because many people in the “Faith Movement” believe that 1 Peter 2:24 gives people a right to claim healing now. That is not true. That “right” did not exist in Isaiah’s time, and it does not exist now just because Peter quoted Isaiah. The evidence of that fact should be apparent because many people, even those who have demonstrated great trust in God throughout their lives, get sick and are not healed by “faith” (trust). In fact, many people who have been miraculously healed in their lives and therefore should have great faith for healing, are not healed of subsequent sicknesses. Neither the grammar of the text, nor the context, nor human experience supports the teaching that Christ’s work on the cross means people can now “claim their healing by faith.” That does not mean that Christ does not heal some people now—he certainly does (more on that later), but 1 Peter 2:24 does not confer upon people the right to “claim healing,” it is a promise that in the future everyone will be healed.
When we read what Isaiah and the other prophetic books say about healing, it is clear that they did not promise healing at the time they were written, but promised that healing would come in the future, in the Messianic Kingdom. In fact, the prophecies of physical healing are part of the larger prophetic picture of “healing” that will happen in the Messianic Kingdom. According to the prophecies about Jesus’ future kingdom on earth, not only people, but animals, the ground, and even bodies of water will all be healed, and the earth will become a Paradise once again. Furthermore, this will not happen piece by piece over a long period of time as people have faith, but will happen all at once on “that day,” the Day when Christ establishes his kingdom on earth. Note, for example, how Isaiah 29:17-19, and 29:24 tie together the healing of people, the land, and even social ills:
Isaiah 29:17-19, 24: “17Is it not yet only a very little while and Lebanon will be turned into a fruitful field, and the fruitful field will be regarded as a forest? 18In that day the deaf will hear the words of a book, and the eyes of the blind will see out of obscurity and out of darkness. 19The afflicted will find joy in Yahweh once again, and the poor among humankind will rejoice in the Holy One of Israel. 24And those who err in spirit will come to understanding, and those who grumble will accept instruction.”
The prophets painted a wonderful picture of the future Messianic Kingdom on earth.
· There will be no war (Isa. 2:4; 9:4-7; 60:18; Hos. 2:18; Mic. 4:3, 4; Zech. 9:9, 10).
· The believers will be healthy, not sick (Isa. 29:18; 32:3,4; 33:24; 35:5,6; 57:19; Jer. 33:6; Mal. 4:2).
· The land will be healed so there will be no hunger (Isa. 25:6; 30:23-26; 32:15; 35:1-7; 41:18-20; 44:3; 51:3; Jer. 31:5,11-14; Ezek. 47:1-12; Hos. 2:21,22; Joel 2:18-26; Amos 9:13).
· Mankind will live safely on the earth (Isa. 11:6-9; 32:18; 54:14-17; 60:11,17,18; 65:17-25; Jer. 23:4; 30:10; 33:6; Ezek. 28:26; 34:25-31; Mic. 5:4,5; Zeph. 3:13-17).
· The house of Israel will know God (Isa. 29:23, 24; Jer. 31:33, 34; Ezek. 11:18-20), and Christians will “know fully” (1 Cor. 13:12).
· The gift of holy spirit will be poured out from heaven (Isa. 32:15; 44:3; Ezek. 39:29; Joel 2:28, 29; Zech. 12:10).
· The people will be holy and blessed, and there will be joy (Isa. 4:2-5; 35:10; 51:3; 60:1-22; 61:4-11; 62:1-12; 65:17-25; Jer. 30:18,19; 31:4,12-14).
But how was that wonderful kingdom to come to pass? How were these promises to be made available? After all, the world is in the sad shape that it is because of the sin of Adam, and how could that sin be atoned for? That is where the great prophecy of Isaiah 53 comes in, because it tells us that the Messiah would pay for the sins of the world and make healing available. Isaiah 53:4-6, 10-11 says, “4Surely he has borne our sickness and has carried our suffering, yet we have considered him plagued, struck by God, and afflicted. 5But he was pierced for our transgressions, was crushed for our iniquities. The punishment that brought us peace was on him, and by his wounds we are healed. 6We all like sheep have gone astray. Everyone has turned to his own way, but Yahweh has laid on him the iniquity of us all. 10Yet it pleased Yahweh to crush him. He has caused him to suffer. If his soul makes itself a guilt offering, he will see his seed. He will prolong his days, and the pleasure of Yahweh will prosper in his hand. 11After the suffering of his soul, he will see the light and be satisfied. My righteous servant will justify many by the knowledge of himself, and he will bear their iniquites.”
Notice how much of the prophecy of Isaiah 53 is in the past tense as if it had already happened. However, as was stated above, that is not because the promises were somehow fulfilled in the past, before 700 BC, but rather because of the prophetic perfect idiom, which is in the text to show us that the promises are guaranteed to come to pass at some point in the future.
Although neither Isaiah 53:5 nor 1 Peter 2:24 somehow confer the “right” to “claim” healing today, God and Jesus do heal. We see that in the book of Acts, and 1 Corinthians 12:9 mentions “gifts of healings.” Many factors play into healing, including trust (faith), the principle of sowing and reaping, the spiritual battle, the fallen nature of the world, and the will of God. That is one reason people, even people who have great trust in God, are sometimes healed and sometimes not.
Another reason we know we cannot just “claim” healing is that sickness is a consequence of sin, and we cannot just “claim” that our sins have no consequences. When we read 1 Peter 2:24 we see that the first phrase in the verse, which is about sins, and the second phrase, about sicknesses, are parallel. Jesus bore our sins and healed us by his stripes. The fullness of both of these phrases will be seen in the future.
When Jesus went to the cross, he certainly bore our sins. Yet this does not mean that right now we do not sin or have no consequences for Adam’s sin and our own sin. The fullness of Christ’s work in atoning for sin will be seen in the future. Furthermore, if a person sins and is in jail, he cannot “just claim” that there would be no consequence to his sin and immediately somehow be out of jail. Similarly, a couple that sins and commits adultery leading to the woman’s getting pregnant cannot “just claim” the sin has no consequence, or a person who sins and commits murder cannot suddenly repent and “just claim” that the sin has no consequence and that life return into the dead body of the person who was murdered. We cannot “just claim” that sin has no consequence. Sickness is a consequence of sin: sometimes our own sin, sometimes our parent’s sin, sometimes someone else’s sin, and sometimes just Adam’s sin. So just like with the consequences of other sins, we cannot “just claim” that sickness be gone.
Many people who are sick have been made to feel badly about themselves, as if they have no faith, simply because they have not been divinely healed. Job’s miserable comforters had personal beliefs that led them to conclude that Job had a “secret sin,” and they berated him for it even though Job was innocent—it was the beliefs of Job’s friends that were wrong, not Job. Similarly, many people who belong to churches that teach “if you have faith you will be healed” end up acting like Job’s miserable comforters and, although their intentions are good, they often badger, berate, criticize, shun, or even attack other church members who do not get healed of physical and/or mental ailments. Paul warns us: “But if you bite and devour one another, watch out that you are not consumed by one another” (Gal. 5:15).
Another confirmation that we do not have the “right” (the ability) to “claim” healing at will is that the language that would support that kind of doctrine is not in the Bible. For example, it is common to hear people who think they can claim healing and other blessings from God say, “I am believing for….” But that language is not in the Bible. The simple fact is that phrases such as “believe for,” “believing for,” or “believed for” do not occur in the Bible—anyone can use a concordance and find that out for themselves. In contrast, the phrase “pray for” occurs many times. The difference between “believe for” and “pray for” is important. If I can “believe for” things, then I have the power, which is what the Faith Movement teaches. But if I have to ask God for things and “pray for” them, then He has the power, which is what the Bible teaches. Thankfully, when we pray to God and trust in his power and mercy, God can move in the spiritual world and get us what we are praying for. Actually, many people who receive from God do so, not because of “their believing,” but because they so faithfully prayed for what they wanted.
Someone might say, “But often when people got healed in the Bible, Jesus said, ‘Your faith has made you whole,” so the person’s faith healed them.” We would answer that “faith” is “trust,” and to be healed, healing has to first be made available by God, which we usually know via revelation. Once healing has been made available to a sick person (which he will usually know by receiving revelation about it), he must then have faith (have trust) in order to appropriate the healing to himself. Jesus did not heal people without revelation first, and we cannot “just claim” healing for ourselves when we are sick. If that were the truth of Scripture, then life would testify to it. However, life shows us that even people who are known for their godliness and faith are not able to “just claim” healing for themselves or others, but that they sometimes get sick and must be healed by doctors and/or let the body heal itself.
The truth is that we usually do not understand why one person is healed and another is not, or why a person is healed of one illness but not a subsequent illness, or why a person who is immediately divinely healed of one illness, say the flu, does not also have his teeth and eyesight completely restored at the same time. But this we know: the Word of God has promised many times, and 1 Peter 2:24 is one of them, that there will come a time in the future when every single person will be healed of every single sickness, and we should look forward to that great day with great anticipation.
[For more on “faith,” “trust,” and the modern Word of Faith movement, see Appendix 2: “‘Faith’ is ‘Trust.’” For more on the Millennial Kingdom and what it will be like, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” A very helpful book in understanding the modern “Faith Movement” and how and why it differs from the actual teaching of the Bible is: A Different Gospel by D. R. McConnell.]
1Pe 2:25
“you have turned.” The verb epistrephō (#1994 ἐπιστρέφω) can be translated as “returned” or as “turned.”[footnoteRef:3043] But even if the verb is understood as “returned,” the verse is not saying that the people were once with the Shepherd, abandoned him, and now “returned.” The idea would be that the sheep went back to where they were created to be, with their shepherd. [3043:  Cf. BDAG; Thayer; s.v. “ἐπιστρέφω”; see also CJB, NLT, Lenski.] 

“souls.” The Greek word often translated “soul” is psuchē (#5590 ψυχή, pronounced psoo-'kay), and it has a large number of meanings, including the physical life of a person or animal; an individual person; or attitudes, emotions, feelings, and thoughts. Here it is used more broadly of the individual himself, but including life and his thoughts and emotions. Jesus watches over every aspect of our lives.
[For a more complete explanation of “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
 
1 Peter Chapter 3
1Pe 3:1
“In the same way.” The Greek word is homoiōs (#3668 ὁμοίως, pronounced hō-'moy-ōs), and it means “in the same way, likewise, in like manner.” This is one of the places where starting a new chapter (1 Pet. 3:1) can detract significantly from the meaning of the Bible. Most people read, “In the same way,” but seeing the new chapter act as if there is a new subject and do not really take the time to ask themselves, “in the same way as what,” and then read back to the start of the subject, which is 1 Pet. 2:18, “household slaves.” The section of 1 Pet. 2:18-25 is about household slaves who have “crooked” masters, and how those slaves should behave in a godly manner in less-than-ideal circumstances. So now 1 Pet. 3:1 starts “in the same way,” and instructs women in how to behave when they are married and are in less-than-ideal circumstances. Thus what is said about the women in 1 Pet. 3:1-6 is in addition to how God has told the household slaves to behave in 1 Pet. 2:18-25.
“submit.” The verb is hupotassō (#5293 ὑποτάσσω), (see commentary on Eph. 5:21).
“won over.” The Greek verb is kerdainō (#2770 κερδαίνω), in this context meaning to gain, to win, to win over. Paul uses this word in 1 Corinthians 9:20-22 when he speaks of winning the lost for Christ. So this verse is not simply saying that a wife could win over her husband to good behavior, although that is included, but that the conduct of the wife could lead her husband to salvation.
“without a word.” The Greek text reads more literally, “without word.” The text is not saying “without the Word,” for no person comes to Christ without believing the Word of God. However, that would also mean that the text cannot be literally saying the wife is not to speak to her husband about God and Christ and therefore be “without a word,” because that is not what the Bible says either. In this case, “without word” means without arguing or nagging about the behavior of the husband. The main point that Peter is making is that the way people live their lives can be just as powerful, and even sometimes be more powerful, than what they say.
1Pe 3:2
“reverent.” The Greek literally reads, “in fear.” We feel it is most likely a dative of manner and thus is functioning as an adverb. Lenski, however, takes it as the general “fear of God” spoken in 1 Peter 1:16-18. He is right, though, that the behavior of the wife is not necessarily directed solely toward the husband but is also an act of reverence to God.
1Pe 3:3
“must not be merely external.” The apostle Paul wrote about women modestly adorning themselves in 1 Timothy 2:9. The addition of “merely” comes from Greek usage. The Bible is not saying that women should not pay attention to how they look or pay attention to their hair and jewelry. Everyone, men and women, must get their worth from being obedient and acceptable to God, not from outward things such as a beautiful look.
1Pe 3:7
“In the same way.” The Greek word is homoiōs (#3668 ὁμοίως, pronounced hō-'moy-ōs), and it means “in the same way, likewise, in like manner.” When we read, “In the same way,” we must stop and ask ourselves, “in the same way as what?” To answer that question we will have to go back and find the start of the subject and then read to ascertain what God is trying to tell us at that point. Then we add that understanding to our understanding of what God is telling us in 1 Peter 3:7. In this case, the start of the subject is all the way back to 1 Peter 2:18, “household slaves.” The section of 1 Peter 2:18-25 is about household slaves who have “crooked” masters, and how those slaves should behave in a godly manner in less than ideal circumstances. As we continue to read, we find that 1 Peter 3:1 also starts with, “in the same way.” That section of Scripture (1 Pet. 3:1-6) is instructing women on how to live godly lives in less than ideal circumstances, such as with an unbelieving husband.
We might be confused at first when we see that this section of Scripture written to husbands begins, “in the same way.” This is due to the fact that there does not seem to be a connection between husbands and household slaves and wives, because the slaves and wives seem to be in a submissive position that husbands are not in. In fact, some commentators have tried to explain away the natural meaning of “in the same way,” by saying in this verse the phrase is only transitional and does not have its ordinary meaning. Commentators such as those assert that husbands are not to submit to wives (cf. notes in ESV Study Bible). But in fact, the Bible says that husbands are to submit to their wives in some areas of the relationship. For one thing, in the Church, husbands and wives are to submit to one another (Eph. 5:21), and although men lead the family, the woman is the “house despot,” (see commentary on 1 Tim. 5:14, oikodespoteō, #3616 οἰκοδεσποτέω, which means to rule a household).
In any marriage, the man has certain authority and accompanying responsibilities, and the woman has certain authority and accompanying responsibilities. A man who has an unbelieving or ungodly wife has to learn to live with her in a godly way just as a Christian household slave or godly wife has to learn how to be respectful to an unbelieving or ungodly master or husband. Also, if a husband is simply a tyrant in the house, and does not care about the family or listen to the wife and children, although there may be obedience in the household, there will not be warmth and the family love that really makes life enjoyable and places the husband and wife in agreement, something important in light of the last phrase of the verse about prayers. In fact, if the husband acts like a tyrant in the house and does not show the mutual submission that the Bible says is part of the family structure, he is in fact ignoring this verse by not living with his wife “in a knowledgeable way,” and certainly not showing her honor, which he could do in part by recognizing the authority God has given her in the house and submitting to that authority.
“husbands.” This verse starts a new subject, that of “husbands.” The section and subject, living godly in less than ideal circumstances, started speaking about household slaves in 1 Peter 2:18, then referred to wives in 1 Peter 3:1, and now is referring to husbands.
“in a knowledgeable way.” The Greek is kata gnōsis (κατά γνῶσις); literally “according to knowledge.” The idea is “according to what you know and understand about your wife and her situation.” This can be ascertained from the context. The word gnōsis means both knowledge and understanding, the exact meaning depending on the context. It would not be a bad translation lexically to simply have “live with your wives with understanding.” However, in our culture today, to have “understanding” of someone in the context of an intimate relationship places the emphasis on the mutual mental agreement, accord, and understanding that the couple has for each other. Thus, the modern way we would think about the verse, it would mean the man would “understand” the woman, i.e., what makes her happy, what upsets her, etc. That is one of the meanings in the verse, but there are other important meanings that must not be overlooked. The problem in this verse is that “knowledge” must be understood in light of the biblical culture, not our present one.
The unspoken context of this verse is the biblical culture, which presented significant obstacles for women, and especially any woman who did not have the support of a husband or strong family, and this is confirmed by the use of the phrase “weaker vessel.” The woman was the “weaker vessel,” the one who was less capable of sustaining herself without the support of a husband and family (see commentary on “weaker vessel”). For most of history, women have been abused and ignored by men. At the time of Christ, for example, a woman’s testimony was not even valid in court. That kind of thinking about women ignores the very reason for their creation, that they were to be a helper suitable for man (in contrast to the animals that had been created earlier on day six and were not suitable helpers to man). The New Testament teachings of Christ and the other apostles elevate women in a way that they had never been elevated before. For example, the NT formally recognized that a woman had her “own” husband (1 Cor. 7:2). This negated the polygamy of many ancient cultures, and turned the acceptable sexual dallying of the men in the Greco-Roman culture into “sexual immorality.”
The husband is to live with the wife “in a knowledgeable way,” which means a true knowledge, not the so-called knowledge of women that was accepted as truth in the pagan culture of the first century, that women were inferior to men. The husband who is a man of God must ascertain God’s perspective and heart for women, and also know and act upon that knowledge. In Christ there is neither male nor female because when a person, either male or female, gets born again, that person receives the gift of holy spirit and becomes a spiritually powerful child of God. It is the gift of holy spirit inside a person that gives him or her a holy nature (cf. 2 Pet. 1:4) and enables him or her to walk in the power of the manifestations of holy spirit as set forth in 1 Corinthians 12:7-10 (see commentary on those verses). To be truly knowledgeable of his wife, the husband must understand her physically, mentally, emotionally, and spiritually. If he does, he will honor her naturally. If he does not, he should honor her because this verse commands him to until his knowledge grows to the point the honor is an effortless outflow of his knowledge of her.
In one of the sad turns in history, as the Church developed, the Christian men gradually again reduced the women to subservient roles in the Church, society, and even their own house, and these views were supported by misunderstanding of the text of Scripture (see commentaries on Rom. 16:1; 1 Cor. 7:2, 14:34; 1 Tim. 2:11, 12).
“showing.” The Greek is aponemō (#632 ἀπονέμω), and the definition given in BDAG captures the sense very well: “to grant that which is appropriate in a relationship, assign, show, pay.” It is appropriate for husbands to give honor to their wives for who they are and what they do even as it is appropriate for women to respect and submit to the husband (1 Pet. 3:1ff). This word, “give,” or “grant that which is appropriate,” again strikes out against any culture or system that says women are of little value. It is one more way God elevates women: He shows that they are worthy of honor, and it is a serious mistake, with serious consequences in the Church, family, and society, to fail to see that women are worthy of the honor God says they should be given (see commentary on “honor”).
“honor.” The Greek word is timē (#5092 τιμή, pronounced tee-'may), and it has meanings that relate to price and “honor.” It means the price or value of something, ascribing a value to something, or the price that is paid for something, and it also means “honor,” the honor that someone has or is given, the honor a person has because of their rank or position, or the honor that someone is shown out of respect or reverence.
In the first-century culture, which was an “honor-shame” society, honor was a major part of the fabric of society. To be worthy of honor was a tremendous privilege, while to be dishonored was a huge disgrace. For example, to be asked to “move down” in place because you had taken the seat of one more honorable than you was a big disgrace (Luke 14:8-10). The Pharisees and experts in the Law loved the places of honor in the synagogues and at the feasts (Matt. 23:6; Mark 12:39). God will honor those who serve Jesus the Son (John 12:26). Christians are to honor those who deserve honor (Rom. 13:7), and elders who serve in the Church well are to be considered worthy of double honor (1 Tim. 5:17).
Because we do not live in an “honor-shame” society, it can be difficult for us to understand how it worked, but since the first-century culture was an “honor-shame” society, we will not really understand the Bible until we do understand it. John Dickson writes: “Honor was universally regarded as the ultimate asset for human beings, and shame the ultimate deficit. ...humility was rarely, if ever, considered virtuous. ...Much of life revolved around ensuring you and your family received public honor and avoided public shame....Humility before the gods, of course, was appropriate, because they could kill you….But humility before an equal or a lesser was morally suspect. It upset the assumed equation: merit demanded honor, thus honor was the proof of merit. Avoiding honor implied a diminishing of merit. It was shameful.”[footnoteRef:3044] [3044:  John Dickson, Humilitas: A Lost Key to Life, Love, and Leadership, 86, 88, 89.] 

In the Semitic and Greco-Roman culture of the time of Christ, it was dishonoring (a shameful act), for a person to lower himself before someone who was of equal or lesser status. The thinking of the NT era toward a humble person was expressed well by Aristotle, who thought of a humble person, not as someone who was virtuous, but as “the weak and insipid man who poses no threat.”[footnoteRef:3045] When we understand the “honor-shame” society of the first century and see it in light of this verse in Peter, we can see that this command of God for men to give “honor to the wife, as to the weaker vessel,” went totally against the grain of the culture. By giving honor to the woman, the woman must be honorable. If a woman was not honorable, then to give her honor was a shameful act. [3045:  Dickson, Humilitas, 89.] 

Women were generally held in dishonor in both the Semitic culture and the Greco-Roman culture. They were considered to be physically, mentally, morally, and emotionally inferior to men. Thus, for a man to “honor” his wife in the biblical culture would lower the man in the eyes of the society around him. Thus this verse became one more command of God that caused Christians to have to make a choice between obeying God and following their culture (cf. commentary on Rom. 12:2).
We must realize that when God said in this verse that husbands were to give “honor” to their wives, the words would have had a huge impact upon both the men and women—a much larger impact than they have in Western societies which are not honor-shame societies and which do not think of women as inferior. For the women, this command elevated them in the eyes of their families and society. For the men, it usually dishonored them in the eyes of the society around them. But for both the men and women who were believers, it taught that humility was not a weakness, but a virtue.
Sadly, historically, this command to honor wives was ignored. We would expect that the pagan culture would pay no attention to it, but it did not take long after the original apostles died for the Church to again take the attitude of the surrounding culture. Thus, by the time of the post-Nicene Church fathers, women were again considered inferior to men. Any supposed “honor” they were shown, which usually showed up as either decoration ( i.e., fancy clothes, etc.), protection, or the respect demanded of children and/or people of less status in society, was not the real honor of actual participation in the Church, society, and the family that God intended.
Men and women, and husbands and wives, are to honor each other, for we are all “vessels” created by God, each with its own abilities and purposes, none more valuable to God than another (cf.1 Cor. 12:22-25; Rom. 12:10).
“weaker vessel.” The Greek translated “weaker” is asthenēs (#772 ἀσθενής), which means “weak, sick, infirm,” and the Greek word for “vessel” is skeuos (#4632 σκεῦος ), which literally can refer to a container of any material, the context determining the meaning of the container, and it can also refer more generally to “things” or possessions (cf. Matt. 12:29). Skeuos was used figuratively for the human body, which holds the soul (life), and that is its use in this verse and others in the NT (cf. Acts 9:15; Rom. 9:22; 2 Cor. 4:7; 2 Tim. 2:21). We must notice that in this verse, both the man and the woman are “vessels,” and thus the creations of God who need to be obedient to Him.
In this verse, the woman is referred to as the weaker vessel, and the meaning of that phrase is simple and straightforward: the woman is not as physically strong as the male. However, also the phrase was used in the Greek culture for the effect of that weakness; the woman was less capable of making a living on her own without family support.[footnoteRef:3046] Thus a woman without the support of a family or husband was often forced to survive by prostituting herself. [3046:  Cf. notes in A. Nyland, The Source New Testament, 465.] 

In the era before force-multiplying devices such as engines and equalizers such as guns, brute strength was essential for most of the things that led to survival: personal protection, plowing, transportation, and building houses. The need for protection was especially acute in ancient societies because police forces were almost unknown. People survived by being physically strong and by being part of a strong social system, usually a family. Thus, it made perfect sense culturally to compare a person or nation that was weak and unable to protect itself to a woman, as Egypt is in Isaiah 19:16. A woman on her own was very likely to be molested, which is why Boaz had to tell his reapers not to touch Ruth, a woman without family protection (Ruth 2:9).
We need to understand that the Bible referring to a woman as the weaker vessel was not derogatory in any way. It was a simple truth, and it was designed to get the attention of the husbands who were reading this passage of Scripture and point out in a gracious way that a woman needed and deserved the help and support of her husband to be safe and supported. Thus in this passage, we see God’s love for women and His desire to see them supported in areas where they need it so that they can then graciously and fully contribute the things that they have to offer the family, the Church, and society. In contrast to the ancient culture (and many modern ones) in which men do not take the time to understand their wives, or make the effort to genuinely support them, 1 Peter 3:7 commands men to get to understand their wives and the situation they are in and honor them, rather than using them or abusing them.
One of the terrible things that has happened in the Church when it comes to women is that the male-dominated Semitic and Greco-Roman culture surrounding the Christians was more influential than the actual text of the Bible. For example, Aristotle asserted that women were in every way inferior to men except sexually, and that kind of teaching and belief permeated the culture at the time of the early Church. Thus it did not take too many years for the Church to be dominated by men who once again reduced women to practically the status of slaves. Women were considered physically, emotionally, and even morally inferior to men (the writings of the Church Fathers make this abundantly clear), and thus women were excluded from positions of authority in all facets of life, even in their own homes. As the Church developed in the early centuries, it was even thought that sexual intercourse with a woman negatively impacted a man’s spirituality, which was a primary reason that the Church (later the Roman Catholic Church) came to have a celibate clergy.
Sadly, the attitude that women are inferior to men still continues in the Church. For example, based on Church tradition and the mistranslations of verses such as Romans 16:1; 1 Corinthians 14:34, and 1 Timothy 2:12, in many denominations women cannot be ordained or teach. Furthermore, there are Christian commentaries that assert that because the Bible says the woman is the weaker vessel, women are inferior to men in ways other than just physically (“‘Weaker’...refers to physical or emotional weakness”; Bible Knowledge Commentary, 1983; “Women are weaker in body than men, weaker also in mind...;” The Biblical Illustrator, 2006).
If the Church is ever to operate in the love of God and power of the holy spirit, we must recognize women as the gift they are and that God created them to be. God created people male and female (Gen. 5:2), and both sexes have giftings, responsibilities, and certain authority in the Church and family. The Church, the family, and society will never be everything God intended it to be until both men and women can and do walk in the fullness of what God has given them.
“so that.” The Greek phrase is eis to mē (εἰς τὸ μὴ), a phrase which, in this context indicates result, not purpose. It is perhaps more literally rendered, “to the end that,” but “so that” expresses the meaning well. The point is not that the man shows honor to the wife just so his prayers will be better answered, but rather as he lives with his wife in knowledge and honor, the result will be that his prayers are better answered.
“prayers are not hindered.” It is clear in both the Old Testament and New Testament that if a person lives in disregard of God and His commands, that person will not receive the blessings of God (cf. Deut. 31:16-18; Isa. 1:11-15; 58:1-9; 59:1-8; 66:1-4; Jer. 7:21-29; 14:10-12; Amos 5:21-24; Mic. 3:9-12; 6:6-8; Rom. 2:13-16; James 4:6; 1 Pet. 5:5). Jesus understood that, and so he told people that if they were making an offering at the altar in the Temple, but remembered that someone had something against them, they should stop making the offering and go be reconciled to the person. Then they could come back and finish offering the gift. (Matt. 5:23-24). From that, we see that Jesus understood Amos 5:24 and Micah 6:8, that righteousness and justice far outweighed sacrifice (i.e., religion, and all its “requirements”). Malachi 2:13-16 made it clear that if a man did not treat his wife in a godly way, God would not pay attention to his offerings, or accept them (Mal. 2:13).
Not only is the Bible clear that God will not look with favor on the offerings of anyone who disregards righteous and just behavior, the Bible also says that there is more effectiveness in prayer when more than one person is praying for something. “Again I say to you, that if two of you agree on earth about anything that they ask, it will be done for them by my Father who is in heaven” (Matt. 18:19). A husband who does not live with his wife in knowledge and honor will definitely be hindered in his prayer life both because he is not obeying God, and also because he is not “in harmony with” his wife, so they will not pray well together. It is a “happy coincidence” of language that the Greek word translated “agree” in Matthew 18:19 is sumphōneō (#4856 συμφωνέω) “to agree together,” and our English word “symphony” comes from the Greek word sumphōneō. When the husband and wife live together with love, respect, honor, and knowledge and understanding of each other, then they are like a beautiful symphony, each instrument different, but playing in tune with the other and making music together that is more wonderful than either instrument could make on its own. In light of the truth revealed in this verse, it is stupid for a man to live in disharmony with his wife if something could make the marriage better (sometimes this means the marriage needs the help of a trained counselor).
The context of this verse shows that “prayers” (proseuchē; #4335 προσευχή , the general word for prayer to God) is everything that any husband and wife would pray for in the course of marriage and life. Some commentators have suggested that the context dictates that the primary meaning of prayers here is prayers for the salvation of the wife (since 1 Pet. 3:1-6 seem to be primarily about an unsaved man, so this must be prayers for the wife), but that is not the meaning of the verse. The women were living in a culture that already elevated men, so Peter would not have to make the point that husbands deserved honor. Verse 7 notes that the wife is already an “heir together of the grace of [everlasting] life.” The men were living in a culture that so disregarded women that it would not occur to the man to give the woman honor, or consider his wife his primary prayer partner, which of course she is. She and the husband are “one flesh,” and in the eyes of God there is no more perfect prayer partner, nor are two people supposed to be more in agreement, more “in harmony,” than a man and his wife. This verse is not saying the man is to honor his wife so his prayers for her salvation are answered, it is saying that a man is to dwell with his wife in knowledge and honor so that she is in fact in harmony with him and his (and her) prayers are not hindered.
It is stated in the verse in the word “your” (plural in the Greek), that if the man and wife are not in harmony, her prayers are hindered too. But it should not be lost on us that as the head of the family, God places upon the husband the primary responsibility for there being harmony in the marriage. Nevertheless, wives can be disobedient too, and if a wife is in disharmony with her husband, she should not resist God, but do what it takes to come into harmony with him.
In closing the commentary on 1 Peter 3:7, it bears repeating and clarifying that it is commonly taught that the New Testament is oppressive toward women. Nothing could be further from the truth. Especially in light of the non-Christian first-century cultural attitudes toward women, the New Testament liberated women and elevated them to a status that they had never enjoyed before.
[For more on obedience and mercy being more important than offerings and sacrifices, see commentary on Matt. 5:24 and commentary on Amos 5:22. For more on God not hearing the prayers of people who are stubborn and unrepentant, see commentary on Prov. 28:9.]
1Pe 3:8
“having affection for God’s family.” Many verses tell us to take special care of fellow believers. For example, Galatians 6:10 says, “do good to all people, but especially to those who are of the household of the faith” (cf. 1 Peter 4:8; Gal. 6:10). Also, the Bible says we are to love and do good to “one another,” and the phrase “one another” refers to fellow Christians.
[For more on “one another” referring to other Christians, see commentary on Gal. 5:13.]
“humble-minded.” In the Greco-Roman world, humility was a disgrace, not a virtue. In that world, people were only humble when they were forced to be. It was Christ and Christianity that changed being humble from a disgrace to a virtue, and actually that change is one of the proofs of the reality and effectiveness of the life of Jesus Christ.[footnoteRef:3047] [3047:  John Dickson, Humilitas, 99-112.] 

1Pe 3:9
“insult for insult, but on the contrary, bless.” Paul did this himself (1 Cor. 4:12).
1Pe 3:10
“For whoever wants to love life and see good days….” 1 Peter 3:10-12 is roughly—not exactly—quoted from Psalm 34:12-16 (LXX: Ps. 33:13-17).
“to love life and see good days.” The “life” here is everlasting life, and although those days will be good days, and this implies that the future will be wonderful, it also seems that rewards for people who make an effort to live godly and obedient lives is in the author’s mind. Godly behavior results in rewards in the coming Kingdom (see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10).
“deceitful speech.” Cf. BDAG’s translation, “speak deceitfully” and NIV: “deceitful speech.” Literally, the Greek reads, “keep your lips…from not to speak deceit.” The word for deceit, dolos (#1388 δόλος), is a noun, so the sense is, do not speak any deceitful thing. The translation “keep your lips from deceitful speech” captures the meaning of “do not speak any deceitful thing.”
1Pe 3:11
“he must turn away from evil and do good.” The Christian life is not just a matter of passively living and not doing evil, it is also a matter of actively doing good.
1Pe 3:13
“who will harm you.” This verse is a proverb; a saying that is generally true but not always true. Although the reality is that most people will not harm you if you do what is right, there are evil people who will harm you if you do what is right, even if it is just out of envy (cf. 1 John 3:12). Some scholars believe that the verse is about our everlasting life and that we cannot be truly “harmed” if we are Christian, and that is certainly part of the meaning of the verse. Persecutors cannot permanently “harm” Christians because they will still get up from the dead at the Rapture. However, in the context, the meaning of the verse includes that generally speaking, if a person does what is good, other people will not want to harm them. However, the context about suffering shows that good people do regularly suffer at the hands of evil people.
“zealous for what is good.” In the Greek the word for “zealous” is a noun and not the verb form. However, most versions read something like, “be zealous for what is good.” God is calling us to be zealous for what is good.
1Pe 3:14
“But even if you happen to suffer.” The Greek construction implies that people who do right do not normally suffer, but sometimes they do. It is, after all, a fallen world ruled by the Devil (see commentary on Luke 4:6).
“do not be afraid of them.” There is a question as to whether the genitive in this phrase is subjective (“their fear,” cf. KJV, NASB, NIV) or objective (“fear them,” cf. ESV, NAB, NET). The context of 1 Peter, however, strongly points toward the objective meaning, “do not fear them.” The book is very much about being persecuted and enduring under suffering. In the immediate context Peter is speaking of those who would “harm you” for doing good and “suffering for righteousness’ sake.” It would be a strange break in thought to say “do not fear what they fear,” but an encouragement to not fear them makes perfect sense. Interestingly, this phrase is alluding to Isaiah 8:12, which clearly has the subjective sense of not fearing what other people fear. In this case, Peter is not directly quoting from the OT passage but using its language to make a new point in his own context.[footnoteRef:3048] [3048:  R. C. H. Lenski, Interpretation of the Epistles of St. Peter.] 

1Pe 3:15
“Christ.” There is early and diverse manuscript evidence supporting the reading “Christ” instead of “God” (KJV). Beyond that, in this phraseology, the word “Christ” would have been less familiar to scribes than God, so they could have easily written “God” into the text by memory or mistake. The very strong manuscript support for “Christ” is why the vast majority of modern versions read that way.
“Always be ready to give an answer to everyone who asks you for a reason for the hope that is in you.” This is a command of God and should not be taken lightly. Christians have the high and holy privilege of witnessing to other people and bringing them to Christ. But that takes some preparation. Christians should take some time and think through how they personally would answer people who ask them about God, Christ, or their own choice to be a Christian. Helping someone to come to Christ and get saved is certainly one of the most important things a Christian can do, and so being prepared to do it by knowing some of the things you would say, and knowing where in the Bible some of the important verses about salvation are, such as Romans 10:9 or Acts 16:31, can be very helpful in leading someone to Christ. The Boy Scout motto is “Be prepared,” and that is good advice to Christians as well.
It is important to note that God is not asking Christians to become theologians and answer challenging questions about God or the Bible. Christians only need to be prepared to tell people why they came to Christ and answer basic questions about the Hope that they have. For example, a simple but good answer might be something like “I get to live forever in a wonderful place, in a wonderful new body with God, Christ, and wonderful people, and I am excited about it.” Unbelievers who have difficult questions about the Bible or theology need to be calmly directed to talk to professional clergy.
[For more on evangelism and bringing people to Christ, see commentary on Acts 1:8.]
1Pe 3:16
“so that in a case when you are spoken against.” For the translation, see J. R. Michaels, 1 Peter [WBC].
“put to shame.” It is important to understand the importance of bearing up under unfair circumstances with meekness and respect. Evil and self-centered people do not do that. If they are treated unfairly they make a huge fuss about it. But if Christians make a big fuss about it, then the unbelievers will think that you deserved what you got and will not be ashamed of their behavior. The example of love, kindness, and maturity is what can make an impact on the heart of an unbeliever.
For the translation “put to shame,” see commentary on Romans 9:33.
1Pe 3:17
“if that would be God’s will.” It may sometimes be the will of God for one to suffer for doing good. The next verse, 1 Peter 3:18, explains why by using an explanatory “for,” showing how it was God’s will for Christ to suffer to bring about the much greater good of bringing us to God (cf. 1 Pet. 4:1). The Greek of this phrase employs the figure of speech polyptoton—“if the will of God should will it.”[footnoteRef:3049] This structure deemphasizes God’s role in willing that one should suffer for doing good; it could have easily been written with theos (God) as the subject, “if God wills.” But by not making God the subject but rather the will of God the subject, He is a step removed from the action, giving the sense that He is slightly distanced from the statement. The philosophical notion of primary and secondary will is helpful for understanding this verse—God’s primary will is that no one should suffer, ever; but His secondary will is that, given the fallen situation, suffering must be permitted at times to achieve the greatest good. It is not contradictory for one to hold both wills simultaneously. Interestingly, God can will for one to suffer for good but not want it to happen. [3049:  Cf. Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 267, “polyptoton.”] 

Furthermore, the verb for “will,” thelō (#2309 θέλω), is in the optative mood, expressing scant possibility. Specifically, this is an instance of the Conditional Optative, “used to indicate a possible condition in the future, usually a remote possibility.”[footnoteRef:3050] This verse shows us that it may be the will of God that one suffers for doing good and yet simultaneously portrays this as a remote possibility, reminding us that we must never be too quick to claim God’s will as the cause of our suffering. (See also commentary on 1 Pet. 4:19). [3050:  Cf. Wallace, Greek Grammar, 484, 699-700.] 

[See Word Study: “Polyptoton.”]
1Pe 3:18
“unrighteous people.” The Greek text just says “unrighteous,” but the adjective is a substantive, so the object “people” is supplied.
“by the spirit.” That is, by the spirit that God put in him, and will also put in believers when He raises them from the dead. An alternate reading is “in the spirit,” which would mean “in connection with the spirit,” that is, in connection with the spirit that God promised believers that would empower them and give them everlasting life. Jesus was dead, and he came to life when God put spirit in him, giving him life.
Since Adam, the human body has been made alive, “powered” by “soul” (nephesh in Hebrew; psuchē in Greek). But “soul” can and does die, and the human body loses its life (the concept of the “immortal soul” is not in the Bible).
The Bible has a number of verses that indicate that when dead believers come to life at the resurrection, their bodies will be powered by “spirit” instead of by “soul.” For example, in Ezekiel 37, when God raises Old Testament believers from the dead He says, “I will put my spirit in you and you will live” (Ezek. 37:14). In John 6:63, when Jesus is speaking of the resurrection from the dead, he said, “It is the spirit that gives life; the flesh profits nothing.” Like in Ezekiel, it is the spirit in the resurrected body that gives it life (for more on John 6:62-63, see commentary on John 6:62).
1 Corinthians 15 is very helpful in understanding that “soul” and “spirit” both give life, but human “soul life” ends while the “spirit life” we will get from God will not. 1 Corinthians 15:42 gives us the context of what the next verses are about: “So it is with the resurrection of the dead.” Before we move forward about death and resurrection, however, it is helpful to understand that English is at a disadvantage when speaking of these things because we do not have the vocabulary in English to describe what the Greek is portraying, so we have to expand the English a bit.
After saying that the context is death and resurrection (1 Cor. 15:42), the Bible says that the body is “sown” (put in the ground; buried) as a “soul body” (1 Cor. 15:44), that is a “soul-powered body” (English does not have a good single word like the Greek psuchikos, which in this context refers to being animated by soul life). Corinthians is making a statement of fact: humans, who are animated by “soul” and thus have a “soul body,” die and are buried. But then 1 Corinthians 15 goes on to say that when people are raised from the dead, they will have a “spiritual body” (a pneumatikos body; perhaps the translation “spirit-powered body” would be clearer). Jesus had such a spirit-powered body. He was still flesh and bones after his resurrection (Luke 24:39), but he was not animated by human soul but by spirit from God, just like the resurrected believers Ezekiel mentioned will be and like Christians will be at the Rapture when we have a body like Christ’s body (Phil. 3:21).
In light of the information above, 1 Peter 3:18 becomes very understandable. Jesus was a human being and had a soul-powered body like every other human being. He was put to death in the flesh—his soul-powered body died. But, he was made alive by the spirit, when God put spirit into his dead body, just as God promised to put spirit into the bodies of other believers and bring them to life at their resurrection.
Jesus is the “firstborn from the dead” (Col. 1:18), and the fact that God raised Jesus from the dead should give great comfort and confidence to believers that they too will one day be raised from the dead to everlasting life.
[For more on dead people being dead in every way, see Appendix 3: “The Dead Are Dead.” For more on “soul” and the soul not being immortal see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’” For more on “spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
1Pe 3:19
“in which state.” This can also be translated, “at which time.”[footnoteRef:3051] Both are possible, and both make sense. Jesus went to the spirits in prison in his new, resurrected, spiritual body. It would have been much better for the Bible reader if 1 Peter 3:18-19 had not been broken into two verses. [3051:  Cf. Michaels, 1 Peter [WBC].] 

“proclaimed his victory.” Jesus was “put to death in the flesh but made alive by the spirit” as 1 Peter 3:18 says. That Christ was raised from the dead in a new spiritual body is in accordance with the pattern revealed in 1 Corinthians 15, which says that the flesh, which is corruptible, is changed (1 Cor. 15:52). The natural body is sown in death, and what is raised is a spiritual body, that is, a body powered by spirit instead of soul (see commentary on 1 Cor. 15:44).
Jesus was raised from the dead as a “life-giving spirit” (1 Cor. 15:45), or “in the spirit” (1 Pet. 3:18). What did Jesus do when he was raised from the dead and had a new, spiritual body? Sometime shortly after he was raised from the dead, he went to the “prison” where the spirits who had defied God before the Flood of Noah were held (the prison is called Tartarus; see commentary on 2 Pet. 2:4). In Tartarus, Jesus “proclaimed” (or “heralded”) his resurrection and victory to the imprisoned demons. The word “proclaimed” is the Greek word kerussō, “to be a herald; to officiate as a herald; to proclaim after the manner of a herald…to publish, proclaim openly something which has been done.”[footnoteRef:3052] To “proclaim victory.”[footnoteRef:3053] [3052:  Thayer, s.v. “κηρύσσω.”]  [3053:  BDAG, s.v. “κηρύσσω.”] 

It is sometimes taught that Jesus went to see the spirits in prison during the three days and nights between his death and resurrection, but that is not what the Bible says. Jesus died, then was resurrected in his new spiritual body, and it was in that new spiritual body that Jesus went to the imprisoned spirits: Jesus was “put to death in the flesh, but made alive in the spirit, in which state also he went and heralded his victory to the spirits in prison” (1 Pet. 3:18-19). During the time he was dead, he was really “dead,” and not alive in any form. 1 Peter 3:18-19 teach that he went “in spirit.” He got his spiritual body and became a life-giving spirit at his resurrection (1 Cor. 15:45), so it was after his resurrection that he went to Tartarus. Furthermore, he did not “preach” to these imprisoned demons, as if they could have believed and been released. They had defied God in the days of Noah by working to create a fallen race and were imprisoned as a result. The fallen race is called the “Nephilim” in Genesis 6:4 (see commentary on 2 Pet. 2:4). The Devil and his demons did their best to keep the Messiah from coming and to defeat God, but the Messiah came in spite of their efforts and won the victory for God, and to prove that to the demons in prison, Jesus went to Tartarus and heralded his victory to the demons there.
It is occasionally taught that the “spirits” in 1 Peter 3:19 are the disembodied spirits of unsaved people who are in hell. However, that is not the meaning of the verse. If the spirits of dead people were sent to hell, then all the spirits of the unsaved people of the Old Testament would have been there, not just the spirits of the unsaved people who died while Noah’s ark was being built, which is the time mentioned in 1 Peter 3:18-20 (cf. v. 20). Also, it is the teaching of Scripture that when a person dies, that person is totally dead and in the ground awaiting the resurrection.
[For more on dead people being fully dead—dead in every way, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.” For more on the spirits who are now in prison, in Tartarus, see commentary on 2 Pet. 2:4 and Jude 1:6.]
1Pe 3:20
“who were disobedient…in the days of Noah.” God announced in Genesis 3:15 that a Messiah would come who would destroy the Devil, and ever since that time the Devil has tried to prevent the Messiah from coming. One way the Devil tried to keep the Messiah from coming was to change the human race into an evil mutant race called the Nephilim (Gen. 6:4). The Devil did this by sending demons to genetically manipulate human females so that they would produce evil offspring in much the same way that the Devil and demons had genetically manipulated plants and animals so they would be thorny, poisonous, and harmful (Gen. 3:17-18). God’s response to the demons who caused the Nephilim was to put them into Tartarus, a “god prison.” Here in 1 Peter 3:20 the Bible tells us one of the times when the demons were actively producing the Nephilim, “in the days of Noah, during the construction of the ark.”
Those demons in Tartarus were imprisoned because they tried to keep the Messiah from coming by altering the human race into an evil race of Nephilim, but their scheme did not work. After his resurrection, Jesus “went and heralded his victory to the spirits in prison” (1 Pet. 3:19).
[For more on the “sons of God” who produced the Nephilim, see commentary on Gen. 6:2. For more information on the Nephilim, see commentary on Gen. 6:4. For supporting information on demons producing offspring via human women, see commentary on Jude 1:6. For more information on Tartarus, the “god prison,” see commentary on 2 Pet. 2:4. For more information on Jesus heralding his resurrection victory to the demons in prison, see commentary on 1 Pet. 3:19.]
“God patiently waited.” The Greek literally reads, “the patience of God waited,” which is a very poetic way to talk, using the figure of speech personification to personify God’s patience and emphasize how God’s “patience” waits patiently.
“souls.” Here, “souls” refers to people. This is similar to Acts 2:41.
[For a more complete explanation of “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
1Pe 3:21
“an appeal to God from a good conscience.” The desire for a Christian to be baptized is not about removing dirt from the body, but should come out of a good conscience. This verse has been translated several different ways in the English versions, in part because theologians differ on the practice and purpose of baptism. Many theologians, for example, assert that baptism does not confer any spiritual reality upon the one being baptized but is a symbol, an expression of the good heart of the one who is baptized. Other theologians, however, say that the act of baptism actually confers salvation or some other blessing on the person being baptized. The evidence, both biblical and historical, is that baptism is only a symbol and does not confer any spiritual reality such as salvation. For one thing, there is no scripture that says baptism confers salvation, and also, many people are water baptized whose attitudes and behaviors do not change at all.
Christian baptism is a form of appeal to God for salvation. The one being baptized is publicly declaring that they are appealing to God for salvation through Jesus Christ. Also, however, the Greek word translated “appeal” is eperōtēma (#1906 ἐπερώτημα), and it can also be translated “pledge.” If the word is understood as “pledge,” then the meaning would be that when a Christian undergoes baptism, they are committing (“pledging”) to God out of a good conscience that they will submit to God and obey Him. It is quite possible that Peter is using eperōtema with the idea that both meanings apply, and that Christian baptism is an appeal for salvation and a public pledge to submit to God.
Whether an appeal, a pledge, or both, they are to come out of a “good conscience.” This is similar to 1 Timothy 1:5, which says that love is to come from a good conscience, and 1 Timothy 1:19 says the believer is to maintain a good conscience.
 
1 Peter Chapter 4
1Pe 4:1
“the same way of thinking.” The Greek is ennoia (#1771 ἔννοια), and means “the content of mental processing, thought, knowledge, insight.[footnoteRef:3054] For this verse BDAG has “same way of thinking.” This general definition is very good in this context. The KJV “mind” is not as good, because “mind” is generally translated from the Greek nous, and refers to the mind itself, not specifically the products of the mind. Also, while good, “purpose” (NASB); “attitude” (NIV); and “intention” (NRSV); all seem too specific, although the use of one English word to translate one Greek word is always a valuable goal and should be adhered to when possible. [3054:  BDAG, s.v. “ἔννοια.”] 

1Pe 4:2
“in the flesh.” This refers to the rest of your time that you are alive on earth, that is, “in the flesh.” Thus the phrase, “that you no longer live the rest of your time in the flesh,” means “that you do not live the rest of your life” following human desires, but following the will of God. We humans have a limited lifetime, and we should not debate when we will begin to follow the will of God rather than our human desires. We should begin to follow the will of God as soon as we know the will of God.
1Pe 4:3
“For you have spent enough time in the past doing.” The Greek is more literally, “For the time that has passed by is sufficient,” but that is not clear in English, but Peter’s meaning would have been very clear to a native Greek speaker. The Greek is unclear when translated literally, and that is why English versions are sometimes forced to nuance the translation to get the meaning into English. In this case, the NASB has tried to stay quite literal and has, “For the time already past is sufficient for you to have carried out the desire of the Gentiles.” While that is quite literal, it can be easily misunderstood. The text is saying that Christians should not do what Gentiles desire to do, but by translating the text as “carried out the desire of the Gentiles” it makes it seem that believers are obeying (“carrying out”) what the Gentiles want them to do, which is not what the text is saying.
“living in.” The Greek is more actually simply “go, proceed,” but the translation “going in unrestrained behavior” is unclear. The different English versions try to express the Greek and use “living in” (ESV); “carrying on it” (CSB); “walking in” (DBY); “behaving in” (NJB); etc.
“lust, drunkenness.” Both of these terms should be understood as collective singular. Meaning, they occur in the plural in the original Greek, but in English, the plurality is best represented in the singular. When someone commits lust on multiple occasions, in English, it is not proper to say that they, “live in lusts” but that they, “live in lust.” The singular can represent multiple occasions of “lust.”
1Pe 4:4
“flood.” The Greek word is literally “flood” or “overflow,” and in this case, it is referring to unbelievers acting out a “flood” (or overflow, excessive amount) of reckless actions. That is very often the case: unbelievers flood their lives with reckless, ungodly behavior. Believers are not to act like that, but are to be self-controlled and godly.
“reckless actions.” See commentary on “recklessness” in Titus 1:6.
“slander.” The Greek verb blasphēmeō (#987 βλασφημέω) means showing disrespect to a person or deity, and/or harming his, her, or its reputation.
[For more on blasphēmeō, see commentary on Matt. 9:3.]
1Pe 4:5
“They will give account to him who is ready to judge.” Many verses in the Bible point to the fact that on the Day of Judgment, people will have to give an account of how they have lived. (e.g., Eccl. 11:9; 12:14; Matt. 12:36; 16:27; Rom. 2:16; 2 Cor. 5:10; 1 Pet. 4:4-5).
[For more on Judgment Day and Jesus Christ being God’s agent and doing the judging, see commentary on Rom. 2:16. For more on the fact that on Judgment Day people will get what they deserve, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10.]
“the living and the dead!” Everyone who has ever lived will be resurrected from the dead. For Christians, both living and dead Christians will be raised at the Rapture and judged (cf. 1 Cor. 15:52; 1 Thess. 4:13-17; 2 Cor. 5:10). All the remaining dead people, both righteous and unrighteous, will be raised at one of the resurrections. The dead will be raised and judged (John 5:25-29; Rev. 20:4-6, 11-14.), and after Armageddon, any living person left on earth will be rounded up and brought before Jesus and judged at the Sheep and Goat Judgment (Matt. 25:31-46; see commentary on Matt. 25:32).
1Pe 4:6
“For this reason.” The reason is that every person will give an account to God, so they have to have had the chance to say “Yes” or “No” to the Gospel.
“are now dead.” The simple message of 1 Peter 4:6 is that the Good News was preached to some people when they were alive but by the time Peter wrote they were dead. To understand 1 Peter 4:6, it is important to read it in connection with 1 Peter 4:5, and to realize that it is making a very simple statement. 1 Peter 4:5 is about people who reject the Good News and persecute believers and will have to give an account for it. In fact, for quite a few verses back, God had been making a distinction between those who do not believe and will be judged and those who believe and are persecuted for it but will be vindicated. Eventually, every person will give an account of himself to God, and part of that accountability comes from being told the Good News, which is what verse 6 is saying.
The point being made in 1 Peter 4:6 is that there are some people who heard the Good News but who have died; they are now dead. Some of those people heard and believed, and some of those people heard and rejected what they heard. But the point is that everyone, whether dead or alive, is accountable for what they heard. However, this simple point is often completely misunderstood by Christians because most of them have been taught that when a person dies, his soul (or spirit) lives on after his death. In other words, according to orthodox Christian teaching, when a person dies they are not really dead, but simply disembodied; they have become a bodiless soul and are alive in heaven or hell. However, the Bible does not teach that a person’s soul or spirit lives on after they die, it teaches that when a person dies he is dead; totally dead in every sense of the word, and he is awaiting the Rapture or a resurrection.
[For more on dead people being actually dead, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.”]
The Amplified Bible does a good job with the translation and has a simple and accurate footnote. The text of the verse reads, “…the good news (the Gospel) was preached [in their lifetime] even to the dead….” The footnote reads, “Most commentators interpret this preaching to be a past event, done not after these people had died, but while they were still alive.” That is true. 1 Peter 4:6 is about people hearing the Good News while they are still alive, before they died. When people are dead they are totally dead, and cannot hear the Gospel.
The orthodox Christian teaching that when a person dies he becomes a disembodied soul (or spirit) causes problems in this verse because if the souls of dead people are going to be told the Good News, who would tell it to them? The standard answer is that Jesus Christ did it, and it is often taught that after Jesus died he told the Good News to the disembodied souls of people who had died before him and were in hell. People who teach that connect this verse with 1 Peter 3:19, about the spirits in prison, and often say those “spirits” are the disembodied spirits of dead people, which is not the case (see commentary on 1 Pet. 3:19). 1 Peter 3:19 is about the demons that caused the degradation of mankind before the Flood of Noah, it is not about Jesus preaching to the disembodied “spirits” of dead people. 1 Peter 4:6 is simply saying that people who are now dead have heard the Good News.
The word “dead” in Greek is nekroi, “dead ones,” and it does not have the article before it; in other words, it is not “the” dead ones, but simply “dead ones.” Thus, the text is saying the Good News was told to “dead ones,” meaning some of those who have died. This verse is not saying that every dead person has heard the Good News, only that some of them did.
It is not clear in the verse what Peter means by the “Good News.” It could mean the Good News of salvation through Jesus Christ, in which case the ones that heard before they died, but are now dead, are those that died relatively recently, after the Day of Pentecost. However, the Good News does not always have to be the Good News of salvation through Christ. Hebrews 4:2 speaks of the Old Testament Jews who had the Good News told to them but did not believe. Peter could be using Good News in that sense here, meaning the Word of God and salvation through believing it.
One lesson that Christians should take away from this verse is that it is always profitable to teach the Word of God. If people believe, they get saved; if people do not believe, at least they had an opportunity to believe and get saved, and they will be held accountable for the choice that they made on the Day of Judgment.
“are judged according to human standards.” The scripture is not specific about what the judgment is. From 1 Peter 4:4, the “judgment” could be persecution and being slandered for not acting like unbelievers, or it could go as being killed for the Christian Faith (thus “dead;” 1 Pet. 4:6). The reality being experienced by Christians likely includes both things.
“​they might live.” The Good News is preached so the people have an opportunity to believe and thus that they “might live.”
“by the spirit.” This is the same Greek construction as occurs in 1 Peter 3:18, where Christ “was put to death in the flesh but made alive by the spirit.” Here, although people are “judged...in the flesh, they might live...by the spirit.” Being made alive “by the spirit” is speaking of resurrection life and that it is due to the inner empowering holy spirit (see commentary on 1 Pet. 3:18).
1Pe 4:7
“the end [telos] of all things.” This is not referring to the utter end of all things, because life will go on in the new kingdom. The word teleute would have been the proper word for a temporal end; but the word here is telos, the “goal.”[footnoteRef:3055] BDAG defines telos as, “last in a series; the last part of a process; the goal toward which a movement is being directed, end, goal, outcome.”[footnoteRef:3056] The last part of the series of God’s great end goal has come; we are in the last part of the process, the Grace Administration, waiting for nothing but Christ’s return. (Compare NIV’s translation of telos in 1 Cor. 10:11: “The fulfillment [telos] of the ages has come.” [3055:  Lenski.]  [3056:  BDAG, s.v. “τέλος.”] 

1Pe 4:8
“be fervent in your love among yourselves.” The Bible commands us to be loving toward other Christians. (e.g., Gal. 6:10; 1 Pet. 3:8. For the many ways we are to be good to “one another,” i.e., other Christians, see commentary on Gal. 5:13).
“love covers a multitude of sins.” This a rough quotation—not an exact quotation—of Proverbs 10:12. That love covers over sins needs to be understood in light of the whole Bible. It does not mean that love hides criminal activity. It does not mean that love does not reprove and correct error. It does not mean that love forgives universally without consequences. But it does mean that love grasps the circumstances and covers what is appropriate to cover, and there is a lot of sin that is appropriate to cover. In covering sin, love shows how it is the opposite of hate. Hate relishes magnifying and publishing little wrongs or even things that are not wrong but which can be understood the wrong way.
1Pe 4:9
“hospitality.” The Greek literally means “being friendly or kind to strangers, showing hospitality.” The original idea was being kind to strangers, not just to one’s friends (see commentary on Rom. 12:13).
“one another.” The phrase “one another” occurs in the context of the community of believers, and while we are to be good to everyone, in the context of the New Testament Epistles, the commands toward “one another” are specifically to other believers. Christians are to be “especially good to the household of faith” (Gal. 6:10). It is very important for the richness of our lives together here on earth, for our personal growth here on earth, and for rewards in the next life, that each Christian needs to be “other-focused,” focused on others and how we can help them. The phrase “one another” occurs many times in the New Testament, stating and reinforcing that truth.
[For more on the “one another” commands, see commentary on Gal. 5:13, “one another.” For more on “love one another,” see commentary on John 13:34.]
1Pe 4:10
“one another.” The phrase “one another” occurs in the context of the community of believers, and while we are to be good to everyone, in the context of the New Testament Epistles, the commands toward “one another” are specifically to other believers. Christians are to be “especially good to the household of faith” (Gal. 6:10). It is very important for the richness of our lives together here on earth, for our personal growth here on earth, and for rewards in the next life, that each Christian needs to be “other-focused,” focused on others and how we can help them. The phrase “one another” occurs many times in the New Testament, stating and reinforcing that truth.
[For more on the “one another” commands, see commentary on Gal. 5:13, “one another.” For more on “love one another,” see commentary on John 13:34.]
“good stewards.” In this context, a “steward” is someone who manages the property of another.
“many-sided grace of God.” The Greek is poikilos (#4164 ποικίλος) and means, pertaining to that which exists in a variety of kinds or various modes, diversified, manifold, varied. Many-sided was used by Charles Williams in his New Testament and is used in a few other English translations as well. A less literal, but meaningful translation, comparing the grace of God to a gemstone, would be “many-faceted.” BDAG expands the translation but catches the meaning well: “the grace of God, that manifests itself in various ways.”[footnoteRef:3057] [3057:  BDAG, s.v. “ποικίλος.”] 

1Pe 4:11
“utterances.” The Greek word is logion (#3051 λόγιον, pronounced 'log-ee-on), and it is the diminutive of logos, “word” or “message.” Literally, it is “little words.” See commentary on Acts 7:38.
“to him.” That is, to God, not to Jesus.[footnoteRef:3058] The arguments are technical, and some scholars do disagree. But given that God is the creator and Christ the creation, and since the glory comes to God “through Jesus Christ,” the primary glory belongs to God. [3058:  Cf. R. C. H. Lenski, 1 and 2 Epistles of Peter; Peter Davids, The First Epistle of Peter [NICNT]; Meyer’s Commentary on the New Testament.] 

1Pe 4:13
“rejoice in so far as you are sharing in the sufferings of Christ.” The context of this phrase is the fiery suffering the Christians that Peter was writing to were suffering (1 Pet. 4:12). The sufferings of Christ that the Christians were sharing in were both historical and ongoing, because Christ suffers as his people suffer. People who experience suffering can tend to be resentful or feel abandoned as if God could somehow make their suffering come to an end. But in fact the fallen nature of the world and of humankind itself means that God cannot stop human suffering right now. He will stop it in the future but He cannot stop it now. What is happening now as God’s people suffer fiery ordeals, is that Christ is suffering along with them. In fact, no matter how intense the suffering anyone is suffering, Jesus Christ is right there with them suffering also. So although the temptation is to be angry, resentful, or distant from God and Christ when we suffer, if we properly understand the fallen nature of the world, the spiritual war that is going on between Good and Evil, and the unity that Christ has with his people, we can rejoice in our sufferings like the Bible tells us to. Being angry and distant with God does not stop suffering here on earth and it does not somehow give us a brighter future. If we can rejoice in our suffering we stay closer to God and Christ, set a wonderful example for others here on earth, and can expectantly look forward to a future in which we will dance and shout with great joy.
“be exceedingly glad.” The Greek word translated as the phrase “be exceedingly glad” is agalliaō (#21 ἀγαλλιάω), and in general it means, “to be exceedingly joyful” “be overjoyed,” “be glad,” “be very happy.” Louw-Nida says, “experience a state of great joy and gladness, often involving verbal expression and appropriate body movement.”[footnoteRef:3059] In the context of 1 Peter 4:13, BDAG has, “that you might shout for joy.”[footnoteRef:3060] This joy, shouting, and body movement paints a beautiful picture of the joy Christians will experience when we are with the Lord—there will be great joy, accompanied by joyful shouting and dancing. [3059:  Louw and Nida, Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “ἀγαλλιάω.”]  [3060:  BDAG Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “ἀγαλλιάω.”] 

1Pe 4:14
“spirit of glory.” The word “spirit” is not in the Greek text before “glory,” but it is properly supplied from the distributive noun. The Greek is literally “the of glory and of God spirit,” where the word “spirit” is being modified by both “of glory” and “of God.”
“that is.” The Greek kai is epexegetical, and can properly be translated “that is” (cf. CJB, NRSV, NET).
1Pe 4:15
“However.” It is important to have the contrast between 1 Peter 4:14 and 4:15, because in verse 14 it is okay if a person is insulted for Christ and thus suffers for it, but in verse 15 it is not okay to suffer as an evildoer.
1Pe 4:16
“Christian.” [For more information on the use of “Christian” in the New Testament, see commentary on Acts 11:26.]
“in bearing that name.” The name is “Christian.” Believers bear the name Christ in their designation as “Christians.”
1Pe 4:18
“if the righteous person....” Quoted from the Septuagint version of Proverbs 11:31 (although it is not a perfect quotation). The Hebrew reads, “If the righteous will be rewarded in the earth, how much more the wicked and the sinner!” (NASB).
“is saved.” This is not referring to the one-time event of the New Birth, but is referring to the process of living in the hope of salvation.
“while going through difficulty.” Christian salvation comes with difficulty, i.e., with suffering, as the context shows. If the righteous have to go through hard times in their salvation, and the sinners are sparing themselves that pain, what will become of them? Peter leaves the question unanswered for effect. R. C. H. Lenski writes that the Greek word molis means, “...‘with difficulty’ and refers to the hard time that persecution causes the Christian.”[footnoteRef:3061] Salvation is not easy or without hardship. It costs a person the suffering and persecution that go along with bearing the name of Christ. [3061:  Lenski, 1 and 2 Epistles of Peter.] 

“where will they appear?” The Greek is not, “what will become of the ungodly and sinner.” The Greek verb is “appear,” not “become.” The Greek is more literally, “the ungodly person and sinner, where will he appear?” The ungodly person and sinner certainly will not appear in the Resurrection of the Righteous and be on the new earth and in Christ’s Millennial Kingdom. 1 Peter 4:18 keeps the Hope of a wonderful future in front of the Christians in a subtle but powerful way. While it is true that Christians have much difficulty on earth, at least they are still saved in the midst of that difficulty and can look forward to appearing on a wonderful new earth where Christ is king. In contrast, the ungodly and sinners will not “appear” there at all.
Mark Dubis writes: “...the sinner will appear nowhere in God’s new creation.”[footnoteRef:3062] Meyer notes: “...pou phaneitai, ‘where will he appear?’ that is, he will not stand, but will be annihilated. The same thought as in Psalm 1:5.”[footnoteRef:3063] [3062:  Dubis, 1 Peter: A Handbook on the Greek Text, 156-67.]  [3063:  Meyer’s Commentary on the New Testament.] 

The unsaved will “appear” in the Second Resurrection and be thrown into the Lake of Fire (Rev. 20:11-15). It is at least worth noting that in Daniel 12:3, in the context of the resurrections in which people who are now asleep in the dust of the earth (that is, dead and buried), will arise, some to everlasting life and some to everlasting contempt, and the wise will “shine” (Greek OT: phainō; “appear, shine”) like the brightness of the expanse of heaven (Dan. 12:3).
[For more on the Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth” For more on dead people being dead in every way, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.” For more on death in the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
1Pe 4:19
“according to the will of God.” It is not God’s primary will for people to suffer, but we live in a fallen, sinful world and sometimes a person has to suffer in doing the will of God. God wants people to obey him, and sometimes we suffer for it. For example, 2 Timothy 3:12 says that everyone who lives a godly life will be persecuted. It is God’s will that people live godly lives, and God knows that because the Devil is the god of this age (2 Cor. 4:4) godly people will suffer. God would rather have His people suffer for godliness than attempt to escape the persecution and troubles by living an ungodly life, so our suffering can be said to be “according to the will of God.” There will be a day when the wicked will be punished and God’s people will live in joy in the Messiah’s kingdom. God promises: “and he [God] will wipe away every tear from their eyes, and death will be no more, neither will there be mourning, nor crying, nor pain, anymore; the former things have passed away” (Rev. 21:4). The joy we will have in the next life is the will of God for us for all time, but it is not available now due to the evil around us. There is more about the will of God and suffering in the commentary on 1 Peter 3:17.
“souls.” In this context, the “soul” refers to the human life. This is a similar use to Romans 11:3.
[For a more complete explanation of “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
“to do what is good.” “Good” is defined by God. Doing what is good is doing what is right according to God. We must be careful not to define “good” by the culture; God is God, not the “human majority.”
 
1 Peter Chapter 5
1Pe 5:1
“a partaker of the glory that is about to be revealed.” Peter writes that he is already a partaker of future glory. Peter trusted Christ and was born again, and as such he was confident he would partake of the future glory with Christ, and based on his confidence of future glory, he wrote about it as if it were already his. Peter Davids writes: “What is significant here is that he expects this so vividly that he considers himself already to be a ‘partaker’ of that glory.”[footnoteRef:3064] [3064:  Davids, The First Epistle of Peter [NICNT] (emphasis the author’s).] 

Peter knew Jesus Christ intimately, but the fact is that every Christian can know God and Christ well enough to feel just like Peter did, that they would be partakers in the future glory they will have personally and also the global future glory that they will participate in. Peter’s confidence is rooted in God’s promise-keeping character (Heb. 10:23). Since God always keeps his promises, and God has promised salvation to those who trust in Christ (Rom. 10:9; Eph. 1:13-14), Peter can speak of already being a partaker of the glory that has not literally come to pass yet, because he is so sure it will happen.
Although a few scholars have suggested that the glory mentioned by Peter here is the glory he saw in the Transfiguration, that suggestion is repudiated by most scholars because the glory mentioned here in 1 Peter 5:1 is not in the past but in the future.
[For more on salvation for Christians, see Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation.”]
1Pe 5:3
“those in your care.” The literal Greek is more like, “of the portions,” or “of the allotments.” That is, those given to an elder by “lot.” Many scholars think this refers to the possible structure of the early church and that certain house churches were assigned to certain elders. Although that happened as Christianity developed, it may not have happened as early as the writing of Peter, and Peter may have simply been using vocabulary out from his culture in the sense that often the Lord chooses people to fulfill certain callings, which are then carried out in various communities under a certain particular leader. Just as the apostles chose Matthias by casting lots because they believed that the choice to replace Judas was to come from the Lord and that he was at work rendering that decision, so too it is believed that the Lord chooses people for their ministries and places them in the Body of Christ, and where a person is serving is being expressed as a decision from the Lord as though that is their allotted place. Thus, the people in the care of an elder are said to be “alloted” to them by the Lord.
“an example to the flock.” The Greek reads, “an example of the flock.” The Genitive is a genitive of relation or reference, that is, an example in relation or reference to the flock.
1Pe 5:4
“the Chief Shepherd.” Jesus is the “Chief Shepherd,” shepherding both the shepherds he has appointed over others, as well as shepherding his flock in general.
When translating from one language to another, such as translating from Greek to English, there are some “happy coincidences” and also some times when literal translations can make understanding more difficult. An example of a “happy coincidence” occurs in Matthew 25:14ff in the parable of the talents. In the biblical world, a “talent” is a unit of weight (and hence money), and we understand that, but when translated into English a “talent” is also a unique ability that a person has been gifted with. So when teaching about the parable of the talents, a preacher can easily communicate to the audience that they best not waste the talents that God gave them, including both material possessions and personal abilities.
But just as there are “happy coincidences,” in translation, there are also times when the differences between the languages cause some of what the text is saying to be missed, and that is the case with “shepherd.” The noun “shepherd” (poimēn, #4166 ποιμήν) and the verb “shepherd” (poimainō, #4165 ποιμαίνω) are usually only translated that way by most English versions when the context clearly involves sheep or people metaphorically being referred to as “sheep.” This is especially the case when it comes to the verb “shepherd,” which is not translated that way by most English versions in the majority of places it appears, and instead, it is translated by words such as “feed,” “care for,” “tend,” “rule,” “look after,” and “herd” (cf. Acts 20:28; 1 Cor. 9:7; 1 Pet. 5:2; Jude 1:12; Rev. 2:27; 7:17; 12:5 and 19:15). Also, sadly, it has happened in English that the office of someone who “shepherds” other people is not translated as “shepherd,” but “pastor,” even though the Greek word is the same. Thus English readers lose the wonderful connection between Jesus, the “Chief Shepherd,” and the “shepherds” that he appointed to watch after his “sheep.” Ephesians 4:11 says that when Jesus ascended “he gave some to be…pastors (shepherds),” so in that verse we see the Chief Shepherd appointing other shepherds to help him with the work.
Anyone who works with sheep knows that it is impossible to look after a large flock without help. A large flock always had a “chief shepherd” and other “shepherds” who helped with the work. That is exactly the case with the Body of Christ, which has millions of individual sheep. Jesus is the Chief Shepherd, and he works closely with the shepherds (the “pastors”) he has placed in his Body. That Jesus is called the Chief Shepherd should be a great encouragement to anyone who is called to leadership in the Body of Christ, because it is clear that any shepherd can and should look to the Chief Shepherd for help, guidance, support, information, and whatever else is needed to shepherd the flock.
1 Peter 5:2 should help us understand more completely what it means to have fellowship with Jesus Christ (1 John 1:3) and why we can have an intimate prayer relationship with Jesus Christ. When shepherding a literal flock of sheep, both the chief shepherd and the hired shepherds work hard to have a personal relationship with the sheep such that the sheep know and trust them. It is only the laziest of hirelings who do not get to know the sheep and properly care for them. The same is true with God’s flock. Every godly earthly pastor (shepherd) works hard to have a personal and intimate relationship with the people he shepherds, and in fact, would not be considered a good pastor if he was removed and distant from his flock. So too, Jesus, the “Chief Shepherd,” works to have an intimate and personal relationship with his flock and is not distant from us. He promised, “I am with you always” (Matt. 28:20), and he is. We should not tackle life on our own without his guidance and help. No sheep would expect to tackle life without the shepherd’s help. Let us regularly and diligently look to Jesus for help and guidance.
In the Old Testament, the word “shepherd” was used of kings and leaders of the people (see commentary on Jer. 2:8).
“the crown of glory.” The “crowns” are special rewards that will be given out in the future Messianic Kingdom, and the New Testament mentions five crowns that God will give to those people who deserve them. The crown of glory is given to those who willingly shepherd God’s people, not because they are paid for it or because they are “lords” over a group of people, but because they are eager to serve and help people maximize their spiritual potential.
Christians can be very ungrateful and dissatisfied. Almost every leader has at one time or another been at his wit’s end about how to keep people godly and blessed. More than one pastor, elder, or overseer has resigned, not because he or she did not love God, but because it just seemed too difficult to work with people in the Church. There are even Old Testament records of God Himself being disgusted with His people’s attitudes and behaviors. At times He was on the verge of abandoning them altogether. God recognizes that it is hard and often thankless work to shepherd people, so He offers a crown to those who will carry out the task in a godly manner. Although it is easy to see how pastors and elders in churches have the opportunity to shepherd others and help them obey God and be Christlike, there are many people in the Body of Christ who help sustain the Body of Christ by shepherding others, even if it is just a few others. The crown of glory should not be thought of as a crown that only church pastors can achieve, any Christian can help Christ by figuring out ways to shepherd others in the faith and thus achieve the crown of glory.
[For a summary of all the crowns and more information on the incorruptible crown see commentary on 1 Cor. 9:25. For information on the crown of boasting see commentary on 1 Thess. 2:19. For information on the crown of righteousness see commentary on 2 Tim. 4:8. For information on the crown of life see commentary on James 1:12. For more information on rewards and punishments in the future kingdom, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10.]
1Pe 5:5
“the elders.” This is not simply older people, but those who have qualified by their age, experience, and godliness to be elders in the church (cf. 1 Pet. 5:1).
“God opposes the proud, but gives grace to the humble.” See commentary on James 4:6.
“one another.” The phrase “one another” occurs in the context of the community of believers, and while we are to be good to everyone, in the context of the New Testament Epistles, the commands toward “one another” are specifically pointing to other believers. Christians are to be “especially good to the household of faith” (Gal. 6:10). It is very important for the richness of our lives together here on earth, for our personal growth here on earth, and for rewards in the next life, that each Christian needs to be “other-focused,” focused on others and how we can help them. The phrase “one another” occurs many times in the New Testament, stating and reinforcing that truth.
[For more on the “one another” commands, see commentary on Gal. 5:13, “one another.” For more on “love one another,” see commentary on John 13:34.]
1Pe 5:7
“casting all your anxiety upon him.” This casting of cares upon God is directly related to 1 Peter 5:6. Today, we humble ourselves and we will be exalted in the future. Right now we live in a time when we suffer persecution for our righteous stand for the Lord, and during this time of suffering, we will have anxiety and cares. The proper thing to do in life is not to become fatalistic or bitter and resigned to trouble, but to cast our cares on God, because He does care for us.
1Pe 5:8
“opponent.” The Greek word is antidikos (#476 ἀντίδικος), and it has two meanings: to be constantly against as an enemy to; or to be an opponent in a court of law (thus, an “opponent at law”). The word antidikos occurs five times in the New Testament, and it refers to an opponent at law in Matthew 5:25 (cf. NASB in Matt. 5:25). But the other times were not necessarily in a legal situation, and so the translation “opponent” worked well. Although the Devil is constantly against God’s people, the context here in Peter favors the courtroom scenario.[footnoteRef:3065] The Devil may be an enemy all the time, but he cannot devour everyone all the time. The Bible makes it clear that the Devil is constantly looking for people he can devour, often people who have sinned against God. These he accuses in God’s court of justice. [3065:  Cf. BDAG, s.v. “ἀντίδικος.”] 

Contrary to what many Christians believe, the Bible does not show “God in control” of what happens in life. Instead, the Bible portrays the earth as a war zone and God’s army pitted against the Devil’s army. That is why the Bible calls God a “warrior” (Exod. 15:3), and portrays God as being angry and hurrying to fight the enemy when His people are in danger and cry out to Him (Ps. 18:1-15).
Furthermore, the Devil cannot just kill anyone he wants, there are limits to his unrighteous acts. However, in God’s court of justice, he is accusing people before God day and night (Rev. 12:10; cf. Zech. 3:1), and sadly, often those accusations are deserved.
The teaching that “God is in control” has so filled Christendom that people do not see the clear teaching in Scripture that our sins sometimes cause God not to be able to protect us from the Devil. God is a just God, and the Adversary demands justice when it suits his plans. For example, Peter sinned, and the Devil “demanded” to harm him in some way. In Luke 22:31, Jesus told Peter: “Simon, Simon, behold, Satan demanded to have you, that he might sift you like wheat.” On what basis did Satan “demand” to have Peter? He demanded “justice” for Peter’s sins. Jesus told Peter it was because he prayed for Peter that Peter was not handed over to Satan.
The legal nature of the struggle between God and the Devil is based upon God being a just God, and the Devil knowing that and using it to his advantage. In Exodus 24, God and Israel made a covenant that we call the Old Covenant (miscalled, the “Old Testament). When Israel broke the covenant, God brought a lawsuit against Israel. Micah 6:2 (HCSB) says: “Listen to the LORD’s lawsuit, you mountains and enduring foundations of the earth, because the LORD has a case against His people, and He will argue it against Israel.” In that verse, the Hebrew word rib (#07379 רִיב), “lawsuit, legal case, dispute, or quarrel,” occurs twice. In Hosea 4:1 the Bible says Yahweh has a lawsuit against Israel. From what we see in Job 1, Revelation 12, and other places, Satan would have been an aggressive prosecuting attorney against Israel. The people of Israel would not confess their sin and change, so God dissolved his marriage covenant, divorced Israel, and sent her away (Isa. 50:1; Jer. 3:8). Israel “lost” her case, and the Ten Tribes of Israel were conquered by Assyria, deported, and have never returned to their land, even to this day. The Bible shows that eventually the Devil will be the one judged in God’s court, and he will be condemned (Dan. 7:10).
Christians have long known that, in general, if they obey God there are things that go well for them that do not generally go well if they disobey God. This is not an absolute rule, because there is a spiritual war going on and evil does happen to good people. Nevertheless, it is such a well-established principle that many preachers say that when we sin, we “walk out from under the umbrella of God’s protection.” The effect is certainly real, but the Bible does not use “umbrella” language. What actually happens? According to the biblical text, God has a courtroom in heaven, and the Devil is constantly in it, accusing the believers. If a believer is humble and obedient to God, the Devil has no basis for the accusation and it generally goes nowhere. However, if a believer sins willfully over and over, eventually justice demands that God cannot extend supernatural protection and the Devil is free to move against the person.
This occurs over and over in the Old Testament, although the Hebrew text does not give the Devil the credit for the evil. The language of the Old Testament hides the actions of the Devil and attributes them to God via the figure of speech, the idiom of permission. Nevertheless, all one has to do is read the Old Testament in a cursory manner to see that when believers sinned, bad things happened to them.
[For more on the idiom of permission, see commentary on Rom. 9:18.]
What we must understand is that although we may sometimes have bad things happen to us that we do not deserve, if we ignore God and disobey His commands we will eventually have bad things happen to us. God’s justice, which enables Him to extend protection to people who obey Him, requires Him to hand over to the Devil those people who defy Him. When we sin, we break God’s heart because as our Father He loves us and wants the best for us all the time, but He cannot protect us if we insist on defying Him and doing evil.
“Devil.” The Greek word is diabolos (#1228 διάβολος), which literally means “Slanderer,” but diabolos gets transliterated into English as our more familiar name, “Devil.” Slander is so central to who the Devil is and how he operates that one of his primary names is “the Slanderer.”
[For more information on the names of the Devil, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
“seeking someone.” Believers are to be clearheaded and watchful because the Devil is looking for “someone” to devour. The text does not say, “seeking to devour ‘you.’” The Devil would love to devour “you,” but the fact is that he is happy to destroy the life of anyone who is vulnerable. Believers are not just to watch out for themselves, but they are to watch out for others as well so that the Devil does not have anyone to devour. Older, wiser, more experienced believers are to watch over others and try to keep those believers, as well as themselves, safe from the Devil’s traps.
1Pe 5:9
“steadfast in the faith.” That is, the Christian Faith, the generally accepted beliefs and practices of Christianity (cf. Col. 2:7).
“your fellow believers.” The Greek text is literally “your brotherhood,” but that is not very clear in English.
1Pe 5:10
“a little while.” Here this phrase refers to the Christian’s whole life, which, in contrast to everlasting glory, is only “a little while.” To the person who is suffering, their “little while” lifetime can seem very long indeed.
“restore.” Katartizō (#2675 καταρτίζω) can mean to “restore to a former condition” or “to prepare; to outfit.”[footnoteRef:3066] In this context it means to restore—“after one has suffered for a little while,” God will put him into proper condition again, and then do more: confirm, strengthen, and establish him. [3066:  BDAG, s.v. “καταρτίζω.”] 

1Pe 5:11
“forever.” The Byzantine text on which the King James Version was based reads, “forever and ever,” but the earlier and better Greek texts just read “forever.” The Greek text of 1 Peter 4:11 reads “forever and ever,” and it is possible that later scribes harmonized 1 Peter 5:11 to agree with 1 Peter 4:11, thus creating the longer reading in the Byzantine text of 1 Peter 5:11.
1Pe 5:12
“Through Silvanus, whom I consider a faithful brother.” Silas could have penned the letter for Peter, and helped compose the Greek or he could have just carried the letter to its destination. The Greek text is unclear, and either or both things are possible. It has been noted that the Epistles of Peter are complex Greek, and it is somewhat unlikely that Peter, a fisherman from Galilee, could have composed them without some help.
1Pe 5:13
“Mark.” This is John Mark, the author of the Gospel of Mark, a close friend and follower of Peter. He was not Peter’s biological son, but his “son” in the sense of being a disciple.


2 Peter Commentary
2 Peter Chapter 1
2Pe 1:1
“Simon.” The Greek text has “Simeon,” which is the Hebrew form of “Simon,” Peter’s Jewish name. Peter’s first-century audience would have understood that immediately and not have been confused, but modern readers might easily be confused and wonder why “Simon Peter” is suddenly being called, “Simeon Peter.” See commentary on Acts 15:14.
“to those who have obtained a faith.” It is not at all clear who Peter is writing to, and it is hotly debated by scholars. Many say that 2 Pet. 3:1 indicates that they are the same people who 1 Peter is addressed to, but there are serious reasons to question that.
“faith.” The Christian Faith that consists of a body of beliefs.
“because of the righteousness shown by our God.” 2 Peter 2:1 is saying that it is because of the righteous acts of God, such as sending His Son Jesus to die for our sins, and because of the righteous acts of Christ, such as living a sinless life and dying on the cross, that people can obtain to the Christian Faith.
Translated quite literally, the Greek text reads, “in righteousness of our God.” A first-century Greek would likely have understood the phrase “in righteousness of God” as “in connection with the righteousness of God,” meaning that God and Christ acted in connection with and in accord with righteousness. However, the translation “in connection with the righteousness of God…” would not be a clear translation for the English reader. The word “in” can occasionally have the meaning “through,” which is the way a number of English versions read, or it can have the meaning “because of,” which fits very well here and is clearer in English than “through.”[footnoteRef:3067] Robert Bratcher says, “because of (or, through) the righteousness.”[footnoteRef:3068] The definite article “the” is not in the Greek text, but grammatically it does not have to be since the noun follows a preposition, in this case, the “in” (Greek, en). [3067:  BDAG Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “ἐν,” def. 9.]  [3068:  Bratcher, A Translator’s Guide to the Letters From James, Peter, and Jude, 134.] 

In contexts such as these, the word “righteousness” can refer to the internal righteousness of God, i.e., that one of His attributes is righteousness, and/or it can refer to His righteous acts, behavior, conduct, etc., the inner righteousness as shown outwardly by righteous actions. Here in 2 Peter 1:1 it refers to both, but the emphasis is on outer righteousness, the righteous actions of both God and Christ. This is why some English versions read “justice” instead of righteousness; righteous actions show up as “justice” (cf. CEB, NJB, NLT, Douay-Rheims, David Hart). The righteousness (righteous being and righteous acts) of God and Christ open the door for people to be saved and granted everlasting life.
“our God, and our Savior Jesus Christ.” It is standard that the New Testament Epistles open with a salutation from both God and Jesus Christ, and so it is logical that 2 Peter would open with a statement that recognized the work of both God and Christ. However, Trinitarian versions usually translate the verse, “our God and Savior Jesus Christ,” and Trinitarians usually claim that this verse is an example of Jesus being referred to as God. But that is unlikely for a number of reasons.
For one thing, Epistles usually open with greetings from both God and Jesus (Rom. 1:7; 1 Cor. 1:3; Gal. 1:3, etc.), and so it would be unusual for this one to open with a statement that Jesus is God.
Furthermore, Peter speaks of God and Jesus in the same verse on a number of occasions, and never equates Jesus with God in them, but speaks of them as being different (1 Pet. 1:2, 3; 2:5; 3:21; 4:11; 5:10; 2 Pet. 1:2). Not only that, but God and Jesus are referred to as separate in the other epistles, which would make this an unusual reading.
Also, there are many non-Trinitarian ways to translate 2 Peter 1:1, as the following translations show:
· “of our God and the Saviour Jesus Christ” (ASV)
· “of our God, and the Saviour Jesus Christ” (Concordant Literal New Testament)
· “of our God and of our Deliverer Yeshua the Messiah” (CJB)
· “of our God and of our Saviour Jesus Christ” (Weymouth)
· “of our God, and [our] Saviour Jesus Christ” (Rotherham; margin)
· “of God and our Savior Jesus Christ” (Noah Webster Bible)
· “of our God, and of Jesus our Lord” (The Better Version of the New Testament)
Another thing that is noteworthy is that there are textual variants to 2 Peter 1:1 that may well represent the original reading. That would mean that the reading in the majority of the Greek texts is a later alteration to the text. There are Aramaic, Latin, Coptic, Sahidic, and Greek manuscripts (including Sinaiticus and 044) that have “Lord” instead of God, and read, “our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.” Translations from the Aramaic read: “our Lord and our Savior, Jesus Christ.”[footnoteRef:3069] [3069:  Magiera; cf. Etheridge; and Murdock.] 

In conclusion, then, 2 Peter 1:1 can be translated in a non-Trinitarian way, like many well-respected English versions do. Also, there are a number of supporting reasons it should be translated in a non-Trinitarian way. Furthermore, it is possible that the original text did not mention God at all, but like the Latin, Aramaic, and Sahidic texts (and a few Greek texts), read “Lord and Savior.” As for the Granville Sharp rule, Greek grammarians such as Turner and Norton show that there is no evidence that there was an actual “rule” of grammar like the Granville Sharp rule, and in any case, there is no need for a second article if no confusion would arise without it. Because Scripture clearly shows a difference between Christ and God, and that difference would have been in the minds of the believers, the Granville Sharp “Rule” does not apply in verses such as Titus 2:13 and 2 Peter 1:1 (see also the commentary on Titus 2:13).
2Pe 1:2
“through the knowledge of God.” In Peter, we see this same idea in 2 Peter 2:20.
2Pe 1:3
“By his divine power.” The “his” here is God. God called us.
“him who called us.” The “him” is God, not Jesus. The Epistles show that God calls believers (1 Cor. 1:9).
2Pe 1:4
“By these things.” The “these things” is translated from the demonstrative pronoun and refers to all the things mentioned in 2 Peter 1:3.[footnoteRef:3070] So “these” include God’s power, knowledge of God, and his glory and excellence. The point that Peter seems to be making is that through all these things comes the “precious and exceedingly great promises.” [3070:  R. Bratcher, A Translator’s Guide to the Letters from James, Peter, and Jude, 136.] 

“you become partakers of the divine nature.” When the text says “you become partakers,” it is not speaking of a future reality, as if the person becomes a partaker when Christ comes back. The person becomes a partaker now, in this life. The Greek word translated “partakers” here in 2 Peter 1:4 is koinōnos (#2844 κοινωνός), and in this context, it means a partaker or someone who shares in something. Thayer says, “a partaker, sharer, in anything,” and gives 2 Pet. 1:4 as an example.[footnoteRef:3071] Friberg uses the word “participant,” as does the TDNT.[footnoteRef:3072] It makes sense that the Scripture would say the believer participates in, or shares in, God’s divine nature. After all, Christians are born-again children of God, and children by birth have the nature of the parent. [3071:  Thayer, s.v. “κοινωνός.”]  [3072:  Friberg, s.v. “κοινωνόςs;” Bromiley, Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, s.v. “κοινωνός.”] 

Many versions recognize that Peter is saying that the believer participates, or shares, in God’s very nature. For example, versions say that we: “come to share in God’s nature” (CJB); “share in the divine nature” (HCSB, NAB); “become partakers of the divine nature” (RV, ESV, NASB, NET, RSV).
The Christian New Birth is a literal event: the Christian is “born” of God, and gets God’s very nature born inside him (God uses three different Greek words for birth to describe this birth event: anagennaō (1 Pet. 1:23); palingenesia (Titus 3:5) and apokueō (James 1:18). Furthermore, the New Birth is an act of creation, which is part of the reason why 2 Corinthians 5:17 says the Christian is a new creation. God is holy, and God is spirit, and what is born in the Christian is God’s very nature: holy spirit. So, when a person confesses Christ as Lord and believes God raised him from the dead, at that very moment in time the person gets “born again” and gets God’s nature, holy spirit, with which they are sealed (Eph. 1:13-14).
The new, holy nature that is born inside the person changes the person from being “unholy” and dead in sin, to being “holy” and raised from the dead with Christ and, in God’s eyes, already seated in heaven with Christ (Eph. 2:5-6). It is because born-again Christians have a new holy nature that God calls them “holy ones,” which gets translated as “saints” in most versions of the Bible (cf. Rom. 1:7). We are not “holy ones” because we live such holy lives; we are “holy ones” because we have the holy nature of God born inside us. A holy God is our Father and we are his holy children.
Our new nature is permanent and cannot be changed. The “nature” of a person or animal comes to him from an outside source (most often the parent) and cannot be changed by the individual. When we are born into this life, we humans have the nature of our parents and cannot change that even if we want to.
Adam experienced the inability to change his nature. When Adam sinned, his sinless nature ended and he was changed to having a sin nature. No doubt Adam would have loved to have renounced his sin nature and changed back to his former holy nature, but the change was irreversible, and he was stuck with his new sin nature. He then passed down his sin nature to his descendants and no one—not Adam and not us—can simply “renounce” their nature.
Similarly, when we get born again we get a new, holy nature—God’s nature—that battles inside us with our sin nature (Gal. 5:17), and we cannot renounce that new nature either. No Christian can renounce God and go back to being unholy. God’s nature—holy spirit—makes us holy and we are sealed with holy spirit until the day of our redemption (Eph. 4:30). Our new holy nature is permanent. We got it when we got born again, and we cannot renounce it and become unholy.
[For more information on the New Birth, see commentary on 1 Pet. 1:3, “new birth.” For more on Christian salvation, see Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation.”]
“the corruption that is in the world because of evil desires.” As this verse says, evil desires lead to corruption. We think of politicians as being corrupt due to their evil desires for power, control, and money, and that is certainly the case. Other people become corrupt for various reasons, and just as the mind and morals can become corrupt, many sinful things can corrupt the body as well. For more on the word “corruption” see commentary on Galatians 6:8.
2Pe 1:5
“Now for that very reason.” Because you have escaped the corruption of the world and become partakers of the divine nature (meaning, you got saved and have everlasting life), now make a diligent effort to live a godly life so you get many rewards in the Kingdom of Christ. You will be provided with a rich welcome into the everlasting Kingdom of Christ (2 Pet. 1:11).
2Pe 1:9
“blind.” The man who does not continue in the Faith is “blind” to what Christ had done and the responsibilities it carries.
“he is nearsighted.” “Blind” and “nearsighted” are metaphors, not meant to be taken literally. But being severely nearsighted before the invention of eyeglasses was in many cases about the same as being blind. Also, the word “nearsighted” in this context points out that it is important to keep what Christ did for us in mind no matter how long we have been a Christian. The man who does not continue to live in the Faith is “nearsighted” in that his salvation is so far in the past he cannot “see” it anymore. It slips from his mind. Also, the person is nearsighted because they see only what is immediately in front of them: their own needs and desires. They do not see the Day of Judgment, which is in the future but which is certain nevertheless. The person who has godly vision sees their own day of judgment coming in the future and lives in a way that will bring the most blessing on that day.
2Pe 1:10
“brothers and sisters.” The Greek text is “brothers,” but that often includes men and women.
[For more on brothers and sisters, see Word Study: “Adelphos.” For more on women’s involvement in the early church, see Appendix 11: “The Role of Women in the Church.”]
“being chosen.” The Greek is eklogē (#1589 ἐκλογή), and is best translated “choice” rather than “election.” The term election comes with undesirable Calvinist connotation—the meaning here cannot be election in the Calvinist sense. If we were to take Calvin’s view, how then could you do anything to make your election sure? You could not. Supposedly, it is wholly in the hands of God whether you are part of the elect or not, so it does not make sense to speak of “making one’s election sure.”
“you will never stumble.” The Greek text uses a double negative for emphasis, “not never,” but a double negative in English makes a positive.
2Pe 1:11
“everlasting kingdom.” The translation “everlasting kingdom” comes from the adjective aiōnios (#166 αἰώνιος) coming between the definite article and the word “kingdom,” thus most naturally describing the age-long duration of the kingdom.
[For more on this distinction, see Appendix 1: “Life in the Age to Come.”]
2Pe 1:12
“the truth that you now have.” The Greek is more literally, “the present truth” which is a way of saying the truth that a person has at the time, perhaps by learning it in the recent past; it is not saying that truth in any way changes through time. For example, Paul wrote to the Colossians about the truth “that has come to you” (Col. 1:6), which is more literally, “that is present with you.” The Good News was a truth that the Colossians did not have at one time but had at the time Paul wrote to them.
2Pe 1:13
“I am in this tent.” Here Peter refers to his human body as a “tent,” emphasizing how temporary it is.
2Pe 1:14
“laying aside of my tent.” That is, Peter was saying that his death was coming soon. The NRSV ignores the idiom and just says “death.”
“as our Lord Jesus Christ has made clear to me.” This is one of the clear scriptures that shows that Jesus Christ does give revelation to people. The word “made clear” is the same word that is translated “indicating” in 1 Peter 1:11, concerning the prophets getting revelation about the future.
2Pe 1:16
“cunningly devised myths.” The Greek word translated “cunningly” is sophizō (#4679 σοφίζω), related to sophos, wisdom, and its meanings include “to make wise (or teach),” “to become wise (gain understanding),” and “to devise cleverly or cunningly.” BDAG has “to be skilled in formulating or creating something in an artful manner, frequently with the implication of self-serving cleverness, reason out, concoct ingeniously/slyly or devise craftily.”[footnoteRef:3073] [3073:  BDAG, s.v. “σοφίζω.”] 

When it comes to inventing potential beliefs that draw people from the simple and wonderful truths given by God, there is always more than just innocent ignorance involved. There is usually demonic involvement at some level, as well as pride and arrogance, and there also is likely defiance and rebellion against God. In that light, “cunningly” is to be preferred over the translation “cleverly.” Belief systems that do not include salvation through the Lord Jesus Christ are not just “clever,” they are cunning, and they do not end in salvation and everlasting life, they end in death for those who follow them.
2Pe 1:17
“came to him.” The Greek text uses a divine passive, meaning, “was brought to him,” and this expression is used to avoid directly attributing the action to God, which was a common way of speaking about God. Other examples of divine passives can be seen in the New Testament (cf. Eph. 2:10; 3:16; Col. 1:16).
“the Majestic Glory.” A circumlocution for God. God is the Majestic Glory.
2Pe 1:19
“reliable prophetic word.” This refers to the Scripture, which is more reliable than the experience of the Transfiguration, which was a subjective experience, and only to three people, Peter, James, and John (Matt. 17:1).
“the day dawns.” This is a reference to the Parousia, the coming of Christ.
2Pe 1:20
“Know this first.” The word “first” here can mean “before anything else, before (in time),” or “above all else, the most important thing.” More to the point, however, is the fact that the phrase is idiomatic, and more or less equivalent to our English, “Listen up!” or “Pay attention!” Peter is getting ready to point out something that is very important, and it certainly is important to know that the Scripture had its origin in God, not human beings. Scholars who believe that the words in Scripture are “God-breathed” (2 Tim. 3:16) arrive at vastly different theological conclusions than those scholars who think that people sat down and composed the Scripture out of their own mind. Peter uses the same phrase later in 2 Peter 3:3.
“prophecy of Scripture.” The “prophecy” that Peter is referring to is the prophetic writings in the Old Testament. While Peter’s focus is upon the OT prophets here, his claim about the divine source of prophecy can be appropriately extended to the writings of the apostles in the New Testament as well.
“a matter of one’s own interpretation.” The Greek phrase ἰδίας ἐπιλύσεως (idias epiluseōs) simply means “of one’s own interpretation. There are two ways to understand how this expression is functioning in the verse: 1) it is a statement about the interpretation of prophecy, or 2) it is a statement about the origin or source of prophecy. These two meanings are based on whether one understands Peter’s intention to be one of combating critics or opponents who would assert either that OT prophecy can be interpreted in various different ways depending upon one’s perspective, or that OT prophecy is not truly divine prophecy and therefore is false and cannot be trusted.
According to the first option, Peter would be establishing that the interpretation of OT prophecy is not something which can be relegated to a person’s will or their own ideas. Prophecy cannot be taken into a person’s own hands and the interpretation formed according to whatever they choose it to be. In Peter’s mind, prophecy cannot be handled in this way because each person’s own interpretation is not valid; a person is not entitled to make up their own interpretation about prophecy.
According to the second option, Peter would be responding to those who would criticize OT prophecy by saying that the prophecy is not valid because the prophets misinterpreted the revelations they received from God. For Peter, revelation and interpretation go hand in hand. This is commensurate with the views in the ancient world where prophets were regarded as interpreters. Their utterances were viewed as interpretations of the divine will. But the OT prophets didn’t function in the same way that the pagan prophets did, trying to interpret the will of the gods through signs and omens.
In contrast to this, Peter is saying that the revelation of OT prophecy is not an interpretation that the prophet derived from their own assessment. Instead, the revelation and interpretation of prophecy were both from God, and therefore, the interpretation doesn’t come from the prophet himself. The interpretation has its origin in God.
Verse 21 provides the rationale for Peter’s statement in verse 20 about prophecy. The reason why no prophecy is of one’s own interpretation is because OT prophecy never came from a person’s will. Prophets didn’t speak because they willed for it to happen. Rather, prophets spoke from God as they were “moved” (i.e., inspired) through the power of God’s holy spirit.
Peter is explicit here to affirm that prophecy is a divine work alone and originates in God. No human ingenuity or volition is involved. And so, no interpretation ever came from a prophet independent from God. Because of this, the interpretation of prophecy is fixed and has its authority in the divine source. No one is permitted to claim they can reinterpret the prophet, for the prophet spoke from God and that eliminates the possibility for any personal interpretation of prophecy to be legitimate.
2Pe 1:21
“moved by holy spirit.” This refers to the holy spirit that is the gift of God.
[For more information on the uses of “holy spirit,” see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
 
2 Peter Chapter 2
2Pe 2:1
“the People.” The designation “the People” often refers to the nation of Israel, as it does here (see commentary on 1 Peter 2:10). Peter is warning his audience that if false prophets arose from among the Jews, “God’s chosen people,” then they could arise from among God’s new chosen people, the Christians. We cannot let our guard down or be naïve when it comes to our leaders—the Devil is crafty and getting a false prophet into the congregation is a great way to lead people astray.
“destructive heresies.” This could also be translated “ruinous heresies,” that is, heretical teachings that “ruin” or are destructive to the truth. God wants all people to come to a knowledge of the truth, and truth is precious and fragile. The pastor over a congregation needs to understand that while some difference of opinion and teaching is unavoidable, and some variation of basic beliefs is unavoidable, there are some beliefs and teachings that are destructive, and the pastor (“shepherd” in the Greek text) is to protect the sheep from such destructive teachings. Although some versions have the word “secretly,” there is no indication that false doctrines had entered the church “secretly,” but rather the people who believed those erroneous teachings simply came into the church and taught them (cf. Jude 1:4).[footnoteRef:3074] [3074:  Also see Gene L. Green, Jude and 2 Peter [BECNT].] 

“Master.” The Greek is despotēs (#1203 δεσπότης) means master or lord, and it refers to someone who has legal control and authority over others, such as subjects or slaves (cf. 1 Tim. 6:1; Titus 2:9). It is used both as a title for God (Luke 2:29; Acts 4:24), and a title for Jesus Christ (2 Pet. 2:1; Jude 1:4), and here is referring to Christ. See commentary on Luke 2:29.
2Pe 2:2
“defamed.” The Greek verb blasphēmeō (#987 βλασφημέω) means showing disrespect to a person or deity, and/or harming his, her, or its reputation.
[For more on blasphēmeō, see commentary on Matt. 9:3.]
2Pe 2:3
“Their condemnation, pronounced long ago.” The condemnation that is said to be pronounced long ago is describing God’s established judgment against false prophets and false teachers. God’s condemnation of these individuals has been made evident throughout history. The false prophets and teachers that Peter is describing are falling under that same condemnation. Therefore, Peter describes them as also being condemned from long ago.
2Pe 2:4
“For if God did not spare.” 2 Peter 2:4-11 is one sentence in the Greek text, taking 8 verses in the English Bible.
“did not spare angels when they sinned.” In this context, the angels that sinned, sinned in the time before the Flood. Sometime between Adam and Noah some of the Devil’s angels (who are called “sons of God” in Gen. 6:2), sinned and were imprisoned in Tartarus (cf. Gen. 6:1-4; 1 Pet. 3:20). It had been many years before that time, before Adam was created (the exact time is unknown), some angels joined the Devil and rebelled against God. They are known in the Bible as “his [Satan’s] angels” (Matt. 25:41; Rev. 12:7), and those fallen angels are also called “demons” in the New Testament.
In the days between Adam and the Flood, some of the Devil’s angels sinned when they “took wives” from the human women (Gen. 6:2). Demons cannot actually sexually reproduce with women, but rather they worked with the genetics of the women in a type of genetic manipulation and formed a race known as the Nephilim, which in Hebrew means, “Fallen Ones” (Gen. 6:4). This was the same basic kind of genetic manipulation that the Devil and demons had already done to many species of plants and animals on earth to change them from being God’s wonderful creation to being a reflection of the Devil’s nature; for example, the Devil altered many plants so they have thorns and thistles, and altered many animals so that they became dangerous (Gen. 3:18).
The tainted race of the Nephilim was wicked, and in time it polluted the world and the gene pool of mankind so badly that God had to save the genetic line to Christ by the Flood. After the Flood, the demons again tried to produce this wicked race (Gen. 6:4 “after that;” cf. Num. 13:33), but gradually they were killed off, many by the Israelites when they came into the Promised Land from Egypt. God put the angels that sinned into Tartarus to keep them from doing more harm.
[For more on the meaning of the phrase “sons of God,” see commentary on Gen. 6:2. For more information on the Nephilim, see commentary on Gen. 6:4. For supporting information on demons producing offspring via human women, see commentary on Jude 6 and Jude 7. For more information on the first outbreak of Nephilim occurring in the time before the Flood, see commentary on 1 Pet. 3:20. For more information on the Abyss, see commentary on Rev. 20:1. For more on Satan and his fallen angels, see commentary on Rev. 12:9.]
“Tartarus.” The Greek is tartaroō (#5020 ταρταρόω), which is translated “Tartarus” in English. Many English translations say “hell,” as if the Greek word were hades or Gehenna, which it is not. In any case, “hell” is not an accurate translation, and especially so when one considers what many Christians have been taught about “hell”—that it is a place where the human souls of unsaved people are tormented by the demons that rule there. That description of hell is not biblically accurate and not true. Some English translations read “pits of gloom,” “underworld,” or another description of Tartarus instead of “hell,” but especially since Tartarus was a place that was well-known in Greek mythology, those are not the best translations either; the best thing, in this case, is to use Tartarus and learn what it is.
Hades was the Greek word used to represent the Hebrew word sheol, which was the state of being dead. When the Hebrew Old Testament was translated into Greek around 250 BC, the Hebrew word sheol was translated by the Greek word hades. Sheol was not the physical grave itself, but the state of being dead. Thus dead people are said to be in sheol (cf. Gen. 37:35; 42:38; 1 Kings 2:6; Job 7:9; Ps. 6:5; 16:10; Prov. 7:27; etc.). It was actually a bad choice to translate the Hebrew word sheol as the Greek word hades, because in sheol people are dead, whereas, in Greek mythology, hades was a place where the disembodied souls of dead people are alive. Thus by translating sheol as hades, great confusion about the state of the dead—whether they are really dead or alive somewhere—was introduced into Judaism and then into Christianity, and that confusion still exists today. It would have been better if the Greeks had simply transliterated sheol into Greek and brought it into the language as a loanword. The Bible, properly translated, makes it clear that dead people are dead until the Rapture or a resurrection.
[For more on the dead being dead and not alive in any form, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.” For more on the spirits who are now in prison, in Tartarus, see commentary on 1 Pet. 3:19 and Jude 1:6.][footnoteRef:3075] [3075:  For more on Hades and Sheol, see Bullinger, A Critical Lexicon and Concordance, s.v. “hell,” 367-70.] 

Demons have never been in sheol (hades) and are not there now. In the Bible, sheol (hades) refers to the state of being dead, and demons have never been dead. In contrast to sheol (hades), Gehenna is the Lake of Fire, where in the future unsaved people will be thrown and burned up (Rev. 20:15). The Devil and his demons will also be thrown into Gehenna and eventually destroyed there (Matt. 25:41; Rev. 20:10), but they are not there now. No one is in Gehenna at this time because no Day of Judgment has occurred yet.
In contrast to sheol (hades), the state of being dead, and to Gehenna, the Lake of Fire that will destroy the enemies of God, Tartarus is a prison where gods (demons) who have sinned are kept, as this verse says, “to be held for judgment.” Interestingly, 1 Peter 3:19 says God put the demons in “prison,” using the standard word for prison, phulakē (#5438 φυλακή). It makes sense that God has a prison for the demons who committed specific sins. In Greek mythology, Tartarus was the deepest region of the world, placed beneath the Underworld itself. According to Greek mythology, the powerful gods locked away their enemy gods in Tartarus. Thus there is a kernel of truth in these legends, as there is in most legends, because by the time the legends were formed, God had indeed locked away some demons in Tartarus so they could not sin anymore. God was holding those demons there until their Day of Judgment came. Gradually Tartarus became identified in Greek legend as a place where serious criminals were tortured, but there is no reason to believe God tortures the demons in prison.[footnoteRef:3076] [3076:  Pierre Grimal, The Dictionary of Classical Mythology, 433.] 

“chains.” The Greek texts are divided, with some reading seira (#4577 σειρά), a chain or rope, and others having sirois, (σιροις; no occurrence in the NT), which is a pit, specifically for storing grain. Scholars favor seira, a chain, because it has the oldest and widest breadth of textual witnesses; nevertheless, a number of modern versions read something such as “pits of darkness.” We have no knowledge of what kind of “chain” (or for that matter, what kind of prison) would hold a demon. The spiritual world is completely different from our physical world, but nevertheless, there are spiritual realities that are as completely real to spirit beings as our physical realities are real to us. The Bible mentions many things that exist in the spirit world. They dress in clothing, have weapons (swords), worship at a Temple, sit on thrones, and much more.
2Pe 2:5
“along with seven others.” The Greek is very idiomatic and is more literally, “the eighth,” implying there were seven others.
2Pe 2:6
“which made.” The Greek is a perfect participle that seems to be indicating a result (“with the result that they were made”). This can be simplified to a relative clause (“which made them”) for a more concise and smooth reading.
2Pe 2:7
“worn down.” The constant exposure to sin wore down Lot’s resolve. This may be one reason he was so quick to offer his daughters to the men of Sodom (Gen. 19:7-8).
2Pe 2:8
“kept tormenting his righteous soul.” The Greek verb basanizō (#928 βασανίζω) is in the active voice, imperfect tense. Lot kept tormenting himself by his decision to live in Sodom. Some versions try to get Lot “off the hook” by translating the verb as a passive, saying something like, “Lot’s soul was tormented,” but that is clearly not the force of the text, nor is it historically accurate. Lot, when given the choice by Abraham, chose to live in Sodom. If he did not know what it was like before he moved there (he probably did), he certainly would have found out very quickly and could have moved elsewhere, even back near his Uncle Abraham. Instead, like so many people, he acted to his own hurt, and thus tortured himself. People would spare themselves a lot of hurt and pain if they would not make poor decisions that end up only hurting them (see commentary on Gen. 13:11).
“his righteous soul.” The Greek has no article and no pronoun, and thus would read, “a righteous soul.” Of course, the context makes it clear that the righteous soul is his own. The understatement makes the reality hit home harder.
2Pe 2:9
“godly.” See commentary on Acts 10:2, “godly man.”
“to keep the unrighteous accountable.” The translation of the Greek, and its meaning, are difficult and debated. The Greek present participle (“punishment”) usually connotes present action, but it can sometimes refer to an event in the future, and it likely does here. Thomas Schreiner writes, “Though this interpretation [that the unrighteous are suffering now] is possible, present participles did not necessarily denote present time (cf. 2 Pet. 3:11). Context is the decisive criterion. I think it is quite unlikely that Peter depicted the present judgment of the wicked. The false teachers in the letter gave every appearance of current property...Hence, it seems more likely that Peter reminded his readers of the final judgment, the day when the opponents will experience condemnation”[footnoteRef:3077] Some English versions translate the participle as a future. For example, the NIV(2011) translates the last phrase, “and to hold the unrighteous for punishment on the day of judgment.” Similarly, the NET reads, “and to reserve the unrighteous for punishment at the day of judgment,” and the NJB reads, “and hold the wicked for their punishment until the day of judgment.” [3077:  Thomas Schreiner, 1, 2 Peter, Jude [NAC]. See also Gene L. Green, Jude and 2 Peter [BECNT].] 

There are many commentators who take the Greek present participle as meaning that the wicked are currently suffering now while awaiting the Day of Judgment. However, a survey of those commentators shows that almost universally they believe in an “immortal soul” that lives on after a person dies. It is the teaching of orthodox Christianity that each person has an “immortal soul” that lives on after a person dies, and so that soul must go someplace the moment the physical body is dead. Thus the orthodox teaching is that a person goes immediately to heaven or “hell” when they die, and so the ungodly are currently suffering in “hell” (or wherever the rich man is suffering in Jesus’ parable of the rich man and Lazarus in Luke 16:19-31). So, for people who accept the belief in an immortal soul, it makes sense that the wicked dead are suffering now. For example, Lenski writes that God “holds them [the unrighteous] in hell now for the day of judgment at his Parousia.”[footnoteRef:3078] [3078:  R. C. H. Lenski, The Interpretation of 1 and 2 Epistles of Peter.] 

However, the belief in an immortal soul that is suffering now contradicts Scripture and also 2 Peter 2:9. Most to the point, there is no occurrence of “immortal soul” in the Bible; that is a tradition. The human soul can be destroyed (Matt. 10:28). Also, the belief in an immortal soul that is suffering now does not make sense in light of 2 Peter 2:9, which would then be saying that a wicked person is suffering in hell now, before the Day of Judgment. But how can a person be in heaven or hell before they are judged? How can someone suffer in hell before the Day of Judgment? Scriptures such as Daniel 12:2 and Revelation 20:11-15 show the truth of the matter; that dead people are dead in every way until the resurrection, at which time they are brought to life for the Day of Judgment, and then granted everlasting life or thrown into the Lake of Fire. No human is rewarded or punished before they are judged.
[For more on the dead being actually dead, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.” For more on there not being an “immortal soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’” For more on people not being tormented in “hell” forever, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
2Pe 2:10
“desires that lead to defilement.” This seems to be a genitive of production. The desire that eventually leads to defilement; results in defilement. While it could be taken as an attributing genitive, (“defiling desire”) but this seems less likely because the “desire” does not defile, but it leads to the person acting on the desire and becoming defiled.
“authority.” The Greek is literally, “lordship,” that is, the authority of the lord.
“slandering.” The Greek verb blasphēmeō (#987 βλασφημέω) means showing disrespect to a person or deity, and/or harming his, her, or its reputation.
[For more on blasphēmeō, see commentary on Matt. 9:3.]
“the glorious ones.” The Greek word doxa is in the plural and refers to glorious beings. Peter does not specify whether this reference is to God, Christ, or angelic (or “spirit”) beings. Some commentators have proposed that the “glories” refer to the glories of Christ.[footnoteRef:3079] While Peter is speaking of glorious beings, it should also be mentioned that people who defame God, Christ, and spirit beings also defame God’s glorious creation. Even the assertion that God’s wonderful creation of people, animals, and the interworking systems of the universe occurred by random chance is a defaming and minimizing the great things that God has done and the wondrous glories of His creation. [3079:  Cf. Lenski.] 

2Pe 2:12
“slander.” The Greek verb blasphēmeō (#987 βλασφημέω) means showing disrespect to a person or deity, and/or harming his, her, or its reputation.
[For more on blasphēmeō, see commentary on Matt. 9:3.]
“in their destructive ways they also will be destroyed.” This phrase is very difficult and scholars have suggested at least five different meanings for what it is saying.[footnoteRef:3080] All agree that the text is saying the final end of these defamers is destruction. The two most logical possible meanings are that this is similar to Jude 1:10, that it is by their destructive behavior they are destroyed because of the judgment their behavior brings upon themselves. Evil may seem to pay off in the short term, but eventually, it results in terrible consequences. Many verses say that the evil deeds of evil people will eventually come upon their own heads (cf. 1 Kings 8:32; Ps. 7:15-16; 9:15; 10:2; 35:8; 57:6; 94:23; 140:9; 141:10; Prov. 1:31; 5:22; 11:5; 14:14; 26:27; 28:10; Jer. 2:19; Ezek. 11:21). [3080:  Cf. Richard Bauckham, Jude, 2 Peter [WBC].] 

Another likely meaning is that Peter is using a Hebraism that was common in Semitic thought and thus to him, the word destruction is repeated for emphasis, and simply refers to being destroyed (cf. the Septuagint of Isa. 24:3, “it will be destroyed with destruction”).
The meaning of this phrase is that when unsaved people are thrown into Gehenna, they will be totally and finally destroyed. The “destruction” of the ungodly is not temporary. It is complete and final. This section of Peter is speaking of ungodly people who infiltrated the Church but were never saved (see commentary on 2 Pet. 2:20).
2Pe 2:14
“eyes full of adultery. The literal Greek text is “eyes full of an adulteress.” The noun is concrete, “an adulteress.” This might have hit home more powerfully in the first century than it does now (the literal seems strange today), because a contemporary saying was that a shameless man had harlots, not “pupils” in his eyes (the Greek word kora (κωρα) was a homonym meaning “young girl” or “pupil of the eye.”[footnoteRef:3081] This verse speaks very powerfully to images that get implanted in the brain and are hard to remove. Men are visually stimulated, and pornography and other images of women stay in their mind and can be extremely hard to get rid of. A man who has been involved in sexual sin can literally have his mental eye full of an adulteress. The best way not to have to deal with that problem is not to get involved in the first place. [3081:  Cf. Norman Hillyer, 1 and 2 Peter, Jude [NIBCNT], 201; Liddell and Scott, Greek-English Lexicon.] 

“souls.” The Greek word translated “soul” is psuchē (#5590 ψυχή, pronounced psoo-'kay), and it has a large number of meanings, including the physical life of a person or animal; an individual person; or attitudes, emotions, feelings, and thoughts. Here it is used more broadly of the individual himself with an emphasis on his thoughts and emotions, and thus is similar to the use in Romans 2:9.
[For a more complete explanation of “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
“Cursed children.” The Greek is a double noun; literally, “children of a curse,” which is an idiomatic way of describing a person who is under a curse. Technically, the English word “accursed,” which is in some modern versions, is a noun and means “under a curse.” In contrast, the word “curse” is often a verb, as in “I curse you!” But “curse” can also be a noun: “He spoke a curse.” In modern English, “cursed” often has the same meaning as “accursed.”
2Pe 2:15
“right way.” The more literal is “straight road.”
2Pe 2:17
“mists driven away by a windstorm.” To understand the impact of this verse we must understand the Mediterranean climate of Israel and the Middle East. There is a rainy season and a dry (very dry!) season. The “former rains” (the early rains) usually come in October and soften the ground for planting, and then there is a wet season that lasts until April, when the “latter rains” fall and give the crops the final watering they need to produce abundantly. During that wet season, the soil is soft and people plant and grow crops. Sometime in April the rains usually stop, and from late April until mid to late October there is almost no rain at all (sometimes no rain at all).
During that dry season the only constant moisture the plants get is from the dew, the night mists, and that dew is essential for the health of the foliage in Israel. This explains why Isaac blessed Jacob by saying, “God give you the dew of heaven” (Gen. 27:28), and why Moses blessed Joseph by saying, “His land is blessed by Yahweh, by the choice things of heaven, by the dew” (Deut. 33:13). It explains why Elijah cursed Israel by saying, “there will not be dew or rain these years except by my word” (1 Kings 17:1), and it explains why brothers living in harmony with each other is “like the dew of Mount Hermon coming down upon the mountains of Zion” (Ps. 133:3). The dew was vital to the health and well-being of Israel.
In contrast to the life-giving dew, ungodly people are unproductive and hurtful. Worse, they promise good things but deliver bad things or nothing at all. Ungodly people are like springs that promise water and life, but produce only dry, dusty ground. They are like mists that promise the life-giving dew, but then somehow move away before they can actually contribute anything good. Thus, false teachers promise a lot but deliver little. They are alienated from God, the source of life, and the gloom of darkness has been reserved for them.
2Pe 2:18
“those who have just escaped from people who live in error.” The new converts are the special victims of the false teachers who entice people by the flesh. The new converts are just in the process of fleeing away from the world and escaping its grasp. There is a textual variant that results in the rendering, “actually escaped” (or “indeed escaped,” etc.) and some English versions have that (cf. NKJV), but the better support seems to be that the converts had “recently” or “just” escaped the world.
2Pe 2:19
“slaves of corruption.” The false prophets and teachers were indeed slaves of corruption, but the same phrase can be “servants of corruption,” and they were that as well. There is a huge irony behind the Devil’s strategy, that he promises “freedom” but it results in slavery. For example, being “sexually free” usually results in a person being a slave to their passion.
2Pe 2:20
“For if.” The opening word, “for” and the plural participle connect the “they” in this verse with the false believers Peter was discussing (“after they have fled” is a participle that is more literally rendered: “having fled,” but it is understood as a past event, thus the REV translation). Some commentators, perhaps seeing that the ungodly people in Jude and 2 Peter were never saved to begin with, say that this verse shifts from those ungodly people to the newly saved Christians in 2 Peter 2:18, but there is no real reason to make that jump and it is widely rejected.
“after they.” 2 Peter 2:20-22 has been a doctrinal battleground between those people who believe a person can lose their salvation by turning from God, and those who believe that once a person is saved, that person’s salvation is secure. The scope of that argument, including commentary on all the other verses that play a part in the final decision, is too large to handle here, and in this entry, we will only explain why 2 Peter 2:20-22 does not show that a person who has been born again can lose his salvation.
The people referred to in 2 Peter 2:20-22 were never saved in the first place. They infiltrated the Church, and indeed became influential members of it, but never actually made a heart commitment to Jesus Christ as Lord and thus never became saved. This still goes on in many churches and even seminaries today. This fact is much easier to see when 2 Peter 2 is read in light of the book of Jude, which covers much of the same material. Simon Kistemaker summarizes the relation between Jude and 2 Peter 2: “A quick glance at the second chapter of II Peter and the Epistle of Jude proves to any reader the parallelism of these writings. Jude’s letter totals 25 verses; 19 of these are paralleled in II Peter. This parallelism includes not only words and phrases; also the order of the presentation is virtually the same.”[footnoteRef:3082] [3082:  Kistemaker, New Testament Commentary: James, Epistles of John, Peter, and Jude.] 

Furthermore, Kistemaker examines the three major positions on the dating of 2 Peter: that it was written after Jude, before Jude, or that both it and Jude were written independently and borrowed ideas from a common source. He and many other scholars conclude that Jude was written before 2 Peter. The introduction to 2 Peter in the NIV Study Bible (2011) agrees, and says, “While many have insisted that Jude used Peter, it is more reasonable to assume that the longer letter (Peter) incorporated much of the shorter (Jude).”
Thus, the readers of 2 Peter were almost certainly aware of what Jude had written, and were knowledgeable of the subject matter of Jude. This becomes important when trying to understand 2 Peter because some of the concepts in 2 Peter are more fully fleshed out and more easily understood when read in light of Jude. For example, 2 Peter 2:4 mentions the angels that sinned and were thrown into Tartarus, but that is understood more clearly when it is read in light of Jude 1:6, which gives a little more detail about how those angels sinned.
Both Jude and Peter are speaking about unsaved people who have infiltrated the Church. They are not speaking of believers who were part of the congregation and then left the congregation and turned away from the Lord. The ungodly people in question are still part of the congregation. 2 Peter 2:13 says “they feast with you,” and 2 Peter 2:18 says that they, by their unrestrained behavior are enticing those “who are just fleeing away from those who live in error,” that is the members of the congregation who are trying to escape the things of the world.
That these ungodly people infiltrated the Church is especially clear in Jude 1:4, which says that these people “crept in unnoticed,” were “ungodly,” and denied Christ. These people did not come into the Church as newly converted and excited believers who loved the Lord more than the world but then changed and returned to ungodly behavior. When they came into the church they were not saved, but “crept” in (“come in by stealth” (HCSB); “wormed their way in” (CJB); “secretly slipped in” (NET) and have “come in unobserved” (YLT)). 2 Peter 2:1 does not speak about how these deceivers got into the Church, but notes that they will continue to be among the Church and bring in heresies. Both Jude and Peter say these people deny Christ. Jude writes that they “are denying our only Master and Lord, Jesus Christ” (Jude 1:4), while Peter writes they were “denying even the Master who bought them” (2 Pet. 2:1).
There is no evidence these false teachers had been saved and turned away from Jesus Christ until the disputed verses of 2 Peter 2:20-22. When both Jude and 2 Peter 2 are read from the start, it becomes clear that the evil people who infiltrated the Church had been evil from the very beginning. The idea that they were actually born-again Christians is not even in Jude, and only comes from 2 Peter 2:20-22 and then is read back into the whole book of 2 Peter. But the end of 2 Peter never says those people were saved and then apostatized; that is an assumption. When we take the time to closely examine the exact vocabulary in 2 Peter 2:20-22, we can see that it is a false assumption; but unfortunately, the way that this section has been understood has influenced people’s thinking about the whole chapter.
Jude and 2 Peter 2 continue to parallel each other: Jude 1:4 says these false teachers pervert grace into immoral indulgence, while 2 Peter 2:2 says they have unrestrained ways. Jude says they will be destroyed (Jude 1:5), while Peter says “their destruction is not asleep” (2 Pet. 2:3). Jude says these people “defile the flesh,” while Peter says they “walk after the flesh in its passion for defilement.” Jude says they “reject lordships,” while Peter says they “show contempt for lordship.” Jude says they “defame the glories,” while Peter says they “do not tremble at defaming the glories” (Jude 1:8 and 2 Pet. 2:10). Jude says these people “defame whatever things they do not understand” (Jude 1:10), while Peter says they engage in “defaming things of which they are ignorant” (2 Pet. 2:12). By all this evil, Jude says they destroy themselves (Jude 1:10), while Peter says “in their destruction they will be destroyed” (2 Pet. 2:12; cf. 2 Pet. 2:1).
Jude says these people engage in “immoral indulgence” and “defile the flesh” (Jude 1:4, 8), while Peter says they have “eyes full of an adulteress” (2 Pet. 2:14). Jude says that they act “for the sake of profit” (Jude 1:11), while Peter says they have “a heart trained in greed” (2 Pet. 2:14). Jude says these deceivers are “flattering people for their own advantage” (Jude 1:16), while Peter says they are “enticing unstable souls” (2 Pet. 2:14), and then further elaborates: “they entice, by the lusts of the flesh, by unrestrained behavior, those who are just escaping from those who live in error” (2 Pet. 2:18). In other words, they used sex and other passions to entice and entrap new believers who were just coming out of the Greco-Roman world, which was full of violence, vice, and valuables, but was in violation of God’s ways. Jude calls these ungodly people “clouds without water…wild waves of the sea” (Jude 1:12-13), while Peter says they are “springs without water…mists driven by a storm” (2 Pet. 2:17). With the many extremely close descriptions of these people in Jude and Peter, they can be seen to be the same people; perhaps not exactly the same individuals, but the same kind of people (and those kind of people are still in the Church today, which is one reason Jude and 2 Peter 2 are so relevant to us).
Additionally, Jude says they walked in the “way of Cain” and after the “error of Balaam” (Jude 1:11), while Peter says they forsook the “right way” and followed “the way of Balaam” (2 Pet. 2:15). Balaam was the false prophet to whom the king of Moab offered a lot of money to curse Israel (Num. 22-24). We should pay close attention to God’s choice of Cain and Balaam as the examples in these letters because although both of them sinned mightily against God later in life, neither one of them had ever made a heart commitment to Him in the first place. It seems that if God had wanted to warn people about being saved and then falling away that He would have picked people like King Saul or Solomon. Those men, especially Solomon, started out with a close and obedient relationship with God but then turned away from Him. Frankly, if God was trying to warn us that we can make a commitment to Him and then turn away and lose our salvation, He picked two very bad examples, because Cain and Balaam show the opposite: people who have had a very profound personal experience with God but still never make the commitment to follow Him. Cain and Balaam are very good examples of the deceivers in Jude and 2 Peter 2. They knew God but never got saved.
Jude graphically portrays the deceivers as “hidden reefs at your love feasts,” while Peter more literally says that they are “reveling in their deceptions, while they feast with you” (Jude 1:12; 2 Pet. 2:13). So just as a hidden reef will destroy a ship and endanger those onboard, these unsaved deceivers had infiltrated the Church and were taking part in the “love feasts,” and their deception would destroy the congregation, shipwrecking some people’s faith (cf. 1 Tim. 1:19. “Love feasts” was a term that first-century believers used for their communal meals that included recognizing the Lord’s broken body and shed blood, cf. 1 Cor. 11:17-34).
Jude concludes his critique of these unsaved imposters with a decisive phrase about the spiritual state of these people: “not having the spirit” (Jude 1:19). These people do not have holy spirit and they are not saved. Since there is no verse, nor any verified personal experience showing that a born-again individual can sin or turn away from God to such an extent that God removes the gift of holy spirit from them, we can conclude the deceivers in Jude and 2 Peter were never saved in the first place.
The gift of holy spirit, as a gift from God and part of the person’s very nature (2 Pet. 1:4), is irrevocable (Rom. 11:29), and if a person could lose it he could no longer operate any of the manifestations of holy spirit, such as speaking in tongues. The gift of holy spirit that we have today is the same as the holy spirit of the New Covenant that God promised to give to Israel in the Millennial Kingdom (which is why the holy spirit Christians have is called, “the promised holy spirit;” Eph. 1:13). Also, the prophecies of New Covenant holy spirit say that it is permanent (Isa. 59:21; Ezek. 11:19-20; 37:12-14). We can therefore conclude that the holy spirit believers have today is also permanent, making the fact that the deceivers in Jude and 2 Peter 2 do not have the spirit a clear piece of evidence they had never been saved. Then Jude concludes his Epistle with six verses to build up and encourage the believers.
Peter, like Jude, also concludes his exposure of these unsaved people with harsh words, saying that it would have been better for them if they had not come to know the way of righteousness than to know it and turn away. He then turns his attention away from these evil imposters and takes 18 verses (2 Pet. 3) to encourage the believers that the Day of the Lord will come, no matter what some people say, and to be diligent to be blameless in God’s sight.
What we can conclude from reading Jude and 2 Peter is that both Epistles are speaking of the same deceitful, false believers. It is clearer in Jude than it is in Peter that these people were unsaved when they infiltrated the Church, but using Jude to help us interpret Peter, as well as based on the evidence in Peter, we can see that they were unsaved—they were denying Christ, they did not have holy spirit, and they are awaiting destruction.
[For more information that once a person is born again his salvation is guaranteed, see Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation.” For more on the New Covenant holy spirit that God promised to Israel being given to the Church, see commentary on John 7:39 and commentary on Eph. 1:13.]
“after they have escaped.” The word “escaped” is from the Greek word apopheugō (#668 ἀποφεύγω), which has the meanings “to flee from,” and “to escape.”
It is important to note that given the context in Peter and Jude of the false teachers who deny Jesus Christ and don’t have holy spirit, it would be overstating the case to think that these people had completely escaped the shameful deeds (or defilement) of the world as if they left worldly things behind entirely; everyone is tainted by those things to some extent, and these people almost certainly more so. Certainly, they did “escape” to some extent, but not entirely, as we clearly see from Jude and Peter. It is true that at some point they fled some of the shameful deeds of the world, but given the sinful nature of the Roman empire, in which a national sport was murder in the gladiator arena, open sexual sin was promoted, and idolatry was demanded, we can see why escaping from that lifestyle could be to one’s advantage. In fact, many people did flee from it and ran to different things, including the cultic mystery religions, as well as Judaism and Christianity.
“from the defilements of the world.” The word “defilement” is from the Greek word miasma (#3393 μίασμα), which literally refers to defilement connected with a crime and was also used of being stained or defiled by evil, but the word can also “focus on the crime itself; shameful deed, misdeed, crime.”[footnoteRef:3083] It is safe to say that these people fled both the shameful deeds and the defilements that those deeds caused. [3083:  BDAG, s.v. “μίασμα.”] 

At one point these false teachers fled the horrors of the Roman world and were attracted to Christianity, which was generally a loving and welcoming community. They fled the “shameful deeds” that defiled them in the Roman empire, but although they attached themselves to the Christian congregation they still never gave their hearts to Jesus Christ, and instead over time their old nature got the better of them and they descended back into old sinful patterns, this time in the context of the Church.
Actually, Peter uses the phrase, “after they have fled from the shameful deeds of the world” very accurately because it describes exactly what they did. However, they stopped short of getting saved. Peter had many words in his vocabulary to clearly express that these people were saved if they were in fact saved. He could have used “saved” (1 Pet. 1:9; 4:18), “born again” (1 Pet. 1:23), “new birth” (1 Pet. 1:3), “redeemed” (1 Pet. 1:18), or even a whole phrase that described the state of being saved (cf. 1 Pet. 1:13). However, Peter uses none of the words in the New Testament that clearly indicate salvation. Instead, he describes exactly what these deceiving sinners did: they learned enough about the teachings of the Lord Jesus, including seeing the love and acceptance in the Christian community, that they fled the sin of the Roman empire and came into the Church. But they never got “saved,” “born again,” or “redeemed”—they never made a saving commitment to the Lord—and they ended up being sucked back into some of their old ways.
“through the knowledge of the Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.” These false teachers were able to flee from the evil deeds and defilements of the Roman world through their knowledge of the Lord Jesus Christ. Like many Jews and pagans, they heard the teachings of the Lord and changed from some of their former ways, at least for a while. Many people do that. Many sinners begin to come to church and hear the teachings of Jesus and improve their lives and even gain some status in the church, yet never give their hearts to Jesus and become saved. Amazingly, there are also quite a few “biblical scholars” who gain an extensive knowledge of the words of Jesus, even reading them in the original languages, but never make the heart decision to take Jesus as Lord. Knowledge never equals commitment.
Many people get saved knowing almost nothing about Jesus, while other people learn a huge amount about the teachings of Jesus, and even improve their lives based on what Jesus said, but never make the decision to make Jesus their Lord. That was the situation with these false Christians in Jude and Peter. In fact, Peter uses the Greek word epignōsis (#1922 ἐπίγνωσις) for “knowledge,” which often refers to knowledge that is more full or complete, and thus shows that, like Cain and Balaam who both had intimate experiences with God but never made a heart commitment to Him, these people got to know the things of God quite well but never made a commitment to be saved. This resulted in it being better for them to never have “known” (epiginōskō #1921 ἐπιγινώσκω; the verb form of epignōsis) the way of the Lord than to have known it as well as they did and yet reject God. Thus, these people are like the people described in Romans 1 who have a reprobate mind. They “know” (epiginōskō) God’s righteous decrees, but ignore them and instead continue doing—and support others who also are doing—things that are worthy of death (Rom. 1:32).
Eventually, if a person does not get saved, the old nature begins to influence them and most of those people are pulled back into sin and become entangled in it. Church pastors see these behaviors all the time. Sadly, some of these people, like the deceivers in Jude and Peter, disguise their sin and stay in the congregation, some doing considerable damage to it.
“the last state has become worse for them than the first.” This phrase is used by some people to show that it is possible for a person to lose his salvation, while other people use it as proof that the deceivers that Peter is referring to were never saved in the first place. One thing is certain: this phrase cannot be referring to a saved person losing future rewards in the Kingdom. There is no way a saved person could ever sin so badly that any lack of rewards or punishments in the Kingdom would be worse than not getting saved and having everlasting life. It is clear that the only way a person could be worse off after hearing and rejecting Jesus is if he can lose his salvation or if he was never saved.
The orthodox Church does not really have a theology that shows how a person who hears about Christ and turns away is worse off than someone who never hears and is unsaved. Orthodox theology says all the unsaved go to “hell” and burn forever, so how could anyone be worse off after hearing about Jesus? After all, burning in hell forever is burning in hell forever, whether you have heard of Jesus or not.
But what the orthodox Church has failed to realize is that the unsaved do not burn forever, but instead are annihilated in the Lake of Fire after a time of suffering that is commensurate with the sin they have committed. Just as there are different rewards for Christians based upon what they have done in this life, the unsaved suffer in the Lake of Fire for different amounts of time based upon the sin they have committed in this life. To hear about Jesus Christ and how he gave his life to save mankind, indeed, to be part of the Christian congregation and to be taught about Christ and treated with love, and further, to even be a teacher in the congregation, but then to spurn Christ and not confess him as Lord, is a terrible sin that will be severely punished.
Christian teachers who treat the Bible lightly and teach error will be strictly judged (James 3:1), so imagine how severe the punishment will be for one who infiltrates the Christian congregation while denying Christ (mostly secretly, of course), and then teaches error to the congregation. They will be much worse off on the Day of Judgment than people who never had a good opportunity to hear the teaching of Christ and to see the love of Christ among the Christian congregation.
[For more about annihilation in the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.” For more about a person’s suffering before being annihilated being related to the sin they have committed while alive on earth, see commentary on Rom. 2:5.]
2Pe 2:21
“to turn back from.” That is, to return to their ungodly lifestyle.
2Pe 2:22
“the dog returns to his own vomit.” This is similar to Proverbs 26:11.
“sow.” A “sow” is a female pig (the “o” in “sow” is pronounced like the “ou” in “ouch,” not like the “o” in “so”).
 
2 Peter Chapter 3
2Pe 3:3
“Know this first.” This is idiomatic and has the force of “Pay attention to this.” See commentary on 2 Peter 1:20.
2Pe 3:4
“the Fathers.” Many theologians believe that this refers to the early Christians, such as the apostles. Most people who assert that also believe that 2 Peter was not written by Peter, but by someone who just used the name “Peter,” and saying that the “fathers” referred to the early Christian fathers and apostles allows for a very late date for 2 Peter, which many theologians, especially liberal theologians, favor. However, as Simon Kistemaker points out, “In the New Testament, the expression our fathers signifies the Old Testament fathers (compare John 6:31; Acts 3:13; Rom. 9:5). Because this was a standard expression, we are not amiss in asserting that Peter appears to conform to the usage that was current in his day.”[footnoteRef:3084] Lucas and Green write, “But ‘the fathers’ is a standard New Testament way of referring to the Old Testament believers. As Hebrews 1:1-2 says, using the same Greek word, ‘In the past God spoke to our forefathers’ ….In other words, these people are saying that Jesus Christ has changed nothing; things are just the same as in Old Testament days when our fathers died.”[footnoteRef:3085] The Expositor’s Bible Commentary also notes that “fathers” referring to the Old Testament fathers, is normal biblical usage.[footnoteRef:3086] [3084:  Kistemaker, New Testament Commentary.]  [3085:  Dick Lucas and Christopher Green, The Message of 2 Peter and Jude [BST].]  [3086:  Gaebelein, The Expositor’s Bible Commentary.] 

“asleep.” The Greek verb is koimaō (#2837 κοιμάω), to fall asleep, to be asleep. Sleep is used as a euphemism and metaphor for death. See Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.”
2Pe 3:6
“by means of these.” While the NA28 text reads δι’ ὃν (di hon, “on account of which [things]”), the external textual evidence strongly favors the reading δι’ ὧν (di hōn, “through which [things]”). This is the reading adopted by the Tyndale Greek New Testament and the reading that informs the translation of most modern English versions.
2Pe 3:7
“are reserved for fire.” The earth was destroyed by water at Noah’s flood. In the future, the earth will be destroyed by fire so God can have a new heavens and a new earth (cf. 2 Pet. 3:10).
“until the Day of Judgment and destruction of ungodly people.” The present heavens and earth exist until the second and last resurrection, the resurrection of the unrighteous. In the second resurrection, all the unrighteous (unsaved) people of all time will be raised from the dead and judged (Rev. 20:11-15). The Final Judgment does not occur on earth and is associated with the destruction of the current heavens and earth and the establishment of the new heavens and earth (Rev. 21:1; see commentary on Rev. 20:11).
2Pe 3:10
“will be exposed.” The last word in the Greek text of the verse presents what many scholars say is one of the most difficult textual problems in the New Testament due to the fact that the best manuscript evidence reads in a way that is difficult to explain, the fact that the other readings seem plausible, and there does not seem to be any clear way to trace the development of the various readings.[footnoteRef:3087] There are a number of variant readings, and even some suggestions made by scholars that are not in any ancient Greek text. Although there are many variations, the two major ones are represented by the reading in the NASB, “will be burned up,” and in the ESV, “will be exposed.” Both readings are clearly within the scope of Scripture; in the Day of the Lord the world we know now will be destroyed (Isa. 24:1-23), and in the Day of the Lord things that have happened on earth will be exposed (2 Cor. 5:10). [3087:  Richard Bauckham, 2 Peter and Jude [WBC].] 

The Greek text with the strongest manuscript support reads, “will be found” (Gk. heurethēsetai). The word is a future passive verb and is referred to as a “divine passive,” meaning that the works will be found out by God, thus “exposed.” Once the heavens pass away and the elements are destroyed, what remains are the actions and deeds of humankind that God has been watching since the beginning of the creation of humankind. In the Day of the Lord, the “works” of humankind will be exposed and will be subject to God’s judgment.
2Pe 3:12
“earnestly desire.” The Greek word is speudō (#4692 σπεύδω) and it can mean to hasten or to eagerly expect. Many translations say something such as the NIV, “and speed its coming,” or have a similar phrase that indicates that we humans can do something to speed the coming of the Day of God. Although many theologians support this translation, and think we can do something to make the Day of God come faster, verses that are given in support of that belief (such as Matt. 6:10; 1 Pet. 2:12 and comparing those with verses such as Matt. 13:58 where unbelief hinders the work of God) do not in fact support that conclusion, but only indicate the Kingdom is coming sometime in the future. There is not, in fact, a single verse of Scripture that clearly says we can modify the timing of the Day of the Lord by our behavior. In fact, the Bible is clear that before the Day of the Lord, the situation in the world will get worse and worse, and many people will even turn from the faith (Matt. 24:14; 2 Thess. 2:3; 1 Tim. 4:1; 2 Tim. 3:1, 13; 2 Pet. 3:3; Jude 18). Lenski writes: “We question whether the holy conduct of Christians can hasten the day of judgment, whether this is the teaching of the Bible. The decline of faith and the coldness of love would have more of a tendency to hurry that day along. The verb [speudō] is widely used in the sense of ‘to be eager’ (see Liddell and Scott for illustrations), which fits perfectly here as an intensifying synonym of ‘expecting.’”[footnoteRef:3088] We agree with Lenski that it seems clear that it is things on earth getting worse as mankind gets more evil, and not that believers get more holy, that is the harbinger of the Day of the Lord. [3088:  R. C. H. Lenski, commentary on 2 Pet. 3:12.] 

2Pe 3:14
“in his sight.” The dative pronoun, auto, is taken with the word “blameless,” and is construed to mean “in his sight,” a dative of sphere, rather than as an instrumental dative (“found ‘by’ him”) or a dative of association (“at peace ‘with’ him”). The idea conveyed by “in his sight” is judicial, and points to the Day of Judgment to come, and thus the exhortation is a serious one: there is a judgment coming, so we should make every effort to be spotless and blameless before him on that day.
2Pe 3:15
“the patience of our Lord as an opportunity for salvation.” The Greek text literally reads, “the patience of our Lord is salvation.” The trouble with this cryptic phrasing is that Peter does not explicitly reveal the connection between the Lord’s patience and salvation. Peter is not equating the Lord’s patience with salvation, he is indicating that there is a relationship between the two. In connection with 2 Peter 3:9, where Peter speaks of the Lord’s patience, it seems that what Peter has in mind is that the Lord’s patience gives people an “opportunity” to receive salvation. Thus, to make the sense clearer, this connection has been included in the translation in italics.
“our beloved brother Paul.” By this time, the disagreements between Paul and Peter had been put behind them, and Peter writes that Paul was “beloved” by the people, even as he himself was.
2Pe 3:16
“speaking.” This is idiomatic for “writing.” The Greek text does use “speaking.”
“distort.” The Greek is strebloō (#4761 στρεβλόω), and it means to “torture” them, to “put them on the rack.” Thus it was used metaphorically of those who distorted or tortured language. Ignorant people constantly distort Scripture, but there is coming a day when God will vindicate both Himself and what He has said.
“the rest of the Scriptures.” Cf. Lenski and the NASB. That is the sense here. The word “Scriptures” is plural.
2Pe 3:17
“immoral people.” People who are unprincipled and therefore evil are immoral.
“fall from your own steadfast position.” The Greek word translated “steadfast position” is stērigmos (#4740 στηριγμός), and in this context, it means steadfastness or stability and refers to one’s steadfast or stable commitment to Christ based on the knowledge of the truth. BDAG gives as a meaning, “firm commitment to conviction or belief, steadfastness…lose one’s firmness of commitment 2 Pt 3:17.”[footnoteRef:3089] Thayer says, “firm condition, steadfastness: of mind.”[footnoteRef:3090] Friberg says “steadfastness, perseverance, firm position, as a state of inner stability.”[footnoteRef:3091] The versions translate stērigmos in different ways: “steadfastness” (ASV, DBY, RV, KJV, NASB, YLT); “stability” (HCSB, ESV, NAB); “firm grasp of the truth” (NET); “secure footing” (NLT); “secure position” (NIV). The translation “secure position” is not as clear as other translations because the reader has to understand that the secure position refers to the secure position in the believer’s mind, as Thayer and Friberg point out. Armed with confidence and a knowledge of the truth, the believer can stand faithful and have peace of mind. If they are led astray, they lose that firm confidence and can fall into error that can be very hurtful. [3089:  BDAG Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “στηριγμός.”]  [3090:  Thayer, Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “στηριγμός.”]  [3091:  Friberg, Analytical Lexicon, s.v. “στηριγμός.”] 

2Pe 3:18
“in the day of the age to come.” A more literal translation of the Greek would be “into the day of the age.” This ending makes perfect sense in 2 Peter because the Jews often thought of time in terms of two ages, “this present evil age” (Gal. 1:4), and the age to come (Matt. 12:32; Mark 10:30; Heb. 6:5), the Messianic Age. So here Peter writes about the glory of Jesus Christ, both “now” (this present age) and in the day (i.e., “time”) of the age to come.
“[Amen].” The word “Amen” occurs at the end of the sentence in some important early and disparate texts, but omitted in a few early texts. In general, the principle is that if it was original it would not likely be omitted by scribes, but if it was not original, there would be scribal pressure to add it. But there are so many different and important texts, some having “Amen” and some not having it, that scholars have been unable to arrive at a consensus about its originality. Some of the modern critical Greek texts omit it or put it in brackets to show it is doubtful. In addition, 2 Peter has at least 12 different postscripts in the various Greek manuscripts, so one can see that it would almost be natural to add “Amen” to the end of the Epistle.


1 John Commentary
1 John Chapter 1
1Jo 1:1
“beginning.” Occasionally someone will become confused by the word “beginning” in verse 1 and assume it refers to the fact that Jesus was with God in “the beginning.” The word “beginning” is very flexible in Greek, just as it is in English, and refers to the beginning of whatever is being referred to in the context. An example in English may help to clarify this. If a friend of ours walks into a movie theater after the movie has started, sits down next to us, and says, “I missed the beginning; tell me what happened,” we do not think he missed the beginning of creation. The meaning of “the beginning” is determined by the context.
Before we mention some of the things that “the beginning” refers to in Scripture, we should note that the Greek word translated “beginning” in 1 John 1:1 is archē (#746 ἀρχή), which itself has many meanings. The meanings of archē include the first person or thing in a series, the beginning, the leader (a person); the first place, rule or magistracy (an office); the origin or active cause of something; and the extremity of something.[footnoteRef:3092] [3092:  Thayer Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “ἀρχή.”] 

In its use in Scripture as “beginning,” archē refers to many things, including: the human race (Matt. 19:4); the Great Tribulation (Matt. 24:8), the world (Matt. 24:21); the Good News about the presence and message of Jesus (Mark 1:1); the signs that Jesus did (John 2:11); Jesus’ public ministry (John 15:27); the start of Jesus training his apostles (John 16:4); the Christian Church (Acts 11:15); Paul’s early life (Acts 26:4); Paul’s missionary work (Phil. 4:15); the foundation of the earth (Heb. 1:10); the teaching of salvation by Jesus Christ (Heb. 2:3); of creation (2 Pet. 3:4); and of sin (1 John 3:8).
There are also times when it is not clear exactly what “the beginning” is referring to. For example, 1 John 3:11 refers to the message which the people heard “from the beginning.” It is usually assumed that this means from the first time they started hearing anything about the Gospel, but it could also be a more general use, referring to the beginning of the teaching of the Gospel concerning Jesus Christ, as Mark 1:1 uses “beginning.”
Such is the case here in 1 John 1:1 as well, the use of “beginning” is not clearly defined, however, it most likely refers to the start of Jesus’ ministry.
“we.” The “we” that John is writing in conjunction with is not specified, but they are people who had been with Jesus and had seen, heard, and touched him, and now, years later, are still associated with the apostle John. The fact that John does not specify the “we” indicates that his audience at the time knew who they were, so we can quite confidently assume they were some of the “big names” in the early Church.
1Jo 1:2
“….” The ellipsis at the ending of 1 John 1:2 is meant to communicate that John never completes his sentence in verses 1 and 2. In the grammatical construction of 1 John 1:1-3, John begins with a subject, “What was from the beginning...” inserts a prepositional phrase, “concerning the word of life,” then the entirety of verse 2 is a parenthetical statement about the word of life. Then, instead of finishing the sentence, John restarts it again at the beginning of verse 3, picking back up with what he mentioned in verse 1, “What we have seen and heard,”[footnoteRef:3093] and then finally arrives at the first verb of the whole section, “we also declare to you.” It is a complex grammatical construction, but is made clearer by the use of the ellipsis at the end of 1 John 1:2. [3093:  Brooke and Brown pick up on this resumption of thought. See, Alan England Brooke, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Johannine Epistles [ICC], 7; Raymond E. Brown, The Epistles of John: Translated, with Introduction, Notes, and Commentary [AB], 169.] 

1Jo 1:3
“we have seen.” Although John never specifically says who the “we” is, we can glean from the context that it is the other apostles who have seen Jesus.
“so that you also can have fellowship with us.” The Greek word translated “fellowship” is koinōnia (#2842 κοινωνία, pronounced koy-no-'nee-ä). It refers to a close association involving mutual interests and sharing; a close relationship characterized by involvement and sharing; “fellowship,” “sharing,” “communion.” From that fundamental definition, it came to refer to the love or goodwill that comes with a close relationship; thus generosity, sharing, participation. It also came to refer to the result of close association, which is sharing, giving, a gift, or a contribution. Here, as in Acts 2:42, koinōnia refers to all the aspects of the word “fellowship:” there was the intimate joint participation among the believers, the love and goodwill that comes with that relationship, and also sharing, giving, gifts, and contributions among the community of believers.
A very helpful definition of “fellowship” (koinōnia), is “intimate joint participation.” To help us understand “intimate joint participation” we need to understand what those words mean. In a social situation, the word “intimate” brings in an aspect of personal openness that occurs in true fellowship. Someone once defined “intimacy” as “in-to-me-see,” which is accurate and clear. It is amazing the extent to which we can be with others and never let them see into us. Many people can talk for hours without ever letting the listener “see” into them. That may be wise to do “on the street,” but it is certainly not how fellowship is supposed to work among Christians. Fellowship is also “joint participation.” We do not have “fellowship” if we are sitting by ourselves watching a preacher on TV, and similarly, we do not have “fellowship” if we are sitting in a pew watching one on stage but not participating in any way. To be true “fellowship,” there must be open and honest joint participation.
[For more on why we define koinōnia as “intimate joint participation” see commentary on Acts 2:42.]
It is often overlooked in Christian circles that true “fellowship” is based upon like-mindedness. The value of the preacher up in front of the audience, or even the preacher on TV, or John writing here to the Church about the things that he had heard with his own ears and seen with his own eyes, was that it produced like-mindedness among the believers. John taught them “so that they could have fellowship,” and without some measure of like-mindedness, they would not be able to have fellowship.
John was writing to fellow Christians whom he had discipled and with whom he was in an intimate relationship. This is shown by the fact that seven times he calls them “children” and six times “beloved.” When he calls them “children” (using teknion and paidion; 1 John 2:1, 18, 28; 3:7, 18; 4:4; 5:21), he is using the word in the Semitic sense of someone who is beloved and is a personal disciple. John had mentored these disciples and was writing to them as a concerned father. (We should note that the meaning of “children” in 1 John 2:12-13 is different from the use in 1 John 2:1, 18, 28; 3:7, 18; 4:4 and 5:21. In 1 John 2:12-13, the word “children” refers to disciples who are immature in the faith. In those two verses, “children” is contrasted with “young men” and “fathers,” who are more mature in the faith. In a culture that used “children” and “father” terminology to refer to literal fathers and children, and also mentor and disciple, and lover and beloved, the change of emphasis in the word “children” in 1 John 2:12-13 would be easily noticed and caused no problems for the reader).
John is writing to people he has personally trained and loves dearly, so he is not writing to get them saved. His disciples have been under assault. “Many antichrists” had arisen (1 John 2:18), and “went out from us,” meaning they had once been fellowshipping with John and those with him, but had left John’s company, presumably because they did not agree with what John was teaching and doing. Some of those people were no doubt part of the “many false prophets” that were in the world (1 John 4:1). John warns his beloved children not to simply believe the “spirits,” the prophecies, that come from prophets, but to test them to see if they are true. Since no Christian would “just believe” a prophecy from a non-believer or a prophet or oracle of one of the ancient or Greco-Roman gods, the fact that John writes and tells the people not to believe every prophecy shows that the ones giving the prophecies were professing to be Christian
[For the use of “spirit” as a prophecy or manifestation of the gift of holy spirit, see commentary on 1 Cor. 14:12.]
John’s beloved disciples were being confused by these deceived Christians who had become false prophets and even against Christ, but still had some credibility and could demonstrate some spiritual power. Apparently, some disciples were even being drawn away to idol worship (1 John 5:21). Thus John wrote to them to shore up or reestablish like-mindedness with his beloved disciples so that he and they could have “fellowship,” (intimate joint participation). John knew what many Christians apparently do not: that when Christians disagree on fundamental points of the faith, there cannot be true fellowship with one another. We each instinctively know this and feel comfortable being around people who believe like we do.
Scripture says, “What fellowship can light have with darkness?” (2 Cor. 6:14). However, there are Christians who try to downplay major disagreements, saying things like, “Why can’t we just get along” or “We can still worship together even if we disagree.” This kind of talk misses the point. There is great value in truth and often great harm in error. Why did John even fight for the truth of the faith if it was not important? Why did Paul say if someone taught another Gospel he should be accursed (Gal. 1:8)? Why did Jesus say over and over again in the Sermon on the Mount: “You have heard that it was said...but I say to you...,” and tell the disciples to leave the erring religious leaders alone, saying they were blind leaders of the blind (Matt. 5:21-48; 15:14)? Why did Jude say we should “contend earnestly for the faith” (Jude 1:3)? The whole Bible shows the contest between good and evil. God does not say to worship with evil or error, He says, “Come out from the midst of them, and be separate, says the Lord, and stop touching anything unclean, and I will welcome you” (2 Cor. 6:17). Obviously, we all err, and no one can claim to have the whole truth. But it is wrong to think that because of that we all can, or should, fellowship together. We can worship together to some degree, certainly, but “intimate joint participation” (“fellowship”) requires like-mindedness, and so John says he is writing to his disciples about what he has seen and heard so they could believe the same things and then fellowship together.
“and indeed our fellowship is with the Father.” It seems clear from the scope of Scripture that the “our” here is the apostle John and his companions and also the ones he is writing to. John is writing so that all the believers can fellowship together, so he and his companions (“we”) write to believers (“you”) so that “our fellowship,” i.e., the fellowship of all of us together, is with the Father and Jesus Christ. John would not be saying that “our fellowship” (the fellowship of just John and his companions) was with the Father and Jesus Christ; John was trying to be more inclusive than that.
“with his Son Jesus Christ.” Christians are to have “fellowship,” with Jesus Christ as well as with the Father and each other. The key to understanding “fellowship” with Jesus is knowing what “fellowship” is, which we covered above (see “fellowship”).
Our relationship with Jesus is to be intimate, that is open, honest, and heartfelt. We are to be totally open and honest with him. Similarly, our relationship must be one of “joint participation,” that is, both sides participate. “Fellowship” is not one-way, with one party doing all the communication. Jesus guides and directs us, teaches us, and blesses us in countless ways. We in turn listen to his instructions; pray to him, ask him for help or direction; praise him; thank him for what he has done and continues to do for us, and in general share our hearts and lives with him. The old song goes: “I have found a friend in Jesus, he’s everything to me,” and Jesus is indeed to be a true friend to us, intimately involved with our lives on a daily basis.
It makes perfect sense that we are supposed to have intimate joint participation with Jesus because he is both our Lord and the Head of the Body of Christ of which we are individual parts. In both his function as “Lord” and “Head” it is axiomatic that he be in communication with people. He cannot function as “Lord” if he cannot communicate to those people subject to him, and he cannot be “Head” in any meaningful way unless he can be in communication with his Body, the Church. But that communication is not a one-way street. We cannot truly have Jesus as our “Lord” or “Head” if we cannot communicate to him, ask him for things, and get the information and help that we need.
At the Last Supper, only hours before his arrest, Jesus made some very powerful statements to his disciples about how he would relate to them after his death and resurrection, and some of what we can expect in the way of “fellowship” with him. We can ask him for things and expect him to respond to our requests, and if we obey him he will show himself to us, revealing himself and his ways. For example, Jesus said, ”If you ask me anything in my name, I will do it” (John 14:14). He also said, “Whoever has my commands and obeys them, he is the one who loves me. He who loves me will be loved by my Father, and I too will love him and show myself to him” (John 14:21).
If we discipline ourselves to love and obey Jesus Christ, we can have, and should expect to have, an intimate and vital relationship with him and his Father, God. Although some Christians have been taught that we cannot pray to Jesus, this verse is strong evidence that we can indeed pray to Jesus. The very essence of “fellowship,” intimate joint participation, means that we could ask those people with whom we have fellowship for help if we needed it, and that certainly includes both God and Jesus.
[For more information on prayer to Jesus, see commentary on John 14:14.]
1Jo 1:4
“so that.” This verse contains the stated purpose of the Epistle: “so that our joy may be made full.” The verse contains two textual variants, both concerning pronouns. (1) Instead of the pronoun “we” (#2257 ἡμῶν) with the verb “we write,” some texts change the pronoun to read “to you” (#5213 ὑμῖν), and (2) Some texts read, “your” (#5216 ὑμῶν) joy rather than “our” (#2257 ἡμῶν) joy. These differences can be seen between the KJV and ASV translations:
ASV 1 John 1:4 and these things we write, that our joy may be made full.
KJV 1 John 1:4 And these things write we unto you, that your joy may be full.
The textual reading represented in modern versions is to be preferred: “we write these things” rather than “we write to you,” and “our” joy rather than “your” joy. Both these readings not only are supported by better texts, they also conform to the textual criticism principle known as lector difficilis—that is, that the more difficult reading is most likely correct.[footnoteRef:3094] In the first case, a scribe would be much more likely to change the text to the natural “to you” rather than change it to “we,” which is already communicated in the verb “we write.” It is likewise easier to account for the change from “our” joy to “your” joy, as it may seem more natural for John to be writing so his readers’ joy could be made full rather than his own (for a more detailed explanation of the textual evidence for “our” see the text note on the NET Bible). [3094:  Metzger, Textual Commentary, xxvi.] 

Why then does John speak of “our” joy being rather than simply his readers’ joy? The answer lies in the full context of his stated purpose for writing the letter. In the first three verses, John dictates that he declares what he has seen, “so that you too may have fellowship with us.” Thus, the reference to “our” joy being made full is in the context of having full sharing together as Christians, the “our” is John and the believers together.
1Jo 1:5
“message.” From the Greek word angelia (#31 ἀγγελία). The messenger is the angelos and the message he brings is the angelia. Interestingly, this word only occurs twice, here and in 1 John 3:11.
“heard from him.” The “him” is Jesus Christ. John 1:18 says that Jesus Christ made known the Father, and he made Him known in a fuller and more accurate way than had ever been done before. In fact, Jesus so modeled the character of the Father that he said that anyone who had seen him had seen the Father (John 14:9). This statement is very profound because it not only tells us about God in an unconditional way, but it clarifies something that was not really clear in the Old Testament (and is still believed by many), that God, for reasons unknown to us, causes human suffering. The full revelation that in God was “no darkness at all” came through Jesus Christ, and it is up to us to see that both in the Bible and in our hearts. When we have doubts about the goodness of God, we cannot love Him with ALL our heart, soul, mind, and strength.
[For information on the “idiom of permission,” which makes it seem like God does evil, see commentary on Rom. 9:18.]
“God is light.” This is the figure of speech, anthropopatheia. The meaning of “light” in the mind of the Eastern peoples was rich and multifaceted. E. W. Bullinger correctly notes: “It would require a volume to investigate and carry out all that is taught by this wondrous metaphor.”[footnoteRef:3095] The importance and blessings of “light” in the biblical culture are firmly anchored in their daily life and experience. At a time before any kind of bright and reliable lamp, light, or flashlight, the “light” from the sun was essential to life and activity on the earth. It is because of the physical blessings that light brought to the people, and because it is the very foundation of life and the first thing God needed to start life on earth (Gen. 1:3), that light was compared to many things in life. Light was helpful, healing, warming, and protective (in contrast, darkness was hurtful and something to be feared). “Light” was used to portray what was good, right, just, fair, and godly, and was used to convey the concepts of knowledge and truth. “Light” was also used to express God’s favor and the joy, blessings, and the prosperity that His favor brings. The word “light” often communicates so much meaning that assigning one verse to one meaning is almost impossible. It is more accurate to understand the full cultural meaning of “light” and then see how the individual verses fit into the cultural understanding (cf. Ps. 43:3; 119:130; Prov. 4:18; 6:23; Dan. 5:14 (KJV); 2 Cor. 4:6). [3095:  Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 896, “anthropopatheia.”] 

The many meanings of “light” are reflected throughout the Bible. Thus, God is said to be light; the Messiah was the light of the world (John 8:12); The Word of God gives light (Ps. 119:105); people who are godly and walk in truth are said to dwell in the light and be light (Eph. 5:8); a good king or ruler was the light (2 Sam. 23:4), and even just being alive is referred to as the “light of life” (Job 33:30; Ps. 56:13). The fruit of “light” in people’s lives was goodness, righteousness, and truth (Eph. 5:9). In the days of Esther, when the Jews were delivered from the death sentence Haman had pronounced on them, they had “light” (Esther 8:16 KJV). God Himself is not only said to be light, but He covers Himself in light (Ps. 104:2), and lives in unapproachable light (1 Tim. 6:16). When God was present, His light often shone brightly (2 Chron. 5:13-14 KJV).
If the light is life-giving, good, and godly, then the most ungodly times are when the light does not shine, for example, when the sun will be darkened (Isa. 13:10; Jer. 4:23; Matt. 24:29). The evil of the crucifixion is clearly portrayed by the fact that even at high noon the sun quit shining and there was darkness over the land (Matt. 27:45).
The phrase “God is light” is a metaphor (a comparison using a form of the verb “to be”). “Light” is also used in the Word of God in a simile (a comparison using “like” or “as”; Matt. 17:2) and as the figure hypocatastasis (a comparison by implication; 1 John 1:7).
[For an explanation of hypocatastasis, see commentary on Rev. 20:2.]
1Jo 1:7
“continue to walk…cleanses.” The verbs for walk and cleanse are in the present tense, they are what grammarian Daniel Wallace refers to as Broadband Presents, expressing continuous action over a period of time.[footnoteRef:3096] Williams’ New Testament picks up on this and translates the verse, “if we continue to live in the light… the blood of Jesus his Son continues to cleanse us from every sin.” See commentary on 1 Peter 1:2 on how the blood of Jesus can continuously cleanse us over a period of time. [3096:  Cf. Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics.] 

“sin.” Although the exact parameters of sin can be hard to define, a basic definition of sin is that it involves breaking the commands of God by commission or omission. To God, to many sinners, and to most people who are sinned against, sin is not just a concept or idea, it is a very real “thing.” Gary Anderson, professor of Old Testament at Notre Dame, says that the Bible does not treat sin as just a vague mental notion that something has gone wrong. “A wrongful deed creates in its wake some sort of ‘thing’ that has to be removed.”[footnoteRef:3097] [3097:  Anderson, Sin: A History, 3.] 

The Bible uses vocabulary and metaphors to show that, to God, sin is something real, not just an idea, and if we are going to really understand what sin is, what it does, and what must be done with it, we have to correctly understand the vocabulary that God uses when speaking about it.
God describes sin in very real terms. He refers to it as a weight that must be lifted or carried, and also as a debt that must be paid. He also describes it as something like dirt or blood that stains the hands and hearts of those who commit it. Sin makes us “unclean,” which is why Scripture says, “Cleanse your hands, you sinners, and purify your hearts, you double-minded” (James 4:8). Although we often talk about “sin” in general and intangible terms, when a person sins it suddenly becomes very real. As Dr. Anderson says, it becomes some kind of “thing.” The person who sins has to “carry” the sin as if it were a weight. It creates a very real “debt” he has to pay, and it stains his hands and heart, making him unclean in the sight of God.
The Bible says that humans instinctively know good from evil (Gen. 3:22), and we clearly see that in the lives of children. Children know when something is taken from them or when they are being treated unfairly. Similarly, the person with a good conscience knows when he is doing wrong, and we speak of people having a “guilty conscience” when they sin and hurt others and then feel bad about it. God gave us the gift of conscience to help guide us, and thus also the gifts of guilt and shame that move us to humble ourselves and seek His forgiveness when we sin. However, many people ignore the tugging of their conscience until they cannot feel it anymore, and they become evil and unrighteous. The Bible says that “an unjust person knows no shame” (Zeph. 3:5), and they “have their own consciences seared as if with a hot iron” (1 Tim. 4:2). Nevertheless, just because sinners do not think they have sinned, or feel the weight of their sin, it is there, and they will be judged for it on Judgment Day unless they come to Christ, repent, and confess it.
There is a huge difference between sinning against someone and being sinned against, but sadly in day-to-day life, that difference does not seem to show up as it should. In fact, often in our modern world the person who is sinned against seems to be worse off than the sinner. However, from God’s point of view, it is the sinner who has to carry the weight of his sin, pay the debt his sin creates, and be cleansed from his sin, while the person who has been sinned against does not carry any sin weight, incur sin’s debt, or have to be cleansed in God’s sight. Being sinned against is not sin, and does not incur God’s wrath or penalty.
Just as when a person with a good conscience sins and then sin suddenly becomes more than just an idea or concept, so too when someone is sinned against, the sin suddenly becomes a very real thing” that must be paid for. The person who is sinned against usually pays in terms of mental, physical, and emotional suffering as well as often having to spend money to make things right again. The person whose car has been stolen knows that sin is not just an intangible idea. So does the woman who has been raped, the child who has been bullied, the person who has been crippled by a drunk driver, and so on.
The person who has been sinned against must be very diligent to see other people’s sin through God’s eyes, not the eyes of the flesh. From God’s invisible, spiritual, eternal perspective, it is the sinner who incurs the debt sin creates, but down here on earth it is the innocent victim who usually has to pay for the sin and cover the cost of making things right in his life again. Although it is often the right thing to seek justice so that the sinner has to pay for the cost of his sin, too often efforts to get any earthly justice or restitution are futile. In any case, sin always hurts and the person who is sinned against must trust that God will bless him now and reward him later, and must forgive the sin and put the whole situation into God’s hands.
No one deserves to be sinned against, but neither did Jesus Christ, and he showed us how to deal with sin by living a sacrificial life and keeping his eyes on the glorious future, just as Moses did in Egypt (Heb. 11:24-26). If we respond to being sinned against by becoming angry, slandering, and seeking revenge, then we become sinners too, and by sinning, we put the weight of sin upon ourselves and have to carry it; we incur the debt sin created, and we get our hands and hearts stained. Forgiveness can seem to be a hard path to take, but it is the right path and a sinless path, and one that will be richly rewarded.
Although plenty of Christians talk a good talk about forgiveness, not everyone really walks it out properly. Jesus made it clear that we can rejoice when we are sinned against: “Blessed are you when people hate you, and when they exclude you, and insult you, and denounce your name as evil because of the Son of Man. Rejoice in that day and leap for joy, because your reward in heaven is great… (Luke 6:22-23). In Colossians 1:24, Paul said he rejoiced in his sufferings as well. Forgiveness has to be complete and from the heart. Whether or not we seek retribution, we have not really forgiven if we maintain a simmering anger and continue to think and say evil things about those who have sinned against us.
One reason the Christian world is not as aware as it should be about the spiritual problems sin creates is that they are not aware of the specific and graphic words in Hebrew and Greek that God uses to describe sin and its consequences. Often the way God deals with sin is simply translated under the broad category of “forgive.” One example is Psalm 25:18, which in many versions reads similarly to the NASB, “Look upon my affliction and my trouble, and forgive all my sins.” While that certainly expresses the core meaning of the verse, the Hebrew word nasa (translated “forgive” and covered in more detail below) is more graphic than just “forgive.” The verse could arguably be better translated as, “Look upon my affliction and my trouble, and carry away all my sins.” That translation allows us to see the heart of David the psalmist much more clearly: he has sinned and it is a great weight on his shoulders. He is afflicted and troubled by his sin, so he is pleading with God to come and lift the sin weight off of him and carry it away.
As has been stated above, one way that sin is described in the Hebrew language is that it is a weight and burden that the sinner has to carry. A good example of this occurs in the verses that describe the Day of Atonement, the one day of the year when the High Priest was required to go into the Holy of Holies twice: the first time to deal with his own sins, and the second time to deal with the sins of the people. On the Day of Atonement, a goat was chosen “for Azazel” (a name for the Devil; see commentary on Lev. 16:8). The High Priest laid his hands on the head of the goat and confessed all the sins of Israel, and by doing that he “put them on” the goat, who then “carried” all the sins of the people into the wilderness (Lev. 16:21-22). Thus, the goat is portrayed as a pack animal that must carry away all the sins of Israel.
Similarly, Isaiah 1:4 refers to sin as a weight and speaks of Israel as a people “weighed down with iniquity.” Israel’s sin was a heavy weight that the people were having to carry, but instead of humbly confessing their sin so God could come and carry it away, they added to their sin. Eventually, it became so heavy that they could not carry it and ended up having to “drag iniquity with cords made of deceit, and sin as if with cart ropes” (Isa. 5:18). Israel was so hard-hearted against God that they just continued their lies and deceit and used their lies to sustain their sin and drag it along behind them.
Leviticus 24:15 also portrays sin as a weight. It says, “Whoever curses his God will bear his sin.” Since sin is portrayed as a weight and must be carried, the verse could be expanded somewhat and translated as, “Whoever curses his God will carry the weight of his sin.” The word “carry” or “bear” is nasa (#05375 נָשָׂא sometimes spelled נָסָא), and it has a number of meanings, some of them even appearing to be contradictory. For example, nasa means “carry, bear, take” (cf. Lev. 5:1, 17), and it also means “take away, carry off, forgive” (cf. Exod. 32:32; Num. 14:19; Ps. 32:5). Since the word nasa can mean either that a person has to “carry” the weight of his own sin, or that the person’s sin is “carried away,” and thus “forgiven,” we must pay very careful attention to the context of the verse we are reading in order to properly understand what it is saying. Also, although most versions translate the word nasa as “bear,” that can be confusing because in today’s English, “bear” can also mean “endure,” but nasa does not mean “endure,” it means “carry.”
One example of the confusion that is possible because of the different meanings of nasa is Leviticus 10:17. Most older translations, such as the King James, speak of the High Priest eating the offering that was given to “bear” the sin of Israel, while most modern versions properly understand that the context shows the meaning of nasa is “take away.” Many verses show that the person who sins must “carry,” or more fully, “carry the weight” of sin (cf. Exod. 28:38; Lev. 5:1, 17; 17:16; 19:8; 20:17, 19, 20; 22:9, 16; Num. 5:31; 9:13; 14:33, 34; 18:1, 22, 23, 32; 30:15; Prov. 9:12; Isa. 53:12; Ezek. 4:4, 6; 14:10; 23:49; 44:10, 12). Sometimes the weight of the sin is so great the person dies from it (Num. 18:22).
That God describes sin as a weight that must be carried is graphic and communicates well because we feel the weight when we sin, and it can include mental, emotional, physical, and material consequences. Furthermore, the “sin weight” that is placed upon us cannot be removed by human effort. Although we can harden our heart and try to ignore the sin weight, it is still there; the only real way to get rid of the sin weight is to have God “carry away” our sin—forgive us—and thus take the weight of sin from us.
When we realize that sin places a weight on us that only God can remove, we face the decision of either hardening our hearts and carrying the weight by ourselves, or humbling ourselves before God and asking for, and accepting, His forgiveness. When we humble ourselves and ask for forgiveness, then God takes the sin weight from us. He will carry it away and get rid of it, just as David said: “Blessed is the one whose transgression has been carried away [nasa]” (Ps. 32:1). God carries our sin weight away, and then He “will cast all our sins into the depths of the sea” (Mic. 7:19), at which point the heavy weight sinks to the bottom of the ocean and is gone.
By New Testament times it was much more common to refer to sin as a debt than a weight, but the understanding that sin was a weight does appear in the New Testament. Hebrews 12:1 tells us to “lay aside every weight, and the sin that so easily entangles us.” Although this verse does not specifically describe sin as a weight, and there are “weights” that we have to deal with that are not sin, the general parallelism in the biblical text is good evidence that sin is being included in the “weight” that slows us down and the sin that entangles us.
As well as being a weight, God describes sin as a debt that must be paid. The idea of sin as a debt seems to have existed to some extent in the minds of the Jews before the Babylonian Captivity (Lev. 26:34; Isa. 40:2; 50:1), but it became a common way of thinking under the influence of the Aramaic language during and after the Babylonian Captivity. In Aramaic, one of the words for “sin” also means “debt.” That sin was a debt that needed to be paid is clearly represented in the Aramaic Targums and is also represented in the New Testament.
For example, Matthew and Luke both have the Lord’s Prayer, but with some differences. Matthew 6:12 reads, “and forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors.” In contrast, Luke 11:4 reads, “And forgive us our sins, for we ourselves also forgive everyone who is indebted to us.” The people listening to Christ and the early Christians reading the Gospels were used to thinking in terms of sin being debt, so to them, Matthew and Luke were simply saying the same thing in two different ways—and if Jesus was speaking Aramaic at the time he spoke his prayer, which he most likely was, then both the meaning “sin” and “debt” were included in the same Aramaic word.
We can understand why Luke would say “sin,” while Matthew wrote “debt.” Translators translate in a way that relates well to the reading audience. The more Greek audience of Luke would not be used to thinking of sin as a debt because “sin” and “debt” are totally different words in Greek, so in writing down the words of Christ, Luke would say “sin” to clearly communicate to his audience what Jesus was saying. Matthew, however, was the most Jewish of all the Gospels and his audience would understand that when Jesus said, “forgive us our debts,” he meant “forgive us our sins,” so Matthew has “debts.” We can also tell that “debt” meant “sin” in the Gospel of Matthew because when Jesus starts explaining his prayer to the people, he makes it clear he is referring to sins by saying, “For if you forgive people their transgressions, your heavenly Father will also forgive you. But if you do not forgive people their transgressions, your Father will not forgive your transgressions” (Matt. 6:14-15).
We see sin equated with debt in the Parable of the Unforgiving Servant (Matt. 18:23-25). The context of the parable is forgiveness of sin. Peter came to Jesus and asked him how many times he should forgive another person who sinned against him, and should it be up to seven times (Matt. 18:21). Jesus answered in a hyperbole, by saying up to seventy times seven, but obviously meaning as many times as the person asked to be forgiven, and then he told his disciples “The Parable of the Unjust Servant.” That parable is about a servant who owed the king a huge amount of money that he could not pay, so the king forgave the debt; but then the servant refused to forgive another servant a small debt, and the king was so enraged at this injustice that he had the unjust servant thrown in prison and tortured “until he paid back all that was owed” (Matt. 18:34). The point of the parable in the context is that sin creates a debt, and each of us owes a huge debt to God. But if we ask, He will forgive the debt, and we in turn should forgive those who owe a sin debt to us.
That our sin creates a debt with God is also alluded to in Colossians 2:14, which says that He “wiped clean the handwritten certificate of indebtedness that was against us which, by means of its regulations, was hostile to us, and He has taken it away, having nailed it to the cross.” God, through the work of His Son Jesus, wiped clean and thus canceled out the certificate of debt that we owed. Although the context of Colossians 2:14 is the debt we owe to God, the same vocabulary word and the same concept are used when we sin against other people. Ann Nyland points out this use of the Greek word cheirographon (#5498 χειρόγραφον; the handwritten certificate of indebtedness), saying it “was written by the person who owed the debt, and was an acknowledgment of all debts owed. It was a simple document and did not have to be legally registered in the court, quite like an IOU. No witnesses were required and it could be written by the person or a local scribe.”[footnoteRef:3098] When we sin against God, we owe a debt to Him, and when we sin against others we owe a debt to them, too, and sometimes we cannot pay either debt. Although we should genuinely try to make restitution to our fellow man when we sin against them, our heartfelt repentance and confession to God will result in being cleansed from all sin (1 John 1:9). [3098:  Ann Nyland, The Source New Testament, note on Col. 2:14, 389n2.] 

Romans 6:23 also looks at sin in financial terms and refers to it as a wage that must be paid. Just as when sin is referred to as a weight, a debt, or something that stains us, when sin is referred to as a wage there is a certain reality or “thingness” to it, it is not just an idea. Romans 6:23 says that “the wages of sin is death,” and to properly understand the phrase, “the wages of sin” we have to understand two things. The first is that the phrase “wages of sin” is a genitive of relation, and in this case, the relation between wages and “Sin,” who pays them is the payment itself. Thus the phrase could be loosely translated, “the wages paid by Sin is death.”
The other thing that we have to know to properly understand Romans 6:23 is that in a number of verses in Romans 6, “sin” is personified as a slavemaster and we are the slaves who work for him (Rom. 6:6, 7, 10-14, 16, 17, 18, 20, 22), and so it is helpful to capitalize “Sin,” the slavemaster’s name. For example, Romans 6:12 says we are not to let the slavemaster “Sin” reign, or “be king,” in our mortal bodies, making us obey his lusts. However, despite our best efforts to not work for Sin, we still end up obeying Sin and continuing to sin. When we work for the slavemaster Sin, he owes us wages that he will pay, and the wages we receive is our death. Thankfully, Jesus Christ took our place and got paid the wages Sin owed us by dying for us. A more literal way of phrasing Romans 6:23 without the personification would be “the consequences of sin is death.”
Another way God communicates to us that sin has a certain “thingness” to it and is not just an idea is that when we sin it stains us, and to be “clean” in God’s sight we must have the sin stain washed away. The concept of things being “clean” or “unclean” is firmly rooted in the Old Testament and continues in the New Testament; it has to do with the commands of God and a person being holy in the sight of God by obeying them. The Bible never calls a person “unclean” due to being dirty, getting blood on himself while killing an animal for food, or not having bathed in a while. People who were unclean in the sight of God had to go through various rituals described in the Law to be “clean” again. Jesus Christ made it clear that ungodly behavior “defiled” a person and made him unclean (Mark 7:18-23).
King David understood that sin made a person unclean and that the only way to get clean again was to be cleansed by God. After he sinned by committing adultery with Bathsheba, he wrote, “Wash me thoroughly from my iniquity, and cleanse me from my sin. Purify me with hyssop and I will be clean. Wash me, and I will be whiter than snow” (Ps. 51:2, 7). The hyssop was a common plant that could be dipped in water or another fluid so that the fluid could then be sprinkled on something.
Hebrews also shows that sin stains the sinner and must be cleaned: “let us draw near [to God] with a true heart, in fullness of trust, having our hearts sprinkled to cleanse us from an evil conscience, and having our body washed with clean water” (Heb. 10:22). James 4:8 says, “Cleanse your hands, you sinners, and purify your hearts, you double-minded.”
The way to be cleansed from sin is laid out in the New Testament in several verses. Acts 15:9 says that our hearts become cleansed by trust (“faith”), and truly, when we confess Christ as Lord and believe he was raised from the dead, our sin is cleansed and we are saved. As we continue to live our lives we continue to sin, and so to be cleansed we go to God and humbly confess our sin: “If we confess our sins, he is faithful and righteous to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness” (1 John 1:9).
One of the ironies in the Bible is that it is the blood of Jesus Christ that cleanses us from sin (1 John 1:7). We normally think of blood as something that badly stains both flesh and clothing, but in God’s spiritual economy, if we want to be cleansed from the stain of sin, it is the blood of Jesus Christ that removes the sin stain—it is on the basis of the sacrificial death of Jesus Christ that any sin stain can be cleansed.
Sin should not be ignored or toyed with. It creates a weight in our life that we have to carry and that only God can remove. It creates a debt that must be paid, and it stains us with a stain that can only be removed by the blood of Jesus Christ. If there is any good news about sin, it is that God has made it easy to remove it from us. We Christians must work hard not to sin, and also learn to be diligent to confess our sins and be cleansed from unrighteousness when we do sin.
1Jo 1:8
“If we say that we have no sin.” This phrase has a very broad application. A major reason for it being in 1 John has to do with the Gnostics, but it has a much wider application than just that. It seems that at the time of the writing of 1 John the Gnostics were claiming they could do as they pleased and not be contaminated by sin; that is, their behavior would not affect their relationship with God. Sadly, many Christians feel the same way today, that no matter how they behave, because Jesus Christ paid for their sin their behavior does not affect their relationship with God. But it does. It is clear from the Bible that God works especially closely with certain people and not with others. For example, God picked Saul to be the first king over Israel, but withdrew Himself from Saul when Saul became arrogant and sinful (1 Sam. 15:26-28). God said, “…those who honor me I will honor, and those who despise me shall be treated with contempt” (1 Sam. 2:30 NRSV).
To “say we have no sin” comes out in many forms. The bottom line, as we have seen, is that people think they can do what they want and it not affect their relationship with God. However, there are various explanations people give as to why their behavior is not really sinful or does not count as sin or affect their relationship with God. The Gnostics believed their “special knowledge” made sin irrelevant when it came to them. Some groups have taught that since the body is fallen flesh, sin is “natural’ and therefore God does not hold it against us. Some groups have taught that since Jesus paid for our sin, any sin we commit is already paid for without us having to confess it or be concerned about it. All of these groups, beliefs, and philosophies are shown false by the last phrase in the verse: “we are deceiving ourselves, and the truth is not in us.” Let us not deceive ourselves and find out too late that there are genuine consequences for our sin. Ecclesiastes 7:20 says, “Surely there is not a righteous person on earth who does good and does not sin.” We need to obey 1 John 1:9 and confess our sins and get cleansed from them in God’s sight.
1Jo 1:9
“If we confess our sins.” Christ died so we could be righteous in the sight of God. And confession of sin is an important part of staying righteous in God’s sight. But to understand what it means to be righteous, we must realize that “righteous” is used two different ways in the New Testament, and both those ways are important to the Christian.
One way “righteous” is used in the New Testament is to describe the fact that the Christian has a guarantee of everlasting life that he did not earn by being “good” and he cannot lose by sinning. When a person gets “saved,” born again of God’s gift of holy spirit, the blood of Christ atones for his sin and he is declared to be righteous in the sight of God. God “declares” that we are righteous in His sight based on the work of Christ even though we still sin and are still sinners. It is vital that the Christian understand that this declaration of “righteous” does not mean that Christians cannot sin in God’s sight or that there are no consequences for sin, because there are consequences for sin. However, when God declares us righteous based on the work of Christ, we receive the guarantee of everlasting life and do not have to fear dying in the Lake of Fire (see commentary on Rom. 3:20).
The other way “righteous” is used in the New Testament is to describe our behavior. Believers can be godly and have righteous behavior, or they can be ungodly and have unrighteous behavior. We see this second use of “righteous” in verses such as 1 Timothy 1:9; 6:11; 2 Timothy 2:22; 3:16; Titus 1:8; 2:12 and 3:5. If a person acts “righteously” in the sight of God, that is, he does what is “right” in God’s sight, he will be rewarded. If a person acts unrighteously and sins, there are consequences for that sin. There are many verses in the Church Epistles and General Epistles about being rewarded or not having rewards in the future Kingdom of Christ (cf. 1 Cor. 3:11-17; 9:24-25; 2 Cor. 5:10; Col. 3:23-25; 1 Thess. 4:3-8; 2 Tim. 2:22; 4:7-8; 1 Pet. 5:2-4; 1 John 2:28; 2 John 1:8).
It is impossible to live our lives without sinning. Everyone sins. Ecclesiastes 7:20 says, “Surely there is not a righteous person on earth who does good and does not sin.” But since there are consequences for sin, God has given us a way to get His forgiveness for the sins we have committed. We can have our sins forgiven so that they do not stop us from being rewarded in the future kingdom. God makes it clear that the way to have sins we commit expunged is to confess them. That confession of sin cleanses us from sin should not be surprising. For one thing, God has always made a way to get forgiveness for sin. He has never rejected anyone’s desire to be clean in His sight.
Confession with a pure heart has always been the actual thing that cleansed people from sin. Some people think that in the Old Testament it was sacrifices that cleansed people from sin, but the sacrifices themselves never cleansed people from sin, as is clear in many Old Testament verses (see commentary on Amos 5:22). On the other hand, there are many examples in the Old Testament that confession of sin cleansed from sin.
On the Day of Atonement, the High Priest confessed the sins of the people on the sacrificial animal (Lev. 16:21). In the Law of Moses, when a person sinned against another person, the sinner was to confess his sin (Num. 5:7). The Psalmist knew the forgiveness that came with confession: “Blessed is the one whose disobedience is forgiven, whose sin is covered. Blessed is the person to whom Yahweh doesn’t impute iniquity…. I acknowledged my sin to you, and I did not hide my iniquity. I said, ‘I will confess my transgressions to Yahweh,’ and you forgave the guilt of my sin” (Ps. 32:1,2, 5; cf. Ps. 38:18).
King David understood that to be forgiven, even for murder and adultery, what God wanted was a pure heart, not animal sacrifices (Ps. 51:16-17). Nehemiah confessed the sins of Israel before God (Neh. 1:6). Daniel understood the importance of confessing sin before God, and confessed not only his own sin, but the sins of Israel (Dan. 9:20). John the Baptist had people confess their sins as they were being baptized (Matt. 3:6; Mark 1:5). John understood that the water baptism was only a symbol of God’s cleansing, but that someone who did not have a pure heart was not cleansed just by water, so he had the people confess their sin as he was baptizing them. James said to confess our sins to one another (James 5:16).
Confession of sin was the ancient way to be “right” in the sight of God, and 1 John 1:9 is only saying what the Bible had said many times before when it says that if we confess our sin before God we are cleansed of all unrighteousness; and if we are cleansed of unrighteousness, then we are left righteous in the sight of God.
Another thing to remember about the confession of sin is that when the Bible says we are to confess our sin, we do not have to remember each and every sin and confess it to be cleansed in the sight of God. If that were the case, no one could ever be forgiven. For one thing, we could never remember every sin we commit, and also, many times we sin and do not know it. The Bible shows us that we can be repentant before God for our sins and get forgiveness for them without specifically mentioning every sin. The best example of this in the Bible is the parable Jesus told of the Pharisee and the tax collector (Luke 18:10-14). In the parable, the tax collector, who would have certainly had many sins, would not even approach close to the inner Sanctuary of God, but just humbled himself before God and asked for mercy. Jesus said it this way: “But the tax collector, standing afar off, would not lift up so much as his eyes to heaven, but smote his chest, saying, ‘God, be merciful to me a sinner.’ I say to you, this man [the tax collector] went down to his house righteous rather than the other [the Pharisee], for everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, but whoever humbles himself will be exalted.”
Notice that the tax collector did not have to confess each of his sins, but rather just confess his sins in general. So too, for us to be forgiven of our sin, we just need to be humble before God and confess our sin to Him. When we do, we are totally cleansed in His sight. It is vital that Christians confess their sin before God, because He does not forget or ignore them. God gives grace to the humble (James 4:6; 1 Pet. 5:5), and the grace of forgiveness is given to those people who are humble enough to come to God and confess their sins to Him.
There is a teaching being promoted by some people that Christians have been forgiven their sins and are fully righteous in the sight of God and therefore do not have to confess their sin to be forgiven, and also that 1 John 1:9 is not even written to Christians but is written to the unsaved. That is a false and harmful teaching, and there is good evidence that 1 John 1:9 is written to Christians and that confession of our sins to God is very important.
Some of the confusion about this issue comes from the fact that Christians are forgiven of their sins when it comes to salvation: Christian salvation is never in doubt, whether one is a habitual sinner or not. The New Birth guarantees the Christian everlasting life. However, although confession of sin is not required to be saved, it is an important part of the fellowship that a Christian has with God and Christ. When it comes to confession of sin, there is more at stake than just salvation; also at stake are rewards in Christ’s future Kingdom on earth. Christians can habitually sin and not lose their salvation, but they cannot habitually sin and not lose rewards, which is why 1 John 1:9 and confession of sin are so vitally important. Confessing our sins is a part of restoring any broken fellowship we have with God and Christ.
Christians do sin, even sometimes habitually, and although that does not change the “Father and child” relationship they have with God, it does change their fellowship relationship. Fellowship between two people is not restored just because the one offending party simply stops their hurtful behavior; also needed to restore fellowship is confession of the wrong and asking for forgiveness. That is true of people, and it is true with God. Our active fellowship with God, and our rewards in the future Kingdom of Christ, depend in large part on our fellowship with God and Christ: our living in obedience to them and our making amends with them when we sin.
Groups that teach that Christians do not need to confess their sin as 1 John 1:9 says, often teach that 1 John 1:9 is not written to Christians, but to unbelievers. But that is not the case. The context of 1 John 1:9 flows directly from 1 John 1:1, where “we” and “our” refer to and include the writer, the apostle John, who was a Christian. The “we” of 1 John 1:1 is used in every verse in the chapter and right on into chapter 2 without skipping a single verse. Thus, in order to make the assertion that 1 John 1:9 is to unbelievers, the “we” would have to change meanings from the apostle John and his associates to unbelievers, then back again, but there is no textual or contextual reason to make that change, and many reasons not to, since the subject of “sin” continues from 1 John 1:5 right into the rest of the book, and Christians constantly wrestle with sin in their lives.
Another reason that 1 John 1:9 is not to the unsaved about being saved is that confession of sins does not save anyone today. In the Administration of Grace in which we are living (Eph. 3:2), salvation is obtained by confessing and believing that Jesus is Lord and that God has raised him from the dead—which is sometimes simplified in the Bible to just having trust in Jesus (Rom. 10:9; Acts 16:30-31; Rom. 3:22, 26; 4:24; Gal. 2:16). No doubt there have been many people saved since the Day of Pentecost who never confessed their sins, and sadly, there have also been people who confessed their sins but never personally took Jesus Christ as their personal living Lord and Savior and who thus were never actually saved, “born again.”
People who teach that 1 John 1:9 is not about a Christian confessing their sin and being forgiven usually say that if confession was necessary for sin to be forgiven, then it ought to be written about in many places, not just in 1 John 1:9. But it actually is written about in many places, and in many different ways. Confession of sin appears throughout the Old Testament and not just in relation to salvation, but also to restoring one’s fellowship with God (cf. Lev. 5:5; 16:21; 26:40-42; Num. 5:6-7; 1 Kings 8:33, 35; Ezra 10:1, 11; Neh. 1:6; 9:2-3; Ps. 32:5; Prov. 28:13; Dan. 9:4-5, 20; Matt. 3:6). When something is written throughout the Old Testament and affirmed in the New Testament, then we can be confident that it is the will of God. When we sin, going before God and the Lord and humbly and honestly confessing our sin restores our active fellowship with them and affects the rewards we will receive when Christ reigns as king on the earth. In fact, if the New Testament was going to change what was said over and over in the Old Testament and Gospels, then we would expect a verse that said something like, “Now, due to the work of Christ, it is no longer necessary to confess your sin,” but of course, there is no such verse.
A person who confesses their sin is forgiven instantly by God, but earthly consequences may continue. Thus if someone steals something but is sorry and humbly confesses that sin to God, the person is forgiven right then by God, however, the person may still have to face the earthly court system for stealing. So in that sense, many times people will not see the true effect of their confession of sin until the Day of Judgment, when that sin will not be held against them.
[For more on “righteousness,” see commentary on Matt. 5:6. For more about the New Birth and salvation, see Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation” and see commentary on 1 Pet. 1:3, “new birth.” For more on Christ’s future kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on the rewards believers can receive in Christ’s kingdom, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10.]
 
1 John Chapter 2
1Jo 2:1
“will not sin.” Cf. NIV translation. This phrase is hina with a verb in the subjunctive mood purpose clause (see Word Study: “Hina”). We went with “will” rather than “may,” because the hina clause shows John’s intention that they would not sin. On “will” vs. “may,” see commentary on Romans 8:17, “will be…glorified.”
“we have an advocate who intercedes for us with the Father—Jesus Christ.” There is some potential ambiguity in the English that the REV sought to avoid. The Greek text is literally, “we have an advocate with the Father—Jesus Christ.” One way it could be taken is that “we have an advocate along with the Father,” meaning, “in addition to.” However, this understanding does not make sense, because there is no one greater to whom would the Father be advocating. He is the greatest being in the universe, with all power, and holds all justice in his hand, thus, God does not advocate to anyone, but humankind and Jesus plea to him. To avoid that potential misunderstanding, the REV has provided “who intercedes for us” in italics.
Here in 1 John 2:1, the “advocate” is Jesus Christ. The Greek word translated “advocate” is paraklētos (#3875 παράκλητος), which shows up in the Gospel of John as the “helper,” and in that Gospel it refers to the gift of holy spirit (John 14:26). In the Gospel of John, Jesus told his disciples that he would no longer be present with them personally, but that he would send a “helper” to be with them, the holy spirit (John 14:16, 26; 15:26; 16:7).
In the Gospel of John, the translation “helper” is warranted because the holy spirit is indeed a helper in many different ways, and the word paraklētos is general and the meaning is determined by the context: it can be a “helper,” “advocate,” “encourager,” “counselor,” etc., depending on the specific role that fits the context. But while “helper” is certainly appropriate for the gift of holy spirit, here in 1 John we are not to understand that Jesus is our “helper,” although he does help us. Rather, in this context about sin, Jesus Christ is our advocate and continually intercedes for us (Rom. 8:26, 27, 34; Heb. 7:25).
That the gift of holy spirit is our paraklētos, and Jesus Christ is also, shows the intimate connection between them. Jesus Christ was the one who gave us the gift of holy spirit (Acts 2:33) and he works through it to form us into his image.
[For more on the gift of holy spirit, see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit’” and also see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
1Jo 2:2
“atoning sacrifice.” The Greek is hilasmos (#2434 ἱλασμός), and it means an appeasement necessitated by sin, expiation, or an instrument for appeasing, sacrifice to atone, sin-offering.[footnoteRef:3099] Louw and Nida write: [3099:  BDAG, s.v. “ἱλασμός.”] 

God offered him as a means by which sins are forgiven through faith (in him)’ Rom. 3:25. Though some traditional translations render ἱλαστήριον as ‘propitiation,’ this involves a wrong interpretation of the term in question. Propitiation is essentially a process by which one does a favor to a person in order to make him or her favorably disposed, but in the NT God is never the object of propitiation since he is already on the side of people. ἱλασμός and ἱλαστήριον denote the means of forgiveness and not propitiation.[footnoteRef:3100] [3100:  Louw and Nida, s.v.“ ἱλασμός.”] 

The sacrifice of Jesus did not placate God, but rather was a provision that God, in His grace, made for mankind, so they would be accepted by Him and able to come into His presence. Other translations that read “atoning sacrifice” include the NIV, NRSV, Amplified Bible, and Williams. The New American Bible uses “expiation.”
[For more information, see commentary on Rom. 3:25.]
1Jo 2:5
“reached its goal.” The Greek verb is “teleioō” (τελειόω #5048) which means “to complete, accomplish, perfect, or to bring to its goal.”[footnoteRef:3101] Most translations translate this phrase along the lines of “in him the love of God has been perfected,” or “in him the love of God has been completed.” However, this communicates an idea that seems contrary to Scripture and logic. Is there something lacking in God’s love? Is his love not good enough, that we can somehow make it better or complete it? No, clearly not. We sinners do not make his love better, he has given us a pattern and standard of love that exceeds our own. He has called us to love our enemies, and to pray for those who persecute us (Matt. 5:44), and he loved us even when we were still sinners (Rom. 5:8). Thus, we do not complete or perfect God’s love, it is already complete and perfect, if anything, we fall short of it (Rom. 3:23). [3101:  William Arndt, Frederick W. Danker, Walter Bauer, and F. Wilbur Gingrich, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early Christian Literature (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000), 996.] 

The intended meaning of this verse is clearly seen when we realize that “teleioō” can mean “to bring something to its goal.” The intended goal of the love of God is multi-faceted, it is meant to produce many different things in us. For example, in 1 John 4:12, the goal of God’s love is that we would in turn love one another. In 1 John 4:17, the goal of love is that we would live as Jesus lived in this world. In 1 John 4:18, the goal of God’s love is that it would cast out all fear of punishment from us. If we are doing these things, then the goal of love is being accomplished in us.
Here in 1 John 2:5, John details that the goal of God’s love is that it would lead us to keep his word. If we are keeping his word, then that means that God’s love has accomplished its purpose in us. On the other hand, if we do not keep his word, then love is not accomplishing its goal in us. God’s grace is meant to lead us to repentance (Rom. 2:4), not to keep us stuck in our sin. This is God’s desire for our lives, and his intention in loving us.
1Jo 2:6
“remains.” The idea is continues to remain, or “is remaining.” The Greek word is menō (#3306 μένω) and its meanings include: to stay in a place, to remain, to continue to be present, to be kept continually; to endure or last, to adhere to, to not change, to wait for or await. When it comes to our relationship with God and Jesus Christ, who are alive and working in us every day, it has a deeper meaning, which Thayer refers to as “mystic phraseology,” due to the fact our ongoing relationship with God and Christ is spiritual and thus hard to describe using words designed to describe worldly things. So it is no wonder that the English versions differ as to how to translate menō, and none of the English words are an exact fit. Some ways English translators have rendered menō in the Gospel and Epistles of John are: “abide,” “be in,” “continue,” “dwell,” “live,” “remain,” “remain attached,” “stay,” “stay united,” Thayer says its meanings include: “to maintain unbroken fellowship with one…to be constantly present to help one…to put forth constant influence upon one.”[footnoteRef:3102] Thayer goes on to say, “In the mystic phraseology of John, God is said μένειν in Christ, i.e., to dwell as it were within him, to be continually operative in him by his divine influence and energy.” According to Haas, DeJonge, and Swellengrebel, it means, “to be constantly present with (or joined to), to continue in/with, ‘to keep union with.’”[footnoteRef:3103] Stephen Smalley writes about the use of menō and says it: [3102:  Thayer, Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “μένω.”]  [3103:  Haas, deJonge, and Swellengrebel, A Translator’s Handbook on the Letters of John, 47.] 

“suggests an intensely personal knowledge of God; it presupposes an intimate and committed relationship with him, through Jesus, which is both permanent and continuous. To abide ‘in Jesus,’ moreover, indicates a close and personal relationship between the Father and the Son (cf. John 15:10); it guarantees eternal life; and it provides the power for living ethically as a believer.”[footnoteRef:3104] [3104:  Smalley, 1,2 &amp; 3 John [WBC], 52.] 

We are introduced to this use of menō in the Gospel of John and John used it ten times in the course of the Last Supper in chapters 14 and 15, when he spoke of Jesus “abiding” in the Father, the Father “abiding” in Jesus, the holy spirit “abiding” in the apostles and them “abiding” in Jesus (and Jesus used the illustration of the vine and the branches to make his point clear).
As we said above, the problem we face in translating menō is that in the context of this intimate and continuing relationship between God and Jesus and us, no English word really gets the full sense of it. Many versions use “abide,” but that usually indicates a passive existence, like abiding someplace while waiting on something. In contrast, our relationship with Jesus and the Father is very active. The same problem exists with “reside,” although that seems better than “abide.” Sometimes “remain” fits, but it often does not communicate the intimate and continuous relationship that the Johannine use of menō is communicating. There are verses where “continue,” is good, but it does not seem to exactly fit many of the verses. In this case, where no English word quite catches the fullness of the meaning of the Greek, translators try to get a close match. So it seems that “remain” is a good choice because it communicates both the residency that “abide” or “reside” communicates, and the continuous presence that “continues” communicates. It may communicate too active a relationship, but that seems better than no action at all. Given the options, “remain” seems like a good choice for most of the Johannine use of menō.
1Jo 2:8
“On the other hand.” The Greek word is palin (#3825 πάλιν), meaning “again.” Here it has the meaning of “looking at it again,” that is, when returning to the thought, it turns out the command is new in quality. [Not a brand new commandment, but rather that the old commandment had a new quality to it].
1Jo 2:9
“his brother or sister.” Although the Greek literally reads “brother” this command is not to only love Christians who are male. In this context, this is a command to not hate one’s fellow brother or sister who are in the Lord. The NET version uses “fellow Christian,” which also catches the sense.
[See Word Study: “Adelphos.”]
1Jo 2:10
“brother or sister.” The Greek word adelphos (typically translated “brother”) is often not gender exclusive, in other words, it often refers to both genders.
[See Word Study: “Adelphos.”]
“remains.” For more on this translation, see commentary on 1 John 2:6.
1Jo 2:11
“brother or sister.” The Greek word adelphos (typically translated “brother”) is often not gender exclusive, in other words, it often refers to both genders.
[See Word Study: “Adelphos.”]
“walks in the darkness.” That is, lives his life in darkness.” “Walk” here is a standard idiom for living life.
“blinded his eyes.” The person who walks in darkness, that is, lives in harmony with the world and goes against God’s commands, cannot see the truth, and cannot see things as they really are. We are familiar with the fact that darkness distorts images, and that happens to people who live in darkness: they cannot see the truth or the value in truth. There is a danger in ignoring God, because the more people ignore God and follow the desires of their flesh, the more hardened they become to the truth and the more they resist it and become ensnared in evil. Evil goes from bad to worse (Eph. 4:19; 2 Tim. 3:13). Christ said something similar to this in John 12:35. The person who is not born again cannot understand the things of God (1 Cor. 2:14), but even Christians who walk in darkness do not see things as they really are, for example, the value of striving to be godly, and if they do not make a concerted effort to resist the Devil, they will find themselves deeply entrapped by the world’s evil systems.
1Jo 2:13
“Wicked One.” The Greek is ponēros (#4190 πονηρός), which BDAG describes as, “pertaining to being morally or socially worthless; therefore, ‘wicked, evil, bad, base, worthless, vicious, and degenerate.’”[footnoteRef:3105] Ponēros is an adjective, but it is a substantive (an adjective used as a noun). [3105:  BDAG, s.v. “πονηρός.”] 

[For more on substantives, see the commentary on Matt. 5:37.]
The Slanderer is the fount and foundation of wickedness. It was in him that wickedness was first found, when he was lifted up with pride and decided to rebel against God. Ever since that time, he has been true to his name, “the Wicked One,” and has been doing and causing wickedness wherever he can, which, since he is “the god of this age,” is a considerable amount of wickedness.
[For more names of the Slanderer (the Devil) and their meanings, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
1Jo 2:14
“Wicked One.” See commentary on 1 John 2:13.
“remains.” For more on this translation, see commentary on 1 John 2:6.
1Jo 2:16
“desires.” The Greek word is epithumia (#1939 ἐπιθυμία), and it refers to desire, usually an intense desire, and one that is often for what is forbidden. Thus it is an intense desire, a craving, a longing. Some versions use “lust,” and while that gets the sense of the intense desire, it relegates that desire mostly to the sexual realm. Some versions read “cravings,” and that catches the sense but is an awkward reading to some.
“pride in one’s lifestyle.” Although many versions say “life” and not “lifestyle” or the more specific “possessions,” the Greek word bios refers to the external trappings of life, versus zoe, the internal life. The lust of the flesh and eyes are toward that which is external, and the pride of one’s lifestyle and possessions continues the thought. Cf. “τοῦ βίου pride in one’s possessions 1J 2:16” (BDAG). Also, the context is important. The previous verse (1 John 2:15) directs us to not love the things in the world, and the next verse (1 John 2:17) reminds us that this world is passing away. It is very easy to get so attached to the physical things in life that we compromise on the truth of the Word, or are “forced” by “what we need to do,” that we neglect our prayer life, fellowship life, Bible study time, and our time to just “be with God” and think about Him, His ways, and how to be more godly in life (the Bible calls it “meditate” on the things of God, but it is certainly not any type of Eastern or Yoga meditation. It is to think about, mull over, and includes verbally reciting verses).
1Jo 2:17
“remains.” For more on this translation, see commentary on 1 John 2:6.
1Jo 2:18
“the antichrist.” The Greek text does not have the article “the” before “antichrist,” but it can be reasonably assumed from the context and scope of Scripture. There were prophecies in the Old Testament about one who would come and be firmly against God and the people of God (cf. Dan. 9:26-27). The Devil has had people in every generation who are ready to step into that role because he does not know when Jesus is coming back and when the last times and Great Tribulation will start.
1Jo 2:19
“and so.” The Greek is a hina with a verb in the subjunctive mood result clause (that is, the preposition hina with a verb in the subjunctive mood; cf. the translation of NIV, NRSV, NAB, which show result).
[For more information, see Word Study: “Hina.”]
These false believers had no purpose in mind when they left. They did not intend on showing that they did not truly belong, as some translations imply, e.g., “they went out, so that it would be shown that they all are not of us” (NASB1995). Rather, the revelation that they were not true believers was merely the result of their going out: “their going showed that none of them belonged to us” (NIV).
1Jo 2:20
“all of you know.” The reading of the KJV and ASV versions, “You know all things” is based on a Greek text not considered original. The Greek text was changed from oidate pantes (“you all know”) to oidate panta (“you all know all things”), which changed the Greek word for “all” from the subject of the sentence to a direct object. The change most likely resulted from the lack of a direct object for the verb in the original reading.[footnoteRef:3106] What we are said “to know” is left unspecified because it refers in general to what is “known” in the context; in verse 18 we “know it is the last hour” because of all those who are antichrist. In verse 21, John goes on to say, “I have not written to you because you do not know the truth, but because you know it.” [3106:  Metzger, Textual Commentary, 709.] 

The Greek phrase (oidates pantes) literally means “you all know” (cf. NASB, NET), but the verb oida has no object and could imply either an ellipsis, “you all know the truth” (cf. NIV, NLT), which is paralleled in 1 John 2:21, or it could function substantively as a noun, “you all have knowledge” (cf. ESV, HCSB, NAB, NRSV). The idea for the translation, “you know the truth” comes from the following verses, for example, 1 John 2:21, which says, “you know it” (the truth). Furthermore, the “truth” in question is mainly about Jesus Christ: that Jesus is the Christ (1 John 2:22).
1Jo 2:24
“remains...remains.” For more on this translation, see commentary on 1 John 2:6. The word “remains” in the first sentence is in the imperative mood, hence the exclamation point at the end of the sentence.
1Jo 2:27
“remains…remain.” For more on this translation, see commentary on 1 John 2:6. In this case, the translation “remains” is better than “lives” because the subject is the anointing, which is not alive.
1Jo 2:28
“And now.” This begins a summary statement.
“remain.” For more on this translation, see commentary on 1 John 2:6. The believer must remain in Christ in their daily walk. The NIV translates this as “continue in him,” which catches the sense very well.
“shrink back from him in shame at his coming.” This is a very serious warning, and one that is not taught much in the Christian world. Most Christians are taught that when they die they will go to heaven forever and have a wonderful time. They think eternity will be, as the song goes, “what a joy that will be when my Savior I shall see.” But that is not what the Bible says.
For one thing, our future will be on earth, not in heaven. That is why Jesus taught that the meek would inherit the earth (Matt. 5:5). At some point in the future Jesus will come down from heaven, fight the Battle of Armageddon, conquer the earth, and set up his kingdom on earth. Then he will reward people on the basis of what they have done and how they have lived (Matt. 16:27; see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10, “good or evil”).
Sadly, most Christians are not taught about the verses such as 1 John 2:28 and the fact that Christians who have lived sinful and selfish lives will feel shame when they see Jesus face to face. Thus, most Christians do not take God’s commands as seriously as they should, and they are not prepared for Judgment Day. Christians need to wake up to the reality of what the Bible says about rewards and loss of rewards in the Kingdom and not get misled by all the erroneous talk of the great joy everyone will have when Jesus comes.
The Bible does not put a lot of emphasis on the shame that people who are saved but still lead purposely sinful lives will have when Christ comes because God does not want to motivate people to obey Him by fear. God wants us to obey Him because He loves us and wants the best for us. On the other hand, God does not want disobedient people to be caught off guard by what will happen on Judgment Day. He does not want anyone to be able to say, “God, you never told me about this!” God tells us about the great rewards and joy the obedient will have when Jesus comes, and also about the loss of rewards and feeling of shame the disobedient will have. So the facts are open to us, and now it is up to each person to decide how they want to live. There is some comfort for those who have lived in sin and never asked to be forgiven; the feeling of shame will not last forever; at some point in the future, even if it is in the Everlasting Kingdom at the end of the 1,000-year Millennial Kingdom, there will be joy without shame for every saved person.
That people who get saved but then do not live godly lives will have shame in their future life is stated in a number of places in the Bible (cf. 1 John 2:28; Mark 8:38 (cf. Luke 9:26); Ezek. 16:61-63; 20:41-43; 44:10-13).
 
1 John Chapter 3
1Jo 3:1
“children of God.” The Christian is a child of God by birth, which is an honor and blessing beyond description.
[For more on the New Birth, see commentary on 1 Pet. 1:3.]
1Jo 3:2
“has not yet been revealed.” The Greek verb is phaneroō (#5319 φανερόω), and it means to make manifest or visible or known what has been hidden or unknown, to manifest, make visible, realized, expose to view, appear. The verb in the Greek is in the third-person singular, and can be either “he,” “she,” or “it.” The context, and the sentence, favor “it.” The first time phaneroō appears in the verse, it is referring to the fact that what we will be, our new glorified bodies, has not yet been revealed. The second refers to the same thing; the revealing of our new bodies. The subject has not changed to the revealing of Christ. Reading the sentence as it appears in the REV (cf. NAB, NET, DBY), “We know that when it is revealed we will be like him, because we will see him just as he is,” makes perfect sense. The question is what our new bodies will be like, which has not yet been revealed. What they will be like will be revealed, however, by seeing what Christ looks like, because our new bodies “will be like his glorious body” (Phil. 3:21). We “know” that our new bodies will be like his, “because” we will be able to see him as he is in his new body, so the fact will be obvious. On the other hand, if the more standard reading is assumed to be correct, the sentence does not make good sense: “But we know that when he appears, we shall be like him, for we shall see him as he is.” How does seeing Christ as he is give us confidence that we will be like him? Many people will see Christ, in fact, the nations will mourn at his second coming, but that does not mean they will be like him.
Many competent Greek scholars have seen that the phrase usually translated “when he appears” (more properly, “when he is revealed”) should actually be “when it [our new body] is revealed.”[footnoteRef:3107] [3107:  A. T. Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, 6:220-21; Marvin R. Vincent, Vincent’s Word Studies, 2:344; Kenneth S. Wuest, Wuest’s Word Studies: 2 Peter, 1,2,3 John, and Jude, 144.] 

“We know that.” We cannot know the future, so we cannot “know” that we will be faithful to God for our whole life. We cannot “know” that nothing will turn us away from God at some point in the future. There have been many people who were committed Christians at one point in their lives who completely rejected God and repudiated their Christian commitment later in life, and we cannot be completely sure that that would not happen to us. But the Bible has several verses that say we can “know” about the future salvation that believers will receive (cf. 2 Cor. 5:1, 5-6; Phil. 1:6; 1 John 3:2; 5:13).
[For more information on Christian salvation, see Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation.” For more on the New Birth, see commentary on Titus 3:5, and 1 Pet. 1:3 and 1:23. For more on our new, divine nature, see commentary on 2 Pet. 1:4.]
1Jo 3:3
“based upon him.” The hope referred to in this verse flows from the immediate context of Christ’s appearing and our new bodies. The Greek text more literally says that this hope is said to be “upon him,” that is, Christ; as Lenski has written, “set or resting ‘on him’ as the One who will fulfill this hope for us.” This verse is not saying, “Whoever has this hope in himself,” as the more ambiguous KJV, NRSV, and NIV rendering could imply. If the wording, “has this hope in him” is going to be used as a translation, there should also be some way to communicate that the text is saying, “has this hope in him (i.e., in Jesus),” and not “in him (i.e., himself).” It is the same Greek phrase, ep’ autō, that appears in Romans 15:12, “…the Gentiles will hope in him [Christ]” (See also: Rom. 9:33; 10:11; 1 Tim. 1:16; Heb. 2:13; 1 Pet. 2:6).
From the previous verse (1 John 3:2), we see that having this hope (the hope of our new bodies, which will look like Christ’s) causes us to purify ourselves, even as he is pure; this is because the prospect of being like Christ physically should induce in us the desire to be like him morally as well (See 1 John 4:17).
1Jo 3:4
“sin is lawlessness.” God is the creator of the heavens and the earth and the author and standard of what is “truth” and “right.” For there to be order in the universe and in society, there have to be standards. God sets many standards in society that allow people to live godly lives and be a blessing to themselves and others. It is the nature of the Devil to reject God’s laws and make up his own, but that results in people suffering. For example, God says not to lie. The Devil is a liar, but his “freedom,” (actually, lawlessness) results in people being hurt. All lawlessness goes against the very fabric of God’s creation, and is sin.
1Jo 3:6
“remains.” For more on this translation, see commentary on 1 John 2:6.
“continue sinning.” In this section, the Greek is very clear, but it is challenging to translate it into English. In 1 John 3:6-9, the word “sin” when it is a verb, or the verb poieō, “to do, to make,” when it is paired with “sin” or “righteousness,” are active verbs in the present tense. The impact of this cannot be overstressed. For example, it misses the point of the Greek entirely to say, “He who commits sin is of the Devil,” (1 John 3:8 RSV), as if committing a sin made a person of the Devil. The Greek active present means: “He who keeps committing sin,” or “He who makes a practice of sin,” or “He who continually commits sin,” or “He who is continually sinning,” etc. The Devil makes a habitual practice of committing sin, and those who do the same are of the Devil.
1Jo 3:8
“continues to commit sin.” See commentary on 1 John 3:6.
“Devil.” The Greek word is diabolos (#1228 διάβολος), which literally means “Slanderer,” but diabolos gets transliterated into English as our more familiar name, “Devil.” Slander is so central to who the Devil is and how he operates that one of his primary names is “the Slanderer.”
[For more information on the names of the Devil, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
“has been sinning” There are some people who say the Devil can only do what God allows him to do, but this verse disproves that argument. By definition, sin is “lawlessness” (1 John 3:4); sin is not keeping God’s laws. But if the Devil is only doing what God allows him to do (some people would even go so far as to say that the Devil actually does only what God wants him to do), then the Devil is not “sinning.”
God is at war with the Devil, and the Devil has free will and sins against God and His creation. To say “the Devil can only do what God wants him to do” gives us humans more power than the Devil because people do not ask God if they can sin before they sin. No person asks God if he can steal before he steals; lie before he lies, or murder before he murders. People do those sinful things as a free will choice without God’s permission. God tells us many times in the Bible, in many different ways, to obey Him, but people regularly ignore what God says; so does the Devil.
The word for “sinning” in this verse is in the present tense, though it is translated as the perfect tense in English: “has been sinning.” This is because this is an instance of what Wallace’s Grammar calls the Present of Past Action Still in Progress, or the Extending-from-Past Present.[footnoteRef:3108] In Greek, this is a way of showing that the action started in the past and is continuing on in the present. The Devil started sinning from the beginning and is still sinning in the present. This is how the children of the Devil are also; they were sinning in the past and have continued sinning into the present. In English we do not use the present tense, as the Greeks did, to convey this concept. We would not say, “The fire burns since yesterday,” but “the fire has been burning since yesterday.” [3108:  Wallace, Greek Grammar, 519-20.] 

Another thing this verse indicates is that the Devil, like every other unsaved being, will be annihilated in the Lake of Fire. The wages of sin is death, and every unatoned sinner will die in the Lake of Fire, and that includes the Devil. It may take “to the ages of the ages,” but eventually even the Devil will be annihilated in the Lake of Fire.
[For more on annihilation in the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
“from the beginning.” The “beginning” here in 1 John 3:8 is a general reference to the beginning of sin, which was before God created humankind. To our knowledge, the Devil was the very first sinner. According to Ezekiel 28:15-16, the spirit being we now call the Devil was “blameless” until unrighteousness was discovered in him. At that point, he was ejected from the holy mountain of God where the ruling assembly of spirits met. He became an adversary to God and led Adam and Eve into sin, the effects of which all the earth is experiencing.
“destroy.” The Greek word is luō (#3089 λύω), and it can mean to destroy or abolish, but also to undo, loose, untangle, and set free. Jesus came to do both, in our lives now, and ultimately, when the Kingdom comes into fruition. Many of the works of the Devil he will destroy and abolish, such as pornography, but with other situations he will have to simply untangle the Devil’s twisted perversion of things, setting them free to be how God envisioned them. In this latter case, Christ will not totally abolish these things, like the publishing industry, for instance, perhaps there will still be books in the Kingdom, but will redeem them from their bondage as tools for Satan’s schemes.
1Jo 3:9
“born of God.” This refers to the New Birth. See commentary on 1 Peter 1:3.
“continue to commit sin.” See commentary on 1 John 3:6.
“his seed remains in him.” God’s “seed” here in 1 John 3:9 is the gift of holy spirit, which is created in the Christian the moment they confess and believe that Jesus is Lord and that God raised him from the dead (Rom. 10:9). The “seed,” the gift of holy spirit, is created in the person, which is partly why the person is a “new creation” (2 Cor. 5:17), and it gives the person a new, holy, divine nature (2 Pet. 1:4).
[For more on the New Birth, see commentary on 1 Pet. 1:3. For more on the holy nature of the Christian, see commentary on 2 Pet. 1:4. For more on Christian salvation, see Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation.”]
1Jo 3:10
“the Devil.” See commentary on 1 John 3:8.
“brother or sister.” The Greek word adelphos (typically translated “brother”) is often not gender exclusive, in other words, it often refers to both genders.
[See Word Study: “Adelphos.”]
1Jo 3:11
“love one another.” The command to “love one another” was the new commandment that Jesus gave his disciples in John 13:34, and it is so central to Christian life that it occurs 13 times in the New Testament—and besides those, there are also similar commands to love our fellow believers (cf. 1 John 2:10; 3:10, 14; 4:20-21). It is vital to understand the impact of this command, that it is not a general call to love everyone, although we are supposed to love everyone. It is a specific command to especially love fellow Christians, and thus is similar to Galatians 6:10, be especially good to the household of faith; that is, fellow Christians.
[For more on “love one another,” see commentary on John 13:34. For more on other ways we are to love one another, see commentary on Gal. 5:13, “one another.”]
1Jo 3:12
“and not be like Cain, who was of the Wicked One.” Cain had committed the unforgivable sin and was a child of the Devil. He manifested the nature of his father and was a liar and murderer (John 8:44).
[For more on the unforgivable sin, see commentary on Matt. 12:31; Gen. 4:8, 9, 10, 11, 13, 14, 15. For still more on the children of the Devil, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil,” under “Belial” and “Father.”]
“Wicked One.” The Devil. For more on the term Wicked One, see commentary on 1 John 2:13.
“slaughtered.” There are several Greek words for kill or murder. God could have used any of these other words (e.g., ἀποκτείνω, ἀναιρέω, διαξειρίζομαι, φονεύω) but went out of his way to employ sphazō (#4969 σφάζω), a word used primarily of animals being sacrificed. Sphazō described the Greeks’ ritual sacrifices, when they would slice open the animal’s throat and pour its blood into a bowl. From this, the word came to be used of human murder that was particularly brutal or bloody. It is appropriate, then, here for the story of Cain and Abel, which has to do with both sacrifices offered and Abel’s spilled blood.
The only other occurrences of sphazō are in the book of Revelation. The souls of the saints who were slaughtered on account of their witness appear under the altar, the place for slaughtering sacrifices (Rev. 6:9; cf. Rev. 18:24); Christ is depicted as a Lamb who was slain (Rev. 5:6, 9, 12; 13:8); one of the Beast’s heads was slaughtered, but recovered (Rev. 13:3); and people are made to murder each other when peace is taken from the earth (Rev. 6:4).
1Jo 3:13
“brothers and sisters.” The Greek text is “brothers,” but that often includes men and women.
[For more on brothers and sisters, see Word Study: “Adelphos.” For more on women’s involvement in the early church, see Appendix 11: “The Role of Women in the Church.”]
“if the world hates you.” In both Hebrew and Greek, the word “hate” has a large number of meanings. Although in this context the primary meaning is to have an intense dislike for, and even hostility toward, it certainly includes the meanings of reject or ignore.
[For more on the meanings of “hate,” see commentary on Prov. 1:22.]
1Jo 3:14
“Whoever does not love​.” The Greek text of this sentence does not have an object, but many Western texts added the word for “brother” to this sentence to clarify it, which explains why the KJV and some other older versions have the word “brother” in the sentence. (For more information on the addition of “brother,” see Metzger.)[footnoteRef:3109] [3109:  Bruce Metzger, Textual Commentary, 711.] 

“our brothers and sisters.” The Greek word “brothers” can include both Christian brothers and sisters, and it does here (see Word Study: “Adelphos.”). This is one of the many verses that show we are to show special love to fellow Christians. See commentary on John 13:34.
“life.” This refers to “everlasting life.” See commentary on Luke 10:28.
“remains.” For more on this translation, see commentary on 1 John 2:6.
“in death.” The Bible speaks of being “in God” or “in Christ” (remaining “in him,” e.g., 1 John 3:6, 9). In this case, “in death” is referring to the sphere or realm of death versus the realm or sphere of life. People who were in the state of death have crossed over to the sphere of life if you love the brothers and sisters in the Lord. Those are the two states: “in life” and “in death.” For those who do not love, they remain “in death.”
1Jo 3:15
“Everyone who keeps on hating.” The person who hates his fellow man is a murderer in God’s sight. In this context, “hate” is being used as active ill will or indifference toward someone; it involves hatred, rejection, and abhorrence, and would also mean that person would be completely indifferent toward the one he hates, and unwilling to help even in dire circumstances. A person who hates that deeply would murder, just like Cain murdered Abel, if he had the opportunity and was not afraid of the consequences.
However, to fully understand what God is saying here requires that we understand the deep connection between the physical and spiritual world. Hatred and murder start in the heart of the Devil and then are promulgated on earth, first by his followers (John 8:44), and then by those who ignore God’s commands and follow their own desires. The person who hates cannot pretend that his hatred does not move things to be against the person he hates, certainly in the spirit world and sometimes also in the physical world. He will think, speak, and act against that person, all of which has consequences. Furthermore, does a person have to commit physical murder to be a murderer? The way Jesus spoke of adultery, he does not. A man who desired to commit adultery with a woman “has already committed adultery with her in his heart” (Matt. 5:28). Similarly, a person who hates has already committed murder in his heart, and thus is a murderer. There is no excuse for a Christian to harbor hatred in his heart. It is sin, and we should love God and our brothers enough to at least have Christian love for them; as Jesus taught, let us love our enemies.
“his brother.” In the immediate context, “brother” refers to a physical brother (1 John 3:12; Cain killed his brother Abel), and also a “brother” in the Faith (1 John 3:13; fellow Christians are “brothers”). The hatred and strife among the Christian brotherhood may have indeed been John’s pressing concern in writing this verse: apparently many people were walking in darkness, there were false prophets speaking to the believers (1 John 4:1), and even some antichrists had gone out from the fellowship (1 John 2:18-19). Nevertheless, to confine this verse to just the Christian brotherhood restricts it too much. In this case, the truth that applies to the Christian brotherhood applies to all mankind as well. The one who hates his fellow man is a murderer, whether those people are Christian or not.
[See Word Study: “Adelphos.”]
“life in the age to come.” This is the everlasting life that begins with the new Messianic Age, the Millennial Kingdom.
[See Appendix 1: “Life in the Age to Come.”]
1Jo 3:16
“life…lives.” The Greek word is psuchē (#5590 ψυχή, pronounced psoo-'kay), often translated “soul.” The Greek word has a large number of meanings, including the physical life of a person or animal; an individual person; or attitudes, emotions, feelings, and thoughts. Here it refers to the physical life of the body, which is why most versions translate it “life,” which is accurate in this context. This is one of the many verses that show that psuchē, soul, is not immortal.
[For a more complete explanation of psuchē, “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
“for us.” This phrase comes from the Greek preposition huper (#5228 ὑπέρ), which means “on behalf of” (with the genitive, hēmōn means “us”), and can also mean “instead of.”[footnoteRef:3110] Christ died for us, that is, on our behalf; he took our place and died instead of us, when we were the ones who deserved the punishment of death. [3110:  Robertson, Grammar, 630-31.] 

“obligated.” This word, from the Greek opheilō (#3784 ὀφείλώ), designates an “obligation; as debt; that which one ought to do, duty.”[footnoteRef:3111] It is used to describe monetary debts, duty to fulfill oaths, and other moral and social obligations. The Greek term means much more than is communicated when English versions translate the word as “ought to.” Though “ought” technically denotes a duty or obligation, it is used colloquially to express something that one “ought” to do but has no real honorific duty to do. For instance, we might say, “I really ought to mow the lawn this weekend,” which means I should do it, but I’m probably not going to. Nor do I feel any sense of moral obligation to mow the lawn; it’s just something that would be good to do. This is not at all the sense of opheilō. Rather, this word points to something that one is obligated to do. [3111:  BDAG, s.v. “ὀφείλώ.”] 

“lives.” The Greek word is psuchē (#5590 ψυχή), meaning soul. It is used as metonymy for the whole person’s being and not just their physical life. If need be, we must face physical danger to the point of death, on behalf of our brothers. But this verse speaks of much more than that; it speaks of the “laying down our lives,” which does not refer to our dying but to living sacrificially every day for others, especially those in the household. In this way, it parallels Romans 12:1, although in a horizontal and not vertical way. Christ did much more for us than simply die a physical death; he lived, and lives, in such a way as to pour out himself for us. And we are obligated to do the same.
“brothers and sisters.” See Word Study: “Adelphos.”
1Jo 3:17
“material possessions.” The Greek literally reads, “the goods of the world.” One of the meanings of the Greek word bios, which is translated as “goods,” is “resources needed to maintain life” (BDAG). And so, in this context, bios refers to the means to sustain life, i.e., the material things that are involved in sustaining life.
“brother or sister.” The Greek word adelphos (typically translated “brother”) is often not gender exclusive, in other words, it often refers to both genders.
[See Word Study: “Adelphos.”]
“heart.” The Greek text literally reads “bowels,” and can be translated as, “sees his brother in need but shuts up his bowels from him.” The bowels were viewed as the center of a person’s emotional life. What John is saying is that if a person has material possessions that would allow them to help someone in need but they stifle their feelings of compassion and do not help, how can they have the love of God? The verse expresses the feeling of compassion by using the word “bowels,” but in our modern expression would refer to the “heart” of a person. It is obvious a literal translation would not communicate to a modern reader and only be confusing. The word “bowels” refers to one’s feelings and affection, and the word “heart” is used to convey that meaning.
[For more on “bowels,” see commentary on Phil. 1:8.]
1Jo 3:18
“only...also.” The words “only” and “also” are clearly implied in the context. The Bible is not telling us that we should abstain from loving people with our words. We are to love with both words and deeds. If we are going to love like Jesus did, we have to love with what we say and do (cf. Luke 24:19). Jesus’ words were powerful and loving, and so were his actions. Moses also was mighty in words and actions and is a good example for us (Acts 7:22).
Some commentators, rather than thinking that we need to love in both word and deed, think that in this context, “word” refers to idle, meaningless talk in contrast to action.[footnoteRef:3112] But that requires adding to the text just as adding the words “only” and “also” does. Furthermore, while it is certainly true that God does not consider it acting with “love” to engage in idle talk, expressing that in this case would make the verse difficult, because it would be tantamount to saying, “let us not love in idle talk;” but idle talk is not a form of loving “with words.” It is much better, especially given the idiomatic language that sometimes appears in the Bible, to add “only” and “also,” to clarify John’s meaning in the verse. The verse could be left without the addition of “only” and “also,” but that is somewhat problematic for a couple of reasons. The first is that it can mislead readers into thinking we should not work to be loving with our words, which the verse is clearly not saying: in fact, in our culture we need to strive to be very loving with our words. Also, given the common idiomatic use of the language of the Bible, there is no problem adding the words “only” and “also” for clarity. The people of the Bible times were more used to the idiom and did not require as much clarification. [3112:  Cf. John Bengel, Bengel’s New Testament Commentary.] 

The reason John used the idiom here in 1 John 3:18 was to deemphasize the use of words and emphasize the need for action, because the problem he was addressing was that people were only “loving” with words. But idioms can sometimes be confusing and need clarification. The addition of “only” and “also” are gained from the scope of Scripture and the knowledge of the biblical culture and customs. Besides this example in 1 John 3:18, another good example of this idiom is Jesus’ statement, “Do not work for the food that perishes, but for the food that endures to eternal life….” (John 6:27 ESV). Of course, Jesus is not saying we should stop working for our daily food, everyone knows we need to work to eat. But his use of the idiomatic language emphasizes the fact that we should be working to gain everlasting life by deemphasizing our working for daily bread.
Exodus 16:8 is another example of this idiomatic way of speaking. Moses said to the Israelites, “Your murmurings are not against us [Moses and Aaron] but against Yahweh.” But the Bible had just made it clear that the Israelites were indeed murmuring against Moses and Aaron, and nothing was said about them murmuring against God: “The whole congregation of the children of Israel murmured against Moses and against Aaron” (Exod. 16:2). Thus, in that context, we can rightly add the words “only” and “also,” so that the verse reads more clearly: “Your murmurings are not against us only, but also against Yahweh.” The idiomatic language downplays the rejection of Moses and Aaron, and emphasizes the rejection of God.
1 Samuel 8:7 is similar to Exodus 16:8, but involves God and Samuel. God said to Samuel, “they have not rejected you, but they have rejected me.” But it is clear from 1 Samuel 8:5 and 8:8 that the Israelites had rejected Samuel, and so the text could rightly be worded, “they have not rejected you only, but they have also rejected me.” 1 Samuel 8:7 is worded the way it is to deemphasize Samuel and magnify the people’s rejection of God.
Jesus spoke basically the same way in Mark 9:37 when he said, “whoever receives me, receives not me, but the one who sent me.” Since Jesus had just made it plain that the people did receive him, the text is understood to mean, “whoever receives me, does not receive only me, but also the one who sent me.” But Jesus’ wording emphasized the Father and deemphasized him (cf. John 12:44). In 1 Cor. 15:10, Paul deemphasized his efforts and magnified the grace of God.
Joel 2:13 says, “Tear your hearts, and not your garments.” In this verse, God is calling for Israel to actually repent of their evil deeds and not just have an outward religious show of piety by tearing their clothes. But tearing one’s clothes was a meaningful expression of anguish and humility before the Lord. In Jeremiah 36:24, God is amazed that the people could burn up the scroll of His words and be so hard-hearted they did not tear their garments, unlike the many great people of God who tore their garments in difficult and dire times (cf. Gen. 37:34; Josh. 7:6; 1 Sam. 4:12; 2 Sam. 13:19, 31; 2 Kings 2:12; 19:1; Ezra 9:3; Esther 4:1). It is appropriate to both repent in the heart and have an outward sign of that repentance such as torn clothing, and so the verse could well read: “Tear your hearts also, and not just your garments.” But without genuine repentance, the outward show is just a lie. So there is no need for the longer reading if we understand the custom. Given our understanding of the biblical idiom, we should be aware that God wants us to love with our words and with our actions.
“in truth and action.” The Greek text literally reads “in deed and truth” with the preposition en governing both singular objects. That is, in accord with the Word of God and revelation from the Lord. Humans do not define love, God defines love, and for love to be genuinely love, and not people calling evil “good,” and good “evil,” we must understand that any “love” we show must agree with God’s idea of love.
1Jo 3:19
“set our hearts at ease.” This verb becomes very interesting in this context. It comes from the Greek word peithō (#3982 πείθω), which usually means persuade or convince (e.g. Acts. 18:4; 19:8), or “to be so convinced that one puts confidence in something.”[footnoteRef:3113] In this context, however, it has the meaning of “set at ease,” “to pacify.” We gently reason with our hearts and persuade them to be at ease and have confidence before God. Louw-Nida writes that the phrase “to convince the heart” is an idiom, meaning “to exhibit confidence and assurance in a situation which might otherwise cause dismay or fear.” (25.166). By what means do we assure our hearts? “By this” we assure our hearts: laying down our lives for the brothers (1 John 3:16), not closing our bowels of compassion (1 John 3:17), loving one another in deed and truth (1 John 3:18), and obeying his commandments (1 John 3:22-23). Living according to God’s will sets our hearts at ease before him and gives us confidence for prayer and assurance for the Judgment. Yet, if our heart does condemn us, God is still greater than our hearts (1 John 3:20), though we may not have confidence in this case. (See commentary on 1 John 4:17, “brought to its goal with us”). [3113:  BDAG, s.v. “πείθω.”] 

1Jo 3:22
“ask…receive…keep…do.” All the verbs in this verse are in the present tense. We take these to be the usages of the iterative and customary present tenses.[footnoteRef:3114] The first two verbs are iterative, that is, they display actions that repeatedly happen—like the boy who “often falls into the fire” (Matt. 17:15), the word “falls” is an iterative use of the present tense. We are not to just ask once for the things we seek from God, but to repeatedly ask, as the widow asked the unjust judge (Luke 18:1-8). This is why Matthew 7:7 also uses the iterative present, as Wallace writes, “The force of the present imperatives is ‘ask repeatedly, over and over again…seek repeatedly… knock continuously, over and over again.”[footnoteRef:3115] When we keep asking, we keep receiving the things we ask for. [3114:  Cf. Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics, 520-22.]  [3115:  Wallace, Greek Grammar, 521.] 

But just asking is not enough; it should be coupled with obedience. Hence, the verse says we receive our prayers because we keep his commandments and do what is pleasing to him. The words for “keep” (his commandments) and “do” are customary presents, meaning they indicate a habitual, or regularly occurring, action. This verse is teaching us that a key to getting our prayers answered is, praying continuously and making it our customary practice to obey God, to do what is pleasing to him. Although we certainly do not have to be “sinless” for God to answer us, there are ungodly behaviors that can hinder our prayers (Josh. 7:10-11; Ps. 34:15-17; 66:18; Prov. 28:9; Mark 11:25; James 5:16; 1 Pet. 3:7).
1Jo 3:23
“in the name of his Son Jesus Christ.” We are not commanded here to believe in Jesus, nor simply believe that he is Christ, but to believe in the name of his son Jesus Christ. Believing on “the name” of someone is an idiom where that person’s name is taken to represent the totality of who that person is: his notoriety, authority, influence, all he stands for, and the respect due him. It is similar to the English phrase, “Stop, in the name of the Law!” where the “law’s” name is invoked to represent its authority. It is not enough to believe that a man with the name “Jesus” really existed. Believing on his name is much more than this; it requires trust in what he represents and submission to his authority as the son of God and Messiah. It is this kind of believing we are required to have, the believing that is on his name. As Vincent writes concerning John 1:12, the phrase “expresses the sum of the qualities which mark the nature or character of a person. To believe in the name of Jesus Christ the Son of God, is to accept as true the revelation contained in that title.”[footnoteRef:3116] [3116:  Vincent, Word Studies in the New Testament, 50.] 

[For some other instances where name signifies one’s notoriety see: John 1:12; 2:23; 3:18; 20:31; for instances when the name means the person see: Num. 1:2, 18, 20; 3:40, 43; 26:53; Acts 1:15.]
“love one another.” The command to “love one another” was the new commandment that Jesus gave his disciples in John 13:34, and it is so central to Christian life that it occurs 13 times in the New Testament—and besides those, there are also similar commands to love our fellow believers (cf. 1 John 2:10; 3:10, 14; 4:20-21). It is vital to understand the impact of this command, that it is not a general call to love everyone, although we are supposed to love everyone. It is a specific command to especially love fellow Christians, and thus is similar to Galatians 6:10, be especially good to the household of faith; that is, fellow Christians.
[For more on “love one another,” see commentary on John 13:34. For more on other ways we are to love one another, see commentary on Gal. 5:13, “one another.”]
1Jo 3:24
“remains.” For more on this translation, see commentary on 1 John 2:6.
“that he gave to us.” We have translated the relative pronoun to be impersonal, “that,” (NRSV, NAB) rather than “whom” (ESV, NASB). Although the Trinitarian interpretation, which makes the pronoun personal, is grammatically possible, that is not the way the pronoun should be understood here. Rather than referring to a person being given to us (the third person of the Trinity), this verse is speaking of the gift of holy spirit given to the believer upon New Birth (Joel 2:28-29; Luke 11:13; John 7:39; Acts 2:4, 38; 8:15-19; 10:45; Eph. 1:13; 1 Thess. 4:8). See also the commentary on 1 John 4:13; “of his spirit.”[footnoteRef:3117] [3117:  Also see Graeser, Lynn and Schoenheit, The Gift of Holy Spirit, 34-40; Bullinger, “Word Studies on Holy Spirit,” Companion Bible, 146-47.] 

 
1 John Chapter 4
1Jo 4:1
“do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits.” The Greek word translated “spirit” (and “spirits”) is pneuma (#4151 πνεῦμα), and this is the same use of “spirit” that is found in 1 Corinthians 14:12, 32 and 2 Thessalonians 2:2, and Isaiah 11:4. It is a metonymy, with the word “spirit” being put for the manifestations of holy spirit which are spoken by the power of holy spirit. In other words, that which is spoken by the power of holy spirit is called a “spirit” (see commentary on 1 Corinthians 14:12).
In this case, the context makes it clear that “spirit” is a metonymy for a message spoken by “spirit.” The Christian is not to believe every “spirit,” i.e., every prophecy and spiritual utterance, but test them to see if they are from God because many “false prophets” have gone out into the world. The next verse continues the thought: every prophecy that acknowledges that Jesus has come in the flesh is from God, while those prophecies that do not are not from God.
This verse parallels 1 Thess. 5:20-21, which say not to treat prophecies with contempt, but to test them and then hold on to the ones that are “good,” that is, accurate and from the Lord.
The beauty of the metonymy is that it leaves the door open for primary meanings and secondary meanings to both be present, which is the case in this verse. Although the context is prophets and thus the primary meaning of “spirits” is prophecies, it is also true that the prophecies have a “spirit” generating them, and part of discerning the prophecies is discerning the spiritual power that is generating them and whether it is the holy spirit of God or a demon.
1Jo 4:2
“every spirit.” This is primarily referring to prophecies, but is also looking “behind the curtain” at the spirit (gift of holy spirit or demon) that is producing the prophecy. See commentary on 1 John 4:1.
“confesses.” The Greek is homologeō (#3670 ὁμολογέω), and can mean “confess,” “profess,” “declare,” “acknowledge.” Here, “acknowledge” captures the meaning of the word which is demonstrated by confession. True prophecy confesses Jesus and thus acknowledges that Jesus has come in the flesh.
“from God.” The Greek is “of God,” and is a genitive of origin, thus “from God” is proper, likewise in 1 John 4:3.
1Jo 4:3
“every spirit.” This is primarily referring to prophecies, but is also looking “behind the curtain” at the spirit (gift of holy spirit or demon) that is producing the prophecy. See commentary on 1 John 4:1.
“not from God.” The Greek is “of God,” and is a genitive of origin, thus “from God” is proper.
1Jo 4:4
“have overcome.” This verb, nikaō (#3528 νικάω), is in the perfect tense, portraying the action as completed, we have overcome them (those who are of the spirit of error, of the world, and of antichrist, (1 John 4:3, 5-6)). The key to this victory is laid out in 1 John 5:4-5; an examination of the tenses used in these verses is very revealing: The one who has been born of God (past tense) overcomes (present tense) the world, and our saving faith is the victory that has overcome (past tense) the world. The one overcoming the world (present tense) is he who believes (present tense) in Jesus as the Son of God. Hence, our faith in Jesus, by which we were born of God, secured the victory that has overcome the world. In this sense the victory is past. It is portrayed as finished, the victory is won for us once we have this faith and are born of God. On the other hand, the overcoming is also presently unfolding, after our New Birth and our believing in Christ as the Son of God. In essence, our saving faith has secured for us the victory that is being lived out until its fruition. We have been transferred to the winning team, and it is impossible for the losers to catch up—though they may score some points against us. Victory is ours but the game is nevertheless still being played until the clock runs out. In a like manner, our overcoming the world is both a past reality and a present progression.
1Jo 4:5
“from the world… from the world’s perspective.” Commentators seem to be in agreement that these two phrases are both genitives of origin (Lenski; Meier). They are “of the world” and not “of God” (1 John 4:2-3) and the things they speak come out from the world that they originate in; hence the world listens to them. Williams’ translation captures the genitives this way: “They are children of the world; this is why they speak what the world inspires, and why the world listens to them” (emphasis ours).
1Jo 4:7
“love one another.” The command to “love one another” was the new commandment that Jesus gave his disciples in John 13:34, and it is so central to Christian life that it occurs 13 times in the New Testament—and besides those, there are also similar commands to love our fellow believers (cf. 1 John 2:10; 3:10, 14; 4:20-21). It is vital to understand the impact of this command, that it is not a general call to love everyone, although we are supposed to love everyone. It is a specific command to especially love fellow Christians, and thus is similar to Galatians 6:10, be especially good to the household of faith; that is, fellow Christians.
[For more on “love one another,” see commentary on John 13:34. For more on other ways we are to love one another, see commentary on Gal. 5:13, “one another.”]
1Jo 4:9
“God has sent his only begotten Son.” The teaching that God sent Jesus Christ occurs over 40 times in the New Testament and can have different meanings in different contexts.
[For in-depth commentary on Jesus Christ having been sent by the Father, and its different meanings and nuances in context, see commentary on John 6:57.]
“so that we could live through him.” Although the primary meaning of “live” in this context is “live forever,” there is also the undertone meaning of live this life to the fullest. Christ said that he came so that people could have an abundant life, that is, one that is rich physically and spiritually (John 10:10).
1Jo 4:10
“sent his son.” The teaching that God sent Jesus Christ occurs over 40 times in the New Testament and can have different meanings in different contexts.
[For in-depth commentary on Jesus Christ having been sent by the Father, and its different meanings and nuances in context, see commentary on John 6:57.]
“atoning sacrifice.” See commentary on 1 John 2:2.
1Jo 4:11
“love one another.” The command to “love one another” was the new commandment that Jesus gave his disciples in John 13:34, and it is so central to Christian life that it occurs 13 times in the New Testament—and besides those there are also similar commands to love our fellow believers (cf. 1 John 2:10; 3:10, 14; 4:20-21). It is vital to understand the impact of this command, that it is not a general call to love everyone, although we are supposed to love everyone. It is a specific command to especially love fellow Christians, and thus is similar to Galatians 6:10, be especially good to the household of faith; that is, fellow Christians.
[For more on “love one another,” see commentary on John 13:34. For more on other ways we are to love one another, see commentary on Gal. 5:13, “one another.”]
1Jo 4:12
“love one another.” See commentary on 1 John 4:11.
“reached its goal.” See commentary on 1 John 2:5.
1Jo 4:13
“of his spirit.” In the Greek this phrase uses the preposition ek (#1537 ἐκ), meaning “from” or “out of,” with the word “spirit” in the genitive case (pneumatos); literally it would read, “He gave from [out of] his spirit.” This is called the “partitive use of ek,” which signifies a part of some greater whole.[footnoteRef:3118] In this case, God has the totality of spirit and gives us some of it. [3118:  Robertson, Grammar, 599.] 

1Jo 4:14
“the Father has sent the Son.” The teaching that God sent Jesus Christ occurs over 40 times in the New Testament and can have different meanings in different contexts.
[For in-depth commentary on Jesus Christ having been sent by the Father, and its different meanings and nuances in context, see commentary on John 6:57.]
“Savior of the world.” The term “Savior of the world” (soter tou kosmou) was used by the Romans to refer to the emperor. This was a national phenomenon meant to bring the empire together under a unifying religious banner by participation in the cult of the emperor.[footnoteRef:3119] Here, Christ is proclaimed as the true “Savior of the world” sent by God. Accordingly, early Christians refused to participate in the cult of the emperor and were heavily persecuted. Christians need boldness to stand against what is wrong, even when the entire culture thinks it is right, even when it goes against the highest of earthly authorities, and even when it will cost us greatly. John wrote the truth, that Christ is the true Savior and the emperor is an erroneous parody; we also must stand against erroneous doctrines of the world and preach the truth of Christ. [3119:  Wuest, Word Studies: 2 Peter, 1,2,3 John, and Jude, 168.] 

1Jo 4:15
“remains.” For more on this translation, see commentary on 1 John 2:6.
1Jo 4:16
“remains.” For more on this translation, see commentary on 1 John 2:6.
1Jo 4:17
“reached its goal with regard to us.” 1 John 4:16-18 expounds upon what is mentioned in 1 John 2:28: “And now, little children, abide in him, so that when he appears, we may have boldness, and not be ashamed before him at his coming.” In verse 16 we see that God is love and hence it is by abiding in him that love is completed, brought to its goal, along with us. In this case, the end goal of love is to cast out fear of punishment, so we may have confidence in the Day of Judgment (v.18). Love has come to its intended purpose by our walking with God (who is love) now in this life. The perfect love that verse 18 is speaking of is the love brought to its “goal” in verse 17; they are both the same Greek word, teleioō (#5048 τελειόω). By remaining in love we remain with God, and so we can have boldness in the Day of Judgment when we stand before Him, because we have been in communion with Him all along.
[See commentary on 1 John 2:5 for further explanation.]
“confidence.” The word can also mean “boldness” but here the emphasis is on confidence, and it is contrasted with fear of punishment. When love is perfected in a person, that one has parrēsia (#3954 παρρησία; confidence, boldness, frankness of speech) in the Day of Judgment.
“Day of Judgment.” Each person who has ever lived will one day face God and the Lord Jesus Christ, and be judged. Most people either deny this or ignore it. Those who understand it “fear God,” in a truly godly sense, being fully aware of the seriousness of it.
“because as he is, so also are we, although still in this world.” As Jesus is now, so are we (righteous before God, holy, justified), although we are in this world. In other words, being in this world does not affect our righteous standing before God.[footnoteRef:3120] [3120:  Cf. Lenski for the italics and sense; cf. also Alford, The Greek Testament.] 

1Jo 4:18
“fear.” This “fear” refers to “bad fear,” which we explain below. A fundamental teaching of the Bible is that we are to “fear God,” that is, have a healthy fear of the consequences of disobeying Him. New Testament verses that teach us to fear God (or Jesus Christ) include: Acts 10:35; Romans 11:20; 2 Corinthians 7:1; Ephesians 5:21; Colossians 3:22; 1 Peter 1:17, Revelation 11:18; 14:7 and 19:5. Jesus taught us not to fear people, who can only kill the body, but to fear God, who can destroy us totally in Gehenna (Matt. 10:28).
But how are we to “fear God” and “love God” when there is no fear in love? The answer to that apparent dilemma is that biblically, although “fear” has a range of meanings, they fall into two basic categories. The Bible lets us know (and the field of psychology empirically verifies it) that there are two kinds of fear: “good fear” and “bad fear.”
A good fear is God-given or a learned fear that keeps us safe in life. “Good fear” is God-given, and some of it is even innate and is observed in babies who have not yet “learned to fear.” Innate human fears include falling, darkness, loud and sudden noises, strange things (which is why a large percentage of babies are afraid of Santa Claus at the mall), and interestingly, snakes. In contrast to “good fear,” “bad fear” is both psychologically and physically harmful. Both “good fear” and “bad fear” occur many times in the Bible. Bad fear includes when the army of Israel was afraid of Goliath the Philistine (1 Sam. 17:11), when the Jewish people would not openly talk about Jesus because they were afraid of the rulers of the Jews (John 7:13), and people being afraid of death (Heb. 2:15).
“Good fear” serves as a warning system that keeps us out of trouble. It is important to understand, however, that “good fear” can become a bad thing if we do not move beyond it rather quickly. Good fear is designed to help us, not to keep us perpetually on edge. As we grow and understand the things we are “afraid of,” we manage our good fear and it blends with “respect” and “awe.” So, for example, what started in our young life as a fear of fire (and Mom and Dad sternly warning us about the danger of fire) becomes a respect for fire, and even an awe of huge fires. The proper fear of God is very helpful in the life of Christians. In the Bible, good fear includes us having the fear of God (Prov. 1:7; 9:10; Matt. 10:28), and living in the fear of God (Acts 9:31).
Sometimes people teach that the “fear of God” is not really “fear,” but “respect” or “awe.” This is not actually true, although in some contexts the Hebrew or Greek word can refer more to “respect” or “awe” than fear. In Hebrew, the two most common words for “fear” are the noun yir’ah (#03374 יִרְאָה) and the verb form of the same word, yare (#03373 יָרֵא). In Greek, the common words for fear are the noun phobos (#5401 φόβος) and the verb form of the same word, phobeō (#5399 φοβέω). Both the Hebrew and Greek words for “fear” have a large semantic range that includes our English concepts of “terror, dread, fear, timidity, respect, reverence, and awe.” As we can see from that list, biblical “fear” is like our English word “fear” in that it includes both sides of the fear spectrum: “good fear” and “bad fear.”
It is important that we do not lose sight of the fact that the essence of actual fear, being afraid, never left the word “fear,” even when yare or phobos were being used with the primary sense of “respect.” Why do we respect certain things, like fire, electricity, and lions? One reason is that there are genuine and often terrible consequences if the thing is not respected. It is vital to see the connection between “disrespect” and “consequences” if we are going to properly understand why “fear” has a good side and a bad side, and what it is to “fear God.” People respected the king for different reasons, but one of them was that not doing so brought severe consequences. Similarly, we “respect” God in part because it is dangerous not to. People who ignore or disobey God and His commands will be destroyed in the Lake of Fire, and although we “respect” God, we never toy with Him and are aware of the consequences of not taking Him seriously.
If we expunge the meaning “fear” from the “fear of God,” and replace it with “respect” as if the meaning “respect” stood on its own, then we are misunderstanding what the Bible is saying. To be sure, there are verses where the aspect of “respect” or “awe” is a more accurate translation in a given context than “fear,” but the Bible student cannot forget that even when “respect” is the dominant idea in the context, the Hebrew or Greek word still retains the foundation of fear of consequences that yokes “respect” and “fear” together.
Here in 1 John, there is no “fear” in love, meaning that there is no bad fear in love. This verse is not contradicting Jesus’ teaching that we should have a fear of God.
“love.” Specifically, the Greek has the definite article, “the love,” or as Lenski, “this love.” Which love? The love that has been perfected and is confident at the Judgment. There is no fear in that love. However, it is also a general principle that fear and love do not co-exist, and so most commentators do not translate the definite article. Meyer writes, “The thought is quite general in its character: ‘where love is, there is no fear.’”[footnoteRef:3121] [3121:  Meyer’s Commentary: James, 1-2 Peter, 1-3 John, Jude, 593.] 

“has to do with punishment.” Vincent writes: “‘Torment’ is a faulty translation. The [Greek] word means, ‘punishment, penalty.’ …Note the present tense ‘has,” the punishment is present. Fear, by anticipating punishment, has it even now. The phrase, ‘hath punishment,’ indicates that the punishment is inherent in the fear. Fear carries its own punishment.”[footnoteRef:3122] [3122:  Vincent’s Word Studies, 2:361.] 

Fear has punishment now, in anticipation of the Day of Judgment, which is what the context is talking about (1 John 4:17.). When we reach the goal of love, we do not have any fear regarding the Day of Judgment.
“punishment.” This particular word for punishment, kolasis (#2851 κόλασις ), is used only one other time in the New Testament (Matt. 25:46) for those people who are judged unrighteous at the Sheep and Goat Judgment and go “into everlasting punishment.” Those unrighteous people are thrown into the fire prepared for the Devil and his angels (Matt. 25:41). The definition of kolasis is “the infliction of suffering or pain in chastisement, punishment.” It is due to this that the KJV goes with “torment.”
“reached the goal of love.” See commentary on 1 John 2:5.
1Jo 4:20
“brother or sister.” The Greek word adelphos (typically translated “brother”) is often not gender exclusive, in other words, it often refers to both genders.
[See Word Study: “Adelphos.”]
1Jo 4:21
“must love.” The Greek is a hina with a verb in the subjunctive mood command clause. See commentaries on John 13:34 and 9:3.
“brother and sister.” The Greek word adelphos (typically translated “brother”) is often not gender exclusive, in other words, it often refers to both genders.
[See Word Study: “Adelphos.”]
 
1 John Chapter 5
1Jo 5:1
“Everyone who believes that Jesus is the Christ has been born of God.” Calvinists use this verse to prove that “regeneration” precedes a person believing. They teach that the person who believes (now) has already been born again, and that it would be impossible to believe now unless one had been born again. But the verse does not say what the Calvinists teach. At the very instant a person believes in Jesus, he or she is born again. The people John is addressing in 1 John (still) believed at that time (thus the present tense of “believes”) but were born again when they believed for the first time.
1Jo 5:3
“For this is the love of God: that we keep his commandments.” The Bible is clear that if we love God we keep His commandments. We see this command, worded slightly differently, in a number of verses (e.g. John 14:15, 21, 23, 24; 1 John 5:3).
1Jo 5:4
“overcomes … has overcome.” See commentary on 1 John 4:4, “have overcome.”
1Jo 5:5
“who overcomes.” See commentary on 1 John 4:4, “have overcome.”
1Jo 5:7
“Indeed.” The Greek hoti (#3754 ὅτι) is not being used in a causal sense here, but in the sense of “indeed,” “in fact.”[footnoteRef:3123] The text note in the NET First Edition says, “It is probably best, therefore, to understand this second hoti as…not strictly causal but inferential in sense….” Cf. H. Cassirer, God’s New Covenant: A New Testament Translation, which reads, “And so it is that.” Sometimes this sense of the hoti is left out when the Greek is translated into English, as N.T. Wright had done in The Kingdom New Testament, but we felt it better to have it translated. [3123:  Cf.S. Smalley, 1,2, 3 John [WBC].] 

“there are three testifying.” Some English versions have a shorter rendition of 1 John 5:7-8 than the King James Version does. The reason that there are different translations of these verses is that some Greek texts contain an addition that was not original, and that addition was placed into some English versions, such as the KJV. The note in the NIV Study Bible, which is well-known for its ardent belief in the Trinity, says, “The addition is not found in any Greek manuscript or NT translation prior to the sixteenth century.”
Most modern versions are translated from Greek texts without the addition. We will quote the NIV84: “For there are three that testify: the Spirit, the water and the blood; and the three are in agreement.” We agree with the textual scholars, and conclude from the evidence of the Greek texts that the statement that the Father, the Word, and the Holy Spirit are “one” was added to the Word of God by men and should not be in the Bible.
There are many Trinitarian scholars who freely admit that the Greek text from which the KJV is translated was adjusted in this verse to support the Trinity. The Greek scholar A. T. Robertson, author of A Grammar of the Greek New Testament in Light of Historical Research, and the multi-volume Word Pictures in the New Testament, writes:
At this point [1 John 5:7] the Latin Vulgate gives the words in the Textus Receptus, found in no Greek MS. save two late cursives (162 in the Vatican Library of the fifteenth century, [No.] 34 of the sixteenth century in Trinity College, Dublin). Jerome did not have it. Erasmus did not have it in his first edition, but rashly offered to insert it if a single Greek MS. had it, and [manuscript number] 34 was produced with the insertion, as if made to order. Some Latin scribe caught up Cyprian’s exegesis and wrote it on the margin of his text, and so it got into the Vulgate and finally into the Textus Receptus by the stupidity of Erasmus.”[footnoteRef:3124] [3124:  A. T. Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, 6:240-241.] 

Robertson shows how this addition entered the text. It was a marginal note. Since all texts were hand-copied, when a scribe, copying a text, accidentally left a word or sentence out of his copy, he would place it in the margin, hoping that the next scribe would copy it back into the text. Unfortunately, scribes occasionally did not make the distinction between what a previous scribe had left out of the last copy and wrote in the margin, and marginal notes that another scribe had written in the margin to help him understand the text. Therefore, some marginal notes got copied into the text as Scripture.
Usually, textual additions are easy to spot because the “new” text will differ from all the other texts. However, there are times when people adore their theology more than the God-breathed original, and they fight for the man-made addition as if it were the original words of God. This has been the case with 1 John 5:7-8, and we applaud the honesty of the translators of modern versions who have left it out of their translations. The famous textual scholar, F. F. Bruce, does not even mention the addition in his commentary on 1 John.[footnoteRef:3125] The International Critical Commentary does not mention it either. The conservative commentator R. C. H. Lenski, in his 12-volume commentary on the New Testament, only mentions that it is proper to leave the addition out. He writes: “The R. V. [Revised Version] is right in not even noting in the margin the interpolation found in the A.V. [KJV].”[footnoteRef:3126] Henry Alford, author of The Greek Testament, a Greek New Testament with extensive critical notes and commentary, writes: [3125:  F. F. Bruce, The Gospels and the Epistles of John.]  [3126:  R. C. H. Lenski, Interpretation of the Three Epistles of John.] 

…OMITTED BY ALL GREEK MANUSCRIPTS previous to the beginning of the 16th century;
ALL the GREEK FATHERS (even when producing texts in support of the doctrine of the Holy Trinity: as e.g., by [abbreviated names of Church “fathers”] Clem Iren Hipp Dion Ath Did Bas Naz Nys Ephih Caes Chr Procl Andr Damasc (EC Thl Euthym);
ALL THE ANCIENT VERSIONS (including the Vulgate (as it came from Jerome, see below) and (though interpolated in the modern editions, the Syriac;
AND MANY LATIN FATHERS (viz. Novat Hil Lucif Ambr Faustin Leo Jer Aug Hesych Bede).[footnoteRef:3127] [3127:  Henry Alford, The Greek Testament, 4:503 (emphasis the author’s).] 

With the spurious addition gone, it is clear that there is no reference to the Trinity in 1 John 5:7-8. The context is speaking of believing that Jesus is the Son of God (1 John 5:5 and 5:10). There are three that testify that Jesus is the Son of God: the spirit that Jesus received at his baptism, the water of his baptism, and the blood that he shed.
Scripture says, “We accept man’s testimony, but God’s testimony is greater because it is the testimony of God which He has given about his Son” (1 John 5:9). This verse is so true! How often people accept man’s testimony and believe what men say, but do not believe what God says. We need to accept the testimony of God that He has given about His Son, and agree with the testimony of the spirit, the water, and the blood, that Jesus Christ is the Son of God.
[For more information about this verse, see, B. F. Westcott, The Epistles of St. John: The Greek Text with Notes, pp. 202-209. Sir Isaac Newton, An Historical Account of Two Notable Corruptions of Scripture, pp. 1-58. Don Snedeker, Our Heavenly Father Has No Equals pp. 118-120.]
“three.” God required two or three witnesses in order for something to be considered the truth, so God provides them (cf. Deut. 17:6; 19:15; Matt. 18:16; 2 Cor. 13:1; 1 Tim. 5:19; Heb. 10:28).
1Jo 5:10
“testimony… testified.” This verse contains the figure of speech polyptoton, the repetition caused by using both the noun and verb forms for the same word.[footnoteRef:3128] [3128:  Cf. Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 267, “polyptoton.”] 

[See Word Study: “Polyptoton.”]
1Jo 5:11
“life in the age to come.” This is the everlasting life that begins with the new Messianic Age, the Millennial Kingdom.
[See Appendix 1: “Life in the Age to Come.”]
1Jo 5:12
“life.” This refers to “everlasting life.” See commentary on Luke 10:28.
1Jo 5:13
“you can know that.” This verse, 1 John 5:13, is one of the many verses that show that Christian salvation is permanent, and that Christians cannot lose their salvation. By saying we can “know” we will be with Christ in the future, the verse is saying our salvation is assured.
[For more on knowing we will be saved, see commentary on 1 John 3:2.]
1Jo 5:16
“If anyone sees his brother or sister committing sin that does not result in death, he should ask God, and he will give him life.” 1 John 5:16 is a very confusing verse. First, the use of “committing a sin” (the Greek is “sinning a sin”) refers to sin that is continuing to go on, not to a one-time sin. The person is sinning and continuing to sin. Second, ordinarily the term “brother or sister” would refer to fellow Christians, but fellow Christians already have life, and beyond that, sinning does not annul one’s everlasting life. If it did, then no one would be saved because everyone, including every Christian, sins. So if a fellow Christian is sinning in a way that will not end in death, how is it that the prayer of another Christian will “give him life” if he or she already has life? Furthermore, we can pray for other people, and that no doubt helps them, but there is no promise anywhere else in Scripture that if a Christian prays for a sinner then God will give that person life. So this verse is problematic on several levels.
One way commentators have suggested to understand this verse is that if we pray for sinners it will often help, but that does not actually deal with the text.
“brother or sister.” The Greek word adelphos (typically translated “brother”) is often not gender exclusive, in other words, it often refers to both genders.
[See Word Study: “Adelphos.”]
“There is sin that results in death.” This sin that results in death is referred to as “the unforgivable sin” (Matt. 12:31-32).
[For more on the unforgivable sin, see commentary on Matt. 12:31.]
1Jo 5:18
“everyone who has been born of God.” This phrase refers to Christians, who are born of God. The next phrase, “but the One who has been born of God,” refers to Jesus Christ. Thus, the sentence reads, “We know that everyone who has been born [gegenēmenos] of God [i.e., the Christian] does not continue sinning, but the One who was born [gennētheis] of God [i.e., Christ] keeps him.” Twice this verse uses the word for “born of God,” gennaō (#1080 γεννάω). Both instances are past tense, but the first occurrence is the perfect tense (gegenēmenos), equivalent to our English past tense, while the second is in the aorist tense (gennētheis), a snapshot of a one-time past event. This verse clearly makes a difference between two people who were born of God. Elsewhere John always uses the perfect (past tense) to refer to Christians born of God; it would be strange to switch to the aorist in this verse. Furthermore, it is noteworthy that there is no usage of this aorist form for the New Birth, but all refer to natural birth (Gal. 4:29; Heb. 11:23), like Christ’s natural birth having been fathered of God (1 John 5:1). Hence, Jesus uses this word with regard to himself in John 18:37.[footnoteRef:3129] John uses the aorist and perfect to distinguish two different parties in 1 John 5:1, the general Christian born of God (perfect tense) and the Father who begets (aorist tense), showing that he thinks in distinction between the two tenses. [3129:  See, Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, 6:244.] 

The first person spoken of in the perfect is the general believer, as seen by this same usage in 1 John 2:29; 3:9; 4:7 and 5:1, 4; the second person in this verse spoken of as “born of God” is Christ. Since we have established there are two different people spoken of as born of God, it makes sense that the second, aorist usage would not be another Christian, partly because Christians are always spoken of in the perfect tense by John. There is, however, a variant Greek reading that reads, “He who is born of God keeps himself,” placing the duty of keeping on the believer himself. Nevertheless, this reading is highly unlikely to be original.[footnoteRef:3130] Further, as Bart Ehrman has pointed out, “if the aorist were taken to refer to the believer, the point of the verse would be considerably muddied; no longer would it present a clear contrast between the believer who is liable to sin and Christ who keeps from sin. Now it contrasts the believer who is born of God and yet liable to sin and, presumably, the same believer who was born of God and who protects himself from sin.”[footnoteRef:3131] Ehrman also points out why early scribes would alter the text from “him” to “himself.” For some of the early Trinitarians saying that Jesus was born of God was a problem, and it was much easier to have the birth refer to Christians. [3130:  Metzger, Textual Commentary, 4th ed., 718.]  [3131:  Bart Ehrman, The Orthodox Corruption of Scripture, 71.] 

It is now Christ’s job to “keep,” tēreō (#5083 τηρέω), the saints. We are to spur one another on to good deeds (Heb. 10:24) and turn wanderers from sin (James 5:19-20), but Christ is spoken of as the one who actually keeps the saints. In the Old Testament, God held the responsibility of keeping the Israelites (cf. Ps. 121:4-5), and Jesus prays for the Father to keep his disciples from the evil one (John 17:12, 15). After he was raised from the dead all authority on heaven and earth was given to him and he now works with God to keep the believer (Rev. 3:10).
“The Wicked One.” See commentary on 1 John 2:13.
“touch.” The Greek is haptomai (#680 ἅπτω). It has two basic meanings, 1) to cause illumination or burning to take place, light, kindle (Luke 8:16; 22:55); 2) to make close contact, to touch or to take hold of; to cling to; it can also mean to partake of (2 Cor. 6:17), or to touch intimately and sexually (1 Cor. 7:1). It can also mean “to touch” in the sense of causing harm (Job 5:19; Ps. 105:15 [Ps. 104:15 in LXX]). In this verse, “touch,” meaning “harm,” is the figure of speech tapeinosis, or “demeaning,” the lessening of something in order to increase it.[footnoteRef:3132] The “evil one,” the Devil, harms Christians all the time. However, because their salvation is assured, he cannot harm them eternally, only in this life. Therefore, any harm he does is considered as nothing when compared to eternity. Thus the phrase, “the evil one does not touch him,” causes us to look at our lives from an eternal, not temporal, perspective. [3132:  Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 159, “tapeinosis.”] 

1Jo 5:19
“the whole world lies under the control of the Wicked One.” Many people say, “God is in control,” but that is misleading. God is the most powerful one in the universe and He will ultimately act and fulfill His plans, but He is not in control in the sense that He micromanages people or stops their free will actions. People can sin if they want to, and so can the Devil, which is why so many horrible things happen on earth. The Devil is the “Adversary,” the “god of this age” (2 Cor. 4:4), and the “ruler of this world” (John 12:31), and he is behind much of the evil that occurs on earth, and sinful people cause much harm and pain too. God does not cause people to sin and He cannot righteously remove people’s free will choices and thus stop their sin. People often blame God when evil things happen, but the more biblical thing is to see that evil originates from the Devil, demons, and evil or ungodly people who act in disobedience to God.
1 John 5:19 is translated differently in many versions, but most of them are close in meaning and show that the Devil has great power and influence in the world today. The ESV says, “the whole world lies in the power of the Wicked One.” The NIV says, “the whole world is under the control of the evil one.” The CSB says, “the whole world is under the sway of the evil one.” The NLT says, “the world around us is under the control of the evil one.”
[For information on the control of the world that Satan has, see the commentary on Luke 4:6.]
“The Wicked One.” See commentary on 1 John 2:13.
1Jo 5:20
“True One.” God, the Father, is called “the True One” in 1 John because there were so many antichrists and false teachings and pagan idols. Many people mistook those false things to be true and the truth, so John takes the time here in 1 John 5:20 to correct that erroneous thinking and refer to the true God as “the True One.”
“and we are in union with the True One by being in union with his Son Jesus Christ.” The Greek reads that we are “in” the True One, “in” His Son Jesus Christ. The evidence from the scope of Scripture leads to the conclusion that the second “in” is an instrumental dative, “by” or “by means of.” It is certainly the testimony of Scripture that we get to know God through His Son Jesus. Most versions translate and punctuate the verse so that Jesus becomes God, but that is an interpretation, not what the text says. R. C. H. Lenski, a Trinitarian, writes that this verse does not make Jesus God.
The ἐν τῷ ἀληθινῷ [“in the true One”] does not refer to a different person than does τὸν ἀληθινόν, namely “the real God.” The article with the dative reads like an article of previous reference. Our versions translate otherwise: “And we are in him that is true (real), even in his Son Jesus Christ.” This makes the second ἐν [“in”] phrase appositional to the first so that “the real One” in the phrase = “his Son Jesus Christ.” A comma is, therefore, placed between the ἐν phrases. If this were John’s meaning, he would have omitted αὐτοῦ, would have written: “And we are in the real One, (namely) in the Son Jesus Christ.” He wrote αὐτοῦ, the antecedent of which is τῷ ἀληθινῷ. We translate without the use of a comma: “And we are in the real One (God) in his Son Jesus Christ.”[footnoteRef:3133] [3133:  Lenski, The Three Epistles of John, 541.] 

If we wanted to say that both the ἐν [in] in the last phrase meant the same thing, we would still have a distinction between God and Christ, and John would be saying that our relationship with each of them was important. In that case, the ἐν would be the “static ἐν” and would mean “in union with,” so the verse would read that we are “in union with the True One [God]; in union with His Son Jesus Christ.
“This One is the true God and life in the age to come.” The question that has been hotly debated about this sentence is who is “This one” who is the true God? Is it the Father or Jesus Christ? The grammar can go either way, and each side of the argument has had its noteworthy proponents, so gathering scholars to support one’s position can be done for both positions. The argument is not settled by the nearest antecedent noun because reference to the nearest noun is not a hard-and-fast rule of Greek grammar and there are times that John, like other writers of the New Testament, does not follow it (cf. 1 John 2:22).
The evidence from Scripture is that the “true God” is the Father. The Father is called the “true God” in both the Old and New Testaments (cf. Jer. 10:10; 1 Thess. 1:9) and Jesus himself referred to the Father as the “true God” (John 17:3). Even 1 John 5:20 itself calls the Father “the True One.” In contrast, Jesus is never called the true God. There does not seem to be any good reason that the Father would be called “the True One” in contrast to the Son, but then in the very next sentence the Son be called the “True God.” That would only seem to introduce a new idea into the Epistle and be confusing. Furthermore, 1 John consistently makes a distinction between “God” and the Son, Jesus Christ (cf. 1 John 1:3, 7; 2:1; 4:2, 3, 9, 10, 15; 5:1, 9, 10, 11, 12, and 5:18). Jesus Christ is never referred to as God in 1 John. Thus, the evidence of Scripture is that “This one” refers to the Father.
[For more on Jesus not being God the Son, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.” Also see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
“life in the age to come.” This is the everlasting life that begins with the new Messianic Age, the Millennial Kingdom.
[See Appendix 1: “Life in the Age to Come.”]
1Jo 5:21
“guard yourselves from idols.” John closes his Epistle by warning his Christian audience to guard themselves against having idols. John was not likely too worried about his readers having statues of Zeus or other Greco-Roman gods—they had turned from those pagan gods to worship the true God. However, the Roman world was full of amulets and other “protective objects” (protection from the “evil eye” was common), and it was also full of objects that supposedly brought blessings, and those things were idols. Nevertheless, those kinds of things often sneak into someone’s life because they do not really understand what an idol is and they do not think of a “protective amulet” or “lucky charm” as an idol—but they are. An idol is anything a person gives special attention to and looks to for spiritual help—help from the unseen world. Idols break the first and great commandment about having no other gods except Yahweh, and the person who turns away from God and begins to worship idols brings serious consequences upon themselves, including inviting demons into their life, because the demons crave the worship and attention being given to the idol.
[For more information on idols, see commentary on Hos. 4:12.]


2 John Commentary
2 John Chapter 1
2Jo 1:1
“Elder.” This was an honorary title given to the apostle John because of his advanced age. He outlived all the other apostles.
“chosen.” From the Greek adjective, eklektos (#1588 ἐκλεκτός).
[For more information on “chosen,” see commentary on 2 Tim. 2:10.]
“lady.” This “lady” is almost certainly a specific Christian church. “Lady” is translated from the Greek word kuria (#2959 κυρία), which is the feminine form of kurios, “Lord.” “Kuria” is hard to translate into English because we do not have a word like “lordess,” and the phrase “female lord” would be awkward. Also, “mistress” or “dame” would give a totally wrong impression. The terminology “lords and ladies” was commonly used of the ruling class of society at the time of the writing of the King James Version, and the term “Lady” is still used in some circles in the sense of a woman who is in authority or control of a household or holds a position of authority in government. Therefore, although the meaning of “lady” as one who had some authority over others was much clearer during the time of King James, when the culture of lords and ladies was much more prominent, still today it seems the best choice we can make for kuria. Picturing a church as a woman is not out of line with the Bible, which sometimes figuratively speaks of the Christian Church as a woman (cf. 2 Cor. 11:2; Eph. 5:26). Unfortunately, for most people today the term “lady” brings to mind a “well-mannered woman” regardless of the authority she has. Thus, the translation, “lady” is imperfect at best, and an example of why there is a need for commentary and footnotes to help explain the biblical text.
The majority of lexicographers believe the term is used metaphorically for the church (BDAG; Louw-Nida; TDNT; Gingrich; Metzger[footnoteRef:3134]) and we agree with this for a number of reasons. The adjective “elect” is used of a church in 1 Peter 5:13; in Galatians 4:22-31 the church (new covenant) is referred to as our mother, while we, its members, are the children. However, Thayer and Vine maintain that it is a proper noun, Cyria; that is, the name of an actual woman to whom the Epistle is addressed. However, this is refuted by BDAG, which claims it is late and rare as a proper name. Some other commentators hold that it is simply a general designation for an unspecified woman. Although it is possible, but not likely, that there was a woman to whom the Epistle was addressed, if that is the case then she and the authority she held would represent the authority of the church in which she had authority, which would have been a “mother” church. It is most likely that the majority of the lexicographers are correct and the verse is referring to a mother church. Applying the term “lady” to a church follows well the example of using “mother” in the Old Testament for a mother-city and “daughters” for the small cities near the “mother” who were supported by her (cf. Ezek. 26:6, and see commentary on Josh. 15:45). [3134:  Metzger, Textual Commentary, 719.] 

Further evidence for the chosen lady being a mother church is the last verse in the Epistle, which reads, “The children of your chosen sister greet you.” It is much less likely that John would refer to a woman’s Christian sister as a “chosen sister,” than he would refer to a “sister church” as a “chosen sister,” and why, if her literal sister was “chosen” (saved) too, would her nieces and nephews send greetings but not the sister herself? In the Epistles, the word “chosen” (eklektos, #1588 ἐκλεκτός) only refers to an individual Christian one time, and when it does it specifically says his name (“Rufus;” Rom. 16:13), whereas “chosen” is a common designation for the Christian Church or a larger body of Christians (cf. Rom. 8:33; Col. 3:12; 2 Tim. 2:10; 1 Pet. 1:1; etc.). Also, although at the end of the Epistles it was common for people to send greetings, when they did, they were always specifically named. It was also common for a local church (a “sister” congregation”) to send greetings, and of course, in those situations, the people were not named, but the greeting came from the church (cf. Rom. 16:23; 1 Cor. 16:19).
2Jo 1:2
“remains.” The Greek word menō (#3306 μένω) has the basic meaning of “remain.” It can mean “remain” as in, “live, dwell” or “continue, stay.” Here it means both, for the truth lives in and also remains (stays) in the believer.
[For more on menō, see commentary on 1 John 2:6.]
2Jo 1:4
“some of your children.” This is the genitive of partition, which indicates a part of some greater whole by putting the larger group in the genitive case.[footnoteRef:3135] In this instance, the larger whole would be all the children, some of which John found walking in the truth. This is a statement of encouragement and reproof at the same time. It is encouraging that some of the “children” were walking in truth but reproof that some of them had turned away from the truth. This verse is good evidence that the “lady” 2 John is addressed to is a “mother church” and not a person because there would certainly be no need for John to write a mother and point out to her that “some” of her children were walking in the truth. She would be aware of that, whereas that fact would not be as obvious to an entire church due to the differences in opinion that always exist in any given congregation. [3135:  Dana and Mantey, Grammar, §90.] 

2Jo 1:5
“And now I ask.” At first 2 John 1:4-6 can seem a bit circular because the commandment is to love, but then love is to walk according to the commandments. However this is easily understood when we realize the difference between the command (singular) and the commandments (plural), and that this is a reference to Christ’s summing up of the Law and Prophets spoken of in Matthew 22:37-40. The command (singular) is to walk in love, but how do we do that? By walking according to Jesus’ commandments (plural) that sum up the whole of the law.
“O lady.” The noun is in the vocative case, hence the “O lady.”
“love one another.” The command to “love one another” was the new commandment that Jesus gave his disciples in John 13:34, and it is so central to Christian life that it occurs 13 times in the New Testament—and besides those, there are also similar commands to love our fellow believers (cf. 1 John 2:10; 3:10, 14; 4:20-21). It is vital to understand the impact of this command, that it is not a general call to love everyone, although we are supposed to love everyone. It is a specific command to especially love fellow Christians, and thus is similar to Galatians 6:10, be especially good to the household of faith; that is, fellow Christians.
[For more on “love one another,” see commentary on John 13:34. For more on other ways we are to love one another, see commentary on Gal. 5:13, “one another.”]
2Jo 1:6
See commentary on 2 John 5.
2Jo 1:8
“we have worked for.” John is saying that ministers are co-laborers, working toward a full reward for believers (cf. 1 Cor. 3:5-15; 2 Cor. 1:24; Phil. 2:16). There is a textual variation that reads, “What you worked for,” using “you” not “we,” (NIV). Although this reading has considerable textual support, it is less favored due to internal considerations.[footnoteRef:3136] “We” is more likely to be original in that it is unlikely a copyist would have changed “you” to “we.” It makes sense, however, that a copyist would change “we” to match the second-person verbs in the rest of the verse (“watch yourselves… you do not lose…you may receive”). [3136:  Metzger, Textual Commentary, 719.] 

“do not lose.” The Greek word translated “lose” is apollumi (#622 ἀπόλλυμι), often translated “destroy.” To understand this verse we must understand the difference between salvation and rewards in the Kingdom. It is not possible for Christians to lose their salvation, but it is possible for believers to lose the rewards they have worked for if they do not stay faithful to Christ.
[For more information on Christian salvation, see Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation.” For rewards in the future Kingdom of Christ, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10, “good or evil.” For how many rewards we can lose if we turn from God, see commentary on 1 Cor. 3:13.]
2Jo 1:9
“goes too far.” This translation is from the Greek proagō (#4254 προάγω). In this context, BDAG has, “to go further than is right or proper…to transgress the limits of true doctrine.[footnoteRef:3137] God is the source of all truth and thus all right teaching (doctrine). Yet many people go beyond right doctrine into wrong doctrine. Many verses warn people to make sure their doctrine is what God has revealed and not something made up and beyond the truth (cf. 1 Cor. 4:6). Christ is called the Good Shepherd who leads us as a flock; we are to follow him and stay within the limits of truth, not lead ourselves and others astray from his teachings (John 10:2-16). [3137:  BDAG, s.v. “προάγω.”] 

2Jo 1:10
“this teaching.” The teaching that Jesus Christ came in the flesh (2 John 7).
“do not offer him greetings.” This prohibition is not meant to be elitist or snobby, but to prevent the spread of false teachings. To give one “greetings,” from the Greek chairō (#5463 χαίρω), would be to say, “rejoice, be glad,” when instead you ought to be rebuking and correcting such a one (Titus 1:9). One Greek lexicon speaks of using chairō as “a formalized greeting wishing one well… in effect, to express that one is on good terms with the other.”[footnoteRef:3138] It is this associating oneself with the other on good terms that causes participation in their evil works (2 John 11). God does not want us to just bear with people who preach a different Jesus or different gospel, pretending that nothing is wrong with their teaching, greeting them as friends, and welcoming them into our homes. This gives an implicit endorsement of their false teaching; He rebuked the Corinthians for doing this very thing. “For if someone comes and proclaims another Jesus than the one we proclaimed, or if you receive a different spirit from the one you received, or a different gospel from the one you accepted, you submit to it readily enough” (2 Cor. 11:4 NRSV). [3138:  BDAG, s.v. “χαίρω.”] 

Rather than submit to false teaching, we are called to lovingly correct those who contradict sound doctrine.
2Jo 1:13
“chosen sister.” Like the “chosen lady” in 2 John 1:1, this refers to a church, not an individual person. See commentary on 2 John 1:1, “lady.”


3 John Commentary
3 John Chapter 1
3Jo 1:2
“I pray.” The Greek is euchomai (#2172 εὔχομαι) and expresses a prayer or a wish. Here it describes a wish or perhaps even more accurately, a desire. That desire is voiced in a prayer, so “pray” is a good translation, “wish” being too weak to properly communicate the emotion in this verse.
“all.” The Greek phrase is peri pantōn (περὶ πάντων), and most literally means, “concerning all” [thus, “concerning everything,” or “in respect to everything”]. It properly goes with the first infinitive verb, “go well with you,” and not the second, “be in health.” Thus, “Beloved, I pray that you do well in respect to everything,” would be very literal, but more difficult to read. “I pray that in all respects you are doing well” catches the sense very nicely and is easy to read.
“doing well...soul is doing well.” “doing well,” and “is doing well” are both from the Greek verb, euodoō (#2137 εὐοδόω), which is a compound word from the noun hodos, “road,” and the prefix eu, “good.” Often translated “to prosper,” this word literally means to “have a good road,” i.e., have an easy, successful path ahead of you. Although it can apply to financial prosperity (1 Cor. 16:2), it is not restricted to such; the term is much broader than that. It is used in Romans 1:10 in the context of things working out well, so the apostle Paul could visit the Romans. Here in 3 John, “prosper” is too often thought to speak of money alone; the meaning is that John hopes things are going well for Gaius in every category of his life.
“good health.” The word hygiainō (#5198 ὑγιαίνω) has the basic meaning “to be whole, sound, free from error”; accordingly, when applied to the human body, it means “to be in good physical health, be healthy.”[footnoteRef:3139] [3139:  BDAG, s.v. “ὑγιαίνω.”] 

“soul.” The Greek word often translated “soul” is psuchē (#5590 ψυχή, pronounced psoo-'kay), and it has a large number of meanings, including the physical life of a person or animal; an individual person; and attitudes, emotions, feelings, and thoughts. Here psuchē is used broadly and includes the core of one’s life, both physically and mentally, and includes one’s attitudes, feelings, and emotions.
In this case, the “life force” does not prosper, but rather the person prospers in the seat of his personality and being. The way to have things go well in our innermost person and personality is to be in a correct [truthful] relationship with God and the Lord Jesus, and humble and honest about ourselves. Our “soul” will not do well if we are lying to ourselves or if our beliefs are based on falsehoods, even if we believe them correct. Truth, both doctrinal and relational, must be the basis of a soul that is prospering. Many people seem to be doing fairly well on the outside, but their “soul,” the core of their life, is not well at all, and being whole in our “soul” is vital to a wonderful life.
[For a more complete explanation of “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
3Jo 1:3
“brothers and sisters came.” People came and testified about Gaius, as is mentioned in 3 John 1:5-6.
3Jo 1:15
Some Greek texts combine 3 John 14-15, and so do not have a verse 15. We included it, following the Nestle-Aland Greek text and versions such as the ESV, NET, and NRSV.


Jude Commentary
Jude Chapter 1
Jde 1:1
“Jude.” In the Greek, Jude is the name “Judah,” a common name in the first century AD. The name Judah was very familiar in Judaism on account of such prominent figures in the OT like Judah, the son of Jacob, whose descendants became known as the tribe of Judah.
“brother of James.” This James is the brother of Jesus and head of the church in Jerusalem (Acts 15:13). He became the head of the Jerusalem church sometime after the apostle James, who was the brother of the apostle John, was executed by Herod Agrippa (Acts 12:2). After the apostle James was killed, there is only one other James simply referred to as “James” in the NT (Acts 12:17; 15:13; 21:18; 1 Cor. 15:7; Gal. 2:9, 12) and only one James who had a brother named Judas in the New Testament (Mark 6:3). James was well-known and respected among the Jews, and for Jude to identify himself as the brother of James was not as unclear or pretentious as saying “brother of Jesus,” even though he was.
“called ones.” In the Epistles, this phrase refers to those who have accepted God’s call and are saved. Richard Bauckham is correct when he calls it “a substantive [an adjective used as a noun]…a technical term for Christians.”[footnoteRef:3140] See commentaries on Romans 1:1 and 8:28. [3140:  Bauckham, 2 Peter and Jude [WBC].] 

“kept by Jesus Christ.” The phrase has an eschatological sense: the believer is kept safe for Jesus Christ at his coming. The phrase would be especially meaningful here in Jude because the false teachers were creeping in and causing problems for the Church, but the “called” are nevertheless safe for Jesus Christ.
Jde 1:3
“faith.” In this context, and at this time of writing, “the Faith” refers to the Good News, the Christian message. In that sense, it is the same as Galatians 1:23, where Paul preached “the Faith” he once tried to destroy (and Galatians was the earliest of Paul’s Epistles, AD 48-49). Early on in Christianity, it was clear that there were certain fundamental beliefs that were central to the Christian message: the sinless life, death, resurrection, and ascension of Jesus Christ, and that he was the Lord at the right hand of God. Those central and simple truths would have comprised “the Faith” in those early years. Some scholars have tried, based on an assumed late date for the writing of Jude, to make “the Faith” into a much more complex fixed body of orthodox doctrine, and a sign that there was an early Catholic Faith, but that is not what Jude is referring to.
“once for all time.” The vital and unalterable central truth of Christianity was the life, death, resurrection, and ascension of Jesus Christ. These were delivered “once for all time,” and are not subject to change or modification. But the ungodly people creeping into Christianity were perverting the grace of God, denying the Lord Jesus Christ, and rejecting lordship (Jude 1:4, 8). The Devil is crafty and is always working to destroy the Faith, so we have to be diligent to fight for it.
Jde 1:4
“written about long ago.” The Bible does not say how many years previously, and the debate ranges from early times in the Old Testament to as late as 2 Peter. We don’t know exactly what Jude had in mind, but it was before he wrote. Many English versions say that the people were “designated” or “ordained” for this judgment. Understanding the phrase in this way is idiomatic and comes from the idea that anything that is written in prophecy will happen, but that is not what Jude is trying to do in this verse. Jude seems to be saying that the judgments in the Old Testament are comparable to the judgments that will come upon the ungodly people of Jude’s day. He is not saying that there were prophecies written about the ungodly people in Jude’s day, but rather that the various judgments that happened to Old Testament sinners will also come to pass on the ungodly people of Jude’s day.
“for this condemnation.” The Greek text literally says, “this judgment” (τοῦτο τὸ κρίμα). But the referent of the pronoun “this” is cataphoric, meaning the word it refers to is located ahead in the text rather than previously. Jude proceeds to list several examples of judgment upon people in the OT and then connects those judgments with the one that will come upon the ungodly people who have crept in among them.
“perverting.” The Greek word is metatithēmi (#3346 μετατίθημι), and it means to move or transfer from one place to another; to change or alter; to change one’s mind about one’s allegiance. When metatithēmi is used as “to change or alter,” as it is here in Jude, it is often used as “to twist” or “to pervert.” Thus many English versions use “pervert” (ESV, NAB, NIV, NRSV, RSV). Through the ages, many people have perverted the grace of God and used it as an excuse for unrestrained behavior, especially sexual. God gives grace, undeserved divine favor, but it is never the “favor” to sin. The Bible tells us how God wants us to live, and defines sin as breaking the commandments of God or going against His will. God gives us grace to be saved, grace to forgive our sin, grace in times of need, and much more, but God does not overlook our sin “by grace.” We are free in Christ by grace, but Scripture says, “do not use your freedom to indulge the flesh” (Gal. 5:13), nor are we to use our freedom as a cover-up for evil (1 Pet. 2:16).
“immoral indulgence.” The Greek is aselgeia (#766 ἀσέλγεια, pronounced ä-'sel-gay-a), and it refers to living without any moral restraint, and it especially referred to sexual immorality. It is excess, wantonness, outrageousness, licentiousness, lasciviousness, indecency, sensuality, lustful indulgence, flagrant immorality. The difficulty in bringing aselgeia into English is that if we make it all about sexual excess, we miss the fact that the immoral behavior can also be about money, power, fame, etc. On the other hand, if we make the English translation too neutral, we miss the fact that the Greek word usually has a clear sexual overtone, and that would be true here in Jude also. Sexual sin has been a scourge of the Church since the first century (cf. 1 Cor. 5:1-13), and it still is today. Sadly, while most people recognize their sexual sin as a moral weakness and are ashamed of it, some Christians play a mental game and pervert the grace of God such that they assert their sin is not sin, but allowable as part of God’s great grace. Any honest and straightforward reading of the New Testament will show that is not true, but is what Jude says it is: a perversion of the truth.
“Master.” The Greek is despotēs (#1203 δεσπότης) and means master or lord, and it refers to someone who has legal control and authority over others, such as subjects or slaves (cf. 1 Tim. 6:1; Titus 2:9). It is used both as a title for God (Luke 2:29; Acts 4:24), and a title for Jesus Christ (2 Pet. 2:1; Jude 1:4). Here it refers to Jesus Christ. See commentary on Luke 2:29.
Jde 1:5
“want.” The word “want” is from boulomai (#1014 βούλομαι), which here has the undertone of “counsel” or “plan.” This shows Jude’s thoughtfulness for his readers, more than just wanting to write to them, he had deemed it necessary according to his counsel.
“the Lord.” The Greek texts of Jude 1:5 differ. Some Greek manuscripts read “Jesus,” and some read “the Lord.” There is even one manuscript that was obviously changed, and reads, “the God Christ.” The Aramaic texts read “God.” The weight of evidence is that “the Lord” was the original reading of the Greek texts. It is possible that an early scribe made a mistake and changed “the Lord” to “Jesus,” (early scribes often used abbreviations, and the abbreviation for “Lord” was KC and the abbreviation for Jesus was IC (both had lines over them). A scribe could have easily mistakenly substituted an “I” for a “K.”
It is also possible that the change was made on purpose. In the early centuries after Christ, the debate between Biblical Unitarians and Trinitarians was very heated, and “losers” of debates were often banished or killed. Therefore, there was a lot of pressure to change the text of the Bible to read in a Trinitarian fashion. Bart Ehrman (who is an agnostic but a good textual scholar) wrote a book, The Orthodox Corruption of Scripture, which has many examples of the original text being modified to conform to the developing orthodox position.
The modern English versions differ as to what reading is original, but the majority of them say “the Lord” (cf. HCSB, KJV, NAB, NASB, NIV, NRSV, and YLT), while the ESV and NET read, “Jesus.” The RSV says, “he,” apparently following a conjecture of F. J. A. Hort, that perhaps the original text read ho (ὁ; literally “the” but used for “he” or “the one”), and that the longer readings of “the Lord” or “the Jesus” (proper names usually had the definite article before them), came from that short reading, but most scholars feel that is not likely.
When the Greek sources are divided, we can sometimes get help from the scope, the context, and other readings, and that clearly seems to be the case here. First, there is no Old Testament text that says or even implies that Jesus led Israel out of Egypt. Thus the concept of Jesus leading Israel out of Egypt would be totally foreign to Jude’s readers. Furthermore, Jesus never said or implied that he had anything to do with the Exodus or Israel’s journey out of Egypt. Also, Jude nowhere else calls Jesus Christ by the singular name of “Jesus,” as Jude 1:5 does in some Greek texts, but always refers to him as “Jesus Christ” (Jude 1:1, 4, 17, 21). All this is good evidence that Jude did not originally read “Jesus” in verse 5.
Given the textual evidence of the Greek and Aramaic texts, the difficulty for Jude’s audience that “Jesus” was inserted into the Exodus record, the scope of Scripture concerning the Exodus, the uses of the name “Jesus Christ” in the book of Jude, and ease of making the text say “Jesus” either by mistake or from the pressure to produce a Trinitarian text to bolster the doctrine of the Trinity, we can conclude with the editing committees of the majority of modern Bibles that “the Lord” was the reading of the original text.
“at one time.” This is the meaning in this verse of the Greek word deuteron (#1208 δεύτερος), meaning “second.” The “first time,” God delivered all the people out of Egypt by grace, even though they did not all deserve it. But then the second time, he made a distinction according to faith and destroyed those who did not believe in the desert after the Exodus. BDAG translates deuteron in this verse as “the second time,” and notes that Jude is making a “contrast between two special moments of display of divine power, one in salvation, and the second in destruction.” The versions that read “afterward” miss this point.
Jde 1:6
“And.” The Greek word is te (#5037 τέ), a copulative enclitic particle. It differs from kai (“and”) in that kai is conjunctive, whereas te is adjunctive. Thayer’s Greek English Lexicon says, “καί introduces something new under the same aspect yet as an external addition, whereas τέ marks it as having an inner connection with what precedes; hence, καί is the more general particle, τέ the more special and precise; καί may often stand for τέ, but not τέ for καί.”
This section of Jude (Jude 1:5-7) is a very strong warning against ignoring or defying God. Jude gives three examples of those who turned away from God and suffered very serious consequences: 1) Israelites who, during the wilderness wanderings after the Exodus, did not believe God and were destroyed. 2) Fallen angels who sinned and now are in gloomy darkness awaiting their judgment. 3) The people of Sodom and Gomorrah, who indulged in sexual immorality and were destroyed by fire. So it is not just humans who defy God and receive harsh consequences, but “angels too.”
[For more on how the fallen angels sinned, see commentary on Gen. 6:4, “Nephilim.”]
“angels.” What we refer to as “demons” (or “devils”) today are angels who decided to follow Satan and defy God. When Satan rebelled against God (Isa. 14:12-17; Ezek. 28:11-19), some of the angels joined him and became part of his satanic army of evil spirits, which is why demons are referred to as “his” angels (Matt. 25:41; Rev. 12:9). They will eventually be thrown into the Lake of Fire and destroyed. The Bible refers to the spirits aligned with Satan as “angels” in Matthew 25:41; Jude 1:6; and Revelation 12:9, and they are also called “stars of heaven,” another designation for angels (Rev. 12:4).
Sometimes Satan’s angels are called “fallen angels,” but that is not a biblical term; it is man-made, so we must understand it when we use it. The Devil and demons have access to heaven, and will have that access until Michael and his angels cast them out of heaven during the Great Tribulation, which is still future. From that time until when they are locked up in the Abyss after the Battle of Armageddon, Satan and his angels will only be on earth and will not be allowed in heaven (Rev. 12:7-9, 12-13). If we use the term “fallen angel,” we must understand it in the sense of fallen from their previously exalted positions, fallen from God’s grace, and they are now defiant enemies of God. “Fallen angels” are not “fallen” in location from heaven to earth until they are thrown out of heaven (Rev. 12:7-9).
[For more on the angels who follow Satan, see commentary on Rev. 12:9.]
“did not keep their own domain, but abandoned their proper dwelling.” To understand Jude 1:6, we must understand what it is referring to, which is the record in Genesis 6:1-4 and the records of the Nephilim. These records are not well-known to Christians today, and so what Jude says is confusing to many Christians. However, it is likely that the vast majority of Jude’s audience was very familiar with the teaching in Genesis that fallen angels married human females and produced a race of Fallen Ones; the Nephilim. The rabbis taught that; it is spoken about in the book of Enoch, and even the Jewish historian Josephus writes about it in his Antiquities of the Jews.
In Genesis 6:1-4, some “sons of God,” fallen angels (Jude just calls them “angels”), did not stay in their natural spiritual domain, the spiritual world, but came into the physical world. They also left their natural spirit bodies (their “proper dwelling”), and came into concretion, and lived in the physical world, taking human females as wives and corrupting the physical world of humans. As a consequence of that sin, God put those fallen angels in Tartarus (2 Pet. 2:4), a prison for gods, and kept them in gloomy darkness in that prison.
The Greek word translated “domain” is archē (#746 ἀρχή, pronounced ar-'kay), and in this context, it means the dominion entrusted to them.[footnoteRef:3141] God entrusted a domain in the spiritual world to angels, but some of the angels did not keep their own domain. Instead, they left the spiritual world and came into concretion in the physical world. [3141:  Cf. BDAG, s.v. “ἀρχή.”] 

Not only did some angels leave the spiritual world, they also left their natural spirit bodies and came into concretion into some kind of physical body so they could live with humans. The word “dwelling” in Jude 1:6 is a translation of the Greek noun oikētērion (#3613 οἰκητήριον, pronounced oy-kay-'tay-ree-on), derived from the Greek verb oikeō, “to live in, to dwell in.” An oikētērion was a dwelling place, a body, for one’s life and intellect, which was the “real you,” the real person inside the body. The only other place in the New Testament that oikētērion is used besides here in Jude is in 2 Corinthians 5:2, where it refers to the new body that the Christian will get at the Rapture. In this world, Christians have a body, but we look for a better body, a new “dwelling place” (oikētērion) from heaven.
So Jude is saying that the fallen angels left their domain, the spiritual world, and their proper dwelling place, which was their spirit body, and for that, they were punished. In order for us to know what the fallen angels did after they left their spirit bodies that was such a great sin against God that they are now in gloomy darkness awaiting judgment, we have to go to other parts of the Word of God, specifically Genesis 6:1-4; 1 Peter 3:19; 2 Peter 2:4; and Jude 1:7.
We learn from Jude 1:7 that the fallen angels engaged in sexual immorality and went after “unnatural flesh.” In the dark and demonic world of witches and warlocks, it is well-known that demons come into concretion—into physical forms. They can take on any number of physical appearances, which explains why there are so many reputable people who have seen ghosts and spirits of all types, or who have had problems with poltergeists or hauntings. As well as coming into various physical forms, demons can also affect the physical world by making sounds, moving things, causing hot or cold areas, and such things as that.
When demons take on human physical form, sometimes they have sexual relations with, or sexually satisfy, humans. When a demon takes on a male form it is called an incubus, when it takes on a female form it is known as a succubus. Jude 1:7 tells us that the demons in prison in gloomy darkness went after unnatural flesh and committed sexual immorality, and then Genesis 6:1-4 expands that and we can tell from Genesis that the demons also, through the human females, produced a genetically altered race of humans called the Nephilim, or “Fallen Ones.” The demons did not actually breed with the women the way that human males impregnate females, but were able to genetically alter children born by the women in the same basic way that they genetically altered God’s creation to produce dangerous animals and plants with thorns (see commentary on Gen. 6:2).
[For more on the “sons of God” being fallen angels, see commentary on Gen. 6:2. For more on the Nephilim, see commentary on Gen. 6:4. For the place where the demons are kept being called a “prison,” see commentary on 1 Pet. 3:19. For more on the fallen angels being chained in Tartarus in gloomy darkness, see commentary on 2 Pet. 2:4. For more on what is meant by “fallen angels,” see commentary on Rev. 12:9.]
“in gloomy darkness.” The word “in” is the Greek preposition hupo, which technically means “under,” but in this context, we would say “in.” The idea of the demons being “under” gloomy darkness” is somewhat similar to our English idea of being “under house arrest.” A person sentenced to house arrest is not actually “under” anything, it is more like “being subject to” house arrest; similarly, the demons are “being subject to” gloomy darkness. The Kingdom New Testament by N.T. Wright translates the phrase, “under conditions of darkness.”
The phrase “gloomy darkness” is translated from the Greek word zophos (#2217 ζόφος), which means “darkness, gloom, blackness; the darkness of the nether world,” and it is a darkness or gloom which is associated with fear and foreboding. It can refer to partial or total darkness, depending on the context.
Jude 1:6 is a verse that may well take its meaning from the way the phrase hupo zophos was used in the poetry of the Greek culture. The Greek poets used the phrase hupo zophos to refer to the underworld or netherworld. Thus, an ancient Greek person reading Jude 1:6 might understand it to be saying that the angels who did not stay in the spiritual world and did not remain in their spirit bodies are now imprisoned in the underworld, which, of course, was a place of gloomy darkness.
“eternal chains” In this context, “eternal” is a hyperbole, an exaggeration for effect. The bonds are not “eternal,” they last until the Judgment, when the fallen angels are thrown into the Lake of Fire (Matt. 25:41; Rev. 20:10). However, it has been thousands of years since many of those demons were bound in Tartarus, and so “eternal” is an effective hyperbole.
“until the judgment.” The Greek word translated as “until” in the REV is the preposition eis (#1519 εἰς). In this case, eis seems to have the meaning of “until,” that is, the angels are imprisoned “until” the judgment, at which time they will be thrown into the Lake of Fire. Many versions and commentators use “until” here (cf. ESV, NJB, RSV). However, the word eis is also a word that indicates purpose and is often translated “for” (cf. CJB, HCSB, NASB, NET, NIV). Although in this verse the purpose of the imprisonment seems to take a second position to the timing described in the verse, we must allow for the possibility that God’s righteous judgment is certainly a purpose for the imprisonment.
Jde 1:7
“in a similar way as those angels.” The fallen angels left their spirit-bodies and went after “unnatural flesh,” humans, who were not “natural” for them, and similarly, the people in Sodom and Gomorrah committed sexual immorality, and went after “unnatural flesh” by having homosexual relations. God’s Word says the “natural” sexual relationship is a man with a woman (cf. Rom. 1:26-27). The men of Sodom surrounded Lot’s house and demanded he bring out the men who were visiting him so they could have sex with them (Gen. 19:5).
[For more on fallen angels being with human women, see commentary on Gen. 6:2.]
“unnatural flesh.” The Greek word translated “unnatural” is heteros (#2087 ἕτερος), meaning “another of a different kind.” In this case, the “other kind” of flesh is still flesh, not something other than flesh, so the emphasis of the word is on the fact that the difference makes it “unnatural” (cf. ESV, NAB, NET, NRSV).
“of the fire of the age to come.” The “age to come” is the Messianic Age, the future age in which Christ rules the earth, and the fire of the age to Come is the Lake of Fire spoken of in the book of Revelation. The phrase, “the age to come” is a common biblical meaning for the Greek word aiōnios (#166 αἰώνιος), however, it can also mean “everlasting” or “long-lasting.” We believe it is best translated here as “the age to come.” Also, the fire of the age to come is spoken of in Matthew 25:41.
The wording of Jude 1:7 can be confusing. If the verse is translated the way most English versions do, which is that Sodom and Gomorrah undergo the punishment of eternal fire, we have the problem that the fire on Sodom and Gomorrah was not “eternal,” it was quite short. If “eternal” (actually, more accurately “everlasting”) is the way aiōnios is understood in this verse, then “everlasting fire” is a metonymy of effect for the effect of the fire, which is everlasting, i.e., Sodom and Gomorrah are everlastingly destroyed by fire.
If, however, aiōnios is understood as referring to the Age to Come, which it seems to be, then God is drawing a comparison between the punishment of Sodom and Gomorrah and the punishment of the fire of the Age to Come, which is punishment in the Lake of Fire (Rev. 19:20; 20:10, 14, 15; 21:8). In that case, Jude 1:7 is saying that Sodom and Gomorrah suffered the same punishment as the punishment that will occur in the fire of the Age to Come, and that punishment is total destruction; total annihilation.
It is in part because the Lake of Fire does not burn people forever, but instead, people burn up in it and are annihilated, that in Jude 1:7 aiōnios should be taken to mean, “the age to come,” and not “eternal.” Sodom and Gomorrah were specifically said to be burned up by fire and burning sulfur (Gen. 19:24), and the Lake of Fire in the book of Revelation also has fire and burning sulfur (Rev. 14:10; 19:20; 20:10; 21:8), so the fire on Sodom and Gomorrah is the same kind of fire as “the fire of the age to come.” Furthermore, the people in Sodom and Gomorrah were burned up, and the people thrown into the Lake of Fire will not burn forever, but will be burned up too.
[For more on the fallen angels going after “unnatural flesh” and the Nephilim that were produced, see commentary on Gen. 6:4. For more on aiōnios referring to the age to come, see Appendix 1: “Life in the Age to Come.” For more on the Messianic Age on earth, see commentary on Matt. 5:5. For more on people being annihilated in the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
Jde 1:8
“because of their dreams.” The participle enupniazomenoi (#1797 ἐνυπνιαζόμενοι) refers to the process of sleeping and is not used in a figurative way as we do in English with dreaming (as in having goals or desires). Although this phrase is quite strange and a little unclear as to how their “dreaming” caused them to sin in these ways, this statement most likely refers to fantasies that these people had while they were sleeping which they falsely attributed to revelation from God. In other words, they used what they received as “revelation from God” to justify their sinful actions. They used their dreams as “divine approval” for these sinful actions.[footnoteRef:3142] [3142:  Horrell, The Epistles of Peter and Jude, 121–22.] 

“slander.” The Greek verb blasphēmeō (#987 βλασφημέω) means showing disrespect to a person or deity, and/or harming his, her, or its reputation.
[For more on blasphēmeō, see commentary on Matt. 9:3.]
“the glorious ones.” See commentary on 2 Peter 2:10.
Jde 1:9
“ruling angel.” When God created the spiritual world with different spiritual beings, He made some of His angels to be “archangels.” The Greek word is archangelos (#743 ἀρχάγγελος), a word built from the Greek prefix archi (chief; highest; first) and the word angelos (“messenger,” “angel”). “Archangel” means “chief angel” or “ruling angel,” and the Christian world would have a much better grasp of the authority structures of the spirit world if the Greek word archangelos had been translated as “ruling angel” instead of transliterated as “archangel.”
The angelic world has a hierarchy, with some angels ruling over others. The ruling angel Michael is specifically called one of the “chief princes” (or “primary rulers”) in Daniel 10:13. Similarly, Revelation 10:1 and 18:21 mention “strong” angels who are more powerful than others. Not only do the angels differ in authority and power, there are also more kinds of spirit beings than just angels, such as cherubim and seraphim.
[For more information on ruling angels and the spiritual world, see commentary on Gen. 1:26.]
“Devil.” The Greek word is diabolos (#1228 διάβολος), which literally means “Slanderer,” but diabolos gets transliterated into English as our more familiar name, “Devil.” Slander is so central to who the Devil is and how he operates that one of his primary names is “the Slanderer.”
[For more information on the names of the Devil, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil”].
“he did not dare.” The Greek verb is etolmēsen (#5111 ἐτόλμησεν) and means to dare or be bold or courageous enough to do something. One might wonder where Jude is getting this story. Jude is recounting this incident from the Assumption of Moses, [footnoteRef:3143] which we do not have the full copy of today. In this story, the Devil is arguing with Michael about the body of Moses. The Devil was claiming that Moses did not deserve an honorable burial because he was charging Moses with the murder of an Egyptian. Michael disagreed but would not bring a charge of defamation against the Devil. [3143:  Thomas R. Schreiner, 1, 2 Peter, Jude [NAC], 459.] 

In context, it may seem like Michael is scared or fearful of the Devil, and that is why he does not want to bring a charge of blasphemy against him. However, it is not that Michael is fearful of the Devil, but he is fearful of God. He fears God and does not want to overstep God’s role as Judge. Michael wants to leave the judgment up to God, he is not hasty to defame, like these evil people (Jude 1:8). Jude is making a beautiful contrast between these sinners who are quick to defame things they do not really understand (Jude 1:10), and Michael, who even though he was in the right, did not want to take justice into his own hands.
“defamation.” The Greek noun is blasphēmia (#988 βλασφημία) and was used of someone speaking against another. The primary meaning as it was used in the Greek culture was showing disrespect to a person or deity, and/or harming his, her, or its reputation.
[For more on blasphēmia, see commentary on Matt. 9:3.]
Jde 1:10
“slander.” The Greek verb blasphēmeō (#987 βλασφημέω) means showing disrespect to a person or deity, and/or harming his, her, or its reputation. This is the third time in three verses that blasphēmeō and blasphēmia have been used, and the contrast is stark between these beings who do not mind slandering the “glorious ones,” and Michael the archangel, who would not slander the Devil.
[For more on blasphēmeō, see commentary on Matt. 9:3.]
“whatever things they do not understand.” Jude has great contrasts between godly and ungodly beings. Godly people (and angels) understand spiritual matters such as salvation (Jude 3), faith (Jude 3), and grace (Jude 4), but ungodly people have no spiritual understanding and defame these wonderful things. For example, they ignore salvation, and speak of the Christian’s hope as “pie in the sky, by and by.”
“understand.” The Greek verb is epistamai (#1987 ἐπίσταμαι), and in this verse, it is a present indicative, they are understanding or comprehending.
“by instinct.” The Greek adverb is phusikōs (#5447 φυσικῶς, pronounced, foo-see-'kōs), and it means in a natural manner, by nature, under the guidance of nature: by the aid of the bodily senses, by instinct. This is the only place this word occurs in the NT. These people are, or should be, taught by nature, even as animals are taught by nature or can be trained (although there is quite a bit of instinct built into animal behavior). Thus, while it is true that we more or less “instinctively” know about sex (or at least instinctively feel the attraction), we should be taught about it by our experiences. The same goes for stealing, lying, anger, drunkenness, etc. These ungodly beings participated in “unrestrained behavior” (Jude 4), and ignored examples from which they should have learned (Jude 7, 11). These evil and ungodly things that they participate in and enjoy are the very things for which they will be judged and that will destroy them.
Jde 1:11
“they were destroyed in the rebellion of Korah.” The false teachers have sinned egregiously and will be destroyed. God uses examples from the Old Testament to make his point. They were destructive and followed Satan, as did Cain, who murdered Abel. They were greedy like Balaam. And in the future, they will be destroyed just as Korah and his compatriots were when they rebelled against Moses (Num. 16:1-35). All the verbs are in the aorist tense: “they walked,” “they committed themselves,” and “they were destroyed,” but the final aorist is a “proleptic aorist,” and is used to describe that the false teachers will be destroyed in the future. The proleptic aorist is similar to a “prophetic perfect,” which describes a future event in the past tense to emphasize the certainty of the event.
[For more on the prophetic perfect, see commentary on Eph. 2:6.]
Jde 1:12
“hidden reefs.” The Greek word here in Jude 1:12 is spilas (#4694 σπιλάς), and scholars have disagreed as to whether it means “rocks” (or “hidden reefs”) or “spots” (“blemishes). Although spilas means “rocks” or “hidden reefs,” because a passage that is very similar in 2 Peter 2:13 uses spilos, “spots,” some scholars have suggested that the two words mean the same thing (it has been also suggested that Jude misspelled spilos as spilas). But spilas, “rocks” or “hidden reefs” makes good sense in Jude, although there is scholarly disagreement as to why.
Some commentators think that “rocks” should be the preferred translation because the false teachers looked like “rocks” (pillars) in the community, but were actually dangerous rocks that destroyed people who got close to them. The more likely translation, however, is “hidden reefs” (hidden rocks). A hidden reef would not alert a sailor to the danger below, and then destroy the unsuspecting ship, and in the same way, false teachers infiltrate the ranks of the believers and then, unseen and unsuspected, destroy them.
“love feasts.” “Love feasts” was the term that first-century believers used for the meals they ate together that included an early form of communion in which the broken body and shed blood of Jesus was recognized, cf. 1 Cor. 11:17-34. The Greek is simply just “loves,” agapais (#26 ἀγάπαις), which is the plural form of agapē, the noun “love”). The term “loves” was idiomatic for the communal “love feast” (or perhaps better: “love meal”), which, as we can see from 1 Corinthians 11 was sometimes not as loving as it should have been. Christians must always fight the old nature and strive to be genuinely loving and Christ-like.
Jde 1:13
“shameful deeds.” The literal Greek is the word “shames,” (plural), but “shame” is used by the figure of speech metonymy for “shameless deeds.”[footnoteRef:3144] BDAG translates the phrase: “casting up their shameful deeds like (waves casting up) foam.” There are quite a few times in Scripture where the effect produced by the action (the shame) is put for the action that causes the effect. [3144:  Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 538, “metonymy.”] 

“has been reserved until the age to come.” The gloom and darkness of the Judgment and Gehenna that unsaved sinners will be punished with in the future has been known for millennia. That there will be “darkness” for the unsaved is not a new doctrine. Jesus taught the unsaved would be thrown “into the darkness” (Matt. 8:12; 22:13; 25:30). While saved people will live forever with Jesus in a wonderful and well-lighted place, in contrast, Gehenna will be dark. It is portrayed as a fiery lake, but even the red and yellow colors of flame are not like the clear sunlight of daytime. Gehenna will be dark.
The ending of Jude 1:13 can be translated in two different ways, both of which are true. It can be like the NIV, “has been reserved forever,” or more like Young’s Literal Translation, “to that age has been kept” (we would say, “has been kept to the age”). If we understand the phrase to be “reserved forever,” then the “forever” is the figure of speech hyperbole, expressing a very long time. If, on the other hand, the translation is “reserved until the age to come,” then the Bible is letting us know that the punishment of the unrighteous people has been reserved until the future time at the Second Resurrection, when the unrighteous people are judged and thrown into the Lake of Fire (Rev. 20:11-15). Since this second way of translating the phrase is literal, that is the reading in the REV.
Jde 1:14
“Enoch, the seventh from Adam.” This phrase is a section heading in the book of Enoch. The book of Enoch (also referred to as 1 Enoch), is an ancient apocryphal religious text that is traditionally said to have been written by Enoch who was the great-grandfather of Noah. Actually, the book was written much later, and most likely in Hebrew or Aramaic. While some parts of the book of Enoch are thought to date from 300-200 BC, the part of Enoch that deals with parables probably dates to 100 BC or so. In contrast, the man Enoch mentioned in Genesis lived more than 3,000 years before Christ.
The book of Enoch contains some material that agrees with the Bible; some material that contradicts the Bible; and some material that would add facts about things that are in the Bible, but there is no way to prove whether those facts are true or not. For example, the book of Enoch deals with fallen angels, the Genesis flood, and even the reign of the Messiah on earth, but is what Enoch adds about those things true? Would someone who lived after the Old Testament was written have knowledge about Old Testament realities and spiritual realities that are not in Scripture? There is good reason to doubt that, and thus good reason to believe that much of what was stated in Enoch that is not in the canonical Bible was based on traditions, not facts.
The book of Enoch was known by the Jews, and apparently believed by many, and also known by early Near-Eastern Christians. Furthermore, there is evidence that it was influential in affecting the beliefs of many early Jews and Christians. Fragments of Enoch have been found written in Hebrew, Aramaic, Greek, and Latin, and also some fragments of it have been found among the Dead Sea Scrolls. The most complete manuscript of the book of Enoch is from Ethiopic manuscripts, which is in part why some Ethiopic Jews and Christians believe it was likely written in the Ethiopic Geez language. However, in spite of the fact that the book of Enoch was well-known, neither the ancient Jews, nor Roman Catholics, nor Protestant Christians consider the book of Enoch to be part of the God-breathed canon of Scripture. However, there are Ethiopian Jews, Christians of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church, and Christians of the Eritrean Orthodox Church who consider the book of Enoch to be canonical. A few of the Church Fathers, such as Irenaeus, Origin, and Justin Martyr quoted it, but some did so positively while others did so negatively.
Jude 1:14 mentions “Enoch, the seventh from Adam,” and that sounds like Jude is making an actual reference to the man, Enoch, who was the seventh from Adam. However, that is unlikely. The patriarch Enoch lived before the Flood and there is no evidence that the book of Enoch, or any of the sayings of Enoch himself, survived in a way that was credited to him. None of the Old Testament books quote or reference the man Enoch or the book of Enoch, which makes sense if the book of Enoch was written around 300 BC or later, because by that time all the books of the Old Testament had been completed, so no Old Testament writer would have had the book of Enoch to quote from.
Jude mentioning “Enoch, the seventh from Adam” is Jude referring to a part of the book of Enoch that his readers would be familiar with. One of the apparent section headings of the book of Enoch is “Enoch, the Seventh from Adam” (1 Enoch 60:8). So, when Jude wrote, “Enoch, the seventh from Adam, also prophesied about these,” Jude was not talking about the man Enoch of Genesis, but rather was quoting a section heading in the book of Enoch that his audience was familiar with.
By quoting the book of Enoch, Jude could help his readers believe the truth of what he was saying. Paul did the same thing when he addressed the Greeks in Athens. Paul quoted Greek poetry to help his Greek audience see the truth in what he was teaching, that the earth and all people were created by the god they knew as “the unknown god” (Acts 17:28).
The problem Christians should have with the book of Enoch is straightforward. The book was written after the Old Testament was completed, and it was rejected from being canonical by most Jews and Christians. What it says that is not in the Bible cannot be trusted to be truth, even though some of it may be true. The Christian is on safer ground reading and believing the Protestant Bible that has been passed down for generations.
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“The Lord will come.” The Greek is in the aorist tense, and is being used as a “proleptic aorist” (see commentary on Jude 1:11). In the proleptic aorist, a future event is spoken of as if it happened in the past to emphasize the certainty of the event and that it will absolutely happen. Thus, the Lord’s coming to conquer the world and judge evil is so certain it is spoken of in the past tense. The NASB literally translates the Greek verb: “Behold, the Lord came with many thousands of His holy ones.” This prophecy by Enoch is not recorded in the Old Testament, but it is similar in wording to Deuteronomy 33:2, which speaks of Yahweh coming from Sinai with myriads of His holy ones at the time of the Exodus. Nevertheless, it is clear from the context in Jude that this “coming” of the Lord is future, because Jesus Christ will do what was not done at the Exodus: “execute judgment upon all, and to convict all the ungodly of all their works of ungodliness that they have committed in an ungodly way, and of all the harsh things that ungodly sinners have spoken against him” (Jude 15).
“many thousands.” The Greek word is murias (#3461 μυριάς), from which we get the English word “myriad” (and some English versions use “myriad,” cf. CJB, RSV, YLT, Rotherham). Although the technical meaning of murias is “ten thousand,” there are some mitigating factors that affect that translation in this verse. The first is that in the Greek text, murias is plural, “myriads,” and so we are left without knowing how many multiples of ten thousand there might be. Two? Twelve? The fact that the Bible does not say is an indication that murias is not meant to point to a specific number. More to the point, however, is that the word murias was often used in a hyperbolic way simply to refer to a huge number. People in both the ancient and modern world exaggerate time and numbers all the time, for example, “I waited there forever!” Or, “There were zillions of them!” That fact has influenced many modern versions: “countless” (NAB); “countless thousands” (NLT); “many thousands” (NASB); and “thousands upon thousands” (NIV). The bottom line is that we know that when Jesus comes to conquer the earth there will be thousands upon thousands with him, but we cannot estimate anything like an exact number.
Jde 1:16
“These people.” The word “people” is the understood object of “these,” and is added for clarity as it is in a number of English versions.
“people.” The Greek word translated as “people” (the second usage, “flattering people”) is prosōpon (#4383 πρόσωπον), which is more literally, “face.” The wicked flatter the “faces,” here used idiomatically for people. However, it would have been easy for God to just say “people,” and He did not. In biblical culture, the “face” represented the idea of intimacy, that the evil person would not be abashed at “lying to your face.” An expanded translation might be that the evil person would “flatter people to their face, just to gain an advantage.”
Jde 1:18
“ungodly desires.” The Greek here is a genitive phrase, “desires of ungodly things,” that can be understood in different ways. We have translated it as an objective genitive,[footnoteRef:3145] making “ungodly things” the object that is desired, thus, “ungodly desires.” But the same Greek phrase can be a subjective genitive or productive genitive, and mean: “desires produced by ungodliness.” It is true that ungodly behavior can produce ungodly desires, and this meaning is certainly implied in the Greek; however, the stronger, and more obvious for translational purposes, is the objective genitive reading: desires for ungodly things. Nevertheless, both meanings are likely intended by God, the Author, making this verse the figure of speech amphibologia, where one thing is said but it can mean two different things.[footnoteRef:3146] Undisciplined people desire ungodly things, but the more ungodliness they participate in, the more they are filled with ungodly desire. It is a vicious cycle, all neatly packed into one Greek phrase. Sinful actions lead to more sinful actions. (cf. 2 Tim. 2:16 and Rom. 6:19; and see commentary on 2 Tim. 3:13). [3145:  Cf. Lenski, Epistles of Peter, John, and Jude, 644.]  [3146:  Cf. Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 804, “amphibologia.”] 

[See Word Study: “Amphibologia.”]
Jde 1:19
“worldly-minded.” For more on psuchikos see commentary on 1 Corinthians 2:14, “worldly-minded.”
Jde 1:20
“building yourselves up in.” The Greek is epoikodomeō (#2026 ἐποικοδομέω), a present middle participle, “to build up upon a foundation.” The foundation is our faith.
“by praying in the holy spirit.” The Greek text does not have a definite article before “holy spirit.” In Greek, if a preposition (in this case, en, “in” or “by”) precedes a noun, the noun can be definite without specifically adding the definite article; the subject and context are the final arbiter. Daniel Wallace writes: “There is no need for the article to be used to make the object of a preposition definite.”[footnoteRef:3147] A. T. Robertson writes: “...the article is not the only means of showing that a word is definite. ...The context and history of the phrase in question must decide. ...[As for prepositional phrases], these were also considered definite enough without the article.”[footnoteRef:3148] Robertson then cites some examples that use the preposition ek. Thus, even though this verse is speaking of the gift of holy spirit, the inclusion of the article is proper in English. [3147:  Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics, 247.]  [3148:  Robertson, Grammar of the Greek New Testament, 790-92.] 

The primary meaning of “praying in (or “by”) the holy spirit” in this verse is speaking in tongues. We see this in 1 Corinthians 14:14-15, where speaking in tongues is prayer in the spirit. We can also tell that from the context because the verse says to build yourself up by praying in the spirit, and 1 Corinthians 14:4 says that the person who speaks in tongues builds himself up.
[For more on the gift of holy spirit and that it differs from “the Holy Spirit,” which is a designation of God the Father, see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
Jde 1:21
“results.” This is the eis of result. The mercy of the Lord Jesus Christ in this case refers to his Parousia, at which time the Christian is given a new body like Jesus’ spiritual body and will then live forever with Jesus.
“life in the age to come.” This is the everlasting life that begins with the new Messianic Age, the Millennial Kingdom.
[See Appendix 1: “Life in the Age to Come.”]
Jde 1:23
“clothing.” Greek is chitōn, a long garment worn next to the skin usually under outer clothing.
Jde 1:24
“without blemish.” See commentary on Ephesians 1:4.


Revelation Commentary
Revelation Chapter 1
Rev 1:1
“which God gave to him to show to his servants.” Revelation 1:1 shows us a “chain of command” in the spiritual world. God, who has all knowledge, informs and directs His Son Jesus, who has limited knowledge, who then tells an angel, who then gives the information to John. God or Jesus certainly can and do communicate directly to humans on occasion, but sometimes, as we see here, the message is given by an angel. Not surprisingly, in both Hebrew and Greek, the word “angel” means “messenger.”
[For more on Jesus Christ not being God and having limited knowledge, see Appendix 6: especially point #14.]
Rev 1:3
“the one who reads ... and those who hear.” One person would read aloud, and others, who probably could not read, would listen. See commentary on 1 Timothy 4:13.
“keep.” The Greek word is tereō (#5083 τηρέω), and it has several distinct meanings. One is to “obey,” and some English versions think that is the definition here. However, it also means “guard,” “safeguard” “watch,” or “pay attention to,” and that seems to be more the meaning in this verse. Note the following examples, which have tereō used in that sense (OT verses are from the Septuagint; all these examples are from the NET translation): Proverbs 2:11: “Understanding will guard you.” Proverbs 3:21: “safeguard sound wisdom and discretion.” Proverbs 4:6: “Do not forsake wisdom…and she will guard you.” Proverbs 4:23: “Guard your heart with all vigilance.” Ecclesiastes 11:4: He who watches the wind will not sow [the seed]. Matthew 27:36: “Then they [the guards at the crucifixion] sat down and kept guard over him there.” John 2:10: “You have kept the good wine until now!” Acts 12:5: “So Peter was kept in prison.”
Rev 1:4
“to the seven congregations that are in the province of Asia.” When John penned the book of Revelation, he sent it to the “seven congregations (or “churches”) in the Roman province of Asia, which today is in western Turkey. These seven congregations were Christian Churches that existed at the time John wrote and were in the cities of Ephesus, Smyrna, Pergamum, Thyatira, Sardis, Philadelphia, and Laodicea (cf. Rev. 1:11).
Because John penned the book of Revelation and sent it to those seven churches, many commentators have falsely assumed that the letters to those churches, which are in Revelation chapters 2 and 3, are written to Christians. They are not. The scene changes from John’s lifetime to the distant future in Revelation 1:10-11. Revelation 1:10 says that John was “in the spirit on the Lord’s day,” which is usually referred to as “the Day of Yahweh” in the Old Testament. In other words, The Lord gave John a vision in which he was transported into the future, to the Day of the Lord. The Day of the Lord was future in John’s lifetime and it is still future today.
Starting in Revelation 1:10, John has a detailed vision of the future, and his writing about that vision is what the rest of the Book of Revelation is about. The letters to the seven congregations in Revelation 2-3 are about the future, in the same way that Daniel 12:2 is about a future resurrection and Ezekiel 40-48 is about a future Temple and a future city of Jerusalem. A lot of material in the prophetic books concerns events that are still future, and Revelation is a prophetic book that speaks of the future, including the future of the seven congregations in Asia after the Rapture.
In Revelation 1:13, John sees Jesus in his glorified body. In Revelation 2-3, Jesus dictates a letter to John that is addressed to the “angels” (messengers) of the 7 congregations (see commentary on Rev. 2:1), and the letter has to do with the state of affairs in those churches at the future time of John’s vision. In Revelation 4-5, John sees God’s throne in heaven surrounded by throngs of angels and Jesus Christ getting the scroll of judgment from Him. In Revelation 6 Jesus Christ breaks the seals of judgment and disasters strike the earth; part of the wrath of God (Rev. 6:16-17). John’s vision continues chapter after chapter, all about the future.
There are several reasons that God gave the vision of the future to the Apostle John during his lifetime instead of waiting for someone in the future to write about their own time. One reason is the same as the reason that through the centuries God gave revelation about the future to people—so they could know what is coming and have hope for the future. Another reason is that a book about the future by someone as well-known and well respected as the Apostle John would be received and believed by the Christian churches of the time, whereas it is likely that it would be difficult in some future time to find a person whose vision of the future would be widely accepted and believed. Still another likely reason that God had John write Revelation when he did is that the Day of the Lord will be so dangerous and disastrous, and likely so many believers will be killed (cf. Matt. 24:9-11; Luke 21:12-17), that there may not be anyone who could write it and no way to distribute it. So, although John sent the book of Revelation to Christian Churches on earth during his lifetime, the book of Revelation contains a letter to the future people who come to believe in those cities after the Rapture and during the Great Tribulation, which is why those letters are so different from the seven Church Epistles of Paul. This is similar to Ezekiel writing his book during his generation but including information about the future of Israel that was millennia in the future. One last point needs to be made. Currently, there are no large congregations in the seven cities mentioned in Revelation 2 and 3, but that does not mean that there will not be at some point in the future. Currently, there is no place at Megiddo where the leaders of the army of the Antichrist can gather, but there obviously will be such a place in the future (Rev. 16:12-16).
[For more on the differences between the Church Epistles of Paul and the letter to the seven congregations penned by John, see commentary on Rev. 2:1.]
“him who is and who was and who is to come.” This is a reference to God (cf. Rev. 1:8 and 4:8. All these are about God, not about Christ). Jesus Christ is mentioned in Revelation 1:5.
[For more on Christ not being “God,” see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.”]
“the seven spirits that are before his throne.” The seven spirits before God are seven spiritual beings who are of great rank and authority, and help God administer the spiritual/physical world. If the seven angels who stand before God (Rev. 8:2) are the same as these seven “spirits,” then these spirits are angels. However, it is also possible that these seven spirits are not technically angels but are different spirits. Angels are only rarely called “spirits” in the Bible (cf. verses such as Heb. 1:14 and 12:9). However, the Bible does often call demons, which are fallen angels, “spirits.” Furthermore, in early Jewish literature angels were sometimes called “spirits,” and the Qumran literature, produced close to the time of the New Testament, refers to angels as “spirits.”[footnoteRef:3149] [3149:  David Aune, Revelation 1-5 [WBC], 34.] 

Trinitarians have postulated that these seven spirits are actually just one spirit, “The Holy Spirit,” but that is suggested because of their Trinitarian doctrine. David Aune writes on Revelation 1:4: “Many modern commentators, for various reasons (but often implicitly from the perspective of later trinitarianism) understand the seven spirits as representing the Holy Spirit.”[footnoteRef:3150] There is no valid textual reason not to take these seven spirits literally, as seven spiritual beings, especially when the scope of the Bible makes it clear that God works with a council of spirits that help Him administer His creation. [3150:  Aune [WBC], 33.] 

E. W. Bullinger, at one time the secretary of the Trinitarian Bible Society in England, defended the position that the seven spirits were in fact seven distinct spirit beings. He wrote: “This fact that they are ‘before’ or in the presence of, God’s throne, shows that they occupy the position of servants (see 1 Kings 10:8), and of created beings (Rev. 4:5, 10; 7:9, 15; 8:2; 11:4, 16; 12:10; 14:3, 5, 10; 20:12). This one fact ought to have precluded the idea that these seven could be one, and that one Divine! ...On the other hand, angels are constantly represented as occupying this position. And angels are again referred to in Revelation 4:5 under the symbol of seven lamps (to which other spiritual creatures are likened in Ezek. 1:13).”[footnoteRef:3151] [3151:  E. W. Bullinger, Commentary on Revelation, 140.] 

Revelation 3:1 says that Jesus Christ “has” the seven spirits of God, which makes perfect sense if these seven are spirit beings that help administer the world and Christ is Lord of all creation. In that case, Jesus would have the spirits in the same way any ruler has servants. But Revelation 3:1 is also very good evidence that the seven spirits of God are not “the Holy Spirit.” If Trinitarians are correct and “the Holy Spirit” is one Person of a three-Person One God, then none of the Persons, “has” any other Person. As the doctrine of the Trinity states, the three Persons are co-equal. More evidence comes from the phrase “seven spirits of God,” which occurs in Revelation 3:1, 4:5, and 5:6. These are the “spirits of God” in the same way that the angels are the “angels of God” (Gen. 28:12; Luke 15:10), they are spirits who have their allegiance to God and thus are God’s spirits (cf. “men of God”).
Revelation 4:5 also mentions the seven spirits and also says that they are “before” the throne of God, and Revelation 5:6 mentions them in the context of being connected to Jesus Christ. This is more evidence that the seven spirits serve God, and are not “the Holy Spirit.” Standing before the throne of God is a posture of service, not of being an equal ruler (see commentary on Isa. 14:13, “sit”). Revelation 8:2 then mentions “the” seven angels who stand before God, but up to that time there were no “seven angels” mentioned, only “seven spirits.” However, the use of the definite article, “the” seven angels, is evidence for identifying the seven spirits with “the” seven angels. Thus, when we gather evidence from all the verses that mention the seven spirits and God’s council of spirits, we can see the seven are not “the Holy Spirit.”
It is possible that these seven spirits are, or are part of, the “chosen angels” mentioned in 1 Timothy 5:21. God and Jesus work closely with angels and humans to administer creation. Thus, we see that Jesus told his apostles that when he came into his kingdom, they would sit on thrones judging the tribes of Israel (Matt. 19:28). God tells us that there is safety in a multitude of counselors, and apparently, He takes His own advice.
That God has a council of seven spirits that are before His throne should not surprise us. There is information about God working with a council of spirits in quite a few places in the Bible. Genesis 1:26 is one place where God uses “us” or says “let us,” and so do Genesis 3:22; 11:7; and Isaiah 6:8. Daniel 4 shows God working with a council of “watchers” (see commentary on Dan. 4:17). Daniel 7:10 and 7:26 show God working with a panel of spirit judges to judge the Antichrist, and it is likely that those judges are the same as the 24 elders in Revelation 4:4 and the judges in Revelation 20:4 (see commentaries on Dan. 7:10; Rev. 4:4 and Rev. 20:4).
[For more information on God’s divine council of spirits, see commentary on Gen. 1:26; Job 15:8; Ps. 89:7 and Jer. 23:18.]
Rev 1:5
“freed us from our sins.” There is a textual variant. Some manuscripts read “freed” (“released,” “loosed;” Greek: lusanti) while other Greek manuscripts read “washed” (Greek: lousanti). “Freed” has better manuscript support, it better fits the Old Testament imagery (cf. Isa. 40:2 in the Septuagint), and it better fits the New Testament imagery of people being enslaved by sin but “freed” by Jesus Christ, so it is generally considered the original reading.
“by.” The Greek word en (#1722. ἐν) is often used to denote instrumentality. And when the context indicates such, it is better translated as “by.”
Rev 1:6
“kingdom.” Collectively God made believers to be a kingdom.
“priests.” God appointed believers as individuals to be priests to Him. Although it is not clear how everyone could act as a priest in the sense of mediator if everyone was a priest, it may have to do with the fact that in the book of Revelation there were both believers and unbelievers. The designation “priest” might also be to emphasize the access that believers have to God.
Rev 1:7
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“mourn.” This is not a mourning of repentance, because by the time every eye sees Jesus it will be too late for repentance (not that the unbelievers would repent anyway, even at seeing Jesus), but rather mourning “because of” him, that is because of the loss they will suffer because of his justice. Nyland has, “grief-stricken because of him.”[footnoteRef:3152] [3152:  Ann Nyland, The Source New Testament, 491.] 

Rev 1:8
“‘I am the Alpha and the Omega,’ says the Lord God.” These words apply to God, not to Christ. The one, “who is, and who was and who is to come” is clearly identified in the context as God, not Jesus Christ. Revelation 1:4-5 reads: “Grace and peace to you from him who is, and who was, and who is to come, and from the seven spirits before his throne, and from Jesus Christ, who is the faithful witness, the firstborn from the dead, and the ruler of the kings of the earth.” The separation between “the one who is, was and is to come” and Jesus Christ can be clearly seen. The one “who is, and who was and who is to come” is God.
This verse is made slightly more ambiguous in the KJV than the REV because the word “God” is left out of the Greek text from which the KJV was translated. Nevertheless, modern textual research shows conclusively that it should be included, and modern versions do include the word “God.”
The phrase “the Alpha and the Omega,” has caused many people to believe this verse refers to Christ. However, study of the occurrences of the phrase indicates that the title “Alpha and Omega” applies solely to God. Scholars are not completely sure what the phrase “the Alpha and the Omega” means. Lenski concludes, “It is fruitless to search Jewish and pagan literature for the source of something that resembles this name Alpha and Omega. Nowhere is a person, to say nothing of a divine Person, called ‘Alpha and Omega,’ or in Hebrew, ‘Aleph and Tau.’”[footnoteRef:3153] [3153:  R. C. H. Lenski, The Interpretation of St. John’s Revelation, 51.] 

Although there is no evidence from the historical sources that anyone is named “the Alpha and Omega,” Bullinger says that the phrase “is a Hebraism, in common use among the ancient Jewish Commentators to designate the whole of anything from the beginning to the end; e.g., ‘Adam transgressed the whole law from Aleph to Tau’ (Jalk. Reub., fol. 17.4).”[footnoteRef:3154] That would make the expression the figure of speech polarmerismos, similar to ‘and there was evening, and there was morning,” which stands for the whole day in Genesis 1. The best scholarly minds have concluded that the phrase has something to do with starting and finishing something, or the entirety of something. Norton writes that these words, “denote the certain accomplishment of his purposes; that what he has begun he will carry on to its consummation.”[footnoteRef:3155] [3154:  E. W. Bullinger, Commentary on Revelation, 147-48.]  [3155:  Andrews Norton, A Statement of Reasons for Not Believing the Doctrines of Trinitarians, 479-80.] 

God is truly the beginning and the end of all things. He is “the Alpha and the Omega” because He is the Creator and Sustainer of the universe, the One who brings all things to their consummation, and the One who ensures that His purposes are fully accomplished.
The opening eight verses of Revelation (Rev. 1:1-8) are very choppy, as are the openings of many of the Epistles. The multiple doxologies make the opening choppy. As we read we notice: the first two verses explain a couple of things about the book of Revelation. Then Revelation 1:3 changes the subject, and is a blessing upon those who read and those who hear. Then, Revelation 1:4 and the first half of verse 5 are the “to whom” the book of Revelation is addressed. The last half of verse 5, and verse 6, are a doxology to Christ (this would have been easier to see if verse 6 had started with “To him who loves us,” which is in the middle of verse 5). Verse 7 is an exclamation to the people that Jesus Christ is coming. Verse 8 is a doxology to God, who is “the Power” behind the Return of Jesus Christ. That verse 7 is about Jesus’ coming while verse 8 is a doxology to God should not confuse us; as we have just seen, the opening verses change subjects a lot.
[For more on the figure of speech polarmerismos, see commentary on Josh. 14:11. For more on Rev. 1:8, see J. S. Hyndman, Lectures on the Principles of Unitarianism, 1824; and Donald Snedeker, Our Heavenly Father Has No Equals, 1998.]
“who is and who was and who is to come.” This is a reference to God (cf. Rev. 1:4 and 4:8. All these are about God, not about Christ). Jesus Christ is mentioned in Revelation 1:5
[For more on Christ not being “God,” see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.”]
Rev 1:9
“the affliction.” The Christian life, like all life on earth is filled with hardships. But because the Devil fights against Christians in all kinds of different ways, they often face persecution and special hardships (see commentary on John 16:33).

“Patmos because of the Word of God and the testimony about Jesus.” John was banished to the small island off the coast of the Roman province of Asia (now Turkey) because of his Christianity, which Nero had made illegal. Patmos is a small, irregularly shaped island about 6 by 10 miles (10 by 16 km), and it served as a place of banishment during the Roman Empire. John would have been banished to Patmos during the reign of Domitian, and there received the revelation of the book of Revelation. Some have suggested that John was not banished there but went there to teach, but that is very unlikely. The Roman records show that the island was used as a place where exiles were sent, and there were even some mines there where apparently people were sent as prisoners to do hard labor. Also, the island had a very small and isolated population, so there would have been no reason for John to go there if his intention was to preach; there would be many places much better suited for the spread of the Gospel than Patmos. The ancient tradition is that John was banished to Patmos, and there is no good reason to challenge that.
Rev 1:10
“in the spirit.” There is no definite article “the” in the Greek text but we supply it because the preposition en can make pneuma (spirit) definite without the article. See commentary on Revelation 4:2, “in the spirit.”
“the Lord’s Day.” This is “the Day of the LORD” (more accurately, “the Day of Yahweh”) that is so often mentioned in the Old Testament (see commentary on Dan. 12:1). It is not “Sunday,” which always in the New Testament is referred to as “the first day of the week” (Matt. 28:1; Mark 16:2, 9; Luke 24:1; John 20:1, 19; Acts 20:7; 1 Cor. 16:2). It would be very unusual for this to be a reference to Sunday because it would be the only place in the Bible where Sunday is called “the Lord’s Day.” Actually, there is no evidence that Christians called Sunday “the Lord’s Day” for centuries after the NT was written, and even then it is because they assumed that John saw the vision on Sunday.
Some people argue that if this was referring to the Day of the LORD, then the grammar would match the grammar of the Hebrew OT, but that is not a valid argument. The Hebrew language has no adjective equivalent to “Lord’s,” but has to use the double noun, “day” and “LORD” in the phrase “Day of the LORD.” The Greek does not have to follow that construction. There are places in the NT where the construction “Day of the Lord” is similar to the Hebrew (1 Thess. 5:2; 2 Thess. 2:2; 2 Pet. 3:10), but the construction in Greek does not have to follow the Hebrew construction to communicate the same meaning.
There is a reason that the Greek construction of “the Lord’s day” is the way it is in Revelation 1:10. In the Greek text, “the Lord’s day” of Revelation 1:10 is directly contrasted with “man’s day” in 1 Corinthians 4:3, which reads literally, “and to me it is for a very little thing that by you I may be judged, or by man’s day…” (YLT). Sadly, many translations have the reading, “a human court,” in 1 Corinthians 4:3, which misrepresents the Greek text and misses the connection between “man’s day” when man does the judging and man vents his wrath, and “the Lord’s day,” when the wrath of God will be poured out upon mankind.
Lastly, there is no reason in the text or context for the Bible telling us John saw his vision on “Sunday.” Why would the Bible tell us that? Furthermore, if Revelation 1:10 tells us John got his vision on a Sunday, then there is no verse that clearly directs us that what he saw was in the future and during “the Day of the LORD.” Actually, Revelation 1:10 is a huge anchor verse that directs us as to how to understand the rest of the book of Revelation.
The things that John was shown in his extensive 22-chapter revelation vision that we know as the book of Revelation were not for John’s lifetime or, as it has turned out, even for millennia to come. John saw his vision that we know as the book of Revelation about AD 90, during “man’s day,” but by the spirit he was taken into the future to “the Lord’s day,” and thus he recorded for us what will happen during that great Day of the LORD when God pours His wrath out upon the earth and judges the earth.
Rev 1:11
“and…and…and,” etc. This repetition of “ands” is the figure of speech Polysyndeton (“many ands”), and the purpose is to give emphasis to each member of the list.[footnoteRef:3156] [3156:  Cf. Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 208.] 

[See Word Study: “Syndeton.”]
Rev 1:12
“the voice.” This is the figure of speech metonymy,[footnoteRef:3157] the “voice” is put for the person speaking. Without the figure of speech, we would say, “I turned to see the one who was speaking to me.” This is also the figure of speech catachresis,[footnoteRef:3158] a forced and incongruous use of language. A “voice” is invisible, so we cannot “see” it. [3157:  See Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 538.]  [3158:  See Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 674.] 

[See Word Study: “Metonymy.”]
Rev 1:14
“as white wool.” This is a good example of how a simile can communicate a lot of information in a little phrase. Many things are brought into mind by Jesus’ hair being described as “white as white wool.” One is that is the way God is described in Daniel 7:9. White hair was a sign of age and wisdom (Prov. 16:31), and elders were to be respected (Lev. 19:32). We do not see a reference to age here, but rather the wisdom that usually comes with age. Also, white was a symbol of holiness and righteousness. Important to the book of Revelation is that Jesus is called “the Lamb” 26 different times, while in all of the four Gospels, he is only called “the Lamb” twice (John 1:29, 36). Here in Revelation 1:14 the imagery of the Lamb is brought forward and Jesus is said to have hair “as white wool.”
Rev 1:15
“his feet were like burnished bronze, when it has been made to glow in a furnace.” The word we translate as “burnished bronze” (chalkolibanon; #5474 χαλκολίβανον) does not occur in any known Greek writings except the book of Revelation. Scholars have suggested different possible meanings, but “burnished brass” (or bronze or copper) is very likely, especially due to the symbolism that brass had in the Tent of Meeting (Tabernacle) and Temple. The phrase “when it has been made to glow in a furnace” is also likely given the symbolism of the book of Revelation itself. Although it can also perhaps refer to brass “that has been refined in a furnace,” the fact that Revelation deals with God’s wrath and judgment makes Jesus’ “burning feet” more likely.
When Jesus comes in judgment, he tramples the enemies underfoot, and those enemies become ashes underfoot of Jesus and the righteous ones: “I have trodden the winepress alone; from the nations no one was with me. I trampled them in my anger and trod them down in my wrath; their blood spattered my garments, and I stained all my clothing (Isa. 63:3 NIV84). “‘Then you will trample down the wicked; they will be ashes under the soles of your feet on the day when I do these things,’ says the LORD Almighty” (Mal. 4:3 NIV84).
Bronze (or brass) played a very important part in both the Tent of Meeting and the Temple. Both were considered holy, and it was dangerous to ignore God’s commands concerning those sacred places. Not only were the altar and washing basins of bronze, but also the bases, or “feet” of the posts that supported the outer wall of the Tent of Meeting (Exod. 38:10, 11).
The glowing bronze feet of Jesus Christ reminds us of his holiness and that he is coming in judgment, and also intimately connect us with the fact that he is the “meeting place,” where we meet God. Bronze, brass, and copper are burnished, that is, brought to a shiny glow by rubbing them, usually with a polishing cloth of some kind.
“many waters.” That is the deep and powerful sound of a rushing river, like the Colorado, a huge waterfall, like Niagara, or crashing ocean breakers. It is a sound so deep and powerful that you don’t just hear it, you “feel” it. It would be nice to be more specific here than just “many waters,” but that is the way the Greek text reads. Since John was writing on the island of Patmos, he likely quite often heard the surf of the Aegean Sea when it was roaring.
Rev 1:16
“out of his mouth came a sharp, two-edged broadsword.” This sword is the Word of God (cf. Eph. 6:17), in this case, prophecies that are spoken by Jesus Christ. (See commentary on Rev. 19:15; 1 Cor. 14:12 and 2 Thess. 2:8).
“broadsword.” See commentary on Luke 2:35.
Rev 1:17
“I am the first and the last.” The phrase, “the first and the last, ” is a title that is used five times in the Bible, twice in Isaiah of God (Isa. 44:6; 48:12), and three times in Revelation of the Son (Rev. 1:17; 2:8; 22:13). Trinitarians sometimes make the assumption that since the same title applies to both the Father and the Son, they must both be God. However, there is no biblical justification on which to base that assumption. When the whole of Scripture is studied, we can see that the same titles are used for God, Christ, and men. Examples include “Lord” (see Word Study: “Lord”) and “Savior” (see commentary on Luke 1:47) and “King of kings.” If other titles apply to God, Christ, and men without making all of them into “one God, ” then there is no reason to assume that this particular title would mean God and Jesus were one God unless Scripture specifically told us so, which it does not.
In the Old Testament, God truly was “the first and the last.” The meaning of the title is not specifically given, and so scholars debate it, but it seems that a key to its meaning is given in Isaiah 41:4, in which God says He has called forth the generations of men, and was with the first of them and is with the last of them. Isaiah 41:4 says, “Who has worked and done it, calling the generations from the beginning? I, Yahweh, the first, and with the last, I am he.” Thus, the Bible connects the phrase “the first and the last” with calling forth the generations.
While God was the one who called forth the generations in the Old Testament, He has now conferred that authority on His Son. Thus, it is easy to see why the Lord Jesus is called “the first and the last” in the book of Revelation. It will be Jesus Christ who will call forth the generations of people from the grave to enter in to everlasting life. God gave Jesus authority to raise the dead (John 5:25-27). His voice will raise all dead Christians (1 Thess. 4:16-17), and he will change our bodies into new glorious bodies (Phil. 3:20-21). However, even when Jesus said he had the authority to raise the dead, he never claimed he had that authority inherently because he was God. He always said that his Father had given authority to him. While teaching about his authority, Jesus Christ was very clear about who was the ultimate authority: “the Son is not able to do anything on his own…the Father…has given all judgment to the Son…For as the Father has life in himself, so He has also given to the Son to have life in himself. And he gave him authority to execute judgment” (John 5:19, 22, 26-27). If Jesus had the authority to raise the dead because he was in some way God, he never said so. He said he had his authority because his Father gave it to him. With the authority to raise the generations came the title associated with the existence of the generations, and so that is a major reason that after his resurrection Jesus Christ is called “the first and the last.”
Another way that we can tell that the title “first and last” does not make Jesus God is simply the way Jesus used it. Note what the verse in Revelation says: “I am the first and the last, and the Living One, and I was dead, and behold, I am alive forever and ever, and I have the keys of death and of the grave” (Rev. 1:17, 18). Patrick Navas observes:
“Jesus is the one who ‘was dead’ but now lives.... In two out of three instances where Jesus describes himself as ‘the First and the Last’ in the book of Revelation, the statement is made in association with his death and subsequent resurrection. …If ‘the First and the Last’ in this case means, or ultimately implies, ‘God (Almighty), the Eternal One,’ in what way would it make sense for Jesus to say, in effect, ‘I am the Eternal God, I died but came to life’? How strange and how unlikely—if not impossible—would it have been for God to have died or said that he died? Even many Trinitarians teach that ‘God,” or the ‘divine nature/aspect of Christ,’ did not die, in any way. …So Trinitarians would have to argue, ultimately, that Jesus is identifying himself as God by calling himself ‘the First and the Last’ and, immediately after, switching to, or speaking out of, his ‘human nature,’ due to the fact that he died. This would clearly be a case of ‘playing fast and loose’ with Scripture.”[footnoteRef:3159] [3159:  Patrick Navas, Divine Truth or Human Tradition, 585-86.] 

The fact that when Jesus used the title “the first and the last” he connected it with his death and resurrection shows us that, far from a claim to being God, it showed how, as the Son who obeyed his Father all the way to the cross and death, Jesus now had authority from God to even raise the dead. We can see this especially since he finished Rev. 1:18 by saying that he had the keys of death and the grave, which would only make sense for him to say if his having those keys was not inherently part of his nature. If he were God, why say he had the keys of death and the grave? Of course God has those keys, but the human Son of God would only have them if God the Father gave them to him.
[For more discussion on this verse, see Charles Morgridge, True Believer’s Defense Against Charges Preferred by Trinitarians, Boston, Benjamin Greene, 1837, reprinted by Spirit & Truth Fellowship, p. 122; The Racovian Catechism, in Polish 1605; in Latin 1609; in English 1818, available through Spirit & Truth Fellowship International, pp. 157-161; Patrick Navas, Divine Truth or Human Tradition, Authorhouse, 2011, pp. 585-588.]
Rev 1:18
“I was dead, and behold, I am alive forever and ever.” Jesus died and then God raised him from the dead. Paul said the same basic thing about Jesus as Jesus himself does here in Revelation 1:18.
That Jesus was dead and was raised to life by God is a very important fact that needs to be examined. First, it gives every believer comfort and knowledge that God can and does raise the dead, which is the foundation of the Christian’s hope of everlasting life. Second, it shows that Jesus was a fully human being. God cannot die.
[For more on dead people being totally dead and not alive in any way, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.” For more on the fact that the soul can and does die, see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’” For more on why Jesus had to be fully dead in every way, not just have his “body” or “human nature” die, see commentary on 1 Corinthians 15:20. For more on why it cannot be that the human part of Jesus died but the God part did not, see commentary on Matthew 27:50. For more on Jesus being fully human and not “God in the flesh,” see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.” Also see Appendix 7: “What is the Holy Spirit?”]
“behold.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matt. 1:20.
Rev 1:19
“the things.” The Greek is more properly “what,” (“Write what you saw”), but in Greek the “what” is plural, indicating that John saw a number of things. In contrast, in English “what” is often singular, so if the English said, “Write what you saw,” people might think he only saw one thing. Saying, “Write the things you saw” brings out the plural meaning of the Greek text.
“signify.” The book of Revelation is in the future. The events in it have not yet happened. Many commentators who believe the book of Revelation is about the past, or partially about the present, read Revelation 1:19 and interpret it as dividing the book of Revelation into three parts: the things which were seen (past), the things that are now (present) and the things that will happen (future). However, that is not the proper way to understand the verse. The early introduction of Revelation 1:2, notes that the book is about what John “saw.” John got the vision by revelation, and after he had seen it, was told to write it down. In contrast, Paul got some of the vision also, but was forbidden to write it down (2 Cor. 12:3-7). A careful reading and understanding of Rev. 1:19 shows that John was to write what he saw and “what they signify,” or “what they mean.”
The Greek word translated “signify” is eimi (#1526 εἰμί, pronounced ā-'me, like the girl’s name, Amy, but with the accent on the last syllable). It is the “to be” verb in Greek, translated “is,” “are,” etc. However, in many cases in Greek (and in English as well), the “to be” verb is used for what something “means” or “signifies.” Thayer’s Lexicon says the “to be” verb can express, “what does it mean?” Thayer gives Luke 8:9 as an example, which literally translated reads, “what this is, the parable,” but which we usually translate as “what this parable meant.” In Matthew 9:13, Jesus told the religious leaders, “Go and learn what this ‘means.’” The literal Greek is, “Go and learn what this ‘is.’” Similarly, in Matthew 12:7, Jesus told the religious leaders, “If you had known what these words mean.” A more literal translation would be, “If you had known what these words are.” Other examples of when the Greek “to be” verb is used for “means,” or “signifies,” include, Luke 15:26; 20:17; John 16:17; Acts 2:12 and 10:17. Adding weight to the argument that the “to be” verb in Revelation 1:19 means “signifies,” or “means,” is the fact that in the next verse, Revelation 1:20, the “to be” verb is used twice, and both times means “signifies.” The seven stars “are,” that is, signify or mean, the messengers of the seven churches, and the seven golden lampstands “are,” that is, signify or mean, the seven churches.
The Emphasized Bible by Rotherham translates the verse, “Write, therefore—what things thou hast seen and what they are….” Alford translates, “and what things they signify.”[footnoteRef:3160] Alford acknowledges that the Greek text can mean either “and what they signify” or “the things which are [now],” and references scholars on both sides of the argument, but he concludes that the weight of evidence is with “signify.” [3160:  Henry Alford, The Greek Testament.] 

English, like Greek, uses “is” and “are” to mean “signify” or “mean.” For example, if someone hears a loud siren going off at an odd hour, he might say, “What is that?” Of course he knows it “is” a siren, but he is asking, “What does that siren mean? Does it mean there is a tornado, a nuclear attack, or is it just a system test?”
Many commentators assert that the book of Revelation is past, and the events described are symbolic and apocalyptic. Others say that although Revelation is not about the past, it is about what “is” or “is now.” Neither of these interpretations is correct. The book of Revelation is about the future. Revelation 1:19 is not about the things that have taken place, and “what is now and what will take place later.” Rather, it is about “What you saw and what they mean, even those things that are about to happen.”
Many of the commentators who say that Revelation is about the past make their case by saying that the book of Revelation is symbolic. However, although there are some symbolic elements in the book of Revelation, the meaning of those symbols is often easily discerned. Furthermore, we must remember that the symbols tell us about things that are real. For example, the Four Horsemen (Rev. 6:1-8) are not literal flesh horses, but they are spiritual forces that are unleashed at that specific time. Furthermore, horses were a well-established symbol of strength and speed. When we see the effects of the seal plagues, it is clear they are future.
When we read the book of Revelation and look at the events it portrays, it makes much more sense that they are future than past or present. We need to examine all the evidence from Scripture. We look first at the Old Testament. It foretold a time of worldwide distress and destruction, not just the destruction of Jerusalem, and Daniel mentioned this happening over a period of seven years. For example, Isaiah speaks of the Day of the Lord, and says it will be a “cruel day,” when He “will punish the world for its evil” and people will become “scarcer than pure gold, more rare than the gold of Ophir” (Isa. 13:9-12). Daniel says there will be a time of distress such as has never been known on earth, and after that will be the resurrections (Dan. 12:1-2). Joel says the Day of the Lord is “a day of darkness and gloom,” and that there will be an army so large, that it “never was of old, or ever will be in the ages to come, and at the sight of them, nations are in anguish.” (Joel 2:1-2, 6). Zephaniah says the Day of the Lord will be wrath, distress, anguish, trouble, ruin, and gloom (Zeph. 1:15), and there will be judgment upon not only Israel, but Philistia, Moab, Ammon, Ethiopia, and Assyria (Zeph. 2:4-15). Zechariah 14:3 says that in the Day of the Lord, the Lord will fight against the nations that attack Jerusalem. That is not a description of Jerusalem being attacked by Rome in AD 70. That is a description of the wrath of the Lord on the world for all its sin.
When we look at the Four Gospels, we find the apostles asking Jesus when “the end of the Age” would be (Matt. 24:3). They did not expect, nor ask about, the destruction of Jerusalem in AD 70. That was not the end of the Age, and it did not immediately precede the Messianic Kingdom on earth they were so anxiously awaiting. Jesus’ answer indicated that there would be a time of distress (Matt. 24:29), and that nation would fight against nation, and there would be famines and earthquakes in various places (Matt. 24:4-7). Furthermore, after that tribulation, the Son of Man would come from the sky and there would be a gathering of people, including resurrecting the dead (Matt. 24:30-31). This is certainly not the destruction of Jerusalem in AD 70. It is the end of this Age and the beginning of the Messianic Kingdom.
Then, when we read the book of Revelation itself, we can see the wrath of God being poured out over a seven-year period, and the seal judgments, trumpet judgments, thunder judgments, and bowl judgments occurring in succession and including the entire world. Although there are symbols interwoven into these judgments, it is also true that most of them can be simply read and understood for what they are: a number of judgments that kept increasing in severity. Revelation 19 portrays Jesus coming from heaven and the Battle of Armageddon, then Revelation 20 shows the Resurrection of the Righteous and the 1,000-year Messianic Kingdom on earth. These records flow in such a way that we can see what is coming in the future. To make them “symbolic” is to leave us with no description of the future, and the question, if they are symbolic, what do they symbolize?
“even.” The Greek word kai can be translated “and” or “even,” and in this case, “even” is the meaning before the last phrase, which emphasizes the fact that these future things are about to come to pass. E. W. Bullinger, in Commentary on Revelation, does a very good job explaining this verse.
Rev 1:20
“sacred secret.” The REV translates the Greek word mustērion (#3466 μυστήριον) as “sacred secret” because that is what mustērion actually refers to: a secret in the religious or sacred realm.
[For more information on the “Sacred Secret” and the Administration of Grace, see commentary on Eph. 3:9.]
“messengers.” The messengers of the synagogues. See commentary on Revelation 2:1.
 
Revelation Chapter 2
Rev 2:1
“To the messenger of the congregation in Ephesus write.” The letters to the seven “assemblies” recorded here in Revelation 2 and 3 are not to the Christian Church but are to the believers, particularly Jews, who are left after the Rapture. From the form and content of these letters, as well as from other information in other Scriptures, we learn that the Rapture has occurred and the people who are left on earth are Jews and Gentiles, some of whom come to believe in the Lord. Revelation 1:10 says that John was in the spirit on “the Lord’s Day,” otherwise known as the Day of the Lord, and from Revelation 1:10 forward, the book of Revelation is about future events, including these congregations.
There are many reasons to believe that these letters are not to Christians, and in fact, are incompatible with the doctrine Christ gives to the Christian Church in the seven Church Epistles (Romans through Thessalonians). One reason is that the letters are not addressed to the “saints” like they are in the Church Epistles (“To the holy ones at…;” cf. Rom. 1:7; 1 Cor. 1:2; Eph. 1:1), but instead, they are addressed to the “messenger” of the assembly, which makes sense in the context of the Jewish synagogue. Another is that many of the sins that Jesus Christ is upset about are sins in the Old Testament Law but not sins for the Christian church, like eating food offered to idols (cf. 1 Cor. 8:1-8 with Rev. 2:14, 20). Another is that in the Church Epistles, two major problems were Jews, because they were “enemies of the Gospel” (Rom. 11:28), and “false brothers,” i.e., false Christians. (2 Cor. 11:26; Gal. 2:4). In contrast, in these letters in Revelation, the Jews are not the enemy and there is no problem with false Christians, instead, the problem is people who say they are Jews, but are not (Rev. 2:9; 3:9).
We can see why these letters to the congregations in the Tribulation period seem so harsh. These believers are in the fight of their lives, literally. They are in the seventh week of the 70 weeks of Daniel 9, and live when the Antichrist has made a covenant with many in Israel (Dan. 9:27). The persecution they are in is intense, and between the persecution and Antichrist, most of them will be killed (Dan. 7:21; Matt. 24:9; Rev. 13:7, 10; 14:12-13). Jesus taught that the person who endured to the end would be saved (Matt. 24:13), and that is exactly what these letters to congregations say.
There are many reasons to believe the Rapture occurred before the events in Revelation, and they are covered in more detail in the commentary on the individual verses.
[For more on how horrendous the Tribulation will be, see commentary on Dan. 12:1. For more on Christians being delivered from the wrath, see commentary on 1 Thess. 1:10. For more on the Rapture being a comfort, see commentary on 1 Thess. 4:18.]
“messenger.” The Greek is angelos (#32 ἄγγελος). The word means “messenger,” and can refer to either human messengers (Luke 7:24) or divine messengers, which we usually call “angels” (Matt. 1:20). Usually in English Bibles when angelos refers to divine messengers, the word is not translated, but is transliterated as “angel.” In Revelation 2:1, the “messenger” is human. There are a number of reasons to believe that this “letter to the seven assemblies” is a letter to the Jewish assemblies after the Rapture of the Christian Church (see commentary on Rev. 2:1, “congregation,” below). When Jesus Christ wants a letter communicated to the Jewish congregations after the Rapture, he writes to the “messenger” of the congregation. Bullinger writes about this “messenger.” After saying that there is no “angel” or “messenger” connected with the Christian Church, he says:
“But we do meet with the word Angel in connection with the Synagogue (though not in the Old Testament). There, there was an officer, who was called Sheliach Tzibbur…Tzibbur meaning the Assembly; and Sheliach, the Angel or Legate of the Assembly, and the Leader of Divine worship, from…shalach, to send. The chief officer [of the Synagogue] was the Archisynagogos, or “Ruler of the Synagogue”; and after him came the Sheliach Tzibbur; or “Angel of the Assembly,” who was the mouthpiece of the congregation. His duty was to offer up public prayer to God for the whole congregation. Hence his title; because, as the messenger of the assembly, he spoke to God for them.”[footnoteRef:3161] [3161:  E. W. Bullinger, Commentary on Revelation, 66-67.] 

The reason that Jesus would write his letter to the “messenger” of the Synagogue was so that the messenger of the synagogue would then communicate the letter to the people. The use of “messenger of the congregation” is more supporting evidence that the Rapture occurred earlier, and Jesus was writing to Jews who were left on earth after the Rapture. The Church Epistles of Paul were written to the believers, because the Christian Church did not have the type of structure that the synagogue did, and any Christian in the congregation who could read could read Paul’s letter to them. In contrast, when Jesus wanted his letter read in the Jewish synagogue, he addressed it to “the messenger,” the Sheliach Tzibbur, the one who was charged to read such letters to the people assembled together.
“congregation.” This is a Jewish congregation after the Christian Church has been Raptured into heaven. Christians who believe in the Rapture have long been divided over the issue of to whom this “Letter to the Seven Congregations” is written. Some, like E. W. Bullinger, say the Rapture happens before any event in the book of Revelation, and that this Letter is addressed to the Jews who live on earth after the Rapture, guiding them in the Faith just as the Seven Church Epistles of Paul guide Christians in the Faith. Other Christians, including those who believe in a mid-tribulation, pre-wrath, or post-tribulation Rapture, say this letter is written to Christians before the Rapture. But Bullinger makes the strongest case, and the evidence in the Letter to the Seven Congregations shows that it is not to Christians, and even contradicts some of the things that Paul wrote to the Christian Church in his Epistles. The nature of this “Letter” shows that it has the same nature as the writings to the people in the Old Testament and Gospels, before the Christian Church started in Acts 2.
One thing that has confused Christians about this “Letter to the Seven Congregations” is that almost every English version has, “to the…Church in Ephesus,” and later, to the “Church” at Smyrna, the “Church” at Thyatira, the “Church” at Sardis, and so forth. The translation “Church” is very misleading. The Greek word that most English versions translate as “Church” is ekklēsia (#1577 ἐκκλησία, pronounced ek-clay-'see-ah), and it refers to an assembly or gathering of any kind. The specific kind of gathering has to be determined by reading the context (see commentary on Matt. 16:18).
By far the most common use of ekklēsia in the New Testament is the “congregation” or “assembly” of the Christian Church (cf. Acts 8:1; Rom. 16:1; 1 Cor. 1:2; Gal. 1:2; etc.), but that is clearly because the majority of the times ekklēsia is used, it is in Acts or the Epistles of Paul, which are written to the Christian Church. But ekklēsia is also used of other, non-Christian assemblies. For example, ekklēsia is used for a Jewish congregation in Acts 7:38. Stephen was speaking about the history of Israel and spoke of Moses, who led the ekklēsia, the “congregation,” in the wilderness. Of course, the ekklēsia that Moses led was an assembly of Jews. Also, in Acts 19:32 we see a secular use of ekklēsia. The “congregation ” in Acts 19 started as a mob of Gentiles in Ephesus who assembled together to defend their goddess Artemis, but as they got noisy, more and more people joined them, and eventually the majority of “the congregation” did not even know why they were assembled. In conclusion, ekklēsia does not always refer to a Christian “Church,” and using the word “Church” in the “Letter to the Seven Congregations” has misled many Christians.
Since we have seen that we must determine the nature of the “congregation” from the context in which ekklēsia is used, we have to carefully read the “Letter to the Seven Congregations” to determine what kind of “congregation” it is written to. We will see that there are many pieces of evidence that the ekklēsia mentioned in Revelation 2:1, 8, 12, 18; 3:1, 7, 14 are Jewish congregations that we would find in a synagogue; they are not Christian congregations.
· The Christian Church is in the “Administration of Grace” (Eph. 3:2), and we can clearly see the special grace given to Christians when we read the Seven Church Epistles. For example, the Christian Church has so much glory from God that the Law of Moses had “no glory” in contrast to it (2 Cor. 3:10). In contrast to the grace that the Christian Church lives in, when we read the Letter to the Seven Congregations, we can see that it was written in a time of wrath, not a time of grace. The guidance in the Letter is for a time of Tribulation, the time of “Jacob’s trouble” (Jer. 30:7), a day of wrath and burning anger (Isa. 13:13), so terrible that God says, “Woe to you [Jews] who long for the Day of the LORD…that day will be darkness, not light” (Amos 5:18).

The Old Testament prophets, John the Baptist, and Jesus, foretold that a time of great wrath would come upon those people who were not faithful to God, and the Letter to the Seven Congregations echoes that theme over and over (see commentary on Rev. 6:17). For example, Revelation 2:16 says Jesus will make war against the Jews in the congregation who did not repent of their sin. This is in complete contrast to the information in the Seven Church Epistles of Paul, which say that Christ, who justified us, will not condemn us, and that nothing will separate us from the love of Christ (Rom. 8:31-38). To understand this contrast between the “Church Epistles” and the “Letter to the Congregations,” we need to remember that Christians are born-again children of God and are guaranteed salvation, while the people after the Rapture are not, and if they turn against Christ, they will be destroyed (this is also what we see in the Old Testament; cf. Ezek. 33:11-13).
 
· It was prophesied in many places in both the Old Testament and the Gospels that the “Tribulation” would be a specific time of great distress that would be worldwide and come upon one generation (for the time of God’s wrath on earth, see commentary on Rev. 6:17). This specific time of God’s wrath is spoken of in Revelation 3:10, which speaks of the “hour of trial” that will come upon the whole world. In contrast, the Christian Church is never told that Christians will go through a specific time of Tribulation, and the most logical reason for that is the Rapture. At the Rapture, all Christians will be taken from the earth, and that will happen before the Tribulation occurs. It seems certain that if one generation of Christians were going to go through the Tribulation, there would be some mention of it somewhere in the Seven Church Epistles, but there is no mention of any such specific time of trial. So while Christians are never told about going through a specific time of trial, these Jewish believers are told they will go through it, but will be “kept” during that period of time.
 
· Jewish believers of the Old Testament and the Gospels are told they will live forever on earth, and neither the Old Testament nor the Gospels mention them being in heaven at any time. They are raised from the dead and go back to the land of Israel (Ezek. 37:11-14). The Letter to the Seven Congregations, like the Old Testament and the Gospels, has no hint of a heavenly hope, but says that those who overcome will then get to be in “Paradise,” which is always on earth (Rev. 2:7; see commentary on Luke 23:43), ruling the nations of earth (Rev. 2:27), and being pillars in the Temple in the New Jerusalem that comes to earth (Rev. 3:12).

In contrast to the Jews who have a hope of being in Paradise on earth, part of the Christian’s hope is spending time in heaven. Christians are citizens of heaven (Phil. 3:20), will be seated in heaven (Eph. 2:6), and are waiting for the Lord from heaven who will Rapture them into heaven (1 Thess. 4:16-18). We Christians will come back to earth with Jesus when he comes, but from the Rapture until that time we will be in heaven. Thus, part of the hope of the Christian Church is spending time in heaven, but that hope presented in the Letter to the Seven Congregations is the same hope given in the Old Testament to the Jews, and this is good evidence that the Letter to the Seven Congregations is addressed to Jews.
 
· When Paul wrote the Seven Church Epistles (Romans through Thessalonians), he wrote them directly to the “holy ones” (translated “saints” in many English versions), who are the Christians. Any Christian who knew how to read would then read the Epistle to the congregation. However, the Letter to the Seven Congregations of Revelation is written to the “angel” of the congregation. In a Jewish congregation, the term “angel” was used of a specific man who was charged with certain responsibilities, including reading letters to the congregation (see commentary on Reve. 2:1, “angel”). The fact that the Seven Church Epistles were written directly to Christians, while the Letter to the Seven Congregations was specifically addressed to the “angel,” is very good evidence that the “Epistles” and the “Letter” were written to two different groups of people.
 
· The Church Epistles teach that faith in Christ results in New Birth, which is permanent and guarantees salvation. In contrast, the Letter to the Seven Congregations reverts to the teaching of the Old Testament and the Gospels, that a person had to be faithful until death or until “the End” to be saved (cf. Rev. 2:10-11, 25; 3:5). There is no mention in the Letter to the Seven Congregations that salvation comes by faith in Christ alone, and no teaching that once a person is saved he is guaranteed salvation. Quite the opposite. Revelation 2:16 says that if the people in the congregation do not repent, Jesus will make war against them with the sword from his mouth, which is not a sword of correction or discipline, but a sword of destruction (Rev. 19:15, 21. See commentaries on Rev. 19:15; 1 Cor. 14:12 and 2 Thess. 2:8). In short, Christians have guaranteed salvation through faith in Christ, while the believers in the Tribulation period have to be faithful throughout their life, just as the Old Testament believers did. [See Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation.”]
 
· The tone of the Letter to the Seven Congregations is totally different than the tone of the Seven Church Epistles. While the Seven Church Epistles open and close with “Grace to you, and peace,” the Letter to the Seven Congregations does not contain the word “grace” or “peace” even one single time. Instead, each of the seven segments of the Letter to the Seven Congregations has the stern warning: “Anyone who has an ear had better listen to what the Spirit says to the congregations!” This sharply worded warning never occurs in the Seven Church Epistles of Paul, but does appear in the Gospels, before the Christian Church started.
 
· In the Seven Church Epistles of Paul, there is neither Jew nor Gentile, but One Body in Christ, with every Christian being a “brother” to every other Christian (the term “brothers” is general and includes women). People who are not saved but have infiltrated the Christian congregation, and Christians who have turned against Christ, are called “false brothers” (2 Cor. 11:26; Gal. 2:4). At the Rapture, the One Body is taken to heaven and God again deals with two groups, Jews and Gentiles. Thus, the pretenders who have infiltrated the congregation in the Letter to the Seven Congregations are never called “false brothers,” but instead are “those who say they are Jews, but are not” (Rev. 2:9; 3:9).
 
· Calling part of the group in the Letter to the Seven Congregations a “synagogue” shows us that the group is a group of Jews. The Christian Church is a new creation made up of both Jews and Gentiles, and as a group they are called “the body of Christ” (1 Cor. 12:27; Eph. 4:12). The Christians who oppose Paul, such as those who were promoting circumcision or preaching Christ out of selfish ambition, are never called a “synagogue.” The word “synagogue” is never used in the Seven Church Epistles because the synagogue was a gathering of, or gathering place for, Jews. Similarly, in the Gospels and Acts, no gathering of Gentiles was ever referred to as a “synagogue.” Thus, when Revelation twice refers to those people who were part of the congregation but who opposed the Lord as “a Synagogue of Satan” (Rev. 2:9; 3:9), it is clearly referring to Jews, not Christians.
 
· In the Seven Church Epistles, eating food offered to idols is only a problem if it is a stumbling block to those whose conscience is weak (1 Cor. 8:1-13). However, after the Rapture, the grace about eating food offered to idols is removed and believers are again under the law about it, so twice the Letter to the Seven Congregations mentions that it is wrong to eat food sacrificed to idols and Jesus is upset with the believers for doing that (Rev. 2:14, 20). If we do not understand that what Paul wrote to the Christians applied specifically to Christians, and what John wrote was to the believers after the Rapture and applied specifically to them, we would have to concede that Paul and John contradict each other. Only by knowing that Paul wrote to Christians in the Age of Grace, and John wrote for Jews after the Rapture, are we able to see how the Word of God fits together.
When we study the Seven Church Epistles and the Letter to the Seven Congregations side by side, they cannot both be guidance to the same group of people without there being some very obvious contradictions. They have to be written to different groups, and they are. The Seven Church Epistles are to the Christian Church. The Letter to the Seven Congregations is to the Jewish congregations in synagogues after the Rapture. Of course, many of the things in both sets of letters apply to every believer. For example, there are things that please the Lord and things that do not; there are rewards for obedience and faithfulness; there is a goal that every person should aspire to, which is everlasting life with the Lord. However, we must not let the similarities blind us to the fact that the differences between the Epistles of Paul and the Letter that John wrote are so stark that it is clear they are written to different groups of people.
Rev 2:7
“Anyone who has an ear had better listen to what the Spirit says to the congregations!” The verb “hear” is in the imperative mood, and is too weakly translated by “let him hear.” This is not just an invitation from Jesus for us to hear what he says. Jesus is Lord of all, and there will be rewards for hearing and obeying, and consequences for ignoring what he says. For this phrase and the imperative mood, see commentary on Matthew 11:15.
“the Spirit.” The Greek word for “Spirit” is pneuma (#4151 πνεῦμα), and it has many meanings, including “spirit,” “wind” and “breath.” It is used to refer to many different things, including God, angels, demons, and to the gift of holy spirit that God gives to people. After his resurrection, Jesus Christ also became known as “the Spirit,” as we see here in Revelation. So, “the Spirit” is one of the names of Jesus Christ, just as he is also called, “the lion of Judah,” “the root of David,” “lamb of God,” etc. Jesus is called “the Spirit” in many places in the New Testament. These include Acts 2:4; 10:19; 2 Corinthians 3:17, 18; Revelation 2:7, 11, 17, 29; 3:6, 13, 22; 14:13; 22:17. (also, see commentary on Acts 2:4 and the book, The Gift of Holy Spirit: The Power to be Like Christ).[footnoteRef:3162] [3162:  Graeser, Lynn, and Schoenheit, The Gift of Holy Spirit: The Power to be Like Christ.] 

The use of “Spirit” here in Revelation 2:7 clearly refers to the Lord Jesus Christ. In Revelation 1:9-17, Jesus Christ appeared to John and began talking to him and telling him what to write. It is clear that it is Jesus who appeared to John, especially since he describes himself in Rev. 1:18 as “I was dead, and behold, I am alive forever and ever.” It is also clear that Jesus is “the Spirit” because in Rev. 2:17 (and other places) it is “the Spirit” who “says” things to John, but in the very next verse, Rev. 2:18, we read, “These things says the Son of God.”
What Jesus tells John to write takes up Revelation chapters 2 and 3. Jesus commanded John to write a letter to the congregations of Ephesus, Smyrna, Pergamum, Thyatira, Sardis, Philadelphia, and Laodicea, and what we refer to as Revelation 2:1 is simply the continuation of the conversation between Jesus and John that started in chapter 1.
Jesus refers to himself as “the Spirit.” We can understand this because when Jesus was resurrected, his body was still flesh and bone (Luke 24:39), but it was spiritually empowered; powered by spirit, not by “soul” as our mortal bodies are. 1 Corinthians 15:44-46 says Jesus was raised “a spiritual body,” and because of that he began to be called, “the Spirit” (see commentary on 1 Cor. 15:44). 2 Corinthians 3:17 clearly confirms this, saying, “Now the Lord is the Spirit.”
When Jesus first appeared to his disciples, they thought he was an incorporeal being, a “spirit” (pneuma), as if Jesus was some kind of ghost (Luke 24:37). But he told them he was not a “spirit” but was flesh and bone, and he proved that by having them touch his body to feel his flesh.
[For more on how pneuma (“spirit”) is used in the Bible, see Appendix 15: “Usages of ‘Spirit.’”]
“which is in the paradise of God.” The plan of God was to create the earth for humankind and to love and be loved by the people there. We can see both God’s plan and His love when we see that God originally put Adam and Eve in “Paradise,” a garden of delight (Gen. 2:8-5), and that paradise will exist on earth in the future and the saved people will live there (Luke 23:43; Rev. 2:7). However, it is hard to see that consistent plan in most English Bibles because the Old Testament (Hebrew) calls it “Eden” while the New Testament (Greek) calls it “Paradise.” If the whole English Bible was translated from one language it would be easier to see the consistent and overriding plan of God, which has not changed. God wanted to have a paradise for His people to live in, and that plan will be realized someday in the future.
[For more on “paradise,” see commentaries on Gen. 2:15 and Luke 23:43.]
Rev 2:8
“messenger.” See commentary on Revelation 2:1.
“the First and the Last.” For information on this phrase, which occurs three times in Revelation (Rev. 1:17; 2:8; 22:13), see commentary on Revelation 1:17.
Rev 2:9
“slander.” The Greek noun is blasphēmia (#988 βλασφημία, pronounced blas-fay-'me-ah), and was used of someone speaking against another. The primary meaning as it was used in the Greek culture was showing disrespect to a person or deity, and/or harming his, her, or its reputation.
[For more on blasphēmia, see commentary on Matt. 9:3.]
“the Adversary.” The Greek word for Adversary is Satanas (#4567 Σατανᾶς), which has been transliterated as “Satan” in most versions. This causes the meaning of the word, which is important, to be lost. For more information on it, see commentary on Mark 1:13.
[For information on the names of the Devil, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
Rev 2:10
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“Devil.” The Greek word is diabolos (#1228 διάβολος), which literally means “Slanderer,” but diabolos gets transliterated into English as our more familiar name, “Devil.” Slander is so central to who the Devil is and how he operates that one of his primary names is “the Slanderer.”
[For more information on the names of the Devil, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
“the crown of life.” The Greek is, “the crown of the life,” but it clearly involves a genitive of apposition, thus, “the crown, which is the life.” This can especially be seen by the next sentence which refers to not being hurt by the second death. The crown is “the” life, that is, the well-known and wonderful everlasting life in the Kingdom. People who are faithful to death win the crown, the only crown worth having, everlasting life. Royalty can wear, or an athlete can win, any other crown, and no matter how massively made of gold or how ornately encrusted with gems it is, it is worthless if the person has not also won the true crown, which is everlasting life.
Rev 2:11
“Anyone who has an ear.” See commentary on Revelation 2:7 and Matthew 11:15.
“the Spirit.” This refers to Jesus Christ. See commentary on Revelation 2:7.
Rev 2:12
“messenger.” See commentary on Revelation 2:1.
“broadsword.” See commentary on Luke 2:35.
Rev 2:13
“the Adversary.” The Greek word for Adversary is Satanas (#4567 Σατανᾶς), which has been transliterated as “Satan” in most versions. See commentary on Revelation 2:9.
Rev 2:16
“I will make war against them.” This is one of the many statements in the letters to the congregations in Revelation 2 and 3 that show those letters were written for people who will come to believe in the Lord after the Rapture of the Christian Church. Jesus does not make war against the Christian Church, his own Body, when we sin. We have peace with God, not war with God (Rom. 5:1).
“the broadsword coming from my mouth.” This sword is the prophecies that are spoken by Jesus Christ. (See commentaries on Rev. 1:16; 19:15; 1 Cor. 14:12 and 2 Thess. 2:8). For more on the broadsword, see commentary on Luke 2:35.
Rev 2:17
“Anyone who has an ear.” See commentaries on Revelation 2:7 and Matthew 11:15.
“the Spirit.” This refers to Jesus Christ. See commentary on Revelation 2:7.
Rev 2:18
“messenger.” See commentary on Revelation 2:1.
“burnished bronze.” To “burnish” a metal is to rub and polish it until it shines (cf. Rev. 1:15).
Rev 2:19
“and…and…and.” This repetition of “ands” is the figure of speech polysyndeton (“many ands”), and the purpose is to give emphasis to each member of the list.[footnoteRef:3163] [3163:  Cf. Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 208.] 

[See Word Study: “Syndeton.”]
“first.” The Greek word prōtos (#4413 πρῶτος) is plural here. See also Luke 11:26.
Rev 2:22
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“am throwing.” The Greek is ballō (#906 βάλλω), to cast or to throw, and the verb is in the present tense, active voice, indicating that this punishment is, to some extent, going on at the present. Almost all translations put the verb in the future tense “will cast,” and it certainly is true that her punishment will be more acute in the future. However, sexual sin always has harmful effects in the present.
“a bed of suffering.” The Greek simply reads, “a bed,” and the suffering is implied from the context. This is great irony. Jezebel has ruined the lives of many through sexual sin, so God will cast her onto a bed, where she will suffer.
Rev 2:23
“her children.” The word “children” is the plural of teknon (#5043 τέκνον), “child.” Jezebel’s “children” are not the children of her adultery, but her followers, her disciples. In the biblical culture, a person who was a father figure, mentor, and guide, was called a “father.” Thus, Joseph said he had become a “father” to Pharaoh (Gen. 45:8), the prophet Elisha referred to the elder prophet Elijah as his “father” (2 Kings 2:12), and the king of Israel referred to the prophet Elisha as his “father,” his spiritual mentor and guide (2 Kings 6:21). Similarly, the word “mother” was used literally of mothers, but it was also used of those women who were respected and had nurtured or guided the “child” in some way. Thus Jesus pointed to his disciples, some of whom were obviously women, and said, “Look! My mother and my brothers” (Matt. 12:49; Mark 3:34). Paul referred to Rufus’ mother as his mother also (Rom. 16:13). In Revelation 17:5, Babylon is called “the mother of prostitutes” because she influenced people to become prostitutes.
In turn, just as a mentor was called a “father” or “mother,” a disciple was called a “son” (huios, #5207 υἱός), or a “child” (teknon, #5043 τέκνον). Although huios means “son,” it is sometimes translated as the gender neutral, “child,” and although the Greek word teknon is gender neutral and means “child,” if the context is clearly about males or females, it may legitimately be translated as “son” or “daughter.” A clear example of the word “son” being used for disciples occurs in the Old Testament when the disciples of the prophets were called “the sons of the prophets” (1 Kings 20:35; 2 Kings 2:3, 5, 7, 15; 4:1, 38; 5:22; 6:1, etc.). When the Pharisees accused Jesus of casting out demons by Beelzebul, he said, “If I cast out demons by Beelzebul, by whom do your sons cast them out? (Matt. 12:27). The “sons” of the Pharisees were the disciples of the Pharisees. The apostle Paul referred to Timothy as his “child” (1 Tim. 1:2), and also Titus (Titus 1:4), and Onesimus (Phlm. 1:10). At the Last Supper, Jesus referred to the apostles as his “little children” (John 13:33; teknion, #5040 τεκνίον, the diminutive of teknon.)
In this case, the “children” of Jezebel are the ones she has mentored in her sexual immorality.
[For more information, see commentary on Matt. 12:27.]
“kidneys.” The Greek is nephros (#3510 νεφρός) and literally means “kidneys.” We get our modern word nephrology, the study of the kidneys, from the Greek word. The Word of God points to the fact that our kidneys, bowels, and belly (or womb) are part of our mental/emotional life, not “just physical organs.” Our “gut,” including our intestines, bowels, kidneys, and stomach contain as many nerve cells as our brain, and studies are now showing that our “gut” contributes significantly to our emotional life and health. We have “gut feelings,” get upset stomachs upon hearing bad news or have an upset stomach or irregular bowels when facing emotionally difficult times. Bible commentators used to think that “kidneys,” “bowels,” and “belly,” were in the Bible because the ancients did not know what they did and assumed they were the center of human emotion. Now we know that the ancients, and the Word of God, were correct all along, and the arrogance of “modern” medicine, upon discovery of the brain, had just assumed the ancients were ignorant.
Other words to study besides “kidneys” are “bowels” and “belly.” Although in our modern world, we use “mind” to place an emphasis on our thoughts and “heart” for our emotions, biblically, the word “heart” was more closely associated with the mental life while “bowels,” “kidney,” and “belly” (which is the same word as “womb”) were more associated with the emotional life. The Old Testament reveals the same truth that the New Testament does. The Hebrew word for “kidney” is kilyah (#03629 כִּלְיָה). Below is a list of some pertinent verses showing the relation of the kidney to our emotional life.
· Psalm 7:9 (KJV): …God trieth the hearts and reins [kidneys].
· Psalm 16:7 (KJV): …my reins [kidneys] also instruct me in the night seasons.
· Psalm 26:2 (KJV): Examine me, O LORD, and prove me; try my reins [kidneys] and my heart.
· Psalm 73:21 (KJV): Thus my heart was grieved, and I was pricked in my reins [kidneys].
· Jeremiah 11:20 (KJV): But, O LORD…that triest the reins [kidneys] and the heart.
· Jeremiah 17:10 (KJV): I the LORD search the heart, I try the reins [kidneys].
· Jeremiah 20:12 (KJV): But, O LORD of hosts, that triest the righteous, and seest the reins [kidneys] and the heart.
[For more on the use of “heart” see commentary on Prov. 15:21.]
“hearts.” In the biblical world, the “heart” usually had to do with thinking, and we would usually say “mind.” So the phrase that God searches the kidneys and hearts means He searches our emotions and our thoughts.
[For more on the use of “heart” see commentary on Prov. 15:21.]
Rev 2:24
“the Adversary.” The Greek word for Adversary is Satanas (#4567 Σατανᾶς), which has been transliterated as “Satan” in most versions. See commentary on Revelation 2:9.
Rev 2:27
“and he will shepherd them with a rod of iron….” This quotation comes from the Septuagint version of Psalm 2:9. The Hebrew text of Psalm 2:9 says “break them with a rod of iron,” while the Septuagint says “shepherd” (or “rule”) them with a rod of iron. Revelation 2:27 is an incomplete quotation from Psalm 2:9. Missing in the Greek here in Revelation 2:27 is the subject of the sentence, which is those people who it is that will be smashed to pieces like pottery. The missing words are the figure of speech ellipsis, in which something in the sentence is omitted so that the part that is included gets a greater emphasis. (Some scholars refer to this as an anacoluthon, but in an anacoluthon the subject abruptly changes, but here the quotation simply leaves out the subject of the sentence).
The ellipsis catches our attention and reminds us that Jesus will rule with a rod of iron, and as a righteous judge, will punish those who deserve punishment. This picture of Jesus is totally different from the “namby-pamby, love-and-accept-everyone-no-matter-how-they-behave” picture of Jesus that many Christians have in their minds today when they think of Jesus. Jesus came to earth the first time as the sacrifice for the sins of mankind, and to show us what it means to be humble and obedient. He was not a king at that time in the sense of having earthly authority. In the future, when he rules over the earth as king, he will not be tolerant of sin.
The phrase “shepherd them with a rod of iron” reveals a great truth. The phrase seems harsh and perhaps a little ironic because we do not generally think of shepherds as doing their shepherding with a rod of iron. However, the only genuinely effective way to protect the safety and security of the flock is if enemies are harshly treated and wayward sheep are sternly warned. The coming Kingdom of Christ on earth will be a paradise in part because criminals and evil people will not be tolerated. There will be no “innocent victims” in Christ’s future kingdom on earth because there will not be ruthless and ungodly people who are allowed to prey on the innocent. The Good Shepherd will see to that. It is noteworthy that the Bible does not explicitly tell us how Jesus will rule with a rod of iron, that is, exactly what he will do to people who act in an ungodly manner, but whatever it is, it will be an effective way to put an end to any ungodliness. That Jesus will conquer the earth and rule with a rod of iron is a well-established prophecy and occurs four times in Scripture (Ps. 2:9; Rev. 2:27; 12:5; 19:15).
[For more on Jesus Christ’s kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Rev 2:29
“Anyone who has an ear.” See commentaries on Revelation 2:7 and Matthew 11:15.
“the Spirit.” This refers to Jesus Christ. See commentary on Revelation 2:7.
 
Revelation Chapter 3
Rev 3:1
“messenger.” See commentary on Revelation 2:1.
“the seven spirits of God.” These are seven high-ranking spirit beings. See commentary on Revelation 1:4.
Rev 3:6
“Anyone who has an ear.” See commentaries on Revelation 2:7 and Matthew 11:15.
“the Spirit.” This refers to Jesus Christ. See commentary on Revelation 2:7.
Rev 3:7
“the key of David.” Referring to Isaiah 22:22.
“messenger.” See commentary on Revelation 2:1.
Rev 3:8
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Rev 3:9
“Look.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20; “Look!”
“the Adversary.” The Greek word for Adversary is Satanas (#4567 Σατανᾶς), which has been transliterated as “Satan” in most versions. See commentary on Revelation 2:9.
“and are not, but are lying.” The Greek text contains the figure of speech anacoluthon. One type of anacoluthon occurs when there is a break in the normal grammatical structure of a sentence. This type called “suspension of the subject” happens when a speaker abruptly stops before they finish their sentence.
“bow down.” For more information on προσκυνέω (proskuneō), see the commentary on Matthew 2:2 and 1 Chronicles 29:20.
Rev 3:10
“from the hour.” The Greek preposition ek can mean “out from” in the sense of “through,” or “out from” in the sense of “away from.” Many people who believe in a pre-Tribulation Rapture still think that this “Letter to the Seven Churches” is to Christians, and thus they say that being kept “out from” the Tribulation is because of the Rapture. However, the letter is the “Letter to the Seven Congregations,” and they are Jewish congregations (see commentary on Rev. 2:1). The Rapture is past, the Christians are in heaven, and now these Jewish congregations on earth are having to stand fast in their faith. Even during the Great Tribulation, however, God protects many of His faithful ones (Rev. 12:13-17).
Rev 3:11
“takes your crown.” This verse is one of the many that shows that we have to remain faithful to the end to receive a full reward (see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10, “good or evil”). In the Tribulation Administration salvation will not be guaranteed, so it is possible that, since “crown” refers to everlasting life in Revelation 2:10, that here it refers to a believer turning from Christ and losing his salvation.
Rev 3:12
“my God.” For this being evidence that Jesus Christ is not God, see commentary on Mark 15:34. Also see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.”
Rev 3:13
“Anyone who has an ear.” See commentaries on Revelation 2:7 and Matthew 11:15.
“the Spirit.” This refers to Jesus Christ. See commentary on Revelation 2:7.
Rev 3:14
“ruler” In this verse the Greek word archē (#746 ἀρχή, pronounced ar-'kay) can and almost certainly should be translated “ruler,” like in the CEB, CJB, and NIV. We know from Scripture that God has made Jesus both Lord and Christ (Acts 2:36), and in making him “Lord,” God made him “ruler” of His creation. This agrees with many Scriptures, such as Ephesians 1:21-22, which says that God elevated Christ “far above” all the other powers in His creation, even setting Jesus at His own right hand.
The Greek word archē can mean “ruler,” or “beginning,” or first in some way, such as “first in rank,” “first in time,” etc. In the KJV and many other versions (e.g., ASV, ESV, NASB, RSV), the Greek word archē is translated “beginning.” Most people who read “beginning” think of Jesus Christ as the “beginning” of God’s original creation, and this has caused some people to say that the verse is Trinitarian, because Jesus would thus have been before everything else. However, understanding the verse that way makes it a strong argument against the Trinity because Christ would then be a created being; part of the creation of God. “Arianism” is the doctrine that Christ was the first of all of God’s created things and that God then created everything else through Christ, and the translations that say Christ was the “beginning” of God’s creation are most easily understood as Arian. It is illogical and contradictory to say that Christ is both God and also the beginning of God’s creation. He can be one or the other, but not both.
There are scholars who say the Greek word archē should be translated “beginning” here because it is referring to the new age that Christ will establish (cf. NLT). If that were so, the verse would be similar to Hebrews 1:10. Understood that way, Christ, being the “firstborn from the dead,” would be the beginning of God’s new creation. Although it is certainly possible from a textual standpoint to say that Christ is the beginning of the new creation, that does not seem to be correct here. For one thing, from the scope of Scripture there are many verses that speak of Christ as the ruler of God’s creation, and very few that speak of him in the context of the new creation. Furthermore, Revelation 3:14 is not the new creation yet, but is still part of the “old order of things,” before the Battle of Armageddon. The context of Revelation 3:14 is Christ speaking to the Assembly at Laodicea during the “present evil age.” He is ruling over them, rebuking them sharply, and encouraging them to change so he can reward them. Thus, translating archē as “ruler” seems to best fit the context. No one can argue with the fact that Christ is the ruler over all of God’s creation.[footnoteRef:3164] [3164:  See also, Donald Snedeker, Our Heavenly Father Has No Equals, 470.] 

“messenger.” See commentary on Revelation 2:1.
Rev 3:19
“are my friends.” The Greek word we translate as “are…friends,” is phileō (#5368 φιλέω). It is hard to translate the Greek verb phileō in this context and keep the English as a verb. If we say, “love,” as most versions do, we lose the meaning of phileō here, and confuse it with agapē love. Phileō love has a deep attachment, like the attachment of true friends, while agapē love does not necessarily have any feeling of attachment at all, which is why we can “love” (agapē) our enemies. Jesus takes a special interest in those who have taken a special interest in him (“You are my friends if you do what I command” John 15:14), and he reproves, disciplines, and prunes those with whom he has a special friendship relationship. In the REV we could have tried to stick with a verb and used “friendly” or “fond,” but these seem too weak. Also, the Greek verb phileō is in the present tense. Given that, it seemed that using the phrase, “are…friends” was the best way to bring the meaning of the Greek into the English. For a more complete understanding of phileō, see commentary on John 21:15.
Rev 3:20
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Rev 3:22
“Anyone who has an ear.” See commentaries on Revelation 2:7 and Matthew 11:15.
“the Spirit.” This refers to Jesus Christ. See commentary on Revelation 2:7.
 
Revelation Chapter 4
Rev 4:1
“look.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Rev 4:2
“in the spirit.” There is no definite article “the” in the Greek text but we supply it because this verse makes more sense in English that way. In the Greek text, the definite article “the” is not supplied before “holy spirit” because the preposition en can make pneuma (spirit) definite without the article. In Greek, if a preposition governs a noun, it is the context that determines whether the noun is definite or not, and therefore whether there should be a “the” in the English translation. Daniel Wallace writes: “There is no need for the article to be used to make the object of a preposition definite.”[footnoteRef:3165] A. T. Robertson writes: “...the article is not the only means of showing that a word is definite. ...The context and history of the phrase in question must decide. ...[As for prepositional phrases], these were also considered definite enough without the article.” Robertson then cites some examples that use the preposition ek.[footnoteRef:3166] [3165:  Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics, 247.]  [3166:  Robertson, Grammar of the Greek New Testament, 790-92.] 

“behold.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“someone was sitting on the throne.” The context (chapters 4 and 5) makes it clear that this is God, who is taking on human form so we can better relate to Him. See commentary on Acts 7:55.
Rev 4:3
“carnelian.” The Greek text, and thus the ancient name of the stone, was a sardius (NASB), but we today refer to the stone as a carnelian. Carnelian is an orangish-red quartz and is translucent, like most quartz stones. It has been found in many ancient excavations and was used for beads, rings, seal rings, and seals, and thus was a valuable jewelry stone. The dark orange-red color has caused some people to identify it with God’s anger or potential anger, emphasizing that God is not to be trifled with.
“jasper.” Jasper is an opaque variety of chalcedony (quartz). The most common variety of jasper is red, but jasper also comes in yellow, brown, and green. Jasper comes in large mass stones as well as smaller stones, and it takes a high polish, so especially by Greco-Roman times it was used for pillars, mantels, vases, and other such items, and as also used for beads, rings, and other jewelry. Scholars believe that the particular jasper mentioned here in Revelation was green. The Roman author and naturalist Pliny the Elder, who was a contemporary of the apostle John, mentioned that jasper was green. If that were true, then the carnelian and jasper would be red and green, and thus would support the multi-colored glory like the rainbow associated with the throne of God.
“rainbow.” God loves brilliant colors, and we see them associated with God in different places, particularly here and Ezekiel 1:28. It was likely that the “rainbow” around the throne was not the well-defined rainbow arch that appears after a rain, but rather the colors of the rainbow in the bright light that surrounded God, as Ezekiel describes.
“like an emerald.” Since the text just told us it was colored like a rainbow around the throne, it would not tell us that it was just green like an emerald. The reference to the emerald gem apparently refers to the depth of the colors and the brilliancy of them; they were not dull colors, but glowed and shined like a gem would. We do have to keep in mind that at that time in history gems could not be faceted like we do today, but were cabochon cut. Also, however, there were native gems that had their natural crystal shape and reflected powerfully. In both cases, the precious gem had a great depth, brilliance, and reflection to it.
Rev 4:4
“around the throne were 24 thrones, and on the thrones I saw 24 elders sitting.” Who these elders are is not described here in Revelation. There have been many different theories as to who the 24 elders are, but the evidence leads us to conclude that they are, or are part of, God’s divine council of spirit beings who help Him administer His creation. There are references to God’s divine council throughout the Old Testament, and some New Testament verses point to it also.
[For more on God’s divine council of spirit beings, see commentary on Gen. 1:26.]
Based on the vocabulary of the record, and what these “elders” do, as well as evidence from the scope of Scripture, we believe E. W. Bullinger correctly concluded that, “These elders are the heads of the heavenly priesthood…the princely leaders, rulers, and governors of Heaven’s worship. They are kings and priests. They…are not redeemed…They are heavenly unfallen beings…as ‘elders’ they are also rulers.”[footnoteRef:3167] The evidence that these elders are spirit beings and not glorified human beings includes: [3167:  E. W. Bullinger, Commentary on Revelation, 218-20.] 

· They are elders before the First Resurrection; the Resurrection of the Righteous, which occurs in Revelation 20:4. That means they could not be any Old Testament saints. Some say they are elders from among the Christians, but there are reasons for believing that is not the case and that they are not redeemed humans.
· One of the elders asked John a question that he did not know but the elder did. This indicates the elders have information not available to even humans like the apostles. As a Christian, John would be in the Rapture, and as one of the twelve apostles, he would have a throne and help rule Israel, but these elders do not include him.
· John called one of the elders, “Lord,” a title of respect (Rev. 7:14), and there is nowhere else in Scripture an apostle calls another believer “lord.”
· The elders serve a priestly function by holding bowls full of “incense,” which is figurative for the prayers of the saints. It is important to note that the prayers are the prayers of the saints, but not “their own prayers,” so these elders are not part of the people who were praying (Rev. 5:8). Dealing with incense and bowls—usually of oils or sacrificial blood—was part of the duty of priests (Exod. 37:16; Num. 4:7; 2 Kings 12:13).
· These elders speak of those Christ has redeemed by his blood as a different group than themselves. They speak of “You [Christ] redeemed people—you made them a kingdom and priests to our God, and they will reign on the earth” (Rev. 5:9-10).
· When John cried and cried that no one could open the scroll with seven seals, it was one of the elders who pointed out that the Lamb of God could open the scroll. Thus this elder had knowledge and awareness that the apostle John did not have.
· These elders are separate from the thousands and tens of thousands of worshipers around God’s throne and around them. Furthermore, the same basic number; “thousands upon thousands and ten thousand times ten thousand” is in Daniel 7:10 and Revelation 5:11. This is good evidence that the elders in Revelation 4 are the same group as the judges in Daniel 7:10 and 7:26; and especially so since both groups are very close together in time: during the Tribulation and before Armageddon.
· The judges in Daniel and elders in Revelation both have their thrones closely associated with God’s throne, and God’s ruling spirits have thrones that are apparently associated with God’s throne, which is why Lucifer wanted his throne “above” (i.e., closer to God or in place of God) the thrones of the other angels (Isa. 14:13). Therefore it is likely that these thrones and the ones sitting on them are very ancient.
Given those facts, it seems clear that, as many commentators have concluded, these 24 elders are not Christians nor resurrected believers, they are spirit beings. Furthermore, although the elders in Revelation 4 could be a separate group of spirit rulers from the spirit judges in Daniel 7:10 and 7:26, that does not seem likely (in fact, the judges of Daniel 7, the elders of Revelation 4, and the judges of Revelation 20:4, are all likely the same group). There is simply no evidence the judges and elders are different groups, and the fact that they are all high ranking, all help rule, and are all shown as judges and elders within a very short time frame is evidence they are the same group.
The spirit judges of Daniel 7 will judge the Antichrist, who will be defeated in the Battle of Armageddon. The judges of Revelation 20:4 will sit on thrones to judge those who will be resurrected from the dead. But those two judgments will be at most a few weeks apart, and likely less than that; one judgment comes immediately before the Battle of Armageddon and the other comes immediately afterward. Since God never tells us anywhere in the Bible who is on the divine council or who the judges and leaders on the thrones are, and given that the judges and elders on the thrones are pictured in a very narrow time frame, it seems likely that the beings on the thrones would be the same group of spirit elders in both Daniel and Revelation.
When studying the subject of the judges on the thrones in Daniel and Revelation, we must keep in mind that the theology of the commentator plays a huge role in determining their conclusion about what the verses mean. A theologian who does not believe in a seven-year Tribulation period or in the Millennial Kingdom on earth will draw a totally different conclusion about the elders on the thrones than a theologian who believes in those events.
The different beliefs of the theologians who comment on Daniel and Revelation in part explains why there are so many different opinions about what the verses are saying and how they are to be properly explained. That is why, when studying books of prophecy like Daniel and Revelation, it helps to read and study them for oneself and come to a basic conclusion about the events in them, and then learn the beliefs of the authors or commentators who write about them in order to better understand the conclusions they draw. Otherwise, it just seems like everyone has a different opinion and the actual meaning of the verse is just a matter of opinion.
[For more about who these judges likely are, see commentary on Rev. 20:4.]
Rev 4:5
“the seven spirits of God.” These are seven high-ranking spirit beings. See commentary on Revelation 1:4.
Rev 4:6
“even around the throne.” The Greek is difficult because it seems to be self-contradictory: “in the midst of the throne and around the throne.” This has been explained in various ways, even as a gloss [addition] to the text. The best explanation seems to be that “in the midst of the throne” referred to being on each side of the throne. These creatures are closely related to cherubim or are cherubim (see commentary on Ezek. 1:5). We can see them here guarding the throne of God.
Rev 4:7
“And the first creature.” This creature closely matches the description of the cherubim in Ezekiel chapter 1 (Ezek. 1:10). But the cherubim had four wings, and these creatures have six wings.
Rev 4:8
“who was and who is and who is to come.” This is a reference to God (cf. Rev. 1:4 and 1:8. All these are about God, not about Christ). Jesus Christ is mentioned in Revelation 1:5.
[For more on Christ not being “God,” see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.”]
Rev 4:11
“for you created all things.” Some of the many pieces of evidence that Jesus is not “God” are found in the book of Revelation. For example, Jesus and God are worshiped for different reasons, and also Jesus’ death purchased people “for God,” which differentiates Jesus from God. Revelation 4:11 says that the elders worshiped “God” because He “created all things, and because of your will they exist and were created.” So God is worshiped because He is the creator. In contrast, in Revelation 5, the elders fall down before Jesus Christ because “you were slain, and with your blood you purchased for God people from every tribe, and language, and people, and nation” (Rev. 5:8-9). In those verses, Jesus is not called God or identified with Him in any way, and in fact, is differentiated from Him. Furthermore, Jesus is exalted, not for being God, but because of what he did for God. Trinitarian doctrine is that in these verses “God” refers to “God the Father,” but the text never says that—it is an assumption made to support the doctrine. The straightforward reading of Scripture is that there is Jesus and there is “God,” and they are different.
[For more information about Jesus not being God, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.”]
 
Revelation Chapter 5
Rev 5:1
“written on the inside and on the back.” The fact that the document mentioned in this verse is written “on the inside” and “on the back” lets us know that in this case the word biblion (#975 βιβλίον) refers to a scroll and not a “book,” although the first books were being published by the time John was writing. A scroll is written “on the inside,” which is the first side written on before the scroll is rolled up, and then “on the back” when more room was needed.
Rev 5:2
“break” The Greek is luō (#3089 λύω). Normally, “loose,” but here it refers to breaking the seals, the only way to open and unroll the scroll. That was, in fact, the purpose of the seal. One could tell the scroll had been opened if the seals were broken.
Rev 5:4
“cried and cried.” Cf. NIV, HCSB. The literal is “cried much,” with polus (#4183 πολύς) meaning “much,” and the word for cry, klaiō (#2799 κλαίω), in the imperfect tense. The imperfect tense of the verb shows that John began crying and kept on crying. This taken together with the word for “much” is painting a picture of John continuing to cry and cry, while no one “was able” (also imperfect, Rev. 5:3) to open the scroll. For more on the word klaio, see commentary on Matthew 2:18.
Much crying is indeed an appropriate response because John was faced with the fact that with no one to open the scroll and start God’s judgment, the world would continue in sin and under the control of the Devil, and that misery on earth would continue indefinitely. People, and the world itself, groan as if in the pains of childbirth (Rom. 8:22-23). If no one can bring about the righteous judgment of the earth and complete the redemption of mankind, then like Paul says, “We are of all people the most to be pitied.” One thing this shows is that the world is totally unable to save itself or bring itself into a righteous state. All of man’s boasting about how we are going to improve the world is just empty words. If God and Christ do not act on our behalf, we are doomed, and crying is certainly appropriate. Thankfully, the angel stopped John’s crying by pointing out “the Lion of the Tribe of Judah.”
Rev 5:5
“one of the elders.” That is, one of the 24 elders mentioned in Revelation 4. See commentary on Revelation 4:4. There were no chapter breaks in the original text of the Bible, so it was much easier to see that the elders here in Revelation 5:5 are the same as the elders in Revelation 4, because the general context never changed.
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“Root of David.” See commentary on Romans 15:12.
Rev 5:6
“the middle of the throne area and of the four living creatures.” Jesus Christ is the “middle,” standing as the central figure. He is in the middle of the throne area, the living creatures, and the elders. All attention is on him.
“standing.” Though the lamb had the markings of one that had been killed, the fact that Jesus is standing points to the fact that he is in all his authority, similarly to when Stephen saw him standing at the right hand of God in Acts 7:56.
“looking as if it had been slain.” The particle “as if” is often used in Revelation to point out what John saw. This phrase is not throwing doubt on the death of Jesus, but rather pointing out that Jesus looked as if he had been slain. He did the same when he appeared to Thomas and showed his hands and side to Thomas (John 20:27). This one picture of Jesus tells in short form the essence of the Gospel: victory through sacrifice. The most profound reason for the wounds of death being now visible is so that everyone can see the way to victory is through sacrifice.
“the seven spirits of God.” These are seven high-ranking spirit beings. See commentary on Revelation 1:4.
Rev 5:9
“singing a new song.” The believers are singing to Jesus Christ, a way of honoring and worshiping him.
[For more on singing to Jesus, see commentary on Eph. 5:19.]
“You are worthy.” The elders are speaking to Jesus. The Greek text places the emphasis on “worthy” by putting it first in the sentence such that it reads, “Worthy are you to take….” However, that wording is slightly awkward in English, and furthermore, the emphasis implied by the Greek wording does not transfer well into English.
“with your blood you purchased for God.” The reason the elders honor Christ is different from the reason they worship God (see commentary on Rev. 4:11).
Rev 5:14
“worshiped.” In this verse, the elders fell and worshiped the Lamb, who is Jesus Christ. As God’s only begotten Son and our Savior, Jesus Christ is certainly worthy of our worship.
[For more on worship, see commentary on Matt. 4:10.]
 
Revelation Chapter 6
Rev 6:2
“look.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“a white horse.” The white horse at first looks like a horse bringing a righteous person, but even though the one on it had a crown, we find out that he was only bent on war and conquest. The seals are the beginnings of birth pains (Matt. 24:8), and the first seal is a false Messiah, just as Jesus said there would be (Matt. 24:5; Mark 13:5-6; Luke 21:8). A false Messiah seems at first to be the real thing and can inspire hope and joy, but after their true nature is revealed people who are paying attention can see them for who they really are. That is why Jesus told his disciples such false Messiahs would come and said, “See that no one leads you astray” (Mark 13:5).
[For more on the seals and the Tribulation period, see commentary on Matt. 24:8.]
Rev 6:4
“earth so that.” The Greek has a kai (and) between the words “earth” and “so that,” which places more emphasis on the last phrase. The sentence would then read, “…to take peace from the earth, even so that they would slay one another.” The kai (and, even) makes the English more difficult to read without really changing the meaning, and so many versions omit it.
This second seal involves the wars that Jesus foretold would come about as part of the “beginnings” of the birth pains in the Tribulation period (Matt. 24:8). Jesus said there would be wars both close to Israel and far away from it (Matt. 24:6-7; Mark 13:7-8; Luke 21:9-10).
[For more on the seals and the Tribulation period, see commentary on Matt. 24:8.]
Rev 6:6
“a voice.” We are not told who is speaking.
“A measure of wheat.” The “measure” is the Greek word choinix, which was about two pints, and was the measure of grain given to slaves for food for a day, which was barely enough to sustain them.
for a denarius.” A denarius was a day’s wage (cf. Matt. 20:2, 9). Ancient records show us that a denarius would buy 16 choinix in the time of Cicero, and 20 in the time of Trajan. So this would have been a great famine even by ancient standards, but for us in the USA today, it would be a huge famine indeed if a day’s wage only bought two pints of wheat or six pints of barley.
This third seal involves the famines that Jesus foretold would come about as part of the “beginnings” of the birth pains in the Tribulation period (Matt. 24:8). Jesus said there would be famines during the birth pains of the Tribulation period (Matt. 24:7; Mark 13:8; Luke 21:11), which is the first half of the Tribulation, before the Antichrist comes to full power.
[For more on the seals and the Tribulation period, see commentary on Matt. 24:8.]
Rev 6:8
“look.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“Death and the Grave.” Both Death and the Grave are personified in this verse, and likely refer to real demons by those names, as well as the concepts their names represent. The Adversary holds the power of death, so it is no surprise that there are demons called “Death” and “Grave.”
“authority over a fourth of the earth, to kill.” To understand this we must understand that this was part of John’s vision of the future great tribulation which people knew was to come over the whole earth (see commentary on Dan. 12:1). Between the 7 seals and the other judgments (trumpets; thunders, and bowls), no wonder humans left alive on earth will be scarce as gold with very few left (Isa. 13:9-13; 24:1-23). Although sometimes in the Bible the “world” is the Roman world, given the prophecies of the Great Tribulation that occur in the Old Testament and Gospels, there is no reason to see that meaning here. Frankly, even if the judgments killed one-fourth of what at that time was the Roman Empire, which included Europe, North Africa, Egypt, Turkey, and much of the Middle East, the devastation would be horrific beyond description.
“broadsword.” See commentary on Luke 2:35.
“and with death, and by the wild beasts of the earth.” This fourth seal involves death by many different ways, and kind of summarizes the troubles that Jesus foretold would come about as part of the “beginnings” of the birth pains in the Tribulation period (Matt. 24:8). Jesus said there would be wars, famines, and plagues during the birth pains of the Tribulation period (Matt. 24:5-7; Mark 13:8; Luke 21:9-11), which is the first half of the Tribulation, before the Antichrist comes to full power. The “plagues” of Luke 21:11 are well represented here in Revelation 6:8 by the word “death.”
[For more on the seals and the Tribulation period, see commentary on Matthew 24:8.]
Rev 6:9
“souls.” See commentary on Revelation 20:4.
Rev 6:10
“they cried with a great voice.” This is the figure of speech “personification,” whereby inanimate things are said to speak. These souls (people) are dead.
“Master.” The Greek is despotēs (#1203 δεσπότης) means master or lord, and it refers to someone who has legal control and authority over others, such as subjects or slaves (cf. 1 Tim. 6:1; Titus 2:9). It is used both as a title for God (Luke 2:29; Acts 4:24), and a title for Jesus Christ (2 Pet. 2:1; Jude 1:4). Here it is used of Jesus Christ, since he is the one breaking the seals and they speak to him in response to his actions. See commentary on Luke 2:29.
“holy and true.” Both “holy” and “true” are substantives, adjectives used as nouns.
[For more on substantives, see the commentary on Matt. 5:37.]
Rev 6:11
“a long white robe.” The robe was the outer garment that people wore for warmth and protection from the weather. A white robe was beautiful and a sign of purity and honor.
“brothers and sisters.” The Greek text is “brothers,” but that often includes men and women.
[For more on brothers and sisters, see Word Study: “Adelphos.” For more on women’s involvement in the early church, see Appendix 11: “The Role of Women in the Church.”]
Rev 6:12
“sackcloth.” The Greek is sakkos (#4526 σάκκος). “Sackcloth” is the rough cloth from which sacks for carrying or storing things were made. It is quite similar in texture to burlap. It was made of “hair,” but culturally it was made from goat hair, which was long and black.
[For more on goats and goat hair, see commentary on Matt. 25:32.]
“a great earthquake.” This sixth seal involves a great earthquake, and earthquakes are part of the tribulation that Jesus foretold would come about as part of the “beginnings” of the birth pains in the Tribulation period (Matt. 24:8). Jesus said there would be wars, famines, and plagues during the birth pains of the Tribulation period (Matt. 24:7; Mark 13:8; Luke 21:10-11), which is the first half of the Tribulation, before the Antichrist comes to full power.
[For more on the seals and the Tribulation period, see commentary on Matt. 24:8.]
Rev 6:15
“hid themselves in the caves and in the rocks of the mountains.” This is foretold in Isaiah 2:19.
Rev 6:16
Referring to Hosea 10:8.
Rev 6:17
“the great day of their wrath has come.” Since the Fall of Adam and Eve, people have had troubles, trials, and tribulation in life. However, because of the sins against God that mankind has committed, God foretold that there would be a relatively short and specific time during which the wrath of God would be poured out upon the whole world. This time of wrath, which many Christians refer to as “the Tribulation,” is referred to by many names in the Bible, often as “the Day of the Lord,” which is sometimes just called, “the day,” or “that day.” Although the references to this specific time of wrath are far too many to list here, a sampling includes: Isaiah 13:9; 63:1-6; Ezekiel 30:3; 38:19-23; Daniel 12:1; Joel 1:15; 2:1, 31; Amos 5:18-20; Obadiah 1:15; Zephaniah 1:14-18; Zechariah 14:1-6; Malachi 4:1; Matthew 3:7; 13:37-43 and 24:4-14.
The book of Revelation is the clearest picture of the time of the wrath of God in the Bible. The whole period of tribulation will take place over seven years, and will be a time of judgments that increase in severity. There are the seal judgments in Revelation 6, the trumpet judgments in chapters 8 and 9, the thunder judgments in chapter 10, the bowl judgments in chapter 16, and finally the Battle of Armageddon in chapter 19.
The seal judgments, which start very early in the tribulation period, are part of the wrath of God, as we see here. The people who are saying that the day of wrath has come are speaking of the wrath they are experiencing at the time; they do not know about the following judgments because they neither know nor believe the Bible.
[For more about the Old Testament prophecies of the tribulation, see commentary on Dan. 12:1.]
 
Revelation Chapter 7
Rev 7:9
“look.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Rev 7:12
“The blessing, and the glory.” Revelation 5:13 is quite similar.
Rev 7:14
“made them white in the blood of the lamb.” This is a paradox. Washing in blood makes a garment red, so the paradox catches our attention and forces us to think about how the blood of the Lamb could make garments white. The truth is even more profound than that, because the only way to be white and clean is by washing in the blood of the Lamb.
 
Revelation Chapter 8
Rev 8:9
“soul life.” Contrary to common Christian teaching, God created animals with “soul,” which is what gives them life (note the Hebrew text of Gen. 1:20, 21, 24, 30, etc.).
Rev 8:13
“How terrible!” The Greek word is ouai (#3759 οὐαί, pronounced ooh-'eye). For an explanation of the meaning of ouai, see commentary on Matthew 11:21. In this context, ouai is an expression of declaration and warning about the grief and disaster that is coming to people of earth in this time of great tribulation.
“high overhead.” The Greek mesouranēma (#3321 μεσουράνημα) literally means “middle heaven,” and it refers to the highest point in the sky, in other words, straight overhead. It is the point the sun occupies at noon. The eagle was not far off at the horizon, but directly overhead, where his voice could be clearly heard by those on earth.
“saying with a loud voice.” God has the power to give human speech to animals. God once made a donkey speak (Num. 22:28-30).
 
Revelation Chapter 9
Rev 9:2
“smoke from the pit.” The Greek, “smoke of the pit,” is a genitive of origin, meaning smoke from the pit.
Rev 9:3
“locusts.” These are not ordinary locusts. They appear out of smoke coming from the abyss, which appears to be another name for Tartarus. Since the “locusts” come from the smoke from the abyss, and thus likely from the abyss itself, they are either demons or the creation of demons, perhaps some kind of genetically modified creature. For one thing, the Bible says ordinary locusts do not have a king (Prov. 30:27), but these “locusts” do, and his name is “Destroyer,” (Rev. 9:11; “Abaddon” in Hebrew, and “Apollyon” in Greek, both mean “Destroyer”). Furthermore, the description of these “locusts” is nothing like normal locusts. They do not look, or act, like large grasshoppers. Their shape is like horses, and they have human-like faces, gold crowns on their heads, lion-like teeth, and scorpion-like tails that sting people. Furthermore, they don’t eat green plants, they torment humans.
[For more on the abyss, see commentary on Rev. 20:1. For more on Tartarus, see commentary on 2 Pet. 2:4.]
Rev 9:12
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Rev 9:16
“the number of the armies of the horsemen was twice ten thousand times ten thousand.” If literal, this would be an army of 200 million. However, it may be a figurative number or a hyperbole. It would not in any case be “exact.” Also, despite the number of commentators who believe this is a human army, it seems clear from the description in the next several verses that this is some kind of demonic army.
It has been estimated that at the time of Christ the population of the earth was between 200 and 300 million. If Revelation 9:16 is understood to be a human army, one thing it does show is that when John penned Revelation, he penned it as a future prophecy, not as the preterists believe, that the events of Revelation had already happened. By this time in Revelation at least 25% of the world’s population was already dead (cf. Rev. 6:8), so there is no way an army of 200 million could come from the area of Russia and Asia proper.
 
Revelation Chapter 10
Rev 10:5
“lifted up his right hand.” One way a person swore a solemn oath was to raise his hand and swear. See commentary on Genesis 14:22.
Rev 10:7
“sacred secret.” The REV translates the Greek word mustērion (#3466 μυστήριον) as “sacred secret” because that is what mustērion actually refers to: a secret in the religious or sacred realm.
[For more information on the “Sacred Secret” and the Administration of Grace, see commentary on Eph. 3:9.]
 
Revelation Chapter 11
Rev 11:1
“Get up and measure.” That the angel tells John to go measure the Temple connects this section of Scripture and the temple of the Great Tribulation period to the vision of Ezekiel’s Temple that the angel measured, which will be built in Christ’s Millennial Kingdom (cf. Ezek. 50:5, 6, 8, 9, 11, 13, 19, etc.). Herod’s Temple in Jerusalem was destroyed by the Romans in AD 70. Another one will be built that will exist during the Great Tribulation, as we see here, and that the Antichrist will enter (2 Thess. 2:4). That one also will be destroyed. Then after Armageddon, when Jesus Christ sets up his Millennial Kingdom, he will oversee the building of another Temple as described in Ezekiel 40-44 (Zech. 6:12-13). Measuring this temple where people worship in the Tribulation period not only connects this temple back to Ezekiel’s vision of the Millennial Temple, but also connects it to the New Jerusalem, the everlasting dwelling of God and His people (Rev. 21:5).
“sanctuary.” This is the temple that will exist in the future, in between the destruction of the Temple in AD 70 and Armageddon. It is not the Temple described in Ezekiel, which will be the Millennial Temple. Although there is not a temple in Jerusalem now, the Bible assures us that there will be a temple during the time of the book of Revelation. According to 2 Thessalonians 2:4, the Antichrist will enter into that temple, and Jesus said that the Abomination would be in the Holy Place (Matt. 24:15).
In this case, the word “sanctuary” is correct. The Greek word is naos (#3485 ναός, pronounced nä-'ŏs), which refers to the “Temple proper,” consisting of the Holy Place and Holy of Holies. The word is not hieron (#2411 ἱερόν, pronounced he-err-'on), which refers to the entire temple complex, including the temple courts (cf. Mark 11:15).
A large number of scholars insist that this “sanctuary” is the Church (or believers), but that is not the case and there is no reason not to take the text literally. There will be a literal temple in Jerusalem at this time. We can see why people would want to make this temple into a figure of speech. Preterists, who believe the events of Revelation have already occurred, could not be correct in their interpretation if this referred to a literal Temple, because the Temple in Jerusalem had already been destroyed by the time John wrote.
We do not need to invent allegories for the sanctuary, the altar, and the temple courts. They are all literal and will all be present in the temple during that future time.
“altar.” The Temple has two altars: the altar of incense inside the Holy Place and the altar of sacrifice just outside it. Since we cannot see into the sanctuary to see the altar of incense, and John was not a priest and could not go in there, this must refer to the altar of sacrifice. Thus it seems clear that Jewish sacrifice will restart before or during the Tribulation.
“those who worship there.” These people who are worshiping, who the angel tells John to count, will not be unbelieving Jews, but believing Jews who come to Christ after the Rapture. These believing Jews return to the Law of the Old Testament but believe in the Messiah. There would be no need to measure (i.e., “count”) unbelievers because there will be countless thousands of them. That there was no need to count unbelievers is also shown by the fact that the angel tells John not to measure the Temple court because it was given to the Gentiles, the unbelievers, and that is in stark contrast to the angel who was with Ezekiel and who measured the Temple court of the Millennial Temple (Ezek. 40-44, cf. esp. Ezek. 42:15-20). At the Millennial Temple described by Ezekiel there will not be any unbelievers worshiping, so the courts are measured.
Rev 11:2
“42 months.” Daniel 9 speaks of 490 years from the command to build Jerusalem until the Messiah (Dan. 9:25-27). This will consist of two periods of sevens, one for 62 and one for 7. The sevens are years. After the 69 sevens (483 years) the Messiah is killed.
After 483 years there was to be another 7-year period (Dan. 9:27). The “ruler who will come,” the antichrist, will make a 7-year covenant with Israel. However, in the middle of the 7 years, he will break that off. The last 7 would have followed the first 69 sevens immediately except God intervened with the Administration of the Sacred Secret.
After 3 ½ years of the seven years of Tribulation, the Antichrist breaks his covenant with Israel and rules the world. During these last 3½ years, God protects some of the people of Israel from the antichrist. This 3½ year period is referred to in three different ways in Scripture.
1. Time, Times, and Half a time (i.e., a year, 2 years, and half a year): Daniel 7:25; 12:7; Revelation 12:14.
2. 42 months: Revelation 11:2; 13:5.
3. 1260 days. Revelation 12:6. (1260 days is 42 months of 30 days each).
Daniel 12:11-12 refer to an extension on the 1260 days needed to gather the nations for Judgment (probably 30 days), and then judge them (probably 45 days): (Matt. 25:31ff), Also, the 1260 days that the two witnesses prophesied (Rev. 11:3) started in the first 3½ years and ends in the second, and does not equate to the 1260 days of Revelation 12:6. After the 1260 days, 42 months, or 3½ years of the reign of the Antichrist, comes the battle of Armageddon.
Rev 11:3
“1260 days.” The 1,260 days of Revelation 11:3 is 3 ½ years, and is the same length of time as the 3 ½ years that the Antichrist will be in power during the last half of the Tribulation. However, the two witnesses will not be active during the same 1,260 days that the Antichrist will be in power. The time periods overlap, but they are not the same. It is especially important to notice that the time periods are not the same because one might assume they were the same because Revelation 11:2 and 11:3 are right together and both mention the same time duration (42 months is 1,260 days). Nevertheless, the two time periods do not start and end at the same time. The two witnesses start before the Antichrist comes to power, and they are killed by him before he meets his end in the Battle of Armageddon.
Before the Battle of Armageddon, there will be a time of great tribulation (cf. Dan. 12:1; Matt. 24:21). The Tribulation will last seven years, starting with the covenant made between the Antichrist and Israel, and ending with the Battle of Armageddon, when Jesus defeats the Antichrist. We learn about the seven years from Daniel 9:25-27, which speaks of a “week,” which in that context is a week of years, or seven years. We also learn the duration of the seven-year time period of the Tribulation from the fact that half of the seven years is 3 ½ years, a figure that is stated several different ways. The Antichrist is in power for “a time, times, and half a time,” that is, “a year, [two] years, and half a year” (Dan. 7:25; 12:7; Rev. 12:14). That same time period is also recorded as “42 months” (Rev. 11:2; 13:5) and 1,260 days (Rev. 12:6). All these time periods equal 3 ½ years, and they refer to the last 3 ½ years of the Tribulation.
The Antichrist, also called the “beast” (Rev. 19:19-20), and the “little horn” (Dan. 7:8), makes a covenant with Israel for the “week,” (seven years), but in the middle of the seven years, he breaks the covenant and comes to his full power. The Antichrist will be exercising the fullness of his power during the last 3 ½ years of the seven-year Tribulation.
The two witnesses start witnessing before the Antichrist comes to power, and are killed by him (Rev. 11:7) before the end of the Tribulation. We can see this because after they are killed and then raised up to heaven by God in a special resurrection (Rev. 11:11-12), the third “Woe” comes (Rev. 11:14); and the seven bowl judgments come (Rev. 16:1-21). Then later, the Antichrist is killed in the Battle of Armageddon that ends the Tribulation (Rev. 19:19-20).
It is appropriate that the two witnesses have the same amount of time to witness for God as the Antichrist has to turn people away from God, and that is especially clear because those time periods are given one right after the other, in Revelation 11:2 and 11:3. The Tribulation period will be a horrific time, and the stakes for serving God and not serving the Devil will be very high. The injustice to, and killing of, believers will be so widespread during the last half of the Tribulation that it will be difficult for anyone not to take sides with either God or the Devil. God’s people will be persecuted, often to death (Dan. 7:25; Rev. 13:7). Anyone who gives in to the Devil during that time will suffer greatly for it (Rev. 14:9-11), while any person who stays faithful to the Lord even though it costs him his life will be “blessed” because that person will receive everlasting life and rewards in Christ’s kingdom on earth (Rev. 14:13).
The two sides of the conflict between God and Satan will be so pronounced, and each person’s choice to serve God or the Devil will be so clear, that those people who survive the Tribulation and Armageddon will be divided into two groups, the “sheep” and the “goats.” The goats will be thrown into the Lake of Fire very soon after Armageddon, while the sheep will be allowed into Christ’s kingdom (Matt. 25:31-46).
In closing, we would like to say that it does not have to be the last 3 ½ years of the Tribulation that God’s people need to be prepared to die for the Faith. Although the Devil will have great control over the earth in the Tribulation period, he has always exercised his power against God’s people and holds the power of death (Heb. 2:14). Over 2,500 years ago Shadrach, Meshack, and Abednego understood this when they told Nebuchadnezzar they would rather burn to death in his furnace than worship his gods (Dan. 3:17-18). Christians need to have such confidence in their being raised from the dead to everlasting life that they lose their fear of death and are bold for God and faithful until death no matter what the circumstances are—there will be great rewards for that kind of service.
[For more on the duration of the last half of the Tribulation and the start of Christ’s kingdom on earth, see commentary on Dan. 12:11. For more on the Sheep and Goat Judgment, see commentary on Matt. 25:32. For more on Christ’s future kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on the rewards people receive for serving God, see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10.]
Rev 11:8
“Sodom.” This is the figure of speech antonomasia (“name change”) where the real name is not used, but another name is used in order to import the characteristics of that other name.[footnoteRef:3168] Here, Jerusalem has been called “Sodom” to ascribe to her the sexual immorality and ungodliness of the city of Sodom in Genesis, which God destroyed by fire from heaven (Gen. 19). Jerusalem is called “Sodom” in Isaiah 1:10, and compared to Sodom in Ezekiel 16:46-56. [3168:  See Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 682.] 

[See Word Study: “Antonomasia.”]
Rev 11:12
“And they went up into heaven.” The fact that the two witnesses went into heaven is evidence that heaven has some physicality; some properties of a physical place. See commentary on Acts 1:11 when Jesus was taken up to heaven.
“the cloud.” We would expect the text to say “a” cloud. The word “the” ties this incident back to the cloud that appeared at historic events such as the cloud that covered the men at the Transfiguration (Matt. 17:5), and the cloud in which Jesus ascended to heaven (Acts 1:9).
Rev 11:13
“gave glory to the God of heaven.” The meaning of this verse is hidden in the use of “glory,” which often refers to the honor, power, or prestige that one gets who is the best at something. For example, a victor in the gladiator arena can get “glory” from the loser while being despised by him. In this case, the people on earth granted that God had the power to bring the earthquake, but in the honor-shame society of the first century, the fact that they gave God “glory” did not mean they believed and repented, or that they somehow now worshiped God (cf. 1 Sam. 6:5).
Rev 11:14
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Rev 11:15
This quote from Exodus 15:18 is similar to Psalm 146:10 and Daniel 2:44.
“has become the kingdom.” This is the idiom of the prophetic perfect, the Greek using the aorist tense. The kingdom was not yet the possession of Christ and God, but it soon would be.
[For more on the prophetic perfect idiom, see commentary on Eph. 2:6.]
 
Revelation Chapter 12
Rev 12:1
“a woman.” The “woman” in this chapter is basically Israel, but with somewhat different meanings in the different verses, which can be determined from the verse itself. The woman in Rev. 12:1 may refer to the constellation Virgo, but in any case, it represents Israel, which throughout the Old Testament was portrayed as a woman. The woman in Rev. 12:4 is also Israel, but is personified in Mary. The woman in Rev. 12:6 and 12:13, from whom the Messiah came, is Israel, but more specifically the faithful in Israel who are marked by God and part of the 144,000, whom the Dragon ruthlessly persecutes during the Tribulation.
So again in Revelation 12, we see that the book of Revelation is not about the Christian Church, but is about Jewish and Gentile believers as individual groups, with a special emphasis on Israel (cf. Rev. 7:1-9). The Dragon (the Devil) has a special hatred for God’s historic people, the Jews, and goes out to specifically attack them, while God, who has a special love for Israel, especially protects them.
Rev 12:3
“look.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“Dragon.” The Greek word drakōn (#1404 δράκων) means “dragon.” One of the New Testament names for the Devil is “the Dragon.” Since the Devil is not literally a dragon, this is the figure of speech hypocatastasis comparing the Devil with a dragon. The name “Dragon” emphasizes his fierce, ferocious qualities. Like a dragon, the Slanderer (Devil) is powerful, ferocious, pitiless, merciless, dangerous, and deadly.
[For more on hypocatastasis, see commentary on Rev. 20:2.]
[For more on Dragon and the other names of the Slanderer (Devil), see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil”.]
“diadems.” The Greek is diadēma (#1238 διάδημα). The diadem is different from a “crown.” Diadem is an English loanword, “properly the sign of royalty among the Persians, a blue band trimmed with white, on the tiara, hence a symbol of royalty generally; royal headband.[footnoteRef:3169] [3169:  BDAG, s.v. “διάδημα.”] 

Rev 12:4
“a third of the stars of heaven.” This verse contains historical facts without being focused on the chronology. Satan’s rebellion against God was before mankind was created, while his attempts to kill the baby Jesus were only about 2,000 years ago. The “stars of heaven” are angels and spirit beings. The Bible refers to angels and spirit beings as “stars” in a number of places (see commentary on Isa. 14:13).
Revelation 12:4 tells us that a third of the angels of heaven followed the Devil in his rebellion against God. That lets us know that Satan has a large army of spirit beings, but exactly how large is unknown. Also, some of Satan’s host is imprisoned in Tartarus (2 Pet. 2:4); nevertheless, from the spiritual devastation evidenced around the world, the Devil has many thousands of demons who follow him and wreak havoc on earth. Matthew 25:41 also implies that the Devil has a large number of fallen angel followers, but again we are not told how many.
Rev 12:5
“a rod of iron.” That Jesus will conquer the earth and rule with a rod of iron is a well-established prophecy and occurs four times in Scripture (Ps. 2:9; Rev. 2:27; 12:5; 19:15), and for more detail see commentary on Revelation 2:27.
Rev 12:6
“woman.” In this verse the “woman” is Israel, but not all of Israel. Here it refers specifically to the 144,000 (Rev. 7:4-8) or to part of that group which are sealed and protected by God. Obviously, not every Jew fled into the desert. (See commentary on Rev. 12:1). The 1,260 days is the last half of the seven-year Tribulation.
Rev 12:7
“the dragon and his angels.” Ages ago, when the Devil originally turned against God and became God’s enemy, some of the angels joined the Devil. These are referred to here in Revelation 12:7 as “his (the Devil’s) angels” (cf. Matt. 25:41). The Bible often refers to the Devil’s angels as “demons.”
Rev 12:9
“Devil.” The Greek word is diabolos (#1228 διάβολος), which literally means “Slanderer,” but diabolos gets transliterated into English as our more familiar name, “Devil.” Slander is so central to who the Devil is and how he operates that one of his primary names is “the Slanderer.”
“the Adversary.” The Greek word for Adversary is Satanas (#4567 Σατανᾶς), which has been transliterated as “Satan” in most versions. This causes the meaning of the word, which is important, to be lost. For more information on it, see the commentary on Mark 1:13.
[For more information on the names of the Devil, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
“thrown down to earth.” In the future, the Devil and his angels will once and for all be expelled from heaven and thrown down to earth. That will be the result of the war described in Revelation 12:7-9. Most Christians believe that the Devil and demons were thrown to earth when the Devil rebelled against God early in history, before the creation of Adam and Eve, but that is not the case.
We sometimes refer to the angels who follow Satan and oppose God as “fallen angels.” But we must remember that the Bible never uses the term “fallen angels,” we have invented that term to describe the angels who follow Satan. All the angels, both good and bad, are spirit beings and still naturally reside in the spirit world and in heaven. But the angels who decided to follow Satan now are “fallen” from obedience to God, and they now spend much of their time on earth afflicting God’s earthly creation. Perhaps it would be more accurate, or at least less misleading, to call them “Satan’s angels” or “rebellious angels” instead of “fallen angels.”
Satan’s angels are like Satan himself in that they divide their time between heaven and earth. Isaiah 14:12 says Satan was “fallen from heaven,” but that refers to his falling from his exalted position in heaven, not that he fell in some physical sense from the sky down to earth. When we read the Bible we can see that both the Devil and Jesus, and angels and demons, move back and forth between heaven and earth. Jacob’s vision of the great stairway (“ladder”) going into heaven had angels both going up to heaven and also down to earth on it (Gen. 28:12).
Scripture makes it quite clear that Satan goes back and forth between heaven and earth. In Genesis 3:1-5, Satan was in the Garden of Eden. Then, in Job 1-2, he was in heaven at a gathering of spirit beings. In Matthew 4:3-11 and Luke 4:3-13, Satan was again back down on earth personally tempting Jesus Christ. Then, he went back up to heaven, but came back down when the 72 people Jesus sent out to heal and cast out demons were disrupting his kingdom (Luke 10:18). Then, in Revelation 12:10, the Devil is in heaven accusing the believers.
Revelation 12:4 says that the dragon’s tail dragged away one-third of the “stars” (angels) in heaven and cast them to earth, but that does not mean they do not have access to heaven. The demons are evil and now “of the earth,” but they have the same access to heaven as the Devil does, which is why they have to be once and for all cast out of heaven in Revelation 12:7-9. Satan and his demons still have access to heaven and can also inhabit the air above the earth, which is why angels and demons war in heaven (Dan. 10:12-14; Rev. 12:7-9), and why Christians fight “against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places” (Eph. 6:12).
The Devil actually spends a good deal of time in heaven, because “day and night” he stands before the throne of God, which is in heaven, accusing the believers (Rev. 12:10). Furthermore, the godly angels who put up with the Devil’s evil presence are fed up with him and cannot wait for him to be finally thrown out of heaven and eventually cast into the Lake of Fire (Rev. 20:10). When the Devil is finally cast out of heaven in the future, Scripture says, “rejoice, O heavens, and you who live in them.” But the Devil is thrown to earth, so Scripture then says, “Woe to the earth and the sea because the Slanderer has gone down to you, having great anger, knowing he has but a short time” (Rev. 12:12). So the Devil and his angels still have access to heaven, but that will come to an abrupt end sometime in the future.
“his angels.” What we refer to as “demons” (or “devils”) today are fallen angels, who joined Satan in his rebellion against God and became part of Satan’s demonic army of evil spirits, which is why demons are referred to as “his” angels in Matthew 25:41 and Revelation 12:9. The Bible refers to the spirits aligned with Satan as “angels” in Matthew 25:41; Jude 1:6; and Revelation 12:9.
[For more on these fallen spirits, see commentary on Matt. 25:41.]
Rev 12:10
“Accuser.” The Greek word is katēgoreō (#2723 κατηγορέω), and it means to accuse, to accuse before a judge. The Devil knows that God is righteous and just, so he uses people’s sin against them, and relentlessly accuses people. Often when tragedy strikes a person who has sinned, it is said that the person has “walked out from under the umbrella of God’s protection.” The teaching that God can do what He wants, when He wants, has completely obscured the truth that God wants to bless and help people, but He must be just, and if a person sins willfully over and over, eventually in the “heavenly court,” which is attended by angels and demons (cf. Job 1:6-12; 2:1-6), Satan will get to harm the person. Satan asked to harm Peter and the other apostles, but Jesus’ prayer stopped him (Luke 22:31). Because the Devil is the god of this world, there are some evil things he can just do without God’s permission (Satan is a lawbreaker, liar, and generally dishonest), and the war between God and the Devil is a real war, not a fake war.
[For more information on the names of the Devil, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.” For more on the control over the world that Satan has, see the commentary on Luke 4:6.]
Rev 12:11
“lives.” The Greek word is psuchē (#5590 ψυχή, pronounced psoo-'kay). It is often translated “soul,” but it has a large number of meanings, including the physical life of a person or animal; an individual person; or attitudes, emotions, feelings, and thoughts. Here, “soul” primarily means their physical life (which is why many English versions have “lives”), but it includes the core of their being and mental and emotional life as well. There was nothing in their life these martyrs loved more than God and the Lord, so they did not give up their testimony even though it cost them their lives.
[For a more complete explanation of psuchē, “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
Rev 12:12
“the Devil.” See commentary on Revelation 12:9.
Rev 12:13
“woman.” This “woman” is Israel, but especially the people of Israel who believed and were sealed, as we can see from the context. See commentary on Rev. 12:1 and 12:6).
Rev 12:14
“a time, and times, and half a time.” This is the last 3 ½ years of the Tribulation, also counted as 1,260 days (Rev. 12:6).
Rev 12:17
“to make war with the rest of her seed.” This war is separate and distinct from the war that occurred when the Devil originally fought with God and dragged a third of the angels down with him (Rev. 12:4). This war occurs in the time of the book of Revelation when the Devil is cast out of heaven and no longer is able to come before God (cf. Job 1:6; 2:1; Rev. 12:10).
Since “the woman” in Revelation 12:6, 13, 14, 16, is the part of Israel—the 144,000, that believed God and were sealed by Him for protection (Rev. 7:3-8; see commentary on Rev. 12:6)—in this case, “the rest of her seed” is most likely the Jews who are scattered around the earth who were not able to go into the wilderness to escape persecution. It is understandable that not every Jew would have the ability to join the Jews who left Israel to escape persecution, and furthermore, there are many Jews around the earth who would be horribly persecuted at this time. Because the verse says, “her seed, who keep the commandments of God and hold the testimony of Jesus,” it is also possible, although there is no way to know for sure, that “her seed” also includes Gentiles who believe at this time. After all, Gentiles who believe are children of Abraham, so it is possible they are included in the ones the Devil is said to make war on at this time. But the primary emphasis is that “her seed” would be Israel.
This verse gives us the explanation of why the Jews are so hated around the world. The Jews are only a very tiny part of the world’s total population, not even one percent. And they live on a very tiny piece of land that doesn’t have a lot of natural resources. Yet they are hated the world over simply because they are Jews. This does not make sense from any natural point of view, but it makes perfect sense when we understand that the Jews are God’s chosen people and that Satan hates them and instigates acts of hatred against them wherever they are.
“And he stood on the sand of the sea.” Moved to Revelation 13:1. For more information, see commentary on Revelation 13:1.
 
Revelation Chapter 13
Rev 13:1
“And he stood on the sand of the sea.” This phrase is the last sentence in Revelation 12:17 in most versions, but it should be the first part of the sentence of Revelation 13:1, which then reads, “And he stood on the sand of the sea, and I saw a beast coming up out of the sea….” The point is that the Dragon, the Devil, is directly related to the “beast” who gets its power from the Dragon and is the image of the Dragon (compare the description of the Dragon in Rev. 12:3 with the description of the beast in Rev. 13:1).
This is one of the places where the chapter break in the Bible is misplaced, and sadly, in this case, the misplacement causes us to miss a very important point in the Scripture; the intimate relationship between the dragon, who is the Devil, and the beast. Some other versions do what the REV does in just moving the phrase to the beginning of Revelation 13:1 (RV, NASB, NIV). Other versions leave the phrase at the end of chapter 12, but do not end it with a period after “sea,” but with a comma or semicolon, and then start Rev. 13:1 with a lowercase “and” (cf. ASV, CJB).
“a beast coming up out of the sea.” This beast, like the beasts of Daniel 7:2-8, is the figure of speech hypocatastasis, comparison by implication, and is an empire (in this case, a conglomeration of kingdoms) but it is an empire ruled by men, one of which is the “horn” who is also the “little horn” (Dan. 7:8), who is the one we sometimes refer to as “the Antichrist.” Thus the beast is clearly an empire in some verses such as Rev. 13:1, but refers to a person who is over it in Rev. 13:8. It is simply understood culturally that an empire has someone who is in charge.
The “sea” is a hypocatastasis for the people of the world (Rev. 17:15). That this beast comes out of the “sea” is indication that the Antichrist is a Gentile, not a Jew. This beast is much different from the beast in Rev. 13:11, who comes from the “earth.” The Greek word translated as “earth” is gē (#1093 γῆ, pronounced “gay”) can refer to the whole earth, but is often associated with Israel. Thus, the beast that comes up from the “earth” and who is called “the false prophet” (Rev. 16:13; 19:20; 20:10) is almost certainly a Jew.
[For more on hypocatastasis see commentary on Rev. 20:2.]
“ten horns.” It is important to notice that the Dragon (who is the Devil; Rev. 12:9), is described the same way as the “beast,” the demonic system he promotes and maintains: (Rev. 12:3), “Look!, a great red dragon, having seven heads and ten horns, and on his heads seven diadems.” Here, in Revelation 13:1, the beast is described in the same basic way: “I saw a beast coming up out of the sea, having ten horns, and seven heads, and on his horns ten diadems.” This does not mean that the beast is the Devil, but it does clue us to the fact that it is a system created and maintained by the Devil, in a very real sense made in the image of the Devil just as Christ is the image of God. If we want to see what God is like, look at Jesus. If we want to see what the Devil is like, look at the system that is made in his image.
The horns are ten kings (Rev. 17:12), and are also the ten “horns” of Daniel 7:7. They are called “horns” because they are powerful. The horns, like the horns of a bull, represented power, and horns were an ancient symbol of power. When someone was exalted and feeling “on top of the world” (either rightly or out of arrogance), his horn was up. Thus Psalm 75:5 says not to raise your horn against heaven, and Psalm 89:17 says that by God’s favor (grace) our horn is exalted. When someone’s power was broken, their head was down and their horn went into the ground. Thus, Job, who lived about the same time as Abraham, said that he had “thrust his horn in the dust” (Job 16:15). Sadly, as people are less and less connected with animals and how they hold their heads, the image of the horn being up or down is lost, and so many modern versions omit the word “horn” altogether and find other ways to translate the verses that have the idioms with horns. However, that makes verses such as Revelation 13:1, which calls the kings, “horns,” much harder to understand.
“diadem” See commentary on Revelation 12:3.
“blasphemous.” The Greek noun is blasphēmia (#988 βλασφημία, pronounced blas-fay-'me-ah) and was used of someone speaking against another. The primary meaning as it was used in the Greek culture was showing disrespect to a person or deity, and/or harming his, her, or its reputation. The very names of the evil described in this verse blaspheme God.
[For more on blasphēmia, see commentary on Matt. 9:3.]
Rev 13:2
“and the dragon gave him his power.” That the dragon, the Devil, gives the beast his power is alluded to in prophecy in Daniel 8:24, but it is not as clearly stated there as it is here. Then it is stated much more clearly in 2 Thessalonians 2:9. Here in Revelation 13:2 it is stated again.
Rev 13:5
“blasphemies.” The Greek noun is blasphēmia (#988 βλασφημία, pronounced blas-fay-'me-ah), and was used of someone speaking against another. The primary meaning as it was used in the Greek culture was showing disrespect to a person or deity, and/or harming his, her, or its reputation.
[For more on blasphēmia, see commentary on Matt. 9:3.]
Rev 13:6
“utter blasphemies.” The Greek verb blasphēmeō (#987 βλασφημέω) means showing disrespect to a person or deity, and/or harming his, her, or its reputation. This verse contains the verb, while Revelation 13:1 and 13:5 have the noun.
[For more on blasphēmeō, see commentary on Matt. 9:3.]
“those who dwell in heaven.” “Those who dwell in heaven” are the angels and other spirit beings that are faithful to God and thus are enemies of the Devil and his people.
Rev 13:7
“it was given to him to make war with the holy ones, and to overcome them.” In the second half of the seven-year Great Tribulation, the Antichrist will come to power and rule the earth, and will make things very hard for believers. This was foretold in Daniel 7:25. Things will be so difficult for believers that the Bible says, “‘Blessed are the dead who die in the Lord from now on.’ ‘Yes,’ says the Spirit, ‘let them rest from their labors’” (Rev. 14:13).
“every tribe and people and tongue and nation.” There is disagreement among commentators as to whether the antichrist will rule the whole world, or part of it. Although we lean toward the belief that he will rule the entire world, there is room for the possibility that he will not. The Bible often uses language referring to the whole world when it only means the whole world known at the time the Bible was written. Examples of when references to the whole world only referred to the world that was known or controlled at that time include 1 Kings 4:34; Daniel 4:1; and Luke 2:1. It is possible that there are places in the world that will not be directly controlled by the antichrist.
Rev 13:8
“slain from the foundation of the world.” The versions of the Bible are divided as to how the Greek text should be translated. The KJV, for example, translates the Greek the same way as the REV. In contrast, the NASB does not connect the word “slain” with the prepositional phrase, “from the foundation of the world,” but connects it with the phrase about being written in the book of life, thus having, “everyone whose name has not been written from the foundation of the world in the book of life of the Lamb who has been slain.”
Both of the above interpretations involve God’s foreknowledge and foreplanning. “Slain from the foundation of the world” is the natural reading of the Greek text, the phrases being in that order in the Greek. There should be no problem understanding this. First, we must remember that Jesus Christ is not only the redeemer of the human race, he is the redeemer of all of God’s creation. Ever since the fall of Satan the whole creation has been groaning (Rom. 8:22) and waiting for a redeemer. Thus, before God even created Adam, God had a plan for the restoration of His creation that involved the sacrifice of Christ.
God also planned for the fact that mankind would sin. Even if Adam lived without sinning, God would have known that at some point Adam’s progeny would sin, and thus He planned for their redemption. Thus, Jesus was both known, and we, the Church, were even chosen in him, before the foundation of the world (1 Pet. 1:20; Eph. 1:4). The Church, and Jesus did not literally exist before the foundation of the world, but were in the mind of God. God then revealed what He had in his mind via the prophecies He gave in the Old Testament.
The Church could not be said to be chosen in Christ if the plan of salvation was not plotted out beforehand, so Ephesians 1:4 makes no sense if the sacrificial death of Christ was not plotted out beforehand. Thus it makes perfect sense for the text to say that Jesus was slain before the foundation of the world—it was part of God’s plan for the salvation of His creation (cf. Acts 2:23; 1 Pet. 1:18-20).
That being said, if the natural reading of the Greek text is “slain from the foundation of the world,” what would be a reason for moving the words of the Greek text around to create the reading in the NASB? The major reason is that the concept that the lamb was “slain” from the foundation of the world is “difficult,” and so some think that it is more natural that the Author meant the verse as the NASB has it. However, as we have seen, the death of Christ was part of God’s plan from the foundation of the world. Thus, there is really no problem at all if the verse says he was slain from the foundation of the world.
Another reason some theologians like the translation as the NASB has it is that then it is more clearly espousing the Calvinist doctrine that people’s names are written in the book of life before the foundation of the world, i.e., God predestines them either to salvation or damnation long before they are born. After all, if people’s names are written in the book of life before the foundation of the world, then God knows, and even determines, the fate of every person. This is not what Scripture teaches. God gives each person free will to make his or her own choices. God wants all people to be saved (1 Tim. 2:4), and we are the ones who decide whether we are saved or not.
Rev 13:9
“he had better listen!” The phrase “he had better listen” is the translation of the singular verb akousatō (ἀκουσάτω), a third-person singular imperative verb from akouō, “to hear, to listen.” In this case, the imperative mood is better translated “he better listen” or “he must listen” rather than “let him listen,” which is too weak for this context (see commentary on Rev. 2:7 and Matt. 11:15). The consequences for disobeying Christ and worshiping the Antichrist are so severe that anyone who values their future after the resurrection had better listen to Christ and not worship the Antichrist.
Rev 13:10
“into captivity.” This “captivity” can be any kind of captivity, including prison or being taken as a hostage by an enemy.
Rev 13:14
“will deceive...by the signs.” Signs in the physical world are never in and of themselves proof of God or godliness. Both God and the Devil have power, and so throughout history, both good and evil “prophets” have demonstrated power. The power must be in conjunction and agreement with the Word of God. Similarly, when it comes to the spoken Word, sincerity is no guarantee for truth. Many sincere people are wrong about what they believe.
 
Revelation Chapter 14
Rev 14:1
“look.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Rev 14:5
“without blemish” See commentary on Ephesians 1:4.
Rev 14:6
“And I saw another angel flying high overhead.” The book of Revelation has a lot of angelic activity, and John saw many angels in his vision. We should realize that angels have always been as active throughout history as they are in Revelation. In this case, when John writes that he saw “another angel flying high overhead,” it is not that he had seen an angel flying overhead before, because no such angel is mentioned, but rather the text is saying, “And I saw another angel, this one flying high overhead.”
“high overhead.” See commentary on Revelation 8:13, where the eagle is flying high overhead.
“having the good news.” Jesus had foretold that the Good News of the kingdom would be preached to the whole world, and then the end would come (Matt. 24:14). Any study of the Tribulation period shows how difficult preaching the Good News will be because the Antichrist and evil people will pretty much control the world. But the prophecy of Jesus will be fulfilled—by an angel flying high in the sky and proclaiming the Good News to the people of earth. Furthermore, soon after this angel proclaims the good news, the seven last plagues, the bowl judgments, come upon the earth (Rev. 16:1-21), and then Jesus comes from heaven and conquers it and defeats the army of the enemy (Rev. 19:11-21).
Rev 14:8
“fallen, fallen.” The word “fallen” is repeated twice for emphasis. It is the figure of speech epizeuxis.[footnoteRef:3170] In the Greek text, “fallen” is in the past (aorist tense) even though the event has not happened yet. This is the idiom of the prophetic perfect. “Babylon” was not yet fallen, but its fall was certain. [3170:  See, Bullinger, Figures of Speech Used in the Bible, 189, 491.] 

[For more on the prophetic perfect idiom, see commentary on Eph. 2:6.]
“Babylon.” This is almost certainly not the literal city of Babylon. There have been many Babylons since Nimrod first built Babylon soon after Noah’s Flood (Gen. 10:8-10). The Devil is constantly promoting centers of power and influence through which he can work to corrupt others. Evil people cannot successfully work the soil (Gen. 4:12), which is why Cain, after killing Abel, went off and built a city (Gen. 4:17), and cities have been centers of evil ever since.
Nimrod’s Babylon was a center of evil, and was followed by many other Babylons which promote cultural, commercial, spiritual, and personal rebellion against God and against righteousness. Literal Babylon lost influence as powers like Egypt grabbed the limelight, but it rose again in time to become a world power and destroy Jerusalem in the days of Jeremiah, who wrote: “Babylon was a gold cup in the LORD’s hand; she made the whole earth drunk. The nations drank her wine; therefore they have now gone mad” (Jer. 51:7). But Daniel’s prophecy of the succession of kingdoms (Dan. 2:36-45), made it clear that literal Babylon would fall again, then would come Persia, Greece, and then Rome. Rome was the clear frontrunner for the designation “Babylon” during its day, but its candle grew dim too.
The centuries have seen “Babylon” shift from place to place. The evidence is good that end-times “Babylon” will be a city, but it will have rulers and rule over a territory and empire, which are often included in the meaning of the city name. The Devil is constantly working, always trying to spread his evil across the globe. We do not know how long God will wait before the Great Tribulation and we can be sure that the fortunes of the cities of earth will continue to shift, but no matter which city is “Babylon” when the End comes, the Devil is always the power behind the throne. Thus, one of the beauties of using the name “Babylon” here is that it reveals the evil power behind the city, but is not tied to a specific city.
[For more information on “Babylon,” see commentary on Rev. 17:1.]
“of the wine of the passion of her sexual immorality.” The Greek text’s use of three genitives in a row, as well as vocabulary that is used in two different senses, has caused quite a division among commentators. The Greek word translated “passion” is thumos (#2372 θυμός, pronounced thoo-'mos), and means “anger, wrath, passion, excitement.” Because it is mostly used in Revelation to refer to anger, many commentators assume this is a mixed metaphor, somehow referring both to the Whore’s wine and sexual immorality, and God’s anger and wrath. But that mixed metaphor is unlikely and unnecessary. It is well established in Greek literature that thumos can refer to passion or excitement, and there is no reason it cannot mean that here as well in the other verses in the Bible that refer to the passion of sexual immorality, especially as it is excited by wine. E. W. Bullinger says in his commentary: “If we take the word thumos as meaning ‘inflammatory’ or ‘exciting,’ as it does when used of wine, all difficulty is taken away.”[footnoteRef:3171] David Aune says, “The term thumos is used here meaning ‘intense desire’ and in verse 10 meaning ‘fury, intense anger.’”[footnoteRef:3172] Aune recognizes this shift of the meaning of the word thumos in this section of Revelation, and refers to it as one of the many instances of a play on words in the book of Revelation. [3171:  Bullinger, Commentary on Revelation, 454.]  [3172:  Aune, Revelation 6-16 [WBC].] 

Lenski points out that the phrase here in Revelation 14:8, and the same phrase in Rev. 18:3, and the very similar phrase in Rev. 17:2, all are governed by the pronoun “her.”[footnoteRef:3173] Thus the introduction of the idea of God’s wrath simply from the vocabulary is not satisfactory, especially since there are other explanations of the phrase. [3173:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. John’s Revelation, 432.] 

The two genitives, “passion” and “sexual immorality” can be constructed either as “passionate sexual immorality” or as “sexually immoral passion.” The REV favors “passionate sexual immorality” because throughout the Bible, “sexual immorality” was used both literally for the sin of sexual immorality and also used figuratively for idolatry and other immoral acts. When we keep in mind that some idolatry was intertwined with actual sexual immorality, it seems more consistent with the whole Bible that God is speaking against her “sexual immorality,” than “sexually immoral passion.” However, we should realize that that idea is basically the same.
It has been known for ages that wine inflames passions that lead people to set aside moral and physical restraints and behave immorally. Habakkuk shows us that the ancients understood the connection between wine and sexual passion: “Woe to him who gives drink to his neighbors, pouring it from the wineskin till they are drunk, so that he can gaze on their naked bodies” (Hab. 2:15 NIV84). Since it was well-known that wine could lead to passionate sexual immorality, we can see why God used “wine” figuratively in Revelation.
The “wine” that has been flowing from Babylon is a figure that goes back into the Old Testament. Jeremiah 51:7 says, “Babylon was a gold cup in the LORD’s hand; she made the whole earth drunk. The nations drank her wine; therefore they have now gone mad.” The nations and people who drink of Babylon’s wine act like insane people: they rebel against their Creator as if there was no consequence for it.
Actually, rebellion and idolatry did not start with Babylon in Jeremiah’s time, but were rooted in Babylon all the way back in Genesis, and spread all over the world. This fact is expressed in the use of the perfect tense of the verb “drink” in the Greek text, which is hard to exactly translate into English, because it implies a past action that is still going on. Lenski has, “has been making all the nations to drink,”[footnoteRef:3174] that is, Babylon has been making people drunk with immorality for a very long time. We see this even more clearly when we understand “Babylon” to be a central location for Satan’s power over God’s people, be it Egypt, Assyria, Babylon, Greece, Rome, or the Islamic caliphate. This also in part explains why “Babylon” is referred to as a “mystery,” or more accurately, “a sacred secret.” From the great prostitute, Babylon, flowed the wine that inflamed people and got them to participate fully, or passionately, in unrestrained behavior and rebellion against God. [3174:  Lenski, Revelation, 432.] 

What we see in this verse, and Revelation 17:2 and 18:3, is that the people of the world have been and are still today intoxicated by sexual immorality, idolatry, and rebellion against God. In the end, the people who join Babylon will be like Babylon: “Fallen, fallen,” and “will drink of the wine of the fury of God” (Rev. 14:10). God’s people need to honor God by following His commands and staying separate from the world’s way of doing things.
Rev 14:9
“If anyone worships.” By sending this angel with a warning, God makes sure that everyone on earth is aware of what will happen to them if they worship the Beast, the Antichrist. God loves people and gives them a choice, and a chance to avoid the torments of the Lake of Fire.
Rev 14:10
“will drink of the wine of the fury of God, which is prepared unmixed in the cup of his wrath.” This is the same basic terminology that is used in Revelation 16:19, where it refers to the wrath being poured out upon people during the Great Tribulation. Given that vocabulary, Revelation 14:10 could well be saying that those who worship the Antichrist will get the fullness of God’s wrath during the Tribulation and then also suffer in the Lake of Fire. There are six uses of the Greek word for “wrath” in the book of Revelation, and five of the six clearly refer to the wrath that people experience during the Tribulation (Rev. 6:16, 17; 11:18; 16:19, 19:15). So, given that and given the similarity between the vocabulary here in Revelation 14:10 and in Revelation 16:19, it seems that this use of “wrath” also refers to the wrath that is poured out during the Tribulation.
Rev 14:11
“for ages of ages.” The Greek is αἰῶνας αἰώνων αἰών; literally, “for ages of ages.” This is a hyperbole, an overstatement. See the commentary on Rev. 20:10, which has similar wording.
“day and night.” The meaning of this phrase can be seen by noticing how it is used in other verses. Paul preached “night and day” to the Thessalonians (1 Thess. 2:9), and later prayed for them “night and day” (1 Thess. 3:10). First, we see it does not necessarily mean “constantly,” although it could in the context of future torment. Second, it does not mean it goes on forever. Both Paul’s preaching for the Thessalonians, and his prayers to see them, came to an end at some point. Similarly, the person who sows seed in the ground sleeps and gets up “night and day” while the seed is growing (Mark 4:27). In this example, as with the one involving Paul, the phrase “day and night” does not mean he sleeps and rises all day every day, but rather that there is a general pattern of sleeping and rising. Furthermore, there is an end to his activity. Another example is when Satan is said to be in heaven accusing the brothers “day and night” (Rev. 12:10), but we know that there were times he was on earth, not in heaven, so the phrase does not necessarily mean all day every day, and we know Satan’s accusations will come to an end. The point the verse is making is that those thrown into Gehenna have no guarantee of rest, and likely will have no rest at all, either day or night, until they are consumed and annihilated.
Rev 14:12
“trust in Jesus.” Now that Jesus has been exalted to the right hand of God, we are to trust him as well as God. When Jesus was alive on earth, he taught his disciples to trust God (cf. Mark 11:22) However, he made it clear that God gave him all authority (Matt. 28:18), and it would be at his voice the dead would be raised (John 5:25).
Rev 14:13
“in the Lord.” See Word Study: “In the Lord.”
“the Spirit.” This refers to Jesus Christ. See commentary on Revelation 2:7.
“let them rest.” It seems best to translate this indicative verb as a command (cf. HCSB, NAB). See commentary on John 9:3, “let the works of God be revealed in him.”
“their works follow them.” The people may be dead, but their works follow them. They are like Adam’s son Abel, who “though he is dead, he still speaks” (Heb. 11:4) because of his righteous life. So too, the righteous believers in the Great Tribulation who will be martyred for their faith will have exhibited obedience and faithfulness to God and will have given a godly and powerful testimony that follows them even in death. The world is a very evil place, and it takes constant and diligent effort to live a godly lifestyle and constantly endure the persecution that comes with it (2 Tim. 3:12). When the godly believer who lives in terrible times finally does die, they “rest” from their hard work and await their resurrection into a new and wonderful life, with a healthy and powerful new body and loads of wonderful people and great food, and of course the personal presence of the Lord Jesus Christ.
Rev 14:14
“look.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“I saw.” This is John seeing by revelation vision the Lord Jesus in his exalted state.
“and sitting on the cloud I saw one like the Son of Man.” The one sitting on the cloud is Jesus, and here he is described as “one ‘like’ the Son of Man” because he is in his exalted state and about to come to earth and fight the Battle of Armageddon, so it is likely that his countenance was stern and focused, not relaxed and peaceful.
Rev 14:15
“And another angel came out of the sanctuary.” Here we see that God is still the one in charge of the timing of the End Times events, and still giving direction to Jesus Christ even in his exalted state. Jesus had said that no one, not even the Son himself, knows the timing of Jesus’ coming (Matt. 24:36; Mark 13:32), and here we see that is precisely the case: God in His Temple sends an angel to tell Jesus that the time has now come for him to return to earth and fight the Battle of Armageddon, which he does (cf. Rev. 19:11-21).
Rev 14:19
“the great winepress of the fury or God.” The “winepress of God” is the Battle of Armageddon. This is clear from Revelation 19:15, which uses the same terminology, and from Isaiah, which refers to the battle the Messiah fights to conquer the earth and says, “I have trodden the winepress alone; from the nations no one was with me. I trampled them in my anger and trod them down in my wrath; their blood spattered my garments, and I stained all my clothing” (Isa. 63:3 NIV84).
Rev 14:20
“blood came out from the winepress.” The volume of blood from the Battle of Armageddon is huge, and impossible to express well. Here in Revelation 14:20, there is so much blood that it flows for 180 miles. Isaiah 34:3 hyperbolically expresses the huge volume of blood by saying that there is so much blood rushing down the mountains that it “melts” them; it carries them away. Jeremiah 7:32 says that there will be so many dead bodies people will be forced to bury them in the unclean Valley of the Son of Hinnom, the Gehenna.
[For more on the chronology of what happens in the End Times, see commentary on Matt. 25:32, “as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats.” For more on the coming Kingdom of Christ on earth, the Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on the duration of the last half of the Tribulation, as well as the days of Judgment following Armageddon, see commentary on Dan. 12:11. For more on the terrible death and destruction in the Great Tribulation and Armageddon, see commentary on Dan. 12:1. For more on the first and second resurrection, see commentary on Acts 24:15. For more on how the future will unfold from this present age to the Millennial Kingdom to the Everlasting Kingdom, see commentary on Rev. 21:1.]
“180 miles.” The Greek text reads 1,600 stadia. A Roman stadia is about 607 feet. Thus, the total distance is about 180 miles (290 km).
 
Revelation Chapter 15
Rev 15:1
“seven plagues.” These seven “plagues” are the seven bowl judgments of Revelation 16. The judgment and destruction of “Babylon,” Revelation 17-18, occurs over time, including the time previous to and during, the seven bowl plagues. The next event chronologically after the seven bowl plagues is Jesus coming from heaven and fighting the Battle of Armageddon and conquering the earth (Rev. 19:11-21).
Rev 15:4
“sacred.” The Greek word is hosios (#3741 ὅσιος), not hagios (#40 ἅγιος), which is the usual word for “holy” (and occurs over 230 times in the New Testament). Hosios occurs 8 times in the New Testament and means “devout, pure, dedicated, holy.” When used of people, it is used of those who observe their duty to God and fulfill their obligations to Him. Hosios has a range of meanings and can also refer to things that are generally used in worship to God and are “pure” (“pure hands” 1 Tim. 2:8), or “sacred” (Acts 13:34, “sacred promises”). Hosios also sometimes refers to the outward standard of that which constitutes holiness, and in those cases, because English does not have a good equivalent for hosios, “holy” may be the best translation even though an English reader cannot tell it from hagios (cf. BDAG). Hosios is also used to refer to the inner nature of God and Christ, which is pure and devout. In this verse, God alone is “sacred,” hosios, because God alone has the full inner nature of holiness and yet brings that nature out in His unfailing devotion and dedication to His creation.
[For more on hosios and how it differs from hagios, “holy,” see commentary on Titus 1:8.]
Rev 15:5
“the sanctuary.” The Greek word translated “sanctuary” is naos (#3485 ναός), which means the inner sanctuary, and then, occasionally, by association, the temple building that houses the inner sanctuary. In contrast, the Greek word hieron (#2411 ἱερόν) refers to the temple building along with its vestibules, outer courts, and all associated outbuildings. In Jerusalem at the time of Christ, Herod’s hieron (ἱερὸν) was a massive complex inclosing some 37 acres. Here in Revelation 15:5, we can tell from the context that the naos refers to the Holy of Holies, the inner room of the Temple. We know that because what the Bible normally calls the “sanctuary” in heaven (or “the temple” in heaven) is here referred to as the naos of the Tent of the Testimony. The “Tent of the Testimony” is a name for Moses’ Tabernacle, which only had two rooms, so the naos of the Tabernacle was the innermost room, the Holy of Holies.
[For more on the naos versus the whole Temple, the hieron, see commentary on Eph. 2:21.]
Rev 15:8
“filled with smoke from the glory of God.” The Temple in heaven was filled with smoke that came out from the “glory of God,” which is the brilliant light that surrounds God. Smoke is sometimes associated with the presence of God. We see that here, and in Isaiah 6:4. Also, when God came down on Mount Sinai shortly after the Exodus from Egypt, the top of Mount Sinai was enveloped in smoke (Exod. 19:18).
[For more information on the glory of Yahweh indicating the personal presence of Yahweh, see commentary on Ezek. 1:28.]
 
Revelation Chapter 16
Rev 16:3
“soul.” The Greek word often translated “soul” is psuchē (#5590 ψυχή, pronounced psoo-'kay), and it has a large number of meanings, including the physical life of a person or animal; an individual person; or attitudes, emotions, feelings, and thoughts. Here it refers to the mammal, fish, or other sea creature that is animated, made alive, by psuchē, “soul,” which is why many English versions say, “every living creature,” or “every living thing” in the sea died. This is one of the verses that shows us that psuchē is the life that animates both humans and animals, and it is not immortal.
[For a more complete explanation of “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
The bowl judgments that are at the end of the Great Tribulation fulfill many of the prophecies of the Old Testament about the destruction of the earth (cf. Zeph. 1:2). The end of the earth as we know it will come soon after the bowl judgments because when the life in the ocean dies, the rest of the life on earth will follow relatively quickly.
[For more on the horrific destruction that will occur in the Great Tribulation, see commentary on Dan. 12:1.]
Rev 16:6
“they poured out the blood of the holy ones.” The saying that they “poured out” the blood of the believers is an idiom, meaning they shed that blood in abundance.
Rev 16:9
“blasphemed.” The Greek verb blasphēmeō (#987 βλασφημέω) means showing disrespect to a person or deity, and/or harming his, her, or its reputation.
[For more on blasphēmeō, see commentary on Matt. 9:3.]
Rev 16:11
“blasphemed.” The Greek verb blasphēmeō (#987 βλασφημέω) means showing disrespect to a person or deity, and/or harming his, her, or its reputation.
[For more on blasphēmeō, see commentary on Matt. 9:3.]
Rev 16:12
“the great river, the river Euphrates.” The Euphrates is one of the great rivers in biblical history and one of the great rivers of the world. In New Testament times it was the eastern boundary of the ancient Roman Empire, with Parthia to the north and east of it (although wars moved the boundary back and forth). It was also the boundary of the land God promised Abraham and Israel (Gen. 15:18, Deut. 1:7; 11:24; Josh. 1:4). Isaiah 11:15, which is referring to the time of the Messianic Kingdom on earth, says that the Euphrates will be dried up and scattered so that people can cross it in sandals, so after the river is dried up it never returns to its former size and strength. It is possible that Zechariah 10:11 also alludes to the Euphrates drying up.
“kings that come from the east.” The word “east” is anatolē (#395 ἀνατολή), in the plural, and literally means “sunrise” or “sunrising.” The kings come “from the sunrising,” which, of course, is east. Although we use “east” in the REV for clarity, it is always good to remember that although our Western world is oriented to the north (which is why on Western maps, north is always “up”), the biblical world was oriented toward the east, the sunrise.
[For more on anatolē see commentary on Matt. 2:2.]
These are nations and kingdoms that will be gathered to fight against Jesus Christ and his army at the Battle of Armageddon. Today these nations would include Iraq, Iran, Afghanistan, Pakistan, China, India, etc. After the Rapture, these nations and more will become, like the rest of the world, much more aggressive against Christ, and their rising influence in the world today makes this prophecy very believable.
Rev 16:13
“frogs.” There are many fanciful guesses as to what the frogs refer to. Two ideas seem to be solidly founded: In Rev. 16:12 the angel struck the Euphrates and it dried up. When the Nile was struck by a plague of blood (Exod. 7:19ff), the next plague upon Egypt was frogs (Exod. 8:1ff). This seems clearly to be pointing back to this: the Euphrates dries up in verse 12 and then frogs go forth in verse 13. The second thing is that frogs were known for their loud croaking, and it would take some loud “croaking” to get the leaders of the earth to come to Israel to fight Jesus.
Rev 16:14
“spirits (that is, demons).” The Greek construction is a genitive of apposition; “spirits of demons” is “spirits, that is to say, demons.” These demons were in some sense like frogs, but they were demons.
“to gather them together to the war of the great day of God.” The war is the Battle of Armageddon. The Bible clearly expresses in this verse why the armies are gathering: it is to fight God (by waging war on His Son and His army; cf. Rev. 19:11-21). Many commentators have a hard time believing this, thinking that there must be a different reason, one more logical to our sense knowledge, for these armies to gather together. Speculations include that they are gathering to fight one another or to take over Israel or the land of Israel. However, there is no verse that says anything like that, and at this time in the book of Revelation, the Beast (the Antichrist) is in control of the world and Israel.
The Bible tells us that it is demons who gather the great Satanic army together (Rev. 16:13-14). The clear truth is that Satan has had an ancient battle with God since he lost his exalted position in God’s sight and became God’s enemy. Satan tried many times and in many different ways to defeat God. He tried to keep God’s Savior, the Messiah, from coming, but those efforts failed. Then, when the Messiah came, Satan tried to turn him against God (Matt. 4:8-10), and when that failed, he tried to get him to sin and to kill him. That failed too. Jesus went to the grave having never sinned, and gave up his life for us. In the future, in the Tribulation period, Satan will try to retain his ability to approach God in heaven and accuse the believers (Rev. 12:10), but Michael and his angels will be too strong for him and Satan will even lose his ability to enter heaven (Rev. 12:7-9). The only option that will be left for Satan will be one final desperate showdown: Satan and his army against the Son and his army. But we know the outcome. Satan and his demons will be defeated and chained in the Abyss (Rev. 20:1-3) and his army will be killed and will be food for the carrion birds, such as the vultures (Rev. 19:17, 21). Jesus will rule the earth and will set up his kingdom, the Kingdom of Heaven.
This great gathering of Good versus Evil is also spoken of in Joel (see Joel 3 and commentary on Joel 3:12)
Rev 16:15
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“stays alert and thus keeps his clothes.” This seems to be an allusion to a custom of the Temple during the time of Christ. The Temple was guarded by priests who had the duty of Temple police (cf. John 7:32). At night, if any of the guard was found asleep, he was beaten or his clothes were set on fire.[footnoteRef:3175] Jesus is not going to set anyone’s clothes on fire, but fine linen clothing represented the righteousness of the believers (Rev. 19:8). During this time of tribulation, believers are to watch their behavior closely so they do not become unrighteous and thus “lose their clothing” and walk naked before the Lord. [3175:  Alfred Edersheim, The Temple: Its Ministry and Services as they were at the Time of Jesus Christ, 142-43, 148.] 

Rev 16:16
“they gathered them.” Although this verse depicts the armies being gathered at the hill of Megiddo, the army is too large for just this area. Other verses, such as Isaiah 63:1-6 and Zechariah 14:3-5, show that the Battle of Armageddon will be fought in Jerusalem also. Since the blood flows for 180 miles (Rev. 14:20), it is likely that the Battle of Armageddon is war that covers much of the land of Israel.
“called in Hebrew, Armageddon.” “Armageddon” was the Greek spelling of the Hebrew phrase “Har-megiddo,” which means “hill of Megiddo.” There have been many attempts to explain what the Greek “Armageddon” refers to, but none is more likely than the simple explanation that it refers to the hill of Megiddo, the hill on which the ancient city of Megiddo was built adjacent to the pass in the Mount Carmel range that allowed people and armies to cross from north to south.
Megiddo is a fitting place for the final battle between good and evil, and had been the place of many earlier battles. It controlled one of the most strategic places in Israel, the pass through which the major trade route the “Via Maris” (“the Way of the Sea”) went. Solomon saw the importance of Megiddo and fortified it (1 Kings 9:15). The “Valley of Megiddo” to the north of Megiddo was the scene of some important biblical battles, including the battle between Deborah’s forces under commander Barak when they defeated the Canaanite king Jabin and his commander Sisera (Judg. 4:6-16, 23), and the unfortunate battle between Pharaoh Neco and Josiah, in which Josiah was killed (2 Kings 23:29; 2 Chron. 35:20-24).
The town of Megiddo fell from importance during the Persian occupation of Israel, and was an abandoned ruin by the time John wrote the book of Revelation, so his audience would not have easily known about it in the way they would have known about thriving cities such as Jerusalem or Damascus. Furthermore, the Hebrew word har, which means hill or mountain, depending on the context, does not transliterate well into Greek because Greek does not have the letter “h.” Thus the Hebrew word har becomes ar in Greek. Furthermore, in Greek, words that end in “o” are verbs, but the name of Megiddo is a noun, thus it makes sense that in the Greek writings “Megiddo” was modified so that it ended in an “on” instead of just an “o.” So “har-megiddo” in Hebrew becomes “Armageddon” in Greek, and the text has to tell us the place was “called in Hebrew” Har-megiddo” because that town did not exist as a thriving town when John wrote the book of Revelation.
The “Battle of Armageddon” is called that because that is where the leaders of Satan’s army will headquarter (Rev. 16:14-16). The Battle of Armageddon itself will cover more than even the entire traditional land of Israel, which is from Dan in the north to Beer-sheba in the south, about 130 miles (208 km). The Bible describes blood flowing from the battle for 180 miles or 290 km (Rev. 14:19-20).
[For more on the chronology of what happens in the End Times, see commentary on Matt. 25:32, “as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats.” For more on the coming Kingdom of Christ on earth, the Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on the duration of the last half of the Tribulation, as well as the days of Judgment following Armageddon, see commentary on Dan. 12:11. For more on the terrible death and destruction in the Great Tribulation and Armageddon, see commentary on Dan. 12:1. For more on the first and second resurrection, see commentary on Acts 24:15. For more on how the future will unfold from this present age to the Millennial Kingdom to the Everlasting Kingdom, see commentary on Rev. 21:1.]
Rev 16:18
“a great earthquake.” This is foretold in full or in part in Ezekiel 38:19 (see commentary on Ezek. 38:19).
Rev 16:21
“talent.” The Greek is talantiaios (#5006 ταλαντιαῖος) The Roman talent weight varied from place to place and also over time. Estimates range from over 60 to well over 100 pounds. Most scholars place this talent at somewhere in the neighborhood of 100 pounds (about 45 kilograms). To give us an idea of the damage those hailstones would cause, golf ball size hail causes a lot of damage, but the hailstones only weigh about .08 (eight one-hundredths, or about a tenth) of a pound. These hailstones would be just over 38 inches in diameter, about the size of many beach balls. The largest hailstone ever recorded in the United States was 8 inches in diameter and fell in Vivian, South Dakota in 2010 and weighed nearly 2 pounds (according to Fox Weather; accessed 6-30-2023).
“blasphemed.” The Greek verb blasphēmeō (#987 βλασφημέω) means showing disrespect to a person or deity, and/or harming his, her, or its reputation.
[For more on blasphēmeō, see commentary on Matt. 9:3.]
 
Revelation Chapter 17
Rev 17:1
“the great prostitute.” The Great Prostitute is called by the name “Babylon” in Revelation 17:5. The Great Prostitute is not a person, but a city (and the rulers and surrounding territory) that dominates the rulers of the earth (Rev. 17:18. Joel Richardson, in his book, Mystery Babylon, has given good reasons that the city is likely Mecca). Eight times in Revelation 17 and 18, “Babylon” is called a city (Rev. 17:18; 18:10 [2x], Rev. 18:16, 18 [2x], Rev. 18:19, 21). Furthermore, it is a city in the desert (Rev. 17:3). The city sits at the top of, and thus initially dominates a scarlet beast, which is a religious system and empire that is created in the image of the Devil himself (see commentary on Rev. 13:1). Currently there is strong evidence that religious system is Islam, although the person who will be “the antichrist” may alter that.
It is very Semitic to portray a city, country, or belief system as a woman. Israel is portrayed as a woman many times in the Bible, including “daughter” (Mic. 4:8); “virgin daughter” (Jer. 14:17); “virgin” (Jer. 18:13; Amos 5:2); “sister” (Ezek. 16:45; 23:11); “espoused” or “bride” (Jer. 2:2); “wife” (Ezek. 16:8; Isa. 54:6; Hos. 2:7); and mother (Ezek. 16:20; Hos. 2:2). Babylon is portrayed as a woman a number of times (cf. Ps. 137:8; Isa. 47:1; Jer. 50:42; 51:43; Zech. 2:7). The book of Proverbs portrays both Wisdom and Folly as women (cf. Prov. 1:20; 8:1; 9:13. See commentary on Prov. 1:20).
Reading Revelation chapters 17 and 18, as well as prophecies of end-times Babylon such as are in Isaiah 47, gives us good information about the city and those who rule the city that will be end-times Babylon. For example, it will be a city with great influence, spreading its abominations around the globe (Rev. 17:5; 18:3-4). “Babylon” (actually, its rulers) will be wealthy and huge consumers of goods (Rev. 18:11-13). “Babylon” will promote the killing of believers, God’s holy ones (Rev. 17:6; 18:24), and it will also promote slavery (Rev. 18:13). The woman will initially be in league with and supported by the “beast,” the religious and political system that will dominate the end-times earth (see commentary on Rev. 17:3). But she will eventually be destroyed by the beast (Rev. 17:15-18). When she is destroyed, it will happen quickly (Rev. 18:10).
that sits on many waters.” In Revelation 17:1, “Babylon” “sits on many waters,” that is, on the masses of the people of earth (“waters” represent the masses of people, see Rev. 17:15). That “waters” or “the sea” means “people” is a well-known biblical figure; cf. Isaiah 17:12-13; Daniel 7:2-3; Revelation 13:1. In contrast, in Revelation 17:3, the woman sits upon 7 “mountains,” that is, seven empires ruled by kings.
The fact that she “sits” on the people of earth is profound, and in biblical idiom means she rules over them (see commentary on Isa. 14:13). That the Great Prostitute is successful “sitting” (the verb is a present participle) on the people of earth is in part a testament to the fallen nature of mankind. While “Babylon” rules over many in a forcible way, many others follow her and willingly submit to her rule. In general, the Devil would rather lure people to sin willingly than try to force people to sin. History shows us that there is an abundance of people who, for many different reasons, fall right into the Devil’s ways of thinking and acting. The Devil sets up the system, and people willingly become his sycophants, using and oppressing others. In fact, the Devil often uses religion and the ruse of “being right” or “being godly” to oppress others. It should not be lost on us that it was not to the “sinners” of his time such as the prostitutes and tax collectors, but to the religious leaders that Jesus said, “You are of your father the Devil, and you want to do the desires of your father” (John 8:44).
It is worth noting that in Jeremiah 51:13, Babylon is said to sit on “many waters.”
Rev 17:2
“with the wine of her sexual immorality.” See commentary on Revelation 14:8.
Rev 17:3
“in the spirit.” There is no definite article “the” in the Greek text but we supply it because this verse makes more sense in English that way. In the Greek text, the definite article “the” is not supplied before “holy spirit” because the preposition en can make pneuma (spirit) definite without the article (see commentary on Rev. 4:2, “in the spirit”).
“a woman sitting on a scarlet-colored beast.” The woman, end-times Babylon (see commentary on Rev. 17:1, “the great prostitute”), sits on the “beast” which is the dominant political and religious system of the End Times. At the beginning of the end-times, the woman “Babylon,” sits on top of the beast, indicating that they have a mutually supportive relationship. The woman “sits” on the beast, which is idiomatic for having a ruling position (see commentary on Isa. 14:13). The beast is scarlet (Rev. 17:3) and the woman is dressed in scarlet and purple (Rev. 17:4). The woman is drunk on the blood of God’s holy ones (Rev. 17:6), while the beast makes war with God’s holy ones (Rev. 13:7). Nevertheless, a disagreement arises between the city of “Babylon” and its rulers, and the ten horns of the beast empire, and they will fight against her and destroy her (Rev. 17:15-18).
“blasphemous names.” See commentary on Rev. 13:1.
Rev 17:4
“purple.” Purple dye was rare and very expensive, and affordable only by royalty and the upper class. The fact that this woman is clothed in purple presents her as a rich and powerful woman, and of course what she represents in John’s vision is great power in the world (for more on purple, see commentary on 2 Chron. 3:14).
“pearls.” Pearls were very expensive in the ancient world, and very highly valued.
[For more on pearls, see commentary on Rev. 18:12.]
Rev 17:5
“SECRET.” The REV usually translates the Greek word mustērion (#3466 μυστήριον) as “sacred secret” because that is what mustērion actually refers to: a secret in the religious or sacred realm. However, in English, the word “sacred” typically refers to something godly. However, the secret of Babylon is an evil, Satanic secret, so the REV simply translated it as “secret” in this context. The Greek word, however, indicates a secret in the religious or “sacred” category. A secret in the secular realm was referred to by the Greek word kruptos (from which we get the English word “crypt”). Furthermore, mustērion does not mean “mystery,” that is, something incomprehensible, something that cannot be understood. Instead, mustērion means “secret,” something that some people know but others do not. That certainly fits with this Babylon evil. Satanic evil has existed for millennia behind the scenes, covered by lies and propaganda, hidden in covert groups and secret societies, and it has sometimes even been in plain sight but covered by tradition and calling evil “good” and good “evil.”
The word mustērion is a huge key to understanding “Babylon.” A mustērion was not a “mystery,” but was a secret that was hidden from the general public until it was revealed. Here the “secret,” this secret which has dominated the religious realm, is called “Babylon.” Furthermore, she is called “the mother of the prostitutes and of the abominations of the earth.” What John reveals in the book of Revelation about Babylon was a secret, known to God and revealed by Him. In fact, it seems that it was such a good secret that although John revealed it in Revelation, it is only recently that some people have actually understood what it refers to, and even on that point there is much discussion and disagreement.
[For more information on the translation “Sacred Secret” and the Administration of Grace, see commentary on Eph. 3:9 and 2 Thess. 2:7.]
“Babylon the Great.” That she is called “Babylon,” does not mean she is just the literal city of Babylon (or even a literal city at all), which we can see from the full description of her in the chapter. At the very least, she is a city ruling over a territory. She seems to be called “Babylon” because she relates to “Babylon” in an important way. In this case, “Babylon” was the first city built by Nimrod after Noah’s Flood (Gen. 10:10). It became a center of religious apostasy and rebellion against God, even though it likely looked “very religious.” Ever since Nimrod (although likely before him), “religion” has been a powerful force on earth, and sadly, there is usually a lot of evil at the center. This includes practices that are overtly ungodly, like human sacrifice, but the fact is that oppression, guilt, and control have been at the center of almost all religions.
That this woman is called, “the mother of the prostitutes and of the abominations of the earth,” points to the fact that she is the starting point and nurturer of the sexual immorality and godlessness in the world. She is the personalization of the Devil’s system of evil infiltrating religion and masquerading as truth, just as the woman “Wisdom” in Proverbs is the personalization of God’s way of doing things. The false religion is not an enemy to, but to a large degree works symbiotically with, the political systems of earth. Thus the “mountains” (kingdoms and kings) let her sit on them, and in a practical sense, they support one another. This is certainly true historically. The Bible has many examples of false prophets supporting evil rulers, just as Ahab and Jezebel had their false prophets (1 Kings 17, 18; cf. Ezek. 22:25-28). Recently, some people have asserted that the use of “mother” here means the greatest, like we would say, “the mother of all parties” to describe the greatest party, or “the mother of all headaches” to describe a huge and debilitating headache. Although there may be a hint of that meaning in the context, there is not good biblical evidence to support it, and in fact, that use of “mother” may be a very late idiom. Biblically, a “mother” was a progenitor, nurturer, and supporter of something.
Furthermore, although false religion has “sat” on the “waters” (people) of the earth (Rev. 17:1), and on the kingdoms of the earth (Rev. 17:3) for millennia, she will come to an abrupt end when Christ conquers the earth and sets up his kingdom.
Rev 17:6
“martyrs.” The Greek word is martus (#3144 μάρτυς, pronounced 'mar-toose), which technically means “witness.” However, especially after AD 64 when Nero made Christianity illegal and the execution of Christians started, the most profound “witness” was to die for the faith. Thus martus came to be used of those who witnessed for Christ and those who died for the faith, and the English word “martyr” comes directly from the Greek martus. It is challenging to translate the word in this context because if we say “those who testified of Jesus” (NET), it may not be clear that they died for him, but if we say “martyr,” we might lose the connection with the fact that dying for the Faith was considered a very powerful witness.” That is why the English versions are split on the translation: “martyrs” (ASV, ESV, KJV, NJB, RSV), versus “witness, testify” (HCSB, NASB, NET, NIV, NLT, Rotherham).
Rev 17:7
“sacred secret.” The REV translates the Greek word mustērion (#3466 μυστήριον) as “sacred secret” because that is what mustērion actually refers to: a secret in the religious or sacred realm.
[For more information on the “Sacred Secret” and the Administration of Grace, see commentary on Eph. 3:9.]
Rev 17:8
“they whose names have not been written in the book of life from the foundation of the world.” Many scholars believe that Revelation 17:8 supports the idea of predestination and that the verse is saying that some people’s names are written in the book of life in eternity past, before they are physically born, while other people are not written in the book of life before they are born and those people are therefore doomed to hell by God. However, this is not the way that we should understand the phrase “from the foundation of the world.” To understand what the phrase means, we need to understand the distinction between the phrase “from the foundation of the world” and “before the foundation of the world.”
Often interpreters understand these two phrases to be synonymous, in other words, they think that “from the foundation of the world” and “before the foundation of the world” both mean before the creation of the world in Genesis 1. However, when we look at the occurrences of these two phrases, they clearly have different meanings. “Before the foundation of the world indicates before Genesis, whereas from the foundation of the world indicates from Genesis to present” (Soteriology101.com). Below are a couple of examples that show that “from the foundation of the world” does not mean “before the foundation of the world.”
Luke 11:50-51 (ESV) says, “so that the blood of all the prophets, shed from the foundation of the world, may be charged against this generation, from the blood of Abel to the blood of Zechariah, who perished between the altar and the sanctuary.” This verse uses the phrase “from the foundation of the world,” (apo katabolēs kosmou; ἀπὸ καταβολῆς κόσμου), and it clearly means from the time of Adam and Eve to the present day because no blood of the prophets was shed before the creation of Adam and Eve (Gen. 1:27).
Hebrews 9:25-26 (ESV) says, “Nor was it to offer himself repeatedly, as the high priest enters the holy places every year with blood not his own, for then he would have had to suffer repeatedly since the foundation of the world.” The phrase “since the foundation of the world” is the same Greek phrase as in Luke 11:50, “from the foundation of the world,” and the passage is talking about paying for sins. But since no humans sinned before the Fall of Adam and Eve (Gen. 3:1-7), this is clearly talking about after the Fall to the present, not about eternity past.
More examples could be given, but in studying them it is clear that “from the foundation of the world” means from Genesis to the present day. Therefore, Revelation 17:8 does not teach predestination, instead, it is saying that from the foundation of the world, more and more people have been written in the book of life (because they believed and obeyed God), while other people have not been written in the book of life (meaning they will not be saved) because they did not believe and obey God.
Rev 17:9
“mountains.” This is the figure of speech hypocatastasis, a comparison by implication, and it refers to empires ruled by rulers. In the Bible, a “mountain” is one of the figures of speech used to represent a kingdom and by extension, the king who rules it. David called his kingdom a mountain (Ps. 30:7). Babylon was called a mountain (Jer. 51:25). The Messiah’s kingdom will be a mountain that will fill the earth (Dan. 2:35), and cf. Zechariah 4:7 as well. Thus here in Revelation we again see vocabulary being used in the way it was used in the Old Testament.
[For more information on hypocatastasis, see commentary on Rev. 20:2.]
The mountains are also immediately said to be “kings,” so in this case, the empires are not “general,” but also include the kings who control them. The mountains cannot refer to Rome, although many commentators think they do.[footnoteRef:3176] [3176:  Cf. John Walvoord, The Revelation of Jesus Christ, 532-39; Bullinger, Commentary on Revelation, 250-54.] 

It is important that we notice that the woman sits upon the mountains. She is not a mountain, but sits on them. Bullinger thinks all the kingdoms are future, while other scholars think that the empires have existed through time. In any case, the empires are bewitched and controlled by the woman—not forcibly, but by the lure of what she offers. The Bible refers to this as them being “made drunk with the wine of her sexual immorality.”
Rev 17:15
“are peoples, and multitudes, and nations, and languages.” This verse is a huge key to understanding both the Old and New Testaments. Daniel 7:2 speaks of the “four winds of heaven.” In Hebrew, the word ruach (#07308 רוּחַ) is used of both “wind” and “spirit.” In Daniel’s case, although he likely saw a vision of a great ocean being stirred by the “winds,” he knew his own language and the meanings it had, and would have understood that this was a vision meant to communicate that spirits (referring to both demons and angels) were stirring up the “great sea,” (the people of the world), and “beasts” (i.e., nations) were coming up out of the sea. That verse in Daniel is a great example of how the figure of speech hypocatastasis can be confusing and how important it is to understand the key words involved. In Daniel, the “winds” were spirits, the “sea” was masses of people, and the “beast” was an empire. So too, here in Revelation, the “sea” is clearly said to be the masses of people on earth. Other verses that represent huge numbers of people, especially unruly Gentile peoples, as water, include Psalm 124:4 and 144:7.
Rev 17:16
“hate the prostitute.” In an amazing turn of events, the false religious system that has supported, and been supported by, the rulers of the earth will suddenly be attacked by them. The beast (the Antichrist) will no longer be content to share his glory with another false religion and will move to control the world’s religions and garner all worship for himself. Thus begins the universal, one-world religion controlled by the Antichrist that will dominate the final period of time before Armageddon.
Rev 17:18
“the great city.” Here, “Babylon” is called “the great city” although it is not a literal city, which we saw from Rev. 17:1, where she sits on many waters, Rev. 17:3, where she sits on empires, and Rev. 17:5, where we saw that she was, as a sacred secret, called “Babylon,” not because she was literally the city of Babylon, but because Nimrod’s Babylon was the source of all evil empires, having its origin in the Devil and ruled by people given over to the service of the Devil. However, in a sense, she is “the great city” because she is the power that has dominated and directed all the cities of the earth. In a sense, she is.
 
Revelation Chapter 18
Rev 18:2
“haunt.” The Greek word phulake (#5438 φυλακή) can mean either a prison or the prison guard, or the act of guarding or watching. In this case, the demons (unclean spirits or “birds”) are not in prison in Babylon, but live there and keep watch there. Thus “haunt” is a good translation to communicate that.
Rev 18:3
“the wine of the passion of her sexual immorality.” See commentary on Revelation 14:8.
Rev 18:7
“I sit as a queen.” In the language of biblical custom, Babylon is saying, “I rule as a queen.” The word “sit” was often used to refer to ruling. See commentary on Isaiah 14:13, “sit.”
Revelation 18:7 hearkens back to Isaiah 47, which is about the fall of Babylon and which is an example of a prophecy with a double fulfillment. Isaiah 47 foretells the destruction of Babylon, which happened when the Persians conquered Babylon during the reign of Belshazzar (Dan. 5:31). However, “Babylon” will fall again, as described in Revelation 17-18, and the prophecy in Isaiah 47 has application to both of Babylon’s falls from power.
Isaiah 47:5 and 47:7 refer to Babylon as a queen, but Isaiah 47:1-3 describes the fall of Babylon in graphic language and says that Babylon will be without a throne and will have to sit on the ground and grind grain like a common woman or servant, with Isaiah 47:3 going so far as to say that her private parts, with which she has so freely committed whoredom, will be exposed to the world.
“and am not a widow.” This phrase hearkens back to Isaiah 47:8, where Babylon says, “I will not sit as a widow.” Babylon boasts to herself that she is not a widow, which in her case speaks to her arrogance and self-confidence in contrast to the sadness, depression, and even despair experienced by most widows in biblical times. For example, in the book of Ruth, Naomi changed her name from “Naomi” (“pleasant”) to “Mara” (“bitter”) after she became a widow and lost her two sons (Ruth 1:20). Of course Babylon would not have been a literal widow because she was a prostitute, not an adulteress. These statements of Babylon in Revelation 17-18 can be much better understood in light of reading Isaiah 47 and understanding the arrogance of ancient Babylon which was suddenly ended when it was conquered by the Persians.
Rev 18:12
“pearls.” Pearls are mentioned in a number of New Testament verses because in the biblical world pearls were incredibly expensive. The Roman historian, Pliny the Elder (AD 23-August 24, AD 79), said this about pearls: “The topmost rank of all things of price is held by pearls.” Round, white pearls are amazingly rare. When pointing out that women should not dress extravagantly, 1 Timothy 2:9 says women should not dress with gold and pearls. Jesus told a parable about a man who found one very expensive pearl and sold everything he had to buy it (Matt. 13:46).
Part of the mystique about pearls in the first century was that people were not sure where they came from. Expensive pearls that came into the Roman world from the Persian Gulf and from India had traveled far and had an air of mystery about them. Although some pearls did come from shallow water, most pearls in the ancient world were brought up from quite deep in the ocean. In the Persian Gulf region, a fruitful source of pearls in biblical times, they were often at a depth of about 40 meters (about 45 yards or half a football field).
To get down to the oyster beds, pearl divers held a weight on a rope to make a quick descent to the bottom. Once the diver was on the bottom, he let go of the weight, which was pulled back up to the ship by the rope, while the diver swam back up after he put the oysters he had gathered into a sack he carried with him. Until the invention of scuba gear, this diving-with-a-weight method of pearling was the common way of pearling, with only slight improvements over the years, such as hand and foot protection from the sharp oysters and face masks so the diver could see better and to protect the eyes. This dangerous way of getting pearls was the major reason natural pearls were so expensive until our modern times.
In the early 1900s pearls lost much of their value and the pearl industry collapsed because the Japanese invented a way to grow cultured pearls. Also, shortly after that, plastics and resins began to be used to produce very realistic-looking pearls. Then finally, the invention of the scuba diving system made getting the real pearls much easier, safer, and more reliable. The result of all this was that pearls, which for millennia had been a mark of high culture, social standing, and financial wealth, were suddenly being worn by anyone and everyone, so they were less a status symbol and thus less attractive. As their attraction wore off, they were worn by fewer and fewer people, even being ignored by those who could afford the “real” ones.
Rev 18:13
“slaves, the souls of human beings.” The word for “slaves” is actually “bodies,” and slaves were referred to as “bodies” in the Roman Empire. God created people to be relational and to interconnect with one another, so in order to be with other people and treat them horribly, it is almost a necessity to “dehumanize” them. This is very common in war. Germans were not people, they were “krauts,” Italians were “wops,” Japanese were “nips,” and people from the Middle East have been called “towel heads” by many in the armed forces.
This dehumanizing was done in Bible times as well. In the Bible, the Jews called themselves “the People” (and you will see “People” with a capital “P” in the REV translation), which meant that non-Jews were not “people.” Similarly, in ancient Egypt, the Egyptians called themselves “people,” and the foreigners were specifically the “no-People.” The ancient Greeks thought of themselves better than everyone else, and thus everyone else was a “Barbarian,” an onomatopoetic word based on “ba-ba-ba,” which is what the Greeks thought everyone else’s language sounded like—just a bunch of “ba’s” strung together. Thus it is no surprise that in the Roman Empire slaves were called “bodies.” They were certainly often used that way.
“soul.” The Greek word often translated “soul” is psuchē (#5590 ψυχή, pronounced psoo-'kay), and it has a large number of meanings, including the physical life of a person or animal; an individual person; or attitudes, emotions, feelings, and thoughts. Here “souls of human beings” is a phrase that primarily refers to “people,” but by including the word “soul” it includes the mental and emotional life. People were bought and sold, but their thoughts and feelings were disregarded. Similar uses of psuchē are Romans 2:9 and 2 Peter 2:14.
[For a more complete explanation of “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
Rev 18:14
“soul.” The Greek word is psuchē (#5590 ψυχή). Here it refers to the seat of the mental and emotional life. People did not just want the fruit, they wanted it from the core of their being.
[For more on “soul,” see commentary on Rev. 18:13.]
Rev 18:16
“pearls.” See commentary on Revelation 18:12.
Rev 18:20
“Rejoice over her.” That is, rejoice over her fate.
“her judgment of you.” This is not just a pronounced judgment, but a judgment involving action; “for the way she treated you” (NIV84).
Rev 18:21
“a large millstone.” Likely a large commercial millstone (see commentary on Mark 9:42).
Rev 18:22
“the sound of a grain mill.” When Jerusalem was about to be destroyed by the Babylonians, Jeremiah prophesied that the sound of the millstone would not be heard in her (Jer. 25:10). It was a happy sound that was a staple of family life. The women would grind meal together and enjoy each other’s company, and there would be fresh bread to eat. When the sound of the millstone is not heard, family life is pretty much nonexistent.
Rev 18:23
“the voice of the groom.” In many English versions, the older term “bridegroom” is used, but it just means the groom. As in Rev. 18:22 above, Jeremiah 25:10 also mentions the voice of the bridegroom.
 
Revelation Chapter 19
Rev 19:3
“Her smoke goes up for ages and ages.” This verse does not tell us who the great multitude is. It may be the multitude of angels and spirit-creatures who have put up with the Devil and his minions for millennia, and it could also include Christians who have been Raptured. But even so, it strongly seems that this section of Revelation is proleptic and actually takes place in the future, after the first resurrection, but is moved to here to show the joy that will occur when God’s justice is done on earth. The evidence that the section is actually future includes Revelation 19:2 saying that God “has judged” and “has avenged” His servants, the fullness of which is still future, and also saying “her smoke goes up” implies that the Great Prostitute is already in the Lake of Fire, but that does not happen before Armageddon, which is still future. Also, in Revelation 19:7 the marriage supper of the Lamb “has come,” and that also occurs after the Battle of Armageddon, in fact, the Bride cannot be ready (v. 7) until she is raised from the dead, and the first resurrection also occurs after Armageddon (Rev. 20:4-6).
One thing that we see in Revelation 19:20 is that the multitude does not recoil in horror at the punishment of the wicked. They realize that God gave angels and people free will, and they knew, or could and should have known, that there would be punishment for defying God. In that, Revelation 19:3 is somewhat similar to Psalm 58:10: “The righteous person will rejoice when he sees God’s vengeance. He will wash his feet in the blood of the wicked person.” Sometimes here on earth there is punishment given that does not fit the crime, but that is never the case with God; His judgments are righteous.
“for ages and ages.” The Greek is αἰῶνας αἰώνων αἰών; literally, “for ages of ages.” This is a hyperbole, an overstatement. The phrase “to the ages of the ages” refers to a very long time, but exactly how long we do not know. See the commentary on Rev. 20:10, which has similar wording.
[For more information on the eventual annihilation of people thrown into the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
Rev 19:9
“the marriage banquet of the Lamb.” There will be a huge feast, referred to as a wedding banquet, during Christ’s Millennial Kingdom on earth, in fact, the banquet will likely occur soon after Christ sets up the Kingdom. Isaiah 25:6 speaks of this feast, and Jesus taught about it. We learn from Revelation 21:2, 9-10, that the “Bride of Christ” are those people who are saved, both Jew and Gentile, and we can see this also in the way Jesus speaks of the wedding banquet—that both Jews and Gentiles are there (Matt. 8:11).
The Greek word translated “banquet” is deipnon (#1173 δεῖπνον), and in the Greek and Roman world deipnon usually referred to the large formal and elaborate meal at the end of the day. However, it was used in other ways as well; sometimes it referred to just a regular meal, sometimes to a feast or banquet (Matt. 23:6; Luke 14:17; 20:46), and sometimes it was used of ritual meals, such as the Christian Love Feasts (which later became more commonly known as the Lord’s Supper or “communion;” 1 Cor. 11:20; cf. Jude 1:12). So the exact meaning of deipnon, and thus how to accurately bring it into English, depends upon the context. Here in Revelation 19:9, it refers to the great banquet that will occur in the Kingdom of Heaven, so “banquet” is a good translation.
Due to the long tradition of versions such as the Geneva Bible (1599), the King James (1611); and the Douay-Rheims (1899), which all read “marriage supper of the Lamb” the feast in the Kingdom is often called the “marriage supper” by theologians and Bible teachers. That should not keep us from translating the verse more accurately, however, as “marriage banquet,” “wedding feast” (CJB, NAB, NJB, NLT), “marriage feast” (HCSB), or something similar that puts more emphasis on the fact that this meal is a feast or banquet, and not just a “supper.”
[For more information on this feast, or “wedding banquet,” see commentary on Matt. 8:11. For more information on Christ’s Millennial Kingdom on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more information on the Bride of Christ, see Appendix 12: “The Bride of Christ.”]
Rev 19:10
“the testimony of Jesus is the spirit of prophecy.” The testimony “of” Jesus (genitive of relation: testimony about Jesus; most likely also includes the sense of the genitive of origin, i.e., the words or testimony that Jesus gives) is the spirit (the general attitude, the essence, “the inner content”).[footnoteRef:3177] In contrast to false prophecy, true prophecy will elevate Jesus. [3177:  R. C. H. Lenski, St. John’s Revelation, 546.] 

Rev 19:11
“behold.” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“he who was sitting on it is called Faithful and True.” The person sitting on the horse is Jesus Christ, who is coming from heaven to fight the Battle of Armageddon, conquer the earth, and set up his worldwide rule.
[For more on the order of events in the End Times, see commentary on Matt. 25:32. For more on the coming Kingdom of Christ on earth, the Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on the duration of the last half of the Tribulation, as well as the days of Judgment following Armageddon, see commentary on Dan. 12:11. For more on the terrible death and destruction in the Great Tribulation and Armageddon, see commentary on Dan. 12:1. For more on the first and second resurrection, see commentary on Acts 24:15. For more on how the future will unfold from this present age to the Millennial Kingdom to the Everlasting Kingdom, see commentary on Rev. 21:1.]
Rev 19:12
“diadem.” See commentary on Revelation 12:3.
Rev 19:13
“robe.” The outermost garment worn by the people in the ancient Near East.
“sprinkled with blood.” This record of Jesus coming down to earth to fight the Battle of Armageddon was written from the perspective of things after the battle had occurred, and so the “cloak sprinkled with blood” pictures the cloak that Jesus was wearing as it looked after the Battle of Armageddon. The text means that Jesus was wearing “a robe—the one that became sprinkled with blood.” Isaiah 63:1-6 foretells Jesus getting blood sprinkled on his garments as he kills his enemies.
Rev 19:14
“armies.” Although the reason for the plural “armies” could be a plural of emphasis to show the large size of the army, it is more likely that it is plural because of the compound nature of Christ’s army. Christ’s army will include both spirit beings such as angels (Matt. 25:31; 2 Thess. 1:7), and also Christians, because they were Raptured into heaven and now are returning to earth with Christ (see commentary on 1 Thess. 4:17). There are verses that indicate that we will participate in the destruction of Satan, such as Romans 16:20, which speaks of Satan being crushed “under your [the Christian’s] feet.” Also, 1 Corinthians 6:3 speaks of us judging angels, which almost certainly includes participating in the defeat of the fallen angels we know as demons. Also, 1 Thessalonians 4:17 speaks of us always being with the Lord after the Rapture, so it is unlikely that Christ could come to earth and fight without us participating.
“clean.” The Greek word translated “clean” in Revelation 19:14 is katharos (#2513 καθαρός), and it can mean “clean” (as in “clean” versus “dirty”), or “pure” i.e., unmixed. Also, katharos is often used in the sense of Levitically “clean” (pure; unmixed; unblemished) and thus fit for God’s purposes. It seems that “clean” is the best translation in this context for several reasons.
One is that in contrast to these robes worn by God’s holy people which are “clean,” the robe of Jesus is not “clean;” it is dipped in blood. But the blood on Christ’s garment sets him apart from those he has redeemed. Christ not only shed his own blood for us but also will fight the Antichrist and his army and splatter his garments with their blood (cf. Isa. 63:1-6). So Jesus’ garment is not “clean,” but for a very good reason.
Another reason “clean” is better than “pure” here in revelation 19:14 is that since the garments of the holy people are made of “fine linen,” the linen would not be mixed with other materials. Thus, even though the garments are “pure” linen, the emphasis here is not that they are pure, but that they are “clean.”
Rev 19:15
“out of his mouth came a sharp broadsword.” That there is a sharp sword coming out of the mouth of Jesus is also stated in Revelation 1:16; 2:16 and 19:21. What this “sharp sword” is, is made clear in 2 Thessalonians 2:8, which says that the Lord will destroy the lawless one with the “spirit from his mouth,” where “spirit” is used for prophecies spoken by Jesus Christ (see commentaries on 2 Thess. 2:8 and 1 Cor. 14:12). That the Messiah would destroy his enemies by his prophetic word was foretold in Isaiah 11:4 (see translation and commentary on Isa. 11:4).
Christians should be used to thinking in terms of the Word of God being a two-edged sword from Hebrews 4:12 and Ephesians 6:17. Jesus Christ is not depicted destroying people with a physical sword, but rather with the “sword of the Spirit,” which is the Word of God (Eph. 6:17). Powerful words from God come out of Jesus’ mouth and destroy his enemies.
“broadsword.” See commentary on Luke 2:35.
“and he will shepherd them with a rod of iron….” This quotation comes from the Septuagint version of Psalm 2:9. The Hebrew text of Psalm 2:9 says “break them with a rod of iron,” while the Septuagint says “shepherd” (or “rule”) them. That Jesus will conquer the earth and rule with a rod of iron is a well-established prophecy and occurs four times in Scripture (Ps. 2:9; Rev. 2:27; 12:5; 19:15), and for more detail see commentary on Revelation 2:27.
“winepress.” “Winepress” is the name this verse and several others give to the Battle of Armageddon. The name “winepress” ties this huge battle back to the Old Testament, which also calls it the “winepress” of God (Isa. 63:2-6; Joel 3:13; cf. Rev. 14:19-20; 19:15).
The name “winepress” graphically portrays the extent of the killing and carnage of this huge battle in which Christ and the armies of heaven fight and destroy the “beast” (the Antichrist) and the armies of earth. The name “Winepress” is appropriate for a couple different reasons. For one, in making wine a person became covered with red juice, and in fighting the Battle of Armageddon the warriors will be covered with blood (cf. Isa. 63:1-4). Also, in making wine, as the grapes were trodden in the winepress, the grape juice flowed out of the press and was caught in containers. In the Battle of Armageddon, there will be so much bloodshed that the blood will flow from the battle in streams, sometimes as deep as a horse’s bridle, for 180 miles, about 300 km. Revelation 14:20 (ESV) says, “And the winepress was trodden outside the city, and blood flowed from the winepress, as high as a horse’s bridle, for 1,600 stadia [about 180 miles; 300 km].”
Rev 19:17
“high overhead.” See commentary on Revelation 8:13.
“great banquet of God.” There are two great banquets in Revelation 19, and they are very different. Chronologically, the first “great banquet” is the “great banquet of God,” and it occurs in the aftermath of Armageddon, the “war of the great day of God” (Rev. 16:14). Before the Battle of Armageddon, Satan gathers his evil army from around the earth to fight with God’s army, led by Jesus Christ. But Satan’s army will lose and there will be millions of dead bodies on the ground—a great banquet for all the vultures and other carrion birds and animals of the field (Rev. 19:17-18, 21). This “great banquet” was the banquet that accompanied the great sacrifice of God and the birds and beasts were the invited “guests” (Zeph. 1:7; Ezek. 39:17).
Then the second banquet, or feast, is the marriage banquet of the Lamb (Rev. 19:9). This is the great banquet that God will put on for all the saved people in the Millennial Kingdom. This wedding feast will occur after the Resurrection of the Righteous, which is why Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob will be at that feast (Matt. 8:11). This great feast is foretold in Isaiah 25:6 and it will have “the best of meats and the finest of wines” (NIV). Jesus spoke of this banquet several times, and many Jews were aware of it, which is why Jesus could speak about it without explaining what it was. Sadly, most Christians are not aware of it at all.
[For more information on the Feast, see commentary on Matt. 8:11.]
[For more on the great marriage banquet of the Lamb, see commentaries on Matt. 8:11 and Rev. 19:9. For more on the Battle of Armageddon, see commentary on Rev. 16:16.]
Rev 19:18
“so that you may eat the flesh of kings.” These are the dead bodies on the ground after the Battle of Armageddon (see commentary on Rev. 19:17).
Rev 19:19
“And I saw the beast.” Here in Revelation 19:19, the “beast” is the man commonly known as “the Antichrist,” something that is made plain in Revelation 19:20, where the beast and false prophet are clearly said to be two men.
Rev 19:20
“sulfur.” The word “brimstone” is an old word for “sulfur.”
Rev 19:21
“the rest were killed with the sword of him who sat on the horse.” When the Messiah, Jesus Christ, comes back to earth and conquers it, he will kill the wicked people on earth. That is one of the reasons that the next life will be so wonderful—no wicked people will be there. The “beast” (the Antichrist) and the false prophet are going to be thrown into the Lake of Fire immediately after being defeated in the Battle of Armageddon (Rev. 19:20). In contrast, the people who make up the army of the Antichrist will be killed in the Battle of Armageddon, but like other unsaved people, they will stay dead until the second resurrection. The unsaved of all time will be raised and judged at the second resurrection, which comes at the end of the 1,000-year reign of Christ on earth (Rev. 20:4-6, 11-15). At the second resurrection, anyone who is judged to be unworthy of everlasting life is thrown into the Lake of Fire, where they will eventually be annihilated (Rev. 20:11-15).
[For more on the wicked being killed by Christ, see commentary on Isa. 11:4. For more about dead humans being dead in every way until they are raised from the dead at a resurrection, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.” For more on the people who are thrown into the Lake of Fire being annihilated instead of burning forever, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.” For more on Christ’s Millennial Kingdom, his 1,000-year reign on earth, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on earth.” For more on the chronology of the End Times events, see commentary on Matt. 25:32.]
“sword.” We know from the context that this sword is the prophetic utterances that are spoken by Jesus Christ (see commentary on Rev. 19:15. For commentary that this is a “broadsword,” see commentary on Luke 2:35).
“and all the birds were filled with their flesh.” To not be buried but instead to be eaten by animals and birds, which was considered a terrible curse (see commentary on Jer. 14:16).
 
Revelation Chapter 20
Rev 20:1
“abyss.” “Abyss” is actually a transliteration of the Greek word abussos (#12 ἄβυσσος, pronounced 'ä-boo-sos), and it means an immensely deep place, a very deep pit, canyon, or chasm in the earth: “depth,” “abyss.” Abussos is also used to describe a spiritual place (that may be somewhere in the depths of the earth) where the imprisoned spirits are being held; and the Devil will be chained there for 1,000 years (Rev. 20:1-3, 7). The demons that Jesus confronted did not want to be thrown into the abyss (Luke 8:31).
We believe that in this context the “abyss” is another name for Tartarus (see commentary on 2 Pet. 2:4). In Greek mythology, Tartarus was a very deep place, deserving of the term “abyss.” For example, the Greek poet Hesiod, in his Theogony (c. 700 BC), said that a bronze anvil would take nine days to fall from heaven to earth, and another nine days to fall from the surface of the earth to Tartarus. About that same time, Homer, in The Iliad, depicted Zeus as saying that Tartarus was as far below Hades (not just “the earth”) as heaven was above the earth. That fact, along with the fact that Tartarus is named in 2 Peter 2:4 as a prison for evil spirits, and here in Revelation 20:1-4 we see that the Devil is imprisoned in the abyss, is good evidence that the abyss and Tartarus are the same. We also learn about this prison for evil spirits in 1 Peter 3:18-19; Jude 1:6, and in other verses that mention the abyss.
“great chain.” The fact that the Devil cannot be chained by any chain we humans can make, such as an iron chain, should not keep us from believing this verse. God created the spiritual world and the physical world, and He has realities for both worlds. The Devil is chained for 1,000 years and then is loosed, at which point he is not at all reformed, but goes out and convinces some of the world’s population to attack Jerusalem (Rev. 20:7-10).
Rev 20:2
“dragon.” Names such as those used in Revelation 20:2, “dragon” and “serpent,” are descriptive terms for the Devil, which is made clear in the verse. They are the figure of speech hypocatastasis (pronounced hī-poe-cä-'täs-tä-sis), a “comparison by implication.”
In the Bible, there are many uses of the three common figures of speech of comparison, which are simile, metaphor, and hypocatastasis. These are commonly used in English speech as well, but only simile and metaphor are generally known by name. A simile is a “comparison by resemblance,” that is, the two things being compared resemble each other in some way. A simile in English usually uses “like” or “as.” If a person is a sloppy and noisy eater, someone might say, “You eat like a pig.” Psalm 1:3 uses a simile when it says a righteous person is like a tree planted by the water.
More intense than a simile is the figure metaphor, a “comparison by representation.” In a metaphor, one noun represents another. In the pig example above, a metaphor would be, “You are a pig.” Jesus used a metaphor when he said to his disciples, “I am the vine; you are the branches…” (John 15:5 NIV).
Even more intense than metaphor is the figure hypocatastasis, which is a “comparison by implication.” In the pig example, instead of comparing the messy eater with a pig by saying he is “like” a pig, or even using metaphor and saying the person “is” a pig, in hypocatastasis, the comparison is just implied. One person looks at the other and simply says “Pig!” and the meaning, although it is just implied and not specifically stated, is effectively communicated.
Hypocatastasis is used very effectively in our everyday language. If a person helps us when we need it, we might say, “You angel!” If someone lies to us, we might say, “Snake!” When someone is being overly hesitant, he gets mocked by the hypocatastasis, “Chicken!”
The examples, “Pig,” “You angel,” “Snake,” and “Chicken” show us that in hypocatastasis, the person is being compared to something else, and by that comparison, the qualities of the pig, angel, snake, or chicken, are being assigned to the person. As long as the comparison is well-known in the culture, the implied meaning is not confused.
Figures of comparison are helpful in communication because they quickly bring both meaning and emotional impact to a situation that would otherwise take a lengthy description. Imagine how long it would take to describe the way a person was eating and how it was affecting you emotionally, when all you have to say is, “Pig,” and the meaning is clear.
The figure of speech hypocatastasis can be confusing, however, for three major reasons. First, since the comparison is implied, it may not be clear who the subject of the comparison is. For example, in Ezekiel 19:5, a king of Judah is being called a “lion,” but which king is it referring to? The scholars are not sure. Most of them say either Jehoiachin or Zedekiah, but we do not know for certain.
The second reason hypocatastasis can be confusing is that sometimes it is not clear what meaning is being implied. It may be quite easy to figure out why the Devil is called a “serpent” (Rev. 20:2), but we may not understand what Jesus meant when he called Herod a “fox.” A study of the word “fox” in the biblical culture reveals that Jesus was calling Herod a destructive nuisance (cf. commentary on Luke 13:32). In Song of Songs 1:15, the man told the woman that her eyes were “doves,” but there are at least 5 major possibilities that have been set forth as to what that complement actually meant.
The third reason hypocatastasis can be confusing is that the figure can be missed entirely, and people think that the hypocatastasis is literal. When Jesus used the figure hypocatastasis, sometimes even people who knew him well were confused. For example, Jesus told his apostles to beware of the “leaven” of the Pharisees, but they did not recognize the hypocatastasis and thought he was speaking of actual bread. He was using “leaven” to represent “doctrine,” something he made clear to them after he realized they had misunderstood what he said. (Matt. 16:6-12 KJV).
Another good example of people mistaking the hypocatastasis for something literal is the way many Christians think that Genesis 3:1 is speaking of an actual snake when it refers to the Devil as a “serpent” by the figure hypocatastasis. The figure should be clear because literal snakes cannot talk, the Devil is referred to as the serpent in other verses of Scripture, and when 2 Corinthians 11:3 (KJV) says “the serpent” beguiled Eve, the context is Satan and his ministers (2 Cor. 11:14). Furthermore, Revelation 20:2 calls him, “that ancient serpent,” which refers to the “serpent” being very old, which is true, since “the serpent” of Genesis 3:1 is the very first reference to the Devil in the whole Bible. Nevertheless, many people miss the hypocatastasis and think that the “serpent” in Genesis was some kind of actual snake, and artists do not help the situation when they paint pictures of a snake in the Garden of Eden. Some people think that the snake was possessed by the Devil, but why would Eve believe a snake? She would be immediately suspicious of something so out of the ordinary. The Devil would have appeared to Eve in an unthreatening way as a wise and helpful being, but his crafty nature and intent are clearly set forth by the hypocatastasis: “serpent” (E. W. Bullinger has an extensive appendix (19) on the serpent being the Devil in his Companion Bible).
The Bible has many examples of hypocatastasis: Solomon’s Beloved is called a “dove” (Song 2:14); destructive people are called “wolves” (Acts 20:29); the strong enemies of God are called “bulls” (Ps. 22:12); powerful male leaders are called “rams” (Exod. 15:15; Ezek. 17:13); vicious and unclean people are called “dogs” (Ps. 22:16; Matt. 7:6) and “pigs” (Matt. 7:6); the people of God are “sheep,” and unbelievers are called “goats” (Matt. 25:33). People are sometimes called “trees” or “plants” (Jer. 11:19; Matt. 15:13). Each of these terms imports a meaning into the text that is important for us to understand.
Sometimes very different people are compared to the same thing, as long as the comparison is valid. A lion usually typified irresistible power and destructive strength, and so many things were compared to a lion. These include God (Job 10:16; Isa. 38:13; Jer. 49:19); Jesus (Rev. 5:5); Israel (Num. 23:24; 24:9); the tribe of Gad (Deut. 33:20); wicked people (Ps. 17:12; 22:13); false prophets (Ezek. 22:25); Jehoahaz, king of Judah (Ezek. 19:3); the officials in Jerusalem (Zeph. 3:3); Babylon (Jer. 4:7); Egypt (Ezek. 32:2); the enemies of Israel (Jer. 2:15); and the Devil (1 Pet. 5:8).
Hypocatastasis is a powerful figure in that it can bring a wide range of possible meanings to the text from just one illustration, and thus invites us into prayer, thought, and study. A good example of this occurs in Ezekiel.
Ezekiel 34:8
As surely as I live, declares the Sovereign LORD, because my flock lacks a shepherd and so has been plundered and has become food for all the wild animals, and because my shepherds did not search for my flock but cared for themselves rather than for my flock,...
In the above verse, God uses hypocatastasis to compare His people to sheep, calling them “My flock.” Then He again uses hypocatastasis to explain what has happened to them: they became food for the “wild animals.” If God had tried to explain in paragraph form who the “wild animals” were who had eaten His people (i.e., taken advantage of, hurt, and killed them), it would have taken Him at least a paragraph, and the punchy impact of the figure would have been lost. No doubt the list would include cruel leaders, ungodly priests, ruthless businessmen, foreign enemies, and even demonic forces. God covers all these possibilities, forces us to think broadly about the verse, and brings emotion into the text, simply by using the figure hypocatastasis and saying “wild animals.”
Here in Revelation 20:2, the Devil is referred to by hypocatastasis as a dragon, comparing the Devil to a dragon and importing to him the characteristics of evil, fierceness, viciousness, etc. When a figure of comparison uses animal characteristics to describe a person, then the figure falls under the broad category of being a zoomorphism.
[For more names of the Slanderer (Devil), see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.” For more on the figures of speech personification and zoomorphism, see commentary on Prov. 1:20.]
“Serpent.” The Slanderer (the Devil) is not a literal serpent, so his being called that is the figure of speech hypocatastasis (a comparison by implication; see entry on “dragon” above). Calling the Slanderer a “serpent” compares him with a serpent and imports the characteristics of a serpent onto the Slanderer. Thus we can see that, among other things, the Slanderer is hard to see and recognize (he is very good at hiding), crafty, and deadly. Places the Slanderer is referred to as a serpent include Genesis 3:1, 13, 14; 2 Corinthians 11:3; and Revelation 20:2.
[For more names of the Slanderer, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
“Devil.” The Greek word is diabolos (#1228 διάβολος), which literally means “Slanderer,” but diabolos gets transliterated into English as our more familiar name, “Devil.” Slander is so central to who the Devil is and how he operates that one of his primary names is “the Slanderer.”
[For more information on the names of the Devil, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
“the Adversary.” The Greek word for Adversary is Satanas (#4567 Σατανᾶς), which has been transliterated as “Satan” in most versions. This causes the meaning of the word, which is important, to be lost. For more information on it, see commentary on Mark 1:13.
[For information on the names of the Devil, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
“and bound him for 1,000 years.” The 1,000 years is the time of Christ’s Millennial Kingdom on earth. The phrase “1,000 years” is repeated six times in the six verses of Revelation 20:2-7. This repetition emphasizes the time that Christ will reign on earth while Satan is bound. The emphasis is needed because Christ’s Millenial Kingdom was not clearly spoken about before John wrote the book of Revelation. Many people do not believe that there will be a literal 1,000-year reign of Christ on earth, but that is problematic for a number of reasons. For one thing, if a person believes the six repetitions of 1,000 years are not literal, then the person needs to invent their own number, but where will they get that number and why would it be more valid than the number Jesus showed John? There are dozens of reasons to believe the 1,000 years is a literal figure (see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth”).
Revelation 20:2 only mentions the Devil being chained because he is the leader, the instigator, and the Adversary of God. However, we know from the scope of Scripture that all Satan’s fallen angels are also put in the Abyss with him. The Bible says, “In that day Yahweh will punish the army of the heavens who are in the heavens, and the kings of the earth on the earth. They will be gathered together as prisoners are gathered in the pit, and will be shut up in the prison; and after many days will they be visited” (Isa. 24:21-22). In this verse in Isaiah, since the “kings of the earth” are also shut up in prison, this is speaking about the fallen angels on earth who “pull the strings” and rule the earth. Isaiah 24 is not speaking of human kings, because they are not shut up in a prison, they die and are dead until the resurrection, at which point if they are judged unrighteous they are thrown into the Lake of Fire (Rev. 20:11-15). Daniel 7:12 also alludes to the demons being shut up in prison during this period.
It is common in Scripture to speak of only the leader even though the leader and many followers are involved in doing something. For example, Joshua 5:3 says Joshua made knives and circumcised the men of Israel, but Joshua did not do that alone. 1 Samuel 27:9 says “David” attacked the land, but it was David and his army. 1 Kings 6:14 says “Solomon” built the Temple, but it is unlikely he carried even one piece of wood; he was the leader who instigated and oversaw the work. Many such examples could be cited.
[For more on the fallen angels being in prison, see commentaries on 1 Pet. 3:19; 2 Pet. 2:4; and Jude 1:6.]
Rev 20:4
“and those seated on them.” The ones seated on the thrones who had authority to judge is not specified in the verse and commentators disagree about who these individuals are. There are two major positions as to the identity of these judges. The first is that they are spirit beings, and likely the judges, or are part of the group of judges, mentioned in Daniel 7:10 who are part of God’s court and divine inner council. The second position is that they are the people who have been beheaded for the testimony of Jesus and who have not received the mark of the beast or worshiped his image, and that they come to life and rule with Christ.
The first position and explanation—that the individuals on the thrones are spirit judges—is the better one for a number of reasons. For one thing, the Bible shows us that God does not rule over His created beings as a tyrant, making every decision by Himself and commanding His creation to carry out His wishes. Rather, God works with His created beings and allows them to help Him govern, just as He would have a panel of spirit judges who would help Him judge the people who are being raised from the dead.
We know there are different positions of authority among the angels, and some of them help Him rule. Similarly, God gave Adam and Eve rulership over the animals (Gen. 1:28), and later, as the human population on earth increased, God commanded that rulers and judges be appointed to help Him rule (Exod. 18:21-23; Deut. 16:18). Also, he gave His Son, the Lord Jesus, “all authority” in heaven and on earth, and made him ruler of His creation (Matt. 28:18; Rev. 3:14). When the Christian Church started, God again enlisted the aid of His creation. Through His vice-regent and second in command, the Lord Jesus Christ, He set up the “equipping ministries” of apostles, prophets, evangelists, pastors, and teachers to help administer the Church and “to prepare God’s people for works of service” (Eph. 4:11-13 NIV84). Even in the future Messianic Kingdom God will have “under-rulers” who will help Him and the Lord Jesus to rule the earth (Isa. 1:26; Jer. 3:15; 23:4; Ezek. 44:24; Matt. 19:28; 1 Cor. 6:2; Rev. 2:26).
The pattern of God enlisting His created beings to help Him administer His creation helps explain why God has a ruling council of spirit beings with whom He consults, and there are a number of verses in the Bible that show God working with a divine council. Of course, God would not need to have a divine council, He is certainly capable of doing things on His own, but His having such a council is in harmony with His loving nature and His desire to work together with His creation.
[For more on God’s divine council of ruling spirit beings, see commentary on Gen. 1:26.]
A strong piece of evidence that the beings on these thrones are God’s divine council of spirit beings is found in Daniel’s vision of the Tribulation and Judgment. In Daniel 7:9-10, which takes place at the end of the Great Tribulation, thrones are set in place; then God takes His seat; then His court convenes; then the “little horn,” the beast, is judged and killed. We know from Revelation 19 that the Antichrist is killed in the Battle of Armageddon, which is the battle that ends the Great Tribulation. Then the Son of Man sets up his kingdom on earth. The First Resurrection is not mentioned in Daniel 7, but we know from Revelation 19:11-20:6 that it comes very quickly after the Battle of Armageddon.
The events in Daniel’s vision come immediately before the events in John’s vision. Daniel’s vision of the thrones and royal court being convened occurs during the Great Tribulation and before the Battle of Armageddon. In contrast, John’s vision of the thrones and judgment occurs after the Battle of Armageddon and at the time of the First Resurrection, also called the “resurrection of the righteous” (Luke 14:14; Acts 24:15). The time period between Daniel’s and John’s visions of the thrones and judges is short. Although we are not told the specific time period, it is possible that the events of these visions take place only a few weeks apart. The length of time depends on how long the thrones in Daniel’s vision are set up before the Antichrist, the “Little Horn,” is judged and killed in the Battle of Armageddon.
If the thrones in Daniel 7 are set up just prior to the Battle of Armageddon, and the thrones in Revelation 20:4 are for the judgment of those resurrected in the First Resurrection, then there is very little time between those two judgments. In that case, it would be likely that the thrones in John’s vision in Revelation 20:4 are a continuation of the courtroom scene in Daniel 7:10, and the beings who judge in Daniel 7 would likely be the same judges as those in Revelation 20. That would help to clarify why the beings, who are not described or named in Daniel 7, are not named in Revelation 20. Furthermore, it would then make sense that this panel of judges are, or are some of, the 24 elders mentioned (but not named) in Revelation 4.
The beings who sit on thrones and judge in Daniel’s vision are spirit beings. They cannot be the people in the First Resurrection because Daniel’s vision occurs before the First Resurrection chronologically. It seems most likely that the judges in Revelation 20:4 are spirit beings too, and that the thrones and judges are in place before the First Resurrection. It would not be at all unusual for the judges here to be spirit beings. God has a divine council of spirit beings who judge, and this divine council appears with more or less clarity in a number of verses (cf. Gen. 1:26; 11:7; Job 15:8; Ps. 82:1; 89:7; Isa. 6:8; 14:13; Jer. 23:18; Dan. 4:17; 7:10, 26; Rev. 4:4). We see them working in concert with God to judge human beings in Daniel 7:10, 26; and also in Daniel 4:17. Thus the precedent for these judges to help God judge those who are in the First Resurrection is established in the Old Testament.
Further evidence that the people of the First Resurrection are not the ones on the thrones in Revelation 20:4 is that the First Resurrection includes every righteous person who has died from Adam until the end of Armageddon, except Christians, who will have been taken to heaven in the Rapture. It does not fit with Scripture, nor does it make logical sense, that every person in the First Resurrection will reign with Christ on a throne. Jesus promised that the apostles would sit on thrones (Matt. 19:28), and that there would be others who would help him rule (Isa. 1:26; Jer. 23:4), but not everyone in the First Resurrection will be a ruler or sit on a throne. The Scriptural picture of the Messianic Kingdom on earth is that there will be some judges and rulers, and then there will be the majority of people who are not rulers.
While it is true that in some English translations of the Bible, Revelation 20:4 reads that those who come to life and reign are only the ones who are beheaded and who have not worshiped the beast or taken his mark on their hands or foreheads, the Greek text is not that exclusive. The Greek word hoitines is the masculine plural of the noun hostis (#3748 ὅστις), and it is translated “such as” in the REV (as well as in the ASV, RV, Rotherham). It allows people who are the same kind of people as the martyrs to be included. R. C. H. Lenski writes: “The nominative kai hoitines with its finite verbs is not an ‘irregular construction.’ By dropping the governance of eidon, the hoitines clause becomes deictic and practically independent, the very thing intended. John saw many, many more souls than those of the martyrs, namely all the departed saints.”[footnoteRef:3178] Lenski is correct that John saw many more people than just the martyrs. The First Resurrection is for all the righteous saints of the Old Testament and Gospels, not just for those who were martyred during the rule of the Antichrist. [3178:  Lenski, John’s Revelation.] 

That the First Resurrection is for all the righteous people of the Old Testament and Gospels can be easily seen by reading the verses on the resurrection. For example, Jesus taught that if you did good for people who could not repay you, God would repay you at the Resurrection of the Righteous (Luke 14:14). Jesus also taught that those who had done good in their lives would be in the First Resurrection, the “resurrection of life,” not the “resurrection of judgment” (John 5:29 ESV).
Commentators who believe that the ones on the thrones in Revelation 20:4 are those who are raised from the dead after being beheaded for the testimony of Jesus believe this primarily because they presume that God would let us know who it is that sits on the thrones and judges. But there is no compelling reason to think that God would tell us that. The Bible has many verses that refer, with varying degrees of clarity, to a divine council, yet in not one of those verses does God tell us who is on the council. He does not even tell us if His council is all angels or whether it includes other spirit beings such as cherubim or seraphim. Given that God has never told us who is on the council in any other verse, there is no compelling reason to think that God would tell us who the judges are in Revelation 20:4.
Also, commentators who believe that the individuals who are on the thrones are the resurrected believers have to reverse the order of the events described in Revelation 20:4 in order to explain how the individuals who are on the thrones could be the resurrected believers. As it reads, the ones on the thrones are giving judgment, but only later in the verse do the dead “come to life.” Obviously, someone has to come to life before they can judge, so in order for the ones judging to be the ones who have come to life, the order of the verse has to be reversed. But there is no compelling reason to change the order in the verse except to accommodate the theory that the ones on the thrones are the ones who have been resurrected.
While it certainly happens in Scripture that events are written out of chronological order, the correct timeline can be established from the scope of Scripture. In this case, the scope of Scripture supports the order of the events of Revelation 20:4 as they occur in the verse. However, to see that, one has to have an understanding of the 1,000-year Messianic Kingdom on earth, and the prophecies of the Old Testament that refer to that kingdom. The Millennial Kingdom will be on earth; Israel will be fully reestablished; Jerusalem will be the capital of the world; and a new temple will be built in Jerusalem and it will be a house of worship and prayer for everyone on earth. Christ’s 1,000-year Messianic Kingdom will fill the earth (Dan. 2:35; Matt. 5:5), and will function like any other kingdom: there will be rulers and judges, farmers, herdsmen, fishermen, cooks, builders, and so forth. Not everyone will sit on a throne and rule.
With that understanding of the Millennial Kingdom, it makes sense that the judges who sit on the thrones are God’s divine council. They will judge those who come to life and give them the rewards due them for the service they performed in their life on earth, just as Scripture says will happen (Job 34:11; Ps. 62:12; Prov. 24:12; Jer. 17:10; 32:19; Ezek. 33:20; Matt. 16:27; Rom. 2:6; 1 Cor. 3:8). In contrast, “orthodox” Christianity rejects the idea of the Millennial Kingdom, and places every saved person in heaven forever. In that scenario, it makes more sense that everyone would sit on a throne, although it is unclear who the saved would be judging. But “orthodox” Christianity is wrong about the future. There will be a Millennial Kingdom on earth as described in the Scriptures, and although there will be judges (Isa. 1:26), not everyone will be on a throne or be a judge.
Given all the evidence, Revelation 20:4 is setting forth that in the future, God’s divine council of spirit beings will be the ones who judge and reward those people who are raised in the First Resurrection, the Resurrection of the Righteous.
[For more on the Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on the 24 elders in Rev. 4:4, see commentary on Rev. 4:4. For more on God’s divine council, see commentary on Gen. 1:26.]
“had been given authority to judge.” The spirit beings on the thrones will be given authority to judge. The Greek word translated “authority to judge” is krima (#2917 κρίμα), which usually means a legal decision rendered by a judge, thus a verdict; or a dispute or lawsuit; or a decision or decree. However, it can also mean, as it does in this verse, “the function of a judge, authority to judge”;[footnoteRef:3179] “the power and business of judging”:[footnoteRef:3180] “the action or function of a judge; judging”[footnoteRef:3181] (BDAG translates krima as “authority to judge” in Rev. 20:4). [3179:  Friberg, s.v. “κρίμα.”]  [3180:  Thayer, s.v. “κρίμα.”]  [3181:  BDAG, s.v.“ κρίμα.”] 

The understanding that krima in this verse refers to the authority to judge is picked up by many different translations and commentators: “authority to judge” (CJB, HCSB, ESV, NET, NIV, NLT, NRSV, The Kingdom NT[footnoteRef:3182]); “the right of judging” (BBE); “allowed to judge” (GW); “entrusted with judgment” (NAB); “the power to give judgment” (NJB); “to whom judgment was committed” (RSV); “the right to judge had been committed” (H. Cassirer); “permission to judge” (The Source NT); “permission was granted them to pass judgment” (Charles Williams’ NT); “empowered to act as judges” (Goodspeed NT). Even in 1865, Henry Alford noted, “Judgment (the act and decision of judgment)” in his translation with commentary.[footnoteRef:3183] [3182:  N.T. Wright, The Kingdom New Testament.]  [3183:  Henry Alford, The New Testament for English Readers.] 

Since “authority to judge” could be written much more clearly in Greek than by using the single word krima, which can refer to the authority to judge but much more frequently refers to a judicial decree or sentence, we should ask why God uses krima here. A good possibility is that it shows the connection between the judges and God. While it is true that the judges are given the authority to judge, they do not make up the sentence on their own, but judge in agreement with the judgment they receive from God and the Lord Jesus Christ. Thus, in a sense, it is not only the “authority to judge” that is given to this council of spirit judges, but also the sentence that is to be handed down to the people. This makes Revelation 20:4 very similar to the record in Daniel 4:13-25, in which the “decree of the watchers” is also referred to as the “decree of the Most High.”
[For more on the divine council being referred to as “watchers,” see commentary on Dan. 4:17.]
It is also worth noting that this judgment is the judgment of the righteous people who have just come back to life. This is not a judgment for salvation. Everyone getting up in this First Resurrection is saved. This judgment is a judgment for rewards and positions in the Messianic Kingdom. It seems that because this judgment is not a judgment for salvation, but a judgment for rewards, that God and the Lord Jesus entrust it to the council of spirit judges. The other two judgments for non-Christians, the sheep and goat judgment of Matthew 25:31-46, and the Second Resurrection of Revelation 20:11-15, are life or death judgments: the people in those judgments do not know whether or not they will be saved and receive everlasting life until the sentence is spoken. That is perhaps the reason that at those two judgments, it is Jesus Christ himself who does the judging. If a person is to be condemned to everlasting death, Jesus Christ will make that judgment.
“souls.” The Greek word often translated “soul” is psuchē (#5590 ψυχή, pronounced psoo-'kay), and it has a large number of meanings, including the physical life of a person or animal; an individual person; or attitudes, emotions, feelings, and thoughts. Here it is primarily for the person himself, which is why the HCSB says, “I saw the people who had been beheaded because of their testimony.” However, by using the word “soul,” God includes their mental and emotional life, and helps us see these people as the committed people that they truly were.
[For a more complete explanation of “soul,” see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
“beheaded.” This is the figure of speech synecdoche of the part, where a part of something is put for the whole of that thing.[footnoteRef:3184] In this case, those believers who have been “beheaded” are said to get up, but in fact, all believers from the Old Testament and Tribulation will get up. The ones who are “beheaded” are put by synecdoche for all the martyrs, but all the rest of the righteous people are included by the phrase, “and such as had not worshiped the beast or his image and had not received the mark on their forehead and on their hand.” Believers from every age are like those who had not worshiped the beast in that in having faith in God they deny themselves and have faith in God (OT) and Christ (NT). [3184:  See Bullinger, Figures of Speech, 613, “synecdoche.”] 

Revelation 20:4 is about the “first resurrection, “the resurrection of the righteous,” when every righteous person will hear the voice of Christ (John 5:25-29) and get up from the dead (except those in the Christian Church, because they have already been in the Rapture). This verse specifically says “beheaded” because it is in the context of the Great Tribulation, when believers will die horrible deaths, and because there is an emphasis that these people are the type of people who “did not love their souls—even to death” (Rev. 12:11). This verse gives us pause to consider that beheading will become more common as a way to kill believers, and may in fact be reinstated as a way to execute the death penalty, just as it was in the Roman Empire. Christians were beheaded by Romans in the first century—this is almost certainly how the apostle Paul died—and it is currently occurring to Christians who are beheaded by some Muslim groups.
[For more information on the Old Testament believers getting up at this time and the two resurrections, see commentary on Acts 24:15.]
“came to life.” The dead are dead, and not alive in any way, but God will raise them in the resurrections.
Some theologians say that “came to life” refers to the New Birth, i.e., being saved, and that the Millennium (the 1,000 years) is happening right now. Those theologians state that the Millennium is the Church Age, the time between the ascension (or the Day of Pentecost) and the return of Christ. Saint Augustine was one person who believed that and so that is the standard position of the Roman Catholic Church. However, there are many things that argue against that belief.
· One is that there would be no reason for God to say that from Christ’s ascension to his return would be 1,000 years when that number is not even close to being accurate.
· Also, for John to write that the Millennium is going on right now and that it is 1,000 years would be confusing. John the Baptist, Jesus Christ himself, and the New Testament writers all claimed that the time of Jesus’ return was close, even in the lifetimes of those people who saw Jesus when he was alive on earth (cf. Matt. 3:2; 10:23; 16:28 [cf. Mark 9:1; Luke 9:27]; Matt. 23:35-36 [cf. Luke 11:49]; Matt. 24:34 [cf. Mark 13:30; Luke 21:32]; Matt. 26:64; Mark 1:15; John 4:24; John 5:25; 12:31; 21:22; Rom. 13:12; 16:20; 1 Cor. 7:29; Phil. 4:5; Heb. 10:37; James 5:8-9; 1 Pet. 4:7; Rev. 1:1, 3; 22:6, 20). John himself wrote that the things he wrote about would “shortly come to pass” and the time was “near” (Rev. 1:1, 3; 22:6, 20). For John to then contradict himself and all the other New Testament writers as well, and say the time was actually going to be long, 1,000 years would make no sense. It makes much more sense that John agreed with the other New Testament writers when he wrote that Jesus was coming “shortly,” and that then in Revelation 20:4-7 he was writing about a different subject, that being the literal future Kingdom of Christ on earth, which would last 1,000 years.
· Also, if God was going to state a number of years between the ascension and return of Christ, it seems that He would have written about that time period sometime between Acts and Jude in the letters specifically addressed to the Church. For example, the angels at the ascension could have said it, or Paul, Peter, or James could have given the 1,000-year number instead of writing that the return would come soon. If, when John penned the book of Revelation, his simple message in Revelation 20:4-7 was that Christ’s return is a long way off, why is that not stated in the writings of Paul, Peter, James, Jude, or Hebrews, and why in fact do they say the time is short and thus contradict what John wrote? The answer to that potential problem is simple: the 1,000-year period does not contradict Jesus, Paul, Peter, James, or even John himself because it does not refer to the time of the Church Age or the return of Christ.
· Also, theologians who claim we are in the Millennium now say that the dead people coming to life is not literal but figurative, and that it refers to spiritually dead people getting saved and becoming alive in Christ; becoming alive spiritually. However the wording of the text does not fit that analysis. The people who come to life in Revelation 20:4-7 are dead because they had been “beheaded for the testimony of Jesus and for the word of God” (Rev. 20:4). Taken literally, Revelation 20:4 makes sense and fits with Scripture because for millennia believers have been killed for their faith and the biblical prophecies say that will continue (cf. Matt. 24:9; Rev. 2:10; 13:7; 14:13). But if the resurrection from the dead in Revelation 20:4 is the spiritually dead getting saved and being given everlasting life, then the verse does not make sense because the unsaved were not “spiritually killed” and they certainly were not spiritually dead because of their testimony for Jesus. Furthermore, the things these believers in this resurrection are said not to have done include worshiping the beast and taking his mark, but those things were not available on Pentecost or even today, and in fact, are still future. These things point to the fact that the 1,000 years is not happening now, but is future.
· Also, Revelation 20:4 says that those people who come to life then reign with Christ 1,000 years. The verse does not say that “the Church” will reign 1,000 years, it says the people who come to life reign 1,000 years. We can understand that if the verse is taken literally because when believers are resurrected, they have everlasting life, so it makes sense they can live 1,000 years. According to Scripture, believers in this First Resurrection will spend the first 1,000 years with Christ when he reigns over the earth (see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth”). After the 1,000 years, Christ will not reign on this earth anymore as we know the earth. This earth will have been consumed in fire (Rev. 20:9), the elements will have melted (2 Pet. 3:12) and the heavens and the earth will have been totally remade (Rev. 21:1) and be very different (Rev. 21:1-22:21; for example, the New Jerusalem will have streets of gold; Rev. 21:21). Believers will live forever with Christ on the new earth.
· Another problem with making the first resurrection in Revelation 20:4-7 refer to people getting saved and becoming alive spiritually is that the “first resurrection” (Rev. 20:5, 6) is closely paralleled to the second resurrection. In the first resurrection, the people beheaded for Christ “came to life” and reigned with Christ 1,000 years, while in the second resurrection, the rest of the dead did not “come to life” until the 1,000 years were over (Rev. 20:5). So the first resurrection was before the 1,000 years and the second one was after the 1,000 years, but in both resurrections, people came to life. But if coming “to life” is getting saved, then both the righteous and unrighteous people are saved and given spiritual life—but the text is not saying that. Christ and Paul made it clear that there will be two resurrections, and they are very different; one is to everlasting life and one is to condemnation (John 5:28-29; Acts 24:15). All that is needed to clear any confusion about the resurrections is to understand that they refer to literal resurrections. The righteous people are literally raised from the dead in the first resurrection and then live with Christ forever with no fear of the second death (Rev. 20:6). The unrighteous people are literally raised in the second resurrection and then condemned and thrown into the Lake of Fire where they experience the second death (Rev. 11-15).
[See Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.”]
The resurrected believers of the Old Testament and the Tribulation period are in the Millennial Kingdom, so are the Christians, and so are the “sheep” from the sheep and goat judgment.
[For more on the sheep and goat judgment, see commentary on Matt. 25:32. For more on the three “categories,” if you will, of people in the Millennial Kingdom, see commentary on Matt. 25:34.]
“reigned with Christ 1,000 years.” Jesus Christ will come to earth and rule a kingdom scholars refer to as the “Millennial Kingdom” (from the Latin, mille, 1,000, and annus, a year). As this verse says, it will last 1,000 years. The 1,000-year reign of Christ on earth is referred to by many theologians as the Millennial Kingdom (from the Latin, mille, 1,000; and annus, a year). Jesus Christ will come down from heaven, land on earth and fight the Battle of Armageddon, and conquer the earth (Rev. 19:11-21). Then he will set up his kingdom which will fill the whole earth (see commentary on Dan. 2:35), and that kingdom will last 1,000 years, just as Revelation 20:4 says.
Historically the orthodox Church does not believe in Jesus’ reign on earth. At least since the time of Augustine’s book, The City of God (c. AD 425), the mainstream church has believed that Christ is in heaven and when saved people die they go to heaven to live there with Jesus forever. Thus the orthodox teaching of Christianity is that Jesus does not come back to earth and there is no Kingdom of Christ on earth. But that teaching contradicts huge sections of the Bible and makes the Bible very hard to read and understand. Furthermore, it completely obscures the future hope people have and makes it impossible to understand how people can get rewarded for the good things they do for God and Christ. There are many reasons that we should believe in Christ’s reign on earth.
· We should take the Bible literally whenever possible. There are some figures of speech and figurative language in the Bible, but just because something can be taken figuratively does not mean it should be taken figuratively. Especially given all the references in the Bible to the earth being restored to a paradise condition, Jesus Christ reigning on earth, and Israel being restored to their land, there is no sound reason not to take the 1,000 years on earth as a literal statement.
· God keeps His promises, and He promised the Promised Land to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. If there is no Millennial Kingdom on earth, then God will not have kept those promises. God repeated the promise that He would give the land of Israel to Abraham and his descendants many times, and said it in slightly different ways. He told Abraham that he and his descendants would get the land (Gen. 12:7; 13:15-17; 15:7, 18; 17:8). He told it to Isaac (Gen. 26:3). He told it to Jacob (Gen. 28:13; 35:12; 48:4). Then over and over He told Israel about the promise or that He would give them the land (cf. Exod. 6:4, 8; 12:25; 13:5, 11; Lev. 14:34; 20:24; 23:10; 25:2). The Eternal City described in Revelation 21-22 is not the land of Israel. Some people say that God gave the land he promised to Israel, the descendants of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, but in speaking with those three men God said he would give the land “to you,” to them, not just their descendants (Gen. 13:15; 17:8; 26:3; 28:13; and 35:12). God will keep those promises and give the land to them when they are raised from the dead (cf. Ezek. 37:11-14).
· Christ comes to earth and fights the Battle of Armageddon (Rev. 19:11-21; Isa. 63:1-6; Zech. 6:3-5). There is no record that after Armageddon he goes back up to heaven. He reigns on earth from Jerusalem.
· When Christ comes to earth he sets up his throne, gathers the people of earth, and judges them (Matt. 24:29-31; 25:31-32). So Christ has to come to earth and unregenerate people are let into the Kingdom.
· According to Revelation 20:4-12, the righteous dead are raised at the start of the 1,000 years and the unrighteous dead at the end of the 1,000 years. That scenario only works well if there is a future 1,000-year Kingdom of Christ on earth after the Battle of Armageddon.
· Judah and Israel will be reunited.
· The resurrected Jews will return to “their own land” (Ezek. 37:12-14). The New Jerusalem (Rev. 21-22) is not the land of Israel.
· There are people in the Millennial Kingdom who marry, bear children, age, and die (Isa. 65:17-25).
· In the Millennial Kingdom people will eat meat and fish (Isa. 25:6; Ezek. 47:10). People only ate plants in the Garden of Eden before the Fall (Gen. 1:29-30). That will be the situation again in the Eternal Kingdom (Rev. 21:3; 22:3).
· Jesus will rule with a rod of iron (Ps. 2:9; Rev. 2:27; 12:5; 19:15). That would not be in the Eternal City of Revelation 21-22. It has to be in the Millennial Kingdom where there are natural, unregenerate, and unsaved people.
· Jesus will rebuild the Temple (Zech. 6:12-13; Ezek. 40-44), but there will be no Temple in the Everlasting City (Rev. 21:22).
· The ancient cities will be rebuilt in the Millennial Kingdom, but not in the Everlasting City (Isa. 61:4).
· Strangers and foreigners will tend flocks (Isa. 61:5).
· There will be the sun and moon in the Millennial Kingdom, but neither one in the New Jerusalem (Isa. 30:26: Rev. 21:23; 22:5).
· The Millennial Kingdom will end with a fiery war (Rev. 20:9). That war is different than Armageddon. So there is a war immediately before the Millennial Kingdom, and a war that ends it.
​All these pieces of evidence point to the fact that Jesus Christ will come back to earth and reign on earth.
[For more on the Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Rev 20:5
“this is the first resurrection.” In the Greek text, this phrase is placed at the end of the sentence, but that can be confusing to English readers who are not used to summary phrases being inserted out of chronological order. The REV places the phrases in chronological order, as do some other versions (cf. NLT, NIrV). Some other English versions put the phrase in parenthesis to set it apart from the flow of the context (cf. CJB, NET, NIV, NRSV).
Rev 20:7
“the Adversary.” The Greek word for Adversary is Satanas (#4567 Σατανᾶς), which has been transliterated as “Satan” in most versions. This causes the meaning of the word, which is important, to be lost. For more information on it, see commentary on Mark 1:13. In this verse, “the Adversary” refers to the Adversary himself and his demon army. It is common in Scripture to only mention the leader when the leader and the followers are all involved (see commentary on Rev. 20:2, “and bound him for 1,000 years”). This “Adversary,” Satan, is further described a few verses later as “the Devil” (Rev. 20:10).
[For information on the names of the Devil, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
“will be loosed.” The Adversary will be bound for 1,000 years, allowing the restoration of Eden-like conditions on earth. Earth will be a place of justice, no war, plenty of food, great weather, and more. In the Millennial Kingdom, the promises God made to Abraham and to Israel will be fulfilled. But after the 1,000 years, the Adversary and his demons will be loosed and will deceive some of the natural people on earth just as Satan had deceived Adam and Eve: by suggesting that what people have is not good enough. In this way, Satan will amass an army of disgruntled people and attack Jerusalem (Rev. 20:8-9).
The good question has been asked, “Why would God imprison Satan and his demons for the 1,000 years and then let them loose to deceive the people? Why not just throw them in the Lake of Fire after Armageddon like the Antichrist and False Prophet were thrown into the fire?” Although that question is not specifically answered in Scripture, there are some very good possible answers. One of them is that Satan’s activity in the Millennial Kingdom will show once and for all that people’s happiness and contentment are less about what they actually have than what they think about what they have. The people in the Millennial Kingdom will have every reason to love it. People will be healthy and well-fed, there will be no war, no natural disasters, and not even any dangerous animals. It will be a truly joyous place. Yet those people who “have everything,” will become disgruntled and ungodly soon after Satan and his demons are released into the world, showing that godliness and satisfaction with life come from inside a person and not from outside circumstances. We see this every day even in our lives now. We see people who have very little and whose lives are very difficult yet who are very happy, and we see people who have health and money who are angry and bitter and who dislike life.
The Old Testament alluded to the period when the demons would be imprisoned and then let loose (cf. Dan. 7:12; Isa. 24:21-22; note that Isa. 24:22 is worded in such a way that after many days the demons will be “visited,” and the Hebrew word can mean either for good or bad, depending on the context. That they are “visited” can mean that they are released, punished, or both).
Rev 20:8
“to deceive the nations that are in the four corners of the earth.” Satan and his demons are released from their prison at the end of the 1,000-year Millennial Kingdom of Christ (cf. Rev. 20:1-3, 7-8), and when they are released they work to deceive the people on earth just as Satan worked to deceive Eve in the Garden of Eden. The “nations” on the earth during Christ’s Millennial Kingdom that can be deceived by the Devil are the nations of people who are the descendants of the “sheep” of the Sheep and Goat Judgment.
When Jesus Christ sets up his kingdom on earth after the Battle of Armageddon, the people who will be in it will be the Christians who were in the Rapture and came down from heaven with Christ; the righteous people who were in the first resurrection, which occurred after the Battle of Armageddon (Rev. 20:4-6); and the “sheep” of the Sheep and Goat Judgment (Matt. 25:31-46). The “Sheep” are natural people of earth who did not die in the Tribulation or Armageddon and who Jesus let into his kingdom on earth, and they will prosper and multiply in Christ’s Millennial Kingdom. They will live a very long time, often hundreds of years, marry and have healthy children, and those children will grow, marry, and have children (Isa. 65:19-23), and the population of the earth will grow very quickly. But these “sheep” and their offspring are natural people and some of them will be ungodly just as some people are ungodly today. These natural people will need law and order, which is why Christ will rule with a rod of iron (Ps. 2:9; Rev. 2:27; 12:5; 19:15) and have people help him rule (Jer. 23:3-5; 1 Cor. 6:2; Rev. 2:26-27). Nevertheless, many of those natural people will be deceived by Satan and his demons and attack Christ’s kingdom and his city of Jerusalem, but they will be defeated in the Final War, as we see here in Revelation 20:7-10.
[For more on the Sheep and Goat Judgment, see commentary on Matt. 25:32. For more on Christ’s Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Rev 20:9
“the width of the earth.” This is a hyperbole, but it will be a vast army that will attack Israel, and that army will cover a lot of territory from east to west as it marches forward.
“and fire came down out of heaven and devoured them.” The Final Battle at the end of the Millennial Kingdom, as the Bible says, is simply fire that comes from heaven and destroys the enemies of God. This is the final battle, after Christ’s 1,000-year Millennial Kingdom. So, in chronological order, there is the Battle of Armageddon immediately before the Millennial Kingdom of Christ, and that battle is described in verses such as Revelation 14:15-20; 16:12-16; and 19:11-21. Then comes Christ’s Millennial Kingdom when Christ rules over the earth. Then Satan is loosed from the abyss and gathers an army and he, his demons, and his army attack God’s people, at which time fire comes from heaven and kills all the enemy people and at that time the Devil and his demons are thrown into the Lake of Fire (Rev. 20:3, 7-10).
This Final Battle is not named in Scripture, nor is it well described, which are reasons why the Christian Church knows almost nothing about it. All the human enemies of God are killed in this battle, because the intense fire from heaven will melt even the elements of the earth (2 Peter 3:12) and so obviously kill the people, who will then get up to be judged in the Second Resurrection (Rev. 20:11-15).
[For more on Christ’s Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.”]
Rev 20:10
“Devil.” The Greek word is diabolos (#1228 διάβολος), which literally means “Slanderer,” but diabolos gets transliterated into English as our more familiar name, “Devil.” Slander is so central to who the Devil is and how he operates that one of his primary names is “the Slanderer.”
[For more information on the names of the Devil, see Appendix 8: “Names of the Devil.”]
It is the Devil and his army of demons who are thrown into the Lake of Fire at this time. It is common in the Bible to say that something happens to a king or ruler but meaning that it happens to his followers as well. For example, when the Bible says “David went out and fought with the Philistines” (1 Sam. 19:8), it only mentions David by name but it means David and his army. Similarly, when the Israelites entered Israel, the Israelite men were circumcised because Moses did not circumcise them in the wilderness. The Bible says Joshua made the knives and circumcised the men of Israel (Josh. 5:3) but he certainly did not make knives and circumcise tens of thousands of men by himself—he was the leader so he is the one mentioned. Similarly, when “Satan” is thrown in the Abyss (Rev. 20:1), or “the Devil” is thrown into the Lake of Fire (Rev. 20:10), it means Satan and his demon army, not just Satan alone (see commentary on Isa. 24:21).
“where both the beast and the false prophet had been thrown.” The “beast,” the person who is generally known as the Antichrist, and the false prophet had been thrown into the Lake of Fire 1,000 years earlier, immediately after being defeated by Jesus Christ in the Battle of Armageddon (Rev. 19:19-20).
“they will be tormented day and night for ages and ages.” The Greek is αἰῶνας αἰώνων αἰών; literally, “for ages of ages.” This is a hyperbole, an overstatement. The phrase “to the ages of the ages” refers to a very long time, but exactly how long we do not know. This is usually translated as, “They will be tormented day and night for ever and ever.” This verse has been used to teach the eternal torment of the damned, i.e., that people who die “unsaved” burn forever in “Hell.” What the Bible really teaches is that people who die unsaved are not tormented forever, but are eventually annihilated in the flames of Gehenna. The phrase “for the ages of the ages” refers to a very long time, but exactly how long we do not know. God may not want us to know how long these people and spirits will be tormented, but the problem is also exacerbated by the fact that according to some scholars, the largest number that can be written in Roman numerals is 3,999,999 (MMMCMXCIXCMXCIX with a line over the first seven (some say nine) letters. The line over the top of a letter multiplies it by 1,000. In any case, with all the tragedy the Devil has caused over the last 6,000 years, a number that was only about four million may be far too small, which in the ancient world forced the need for hyperbolic language. Ezekiel 28:19 also seems to indicate that the Devil will ultimately be annihilated, and Isaiah 14:15 does too.
[For more information on annihilation in the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
Rev 20:11
“great white throne.” What theologians refer to as “the Great White Throne Judgment” is the final judgment, and occurs in association with the “second resurrection.” The vast majority of the dead who are raised in this judgment will be condemned to annihilation in Gehenna (see commentary on Rev. 20:10). In the Bible, the color white is associated with purity and righteousness, and the white throne represents the purity and righteousness of the judgment as well as points to the righteous state of the earth once the judgment is over.
“and him who sat on it.” The one sitting on the throne is Jesus Christ. He will be the judge sitting on the throne (cf. John 5:22, 30; Acts 17:51; and Rom. 2:16; and see the REV commentary on Rom. 14:10).
“from whose face.” The Greek word translated as “face” can also mean “presence,” and some English versions read that way. However, given the importance of the face in the biblical narrative going all the way back to Genesis, fleeing from the “face,” the look on the face of Jesus, seems to be the right nuance here in Revelation 20:11.
“the earth and the heavens fled away, and there was no place found for them.” The enormity of the Final Judgment and the tremendous and all-encompassing change that is associated with it is difficult to put into words. The heavens and the earth that are now will be completely renewed. The elements of this earth will melt with a fervent heat and the heavens and the earth will change completely (2 Pet. 3:7-10). There will be a new heaven and earth (Rev. 21:1). What about this old heaven and earth? No place will be found for them. They are tainted by sin and evil and they will have fulfilled their purpose and will no longer be needed, so they will be done away with. The earth and the sea will have given up their dead, and there is no more reason for this old earth once that has happened. Apparently, this final judgment does not occur on earth, but where it occurs is not stated, although it could well be heaven, in fact, this “white throne” could well be the throne John saw in heaven (Rev. 4:2).
The phrase “and there was no place found for them” is true because at this White Throne Judgment, Jesus Christ, God, and the angels will be able to keep anyone from hiding and escaping judgment. Furthermore, there will be no place in the universe found where these evil people can live. As Revelation 20:15-21 says, the ungodly, unsaved people will be thrown into the Lake of Fire where they will be burned up until they are annihilated.
[For more on annihilation in the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.”]
Rev 20:12
“and books were opened.” God has angel scribes that write down what each person does during their life so that on Judgment Day each person can be judged accurately and righteously. The Bible says many times that people will be repaid for what they have done, whether it be good or bad, and so to ensure accuracy over the years, what people do is written down, and those books will be opened on the Judgment Day, just like Revelation 20:12 says.
[For more on the record books that angel scribes are writing, see commentary on Mal. 3:16.]
Rev 20:13
“the sea gave up the dead who were in it.” This statement showed the knowledge and power of God. In the ancient cultures, including the Roman culture at the time John was writing, the seas were thought of as powerful, dangerous, and unforgiving. People who were on ships that sank and even many people who fell in the water close to shore were often drowned and never found again. Many people who sailed away from shore on ships were simply never heard from again; the ship would sail out of sight and presumably sink, but people would not really know because often neither the ship, nor things from the ship, nor any people on the ship would ever be seen again. And that situation had existed on earth for thousands of years; ever since Noah’s Flood. So for John to say that at the resurrection the sea would give up the dead who were in it was a big deal to John’s readers and showed God’s power and authority over even very powerful forces like the sea.
We must take note of the fact that the Bible says that the sea gave up the dead who were in it. This is very accurate. Traditional Christianity teaches that when a person dies they go to heaven or hell, which is not correct because it is a belief based in Greek mythology that came into Christianity. The Greeks believed in an “immortal soul,” but the Bible makes it clear that the soul is not immortal but can and does die (cf. Matt. 10:28). Where are dead people now? They are dead and they will be dead until they are raised from the dead. Revelation 20:13 describes dead people being raised and then judged. The dead people are not described as having gone to heaven or “Hell” when they died, they are dead and in the sea or grave, and God gets them up from there and judges them. Then depending on the judgment they received based on how they lived, they receive everlasting life or are thrown into the Lake of Fire (cf. Rev. 20:11-15).
“the grave.” The word translated “grave” in the REV is the Greek word Hadēs (#86 ᾅδης), which came over into English as the loanword Hades (pronounced 'hay-dees). Hadēs was the Greek word that was used in both the Greek Old Testament (the Septuagint) and the Greek New Testament to represent what the Hebrew word Sheol meant in the Hebrew language. Sheol referred to the state of being dead. Sheol was not the physical grave itself, but the state of being dead (the actual physical grave was referred to in Hebrew as the qeber (#06913 קֶבֶר). Some theologians refer to Sheol as “gravedom” (“the reign of the grave;” or “the reign of death”). Sheol (Hadēs in the Greek Bible) is not a place, it is a state of being—the state of being dead. In the Hebrew Old Testament, dead people are said to be in Sheol (cf. Gen. 37:35; 42:38; 1 Kings 2:6; Job 7:9; Ps. 6:5; 16:10; 31:17; 49:14; Prov. 7:27; Eccl. 9:10; etc.).
It is worth noting that Hebrew, which was the language that God chose to have the Old Testament written in, has a specific word, Sheol, for “the state of being dead.” Like English, Hebrew has a common noun for “death,” which is maveth (#04194 מָוֶת), and a commonly used verb for “die,” which is muth (#04191 מָוֹת). However, the Hebrew language also has the word “Sheol” which refers to “the state of being dead.” English has no such word, so what we have to say is a person “is dead,” or they are “lifeless.” In contrast, Hebrew has the advantage of being able to say that the person is “in Sheol.” This has the potential to stop a lot of confusion, because if when a person dies they are “in Sheol,” then they are not also “in heaven” or “in Hell.” They are dead, in the state of being dead, and thus they are “in Sheol.”
In Greek mythology, Hadēs was both the name of the god of the underworld and also the name of the underworld itself. When the Hebrew Old Testament was translated into Greek around 250 BC, the Septuagint translators translated the Hebrew word Sheol by the Greek word Hadēs. It was actually a bad choice to translate Sheol as Hadēs, because in Sheol people are dead, whereas the Greeks believed that in Hadēs the souls of dead people were alive. Greek mythology had many stories of people being alive in Hadēs. So when the Greek-speaking Jews in Egypt translated Sheol as Hadēs, by the stroke of a pen they turned dead people into living people, and this introduced great confusion about the state of the dead into Judaism and then into Christianity, and that confusion still exists today. Actually, that confusion continued and perhaps was exacerbated when the New Testament books of Matthew, Luke, Acts, Corinthians, and Revelation used the word Hadēs. Although the New Testament use of Hadēs was the same as its use in the Septuagint, it is understandable that most Greeks would have seen Hadēs in light of their traditional mythology, and believed that the god Hadēs (the Devil) lived in Hadēs and reigned over the people there. So today millions of Christians believe that the souls of dead people are alive and suffering in “Hell” (Hadēs) because of what came from Greek mythology into Christianity.
Why would the Greek-speaking Jews translate Sheol as Hadēs? It is possible that some of the Jews had become so Hellenized that they thought that the dead were alive in Hadēs and felt that Hadēs was a good translation of Sheol. It is also possible that they used hadēs because they did not have a Greek word that had the same meaning as Sheol. The Greeks believed that the human soul was immortal, and so they did not have a vocabulary word that was the equivalent of Sheol, which meant “the state of being dead.” Whatever the case, the Septuagint translators chose to use the Greek word hadēs as a translation of Sheol. To maintain the proper theology of the Bible, it would have been better if they had simply transliterated Sheol into Greek and brought it into the Greek language as a loanword. Actually, that is what David Stern does in his Complete Jewish Bible. When Hadēs occurs in the Greek New Testament, Stern translates it Sheol.
The word Hadēs occurs in the Greek New Testament ten different times (11 in the Byzantine text), and it always refers to the state of being dead or the state of non-existence except one time in Luke 16:23. In that passage, Jesus uses Hadēs in the same way that his Pharisee audience was using it—to refer to a place of the living dead. The Pharisees were one of the Jewish groups that took on the Greek belief that some of the humans who had died were alive in Hadēs, which explains why Jesus framed his parable of the rich man and Lazarus the way he did (Luke 16:23). When Jesus told that parable, he was not trying to debate with the Pharisees whether dead people were dead or alive, he was trying to make the point that they were being so hard-hearted that they would not believe the truth if someone came back from the dead and told it to them (Luke 16:31).
E. W. Bullinger writes so lucidly about Sheol and Hadēs that it is worth quoting him extensively.
“Hadēs. This is a heathen word and comes down to us surrounded with heathen traditions, which had their origin in Babel, and not in the Bible…. As Hadēs (a word of human origin) is used in the New Testament, is the equivalent for the Hebrew Sheol (a word of divine origin), its meaning can be gathered not from human imagination, but from its Divine usage in the Old Testament. If we know this, we know all that can be known. [At this point, Bullinger lists all 65 uses of Sheol in the Old Testament].
On a careful examination of the above list, a few facts stand out very clearly. …”The grave”…stands out…as the best and commonest rendering. As to the rendering “hell,” it does not represent Sheol, because both by dictionary definition and colloquial usage, “hell” means the place of future punishment. Sheol has no such meaning, but denotes the present state of death. “The grave” is therefore a far more suitable translation….
The student will find that “THE grave,” taken literally as well as figuratively, will meet all the requirements of the Hebrew Sheol; not that Sheol means so much specifically “A” grave as “THE” grave.
If we enquire of it in the above list of the occurrences of the word Sheol, it will teach:
· That as to direction, it is down.
· That as to place, it is in the earth.
· That as to nature it is put for the state of death. Not the act of dying…but the state or duration of death. Sheol therefore means the state of death; or the state of the dead; which the grave is tangible evidence. It may be sometimes personified and represented as speaking, as other inanimate things are. It may be represented by a coined word, Grave-dom, as meaning the dominion or power of the grave.
· As to relation, it stands in contrast with the state of the living…. It is never once connected with the living except by contrast.
· As to association, it is used in connection with mourning; sorrow; fright and terror; weeping; silence; no knowledge; punishment.
· And finally, as to duration, the dominion of Sheol or the grave will continue until, and only end with, resurrection, which is the only exit from it.
[In the New Testament] Hadēs is invariably connected with death; but never with life; always with dead people; but never with the living. All in Hadēs will “not live again” until they are raised from the dead (Rev. 20:5). That the English word “hell” by no means represents the Greek Hadēs; as we have seen that it does not give a correct idea of its Hebrew equivalent, Sheol. That Hadēs can mean only and exactly what Sheol means, vis., the place where “corruption” is seen and from which resurrection is the only exit.”[footnoteRef:3185] [3185:  Bullinger, Critical Lexicon and Concordance to the English and Greek New Testament, 367-369.] 

Bullinger was correct that when a person dies they go to Sheol, the state of being dead, and they stay dead until God raises them up in the Rapture or one of the resurrections. The Bible compares death and Sheol with a prison that has gates from which there is no escape except by resurrection, so it uses the phrases, “the gates of Sheol” (Job 17:16; Isa. 38:10) and “the gates of death” (Job 38:17; Ps. 9:13; 107:18). Jesus Christ referred to the gates of death in Matthew 16:18, and many English versions translate the Greek words as “the gates of hell,” but “the gates of the grave” would be more correct. Once a person has died and gone through the “gates of Sheol,” only God and his Son Jesus can open them and bring the person back to life, but Jesus will open those gates and resurrect people to life. Jesus said that “the gates of the grave” would not prevail against his congregation, and indeed those gates will not prevail because he will raise dead believers to everlasting life.
[For more on the resurrections, see commentary on Acts 24:15. For information on the dead being dead until the resurrection, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead” For more on the soul not being immortal but dying when the person dies, see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
Rev 20:14
“This is the second death—the lake of fire.” People who are thrown into the Lake of Fire do not burn forever, as tradition teaches, but burn up and die. The Bible says the Lake of Fire is the “second death,” but it is not actually a “death” if people do not actually die. Unsaved people “perish” (John 3:16), they die (Rom. 6:23). The phrase “immortal soul” is not in the Bible, and the Bible teaches that the “soul” can die (e.g., Matt. 10:28). For over 1,000 years, the teaching that people “burn forever in hell” has confused and tormented people. It is a hurtful and unbiblical doctrine and has even driven some people from the Faith.
Unsaved people are thrown into the Lake of Fire where they burn up and die.
[For more on death in the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.” For more on the word “soul” and that the soul is not immortal, see Appendix 16: “Usages of ‘Soul.’”]
Rev 20:15
“anyone whose name.” The word “name” is not specifically in the Greek text, but it is implied.
 
Revelation Chapter 21
Rev 21:1
“a new heaven and a new earth.” This is the new heaven and earth of the Everlasting Kingdom, and it will last forever. This new heaven and earth replaces the heaven and the earth that came before it, and it is totally different from that former heaven and earth. The heavens and earth have gone through changes and will change again in the future. The Bible describes four of those times: the pre-Fall Edenic earth; the present evil earth; Christ’s Millennial Kingdom on earth; and the New Heavens and Earth of the Everlasting Kingdom.
[For more on the chronology of what happens in the End Times, see commentary on Matt. 25:32, “as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats.” For more on the coming Kingdom of Christ on earth, the Millennial Kingdom, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on the duration of the last half of the Tribulation, as well as the days of Judgment following Armageddon, see commentary on Dan. 12:11. For more on the terrible death and destruction in the Great Tribulation and Armageddon, see commentary on Dan. 12:1. For more on the first and second resurrection, see commentary on Acts 24:15. For more on how the future will unfold from this present age to the Millennial Kingdom to the Everlasting Kingdom, see commentary on Rev. 21:1.]
THE PRE-FALL EDENIC EARTH. When God created Adam and Eve, the heavens and earth were “very good” (Gen. 1:31). People and animals all ate plants (Gen. 1:29-30), and there was peace on earth. God gave Adam and Eve dominion over the world (Gen. 1:28), and they were apparently running it very well.
[The pre-Fall Edenic earth is not included in the chart below.]
THE PRESENT EVIL EARTH. After the Edenic phase, the next phase of the heavens and earth is the one we live in today, which is fallen and evil (Gal. 1:4). When Adam and Eve sinned, the dominion of the world that God gave them was transferred to the Devil (see commentary on Luke 4:6). At that point, the Devil became the “ruler of the world” (John 12:31; 14:30; 16:11) and the “god of this age” (2 Cor. 4:4) and was empowered to exert considerable control over what happens on earth (1 John 5:19). The Devil immediately began to exert his influence over the world, and in the same way that the Garden of Eden reflected God’s character, so the world today reflects the Devil’s character. The world became a harsh and dangerous place. The plants grew thorns (Gen. 3:18), the animals began to kill each other, the weather became dangerous, and some people followed the Devil and became evil. The Devil and his demons roam the earth (Job 1:7, 2:2; 1 Pet. 5:8), and oppress people (Acts 10:38), and the Devil holds the power of death (Heb. 2:14). This is the heavens and earth we live in today.
CHRIST’S MILLENNIAL KINGDOM ON EARTH. After this present evil age, the next phase of this heavens and earth occurs when Jesus rules the world for 1,000 years, and that time period is called Christ’s “Millennial Kingdom.” At some point in the future, Christ will come from heaven and fight the Battle of Armageddon and conquer the earth (Rev. 19:11-21). Satan and his demons will be imprisoned (Rev. 20:1-3) and wicked people will be killed. Jesus will reign as king over the whole earth (cf. Ps. 2:8; 72:8-11; Dan. 2:35, 44; 7:14; Mic. 5:4; Zech. 9:10). Then the earth will again reflect God’s nature and be like Eden, it will be a “paradise” (Luke 23:43). Animals will go back to eating plants (Isa. 11:6-7), rain will come in season and deserts will bloom (Isa. 35:1-2, 7). Christ will reign for 1,000 years (Rev. 20:1-7), and this time will be so different from the evil age we live in now that it is called a new heaven and earth even though for the mostpart the physical heaven and earth will be the same (Isa. 65:17). Christ’s Millennial Kingdom will end in a war in which the heavens and earth that now exist will be destroyed (Rev. 20:9).
THE EVERLASTING KINGDOM. After the war at the end of the Millennial Kingdom, God will make a brand new heavens and earth that will be unlike what has been before. The Bible does not say much about this new heavens and earth, this Everlasting Kingdom, likely because we just could not comprehend it. For example, the city of the New Jerusalem that comes down from heaven and lands on earth will be about 1,400 miles (2200 km) high and will have streets of transparent gold; things that would be impossible today (Rev. 21:16, 18, 21). But the promises about that earth and living in it are wonderful, for example, “death will be no more, nor will there be mourning, nor crying, nor pain” (Rev. 21:4).
[For more on the Devil being the god of this age, see commentary on 2 Cor. 4:4. For more on the future Kingdom of Christ on earth that will not have the Devil present, see Appendix 5: “Christ’s Future Kingdom on Earth.” For more on the future restored earth being called “Paradise,” see commentary on Luke 23:43.]
	Present Evil Earth
	Christ’s Millennial Kingdom
	Everlasting Kingdom

	Sun and moon
	Brighter sun and moon (Isa. 30:26)
	No sun or moon (Rev. 21:23)

	Day and night
	Day and night
	No night (Rev. 21:25; 22:5)

	Pain and death for animals and humans
	Limited pain and death (Isa. 65:20)
	No pain or death (Rev. 21:4)

	Neither God nor Christ physically reign as king on earth
	Christ reigns as king over the earth from his capital, Jerusalem
	God and Christ are both reigning on the throne (Rev. 22:3)

	Satan is the god of this age and ruler of this world (Luke 4:6; 2 Cor. 4:4; John 12:31)
	Satan is imprisoned (Rev. 20:1-3).
	Satan is in the Lake of Fire (Rev. 20:10)

	Many temples: to God and pagan gods
	A Temple in Jerusalem; no pagan temples when Christ reigns as king
	No Temple (Rev. 21:22)

	Worship of pagan gods and idols
	No pagan gods or idols (Zech. 13:2)
	No pagan gods or idols (Rev. 21:27)

	Dangerous animals
	No dangerous animals (Isa. 11:6-9; Ezek. 34:25)
	No dangerous animals (Rev. 21:4)

	Animals eat each other and sometimes people
	Animals eat plants like they did in the Garden of Eden (Gen. 1:30; Isa. 11:6)
	Animals eat plants (no death or pain)

	Jerusalem is a major city in Israel
	Jerusalem will be 4,500 cubits square (approx. 1 ½ sq. miles) (Ezek. 48:16)
	Jerusalem will be 12,000 stadia (approx. 1,400 miles) wide and high (Rev. 21:16)

	It has been about 6,000 years since the Fall of Adam and Eve
	Lasts 1,000 years (Rev. 20:4-7)
	Lasts forever

	Ends after Armageddon
	Ends by fire from heaven (Rev. 20:9; 2 Pet. 3:1-12)
	Never ends

	All people are mortal
	Some people are mortal, some are immortal
	All people are immortal

	Israel is currently a small, united country; the tribes are not separated
	Israel will be restored and the twelve tribes will each be given a land area (Ezek. 48:1-29)
	Israel will not exist as a country but each of the twelve tribes will have their name on a gate of the city (Rev. 21:12)


Rev 21:3
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
“tabernacle…live with.” There is a linguistic link between “tabernacle” (or “tent, dwelling place”), and “live with” (or “tent with, tabernacle with”) that is hard to reproduce in English without either losing part of the meaning or creating a difficult reading in English. The Greek is the noun skēnē (#4633 σκηνή, pronounced skay-'nay), “tent, tabernacle, dwelling place,” juxtaposed with the verb skēnoō (#4637 σκηνόω, pronounced skay-'no-ō), “to live in a tent, to live in a tabernacle, to dwell.” To translate the linguistic link into the verse, we could translate the verse to say that the “dwelling place” of God will be with people, and He will “dwell” with them (e.g., ESV); or the tent (tabernacle) of God will be with people and He will tent (tabernacle) with them (e.g., Lenski’s translation; “tabernacle…tabernacled”).[footnoteRef:3186] [3186:  R. C. H. Lenski, John’s Revelation, 613.] 

We chose to translate the phrase “tabernacle…live with,” for a couple of reasons, even though the linguistic link between the words skēnē and skēnoō is lost. We felt the translation, “dwelling place…dwell with,” lost the connection the text was making between the Old Testament tabernacle and this future dwelling place of God. Also, the translation “tabernacle…tabernacled,” may be too difficult for the average reader and would just be confusing.
We went with the word “tabernacle” for skēnē because, while it is true that it is used in Greek as a dwelling place in general and not just a tent, it is also true that skēnē does refer to a tent, and “tabernacle” ties together the tent God lived in during the early periods of the Old Testament Law with His living with His people in the future. Also, there are several other Greek words that refer to a dwelling place that do not refer to a tent that John could have used if he wanted to avoid making the connection between the dwelling of God in the Old Testament and His dwelling with people in the future. Of course, in this context, the word “tabernacle” or “tent” could not refer to a literal tent because God is actually dwelling with mankind in the Everlasting City.
Why would John use “tent” or “tabernacle” here for the dwelling place of God? Although we cannot be totally sure, it seems that one thing that the text is doing, especially because “tent” is not literal, is making an allusion to the continual plan and efforts of God to be with His people. God has always tried to live among His people but was restricted by human sin. In the Old Testament, God started out with Adam and Eve in the Garden; then, after the Fall, He was with each family as they built altars and worshiped Him; then He was in a tent (“tabernacle”) in the midst of His people; and then the mobile tent became a permanent Temple. But all through that time God’s desire to be with people never changed. Now, in the Everlasting City, God will continue to “tent” with His people and live among them, but the word “tent” is somewhat figurative and ironic, because this dwelling will be forever.
Rev 21:5
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Rev 21:6
“I am the Alpha and the Omega. For information on this phrase, see commentary on Revelation 1:8.
“Beginning and the end.” The phrase appears twice: here and Revelation 22:13. The exact meaning of the phrase “the beginning and the end” is not given. Scholars give differing explanations of the phrase, but the meaning must be closely associated with the concepts of “Alpha and Omega” and “First and Last” because these titles are associated together (cf. Rev. 22:13). We have seen from the study of the title “Alpha and Omega” that it refers to the start and finish of something, and we have seen from the title “First and Last” (Rev. 1:17) that Christ will raise up the generations of people unto everlasting life. It is clear why Christ would be called the “beginning and the end” in association with these concepts. He is the firstborn from the dead, and he will be the one to call the last people out of their graves, he is both the Author and Finisher of faith, he is the Man by whom God will judge the world and he is the one who will then create and bring to completion the next ages (see the commentary on Heb. 1:10). There is no compelling reason to assume Jesus is God simply because of the title, “the Beginning and the End.” It is common for people of similar status to use the same title.
[For more discussion on this phrase see The Racovian Catechism, in Polish 1605; in Latin 1609; in English 1818, available through Spirit & Truth Fellowship International, pp. 161-163.]
Rev 21:9
“the bride, the wife.” There is a lot of misinformation in Christianity about the “Bride of Christ.” There is no group of people such as Israel or the Church who are “literally” the bride. The term “bride” is one of the figures of speech God uses in His Word to bring specific meaning and emotion into the text. When we understand the subject, we can see that every saved person together is referred to as the “bride” or “wife” of Christ.
[For more information on who the Bride of Christ is, see Appendix 12: “The Bride of Christ.”]
Rev 21:10
“in the spirit.” There is no definite article “the” in the Greek text but we supply it because this verse makes more sense in English that way. In the Greek text, the definite article “the” is not supplied before “spirit” because the preposition en can make pneuma (spirit) definite without the article. See commentary on Revelation 4:2, “in the spirit.”
Rev 21:14
“of the twelve apostles.” The Bible does not say who the twelve apostles are. However, it seems much more likely that the twelfth apostle is Matthias rather than Judas Iscariot. Matthias was chosen to replace Judas Iscariot after Judas killed himself (Acts 1:26) and Jesus ascended into heaven (Acts 1:9). Matthias joined the other eleven apostles and together the twelve of them took over the work of Jesus Christ on earth and were the solid foundation upon which the first-century church was built.
While Jesus was alive, the twelve apostles, which included Judas Iscariot as one of them, were technically still in leadership training. As the Four Gospels reveal, there was much they did not know and much they had to learn, even up to the week of Jesus’ death (John 16:12). In fact, they did not even understand that Jesus was going to be raised from the dead until after he was raised and taught them about it (Luke 24:36-47).
Also, Judas never developed the heart and commitment of an apostle. Although all the apostles had to mature in the Faith and overcome obstacles such as fear, Judas never did overcome his worldly ways. During his training under Jesus, he continued his selfish and ungodly ways. For example, he was stealing from the offerings people gave (John 12:6), and he was stirring up dissension among the other apostles (cf. John 12:4-7 with Mark 14:4). Also, although we are not clear about his motives, he betrayed Jesus for 30 pieces of silver, a clear indication that he never really believed that Jesus was the Messiah and Lord.
When Judas did change his mind about betraying Jesus, instead of realizing his own worth and the value of his training under Jesus and repenting and asking for forgiveness and thus doing his best to help Jesus’ mission, he selfishly committed suicide (Matt. 27:3-5). That act revealed how little he understood about the love and compassion of God and Jesus. Therefore, given what we know about Judas Iscariot, it is very unlikely that he would be named on the foundation of the Everlasting City.
Also, Matthias was not someone who became a disciple late in Jesus’ ministry. He had been with the other apostles from the time Jesus was baptized by John until his ascension into heaven (Acts 1:21-22). Furthermore, we should trust that when the eleven apostles prayed to the Lord Jesus to “show us which one of these two you have chosen” (Acts 1:24), that Jesus did in fact somehow spiritually preside over the choosing of Matthias, and thus Matthias was Jesus’ choice for the twelfth apostle and qualified to be named on the foundation of the Everlasting City.
Rev 21:15
“a measuring rod of gold to measure the city.” That the angel had a measuring rod and measured the city connects the New Jerusalem as the residence of God and the place of worship back to Ezekiel’s vision of the Millennial Temple and also connects it to the Temple that is in Jerusalem during the Tribulation (Rev. 11:1).
Rev 21:16
“stadia.” A Roman stadia is about 600 feet. The distance is about 1,380 miles, or 2,220 kilometers. The city is probably a huge pyramid, with the throne of God and Jesus at the top. Thus it would be similar to the Holy Jerusalem in the Millennial Kingdom, with the Temple at the top of the mountain of the Lord.[footnoteRef:3187] [3187:  See John W. Schoenheit, The Christian’s Hope, chap. 4.] 

Rev 21:18
“The city was pure gold, like pure glass.” This describes a scene that we have a hard time grasping. To the eye, the city was pure gold, which likely means that the city looked golden, likely by having gold somehow part of the glass-like substance the city was made from. It may even be that totally pure gold without any impurities at all is somehow translucent, but that seems unlikely. Also, whatever the substance was that the city was built from, it was transparent “like pure glass,” allowing light to come through it, and in that sense, it was like the streets of the city that were made of pure gold but were also transparent. Since the city structure and streets of the city were transparent, the light that shown from God and His Son reflected throughout the whole city and lighted up the entire structure. There will be no “dark corners” in the New Jerusalem. Glassmakers today can make glass that looks golden to the eye but which can be seen through, so there will be no problem with God making something that is gold but transparent.
Rev 21:19
“lapis lazuli.” The deep blue color of lapis lazuli—a stone that was well-known in the ancient Near East—was often associated with God and his throne (Exod. 24:10; Job. 28:16; Isa. 54:11; Ezek. 1:26; 10:1). The majority English translation, “sapphire,” is almost certainly wrong (see commentary on Ezek. 1:26).
Rev 21:21
“pearls.” Pearls were very expensive in the ancient world, and very highly valued.
[For more on pearls, see commentary on Rev. 18:12.]
“and the street of the city was pure gold, like transparent glass.” The word “street” is singular, but here it is a collective singular and refers to the streets of the city. The streets of the city will be like the city itself, transparent gold (see commentary on Rev. 21:18).
Rev 21:22
“And I did not see a temple in it.” There is no temple in the New Jerusalem that comes down from heaven. The Greek word translated “temple” here in Revelation 21:22 is naos (#3485 ναός), which means the inner sanctuary, and then, occasionally, by association, the temple building that houses the inner sanctuary, which is the meaning here. In contrast, the Greek word hieron (#2411 ἱερόν), which is generally translated as “temple,” means the temple building along with its porches, outer courts, and all associated outbuildings, which we could refer to as the “temple” or even “temple complex.”
Rev 21:27
“unclean things will never ever enter into it, nor whoever does what is detestable or false.” After the final judgment, the Great White Throne Judgment (Rev. 20:11-15), there will be no evil people or spirit beings left on earth. They will all be dead or in the Lake of Fire. This verse is not saying that there will be unclean and detestable things on earth but they will not be allowed into the New Jerusalem, it is a restatement and confirmation of the fact that no unclean and detestable things will enter the city because there will not be any on earth. Furthermore, it is a confirmation that the unclean and detestable things in the Lake of Fire will not escape to trouble the people in the New Jerusalem. There will not be any “jailbreak” from the Lake of Fire. The human and spirit beings who are there will eventually die there.
[For more on dying in the Lake of Fire, see Appendix 4: “Annihilation in the Lake of Fire.” For more on dead people being and staying dead, see Appendix 3: “The Dead are Dead.”]
 
Revelation Chapter 22
Rev 22:3
“will be in it.” That is, will be in the city, the New Jerusalem. By custom and culture, the throne of God and the Lamb will be at the highest point of the city, just like the Temple was at the highest point of Mount Zion and will again be at the highest point in the New Jerusalem in the Millennial Kingdom.
“and his servants will serve him.” One of the things that believers can look forward to in the future is being able to serve God in a meaningful way. God and Jesus will both be present in such a way that no one will wonder if they are really serving God or not—everyone will know that they are serving God and that their service is valuable.
Some Trinitarians claim that the phrase “serve him” is in reference to serving Jesus, and since the word used for serving is latreuō (#3000 λατρεύω), which is only used of God, therefore, Revelation 22:3 teaches that Jesus is God.
Although Revelation 22:3 mentions both God and Jesus Christ being on the throne, the pronoun “him” is singular and refers to God. This is something that we would expect from the scope of Scripture because God always has primacy over Jesus (cf. Luke 22:42; John 4:34; 8:29; 14:28; 1 Cor. 15:28; and John 13:16 paired with John 6:57). However, it is something that becomes clear from the rest of the sentence, which is Revelation 22:4 (Rev. 22:3-4 are actually one sentence in the Greek text and should be in the English versions also). So the whole sentence reads, “And there will be no curse any more, and the throne of God and of the Lamb will be in it, and his servants will serve him and they will see his face, and his name will be on their foreheads.” The phrase, “and they will see his face” refers to seeing the face of God, because that is a unique and meaningful change. Throughout history, it has been God’s face that has not been able to be seen (Exod. 33:20-23), and in addition to that, God’s name will be on people’s foreheads (Rev. 14:1).
Secondly, Revelation 22:6 provides more evidence for identifying who the verb latreuō is referring to in Revelation 22:3. Revelation 22:6 says “his servants” (oi douloi (οἱ δοῦλοι)), and uses the same word as Rev. 22:3, and the subject is “the Lord, the God of the prophets.” This is how John refers to the Father, whereas Jesus is often called the lamb (Rev. 1:1; 1:6; 21:22; 22:1). Also, in Revelation 7:15, the multitude is before the throne of God and they serve (latreuō) him. In Revelation 7:15, we have two similarities with Revelation 22:3, people are before the throne of God, and they serve (“latreuō”) him, yet, it is clearly in reference to the Father. Thus, when we read here in Revelation 22:3 that “his” servants are serving (“latreuō”) him, it is perfectly reasonable to assume that the phrase “his servants” is in reference to God the Father.
[For more on Jesus not being God, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.”]
Rev 22:4
“and they will see his face.” Throughout history, the face of God was hidden. Moses was allowed to see God’s back, but not His face (Exod. 33:20-23). But God never wanted His people to be separate from him, and in the Everlasting Kingdom, the saved will all see God.
“and his name will be on their foreheads.” The people in the Everlasting Kingdom will have the names of both God and Jesus on their foreheads (Rev. 14:1.) But here in this verse, since “his name” is singular it refers to God.
Rev 22:6
“sent his angels.” Both God the Father (Rev. 22:6) and Jesus Christ (Rev. 22:16) sent angels. This does not mean that Jesus Christ is God.
[For more on this, see the commentary on Rev. 22:16.]
Rev 22:7
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Rev 22:11
“Let.” The sense of “let” comes from the imperative verb. Christians are to be ambassadors and witnesses for Christ, so why would the angel tell John to “let the one who is unrighteous be unrighteous still,” etc.? The answer is in the context. This section of Revelation is one of the many places in the New Testament that indicates the time of the End is very soon, even though God has delayed it for His own reasons (Rev. 22:6, 10, 12, 20). But from the angel’s point of view, the End was fast approaching and people whose hearts were hardened were not going to change before then.
[For more on prophecies about the Messianic Kingdom coming soon, see commentary on Matt. 16:28.]
Rev 22:12
“Look!” The Greek word is idou (#2400 ἰδού), and it is used to get our attention. See commentary on Matthew 1:20.
Rev 22:13
“Alpha and the Omega.” For information on this phrase, see commentary on Revelation 1:8.
“first and the last.” For information on this phrase, see commentary on Revelation 1:17.
“beginning and the end.” For information on this phrase, see commentary on Revelation 21:6.
Rev 22:14
“wash their robes.” There are manuscripts that read “do [keep] the commandments,” and the King James Version, done in 1611, is based upon manuscripts that read that way (as is the New King James). However, evidence of the totality of the manuscripts of the Greek New Testament today, which is over 5,700, shows that the original reading was “wash their robes.” The reading “wash their robes” is idiomatic and represents being cleansed and thus righteous in the sight of God. It seems likely that a scribe, misunderstanding the text, altered “wash their robes” to “do the commandments” because it would not involve a drastic change in the Greek—the words are much more similar in Greek than in English.
Rev 22:15
“likes.” The Greek verb we translate as “likes” is phileō (#5368 φιλέω). If we say, “love,” as most versions do, we lose the meaning of phileō here, and confuse it with agapē love. Phileō love has a deep attachment, like the attachment of true friends, while agapē love does not necessarily have any feeling of attachment at all, which is why we can “love” (agapē) our enemies. The people in this verse do not “love” falsehood in the sense that they feel it is the right thing to do even though they do not enjoy it (that would be to confuse phileō with agapē), rather, the people being referred to in this verse have a deep connection to, and friendship with, falsehood. For a more complete understanding of phileō, see commentary on John 21:15.
Rev 22:16
“root.” This verse is alluding to Isaiah 11:1 and 11:10, where the Hebrew unambiguously uses the word “root.” What we need to understand is that roots grow from the tree, and Jesus Christ was a descendant of David. See commentary on Romans 15:12.
“I, Jesus, have sent my angel.” Jesus is over all the angels (Eph. 1:20-22), so it makes sense that Jesus is in charge of the angels and thus, the angels that he sends out are referred to as “his” angels.
Some Trinitarians propose that because Jesus sent “his” angel (Rev. 22:16) and God sent “his” angels (Rev. 22:6) that Jesus is the God of Revelation 22:6 and is also the one being served in Revelation 22:3. However, just because Jesus does something and God also does that thing, they do not become the same person. Both of them could rightly send the angel. This is the logical fallacy of “false equivalence” which occurs when equivalence is drawn between two subjects based on faulty reasoning. For example, this logic is fallacious:
Apples have seeds.
Oranges have seeds.
Therefore, apples are oranges.
Just because the apples and oranges share one similarity, having seeds, that does not make them equal objects. They are still very different objects.
So, just because God and Jesus both do the same thing in an instance, that does not make them the same person. In fact, this exact chain of command is exemplified in Revelation 1:1: God, who has all knowledge, informs and directs His Son Jesus, who has limited knowledge, who then tells an angel, who then gives the information to John. It would be as if a General in the army sent a message through a Lieutenant who sent a message to a soldier. One could pose the question, who sent the message, the General or the Lieutenant? Both sent the message. In a very similar way, both Jesus and God sent the angel. Yet, this does not turn one into the other.
Similarly, both God’s and Jesus’ names are written on the foreheads of the 144,000 in Revelation 14:1. So, one could not say, since Jesus’ name is written on their foreheads and God’s name is written on their foreheads that Jesus is God. No, both of their names are written on their foreheads, there are two names on their foreheads. The author of Revelation consistently sees Jesus and God as separate persons (Rev. 1:1; 1:6; 21:22; 22:1), so it is a mistake to assume that if they both do something, they are the same person.
[For more on Jesus not being God, see Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.”]
“I am the root and the descendant of David.” The Greek word translated “root” is rhiza (#4491 ῥίζα), and what it means must be determined from the context because rhiza can refer either to a root or to a sprout, a shoot that comes up from the root. Thus, rhiza can be “root” or “shoot” depending on the context. In the New Testament, Jesus Christ is called the “root” of David (Rev. 5:5; 22:16), meaning he is the descendant of David. We can tell that rhiza refers to “root,” or descendant because Revelation 5:5 and 22:16 are alluding to what the Messiah is called in Isaiah 11:1 and 11:10, where the Messiah is called the “root” of Jesse, who was the father of David. In Hebrew, the word translated “root” only means “root” and does not refer to a shoot or sprout coming from a stump. Unlike Greek in which rhiza can refer to either a root or a shoot, in Hebrew “root” and “shoot” are totally different words, so “root” means “root,” although it can refer to a branch of a root, which is still a descendant.
It can be confusing for Westerners to think of a “root” as a descendant, and “root” is not always used that way in the Bible, but it sometimes is. If someone, or a dynasty, was killed or mostly wiped out, the “root” was left in the ground and continued to grow. So in that kind of context, the “root” referred to the descendants. Thus the “root of Jesse” was a descendant of Jesse. Jesus Christ is called the “root of Jesse” and the “root of David,” making the point that Jesus Christ is a full heir of Jesse and David and thus showing that he is the rightful heir of David and that he would thus reign on David’s throne forever (2 Sam. 7:13, 16).
There are some places in the Old Testament where “root” can quite clearly be seen to refer to descendants. For example, in Isaiah 14:29-30 the “root” refers to descendants. Isaiah 14:30 refers to the people of Philistia (the Philistines) and says, “I will kill your root with famine, and your remnant it will kill.” God cannot say that He will kill the ancestors of the Philistines because they are already dead. Thus in speaking of the “root” of the Philistines, He is speaking about their descendants, and He confirms that with the last half of the verse which parallels the word “root” with the word “remnant,” meaning those who are left and still alive.
Similarly, Malachi 4:1 says that the wicked will be destroyed, and “the day that is coming that will burn them up, says Yahweh of Armies, that it will leave them neither root nor branch.” The Day of Yahweh is coming and it will burn up the wicked and leave them no “root,” that is, no descendants, and no branches, again referring to descendants. We can see that “root” refers to descendants because God cannot say that in killing the wicked they would not have any ancestors, but rather they would not live to have descendants. Furthermore, God made His point clear and emphasized it by using two different words that refer to the same thing: “root” and “branch.” This kind of doubling was a common Hebrew idiom used in poetry to emphasize and clarify what the text was saying. In fact, we see it in Malachi 4:1 and Revelation 22:16. Malachi 4:1 makes it clear that the wicked would be destroyed and have no descendants, a terrible fate in the Old Testament culture.
In Isaiah 53:2, the Messiah, Jesus Christ, grows up before God as a “root,” that is, as a descendant, that is, a descendant of David and an heir of the promises made to David about an everlasting kingdom (2 Sam. 7:13, 16). We could even say, based on many Old Testament prophesies, that Jesus Christ was the “promised root” (see commentary on Isa. 11:10). Isaiah 53:2 is another place that doubles the point for emphasis, saying “he [the Messiah] grows up before him [God] as a young plant and as a root,” using both “young plant” and “root” to make the point that the Messiah would be a descendant of his ancestors, most importantly King David.
Here in Revelation 22:16, Jesus is referred to as the “root” of David and the “descendant” of David, and thus God is revealing that the revelation He gave to Isaiah about a descendant of Jesse being the Messiah had come to pass. Also, we see God again doubling the point He is making by saying the same thing two different ways, using both “root” and “descendant.”
G. K. Beale writes, “But ‘root’ in Rev. 22:16 is not a metaphor of origin…but an image of derivation. ‘Root’ is explained by ‘offspring,’ so that it becomes a metaphorical synonym for descendent. …In addition, ‘root’ occurs again in Isaiah 11:10 in reference to the figure of Isaiah 11:1 and is clearly a metaphor of derivation in 11:10: ‘root of Jesse’ refers to a descendent from Jesse’s line not the originator of that line. That genealogical derivation of the idea is even clearer from the LXX [the Septuagint] of Isaiah 11:10. After ‘root of/from Jesse’ (genitive of source), the LXX interprets the MT’s ‘will stand as a banner of the peoples’ with ‘the one arising to rule over the Gentiles” (cited by Rom. 15:12). Furthermore, ‘root’ also has the idea of ‘sprout’ or ‘growth from’ in Isaiah 5:24 and 53:2, in line with similar metaphors. The main point of the title here in the Apocalypse is to identify Jesus as the one who fulfills the prophecy that one of David’s descendants will be the Messiah. Therefore, the genitive ‘David’ should be rendered ‘the root and the offspring from David’”[footnoteRef:3188] [3188:  G. K. Beale, The Book of Revelation [NIGTC], 1146-47.] 

It is often claimed by Trinitarians that saying Jesus Christ is the “root” of David is proof that he was God and preexisted David’s life, but that is not what the text is saying. At best the Hebrews and Greeks might have thought that David’s knowledge of the coming Messiah stabilized his life (cf. Acts 2:25-28), but as is stated above, this is a text showing that Jesus was a descendant of David. Furthermore, the clear evidence from Scripture is that Jesus Christ was not alive before David, but was God’s plan for the salvation of humankind.
[See Appendix 6: “Jesus is the Son of God, Not God the Son.”]
Rev 22:17
“the Spirit.” This refers to Jesus Christ. See commentary on Revelation 2:7.
“as a gift.” “As a gift,” that is, free of charge. Jesus Christ gave his life so people could have everlasting life as a gift, free of charge.
Rev 22:18
“If anyone adds to them.” This is stated several different ways in the Bible (cf. Deut. 4:2; 12:32).
Rev 22:19
“God will take away his part from the tree of life.” Tampering with God’s words, which is His communication to mankind, is a very serious sin and has serious consequences. Revelation 22:19 is part of the information the Bible gives us about the period of the book of Revelation, which directly applies to people after the Rapture, i.e. after the Christians have been caught up into heaven to be with Christ (1 Thess. 4:17). During the time of the Old Testament, Gospels, and Revelation, a person’s salvation was not guaranteed and thus a person could sin and not be saved. This is very clearly presented in the Old Testament, Gospels, and Revelation. It is especially clear in sections such as Ezekiel 33:12-16, and it is why when the man asked Jesus, “Teacher, what good thing must I do to get eternal life,” Jesus answered, “If you want to enter life, obey the commandments” (Matt. 19:16, 17). It is also why the letters to the assemblies in Revelation 2:1-3:21 speak of people having to be faithful to overcome.
If a person living during the time of Tribulation takes away from the words of God, he will not receive everlasting life. In contrast, if a Christian, someone who is born again, takes away from the words of God, he is still guaranteed everlasting life.
[See Appendix 10: “God’s Promise of Salvation.”]
Revelation 22:19 does not directly address Christians because Revelation is written to people left on earth after the Rapture, but we can assume that any Christian who takes away from the words of God would suffer serious consequences just as he would with many other serious sins.
[For information on “rewards,” see commentary on 2 Cor. 5:10.]
The King James Version reads “book of life,” not “tree of life.” The KJV used a manuscript that was based on the Latin text at this time (they did not have a Greek text for this section of Revelation), so Erasmus wrote a Greek text based on the Latin text. We now have early Greek texts of this section of Revelation and can translate those Greek texts, which read “tree of life.”
Rev 22:21
“with all the holy ones.” The extant Greek texts have four different variants for this short sentence, the shortest being simply, “with all.” Scholars disagree as to which is original. David Aune writes about this ending, especially the one many translations have, “with all,” and says, “Yet it is difficult to accept the notion that John would have pronounced this concluding charis-benediction indiscriminately upon all without restricting its scope to Christians alone (Charles 2:226). The distinctive phrase in reading (2), “with the saints,” is preferable since other variants can be accounted for through the influence of the Pauline letters….”[footnoteRef:3189] Aune makes a powerful point, especially since the book of Revelation is mostly focused on the vengeance of God including the Final Judgment when the unsaved are thrown into the Lake of Fire. It would seem incongruous indeed to tell the unsaved they would suffer horribly and then be thrown into Gehenna where they would suffer more, and then say, “The grace of God be with you.” Thus the REV goes with the translation that is represented by many Greek texts and fits the scope of Scripture best. [3189:  David Aune, Revelation 17-22 [WBC], 1239.] 


Page 5953 of 5954
